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‘Warm-hearted’
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‘This is a warm, witty and entertaining novel full of humour and sparkle … One minute you’ll be laughing, the next you’ll be crying’
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‘A warm-hearted, funny and affecting read’
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‘Just when you think it’s a comedy, the Kleenex moments sneak up on you’


More


‘Beautifully, often amusingly, written with accurate perceptions, observations and conversations of life, this is true romantic fiction’


New Books magazine


‘This tale will make you love your own sister more than ever!’


Company


‘[A] witty novel about tangled relationships’


Hello


‘A fun and witty beach read’


B magazine


‘A very funny novel that soap fans will love’


Woman’s Own


‘Sparks fly and so do the pages in this irresistible book about love in the noughties’


Now magazine


‘Do you love soaps and sordid kiss-and-tell stories? Then this is the novel for you … Hilarious, and with a ring of truth that keeps you reading’


19 magazine


‘A warm, funny romance … [Donna Hay] is a very good writer’


Woman’s Realm
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To Stephen O’Donnell and Gareth Lewis – my muses (apparently)
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As ever, I must thank my agent Sarah Molloy and everyone at Orion for their help and encouragement. I am particularly grateful to Jane Wood for her excellent editorial guidance (even if we do differ in our definition of the word ‘tweaking’), to Gaby Young for setting up the publicity, and to the whole sales team for being so enthusiastic and working so hard on my behalf. I would especially like to thank Meirion and Linda for a memorable two days in Guernsey. Sorry I didn’t behave like a proper, grown-up author, but I don’t get out much.


Finally, my love as always to my husband Ken and daughter Harriet. While everyone else only sees the finished result of a published book, they have to live through months of bad moods and domestic mayhem while it’s being written. I don’t know how they put up with me, but I’m glad they do.




Chapter 1


‘What do you call this?’ Joe Delaney looked down at his breakfast in disgust.


‘Muesli. It’s good for you.’


‘Looks like budgie food to me. Hardly a proper breakfast for a working man, is it?’


‘You know what the doctor said. No more fry-ups.’


‘Flaming doctors! What do they know?’ Joe picked up his spoon and prodded at the cereal.


‘They know you’ve got angina. And they also know you’ll have a heart attack before you’re sixty if you don’t start looking after yourself.’


‘Rubbish, I’m as fit as I ever was.’


Finn looked at her father’s broad-shouldered bulk. His face was lined and his hair had turned to grey a long time ago, but he was still the same big, dependable man she’d known for twenty-six years. And he refused to admit he couldn’t go on for ever.


‘All the same, it wouldn’t hurt you to listen to someone’s advice for once in your life.’


‘That’s good, coming from you. You’re as pig-headed as anyone.’


‘And we all know where I get it from, don’t we?’ Finn half-heartedly tackled her own cereal. Her dad was right; it was budgie food. Her stomach rumbled for bacon, eggs and a greasy helping of fried bread, but she didn’t want to set a bad example. ‘So what have you got planned for today?’


‘Not a lot. Just a kitchen to finish, and a garden wall to do. Ciaran can take care of that. I’ve asked him to stop off at the builders’ merchants and pick up the bricks.’


You’ll be lucky, Finn thought. ‘What about the Stephensons’ extension?’


‘They’ve been having another think.’ He rolled his eyes. Finn knew this job was becoming the bane of his life. Marcus Stephenson was an extremely picky client who kept changing his mind about what he wanted, depending on which architectural magazine he picked up. If the job hadn’t been worth a lot of money, she had a feeling her father would have downed tools a long time ago.


‘What is it now?’


‘Oh, not much. They’re only talking about making it two storeys now. They thought they might as well, while they’re at it.’


‘But you’ve already put the foundations in, haven’t you?’


‘Twice. And I spent nearly two days moving a drain to the other end of the garden, before they decided they wanted to turn the whole thing round, “so it catches the evening sun”.’ He shook his head.


‘You’re going to have to make them deeper,’ Finn said. ‘And that’s not going to be so easy in that soil—’


‘Well, it’s got to go back to the planners first,’ Joe interrupted. ‘That’ll take a few weeks. I daresay they’ll have changed their minds again by then.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Where’s Ciaran? He should be here with the van by now.’


Finn understood the unspoken message. Joe Delaney hated discussing work with her. ‘Since when did Ciaran ever turn up on time for anything, unless there’s something in it for him?’


‘Now, Finnuala, don’t talk about your brother like that.’


‘But he’s always letting you down. How often does he turn up late for work?’


‘He can’t help it. He’s got a family, responsibilities—’


‘That’s a joke. You know as well as I do he spends more time with his mates than with Mel and the baby. God knows what they get up to.’ In fact, she did know, but she didn’t want to tell her father. That really would send Joe Delaney into an early grave.


‘What do you want me to do, sack him?’


‘That’s what most people would do.’


‘I can’t run the business on my own, can I?’


‘So take on someone else.’


‘This is a family business. And since Ciaran’s the only son I’ve got, it looks like I’m stuck with him, doesn’t it?’


‘He might be your only son but he isn’t your only family.’ Finn said quietly.


Joe sighed. ‘Not again! We’ve already been through this a million times, Finnuala.’


‘But it makes sense, doesn’t it? You’ve always said you want the business to stay in the family. And I’m willing to do it, unlike Ciaran—’


‘The building trade is no place for a woman, Finnuala. You don’t know what it’s like. It’s dirty, heavy work. You’re out in all weathers. And the lads on site use the kind of language I wouldn’t want you to hear.’


‘Don’t you think I know all that? I practically grew up on a building site, remember?’ Right until she’d started school, and all through every holiday she’d followed her father around as he worked. She had to, as he was a single parent and there was no one else to look after her, but she didn’t mind. She’d play in the sand, or build with off-cut bricks. Sometimes Joe would push her around in the wheelbarrow, her legs swinging over the side. She’d wear a hard hat stuffed with newspapers to stop it slipping down over her ears.


At other times she would just watch him, fascinated by his skill and speed as he made a wall grow, every brick neat and level, or slicked plaster on to bare brickwork like pink icing, leaving it smooth and flat. As she got older he would occasionally allow her to help him mix mortar or check levels. By the time she was eleven she could accurately calculate how many bricks it would take to finish a wall, and knew what kind of timber should be used for different jobs.


And what was her big brother doing all this time? Out with his friends, getting drunk and stealing cigarettes from shops.


