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  Chapter One


  Mike bit his lip anxiously as he watched the horses approaching the finish line. This was it. His big break. His horse was two lengths in front, couldn’t possibly lose. This time tomorrow, he would be a—Damn. Disbelievingly, he watched as the horse stumbled and fell, the jockey rolling to safety, the horse scrambling to its feet.


  Mike groaned, dropped his head into his hands. How could he have been so flaming stupid? He’d risked everything on that accumulator, not least his marriage. Melinda would go mad when she saw how much money he’d taken out of their account. His only hope was to stop her finding out. But how? She always drew money out when they went to do the weekly shopping; she’d know instantly there was £200 missing, would want an explanation, a reason.


  Mike racked his brains for a way out of this. He couldn’t transfer any money into the account until Monday, and by then it would be too late. She’d already threatened to leave him if he didn’t stop gambling, and in his heart, he sometimes feared she meant it. Granted, her threats in the past had been empty ones, but when she saw what he’d done this time…


  If only he could get her away for a week, stop her going anywhere near that account until he could get the money back into it.


  ***


  Melinda turned in surprise when her husband put his arms around her, spun her and kissed her soundly on the lips.


  “Pack your bags, my darling wife, we’re going on holiday.”


  She gasped. “What? Where? We never said anything about holidays,” she protested when she finally got her breath back.


  “Call it a special treat. You deserve a break. You haven’t been right since the miscarriage, have you? And I haven’t been helping much with being so flaming selfish.”


  Melinda looked at him suspiciously. Yes, he’d been a bit preoccupied lately, but she couldn’t accuse him of neglecting her since she lost the baby. If anything, he’d been a little too attentive, always asking her if she was all right, fussing over her, refusing to be fazed even when she snapped at him to leave her alone.


  Which meant, by a process of elimination, that he’d done something else wrong or he wouldn’t be suggesting a holiday for her. Something he didn’t want her to find out about—it didn’t take a genius to realise it was probably to do with gambling.


  Melinda knew she should just ask how much he’d lost, refuse to go anywhere until he told her, but she wasn’t feeling strong enough emotionally to cope if it was a large amount. She was prepared to ignore it for the time being, take his offer at face value, get away from the house and the memories for a while. Maybe it was what she needed—a break from everything. It certainly wouldn’t do her any harm.


  “So where are we going for this holiday?” she asked with an attempt at enthusiasm.


  “I thought we’d go to Chester. You’ve always wanted to go to Wales, haven’t you? And what better place to stay than Chester?”


  “Er, Wales?” she suggested with a wry smile.


  “Now, come on. You know how I feel about the countryside. This way, we’ll be able to have a look at Wales at the same time.”


  She shrugged, her brief flash of humour gone. These days, it was harder and harder to cope with Mike and his incessant need for excitement. It was okay while he was at work, but the weekends were a nightmare, with him always wanting to be doing something or other. Could she cope with being on holiday with him for a week? Still, if it kept him away from the bookie’s, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing.


  “Okay, I’ll go and pack,” she said with false brightness.


  ***


  Mike breathed a sigh of relief as she went out of the room. He’d done it! There was no way she was going to find out about the £200 now, and she hadn’t even realised there was a race meeting at Chester—another bonus. With any luck, he’d be able to win back what he’d lost and more besides. With the optimism of a true gambler, he was still convinced the big win was waiting for him, that his luck would change and change soon.


  ***


  “You’re late,” Stella Cox accused as her husband walked through the front door of their home.


  “I know, love. I got called into a meeting at the last minute.”


  “You should have told them you were going on holiday and couldn’t get tied up at the last minute like that. Honestly, Graham, I do wish you’d stand up for yourself more, stop letting people walk all over you.”


  He hid a smile as he looked at her standing there, the one person he actually did allow to ‘walk all over him’, as she put it.


  “Anyway, I’ve left you a suitcase on the bed. You’d better get packed or we’ll never get there. Oh, and I thought we’d stop for lunch on the way, although I know it’ll be more like afternoon tea now, but still, it can’t be helped.”


  Graham frowned at the three suitcases already in the hall. Surely those aren’t just her clothes? We’re going for a week, not a month!


