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    Chapter One




    ‘Whiteacres Industrial Estate please, dear.’ The taxi’s rear door was yanked open by a plump figure wearing khaki shorts. ‘You do know where it is, dear, don’t you?’




    Billie Pascoe, jolted from some serious daydreaming in the driving seat, did her customary customer eye-meet, which was slightly hampered on this occasion by sunglasses,  through the rear-view mirror. ‘Yes, of course. Oh, would you like me to put your luggage in the boot?’




    ‘No thanks, dear. It’s only a few bits and bobs, and anyway you really don’t look strong enough to be humping baggage.’




    The woman, who could have been anywhere between forty and seventy, was accompanied by various carrier bags, a shocking pink sombrero, and a small vanity case. After an indecisive tussle with the sombrero, she rammed it on her head and thumped heavily onto the rear seat.




    She beamed kindly at Billie through the driving mirror. ‘I always like to get a cab with a female driver because you can’t be too careful, if you know what I mean, dear, but to be honest, I thought you were someone’s child. You simply don’t look old enough to be driving a taxi …’




    Billie grinned as she moved the Granada smoothly away from the Spicer Centre taxi rank and into Amberley Hill’s mid-morning traffic. She’d heard the same remarks at least three times a week every week for the year and a half that she’d been driving for Reuben’s Cabs. Being a smidgen over five feet tall, weighing a smidgen over seven stone, and with layers of short blonde hair, she’d probably pass for Zoe Ball on an off-day.




    She’d never felt it necessary to reassure her passengers that she was all of twenty-six and a half, and having been brought up on a farm she’d been shifting sacks of sheep feed and hay bales since she was old enough to walk, and therefore stowing the average weekly shop or holiday suitcase in the Granada’s boot would pose her no problems whatsoever.




    Leaving the town, and heading for the bypass which linked Amberley Hill to Whiteacres, Billie glanced again in the mirror. Her passenger was now nursing the sombrero, gazing out of the window and showing no inclination to chat, which suited Billie fine. There were things she needed to think about. Things that needed mulling over … things like changing direction, taking stock, getting a grip … things like jacking in the taxi driving and being in control of her own destiny. Again.




    ‘Lovely day, isn’t it?’ The lady suddenly loomed forward, interrupting Billie’s mental letter of resignation to Reuben Wainwright, proprietor of Reuben’s Cabs, slimeball, and long-term bane of her life. ‘Flaming June with a vengeance. It always makes one yearn for silver sands and transparent turquoise seas on days like these, doesn’t it?’




    Billie nodded as she overtook a string of lorries heading for the retail village and inhaled vast quantities of toxic fumes through the open window. ‘Not much chance of that round here, though. We’re totally land-locked.’




    Away from Amberley Hill, with its gently undulating roads and quiet crescents of greystone houses, the countryside had quickly become flat and barren. It was a grimly desolate area, commandeered in the sixties for London overspill housing and providing just that. Whiteacres, with its industrial estate, retail village, and scrubby airfield, was as far removed from bucolic bliss as it was possible to get.




    Her passenger beamed. ‘Physically, yes – but I’m a great believer in dreams, dear. In wish fulfilment. If we want something badly enough I believe we all have the power to achieve it.’




    Billie wasn’t sure. She was pretty convinced that however much her passenger may long for seaside splendours, all the wishing in the world wasn’t going to bring coastal erosion galloping across the county to engulf the urban wasteland of Whiteacres.




    Anyway, she’d had the sea, and the sand, and the glorious countryside at home in Devon, and she’d left it, because … well, because, among other reasons, at twenty-five she’d thought that by moving away from the cosiness of the farm, and her undemanding post as the most junior reporter on the Devon Argus, she could prove that she was a person in her own right, and could stand or fall alone. Oh, and because of Kieran Squires, of course, but she’d rather not think about that … No, she’d thought that London was going to provide everything she’d ever wanted. London had lasted for four short, amazing, exciting, heart-breaking weeks.




    She shook her head sadly at the foolishness of that long-ago innocence as she indicated to turn the Granada onto the Whiteacres slip road. There had been so many dreams – most of them, she admitted miserably, connected with Kieran Squires – and they’d all turned spectacularly to dust.




    Still, at least now with the small inheritance left by Granny Pascoe, and the careful stashing away of her cab tips and her overtime payments, she had a reasonable sum of money to invest in her future, which was, she thought, a big step forward from last time. Last time she’d left London with nothing but the clothes she was wearing; last time she’d arrived in Amberley Hill without even the price of a hot meal or a cup of tea; last time she’d made every mistake it was possible to make. This time there would be no mistakes; this time she’d do things properly.




    ‘Oh, my God!’




    A tiny plane had suddenly slithered low overhead, dipping its wings, it seemed, almost onto the Granada’s bonnet as it skimmed the slip road. The sun burnished it with dazzling silver stars as it tipped sideways and made its approach to Whiteacres airfield. Billie, her hands damp on the steering wheel, instinctively waited for the crash.




    ‘Made you jump, did it?’ Her passenger scrabbled her way free of the sombrero. ‘You get used to them round here. Such pretty little things, aren’t they? I love to watch them and imagine where they’re going. I do so envy people who can fly away, don’t you?’




    Billie didn’t. Flying, as far as Billie was concerned, if it had to be undertaken at all, should be done in semiconscious comfort with at least four hundred other passengers, a nail-biting Nicolas Cage film, intravenous gin and tonics, and a scorching resort waiting at the end of the terror. Flying had absolutely nothing to do with these flimsy airborne sofas enclosed in Perspex and fuelled by Calor gas.




    ‘Um – I’m a bit of an aerophobe, actually,’ Billie smiled shakily into the mirror. ‘I think if I was going to make my escape it would have to be on foot.’




    Settling the Granada into the tailback of traffic heading for the industrial estate, Billie sighed. What exactly had she got to show for nearly two years’ independence? The London disaster, followed by humiliation – and now a job she disliked, a boss she disliked even more, and a share in an Amberley Hill basement flat with Miranda the man-eater. She also had predicable social life – yo-yoing as she did with the rest of the girls between Mulligan’s Genuine Irish Ale House and Bazooka’s Nite Spot – and no man, which was understandable after the debacle with Kieran Squires, and no prospects of anything happening to change the pattern.




    Even if she gave up driving for Reuben’s Cabs, what on earth was she going to do? She was hardly qualified for anything. Driving, at least, gave her some freedom.




    Maybe she’d start up her own minicab firm if Reuben’s reference wasn’t too damning … She’d employ lady drivers to take children to school, and OAPs to out-patients, and harassed mothers to Tesco. Or maybe – just maybe – she’d become a proper chauffeur … hired by the rich and famous to sweep up to the palatial porticoes of the Savoy or the Dorchester …




    Her passenger slid forward again. ‘Turn in here, dear. Just through those gates on the airfield’s perimeter fence. It’s the back way into the units and much quicker. Just drive on past Arrivals and Departures and follow the road round.’




    Billie turned, sweeping beneath the archway that proclaimed they were now entering Whiteacres Airport – a grand misnomer, she felt, for the small airfield with two tarmacked runways, a couple of grass landing strips, and the sort of ramshackle outbuildings that should have Kenneth More stomping about with a white scarf. Not even the perfect blue sky and spiralling June sunshine could quite relieve the look of neglect. Notice boards slapped dismally backwards and forwards against flaking paintwork, the light bulbs illuminating the signs had gone out, the buildings were all decorated in sepia shades, and everything had an air of desperate desolation as small clumps of whey-faced people clutched hand luggage and looked understandably apprehensive. The various planes dotted around on the scrubby grass appeared to belong to the post-war era, and probably seated two people at a push. Who, Billie wondered, issued the passengers with their helmets and goggles?




    ‘Just here, dear. Stop anywhere. I want the second one along from the far end.’




    The industrial units were in a towering row behind the airfield’s perimeter lights. Each one was the size of a large aeroplane hangar, and built uncompromisingly from grey breeze blocks with sky-high corrugated iron roofs. There were six in all, and they cast massive sombre shadows across the brilliance of the morning. Billie pulled the Granada to a halt on the parking area of unevenly slabbed concrete, just managing to avoid the carcasses of two burned-out hatchbacks which seemed to provide the only spot of light artistic relief.




    ‘Lovely, dear. Thank you so much.’ The plump lady started to scramble from the back of the taxi, collecting her scattered belongings as she did so. ‘Now, how much do I owe you?’




    Billie told her, gazing at the surrounding ugliness. How could anyone bear to work here? ‘Oh, no,’ she looked down at the wodge of notes in her hand. ‘I can’t take this much.’




    ‘Of course you can,’ her passenger beamed. ‘You’ve given me a lovely ride – and to be honest, if I hadn’t seen you sitting there on the rank, I might not have had the courage to do this.’




    ‘Sorry?’ Billie furrowed her brow. ‘I don’t understand – Oh, not again!’




    Another two-seater plane suddenly spurted into life on one of the runways, bounced a bit, then hurled itself into the sky at a suicidal angle. Billie held her breath, waiting for it to plummet earthwards, but with a sputtering roar it vanished into the steely grey clouds. Her palms were sweating with second-hand terror.




    ‘Goodness – you really don’t like aeroplanes, do you?’ Her passenger laughed kindly. ‘Look, dear, unless you have to dash off, why don’t you come in and have a cup of tea? You look like your nerves could do with calming … I’m Sylvia, by the way.’




    There were strict rules that Reuben’s Cabs drivers never, ever, on pain of death, accepted hospitality from customers … Oh, sod Reuben and his rules! ‘I’m Billie Pascoe. And a cup of tea would be lovely. I’ll just radio into the office and tell them where I am …’




    She did, speaking to Veronica, Reuben’s radio operator, explaining that she’d just dropped off at Whiteacres and would be available to pick up a return fare at the airport or the retail village in about half an hour.




    ‘All sorted?’ Sylvia, wearing the sombrero and a pair of Chloe diamante sunglasses, tugged her double doors open.




    ‘Good-oh. Welcome to paradise.’




