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For my mother


Chapter One



A shiver ran down Juliette’s spine as she slammed the door of her clapped-out Golf. Her body felt like ice, though whether this was due to the autumnal chill that hung in the air, or apprehension about the day ahead, she wasn’t entirely sure.

‘Come on Mummy,’ shouted a cheery voice from the back seat. ‘We haven’t got all day, y’know.’

Glancing in the rear view mirror, Juliette grinned. Freddie was just six years old, yet he could always be relied upon to lighten the atmosphere. She only had to look at his mop of untidy chestnut hair and his broad smile and her heart turned over with love.

‘Right Freddie-boy,’ she yelled, turning the key in the ignition. ‘Let’s hit the road.’

For one excruciating moment there was silence. Neither of them, not even Freddie, uttered a word. Bloody hell, groaned Juliette. This was all she needed. Today was Freddie’s first day at his new school and her first day in her new job. She had to be at the Evening Eagle in Bowater for nine.

Juliette wrenched the key from the ignition. She took a deep breath, counted to ten, then tried it again. And again. Fourth time round, the car spluttered feebly into action and Juliette and Freddie both shouted ‘hooray’ in unison.

If she hadn’t been so pressed for time – and terrified that the car was going to die on her – Juliette might have enjoyed the drive more. The tiny whitewashed cottage that had been home for the past eleven days stood halfway up a wooded valley, a mile outside the tiny village of Newdale. It was the end house in a long terrace and you could walk straight out of the garden gate and onto the fells. On a clear day, Juliette could stand in the kitchen and make out the tiny matchstick figures of walkers striding along the top of Miston Moor.

It was so different from the busy South London street that she and Freddie had left behind. Down there, the pavements were covered in dog shit and litter, there was a constant roar of traffic and they’d had no view to speak of. In any case, the crime rate was so high that Juliette had had to get security bars fixed across all the ground floor windows in a bid to keep the burglars out. It hadn’t worked, of course. When the house was broken into for the third time in as many months and her brand new company car got vandalised by a bunch of petty thieves she’d gone ballistic. She’d declared that enough was enough. She was through with London.

Call her stupid, but she’d blithely assumed that Joe would be in total agreement. She’d lost count of the numerous times that her husband had come storming through the door shouting that London was the pits and what the hell were they doing there. A couple of years back he’d even got as far as applying for an announcer’s job on a tiny TV station in North Wales. To be fair, it was Juliette who had chickened out that time. Freddie had just started primary school, and she had only been features editor on the Daily News for a couple of months. It was the biggest break of her entire career, she’d told Joe, and she was sorry, but she wasn’t moving.

Two years on, however, Juliette’s attachment to her job had waned. Running the features desk hadn’t turned out to be much fun after all. It was well paid and prestigious, admittedly, but her hours were horrendous. The editor was a madman who got his kicks from throwing every feature out of the paper at six pm each night and starting all over again from scratch an hour before the paper went to press. Not only that, but Juliette had missed writing more than she ever would have imagined. The novelty of rewriting other people’s copy had soon worn off and she’d grown sick and tired of commissioning freelances to cover stories she could do far better herself.

Worst of all was the effect that her new job had had on her relationship with Freddie. For two whole years she’d barely set eyes on her son during the week. Joe always dropped him off at school in the mornings because she had to leave for work so early. And Joe collected him from the childminder at the end of the day. He was usually reading Freddie his bedtime story by the time Juliette staggered grey-faced through the front door. The pair of them barely had time to exchange a couple of words before Joe had to leave for work himself. He was a DJ and presented the graveyard midnight till two am show on a middle-ranking commercial radio station.

But it wasn’t until Juliette missed Freddie’s sports day for the second year in succession that the shortcomings of their set-up hit home with a vengeance.

She’d meant to get there, she really had, but at the last minute one of the showbiz team had got wind of some crazy young rock star’s antics at an awards ceremony. Outraged at losing out to a rival, the word was that he’d had to be forcibly restrained from beating his manager to a pulp. The editor had demanded Juliette drop everything instantly and produce a thousand words of golden prose about ‘rock and the price of fame’. ‘Sorry. Can’t make it. Explain to Freddie,’ she’d shrieked down the phone at Joe and like a woman possessed had begun ringing round all her most reliable pop contacts.

The most galling part of the whole episode was that in the end the pop star had threatened ‘the biggest libel action of all time’ if they ran the story. And terrified of a crippling lawsuit, the Daily News had only carried a couple of incomprehensible paragraphs. Sitting on the tube to work the next day – her bloody company car was still at the garage being fixed – Juliette had thumbed the pages over and over again in disbelief. She’d missed Freddie’s moment of triumph in the egg and spoon race. And for what? For some pathetic editor to lose his nerve and drop her feature in favour of a load of right-wing twaddle about bringing back military service.

That was in June and now here she was, three months on, embarking on a completely new life. In the process, she’d thrown up her house, her Fleet Street salary, and the thing that was really bugging her, maybe her marriage.

It was a fraction past eight-thirty by the time Juliette braked sharply and pulled up outside Newdale County Primary School.

Considering that Newdale’s main street was one of the prettiest in the area, the school was a blot on the landscape. A shabby modern building, with two tumbledown portable classrooms and a huge pile of cardboard boxes dumped in the playground, it had clearly seen better days.

The place looked deserted too, apart from a couple of middle-aged women gossiping outside the school gate. They broke off from their conversation to stare at Juliette and Freddie clambering out of the car. As Juliette met their gaze, she suddenly felt intensely aware of how ridiculously London she looked in her short skirt, scarlet jacket and high shoes. The two women at the gate wore jeans and waterproof anoraks and neither of them had a scrap of make-up on. Juliette was pretty sure that in their eyes she must resemble an alien from another planet who’d just landed in their midst.

‘Who’s that snotty cow then?’ asked the hard-faced Carol Barker as she watched Juliette and Freddie disappear inside the school.

‘Dunno her name, but she’s from down south. There’s talk that her husband’s left her and she and the kid have moved into Dot Ryan’s cottage up at New Bank,’ said Norma Gray, the older of the pair.