  “Can’t I put my stuff in one of these?” he asked. “I won’t be taking much.”


  “Of course you can’t. They’re all full.”


  “And you need three suitcases, do you?”


  “We’re going to the races tomorrow, aren’t we? I can’t go there without a suitable outfit.”


  His eyebrows rose slightly. Anybody would think they were going to be in the Royal Box, not the paddock, listening to her. And he’d just bet she’d been out and bought something new for it to add to her vast collection of clothes. God knew she could probably keep the entire Third World clothed for a year from her wardrobe alone.


  Despite all his efforts, Graham couldn’t fit four suitcases into his car boot, and his own ended up on the back seat.


  “I thought we’d stop off in Ironbridge on the way. We can go to that little tea room we found there,” Stella decided as she settled herself in the passenger seat.


  “We won’t be stopping off anywhere, not even at the motorway services with that case on the back seat,” Graham retorted. “You know how I feel about leaving anything on view in the car when it’s parked.”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake, you can be such an old woman sometimes,” she trilled with her silly little laugh which so irritated him.


  “No. I can be cautious,” he corrected her.


  “The car was broken into once, Graham. It’s not as though it’s happened since.”


  “It’s never happened because I don’t take the same chances I did back then. If you want three humping great suitcases with you, we go straight to Chester.”


  She didn’t reply, and he smiled to himself. Stella in a sulk was preferable to her incessant chattering, and he had plenty to think about after that meeting he’d been called to—a meeting he’d known he couldn’t afford to miss.


  ***


  All Graham’s problems had begun when he first met and fell in love with Stella Markham. Back then, she’d been as glamorous as she was now, and he’d been stunned that this girl was interested in him; he couldn’t believe his luck when she accepted his proposal. His friends had warned him against it, could see through the veneer, but Graham hadn’t listened to them. He’d married her without a thought for the future. And what a future it had proved to be.


  Stella, like they’d said, had no intention of working once they were married and had given up her job without a qualm, intent on being a ‘society wife’. It wasn’t cheap. Not working gave her more time for shopping and entertaining, and Graham struggled to make ends meet for the first five years of their marriage until he began to climb through the company ranks.


  He still wanted more, career-wise at least, but he was struggling with the job he had, not from the point of view of being able to do it; rather, it wasn’t what he’d wanted from a career, from his life. What he’d originally taken as a stopgap until he could take on the job he wanted had soon become essential to fund Stella’s lifestyle. Until today, he hadn’t ever seen a way out of the mire he’d got himself into when he said “I do” to the woman sitting beside him in silence in the car.


  Rumours had been flying for a while about problems with the company, and they’d all known there were going to be cutbacks at some point, so it hadn’t come as a surprise today when they were called together so management could ask for voluntary redundancies.


  Graham had worked there for twenty years and would get a good deal. This was his chance to do what he wanted. All he had to do was take the offer and he could go into business with Darren Welch. They’d talked about it on and off for years. They would set up their own employment agency. For Graham and Darren, it would be a chance to help people, get them into their dream jobs. But it would take money to set it up, and whilst Darren had been in a position to do it for three years, Graham hadn’t had the money available for his half of the investment. Until today.


  Stella wasn’t one to sulk for long, and by the time they left the motorway, she’d recovered enough to begin making plans for their future as she saw it. Evidently, she’d decided the meeting Graham had been called to that afternoon meant promotion despite him saying nothing of the sort to her.


  “You know, I think we’ll have to consider moving house,” she said as she looked at the luxurious properties they drove past. “I mean, once you’re at management level, we can’t be entertaining your clients where we live now, can we?”


  “But I won’t be at management level,” he said quickly. “If anything, I’m going to be made redundant.”


  It was as well he was driving rather than Stella or they’d have ended up in the nearest ditch if her cry of dismay was anything to go by.


  “Oh, no. Surely not? They can’t afford to let you go, can they? Financially, I mean, apart from the job you do.”


  He should have known he wouldn’t get away with it so easily, that she’d know exactly how much it would cost the firm to let him go. So much for doing this without having to tell her the truth: he was going to volunteer for redundancy.


