Your Only Friend
RJ Lindsey
	Аннотация
	R J Lindsey. Your Only Friend
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	Copyright




Аннотация
Her personal life is a mess but when her new landlord, Elliot, a seemingly decent and ordinary man, offers her friendship Sinead is grateful for the attention.
But as Sinead becomes more alienated from her family and friends, the relationship with her landlord takes a sinister turn.
What exactly are Elliot�s intentions?
And can Sinead overcome her inner demons and escape the malignant friendship that threatens her freedom and sanity?
Your Only Friend is a chilling and unmissable psychological thriller by debut author RJ Lindsay. It's the perfect read for fans of authors like Teresa Driscoll, Dean Koontz and Samantha Hayes.
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Come on, come on, come on � where are you? I know you�re out there, just dying to meet me. You can�t resist me. You can�t run, can�t hide. Because I�m ready for you. I�ve always been ready for you. Don�t be afraid. All you�ve got to do is show yourself � let me take care of the rest. I�ll listen to your hopes and fears; I�ll say those things you need to hear. It�s easy. And then you�ll give me everything I want.

*** 

Sinead straightened her back and tried to ignore the dull ache in her feet as she rose up on tiptoes, searching the crowd for her final victim of the day. It had just gone five, and the offices were chucking out. Drained workers emerged from drab grey buildings and out onto the pavement, joining the flow of pedestrians moving purposefully through the suburban high street. The day had been long and exhausting. One more sign-up and she�d have met the team�s sales target. This week she was collecting on behalf of Macmillan Cancer Support for her fundraising agency. Last week�s job had been a lot easier � Battersea Dogs & Cats Home. People didn�t like hearing about aggressive brain tumours quite as much as they did cute homeless puppies. She straightened her green and white vest, making the Macmillan Cancer Support logo more visible across her chest.
An estate agent in his uniform of powder blue suit and brown brogues was marching towards her, coffee cup in one hand, phone in the other.
�You should stop for a moment, drink your coffee,� Sinead said with a grin.
�Wish I could, darling. Some other time, yeah?� The estate agent didn�t break stride.
�Okay then, I�ll take that as a promise. Next time.� She turned her attention to an office drone in standard charcoal grey M&S business attire; the woman was lighting up a cigarette as Sinead stepped in front of her.
�Hello there. Fancy a little chat while you smoke�?�
The woman arced around Sinead, emphasising her contempt with a little head shake and theatrical eye roll.
�No? Not a problem. Have a nice evening.� Sinead smiled to herself. Stupid bitch. You�ll wish you�d donated to Macmillan when your lungs pack up. She observed the advancing throng. The heavy overcoats, hats, gloves and scarves had gone now; only last week everyone was still wrapped up against the cold. However, today the sun had actually made an extended appearance. Chugging was always hard work, but the day went quicker without frozen feet and a numb nose distracting you.
She tried making eye contact with a scruffy student, but he wasn�t having it. Sinead scanned the dozen or so people walking behind him. Some viewed her with indifference, some with shame, most just looked right through her. It didn�t affect her, not any more. Sure, it had taken some getting used to during the first week or two, but she�d been surprised how quickly she�d got the hang of it. And how quickly she�d become good at it. She�d been promoted to team leader after three months, and now here she was, two years later: a fundraising veteran. She treated her work as a performance, like the plays she�d acted in at school. They weren�t rejecting her, they were rejecting her character. It was a game to her and Sinead wanted to win. No � she needed to win.
While waiting for the right prospect, she planned her cycle route from Wimbledon to Beckenham. She needed to head off now to get to the viewing at six o�clock. It was fifty, fifty-five minutes at least, and she couldn�t afford to be late. Someone else might beat her to it. She�d had a feeling about this house as soon as she�d read the ad on Gumtree. She deserved to get this one. And after all, today was her birthday.
An old man pushed his tartan shopping trolley along the pavement, inch by agonising inch. Sinead sighed. It was way too easy. She reckoned he must be over eighty; not exactly the kind of long-term prospect that charities preferred. The man halted and began coughing as he leant on the trolley. An overladen canvas bag toppled to the ground, spilling out cans of soup and bags of rice. Other pedestrians hurried by. Well then, thought Sinead � that settles it. The man was clutching his back, about to stoop down to the pavement, when he saw her approaching.
�Are you all right? Do you need a hand?�

*** 

Sinead slowed her bicycle and pulled up to the kerb. She looked around the unfamiliar surroundings, checked the Google Maps location on her phone, and calculated she�d taken a wrong turn two streets back. She turned around and was soon on course again, confidently navigating the rush-hour traffic. As she cycled, troublesome thoughts kept intruding, which was probably the reason she�d missed the turning before. Getting the old man signed up was no challenge. The pensioner was so grateful for her assistance he was offering to make a donation before Sinead had even slipped into sales mode.
She pictured the Co-op value tins of soup and the loaf of bread with the reduced-price yellow sticker. That, together with the second-hand coat and tatty shoes, proved he couldn�t afford a donation of two pounds a week. Sinead�s guilty conscience was kicking in before the man had even signed the direct debit authorisation form. She wondered if that was how she�d end up, so lonely and desperate for a chat that she�d pay for the privilege. She concentrated on her cycling and soon felt better because the old guy was helping charity and she�d made her day�s target. That was rule number one: don�t let personal feelings affect your work. Not if you wanted to keep your job.
Twenty minutes later, Sinead was coasting down a sleepy residential avenue, lined with cherry trees, squinting at the house numbers as she passed them. Most of the properties were post-war detached bungalows or two-storey houses, and boasted immaculate front gardens; she even spotted a fish pond. A cool spring breeze flickered through her hair. This is nice, she thought. Yeah � so quiet, so peaceful.
She slowed to a halt, dismounted and wheeled her bike over to a lamp post. Inside her backpack she rummaged under the crumpled green and white vest and clipboard, found her bike lock, then fastened the bike frame to the lamp post. She stood a moment, getting her bearings. Near the street corner, set a bit further back from the other houses, was a well-maintained, detached pebble-dashed bungalow, partially enclosed by a privet hedge that formed an �L� shape along the far side and half of the driveway opening. A six-foot fence ran along the perimeter on the near side.
Sinead strolled up the gravelled driveway until she came to the front porch�s white PVCu door. She peered inside � the area was about six foot square and the main door was directly opposite � and pressed the doorbell: bing-bong. Plunging her hands into her denim jacket pockets, she glanced across the road; no one was around. In the near distance, an ice-cream van played Greensleeves. She thought about strawberry Cornettos as she waited. It had been her favourite childhood ice cream, but she couldn�t remember the last time she�d eaten one. A minute went by. Her smartphone�s clock showed 18.02. Pretty much bang on time.
Gently, she rapped the letter box. The porch area was empty except for a Barbour jacket hanging on a hook and a pair of green Wellington boots tucked underneath a couchette. A pizza flyer lay on the inner doormat. Sinead moved over to the adjacent window and tried peering through, but the setting sun was reflecting back into her eyes. She returned to the door and tried the bell again, shuffling from foot to foot. A minute and a half went by. Maybe they were on the toilet or out in the back garden. She couldn�t have got the wrong address, could she? She took out her phone and searched her texts. There it was: 26 Spencer Avenue, BR3 4BX. 6.00 is good for me. She called the number.
Seconds later, a jaunty ringtone emanated from within the bungalow and rang five times. Sinead listened to her phone: �Welcome to the Virgin�� and promptly ended the call. This was the right place, right time. So� hello? Why isn�t the door opening?
A noise came from the other side of the main door. It was a deadbolt retracting. Sinead nibbled her lower lip. The door creaked open, just fractionally. She tilted her head, trying to catch a glimpse. A man�s face peered out from the gap between the door and its frame.
�Hello. Hi�� she said through the outer door. She couldn�t quite make out his features. �I�m Sinead.� He stared back unblinkingly, so she continued. �We arranged a viewing at six.� The door opened a little wider, providing her with a better look at him. Fortyish, clean-shaven, he had a high forehead and receding hairline and an ordinary, unremarkable face. But his expression was guarded. Suspicious, even. He said something, but Sinead couldn�t make out what it was through the porch door. She cupped a hand behind her ear. �Sorry?�
The man hesitated before stepping into the porch and unlocking the screen door. He opened it marginally, his fingers never leaving the handle. �You�re mistaken.� His voice was calm and steady. Up close Sinead saw faint acne scars on his cheeks.
�This is number twenty-six?� she asked.
His gaze flicked from her trainers and up to her eyes. �As I said, you�ve clearly made a mistake.�
�No, don�t think so. I�m here to see the room. The one advertised on Gumtree? You texted me this address. Look�� She held up her smartphone, displaying the SMS. He looked at the message momentarily, without any acknowledgement or reaction.
�The room is no longer available.� The man closed the porch door and turned away.
�What � seriously?� Sinead turned the outer handle, opening the door again. He turned round to face her, his eyes narrowed. Sinead stayed outside, leaning in. �Great � thanks for letting me know. I had to leave work early, actually.� Her cheeks flushed red. �It�s a real schlep getting out here.�
The man�s lips curled up; the first noticeable expression he�d made. �I�m sorry that you had a wasted journey.�
�Knew I should�ve come earlier. I couldn�t get down here on my lunch break and � shit � someone always beats you to it, don�t they?�
He held her look. She realised she�d better tone it down and stepped back onto the driveway. But the man wasn�t shocked. In fact, his eyes now sparkled and his demeanour had visibly softened. He opened the porch door wide.
�No one�s taken the room. I�ve changed my mind, that�s all.�
Sinead froze. Despite her unintentional outburst, the situation was actually turning around. Her sales training and experience kicked in. She spoke with deliberate calm and a more playful tone. �Oh, okay. So is there any chance that you might change it back again, maybe?�
The man sniggered. �Why would I do that?�
Sinead stared down at the gravel, exhausted and unable to think of a clever comeback. �Yeah, why would you? I don�t know. Worth a shot.�
�Let�s say that if you had a good enough reason�� The man casually rubbed the back of his head. �Perhaps I�d consider it.�
Sinead blinked � was he messing with her? His attitude was hard to read, likewise his body language. He just stood there, unblinking, waiting for a reply. This guy was no pushover, no helpless old-age pensioner.
�Today�s my birthday� No, honestly, it really is. Yeah. So there�s that�� But that totally failed to impress. How did the truth sound like bullshit? She needed to sell it. �All right then, okay. Guess my age?�
He shrugged and puffed air through his nostrils, clearly not about to make this easy for her. Sinead pointed to the black metal house number embedded in the brickwork near the main door: 26.
�That�s me, twenty-six today.� She let this sink in for a moment, but still he showed no reaction. �You�ve got to admit, this could be fate. Right?�
�Coincidence, possibly.�
�Really? Come on!� She smirked, her eyes twinkling mischievously. �You don�t think that�s a little bit weird? Just a teeny tiny bit� predestined?�
The man wore a peculiar expression � almost as though he was trying to remember something important. Sinead wanted another good line to say, but drew a blank. Her gambit had failed and now she felt stupid. She just wasn�t on top of her game at six o�clock on a Friday evening.
�What did you say your name was?�
�Sinead. Sinead Woods.�
�Well then, Sinead Woods, seeing as you�ve come all this way on your special day, I suppose it wouldn�t hurt if you took a quick look round.�
Sinead grinned. Now she didn�t feel stupid. The man backed indoors and beckoned her to follow. As she was entering the premises, Sinead couldn�t hide the satisfaction of a successful pitch. Brilliant. You�re a star.
The man moved to the side and folded his arms. She closed the outer door, walked through the porch, and into the bungalow. A spacious living room awaited her. It was warm, welcoming and clean. The faded decor didn�t matter to Sinead � this felt homely. She stood in the centre of the room, soaking it in, imagining herself living there: reclining on the comfy three- seat sofa, drinking a cup of tea and watching the widescreen TV fixed above the mantelpiece. By the window was a sturdy armchair, its fabric faded from years of sunlight; his favourite chair, no doubt. A massive overstuffed bookcase dominated the main wall.
�Oh yeah. I�m liking this. Even better than the photos.�
He was examining her with a curious expression. �The advert you answered online � it�s been deleted.�
�Yeah, take it down. Before anyone else sees it.� She flashed a cheeky grin. His eyebrows rose slightly as a minuscule acknowledgement of her humour. �How long have you lived here?�
�Quite a while, I�d say. Yes, I�ve grown rather attached to the place. It�s a nice area.�
�It is, yeah. I�ve always liked the �burbs. Not enough action for my mates but� peace and quiet. It�s underrated.�
�Hmm� That�s true, we certainly don�t get too much excitement in Beckenham.�
�So is this yours then?� she asked. �Do you own the place?�
�I do indeed.�
Sinead wandered over to the bookcase and glanced at some of the spines: there was everything from oversized history compendiums and atlases to paperback classics and dozens of fantasy and sci-fi novels. She recognised the Game of Thrones books because she�d seen the TV series, but most of the titles were new to her. Mild dyslexia meant she�d never read much just for pleasure, but she admired people who did.
�Wow � impressive collection,� she said.
�I suppose I should probably get rid of them and embrace the digital revolution.� The man gestured towards the adjoining room. �The kitchen�s through here.� He ambled through and waited for Sinead to join him.
She walked into the open-plan kitchen. It was spotlessly clean with all the mod cons, even a dishwasher. There was plenty of space to prepare food and several cupboards. A rectangular oak dining table was parked along one wall. This was a proper grown up�s kitchen.
Sinead was about to voice her approval when the homeowner spoke.
�Are you living with your friends then, at the moment?�
�Yeah, since we graduated. We moved down to London together after uni. It was cool for a couple of years but�� Sinead trailed off, still checking out the kitchen as she moved further in. There was a utility area out the back and she could see a washing machine and tumble dryer. Through the window was a small overgrown garden.
�But not any more?� he asked.
�Hmm? Oh.� Sinead snapped back to the conversation. �I just fancy a change of scene. It�s not easy, living with mates. All those stupid rows about washing up or taking out the rubbish. It gets a bit old. I always thought I�d prefer sharing with a guy. Girls are� well, there can be a lot of drama.�
�I wouldn�t know. I�ve never shared a house with a girl before.�
�First time for everything.�
�Yes, well� Which university did you go to? You and your friends?�
�Reading University.�
The man nodded. His brow knitted together as though he was concentrating. A moment of awkward silence passed between them. Sinead wondered if he was just a bit shy. He was definitely aloof. He had a fairly posh accent. He might be a solicitor or a banker. But then he probably wouldn�t be home as early as this; those guys worked crazy hours. Normally when dealing with strangers, Sinead would keep talking at moments like this so as not to give them the chance to make their excuses and walk away. But this wasn�t happening on the high street. Respect was needed; she was a guest in the man�s home.
Eventually, he spoke. �The spare room�s down the hall.�
�Cool. Let�s check it out, then.�
They moved simultaneously and almost collided. The man gestured for her to go ahead. Sinead thanked him, walked back through the living room and continued down the hall that connected with the other rooms. As she walked, she experienced a feeling of d�j� vu. Not because she�d been here before, but because she had fantasised about a house just like this one when she was a girl. A proper home. Sinead had to play it cool, but her mind was made up: she wanted this place. And the reluctant owner could be persuaded, she was sure of it. Otherwise he�d never have let her in.
�This one?� she asked, referring to the first closed door.
�That�s the bathroom.�
�Is it okay to have a quick look?�
�Of course. I�ve got nothing to hide.�
She chuckled, opening the door to another immaculately dirt-free room. There was a bath tub along one wall, with a chrome shower head attached above and a contemporary lavatory and washbasin on the other wall. Nice blue and white checked tiles were on the walls. And not so much as a stray hair to be seen.
�Wow! You run a tight ship.�
�You sound surprised.�
�I guess so. I wouldn�t describe this as your typical man�s bathroom.�
�I�m not keen on dirt and mess. I�ve always believed that cleanliness is fundamental.�
�Definitely. Yep. I�m down with that.� Did that sound like she was taking the piss? Sinead smiled warmly to show that she wasn�t.
He leant back against the wall, allowing her space to leave the bathroom.
�Did anyone else come today, before you took the ad down?�
�Somebody was here this morning.� He extended his arm as if directing traffic. �The spare bedroom is just down here.�
Sinead went along to the next door, which was also closed. She glanced over her shoulder. He hadn�t moved from his position outside the bathroom, but was staring up at the loft hatch in the ceiling. Sinead cleared her throat and he looked over. She pointed at the closed bedroom door, making sure it was okay to proceed. The man held her look and slowly nodded. Sinead thought he was probably thinking up an excuse to get rid of her. Tentatively, she pushed down the handle and the door creaked open.
The room was just as she had expected, picture perfect. There was a double bed with a mattress still in its plastic wrap, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. A medium-sized window looked out onto the back garden. The room was huge; nearly twice the size of the one she currently had. This was the sixteenth place she�d seen: each one had been beyond her budget, or else the room was too small, or she�d have had to share the house with six others, or some other problem. Renting in London was no fun. She couldn�t face more internet searches, more trips to far-flung locations, more disappointments. Sinead took a deep breath.
The man was now standing in the doorway, observing her reaction.
Sinead said, �It�s even bigger than it looked in the photo. And brand-new furniture, too.� She couldn�t read his expression. He was a tough nut to crack. �But now you don�t want a lodger, right? You�ve changed your mind?�
�This used to be my office. Change isn�t always easy.�
�That�s true. You�ve gone to all this trouble, though. But yeah, I guess if you�ve never lived with some strange girl before�� She sat on the edge of the bed and bounced on the mattress. She couldn�t help it; acting like she already lived here.
�I go away regularly, for work. I need to be certain that the house will be respected. I don�t want to come home and find things broken�� He paused, looking at something.
Sinead followed his eyes to the bedside lamp: a crack zigzagged across the centre of the base; two pieces of porcelain were glued together.
As she turned back to him, he continued. �I don�t want to return here and find overflowing bins and suspicious stains on the carpet.�
Sinead stood up. �Just for the record, okay, I�d treat this place like a palace. No parties, no pets, no disgusting habits. I don�t even mind cleaning the loo. What more can you ask for?�
Running his hand along the top of the door frame, he brushed down some dust and slapped his palms together. Sinead chewed a thumbnail. He�s not going for it. He�s not interested.
The man sighed. �I can�t commit to any long-term arrangements. You hear stories � tenants who refuse to leave. It seems a lot more trouble than it�s worth.�
�Okay, then. Here�s an idea � a trial period. Say two months? That will give us time to get to know each other. And if it doesn�t work out, I�ll pack my bags. No arguments, no hassle. I�ll be gone.�
Sinead watched him like a hawk, ready to swoop in. The man didn�t respond verbally, but his eyes gave something away. She�d seen that look many times before � he was wavering.
�And I can pay you up front. Two months� rent, plus a safety deposit.� Money. Yeah. He perked up at the mention of money. Sinead had him now.
The man rubbed his chin. �You�re used to getting your own way, aren�t you? I can tell.�
�I�ve been searching everywhere for like six weeks. It�s a complete nightmare. If somewhere�s half decent and affordable, it gets snapped up like�� She clicked her fingers. �Places like this � they are so rare. You�ve no idea. This is perfect for me. Really perfect. Almost too good to be true.�
�You seem like a nice girl, but I don�t know you. I don�t know anything about you.�
�We�ve clicked, though, don�t you think? Trust me. A month from now, we�ll be getting on like a house on fire.� Sinead rolled her eyes at the careless choice of words. �Or a more appropriate expression. You know what I mean, though. Right?� The man seemed bemused by her persistent manner and Sinead could see his defences dropping. �I promise you, before you know it, we�ll be just like best mates.�
It was her final shot: the personal touch. She waited for his answer. He was staring at the floor, mulling it over. Slowly he raised his head.
�A two-month trial. Yes. That might work. But then again�� He stared off into the middle distance and kept silent for an extended dramatic pause. Like waiting for a talent show host to announce the winning act.
Finally, he looked her in the eye and said, �Cash would be best��
The winner of tonight�s competition is� Sinead Woods.
Two minutes later, Sinead was outside the front door, grinning like a fool. She was going before she blew it, before he changed his mind. The man stayed back in the porch.
Sinead said, �You will not regret this. It�s gonna be unreal. So I�ll see you next Saturday then? About twelve?�
�Okay. Yes, I�ll see you then.�
Sinead waved goodbye and hurried off. She stopped, making a sudden about turn. �God! I don�t even know your name!�
�You don�t?� He seemed surprised.
�Yeah, you never told me.�
�That�s right. My name�s� Elliot.�
�Nice to meet you, Elliot. I can�t wait to move into your lovely home.�
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At the front window, he stood watching the girl as she turned out of the driveway and disappeared down the road. Sinead. He drew the curtains. Sinead Woods. He repeated the name in his mind. She was quite unique. Not at all like others from her infantilised generation. This was no millennial snowflake. This girl had � well there was only one word for it � balls.
He began processing their strange encounter. It had been an unsettling experience � and today, of all days. When the doorbell rang he�d just flushed the toilet and had assumed that whoever it was at the door would give up after a minute and leave. But the visitor was nothing if not persistent, and calling the mobile phone, which he�d left out on the coffee table, had given him no choice but to open up. Normally his penetrating gaze and abrupt manner would have swiftly resolved the situation, but she didn�t back down after his polite yet curt dismissal. In fact, she was spoiling for a fight. He would have slammed the door in her face except for one niggling detail that threw him off balance: he�d recognised her. But where from, exactly?
Curiosity had overruled caution. For the life of him, he could not recall where or why they had met. He was racking his brain, searching memories for her face. It was an honest face, but there was an unmistakable steeliness in her expression. Pretty, fine-boned features, strawberry blonde hair, clear blue eyes, but lacking the kind of beauty that made lesser men crumble. The voice was familiar too � a Southern English accent, neither posh nor pleb � but he was damned if he could remember her. It was certainly possible he�d encountered her in an exam hall somewhere, but then again he�d never been to Reading University.
Really, he�d just been toying with the girl, with no intention of letting her inside. Then she�d mentioned the birthday to soften him up, and he found himself impressed by her clever ruse to gain instant sympathy. Of course, he hadn�t been fooled, but he was always open to learning new tricks. She was skilled; he was intrigued. Why not let her inside and give him time to place her?
He paced around the living room and kitchen, retracing their conversation. There were undeniably moments when he had not been in control of their interaction. She was cheeky, flirtatious even. Using humour to win him round: he did so admire that particular technique. He�d never quite got the hang of levity. His jokes always had the effect of unnerving, rather than disarming, people. Sinead�s manipulation seemed effortless. Except, of course, she�d made one crucial error by losing her temper. Like most of the general public, she wanted to keep the anger hidden, but that slip up had let him know how much this place meant to her.
It was a huge risk allowing her to come inside. Although he had thoroughly cleaned the bedroom and mended the broken lamp, there might always be something he�d overlooked. If the situation had escalated, if he�d been forced to act� well, he certainly had more than enough on his plate. And she would have family, friends; people looking out for her. A girl like that could never just vanish. Letting her in was a perilous move. So naturally the dangerous thrill made it impossible to resist.
Once he�d satisfied his curiosity about their prior meeting, asking her to leave should have been straightforward. I�m expecting an important call; I�m sorry I wasted your time but I definitely won�t be taking in a lodger. What he hadn�t expected was being made an offer he couldn�t possibly refuse. �1,800 in cash would certainly solve a few immediate problems. It was a shame she didn�t have it on her, but in a week�s time, he�d be solvent again � at least for a month or so.
Unemployment was taking its toll. The jobsworth at the Jobcentre had asked far too many personal questions, and if there was one thing he couldn�t tolerate it was the filling out of endless bureaucratic forms. It was a stressful business, trying to come up with falsehoods that couldn�t be disproved if they were ever investigated. The less the government knew about him the better. He�d binned the forms as soon as he left the building.
Now he ambled along the hall, stopping outside the spare bedroom. Right there on the mattress was where it had happened, but everything looked spick and span. Superglue had taken care of the broken lampstand by the bed. Yes, he had to congratulate himself on his tidying abilities. The room was in pristine condition. Sinead had also been impressed.
But where the hell had they met before? It was really starting to irritate him.
His mind snapped back to the present. There was another task to be done tonight. He went to the kitchen and fetched a hard-backed chair, carried it through to the hall, and placed it down directly beneath the square-shaped loft hatch. Standing on the chair, he unhooked the fastening clips and swung the hatch door down on its hinges. Holding the telescopic metal ladder�s base, he carefully pulled it down, extending each section in turn until the ladder�s rubber feet reached the floor. He climbed the rungs until his head and shoulders were through the hatchway, then placed his hands down on either side and pushed himself upwards, swinging a leg up onto a wooden crossbeam. He brought up his other leg and crouched there on the beam before his fingers found the light cord dangling in the darkness.
The fluorescent tube buzzed above, casting light on dusty cardboard boxes, old suitcases, bubble-wrapped picture frames and rolls of excess insulation. Moving cautiously along the crossbeam, he came to a large, bulging black golf bag, positioned under the eaves. Next to it was the coiled rope that had served as an effective hoist for hauling the heavy bag up there. Kneeling down, he took the metal tab between thumb and forefinger and slowly unzipped the golf bag.
It always struck him how plastic-looking the human face was when inanimate. Rather like a shopfront mannequin. This particular face belonged to a man not entirely dissimilar to himself; about forty years old, neither handsome nor ugly. A plain-looking, ordinary man. He could see the remnants of terror in the brown eyes. The skin tone was taking on a greyish hue and was ice cold to the touch. A thick black moustache lined the upper lip, like a beetle on a slice of smoked salmon. Pulling the zip down further, he found an angry line snaking around the neck, crimson red and indented deep into the flesh. He traced a finger along the groove, admiring his expert handiwork.
�I�m afraid I shall have to ask you to leave. Someone more suitable is moving in.�
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Sinead wheeled her bicycle up the path to the dilapidated, three-storey Victorian townhouse. She unlocked and opened the front door, carried her bike over the step into the hall, before leaning it against the wall. She removed her helmet while sifting through a stack of post on a side table. There was nothing interesting: a phone bill, takeaway menus, marketing mail-outs. No handwritten envelopes meant no birthday cards. Stupid fucking tradition anyway. Who sends cards these days?
Sinead cocked her head as she heard her housemates� voices through the wall. Not the words, but the tone was clear: a joke was being told. She moved along the hallway, approaching the lounge. A roar of laughter exploded on the other side of the door. As she pushed it open, the laughter reached a crescendo. Sinead stepped partially inside, shielding half her body behind the door. The laughter ceased abruptly as her housemates became aware of her presence in the room.
Everyone stared at her, momentarily lost for words. The mood was ambiguous. Her hand gripped the door handle. Had they been talking about her? Sinead couldn�t be sure if she had been the butt of the joke or if she was being paranoid. On the nearest sofa, Sinead�s best friend, Heidi, sat up, flicking the fringe away from her eyes. She put on a welcoming grin.
�Hey. We were just wondering where you�d got to.�
�I went to a viewing after work.�
�Oh. Cool. So how�d it go?�
�Good. Yeah, I�m gonna take it.�
On the other sofa, Imogen and Joel were sprawled out, all interlocking arms and legs. Imogen � privileged, beautiful and aloof � barely acknowledged her, and Sinead responded in kind. Joel, tanned and honed in loose-fitting, Indian-style garments, resembled a young DiCaprio. And he knew it. Joel�s flirtatious gaze followed Sinead as she inched into the room.
He asked, �When are you moving then?�
�Next Saturday.� Sinead deliberately avoided his look. Sometimes he made her blush.
�That�s quick work, Sinead. What�s the hurry?� He flashed a toothy grin.
Imogen grabbed his arm and draped it across her chest. She said, �We really need to advertise her room. Could someone sort that out tomorrow?�
�Yeah, I�m not getting lumbered with your share of the rent.� Next to Heidi on the sofa, Magz was busy rolling a joint. Judging by the fresh smell of skunk in the house, it wasn�t the first of the day. Magz had been a girl too cool for any school, and as an adult she was becoming ice-cold.
�I gave you six weeks� notice � that�s hardly being lumbered, mate. And I�m paid up here until the end of the month,� said Sinead.
Magz licked along the Rizla paper and sealed the spliff.
Heidi shifted along the sofa. �We�ll find someone. And Joel�s gonna start paying rent. It�s not a problem. Come and sit down.�
Sinead perched on the arm of the sofa. Heidi grabbed a glass from the coffee table and poured the last dregs of wine from the bottle.
�That�s great news. I mean, it�s sad you�re leaving, obviously, but�� Heidi awkwardly changed tack. �Anyway. Congratulations � oh and Happy Birthday!� Heidi handed Sinead the glass, raised her own in a toast, and the others casually followed suit.
Heidi, Magz and Joel said, �Happy Birthday!� Imogen reluctantly waved her glass, but said nothing.
Sinead put on a brave face and took a sip of wine. She managed to hide her disgust at the warm, oaky Chardonnay. Magz was trying to light her joint with a cheap plastic lighter. The only sound in the room was the flint sparking repeatedly. Heidi looked at the others, desperately trying to lift the mood.
�God, I can�t believe you�re actually going, Sinead. What�s it been, like three or four years?�
�Yeah. Just time for a fresh start, I guess,� said Sinead. �Gonna miss you guys.� It had been a difficult few months, but she wanted to make things right between them, starting tonight with the birthday celebrations. �Anyway, that�s not till next week. Shall we get pizzas in? I�ve got a bottle of voddie, we can preload before heading down the Constitutional. Let�s put some tunes on, get the party started.�
Sinead looked around the room, but there were no takers. This party was winding down. She turned to Heidi. Sinead knew that evasive look on her best friend�s face.
�Yeah� um� actually�� said Heidi.
Imogen was checking the time on her phone. �We need to get going, guys.�
Sinead�s birthday was being hijacked.
Heidi touched Sinead�s knee. �There�s a new club in Shoreditch. Free entry before nine. Are you up for it?�
�Oh. Okay. Thought we said we�d be having the party here tonight.�
Heidi looked away sheepishly.
Joel said, �You should come. We�ll have a laugh.�
Imogen nudged him in the ribs. �She doesn�t have to if she doesn�t want to. I mean it�s her choice, right?� Sinead and Imogen locked eyes: both girls knew Imogen wasn�t trying to be nice. Sinead sipped some more of the cheap, nasty wine.

*** 

The black plastic tray of Singapore noodles rotated in the microwave oven. Sinead watched her birthday meal warming up. The digital timer showed another twenty-one seconds to go. She waited, reading the cardboard sleeve to see how much of the packaging was recyclable. Heidi entered, her face made up and wearing her best party dress.
�Are you sure you won�t come?� She touched Sinead�s upper arm. �I feel bad.�
�I�ve been on my feet all day.� Sinead kept her eyes on the food tray. �Eat, bath, bed � that�s all I�m good for tonight.� Heidi hovered by her side.
�Heidi? We�ll miss the train,� Imogen called from the hallway.
�Just a minute!� shouted Heidi. She gave Sinead her puppy-dog eyes. �You know I�d stay in with you, but I�ve arranged to meet Tim there and��
Ping! The oven light turned off. Sinead opened the door and removed the container.
�It�s fine. Honestly. Anyway, I�m saving money for house-moving expenses.�
�Are you sure this is what you want? I mean, really sure?�
�Heidi, just go!�
�I don�t mean the club � I mean you moving out. It�s not too late if you want to stay. We can have a house-meeting, try and sort things out.�
�What�s the point? I�ve made up my mind.� Sinead removed the film on the container and stirred the noodles with a spoon. �It�s for the best. I know when I�m not wanted.�
�That�s not true! I know it�s been hard for you, but it�s been hard for everyone. Imogen and Magz, they�re just not used to dealing with heavy life stuff.�
Sinead paused, mid-stir. Heidi�s implied reference to Sinead�s mother was not something she wanted to hear. Not today, not when she was trying so hard to keep it together. A wave of sadness washed over her, but she refused to cry. Heidi saw it on her face, though, and when Sinead turned away, she hugged her. Sinead�s fingers gripped her friend�s arms above the elbow.
Quickly, Sinead composed herself and faked a laugh. �I�m all right. Go on � have fun.�
Heidi broke away and headed for the door. �I�ll make it up to you.� She smiled at Sinead before leaving the kitchen. Sinead opened the fridge. She held the door ajar and looked at the photos secured on the outside by magnets: group shots from their university days, silly poses with drinks in their hands.
Sinead and her mates in happier times.

*** 

Red liquid swirled in the cascading water. Sinead sat naked on the side of the tub, pouring in bubble bath. Her friends would probably be queuing outside the club by now. And here she was, having a soak and an early night like an old loser. On her �special day�! That�s what Elliot had called it. She wondered if he believed that it was her birthday. Probably not, but it had worked a treat, getting her inside the bungalow. That place was special. So quiet and peaceful, and just what she needed to come back to after a hard day at work. It hadn�t been the best birthday, but she�d definitely given herself the best present.
The water temperature was just right � warm and comforting. She turned off the taps, climbed in and lowered herself into the bath. She reclined against the tub�s sloping edge, staring upwards. Black mould crept up the wall, spreading into the corner of the ceiling. She had complained about it to the landlord months ago. Nothing would ever be done about it, but it wasn�t her problem any more. The cold-water tap dripped. She plugged it with her big toe.
Sinead thought back to the weird vibe in the living room earlier. Had they been laughing about me? No, they couldn�t have been. She closed her eyes. Maybe they were, though. Things had changed recently, she couldn�t deny it. She hadn�t been much fun while her mum had been in the hospice last year: moody, irritable, angry and definitely not her usual fun-loving self. But since the funeral, she had really been making an effort to get things back to normal. She just hoped it wasn�t too late. Because these girls weren�t just her friends � they were her family. And sometimes family need a bit of space.
She had come to realise it wasn�t ideal, living with the people you cared about the most. Petty arguments about household chores and splitting bills caused silly rifts. Things could easily get out of hand. She wouldn�t allow that to happen. Moving out was the best thing for everyone. She was doing the sensible, mature thing for the sake of their friendship.
When they first came to London it had been a big adventure and they had needed each other for support. But now they were established it was time for a change. She sometimes wondered if the real reason they stayed living together so long was more to do with the cost of renting elsewhere. They�d got a decent deal on the house and the landlord hadn�t put the rent up. Everything had been great for a couple of years. She tried to recall how things had changed. When was the turning point? Joel had moved in before Christmas. Yeah, it was right around then. Imogen had started acting weird, giving Sinead the cold shoulder, but really it was Imogen�s problem; Sinead had done nothing to cause the resentment.
Joel was always paying Sinead attention, especially when Imogen wasn�t in the room. Sinead hadn�t cottoned on at first, and then she�d tried to deny it was happening. It seemed harmless enough and she�d never done anything to lead Joel on. But things had gone up a level recently. It was like he saw her as a challenge: the more she ignored him, the more he flirted with her. He fancied her. And she couldn�t deny that he was fit. But he was Imogen�s boyfriend and so that was an end to it. Obviously.
Sinead splashed water on her face and tried redirecting her mind. Stop thinking about Joel. She lay underneath the bubbles, feeling them dancing across her skin. She remembered the hungry look Joel had given her earlier. Sinead�s hand trailed over her breasts, along her ribcage, over her stomach and down between her thighs.

*** 

Around eight the next morning Sinead came downstairs, wearing her silky green kimono and flip-flops. She made herself a mug of tea. Sunlight was pouring in through the back door. It was the first opportunity this year to sit outside and listen to the birds, and a chance to be alone with her thoughts before the household woke up. She opened the door, stepped out onto the patio, and saw that she wasn�t alone. Joel � shirtless, standing serenely still, eyes closed � was in the middle of a T�ai chi movement. The guy was such a poseur, with his hard abs and sculpted, tanned chest. Sinead sat on a plastic chair while he completed his routine. He must have known she was there � he must have heard the door.
His eyes opened. Sinead looked away and her fingers began gently caressing her neck.
�Just back in Goa for a moment,� Joel said. �Bliss. Trust me, you guys really need to get out there. You especially, you�d love it.�
�One day, yeah. Definitely.� Sinead had actually done some travelling in Thailand and Vietnam after her A levels. But that seemed like a lifetime ago.
Joel slunk over to the seating area and picked up his water bottle from the table. Sinead blew on her hot tea while he brushed long, blond-brown hair from his face.
Sinead said, �You�re up early.�
�The sun woke me. Not that I�m complaining.� He sat down opposite her.
�Me too. It�s gorgeous, isn�t it? Did you have a good night then?�
�Yeah� I guess. You didn�t miss anything.�
�Really? Why not? Bet the music was good, though. Who was DJ�ing?� She was asking questions to stay in control of the situation like she did at work.
Joel didn�t answer, just shrugged his shoulders. He stared at her quizzically. Sinead wished her tea was cooler so she could drink it and give her hands something to do. She didn�t feel like making small talk. Joel leaned back in his chair.
�I�ve been thinking. Me moving in here � I suppose Imogen did kind of spring it on you. We could�ve handled it differently and been a bit more considerate.�
�What d�you mean?�
�You four have always been so tight. Your own little gang. Then I turn up and� things change.�
�Not really. I�ve been meaning to move on for a while.� Sinead wondered where Joel was going with this. The truth made her uncomfortable. �Anyway, it�s not like you�re a stranger.�
�True. Yeah� you and me go way back.� They had all met in a bar not long after the girls had moved to London and would go out and chat to anyone. Joel was always off travelling and they had lost touch for a while.
Joel said, �You know, I thought you didn�t like me much when we first met.�
Sinead smiled sarcastically. �Yeah, Joel, I couldn�t stand you.�
He laughed. �That was your vibe, trust me. You were so�� Joel fixed her with his penetrating blue eyes.
�What?� said Sinead. �What was I?�
�Stand-offish.�
�No I wasn�t. Maybe I was just shy.�
Sinead and Joel shared a long, meaningful look. He knew her so well. She was stand- offish; she was always like that with guys she fancied. God forbid they realised she actually liked them; if they knew that, they could reject her. It was better they figured it out for themselves and made the first move.
The scraping sound of a window opening above them destroyed the moment. Sinead turned away from Joel as he craned his neck up to see a sleepy Imogen leaning out from her bedroom window, all bedhead and smeared mascara. She saw her boyfriend first. Yawning, she said, �Why didn�t you wake me?�
�Couldn�t do it, babe. You looked too cute, all snuggled up in the duvet.�
Sinead squirmed in her seat, not wanting to hear their lovey-dovey shit. It was bad enough hearing them have sex through the bedroom walls. She bowed her head. One leg was crossed over the other, jittering with nervous energy, and she watched her flip-flop vibrating against the sole of her foot.
Imogen blew her boyfriend a kiss. Then she leaned out onto the windowsill and noticed that he wasn�t alone. Sinead gave a little wave. Imogen scowled. Sinead stared back � what? She hadn�t done anything wrong, they were just chatting. Imogen blanked her and addressed Joel.
�Aren�t you coming back to bed?�
�Ah! That�s not fair! Don�t tempt me like that. You know I want to. Need to jump in the shower, though. That job interview�s at ten.�
Imogen frowned, twirling her hair in her fingers.
�I�m all yours this afternoon, babe,� said Joel.
�Okay then. Come straight back, yeah?� Imogen took in her boyfriend�s bare chest. Then her eyes narrowed as she looked at Sinead. She left the open window. Sinead and Joel sat silently. Moments later Imogen returned with a crumpled T-shirt and chucked it down to Joel.
�Don�t get cold,� said Imogen.
Joel caught the T-shirt. �I won�t.� He blew a kiss up to Imogen.
Sinead drank her tea, staring off into the middle distance.
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The break was over; Sinead had spent most of the twenty minutes queuing before finally getting served by a bank teller. The daily cash limit on her debit card from an ATM was �250 and there weren�t enough days in the week to take out the sum she�d promised Elliot for securing the room. �1800 � nearly everything she had in the world, until pay day. So she withdrew it all in one go, fifties and twenties. She placed the stuffed envelope into her inside jacket pocket, zipped it up and left the bank.
Sinead looked up at the grey and overcast sky as she strolled back. The weekend sunshine had been and gone; April had now slipped back into winter. But she wasn�t going to let the weather spoil her mood � things were looking up. She passed the Costa, the Tesco Express and the Pret. Up ahead, near the traffic lights, her colleague Dylan was failing to drum up any business. Sinead watched him half-heartedly approaching people.
�Hello there, how are you today�? Can I just ask if you�ve ever given some thought to� no, okay. No problem. Have a good day. Hi� can I stop you a minute� No? Right.� People walked on with barely an acknowledgement. Dylan was standing close to the kerb, like he wanted to throw himself into the oncoming traffic. His back was turned to Sinead as she approached. Sinead prodded a forefinger between his shoulder blades. He spun round; pleased to see her, but obviously a bit embarrassed.
�Not happening today, Sinead. Might have to jack it in, go back on phones. I dunno.�
He�d been working with her team for a couple of weeks, having said he was bored of being chained to a phone and fancied something different. Call-centre work was less brutal than street fundraising: getting a phone hung up on you was never as harsh as being blanked, sworn at, or even spat at. She felt sorry for him; he was a nice guy, but he didn�t have the killer instinct you needed out on the street.
�If it�s a new job you�re after, I could make you my official bodyguard.�
�Nice. Yeah, I could do that.�
Sinead patted her jacket. �I�ve just cleaned out my savings account. Eighteen hundred quid, so I could do with someone watching my back.�
�Eighteen hundred � on these wages?�
�My mum left it to me.� Sinead�s hand instinctively reached up to a silver pendant that hung around her neck, her only other heirloom. She stroked the pendant tenderly.
�Oh� yeah. Sorry.� Dylan looked at her sympathetically. She�d mentioned her mother�s passing once before. Not intentionally; just because Dylan asked if she�d bought a present for Mother�s Day. She�d almost brushed it off and told a lie, but he was the kind of boy you could be honest with.
�She wouldn�t mind. I�m putting it to good use. My rent�s covered for two months, along with the safety deposit. Nothing left to hire a van, though.�
�You�re moving on Saturday, yeah?�
Sinead nodded. She glanced down the street at a group of pedestrians and playfully punched Dylan�s arm. �You need another tutorial, dude. What�s the secret of success? Remember?� She gave him a chance to reply, but he wasn�t quick enough. She continued. �Pick the perfect victim. Pensioners are an easy target. But you never get more than a few quid. So stay away from them, unless you get desperate.�
�I don�t like tapping up the old folks. They remind me of Nan and Granddad.�
�Ignore those thoughts. Don�t be emotional. They�re just punters. The trick is to get them to feel emotional. You�re looking for the lonely ones who want someone to talk to. Give them a big smile, tell them you like their shoes, ask them where they bought their coat. Be a bit cheeky. Get their defences down. You�ve got to ease your way into the pitch. Trust me, if you do it right, they won�t even realise what�s happening.�
�You actually enjoy this, don�t you?�
Sinead smirked � yeah, she did enjoy it. Mainly because this was the only thing she�d ever been good at. �It�s a game, that�s all. Get their bank details on the form and you�re the winner. Don�t worry, you�ll get the hang of it. You�ve got some charm. It�s all you need.� She watched people heading their way.
Dylan shuffled on his feet and cleared his throat. �My brother�s got a van� if you need some help with the move, I reckon he�d lend it to me for a couple of hours.�
�Ah thanks Dylan, that�s sweet of you but� no, I�ll figure something out.�
�Yeah, you could just nick a shopping trolley from Tesco�s.�
�That�s not a bad idea.� She sensed he was embarrassed, trying to make a joke. �Honestly, I appreciate the offer but��
�Look, I�d have quit this job day one if it weren�t for you. Let me help you out.�
Sinead looked up at him. He was tall and lanky; not bad-looking, but in need of a haircut and some confidence. Why was he being so nice? Maybe he fancied her? No, he was just a genuine, friendly guy. Everyone thought so. And she really did need help with the move.
�Okay. Yeah � cool. Thanks, dude. You�re a star!� She gave him a hug. Dylan bent down and patted her on the back. Their embrace was quick and a bit awkward. He was a colleague; technically she was his boss, but it didn�t really feel like it.
Dylan said, �Wait, hang on. So now I�m your driver and your bodyguard? How�d that happen?�
Sinead giggled and felt relieved because there was one less thing to organise. But she�d never liked accepting help; it made her feel vulnerable. Her mother had always told her: There�s no such thing as a free lunch, Sinead. She spotted a middle-aged woman ambling towards them. Sinead had already made her target for the day, but Dylan was trailing behind. She could give him one of hers.
�Watch and learn,� said Sinead. She moved towards the woman and checked over her shoulder to see that Dylan was paying attention. The woman looked away but Sinead stared straight at her. �There�s a little game I like to play. Let me see if I can guess your name.�
The woman flashed a polite smile, but kept walking. Sinead shadowed her along the pavement. �I reckon you�re an Angela� Anthea� no? Amy? Wrong letter? Can I have another go? T for Tina? Am I getting close? I am, aren�t I?�
The woman stopped. �How did you know that?� She let out a little embarrassed laugh.
�Tina? Is that right?�
�Well, it�s Christina, actually. But some old friends still call me Tina. How did you guess that?�
Sinead touched her on the elbow. �Just one of my magic powers, Tina. Your hair looks lovely, by the way. Have you just had it done�?� The woman laughed and, with mock embarrassment, put a hand up to her perfectly-styled coiffure. Sinead looked over the woman�s shoulder and winked conspiratorially at Dylan.

