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Prologue


Neither then nor now…


… but sometime in between


The farm is visible as soon as the taxi crests the brow of the hill.


‘There it is,’ I say to the driver.


‘Hard to miss,’ he responds good-naturedly.


When I left at five thirty this evening, it was still light, but now, at almost eight, the fields are blanketed in darkness, save for the occasional glowing window from neighbouring farmhouses – and our place, which is lit up like a giant Christmas tree.


Jamie really went all out with those fairy lights, I think with a mixture of guilt and envy.


I wish I’d done more to help him set up. This is my parents’ joint seventieth birthday/retirement bash and I haven’t even managed to stay for the duration of the celebrations. The party kicked off at three, but I had to take Emilie back to the Airbnb in Harrogate after only two and a half hours and she took ages to settle. Hopefully she’ll stay asleep until we return. The babysitter, Katy, seemed competent, but I wouldn’t wish our screaming fifteen-month-old on anyone.


‘Would you be able to come back for my husband and me later?’ I remember to ask the driver.


‘Afraid not, I’m clocking off after this. My mate could probably do it, though. What time are you thinking?’


‘Midnight? Could he also take our sitter home afterwards? She lives a few minutes away.’


I wait until the return journey is arranged before getting out of the car, wincing a split second before my black high heels connect with mud. But the soles of my shoes hit only grit because, as I now remember hearing, ‘Jamie was out here all morning, sweeping the whole courtyard and the length of the drive.’


Jamie, Jamie, Jamie…


My brother, more of a son to my parents than I am a daughter, it often seems, yet he is not my blood.


He has done an incredible job, I acknowledge, as I pay the driver and get out of the car. This place has never looked better.


Festoon lights criss-cross from one side of the courtyard to the other, reflecting in the darkened glass of upstairs windows and casting a warm glow onto the sandy stone walls of the farmhouse and barns. Tealights in lanterns sparkle atop brightly painted metal outdoor tables, and colourful bunting sways overhead, dispersing the ribboning smoke from cigarettes below.


A scan of the crowd confirms that my parents have retreated inside along with their friends. They never were ones to outstay their welcome where the younger generation was concerned.


My gaze comes to rest on Theo, who is sitting at a sky-blue table with Jamie and a girl I don’t recognise. His dark hair falls just shy of the collar of his black shirt and a lit cigarette is resting all-too-familiarly between his long slim fingers. He brings it to his lips and inhales deeply, his face flaring briefly to reveal a sharp jaw and a perfectly straight nose.


I’m snapped to attention by the taxi doing a U-turn. Moving out of the way, I track its headlights as they sweep across the field, illuminating the small wood in the lower paddock. The white trunk of a solitary silver birch tree shines back like a beacon before it’s enveloped once more by darkness.


Technicolour synths and drumbeats explode from the outdoor speakers as Cid Rim’s ‘Repeat’ featuring Samantha Urbani kicks into gear.


Jamie has hijacked the music.


I smile and set off towards the courtyard.


Jamie sees me first, bouncing to his feet and almost bumping his head on an outdoor heater. He’s fairly tall at five foot ten, but his hair – black, short at the sides and wild and curly on top – adds at least another three inches to his height.


Arms open wide, a huge smile lighting his face, he hollers at the top of his voice, ‘SNOW WHITE!’


It’s the nickname he gave me years ago in the dead of winter when my skin was, admittedly, as white as snow – especially compared to his warm brown complexion. That was as far as my resemblance to the fairy tale princess went: my hair back then was long and light brown, not ebony, and my eyes are hazel rather than brown. But at the time, before I could rustle up any sort of comeback, he warned, with a perfectly straight face, ‘Careful, don’t be racist.’


Theo shoots his head around to look at me – along with every other person in the courtyard, thanks to Jamie bellowing – and quickly stubs out his cigarette. He gives me a cheeky, guilty grin as I approach.


‘I quit! Absolutely-one-hundred-per-cent-for-good this time!’ I mimic his words of only a few months ago.


‘I only had one,’ he replies in a huskier voice than usual.


‘Sure,’ I say drily.


‘Okay, maybe this is my second.’ He smiles up at me with his best puppy-dog please-don’t-be-mad impression. ‘You’ve been gone ages!’


‘I know,’ I reply grumpily, indulging his change of subject.


The girl at the table freezes theatrically, her big bright eyes boggling up at me from behind a thick coppery fringe. ‘Leah?!’ she asks.


Out of the blue, I’m hit with a memory of a mousier, plumper, younger version of her.


‘Hello!’ I cry as she jumps up to give me a hug.


I rack my brain wildly for her name.


‘Danielle,’ Jamie mouths helpfully at me over her shoulder.


How could I forget?


‘Danielle!’ I exclaim, drawing back to study her as Theo grabs a pastel pink chair from nearby and swings it around to face the table. ‘I need a drink,’ I murmur meaningfully.


‘I’ll get you one,’ he replies.


‘What took you so long?’ Jamie demands as I sit down.


‘Emilie was wired. I swear someone fed her a bag of sugar.’


‘She did eat two pieces of birthday cake earlier, plus all your dad’s leftover icing,’ he tells me casually.


‘Bloody hell! Why didn’t he stop her?’


‘I don’t think he noticed.’


‘Why didn’t you stop her?’ I think to ask.


‘She looked happy,’ he replies laughingly, palms up.


I roll my eyes long-sufferingly at him and smile at Danielle. ‘How are you?’


Danielle, Jamie, and many of the other twenty- and thirty-somethings here tonight were fostered by my parents at some point in their lives. I left home for university in London when I was eighteen and made the city my home, so there are people here that I hadn’t met before today. Others are more familiar to me, like Shauna, who was with us for two years and who still lives locally.