‘Poor old cow,’ murmured Carol. Dot Ryan had lived at New Bank for fifty years. They both knew she’d still be there now if it wasn’t for her arthritis and her gammy knee.

‘Where’s Dot ended up?’ said Carol.

‘I heard that the social have gone and shoved her in some old folks’ home in Bowater,’ said Norma. ‘It’ll kill her being stuck in town. She’s Newdale born and bred.’

‘Not like Snotty Face over there,’ said Carol. ‘She looks a right soft southerner, doesn’t she? I bet she’s never set foot outside Knightsbridge.’

The pair of them chuckled conspiratorially. They chatted outside the school virtually every morning during termtime. Carol was the school caretaker and finished her cleaning shift at eight-thirty. Norma was on her way in to do the school dinners. She had been the school cook for longer than she cared to remember, ever since her own children had been pupils there. Dawn and Ritchie were long gone now. Dawn had married a farmer and moved a couple of miles up the valley, while Ritchie … Norma’s face clouded over. No. She couldn’t face thinking about Ritchie. She didn’t have a clue what she was going to do about him.

Norma was a good sort. She’d always prided herself on cooking a hearty home-made lunch for the youngsters who attended the school. But when the neighbouring schools at Wath End and Bowden had shut down a few years back, the Newdale school roll had swelled from thirty to ninety. And much to Norma’s disgust, from that moment on, the school dinners had been delivered to Newdale in a van each morning, pre-packed in tin foil. All Norma had to do was warm the food through and dish it up to the children. To add insult to injury, it was nothing like the wholesome hot pot and Cumberland sausage that she’d favoured. These days it was all pizzas and hamburgers, chicken nuggets and oven-ready chips. No wonder half the children looked so skinny and under-nourished.

Inside the school, Juliette and Freddie were trying to find a teacher. As they clattered hand in hand down the bare corridor, peeping into each of the classes in turn, Juliette wondered why the place was so silent. It was the first day of term – she would have expected it to be bustling with activity. What the hell was she going to do if she’d cocked the date up? Take Freddie with her to the Eagle, she supposed. That would go down fantastically well with her new boss.

At the end of the corridor was a door marked ‘Staff Only’. Juliette paid no attention to this and walked straight in.

There was a sharp intake of breath at her unscheduled entrance from the four women poring over a sheaf of papers on the table.

‘I’m terribly sorry but we’re in the middle of a staff meeting,’ said the oldest of them, jumping to her feet. ‘It’s not your fault – you’re obviously new – but children aren’t allowed into school until eight-forty-five. Unless there’s an emergency of course.’

Juliette gazed back at her with interest. Presumably this tall, gangly woman with round spectacles, dangly earrings and slightly hippyish-looking clothes must be Mrs Gyngell, the head teacher. They’d spoken at length on the telephone and the woman had been helpful and warm. Now her tone seemed icier than Siberia.

‘I’m afraid I didn’t know,’ apologised Juliette, summoning up all her charm. ‘It’s Freddie’s first day here and I terribly wanted to get him settled before I go off to work.’

She smiled awkwardly before adding: ‘He’s only six and he doesn’t know a soul in Newdale.’

All at once Mrs Gyngell seemed visibly to relax.

‘Of course,’ she murmured. ‘Poor little fellow. It’s not your fault, is it? He’s in your class, Joanna, isn’t he? Can you see to him?’

A slim young woman in black trousers and a bright pink cardigan edged with velvet ribbon got up from her chair and walked over to Freddie.

‘I’m Mrs Booth,’ she said, crouching down to Freddie’s level so she could address him directly. ‘Come along Freddie. Let’s go and have a look at Class Two together, shall we? The walls are very bare at the moment but we’re going to paint lots of great pictures to fill all that space. I’m sure you like painting, don’t you?’

Freddie looked doubtful. He didn’t mind some things about school – like football, PE and playing musical instruments (the louder the better) – but he loathed anything that remotely resembled work. Yuk. It made him feel sick to even think about it.

As she sped along the dual carriageway at eighty mph, Juliette couldn’t get Freddie’s lost-looking face out of her mind. Poor little boy. She’d been so convinced that she was doing the right thing getting him out of London and into the country. But now she wasn’t so sure. And it was obvious he was missing Joe like mad …

Oh God, Joe. She banged her fist against her head in irritation. How could she have forgotten? It was his first morning at Radio Wave. His brand new job. The big break he’d been dreaming of for so long.

Juliette fiddled cackhandedly with the radio dial, trying to find Radio Wave with one hand while she steered with the other. The Lake District was all very well, she thought, but these bloody hills made the radio reception dire.

After struggling for several seconds, a muffled but very familiar voice boomed out of the car radio.

‘… and this one’s for my son Freddie. It’s my first day on the breakfast show and his first day at his new school. We’re both new boys. So, Freddie, keep your pecker up, son, and we’ll talk later. Here’s Van Morrison …’

At the sound of ‘Precious Time’ blaring out of the speakers, a lump formed in Juliette’s throat. Joe didn’t often mention anything personal on his shows these days. But ‘Precious Time’ was Freddie’s favourite record ever. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d walked up the garden path in London to hear Van the Man’s distinctive voice blasting out of the house. It was sometimes so loud that the neighbours used to hammer on the party wall in protest. She’d then stumble inside the house to find Freddie and Joe – completely oblivious to the racket they were making – jiving away on the sofa together.

And now she and Freddie were up here and Joe was down there. What was she thinking of? She’d fallen in love with the countryside around Newdale years ago after being sent to write a holiday piece about the northern Lakes. When the idea of getting out of grimy old London had first occurred to her, she’d been thinking of somewhere unadventurous like Kent or Gloucestershire. But then she’d spotted an ad for a cottage for rent in Newdale in one of the Sunday papers and it had seemed meant. Now they were actually here however, it seemed mad and irresponsible.

And the big drawback of course was that Joe had gone and put his foot down. Refused to come. Said that he’d been waiting for the chance of his own breakfast show on a national station for his entire career and that he couldn’t possibly turn it down now.