  “It won’t be the end of the world, you know,” he assured her. “I thought it was time I set up in business on my own anyway.”


  “Doing what, for heaven’s sake?” Her eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. “This hasn’t got anything to do with that stupid idea of Darren Welch’s, has it? I won’t have you gambling our futures on a whim, Graham!”


  “It isn’t a whim. We’ve looked into all the pros and cons—”


  “Oh, so you’ve been planning this all along, have you?”


  “We’ve been talking about it, yes. It was just a matter of me getting a chance and the money to put into the idea. If I get a redundancy offer, I’ll be taking it while I’m still young enough to do this.”


  “And what about me?” she demanded. “What happens if we decide to have a family? You’ll need a steady income then, to support me and a child. You can’t expect to have that if you go into business on your own, can you?”


  “You won’t have a child, Stella,” he replied with a sigh. “You’ve said all along you don’t want kids. You can’t change your mind now just because I’m threatening to do something you don’t approve of.”


  “This is a marriage, Graham. I have as much say in what you do as anybody else would—more even. I will not have you throwing in a perfectly good job because you want to play at being your own boss.”


  He laughed harshly but didn’t say anything. As far as he was concerned, there was no marriage left let alone equal rights in it. He was going to do what he wanted to do for once, and Stella could like it or lump it.


  ***


  Melinda sighed as she stirred her by-now lukewarm coffee and gazed around the motorway services restaurant at the couples and the families breaking their journeys and sitting together, talking to each other, bound for destinations only they knew about while she sat in solitude waiting for her husband. How much longer is he going to spend on the gaming machines? She’d been waiting more than an hour for him to come back to her, the only saving grace being that he hadn’t actually ordered any coffee for himself.


  Idly, she wondered why she wasn’t fretting more about the amount of money he must be feeding into the machines, but somehow, it didn’t seem that important today. Sometimes she wondered if it was losing the baby that had made her less concerned about his gambling, or was it that she knew she could walk away from the marriage now there were no children involved?


  Melinda gasped as the thought struck her. Did she really want to leave Mike? Had she reached the end of her tether with him? She knew in her heart that she was tired of fighting with him over his gambling, wanted him to choose between it and her. It wasn’t that she expected him to just stop. He’d need help, to accept he was addicted, but it was so hard persuading him to go for that help. She had enough emotional problems of her own to cope with, without having to worry about Mike’s as well.


  As if he’d realised where her thoughts were going, Mike came back to stand at her table, glancing at his watch and asking if she was ready to leave yet as though she’d been the one delaying them for the last hour.


  Silently, she followed him out to the car, climbing in beside him, forcing a smile on her lips as he told her he’d managed to win ‘a few pounds’ on the machines.


  “I suppose it makes a change for you to actually win anything,” she muttered.


  “Hey now, come on. The averages are pretty good, you know,” he retorted, conveniently forgetting how long it was going to take to recoup a certain £200 he’d lost.


  “I hope you enjoyed it. You won’t have a chance to do any more gambling this week, will you?”


  “No, I don’t suppose I will.”


  She flung him a questioning look. Why had he sounded hesitant? Why was he so insistent on them coming to Chester, for that matter? And why— Oh, no…


  “It’s Chester races this weekend, isn’t it?” she asked flatly.


  “I thought you knew it was.”


  “No, Mike, I didn’t. There again, I’m not the one who turns straight to the racing pages in the newspaper, am I?”


  “I thought you might enjoy a day at the races. It’s a long time since we’ve been.”


  “You mean a day at the races on my own while you go from tout to tout putting bets on horses that fall at the first hurdle?”


  “They’ll not fall at any hurdles,” he said smugly. “It’s a flat race.”


  “It can be as flat as it wants, I’m still not going,” she snapped. “If you want to go, I’ll spend the day in Chester.”


  He shrugged and patted her arm. He knew her too well, knew when it came to it, she’d be at his side tomorrow. She didn’t like shopping on her own anyway.


