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Prologue











Burglars!

Switching the desk lamp off, he eyed the bottom of the door, waiting for the reception light to go on, which would have told him that it was someone with authority to be there. It stayed dark.

Shaking now, he reached for the heavy Blue John paperweight and edged his way out from behind the desk. Using the faint glow of the street lamp leaking in through the slatted blind to guide him to the door, he pressed his ear to the wood.

A minute passed, then two... Hearing nothing after three full minutes, he dared to peer out through the small glass panel. He could just about make everything out in the muted light coming through the smoked-glass street doors – couches, coffee machine, reception desk...

There was nobody out there. He must have imagined it.

Exhaling loudly, he flipped the overhead light on and glanced at his watch. It was almost three a.m. No wonder he was so spooked.

Time had a way of running away with him when he got stuck into something – but boy was he glad he’d got stuck into this. It had been incredibly revealing. The shit was really going to hit the fan come the morning.

Yawning, he shivered and rubbed at his arms. He should go home and get his head down. Knowing who he was up against, he needed a crystal-clear head to tackle this.

Putting the Blue John back, he locked the paperwork he’d been working on away in his briefcase. Pulling his jacket on, he took one last look around, then opened his door.

Still nervous despite knowing that there was nobody out there, he snaked an arm out to flip the reception light on, locked his office, set the alarm, and let himself out of the building.

Market Street was deserted but for a lazy breeze rifling through the litter bins and scattering loose food-cartons around the walkway. After the bustle of daytime, it felt eerie and abandoned, and the strange orangey glow of the lamps made it look other-worldly. Locking up, he hurried around to the car port at the rear of the block.

Acutely aware of the sound of his own footsteps, he felt the fear prickling the hairs on his neck when he heard a second, slightly out of sync set.

It’s just an echo, he told himself, quickening his pace. And that shadow he’d just seen from the corner of his eye was only that – a shadow: a nothing piece of missing light.

Reaching the car, he fumbled to get the key out of his pocket, cursing himself for not having it ready in his hand.

Damn! He was all fingers and thumbs.

The shadow took solid form. Feeling the breath on his neck, he dropped the key and turned around, wide-eyed with fear.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he gasped when he saw who it was.

Pressing himself back against the car when the hooded shadow reached for his briefcase, he shook his head and gripped the case tighter.

‘Give me the fucking bag!’ the shadow snarled.

‘There’s no p-point,’ he stuttered. ‘I know everything. This is the end of the line.’

‘For you, maybe,’ the shadow hissed, pulling a knife out of nowhere.

‘Don’t be stupid...’ His voice was shaking as much as his body now as the blade glinted in the dark. ‘Put it away. That won’t solve anything... No!... Noooo...’


PART ONE


1

Davy Boyle skidded his bike to a halt beside the fence and stuck his nose through the chain links. It was gone five and the afternoon sun was dipping behind the spindly trees, making the wreck look bleaker than ever as the wind snuffled through the sparse brown undergrowth. Spotting his sister Vicky’s gang messing about on a home-made raft on the cut down by the croft, he stuck two dirty fingers in his mouth and gave a shrill whistle.

‘Maria!’ he yelled when heads turned his way, his voice high and thin on the chill air. ‘You’d best come. The pigs is knocking on at yours.’

‘Pigs?’ Maria Price repeated with alarm. Jumping off the raft she scrambled up the slippery mud bank. ‘What do they want?’

Squinting up at her from her tyre throne in the middle of the raft, Vicky gave her a sly grin. ‘What you been up to, you sneaky cow? Been on the rob without us again, have you?’

‘As if!’ Maria tutted, wiping her wet hands on her jeans, adding to the dirt already streaking them. Her mum was going to have a fit when she saw them. Please God don’t let her be in trouble with the coppers as well. She’d get a proper roasting.

‘Wait on,’ Vicky said when Maria turned to go. ‘I’ll come with you. Later, you lot.’ Jumping across to the bank, she linked her arm through Maria’s and they ran across the field to where Davy was waiting by the fence.

‘Hurry up,’ she moaned when Maria went over ahead of her. ‘I need a piss.’

‘Go behind that bush,’ Davy said, pointing to an anorexic pile of twigs.

‘Behave!’ Vicky snorted. ‘You think I want everyone seeing me arse? I’ll wait till we get to Maria’s.’