That row had been their most vitriolic in seven years of marriage. She shuddered even to think of it.

‘It was fine when it was me who wanted to leave London and you didn’t,’ Joe had yelled, jabbing his finger in the air at her. ‘You were desperate to take that crap features job on the Daily News. Remember? You never gave what me and Freddie wanted a second thought then.’

Juliette had exploded at this last accusation.

‘Don’t you dare bring Freddie into this,’ she’d stormed. ‘I only want what’s best for him. It’s taken me a bit of time to come round, I know, but I don’t want him to grow up in London. I don’t want him cooped up in a city all day long. I don’t want him watching videos all day long and swapping Pokémon cards and dodging drug dealers at the school gates. I want him to be out in the fresh air. Walking and riding and making dens in the woods. We can’t possibly give him that here.’

Joe’s face had visibly softened at this. But he still wouldn’t back down.

‘If that’s the way you feel, why don’t we move to somewhere like, oh, I don’t know, Epsom? Or Guildford?’

‘The suburbs, you mean,’ sneered Juliette.

‘All right then, you go up north,’ said Joe a bit more gently. ‘You and Freddie move up there. And I’ll come at weekends.’

Juliette’s eyes had widened in shock at this suggestion. Did he want a separation or something? Had he found somebody else?

As if he could read her mind, Joe had taken her face in his hands and kissed her on the lips.

‘It won’t affect anything, you’ll see,’ he whispered. ‘Loads of people live apart in the week and it works fine. Surely you can see that I’ve got to give this new show a go? I’ll regret it for the rest of my life if I don’t. I can always come and join you both in a few months time if it doesn’t work out.’

And somehow, God knows why, Juliette had gone along with the idea. Before she knew it, she’d handed in her notice at the News, let the house and found a job on the Evening Eagle in Bowater. Joe had never once asked her to reconsider and although Freddie’s lip had trembled at the prospect of only seeing his dad at weekends for the time being, he’d perked up at Juliette’s promise that he might be able to have a puppy.

Listening to Joe burbling away on the radio now, Juliette felt oddly detached from him. He was good. He was very good. There was no doubt about that. He was bright and funny – and amazingly, he sounded like he didn’t have a care in the world. You’d never imagine he was a man with a wife and child living three hundred miles away and a marriage teetering on the brink of survival.


Chapter Two



“Ere, where the ‘ell do you think you’re going?’

Striding through the shabby entrance hall of the Eagle, Juliette stopped dead in her tracks and turned to see who was bellowing at her.

Her eyes met those of a short, thickset man of indeterminate age, wearing a navy blue security guard’s uniform and peaked cap. He seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

‘I’m sorry, what did you …?’ she began.

‘You haven’t signed in at reception,’ said the man. ‘We don’t just let anyone walk in off the street, y’know.’

Juliette pulled herself up to her full five feet five inches. With her heels to give her extra height, she towered over him.

‘I think you’ll find that I’m the new feature writer,’ she said. Her tone was more imperious than she intended. ‘And the editor’s expecting me.’

‘Makes no difference to me if you’re the King of China,’ said the man good-naturedly. ‘You’ll still have to sign in.’

‘What?’ said Juliette. ‘Every morning?’

‘That’s right. Every morning. I like to keep tabs on people. I’m Stubby, by the way.’

Juliette groaned and followed Stubby back to reception. All she wanted to do was come in to work, do her job and get back home to Freddie again as fast as possible. No fuss. No hassle. Plain and simple.

She signed her name with a flourish and made a dash for the stairs before Stubby could collar her for anything else.

Sitting behind the desk, Stubby studied the fancylooking scrawl with interest. ‘Juliette Ward,’ he read. ‘Chief feature writer.’ Chief feature writer indeed. The way things were going upstairs, he’d give her six months at the very most.

The Evening Eagle newsroom was on the first floor, overlooking the cattle market. Pausing in the doorway, Juliette breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it. Here, at least, she was on familiar territory. The Eagle newsroom was a lot smaller than she was used to, it was true, but the layout and the desks and the frantic, slightly deranged atmosphere were pretty much the same. And after the hostile glances she’d got in Newdale this morning, it felt like coming home.

She threaded her way through the maze of desks towards the editor’s glass cubicle office. What was it about editors? They always had offices like goldfish bowls. Most of the time they kept their blinds open so everyone could see exactly what they were doing. And on the rare occasions when they were drawn, it was a dead giveaway that something was up.

As she approached Geoff Lake’s door, one difference between the Eagle and the Daily News struck her forcibly. At the News she’d never managed to get past the editor’s guard-like secretary without an advance appointment. Here, she knocked softly on the wide-open door and was beckoned in by Geoff Lake himself.

Juliette had met Geoff once before, at her interview. He was an ex-Fleet Street man himself and she’d taken an instant liking to his decisive, no-nonsense approach. In turn, he had clearly been impressed by her cuttings file.

‘There’s no question that we’d welcome someone of your experience on to the staff with open arms,’ he’d told her. ‘What’s more at issue is exactly what you’d like to do for us.’

Juliette had dropped her guard, confiding how desperate she was to move Freddie out of London and how much she missed writing. They’d struck a deal within five minutes. Juliette would get the new title of chief feature writer, a salary less than half she’d been paid in London (‘… and I’ll be pushing the boat out to give you that’ said Geoff) and, he was making no promises, but he’d try and swing a four-day week. It was this last factor that made Juliette’s mind up. A four-day week would mean she’d see far more of Freddie. And the pressure on the Eagle would be non-existent after the grief she’d had to put up with on the News.

‘Juliette,’ said Geoff now, running his hands through his greying hair. ‘You’re here at last. Look, I’m afraid I’ve got a bit of a crisis on. Management stuff and all that. I’m going to have to hand you straight over to Alex Davis.’

Juliette looked blank. Who the hell was Alex Davis when he was at home?

A distracted expression crossed Geoff’s face.

‘Alex is our features editor,’ he muttered quickly. ‘Your new boss. He’s been here for donkey’s years. Don’t cross him, will you?’

Juliette wasn’t sure whether he was joking or not.

