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TOMORROW’S PROMISE


Gillian Villiers


Leaving Glasgow under a cloud when she is forced from her teaching job by a vindictive colleague, Lara Mason uproots herself and moves to provincial Loreburn, determined to put her past behind her. Needing a home in a hurry, she takes the first room she can find, in a house with handsome fellow teacher Mick, whose laid-back manner is infuriating and seriously distracting. Resolving to move out as soon as possible, Lara’s interest is caught by Ladybank Row, a dilapidated group of 1930s houses which remain a genteel haven in the centre of town. Developing them proves to be a serious commitment beset by endless problems. Mick offers to help, but Lara isn’t so sure she should let him …




Chapter One


‘I have to get this job, I just have to,’ thought Lara as she hurried along the unfamiliar road. And then, ‘Calm down. Stop being so melodramatic.’ She did want the job, desperately, but if she wasn’t offered this post she would find something else. Wouldn’t she? One way or another, she was going to move on.


She tried to think positively, to get in the right frame of mind for the interview. She had the qualifications and experience needed for the teaching post. She had an excellent reference from her previous head of department. She had to remember how motivated and hardworking she was. Remember, in short, that she was perfect for the job.


And yet the doubts crept in again. None of these things counted if they didn’t want her. The last few months had taught Lara it wasn’t enough to be good at what you did; other people had to value you too. And if they didn’t, if they really wanted to drive you down, it was hard not to go under.


She felt a small rush of relief when she finally found her way to Loreburn High School. It was one of the ugliest buildings she had ever seen. This was a good sign. If it had been a pretty building, she would have known it wasn’t meant for her.


She hesitated before the wide metal gates. Take a deep breath. Check that the train journey and the walk hadn’t given her that crumpled look she so hated. Remember what Alex had said about smiling. OK, ready to go.


‘Are you lost?’


Startled, she swung round to find a man standing almost at her shoulder. Where had he sprung from?


‘No, I’m not lost, thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m looking for Loreburn High School, and it seems to me that I’ve found it.’


‘So you have.’ He grinned. He was about her height, wearing extremely scruffy sports gear, and standing rather close. ‘You’ll be here for the interview?’


‘As it happens, I am.’ She looked at him more closely, wondering how he knew. He couldn’t be a teacher here, could he? With his untidy blond hair and wide smile, he wasn’t at all like the teachers she was used to.


‘Best of luck,’ he said, patting her lightly on the shoulder and making her jump.


‘Thank you,’ she said stiffly, and marched across the empty playground towards the unattractive buildings.


It was only when she got closer that she realised she couldn’t actually see a way in. The school was a series of concrete boxes of different heights, with courtyards and passageways between them, but she couldn’t see any signs of an entrance. She chewed her lip. If she wasted any more time she was going to be late. She turned around to ask directions from the stranger, and saw him jog lazily around the corner to the playing fields.


OK, another deep breath. If she kept walking she was bound to find a door eventually. She felt hundreds of pairs of eyes watching her from the expanse of windows. She straightened her back and tried, at the same time, to look relaxed. She could do this. Really, she could.


The interview went better than she had dared to hope. The interview panel were pleasant and interested, keen to put her at her ease. Lara felt silly for having worked herself into such a state, but none of that mattered now. Mr McIntyre, the head teacher, asked her to wait after the question-and-answer session had finished, which she hoped was a good sign.


It was. When he called her back in, he offered her the job there and then. ‘I’ll quite understand if you want some time to consider. In the meantime, would you like to have another look around the school buildings, meet some of the other teachers …?’


Lara smiled properly for the first time in weeks. It was as though the weight of the world had dropped from her shoulders. Yes! The first step towards her new life had been taken.


She was going to like her new headteacher. A wiry, energetic man in his early fifties, he was straightforward and friendly. She answered him in the same way. ‘I’m sure I should think it over before I give you an answer, but I think you can take it I’ll say yes.’


‘Excellent, excellent. And you said you could start after the February half term break, is that right? You don’t need to work out any notice?’


‘No, I gave in my notice a while ago.’ He didn’t ask why and she didn’t explain. Lara didn’t want to think about her old job.


