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She ran away … and found her future
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Dedication


To Mum and Dad, for everything.








CHAPTER One


As soon as she saw the advert, in one of the magazines she was paid to dust, not read, Cassie knew it had been written for her.




‘WANTED: Female live-in companion for independent lady in isolated Lancashire village. Own room provided. Must not chatter. References required.’





Isolation and silence — underlined silence. It was perfect. Carrying the magazine to the study, careful not to crease any pages, Cassie found a scrap of paper and copied out the advert.


Her pen hovered over the final two words. References? How was she going to manage that? Then her gaze landed on the computer, and the letter-headed notepaper lying beside it. No one would notice one missing sheet. The password for the computer was taped on the inside of the desk drawer: she hadn’t cleaned here three times a week for the last three months without finding that out. It would take barely five minutes to conjure something suitable. And surely her boss at the cleaning company, who had employed her without references and without questioning why she had no ID in the name she’d given him, wouldn’t scruple to give her a reference in any name she wanted?


Her conscience protested, but conscience was one of the many luxuries that Cassie could no longer afford. Her fingers trembling, she switched on the laptop and typed out a letter, recommending herself as an employee in terms she hoped were too good to refuse. She had to get this job. It was time to move on.


Two weeks later, Cassie tramped along a twisting Lancashire lane, knees buckling under the weight of an Army-style backpack. Exhaustion made every step feel like ten, and her feet would have ached if the February chill hadn’t numbed them. But her heart was lighter than it had been in months. Glorious countryside stretched around her, unbroken by any sign of human life. It was almost as good as home. This was exactly the isolation she needed.


She let her backpack slide to the ground, rolled her shoulders to ease the tension and stepped forward for a closer look at a lamb in the field on the opposite side of the road.


A horn blared. Cassie felt a rush of air as a vehicle swerved around her and came to a halt in the hedge. The mother sheep started to run, her muddy brown bottom bobbing up and down, her lamb close behind.


‘What the hell were you doing leaping out into the road?’


Cassie stared up into a face of darkness and bristles. Black eyebrows met over furious brown eyes, and she could just about detect lips set in a cross line inside an unruly beard.


‘You scared the sheep,’ she said, watching as the animals halted at the far side of the field.


‘What?’ The man briefly followed her gaze, then swung back. ‘Stupid woman. I could have killed you! Cars rocket along this road.’


Stupid woman … A different voice fogged Cassie’s brain. She stepped back.


A strong tug on her arm jerked her forwards again just as another car shot round the bend of the road.


‘What’s the matter with you? Do you have a death wish?’


The man looked even more cross and bristly.


‘Sorry.’ Cassie began to rub the knuckle at the base of her right thumb, willing him to leave.


‘Where are you going? Are you heading for Ribblemill?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll give you a lift.’ He picked up Cassie’s bag and slung it in the back of his pick-up truck. He opened the passenger door and a brown Border Collie jumped down. It ran over to sniff Cassie and she bent to stroke it, letting her fingers sink into the soft fur. The dog licked her hand, its tongue rough and warm. It was the most affectionate touch she had felt for months.


‘Gin, here girl.’


The dog abandoned Cassie and returned to the man, who lifted her into the back of the truck. He looked across at Cassie.


‘Come on. It’s too cold to hang about.’ When Cassie didn’t move, he sighed and scratched his nails along his beard. ‘You’ll be perfectly safe. I’m sorry I shouted, OK? A local girl was knocked down on this road last year. I don’t want it to happen again.’


His tone was gentler than it had been, and concern diluted the crossness in his eyes: undoubtedly genuine concern, surprising and disconcerting in equal measure. It took less than a moment for Cassie to make her mind up and climb into the truck. What had she to lose? All she had left was in her backpack, and he had already taken that.


After five minutes of silence, they pulled up just past a substantial stone bus shelter, in what Cassie assumed was the heart of the village. The road split in two before joining a third road, creating a triangular village green in the centre. For a place in the middle of nowhere, the village was surprisingly well-equipped. A pub, its exterior blackened with age, dominated one side of the triangle, and she could see a Post Office and general store, a butcher’s, and a hardware shop that had an extensive jumble of brushes, mops, buckets and other paraphernalia cluttering the pavement outside.


‘This is Ribblemill,’ the man said, cutting the engine and interrupting Cassie’s inspection of what she hoped would be her new home. ‘Do you know where you’re going?’


Cassie peered through the windscreen. None of the roads had names. She shook her head.


‘Which is Wood End Road?’


‘That one.’ He pointed to the road that disappeared to the left, at the opposite point of the triangle from the Post Office. ‘There’s not much that way. Have you been here before?’


‘No,’ Cassie admitted. ‘I’m looking for a house called Ramblings. Do you know it?’


There was a definite shift in atmosphere inside the truck. The man turned towards Cassie.


‘What are you going there for?’


‘I have a meeting with the owner, Mrs Smallwood.’


‘What about?’


‘Is that any of your business?’


‘Why don’t you tell me? Is it really Mrs Smallwood you want?’


 Cassie wondered why he was looking at her with such suspicion, when he was the one acting oddly. She reached for the door handle.


‘Wait! I’m on my way to Ramblings now. I can take you there.’


This seemed a remarkable coincidence, but it was impossible to know what he was thinking under all that hair.


‘It’s no problem. I can walk.’


‘It’s a mile and a half away.’


Cassie let go of the door handle. She was already feeling the effects of pushing herself too far today. If the interview wasn’t successful, she had no idea how she would find her way back to public transport or, more to the point, where she would go once she did. For the first time she regretted the impulse that had led her to give up her job and her room to come here.


‘I’ve a couple of errands in the village, then we’ll go. I’ll be five minutes. Wait there.’


The man was halfway out of the truck before Cassie realised that he was talking to her, not the dog. The dog was allowed to go with him, and she watched them cross the road and head into the hardware shop. A few minutes later they emerged and walked over the green to the pub. Errands! Cassie snorted to herself. A swift pint, more like. Her eyes flicked across to the general store. If he was having a drink, she could easily pop over there and be back before he knew she’d moved. She climbed out, grabbed her bag, and headed to the shop.