‘What’s up with yours?’ Maria asked, dropping down to the pavement with a thud. Her mum wasn’t overly fond of Vicky, and wouldn’t like her using their loo when her own was just one floor down.

‘There’s nowt wrong with it,’ Vicky said, climbing over and jumping down beside her. ‘But me mam’ll be at the pub by now.’

‘So? You’ve got a key, haven’t you?’

Snatching the cigarette that Davy had just sparked up, Maria took a drag and blew the smoke in his face. She grinned when he grimaced, making out as though he didn’t like it. He adored her, and she got a buzz out of teasing him. But nothing was ever going to come of it. He was nine – she was eleven. It wasn’t decent.

‘Duh!’ Vicky sneered, looking at her like she was thick. ‘Knob-head Brian will be in on his tod.’

Passing the fag to her, Maria frowned. ‘I thought you was gonna tell on him?’

‘I tried, but she never listens, so what’s the point?’

‘She’s your mum, she’s got to listen.’

‘Yeah, and he’s her live-in shag, so whose side do you reckon she’d take?’ Taking two aggressive puffs on the cigarette, Vicky handed it back to Davy, muttering, ‘The sun shines so far out of his arse I’m surprised the stupid bitch ain’t got an all-over tan!’

Maria would have laughed if they’d been talking about anybody else, but her best friend was suffering and she didn’t find that remotely funny.

‘I reckon you should try again,’ she said firmly. ‘She’d have to kick him out if she knew what he was up to.’

Vicky and Davy gave a simultaneous snort.

‘Would she fuck,’ Davy scoffed. ‘She’d just kick the shit out of our kid then go and get pissed again.’

‘Yeah, and I’d really cop for it off Brian,’ Vicky added. ‘Only he’d be twice as bad ’cos I’d grassed him.’

Hawking up loudly, Davy spat at the fence. ‘I’m gonna do for him one of these days,’ he muttered darkly as the phlegm slithered slowly down the links. ‘You watch.’

Exchanging an amused glance, Vicky and Maria laughed.

‘Yeah, whatever!’ Vicky said, ruffling his dirty brown hair with rough affection. He was so small and cute, but if anyone tried to hurt her, he flipped out good-style. Which would have been great, if it didn’t always end with him getting his head kicked in. ‘Anyhow, come on,’ she said, linking her arm through Maria’s again. ‘I’m gonna wet myself in a minute.’

Maria was quiet as they headed back to the estate. She felt really sorry for Vicky sometimes. Fancy not wanting to go home to use your own toilet in case your mum’s lecherous boyfriend ambushed you. And it wouldn’t be so bad if he was even nice, but he wasn’t – he was fat and ugly, and he reeked of BO. But for some strange reason, Vicky’s mum wouldn’t hear a word against him, preferring to kick holes out of her own kids than admit what a filthy loser she’d shacked up with.

Maria thanked God her mum was nothing like that. Maria couldn’t remember her ever having a boyfriend, never mind a dirty one. If she ever went out it was usually to the bingo with her mates from work, but she was always back by eleven, and never drunk. And if she did meet men, she didn’t inflict them on Maria.

Pedalling furiously as they neared the estate, Davy rode ahead to Brook House. Circling back a few seconds later, he said, ‘They’re still there, Maria, but your mum ain’t letting ’em in so they’re just hanging about outside.’

Maria frowned. They must have been there for a while already, given how long it had taken for Davy to see them, ride to the wreck to fetch her, and come back again. They should have sussed that no one was in by now, so why hadn’t they gone?

‘What do you reckon they’re after?’ Vicky asked.

‘No idea.’ Shrugging, Maria pulled her arm free and ran around the corner. Shielding her eyes against the late-afternoon sun, she peered up to the fifth floor. Two uniformed police officers were standing at her door, one male, one female. There was another woman with them, wearing a smart black jacket and clutching a thick briefcase.

Catching up, Vicky hooked a lock of lank hair behind her ear and frowned. ‘God, they look serious. They’re like them what come for Uncle Franny that time, aren’t they, Davy?’

‘When he stabbed that bloke and hid under me bed,’ Davy affirmed, nodding sagely. ‘You should have seen them when they nicked him, Maria – they was proper rough. Dragged him down the stairs by his hair, then snapped his arm in half shoving it up his back.’

‘Shut up,’ Maria hissed, her worried gaze darting back up to the coppers when she heard a fresh burst of knocking.