    Billie stepped through the doors. Although it was scorchingly hot outside, inside Sylvia’s unit the temperature was throbbing at equatorial. Verdant palm trees fronded into plastic pools of ludicrous blue, a fountain trickled into a turquoise waterfall, and every inch of the warehouse was vibrating with spicy colour. Vivid pinks and oranges, scalding yellow and searing red: every inch of the walls was awash with tropical splendour. Two plastic parrots and an evilly grinning monkey swung listlessly from a tangle of vines. Billie wouldn’t have been at all surprised to spot David Attenborough.




    Totally bemused, she smiled warily. ‘I, um, seem to have wandered into a parallel universe …’




    ‘Bit of a stunner, isn’t it?’ Sylvia picked her way through a maze of polythene-wrapped bundles and lodged the sombrero on a raffia-roofed cocktail bar. ‘Watch where you step, dear. I’m a bit overcrowded. I could do with more space, really.’ She waved at a lull display of highly coloured bottles behind the bar. ‘Pina colada? Small chartreuse? No? I suppose not if you’re driving. We’d better stick with a cuppa …’




    As Sylvia rattled through a multi-coloured bead curtain, Billie had to make an effort not to pinch herself. She’d probably wake up in a moment in the flat, with her Winnie-the-Pooh pyjamas all of a tangle, and find Miranda with her early morning bug-eyes raiding her dressing table in search of a stale Marlboro Light.




    ‘There now,’’ Sylvia said, her head on one side through the beads like an inquisitive budgie. ‘That’s got the kettle on. Now let me explain, dear … I’d had a bit of a row with Douglas, my husband. I’d flounced out of the house all full of burning indignation, like you do, saying that I was going to work and not to wait up.’ She indicated the vanity case. ‘I’d even made a big show of packing a few things to make him think I was leaving. But my courage had almost deserted me by the time I’d reached the taxi rank. And, you see, if you’d been a man, I wouldn’t have got into the cab, and I’d have slunk home again, and Douglas would have won. But it was you, and I’m here, and I haven’t lost face. So, it was fate, don’t you think?’




    ‘Er, well, yes, maybe … So, have you? Left him, I mean?’




    Sylvia shook her head. ‘I haven’t got the guts, dear, sadly. No, I’ll just hang on here for a while and hope that when there’s no meal on the table this evening he might miss me. Then I’ll go home and we’ll spend three days not speaking … It’s all a bit of a bugger, to be honest.’




    Billie, feeling nothing but sympathy, squeezed herself between the packages, staring at huge posters for Goa and the Maldives and the Florida Keys. ‘What exactly do you do here? Are you some sort of travel agent?’




    ‘Only in my fevered imagination.’ Sylvia smiled ruefully. ‘But I do so like playing the part. No, my dear, it’s far more mundane. I’m a sorter, packer, and distributor of dreams for the travel industry.’ She looked at the bewilderment on Billie’s face. ‘I send out the brochures to the shops, dear.’




    Billie followed Sylvia to a revolving dais in the centre of the room. Stacks of brochures were piled on the floor, and Sylvia expertly flipped up half a dozen from each to make a complete set as the rotunda revolved.




    ‘Simple,’ she said, ‘and deadly dull. So, I spice things up a bit. I’ll never go to any of the places I see in these little beauties,’ she tapped the highly coloured glossy brochures ‘so I made my own resort here. The guys who do the deliveries and collections all think I’m bonkers – but who cares, eh?’




    Billie shook her head in admiration. ‘So the brochures come from the printers, and you sort them and bag them into mixed lots and then …’




    ‘They go off to the travel agents. About ten from each tour company in every batch. I even do my own shrink- wrapping. These travel shops don’t have storage facilities for the hundreds of brochures that are issued, so it’s nonstop work for me. All year round. It was a gap in the market, you see. They pensioned me off from the civil service and I was out of my mind with boredom. My Douglas told me he’d divorce me if I wasted my endowment – but I thought balls, Douglas, it’s my money. So I approached all the big holiday companies and put myself forward as a brochure co-ordinator – and well, here we are. He’s never forgiven me for being successful. Oh, that sounds like the kettle. Excuse me a sec …’




    Sylvia’s scheme was so simple – and dead clever. Billie stared at the tropical splendour in admiration. If only she could do something half so inventive. If only she had the nous to tell Reuben that she was definitely leaving the taxis, and plunge Granny Pascoe’s few thousand into a similar plan … A plan that would bring independence and some self-respect … She sat down next to the waterfall. Could she do something like this? Obviously, yes – as long as she had the premises, the idea, and a ton of courage. Billie knew she didn’t have the first, definitely didn’t have the second, and was feeling rather doubtful about the third.




    ‘There we are.’ Sylvia handed her a mug and sat beside her. ‘Nothing like a cup of tea, even on the hottest day, is there?’




    Sylvia suddenly sounded so much like Billie’s mother that she felt desperately homesick. Next weekend she was going home to Devon for a special family party. She wished fervently that it was now, that she could hijack the Granada and belt off down the A303 and never have to make another decision as long as she lived.




    She sipped her tea, trying to wipe out images of the farm, and her parents, and her brothers, and how uncomplicated life had been before she’d attempted to be grown-up. ‘Er, and all these warehouses? They’re all owned by small businesses like you, are they?’




    ‘God, no!’ Sylvia looked shocked. ‘Not owned, dear. Leased. From Maynard and Pollock in Amberley Hill. Five-year leases, with fairly stringent clauses attached, but worth it in the long run. If you had more time I’d introduce you to the others. A nice little crowd we’ve got here now. Chummy, you know?’




    Billie could imagine. Chummy had been sadly lacking in her life in the last couple of years. Oh, Miranda had become a good friend, and Miranda’s friends had become hers, and most of the taxi-drivers were OK – but she had no sense of belonging to Amberley Hill. No identity. No roots.




    ‘So,’ Sylvia swallowed her tea with an appreciative murmur, ‘you know all about me. What about you? I mean, you don’t look like a cabby, dear. In those navy trousers and the Aertex shirt you look like a schoolgirl. What made you want to do this for a living?’




    Billie stared into her mug, playing for time. The real reason was appalling; the often-repeated fictional version somehow no longer rang true. She shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. It was something I just drifted into … It’s not what I really want to do with the rest of my life …  Actually, I’m just planning a change of direction …’




    ‘Good for you. Any particular direction?’




    ‘Not really. Maybe running my own car hire firm or chauffeuring.’




    ‘Go for it then,’ Sylvia beamed. ‘You’ve got so many advantages, dear. Being young, free, and single – oh, I mean, you are single, I suppose?’




    ‘Very single.’ Billie finished her tea and stood up, smiling at Sylvia. ‘Thanks so much for showing me your unit. I really admire you for doing this – and, you’ll be all right, will you? With your husband and everything?’




    Sylvia stood up, straightened her T-shirt, and shrugged as she followed Billie to the door. ‘God knows, dear. Douglas is a man. Who knows where the hell you stand with men? I’m damn sure I don’t.’




    And neither, Billie thought, blinking outside in the searing sunshine, do I.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Having collected a rather bilious-looking family from Whiteacres Airport and deposited them at the Four Pillars Hotel in Amberley Hill, Billie pulled the Granada back onto the taxi rank outside the Spicer Centre, still unable to shake the ingenuity of Sylvia’s tropical paradise from her mind.




    The sun spiralled down across the tops of the grimy advertising hoardings, hitting the ground, sparkling on rainbow pools of oil, and glinting from shards of broken glass in the gutter. Billie stared at the beauty springing unbidden from the detritus. That was exactly how it had been at the industrial estate. Huge grey buildings, looking dank and cold and uninviting, and yet hiding all manner of dreams.




    Several of Reuben’s drivers in front of her on the Spicer Centre rank ambled over and leaned companionably against the Granada in the sun. The talk was idle, like the day. Soporific and sleepy, Amberley Hill dozed in the midday heat. An Elizabethan market town, it had clung on to most of its half-timbered buildings, glorious small churches, and the touristy things like the crumbling Guild Hall. Having been built slap bang in the middle of all this historical splendour, The Spicer Centre – with its chrome and glass shops, fibre-optic fountains, Mulligan’s Genuine Irish Ale House, and Bazooka’s Nite Spot – was considered something of a carbuncle by the older residents. Billie, who had never known Amberley Hill any other way, rather liked it.




    Only half listening to the salacious gossip going on around her, her head still filled with dreams, Billie leaned back in the sun-hot driving seat and gazed up at the advertising hoardings. Most of them seemed to have buxom women in jacked-up bras. No wonder Reuben Wainwright had picked this spot for his taxis. One of the elevated chests had a ‘For Lease’ notice slapped across the cleavage. Billie grinned, imagining Reuben taking up squatter’s rights.




    For lease … property … Whiteacres … industrial units with office space … parking … contact Maynard and Pollock …




    Billie frowned. Where had she heard the name before …? Of course! They were the leasing agents for Sylvia’s unit, weren’t they? So were these the same units? The same chummy community that had saved Sylvia from the boorish Douglas and given birth to her Utopia?




    She reached for her mobile phone. OK, so it was crazy, but if she didn’t try, she’d never know … and of course it was horrifically close to the airfield, but she wasn’t going to be involved with the planes, was she? She could afford to rent a similar building to Sylvia’s with her savings, surely?




    And then … She paused in punching out the number. Ah, yes. First stumbling block. And do what, exactly? Still, there was plenty of time to think about that later. It wasn’t as if she was actually going to lease the unit today, was it? She wasn’t that impulsive. She was only going to look.




    The voice that answered at Maynard and Pollock was totally noncommittal. It immediately put her on hold and played ‘Greensleeves’. Billie, trying to keep calm, drummed out the rhythm on the steering wheel.




    ‘Greensleeves’ came to an abrupt halt. ‘Simon Maynard. And how may I be of assistance?’




    Pulling shut the door on the gaggle of taxi drivers, Billie explained about seeing the premises for lease at Whiteacres and asked if she could make an appointment to view.




    Simon Maynard only barely kept the boredom out of his voice. ‘I have a window available in my schedule for later this afternoon. Four thirty? Of course the vacant lots have been empty for some time so you may not see the units at their best. Do you want to meet at my office, or shall we touch base at Whiteacres?’




