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His car was an old Anglia, in only slightly better condition than her father’s van. The engine groaned in complaint when he switched it on and gave an anguished sigh when it was turned off outside the Brennans’ cottage. They’d hardly spoken to each other in the time between.

‘Thank you for the lift,’ Marie said. ‘Are you going back to the wedding now? Marguerite will be wondering where you are.’

‘Then Marguerite can go on wondering. I managed to escape once, I’m not going back to be captured again.’ He folded his arms, grinning. ‘I was hoping you’d ask me in for a cup of tea.’

‘Would you like to come in for a cup of tea, Mickey?’

He jumped out of the car with alacrity. ‘I would indeed, Marie. By the way, what’s happened to your freckles?’

Marie was rooting in her bag for the key. ‘They’re covered with make-up.’

Mickey put a finger under her chin and tipped her face towards his. ‘I prefer you with them,’ he said softly, kissing her cheek.
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Chapter 1

Victoria looked out of her bedroom window at the new estate where Macara Removals & Storage used to be. It was only a tiny estate, surrounded by a shiplap fence, and comprising just seven houses; two mock black-beamed Tudor detached with four bedrooms each, a pair of redbrick semis, and three small, double-fronted bungalows, neatly rendered and painted white, set around a communal, oval-shaped lawn with a freshly planted willow tree in the centre.

To her left, out of sight, there was a row of garages, one for each house. Victoria’s own house, more than a century older than its neighbours, was in a corner facing the road. The pretty garden was packed with sweet-smelling lavender, broom, and dazzling pink peonies, hidden behind a thick privet hedge. Golden ivy covered the walls and had curled itself around the chimneys.

At only half past six on a beautiful July morning – a Saturday – all the curtains were closed and there was no sign of life until two sparrows landed on the willow tree, madly fluttering their wings and making the lacy tendrils shiver delicately.

She had wondered how the builders would persuade people to buy properties crammed so closely together: no front gardens unless you counted the narrow strip of grass barely two feet wide, and not much behind either, but the new development had been christened Victoria Square, giving it a posh, exclusive sort of air, and all had been sold long before the building work was finished. Six were occupied – one bungalow was empty and waiting for the new owners to move in. Three even had names; the detached ones were called Hamilton Lodge and Three Farthings, and one of the bungalows was Clematis Cottage – the tiny green shoots in tubs each side of the front door might well be baby clematis, Victoria couldn’t tell from this distance. The remaining four properties were, so far, unnamed and making do with numbers.

There were some faded photographs in the loft, a century old, showing the land when it had been like a miniature park, full of trees and shrubs and winding paths and even a statue or two. This was before her great-granddad, Fraser Macara, had started a removal business and covered it with tons of concrete, leaving his wife only a fraction of her lovely garden.

First, there’d been just four horses and two carts, but the firm had quickly expanded until the horses and carts had trebled and the animals were accommodated in a row of ramshackle stables. Not long after the First World War, the company had been equipped with lorries – there were photos in the loft of these too; boxy, top-heavy vehicles parked at an angle in a neat row of eight about a metre apart, the drivers wearing coat overalls and bowler hats and standing to attention beside their cabs. It was Macara Removals’ boast that they were the first company of its kind in Liverpool to convert to mechanized transport. The stalls had been removed from the stables, furniture instead of horses had been kept in the run-down building, and the words ‘& Storage’ added to the company name.

‘What would you say if you could see the place now, Gran?’ Victoria mused aloud. ‘We should have done this ages ago. Think of all the money we would have had!’

Things had been tough since Granddad had died leaving behind loads of debts that Gran had been determined to settle. Granddad hadn’t had his father’s flair for business. The company had been a burden he’d found too heavy to bear and had been going steadily downhill for years.

Something was happening in the square. Three Farthings’ front door had opened and a woman emerged, clutching what looked like several envelopes. Victoria had become friends with the developer and knew most people’s names. The woman was Mrs Williams, her husband was a motorcar salesman, and they’d just moved from a place called Lydiate on the outskirts of Liverpool. They had two children, a boy about twenty and a girl a bit younger.

Mrs Williams went next door to Hamilton Lodge and put an envelope through the letterbox. She did the same to the other five houses. ‘I wonder if the Williams are throwing a party or something, Gran.’ Victoria still talked to her grandmother, even though she’d been dead for more than two years. ‘Oh! If it’s a party, she must be inviting me?’ Instead of returning home, Mrs Williams had left the square and, a few minutes later, the letterbox at the front gave its rather rusty clatter.

Victoria shot downstairs, still in her nightie, and opened the door just as Mrs Williams was walking away, having deposited a postcard on the tatty doormat. ‘Hi!’ Victoria beamed.

The woman nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Good morning, Miss Macara. I hope I didn’t disturb you.’

‘No. I’ve been awake for ages. Me Gran was an early riser and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to sleeping in.’ She picked up the postcard. ‘A barbecue! Thanks, I’d love to come. Would you like a coffee? I was just about to make some. Or tea, if you’d prefer.’

Mrs Williams’s face creased into a worried frown, as if she’d been asked to solve a major world crisis. ‘I really should be getting home.’ Then her expression cleared. ‘Oh, it’ll be ages before the others wake up. Coffee would be nice, thank you. I’m glad you can come to the barbecue – bring a friend if you want. You’re my first acceptance. I thought it was about time we all got to know each other.’ She sniffed, rather pathetically. ‘Kirsty, she’s my daughter, is all for it, but my husband thinks I’m a terrible busybody and my son, James, is inclined to agree.’