Some flitted through briefly: Danielle stayed only a few months while her mum was in rehab. And then there’s George, who left a scar on my heart that still takes me by surprise, considering the relatively short time I knew him.


But Jamie hurtled into our lives at the age of thirteen and never left. He turned thirty recently and although he hasn’t lived at the farm in almost a decade, he turns up nearly every day to visit my parents. They’d be lost without him.


Mum and Dad have finally retired from fostering, but they will never retire from parenting, and that’s what they consider themselves to be to every young person who ever walked through their front door: parents. Those who came to them left knowing that this place would always be open. Fostering wasn’t a job to my parents, it was a vocation. It’s why they’ve stayed in touch with so many of their former charges, why so many of them have made the effort to travel here tonight.


Of course, there are exceptions.


‘I should check on Mum and Dad,’ I say to Theo when he returns with my drink.


I find them in the living room, in the midst of their friends. My parents are fit, healthy and active, but neither looks young for their age. Dad is head down and deep in conversation with some of his fellow stallholders from Masham market, his hair now entirely white and as wild as ever. Mum appears more polished with her make-up still intact and her neat light-brown bob clipped back at the sides. She’s been dyeing her hair for years, but the lines around her eyes and mouth betray her age. They seem to have expanded even in the few months since I’ve seen her.


She’s talking to Veronica, our closest neighbour and the mother of Becky, my old school friend.


‘Have you only just got back?’ she asks me with surprise.


I nod reluctantly and raise my glass to chink hers and Veronica’s before taking a sip.


Mum tried to convince me to put Emilie to sleep in their bedroom, but the thought of waking up a teething toddler in the dead of night and expecting her to transfer to her cot after a twenty-minute taxi ride… She would have kept us awake for hours.


We could have stayed here, but… nice solitary Airbnb vs full house… No contest. It seemed worth sacrificing the return journey time for the peace and quiet.


‘Never mind, you’re here now.’ Mum pats me on my arm.


She doesn’t do ‘I told you so’, Supermum that she is.


I’m not even being sarcastic.


‘I hear you’re moving to Australia?’ Veronica chips in as my father excuses himself from his friends and comes over.


‘That’s the plan,’ I reply with a smile at Dad as he throws his arm around my shoulder.


‘As long as neither of them gets a criminal record before their visa application is sent off,’ Dad teases, repeating Theo’s joke from earlier.


He gives me a kiss on my temple, the smell of whisky on his breath. The weight of his arm is familiar and comforting.


Oddly, I miss him, even though he’s standing right next to me. Is this what anticipatory homesickness feels like?


‘How’s Becky?’ I ask Veronica, feeling bad that I don’t already know the answer.


‘She’s really well,’ Veronica replies warmly as Dad lets me go again. I shoot him a smile, hoping he doesn’t stray far. ‘Did you know she’s expecting?’


‘No!’ I feel a pang at my ignorance. ‘When’s the baby due?’


‘Late August, so he or she will either be the youngest in their year, or the oldest if they don’t grace us with their presence until September. Becky doesn’t mind either way; she’s just glad it’s not Christmas.’


‘I bet,’ I say with a laugh.


Becky’s own birthday is overshadowed by Christmas. Emilie was also born in December, but she was an accident, so her date of arrival was down to the luck of the gods. I have no idea if Becky and her husband were trying for a baby or not.


‘She was so sorry she couldn’t be here,’ Veronica continues. ‘She would have loved to have caught up with you. She and Robin are in Canada at his sister’s wedding. I have a horrible feeling Becky’s going to like it there so much that she’ll also decide to emigrate.’


‘Oh, no, she won’t,’ Mum says dismissively, trying to reassure her old friend.


Her reaction makes me feel guilty: my parents are gutted that we’re moving abroad.


‘I would have loved to catch up with her too,’ I say, and it’s true. Once, my high school bestie and I were inseparable, but now an entire year can go by without us exchanging a word. It’s not that we meant to grow apart, we just did.


‘She and Robin sent a lovely card.’ Mum nods at the crammed side table.


‘Jamie read them out earlier,’ Veronica adds.


‘You missed the telegrams!’ Mum realises with dismay.


I stare at her and she has the grace to look awkward.


So, not only did Jamie read out all the messages sent by those who couldn’t make it – something that surely should have been my responsibility – but I wasn’t here. Did anyone even notice my absence?


‘There was one from George,’ she adds, and my jealousy is immediately scrubbed out by another emotion I couldn’t even begin to describe.


‘George Thompson?’ I ask with barely contained disbelief.


Mum nods, blissfully ignorant of what this news is doing to me.


In a daze, I walk over to the side table and pick up card after card until his handwriting leaps out at me, immediately recognisable with its small neat letters and left-handed slant.




Dear Carrie and Ivan,


I saw the article in the paper and felt compelled to write. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get in touch, but I wanted to say thank you for all that you did for me. I’ve thought about you often over the years. I’m doing okay and hope you are too. You look well in the picture.


Wishing you both a very happy birthday and a (hopefully) relaxing retirement.


George Thompson





His handwriting has hardly changed in almost thirteen years, yet he sounds completely alien.


Suddenly I see him clearly inside my mind: long legs, high cheekbones, chestnut curls, dark eyes…


Every hair on my body stands on its end.


George saw the article?


The local rag ran a piece about my parents and it was picked up by one of the nationals. But where did he see it, the local or the national newspaper? Somewhere online? Where is he?


I turn the card over, searching for a return address and finding nothing.


‘Hey.’


The sound of Theo’s voice causes me to spin around. He looks at the card and then at me, with my rabbit-caught-in-the-headlights expression.


‘Oh, yeah,’ he says flatly. ‘Jamie read it out earlier.’