‘You’re better off where you are,’ Joe said firmly. ‘What’s the matter, don’t you like being a hairdresser?’


Finn looked down at her untouched bowl of cereal. ‘Of course,’ she muttered.


‘There you are, then.’ Seeing his daughter’s sulky face, Joe relented and added, ‘Look, if you really want to help me you can always type up some invoices.’


‘I’m not a typist!’


‘You’re not a builder, either.’


Finn glared at him. That’s what you think.


But there was no point arguing. Her father was right, they’d been through it a million times. And he always refused to budge. She picked up her mug and slurped her tea defiantly.


Joe frowned. ‘Finnuala! Do you have to do that? When are you going to start acting like a lady?’


‘Never,’ Finn said. ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’


She said it sarcastically, but deep down she meant it. Her father wanted nothing more than to see her wearing make-up and girly clothes. But instead he’d ended up with a stroppy twenty-six-year-old who kept her dark hair short and lived in jeans. Sometimes, when he looked at her, she could almost see him wondering where he’d gone wrong.


She hadn’t even given any thought to being a girl until she was six years old, when she’d badly wanted a Tonka truck for her birthday. Her father had bought her a baby doll that wet itself and cried. It had lasted two days before Finn swapped it for an Action Man belonging to her friend’s brother.


Joe finally gave up waiting for Ciaran and set off for work. Finn followed him to the door. ‘What about your breakfast? You’ve hardly touched your muesli.’


‘I’ll get something on the way.’


He’d be stopping off at the cafe on the corner for a bacon sandwich, but she couldn’t blame him: she fancied one herself.


She was rinsing their breakfast dishes under the tap when her mobile phone rang. It was Ciaran.


‘Has he gone?’ he asked.


‘You’ve just missed him.’


‘Thank God for that.’


‘He was expecting you to pick him up. With that load of bricks you were supposed to get from the builders’ merchants last night.’ There was an ominous silence. ‘You did remember, didn’t you?’


‘Damn. I knew there was something.’


‘Ciaran!’


‘Look, I had a lot on my mind, OK? I had some business to sort out.’


No prizes for guessing what kind of business it was. Shady, criminal business. ‘You’re so unreliable. You know Dad depends on you. Why do you keep letting him down?’


‘I told you, I had to deal with something. Which is why I’m ringing. I don’t suppose …’


Finn recognized the wheedling tone in his voice. Her hand tightened on the phone. ‘What is it now?’


‘The thing is, I had to pay this bloke back some money I owed him and it’s left me a bit short—’


‘How did I know that was coming?’ Finn sighed.


‘I just wondered if you could … you know.’ In the background she could hear a radio playing, drowning out the sound of a wailing baby.


‘Why should I keep bailing you out? You still owe me twenty from last week.’


‘I know, and I wouldn’t ask, but it’s for the baby. We’ve run out of nappies and Mel doesn’t get her child benefit until Monday.’


‘You should have thought of that before you went off gambling with your mates, shouldn’t you?’


‘Who said anything about gambling?’


‘Ciaran, it’s always gambling.’ He lost every penny he had to poker or the horses. He’d bet on anything. ‘The trouble is, you’re always losing.’


‘I don’t know why you’re acting so high and mighty.’ Ciaran’s tone changed. ‘You’re not exactly whiter than white yourself, remember?’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I mean, maybe you’d better be a bit nicer to me if you don’t want Dad to find out your little secret.’


Finn felt herself grow hot. ‘Are you blackmailing me?’


‘I need the money, sis.’


‘So go ahead. Tell him. I don’t care.’


‘Are you sure about that? I don’t suppose he’d be too pleased if he found out what his little girl was up to behind his back?’


There was a moment’s silence. ‘How much do you want?’


‘Fifty quid should do it.’


‘Fifty! You’re joking, aren’t you?’ She heard the baby screaming louder and Ciaran’s girlfriend Mel trying to shush him. ‘I’ve only got thirty in my purse. You’ll have to make do with that. I expect you can buy a packet of nappies with that, can’t you?’


He sighed. ‘I suppose it’ll have to do. I’ll come round and pick it up.’


‘No, I’m going to work. I’ll leave it under the stone by the front door. And I want it back the minute you get paid. I’m not made of money.’


‘No,’ Ciaran agreed seriously. ‘I expect you need all your cash for all those beauty college courses you keep doing. What have you told him you’re doing now?’


‘Advanced nail techniques.’


‘Nail techniques, eh?’ Ciaran chuckled. ‘I don’t know how you think them up.’


‘Lying must run in the family,’ she snapped, and put the phone down.


It wasn’t fair. Ciaran had all the chances she would have loved and he squandered them. He wasn’t interested in following in their father’s footsteps or taking on the family business. All he wanted was to make a fast buck from gambling or petty crime.


Sometimes she was tempted to tell her father exactly what his precious son got up to. But he’d only worry and his health couldn’t take any more stress. Besides, Joe Delaney was no fool. He must know how little interest Ciaran had in the building trade. And yet he carried on, dragging him along behind him. Because anything was better than taking her on instead.


She glanced at the photo of her mother on the mantelpiece, one of the few her father put on show. Ciaran was a grinning toddler, sitting between his smiling parents on a family picnic. There were no pictures of Finn and her mother. Finnuala Delaney had died of a haemorrhage hours after giving birth to her. She was twenty-six, the same age her daughter was now. Finn couldn’t look at that pretty, laughing face without feeling guilty.


She tugged at her short hair, so different from her mother’s tumbling dark locks. Would she have turned out differently if her mother had lived? Maybe she wouldn’t have ended up such a tomboy. But growing up in a house full of men, she didn’t have much choice.


She drove her ageing Fiat to work. As she passed her father’s yard she looked up at the painted sign over the gate: ‘Delaney and Son’. No sign of the son, though. Finn caught a glimpse of her father loading timber on to their battered old pick-up and felt a stab of anger. Joe was in his late fifties now; he should be thinking about taking it easy, not doing all the donkey work. Especially with his angina. He’d tried to play down the last attack, but Finn still worried for him.


Perhaps it wouldn’t be for much longer, she thought. Her father had recently bought a small plot of land from a farmer several miles outside the city. Once the planning permission came through, he was going to build a few houses and sell them on. He wouldn’t make a fortune, but it would be enough for him to retire comfortably. Then Ciaran would take over the business. Not that there would be much of a business left after her brother got hold of it. He’d probably gamble it all away in six months.