‘You’re nothing of the sort.’ Victoria led her visitor into the kitchen, flooded with sunlight. ‘I think it’s a brilliant idea, except I won’t have much time to get to know people. I’m off to America a week tomorrow. Sit down and I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘Oh, I say! What a lovely big room. It’s like being in a time warp.’ She immediately looked flustered. ‘I hope you didn’t mind my saying that. Some people might regard it as offensive. What I meant was …’ She ran her hand through her short, untidy hair. ‘What I meant was …’ She paused again, unable to find the words.

‘I know exactly what you meant,’ Victoria said soothingly. ‘It is in a time warp. Gran didn’t approve of change unless she saw a reason for it. She liked the kitchen the way it is, with a nice deep sink and wooden draining boards. The gas cooker’s ancient, but she wouldn’t be parted from it, although she bought a fridge, and there’s an automatic washing machine and a spin dryer in the outhouse and a great big telly in the parlour – the parlour’s even more old-fashioned than the kitchen. Me, I don’t care what the place looks like as long as it’s cheerful. Mind you, once Gran died, I bought meself an electric kettle and a microwave.’ She filled the kettle and switched it on. ‘Sit down, Mrs Williams,’ she said, nudging a chair when she became aware the woman was still standing in the middle of the room, looking lost.

‘Call me Rachel.’ She sat on a creaky pine chair and leaned her elbows on the creaky pine table. ‘It’s got loads of character,’ she whispered, glancing admiringly at the yellow and white gingham curtains that Gran had made, the grey slate floor, the pine dresser that took up half the wall and was filled with crockery that didn’t match, most of which had been there since before Victoria was born. The window sill was full of pot plants.

‘I’m Victoria or Vicky, I don’t mind which.’

‘I’ll call you Victoria. It’s such a pretty name. Is the square called after you?’

‘Yes.’ There wasn’t much that could make Victoria blush, but she blushed now. She was a tough young woman, unfashionably sturdy, with beautiful skin, thick black curly hair and fearless brown eyes that regarded the world with an unflinching stare. ‘The developer didn’t tell me until everything had been settled, the name approved by the council, that sort of thing. He thought I’d be flattered, but it makes me feel uncomfortable, like having a statue erected in my honour.’

‘I’d be embarrassed too.’ Rachel Williams seemed the sort of person who would be embarrassed easily. Her eyes were pale and nervous and looked as if they were used to tears. She gestured all the time with her hands, as if she hadn’t enough confidence in the words themselves, or her voice, to convey what she meant. A sad cotton dress, badly in need of ironing, strained against her stout figure and there were spaces between the buttons down the front. Her large feet were encased in mannish leather sandals. ‘Have you got a job in America?’

‘In New York, yes. I’m really looking forward to it.’

‘I bet you are. I’ve only been abroad a few times, mainly to Cyprus where my brother lived. It must be nice to be young, have the world at your feet sort of thing.’ She looked at Victoria enviously. ‘I’ve never done anything exciting with my life.’

Victoria snorted. ‘You got married and had two children, didn’t you? That’s more than I’ve ever done. And I’m not all that young. I’m twenty-seven.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘Well, I am.’ The kettle boiled. Victoria got to her feet and made the coffee. ‘Do you take milk and sugar?’

‘Just milk, please.’ Rachel’s head drooped. ‘My husband and children don’t think much of me.’

Rachel Williams was beginning to get on Victoria’s nerves, but she had a kind, generous heart and felt more sorry for her than irritated. The woman was badly in need of a kick up the behind. Having no idea how to respond to this rather gloomy assertion, she said the first thing that came into her head. ‘Your children are very lucky to have a mum. Mine died when I was only two. I only know what she looked like from photos. Then me dad left because he couldn’t cope and I came to live with me gran and granddad.’

Rachel looked as if she was about to cry. ‘I’m so sorry. What did your mother die of?’

‘Cancer. She was only twenty.’

‘That’s awful. You must have been very unhappy.’

‘Not a bit of it,’ Victoria said cheerfully. ‘I suppose I was sad at the time, I can’t remember, but I’ve been happy ever since living here.’

‘Gosh! I do admire you for not giving into things. I give in at the drop of a hat.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t.’ Victoria hoped she didn’t sound too brusque. She thought it was time to change the subject. ‘Have you spoken to any of the neighbours yet? I haven’t had the opportunity. I only left work yesterday – for good, that is. Next week, I’ll be getting ready for America.’

‘The people in Hamilton Lodge seem very nice.’ Rachel perked up a bit. ‘Gareth and Debbie Moran, though I can’t help but wonder how such a young couple managed to afford such an expensive house. He’s something to do with computers: a database developer, whatever that is. Frank, that’s my husband, said he wouldn’t earn all that much.’

Victoria grinned, showing a mouthful of strong, white teeth. ‘I’m in the same field meself, except I design websites. I didn’t earn all that much either, although I will in America. Maybe the Morans have got a big mortgage.’ She felt slightly guilty for receiving such a whacking great sum for the land, thus adding thousands of pounds to the cost of each property.

Rachel Williams said sadly that she couldn’t understand computers. Her children had one, Frank used one at work, but she was hopeless. Before she could list all her other inadequacies, Victoria forestalled her by asking if she’d met the people in Clematis Cottage on the other side of Hamilton Lodge.

‘Mr Burrows? He seems very nice, but I didn’t meet his wife, she’s an invalid. I’ve spoken to the pretty girl in one of the semis, Sarah. She has two young children and a baby. I got the impression she’d just separated from her husband and the poor girl doesn’t seem able to cope. I offered to babysit if she ever wanted to go out. The Irish family in the semi next door keep very much to themselves, and so do the couple in the other bungalow, number seven. Have you seen them? The woman looks about forty and she’s absolutely beautiful.’

