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Prologue


1970


Sadie Moon stubbed out her cigarette in the rose bushes and climbed back in through the window of the Willow Lodge Diocesan Home for Unmarried Mothers, pulling her dressing gown around her.


Her room-mate Janey looked up, her baby clamped to her breast. ‘You’re taking a risk. Mrs Walcross would kill you.’


‘I’d like to see her try.’ Evelyn Walcross didn’t scare Sadie. She called herself the home’s Moral Welfare Officer, but she was a sadistic bitch who made sure the girls in her care suffered for their ‘sins’. They slept in chilly rooms and worked like slaves, cleaning the home and scrubbing shirt collars in the laundry until their hands were raw. The whole place reeked of damp and carbolic soap.


All the other girls were terrified of Mrs Walcross, but Sadie was a rebel. She wore her skirts short, bleached her hair and sneaked outside to smoke Woodbines while all the other girls were in the chapel praying for their souls.


Mrs Walcross had had it in for Sadie ever since she’d caught her smuggling in a bottle of Cherry B under her maternity smock. She’d done her best to make Sadie mend her ways. She’d had her on her hands and knees cleaning floors. She’d given her extra kitchen duties. She’d taken away every last privilege she had, done everything but beaten the sin out of her with her bare hands. But Sadie just laughed at her, undaunted and defiant.


Janey stroked her baby’s face, murmuring to him. She’d given birth three weeks before Sadie, the day before her eighteenth birthday. Her little boy had chunky limbs and a shock of black hair. Just like his father, Janey said. Her boyfriend played rugby for Wakefield Trinity. He’d wanted to marry her but her parents wouldn’t allow it because he was Catholic and they didn’t want their daughter to marry a Papist.


Today was Janey’s last day at Willow Lodge. Mrs Walcross had come to her last night and told her to be ready to leave by teatime.


‘I am doing the right thing, aren’t I?’ she said.


Sadie shrugged. ‘What choice did you have?’


Mrs Walcross had spelled it out when she gave her the adoption papers to sign. If she didn’t, her baby would be taken away from her and put in a children’s home. There was no way she would be allowed to keep it. If she tried, she would end up on the streets and the authorities would never allow her to have more children.


‘It’s up to you,’ she’d said. ‘Do you want your baby to be brought up in an orphans’ home, or in a proper family?’


‘It’s going to be so hard to say goodbye,’ Janey said.


‘I know.’ Sadie stared at the pokerwork plaque on the wall. ‘THEN LUST WHEN IT HAS CONCEIVED GIVES BIRTH TO SIN – James 1:15.’ It was the first thing she saw every morning.


She looked into her baby’s cot. She slept soundly, her long dark lashes curling on her soft round cheeks, her tiny starfish hands flung up on the pillow beside her. Seeing her made Sadie’s stomach flip.


No one told her it would be like this. No one warned her she would be ambushed by love.


It shouldn’t have happened, not after the nightmare of everything that had gone before. Finding out she was five months pregnant – how could she not have realised sooner? – then having to break the news to her mum. And of course she told Sadie’s brother Tom who, being the man of the house, decided Sadie should come to Willow Lodge. Did he know what this place was like? she wondered. Not that it would have mattered to him. He would have sent her to hell if it might stop the neighbours gossiping.


At the time she hadn’t cared what became of her. She was past caring about anything by then. She didn’t want a baby, especially not this one.


Anyway, she had other plans. She was going to be a singer, move to London and become as rich and famous as Shirley Bassey. She had it all worked out in her head. She even had a stage name – Sadie Starr. She could almost see it, up there in lights at The Talk of the Town.


But then, a week ago, this thing she’d been carrying around inside her had become real. A little person who grunted in her sleep and screamed with rage and curled her tiny fingers tightly around Sadie’s and stared up at her with dark, unfocused intensity, as if she was the only person in the whole world who mattered.


It wasn’t her fault, she reasoned. She couldn’t help how she’d come into the world, or who her father was. She was Sadie’s and Sadie was hers. She’d even given her a name, although she’d never said it out loud. Only in her head.


She knew she’d have to give her up eventually, but she tried not to think about it. She couldn’t take care of a baby, and her family wouldn’t allow it. Tom wouldn’t, anyway. It was the only thing that stopped her packing her bags and leaving the misery of Willow Lodge, the fact that she would have to leave her baby behind, too.


Mrs Walcross came into their room just before lunch. Janey’s suitcase was on the bed. She’d dressed her little boy, Stephen, in the blue leggings and matinee coat she’d spent so long knitting that Sadie had got sick of the laborious click of her needles and threatened to throw them out of the window. Now she was feeding him again, sitting in the hard armchair between their beds.


Sadie was on her third attempt at changing her baby’s nappy. She still hadn’t got the hang of folding all that bulky towelling, or where to stick the pins. But the baby didn’t seem to mind. She kicked her little naked legs, surprising herself when they moved. She looked so funny Sadie couldn’t help giggling.


But she stopped when Mrs Walcross walked in with a grim-looking social worker. She went straight across to Janey and said, ‘Time to say goodbye.’


Janey looked up, startled. ‘But you said teatime! Can’t I just finish feeding him?’


‘His mother and father are waiting for him.’ Mrs Walcross nodded to the social worker, who lunged at Janey and roughly took Stephen from her. Janey screamed and Sadie yelled, ‘Leave her alone, you bitch!’ but the social worker was already gone, her soft shoes squeaking down the corridor.


Sadie’s scream startled her baby. Her tiny face crumpled and she wailed. Janey cried too, rocking in her chair and howling like a wounded animal.


‘Shh, shh, it’s all right, Ruby.’ She swept her into her arms and held her close.


Mrs Walcross turned. ‘What did you call her?’


‘Ruby. It’s her name.’


Mrs Walcross gave her a look of pure spite. ‘We’ll see what her new parents say about that.’


Sadie sat on the edge of the bed as the door closed, holding her baby close, trembling with shock and rage.


Over my dead body, she said to herself.


Irene Moon sipped her sherry with a grimace and tried to listen as Glenys Kitchener droned on.


‘You’re so lucky to be able to get away with such a small do, Mrs Moon.’ She was only twenty but looked and acted much older, in a prissy pastel-blue two-piece and white gloves, a hat shaped like a fruit bowl perched on her curls. Her legs were buckling under the weight of the baby propped on her hip. He was trussed up in a sailor suit, his fat red face framed by a frilly bonnet. ‘When little William was christened we had to go all the way to Leeds to find a place big enough. Such a fuss! But I suppose you have to expect these things when you’re in public life, don’t you?’