She headed out of York and joined the motorway to Leeds, stopping off at a supermarket car park on the way. She grabbed her bag from the boot and headed for the toilets. Ten minutes later she emerged, transformed. She’d changed out of her neat skirt and blouse into jeans, fleece, high-visibility jacket and workboots. In one hand she held her bag of tools, in the other her hard hat.


She was ready for work.


She smiled, wondering what her father would make of it if he could see her now. He probably wouldn’t believe she’d kept up this double life for so long, pretending to go to a salon when really she spent her days grafting on a building site. Just as he probably wouldn’t believe that she’d actually managed to qualify in the trade as a bricklayer and joiner.


Sometimes she was tempted to tell him, particularly when he was sounding off about how the building trade was no place for a woman. But she was worried he’d be more furious than proud. Furious that she’d lied to him and gone behind his back – and that she hadn’t turned into the lady he wanted her to be.


She’d tried, she really had. But after a couple of dead-end jobs she realized she wasn’t cut out for being cooped up in an office. Building was in her blood and she could never settle for anything else, whether her father approved or not.


She’d gone to college to learn construction, although from her first day she already knew more than all the lads on her course, and almost as much as some of the tutors. She was keen to learn, and far more motivated than her fellow students, most of whom had drifted into the course after flunking their GCSEs. So it infuriated her when they were snapped up by local firms and she was left behind.


In the end one of the tutors on the course, George Dunn, gave her the chance she needed. He managed sites all over the county, and always took Finn with him in his regular gang of brickies and joiners. For the past two months they’d been working for a company called Tates, building a development of smart executive houses on the site of a former mill in the hills of West Yorkshire.


Just before she reached the site, she stopped at some traffic lights and glanced in the rear-view mirror, then reached into her pocket for a tissue and scrubbed off her lipstick. The men would have a field day if they caught her wearing it. It had taken her long enough to be accepted as one of the lads; the last thing she wanted to do was draw attention to the fact that she wasn’t.


She passed through the metal gates, past the sign proclaiming ‘Windmill Meadows – luxury homes coming soon’, and past the Portakabin site office. There was no one around. Her car bumped over the deeply rutted ground, grooved with the tracks from the JCBs and lorries that ran in and out of the site.


She pulled up in the patch of ground that served as a car park, alongside a gleaming black Saab she’d never seen before. It was a cold November day, and the biting wind carried the smell of bonfires from last night’s Guy Fawkes celebrations.


She zipped up her fleece and headed to where a bunch of the lads were gathered around one of the half-built houses, surrounded by ramparts of scaffolding. They stood in a grim-faced circle, grumbling into their steaming mugs of tea.


‘What’s this? A mother’s meeting?’ she grinned.


‘Just checking out the new arrivals.’ Rob, one of the other brickies, nodded towards the far side of the site, where another group of men stood huddled in the shelter of the workers’ hut, another Portakabin.


‘Has George taken on some new lads?’


‘George has gone. He got his marching orders this morning.’


‘Why?’ Finn stared at Rob, shocked. George Dunn was a great site manager, very conscientious and good at his job. He knew what he was doing, and made sure everyone else did, too. There was never anyone standing idle on the site. And she had reason to be grateful to him personally, since he’d stuck his neck out and given her a job.


‘We’re not working fast enough, apparently. They want this place finished quickly so they’ve ditched him and brought in a new manager. And he’s brought his A-team.’ Rob nodded over at the other men. ‘They look like a right bunch of cowboys to me.’


‘C-cowboys,’ Ivan agreed. He was a small, wiry man, with dark eyes that filled with tears whenever he talked about his wife and children back home in Romania. George had taken him on when he’d first arrived in England to find work, and now he laboured for Finn and Rob, mixing mortar and hefting around wheelbarrows of bricks. He was a little slow at understanding the others’ broad Yorkshire accents, and embarrassed about his stammer and poor English, but he was a very hard worker, He’d also become very attached to Finn, once he’d got over his shock at seeing a woman on a building site.


‘What about us?’ Finn asked. George had taken them all on, so if he went, they might go, too. And with Christmas just a few weeks away, the last thing she needed was to be out of a job.


‘They should keep us on. I reckon that lot will need all the help they can get.’ Rob eyed them grimly.


They were interrupted by a stranger striding towards them. He was short and sandy-haired with a weightlifter’s body and lowered brows.


‘When you lot have finished your tea-break, the new boss would like a meeting.’ His eyes skimmed the circle and landed on Finn. ‘Who the hell are you?’


‘My name’s Finn Delaney. I work here.’


His brows lifted a fraction. ‘You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?’


The others examined the mud on their boots. But Finn remained calm. ‘Do I look as if I’m laughing?’


‘Christ. No wonder the site’s in such a mess.’ The man walked off, shaking his head. Finn glanced around at the others, who all seemed embarrassed. They knew as well as she did that she’d had exactly the same reaction from them when she first started. It had taken her a long time to win them round and prove she could do the job; now she would have to start all over again.


‘Who was that?’


‘His name’s Jason. He’s the new ganger.’ No wonder Rob looked put out. He’d been unofficial head man of their team. Now Jason had been brought in above him.


Their new boss was waiting for them outside the site office. Rob sucked in his breath through gritted teeth when he saw him. ‘Bloody hell, now we’re in trouble.’


‘Do you know him?’ Finn asked.


‘Neil Tate. The gaffer’s son, no less.’


Finn studied Neil from the back of the crowd. His sleek dark hair and immaculate suit stood out among the mud-spattered fleeces and woolly hats surrounding him. He seemed restless with energy, and his sharp gaze swept the group.


‘I won’t waste time,’ he rapped out. ‘This site is a shambles. The work is going too slowly and costing far too much.’ There was a murmur of disagreement. ‘I’m not here to argue with you, I’m here to tell you how it’s going to be. The sales team will be here next month, and I want some houses for them to sell, OK?’ His gaze slid past Finn, did a double-take and then moved on again. ‘From now on, I want four houses finished a week.’ Finn and Rob looked at each other. They were working flat out to build two a week. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not asking you lot to put yourselves out,’ he went on. ‘As you can see, I’ve brought in some extra help.’


‘Where did he dig that lot up? Wakefield jail?’ Rob muttered.