*** 

The suitcase on the bed bulged with clothes and a shirt sleeve spilt out between the two zip runners. Sinead sat on the lid, squashing it all down. She�d meant to have a clear-out and take some old stuff to a charity shop, but the past week had flown by. All morning she�d been packing and moving her belongings downstairs. Dylan had turned up half an hour ago and was busy loading the van. The bedroom was now bare apart from two framed photographs on the wall.
Sinead climbed down and walked over to the pictures. She removed one from the hook on the wall. The photo had been taken twenty years ago: it was her as a shy little girl, hiding behind her mother�s legs. It had been snapped by her father, not long before he�d walked out on them. It occurred to Sinead that back then her mother was only a few years older than she was now. Before the alcohol had won. She was still just �funny mummy�, slipping off her chair and cracking a joke so as not to alarm her anxious daughter.
Sinead looked closer at her mother, Caitlin; she was smiling, but the depression was there in her eyes. She wore a short-sleeved white blouse with tiny black dots, and around her neck was the silver pendant. Sinead fiddled with the same pendant and remembered sitting on her mum�s lap and playing with it, the shiny silver catching the light as it dangled in front of her face.
There was a light knock at the door before it creaked open. Joel was leaning against the door jamb, wearing ripped jeans and an open-necked plaid shirt. Sinead repressed a smile.
�Hey, d�you need a hand with anything?�
�No, I�m good, thanks. I�m nearly done.�
Joel pointed at the photograph. �Is that you � the little girl?� Sinead nodded. �Can I see?�
Sinead handed him the frame. Joel studied the picture and smirked. �Weren�t you a cutie!�
�Yeah. All buck teeth and gangly legs.�
�I can�t believe how shy you were.� He flashed his white teeth. �What happened?�
�Shut up!� Sinead wanted to give him a playful shove, but resisted the urge.
Joel returned the frame to Sinead. �Wow. Your mum was a beautiful lady.�
�Yeah. She was.�
He looked at the pendant hanging from her neck. �Is that the same one she�s got in the photo?�
�Yeah. My grandma � her mum � gave it to her when she left for England.�
�It�s nice.� Joel gazed at her. Sinead�s skin was tingling.
Joel said, �It�s really hard what you�re going through. If you ever need to talk, you know I�m here for you.�
�Okay. Thanks.� Sinead was concerned she�d start blushing. Joel took a backwards step.
�I�m off to get some milk. Anything you need?�
Just you, Joel. Sinead shook her head, but said nothing. Joel smiled.
�Well in case you�re gone by the time I get back, I�ll say goodbye�� Joel moved, opening his arms for a hug. Sinead went towards him, felt his warm hands on her back, her breasts touching his chest, her chin brushing his shoulder. She wanted to stay there a while.
�Joel! We�re out of butter.� Imogen�s voice travelled up the stairs.
Sinead eased away from the embrace. Joel looked deep into her eyes and grinned. Sinead stared back without blinking.
�Babe!� called Imogen.
He darted back around the other side of the door. �Yeah, coming. Do we need anything else?� Sinead heard Joel jog down the stairs.
She put the frame down on the bed and picked up the other photo from the wall: herself and the girls dressed in graduation robes, arms around each other�s waists. They were laughing and throwing their mortar boards up in the air. It�s funny, she thought � their graduation was less than four years ago, but it seemed as far in the past as her childhood. Both photographs were mementoes from another era. Carefully, she placed the frames in bubble wrap.
Sinead closed the bedroom door behind her, gripping the handle of the heavy suitcase with both hands as she lumbered onto the landing. The wheels had broken, so it had to be carried. Magz was coming up the stairs, munching toast. She arrived at the top step and saw Sinead waiting for her.
Magz said, �I might have one of your tops. That funky blue one with the stars. Shall I go dig it out?�
�No, don�t worry. I�ll get it from you next time I�m round here.� Sinead smiled warmly at her. Magz chewed more toast. �Well. This is it then.� She put down the suitcase; Magz slinked over.
�Yeah. The next episode.� Magz enunciated the words in her usual ironic tone.
Sinead initiated a hug and held her friend tight while Magz kept the toast aloft. Sinead released her and touched Magz�s elbows. �Come and check out my new place soon, won�t you?�
�Have a little housewarming. I�ll see if I can sort out some pills.�
�I promised the landlord no parties, but, yeah, I�ll work on him.�
Magz bit into the slice. Sinead delved into her jeans pocket, removed a piece of folded notepaper, and passed it to Magz. �I wrote down the address. If I get any post, can you forward it, please?� Magz, still chewing, murmured an acknowledgment. Sinead picked up the suitcase.
�Okay then. Take care. See you soon.�
Magz made a be seeing you gesture, moving a forefinger to her eye then pointing it at Sinead, who wasn�t sure how to react. Magz hurried up the second flight of stairs before Sinead could say anything else.
Sinead brought the suitcase downstairs and set it alongside her final few belongings. The front door was open; a transit van was parked by the kerb with its rear doors open. Dylan clambered down onto the pavement and adjusted the tongue on one of his trainers. She thought about how much easier the move was with his help.
She heard a noise and turned round: Imogen was sauntering out of the kitchen, holding a paper bill.
�Sinead, before you go��
�Yep?� Sinead waited as Imogen read the bill.
�It looks like you owe some money for the cable.�
�No, I don�t think so � that�s all paid up.�
Dylan strode up to the door. �Is that the lot?� he asked Sinead.
�Just my bike. I�ve brought everything else down.�
Dylan looked over at Imogen who ignored him as she consulted the bill.
�Imogen, I don�t think you�ve met Dylan.�
Imogen glanced at Dylan with a tiny nod of the head; a gesture so small it was hardly worth making. She continued speaking to Sinead.
�You�ve only paid for last month. There�s thirteen days outstanding on this month�s bill.�
�I�ll finish loading up then,� Dylan said. He collected the suitcase and slung a bin liner of clothes over his shoulder. Sinead was mortified by Imogen�s rudeness.
�Okay, yeah. Thanks Dylan. Be out in two minutes.�
Dylan lugged the stuff outside. Sinead turned to Imogen.
�How much do I owe?�
�Not sure what the exact amount is�� Imogen ran a finger down the bill and made a half-hearted attempt to do the maths. �Have you got the calculator on your phone?�
�Look, just let me know when the next bill comes in and I�ll give you the cash. Or I could transfer it, whatever works.�
�We really should sort it out today.�
�As you can see, I�m kind of busy right now. So��
�Actually, do you know what? It�s fine. Just forget it.�
�I said I�d pay it.�
�Sure � whatever.�
�Imogen � what�s the problem?�
Imogen smiled condescendingly, turned and sashayed off upstairs.
Sinead saw Dylan climbing into the back of the van. Fucking bitch � how dare she embarrass me like that in front of him? She rushed upstairs, then halted halfway. �Hi babes, can you get me some Gummi Bears?� she heard Imogen say as the bedroom door shut.
Sinead�s hand gripped the banister. She wanted to storm into Imogen�s room and have it out with her. A showdown had been building for a long time. Sinead took a deep breath. Not now. Don�t cause a scene in front of Dylan. Just go. Sinead turned around and went back downstairs. Grabbing the bike�s handlebars, she lifted it over the step and wheeled it along the path. It was so confusing � why were they acting like this? And what had happened to Heidi? She�d promised she�d be back from Tim�s to see her off. It was like she was checking out of a hostel, not the home they�d shared for over three years.
Dylan was crouching over in the back of the van, rearranging suitcases, bags, boxes, and easy chair. He looked up as Sinead wheeled over her bike.
�Sorry about that�� she said and almost started to make excuses: Imogen hasn�t been sleeping well lately, she�s not normally like that. But why should she defend her?
Dylan made a not bothered face before pushing a cardboard box along the floor with his foot. He didn�t seem concerned. Maybe it was his habitual weed-smoking or just his easy-going nature, but nothing seemed to faze him. He picked up a grey carryall crammed with toiletries, and repositioned it by the side panel. �All set then?� he asked.
�Guess so.�
�Don�t get too excited.� He winked cheekily as he took the bike from her, lifted it up, and then looked for somewhere to put it.
�No, I am. I am excited� it�s just� Heidi said she�d be back to say goodbye and� they�re really not bothered, are they? They actually couldn�t care less that I�m going.�
Dylan struggled to position the bike someplace where it wouldn�t fall down. �Girls, eh? What you gonna do?� Sinead watched him rearrange the belongings. �Should�ve put this in first,� he muttered.
Stepping back to the kerb, Sinead looked wistfully at her old home. This was it then. The end of an era. No, please don�t stand there waving � you�ll make me cry. She grimaced at her private joke. Maybe she shouldn�t take it so personally; the girls had never been as sentimental as she was.
Up the road, Joel was sauntering along, a black plastic bag in one hand and chatting on his phone. Chatting to Imogen. Sinead really didn�t want to say goodbye to him again; that would be beyond awkward.
She slapped the van�s side panel. �All right then � let�s do this.�
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He presumed she�d be in a car or van. Taxi, possibly. He had been awaiting Sinead�s arrival for the past forty minutes, standing off to the side at the front bay window, observing the quiet street. What concerned him in particular was whether or not she would be accompanied by anyone. Most likely there would be a helper; a driver or friend to carry the heavier items. He could cope with one other person. But what if she brought parents or brothers and sisters? That would pose a challenge.
He�d questioned his judgement repeatedly during the last week. This was, without a doubt, one of the riskiest decisions he�d ever made. Inviting a complete stranger to move into his home! It was sheer madness. Thankfully, experience had taught him to be cautious in an unpredictable situation. The priority was collecting the cash. Once he had that, he�d decided to withdraw for a few days. Removing himself would allow time for a thorough risk assessment before committing to any further interaction.
Why on earth had he let this happen? There was more to it than just the money, despite his rather dire financial straits; after all, he could have acquired someone�s credit card or jewellery to fund the next few weeks. No, it wasn�t just about the money. This peculiar girl was quite beguiling.
After much contemplation, it had occurred to him that he must be horrendously bored. And lonely � there was always that � the thing he most despised in himself, his weakness being a chronic need for companionship. It had got him into trouble many times in his youth, condemning him to an itinerant lifestyle. Attempts at friendship had always ended the same way; having to up sticks and find somewhere else to live. He had resolved never to get close to anyone again.
Yet here he was, waiting at a window for a new person to enter his life. Who was this girl, this Sinead Woods? He still couldn�t recall where or when they had met. It was driving him up the wall. When he remembered he would know what to do with her. His instincts told him she wasn�t a threat; he was fairly confident she wasn�t connected to anyone he had ever killed. He made a point of remembering those people. Perhaps she�d sat an exam he had invigilated at somewhere other than Reading.
Something she�d said last week had stayed with him: I promise you, before you know it, we�ll be just like best mates. Obviously, she was buttering him up, but he wondered if she was the kind of person who made idle promises.
A white transit van turned into the driveway. He took three steps back from the window and prepared himself. The van pulled up behind his metallic grey Saab. He went to the front porch and checked his reflection in the wall-mounted mirror, hearing the van�s tyres crunching over gravel. A starched shirt collar protruded nicely from his beige cashmere sweater. He brushed dandruff off his shoulders, then patted his wispy fringe into place. The van�s engine ceased and its doors were creaking open. Two doors and what sounded like two pairs of feet. He practised his welcoming smile and reminded himself to blink. He approved of the man looking back at him: an affable landlord greeting his new lodger.
He opened the porch door and saw Sinead heading towards him. The van�s other occupant must have gone to open up the back.
�We�re not too early, are we?� said Sinead.
�Not at all. Perfect timing.� He stuck out his hand. �Welcome to your new home.�
Sinead placed her hand in his and he shook it quickly. He noticed the look of excitement on her face, then looked over her shoulder to see a lanky youth ambling over. Sinead made the introductions.
�Dylan�s a friend from work. Dylan, this is Elliot.�
�All right? Nice to meet ya.� The boy offered his hand so he gripped it in return.
�Likewise, I�m sure.� He held onto Dylan�s hand for just a moment longer than was necessary, checking to see how he�d react to his dominant grip. He looked into the youth�s eyes: he wasn�t intimidated, but neither did he try to assert himself.
Dylan pulled back his hand. �I�ll crack on then,� he said to Sinead and returned to the van to begin unloading.
Turning to Sinead, Elliot said, �I hope you don�t think me rude, but I shall have to leave you to settle in on your own.�
�Oh, okay. Yeah, sure.� She seemed pleasantly surprised.
�I�m away for the next few days. Business, unfortunately.�
�In that case, I�d better give this to you now.� She removed a bulging Manila paper envelope from her backpack and presented it to him. �You can count it; it�s all there.�
�I don�t doubt it. Besides, it�s not as if I don�t know where you live.�
Sinead laughed politely. He removed a set of keys from his trouser pocket. �You�ll be needing these.� He placed them in her open palm. Sinead thanked him, put them in her jacket pocket, and pulled out another set of house keys.
�Oops� I forgot to give these ones back,� she said, bumping the keys up and catching them. Dylan approached, carrying a battered box.
�Where d�you want this?�
�My room�s the one on the�� said Sinead, looking to her new landlord for a reminder.
�Straight down the hall � the bedroom door�s open. You can�t miss it.�
�No problemo.� Dylan continued on into the house.
�Cheers, Dylan. Be right with you.� Sinead watched Dylan go inside before turning back. �Do you mind if I keep my bike down the side passage?�
�Not at all.� Elliot put on his most affable smile. �And if you require any extra storage, I cleared some space for you up in the loft.�
�Oh thanks, but honestly you didn�t need to go to any trouble.�
�It�s no trouble. I�d been meaning to get rid of some old junk.� He smiled benignly at his unsuspecting tenant: a little joke to lighten the mood, but sadly lost on Sinead. Now was not the right time to explain. One day, perhaps, when they knew each other better.
The unloading of the van lasted about twenty minutes. Elliot retreated to the kitchen and made tea for Sinead and Dylan. He delivered the cups with a plate of custard creams and proceeded with the minimum amount of small talk demanded by the situation. �It�s hard work moving your belongings across London. How was the traffic on the way over? Where were you moving from? Oh, Catford � not too bad then.� Sinead was polite and the chat flowed easily enough. His part was played immaculately: the welcoming host who unfortunately had business to attend to. At least this gave her a chance to settle in without him getting in the way.

*** 

With a yank, he extended the retractable arm on the wheelie suitcase and opened the main door. He called down the hall. �Sinead?� A moment later she emerged from her bedroom and hurried down to meet him.
�I�m off now. Have you got everything you need? Hot water�s always on and the oven�s easy to use. Any problems, please call me�� Elliot took his BlackBerry from his jacket. �I�ve been plagued by nuisance calls recently so I�ve had to change my number. I�ll just ring your phone so you have it.� Sinead�s phone buzzed in her jeans. She reached for it, checking the number.
�Got it, thanks,� she said.
He made eye contact with her. �I would appreciate it if you didn�t share that number with anyone.�
�No worries, yeah � I�ll keep it to myself.�
Elliot nodded, moved through the porch, and opened the door. He turned back to Sinead and raised his eyebrows. �Make yourself at home. And � enjoy.� He stepped outside.
�Will do. Have a good trip.�
In the background, Elliot saw Dylan standing in the hall, waving goodbye. He wondered if he needed to be concerned about him. Probably not. There had been no physical contact between Dylan and Sinead. No flirting. He smiled at Sinead, closed the porch door and went to open up the Saab.
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Peeping through the blinds, Sinead watched his car back out of the driveway and onto the road. She was relieved that Elliot was going away for a few days as it gave her a chance to get used to her new home in her own way. She preferred discovering things for herself, without somebody looking over her shoulder, telling her where things were kept and how to use the appliances. She thought she�d made a good impression on Elliot � and leaving her to settle in must mean that he trusted her a little. Considering that he�d changed his mind more than once about taking in a lodger, he seemed cool with it now.
�I�ll probably bust a move soon,� said Dylan. �Said I�d get the van back by three.�
She turned away from the window. �Okay then.�
He stood behind the sofa, drumming his fingers on its backrest.
�So what d�you think? Seems all right, doesn�t he?�
Dylan shrugged. �Yeah, yeah, suppose so.�
Sinead explored the living room, checking everything out like an inquisitive kid. �Nice TV. What do you think that is, a forty-inch screen?�
�More like fifty. We�ve got one like that at home.�
�Did you say you lived at your parents?�
�Yeah, just short term. Can�t afford my own place. Trying to save up for a deposit.�
�Good idea. I�m lucky I had that money from my mum, otherwise I�d be screwed.� Sinead ran a finger along the bookcase. �He�s got so many books.� She picked out one at random: a biography of David Bowie.
Dylan looked at the cover. �You know he used to live round here?�
�Who? David Bowie?�
�Yeah, back when he was just starting out.�
�There you go.� She leafed through the pages. �I knew Beckenham was cool.�
�I wouldn�t go that far.�
Sinead laughed and put the book back. She glided around the living room, touching the walls and furniture. �When I was a kid I used to dream about a house like this.�
�A bungalow out in the middle of nowhere? You�re weird, Sinead.�
�Yeah, probably.� Sinead smirked at him and he laughed. �Growing up in a tiny flat above a fish and chip shop on a main road makes this feel pretty special.� She went back to the window.
�Fair enough. I guess it�s not too shabby. Nicer than Catford. How far�s the station?�
�Ten-minute walk. I can cycle to most places, though.� Sinead looked over at Dylan. He was kind of smiling. He looked down and then back at her. She wondered what he was going to say.
�Okay�� Dylan stretched his arms behind his head. �Reckon I�ll hit the road, then. Mind if I christen the loo?�
�Be my guest.�
He wandered down the hall and opened the bathroom door.
�Dylan?� said Sinead, walking to the centre of the room. �I owe you one.�
Dylan almost blushed. �Any time.� He went inside and closed the bathroom door.
Sinead jumped backwards onto the sofa, her arms smacking down onto the cushions. She picked one up, tossed it into the air and caught it. �Home, sweet home.�

*** 

By evening, Sinead had unpacked all her belongings and set up her bedroom. The bed was made with her favourite lilac-coloured duvet cover and goose down pillows; her clothes were filed away in the wardrobe and chest of drawers, with her suitcase on top of the wardrobe and an easy chair in the corner. Her work stuff � backpack and tabard � hung from hooks on the back of the door. The picture of six-year-old Sinead with her mother was on the bedside table, and on top of the chest of drawers was the framed photograph of the girls� graduation day.
Pleased with her efforts, Sinead stood in a corner with her phone and snapped a photo of the room. She went out into the hall and up to Elliot�s room. Opening the closed door slightly, she peered inside. The room was dark. Her hand fumbled for the light switch. Just then she hesitated and pulled the door shut. She jokily reprimanded herself for being nosey. Curiosity killed the cat. She wouldn�t like him poking around in her room.
At the kitchen table, she sat and checked her phone. No new messages. It had been a weird send-off that morning. Trying to find an excuse for their coolness, she thought that maybe the girls were annoyed that she was moving out and were being passive-aggressive about it. People don�t like change. They needed a bit of time to get used to the idea. She hoped they would miss her, though. Now she was living apart from them, Sinead was certain they�d put aside their differences and get back to how things used to be. She composed a text to send to the WhatsApp group they shared. All settled in. Can�t wait to have you guys over! xx. She thought about how she could arrange that: Elliot had specifically said no parties. Did that mean no friends over as well? Surely he couldn�t be that inflexible. No one could think a few mates coming over was a big deal.
Sinead looked around the lovely kitchen and through to the spacious living room, knowing she�d made the right decision. Living here with a stranger was the ideal situation. Someone she shared no history with; she could start over with a clean slate. An older man to whom she felt no attraction meant there�d be no complications or misunderstandings. He might even be gay, though she couldn�t tell either way. What impressed her most was that Elliot was a proper grown-up; a businessman who had his own life. Something told Sinead that she needed a mature, responsible person in her life.
At twenty-six, she felt she ought to be building a real future for herself; she wasn�t a kid any more. The girls were still obsessed with the same old stuff: being the first to discover a new pop-up restaurant, gaining a thousand Instagram followers, getting on the guest list to some speakeasy bar. There had to be more to life, but when Sinead had tried talking about it they stared at her as though she was mad. But then none of the others had lost a parent. That kind of loss makes you re-evaluate.
Sinead was searching for something, but she just wasn�t sure what it was exactly.
Elliot would be a good influence on her; someone who lived a quiet, ordered and peaceful life in the suburbs. One of the things she liked about him was he seemed pretty boring. Sinead had experienced more than her fair share of drama. The last couple of years especially had taken their toll. What she needed was some time to get her head together, to regroup, to figure out exactly what she wanted from life. Maybe now that she had found the perfect home, her luck would finally change.
Sinead picked up her phone and found Elliot�s number.
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The BlackBerry vibrated against his outer thigh. He was surprised to see a photo message had been received: a picture of the old office, now transformed into Sinead�s bedroom. The text read, Luv my new home! See you soon � Sinead x. He studied the photo, noticing a green and white vest hanging from the back of the door and then placed the BlackBerry down on an old oil drum. Reply or ignore? What was proper etiquette? After removing his watch and placing it down next to the BlackBerry, he concluded that the message required no response. Always keep phone and email usage to a minimum: leaving behind a data trail was asking for trouble.
There must be no more distractions; there was work to be done.
He wore a painter�s white jumpsuit and pulled the scratchy nylon hood over his head. Illuminated by an overhead strip light, the lock-up garage in which he stood was approximately twelve by fourteen foot, and one of six units situated in a row behind a garden estate on the outskirts of North London. Propped up against one of the brick walls were a fishing rod, a collapsible chair, a bucket and a net. A grubby camp bed was folded out in the far-left corner. The poky, windowless garage was what he jokingly referred to as his second home.
A long chest freezer dominated the middle of the right-hand wall. He undid the padlock, removed it and raised the lid. Inside were a dozen wrapped packages of frozen body parts. He leant into the freezer compartment and moved aside two icy-cold upper torso pieces. Underneath them, tufts of red hair sprouted from the top of a bagged-up head. Number eleven� or was it twelve? He couldn�t quite remember.
Vincent Mulligan was the name on the NUS card that he�d saved in an old cigar box, full of similar mementoes. He had spotted Vincent in a special facilities exam at the start of term. Vincent had suffered from anxiety, and one of his requirements was to be sat near a window. As far as anyone else knew, the second-year student was officially a missing person. According to the newspapers, he�d stopped taking his medication and hadn�t been to lectures for three weeks at the time of his disappearance. Apparently, his exam hadn�t gone too well after all, despite the invigilators� best efforts to make him feel more at ease.
He had picked the boy up one stormy evening on a side road, a mile outside campus. The hitchhiker had said he was trying to get to Beachy Head � to jump into the sea, no doubt � so he decided to save him the bother. It was an easy kill for a man of his experience, but then a few years had passed since he�d been in the game; Vincent had served nicely as a practice run.
Inconveniently this had occurred in January and the frozen ground meant there had been no opportunity to finish the job until now. He lowered the lid and moved to a workbench in the centre of the garage. Draped across it was the thawed corpse of the moustachioed man he�d recently evicted from his loft. It was number twelve, or possibly thirteen. Surprisingly, this one had put up more of a fight than his predecessor; his efforts to free himself from the garrotte had resulted in the broken bedside lamp in what was now Sinead�s bedroom.
The butchering and disposal of his latest victim had been scheduled for last week, after he�d transported the body up here. But his old hacksaw, already weakened on the red-haired student�s dense bones, had broken in two, forcing a postponement. Undoubtedly the nadir had been reached in that moment. How could any man sink so low? Possessing insufficient funds for a simple trip to a hardware store! It was pathetically undignified, but that was the unenviable situation in which he had found himself. Consequently, Vincent had enjoyed some company this past week. A freezer friend, if you will. The two lonely bachelors must have had a wonderful time getting to know one another.
Hanging on a nail in the brick wall was the shiny new saw, the price label still stuck on its handle. He took it down and tested the teeth. Sharp as you like. He lifted the corpse�s arm, giving it a few hefty wrenches to combat the rigor mortis. This was going to take a while. The bone cracked as he forced it down flat on the workbench. He placed the hacksaw blade across the upper arm, just below the shoulder, made one practise motion, then began the detachment process.
When he�d eventually sawn through the bone and tissue, he took a much-needed breather. Sweat was collecting on his brow. With the back of his left hand, he rubbed away the perspiration. His right hand, clutching the hacksaw, fell to his side. He felt something land on his foot and looked down: two huge globs of congealed blood had dropped onto his white Dunlop Green Flash trainers. Damn it. He had to be wearing his most comfortable pair of shoes.

*** 

The next three nights were taken up with the distribution of body parts throughout Epping Forest and other surrounding green areas. In total, he must have dug over twenty holes. It was time-consuming, exhausting work, but he�d learned from past experience that it was the safest way of doing things: many little holes, spaced at least a hundred metres apart across the entire forest. He didn�t want the stress of digging up a decomposing corpse in a back garden and shifting it the night before a new tenant moved in. No thank you. Never again. He had learned much from the mistakes of his youth.
Each night when he returned to the garage, he slept on the rickety camp bed for a few hours, too exhausted to be troubled by discomfort. On the first night as he was about to drop off, his mind suddenly provided the answer to that perplexing question of Sinead�s identity. The image of her flashed into his conscious mind: she was one of those charity fundraisers. Last year, up in town, she�d stopped him in the street and engaged him in conversation. What was the word for those irritating kids� something hugger� mugger? He stared up at the garage ceiling until it finally came to him: chugger!
He cast his mind back and tried to recall their brief encounter. The details were hazy, because they�d only spoken for thirty seconds before he�d given her the brush-off. Usually he�d ignore those pests when he saw them blocking the pavement ahead of him. Generally, they wouldn�t dare try to talk to him, with his stern expression and determined stride. But Sinead had somehow intercepted him, made him stop in his tracks and talk to her. How the hell had she done that? How had she done that to him twice?
During the daytime, he shopped for clothes with Sinead�s rent money. He needed new suits and shirts if he were to re-enter the job market successfully. He found a charcoal-grey jacket and trousers in Marks & Spencer, reduced from �249 to �209. The inside leg was a tad on the long side, but the jacket fitted squarely across his shoulders, the sleeves just covering his wrists when he stood with his arms by his sides. Looking at his reflection in the changing-room mirror, he saw a respectable and vital young businessman ready to take on the world.
For lunch each day he visited McDonald�s and ordered either a Filet-O-Fish or Quarter Pounder with Cheese, large fries and apple pie, but no drink; he didn�t care for the syrupy carbonated beverages, and milkshakes didn�t mix well with the food. Sitting alone in a booth at the back, he reminisced about his very first visits to Ipswich McDonald�s with Alice, the nanny who had looked after him as a small boy. Her employment hadn�t lasted long; once his parents had been killed in the airplane crash, he had been sent to live with his uncle during the school holidays, a vile and pig-ignorant man who saw no use for a nanny and strongly disapproved of American junk food. But he never forgot those weekly treats when Alice would buy him a Happy Meal and whisper conspiratorially, �Don�t tell your parents, okay? It�s our little secret.�
The local Odeon proved handy for catching more shut-eye in the afternoon, although the second day he bought a ticket for a soporific romcom and found he had walked into a room full of chattering housewives and screaming children. He�d not been to a cinema for some time and he wondered when and why they had become daytime cr�ches. Making a swift exit, he went up a flight of stairs and found a screen with no attendant to check his ticket. The film was a cheapo horror that kept him amused for half an hour before its hackneyed jump scares caused him to nod off.
On the last night he had finished with the burials by eleven thirty. He pulled into a motorway services, bought a packaged sandwich, and got back in his car. He opened up the cardboard container, tucked into one half � chicken, lettuce and tomato on malted bread � and pondered his next move. He couldn�t face another night in the damp and squalid lock-up, and there was always a chance some busybody would report his living arrangements to the council. Now he had a bit of cash in his wallet it made sense to start again somewhere new. He liked Edinburgh; there was plenty going on in that beautiful city. The festival certainly appealed, but it was the wrong time of year. Or Cambridge might be worth a punt. A wry smile formed on his lips. Staring through the windscreen at the sign for the M1, he pondered his options as he ate.
But who was he kidding? He�d burn through the remainder of that �1,800, staying in some shabby bed and breakfast before he�d even landed an interview, let alone a job. And then what? He would end up dossing down in his car, urinating into a plastic bottle, and defecating into a McDonald�s paper bag. No thank you. He was getting too old for that kind of caper.
He started on the second sandwich, scooped up his BlackBerry from the dashboard, and looked at Sinead�s text message. Luv my new home! See you soon � Sinead x. He didn�t know anyone in Edinburgh or Cambridge, and having to join another book group and evening classes was too bloody tedious to contemplate. Why bother going out, attempting to meet new people when he had the opportunity to come home to a friendly face? Sinead had said that fate had brought her to the bungalow. He recognised a good line, but also possibly there was some truth to it. He stuffed the last of the sandwich in his mouth, turned the key in the ignition and dismissed all thoughts of moving on. Only one place to go now: home.
Home is where the heart is.
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Tuesday evening at Catford Constitutional Club was a regular night out for Sinead and her former housemates. Just ten minutes� walk from the house, the pub had been a local haunt for years, but on this occasion Sinead had to get the train over. About twenty drinkers, mainly young professionals and hipster artists, were having a quiet pint after work. Sinead and Heidi were sitting at a corner table, drinking Californian Merlot and picking at olives from a bowl.
�I wanted to see you off, you know I did. Tim forgot to set the alarm, and when I woke up it was gone eleven�� Heidi�s phone beeped and cut her off. She picked it up from the table.
�Honestly, it�s cool,� said Sinead. �Anyway, I hate saying goodbye so it�s probably just as well you weren�t there.� She took a large gulp of wine. �I�m glad things are going well with Tim. Can�t wait to meet him.�
�Ah� thanks� yeah, we should get together soon.� Heidi checked the text as she spoke. �Magz says she can�t make it. She�s blown all her cash again.�
Sinead checked her own phone for the girls� WhatsApp group. �What is she like? Total flake.� She knew Imogen wouldn�t come down, but Magz was always up for a drink.
�She got an official warning at work yesterday. Turned up two hours late, coming down from ketamine. She was off her tits.�
�Seriously? Wow�� Sinead frowned. �Did she pass on my address? I wrote it down so you could forward my post.�
�Yeah� I think so. She said she had it.�
�God, she�s useless.� Sinead typed her message, telling Magz to come down and she�d buy her a pint. She spoke to Heidi as she typed. �Beckenham�s lovely. I know it�s out in the sticks, you wouldn�t believe how clean the air is, though. Catford�s so polluted � you really notice it when you come back.� She sent her message and drank some more Merlot, smiling at Heidi. �Come and visit me soon, yeah? You�ll love it. It�s got a dishwasher and a tumble dryer; it�s a proper grown-up�s pad.� Sinead said this ironically, although that�s exactly why she liked it.
�Oh well, in that case � I mean who can resist a dishwasher and a tumble dryer? No, definitely, yeah, I�m really looking forward to seeing it.� Heidi raised her eyebrows and nodded, then sipped some wine. �What�s this guy like, the one who owns it?�
�He�s all right. A bit posh, fairly quiet. He seems friendly enough.�
�What�s his name?�
�Elliot.� It occurred to Sinead that she didn�t know his surname.
�What�s he do?�
�He�s self-employed. Some kind of business. Don�t know what exactly.�
�You wouldn�t catch me moving into a strange man�s house. Are you sure he�s not some kind of nutter?�
Sinead laughed. �No, he�s harmless, I can tell.� She pointed a thumb at herself. �Good judge of character. That�s why I�m so awesome at my job.�
�Well the ad for your room�s going live tomorrow, so you�ve still got time to move back if you change your mind.�
�Thanks. But, yeah, I won�t� I�ve done the right thing.�
Heidi glanced down at her phone. �More importantly, how�s your love life? Any fit guys on the Beckenham scene?�
�Oh yeah, hundreds. Fit guys everywhere I turn. Can�t get away from them � it�s like some kind of zombie film.� Sinead smirked. She and Heidi used to talk about boys all the time back in the day. Mostly they�d get drunk and bemoan their lack of flirting skills. Sinead realised it felt weird discussing her non-existent love life with her BFF. Now she was dating someone serious, Heidi had adopted a slightly condescending tone.
�I�m not buying that. Not even at work? There must be someone.�
�There�s some nice guys, I guess, just no one I fancy. Same old story,� said Sinead.
�Nothing wrong with nice guys. I�ve got no complaints. I keep telling you, get on Tinder.�
�No thanks. Too many losers sending you their dick pics.�
�What�s wrong with that? Who doesn�t love a good dick pic?�
�Call me old-fashioned, but I�d like a bit of romance before he pings his cock over to my phone.�
Heidi laughed, and Sinead remembered how much they all used to laugh together when they were younger, before all the problems of adulthood began.
�Anyway, what�s the point of dating?� said Sinead. �All the good ones are taken.�
Heidi stopped laughing. Her amused expression changed to something more challenging. �Is that why you left then?� She was staring straight at Sinead. �Because Joel�s taken?�
�Yeah right, Joel.� Sinead said his name with an affected disdain. �That�s why I left.� She was under attack and could feel the anger bursting up inside her. �Why � why would you even ask me that?�
�I know you like him.�
�No I don�t. He�s just a mate.�
�Come on! I�ve seen the way you look at him. We all have.�
�Oh have you? That�s nice. You�re all so observant, aren�t you?� Sinead glared at her. This was not up for discussion.
�Okay, okay. Whatever. Sorry. My mistake.� Heidi attended to her phone. Sinead fidgeted with a beer mat. Heidi with that judgemental tone; whose side was she on, anyway? An uncomfortable silence continued for a few minutes until Sinead got up to buy another round of drinks.

*** 

Later on, as Sinead lay in bed, the evening played on her mind incessantly. The subject of Joel didn�t recur, but their conversation had become strained. Sinead attempted to lighten the mood with stories of things that happened at work, but it was all a bit forced. Heidi had made fast work of her next glass of wine and had then given her excuses � something about a 9am meeting she had to prepare for. It was bullshit; Heidi hadn�t prepared for anything her whole life. But Magz never showed up so the night was dead in the water anyway, and Sinead said she should probably get the next train back to Beckenham.
She lay awake, mulling it over and making herself feel worse. The intrusive thoughts were looping round and round in her head. Heidi hadn�t wanted to say goodbye on Saturday, and she couldn�t wait to leave the pub tonight. I can�t believe she ambushed me like that. She probably only came out to confront me about Joel. Did Imogen put her up to it? How long had Heidi known? I never said a word about him. My friends all hate me; they couldn�t wait for me to move out. They�re all back at the house, laughing at me. You stupid bitch, Sinead, with your mood swings and your dead mum. Why don�t you just fuck off�
Shut up. Shut up!
Sinead clasped a pillow around her head and rolled onto her side. The bedside clock read 00.43. She focused on the moonlight in the crack between the curtains. Trying to calm down, she told herself to get some sleep. Only she knew full well the self-torture would last another two or three hours, because it always did. The demons came at night. Ever since she had been a teenager, she�d suffered from chronic insomnia. Bouts of it would come and go, but sometimes it lasted weeks.
There was no cure except sleeping pills, but when she was twelve she�d sworn never to take them after she�d witnessed her mum�s accidental overdose, the accidental part always being in doubt as far as Sinead was concerned. She positioned her pillow back on the mattress and punched it into a more comfortable shape. She would just have to ride this one out. Eventually she�d reach a tipping point of tiredness and something in her fevered brain would finally switch off.
A faint noise instantly distracted her. A key was turning in a lock, then retracting with a thud. Elliot was back. Sinead propped herself up against the headboard and listened. The front door opened, then clicked shut. A bar of light appeared between the bottom of the bedroom door and the carpet. Sinead noticed her breathing; quick and shallow. Chewing her fingernails, she heard footsteps coming along the hall, firm and regular. And something else � what was that? Squeaky wheels trundling over the carpet. His suitcase.
Sinead stared at the door. Maybe Heidi had a point: here she was alone in this strange man�s house. Anything could happen. No, no that�s just fucking paranoia. Get a grip. The footsteps and squeaky wheels were getting closer. They stopped right outside the room. A shadow fell across the light under the door. Sinead held her breath.
What was he doing? Was he going to come in? She gripped the duvet tight.
But then the bar of light returned beneath the door. The footsteps and wheels continued on down the hall. A cough echoed off the walls. The master bedroom door opened and shut seconds later. Sinead slid down onto the mattress, pulling the duvet up around her shoulders. The rush of fear subsided and she silently chastised herself for being so paranoid. It was stupid. Getting scared like that was out of character. She focused on the window. After a while she closed her eyes and tried pretending she was asleep.

*** 

The alarm failed to wake her. The smartphone had been playing its gentle melody for twenty minutes before Sinead stirred. She�d dreamt of being in a dimly-lit supermarket; when she asked a shelf-stacker where the dog food was an old man had led her down an endless series of aisles, like a maze, except the aisles kept getting longer where they should have ended. And the shelf- stacker was the old man she had signed up just before she had visited the bungalow. She was following him, trying to make small talk, but he ignored her questions. When he arrived at the pet food section, he turned round, pulled out a gun from behind a tin of Winalot and shot her point blank in the chest. Sinead woke up immediately. God that was weird. Dog food � what the fuck?! She�d never even owned a dog.
Hauling herself out of bed, Sinead knew she�d be late for work if she didn�t move it. Two new girls were joining her today, so it wouldn�t look good if the team leader was late. With no time for breakfast, she hurriedly showered and brushed her teeth. Just before leaving the house, she went to knock on Elliot�s door, to say welcome back. But then she hesitated. He was probably still asleep. She could catch up with him later.
Sinead exited the bungalow and went round to the side passage. She unlocked her bike and shifted it from the wall. The front wheel knocked over a bucket on the ground. Sinead swore and looked down to see clear liquid spilling, trailing away towards the gate. The smell was bleach. She stood the bucket up and moved it out of harm�s way. Inside, a pair of men�s white trainers were soaking. Sinead quickly opened the gate and wheeled the bike out. The gate swung shut behind her with a bang.
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The house was empty when he awoke at noon. He assumed he�d be disturbed when Sinead left for work, but evidently he had slept through any noise she�d made; the exhaustion of three nights� hard labour, combined with the comfort of a proper bed, no doubt. After a cup of weak, milky Assam tea and a plate of overly scrambled eggs on dry toast, he began the survey. The kitchen was all in good order. The dishwasher was half full with dirty plates, bowls and utensils. On closer inspection, the stains seemed to be some kind of pasta sauce. The Penguin Classics Nineteen Eighty-Four mug had a trace of crimson lipstick around the rim. He wondered if she had chosen that mug intentionally; a book that held some meaning for her. Or perhaps she just liked the orange and white striped design. He loaded his own breakfast items, added a dishwasher tablet to the dispenser, and switched on the machine.
The living room had not been cared for quite as well. On the coffee table, a bottle of nail varnish sat on top of Monday�s edition of the Metro newspaper. He swept up some biscuit crumbs from the sofa and plumped up the cushions, finding the remote control underneath one of them. He placed it on the table and made his way to the bathroom. It pleased him that the bath and toilet bowl were visibly clean. An array of feminine products covered every available surface: moisturiser, mascara brush, pots of creams and lotions of all varieties. Handling each in turn, he was amazed that one woman would need so many magic potions.
The plastic waste bin contained a bloodied tampon, wrapped in toilet tissue and nestled on top of a couple of black-stained cotton wool pads. Make-up, presumably. He wondered if there was any truth in the idea that a period would adversely affect women�s moods, and made a mental note to watch out for any irritability. His wife had long been free of monthly disturbances when they married, so regular personality changes hadn�t been something he�d observed up close.
Lastly, the spare bedroom: the bed unmade, a T-shirt draped over the back of a chair, some clutter on the bedside cabinet. He sat on the mattress and plucked a strawberry blonde hair from the pillow, then blew it away. He opened the top drawer of the bedside cabinet and poked around the contents. There was a recently expired Young Persons Railcard: Sinead looked at least five years younger in the picture and wore pink streaks in longer hair. She had a defiant expression, he thought. A golden Buddha ornament, the size of a paperweight, also caught his eye. He closed the drawer with a little too much force and the photo frame on the cabinet top collapsed. Picking the frame up, he gave it a quick look � Sinead as a snot-nosed child with a trampy-looking woman he assumed was her mother. But there was no sign of daddy anywhere.
Rifling around in the lower drawers, he found a hairbrush, a set of house keys, some odds and ends, and a packet of contraceptive pills. He tapped the packet against his knee. So she was sexually active, but he saw no evidence of a boyfriend � he would have expected to find a photo, some underarm deodorant, spare toothbrush or boxer shorts, something like that. No, it looked like she�d been on her own the past few nights. That was good.
A letter from the Student Loans Company was a useful find. The balance Sinead owed was currently �29,000. So he wasn�t the only one with money problems. In his BlackBerry he made a note of the address in Catford where the statement had been sent. Leaning back on the bed, he imagined Sinead sleeping there. He pictured her waking up, getting dressed, coming home from work and kicking off her shoes. Making herself feel at home.
Tonight�s meal would be important; he had to make the right impression if he was to win her trust.