    Having agreed on Whiteacres, Billie rolled down her window and smiled at her fellow cabbies. ‘Doesn’t look as though there’s much going on here. I think I’ll pop back to the office and see if Vee needs a hand.’




    As a man they unpeeled themselves from the Granada and moved in a clump to the next cab along. Billie, still wearing an ear-to-ear grin of delight because she’d actually done something, switched on the engine and headed for the office.




    Reuben Wainwright was knocking back antihistamines and looking suicidal. ‘You habbn’t fidished?’




    Billie shook her head, trying not to beam. ‘Just having a breather. The rank’s full. You look terrible, by the way, and the pollen count forecast is way up. Why don’t you go home?’




    ‘And hab you lot skive the middit my back’s turd? Dot a bloody chance.’




    Veronica herumphed loudly over her radio. Billie perched on the edge of Reuben’s desk. ‘Reuben, can we talk? Well, can I talk and can you listen without shouting? You know I said a couple of weeks ago that I wanted to leave, well –’




    ‘You’re dot leabing.’ Reuben wiped his nose and his eyes.




    ‘If you dink you’re leabing you’re mad. What do you dink you’re going to do?’ He sneezed violently. ‘Oh, bugger. Cad we talk about dis later? Wed I feel better?’




    ‘Sure.’ Billie felt almost sorry for him. After all, unpleasant or not, he lived alone in a rather dismal bedsit. It was pretty sad to think that, when he felt ill, Reuben could find more comfort at work than in staying at home. ‘But I am going to leave, and,’’ she leaned perilously close to him, considering the power of his sneezes, ‘there’s nothing you can do to make me change my mind.’




    ‘We’ll see about dat.’ Reuben snuffled. ‘Dote count your chickens – or your centre forwards.’




    Billie winced. Still, later this afternoon she’d know whether or not Whiteacres was an option. And if it was, then she’d be able to tell Reuben that his hold over her was finished.




    Until she pulled onto the cracked concrete for the second time that day, and parked behind the burned-out hatch- backs, Billie had hoped that she’d be able to have a quick word with Sylvia, but the desert island unit’s double doors were closed. Maybe her Douglas had arrived, beating his manly chest, and carried Sylvia, kicking and screaming, back to suburbia. Billie sincerely hoped not.




    Simon Maynard was waiting for her and looked even more depressing than his warehouses. Also bunged up with the seasonal malaise, he was tall and thin and his glasses were lopsided.




    ‘Going like hot cakes, these premises,’ Simon Maynard said, wrestling with the keys at number three, immediately contradicting what he’d said earlier about the units being empty for a while. ‘Very popular venue, of course. And ideal for export. Are you intending to export?’




    Billie presumed he meant via the airstrip. Did the planes really make huge cargo runs to Dusseldorf and Bruges, then? They looked as though they’d be lucky to get to Southampton.




    ‘Er, no … well, not immediately … In fact, this is just a first step. I mean, I’m not seriously intending to sign up for one of these today or anything. I just wanted to have a look.’




    Simon had managed to get the key to turn and was ineffectually tugging at the door. Billie, feeling sorry for him, helped. It scraped open suddenly, catapulting them both inside.




    ‘Christ!’ Billie clapped her hands to her nose in the darkness. ‘What’s that smell?’




    ‘I can’t smell anything.’ Simon Maynard fumbled for the light switches. ‘But then I have got a touch of hay fever.’




    The lights all faltered into candle glow brightness. Simon looked hopefully at her. ‘There! Now what do you think?’




    Billie’s first thought was that Granny Pascoe would be hovering overhead urging her only granddaughter to take the money and run to the nearest car dealership and buy herself something sporty, or have a good holiday, or update her wardrobe, or all three.




    She gazed around the acres of cold, damp space with a sinking heart. Girders soared away into the dark unknown and despite the heat of the day a piercing wind whistled through the gaps in the door frame. ‘Um, well … it’s difficult to say … but, oh God. Could we just find out what the smell is, please?’




    Simon referred to his clipboard. ‘You’ve got full services. Still all connected. A kitchenette and lavatorial facilities. It may be something from there …’




    Great, Billie, thought, snuggling deeper into her uniform Aertex shirt. The thought of staying at Reuben’s seemed really quite attractive. She trotted behind Simon’s gaunt figure in the shadowy light. She kept bumping into things and somewhere she could hear water dripping.




    ‘The facilities,’ Simon threw open a peeling cream door and stood back to let her through in what Billie considered to be an act of total cowardice.




    Kitchenette and lavatorial facilities really should have Maynard and Pollock sued under the Trade Descriptions Act, she thought, as the bile rose in her throat. There were probably rats. No, on second thoughts, any self-respecting rat would have deserted this particular sinking vessel many moons ago.




    ‘There is a bit of a whiff,’ Simon acknowledged, pulling a handkerchief from the recesses of his Daks and wrapping it protectively round the lower part of his face. ‘Nothing that a good clean-up couldn’t cure though, I’m sure. Our other lessees have worked wonders. Now, would you like to see the office?’




    The office looked as though it had been recently hit by a Scud missile.




    ‘Plenty of room for all your hardware,’ Simon said briskly. ‘Be lovely after a lick of paint. Now are there any questions?’




    “Can I go home please” was top of the list. Billie shivered. Still, being reasonable, this had to be it at its absolute worst, didn’t it? She rattled off the few things she’d decided she ought to ask. Simon Maynard had obviously been asked them all before by the way he churned out the answers. Just the sneezing and nose-blowing added variation.




    ‘A five-year lease, non-negotiable. No livestock, no cooking, no subletting. OK so far?’ Billie nodded. He continued with, ‘no HGV vehicles without prior permission from the airfield authority, no high-frequency radio ditto, no fumes, gases, or noxious substances. Still, OK?’ Billie nodded dutifully for the second time.




    She cleared her throat. ‘And the money?’




    Simon Maynard muttered into the hanky. Billie, sure she hadn’t heard him right, asked again. She had. God almighty! Still, the alternative was staying as a taxi-driver.




    There was no contest. Sylvia had turned her place into a little goldmine – and the other units probably housed competitors to Richard Branson – and it would mean she was her own boss … Oh, God … Should she …? Was she brave enough …? She’d been impetuous before and it had ended in disaster …




    ‘Um – could I leave it for a couple of days? Think it over … speak to someone?’




    Simon Maynard sneezed explosively. ‘Not if you want


    to secure this unit, no. I’ve got someone else interested – saw it this morning – and, of course you won’t find anything of this size for miles around for anywhere near the same price.’




    Billie closed her eyes. Then she opened them. ‘OK …’




    Simon paused in blowing his nose and straightened his glasses. ‘Is that an affirmative to purchase the lease?’




    Slowly, Billie nodded. For the third time that afternoon. Like a traitor’s kiss.




    ‘Lovely.’ Simon practically broke into a canter as he headed towards the door. ‘I’m sure you won’t regret it. Shall we go back to the office and finalise things?’




    Billie looked doubtfully around the rancid mausoleum and agreed.




    ‘You’ve done what?’ Miranda, Billie’s flatmate, peered at her though a veil of pungent scented steam. ‘What the hell possessed you?’




    ‘Reuben being a git and the fact that I’m nearly twenty-seven.’ Billie perched on the bathroom stool. ‘And I don’t want to be a wage slave any more.’




    ‘You know Reuben will go ballistic when you tell him.’ Miranda, head down in the wash basin, made a sort of superior snorting noise. ‘And I don’t blame him. You must be barking. I’m all for striking out on your own, doll, but you have to think about income and expenditure and stuff. You have to have a business plan. You can’t just lease millions of square feet of empty space without plans.’




    ‘I can and I have. I’ve written the cheque and I take over at the end of the month.’




    Miranda’s voice was still censorious, if a little echoey. ‘Christ! But I thought you liked being a taxi driver.’




    ‘I did.’ Well, she had. When Reuben had offered her the lifeline she’d clutched it with both hands. But she’d stopped drowning in guilt a long time ago. ‘I don’t any


    more. It’s just time to move on. Don’t worry, I won’t miss out on paying the rent.’




    ‘That’s not my main concern,’ Miranda muttered. ‘I mean, doll, what exactly are you going to do with this unit now that you’ve got it?’




    Billie shrugged. ‘I’m not exactly sure … But I’ve got a whole three weeks to come up with an idea. I’ve only got to give Reuben seven days’ notice, but I’ll stay until the end of the month anyway.’ She watched Miranda ooze red slime through the length of her hair, and thought it might be politic to change the subject. ‘What on earth are you doing?’




    ‘Dyeing organically. Plum and bilberry. It’s new. I thought I’d better try it out on myself before I depilate the customers. I could give you a freebie if you came to the salon.’




    Miranda ran Follicles and Cuticles in Amberley Hill’s Spicer Centre. It had started off as Wendy’s, a wash-and-set hairdressers for ladies of a certain age, but Miranda had developed it into a full-blown beauty salon and aromatherapy parlour in the time that Billie had been sharing her flat.




    ‘No thanks. I’m happy with bimbette blonde.’




    ‘Suit yourself.’ Miranda’s voice was still muffled. ‘Personally, I think you’re completely crazy. You’ve got a nice steady little job – and you’re going to chuck it up for a massive old shed full of nothing! Anyway, why are you so keen to ditch Reuben? He’s a bit of all right.’




    ‘Bloody hell!’ Billie nearly tumbled from the stool. ‘Reuben? He looks like a pirate – which is probably being unfair to pirates. And he’s as old as the hills and nasty with it.’




    Miranda wrapped her dripping scarlet hair expertly in a towel. ‘He’s the right side of forty and a dead ringer for Pierce Brosnan. I wouldn’t kick him out from under the duvet.’




    Billie grinned. Miranda, who had married at sixteen and divorced at eighteen, had spent the twelve years since feverishly searching for the Right Man, and had never turned down anything. As long as it shaved and had a pulse, Miranda considered it worth the effort. But Reuben? Holy Moses!




    ‘Yeah, well, apart from getting shot of Slimeball Wainwright, I just want to do something different with my life. I’ve really had enough of ferrying people about and being insulted.’