Finn studied the assembled crew of new men. With their motley collection of tattoos, baseball caps and body piercings, they looked like Ciaran’s friends.


‘How can we d-do this?’ Ivan looked perplexed. The meeting had just ended.


‘We can’t,’ Finn said. ‘Not unless we start cutting corners.’


‘I reckon that’s what he wants,’ Rob said. ‘Just throw the houses up as cheap and quick as we can, then sell them. And never mind if they all start leaking in three months.’


Ivan shook his head. ‘B-but they cost so much.’


‘Just because Tates charge top whack for them doesn’t mean they’re worth it,’ Rob said.


Finn was about to follow them back to work but Jason stopped her.


‘Not you, Princess. I want you to work with some of the new lads. Show them the ropes, like.’ His smile had a nasty edge.


Rob stepped in. ‘She’s on my team,’ he said, but Jason shook his head.


‘Not any more. Unless you want to take it up with Mr Tate?’


As the two men squared up to each other, Finn put her hand on Rob’s arm. ‘It’s OK, I don’t mind.’ She smiled sweetly at Jason. ‘I’m sure I can handle it.’


But she felt her courage failing when she approached her new workmates. She was used to rough-and-ready builders, but this lot looked downright mean.


‘Meet your new brickie,’ Jason said.


They all glared at her. Finn stood her ground and smiled back, although she wanted to run away.


‘Are they taking the piss or what?’ one of them grunted. ‘We need someone to put up walls, not bloody curtains!’


The others laughed. Finn burned inwardly but kept quiet. They weren’t saying anything she hadn’t heard before. Let them have their fun and then she’d show them what she could do.


Squaring her shoulders, she said to Jason, ‘What do you want me to do first?’


They all exchanged looks. ‘Now there’s a question,’ one of them sniggered.


‘Not sure you’d want me to answer that one, love,’ said another, lazily scratching the expanse of walrus belly that gaped between his low-slung jeans and shrunken jumper.


Finn forced herself not to snap back the stinging retort that sprang to her mind. They were just schoolboys, she reminded herself. It wasn’t worth losing her temper over such pathetic kids.


‘You could go down to the caff and fetch the butties,’ Jason suggested.


All eyes turned to her, waiting for her to protest.


She smiled. ‘Fine. What does everyone want?’


Jason looked deflated. ‘You don’t mind?’


‘No way. I could murder a bacon buttie myself.’ She looked around. Her new workmates studied the ground with brow-furrowing concentration as they mumbled their orders. She’d obviously spoiled their fun. And she hadn’t finished with them yet.


Bernie at the café on the corner grinned at her when she placed her order. ‘Are you sure about this?’ he said.


‘Very sure.’ Finn smiled back and held out her hand. ‘Mustard, please.’


‘But I’ve already put a load on, just like you said.’


‘I think they could do with some more.’


He handed her the yellow plastic bottle. ‘You do realize they won’t be able to speak for a fortnight?’


‘With any luck,’ she said as she carefully unwrapped the sandwiches and covered each bacon rasher thickly in mustard. Then she wouldn’t have to listen to their stupid, smutty comments.


It took precisely thirteen seconds for her protest to take effect.


‘What the – Jesus!’ Jason spat it out and reached for his Coke can. His face was puce, although whether that was because of rage or mustard Finn wasn’t sure.


‘Is there a problem?’ She gazed at him wide-eyed. ‘Mine seems to be fine.’


Jason tossed his sandwich away in disgust. Finn tried not to smile as she took a bite out of hers. That was the last time they would ever send her on the buttie run. Rob and the rest of the lads had tried the same thing when she first started work on the site. But after one of her bacon and mustard specials, they’d suddenly discovered they preferred to get their own.


She may have proved her point, but it didn’t make her any friends. Unlike Rob and the others, her new workmates didn’t seem to have a sense of humour. Unless it was a really crude one. Finn was used to Page Three calendars hung up in the site office, and usually managed to laugh off the sexist remarks. But Jason and his gang deliberately went out of their way to be offensive, cracking disgusting jokes and making vile remarks about women whenever she was in earshot.


By the time she got home her shoulders were aching from the tension of stopping herself from hitting someone. The traffic was bad all the way home and she was horrified to see her father’s pick-up already parked in the drive. Finn pulled up next to it, panicking that she hadn’t had time to change and was still in her work clothes. Her father might not be an expert, but even he wouldn’t believe that spattered jeans and mud-caked boots were a new fashion look.


He was in the kitchen when she crept in. The door was ajar and she could see him at the table, bent over some paperwork. She pulled off her workboots and sneaked upstairs, carrying them in her hand.


‘Is that you, Finnuala?’ he called out when she was halfway up the stairs. She froze.


‘Won’t be a minute, Dad.’ She ran up the stairs, hoping he wouldn’t come into the hall. In her bedroom, she pulled off her clothes and changed back into the skirt and blouse she’d been wearing that morning. Then she dragged a brush through her hair to get rid of the cement dust and hurried downstairs again.


Joe Delaney looked tired as he sat at the table, sorting through the post.


‘Anything interesting?’ Finn asked, opening the fridge to see what they could have for dinner.


‘You could say that. I’ve had an offer for the land.’


Finn looked over the fridge door at him. ‘Who from?’


‘Doesn’t say. The letter’s from some land agents. Acting for an unnamed buyer, it says here.’


‘Sounds very mysterious.’ Finn emerged from the fridge with a pack of pork chops and a bag of frozen mixed veg. She nudged the door closed with her foot. ‘What makes them think you want to sell?’


‘God knows. Maybe it’s just something they do, putting in offers here and there.’ Joe frowned down at the letter. ‘Seems a bit odd, though.’


‘You’re not thinking of selling, are you?’


‘I wasn’t. But this is a very good offer. I could make quite a bit of money.’ He looked thoughtful.


‘You’ll make even more if you build those houses like you’d planned,’ Finn pointed out. ‘That land’s your retirement fund, don’t forget.’


‘Anyone home?’ Her brother Ciaran stuck his head round the door. Tall and lanky, he towered over Finn. He had his parents’ dark Irish colouring, a lopsided smile and an unshakeable belief that women found him irresistible. Which, for some reason, a lot of them did.


Strangely, his charm never worked on his sister. ‘What do you want?’ Finn said. Then, before he could reply, she added, ‘You can’t stay for dinner.’


‘And why would I want to?’ He looked at the packets in her hand. ‘I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but you’re no Nigella Lawson.’