‘They don’t look like they’re gonna give up any time soon,’ Vicky said. ‘Best go and see what’s up, eh?’

Feeling sick, Maria nodded. ‘Yeah, all right, but come with me – and don’t leave me on me own.’

‘I won’t,’ Vicky assured her – praying that whatever it was it wouldn’t take too long, because she really needed the loo.

Following the girls, Davy hooked his bike over his shoulder as they set off up the stairs. ‘Wonder why your mam hasn’t answered?’ he said thoughtfully. ‘You don’t reckon she’s robbed a bank and gone on the run, or something, do you?’

‘Why are you always saying menky stuff like that?’ Maria snapped, tossing a warning glare back over her shoulder. ‘She’ll still be at work, you dickhead.’

‘Sorry. I was only saying.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t!’

When they reached the fifth floor, Vicky groaned when she saw who the officers were.

‘God, it’s them who nicked me mam when she kicked off in the pub the other night,’ she muttered. ‘She’s all right, but he’s a git.’

‘Should I leg it?’ Maria asked fearfully.

‘Probably, yeah.’ Vicky shoved her backwards towards the stairs. ‘We’ll go to mine and keep an eye out till they’ve gone.’

It was too late. PC Aiken had already spotted them.

‘Just a minute, kids...’ he called, too loud for them to pretend they hadn’t heard. ‘Any of you know the girl who lives here – Maria Price?’

Stepping protectively in front of Maria, Davy swung the bike down onto the landing with a thud. ‘Who wants to know?’ he demanded cockily.

‘Pack it in, you little mong!’ Vicky hissed, giving him a sharp dig in the ribs with her elbow.

‘I’m Maria,’ Maria admitted, clutching at Vicky’s arm as she approached the adults. Now she knew that they were definitely looking for her, she was petrified. ‘I haven’t done nothing wrong, though.’

‘Don’t worry, Maria.’ The woman with the briefcase smiled a little too brightly. ‘My name’s Tanith; I’m from social services. Do you have a key so we can go inside for a little chat?’

Maria didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her mouth was too dry, and the clammy hand of dread was gripping her by the throat.

‘Your key’s in your pocket,’ Vicky prompted, nudging her. Then, turning to the policewoman, she said, ‘Her mam must still be at work. D’y’ want me to run and fetch her?’

‘No, I’ll go,’ Davy offered. ‘I’ll be quicker on me bike.’

‘You wouldn’t know who to ask for,’ Vicky said.

‘Yeah, I would,’ he argued. ‘Maria’s mam.’

‘You wouldn’t get past the gate.’

‘Wanna bet?’

‘Thanks, kids, but there’s no need for either of you to go,’ WPC Lennox said, ending the debate. ‘Just get off and leave it to us, eh?’

‘I can’t go nowhere,’ Vicky blurted out, remembering her promise. ‘I’m stopping at hers tonight – aren’t I, Maria?’

Maria nodded mutely.

‘No, you’re not,’ Aiken grunted, his voice brooking no argument as he stepped between the girls and began to herd Vicky away. ‘You’ll have to find yourself somewhere else to go. You too, son,’ he added, placing a firm hand on Davy’s back.

‘Get off me,’ Davy spat, struggling to keep a hold on his precious bike while trying to squirm out of reach. ‘I’ll have you for harassment.’

‘Zip it up, gobshite,’ Aiken drawled, propelling him along the landing.

‘But you don’t understand,’ Vicky protested, craning her neck to look past him to see if Maria was all right. ‘We can’t go home. Our mam’s in hospital. We’ve got no key.’

‘I’m sure you’ll manage,’ Aiken replied unsympathetically, not believing a word of it.

‘Pig!’ Davy muttered, shooting him a poisonous look. ‘You can’t make us go.’

Losing patience, Aiken seized him by the grimy neck of his T-shirt. ‘Carry on like that,’ he snarled, lowering his face, ‘and you’ll be getting yourself locked up for the night, never mind locked out.’

‘Leave him alone!’ Vicky yelled, grabbing Davy’s arm and trying to yank him free. ‘I’ll report you to Child Line, you big bastard!’

‘And you’ll be going with him if you’re not careful,’ Aiken warned her. ‘Now, hop it, the pair of you!’ Letting go of Davy, he wiped his hands on his trousers as if he’d touched something nasty. ‘Go on! Piss off before I change me mind.’