‘I haven’t seen her, no. I saw the girl called Sarah. She looked terribly harassed. She has a hyphenated surname, Rees-James. The Irish family are the Jordans and they have two teenage boys. I don’t know who’s in the other bungalow.’ A speculator had bought number seven with the intention of renting it out and the empty bungalow had been the last to be purchased: she had no idea by whom. ‘If you’re wondering how I know so much, it’s because I’m nosy. I inherited it from me gran. She was the nosiest person in the world. I was dead miffed, being at work and missing everyone moving in.’

‘You’re just interested in people, that’s not being nosy.’ For the first time, Rachel allowed herself a brief smile, though it quickly vanished. ‘Anyway, I hope they all come to the barbecue. If it’s a wash-out, Frank will only say, “I told you so.”’

Tell Frank to go screw himself, Victoria wanted to say, but it didn’t seem exactly tactful. ‘I’m sure it will be fun, even if not everyone comes.’

‘I thought we could have it on the communal lawn. We could put up a big tree there at Christmas, have firework parties, and that sort of thing.’ Her voice trailed away. ‘I suppose people will think I’m just being a nuisance.’

‘I think you’re marvellous. And if Gran were here, she’d think the same. It’s really nice, getting everyone together, making friends. I almost wish I wasn’t going to America and could become part of it.’

Rachel’s cheeks flushed and her watery eyes brightened. Victoria wanted to throttle Frank Williams for not offering his wife more encouragement. Gran had always taught her she could do anything she wanted and Victoria had grown up believing this to be true.

In Three Farthings, Rachel found Frank in his pyjamas in the kitchen reading a magazine. ‘The kids are still asleep. Where have you been all this time?’ he enquired in his booming voice. He was a big man, six feet tall, and heavily overweight. He was fifty-two and his sandy hair was rapidly receding, exposing more and more of his red, shiny scalp. Despite these signs of ageing, women continued to find him attractive, mainly due to his brash, outgoing personality and the fact that he flattered them mercilessly.

‘I’ve just delivered the invitations to the barbecue,’ Rachel said meekly, knowing he would disapprove.

‘And woken everyone up in the process,’ he sneered.

‘I was very careful not to make a noise, Frank,’ she stammered. ‘I slid the cards through the letterboxes as quietly as I could.’ He was only being awkward. Normally, he loved entertaining.

‘It took you long enough. It was barely daylight when I heard you leave.’ He grinned, but it wasn’t a very nice grin. ‘You woke me up.’ Everything he said held an accusation or criticism of something she had, or hadn’t, done, making her feel that she would never get anything right.

‘I’m sorry, Frank. The reason I was so long is I’ve been talking to Victoria Macara in the old cottage. She’s ever such a nice girl, old-fashioned. She works with computers, like Gareth next door; a web designer, I think she said.’

‘An old-fashioned web designer?’ Frank guffawed. ‘Bit of a misnomer if you ask me.’

‘Well, it’s true,’ Rachel said doggedly. ‘Anyway, she thinks the barbecue is a brilliant idea.’

‘I’m glad someone does.’

Rachel sighed and glanced around the dazzling white kitchen with its gleaming surfaces, matching cupboards and stainless-steel sink. It looked very clinical, like an operating theatre. ‘Later, when we go to the supermarket,’ she said, ‘I’ll get some plants for the window sill.’ She wouldn’t tell Frank she wanted her smart new kitchen to look a bit more like Victoria Macara’s time warp, he’d only laugh.

The sound of the doorbell took them both by surprise. Rachel went to answer it and found a tiny girl outside wearing only a grubby vest and knickers. She carried a teddy bear close to her chest. It was Sarah Rees-James’s eldest child, Tiffany, who was four, and as heartbreakingly pretty as her mother.

‘Good morning,’ Rachel said brightly.

‘Mummy’s dead,’ Tiffany announced in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘I can’t wake her. I want a glass of milk and there’s none in the fridge.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Rachel’s hand went to her throat. ‘Did you hear that, Frank? I’m going over there.’

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ Frank replied tersely, ‘as soon as I’m dressed.’

‘What about my milk?’ Tiffany wailed when Rachel raced down the path and across the lawn to number one where the front door was wide open and the house looked as if a hurricane had swept through it, although it had been the same when Rachel had glimpsed inside the other day. There were dozens of cardboard boxes and plastic bags in the hall and living room waiting to be emptied. She ran upstairs, doing her best to avoid the clothes and toys left dangerously on each stair, into the front bedroom, where Sarah lay, face down in a froth of frilly bedclothes, wearing a dirty T-shirt, and apparently dead to the world.

Rachel shook the inert woman vigorously and after a while a groan emerged. ‘You’re alive!’ she gasped, sinking thankfully onto the edge of the bed.

Sarah groaned again, turned over, and screamed when she saw Rachel, whom she hardly knew, sitting on her bed. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she demanded shakily.

‘Tiffany said you were dead. She gave us a dreadful fright.’

‘I was asleep,’ Sarah said in a croaky voice, ‘fast asleep, having a lovely dream. I didn’t drop off until about three o’clock. Alastair’s teething. I need some of that stuff you dab on gums, I can’t remember what it’s called, and baby Aspirin and Calpol and hundreds more nappies, but before I can buy anything, I have to get money from somewhere. Are there any cash machines around here?’ She sat up, swung her legs out of bed, and looked around the untidy room, as if expecting to see one amidst the jumble of bottles and boxes on the dressing table.

