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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
    The musical notes of Ave Maria played softly through the speaker system. I glanced up at Cassie’s mum. A tear rolled down her cheek. I noticed as Cassie’s dad put an arm around his wife to comfort her. The sounds of sobs and sniffles intermingled with the music, reminded me of an orchestra tuning up. This was going to be a difficult day. 
 
    Cassie’s murder was still so raw for everyone. The grief-stricken family had waited all this time until the body was finally released by the coroner. It didn’t seem fair. As if they weren’t going through enough. Her life had been taken at such a young age. She was a beautiful girl in her twenties, who had the world at her feet. We became good friends after I helped her get over a suicide attempt.  
 
    Cassie was the closest person I had lost other than my nan. This funeral felt different to Nan’s. There was more sadness, and the circumstances were far worse. Nan had lived a good long life. Cassie’s life had so cruelly been cut short. Her body had been found in Townley Park in Burnley by a dog walker and she had been strangled. 
 
    I took a tissue out of my black suede handbag and blew my nose. My eyes were welling up. I couldn’t believe I wasn’t going to see Cassie again - the funeral director instructed the pallbearers into the tiny building. I watched as tears were held in check by starched white handkerchiefs. There was a distinct lack of eye contact amongst the mourners. People with brief tight-lipped smiles slowly nudged into the chapel. Heads were bowed as latecomers joined the rest of the congregation. Strangers glanced nervously at family members. Charlie’s parents had turned up. I wasn’t sure how wise that decision was. 
 
    The vicar’s words were solemn and poignant. He talked about finding forgiveness in our hearts. How could I ever learn to forgive the person who had done this to Cassie?  She had spent years being beaten by her boyfriend, Charlie. I had been fortunate enough to help her as her counsellor and find her a place in a women’s hostel and she had just left there to move into her own place. She was looking forward to moving on with her life when tragedy struck.  
 
    Everyone knew Charlie had murdered her. His violence had culminated in her life being taken and now thankfully, from what I knew, he was in police custody awaiting trial. Forgiveness, I thought, I hope he rots in hell. The hardest part for me was learning to forgive myself. I should have been there for her, insisting I help her more than I did. 
 
    Cassie’s sister Laura got up to read a poem. How she managed to get through the recitation without crying, I didn’t know. It must have taken a lot of bravery on her part. I only knew I couldn’t have done that. 
 
    I looked back at the masses of people squeezing into the tiny building, trying to get out of the wet weather. Many were stood up at the back and the doors were open where more people spilt out onto the grass outside. They stood sombrely listening. The rain came down and joined in with the solemn mood. 
 
    I took another tissue out of my bag and knelt to pray. I wished for the service to be over. I didn’t like crying in public. My old boss was sat in the row in front of me. I had always thought of her as being a tough Northerner but even she was wiping her eyes with a hanky. I looked up at the coffin and thought about the secrets Cassie had never managed to tell. We all have secrets. Mine still kept me awake at night. There were probably things about Cassie that now lay dead beside her in the shiny mahogany casing. What really happened in Cassie’s final hours? I felt sure the police had come up with their own conclusions as to what happened. I hoped Charlie would go away for a long time. I dabbed my cheek and screwed up the tissue. 
 
    Eva Cassidy’s “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” played as the curtains were drawn. I stared mesmerised at a solitary candle and thought about how quickly life can be snuffed out. My tears flowed. I gritted my teeth and my breathing became sporadic. The sniffling masked the guilt I felt at letting Cassie down. It was so hard to say goodbye to someone I cared about.  
 
    Anger took over and nudged the sadness out when I imagined what could have been. I remembered the last time I visited Cassie at the refuge and how happy she seemed.  She had come a long way from the timid wreck she was when she started the counselling sessions but it was for nothing now. 
 
    I thought about the people sat in the pews. Who were they all? I didn’t know many of them but they were obviously people whose lives Cassie had touched in some way. I had only known her a short time, and I had risked my job for her, getting closer to her than I should. We formed a friendship, and she became more than just a client. There was something about her personality that was so endearing. I had felt obligated to push the boundaries and help her. Seeing her outside working hours had been difficult for my conscience but I so wanted to help her and I didn’t want her going through the same horrors I had. 
 
    If I had kept in touch more would she still be lying there in that coffin today? I had to stop this train of thought. There was no point punishing myself but pockets of regret kept popping in. I felt like I was in a tiny boat trying to ride the crest of the wave, mindful that the big one might come along anytime and sweep me overboard. The time I had with Cassie had been a particularly difficult period in my life.  
 
    The service ended, and the vicar walked down the centre of the chapel. “Rise”, a piece of music by Gabrielle came on and we rose and filed out of the tiny building. I walked towards the exit. The minister’s dark robes heightened his pale complexion. 
 
    “Thank you vicar, it was a lovely service,” I said, shaking the minister’s hand. They were icy cold. He was waiting to acknowledge and comfort the congregation one by one as they left. I looked up at the sky. The rain was pelting down. I took out my pink umbrella and put it up. It didn’t match my black suit but if it kept me dry, I wasn’t bothered. 
 
     I hadn’t realised death would affect me so much. Grief is indescribable when someone you love and care about dies. I wished people hadn’t turned up in black. It made the occasion even more depressing. I wanted to see brightness, to be reminded of Cassie’s personality.  
 
    The moment made me very reflective. Death wasn’t just the endpoint for Cassie. It went much further than that. It was haunting, both for those directly and indirectly associated with her. I had only been in her life for a short period, but that small snapshot of her life had touched me immeasurably.  
 
    I scanned the crowd that had gathered outside the chapel. Cassie’s mum and dad split up and went talking to other family members. Friends were dispersing. Three young women were stood by a tree chatting. With their short skirts, hair extensions and false eyelashes they looked more appropriately dressed for a night out clubbing rather than a funeral. I wondered if they were Cassie’s friends from when she worked at the salon.  They all had dark hair and wore fake tan. The one with the shortest hair of the three looked over at me and began to walk towards me. 
 
    She held out a hand to shake mine.  
 
    “Hi, you must be Sophie.” She smiled at me and I wondered how she had worked that out. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” The girl stood silent for a moment looking at me, still holding onto my hand. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. You must forgive me. How rude of me to not introduce myself. I’m Mia.” 
 
    “Hi, Mia.” She released my hand. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I used to work with Cassie at the Hair Factory. I don’t know if she ever mentioned me.” She looked at my face searching for recognition. I glanced at her then over at the other two girls. I thought prudishly how out of place their attire looked. I turned my attention back to Mia. 
 
    “Yes. She did tell me about you.” 
 
    “All positive, I hope.” She laughed nervously. I only remember Cassie mentioning Mia’s name once, but I nodded and smiled. 
 
    She continued, “I still can’t get my head around what happened. I only saw her a few hours before she died.” I frowned. I hadn’t realised Cassie was still in touch with any of her friends from the salon. I thought Charlie had put a stop to her seeing them. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. So did you go to Cassie’s new place?” 
 
    Mia pulled a face. Her mouth drooped, and she cocked her head to one side. “Er no, we met up in Manchester.” 
 
    “That must have been awful, being one of the last people to see Cassie alive?” 
 
    Mia was moving from foot to foot. She kept looking over at her friends. She looked nervous. 
 
    “Er, yes it was.” 
 
    “So did you know Charlie?” I was curious about this relationship I knew little about. 
 
    “Yes, I met him. He seemed nice.” Heat rose in my cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe he did seem nice to the outside world.” Somehow, I didn’t think that was the case. 
 
    “Did you ever meet him?” Mia asked. 
 
    “No, I never had that misfortune thank goodness.” My tone was clipped. 
 
    At that point, the vicar’s voice interrupted our conversation. 
 
    “For anyone wanting to come over to the graveside, we are ready now.” 
 
    A group of about twenty of us began trouping in a line over the sodden ground until we reached the spot where Cassie was to be buried. It was in the same plot of land as her stillborn sister. 
 
    I watched without blinking as the box was lowered into the ground. A few people started to throw handfuls of earth over the coffin and say a prayer. One by one, they lined up. My turn came, and I threw in a single red rose and wiped a tear away. 
 
    “Goodbye, my precious Cassie,” I whispered. 
 
    We formed a circle at the grave and the vicar started to speak. Sadness engulfed me. 
 
    “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” he began and I shuddered. Death is so final.  A life so special ended at such a young age. In my time of reflection, I vowed to help as many people as I could along the way. I told myself I was going to enjoy myself more and spend more time with friends and family. I was making that commitment to myself now in Cassie’s honour. 
 
    I glanced up as the service was brought to a close. Heads were bowed low. Looking into the distance, I notice a solitary dark figure stood by a tree. I wondered who it could be. I came to the conclusion it was probably the police keeping a discreet eye on proceedings. 
 
    As the crowd began to disperse, I walked over to Cassie’s mum. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Mrs Donoghue.” I took hold of her hand to comfort her. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Sophie.” 
 
    “There were a lot of people at the service. She touched the hearts of many of us.” A single tear appeared on Mrs Donoghue’s face. I moved in closer to give her a proper hug.  “No one can hurt her anymore. She’s free from fear and pain now,” I said 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue and continued, “I’m sorry about this. The sadness comes over in waves. I can’t stop the tears when they come.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I’m the same. Tears are healing and part of the grieving process.” 
 
    “You are coming back to the reception aren’t you, Sophie?” I didn’t have the heart to say no.  
 
    “Well, I can probably come for a while.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She smiled at me then moved on to talk to a couple stood behind us. Damn, I should have said I needed to get back to work. Too late now, I’d committed myself to being there. 
 
    I turned to talk to Cassie’s sister Laura. She and Cassie were so different in looks. Whilst they were both attractive, Cassie had been very girly, whereas Laura wore her hair in dreadlocks and had piercings in her nose and eyebrow. 
 
    Giving her a big hug, I said, “That was courageous of you getting up to read that poem. I couldn’t have done what you did.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie. I felt I had to do something for Cassie.” 
 
    “You did really well.” 
 
    Laura glanced over my head. “Sorry, Sophie. I’ll talk to you later. I need to see my aunt and uncle.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, off you go.” Laura left me standing on my own. Why did I get the impression that she didn’t want to talk to me? 
 
    I made my way back to where my car was parked. I wasn’t looking forward to the reception. I didn’t like going into social settings at the best of times but I hardly knew anyone there. I’d organised to have the afternoon off work but now I wished my old boss was coming to the reception as well. I waved to her in acknowledgement as she left.  
 
    Working as Cassie’s therapist, I didn’t know many of her friends and relatives. She’d mentioned a few of them to me but I’d never met most of them. I briefly met her family when I visited them to pass on my condolences when Cassie died. Now at the reception, I felt nervous, especially being there alone. I wasn’t keen on going into drinking situations full stop, now I didn’t drink myself I wasn’t comfortable with it. 
 
    I hadn’t found staying away from alcohol easy but I learnt a lot from my time in rehab and I stayed close to my support network. That consisted of Joyce, Liam and Aaron. Joyce was my ex-boyfriend’s mum. She was an alcoholic who had been sober many years, and she taught me a lot. I always turned to her when I needed advice. Liam and Aaron were both in the same group as me in treatment so we knew each other well. We stayed in touch even though it was coming up to five years ago. 
 
     Liam had moved back to Liverpool and had relapsed a couple of times but was doing well now. Aaron was from Newcastle and had relocated to Bury, not far from me. This had helped him because he was able to steer clear of old acquaintances such as his drug dealer and fellow addicts. His recovery was solid, and we remained good friends. 
 
    I made a decision to stay and have a bite to eat at the buffet. As things turned out, I enjoyed myself there and stayed longer than I had anticipated. I got into a conversation with Cassie’s aunt and uncle, Lynne and Roy, and we had a couple of interesting debates about Catholic priests and global warming. Roy was an interesting character. He sported a Bobby Charlton haircut with a few strands of long hair brushed over his bald patch. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Sophie?” Roy rose from his seat and took out his wallet. 
 
    “A coke will be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want something stronger? Maybe a Bacardi in that or a glass of wine?” I gulped. I never knew when temptation would come along. 
 
    “No, just coke thanks.” He didn’t press me any further. I was relieved.  
 
    When he returned, he resumed his previous conversation. Whilst he was talking, his hair seemed to want to go its natural way, and he had to keep flicking the unruly strands back with his fingers. I found it amusing at first but this behaviour soon began to irritate me. He was knowledgeable on many subjects and had an opinion on everything. He eagerly shared his thoughts with me. If I was being unkind, I would have described him as something of a know-all. Their son, Joe, joined us for a short time but I could see from his expression that he had heard it all before.  
 
     I was bemused throughout the afternoon at how slowly they drank. If this had been back in my drinking days, I’d have been well and truly sozzled by now but Lynne and Roy only had a pint of lager and a glass of wine in the last two hours. There would have been a time for me when I’d have loved going to funerals just to get drunk. Today I knew I’d be leaving the building stone cold sober. 
 
    “It’s been great meeting you both,” I said as I got up to put my jacket on. 
 
    “Goodbye Sophie and safe journey home.” Roy shook my hand 
 
    “Lovely to meet you too,” said Lynn as she moved towards me and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Bye,” I said as I went to find the Donoghues to thank them. 
 
    The reception had been held at the Bolholt Country Park in Walshaw. Leaving the building, I looked up at the sky. The late autumn darkness had set in. The sky was turning a mixture of dark grey and blue.  I had to park my car in the overspill car park as the hotel was very busy that day. Walking up the pebbled pathway towards my vehicle, I was glad the rain had stopped. 
 
    I put my hand in my pocket to feel for my keys. Taking out my fob, I pressed my thumb on the remote and the car door made the familiar clunking noise. I took my handbag off my shoulder, ready to throw it over to the passenger side as I opened the driver door. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt an arm grab hold of my body. I jerked forward. A hand went over my mouth. What was going on? I thrashed out, trying to swivel around, but I was held in a tight grip. Confusion followed by shock as fear enveloped me. What the…? A thud, a pain shot through my head and I began to feel a strange sensation inside. My eyes felt heavy as I struggled to focus. My knees sagged. My body crumpled. I sank into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. My head felt groggy. There was blackness all about me. A few feet in front of me I saw a glimmer of light. Nausea was building up in my stomach. I gagged then vomited on the damp ground. I rubbed my eyes and glanced in between my fingers. Small loose stones littered the area. As my senses returned, I smelt trouble. 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped. I tried to jerk my body out of the way. Sitting leaning against a concrete rock, I moved to pull myself up.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, not so fast, Sophie,” came a voice I didn’t recognise. My body shuddered, and I jerked again. I shivered with the cold air. In the gloomy night, the shadow of a hunched figure lurked overhead.  
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. I tried to move. 
 
    “Take your time, Sophie.” The voice sounded gentle in stark contrast to the force of the arm that pushed me back - I frowned. 
 
    “Hello, who’s there?” I asked. The sound of my voice echoed across the disturbed stones. I listened and heard water dripping in the distance. My body tensed.  
 
    “I don’t want you to get alarmed, Sophie.” There was no hint of a Manchester accent when he spoke. This didn’t sound like a local ruffian. His tone was business-like. 
 
    “What do you want?” My lips trembled. 
 
    “Please don’t panic. I’m sorry for bringing you here,” came the deep but tender sounds of a man’s voice. 
 
    What was going on? Where was I? An icy chill swept across my face. I shuddered. I wanted to scream, but no words came out. My legs felt weak. I gulped. Could I make a run for it? 
 
    Adrenalin spikes gripped my body. My stomach felt rock hard as a sense of nausea rose up into my chest. Anger and fear were building up inside me competing for my attention. A light went on. I was blinded for a moment. I shielded my eyes with my arms.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Please don’t be afraid. I don’t want to hurt you,” said the softly spoken voice. 
 
    “Well, stop shining that torch in my face.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he replied. 
 
    “Who are you?” I looked down at my hands. They were shaking uncontrollably. My body jerked. 
 
    “Please, you’ve got to promise me you won’t panic.” 
 
    “Look, what’s going on?” At that moment, the dark figure stooping over me shone the torch so that I could see his face. I gasped as I recognised his features. The high cheekbones and wide-set eyes were unmistakeable. His hair appeared somewhat unkempt but this rugged appearance added to his attractiveness. 
 
    “Charlie, what the hell…?” I pressed my weight onto my hands and moved to get up. 
 
    “Please stay there, I want to talk to you.” Charlie pushed me back down.  “I’m sorry Sophie. I didn’t want to do this but I’m desperate. I promise you I’m not going to hurt you. I want you to hear me out.” 
 
    “But Charlie, I thought you were in police custody?” 
 
    “Yes well, I jumped police bail. Please, will you listen to what I’ve got to say.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Please, will you listen?” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about bringing you here but I didn’t think you’d listen to me of your own free will.” 
 
    “What do you want with me, Charlie?” I wanted to make a run for it but Charlie was over six feet tall. I wouldn’t stand a chance against him. I knew he was a violent man, so I didn’t want to do anything to antagonise him.  Also, my body still felt like a wobbly jelly. 
 
    “Haven’t you done enough damage?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie. This was the only way I could think of to get your attention.” 
 
    “Is that all you can say, I’m sorry,” I said, mimicking his voice. 
 
    “I was desperate to get someone to believe me and this was the only way I could think of. I didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I swear to you, Sophie. I didn’t do it and you are the only person I knew might help me clear my name.” Charlie held onto my arms and looked at me with those steely brown eyes. Something flickered inside me. 
 
    “This is no way to go about proving your innocence, Charlie. Where have you brought me?” 
 
    “We’re on Holcombe Moor. I am on the run from the police because there’s a warrant out for my arrest now, so I’ve been staying up here.” He was still holding me and staring into my eyes. I wanted to look away but couldn’t. 
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know it’s not exactly the Ritz but there aren’t any snooping eyes up here.” I shuddered at those words. 
 
    “Oh Charlie, you’ve got to give yourself in. You can’t live like this.” I inspected all around and noticed a discarded half-opened tin of beans. 
 
    “The police will never believe I’m innocent.” 
 
    “You’re making matters worse for yourself this way.” 
 
    Charlie was crouched down next to me. I think he realised by now I wasn’t going to make a run for it. He bowed his head and put his hands up to his forehead. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to prison for something I didn’t do.” Could he be innocent after all? 
 
    “Charlie, look me in the eye.” I waited until he was looking at me. “Tell me honestly, did you do it?” Charlie began to cry.  
 
    “No, of course not!” He sounded indignant. I sighed heavily and leant back. I couldn’t help myself from rolling my eyes back. Cassie had been coming to me for counselling for months before she died because of Charlie’s violence towards her. The person she had portrayed to me didn’t seem anything like the man now sat next to me. I didn’t know what to make of this. 
 
    “Even if I believed you and offered to help, what do you think I could do?” 
 
    “I thought of you because I hoped you wouldn’t judge me the way the police have done. The media have already cast me as a villain so I was a condemned man from the start.” 
 
    I stared out into space. I couldn’t take in all he was saying. Everyone said Charlie was the murderer right from the offset. If he was telling the truth he needed help but if he was lying, then I was in danger. Right at this moment, I couldn’t contemplate the alternative. If I refused to help him and he turned nasty, goodness knows what he was capable of.  
 
    I had to admit, that killer or not, there was something about Charlie I found endearing. Whether it was his vulnerability or his charm, I wasn’t sure. Cassie had described him as tall dark and handsome and I couldn’t disagree. To say he was too good looking to be a killer was naive of me but that was what my instinct was saying. There was something inside of me that was willing to trust him. I suppose I wanted him to be telling the truth. 
 
    The more he pleaded with me, the more I felt myself caving in. I thought he was being real. It didn’t seem like an act and the longer I was there listening to him the more I was giving in to his reasoning.  
 
    The cold air whistled through my long red hair and I rubbed my shoulders to warm myself up. I couldn’t imagine anyone having to stay out here in these conditions. It seemed barbaric. The wind was biting. I could easily imagine Charlie dying of hyperthermia staying out in this weather. 
 
    The problem is I can be too soft, and I am always taken in by a sad story. I loved helping others. It was in my nature and I found it hard to resist a call for help. When someone had problems, I liked to go to the rescue. It did wonders for my self-esteem. 
 
    I’d been deep in thought for a few minutes. Charlie’s pleas were like background sounds as I pondered what to do. 
 
    “You know Mia, the girl she worked with at the salon?” 
 
    “Yes, I met her at the funeral.” 
 
    “I think if you talk to her you will see why I didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “Okay, Charlie, I’ll think about it.” He’d tapped into my curiosity. 
 
    “Yes?” His eyebrows were raised. 
 
    “It’s a big ask, Charlie.” 
 
    “I know it is, but I need someone to believe me. I’m not the evil man Cassie made me out to be.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell you what I will do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll contact Mia. If what you’re telling me is true, and she confirms what you’ve said, I will help you.” 
 
    “Really?” He didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Not so fast. If I find out you are stringing me along, I will go straight to the police.” 
 
    “I understand.” He looked down at the ground. 
 
    “There’s one condition.” 
 
    “Yes, anything, whatever you say.” 
 
    “I want you to promise me that you’ll be honest with me. I don’t want any bullshit.” 
 
    “No, no, of course, I wouldn’t dream of lying to you.” 
 
    I glanced at his face and searched deep into his eyes. I prided myself on my ability to read people. My instincts told me he was being genuine. I hoped I had reasoned this through.  Why else go to the trouble of abducting me and pleading with me to help him if he wasn’t innocent? 
 
    “Don’t you think you’d be better giving yourself up though, Charlie? I mean you can’t live out here. It’s too cold.” 
 
    “I know and I can’t go home or to any of my friends. The police will be watching for me. I’m not going to hand myself in until I find out who killed Cassie.” 
 
    “How do you think you’re going to do better than the police can? They believe you did it.” 
 
    “I was an easy target for them. I was at home with no alibi when it happened. They always automatically think it’s the victim’s partner. They’re probably not even looking anywhere else. I’ve got to do something to clear my name.” 
 
    “Can I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “I’m freezing cold sat here. Let me go home now and get some rest.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I need to know you’ll help me.” 
 
    “Look, Charlie, I want to believe you. I’m not going to turn you in.  You can’t keep me here indefinitely.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Cassie was a good friend. She didn’t deserve to die.” At the mention of Cassie’s name, a wave of sadness came over me and I wiped a tear from my cheek. Charlie moved forward to hug me. He put his arms around me. I moved my body in to accept the gesture. 
 
    “We both miss Cassie,” he said. I nodded. “Thank you for agreeing to help me. Together we’ll find Cassie’s killer.” I gave a half-hearted laugh. It had been a long time since a man had hugged me. 
 
     “I don’t know as I have yet.” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t say anything to the police, Sophie?” 
 
    “I’m a sucker for a sob story.” 
 
    Charlie’s expression was serious. “I swear to you I didn’t kill Cassie. If we’re going to work together, you need to believe that.” I wished he wasn’t so handsome. His good looks could be swaying my judgement. 
 
    “You know what, Charlie, if what you say pans out then I do.” The look of relief shone over his face. He went to hug me again.  
 
    “Oh thank you. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much that means,” he said. 
 
     He began to sob again. “I don’t even know if my family believe I’m innocent anymore.” 
 
    I released myself from his arms. I wasn’t used to seeing a grown man behave in this way. “Come on Charlie. You’ve got to trust me now.” 
 
    We walked slowly across the moor. The darkness had descended into almost pitch black. Cloud formation covering the moon meant visibility was poor. I thought about the sensitive nature Charlie had shown. This wasn’t something I had expected. 
 
    “How did you get me up here?” I asked as we trundled along the stony path.  
 
    “I drove your car and carried you to that sheltered area where we were.” 
 
    “Blimey, you must be strong. I wouldn’t fancy carrying a dead weight across the moors.” 
 
    Charlie was walking a few steps in front of me.  
 
    “It’s not that far, only about a quarter of a mile.” 
 
    “Still, you must work out or something.” 
 
    He turned to look at me and nodding said, “Yes and I’m sorry for what I did to you but I couldn’t think of any alternative.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I forgive you. “ 
 
    “The sooner we find Cassie’s killer, the sooner I can walk into a police station and hand myself in.” 
 
    We walked along for a few minutes in silence as we made our way across an area of uneven ground. I breathed in the unmistakeable scent of heather. The path was waterlogged in places. The ground felt firm with rubble one minute and springy like a carpet the next.  
 
    I glanced down at my black patent shoes. The mud was now caked deeply over the sides. I laughed to myself. I wasn’t exactly dressed for hill walking in my dark suit and white tailored blouse. 
 
    Before we parted ways, I turned towards Charlie, whose expression was shadowed by the moonlight. 
 
    “Are you intending sleeping up here tonight?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.” He was probably being cagey because he wasn’t one hundred percent sure of my intentions. We were just close to reaching the pavement and civilisation and he grabbed hold of my arm. “Can I ask you how well you knew Cassie?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, she told me something of her family life and her time with you.” 
 
    “Did she tell you about her job?” 
 
    “Yes, she told me she worked at the salon.” 
 
    No, not that job, her other job.” 
 
    “What job?” I frowned. 
 
    Charlie watched me. 
 
    “I don’t know what Cassie confided in you but she didn’t always tell the truth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I am trying to say is Cassie was a romancer. She found being truthful very difficult. “ 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” I frowned, feeling confused at Charlie’s words. 
 
    “What did she say about me?” 
 
    I chose my words carefully but knew I had to be straight with him.  
 
    “She told me you hit her.”  
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be saying any of this.” 
 
    “What else did she say about me?” 
 
    “Really Charlie, it’s not fair of you to ask me.” 
 
    Charlie spoke in a loud voice. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said you were controlling.” 
 
    Charlie stamped the ground. 
 
    “The little bitch.” He looked over at my shocked expression and said, “Sorry, sorry for the outburst but that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “I, I, I don’t understand,” I said 
 
    “So Cassie didn’t tell you where she got her money from?” 
 
    “She told me she worked at the salon until you made her give the job up. She said you earned enough to keep you both.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” Charlie’s voice was raised. He shook his head. “Cassie was always the main breadwinner.” My furrowed brow felt a permanent fixture as I tried to take in what Charlie was saying. 
 
    “Why what was her job, Charlie?” 
 
    Charlie peered at me and said, “She worked as a prostitute.” 
 
    I was staring at Charlie open-mouthed. I couldn’t take in what he had said. 
 
    “A prostitute? I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Well if you want to gloss it up, an escort but it was the same thing.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I know it might seem hard coming from Miss Prim and Proper but it’s true.” 
 
    “No, it can’t be true.” My hand was over my mouth and I continued shaking my head. 
 
    “Just shows what a great actress she was. You were her therapist, and you didn’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “No, I never.” I glanced up to my left, recalling past conversations I had with Cassie. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine what Charlie had told me. 
 
    “How? Why?” I was still flabbergasted and trying to take in what he had said. Charlie was watching my reaction as we continued walking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we left the moor, I gazed back at the horizon and saw the silhouetted shape of the slopes, rolling on for miles. What was I doing? Was I going mad? Who in their right mind agrees to help a suspected killer? I knew I liked to live dangerously, but this was ridiculous. I was about to get myself involved in something I shouldn’t. 
 
     I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about what I was doing. They would think I had seriously lost the plot. I genuinely believed I was going to be all right though. My reasoning was if Charlie had intended harming me, he would have done it up on the moors with no one about. 
 
     “When I first met Cassie, she was working as an exotic dancer in a nightclub,” he said 
 
    “She mentioned to me very briefly that she’d been a dancer,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “She did lap dancing, that kind of thing. I didn’t know about the escort stuff at first. She’d been approached by a black guy at the club, Randy, to make extra money and he became her pimp. He got her the work.” I was listening with intent. 
 
    “I still can’t get my head around this.” 
 
    “She worked out of a hotel room initially but hired an apartment later. Randy was taking a cut of her earnings.” 
 
    “No.” I was still staring open-mouthed. 
 
    “Yes, it’s true. Mia can vouch for it. She did some escort work too but gave up when she fell pregnant.” 
 
    “So when did you find out?” 
 
    “I didn’t know at first, but I got suspicious where the money was coming from. She was going out in the evenings and told me she was seeing extra hairdressing clients. I mean I knew she was a fabulous hairdresser but not that great for the money she was spending. I thought maybe she had a secret sugar daddy so I thought I would follow her one day.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I saw her go off with two different men.” 
 
    “Did you challenge her?” 
 
    “Not there and then. I was so angry. If I’d have done anything I’d have probably killed either her or them.” Charlie glanced over at me. “I waited until she came home and we had an almighty bust-up.” 
 
    “So you fought?” 
 
    “Yes, we did. We were at the top of the stairs arguing and she went to push me. I’m sorry to say I pushed her back, more in self-defence because she was lashing out but she lost her footing and fell down the stairs.” 
 
    “Is that the time she ended up in hospital when you were arrested?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. The crafty little minx made up a story to take the heat off her. She said that I hit her so no one found out about the prostitution.” 
 
    “But she told me you were violent towards her.” 
 
    Charlie laughed and shook his head. “It was the other way around. I know that Randy guy hit her a couple of times though.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “I may look like I can take care of myself but I’m no mug. If I went up against a street criminal like Randy, I’d have no chance.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave her?” 
 
    “Believe me, I thought about it but I loved her and she could be unstable. I felt a sense of duty towards her and she needed looking after. I pleaded with her to stop what she was doing but after a while when I knew she wasn’t going to, I accepted it as her occupation. It helped me to cope by believing there were no feelings involved with the men she was seeing. It was a business, and she was purely doing it for money.” 
 
    I found it hard to take in everything Charlie was telling me. He was painting a totally different picture to the story Cassie had told me. After she had been referred to me for slitting her wrists in a suicide attempt, she confided in me that Charlie was abusive both physically and verbally. She was dead now so I couldn’t check any of this out to see who was telling the truth.  
 
    “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Charlie. I don’t know what to make of it all.” 
 
    “If I was lying to you, why would I come to you and ask for help? 
 
    “But Cassie often came to me with a bruised face and body and always told me you had hit her.” 
 
    “Cassie liked to be the centre of attention. She knew you wouldn’t think highly of her if she told you the truth. At least saying it was me made you feel sorry for her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have treated her any differently whoever had attacked her. If what you’re saying is true, I can’t believe she blamed you.” 
 
    “She could hardly tell you the truth if she didn’t want you to know she was a prostitute.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that makes sense.” I was still finding all this quite shocking. “Wait a minute though, why did she leave you?” 
 
    “I admit, we had fallen out but the real reason was she needed somewhere safe to stay because Randy was after her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Cassie had been creaming off Randy’s takings and pocketing some of the money herself that was supposed to be his but he got wise to it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes and Randy isn’t the type of person you want to double cross.” 
 
    “So, do you think she could have been killed by Randy?” 
 
    “It’s possible either him or one of his cronies could have done it. I told the police about him but they still think it’s me for some reason, the numbskulls.”  
 
    “This story is all so incredible, Charlie and I’m getting tired. I still feel groggy so I’d like to go home now.” We had arrived where Charlie left my car. 
 
     “Don’t forget, the first person you should contact is Mia from the salon. She can confirm what I’ve told you about Cassie and she may be able to help us find Randy but be careful. He’s not the nicest of characters.” 
 
    “I’m used to unsavoury types,” I laughed. “What if she won’t talk?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do, Charlie? You can’t stay here.” 
 
    “No, I know that. I’ve still got money left. I’ll buy us both a pay-as-you-go phone so we can speak without fear of being found out.” 
 
    “Okay, so what are your plans?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “When should we meet?” 
 
    “Best give me a few days and I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either yet but I’ll think of something.” He passed me my car keys. 
 
    “Goodbye then, Charlie.” 
 
    “Oh, before you go, there’s something else I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I went to Cassie’s funeral. I would hardly have risked going if I didn’t love her.” 
 
    “Was that you stood over in the distance by the tree?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see, okay, well, you’ve given me plenty to think about. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Good luck Sophie and thanks again for everything.” 
 
    I got into my car. I felt I had been talked into helping Charlie but now in the cold night air, I was having my doubts. I got home. I was still coming to terms with what had happened to me. I didn’t sleep well that night.  I kept churning over and over what Charlie had told me. Could Cassie’s secret be true? When I thought about secrets, I felt a pang in my stomach. Nausea spread up to my mouth and the pain continued into my chest. I thought about my own secret, something I had kept to myself for a number of years. 
 
    There was only one other person knew about what happened. He was hardly likely to tell anyone but my silence had never given me peace of mind. Instead, I lay awake throughout the night, unable to lie still. I tried to clear my head but sleep didn’t come. I thought about going to the police but I had promised Charlie and felt I ought to give him a chance. 
 
    I got up and made a brew and tried to push my fears out of my head. The thought of speaking to the police filled me with dread. I was convinced they would know I was guilty of something. I decided to keep my promise to Charlie and not inform the police. 
 
    I woke up the next day feeling like I hadn’t slept at all. I must have got off at some point but tiredness weighed me down. Even making a cup of tea felt like a huge effort but I had a mission to contact Mia, which spurred me on. 
 
    Later that day, whilst on my lunch break, I got a chance to make a phone call to The Hair Factory. I wondered if Mia would be there at the salon. I hoped she’d be prepared to speak to me. I was in luck getting hold of her. The receptionist put her on the line. 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie Brown here, we met at Cassie’s funeral.” 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie, how are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine thanks.” I was thinking about how best to word things. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked Mia. 
 
    “I was wondering if I could meet up with you to have a chat about Cassie?” 
 
    “Why, what is it?” 
 
    It’s quite sensitive. I’d rather speak to you in person.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me now?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to see you if that’s alright?” 
 
    “What’s it concerning?” 
 
    “I can explain better when I see you. Something’s come up regarding Charlie and I think you might be able to help me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how I’d be able to help. I didn’t know him all that well.” 
 
    I could hear the reticence in her voice. 
 
    “I won’t take up much of your time but it is important.” 
 
    “I tell you what, I’ll give you a ring back when I’m not so busy and we can arrange something.” 
 
    We ended the call, and I felt downbeat. Why did I get the idea I was being fobbed off? 
 
    A few days passed, and I hadn’t heard from Mia so I tried ringing again. This time I was asked my name first by the receptionist, then told Mia was busy. Ah, so she’s avoiding me. Rather than keep pestering her on the phone, I made a decision to go along to the salon and wait for her to finish work. I was hopeful I’d be able to catch her when she left. It was Wednesday and a sign on the door said they closed at six. 
 
    I peered in through the tinted glass window and saw Mia’s unmistakeable shoulder-length bobbed dark hair. She was combing her client’s locks and chatting with her through the mirror in front of them both. I wasn’t sure if she’d noticed me when I walked past.  I checked my watch for the time. It was 5.30. I made a decision to go and have a coffee in the cafe across the road and wait.  
 
    I took a window seat in the cafe and could see the salon door from where I sat. The young girl whose hair Mia had been doing came out. The cafe was closing, so I waited outside. Six o’clock came and went. Two of the other stylists left the building but there was no sign of Mia. I walked up to the salon window and peered inside. The shop was empty. I frowned. Where had she gone? I wondered if there was another exit she had used. Maybe she had seen me and was avoiding me on purpose.  
 
     I walked around to the back-alley and found out there was a back entrance. It looked like I had missed her. I felt dejected and aborted my mission. I tried phoning again the next day but was told Mia was too busy to come to the phone. I thought, in that case, I would go along again in person to the salon to see if I could catch her. This time I kept well hidden. Five minutes after the shop closed, I spotted her leaving. She was alone. I ran up behind her and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Mia, Mia, can I have a word?” 
 
    She turned and almost jumped when she saw me. 
 
    “Leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Please Mia, it’s important.” I tried to pull her back to stop her moving forward. 
 
    She pushed me away and gathered speed as she marched up the pavement. 
 
    “Go away.” She began to run, and I chased after her. She was gaining distance on me.  
 
    I slowed down and shouted out, “Mia, I know about your other job. Charlie told me.” 
 
    Mia stopped dead and turned to face me.   
 
    “What do you want?” she said through gritted teeth. She was watching who was passing by. I caught her up.  
 
     “If what Charlie has told me is true, he may be innocent.” 
 
    Mia paused for a moment, weighing up her options. 
 
    “Okay, you win, I’ll speak to you. Do you fancy a drink? We could call in the Two Tubs?” 
 
    “That’d be great,” I said. I didn’t like going in pubs being a non-drinker but knew I must make an exception on this occasion. 
 
    We walked in the pub and I went up to the bar to order the drinks. 
 
    “What would you like?” I asked 
 
    “You’d better get me a double vodka.”  
 
    “Take a seat and I’ll bring the drinks over.” 
 
    I ordered myself a coke. It still felt strange coming into pubs. Walking over to the corner where Mia had found an empty table, I placed the drinks down.  Mia took hers and drank it down in one go. I watched in amazement. 
 
    “I needed that,” she said. “I’ll get another.” She came back with a large glass of white wine. The aroma of the bouquet passed in front of my nostrils. It smelt good. I missed that smell. I ignored any temptation to join her. 
 
    In a hushed voice, I said, “Charlie seems to think Cassie’s pimp, Randy might be connected with her death.” 
 
    “When did you see Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, but I promised to look into Cassie’s murder for him.” 
 
    “But I thought Charlie had been charged?” 
 
    “He told me he didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to.” 
 
    “So he told you I did escort work?” 
 
    “Yes, he told me. Look, I’m not here to judge you. I want to help find Cassie’s killer.” 
 
    “I needed the money, Sophie. I was deep in debt. In fact, I still am but I’m going to have to find some other way of making money. I’m not going back to doing that. I stopped when I got pregnant.” 
 
    “So you have a child?” 
 
    “Yes, and before you ask, I’m a single parent and life is tough. My mum looks after Alfie while I’m working.”  
 
    “Won’t she be expecting you?” 
 
    “I sent her a text while you were at the bar to say I had to work late.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. I’ll try not to keep you.” 
 
    Mia had been drinking the wine greedily and finished the glass. She went to get another. When she returned from the bar I asked about Randy.  
 
    “Do you know where I might find him?” 
 
    “I’d stay away from him. He’s trouble.” 
 
    “I’m used to trouble.” 
 
    “No, seriously, Sophie, you don’t want to go meddling in his business.” 
 
    “I want answers, Mia.” 
 
    “Leave it to the police. You’re off your head if you get involved.” She took a large swig from the glass and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. 
 
    “But I promised Charlie.” 
 
    “Well, let Charlie do the meddling, that’s unless you’re on a death wish.” 
 
    “Those girls you were talking to at the funeral. Might they be able to help me?” 
 
    “You’re not listening, are you? Stay away.” Mia’s voice was raised. 
 
    “I owe it to Cassie. Surely you understand that?” 
 
    “Look, Randy is one of the biggest gangsters in Manchester. He’s trouble with a capital T. For your own good, I wouldn’t go asking any questions. He has a real bee in his bonnet about anyone getting close to him. I think there’s a stigma there because of his disability?” 
 
    “Why what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you know? He walks with a limp. He has a walking stick, but he uses that for beating people up rather than helping him walk.” 
 
    “So, how come he walks with a limp?” 
 
    “You’re asking too many questions, Sophie. Stay well clear of him.” 
 
    “No, seriously, I’m curious.” 
 
    “Apparently, he was involved in a hit-and-run accident a few years back.” This news sent a shiver down my spine. I wanted to know more, but I had probably asked enough questions already. My stomach tightened as I thought about what happened all those years ago. 
 
    We talked for a while longer. I found out that Georgia, Randy’s girlfriend was one of the women Mia had been talking to at the funeral. I managed to get Georgia’s phone number out of Mia. The alcohol was taking its toll and making her more accommodating. I thanked Mia and hoped she got home safely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    RANDY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not being one to look back on my life, I had a moment recently with my nephew Harry where he got me talking about that emotional stuff. Harry was an impressionable young lad so letting him see that side of me wasn’t good for my street cred. We had the kind of conversation normally reserved for someone on their deathbed. 
 
     I hadn’t planned on revealing anything, the words just came out. In my game though, who knows how long you’ve got left to live. So maybe Harry needed to know some of that nonsense from my past. 
 