  ***


  Peter Clarke looked around the hotel dining room at his motley group of staff. Of them all, only one didn’t look keen on being present at this weekly meeting and that was his own daughter. Tina could always think of better things to do than attend ‘team meetings’. It was a shame one of those things wasn’t finding herself a job other than waitressing here, but as his daughter, she seemed to think she was a level above the rest of the staff, ordering them about, refusing to do the more menial tasks which were required of the waitresses and generally making herself more and more unpopular.


  “You’ll probably have guessed we’re completely full this weekend, I’ve even had to let out Room One, for which, I don’t mind telling you, I’m going to be in trouble about when Val finds out.”


  “I hope you haven’t given it to any complainers,” Carol, their chef, muttered.


  “No. It was a chap who was desperate for somewhere to stay. He’ll be more grateful than annoyed.”


  “And you warned him how small it is?” she persisted.


  “Yes. Anyway, Carol, can you sort out some specials for the board tonight? I know you don’t usually do any on a Friday, but I think we should give them a try.”


  “You do know it’s my night off tonight, don’t you?” Tina asked. Her father shook his head and smiled at her.


  “Not this week, it isn’t. I’m sorry, Tina, but we’re going to need all the staff in this weekend.”


  ***


  Tina’s face darkened, and Carol’s heart sank like a stone. She was difficult enough when she was in a reasonably good mood, but if she was being denied her night off, she was going to be hell to work with. Maybe it would be worth her while having a word with Peter after the meeting, see if she could persuade him to let Tina off after all. Surely Valerie or Peter could stand in for just one evening?


  The door opened to admit Shona, their other waitress, and Peter smiled and indicated a chair.


  “Sorry I’m late,” she panted.


  “That’s fine,” he assured her. “You get your breath back. You haven’t missed anything.”


  “No, just the time she should be here for,” Tina muttered. Carol glared at her.


  That was the main problem. For some reason which nobody could explain, Tina had taken a dislike to the other waitress as soon as she’d started, and it led to a terrible atmosphere in the kitchen. It never ceased to amaze Carol that Shona didn’t turn put Tina in her place once and for all, but the other girl didn’t seem to notice what was going on half the time, at least, not at work.


  By the time the meeting broke up, Tina’s face was like thunder, and Carol didn’t waste a moment asking Peter if she could have a quiet word.


  “Office?” he said, and she nodded, glad he hadn’t suggested a more public place. The last thing she wanted was for Tina to overhear them.


  Valerie was already in there and looked up with a weary smile when her husband and the chef walked in.


  “Hi, Carol. Sorry I missed your meeting, Peter, but the phone hasn’t stopped ringing all morning.”


  “I know. It’s at times like this I wish we had twice as many rooms as we have.”


  “When you say things like that, I worry you’ve done something stupid like letting out Room One again.” Valerie winked at Carol.


  “Oh, don’t worry, he has done.” The chef laughed.


  “I knew it! You can’t accept it should be a single, can you?”


  Peter shrugged. “Tell you what—as soon as we’ve got through this week, I’ll start advertising it as a single.”


  “And we’ll have a single bed put in there so you can’t ‘accidentally’ let it go as a double, shall we?”


  “Look, you two,” Carol interrupted, anxious to get her point across, “while I could chat about Room One all day, we need to decide what we’re going to do about your daughter.”


  Valerie looked like she’d been slapped in the face. She’d put off a confrontation with Tina for as long as she could, but they had no option now. She needed pulling into line.


  Tina walked around with a gigantic chip on her shoulder, believing the world owed her a living or, more specifically, her parents. She could have done well for herself. She’d sailed through her GCSEs, but when it came to the sixth form, she didn’t have the self-discipline to manage her study/leisure time and, not surprisingly, failed her AS Levels in spectacular style.


  The waitressing job in the hotel was supposed to be a stopgap until she decided whether she wanted to go to college or not, but that had been almost three years ago, and now it looked as though Tina intended staying on in the hotel forever more. Staying on and causing trouble for the staff.


  “What do you want us to do?” Valerie asked wearily.


  “I’d like you to give her the night off—”


  “No,” Peter interrupted. “I can’t have her getting her own way over this. It’s going to look as though I’m favouring her over the rest of you because she’s our daughter.”


  While Carol could see his point, she still didn’t want Tina and Shona working together that evening. She looked to Valerie for help.