‘I’ll find out,’ Rachel said helpfully. ‘There’s bound to be some on Smithdown Road. If not, I’ll lend you some money. And my husband and I are going shopping later. We’ll get the stuff for you and anything else you need.’

‘Thank you, you’re very kind – I can’t remember your name. I’ve no idea where Smithdown Road is. I don’t know anything any more,’ she wailed. ‘And I need all sorts of other stuff: a kettle, for instance, and an iron, not that I know how to use one, and one of those big flat things you fry things in.’

‘My name’s Rachel, dear, and what you need is called a frying pan.’ She patted Sarah’s hand. ‘Smithdown and Allerton Roads are no distance away. They’re full of shops and there’s a lovely big park directly behind called the Mystery where the children can play when they get older. You’ll find this a really convenient place to live. Liverpool city centre is only a bus ride away. It’s hardly worth taking the car.’

‘This time last week, I lived in a seven-bedroomed house and had a nanny for the children. I’m finding it hard to get used to this – but I will. I’ve promised myself that I will.’ Sarah brushed back her thick, fair hair with a determined gesture. Her dishevelled appearance, and the fact that she smelled a bit, couldn’t disguise how lovely she was, with perfect bone structure and huge blue eyes surrounded by thick dark lashes. Her legs were long and brown and as perfect as her face. She wore brief shorts to match the T-shirt. It was one of those modern sleeping outfits – Rachel’s daughter, Kirsty, wore the same sort of thing.

Frank arrived. He came bounding up the stairs and into the bedroom, puffing slightly. ‘It’s bloody hot out there,’ he panted. Rachel noticed the way his eyes narrowed calculatingly when he saw the long-legged Sarah. It was a look she’d seen before. Frank had always been a flirt, but it was only recently he’d started to have affairs. Sarah would be perfect for him: just separated from her husband and feeling very vulnerable – and living right under his nose.

‘Well,’ Frank drawled. ‘You’re clearly not dead. That’s a relief.’ Sarah smiled tremulously and fluttered her eyelashes.

‘Where’s Tiffany?’ Rachel enquired.

‘I woke up Kirsty, she’s with her.’ Frank didn’t even look at his wife, having eyes only for Sarah’s shapely breasts – the nipples were enticingly visible through the thin cotton top.

A little boy came wandering in, completely naked, sucking the corner of a scrap of blue blanket. It was Jack, who Rachel remembered was two and a half.

‘Oh, hello, darling.’ Sarah regarded him listlessly. ‘Is Alastair still asleep?’

‘Alastair not there,’ Jack said through a mouthful of blanket.

‘Perhaps he went walkies with Tiffany,’ Frank suggested.

‘He’s only seven months old,’ Sarah screamed. ‘I’ve just remembered. I had him in bed with me. I might have smothered him.’ She dragged back the duvet to reveal a plump baby lying with his face buried in the pillow. ‘Alastair, darling.’ She picked him up and clutched him to her chest. ‘He’s still breathing,’ she announced tearfully.

‘Thank goodness.’ Rachel suddenly felt very tired and wanted to go home. Sarah Rees-James and her offspring were very wearing.

She therefore wasn’t quite sure how it happened that, two hours later, Frank drove to the supermarket with a list of groceries, accompanied by Sarah Rees-James, while Rachel was left to look after the children. Why couldn’t Sarah have written a list and looked after her own children? Come to that, how come the two women hadn’t gone and left the children with Frank?

Why didn’t I think of that before? Rachel wondered, too late.

Anna Burrows was sitting up in bed when her husband came in with breakfast on a tray. ‘There’s some children playing on the lawn, Ernie. They’re awfully sweet.’

‘I hope they’re not making a noise,’ Ernest growled. ‘That’s why we moved, to get away from the noise.’

‘Only of never-ending traffic, darling. I love the sound of children playing,’ she said wistfully. The Burrows hadn’t been blessed with children. All they had was each other. She surveyed the contents of the tray. ‘I’ll never eat all this, Ernie. Just the toast will do fine. Oh, you’ve got gooseberry jam, my favourite,’ she added gaily when she noticed his disappointed face. ‘You have the fried stuff. I know you can find the room.’ He had the appetite of a horse.

‘If you’re sure, luv.’ He took the plate. It held only a single sausage, one slice of bacon and an egg, but Anna seemed to be eating less and less these days. ‘Would you like to go for a walk later? It’s a lovely day outside, going to be another scorcher.’ They’d hardly been out since moving to Clematis Cottage a week ago – it had been Anna’s idea to give it a name. He’d been too busy laying carpets, arranging furniture, putting up curtains, making the house perfect for his beloved wife. Ernest was eighty-one, but had the health and strength of a man half his age, as well as a full head of silver hair and all his own teeth. He only wore glasses for reading.

‘I’d love to go for a walk. I’m longing to see where we’re living now. Can you get the lid off this jam for me?’

‘Sorry, luv. I should’ve done it before.’ He unscrewed the lid. A small child could have easily done it, but Anna had hardly any strength left in her hands. She’d had multiple sclerosis for almost a quarter of a century. At first, it hadn’t been too debilitating, but now she could hardly walk. There were days when her speech was slurred, she couldn’t concentrate, felt giddy, though today she seemed as bright as a button. She had borne her illness with infinite patience, rarely complaining.

Ernie regarded her tenderly as she pecked at the toast like a bird. He was her willing slave, her cook, her nurse. When they’d first met, he’d risked his life on her behalf. Then, her hair had been pure gold and her cheeks as pink as roses. Now the hair was silver, like his own, and her face was lily-white and wrinkled. But Ernie still loved his darling Anna just as much, if not more.