Knowing they’d get nowhere but into trouble, Vicky said, ‘All right, we’re going.’ Taking one last look back at Maria, she gave Davy a shove. ‘Come on, you. We’ll come back later when this lot’s pissed off.’ Tossing a defiant glare at Aiken, she stalked away with her nose in the air.

Folding his arms, Aiken stood with his feet apart, watching until they disappeared down the stairs. They amused him, these little estate rats. Being dragged up in squalor made them tough, and you had to admire their fierce sense of loyalty, but you had to show them who was boss from the get-go or they’d walk all over you.

Back down the landing, Maria’s hands were trembling wildly as she slotted her key into the lock. Almost falling over the step, she led the women inside.

Lennox’s radio began to crackle. Moving out of earshot, she spoke quietly into it and listened to the muffled reply. Turning back after a moment, she said, ‘Why don’t you show Ms Ryan into the lounge, Maria? Through there, is it?’ She gestured towards an inner door.

Gazing back at her wide-eyed, Maria nodded.

Giving a questioning jerk of her chin, Tanith’s heart sank when the policewoman raised her eyebrows grimly in reply, telling her exactly what she hadn’t wanted to hear.

‘Come on, lovey,’ she said, opening the door and ushering Maria through the small hallway. ‘Let’s go and make ourselves comfortable while we’re waiting, eh?’

Sitting beside Maria on the settee, Tanith was surprised by how clean and cosy everything looked. She’d expected dirt and mess, but this was a real home, with all the loving touches that showed somebody really cared about the place; little things like cushions, plants and ornaments, which most civilised people took for granted, but which were almost unheard of in some of the disgusting hovels she’d had the misfortune to visit on this estate.

Numerous photographs of Maria at various ages graced the walls, and there was a portrait of both her and her mother on a shelf above the fire; heads touching, faces wreathed in happy smiles. Saddened by the obvious affection in their eyes, Tanith folded her hands tightly in her lap. This was never easy, but it was so much harder where love existed. She wished the officers would hurry up so they could get things moving. The sooner this was dealt with, the better for all concerned.

Watching Tanith out of the corner of her eye, Maria chewed on her lip and fiddled with her fingers as she waited for the axe to fall. She’d been racking her brain but, apart from wagging it, she couldn’t think of anything she might have done that was bad enough to get arrested for.

Apart from throwing that brick through Mrs Felix’s window the other week.

Shit!

That had been an accident, though, and Mrs Felix had promised not to grass on her. She could have changed her mind, but Maria doubted it. Not after she’d apologised and taken Mrs Felix’s piss-stinking clothes to the wash-house to make up for it.

Other than that, she genuinely didn’t think she’d done anything wrong lately. But she’d find out soon enough. And whatever it was, it had to be pretty bad, because this felt way heavier than the time when she’d been nabbed for shoplifting. She’d only got a warning from the coppers who brought her home that time, but this felt a thousand times worse. Her mum was going to kill her.

After a while, Aiken came in and sat awkwardly down on a chair across from the couch. Resting his elbows on his knees, he clasped his hands together and stared down at the recently vacuumed carpet. He hated shouts like this involving kids. They always cried and expected someone to hug them, but sympathy didn’t come naturally to him. Sure, he felt for them, but it didn’t show on his face, and the comforting words sounded false on his lips. No, he was quite happy to let his partner and the social worker deal with it – as long as they didn’t drag it out. He had a darts match at The George tonight, and he didn’t want to miss it.

Lennox came in then and exchanged a hooded glance with Tanith before sitting down on the other side of Maria.

‘Maria,’ she said, her voice soft and low. ‘We need to talk to you about something really important. But before I start, I want you to know that you needn’t be scared, because you’re not in any trouble... Okay?’

Scared more by the insistence that she shouldn’t be, Maria felt the room closing in on her. They were being too nice, and it just didn’t feel right.

‘I want my mum,’ she croaked, her voice just a whisper as her throat constricted with dread. ‘Can you get my mum, please? She’ll be scared if you take me away while she’s out. I don’t even know what I’ve done.’

‘You haven’t done anything,’ Lennox assured her quietly. ‘That’s not why we’re here, sweetheart.’ Sitting forward, she reached for one of Maria’s hands and patted it reassuringly. Like Rob Aiken, she, too, hated these shouts. It was absolutely the worst part of the job that she otherwise loved. At times like this, she wished she were a waitress or a meter-maid – anything but the person about to destroy a child’s life. ‘There’s been an accident,’ she said at last. ‘Your mum—’

‘What about her?’ Maria’s head jerked back, her eyes wide with fear. ‘What kind of accident? What’s happened?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Lennox went on gently, ‘but she was hit by a car when she left work today. She was taken to the infirmary, but I’m afraid she didn’t make it.’