Irene fought to keep the smile off her face. Public life indeed! Glenys might have come up in the world since she married Bernard Kitchener, just because he was a local councillor and ten years older than her, but it wasn’t that long since she’d been playing hopscotch down their street. Now to listen to her anyone would think she’d been brought up in a palace instead of a poky flat over a fish shop in Coalpit Lane.


She looked around at the small gathering in her front room. Her son Tom was parading around with baby Catherine in his arms, showing her off to everyone. At twenty-one, he looked too young to be married, let alone a father. It didn’t seem too many years since she’d brought him home from hospital herself.


Jackie stood at his side, smiling nervously. Irene knew what her daughter-in-law was thinking. She was hoping Tom wouldn’t wake the bairn. There were already purple shadows under Jackie’s eyes from all the sleepless nights she’d had.


Poor Jackie, Irene thought. Motherhood hadn’t come easily to her. Many was the time she’d heard her crying through their thin bedroom wall.


Glenys lowered her voice. ‘I do think you’re terribly brave, having a party at all in the circumstances.’


‘And what circumstances would those be, Glenys?’


‘You know. With your Sadie being … away.’ Glenys glanced around then leaned forward confidingly. ‘Is there any news of her?’


Her concern didn’t fool Irene for a moment. All she wanted was the latest gossip. Just like the rest of them.


That was why she hadn’t wanted a big christening do. She couldn’t face those friends and neighbours she’d known for years, all pointing the finger at her family.


‘You will tell her we’re thinking about her, won’t you?’ Glenys’ voice dripped sympathy. ‘I do feel sorry for her. Although I did warn her what would happen if she ran around with the likes of him.’ Her mouth pursed. ‘You did the right thing, Mrs Moon, sending her away.’


‘Did I?’ She was beginning to wonder. The only reason she’d done it was to silence nasty gossips like Glenys Kitchener. Now she felt disgusted with herself.


‘Definitely. You couldn’t have it in the house, could you? Think of the shame. And besides, could you honestly imagine Sadie caring for a baby? She can hardly look after herself, let alone a—’


They were all suddenly aware the room had gone very quiet. Irene turned round.


There, standing in the doorway, was Sadie, her suitcase at her feet and a baby in her arms. She looked pale, exhausted, but utterly defiant.


‘Hello, Mum,’ she said. ‘We’ve come home.’


Tom reacted before Irene could summon her thoughts. Ignoring the guests, he grabbed Sadie’s elbow and steered her out of the room into the kitchen. Jackie hurried after them.


Everyone tactfully started to leave. Glenys was the last to go.


‘Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?’ she said, craning her neck to catch a glimpse of what was going on in the kitchen.


‘We can manage.’ Irene hustled her towards the door and closed it firmly in her face. She leaned against it and shut her eyes. Give me strength, she prayed. Then she headed for the kitchen.


‘I’m telling you, you’re not having it in this house.’


‘It’s my baby.’


Sadie sat at the kitchen table, still clutching the bundle in her arms. Her hair was damp with rain and she was shivering inside her pink mohair coat. Tom loomed over her, while Jackie looked helplessly from one to the other. Somewhere upstairs, baby Catherine yelled at being left out of the action.


‘It’s a little bastard. And you’re not keeping it under this roof. Tell her, Ma!’ But before his mother could speak, he went on. ‘And I hope you’re pleased with yourself, ruining my daughter’s christening?’


‘I didn’t plan it, did I?’


‘Trust you to make a spectacle of yourself. Never mind anyone else, Sadie Moon always has to be the centre of attention.’


‘I had nowhere else to go. What did you want me to do, sit in the bus shelter in the rain until you’d finished showing off to the neighbours?’


‘I wanted you to do as you were told for once and leave that behind.’ He pointed at the baby in her arms.


‘I changed my mind.’


‘You can’t do that! We agreed—’


‘She’s my baby and I’m keeping her.’ Sadie’s face was thin and wretched, but her eyes blazed with determination.


‘But—’


‘That’s enough, Tom.’ Irene spoke up. ‘We’re not going to get anywhere by shouting, are we? Jackie, love, go upstairs and see to Catherine before she screams the place down.’ Jackie ran off, relieved to have something useful to do. Irene reached for the kettle and filled it under the tap. ‘Have you eaten?’ she asked Sadie.


‘Not since this morning. But I’m not hungry.’


‘You’ve got to have something. I’ll get you some sandwiches from the buffet in a minute.’


‘What is this?’ Tom demanded. ‘Has everyone in this house gone mad? She turns up out of the blue with that … that thing, and you treat her like she’s the flaming vicar dropped in for Sunday tea!’


‘Like I said, there’s nowt to be gained by shouting.’ Irene turned to Sadie. ‘So what did the social workers say when you told them you’d changed your mind?’


Sadie fiddled with the baby’s shawl. ‘I didn’t tell them. I just walked out.’


Tom snorted with rage. ‘You did what?’


‘I walked out. You don’t know what it was like there. They were so cruel—’


‘What did you expect? Bloody Butlins?’


Irene looked at the bundle in her daughter’s arms. It was only a week old, just a few weeks younger than Catherine. She longed to see if the baby had her cousin’s soft, fair colouring.


Ever since Catherine was born, Irene had been haunted by thoughts of her other grandchild, the one she’d never know. That vile woman at Willow Lodge had tried to make out it was none of her business when she telephoned every day to find out if the baby had arrived, but she’d got it out of her in the end.


And now she was here. ‘You’re in no state to be out of bed, let alone traipsing halfway across the country,’ she said.


‘I had to leave. They would have taken her away from me.’


‘That was the point!’ Tom said. ‘You don’t get it, do you? Do you really think they’re going to let you keep her after this?’


‘They can’t stop me. I didn’t sign any papers. Besides, I’m her mother.’


Tom laughed unkindly. ‘Some mother you are! If you really cared about that kid you’d do what’s best for it and give it the chance of a decent home.’


‘She’s got a home here.’


‘I told you, you’re not bringing it into this house. Haven’t you done enough to drag this family’s name through the mud? Ma can’t hold her head up any more as it is, without you making it worse for her!’


Sadie stared at him for a moment. Then, gathering her baby to her, she stood up. ‘All right. If that’s the way you want it—’


‘Wait. You’re not going anywhere.’