Five minutes later, Cassie left the store and inwardly groaned as she saw the man standing at the side of his truck, looking up and down the road. She could sense waves of bristling irritation flooding her way.


‘Where did you go?’ he demanded, as soon as she was within shouting distance. ‘I told you to wait.’


‘I went to the shop.’


‘What for? Have you been asking questions about me?’


‘No. I needed some tablets,’ she said, thinking that this lie must surely end the interrogation. She wished she had asked about him while she was there. Was he actually mad, or just good at behaving like it?


‘What tablets? Are you ill?’


‘Period pain,’ she improvised, confident this would be the perfect full stop to the conversation. She put her bag into the back of the truck with the dog, and climbed into the passenger seat. The man started the engine, but didn’t set off.


‘What tablets did you get?’


‘Ibuprofen.’


‘Don’t take them on an empty stomach. Have you any food?’ Cassie shook her head. He reached across and opened the glove box. It was stashed full of chocolate bars. It was possible he blushed under Cassie’s astonished gaze, but it was hard to be sure, what with the beard. ‘Help yourself.’


‘I don’t eat chocolate.’


He snapped the glove box shut again, and pulled an apple from the door pocket. He polished it on his jeans and tossed it to Cassie. She crunched into it, preferring his germs to his questions.


The road out of the village passed a couple of cottages and then there was nothing but undulating fields on either side. They approached a copse, and the truck swung abruptly through a pair of elaborate stone gateposts and along a well-kept drive. Cassie sat up. This wasn’t right.


‘I thought you were taking me to Ramblings.’


‘I am.’


‘But …’


Cassie’s words fell away as they pulled onto a gravel forecourt in front of a house of stately home proportions. Built of a pale grey stone, elaborate turrets and towers propped up the corners and huge chimneys burst through the roof. There was no symmetry or order. It looked like someone had thrown every fantasy together in one building – and yet it worked. It was beautiful.


‘This is Ramblings?’


‘Yes. What were you expecting?’


Cassie gave a vague shrug, which was as good as a lie, because after one brief conversation with Frances Smallwood, she’d had a clear idea of what to expect. She’d imagined a detached house, possibly Edwardian, neat gardens outside and inside a riot of ornamental china displayed on lace doilies. Never in a million years had she imagined this.


Her companion was beetling his brows again.


‘Surely you looked it up before you came?’


‘I don’t have a computer.’ She hadn’t dared use the ones in the houses she cleaned in case she left a search history. On finding out the address, Cassie had gone into the nearest WH Smiths and looked on a road map to see where the village was, and which was the closest railway station. The house itself had been irrelevant. The advert had promised her own room, and as she’d learnt over the past few months, ultimately she didn’t need more than that.


The man continued to stare at her, clearly unconvinced.


‘Why are you here?’


‘I told you. I’m here to see Mrs Smallwood.’ She opened the door. ‘Thanks for the lift.’


She hopped down, but before she could reach into the back for her bag, he had come round and picked it up himself, swinging it over one shoulder as if it contained nothing more than cobwebs.


‘I’ll introduce you,’ he said, and led the way under an ornate entrance canopy that reminded Cassie of a four-poster bed. He flung open one half of the massive oak door, without ringing the bell, and walked into a hall the size of a tennis court. The walls were wood-panelled, carved into arches that echoed the windows, the door frames and the fireplace.


‘Frances!’ he shouted. There was no answer. ‘She’s probably in the morning room.’


He marched off and Cassie hurried after him, through an over-sized archway and down a corridor until he burst through a door.


‘There you are,’ Cassie heard him say as she dawdled behind, unsure whether she should have followed him or waited in the hall. ‘Why have you got your feet up? Are you feeling ill?’


It was a softer version of the inquisitive tone he had used on Cassie.


‘Barney! I did not expect you to be here today.’ The answering voice was female, elderly, and querulous. ‘I was simply resting my legs. Stop fussing and get off to your office.’


‘What’s the hurry? Am I interrupting something?’


‘Nothing that concerns you. I am expecting a visitor.’


‘Then it does concern me, because I’ve brought you one. Or I thought I had. Has she done a runner already?’ Cassie heard footsteps and then the man, Barney, peered round the door. ‘It appears you were telling the truth – about your meeting, at least. You’d better come in.’


Cassie pushed open the door and went into a large but surprisingly cosy room, decorated in a soothing shade of blue, with squashy sofas and chairs scattered around and not a single doily in sight.


An old lady rose from a chair. She was immaculate in an A-line wool skirt, silk blouse and cardigan, her grey hair set into a softer version of the Queen’s style.


‘Miss Bancroft? It is very good of you to come. I am Frances Smallwood.’


She swept a sharp, assessing look over Cassie, who gazed back, helplessly aware that if she was going to be judged on appearance, the job was as good as lost.


‘Do sit down. You look exhausted. Was it a bad journey?’


‘Not really, until the last few miles…’


‘Until she ran me off the road,’ Barney interrupted. ‘She jumped out of the hedge like a rabbit.’


‘Are you still here?’ Frances cast an irritated glance at him before turning back to Cassie. ‘Why were you in the road? Where was your car?’


‘I don’t have one.’


‘No car? But I assumed…’ Frances trailed off.


‘Is it a problem? I don’t mind the isolation. There’s nowhere I want to go.’


Out of the corner of her eye, Cassie noticed Barney shift nearer Frances. She looked up as she felt his gaze land on her, cool and appraising. It was worse than Frances’ scrutiny, and Cassie shrank back into her seat.


‘What’s going on here, Frances? Is she here about me? Have the journalists started again?’


Frances smoothed her skirt out with a small huff of resignation.


‘It has nothing to do with you. Miss Bancroft has applied to be my companion.’


‘Your what?’


Barney’s expression of stupefaction might have been amusing, if Cassie’s lips could remember how to smile.


‘My companion.’ Frances cradled her hands in her lap. ‘Someone to keep me company. To be another presence in the house.’


‘I’m in and out of the house all day!’


‘Working,’ Frances replied. ‘And you are not here at night.’


‘I can be. I’ll move in.’