  “I’ll have a word with Tina, make sure she knows she can’t mess you about,” Valerie promised.


  “It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s Shona. The poor girl struggles as it is without Tina undermining her with the customers all the time.”


  “What do you mean, undermining her?” Peter asked.


  “She deliberately mixes the orders up to make Shona look bad, and then it appears that she’s the one who’s sorting it all out…”


  “Oh, now, come on, Carol!” Valerie protested. “You’re making her out to be some sort of ogre. I know Tina has her faults, but I don’t think for one moment she’d deliberately try to do any harm to the hotel.”


  “No, but she doesn’t think things through before she does them, love,” Peter demurred.


  “That’s typical of you. You never see any good in her!”


  Realising she’d opened a can of worms between husband and wife, Carol held up her hands and edged towards the door. “Just, please, make sure she behaves herself tonight however you do it. Okay?”


  ***


  There was silence for a moment after the chef had left, closing the door quietly behind her, until Peter finally defended himself.


  “If Tina wasn’t our daughter and was an ordinary employee, what would you be saying right now?”


  “Well, of course I’d be saying we should look into the allegations Carol has made…”


  “Exactly. So why is it any different because she’s our daughter? I’m not saying Carol’s right, but I do think we should find out what’s going on between her and Shona.”


  “And I suppose by ‘we’, you expect me to do it.”


  “No. I think it’s about time I had a chat with her,” he replied grimly.


  He knew Valerie. The girl could wrap her around her little finger, and on this occasion, he intended to treat Tina as what she was: an employee. There’d be no chance for her to throw the ‘I’m your daughter’ card at him like she would with her mother and get away with it.


  Chapter Two


  Stella threw the hotel a disparaging look as she got out of the car. It wasn’t the type of place she was used to staying in. For one thing, where was the valet parking, the uniformed doorman?


  “Thought we’d go a bit downmarket for this trip,” Graham offered in cheerful explanation as he opened the boot. “We’re going to have to learn to cut our cloth a bit tighter when I start up my own business.”


  “Even though you didn’t actually know about this change when you booked the hotel?” she retorted. “I must say, that was very forward-thinking of you, darling.”


  “You know me, I like to be prepared,” he replied glibly, admitting to nothing.


  “No, you like to take every opportunity to save money,” she snapped.


  He bit back another retort. This wasn’t the time or place to point out that Stella didn’t know what saving money actually was about. Not if he wanted to keep her calm while they were here. Stella in a temper was something best avoided, at least until they were booked into the hotel, otherwise they’d be going straight back home again. He wouldn’t blame anybody for refusing to let her stay if she threw a tantrum on their front doorstep.


  As it happened, it wasn’t Stella having a problem when they walked inside. She looked at Graham with raised eyebrows when they heard argumentative voices coming from what they assumed to be the office.


  “This gets worse by the minute,” Stella muttered as he rang the bell on the desk.


  The argument stopped for a moment and then resumed, although they couldn’t hear what was being said.


  Usually, it was Peter who booked guests in, not Valerie, but on this occasion, she was the one who came out of the dining room, flustered and trying to ignore those raised voices.


  “I assume we’ve arrived at a bad time?” Stella drawled.


  “Oh, no. It’s just the radio that’s on too loud,” Valerie assured as though she genuinely expected them to believe that.


  Before Stella could say any more, Graham stepped into the breach, booking them in, asking where their room was—anything to keep his wife quiet. He wouldn’t put it past her to accuse the poor woman of lying to cover up for whatever was going on. Better to allow her to keep a dignified approach to problems within the hotel as long as they were nothing to do with the guests.


  It was some consolation that Stella nodded her approval of the room they were given: a four-poster bed could always be guaranteed to smooth his wife’s ruffled feathers. Thank God he’d checked they had one before he booked them in. Nevertheless, Stella sniffed disparagingly as Valerie left them to unpack.


  “God alone knows what sort of service we can expect this week if they’re having problems with the staff.”


  “I’m sure it’ll be absolutely fine,” Graham replied absently as he checked his mobile.


  “What are you doing?” she asked sharply.


  “I need to get hold of Darren, tell him what’s gone on today.”