    ‘Oh, come on,’ Miranda blinked a scarlet rivulet from the corner of her eye. ‘You’ve always said most of your passengers were sweeties. You’re becoming very bitter and twisted. You want to find yourself a man to take your mind off things. It’s bloody murder sharing my house with a nun. That Damon has a lot to answer for.’




    Miranda knew nothing about the Kieran Squires and London segment of Billie’s past. Billie had explained away her sudden appearance in Amberley Hill and her subsequent self-imposed celibacy as having been hurt badly by her boyfriend back home and never trusting another man. Sadly, because of Miranda’s own unfortunate experience of disastrous youthful relationships, she’d become particularly tenacious on the subject. Billie had had to give this mythical teen heart-breaker a name and a personality. Now even she’d begun to believe that Damon from Newton Abbot had once existed.




    Billie stood up before they could get into some embarrassing conversation about Damon’s sister, whom she’d had to invent as her best friend at school. Miranda could never understand why Billie didn’t contact Denise and ask her to mediate with her sibling. And it got worse. They had a dog called Jasper and took their family holidays in Babbacombe.




    Billie could see trouble looming again. ‘Do you want a drink? I got a stonking tip this morning from a lovely lady called Sylvia who is really responsible for me deciding to rent a warehouse, and I picked up a couple of bottles of plonk on my way home.’




    At the mention of alcohol, Miranda perked up. She nodded, spraying scarlet streaks across the tiles. The bathroom looked like something from Psycho. ‘OK. But we’ll have to make it a quick one or three. Keith’s taking me to Bazooka’s tonight.’




    ‘Keith? This would be Keith from the bank? Keith from the insurance office? Keith the postman? Keith who just happened to be delivering the charity envelopes? Keith the geriatric gardener from the old people’s home? Keith the –’




    ‘Keith from the garage. He MOT’d my car, remember? He’s pretty good on rubbing down bodywork. He’s certainly got husband potential. I’ve asked him to stay over next weekend – when we have the booze-up for Kitty’s birthday …’ Miranda paused in the bathroom doorway, her face now streaked with crimson. ‘You hadn’t forgotten, had you?’




    Billie pulled a face. Oh God! Next weekend she was going home to Devon. ‘I won’t be here. I’m going to my brother’s wedding reception, remember?’




    Billie’s youngest brother Ben and his girlfriend Maria  had married secretly on some Caribbean island the previous month. Billie’s parents had been determined to give them a proper Pascoe party on their return.




    ‘Oh, bugger, doll! It won’t be the same without you! And Kitty’ll be really mad.’




    Billie sighed. ‘I’ll have to apologise to Kitty. And you’ll be so wrapped up in – er – Keith that you won’t even notice I’m missing. I really want to go home, anyway. I’ll have to pick my moment in the festivities to tell Mum and Dad that I’ve spent Granny Pascoe’s money on a warehouse – oh, and that I’ve left my job.’




    ‘Don’t be silly.’ Miranda wrapped Billie in a vermilion hug. ‘It’s all pie in the sky. Anyway, your parents’ll make you see sense and get your money back.’ She dripped a few more scarlet drops onto Billie’s white uniform shirt. ‘And I’ll bet a million quid that you won’t leave Reuben. He’ll never let you go. You wait and see.’


  




  

    Chapter Three




    ‘Dot a bloody chance! Doe way! Over by dead body!’ Reuben Wainwright swivelled in his chair and glared at Billie across a wodge of Kleenex. ‘It’s the height of subber and we’re rud off our feet and –’




    The rest of the invective was lost in a sneeze.




    Billie flinched. ‘But I’ve been telling you for ages that I wanted to leave.’




    Reuben raised black eyebrows above bloodshot eyes. ‘And I’be beed telling you can’t leabe. You owe me, Billie. Big time.’




    ‘Yes I can, and no I don’t.’




    Billie glowered at her employer across the crowded taxi office. As Reuben didn’t have a room of his own, the conversation was being carried out over the crackling of the radio and Veronica’s squawked directions. Several cabbies were savouring a late lunch-time cup of tea and a cigarette, and listening avidly.




    Reuben blew his nose vigorously. ‘Ah, that’s better. I can breathe – not that you care.’ He leaned closer to Billie. ‘Are you having bother with the punters? Trying it on, are they? I told you to let me know if they gave you a hard time.’




    ‘They don’t.’ Well, they didn’t. Not really. The more laddish of her passengers seemed to find having a diminutive blonde driving their taxi something of a challenge, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle. She’d coped with drunks every weekend for two years, and once she’d had a couple Kama Sutra’ing all the way to Bognor. Then there had been that woman in the final stages of labour whose pierced birth partner had tried to Feng Shui the Granada in between the roars of agony. But she’d always coped. ‘That’s not why I’m going. And you can’t stop me – I just have to hand in my notice. I don’t owe you anything. Not any more.’




    Reuben started swivelling again. Maybe, Billie thought, it helped to clear his nasal passages. His eyebrows arched even more dramatically. ‘Short memory, sweetheart. And, just supposing you did leave here, just what exactly do you intend to do?’




    ‘I’ve already done it,’ Billie said triumphantly. ‘I’ve taken a lease on a warehouse because I want to be my own boss. I want –’




    ‘A warehouse? Your own boss?’ Reuben’s eyebrows disappeared. ‘With your track record? God Almighty! You can’t just set up in business, you know. And,’ he swivelled towards her again, ‘people check things. You start up in business, and there’ll be all sorts of investigations into your past.’




    ‘So?’ Billie hoped that the bravado in her voice was also evident on her face. Somehow she doubted it. ‘I haven’t got anything to hide.’




    ‘Stone me! Do you want me to tell them why exactly you’ve been working for me? How you came to be a cab driver?’




    Trickles of age-old fear spiked down her spine. ‘That was ages ago. Anyway, who are these people? I’ve signed the lease, paid my money, and I pick up the keys to the unit next week. I certainly won’t need a reference from you, so I don’t think anyone will be bothering you with questions about me.’




    ‘Oh, don’t you? You’d better hope not, because I’ve got a very long memory, sweetheart.’




    Billie glared at the dark features. She’d never liked Reuben; now she almost hated him. He couldn’t hold that over her, could he? It had been foolish, yes, but not illegal.




    ‘So, you’re on the run again …’ Reuben twirled a ballpoint between his fingers and laughed nastily. ‘You were running away from London when we met, weren’t you? Listen babe, I could have made a fortune out of that story. I could have retired on the profits from the tabloids. But did I? No. Out of the kindness of my heart, I gave you a job, set you on your feet, and kept my mouth shut. No, like I said, you owe me one.’




    But she didn’t. She’d worked off her debt a thousandfold. And it was ancient history now, anyway. Surely, there wasn’t a newspaper in the land that would be remotely interested.




    OK, Kieran Squires was still famous: he still played in the Premiership, he appeared on television sports quizzes,  and had even had a short run of adverts for toothpaste, but he and Fenella and the children were rarely featured in Hello! these days.




    ‘Hiya, Billie.’ Veronica suddenly removed her headset and looked up from her microphone. ‘I didn’t know you were here. Ooh, your hair looks nice. You been to Follicles?’




    ‘Follicles! Bollocks!’ Reuben swivelled wildly, obviously angry at the diversion. ‘Your daft mate with the pink hair been at you, has she?’




    Billie nodded. ‘Miranda thinks very highly of you, too. In fact, she quite fancies you.’




    ‘Sad cow,’ Veronica muttered under her breath before reclamping her earphones. Reuben chuckled. ‘Yeah, well she’s got a fairish pair of pins on her. No knockers to speak of, though. And she’s a bit of an old slapper, by all accounts.’




    Jesus. Billie glared at him. ‘She is not. She’s just exercising her right to sexual freedom.’




    ‘Which you’d know all about …’ Reuben rocked backwards and forwards, his eyes travelling up and down her body. ‘Still, I’ll say one thing, Kieran certainly had good taste.’




    ‘Shut up!’ Billie nodded towards Veronica, who had stopped directing four cabs through the Amberley Hill town centre snarl-up, pushed back the headset once more, and was listening with interest. ‘You promised!’




    Reuben tilted his chair back. ‘So I did. But I also remember some promises from you too. And jacking in the job wasn’t one of them.’




    ‘I never promised I’d stay for ever. I was very grateful. I still am. I just want to move on.’




    Her fellow cabbies were sitting back, watching the exchange with unashamed amusement. This clearly was a far more entertaining lunchtime diversion than The Sun crossword. Billie knew that rumours had been rife when she’d arrived. The drivers had all thought she was Reuben’s bit of totty. A year and a half later and it was very apparent that she wasn’t, but they were still all convinced that Reuben, King of the Misogynists, had the hots for her.




    Billie, fortunately, knew differently. Or maybe it wasn’t so fortunate. Wouldn’t it have been preferable to have Reuben Wainwright loving her truly, madly, deeply, rather than the unpleasant reality? Just how long did he think he could carry on with the emotional blackmail?




    She stood up and moved across to Veronica’s desk. ‘Do you want me to do the shoppers this afternoon, Vee? I don’t mind tootling about in the centre or popping out to Whiteacres even. It would free up some of the guys for the longer runs. After all, I’m finishing at five today.’




    ‘Ta. Nice one.’ Veronica didn’t bother to remove her cigarette from the corner of her mouth. ‘If you’ve finished bawling Reuben out, you could start at the Spicer Centre


    and pick up on the rank, an’ then call in later.’




    ‘Fine.’ Billie looked back at Reuben. He was blowing his nose and she dived in while he was off guard. ‘OK, then – I’m going back to work now, and I don’t care what you say, you’ll have my notice in writing on your desk first thing in the morning, and I’ll be out of here by the end of the month.’




    It was gratifying that she slammed the door to a rousing round of applause from her fellow drivers.




    Two hours later, Billie pulled up outside her unit. Her unit … She smiled, acknowledging that she already thought of it as hers. Switching off the Granada’s radio and hoping that Vee wouldn’t have an apoplexy trying to contact her, she leaned back against the sticky seat and gazed at the breeze-block mountain shimmering in the scorching sun. It was all hers, almost, and this time, whatever happened, she’d succeed or fail alone. This time,  if it all went pear-shaped, there’d be no one to blame but herself.