*** 

�Could you reach that tin of peaches for me, please?� The elderly lady was under five foot and ridden with arthritis; her back crooked, arms stiffened. Smiling politely, he reached up to the second highest shelf and grabbed a tin.
�Just the one?� he asked.
�You�d best make it two while you�re up there, dear.�
He took a second tin and placed them carefully into the lady�s trolley. It was filled with canned produce of every kind: tomatoes, beans, potatoes, carrots, sardines.
�You�re very kind. I�m much obliged.� She raised her head as far as she was able and their eyes briefly met.
�Not at all.�
She put her liver-spotted, claw-like hands over the horizontal bar, leant into the trolley and trundled off. All her strength went into pushing the trolley and it moved just a few inches before she stopped again. Watching her, he was struck by the pensioner�s determination and resilience. She must have been eighty-five if she were a day; a child of the war. Anyone who grew up during wartime deserved his admiration.
He continued along the aisle until he found the rice. The golden Buddha paperweight he had found in Sinead�s bedside drawer indicated that a Thai green curry would be a good bet, so he selected a 500 gram packet of Thai sticky rice and read the recipe suggestion on the back. It looked relatively straightforward, and he could do most of the prep before Sinead returned home. Craning his neck to read the aisle signs hanging from the ceiling, he located the poultry section and headed in that direction.
Free-range, organic or Halal chicken breasts? He knew enough to stay away from the budget range; malnourished chickens that had sat quaking in their own urine would not provide the quality needed to impress his new tenant. He compared prices and finally settled on free-range. Now, what was next on the list?
Further along the aisle, a pink-tracksuit-clad fifteen-stone beast was prodding at her glitter-encrusted iPhone, while ignoring the toddler in a pushchair yelling like an unmedicated mental patient, and repeatedly bashing his tiny fist into the plastic edge of the sausage display unit.
Moving swiftly away from the disturbance, around the corner and towards the fruit and vegetables, he asked himself why any intelligent person bothered shopping in Sainsbury�s when the sheep were allowed to roam so freely. A man could hardly hear himself think with that racket going on. He had an idea why the toddler was screaming, though: it had just experienced a pre-verbal premonition of the meaningless life it would be forced to endure for another seventy years. Being parked in front of the processed remains of a dead pig while his hideous carer was immersed in her sparkly phone, who could blame him for reacting so vehemently?
He took the packet of Thai rice from the basket and checked the list of recommended ingredients from the recipe printed on the back: lemongrass, spring onions and pak choi. What the hell was pak choi? It sounded like a made-up name, invented by someone in marketing. Green beans would be fine instead. Once he�d got all the ingredients sorted he�d need to find one of those jars of green paste that gave the meal its distinctive flavour. And some prawn toast for starters, perhaps.
At the checkout, he placed all his items on the conveyor belt and waited his turn. On the other side of the cash register, a late middle-aged West Indian woman was packing her goods into two canvas bags at an acceptable speed. Behind him he heard a trolley rattle; turning round, he saw a muscular young man dressed in grey tracksuit bottoms and a black T-shirt two sizes too small, so as to reveal his Schwarzenegger styled arms and chest. The great ape began pulling up bottles of protein powders from the trolley and stacking them on the conveyor belt.
Slowly and deliberately, he placed a shopping divider behind his own purchases and watched the bodybuilder�s expressionless face as he loaded steaks and eggs onto the belt. The man�s biceps were the size of rugby balls; one close-range punch would put you in a coma. Arnie deposited the final item � a bag of Maris Piper potatoes � on the belt, and then realised he was being watched, returning his look with a dead-eyed steroid stare of aggression.
A stun gun held to the neck would disable this kind of opponent, he thought, while smiling pleasantly at the man. He imagined this gym bunny convulsing, knees buckling, dropping to the floor. Then he realised the girl on the till was speaking to him and he turned to face her.
�Do you need a bag?�
�A bag? Yes indeed.�
�A bag for life is ten pence.�
�Is it? That will do nicely, thank you.�
Walking back from Sainsbury�s, he made a sudden about-turn when he realised he�d forgotten the sodding wine. Rather than head back to the high street, he turned off down a side road. While driving back the previous week, he�d spotted a newly-opened wine shop in the small parade. He approached the red-and-black-fronted establishment and clocked the name on the fascia: Willoughby�s Fine Wines. An electronic chime sounded as he opened the door. No one was about.
He went to the centre of the parquet shop floor and began browsing the New World section. The heavy bag for life hung from his wrist as he reached up for a Chilean Malbec.
�Good afternoon. Sorry to keep you.�
Bottle in hand, he turned to face a chap in his mid-thirties bounding out from the back room, floppy fringe bouncing off his shiny forehead.
�Sorry about that. I�ve just been tidying up out back,� said the man. Willoughby, presumably: red trousers, a mustard-yellow shirt, and Harry Potter spectacles. He quickly sized up the shopkeeper: posh, public school educated, and eager to please.
�I thought it seemed eerily quiet in here,� he said, rolling the bottle between his hands.
The man smiled sheepishly. �I had to answer a call of nature, I�m afraid. I should�ve put the closed sign up, really, and locked the door� but it�s been rather quiet this afternoon so I thought I�d get away with it. Anyway, how can I help?�
�I was hoping you might make a recommendation.�
�Certainly, yes. What� err� what are you in the market for?�
Holding open his bag for life he said, �A suitable companion for this evening�s Thai banquet. Prawn toast and spring rolls, followed by green curry � chicken, green beans, lemongrass.�
Willoughby rubbed his tiny chin and nodded. �Okay then, first of all I think we need to move you away from these reds. Far too much heavy tannin for Asian cuisine.� Willoughby moved to the opposite wall that housed white wines and selected two bottles.
�Now this is more like it. Something nicely aromatic. Alsace region, I think. Yes, here we are � an off-dry Riesling would make an ideal partner, or even this lovely Chenin Blanc.�
Returning the Malbec to the shelf, he ambled over to join Willoughby, nodding politely as the self-appointed expert listed attributes for each variety and droned on about different grapes and soil acidity. Meanwhile he silently amused himself by guessing the vintner�s backstory. He was the underachieving youngest son of a respectable home counties family, inadequate A level grades for Oxbridge, but fluked a solid upper second at some provincial redbrick, followed by the compulsory period pretending to be a solicitor or banker before jacking it all in to flail around in various failed business start-ups. And now here he was, trying his luck in the wine trade. He could spot this type a mile off: someone just a few degrees removed from himself, if only the cards had been dealt more favourably.
While the prat was distracted by reaching up to a higher shelf, he snuck a look towards the back room, but all he could make out was a stack of empty crates and the corner of a table.
�I�ve never noticed this establishment before. Have you been here long?�
�Just the last month. We opened on the eighth. I�d been looking for the right spot for quite a while, actually. Are you� do you live in the area?�
�Not too far away. I usually take a different route home, though. That�s probably why I missed your grand opening.�
�Yes, we are a bit out of the way here. There�s not quite as much footfall as I�d hoped. But a few regulars are coming in now. Word is gradually spreading.�
�I�m sure you�ll do very well here.� He grinned encouragingly. �I believe it�s our duty to support the independent vendor. You�re a dying breed.�
That seemed to please Willoughby, who reached across the shelf, pulled down another bottle and handed it over. �Ah, here we go: Gew�rztraminer. Now we�re talking. This was a Gold Label winner a couple of years back. Have you tried one before?�
�Yes, of course.� He�d never even heard of this variety. �But I must confess I hadn�t thought of serving it with curry.�
�You can�t go wrong with Gew�rztraminer. And this one is particularly fine � a perfect balance of acidity and sugar. Mouth-watering tropical fruit flavours. The proprietor pushed back his round spectacles. �I keep a bottle or two in my personal collection.�
The label had some pertinent details which he quickly tried to memorise. Willoughby waited for a response until finally he placed the bottle down on the counter with a satisfying thud and reached for his wallet. �Sold.�
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The silly cow was still droning on. And on. Sinead had zoned out of the conversation five minutes ago, just nodding sympathetically and concentrating on not looking directly at the woman�s huge nose as she delivered her venomous diatribe. Together with the continuous rejection, rudeness and harassment, a regular occurrence in this job was getting stuck with self- important people who relished the opportunity of telling you everything that was inherently wrong with the charity sector and how they collected and distributed donations from the public. The Oxfam sex worker scandal was the latest bone of contention and the woman had swiftly raised it, despite Sinead�s gentle protestations that she was actually collecting for the British Heart Foundation.
Sinead knew from experience that this rant was never going to result in a sign-up. It was just how some sad people got their kicks; condemning and complaining, convinced that the whole charity system was corrupt. Sinead had some sympathy for this particular point of view, and couldn�t give the woman any guarantee that her donation would actually end up being spent on the people who needed it rather than lining the pockets of greedy charity bosses. But ultimately Sinead was here to do a job and was actually employed by an agency, not the charity itself, and if this woman wasn�t going to hand over her bank account details in the next five minutes, she�d really rather move on to someone who would.
Eventually the complaining woman left without making a donation, saying she had to get back to work. Sinead asked her to give it some thought, that the British Heart Foundation was not associated with Oxfam and so didn�t deserve to lose money because of their scandal. The big-nosed cow was about to relaunch her tirade, but aborted when Sinead turned to speak to another pedestrian on Regent�s Street.
The man she said hello to ignored her, and Sinead waited until the woman with the nose had walked off before ducking down a side street for a quick time out. She was wearing a red and white BHF tabard that kept flapping about in the wind. Checking her clipboard, she counted the day�s sign-ups so far. Her team�s target for the day was forty. She had ten, Dylan had got eight but the new girls, Dina and Maisie, only had five between them. It was 2.45 now and they had three-and-a-quarter hours left to make up the rest.
Dylan�s place was about thirty yards down the south end of Regent�s Street, towards Piccadilly Circus. His performance had improved in the past week, and Sinead felt some pride that her coaching had clearly given him a boost. She could see him talking to a young mother with a pushchair. Dylan had really developed a knack with the yummy mummies. He would pull a funny face and make the kid laugh, and the mother would be putty in his hands.
Turning the other way, she spotted Dina and Maisie standing together, outside Accessorize, chatting away with dozens of potential punters passing them by. Sinead�s line manager, Andy, had asked her to do him a favour by taking on two newbies. He relied on Sinead to train them up fast, so they would meet their sales targets. They had been given a day�s training in the office, but this never prepared anyone for the first few days on the job. Staff turnover was so high that fundraisers often didn�t last a week; some walked off at lunchtime never to be seen again. New employees were either a welcome breath of fresh air � like Dylan � or right pains in the arse. From what she�d experienced with Dina and Maisie in just a few short hours, these two were firmly in the second category.
Sinead marched up the pavement, deftly weaving her way through the crowd. When the girls noticed her approaching they broke apart and pretended to look busy.
�What�s all this gossiping? You finished your break at half two,� said Sinead. The girls, both in their late teens, looked at each other to see who would answer first.
Dina, a six-foot blonde Croatian, who had taken the job because she was convinced a modelling scout would discover her on the streets, narrowed her eyes and pouted. �We are not having break. Maisie ask to borrow my phone.�
�Yeah sorry, my battery died,� said Maisie, a petite gap-year Trustafarian.
�If you�re not on a break, then you shouldn�t be making phone calls,� Sinead said. �Don�t roll your eyes, Dina. This is the third time I�ve had to come and speak to you. You�ve only got three sign-ups and Maisie, you�ve got two. You�ve got to try harder than this, guys.�
�Sorry Sinead,� said Maisie. �I nearly had that man with the beard, remember? But then his wife called and he said he had to rush off��
�Never mind the excuses. That�s what happens. You move on to the next one, right? We need to get forty signatures by six o�clock, and you two aren�t pulling your weight. And believe me, forty�s not even a high target, so if you can�t handle this��
�It is high target. This is the first day for us. It is not easy,� said Dina.
�I know it�s not easy. It�s hard for everyone when you start out. See Dylan down there?� Sinead pointed to him as the yummy mummy was handing back his clipboard. �His figures were terrible when he joined; he nearly quit at the end of his first week. Now he�s a superstar.�
Maisie looked at the ground, but Dina kept eyeballing Sinead.
�I don�t want to see you two chatting again. Okay? Dylan and me are down there talking to every person who walks by. We�re not standing around chatting to each other. Maisie, you need to go back to your original position. You�ve got ninety minutes until your final break. I want three more sign-ups from each of you before then. Okay?�
Sinead walked back to her spot, wondering if she could have handled that differently. Tiredness made her impatient, and she probably came across as a bit of a bitch. Playing bad cop wasn�t something she enjoyed, but it had to be done with the younger ones. Those two probably wouldn�t last more than a month, but she would have to keep on at them or else management would put her in the firing line. Mostly Sinead enjoyed being a team leader � the extra fifty pence an hour and a few perks � but keeping lazy new chuggers in line definitely sucked.
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Sinead�s entrance took him by surprise. He had anticipated she�d be returning home at sevenish, but must have lost track of time while busy preparing the meal. Pieces of chicken sizzled loudly in the wok and the extractor fan whirred noisily. He was preoccupied with chopping green beans when she spoke.
�Something smells good.�
He spun round, knife in hand. Sinead was leaning in the doorway.
�Sorry. I didn�t mean to startle you.�
He relaxed when he saw it was her. �No, no. My fault. I didn�t hear the door.�
Sinead pointed down at her sock-covered feet. �Lovely soft carpets. Good for creeping up on people.�
�Perhaps you should wear a bell.�
Sinead laughed politely and edged into the room. He tossed vegetables into the wok.
�How was your trip?� she asked.
�Not bad. My flight from Frankfurt was delayed by two hours so I got in rather late. Hope I didn�t disturb you.�
�No, you didn�t� I was out like a light.�
He picked up the wine bottle and poured her a glass. �So� How are you then? Good day at work?�
�Yeah, busy. Glad to be home.� She took the glass from him. �Thanks. You read my mind.� She sipped the wine. �Ooh� this is nice. What is it?�
�Gew�rztraminer. From the Alsace region. One of my personal favourites.� Elliot poured another glass. �In my experience, this particular variety makes the perfect partner for a green curry. I hope you�re partial to Thai cuisine?�
�I am, yes. Extremely partial.�
�You know, I really should�ve checked first � you�re not a vegetarian, are you?�
�No, no I eat meat. For my sins.�
�Good. Good. So I made the right choice. It�ll be ready in twenty minutes.� He picked up his wine glass and raised it in a toast. �I trust you�ll be very happy living here, Sinead. Cheers.�
�I�m sure I will. Cheers.�
They clinked glasses. He fixed Sinead with his eyes, but she was looking off to the side.
�You know it�s bad luck to avert your eyes while toasting.�
�Is it?� said Sinead. �We don�t want that, do we? Let�s try again.� She touched her glass to his and this time they held each other�s gaze for two seconds.

*** 

The meal could be considered a success overall. The chicken was not at all dry so he was glad he�d opted for free-range. Conversation flowed reasonably well, with only the odd moment of silence, and thankfully she didn�t talk with her mouth full. He had only drunk a glass and a half of the Gew�rztraminer; wine had little effect on him and he was still feeling alert. But he had topped up Sinead�s glass three times and now she was half-cut. All was going to plan. He poured the last drops into her glass, then placed the empty bottle onto the table. Sinead finished eating.
He twisted the bottleneck, swivelling its base on the table cloth, and looked directly at her. �I have a confession to make. When you came here for the viewing, I wasn�t entirely honest with you.�
�O-kay. That sounds ominous.�
�I said I didn�t know you. But in actual fact, when I first saw you, you did look familiar. It took me a while, and the other day I was finally able to place you.�
Sinead blinked. She stared at him, open-mouthed. �No! Have I stopped you on the street?�
He grinned. �Tottenham Court Road. Sometime last year.�
�Oh God!� Sinead was looking at him aghast. �I�m so sorry.�
�What for?�
�Just, you know � when I�m in work mode, I�m probably quite annoying.�
�Quite the opposite. You were charming. You tried to guess my name.�
�Ah� yeah. That�s one of my favourite tricks. Did I get it right?�
He nodded. �That�s why I remembered you.� In actual fact, she had been way off, but her playful guesses had entertained him.
�Wow. Small world, eh? So did I sign you up or��
�No. We barely spoke for half a minute. I made my excuses and that was that. You caught me on a bad day.�
�That�s what happens, nine times out of ten. I must stop a hundred people every day, but their faces just blur together. That�s so weird. I�m just glad you let me move in anyway, after I�d given you the hard sell.�
�I thought I�d probably be safe with a charity worker.� He picked an errant grain of rice from the tablecloth and deposited it onto his plate. �But apart from your job, I really don�t know much about you. Tell me more.�
Sinead sniggered. He waited until she looked up at him; he wanted to convey sincerity. �Seriously. Who is Sinead Woods?�
She smirked. �My least favourite subject. There�s really not much to tell.�
�Come on, I know that�s not true. What about your family. Are you close?�
�That would be a No. Not very close.�
�Where do they live?�
�My dad�s in New Zealand. I don�t know� Auckland, somewhere. Yeah. He�s leaving for work when I�m going to bed. So��
�Hard to stay in touch then?� Resisting the urge to smile, he mimicked the active listening pose he�d once seen a psychiatrist adopt, many years earlier.
�He�s on the other side of the world.� Sinead sniffed and rubbed her nose. �As far away from me as he could get.�
�And your mother? Where�s she?�
�She died. In January.� Sinead immediately looked down at the tablecloth.
Elliot felt a rush of excitement. He had to pause as he monitored himself. �My condolences. It didn�t even occur to me�� He cleared his throat.
Sinead stroked the pendant hanging from her neck. �It wasn�t exactly unexpected. She had a lot of problems. Yeah�� She took a large swig from her glass.
Elliot shifted slightly in his seat. �Do you have any siblings?�
Shaking her head, Sinead�s eyes stayed transfixed on a point a few inches in front of her; a spotted pattern on the tablecloth. �No, just me. My dad remarried years ago. He�s got kids, but I�ve never met them.�
�You see, I sensed we had something in common. I was an only child.�
�Were you? Cool��
He noticed a subtle change of expression; wistful or reflective maybe.
Sinead continued. �When I was a kid, I wanted a sister. Someone to go on adventures with. She�d stick up for you and always be on your side, no matter what happened�� She trailed off, lost in memory.
He quickly analysed her behaviour. Interrogation had been surprisingly easy � the wine had really opened her up. But then something had changed when she spoke about her family. And now, just moments later, her mood switched again. He saw the sad, lonely look vanish from her face as Sinead jumped up from her chair and collected the plates and cutlery.
�White wine! Always gives me verbal diarrhoea. Just tell me to shut up.�
�Logorrhoea.�
�Sorry?� Sinead glanced at him, but he didn�t feel the need to reply. She carried on stacking plates in the dishwasher. He sat back and reflected upon her answers. Sinead picked up a saucepan encrusted with burnt rice.
�This one needs to soak.� She filled the pan with hot water and squirted in washing up liquid. �Oh yeah, I meant to ask you. What happened to your trainers?�
His back muscles tensed up. When he�d come home last night and put the bloodstained trainers in to soak, he had been so tired he forgot she would be collecting her bike from the side passage. He stared at Sinead. How observant was this girl?
Sinead said, �In the bucket out there. Looked like they were in bleach.� She noisily scraped rice from the bottom of the pan with a fork.
There was no cause for concern; she was totally oblivious. So he said, �Canine excrement. I tried soaking them overnight, but they�re ruined. I had to throw them away.�
Sinead laughed, turned her back and continued cleaning up. He gently lifted his chair, inched it backwards and quietly stood up.
�Bloody dogs. Disgusting, aren�t they? It�s the owners, though � they�re the problem. They just leave it there on the pavement�� Sinead chuckled to herself.
He left the room, but she continued talking; her voice fading as he moved away. It was some tedious anecdote about an Alsatian defecating on the high street. He went into the bathroom for some much-needed alone time.
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The coffee was still way too hot. Why do they have to make it so it�s undrinkable for at least ten minutes? Sinead blew into the cardboard cup and gazed out of the caf� window. Her eyes were stinging and her head was pounding. She�d slept badly again � the wine had worn off at about 3am and it had taken another hour to get back to sleep. It was now 9.20 and her shift was due to start in ten minutes. On the opposite side of the table, Dylan was preparing a roll-up.
�Drinking on a school night. When will you learn?�
�I know, I know. Couldn�t be helped.� Sinead rubbed a bloodshot eye with her hand. �Elliot cooked some Thai food. A getting-to-know-you type of thing.�
�Oh yeah? Getting mullered with the landlord, are we?� He raised his eyebrows suggestively.
�Don�t give me the eyebrows! It was nothing like that. We just had a good chat.� Sinead moved her head from side to side, trying to release the tension in her neck. �You know what�s funny, though? Apparently I stopped him once. On Tottenham Court Road. He remembered me, but I didn�t remember him, obviously. Weird. Still, nice to know I made an impression.�
Dylan took a pinch of tobacco and sprinkled it in the cigarette paper. �Guy seemed a bit odd to me.�
�Really? How d�you mean?�
Dylan shrugged. �Just odd. A bit cold. Stuck up.�
�He�s all right. I wouldn�t call him stuck up. He�s reserved.� She put on an upper-class accent. �Posh gentlemen prefer to keep themselves to themselves, don�t you know?� Sinead looked at Dylan; he seemed unconvinced. She tried a more professional appeal. �The thing about this job is you learn not to judge a book by its cover. People can surprise you.�
�That�s where I�m going wrong.�
�You�re doing all right. Your numbers are going up.�
Sinead�s phone beeped. She took it from her jacket and read the text. �What? Honestly��
�Bad news?�
�Heidi�s flaking on me. We�re meant to be going out later. I wanted to catch a movie.� Sinead had suggested they meet up that night; she�d felt bad about the way she�d reacted to Heidi�s insinuations about Joel and wanted to make it up to her. Heidi was now saying she was too tired to go out. Sinead tapped a reply on her phone. She noticed Dylan watching her as he licked the Rizla and sealed his roll-up.
�Friday night blow out. Gutted. Hope she�s got a good excuse. Probably her new boyfriend.�
�Was she the friendly one I met in the hallway?�
�No, that was Imogen. She can be a basic bitch sometimes. Heidi�s nice, though � it�s too bad you didn�t meet her. I guess she�s like my best friend. We met on our first day at uni.�
Dylan glanced out of the window. Sinead screwed up her eyes as she composed her message. Dylan turned to her, about to speak. He cleared his throat.
�Maybe we should go out instead? I mean, you know� if Heidi can�t make it.�
Sinead was distracted by the phone�s auto-correction. She paused � did he just ask her out? She looked up; he was staring at her expectantly, waiting for an answer. �Oh. You know what? I�m probably just gonna get an early night. Yeah. This hangover feels like it�s here to stay.�
�Doesn�t have to be tonight.�
He was asking her out. Sinead stammered, �No� well� yeah, I suppose� umm��
�Maybe next week?�
�The thing is� it�s just like I�m kind of seeing someone so��
�Right. Yeah. That�s cool. Didn�t know that.� Dylan pocketed his papers and tobacco pouch.
Sinead saw the pained expression Dylan was trying to cover with nonchalance. She noticed it because she�d worn the same expression herself many times in similar situations.
�Just go smoke this quick. See you up there.� Dylan got up, deposited his cup in the bin, and went towards the door.
�Okay. See you up there.�
As Dylan nodded and sloped off up the road, she looked on anxiously. Fuck. She hadn�t seen that coming. This could make things difficult. She was team leader, and he was part of the team. It had never even occurred to Sinead that he fancied her. Was that why he helped her move house? She�d thought it was just because he was a nice guy! Telling him she was seeing someone made her cringe; she�d panicked and couldn�t think of what else to say. She drank some coffee and burnt her tongue. She cursed, pushed the cup away, folded her arms on the table, and rested her weary head.
What was wrong with her? It�d been years since anyone other than creepy dudes on the street had asked her out on a date. And everyone liked Dylan. No one had a bad word to say about him. Sinead had no idea what he saw in her, though.

*** 

Getting through the day was tough; chugging wasn�t a job where you could just wing it with a hangover. Sinead felt that her approaches were laboured and lacking energy, and when she did get people to stop she had to force herself to smile and bite her lip when she wanted to yawn. By mid-afternoon she was struggling to make her target and was counting down the hours until six.
The team were giving her a major headache. Dylan must have had some weed hidden in his tobacco pouch because he�d snuck off during his lunch break to get high. Sinead saw it in his eyes when he came back; she couldn�t say anything to him, though, and was uncertain about how to handle the whole awkward situation. He acted like everything was cool between them, but it was obvious their friendship was now compromised. To make matters worse, Dina and Maisie were slacking again; Sinead had to give them another ticking off after lunch, but had decided to leave them to it after that. They were lucky she felt too rough to straighten them out, but they wouldn�t be getting away with it next time.
As she stood on the busy pavement, slowly psyching herself up for the next batch of punters, Sinead recalled last night�s dinner with Elliot. It had been thoughtful of him to cook and make her feel at home, but there was something odd about his manner that she couldn�t quite put her finger on. Maybe it was a trace of condescension in his voice? But then he was upper middle class, and that was just how they spoke. It could be the age gap; he was quite a bit older than her. Elliot reminded her of some MPs she�d seen debating on the news; he had that same vibe of entitlement and privilege � pleasant and charming but also cold and aloof. And he had a sense of humour without really being very funny. He was a bit of an enigma.
Would they be able to get on with each other long term? She found it easier interacting with strangers because the conversation never lasted more than ten minutes, and she could put on a great act. Friends and family were the difficult ones; they knew who you really were. Sinead could keep a conversation going with anyone while she was at work, but a whole day of it left her feeling emotionally drained. When she came home she didn�t always feel like talking, and she hoped that wouldn�t be a problem. She needed some me time to recharge her battery. She hoped Elliot was the type of guy who would understand that. Anyway, it was early days; there was no need to be too concerned. They just needed to get to know each other better.

*** 

The next day, Sinead had been on Facebook for maybe twenty seconds when she discovered Heidi had lied to her. She sat with her laptop on the bed, staring at the photo of Heidi with her new boyfriend, Tim. At least she assumed it was Tim � Sinead hadn�t even been introduced to him yet. He looked like a chubby accountant, sweeping Heidi off her feet. They were in the lounge of the girls� shared house. In the background were several shit-faced partygoers. Sinead reread the text message on her phone. Sorry hun � can�t make it tonight. Absolutely shattered. Feel like death!
�Yeah, looks like it.�
She clicked on more images: a typical Magz selfie with plastic cowboy hat and zonked-out expression; Heidi knocking back a shot glass; Imogen and Joel slow dancing. Heidi, Tim, Magz, Imogen and Joel posing for a group shot. Underneath that one, Imogen had commented, Never a dull moment with this lot. Broomhouse Road Squad know how to party y�all!!! Sinead slammed down the laptop lid. She felt like screaming.
She rushed out of her room and headed for the front door, stopped and felt her pockets for the house keys. They weren�t there.
In the kitchen, Elliot was down on his hands and knees, cleaning the oven with a sponge. White foam oozed out of it, discoloured by nasty black grease. He looked over his shoulder as she entered. Sinead ignored him.
�Someone should have done this months ago. It�s quite revolting.�
�I�m going for a bike ride.� Sinead scooped up her keys from the table.
�Perhaps you could clean the bathroom when you return?�
�Yeah. Whatever.� Sinead flitted out of the kitchen, went straight to the porch and left the bungalow, slamming the door shut behind her.
Sinead zipped along the streets, cycling four or five miles out through the suburbs before she turned around and came home. The bike ride helped burn off some anger until a dickhead in a Golf GTI cut her up on a corner, and Sinead nearly lost control and came off. She caught up with the driver at the lights, banging on his side panel and shouting abuse. Luckily the guy sped off again, because Sinead wasn�t sure what would have happened if he�d got out of the car.
How had things turned out so badly with her friends? Familiarity breeds contempt; maybe that�s what it was. The way they had treated Sinead on her birthday felt like contempt, and now they had deliberately not invited her to their house party. It felt like they were celebrating being shot of her. All along Sinead had been giving them the benefit of the doubt, but seeing those photos made her feel weak and stupid.

*** 

That evening, Sinead lay on the sofa, playing Candy Crush on her phone. The television was on in the background with the sound muted: it was some lame Saturday night game show. She�d been there a while, sulking. Not wanting to think about anything, just trying to distract her agitated mind.
She noticed Elliot standing behind the sofa, quietly observing her bored routine. How long had he been there? He leant over, picked up the remote control, pointed it at the television and turned it off.
�I was watching that.� Sinead shifted herself up from the sofa cushion.
�Were you? It seemed to me you were wasting electricity.� He stared down at her. Sinead fidgeted, pulling her jumper sleeves down over her wrists. He waited for her to speak.
�Is there a problem?� he said.
�Apart from you switching off the TV?�
�I was trying to get your attention. Do I have it?�
Sinead clenched her jaw. It would be way too easy for her to get into a row. She�d best keep quiet.
Elliot said, �I�m catching a flight tomorrow morning to Bangkok. I�ll be gone for a week. Perhaps you�ll be more conversational by then.� He was looking directly at her, but Sinead averted her eyes.
He stalked off down the hall. She heard his bedroom door open and close. Sinead caught herself chewing her nails and got annoyed; it was a bad habit she was always trying to break. She thought about saying something nice to Elliot: Have a good trip. Something banal, just to keep the peace. But then why the fuck should she? �Perhaps you�ll be more conversational by then.� Idiot! She aimed the remote control at the television and powered it up. Who did he think he was talking to?
For the next twenty minutes Sinead flicked through the TV channels, jumping from game show to house-hunting, to ballroom dancing, to kitten rescue and back again, never landing on any channel for longer than a minute. The guy didn�t have Netflix or Amazon Prime, just the shit terrestrial stuff. All she wanted was a diversion from the self-pity overrunning her like flu. But then another feeling arrived; a gnawing anxiety in the pit of her stomach. She�d just been ridiculously rude to her new landlord. Right at the start of her trial period. Sinead shut her eyes and rhythmically banged her head against the back of the sofa.
She zapped the TV, got up and padded down the hall to Elliot�s bedroom. She made sure to knock softly on the door. Ten, fifteen seconds passed.
�Elliot?� She paused, listening through the door. �D�you fancy a cup of tea?� Several more seconds stretched out. Sinead started to turn away. The bedroom door opened fractionally, just as the front door had that first day. And Elliot had the same wary expression.
�Sorry,� Sinead said. �It�s been one of those days. I shouldn�t have taken it out on you.�
Elliot nodded, a tacit acknowledgement of her apology.
�Make it milky. Three sugars.�
In the kitchen, Elliot produced a biscuit tin and asked Sinead if something he�d said had inadvertently offended her. Sinead picked out a custard cream and took a bite before replying.
�No, it wasn�t anything like that. It wasn�t you. Just��
�Because I thought you didn�t have a problem with cleaning the bathroom.�
�I don�t. I�ll clean it tomorrow, I promise.�
�It seems we�re getting off on the wrong foot. Obviously for this arrangement to work, we�ll need to share the household chores.�
�It wasn�t about the chores. I can vacuum the place while you�re away. Honestly, I don�t want you to get the wrong idea.� Sinead hesitated, reluctant to tell her new landlord the truth, but she couldn�t think what else to tell him. �It�s just something that happened with my friends.�
�Right.� Elliot warmed his hands around the mug. �You mean a quarrel of some kind?�
�Yeah, I guess so. It�s stupid really.�
�Well I�m sure it�s none of my business.� Elliot cleared his throat.
She looked at him across the kitchen table. He was staring down at his shoes and tugging on his ear lobe. She blew on her steaming mug of tea. It then occurred to her that it might actually do her good to talk about her problem: an outside perspective might be useful.
�I probably just blew it out of proportion. My best friend � Heidi � we were supposed to go and see a movie last night. You know that new Jennifer Lawrence one?�
Elliot stared blankly but then nodded.
Sinead continued. �Well that was the plan and I was really looking forward to it. We hardly ever go to the cinema these days. When we were students we went every week because you got two for one on Tuesdays. Anyway, she texted me that she couldn�t make it, and then today on Facebook I see that instead of being too tired to go out with me like she claimed, she�s actually partying with all my other mates. They�re all having an amazing time in my old house. Elliot�s brow furrowed while she provided the explanation of her bad mood; he looked like someone trying to follow the plot of a convoluted foreign film.
�It sounds kinda ridiculous now I�m saying it out loud. But, yeah, that�s what happened.�
�So this friend � Heidi � she didn�t tell you about the party?�
�No. That�s what pissed me off.�
�Why didn�t she invite you?�
�Exactly � that�s what�s been getting to me all day.�
�She didn�t want you there?�
�Yeah.� Sinead grimaced. �It looks that way, doesn�t it?�
�But you said this person�s your best friend?�
Sinead laughed. �All right, don�t rub it in.�
�Sorry, it just doesn�t make much sense.�
�No it doesn�t. I don�t know. I�m sure it�s just a misunderstanding. Heidi�s always been a bit flaky. It was probably a last-minute thing and she thought I�d be busy, or it would be too much hassle, so she didn�t bother telling me.�
�So it�s Heidi and who else?�
�There�s Magz.�
�Magz?�
�Yeah, her real name�s Margaret, but she hates it if you call her that. She doesn�t even like Maggie. Get this � her parents named her after Margaret Thatcher. Trust me, if you ever meet her � that�s hilarious. She�s a total pill-head, off her tits most of the time.�
�She sounds like a loser.�
�A loser?� Sinead stifled a laugh. �Why?�
�Anyone who needs to take illicit substances to get their thrills is hardly a winner.�
Sinead noticed a hard look in Elliot�s eyes. He didn�t find it funny about Magz being named after Thatcher. The guy must be a straight-laced Tory. She made a mental note to avoid discussing politics.
�No, she�s cool. She�s a good laugh, honestly.� She glanced at Elliot again; he didn�t seem convinced. �Yeah, she needs to stop taking so much. And she�s starting to look a bit rough; she�s twenty-five, but looks more like thirty.�
Elliot showed no reaction to her back-pedalling; he swallowed a mouthful of his milky tea and put down the mug. �So the three of you met at university and came down to London looking for adventure?�
�Yeah, we did,� Sinead said. �Four of us, actually.�
�Who�s the other one?�
�Imogen.� Sinead couldn�t even say her name without a subtle trace of disdain.
�What�s her story then?�
�Let�s see� how can I describe Imogen? She�s a little princess swanning around the place, telling people what to do. Just, you know, generally looking down her nose at you.�
�You�re not too keen on Imogen, then?�
�That�s a fair observation.�
�I�m guessing she�s the alpha.�
�The what?�
�Alpha female. The dominant member of the group.�
�I don�t know about that. In her mind, maybe.� Sinead paused. �She�s the prettiest � long black hair, big blue eyes and a perfectly symmetrical face. And she�s minted. Daddy pays her rent and got her this amazing job in fashion PR. I�ve never understood how she had so much to complain about. She�s a proper drama queen.� Sinead looked at Elliot; he was smiling knowingly.
�I�m sure she speaks very highly of you.�
�I�m sure she doesn�t. She can�t stand me.�
Elliot rose and quickly drank the last of his tea.
�I have to finish my packing. Thanks for the tea.� He stuck his mug in the dishwasher.
Sinead put her elbows on the table and supported her chin in the palm of her upturned hand. �Have a good trip to Bangkok. What time�s your flight?�
�Early. Eight o�clock.� He passed through the doorway, and then turned round to face her. �It�s just an observation, but I�d say you�ve outgrown your friendships. It happens to everyone eventually. Perhaps you�re ready to move on to the next chapter in your life. Well, anyway � goodnight.�
Elliot closed the kitchen door before Sinead could reply.
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He should give her some time alone. Yes, that was the right move. Let Sinead stew a while in her own juices. If he stayed around any longer, she would continue projecting the anger about her friends onto him. That could get messy. By leaving her on her own, he would have an opportunity to research, to gather vital information, and at the same time absence would make the heart grow fonder, so that when he returned, she�d be pleased to see him.
Most importantly, he had to decide how to handle the girl. Having never encountered someone quite like Sinead, he found himself in a difficult position. The appropriate strategy was not obvious. Young women had never interested him much, either sexually or platonically. Even in his twenties, he�d found women his own age to be flighty, superficial, loud and frankly boring. Older women tended to be grateful for the attention and easier to control, but even they could prove to be unmanageable. A lonely widow or desperate divorcee was tolerable for the occasional short-term arrangement, but his wife was the only one he could abide for any significant length of time.
He dipped the fishing rod into the lake and sat down. A roach or even a minnow should have been an achievable goal, but there�d been not so much as a bite in three hours. He would have to try a different spot tomorrow. Reclining into the fold-out chair, his broad back stretching out the canvas, he gently brushed yellow blossom from his linen trousers. The sun was emerging from behind the grand oak on the opposite bank. Readjusting the handle in the rod rest next to the chair, he sniffed the crisp spring air and admired the distinctly English rural scene. He chuckled at the thought of Sinead imagining him in Bangkok. Perhaps one day he would travel to the Far East, if he could ever raise the funds to do so. He pulled the blue bucket hat down over his ears. Then again, the weather out there was probably unsuitable for his fair complexion.
He reached into a coat pocket for his BlackBerry and found the pictures of Sinead�s friends at their house party. She�d been out of the bungalow for two hours on Saturday afternoon, allowing him ample time to study the Facebook account she�d carelessly left open on her laptop and to download some photo albums onto a memory stick. Unfortunately, the timeline yielded few insights. Sinead hadn�t posted regular status updates for a few months and she rarely commented on anyone else�s. It was another thing they had in common. They were both outsiders: the watchers, forever lurking in the background, while the beautiful people were busy living their beautiful lives.
He scrolled through the images, ruminating on what Sinead had said about each of her former housemates. The photos were quite dull: Heidi, Magz and Imogen were tiresome, drunken girls posing coquettishly for the camera. Pulling faces, pouting and preening. He�d seen hundreds, if not thousands of such photos on various social media accounts: the so-called selfie generation. They don�t know they�re born.
An image of a cockily-handsome youth swiped onto the screen, and his finger hovered over the BlackBerry. The photo was tagged with a name: Joel Thornton-Barnes. He reached over the side of the chair and removed a soggy cheese and tomato sandwich from a Tupperware container on the ground. As he raised it to his mouth, he returned his attention to Joel�s photo. Slowly he chewed the sandwich and contemplated the youth, unaware of a tomato slice slipping out and landing on his shirt.