    “Get out of that seat, H.” I picked up the chair Harry sat on and turfed him off it. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, our kid, I don’t sit with my back to the door. I don’t want someone coming along and putting a knife or an axe in my back while I’m not looking. I’ve gotta have my wits about me at all times. Now sit down.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, gotcha, mate.” Harry raised his hands up in defence. 
 
    “I’m not looking for any sympathy for the way I turned out. I’m proud of who I am, anyway. Some people think I’m scum but that’s up to them. We’re too quick to judge each other in this life.” I said as I took a hard long slug from my glass of lager. I knew Harry looked up to me whatever I did, good or bad.  
 
    “Do you remember anything about your dad?” Harry asked 
 
    “It’d be hard to forget the last time I saw him. I’d be about six or seven.” I gazed upwards to the left thinking, recalling the nightmare. I laughed. 
 
    “I broke my back when he threw me against the wall.” I laughed again. “That affected my walking and then I was involved in that accident a few years back, so I’ve never been able to walk properly since, the bastards. What I’d do to my father now or the driver of the car that hit me, if I ever got my hands on either of them, doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    “I never knew that was why you walked with a limp.” 
 
    “There are things you don’t know about me. I bet you didn’t know about Uncle Rudy touching me up from the age of about seven, either, did you?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve heard bad shit about him too.” 
 
    “It’s a good job for him he cleared off back to St Lucia. I’d have put a gun to his head and blown his brains out if he’d stayed here.” 
 
    “He probably knew that. He’d be scared of you like most people are in these parts.” Harry said. “So what happened with the accident?” 
 
    “Some careless moron mowed me down and didn’t think to stop. I was on my own which was unusual for me. Sadly, I never got the car reg. I was too dazed at the time - the car was a Merc, I knew that much and I put the feelers out but I’ve never found the scumbag, not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Did you not tell Office Dibble?” 
 
    “The police? Are you joking? Nah, I sort things out my way.” 
 
    “You might have got a few bob compo.” 
 
    “The only compensation I need is when I find whoever did this. I tapped my foot with my walking stick. They’ll be quaking in their boots. Mark my words, I will find them one day. It’s just a slow process.” 
 
    “If anyone can sort it, you can Randy.” I began rolling a joint as we spoke. I took a drag and passed the roll-up to Harry. 
 
    “You want to get away from this area H. Make something of yourself.” 
 
    “Nah, I like it here.” 
 
    “You’re off your head, man. Ordsall’s the pits!” 
 
    “I want to come into the family business when I’m a few years older, Uncle Randy.” At sixteen, Harry looked and acted much older than his years. In a lot of aspects, he was already my right-hand man. I knew he was going to be very useful when he got older.  
 
    “Well, the way things are going, you’re gonna end up inheriting it all. I’d love my own little nipper, but it doesn’t look like I’ll be having any kids if I haven’t had any yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps, you’re firing blanks,” he grinned. I glared at him. 
 
    “When I was your age I was already hustling people.” 
 
    “How did you start off in business Uncle Randy?” 
 
    “I had lots of uncles when I was growing up, not real uncles, of course, just my ma’s lapdogs. I knew they were all screwing her. She was just an old slapper.” I laughed. “One of them, Uncle Mannie, taught me everything he knew - He showed me the ropes when it came to running scams. 
 
    I was never clever at school - I was dyslexic so could hardly read or write. Ma never bothered about that education shit. She left me on my own at night from a young age. I learnt how to fend for myself.  So I was scheming how to make money. I had a racket going at school. I bullied pocket money out of the other kids. I was the cock of the school. I did boxing so I could fight. I’ve always been able to use my hands, know what I mean?” I winked at Harry. I could see he was enjoying listening to my tales. 
 
    “Me and Mannie hustled older women out of money. Then we moved into extortion. I got caught up in my first shootout when I was your age. It was with a rival gang from Longsight. We came off best but the whole affair put the willies up Mannie. He smoked dope and took crack. He turned into a maniac when he was high. He had a worse temper than me.  
 
    We’d set up a brothel together inside a massage parlour. That did well, so we ended up with a chain of them. Mannie didn’t have the brains though, and he was becoming a liability. He was going downhill fast. Before long, he was on the brown, a smackhead pensioner. He wanted out, so I paid him off and let him go.”  
 
    I punched the air with my arms in a boxing action. He understood what I was saying. I couldn’t afford to have shirkers working for me. I was training Harry well though, and he was more of a trustworthy understudy than Woz.  
 
    “Go and get the beers in, H.” I peeled off a twenty-pound note from a large wad of cash I had in my pocket. Even though he was underage, the bar staff knew to serve Harry. Anyone connected with me had total respect in this area. They paid enough for the privilege of having my company in one of their establishments. He stood there waiting. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    “I tell you what H; I’ll have a vodka and Red Bull. I’m in the mood for a bit of action tonight.” I winked at Harry and he smiled. I watched him as he walked to the bar. He had a thirst for violence and seemed to enjoy the drama when it kicked off. He was like me really. 
 
     I always wanted a son and if I had one, I’d want him to be like Harry. Family were important to me. I knew he idolised me. He knew the streets of Salford well and how to work them.  From an early age, I’d seen him hanging around Langworthy Road watching and learning. He moved towards the bar with a swagger. He was wearing his baggy Armani jeans and open check shirt displaying a t-shirt underneath. He looked the business. 
 
    He brought back a bottle of Stella Artois and my vodka and Red Bull. I took a swig. “Harry, you spoil me. Now, where’s my change?” 
 
    “I thought you were giving me that for going, Uncle.” He was laughing. I clipped his ear.  
 
    “Nice try you cheeky git.” He always called me uncle when he wanted something. 
 
    “So what’s on the agenda tonight, Randy?” 
 
    “Busy night, tonight, we’ve got to do the rounds with the girls. There are rents to pick up. Have you got that shooter?” 
 
    “Yep.” Harry put his hand deep in his pocket to touch the weapon. 
 
    “We might need to wave it around where old Mr Lao’s concerned. He’s being stubborn coming up with the readies.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the guy down the Chinese chippy. Me and the lads call it Effing Elsie’s” 
 
    “Go on.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “When you give your order in, the girl behind the counter says, ‘effing else?” 
 
    “Very funny, ha, ha. You’ve told me that joke at least a dozen times. Ah great, here comes Woz.” 
 
    Woz kicked the door as he entered. He was striding over to our table, accompanied by Seb and Razor. Woz was decked from head to toe in Converse gear, from his black trainers to his jogging pants. His colour scheme wasn’t very imaginative. His hoodie was black. Only his t-shirt displayed a hint of grey but it still showed the Converse star. The three of them looked like they could be in a black boy band; they paid so much attention to their appearance. 
 
    “You look like the Milk Tray man, Woz,” Harry laughed raucously, Woz scowled at him. 
 
    “What’s going down, mate?” I rose, and we hugged. 
 
    “Just chilling, Bruv.” 
 
    “Ready for some action tonight?” 
 
    “You know me, Randy. I’m always ready for some action. Which reminds me, that latest Eastern European chick you’ve got, she’s hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a babe alright. I hope you’ve not been taking up too much of her working time.” 
 
    “Nah, just looking, honest, boss.” 
 
    I tapped my nose with my finger. I’d have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    We left the pub not long after and went to get in the black BMW that was waiting outside. We did the rounds. Seb drove. He didn’t have a licence or any insurance but none of us did. The punters paid up that night without too many problems. A little threat here and there soon put people in their place. We’d had to put the frighteners out on a few of them lately. 
 
    I’d had enough of the boys in blue sniffing around after that slag, Cassie died. Thankfully, everyone who lived in this area understood the wall of silence. It was as though it was a condition if you lived in Salford, you didn’t talk to the boys in blue. That is, you didn’t say a word if you knew what was good for you. Anyone who made the mistake of opening their mouth soon got it shut up for them. We made sure they’d no teeth left to talk to anyone again. 
 
    If it wasn’t enough to do keeping an eye on the public, we also had to keep our eye on Malachi’s crew. I didn’t want them getting too close and muscling in on my patch. If we weren’t careful, we’d have a turf war on our hands. I’d informed the lads to be extra vigilant. I had an excellent team, ex-security and military trained. I knew we were in the best hands but one or two of them went crazy after a few bevvies.  
 
    Trouble had been brewing lately. I didn’t let on to the lads but I was getting paranoid about someone taking over my area. It didn’t help, all the spliffs I was smoking but I couldn’t let anyone see how nervous everything was making me. I had to keep calm and play it cool.  
 
    Woz rolled another joint and passed it to me. I took a drag and gazed up at the stars. 
 
    “Have we still got those tracking devices working for us?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re on Malachi’s car, his missus’s, and three of his sidekicks.” 
 
    “Good, good. We don’t want them getting too close. We know what happened last time.” 
 
    “Cheeky bleeders blew up my car but they got their comeuppance. No one messes with Randy Sharples.” 
 
    “Yeah, how many of ‘em did we shoot that night?” asked Woz 
 
    “I lost count, but we showed ‘em they can’t mess with us.” 
 
    “I think it was seven,” said Harry. I turned to Harry who was sat in the back of the car. 
 
    “Did I give you permission to speak?” I glared at Harry. He frowned, then I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Course it was seven.” I smacked the back of his head and jostled with him in a playful wrestle. Harry began to laugh too.  We cruised into Manchester city centre and up by Chorlton Street.  
 
    “Slow down, Seb. I need to keep an eye on my bitches.” We watched as Tulip got into a car.  
 
    “Drop me off at the door of the club. I need to have a word with Georgia.” 
 
    I got out of the car and walked up to the entrance, nodding to the bouncers stood outside the bar. Georgia was sat in the cocktail lounge. It was obvious from her attire what her occupation was. With her over the knee-high shiny plastic boots, micro mini and a see-through blouse, she was hardly discreet. But many of the girls in Manchester could be seen in similar get up on a weekend clubbing. The thing was this was Tuesday. I sat down next to her and signalled for a waiter to come over and take our order.  
 
    “I’ll have a Bacardi and coke. What are you having?” 
 
    “I’ll have a double vodka and orange.” 
 
    I eyed her carefully. I knew she was taking liberties, but she was doing well keeping a check on the girls. She had weeded out some of the scumbags who tried to rip me off. She kept her nose to the ground and could sniff out any greedy tarts. I didn’t like hitting women but some of them got what was coming to them. 
 
    “We’ve had a profitable night, Randy.” 
 
    “Good girl. Georgia.” I gave her a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “I hope you appreciate what I do for you.” 
 
    “Course I do. I pay you well don’t I?” 
 
    I winked at her and she pushed me, playfully. 
 
    “So when are you going to make a decent woman of me?” 
 
    “You’ll never be a decent woman. Look at the state of you?” 
 
    I laughed, and she laughed with me. 
 
    “You know what I mean Randy. I’d like to be Mrs Sharples one day.” 
 
    “So would a lot of women,” I teased. 
 
    “They’d have me to deal with first.” 
 
    Georgia was a force to be reckoned with. She was hard as nails. She’d been working the streets since she was sixteen. I did her a favour pulling her out of that environment, making her a madam and putting her in charge of one of my establishments. She did well and within a short time, I trusted her enough and she had enough gumption to oversee them.  
 
    “You keep doing a great job and I’ll see you right.” 
 
    “You better, Randy.” She smiled. I finished my drink. 
 
    “We need to have a chat later. There’s another lorry load of girls coming in next week. We need to check them out and train them up.” I tapped my nose with my finger and smiled. Georgia knew what was going on and I trusted her. 
 
    “No problem, Randy.” She smiled back at me.  
 
    “I don’t want to hold you up. I’ll catch you later.” Georgia turned to me and winked. She knew she was my woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t have a lot of confidence that Georgia would speak to me but it was worth a shot so I phoned her. The ringtone went on for a few minutes then the answer phone kicked in. I didn’t believe she would contact me if I left a message so I didn’t leave one and instead thought I would call her again later. I didn’t need to phone her back because within ten minutes my phone rang. Georgia’s number showed on the screen. 
 
    “You phoned me,” she said 
 
    “Yes that’s right, I did.” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “My name’s Sophie. Mia gave me your number. I saw you talking to her at Cassie’s funeral.” 
 
    “She’d no right to do that. I don’t let just anyone have my number.” Georgia’s tone sounded short, sharp and angry. I thought about all the men who probably had Georgia’s number but didn’t comment on it. 
 
    “Look, don’t be angry with her. I insisted.” 
 
    “What do you want? Only I’m busy right now.” 
 
    I wanted to ask you a few questions about Randy.  Would it be possible to meet up?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ve found out things about Cassie that I need to check out.” 
 
    “Don’t you go getting yourself mixed up in anything.” 
 
    “I’m not, but I need to know.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do anything other than keep your nose out of other people’s business.” Her tone was clipped. 
 
    “Was Cassie working as a prostitute?” 
 
    “It’s no concern of yours.” 
 
    I could feel my face redden. “Oh yes, it is. Cassie was a friend of mine.” 
 
    Anyway, Cassie got what was coming to her” 
 
    “Are you saying that Randy murdered Cassie?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything of the sort but you don’t double cross Randy and get away with it.” 
 
    “Can I meet with you to talk about Cassie?” 
 
    “I already told you no.” By now Georgia’s voice had gone up a few decibels and was loud. 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be…” 
 
    I heard the phone click. 
 
    Damn, I didn’t think I’d have much joy phoning her back, so I tried to think if there was any other way of speaking to her. I decided to try Mia again but for now, I would have to leave it and get back to work. I could see this detective business wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    I was on my lunch break and I took the cheese sandwich I’d purchased from Greggs’ out of its plastic wrapping. I greedily bit through the multigrain bread and swigged my water straight from the bottle. I contemplated what I could do next. I decided to take a less direct approach with Mia. I knew I was meddling in things I shouldn’t be but I wanted answers for myself as well as finding out about Cassie’s killer. Without a plan, my mind soon focussed back on my work. 
 
    My job at the women’s centre was so rewarding and I’d recently started counselling a new client.  Tricia suffered from intense anxiety. Up until recently she had been unable to leave the house due to her agoraphobia but had made real inroads over the last few weeks. She had finally ventured outside but lots of things still scared her. Afraid of crossing the road, we had worked on strategies to help her.  
 
    I had recommended she attend our meditation class and was pleased to see her turn up this week for the first time. The tips I gave her were all strategies that had helped me with my previous anxieties. She still insisted on the door being left open during our sessions which wasn’t the norm but if it helped her I was prepared to do it. We just had to make sure no one else was about for confidentiality reasons. In a short space of time, I had seen her confidence grow.  She had begun to take more pride in her appearance. 
 
     “Sit down Tricia, how are you?” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie. I feel fine today. I still have my bad days and I know I still have a long way to go.” 
 
    Tricia spent most of the session talking about Tommy. I could see this was an avoidance tactic, so she didn’t have to look at herself. I gently had to nudge her back to bring the focus to her. 
 
    “How did you find the meditation session?” 
 
    “I was rubbish at it.” 
 
    “Most people aren’t able to relax and meditate at first but it’s worth persevering with. I’m sure you’ll see the benefits of it soon.” 
 
    We were coming to the end of our time so I summed up what we had discussed and we made arrangements for Tricia’s next appointment. 
 
    I was keen to get out early that night as I had to pick my car up from the garage. My vehicle had gone in for a service. I always worried that they were going to spot something wrong with my car and I wouldn’t be able to afford to get it out of the garage. I enjoyed the independence having my own vehicle gave me. I recently drove over to see Liam in Liverpool in the car with Aaron in the passenger seat. He said I drove more like a bloke. I was always very careful though when it came to speeding as I didn’t want to find myself on the wrong side of the law. I couldn’t afford to have the police snooping too much into my past. I was fearful of what they may unearth. 
 
    I got in from work and Max came to greet me. His feline face cocked to one side. He seemed hungry. He didn’t usually form my welcome party. I’d been staring at Max so I nearly missed the note lying on the carpet near the letterbox. There was a small sheet of paper there that had been doubled over. It was from Charlie. He wanted me to meet him the following evening up on the moors. I shivered thinking about the cold up there. My stomach fluttered at the thought of meeting him. Adrenalin rushed through my body. I wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement. 
 
     An hour before I was due to meet him, the nerves kicked in. My body tingled all over and I couldn’t relax. I bit my lip and kept walking over to the mirror to check my appearance. My palms felt moist as I opened the door to leave. 
 
     We met up at the allotted time and I noticed Charlie’s beard.  
 
    “How have you been?” I asked him.  
 
    “I’ve had better periods in my life, that’s for sure. I found a disused barn to stay in for a couple of nights but a farmer came and shooed me away. I was worried he may have gone to the police but I haven’t seen any sign of anyone since. Last night I found a garage to sleep in.” 
 
    “Oh dear, Charlie, that’s no way to live.” I kept looking around me, watching the shadows. 
 
    “I know, I need to find the killer soon with your help, hopefully.” I gave him one of my looks. 
 
    “I’ve been warned off contacting Randy by both Mia and Georgia so I think I’ll leave that one for you.” 
 
    “So you got to speak to Mia?” 
 
    “Yes, and she did confirm your story about Cassie working as an escort. She certainly likes a drink that one.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s got a drink problem.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I know what that’s like.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, I had a stint in rehab and haven’t drunk any booze now for nearly five years.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think I could give up alcohol.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a choice, more a necessity. My life was a real mess when I was drinking.” 
 
    “Do you ever fancy a drink?” 
 
    “Yeah, often, but I think through the consequences and it wouldn’t be a pretty sight.” 
 
    “Rather you than me. I wouldn’t like to quit anything. I still smoke too much.” 
 
    “I suppose I’m lucky on that score. I’ve never liked cigs. I’ve smoked the odd joint, but it was alcohol that did it for me.” It surprised me how easy I found it to talk to him. 
 
    Charlie gave me the pay-as-you-go phone he had bought and we swapped numbers. He wanted me to keep close to Mia as he thought she may know more and if possible to keep in touch with Georgia. He said he would check out Randy’s alibi for the time Cassie was killed.  
 
    “You watch yourself, Charlie. I wouldn’t want you to come to any harm.” 
 
    “I will and if we meet up again as soon as one of us has any information.” 
 
    I peered at the makeshift shelter on the top of the moor. The evening was wild with harsh winds blowing in from the north. 
 
    “You’re not sleeping here again are you Charlie?” 
 
    “I’d like to stay at yours but I don’t want to push my luck.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. We need to be careful.” 
 
    We hugged and said our goodbyes and I walked off the moor to where my car was parked.  Arriving home, I turned the engine off and noticed two men stood outside my property, leaning against the wall. I slowly took my key out of the ignition, not taking my eyes off them. I opened the car door and climbed out. 
 
    My tactics were to ignore them but that didn’t work. 
 
    “Evening, Sophie.” The tall black guy with glasses spoke. I didn’t reply but gave them a half-hearted smile. My stomach churned. 
 
    “Not speaking?” the same guy said. My breathing became rapid as I weighed the situation up. 
 
    “Tut tut, that’ll never do,” the stockier bald-headed black guy said. 
 
    I continued to ignore them and walked towards my front door. They came up to me, standing either side and continued to walk with me. My heart began to pump quickly. Should I turn and run? In a few seconds, I was outside my door. 
 
    “Aren’t you inviting us in?” the tall one said. His loud voice made me jump.  
 
    My hand shook as I tried to put the key in the door. I was afraid to speak, but I had to say something. I cleared my throat. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, my voice quivering. 
 
    “Now that’s not very friendly. We’d like a little chat with you.” I watched them extend knowing looks to each other.  
 
    “Please leave me alone.” I certainly didn’t want to let them in but as I opened the door, they each took my arms and manhandled me into the lounge. I tried to kick out at them but their strength overpowered me. The large one threw me onto my sofa. 
 
    “Take a seat, Sophie.” He stood looking at me, menacingly. His eyes were darting around the room. His hands were on his hips. My body shook. 
 
    “Now, we’ve heard some nasty rumours that you’ve been meddling where you shouldn’t.” He crossed his arms and sneered at me. 
 
    Struggling to breathe properly, I asked, “What do you mean?” My eyes were blinking rapidly. I gulped. 
 
    The tall one with glasses picked up a porcelain vase that had been given to me by my aunt and threw it on the floor. It smashed into hundreds of little pieces. I put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “No,” I screamed. 
 
    “Whoops,” he cackled raucously. 
 
    I gazed at the mess, in shock. “What are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    “Sorry, that was an accident,” he said then he walked over to my large TV and pushed it to the floor. The screen cracked in a number of places. I cried out again. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” he said, “another accident. That was so clumsy of me.” I could tell from his expression he was enjoying this. My hands shook uncontrollably. 
 
    “No, No, No,” I screamed, running over to where the TV now lay. That seemed to be a green light for the other one to start. The pictures hanging on my walls, in a matter of seconds became broken pieces of glass as they were whirled across the room. They smashed the lamps to the floor, knocked over the sideboard and pushed the bookcase over. Books were strewn everywhere and the tall guy kicked them up and down, laughing. He picked one up.  
 
    “Masterchef?” he nodded, “Very impressive. You’ll have to invite us for tea some time.” He started ripping pages out. My skin tingled. My face reddened. I tried to intervene but with his brute strength, I didn’t stand a chance. He brushed me aside and continued vandalising my property. 
 
    “Oh dear, we’ve made a bit of a mess.” 
 
     I tried to protest, but they were too strong for me and I knew intervening again was futile. I sat on the sofa, closing my eyes and prayed for them to leave. 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll be interfering and asking questions that are none of her business anymore, do you, Bobby?” the tall one said. I could hear the other one rummaging in the kitchen. He came walking in with a bottle of bleach. My stomach tightened. 
 
    “No, she’ll have too much cleaning to do,” he said, and he took the top off the bottle and began pouring it over the carpet. I wanted to cry, but I was trying my hardest to hold it together.  
 
    I was grateful Max was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t dare imagine what they might have done to him. I continued to pray for this nightmare to be over. I felt numb with shock. The tall one clapped his hands together, and they nodded to each other and walked towards the door.  
 
     The tall one turned to me and said, “Oh sorry for being so rude, Randy sends his regards.” 
 
    They left. 
 
    I sat there with my head in my hands. What had I got myself into? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    A tear broke free onto my face which made the way for uncontrollable sobbing. The unbroken stream of salty water poured down my face. The muscles in my chin were working overtime, and I trembled like a small child. My sobs were loud, and I struggled to catch my breath. There was no sign of the torrent stopping. I wanted to scream, wanted this to be a nightmare that I would wake up from like all the other nightmares.  
 
    My crying was ferocious with no sign of subsiding. My hands scrambled into my bag to find a tissue and I blew my nose. I was shaking. I panned around the room and was shocked by the total devastation. The beautiful home I had spent years building up piece by piece to make it what it was today had been wiped out in an instant.  
 
    I moved to pick up the broken mirror. Glancing at myself in a tiny piece, I spotted my bloodshot eyes and in that moment I detested myself. I hated myself for being a mug, for getting involved, for caring. I hated myself for being stupid enough to believe I could stand up to these types of people. My headstrong ways had got me in trouble once again. Helping Charlie had been one huge mistake. I felt broken. 
 
    The tears turned to a whimper. I sat on the carpet and leaned my head back against the wall. I wanted to be caressed, to be hugged better, to close my eyes and for all this to go away. I sat thinking for some time. Why was I constantly being punished by life? What had I ever done to deserve such cruelty?  
 
    I paid a high price for the mistakes I made. I always had. I shook my head in despair. A worrying notion came to me. Was this payback for the wrong I had done in my life? No, I didn’t want to believe that but still, the doubts crept in. 
 
    This was my home. It was supposed to be my sanctuary. My place had been cruelly violated in such a callous way. Those guys were morons with no respect for anyone or anything. To discard someone’s possessions in such a hateful way was beyond comprehension. I knew I had broken things in the past in a moment of mad rage but this was deliberate destruction. It had been carried out in such a calm, sadistic, matter-of-fact way. They had enjoyed what they were doing. I could tell they got a kick from it. 
 
     It had the desired effect though. They would get what they wanted. I wouldn’t be going anywhere near Randy or any of his associates. The carpet had turned a yellow and white colour in patches from the bleach. My beautiful Japanese painting I treated myself to for my twenty-first birthday had been destroyed. Everything in the room had been demolished. I picked up a few broken pieces and began to cry again. I couldn’t do this. I placed them back down on the carpet and walked out of the room, shutting the door firmly behind me. 
 
    I was still in shock but I realised I’d got off lightly. Those guys only operated out of one room. The rest of my place was intact. Max and I were all right physically, so I had to count my blessings. Things could have been a lot worse. Just at that moment, Max appeared and brushed himself against my leg, purring. We both needed some TLC after the events that occurred.  
 
    Then as if I needed another reminder of what happened, my crystal light fitting that had been hit by one of the guys with a brush made a clanking sound. I rushed back in the lounge to see the light fitting that had been hanging by a thread, had come crashing down. Glass particles had landed everywhere. In that moment, I felt as shattered as the glass. 
 
    I didn’t know where to begin, who to phone first. Did I inform the police? Would the insurance payout on something like this? I knew I couldn’t cope with this on my own but telling people would mean I would have to own up to what had been going on. I knew I couldn’t speak to my elder sister, Steph. She would probably give me a piece of her mind. Dad would be too upset. I had to speak to someone who could help me in a practical way but who wouldn’t judge me. I thought the best person to phone would be Aaron. 
 
    Aaron had been something of a misfit growing up and became addicted to drugs. He was now in recovery and he was as kind-hearted a guy as you would wish to meet. His appearance still portrayed a mean streak, with his shaved head and his toned pumped-up biceps. He showed he wasn’t someone to be messed with. 
 
    I called him and gave him a rundown of what had been going on. He agreed to come straight over and turned up half an hour later.  I left the room how it was so when we walked in together, I saw his face change in an instant. His jaw dropped and his eyes widened. 
 
    “OMG, what a mess! You must have seriously upset these guys, Sophie.” We began picking through the shards of glass and putting them in bin liners. Everything now seemed so far removed from how beautiful my lounge had looked only a few short hours ago. 
 
    “Do you think we should have left it until the police came over?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to inform them?” 
 
    I’d taken it for granted I needed to get a crime number if I had any chance of claiming anything back from the insurance.  I hadn’t thought things through. 
 
    “If the police arrive, they may start snooping into your business and find out more than you want them to.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said, stroking my chin. I stopped what I was doing. “What shall I do?”  
 
    “I don’t know Sophie. The whole thing is a mess.” 
 
    “I can’t think straight at the moment. I’ll make a brew and I’ll weigh up what’s best.” 
 
    I left the room as it was with all the carnage and moved into the kitchen.  
 
    “Come through and have some tea, Aaron,” I shouted. We sat at the small table drinking tea and eating biscuits. 
 
    “What would you do if it was you?”  I dunked my biscuit in my drink. He was shaking his head. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d be contacting the police.” I watched as my biscuit dissolved and fell into my tea. It wasn’t my day today.  
 
    “No?” I said. 
 
    “No. Whatever you think of them, they’re not stupid. They put two and two together and make five as it is. They’d soon be working out that Charlie must be involved, and they’d hound you to find out if you are connected with him. If they find out you met up with him, you’re in serious trouble.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” I said. 
 
    “How do you make contact with him?”  
 
    “Well we’ve got pay-as-you-go phones to speak but we’ve only used them once.” 
 
    “You’re getting yourself in deep water, Sophie.” I bit my nails, something I hadn’t done in a long time.  
 
    “I’m worried Aaron. What should I do?” 
 
    “Are you covered for accidental damage on your insurance?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, I’ll have to check.” 
 
    “Well, the main things are your TV and the carpet. If you can get money back for them I’d put the rest down to experience.” I began to cry thinking of how my belongings had so easily been wiped out. There were things I’d saved up hard to purchase, and I wasn’t going to find it easy to replace them. 
 
    “So what do you think?” 
 
    “Let’s clear up the room as best we can then you check your policy documents and we’ll take it from there. The other thing I’ve thought of is if you did involve the police, it might antagonise these morons even more.” 
 
    “Okay.” I wiped my eyes. I couldn’t make decisions for myself at the moment. Tidying everything away, I kept up the mantra to myself that things could have been worse, but I felt so low. The room appeared bare by the time we’d thrown out the damaged items. I was grateful for Aaron’s involvement and his advice.  I thought it best to trust his judgement, and I thanked him for his help and support before he left. 
 
    “Phone me anytime, Soph.” 
 
    “Thanks, mate, I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for. Any problems get on the blower.” He put his hand to his ear imitating picking up the phone. 
 
    “We’ll have to get together soon when I get my head straight, you, me and Liam, like old times.” 
 
    “You’re on,” he smiled. We hugged. 
 
    “Goodnight, and thanks again.”  
 
    “Night, Sophie. You take care now.” I waved him off and closed the front door. Immediately, a dark cloud descended on me. My situation hadn’t felt as bad when Aaron was there but now alone, I was consumed with sadness at my predicament. I understood why it wasn’t the best idea to go to the police due to my own stupidity. I made my mind up that I was going to tell Charlie I couldn’t help him. I had been through enough stress and heartache in my life and I didn’t need any more conflict. Another thought struck me. Something was lurking in the back of my mind about Randy’s accident. Was this too much of a coincidence or was this karma at work? 
 
    I knew now I couldn’t claim any money back through my insurance. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I made up a story to compensate for the destruction of my belongings. I was going to have to find the funds from somewhere to replace the more essential items. I made a couple more calls to two of my friends to let them know what happened.  
 
    I decided not to tell my dad and sister. I knew if I told them I would feel worse than I already did. At least I had a small portable TV in the bedroom that would do for now and the carpet could wait until I could afford a new one. It wasn’t as though I entertained many guests, anyway. 
 
    I sent a text to Charlie the next morning telling him I needed to speak to him urgently. He would think there had been developments, but I had to look after myself. We met outside a remote country pub. I asked if he wanted to go in but he refused. He came and sat in my car. My eyes darted around as I spoke. The knot in my stomach tightened. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Charlie, I can’t do this anymore.” I had to be upfront from the start. I told him what had happened at my flat. 
 
    “I’m the one who should be sorry. I should never have involved you in my problems.” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve let you down but I’m not strong enough to deal with people like Randy and his crew.” 
 
    “It’s alright, I understand.” He appeared dejected. “Shall we keep the phones for emergencies?” 
 
    I nodded. I felt sorry for him but I had to put myself first. I had been through enough dramas in my life. I didn’t want to live on a knife edge where I woke up every morning full of stress and anxiety. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll think of someone else who can help you.” I glanced across at him. His shoulders drooped.  
 
    “Maybe.” He went to open the car door. “You take care, Sophie.” 
 
    “You too, Charlie. Good luck with everything.” 
 
    He left me alone, and I sat there for a few minutes. I felt terrible. I thought I had let him down. I wished he had never picked me in the first place. It was too much of a responsibility for me. I wondered whether to let his family know I had seen him and tell them he was safe but I wasn’t sure if that was a great idea. I thought I ought to draw a line under the whole Charlie business. 
 
    The next day at work, my colleagues could tell there was something wrong with me but I didn’t confide in any of them. My mood was down and I knew I would have to work through it. I hadn’t been able to muster a smile all day. Even that evening when Max came to greet me, my face remained solemn. I put out his cat food and made myself a snack. I wasn’t really in the mood for eating. 
 
    I phoned my friend, Angela, to let her know what happened. Angela was a larger-than-life character who always looked on the bright side of life. She lived over in Cheshire but normally if I had any problems she’d drop everything and come over. 
 
    “Sophie, I can’t believe the bad luck you have,” she said when I told her what had happened.  
 
    “Aaron’s been an absolute diamond helping me clear up but I’m not going to inform the police.” When she asked why not, I had to come clean and tell her about Charlie. 
 
    “You don’t make life easy for yourself,” she said. 
 
    “I know. I’ve always lived on the edge.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s best for your stress levels though.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. I’m not sleeping well and this incident has made me fearful.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing you want, given your past.” Angela had seen me through my past failed relationships. She knew all about Simon, the married man I had an affair with who I now wished I never set eyes on. I always envied the peaceful life she had with her husband, Nick. They had it made in their beautiful home and their stable relationship. I’d have been happy with a quarter of what Angela had. She didn’t offer to come round. We promised each other we’d get together soon.  
 
    I heard a knock at the door and went to open it. Pulling the wooden frame aside, I peered out. Stood in front of me were a man and woman. There was something about the demeanour that made them look official. They both held out an arm to show me their cards. I saw they both displayed photographs, but it was more the words that came next that disturbed me.  
 
    I’d missed their names and rank but what I did here was, “Sophie Brown, we’d like you to come down to the station and answer a few questions.” I’d worried for years about this happening. My anxiety pains quadrupled in that instant. I tried to remain calm. Neither of them smiled. This looked like I was in trouble. I didn’t smile either. I grabbed hold of the door with both hands to steady myself. 
 
    “I’ll get my coat,” I said as I took a large gulp. Within an instant, beads of sweat appeared on my forehead and my hands became clammy. I wiped them down on my jeans. Looking about the room, I spotted the pay phone I spoke to Charlie on and with my hands shaking, put the offending item in the kitchen drawer. I noticed my knuckles had gone white.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I thought things weren’t going well before, they were about to get a lot worse. I nipped into my bedroom to pick up my jacket. Before leaving the room I made a quick call to Steph. 
 
    “Steph, Steph,” I whispered as soon as she answered, “can you organise a solicitor to meet me at Bury police station as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why what’s happened?”  
 
    “I don’t know yet. A couple of police officers are stood at my front door wanting to take me in for questioning.” 
 
    “But they can’t do that. You need to ask…” 
 
    “Please, Steph, I’ve got to go. Can you do this for me?” 
 
    “Well yeah but…” 
 
    “I’ll phone you back when I know what’s going on.” I ended the call. My hands were shaking. I had a notion lurking at the back of my mind that I may know what this was about. I could hope for the best and believe this was about the two thugs who came to my flat. Knowing my luck they knew about my association with Charlie or something far worse. 
 
    As I left my property accompanied by the two officers, I wondered if any of my nosey neighbours had twigged what was going on. If they did, the news would be all over the estate in no time. I climbed into the unmarked vehicle and said a prayer. 
 
    I sat silently in the back of the car. I rubbed my hands together and kept messing with my hair. I felt physically sick. What had they got on me? Why did they want to speak to me? They were chatting with each other about the latest Planet of the Apes film. They asked if I had seen it but I hadn’t and wasn’t interested in engaging in small talk. I bit my lip and shook my head. Why were they being friendly towards me? Maybe they weren’t going to arrest me. It’s hard when you know you’ve done something wrong to look innocent. 
 
    We arrived at the concrete slab of a building that made up the police station. It felt cold and uninviting. An elderly man was sat in the reception area on a wooden bench. No one was in attendance behind the glass frontage. One of the police officers accompanying me stood in front of the dark blue wooden door at the end of the corridor. My insides were quivering. 
 
    He tapped in a code on the keypad then passed through the entrance and beckoned me to follow. Walking down the corridor, all I could hear was the sound of my shoes tapping on the varnished floor. My heart was pounding fast. My throat felt dry. I kept trying to convince myself that I wasn’t in trouble but my mind screamed out guilty.  
 
    I was led into one of the interview rooms. It was a long time since I had been in a police station and the last time I was the victim. I didn’t think that was the case now.  
 
    “Right, Sophie, we need to have a word with you,” the female said. 
 
    “Erm, I’ve arranged for a solicitor to meet me here,” I said nervously. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said. “What’s your solicitor’s name? I’ll go and see if they’ve arrived yet.” 
 
    “Er, well, actually I don’t know. My sister’s sorted one out for me.” The detective gave me a look of disdain. My muscles tensed. I sat on my hands and crossed my legs. 
 
    “Fine,” she said and left the room. I wasn’t impressed with her people skills but maybe her attitude was like that on purpose to unnerve me. If that was the case, it was working. I sat there for about half an hour. I kept looking up at the clock. There wasn’t a lot else to look at in the room, a couple of chairs and a table and what appeared to be recording equipment.  
 
    I felt thirsty. My throat felt dry. The tightening in my chest didn’t help ally my fears. A further twenty minutes passed. I thought about doing a Charlie and making a run for it but I didn’t think that was wise. Finally, the door opened and a man in a suit, carrying a briefcase walked in. He held out his hand to shake mine. I pushed my chair back and stood up. I shook his hand. His grip was firm. 
 
    “Hello, you must be Sophie. My name’s Roger Harper from Grimshaw and Partners. I believe your sister has instructed us to act on your behalf.” The voice was commanding. 
 
    “Oh yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Please, take a seat,” he said with confidence as though we were sat in his office. I sat back down. 
 
    “Now then, I’ve spoken with the police and they’ve given me some information about the allegations against you.” 
 
    Allegations against me. I felt the pulse in my temporal artery throbbing. They’re going to lock me up and throw away the key. My limbs tingled. I would be prosecuted and my name would be splashed over the papers. That would be the end of my job. My mind was working overtime.  
 
    “Sophie?” His voice brought me back to reality. 
 
    “I’m sorry. This is very worrying for me. I have never been in a situation like this before. You say allegations?” I wondered if he could hear the quivering in my voice. 
 
    “I have managed to find out what they want to question you about.” Get on with it, I said under my breath. 
 
    “Mmm,” I replied. 
 
    “They believe you may have been harbouring Charles Darcy.” 
 
    “Harbouring him? Oh, oh. I see.” 
 
    “So, is it true?”  
 
    “No, of course, it’s not true. What makes the police think that?” 
 
    “Apparently there’s CCTV footage which shows two people talking. One of them matches Charlie’s description and the other matches yours. Have you got anything you need to tell me?” 
 
    “Oh.” My brain was scrambled. I had to think quickly. What was the best thing to do in this situation? 
 
    My solicitor told me that the interview between us was confidential and didn’t need to be disclosed to the police. He asked me to be truthful with him. He told me what would happen next after our discussion. He said that the police would interview me and ask me questions and that he could advise me whether to comment or not. So we needed to decide whether I should answer their questions, prepare a statement or make no comment. 
 
    I told Roger Harper that I had spoken to Charlie and that he convinced me that he was innocent. I told him that Charlie threatened to harm me if I didn’t help him. I didn’t like being dishonest but my liberty was at stake here and I was in a sticky situation. He asked me to be honest about my relationship with Charlie. I told him there was nothing further to add.  
 
    He asked me more questions but my mind was in a whirl. I wanted this nightmare to be over with. I began pulling at my hair. He took out a file. It concerned me he already had a file on me but I tried to dismiss the thought. He made notes with his Parker fountain pen. I thought it was probably a present from his wife. Finally, he finished writing, and I closed my eyes.  I opened them to see him put the pen away in his inside jacket pocket. 
 
    He said it was my decision what I did but that his advice would be to make a statement telling them what I had told him. He said they would probably be able to put me at the scene anyway with mobile tracking. I agreed to do whatever he advised and he got the pen out again and a form and began to write. I wondered why he didn’t use a laptop in this age of technology and thought maybe he wanted to show off his pen.  
 
    After we completed the form, and I signed the document, he left the room. I closed my eyes and began counting randomly. I didn’t want to think about my fate. He returned to with the two police officers from earlier.  The policewoman introduced herself as Detective Constable Harriet Pearson. She may have already told me previously. My mind was all jumbled. She only seemed about the same age as me. She had a pale complexion and red cheeks. Her light brown hair was cut short.  
 
    “Can I get you a drink, tea or water?” she asked. 
 
    “Tea, please.” She left the room to sort my order out. I wished I’d asked for water as I was only prolonging the agony of waiting to see what they had on me. The minutes ticked by. The room felt stuffy. The other police officer had introduced himself. His name was Detective Sergeant Sam Whittle. He was in his late forties and had straight dark hair. He didn’t smile. 
 
    The door opened and in walked DC Pearson carrying a tray of drinks.  
 
    “I believe you have made a statement.” I nodded. “We need to read through what you have written and see if there is anything else we need from you at this stage,” DS Whittle said. 
 
    There was silence in the room whilst the detective read through my paperwork. I bit at the skin around my little finger. When he had finished reading both officers walked out of the room for a short time, then returned. 
 
    “What happens now?” I whispered to my solicitor.  
 
    “There’ll be back in a moment and may want to ask you some questions based on your statement. I’ll try to discourage that.” 
 