‘I forgot to say, a postcard came this morning. The woman in Three Farthings has invited us to a barbecue next Saturday.’

Her blue eyes glowed. ‘We’ll go, won’t we? I won’t find it too tiring, I promise. You know how much I love parties.’

‘I know, luv. As long as you’re up to it, we’ll definitely go.’

An hour later, after Anna had washed and Ernie had helped her into a smart purple cotton dress and dangly red earrings – today, she had managed to put on lipstick and brush her lashes with mascara – they set off for a walk; Anna in her wheelchair, Ernest pushing.

The children were still playing on the lawn, a little boy chasing a butterfly while managing to carry a piece of blanket, and a girl slightly bigger doing cartwheels, watched over by Mrs Williams from Three Farthings who was sitting on the grass nursing a baby and not looking very happy about it. The girl came running over. ‘Why are you in a pushchair?’ she wanted to know.

‘Because I’m ill, dear,’ Anna told her. ‘I can’t walk, least not very far. What’s your name?’

‘Tiffany. That’s Jack, he’s my brother. Alastair’s my other brother. He’s got a pushchair, ’cos he can’t walk either.’

‘Yes, but one day he’ll learn. Hello!’ Anna waved at Mrs Williams who was struggling to get to her feet while holding the baby. ‘Don’t get up, we’ll come to you. You’ve got a lovely family,’ she said when Ernie had parked the wheelchair beside the heavily perspiring woman.

‘They’re not mine. I’ve got three children too, but they’re much older. James’s twenty, and Kirsty’s nineteen. They’ve both gone into town.’

‘And how old is the other one?’ Anna enquired.

‘Oh!’ Mrs Williams’s moist face went very red. ‘I’m sorry, I meant two, two children. These belong to Sarah Rees-James from number one. I’m just looking after them while my husband takes her shopping.’ She looked at her watch. ‘It’s time they were back,’ she muttered.

‘It must be you who’s having the barbecue. Let’s hope the weather’s as good as it is today. Ernie and I would love to come, wouldn’t we, dear?’

‘Yes,’ Ernest mumbled. He hated socializing and wouldn’t have gone near the barbecue if it hadn’t been for Anna.

A bright red car drove into the square and parked outside one of the garages, windows open, music blaring. The music was turned off and a young man got out. He wore heavy, horn-rimmed glasses that made him look rather owlish, jeans, and a T-shirt. His brown hair was tousled and he was badly in need of a shave. ‘Hi, Rachel – we’d love to come to the barbecue, by the way. Hi, kids. Hi, folks.’ He smiled cheerfully. ‘I’m Gareth Moran. You must be Mr and Mrs Burrows. Pleased to meet you.’ He shook hands with them both.

‘Call us Anna and Ernie,’ Anna trilled. This was what she loved, Ernest thought fondly, being surrounded by people.

It took quite a while to extricate her from the crowd – it was a crowd by then, as Frank Williams had returned with the children’s mother, Sarah, who was a fine-looking girl, Ernest had to concede, though not a patch on Anna at the same age.

‘I’m ever so glad we moved, Ernie,’ she said breathily as they left the square, an elderly man out with his invalid wife. They probably looked very ordinary, very boring. Ernest chuckled to himself, and supposed they were, now. But they hadn’t always been.

‘Debbie,’ Gareth shouted when he went into Hamilton Lodge – he loathed the name, considered it pretentious, but Debbie had insisted. He was relieved that she had decided Moran didn’t sound as grand as Hamilton and had used her own name instead of his.

There was a note by the phone. ‘Gone to town. Let’s meet for coffee in Bluecoat Chambers at 3.30. Deb.’

He searched for his mobile, found it in his jeans pocket, and texted her a message. ‘No can do. C u at home.’ She would be cross, but he didn’t care. He had work to do in his office upstairs.

In the kitchen, he wrinkled his nose when he saw the place was a tip. A fluffy tortoiseshell kitten jumped off the table and rubbed itself against his leg, purring loudly.

‘Nice to see you too,’ Gareth muttered, giving it a saucer of milk that looked slightly off. The kitten had already been christened Tabitha before they had discovered it was a tom, by which time it was too late to change the name and confuse it.

‘Well, this is a fine old mess,’ he sighed. That morning’s breakfast dishes were piled on top of last night’s dinner dishes. Gareth was perfectly willing to do his share of housework, but Debbie had taken the day off and it seemed unreasonable that she hadn’t washed up while he was at work. He sniffed virtuously. The other way round, he’d have done the dishes like a shot.

Debbie wanted a cleaner. ‘I can’t be expected to clean a big house like this on my own,’ she complained, although they’d barely been in the place a fortnight. She was irritated when he pointed out they hadn’t had to buy such a big house in the first place. He’d been keen on moving to the square, giving up the flat in Woolton that cost an arm and a leg in rent, expecting to pay much less for a mortgage on one of the semis or a bungalow, but Debbie had insisted on this one, although they had no need for four bedrooms. Both were too busy with their careers to think of having children for years. Debbie was a beauty therapist and wanted to open her own salon one day.

I should have put my foot down, Gareth told himself. Easier said than done when faced with Debbie’s appealing little face and appealing little voice. ‘Oh, go on, Gareth, we can afford it.’ She could wrap him around her little finger and Gareth, who loved her to bits, was only too willing to let her. It accounted for why the house was full of dead expensive furniture and Debbie wore dead expensive clothes, why they were going on holiday to Barbados in October, why, any minute now, he would get rid of the old Ford Escort that he was rather fond of and buy a ghastly four-wheeled drive thing called a Prairie Dog that he considered as pretentious as the name of the house. He sighed, picked up his mobile and texted another message. ‘Changed mind. Meet u 3.30. OK. Luv u. G.’