    Sylvia’s doors were again closed, with a huge neon notice pinned to them and a message scrawled in marker pen saying, ‘Run away to sea! Back in the morning! Any deliveries drop at unit one!’ Billie laughed. At least the grim-sounding Douglas hadn’t dampened her sense of humour. She was really looking forward to having Sylvia as a neighbour. She couldn’t wait to see Sylvia’s face when she realised who’d taken unit three.




    Through the windscreen, Billie watched a tiny speck in the deep blue sky grow larger and larger as it approached the crisscross of runways. That was something else she’d have to cope with. She’d never make a go of the business – whatever it turned out to be – if she had a panic attack every time she heard the whine of something airborne hammering overhead.




    She continued to watch the plane as it circled for landing. As it came closer, she could just, see the pilot and his passenger looking cramped inside the transparent body, and gave an involuntary shudder. A private plane, she guessed, belonging to the Aeroclub, whose logo was dotted about Whiteacres with jaunty 1920s-type pictures of brightly coloured machines doing nose dives through fluffy white clouds. She followed it with her eye as it circled over one of airport’s buildings and disappeared from view.




    The name Sullivanair was emblazoned in huge silver, purple, and emerald green lettering across two of the largest hangars in the distance, the word quivering in the heat. Billie, who had always flown on holiday with British Airways, had never heard of Sullivanair. Not that she’d expected to, of course – for years she’d thought Virgin Atlantic was Richard Branson’s answer to the Stax label.




    Still, perhaps next week when she came back from Devon, she’d start her aeroplane therapy. She might even walk across to the airport and actually touch a plane. At the end of the month she’d be able to collect the keys and unlock her own door. She unpeeled the Aertex shirt from the leatherette seat. She’d have to think about getting business cards printed, and headed notepaper. Then she’d be free of Reuben for ever …




    The night when they’d met would burn forever in her memory. It had been four months into her relationship with Kieran Squires, just before Christmas, she had been hopelessly in love with Kieran’s looks and his gentleness and his total lack of arrogance, despite his status. God, she shivered, it was all so horribly, embarrassingly real again.




    She and Kieran had come giggling out of that country club, slightly squiffy and very happy, and decided that neither of them was remotely fit to drive. It had been cold with the wind howling down from the north, threatening snow, and they’d snuggled together and she’d thought about how lovely it would be to sleep with him later, curled against his muscular strength, listening to the gale outside in the darkness.




    ‘We’ll get a taxi back to London,’ Kieran had said. ‘I can get someone to collect my car in the morning. Let’s not go back to your flat. We’ll go to a hotel, shall we?’




    And she, foolishly besotted, had shivered in her little strappy dress and her stupid spindly sandals and said what a great idea that was. She’d never been to Kieran’s home, but that was because he was famous and he said that his manager said the paparazzi would pounce on them, so they always stayed at the flat he’d found for her or in hotels. She’d so quickly got used to Kieran’s wealth; hotel rooms and car collectors were available at the drop of a hat to people in Kieran’s position, after all.




    She’d giggled, God help her, that her bag and her jacket were still in his car, and Kieran had said leave them, they could be sorted out in the morning too. They’d got his plastic and their love to keep them warm … She groaned at the memory. He’d actually said that, and then she’d thought it was so sweet …




    So Kieran had dashed back into the club and phoned  for a cab picked at random from a selection of cards on the wall, and they’d waited, shivering and laughing, until the illuminated roof light that heralded Reuben’s Cabs glimmered through the darkness. She’d been pleased to see the taxi – delighted – had leaped in to the back seat, Kieran close beside her, and carelessly told the dark, saturnine driver that they wanted to go all the way to London.




    It had all turned sour then. The driver, looking in his rear-view mirror, had said yes, he supposed they could, and had driven off very slowly … and he’d kept looking. And – Billie shook her head – she and Kieran were messing around in the back seat and her dress was all rucked up and she thought the driver was a bit of a peeping torn … and she’d glared at him. Then he’d stopped the cab, leaving the engine running, and she’d seen the Amberley Hill signs in the distance and thought he was going to mug them.




    But of course, he hadn’t. He’d just turned round, dismissing her with a pitying stare, and then calmly told Kieran that he’d be better off getting home to his wife and children.




    God! The horror shot through her again. The shame. She’d wanted to laugh – Kieran wasn’t married! Children? God, no! Kieran had sworn to her that he didn’t even have time for regular girlfriends, what with the training schedules and the matches and everything … and she’d been so stupidly delighted that he saw her as often as he could. She’d even felt privileged. And then he was faffing and prevaricating and trying to bluff his way out of answering what the taxi driver had just said.




    Billie shook her head at her own naivety. She’d believed Kieran was single because he’d told her so. She had only asked once, although he told her often.




    She’d turned on him in the taxi, demanding that he tell her the truth, praying that he wouldn’t … And then the taxi driver – bloody Reuben – had said that every football fan in the country knew about Fenella, Kieran’s Page Three wife, but Billie hadn’t … She’d sat there in that stupid skinny dress, looking and feeling like a cheap tart – and hurting. She still felt the hurt. She’d loved him and trusted him. There was a wealth of difference between having an affair with a married man when you knew, and being hopelessly in love with a man who had sworn he was single …




    And then suddenly Kieran was throwing open the door and leaping out into the darkness and disappearing.




    ‘Looks like he’s changed his mind,’ Reuben had said laconically over his shoulder. ‘Probably be at home with the wife and kids before daybreak. So where do you want to go?’




    And Billie hadn’t known. Because there was nowhere to go. She didn’t even know where she was. Everything she owned was in the little flat in Notting Hill – and that belonged to Kieran. She’d never go there again … And because she was crying for being a fool …




    ‘OK then.’ Reuben had started the cab again. ‘Bit of a nasty night to be hanging around. I’ll drop you off at the Four Pillars for tonight until you get yourself sorted out.’




    And he had, and then she’d still sat there in the back of that cab outside the hotel because all her money was in Kieran’s car … and Reuben had given her a fifty pound note which she’d thrown back at him in disgust because she thought he was paying for her to spend the night with him. He’d laughed nastily, and stomped out of the cab and into the hotel and came back saying he’d paid for a single room and full board for two days and he’d be back to see her in the morning.




    She hadn’t slept. She hadn’t even undressed. She had no clothes. No toothbrush. No self-respect.




    She hadn’t even eaten the breakfast that Reuben had paid for because she felt so sick. Then Reuben had turned up and, convinced that he was going to be in charge of a call-girl racket or something equally squalid, she’d refused to see him.




    So he’d come up to her room with a pair of jeans and an oversized sweater and a pair of trainers which were too small, and asked if she’d like to work off her debt and if she had a driving licence, because he was short of cabbies.




    Billie sniffed at the memory. She’d been so bloody grateful. And scared. It was just before Christmas, and she’d already told her parents she’d be working and staying in London – she’d simply imagined she and Kieran would be spending it together … She couldn’t go home … Not to her parents, or Devon, or the Argus. She’d chucked that up simply to be with Kieran, telling everyone that she’d decided to be a nanny for a few months, just for a change … Her parents had been sorry to see her go, but proud of her for striking out in a different direction in London …




    She simply couldn’t live with herself, couldn’t accept what she’d become. What an idiot she’d been.




    So she’d agreed to work for Reuben until after Christmas, and he’d agreed to pay her bill at the Four Pillars, which would be deducted from her wages, until she’d sorted out what she wanted to do. Then days into the new year she’d seen Miranda’s advert for a flat-share and Amberley Hill had become her home and Reuben her employer and tormentor, because he knew.




    ‘Here!’ There was a sharp rap on the Granada’s window.




    ‘This isn’t a car park, right?’




    Startled, Billie opened the window. ‘Sorry?’




    ‘I said it isn’t a car park. Or are you a customer?’




    Billie blinked at the couple standing threateningly beside the Granada. Very New Age, with matching nose rings and tattooed Celtic bands on their wedding fingers, they burrowed deep into the necks of their hand-crocheted ponchos and stared at her with suspicion. She opened the door and scrabbled out onto the sizzling concrete. The air rushed hotly into her throat. ‘Neither. That is, I’m not parking and I’m not a customer. I’m Billie Pascoe – I’ve just taken over this unit.’




    The male half of the couple blew a gap in a matching set of wispy moustache and beard, and parted his straggly hair. ‘Cool! We’d heard it’d been let, Sylv said, but we didn’t know who to.’ He grinned suddenly through the hair and held out his hand. ‘I’m Zia. Short for Zachariah, only it’s pretty run-of-the-mill to be Zach these days, so don’t make the mistake, right?’




    ‘Yes. No. Er, right.’ Billie shook hands. Zia seemed to emanate patchouli from his pores.




    ‘And this is Isla, my wife. It’s cool to be married, right?’




    Billie nodded again. ‘Right.’




    ‘Right. Well, we’re from number four, and Sylv says she’d heard from Fred ’n’ Dick at unit one that you’re into fashion. And if that’s right then we want you to stop, right? We don’t want no competition just next door, right?’




    ‘Right, er, no, wrong.’ Billie leaned against the door then leaped away again before the metal welded to her skin. ‘Look, it’s really nice to meet you – but I’m not into anything, least of all fashion. I promise I won’t be competition at all. I’m probably going to be doing something with cars.’




    ‘Not resprays?’ Isla had emerged from her layers, looking scandalised. ‘Nothing that would taint our stock?’




    ‘No. More, um, luxury limousines. Nothing even remotely to do with fashion. Or anything smelly.’




    ‘That’s cool then,’ Zia grinned. ‘You just having a look?’




    ‘Yes – I haven’t got the keys yet. But I’m really looking forward to moving in and painting and, well, just getting started. It’s all a bit of a mess in there.’




    ‘They all are to start with. It’s the worst time,’ Isla agreed. ‘You’ll be fine when you’re up and running. Do you want to come and see our place?’