‘I hardly think that would be appropriate. I have no wish to find a parade of strange ladies wandering round my house in their smalls.’


‘Then why have you invited one to live with you!’


Cassie moved a cushion on to her knee, trying to fade into the sofa. She glanced at Barney, who stared back at her, eyebrows drawn in obvious challenge. For the first time since she’d encountered him on the road, she considered him properly. He was younger than she’d thought, perhaps mid thirties, a similar age to her; his hair was thick and conker brown, though rather wild, and his eyes, when he stopped frowning long enough to reveal them, were large and expressive. Objectively he was an attractive man, notwithstanding the beard. Perhaps it wasn’t so unlikely that he had streams of ladies visiting him, if they blocked their ears and didn’t listen to him shouting. And if they could stand the intense scrutiny: he had a gaze that could strip away skin and bone, and see straight into the soul. Cassie gripped the cushion tighter.


‘There is nothing strange about Miss Bancroft. You only need look at her to see how utterly normal she is.’


Two pairs of eyes now scrutinised her: a faint shadow of doubt in one set and frank disbelief in the other. Cassie stared silently back, soaking in the unintended compliment. Normal! She hadn’t felt normal for months, years maybe.


‘This is the first time you’ve met. You don’t know anything about her. Which agency is she from?’


‘Agency? I want a companion, not an escort.’


‘I mean a care agency.’ Barney crouched down by Frances. A look passed between them, loud with words that Cassie could see but not hear. ‘If you’re set on this, you need someone who knows what they are doing – what to expect. This isn’t right.’


Cassie tossed aside her cushion. All her polished interview phrases vanished from her head.


‘I can do this,’ she said. ‘Please give me a chance. I need this job.’


Frances met her gaze, with an expression so stern that Cassie thought she had blown it. But then she gave a slight but definite nod, a gesture that somehow seemed to convey understanding as well as agreement.


‘I think I am the best judge of what I need,’ Frances said, turning to Barney. ‘I will not be bullied: not again, not in my own home, and certainly not now. I am employing Miss Bancroft as my companion, and you, Barnaby Smallwood, will have to get used to that.’
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CHAPTER Two


‘We should discuss the practicalities, Miss Bancroft, now that is settled,’ Frances said.


It was a curious definition of settled, given that Barney had just stormed out, trailing fury in his wake.


‘Call me Cassie.’


The name Miss Bancroft was still alien. She felt like a bride acclimatising to a new surname – although it was hard to imagine a less fitting analogy.


‘Very well, and I suppose you ought to call me Frances.’ It seemed a grudging concession. ‘Would you collect the notebook and pen from the top left drawer of the desk?’


Cassie brought the items back to Frances.


‘No, you keep them. My arthritis is bad today. I would like you to make a list of what needs to be done.’ Cassie noticed as she sat down again that Frances was cradling her right hand. ‘Firstly, your hair. Is it a wig?’


‘My hair?’ Cassie’s eyes jerked up from the pad, where she had been preparing to write. ‘It’s real.’ She touched it, freshly self-conscious. She didn’t need to ask what was wrong with it. There was good reason why she’d stopped poring over mirrors.


‘Surely not the colour?’ Frances persisted. ‘You cannot be a natural blonde. No one could naturally be that colour. You look common. A girl from the village comes here to set my hair every week. She is due tomorrow and can tidy you up.’


‘I can’t afford it.’


‘I will pay. It is for my benefit,’ Frances insisted, as Cassie opened her mouth to protest. ‘I cannot bear to look at whatever you have done. You might be pretty if one could see past the monstrosity on your head. Write it on the list. I will telephone Melanie later and tell her to bring her colours.’


Cassie obediently wrote ‘Hair by Melanie’ on the top of a blank page of the notebook.


‘The second point is the car. I assume that you drive. I like to make a regular appearance at church. Barney usually drives me but his heathen huffing is most unsettling. I can see that you will be a more restful presence. There is an old Volvo estate in the garage. Barney will arrange for you to be added to the insurance. Put it on the list.’


Cassie did, hoping that Frances was going to broach that with Barney herself.


‘We have not yet discussed what you should be paid. I understand that £350 per week should be an adequate wage.’


Adequate? It was more than double what Cassie had earned from her cleaning work, where the minimum wage had referred to the minimum her boss could get away with paying.


‘I’m happy with that,’ Cassie said, writing it down before Frances could change her mind. ‘Would you mind paying in cash?’


‘I had thought a cheque.’


‘I don’t have a bank account at the moment.’ Not in the name Bancroft; and not one, in any name, that she would dare to access.


‘As you wish. Write it down. Barney can arrange to bring me the cash each week. But I think that we can go through any other matters later. I would like to have a rest for a little while.’


‘Of course. Do you want me to stay or go?’


‘There is no need for you to be with me all the time. We should have a pager, so that I can call you if I need you. Put it on the list. Barney will know of something suitable.’


Of course he would. Cassie was beginning to think that there was nothing he didn’t know, or couldn’t turn his hand to. She had understood from the advert, and from talking to Frances, that it would be the two of them: a female household. That had been half the attraction. She didn’t want a man to intrude. But what choice did she have? She had nowhere else to go. And surely their paths needn’t cross that often?


‘I expect you would like to see your room,’ Frances said, interrupting Cassie’s thoughts. ‘Press the red button on the telephone on the desk and you will get through to Barney’s office. He can show you up.’


‘I’m sure I can find the way.’


‘It took me two months to get my bearings when I first moved in. Stop making a fuss and ring Barney.’


Reluctantly Cassie picked up the phone and pressed the red button. It was answered immediately.


‘Frances?’ A growl came from the other end. ‘I hope you’re ringing to tell me you’ve seen sense and she’s gone.’


‘It’s Cassie.’


A fine example of what Frances would probably have called a heathen huff blew down the line. It didn’t sound apologetic.


‘Where’s Frances?’


‘In her chair. She’s asked if you could show me to my room.’


‘Your what? I’m coming round.’


The phone slammed down. Cassie replaced the receiver, and turned back to Frances, who tilted her head in enquiry.


‘He’s on his way.’