Victoria was still badly missing her gran. There was something very unsatisfactory about having one-sided conversations with a woman who’d been dead for two years, no matter how dear to her she’d been. From her window, she had seen the Burrows speak to Rachel who was looking after Sarah Rees-James’s children, seen Gareth Moran drive in and join them. Then Frank Williams and Sarah had arrived, and Victoria was about to go round and introduce herself, when the Burrows left and Rachel went indoors, Gareth Moran disappeared into Hamilton Lodge, Frank carried Sarah’s shopping into number one, Sarah carried the baby, the other children followed, and there wasn’t a soul left on the grass.

It frightened the usually fearless Victoria that things could so quickly change. One minute there was a crowd of people yet, in a flash, all had gone. The same thing had happened with her mum and dad, who’d vanished from her life within the space of weeks. Gran was old and apparently in the best of health, but had died quite unexpectedly in her sleep, leaving Victoria without a soul in the world to call her own. The boyfriend who had expressed his undying love only a few months ago had turned out to have a very pregnant wife, although Victoria tried hard not to think about that particular episode in her life. She would get over it one day soon.

She told Gran that Mrs Burrows looked very sweet and glamorous and her husband was remarkably handsome for his age; that Rachel had seemed rather fed up, though it was difficult to tell from so far away; Gareth was nice and she’d quite like to talk to him about his job; Frank Williams was terribly over-bearing, though she’d already guessed that from what Rachel had told her, and he was paying far more attention to the delicious Sarah than was decent, which was probably why Rachel was fed up.

‘That’s about it, Gran. If anything else happens, I’ll tell you later.’

The morning had been spent sorting through her clothes, wondering what to throw away, what to give to a charity shop, what to take with her to New York, or whether to get rid of the lot and buy a whole new wardrobe. If so, should she buy it in Liverpool or wait until she was in America? It was great having money for the first time in her life, although she wished Gran was still around to enjoy it with her.

She decided to go round to Three Farthings and offer to give Rachel a hand with the barbecue. It was merely an excuse because Rachel had seemed so down and would almost certainly like someone to talk to.

There was no reply when she knocked on the Williams’s front door. Rachel and the children must have gone out – Frank could be seen in the Rees-James’s where he was putting up a mirror over the fireplace. She was on her way home, when two boys turned into the square. They were examining a computer game they must have just bought.

‘Hi, what’s that called?’ she enquired, stopping in front of them. They were very alike, obviously brothers, with heavily freckled faces, green eyes, and dark ginger hair.

‘Moon Rider,’ the younger one replied. He looked about fourteen. The older one regarded her suspiciously. Perhaps he thought she was about to molest them.

‘I’ve got Moon Rider Two,’ she said. ‘It’s much better, more exciting.’

‘Yeah, but our computer isn’t powerful enough to take it.’ He had an Irish accent. They must be the Jordan boys from number two.

‘Mine is, it’s sixty-four Ram. You can come round and use it if you like. I’ve loads of games. I live in the old house over there.’

His green eyes lit up. ‘Can we come now? Ours is only sixteen Ram.’

‘If you like.’

The older boy spoke for the first time. ‘We can’t, Danny,’ he said shortly. ‘Ma will have the dinner ready for us.’

‘I’d forgotten.’ Danny bit his lip. ‘I’m sorry, we can’t come. But thanks for asking,’ he added politely.

‘That’s all right,’ Victoria said easily. ‘Any time.’

The other boy virtually dragged his brother away. The door to their house opened a crack and a woman shouted, ‘Patrick, Danny, your dinner’s ready now.’

Victoria waved in the direction of the voice, but there was no sign of its owner. She shrugged, vaguely hurt. She’d only wanted to be friendly.

Marie Jordan stood in the hall, her hands on her hips. She was angry, and when Marie was angry, her green eyes blazed, her freckles glowed, and her red hair looked as if it was on fire. Her heart was leaping all over the place after spying her lads conversing with a stranger directly outside the house.

‘What did that woman want?’ she demanded hoarsely.

‘She said we could play on her computer,’ Danny explained.

‘He’d have gone an’ all,’ Patrick said coldly, ‘if I hadn’t stopped him. He’s an eejit, Ma.’

‘Did she ask any questions like?’ Marie put her hand on her breast in an effort to control the beating of her heart.

‘Only what our new game was called.’ Danny looked defensively at his mother. ‘She was a nice lady, Ma. She only lives in the ould house on the corner.’

‘I’ve told you before, Danny, mind who you speak to. You can’t be too careful, none of us can.’

‘It’s possible to be too careful, Marie.’ A man was coming downstairs, slight and not very tall. He always reminded Marie of Jesus Christ himself, with his long brown hair, beard, and calm brown eyes. His voice was soft and gentle. ‘We should mix with the neighbours, not draw attention to ourselves by being rude and unfriendly, making people wonder what we have to hide. Come on, lads,’ he put an arm around each of the boys’ shoulders, ‘your ma’s made us a fantastic salad, seeing as it’s such a hot day, with trifle and cream for afters.’ He led them into the kitchen diner and they sat at the table. ‘No grace,’ he warned when Marie clasped her hands ready to pray. ‘No more grace, no more going to Mass, no more holy pictures on the walls. The Jordans are no longer a religious family, not after what happened in London.’