‘No!’ Maria gasped, wrenching her hands free as if they’d been burned. ‘No, you’re wrong!’

‘I wish I was,’ Lennox sighed. ‘But that call I got just now, that was the station, confirming that she’s been positively identified by two of her workmates.’

‘They’re lying,’ Maria spluttered, refusing to believe it. ‘It wasn’t her – I know it wasn’t.’

‘It was, my love.’ Lennox’s brow was deeply furrowed with pity. ‘She had benefit books in her bag, with her name and national insurance number on them. She also had her works’ photo-security card pinned to her jacket. And, apart from the two who did it officially, all of her workmates who were coming out at the same time said it was her. There’s absolutely no doubt.’

‘This is where I come in,’ Tanith interjected softly. ‘It’s my job to find a place for you to stay – preferably with family.’ Taking a notepad from her briefcase, she flipped it open and took a pen out of her pocket. ‘Now, we’ve been told that Dad doesn’t live with you, but I need to know if you have a contact number for him?’ She looked at Maria expectantly. ‘His work number will do, but a mobile would be better.’

‘I haven’t got a dad.’ Maria heard the voice, but it didn’t sound like her own. It sounded alien, disembodied, as if it was coming from the corner of the ceiling, drifting further and further away. ‘Never had one. He’s dead.’

‘Grandparents, then?’ Tanith probed gently. The last thing this child needed was to be placed with strangers. At a time like this, she needed the love and comfort of people who had rejoiced at her birth. ‘Aunts or uncles?’

‘No.’ Maria shook her head as the tears fell over her lower lashes like bright diamond chips and tumbled down her cheeks. ‘There’s only me and Mum. I want my muuum...’

‘There must be somebody?’ Tanith persisted. ‘Come on, Maria, think... I know it’s hard, but this is really important.’

When Maria shook her head again, Tanith gave a small helpless shrug. This was the last thing she wanted to do, but she had no choice. Getting up she walked to the door and, taking a mobile phone from her pocket, tapped in a number.

Motioning to Lennox while she waited for an answer, she said, ‘Could you help her get some things together, please?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Lennox agreed, getting up and joining her at the door. ‘What’s happening?’

‘I’m arranging an emergency placement at one of the units for tonight,’ Tanith told her quietly. ‘I’ll see if I can locate any family when she’s settled, but we need to get her out of here before it hits home. I’ve got a feeling she’s going to take it very badly.’

Maria didn’t hear any of this. Nor did she hear a word Lennox said as she allowed the kindly policewoman to lead her to her bedroom to pack a small bag. Numbed by grief and shock, she retreated into a cocoon of silence – and stayed there long after they had bundled her into the back of the police car and driven her far away from the only home she had ever known.


PART TWO


2

It was freezing in the flat. Huddled beneath the quilt, Maria watched as the weak morning sunrays danced off the spirals and iridescent baubles of the sea-horse mobile dangling down from the curtain rail. It was a birthday present from Beth. She’d brought it round last night and forced Maria to open it there and then – too impatient to wait until it was official.

Leanne and Sharon’s presents were still sitting wrapped on the table. They had insisted that she did wait, even though she already knew what they had bought her: Louvre Letters, from Leanne – a book of prints from the gallery; and the D & G scarf they had found in the pocket of a jacket at the local Oxfam shop from Sharon. Not much to mark the passage into true adulthood, but it was more than enough for Maria.

Hearing the morning post dropping onto the lino in the hall below, she reached for her dressing gown and shivered her way down the stairs. It was supposed to be an Indian summer, but this was definitely early winter. The thin sheen of ice that coated the inside of the windows for half the year was already evident. But there was no point moaning; the landlord refused to replace the windows or update the heating.

‘It’s a listed building,’ he chanted whenever anyone complained about the lack of central heating or double glazing. ‘I’m not allowed to modernise.’