‘Ma!’


‘Tom, your sister’s just given birth. Can’t you see she’s not in a fit state?’ She looked at Sadie. ‘Why don’t you go upstairs and rest? You look dead on your feet. I’ll bring you up some food in a minute.’


Sadie shot a wary look at Tom, then left. They listened to her footsteps climbing the stairs, then Tom turned on Irene. ‘Why did you say she could stay?’


‘She’s my daughter. And that baby’s our flesh and blood, whether you like it or not.’


Tom’s hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. ‘If she stays, we’re going.’


‘Don’t be daft, Tom.’


‘I mean it, Ma. It’s her or us.’


Irene looked pleadingly at him. ‘I can’t put her out on the street, Tom.’


‘Fine. We’ll move out, then.’


‘Where will you go?’


‘We’ll find a flat somewhere. Don’t worry about us. Worry about your daughter.’ Tom slammed out of the room. A moment later the bedroom door banged overhead and she heard him shouting something to Jackie, and her quiet voice trying to reason with him. Not that it would do any good.


Irene sighed. She couldn’t seem to please one of her children without upsetting the other.


She felt torn. Tom had been so good since his father died three years ago. But she couldn’t turn her back on Sadie, no matter how much trouble she brought with her.


Sadie shivered in bed, the covers pulled up to her chin. It was strange to see her there, surrounded by all her teenage paraphernalia – posters on the walls, Dansette record player propped up on the chest of drawers. It reminded Irene that she was only sixteen, barely more than a child herself.


The baby was tucked in beside her, sleeping peacefully. How she’d slept through all that shouting Irene had no idea. She seemed very contented, unlike her screeching cousin next door. Her daughter must be doing something right, she decided.


‘Sorry, Mum,’ Sadie whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to cause trouble.’


‘You never do, do you? It just seems to follow you around.’ Irene put the tray of sandwiches and tea on the bedside table.


Sadie looked down at the baby, tucked in the crook of her arm. ‘Do you think I’ve done a stupid thing?’


‘It doesn’t matter what I think. It’s done now, and we’ve got to make the best of it, haven’t we?’ She held out her arms. ‘Can I?’


Sadie warily handed her over, as if afraid Irene might take her away. Irene looked closely at her granddaughter for the first time. She was heartbreakingly beautiful, as dark as Catherine was fair. Just like her father. Sadie had stubbornly refused to tell anyone his name, but like everyone else Irene had a good idea who it was. Especially as the lad in question had left town just after finding out Sadie was pregnant.


She was better off without him, anyway. Irene pushed the shawl back off the baby’s face with the tip of her finger. She would never admit it to Sadie or Tom, but she was secretly relieved her grandchild was home where she belonged. ‘So does this one have a name yet?’


‘Ruby Tuesday.’


‘What kind of a name is that?’


‘It’s a song by the Rolling Stones. I like it.’


‘I might have known you’d come up with summat daft!’ She looked down at the baby again, smiling in spite of herself.


Daft name or not, she couldn’t have given her up either.




Chapter 1


Present Day


‘How much? And does that include free light sabres? How about the personal appearance by Darth Vader? I see, and that’s how much extra? Yes, I agree, it does seem a lot of money. For that amount I’d expect you to teleport the real thing direct from the Death Star …’


Ten minutes later Roo Hennessy put the phone down, feeling pleased with herself. In the past two hours, she’d fired off more than a dozen overdue emails, taken a conference call from Tokyo, waded through the complexities of a pharmaceutical merger in Frankfurt, and organised a Star Wars themed party for her son’s sixth birthday.


And her PA Carole still hadn’t managed to struggle in on the tube from Kensal Rise.


Carole finally appeared just before ten, an appeasing cup of coffee in her hand. ‘Have you got a minute?’ she asked.


‘I am rather busy—’


‘I won’t keep you.’ Carole was a nice woman, but she was forever in the middle of some domestic crisis or other. As she plonked herself down in the seat opposite, Roo steeled herself for another saga about her husband’s ongoing back problems, or her son’s unpaid parking tickets. ‘I just wondered if I could take a bit longer for lunch today.’


‘You’ve just come in!’


‘I know. I’m sorry. I’ll make up the time later, I promise.’


Roo rolled her eyes. ‘So what is it this time? Car failed its MOT again? Your youngest due at the orthodontist?’


‘Actually, it’s my birthday. A few of the girls are taking me out to celebrate. But if it isn’t convenient, I’ll just tell them—’


‘No. That’s fine. You take as long as you want.’ Roo felt ashamed. After three years of working together, she should have known when her PA’s birthday was. Most of the time she forgot her own, let alone everyone else’s.


‘Thanks.’ Carole reached the door and stopped. ‘You can come if you want. It’s only the wine bar, but you’re very welcome.’


‘I’d love to, but I’m up to my eyes in it.’ Roo held up a wad of cost benefit analyses. ‘Some other time, maybe.’


‘Sure.’ Carole smiled back, but they both knew she didn’t mean it. Roo Hennessy didn’t take lunch breaks, or socialise with the rest of the staff. She stayed welded to her desk from dawn to dusk.


She opened her laptop and called up her notes on the Homeworks project. She’d been working with the DIY chain for four months, visiting stores, meeting the staff and management and generally seeing how everything fitted together. Now she was due to meet the directors the following day to present her report on how the whole operation could be run better and more efficiently. And cheaper, of course. That was the bottom line for most of the companies that employed her. They weren’t interested in a pleasanter, more motivated workplace. Most of them wanted to know where they could safely cut corners, how they could get more work out of their staff for less money.


And Roo usually delivered. She was good at her job, which was why she was now one of Warner and Hicks’ senior management consultants. She loved smoothing out glitches in the system, spotting where the numbers didn’t balance, where the workforce weren’t using their time and skills efficiently enough. It didn’t always make her popular with the staff, who were laid off or forced to work harder to cover the lost jobs. But they weren’t the ones who hired her, and her decisions almost always found favour with the management. She found it immensely satisfying to make the figures add up, to bring order to confusion.


Two hours later, the acid-burning sensation in her stomach told her it was lunchtime. She rifled in her desk drawer for her antacid tablets and crunched a couple. How the hell did she manage to get indigestion when she lived on black coffee and illicit cigarettes?