‘Wonderful. So we’ll see you here a fortnight on Monday. Which brings me to the next point. Accommodation. Have you thought of anywhere to stay?’


‘No, I …’


‘You didn’t want to jump the gun. Quite understand. But we aren’t giving you very long to get organised, are we? I happen to know that one of the other teachers has a room to let in their house, and I wondered if that might be of interest to you? Short term, of course, but it’s convenient for the school and no doubt preferable to a Bed and Breakfast.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’ Lara was impressed. When she had taken her job in Glasgow, nobody had shown any interest in her living arrangements. ‘I’ll certainly think about it.’


‘Very good.’ Mr McIntyre was back on his feet. ‘No time like the present, eh? I’ll take you through to the staff room, see if I can introduce you to Mick right now.’


Lara knew, she just knew, as soon as they walked into the sprawling, noisy staff room which of the twenty or so teachers would be the one with the room to rent. She was sure this wasn’t a good idea. She wanted to say something to Mr McIntyre, but he had already cleared his throat and a silence of sorts fell.


He introduced her as, ‘Lara Mason, who I very much hope will be our new senior Geography teacher.’


Then he led her across to the far corner where two men were sitting with mugs of coffee, their feet on a low table, watching her approach. They were both wearing tracksuits and one of them was the man who had accosted her at the gate.


‘Mick Jensen, Sandy Woods. Let me introduce Lara Mason. Mick, I told Miss Mason that you might be able to help her with accommodation.’


Mick pushed the too long, sun-bleached hair from his eyes. ‘We’ve already met.’


‘Excellent. Well, if you’ll excuse me …’ Mr McIntyre patted Lara’s shoulder in a fatherly fashion. ‘I’ll see that letter goes off to you straight away.’


And then she was left alone in the room full of strangers.


‘So you got the job,’ said Mick Jensen. ‘I knew you would. Congratulations.’


‘Thank you,’ said Lara doubtfully. Somehow this man seemed to be laughing at her and it made her uncomfortable.


‘Would you like a coffee?’ asked the other man. He was older and tidier than his colleague.


Lara smiled at him. ‘That would be lovely. White, no sugar.’


He rose in the fluid movement of the very fit and went to a kitchen alcove. Lara hesitated, waiting for the man Mick to invite her to sit down. When he didn’t she said, ‘I’ll have a seat, shall I?’ Really, did he have no manners?


‘Help yourself,’ said Mick easily. He gestured with his mug to the numerous empty chairs, and then – apparently making a supreme effort – lifted his feet from the coffee table. ‘What brings you to this part of the world, then?’ He had a way of looking at her as though his whole attention was caught, green eyes wide and interested, and just a little amused.


‘I’d heard it was a good place to live,’ she said cautiously.


‘It’s not bad. Know the area at all?’


‘I’ve visited. One of my friends had family nearby.’


‘And where are you working just now?’


‘Glasgow.’ She named the school.


He grinned. ‘Aye. I can see why you’d like to get out of there.’


‘It’s all right.’


‘You’d be too la-di-da for those kids,’ he said.


‘I’m not la-di-da.’ She didn’t know why he riled her so much. It didn’t matter what he thought, after all. He would never know it wasn’t the children who had been the problem. Lara looked around the staff room again, wondering what the teachers were like here.


Sandy Woods came back with the coffee and she turned with relief to accept it. How had she got into this ridiculous conversation?


‘Where is it you’re from?’ asked the older man, his tone friendly rather than intrusive. ‘There’s an accent there, but I can’t place it.’


‘I was brought up partly overseas. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, various places.’ Lara had therefore spent years at boarding school, but she didn’t mention that. It hadn’t been a happy time.


Sandy asked Lara a few more questions and told her a little about the school. Then, just when she was starting to relax, he rose to his feet once again. ‘Time I was off. I’ll let you two talk about arrangements. Look forward to meeting you again soon, Lara.’


‘You’ve not changed your mind yet?’ Mick bent down to rummage in the massive duffle bag at his feet and pulled out an open packet of chocolate digestives. ‘Want one?’


‘No. Thanks. Changed my mind about what?’