‘I heard.’ My hand is shaking as I return the card to the side table.


‘Thought he was gone for good.’ His tone is quiet, uneasy.


‘I thought so too.’ I swallow hard and turn back to him.


‘Theo Whittington!’


We both start as Alfred, an elderly farmer from the surrounding area, interrupts from a nearby huddle. The old man hobbles over to say hello, unaware that we’re having a ‘moment’.


‘Now then! How are you, lad? I swear you look more like your father every time I see you.’


‘Hello there,’ Theo replies amiably, somehow managing to sound cheerful.


I step closer to his side and take his cool hand in mine as Alfred persists in making small talk.


If there’s one thing Theo hates, it’s being compared to his father.


He squeezes my hand, hard.





Later, in the taxi, I take the middle seat because I want to be close to my husband.


He climbs into the car beside me and buckles up, slipping his arm around my waist as we leave the party lights behind us.


He’s on edge until we pass by the imposing stone gateposts and gatehouse of his former home, but once that obstacle has been cleared, he relaxes and pulls me close.


‘You look so beautiful tonight,’ he murmurs in my ear. ‘I like this dress on you.’


It’s black with long sleeves and a hemline that skims my knees.


I tilt my face up and he dips his head, giving me a gentle kiss. I lean into him, wanting more, and he doesn’t disappoint. The smell of his cigarettes lingers as he kisses me, deep and slow, but I don’t mind the taste on his tongue as much as I did the last time he started smoking again. Maybe it’s something to do with the nostalgic feelings that the evening has dredged up. The past seems closer somehow, more tangible, within reach.


I push my fingers into his dark hair, feeling heady. I’ve consumed so much wine in the last couple of hours in my attempt to make up for lost time that I realise I’m actually quite drunk.


Theo’s hands slide along the curve of my waist and I breathe in sharply, a thrill darting through me.


The car jolts to the left and right in quick succession as the driver corrects his line.


Theo tenses and breaks away, giving the rear-view mirror a black look. He takes his arm out from behind my waist and places his hand on my knee.


I’m figuring that’s the end of our make-out session for now. These winding country roads are dangerous enough without giving our voyeuristic driver additional distractions.





We’re staying on the outskirts of Harrogate, a few miles away. I’ve been checking my phone intermittently throughout the evening and Katy has obliged me with repeated ‘all is quiet’ texts. I let her know we’re on our way back and she opens the door straight away to our light rat-a-tat-tat.


‘Hello!’ she exclaims in a loud whisper, her long blond hair swinging in a thick high ponytail as she steps out of the way. ‘Did you have a good night?’


‘Yes, thank you. How was she?’


‘Perfect!’ she replies to my relief, hopping on one foot as she pulls on a trainer. ‘Not a peep! I checked on her a few times, though,’ she adds hurriedly, shoving her toes into the other shoe.


‘Thank you.’


Theo plies her with the wad of cash we counted out on the return journey. ‘I’ll see you to the taxi,’ he says. ‘We’ve already paid the driver.’


While Theo walks Katy outside to the waiting car, I kick off my heels and go to look in on Emilie. Our daughter is fast asleep, sprawled out on her back with her arms spreadeagled like a starfish. It’s hot in here – it’s only March, but the heating has been turned up too high – and a few strands of her dark-blond hair are plastered to her forehead. I can’t resist carefully brushing them aside, holding my breath as she stirs. She falls still again so I crack open the window to let in a whisper of cold night air and quietly leave her room.


Theo is standing inside the front door, looking uncertain.


‘You okay?’ I ask.


‘Yeah,’ he brushes me off.


‘What is it?’


He hesitates, shifting on his feet. ‘I didn’t like that taxi driver.’


‘Why? Because he was perving on us?’


‘No, more than that. I have a bad feeling about him.’


‘Are you worried about Katy?’ Now I’m concerned. Theo’s instincts are usually correct, and although he can be overprotective, Katy is only seventeen. The thought of anything happening to her…


He frowns and then shrugs. ‘I’m sure it’s fine. I asked her – in front of the driver – to text us as soon as she got home, so he knows we’ll be checking up on her.’


‘Good thinking.’


‘Emilie okay?’


‘Out cold.’


He gives me a small smile, his twilight eyes framed by dark lashes.


I slide my hands up and over his toned chest to rest on his shoulders. It’s more of a reach than usual – he’s still got his shoes on. I’m tall at five foot eight and Theo is a little under six foot, so when I’m wearing heels, we’re almost the same height.


He leans down to kiss me.


George was taller…


I push out the thought and focus on the feeling of Theo’s hands skimming my waist. He pulls me against him as our kiss deepens and I want him, like I haven’t wanted him in ages. I’m tugging his shirt out of his trousers when he stills my fingers.


‘Let’s wait until we hear back from Katy.’


I sigh, but nod in agreement, resting my head against his shoulder. I like that he cares. When I first met him, it seemed as though he cared about nothing and no one, but how wrong I was about that. It’s because he cares that he had to build a fortress around himself.


My heart hurts for the boy Theo used to be. And once again my thoughts are pulled towards another boy and the pain he suffered…


‘You okay?’ Theo asks, sensing the shift in my mood.


‘Fine,’ I reassure him, lifting my head and nodding at his pocket. ‘Any word yet?’


His brow furrows and he digs out his phone to check the screen. ‘No. She’ll probably text you though, right?’


I hunt out my phone from my clutch but that, too, is silent.


‘How about a drink?’ Theo asks.


I smile at him. ‘I don’t think I need another one, do you?’


‘Tea?’


‘Go on, then. You don’t seem that drunk,’ I note as I follow him into the kitchen.


‘I’m not. I slowed down when you got back to the party. Sorry I smoked.’ He shoots me an apologetic look as he fills the kettle and switches it on. ‘I won’t start up again.’