‘Lucky you don’t have to eat here, then.’


‘Ah, but what about poor Ryan? He’s desperate enough to eat anything, aren’t you, Ryan?’


Finn looked up at the dark-haired man who lingered in the doorway. Ryan Hunter had once been Joe Delaney’s apprentice. But even after knowing the family for thirteen years he always waited for an invitation to come in.


‘In that case, I’m sure he’ll be able to find a woman desperate enough to cook for him,’ she replied.


‘Take no notice of her, Ryan. Come in, lad.’ Joe pushed back his chair, greeting him like the prodigal son. ‘Long time no see. How’s business?’


‘Pretty busy.’


‘With all the customers you stole from us,’ Finn muttered, but no one listened to her.


Why did everyone make such a fuss of him? she wondered as she arranged the chops on the grill pan. Joe Delaney had given Ryan a chance. He’d taught him all he knew, then Ryan promptly dumped him and set up on his own in competition. As far as she was concerned, that made him a duplicitous snake.


There was a time when she’d felt differently, of course. When she was fourteen and they were doing Wuthering Heights at school, she’d convinced herself that the brooding eighteen-year-old Ryan was a cross between Heathcliff and James Dean. She’d developed a brief but monumental crush on him – which still embarrassed the hell out of her whenever she thought about it – until she’d found out the reason he was so quiet and troubled was because he’d spent time in jail for nearly killing an old man in a hit-and-run incident. She’d never felt quite the same about him after that.


‘You’ll stay for your dinner?’ Joe said.


‘There isn’t enough to go round,’ Finn said quickly.


‘Thank God for small mercies,’ Ciaran muttered.


Ryan grinned, which annoyed Finn even more. ‘It’s all right, I’m not staying.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’m meeting someone in half an hour.’


‘Now there’s a surprise.’ Finn upended the bag of vegetables into boiling water.


‘Who is she? Anyone I know?’ Ciaran asked.


‘Wendy.’


‘Wendy Grant? Still? That must be nearly three months you’ve been seeing her.’


‘You’ll be engaged next,’ Finn said.


Ryan sent her a sharp look. It was a standing joke that his relationships usually fizzled out after six weeks.


‘You’ll stay for a drink, at least?’ Joe said. ‘We’ve a couple of beers in the fridge.’


Finn opened her mouth to remind him he was supposed to be cutting down on alcohol, then closed it again. What was the point? No one ever listened to her anyway.


‘Besides, I wanted to have a chat to you,’ Joe went on. ‘What do you make of this?’ He handed Ryan the letter.


Finn watched him reading it, feeling annoyed. Why did Joe have to discuss his business with Ryan, of all people? He hadn’t let her read the letter.


‘Bloody hell.’ Ciaran whistled as he read over his friend’s shoulder. ‘Is that right? Is that really what they’re offering?’


‘It’s a good price,’ Ryan said, handing the letter back.


Ciaran snatched it out of his hand and read it again. ‘It’s an incredible price,’ he said. ‘Honest to God, Pa, you’d be mad to pass up that kind of cash.’


‘It’s meant to be an investment – sod it!’ Finn cursed under her breath as she went to turn the chops and burned her fingers on the grill pan. Her father heard and tutted.


‘But if you take this offer you’ll make a packet anyway,’ Ciaran pointed out. ‘I’d call that a pretty good investment.’


‘And you’re such a financial whizz, aren’t you?’ Finn said.


Ciaran shot her a nasty look. ‘You’d be surprised what kind of deals I’ve got going on.’


‘Is that why you have to keep borrowing money from me?’


‘Hush, you two.’ Joe turned to Ryan. ‘What do you think, lad?’


‘I reckon you should stick to your plan and build those houses. You’ll make more out of it in the long term.’


Joe nodded, satisfied. ‘That’s what I thought.’


‘I said that!’ Finn was outraged. But it was obviously different when Ryan said it. Her father took notice of his opinion.


They chatted for a while, then Ryan put his empty glass down on the table. ‘I’d better get going. Thanks for the drink, Joe.’


‘Any time, son. Will you see our guest out, Finnuala?’ Joe said.


‘What am I, the flipping domestic servant?’ Finn said, clattering plates on the table.


‘It’s OK, I’ll see myself out.’ As he passed, Ryan leaned towards her and whispered, ‘I think you should know you’ve got plaster dust in your eyebrows.’


Finn’s hand shot up to cover her face, blushing. Ryan gave her a quick smile and left, Joe following.


As soon as they’d gone, she turned on Ciaran. ‘Have you told Ryan about my job?’


‘I might have,’ Ciaran shrugged.


‘Ciaran! It was supposed to be a secret.’


‘Oh, keep your knickers on. He won’t tell Dad.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on it.’ Finn stared at the door. ‘I wouldn’t trust him further than I could throw him.’


‘You’ve changed your tune. You were head over heels in love with him once.’


‘I was not!’


‘Come off it! You followed him round like a lovestruck puppy when he was working with Dad. It was embarrassing.’


‘That was a long time ago. Before I grew up and realized what he was really like.’


They both shut up as Joe appeared. ‘He’s such a nice lad, that Ryan,’ he said.


‘He’s a snake. I don’t know how you can even have him in the house after what he did to you.’


‘And what would that be?’ Joe smiled.


‘You know what he did. He learned everything from you, then set himself up in business and tried to take all your trade away.’


‘He was my apprentice, Finnuala. And a good one, too. It was only a matter of time before he’d set up on his own. I knew it, and so did he. And as for taking away my trade – I reckon there’s room for two builders in this town. Who knows, I might even need his help once I start building on my land?’




Chapter 2


It was a bitterly cold day. The mud cracked under her boots and her fingers froze through her gloves. Finn laid another brick in place and trimmed the mortar with the edge of her trowel. Not far away, Barry, her new team-mate, was doing the same, his hands a blur as he laid one brick after another, his right hand putting it in place, his left trimming the mortar in a swift, continuous movement.


He was fast, she thought. Too fast.


The walls were built in two layers, an inner skin of grey blocks, with the fascia bricks on the outside. Between them was a layer of insulating material. But the outer walls had to be attached to the inner one using special wall ties. The more ties they put in, the more secure the finished wall would be. But it meant cutting the insulation to fit around them, which was fiddly and time-consuming.