    I had hoped that the statement would be enough. I didn’t like being subjected to this treatment.  
 
    The two officers returned and told me they would be introducing themselves formally again to me for the benefit of the tape which was turned on by the policewoman. 
 
    She spoke first, “Sophie Brown, you have a right to silence. Whatever you say can be used against you in a criminal case in court. If you don’t mention something now which you mention later a court might ask you why you didn’t mention it at the first opportunity.” 
 
    As she spoke, my mind went into a blind panic. I stuck to the story I had given my solicitor but had a moment of dread. What if they were already searching my place? They would find the pay-as-you-go phone I used to speak to Charlie. That would blow my story. I wasn’t concentrating on what they were saying. The pains in my chest were intense. I wiped the sweat from my brow with my hand. 
 
    “Are you alright, Sophie? Do you want to take a minute?” My breathing was shaky as was the rest of my body. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I wanted to cry and say, you win, lock me up but I didn’t. I kept up a bold front and brazened it out.  
 
    Their questions continued, and I kept looking over at my solicitor. He said nothing. When was this going to end? The torture of the experience seemed to go on forever. It was a test of my endurance for sure. 
 
    Finally, after all the questions, and a lot of time where I had to sit there with my thoughts, a decision was made what they were going to do with me.  
 
    My solicitor had been out of the room talking with the police officers. He walked back in. 
 
    “I’ve got good news,” he said eagerly.  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “You’re being bailed.” I didn’t think that was good news. Maybe it was for him as it meant he would have to fight my corner and make wads of money. I didn’t look very pleased whereas his face was beaming. 
 
    “No honestly that’s great news that they haven’t charged you,” he said. “They obviously haven’t got enough on you.” I hoped they weren’t going to get enough but if they found Charlie it was anyone’s guess what he might say. He could land me in it like I had with him. The solicitor explained to me that I was being bailed to attend the police station at a later date, pending their enquiries. He said that at that time, a decision would be made whether I would be charged with harbouring a criminal. My foot was tapping constantly as this statement sank in.  
 
    The police had left me in no doubt as to how much trouble I was in and that I could go to prison for a very long time. I felt physically sick. This had been a nasty experience, and I didn’t want to repeat it if I could help it. The problem was, I was in this up to my neck. My movements would probably be watched now by the police so I had to be on my best behaviour. I prayed that if they were going to tail me that they didn’t start until I managed to get rid of the pay phone. I was grateful at that moment that Charlie had made that suggestion as they had taken my iPhone and I knew they would be scrutinising my records. 
 
    As I left the police station, I said goodbye to my solicitor and had one thing on my mind, getting rid of the phone. I walked out of the building with my shoulders slumped and my head looking down at the ground. Yet again I had brought shame and worry on my family. In the past though I hadn’t done anything wrong other than choose unwisely went it came to partners. This time I had to admit that I had been foolish.  
 
    I arrived home. I was still shaking. I ran to the kitchen drawer and opened it. I felt a sense of relief when I saw the mobile was still there. I kept looking about me as I placed the incriminating item in my pocket and left the flat. I hadn’t thought what I was going to do with it but I needed to get away fast. I checked around to see I wasn’t being followed. I was about to get in my car then thought about APNR. 
 
    I couldn’t believe myself. I was even thinking like a criminal now. Thankfully, I had watched lots of police dramas so knew I might get tracked on the automatic number plate reader cameras so I travelled by bus. I didn’t know where I was going but hopped on the first bus that came along. I kept looking behind me. 
 
    I ended up in Phillips Park in Whitefield. I walked down to the bottom of the park over the motorway bridge, constantly looking around. I turned off onto one of the walking paths I remembered venturing along as a young child when we used to go blackberry picking. I continued to watch my back. A branch snapped and my body jerked. Probably just a bird. I kept looking around and when I was convinced that no one was about, I took the phone out and stamped on it. I kept jumping up and down on the misshapen metal. I was taking my frustrations out on it, then, I buried the remains. When I finished I sat down on a tree stump and began to cry. I think it was more out of relief than anything.  
 
    Travelling home, I thought about this new world I seemed to have entered, where I was beginning to feel like a criminal. I didn’t like what was happening to me. As I walked around the corner into my road, the first thing I noticed was a police car parked outside my door. I thought about turning around and keeping out of their way. I had experienced enough of the police after my time at the station. Were they coming to arrest me?  
 
    I felt I better stay and face the music. I was in no mood for a police chase. I didn’t think my heart would be able to stand the stress. Two policemen were stood outside my door. I didn’t smile when they greeted me and neither did they. They had a warrant to search my property. I gave a sigh of relief knowing what I had just done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the police left, I sighed with relief. They had found nothing incriminating as far as I knew. I had managed to remove the phone just in time. It didn’t make me feel any better about the situation though. My foolhardy ways meant that I could end up going to prison. I made a decision not to tell my employers anything about this for now until I knew how much trouble I was in. I was glad I’d come clean with Steph and she’d organised a solicitor for me. I knew from her reaction it wasn’t going to be easy telling Dad. I decided to go and see him rather than speak to him over the phone.  
 
    I turned up unannounced. I didn’t want him worrying. It was Wednesday. Dad didn’t go out Wednesdays because there was often football on. He could be relied upon to keep to his routines, so I knew he’d be in. He enjoyed going to tea dances at the British Legion and the Longfield Suite in Prestwich. He normally went out Tuesday daytime and Thursday and Saturday evenings. I felt sure I would find him in any other time. 
 
    I was glad he had an active social life since splitting up from Mum and her subsequent death. He had made some wonderful friends at his dances and seemed to be happy with his lot. He enjoyed gardening when the weather was fine and he grew vegetables. He was very proud of his range and I ended up with an endless supply of carrots, potatoes and onions, perfect for making a tater hash. That was normally what Dad made when I went over on Monday evenings.  
 
    Every time I went to see him, I ended up going home with a present. It was common to see me lugging five pounds of spuds down his drive after a visit. On other occasions, it would be a bargain he’d bought from the supermarket. It was never anything I needed, but I didn’t have the heart to refuse his offerings. I tended to visit him at his house rather than him come to mine. Although he still drove, he didn’t like driving at night when darkness descended.  So I only had the occasional visit from him to mine in the summer months. I didn’t know what he would make of me turning up unannounced. 
 
    When Mum died, he moved from Whitefield into a smaller place in Prestwich. The house was a little two-bedroomed semi off Bury Old Road close to Simister Lane. There was still something of a community spirit locally and he loved the fact there was a chippy on the corner he could walk to on a Friday night. Fish and chips had been a tradition in our family that I could remember from being small. 
 
    Now, Dad was on the mend from his heart attack, he had got back into his routine of helping others. Even though Dad was approaching seventy, he went to a few of his neighbours and offered to keep their gardens ship-shape. He mowed the lawns for an elderly lady, Vera who lived across the road from him. He also helped Jim next door who was partially sighted. Dad tidied his garden and did some shopping for him. 
 
    I drove over to Dad’s after work that evening. I parked the car in front of his house and spotted him at the window. It looked like he was about to shut his blinds. I waved at him then took a big gulp. I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. I twisted the ring I wore on my right hand and watched as he waved back. He opened the front door before I could knock. 
 
    “To what do I owe this pleasure, Sophie?” 
 
    “Erm, I’ve got some news you’d better sit down to listen to.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of this.” 
 
    “You’re not pregnant are you?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that but it is bad news I’m afraid.” 
 
    His smiling face changed in an instant. 
 
    I proceeded to tell him about my police interview and what had gone on. I’d decided to tell the truth. I thought it would be easier that way.  
 
    When I finished talking he said, “Oh dear Sophie, when are you ever going to learn?” His tone was abrupt. 
 
    “I know Dad, I’m sorry.” My head drooped.  
 
    “Does our Steph know?” 
 
    “Yes, I phoned her from the police station. She organised a solicitor for me. Although I was being truthful now, I was still being economical with what I told both him and Steph. I kept to myself the part about my damaged property. 
 
    “So can I help in any way?” 
 
    “No Dad, I just wanted to let you know.” Dad shook his head. 
 
    “One of these days, you’re going to come here and you’ll have some happy news for me. You know you’re too soft for your own good, our Sophie and you never think things through. I don’t half worry about you.” His voice was raised. It reminded me of the lectures I got off him when I was a schoolgirl. I rubbed my forehead and bowed my head. 
 
    “I know you do Dad and I’m sorry. I don’t do any of this on purpose.” 
 
    “Do you want something to eat now you're here?” Dad’s solution was always to feed me in times of trouble.  
 
    “No, I’m fine Dad, honest.” My shoulders were slumped. 
 
    “Look at you. You're all skin and bone. When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    “Lunchtime I think, but I’ll eat something when I get in.” 
 
    “I can rustle up a ham sandwich for you. I’ve got some of that honey roast in that you always rave about.” 
 
    “Oh go on, then.” I rose from the chair and moved towards the kitchen. “I’ll make it,” I said. Dad had followed me in. 
 
    “No, you sit yourself down and I’ll make you a pot of tea and a sandwich. I’d have done something special if I’d have known you were coming.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad but a sandwich is fine.” 
 
    I went back and sat in the lounge. I knew from Dad’s reactions that the worst was over. He wasn’t going to give me a hard time. It always depended on what mood he was in whether he reacted to any of my news or not. I hated when he got angry because he had a real temper on him. It was that and the constant arguments that had split him and Mum up. 
 
    I found out later the reason for his bright mood. He had won fifty pounds on the lottery. I was thankful for small mercies. That had made my telling him a lot easier. I stayed for about an hour and we chatted although neither of us had any further news. I promised to keep him updated, and he said he would say a prayer in the hope that the police didn’t charge me. 
 
    I was minding my own business as I drove home that night. Listening to music on the radio and following the traffic, I suddenly glanced up. The car in front of me went through the traffic lights on red. I fisted my hand down on the horn and shook my head, tutting. How easy an accident could have been caused if something had been coming through the crossroads.  
 
    Then, to make matters worse, I slowed down to stop at the lights and the car behind me overtook me and also went through on red. I couldn’t believe it. Heat flushed through my body as I tensed up. My muscles quivered as I swore under my breath. I knew from my reactions, I was out of sorts as I could normally let things like that pass.  
 
    I didn’t usually suffer with road rage but I couldn’t let it go. I kept playing over and over in my head, what if something had happened? I knew also that I was feeling sorry for myself. I felt the rest of the world was getting away with murder, literally. I was probably going to be charged by the police harbouring a criminal even though I had never let Charlie stay at mine. Then I remembered my secret and realised that maybe I did get away with things as much as other people. 
 
    I reached home and turned the key in the lock to open my front door. It was easy when I was out of the way to forget what had happened at home, at least for a short time. As soon as I got in, I was surrounded by reminders, the small TV in place of my large widescreen television, bare walls that had been adorned with lovely pictures and photographs. I’d not replaced the broken mirror or the lamps yet. Even the books in the bookcase I’d put back didn’t seem to look right anymore. 
 
     It was as though I could feel the violation that had taken place and as for the carpet, well I couldn’t bear to look at that. I’d hoped I might have heard from Charlie, even though I’d told him to stay away. I started to cry. I wiped my face with a tissue then scrunched it up and threw it in the bin. 
 
    My low mood wasn’t lifting. Life felt like a chore and I didn’t feel able to shake off the gloom. The thought of food was too much of an effort. What was the point of eating? I kept harbouring on in my head about what had happened. Life seemed pretty dark.  
 
     I didn’t want to speak to my friend, Angela when she rang. At weekends, I had become a virtual recluse, not speaking to anyone. I had no social life. It had been a few years now since I’d had a partner. I was loath to try dating again. My attempts had all ended in disaster. Life felt like one big dark cloud. Even work which I generally enjoyed, felt grim, especially the note writing, and I was getting behind with my paperwork. I’d been pulled up about it but I found it difficult to motivate myself.  
 
    I worried that my mood was rubbing off on my clients. Roseanne had been coming to see me for a couple of months and last week she asked me if I was okay. It was supposed to be me asking her. She was still struggling after the death of her partner and couldn’t move forward. I knew I didn’t want to get stuck in a rut but climbing out of this was easier said than done sometimes and the familiar felt attractive.  
 
    I woke up the following morning determined to do something to push myself forward. I didn’t know what yet, but I did know I couldn’t continue in this frame of mind. I was seeing Roseanne but instead of bucking my ideas up she caught me not listening to her. She mentioned it and I apologised profusely saying I wasn’t too well physically. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to be reported. 
 
    I couldn’t continue like this so I made an appointment with my GP and managed to get in to see him that evening. I didn’t know if that was a good thing but when he asked me how he could help, I burst out crying. I told him about being down and under pressure at work. He asked me to complete a questionnaire. I wasn’t suicidal, so he suggested me going on anti-depressants for a time. I agreed because anything was better than the way I was feeling. He also gave me a sick note for a couple of weeks off work. 
 
    I felt guilty about taking time off from my job. I knew I wasn’t a shirker, but I thought a break from my routine might be what I needed. I got into bed that night with the satisfaction that hopefully, I would soon be on the mend. 
 
    I was in a deep sleep when I heard ringing. The noise woke me. At first, I thought my alarm was going off, and that it was morning but I felt too tired for it to be seven o’clock. I spotted the time and saw it was almost three o’clock. Who on earth would be ringing me at this time? My first thought was it was Charlie in trouble. Groggy eyed, I gazed at the screen and Steph’s name was showing. My hands went clammy as I wondered what she could be phoning me for at this unearthly hour. I picked up the phone. 
 
    “Steph?”  
 
    “Can you get down to Fairfield Hospital, pronto?” 
 
    “Yeah, why? What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s Dad.” 
 
    “Why what’s happened?” 
 
    “He’s been taken in with chest pains?” 
 
    “When, how?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details, Soph. He’s in intensive care, suspected heart attack. You need to get over there now.” 
 
    “Yeah course. I’ll get dressed.” The phone went dead. My mind was in a daze. 
 
    I was at the hospital within fifteen minutes. The roads were quiet at that time in the morning. The chilled air was like a slap in the face and woke me up properly. I asked at the reception where intensive care was and I was directed to the ward. I rushed along and went up to the desk. 
 
    “I believe my dad’s been brought in here, Derek Brown?” The nurse inspected her notes then came around to my side of the desk. She put her arm underneath my elbow and guided me through to an interview room. She motioned for me to sit down then sat alongside me.  
 
    “Your dad’s had a heart attack. We lost him about thirty minutes ago but the crash team brought him back.” I put my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I gasped. 
 
    “Oh dear.” My eyes filled with tears. “So what does that mean?”  
 
    “Your dad’s very poorly. We’re monitoring him closely.” 
 
    “Can I see him?” I began whimpering. 
 
    “Yes, of course, we’ll get you gowned up.” She took me through to the room where Dad lay motionless. A number of pieces of equipment were attached to his body and there were various screens and beeping noises. Beads of sweat settled on my forehead. I didn’t like looking at him like this. I wished Steph was with me. I lowered my voice to a whisper. 
 
    “Is he conscious?” 
 
    “He’s breathing,” came the reply. I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant. I swept my hand across my forehead to soak up the perspiration. 
 
    “Can I hold his hand?” 
 
    “Of course and you can speak to him as well. He may seem like he can’t hear but he probably can.” The nurse smiled at me. Her tone was very gentle. I should have felt reassured by her but I didn’t.  
 
    I went and sat by the side of him and gently picked up his hand. A cannula was sticking in, making his hand look blue and had bruised. I gulped. 
 
    “Hi Dad, it’s Sophie. Steph’s on her way up from London to see you.” I tried to smile. “I didn’t think I’d get to see you three times in one week.” I wiped a tear away. I was struggling to speak. Seeing him like this, I felt so helpless. I held his hand through the night. I could see the dawn rising outside. I was exhausted but my tiredness had been knocked out of place by fear. I didn’t want Dad to die. What would I do without him? He was too young. I glanced over at him and he seemed so peaceful. 
 
    Next thing I heard a continuous beeping sound and within seconds the room was filled with people in uniform. One of the nurses put her arm around my shoulder and guided me off the chair I was sitting on. 
 
    “You’re going to have to sit in the reception area for a while.” 
 
    “Why, what’s happening?”  
 
    “We’re going to have to get your dad’s heart working again.” I wanted to scream but instead, I grimaced. 
 
    I did as I was told and was escorted outside the room where Dad was fighting for his life. I whispered a prayer under my breath. I apologised for all the wrong I had done. I felt guilty for bringing this on for Dad. I sat with my head in my hands and wept. Please pull through Dad, please. 
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    All through my life, I had felt I was to blame. It didn’t matter what it was. I always thought it was my fault. At school, if someone misbehaved, I wanted to own up because I felt so guilty, even though I had nothing to do with whatever the crime was. I still felt that way. I felt it was my fault when Mum left Dad. They had been arguing and not getting along for years so I felt responsible. 
 
     I knew I was carrying a heavy burden but didn’t know how to let it go. I hunched my shoulders and my chin quivered as I recalled times when I had upset Dad in the past. I knew I hadn’t been a model daughter, and I always brought worry on for my parents. I looked down at the floor and leaning forward, I ran my fingers through my hair.  
 
    I glanced up to see an orderly coming towards me with a mop and bucket. She stopped at the side of me. A Muslim family were sat there and one of them had spilt coffee on the table and on the floor. When I glimpsed down at my jeans, there were wet slashes there too. I hadn’t even noticed any commotion. One of the family members, a woman, passed me some tissues to wipe the spillage off my clothes but I waved her away. 
 
    “That’s fine. It doesn’t matter.” My jeans were unimportant compared to what was going on in the next room with Dad. She was very apologetic, but I wanted them to go away and leave me alone with my misery. My eyes followed the cleaner as she mopped up the mess. I could see she had missed a bit but I couldn’t be bothered to tell her. Nothing mattered at the moment other than Dad pulling through. I vowed to see more of him if and when he recovered from this. It felt like hours that I had been sat there. The Muslim family disappeared. I didn’t see them go. 
 
    I sat in the reception area watching, waiting. I focussed on the scene unfolding around me. Everywhere, I saw muted colours, walls in washed-out tones of grey. There was an eerie silence about the room in stark contrast to the emergency ward reception where drunks rolled in. The room began to fill up with people wearing sallow expressions. Their eyes were crying out to be the other side of the dusty window panes. 
 
     I stared at the hand sanitizer by the navy-blue coloured double doors, feeling compelled to use it. I wanted to believe that by cleansing my hands I could also cleanse my mind of the torture it was going through. I told myself, if I use that liquid, everything will be okay. Dad will get better. It was compelling me forward. I glimpsed down the corridor and saw trolleys approaching, trying to avoid the people walking by. Looking down again at the highly polished shiny linoleum, I heard the sound of shoes walking quickly and growing louder as they got closer. 
 
    Averting my eyes away from the dispenser, I followed the sounds and marching through towards me came Steph. I breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow, I believed she could shoulder my pain and if the hand sanitizer couldn’t make it go away, maybe Steph could. We hugged without words.  
 
    “They’ve told me to wait out here.” Steph nodded. She walked over to the nurse’s station to find out what was going on. I sat watching Mrs Efficiency in operation. She was deep in conversation with two of the nurses and I knew I could trust her. If there was anything needed to happen, she would organise everything. There were people coming and going. I kept my eyes fixed on Steph. 
 
    She beckoned me over. She smiled, but the smile was limited to her mouth.  
 
    “They’ve said we can go in to see him in a couple of minutes.” I reciprocated with a similar smile.  
 
    Walking into the ward, the first thing I noticed was the tubes linked to Dad. His ashen skin colour matched the walls, and I thought how frail he seemed. His appearance was scary. Steph and I both pulled up a chair. I watched the monitors, oblivious to their meaning. There were random numbers churning out. Sixty-four, thirty, every number that came out, I hoped were lucky numbers.  
 
    Time went on. I shared memories of Dad with Steph as well as polystyrene cups of tea. It was the sort of conversation usually associated with a funeral. That hadn’t gone unnoticed in my thoughts. I tried to remember that Dad might be able to hear so turned to him and spoke about football and golf. I told him about the latest transfer news in the papers. I was glad I had glanced at the headlines that morning. 
 
     I knew the British Open was coming up. Dad was also a big fan of snooker. I couldn’t think of anything to say relating to that. I’d heard of Ronnie the Rocket but that was about as far as my knowledge went. Every time I spoke to him, I searched his face for any movement but there was none. 
 
     I couldn’t have coped with this without Steph there. Another hour passed. I kept watch. I was like the night watchman on duty. I wasn’t going to fall asleep at any cost. I kept peering at the monitors and the drips, then back at Dad. It was as well I didn’t know what everything meant as it would have added to my stress had I known how poorly Dad was.  
 
    Steph was glancing through a magazine. I had turned down the offer of reading one. I knew I couldn’t focus on anything at the moment. I kept up my vigil of watching Dad and the monitors. I kept checking to see his chest rising and falling.  
 
    Steph was talking about day-to-day matters but I couldn’t concentrate. It was difficult enough for me to string a sentence together at the moment without crying. I didn’t want Dad to see my tears so sat there quietly, desperately holding back my emotions. I tried to think of something else to say to him. I talked to Dad some more about football and I relayed details of last night’s results as best I could remember. Dad was a big Manchester United fan. 
 
    Holding his hand, I said, “Did you see the highlights of the game last night, Dad. I think it was on telly?” Of course, Dad didn’t respond. “Wayne Rooney scored a cracking goal, I heard, and it was a great result beating Spurs 3-0.” Steph gave me a genuine smile. I could tell she was happier with me talking football rather than moping and crying over him. Dad and I had been through so much together and I didn’t want to lose him. He had been there for me through the domestic abuse I suffered and I vowed to be there for him now if he pulled through this.  
 
    Steph joined in, “Do you think United might win the cup this year?” She was looking over at Dad. She knew nothing about football but at least she was doing her best. She laughed and looked at me. 
 
    “I was thinking,” she said, “what was that song Dad always sang to us at night when we went to bed?” 
 
    I sniggered, “There were two, “Roamin’ in the Gloamin’” and “Donald where’s your trousers” if I remember rightly.” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s right,” Steph smiled then in her best Scottish accent she began to sing, “Let the wind blow high, let the wind blow low.” I joined in and together we recaptured our youth, singing away.  
 
    When we finished our renditions, Steph turned to Dad and said, “Did you like that, Dad?” She turned to me and smiled. 
 
    “That was certainly a lot better than Dad’s version. He has a terrible voice. He’s never been able to sing in tune.”  
 
    “I wonder why he always sang Scottish songs?” I didn’t know. There were lots of things about Dad I didn’t know but I vowed to find out. Life was too precious and could be snuffed away so quickly and cruelly. 
 
    Steph had been to get us both a sandwich for our lunch. I hadn’t even realised we’d gone past breakfast time. I hadn’t wanted to leave Dad. I felt more in control, waiting and watching over him. I wrongly believed he wouldn’t die if I kept an eye on him. I was so tired. My eyes were drooping.  
 
    “Why don’t you go home and get a few hours rest, Soph?” 
 
    “No, no, I’ll be fine.” I didn’t feel fine but I couldn’t go anywhere while Dad was like this. I didn’t want to miss anything if he woke up. I was drained emotionally and physically but my body was fighting on and I hoped Dad’s was as well. I did what had become my monitoring ritual of watching him then watching the machines. Was I imagining things or did I just see his eyelid flicker? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Dad,” I called. “Dad, can you hear me?” With my eyes, I urged Steph to do the same. Sitting forward in her seat, she put her lips close to his ear. 
 
    “Dad, it’s me Steph. How are you?”  We continued calling to him for a few minutes but there was no movement. I felt disheartened and sighed heavily. Maybe I had imagined it, willing him to wake up. It felt like seeing an oasis in the desert when it turned out to be a mirage. Steph sat back down to read her magazine. I couldn’t understand how looking at dress patterns in Prima could help but I knew everyone dealt with trauma and shock differently.  
 
    Another hour passed. All sorts of thoughts were going through my head. I tried to prepare myself for the unthinkable if he didn’t pull through but my mind wasn’t ready to go there yet. Steph was super efficient. She’d sent Tim, her husband a text asking him to let Dad’s friends and other family members know what had happened. I hadn’t given a thought to worry about anyone other than the three of us.   
 
    More time passed. I opened my mouth to criticise the fact no one was telling us anything then I stopped short. That wouldn’t help Dad. I could only assume that no news was good news. My exhaustion was having an effect on my mood and I was feeling worse. Internally, I was insulting the nurses. I was glad I didn’t have the pressure of work to think about at the moment. Dealing with what was going on with Dad was enough. 
 
     I remembered hearing the saying that God only gives us as much each day as we can deal with. I sometimes questioned this in the past but was glad today not to have any other distractions other than Dad’s health. He had been a stalwart in my life and a prime example of someone living life to the full, especially in his later years.  
 
    I knew I was going to keep up my vigil until I passed out from exhaustion but I stayed slumped over his bed. I felt weary. Steph on the other hand still appeared fresh, but I knew she would be going through her own inner demons as she processed what was happening.  Another thirty minutes passed, and I continued to watch.  
 
    Suddenly, I saw a flicker of movement on Dad’s face. 
 
    “Steph,” I whispered. She glanced over at me then down at Dad. 
 
    “Dad, Dad,” she called. Slowly Dad’s eyes opened halfway and closed again. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked. My pulse quickened, and I had an adrenalin rush. 
 
    “Quick, get the nurse.” It was unusual for me being the one to give the orders but Steph willingly obliged and came rushing back with a nurse. The nurse took hold of his hand and began doing her own monitoring. 
 
    “Derek, Derek,” she said and this time Dad’s eyes opened fully. He frowned and seemed confused. Words came out of his mouth but they didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Take it easy, Derek,” the nurse said in a gentle tone. 
 
    Dad spoke more gibberish, but I detected the word ‘where.’ 
 
    “You’re in hospital, Dad. You’ve had a heart attack but the nurses and doctors are looking after you.” 
 
    “Is that you, Sophie?” His voice was croaky, and he looked so frail laying there. I wanted to jump up. 
 
    “Yes and Steph’s here as well, Dad.” We both took hold of his hands and the nurse smiled at us. 
 
    He slowly began to come round. He was shocked when he realised where he was. He said he remembered getting pain in his arm and chest but didn’t even recall phoning for the ambulance. 
 
    He still appeared deathly pale, and I knew he wasn’t well but it was only later that we discovered exactly what had happened. Dad had phoned for an ambulance after getting massive pains in his chest and down his left arm. He knew straight away what it was. He was awake when the crew arrived but collapsed in the ambulance. 
 
     He went into cardiac arrest nine times so now was proud of the fact he had one more life than a cat. He was whisked into surgery as soon as possible. A stent was placed in the main artery down the front of his heart which had been ninety-eight percent blocked. After the doctor spoke to both Steph and me about Dad’s condition, I lingered in the area of the nurse’s station. Steph went to sit back down. I had a question that was eating away at me. I could see they were busy but I couldn’t put it off any longer and had to ask someone. I interrupted their conversation. 
 
    “Can I ask a question?” I asked to no one in particular. The nurse with a dark uniform and short brown curly hair spoke. 
 
    “Yes, what do you want to know?” 
 
    “It’s about my dad, Derek Brown.” She was watching my behaviour and could see my discomfort. My eyes were darting around at the other members of staff. I didn’t want everyone to hear. She ushered me into a side room. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Sophie?” I was surprised she knew my name. I hadn’t been very observant when I came in so for all I knew I could have spoken to her before. 
 
    “Could this have been brought on by recent bad news?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” She watched as my face turned into a grimace. “But it’s likely to have been down to a number of factors from your Dad’s general health to his lifestyle.” I thought she was trying to pacify me because she could read the guilt written all over my face. It wouldn’t have mattered what she said really as I felt I knew I was guilty of causing this. I didn’t know if I’d be able to forgive myself. 
 
    “Your dad will be given advice on how to improve his lifestyle so that this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    The medical professionals worked miracles on Dad. Within a day, he looked almost normal again. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was crying out for some company. Even Charlie would have been preferable to Steph. She was staying at mine. I would normally have made sure the place was ship-shape but in view of the circumstances, hadn’t had time to clean up. Steph was a stickler for cleanliness and I had to admit that I’d not been keeping on top of things of late. 
 
    I generally did the housework at weekends but for the last two weeks, I couldn’t be bothered. So there was a layer of dust everywhere. The carpets needed hoovering. The bathroom and kitchen were both a bit of a shambles. There was washing up still in the sink and the place was untidy. We both arrived back from the hospital together. I’d had no prior warning she was coming so hadn’t been able to do a spring clean in her honour. 
 
    We walked through the door and she took one look at the place.  
 
    “Oh Sophie, you’ve let things go, haven’t you?” She always called me by my full name when she was cross with me. 
 
    “I know I’ve been too tired for housework lately.” 
 
    “Sophie there’s only you here. The cleaning doesn’t take more than five minutes.” Her face reddened.  
 
    “There’s Max as well.” 
 
    “Sophie, a cat doesn’t make this much mess.” Her tone was abrupt. 
 
    “Mine does,” I said in a whining voice. She glared at me, her lips thinned. She grimaced and shook her head. 
 
    “Come on let’s get this place sorted. A tidy house means a tidy life.” I laughed at that. Maybe that was my problem. My life was anything but tidy. Perhaps if I paid more attention to the housework things would buck up.  
 
    Suddenly Steph noticed the carpet in the lounge.  
 
    “What on earth has happened here?” she screamed. I had to think on my feet. “It looks like the place has been trashed,” she continued.  
 
    “It was Max. That’s right. Max did it. I’d not tightened the top properly on the bleach and he got hold of the bottle and wrestled with it around the room.” She frowned and her eyes narrowed. She didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Max?” she questioned. I didn’t answer. “Sophie, you could have killed your poor cat.”  
 
    “I know. I’m fortunate that nothing happened to Max.” Fortunate my backside. The lies were tripping off my tongue without a care. 
 
    “And what’s happened to your telly?”  
 
    “Oh, the big one? That broke. I’ve not got round to replacing it yet.” 
 
    “So haven’t you claimed for it on your insurance?” Her voice was beginning to grate on me. 
 
    “Erm, I’m not covered.” 
 
    “What?” Steph looked indignant. 
 
    “I know, I didn’t read the small print. I had a rubbish policy.” 
 
    “Well, I’d get that changed sharpish.” Her face seemed deadly serious. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m working on it.” As if.  
 
    “It looks different in here since the last time I came.” Her eyes were busily scanning the room. I laughed, unconvincingly. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got rid of a few things.” I didn’t want to lie to Steph, but I wasn’t in the mood for giving her war and peace over my involvement with the local gangsters. I didn’t want to discuss how they came to be here in the first place. I began picking at my cuticles. 
 
    “Sophie, stop doing that. You’ll ruin your nails.”  
 
    “I don’t care,” I sulked. I plonked myself down and scrunched my body into the chair. Steph tutted. I closed my eyes. I’d forgotten how bossy she could be. She was controlling enough when I spoke to her over the phone. Being in my home, it felt like she wanted to re-arrange my life for me. I didn’t like it. If I didn’t do something, I knew I was going to fall out with her. I was in no mood for cleaning now. I thought she was insane, even considering it after what we’d just been through. 
 
    “It’s about time you got yourself a fella. You definitely need someone to look after you.” My teeth were grinding. I wasn’t ready for one of Steph’s lectures. I could feel the heat in my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m going to get off to bed, Steph. I need a lie-down. We’ve had so little rest.”   
 
    “Oh, okay. Yeah, it’s been a long day. Someone up there is looking after Dad. Come here.” She held her arms open wide to hug me and I hugged her back.  If Steph wanted to do the tidying, she was welcome to it but I was exhausted. I could hardly keep my eyes open. Dad was stable when we left so we said we’d go back to the hospital in the morning.  
 
     I had been walking around like a zombie for most of the day. The tiredness was debilitating but still, I had difficulty sleeping. I turned from one side to the other, thrashing my hands and feet outside the duvet cover. Eventually, sleep came and when it did it was deep. 
 
    I woke up the next day with a massive headache and sore throat. The smell that greeted me was of cleaning products. I felt groggy from such a deep sleep. I was surprised I’d managed to get off at all but I had been up for a long time and I was so tired. The duvet was scrunched into a ball. It looked like I must have spent the night in a wrestling match. I slouched into the lounge in my dressing gown. I viewed my home. I didn’t recognise it. The place shone like a new pin. Steph was busy cleaning my windows.  
 
    “Oh Steph, you don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “There’s that much muck on them, they look like they haven’t been done in ages.” 
 
    “No they’ve not but you’re my guest. You shouldn’t be doing that.” 
 
    “I’m your big sister and it looks like you still need looking after.” She finished off what she was doing and came into the kitchen. She had ironed the pile of clothes that had been strewn over the chairs. She still had the knack of making me feel small. 
 
    I made us both a brew, and we sat down with our hot drinks. At least I could still do something right.  
 
    “What happened to that lovely picture you had up in the lounge?” 
 
    “Which one do you mean?” My stomach churned as my feeling of unease went up a notch 
 
     “You know the one of Clitheroe Castle at night. It was a limited edition wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, that old thing, I sold it at a car boot.” 
 
    “What! Are you off your head? That’d have been worth something in a few years if you’d have kept hold of it.” I didn’t reply but let Steph continue, “I don’t know what’s got into you, Sophie. I think all that drinking you did affected your brain.” I folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    “It probably did,” I sulked.  
 
    “Anyone would think you were drinking again, the way you’ve let things go.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I shouted. I could feel the heat rising through my body up into my face. Why did she always have to interfere in my life?  
 
    “You’re going to have to…” 
 
    “I’m not going to have to do anything. Just because I made a few changes in my home, you have to criticise everything.” My neck stiffened. 
 
    Steph went to speak, but I anticipated this and spoke first. “I’m sick of you.” My voice had gone up a couple of decibels. “I wish you could keep your nose out of other people’s business for once in your life!” I banged my empty mug on the table and stormed out of the room. I had listened to enough. I could hear Steph mumbling in the distance but I went to my bedroom to stay out of the way before I did or said something I regretted. 
 
    I knew we were intending going over to the hospital together, but I didn’t want to be anywhere near Steph at the moment. She’d come swanning up from London with her fine home and her rich husband. She had no worries, and she didn’t have a clue about how to manage on her own. I hated criticism of any kind but coming from Steph at this time, knowing I was struggling with Dad’s illness was too much to take. 
 
     I sat in my room sulking for a while. I didn’t know how long she was intending staying with me but as far as I was concerned, she had overstayed her welcome. I knew I had become slovenly, but I didn’t care. The worst thing was the insult that she thought I’d been drinking. I hadn’t had any alcohol in such a long time I’d forgotten how wonderful it felt to escape reality. What I wouldn’t give at that moment for oblivion.  
 
    I could hear her still pottering around cleaning. How could she behave in such a way? I was in bits and she didn’t care about me. I cracked my knuckles. My nostrils flared.  I had to put my feelings aside though and consider Dad. He was lying in a hospital bed, lucky to be alive and here was the pair of us being petty. That didn’t mean I was going to make up with Steph though. I knew I had to swallow my pride and say something because we had the journey to the hospital to do together. As it turned out, Steph took her own vehicle, and we drove to the hospital in separate cars.  
 
    At the hospital, Dad had been moved to another ward. I snatched a chair from her and we sat across from each other. I fantasised about punching her. Dad’s condition had improved, and he had managed to eat breakfast.  
 
    “Is everything alright with you two?” Dad frowned. 
 
    “Yeah,” we both said in unison. Dad was surprisingly observant for someone who had just come out of intensive care. 
 
    “Dad, I’ve got to head back down south later so I’ll be phoning every day to see how you are. I want you to do as the nurses tell you.” 
 
    Dad put his hand up to his forehead in a salute. “Yes, Sergeant Major.” I smiled to myself. Good old Dad, he’s got Steph sussed. In view of Dad’s rapid recovery, Steph said she was going to rush off. I’d gathered as much when she said she would take her own car to the hospital. I still wasn’t speaking to her. Dad could tell that things weren’t right between us. I thought staying quiet was easier than speaking as I may have just lost my temper. I didn’t want to do that in front of Dad.  
 
    “Dad, I’ll be here tomorrow,” I said rubbing it in as we both rose from our chairs getting ready to leave.  
 
    We kissed Dad and said our goodbyes. I turned to wave to Dad when we reached the swinging door but it looked like he had gone off to sleep. His eyes were closed. 
 
    We walked to the car park in silence. As Steph turned to walk towards her car, she opened her mouth to speak.  I thought she was going to apologise for the way she’d been. I’d decided that if she did, I would forgive her. We could be friends and begin talking again.  
 
    Instead, she said, “You need to see someone, Sophie. Seriously, you need help.” I swore under my breath. I frowned at her and didn’t reply. I pulled my lips together and sucked through my teeth. My eyes narrowed as I watched her walk towards the door. I let her go, and we didn’t say goodbye. 
 
    I’d hoped that with no work to think about and the medication the doctor had given me, I would have started feeling better by now. At the moment I felt worse than ever. I hadn’t had a fall out with Steph for years. I felt a great sense of unease. She was my big sister, and I felt inferior in her company, still after all these years. I had forgotten what growing up with her was like. I hadn’t liked being dishonest. 
 
     I suppose I didn’t want her to judge me but she did judge me. She’d always judged me and right now I didn’t like her very much.  To crown it all, my sore throat was getting worse. My body was aching, and I felt lousy. Probably all the germs in that hospital. 
 
     I felt miserable. Self-pity was consuming me. Steph irritated me and I’d had enough. I wanted out.  I thought about whether I should pick something up from the chemist to help me sleep. I certainly needed something to try to ward off what was probably a cold or flu coming on.  I decided to stop at the chemist to stock up on painkillers. The sense of unease I had on the way home worried me.   
 
    I pulled up outside the pharmacy. I bit my lip as I churned over her words and behaviour over and over in my head. It felt like a cuckoo clock had been planted inside my brain, going over and over what she had said and done. There was a pounding in my ears and my mouth was dry. I was still upset about what had happened to Dad, still blaming myself. His condition was still worrying me even though the consultant had said he was over the worst and he was stable.  
 
    My negativity doubted this. I didn’t want to be left with just Steph as family. If anything happened to Dad, I felt I would have no one. I was laying it on thick, feeling sorry for myself. Being physically unwell wasn’t helping my emotional state. I was about to walk in the chemist shop when I had a thought.  
 
    I knew what would be best for a sore throat, a whisky with hot water and lemon. I had lemons in the fridge and I didn’t like the taste of whisky so it wouldn’t be like drinking alcohol. It would be more like taking medicine and it would do me good and maybe even improve my mood. My vision clouded and my mind went blank. I’m not a violent person but what I wouldn’t do right now to beat Steph senseless. I felt edgy. My body started twitching as I opened the door of the off-licence. 
 
    I bought a half bottle of whisky for medicinal purposes. I’d convinced myself that because I was normally repulsed by whisky that I would only be able to drink one. Something at the back of my mind thought it was not a great idea, but I dismissed that. I got in and made the drink up with hot water. It tasted rather pleasant with the lemon and it seemed to be doing my throat good. I liked how the warmth of it hit the back of my throat. Yes, it was definitely working.  
 
    What had I been worried about? I felt the alcohol was doing such a fantastic job that I would have another, and then another. Before long I had drunk the bottle and felt I ought to go out and get more in. My brain was telling me that at this rate I would be well by morning. I went to the corner shop and bought another half bottle of whisky. This was what I’d been missing. This was what I needed to help me cope with life.  
 
    At some point, I passed out. I hadn’t had alcohol for nearly five years so the booze took hold of me quickly. In the past, I’d been able to take in vast quantities without it affecting me but not anymore. I was well and truly sozzled. 
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    I woke up to the sound of a thunderclap going off between my ears. The pain was horrendous. If I moved my head, it was excruciating. Slowly, I opened my eyes. There was no comfort there. I closed them again. I was sinking in a sea of nausea and my whole body ached. 
 
    As my mind sprang into life, the initial thought was one of terror then bewilderment. What had I done? My memory of the previous night was sketchy. I remembered putting on sad music and crying. What I did know was that in a moment of madness I had thrown away the good work done over the last few years by drinking. My skin tingled. I had a sudden coldness that hit me at the core. I couldn’t think straight. 
 