‘You’d gone without for so long this time,’ I point out gently.


‘I know.’ He rests against the counter, facing me. ‘I love you.’


‘I love you too.’


‘You really do look so beautiful tonight,’ he murmurs, reaching up to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. ‘I’m sorry you missed part of the party. You know I would have been happy to bring Emilie back here myself.’


‘I do know. Thank you.’


It was only that she tends to nod off faster when I do bedtimes. I didn’t want her to be unsettled for her first time with a babysitter.


The kettle boils and Theo makes us tea, but we’re both preoccupied.


He checks his watch again. ‘Katy should be home by now,’ he mutters. ‘She’s only in Killinghall.’


The village is less than two miles from here.


‘I’ll text her,’ I say, typing one out.


We wait, but there’s no reply, and no notification to show us that the message has been received.


‘There might not be any phone reception,’ Theo speculates.


I dial her number. ‘It’s ringing,’ I tell him, waiting on tenterhooks.


The phone rings out and goes to voicemail.


‘Shit,’ Theo exclaims, his anxiety building. ‘What about your dad – can you get her parents’ number from him?’


Katy is the daughter of one of Dad’s market buddies.


‘Her parents are away,’ I remind him. ‘Otherwise they would have been there tonight.’


‘You could get her home number, though,’ he points out.


‘And wake the whole household? Her nan’s there, looking after Katy’s younger brothers.’


Theo gives me a helpless look. ‘Better than the alternative,’ he says simply.


Reluctantly, I ring my dad, but he doesn’t answer his phone. I try the home phone, but that also goes unanswered. The party was still in full swing when we left, so I doubt anyone can hear it ringing.


‘She’s probably forgotten to call,’ I rationalise as Theo tries Katy’s number again.


He shakes his head, his lips drawn into a thin line. ‘I’m going to drive to her place,’ he says at last.


‘Theo, you can’t!’ I exclaim with alarm. ‘You’ve been drinking!’


‘I feel fine!’ he insists. ‘It’s only a few minutes away. You may be right and she has forgotten, but I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to her.’


‘Let me call Dad again,’ I say hastily, but Theo is already reaching for his car keys.


‘I’ll be back in two secs,’ he says simply, giving me a kiss.


‘Theo, wait!’ I grab his wrist.


‘Honestly, Leah, I feel totally sober!’ He laughs lightly and detaches himself, opening the door. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’


The door clicks shut behind him.










Chapter 1 Now



‘You have to sit really quietly, okay?’ I remind Emilie in a whisper.


‘Where’s Gramps?’ she asks in a tiny voice that shatters my already fragile heart.


‘He’s in the coffin, sweetheart,’ I tell her again, dragging a sodden tissue across my nose.


She peers towards the front of the church. ‘In the brown box?’ she asks curiously, glancing sideways at me with her big hazel eyes.


‘Yes, darling.’ I take her hand as the minister starts to speak.


Mum reaches for my other hand. She’s trembling.


Emilie wriggles on her bottom, looking up at the cream stone archways and the high oak beams overhead.


Perhaps it was wrong of me to bring a three-and-a-half-year-old to a funeral, but the thought of leaving my daughter today was more than I could bear. In some ways it’s good to have a distraction. It means I have to hold myself together.


‘Is that a dragon?’ she asks, her high-pitched voice piping up over the sound of the minister’s solemn address.


‘Shh, baby,’ I repeat softly, imploringly.


‘Look,’ she insists, pointing past my shoulder to the left-hand wall of the church.


I indulge her, following her gaze to a stained-glass window that does indeed appear to feature a large golden-red dragon being slain by St George, but before I can say anything in agreement, I see him.


My George.


Shock detonates my insides.


His head is bowed and his burnt-caramel-coloured hair is riddled with familiar-looking curls. Coupled with the strong shape of his jaw and his high cheekbones, he’s instantly recognisable.


Mum lets go of my hand and I quickly face forward again, my heart pounding against my ribcage. I realise with a start that Mum is standing up along with everyone else, so I hasten to do the same, my fingers fumbling with the Order of Service as the opening chords of ‘Jerusalem’ surge from the church organ.


The congregation begins to sing, but I can’t find the words, and then Mum is holding the right page in front of me.


Her voice is weak, wavering and full of emotion. This is one of Dad’s all-time favourite songs and I want to do it justice – do him justice – but I can’t catch my breath.


Emilie climbs up onto the pew so once again I’m sidetracked, making sure she doesn’t fall. I feel an overwhelming, overbearing surge of longing for Theo. I’ve grown used to coping alone, somehow, but there are times when I really need him, and this is one of those times.


George is here. The realisation slams into me.


After all these years.


I feel the presence of him, prickling over my skin. He’s two rows behind me and it’s hard to not turn around.


Have you seen me, George? Have you noticed Emilie? Do you know about her, about Theo?


Jamie is speaking. I was asked if I’d like to say something, but how could I get up and talk at a time like this? I don’t understand how Jamie can. He sounds so strong, so composed. I force myself to concentrate.


‘He never raised his voice, he never lifted a hand in anger. He persevered when things got tough, and he always listened with empathy and patience. He gave so many children and young people stability and consistency, and above all that, he gave them love. I would not be the man I am without him.’


Jamie continues to speak, but my mind is all over the place. A murmur of laughter disrupts the sound of the other mourners’ sniffling, but I don’t know what Jamie has said to amuse them. I’m numb, in shock from so much more than my beloved father having a fatal heart attack out in the fields. After living his life for others, how could he die alone?


At that thought, grief swallows me whole. Mum clasps my hand again, her own body giving way to shuddering sobs, and Emilie clambers onto my lap and loops her soft little arms around my neck.