Barry had obviously decided it was too much trouble. He used hardly any ties, which meant he could slip whole sheets of insulation into the gap. It was quick, but hardly professional.


Finn wondered if she should say something, then decided against it. Barry wouldn’t thank her for her advice. They’d hardly hit it off since they started working together two weeks ago. Brickies were supposed to work in pairs with a labourer between them, but Barry had made it very clear who was in charge. He was in his late thirties, with a broken nose and a head that seemed to grow straight out of his bullish shoulders. Unlike her last partner, Rob, who liked to chat as they worked, Barry treated her with silent contempt. He listened to his radio or joked with the other men. Finn knew he’d been teased by the others when he ended up with her, and that he resented her for it.


She wasn’t even sure if he was a real bricklayer. She knew he got paid cash in hand and, like a lot of Jason’s new team, slipped off to the benefits office to sign on. She kept telling herself it was none of her business and that she should just get on with her job, but it still troubled her.


She caught Ivan’s eye. He smiled sympathetically. At least she had him for company now he’d joined her team as the labourer. Although he was so terrified of Barry the bully he’d virtually stopped speaking.


Her gaze strayed back to Barry. She bit her lip in an effort to stop herself speaking.


As if he sensed he was being watched, Barry suddenly looked up. ‘What?’


‘Nothing.’ Finn ducked her head and laid another brick in place.


‘Good.’ Barry turned to Ivan. ‘Oi, Dracula. Bit faster with those bricks, if you don’t mind.’


Ivan stumbled over, hefting the wheelbarrow. Sweat poured down his face in spite of the cold November day. ‘Y-you want m-me to b-bring some more?’


‘If it’s not t-too much t-t-trouble. Blimey, talk about being a few bricks short of a load,’ he said to the others as Ivan started emptying the wheelbarrow. ‘I don’t know which is worse, being stuck with a woman or a moron.’


Finn’s blood sang in her ears. ‘You’re the only moron around here.’


Barry turned to her. ‘Did you say something?’


‘You heard.’ Finn met his gaze. ‘Why do you have to pick on him all the time?’


‘Finn, p-please,’ Ivan begged, but Finn had had enough. It was one thing for Barry to have a go at her, but Ivan had done nothing wrong.


‘Yeah, F-Finn, shut your f-fucking mouth,’ Barry said. ‘He shouldn’t even be here, anyway. He’s probably one of those asylum-seekers, sneaked over in the back of a lorry. I expect he’s claiming all kinds of benefits.’


‘You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?’ Finn snapped. ‘At least Ivan knows what he’s doing, which is more than anyone can say for you!’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I’ve been watching you work. Have you ever actually done any bricklaying before, or are you just making it up as you go along?’


A mottled flush crept up Barry’s face. He tested the weight of the brick in his hand as if he wanted to lob it at her head. ‘That’s none of your fucking business.’


‘Is there a problem?’ Jason came up behind them.


Barry jerked his head towards Finn. ‘Just her, telling everyone how to do their job, as usual.’


‘Only because you weren’t doing it properly.’


Jason turned to her. ‘I know you like to think you know everything but I’m the boss around here and I’m the one who gives the orders. Unless you reckon you can do my job, too?’


I probably could do it, and a lot better than you, Finn thought. The site was a shambles since George had gone. Jobs were left undone, there was mess everywhere and Jason seemed to spend most of his time playing cards in the site office instead of running the place.


But fired up as she was, even she could see it wouldn’t be a good idea to tell Jason that.


‘We shouldn’t even be out here,’ she said. ‘It’s way too cold.’


‘Aw, what’s wrong? Frightened you might get chilblains?’


‘No. When the temperature drops below a certain level the concrete freezes rather than sets. You should know that, since you’re supposed to be in charge?’


Jason and Barry looked at each other. ‘She might have a point,’ Jason said. ‘Come on, lads. Everyone into the hut. Any excuse for a break. We might even get a couple of rounds of poker in.’


Finn sat on a pile of flagstones behind the workers’ Portakabin, drinking her tea and fighting the urge to cry with sheer frustration. Inside she could hear the other men laughing and cracking jokes. At her expense, no doubt. Two weeks ago she would have been in there with them, but the atmosphere on site had changed completely since Neil Tate took over. Now she hated coming to work. Her old gang used to tease her and make sexist comments, but she could handle that. There was nothing good-humoured about the way the new men on site tried to intimidate her. But they would never see how much they upset her. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. She wrapped her frozen fingers around her mug, trying to warm them up.


‘All right, love?’ She looked up. Rob towered over her, mug in one hand, cigarette in the other. ‘Not coming inside?’


Finn shook her head. ‘I’m better off out here.’


Rob frowned down at her. ‘They’ll get used to you in time, you’ll see.’


‘I don’t know if I’ll get used to them.’ Finn sipped her tea and stared into the distance to where they were putting up scaffolding on the far side of the site.


Rob squatted down beside her. ‘This isn’t like you. I remember when you first started here; you gave us all hell!’


‘That was different. I knew you didn’t really mean it.’ Besides, if she stood up for herself now they’d probably all just laugh and say it was the wrong time of the month. ‘Anyway, I can put up with the stupid jokes, I’m used to that. But I just hate the fact that the job isn’t getting done properly. No one seems to care any more.’


‘I know what you mean,’ Rob agreed. ‘You see that scaffolding they’re putting up over there? It’s dodgy, the lot of it. I reckon they must have got it dirt-cheap. Probably got thrown out by some other site.’


‘But that could be a deathtrap!’ Scaffolding had to be replaced after a few jobs as it wore out and became unsafe. Her father had been offered cheap stuff on many occasions, but he always turned it down.


‘I told them it should be properly inspected, but our friend Jason said he’d get round to it later. I tell you, I’m not setting foot on it until the health and safety inspector’s taken a look at it.’


‘All he cares about is cutting corners, getting it done as quickly and cheaply as we can. Never mind that it’s all rubbish.’


‘These houses are palaces compared to some of the buildings Tates put up.’ Rob took a long drag on his cigarette. ‘There was this one place I worked on for them, down south. Converted tower block. Tates did a quick cosmetic job on it and let it out to tenants.’ He shook his head. ‘It wasn’t just cheap, it was dangerous. Faulty wiring, missing joists, the lot. D’you know, some of the flats on the top floors didn’t have proper running water?’


‘Who’d want to rent a flat like that?’ Finn asked.