She shook the packet. Empty again. It was no good, she’d have to go down to the chemist for more. She had two meetings and a presentation to prepare later and she couldn’t get through the afternoon without them.


On her way she nipped to the loo. She was just about to come out of the cubicle when the door swung open and a group of women clattered in, laughing.


‘I can’t believe you did that!’ She recognised the voice of Marion, one of the admin staff. ‘What did you have to invite her for?’


‘I couldn’t really not invite her, could I?’ Carole said helplessly. ‘Besides, I knew she wouldn’t come. She never leaves her desk.’


Roo stiffened, her hand still on the cistern handle. She peered through the crack in the door. They were all at the mirror, putting on their make-up ready to go out.


‘Talk about obsessive!’ Marion said, applying lipgloss. ‘You know what Roo’s short for? Ruthless.’


‘She’s not that bad,’ Carole said. ‘Actually, I feel a bit sorry for her.’


‘Sorry? For the Ice Queen?’


‘I reckon she’s lonely. There can’t be much going on in her life if all she wants to do is work. Can I borrow your lippy?’


‘She’s like a flaming robot,’ Marion said. ‘I don’t know how you stand working for her, Caz.’


Carole muttered something Roo couldn’t hear, and they went off laughing. She flushed the toilet quickly and came out to wash her hands. She was so mortified she couldn’t meet her own eyes in the mirror.


Carole felt sorry for her! How could that be? Roo had a fabulous home and a company Audi TT. She took expensive holidays and spent more on moisturisers than Carole did on feeding her family. She had a lifestyle, for heaven’s sake! Why should anyone feel sorry for her?


As for being ruthless – well, that was plain ridiculous. She was ambitious and she worked hard. You had to, if you wanted to compete with the big boys at Warner and Hicks. It was a very male-dominated environment, and Roo had to fit in. She knew she would never have made it to senior consultant if she’d taken time off every time Ollie was sick, or littered her desk with family photos. She couldn’t help it if she was caught in the middle, too female to be part of the old boys’ network, but too tough to be one of the girls.


And yes, sometimes she did feel as if work was taking over her life. But Carole had no right to feel sorry for her. Just because she didn’t advertise the fact didn’t mean she didn’t have a life outside work. A very good life, actually.


She went down to the chemist in the precinct and bought her Rennies and a bottle of Chanel No. 5 for Carole. Then she hurried back to her office.


Her office. Her own space, beautifully decorated with pale wood furniture, Eames chairs and a plate glass wall that looked down the glittering ribbon of the Thames as far as the Palace of Westminster. How could anyone not envy her all this? There were people at Warner and Hicks who would give their grannies for this view. Now they were ruthless! All Roo had ever done was work hard and try to be the best at what she did.


But as much as she told herself she deserved it, there were still times when she felt like a fraud. What was she doing here, sitting at a big desk, telling corporations how to run their businesses? Didn’t they know she was just a kid from the backstreets of a rundown Yorkshire town? She might be able to fool everyone else with her posh accent and designer clothes, but she didn’t fool herself. Sometimes she could almost imagine Gerry Matthews, the principal consultant, storming in and telling her to clear her desk because she’d been found out.


The door opened and Gerry Matthews stormed in. Roo almost screamed.


‘Got a good one for you.’ He was in his early forties, Armani-suited and never wasted time on greetings. ‘Failing business. The bank has asked us to take a look at it, see if we can do something with it before they end up in even more trouble.’ He slapped the file down on her desk. ‘Three-month job. I’ve told them you’ll be there on Monday.’


Today was Thursday. That gave her just three days to get up to speed, if she worked flat out all weekend. Roo nodded thoughtfully to hide her surge of panic.


‘And the bank wants us to try and turn it around?’


‘Or close it down. Worst case scenario, they can take their assets and get their money back that way. It’s up to you which way they go. Make a go of it, or help take it apart.’


‘I’d better get started straight away.’ She glanced at the name on the file and froze. ‘Wait a minute. Fairbanks Fine Furniture? Not in Normanford?’ She flicked over the page, her heart speeding up a fraction. There was no reason why it should be the same place. No reason at all.


But it was.


‘Have you heard of it?’


‘You could say that.’ Roo stared down at the address printed in front of her. ‘I was born in Normanford.’


‘Great. So you’ll have local knowledge?’


Oh yes, Roo thought. I know it all right. Only too well. ‘Can’t you send someone else?’


‘Why don’t you want to go?’


‘Personal reasons.’


Gerry considered it for a moment. ‘Obviously you don’t have to go if you don’t feel you can,’ he said. Then, just as Roo was letting out a sigh of relief he went on, ‘There are other places. Funnily enough, I was talking to Iceman Frozen Foods the other day. They’re still looking for someone.’


There it was. The unspoken threat. Take this job, or spend the next six months in eternal darkness on a fish processing plant in Norway, away from her family and well out of the Warner and Hicks loop. By the time she returned, the only thing anyone would remember about her was a lingering smell of cod.


‘I’ll go to Normanford,’ she said.


‘Are you sure? I don’t want to force you into anything. And I hear Bergen is very nice this time of year. Bit cold, but—’


‘I said I’ll go.’


‘Great.’ Gerry beamed. ‘Don’t look so fed up. It’s only for three months. And it’ll be a good chance to catch up with your family and old friends again.’


Roo looked down at the file in her hands. That’s what I’m afraid of, she thought.


She decided she deserved to get home before Ollie’s bedtime for once. She left Carole trying to compose a letter while under the influence of several large Frascatis and headed back to Wandsworth.


Ollie was in the kitchen eating his tea while his nanny Shauna packed his lunchbox for the following morning.


‘May the Force be with you,’ he intoned solemnly through a mouthful of food as Roo swept past, collecting the evening paper and the post that was crammed behind the toaster.


‘Um, thanks.’ Roo swooped down to kiss her son’s cheek. She glanced at his plate and stopped short. ‘What are you eating?’


‘Chicken nuggets and chips.’ Shauna looked defensive. ‘He won’t eat the stuff you left for him.’


Or you’re too bone idle to cook it, Roo thought. Honestly, what was the point of stocking the fridge with healthy foods when her nanny poisoned him with junk?


She and Shauna eyeballed each other across the kitchen. She kept meaning to talk to her about her attitude, but she was terrified she’d leave. And useless or not, finding a new nanny at short notice was a working mother’s dread. Roo even had a recurring nightmare that she was about to jet off to give a presentation in New York when Shauna arrived at the airport with Ollie in his pyjamas and handed in her notice.