Jamie catches my eye from up at the lectern and his face crumples. He breaks off and hunches over and it suddenly sounds as though the whole congregation is falling apart with us.





The funeral reception is being held at Dad’s favourite pub, by the church in Masham, where he used to religiously drink a single pint with his pals after each of the town’s two market days: Theakston’s Old Peculier on Wednesdays, Black Sheep Bitter on Saturdays. He refused to choose between the town’s two breweries, unable to do favourites, even when it came to beer.


There are more people here today than there were at Mum and Dad’s party a couple of years ago, but I haven’t seen George. He wasn’t at the graveside when Jamie and the other pallbearers lowered Dad into the ground, or if he was, he stayed out of sight.


I wonder how he knew about the funeral.


I take Emilie to the bathroom and, while she’s washing her hands, catch an unfortunate glimpse of my reflection in the mirror above the basin. I was pleased with my hair when I had it done a few weeks ago – it made me feel somewhat human again – but now the lighter shade looks too bright against my red, splotchy face, and the new shorter length seems limp as it falls somewhere between my chin and shoulders. I’m wearing black for the first time in over two years – the same dress I wore that evening I’d give anything to forget. Theo told me I looked beautiful in it and I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away.


I don’t feel beautiful now. I’ve shrunk inside the fabric, smaller in every way, and not merely physically.


Averting my gaze, I perfunctorily dry my daughter’s hands and lead her out of the bathroom.


‘… drunk-driving accident.’


I jolt to a stop at overhearing this shred of conversation.


There are three women of about my age, standing by the bar. They’re huddled together, having a good old chinwag.


‘He only got five years,’ one of them says.


‘That’s outrageous! Five years for getting two people killed?’


‘Three if you count the fact that the woman was pregnant,’ the third girl chips in.


‘Apparently, he could be out in two and a half…’


Their gasps of disapproval are audible, but I can no longer see them because Jamie has stepped in front of me. He turns around and loudly says to them, ‘Oi. Time and a place, yeah?’


The group falls silent. One of them peers round my foster brother and her eyes widen. I recognise her now – we went to school together – but we weren’t friends.


‘Sorry,’ she mumbles.


She and her friends collect their drinks and handbags and scurry outside to the patio.


‘You okay?’ Jamie asks, cupping the side of my face with his hand.


I nod shakily.


‘Pick me up, Uncle Jamie!’ Emilie chirps.


‘You want me to pick you up?’ he asks with mock astonishment. ‘You want me to pick you up and break my back?’


She nods up at him eagerly, beaming.


‘You’re so big now, I don’t know if I can.’ He bends down and groans, making a huge deal out of heaving her into his arms. He pretends to drop her, she bursts out laughing, and some of the pain is eased from my heart.


Jamie looks past me and his eyebrows jump up, and when I glance over my shoulder, George is ducking under the door frame on his way into the pub. He straightens up and his eyes lock with mine and then everything else becomes blurred around the edges.


I thought he was tall before, but he was a boy compared to the man he is now: six foot four at least, and perfectly proportioned, with long limbs and broad shoulders encased in a well-fitted dark-grey suit.


‘George!’ Jamie says, and George’s dark eyes move away from mine to meet his.


‘Jamie,’ he says in a slow, deep voice that seems even slower and deeper than it used to be. He extends a hand.


Jamie shakes it. ‘Good to see you.’


George nods at him and, again, his gaze returns to me.


‘Hello, Leah.’ The greeting resonates through my whole body.


I swallow and stare up at him, and after all these years, after everything I’ve wanted to say, words elude me.


‘And this is Emilie,’ Jamie fills the silence. ‘This is George,’ he says to my daughter in a chirpy voice. ‘George used to live with us at Gramps and Nanna’s.’


Jamie was almost eighteen at the time, on the verge of ‘ageing out’ of the care system. We already had a full house: two young sisters plus thirteen-year-old Joanne squeezed into one bedroom; and Preston, age fourteen, with Jamie in another. Then there was me, of course, in my box room that was tiny, yet the envy of Joanne, who hated having to share.


There certainly wasn’t room for George, but the social worker was desperate, as I overheard Dad telling Mum.


‘She asked if he could have the study until Preston’s bed becomes available.’


‘Did you tell her we would’ve liked a longer grace period for Preston?’


The boy was soon to be reunited with his mother, but my parents weren’t at all convinced that it would work out long term.


‘I did, so she asked about Jamie,’ Dad replied. ‘I said, “He may well be about to turn eighteen, but that doesn’t mean we’ll be kicking him out.”’


‘How old is George?’ Mum asked.


‘Fifteen, so he’d be in Leah’s year.’


‘Mm, not ideal.’


‘This would be his fourth placement,’ Dad added. ‘She thinks he would benefit from being out of the city.’


‘Don’t say no to him on my account,’ I snapped, entering the kitchen and hunting out a bag of microwave popcorn from the larder cupboard. ‘What’s one more?’


My parents were silent until I left the room.


I went to Becky’s soon afterwards. It was the last day of the Easter holidays, a bonus teacher-training day that we’d forgotten about. It was also the last day I’d know life without George. My parents bowed predictably under pressure from his social worker and he was there by the time I returned home.


Little did I know how important he’d become to me. In the months that followed, I would give him my heart and he’d break it.


And now here he is again, and I feel as open and exposed and as raw as I did when he left.










Chapter 2 Then



‘See you on the bus!’ I call to Becky as she waves me off from her bedroom window.


‘Bye!’ she calls back with a grin, waiting as usual until I’ve gone through the field gate before ducking inside to get ready for school.