‘People with no choice. Asylum-seekers, mostly. The council are desperate for somewhere to house them. Tates buys up blocks of flats, does them up and lets them out. The local authority pays sky-high rents and everyone’s happy.’


‘Someone should do something about it.’


‘Oh aye? And who’s that, then?’ Rob took another drag on his cigarette and watched the smoke curling up to the sky. ‘You don’t cross the Tates, Finn. Not twice, anyway.’


Finn gazed across at the site office. Neil Tate never ventured on site, preferring to stay behind closed doors on his rare visits. She only knew he was there today because she’d seen his Saab in the car park. ‘I can’t see what’s so special about them. They’re just people.’


‘Very rich and powerful people,’ Rob said. ‘And they’ve got friends in high places. How do you think they get to build on sites like this?’ He waved his hand around at the hills surrounding them. ‘That old mill was supposed to have a preservation order on it, but Neil’s dad Max chatted up a few of his mates on the council and suddenly it’s OK to knock it all down.’


‘Money talks.’


‘Not just money, love. The Tates have got some dodgy connections, too. People you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley, if you know what I mean.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘Max Tate never started off this rich. He made all his money as a slum landlord, buying up cheap houses with sitting tenants and then forcing them out so he could sell on for a profit. They say he still does it, although he claims to be strictly legit these days. And he covers his tracks so well with all these different companies he’s got, you’d need to be Sherlock Holmes to find out. He’s got fingers in a lot of pies, has Mr Tate. And not all of them are legal.’


‘He sounds charming.’


‘He’s a brute in a Savile Row suit. And his sons are just as bad. Neil and James. He keeps them like a pair of half-starved Rottweilers, ready to tear someone’s throat out whenever he gives the word.’


Finn gazed back towards the site office again. ‘I wonder if he knows what kind of a mess his son’s making of this place?’


‘I don’t suppose young Neil even knows himself. I get the impression he’s not exactly experienced at this game.’


‘Then maybe it’s about time someone set him straight?’


Rob shrugged. ‘You could try if it makes you feel better, but I wouldn’t expect him to listen.’


There were raised voices coming from inside the site office as she approached.


‘They can’t do that!’ Neil Tate was shouting. ‘We’ve been through all this. How the hell are we supposed to sell high-end luxury houses with a bunch of peasants living at the end of the street?’


‘If you remember, it was a condition of you being able to build here that you included a proportion of low-cost homes on the development,’ another man’s voice reasoned quietly. ‘The local authority are only doing their job—’


‘Screw them. This is our land and we’re not handing it over to a bunch of fucking soap-dodgers. My father would go ballistic.’


Finn peered through the grimy, mesh-covered window of the Portakabin. Neil was leaning across the desk, confronting a nervous-looking man who held a plan in his hands.


‘You tell the council if they want somewhere to put their peasants they can have one of our renovated blocks. Somewhere in the city so they won’t have too far to go to the job centre. How about that?’


‘I’m not sure.’ The man looked sceptical. ‘I suppose you would still be making provision for them, but I don’t know if it’s really in the spirit of the agreement—’


‘Screw the agreement. You’re our consultant, make it happen.’ Neil sat back. The man hesitated, then, realizing he’d been dismissed, picked up his briefcase and headed for the door, bumping into Finn who was on her way in.


‘Bloody consultants,’ Neil grumbled aloud. ‘You pay them a fucking fortune and all they do is tell you why you can’t do something …’ He looked up and saw Finn in the doorway. ‘Hello. What can I do for you?’


His abrupt change of mood caught her unawares. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘My name’s Finn Delaney, and—’


‘I know who you are. I’ve been watching you. And I have to say I’m delighted we have a woman working on site.’


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely. It beats the hell out of looking at a bunch of hairy-arsed blokes all day.’ He laughed.


Finn looked back at him, stony-faced. ‘What a pity,’ she said. ‘For a moment I thought you might actually have a brain in your head and not in your trousers.’


She was surprised to see that Neil looked abashed. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I suppose you must get those kinds of remarks all the time.’


‘Let’s just say you aren’t the first.’


‘So, what can I do for you?’


‘I want to talk to you about conditions on the site.’


‘What about them?’


‘I’m concerned about the standards out there. Some of the things we’re being made to do are downright unsafe.’


He frowned. ‘Such as?’


‘I’ve made a list.’ She took the piece of paper from her jeans pocket, unfolded it and handed it to him.


‘You have been busy, haven’t you?’ He made a big show of smoothing it out. Finn cringed as he squinted to read her writing. Perhaps she should have taken some more time, typed it out properly instead of scribbling it down in her lunch-hour. But if she’d stopped that long to think about it she probably wouldn’t be here now.


‘Sub-standard equipment, building work being carried out too fast, and – what’s this bit?’ He showed her the paper.


‘Foundations being laid on running sand,’ Finn read out. ‘They found some three days ago when they were digging out the foundations on plot twenty-three. It should have been seen by a building inspector to make sure it was OK to build on, but Jason told them to dump the concrete in anyway.’


There was a long silence as Neil scrutinized the rest of the list. ‘You’ve made some very important points,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll follow up on them immediately.’


Finn was taken aback. ‘You will?’


‘Of course. If what you say is true, then the situation is very serious. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.’


She regarded him suspiciously, sensing mockery behind his solemn expression. ‘Are you winding me up?’


‘Miss Delaney, I wouldn’t dream—’


He didn’t finish the sentence. From outside there was a scream and a crash, followed by the sound of shouting and running feet. Finn and Neil stared at each other for a second, then they both headed for the door.


Finn felt sick when she saw the figure lying face down among the fallen scaffolding.


‘Ivan!’ She pushed through the ring of men who stood around him, and knelt beside him. His face was blue-white and cold. ‘Ivan, can you hear me?’ There was no response.


‘What happened?’ Neil demanded.


‘He was up there, filling in the putlog holes,’ Jason pointed up a wall. ‘He just fell.’


‘Shit!’ Neil pulled out his mobile phone.


‘We’ve already rung for an ambulance.’


‘I’m calling my father.’ He headed back to the office.


Finn pulled off her gloves and groped around on Ivan’s neck for a pulse, her own heart hammering until she felt the faint, steady beat under her fingers. ‘Ivan? Can you hear me? It’s Finn.’ She frantically tried to remember the health and safety video they’d been shown at college. She felt helpless, but at least she was doing something. The others just watched her. Bloody heroes, the lot of them, she thought angrily.