It was less than a minute before the door crashed open and Barney thundered in. He had taken off his coat and boots, and looked slightly more human in a grey Arran jumper and walking socks. His big toe poked through the end of the left sock. The imperfection offered Cassie a morsel of comfort, despite the irritation evidenced by his knitted brows.


‘She’s staying?’ he asked, striding over to Frances without so much as a glance at Cassie.


‘Of course.’ Frances remained unruffled by the abrupt entrance and question. Perhaps this was his usual way of behaving, Cassie reflected. It wasn’t an appealing idea. ‘I explained that I wanted a companion at night.’


‘Yes, but why tonight? How do you know that she is who she says she is? Don’t you think you should at least take some references first? If she can even provide references,’ he muttered, turning that angry brow to bristle in Cassie’s direction.


‘Cassie has already provided some excellent references. I am more than satisfied with them.’ It was hard to say whether Barney or Cassie was more surprised by Frances’ pronouncement. When had Frances spoken to her referees? She couldn’t have spoken to the one she’d made up. ‘Barney, could you show Cassie the way to the bedrooms? And carry her bags. Are they still in the hall?’


‘No, it’s there.’ Cassie pointed at the scruffy backpack, which was sitting on the floor where Barney had dumped it when they first arrived.


‘Are the rest of your belongings following on?’


‘That’s all I have.’


And then, as Frances and Barney stared at her, with surprise, curiosity and – in his case – suspicion, a brutal sense of the shabbiness of her life descended over Cassie like freezing fog. She saw how she must appear in their eyes, in the grandeur of this house – the sallow skin, tired eyes, jaundiced hair; the old clothes that had grown baggy while she had shrunk; the battered rucksack which contained her life. What was she doing here, and how could she hope to get away with it? Frances would soon discover that she was nothing, totally worthless, and send her on her way.


‘Stop it!’ Barney pulled her hands apart, and inspected the knuckle of her right thumb. ‘You’ll break the skin.’


Cassie took her hand away but didn’t reply. Barney was so close now that she felt as much as heard his huff.


‘Which room?’ he said, moving away and picking up Cassie’s rucksack. ‘The attic?’


‘Vienna.’


‘Vienna? But …’


‘Don’t make such a fuss, Barney. Cassie is my companion, not a servant.’ Frances smiled at Cassie. ‘Perhaps you could find your way back here in a couple of hours, and we can carry on? Feel free to explore the rest of the house. Would you mind switching on the wireless before you go?’


Following the feeble flap of Frances’ arm, Cassie noticed an old-fashioned radio on the table and switched it on. Classical music drifted into the room, and Frances closed her eyes. Barney, still carrying the rucksack, held the door open for Cassie.


‘I can manage the bag,’ she said, hurrying to keep up with his quick pace down the corridor.


‘It’s no problem.’


They reached the hall again and Barney started to climb the stairs.


‘If you tell me where to go, I’ll find my own way.’


‘Don’t tempt me.’


He continued at his record-breaking pace up the stairs, along a gallery with an ornate painted ceiling, and through a door that led into a plainer corridor, thickly carpeted and crammed with paintings and display cases. As she scampered along, Cassie just had time to read some of the names on the doors, written in Copperplate script on paper yellowed with age: Lisbon, Berne, Amsterdam and, oddly, Ribblemill.


‘Are all the rooms named after capital cities?’ she asked, when she caught up with Barney outside Vienna.


‘The bedrooms, yes.’


‘But there’s one down there that’s called Ribblemill.’


‘The master bedroom. A joke by the Smallwood who built the house. He said that Ribblemill was the most capital place on earth.’


‘Really?’ Cassie would have liked to hear more, but Barney’s scowl didn’t suggest he was in the mood for a history lesson.


‘Is Frances your mum?’ she asked instead, as he pushed the door open.


‘Aunt.’


Cassie scarcely heard him. The room was exquisite. The size alone would have been enough to impress: the bed, an enormous wooden half tester, filled barely a fifth of the space. The walls were covered in pale wallpaper, scattered with giant sprigs of blue flowers with lush green foliage. The same shade of blue was picked out in the silk curtains at each of the three windows, and in paintwork along a picture rail and on the carved plasterwork of the ceiling. A large rug, edged with a green border and woven with small flowers, covered almost all of the polished wooden floorboards. The original colours had faded, but that only added to the charm. There was no damp, no mould, no noise, no unsavoury neighbours, and no terror about who might burst in at any moment. It was so much more than she had expected, and so much more than she deserved.


‘Are all the windows in the house arched?’ she asked, going over to the bay of the largest window.


‘Most of them.’


‘It’s very Gothic, isn’t it?’


When no answer came, Cassie turned back into the room. Barney had dropped her bag, and was standing near the door, arms and eyebrows folded.


‘If you’re trying to win me round with all these questions, don’t bother. Once I’ve spoken to Frances you won’t be staying long.’


‘Win you round?’ Cassie couldn’t disguise her horror. ‘I’ve no interest in doing anything to you, except saying goodbye and never seeing you again.’


‘Easily arranged. I’ll drive you back to Clitheroe.’


Cassie rested her head against the cool glass of the window, letting the chill slowly numb her skin, and gazed out. Down below she could see a terrace, with steps leading down to a well-groomed lawn. In the distance, the cultivated garden gave way to a copse, and then fields as far as she could see. She had missed a rural view, and her heart fluttered with the sense of contentment that reminders of home can bring – reminders of a happy home, she silently corrected herself. And she felt she might be happy, if only Barney wasn’t here, polluting the place with his masculinity and threatening to send her away.


‘It’s musty in here. The room hasn’t been used for a while.’


Barney reached past her and thrust open the window. An icy blast of February air invaded the room, and Cassie stepped back. She was conscious that Barney was looking at her again. He pulled a tissue from the box beside the bed, and held it out. She took it and wiped her eyes and cheeks, embarrassed that he had witnessed her weakness.


‘Don’t use the fire yet. I’ll have the sweep come out to look at it tomorrow.’


His voice was gentler than at any time since they had met. Cassie gave a slight nod, and sat down on the edge of a chaise longue, not moving until she heard the door close behind him.