‘Moving to Loreburn. I hope we haven’t put you off.’ He began to eat his way through the packet, speaking between bites. ‘D’you want to hear about my house? It’s a couple of miles from the school, on the edge of town on the Dunmuir side. It’s nothing special. 1970s semi, three bedrooms, but one’s little more than a box room, so it’s really only two. I’ve been renting out the second to help with the mortgage. We share bathroom, kitchen, etc. Split the bills. What do you think?’


‘Why did your last tenant move out?’ Lara meant to sound business-like, but the grin he shot her made her realise the question sounded a little rude. She blushed.


Mick said, ‘He couldn’t stand the chaos, of course. No, actually, he’s bought a place of his own. He’d always meant to do it, but being Steve it took him a couple of years to get round to it. He moves out next week, which leaves me in the lurch.’


‘If I did take it, it would only be for a short time,’ said Lara cautiously. ‘I’d really like to get a place of my own and I don’t intend to take a couple of years over it. Perhaps you’d rather look for someone who would rent longer term?’


Mick put another biscuit in his mouth and she had to wait a moment before he answered. ‘Not a problem.’ He smiled. ‘You look like the perfect housemate to me.’


Lara could feel herself blush again and resented it. ‘I don’t know …’


‘And you’re probably a much better cook than Steve, too. No, only joking, I don’t expect you to cook for me, or me for you, unless it suits. So, are you interested?’


‘You haven’t mentioned the rent yet.’ Lara really wanted to say no. There was something about this man with his laid-back manner and inquisitive eyes that disconcerted her. But when he mentioned an amount that was half what she would have paid in Glasgow, and she thought of the convenience of having a solution offered to her on a plate, she weakened.


‘I haven’t officially accepted the job yet, but if I do, and you’re sure …’


‘No pressure. Think it over and you can give me a ring.’ He delved into the enormous bag again and came out with a crumpled notepad. ‘Have you got a pen handy? I’ll give you my number.’


Lara passed him her favourite fountain pen, at which he gave a silent whistle, and she watched as he wrote out the information in a surprisingly attractive script. He handed her the piece of paper but kept hold of the pen, turning it over in his hand. ‘Nice. I suppose you want it back?’


‘You suppose right.’


‘Bit fancy, though. Isn’t it a hassle filling it with ink and all that?’


‘It’s a hassle I consider worthwhile.’


‘Are you a school teacher or something?’ he said with a grin. ‘Do you want to come over and see the house now?’


‘No. I …’ Lara glanced at her watch and noted with relief that she could honestly say she had to catch her train. She wanted time to think things over, away from this man, before she committed herself further. She had never been one to make decisions in a hurry. She still couldn’t quite believe she had given in her notice in Glasgow without another job to go to. Taking risks wasn’t like her at all, which just showed how desperate she had been. She shuddered. She was not going to think about that now. ‘I’ll phone you in a few days’ time,’ she said.


‘I’ll look forward to it.’ He swung his feet back on to the table and popped the last biscuit into his mouth.


It was as she was walking briskly back to the railway station that Lara saw Ladybank Row for the first time. On the way to the school she had been far too preoccupied to notice her surroundings, but now she was free to look about.


It was good to be back in Loreburn. The small town feel, even on a grey January morning, was comforting. The roads she walked along were not too busy, pedestrians stopped to chat, waved to passing cars. Yes, it felt homely and peaceful, just as she had remembered.


Then she glimpsed the higgledy piggledy broken-down houses and wondered why she had never noticed them before.


She had five minutes to spare and, after a moment’s hesitation, she turned down the little cul-de-sac. The houses stood on one side of the street. On the other was a fence hiding a small industrial estate. Behind the houses was a line of trees and Lara thought she could glimpse a railway line beyond them. What a funny little spot this was.


Then, as soon as she turned into the little road, it was as though she was miles from the town centre. The traffic noises faded as the great bare trees nodded to her. And there was a sign standing askew in the front garden, For Sale.


She went closer, interest kindled, and then saw the words As One Lot. That was a shame. Those funny little houses with their pointy roofs and oddly-placed windows had a strange appeal. But buying one place so run down would be a challenge. A row of four was out of the question. Lara was nothing if not sensible.