She gave up and searched through the fridge for something to cook for supper.


‘You’ve got to hear my spelling words,’ Ollie broke the silence. ‘We’re supposed to practise every day. Only you never do.’


‘Doesn’t Shauna do it?’


‘Of course I do,’ Shauna snapped. ‘He just likes you to do it sometimes. It’s important for him to know you’re interested.’


‘Everyone else’s mummies listen to them,’ Ollie piled on the guilt.


‘Yes, well, other mummies don’t have busy jobs like mine, do they?’


‘Being a mummy is a job,’ Ollie pointed out, as Shauna smirked.


Yes, but being a mummy doesn’t pay wages, does it? Roo wanted to shout. It doesn’t pay for toys, or school trips, or birthday parties. Or, come to think of it, for nannies who seemed to think their only role was to stuff rubbish into their charges and swan around in the family Shogun.


But instead she smiled at Ollie. ‘I’d love to hear your spellings.’


‘Great!’ The speed with which he rushed to fetch his book made her feel awful. Maybe she hadn’t been spending enough time with him lately. She tried to get home in time to give him his bath and a story every night. When she wasn’t in Frankfurt, or New York, or burning the midnight oil on some other project. She did her best, but it was hard to give a five-year-old quality time when your eyelids were drooping and you knew you still had to pull together some figures for a boardroom presentation.


She peeled potatoes and defrosted chicken breasts as he struggled through his spellings. But then a headline on the front page of the Standard caught her eye. One of her former clients had just reported record profits in the first six months after implementing the new working system she’d suggested. Her eye wandered down the column. Maybe she’d get a mention.


‘Mummy! You’re not listening.’


She looked up sharply. ‘I am.’


‘No, you’re not! You’re reading the newspaper!’


‘What’s all the shouting about?’ David wandered in.


‘I was reading to Mummy and she wasn’t listening.’


‘I was listening. I can do more than one thing at once. It’s called multi-tasking.’


‘There you are,’ David ruffled Ollie’s fair hair and went to the fridge for a bottle of wine. ‘Mummy’s multi-tasking. She’s a very busy lady, Ollie. We can’t expect her full attention all the time, can we?’


Roo glared at him. He was being unfair, but she let it pass. She seemed to be letting a lot of David’s comments pass these days. They’d be arguing all the time otherwise. She went on peeling and chopping while David poured himself a glass of wine and Shauna read the Sits Vac column in the paper. Roo was convinced she only did it to make her feel insecure.


‘You haven’t forgotten Ollie needs to take his money for the school trip tomorrow?’ she asked, dashing away a tear brought on by the onions. ‘And you have to let his teacher know he has a dental appointment on Tuesday … Shauna, are you listening?’


‘What? Oh, yeah.’ Shauna looked up vaguely.


‘Maybe she’s multi-tasking.’ David caught Shauna’s eye and they both grinned.


‘Very funny. And don’t forget he needs to do his violin practice tonight. He’s got a lesson after the school trip.’


‘Bloody violin,’ Ollie mumbled, kicking the table leg.


‘Ollie!’


‘I hate it!’ Ollie’s lower lip jutted. He looked just like David when he was in a bad mood. ‘What do I have to learn the stupid violin for, anyway?’


‘Because—’ Roo opened her mouth and found she couldn’t think of a single reason. Except that all the other kids in his class went to clarinet, junior astrophysics or pre-school Japanese classes, and she didn’t want to be a bad mother. ‘You might enjoy it one day.’


‘I won’t. And I’m no good at it.’


‘That’s because you never practise.’


‘That’s because I hate it!’


‘He’s got a point,’ David said. ‘He’s never going to be Yehudi Menuhin, so why put him through it?’


‘Because I’ve just paid for six months of lessons, that’s why.’


‘I don’t know why you bothered. The way you push him, he’ll be suffering from executive burnout within three.’


‘I’m not pushing him. I just don’t want him to be left behind.’


‘Oh God, heaven forbid!’ David rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t know why you don’t start setting him achievement targets, then you can sit down and have a monthly performance review. At least that way he might see you occasionally.’


Shauna hurried Ollie upstairs to do the dreaded violin practice, leaving them glaring at each other.


‘Why do you have to be so hostile?’ Roo demanded.


‘Why do you have to be such a control freak?’


‘That’s not true.’


He refilled his glass. Roo regarded the bottle anxiously. He’d been drinking a lot more since he lost his job. But she didn’t dare mention it. She didn’t want him to fly off the handle again. Not now.


‘Gerry Matthews has given me another project,’ she said.


‘So you’ll be putting another bunch of poor sods out of work? I bet you’ll enjoy that.’


She ignored the jibe. ‘It’s in Normanford.’ Just saying it made her feel sick.


‘Does that mean you’re going away again?’


‘Only for three months. And I’ll be home every weekend.’


‘Great. Just great. We never see you these days.’


What’s the point when all we do is argue? Roo felt like asking. ‘Look, I didn’t want to take this job. I had to. It was either that or six months on a fish farm in Norway.’


‘You could have said no.’


‘Don’t you think I tried? I haven’t got much choice, have I? One of us has to earn a living.’


She could have bitten off her tongue as soon as she said it. She’d tried not to make a big deal out of them living off her income. But it was like treading on eggshells and sometimes she forgot to be careful.


‘Great. Thanks for throwing that back in my face. I’m well aware who controls the purse strings around here.’


‘David, I didn’t mean that—’


‘I know what you meant. Don’t you think I’m trying to get another job? Don’t you think I feel bad enough, being chucked on the scrapheap before I’m forty?’


‘Being made redundant wasn’t a reflection on your abilities. It was just—’


‘Spare me the pep talk. You’re not talking to your clients now.’


No, Roo thought. If I was, I’d tell them to stop feeling so bloody sorry for themselves and sort their lives out.


But she could never say that to David. He was a totally different man these days – moody, argumentative and resentful of her career since he lost his own job as an IT manager. She realised it was a difficult time for him and she’d tried to be supportive and understanding. She’d even tried to offer practical suggestions. She’d fixed up several meetings for David with useful contacts, and tracked down information on small business grants he could apply for if he decided to start up on his own. But he rejected all her efforts and now she was getting tired of tiptoeing around his fragile self-esteem.