*** 

At half past four he decided to call it a day. He packed up the tackle, collapsed his folding chair and left his patch on the riverbank as clean as he�d found it. Walking back to his car, he considered a couple of places further downriver that might yield more of a return. The only issue was other anglers with the same idea � the whole point of this trip was being alone to think things through.
Driving back through the Hertfordshire countryside, down the narrow tree-lined winding lanes, he came up with excuses for why he wouldn�t be visiting his wife. She was living nearby, about twenty miles away, but he couldn�t face seeing her. The last time had been three months ago. She had refused to speak to him then; in fact, she had barely acknowledged his presence. It had left him feeling thoroughly depressed. Worse than that, he�d felt powerless � and that was one emotion he simply could not stomach. The very next night he�d picked up Vincent and had resumed his youthful pastime.
The country lane suddenly darkened. He looked through the windscreen at the trees full of blossom lined up on either side of the road, their overhanging upper branches forming a canopy high above and blocking out the blue sky; it was as though he was driving through a tunnel.
No, he would not be visiting his wife. Not today, or next week, or next month. Never again. He didn�t need to make up excuses any more. He wasn�t too busy, he didn�t have the flu, his car didn�t need to be serviced. His marriage was a chapter of his life that belonged in the past. Their marriage of convenience had, frankly, become thoroughly inconvenient. It had also been financially disastrous: selling their flat to pay the exorbitant residential home fees had been the only viable option. All he had to show for his years of matrimony were the car he was driving and the lock-up garage. Still � onwards and upwards.
Fishing wouldn�t sustain him all week and besides rain was forecast for tomorrow. He needed a project: a mission. His mind kept wandering back to Sinead. Why did he find that girl so intriguing? If he believed in God he might have assumed she�d been brought to his door for a reason after their initial meeting on Tottenham Court Road last year. But he didn�t believe in God. Nevertheless, something told him it was no mere coincidence; Sinead�s unexpected arrival on the scene held significance. A strong connection existed between them; he felt it every time he was in her presence.
The only other person with whom he�d felt such an affinity had been a boy he�d known for two terms at boarding school. He tried recalling those days, but childhood memories were always hard to access. Then the name popped into his mind: Gifford � David Gifford. This boy was a pal of some description, but it was so long ago; decades since he�d even thought about him. Perhaps he could find some value in dredging up those memories. By concentrating on the road ahead, fragments would inevitably start to appear in his mind. For the next few minutes, he drove at a steady 30 mph and emptied his conscious mind.
It was during his first year at boarding school, so he must have been about eight and a half. He remembered envying Gifford�s A-Team pencil case during a history lesson. Gifford was in the same house, but at first they hadn�t spoken to each other. At some point there�d been a game of conkers.
The fragments of memory were coalescing now�
They became acquainted when Gifford challenged him to a game of conkers and had forfeited the pencil case when he lost five games in a row. After the conkers match they got on famously, bonding over a shared love of comics: The Beano and Whizzer and Chips at first, and then the more sophisticated Judge Dredd in 2000 AD.
Together they came up with their own comic strip; he provided the speech bubbles and Gifford, being good at art, did the panels. He couldn�t remember the premise, but the plot was inspired by a James Bond film and featured a wisecracking robot, because Gifford liked drawing robots. Crude, juvenile stuff, but it passed the endless hours of free time in the evenings and weekends.
And then Gifford had never returned for the summer term; his father had moved the family to America. Or that was the rumour anyway; he�d never been told anything directly. A few months after that, someone from the year above stole his prized comic book collection and burned it on Bonfire Night. So that was the end of that. His free time was soon filled up, though, when Mr Henderson took an interest and began giving him �extra special tuition�; a wearisome euphemism which Henderson delighted in repeating each time he locked the office door and unzipped his nylon trousers. Many years later, he resolved to look up his old housemaster, but pancreatic cancer had claimed old �Horny� Henderson before he could pay him a visit.
Switching on the radio, he flicked through the preset channels until he found some Euro House music with a thumping bass line to re-energise him. The road ahead opened up into a dual carriageway. He stepped on the accelerator and shifted into fourth gear, reminding himself that childhood memories were secured in a vault for a very good reason.
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The marketing manager�s breath was appalling, but Sinead disregarded it and smiled as she thanked him. As they shook hands, his fingers trailed her palm and then he winked before strutting off down the high street. She made a mental note of his too-close-together eyes and bushy eyebrows so she could blank the creep if she saw him again, having learnt the hard way that some men confused her professional friendly manner with genuine flirtation.
In her first week on the job, a coked-up city boy had failed to get her number, so returned later on with a mate and began harassing Sinead about what time she finished and did she want him to �give her an extra-large donation�. After several minutes of their classic bants, she had to threaten to ring the police. They called her a lesbian and went off cackling and high-fiving each other. Since then, she�d toned down the flirtation and learned to recognise men who expected something extra after she�d signed them up.
Dylan approached, clutching two takeaway coffees. She thanked him as he handed one over and then dislodged the lid to let the coffee cool. Since he�d asked her out last week, Sinead had been unsure of how to handle him. On the one hand, she was flattered. He wasn�t bad-looking � she�d heard gossip about a girl on another team who had a crush on him. So why didn�t she just go out with him on a date?
Somewhere deep inside her, she knew what the problem was. Sinead liked bad boys: the ones she couldn�t have, and the ones that would never stay. If someone nice came along, she�d always reject him before it got serious. She thought she was doing him a favour. She had too many issues; he wouldn�t know how to handle her. Heidi had once told Sinead she must enjoy being treated like shit, because that�s how all her boyfriends treated her � sooner or later.
Dylan was just too nice; he had no edge. There was no danger. Anyway, even if she�d fancied him, getting involved with a colleague would be a mistake. So she�d not mentioned the incident. She just pretended it hadn�t happened. Except that Dylan was now acting stand-offish with her, taking extended breaks and noticeably downplaying his usual matey manner. She glanced at him; he was watching the marketing manager as the man waited at the traffic lights, looking back over his shoulder to see if Sinead was checking him out.
�I tried stopping that one yesterday. Dickhead told me to get a proper job.�
�I got twenty a month out of that dickhead.�
�Big spender.�
�You�re in a funny mood today,� Sinead said.
Dylan rocked back on his heels. �I ran out of weed last night. Didn�t get much kip.� He avoided her look.
Sinead smoothed away her fringe which the wind kept blowing into her face. �You smoke too much of that stuff.�
�Yeah, yeah. You sound like my mum.�
She�d not meant it to sound like that. The truth was she should really be taking him to task for getting high on the job, but she didn�t want to be that kind of person. She didn�t care what her team did as long as they met their targets, and even if they didn�t she�d try and help them out. Sinead lightly touched Dylan�s elbow. He seemed to freeze; his whole body went rigid.
�Dylan? Are we cool? I mean, you know, the other day��
��Course, yeah. Absolutely. Forget about that. Misunderstanding.� Dylan stepped back a few paces. He pointed up the street, past Dina who was near the traffic lights. �I�ll take Argos. Get the lunchtime crowd and� yeah. See you later.� He started to go, but Sinead hadn�t finished.
�Okay then. I�ll check in with you at lunch. Tell Dina and Maisie I�ll come see them in an hour.� He nodded. Sinead watched as he walked away. She called out, �Thanks for the coffee! I�ll get them tomorrow.� Dylan raised his hand in acknowledgement, but didn�t stop. Sinead sighed. Yep, this was definitely awkward. She couldn�t wait to give him his performance review next month. That would be fun.
More potential donors were heading towards her. It had been a slow morning, with only two results so far. She already felt drained, and it was barely half eleven. Deciding a quick break was needed, she strolled away from the road to a paved seating area and sat on an empty bench.
Sinead�s mind wandered. She thought about Elliot and regretted being rude to him at the weekend. Making a good impression is what she was supposed to be doing, but somehow she�d ended up acting like a moody bitch. She hoped she�d redeemed herself afterwards. Not being invited to that party had really thrown her off balance. She�d convinced herself the girls hadn�t called her because it was probably a last-minute thing, but the rejection still hurt. And she couldn�t admit that, so of course she�d taken it out on Elliot. Sinead always hated herself when she acted like that. She�d make more of an effort to be nice to him when he got back.
She realised she hadn�t thought about Joel for a few days. Thank God. Out of sight, out of mind � maybe that actually worked. Yeah, right. It had worked until three seconds ago. Now she was thinking about him again. She wondered what he�d been up to. Was he thinking about her? Setting the half-empty coffee container on the arm of the bench, she delved into a trouser pocket for her phone and checked for messages. Nada. The frequency of texts between Sinead and her friends had definitely decreased. More of hers were going unanswered. When she did get a reply from Heidi or Magz, it was only after two or three days. So much for instant communication.
A strong gust of wind swept the cup off the bench. It fell to the ground, spilling coffee across the paving stones. Sinead palmed her phone, jumped up and chased the empty container as it blew across the pavement. Catching up to it, she stamped her foot, squashing the cup flat. She bent down, grabbed it, paced over to a recycling bin, and dropped it in.
As she raised her head, something caught her attention. On the other side of Balham High Road, a familiar figure shuffled along, dodging through the crowds. Sinead grinned.
�Magz!� she shouted.
Her friend kept on walking.
Sinead called her name again. There was a break in the traffic and Sinead was sure she could be heard. But Magz didn�t react. Sinead put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Magz looked up and saw Sinead waving. Instantly, Magz turned away and quickened her pace. Sinead slowly lowered her arm. What the fuck was that? She watched her old housemate dodging through the crowd before turning a corner and moving out of sight.
Sinead stood there, perplexed. In her smartphone she found Magz�s number. A guy accidentally jostled her as he hurried past. He looked back and apologised, but Sinead didn�t react. For the next minute she was staring at the spot across the road where her old mate had just been.
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He was wiping brown sauce from his chin when he saw the first girl leave the house. The short, mousey-haired plain one. He put the half-eaten bacon roll on the dashboard while watching her pull the door shut and then button up her raincoat. As the newsreader read the eight o�clock bulletin, he minimised the volume and quickly consulted the photographs on his BlackBerry: this one was Heidi. She hurried along the short path from the three-storey Victorian house to the road, and then she stopped to rummage around in her backpack for a few moments before finding whatever it was she thought she�d forgotten � and then she headed off towards the bus stop at the junction with the main road. He stretched his arms and yawned. The bacon roll had left his fingers greasy; he fumbled for a napkin in the paper bag and wiped his hands clean.
He drank some tea, turned the radio volume up and stretched back in the upholstered seat. His car was parked on the opposite side of the road, a few yards to the side of the house, providing a perfect, uninterrupted view of the household�s comings and goings. Seven minutes later, the hipster drugs casualty stumbled out: Maggie. She�d been named after Britain�s greatest prime minister, apparently � Mrs T would be spinning in her grave. Shaking his head disapprovingly, he watched as she lit a cigarette, pulled a hood over her head, and sloped off in the direction of the train stations.
At a quarter past eight, the last two occupants emerged: the willowy, pale girl with the obvious beauty and the haughty manner. And Joel. He remembered who Joel was. The stuck-up girl � Eleanor�? Isobel�? Imogen, that was it � Imogen stopped to adjust the heel of her shoe, holding onto Joel�s arm for support. He checked his BlackBerry notes: everyone had left at approximately the same time two days ago, but Heidi had rushed back five minutes later, having forgotten something. Everyone had vacated the property by twenty past eight.
Now he switched off the radio and waited a few moments as the couple sauntered down the road. He got out, shut the door and locked the car with his infrared key fob. Nonchalantly slipping both hands into his overcoat pockets, he followed Imogen and Joel along the parallel pavement.
After a few minutes, they came to the busy South Circular road junction. He crossed over to the same side as Imogen and Joel, who stopped at the traffic lights. Imogen pushed the button for safe crossing.
He quickly caught up with them and joined the queue, waiting for the green man; half a dozen people were positioned between himself and the couple. Joel whispered something in Imogen�s ear. She guffawed and gave her boyfriend a playful shove.
The traffic slowed to a standstill and the pedestrians crossed the busy road; Imogen and Joel out in front. He stayed several paces behind as the lovers walked up towards Catford�s two train stations. They slowed down and then kissed goodbye, causing him to halt and pretend to read the ads in a newsagent�s window. Looking up, he saw Imogen crossing the road to Catford station while Joel continued on to Catford Bridge. He went after Joel.
Down on platform one, he tapped his pay-as-you-go Oyster card on the reader, then navigated his way through the rush-hour crowd, making sure Joel stayed in plain view. The train arrival display board showed the 08.32 was delayed by three minutes. He waited with the downtrodden commuters, regularly glancing over at his quarry. Joel was reading the Metro newspaper. Every couple of minutes, he would look up from the paper and check the arrivals board.
�Excuse me.� A middle-aged professional type was attempting to get by him. The man jostled past, breaking his concentration. He imagined a swift shove towards the platform edge, but the man was quickly out of range. There was no sense in abandoning his mission for the sake of a fleeting retaliation. Long ago he�d trained himself to resist his violent impulses until the time was right.
When he looked over again, Joel was playing with his phone, totally oblivious. He asked himself what Imogen saw in this cretin. Admittedly he was handsome enough, six foot tall and slim. But that ridiculous topknot protruding from his head and the wispy adolescent attempt at a beard were quite tragic. A pleasing picture appeared in his mind: the topknot caught between train doors and Joel screaming as it dragged him along the platform.
The crowd turned to look up the track and he did likewise, seeing the delayed 08.32 advancing towards the station. It pulled up beside the platform and the doors opened. Two passengers alighted before the vast horde stepped up into the carriage. It was standing room only and not much of that either. Joel was closest to the doors when the train arrived, so he bagged a spot leaning against the dividing partition that separated the standing and seating areas.
But when it was his own turn to board, being in the middle of the crowd meant he had to move down and stand in the already overcrowded narrow aisle between the two seat rows. Peering through the sea of heads and shoulders, he could just about see Joel�s ludicrous topknot.
There was a short delay while the stragglers left behind on the platform called out �Can you move down please!� to no avail. The carriage doors closed. He grabbed the back of a head rest to steady himself as the train left the station. His crotch was level with the heads of the seated passengers and positioned two inches away from an obese man�s sweaty pink face. The big man turned away, his wrinkled expression and huffiness conveying disgust at the close proximity of a fellow passenger�s genitals.
The train stopped for over nine minutes just outside of Lewisham. The driver made a garbled announcement, but the only words he could discern were �being held at a red signal�. The fat man had resorted to closing his eyes. The carriage was heating up and someone asked for a window to be opened. Eventually the train resumed its journey. He looked through the window when they arrived at London Bridge and then Waterloo East, scanning the departing passengers, but Joel wasn�t one of them.
After what seemed like an eternity, the train reached its final destination: Charing Cross. The remaining passengers, including Joel, disembarked onto the platform. He saw him through the window, but had to wait for the aisle to clear before he could reach the doors and so was one of the last to exit. Jumping down from the carriage, he moved away from the platform edge and then weaved in between the mob. Up ahead, he finally saw the topknot of brown hair. Rapidly picking up pace, he tried closing the gap, but there were now scores of commuters flowing between the two of them.
Passengers were queuing to leave through the ticket barriers and more were entering the platforms from the concourse side, adding to the great mass of people. He bopped around until he relocated Joel, near the front of an exit line further along the row of barriers. To keep Joel in view, he joined the back of the adjacent queue.
He watched as each passenger in front of Joel passed through the gates. His own queue didn�t seem to be moving forward at all. Tapping his foot impatiently, adrenaline surging through his body, he looked over: Joel was next to the exit. He craned his neck to see the front of his own line. A tall brunette woman was trying to feed a paper ticket into a slot in the exit gate and looking in confusion at the red Seek Assistance display on the reader. She kept staring at the closed gates with a baffled expression on her face. His eyes darted over to the adjacent line: Joel was moving through the open barrier and onto the concourse, where sixty or seventy commuters were intersecting.
He looked back at the imbecile causing the jam, now speaking to the youth stood behind her, who pointed towards the lone railway official in charge of the whole lumbering operation. All around him, people late for work were cursing and muttering. He scanned the concourse: Joel was gone. He ran a hand across his scalp and sighed. There was nothing quite like a wasted journey to start the day. Tomorrow would go better; he�d join a front carriage so he could beat the queues, wait for Joel on the other side of the ticket barriers, and then stick to him like glue.
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A bank holiday weekend normally meant three days of non-stop fun, hanging out with the gang: drinking, dancing, discovering cool new places. Barbecues, box sets and karaoke nights, or something random like axe-throwing, followed by cocktails at a popup bar. There was always something fun happening in London � as long as you had other people to enjoy it with.
Sinead was into day two of nothing going on, and she was bored out of her mind. There was no work, but no play either. She�d read every newspaper, magazine and cereal box in the house. She�d surfed the internet and played every stupid game on her smartphone. She�d started three movies on her laptop, but had never lasted more than twenty minutes before bailing.
No way was she calling the girls, though. It wasn�t just the party. None of them had even messaged her to find out how she was doing, settling into her new house. Selfish bitches. They obviously didn�t give a flying fuck how she was doing. Sinead almost sent Elliot a text asking him when he�d be back. But she deleted it before hitting send. She didn�t want him to think she was needy.
And then it occurred to her that as Elliot wasn�t home, maybe there was something she could do to relieve the boredom.
The master bedroom door creaked open. Sinead stood in the doorway, surveying her landlord�s private domain. It looked like a TV advert for bedroom furnishings. The king-size bed was immaculately made-up, the pillows plumped to perfection. The thick olive-green carpet was spotlessly clean and the white linen curtains drawn shut. She crossed the threshold. She stood in the centre of the room and took it in. There really wasn�t much to see: a clock radio and a tissue box on the bedside table, a bottle of cologne and cuff links on top of the dresser. Sinead went over and opened the top drawer: underwear and socks. Nothing fancy, just standard issue Marks & Spencer briefs and black, blue, and brown socks. Sinead shook her head. What was she doing looking at his fucking pants? She pushed the drawer shut.
She tried the second drawer. It was only half-full: four white formal shirts, still in their packaging. A receipt was tucked between two of them. Sinead picked it up and saw that they�d been bought from TM Lewin a couple of weeks ago. Special offer: buy five for the price of three. He�d paid ninety pounds in cash. He must have taken one with him. But wasn�t he away on business for a week? She looked at the date again and wondered if he�d bought the shirts with the money she�d given him. The third drawer was T-shirts and shorts. She couldn�t imagine Elliot wearing those. Beach holidays, maybe. No, he didn�t seem the type. Fair-skinned and freckles � he�d burn on a beach. Maybe he wore them to the gym. She pulled on the fourth drawer, but it wouldn�t budge. She tried again, but the drawer was definitely locked. She laughed, thinking it was probably where he kept his sex toys. Dirty old bastard!
Sinead walked to the oak wardrobe and opened the doors. She flicked through the clothes hangers. It reminded her of working Saturdays in Topshop during sixth form; her first proper job. It was where she�d learned to be comfortable talking to strangers and had discovered her own knack for selling. The only times it hadn�t been fun was when the school bullies came in, forcing her to hide out back in the stockroom.
In the wardrobe, she found cashmere jumpers, a charcoal-grey suit from Marks & Spencer, three pairs of tailored trousers, beige chinos, a smart chocolate-brown woollen overcoat and a navy-blue waist-length zip-up jacket. At the end of the rail was a small, moth-eaten fisherman�s jumper. She unhooked the hangar, lifted it from the rail and held it up to the light. She examined the old jumper curiously � it appeared so out of place. And it looked a size too small for Elliot. She returned it to the rail end and perused the other items there: a faded old Cambridge University rowing team sweatshirt, baggy corduroy trousers with a slim, thirty-inch waist. Sinead stretched out the trousers.
�Wow. You�ve gained a few pounds,� she muttered.
She put them back on the rail, and then noticed the shelving unit inside the lower section of the wardrobe. She picked up a brown leather Italian brogue and turned it over. It was a UK size 9. With her other hand, she grabbed a battered old hiking boot: size 11.
�Or ex-boyfriend maybe? Yeah��
That would make sense. She wondered if they�d broken up recently. Or if there was a chance they�d get back together � that could explain why Elliot still had some of his clothes. It could be why he�d been in two minds about renting out the spare room, half expecting his partner to come back. Enjoying her sleuthing, Sinead clumped the two shoes together like she was clapping.
The front doorbell chimed.
Sinead turned her head towards the sound. Finally someone to talk to! She shoved the shoes back inside the wardrobe, closed the bedroom door, and rushed out to the front porch.
Sinead opened the front door and instinctively smiled. Standing outside the porch was a woman in her early forties. She had frizzy hair, bags under her eyes, no make-up and wore a fleece jacket covered in some kind of animal fur. She looked frazzled, and had the jittery manner of someone who�d drunk too much caffeine. But her smile was warm and genuine. Sinead opened the porch door.
�Ah. He�s moved, has he? This used to be Elliot Sheeny�s house.�
�No, he still lives here. He�s not in at the moment. But yeah, it�s still Elliot�s house.�
�Oh good, I�m in luck then. Thought I�d left it too long.� The woman offered Sinead her hand. �Where are my manners? Gwen Francombe, an old friend of Elliot�s.�
Sinead shook Gwen�s hand. �Hi. Sinead. I�m his new lodger.�
�Lovely to meet you, Sinead. You know, he sometimes talked about taking in a lodger, but I never thought he�d get around to it. He always seemed too reluctant. Sorry. I�m not making any sense, am I? We were book-group buddies. Myself and Elliot and a few others.�
�Oh, nice.�
�It�s been a while since we saw each other� but he didn�t reply to my last email and his phone just goes to voicemail. I was wondering, has he changed his phone number maybe?�
Sinead recalled Elliot�s instruction not to share his new number. �I� I really don�t know. Sorry.�
�There you go � he doesn�t want to speak to me after all. I don�t blame him. We had this silly squabble last time. I won�t bore you with the details. Anyhow, I thought I�d pop round on the off-chance because�� Gwen rummaged in her bulging handbag. �I was having a sort-out, getting rid of some odds and ends and I found� where is it�?�
Gwen looked up from her bag and pulled a face indicating she knew this was annoying. Sinead smiled, because she was relieved to have some human interaction and didn�t mind waiting. Finally, Gwen retrieved a paperback book.
�Elliot lent me this one, ages ago. I never found the time to read it � just too busy these days, I�m afraid.� She passed the book to Sinead. �I can�t stand it myself when people borrow things and don�t return them, so��
�He�s got loads of books. He probably hadn�t even noticed.� Sinead checked out the cover: Patricia Highsmith�s The Talented Mr Ripley. The title sounded familiar but, as with most books, she hadn�t read it.
Gwen looked over her shoulder. An estate car was parked across the end of the driveway. Two small boys, aged about eight, were wrestling on the back seat.
�Look at those two; I can�t leave them alone for five minutes. They�re like a pair of blinking hyenas�� Gwen tried to get their attention, but the boys didn�t see her waving. Sinead laughed as she watched Gwen�s sons playing and having fun. She�d always wanted a sister, but a brother would have been all right too.
�Unbelievable,� Gwen said, turning round to face Sinead. �How is Elliot, though; how is he in himself?�
�Yeah, he�s good, I think. Can�t say for sure. I haven�t really known him that long.�
�I know he can come across as a bit aloof. But he�s a good man underneath. A good friend. Please do send him my best.�
�Sure. No problem.�
�Tell him to get in touch. I should be able to escape for a coffee sometime.�
Sinead noticed a fleeting look of sadness cloud Gwen�s face.
Gwen said, �Silly really; it�s just so hard to keep hold of friends at my age. Oh well, here I am blathering on as usual� it was lovely to meet you, Sinead.�
Sinead smiled reassuringly. �He�ll be sorry he missed you.� Gwen stepped back and gave a little wave. Sinead hesitated as Gwen began walking away, but then she got out her phone. �Let me find his number for you. Maybe it�s different from the one you�ve got.� Sinead scrolled through her contacts.
Gwen came back to the step. �Oh, super! Thank you, Sinead. You�re very kind. My phone�s in the car; let me just scribble it down somewhere.� Gwen looked towards her kids in the car and wagged her finger at them. Sinead found Elliot�s details.
�You know, I�m so glad you�ve moved in. He always seemed such a lonely man. I think you�ll be good for him,� said Gwen as she pulled a pen and crumpled receipt from her handbag.
�Thanks.� Sinead looked up from her phone and beamed. �Okay, so the number is��

*** 

After Gwen got in her car and drove off, Sinead went to the huge bookcase and thought about where to place the returned paperback. There was no obvious organised system: non-fiction titles were mixed up with novels and cookery books were next to biographies. She chose a random spot, parted a space on the shelf and inserted the novel.
She reclined on the sofa and stared up at the ceiling. Was that how she�d end up in her forties? Sad and lonely, with nobody to chat to about books, music, the state of the world? No one to catch up with over coffee? The thought actually made her shiver. She searched through the video clips on her smartphone and found one from the Catford house-warming party, three and a half years earlier.
She played the clip: Magz was dancing in the living room, surrounded by a bunch of people they�d met in the pub. High on a pill, pupils massively dilated, her face came towards the camera lens and the audio track had the squelch of a kiss. �I fucking love ya, Sinead,� Magz said before closing her eyes and grooving to the beat. Sinead winced at the sound of her own laughter distorting on the microphone.
Another clip showed Imogen and Heidi drunkenly bellowing along to Mr Brightside by The Killers. They collapsed into giggles and then beckoned Sinead over for a group hug. Heidi was saying something, but the audio was muffled. The footage ended. Sinead placed her phone on the coffee table. She couldn�t watch any more because she felt herself sinking into depression. How could things have changed so drastically? She missed them all badly: Heidi, Magz, even Imogen. Or at least she missed the old Imogen. She and Sinead had never exactly been besties, but they�d always managed to get on and have a laugh. If Joel hadn�t moved into the house she was certain they�d have patched up their differences sooner or later.
The four of them had been through so much in the last six or seven years: university, moving to London, first jobs, break-ups and breakdowns. They�d grown up together�
Sinead experienced a sudden moment of clarity: she couldn�t just sit around on her own, stewing and feeling sorry for herself. No, something had to be done about this situation. It had got out of hand. Life is short. Fix things before it�s too late.
Suddenly energised, Sinead jumped up from the sofa and fetched her laptop from the bedroom. After opening up her Gmail account, she began drafting a group email.
Dear Heidi, Imogen & Magz,
Hope you guys are all good. Just wanted to check in and tell you that I�m missing you. Things weren�t exactly great between us before I left but I�m really hoping that we can get back to how it used to be. I know I probably came across as a moody mare and I�m sorry if I�ve been difficult to live with recently. I guess I didn�t cope too well with Caitlin dying. I just tried getting on with it the best I could but maybe I didn�t do such a good job. I know I was never up for talking about it but that�s because it just never seemed to help. Nothing I said or did ever stopped her from drinking and then when she got diabetes she just drank even more. So what good does talking do?
Anyway, if I was hard to live with, I hope you can forgive me. I thought it was best for all of us that I moved out so I could get my head together and start figuring out what I�m supposed to be doing with my life. I have to say, though, I was pretty hurt by the way you treated me before I left. My birthday sucked. And nobody seemed bothered when I moved out.
Sinead deleted the last three sentences and instead wrote: I love you guys and I miss you.
She stopped typing and read the email back to herself. God, it felt weird reading that. She�d never written down the truth about how she felt before. Now she worried that the email was too honest and that the girls wouldn�t understand where she was coming from. They might even laugh at her and think she was sad and pathetic. A fucking loser. Maybe if she rewrote the email, keeping it light and jokey. But then what was the point of writing it at all? She could just send some bullshit text message. A fucking sad-face emoji.
Something about writing this stuff down was making her anxious. Imagine sending it and then getting no reply. Baring your soul and being ignored. That would be torture. No, she decided, this wasn�t the right approach. This would need to be done in person. It would be hard, maybe even humiliating, but she needed to look into their eyes when she said these things.

*** 

The short walk from Catford Bridge station to her old house was making Sinead nervous. Yesterday�s conversation with Gwen was still playing on her mind. Life was too hard without people on your side. These girls were Sinead�s sisters, and if it was up to her to offer the olive branch, then she just had to swallow her pride and get on with it. She had drawn some cash out on the high street so she could say she�d come to pay the cable bill. It was ridiculous, but she actually felt that she needed an excuse to visit her mates.
She turned down her old road, thinking it looked the same as she remembered. Of course it looks the same, stupid � it hasn�t even been three weeks since you moved! What was wrong with her? Why was she so anxious? This had been her home for three and a half years � what was the big deal?
The big deal was that now she felt different. It may only have been three weeks, but something had changed. She was a stranger. Sinead approached the front door and hesitated. She told herself to get a grip, took a deep breath and then pressed the bell and waited, ran a hand through her hair and flattened the collar on her denim jacket. The door started opening. Sinead tried acting cool � until she saw who was on the other side.
Joel was in the doorway looking amazing, with wet hair slicked back as though he�d just got out of the shower. She couldn�t speak. Joel said nothing either. Think of something clever to say. But nothing came. �Hey�� was all she managed. He just smirked. They stared deep into each other�s eyes.
He invited her inside; she felt herself blushing. Joel said something about the girls being out. They exchanged some awkward small talk as she followed him down the hall and into the kitchen. Her heart was pounding; the lights were too bright and she felt like she�d taken a pill. Sinead sat down by the kitchen table, trying not to fidget as Joel poured Shiraz into two glasses.
�I can text Imogen, if you like. Find out which pub they�re in.� Joel set glasses down on the table. Sinead intertwined her fingers to stop her hands from trembling.
�That�s okay, I�ll try Heidi in a minute. I thought they�d all be in on a Monday night. But it�s a bank holiday, though, isn�t it? Yeah. I guess I should�ve called first. Don�t know what I was thinking�� She was babbling.
Joel pulled out a chair and placed it close to Sinead. She looked around the room to avoid meeting his eye. �Feels weird being back here. You know, just as a visitor rather than� Has anyone taken my room yet?�
�Some girl�s moving in at the weekend.�
�Oh yeah? Cool. Is she nice? What does she do?�
�She seems all right, said she works in PR� or HR. Whatever, something boring.� Joel raised the glass to his lips and sipped some wine. �How�s your new place working out then?�
�Good, yeah. Really nice. Beckenham�s a bit quieter than Catford. It�s great, though. I love it. The landlord goes away on business quite a bit, so I get the house all to myself.�
�Must get lonely.�
Sinead felt something brush against her thigh; she looked down and saw Joel�s knee. Was that an accident? She gulped back some Shiraz. His knee stayed pressed against her leg. She felt a magnetic field pulsing between their touching bodies. Her eyes moved up to his face. He was staring at her now. She knew what that look meant. Sinead almost blurted out, Is it just me or is it really hot in here? but bit her tongue and stood up.
Sinead walked away from the table and attempted to casually sip her wine. She felt Joel�s eyes on her body. Thirty seconds had gone by since either of them had spoken. She sauntered over to the fridge. This was getting intense. She should make her excuses and leave. Just finish your drink, tell him it was nice to see you, say hi to the girls for me � and then go! Get out Sinead!
But she couldn�t. Sinead was looking at the photographs stuck to the fridge with magnets. Something was different. They�d been rearranged. But what else? It took a moment for the penny to drop. None of the photos featured her. They�d all been taken down.
She heard a scrape of chair legs on lino. Her heart was pounding like an eighties beatbox. The hairs on the back of Sinead�s neck tingled as Joel sidled up behind her. She stood there, trance-like, staring at the fridge photos. It was as if she�d actually been deleted from their memories. Most of the missing pictures were taken with her old film camera, the one she used in the university photography club. She was the only one who had bothered to get photos printed; everyone else�s were just kept on phones or uploaded to Instagram. But she�d developed and printed those ones because they were a visual reminder of how much they meant to one another.
�There�s no trace of me. It�s like I never even lived here,� she whispered.
Joel moved closer and she felt his warm breath on the nape of her neck. He whispered in Sinead�s ear, �But you just couldn�t stay away. Could you�?�
She turned round, lifted her head and met his gaze. It was actually happening. Her eyes flicked down to his mouth. His hands brushed her hips. Sinead lunged at Joel, her lips locking onto his: passionate, urgent kissing as he pushed her up against the fridge, hands fondling her breasts. Sinead flung her arms around his back and thrust her hips against his crotch. The wineglass dropped from her hand and smashed onto the floor, making her jump. Joel looked down at the broken pieces and laughed, sweeping them away with his foot.
Clutching her waist, he manoeuvred Sinead over to the countertop. She clasped the back of his head, yanking his hair through her fingers. He opened her denim jacket, pawed at her blouse, popping open the buttons and kissing her cleavage. Sinead held his head, running her fingers through his hair. He smooched up her neck and Sinead started moaning. Suddenly Joel grabbed her hips. He turned her round and smacked her bum. Sinead was pinned up against the work surface, hands gripping the Formica edge. Joel lifted her skirt. Sinead gasped. With one hand, he pushed her torso down on top of the counter.
She heard his fly unzipping; Joel was pulling down his jeans. This was it now. The moment she�d secretly fantasised about so many times. Her foot crunched down on a piece of broken glass. An alarm bell was ringing in the recess of her mind.
�Joel� wait.�
Sinead pushed herself away from the counter and spun round to face him. She held his jaw with both hands and kissed him hard. Showing him she was in charge before she broke away and stared into his eyes.
�Not like this,� Sinead said. He was forcing his hand down, trying to part her legs. She resisted him.
Joel kissed her neck. �I know why you came back.�
Surrendering to incredible sensations, Sinead closed her eyes. It had been so long since she�d been touched, since she�d felt another human being. She wanted him, more than anyone, ever. Except something kept bothering her; a quiet voice deep inside was speaking, but she hadn�t been listening.
Joel�s fingers were gliding up her inner thigh.
�Do you want me, Joel? Say it, Joel� Tell me you want me.�
�Yeah, I fucking want you.�
Sinead opened her eyes. His jeans were bunched up below his knees; he was trying to get his trunks down; his erect cock bulging through the material. She had to say it now�
�Break up with Imogen.�
Joel�s hand was halfway down his trunks. He squinted and shook his head, as if confused. He looked at her, quizzically. Sinead nodded. Joel�s face changed subtly, like a mask slipping.
�We�re just having some fun, right? No strings.�
�I won�t share you. If you want me, if you want to be with me��
Joel cackled. Sinead recoiled. He was laughing at her.
�Be with you � what does that mean?� Joel sneered. �I thought you wanted a fuck.�
Sinead glared at Joel and shoved him away from her. He stumbled back, yanking up his jeans.
�For fuck�s sake!� He zipped up his fly. �You got me all worked up for nothing.�
Sinead readjusted her skirt. Passion was morphing into rage. �Seriously? What do you think I am?�
�Well�� Joel�s lewd expression said it all � a slut. That�s all she was to him. Sinead slapped him across the cheek, hard enough to turn his head. She retreated to the other side of the fridge. He rubbed the back of a hand across his face. Slowly he turned and looked at her with derision.
�I can�t believe I didn�t see it before,� Joel said. �The girls are right. You are crazy!�
Sinead�s head jerked back. His words � their words � hit hard, deep in her soul. She could hardly breathe. Smirking at her, Joel took a hairband off his wrist, scraped back his locks and tied them up on top. Sinead felt dizzy. She wanted to scream at Joel, to attack him, but her throat was constricted, her limbs hollow.
Panic took hold. She bolted from the kitchen, into the hallway and out of the house, running from the worst mistake of her life.
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The front door swung open and a flustered Sinead appeared on the step. He couldn�t quite tell if she was crying � he�d been forced to park further down the street on this occasion � but she was definitely upset. Furious, even. She slammed the door shut and stood momentarily on the step; she appeared to be trembling. Flushed red cheeks and messed-up hair. He leaned closer to the windscreen and caught a glimpse of Sinead�s cleavage as she was buttoning up her blouse underneath the denim jacket. She straightened the hem of her skirt then smoothed down her tousled hair.
This was an unexpected development. He sat back and pondered. There were only two things she could have been doing in that house: fighting or fornicating. Putting the pieces together, he came to a quick conclusion: Sinead had been conducting a torrid affair with Joel.
He recapped the evening�s events. At 5.20 the three girls and Heidi�s fat boyfriend, Tim, had gone out. Joel had turned up at 6.30, just as it was getting dark. Sinead�s arrival must have occurred when he�d gone to answer a call of nature in McDonald�s, but she couldn�t have been in the house for more than twenty minutes. He wondered how often Sinead met her friend�s partner for these secret trysts. She really was a dark horse. Tapping his fingers on the arm rest, he watched Sinead wipe a hand across her cheeks before she rushed along the path to the pavement. So there were indeed tears. Lovers� tiff, perhaps?
�Did you just see that?�
At the sound of a female voice, he instinctively slumped down in his seat, lowering the baseball cap�s peak across his eyebrows. He glanced off to the side. A few feet from the car, Heidi and Tim were loitering on the pavement. Turning his head fractionally, he got a better view without exposing his face. She had one arm linked around his. With the other arm, she was pointing at Sinead who was now hurrying off in the opposite direction.
�Who is she?� asked Tim.
�Oh. My. God.�
Heidi stumbled forward, dragging her boyfriend along with her. They were soon out of earshot. Judging by her body language, she was evidently drunk and gossiping. He eased himself up in the car seat and watched the couple amble up to the house. They stopped outside; Heidi gesticulating wildly, Tim attempting to calm her down.
�Busted,� he said and chuckled as he reached for his notebook on the dashboard. He flipped through several pages of scrawled handwriting and then jotted down a few pertinent details from the exciting incident he�d just witnessed.
He leaned back in his seat and placed his hands behind his head. The surveillance had paid off handsomely. Now he had found something to work with. This was exactly what he�d been searching for: Sinead�s thumbscrew.

*** 

Ninety minutes later, he returned to the lock-up on the other side of London. After parking the car a few streets down and stopping off at the fried chicken shop, he unlocked the garage door and raised it up on its hinges, ducking quickly underneath to get inside before he was seen. He pulled the door shut before turning on the ceiling strip light. Entrances and exits had to be made quickly so nosey neighbours wouldn�t know that he was living there.
Sat on top of the freezer, eating a boxed portion of chicken and chips, he wondered if Sinead was missing him at all. It must get lonely in the bungalow. If he�d had the money, he might have set up a couple of discreet cameras to see what she got up to on her own. Perhaps she�d brought Joel over to stay, taking advantage of having a free run of the place. That would be something.
He thought about Sinead coming out of her old house, looking sad, bedraggled and pathetic. And now Heidi was onto her. Intuition told him that an ideal scenario had just been created. After this crisis in her love life, Sinead would be more vulnerable � and he could offer the proverbial shoulder to cry on. Yes, that�s what a friend ought to do in this situation. He dislodged some gristle from his teeth and spat it out onto the floor.

*** 

Early the next morning, disturbed by someone collecting a motorbike from the adjoining garage, he lay there listening to the various noises. He was acutely aware of muscle pain between his shoulder and neck; the result of too many uncomfortable nights bedding down on the crappy fold-out bed. When he heard the motorcyclist drive off, he flopped his legs out, sat up, and scratched his head. Hanging from a rusty old bracket in the wall was the new M&S dark-blue suit, still in its coverall. He rifled in his suitcase and found a packaged shirt, a pinstriped tie, and his electric shaver. A quick sniff of the armpits reassured him that yesterday�s shower at a leisure centre should just about see him through. Teeth would have to be brushed in the public toilets at St Pancras.
He sat back down on the rickety camp bed and rubbed the back of his aching neck. He was tired of living like this. Sinead�s rent money was running down quicker than he�d anticipated. If he didn�t find a reliable source of income soon, he might end up taking the kind of risks that he�d never normally consider. He checked the time on his BlackBerry and realised he�d have to get a move on.

*** 

�Miles Brampton?�
The woman was holding the door and looking directly at him. Apart from the receptionist, he was the only other person present. He had been sitting there for the past twelve minutes, thinking about Sinead. Now he found himself staring back at this woman who was clearly addressing him. For a beat or two his mind went blank until everything flooded back and he realised what was so peculiar. It sounded odd hearing his real name spoken out loud for the first time in weeks. He rose from the creaky leather chair and flashed the woman his best shit-eating grin.
�Yes, that�s me. Hello. Nice to meet you.�
�Would you like to come through?� She pretended to smile and impatiently held the door open for him. Miles crossed the reception area, but she was already moving and let go of the heavy fire door a second too soon. He darted over and grabbed the door just before it swung shut in his face. The woman walked a few paces ahead then halted, waiting for him to catch up. So naturally he slowed down.
�Sorry about the wait. We�ve had a busy morning � just catching up after the bank holiday,� she said over her shoulder.
�That�s quite all right.�
He followed the woman down the corridor and tried to get the measure of her. Mid-forties, greying hair clipped tightly back, slightly overweight. She was not entirely unattractive if one overlooked the prominent jawline. She wore an expensive-looking blue and brown striped shirt and grey tailored trousers. Her manner was either professionally curt or just plain rude.
�Have you come far today?� she said.
�I�ve been staying in Beckenham. Took me about an hour and a quarter, not too bad.�
�Beckenham? That�s somewhere out west, isn�t it?�
�South-east, actually.�
The woman stopped by another door. She nodded at him and pushed the handle down. �Okay then, if you�d like to come in. Take a seat.�
Miles entered the undersized meeting room; a circular white table took up most of the space, with six chairs around it. Some paperwork and a blue vinyl document case were on the far side of the table. He indicated a nearby chair. �All right here?�
�That�s fine.� She shut the door. Miles slid back the plastic chair, plucked up his trousers at the knees and sat down.
�Would you like some water?� she asked.
�That�s very good of you but no, I�m quite all right, thank you.�
She took her seat and sorted the paperwork into a neat pile. From the top, she picked up his CV and gave it a cursory once-over. More for show than anything else; someone as organised as this recruiter would have familiarised herself with his credentials before beginning the meeting. This was just to make him wait some more � a basic power-play tactic.
She placed the paper back on the table and manufactured another smile. �Okay Miles, so perhaps you could start by telling me what kind of work you�re looking for today?�
Really, that was such a ridiculous question; all of that had been covered in the email he�d sent to arrange the meeting. He shifted forward in his seat, placed the heels of his hands onto the table and tried to ignore the pain shooting up from shoulder to neck. �I wish to resume my career in the examinations sector. As you can see from my curriculum vitae, I�ve had many years� experience as an invigilator for universities, schools and various test centres around the country.�
She turned to the second page and ran her finger down to the bottom. �Do you have some up-to-date references?�
�When you say �up-to-date� you mean�?�
�Within the last year. Within the last six months would be ideal.�
�Well, that could be problematic.�
�In what way?�
In the way that he had been fired immediately after a physics exam in January, when he had refused to allow a student to get up fifteen minutes before the end time to use the toilet � as clearly stated in the printed examination rules � and the simpering snowflake went and pissed all over the gymnasium floor, causing great disruption to the examination. When questioned by the supervisor, Miles maintained that candidates were not allowed to leave their seats so close to the end of an exam, but the boy had officially complained about Miles�s �threatening tone� while being forced to mop up urine with his own sweatshirt.
�My previous employer has moved abroad. I have no contact details. Unfortunately.�
�And the one prior to your last job?�
Most of his previous invigilation jobs had been given to him by his wife, and he�d be damned if he was going to allow this impertinent woman to venture down that particular line of enquiry.
�The annoying thing is all my contacts were stored on a phone which was recently stolen by one of those bloody moped gangs. The police were completely uninterested, of course. It would be quite a difficult task to track down old supervisors without my phone.�
�Right. The reason I�m asking is because our client is a very prestigious university and they have experienced some issues with unreliable invigilators in the past, so we�ve been asked to properly vet any new starters before employing them.�
�I see.�
�I might be able to get you a trial day.�
�No, that won�t do. I need guaranteed work for at least a month. I have over eleven years� experience of invigilation. As you can see, it�s all there in black and white.� Miles jabbed a finger at the CV on the table.
�In that case, I�m sure you�ve worked for many employers who could write you a quick reference.�
�You don�t make things easy, do you?�
�Excuse me?� Her voice rose an octave on the last syllable.
�My r�sum� should speak for itself. After all, the job isn�t rocket science, is it? Handing out question papers and spare pens, walking down the aisles, maintaining order. A monkey could do it.�
�It�s more a question of your reliability, punctuality, things like that.�
�So what exactly do you suggest then?� He leant forward and fixed her with his eyes.
The woman shifted back in her chair, pulling a face that made her appear confused, which she wasn�t. �I�m sorry, what do you mean?�
�Your job, I believe, is finding me suitable work in line with my experience.�
�Well, yes. Our agency supplies professional temporary workers��
�If I am to get around this obstacle, what do you suggest I write in my reference? Punctual, reliable, anything else?� Miles�s patience with the cretin was wearing thin.
�I�m not following you�� She cleared her throat, sat up straight and placed one hand over the other on the table. �Obviously you can�t write your own reference.�
He stared at her unblinkingly. �Of course not. That would be absurd.�
The woman was frowning now; the tension ran across her forehead and along her clenched, over-sized jaw. Miles was sorely out of practice when it came to job interviews. Talking about himself and answering imbecilic questions always put him on edge. It was so much easier being Elliot.
The agent glanced at him, then quickly looked down, trying to hide the fear in her eyes. He was accustomed to that kind of look. She backed her chair away from the table and then pretended to check the time on her tiny Gucci wristwatch.
�Unfortunately I have another meeting scheduled now. Umm� why don�t you update your CV with that information and then email it back to us. Once we have that, we can see what work is available and, er� yes. Okay then?� She rose a little too suddenly, moved over to the door and opened it.
Miles scrutinised her piss-poor performance. Meryl Streep wouldn�t be losing any sleep. He inhaled slowly through his nostrils and exhaled noisily through his pursed lips, then straightened his tie. He stood up abruptly, the back of his calves catching the chair and tipping it over. It thumped onto the carpeted floor. The woman was watching him from the corner of her eye. Miles took his sweet time picking up the chair and positioning it underneath the table. He hoped she�d say something else, but she kept quiet.
He walked over to the door, stood in front of her and offered his hand. Eyes blinking rapidly, she limply extended her own. He shook it. Her palm was moist.
�Thank you for your time. You�ll be hearing from me soon,� he said before releasing her hand.
�Mister Brampton, thank you for coming in. Goodbye.� She wouldn�t meet his eye.
Miles stepped into the corridor, strolled back towards the reception area and out through the main doors. It was time for a career change anyway, he thought. But until he found something suitable, cash flow was still the top priority. He�d had no luck guessing the passwords for Elliot�s online bank accounts. With the benefit of hindsight, he really should have stopped to ask for them before he killed him.
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The saliva globule landed below Sinead�s left eye and slid down her cheek. For two or three seconds she didn�t react; immobilised by shock, her brain took some time to catch up. Then, as it dripped down her face, heading for her lips, she wiped away the stranger�s spit with the back of her hand. The man hadn�t even broken his stride. She could easily have caught up, shouted in his face, and shoved him, but Sinead didn�t even look to see where he went. Two passers-by had witnessed the assault, but just reacted with astonished expressions and then walked on.
She�d asked a short, middle-aged bald man if he could spare five minutes to talk about child poverty, but before she�d got to the end of the question, he�d given her his definitive answer. Sinead was on autopilot and hadn�t properly assessed the man as he was approaching. She�d been speaking to every third person, regardless of her chances, just playing the odds. Experience should have told her to avoid this one: the jagged tempo of his walk, the tension in his neck and shoulders, the don�t fuck with me look in his eye. She had in fact noticed these signs and yet still she�d stepped in front of him. Was it a rookie mistake or a deliberate act of self-sabotage? Sinead was no rookie.
She walked fifty metres down Streatham High Road and into KFC, went past the lunchtime queues and headed for the customer toilet. She locked the door, ran a tap and splashed water repeatedly on her face. Grabbing a paper towel from the wall dispenser, she patted her cheeks and mouth, and then scrunched it up and threw it in the bin. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. Yesterday�s humiliation at the hands of Joel had left her numb. If she didn�t think about it, maybe she could pretend it hadn�t actually happened. Their torrid and humiliating encounter was so awful, so wrong on every level, that she had not begun to process it. She may have put it to one side for now, like an unpacked moving box, but it would stay right where she could see it. Waiting to be opened up.
Back on the high street, Maisie was outside the cinema, engrossed in her phone as dozens of people walked by. She didn�t see Sinead coming towards her.
�Put it away, Maisie.�
When she saw Sinead, the girl panicked. Reaching for her trouser pocket, she fumbled and dropped the phone. She bent down and scooped it up from the kerb. �Sorry Sinead, I was just quickly checking something��
Sinead silenced her with a look; she didn�t want to hear excuses.
�How many sign-ups have you got?�
�Err� two, so far.�
�Two sign-ups in three hours?�
�Yeah�� Maisie scratched her nose.
�I don�t know what to say to you, Maisie. It�s just not good enough.�
�I know, I know. I really am trying my hardest though, honestly.�
�I�m giving you a verbal warning. It�s week two, and you�re not even close to hitting your targets. Management aren�t too happy with our team, so we all need to step up to the plate.�
Maisie nodded and focused on the pavement. �Okay.�
Sinead looked up the high street and saw Dylan in the distance, outside the library. He had been avoiding Sinead as much as he could, but thankfully his numbers were good. �Where�s Dina?� she asked, but Maisie didn�t know.
Sinead found Dina in Costa, gossiping on her phone and nibbling on a blueberry muffin. She asked Dina to come outside so she could talk to her. Sinead knew it was about to get messy from the insolent look Dina gave her.
�Dina, your lunch break is at 1.30.�
�I swap my break time with Dylan. Is no problem.�
�Actually it is a problem. I�m responsible for this team, and I need to know where everyone is and what they�re doing at any given time. If you start swapping your breaks without telling me, it�s a problem.�
�I think you worry too much. I go lunch at one or he goes at one, so it is the same��
�How many sign-ups have you got?�
Dina looked over Sinead�s shoulder. �You know, people like to stop and talk in the afternoon, when they have more time. So you know, I will increase my numbers��
�How many?
Dina locked eyes with Sinead and held up her middle finger. After a beat she said, �One.�
Sinead took a deep breath. Dina was smirking at her now, waiting for a reaction. Sinead took out her smartphone and selected the number for Andy, her line manager at the office.
�At the end of the shift you�ll need to go and speak to Andy.�
�Oh yes, yes. Okay.� Dina oozed condescension. �I know how this is. You like the man to do your dirty work for you.�
Sinead listened to the phone ringing and stared back at Dina. The bitch had come with an attitude from day one, so this was inevitable. Even though Sinead wanted to punch her right in the throat, she was, above all else, a professional. And she didn�t have the power to fire anyone, so technically Dina was right. Andy would fire her on the spot.

*** 

Cycling home that evening, Sinead thought of only one solution to the turmoil going on inside her head: buy a bottle of vodka and a bottle of tonic, plant herself on the sofa, and drink until she blacked out. Her mother ended every day like that, and Sinead was her mother�s daughter. It was already half six, so it was perfectly fine. Caitlin drank every evening of her adult life, but never before six o�clock. That was her one rule, regularly repeated to reassure her daughter she couldn�t possibly be addicted. How could she have a drink problem if she waited until the evening? Of course, there were always bottles hidden in her handbag and under seats in the car that she thought Sinead didn�t know about.
Sinead cycled down a side street she�d discovered as a shortcut to the bungalow and parked her bike outside the off licence: Willoughby�s Wines. She chained the bicycle to an iron railing at the opening of the side alley next to the shop. The door chimed as she entered. The man behind the counter looked up from the book he was reading, adjusted his Harry Potter glasses, and smiled.

*** 

Back at the bungalow, she sat at the kitchen table, drinking vodka tonics while dipping stale pitta bread pieces in a tub of hummus and just staring at the wall. As the alcohol was taking effect, Sinead remembered her promise to Elliot that the place would be cleaned while he was away. She took the vacuum cleaner from the cupboard in the utility room, plugged it into a wall socket, and got going on the living room carpet. She felt giddy and hungry, but weirdly energised.After a while she realised she�d been standing still, vacuuming the same patch for far too long. She pushed the vacuum cleaner down the hall, knocking its head into the skirting boards. Leaving the motor running, she stumbled back to the kitchen, poured a triple shot and topped up her glass with the last of the tonic. Back in the hall she pushed the vacuum cleaner with one hand, stopping every thirty seconds to take another swig.
Continuing on into her bedroom, Sinead lurched about, splashing booze as her movements became increasingly erratic. Suddenly bored with it all, she switched the vacuum cleaner off. Slumping into the armchair, she finished her drink and, as her head span, tried keeping her neck straight to counter the dizziness. She thought about Dina and cackled. I�m so fucking glad to see the back of that one. Then she traced a forefinger down her cheek; she swore she could still feel the bastard�s spit.
A wave of sadness crashed over her. It couldn�t be held back now; the alcohol was defeating her powers of denial and exposing a toxic cocktail of shame, humiliation, fear and regret. Joel! A huge fucking mistake; she�d have given her left arm to turn back the clock. He wasn�t at all who she thought he was. And clearly Sinead wasn�t who he thought she was either. At least she�d stopped it before anything serious happened. Imogen would go nuts if she ever found out. Despite the animosity between them, she had never wanted to hurt Imogen. Not intentionally, anyway. So why had she allowed it to happen? What the hell was wrong with her? Jealousy and lust had overwhelmed her, but there was more to it. She desperately needed to know what it felt like to be loved, naively hoping Joel could provide her with that rarest of gifts. Sinead despised herself for letting her guard down, revealing how badly she needed someone to care for her.
Would Joel say anything to the girls? He might be telling them his version of the story; one with Sinead as the villain. He could turn them all against her. Was this the excuse they wanted to get rid of her, to banish her from the group forever? Or was Joel keeping his mouth shut, hoping it would stay secret? Sinead punched the armrest in frustration. There was no way to know until she saw them.
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Office workers were exiting the three-storey glass-fronted building, sparking cigarettes or sucking vapes and thumbing their phones. Further down the road in a disused shop doorway, Sinead was watching and waiting. It was now after 5.30 and the office building�s revolving doors were spinning constantly, spitting people out onto the crowded pavement. She yawned; sleepless nights were taking their toll. The past few days had seemed like an eternity. Criminals must go through something similar waiting for the verdict at their trial. But she was waiting to find out if she�d even been accused and the suspense was unbearable. She�d never felt so alone.
Heidi came out of the revolving door and walked towards her, head down. Sinead put on a half-smile and stepped out from the doorway. Heidi registered her presence and slowed down. Seeing Heidi�s expressionless face gave Sinead a knot in her stomach.
�Hey. I�m working over here, so thought I�d swing by and say hi.� It was a white lie. Sinead had been working in Streatham, but had told management she had a dental appointment so she could leave early and get over to London Bridge in time.
�Yeah� hi.� Heidi halted, fiddling with the bag strap on her shoulder.
Sinead hugged Heidi and held her friend close; Heidi was stiff as a board. Sinead let go. People were brushing past them on the pavement.
Sinead said, �I wasn�t sure if you got my last couple of messages.�
�Yeah. Work�s just been mental. And I�ve been seeing Tim most nights. So�� Heidi had always been a terrible liar, but today she was doing a worse job than usual.
�What�s going on? I know you�re avoiding me.�
�I�m not avoiding you. Like I said, I�ve been busy.�
�Don�t treat me like I�m stupid.�
A middle-aged woman passed by and acknowledged Heidi who grinned and said, �Bye, Lisa.� The woman circled back to them. Sinead hunched her shoulders and looked up at the dark grey sky.
�Heidi, I meant to have a quick chat with you about Wednesday�s meeting.�
�Sure, no problem. Absolutely, yeah,� Heidi said, irritating Sinead with her fake enthusiasm.
�We need to order teas and coffees for about thirty people. Is that okay?� The woman saw Sinead glaring at her. �Anyway, we�ll talk on Monday. Have a good weekend.�
�You too. See you on Monday,� said Heidi. The woman nodded and strode off. Heidi turned back. �That was my boss, Sinead.�
�Oh really? Nice of you to introduce me.�
Heidi�s face went red. Through gritted teeth she said, �Let�s go up there. It�s quieter.� Sinead followed her round a nearby street corner. Heidi stopped by a lamp post. Brow furrowed, she stared into the middle distance, shaking her head.
�What�s up with you?� Sinead grew more agitated, waiting for Heidi to speak.
Finally, Heidi blurted it out. �I can�t believe you�ve done this. I just can�t believe it. And I�m stuck in the middle��
�Done what?� Sinead tried to stay calm, even though she knew what was coming.
�I saw you the other night. I saw you at the house.�
Sinead�s mouth was dry. �Yeah, I went round to see you. Because you�ve been blanking me and I thought I�d come over and talk��
�Except it wasn�t me you came over to see, was it?�
�Of course it was. Heidi! I miss you.�
�I never thought you�d sink so low. Standing on the doorstep, buttoning up your shirt � with your tits hanging out!�
Sinead felt queasy. There was no talking her way out, no point in denying the whole thing. Just try and downplay it. A raindrop landed on her shoulder. �Nothing happened, okay? There was a misunderstanding.�
Heidi was giving her the evil eye. �Joel said you threw yourself at him and he had to ask you to leave.�
�What? He did not say that! You can�t seriously believe him?�
�You�ve put me in the worst position. Imogen can�t find out about this � she�s not been eating again as it is. And Joel�s completely embarrassed by the whole��
�He�s a fucking liar! He came on to me. I stopped it before anything � how can you take his side?� Sinead�s voice was cracking. �Threw myself at him? That�s fucking outrageous � he was all over me!� She laced her fingers around the back of her head, arms protecting her like she was getting punched. She looked up at Heidi, appealing for some support.
Heidi took a breath. �Listen, you know I�ve always stuck up for you. I mean, you�re not exactly the easiest person to live with. But this time you�ve gone too far. Joel�s madly in love with Imogen. He�s not interested in you, Sinead. You�re imagining things.�
�Oh my God, Heidi��
�I�m just not sure what to say to you sometimes.� Heidi hesitated, searching for the right words. �I don�t think you�ve dealt with your grief. You keep blaming yourself for what happened to your mum and� I think you really need to talk to somebody. A psychiatrist, maybe.�
�Talk to some stranger?� Sinead heard her voice getting higher and paused, trying but failing to compose herself. �I need to talk to my friend. Guess I came to the wrong fucking place.�

*** 

Blind rage consumed her as she cycled through congested rush hour streets at full clip, jumping red lights, cutting off corners, whizzing in and out of queuing traffic lines. Irate drivers blasted their horns when she cut them up. Sinead was oblivious; all she heard was the blood pumping in her head.
A mile and a half from home, she shot round a corner into another suburban street and sped past a closed primary school. The school�s parking restrictions allowed for a long stretch of open road. On her near side, a recessed park ran parallel, separated from the road by a grassy verge. Gripping the handlebars, rising from her seat, Sinead accelerated.
Wind and rain lashed her face. Rubbing a hand across her eyes, she never saw a black Audi with tinted windows shoot out into the junction. The first she knew was the impact of her front wheel on the car�s bumper and she went flying through the air, bouncing off the bonnet. She catapulted over the pavement, crashed onto the grassy verge and went tumbling down a slippery slope in a blur of motion � rolling three times down the incline, limbs flailing, before landing in a heap amongst the bracken. Crack! Her left leg twisted violently. She screamed as pain erupted in her limbs.
Sinead stared up at the grey sky for a moment, rain spitting down onto her face. She heard a loud engine revving and a squeal of tyres as the car sped off. Lifting her head slowly, she looked down to see the damage. The leg was bent and sticking out at an unnatural angle. She tried to get a better look, but her eyelids were drooping. Her neck muscles relaxed and her head lolled back onto the ground. The pain was immense. Shocked and motionless, she blinked as her vision began blurring. Somewhere in the distance a dog was barking; the last thing Sinead heard as she blacked out.