    Billie didn’t particularly. She had the feeling that it would probably be a little goldmine like Sylvia’s. She was going to be a thorn between two ferociously flourishing floribundas. Zia and Isla, however, proved very persuasive, and following them into their warehouse, Billie found herself completely bedazzled by ingenuity for the second time.




    Zi-Zi’s – ‘Our initials, right?’ Zia explained proudly – was stacked practically to the ceiling with clothes. Not any old clothes, though. Oh no. Zi-Zi’s was no jumble sale. Zia and Isla, they told her, travelled the country, buying unwanted clothes at house clearance sales, at charity bazaars in villages, from second-hand clothes shops, in fact from anywhere where anyone might once have worn something unusual or original.




    They got very good leads, right, Zia said, from the obituary columns in the broadsheets. Not like they were grave robbing or nothing, right? But usually you found the grieving relatives were only too pleased to have the job taken away from them. Sad business, sorting out the clothes and that.




    They always went for genuine period stuff, Isla said quickly, apparently not as comfortable as her husband with this particular source of material. As old as they could get if possible, but they never turned down anything. Today is tomorrow’s yesterday, right?




    ‘Then,’ Zia explained, ‘we clean them ourselves – real delicate work, no solvents, right – and repair them, right, Isla is magic with a needle, and sort them into decades. See …’




    Billie saw. There were outfits from Victorian times, roaring twenties Charleston dresses, forties austerity, fifties New Look, sixties hippy, and then on to more familiar recent fashions.




    Isla indicated a massive pile of cardboard containers stacked practically to the ceiling. ‘This is our overspill area. We’re terribly overcrowded because we’re hanging on to all the eighties power suits and the nineties stuff for a while. It won’t be long before there’s a revival, though.’




    Billie blinked at the row upon row of clothes, at the sumptuous array of colours and fabrics. It was a shopaholic’s nirvana. ‘And then what? Do you sell them? Open up the shed and have a huge rummage sale or something?’




    They smiled gently at such naivety.




    ‘Well, yes, some we sell. But not from here. The ambience wouldn’t be right. We’ve got stalls in a couple of the London antique markets, but no, the bulk of our business comes from hiring to wardrobe departments. Television, theatre – there’s a nonstop demand and a huge purse, especially from the independent television companies. Costume drama, period pieces – we dress ’em all. We just saw the niche and went for it, right?’




    Billie sighed heavily. Sylvia had found a gap in the market: Zia and Isla had slotted into a niche. And what the hell was she going to do? Wait for the right moment, the right opportunity, to come along? She might as well be waiting for the entrepreneurial equivalent of Godot.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Profit and loss. Not enough of the former and far too much of the latter. Yawning, Jonah Sullivan switched off his computer in the empty office and pushed his chair away from the desk. The letters from the bank, all unanswered from the beginning of the month and neatly stacked to make them look less intimidating, kept drawing his eye. He scooped them up and thrust them out of sight at the bottom of the in-tray. It didn’t make him feel any better. Reaching over the mountain of paperwork he removed the latest stern missive and, making half a dozen neat creases, launched the vellum Concorde across the office.




    It landed with a satisfying clunk against the radiator. Grinning, Jonah went to retrieve it and gave it a second flight. This time it nose-dived into the waste paper bin.




    Jonah regarded the crash-landing cynically, then fishing the paper plane from the bin, smoothed out the creases and added it to the pile on the desk. Estelle, Sullivanair’s secretary, PA, and resident lifesaver, would deal with it when she came in later. She had a fudging answer held on file, especially for the bank. She only ever needed to alter the date.




    Two years he’d been running the business; two years, in, which according to the bank’s latest letter, he should be showing a healthy return on their investment. Two years in which, allowing for the massive rent and overheads and his first mad splurge on stock, Sullivanair should at least be breaking even.




    Jonah walked to the window and leaned his hands on the sill. Whiteacres Airport spread mistily in front of him, a mass of dying grass and cracked concrete in the pearly light of a late June morning. He loved it. All of it. True, it had been allowed to run to seed a bit, and the row of towering warehouses on the perimeter gave it a bit of a slum-clearance air, but it had given him his break – and he’d fondly imagined it would make him his fortune. It looked more likely now, unless the bank gave him more time, that it would bankrupt him.




    Long gone were the days when he’d thought he’d rival Ryanair – and any mention of easyJet made him laugh at the irony. It was fine for Stelios Haji-Ioannou to buy thirty million pounds’ worth of planes at a time; he’d no doubt been blessed with the Greek equivalent of silver spoons and golden handshakes. Not for Stelios the RAF redundancy payoff, the remortgage on the family home, and a bank loan loaded with interest.




    Not, Jonah acknowledged sadly, that Sullivanair was ever likely to be in the same league as easyJet: A single fifteen-year-old Shorts 330 doing private hire flights to small British airfields, and a Slingsby T67 Firefly which went nowhere were hardly comparable … But if this new scheme got underway, if the bank would just give him a few more months to realise Sullivanair’s potential, then it may well be a different story.




    Peeling off a handful of Post-it notes, he scribbled enigmatic messages and dabbed them in a yellow rash around the outside of the computer screen.




    ‘Thanks for doing a couple of extra hours today. Much appreciated – as always. Hope you had a great weekend. Mine was best forgotten so don’t ask.’




    ‘If the bank ring while I’m flying tell them I’m lost in space. That should please them. They seem to think I’ve got the same budget as NASA.’




    ‘I probably won’t be back in today. Once I’ve dropped off in Norwich, I’ll fly straight back, and meet up with Barnaby.’




    And buy the Stearman … maybe? Jonah laughed at the self-delusion. He knew there was no maybe about it. Even if Barnaby told him that the Boeing Stearman biplane was a heap of mouldering scrap he knew he’d buy it. It was the plane he’d always wanted. They didn’t become available very often – and never in England. Barnaby had apparently tracked down this one in the depths of Kentucky. Sod it. He’d always taken risks. His lifeblood was stirred by danger, by the excitement of uncertainties. He wouldn’t be a pilot, would he, if he didn’t thrive on thrills?




    And there was the old adage about speculating and accumulating – one had to come before the other. If the bank would just get off his back for five minutes, he could buy a second Shorts, and with two planes doing short-hauls he was pretty sure that the Sullivanair charter flights would be making a healthy profit by the end of the year. All he needed was to get the Slingsby operational and have it up and running as a pilot-trainer – then he’d have two strings to his bow. It was just that the money he’d salted away for a partial repayment of the bank loan, the purchase of another passenger plane, and the Slingsby repairs would be what he’d be using to buy the Stearman …




    He scribbled a final note. ‘If Claire should ring, tell her I’m orbiting in the stratosphere for at least the next six weeks.’ He grinned. Estelle would enjoy that bit. There was absolutely no love lost between the two women. ‘And don’t mention a word about Barnaby or the Stearman.’




    Pretty certain that he’d covered all eventualities, Jonah carefully checked in the mirror that his navy-blue uniform was relatively wrinkle-free, wishing, not for the first time, that he could just take the controls in his jeans and flying jacket. Ramming his peaked cap on to his head, he inspected his reflection again and winced. It was hardly Brian Trubshaw.




    The airfield was practically deserted at this hour. The small single-engined planes belonging to the Aeroclub were still covered with their waterproofs, and nothing larger was due in until later in the morning. Jonah, with his fifteen passengers all one-way bound for Norfolk, was the only pilot crossing the tarmac towards the air-traffic control tower. Still, it only June, not yet peak holiday time, hardly the busiest time of the year at Whiteacres …




    He shivered, a mixture of elation and anticipation, as he filed his flight plan with the controllers in the tower. The Stearman – his dream plane – was almost a reality. He could see it, restored in all its glory, its silver, purple, and emerald green livery matching that of the Shorts and the Slingsby. God – it would almost be a Sullivanair fleet!




    Jonah knew he was grinning inanely and stopped, concentrating on the more mundane but essential tasks of informing the ATC of his intended destination and route, estimated time of arrival in Norwich, and the Shorts’ SOB – aerospeak for souls on board: passengers and crew needed to be accounted for in case of an emergency. Then he leaped down the stairs three at a time and out of the building.




    The Shorts had been hauled from the hangar and Jonah spent a proud moment just staring. True, it wasn’t the prettiest plane in the world, being stubby-bodied and pointy-nosed, and its twin turboprops gave it a somewhat dated appearance. But it was steady, reliable, flew like a bird – and had Sullivanair emblazoned all over it.




    ‘Christ!’ Vinny, Jonah’s co-pilot, paused in his exterior checks and raised his eyebrows at Jonah as he walked towards the plane. ‘Something’s made you happy. Who is she?’




    Jonah again reined in his ear-to-ear beam. Vinny was unbelievably indiscreet and would immediately tell the entire aviation world about the Stearman via the short- wave radio. ‘It’s not a she. I’m just totally ecstatic about having to fly to East Anglia.’




    ‘Bollocks.’ Vinny resumed his walk round, making sure that there was nothing hanging off the Shorts, nothing loose, nothing dripping, no sinister puddles developing on the tarmac. ‘A half-empty planeload on a one-way ticket doesn’t usually make you smile. I’ll put money on it being a woman.’




    The prospect of the Stearman was a million times better than any woman, Jonah thought as he hauled himself up the half-dozen steps and into the plane. Steady, reliable, and faithful. Claire, his ex-wife, had been none of those things. Give him a plane any day. Planes didn’t break your heart.




    The empty Shorts, with its silver interior, offered thirty passengers seats in pairs on one side of the offset aisle, with a single row on the other, all immaculately upholstered in green and purple. When there were no passengers, Jonah and Vinny unbolted the seats and turned the plane into a cargo carrier. It had paid a lot of bills.




    Pam, the stewardess, was bent double in the minuscule galley, unpacking cardboard boxes. There was no on-board catering as such – the Sullivanair flights were far too brief – but Jonah had always made sure that his passengers enjoyed a gratis drink and some sort of pre-packed snack. Pam continually grumbled that she felt a marked affinity with cinema usherettes when she swayed between the seats, doling out miniature bottles and cans and little Cellophane packages.