They ate supper in silence. Afterwards David went off to watch television, leaving her to catch up with paperwork at the kitchen table. Roo wanted to talk to him about going back to Normanford, and how much she was dreading it. She wanted him to be sympathetic, to take her in his arms and tell her she didn’t have to go, that he’d take care of her. But all he’d done was give her a hard time, as if she wanted to leave her home and family and go to a place that held nothing but bad memories for her.


She closed her laptop and stretched her cramped shoulders. The light had faded, filling the kitchen with shadows. Was it really ten o’clock already?


She felt a brief surge of satisfaction as she looked around the kitchen. It was a sleek, beautiful room, with handmade maple units, big stainless steel appliances and black granite worktops that shone like glass. She’d seen it in House and Garden and copied the whole look, right down to the pale wood floor and Alessi coffee pot. At the time she’d imagined holding informal supper parties with lots of friends around the long table. But in reality she was far too busy to think about cooking, she talked to her friends by email, and the only time she sat down at the table was to work.


Later that night she followed David up to bed. In the darkness she could see his hunched shape under the bedclothes, his back to her. Roo changed into her silky Janet Reger nightdress, taking time to hang her clothes up. It was a habit with her; she couldn’t sleep if everything wasn’t tidied away. David’s clothes were abandoned over a chair. She fought the urge to tidy them, knowing it would infuriate him.


‘David?’ she whispered, climbing into bed beside him. She reached for him, feeling the warmth of his skin. But he was already asleep. Or pretending to be.


Roo stared up at the ceiling in frustration. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d made love. It must have been more than four months ago. About the same time David was made redundant.


Maybe going away would be a good thing, she thought. Didn’t they say absence made the heart grow fonder?




Chapter 2


It was raining on Sunday evening when Roo Hennessy returned to Normanford.


She hadn’t been home for nearly two years, and then it was only a quick duty visit. Normanford had once been a thriving mining town in West Yorkshire, but the pit closures of the 1980s had torn its heart out. It depressed her to see how down-at-heel it still looked. The precinct was full of charity shops, cut-price electrical retailers and cheap boutiques. Some shop fronts were boarded up and covered with tattered fly posters. The library was now a job centre, and the lovely old Majestic cinema had been turned into a bingo hall, its art deco walls covered with neon signs advertising the Nightly Jackpot.


She suddenly felt deeply miserable. The only thing that stopped her turning her car round and heading straight back to London was the thought of the Norwegian fish factory. Even that was beginning to look more attractive.


It had only been a few hours but she already missed Ollie and David. She’d fought back the tears when she kissed her son goodbye, although he was more preoccupied with watching his favourite TV show than his mother leaving.


‘It’s a good sign he’s not clingy,’ Shauna said. ‘It shows he’s well-adjusted.’ She’d been unusually nice all weekend. Whether it was genuine or just relief that Roo was going she wasn’t sure.


‘Either that or he’s so used to her not being here it makes no difference,’ David muttered. Unlike Shauna, he was making no effort to be nice.


But at least he’d taken her out for dinner on Saturday night. And they’d made love, although it was hardly earth-shattering. Roo was too exhausted with packing, reorganising her workload and worrying about the Fairbanks paperwork she still hadn’t finished reading. In the end she’d faked it, then when David was asleep she’d got up to compose yet another feverish list of things everyone else had to remember while she was gone.


‘I hope you’ve put “breathing” down,’ David said. ‘You know we won’t remember to do it unless you’re there to remind us.’


‘I’m not that bad.’


‘You’re worse. I must say I find it a bit insulting that you think we can’t organise our own lives without you doing it for us.’


There speaks a man who doesn’t know where we keep the iron, Roo thought. But deep down she was worried. Not that they wouldn’t cope without her, but that they would cope too well. The waters of family life might close over her head, and she wouldn’t leave a ripple.


Usually the company would have put her up in a hotel. But since Normanford only had a couple of B & Bs, they’d rented her a house instead.


‘We could have found you a hotel in Leeds, but we thought this would save you all that commuting,’ Tina, Gerry’s PA, explained. But Roo would have gladly swapped twenty minutes on the motorway for the bliss of room service. Especially when she found out where she was staying.


She didn’t need the faxed directions from the letting agents to find the house the company had rented for her. By some sick irony, it was in exactly the same street she and her mother had lived in before she went to university.


Apart from the UPVC double glazing and a crop of satellite dishes, the redbrick terrace hadn’t changed much. She’d forgotten how narrow the houses were, their front doors spilling straight onto the pavement. Roo suddenly longed for her bright, spacious bedroom with its antique bateau lit, walk-in wardrobes and luxurious ensuite. She didn’t quite know what would be waiting for her behind the door of number sixteen Sykes Street but she had a feeling it wouldn’t be his and hers limestone vanity units.


She only hoped the residents had changed in the past twenty years. Sykes Street had always had a reputation in Normanford. It was where the problem families ended up. Barely a night went by without a fight breaking out or a police car screeching into the street.


‘It’s better than the telly!’ her mother would laugh, peering out of the net curtains while Roo curled up on the sagging old sofa, mortified to be there. The only good thing about living on Sykes Street was that no one noticed them. Among all the law-breakers, the late-payers and the loudmouths, for once they appeared almost normal.


She couldn’t park outside the house because the space was taken up by a beaten-up Mini Traveller. Roo pulled up at the far end of the street. There, beyond a row of rusty iron railings, a steep grassy embankment ran down to the river.


On the other side of the railings, a gang of youths were entertaining themselves lobbing rubbish into the water. The long grass was a dumping ground for broken bicycles, old shopping trolleys and beer cans.


Roo was indignant until she remembered how she used to sit in that very same spot with her cousin Cat and Billy Kitchener. Sometimes she’d stay there until long after dark, not wanting to go home and watch her mother acting daft with her latest boyfriend.


She reached number sixteen and was searching in her handbag for her keys when the neighbour’s door flew open and a blonde woman rushed out, pulling on her coat.


‘Bastard!’ she called behind her.


‘Rachel, wait—’ A man followed her, fair-haired, in his twenties, dressed in nothing but a pair of faded jeans.


‘So who was she?’ Her voice was shrill enough for the whole street to hear. Some things never changed, Roo thought.


‘No one you’d know. Look, it wasn’t serious—’


‘And that makes it all right, does it? You shag some stranger and that’s meant to make me feel better? Just answer me one question. Why did you do it? Why?’


‘I don’t know. I’m an idiot, I suppose.’