It’s a stunning morning. The birds woke the two of us up with a dawn chorus that was so loud it sounded as though they were in the room with us. They certainly had something to sing about: the skies are cornflower blue and the low April sunshine is casting my shadow four storeys high across the frost-encrusted hills. The weather forecast claims it’ll be twenty-two degrees today and my spirits are soaring after such a grim Easter. All we’ve had for weeks is grey skies and perpetual drizzle.


Last night was so much fun. I’ve never stayed over at someone’s house on a school night before. In fact, Mum had actually messaged to ask me to come home early – they’d agreed to take in that boy I’d overheard them discussing and she was preparing a special meal.


‘Oh, for goodness sake!’ Becky had exclaimed when the text came in. ‘You’re always having welcome dinners!’


I wanted to stay at Becky’s house. I knew that, if I went home, everyone would be on edge, this new arrival would probably throw things or break things or refuse to eat and there would be a horrible atmosphere hanging over everyone and everything.


So I caved and called Mum. ‘Can’t I skip this one? I’m having a really nice time with Becky and I’d like to end the Easter holidays on a high note.’


Rather than the low note it was sure to end on if I came home.


I left that last part unsaid, but Mum heard it, loud and clear.


She relented – I don’t ask for much – and I went on to spend the rest of the evening trying to forget the trace of disappointment in her voice.


It’s not as though I don’t go out of my way for my foster siblings, but sometimes, just sometimes, I’d like to come first.


Crunching through the frosty paddock in my wellies, I swerve around thawing cow pats and squelch through boggy, muddy patches created by too many hooves. Becky’s family own the neighbouring cattle farm and their herd is way more destructive than ours.


When we moved to North Yorkshire from London eight years ago, my parents bought seven alpacas. That herd has expanded to twenty-six, but thanks to their soft, padded two-toed feet and an inclination to go to the loo in the same spot, our animals don’t wreak havoc on the land.


I can see some of them now, grazing on the top paddock. Around the other side of the farm are the boys – even my parents can’t bring themselves to call them studs, or machos, which is their Spanish name. They’re boys and girls to us, although we usually call their babies by their proper title: cria.


I smile up at our girls with affection. They’re so pretty. I can never understand why some people go to the trouble of dyeing their fleece. Their natural colouring is gorgeous: white, beige, fawn, grey, brown, black and several shades in between.


Marigold is larking about with Mistletoe, her snowy white fleece glistening under the sun and contrasting with the glossy black of her playmate. They were born last June, along with Marshmallow, who’s rose grey. He’s in with the other boys now and seems to be settling well. Males and females have to be kept separate once they reach a certain age to avoid unplanned matings, but I always hate to see the young taken from their mothers.


Crossing into our land, I carry on walking, gazing up the hill to the point where the green grass of our fields gives way to a rugged, rockier terrain. We live on the outskirts of Brimham Rocks in an ‘Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty’, as my dad never tires of telling us. The main outcrop of rocks is a bit of a trek away, but I prefer it at the edge, away from the tourists. Sometimes I head up there to escape from it all.


‘I’m back!’ I shout as I come through the kitchen door, but I doubt anyone hears me over the sound of Nia wailing. I assume she’s making the fuss rather than her older sister. Ashlee is three, but she’s a mouse. I dread to think what she’s suffered to make her that way. My parents tend to spare me the details, and, for my own sanity, I try not to ask.


I jog upstairs, hoping the bathroom I share with the girls is empty because I really need to wash my hair. Typically, it’s not.


‘Are you going to be long?’ I call through the door.


There’s no answer from inside, or if there is, I can’t hear it over the sound of Nia crying.


‘Joanne!’ I shout, presuming the thirteen-year-old is the culprit. ‘How long will you be? I need to wash my hair before school.’


‘I’m washing my hair!’ Joanne shouts back angrily.


I bet she’s using my favourite shampoo too. And the water will no doubt be cold by the time I get in there.


I should have had a shower at Becky’s. My friend’s older brothers have both left home and she has a bathroom all to herself. I could kill her for it.


‘Use our en suite,’ Mum interrupts, appearing at the door of the girls’ bedroom with Nia in her arms. She’s rubbing the eight-month-old baby’s back soothingly and the crying seems to be lessening in volume.


I stomp into my room and grab my things, as well as the spare towel I’ve learned to keep in here, then head down the corridor to my parents’ bedroom.


‘Nice to see you too,’ I mutter under my breath. ‘I had a great time, thanks for asking.’





I’m late by the time I come downstairs, too late to have breakfast. I didn’t have time to dry my long hair before I plaited it, so it’s trickling droplets of water from the light-brown tips onto my blazer.


It’s chaos in the kitchen, lunches being thrown together, school bags being emptied and repacked. Joanne and Preston are fighting over the last packet of salt-and-vinegar crisps and my dad is in the thick of it, buttering sandwiches and trying to cool the argument before it escalates. Jamie is bouncing a now-smiling baby Nia on his knee while encouraging Ashlee to eat her porridge. I look around for Mum and spy her on her knees in the adjacent living room.


‘I’m sorry, George,’ I hear her say. ‘You’re so much taller than Jamie. We’ll go shopping this afternoon.’


She gets to her feet. ‘Okay, everyone!’ she calls out as she comes into the kitchen, looking harried. ‘The bus will be here in one minute! Outside.’


‘Leah, have you eaten?’ Dad asks as some toast pops up and Jamie passes Nia to Mum.


‘No, but I’m fine.’


‘Quick, take this,’ he insists, smearing butter and homemade blackberry jam onto the slice.


‘Thanks, Dad,’ I reply gratefully, easing my rucksack onto the crowded wooden countertop as the older kids noisily exit the kitchen into the courtyard. With the toast clenched between my teeth, I shove my lunchbox and water bottle into my bag, zip it up and turn around to face the room, swinging my rucksack over my shoulder as I do so.