She turned on her heel and headed back to the station.




Chapter Two


Elizabeth Mason was surprised, and very pleased, to receive a phone call from her daughter. They spoke, dutifully, once a week, but it wasn’t usually Lara who initiated the calls. Elizabeth could understand that, overseas calls were expensive. It made it all the more exciting to receive a call now.


‘Lara, darling. How are you?’ Elizabeth settled herself down on the white settee close to the air-conditioning unit. The weather in Dubai was even hotter than usual.


‘I’m fine, thanks. How are you and Dad?’


Elizabeth answered cheerfully, suppressing a sigh at the formal way her daughter spoke. How could it be they were so far apart? Not just the hundreds of miles, but the coolness between them. Not for the first time she wished they hadn’t had to send Lara back to the UK for her schooling. But there hadn’t been any choice, had there? They had moved around so much with Derek’s work, it was important to give the child some stability. Lara had always been a child who longed for stability.


‘Mum, I’ve got a new job.’


‘Goodness! Have you really? Why, we didn’t even know you were thinking about changing jobs.’


‘Didn’t I say? Well, things weren’t going so well at school since that new head of department started, so I thought I’d look for something else.’


A wave of sadness swept through Elizabeth. Lara had been unhappy and they had known nothing about it. She tried to be positive. ‘And have you found something nice?’


‘I’ve got a job at a school in Loreburn. I’ll be moving down there in a few weeks’ time.’


‘Loreburn? Gosh, that is a big change.’ Lara had seemed so settled in Glasgow. ‘Why Loreburn?’ Elizabeth wished Lara had discussed this with them first. Derek was coming up for retirement and it would have been lovely if they could have all moved somewhere a little closer together.


‘Alex’s gran, Nana Edna, used to live near Loreburn, don’t you remember? I’ve always liked the town.’


Elizabeth vaguely remembered Lara had spent some holidays with her friend Alexandra in a town in the south of Scotland. It hadn’t always been possible for her to fly out to the Middle East. But she hadn’t realised her daughter had liked the place so much. In fact, she had never quite understood the friendship Lara had with Alex, a plump, quiet girl who had none of Lara’s verve. But there was no time to go into that now. Instead she concentrated on the practicalities. ‘What will you do with your flat?’


‘Sell it, of course, and buy somewhere down there.’ Lara sounded impatient. ‘The headmaster of the school seems really nice, he’s arranged for me to rent a room from one of the other teachers whilst I look for somewhere to buy.’


‘That’s kind. Is she your age?’ Elizabeth would like to think of Lara sharing with someone of her own age. Apart from Alex, she didn’t seem to have any close friends.


‘It’s a man, actually.’


‘O-oh.’ Elizabeth couldn’t keep the disapproval out of her voice. She knew she was old-fashioned, but she didn’t like to think of her pretty daughter sharing with a man. And she didn’t dare think what Derek would say. ‘Is he married? A family who are letting out their spare room, perhaps?’


‘No, Mum, he’s not married.’ Now Lara sounded irritated. ‘It’ll be fine. It won’t be for long. Lots of girls share with men these days.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Elizabeth doubtfully. ‘Tell me more about the job, dear. Is it a promotion? We always thought you’d be a head of department sometime soon.’ They had thought that was going to happen at the school in Glasgow but for some reason it hadn’t.


‘It’s not head of department,’ said Lara, with more emphasis than Elizabeth thought was called for. Clearly she had said the wrong thing, again. ‘It’s senior Geography teacher, so it is a small promotion, but that’s not why I went for it. I just want a change.’


‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy,’ said Elizabeth encouragingly. ‘Why don’t we phone you back this evening and you can tell your father about it yourself?’


‘No, no. You tell him. I’d better go now. Goodbye.’


Elizabeth put the phone down with a sigh. She wished she could do something to improve her relationship with her only child. She didn’t know exactly when things had started to go wrong, but suddenly she was determined to try and put them right. She wasn’t quite sure how. Perhaps not telling Derek Lara was to be sharing with a man would be a good first step.