‘You said it!’ She stormed off down the road. Seconds later she was back, jabbing her finger in his face. ‘You know what your problem is? You’re afraid to commit. As soon as a woman starts getting too close, you have to press the self-destruct button. I think you should take a long, hard look at your behaviour, because I really think you have some esteem issues to sort out.’


‘And I think you’ve been reading too many self-help books.’


‘Screw you!’


As she flounced away, the man turned to Roo and said, ‘Hi, you must be my new neighbour. I’m Matt.’


‘Roo Hennessy.’ Roo shook his hand, nonplussed. It was as if the last five minutes hadn’t happened. Or maybe this happened to him all the time. He looked the type, with that bad-boy grin of his. ‘Is that your car?’


‘It certainly is,’ he said with pride. ‘I bought it last week off a bloke in a pub. Beautiful, isn’t it?’


‘It’s also in my space.’


‘Technically, it isn’t. You see, contrary to popular belief you don’t actually have any statutory rights to park outside your own house—’ He caught Roo’s withering look. ‘But since you asked so nicely I’ll move it, shall I?’


It took him ages. First he had to go inside and find some shoes and a shirt. Then he couldn’t get the damn thing started. Roo sat in her car, tapping her hands impatiently on the wheel. She was aware that the youths had given up their litter-lobbing and were watching with interest. Oh well, at least she was doing her bit for the environment.


Finally he appeared at her window. ‘Sorry, I can’t seem to get it started. I think it needs some fine tuning.’


Roo tutted, got out and slammed the door. She stomped round to the back and flung open the boot to get her luggage out. Matt watched her.


‘Nice motor, by the way. You don’t get many of those around here.’


‘Audis?’


‘Cars with hub caps.’


‘Alloys, actually.’ She shut the boot and went to pick up her bags, but Matt got there first.


‘Allow me.’ They were heavy but he managed them easily. She opened the front door and he followed her in, looking around. ‘Not bad. Better than the dump I live in, anyway.’


Roo had to admit it wasn’t as horrible as she’d feared. The two living rooms had been knocked through, with a galley kitchen beyond. Upstairs, she already knew, there would be two bedrooms and a bathroom. The rooms were small, but the place had been newly refurbished, so at least it was all magnolia walls and plain carpets. And it was clean, too. The smell of new paint and pine disinfectant hung in the air.


Matt followed her into the kitchen. ‘This is nice.’ He ran his hand over the shiny worktop. ‘Every place I’ve ever rented has smelled of boiled cabbage. Why do you think that is?’


‘I have no idea. And much as I’d like to discuss it further, I’m afraid I have a lot to do, so—’


‘Right. I’ll be off.’ He didn’t move. ‘Do you start your new job tomorrow?’


‘What makes you think I have a new job?’


‘No one comes to a place like this out of choice.’


‘I suppose not.’ She couldn’t help smiling.


‘And judging from the number of bags you’ve brought with you, you’re not here on holiday. Unless you’re a seriously high-maintenance woman.’


‘Very good, Sherlock. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got lots to do.’


‘I’ll leave you to it.’ He’d almost reached the front door when he turned back. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to join me for a curry? I’ve just remembered I ordered a takeaway half an hour ago. For two. But my friend left unexpectedly.’ He looked sheepish. ‘And partial though I am to an onion bhaji, I don’t think I can eat it all.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Are you sure? It’s lamb bhuna.’


‘Like I said, I’m rather busy.’


‘I thought I’d ask. I suppose I’ll just have to give the rest to Harvey.’


‘Harvey?’


‘My dog. Although he prefers Chinese.’ He smiled. ‘It was nice meeting you, Roo. Don’t forget I’m only next door if you want a cup of sugar or anything.’


As soon as she was alone she called home. David took a long time to answer. The first thing he said was, ‘You’re late.’


‘The traffic was a nightmare. Can I speak to Ollie?’


‘He’s gone to bed. He waited up as long as he could, but he couldn’t keep his eyes open,’ he added reproachfully.


Roo glanced at the clock. ‘But it isn’t nine o’clock yet!’


‘I can’t help it if the poor kid’s exhausted, can I? Today’s been very stressful for him. He misses you.’


‘I miss him, too.’ Roo felt tears prick the backs of her eyes. ‘Both of you,’ she said. ‘Oh, David, it’s horrible up here. I wish I’d never taken the bloody job.’


She wanted him to tell her to come straight home. She wanted him to say it didn’t matter if she got fired because he’d landed a fantastic job and could take care of them for ever. And anyway, what did it matter as long as they were all together?


But he didn’t. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said bracingly. ‘And you’ll be home at the weekend, won’t you?’


‘I suppose so.’ There were a whole five days to get through before then. Not to mention a mammoth trek back down the motorway.


They chatted for a while. Then David said he had to go because there was a Tom Cruise movie on Sky he wanted to watch.


‘Oh. Okay.’ Roo fought to keep the disappointment out of her voice. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, shall I? To speak to Ollie?’


‘You do that. Bye, Roo.’


‘Bye, David. I love—’ But he’d already hung up. Roo kept the phone to her ear, reluctant to put it down. It was strange, she spent half her life jetting everywhere from Stuttgart to San Francisco, yet she’d never felt so far from home.


The fridge had been cleaned out but fortunately she’d remembered to pick up some basics from the last service-station shop. She made herself a cup of coffee and took it upstairs to unpack.


The main bedroom was hardly bigger than her walk-in wardrobe at home, but it seemed like heaven. Exhausted after her journey, she dumped her cases on the bed and flipped open the first one. She was too tired to unpack everything, so she pulled out one of her suits and hung it up to let the creases drop out before the following morning.


She ran a bath, adding a generous slosh of L’Occitane lavender. It was barely half full before the water ran cold. Roo sighed. Once again she yearned for the joys of home, and the deep tub she could practically swim in. Or even a hotel bathroom with constant hot water and fluffy towels.


And room service. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. Her stomach growled and she thought about Matt and his curry next door. She dismissed the idea. She had work to do and besides, it wouldn’t do to get too cosy with her neighbour. She had a feeling Matt could get the wrong idea if she didn’t keep him at arm’s length.


She had a quick, lukewarm bath instead of the deep, hot one she’d been hoping for, then changed into her nightclothes. It was barely ten o’clock, but she still hadn’t worked out the heating and the radiators were stone cold. And she’d forgotten how chilly it could be in Yorkshire, even in June.