*** 

The nurse measured the stockinette from Sinead�s knee to her toes and then cut double the length with her scissors.
�Sinead, is it? You�ve got yourself a fine old Irish name, haven�t you?� said the middle-aged nurse with a soft Dublin accent. Sinead was lying on the bed with her left leg supported under the knee by two rolled-up towels.
�Mum was from County Clare.�
�I have cousins in County Clare. A beautiful part of the country, isn�t it?�
�I�ve never been. She talked about going back one day, but it didn�t happen.�
�That�s a shame. You�re missing out on the Cliffs of Moher. My goodness, the view across the sea is wonderful from up there.� She rolled up the stockinette and applied it over Sinead�s left foot. �Okay then. Just keep your leg in that position for me.�
Sinead winced as the nurse began rolling the material up towards her knee. Resting her head on the pillow, she gritted her teeth and stared up at the ceiling; the painkillers were good, but she had to focus on a greyish mark to take her mind off the matter. She had been in A&E for two and a half hours before seeing a doctor. He�d taken an X-ray of her leg and told her she had a fractured tibia. After a further two hours, she�d been admitted to the plaster room.
�How�d you get yourself into this fine mess then, Sinead?� The nurse folded the stockinette just below the knee and continued rolling it back down the foot.
�A car hit me, knocked me off my bike.�
�That�s dreadful. You won�t catch me riding a bike in London. Not on your life.�
The nurse tucked in the surplus material at the toes then wrapped padding around Sinead�s foot, the ankle, and up her lower leg. Sinead�s hand gripped the side of the bed.
�Did he get out and help you, the driver?�
Sinead shook her head. �I�d passed out. A lady walking her dog called an ambulance. She saw the car speed off.�
�Did she get the number plates?�
�No. She reckoned it looked like a drug dealer�s car with tinted windows, probably why it didn�t stop.�
�Unbelievable, isn�t it? Just leaving you there with a broken leg. Wicked people.�
Sinead nodded in agreement. The nurse finished wrapping the padding. She pulled a pair of rubber gloves from a box.
�And your bike � where�s that now?�
�The front wheel was all bent out of shape. The lady leant it against some bushes.�
�Maybe someone can go and collect it for you?�
�I doubt it�s still there.�
�An absolutely terrible day you�ve had, Sinead.�
�Yeah. It�s not been the best.�
Sinead watched as the nurse selected a Plaster of Paris bandage from a plastic container and dipped it into a transparent bucket that had been filled with cold water. She removed the bandage, squeezed it, and let the water drain into the bucket. Then she applied the bandage in the same way, starting at the tips of the toes and working up to the ankle. The plaster felt cold and tingly. The nurse worked in silence for the next few minutes, concentrating on the task. She repeated the process with a second Plaster of Paris bandage. Sinead felt her encased leg getting heavier. The nurse moulded and smoothed down the cast with the palm of her hands. She rolled another stockinette over the cast and then trimmed off the excess with scissors.
�Right then, Sinead. It takes about five minutes to set, but it won�t be fully set for twenty-four hours. Now you�ll need to make sure you don�t get it wet, okay? If you want a shower, you�ll need to wrap it securely in plastic and make sure it�s watertight. I�ll see if we have something you can take home.� The nurse began tidying up. �And I�ll fetch you a pair of crutches. No one�s in physiotherapy at this hour, but I can show you the basics. It takes a few days to get used to them. Just keep practising � you�ll be grand.�
�Okay, yeah. Thanks.� Sinead looked at the clock on the wall: it was 11.05 pm. The nurse read her thoughts.
�Is there someone coming to collect you? Boyfriend? Mum or dad?�
Sinead shook her head. The nurse looked at her with a trace of pity behind her professional facade.
�No? That�s fine, don�t worry. I can call a minicab for you. All right then, Sinead?� The nurse smiled reassuringly. Sinead couldn�t meet her eyes. �I�ll just go and fetch those crutches for you.�
�Thank you,� Sinead whispered.

*** 

The minicab pulled up to the kerb. Sinead said, �Can you go up the driveway, please? I don�t think I�ll manage walking up there.� She lay across the back seat with her plaster-encased leg stretched out into the footwell. The driver, who didn�t speak much English, nosed the vehicle into the empty driveway. Sinead was relieved to see that no car was there, which meant that Elliot was still away. She had no energy for more conversation. The driver stopped a few feet from the front porch.
Sinead opened the back door, grabbed the overhead safety bar, and tried in vain to haul herself up from the seat. The driver got out and rushed over to assist her. He removed the crutches from the back seat and leant them up against the side panel. With great difficulty, Sinead swung out her injured leg and shuffled along the seat. The driver put his arms underneath her armpits, and helped to lift her up. As they struggled to get her out and upright, Sinead had an inkling of how difficult life would be for the next six to eight weeks.
�Thank you. Very kind of you. How much is it?�
He took the two crutches and passed them to her. Sinead slipped her wrists into the cuffs. �Eighteen pounds please.�
Sinead gave him a twenty-pound note from her jacket pocket. She wore green hospital scrubs on her legs; her jeans had been removed to accommodate the cast and were now cut up and folded inside her backpack.
�I get change,� said the driver as he went to the front of the minicab.
�No, you keep it. Thanks for your help.�
�You are okay�?� He gestured towards the bungalow.
�I�ll be fine. Thanks.�
�Okay. Goodbye.�
The man got back in the cab and backed it down the driveway. Supporting her weight on the left crutch, Sinead swung her right leg out. The movement was stiff and unnatural as she advanced inch by inch. By the time she had covered the few steps to the porch door, the minicab had reversed out of the driveway and onto the road, taking the light from its headlamps with it. Sinead leant one stick up against the door, reached behind her, and slipped out of the backpack strap. In the dark, she fished around inside the bag until she found the house keys.

*** 

Steam billowed from the kettle spout and the power switch clicked off. Fighting exhaustion, Sinead leant against the counter and fumbled in a tin for a tea bag. She grabbed one and steadied herself against the counter. Holding onto it for support, she hopped over to the wall cupboard. She opened the door and strained to reach a mug on the second shelf. Every movement, every tiny manoeuvre, required a ridiculous amount of preparation and energy to execute.
As she returned to the kettle, Sinead felt the weight tipping on her left leg. Her balance shifted abruptly, causing her to wobble. She went to grasp the counter, and inadvertently released the mug. It dropped from her hand, hit the lino floor and shattered � ceramic shards rebounding off in all directions. Sinead stared blankly at the broken pieces. It would have to be one of Elliot�s � George Orwell�s 1984. She calmed herself. It�s okay. It�s fine. Just a broken mug. No big deal.
She moved carefully to the cupboard under the sink, grabbed the nearest crutch, hooked the rubber tip through the door�s bar handle, and levered it open. Then she poked the crutch onto the shelf, trying to hook the dustpan and brush. Half a dozen cans of polish, oven cleaner and disinfectant spray bottles fell down as she tried reaching for the dustpan at the back of the deep cupboard.
She felt tightness in her chest. Her fingers let go off the crutch and it dropped, clattering loudly onto the floor. A surge of emotion ambushed Sinead and she cried out; a yowl of anguish and despair. Her legs were buckling now. She gripped the counter, put her head down onto its cold marble surface and began to sob.
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Miles rang the doorbell and waited precisely two minutes. The curtains were drawn, so there was no way of knowing who was inside the bungalow. It was early afternoon so Sinead would be out at work, but precautions were still necessary: his car was parked on the street around the corner. If, while he�d been away, anyone had come looking for Elliot Sheeny and scared off Sinead, he was ready to deal with the situation. If a stranger opened the door, Miles was an estate agent sent to the wrong address. Sorry to bother you � a mix-up at the office, they�ve given me the wrong address � well, sorry to disturb you and goodbye. A credible cover story was always worth having. But Elliot Sheeny had been a virtual recluse and he felt confident that no one would be looking for him.
Miles opened the outer door and stepped into the porch, put his ear to the main door and listened. Nothing. He turned the key in the Yale lock, but the door wouldn�t yield. Next he inserted the Chubb key, undid the mortise then tried the Yale again, pushed open the door, closed it quietly and moved through to the living room. He was genuinely surprised by what he saw.
Sinead was asleep on the sofa. Her left leg was encased in Plaster of Paris and propped up on two cushions. Miles tiptoed closer. She was wearing purple jogging bottoms and a faded black sweatshirt. Her hair was lank and greasy. Miles padded around the sofa and perched on the coffee table. Sinead mumbled in her sleep. He observed her a while and listened to the nasal whistling, until her eyelids flickered and she began to wake. Some primitive alert in her brain was telling her she was being watched. She rolled onto her side, facing him.
�Daddy� Where am I?� she mumbled.
That was too amusing � Daddy. He suppressed a smile. �You�re home, Sinead.�
Her eyes opened. She squinted at him. Disoriented, she lifted her head from the sofa cushion. �Hey Elliot� when did you get back?�
�Just now.� He leant forward and tapped the plaster cast with his forefinger. �So what happened here then?�
�I got knocked off my bike.�
�That was clumsy of you.�
�Yeah, right.� Sinead smirked wearily. �Not my fault. It was a hit and run.�
�How did you get to hospital?�
�Ambulance.�
�I presume they took down your personal details at the hospital. And you gave them this address?�
�Yeah. I think so. Why?�
A record of her living at this address wasn�t ideal, but he couldn�t do much about it. Miles picked up her phial of painkillers and read the label. It was strong stuff; a few too many could knock out an average-sized person for quite some time. �How many of these have you taken today?�
Sinead shrugged. �Four or five. I don�t remember.�
He placed the bottle down on the table and stood up. �You�re lucky. It�s only a broken leg. It could�ve been much worse.�
Sinead brushed hair away from her face. She appeared groggy and her skin was alabaster white. �Suppose so. I don�t feel too lucky.�
Miles stood by the window. He parted the curtains and peered out onto the driveway. �My German shepherd was knocked down by a speeding post van. Monty had a shattered pelvis, internal bleeding. Evidently, he was in a substantial amount of pain. But I certainly couldn�t afford the vet�s bill.�
�Poor thing. What happened?�
He paused. Not for dramatic effect exactly (although he acknowledged its effectiveness), but more for the realisation that he was about to reveal something deeply personal; a secret that had remained hidden for thirty years. �Uncle Neil was generous enough to lend me his shotgun. The cartridge, however � that cost was deducted from my pocket money.�
�Pocket money? How old were you?�
�I was nine.�
�Nine?! Shit. Elliot��
�I botched the job, of course. The barrel was too heavy and the shot only winged him. He yelped and lay there in the road staring up at me. Uncle Neil told me I had to complete the job. A man must always finish what he starts.� He stared at his hands and realised he was twisting the curtain between them.
Sinead was staring at him, her mouth wide open. �That�s horrible.�
�I buried him in the garden. Early the next morning, I wandered out in my pyjamas and� I found Monty�s carcass strewn across the flower beds. Dug up by foxes. Yes, that was a particularly memorable birthday.� Elliot drew the curtains together and brushed off some lint that clung to the material. �Still, at least it provided Uncle Neil with some entertainment.� He walked back to the sofa. Sinead looked utterly bewildered.
�Would you like some lapsang souchong?� he asked. She was staring off into space. �Sinead? I�m making tea.�
�Sorry� I feel a bit woozy.�
�You get some more sleep then. Plenty of rest � it�s the best thing for you.�
Sinead reclined and lowered her head onto the armrest. He loomed over her, smiling benignly. Her eyelids grew heavy. Miles waited until they closed before going into the kitchen.

*** 

He ladled soup into a bowl and then buttered a bread roll. He couldn�t understand why he�d told Sinead about Monty. It had been bothering him all afternoon; how the hell had she made him lower his guard like that? He�d never told anyone that story, not even his wife. He�d kept it locked up, ever since it happened. Well that wasn�t quite accurate; he did refresh Uncle Neil�s memory several years after the incident. He had recounted every last detail of the story whilst holding the old bastard�s head underwater.
Now here he was, spilling his guts out to this girl he barely knew, and she hadn�t even tricked or manipulated him into doing so. He had simply felt comfortable confessing to her. Sinead wasn�t judging him. Perhaps the sharing of secrets indicated something meaningful was developing between them. It didn�t sound that far-fetched. He�d even heard people say such things about their friends: I can tell her anything.
Miles carried the tray into the darkened living room and gently set it down on the coffee table. Sinead was still asleep on the sofa. One of the cushions supporting her leg had been kicked to the floor. The blanket he�d draped over her shoulders was still in place. She appeared to be dreaming; her eyelids were flickering and cheek muscles twitching. He went to turn on the side lamp. The light struck Sinead�s face. Her eyes opened and then immediately shut again.
�I thought you might like some soup.�
Sinead blinked as Elliot picked up the tray and held it out towards her; the spoon slid down and tinged against the ceramic bowl. She smiled groggily. �Smells amazing.�
�Can you sit up?�
Her hands dug into the base cushion and she pushed herself upwards. She winced as her leg moved, and rubbed the top of her thigh, above the plaster. �Pins and needles,� she said. He waited until she was ready to accept the tray. Then she set it down across her lap. He went and sat in the armchair on the opposite side of the room. Sinead dipped the spoon into the bowl. �How long was I out for?�
�About six hours.�
�Wow. They are some hardcore painkillers.� She took a mouthful of soup.
�I never expected to come home and find you in this condition. You took me by surprise.�
�Sorry, I probably should�ve texted, given you some warning.� Sinead bit into the roll. �Didn�t want to worry you. How was your trip � how was Bangkok?�
�Hot and humid.�
Sinead smiled sleepily. Elliot studied her as she ate. She looked quite helpless. She would need extra assistance around the house during the coming weeks. Timing wise it wasn�t too bad; while he was out of work he�d be able to lend a helping hand.
�I�ll be going to the shops tomorrow. Let me know if there�s anything I can pick up for you.�
Sinead murmured acknowledgement through a mouthful of noodles.
�Is the soup good, or a bit too spicy for you?� he asked.
She shook her head vigorously and swallowed the food. �Delicious. Mmm� I�ve not eaten since� some toast this morning. Thank you, Elliot.�
Yes indeed � thank you, Elliot. Thank you for placing that advert online and bringing this fascinating person into my life. �Something occurred to me while I was in the kitchen. You know there is an upside to your accident?�
�Is there?� She didn�t sound convinced.
�Now we have more time to get to know one another.�
She held the spoon halfway between the bowl and her lips. �Yeah, that�s true.� She was blushing.
�I look forward to learning more about you. Your likes and dislikes. Yes. You�re intriguing.�
Sinead continued slurping soup and fell silent; he assumed he must have embarrassed her with his candid remark. He�d said enough for now. Miles picked up the remote control and selected a Come Dine with Me repeat. How apt, he thought as they sat relaxing, eating and watching the programme together.

*** 

Miles slipped on the second grey Nike Air Max 97 Ultra, retailing at �140 for the pair. Truly a ridiculous amount for trainers, but then why shouldn�t he treat himself? They were exceptionally comfortable. Perched on a purple plastic cube, he was acutely aware of his incongruity amongst the shop�s young and trendy clientele. He must have been the oldest person there by a decade; dressed down in navy-blue Banana Republic trousers and a burgundy jumper, making him look like a fogeyish dad grabbing the chance to buy some running shoes while his kids chose video games next door. Readjusting the shoe around his heel, Miles looked up at the sales assistant as he came sauntering out of the back room.
�Nines are sold out in blue,� said Joel.
�That�s a shame.�
�Do you want to try any others?�
�These are acceptable, I suppose.� Miles rose and padded around in front of the foot level mirror. �Maybe a tad tight around the toes.�
�You just need to wear them in.�
�Do I? Yes, I see.�
Miles bounced up and down on tiptoes. Joel stood to the side eyeing up a pretty girl who was purchasing a pair of black kitten heels at the sales desk. The girl was no more than nineteen and evidently besotted with Joel. Miles had witnessed them flirting when he arrived. Joel had caressed the girl�s heel as he helped her try on the shoe, causing her to giggle idiotically. Prince Charming with a wispy beard and topknot. Sinead really did have a peculiar taste in men.
Smiling bashfully at Joel, the girl slunk over to the exit. Just before she left the shop, she raised a hand to her ear and made a call me gesture. Joel winked at her in reply. An appealing image popped into Miles�s mind: Joel�s eyelids, stapled shut. It would be quite difficult to wink flirtatiously with a staple restricting the movement of your eyelid.
Miles said, �Today is my birthday, as it happens. Is there any possibility of a discount?�
Joel kept his eyes on Cinderella as she left the shop. Miles snapped his fingers an inch from Joel�s face. That got his attention.
Joel smiled condescendingly. �No there isn�t.�
�Really? Perhaps you ought to verify that with your manager?�
Joel folded his arms across his chest. �I�m the assistant manager and we don�t do any birthday discounts. There�s no such thing. Okay?�
�That�s disappointing,� said Miles. �You�re quite certain you don�t have the nine in blue?�
�Like I said, nines are sold out.�
�Maybe you didn�t look hard enough. It�s just you seem to be a little distracted.�
Joel scoffed; he was now addressing Miles as if he was a simpleton. �No, I�m not distracted. And I�ve checked our stockroom already. I can try and order in a pair of nines, but they�ll take a few days to arrive.�
�That�s rather inconvenient. I need them today.�
�Try one of our other branches,� Joel said with a disinterested shrug.
�Just suppose I went out back and had a look for myself.� Miles inched a little closer to him. �You�re quite convinced I wouldn�t find what I�m looking for?� He saw a vein popping out of Joel�s forehead, as he tried to repress the contempt beneath his professional facade.
Just as he was about to answer, Miles flashed a smile. �Only teasing. I�m sure you know what you�re doing. But remember, the customer is always right.� He patted Joel on the shoulder. �I�ll settle for these in grey. I assume you still accept cash.� He pulled out his wallet from a hip pocket and went to offer Joel the money.
�You can pay at the till. Duane will give you a receipt.� Joel motioned towards the bored teenager behind the payment desk.
Miles stuffed the wallet into his pocket. �Of course � that�s a good point, actually, regarding the receipt. After all, this is an outrageously-priced training shoe. Suppose I were to change my mind? What exactly is your returns policy?�
�As long as they�ve not been worn, we can give you store credit. Within twenty-eight days of purchase.�
�And I can come and see you about that, yes?� Miles put a foot on the plastic cube and rethreaded the trainer laces.
�Any staff member can help. Just bring the receipt.� Joel backed off.
Miles placed his old brown brogues into the trainer box. He raised his voice a little. �I prefer to deal with people I�ve met before. Makes it more personal, don�t you think� Joel?�
Joel halted. �How� how d�you know my name?�
Miles fitted the lid onto the box. �That�s right � you�re not wearing a name badge, are you?� Joel�s gormless expression made Miles bend down and adjust his laces to stop himself laughing. �It�s one of my hidden talents, guessing names. A friend of mine taught me how to do it.�
Joel nodded slowly, a quizzical look on his face.
�I�m just having a bit of fun. I don�t get out much these days. No � I overheard you talking to that pretty girl. You told her your name when you swapped numbers.�
Joel stared at him for a few moments and then triumphantly clapped his hands together. �Oh, okay � yeah, yeah. I get it. I know what this is about. I thought you were coming next week, but yeah. I know who you are.� Joel grinned conceitedly. �You�re the mystery shopper, aren�t you?�
Miles gave it some consideration. �Hmm� I like the way that sounds.� He enunciated the words like a ham actor: �You�d better watch out for� the Mystery Shopper.�
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The pale face in the plastic vanity mirror stared back at her. Sinead plucked an unruly hair with tweezers, smoothed down her eyebrows and stared at the grey bags underneath her eyes. I look fucking rough, she thought, tossing the mirror onto a pillow. She leant back against the headboard and lifted her plaster cast into a marginally more comfortable position. Six to eight weeks of hobbling around with this bloody thing stuck to her, looking like death warmed up. Fun times ahead.
At least she�d still have a job to go back to when she could walk again. The zero hours contract meant no sick pay. But Andy said she�d be welcome back soon as she was ready, seeing as Sinead was one of their top performers. And it would be summer by then, so that was something to look forward to. The next few weeks would be tough without a pay cheque, but at least the rent was covered. She�d need money for food and bills, and there was just enough left in her account to cover that from the last pay cheque. And she could go into her overdraft if she had to, although that was a last resort because the fee was astronomical. Still, it wasn�t like she�d need any going out money. The main thing was she had a roof over her head.
She heard the front door rattle. Elliot was back. She�d been thinking about his dead dog. That was some heavy shit. Why did he tell her about that? It was probably his weird way of making her feel better � at least she hadn�t been put down like poor old Monty. She wondered if Elliot had grown up on a farm. When she was a student, she�d worked in a pub with a guy who grew up on one, and from what he said killing animals was normal, just a part of everyday life. She remembered saying she was glad she�d grown up in a town.
Sinead�s leg was itching like a bastard. It was a regular annoyance that had to be endured. She tried to slip her fingers underneath the cast and scratch, but couldn�t reach the itch. Digging her fingers further under the cast, she felt a fingernail tear. Sinead pulled back her hand, stretched out to the bedside table, and grabbed her make-up bag. Elliot knocked at the bedroom door as she rooted around inside the bag for her stainless-steel nail file.
�Come in.�
Elliot entered, clutching a bulging plastic bag. He pointed down at his new trainers. �I preferred the navy blue but� these should do the trick.� Modelling the shoes for her, he paced up and down the carpet. �What�s the verdict? Am I getting too old for these?�
She gave them the once over while filing her broken nail. The trainers looked weird paired with the smart trousers. �No, no. They�re nice. Yeah.�
�Glad you approve. I tried out your birthday ruse, but a discount was denied.�
�My what�?� The nail file stopped. She wasn�t paying close attention. �Is it your birthday?�
Elliot smiled enigmatically. He was in a weird mood. He lifted his arm to show her the plastic bag. �I picked up your magazines. And some chocolates; I wasn�t a hundred per cent on which ones you�d like, so I bought a variety.�
�Cool. Thanks.� She resumed filing. �How much do I owe you?�
�You don�t owe me anything.�
�That�s all right.� She pointed to her purse on the dresser top. �Should be a tenner in there.�
Elliot cleared his throat. �I�m giving them to you.� He placed the bag on the bed. �My treat.�
�Don�t be silly, I�ve got the money. Pass me my purse, please?�
He looked over at the purse on the dresser. Sinead waited for him to pick it up. But he just stood there, frozen. His fists were clenched and a strange look passed over his face. He seemed deadly serious all of a sudden. He leant over the bed and snatched up the plastic bag.
�I�ll return them, get myself a refund.� He lurched towards the door.
Sinead ceased filing again. �Elliot! What are you doing?�
He stopped in the doorway, keeping his back to her. �Forget it. My mistake.�
�What are you talking about � what mistake?�
Elliot half-turned. His brow was furrowed; the tension in his neck and shoulders was visible. �It was my understanding that friends bought things for each other occasionally. Isn�t that the custom? Like a round of drinks in a pub?�
�We�re not in a pub!� Sinead couldn�t help sniggering. Why was he being so weird about this?
Elliot tapped his fingers against the door frame. He stepped back into the room. �Very well,� he said.
With a face like stone, he strode across the room. Just then Sinead had an unpleasant feeling. What was he going to do?
�Elliot��
At the foot of the bed, he opened the plastic bag and flicked his wrists, spinning the bag over and depositing three magazines and four or five assorted chocolate bars onto the duvet. Instinctively, Sinead�s hand went up and covered her open mouth. Elliot shook out the paper receipt and it floated down to the carpet. He scrunched the bag into a ball and stuffed it into his back trouser pocket, moved over to the dresser, grabbed Sinead�s purse, unzipped it and plucked out a ten-pound note. He hesitated before swapping it for a twenty. Sinead watched dumbstruck as he pocketed the cash, turned and walked out.

*** 

Sinead entered her Facebook login details on the laptop, shifted her broken leg into the centre of the footstool, and relaxed her back into the sofa. From the kitchen, she heard the dishwasher door closing and, after a few seconds, water pumping into the appliance. For the past three days Elliot had been taking extra-long with household chores. Mostly he was in his bedroom or out of the house for hours on end. Avoiding her. Sinead couldn�t really blame the guy. She shouldn�t have laughed at him, but now she couldn�t apologise without making him uncomfortable all over again. Why had he been so weird about accepting the money? She didn�t want him buying her things, even if they were just chocolates and magazines. He was her landlord and she didn�t want to owe him anything.
But then he was just being nice � had she forgotten what it was like when someone did you a favour? Maybe she had genuinely offended him. She didn�t need the extra guilt, though. Christ, she already had enough of that. The best thing to do was just pretend it had never happened. Like always.
She scrolled down the home page, and it occurred to her that she hadn�t posted anything for well over a month � when she�d announced that she�d found an amazing new pad out in the �burbs. Ultimate birthday present to myself followed by that stupid smiley face wearing sunglasses. That had warranted only three likes from her forty-five friends; one from Heidi, one from Dylan and one from her mother�s cousin�s wife, whom she�d met once when she was eleven but hadn�t seen again until the funeral. A friend request from her dad was the only new thing, which was so blatantly uncool she�d just ignored it. What the hell was he doing on Facebook? They hadn�t spoken since before the funeral back in January � not that they ever had much to say to each other, anyway. Sinead didn�t want to think about him, so she clicked through to Heidi�s home page.
Elliot entered the living room, chewing a pencil and studying a newspaper crossword. �Eleven letters. Sixth one begins with p��
�Don�t ask me about crosswords, I never get the clues.�
�To take for one�s own use,� Elliot continued, his lips curling up slightly. �Ap-pro-pri-ate,� he said, scribbling the answer onto the paper.
Sinead noticed something Heidi had recently commented on and clicked the link.
�You�ve got to be fucking kidding me� Come on!�
An event page declared: Save the date � Imogen & Joel�s Engagement Party. A Photoshopped image showed the smug couple embracing each other in front of a beach sunset, surrounded by hearts, glitter and champagne bottle emojis.
Elliot stopped by the sofa and looked over her shoulder at the laptop screen. �Imogen� and� Joel. Looking rather pleased with themselves, aren�t they?�
Sinead shut the lid and slung the laptop onto an adjacent cushion. �Is there any wine in the house?�
�I don�t believe so. I�ve been meaning to pop into that new wine shop and stock up.�
�There�s half a bottle of voddie in the top cupboard. I can�t reach it, though.�
�Not the best idea, is it? Mixing alcohol with your medication?�
�Elliot � I need a drink.�
This wasn�t the time for pleasantries and she wasn�t asking for permission. He put his newspaper on the armchair seat and then fetched the bottle and a juice glass from the kitchen. When he returned, Elliot poured out a tiny measure. �There�s nothing to mix it with.�
�I don�t care. Fill it up,� said Sinead. Elliot hesitated. �Please.�
He poured another shot and gave her the glass. He lifted the laptop from the sofa and placed it down on the coffee table. �Those two friends of yours, the ones getting engaged � they haven�t paid you a visit. Don�t they know about your accident?�
Sinead glared at him and shook her head.
�Haven�t you told them?�
�Imogen and Joel don�t give a shit about anyone except Imogen and Joel.�
�I�d like to meet them.�
Sinead gulped down the alcohol. She leant back and felt the warm glow in her throat. �Why the fuck would you want to meet them?�
�Curiosity. They�ve obviously upset you. Perhaps I could intervene on your behalf.�
�Elliot, don�t take this the wrong way, but you come out with some weird shit sometimes.�
He said nothing � just retrieved his newspaper and sat in the armchair. Sinead lowered her head; she really should shut up before she offended him again. An uncomfortable silence enveloped the room. Elliot chewed the end of his pencil and scribbled crossword answers on the paper. Sinead kept on drinking. She looked up and accidentally caught Elliot�s eye.
�There must be a reason why you don�t speak to them,� he said.
�They don�t speak to me! Okay? They haven�t spoken to me for weeks.�
Elliot pursed his lips and watched her closely. She averted her gaze, looking down at the carpet instead. Another minute went by. Why was he asking her? She couldn�t talk about this; he�d never understand. Saying this stuff out loud was scary; it made the feelings too real. Envy, lust, pride, resentment. Rage. No one would ever love her if they knew who she really was � it was better to suppress such nasty, ugly emotions. Instead of screaming, she raised the glass to her mouth and downed the vodka. An image of her mother flashed in her mind: through the bathroom keyhole, Caitlin sat quietly sobbing on the toilet, clutching a bottle of gin. The woman who drank herself to death because she couldn�t talk, couldn�t articulate her pain.
�Because they all hate me,� Sinead said. �Happy now? My so-called friends fucking hate me.�
�I don�t believe that for a moment. Why would they hate you?� Elliot coughed then said, �Did something happen between you and Joel?�
How the fuck did he know that? She shook her head, trying to answer him, but no words would come.
�I�m right, aren�t I? Just a lucky guess,� he said. �It might do you good to talk about it, though.�
She held up her empty glass. �Give me the bottle. Just give it to me.�
He got up, handed over the Smirnoff, and went back to his seat. Sinead filled her juice glass to the brim.
�Trust me, you don�t want to know. It�s a long, boring story.�
�Fine by me.�
Sinead put a hand over her face and rubbed under her eyes. What the hell. Maybe she should talk about this; it might do her good to unload. �Okay, I admit it. I was hard to live with. I accept that. We had some rows, sure. I mean, who doesn�t? But they don�t give a shit about me and what I went through. They thought I was a drama queen. My mum was dying in a hospice, but as far as my mates were concerned, I was just pissing on their parade.�
�Right. What about Joel, though. Where does he fit into this?�
�Ha! Yeah, Joel � that�s when things really turned to shit. Imogen just announced it one day: �Oh by the way, everyone, Joel�s moving in. It�s gonna be so cool.� Seeing them together all the time, it was a nightmare. I couldn�t handle it� because�� She swallowed some more vodka. �He always had a thing for me. It was obvious. No way he�d have gone with her if I�d been around more. But I � fuck, I don�t know � it wasn�t the right time; I wasn�t in the right headspace. Imogen made her move and now they�re going to live happily ever after.�
�Joel�s a good-looking boy. I bet he enjoyed two girls fighting over him. It must have made him feel powerful. I�ve met his sort before.�
Sinead scowled, drank more vodka, and stared into space. He kept watching, waiting patiently for her to continue.
Sinead said, �Do you ever fantasise about getting even with people who treat you like shit? Do you know what I mean?�
�I do, yes.� He leaned forward. �Have you ever acted out those fantasies?�
Sinead shook her head and looked away.
�Never just� lashed out? After all, you�re only human.�
She looked back at him. His face was perfectly expressionless, but he was staring at her with such intensity, she felt compelled to tell him something she�d always been ashamed of.
�One time, yeah. This girl in my class � a fucking bully. Spreading lies about me and posting all this disgusting stuff online. Chatting shit about my mum. You know how it is at a Catholic girls� school � that�s how they get their kicks, right.� Sinead sighed; the memory still pained her. �One time I just� lost it. I grabbed her by the hair, pulled her off the table. Slammed her head into the wall. Yeah. Gave her concussion.� Sinead held up her hand, thumb and forefinger an inch apart. �I came that close to getting expelled.�
�I�m not surprised. How did you get away with it?�
�My mum was a teacher there. She spoke to the headmistress, pulled some strings.�
�And how did it make you feel when you attacked this bully?�
�Good. Yeah, it did. Made me feel great, actually. Bitch deserved it. I wasn�t the only one she bullied. The weird thing was I�d never been that popular. You don�t get much street cred when your mother�s a teacher. But the other girls gave me respect after that.�
�But now you hide that anger. Pretending you�re a good girl, raising money for the poor starving orphans. It makes you weak.�
�I�m not weak! Fuck you.� Sinead glared at him resentfully as she took another swig.
�Then prove it.�
�Prove what?� Sinead�s glass was empty again. Her head was spinning. She tried to focus. He was staring at her unblinkingly. �I don�t need to prove anything. Stop telling me what to do. You don�t know me.� Her brain felt like it was stuck in a tumble dryer.
He stood up and moved towards her. Sinead saw two Elliots approaching, blurred images overlapping each other. �I do know you, Sinead. I�m your good friend. And friends always do what they can to help each other. But you will have to meet me halfway.�
Sinead�s stomach convulsed as the first wave of nausea arrived. �Oh shit, Elliot � I can�t get up. I�m gonna��
Desperately searching for some kind of receptacle, she looked to him for help, but he wasn�t offering any. Sinead grabbed the armrest as she began heaving. Frantically, she pulled herself to the sofa edge. Vomit splattered across the carpet. Her fringe swung into her mouth. With her head hanging over the side of the sofa, she braced herself for the next round. Elliot stood back, saying nothing, while she retched again and again and again.
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At the kitchen table, with a breakfast of overcooked scrambled eggs on toast and the Today programme murmuring quietly in the background, Miles sat contemplating the situation. He was playing a decidedly risky game by staying on at the bungalow. But he was enjoying himself far too much to leave now. He hadn�t felt so actively engaged, so thrillingly alive in a long time. Sinead, he felt certain, was a diamond in the rough. At present she was somewhat immature and too emotionally raw to be truly effective. Channelling and controlling her rage would take time and self-discipline. Yet the potential was undoubtedly there. With his expert guidance she could become a powerful and lethal young woman. For the first time in his life he had met someone who was broadcasting on the same wavelength as himself. All she needed now was an opportunity, a chance to prove she was worthy of his attention.
Time was the crucial factor: was there enough of it to develop their relationship? They couldn�t stay in the bungalow indefinitely. Each passing day increased the likelihood of an unwelcome visitor. So far, no nosey neighbours or concerned colleagues had come knocking, enquiring after Elliot�s health. Elliot had no family to speak of, and had only worked intermittently as a freelance proofreader during the past three or four years, rarely leaving the house he�d inherited from his parents. A monthly book group had been his only social contact. That was where they had met initially: Miles had overheard two women discussing their monthly get-together in a bookshop caf� and had skilfully managed to bag himself an invite. He had then attended the meetings semi-regularly because it distracted him from his wife�s deteriorating condition.
He had never got around to actually reading the novels. By memorising an online synopsis and cribbing opinions from pseudo intellectual bloggers, he usually found he had plenty to contribute to the group�s banal discussions. Busy schedules and poor communication had led to the book group�s gradual dissolution. It was no great loss; the other members were rather tedious people.
When Miles had looked up Elliot after a gap of almost two years, it seemed as though they were in a position to help each other out: Miles needed a place to stay while he got on his feet again and Elliot needed the income from taking in a lodger. It was too bad that when they came to discuss terms, Elliot had a sudden change of heart, deciding he wasn�t suited to sharing his home after all. Miles pointed out that if this was true, why go to the trouble of posting an advert on Gumtree? Elliot, of course, had no answer for that. And Miles had already made up his mind to move in.
He hadn�t planned on killing Elliot, though. Renting the room for six months would have been the easier way to go. Losing self-control was out of character for Miles. It was an impulse. Like a switch flicking inside him, he�d suddenly been overcome by disgust for the man�s inherent weakness. Elliot walked around with the word victim stamped on his forehead; Miles had done him a favour by ending his self-imposed misery.
Miles cleared away the remains of his breakfast, took a wet dishcloth, and began wiping down the worktop and table. The truth was that Miles didn�t particularly enjoy the actual act of murder. It was a messy and often exhausting task, and once the adrenaline rush had receded the rigmarole of body disposal wasn�t much fun either. The anticipation, the planning, the build-up � that�s what provided the excitement. Everything that came afterwards was basically a chore to be done as quickly as possible.
Abstinence during the previous six years had made Miles believe he didn�t need to indulge himself any more; his marriage had somehow quietened the urges and diverted him from those enticing thoughts. But after his comeback with the suicidal student, he knew there would have to be others. The experience was absolutely intoxicating. Nothing else would ever compare.
Sex he could take or leave, having never quite seen what all the fuss was about. Masturbation was far more efficient for dealing with the backlog. The only positive aspect of sex was it being a shared experience. But then he�d never found anyone he wanted to share it with more than once. Fortunately, his wife was past caring by the time they met, and their arrangement had certainly worked well enough for both of them. At least until she�d begun losing her mind; one of the alarming side effects of her dementia being inappropriate sexual behaviour in public places. The indignity was utterly intolerable, and so he made the difficult decision to send her away.
Naturally she�d known nothing about his youthful pastime, and once they�d married he felt it was something to be given up; a bachelor�s habit to be dropped like smoking or gambling. Besides, somewhere along the way he�d grown bored with the whole thing. He was no longer feeling the old buzz. It had become too easy, too ordinary. Mundane, even. And keeping it secret was becoming noticeably harder each time.
After much consideration, he realised what was lacking: a companion to join him on the hunt. He wanted to talk freely, to recount all those exquisite details. Self-censorship was so tiresome. He yearned to see his own excitement reflected in another�s eyes as they prepared for the main event. And then to relive it, he needed someone reminding him of the finer points; the sights, the sounds, the smells. What was the use of having such wonderful stories if there was nobody to share them with? Until recently it had seemed an impossible goal; choosing to confide in the wrong individual would almost certainly cost him his liberty.
As the Today programme drew to a close, he heard Sinead hobbling along the hall. The clatter of her crutches was a real bonus: hearing her approach gave him a chance to prepare, to become Elliot again. He opened the door to the living room. Sinead stood by the sofa, looking down at the dark blotch on the carpet.
Miles said, �I cleaned up the worst of it last night. Perhaps you could deal with the stain.�
When she turned towards him, he had to contain his amusement. She looked like a forlorn child that knows she�s been a bad girl.
�I�ll go to the corner store and get some carpet cleaner. It�ll be good as new, I promise.� She lumbered to the porch. With her back to him, she said, �So embarrassing. Honestly, that hasn�t happened to me since� graduation.� Sinead grabbed her jacket from the wall hook.
�Sinead?� He waited a beat, making sure he had her full attention. �I did warn you about mixing alcohol with those pills. If you don�t learn self-control, how will I be able to trust you?�
�You can trust me. I�m sorry, okay. It won�t happen again.� She looked down.
He nodded slowly. Her reaction was ideal; she was in his debt and full of shame. Sinead opened the door and noisily left the house. She was quite pathetic in her current condition, but last night had been a genuine breakthrough. Sinead had revealed her true self to him. She was on the verge. All she needed was a gentle push. As he listened to the sound of her cluttering down the drive, a brilliant idea occurred to him. He knew exactly what he had to do.
The unpleasant funk of body odour was unmistakeable as he entered the bedroom. He�d noticed she�d been showering infrequently since her accident. He considered opening the window, but decided not to; he might forget to close it and then she�d know he�d been in there. Miles went to the bedside cabinet and pulled out the middle drawer. The keys for her old house were in the same place he�d remembered seeing them previously: underneath a box of tampons. Miles removed the keys, slipped them into his trouser pocket, then shut the drawer and padded across to the rattan laundry basket on the other side of the room.
Removing the basket�s lid, he crouched over and rifled around amongst Sinead�s dirty clothes, digging through T-shirts with logos of bands he�d never heard of, blue jeans with supposedly fashionable holes in the knees, hooded tops, socks and underwear. Mostly cotton briefs, in white and pastel blues and pinks and several in black. He dropped them down onto the carpet and assessed each in turn; pulling the elastic waist between his hands and holding them up to the light. He was settling on a skimpy little M&S number with a purple and black striped pattern when he overturned a bobbled woollen jumper and found exactly what he was after: a pair of scarlet red lacy knickers. The kind a girl wore when she was hoping to get lucky.
Miles examined them closely: Agent Provocateur label, a UK 10, made in Bangladesh and fairly new, not faded from washing like the others. These ones were definitely for show. He stuck his nose into the crotch material and sniffed. A musky vaginal odour hit the back of his nostrils. Deep in thought, he began twirling them around his finger. These would do the trick. They looked the part and they smelled like a bitch in heat. He stuffed the knickers into his rear trouser pocket before replacing the others back into the basket.