A tall skinny boy is standing in the kitchen.


‘Do you need some help with your tie, son?’ Dad asks him.


It’s hanging around his neck, but hasn’t been done up.


George shakes his head.


Dad pops a sandwich, a can of Coke and a packet of crisps into a white paper bag and offers it to George. ‘In case you don’t fancy a school dinner,’ he says.


As George takes the bag from him, I inadvertently glance down and realise what Mum was doing in the living room: George is wearing Jamie’s spare school uniform and his trousers are at least three inches too short for him, even though Jamie is almost three years his senior. Mum has let down the hem, but they’re still not long enough, and now they also have a visible crease running around the rim.


When I look up again, George is staring straight at me. No, not staring, glaring. His jaw is set and there’s hatred in his dark eyes.


My stomach drops.


‘Oh, George, this is Leah!’ Mum exclaims, jiggling Nia on her hip. ‘Off you go, you two, you can chat on the bus.’


And with that, she shoves me out the door.


I shoot a sideways look at George, but he stalks off ahead of me in the direction of the others.


The bus comes around the corner so I shove the rest of my toast into my mouth and step up my pace. I’m last to board, but Becky always saves me a seat. She grins and waves as I follow George on. He slides into the first vacant row he comes to, only one row ahead of my friend. I try to catch his eye as I pass, hoping I can offer him a friendly smile to make up for noticing his too-short trousers, but he’s already turned to stare out the window.


I sigh and flop down next to Becky.


‘Newbie?’ she whispers.


‘Shh,’ I hiss.


‘Pretty hot.’


I gape at her sideways, my eyes wide in warning.


She giggles at me. ‘What? Sorry, but he is.’


‘He’s angry,’ I whisper.


‘Nothing new there.’


‘Nope,’ I reply drily.


‘It’s all right, he’s putting his music on,’ Becky points out, and through the crack between the seats in front of us, we can make out a white headphone lead trailing up to his ears. ‘What’s his story, then?’


I shrug. ‘Wouldn’t have a clue.’





Becky Norton and I have been best friends since we met, aged seven, shortly after my parents and I moved here from London. She was a right little ragamuffin back then, always seemed to be splattered with mud and God knows what else. We met during the summer holidays when she’d go days without brushing her hair. It was as long as it is now, dark-chocolate-brown, thick and unruly. Back then it got wilder and more tangled as the holidays went on so I barely recognised her when school started and she looked so polished and put-together.


Becky’s parents, Veronica and William, were one of the few local families to extend the hand of friendship after we arrived. My parents had already caused a bit of a stir by selling off the sheep that came with the farm and investing in alpacas instead. As far as the local farmers were concerned, we were hobby farmers, not to be taken seriously. Frankly, we were a laughing stock, but none of them found it remotely funny when my parents started fostering. I remember Mum saying that, overnight, her babysitting options shrank to almost non-existent. My playdate and birthday party invitations suffered as well.


It didn’t help that the kids my parents took in were almost always angry, troubled teenagers. They knew from their experience of working within the field – Mum used to be a social worker and Dad was a family court clerk – that the younger teenagers were the hardest to place. Easier were the older teens who would ‘age out’ of the care system before long, and little ones who were considered generally more manageable. There was a distinct lack of foster families who were willing to take in younger teenagers with their hormones and angst, not to mention explosive tempers – and that’s without even considering the unimaginable emotional trauma they’d endured. That trauma naturally manifested in unpredictable behaviours, which many foster parents struggled to handle, resulting in countless young people being moved on and on, often ending up in children’s homes.


So my parents decided to focus mainly on these kids, resolving to provide long-term stable foster care that wouldn’t crumble at the first hurdle.


I admire them for that decision, respect them for it, but there have also been times when I have really resented them.


The teenagers who come here need my parents more than I do. That’s a fact. But sometimes I need them too and they’re not always emotionally available to me. It’s hard sharing them.





‘Has the bus broken down?’ Becky asks with confusion as we come to a stop outside a familiar gatehouse, nestled amongst large laurel bushes and tucked behind a high wrought-iron fence. I lean past her and glimpse tall cream stone gateposts.


If you head through those gates and follow the winding road for about half a mile, past rolling green fields punctuated with mature oak trees and roaming deer, you’ll come to one of the nicest country houses in the area. I know because I visited it once with my parents.


The bus doors whoosh open, but before we can find out what’s up, a boy appears, wearing our school uniform.


His jaw-length hair is almost black, his eyebrows are dark slashes on his pale angular face and his eyes are the deep blue of oceans.


‘What the hell?’ Becky says under her breath as he flashes his bus pass at the driver and makes his way down the aisle.


She’s not the only one wondering what wealthy, stuck-up, boarding-school boy Theo Whittington is doing on our state school bus.


Theo ignores the whispers and drops his slim frame into the vacant seat directly in front of me. Why he chooses to sit there is a mystery – there are serious don’t-fuck-with-me vibes coming off George in the seat next to him.


The bus trundles off again, but the chatter increases in volume.


‘Oi!’ comes a shout from down the back. ‘Oi, you!’


‘Here we go,’ Becky says with a sigh.


‘Fancy boy!’ the shout comes again.


In the crack between the seats, I see George throw a quizzical look at Theo, but the other boy is facing straight ahead.


‘What’re you doing on our bus?’ comes the shout again.


‘Leave it out, Pete,’ I hear Jamie say wearily.


‘What’s up with you?’ Pete asks. ‘I only want to know what Posh Lad is doing on our bus.’


‘Nowt to do with you, is it, fella?’ Jamie replies.


That shuts Pete up.


For now.