It took less than ten minutes to unpack her meagre belongings, and the only obvious signs of her occupation were her hairbrush on the dressing table and the mobile at the side of her bed. She picked up the phone and stared at the single name in the contacts list. She hadn’t intended to ring so soon after the last call, but the pull of home she had felt earlier was too hard to resist.


‘Cassie? Is that you?’


Hearing her sister’s voice was like curling under a duvet on a cold afternoon, and Cassie closed her eyes and wallowed in the warmth and comfort of it.


‘Cass? Are you OK?’


‘Yes. I needed to hear a friendly voice, that’s all. Sorry to interrupt.’


‘Don’t be silly. You know I wish you would ring more often. In fact, you know I wish you would come here…’


Cassie didn’t reply. She never did when Vicky suggested that. She longed to go there, but it was too obvious a place to hide. Still she couldn’t bring herself to say the ‘no’ out loud.


‘So where are you?’ Vicky laughed, an anxious rather than amused sound. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll tell me, will you?’


‘No.’ Cassie wandered over to the windows, closed the casement and looked out. ‘I’m in the countryside. I can see fields, and trees, and sheep. It’s good.’


‘The next best thing to being here, then. I don’t suppose they are Devon Longwool?’


‘No, I think they might be Blackface, but I’ve only seen them from a distance so far.’


‘You’re never wrong about sheep.’


Unlike men. Cassie could have finished Vicky’s thought for her. It used to be a joke between them. It wasn’t so funny now.


‘How is everyone? Stu and the boys?’


‘Stu’s busy with lambing. You know what it’s like. The boys are great. Stanley is Stu’s right hand man, and thinks he can deliver all the lambs himself. Alfie is driving us all bananas practising his whistling, and the dogs are running round in utter confusion. So it’s pretty much the usual chaos.’


‘Give them all my love, won’t you? And force a big cuddle on Stanley and Alfie from me.’ Cassie’s throat seized up with unshed tears as she pictured her sister’s family, the farm that was once her home and was now theirs, and she felt the accumulated agony of every day that had passed since she had seen them. The farm might be utter chaos, but it was also utter bliss. It was everything she had always wished for Vicky; and everything she had always wished for herself. At least one of them had found their perfect happiness. It had to be enough. ‘I miss you.’


‘And we miss you. Alfie never stops asking when you’re going to come back and take him for a ride in the tractor. Apparently Stu is too boring because he’s never got stuck in a ditch.’ Vicky laughed again. ‘Do you have everything you need, wherever you are? You’re not too remote are you? Is there a doctor, at least?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t investigated the village yet.’


‘Cass…’


‘I know. I will.’ Cassie clung to the phone, hating this moment, knowing that the call would have to end, and she would be plunged back into a world where no one cared for her. Or worse, she reflected as Barney Smallwood’s bristling face flashed into her mind, back into a world where someone seemed to positively detest her.


‘Are you sure you can’t come back to us?’ Vicky asked, easily translating Cassie’s silence. ‘Do you really think Mike’s still looking?’


‘Yes.’


‘But there’s been no contact for a few weeks now. And what can he do? He can’t drag you back if you don’t want to go.’


‘I know.’ She had told herself the same thing, many times. ‘It’s the risk that he’ll persuade me to go back that worries me most. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to resist it. And until I am, I can’t let him find me.’
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CHAPTER Three


The silence woke Cassie the next morning. She lay on dry, unstained sheets that smelt faintly of floral laundry powder, listening to the lack of traffic, of sirens, of thudding footsteps and hardly dared to open her eyes, in case the reality was so much less than she remembered.


But when she did open her eyes, there it was: the pretty, feminine bedroom, the delicate furniture, light streaming in through the three large windows. Light! Cassie sat up. It must be later than she thought. She dashed down the corridor to the bathroom, was woken even more thoroughly by a chilly shower, dressed and managed to find her way down to the kitchen.


She pushed open the kitchen door on to the aroma of coffee and toast, and the sight of a rotund lady wearing an apron, her smiling face hovering over a cartoon image of a buxom female body squeezed into a bikini.


‘Hello, my love, you must be Cassie. How do you take your coffee? Milk and sugar?’


‘No sugar, thanks.’


‘And what can I get you for breakfast?’ the lady asked, as she poured a mug of steaming coffee from a cafetière. ‘Full English? You look like you could do with fattening up. Look at the size of your wrist!’ she exclaimed, as Cassie reached out for the mug and her sleeve rolled back. ‘Mine must be twice the thickness of yours.’ She held up her arm next to Cassie’s to prove the point. ‘I daren’t compare our ankles. You’d be hard pressed to even find mine.’


She waggled a foot at Cassie, displaying a woolly stocking and fluffy slipper.


‘Do you live here?’ Cassie asked, noting the slipper, and wondering why no one had thought to mention it yesterday, and why she was even needed with this lady in the house.


‘Bless you no. Has no one explained who I am? Mrs Aldred. Call me Ruth. Mrs S calls me her housekeeper, but I’m nowt as grand as that. I come in three days a week and do a bit of cooking, and a bit of cleaning. I do the supermarket run for Mrs S on Friday, so if you want any bits and bobs add them to the list over there.’ She waved at a piece of paper pinned to a corkboard. ‘I see Barney has scribbled on it again. His writing’s dreadful, as you’d expect, so I just bring a selection of chocolate bars, biscuits and cakes. Lucky he’s easily pleased.’


Cassie wondered if Ruth was talking about the same man she had met yesterday. She glanced at the list. It was mainly basic supplies and household goods, written in slanted capitals by Ruth, probably, but at the bottom there were several lines of thick black scrawl. It was possible, if she screwed up her eyes enough, to believe that one of the words may have been ‘Twix’.


‘Is that for Frances?’ Cassie asked, as Ruth put a full packet of bacon in the frying pan.


‘No, Mrs S doesn’t get up until nine, and she never has bacon. This is yours.’


‘That’s too much! I don’t usually eat a fried breakfast.’


‘Not a veggie, are you?’


Cassie shook her head.


‘Nothing to stop you, then, is there? You’ll never convince me you’re on a diet. Besides, it’s not all for you. I’ll make a bacon butty for Barney. It must be a couple of hours since he had breakfast.’