That was bollocks, because Maria had gone to the town hall and checked the records, and it wasn’t listed at all. But there was no reasoning with a dickhead like Ken Greenbridge. If you argued, he told you to put up and shut up – or pack up and piss off. And, bad as it was, the place was still the cheapest and best of the slums-by-the-sea. So she stayed put, using the extra money she’d have to pay to live somewhere nicer to save for the trip to Australia that she and the girls had been planning since leaving uni. Their last girly holiday before they settled into their proper lives: full-time jobs; marriage; mortgages; babies.

That was what the girls were aspiring towards, anyway. Maria would be happy just to have a full-time job, but they were few and far between in this dead little backwater. She was job-sharing with Beth, teaching art at the local primary school at the moment, but half a job meant half the pay, and while that was fine for Beth who was still living at home, Maria was having a harder time of it. But there weren’t too many opportunities for art graduates here, so, unless she fancied trying her hand at one of the new lap-dancing clubs in one of the tourist Bays, she was stuck on the work-to-survive hamster wheel – living in squalor and saving her butt off.

Tiptoeing across the freezing lino, Maria scooped up the mail. Flipping through it, she took her own and dumped the rest on the ledge. She had three cards, and two letters.

Back in her room, she opened the first card. It was from Ian, a lad she’d dated briefly in her first year at uni. They’d split when he moved to Wales, but he never forgot to send birthday or Christmas cards. Which was kind of sweet, considering she’d been pretty cold about the break-up.

The second was a hand-painted fairy from a girl called Sam who had stayed on to specialise in fine art after the rest of them graduated. The card was so gorgeous that Maria thought she would frame it and keep it, on the off chance that it might be worth something one day.

The last card was a jokey one from Beth, with a lovely silver wrist chain sellotaped to the inside, alongside the words: ‘Thought you said I couldn’t surprise you?’

Peeling the chain off, Maria looped it around her wrist and held it up at the window to admire it. It was so delicate – and so typical of Beth: always making that extra bit of effort, because she knew that no one else would.

Standing the cards alongside the others on the mantelpiece, she smiled. Seven – her lucky number.

Washed and dressed, she opened the letters, groaning when she saw that the first was an electricity bill. Bang went the lucky theory. Apart from the holiday money, which she had vowed not to touch, she had just about enough in the bank for this month’s rent and the minimum payment on her credit-card bill, and her wages weren’t due for another two weeks. Great!

She almost binned the second letter, sure that it would be another bill. But then she figured that she’d rather know if the bailiffs were planning on booting the door in. Not that they’d get much. She doubted whether even the tramp who lived in the arcade doorway near the Den would want her ancient Sanyo portable, and the kettle was a death trap in training. The furniture was the landlord’s, so they were welcome to that. But, apart from her clothes, she didn’t actually own much else.

That was the legacy of growing up in the so-called care system. Someone invariably stole whatever you had, so you learned not to get too attached to anything. And you kept everything to a minimum so it was easy to pack when you were being shunted from home to home, and easy to replace if – when – it went walkabout.

Opening the second envelope with a resigned sigh, she frowned when she saw the letterhead: Wilkins, Grayson & Cobb Solicitors. 326 Market Street. Manchester. Why on Earth would a solicitor be contacting her?

Oh, God, she hoped it wasn’t the catalogue!

She hadn’t meant to stop paying for those boots, but they’d been so unreasonable when she missed a couple of instalments, demanding the whole lot in one go even though she told them she didn’t have it, that she’d stopped opening their letters. And then she’d forgotten all about it.

There was a tap on the door, then Beth’s grinning face appeared around it, singing, ‘Happy birthday to you! Did you get it?’ she asked then.

‘Er, yeah... thanks.’ Still frowning, Maria waved her to come in.

‘What’s up with your miserable face?’ Beth asked, unwrapping the scarf from around her neck and draping it over the back of the couch. ‘Oh, you didn’t snap the chain, did you?’

‘Course not,’ Maria said, holding her arm up so that Beth could see that it was fine. ‘I love it.’

‘Knew you would.’ Leaning over the back of the couch, Beth kissed her on the cheek. ‘So, what is up?’ she asked, dumping her coat on top of the scarf and taking three steps back into the square-foot space that the landlord laughingly called a kitchen.

‘This.’ Maria flapped the letter. ‘It’s from a solicitor.’

‘Saying?’ Beth switched the kettle on and swilled two cups out under the tap.

‘Don’t know, I haven’t read it yet. I was just about to when you came.’