She got into bed, pulled the duvet up to her chin, and settled down to finish the Fairbanks accounts for the last financial year. Skimming through the figures she could see why the bank was so concerned. Fairbanks’ sales were poor, and their overheads were far too high. The way they were going, they’d be bust within months.


She made a few preliminary notes, then settled down to sleep. Lamplight seeped through the thin curtains, suffusing the room with faint yellow light. She could hear the teenagers outside laughing and scuffling with each other.


A chill prickled her skin that had nothing to do with the dead radiators. If she closed her eyes she could almost hear her mother singing along to her records as she dolled herself up for another night out, tottering around on her high heels, her hair in rollers.


Sadie Moon. Also known as ‘Normanford’s answer to Cilla Black’, or ‘that blonde husband-stealing slut’, depending on who you talked to.


She glanced at her mobile phone on the bedside table, wondering if she should call her. She’d been steeling herself to do it all weekend.


It was too late now, she decided. She’d ring her in the morning. Or once she’d settled in properly. Or sometime.


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


Roo stared at her car in despair. She couldn’t believe it. Fate couldn’t do this to her, not on her first day.


But fate had already done a pretty good job of screwing her over. She’d forgotten to set her alarm and for the first time in years she hadn’t woken before dawn. She was late, which meant she barely had time to take a cold shower – still no sign of that wretched boiler working – and no time to wash her hair. Racing to get ready, she’d put her fingers through her tights – her best Wolford ones, of course, it couldn’t be a cheap pair from Sainsbury’s. And she still hadn’t had her first cup of coffee.


So much for being at her desk by eight. At this rate she’d be lucky if she made it in by lunchtime.


She felt her panic rising and took deep breaths to control it. Calm down, she told herself. It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to be perfect.


‘Hi there.’ Matt greeted her from his doorstep. ‘Lovely day.’


‘Not from where I’m standing.’


He came up the road to where she stood gazing at the space where her alloy wheels used to be. At all four corners there was a neat pile of bricks. ‘Oh dear. Someone’s been busy.’


‘You do realise this wouldn’t have happened if I’d been allowed to park outside my house?’


‘I hope you’re not blaming me? I already told you, legally—’


‘Spare me the lecture.’ She pulled out her mobile phone.


‘Who are you calling?’


‘The police.’


‘Why?’


‘Why do you think?’


‘But you don’t know who did it.’


‘Surely that’s their job? Anyway, I’m sure it was those kids who were hanging around last night.’


‘You’re not going to tell the police that?’


‘Why not?’


‘I just don’t think it’s a good idea to go around accusing people.’ He snatched the phone out of her hand.


‘Give me that back!’


‘Not until you promise not to do anything stupid. I’m warning you, you won’t make yourself very popular.’


‘So?’


‘So you’ve got to live round here. And it won’t just be bricks under the wheels next, it’ll be bricks through the window. Seriously, these people’s idea of a housewarming is a petrol bomb through the letterbox.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘I do. Suppose they get the wrong house? Anyway, I wouldn’t feel happy about it, you being a woman on your own.’


‘I’m not on my own.’ She flashed her wedding ring at him. ‘Anyway, I can take care of myself.’


‘I’m sure you can. But I might feel obliged to rush to your rescue. And I’m not very good in a fight.’


‘For heaven’s sake, they were only kids.’


‘Yes, but they have parents. Big ones, with tattoos and criminal records. And that’s just their mothers!’ He grinned. Roo refused to smile back. She was far too wound up. ‘Look, I’ll ask around. Give me until tonight and I’ll see what I can find out, okay?’


She snatched her phone back and stuffed it into her bag. ‘I don’t have time to argue about this. I’m late enough as it is.’


‘I’d offer you a lift, but I don’t think my car’s working.’


Roo looked at the Mini again. She could just imagine turning up for her first day in that. ‘Thanks, but I’ll take a taxi.’


‘I’ll get you a number. Better still, I’ll give them a ring for you. Where shall I say you’re going?’


‘Fairbanks. And tell them to hurry, please!’


He went back inside the house. Roo kicked at a tuft of grass growing through a crack in the pavement, furious with herself. It wasn’t like her to be caught off-guard. She was famous for thinking ahead, always having a contingency plan.


‘It should be here in a minute,’ Matt said five minutes later.


‘Did you tell them it was urgent?’


‘Of course.’


They stood together on the pavement, the silence between them stretching into awkwardness. ‘Don’t let me keep you, if you’ve got to be somewhere,’ Roo said.


‘I’m in no hurry.’


Lucky you, she thought, glancing at her watch. A vein began to throb in her temple.


‘So you work at Fairbanks, do you? What do you do?’


Roo looked up the road, willing the taxi to appear. ‘I advise them.’


‘On what?’


‘How to run their business.’ She pulled her phone out of her bag again, to call the office and let them know she was going to be late.


‘I bet you’re really good at telling other people what to do.’


‘I am, as a matter of fact.’ She listened to the ringing tone for a few seconds before giving up. ‘There’s no one there.’


‘It’s only eight thirty.’


‘I’m usually at my desk before eight.’


‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ He considered her for a moment. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, you could do with chilling out a little.’


‘Chill out? CHILL OUT? It’s my first day, I’m late, I’m unprepared, and some mindless thug has wrecked my car. How do you expect me to chill out?’


‘Calm down. You’re just having an off day.’


‘I don’t do off days.’ She hit the redial button on her phone. ‘I’ll try the office again—’


‘Hang on, it looks like your taxi’s here.’


‘Thank God.’ Roo watched the Vauxhall Vectra turning with agonising slowness into the narrow street. At least something was going right.


She got into the taxi, slid into the back seat and slammed the door. ‘Fairbanks,’ she said shortly. ‘And please hurry, I’m late.’


‘What’s your rush, our Ruby?’


She looked up sharply, meeting the driver’s eyes in the mirror. Oh, God. It couldn’t be.


But it was.




Chapter 3


‘Uncle Tom?’ She should have known that in a small town like Normanford she was bound to run into one of her family sooner or later. She just didn’t expect it to be so soon.


‘I knew it would be you, as soon as they said the fare was to Fairbanks.’ He’d put on weight. His faced filled the rearview mirror. ‘Looking forward to your first day, are you? Mind you, you’ll have your work cut out sorting that place out. It’s gone right downhill lately.’


‘So I gather.’


‘Still, it’ll be all right now you’re here. It says so in the paper.’
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