‘Can I smell bacon?’


The kitchen door crashed open and the man himself walked in. He pulled up short at the sight of Cassie, as if he had forgotten she existed.


‘Don’t worry, there’s some for you,’ Ruth said, sticking a couple of slices of bread under the grill. ‘I’m making a fry-up for Cassie, but she’s not keen. You can tell her how healthy it is. Look at her, she’s as thin as a lath!’


‘I wouldn’t say healthy …’ Barney murmured, doing an excellent job of looking everywhere except at Cassie’s body.


‘We’ll soon build you up,’ Ruth carried on, ignoring Barney’s lack of enthusiasm, and turning the bacon just as it crisped. Despite her earlier refusal, Cassie’s mouth watered at the sight of it. ‘You’ll feel better after a good breakfast and a haircut. Mel is coming over to do you later, isn’t she?’


Cassie nodded, wishing that bacon and a haircut was all it took to make everything better. And why had Ruth assumed she needed to feel better? Did she give off vibes of misery?


‘Perhaps Mel could fit you in too, Barney. Do a job lot,’ Ruth said, applying thick helpings of butter to the toast.


‘What for?’ Barney stroked his thumb along his jawline, making an awful scratching noise as nail met bristles. ‘I’m fine.’


‘Fine if you want to look like a Yeti.’ Ruth laughed. ‘There might still be a handsome man under all that hair. What do you say, Cassie?’


Cassie made a noise which she hoped sounded non-committal, and tried as hard not to look at Barney’s face as he had not to look at her body. She heard a thundering huff, and then the very welcome sound of the kitchen door slamming as Barney made his usual stormy exit.


Mel turned out to be a short, buxom lady in her mid forties, with a mass of curly brown hair piled on her head like a pineapple top, and good legs.


‘Crikey,’ she said, pulling a critical face as she examined Cassie’s hair. ‘What colour did that say on the bottle? I’m assuming you did this to yourself. What were you thinking?’


‘I wanted a change.’


‘A change?’ Mel snorted. ‘You’re changing back now I’m here. You look like an egg custard, with a burnt skin on top,’ she added, standing on tiptoes to inspect Cassie’s roots.


‘Can you make her look normal?’ Frances asked. She had insisted on supervising Mel’s work, as if she didn’t trust Cassie to give proper instructions.


‘More normal, but it will help if I cut a good chunk off. Do you mind going to shoulder length?’


‘I’d rather not.’


Mel poked her upper arm.


‘This is the lowest I’ll go. The ends are in a terrible state. It’ll soon grow back if you want it longer. What about this shade?’ she asked, waving a file at Cassie and pointing at a tuft of fake hair. ‘I think this might be closest to your own colour.’


‘I don’t want to go back to my own colour.’


‘Of course you do. You make a terrible blonde. You have a lovely voice, don’t you? Very husky. Sexy, like that woman off the telly. Don’t you think so, Mrs S?’ Mel asked, raising her voice as she addressed Frances.


‘I have no idea whom you mean. I only watch the news.’


This was news to Cassie. She hadn’t seen a television on her initial exploration yesterday, and she had spent last evening in the morning room with Frances, listening to Classic FM. She had managed for the last six months without a television. Doing double shifts for the cleaning company had filled most of her waking hours, and any spare minutes had been spent devouring the books she had bought at charity shops.


‘Where is the nearest library?’ Cassie asked, as Mel combed through her hair after the final wash. There wasn’t a mirror in the room, so Cassie had no idea what colour it was now. She had a horrible suspicion that Mel was building up to a big ‘ta da!’ reveal, and knew already that her reaction would be a disappointment.


‘Clitheroe, I should think, but I’m not a big reader,’ Mel said. ‘I think I’ve seen a mobile library van a few times in the next village. We did once talk about setting up our own library in the village hall, but no one wanted to take on the responsibility of running it.’


It was a shame the idea had never taken off, Cassie thought, trying to distract herself while Mel bustled around her and horrifyingly large chunks of hair fell to the ground. She had hoped a small village library might allow her to join without ID. An informal arrangement in a village hall would have been perfect. She slumped in her chair, the attractions of the job diminishing if she didn’t have the luxury – the necessity – of a book to escape into.


‘There’s no chance of you being bored in this village,’ Mel said, as she pulled down strands of hair on either side of Cassie’s face. ‘There’s always something going on. There’s bound to be a club or society that would interest you. And if all else fails, you can join everyone else in the No Name.’


‘The No Name?’


‘The pub. I’m the landlady. You’ll have to come down and meet everyone. What do you say, Mrs S?’ Mel bellowed next to Cassie’s ear. ‘Shouldn’t Cassie come to the No Name and meet everyone?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Cassie said.


‘I suppose you have a point, Melanie,’ Frances conceded. ‘I do not need you under my feet every second, Cassie. You should get involved in the village life, now you look presentable, and the No Name is a sensible place to start.’ She held up a hand as Cassie continued to protest. ‘You can go there tonight. I will ring Barney later and tell him to take you. I am sure he will not mind.’
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CHAPTER Four


Cassie heard the scratch of dog’s claws against a wooden floor as she neared the bottom of the stairs, and Gin skittered into view. The dog stood with her front paws on the first step, tongue lolling and tail wagging, until Cassie reached the bottom. Cassie bent down and buried her face in Gin’s fur.


‘Hey! What are you doing in here?’


Gin immediately dropped down at the sound of Barney’s voice, but stayed at Cassie’s feet.


‘Sorry,’ Cassie said, straightening up. ‘I didn’t realise she wasn’t allowed…’


Barney performed a double take that would have been the envy of comedy actors everywhere, and stared at Cassie.


‘I didn’t mean Gin. Of course she’s allowed in the house. I didn’t recognise you. You look…’ He paused, grappling for suitable words. ‘Less weird.’


‘Mel’s been,’ Cassie replied, passing over the less than glowing compliment. ‘Less weird’ was probably one of the better things a man had called her over the last couple of years. And she didn’t care about the lack of a compliment: she had no wish to be noticed by men, never mind to attract them.