Theo is the first one off the bus, on his feet and moving towards the front of the vehicle before it even comes to rest in the bay. The driver grumbles, but Theo doesn’t say a word of apology as he waits for the doors to open. I watch him through the window as he heads for the school building. I’m so distracted that I bump into the back of George as he’s sliding out of his seat.


‘Sorry!’ I gasp as he stiffens and freezes.


‘After you,’ he says pointedly, sarcastically.


‘No, go on.’


My tone is neutral, but there is no way I am moving until he does. Perhaps he senses my determination because he unfolds his long body without another word and straightens up. His blazer is too short for his arms as well – my parents really need to sort that out.


George lopes off the bus with his head bowed and his shoulders bunched together. A few paces later, he hesitates, looking ahead at the wide squat building stretched out in front of us, starkly grey against the vibrant green grass of the hill behind it.


‘I can take you to the office,’ I offer as I come to a stop at his side.


‘Just point me in the right direction,’ he mutters, not meeting my eyes.


‘I’ll take you,’ I insist, hoping for a fresh start. ‘It’s this way.’ I walk towards Reception, expecting him to follow. ‘Will you let Mr Balls know what I’m doing?’ I call over my shoulder to Becky.


‘Will do,’ she replies.


I glance at George in time to catch his smirk.


‘Whatever you’re thinking, he’s heard it all before.’


‘Poor guy.’


‘See if you still feel that way when he’s droning on in History.’


We walk the rest of the way in silence, but I feel better after our light-hearted exchange just now.


Theo is at Reception when we arrive. I’m about to leave George to it, but Miss Chopra, the school administrator, spies me. ‘Ah, Leah!’ she says brightly. ‘Could you take Theo with you to Mr Balls?’


‘Sure,’ I reply with a nod, hoping for similar camaraderie from Theo at hearing our form tutor’s name. Instead I receive only cold detachment.


‘Oh, and is this George?’ Miss Chopra asks, noticing who I’m with.


My parents will have called ahead.


‘Yes,’ George and I reply at the same time.


George grimaces, not appreciating me answering for him, I suspect.


‘Could you wait a minute and take him too?’ Miss Chopra asks me.


‘Sure,’ I repeat, albeit weaker this time around.


Theo looks thoroughly pissed off as he slings his bag over his shoulder. Not a rucksack, like the rest of us have, but a brown leather satchel. Are those his initials stamped onto it? TW. I think of Pete and realise it’s only a matter of time before this perfect boy gets the shit kicked out of him.


And he is perfect. Smart black blazer that looks as though it’s been tailored to fit, black trousers with hems that rest lightly on polished, expensive-looking shoes, a pristine starched white shirt and a red-and-grey striped tie, hung at exactly the right length. I’ve seen my dad knot enough ties to know that this takes practice. George’s effort is a case in point.


I meet Theo’s eyes and realise I’ve been staring.


‘Hi, I’m Leah.’ I force the words from my mouth.


He exhales heavily and averts his gaze, not even dignifying my introduction with an acknowledgement.


Still as much of a tosser as I remember him to be, then.





I’ve caught glimpses of the Whittington family a few times over the years. Theo has an older brother called Acton who looks as though he has a rod shoved up his butt, and his mum, Sylvie, is even more comically haughty. But Theo’s dad Edwin is the worst of them, having once snubbed my parents at a local charity ball, an offence I only heard snippets about later.


None of this could deter Mum and Dad from visiting the Whittington residence three years ago when it was featured on the Open Gardens calendar. It was the first time the gardens had been opened to the public since we’d moved to North Yorkshire and my parents were keen to turn the day into a fun family outing.


There were five of us in total as well as my parents: Shauna, who was seventeen; Tara and Brandon, both fourteen; fifteen-year-old Jamie; and me, age twelve. We travelled there in our battered old army green Land Rover which had had seat belts fitted to the rear bench seats. I remember the journey clearly because Brandon had refused to shower since his arrival two days earlier and he stank of putrid old sweat, greasy hair and sharp, fresh body odour.


I felt nauseous, even with the windows open, jiggling around next to him on the slippery wooden bench. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one struggling to breathe, but unspoken etiquette made us all hold our tongues.


Others had no such qualms.


A temporary café had been installed in one of the barns and after exploring the gardens, we headed there for afternoon tea. Theo and his brother were inside, helping to serve tea and cakes as part of an initiative to raise money for charity. Neither looked happy to be there.


Acton towered over Theo at the time and still does, a strawberry blond beefcake of a young man who, at the age of eighteen, was the spitting image of his father. Theo’s supermodel-tall mother also has fair hair, which was partly why Theo fascinated me when Becky first pointed him out to me in Harrogate the year before. With his slightly pointy features and dark satiny hair, he looked like he didn’t belong in this family of blond giants. He was the Dark Prince among them, a fragile, beautiful boy.


So, despite the grim set of Theo’s face, I felt a small thrill at being close to him.


And then he spoke.


‘What is that smell?’ he asked his brother distastefully in a high, reedy voice.


The whole family was born and bred in Yorkshire, but they didn’t sound it. At twelve, Theo’s warm Northern accent had already been knocked out of him at boarding school.


‘Oh, dear God, they reek!’ Acton scathingly agreed.


‘What is it?’ their mother asked plummily from nearby, scuttling over as my oblivious parents reached the counter.


Sylvie’s face contorted into ugly disgust.


‘Oh no,’ she said, waving her finger at us. ‘Oh no, no, no, no, no. You’ll put people off their food.’


‘Have you no decency?’ my dad asked in a low voice, his face brightening with rage and indignation.


‘Sit outside if you have to, but not in here,’ she snapped, and I remember catching Theo’s eye and wanting to disappear through the floor.





So yeah, I remember Theo Whittington. But I’m not sure he remembers me.
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