Freddie stood alone in the corner of the Newdale playground and stared forlornly at the other children. He’d never felt so miserable in his life.

True to her word, Mrs Booth had taken him under her wing. After assembly, she’d stood him at the front of the class and introduced him to the other children. He’d felt like a prize exhibit at the zoo. She’d praised him to the skies when he read a boring book about farm animals aloud to her and had held his hand firmly at playtime.

Then suddenly everything had gone wrong. A large boy with a spiteful grin and a shock of black hair had punched a smaller boy to the ground – for no apparent reason. The smaller boy had gashed his head and since she was the only teacher on playground duty Mrs Booth had dropped everything, including Freddie’s hand, and rushed to the boy’s aid.

Walking round and round the playground on his own, Freddie tried to look as though he was having a great time. He’d asked a couple of boys from his class if he could join in their game of Power Rangers but they’d said no and turned their backs. A group of older girls playing with a skipping rope had demanded to know where he came from. He explained he’d just moved to Newdale from London and they burst into peals of laughter.

‘You don’t half speak funny,’ said one of them.

‘Are you a poof or are you posh?’ said another girl, shrieking with hilarity. She was wearing a crop top and pedal pushers and had sparkly nail varnish on her fingers. She looked, thought Freddie, staring down at his own grey trousers and sensible lace-ups, as if she was going to a party.

Freddie hated his mum for doing this to him. Why had she gone and made them move away from London in the first place? It was horrible leaving all his friends. And worst of all, it was horrible leaving his dad. He hated the thought of only seeing him at weekends. Why had she done it? They’d been happy the way they were. And Daddy was the fun one, the one who always took him swimming and roller blading and helped with his Meccano and things. Mummy was the boring one who made him eat up his greens and went on at him for not cleaning his teeth properly.

Just as Freddie thought playtime was never going to end, one of the other teachers came out and rang a heavy iron bell. The children dutifully lined up in their classes (Freddie was elbowed to the back of the Class Two queue) and filed back inside the school.

One playtime down, thought Freddie morosely. Only another two to go.

‘You’re late,’ snapped Alex Davis as soon as the editor was out of view. ‘I’d have thought you’d have made more of an effort on your first day. Or don’t they care about something as mundane as timekeeping in London?’

Juliette stared at him, aghast. Perhaps she was impossibly naïve but she’d been expecting something more along the lines of ‘great to have you on the team,’ or ‘it’s about time we hired someone of your calibre’.

Tempted though she was to say something tart back, she restrained herself. Better not go wading in on her first day.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘I had a few teething problems. It won’t happen again.’

‘It had better hadn’t,’ grunted Alex, sifting through a pile of papers on his desk. ‘Ah, here’s the one I’m looking for. I take it you’re up to speed on Denim Heart?’

‘Denim Heart?’ repeated Juliette. What was he on about?

Alex Davis glared at her. Juliette noticed that he had bags under his watery-blue eyes and that his hands were shaking ever so slightly. He looked like a man at the end of his tether. Why this should be, Juliette couldn’t possibly imagine. Running a features department in the wilds of Cumbria must be an absolute doddle.

‘Geoff’s told me that you come very highly regarded by the Daily News,’ said Alex Davis. His voice was cold. ‘It cuts no ice with me. And I’d have expected you to have done a bit of research at the very least on your new patch.’

Once again, Juliette steeled herself not to yell at him. Bloody patronising bastard.

‘Denim Heart,’ he continued, ‘is one of the best-known companies in the area. It’s a mail-order business on the outskirts of Bowater employing around three hundred people. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of it. I thought most women were into lipstick and fancy soap.’

Juliette stared at him. She’d never met anyone so openly hostile in her entire life.

‘Of course I know Denim Heart,’ she said smoothly. It rang a vague bell somewhere in the recesses of her brain. ‘What’s the story?’

Alex Davis picked up a folder from his desk and handed it to her.

‘It’s all in here,’ he grunted. ‘Tim Dawner – he’s the boss, but I’m sure you must know that – has won this year’s Enterpreneur of the Year award. It’s embargoed till tomorrow but we want you to do an in-depth profile of him to run alongside the news piece. Don’t be dazzled by his charm, though. The Eagle quite likes him – it’s good to have someone as high profile as him around – but there are rumours flying about that Denim Heart isn’t quite as successful as he’d have us believe.’

Intrigued, Juliette opened the folder. A photograph of a stunningly good-looking man in his mid-thirties, with fair hair and a raffish smile, stared back at her. If Tim Dawner was as talented as he was good-looking, then he must be dynamite.

Driving west out of Bowater on the Newdale road, Juliette reflected on the muted reception she’d received at the Eagle. Geoff Lake had been so eager for her to join the staff when they first met. So why had he been so harassed today that he could barely string two words together? And what on earth she could have done to get up Alex Davis’s nose, she couldn’t imagine.

She’d been hoping for an easy ride on her first day, perhaps a tour round the office followed by a civilised lunch with Geoff. She couldn’t have got it more wrong – although the way things had turned out, she simply felt grateful to have escaped the office and her poisonous new boss.

Tim Dawner’s picture didn’t do him justice. If anything, he was even more gorgeous in person. Tall, slim and athletic-looking, he was wearing a beautifully cut charcoal suit and an azure tie that matched his eyes.

‘Juliette,’ he said warmly as she was shown into his office. It was a vast, airy room lined with modern abstracts and with a breathtaking view of the hills. ‘How delightful to meet you. Tracey, could you bring us both some coffee?’

Tim Dawner’s secretary was quite clearly besotted by her boss. A young girl in her early twenties, she gazed adoringly at him, almost tripping over her feet in her eagerness to do as he asked.

Juliette bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself giggling. If this was the effect he had on his female staff, it was a wonder that anyone ever got any work done at all.

Tim Dawner, however, seemed completely oblivious to all this. Leading Juliette to a matching pair of black leather sofas in the window, he gestured to her to sit down. Then he collapsed on to the sofa facing her.

‘You’re new, aren’t you?’ he said suddenly. ‘We haven’t met before.’