  “Why? I haven’t agreed to you doing this yet.”


  “You don’t have a say, Stella. If I don’t take the offer, I’ll end up losing the chance and the money involved. That’s the way it is. Darren and I are going into business, and I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but after all, I’m the one who brings the money into the house.”


  She gasped at that, even paled slightly, but didn’t speak, slamming her way into the bathroom. He shrugged, made his call to Darren and put her reaction out of his mind. It wasn’t his fault if she didn’t like the truth when she heard it.


  ***


  Tina glared at her father as he relayed Carol’s complaint about her attitude and her attempts to get Shona into trouble. She’d come into the office at his request on the assumption that he’d thought twice about letting her have the evening off, only to be told off for undermining the rest of the staff.


  It wasn’t good enough. What right did he have to lay into her like that? She was his daughter, for God’s sake, not an employee.


  “You do see what I’m saying, don’t you?” Peter asked finally. “We all have to work together, and it isn’t good practice for one person to be shown as not competent enough to do her job.”


  “So you think I’m undermining her, do you? The same Shona who couldn’t give a damn about the hotel because she walks around in a daze half the time? I mean, is she the one who’s complained or is it someone else?”


  “I’m not telling you who’s said what, I’m asking you what it is about Shona you dislike so much,” he replied as patiently as he could manage.


  “I don’t dislike her, as you put it. If you want the truth, I feel a lot more strongly about her than just dislike.”


  Peter stared at her in bewilderment. “Why? What has she ever done to you to make you hate her? Do you have any idea what that poor girl is going through?”


  “Oh, here we go.” Tina sneered. “Everybody feel sorry for Shona, forget about what anybody else has gone through, just bend over backwards for her.”


  Peter sighed. This wasn’t the way they’d brought up Tina. How could she be so cynical about a girl who’d gone through what Shona had for the past few months?


  It had broken his heart when the girl first arrived on their doorstep in response to an advert they’d placed in the local paper. It was clear from her expression how desperate she was for the job, but he’d still insisted on a proper interview, tried not to delve too deeply into her reasons for wanting the waitress position. It had been almost a month before Valerie finally found out what the problem was for Shona, and once she did, all the staff immediately wanted to help her, make her feel welcome. Everyone except their daughter.


  It hadn’t made any sense at all to Peter and Valerie. The two girls had been at school together, but where Shona went on to university, Tina fell by the wayside. Seeing her old schoolmate reduced to working as a waitress seemed to delight Tina, as if she couldn’t care less about the circumstances which had led to the situation the other girl was in.


  Up until then, Shona’s life had been on track. She was loving university, getting consistently good grades, making new friends everywhere she went, until the day her mother rang to tell her that her father had walked out on them. Just like that. Gone. Shona hadn’t thought twice; her mother needed her. She couldn’t possibly stay at university, not when her mum was so upset, and besides, she wouldn’t be gone for long.


  She’d been home a month when she’d realised there was no way her mum could cope without her, and suddenly all Shona’s hopes and dreams for her future were gone. She was forced to find a job close enough to home to keep an eye on her mother, desperate to get out of the house at least for a few hours each day, and she’d found that at the hotel.


  Now, Tina, Peter’s own daughter, couldn’t find it in her heart to befriend the girl. Where had they gone wrong? Was it the way he and Valerie had allowed her to leave school, drift into this job with them, hadn’t forced her to look for anything else, sort her life out? Had they been too soft with her?


  “So is there anything else?” Tina asked, sharply breaking the silence.


  “Not at the moment, but, Tina, if I hear one more complaint about you, I’m going to tell you to look for a job somewhere else. I won’t have the rest of the staff undermined. We need a good solid team to keep this hotel running smoothly—”


  “Oh, you and your stupid team,” she snarled. “Why can’t you accept that we’re the employers and they all need to do as they’re told, keep in line, if they don’t want to lose their jobs. God knows there’s enough people out there looking for work, we could replace the whole lot of them with no trouble at all.”


  That was when Peter finally lost his temper with her.