‘Oh yes, Mel,’ Barney replied, shoving his hands in his pockets and frowning. ‘I believe we have her interference to thank for tonight’s ordeal. Thinking only of profit, not what people actually want to do with their evening…’


‘Let’s forget it. I don’t want to go to the pub any more than you do.’


‘And defy Frances? I wouldn’t dare.’


‘I won’t tell her we didn’t go.’


‘Lying comes easily to you, does it?’ Cassie blushed under his suspicious gaze. ‘You’re clearly not used to living in a village. It will be news, whether we go or don’t go. Mel will make sure of that.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Are you ready? We may as well get it over with.’


Without another word, Cassie followed Barney through the hall and out of the front door, Gin close on her heels. Barney’s truck was parked at the front of the house. He opened the passenger door for Cassie, and Gin jumped in beside her. They travelled to the village in silence broken only by the rustling of Barney’s waxed jacket and the occasional snort from Gin.


The pub was a long, sprawling building made from stone that had long since blackened. A weathered metal sign hung outside, declaring it was ‘The House with No Name’. Barney led Cassie into a large room with a log fire in a central chimney breast. Mismatched chairs and tables were scattered around the flagged floor. Everyone seemed to know each other, and one conversation flowed between the groups. It was far busier than Cassie had expected on a Thursday night.


There was a definite hiatus in the hum of chatter as the door slammed shut behind Barney. Cassie stepped behind him, sheltering from what felt like a thousand eyes.


‘What do you want to drink?’ Barney addressed the question to the gap at his side, and frowned as he had to rotate to find her.


‘You don’t have to …’ Cassie faltered under his stare. ‘Sparkling mineral water, please.’


Spotting an empty table slightly away from the others, she headed towards it, horribly conscious of continuing interest as she passed, despite having her eyes fixed firmly on the floor. She perched on the narrow windowseat at the table, and glanced over at the bar. Barney was standing to one side, engrossed in conversation with an attractive blonde in her forties. As Cassie watched, he took hold of the blonde’s hand and ran his fingers up her arm.


Ten minutes must have passed before Barney joined her, banging her glass of water down on the table so hard some spilled over the side. He put his pint down more gently, and flopped into a chair, tossing a floral cushion over to Cassie’s windowseat with a wrinkle of his nose.


‘Thanks for the drink,’ Cassie said, ‘but I’m sure we don’t need to go as far as sitting together. Feel free to join your girlfriend.’


‘Girlfriend?’ He turned to see where Cassie was looking, and let out a definite snort, enough to shake his whiskers. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. She’s married. Her husband’s at the next table.’


Conversation lapsed until Cassie picked up her glass.


‘Are you an alcoholic?’


‘Of course not!’ Cassie lost more water as she slammed down her drink. ‘Why would you think that?’


‘The water. No one drinks water here. Mel probably hasn’t sold a bottle for years. There’s definitely something going on.’ Barney broke his trademark stare with a sudden, slow blink. ‘Are you pregnant?’


‘No.’ There was no comfort in being able to give a wholly honest answer for once, not on that question. She reached out for her glass, and started to spin it round and round on the table. Barney prised away her hand and yanked it towards him, examining the base of her thumb.


‘What have you done? I warned you about breaking the skin.’


He pushed his chair back, the wooden legs scraping against the flags, and marched through the crowd and out of the door. Cassie tried to fade into the curtain beside her head, wondering where Barney had gone, and whether he intended to come back. What had she done to upset him now? She was about to give up, and walk back to the house, when he stormed into the pub, Gin dancing round his feet.


He took a few long strides in her direction, but halfway across the room he was waylaid by an elderly man.Then – and Cassie wouldn’t have believed it if she wasn’t seeing it for herself – Barney laughed: a proper gust of delight that swept through his whole body and transformed him, revealing an engaging, warm-hearted, attractive man. The smile still hadn’t entirely faded from his lips when he fell back into his chair.


One glance at Cassie – who knew she was staring at him, but couldn’t seem to stop – was enough to blow away the dust of the smile.


‘Give me your hand.’


She held it out, too dazed to object, and Barney took from his pocket a small tube of cream and squeezed some onto her thumb. Cassie closed her eyes as the antiseptic smell whisked her back through the years, to the happy days running around the farm with Vicky, and the constant scrapes and grazes they had suffered. Tears hovered behind her eyelids as she imagined she could feel her mother’s gentle touch as she rubbed in the cream.


Cassie opened her eyes. This wasn’t in her imagination: the touch was real. Barney was rubbing the ointment into the wound with a gentleness she had hardly thought he possessed. That brief moment of tenderness, so unexpected and so mundane, made her heart ache for what she was missing. His eyes met hers, and temporarily the frown gave way to a flash of curiosity; and then it was gone, and he moved his hand away.


‘Hello, what’s going on here then?’ An Indian man with a protruding belly and a strong Yorkshire accent stopped at their table, and looked from Cassie to Barney with a lively grin.


‘Nothing.’ It would surely have been impossible for Barney to answer more quickly or more vehemently. ‘Blame your wife. She forced us into this drink.’


‘Aye, there’s nowt you can do when she gets an idea in her head.’ The man smiled with apparent pride at this pronouncement. ‘So you’re Cassie? Shame. I was hoping Barney might have found himself a proper girlfriend at last. You looked a fine pair when you walked in. Still, it’s early days. Plenty of time for more to develop, isn’t there?’


‘Never.’ Cassie’s emphatic answer produced an awkward silence. Her usual need to appease kicked in. ‘Sorry, I mean …’


‘Don’t be concerned on my account,’ Barney interrupted. He pushed his chair back with another excruciating squeal, and stretched out his long legs, crossed at the ankle. ‘I couldn’t agree more.’


The other man’s easy smile was faltering by this point. He brightened when Mel arrived at his side, and his arm shot round her as if to ensure she didn’t leave without him.


‘Hello,’ Mel said to Cassie. ‘Glad you could make it.’


‘As if we had a choice …’ Barney muttered. Mel ignored him.


‘I see you’ve met my husband, Akram. A fine hunk of a man, isn’t he?’ She laughed, and wobbled Akram’s stomach. ‘I hope you’ve admired Cassie’s hair. I slaved for hours over that.’