‘Mmmm,’ said Juliette, concentrating on getting her tiny tape recorder to work. She didn’t want to give Alex Davis any more excuses for snide remarks. ‘Yep. I’ve just moved up from London. I used to be on the Daily News.’

‘Good paper,’ murmured Tim Dawner with a lazy smile. ‘I know a couple of reporters who work on it. Bit of an odd move for you though, isn’t it? Won’t Bowater be rather dull after London?’

‘I don’t see why,’ said Juliette briskly. It seemed to have escaped Tim Dawner’s notice that she was here to ask him questions, not the other way round.

Tim Dawner must have sensed her irritation because he cut the small talk and sprawled back against the sofa.

‘Let’s get down to business,’ he said, unknotting his tie and chucking it to one side. ‘God, that’s better. I hate those things. Now come on, fire away. Ask me anything you like.’

Juliette chuckled at this.

‘That’s music to an interviewer’s ears. I don’t think anyone’s ever said that to me before. I don’t believe a word of it, mind you.’

‘Try me,’ said Tim, his voice casual.

‘OK. You started Denim Heart eight years ago. Right?’

‘Yeah,’ said Tim. ‘With my partner, Helen Brown. She concentrates on the day to day running of the business. I’m the one in charge of strategy. Plus I make all the financial decisions.’

‘When you say partner,’ asked Juliette, ‘do you mean that you’re partners in the business sense? Or in private too?’

‘I’m glad to see you’re taking me at my word,’ he laughed. ‘Let’s cut the business crap. Get down to the nitty-gritty. Yeah. Helen and I are an item. Well, sort of. Things aren’t always sweetness and light between us – but that’s what comes of muddling up your love life with your business. Don’t go on about that too much though, will you? Whatever happens in our private lives, we’re joined at the hip work-wise. We always will be. We’ve been through far too much together to fall out now.’

Tim Dawner glanced at the wedding ring on Juliette’s finger.

‘I see you’re married,’ he murmured.

‘I’m the one asking the questions. Remember?’

Tim laughed good-naturedly and they carried on with the interview.

After an hour Juliette reckoned that she’d got plenty and drew things to a close. Tim Dawner could have been a bit more forthcoming about certain aspects of Denim Heart, like its exact turnover and expansion plans, but she knew she had enough to make a good piece.

‘Thank you, Mr Dawner,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘You’ve been very helpful.’

‘It’s been a pleasure,’ said Tim Dawner, hanging on to it for a few seconds longer than necessary. ‘Call me Tim though, won’t you? I always think people must be talking to my father when they call me Mr Dawner.’

‘Put your chairs on the tables, then collect your things and go,’ Mrs Booth told her class, thankful that the long and trying first day of term had finally come to an end. It always took the children a few days to settle down after the long summer break. This lot had been fidgeting and messing about all day.

Freddie watched the other children in his class flip their chairs over and plonk them on top of the desks. Once he’d got the hang of what they were doing, he laboriously copied them. All the same, he reflected, it seemed a very odd thing to do. At his old school, the teacher had always ended the day by reading them a story. Then she led them into the playground herself to reunite them with their parents. Here at Newdale, the children were allowed to race out by themselves, a noisy throng chattering and yelling and screaming.

Freddie dutifully packed his things into his Action Man rucksack and followed the other children outside. Crossing his fingers inside his tightly clenched fists, he scoured the faces of the grown-ups milling around in the playground. His mum had promised that if there was any way she could get off work early and meet him, then she would. Please, please let her be there.

A hand tapped him sharply on the shoulder. He whirled around to see a sharp-faced woman with brown curly hair and a bright blue cagoule.

‘Hello, Frederick,’ she said in a no-nonsense sort of way.

‘Hello,’ said Freddie, his voice flat with disappointment. No one nice ever called him Frederick. The woman was Mrs Taylor, his new childminder. She lived a few hundred yards along from them at New Bank and looked after several Newdale children every day after school. Freddie felt like crying. Mummy clearly hadn’t made it after all.

‘Come on, let’s go and find the others,’ said Mrs Taylor briskly. ‘I’ve got four of you to sort out today.’

Dragging his feet, Freddie followed Mrs Taylor out of the school gate. The three other children she was minding, a boy of about four and two older girls, ignored Freddie and chattered away merrily to each other.

‘Where’s your car?’ asked Freddie. His legs ached with tiredness from all that walking around the playground.

‘Get away with you,’ laughed Mrs Taylor. ‘You’re living in the country now. We always walk home from school. It’s only a mile or so. Do you the world of good, get some colour into those pale city cheeks of yours. Come on, you soppy ha’porth.’

By the time he stumbled through the door of Mrs Taylor’s cottage, Freddie could barely put one foot in front of the other. It had begun to rain and he could feel the trickle of cold water down the back of his shirt. The others didn’t even seem to have noticed.

Much to Freddie’s relief, Mrs Taylor marched straight into the sitting room and switched on the TV. Instantly, the screen was filled with a Pokémon cartoon. The older girls protested feebly but Pokémon stayed on.

For the first time in the entire day, Freddie felt that he was on familiar territory. He forgot his troubles, snuggled into the corner of one of Mrs Taylor’s comfy armchairs and was swiftly engrossed in the adventures of Pikachu and Ash.


Chapter Three



It felt like the middle of the night when the first of Joe Ward’s two alarms went off.

Joe poked his hand out from beneath his duvet and banged it irritably. He glanced at the illuminated clock face and groaned. Bloody hell. Four am. Of course it seemed like the middle of the night. It was the middle of the bloody night.

He fought against the lure of ten minutes more sleep, knowing that if he succumbed he’d be lost. He’d never get in on time. He sat up and cautiously swung his legs out of bed, then jumped with fright when the second – and louder – alarm sounded. He’d gone to bed stone cold sober at eight pm but God, he felt awful now. He must have aged twenty years in the two weeks he’d been doing the breakfast show. The hours were a complete killer.