*** 

Miles found a parking space near the end of the road. While walking to Sinead�s old house, he noted the scarcity of people; it was a quarter to ten and after the morning rush, which meant no witnesses passing by. The sky was overcast and he could feel a light drizzle hitting the visor of his baseball cap. He wore his new outfit of black chinos and a chocolate-brown waist-length zip- up jacket, black sports gloves and the Nike Air Max Ultras, now considerably more comfortable since he�d taken Joel�s professional advice and worn them in. Any witnesses would easily mistake him for a delivery driver or gas board employee.
He strode up the path leading to the front door. A quick glance each way showed an empty street. In the distance he heard the rumble of traffic on the South Circular. He pressed the doorbell and silently counted to a hundred while pretending to look at his BlackBerry like he was checking an order. The housemates would have left for work more than an hour ago, but this was a standard precaution. When he was satisfied he�d waited long enough, Miles took out Sinead�s keys and unlocked the door.
Pushing it gently, he slunk around to the other side and stood on the doormat, leaning back against the door to shut it with a soft click. The hallway was narrow and gloomy. He waited there momentarily, listening. All was quiet. Next to him was a side table. A small bundle of post was bound together with an elastic band; the top envelope addressed to Miss S. Woods.
Miles moved stealthily down the hallway. Immediately to his right was an inner door, halfway ajar. He stepped into the living room, quickly taking in its main features. A Nintendo games console was hooked up to the TV, a folded Metro newspaper on the arm of the sofa, a ladies� raincoat slung over the back of a chair, and a pair of yellow Crocs dumped in the far corner. He searched through the raincoat�s two side pockets, finding only an expired train ticket, half a packet of tissues and some chewing gum. There was no cash so he replaced the items and exited the room.
He continued through the hallway and into the kitchen. Dirty plates were stacked around the sink; the green plastic recycling container was brimming with empty bottles, cereal boxes and the like. He felt a bit peckish, something that often happened when he was exploring houses. Some burglars felt the need to defecate, but he was content with a quick snack. He tried a cupboard door, but the bottom hinge was broken so he left it alone. Miles opened the fridge and perused the unappetising items on the shelves, checking the use-by date on a tub of hummus and sniffing a bowl of greyish potato salad. Disappointing. Where was the avocado, the millennials� favourite toast topping?
A bunch of grapes was in the vegetable drawer. Plucking off a stalk, he swung the fridge door shut and studied the housemates� photos while he chewed the grapes. What a wild social life these girls seemed to have. Virtually identical poses in each shot: standing cheek to cheek, pulling exaggerated grins, arching eyebrows, pointing a forefinger at their mouth as if they were saying �oops�. Sinead was notable for her absence. Her suspicions appeared to be correct: her friends did hate her.
Next he crept upstairs; gratifyingly, his new trainers made no sound. Well worth the expense, he thought. On the landing, he walked past the bathroom and on towards the three bedrooms. His gloved fingers nudged open the first door, revealing a messy room with clothes scattered on the floor and make-up dispensers on the dresser. He detected a faint smell of perfume. He surveyed the room again and decided it was not the one he was looking for. He came back out to the landing and proceeded to the next door, which was shut. Miles pushed down the handle and went in.
He immediately saw a big picture on the wall: a blown-up selfie showing Imogen and Joel in front of a pink sunset background. Bingo! He nudged the door behind him as he entered, leaving it three quarters shut. The room was clean and tidy with everything in its proper place. He sat on the cheap double bed and felt the mattress sag. He lifted the lime-green duvet; in the middle of the bed sheet was a milky white semen stain. He tried to discern where each of them slept. Most likely Joel would be nearest the door, so he could protect his princess from any intruder. He grabbed the furthest pillow and sniffed it. Perfume was the giveaway; a glass of water and a hairbrush on the bedside cabinet confirmed it was Imogen�s side of the bed.
Miles pulled out the cabinet drawer, rummaging inside amongst various beauty products and gadgets. He removed a box of condoms, extracted one and ripped open the packaging. The perfectionist in him wanted to ejaculate into the condom, but he knew that wasn�t a viable option; leaving his DNA behind would be the work of an amateur. He was far too experienced for such a schoolboy error. The wrapper would be more than adequate for his purposes. So he pocketed the rubber and returned the box to the drawer.
Miles took Sinead�s knickers from his jacket�s inside pocket. Leaning over Imogen�s side of the mattress, he checked the floor under the bed and saw a gap of about three inches. He reached down and placed the red lacy knickers underneath the bed frame, an inch away from the leg. Then he placed the condom wrapper inside them, making sure some shiny foil jutted out so it would catch the light. He sat up and relaxed, feeling rather pleased with himself. He wished he could see the look on Joel�s face after Imogen made the shocking discovery.
His smile vanished as he heard a sound from upstairs. A girl�s voice.
�I didn�t get in till four. Just crashed out� Yeah, yeah, you know that. My head�s in pieces��
Instantly Miles was on his toes and over to the door. The voice was getting closer.
�What�s the time? Fuck me, you�re joking! Thanks for waking me up. Boss man�s going to kill me. Already had like two verbal warnings��
Miles listened to her inane chatter. Maggie the druggie, no doubt. He reproached himself for not checking the loft room; that was a stupid oversight. If she came in here, he�d be forced to eliminate the girl. Back against the wall, arms poised in front of his chest, he was ready for her. Through the crack between the door hinge and its frame, he could just make her out, wearing a blue top with white spots and grey beach shorts, descending onto the landing, a phone by her ear. She was sniggering at something the person on the other end was saying. Just turn around, go upstairs and get back into bed you worthless junkie.
�You know it, yeah� I�m not bothered, dude, I�ll find something else. Job�s boring anyway�� She was standing directly outside the bedroom now.
His hands tensed as he listened to her conversation, his breathing slow and steady. If she opened the door, he�d grab her from behind and put her in a choke hold, get his hand over her mouth, drag her down to the floor.
�I�m gonna grab a shower, try and take the edge off. What? Shut up. Yeah� you wish. All right. Yeah.�
She ended the call, yawning loudly and remained standing outside, less than two feet away. Picking her nose. Miles was primed; his hand was on the door handle. She had three seconds to move away, or else he�d fling open the door, advance and punch her hard in the face. One, two�
The girl turned and sloped off towards the bathroom. Miles realised he�d been holding his breath; slowly he released it. Thirty seconds went by, maybe more. Just waiting. He heard toilet paper being torn from the roll and moments later the cistern flushing. Was she coming out again? Had she left a towel up in her room? She might come in here to borrow Imogen�s expensive conditioner; he could see it there on the windowsill.
Finally, he heard the splatter of water hitting ceramic tiles.
Miles slipped out of the bedroom and padded along the landing. The bathroom door was ajar. He paused and listened to Maggie humming a tune he didn�t recognise. He put an eye to the doorjamb, catching a glimpse of this naked, scrawny woman through the shower screen�s frosted glass. She was rubbing shampoo into her hair, eyes screwed shut. He watched as she turned her back to the door and massaged her scalp. Look at me if you want to, he thought. Turn around Maggie, open your eyes and see me. I�m right here. But no. The lady was not for turning. He smiled. Another little joke he�d just have to keep to himself.
Miles backed away and silently descended the stairs. He headed to the front door and quietly opened it. Remembering Sinead�s bundle of post, he grabbed it from the side table with one hand, stepped over the doormat, grasped the brass knocker with his other hand, and carefully pulled the door shut.
On his way back to the car, he resisted breaking into a run. The adrenaline was coursing through his veins. He was a god: that girl was only alive because he had spared her. She would be getting out of the shower now, towelling her hair and continuing her pathetic existence for one reason and one reason only. Because he had deigned to let her life continue. She wasn�t part of his scheme. Killing Maggie would have created a whole heap of problems. There�d be no way to move the body from the house without being seen. No, that would have been a major ball-ache. He�d handled the situation expertly, just like he used to back in the good old days.
He sat in the driver�s seat, sifting through Sinead�s post; mainly marketing mail-outs, a phone bill, something else from the Student Loans Company. The last one he came to bore a handwritten address, Air New Zealand stamps and was postmarked Auckland, New Zealand. He removed a glove, tore open the envelope, and extracted a birthday card. A piece of folded notepaper dropped out and fell into the footwell. Miles reached down between his feet and plucked it up.
The card was perfunctory, simply wishing Sinead a happy birthday with love from Dad, Abby, Freddy and Sam. He paused. Was it actually Sinead�s birthday that day she�d come to see the bungalow? Surely not. He snapped the card shut and unfolded the paper. This was more like it � a handwritten letter. He scanned the lines, his eyes landing on key phrases, muttering the words to himself.
�Dear Sinead� as you won�t answer my emails, I�m trying the old-fashioned way� you know I would have come to the funeral if I�d been able to� let me make it up to you� you are always welcome here� I�ll book your ticket whenever you�re ready� all my love, Daddy x.�
�Too late, Daddy.� Miles ripped the letter down the centre, placed the two pieces together, and tore through them again. He crumpled the birthday card in his palm and regrouped all the pieces of mail together in his hands. He sat there a moment, staring through the windscreen at the quiet street. He wondered what Sinead�s family looked like, if they resembled her. New Zealand � that was perfect. The southern hemisphere! If her family lived down the road in New Addington, they�d be a proper fly in the ointment, estranged or not. But they were out of sight and out of mind.
Miles got out of the car and walked over to a waste bin. He dumped the bundle of letters and started back. Turning around, he returned to the bin, fished the unused condom from his jacket pocket and flicked it in on top of Sinead�s post.

*** 

During the drive back to Beckenham, Miles thought he deserved a celebratory cigar. He stopped off at the wine shop, parking the car behind a lorry. While switching off the engine and unfastening his seat belt, he observed two delivery men wheeling a trolley stacked with cases of lager down the ramp, across the pavement and through the shop�s open door. Miles waited a minute before getting out of the car.
He entered the premises through the open doorway as the owner � Willoughby, he presumed � was signing an invoice on one of the men�s clipboards. Miles stood by the counter as the two men took the empty trolley back out. Willoughby�s view of him was obscured by the towering stacks of beer cans.
�Much obliged. See you next week,� Willoughby said. He lifted the top lager case off the stack and carried it to the fridge located nearest the shop door, spotting Miles as he passed by.
�Sorry � I didn�t see you come in.� He set the case down on the floor.
�Can I help you with that?� Miles crossed over to the refrigerators.
�No, no � thanks, though. I�ll be with you in just a moment.� He knelt down, ripped open the plastic packaging with his fingernails, and began pulling cans of Stella Artois from their plastic six-pack rings. �These won�t sell unless they�re ice cold.�
Miles opened the fridge door and loomed above the man. �Tell you what, pass the cans up to me and I�ll stick them in. You know � get a relay going.�
A can in one hand, Willoughby looked up at him and smiled. �Are you sure?�
Miles gestured for him to pass the can; the man complied and then removed another from its plastic ring. Miles slid the first can along the shelf to the back of the unit, took the next one and repeated the action. Willoughby tore out more cans and together the two of them worked quickly to fill the shelves.
�I�m quite enjoying this, actually,� said Miles.
Willoughby laughed. �Really? This has to be one of my least favourite tasks. You wouldn�t believe how many times a day this needs doing.�
�I suppose the thrill might wear off eventually.�
Willoughby handed Miles the final can and got to his feet, brushing dirt from his palms. �Brilliant. Thanks for your help.�
�Not a problem. Glad to be of service.�
�If I remember correctly, when you were here before it was�� Willoughby scanned the wine shelves. ��Gew�rztraminer. Right?�
�Correct. And I have to say, an excellent recommendation. First class.�
�Well, we do aim to please. What are you in the market for today?�
�Cuban cigars, actually. I don�t suppose you stock any?�
�As it so happens, I ordered a humidor just the other day. I was going to put it over there by the counter.�
�That�s a very good place for it.�
�Now I do have a few supplier samples somewhere. I think I left them in the storeroom��
�Don�t want to be any trouble.�
�No, no trouble. Just give me a minute.� Willoughby headed towards the back storeroom. �Any chance you could just mind the shop while I pop out back?�
�Absolutely. You go ahead.�
�A few undesirables have been hanging around lately. Teenagers from the estate. They helped themselves to a bottle of Courvoisier and a six-pack before I chased them out.�
�Kids today. Unbelievable. I�ll keep an eye out, don�t worry.�
Willoughby returned with an outstretched hand. �I�m Lucien, by the way. Lucien Willoughby.�
�Elliot.� Miles thought it best to keep things on a first-name basis. They shook hands.
�Let me see what I can rustle up, Elliot. Won�t be long.�
Lucien ducked out back. Miles took the opportunity to play shopkeeper. He ran his hands along the varnished countertop and patted the pile of tissue paper used for wrapping bottles. He walked his fingers along the counter edge and followed it round the corner. Looking around the walls and ceiling, he asked himself where the security cameras were located. There didn�t appear to be any. He peered down at the hidden shelves built into the counter, containing corkscrews, bottle openers, paperwork, a Stanley blade. He took in the cash register and then his eyes went down to the safe built into the alcove below.
�You�re in luck,� Lucien shouted from the back room. Miles moved around to the customer side of the counter.
�Fantastic,� he called back, slyly helping himself to a packet of Polos from a display rack in front of the counter. �I knew I�d come to the right place.� He ambled over to the window and gazed out onto the quiet suburban street.
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Sinead carefully placed the lasagne dish onto the middle shelf and closed the oven door. She noted the time was 12.15 and calculated it would be ready in forty-five minutes. Lasagne was one of her standards, something impossible to fuck up. She didn�t know if Elliot would be back in time, but that was the beauty of lasagne; even if he didn�t come back for lunch, she�d put it in the fridge and he could heat it up for dinner. It would taste even better when reheated: a genuine fail-safe meal. She was making a concerted effort to get back into Elliot�s good books. Throwing up on the man�s carpet like some tragic teenager who can�t hold their drink. Classy, Sinead � real classy.
The stain had come out, though, thank God. Imagine having to look at that every time you went in the room � a permanent reminder of how you can�t handle your drink. To be fair, it was the pills that had tipped her over the edge. Just like Elliot had said they would. Normally she�d have handled the vodka, no problem. Okay, maybe in her state she should have kept to a single shot, not the quadruple or sextuple, whatever the hell it was � how much had she knocked back last night? It felt like half a bottle. There was no denying it, she was acting crazy.
As Sinead got started on the washing-up, she remembered more embarrassing details about the previous evening. Telling Elliot that story about getting even with Kirsty Hefferman? Nice one, Sinead. He must think he�s rented a room to some psycho-bitch. Why had she revealed that? No one needed to know about her adolescent anger-management issues. She�d had counselling and it was all in the past. The counsellor had said that Sinead had repressed the anger she felt about her parents� divorce and the feelings of abandonment caused by her father leaving. The counsellor didn�t know about her mother�s hidden alcoholism. Because she�d repressed the rage, she wasn�t in control, and it had exploded that day at school. The episode was out of character, and one she�d worked hard to put behind her.
The only person she�d ever told was Heidi. It was right before Christmas, their first term at Reading. Heidi had just been dumped by some idiot, and they�d stayed up all night in their hall of residence kitchen with a bottle of Campari that Sinead had won in a raffle. Everyone else had already gone home for the holidays. They told each other all kinds of secrets that night; it had been a real bonding experience, the kind you only have when you�re eighteen or nineteen and away from home for the first significant time in your life.
Somehow they�d gotten onto the subject of things they were most ashamed of. Heidi confessed that on a family holiday she had stolen cash from her dad�s wallet to buy some weed from a boy she�d been trying to impress, and her dad had called the French police and caused a big scene at the campsite, but Heidi never told anyone it was she who had taken the money. Sinead then made her own confession and felt so bad that she swore Heidi to secrecy. She particularly didn�t want Imogen and Magz to hear about it. But Elliot hadn�t been fazed; in fact, he seemed to genuinely understand why she�d done it � after all, Hefferman was a real piece of shit. And maybe it wasn�t such a big deal; lots of people get into fights at school. She wasn�t proud of it, though. It was a long time ago and the story gave a distorted representation of who she really was.
Sinead was rinsing the frying pan in the sink when the doorbell rang. She grabbed the crutches, fumbled her wet hands into the wrist clips, and hobbled across the kitchen. She went to open the door to the living room, but was hasty and dropped a crutch. It clattered onto the floor. She steadied herself by gripping the back of a chair and tried reaching for the stick. It was impossible, so she sat on the chair and leant over to grab it from the floor. Her fracture ached badly.
�Hang on!� she called out.
Another minute elapsed before she was back on her feet and traversing the living room. Finally, she got through to the porch, but whoever it was had already gone. She turned the latch on the porch door and was about to curse in exasperation when her eyes flicked down. There on the step was a beautiful bouquet of white roses. A small card was attached to the wrapping.

*** 

She was leaning on the counter by the oven when Elliot walked in. The lasagne smelt damn good, even if she said so herself � she reckoned it could just do with a couple more minutes to brown on top. She watched closely for his reaction. He saw the plate of buttered bread on the table, place mats and knives and forks, and in the centre of the table was the bouquet in a vase. His face gave nothing away.
�You�ve made lunch. How thoughtful.�
�Lasagne. I hope you like it.�
�You can�t beat a home-cooked lasagne.�
�Should be ready about now.� Sinead finished tossing a green salad. �Oh, and the carpet cleaner worked a treat. So� yeah.� She smiled sheepishly.
�Good. Good.� Elliot seemed pleased. That was a relief.
�Where d�you get to, then? Somewhere exciting?� asked Sinead.
�I�ve been arranging a surprise.�
Sinead grated Parmesan cheese into the salad bowl. �Oh yeah? Who for?� She looked up from the cheese grater. Elliot was handling the white roses.
�That would be telling.� He leant forward to sniff the petals. �Did you buy these at the garage?�
She shook her head. �They�re from Dylan.� Elliot stared at her blankly. �You remember Dylan? He helped me move in.� Elliot nodded vaguely. �No one�s ever sent me flowers before.� She was trying to act cool about it, but the truth was the flowers had made her day � made her month, in fact.
�I think we can find a better place for them to live.� He moved the vase to a high shelf, squashing down the taller stalks. Sinead was disappointed not to have them on display, but decided to put them in her room later. She turned off the heat and slipped on an oven glove.
Elliot ambled over. �D�you need a hand?�
�No, I�m fine thanks.� She lowered the oven door with one hand, keeping her balance on a single crutch, and skilfully removed the dish. There was no chance of her dropping this bad boy. She set it down on the counter and silently complimented herself for its perfectly brown, crispy top. Elliot took the salad bowl to the table while Sinead cut into the steaming lasagne. It needed to cool for a minute or two. She removed the spatula and glanced over her shoulder at him; he was staring up at the roses.
�Elliot?� He turned towards her. �You must think I�m a crazy person, the way I was ranting last night. And then getting sick.� She poked the lasagne again with the utensil. �It can�t be easy for you, putting up with me hanging around your house all the time.�
�Nonsense.� He pulled a chair back from the table. �And it�s not my house, it�s our house.�
Sinead smiled softly. �I just wanted to say thanks, you know, for looking after me.�
He flicked his wrist like he was batting away a fly. �Any friend would do the same under the circumstances.�
�Well it�s more than my friends would ever do. So� anyway, I just hope I can repay you somehow.� She smiled at him again with real warmth. His expression remained neutral; she worried that she hadn�t sounded sincere. Sinead looked down at the dish and sliced two portions; she could feel Elliot�s eyes on her. She plated up and passed it to him.

*** 

After lunch, Sinead stacked the dirty dishes in the dishwasher and wiped down the table with a J-cloth. It was a conscious effort to clean up after herself; despite what he�d said about this being her house too, she couldn�t afford to give Elliot any more reasons to evict her. He was clearly just being polite. From now on she had to play the part of the perfect lodger. The thought of having to find somewhere else to live, with this bloody plaster cast on her leg and no money in the bank filled her with anxiety. She realised she was now completely reliant on Elliot�s goodwill; being a moody cow and chucking up on the man�s floor wouldn�t win her any brownie points.
A pungent, acrid smell wafted into the kitchen from the living room. Sinead wrinkled her nose and moved to the doorway. Elliot was sitting on the sofa; she saw the back of his balding head and heavy black smoke rising up around him.
�Is that hash or something?�
Elliot lifted up his arm: a short, stubby cigar was protruding from his fingers.
�Oh, it�s a cigar.� Sinead was about to comment on how badly it stank, but instantly reconsidered. That might irritate him. She hobbled over to the sofa and saw Elliot�s profile as he puffed away, making smoke circles as he exhaled. He looked kind of smug.
�Does the smell bother you?� he said.
�No, not really. I just didn�t know what it was.�
His gaze was fixed on the window, which was open two inches. �I would have gone outside, but it started to rain.�
�Hey � it�s your house, right?�
�Our house, Sinead.� He turned his head towards her then, just fractionally. �Did you want to sit down?�
Sinead leant back on her crutches. The fracture was killing her; she needed to take some painkillers. �No, that�s okay. I�ll go and hang out in my room.�
�So it does bother you.�
Sinead laughed and shook her head. He was watching her now, the cherry-red tip of the cigar pointing in her direction. �It doesn�t bother me. But it�s sort of� funny, I guess.�
�What�s funny?�
�That Gumtree advert you posted. The first thing it said was, Smokers need not apply.�
Elliot exhaled slowly. He reached towards the table, picked up a saucer and positioned it underneath the cigar. �Of course. Well, you see, this is just an occasional indulgence. I allow myself one cigar when I�m in a particularly good mood.� He tapped ash onto the saucer. �I didn�t want to be lumbered with some horrible chav, sitting here with their feet up on the table, chain-smoking filthy Rothmans day and night.�
Sinead thought that was a snobby thing to say. �I never really liked smoking anything. I�d pretend to have the odd puff on a spliff, just because everyone else was doing it, but, yeah, honestly it doesn�t bother me.� She was about to go off to her bedroom when he said something that stopped her.
�My wife wasn�t too keen, either.�
Sinead turned round as best she could. �I didn�t know you were married.�
Elliot�s lips puckered as he savoured the smoke. A good twenty seconds went by before he replied. Sinead waited, feeling awkward. Maybe this wasn�t something he wanted to discuss.
�Technically, I suppose I�m still married. But in my mind I�m already a widower.� He closed his eyes, a hand resting on his lap, the cigar between his fingers. Smoke was filling the air.
Sinead coughed. She tried making sense of that, but it was just too damn weird. �You mean your wife is no longer� um� she�s� I don�t quite understand what you mean.�
Elliot�s eyes remained shut. The cigar was now gradually slipping between his fingers, but he was unaware of its progress; moving like a clock hand from twelve to four, the burning tip was heading for the sofa seat.
Sinead was becoming concerned. �Elliot��
He opened his eyes. �I suppose that does sound somewhat confusing. But no, my wife is still with us.� He turned to Sinead. �She exists, but you wouldn�t exactly say that she�s living. She�s not well, you see. Not well at all.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.� Sinead moved her eyes down to the sofa cushion. �Elliot, your cigar!� He followed her look and saw the embers burning into the upholstery. Without urgency, Elliot moved the cigar away and brushed off the ash with his other hand. A two-pound coin-sized blackened hole was revealed. The sofa padding had been seconds away from catching fire. But Elliot�s expression didn�t alter; he seemed completely unfazed by the accident. Sinead was actually relieved � at least now she wasn�t the only one who�d caused damage to his property.
�What�s her name?�
He tilted his head and stared at her. His eyes were cold and threatening; it was the first time he�d looked at her that way. Sinead sensed she�d overstepped some invisible line. �Sorry, I just thought that maybe you wanted to talk about her.� She shifted her weight, ready to move away.
�She couldn�t even tell you her own name,� Elliot said. He put his thumb over the burnt hole and rubbed the material. �Vas-cu-lar de-men-tia.� He enunciated each syllable of the disease with a peculiar precision.
�Oh.� Sinead was way out of her comfort zone. Dementia? How old was this woman? �I�m sorry. That�s awful. It must be� really difficult.� There was nothing else she could say; she�d mistakenly strayed into the man�s personal life. It was none of her business.
Elliot stubbed the cigar tip into the saucer and held it there, sizzling. �That�s a shame. I was quite enjoying that�� He studied the dying tobacco embers turning to ash on the saucer. ��until you started bothering me with personal questions.� He turned and fixed Sinead with a malignant stare. His expression was seriously unnerving and she immediately looked away. It was time to go. Without another word, she went down the hall and into her room.

*** 

The laptop screen went black just as the Japanese girl with the insanely straight hair was demonstrating for her audience how to apply perfect, smear-free lipstick every time. Sinead chuckled, relieved that her computer�s battery had made an executive decision, rescuing her from the teenage vlogger�s bizarrely hypnotic banality.
Sinead had disappeared down a gaping YouTube hole for the past three hours, sitting through the latest X Factor music videos, a funny Theresa May mash-up song, various dogs on trampolines, a surreal Czechoslovakian animation, some scary public safety films from the 1970s, a grainy VHS upload of a Marilyn Monroe documentary and countless other clips that she�d already forgotten. The low battery icon had popped up during footage of a spoilt American brat being hilariously obnoxious on her sweet sixteen, but Sinead had been so transfixed by the screen that she didn�t get up to fetch the power cord.
It was nine thirty; she had been in her room for most of the afternoon and evening. Elliot had brought her a cheese and tomato sandwich for supper, but otherwise he had stayed in the living room, listening to nineties rock music. He was in a strange mood, almost as though he was on drugs: excitable and jittery. Except he really didn�t seem the type to do coke or MDMA; he was clearly someone who needed to be in control.
Despite her curiosity, she definitely wouldn�t be venturing into his private life again. His wife with dementia was something he obviously hadn�t meant to share. She could relate to that; she didn�t like to talk about her mother�s alcoholism and diabetes if she could avoid it. Still it was weird; he must have married someone way older than he was. But now she wondered who the clothes in the wardrobe belonged to. If he wasn�t gay, it seemed unusual that he would have another man�s trousers, jumpers and shoes in amongst his own clothes.
Sinead swung her plaster-encased leg over the side of the bed, swivelled around on her bum and dropped her other foot down to the carpet. She was starting to get the hang of manoeuvring around; her movements were getting quicker and she was automatically compensating with the rest of her body. Pushing herself off the mattress and grabbing the first crutch next to the headboard, she balanced her weight and then took the second one. Getting over to the chair, picking up the power cord, and returning to the bed took about a minute and a half. Not too bad, but it wouldn�t be fast enough if a fire broke out while she was sleeping. She really hoped Elliot wouldn�t be smoking any more of those rancid cigars.
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Miles squeezed the bottle of body wash, depositing thick green gel into his palm. As water sprayed from the showerhead, he lathered up and began cleansing his chest and armpits. His best thinking was always done in the shower. And there was certainly a lot to think about.
Yesterday�s high hadn�t lasted nearly long enough. The Catford outing had been utterly exhilarating and he longed to recount the details to Sinead: his private viewing of her old home, the silent tread of his new Nike Ultras, planting the knickers in Imogen�s room and, of course, the highlight � his sparing of Maggie�s life. And some pertinent embellishments to spice up the story, like finding Imogen�s diary � full of jealousy and hatred towards Sinead � or Maggie borrowing conditioner from Imogen�s room while he was hidden behind the door. The story was so entertaining; it demanded to be told many times.
But he�d kept quiet because Sinead�s friendship remained uncertain; her reaction unpredictable. For all of Sinead�s many qualities and his feelings of amity towards her, a barrier was still in place, preventing them from enjoying a genuine intimacy. Now he�d arranged an ideal scenario for Sinead to prove her worthiness. He wondered if Imogen had found Sinead�s knickers, and wished he could be a fly on the wall to witness the repercussions. Upon discovering Joel�s infidelity, Imogen would surely kick him out of the house; Joel would require a port in the storm and Sinead would lure him over to the bungalow. Once they had him trapped inside, Miles could then determine if she was indeed deserving of his time and attention. He�d cleared the path, but it was up to Sinead to deliver the goods.
He rinsed the soapy foam from his body, turned off the taps and grabbed his towel from the heated rail. Dripping with water, Miles stepped out onto the tiled floor. Steam had fogged up the bathroom; he wiped away a section of mirror and stared at his reflection while towel-drying his upper body.
Apart from the thinning hair and the acne scars, he was pleased with his appearance. Five foot nine and solidly built; his shoulders and arms were muscular, ideal for rugby and for choking neck holds. He hadn�t been blessed with the eye-catching good looks seen on barber shop walls. No one had ever checked him out, as Sinead might say. But he had a homely, regular countenance with even features and pale grey eyes. Following the typical adolescent concerns, he had grown to appreciate his ordinariness, his everyman appeal. In fact, it had become his superpower: he was just a regular chap, a face you�d never pick out of a crowd.
The only person who had ever picked him out of a crowd was asleep next door.
He slipped on a new mauve J.Crew polo shirt then sat on the edge of the bed and wrestled with his black and red check-patterned socks. Another empty day loomed ahead and he felt the irritation like eczema he couldn�t scratch. The trip to Sinead�s old home was only a taster, a sample of what he truly desired. He needed some real action and soon; the urge could not be denied for much longer. Miles went over to the chest of drawers and took out keys from the hip pocket of his beige Gap chinos. He unlocked the middle drawer and pulled it out towards him.
Moving aside the garrotte, the rolls of duct tape and the handcuffs, he picked up the acrylic money belt. He unzipped it, extracted Sinead�s remaining rent money and counted the notes, mostly twenties and some fifties. The total came to �540. Assuming he�d miscounted, Miles gave it another go, but got the same result. It was not even close to the �800 he�d been expecting. Where had it all gone? He gave it some thought. In just a few weeks he�d spent �1,260 on new clothes, petrol, a hacksaw, trainers, food, drink and groceries. The car was due its MOT next month. Budgeting had never been his strong suit. If he didn�t find a job soon he�d be up shit creek again. His sojourn in Beckenham couldn�t last much longer. He needed to come up with a plan. Miles peeled off several notes and pocketed them before returning the money belt to the drawer and locking it.
After a breakfast of mackerel followed by an overripe banana, Miles fired up his laptop and surfed the net while drinking his milky tea. It was not long before he stumbled upon the second disturbance of the day and then immediately knocked over his mug. Hidden away in the bottom right-hand corner of The Telegraph�s home page, he had initially skimmed over the headline before instinctively clicking back to it from the Sports section: Human Jawbone Discovered in Epping Forest.
He abandoned the rest of his mug of tea in the sink and mopped up the spillage before reading the eight-line article. The bone had been dug up by a dog, of course: Monty�s ghost exacting its revenge. The police were conducting a search of the surrounding area and a forensic pathology team were examining the bone, which still had decomposing flesh attached to it. He regretted not buying acid when he�d had the chance. But these days shopkeepers were nosey about whom they sold corrosive substances to; they asked questions and kept records of such customers.
Hearing the thump-creak-thump of Sinead moving down the corridor, Miles skimmed the report�s last line and navigated back to the Sports section. The crucial question was, did the jawbone belong to Vincent or Elliot? He would have to wait until the police released more information.
The door swung open and Sinead clunked into the room. He tried concentrating on the pundit�s predictions for the upcoming test match, but none of it sunk in.
�There�s some post for you.� She threw an envelope onto the table. �Nothing for me, as usual.�
He ignored her, trying to make it obvious that he was engrossed in reading and not available for small talk.
�What you up to, then?� Sinead asked.
�Just business.�
�What is it you do again? I can�t remember if you told me.�
Momentarily his eyes flicked away from the screen. What did he tell her? �I�m actually quite busy so�� He furrowed his brow and stared intently at the screen.
�What�s happening with the water? Are we in trouble?�
The question was so left field that he was forced to look at her. Sinead had a lopsided grin, as though she was making a joke, but not really.
�Aren�t you going to open it?� She nodded at the envelope on the table.
�It�s not addressed to me.� He was trying to calculate how long he had before DNA tests came back. A jawbone meant teeth, which meant they could check dental records.
�Yeah it is. Look � Mr E. Sheeny, 26 Spencer Avenue�� Sinead was like a wasp buzzing around him. �Someone needs reading glasses.� She was smirking at him.
Miles suddenly realised what he�d said.
Reaching out for the envelope with the Thames Water logo, he flipped it around and saw the red letters: URGENT. He ripped the envelope apart and pulled out the letter. Elliot owed a total of �356.20 for the year�s rates and two instalments were now overdue. Miles had seen Elliot�s bank statement and knew that he paid council tax, electricity, gas and broadband by regular direct debits so those bills had not been an immediate cause for concern. But somehow he�d managed to overlook the bloody water.
�I must have forgotten to send a cheque,� Miles said as he continued reading.
�A cheque? What is this, 1995?� Sinead was enjoying herself. �Just set up a direct debit. You can do it on your phone.�
�Look don�t worry, I�ll pay it.�
�I�m not worried.�
Sinead was in a weird mood. She wouldn�t stop talking. �You know it might be a good idea getting a water meter. We had one at the house and at first we thought it wasn�t worth it, but you do end up saving money��
�I said I�d pay it, didn�t I?�
�All right.� She rolled her eyes. �Yeah, whatever. Just making conversation.�
Miles sighed. He needed to shut her up � he couldn�t hear himself think. �We�ve been cooped up in here too long.� He shut down his laptop and closed its lid. �Right, come on. Let�s go to the park and get some fresh air.�

*** 

They had been sitting on the park bench in silence for a while, watching the birds and feeling the sun on their faces. It was a particularly pleasant May morning, but Miles was unable to appreciate it. If the jawbone belonged to Vincent the student, there was probably no chance the police could link his disappearance to Miles. He had picked him up on a dark, rainy night on a country road with no CCTV cameras. There had been no witnesses, and besides no one even suspected that the boy had been murdered; he was just a missing person. But if a piece of Elliot had been found and identified, then it wouldn�t be long before they caught up with Miles. Even if he left the bungalow immediately, the police would still be calling on Sinead. And she might say things she shouldn�t. What was to be done with her?
�A penny for them.�
Miles snapped back to the present: Sinead was speaking to him. �Pardon?� he said.
�A penny for your thoughts. Mum used to say it to me when I was daydreaming. She�d give me a 1p coin. I kept them in an old jam jar. I used to go to the corner shop and buy sweets��
What the hell was she wittering on about? Sweets and jam jars; what did that have to do with anything? Her head was stuck in the past and there were real problems to deal with, here and now. He looked at her askance. Sinead was twirling the silver pendant that always hung around her neck. Miles leant forward and looked out across the park to the trees on the horizon.
�I was just thinking about the future. It could be time for a change.�
Sinead shifted round to face him. �You�re not chucking me out, are you? I know I�m not working at the moment, but I�ve paid in advance and you can take next month�s rent from the deposit��
�No, it�s not that. I�m not concerned about the rent.�
�Oh.� Sinead breathed out. �Cool. Sorry. So what did you mean then � about the future?�
�Call it a gut feeling. Like it�s time to move on. I can�t explain what I mean.� He thought he should get off the subject, but it seemed to strike a chord with Sinead.
�I know what you mean. Ever since the accident I keep on asking myself: what do I really want out of life? Everything�s so fucking hard in London, you know? Just trying to make ends meet all the time. You come here looking for adventure and it just kills you. It�s exhausting.�
Miles turned to face her; she looked sincere. This was good � maybe she would come with him after all. �We could move. Somewhere more affordable. Oxford, perhaps. I hear Norwich is nice. Somewhere with safer roads.� He tapped his finger on her plaster cast.
She grinned at him. �Yeah, how about Holland? All those cycle lanes. I might manage to stay on my bike for a change.�
�Amsterdam, perhaps. It could work. We�ll have to see what happens with Brexit.�
Sinead laughed. �No, it�s good to dream but� running away from your problems. I think it�s fair to say that never worked for me.�
�What�s to stop you, though � from running away?�
�You mean apart from the obvious?� She slapped the top of her cast.
Miles ignored her joke; he got the idea she wasn�t taking the discussion seriously. A teenage couple walked past the bench, arm in arm. The girl had an ice cream in her free hand.
�I don�t know. Just be the same wherever I went,� she said. �I�m my own worst enemy.� She was watching the girl, who held her ice cream up to the boy�s mouth for him to try. �Can I ask your advice about something?�
�Of course. What is it?�
�Should I ask Dylan out?�
�Dylan? You can�t be serious.�
�Why not? He actually asked me out, but my head wasn�t in the right place. You met him though � he�s a nice guy, don�t you think?�
�No, I don�t see it.� Miles slowly shook his head. �Not at all.�
�Thanks for the vote of confidence.�
�You asked for my advice.�
�Yeah but��
�That�s my honest opinion. He doesn�t deserve you.�
�Yeah, and I�m a real catch, aren�t I? Check out this babe with the big fat plaster cast and the spots and greasy hair. Form an orderly queue, boys.�
The conversation dried up. Miles checked the time on his BlackBerry; it was coming up to half twelve. Sinead was staring at the couple again.
�I would love one of those right now.� She turned and looked over Miles�s shoulder. �I�d go myself, but�� Sinead pointed down at her broken leg. �Perfect excuse, right?�
Miles cupped a hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun and finally saw an ice cream van in the distance. When he turned back round, Sinead was grinning at him and holding out a five-pound note.
�Get two. My treat,� she said.
Miles trudged up towards the van, trying to analyse the conversation. Sinead was acting strangely and he wasn�t at all happy about it. Time was running out, and it was possible he had seriously misjudged her potential. She�d made light of his suggestion that they move cities, and then started swooning over that lanky streak of piss, Dylan. Where was the raw and angry Sinead? Coming to the park with all its natural beauty and fresh air had clearly been a mistake; it was distracting her, weakening her resolve. But then again, she�d actually asked for his advice. That was undoubtedly a good sign, as was treating him to ice cream; she evidently thought of him as her friend now. And if it weren�t for Dylan, he�d be her only friend.
About fifty yards from where the van was parked on the pathway, Miles saw a person he recognised; a woman with two small children. He gave her a second look. Damn it. Yes, it was her: book-group Gwen. He halted abruptly, knelt down and pretended to tie his shoelace.
She had just bought a pair of ice cream cones and was handing them over to her twin sons. He hadn�t seen the woman in nearly two years. Thinking back, he recalled attending a meeting once at her house; she lived on the other side of the park, the nice part of town. She was in the process of getting divorced from her banker husband at the time. She�d always been a bit too opinionated and condescending for Miles�s taste; perhaps the husband had similar feelings.
They were hanging around the van. One of the boys went to sit on a picnic bench nearby; Gwen and the other boy followed. Miles stood up and turned back the way he came. Today was not the day for small talk with old acquaintances, especially not old acquaintances of Elliot Sheeny�s.
�Where�s my ice cream?� Sinead screwed her face up as he returned to the bench empty-handed.
�Sold out.�
�You�re joking. It�s only twelve thirty.�
Miles glanced over his shoulder and saw no sign of Gwen, but she could appear at any moment. �We�ll stop off on the way home. Come on, let�s go.�
�What�s the hurry?�
�Traffic wardens are doing the rounds. I didn�t put enough money in the meter.�
�Okay, okay.� Sinead pushed herself up and grabbed for the crutch that leant against the bench. Miles reached out to help, but she waved him away.
�I can manage, thanks.�
He shuffled impatiently while she got herself upright.
�Guess what I just did?� said Sinead. �Messaged Dylan. We might be going out Friday night. He�s gonna let me know what time he can pick me up. What the hell, right? It�s just a date, no big deal. Like you said, I can�t be sitting around the house all the time.�
Miles headed off towards the park entrance. �Are you coming or not? I�m not getting a bloody ticket.� Behind him he heard Sinead scrabbling to catch up.
�Elliot � wait!�
He heard her, but didn�t break stride. If she was going to be of any real use, Sinead would have to keep up with him from now on.