‘She’s a proper bonny lass,’ Akram agreed. ‘I would never have recognised her from your description.’


A glimmer of a smile peeped through Barney’s beard as Cassie was damned with this faint praise.


‘Are you coming to the meeting?’ Mel asked Barney.


‘What meeting?’


‘About the village hall. Surely you hadn’t forgotten? It starts in a few minutes, that’s why everyone is here.’


‘Is that tonight? I wondered why it was so busy. But I can hardly come now, can I?’ He flapped his hand towards Cassie, letting the full draught of his irritation waft her way.


‘It’s fine. I’ll walk back.’


‘In the dark? With your road sense? You’ll kill yourself.’ Barney gulped down some beer. ‘I probably have time to run you back first.’


‘Cassie can come to the meeting,’ Mel said. ‘She’s hardly met anyone yet, and she should get involved now she’s living here.’


‘It’s not settled that she’s staying,’ Barney grumbled, but for Mel the discussion was closed.


‘Never mind Mr Grouchy,’ she said to Cassie. ‘He may have a handsome smile and a heart of gold, but Gin has better manners.’


Cassie thought Gin was probably the winner when it came to the smile and the heart as well, but said nothing, and allowed Mel to bundle her into her coat. She lost sight of Barney as Mel led her behind the bar, talking nineteen to the dozen.


‘The village hall is only a couple of hundred metres down the road, near the church,’ Mel explained. ‘We’re trying to raise money to mend the roof. Well, we’re always trying to raise money to repair something, but since a storm in November, the roof has become the priority. There’s usually a good turn-out.’


Cassie could see this for herself, as they left the pub through a back door, and crossed the car park to the street. Torches illuminated a stream of villagers arriving from all directions to converge on the plain brick building, lit up like a lighthouse by powerful outside lights.


‘These lights were last year’s big project,’ Mel said, as they skirted round some parked cars and joined the crowd going in through the double doors. ‘The hall is used by all the village groups. Now the Rainbows and Cubs can see where they’re going, not to mention the oldies on bingo night. I’ll have to leave you here. I’m up at the top. Find a seat and I’ll catch up with you later.’


Cassie couldn’t see either Akram or Ruth, and knowing no one else, perched on the end of a row near the back, wondering why she had let herself be railroaded into this. She watched Mel make her way onto the stage at the far end of the hall, and join a tall, distinguished man in his seventies, who now stood up and addressed the crowd.


‘Attention!’ The manner in which he said the word, and the way it produced instant silence, confirmed Cassie’s impression that he must have a military background. ‘Welcome to the first meeting this year of the Ribblemill Village Hall Committee. Are the November minutes approved? Any matters arising? Good. Then let’s get down to business.’


There followed a succinct but dull account of the committee’s financial performance over the last year, and the likely cost of repairs to the roof. It sounded a staggering amount for a relatively small building, and induced a chorus of gasps and mutterings from the floor. And then it was Mel’s turn to take over the stage, in her role as chief fundraiser. She looked in her element as she launched into a rallying cry for money.


‘All the local shops have agreed to have a loose change jar on the counter, and we’ll have one at the No Name too. This is the biggest sum we’ve had to find, and so every penny really will help. We’re going to hold the usual events through the year: the summer barbecue, the bonfire and the Christmas party. But I think we need to squeeze in another event before the barbecue. Does anyone have any ideas?’


There was an awkward silence, punctuated by the rustle of clothing as people shifted in their seats and avoided making eye contact with Mel.


‘Come on,’ Mel said. ‘We must be able to come up with something. We need an idea that we haven’t tried before, to get everyone involved and excited.’


‘What about a sponsored knit?’ an old lady near the front suggested.


Mel’s face showed a definite lack of excitement, but at least it sparked off a few more ideas.


‘A jumble sale?’


‘A line dance?’


‘How about a beer festival?’


That suggestion certainly got the male section of the audience excited.


‘Great ideas, guys. Anyone else? Let’s have a few more and then we can take a vote.’ Mel was looking increasingly desperate. She seemed to be scanning the crowd, as if she was searching for someone. Her gaze landed on Cassie.


‘Cassie!’ Mel said, with a beaming smile. ‘You’re new to the village. I bet you have some ideas that we might not have tried before.’


Mel’s gaze picked her out like a spotlight. Even if she’d had an idea, Cassie couldn’t have uttered it. Her cheeks burned and her throat seized as the crowd swivelled to inspect her.


‘Don’t be so unfair, Mel.’ Cassie recognised Barney’s voice, though she couldn’t see him. ‘What is she supposed to say? She didn’t even know the place existed twenty minutes ago. Pick on someone else.’


Cassie waited for him to add that she wouldn’t be around long enough to be part of any event – surely he wouldn’t resist such a prize opportunity – but the words didn’t come. The villagers in front of her shifted, as they switched their attention to Barney, and Cassie saw him in the middle of the opposite block. His steady, unblinking stare was focused on her. Then something snapped. She was fed up of being written off, of being thought too worthless to have an opinion. What had been the point of getting away, if she was still letting herself be treated like that?


‘I was once …’ She coughed; her throat was dry. ‘We once held an auction of talents.’ She faltered as heads turned back her way. She could still see Barney. ‘People put their names down to offer a skill or service, and others bid for it. It costs next to nothing to organise, so it makes a good profit.’


‘Exactly what sort of service are you suggesting?’ A woman in front cast a frosty glare at Cassie. ‘This is a respectable village.’


‘It can be anything, from mowing lawns, or cooking a meal, to a more professional service.’


‘If you offer to read a bedtime story, with that voice of yours, I’ll put in a bid or two.’ Cassie couldn’t see the man who spoke, but everyone laughed and Mel took over the reins again.


‘It’s a fantastic idea. We haven’t done anything like that before. Shall we vote on the suggestions we’ve had?’


She went through a show of hands, and there was overwhelming support for the auction.


‘That’s settled. I’ll try to find a date in April or May, so all get thinking about what service you can offer. And Cassie, you can help me and the Colonel organise it as you’ve been involved in one before.’
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