  “And why can’t you accept that you’re the one who’s messed up your life? Nobody here, certainly not me or your mother, is responsible for that. You could have been at university like Shona, except you wouldn’t have had to give up your course. You could’ve had the world, but you decided it was more important to have a social life, to throw your chance away. So don’t you dare sit there and bad-mouth the business your mother and I are running here. So far as I’m concerned, if anybody goes, it’ll be you, not a member of this staff who works their socks off. Now get out before I say something I’ll really regret.”


  “I could save you the bother and walk out right now, you know,” she yelled back.


  “You know what, Tina? Right now, I wouldn’t try to stop you. It’s up to you—either pull your weight here or find something else, but don’t for one moment think you’ll be living here rent-free.”


  He had her over a barrel, and she knew it. She could walk out of the job but she couldn’t walk out of her home. There was nowhere else for her to go.


  “Well, of course I’m not going to walk out. But I might look at the Job Centre, see if there’s anything else I can do…”


  “You do that, but not until Monday if you don’t mind. We’ve got a busy weekend ahead of us.”


  He smiled, suddenly the genial father again, but Tina wasn’t fooled for a moment. He’d laid it on the line for her all too clearly: shape up or get out, and as she had no intention of kowtowing to the staff, out she’d go. Just as soon as she found herself a decent job that paid proper money. Hopefully enough money for her to move out altogether.


  ***


  Shona jumped like a startled rabbit when her mobile bleeped. She knew before she opened the message that it was from her mother. Nobody else would send her a text during the day.


  “Check it,” Carol urged her. “You’ll only worry about it if you don’t.”


  “It’s ridiculous. I’ve only been here for half an hour.”


  “Check it anyway.”


  Reluctantly, Shona opened the message, sighing again when she saw what it said. “She wants to know where I am. I told her I was coming to work. She can’t have forgotten already.”


  Carol frowned, wondering how best to say what she felt she needed to without upsetting the girl.


  “Is she taking those antidepressants the doctor gave her?” she asked.


  “As far as I know, yes. Well, she says she is, but I can’t be sure unless I stand over her while she takes them, and it doesn’t feel right somehow, doing that with my own mother.”


  “You don’t think she could be suffering some memory loss due to the side effects, do you?”


  “Oh God, I hope not. She didn’t say if the doctor had mentioned any, but…well, now you’ve said it, she does seem to be a bit spaced out most of the time.”


  “I think you need to have a word with the doctor yourself, love,” Carol suggested quietly. She didn’t want to say any more, but she was genuinely worried about Shona at the moment. The girl was out of her depth with everything going on in her home life. It wasn’t fair that she had nobody to help her through this emotional maelstrom, which, after all, was none of her making.


  “So what are you going to do?” Carol persisted.


  “Send her a reply saying I’m at work. There’s nothing else I can do, is there?” Shona replied wearily.


  Carol could have offered to let her go home and reassure her mother, but for once she put Shona’s interests first. The girl was better here than scurrying round after her mother all day. And anyway, she was needed here if they were going to be busy.


  Shona had barely put her ’phone back in her bag when Tina stormed into the kitchen, glaring at her, and stopped in front of Carol, demanding to know who’d said what to her father.


  With deliberate calm, Carol sent Shona to put the specials on the blackboard before she answered Tina.


  “Right, young lady. Firstly, you never, ever, come into my kitchen like that. It’s a dangerous enough place anyway, and I’ll not have you putting yourself or the staff at risk. Do you understand me?”


  Tina nodded sullenly.


  “Secondly, it was me who told your father. I can’t cope with you and Shona at each other’s throats all the time.”


  “For her to be at my throat she’d have to get a bit of a backbone first,” Tina retorted.


  “All right then, I’ll rephrase that. You at her throat all day long. I won’t have it, Tina. It’s bad enough coping with a hotel full of guests without you trying to upset the apple cart all the time.”


  “God, how old are you? Upsetting the apple cart? You sound like my grandmother!”


  “Don’t change the subject. You know exactly what I mean. Now, are you going to pull yourself together or do I need to get tough with you?”


  “Okay, okay, I’ll be all sweetness and light with Shona. How does that suit you?”


  Carol sighed. “If I believed it even for a moment, it would suit me just fine.”


  “Oh, you can believe it. I can be a little angel when I put my mind to it,” Tina promised airily.