    Frustration and disappointment were overtaken by fear. Fear won out hands down. Fear encompassed my whole being. How could I live with myself now after this? Friends and family would be so let down by my actions. They would never understand the pressure I was under to drive me to this. I had not had my crutch by my side for so long now. 
 
     Last night I had needed my anaesthetic once again and now my throat was on fire. The whisky had not worked at all. The poison poured out of my pores as the sweats compounded my sense of unease.  
 
    In such a short space of time, the low mood I suffered from had increased tenfold. Life seemed futile. All sense of purpose had been stripped from my being and a thought came in that the only solution now was to drink myself to death. I was alone, and no longer felt I could cope with life. 
 
    I couldn’t believe how quickly my thinking had changed from one of hope to me spiralling out of control. I had well and truly arrived back in hell. The curtains stayed closed as I crawled out of bed to the bathroom. I only deserved darkness in my life now. I sat retching, clutching the toilet pan as I worried about unknown tragedies that were about to descend on me.  
 
    Had I spoken to anyone last night? Had I upset anyone in blackout? All those feelings of regret that I used to experience came back. I couldn’t face a cup of tea. I shivered and shook. I managed to get myself into the kitchen but curled up in a corner. The tears flowed as I thought about the mess I had made of my life.  
 
    I contemplated suicide but then remembering my last unsuccessful attempt; I realised that wasn’t a good idea. I hated alcohol with a passion for what it had done to me. What should I do? I needed help but the compulsion to drink took over me. Anger arrived like a hurricane. I didn’t deserve this, but I didn’t think anyone would understand.  
 
    Slowly, I moved to the sink and turned the tap on. Splashing my face with cold water, I then filled a glass and drank it. My throat was so dry. My hands shook uncontrollably. Nausea welled up in my body and I vomited into the kitchen sink. I checked around the room to see if there was any alcohol left but the bottles were empty. I felt afraid to leave the flat, but I needed another drink. My body wanted to lie down but my mind wanted to drink. I looked at the time. It was 8.30. I presumed it was morning but it could have been evening.  
 
    I looked down at my body and I saw the bruises, not knowing where they had come from. Panic set in. What had I done? Had I invited anyone into my home or was this just from my drunken effort to get to bed last night? For all I knew I could have killed someone without even knowing. That was how powerful alcohol had a hold on me. I couldn’t remember a thing. Remorse overwhelmed me and sucked me in deeper to that dark pit of loneliness. I was just a no good drunk who didn’t deserve anything good to happen in her life. I had to get a drink. 
 
    I got dressed without showering. My clothes hadn’t been ironed, but I didn’t care. Personal hygiene was the bottom of my list when oblivion called. I needed to get out of it as quickly as I could. I wasn’t bothered who saw me yet I was fearful of being seen.  
 
    I walked around the corner to the local Tesco Direct. I couldn’t take the car as I could still be over the limit. I bought tomatoes and lettuce, thinking that buying them as well as the booze wouldn’t make my early morning purchase look as bad. I bought a bottle of vodka and a box of wine.  
 
    I’d got a story firmly implanted in my head. If anyone stopped to ask me what I wanted all that alcohol for, I would tell them it was my birthday and I needed last minute things for my party. They hadn’t seen me buying drink before so I didn’t think they suspected I had a problem. The only party I’d be having was a pity party on my own. 
 
    As I put the items in my plastic shopping bag, a sense of relief came over me. I would be okay now. Within a few minutes, I was home and helping myself to a large glass of wine. I swilled the liquid round in my mouth then swallowed. The taste was bitter, but the effect was euphoric. I sighed a big long sigh. I was back on the merry-go-round of addiction. Alcohol was my friend again. I even managed a smile.  
 
    As I sat drinking, some of the things I learnt in rehab came back to me. I tried to block them out. I thought about the friends I made in treatment and how I had now let them down. Maybe I knew at the back of my mind I was going to drink again. It was what I was good at. 
 
    I had to sober up to go and see Dad in hospital but I would leave it until tomorrow. I had drunk too much today and I couldn’t let him see me like this. He had enough to think about. I didn’t want him worrying about me as well. 
 
    I drank solidly for the next three days. I phoned the hospital and left a message for Dad to say I was sorry I hadn’t been but I had the flu. It wasn’t completely a lie. I had a bad cold that had developed so felt I could justify staying away from hospital but it didn’t make me feel any better about myself. I didn’t want to pass on anything to those poorly patients. 
 
    By the following day, I felt so ill I knew I had to stop drinking. My resolve was strong. I decided to go to the hospital first thing before any stupid thoughts came in that might try to justify why taking a drink was a good idea. I arrived at Dad’s ward. I was filled with self-loathing.  I’d managed to clean my teeth that morning, and I bought mints in the hope that there were no lingering telltale smells of alcohol on my person. 
 
    Dad had been through major surgery, a triple bypass and he looked better than I did. His expression was of shock when he saw me. I hadn’t realised how bad I must have appeared.  
 
    “Sorry to hear you’ve been ill, love,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, this flu kept me in bed for the last three days. I’m sorry I couldn’t come and see you but I didn’t want any germs spreading through the ward and I worried about you catching any infection.” I coughed to add substance to my words. 
 
    “It’s okay, love, I understand.” He frowned at me suspiciously 
 
    “Can I smell alcohol?” he asked 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    He looked perplexed. 
 
    “Oh, I know what it’ll be. It’s that hand sanitizer at the door. I used some. There’s always alcohol in those things.” 
 
    “Yeah probably,” he replied. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I felt so uncomfortable. I sat for a while longer making small talk. I wouldn’t be able to keep up this facade. I suspected Dad knew what happened. All that was on my mind was to get another drink. I loved Dad but with him being in hospital, it was a nuisance in my life.  
 
    I didn’t want to take responsibility for caring for him but knew I had to step up my game. That fact irritated me. All Dad wanted was my love and attention and I didn’t feel capable of giving that. I was empty inside. Alcohol robbed me of the emotions I should have been feeling. It destroyed my sense of duty and all I cared about was getting my next drink.  
 
    Rushing out of the hospital, I made my way to the nearest off-licence. I was so glad to get home. With the curtains closed, and the blinds drawn I could drink in the darkness of my flat. No one had been in touch with me. That cemented my feelings of woe. I felt sorry for myself big time. I was alone, and no one cared. I drank and passed out. Woke up, drank some more, then passed out. Day turned into night without me even noticing. I lay in bed drinking. I heard my mobile ringing but ignored it. I wasn’t intending answering it, anyway.  
 
    Sometime later I picked up my phone and scrolled through it. There were a couple of missed calls and messages from Steph. I couldn’t return her call at the moment. I had drunk too much. I phoned her the following day. Believing that I was sober enough, I tried to put on a front that everything was okay.  
 
    “Hi Steph,” I said. My chin quivered. I clenched my jaw and bit my lip. I was thankful that she couldn’t see me as my appearance would tell all with my bloodshot eyes and shaking body. 
 
    She was straight on my case. “How come you haven’t been going to see Dad?” 
 
    “I’ve not been so well myself, Steph. I’ve had a bad case of flu. It was going but then it came back with a vengeance.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to sort things out for him coming out of hospital. He’ll need your support, Sophie.” I sighed too loudly. I felt irritated with Steph. I wasn’t happy with her giving her orders from two hundred miles away in London - “What’s the matter?” Steph asked. This wasn’t said with a caring tone, more of an accusing manner. I remained silent. That silence must have raised her suspicions. “What is it, Sophie?” 
 
    “Erm well, I’m not coping too well with things at the moment. I’m off on the sick from work.” 
 
    “Have you had a drink?” 
 
    I felt a pang in my chest, then heat and tingling in my face. How did she know?  
 
    “No, of course not.” My tone was indignant. It annoyed me how Steph had always been able to tell when I was drinking. She only had to walk into a room after I’d had some booze and she would know. I could never fool her. 
 
    “You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?” she shouted. I started crying.  
 
    “Sophie, how could you. You selfish little… I can’t believe you. Poor Dad’s there in hospital and you’ve let everyone down again.” 
 
    “I, I, I…” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak to you, Sophie. I am so annoyed. Your behaviour is beyond belief.” Steph ended the call. All I heard was the voice in my head saying, you may as well drink now, you’ve done the damage.  
 
    There was no denying my life was a mess. I had no boyfriend, a sister that hated me, a father who needed me and yet I was unable to fulfil my family duties. I had genuine reasons to be fearful. I still wasn’t sure if the police were going to charge me, I had the possibility of Randy’s henchmen returning. I also had something from my past that was eating away at me. Every time I tried to push it down, it kept bobbing back up to the surface. 
 
    I began to worry about the amount of money I was now spending. Also, I was fearful about my job. My main concern though was whether people might know if I was drinking or not. I kept telling myself I didn’t care, but that was so far from the truth. I cared too much. 
 
    I went on a two-week bender. By the end of which, no one was speaking to me. I couldn’t kid myself that I was a party animal anymore. All my drinking had been done at home alone with the curtains closed. I didn’t want to drink, but I had to. Every morning I woke up and told myself I wasn’t going to have a drink that day. Sometimes my resolve lasted until lunchtime. Other times, if there was some still by the bed from the night before then I’d be drinking within a minute.  
 
    I was afraid to look in the mirror for fear I’d be too repulsed at what I saw. My hair was unbrushed. My face was makeup free and unwashed. My clothes were dirty. I couldn’t cope with doing any laundry. I wasn’t making it to bed most nights. I passed out in the chair with the lights still on.  
 
    Work had been in touch, leaving a message because I wasn’t answering my phone. I’d been too afraid to phone them back. I thought they’d guessed what I was doing and had sacked me already. I scanned the room in disgust. There were empty bottles everywhere. 
 
    I couldn’t carry on like this and I had to do something. I didn’t just feel broken I felt I’d been shattered into a million little pieces. I phoned Aaron for help. 
 
    “Hi, Sophie, not heard from you in a while.” He sounded cheerful. My voice quivered as I spoke.  
 
    “Aaron, I need help.” He didn’t ask any questions. I was sure he knew. It was the sixth sense that other addicts have. 
 
    “Do you want me to come over?” 
 
    “Yes please.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in half an hour.” 
 
    I tried to tidy up, but I had no energy. I felt so weak. Any actions were futile. I lay on the sofa. I was feeling physically and mentally sick. I couldn’t wait for Aaron to arrive. What was I going to do? My world was crashing down around me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the last two weeks or however long I’d been drinking, I had stomach pains. I also had backache and constant diarrhoea. I didn’t think it was a coincidence. I had no appetite so was very weak and fatigued. My normal slender frame now looked like one of skin and bone with more bone than skin. I waited for Aaron to arrive. Terror came and took over me. I felt utterly bewildered at how things had ended up like this. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I made my way over to the entrance of my flat. I could hardly walk. I found it easier to crawl there. When I opened the door, Aaron’s expression took me by surprise. It was as though he’d come into contact with an alien for the first time and not a very friendly one at that. I hadn’t looked at myself in the mirror for some time because I knew I wouldn’t like the picture I saw back. As sad an excuse for a woman as was possible, the loathing I felt towards myself was huge. 
 
    For all his upset at the sight of me, Aaron threw his arms around me. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. “What are we going to do with you?” I began to cry, more out of relief that I had let someone into my isolation. 
 
    “What’s been going on?” he asked. My voice trembled, and I found it difficult to speak. 
 
    “I just started drinking and I couldn’t stop.” My drinking had been nothing like the good old days out with friends. This had been done in secret and on my own away from prying eyes. It hadn’t been pleasant, just a necessity.  
 
    “Can I make you a cup of tea?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Well, I tell you what. I’ll make us both one and if you can’t drink it, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    He walked into the kitchen and I heard him mulling about. I was sweating profusely. He came in with two mugs of hot tea and passed one to me. My hands were shaking so badly, I couldn’t hold onto the mug.  
 
    “Let me help,” he said. He came over and took the drink from me. He put it to my lips like he would if caring for a small child. Thankfully, the warm liquid stayed down. I had virtually tried to drink myself to death but in that moment, drinking tea, it felt good to be alive.  
 
    “Thanks for coming over, Aaron.” I tried a half smile in his direction. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. It’s what friends are for. I’m only glad you phoned. It’s a privilege to help.” My tears began to flow. Aaron watched on. He rubbed the back of his neck. “So, what are we going to do with you?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I couldn’t think straight at the moment. I was surprised I’d had the gumption to phone Aaron.  
 
    “Let’s try to get you in to see your GP. See what he can do to help. Does he know you have a problem?” 
 
    “No, last time I went straight to rehab which I arranged myself.” 
 
    “Where’s his number?” 
 
    I scrolled through my phone as the trembling continued. Aaron took control and managed to get me an emergency appointment for 11.30 that day. I was so grateful to him. 
 
    “Thanks for sorting that out,” I said. 
 
    “No problem. Now, do you have any more alcohol in the house?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know. I don’t think so,” I replied. Aaron’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t believe you but do you mind if I take a look. We don’t want you finding anything to tempt you.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine.” Part of me was happy going along with what he said and another part was reluctant to give up my booze. 
 
    I heard Aaron clunking through cupboards. Being in recovery himself, he knew the hiding places an alcoholic might have. I couldn’t kid a kidder. He returned to me and sat in the lounge. 
 
    “I found a small amount of vodka left in a bottle under the sink so I’ve poured it away.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aaron. I don’t understand why I do that, hide bottles from myself.” 
 
    “It’s okay, now, can you eat something?” 
 
    “No, I’m not well enough for that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m going to clear out your empties. I saw a few while I was rummaging around.” 
 
    I rose from my chair to help him. 
 
    “You sit down and rest. You won’t have any energy at the moment. Where do you keep your bin liners?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I felt disorientated. “Oh, it’s the third drawer down in the kitchen.” I sank back into the chair. I didn’t have the will to argue with anyone right now. I would have done whatever was asked of me. 
 
     “You okay with me going in your knicker drawer?” At this, I managed a laugh.  
 
    “I don’t think there are any bottles hidden in there but you can search the whole house, I don’t mind. I’ve nothing left to hide.” My body still shivered as I slumped in the chair. The tremor of my chin seemed to magnify as Aaron glanced at me. His expression was sad.  
 
    “Leave it to me then,” he smiled. I heard the bottles clinking as he worked his way through the flat. There were probably enough to fill a bottle bank.  
 
    I was glad Aaron made the call to the doctor and not me. I would have been fobbed off when they told me there were no appointments but Aaron insisted on something being done for me. He came along with me to the surgery. It was good to have his company as half of me wanted to run away and get another drink. As the minutes passed, the stark realisation of my actions kicked in. To say I was remorseful now was putting it mildly. The longer I sat there waiting, the worse I felt.  
 
    My name was called and Aaron offered to come in with me. I thought that was a good idea. The way I was at the moment, I couldn’t trust myself to register the doctor’s words. Also, it was nice to have his support by my side. I trusted Aaron wholeheartedly. He had been in my group at rehab, so knew my life story. I couldn’t get away with anything in front of him. 
 
    The doctor listened to what I had to say and was very sympathetic. He asked me lots of questions about my drinking and for once I was honest. There was no point trying to fool him. Dr Kalib had been my doctor for years and I liked him.  
 
    What he agreed to do for me was a home detox. This meant coming into the surgery every day for the next week to see him and pick up my medication. I had taken Librium before and I knew it made me drowsy but I liked the idea of having a reason to get up each day. He also sent a request through to put me in touch with a counsellor from the drug and alcohol team. He said that appointment might take longer to come through. In the meantime, he wanted to check my progress every day until then.  
 
    He did a blood test and checked my blood pressure. It always made me smile when I had it checked. For some reason, it reminded me of checking the oil in my car. If ever there was anything wrong with my car, I always checked the oil. It never sorted out the problem, but it did confirm for me whether I needed any oil or not. The same when I was ill. I bought myself a blood pressure monitoring kit and if ever I was ill, I checked it. It didn’t do anything to improve my ailments but at least I knew my blood pressure was okay.  
 
    I came out of that meeting with a sense of hope. The doctor’s words had been encouraging.  
 
    “You’ve been here before Sophie and made a success of it so you can do it again,” Aaron said. The GP wrote me a sick note for a month to give me time to get well. I hadn’t even needed to ask him for one, he volunteered it. I didn’t think work would be too pleased. As Aaron pointed out though, this was my life we were talking about, which was more important than any job. 
 
    “You can get another job but we can’t make another Sophie,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think that would be such a bad thing,” I said, my mouth drooping. 
 
    The next couple of days were going to be scary. I had been told that before about coming off alcohol. It is possible to have fits. For the next few days, Aaron agreed to stay at my flat to keep an eye on me. I did think about asking my friend, Angela if I could stay at hers but then agreed that Aaron might be a better option. If the idea of a drink came over me, Aaron was better placed to talk it through with and I couldn’t fool him. 
 
    “I’ve got to go out tomorrow afternoon so I’ll see if Liam can come over.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter, Aaron.” 
 
    “We don’t want anything to happen to you if you fit and yes you do need a babysitter. You’re not doing a very good job of managing on your own.” That was me told. 
 
    I was glad that the lads did come over to watch me. I kept suffering from pangs of remorse and my addled brain wanted to drink to take away the pain. 
 
    A couple of nights later I was sat there with the pair of them drinking tea and coffee. 
 
    “What you need is a strong female to take you under their wing and help you, Sophie,” Aaron said. 
 
    “What about that lady, erm what was her name, your ex-boyfriend’s mum, oh, you know who I mean? I can’t remember her name,” Liam said. 
 
    “Oh, Joyce? Yeah, she helped me when I came out of rehab. I haven’t spoken to her in ages.” Liam and Aaron looked at each other. 
 
     Then Liam replied, “Yeah, she was the one. She’s a recovering alcoholic isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s a long time sober.  She’s got a lot of wisdom and she’s straight talking,” I said. 
 
    “There you go, you ought to let her know what’s happened.” Liam looked at me, cocking his head to one side in anticipation of my reply. I thought about it. My pride didn’t want anyone to know what I had done but Joyce would understand. Everyone kept telling me I couldn’t fight this on my own. So, as much as I wanted to justify why it wasn’t a good idea to get in touch with her, deep down they were right. It was what I needed to do.  
 
    “I’ll phone her later.” 
 
    “Do it now so we know you mean it.” Liam pursed his lips in thought. I sighed heavily. 
 
    “Okay, you’re the boss.” I raised my eyebrows and Liam smiled at me. These two weren’t going to cut me any slack. I phoned Joyce. As soon as she heard my voice, she knew something was wrong. I’d always been surprised how perceptive she was. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting as a reply to my revelations but I hadn’t expected her to be so empathic. 
 
    “Do you want me to come round, love?” 
 
    The guys heard her question, and I glanced across at them. They were both nodding their heads. 
 
    “I’ve had Liam and Aaron looking after me so if you don’t mind doing the next shift, that would be great,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’ll be right over.” We ended the call, and I felt in awe of Joyce. Whatever her plans had been, she was prepared to drop everything to come and help me. I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t so sure I’d have been there as quickly if the shoe had been on the other foot. I wiped a tear from my eye. I felt so fortunate having good friends who hadn’t turned their backs on me like my sister had. 
 
    Joyce arrived and Aaron and Liam got up ready to leave.  
 
    “Look after her, Joyce,” Aaron smiled. 
 
    “I will, but she’s going to have to do some work herself.” 
 
    I let them out and returned to the lounge. I sat opposite Joyce and gave her the details of what happened. I hoped that by telling her about the vandalism to my home and Dad’s illness, she would realise why I drank.  
 
    “So everything you learnt and the tools you’ve used before to stay away from that first drink went out the window?” 
 
    I looked down. I couldn’t justify anything to Joyce. 
 
    She continued, “I didn’t get recovery first time. I fought against it and made lots of mistakes like you but I got to a place where I was prepared to go to any lengths to get well. I was sick and tired of being sick and tired.” 
 
    She’d said these words before to me and I knew what was coming next. Reluctantly, I listened. 
 
    “I’ll do you a deal,” she said. “Your dad’s going to need your help when he comes out of hospital. I know you’ll want to do all you can but it’s early days for you. How about - if I talk to Steph and see if she’ll pay for a carer for your dad for a short period until you’re strong enough to help?” Joyce was a gem. She knew I wouldn’t want to speak to Steph yet. I nodded. “Wait a minute, I haven’t told you the deal. There’s something I want in return.” I raised my eyebrows in anticipation. 
 
    “Oh?” I said. 
 
    “I know you’ve been happy enough in the past to go to your support meetings from your rehab aftercare. There’s an organisation that will always be there for you, where you can make lifelong friends and show you a sustainable way of how to live life without alcohol.” 
 
    It dawned on me what she was going to suggest. Something that I had been so abhorrent to try in the past because I didn’t want to believe I was an alcoholic. Maybe I needed this last lesson to give me a wake-up call and to show me I wasn’t just someone with a slight drink problem. My last bout of drinking convinced me without any shadow of a doubt what I was. 
 
    “You want me to go to Alcoholics Anonymous?” Joyce nodded her head. 
 
    “It’s stood me in good stead for the last thirty years,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give it a go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I arrived at my first meeting that evening with Joyce. I was glad to have a friend with me for moral support. I didn’t know what to expect. Everyone was so kind and welcoming. I was given a cup of tea and told I didn’t need to do anything else other than sit and listen.  
 
    The church hall was set out in rows and I was thankful that Joyce sat at the back. I sat alongside her. I didn’t fancy the idea of anyone recognising me. As the meeting started, I found it difficult to focus my mind on what the speaker said. I kept crossing and uncrossing my legs.  I did the same with my arms. 
 
    I glanced down at my skirt and decided it was too short and I wondered what people would think of me. I tugged at my hem, trying to cover my knees with the material. Thankfully, no one looked my way. I started picking my nail varnish off. I observed Joyce. She seemed to be listening intently as did everyone else in the room. It only felt like it was me struggling to concentrate.  
 
    What I couldn’t get my head round was everyone appeared to be happy. Why would anyone be happy sitting in that room? The speaker talked about her shortcomings. She was a middle-aged lady with dark curly hair. The main thing that struck me about her was when she said she hadn’t had a drink for nearly twenty years and that she did it one day at a time. Before I came to the meeting, I hadn’t drunk in nearly five years but I hadn’t always found it easy. Some days it was like I was hanging on with my fingers tipped over the edge of a cliff. 
 
    This last episode of drinking convinced me that I definitely had a problem. I didn’t like the idea of being an alcoholic but as with other illnesses, I didn’t have an option. As I listened to the various people in the meeting, I began to get hope that I could do this. These people seemed to be enjoying their lives. I hadn’t been enjoying mine in a long time. In fact, I was convinced the sun had stopped shining over me. My last drinking binge had shown me that I couldn’t drink successfully. 
 
    People were beginning to look my way. I squirmed in my seat. They had been told it was my first meeting, and they were trying to help but I felt so uncomfortable. I glanced up at the clock and willed the meeting to be over. Then something happened. A young woman in her twenties began to speak. She was attractive with long brown hair. Her name was Nadia. 
 
     She talked about how her drinking led to her child being taken from her. Her marriage to her childhood sweetheart only lasted a year.  She said all the things I had been thinking. She had my attention. There were things she said I didn’t understand. However, something inside me changed when she spoke of hiding bottles around the house and I thought if she can get well, so can I. 
 
    The meeting came to an end and a few people came up to me to say hello and give me their phone numbers. I chatted with them for a few minutes then looked to see where Joyce was. She was deep in conversation with a good looking guy in his thirties. 
 
    Just then, Nadia came over. 
 
    “I loved what you had to say,” I said to her, smiling. 
 
    “Thanks. I still find it difficult speaking in public.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought so to listen to you speak. I loved your honesty. It helped me.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll give you my number. You can ring me if you ever fancy meeting up for coffee.” She looked at me with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” We spoke for a few minutes then I went to find Joyce. She was still talking to the handsome guy. I didn’t want to disturb their conversation, so I stayed a few feet away but the guy noticed me and beckoned me forward. Joyce put her arm around me. 
 
    “This is Jack, Sophie,” she said.  
 
    We shook hands then he asked, “How did you find your first meeting, Sophie?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s right to say I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Of course it is if you’re being honest. The main thing here is that you’re honest, open-minded and willing to change.” 
 
    “Yes, well I’m going to try. I loved the way people spoke from the heart.  It inspired me.” 
 
    “That’s good, I hope we see you again soon, Sophie.” He smiled at me and I felt glad I made the decision to come to the meeting. I had a lot of questions for Joyce but they could wait until we were on our own. 
 
    “Come on then Sophie, let’s get you home,” Joyce said. 
 
    Joyce proved to be a godsend for me. I told her everything that had been happening to me. There was no point holding back anymore. She even came to the hospital with me to see Dad. I had been anxious about this because I felt I had been letting him down. It was good to have support.  
 
    I decided to tell Dad the truth why I hadn’t been to see him. Joyce waited for me in the reception area.  
 
    “Dad, you know I told you I’ve been ill.” 
 
    “Yes love, how are you now?” he held out his hand to take mine. I chose my words carefully and spoke softly and slowly.  
 
    “I did have flu, but I also picked up a drink.” 
 
    “Oh Sophie,” he said. He gripped my hand tightly. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Dad. I let you down.” Dad began to cry, and it started me off. I put my head against his chest and we stayed like that for some time. I knew my dad loved me unconditionally and wouldn’t forsake me. I told him that Steph wasn’t speaking to me. 
 
    “She’ll come round, love. She always does. She’s more hot-headed than you but she calms down, eventually.” 
 
    “I hope so. I don’t like falling out with her.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do about your drinking?” 
 
    I mentioned the meeting I had been to and how encouraged I had been and about doing a detox through the doctor. I saw the sense of relief sweep across his face.  
 
    “Dad, I want to look after you when you come out as soon as I’m strong enough. I wondered about moving in with you for a short time. It would help me too?” 
 
    “You’re always welcome at mine and if you are up to helping me for a while, then that would be great.” He smiled at me. I thought it through and felt it would be an ideal solution for both of us. It would give me a sense of purpose until I went back to work. Dad could watch me. We’d both be company for each other. 
 
    “They’ll let me home sooner if I’ve got your support as well,” he said. 
 
    I left the hospital in a lighter mood than when I had gone in. I decided to text Steph to tell her what I had agreed with Dad. If she still wasn’t speaking to me, then she wouldn’t pick the phone up so this way I could test her reactions. I got a reply straight back from her I’m glad you’re sorting yourself out. I hoped that was a good sign.  
 
    Dad was allowed out two days later. The doctors were so pleased with his recovery but he was told he must take it easy for some time and they advised him to change his diet. Steph had gone along with Joyce’s suggestion and she arranged for a carer to come in for Dad so that I could get to my meetings. I monitored his food intake, and he watched for my drinking. We behaved like an old married couple nagging at each other.  
 
    “I’m not buying you any pies, Dad, doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “He didn’t say not to have one, just to cut down.” 
 
    “No, we’ll have a nice salad for tea, tonight.” Dad didn’t appear too pleased.  
 
    I stayed with Dad for a month while he got his strength back after his operation. When I moved home to my flat, I promised to do cooking and cleaning and get his shopping in until he felt up to doing it for himself. He was very independent and wanted to do everything but his body told him no so he reluctantly allowed me to nurse him back to full health. 
 
    My doctor had given me a sick note for a further month and my intention was to return to work at the end of it. I was going to regular AA meetings and getting together with Joyce. I also had coffee with Nadia a couple of times and it lifted my spirits. 
 
    Caring for Dad made me temporarily forget the problems I had. I knew I ought to leave well alone but for Cassie’s sake and my own curiosity, I wanted to do something. Returning home, I stepped into the warmth of my flat. My washing machine head was too wired to go to sleep that night.  
 
    I turned on the TV. Flicking through the stations, I stopped when I spotted Crimewatch. I didn’t normally like watching true life crime as it tended to frighten me. I wanted to know if there had been any developments that made the news surrounding Cassie’s case. I was disappointed that nothing was broadcast. There was a mock-up of a burglary where two masked men entered the home of a young woman. It made me shudder as memories triggered for me. I switched the TV off, but it was too late. I didn’t want to remember how my property had been defaced but my mind had other ideas. 
 
    I stood up, pacing the floor. I hoped the medication the doctor put me on would calm me down but so far it wasn’t having any effect. I retired to bed and tried to sleep. After ninety minutes of thrashing about, with the duvet landing on the floor twice, I conceded and got up and made myself a drink. My brain still whirred like a helicopter. I tried to read through the literature I received from the AA meeting but tonight nothing was going in. I opened my laptop and played a few games, hoping for sleep. Eventually, I was so exhausted slumber came.  
 
    I woke up feeling surprisingly refreshed the next day. Bundling with energy, I decided to get my household chores done. Singing along to Ed Sheeran, I finished my ironing, I was amazed at how much I’d changed in such a short space of time. A few weeks back, I would have been too drunk to do any ironing and now I was going to regular AA meetings and enjoying the experience. Who’d have thought it?  
 
    I attended the Wednesday meeting that evening, and I secretly hoped that Jack might be there. Last week he made a point of coming up to me at the end of the meeting and asking how I was. I didn’t know much about him but I heard him share briefly that his drinking caused the break-up of his marriage.  
 
    As I got ready, I purposely left my long red hair down. It fell in curls over my shoulders. I thought it made me appear more feminine than my usual ponytail. I put on some extra eyeliner for good measure and crossed my fingers that Jack would be there. 
 
    I went along that evening but to my disappointment, he wasn’t there. I arrived early and made myself a drink of tea pouring the hot water out of the large urn. Nadia arrived dressed in a chunky mohair sweater and tight jeans. She looked radiant although she would have looked good even if she’d been wearing a bin liner. 
 
    “Hi Sophie, how are you doing?” she asked, wrapping her fingers around the polystyrene mug and taking a quick slurp of tea. 
 
    “I’m better than I have been in a long time.” 
 
    “Be careful, it’ll pass. They call this the honeymoon period,” she laughed. I loved the advice everyone gave me. It was always straight to the point even if I didn’t always like what I heard. Someone talked tonight about how her mother had just died and she hadn’t needed to take a drink to get through it. It was so reassuring to listen to the life problems that people were contending with and they weren’t drinking on them. I began to understand the language they used. 
 
     I had been advised to get a sponsor, someone who could take me through the twelve step programme. I asked Joyce, and she agreed. I always felt comfortable around Joyce as I felt she didn’t judge me. She wasn’t there tonight. She had to pick someone up from the airport. I felt proud of myself coming along on my own. By the end of the meeting, I realised I hadn’t missed Jack. Well, not much. 
 
    It always surprised me how quickly my mood changed though. By the time I got home and walked into my empty flat, I felt the loneliness hit me. I had good friends in my life but I pined for affection. I had been warned off men, and rightly so because my judgement wasn’t good. I’d made bad choices of partners in the past. I dabbled unsuccessfully with internet dating so wasn’t going to try that again. I had to resign myself to being alone for now but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    The following morning it took me ages to get my act together. Still, in my pyjamas at eleven, I sat in the lounge staring out of the window. I picked up my mug of tea. It had gone cold. I often liked to go for a run in the mornings but hadn’t been out for ages. I had lost my motivation. I wanted my mojo back so decided today was the day to start getting fit and healthy again. The weather outside looked miserable but clear. I decided to wear my hoodie to be on the safe side.  
 
    Opening the front door, I felt the cold crisp air hit me. I breathed in and let out a long sigh. It felt good to be alive. I walked a few steps forward then I glanced down and noticed the lace had come undone on my trainer. I bent down to tie it. Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It made me jump. Still crouched on the ground, I twisted my head to see who it was. My stomach felt rock hard. I gulped and looked up. 
 
    “Charlie!” I cried as I took in the sight of the bearded man hovering over me. 
 
    “Shush, not so loud,” he whispered. His eyes darted around, observing, watching. I rose to meet him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” His eyes were still searching around him. 
 
    “Can we go inside?” He spoke in a quiet tone. My eyes scanned the scene. No one was about. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I turned the key in the lock. He remained silent until we were properly inside.  
 
    “Can I crash at yours for a few hours? I’ve had no sleep and I’m desperate.” He did look a sorry sight. 
 
    “But Charlie, I could still be charged with helping you. If the police find out, I’ll be locked up too.” 
 
    “There’s no one knows I’m here, I promise and I just need a bite to eat if that’s okay.” I shook my head. I wasn’t happy about him staying but I didn’t have the heart to throw him out. 
 
    “Listen, I’m going for my run. I’ll take as long as I can. You have a quick nap and grab something to eat. There’s bread to make a sandwich, but I want you gone by the time I get back.” My tone was stern. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that Sophie and thanks.” He took hold of my hand and squeezed it. I looked him in the eye. I’d never noticed before just how long his eyelashes were. An unexpected sense of excitement came over me.  
 
    “Right well I’m off. Remember, I don’t want you here when I get back.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s fine,” he said as he walked towards my fridge. 
 
    I ran by the river. A feeling of unease followed me. Why had Charlie come back? My limbs felt shaky. If I wasn’t careful, I might end up in more serious trouble than I was already. The police were still looking for Charlie. It was crazy of him to turn up at my place. I didn’t want that drama in my life anymore. I stopped for a breather. I had been running faster than usual. I dipped my head and rested my hands on my knees. As I stood back up, I decided to phone Joyce.  
 
    I walked along to a bench close by. I no longer wanted to make decisions on my own in case they were the wrong ones. I took my phone out of my pocket and dialled her number. No reply. I grimaced and set off jogging again. 
 
    I half-heartedly thought about phoning the police and telling them where Charlie was but something inside me stopped me from shopping him. I came away from the river where I had been running and turned into the road where my flat was. My phone started ringing. I glanced at the number. It was Joyce. 
 
    I explained to her about Charlie. She now knew everything that had gone before. Her advice was to inform the police. I suspected she would say that. I decided to follow her suggestion and do it as soon as I got in. Turning the key in the lock, I was surprised to hear the radio on and Ricky Wilson’s dulcet tones piping through the air. Normally, I loved to listen to the Kaiser Chiefs but not today, in this situation. I frowned as I walked into the kitchen. Charlie sat there eating toast. 
 
    “Charlie, what’s going on?”  
 
    “Sorry, I fell asleep and just needed something to eat.” 
 
    “Oh Charlie, you can’t stay here. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “Aren’t you pleased to see me?” he laughed 
 
    “Well I’m glad you’re okay but it’s too dangerous to be here now the police associate me with you.” 
 
    “You might like to hear my news.” He sounded incredibly calm for someone on the run. I was in no mood to listen to him. I crossed my arms. 
 
    “What news?”  
 
    “I’ve spoken to Georgia. There’s something she’s holding back on, I’m sure.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I looked at him with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “I can just tell and did you know she knows my dad?” 
 
    “No,” I said with my eyes and mouth wide open. “That is a surprise.” I pulled up a chair and slid it closer towards Charlie. “I’ll see if I can find anything out but you must go now. I’ve just spoken to my friend Joyce, and she’s advised me to call the police so I don’t get myself in more trouble.” Charlie looked upset. 
 
    “Sophie, please don’t.”  
 
    “Well, you better get going then.” Charlie continued to eat his toast with an air of defiance on his face. I cleared my throat and bit my fingernail. “Come on Charlie.” 
 
     He remained seated. I pushed my chair back and stood up. The last thing I wanted was any confrontation with him. I still believed he was innocent but until the police did, I had to protect myself. I picked up my phone. Our eyes met. They were locked into a stare with each other. Charlie didn’t take his eyes off me but rose from his seat and quickly moved to grab the phone out of my hand. 
 
    I reacted with speed and backed into the door behind me. I held the phone up by my head. Charlie grabbed hold of my arm. His body pressed against mine. He cupped my neck with his other hand. The adrenalin in my body felt like it would explode. My pulse quickened. He stood too close to me. Fear filled my body as I anticipated his next move.  
 
    Our eyes remained locked on each other. I froze, unable to move. He tilted his head and began to kiss me. His lips were moist, and the sensation was so pleasurable, I couldn’t resist. He paused for a moment then began kissing my neck. The tingling of my nerve endings was like popping candy exploding in my mouth. Our tongues collided, and he greedily kissed me some more.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled away from the embrace with Charlie. My body wanted more but my head said no. Charlie took hold of my arms and drew me back into his body. I couldn’t resist. My skin tingled and my legs almost buckled. It felt so good to be in a man’s arms again. I wanted him more than anything at that moment but sirens were going off in my head. A thought came to me. It was something I heard at a meeting. “If you are doing something you don’t feel you can tell your sponsor then you probably shouldn’t be doing it.” I knew what Joyce would make of this. She would be horrified by my actions. I came to my senses.  
 
    “Charlie, I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” I pushed him away. I expected him to complain but his face just looked sad.  
 
    “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have done that. It was a mistake. I’ll go now.” He walked towards the door and opened it. I frowned. That wasn’t the reaction I expected. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sophie. You won’t see me again.” 
 
    “But Charlie, I…” 
 
    “That’s what you want isn’t it, me out of your life?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know. My mind’s all over the place at the moment.” I felt confused by his actions. 
 
    Charlie gave me a look of disdain and walked out of the door. I stood there speechless with my mouth open. I hadn’t expected anything like that to happen. I felt I couldn’t phone the police now. I would just have to take my chance and hope they didn’t find out about Charlie’s visit. 
 
    I almost changed my mind when I opened the fridge door. The expensive beef stroganoff ready meal that I’d purchased as a treat for myself from Marks and Spencers was gone. So was all my ham and cheese. I shook my head. Charlie was a rogue alright. 
 
    I was curious what Charlie meant about his dad knowing Georgia so I decided I should go against my better judgement and investigate. If I couldn’t check out Randy, then maybe I could find out more about Trevor. It was time to pay Charlie’s mum and dad a visit. I was too nosey for my own good but I had to admit that being involved excited me. 
 
    That night I went to my meeting. Joyce was there and so was Jack. I hadn’t had the chance to tell Joyce what happened earlier with Charlie. I needed to open up about how I was feeling because I was so confused. I had been flattered by Charlie’s actions yet deep down I knew it wasn’t what I wanted. Jack spoke very candidly to the group tonight. He talked about how he lost his job because of his drinking. I didn’t know how long ago that was but it looked like it still affected him.  
 
    I fidgeted in my seat. The room was in silence so I decided to speak. I said I had done something I didn’t think was appropriate and that it could have been a lot worse. Joyce gave me a look. Maybe it was guilt, but I felt she could read into my soul. At the end of the meeting, she came up to me and asked if I needed to talk. We went for a coffee together after the meeting and I told her what had happened. 
 
     When I finished speaking, she just nodded and told me I had done the right thing by being open. I wasn’t sure. I felt like a stupid young schoolgirl with their first crush. She reminded me that it was suggested I stay away from men. I felt like a naughty child being told off and it didn’t feel good. I still had a lot to learn and a long way to go. 
 
    The following day, I called round to see Pauline and Trevor Darcy, Charlie’s mum and dad. I had spoken to them over the phone and without giving too much away had mentioned I may have news of interest to them about their son. I hoped their phone line wasn’t being tapped. I arrived at the address Pauline had given me.  
 
    At first, I thought it was a mistake, the house was so grand but then I remembered Cassie telling me they were wealthy. It was a beautiful home set back off Ringley Road in Whitefield. I parked my car on the pavement outside the long drive. I didn’t want to get any closer. My car was too shabby for the opulent surroundings and I felt a tad ashamed of it. 
 
    I buzzed at the external gates and gave my name. There was a click, and I pushed the gates open. The size of the property unnerved me. It felt like walking up towards Buckingham Palace. I was met at the front door by Pauline Darcy, Charlie’s mum. Her neat blonde hair looked as if it had been styled earlier that day. She wore a cream silk top with fitted cream trousers. The outfit was set off by a gold pendant.  
 
    Glancing past her, I was taken aback by the grand staircase sweeping down into the hallway. I followed her in and was conscious of my shoes echoing as I tried to tiptoe over the marble tiles. Her expensive looking Kurt Geiger loafers made no sound as their soles met the surface. I tried to take in everything as I walked through. If I had been buying the place, I would be walking about saying wows and oohs at everything but under the current circumstances, I had to restrain myself. I liked Mrs Darcy’s taste though and felt very envious of her home. The whole place reeked of money. I had never been anywhere like it before.  
 