25

While she waited for the washing machine to finish its spin cycle, Sinead leant against the countertop and gazed through the utility room window at the overgrown garden. It was a beautiful late May morning, warm and dry; nothing would have been nicer than sitting outside and catching some rays. This garden, however, was getting close to jungle status; the clumps of grass were knee-high and the flower beds colonised by thick, winding weeds. On the patio area near the back door, the round glass and metal coffee table was doused in bird shit and the chairs were brown with rust. If she intended to stay all summer, Sinead would make getting that garden sorted a priority. But she had just decided to move out when the trial period finished.
The washing machine beeped five times, followed by a longer sixth beep that indicated the cycle was complete. Sinead dropped the blue plastic laundry basket in front of the machine and waited until the door release was activated so she could open it. Something about Elliot was bothering her and she couldn�t quite put her finger on what it was. She still didn�t know what he actually did for a living. He was currently in his bedroom, where he spent most of his time, doing whatever business it was he did. When Sinead had asked him about it a second time he was vague and told her it mainly involved answering hundreds of emails.
Being housebound for the past fortnight had given her time to think and she realised her judgement had become cloudy. Obsessing about her personal life had meant she�d not been paying attention to this strange man whose house she was living in. She had made excuses for his weird quirks: he was just a bit eccentric, posh, and not very sociable. She had quite liked those things about him at first. But there was no denying it now: the guy was seriously odd.
Sinead tried the washing machine door and it opened with a click, swinging out to the side. Supporting her weight on one crutch, she used the second one to scoop the damp clothes out from the drum and into the laundry basket on the floor. It was no more than a gut feeling, but she intuitively knew that she couldn�t share a house with Elliot in the long term. Sometimes the way he looked at her was unnerving; it wasn�t sexual, but it was kind of creepy. As though he knew something she didn�t, or that he was about to tell her a piece of important news but had then changed his mind. Also, the condescending and controlling tone when he spoke to her was starting to grate. He reminded Sinead of her A level media studies teacher. Despite being in his thirties, Mr Bolton would act like he was your friend, but then out of the blue make some snide remark just to embarrass you in front of the class. Then he�d be your mate again the next day as if nothing had happened.
Elliot seemed to be putting on an act as well, like he understood what you were going through and wanted to help, but secretly disapproved of how you lived your life. Spending so much time together in the bungalow had magnified his irritating traits and Sinead knew they would really bug her if she stayed on here.
The problem was she felt guilty even having these thoughts. He was obviously lonely, and that made her feel sorry for him because she was lonely too. Elliot was looking after her when everyone else had abandoned her, and for that she was sincerely grateful. He had cooked for her and done all the shopping and cleaning. She had been genuinely glad of his help, but now she couldn�t help thinking that what he�d done wasn�t entirely altruistic. He hadn�t said anything directly, but she got the sense that he would be expecting something in return.
In her bedroom, Sinead hung the damp laundry onto the standing clothes drier. She hadn�t done a wash since the accident and there were too many items to fit on the drier so she put T-shirts on coat hangers and hooked them onto the wardrobe�s handles. She was down to her last pair of clean knickers: every other pair she owned was now draped across the clothes drier�s horizontal bars.
When she finished, Sinead sat on the bed and rested her aching leg. House-hunting would be difficult, but she hoped her forthcoming check-up would show that she was on the mend. Money was going to be an issue, too. If she had to stay on at the bungalow for a third month, the security deposit she�d paid would cover the rent of �600. But if she was lucky enough to find somewhere before then, would Elliot try and withhold the money? It was hard to say how he would react to her wanting to leave. He had been so reluctant to let her move in that she hoped he would be glad to have the place all to himself again.
Except that his attitude had changed recently. They had become close, and he might be offended by her choosing to leave. And what had he been talking about the other day? Wanting them to move somewhere else � to another city?! She thought he was joking, but actually that was pretty weird. Anyway, it had taken several weeks to find this place, so what made her think she could find somewhere else that was even half as nice? With her luck, she�d be stuck in this bungalow with the weirdo landlord forever.
Sinead slapped her palms over her face and massaged the skin underneath her eyes. How did she ever get into this mess? Where had she gone wrong? Back when she graduated, she thought she was da bomb: independent, intelligent, industrious and raring to go. But nearly four years on, London living had well and truly burst her bubble. Everything was so fucking difficult. Money, friends, houses, men � all hard to come by and impossible to keep hold of.
As far as her so-called friends were concerned, she had deleted WhatsApp from her phone, and hadn�t checked Facebook or Instagram since finding out about the engagement. She could manage the physical pain of her broken leg with painkillers, knowing that the bone would eventually heal. But the emotional pain of being ghosted by her mates was something that would destroy her if she allowed it to. Blocking them from her thoughts was much easier without obsessively checking social media all the time. Sinead flopped back onto the mattress and looked up at the sky through the window. God, she really needed to sort her life out.
An hour later, hunger forced Sinead out of her bedroom. She was hoping to avoid any small talk and reckoned Elliot was still in his room so that it should be safe to venture out for a sandwich. But she was wrong. She entered the kitchen and immediately saw him at the opposite end, standing side-on at the utility room window, looking out onto the garden. Instinctively, she was about to head back to her room and return to the kitchen later, but making a silent retreat with those stupid clunking crutches was impossible and he noticed her.
He said, �I really ought to tidy up this garden. Summer�s just around the corner. It�ll be nice to make use of it.�
Sinead froze in the kitchen doorway. Was he some kind of mind reader now? �Yeah, that�s a good idea. Don�t know how much help I�ll be at the moment, though.� She tried sounding positive, but non-committal.
Elliot craned his neck and looked at her with his penetrating gaze. Sinead smiled and dismissed her paranoid thoughts. Of course he doesn�t know what you�re thinking. It�s just a coincidence. She couldn�t leave the room without it being obvious she was avoiding him, so she might as well get on with the small talk. �Looks like it�s been a while since any gardening got done.�
Elliot walked into the kitchen. �Yes, I�m afraid so. Another one of those jobs I�ve been neglecting.� He opened the dishwasher door, pulled out the top rack and began unloading cups and glasses. �How are you feeling today, then?�
�Yeah, fine.� Sinead opened the cutlery drawer. �Pass me the knives and forks.�
Elliot removed the cutlery basket from the base of the dishwasher, took a few steps over to Sinead and handed it to her. Then he went back to his unloading.
�Have you heard from your old housemates recently?�
�No.� The stainless-steel knives clanged as Sinead dropped them into the drawer. �Why would I?�
�No reason. I�m just making conversation.�
Sinead picked a misplaced fork out of the spoon section and rerouted it. �I don�t know what they�re up to these days, and I don�t really care. I�m on a digital detox. No Facebook, Instagram or WhatsApp. I read somewhere that spending too much time on social media makes you depressed.�
Elliot finished with the cups and glasses, opened another cupboard door, and moved on to the crockery.
�Are you missing work at all?�
�Yeah, I am, actually. I miss being out and about, especially now the weather�s nice.�
�Yes, it can�t be much fun standing on the streets in the middle of winter. Does your agency send you all over London?�
�Pretty much. My team usually gets central or south London.�
�I suppose some places must be worse than others. In terms of the type of person you encounter.�
�Yeah, I guess so. I never really minded where we went. I like a bit of variety.�
�Where might you have ended up this week, for instance?�
Sinead arranged the teaspoons so they stacked one on top of the other. �Dylan messaged me that they were going to be in either Bloomsbury or King�s Cross.�
�Are those good districts to work in?�
�Yeah. Big student area � they�re easy targets.� Sinead closed the drawer and took the empty cutlery basket to the dishwasher. Picking out a spatula and a ladle, she went and hung them on the hooks above the oven.
Elliot took a cloth from the draining board and began wiping down the work surface. �It�s a tough job, fundraising. I couldn�t do it. What is it that appeals, exactly?�
�I don�t know.� Sinead paused and gave it some thought. �I like making a difference, knowing I�m doing something worthwhile.�
�Lining the pockets of millionaire charity directors is worthwhile, is it?�
Sinead had heard this argument countless times before. �That�s not true. Most of the money goes to the people who need it.�
�Really? I�d like to see some evidence.�
�It�s easy to be cynical about charity. There�s been some bad press. But trust me, the money is definitely helping those who need it the most.�
�I don�t think you believe that.�
There was that condescending tone again. �Oh really? What makes you say that?�
He worked away at a grease spot on the counter. �You tell people what they want to hear to get them to disclose their bank details. But it�s not the real reason you do the job.�
Sinead pretended to be amused. �Oh yeah � so why do I do it then? For the wages? Trust me, it�s not that well paid.�
Elliot stopped scrubbing. He looked her directly in the eye. �You love the thrill of manipulating people into giving you their hard-earned money. The power you feel is addictive.�
In mock amazement, Sinead opened her mouth and made a gasping sound. �Elliot! God� You really are a cynic, aren�t you.�
He was smiling, looking pleased with himself. �I�ve never understood why that word has taken on such negative connotations. A cynic is just the same as a realist, wouldn�t you say?�
�No, I don�t think so. I don�t think you know what you�re talking about. And you may not believe it, but I genuinely feel good about helping people, okay? That�s why I love my job.�
�Oh, I didn�t mean to offend. I�m sure collecting money for starving African children makes you feel warm inside. I�m simply suggesting that altruism is an inconsequential by-product of your primal need to dominate others.�
�Wow. Yeah. That�s an interesting theory you�ve invented.�
�You�ve chosen a socially acceptable job that allows you to act out your darker desires.�
Sinead headed to the kitchen door. �Well thanks for the psychoanalysis, but I�m going to have a lie-down for a bit. See you later.�
Sinead shut the bedroom door and stood with her back to it. The guy was getting stranger every day. She only went into the kitchen to make a sandwich, but ended up being deconstructed by her weirdo landlord. The fact that he felt free to say those things to her made Sinead feel deeply uncomfortable. They were definitely spending too much time together. She needed to get back to work. Maybe there were jobs she could do around the office; something, anything to get her out of this fucking bungalow.
She moved over to the bed, climbed on it and reclined against the pillows by the headboard. But as she mulled over the bizarre conversation, a troubling thought gnawed away at her: Elliot�s unwelcome assessment of her character wasn�t entirely wrong. The thought was too disturbing to contemplate further, so she grabbed her phone from the bedside table and found a game to play.
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�You�re Sinead�s friend, aren�t you?�
Dylan blinked and slowly nodded as he recognised Miles. Or rather, recognised Elliot.
�Yeah. Hi�� said Dylan.
�Elliot.� Miles said with a reassuring smile. �We met briefly when you helped her move in.�
�Yeah, yeah. �Course.� Dylan nodded a few times. �How�s things?�
They were outside Waterstones on Torrington Place, opposite the south entrance of the main UCL campus. It had taken Miles most of the morning to track him down, having unsuccessfully scoured King�s Cross first before walking down to Bloomsbury and finding Dylan chatting to a pretty Chinese girl about third-world poverty. While waiting for an opportunity to casually stroll by and say hello, Miles had browsed the paperbacks by the window.
�So sorry, I�m terrible with names��
�Dylan.�
�Dylan. Of course. Forgive me � I knew it began with a D.� Miles studied Dylan�s face and registered that he was hitting the right note of uncertain but pleasant bonhomie. �So are you having much luck then, signing people up?�
�Yeah�� Dylan scratched his head. �It�s been a bit slow today, to be honest.�
�I don�t know how you do it. It�s a very difficult job. All that rejection.� Miles smiled and waited a couple of beats. �Well, it was nice to see you.� He smiled again and stepped away, confident the bait had been adequately set. He took two paces.
�How�s Sinead doing?� asked Dylan.
Miles came back to the unsuspecting fundraiser. How easy that part was.
�I hope her leg�s on the mend.�
�Sinead� she�s okay, I suppose. Yes. Then again � she could be better.� Miles let the ambiguous comment land. Dylan was now paying close attention.
�Everyone�s asking after her, wondering when she�ll be back at work.�
Miles frowned and started fidgeting with his hands. He looked away and shook his head. Dylan leaned in expectantly. Brushing imaginary fluff from his Barbour jacket, Miles said, �Hmm� This is difficult. It�s a rather delicate matter.�
�Is she all right?�
Looking furtively down at the pavement, Miles ran a hand across his chin and gave out a small nervous laugh. He glanced up at Dylan and sucked air through his teeth like he really didn�t want to say anything. �I don�t suppose I could buy you a coffee, Dylan? Have a quick chat?�
Dylan wore a concerned expression. �Thanks for the offer, but I�m stuck here. Why? What�s up?�
�I�m assuming you know Sinead quite well? Because you helped her with the move and everything��
�Yeah, sure.� Dylan hesitated. �I mean, we�ve been working together for a bit, I guess.�
�Were you aware that she had certain issues?� Miles rubbed his brow and shook his head. �No, I shouldn�t� forget I said anything.� Dylan was just staring at him now. Miles couldn�t quite read Dylan�s reaction and reminded himself not to over-egg his performance.
�What�s going on?� asked Dylan.
Miles adopted a concerned countenance. �I was actually thinking of contacting her parents. About her mental illness. Do you think that�s a good idea?�
Dylan was visibly taken aback. �Umm� maybe. I mean, you know her mum died, right?�
�Died?� Now it was Miles�s turn to act surprised. �Are you sure about that?�
�Yeah. Pretty sure. This was before I met her, but it definitely happened quite recently.�
�That�s not what she told me. No. She talks about her mother in the present tense.� Miles looked pensively up the street. Dylan waited anxiously for him to continue as a crowd of students wandered past, laughing and shouting. Finally, Miles said, �Have you heard from Sinead lately?�
�Yeah, I got a message from her the other day. She invited me out for a drink.�
�Did she? I see.� Miles leaned in towards Dylan like a concerned uncle speaking to his naive nephew. �A word of caution. If I were you I�d avoid alcohol. It exacerbates her condition.�
�What� what kind of condition does she have, exactly?�
�I�m not sure what the correct psychiatric term would be. And I�m hardly qualified to make a diagnosis.� Miles paused for emphasis. �She can become highly emotional� mood swings� violence.�
�Violence�?� Dylan repeated the word, unable to contain his shock.
�It was a minor incident, really, but still. She picked up a kitchen knife and� well, luckily there was no danger of her making contact. The broken leg restricted her movements. I must admit though, it did frighten me at the time.�
�Fuck me�� Dylan was slack-jawed. �Seriously?�
�Something obviously upset her. A neighbour heard Sinead screaming from his garden and called the police, but I didn�t want to press charges. I felt sorry for her. She�s a nice girl, but obviously very troubled.�
�When was this?�
�A few days after her accident. Apparently, she shouldn�t mix her anti-psychotic medication with the painkillers.�
Dylan fell silent. Miles�s charade had worked a treat and he was savouring his own performance. �My friends said I should have asked for references. She was so charming at first � the perfect tenant. Until she started bringing home these awful men she�d picked up somewhere. I�m no prude, but the noise they made��
Dylan�s face paled and he looked absolutely horrified. Miles bit his lip to prevent a smile. It was too easy to get carried away with this fun routine. He needed to pull it back a bit.
�Anyway, I apologise. I shouldn�t be burdening you with this.� Miles sighed. �I�m probably overreacting. I�m sure she�ll calm down. Well� take care.�
Miles smiled softly at the confused chugger and walked on. After a few paces he stopped and returned. Dylan was deep in thought. Miles said, �Can I make a donation? It�s the least I can do after taking up your valuable time. I�ve only got cash on me, though. Is that okay?� Miles retrieved his leather wallet from an inside pocket.
Dylan was suitably dazed. �We need bank account details� direct debit.�
Miles pressed a �10 note into Dylan�s palm.
Dylan muttered, �We can�t take cash.�
Miles patted him on the shoulder as a final reassuring gesture. �Thanks for listening, Dylan. Rest assured, I�m encouraging Sinead to seek professional help. Don�t worry, she�ll get through this.� He fixed Dylan with a sincere look, smiled sadly, then strode off purposefully towards Russell Square.

*** 

Miles sat outside the Russell Square Gardens caf�, sipping an Earl Grey tea and nibbling a toasted cheese and ham sandwich. He observed the lunchtime crowd milling about in the park: sitting on benches eating their packed lunches, walking their dogs, or participating in strenuous keep-fit sessions. Ordinary, boring folks living their ordinary, boring lives; all totally oblivious to the genius in their midst.
The meeting with Dylan had gone exactly as planned, and making the cash donation was an inspired piece of improvisation: the cherry on top. He was ninety-nine per cent certain that no date would be happening anytime soon. Of course, there was always an outside chance the boy might disregard his besmirching of Sinead�s character and take her out regardless. But his reaction had appeared to be one of alarm, and Dylan didn�t fit the profile of someone brave enough to take on a female headcase, no matter how exciting the sex promised to be. Miles was confident he had neutralised the threat and bought himself enough time to finalise his plans for Sinead. The last thing she needed right now was to be mooning over some dopey loser who sent flowers and made her feel weak and mushy inside. Miles had no interest in that side of Sinead; in fact, it repulsed him. If he hadn�t seen the tough-minded, vengeful creature she tried to keep hidden he�d have lost interest in her weeks ago. He was disappointed that there had still been no news from Catford. Surely Imogen must have found the damning evidence by now? A different strategy might be necessary to stir things up. Like a good actor, what Sinead required was the proper motivation. And a strong director.
An elderly couple at the next table got up and shuffled away, leaving behind a copy of the Daily Mail. Miles left his seat, nabbed the paper and sat back down. After briefly perusing the test match coverage, he flicked back through the pages and found the article he�d been anticipating on page eight. In between mouthfuls of Earl Grey, he read the piece carefully and when he�d finished he closed the newspaper, folded it in two, and nudged it to the other side of the table.
DNA from the jawbone discovered in Epping Forest had been identified as belonging to Vincent Mulligan, a student from the University of Bedfordshire. Previously believed to be a missing person, but now confirmed as dead, funnily enough. Naturally the police had opened a murder enquiry and were conducting a thorough search of the surrounding area.
Miles ate his toasted sandwich and watched a squirrel scaling a tree. It stopped halfway up the trunk, furtively moved its head and then clambered back down to the ground. The rodent sat there sniffing the air, looking up, down and all around. Perhaps it had forgotten something, misplaced an item. Keys, or a mobile phone.
A murder enquiry was rather inconvenient. It meant that Miles was now beholden to someone else�s schedule, an unfavourable position to find himself in. The identification of Vincent Mulligan should not affect him directly as there was nothing linking him to Miles, but the inevitable consequence of a search for the rest of Vincent would be the discovery of various parts belonging to Elliot Sheeny. Of course, the police might not be able to identify the reclusive bachelor for some time, but nevertheless the writing was on the wall � and soon others would be reading it. Miles�s extended vacation in Beckenham was coming to a close and the loose ends had to be tied up before he left for good. He calculated that he had between forty-eight and seventy-two hours before the risk of capture became too great. Top of the agenda was a thorough evaluation of Sinead�s loyalty. Whether or not she was prepared, her final examination would be commencing shortly.
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Sinead reached down to the electricity socket between the bed and the cabinet, and pushed in the plug. She inserted the other end of the cable into the laptop�s power point and switched it on. Her smartphone battery had run out of juice after she�d wasted hours playing pointless games, and now Sinead felt the urge to go online. She hadn�t checked Facebook or Instagram for several days. The digital detox had been therapeutic; not having to read about the girls� fun times without her; not seeing their photos and comments and how much they didn�t miss her. Or worse � how much they hated her.
The truth was she just couldn�t face dealing with the situation; if news had spread about her and Joel, she preferred to keep her head in the sand. There had been too much shit to deal with since the accident, and recovering from it had used up all her physical and emotional strength. But now the need to know what was going on with her mates was like the itch she couldn�t scratch underneath the plaster cast. The boredom of being housebound with her oddball landlord was taking its toll, and satisfying her curiosity would at least provide some temporary relief.
The only way to find out was on social media. No chance would she be talking to Heidi about it again. Joel had clearly put all the blame on Sinead and no one had contacted her for her side of the story. Maybe Heidi had defended her after their meeting, but it was more likely she�d said nothing. Imogen was insecure and Joel wouldn�t want her to find out. Also, Heidi wasn�t the type of person to rock the boat. She hoped the whole horrible, embarrassing incident had been forgotten about. But Sinead had a bad feeling.
Once the computer fired up, Sinead opened the browser and logged on to Facebook. There was an unread message. She clicked on it and groaned when she saw who the sender was: her father. The message was brief: Dear Sinead, Did you get the birthday card I sent? Be really good to have a chat. We could use Skype. Let me know. Dad. Sinead sighed. The birthday card must have been sent to her old address, together with all the other post the girls had probably binned. His message would have to be answered another day. She still wasn�t ready to talk to him. Not yet.
Quickly navigating over to her news feed, she started scrolling down the regular boring comments and photos, video clips and surveys. It was so bloody tedious, and it looked like nothing interesting had happened since she�d last been on the site.
Sinead stopped scrolling. A notification from Imogen caught her eye. Sinead held the cursor over the notification for several seconds.
Imogen had changed her relationship status. She was single.
�Oh. My. God!� Sinead said, louder than she�d intended. She stared at the screen.
There was a knock at the door. �Is everything all right?� Elliot asked from the other side.
�No just� yeah� come in.� Sinead clicked onto another link. The bedroom door opened and Sinead glanced up to see Elliot stood there, in his black-and-red checked dressing gown and brown leather slippers.
�I�m just running a bath. I heard you call out.�
She looked back at the screen, mouth agape. �I didn�t see that coming. Fuck.�
�Do you want to give me a clue?�
�The engagement party � it�s been cancelled. Imogen�s changed her status to single.�
�Well, that is a surprise. Good news, right?�
�Is it? I don�t think so.� Sinead didn�t want to discuss it with him; she needed time to process the news.
�It�s great news. Now Joel�s footloose and fancy-free, you should invite him over.� Elliot had a peculiar, creepy grin on his face. �Have your wicked way with him.�
�Er� no thanks.�
�You�ve been waiting a long time for this opportunity. Call him. I can make myself scarce.� Elliot cleared his throat. �Unless, of course, you want me to be around.�
Sinead didn�t know what the hell he meant by that. Creepy � like he wanted to watch them fuck or something. �Why would I want you to be around?�
Elliot narrowed his eyes. �I don�t know� moral support, perhaps?�
�Well I�m not calling him. I�ve deleted his number. Good riddance.�
�You could pay him a visit at work.� Elliot pointed at her laptop. �Or send him a Facebook message.�
�No! I don�t give a shit about Joel. Okay?�
�I see. Who are you trying to convince � me or yourself?�
�Look, no man is going to take advantage of me ever again. Especially not Joel. He�s a fucking piece of shit� � She didn�t want to be dredging up all those appalling emotions.
Elliot took two steps into the room and hitched his thumbs into the dressing gown belt. He looked over at the clothes drier with her drying underwear and then turned to face her. �I agree. Joel toyed with your affections. He humiliated you and turned those girls against you.�
�Exactly. I never want to see him again.� Sinead crossed her arms and scowled at Elliot. �Anyway, I told you I�m going on a date with Dylan.� She looked for some kind of reaction, but he was poker-faced. �Don�t you think I deserve someone who treats me right?�
�What makes you think Dylan will treat you right?� He inched closer. �You�re looking for a diversion. A substitute. Joel was the one you wanted. And Joel needs to be taught a lesson, wouldn�t you say?�
�If anyone�s been taught a lesson, it�s me,� she said. �I�ve had a lucky escape.�
�Shall I tell you what I think you�ve been taught?�
Sinead raised her eyebrows. She suddenly realised what this fascination with her love life was all about: Elliot was trying to even the score after she�d asked about his wife.
�What you�ve been taught, Sinead, is lie down and let them walk all over you. You�re the dogshit on their shoes. They feel free to abuse you because you never retaliate.�
�You said I was the one who enjoyed manipulating people. Listen to yourself.�
His expression changed abruptly; like he was instantly bored of the conversation. He closed his eyes and stood there, slowly shaking his head. Sinead waited impatiently for him to leave. When he opened his eyes again, he walked back to the doorway.
He turned and looked at her like a teacher disappointed by a disobedient pupil. �I see so much potential in you. But how can I help when you refuse to accept what you are?�
She felt her stomach clench. His penetrating gaze disturbed her; it was like he was peering into her soul. He held her look for a moment before he stepped out into the corridor, pulling the door shut. She sat there, staring blankly at the closed door.
Sinead suddenly felt very cold; she zipped up her jacket and pulled the hood over her head. An expression came to mind that her mother often used when spooked: It feels like someone just walked over my grave.
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The Skype ringtone was playing for the second time as Sinead made it back to her bedroom. She�d been in the bathroom when she heard the first call. That was typical of her dad; they had arranged the call for 21.00 Greenwich Mean Time and now, of course, he was calling twelve minutes early. Sinead got to the bed where the laptop was open, leaned over to the mouse pad and clicked the video answer icon, then lowered the laptop lid so she couldn�t be seen while manoeuvring onto the bed. Her father�s voice came through the laptop speakers.
�Hello? Sinead � are you there?�
�I�m here.� She parked herself on the mattress, pivoted and then, by supporting the cast with her hands, swung her leg up and onto the duvet, out of sight of the camera. She had decided not to mention or reveal her broken leg to avoid a lecture about the many dangers of riding a bicycle in London. She reopened the laptop lid. The screen was black.
Her dad said, �There you are. I can see you now.�
A corner window had opened on Sinead�s otherwise dark screen and she saw herself. Sinead said, �I can�t see you.�
�What was that?�
�I said I can�t see you, Dad. You need to switch on the camera.�
�I thought I had done.�
�Press the icon that looks like a camera.�
�Press the what?�
�The yellow icon on the screen � the button that has a camera on it.�
�Just a second��
Sinead sighed and waited for him to figure out the intricacies of modern video conferencing. Finally, a moving image of her father sitting back down filled the screen. First, she noticed his bushy eyebrows and silvery beard, then, as he settled into his chair and showed his face to camera, she thought he looked older than the last time she had seen him on Skype, sometime last year. There was more grey in his hair and darker circles under his eyes, but still he didn�t look bad for being in his early fifties.
�There you go, now it looks like we�re in business.� He scratched his beard and waved. John Woods, the man who had left both Sinead and her mother many years earlier. Somehow she could never bring herself to hate him, though.
Sinead said, �I was just in the bathroom. I thought we said nine.� The plan had been to get settled before the call so there was no chance he would notice her broken leg.
�We did, but I don�t have long because Freddy�s got a school trip to the museum today and the coach leaves at eight thirty, so we�ll be heading off a little earlier than usual.�
�Okay.� Sinead was used to the sudden change of plan.
�So how are you? What�s the latest?�
�Yeah, fine. Everything�s good. Busy at work, smashing all my targets. Yeah. What else� Just the usual, going out a lot.�
�Not every night, I hope.�
�That�s London for you. There�s always something going on.�
�I know � I remember what it�s like to be your age. But it�s not a bad idea to give your liver the night off every once in a while.�
Sinead nodded, but said nothing, recognising it was his way of indirectly warning her not to turn into Caitlin.
John said, �Are you seeing anyone? Any suitors I need to be keeping an eye on?�
�No one special.� Sinead wondered how, if there was anyone special, John thought he could keep an eye on them from eleven thousand miles away.
�Well it�s about time you found yourself a nice fella. A good-looking, intelligent girl like yourself should�ve been snapped up by now. As long as he�s got a proper job and washes his hair regularly and treats you right, he won�t need to worry about me.�
�Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Anyway, I�m too young to settle down.�
�Your mum and I were your age when we had you.�
And look how that turned out. Sinead tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
�Did you get my birthday card?�
Sinead shook her head. �I moved house recently so that�s probably why.�
�Did you? Right. I don�t remember being told about that.�
�Yeah, it was no big deal. Just felt like it was time to move on. Try something different.�
�You�re not getting your post forwarded, then?�
�No. I need to look into that. The girls were supposed to send stuff on.�
A brief hiatus occurred, both waiting for the other to speak.
John said, �Well anyway, I wrote to say we�d like it if you came out to visit us. Come and spend a couple of weeks � longer, if you like. We�ve got a sofa bed in the den so you�ll have a room all to yourself. Anytime this year, we�d all love to see you. Your brothers are dying to meet you. Think about when you�d like to fly and I�ll book you a ticket. It�ll be my birthday present to you.�
�Okay, yeah, thanks. I don�t know when I can get time off work. Let me have a think about it and I�ll see which dates might work.�
�Sure. Just let me know a few weeks in advance, so I can move things around. I want us all to have plenty of time together.�
�Great.� Sinead nodded. He had made the same offer a couple of years ago, but nothing had ever come of it.
�Honestly, you�ll love it out here. The outdoor lifestyle � you can�t beat it. We can go kayaking, surfing, rock climbing � whatever you like.�
Sinead thought that just walking on two feet would be more than enough of a physical challenge. But she grinned and said, �Sounds cool. Looking forward to it.�
�So whereabouts have you moved to?�
Sinead instinctively looked towards the bedroom door: Elliot was out, but she didn�t want him coming home and overhearing the conversation. �Beckenham. Proper suburbia. It�s nice and quiet. Lots of trees. Apparently, David Bowie used to live in the area before he was famous.� Sinead knew that would impress her father.
�If it�s good enough for Bowie, it must be good enough for my daughter. Did I ever tell you I saw him play at��
�I know, yeah. You�ve told me that story before.�
John chuckled. �I suppose you might have heard that one a few times. So who are you living with?�
�I�m renting a room in a bungalow. Yeah, it�s a woman from work; she owns the place. She was looking for a lodger and I fancied a change so�� As well as the broken leg, Sinead wasn�t about to notify her father that the homeowner was a married man. Particularly as she didn�t plan on staying for much longer.
�Well, that�s good. Make sure you email me the address.�
�I will do.�
�I bet your friends will be missing you. You guys were sharing that place for a few years, eh?�
Luckily Sinead didn�t have to reply; her dad had turned away from the camera and was responding to a child�s distant voice. �We�ve got plenty of time. I�m speaking to Sinead at the minute. Go and brush your teeth and get your shoes on.� Sinead watched her father as he listened to something else that her half-brother Freddy was saying. �I�ve no idea where it is. Go and ask your mum.� He turned back to the camera.
Sinead said, �I should let you go. It sounds like you�ve got a lot going on there.�
John sighed, looked away from the camera, and tugged at his beard. �Listen Sinead, I really do hope you�ll come out here. I�m looking forward to us spending time together. I know it upset you that I missed Caitlin�s funeral, and believe me I wanted to make it happen, but it just� I don�t know. Give me a chance to make it up to you.�
Sinead was silent. She didn�t know for certain why he hadn�t flown out for the funeral. Something about a staffing crisis with his boat-building business was the excuse he�d given. That may or may not have been true, but she also knew her parents had barely spoken in the past ten years, and John had never been keen on revisiting his first marriage. He�d always said he�d emigrated to get a fresh start in life. Maybe he just couldn�t face coming home. He was staring down the lens at her, waiting for a response; the silence was awkward even with eleven thousand miles between them.
Sinead said, �It�s a long way to come. You were busy. Don�t worry about it.�
�You know it�s hard for me as well, this long-distance thing. I wanted to bring you out here when you were a kid, but your mum had custody and�� He trailed off and then said, �It�s not easy having these conversations on computers.�
�We can have a proper talk when I visit,� she said.
John smiled. �I�d like that. Before you go, there�s something I�ve been meaning to say�� He coughed. �Caitlin� she did the best she could; she loved you and looked after you. But you were looking after her, too � dealing with the drinking, the depression. That�s not the way it should be. Right?�
�Okay.� Sinead leaned in to the laptop. �What are you� why are you saying�?�
John lifted his hand in the air as though he was physically grasping for the right words. �When I see Freddy and Sam, running around with not a care in the world, it makes me realise how much easier they�ve got it. We were too young when we had you. I definitely was. What I�m trying to say is, there was nothing more you could have said or done. It�s like she was slowly self-destructing. I tried helping her, but God knows I wasn�t much use to anyone back then.� He paused and leaned forward in his chair. �I know how hard you tried, but it wasn�t your fault. Remember that. You couldn�t save your mum from herself.�
A ball of repressed emotion moved in the pit of Sinead�s stomach. Her father was staring back. Tears began pooling in her eyes, but no way was she going to cry. She cleared her throat.
�Okay, yeah. I have to go now.�
�I thought you should know that. You mustn�t ever blame yourself.�
�Okay.� She had to look away from the screen.
�Have a think about some dates and email me.�
�I will. Bye, Dad.�
�Bye Sinead.�
Sinead ended the call and the Skype program made its whoop sound. She closed the laptop and rubbed her eyes. God, where did that come from? She laughed. John had blindsided her; opening up like that was totally out of character. She wondered if Abby, his wife, had put him up to it. Abby was into a lot of New Age hippie stuff: crystals and chakras and all that. Sinead reclined on the mattress and lay there a while, twirling the pendant between her fingers and thinking about what her father had said. Why had it upset her? Probably because they had never had that conversation before � actually, they�d never had a proper heart-to-heart about anything. But there was more to it. He�d touched a nerve. She had never admitted it to herself before, but it was the truth. Ever since she was a little girl, she had tried to save her mum.
And she had failed.
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Getting inside was an absolute impossibility. Of all the places that Joel could be staying, a student hall of residence had to be the most difficult to breach, other than a prison. Security passes, the night porter, the hundred other students in the building � all insurmountable obstacles. Miles could probably find out which room Joel�s shoe-shop-Cinderella lived in, but what good would it do him? He�d never gain entry to the building without a pass or being signed in at the front desk. And he couldn�t deal with Joel and the new girlfriend on his own. This was precisely the type of situation requiring an accomplice. Someone to pose as a student, distract the night porter, act as a lookout.
Miles glanced at his watch; it had just gone nine and the sky was now slate black. The Holloway Road was full of drunks and vagrants, and he was tired of ignoring or refusing the constant requests for spare change. Five of the fuckers had tried it on in the last ninety minutes and he was liable to disembowel the next one who approached him. He put his hands into his coat pockets. In the left was a small sheathed knife. In the right, a thick, knotted leather garrotte. He traced his fingers along the weapons, feeling the covered blade serrations with his left hand and the bumps of the garrotte with his right hand.
Too much time had been wasted on tracking Joel, following him from the shoe shop as he went to meet the girl in Chinatown; Miles had recognised her from his previous visit to the shop, the time he�d toyed with Joel while buying new trainers. He�d waited outside the restaurant for them to finish their meal and then fought to keep them in sight on a packed Piccadilly Line tube. Since seven thirty he�d been pacing outside the building, waiting to see if Joel would re-emerge. He was assuming that Joel would leave once he�d shot his load and go and spend the night somewhere else, somewhere less secure. But no, it looked like lover boy was staying put. Miles concluded he might have more luck first thing in the morning.
Walking back to the tube station, he nurtured a growing feeling of resentment towards Sinead. He simply couldn�t fathom why she had dropped Joel so suddenly. She had been completely infatuated with him. Then Miles had presented her with a golden opportunity to entice him over and her reaction had been one of complete revulsion. He was forced to admit that the contrarian workings of a woman�s mind were beyond his comprehension.
Miles entered the station ticket hall and went to the Oyster machine. He pressed his card on the yellow reader and the display showed there was only �1.60 on his Pay As You Go. Selecting the �20 top-up option, Miles took out his wallet. It was feeling a lot lighter. Just a few more twenties and a couple of tens.
Before he approached the barriers, his phone started to ring. He reached for the BlackBerry. The incoming number wasn�t one he recognised. The only people he had given his new number to were Sinead and the recruitment agency. Agencies didn�t normally ring outside business hours and Sinead�s number was logged in his contacts. Cautiously, he answered the call.
�Yes?�
�Hello � Elliot? It�s Gwen. Gwen Francombe. I�ve been meaning to call for a while��
Miles froze. He held the BlackBerry away from his ear, as if it might infect him.
�Elliot? Are you there?�
He lowered the BlackBerry and ended the call.

*** 

The metal shutter was descending on the shopfront as Miles approached, so he dashed ahead and knocked on the glass. The shutter halted halfway. Miles stooped down and saw Lucien Willoughby on the other side, in the corner near the door, holding a key into the shutter�s activation point. Miles gave a little wave and smiled sheepishly. �Am I too late?�
Willoughby recognised him, but his expression didn�t change. He hesitated, then came to the door and unlocked it. He pulled the door open fractionally.
Miles said, �Sorry, I thought you were open until eleven.�
�Only on Fridays and Saturdays. We close at ten thirty during the week.�
�Ah, right. My mistake. I meant to pop in earlier, but my mother rang for a chat and then the ten o�clock news came on and I completely lost track of time. My fault entirely.� Miles half-turned away from the door.
Opening the door wider, Willoughby said, �Not to worry. It�s only just gone half past. What can I do for you?�
�Another one of those fine Cubans, if I may.�
Willoughby opened the door fully. �No problem. You�d better come in, though, so I can lock this.� Miles ducked under the shutter and into the shop.
Willoughby closed and relocked the door. �If you�re not careful, the drunks and druggies come knocking when you�re trying to cash up and get home for the night.�
�I can imagine. Right pain in the backside. Rather like myself � a bloody nuisance.�
�No, no. I don�t mind someone like yourself. A regular, that�s different.�
Miles smirked. Of course Willoughby didn�t mind people like us disturbing him after hours. But people from the estate, the blacks, the homeless � they would just have to bugger off and wait until tomorrow. Miles watched the vintner as he moved along the dimly-lit shop floor; the only light sources were the overspill from the back room, the refrigerators and the display light in the brand-new humidor.
�Ah, excellent � the humidor�s arrived.�
�Yes, it came the other day. Help yourself.� Willoughby lowered the shutter a bit further.
�Thank you. Let�s have a look, shall we.� Miles went over and opened the humidor�s transparent lid.
Willoughby walked round to the far side of the counter, raised the flap, closed it and then went and pressed some buttons on the cash register. The machine whirred and began printing out a long till receipt. Miles�s eyes flicked from the cigars to Willoughby, who was occupied with checking figures on the receipt as it spooled out into his hand.
�How�s business then? Picked up at all recently?� Miles asked.
�I�d say it�s slow and steady. I can�t complain, though. The bank holiday weekend was fairly busy. People are starting to notice us here now.�
Miles examined a couple of the cigars. �Glad to hear it. And I�m sure you�ll be getting a lot more passing trade in the summer.�
�Absolutely. No, I�m not too concerned at the moment.� Willoughby ripped the printout from the cash register and looked over at Miles. �Right. I should probably crack on, or I�m never going to get out of here.�
Miles closed the humidor lid and approached with his chosen cigar. �What do I owe you?�
�Actually, the register has shut down for the day so I won�t be able to ring it up. The card machine�s offline as well.�
�I�ve got some cash on me.� Miles�s hand went inside his coat.
Willoughby pushed up his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. �Tell you what; pay me next time you�re in. I can run it through the till then.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes, that�s fine, honestly. Too much faff trying to sort it out now.�
�Well, as long as you don�t mind.�
�Not a problem.� Willoughby looked shattered.
Miles put the cigar into his right-side coat pocket. Leaving his hand inside, he gently rolled the garrotte between his fingers.
�I�ll just get the door for you.� Willoughby swung back the counter flap and moved through to the customer side.
�Could I trouble you for one other little thing?� asked Miles.
Willoughby halted. He twirled the set of door keys in his hand. �Sure.�
�I�ve got my eye on the Martell: a half bottle.� Miles pointed up at the brandy on the second shelf down from the ceiling.
Willoughby turned round and saw where Miles was pointing. It was too high up to reach. �Just a moment,� he said with a trace of weariness. He strode across the shop and picked up a knee-high wooden block with three indented steps and then returned to the spirits area. Willoughby placed the block next to the shelves and stepped up. Miles padded closer, looked to his right and saw the cash register drawer open. The notes were separated in narrow trays and clear plastic bags stuffed with coins were in square-shaped compartments. He couldn�t quite guess the total amount, but it didn�t look like much: two hundred, three, tops. The safe might have the week�s takings inside � or it might be empty.
A bottle clanked against another. Willoughby was removing a half-bottle of brandy from the shelf and bringing forward the next bottle to take its place. Miles clenched the garrotte in his palm, retracted his hand and let it rest by his side. Willoughby was walking backwards down the steps. All Miles had to do was catch him off balance.
As Miles raised his arms, something in the top corner of the shop caught his eye. Above him was a white plastic ball with a central black square and a red dot. Of course. A security camera, pointed right at him. It hadn�t been there last time. But it was there now.
�There you go.�
Miles turned to see Willoughby handing him the Martell. The moment had passed. Miles put on his best grateful grin, took the bottle with his left hand and surreptitiously returned the garrotte to his pocket with the right hand. �Much obliged. Might just help me get some sleep tonight.�
�You�re welcome.�
�I�ll swing by tomorrow and settle up with you.� Miles strode to the door; Willoughby followed and unlocked it.
Miles said, �I was going to mention getting some cameras in here to help you out with those shoplifters.� He nodded towards the white ball. �That one looks expensive.�
Willoughby held the door open. Any residual charm had now gone; he obviously just wanted Miles out of his off-licence so he could lock up and go home to bed.
�Well I wanted the best. It�s a motion sensor alarm system, with video storage on a memory card, and also on the Cloud.�
�A worthwhile investment. You really can�t be too careful. Goodnight.� Miles ducked under the shutter and out onto the pavement.
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The bedside lamp woke Sinead from a deep, dark sleep. No dreams, just a blackness that receded gradually, leaving her confused and disoriented. Her eyes couldn�t adjust to the intense glow; her retinas were burning and she instinctively clamped a hand over her face. She heard something close by. Footsteps were creeping along the carpet. Then a creaking sound, followed by a dull thud.
�You disappoint me, Sinead.�
The voice was familiar, but Sinead was acclimatising slowly, her head groggy with sleep. �Who�s there?� She squinted into the harsh light of the lamp which shone directly into her face. �Elliot?� she said. Sinead rubbed her eyes. She could make out a figure five feet away, sitting in the armchair which he had moved closer to the bed. She looked over again and identified Elliot. His face was sinisterly half-lit and he was mumbling. Sinead tried tuning in.
�I had your money. Really, there was no reason for me to ever come back here� Except you seemed to promise so much more.� He chuckled softly.
His voice had an eerie tone: amused and reflective, almost like a vocalised interior monologue. A distinct smell of alcohol wafted over from him. �Was I wrong?� he said.
What the fuck was going on? Sinead forced herself to wake up properly, feeling fuzzy from the painkillers she�d taken before going to bed. �What you talking about? What time is it?� She pushed herself up from the mattress, fumbled for her phone, and peered at the clock: 01.20.
�Fate,� Elliot said at just above a whisper.
�I can�t hear you.�
�Fate. You said it when you came to see this room.� Elliot surveyed the bedroom as if experiencing a vivid memory or caught in a trance, turning his head in a new direction before shifting his gaze a moment later. �A strange thing to say. It�s been playing on my mind. I don�t believe in it, but you � you were convinced.�
Sinead�s eyes had adjusted to the light and she now saw him properly. He was holding one of her pillows on his lap. Choosing her words carefully, she asked, �Elliot, why are you in here?�
�I made one simple request when you moved in. Do you remember?�
�No I don�t. I�m trying to sleep.�
His hands were squeezing the pillow and his penetrating gaze was fixed on her face. Sinead�s senses immediately heightened. She was watching him very closely, listening very attentively, the smell of booze now even stronger in her nostrils. This was another Elliot; she�d never met this one before.
�What do you want?� Sinead demanded.
�My phone number � it was not to be shared with anyone. That�s all I asked of you.�
�Yeah, okay I remember. So��
�Why then did I receive a call tonight from Gwen Francombe?�
The name registered after a couple of seconds. �Shit. Gwen!� Sinead was half-relieved � at least she finally knew the reason for this night-time interrogation. �She came round here. I totally forgot. You were in Bangkok.�
�Why would you disobey me?�
�Disobey you? I�m not your daughter, Elliot.� If it wasn�t for the unnerving way he was staring at her, she might have laughed. �Look, I felt sorry for her. She was lonely, she missed you. What�s the problem?�
�I was beginning to trust you. I should�ve known better.�
Sinead was thinking as fast as she could through the haze of her sleep hormones. He was serious about this phone number business. There must be some history between him and Gwen. �I�m sorry. She told me you were friends. I thought it was okay.�
�So you hide things from me. What else haven�t you told me?�
�I forgot! I had other things on my mind. God. What�s up with you?�
�All this is over, now. Do you realise that? I�m not safe here. Neither are you.�
�What are you talking about? Who is she?� Sinead ensured her voice was calm and steady; she knew she couldn�t show him any fear.
Elliot looked up at the ceiling and said, �Elliot never had any real friends. Some acquaintances, but nothing more than that. He preferred it that way. Falling out with Gwen really ought to have been the end of it.� Leaning forward in his chair he glared at Sinead. �But now she�s back. Thanks to you.�
There was no answer to that; what exactly was she being accused of, anyway? And now he was talking about himself in the third person like a madman. They both fell silent and each passing second was agonising for Sinead. She held the duvet close to her body.
How had she missed the signs? The man wasn�t just drunk. He was fucking crazy.
Elliot rose up from the chair. Despite the drinking, his movements were slow and precise and he moved towards the bed clutching the pillow out in front of him. Sinead�s knuckles tightened around the duvet. Her mind screamed to get out, but her broken leg held her back like a dead weight. Her whole body went rigid with fear. Horrifying predictions shot through Sinead�s brain as he came nearer: suffocation, rape, murder.
Sinead�s breathing was fast and shallow. Her mind was alert to every detail: the raised pillow, his stiff, extended arms, the drink-laced breath, his predatory eyes. He stopped by the bed frame. He had her trapped. Sinead�s fingernails dug deeper into the duvet. Her gaze flicked from the pillow and up to his face. He was staring down at her, pupils dilated, face expressionless. Sinead tried to speak, but no sound came from her constricted throat. If she could scream, would anyone hear?
Elliot leaned over her, lowering the pillow. �We agreed to a trial period, so we could become better acquainted. Unfortunately, Sinead��
Sinead was completely still as the pillow hovered above her nose and mouth.
��Our time is up.�
Elliot leaned in and tucked the pillow behind her head. He let go of it and slowly withdrew his hands. He turned away and staggered to the door. Sinead couldn�t look directly at him any longer. In her peripheral vision she saw Elliot leave the room. The door shuddered as it closed. Sinead took a deep lungful of air and exhaled noisily. She heard his footsteps go down the hall, and then his bedroom door opening and closing.
Sinead grabbed her phone from the bedside cabinet, tucked it into her pyjama waistband, and swung both legs out of bed. Supporting her weight on her hands as she got down on the floor, she crawled over to the armchair, then sat up behind it with her shoulders firmly against its back. Ignoring the pain shooting up from her fracture, she pushed hard until the chair shifted. By using both arms and her right leg to propel her, she shoved the armchair along the carpet inch by inch. Sweat dripped from her brow as the heavy chair zigzagged across the room. She stopped and looked over her shoulder several times to check its progress until finally it banged up against the door.
She shuffled around, grabbed the chair base and turned it so the sturdy backrest blocked the door and covered the door jamb. The crutches leant against the wall; she snatched one, got up into the chair and sat with it across her lap. She retrieved her phone from under the pyjama waistband, pressed the number 9 twice � and then stopped before the third digit.
Hang on, Sinead � what�s the plan? What do you think the police are going to do? Elliot hadn�t actually done anything, apart from creep her the fuck out. She was completely petrified, but there was nothing anyone could do about that. What could she say? My landlord woke me up in the middle of the night, sat there talking drunken gibberish, and holding my pillow in a threatening manner. They�d think she was the crazy one.
No, she just had to deal with it on her own; stay calm, stay safe, and find somewhere else to live ASAP. And there�d be no more unannounced visits from the insane landlord tonight or any night. If she was forced to stay here any longer, she�d be fixing a deadbolt on the door.