Joe made himself a cup of industrial strength tea, picked yesterday’s heap of clothes off the floor and hurriedly pulled them on. At least working in radio meant that his appearance didn’t matter. He couldn’t imagine what breakfast telly must be like. The thought of being bright and breezy and looking a million dollars at this time in the morning … Well, it simply couldn’t be done. Not by him, anyway.

Wandering into the sitting room, he cast his eyes over the floor. He hadn’t heard Willy come in but his pal had clearly had quite a night of it. Empty beer cans were strewn all over the carpet and the remains of a couple of dodgy-looking Indian takeaways had been dumped in the bin in the corner. Joe gingerly moved a pair of Willy’s jeans off the sofa and sat down to drink his tea.

On the dot of four-thirty am the doorbell rang. Joe swore out loud and ran for it. Willy would go apeshit if Steve, the cabbie generally used by Radio Wave, woke him up again. He’d only just forgiven Joe for last week’s episode when the idiot driver had leaned on the buzzer at dawn and carried on ringing till Joe answered it.

Willy – or Wild Willy Brown to give him his working title – was Joe’s new landlord. He and Joe went way back, to the days when they were both trying to scratch a living in scruffy nightclubs in and around south London. They’d broken into local radio at around the same time and now they’d both been signed up by Radio Wave. The crucial difference was that while Joe had bagged the prestigious six to nine am breakfast slot, Willy’s show went out between ten pm and midnight. But then again, Willy, who – when he wasn’t having his sleep interrupted – was one of the most laid-back men Joe had ever met, didn’t seem to care. ‘They’ll make you play S Club 7 and boy-bands all morning, man,’ he’d laughed. ‘At least I’ll get to choose a few decent tracks.’

Joe had been deeply touched by Willy’s offer of a roof over his head when Jules and Freddie moved north. Out of all his friends, Willy was the last person he’d have expected to help him out of a hole. Willy was in his mid-thirties yet he’d remained resolutely single. Whereas Joe had spent the past few years planning his work around Juliette and Freddie, Willy had been as free as the air. From what Joe picked up on the grapevine, Willy was out clubbing every night. As for his love life, Joe didn’t have a clue. Women buzzed around Willy like bees round a honey pot, but in all the time they’d been mates Joe had never known him to have a steady girlfriend. According to Willy, life was a long and happy succession of one-night stands.

Despite Willy’s kind-hearted offer, the prospect of moving into his flat had worried Joe a lot. For a start he didn’t want to ruin their friendship. Neither did he want to cramp Willy’s style. And then there was the problem of their hours. On the face of it, the pair of them were utterly incompatible. Joe had to be up at four am and get to bed early, while Willy could sleep all day, arrive for work at around nine pm and then party till the early hours. A couple of times already the pair of them had collided on the doorstep at four in the morning – Joe dashing out to work rubbing the sleep from his eyes, a half-cut Willy staggering in after a heavy night.

Climbing into the back of Steve’s decrepit Ford Cortina, Joe brushed a pile of crisp crumbs onto the floor with the back of his hand. That done, he closed his eyes and attempted to concentrate on the show ahead.

After a long conversation with Jules on the phone last night about the teething problems Freddie was having settling into school, he’d gone to bed far later than he’d intended. And he hadn’t given this morning’s programme nearly enough thought. As a rule, Joe tried to keep his show as unstructured as possible. It was cluttered up enough as it was, with news bulletins and weather forecasts, racing tips and traffic reports. He didn’t like his input to be too rigid, preferring to fly by the seat of his pants. Nevertheless, he usually scribbled a few ideas on the back of an old envelope. He never referred to this much, but he liked to have it in front of him all the same. Just in case. Just in case the unthinkable happened and his mind went blank and he couldn’t think of anything to say.

‘Terrible morning, mate,’ mumbled Steve out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Been pissing with rain all night. And they’ve gone and closed Vauxhall Bridge.’

Joe groaned inwardly. Why didn’t the man ever take the hint and belt up? He didn’t give a shit about Steve’s route. Just so long as they got there on time and in one piece.

‘Mmmm,’ murmured Joe.

‘Wotcha gonna talk about this morning, then?’

‘Dunno,’ answered Joe.

‘Heard an ace joke last night in the pub. Wanna hear it?’

‘Go on,’ said Joe wearily, all too aware that he was going to hear it anyway.

The one bonus of arriving for work at the unearthly hour of five in the morning was that there was rarely any traffic on the road. Radio Wave had taken over the top two floors of a swanky new building in the West End so the journey from Willy’s mansion flat in Battersea took fifteen minutes at the very most.

Joe shut his mind to Steve’s burbling and wrote a few random words on the back of an old restaurant bill he’d found in his pocket. Rain. Boiled eggs. Tracing paper. Man United. Then he started doodling Freddie’s name and drew a huge heart around it. God, he missed him. What the hell were they doing living apart?

‘Virtuoso stuff this morning,’ remarked Joe’s producer Annie Smith as Joe pressed a key to play his final jingle of the morning.

A chorus of sopranos singing the name Joe Ward over and over again blasted across the airwaves, making Joe chuckle for the millionth time. He’d had his own jingle for years on other radio stations and they were always ghastly. But this one, it had to be said, was particularly gruesome. And the thought of a load of girls turning up to a recording studio simply to record his name over and over again at the tops of their voices never failed to make him laugh.

‘Thanks,’ he said, switching his microphone off and dumping his headphones on the desk. ‘It went pretty smoothly, didn’t it? Well, apart from that stupid newsreader reading yesterday’s news at the top of the eight o’clock bulletin.’

‘Yep, that was a bit of a disaster,’ admitted Annie with a grimace. ‘And Dermot’s so dim that he didn’t even realise. I had to slide a copy of today’s news underneath his nose before he grasped what I was on about.’

‘Has anyone upstairs said anything yet?’ asked Joe. He stood up and pulled on his battered leather jacket.

‘You bet they have. And Dermot’s definitely for the chop this time, I’m afraid. I can’t protect him this time.’

The huge number of cock-ups Dermot Brady had made in the two short weeks they’d been on air ran through both their minds. Forgetting to switch his mike on. Missing out items. Making an utterly unsuitable joke immediately after he’d broadcast the untimely death of a soap star. The list seemed endless.