Snorting softly, Beth shook her head as she spooned coffee into the cups. ‘You haven’t even read it, but you’ve already convinced yourself it’s bad news, haven’t you? You need to sort that pessimistic streak of yours out before it eats you alive, girl. You could have won some big competition, for all you know.’

‘Yeah, right. Like I can afford to enter competitions.’

‘Give it here – and get that look off your face before I slap you,’ Beth said bossily. Striding across, she snatched the letter and pulled Maria to her feet. ‘You finish the brews, and I’ll read this. No sugar for me, though – I’m on a diet. Right, let’s see what’s going on...

‘“Dear Miss Price,”’ she read aloud, ‘“I am contacting you on the occasion of your 21st birthday as per the instructions of our client, Miss Elsie Leonora Davidson. As the only surviving relative of said client – now deceased – it is my pleasure to inform you that you are the sole beneficiary of the estate as detailed in the...”’ Reading the rest to herself, she glanced up excitedly. ‘God, Maria! You’ve inherited a house!’

Maria had a confused frown on her brow. ‘What do they mean – only surviving relative? I’ve never even heard of her.’

‘Who cares?’ Beth grinned. ‘She’s left you a house, and some money. You might be rich.’

Maria thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. ‘They must have got the wrong person. I haven’t got any relatives. It was only ever me and my mum.’

‘Well, apparently, there was someone else,’ Beth said, rereading the letter. ‘It’s definitely your name and address, and it is your birthday. How would they have known that if it wasn’t you?’

‘I don’t know.’ Maria shrugged. ‘From the electoral register, or something. It’s too easy to get people’s personal details these days.’

‘Well, they want you to get in touch to set up an appointment,’ Beth said, handing the letter back to her when she brought the coffees over. ‘Ring them and find out what’s going on.’

‘No way.’ Maria dropped the letter on the couch between them as if it was on fire. ‘I think it’s the catalogue after me over those boots. They’re just trying to lure me into a false sense of security by making me think I’m coming into money. But they’re blagging the wrong person, because I haven’t got any relatives.’

‘Don’t talk such utter rubbish,’ Beth scoffed. ‘They’ll have given up on them ages ago.’ Sipping her coffee, she grimaced. ‘God, that’s horrible without sugar. How long is it since you last heard from them?’

‘About a year.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Yeah, but they won’t just let it go, will they?’ Maria reached for her cigarettes.

‘Maybe not,’ Beth conceded. ‘But they wouldn’t go to these lengths for – what? Thirty quid? Getting a solicitor to write a letter would cost them more than that. Nah. This is nothing to do with them, I guarantee it. Just give them a ring. What have you got to lose?’

‘You do it if you’re so sure,’ Maria said, almost convinced but still wary.

‘Take your cig over there and I’ll think about it,’ Beth said, wafting the smoke away with her hand. ‘You know I’m trying to give up.’

‘Sorry.’ Getting up, Maria went to sit by the window. ‘It’s hard to remember what you’re giving up. If it’s not cigs, it’s chocolate. Or you’re going veggie, or something.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m back on meat at the moment,’ Beth said, reaching for Maria’s phone and tapping in the solicitor’s number. ‘And if that coffee’s anything to go by, I’ll be back on sugar before the day’s out, too. Shush now... it’s ringing.’

‘Don’t stay on too long,’ Maria whispered hurriedly, conscious of not running up yet more bills. ‘And don’t forget to say you’re me or they might not tell you anything.’

‘Oh, hello, yes...’ Beth said, waving her to be quiet. ‘My name’s Maria Price. I got a letter from you this morning asking me to ring a –’ she ran a finger down the letter, ‘– Nigel Grayson. Yes, I’ll hold.’

‘You should have told them to ring back,’ Maria hissed.

‘Oh, so you want me to give them your number, do you?’ Beth asked, covering the mouthpiece. ‘What if it is the catalogue?’ Flapping her hand just as Maria was about to reply, she said, ‘Mr Grayson? Hi, yes, my name’s Maria Price. I got your letter this morning. Something about an inheritance... ?’

Listening to whatever was being said, Beth made mmmm hmmm noises for several minutes, then said, ‘Could you just give me a minute, please?’ Covering the mouthpiece again, she whispered, ‘This sounds genuine, Maria. But he reckons you need to go to the office because there’s too much information to tell you over the phone, and a ton of paperwork. What should I tell him?’

‘I don’t know.’ Maria shrugged. ‘I still don’t think I’m the right person.’