*** 

Sinead thought she�d stayed awake the rest of the night, but sleep must have come in fits and starts because her head suddenly jerked up. The pain signals from leg to brain were loud and clear. Her fracture was aching badly; she�d not been able to elevate her leg properly in the chair and now she was paying the price. Massaging her upper thigh and pounding on the cast, she tried getting the blood flowing. As she did so, Sinead remembered that her check-up at the Fracture Unit was happening that afternoon.
Craning her neck towards the door behind her, Sinead listened out for Elliot. A bird was singing its morning song from outside the bedroom window, but no sounds came from inside the bungalow. The phone clock said 08.51. He could be out; God, she hoped he was. Who was this man? Doubts had been forming in her mind recently, but she�d always been able to rationalise them.
And that had been fine until last night, because there was no way to rationalise that behaviour. Nothing had scared her that much since the time, soon after moving to London, she�d left a club on her own at 3am and had stupidly taken a shortcut through an industrial estate. A man had been walking behind her, his footsteps getting quicker and louder, until Sinead bolted, fleeing the scene before anything bad could happen. She ran fast back then, but now she was a sitting duck.
None of it made sense. Why was he so angry about Gwen having his phone number? Fair enough; he had asked her not to give it out, but still � talk about a massive overreaction. He was acting like a jilted lover � only now Sinead couldn�t imagine him ever having been in a relationship with anyone. And where the fuck was this wife of his? So many questions were still unanswered.
A full bladder compelled her to get to the toilet. Sinead budged the chair away from the door and opened it fractionally, gripping the handle tight, ready to slam it shut. She put her ear to the gap between door and frame. The bungalow was quiet. Too quiet maybe? She opened the door enough so that she could ease herself into the hall. She froze, looking over at Elliot�s half-open bedroom door. That was unusual for a start; he always left it closed. Sinead creaked along the hall until she was outside his room. She looked back the way she came, expecting him to pop out from the living room, but she heard nothing and so lifted her right stick and prodded the bedroom door. Nobody was there. She went back along the hall to the living room and peered round the corner, through the open entrance into the kitchen.
�Elliot?� she called out. She anxiously bit her lower lip and counted to ten in her head. Satisfied that she was alone, Sinead hurried to the bathroom.
Afterwards, she hobbled down to the front window and peeked out onto the driveway. The car was gone. She stood there a moment, deep in thought. Looking at the bookcase.
Where was that book Gwen had given her?
Sinead stood in front of the huge collection. She attempted to recall the novel�s title. Her finger trailed along the book spines. She pulled one out: Moby Dick. No, not that one. The one she was looking for was old, but not that old. She started up again, finger running along the shelf, picking out books: A Game of Thrones was too thick; the one she wanted was definitely thinner. She remembered it didn�t feel heavy. She picked out another, but I Am Legend was too slim and the artwork didn�t match her faded memory.
What the fuck was it called? Hundreds of paperbacks lined those eight floor-to-ceiling shelves, and they were in no kind of order. For some reason she thought of Matt Damon, but didn�t know how that helped. More books were yanked out, checked and slammed back into place: Trainspotting, The Catcher in the Rye, The Longest Fight, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, a biography of John Lennon. The search continued. Pulling out books, checking the jackets and slamming them back in the shelves.
Come on. Think, Sinead, think! What was it called? Matt Damon. The Something Mr Damon. Why did she think it was something to do with him? She stopped pulling out books, stepped back and read the spines. Heidi would know the title � she�d studied English Literature. Great idea. D�you want to phone a friend, Sinead?
And then suddenly there it was right in front of her: The Talented Mr Ripley. The title chimed with her memory. Sinead snatched it out from the shelf. This was it. The Matt Damon film had been on telly late one night, but she had conked out early on and woken up as the end credits played. She skim-read the blurb on the back cover. It was a story about a sociopathic murderer. Brilliant � just what she wanted to read about.
Sinead flicked through the pages. In the middle of the book, secured into the spine, was a photograph, printed onto a postcard. She plucked it out. The photo showed a small group of three women and two men, crammed onto a sofa. She looked across the room and did a double take: the people were sitting on that very same sofa in this very same living room.
Elliot was at the edge of frame, perched on the armrest, nearly cropped out of the picture. Gwen sat centrally, next to a nerdy-looking man with a moustache. He wore a fisherman�s jumper and corduroy trousers. The other two women were on either side of them; a horsey-faced blonde with glasses and someone wearing a purple bandana and big hoop earrings. Sinead checked Elliot again; as always his face was completely inscrutable. Everyone else was smiling.
Sinead flipped the photo over. A couple of lines were written in blue biro ink:
Happy memories � You�d just grown that moustache for Movember! Miss you Elliot, hope you�re well � Gwen x
She read the lines again.
Moustache�? What. The. Actual. Fuck.
She scrutinised the photo once more, trying to make sense of the note. Elliot didn�t have a moustache � not then and not now. The man next to Gwen had the moustache. The man in the fisherman�s jumper and corduroy trousers�
Sinead flung open the wardrobe doors. She searched through the hangars, yanking them along the rail, but there was no fisherman�s jumper and no corduroys. She looked down at the shoes: no size 11 hiking boots either. They had definitely been there; she had seen them with her own eyes. Her mind wasn�t playing tricks. And Elliot � the Elliot she knew � was clean-shaven in the photograph. She slammed the wardrobe doors shut with such force that they bounced open again.
Blood rushed to her head. She was trembling; she felt detached from her own body. Dozens of confusing memories flooded her mind. All the little details about Elliot she had ignored, denied, dismissed. Overloaded with conflicting information, her brain flipped. Her vision started blurring. Sinead was spinning out of control. She was tightening her grip on the crutch handles, steadying herself against the wardrobe, trying to catch her breath, hyperventilating.
Sinead tried to run from the room, but her legs buckled. She fell down, landing hard on her side. She groaned and rolled onto her front. Slowly, she dragged herself out into the hall. She lay there thinking she was going to die.
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The appointment was scheduled for three fifty, but Sinead had arrived much earlier. It was now half four and she was still waiting to be seen. It was a standard NHS delay, but Sinead had no awareness of time. The shock hadn�t worn off yet and it probably never would. She sat on a green plastic chair, chewing her fingernails and staring off into the middle distance. Next to her on a small table were three dog-eared magazines that she hadn�t even picked up. The panic attack in the bungalow had lasted twenty agonising minutes before she�d managed to get up from the floor. She had got dressed, quickly packed some things in her backpack and left the house, spending the next few hours in a coffee shop, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do.
A Google search for Elliot Sheeny had yielded nothing useful. Several men of that name existed in the US, Australia, Canada, Ireland, South Africa and elsewhere, but none of those with online photos looked like the man with the moustache. Sinead had trawled public profiles on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and LinkedIn; again with no luck. The only viable lead she�d found was a South London-based proofreader advertising his services on a community forum three years ago. There was a link to his website, but when she clicked through, the page was a 404 error: no longer available. On Facebook she found a Gwen Francombe, but the account was private and the profile picture was of a cat. Sinead had sent a friend request with a message asking if she was the woman she�d met at the bungalow. So far there had been no reply.
Sinead�s brain was totally fried by circling through the same troubling thoughts all day, and she desperately needed to talk to someone about the surreal situation she found herself in. She wasn�t crazy � there had to be an explanation for all this. But until one was given, her priority was finding somewhere else to stay. Pronto.
The date with Dylan was supposed to be happening later that evening. Although sex was the last thing on her mind, she was hoping he�d let her stay overnight. Except he was living at his parents� place, so that might not be so easy. Dylan hadn�t texted her for a while, so was the date still on? He hadn�t confirmed where they�d be going yet. She stopped biting her nails and rubbed her face. She decided to text him.
Hey Dylan, any chance we can meet earlier? Like in the next hour or two? Really need to talk to you!
She hit send, slumped into the chair and examined her hands: dry skin and uneven fingernails. Sinead fished around in her rucksack for her washbag and took out a pot of hand cream and a nail file. After rubbing cream into her hands, she began filing her jagged nails, occasionally looking up to see what was happening on the ward.
A uniformed policeman was buying a can of something from the drinks machine in the walkway. The machine wasn�t cooperating and he was becoming agitated, throwing his hands up and shaking his head. Sinead stopped filing and gave him a second look. He was actually one of those special constables; a Police Community Support Officer. She watched the uptight PCSO stuffing more silver coins into the machine. Sinead pocketed the nail file, got to her feet, and lumbered over to speak to him. The man glanced her way as she approached, but kept his attention on the drinks machine.
�Excuse me. Hi. Can I ask you something?�
He barely looked at her. �I�m just on my way back out. But yeah, if you�re quick��
�Oh, okay. Right.� Sinead took a deep breath. �I know this sounds stupid but� well, I�ve got this problem�� Sinead spaced out. The PCSO kept jabbing buttons on the machine. She couldn�t get his attention. Trying to figure out what to say, all the usual confidence with strangers suddenly deserted her. The PCSO stepped back from the machine and sighed. He looked at her briefly.
�Where do I start?� Sinead laughed nervously. �So, I�ve been renting this room and��
A mechanism whirred noisily as a Diet Coke was pushed to the shelf edge and then became stuck. The PCSO thumped the glass. Sinead flinched. The can dropped into the dispensing shelf below. Reaching down for it, he said, �Yeah go on, I�m listening.�
�This landlord� he told me his name was Elliot Sheeny. But it�s not though. That�s not his real name.�
�Okay. So he�s changed his name.�
�No, no. That�s not it. He�s lying. He�s pretending to be this man, Elliot � look, I know this sounds crazy.� Sinead went to bite a nail and ended up shoving her hand into a jacket pocket.
�So you believe he�s got some kind of false identity? An illegal immigrant or something?�
�No, he�s British. I mean � yeah, as far as I know.�
�What makes you think he�s not who he claims to be then?�
�Things he says. Weird stuff. Referring to himself in the third person. He won�t open his own post.�
�Right.� The PCSO gave her a dubious look.
�Another man�s clothes were in his wardrobe and now they�re gone.� Sinead was getting frustrated, knowing she was making no sense.
�They could belong to anyone � a boyfriend, a relative.� His abrupt manner signalled he was ready to wrap up the conversation.
Sinead unzipped her backpack and rummaged inside. �Yeah, that�s what I thought, but then today I found this photo, inside a book that this woman � a friend of his, she called round one time to see him while he was away � she wrote on the back of the� no, come on�� Sifting through the clothes and washbag and other items, she couldn�t find it. �Shit. I�ve left it at the house�� The open backpack dropped from her hands.
The officer leant down, picked up the bag and gave it to her.
�Thanks. Sorry, I know I�m not explaining this well��
�Have you confronted him about any of this?�
�No. I�ve only just put all the pieces together today. But he came into my room last night, he woke me up, and it was really scary. I mean I was genuinely frightened��
�Did he hurt you in any way? Threaten you?�
Sinead paused. It would be a much easier conversation if he had done: she could just press charges. Sinead sighed and shook her head. �No. He didn�t. It was more the way he was acting. Just weird. Waking me up like that, talking crazy shit about the woman who�d dropped off the book. It really freaked me out. I swear to God something�s not right. Can�t you run some kind of check? Question him about it?�
The PCSO�s radio crackled as a directive came through. He turned the volume down. �If it�s only a hunch and he�s not made any actual threats then�� He puffed air from his cheeks and shook his head. �You could make a statement down at the station. There�s not much we can do right now, you understand, not unless there�s some evidence you could show us.�
�What am I gonna do, though? I don�t feel safe there any more.�
The officer shrugged. �Start looking for a new place?� He was trying to leave now. Sinead screwed her eyes shut in frustration.
�Look. My advice is go and stay at a friend�s place for a few nights, yeah? That�s the best thing to do for now. Okay?�
Sinead opened her eyes and smirked. Despite everything, a part of her found that funny: what a great piece of utterly useless advice. The officer backed away, towards the exit sign.
�Come down the station, give us a statement, we�ll see what we can do. All right?�
�Yeah. All right.�
The PCSO nodded and turned round, fiddling with his radio as he strode off. She leant up against the drinks machine. A young male doctor walked round the corner. �Sinead Woods?�
�That�s me.�
�This way, please.�
She checked her phone as she followed him to the examining room. There was no reply from Dylan.

*** 

Sinead pressed the bell and held on tight to the pole as the bus shuddered down the high street, pulled in by the stop, and came to a halt. The driver lowered the hydraulic suspension, the bus dipped and then the double doors parted. Sinead alighted carefully, securely positioning both crutches on the road before stepping forward onto the pavement. Negotiating her way through the crowd, she thought about the doctor telling her the cast could most likely be removed in four or five weeks, and that she would be able to wear a walking boot and use one crutch. The bones were setting together properly and there would be no need for an operation. Sinead had felt detached throughout the examination, seeing X-rays of her leg and nodding along to the doctor�s comments. He had asked if she heard him okay because she was so quiet.
Now, as she made her way over to the old house, she was conscious of a tight knot in her belly. Anxiety had been rising since last night�s disturbing encounter, and it was peaking with every step she took towards her old home. She didn�t know what she would say to the girls, but who else could she turn to? There was nowhere else she could stay, and even one night at a London hotel was unaffordable. Some love had to be left between them all. Even if that love was now a thing of the past, for old times� sake they couldn�t turn their backs on her. Joel was out of the picture, and if Imogen had dumped him then she must have realised he was no good. Of course, she would never forgive Sinead if either he or Heidi had blabbed about what had happened that evening.
The chances were that Imogen would refuse to even speak to her, but Heidi and Magz had no reason to hate Sinead. Or had they all banded together, united in hatred of their former friend? Only a couple of months ago, Sinead would have considered that an impossibility, an absurdity, but a lot had happened since then, and Sinead instinctively knew that things would never be the same again. Even so, this was one favour that needed to be asked. What was that old saying? A friend in need is a friend indeed.
Sinead pressed the doorbell on her old home and heard the familiar chimes. Expecting the door to be opened and then swiftly slammed in her face, she started biting her now immaculately-filed nails. She plunged her hands into her jacket pockets to hide the nervousness. She stared at the front door and remembered that she still had the keys somewhere. Not that she would use them if she had them on her. The girls didn�t need another reason to hate her.
Sinead rapped the letter box�s metal flap. She looked up at the house�s darkened windows. Either someone had seen her from the window and was waiting for her to fuck off, or they had all gone out. She checked the time on her phone. It was already half six. They must have headed straight down the pub for Friday night drinks. And there was still nothing back from Dylan. She considered calling him, but the battery was down to seven per cent. Besides, if he was actually standing her up, she couldn�t handle hearing his excuses. She�d probably do something she�d regret like shout at him. Or cry.

*** 

The pub she eventually found them in was packed with regulars as well as the football crowd, and at first Sinead couldn�t see the girls. The queue at the bar was four or five people deep. Groups of drinkers were clustered around the bar area, blocking off space. Sinead attempted to make her way through the crowd, searching the room as she went. Through a gap between people�s heads, she spotted Magz down at the end of the bar, buying a round of drinks. Sinead tapped a short woman on the shoulder.
�Can I get by, please?�
The short woman nudged the man next to her and he turned round, clocked Sinead and then stepped back. The rest of the group followed suit and Sinead hobbled through.
�Thanks.�
Sinead navigated her way past obstacles of crowded tables and bags on the floor, arriving just after the barman had served the drinks. Magz clocked Sinead and immediately made herself look preoccupied by putting away her bank card.
Sinead said, �Hey. I thought I might find you down here.�
�Yeah. Just having a quiet drink.� Magz shot her a hostile look.
Sinead ignored the cold front. �I tried looking for you in the Constitutional. But yeah, anyway. So how�s things? It�s been a while.�
Magz looked over to a far corner table. Heidi was sitting there with a chubby bloke whom Sinead presumed was Tim. Magz waved Heidi over. Sinead saw Heidi whisper something to Tim before she stood up. Tim looked in Sinead�s direction. Sinead turned back.
�Magz?�
�This is so not cool, all right. Seriously.� Her usual laidback attitude had vanished; Magz was gathering up the glasses, refusing to make eye contact, trying to get away from the bar in a hurry. Sinead lightly touched Magz�s forearm and she flinched, as though Sinead�s finger was a wasp.
Heidi had pushed her way through the crowd to join them. Scowling, she stopped in front of Sinead. She said, �What are you doing here?�
�It�s nice to see you too. Jesus.�
�What d�you want, Sinead?�
�I wanted to ask a favour, but seeing as you�re both giving me the full bitch treatment, I don�t think I�ll bother.� Sinead was jostled by a man moving through the queue. �Hey!� The man glanced dispassionately at her as he passed by. �I�m on crutches, aren�t I?� She turned back to the girls and caught them sharing a disapproving look. �A bike accident, since you ask � yeah, thanks for your concern.�
Magz passed a couple of drinks to Heidi before picking up the other two. Sinead glared at Heidi.
Heidi said, �Over there.�
They moved away from the throng and Sinead followed as quickly as she was able. The girls reconvened in front of the fifty-five-inch wall-mounted television that was screening a football match for some of the regulars.
�Imogen�s gone to the loo. She�ll be out any minute,� said Heidi.
�So what?�
�So you need to go,� said Magz.
�Why are you being like this?�
�Don�t pretend like you don�t know. Stop putting on this act, okay? It�s pathetic,� Heidi said.
�It�s kinda creepy, Sinead. Proper psycho stuff.�
Sinead sensed this was some kind of loaded comment. �Why am I a psycho?�
Magz said, �I dunno. Smashing some girl�s head into a wall, for a start.�
Sinead immediately turned to Heidi; until recently the only person she�d ever confided in about that regrettable incident. Heidi quickly looked away, cheeks flushing.
�What the fuck have I done to any of you?!� Sinead demanded.
�No, nothing,� said Magz. �Wait a minute, there was one little thing. Yeah, you fucked your mate�s fianc�.�
�Excuse me?!� Sinead�s eyes widened.
�And you did it in her bed, man,� Magz said. �So dark.�
Sinead was stunned. As usual, the truth had no bearing on a juicy bit of gossip. Behind them, a group of football fans were getting increasingly annoyed with the girls blocking the TV; they shifted around in their chairs, mumbling complaints and gesturing them to move out the way. As Sinead tried to think of the right response, Heidi started on her again.
�Haven�t you done enough already? Imogen�s a complete mess. What the hell�s wrong with you, coming down here? Leave her alone.� Heidi nodded at Magz and they headed back to their table. Sinead went after them as the footie fans cheered their departure.
Heidi and Magz plonked down their drinks, splashing booze onto the table. Moments later, Sinead caught up with them and grabbed Heidi�s elbow.
�Nothing happened � I told you that, didn�t I? I told you the truth.�
�We�re tired of hearing your lies, Sinead.� Heidi raised her eyebrows and gave her a condescending look. �Imogen found your dirty knickers underneath their bed.�
�My dirty knickers?� Sinead scoffed. �I don�t think so.�
�And an empty Durex wrapper,� said Magz.
�Listen to me, okay. I don�t know where this bullshit�s coming from. Because we did not have sex, all right?� She noticed Tim looking very uncomfortable.
�I bet you left them there on purpose. Dirty cow.� Magz knocked back some IPA. A drunken Neanderthal at another table overheard and guffawed loudly.
�Fuck off, Magz. Seriously.�
�Are you really going to keep on lying to us? Do you think we�re stupid?� Heidi was getting wound up. �I actually felt bad before. I thought maybe Joel was slut-shaming you. Until Imogen found your fuck me pants on the floor.�
�They�re not mine! They could be anyone�s.�
Magz said, �They�re blatantly yours. The red lacy ones. I�ve seen them drying on the radiator enough times.�
�I was with you when you bought them in the sales!� said Heidi.
Sinead was about to respond when suddenly she realised that Magz and Heidi were now staring past her. Sinead glanced over her shoulder and saw Imogen standing behind her. Sinead froze, momentarily speechless. She hadn�t seen Imogen for several weeks and the change in her appearance was startling. Imogen looked terrible: puffy-eyed, gaunt and pale.
�I don�t know why you always hated me. I never did anything to you.�
�Imogen� you�ve got it all wrong.�
Imogen stared defiantly at Sinead for a few uncomfortable beats. Tim attempted to stand up and leave, but Heidi clamped her hand on top of his.
�I suppose he�s moved in with you now?� Imogen asked.
�No!� Sinead shook her head. �No fucking way.�
�Perhaps you can remind him that he still owes me rent money.� Imogen crossed her arms. �Seeing as he�s stopped taking my calls.�
�Don�t ask me to give him a message. I�ve got no idea what he�s up to.�
�You disgust me. In my own bed. You�re sick. How many nights did I sleep there after you two��
�It�s not true! Nothing happened, okay?� Sinead knew that was only half true so she had to choose her words carefully. �I admit he tried it on once while you were out, but I said no. I promise you.� Imogen looked completely unconvinced. �For fuck�s sake! Look at the state of me! Does it look like I�ve been getting any action lately?�
She turned to Heidi and Magz for support, gesturing to her plaster cast. They stared back. Tim kept his eyes on the floor. Sinead caught various eavesdroppers looking across from neighbouring tables.
�Joel chose me and you just couldn�t bear it. I knew you were jealous, but I never thought you�d resort to sabotage. You wouldn�t let me be happy. You just had to ruin everything.�
�Joel�s a piece of shit! Obviously, he�s been shagging someone else��
�Honestly, I wish I�d never met you.� Imogen walked past Sinead, pulled out a chair and sat down. �I want you to leave now.�
�Imogen, believe me � you�re better off without him.�
A muscle twitched in Imogen�s temple.
Sinead leaned forward on her crutches, desperate to persuade her. �He lied to you and he tried to use me.�
�Get out you fucking whore!�
Imogen�s shrill outburst silenced the entire pub. Everyone stopped their conversations and turned to get a prime view of the juicy conflict; even the football fans moved their eyes off the TV. Sinead looked around the room and saw the faces of strangers grinning and sniggering. It was a grotesque sight; her public shaming the evening�s entertainment.
�Imogen. Please don�t��
�Fuck off and die, Sinead!�
Someone in the background cheered raucously. A wag at the bar parroted Imogen�s insult in a whiny voice and got a cheap laugh from his mates. The onlookers waited expectantly. Sinead looked at each of her ex-friends and saw only hatred and embarrassment. Sinead nodded. There was nothing more to say. Not now, not ever. She set off for the exit. Attempting to maintain some dignity, she moved across the room as gracefully as she could manage, trying to block out the smirking faces and whispered jokes. A path slowly cleared for her. The pub�s patrons muttered and nudged each other as she passed by. She finally got to the door and opened it. Knowing that this would be the last time she would see any of them, she looked back at the table: Heidi and Magz were comforting an emotional Imogen, crouching down with their arms around her shoulders. Sinead said goodbye to her old life as the door swung shut behind her.
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Sinead had heard people talk about hitting rock bottom and, as she ventured back to Beckenham that evening, she finally understood what they had meant. It was an emotional state far beyond misery and hopelessness, a dark place way past despair. A vast new land of pain had been discovered, and now she was lost there, trapped inside a lucid nightmare from which she would never wake.
As Sinead hobbled down the poorly-lit pavement she sensed the weight of her injured leg in its heavy cast, but it no longer felt like her own limb. People passed her by, but they might as well have been holograms. She felt no connection to any other human being. Without friends and family, she was an outcast. If she stepped out into the road and the speeding car that had knocked her down came back to finish the job, no one would care. Nobody would mourn for her. No one would give a flying fuck.
And why should they? She�d brought this on herself. This was what you got for confusing lust with love and for wanting what you couldn�t have. She had betrayed her friend, violated her own moral code � and now the punishment was being exacted. She was a bad person; a shallow, selfish, manipulative person. The turn of events had proven a truth which she�d somehow always known but previously couldn�t accept. Someone like her wasn�t worthy of love, someone like her didn�t deserve to be happy. After being abandoned by her father and neglected by her mother, the lesson should have been learned years ago: nobody wanted her. In a way the girls had done Sinead a big favour; they had proved to her that she was truly worthless. Now there was no more doubt in her mind.
The off-licence was up ahead. It was the obvious place to go. She had nothing else to do tonight, or any night, except drink until she found oblivion. Someone was standing outside the shop in the shadows. As Sinead came closer she saw it was an old man, wearing a dark-green suit jacket and white shirt with brown nylon trousers held up by suspenders. He was knocking on the shutter impatiently.
�Don�t tell me it�s shut,� Sinead said as she got to the shop.
�Been closed all day, love,� said the old man through a mouth of missing teeth. �Come down earlier and he was shut then an� all. Gawd knows what he�s playing at.�
�On a Friday night?� said Sinead. �Why the fu � why isn�t it open?� She had to stop herself swearing; it wasn�t the old wino�s fault.
�Search me, love. I�ll have to go up bleedin� Sainsbury�s for me Jameson�s, won�t I. It�s two quid extra in there. And another fifteen minutes up the road.�
The old man coughed before shuffling off. Sinead watched him go, then turned back to the shopfront. Leaning up against the shutter, she slowly banged her forehead against it. Of all the fucking nights to be closed. She was far too tired to go anywhere else for booze. She sighed and stared down the quiet suburban street. Oblivion would have to be found some other way. Sinead continued on to the end of the road. As she turned off, she looked back the way she�d come. A police car was pulling up outside the off-licence.
Sinead couldn�t remember the rest of her walk back; she hobbled all the way there in a trance. She stopped a few metres away from the opening to the bungalow�s driveway and saw that his car was parked there, but the house was dark. Hanging her head, she leaned back on the crutches and looked down at the pavement. She took out her smartphone: the battery symbol flashed urgently. Scrolling through her contacts, searching for a lifeline, she selected Dylan�s number, but before she could press the call button, the screen faded away. It was probably just as well. Dylan obviously didn�t want her either.
This was it, then � nowhere else to go except home. Home! The word was offensive. All her life she�d been searching for a home, but the concept was just an illusion. No such place existed; all she�d ever found were buildings that she�d temporarily occupied. This place had tricked her. The dream home; the same house she used to draw with crayons when she was a little girl. Mummy, Daddy and Sinead living happily ever after.
What a sick joke that turned out to be. Here she was, twenty years later, renting a room from some freak who didn�t even own the property. A man who called himself Elliot Sheeny, but could have been the King of Belgium for all she knew. A man who had looked after her and pretended to be a friend � just like everyone she�d ever known. A man who was almost certainly deranged and dangerous.
He had said some odd things last night, but he�d been right about one thing. She had been manipulative by saying fate had brought her to the house, because it had helped get her what she wanted. But now it felt like the real deal. For whatever reason, this whole crazy situation was supposed to happen. And whoever that strange man actually was, he seemed to know her better than she knew herself. What could he do to her that would make her feel worse than she did now? If he�d wanted to murder her or rape her, he�d have done it by now. He�d had plenty of opportunities.
Her leg ached like a bastard � she needed rest and painkillers after being up and about all day. So either she went inside the bungalow and faced him, or she found a park bench to sleep on. Where there�d be more dangerous men lurking in the shadows. The psycho in the bungalow or the rapist in the park? The choice was hers: an arbitrary one, maybe, like tossing a coin, but it was still a choice. Every decision she�d made in life had turned out to be wrong anyway, so why bother trying to guess the outcome of this one? Sinead slowly raised her head. Her hands gripped tightly around the crutch handles. Taking a slow, deep breath she fixed her gaze on the darkened bungalow.
Better the devil you know.
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The final exam was due to start, but the lone candidate was still missing. If she didn�t arrive within the next hour he would have to mark her down as absent. Of course, Sinead might never return � the thought had crossed his mind more than once. If she made him go looking for her, the penalty would be severe. Too much time and effort had been invested in this project. Miles drained the last of his milky tea and was in the middle of rubbing down the mug with a handkerchief when he heard gravel crunching on the driveway. Taking care not to leave more fingerprints, he set the mug on the table and relaxed into the armchair.
The porch door opened and he listened out for the familiar sound of Sinead�s crutches tapping down onto the floor tiles. Nearly a minute elapsed. Miles waited patiently in the dark living room. No doubt she was having second thoughts, or perhaps preparing for her grand entrance like an actress waiting in the wings. Then keys turned in locks, the door creaked and the light switch flicked on. An illuminated Sinead gasped when she saw him.
�I made you jump.� Miles smiled benignly.
�Yeah. You did.� Her voice was strained. �What are you doing?�
�Just sitting here in the dark, wondering when you�d be back.�
Scrutinising her face, he registered suppressed fear hidden behind an insouciant expression. It was the same amusing look he�d seen on the faces of numerous exam candidates over the years: a dawning realisation that insufficient revision had been done for the set questions, while playing it cool in front of their better-prepared friends. Miles picked up the Lewisham Hospital card he�d found in Sinead�s bedroom. �You should have told me about your check-up. I could have given you a lift.�
�I didn�t want to trouble you.� She spoke softly. When she looked up, Miles detected a change in her usual mood. The sparkle in her eyes had gone, as well as the sarcasm in her voice. She was subdued, distant� defeated.
�Is everything in order?� he asked.
�What�s that?�
�Your leg. Any complications with the healing process?�
�Doctor said he�d take the cast off next time. Another four weeks, hopefully.�
�Good. You�ll soon have your strength back, then. You�ll be needing it.�
She was staring at something; his eyes followed the direction of her gaze to The Talented Mr. Ripley paperback, perched open across the arm of his chair. He�d put it down there when he got up to make tea. The back-cover blurb had caught his attention and he�d read some random passages. He grasped the book and rotated it in his hands.
�It�s about time I caught up on some reading.� He thumbed through the pages. �Interestingly enough, this story was written by a woman. You might enjoy it. From what I�ve read so far, she appears to have an uncanny awareness of the male psyche.�
Sinead was leaning back on her crutches, her hips twisted to the side as if her whole body was being drawn towards the front door.
�Aren�t you going to sit down?�
She shook her head, the movement sharp and jerky. Miles allowed himself a moment to savour her reaction to the book. Finally, it was all out in the open and there�d be no need for a tedious conversation to address the issue. Sinead knew that he knew that she knew that he was no longer Elliot. With no more time-wasting preliminaries, he was keen to proceed to the evening�s main event.
�I�m glad you�re home. I said you shouldn�t be much longer. We�ve been waiting for you.�
Instantly Sinead perked up. �Who�s been waiting for me?�
�We have a surprise guest. Why don�t you go and say hello?� He gestured casually towards the kitchen.
Confused, Sinead looked at the shut door. �Is Dylan here?�
�No.� He stifled a chuckle at the eagerness in her voice. �I seriously doubt you�ll be seeing him again.�
�We�re going out tonight. He�s coming here to pick me up.�
Of course, it was possible that Dylan had ignored his warning and still intended to take Sinead out tonight. But her protestation was unconvincing; more spurned desperation than giddy excitement. And if Dylan was foolish enough to arrive unannounced, he would be dealt with accordingly.
�Wouldn�t you rather someone else was waiting for you? Joel, perhaps?�
Sinead ignored his question and hobbled over to the kitchen. Slowly Miles rose up from the armchair, watching her turn the handle and push open the door. Darkness greeted her as she went in. Miles felt his pulse quickening; delicious anticipation as she fumbled for the switch. Not wanting to miss a second, he crept up behind her as the kitchen light came on.
Over Sinead�s shoulder, he had a clear view of the scene he�d prepared especially for her. Gaffer-taped to a chair, mouth gagged, was the visitor, sitting comfortably where he�d left her three hours earlier: Gwen Francombe. Seeing Sinead and then himself coming up behind, the woman�s bloodshot eyes flashed with terror.
An exquisite silence descended momentarily, and then Sinead was blurting out, �Oh my God! What the fuck?!�
Miles had them trapped. The back door to the garden was locked; the key safely in his pocket. A rush of excitement surged through him as the game commenced. He lurched forward, sending Sinead stumbling into the kitchen. Miles leaned back against the door until it clicked shut. Sinead�s mouth was agape, a loose strand of hair hanging over her face. He waited patiently for her to speak.
�Why is Gwen�� She hesitated. �Why is Gwen tied to the chair?�
�She�s perfectly comfortable. I sent a friendly text inviting her over for tea. We hadn�t seen each other for such a long time. Isn�t that right, Gwen?�
Gwen mumbled something from behind the tape. From his rear trouser pocket Miles took the book-group photo and showed it to Sinead.
�Good times. Funnily enough, this is the only meeting we ever had here. Jackie�s place had an outbreak of bedbugs so Elliot reluctantly volunteered the use of number 26. I remember I was quite taken with the place. I thought, yes, I can see myself living here one day.�
�You killed him. You killed Elliot?� Sinead�s eyes met Gwen�s. The older woman confirmed Sinead�s supposition with a subtle nod of the head.
�I mean you�d think I�d make an ideal lodger, but he wouldn�t be persuaded.� Miles jabbed his finger at the other two women in the photo. �What did he tell me about Jackie? Moved to Scotland, I believe. And this one with the glasses � Lorraine � she had a nervous breakdown. Ended up in the looney bin.� He addressed Gwen. �You were aware of that, weren�t you?� Gwen blinked rapidly, her moans stifled by the tape. �Best place for her, in my opinion. She was always rather prone to hysteria.�
Sinead�s chin tilted towards her shoulder; her eyes stared straight ahead. He couldn�t tell what she was thinking from her vacant expression.
�Book groups. They�re not actually as much fun as you�d think. Just a sad excuse to drink wine, eat cheese and drone on about your failing marriage. Ours should have been forgotten about as soon as it disbanded. But no, Gwen decided it was a good idea to rake up the past. So here we all are.�
�Listen to me, Ell � listen to me. Gwen has children. Where are they?�
�Staying with Daddy for the half-term holiday. She dropped them off after school and came straight round.�
�They�ll be worried. Please let her go. She won�t tell anyone. Will you, Gwen?�
Gwen shook her head and mumbled something emphatic.
�No, no of course not. She�d never breathe a word.�
�Just let Gwen go home to her boys. They need her. They need their mum.�
Miles smiled benignly at Sinead. He had anticipated this response; sentimental concern for the welfare of children being an inherent weakness common to most women. He produced his BlackBerry and read one of Gwen�s messages aloud. �The little horrors are with Kevin for half-term hols. Glad to have some peace and quiet at last.� He glanced up from the device. �I think they�re better off with their father, don�t you?�
�Whatever she did to upset you, she doesn�t deserve this.�
�Sinead. For a clever girl, you really do say some idiotic things.� Suitably chastened, Sinead looked down at the floor. �You don�t appreciate the effort I�ve gone to, making things easier for you. I�ve already dealt with her car. It won�t be found for a few days. We�ll be on the ferry before she�s even missed.�
�Ferry � what?�
�Harwich to Hook of Holland. Departing at nine tomorrow morning.�
Sinead shook her head. Miles advanced towards her. She avoided his eyes.
�We�ve already discussed this, there�s nothing for you here. Nobody wants you around, do they? It doesn�t have to be Holland. We could go anywhere you like, within reason. A fresh start. For both of us. I obtained some cash, enough to pay for a couple of nights in a hotel until we can rent an apartment. I�d wanted to tell you about my adventures last night. Unfortunately, I had a few too many celebratory brandies, which ended up putting me in a rather reflective mood.�
Reaching over Sinead�s shoulder, Miles opened a cupboard and took out a thick, orange plastic carrier bag. �Anyway, I�ll give you the full story en route. Let�s just say that Willoughby Wines really ought to have installed a security camera at the back of the premises. It�s very dark out there by the bins.� He smirked at the memory. Sinead�s expression was unreadable. �But first things must come first�� He shook open the bag. �A bag for a life.� He handed it to Sinead, but she didn�t react. �Don�t tell me you�ve lost your sense of humour?� Again, she was unresponsive. The student paralysed by nerves. He would need to be firmer. �Take the bag, Sinead.�
Like an automaton, Sinead reached out and grasped the bag.
�Trust me, this method is ideal. No mess to deal with. Seeing as you can�t even clean up vomit properly, it�s best we avoid spilling any blood.�
Gwen thrashed around in the chair, struggling to free herself. Sinead looked at the bag, then at Gwen.
�Place the bag over the head, pull tight and hold securely. All over and done with in three to four minutes. You�ll soon learn the importance of efficiency. Always make the job quick and simple.�
�Why d�you want me to do this?�
�Isn�t that obvious? True friends do everything together.�
�No. They don�t.�
�You said yourself that we�d become the best of friends. Although, given the difference in our ages and life experience, friendship isn�t the most accurate description of our relationship.� He paused as he gave the matter some consideration. �What we have is a master�apprentice arrangement. And this is your final exam.�
�I feel sick.� Sinead was indeed looking a bit peaky. �She�s done nothing wrong. She doesn�t deserve to��
�Joel would have been my preferred choice. But you dropped the ball on that one. Pity. Then again, count yourself lucky. An acquaintance is much easier, first time round. I never had that luxury. Uncle Neil was more of a challenge, shall we say��
�Stop it! Shut up!� Sinead yelled.
Miles moved closer to Sinead. Years of experience had taught him how to handle panicky students. Leaning in, he whispered in her ear. �It�s your own fault that she�s here. I gave you explicit instructions to keep my phone number private. So accept responsibility for your actions and prove to me that I can trust you.�
Light danced just below his eye line. He glanced down: Sinead�s pendant was reflecting one of the kitchen spotlights. Miles clasped it between his thumb and forefinger.
�If you won�t rise to the occasion, I shall be forced to intervene. But then, you see, our friendship � or whatever you wish to call it � would be finished. Which would be regrettable. After all, we�re two peas in a pod.� Slowly he raised his head and fixed her with his stare. He held the look until Sinead nodded that she was ready. Miles released the pendant from his fingers and it swung back into Sinead�s clavicle.
He removed an unopened bottle of vodka from the top shelf of the cupboard. Taking an upturned juice glass from the dishwasher, he poured a shot and handed the glass to Sinead.
�This will steady your nerves. Just the one this time though.�
�I don�t want it.�
�Sinead, drink it. I got it for you especially.�
He watched as she downed the vodka in one go.
�Good. Now � let�s see what you can do.�
Sinead placed the glass on the table then slowly moved forward on her crutches. Gwen�s muffled wails intensified as Sinead approached. She stopped in front of Gwen and looked down at her. Her expression was oddly neutral. Gwen turned her face away, eyes screwed shut. Sinead supported herself on one crutch. With her other hand, she lifted the thick orange plastic bag over Gwen�s head, and gradually pulled it down over her face. A peculiar feeling passed through Miles: relief. His fears about her had been unfounded; his intuition had been correct. The apprentice was following the master�s instructions.
Stifled cries emanated from behind the tape. The bag became stuck halfway down, over Gwen�s nose. The woman�s chest was heaving up and down, and she made an animalistic whining noise from the top of her throat. Sinead moved to get a better grip on the bag, but her crutch slipped away. She wobbled, lost balance, and keeled over onto the floor. Miles sighed. And it was all going so smoothly. He watched Sinead scrabble to get back up. It was an amusing sight, but she would prove to be a liability if that leg of hers didn�t heal very soon.
Miles crossed the room and loomed over Sinead. �Do you require some assistance?�
Sinead tried to push herself up, but had nothing to grab hold of. �I can do it.�
�Are you quite sure?�
Sinead struggled determinedly, but was unable to get upright. She fell back, arms by her sides, elbows digging into the lino. She was clearly defeated by her disability. Lifting up her chin, she made reluctant eye contact. She stretched out her free arm. Her ineptitude was disappointing.
�I shall make an allowance for your injury just this once.�
Miles leant down and grabbed Sinead under the shoulder. She clasped her left hand around his forearm. He braced himself and then pulled her upwards. Concentrating on the task, he hadn�t noticed Sinead�s right hand until it was too late � coming out of her jacket pocket and swinging up towards his neck. A glinting silver point jutted from her clenched fist.
The sharp object pierced his skin, plunging deep into his neck tissue. Miles yelped; his eyes widened as shock exploded inside. His hand released Sinead, but she held his forearm tight.
Pain shot through his nervous system like a cannonball.
Miles looked down and saw her wrist turning like a corkscrew. She pulled back and he saw the stainless-steel nail file protruding from her fist, dripping with blood. His blood.
His jugular was erupting like a fountain. Sinead stabbed him again. Miles dropped to his knees, clasping a hand across his neck. He punched the back of Sinead�s good knee and she buckled over, crashing down next to him. He tasted the metallic tang in his mouth. The torrent was spurting from his neck, splashing back onto his cream shirt, raining down across the lino, dousing walls and furniture. In his peripheral vision, Miles saw his blood splattering Gwen as she writhed in the chair.
Miles lunged at Sinead and grabbed her arms. They grappled on the floor, but he felt the strength rapidly vanishing from his body. He reached up to her neck, fingers clawing desperately until they fixed around her throat. Her hands immediately locked around his wrists: her angry face, pebble-dashed with his own crimson blood, staring back at him. Miles throttled Sinead with all his power. Only nothing was happening. She kept fighting him, struggling, yanking his hands away.
A black curtain swept in front of his eyes. His fingers slipped away from Sinead�s throat. A spasm jerked through his upper body and he knew then his heart was stopping. The last sensation he ever felt was Sinead�s fists pounding on his chest, pushing him away.
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The metal detector beeped and flashed its red light when Sinead passed through the archway and she was directed to stop and stand in front of the machine. The female security officer pointed to the silver pendant, tucked inside Sinead�s T-shirt.
�Take that off and walk through again for me.�
Sinead slipped the chain over her head and handed it to the woman. She went back around the outside of the detector and stepped through a second time. No beeps or red lights. The officer returned the necklace and gestured for Sinead to go and collect the hard plastic tray that was now rolling through on the luggage scanner�s conveyor belt.
Gathering up her backpack, laptop and trainers, Sinead went over to a nearby seat. She sat down to put her trainers back on and felt a sharp twinge in her left leg. The bone had healed well, but occasionally it liked reminding her of its presence. The cast had been removed four weeks ago and, with gentle exercise, the surrounding muscles had slowly regained their strength. She had been wearing an orthopaedic boot until three days ago, when the doctor approved her for a long-haul flight.
Sinead ambled away from Gatwick North Terminal�s security zone and into its duty-free area. Browsing through the selection of malt whiskies, she chose a bottle of twelve-year-old scotch that looked like the kind of thing John would drink. Then she found a couple of huge Toblerone bars for the boys and a rhubarb-and-vanilla-infused gin for Abby.
At the till, the cashier asked for her boarding pass and checked it before he began scanning the shopping. If he did recognise the face and name, he gave no acknowledgement.
�Singapore � lovely. Are you going for a holiday?�
�Just two nights. It�s a stopover, on the way to Auckland.�
�Very nice. I�ve always wanted to go to New Zealand. It�s so far away, though, isn�t it?�
Reluctant to engage in any more small talk, Sinead nodded and smiled. She took her debit card from her purse and waited for the man to finalise the total cost before inserting it into the card reader.
With over an hour to kill before the scheduled boarding time, Sinead bought a coffee and a blueberry muffin, found an empty place at one of the long rows of black cushioned seats, sat down and checked her phone for messages. There were two. The first was from Dylan: Have an amazing time in Hobbit Land. Make sure you send us a postcard. D x. Sinead fired off a quick reply, keeping the tone light and friendly. When they had eventually met up again there had been some initial awkwardness, but both agreed that nothing was going to happen between them. Not because of Miles�s sabotage, but because Sinead wasn�t in the right headspace to get involved with anyone.
Of course, he�d repeatedly apologised for believing Miles�s lies about her, but Sinead pointed out that his gullibility had probably saved his life. She told him he didn�t owe her anything, but nevertheless Dylan had given some much-needed platonic support during the media frenzy which had followed her ordeal that final night in the bungalow. She would always be grateful to him for that.
The second text was from Magz: Stay in touch mate and just holler if you need anything. Miss you.
One of the strangest things to happen in the aftermath was Magz getting back in touch. The other two had kept their distance. Joel had called her once, but Sinead had immediately hung up on him. Magz reaching out was definitely a big surprise, though. She told Sinead she felt bad for the way she�d treated her, saying it was nothing personal, and blaming it on the drugs. They both knew that wasn�t entirely true, but it was as close to an apology as Magz could get and Sinead appreciated the gesture. They had met for coffee a couple of times. Magz confessed it freaked her out thinking she might have been home when Miles came to the house and planted the knickers. The whole business had disturbed Magz so badly she�d actually given up taking Class As � at least for the time being.
Magz also mentioned how Heidi had liked to bitch about Sinead behind her back, stirring up trouble between her and Imogen. Magz said she tried to stay out of it, but had ended up taking the path of least resistance. Despite everything that had happened, somehow it was still shocking that her best mate turned out to be a total back-stabbing bitch. Sinead accepted she�d never hear from either Heidi or Imogen again, and came to the conclusion that it was for the best. Miles had been right about one thing: Sinead had outgrown her friends. Sinead looked at Magz�s message and couldn�t think of what to write. She fired off a smiley emoji and left it at that.
As she finished her coffee, Sinead caught a young guy looking at her. He quickly looked down at his phone. Did he recognise her from that article in the Guardian, or was he checking her out because he fancied her? Looks from strangers had increased dramatically over the past weeks, and Sinead had grown tired of her unwanted fame. Her photo, downloaded from Facebook before she had a chance to change her privacy settings, had appeared in the papers, the internet and on the television many times since the story broke, but being recognised for killing a serial murderer was attention she could do without. Returning to her old job was never going to be an option once people recognised her face. The irony wasn�t lost on her that the watcher had become the watched.
Mostly, she�d kept herself hidden away in the room the council had found for her in a bed-and-breakfast place, living off money her dad had transferred to her. Four newspapers and two TV news channels had tried to get an interview with her, but, despite being broke, Sinead had rebuffed them all. Getting caught up in a media circus held no interest for her. The only goal that made any sense was to put it all behind her and move on.
She�d tried attending some sessions with a therapist, but soon realised that talking about what had happened didn�t change a thing. It made no difference to how she felt. By defending both Gwen and herself, she�d had no choice that night: kill or be killed � that�s all there was to it. Her actions ended a man�s life, and yet once the shock wore off, there was no guilt, no regret, no shame. In fact, in that decisive moment when she�d attacked Miles, Sinead had never felt more certain about anything. There hadn�t been a moment�s doubt. It was the right thing to do, the only thing. She was acting on a primal instinct to survive at any cost. And besides, he had wanted her to kill for him. He had groomed her, controlled her, and then he�d tried coercing her to murder. But Miles had made one fatal error: the choice of victim wasn�t his to decide.
Miles Brampton. The papers had disclosed a smattering of information since his death, but the man was still a mystery. What the authorities knew for sure was that he was suspected of having committed seven murders, and likely to have committed many more, dating back over a period of almost twenty years. There were several cold cases for the detectives to look at. He had worked as a hotel receptionist and as a postman for a while, but mainly earned his living as an examinations invigilator. Travelling around the country to work at various exam halls and choose his victims had been his modus operandi. There was some speculation that he had actually ceased killing for a few years. And he�d been married to a seventy-year-old woman who had been his supervisor, but who now resided in a care home and was unable to provide the police with any meaningful information on account of her dementia.
DNA from Elliot Sheeny and Vincent Mulligan, the missing student, had been found in Miles�s car and a lock-up garage; the only two items of property that he actually owned. A detective told Sinead that he may have killed Elliot the very same day she first came to see the bungalow; there was some circumstantial evidence suggesting Elliot had been alive the evening before, but there had been no trace of him after that date.
Sinead had given five interviews to various police officers, and had told them everything she could remember about the man who had posed as her landlord. Each time she�d been asked if she�d suspected that something wasn�t right about him. Yeah, of course, she�d replied. But then something hadn�t been right about her either. She�d been teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown for months. Had he threatened her, assaulted her, hurt her in any way at all? She told the truth: right up until the last two nights of his life, he�d been the perfect gentleman.
Now that her leg had healed and the police had confirmed she wouldn�t be facing any manslaughter charges � Gwen�s statement had put paid to that insane notion � the time had come to leave the country. She needed to start again, on the other side of the world where no one knew her. Perhaps she would even change her name.
The young guy gave Sinead the eye again, and this time he just stared creepily. Then he stood up and began walking towards her. Sinead grabbed her backpack and duty-free bag, and took off in the opposite direction. It felt good to walk away in a hurry after all those weeks in the cast.
Up ahead, a mother was ushering two small hyperactive children towards the toilets. Sinead realised she hadn�t said goodbye to Gwen. She hadn�t seen Gwen since she�d been taken away in the ambulance. The last image she had of her was through the back windows, sitting propped up, blanket across her shoulders and breathing through an oxygen mask. The poor woman had gone through hell, and was so shocked she couldn�t speak that night. She had emailed Sinead a fortnight later to thank her for saving her life, explaining how she couldn�t face meeting her in person as it was too soon; she wasn�t ready to talk about it, to relive the events of that terrible day. She was also grieving for the real Elliot, the friend that she�d lost.
Sinead wandered into a Sunglass Hut and tried on a pair of metallic-blue-rim shades. She checked them out in the mirror by the rack and decided they were too big for her face. Selecting another pair, she put them on and became aware of the two shop assistants behind the sales desk, young girls in their late teens. They were staring at her and whispering to each other. One of them pulled out a phone and held it up, pretending she was texting while the camera lens pointed at Sinead. The other girl said, �Excuse me � are you Sinead Woods?� Sinead placed the sunglasses on the rack and left the shop.
The departures board displayed the Qatar Airways flight to Singapore, leaving from Gate 23 in forty minutes. Sinead looked around the bustling departures lounge and wondered when she would be back in the UK. Maybe next month, maybe next year. Maybe never. All she knew for sure was she�d been given a second chance and she was grabbing it with both hands. She looked for the sign to Gate 23 and proceeded along the crowded walkway, glad to be on two feet again.
Glad to be alive again.

The end
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