    We walked through into one of the many rooms off the hall and a man appeared and picked up a set of keys off the side ready to go out. I introduced myself as Cassie’s therapist. Trevor shook my hand and in a loud voice apologised for having to leave. He collected a golf bag that was perched in the corner of the room. He looked very distinguished with his grey hair and tanned skin. His lemon Fred Perry jumper and grey chinos left me in no doubt as to where he was going.  
 
    Pauline ushered me into the morning room. She shouted for the housekeeper Juanita, who she instructed to make us some tea and bring it through. Pauline sat down on one of the five sofas in the room and patted the seat next to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry Trevor couldn’t stay but he has a prior engagement.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “Oh that’s okay, Mrs Darcy, I’m just glad you could fit me in.” The housekeeper returned with a silver tray displaying a tea service and a plate of biscuits. Pauline thanked her then waited until she left the room. I watched her delicate movements as she poured the milk from a solid silver milk jug into the china cups. Her pale complexion made her look like a porcelain doll. She spoke softly, such a vast difference from Trevor’s manner and appearance. Her highlighted blonde hair curled naturally around her worried-looking face.  
 
    Hidden beneath her expensive clothes, I wondered if she had ever known hard times. I glanced down at my shoddy jeans, feeling out of place next to this finery and opulence. Peering through the huge window at the other end of the room, instead of seeing the vast lawn outside with the tennis courts and swimming pool, I thought about what a job it would be for the window cleaner to tackle all that glass. 
 
    “Please, call me Pauline. We’ve no airs and graces here. You might think it from the look of the house,” she waved an arm out, “but there’s nothing posh about us.” Her smile was wide. 
 
    “It’s a lovely place you have here, Pauline.” I scanned around taking in the artwork and pottery on display together with the largest flower arrangement I have ever seen. 
 
    “Thank you, darling. Now tell me how are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m alright, Pauline, but more to the point, how are you?”  
 
    She gulped, and her smile disappeared. “It’s been a very tough time. In truth, I can’t tell you how bad it’s been.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” I weighed up her reaction. I didn’t want to upset her unduly, but she ought to be told what Charlie had been up to. 
 
    “Have you had any contact with Charlie?” I asked. She sighed deeply. 
 
    “No, my darling, it is so worrying. The doctor’s put me on strong medication to get me through this.” 
 
    “I mentioned over the phone I have news for you.” 
 
    “Yes, you said, darling.” She looked apprehensive. 
 
    “I’ve seen Charlie,” I said. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a long story.  Basically, he got in touch with me because he says he is innocent and he wanted me to help him prove that.” 
 
    “I see,” she said slowly, “and do you believe him?” 
 
    “I do, I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t.” Pauline took hold of my hand. 
 
    She wanted to know how Charlie was. I didn’t want to worry her, but it was hard to talk about him sleeping rough. I told her he got by as best he could. 
 
    “It’s so good to know it’s not only me believes him.” 
 
    “Sadly, the police seem to have a blinkered vision and don’t appear to be looking for anyone else other than Charlie as far as I’m aware,” I said. 
 
    “I agree and that is why I’ve hired a private investigator myself.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, he’s due here in half an hour so I don’t want to rush you but...” She looked down at her gold Rolex. 
 
    “No, I’ll be out of your way when I’ve finished my tea.” 
 
    “Sorry, darling, I’m not trying to push you out. It’s just that I invited him round at a time when Trevor would be out. Trevor sadly is in agreement with the police and believes that Charlie is guilty.” She gazed out of the window with a sad expression on her face. 
 
    “That must be difficult for you. Has it affected your relationship with Trevor?” I asked. Her body drooped, and she stared down at her wedding ring. She began twirling it around with her other hand. 
 
    “We’re like ships that pass in the night. Trevor has his life and I have mine. We’ve become virtual strangers.” 
 
    “Oh dear and has this all happened since Charlie’s been on the run?” 
 
    “No, it’s been going on for a long time. Trevor likes to work and play hard. His haulage company keeps him busy of course and not that he’s a big drinker, but he’s out every night, mainly down at the Con club. When he’s not there, he’s at Stand golf club.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever join him?” 
 
    “No, I’m not really one for socialising. I sometimes wonder how we’ve stayed together so long, we’re so different.” 
 
    “Don’t you go out much?” 
 
    “I’ve a couple of friends I meet for lunch or go shopping with, but that’s it. I’m more of a home bird.” 
 
    “Did you know Cassie well, Pauline?” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead but she wasn’t right for Charlie. In fact, the pair of them brought out the worst in each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Pauline’s expression changed, and she looked at her watch. 
 
    “I believe the expression is, Cassie had issues, and they knew how to rub each other up the wrong way.” 
 
    I nodded. She glanced at her watch again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie. I’m going to have to ask you to leave now. My next appointment is due. 
 
    I frowned. Had I overstepped the mark, being too inquisitive? I liked Pauline, but I did feel she had her guard up around me. I finished my drink and glanced down at the mess on my knee. I brushed the crumbs from the chocolate biscuits I had consumed onto the small plate I’d been given and wiped my mouth with the serviette.  
 
    Looking over on the sideboard, I noticed miniature replica lorries with the Darcy logo on the side. No wonder they could afford a house this size. That company is huge. Their vehicles could be seen the length and breadth of the country. 
 
    “It’s been good speaking to you, Pauline. I am on your side. I’ll do what I can to help Charlie.” I didn’t tell her that I told Charlie I couldn’t do any more for him due to the threats I received.  
 
    “I’ll leave you my number and I’ll let you know if I hear from Charlie again.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie, It’s reassuring that he’s okay. I do worry about him though.” She ushered me out of the room. 
 
    “He’s your son, of course, you’re going to worry. Any mother would.” We stood at the front door and I moved towards her intending to give her a hug but to my embarrassment, she held out a hand to shake mine. We said our goodbyes and Pauline closed the door. As I’d left my car on the road at the bottom of the walkway, I strolled back down the long drive, not knowing what to make of my encounter with Pauline.  
 
    My intuition sensed that Trevor had something to hide and maybe Pauline too. I thought it might be an idea to monitor Trevor’s activities. When I arrived there were a red Porsche and a silver Mercedes parked outside the house. Now just the Mercedes stood there. If I followed him, I may have problems keeping up with a Porsche; I knew where both his hangouts were. I was glad now I hadn’t left my car outside. The Darcy’s didn’t know what car I drove which would help me stay incognito.  
 
    My feet crunched as I walked along the gravel path. This had been an interesting meeting. I got to the big gates at the end of the drive and pressed the buzzer to leave. What a place? I wondered what it must have been like for Charlie living there, yet he moved out at a young age. I wouldn’t have moved anywhere living in a property like this one. Turning onto the pavement, I was just about to open my car door when I spotted another car pulling up. The electric gates opened to let the driver in. 
 
    My breathing became accelerated. There was no mistaking who the driver was. What on earth was he doing here? Had he noticed me? I felt sure he had. I would definitely ask him about it next time I saw him. I was surprised but then I didn’t know much about Jack at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was getting too involved in things again but there was something in my nature that couldn’t help it. Call me inquisitive or just plain nosey, I found it hard not to meddle in other people’s business. At the moment, I had lots of unanswered questions. What was Charlie playing at? Did he like me? Did I have feelings for him? Did he kill Cassie? What was Jack doing at the Darcy home? Was Pauline Darcy hiding something? Then there was Trevor Darcy knowing Georgia. What was that about? No wonder I couldn’t sleep with all this going on in my head. 
 
    Then there was Jack. That was another thing entirely. As much as I tried to deny it to myself,   really fancied him and was intrigued what his connection was to the Darcy’s. 
 
    Work had been in touch to see how I was. I let them know that I hoped to return at the end of my current sick note. I valued the time off. It allowed me to get a better perspective on my life. I knew now without any shadow of a doubt that I could no longer drink successfully. I enjoyed meeting up with Joyce to look at my behaviours and learn about the tools I needed to use to keep myself safe, away from alcohol. It wasn’t easy though. 
 
     I thought I had learnt everything about myself from my time in rehab and also from taking my counselling degree course. Now I was learning a new way of living that in some respects was quite alien to me. I started on my own counselling sessions. It seemed strange to be sat on the other side of the therapy room.  
 
    The meetings helped as well. When I talked about the resentments I had against my sister Steph, instead of people at the meeting supporting me and agreeing how awful she’d been with me, they told me to pray for her. They said if I couldn’t do that then to pray for the willingness to pray for her then keep praying for her every day until the resentment went. The funny thing was it worked. After a week of doing this, I realised she was no longer living rent-free in my head.   
 
    By concerning myself with other people’s lives, it stopped me looking at how bad mine was. I decided I was going to investigate Trevor Darcy. Realising it would be best left until the evening; I made up my mind to follow him on his nocturnal outings. It wasn’t good for my stress levels. Then someone told me a certain amount of stress was good for you, so I justified doing it. Of course, I didn’t tell Joyce what I was doing. There was honesty and a hundred percent honesty.  At the moment I felt she wouldn’t approve of my actions.   
 
    I had been able to determine Trevor’s whereabouts for five nights a week. I drove up to the Con club and golf club each night and saw his car outside. His red Porsche was unmistakeable, so it wasn’t hard. He seemed to be a creature of habit going to the same place most nights. Twice a week to the golf club and three nights at the Con club but Pauline said he went out every night. So where was he the other two nights? I was going to have to follow him for those two nights. 
 
    In the meantime, I had something of a surprise at my AA meeting this week. I was sat on the hard wooden chair that had been set out round in a circle in the church hall. I drank my tea. When I looked up, I saw Mia walking through the door. I was delighted to see her. I wasn’t sure if she would be embarrassed seeing me there. I deduced she was there for the same reason as I was, so I walked up to her to say hello. 
 
    “Hi Mia, how are you?” I kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Hello Sophie, I didn’t know you came here?” 
 
    “Snap. I’ve been coming for a few weeks, how about you?” 
 
    “I’ve been in and out for the last year. I’ve not been finding it easy. I’ve been sober now for two weeks.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to see you. Maybe we could meet up for coffee sometime?”  
 
    “Yeah, that would be nice.” It was strange. Seeing her in this environment put a whole new slant on our relationship. Having something in common to talk about, made it easier to speak to her. She seemed more receptive to conversing with me. Jack hadn’t been at the meeting again this week. I hoped he was okay and wondered if he was working. 
 
    My inquisitive nature got the better of me and the following Thursday, I left home just before seven and parked outside Trevor’s property in Whitefield. I had driven past once and been able to make out his red vehicle still parked up at the top of their driveway. I sat patiently for the next hour, waiting. I was glad I didn’t have to do this for a living. I was falling asleep when I heard the unmistakeable roar of his car engine approaching. I managed to duck down out of sight as he reached the gates to leave his residence. 
 
    He set off along Ringley Road and I wondered if I was going to be able to keep up with his powerful machine, following in my tiny Fiat. Thankfully, it was a built-up area so traffic lights slowed him down. It started to rain. I was glad of this development as he was less likely to see me behind him. Going through Besses junction, he passed his two clubs, so wherever he was off to it wasn’t where his wife thought he was. Interesting! 
 
    He came to the motorway junction, and I felt certain that had he turned onto the M60 I would have lost him but he continued up Bury New Road. He wasn’t driving fast, but he did weave in and out of traffic. We came to Hilton Road crossroads, and he jumped the lights. Damn. I couldn’t follow suit. I sat impatiently tapping the dashboard waiting for the lights to change.  
 
    As the red light turned to amber, I put my foot down on the accelerator and motored forward. As I reached the bend going towards the Sedgley Park shops, I spotted the red coloured car just fading into the distance at the next bend. I tried to overtake the vehicle in front of me but he pulled out to block my path. I blasted my horn. I was in no mood for bad drivers.  
 
    Trevor was getting away from me and there was nothing I could do about it. I continued up the main road through Salford towards Manchester, travelling as fast as I dared. I slowed my pace when I came to the speed cameras. I couldn’t afford a speeding fine or any more police involvement in my life at the moment. I couldn’t see him in front of me anymore. I hoped he hadn’t turned off anywhere.  
 
    I knew this road well from my days travelling to Manchester to study, which meant knowing where all the speed cameras were. Travelling at speed heightened my awareness, and I still had to look out for any police vehicles parked up. I glanced at pedestrians as I sped by. Passing Strangeways Prison, the traffic built up, and I cocked my head out to the right as I contemplated whether to risk overtaking a bus. A car behind me sounded its horn as I weaved in and out, changing lanes. I got stuck behind a lorry and I impatiently tapped on the steering wheel.  
 
    As I approached the city centre, I had to decide which direction to take. There was no sign of Trevor. I drove as far as Manchester Cathedral and realised I’d lost him. I turned up Chapel Street and onto Deansgate but my hopes faded as I got stuck in roadworks. I felt disheartened. I drove around Manchester for a while longer but I couldn’t see his car anywhere. This wasn’t as easy as it seemed on the films. Despondent, I had to resign myself to trying again on Sunday. 
 
    A couple of days later I met up with Mia. Her earlier hostility towards me had disappeared. I asked her how Alfie was. Her mood was much lighter. She took out her phone and showed me pictures of him. 
 
    “Oh isn’t he bonny?” I said. I tried to hide my surprise that he had dark skin.  
 
    “If I’m not careful, I could lose him.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Mia?” 
 
    “Social services are investigating me. They think I’m an unfit mother. My mum has got a temporary order looking after him because of my drinking.” 
 
    “Oh dear, Mia, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Easy, stop drinking.” I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head. I gave her a sad smile. We both knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as that. 
 
    “Is Alfie’s dad not going for custody?” I asked.  I watched Mia’s expression. It turned to one of sadness. 
 
    “He’s not on the scene. I brought him up on my own.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” My palms were sweating. 
 
    “But you know who the father is?” 
 
    “There are a couple of guys it might be.” 
 
    “I see. I’m sorry Mia. I’m not trying to pry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind. I mean, it’s out in the open now what I was doing to earn money.” 
 
    “The trouble is the two guys are worlds apart. One of them was a musical director and the other one you know.” 
 
    “Oh?” I was curious. Mia nodded. “Yeah, it’s Randy.” 
 
    “Randy,” I cried. We both looked around at my outburst but no one looked over at us. “Sorry, Mia, that shocked me.” 
 
    “It shocked me too when I got pregnant. He has sex with most of the girls. Even though Georgia is his girlfriend, I suppose it’s a perk of the job. She doesn’t realise he’s both Randy by name and randy by nature.” I laughed and put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. So, does he know about Alfie?” 
 
    “No, I left when I got pregnant and didn’t tell anyone. I managed to pay off my debts and thought I would be okay plus I don’t want him in my life on a permanent basis. He’s not the nicest of characters.”  
 
    I thought about the pictures of Alfie I had seen and decided I could see a resemblance to Randy. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to them both recently and even though they are denying responsibility they’ve finally agreed to do a paternity test. Randy especially isn’t very pleased about it. He thinks I’m just after his money and he doesn’t believe me. He’s not an ideal father figure.” 
 
    “But surely some of his money would help with Alfie’s upkeep?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I still struggle, financially. I’m not good with money and my drinking hasn’t helped but I don’t want to settle for dirty money.” 
 
    We talked for some time. Mia had been honest with me so I trusted her. I told her what happened with Charlie. 
 
    “You’re a dark horse. You kissed him!” She started laughing and put her hand over her mouth. Her eyes widened.  
 
    “Shush, don’t tell everyone.” I smiled and scanned the cafe to make sure we weren’t being overheard. 
 
    “So what are you planning to do about it?” she asked 
 
    “Oh, I stopped it straight away. I don’t want it to go any further.” She viewed me suspiciously. Her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not getting involved with Charlie.” Mia smiled at me. 
 
    “Yes, but he is a hunk.” 
 
    “You seem to be overlooking the fact he’s still on the run accused of murder.” Mia’s expression became serious. 
 
    “There’s something about Charlie I didn’t tell you before when we spoke.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said. 
 
    “Cassie confided in me that she thought he was seeing someone else.” 
 
    “Honestly?” My mouth gaped open like a large codfish. 
 
    “Yes, she felt sure he was but hadn’t tackled him about it.” 
 
    “And did she have any suspicions who he was seeing?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t know that.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s feasible.” The more that was revealed to me, the more I realised I didn’t know Cassie at all. She kept a lot from me. I folded my arms across my chest. It now seemed as though she had been playing me. 
 
    “Well, that’s an interesting theory. He certainly hasn’t mentioned it to me.” The cogs were going round in my brain. “So if he was cheating on Cassie, it’s possible he’s still in touch with whoever it was.” 
 
    Mia nodded. “Yeah, it’s possible.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded and took a sip of my hot drink. 
 
    We chatted some more and when it was time to go, I promised to be in touch soon. We also committed to going to meetings together. It would be good if we both supported each other.  
 
    Sunday came, and I’d been busying myself with housework, I nearly forgot the time and my decision to follow Trevor. I got to his home just before eight that evening, just in time to see him leaving his premises. He took the familiar route up Bury New Road. This time there were no traffic lights getting in the way of tailing him.  
 
    We approached the centre of Manchester and I had a sneaking suspicion where he might be heading. I knew about the red light district up by Chorlton Street and that was where he was driving towards. As we approached Piccadilly, his indicator flicked on to turn into the NCP car park. I decided to stay in my car and hoped he came out the same way he went in. 
 
    He did, and he walked along and opened the door to the brasserie on the corner by the Britannia Hotel. I had been driving along Portland Street watching him. I almost caused a crash myself as I took my eyes off the road. I’d just spotted someone else. Georgia was there to greet him at the entrance.  
 
    As if that wasn’t enough surprise for one night, I turned the corner and spotted a car I recognised parked up. It was Jack’s. What was he doing here? As if I didn’t know although it did shock me. I hadn’t thought someone with his good looks would be seeking out call girls but then what did I know about his life. 
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    I went to my meeting the following night. Mia, Joyce and Jack were there. I felt uncomfortable around all three of them for different reasons. Mia, because I’d confided in her about what happened with Charlie, Joyce because I wasn’t being one hundred percent honest with her and Jack because I’d found out his dirty secret. Of the three, it was Jack I was most upset with. His behaviour disappointed me. 
 
    I decided I wasn’t going to say much. I felt it was better for me just to listen. Generally, I felt better when I opened my mouth and spoke about what was on my mind but I didn’t feel able to today. I listened to Jack. He spoke about how much he had changed. He said that he used to treat women badly, but he was a completely different person now. He looked straight at me when he said this. I decided either he was just a bare-faced liar or he was so sick himself that he was in complete denial about his behaviours.  
 
    He came up to me at the end of the meeting. 
 
    “Hi, Sophie. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m okay.”  I gave him a half smile and tried to turn away from him but he grabbed hold of my arm. 
 
    “I saw you outside the Darcy’s house the other day. What were you doing there?” he whispered. 
 
    “I could ask you the same question.” I was affronted by his tone. 
 
    “Sophie, if you’re meddling in other people’s business then back off.” His voice was still soft. Mine was much louder. 
 
    “Hark at the kettle calling the pot black.” At my raised voice, people turned their heads to look over at me. Joyce was one of them. She frowned. It made me wonder if I had done something wrong but I was angry with Jack. Joyce began to move towards me. 
 
    “Is there something you want to talk about only I sense a certain amount of antagonism towards me?” Jack said with a pasted-on smile. 
 
    “You should be so lucky. I wouldn’t even give you the time of day.” My voice was still raised. By now, Jack was frowning and looking perplexed and Joyce dragged me by the arm out of the door.  
 
    “What’s got into you?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” I stood in silence with my arms folded. 
 
    “Well when you want to talk about it, let me know.” Joyce walked off. That wasn’t what I’d expected. I thought she would be caring and considerate to my feelings not cold and aloof. I spotted Mia up by her car and I ran up to her.  
 
    I needed to talk to someone and Mia seemed the type to be able to keep a secret. Joyce was too friendly with Jack so she wouldn’t believe me if I said anything bad about him. Plus, we weren’t on the best of terms now. 
 
    Mia invited me round to her house for coffee. I was relieved to get the invitation. I followed behind her in my car and she pulled up outside a council flat on Hillock Estate in Whitefield. I noticed youths hanging around and I hoped my car would be safe outside. The corridor outside her door stank of stale urine and I almost heaved. We walked inside.  
 
    “Oh no, I’ve forgotten to get milk,” she said. 
 
    “That’s okay, I can drink it black.” I scanned the room. Mia didn’t have much furniture and what she did have was very basic and cheap looking. It made me appreciate what I had. We sat down and I told her everything that had been going on from following Trevor Darcy to seeing Jack and my suspicions about him going with hookers. 
 
    “Not that it’s any of my business, of course.” I was in full flight telling my tale when Mia began to laugh. I stared at her and stopped talking. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked.  
 
    “You are,” she said. I wasn’t happy if she wasn’t taking me seriously. I sat there in silence for a few moments. Her hands were clasped together underneath her chin. 
 
    “Do you know what Jack does for a living?” she asked. 
 
    “How he conducts his life is up to him.” Mia smiled and shook her head. I was confused. 
 
    “Seriously, do you want me to tell you what his job is?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know very much about him and I don’t want to, now. The least I know about him the better. When I first met him I rather fancied him but now…” 
 
    “He’s a private detective.”  
 
    “He’s a what?” I thought I’d misheard. 
 
    “He’s a private investigator. He was fired from the police service because of his drinking so now he has his own company doing investigative work.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Mia nodded. I put my two hands over my mouth as if using both would help shut up the big mouth of mine that I so readily put my foot in. 
 
    “What an idiot I am. Why didn’t I think of that?” I shook my head now. Mia didn’t help. She was still laughing. “I could kick myself for my behaviour.” 
 
    “That’s why we go to meetings because we’re not all there. I’m sure he’ll forgive you for your outburst.” 
 
    “I owe Joyce an apology as well.” 
 
    “That’s good that you’re recognising when you’re in the wrong. It means you’re working your programme. It tells us that when we are wrong, we should promptly admit it.” 
 
    “Oh well,” I smiled, “At least I’m doing something right.” 
 
    Joking apart, I was beginning to see the benefit of being honest and not keeping things to myself, even though it was hard. I’d spent a lifetime of building up a wall to protect myself. Now, letting people into my inner sanctum was difficult but did give me a sense of freedom that people were learning about me, warts and all. Although there was still one thing I didn’t believe I could tell anyone about, something I thought I’d take to the grave.  
 
    I sent Joyce a text later that night apologising for my behaviour and I phoned her the following day to talk it through. She wasn’t horrible to me. She pointed out a section of the literature that she felt might be good for me to read. All this AA stuff was like going back to school. I had to re-learn a different way of doing things. I felt like a child learning how to walk and talk. When I pointed this out to Joyce, she told me she had been shown how to dance again to the beat of God’s heart. I liked that idea and hoped one day I would have her compassion and wisdom. 
 
    Jack was a different matter. I didn’t have his phone number so would have to wait until the next time I saw him at a meeting to say sorry. The opportunity came the following week when I arrived at one of my regular meetings. As soon as I noticed him, my heart started thumping, and I felt shaky inside but knew I’d be better doing it straight away rather than putting it off. 
 
    I walked over to where he stood, getting himself a coffee. 
 
    “Hi Jack, how are you?” He gave me a half-hearted smile. 
 
    “Oh it’s you,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the other day. I was out of order. I wondered if you fancied going for a coffee some time and I could explain to you.” His smile disappeared. 
 
    “Thanks for the apology, although it wasn’t necessary. You don’t owe me any explanation.” He then turned and walked off and started talking to Bob, an elderly gentleman. 
 
    I stood there smarting. That wasn’t the response I expected. I had been rebuffed, and it didn’t feel good. I sat through the meeting hardly listening. I rocked back and forward in my chair, reliving what Jack had said to me. Things hadn’t gone my way, and I didn’t like it. I’d mistakenly thought that the occasions he looked over at me in the meetings, he might have liked me. He made his feelings obvious now, so I was going to have to put any notions about him out of my mind. Easier said than done. 
 
    I tried to focus on work. I was due to go back the following Monday, and I had mixed emotions about it. I had got used to my time off. It had been nice being stress-free, but I did enjoy my job so it would be good to get back helping others and I felt ready. 
 
    I woke up the following morning feeling jumpy. It was like my first day at school. I put the clothes I was going to wear out the night before. I hadn’t done that for a long time. Normally, I rushed around finding something clean and ironing my clothes on the last minute. I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I went in and my manager asked to see me. The butterflies were churning over. My mouth felt dry. I hoped I hadn’t done anything wrong. She sat me down in her office. The room didn’t seem any different to last time I had been in it. The certificates were still on the wall, the filing cabinets were there but something felt different. 
 
    “So how are you?” Sheila asked. Sheila had only worked there a few months. With her thick set appearance and grey hair, she looked very matronly. She didn’t have a northern accent like most of us. I remember her saying she moved up north from Surrey after her marriage ended. I smiled at her, hoping the question had been genuine and not just going through the motions. 
 
    “I’m much better thanks, Sheila, and keen to get back into the swing of things.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She clasped her hands together with her elbows leaning on the desk between us.  
 
    “Obviously we had to share your clients out between the other counsellors while you were off.” She glanced up from her notes towards me. I began to wriggle in the seat. “I’ve been speaking to the other managers and we’ve come to the conclusion your clients would be better left where they are now. For their continuity, it would be too disruptive to give them back to you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I understand.” I hadn’t expected that. I gulped. 
 
    “And the last thing we would want is for you to go off on long-term sick again with stress.” Her voice seemed to linger on the word stress. I looked at her now waiting for the punch line. 
 
    “So we decided it best to break you back in gently to see how you coped.” 
 
    “I see,” I crossed and uncrossed my legs. 
 
    “For now we would like you to go on reduced duties and do admin work.” 
 
    “Admin work?” I frowned. 
 
    “Yes, we want to make life easy for you so we’d like you to do the filing.” 
 
    “Filing?” I shouted too loud. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “But, I’m ready to work my normal duties.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’ve come back eager, but we’d like to see how things go first, Sophie. It should only be for a short time.” The pencil I was holding snapped in two. I couldn’t speak any further for fear of crying. I was a counsellor. I didn’t want to sit all day filing. This felt like a punishment.  
 
    I was banished to the filing room away from the other staff. Sat there on my own I was finding this all too difficult. There was a lot going on in my head. I felt mixed up about Charlie. Jack had rejected me and now work didn’t think I was capable of doing my job. Dejected, I looked down at the papers in front of me. I almost filed them in the wrong order in the cabinet as my mind wasn’t on the task at hand. I glanced at my watch. Forty-five minutes until my lunch break. I needed a drink. Alcohol would block out how I was feeling. I began to shake. I didn’t want to drink, but it felt the only solution at the moment. 
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     I sat on the floor behind one of the cabinets in the tiny room and prayed. I didn’t know if it would help but I had to do something. My eyes were squeezed shut as I recalled the words of the serenity prayer and I said them over and over. I was thankful now that I was working in the room on my own and that no one saw me. What might they think of me, kneeling on the floor, praying?  
 
    I suddenly remembered I had some literature in my handbag about recovery so I rummaged around for it and trotted off to the toilet and sat there reading. I stayed there long enough for the idea of a drink to leave me. It got to lunchtime, and I sent a text to Joyce to tell her I was struggling. She phoned me straight back. We had a brief conversation. The more I listened the more I realised a drink was the last thing I needed. It would only make matters worse. 
 
    “Can you get to a meeting tonight?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t normally.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the question. Can you get to one?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, if it will help.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’ll help and if any more thoughts of a drink come on, phone me back. You’ve done the right thing today so well done. This is how it works.” I didn’t deserve any praise but was willing to take any compliments at the moment. I was about to put the phone down and Joyce finished by saying “Sophie, I’m proud of you.” I ended the call. I wanted to cry, but it was more out of relief that I hadn’t acted on my instincts and gone and got a drink. 
 
    I went to a meeting that night and I was grateful Jack wasn’t there. I was still smarting from his rejection more than I would have liked. Mia, however, was there. She spoke about being full of fear. I chatted with her at the end of the meeting.  
 
    “I’m scared, Sophie, and I’m not sure anymore if my fears are real or imaginary.” 
 
    “I know that feeling, Mia. I had a stalker once, and I thought I was going mad. I couldn’t trust my instincts and it was a difficult time in my life. If there’s anything I can do to help, please phone me.” I was only early in recovery but Mia and I had developed a connection. 
 
    “Maybe we could meet up again sometime soon?” she said. I nodded. 
 
    “We’ll arrange it.”  
 
    When I got home, Charlie had left a note to meet him. My breathing increased as I remembered how we left things last time. As much as I didn’t think it was a good idea, I wanted to tell him about his dad. I thought it was right he should know that his suspicions were correct. He asked to meet up by the moor the following evening. 
 
    My muscles were twitching when I arrived at our rendezvous point. When I saw him, although he still sported a bushy beard, he looked clean with fresh clothes on. I looked around. 
 
    “So you’ve been managing then?” I asked. He gazed at me with a strange expression. I didn’t know what to make of it. Neither of us brought up our previous encounter. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind Charlie, but I decided to follow your dad.” 
 
    “No, not at all, I haven’t told you this but I hate that man with a passion.” Charlie’s face turned bright red. His eyes bulged and his mouth narrowed. 
 
    “Who? Your dad?” My eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes, the wonderful Trevor Darcy.” I frowned. 
 
    “But you had such a privileged upbringing, I don’t understand, why would you hate him?” 
 
    “Money’s not everything. I hate him for the way he treated me. He found out that I’m not his son. Mum and he had a massive row one day. She just came out with the fact she had a fling with his best mate, the year before I was born. He always had his suspicions but from then on he turned against us both. Apparently, my real dad went to live in Australia and wanted nothing to do with me so I just had to put up with nasty Trevor.” 
 
    “So, how come your mum and him stayed together?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what goes on behind closed doors. She probably knows too much about him and she doesn’t want to give up the rich lifestyle. They live separate lives under the same roof.” 
 
    “Gosh,” I said. 
 
    “It made for a very sick environment to grow up in at times. He’s got where he has today with his haulage company by being ruthless. His behaviour is as bad as any of your gangsters, Randy and the like.” 
 
    “So it doesn’t surprise you that he visits the red light district?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “I feel sorry for your mum, though.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother if I was you. She has taken the decision to stay with him so she gets everything she deserves. It’s amazing what people will put up with for money.” Charlie didn’t have a good word to say about his parents. I asked how he was doing and he said he was getting by. I wondered who was helping him because it was obvious to me that someone must be. 
 
    “Have you made any leeway with your investigations?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a lot but it’s difficult without any help.” I knew he was having a dig at me but I ignored his comments. 
 
    “Oh, do you know your mum’s employed a private detective?”  
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. Maybe she does believe I’m innocent after all.” 
 
    “I’m sure she does. You’ve probably got more support than you realise.” Charlie gave me a dirty look.  
 
    “I don’t know about that but you might find something out from this private detective?” 
 
    “Erm, I don’t think that’s going to happen. I do know him and we don’t get on very well.” 
 
    “Oh well if you know him then perhaps you could put your differences aside for my benefit?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do but I’m not promising anything because it’s highly unlikely he’ll talk to me.” We said our goodbyes, and I was about to walk off when Charlie grabbed hold off my hand. 
 
     Holding on to it, he said, “Thanks for staying by me, Sophie. I do appreciate it.” I gave a dismissive laugh and looked down.  
 
    “I didn’t want to leave you on your own with everything but I am frightened for myself.” 
 
    “I understand and I’m very grateful.” I blinked and his gaze followed my eyes. I watched his hand holding mine. I gave him a peck on the cheek and released myself from his grip. I walked away leaving him. I knew his eyes were following me but I didn’t look back. I thought how things might have been different had the circumstances allowed. 
 
    Thoughts of Charlie were soon dismissed when I got into my work routine. Things were becoming more bearable. As new clients came in, I was given a few cases to deal with. I was grateful that they hadn’t totally put me down as a no-hoper. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realised they had done the right thing and handled me well. I didn’t want to be unduly stressed. As usual, I had got things wrong, and I now accepted my lot, filing and all. 
 
    I’d made arrangements to meet up with Mia after work the following evening. She contacted me and told me she had information I might be interested to know but she couldn’t tell me over the phone. I was intrigued. The first thing I thought when I saw her was how much better she seemed sober. Her skin was rosy and her eyes sparkled. We hugged when we met. I was eager to learn what news she had but tried to play it cool. I asked about her son. 
 
    “Things aren’t brilliant. My mum has told me if I drink again then she is going to go for custody of him because she believes I am an unfit mother.” 
 
    “Oh dear, that’s not good. The very threat itself must put you in a stressful situation. Maybe the father will help out when he finds out?” 
 
    “I’d rather not know. Perhaps I owe it to Alfie but it fills me with dread thinking who it might be.” 
 
    “I understand but it can’t be easy for you as a single parent.” 
 
    “No it’s not and to be honest, I couldn’t manage without help. At the end of the day, I’m Alfie’s mum and I love him.” 
 
    I thought about my own problems. I had it easy compared to Mia. Some of us have tougher paths to tread and doing it sober made it doubly difficult.  
 
    “I’ve got to admit to you Sophie, I’m scared. Scared of drinking again, scared of what the future holds.” She looked down at her beautifully manicured hands.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to wake up full of fear,” I said. 
 
    “Anyway, enough about me, how are you doing, Sophie?” I looked all around the cafe. It wasn’t very busy which I was pleased about. I wasn’t very happy about anyone overhearing my conversation. Two middle-aged women were deep in conversation a couple of tables away but they were out of earshot.  
 
    “I’ve been a bit screwed up. I nearly drank but I’ve got through that and feel stronger.” 
 
    “Yeah, well done, you. I wish I could help myself from giving in to the urge when it comes on me but I mess up every time. It’s like my life’s a game of snakes and ladders. I sober up and my life gets better. Then I drink again and my world comes tumbling down and I’m left to pick myself up, dust myself down and start all over again.” 
 
    “For me, it’s remembering what I’ve been told and picking up the phone before I pick up a drink,” I said. 
 
    “So have you patched things up with Jack?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t and I don’t know why I’m getting so hung up about it.” 
 
    “I know why.” Mia had a glint in her eye. I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “You fancy him. That’s why you’re so upset about it.” 
 
    “I know but it’s as well he didn’t want to know because I’ve been advised to stay clear of men.” 
 
    “I wish I could do that,” Mia smiled. 
 
    “So are you seeing anyone?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I’m like you. I go for the bad boys and it’s not good for my peace of mind when they treat me mean.” I nodded. “Speaking of bad boys, have you seen anything of Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “’Fraid so. I’m trying to watch myself there.” 
 
    “I’d stay away from that one if I was you.” 
 
    “Oh?” I wondered if she had more to tell me about Charlie. 
 
    “My news might help you on that score.” 
 
    “Right.” I sat there patiently waiting for her to expand. I took a sip of my now cold coffee.  
 
     “So,” she said, “I’ve found out something you may be interested in.” 
 
    I watched her face and waited. Tilting my head to one side, I raised my eyebrows. She put her hands down on the table and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “I met up with Laura the other day.” 
 
    “Oh yes, you mean Cassie’s sister.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest. I don’t know what to make of her. I don’t think she likes me,” I said 
 
    “She may have a reason not to like you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I frowned. 
 
    “She may be jealous of your relationship with Charlie.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, she’s been seeing Charlie and helping him.” 
 
    “What?” my mouth gaped open. If I was a whale, it wouldn’t have just been Jonah who’d have got in, it would have been an army.  
 
    “Yes,” Mia nodded, “And I’m sure she’s telling the truth.” I put my finger and thumb under my chin, taking in the shock.  
 
    “I realised someone was helping him but, wait a minute, how long has it been going on?” 
 
    “That’s the six million dollar question, she didn’t say. That in itself made me think she was guilty of something.” 
 
    “You think she could have been seeing Charlie when Cassie was still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be, the pair of dark horses. That puts a whole different slant on things.” 
 
    “Yes. Laura might not be as innocent as she looks.” 
 
    “I wonder if the police are aware of this?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s about time me and Laura had a chat.” Mia opened her eyes wide and nodded. Her lips thinned. 
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    I had to be careful. I was very good at jumping to conclusions. I made that mistake with Jack so I had to keep an open mind about what Mia told me. I had been advised not to listen to gossip but if Mia had spoken to Laura in person, then, it was probably true.  
 
    Part of me was miffed that I had been duped by Charlie. I was put out that I wasn’t the only female who had been taken in by his charms and helped him. I wanted answers from both Laura and Charlie. Firstly to help Cassie’s case, but also to give me an idea where I stood emotionally. Charlie’s actions had made his feelings clear that he was interested in me and if I was honest with myself I did have a soft spot for him. I needed to get the full facts to keep my heart and my head happy. 
 
    I walked along the aisles of Aldi. Dad insisted I got his shopping from there because he liked his bargains. I couldn’t remember if he asked me to get tuna or salmon. I so wished I’d written it down now. I decided to get a tin or each that way he wouldn’t be disappointed and I could take the other tin. If I didn’t write a list, I liked to use mnemonics, so that I didn’t forget anything. Today’s phrase was Wait ‘Til Your Sister Gets Back. I thought I’d been very clever coming up with that one. Was the T for tuna or the S for salmon? I’d recalled the others. There was water, yoghurt, gravy granules and bread. Then I remembered that the T was for toilet roll so I put the tuna back and made my way to the tills. 
 
    I got in the wrong queue of course. It stressed me out. I’d counted the numbers waiting in line but hadn’t anticipated a problem with someone in front of me’s order. I watched in frustration as other queues soon dropped off. Don’t let a silly thing like this get to you, I said to myself. It was always the small stuff I was affected by. I left the store ready to kill someone and made a decision to go to a meeting that night to let go of this pent-up anger. 
 
    I drove too quickly back to Dad’s.  
 
    Turning the key in the lock, I cried, “I’m back, Dad.” 
 
    “Okay love,” he replied, “I’m in here.” I smiled. He didn’t need to tell me where he was. He was sat where he always sat, on his reclining chair in front of the television, watching sport on Sky. I was glad he was still taking things slowly. He had a tendency to do too much, but I didn’t think his weak body allowed him to do anymore. We argued about me doing his shopping because he liked to be out and about but he was happy for me to do his cleaning.  
 
    “The salmon was on offer so I got a pack of three cans if that’s okay?” I knew it would be. 
 
    “That’s great love. Just leave my change on the side in the kitchen.” I walked through and put everything away, leaving his money by the kitchen sink.  
 
    “Shall I make us a brew, Dad?” I shouted. 
 
    “That sounds champion, love.” I smiled as I filled the kettle with water and flicked the switch. How grateful I felt to be well and helping Dad when he needed me most. If I’d have messed this up, he’d have had to get carers in and I would never have forgiven myself.  
 
    I took the drinks through and we sat chatting for a while. He asked me how I was doing. I told him I felt better than I had in some time but it was just for today. He was enjoying watching the golf so after I finished my drink, I cleaned his bathroom. It didn’t take me long to finish his chores, and I came back to sit with him feeling exhausted. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from Steph?” he asked 
 
    “Not lately.”  
 
    “She tells me they’re trying for a baby.” I felt put out by this, not being close enough to know what was going on in her life. 
 
    “Well, good luck to them.” Dad turned to me. I think he was checking if my words were genuine or not. They weren’t. I made Dad a sandwich as it was all he wanted to eat. He had lost his appetite since his heart attack. He had been scared out of his previous love of pastry.  
 
    I was going to my meeting straight from Dad’s so I applied some lipstick and combed my hair before I left. I fetched my jacket from the cloakroom and approached Dad to kiss him goodbye. He took hold of my hand as I bent towards him.  
 
    “I appreciate everything you’re doing for me, Sophie and I’m so pleased you’re doing well.” Our eyes met. Dad’s were glazed. I felt a lump in my throat.  
 
    “I’m so glad too, Dad.” I kissed him and moved to leave. This was one of those times I didn’t want my emotions getting the better of me, so I rushed to the door. 
 