  Carol was no fool. Tina knew how to convince people she’d turned over a new leaf. Whether Shona would notice Tina was being nice to her was another matter.


  Chapter Three


  Mike was the sort of guest Peter liked best. He breezed through the door with a ready smile on his face and an attitude that said he worried about nothing and nobody. His wife Melinda, on the other hand, was quiet, didn’t quite meet Peter’s eyes when he greeted them both, and he sensed immediately there was something on her mind.


  “If you’d like to follow me I’ll show you to your room.”


  Peter heard Melinda’s gasp behind him when she saw the size of that room, guessed what was wrong before either of them spoke.


  “Bloody hell, mate, I know you said it was small, but this is ridiculous,” Mike blustered, making it all too obvious his wife hadn’t known anything about it.


  “We can’t stay in here,” Melinda said, a catch in her voice that tugged at Peter’s heartstrings. “I mean, it isn’t even a full-sized double bed, is it?”


  Looking at the room through their eyes, Peter had to acknowledge Valerie’s point about it being more of a single than a double, but there wasn’t a lot he could do about it now. Unless…


  “Look, if you can cope in here until Sunday morning, I’ve got a couple here for only two nights. I can move you into a better room after that.”


  “Well, now that sounds fair enough, doesn’t it, Melinda?” Mike asked, his good humour immediately restored.


  “And, of course, we’ll adjust the charges accordingly,” Peter added when she didn’t answer, hoping that would be enough to settle her mind.


  “We could try somewhere else,” she suggested.


  “Like where? Everything in Chester’s booked up this weekend.”


  “We could go to Wales, like I said originally.”


  “Oh, no. I’ve driven all this way, I’m not driving again tonight.”


  Knowing he’d won Mike over, Peter left it to him to talk his wife into staying and didn’t doubt Mike would succeed because Peter had picked up on the desperation in the man’s eyes. The races were the attraction—the driving force that would make him persuade his wife to stay. Many gamblers had come and gone in Peter’s time at the hotel, but this man was one of the worst he’d ever seen.


  ***


  Stella’s eyes swept around the lounge, coming to rest on Mike and Melinda where they sat in the window with their drinks. She summed them up instantly in her mind: second wife and much younger than him, although he was rather pathetically trying to compete with her from an age point of view. They certainly weren’t the sort of people she expected to come across in the hotels they usually frequented, and it didn’t bode well for Graham that they were here.


  “Hi, there. Please, come and join us,” Mike called over.


  “Don’t even think about it,” Stella warned in an undertone.


  Her husband threw her an amused look and shook his head. “Oh, I think it’s rather a good idea. At least we can’t argue about our future if we join them, can we?”


  As far as Stella was concerned, their future was already sorted out. Graham wasn’t going into business with Darren Welch and that was an end to it.


  Mike was the type of person who could befriend anyone, and Graham, who looked beyond the tattoos and the gold chains, saw a chap who was quite likeable. They were soon deep in conversation about the racing, Mike more than happy to give tips to anybody who wanted them.


  “Are you a regular race-goer?” Stella asked Melinda, feeling she had to at least make an effort to speak to this…this child bride.


  “If I had my way, we wouldn’t be here in Chester, let alone going to the races tomorrow.”


  “I can’t see the point in coming to Chester unless you’re going to the races.” Stella eyed the other woman up and down and found her sadly lacking in the fashion stakes. “I assume you won’t be eating in the hotel this evening?”


  “We haven’t decided yet.”


  “Personally, I prefer to dress for dinner when we’re staying in a hotel.”


  Melinda hastily hid a smile. She wasn’t going to be cowed by a woman who—judging by the outfit she was wearing and the profusion of diamonds about her person—seemed to think she was staying at the Ritz, not a small hotel on the outskirts of Chester.


  The two women were silent for a while, Stella sipping her drink with every sign of boredom and Melinda not wanting to talk to anybody, especially not this woman.


  Graham, on the other hand, having decided this couple were okay, suddenly declared they should all go to the races together the following day.


  “I don’t think so, darling,” Stella said quickly before the other couple could agree. “You know we like to go into the winners’ enclosure…”
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