‘It’s silly, really,’ said Annie. ‘I know he’s worse than useless but I still can’t help feeling sorry for him. And he’s got a wife and two young kids to support.’

Joe stared at her, surprised at her concern. In the fortnight that they’d been working on the breakfast show together Annie had struck him as being as tough as old boots. She was about thirty-five, a tall woman with long legs she kept covered up in jeans and auburn hair caught back in a clip. She was a consummate professional, with a brisk no-nonsense manner and a deep sexy voice that made Joe wonder whether she’d ever tried broadcasting herself.

‘D’you fancy a coffee round the corner?’ he asked suddenly. He usually spent a couple of hours after the show catching up with letters and running through the play-list for the following day but that could all wait. The thought of escaping the claustrophobic confines of Radio Wave for half an hour or so was oddly appealing.

Annie looked doubtful.

‘I’ve got loads to do,’ she began. ‘Giving Dermot a bollocking for a start. Oh, what the hell. Go on. Twist my arm. It’s about time we discussed how it’s all going, isn’t it? And I’ve got a couple of new ideas I want to run past you.’

Strolling into Café Firenze, the stylish Italian coffee bar on the corner of the street, it struck Joe that he knew next to nothing about his new producer. So far their conversations had been restricted to the thorny issues of which version of ‘American Pie’ to play, Don McLean’s or Madonna’s, and whether they should invite listeners to phone in during the programme. Annie seemed to actively discourage talking about anything personal. He had no idea where she lived, whether she had a partner (Joe had already noted she didn’t wear a wedding ring) or where she’d worked before.

They ordered a couple of lattes and sat down by the window. The morning rush was over and apart from the two of them and a man in a business suit lolling against the counter trying to chat up the checkout girl, the place was empty.

‘It still feels odd finishing work just as everyone else is starting theirs, doesn’t it?’ remarked Joe. He didn’t know why, but he felt a bit awkward with Annie.

‘I know what you mean,’ said Annie, stirring her coffee thoughtfully. ‘When you’re on air you’re in a different world. Completely detached from real life. Actually, that’s what I like about it.’

‘Where were you before?’

‘What? You mean where did I work?’ asked Annie.

‘Yep,’ said Joe.

Annie smoothed a stray hair away from her face and took a sip of her coffee before answering his question.

‘Oh, I’ve worked all over the place,’ she said finally. ‘In fact, tell me a radio station I haven’t worked on. I’m a right old tart. How about you?’

Joe got the distinct impression that Annie didn’t want to discuss it any further so he didn’t pursue it.

‘Speak for yourself,’ he laughed. ‘I’m definitely not a right old tart. In fact I’m a happily married man. Have been for years.’

‘Is your wife in the same business?’

‘Sort of,’ said Joe. ‘Jules has always been pretty career minded. She used to be features editor of the Daily News. Only now she’s gone off her rocker and buggered off to the Lake District. She’s got this bee in her bonnet about getting Freddie – our son, I mean – away from London and all its wicked ways, and bringing him up in the country. We’ve let our house and she’s rented a cottage in the middle of bloody nowhere. They both sound bored out of their skulls whenever I speak to them but she won’t admit it. Mad, isn’t it?’

Joe looked so morose that Annie leaned across the table and squeezed his hand reassuringly.

‘That must be tough,’ she said softly.

‘It is,’ said Joe, thinking that this must be the understatement of the year.

‘How old is Freddie?’

‘Six,’ said Joe. ‘You got kids?’

Annie shook her head.

‘No, I haven’t,’ she said. ‘Now, I don’t know about layabout DJs like you, but I’ve got a hell of a lot of work to do. You coming?’


Chapter Four



Freddie clung desperately to Juliette’s legs, pleading with her not to make him go to school.

‘Please, Mummy, please,’ he begged. ‘I feel sick. I’ve got a sore throat and my ear hurts. I won’t get in your way, I promise. Please. I’ll do anything. Please let me stay with you. Please, please let me.’

Juliette pulled away from Freddie and crouched down low to take a better look at his face. She was in the middle of writing a two-page piece on shoplifting for the Eagle. Alex Davis wanted her to include some profiles of real-life shoplifters and he’d called her late last night to tell her about a couple of cases coming up at Bowater magistrates court this morning. She was due there in less than forty-five minutes. There was simply no way she could take Freddie to court with her.

Not for the first time, Juliette wished that Joe was around to help. On the rare occasions that Freddie had been ill in London, it was Joe who’d stayed at home with him. Now she had no one to call on. Gill Taylor, the childminder, was such a frosty old cow – she didn’t want to ask any favours from her. No, Freddie would simply have to toughen up and get on with it.

She laid her hand on his forehead just to check. It didn’t feel particularly hot. The possibility that Freddie was trying all this on to avoid school crossed her mind. She must have a word with his teacher soon. Freddie had been at Newdale for a fortnight now yet he showed no sign of settling down. Every night he regaled her with horror stories of how everyone laughed at his London accent and no one would play with him.

When she was going to find the time to see Mrs Booth she couldn’t imagine. In the mornings Freddie’s teacher was up to her eyes with photocopying and hearing children read and in the afternoons Juliette was busy trying to meet her deadline for the following day’s paper. Geoff Lake’s promise of a four-day week still hadn’t materialised either.

‘Come on, darling,’ soothed Juliette. ‘It’s Friday, remember? Just get through today and we’ll talk about everything tonight, I promise you. I’ll do a special tea as well, if you like.’

Freddie’s eyes lit up.

‘At McDonald’s?’ he said excitedly.

‘No, of course not at McDonald’s,’ said Juliette, trying her best not to let her irritation show. ‘There isn’t one around here for fifty miles.’

The light in Freddie’s eyes instantly died away.

‘This is a stupid place,’ he said, sticking his lower lip out sulkily. ‘I hate living here. In London we could walk to McDonald’s whenever we liked. Everything was better there. And Daddy was there.’

Juliette forced herself not to lose her temper.