    ‘We’ve got a hell of a lot of peanuts in this load,’ Pam straightened up. ‘I thought we were going back to boiled sweets and gingernuts? Jesus, Jonah,’ she pulled a face, ‘you’ve done a deal on them, haven’t you?’




    ‘A bit,’ Jonah didn’t meet her eye. ‘Well, they were practically on their sell-by date. I got them for a song. And anyway, people got a bit sniffy about half a pint of gin accompanied by two ginger biscuits, as I remember.’




    ‘People’ll get a hell of a lot sniffier about stale peanuts,’ Pam chucked a dozen packets into a basket, ‘not to mention salmonella or listeria. And who exactly am I catering for today, then? Please tell me it’s something exciting.’




    ‘Fifteen middle-management trainees wasting their summer break on going to Norfolk for a bonding session. One of those paint-throwing things …’ Jonah shrugged. ‘And we’re flying back empty. I’m collecting them in five days. Pretty mundane, I’m afraid. But Estelle took a booking from some Elvis Presley impersonators for later in the year – they might cheer you up.’




    ‘I hope so. At my age I don’t get that many offers.’




    Jonah laughed as he headed for the front of the plane. Old enough to be his mother, Pam had been a stewardess for over thirty years, having been rigorously trained in the good old days of BOAC. She’d fitted into Sullivanair’s far more relaxed regime with ease.




    Lobbing his cap out of sight in the cockpit, Jonah shrugged out of his jacket and sat down. The pre-flight check routine was as automatic as breathing: getting out the charts, setting both the normal and back-up radio frequencies, followed by the altimeter. He was just completing the flight controls check for free movement when Vinny plonked himself into the co-pilot’s chair.




    ‘All OK out there.’ Vinny, like Jonah, clapped on his headset. ‘Might as well get ’em loaded. Anything for the hold, or is it hand luggage only?’




    ‘Just cabin bags.’ Jonah spoke into the radio, informing the terminal that the passengers could start boarding. ‘Apparently part of their initiative. Dress up in combat gear all day and have one set of civvies only. Minimal comfort – and a hell of a way to be spending the week, poor sods. Who’d be desk bound, eh?’




    Vinny joined him in looking back across the tarmac, as their fifteen middle managers filed out through the pale blue morning, heading for the boarding steps, and gave a wry chuckle. ‘Put like that, maybe this old crate has her appeal.’




    ‘Please!’ Jonah raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ll hurt her feelings! What?’ He spoke into his mouthpiece to the ground handler on the tarmac. ‘Oh, yeah – sorry, Kev. No, I was talking to Vinny … Yeah, I’ve got ATC clearance to start the engines. OK with you?’




    Kev, twelve feet below them, gave the thumbs up and unplugged the auxiliary power unit just as Pam popped her head into the cockpit. ‘All on board, seated and strapped. Miserable-looking bunch.’




    Jonah laughed and started both engines, the propellers whirring rhythmically as he checked the fuel gauge, oil pressure, and temperature on the console in front of him, while Vinny confirmed with Kev that the chocks were removed.




    It was all as routine to Jonah as brushing his teeth, he thought as he radioed again to air-traffic control that everything was A-OK and he was ready to taxi.




    ‘Received Golf Hotel Charlie Foxtrot,’ the air-traffic controller said merrily. ‘Cleared to left taxiway. Taxi out to holding point Bravo Two.’




    ‘Charlie Foxtrot received and understood.’




    Once at the holding point Jonah turned the Shorts into the wind, running the engine up to full power and then letting it fade down again. Sweet music. He flicked the radio switch.




    ‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Jonah Sullivan and I am your captain.’ He always loved that bit. ‘My co-pilot today is Vinny Taylor, and your stewardess is Pam. The weather is calm and clear all the way to East Anglia and we will be climbing to a cruising height of eight thousand feet on our short journey to Norwich. We expect to arrive in approximately forty-five minutes. I hope you’ll enjoy your trip and thank you for travelling with Sullivanair.’




    Vinny chuckled as they gained speed and taxied towards the runway. ‘You always make it sound like you’ve got a stand-by crew of thousands.’




    ‘One day, Vin. One day.’




    Jonah could hear Pam doing the safety and emergency drill behind him and was pretty sure that none of the passengers would be listening. They never did.




    ‘Charlie Foxtrot,’ the air-traffic controller crackled in his headset, ‘cleared for takeoff.’




    With a quick word to Pam to strap herself in, Jonah noted the traffic controller’s air pressure setting – the wind direction and speed – as he set the flaps and taxied to the end of the runway. Again turning into the wind, he put the brakes on, ran the engine up to ninety per cent power, released the brakes and immediately increased the engine thrust to full.




    This moment of supreme roaring power, of speed, never failed to exhilarate him, and as the Shorts belted down the runway Jonah felt the thrill prickle his spine. Vinny, counting the airspeed to 130 knots, was grinning too. God, they were like kids!




    ‘Rotate!’ Vinny said sharply.




    Jonah, exultant as always, pulled back on the stick and felt the Shorts slide smoothly away from the ground and glide upwards. Climbing quickly away from Whiteacres, Jonah passed the controls to Vinny while he turned on to his heading and put the flaps back.




    ‘Brilliant, though I say so myself,’ Jonah grinned.




    ‘I’ve seen better takeoffs in the babies’ class at the aeroclub.’ Vinny relaxed back in his seat as they reached their allotted altitude and reduced the engine power. ‘Now switch on to auto so we can have a cup of tea – I didn’t have time before I left home … Heavy weekend. I met her on Friday night. We didn’t get out of bed until this morning.’




    ‘Really? What a surprise.’ Jonah flicked on the autopilot. ‘Anyone I know?’




    ‘Out of your league, mate.’




    Jonah radioed Whiteacres control tower to confirm the Sullivanair’s destination, then set the second radio to Norwich ATC for their estimated time of arrival. He wasn’t sure he wanted to spend the forty-five minutes of the flight discussing Vinny’s love life, fascinating though it was. It always reminded him of the might-have-beens with Claire …




    ‘Two teas, well sugared for the nerves.’ Pam pushed her way into the cabin. ‘I didn’t bother with the peanuts.’




    Four hours later, Jonah sealed his fate. Having safely dispatched his middle managers in Norwich and flown the return trip with no hitches, he’d driven home to his Whiteacres flat and kept his date with Barnaby Molton- Kusak.




    ‘The transportation’s a gift,’ Barnaby, sleek-haired, elegant and looking every inch the country squire, said as they shook hands in Jonah’s functional living room. ‘I’ll stand you the cost of the containerage and shipping and temporary storage, as long as I can have a go with the old paintbrush – oh, and be up there on the inaugural flight.’




    ‘Anything,’ Jonah said fervently, staring at the array of photographs of the Boeing Stearman fanned out amongst the junk on his coffee table. ‘I just can’t believe it. It’s in amazingly good nick – although I’d have said yes even if I needed to reshape every rivet by hand. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.’




    ‘Crap.’ Barnaby’s cut-glass accent failed to hide the emotion. ‘I owe you one, Jo. I owe you a hell of a big one.’




    Jonah shook his head. Reference to the way they’d met always embarrassed him. He’d only been doing his job. It could have been any pilot in charge of the Hercules carrier that flew the first released prisoners of war away from the Gulf. The Stearman, scruffy but in excellent condition, was Barnaby’s way of saying thank you.




    ‘If there’s ever anything you want,’ he’d said all those years ago, ‘anything I can do for you, Jonah, you only have to name it …’




    Jonah had shrugged. He and Claire had been happy then. There had been only one thing that he’d really wanted. ‘Find me a Boeing Stearman to buy and I’ll be your friend for life.’




    It had been a joke. True, of course, but a joke nevertheless. He hadn’t expected to ever hear from Barnaby again. They’d kept in touch occasionally, but the phone call last month had been out of the blue. Barnaby, now in his forties and out of the RAF, had inherited the Molton-Kusak family fortune plus a minor stately home. He’d ploughed most of his money into breeding racehorses and had been on a bloodstock visit to the Kentucky Bluegrass country when he’d just happened to come across a retired Boeing Stearman which had been used as a crop-duster. He remembered the promise. Was Jonah still interested …?




    And the rest, Jonah thought with only a fleeting moment of panic about the size of the cheque he’d just given Barnaby, would be aviation history.




    ‘I wish I could stand the whole cost,’ Barnaby said. ‘Purchase price and all that. Sadly, being a racehorse owner and trying to maintain a house the size of Wembley Stadium that has galloping rot and no mod cons has rather eaten away the finances. Still, she was a good price, considering she’s still airworthy, wasn’t she?’




    ‘It was a brilliant price. And I still feel guilty about you paying for dismantling and crating it in the States, and shipping it over here.’




    ‘The least I could do. I’ll ring my boys in the States and get things moving. As soon as you’ve found a home for her she could be docking at Southampton as soon as you like … and then you’ll have all the hard work of rebuilding and painting, won’t you?’




    ‘Yeah.’ Jonah’s eyes gleamed pleasurably at the prospect. ‘And the absolute bliss of flying her. So, have you got to belt off back to Derbyshire and the stately pile – or can I persuade you to stay overnight with me in squalor, and celebrate properly?’




    ‘Oh, I’m easily persuaded – and after all, there’s no one waiting for me at home, is there?’ Barnaby gave a fruity laugh. ‘And all this has given me a hell of an appetite. Is there anywhere in this neck of the woods that does a good lunch?’




    Jonah flinched a bit, thinking of Whiteacres restricted culinary delights. Then he brightened. ‘The Dil Raj in Amberley Hill does food to die for – but if you’re looking for pub grub we could try Mulligan’s. It gets crowded, but it has a good menu and it’s pretty reasonable.’




    ‘Lead on, then.’ Barnaby slapped him chummily on the back. ‘I’d like to find a nice local pub. Somewhere I can flirt with the barmaids and bore people rigid with stories about flying and racehorses. After all, once you’ve got digs for the Boeing, I’ll probably be spending a lot of time around here, won’t I?’


  




  

    Chapter Five




    ‘Billie – you’re cheating! That was a foul!’




    ‘It was not! It was a fair tackle. It was a – Ouch!’