Then, just as she was beginning to panic, Ivan groaned and his eyelids fluttered open.


‘What happened?’ he murmured.


‘You had a fall. Don’t try to move, we’re getting help.’ Finn looked around. ‘Where’s that ambulance?’


‘It’s on its way.’ Jason loomed over her. ‘Is he going to be all right?’


‘I don’t know.’ She looked around, thinking she heard the ambulance pulling up. But it was just a forklift truck rumbling across the site.


Then she caught Jason’s guilty look. Suddenly it clicked. ‘He was standing on that forklift, wasn’t he?’


‘I couldn’t say.’ But he didn’t have to say anything. They both knew that it was often a rushed job to fill in the putlog holes that were left when the scaffolding poles were removed. Sometimes, to save time and effort, labourers were told to stand on planks balanced across forklift trucks to do it. Most wouldn’t risk it, but she knew Ivan might. Especially if he was bullied into it by Jason.


Neil hurried back, his phone still in his hand. ‘How is he?’


‘He’s alive, if that’s what you’re worried about.’


‘Thank Christ for that.’ He turned away and muttered something into his phone.


Finn watched him with disgust.


Let’s see if you’re so pleased when he sues the pants off you, she thought.


Ivan escaped with a broken arm and a dislocated shoulder, although his concussion was so severe he was kept in hospital over the weekend for observation. Finn wasn’t able to go and visit him until the Sunday afternoon, by which time he was back at home.


She was surprised to find Neil Tate at his bedsit, looking the picture of concern.


‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.


‘Same as you. Checking on Ivan.’


No prizes for guessing why, she thought.


‘Mr Tate has been very k-kind,’ Ivan said, propping himself up against the cushions on the sofa.


‘I’ll bet he has.’ Finn looked at Neil’s blandly smiling face.


‘L-look what he bring for me.’ Ivan pointed to the laptop computer on his dining table. ‘N-now I can send the emails t-to Anna and the ch-children.’ He screwed up his face, trying to get the words out. ‘And he s-say I can t-take as m-much time off as I n-need. With p-pay. He is very generous man.’


‘And you’re a very valued member of the team, Ivan my friend.’ Neil leaned forward and patted his good arm.


‘So valued you let him risk his life?’ Finn turned to Ivan. ‘You know why he’s doing this, don’t you? So you don’t sue his company.’


‘Now, Miss Delaney—’


Ivan looked perplexed. ‘What is s-sue?’


‘Take him to court. You know, to get compensation? He’s trying to buy you, Ivan.’


‘That’s not true,’ Neil said. ‘We believe in looking after our employees, that’s all.’


‘Is that why you let him stand on a forklift truck to carry out that job?’


‘I think you’ll find I didn’t let him do anything. If you remember, I was talking to you at the time.’


‘That doesn’t mean anything. You’re supposed to be in charge of that site. That means you have a duty of care—’


‘Please, please, I don’t want to fight.’ Ivan looked appealingly from one to the other.


‘But don’t you see, it’s their fault you had that accident?’


He shook his head. ‘I f-fell off, yes. But I d-do not know, perhaps it is my f-fault.’


Finn glanced at Neil’s smug face. ‘Perhaps we should talk about this in private?’ she suggested to Ivan.


But even when Neil had left, Ivan was determined to stick to his story. As far as he was concerned, Tates had done nothing wrong. Neil had made all kinds of promises to him, including bringing his wife and children over for a visit. He was so looking forward to seeing them again that nothing else mattered. Certainly not bringing the Tates to justice.


Finn didn’t have it in her heart to argue. She really couldn’t blame him.


Neil was waiting for her outside, sitting behind the wheel of his black Saab. ‘Well?’ he said, getting out of the car. ‘Do we have a lawsuit on our hands?’


Finn couldn’t bring herself to look at him, afraid she might have to slap the self-satisfied look off his face. ‘Apparently not.’


He sighed with relief. ‘At least someone’s got sense.’


‘Only because you leaned on him.’


‘Hardly. Look, I can understand your frustration but let’s be practical about this. What good would it do to fight it through the courts? It would take months and your friend Ivan would just end up with the same result at the end of it. Maybe even less. My father has a pretty good team of lawyers.’


‘I expect he needs them.’


‘He does keep them fairly busy.’ Neil reached an arm out towards her. ‘I’m just being pragmatic. You can see that, can’t you?’


Finn stepped back. ‘Just because Ivan’s let you off the hook, I don’t suppose the health and safety inspectors will be so compliant.’


Neil’s smile faded. ‘What about them?’


‘They’ll need to carry out an investigation.’ She stared at him. ‘You have informed them?’


‘I don’t see any need to get them involved,’ Neil shrugged. ‘Look, we’ve made some mistakes, but we’ve learned our lesson, OK? We’ve cleaned up our act. The dodgy scaffolding’s gone, and so have Jason and his gang.’


‘You should never have taken them on in the first place.’


‘Don’t you think I know that now?’ He moved to stand in her path as she headed for her car. ‘I’ll be honest with you. This is the first site I’ve managed, and I’ve made a mess of it. God knows, I’ve already had a bollocking from my father over it. But can’t we just forget it? Move on?’ He held up his hand. ‘I solemnly promise to be a good boy and not screw up again, OK? Now why don’t we have a drink and be friends?’


Finn almost relented. Then she remembered Ivan’s apparently lifeless body lying there and how terrified she’d been. He might be happy enough, playing with his brand new laptop and looking forward to seeing his family again, but there was no way she could forget what had happened. And she didn’t want the Tate family to forget, either.


‘No thanks,’ she said, shouldering past him.


Neil’s eyes grew cold. ‘I’m sorry you feel like that,’ he said.


Her father was on the phone when she got home.


‘Yes, Orla.’ He lifted a hand in greeting, as Finn edged past and headed for the kitchen. ‘No, I told you, we’re all fine. Yes, of course we’re eating properly. For heaven’s sake, stop fussing, woman! I’m fifty-nine years old. I should know how to look after myself by now.’


Finn smiled as she filled the kettle. Auntie Orla often phoned to nag her father. She wasn’t really related, but she’d been her mother’s best friend since they were children and she’d known Joe since they were all teenagers growing up in the same village in the west of Ireland. Orla still lived there and worked as a nurse at the local hospital, although she occasionally ventured over to England for a visit.
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