‘Well, someone obviously thinks you are,’ Beth hissed impatiently. ‘And if they want to give you a house, does it matter if they’ve made a mistake? Just go and talk to the man.’

‘But it’s in Manchester,’ Maria moaned.

‘Oh, shut up!’ Beth scolded dismissively. ‘I’ll come with you if you’re scared. We’ll book ourselves into a hotel and go shopping. It’ll be great.’

‘With what? I’m broke.’

‘Not for long, by the sound of this,’ Beth said, grinning now. ‘Come on. Let me tell him you’ll go. You can dip into your holiday money.’

‘No way.’ Maria shook her head adamantly. ‘If it turns out not to be me, I’ll be buggered. The girls would never forgive me.’

‘Well, I’ll lend it to you, then,’ Beth said impatiently. ‘You can pay me back when you’re rich.’

‘And what if it’s not me?’ Maria said again, feeling desperate now.

‘We’ll sort something out.’ Beth flapped her hand. ‘Can I tell him yes, or what? Come on, girl – take a chance for once in your boring life!’

Taking a deep breath, Maria nodded. ‘Okay. Go on, then. But if I end up in the shit, I’ll blame you.’

Making an appointment for one week’s time, Beth hung up with a whoop of jubilation.

‘Sorted! All you need is your passport for ID, and he’ll do the rest. Oh, crap!’ she said then. ‘I should have asked him about hotels. Oh, sod it, you must remember some. Make sure you pick a good one, though, ’cos I’m not staying in a B&B.’

‘I don’t remember anything,’ Maria said, stubbing the cigarette out and coming back to the couch. ‘Oh, hang on,’ she said then. ‘There was one called the Britannia. Me and my mates used to hang about outside in the summer holidays, winding the fat doorman up. We thought everything must have been made of solid gold inside, ’cos we used to see all these women in furs and diamonds going in, and men smoking big fat cigars.’ Sighing wistfully, she smiled. ‘I’d love to go there, but I bet it’s way too expensive.’

‘Only one way to find out,’ Beth said, tapping the Directory Enquiries number into the phone.

‘What are you doing?’ Maria yelped, making a grab for it. ‘I can’t afford it!’

‘I’ve already told you I’ll lend you the money,’ Beth said, holding her at bay. ‘You can pay me back when you’ve claimed that – Oh, hello... Manchester, please... The Britannia hotel.’

Tapping the number in when she had it, she said, ‘I’d like to book a room, please. Single, in the name of Price...’

‘Single?’ Maria hissed. ‘We can’t share a single bed! Are you mad?’

Shushing her, Beth gave the date and reached into her bag for her credit card.

‘That wasn’t too bad,’ she said when she’d finished. ‘It’s only fifty-five quid for the night. The way you were going on, I thought it would be more than double that.’

‘I’m glad you think it’s so cheap,’ Maria grumbled. ‘I can’t wait to see your face when you find out they’ve got the wrong person. I won’t be able to pay you back for years.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ Beth drawled, taking a crumpled transport timetable out of her bag and dialling the booking office.

Maria was beginning to wonder what she’d let herself in for, but there was no stopping Beth when she got like this. She was so organised, it was frightening.

‘Right, that’s all sorted,’ Beth said with satisfaction when she’d booked the ticket. ‘Just pick it up from the station on the day, and off you go. Now, let’s see what you owe me... ?’ Pursing her lips, she worked it out in her head, then delivered the news.

‘A hundred and eighty quid?’ Maria repeated, her eyebrows puckering with dismay. ‘Oh, Christ, that’s almost all my savings. You own me! I’m your slave.’

Wrinkling her nose, Beth said, ‘I’d rather take cash, if you don’t mind.’

‘You’ll be lucky. And what’s with the single room, by the way? Don’t you think they’ll notice two of us going in?’

‘Ah, about that...’ Beth grinned sheepishly. ‘I, er, won’t actually be able to go.’

‘Beth!’

‘Sorry, babe, but it’s my mum and dad’s anniversary that day. I only remembered after I’d already set the date with the solicitor, and I didn’t tell you straight away because I knew you’d bottle out. But you can’t now, can you?’

Narrowing her eyes cynically, Maria said, ‘You knew you weren’t coming from the start, didn’t you?’

‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Beth replied innocently.

‘Yeah, well, don’t think I’m inviting you round to dinner when I’m living in my mansion.’ Maria laughed softly. ‘You’re far too devious for my liking.’
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