    “See you soon.” I blew him a kiss. “Don’t get up. I’ll see myself out.” I left the house and walked towards my car. I turned to look back at Dad’s house. He stood at the window waving. I knew he would. I waved back. 
 
    Driving along to the meeting, a sense of peace and contentment washed over me, interspersed with sadness. I wasn’t used to these emotions, but I didn’t want alcohol to block them out anymore. 
 
    When I arrived, I was greeted by Mia. She seemed in a good mood.  
 
    “How are you, Sophie?” she asked hugging me.  
 
    “I’m good thanks and how about you, Mia?”  
 
    “Oh, I can’t grumble. Glad to be here.” 
 
    “Yes, so am I.” Then she moved closer towards me and in a gentle voice said into my right ear, “Do you know Jack’s doing the main share tonight.” I glanced at her. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. It’ll be interesting to hear his story and find out more about him.” I winked at Mia and she smiled. I walked into the church hall, greeted and hugged one or two others, got myself a drink and sat down. The meeting started. Jack was introduced. He seemed nervous. He cleared his throat and looked up at his audience. 
 
    “Hi, everyone. My name’s Jack, and I’m an alcoholic.”  
 
    The crowd of about twenty people sat there responded with “Hi Jack.” He coughed and looked to be thinking for a few moments before he started. 
 
    “My drinking took off when I was at uni. Freshers’ week for me was complete oblivion, but I loved it. From then on in I wanted every week to be like that. Some of the others liked to party, but no one was as dedicated as I was to getting wasted.  I was a greedy drinker. If it was my round, I got an extra chaser at the bar. I’d often pop in for a livener after lectures finished  and when last orders came, I normally had two or three drinks lined up to neck down.” There were one or two people nodding from the audience. 
 
    He continued to talk about some of the scrapes he’d been involved in. He also mentioned that he began to turn violent with alcohol inside him. I shuddered at this as I recalled some of the experiences I’d had in the past at the hands of a drunken boyfriend. He talked about joining the police force. He said it suited him at first as it was a real drinking culture. His career progressed, the trouble was, so did his drinking. I could identify with that and it brought back memories of my time working in accountancy when I was classed as one of the lads due to my drinking antics.  
 
    I remembered how reckless I had been and how I didn’t give a thought about anyone else at the time. I didn’t care whose feelings I hurt, and I hadn’t treated my then boyfriend Kyle, Joyce’s son, very well. 
 
    I realised my thinking had wandered off as I recalled some of my own experiences.  I missed part of what Jack said about his time in the police service. He did say that by the end of his career there, his bosses started to notice his drinking. He was verbally warned at first but he wasn’t able to stop. By this point, he was a daily drinker and found it hard to hide the fact he needed a drink. Colleagues warned him to rein it in but he couldn’t. He was given two final warnings and put on a suspended dismissal for drinking on duty. He said at the time he felt hard done by but in reality, each of his crimes was a sackable offence. 
 
    In the end, his bosses offered to let him resign to preserve his pension. He said they bent over backwards to accommodate him but they didn’t offer him any treatment through the company. They hadn’t realised that he suffered from alcoholism. Like so many employers, they just thought he drank too much on occasions. 
 
    Jack’s voice became shaky when he talked about his ex-wife. 
 
    “Things got bad at home,” he said, his eyes looking down. “Being in the police force was never going to be conducive to a happy relationship what with the long hours and unsociable shifts. We were a young couple starting out. I worked a lot of overtime and the money came in handy as there was always something we needed for our home. 
 
     So, I worked at every opportunity. My wife, Molly and I became strangers. We had our first son Arthur, followed a couple of years later by my daughter Rachel. By now Molly nagged at me all the time about my drinking. I would always tell her I’d only had a couple.” Again I noticed the nods as I looked around at everyone listening to Jack. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop drinking, not to save my job, my marriage or my family. I lost everything including my self-respect. My marriage ended not long after I lost my job. My daughter was only one at the time. It was the worst time in my life. I moved out of our beautiful home, into a grotty bedsit. At first, I thought it was going to be wonderful. Now I could do what I wanted, drinking round the clock, but I was only kidding myself. It was sheer hell. The loneliness kicked in and the drinking got worse.” I felt myself welling up with tears as I thought about my own rock bottom. 
 
    Jack then told his captive audience that he spent the next two years living as a virtual recluse. His wife wouldn’t let him see his son and daughter because he couldn’t stay sober. He was having fights in bars and getting into trouble himself. He said it was only because the police officers had been his colleagues that he never got charged. He said they felt sorry for him.  
 
    Clasping his hands together in front of his mouth, he leaned on his chin, then continued, “It was a colleague of mine, who I shall be eternally grateful for. He planted the seed for me. I spent the night in the cells after being brought in drunk and disorderly. Even with alcohol inside me, I saw the look of pity on my ex-associates face.” Jack’s shoulders drooped noticeably.  
 
    “He came into the cell in the morning and sat down beside me. He told me I didn’t have to carry on the way I was living. I listened to him because I was ready. I was prepared to do anything to get out of the existence that had been forced on me through alcohol. At that time, suicide seemed a better option than my life. I didn’t want to drink but knew I had to.” At these words, the room became silent; there was no shuffling in seats, no rattling of toffee papers. Jack had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “He told me about himself. He said there was a way out if I wanted to stop drinking. I told him I had been through enough with the booze but that I didn’t think I could stop.” Jack laughed at that point. “It turned out he was an alcoholic and had been sober for years thanks to coming to AA. I’d been working with him all that time and I never knew. Anyway, he took me to my first meeting. He became my sponsor, and the rest is history. I haven’t had a drink now for over eight years. I have my children back in my life. I see them on a regular basis. They don’t hold anything against me. They love me unconditionally like you lot do.” He laughed again.  
 
    “I have my own business today and I work hard. It isn’t always easy but if I am struggling I get to a meeting or phone my sponsor. This works and if it worked for me, it can work for anyone.”  
 
    Jack finished what he was saying, and I felt a slight sense of disappointment as I could have continued listening to him all night. He was a lovely storyteller. There was a real honesty about him that I liked and he wasn’t full of bravado. I was touched by his humility. I moved towards him at the end of the meeting and intended thanking him for what he had said. I felt it had helped me.  
 
    There were a few people vying for his attention and I hovered on the periphery of the circle of people surrounding him. I waited a while but there was no let-up of men and women wanting to speak to him and thank him for his words. I decided I would have to leave it for another time.   
 
    I put on my coat, walked over to Mia to say goodbye, waved at a few of the others then left the building. I had enjoyed the meeting tonight. It was no longer a chore to me, more somewhere I wanted to come of an evening. It was certainly preferable to drinking at home alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning with plenty to think about. I’d arranged to go and see the Donoghue’s that evening after work. My reason for being there was twofold, to see how they were doing and to speak to Laura. I had a lot of time for Cassie’s mum, Mrs Donoghue. I couldn’t even imagine what she must still be going through after losing her daughter in such a tragic way.   
 
    If what Mia said was true, Laura, and I had some serious talking to do about Charlie. Whether she would speak to me was another matter. When I arrived that evening, I rang the doorbell to their small semi. Mrs Donoghue greeted me. She appeared genuinely pleased to see me and invited me through into the lounge. Laura was sat in the room, busily texting or surfing on her phone. It was easy to tell that Laura was Cassie’s sister, even with their different appearances.  Laura didn’t acknowledge me when I walked in. 
 
    “Hello Laura, how are you?” She didn’t look up. 
 
    “Laura, don’t be so rude,” Mrs Donoghue said, “Sophie’s speaking to you.” She grunted, scratched her head and looked back at her phone. 
 
    “Oh yeah, hi Sophie.” Mrs Donoghue looked at me and shook her head. “Sorry” she mouthed silently. We chatted for a while, mainly small talk about TV programmes and me going back to work after my period on the sick. 
 
    I then turned to her and said in a soft voice, “I don’t know if I should be telling you this. Charlie’s mum has hired a private detective to investigate the case because she believes Charlie is innocent.” 
 
    At the mention of Charlie’s name, Laura glanced up from her phone. She saw her mum watching her and looked back down at the screen. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that,” Mrs Donoghue said. 
 
    “I expect he’ll be in touch soon to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” I could tell she was thinking hard. She frowned. “I thought the police had enough evidence to charge him?” 
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. 
 
    I watched Laura throughout my conversation with Mrs Donoghue. I was on pins wanting to say something to her but I bided my time. When Mrs Donoghue walked through to the kitchen to fetch us all a drink, I made my move.  
 
    “Psst, Laura, I know about you and Charlie,” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She stared at me. 
 
    “Yes you do, you’re helping him, aren’t you?” She watched me with a strange expression on her face.  
 
     “Wait a minute, it’s you isn’t it?” she cried. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I whispered. 
 
    “You’re the other woman that Charlie’s been seeing.” My face and neck were bright scarlet. 
 
    “I’m not seeing him. I’ve been helping him that’s all.” At that moment, Mrs Donoghue walked back in with a tray of drinks and buttered scones. 
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t have,” I said, greedily taking a scone off the plate and taking a bite. 
 
    “Well I knew you’d be hungry, you won’t have had your tea yet.” Laura watched me. 
 
    “Mum, I’m going to take Sophie up to Cassie’s old room. I’ve got some things of Cassie’s I’d like to show her.” She stood up and beckoned me forward. 
 
    “If it’s photographs, you can bring them down.” 
 
    “It’s not photographs, Mum.” 
 
    “Oh, okay then.”  I quickly stuffed the last of the scone into my mouth and took a large gulp of my tea then followed Laura out of the room. 
 
    She marched into what had been Cassie’s bedroom. I followed her, and she shut the door behind me. 
 
    Leaning against it, she spat out, “So how long have you been sleeping with him for then?” There was venom in her tone.  
 
    “I’m not with him, I told you. He came to me for help that’s all.” 
 
    “Why would he come to you?” Her features were twisted. She clenched her teeth. The room was small, and I felt closed in.  
 
    “I don’t know but he did. What I’m more interested in how long have you been seeing him?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” The corners of her mouth drooped as she spoke. She looked like she had just sucked on a lemon. 
 
    “Oh, but it is my business. Cassie was a friend of mine.” 
 
    “You cow,” she shouted, “trying to turn it around on me when you’ve been shagging a murderer all this time.” 
 
    “Laura!” I screamed. “That’s not true.” 
 
    At that point, we heard Mrs Donoghue calling up the stairs, “What’s going on?” It made us both quieten down.  
 
    “Nothing Mum,” Laura said. She thought for a moment. I was afraid of what she was going to do next. Her nostrils flared, and she glared at me but then she sat on the bed.  
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know about Cassie.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m finding that out.” She weighed me up.  At that point, I acknowledged I had felt disturbed when I walked in Cassie’s old room. Initially, it was Laura’s outburst that unnerved me but this bedroom seemed totally out of synch. All the walls were painted a bright cerise pink colour that would even have made Barbie flinch. 
 
     There were posters on the wall. I could just about accept the ones of Brad Pitt and George Clooney but seeing Batman, Spiderman and Elsa out of Frozen up there - I found weird.  Even the duvet cover had a scene from Frozen on it. The room was also adorned with hundreds of Beanie Babies. I had never seen so many stuffed toys, not even in a shop. There were dolls and teddy bears sat in neat rows on the pillow. What this told me about Cassie’s personality, I wasn’t sure but it did seem a little bizarre as she’d been a young woman when she moved out. 
 
    “Swear to me you aren’t involved with Charlie,” she said 
 
    “I promise you, I’m not.” The memory of the kiss we shared came back to me but I brazened it out. “So what don’t I know, Laura?” Laura gave an ugly laugh. 
 
    “No, you tell me what you know?” She gave me a sly look that told me that I wouldn’t be on her Christmas card list.  
 
    Suddenly the door opened and in walked Laura’s mum. 
 
    “Mum,” Laura cried, “it’s rude to walk in without knocking.” 
 
    “I just wanted to check you girls are alright after hearing raised voices.” 
 
    “You wanted to snoop around you mean,” Laura said. She turned to me. “Well we’re fine, aren’t we Sophie?” Laura had a pinched expression. I nodded. I didn’t want to get involved in any domestic situation. “Anyway,” Laura continued, “I was just telling Sophie what a liar our Cassie could be.” 
 
    “I don’t want you speaking ill of the dead, after all, she was your sister.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she was a sicko.” 
 
    “Laura, I’ll not tolerate talk like this in my house.” 
 
    “It’s my house too,” Laura argued. Mrs Donoghue looked down at her daughter. I could tell she was holding in her feelings. She bit her lip. 
 
    “I’m going to leave you two girls to it.” She quickly walked back out the door. Just as quickly, the door opened again, and she popped her head round. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, Sophie.” I put my hand up to indicate it wasn’t a problem. She closed the door again leaving me with Laura. 
 
    “Nosey cow,” she said. I didn’t reply. I didn’t intend to antagonise her. I sat there silently for a few minutes while Laura calmed down. Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “So you want to know about Cassie, do you?” 
 
    “If you’ve something you’ve got to tell me then yes.” She gave me a dirty look. 
 
    “Cassie was a compulsive liar. She couldn’t help herself. She had been doing it from an early age. She saw psychiatrists and psychologists but she never got better. The lies kept coming. I swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, your honour, what a joke,” she mimicked. 
 
    “So what was a lie when it came to Charlie?” She didn’t answer my question but continued.  
 
    “I knew Charlie long before she did. We hung about with the same crowd. I’d had a fling with him and we’d fallen out. Our relationship was always off and on. He always wanted to keep me a secret. I don’t think I’ve ever been good enough for him plus he enjoyed the excitement of keeping it from people.” She shook her head.  
 
    “We were volatile when we got together but I couldn’t stand to be apart from him. Then he got with Cassie. I thought he was only doing it to get back at me but Charlie is a player of the first degree. He has made playing women an art. It crucified me. When I knew he was serious about Cassie my whole world came tumbling down. I stopped speaking to Cassie, and I sent a lot of abusive text messages to Charlie.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. If you feel like this about him why are you helping him?” I asked. 
 
    “I love him.” She put her head in her hands. “I’ve always loved him but he messed with my head so much by getting with Cassie.” 
 
    “So were you seeing him throughout the time they were together?” 
 
    “Off and on, yes.” 
 
    “And did Cassie know?” 
 
    “No. She suspected he was seeing someone, but she didn’t know it was me.” 
 
    “Why did you keep it from her?” 
 
    “It’s difficult to explain, but she had lots of issues and I didn’t want to create any more distance between us. We didn’t speak for a long time but Cassie was a part of me. From a young age, it was always just the two of us. We weren’t allowed to play out with other kids so that made a special bond between us. Mum only reneged on that when we rebelled against her. I don’t know if you know but Mum and Dad lost a child through cot death?” 
 
    “Yes, I knew about that.” 
 
    “Well, it meant, our childhood was stifled by Mum.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I said. 
 
    “What?” she raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Does your mum know about the prostitution?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately. The police told her. As if she wasn’t devastated enough. She’s been through a lot with Cassie.” 
 
    “Yes, I can imagine it must have been tough hearing that about her daughter. So what about the domestic violence she came to see me about?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve known Charlie for years, and he’s never hit me. He might have pushed and shoved me a few times but nothing serious and I goaded him into doing it. Cassie had a track record of not telling the truth so I’m afraid to say I believe Charlie over my sister.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of all of this.” I shook my head.  “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Charlie’s right for you.” Laura laughed at my comment. 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Unfortunately, he’s like a drug to me. I can’t keep away from him. He has a hold on me. He’s a real charmer. When we split up, I just wanted him more. I became obsessed with him and he was all I thought about morning, noon and night.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen how he can be,” Laura stared at me. Her expression was serious. “Don’t worry,” I continued, “I’m not interested.” I hoped I sounded convincing.  
 
    “Hmm,” Laura muttered.  
 
    “So what are you going to do about Charlie?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe that Charlie’s innocent but I don’t know what I can do for him. The police keep an eye on our place so he can’t come here. They’re probably tailing me as well but I want to be with him and whatever happens, I will be there for him. We’ve both got pay-as-you-go phones to speak in secret.” At this news, I flinched. 
 
    “Be careful, Laura. I’ve already got myself on the wrong side of the law over Charlie.” 
 
    “He’s on my mind 24/7. I wish I could drop him but it’s not happening and he can be very persuasive.” 
 
    The mood between the two of us had improved.  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Laura volunteered, “There’s something really bad about Cassie that you probably don’t know about.” 
 
    “Oh?” Laura shook her head. 
 
    “Cassie always told lies from being very small. True, most kids do if it gets them out of trouble. She would blame me for something she’d done wrong. The problem with Cassie was, the lies never stopped. The worst was at school, in her teens. She told everyone she slept with Mr Brambles, her art teacher. He was suspended from his job whilst they carried out an investigation. Because of the psychological reports on Cassie, saying she was unstable, he was reinstated, but he left teaching soon after because mud sticks. People had thrown bricks through his windows and he had been ostracised by his neighbours in the area where he lived. Eventually, he moved away to make a new life for himself. Cassie never admitted to telling a lie. Then she did the same thing with Uncle Joe. She made claims that he molested her when she was small.” I listened open-mouthed. I put my hand over my mouth in shock. 
 
    “No!” I cried. 
 
    “Huh, it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She’d made that story up as well.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Uncle Joe got ill with cancer and we thought it was terminal and that he was going to die. She tried to make her peace with him on what she thought was his deathbed. She apologised for making the story up but Uncle Joe survived. Mum didn’t speak to her for a long time after that because Joe was her brother but Dad forgave her. He had been through enough with her and believed life was too short to hold grudges against your family.  I’m sure her behaviour was attention seeking. I also believe she made the stories up about Charlie hitting her to get sympathy and win our parent's affection back.” 
 
    “And did it work?” 
 
    “Yes, but they both know that Cassie wasn’t well mentally.” 
 
    “But she had bruises when she came to see me a lot of the time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past her to have done that to herself, but I also go along with what Charlie suggested that it might have been Randy.” 
 
    “It seems so very strange. Why would Charlie stay with her if she told lies all the time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe she’s good in bed or can cook up a good lasagne. I’ve asked myself that question over and over. I’ve even asked Charlie hundreds of times but he said he loved her and wanted to help her. Perhaps he enjoyed being her protector, not that it did much good.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I was taken in by her.” 
 
    “Everybody was. She was very good. Uncle Joe, Mr Brambles and Charlie knew how convincing she could be and suffered because of it. It was a devastating time for the whole family and hard to forgive.” 
 
    I was lost for words. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had sleepless nights, churning over everything Laura told me. I couldn’t believe I had been so taken in by Cassie. It made me question my ability to do my job. I always thought of myself as highly perceptive and trusted my judgement of people but now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    All these secrets that were coming out, I needed to run the information past someone. I didn’t particularly want to go to the police. I still didn’t know if I was being charged myself. I thought about the one person I could go to with my ideas surrounding the case. Someone who would hopefully welcome new information with open arms and maybe this time wouldn’t be hostile towards me and he was rather good looking. 
 
    I didn’t want to wait until the next time I saw him at a meeting because I didn’t know when that would be. I knew Joyce had his phone number. I asked her to pass on my number to him and to tell him I had news about Cassie’s case. She obliged, and he contacted me within the hour of me speaking to Joyce. 
 
    “Sophie, what can I do for you?” My knees began to knock as I heard Jack’s voice.  
 
    “It’s more what I can do for you.” I blushed. I knew I was flirting with him. Either he didn’t notice, or he didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “You’ve got some information?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, but I’d rather speak to you in person to discuss it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that can be arranged. Are you free this evening?” 
 
    We made plans to get together that night in the centre of Bury. I put the phone down and smiled. I don’t know why you’re getting excited, girl, I said to myself. It wasn’t as though it was a date or anything. I was just passing on what I knew. 
 
    I got ready that evening, taking more care than usual with my appearance. I put on my favourite green top, the one I’d had a few positive comments about. I didn’t think Jack would notice, but it made me feel better knowing I’d made the effort.  
 
    I arrived five minutes early and Jack was already seated. He rose to greet me. 
 
    “You look nice,” he said, smiling. Pang. My efforts had been worth it after all. 
 
    “What are you having to drink? It’s my treat,” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll have a skinny latte please,” I grinned. I felt sure he must have guessed I liked him by the silly faces I pulled in his company. 
 
    I sat down and waited for Jack to return with the drinks. He’d found us a quiet corner to sit in. We had a long chat keeping the talk to news surrounding the case. I told him what Laura had said to me. I talked that much, my mouth was dry. I had some theories that I was excited to share with Jack. 
 
    “I can’t sleep because I’m thinking about the investigation,” I told him. My arms were waving about as I expressed my opinions. “Well, that and other reasons.” I winked at him. 
 
    “Got something in your eye, Sophie?” He smiled. I ignored his comment. 
 
    “It’s only women’s intuition but I’ve got a hunch that Charlie is innocent.” He seemed bemused by my manner. 
 
    “So, if it’s not Charlie, who do you think did it?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been considering the possibilities. Laura, her sister was having an affair with Charlie so she may have wanted to be rid of her sister.” Jack’s mouth narrowed, and he nodded. “There are three others with a motive,” I continued. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. I watched his expression but I couldn’t tell if he was taking me seriously or not. 
 
    “After what Laura told me about Cassie’s lies, then her Uncle Joe might still be holding a deep-rooted grudge and there’s also Randy, who Cassie double-crossed.” 
 
    “Okay, so they’ve all got the motives. What about alibis?” 
 
    “Charlie didn’t have one, but that’s as much as I know.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be telling you this but you’ve got yourself involved, and it is useful for me to have a sounding board.” I thought to myself, oh thanks, Jack, is that how you see me as a sounding board. For now, though that would have to do. 
 
    “I’m sure Laura can be ruled out,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, and why’s that then?” He looked at me with a serious expression. 
 
    “I got information from an ex-police colleague of mine and the body was moved plus there was a footprint indentation found at the scene size nine.” 
 
    “Okay, that definitely rules out a woman then I’d say.” I was getting good at this. 
 
    “It’d be interesting to find out the shoe size of the three guys.” 
 
    “Well, Charlie is a size nine because he told me that was one piece of evidence they were holding him on. However, they haven’t found any of his shoes to match the print.” 
 
    “Have you any idea where this uncle Joe guy lives?” he asked. 
 
    “Laura mentioned visiting him in his bungalow in Little Lever.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not far to pay him a visit. Do you know his surname?” 
 
    “No, but I can find out. Is there anything else you want me to do?” 
 
    “Yeah stay out of this. It’s not for someone like you, Sophie.” I felt offended when he said that. He watched my expression then his tone changed. “The only thing is I know you’re too much like me. You’re not going to take a blind bit of notice of anything I say so I suppose I better let you help me.” I smiled and wondered if he was warming to me. 
 
    “So are you taking me on as a volunteer then?” I asked. 
 
    Jack just shook his head and smiled.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Sophie?” 
 
    I laughed but then his expression changed. 
 
    “Seriously, you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into if you tag along with me.” 
 
    “As the saying goes, fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” 
 
    “If you’re sure you want to get involved. I’m up to here with work at the moment.” He held his hand up in front of his nose. “There’s only so many extramarital affairs a private detective can follow up on and with this on top, it’s keeping me busy. That’s why I haven’t been going to as many meetings lately.” 
 
    I was glad that Jack was ready to accept my help. I loved being around him and whatever Cassie was or wasn’t she was still my friend at the end of the day. 
 
    I didn’t have anything to do the following evening, so I arranged to meet up with Jack to discuss things further. This time it was more formal in that we met at his office. It was a small office in a building above a shop in Bury, close to where I worked. He told me he worked alone as he couldn’t afford a PA. His calls transferred to a virtual assistant service and someone came in once a week on a Friday to inspect his books. 
 
    “I could do that for you,” I said eager to please.  
 
    “Whoa, not so fast,” he put up his hand to indicate a stop sign. “You’re already doing more than you should.” My mouth dropped and my shoulders stooped. 
 
    “But I used to work in the accountancy field.” 
 
    “A girl of hidden talents, eh?” I smiled and our eyes met. My mouth felt dry as my eyes lit up. 
 
    “Sophie, I can’t just get rid of Kelly. She’s a student, and she needs the money.” 
 
    “Okay, it was only a suggestion.” 
 
    “I’ll bear it in mind for future reference. Anyway, I thought you wanted to be a detective?” 
 
    “What is it they say in the meetings, the only thing I can’t do is drink.” 
 
    Jack walked over to his filing cabinet and pulled out a file. The room was surprisingly tidy for a busy man who worked alone. 
 
    I told him I hadn’t realised how close he was to my workplace. I said I could pop in from time to time on my lunch break if it helped. He agreed with that idea and it soon became almost a daily occurrence. I would come and eat my sandwiches if he was around and we would sit and discuss the case. He told me he would do what he could to find out Randy’s shoe size. I offered to see if I would find out any more about Cassie’s uncle Joe. 
 
    “Be careful, Jack. When I tried to get close to Randy, I was warned off in no uncertain terms.” 
 
    “I will don’t worry about me.” Our eyes met, and I smiled. 
 
    I picked up my phone just as it pinged. I checked the screen, and it was showing a text from Mia. I read through it. I need to speak urgently. I have some info 4 u x. I didn’t reply by text, instead, I decided to phone her back. 
 
    “Hi Mia, I’ve just read your text. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie. I can’t speak now. Can we meet up later?” 
 
    “Sure, are you okay?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll tell you about it when I see you.” I rubbed the back of my neck. This didn’t sound good. We arranged a time, and I ended the call. I frowned. I didn’t know what to make of that. I looked at Jack and raised my hands and shoulders upwards. I told him I’d speak to him after meeting up with Mia. 
 
    I had a coup in that I managed to get Joe’s full name and address off Laura. So when I arrived at the coffee shop to meet Mia, later that day, I was feeling pleased with myself. I sat there waiting. I decided to grab myself a drink. There was no sign of Mia. I checked the time. We definitely agreed to meet at 6.30 but I sent a text asking if I’d got the time wrong. I didn’t get a text back. I became fidgety. I kept checking the screen. I tried to phone her but the ringing was continuous. Something wasn’t right. She’d been keen to speak earlier so I couldn’t understand her standing me up.  
 
    I made a decision to go to her address. I knew where she lived as I’d picked her up a couple of times. I arrived at her flat and pressed the buzzer to her building. I wasn’t expecting her to be there, so I was surprised when the front door clicked to let me in. I approached the flat’s front door and pressed the bell. The door opened and Mia’s mum stood there. 
 
    “Oh,” we both said in unison. 
 
    “I thought it was Mia,” 
 
    “No, my name’s Sophie. I was supposed to be meeting her, and she didn’t turn up so I thought I’d come over because she had something she wanted to tell me.” Mia’s mum frowned. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what she’s playing at. She took Alfie out for his tea but that was ages ago and I haven’t heard from her since.” 
 
    I didn’t like the look of this. I hoped and prayed she hadn’t gone back drinking. 
 
    Mia’s mum, Debbie, offered me a coffee, and I accepted. I felt too restless to sit there waiting for it so I walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “I know I’m being cheeky, Debbie but Mia said she had information for me. Would you mind if I went in her bedroom and had a look?” Her body stiffened. She looked me over and appeared to be thinking. “You could come up and help me, only it may be important if we find any clues to where she is sooner rather than later.” She thought for a few moments. 
 
    “You go. Be my guest, love. It’s not my house. She didn’t mention anything to me though.” 
 
    I went to her bedroom. It was a typical young woman’s room. The walls had been painted lilac. She had colour-coordinated matching lilac duvet cover and curtains. The bed was adorned with purple and white cushions. There was artwork of ballerinas on one wall and ballet shoes on another. I wondered if Mia had been a dancer. There was a chest of drawers, bedside cupboard, bed and wardrobe and nothing else. I opened the drawers. They were filled with her lingerie and socks, nothing to interest me. 
 
    I checked the wardrobe. The clothes had been neatly put away. It was tidier than mine. I moved over to the bedside cupboard and opened the top drawer. There were some papers there. I also checked the rest of the cupboard and there was nothing to excite me, just a hairdryer and hairbrush. I decided to inspect the papers even though I felt guilty prying. 
 
    There was a letter from the council dated about a month back stating she was in arrears. It had a handwritten note on saying paid with yesterday’s date. There was a bank statement which I glanced through. A few weeks ago, Mia was overdrawn but in the last two weeks, there were a few large deposits. My heart sunk. Mia hadn’t mentioned anything. Could she have gone back working for Randy? 
 
    I was definitely going to say something to her. She might not forgive me for looking into her personal things. It was her own fault for being so inconsiderate and not getting in touch when she should have been meeting me. I went back to sit in the lounge with Debbie. 
 
    “No, nothing there,” I said. “I don’t have any idea what she wanted to speak to me about.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes. I wondered how much longer I should stay there. It was confusing. Another ten minutes passed, and the buzzer rang. 
 
    “Ah, there she is.” Debbie pressed to open the door without checking to see who was calling. A minute later the bell rang. I didn’t think it would be Mia as she would have used her own key. Debbie answered it and I stood in the hallway behind her. Two police officers stood there.  
 
    “Can we come in?” the policewoman asked. They introduced themselves and asked if we could all sit down. This looked bad. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to do this Mrs North but there’s no easy way to tell you. Mia and her son have been involved in an accident. Her car went headlong into a tree. There was no other vehicle involved. They were both pronounced dead at the scene. They didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Both Debbie and I gasped. We put our hands over our mouths at the same time. I couldn’t take this in. Debbie began to cry. Her body trembled. 
 
    “What both of them are dead?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m so sorry, Mrs North,” the policewoman said. I moved across and took hold of Debbie’s hand and put my arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anyone you want us to call?” the policewoman asked. 
 
    “Yes, my sister, Nora.” 
 
    “Erm, Just before I do that, there is something else you ought to know. Obviously, we’ll know more after the post-mortem.” 
 
    “What, what is it?” Debbie was looking directly at the policewoman, so was I. 
 
    “Apparently, the officer who arrived at the scene first said he smelt alcohol.” 
 
    Debbie screamed and her tears became loud and heavy. 
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    I stayed with Debbie for a short time. I couldn’t contemplate how she felt, losing a daughter and a grandson in an instant. The police were still there asking questions. Debbie’s sister Nora arrived. Debbie wanted to go to see the bodies so Nora volunteered to accompany her. 
 
    This was my cue to leave, and I promised to stay in touch. I told the police that Mia had suggested she had something she needed to tell me I also told them she seemed agitated. I had no idea what it might be about. 
 
    When I left Mia’s home I phoned Joyce and Jack. Both of them knew Mia well. They would be as upset as I was. I managed to hold it together whilst in company but now on my own, I couldn’t stop crying. I sat in my car for some time and let the tears flow. 
 
    The three of us agreed to meet up at mine. It was good for us to support each other. Joyce had known Mia the longest and got close to her trying to help her. An hour later, we were in my flat.  I made us a hot drink and took it through to the lounge.  
 
    “And you’ve no idea what she wanted to talk to you about?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, not at all.”  
 
    “It’s a horrible thing to ask but do you know if she’d been drinking?” Joyce asked. 
 
    “The police mentioned that she might have because they smelt alcohol at the scene.” I hoped for Debbie’s sake that she hadn’t. I felt it would be harder for Debbie to come to terms with if alcohol caused Mia and Alfie’s death. 
 
    “I don’t think she had gone back drinking. She was doing well and sounded so positive lately,” Jack said. I nodded in agreement. 
 
    We stayed chatting for a while I mentioned about seeing the bank statement with the arrears paid off. Joyce gave me a look but didn’t say anything. Jack raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “There was obviously something going on,” Jack said. Tears kept coming over me in waves. 
 
    “It’s such a waste of two lives,” I said. Joyce passed me a tissue. We would have to wait and see what the post-mortem revealed. The mood in the room was sombre. We talked about our memories of Mia, then Jack and Joyce left together. 
 
    The following day I contacted Jack. I passed on Joe’s full name and address. He told me he’d not been able to get close to Randy. 
 
    “That guy is like the Scarlet Pimpernel. He keeps himself well protected. He has a security team looking after him that doesn’t like you to get anywhere near.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Please be careful, Jack. He’s a nasty piece of work. I wouldn’t want you to come to any harm.” 
 
    We ended the call after saying we’d see each other at the meeting later. When I put the phone down, I smiled. I liked how our friendship was progressing. 
 
    I was about to leave for my meeting that night. Getting into my little Fiat, I turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. I tried again. Not a sound. I sat there and counted to ten. This was all I needed right now. I decided to give it one last try and turned the key. Not a murmur. I banged my hand on the dashboard and shook my head.  
 
    I had to make a decision. Either call out the RAC and get them to have a look at it or if I set off now, I would still have time to get the bus to the meeting. I could do with a meeting especially after the news about Mia and Alfie. My car would have to wait.  Clenching my teeth, I left the vehicle there and walked to the bus stop.  
 
    I arrived at the meeting looking windswept and flustered. Jack was there. His mind seemed elsewhere. As much as I wanted to go over and have a conversation with him, his demeanour said to me back off so I left it. I sat opposite him and glanced over occasionally. At one point our eyes met. I smiled at him. He smiled back. My body tingled and my cheeks felt warm. 
 
    The meeting was sombre with many people reflecting on their memories of Mia and how she had touched their lives. I spoke about the stress I felt because my car failed to start on the way. I also said how sad I was at the shock news of Mia and Alfie’s deaths. 
 
     I was amazed that my natural instinct wasn’t to have a drink but instead to get to a meeting. Something was working and rubbing off on me in a positive way. I got support from others, with favourable nods. A few of them came up to me at the end of the meeting, congratulating me on doing the right thing. 
 
    I cleared the cups off the table and took them in the kitchen. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to see who it was. Jack stood there wearing his tan leather jacket and jeans. 
 
    “Hi, would you like a lift home, if you’ve got no transport?” 
 
    “Isn’t it out of your way?” My eyes were gleaming. 
 
    “It’s no problem honestly, anything to help a damsel in distress.” He smiled at me. My heart thumped. I hoped I wasn’t giving away my feelings. I nodded. 
 
    “That would be great, thanks.” 
 
    We left the building and walked over to his blue Vauxhall. He opened the door with his remote control and I climbed into the vehicle. “Are you sure you’re okay with taking me to Unsworth?” 
 
    “No, I’ll drop you off in Bury.” I looked at him. My eyes widened. He giggled. “I’m only joking. Course it’s okay.” 
 
    My cheeks burnt. Perhaps he was more good-humoured than I’d realised. We got in the car and set off. I cleared my throat. There was something I wanted to ask. 
 
    “So do you have a girlfriend, Jack?” I watched him and he took a sideways glance at me. He didn’t reply. “It’s just that if it was me, I wouldn’t be too happy about you giving other females a lift.” His smile disappeared. Oh dear, I’d annoyed him. Maybe I shouldn’t have pried. 
 
    At that moment his hands-free kit came through on loudspeaker. The loud ringtone made me jump. I looked at the screen which displayed the name. It said DS Rick Western. 
 
    “Rick, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “It’s more what I can do for you, buddy.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” Jack said. 
 
    “We’ve had a tip-off. Randy’s lot are gunning for you.” 
 
    “Right,” Jack said slowly. 
 
    “I’d lie low for a while and stay out of his way if I was you.” 
 
    “Okay, Rick and thanks for the tip-off.” 
 
    “Anytime, mate, sorry I’ve got to go, busy night with criminals to catch and all that.” 
 
    “No problems and thanks again. Speak soon.” The call ended. I shifted in the seat and kept making sidelong glances at him.  
 
    “Those guys don’t mess about. Look what they did to my place.” Jack kept his eyes on his rearview mirror. We travelled along for some time. Jack’s mood had changed. He looked agitated and became wary. His head kept ducking and his eyes were constantly checking his rear-view mirror. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Are you okay if I put my foot down?” I ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “Go for it,” I said.  
 
    “Time we got out of here. Hang on to your hats.” Within seconds we were careering round corners on two wheels, brakes screeching. My pulse increased. I wanted to scream, but I knew it wasn’t appropriate. My body went rigid. Then came a loud bang then a cracking sound as I realised something hit the metal of the vehicle. I screamed, shaking. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Get down, Sophie.” I didn’t need telling twice. I ducked my head down in the car. My teeth were grinding, and I clenched my jaw. The vehicle twisted and turned. I held on to the sides of the seat. I cried out for help. I heard another loud bang. I jumped. I glanced across at Jack. He looked scared but kept his eyes on the road. He looked behind. Thank goodness he was a good driver. We’d have no chance if it was me driving. Weaving again in and out of traffic, I peeped up and saw we were approaching traffic lights.  
 
    “Keep down,” Jack cried. I pulled my neck as I yanked my body back down below the window. Next thing I heard another bang and the sound of shattered glass. I yelled then looked over at Jack. 
 
    “Shit!” he cried. I screamed at the top of my voice. Blood spurted onto his jacket and splattered the window.  The car travelled forward out of control. Jack’s body slumped backwards in the seat. I grabbed hold of the steering wheel and just missed an oncoming lorry who was sounding his horn continuously.  
 
    My hands were shaking as I pulled hard on the handbrake and wrenched it with all my might. The car went into a spin. There was nothing else I could do. I closed my eyes and prayed. The vehicle came to a stop. The seatbelt tugged on my skin. I looked at Jack. His face had gone chalk white. I screamed again. My body trembled. I had to think quickly. I was about to reach for my phone when I noticed people running towards our vehicle.  
 
    “Can you phone for an ambulance, he’s been shot,” I shouted through the windowless vehicle. I thought I might faint. I pulled at his jacket and tore at his shirt looking for the wound. The blood gushed out. It was warm and sticky on my hands. I felt sick, but I had to hold myself together for Jack’s sake.  
 
    It looked like a shoulder wound. Thinking fast, I took off my tights to use as a bandage. I knew to apply pressure to the area. I moved his body to lay it on the seat in the hope of slowing the blood flow. I kept my hands pressed firmly on the makeshift bandage and began to cry. I didn’t want Jack to die.  
 
    I heard the sirens and saw the blue flashing light approaching. Within minutes, the paramedics arrived, and they took over from me. They helped me out of the vehicle. My legs wobbled so much, I needed support to walk. A crowd of onlookers gathered. In no time at all, I was sat with Jack in the back of the ambulance. A man in a green uniform checked me over. I was okay but Jack looked in a bad way. We sped off towards the hospital. I took hold of Jack’s hand.  
 
    “You’re going to be okay, Jack, do you hear me?” I watched his face. For a second, I thought I saw his eyelid flicker, so I kept talking. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a pain but I care about you.” The blonde paramedic called Jenny gave me a smile. She was busy monitoring him. 
 
     Next thing, her colleague said, “ETA five minutes. Have the crash team ready.” I knew this was serious, and I went numb. I could tell he had lost a lot of blood in a short space of time. There was a syringe of something being injected into Jack’s arm. He was hooked onto a drip and an oxygen mask put on his face.  
 
    “Are you okay, Jack?” Jenny said to him.  
 
    “Come on, Jack, hang on in there.”  
 
    The engine stopped. The doors of the vehicle opened and Jack was rushed out on a stretcher. There were white coated and green-uniformed men and women mingling around him. I followed behind them at pace.  
 
    I was asked to sit in the waiting room. I seemed to be there for an eternity. If I closed my eyes, I kept hearing the loud bang of the gun going off. The picture that kept coming in over and over was of Jack covered in blood. I knew the doctors would do everything within their capabilities for him now. I managed to get hold of his parent’s phone number by calling different people who knew him. They lived in Spain.  
 
    The line sounded very clear when I got through to them.  
 
    “Is that Mrs Ashton?”  
 
    “Yes, who’s that?” 
 
    “I’m a friend of Jack’s. I’m afraid I’ve got bad news for you.” 
 
    “Why what is it?” 
 
    “Are you sitting down?” I didn’t want her legs to buckle when I told her. “I’m afraid Jack’s been shot.” Silence at the other end. 
 
    “Mrs Ashton?” She shouted her husband. 
 
    “Gordon, Gordon, come here quickly,” and then back to me, “what happened, dear? What do you know? How bad is he?” She bombarded me with questions. I tried to calm her but then I had no assurances yet myself, just an overwhelming feeling of hope.  
 
    “We’ll get a flight over straightaway. If there’s any news can you phone me back?” 
 