In London, they’d gone to Mass one Sunday and, a few aisles in front, Patrick had spied a boy who’d gone to the same school as he had in Belfast. He was with his family – Marie recognized the mother slightly. Perhaps aware she was being stared at, the woman had turned her head and Marie could have sworn she recognised her. The Jordans had left the church immediately and moved to Liverpool with all possible speed.

‘I’d forgotten, Liam.’ Marie would never get used to calling him that.

‘It’s hard to forget the habits of a lifetime. Shall we eat? And afterwards, I suggest Danny goes round and plays on the lady’s computer. Just watch what you say, lad. If anyone asks, your daddy’s a salesman and he travels a lot, you’ll both be starting your new school in September, and you come from County Donegal, where your mammy was born. Is that all right with you, Marie?’ His calm gaze rested on her anxious face.

‘It is indeed, Liam. Whatever you say.’ Her heart was beating normally again. It was the effect he had on her. She’d over-reacted earlier. ‘I might go round with our Danny, say hello like. He’s right. She looked a nice young woman. She waved, but I just ignored her. She’ll think I’m desperately rude.’

‘A card came this morning, inviting us to a barbecue. Can we go to that too?’ Danny enquired eagerly. ‘It’s next Saturday, our Patrick’s birthday.’

‘We can,’ Liam replied. ‘We’ll take a bottle of wine and Patrick his guitar and give everyone a song.’ He smiled and Marie’s erratic heart turned over. ‘But none of that Irish protest stuff, lad. Stick to rock’n’roll or rap or whatever’s in vogue these days.’

At this, the usually dour Patrick looked quite pleased. ‘I’ll do some Blur and Oasis numbers – I’ll start practising after dinner.’

Anna returned from the walk quite animated, insisting she was drunk.

‘You only had a single glass of wine, luv,’ Ernie remarked. ‘You can’t possibly be drunk.’

‘Ah, but I feel drunk,’ she insisted. ‘I feel completely sozzled, if you must know.’

‘You’d better have a little nap when we get home.’

‘I’ll do no such thing, Ernie. I like feeling drunk. We must go to that pub again. Everyone was so friendly. I’m ever so glad we moved. Queen’s Drive was very nice but, apart from being noisy, there were no shops around, no pubs. I really enjoyed going in Woollies.’ She had an assortment of plastic bags on her lap, having bought a pair of ghastly hoop earrings, a box of chocolates, some blue eyeshadow, and a bottle of Irish whiskey for Ernest – he was partial to a dram before going to bed. ‘I wonder who lives in the next-door bungalow?’ she said when they turned into Victoria Square. ‘Have you seen any sign of them, dear?’

‘It’s a couple, middle-aged. They were in the kitchen when I was hanging out the washing the other day.’

‘Did they see you?’

‘They weren’t exactly looking out the window, luv. They were in the middle of what we used to call a good old necking session. Nowadays, I think it’s called a snog.’

‘You mean they were kissing?’

‘Kissing with knobs on.’ Ernie had felt a bit like a stalker.

‘Isn’t that nice.’ She sighed. ‘We used to do it all the time.’

‘We’ll do it again, as soon as we get in,’ Ernest promised, and Anna shrieked with delight.

‘People will think this house is empty,’ Kathleen whispered after Steve kissed her again, very long and very hard. ‘I don’t think anyone’s seen us yet.’

‘Who cares about people?’ Steve stroked her face, her neck, her breasts. His hands were rough and coarse against her delicate skin. She shivered ecstatically and he took her again. She’d lost count of the number of times they’d made love that day.

‘It’s nearly three o’clock,’ she said. ‘We’ve been in bed for fifteen hours.’

‘Who’s counting?’

‘Me. I’m hungry and I’d love a cup of tea.’ She sat up and he ran his fingers down her spine. She shuddered again. ‘That tickles.’

‘Stay there and I’ll make some tea.’ He got out of bed and stood beside her, naked, his broad, muscled body as hard and solid as a rock. She felt dizzy, already wanting him again.

‘No,’ she said determinedly. ‘I’m getting up. We need groceries. At this rate, we’ll never eat again. There’s hardly any milk left and I’m out of cigarettes.’

‘It’s time you stopped smoking. I’ll put the water on.’

‘You’d better get dressed first. There are no curtains in the kitchen. If someone sees you, they’ll think we’ve started our own nudist colony.’

He looked at her, one eyebrow raised quizzically. ‘That’s an idea – it might catch on.’ He pulled on jeans, shrugged his massive arms into a check shirt, and threw a scarlet satin dressing gown in her direction. It was part of her ‘trousseau’. ‘Come on. You’re right. It’s time we came up for air. It’s a nice day, we can go for a walk. Hey, there’s something come through the letterbox. We’ve got mail.’

‘What is it?’

‘Three Farthings have invited us to a barby.’

‘What’s a barby?’

‘A barbecue. By God, you’re an ignorant woman, Kathleen Quinn. I suppose you don’t know what a telly is, either. Or a chippy, or a cossy, or a butty. What’s a nana?’ he demanded.

‘A banana, and I know all the other things apart from a cossy.’

‘It’s a swimming costume.’

He went into the kitchen. Kathleen got out of bed and languorously stretched her arms. In the wardrobe mirror, she watched herself put on the satin gown. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair was loose, her eyes like stars. She looked sexy, wanton, wholly satisfied. ‘I’ve never looked like this before in my life,’ she said, and the reflection smiled in agreement.

‘Shall we give our house a name?’ she asked when she followed Steve into the kitchen. ‘Would the landlord let us?’