‘Look darling, I haven’t got time for all this now. You know how much Daddy loves you and he’ll be here tomorrow, remember? It always takes a bit of time to get used to living somewhere different. But you just wait. In a few months time, you’ll have forgotten all about silly old London. Now, what special treat can I get you for tea? Chicken nuggets? Burgers?’

‘None of them,’ wailed Freddie, stomping off in a huff. ‘I hate all of it.’

Juliette watched her small son march down the school path, a solitary figure carrying a rucksack almost as big as himself on his back. Oh God. What the hell had she done dragging him up here?

‘Is everything all right?’ asked a woman whom Juliette had spotted earlier with two sweet-looking girls in blonde bunches. She was wearing a scruffy old tracksuit and had a kind, care-worn sort of face.

Juliette rolled her eyes.

‘Oh just the usual morning sort of thing – you know what it’s like.’

She glanced down at her watch.

‘Oh my God. I’m sorry. I must dash. I’m going to be so late for work.’

Fi Nicholson stared as Juliette leapt into her car and roared off down the lane. She felt oddly envious at the thought of being late for work. Now that the girls were all at school, she had nothing more exciting than washing up the breakfast things to look forward to.

In fact Fi was being typically hard on herself. When she and Dai, her husband, had first met in London, he’d been a medical student struggling on a minuscule grant. She was a graphic designer for an advertising agency and thanks to a couple of inspired campaigns for a major restaurant chain, she’d been coining it in. They’d married within three months and Lily, their eldest daughter, was born a couple of years later. Fi had fallen so desperately in love with her baby that she’d found herself unable to leave her for a second. She’d given up work without a backward glance.

Soon afterwards, Dai had got his first GP’s post in a practice in Cumbria and that had pretty much been that. They’d moved up north when Lily was one. Now – Fi couldn’t quite get her head round it – Lily was eleven, a thoughtful academic girl who’d just started secondary school in Bowater. And Fi’s two younger daughters, Lizzie and Molly, were seven and four. Seven and four. She could hardly believe it. They still seemed like babies to her, although Molly had started primary school this term.

Fi knew that now she had the time, she should take up her painting again. But two weeks into the school term, all she seemed to have done was sit at home and wonder where the years had gone.

‘Good morning, Fi,’ said Louise Newman, bustling out of the school gate. Lost in her own thoughts, Fi looked up with a start and smiled absent-mindedly. Perhaps she should take Louise’s lead and fill her spare time with school activities and good works.

Like the Nicholsons, Louise and Tom Newman were originally from London. But there the resemblance ended. Fi and Louise were like chalk and cheese. Louise came from Barnes and seemed hell-bent on trying to turn Newdale into a mini version of the smart London suburb. She was forever arranging coffee mornings and, although she’d only lived in the village for a year, she was already a leading light in Newdale Primary’s parents’ group.

‘Have you seen the league tables in The Times this morning?’ she demanded.

‘No,’ said Fi. ‘I can’t say I have.’

Dai had left for work at the crack of dawn and it had been all she could do to get the girls dressed and fed, see Lily onto the school bus and drive the others down to Newdale for nine.

‘Oh honestly,’ said Louise, clicking her tongue in irritation. ‘I know some of the other parents are absolutely hopeless but I thought that you of all people would have a look at them. Anyway, I’m organising an emergency meeting of the parents’ group for tonight. I hope you’ll be there.’

‘No, I’m afraid I won’t,’ said Fi. ‘Dai’s on call. But what’s so urgent that it can’t wait till the next meeting? We’ve got one in a couple of weeks time, haven’t we?’

‘Newdale’s dropped thirty places in the county tables,’ said Louise. She sounded so shocked that at first Fi thought someone must have died.

‘We’ve got to do something before it gets any worse,’ Louise went on. ‘Tom and I would never have dreamed of sending the boys here if it hadn’t performed so well in last year’s tables. It’s terribly upsetting.’

Fi stared at her. Sometimes Louise Newman seemed to be living on another planet. She never got her knickers in a twist over anything important.

‘Oh for goodness sake,’ said Fi briskly. ‘Lily was in the year that sat their Key Stage 2 tests last summer and she did absolutely fine. Most of them did. If you want to get in a lather about something then you should be concentrating on the terrible state that Class Two’s Portakabin is in. The roof is leaking like mad now. Why don’t you call an emergency meeting about that? It’s high time the council got its act together and did something.’

Louise glared at Fi. Both her boys had progressed beyond Class Two so she wasn’t particularly concerned about the Portakabin. And anyway, league tables were far more important than a bit of damp.

‘Oh well, if you’re not bothered, I’ll have to look elsewhere for moral support,’ she said. ‘Although I must say, I am rather surprised at your laissez-faire attitude.’

In her present mood, Fi was tempted to tell Louise where to go. But loath to get into a slanging match, she bit her tongue. Inside, however, she was seething. Her earlier intentions about going straight home and getting out her easel had completely evaporated.

*   *   *

Juliette gazed intently at the defendant. There was something familiar about her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Poor woman. Judging by her lowered head and half-whispered answers, Norma Gray had never been before a magistrate’s court in her life.

Norma, it transpired, was pleading guilty to walking out of Bowater’s main supermarket with half a pound of butter and a pint of full cream milk stuffed inside her coat. Having failed to get anything sensible out of her, the store detective had called the police. They’d duly charged her with shoplifting.

The chairman of the magistrates gently asked Norma whether she had a job. Norma murmured something inaudible and he prompted her again.

‘Dinner lady,’ whispered Norma, staring down at the floor.

‘And where do you live?’

‘5 Top Row, Wath End,’ mumbled Norma.

The Crown Prosecution Service solicitor rose to his feet to outline the facts of the case. Juliette noted down all the details, her pen flying over her notebook at top speed.

Then Norma’s own solicitor, a young woman in a sober grey suit and high-necked white blouse, got up to give the magistrates some background about her client.

‘Mrs Gray, I’m sure you will realise, is a woman of impeccable character,’ she told the bench. ‘She has never been in trouble before. She is deeply ashamed to find herself standing in front of you now. She realises full well that there is no excuse for her actions.
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