    “Of course I will, Mrs Ashton and I’m so sorry.” I heard her tears, and it set me off. I ended the call and sat back down on the plastic chair. One or two of the people sat in the reception area looked at me with sadness on their faces. My head sank into my hands and I tried to slow my breathing down. 
 
     Calm down, girl, I said to myself. I then realised I needed to let my friends and family know what I had been involved in. I sent text messages, for now, telling them I’d phone later when I knew more. I didn’t want to be missing if Jack came round or there was any news. I shuddered. I couldn’t contemplate the unthinkable. I prayed some more.  
 
    A short time passed, and I heard footsteps coming up the corridor. I looked up. It was Joyce. Before long, a few others arrived who I knew from the meetings.  
 
    Finally, a nurse came out and approached me.  
 
    “Are you his girlfriend?” she asked. I glanced at Joyce. I didn’t want to lie, but I wanted to know how Jack was. 
 
    “Yes she is,” said Joyce. 
 
    “You’d better come with me then.” She rushed off with me in hot pursuit. 
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    “You were with him when the incident happened weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, I was.” 
 
    “The police are going to want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve spoken to someone briefly.” She touched my arm. 
 
    “He’s a very lucky man.” 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” 
 
    “Hopefully, he’s through the worst but we’ll be monitoring him closely for infection.” 
 
    “Can I see him?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll just check with the doctor. He’s heavily sedated at the moment and he’ll be in pain for some time.” She went into the ICU to check then came out and got me gowned up. 
 
    I held Jack’s hand for ages. He slept, but I stayed with him. It gave me time to think. This was too much to take after Mia’s recent death. I let Pauline, Charlie’s mum, know about Jack being shot as he was working on her behalf when this happened.  
 
    She came to the hospital. She vowed she would pay for the best care to aid Jack’s recovery. I left the hospital when Jack’s parents arrived. I said I would come back later. I returned that evening to see him looking a thousand times better than when I left. He sat up in bed with his shoulder bandaged up. He even had a joke with his dad. He seemed pleased to see me and was more concerned with how I was. 
 
    I asked if there was anything he wanted me to bring in the following day. 
 
    “Just you,” was his reply. My cheeks began to tingle. Our eyes met. I wanted to put my arms around him and hug him. Instead, I bounced from foot to foot, looking down.  
 
    “Your mum and dad are nice, aren’t they?” Jack nodded and smiled.   
 
    Over the next few days, I went to the hospital each night after work. He had lots of visitors, mainly friends form the meetings. 
 
    “Two to a bed,” the nurse kept insisting. There were always about half a dozen people having to take it in turns to sit with him. 
 
    The following evening I arrived at the hospital just before seven. I stood in the doorway to the ward and looked over at where he lay. My face, neck and ears felt impossibly hot. Shuffling my feet, I grimaced.  
 
    A stunning blonde sat at his bedside holding his hand. They looked very affectionate. She stroked his hand. Her body was very close to his. It seemed very intimate. Oh no, that must be his girlfriend.  I’d presumed he wasn’t seeing anyone. I was ready to do an about turn and leg it when I saw Jack had noticed me. He beckoned me over to his bed. My face was still tingling. I avoided eye contact. I felt out of place. I moved from leg to leg and kept looking away. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m just leaving. It’s your turn.” The woman got up to leave. She had a figure to die for. Nausea descended on me. Jack had a big grin on his face. Even though I felt like the other woman, Jack obviously didn’t look at me romantically otherwise he wouldn’t have been so amused.  
 
    He didn’t speak about his girlfriend and I didn’t ask. I felt deflated. I walked around with my shoulders drooping. I had to accept he wasn’t the one for me. 
 
    He was kept in hospital for a few more weeks. He needed a number of operations on his shoulder and was booked in for physio. He was fortunate it was his right shoulder, and he was left-handed. After meeting his girlfriend, I wanted to stay away from the hospital but I couldn’t help myself. I still visited him regularly out of concern and because I cared about his welfare. I was trying to come to terms with the fact we would never be more than just good friends. I was gutted.  
 
    He probably joked about me to his girlfriend. His parents stayed until he was out of hospital. When they returned to Spain, Joyce volunteered to do his washing for him until he could manage it himself. She liked to mother him. I thought his girlfriend should be doing it but wisely kept my opinions to myself. 
 
    When he came out, he ignored the doctors’ orders and went straight back to work. I told him I would do what I could to help the case, but he insisted on visiting Joe Donoghue, now he was up and about. Later that day I was at home listening to the local radio and the news came on Charlie had been arrested. Holding my breath, I gulped. What might Charlie tell the police about his contact with me? From hearing the news of Charlie’s arrest, I kept expecting a visit from the police but nothing happened. It was too much to expect they wouldn’t want to speak to me again. I was still on police bail for harbouring him. I hadn’t spoken to Charlie for some time. I wondered if Laura had. I phoned her. 
 
    “I’ve heard the news about Charlie. How are you?” 
 
    “I was with him when they caught him.” 
 
    “Oh dear, what does that mean for you?” 
 
    “I’m in the same boat as you. I was arrested as an accessory.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It was horrible, Sophie. They kept me in ages asking me questions.”  I knew how awful that felt. I told her about Jack but she already knew. 
 
    My life had become very busy all of a sudden. I’d offered to keep an eye on Jack’s office as well as everything else and kept in touch with Mia’s mum. I was tidying up Jack’s office one lunchtime for him when he came barging through the door. 
 
    “Oh, glad you’re still here,” he said. I smiled as I finished dusting the desk. “I’ve got news,” he continued. I could tell from his body language he was keen to tell me. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “It’s definitely not Joe Donoghue.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, eager to hear more. 
 
    “His feet are massive, he takes a size thirteen, and he wasn’t even in the country when Cassie’s death took place.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us?” 
 
    “It’s back to Charlie and Randy as the main suspects.” 
 
    “Do you ever feel you’re going round in circles?” I asked. 
 
    “All the time,” he said. 
 
    “It’s strange how the police haven’t charged Charlie with the murder? 
 
    “They can only keep him a certain length of time before they charge him. They mustn’t have enough evidence against him.” Jack said. 
 
    “Oh and I’ve heard from Mia’s mum. There’s going to be an inquest. The family should be able to arrange a funeral for Mia and Alfie after that.” 
 
    “The sooner it gets sorted for her the better.” 
 
    “Yes and she’s going to arrange a joint funeral,” I said. 
 
    “What Mia’s poor mum must be going through, I can’t imagine,” he said. 
 
    “No, oh and talking of family, I won’t be here tomorrow, I’m going to see Dad.” I no longer called around every day to Dad’s now he was well. In fact, I knew he was much better because he got annoyed with me doing things for him these days.  
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame. I’ve got used to having you around the place,” Jack smiled and I grinned like a Cheshire cat. “How is your dad doing, by the way?” 
 
    “He’s great. He’s even back dancing.” 
 
    “Good for him.” 
 
    I called at Dad’s the following day. We complimented each other on how well we both looked. He told me he now had a lady friend called Margaret. They’d met at one of his tea dances and they’d been out on a couple of dates already. He said they planned to go on a picnic the next day. 
 
    “Oh that sounds nice, Dad, Where are you going, anywhere nice? 
 
    “Rochdale.” 
 
    “Rochdale!” I exclaimed. “I can think of nicer places to take a lady.” 
 
    “What do you mean? It’s lovely over the tops at Ashworth Valley and we’ll call in Owd Betts pub on the way home.” 
 
    “Don’t go getting her drunk now, Dad.” I winked at him. It amazed me how much better things were now with my family. Even me and Steph were speaking and being civil with each other. 
 
     I got a call from Laura a few days later. She sounded upbeat. 
 
    “Guess what,” she said, “Charlie’s been released and they’re not charging me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great news, Laura.”  
 
    “Have you heard from the police yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.”  
 
    “Oh and we’ve some other news.” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Charlie and I are moving in together.” I thought what a quick worker he was and didn’t know what to make of that news. My stomach stirred. Was that indigestion or did I feel uncomfortable with Laura’s information? 
 
     I said, “I hope everything goes well for the two of you. Will Charlie get his old job back?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet.”  
 
    After our conversation ended, I was left with the thought that the only suspect left, if the police now believed Charlie’s innocence, was Randy. I thought to myself, if that was the case, then I’d leave the investigation up to the experts. I knew better than to get involved again. 
 
    A couple of days later, I got home from work late. There were two envelopes on the mat. I opened them both. One was a letter to renew my home insurance. I raised my eyebrows. It seemed pointless renewing. I’d had all that damage and hadn’t claimed a thing. I almost had enough money saved to buy a new carpet. It would take a while longer before I could afford a new television. I put the letter to one side. 
 
    I opened the other envelope and read through it. It was from the police, telling me they would not be proceeding with charges against me so I no longer needed to attend at the police station for bail. I was so relieved. I breathed in, sucking in the air, then out again. The heavy load I had been carrying magically fell away. Until it disappeared I hadn’t realised how much stress it caused me. I was free, and it felt good. Another thing struck me. Throughout this time, having a drink hadn’t entered my head once. Something was rubbing off on me and I liked it. 
 
    I phoned both Joyce and Jack to let them know. They had both become a big part of my support network. There were other friends and family to tell, like Dad and Steph and my friend Angela. It was nice to know there were people in my life that cared about me. They were genuinely pleased with my news. Aaron and Liam decided we needed to go out for a curry to celebrate.  
 
    Two weeks passed by without any dramas. Jack had to attend hospital for his shoulder. He was still in pain with it and it made him grumpy. I tried to stay away from him but couldn’t help myself. Even if he wasn’t there, I found myself going to his office and doing his filing or cleaning. I hope he appreciates this, I thought to myself as I mopped his floor.  
 
    The phone rang, and I answered it. It was a woman chasing up her invoice. Apparently, she hadn’t been charged yet for the work Jack did for her a couple of months back. I wondered what Kelly, the student, was doing. That was supposed to be her job. If it was up to me, I’d sack her, but Jack was too soft to do that. 
 
    The following evening I received a text from Laura asking if I was free. I sent a reply saying I was. She phoned me straightaway. All I heard when I answered was sobbing. 
 
    “Laura, Laura, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes, sniff, yes, sorry.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, Laura?” 
 
    “It’s Charlie, sniff.” 
 
    “Why, what’s happened?” 
 
    “He’s attacked me,” she sobbed. Heat flushed through my body. 
 
    “No,” I replied. I felt numb. Poor Laura. 
 
    “Can you come round, Sophie?” I paused as I took in the question. I didn’t want to, but Laura cried out for help. 
 
    “Okay, where are you?” She gave me the address, and I got my coat. I was outside their shared home within fifteen minutes. My stomach churned as I anticipated what might happen next. I knocked and took a big gulp. I heard footsteps approaching from the inside. Laura opened the door. She’d stopped crying. Mascara ran down her bruised face. Her lip was cut.  
 
    “Is it safe to come in?” I asked. She nodded. 
 
    “Where is he?” I whispered. She hunched her shoulders and shook her head. 
 
    I followed her into the lounge and the shock of the devastation hit me. The furniture was upturned. There was broken crockery, and the floor was littered with books and food. 
 
    “My goodness, what happened?” 
 
    “He turned on me. He asked me if I believed he was innocent and I didn’t reply straight away. Of course, I believe he’s innocent. I wouldn’t be with him if I didn’t but he just completely lost the plot. He wouldn’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Has he ever done anything like this to you before?” 
 
    “No, never and I don’t ever want to see this side of him again.” She sat on the sofa with her head in her hands. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?”  
 
    “I’m leaving. It’s made me realise maybe there was some truth to what Cassie said.” I too had been taken in by Charlie. Suddenly, I felt a cold chill in the room. As if in slow motion, I watched Laura’s eyes widen in terror as she stared at the door behind me. I turned my head to follow the direction of her eyes and nearly jumped out of my skin. Charlie stood in the doorway with his arms folded. He had a look of evil on his face. 
 
    “Well, well, look who we have here. Sophie’s come to the rescue.” His features contorted as he spat out, “You pair of bitches.” I moved from the chair I was sitting on towards Laura. I was afraid of what he might do next. He picked up a chair and threw it in our direction. We both screamed, and each moved to a separate corner of the room. He was still in the doorway blocking our exit. Laura snatched up a vase and lurched forward to hit him with it but Charlie was too quick for her and grabbed her arm. They wrestled together. I looked around the lounge for something to use as a weapon. I picked up another vase and hurled it at him. I shook. He lost his balance, and I grabbed Laura’s hand. 
 
    “Come on Laura, run.” We made it to the front door. Charlie was in pursuit. I was in front of her. She turned and kicked him and we managed to get a few seconds on him. We ran towards my car. Charlie was still too close. My eyes darted around as I searched for a weapon. I picked up the branch of a tree and whacked him with it. I pressed the remote control on my vehicle. 
 
    “Get in, Laura,” I screamed. 
 
    Charlie was on top of me. He punched me in the face. I saw stars. Laura was about to get in the car but then saw my predicament and came to my rescue. She began kicking and punching Charlie. I did the same, and he went down. We made our move and managed to jump in the vehicle. My hands shook as I turned the key in the ignition. I started the engine just as Charlie put his hand on the roof of the car. I put my foot on the accelerator, revved up and sped off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    RANDY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the office in the back of the nightclub. I thought when I bought the place it would be great for laundering money. The way things were going, it ate into the profits from my other businesses. The escort agency was flourishing, and I was still making a packet from the security business but it wasn’t like it was ten years ago. Everyone muscled in these days. Any old Arthur Daley thought he could make a few bob and set up massage parlours and security agencies nowadays. It had got very competitive and some of my team were getting greedy, wanting more money for their services. There needed to be a shake-up. 
 
     I looked at the figures that had been prepared for me. I made no secret of the fact I was no accountant. If this place didn’t buck up soon, it would have to go. It was a shame because I fancied myself as something of a DJ and enjoyed the sounds. Getting in the lap dancers helped but there was pressure from the Force sniffing around, checking up for drugs.  
 
    This club had to be as squeaky clean as I could make it if I wanted to hang onto it. I opened the top locked drawer of the desk and took out a packet containing white powder. I laid it down on the surface and rolled up a paper. I closed one nostril and sniffed up through the other. The hit was immediate. Aaah, that felt better. 
 
    I’d made a huge mistake recently. I’d got into a property scam that had gone tits up. I was set to lose a lot of money and I mean a lot. I wasn’t sure if I could ride it out with my other businesses. It was a worry. It wasn’t easy running my empire, and I needed time out. I’d been over to see Tosser Tanner tonight, one of the security team. He’d made a balls-up of his trigger practice with the new tool he’d been given and shot himself in the foot. What an idiot. I had to laugh. If these guys had brains, they’d be dangerous. 
 
    Woz was back in my good books as he had come up trumps finding a young teenager who could burgle houses for us. The young lad trained up a group of ten to twelve-year-olds to do the grafting. They could get through open windows and were so nimble, plus no one suspected them. It wasn’t bringing in a fortune yet but every little counted the way things were at the moment.  
 
     Someone knocked on my locked office door. 
 
    “Who is it?” I shouted, frowning. 
 
    “It’s me, Georgia.” I smiled and rose from the black leather chair to let her in. She immediately spied my supply. 
 
    “Shares?” she said. 
 
    “Help yourself,” I replied, then I watched as she slinked her perfectly formed body over to the desk. Perfect at my expense, of course. It cost me a few bob for her boob and bum jobs but then eyeing her up now I thought it was money well spent. 
 
    After she took a hit, I beckoned her over and patted my knee. She sauntered across the room and sat on my lap.  
 
    “I’ve got a little present for you,” I said. I kissed her then pushed her away. I walked over to the safe hidden behind the health and safety certificate on display. She watched me with interest as I keyed in the code. I kept looking around. You can never be too careful. I took out a tiny box and threw it over to her. 
 
    “There you go, cop a load of that.” Georgia smiled at me with curiosity. She had beautiful features and her confidently applied makeup, although heavy, made her hard to resist. I watched as she slowly opened the box. The beaming delight on her face made the trouble I had gone to get the ring seem worthwhile, either that or I was going soft in my old age. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she took out the stunning diamond ring and gasped. It made me grin. That was the response I hoped for. She slowly placed it on the third finger of her left hand. 
 
    “Oh Randy, it’s perfect.” She held her arm out, tilting her hand, then she cocked her head as she viewed the diamonds from every angle. 
 
    “This must have cost you a pretty penny.” She looked up at me. I winked at her. 
 
    “You’re worth it.” That was an understatement. She could run my business blindfold. She took no nonsense from anyone and she was my best friend.  
 
    “So is this what I think it is?” she asked 
 
    “You’ve been going on about it for long enough.” 
 
    “Get down on one knee then.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” 
 
    “No, get over here and on your knees.” I smiled. She took hold of my left hand and swung me around the side of the desk. I got down on my knee and put my free hand up her skirt. She clipped my ear. 
 
    “Randy, you dirty sod. Say it.” 
 
    “Say what?” I laughed raucously. 
 
    “You know, say it.” 
 
    “Georgia, will you be my missus?” She put her hands on her hips and gave me one of her looks. 
 
    “That’s not very romantic but if it’s the best you can do, then I accept but there are conditions.” 
 
     “Oh?” Nothing surprised me with Georgia. 
 
    “One, stop taking your pick of the other girls.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” I’d have to be more careful in future on that score. 
 
    “Two, let me stop seeing clients and just oversee the girls.”  I nodded. 
 
    “I’ll agree to that. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “One more thing, make me a 50/50 partner in the business.” 
 
    I blew out. I knew she’d drive a hard bargain. 
 
    “70/’30 and that’s my final offer.” She did a good job for me and she was worth it but I could tell from the look on her face she wasn’t giving up. 
 
    “60/40. You're not getting away that lightly.” I put my hands up in the air and looked up at the ceiling. There were still pockets of money here and there that Georgia didn’t know about.  I knew I would be able to keep them from her. 
 
    “I accept, boss.” She held out a hand to shake mine. I reciprocated, shaking my head.  
 
    “Now get out of here and get some work done.” I smacked her backside as she got up. It made a change for one of my members of staff to be happy. I upset most of them. The phone rang, and I waved her out the room. 
 
    “Hello,” I answered. It was Mikey, the manager from the scrap yard I owned. 
 
    “Yo, how you doing, bruv?” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Mikey?” 
 
    “It’s one of the security cameras, boss. It’s been smashed. We think we know who it was, but we wondered what you wanted us to do about it.” 
 
    “WTF,” I smashed my hand down on the table. Some of my staff had the brains of imbeciles. 
 
    “Are you stupid or what,” I continued.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Mikey’s tone sounded like he was taken aback by my outburst. 
 
    “Surely I don’t have to nursemaid you. Get it sorted,” I shouted. 
 
    “So, shall we get a new camera?” 
 
    “Yes.” I threw the account book across the room. “You don’t need me to tell you what to do.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t who we think it was?” 
 
    “Rough ‘em up a bit, anyway. It won’t do ‘em any harm. They’ll know they can’t mess with Randy’s crew.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Randy.” He put the phone down in haste. Another call came in straight after. 
 
    “What do you want, Woz?”  
 
    “Just wanted to let you know you won’t be getting any hassle from the Peking Duck anymore.” 
 
    “At last, that’s good to hear. He’s finally come to his senses as he, old Chin Lee.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s not looking so pretty at the moment.” We both laughed. 
 
    “That’s good news. Catch you later, Woz.” 
 
    “Bye boss.”  I ended the call and sighed. It wasn’t always easy running the many strands of my business. There was always small stuff to sweat over. I decided I’d have an early night after sorting out the takings. I sent Georgia a text asking her to do the same. 
 
    We deserve a treat tonite G. I’ll put a bottle of Moet on ice and I’ll be waiting. Don’t be late. U can knock off early on the boss’s say so x 
 
    My phone pipped straightaway. 
 
    Nice one R xx 
 
    I smiled to myself. I was in for a good night tonight. 
 
    The following morning I woke with a banging head. It was almost eleven but then Georgia and I hadn’t gone to bed until the early hours and when we did go, she was insatiable. She wore me out. I didn’t think she’d have had any energy left, but that girl has a lot of stamina. She was already up and out spending my hard earned money on retail therapy. I had a lazy morning. I put on my monogrammed dressing gown and made a move.  
 
    Pattering across the wooden floor of the bedroom, I made my way into the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine. I picked up the mail then took my drink out on to the balcony. I had a great view of the whole of Manchester from my penthouse apartment. On a good day, I could see right over the Pennines but not today. It was dry but dull, just warm enough to sit outside. 
 
    I took a swig of my drink and opened the first envelope. The colour drained from my face as I read. I slowly placed my mug down. 
 
    “No, no, no!” I cried. “What have I done?” I grabbed hold of my hair and wanted to pull it out. I sat there in a daze for some time. Banging my fist on the table, I cried, “Shit, shit, shit.” I closed my eyes and prayed. I never pray. I never felt any guilt for the harm I caused to others. Most of them deserved what was coming to them but I had done something so bad, it was unforgivable, even in my thinking. I got out the whisky bottle and fixed myself a drink. Not being able to take my liquor, I was half cut by the time Georgia came back. I was still sat outside when I heard her calling from the hall. 
 
    “Hello, are you still here?” she shouted. I didn’t answer. She tottered in. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked with a look of shock on her face at my appearance. She put her shopping down and walked up and put her hand on my arm. 
 
    “Randy, what’s got into you?” I brushed her off me, abruptly. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Randy? What is it?” Her eyes opened wide, staring at me. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Randy, don’t take whatever it is out on me.” Georgia put her hands on her hips. I frowned and gave her a look of disdain. She changed her tactics and her tone softened. She came and sat beside me. 
 
    “You always said a problem shared is a problem halved,” she said in a gentle voice. 
 
    “No, you won’t forgive me for this. Even I can’t forgive me for this.” A worried expression shot across her face. 
 
    “What, what is it, Randy?” 
 
    “No, I’m not telling you.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave it like this. You’ve got to tell me now.” Her voice and pitch both rose as she spoke. 
 
    “Just leave me alone, Georgia. I don’t want to discuss it.” 
 
    She picked the envelope up off the table. 
 
    “Leave that,” I shouted. 
 
    It was too late. She had already scanned the contents. 
 
    “OMG, what’s this?” Her mouth was wide open. There was no way I could wriggle out of what she had read. 
 
    “Did you know before?” she asked. I was annoyed with her interference. 
 
    “Do you really think I’d have… oh, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Think you’d have what?” she wouldn’t let it go. 
 
    “It’s none of your business, woman. Now leave me alone.” I got up from the chair and moved to go to the bedroom. She got hold of my shoulder and tried to pull me back. I shoved her off, and she fell to the ground. I was in no mood for her at the moment. She deserved to hurt herself. She shouted, but I wasn’t listening.  
 
    She got up and came at me again.  
 
    “I’m warning you, Georgia. Stay out of this. I won’t tell you again.” I gave her a look, and she knew I meant business and she backed towards the door. 
 
    “You’re too much Randy Sharples.” She stormed out of the room. I was just glad to see the back of her. I didn’t like my mind at the moment. I wasn’t sure what I was capable of doing in this state. I didn’t want to do anything else I might regret. It was okay to sort people out who deserved it but I would never live this down when it got out. I wanted out. This world was a sick place and the Big Man upstairs was playing a nasty cruel joke on me. The world was out to get me that was for sure and the way I felt right now, I thought it was going to win. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Everything seemed so pointless.  
 
    I swigged down my drink and poured some more whisky. Necking the full glass down in one, I shuddered and poured myself another.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    GEORGIA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Randy’s behaviour had gone downhill since that letter and but sadly the same happened with our relationship. If only he’d explained, I might have been able to talk to him about it but he kept everything to himself. He’d become more moody than usual. If I tried to broach the subject with him, he just bit my head off which was rich considering he was the one in the wrong. Randy went into a deep decline. He had always been moody in the past. I thought I coped with his mood swings well but this dark period was affecting me as well. 
 
    His businesses suffered because of his low mood. He seemed to lose interest in everything overnight. It wasn’t like him. Normally, he wanted to know the takings for all his businesses as soon as they were in but since he received that letter, he stopped caring. His “hands-on” approach had disappeared. I had to go out and keep an eye on everything, every night. Some of the guys were talking. They were getting suspicious, wondering where he was. I couldn’t tell them he was at home feeling sorry for himself, scoring, or whatever else he got up to. 
 
    I tried to keep up a front. As Randy’s fiancée, he gave me more responsibility. I managed the businesses, okay, but I didn’t like it. Without Randy there, I worried about the other gangs getting wind of it and taking over. We always ran a tight ship and Randy knew everything that was going down. He had his contacts who warned him of any problems. I doubted they’d be quite as keen to tell me. 
 
     If something didn’t change soon, we’d be in trouble. I had to cheer him up and get him back to work. Before I went to the club, I called in Ann Summers on Market Street and treated myself to some lingerie. Maybe this would help. I made my way to the till with a bright red and black body and suspenders. If this didn’t do the trick, then I didn’t know what would. 
 
    I walked through Manchester to the club and spent the evening there. We weren’t busy. I had a couple of drinks with Woz.  
 
    “How’s Randy, only he’s not returning my calls?” The sides of my mouth drooped, and I had to think for a few seconds. I didn’t want anyone thinking Randy had lost control. I tried to smile. I thought I would make a good actress.   
 
    “He’s gone down with flu or something. He’s got a bad chest infection. You know how much he smokes and he won’t go to the doctors, so it serves him right if he’s stuck in bed feeling sorry for himself. I’m sure he’ll be out and about soon.” I didn’t know if Woz believed me. It wasn’t a good enough excuse for Randy not to speak to Woz but it was the best I could come up with on the spot. I made a mental note to tell Randy to play up his coughing when he spoke to the lads. 
 
    I had messages from two of the girls concerning one of the punters they were worried about. Apparently, the guy’s behaviour was becoming more and more aggressive. Both girls mentioned he almost strangled them whilst having sex. This was not on. I tapped my foot as I considered what to do about it. I’d had words with the guy in the past, but he wasn’t cooling his behaviour. 
 
     I had to look after my girls. They took enough knocks as it was. Only last week, Kasia had been badly beaten and left for dead. She wouldn’t now be able to work for some time. Randy had to take back control and come down heavy on these guys. I’d tell him later when I got home. Maybe having something to do might bring him to his senses. 
 
    I arrived back at the apartment in the early hours. I pressed a single switch and all the lamps came on simultaneously. I turned the dimmer switch to subdue the lighting. Picking up the remote control for the sound system, I pressed play and was immediately comforted by the sounds of Mary J Blige. I fixed myself a gin and tonic and, kicking my shoes off, put my feet up on the sofa. The soles of my feet throbbed, and I rubbed them. 
 
     I sat there thinking for some time listening to the words of “I’m going down”. How poignant they were at the moment. The sound of the rain against the window was driving me insane. I felt alone. My man may not have deserted me in a physical sense, but emotionally he was not there for me at the moment.  Finishing my drink, I made my way into our shared bedroom where Randy lay sleeping.  
 
    The lingerie would have to wait for another time. I took my black dress out of the wardrobe and hung it over the door frame. I brushed it down then, pushed the sliding door shut. A creature of habit, I always got my outfit out the night before, something I had done ever since my school days. Even when I wagged it, which was most of my school life, I still put up the pretence and wore my school uniform, all crisp and neat. 
 
    It was the funeral of Mia and Alfie the following day. Randy said he wouldn’t be attending, but he might live to regret it if he didn’t go. I lay awake worrying about him. Something had to change soon. I’d known him a long time, and I’d never seen him like this. I turned over and watched him as he lay sleeping. I wished I could get through to him.  
 
    I overslept the following day. I had taken a sleeping pill the night before because I was fed up with the restless nights. Big mistake. I only had time for a quick shower before I left. I swigged half a cup of coffee and threw on my jacket. A quick smidgen of lippy and I was out of the door.  
 
    I hadn’t been able to persuade Randy to come, so I travelled with a couple of the girls to Agecroft Cemetery. I never enjoyed going to funerals. I liked Mia before I found out about her sleeping with Randy. I knew in my game, I had to harden myself to the fact it was just sex. I was the one he came home to every night but it still hurt. 
 
    Most of the time I was a tough nut but knowing Alfie was Randy’s son, that he would never now meet him, never play football with him, never get to see him grow up. It set off a pang of pain inside my heart. If I felt like this, then goodness only knew what Randy was going through, especially if he had been involved in Alfie’s death. It was particularly bad seeing Alfie’s small coffin. It hit home, his young tender age. I didn’t want to pry too much into the accident plus the coroner recorded it as misadventure so maybe it was best to keep quiet. 
 
    I stood talking to the girls after the service ended, leaning against a tree. I got a sense of déjà vu when I spotted Sophie, the woman who had been asking questions about Randy. She smiled and waved over at me. I nodded and turned away. I hoped she wouldn’t come over. I didn’t think it would be good for her to ask too many questions at the moment. One of the girls nudged me and I swivelled round to see Sophie walking towards me. Just my luck. I decided to make a move myself in the hope of warding her off. I beckoned the girls that it was time we went. They followed me but Sophie ran up behind me. 
 
    “Georgia, can I have a quick word?” 
 
    “Not now, I’ve got to dash.” I ran out to the car. I turned to look back at her and she was stood there with her hands on her hips. The guy she was with, I felt sure I had seen him somewhere before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d dropped Laura off at her parents after the attack. I didn’t think she would press charges against Charlie. The whole experience left me feeling fragile. We had both been taken in by him. However, something or someone had been watching over me and kept me safe from his clutches. I could so easily have got involved with him myself. I was glad now I listened to both Joyce and my own instincts. He may have got off with the murder but he was still a violent man who could not be trusted. 
 
    I phoned Joyce to tell her the news. I wanted to let Jack know, but I thought he would be with his girlfriend. I was seeing him the following day, anyway. We’d arranged to go to Mia’s funeral together. 
 
    I told him what happened on the way to the service.  
 
    “You should have phoned me,” he said. His expression looked pinched. 
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you.” Jack shook his head. 
 
    “That’s what friends are for,” he exclaimed raising his arms in the air. I saw him grimace and I looked at his shoulder. He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose.” My heart fluttered as I thought about our relationship. I wanted more from him but I knew he wasn’t available I wasn’t going to make the mistake of taking someone else’s man again. I did that with Simon, my ex and it ended in disaster and got me in a lot of trouble. 
 
    The church organ was already playing as we took our places in the small chapel. The funeral was even sadder than Cassie’s had been, probably because there was a child involved. I was glad Jack had been able to accompany me to the service. I didn’t want to deal with grief on my own. Whilst I didn’t know Mia as well as Cassie, it was still very tragic.  
 
    We weren’t going on to the reception. I got a lump in my throat as I thought how Mia’s mum described her, a bubbly, fun-loving wild child. Alfie, she said had been doing well at nursery and was liked by everyone. There were many people from the meetings who had come to pay their respects to Mia and Alfie. We were continually nodding and saying hello to people we knew.  
 
    After the service, we circulated. Jack was outside in conversation with Joyce. I walked up to them and let them finish what they were saying. I smiled at Jack raising my eyebrows and tilting my head. He got the message and made his excuses to Joyce. We said our goodbyes then left, walking down the path together towards my car. 
 
    “What is it, Sophie?” 
 
    “It’s that Georgia. I tried to speak to her, but she’s just swerved me. She knows more than she’s letting on and I’m sure it was Randy who was responsible for shooting you. She’s definitely keeping things to herself, the way she scarpered as soon as I walked towards her. She had guilt written all over her face.” 
 
    “I’d like to keep an eye on her but I don’t want to involve you after last time with Randy. I’m not an idiot and I know he’s behind what happened to me.” 
 
    “It makes me angry to think he’s getting away with this so I want to help in any way I can.” I frowned. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t possibly ask you.” 
 
    “Please, Jack, it would be a pleasure to drive you whilst your shoulder’s still bad and you’re not fit to drive.” 
 
    “You’ve already done over and above what anyone else has done for me. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.” My heart melted.  
 
    “Oh?” I smiled. Jack blushed. 
 
    “I wasn’t implying anything…” 
 
    “It’s okay, but I insist.” I saw he was embarrassed now, and I didn’t want to make things worse for him. 
 
    “I’ll be glad when I’m able to drive again. This whole business with my shoulder is taking so long.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive, Jack and something good has come out of it.” 
 
    “Oh, and what’s that then?” 
 
    “You and I have got closer.” I grinned as I watched him squirm.  
 
    “I appreciate what you’re doing for me, Sophie.” His look was serious. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, I enjoy helping you.” We approached my car and climbed in. I put the key in the ignition. 
 
    “So, am I dropping you off at your office?” I asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes please.” He seemed to be thinking hard. We set off and listened to music on the radio.  
 
    “I’m surprised Randy wasn’t at the funeral,” I said. 
 
    “He’s like the Scarlet Pimpernel, that one. Perhaps, he wouldn’t have felt protected enough in a public area, too open for him.” 
 
    “Mmm.” I was deep in thought. “I always thought Alfie had a look of Randy.” Jack turned to me and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Really?” he nodded. We listened to some more music. As I approached Kay Gardens, Jack coughed. He turned the radio dial down and glanced over at me. 
 
    “So, driver, how do you fancy going clubbing tonight?” he asked. I was suspicious. I couldn’t believe Jack was asking me out on a date. The last place I expected him to take me was a nightclub. I frowned. 
 
    “I don’t mean to go in a nightclub necessarily, more to find out what our girl, Georgia is up to.” I laughed. 
 
    “Okay, count me in. I’ll pick you up later. Text me what time you want me there.” I dropped him off and kept playing over and over everything that had been said. I didn’t for one minute think Jack had any feelings for me. My heart yearned to be with him. I no longer thought about Charlie, thank goodness but I still had Jack’s mystery girlfriend, who he never spoke of, to contend with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    GEORGIA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Travelling back from the funeral gave me time to do a lot of thinking. Randy had recently found out he was Alfie’s dad. Why would he not want to attend his own son’s funeral? If he had been sleeping with Mia, a fact I was less than pleased about, surely he’d want to pay respects to her, his son’s mother? If he wanted me in his life, then it was time for him to do some talking.  
 
    I got to the apartment, and he was sat watching daytime TV. I picked up the remote control and switched it off. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” he shouted, then turned to me. His eyes were darting about all over. There was dried blood around his nostrils. He’d been snorting again. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask how the funeral went?” He gave me a filthy look. I thought he was going to spit at me. “There were a lot of people there. Alfie’s coffin was so small. You should have been there.” He began laughing uncontrollably. I frowned. 
 
    “I never met him and I didn’t want anything to do with that bitch.” 
 
    “You obviously wanted something to do with her at some point.” 
 
    “Leave it, Georgia. I’ve no time for this.” His head was flopping. I realised he was stoned, but I still wanted to say my piece. 
 
    “You might not want to talk about it but there’s plenty I want to know. How long had you been sleeping with her for?” 
 
    “Oh don’t be stupid, woman. It was sex we had when she started work. I wasn’t seeing her.” 
 
    “How can I believe you, Randy? You never tell the truth,” I shouted. My body tensed. He moved to pick the remote control back up and tried to switch the TV on again. I snatched it from him and hurled it across the room. “Oh no, you don’t. I want answers.” I put my hands on my hips. 
 
    “I’ve nothing to say to you.” 
 
    At that, I completely lost it. I started throwing any object that came into my path at the wall. In retaliation, Randy slapped me across the face as if that might knock some sense into me. He smacked me some more. I shook. 
 
    “Nothing to say to me, hey, we’ll see about that.” I stormed into the bedroom. 
 
    “What are you doing, Georgia?” I was banging around in the bedroom. I pulled out a couple of suitcases. I’d had enough of him keeping stuff from me. I would move out. I opened the wardrobes and began throwing my clothes in. I collected up my shoes and filled a whole case. I wasn’t thinking clearly. My nostrils flared. 
 
    Randy came into the room and tried to restrain me. 
 
    “Stop it, Georgia. There’s no need for this.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough, Randy. You never speak to me anymore. You keep things from me. We were supposed to be partners, but this isn’t working.” 
 
    “Whoa, slow down. Don’t be so hasty. Let’s work this out.” He grappled with me. 
 
    “No, I’ve had it up to here.” I raised my hand up to my head then I began to cry. 
 
    “Come here, Georgia. Sit down. Let’s talk about it now.” I couldn’t believe he hadn’t retaliated. It wasn’t like him. I wiped my eyes and sat down. I knew I didn’t want to go anywhere.  
 
    “You’ve become a stranger lately, Randy and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve not been in a good place.” 
 
    “So what did Mia mean to you?” 
 
    “I told you, nothing. She was just a typical nosey bitch who wouldn’t shut up blabbing, and she needed bringing down a peg or two. Okay, so when she initially started working for us, we had sex but I just needed to make sure she was up for doing the job.” 
 
    “So did you arrange for her to have the accident?” 
 
    “I wanted to put the frighteners on her. I hate it if anyone gets too close to me or my business.” 
 
    “Other than me, you mean?” 
 
    “Other than you, of course.” 
 
    “I didn’t count on the fact she’d had a drink and I certainly didn’t know the kid was in the car. Yes, the car was rigged, but it wasn’t meant to kill them. I’d been putting the frighteners on her and I only wanted to scare her. You know that no one messes with me and gets away with it. She’d come to me to borrow money, and she was supposed to be turning tricks to pay off her debt but she never showed up.” 
 
    “So you killed your own son!” 
 
    “Stop it Georgia, you’re not listening to me. It wasn’t like that.” Randy put his head in his hands. 
 
    “Sometimes, you’re unbelievable. I could kill you for what you’ve done. I hate you, Randy Sharples.” My voice was going hoarse from shouting. I clenched and unclenched my fists. How could he have done something so stupid? I picked up the cases then decided to leave them by the front door. I would make my mind up later whether I would be leaving permanently. For now, I needed distance from Randy. I banged the door hard as I left.  
 
    I had no idea where I was going but I couldn’t stay near Randy at the moment. I wasn’t in control of my actions. I walked towards the Arndale Centre. I had a look around the market but my head was all over. My body shook. I decided to go to the club and busy myself there. No one else had arrived yet, so I keyed in the alarm code and let myself in. It was in darkness when I arrived. I helped myself to a large gin and tonic and went and sat down in the office. I leaned back in the leather upholstered chair and put my feet up on the mahogany desk. I had to decide what I wanted in my life. I didn’t want to miss out on any of Randy’s money which meant I had to come to terms with what he had done. It wasn’t going to be easy.  
 
    I called one of my girlfriends to have a moan about Randy but I couldn’t tell anyone what happened. I could live with his mistakes but I doubted how loyal other people would be. I discussed his general behaviour and how it got on my nerves. I didn’t think most people had a clue how bad he was. He seemed able to snuff out a life without any conscience. He always justified his actions, but he’d come unstuck with Alfie’s death.  
 
    An hour later, Frankie and Al, two of the security team arrived. We had a chat with a couple of punters that kept trying to come in even though they were barred. Before long I was engrossed in the day-to-day problems and the running of the club. I was able to put thoughts of Randy to the back of my head, temporarily. 
 
    In the end, it turned out to be a busy night. Takings were better than they had been for a while. I was still smarting about what Randy had done. I stayed until the end of the evening. I wanted Randy to be asleep when I got in. I wasn’t ready for another confrontation yet and I certainly wasn’t ready to forgive him. 
 
    It was the early hours of the morning when I arrived back at the apartment. I had got my usual taxi across the city. Although it was only a short distance, I didn’t want to get mugged by any of the local hoodlums. 
 
    I pressed my key fob against the panel to let myself in and a strange sensation came over me. I shuddered. Call it a sixth sense but something didn’t feel right. I didn’t call out to Randy when I walked through the door as I expected him to be asleep. I walked into the lounge and was stopped dead in my tracks by the sight I saw.  
 
    “Aargh, no, no, no,” I screamed. My whole body shook. My hand trembled as I searched to pull my phone out of my bag. Still shaking, I dialled the emergency services and was asked which service I required on the third ring.  
 
    “Ambulance, quick,” the operator transferred the call. 
 
    “Emergency ambulance, can I take the address of the emergency.” I sobbed now and found it difficult to speak. 
 