Spurred on by her mother’s disapproval, Lara decided to go and look over Mick Jensen’s house. She still had her doubts about sharing with him, but if the house was acceptable, she should probably take the room. He definitely wasn’t her ideal housemate but the room was cheap and available. It would save so much time if she could stay there for the first few months.


On this second occasion, Lara drove down to Loreburn in her car. It had been in the garage the previous week, a place where it spent a good deal of time. She enjoyed the drive. She let the engine open up for an hour or so down the motorway, and then turned off over the Dalveen pass and came down through the winding roads she remembered from visits to Alex’s gran. The trees were gaunt and bare, but the sun was out, glinting off the occasional quaint red-sandstone house. It lifted her spirits to drive with fields and hills as far as the eye could see. Even the car seemed to like it, and didn’t cough and splutter once. Maybe what they both needed was longer runs and a little fresh air.


The instructions Mick Jensen had given her proved to be surprisingly easy to follow, and ten minutes before the appointed time she drew up outside a semi-detached house identical to twenty or thirty others in the little estate. It was on the very edge of town, and you could see hills rising in those soft, hazy rolls into the distance.


She wondered if she should sit in the car and wait the extra ten minutes. Some people didn’t like you to be early. But waiting was making Lara nervous, giving her too much time to think over what she might be letting herself in for. She climbed out of the car and strode up the short, slightly unkempt driveway and knocked on the glass front door.


It took Mick a minute or two to answer. He was wearing a torn T-shirt and a pair of tracksuit bottoms and had a bowl of cereal in one hand. He looked only half awake.


Lara smiled brightly. ‘Sorry, I’m a little early. It didn’t take me as long to get here as I expected.’


‘Oh, it’s you.’ He squinted at her, the green eyes having difficulty staying open. ‘Gosh, was it today you said you’d come?’


‘It was.’ She was beginning to feel annoyed with him again.


‘Aye, well, you’d better come in then.’ He stood back. ‘It’s not exactly tidy. I’d forgotten it was today you were coming and …’ He gave her a sudden grin. ‘To tell you the truth, it probably wouldn’t have made much difference if I’d remembered. But we have had a lady coming in weekly to do a basic clean, so it’s not as bad as it might be.’


As Lara looked around she saw this was true. The décor might be early eighties and rather battered, and there was certainly far too much sports kit lying about, but there seemed to be an underlying cleanliness. Which was a relief. She knew the others teased her about it, but if you were born fastidious you had to accept it.


‘Come into the kitchen, I’ll get you a drink.’ He finished his cereal and put the bowl in the sink. She stood just inside the doorway as he put on the kettle. It felt awkward. She hardly knew this man, how could she be considering sharing a house with him?


‘Look, it’s not luxurious or anything,’ said Mick. He gestured around. ‘Pretty basic, really, but we’ve got the essentials. Fridge, microwave.’ He shot her another grin. He was waking up. ‘There’s even a cooker if you want to do proper meals. And I’ll try and wash up a bit more often but give me a kick if I forget. Steve, who I’ve been sharing with, was a bit untidy, and it doesn’t kind of encourage you to clear up after yourself.’


‘I suppose not.’


‘Tea or coffee? What time did you get up this morning? Isn’t it a two-hour drive down here? I’m impressed. Rule number one: don’t get up before nine at the weekend.’


‘It’s half past ten.’


‘I said not before nine. No limit to how late you can sleep, is there? I was helping Steve move into his new place yesterday, and one beer led to another, you know how it is. No idea what time I got in but it was definitely late.’


‘I hope you didn’t drive.’ Lara knew she sounded prim, but the conversation was making her feel breathless.


‘Drive? No, I jogged back. It’s only a couple of miles and it’s good to clear the head, you know?’


Lara shook her own head slowly. Sharing with this man was going to be an education. Or maybe she would just try and steer clear of him. It was making her feel exhausted just listening.


She took the mug of coffee and said, ‘Perhaps you could show me around. I’ve made an appointment to look at a couple of houses so I can’t stay long.’ She smiled to herself as she spoke. She had, indeed, arranged to see a couple of small, sensible houses. But also she hadn’t been able to resist arranging to view Ladybank Row.