    ‘It was a bloody foul! Under FIFA rules you’d have been sent off for that. Now what are you doing?’




    ‘Taking my ball and going home.’ Picking up the football, Billie brushed down the straw clinging to her knees and poked out her tongue. She wrinkled her nose. ‘And I’m telling Mum of you!’




    Jon, her oldest brother, sat on the iron-hard rutted ground and shrugged. ‘See if I care. I’d got fed up with playing, anyhow. You’ve lost your edge – I reckon townie life is making you soft. You could tackle harder than Stuart Pearce before you went away.’




    Grinning, Billie hauled him to his feet. Like all her brothers, he towered above her, and was fair-haired, broad-shouldered, his face permanently tanned. And like all her brothers, he worked on the farm because he had never wanted to do anything else. Billie had never been treated by any of them as anything other than a younger, if slightly more dainty, male sibling.




    Jon and Alex, both in their thirties, lived with their wives and assorted children in granite cottages across the yard, Ben and Tom, in their late twenties, still lived in the parental farmhouse. Well, at least Ben had, until he and Maria had whizzed off to the Caribbean to plight their troth. Now they’d be living in the stable flat. Another branch of the Pascoe dynasty well and truly established.




    After being back in Devon for twenty-four hours, it was as if the years had been peeled away. Billie’s nails had broken off on the sacks of sheep feed; the carefully constructed wedding party hairdo had been reduced to a tufty knot on top of her head, and her silky smooth waxed legs had been permanently bared in a pair of ancient denim cut-offs.




    Only two more days of this bliss and she’d be trekking back to Amberley Hill and a very uncertain future. She tried not to think about it.




    ‘You two get in here now!’ Faith Pascoe hurled open the kitchen window. ‘I’m not spending all day in this dratted kitchen cooking for half of Devon without any help. If you want to be having a party tonight, don’t you think you should be making some sort of input? And don’t you think you’re both a bit old for football?’




    ‘Yes, Mum. No, Mum.’




    Jon and Billie exchanged guilty looks and then exploded with laughter. Mrs Pascoe shut the window with a crash.




    ‘Come on, then.’ Jon ruffled Billie’s hair. ‘We’d better pull our weight or we’ll be in the dog house all night. And you’ve been treated like Lady Muck for long enough.’




    ‘Crap.’ Billie eased off her trainers in the porch. ‘As the Prodigal, I expected nothing less.’




    Since her arrival the previous day, and in between eating and drinking, helping out with the animals, and playing wild games of Subbuteo and Scalextric, Billie had endured hefty bouts of parental cross-questioning. She’d managed to avoid anything too embarrassing, and had made her deciding to leave Reuben’s Cabs and lease a warehouse sound like she was now on a par with Nicola Horlick. It was obviously, she’d told them, the next sensible step to be thinking of setting up on her own. Her family, still not at all sure why she’d wanted to alienate herself from the West Country in the first place, couldn’t quite see the logic in the argument.




    Her mum had even looked anxious and had tried to ask Billie all about her new setup, and her reasons for leaving the taxi-driving, but Billie had said she didn’t want to think about work this weekend, and had refused to be drawn.




    The farmhouse kitchen was in chaos. Every available surface was covered with food in some stage of preparation, and the various dogs and cats were hovering expectantly with wide eyes and lolling tongues. The Pascoes’ parties were legendary; and people were expected to start making their way across Dartmoor by mid-afternoon. Faith always seemed to cater for about a hundred more guests than necessary, and Billie, closely followed by Jon, swooped on a pile of freshly baked and still steaming crusty rolls.




    ‘They’re for later.’ Faith slapped at their hands as she straightened up, puffing, from the bottom oven of the Aga, a proper solid-fuel battered cream monster which radiated constant warmth and delicious smells. ‘There are plenty of yesterday’s batch still in the bread crock.’




    ‘It’s not the same.’ Billie watched a dollop of thick yellow butter melt into the bread. ‘Oh, don’t be cruel, Mum. In forty-eight hours I’ll be back to pre-packaged white sliced.’




    ‘You don’t have to be.’ Faith checked a hock of gammon simmering on the top plate, adding to the breathless heat. ‘You could stay here and have freshly baked rolls every day.’ She threw a gimlet glance at her son. ‘And where do you think you’re sloping off to?’




    ‘Home,’ Jon spluttered through a hastily crammed mouthful of hot roll. ‘Ann will want to be getting ready for the party. She’ll have my guts for garters if I leave the hens to her again.’




    ‘I thought you were going to stay and help?’




    ‘Nah. Billie can do that. I reckon she ought to get some practice in the kitchen. She’s no great shakes at football any more, so she really should learn to cook. She might, just might, even capture a man if she can offer him more than takeaway pizza. See you later.’




    Typical, Billie thought, as her brother disappeared across the yard. Getting out while the going was good. She wandered to the window, clutching a second bread roll, savouring the smell. The view was as it had always been: two tractors in the corner, the Dutch barn piled with hay for the winter feeding, the stables, the hens and ducks skittering around amongst the remains of pigsties, which were now overgrown with Russian vine. Somewhere, Stan, her father, was yelling at the dogs as the heat haze rolled down from the moors, and the tors towered like benevolent grey ghosts on the skyline. It was all so lovely. So familiar.




    She turned and looked hopefully at her mother. ‘Do you think Maria will wear her wedding dress for the party?’




    Faith was surveying a mountain of cheese. ‘I think I might do a fondue. They always go down well, don’t you reckon? What? No, I shouldn’t think so. It looked like half a bikini and a net curtain in the video. Probably wonderful for the wedding – not so hot in Newton Abbot.’




    Ben and Maria were due to arrive at the farm at any time. They’d been off doing the placating rounds of Maria’s relatives, who apparently hadn’t quite had the Pascoes’ equanimity about not being invited to the nuptials. Billie continued to gaze from the window and sighed happily, contented and secure. Right now, in the middle of all this wonderfully familiar family bustle, she felt she could stay here for ever. But she knew before long the claustrophobia would set in, as it had before, and she’d be missing the lights and noise of Amberley Hill, and her no-holds-barred conversations with Miranda. And, yes, oddly, even the challenge of doing something with the warehouse …




    Billie watched her mother clanking about in the cavernous larder cupboard for the fondue paraphernalia. ‘I suppose Jon’s right. Oh – not about the husband-baiting, but I ought to earn my keep. What shall I do?’




    ‘You could knock up a few salads, green, tomato and herb, mixed, pasta, whatever you fancy. Oh, and open that bottle of Baileys. We might as well have a drink while we work. No, don’t fuss with the little glasses – get the schooners. It’s only like milkshake, after all.’




    Three milkshakes later, they were giggling immoderately.




    ‘Go on then.’ Faith leaned towards her daughter across the cluttered table. ‘Then what happened?’




    ‘Oh, um, nothing much …’ Billie back-pedalled. She’d been regaling her mother with graphic tales of Miranda’s varied love life and had just remembered how this particular encounter had ended. There were still some things far too racy for her mother’s ears. ‘Er – is that enough garlic in this one, do you reckon?’




    ‘Ample. It’ll keep the vampires away right up to the Tamar. Now, tell me to mind my own business, but while your friend is having all this fun, what about you? You always talk about Miranda’s men when you ring, but you never say anything about your own love life. Still no man on the horizon?’




    ‘None at all. Which suits me fine. Honest. Come on, Mum. Why do you want me to settle down? You’ve just acquired another daughter-in-law – and you certainly can’t want more grandchildren. Alex and Jon seem to be going for the world record.’




    It was true. Ann and Katy, her established sisters-in-law, each had two children and were again both pregnant. Billie had picked her way through the chaos of their cottages, which already seemed awash with Pampers and toddler meal cartons and discarded toys and surely far more mess than four children could possibly create, and was absolutely delighted to be single.




    ‘I don’t want you to marry, necessarily, or to have babies. Ann and Katy are joyously maternal – perhaps you’ll never be. I just want you to be happy with your life.’ Faith squinted at the depleted bottle of Baileys in surprise. ‘I’ve never understood why you left that nice job you had on the paper – and after you’d studied so hard. It all seemed a terrible waste to just throw it in and move to London for such a brief time. And then end up miles away driving a taxi. Your dad and I never really understood what went awry … I thought maybe it was a man when you left, but I was obviously wrong.’




    ‘One hundred and ten per cent wrong,’ Billie lied, hating herself.




    She would have loved to explain, but she’d left it far too late; and anyway, she’d always felt so protective of her mother. The more lurid storylines in EastEnders made Faith practically apoplectic about declining morals and hussies who stole other women’s husbands. The reality about her only daughter and Kieran Squires would probably finish her off.




    ‘And I’ve been happy driving a taxi. And now I’ll be happy doing – well – something else. And if the something else doesn’t involve bouncing down the aisle in a fondant fancy wedding dress, then I’ll still be happy.’ She had been about to add that no one should marry before they were thirty anyway, and look what had happened to Miranda, but remembered just in time that her parents had been married at eighteen. ‘Er – shall I mummify these salads with clingfilm?’




    ‘Yes, please. Oh, and while you’re putting those dishes in the fridge, get the other bottle of Baileys out, there’s a love.’




    Really, Billie thought hazily about two hours later, this was even more inebriated than one of her sessions with Miranda. She’d remained just sober enough to steer her mother away from any dangerous topics, and instead had concentrated on the local gossip. It was odd how all the girls in her sixth-form class were now married or partnered and had produced at least one child apiece. It occurred to her that she must be quite a let-down for her mother on the jumble-sale and coffee-morning chitchat circuit – no man, no baby, no career to brag about, and no prospects of any of the three in the foreseeable future.




    If she’d stayed on the Devon Argus, it would have been different. If she’d stayed on the Devon Argus and stuck with covering council meetings and court cases, and not pestered the editor to be sent to interview Kieran Squires about his plans to open a farmhouse restaurant near Bideford, then she’d have probably had her own column by now. It would have been called Billie’s Blabber or something similar, and she’d have been able to write it from home because, of course, she’d have married a neighbouring farmer’s son and produced the regulation baby every year.
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