    “24, Noble Gardens. It’s on the top floor. Be quick, I think he’s dead.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what’s happened?” the operator asked. 
 
    “He’s hung himself, oh my God, please hurry.” I put my hand over my mouth as I spoke. 
 
    “Okay, an ambulance has been dispatched as we speak but I’m going to stay on the line with you. Can I take your name?” the operator was very calm. 
 
    “It’s Georgia, I’m his fiancée,” I wailed. 
 
    “Okay Georgia, do you think you can cut him down?” 
 
    “No, no, no, I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I understand Georgia but I’d like you to cut him down so you can carry out CPR on him.” 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t know.” I continued to sob. 
 
    “Just see if there’s a pair of scissors or a knife to get him down.” I did as I was told. My body went into automatic pilot mode and I just listened to the instructions. I managed to saw through the rope with a kitchen knife and Randy’s body slumped to the floor. I screamed. I still shook. 
 
    “Are you there, Georgia? Can you put me on loudspeaker and I’ll tell you what you need to do and we’ll do this together.” 
 
    “I’m sure he must be dead. He’s not breathing.” 
 
    “Just follow my instructions. Can you lay him straight on the floor?” 
 
    “Okay. I’ve done that.” 
 
    “Place one hand on his forehead, tilt his head back and lift his chin with two fingers to open his airways.” 
 
    “Right,” I sniffled. 
 
    “Is he breathing or conscious?” 
 
    “No, no, he’s not,” I whimpered. 
 
    “Now, I want you to listen very carefully to me. Place the heel of one hand in the centre of his chest. Place your other hand on top of the first. Interlock your fingers and with straight arms, use the heel of your hand to push the breastbone down firmly and smoothly so the chest is pressed down between five and six centimetres then release. I’m going to count the chest compressions with you and we’ll do this until the paramedics arrive. They shouldn’t be too long now. As we speak, they’re already on your road.” I began doing the chest compressions and continued to follow instructions. 
 
    “Count along with me, Georgia, 1,2,3,4,1,2,3,4.” My heart sank with relief as the door buzzer sounded and I rushed up to let the paramedics in. One of them quickly took over from me and the other one started asking me questions. I was in a daze.  
 
    Another paramedic arrived not long after and was joined by the police. I was taken into the bedroom and asked lots of questions. My head felt as though it would split open. There was no news coming through from the other room regarding Randy but I realised it must be bad news. I was scared to go back into the lounge. My brain had gone numb. I could no longer think straight. When the police asked me if I knew any reason why Randy might want to take his own life, I only mentioned he had been feeling low lately. I also said that he’d been doing drugs and drinking heavily so his mind could have been deranged from a cocktail of substances. Any other secrets Randy had would go to the grave. I would stay loyal to my man. Everyone thought bad enough about him. I didn’t want people thinking any worse of him. 
 
    Finally, the first paramedic came through and told me he was very sorry but he had pronounced Randy dead. I knew there was no chance for him as soon as I saw him hanging there. Having to do the CPR falsely raised my hopes, but it was all in vain. Randy was no more.  
 
    There were so many people milling around the apartment. It was too much for me. One of the paramedics asked if there was anyone I wanted to call but at the moment I couldn’t think of anyone other than Randy’s nephew, Harry. He needed to know and Randy still had relatives in St Lucia. They could wait until the morning to be told along with everyone else. Two more people arrived. It was that woman, Sophie. What was she doing here?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack and I hadn’t been sitting outside Georgia’s apartment very long before we realised something was wrong. She had only been inside for five minutes, and we were still contemplating what action to take next when one ambulance arrived then another and finally the police. It was an apartment block and it could have been any number of people they could have been attending to. However, a gut instinct inside me suspected they were going to Randy and Georgia’s place. We got out of the car when the police arrived. As luck would have it, Jack knew the officer in attendance, so we walked into the building with them.  
 
    I heard Georgia’s sobs as soon as the door was opened. One police officer was talking to her, and a paramedic held her hand, trying to calm her down. The police tried to dismiss us but not before we found out what happened. Randy had hung himself and Georgia had cut him down.  
 
    I couldn’t contemplate what that poor woman must be going through. I had to admit, what Randy had done was the last thing I expected. This would be big news throughout Manchester. Randy was one of the most notorious criminals around the area. It wouldn’t take long before the press got wind of this and they would be hounding Georgia for a story. I managed to get to speak to her briefly before we were shunted out of the door. 
 
    “Georgia, I am so sorry to hear what has happened. You must be in absolute bits. Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “It’s okay, the policewoman has been looking after me.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do for you, you only have to ask.” Georgia looked at me. Her usual hard faced exterior had been cracked by the turn of events. I was about to walk out of the room and leave her with the police and paramedics when I had a thought. “I do grief counselling in a professional capacity and I’d like to help if I can. You’re going to have a very difficult time, dealing with the press and the aftermath of what’s happened. I wouldn’t want to see you going through this on your own.” I passed her my business card.  
 
    She didn’t say anything. “There may be people around helping you now but when the dust settles and you’re on your own, it will get tougher.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie.” I didn’t like how Randy conducted his life but I had no gripes with Georgia. What had happened highlighted a softer side of Georgia and I much preferred it to the one who normally bit my head off. I doubted she would get in touch but it was worth a try.  
 
    Jack and I left the luxury apartment in silence. He had been in conversation with the police while I’d been talking to Georgia. We were both in shock. Jack shook his head as we made our way to the car. I pressed the remote control button to unlock the vehicle, and we climbed in.  
 
    “What a dreadful business and how awful for Georgia coming home and finding Randy like that.” 
 
    “Yes, I can’t imagine how horrific it was for her,” I said. 
 
    “So, what do you think happened to make Randy do that then?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Who knows what goes through someone’s mind to do something like that.” I shivered as I recalled the time I tried an attempt on my own life. I had taken an overdose, back in my teens as I saw it as the only way of escaping a violent boyfriend. It was a long time ago now, but it still affected me when I considered what might have been. On that occasion, I couldn’t see any other option than to want out of life. 
 
    We set off. The roads were quiet. 
 
     I was driving when Jack turned to me and said, “I had an interesting conversation with the police back there.” 
 
    “Oh?” I was curious. 
 
    “Apparently, they were near to arresting Randy over bringing illegal immigrants in.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me. He brought girls over from Eastern Europe to work for him.” 
 
    “That’s right, but they held back. They’re trying to find out who the main man is behind it. So, their enquiries are still ongoing.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded. 
 
    We drove on, mainly in silence until we arrived near Jack’s office. 
 
    “Can you drop me off at my place, Sophie?” 
 
    “Of course.” I had assumed he would be continuing to work while it was all so fresh. Now I looked to the left and caught a glimpse of his face, I saw how tired he looked. 
 
    “I’m going for a few hours sleep.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “That’s not a bad idea.” I pulled the car up outside Jack’s home. As he touched the door handle to leave, he was about to get out then he had a change of heart and leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. He took hold of my hand, squeezed it, winked at me then let go of my hand. 
 
    “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me. It hasn’t gone unnoticed. You really are a special lady, Sophie.” I smiled. My heart pumped fast. My mouth felt dry, and I swallowed hard before I spoke.  
 
    “I think the same about you, Jack.” I blinked. I felt giddy. In such a short time, we had been through so much together. I smiled. “Now go and get some rest.” 
 
    As I drove home, I thought about Jack and smiled. I wanted more than just friendship. I was so afraid to say or do anything because I didn’t want to spoil what we had at the moment. Things were good between us. He had become a friend to me but at night I lay in bed pining for him to be beside me, caressing me. I so wished he didn’t have a girlfriend. I often pictured them together when I was home alone. I needed to speak to him about her, to find out how serious his relationship was, but I was scared to.  
 
    I wasn’t sleeping well. I didn’t want to go to the doctor’s for sleeping pills so I looked for alternatives to help me relax. I had joined a meditation class, and I found that beneficial. I found it easy to fall asleep in class but not in bed at night. Still, I persevered. 
 
     I’d started going out running more regularly. I went out for a jog virtually every day. It meant I was often tired at work. At night when it was time for sleep, the washing machine brain began again. It played over and over things Jack had said. I tried to figure out who Cassie’s killer could be. It kept me awake thinking about it. I wondered if it was Randy. It would make sense if he had done it and couldn’t live with his conscience and that was why he had taken his own life. That was the best conclusion I could come up with. The only person who might know the truth was Georgia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I needed to have some time away from the case so arranged to meet up with Joyce the following day to do some work on myself. It wasn’t exactly light relief from my day-to-day work. I was dreading it. 
 
    The next day, I was sat in Joyce’s lounge drinking coffee thinking to myself, I should have asked for tea. It was instant coffee, and it tasted bitter. I looked around the room. Nothing had changed from the first time I visited her, a number of years back after I’d split up from seeing her son Kyle. She told me she didn’t see much of him these days. I was glad because I didn’t want the embarrassment of bumping into him.  
 
    We split up when we were both in a bad place. He suffered from depression and I went into rehab. We stayed together for longer than was healthy. Because of Kyle’s suicide attempt when I tried to leave him once, I felt obliged to stay with him and look after him but I became his carer. He didn’t work and didn’t seem to have any intention of getting a job even though he was very gifted when it came to technology. I resented him and that grew and festered. 
 
    He had gone downhill after we split up but I realised now he wasn’t my responsibility. I had enough to do just looking after myself and keeping well. I was learning to be selfish about my recovery. It was what Joyce taught me. She was an excellent teacher. She didn’t push me. She gave me gentle nudges in the right direction. I did know the right thing to do, most of the time. I knew when I was in the wrong because I suffered emotionally. 
 
     Joyce always said to me, “If you’re in pain mentally then you’re doing something wrong.” I often had emotional hangovers.  
 
    I moved a pile of newspapers and magazines off the sofa onto the table. I remembered on the last occasion I was here, Joyce said she would get a cleaner in to clear the place up. It was full of clutter everywhere. The house looked like she had been clearing out the place getting ready to move. I suspected it was always like this. It didn’t appear as though she had ever had a cleaner in. I still didn’t feel comfortable in the ramshackled old house that felt like it was haunted.  
 
    I much preferred it when she came to my place. We alternated our meetings, one week at hers, the next at mine. I had been seeing her on a weekly basis for a number of months now. I had got to know her well, and I enjoyed her company. I felt safe with her. I knew what I told her wouldn’t go any further. I’d learnt something of her life. She had come from humble beginnings. 
 
     Her first marriage to Kyle’s dad hadn’t lasted. He was a violent drinker and womaniser. She ended up in a refuge to get away from him. Then she met her second husband, Jim. Jim was a wealthy businessman who often worked abroad. She had another son with him, Nathan who was away studying at Durham University. I never met Nathan but heard of him through Joyce. She was obviously very proud of him. I knew from my time with Kyle that he was jealous of Nathan. Nathan had been given a private education, going to the best public schools. Apparently, Jim and Kyle never got on. Jim couldn’t stand being in Kyle’s company.  
 
    I only met Jim once and if I was honest, I didn’t like him. He looked unkempt for a businessman. He always dressed scruffily. He sported a bushy beard and his hair looked greasy like it needed a good wash and a comb through it. Joyce was very proud of him though. She often talked about how he turned businesses around and got them to make money at the drop of a hat. He sounded like something of an Alan Sugar, somewhat ruthless. They spent lots of time apart because he was always away on business but that probably helped the marriage. Joyce enjoyed her independence and being with Jim gave her a lifestyle envied by many.  
 
    She was able to go on luxury holidays and buy expensive clothes but money seemed wasted on her. She never looked well dressed. No one would have guessed she was married to a millionaire. She told me Jim was a recluse which I thought was unusual for a businessman. She said his eccentricity was what first attracted her to him. He wore what he liked and said what he wanted and didn’t care what anyone thought. I wished I had some of his attitude. I was far too concerned with what everyone thought of me. It made me question everything I said and did. 
 
    Looking around the room, I realised the old pieces of furniture that looked shabby and not my taste were probably expensive antiques. I didn’t have a clue when it came to things like that. In fact, Joyce’s collection of papers had been there that long, chances were they qualified as antique themselves now and would be worth something. Apparently, Jim was something of a collector. He collected comics amongst other things. Joyce told me he had a first edition Beano comic worth thousands. That was the one thing they had in common, their love of antiques. 
 
    They had items in their home I would have binned years ago and for all I knew, I could have been sitting on a fortune. Joyce often mentioned names of pottery designers who I had never heard of. She and Jim spent their Sundays going to car boot sales looking for items they knew were worth more.  
 
    Joyce always loved a bargain. She had no airs and graces. She was just plain old Joyce with a fortune in the bank. She certainly hadn’t spent any money on her appearance. Her hair looked like wire wool and needed cutting.  She normally wore it tied back in a ponytail. 
 
    We got to the point where I had to open up to Joyce about my life story. I had written it down, and it made uncomfortable reading for me. I had been dreading this part of my recovery and tried to put it off but Joyce saw through me.  
 
    She often threw in classic comments such as “Your past will set you free” or “You are only as sick as your secrets.” I did believe there was some truth in those words because if ever I kept anything to myself, I felt uncomfortable. We sat there for a moment in silence and Joyce looked over at me. I had one event in my life I hadn’t spoken to anyone about. It ate away at me but fear of the consequences kept my secret firmly locked inside. 
 
    “Would you like another cup of tea before we start?”  
 
    “Go on then,” I said. I’d been picking at my fingers since I got there and Joyce obviously observed my fidgeting and restlessness.  
 
    “It’s never as bad as it seems,” she said as she walked through to the kitchen to make a brew. Not being able to sit still, I sauntered over to her bookcase to have a look through her collection. Many of the books were non-fiction. She had classics like The Road Less Travelled. Naturally, she had books on alcoholism. I picked up a book called The Language of Letting Go and began flicking through. One of the pages caught my eye when it mentioned accepting people for the way they were meant to be. 
 
    Joyce came strolling back in with a tray in her hands.  
 
    “You’d do well to get a copy of that,” she said. I looked up at her. Was she having a go at me?  
 
    “No, seriously, it gives sound advice when it comes to relationships. It’s been my lifesaver. I’d go as far as to say it saved my marriage by taking on board what it said.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Okay, I will then.” I made a note of the title and author. We sat down and my stomach churned in anticipation of what was to come. 
 
    “Listen, before we start, it’s only fair that I tell you something about me and my past.” If it meant putting off my reveal a bit longer, then I was all for it. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. Joyce appeared deep in thought, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I know you’ve heard something of my past but I was a chronic alcoholic. My drinking started as a teenager. When I met Kyle’s dad Ray, we both drank heavily together, but he was very violent with it. Eventually, I left but had nowhere to go. It wasn’t like nowadays. There was nowhere for me. I lived in B & B’s when I could afford it. I’m ashamed to say I subjected Kyle to a life he didn’t deserve sometimes sleeping rough on the streets.” 
 
    “Surely there must have been a refuge for you to stay in?” 
 
    “I got thrown out of them all because of my drinking. When I look back now, I can’t fathom why social services didn’t intervene and take Kyle from me.” I looked across at her with a doleful face. “I was very fortunate then and now looking back, God looked after me because he sent my guardian angel in the form of Jim. I loved Jim from the start. Funnily enough, he didn’t have much money in those days, though money has never been something I sought, anyway.” 
 
    I could tell from Joyce’s attitude to her wealth that she could take it or leave it. Chance would be a fine thing.  
 
    “He helped sober me up. He paid for me to go into rehab and looked after Kyle while I was there. There aren’t many men would do that, especially at the start of a relationship. No, he’s an absolute diamond is Jim and I’ll be forever grateful to him for picking me up off the streets.” Joyce took a sip of her drink. “Come on Sophie, drink yours before it goes cold.” I did as I was told. I had left it because I was enthralled by Joyce’s story. 
 
    “Not long after that, Jim’s fortunes changed. His business took off, then, everything he touched turned to gold. I got pregnant. It wasn’t intentional but Jim was over the moon. From the offset, he idolised Nathan, sadly to the detriment of Kyle. Kyle was treated like Cinderella.  His schooling had been basic whereas Nathan went to the best schools. 
 
     Nathan even had private tutors and learnt to play the trumpet. He was a clever boy and Jim encouraged him. I felt sorry for Kyle and it caused arguments between us. We did split up for a while but I knew Jim would fight for custody of Nathan. I thought he would win, what with my chequered past and his money behind him and I didn’t want that.  
 
    Nowadays, we have more of an understanding. We live separate lives but get together from time to time and it suits us both. It may sound strange but somehow it works. He may not be my knight in shining armour anymore but I am a strong woman now who can take care of herself. When I sobered up, I did lots of studying and trained as a psychotherapist. I love my job and I love helping others especially when they have been in a similar position as I was in.” 
 
    I sat there taking in what Joyce told me. I felt inspired by her story. I hadn’t known she was a psychotherapist. I knew she worked for the NHS and had done for many years but I’d never asked her about her role. It didn’t surprise me though. She was very caring and had a natural empathy for people that I wanted to emulate. 
 
    It got near my time to tell all. The palms of my hands were moist. They were sweating. I rubbed them.  
 
    “Do you need a refill, Sophie?” 
 
    “No, thanks but I’ll just nip to the loo if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Sure, you know where it is.” There were things in my past Joyce didn’t know and I wondered how she would react to me afterwards. I rose from the chair and caught the handle of the mug with my elbow. It fell to the ground. Luckily it was empty, and the area was carpeted so there was no damage done.  
 
    “Sorry Joyce,” I said. I didn’t look her in the eye. 
 
    “It’s alright, now I’ll clear these things away before we start.” I walked off to use the toilet. My fingers and toes tingled. My breathing was shallow, and I kept taking deep gulps. Walking back in the room, I thought how it would be good if I could free the butterflies from my stomach. We both sat back down. 
 
    “Look, I can see how nervous you are but I promise you, only good will come out of this. I am not here to judge you. I have done far worse than you myself.” I tried to smile but only my mouth responded. 
 
    “We should start with meditation to calm you down. Close your eyes and take in deep breaths.” I did as I was told. I didn’t think I’d be able to concentrate on any meditating at the moment. I felt faint.  I had got myself too worked up and my shallow breathing didn’t help matters. 
 
    “Start whenever you’re ready.” I took the notes I had made out of my bag. I decided to read through them without stopping. There were ten pages. Much of my story Joyce knew. My dad worked hard, and I didn’t see him much when we were growing up. My parents always argued about money. My mum’s behaviour affected me. I was far too sensitive. She was verbally cruel to me and I was shy. I left home at seventeen and met an older guy who I allowed to move in with me. He was violent and sadistic. 
 
     After finally getting away from him, I met Kyle, Joyce’s son. The relationship was a difficult one. He suffered from depression and didn’t work. He played computer games constantly, and I was left to my own devices. This was when my drinking took off. I had an affair with my married boss, Simon that Kyle never knew about. My drinking got worse. I’d trashed the kitchen after a fight with Kyle when I was in a drunken stupor. It was a wake-up call for me so I went into rehab after that. 
 
    Since that time, Joyce had been in my life as I turned to her for help after I came out of treatment. I knew she was in recovery herself from alcoholism. She knew of my time being stalked and Mum’s death. I finished by talking about how much Cassie’s death affected me. Cassie had been a client I got close to and tried to help get away from Charlie, her violent boyfriend. To think, I had been on the verge of forming a close relationship with Charlie myself.  
 
    Hearing my story read out loud made me realise what an idiot I had been. My behaviour hadn’t been good. I saw where I looked for instant gratification to change the way I felt. I came to the end and put the papers down.  I looked over at Joyce.  
 
    “Thank you, Sophie. It was good of you to share that with me. Thanks for allowing yourself to get vulnerable and trusting me.” I rubbed the back of my neck. My chest tightened. “How are you?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I nervously played with my fingers. Joyce frowned. She sensed something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Is there anything you’ve missed out?” How did she know? 
 
    “There is something, I’ve been too afraid to tell anyone. Not even my own sister knows.” 
 
    “And can you share it now?” I thought for a moment. “I don’t want to pressurise you. It is your call,” she said. I had a lump in my throat that wouldn’t go. I looked Joyce straight in the eye and then down at my hands.  
 
    “It’s concerning my time with Simon.” I scanned the room. I had to do this. I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you mean your married lover?” I didn’t feel comfortable with Joyce’s blunt words. 
 
    “Yes, when I was seeing him, we met up one night on one of our secret liaisons. We had been for a few drinks. We were both probably over the limit but foolishly I agreed to drive his car. We were in Salford and I took a shortcut by the Cliff.” I hesitated. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “I knew I’d had too many but still thought I was okay to drive. There was this guy, a black guy. He was busy looking on his phone as he walked along. You know, not looking where he went.” I kept looking at Joyce watching for her expression to change. It remained deadpan. I didn’t know if I could continue with the story, it was so bad.  
 
    “Carry on,” she said. 
 
    “He stepped out into the road and I hit him.” By now I shook. I recalled the terrible incident. The bump that his body made as it hit the side of the car.  
 
    “So you ran him over?” Joyce was making sure she got the facts correct.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “So, what happened next?” Joyce asked. 
 
    “Simon told me not to stop. We couldn’t inform the police because of my drinking and also our affair would have been found out.” 
 
    “So what became of the guy you hit?” 
 
    “We just left him lying in the road.” The tears flowed. I put my hands over my mouth. I continued, “I was so afraid I had killed him. I was deep in shock. I went along with keeping quiet about it. I kept listening to the news and reading the papers, but never saw anything of the incident. I just hoped and prayed he had survived.” Joyce passed me a tissue. 
 
    “And the damage to the car?” 
 
    “Simon knew someone and was able to sort that out somehow without the police getting suspicious.” 
 
    “So, was that the end of the matter?” 
 
    “Yes, apart from the fact it has never sat well with me. It has been eating away at me for years. To make matters worse, I now believe the guy I hit might have been Randy.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because I know his limp was caused as a result of a hit-and-run accident he was involved in.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “It’s not good, is it? Whatever Randy did in the past, he didn’t deserve to be left there to die.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about it now?” 
 
    “I regret everything. I have nightmares about it.” Joyce came over and comforted me. In that moment she felt like the mother I had never known. Mum never consoled me, even from being very small. She always expected me to be tough and deal with things. 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me with that,” Joyce said. I wiped my eyes. We sat for a few minutes holding hands.  
 
    “Thank you for listening.” I felt apprehensive. “So are you going to go to the police with the information I have told you?” Joyce looked over at me. 
 
    “What good would that do?” 
 
    “Well, you always talk about doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Randy’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Raking up that incident wouldn’t change anything. I believe you have suffered enough.” I looked at her with intensity on my face, taking in her wisdom. 
 
    “Thank you, Joyce.” 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Sophie. You’ve done a very brave thing, sharing this with me. We’ll do some work around it and you’ll get through it. You’ll find some other way to make amends for your actions. Now, do you fancy another cup of tea?” 
 
    I nodded and laughed for the first time and I believed her. 
 
    I woke up the next morning feeling different somehow. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d discussed things with Joyce I thought I would take to the grave. It could have been that her positive attitude had given me hope for the future. It was probably a bit of both. What I did know was I felt better than I had in a while. Going through my past with Joyce had the desired effect 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack felt Randy’s business held the key to what happened to Cassie although we didn’t seem to be moving any further forward. I was surprised when we got an unexpected lead in the form of Georgia. 
 
    I was out running by the river a few days later when my phone rang. It was unusual for anyone to phone that early in the morning so I was especially surprised when I looked at the screen and saw Georgia was calling me. I stopped running and answered it straightaway. 
 
    “Sophie, I need to see you. I’m going insane.” She sounded agitated. I thought for a moment. 
 
    “I could meet you at lunchtime in Bury if you can get over here. There’s a coffee shop where I sometimes go to.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, just tell me what time and I’ll reschedule my appointments. I can’t go on much longer like this. I’ve got to do something.” 
 
    “You’ve done the right thing phoning me, Georgia. I’ll help you all I can if we say 12.30 in Mirabel’s? It’s by the side of the station. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll see you then.”  Mirabel’s wasn’t my usual haunt, but it was normally quiet and more discreet than Costa. It was where I used to meet Cassie when she was too afraid to come to the counselling rooms. She’d been afraid of Charlie finding out what she was doing. In fact, the more I thought about Cassie and Charlie, the more I was now inclined to believe Cassie again. 
 
    I managed to get out of work just before 12.30 to meet up with Georgia and she arrived on time. She brushed through the door like a whirlwind. The beige mac she wore was open and showed off her shapely figure. Underneath, she wore a brown top and mustard-coloured leggings. She turned down the offer of food so I got the drinks in. As I returned to where she had found a seat, I couldn’t help but notice the large sparkling engagement ring she wore. It looked new.  
 
    I sat opposite her and watched her take a sip of her coffee. She seemed reticent to speak.  
 
    “To be honest, Georgia, I didn’t expect you to get in touch.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. 
 
    “I don’t think I would have done if I hadn’t felt so bad but…” she looked over at me. I could tell she was weighing me up. 
 
    “You’ll think I’m mad but I don’t want to go to hell.” 
 
    “No, you’re not mad. I’ve been there and I wouldn’t like to go back.” Georgia frowned. She looked confused. I decided to explain. “I’m a recovering alcoholic. Drink took me to the gates of insanity so yes I’ve been to hell and back and it wasn’t pleasant.” In an instant, Georgia warmed to me. Maybe I spoke her language now. 
 
    “I’ve had a couple of bad trips lately on acid. I had a room full of grotesque looking monkeys clawing at me and making faces at me. On another trip, I was introduced to the devil himself and Hitler was stood in the background laughing. I’m sure I’m going insane.” I watched her closely. The usual cocky front she put on had gone. She looked frightened. “And as for flashbacks about finding Randy hanging there, they’re happening all the time.” 
 
    “It’s not for me to say and it might sound hypocritical but I’d give the drugs a wide berth in your current state of mind. You’ve been through a tragic event and you’ve got a lot on your plate. If you want to try counselling, I can find someone else for you to see. It doesn’t have to be me.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. I was always brought up to tough everything out. I’ve learnt my life lessons the hard way. I’m a graduate of the school of hard knocks but at the moment I feel I’m crumbling.” 
 
    “It’s not surprising, what you’ve been through and I’m sure you can’t have had an easy time with Randy.”  Georgia stared at me. Her eyes looked cold and hollow. 
 
    “I know things about that man I shouldn’t know. He’s probably there right now, burning in hell, yet for all of that, I loved him.” I took a large gulp of my coffee. 
 
    “We can’t choose who we fall in love with, Georgia. It can happen and take over our lives and if we love a wrong ‘un then we suffer the consequences, sadly.” Georgia searched my face. I felt she was still trying to decide whether to trust me or not. She looked down at her manicured nail extensions. 
 
    “I think I know why Randy killed himself,” she said. I nodded. 
 
    “You were close to him.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “Too close at times. Do you know Alfie was Randy’s son?” 
 
    “I’d suspected it,” I replied. 
 
    “He only found out after his death and I’m certain Randy had something to do with their accident.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” I cleared my throat as I listened. My mouth gaped open. 
 
    “Just before he died, we had a blazing row. He told me what happened between them. Mia recently came to Randy for money. She got herself into a mess financially. They argued apparently, and she got him to do a paternity test. The agreement in terms of paying Randy back was she would do more escort work for him. She agreed, but she wasn’t very happy about it.”  
 
    “She kept missing work and Randy got annoyed. They rowed again. She crossed the line when she threatened to go to the police over the Eastern European girls. So he arranged for her to have an accident, not knowing Alfie would be in the car as well.” I sat there taking in everything she said. 
 
    “Wow.” I hadn’t been expecting that revelation. “So do you think Randy was responsible for Cassie’s death?” Georgia shook her head. 
 
    “No,” 
 
    “You sound certain about that. What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “He had an alibi and I do believe he would have told me if he’d had any involvement with it. He wasn’t impressed with her behaviour but I’m sure he didn’t kill her. I do have my suspicions about someone else though.” Her eyes looked up to the right then she scanned the café. 
 
    “Oh?” I said. I watched her closely.  
 
    She glanced at me for a second, checked around the room, then in a hushed voice said, “There’s a businessman that was involved with Randy. He uses his haulage firm to smuggle many of the girls over from Rumania and Poland and places like that.” She went silent for a moment. 
 
    “So why do you think he might be involved?” I asked. Georgia looked me straight in the eye. 
 
    “He uses the escort agency on a regular basis and a number of the girls have complained about him. They have become quite frightened of his aggressive behaviour and he tried to strangle a couple of them.” 
 
    “So why has nothing been done about him?” 
 
    “I told Randy, and I spoke to the guy. He calmed it down for a time but it’s started up again. Because he was Tandy’s business partner and because of his involvement in the logistics of Randy’s operation, it made the matter rather delicate.” 
 
    “But something has to be done.” My voice was raised slightly, and we both looked around us to check we were not being overheard. 
 
    “I know but because of the situation, I can’t exactly go to the police, not that I would anyway.” 
 
    “So who is it this businessman?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m not able to tell you that.” Georgia clammed up. I waited for a few moments. 
 
    “It’s Trevor Darcy, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You know him?” She raised her eyebrows. I nodded. 
 
    “Am I right?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Look I saw the pair of you talking outside the Britannia Hotel. Just tell me something, was he ever offered Cassie’s services?” 
 
    “How was I to know he was Cassie’s boyfriend’s dad? She was fuming when she found out.” 
 
    “I bet she was.” My head was racing. My mouth was dry. A tingling sensation reached my fingers and toes. 
 
    “Oh Georgia,” I hesitated.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Before I go, can I just ask you something about Randy’s limp?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It was the result of a hit-and-run accident, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes it was, why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason just curious and did it happen by the Cliff in Salford?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. Five years ago it was but why do you want to know now?” 
 
    “I’m just surprised I never saw anything about it in the papers at the time, that’s all.” 
 
    “No, Randy never reported it. He said he would find out who did it and deal with it himself but he never found the culprit.” 
 
    “So, whoever did it, it looks like they’ve got away with it now.” 
 
    Georgia gave me a strange look. She frowned. 
 
    “It does,” she said. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” I gave a half smile and looked over at her. My heart was beating fast. Her eyes were boring into mine. I didn’t want her thinking too much about what I’d said.  I offered for her to come in and see one of the other counsellors for bereavement counselling and she said she would. It was time for me to go back to work so we said our goodbyes and I promised to keep in touch.  
 
    I had to contact Jack to let him know what I had found out. I sent him a text telling him I had important news and needed to speak to him after work. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to get hold of him. He messaged me to say he had a client in and had to work late. I was restless, eager to carry on with going to see Trevor Darcy. I decided to go up to their house. Even though I now suspected he could be a dangerous man, I thought I would be safe if his wife was there.  
 
    After work, I drove over to Whitefield. I pulled up outside their imposing house and looked up at the large gates. I checked if any message had come through from Jack since I let him know what I was doing but there was nothing. My heart beat fast, and I felt nauseous as I climbed out of my car and walked up to their intercom system. 
 
    I saw both cars up the drive, parked outside their large home. Good, they were both home. This only compounded the nervousness I felt. Should I wait for Jack or should I proceed? I decided I could not wait. I didn’t want Trevor Darcy leaving the property before I had a chance to speak to him and Pauline. I pressed the buzzer and waited. No one answered. I frowned and pressed it again. Still nothing. I gave it a third go. Where were they? 
 
    Something wasn’t right. I walked along the perimeter of their property to see if I could see anything. The house was enclosed with a large wall on two sides and high railings on the other two. I walked as far as I could around the whole property. I came back to the front gates and tried to ring again but got no reply. Suddenly, I heard a click and realised the gates had been released so I pushed one gate forward and eased my body through the gap. 
 
     My heart rate increased tenfold. A brain cell inside me told me this wasn’t a good idea but I couldn’t stop myself. I walked up to the front door and knocked. Nobody came. I knocked some more but nothing happened. 
 
    I walked slowly around the side of the house. I didn’t hear any sounds. Tentatively, I opened the gate that led to the back garden, still looking, still listening. I felt more scared than I had ever felt before and I should have turned and gone back but something egged me on. I noticed an open kitchen window and wondered if I could climb up and get inside. I decided to give the window frame a jolt. It opened wider. My hands were shaking. 
 
     I looked around me before I pulled myself up onto the outer ledge and stuck my head and upper body through the open gap. Pushing my body up, I heaved the rest of my frame over the wooden ledge and snaked down onto the windowsill below. I did a handstand walk onto the drainer until my legs were through the window. I made quite a loud noise as I jumped down, so went and hid behind the door in case someone came.  
 
    It suddenly dawned on me if everything was okay in the house, I would have a lot of explaining to do, if I got caught here. My suspicions were realised when I peered around the corner of the L-shaped kitchen. My chest felt heavy. I noticed an arm, lying on the floor. My limbs began to shake as I slowly moved towards it. My eyes followed the arm’s length and I saw the rest of the body lying there. It was the housekeeper. I crouched over her. She wasn’t breathing. I quickly took out my phone to dial the emergency services but was stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Trevor Darcy stood in the doorway. I jumped. “Oh, it’s you,” I tried to back into the corner. The kitchen door was locked, and there was no other escape route. I searched around the room looking for something I could use as a weapon. Trevor’s eyes followed mine, and he shook his head. My mouth felt dry, and I had difficulty swallowing. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so Sophie.” He watched me. The tingling of my nerve endings worked their way through my body. 
 
    “What… what happened to the housekeeper?” My voice was shaky. I was trying my best to keep the conversation normal. He gave a short sarcastic laugh.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be meddling in other people’s business.” He advanced towards me and I took a step backwards. I hunched my body with my arms crossed against my chest in a protective huddle.  
 
    “Where’s Pauline?” He strode across the floor towards me. 
 
    “You’re too nosy for your own good.” His expression was now in a grimace. He took hold of my right hand and squeezed it. He used an enormous amount of pressure. I froze. He grabbed my hair with his free hand and pulled my head back. With his face contorted, his breath was hot as he spat out his words. 
 
    “You silly, silly bitch. Why did you have to get involved?” He pushed me against the wall. I had no chance against his strength. His fingers curled around my neck. I cried out.  I kicked him but he pushed his strong body further into mine. I struggled to move. I looked into his eyes. They were full of hatred. My lungs burned with pain. The pressure in my neck intensified. I couldn’t breathe. 
 
     The edge of my vision went dark. I was thrashing out, and I dug my fingernails into his wrists. I pulled against his fingers, trying to prise them off me but it was futile. My head spun, and I gasped for air. I felt my life force was slipping away. Small rapid gasps left my throat. My mouth was open, and I coughed. His hands continued to squeeze my neck. My body slumped to the ground, and I passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
     The room was hazy at first and I heard noises in the background, a door being kicked in. As my senses came back to me, I felt a severe pain in my neck. I tried to speak but my voice was hoarse. I looked to my side and Jack was there, crouched down, cupping my head in his hands. 
 
    “How are you, Sophie?” I couldn’t speak. There were a lot of police officers in the room. I blinked. Had I just seen them march Trevor Darcy out of the door?  
 
    “What happened?” I whispered. 
 
    “It looks like we arrived in the nick of time for you but not sadly in time to save the housekeeper or Mrs Darcy.” 
 
    “No!” I tried to scream, but the noise was muffled. A few minutes later the paramedics arrived. I was taken to hospital to be checked over and Jack joined me. We met up again in the emergency department. 
 
    “Whatever possessed you, Sophie, to go it alone without me?” 
 
    “I was worried Trevor was getting out of control.” 
 
    Deep down, once I suspected Trevor had killed Cassie, I wanted to catch him, to get him to confess. I felt it might give me some redemption for the wrong I had done. I realised now how foolish my actions had been. 
 
    “You should have waited for me. He was far too powerful for you.” 
 
    “I mistakenly expected I’d be able to talk to him in front of his wife. I thought I’d be safe enough with Pauline there.” 
 
    “You silly girl,” Jack shook his head. I could tell he was angry with me. I had been a fool, and I paid the price being so close to death. My neck was bruised and my pride was dented. I began to cry. He put his arms around my shoulders to comfort me. “I’m sorry for shouting but you frightened me. Your foolishness had me so worried there for a time. When I saw Trevor Darcy with his hands around your neck, I wanted to kill him and I would have if the police officer hadn’t got to him first.” I looked up at him with sad eyes. “We could have lost you, Sophie and what would I have done then?” 
 
    I lay in the bed. The realisation of how easily I could have lost my life hit me. In the past, I’d abused my body by consuming so much alcohol but now, with Jack in my life, I wanted to live. I had a life worth living, and I didn’t want it to end. 
 
     “Can I ask you something, Jack?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “Why do you never talk about your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” What girlfriend?” he frowned. 
 
     “That woman who was at your bedside when you were in hospital, was that your girlfriend?” Jack frowned then started laughing. “What are you laughing at?” I asked, 
 
    “Where’s that come from? You’re so funny sometimes, Sophie.” 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I was confused. 
 
    “That was Molly, my ex-wife.” 
 
    “Oh, oh I see so what about your girlfriend?” 
 
    “I haven’t got a girlfriend. I have enough trouble putting up with you.” He laughed, and I playfully hit his arm. I felt so stupid.   
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    “Sophie, you do too much thinking and too much talking too.” At that, he moved closer towards me. He put his forefinger to my lips to hush me then began gently stroking them.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Sophie?” My body was on fire. My nerve endings tingled. My heart was thumping so loud, I thought Jack could hear it. 
 
    “I know what I’d like you to do.” I smiled and gazed into his eyes. They weren’t just twinkling they sparkled so brightly. 
 
    He put his arm around my shoulder and drew me closer towards him then softly turned his head and kissed my lips. The embrace was slow and gentle. I wanted to last forever. I greedily put my tongue in his mouth and held him close. Our bodies became entwined, and the kiss lasted for a few minutes. I came to my senses as I heard a coughing sound behind us. 
 
    We withdrew from our kiss, both embarrassed but giggling. The police officer stood by my bed looked the most embarrassed of the three of us.  
 
    “I’ll come back later. I just need to go over some questions with you.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I grinned. Jack left the hospital sometime later, saying he’d be back to take me home when they discharged me. He walked back in an hour later carrying a massive bunch of flowers. We kissed again. 
 
    “Thanks, partner.” I smiled. We finally left the hospital arm in arm. For all the trauma I had been through, I couldn’t have felt any happier.  
 
    Jack was able to gain inside information from his police friends. They were pleased with his help. Trevor Darcy confessed to Cassie’s murder. He wanted to keep her quiet about his liaisons with prostitutes and she wasn’t prepared to say nothing. By killing her, he hoped he had silenced her and no one would know his secret.  
 
    His problems started when he got involved with Randy. He earned good money transporting the girls over and the perks he received satisfied his thirst for sex. However, his desires became more and more violent. I couldn’t understand why he had killed both his housekeeper and his wife. Apparently, he said that killing the housekeeper was an accident but when his wife saw what he had done; he had to kill her as well. He was totally out of control. He told the police he enjoyed the thrill killing had given him. It became obvious he would have continued killing had he not been stopped.  
 
    It didn’t look like Georgia would be charged in relation to any of the operation as she wasn’t aware of the details. Laura had taken an injunction out on Charlie to keep him away from her so hopefully, she would be safe now. 
 
    I didn’t want to let go of my man now I’d got him.  
 
    I asked him, “Why have you never made a move on me before now?” 
 
    “I wanted to know you were strong in your recovery. There have been lots of times I’ve longed to but I had to restrain myself and do the gentlemanly thing and hold back.” I squeezed his hand thinking of all the times I’d lain awake at night longing to be with him. 
 
    “I love you, Jack.”  
 
    “I love you too.” 
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    A sinister phone call, an unknown visitor. Sophie's life is about to be turned upside down

Sophie has worked hard to free herself from the clutches of addiction and turn her life around. Practising as a counsellor, in a women's centre in Manchester, she now helps other girls in trouble.
She forms a close relationship with Cassie, one of her clients and tries to help her escape the clutches of a violent boyfriend.

But is Sophie being followed?

How can she uncover the truth, when she can't trust what is real?

The more she delves, the closer she gets to danger.

Can she revisit her own dark past before it is too late?

Get hooked on this dark, twist-filled suspense thriller that's in the vein of works by Rachel Abbott and Mark Edwards.
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