Mick led the way upstairs. ‘Right, that’s my room. I get the biggest one ’cos it’s my house and I’m the messiest. This would be yours. It looks out the front so you’ve a view of the countryside, of sorts. Built-in cupboard, double bed. Any other furniture you’d need to provide yourself. The bathroom’s over there. Any questions?’


Lara took a while before she answered. She needed to slow this down. The curtains of ‘her’ room were an indeterminate pink/brown and the carpet was sand coloured. There was nothing you could take offence to, but nothing really to like, either. ‘It’ll do fine,’ she said firmly. After all, she wouldn’t be staying long. ‘If you’re still sure you want me as a tenant?’


‘It sounds good to me.’ He gave her another of those looks that she was almost sure he did on purpose, to discompose her. ‘When can you move in?’


Lara tried to concentrate on practicalities. She said briskly, ‘If it’s OK with you, I’ll pay a deposit now. I’ve brought some bags and boxes down with me and it’d be handy if I could leave them here.’ She smiled doubtfully, hoping Mick wouldn’t think her presumptuous. ‘I’ll sort more things out during the half-term holiday and move in the weekend before I start work. How would that be?’


‘No problem. And you don’t need to worry about a deposit, we can sort money out when you move in.’


‘I’d rather do it this way. I’ll pay you two weeks in advance, and then weekly thereafter. OK? How did you work it with your last tenant?’


‘… Er, not sure. He sort of paid when he remembered.’


Lara sighed. It felt a little too much like being back in a classroom of teenagers. She said repressively, ‘That might be fine between friends, but ours is a business arrangement. And one other thing, is it OK with you if I have a friend to stay?’


For the first time since her arrival the good humour faded momentarily. ‘A friend? Oh, yes, of course.’


‘She’d share my room, and it would just be for a night or two. She’s thinking of moving to Loreburn herself.’ At least, Lara hoped she was.


‘Ah,’ said Mick, his bright smile returning. ‘Loreburn seems to be popular at the moment. She’ll be very welcome. The more the merrier, as far as I’m concerned.’


‘She’s …’ began Lara, and then hesitated. It wasn’t her position to tell strangers about Alex’s problems. Especially as she wasn’t sure what they were herself. ‘We’ll keep out of your way. I’m very grateful to you for letting me stay.’ She turned to face him and held out her hand. ‘Shall we shake on it?’


She knew even as she did so that the gesture was a mistake. His hand closed around hers, warm and strong, and she felt as though he was pulling her in. Perhaps he felt the connection too, for he didn’t let go immediately, but looked into her eyes, at almost the same level as his own, questioning.


‘I’ll go and get those bags,’ she said.




Chapter Three


Lara knew persuading Alex to join her in her new life in Loreburn wasn’t going to be easy. Alex was a staff nurse in one of the big Glasgow hospitals and for a while Lara had thought she was happy there. But since beloved Nana Edna who had brought her up had died a year ago, Alex had withdrawn into herself. Always a quiet girl, her conversations were now almost monosyllabic. It was becoming difficult to persuade her to venture out except to go to work. She also seemed to be taking a refuge in food. Things had to change.


She didn’t tell Alex all her plans at once. The first thing was to get her to visit Loreburn, something she hadn’t done since her grandmother’s funeral.


‘I don’t want to go back,’ Alex had whispered.


‘But you were happy there.’ Lara was worried. Alex had never mourned her grandmother as she should have. She had merely shut down.


Maybe if she could persuade her friend to take the step of revisiting what had once been her home, then she could move on. And thinking about Alex gave Lara something positive to do, and not dwell on her relationship with her own parents. Recent telephone conversations had been more difficult than usual. It hurt that their only interest in her new life had been disappointment she hadn’t got a head of department post, and horror she would be sharing with a man.


‘It’ll be great,’ she said encouragingly to Alex.


‘Mmm,’ was all the answer her friend vouchsafed, but she had, reluctantly, agreed to accompany her for a visit.


Lara hoped she was doing the right thing. The closer they came to Loreburn, the more tense Alex became. Lara negotiated the last bend of the Dalveen pass and they began to drop down towards the small town. Alex sat beside her, clutching her ugly, bulky handbag with both hands. Lara bit her lip. She really, really hoped this was going to work.
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