‘Our house!’ His deep, gravely voice was full of wonder. ‘Our house.’ He took her in his arms. ‘Let’s not ask. A number’s good enough for me.’

‘And me. Number seven sounds better than Three Farthings.’

‘Any day. Would you kindly let go of me, Mrs Quinn? The water’s just about to boil.’

They moved reluctantly out of each other’s arms. Kathleen washed two mugs and put a teabag in each. ‘We need a teapot,’ she said fussily. ‘And a cosy, and all sorts of other things, like pans, more towels and bedding, crockery …’ Her voice trailed away. There were too many things to list.

‘We’ll get ’em today.’ They sat down, one each side of the small table, and looked at each other for a long time. ‘I love you, Kathleen.’

‘I love you, Steve.’

The phone rang. She got up and went into the living room to answer it. Strange, she thought, no one knows our number. She didn’t even know it herself, she realized when she picked up the receiver and said, ‘Hello.’

‘I’d like to speak to me dad,’ a woman’s voice said curtly.

Kathleen went cold. Steve came in. ‘Who is it?’ He refused to meet her eyes.

‘I think it’s Brenda. It’s one of your daughters.’ She shrugged, pushed the receiver at him, and returned to the kitchen. There was an ashtray on the draining board, full of butts. As yet, they hadn’t got a wastebin to empty them in. She took a lighter from the pocket of the scarlet gown, chose the biggest butt and smoked it until it reached the tip, then the next-to-biggest.

He’d let Brenda have their number. He’d promised her – and she him – that they would start a new life together, just the two of them, leaving the past and all its various unpleasant attachments behind. This wouldn’t have been necessary had his four daughters been even vaguely sympathetic to the fact he’d fallen in love with another woman. But they hated her. She was the harlot who had stolen their father away from their mother, his wife, the clinging, helpless, whining Jean, to whom he hadn’t made love since the youngest girl had been born twenty-four years ago.

Steve was standing in the kitchen doorway. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said humbly. ‘It was Brenda. I rang the other day, just to see how Jean was. She must have pressed 1471 and got our number.’

‘Didn’t it cross your mind that’s exactly what she would do?’

‘I didn’t think of it.’

‘I might ring Michael later, see how he is.’

‘I’m sure Michael’s fine.’

‘And I’m sure Jean is too. She’s probably watching television. According to you, that’s all she ever did.’

He shoved his hands in his pockets, still refusing to meet her eyes. ‘Brenda ses she’s not stopped crying since I left. The girls are worried sick about her.’

‘What do they expect you to do? Go home and kiss her better?’

His shoulders hunched. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘I would have thought the obvious thing to do was nothing, but if you’re actually thinking of going home, Steve, then don’t bother to come back.’

‘You don’t mean that!’ He looked deeply hurt.

‘I do.’ She was lying through her teeth, wanting to hurt him, yet knowing she would die if she never saw him again. ‘I’m not sharing you with a wife who lives miles away, you rushing back every time someone rings to say she’s cut her little finger. Would you mind if I went to see Michael at the same time? He’s bound to be lonely on his own.’

He shook his head. ‘I’d hate it.’

‘Well, now you know how I feel.’ She badly wanted to cry herself, feeling totally let down, betrayed. She’d given up everything for him: her husband, her home, her job, her friends, and had thought he’d done the same. It terrified her that he could so easily be persuaded back to Huddersfield, leaving her on tenterhooks that he might not return. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, like you said.’ He came and sat at the table. ‘Tea’s cold,’ he said, taking a sip. ‘Jean’ll get over it. I’ve got you to think of now, haven’t I?’ He reached for her hand. ‘I can live without Jean, but I can’t live without you, Mrs Quinn.’

‘It’s just coming up to midnight, Gran. I’ll be off to bed soon, after I’ve made meself some cocoa. It’s been a funny old day, you’d have loved it – I did. A boy came this avvy, Danny Jordan, and we played Moon Rider Two on the computer. I beat him every time, but he looked so downhearted I let him win the last few games. His mum came first, just to say hello. Her name’s Marie and she’s as Irish as the pigs of Trocheady, as you would say. They live in one of the semis, number two.

‘Right now, I’m in my bedroom, sitting by the window. It’s a fantastic night, still warm, and the sky is an amazing dark blue and littered with stars. Victoria Square looks dead pretty in the dark. There’s a lamp by the garages where you come in and another outside Hamilton Lodge. The houses look as if they’ve been there for ever, not just a few months. It’d make a great painting.’

Victoria rested her arms on the sill and put her chin in her hands. She sniffed loudly. ‘Our garden smells like heaven, Gran, particularly the lavender.’ She felt almost dizzy from the strong scents that wafted from below. ‘Remember when I was little and used to dry the blossom in the airing cupboard and make little lavender bags for you and all me friends? There’s still some around the house.’

‘I can hear Sarah Rees-James’s baby crying, poor little lamb, and there’s music coming from Hamilton Lodge. What else happened today? Oh, Rachel Williams came at teatime to say nearly everyone’s coming to the barbecue, so she’s dead pleased. Her husband spent virtually the whole day in Sarah’s, helping her unpack, putting up pictures and stuff – she wasn’t too pleased about that. Then Mrs Burrows from Clematis Cottage came tottering over – she can only walk a bit. She said I’m to call her Anna and invited me for coffee on Monday morning.

‘Anyroad, Gran, goodnight and God bless.’ Victoria blew a kiss at the star-spangled sky. ‘I’ll speak to you again in the morning.’





Kathleen and Steve





Chapter 2

The clerk of the court’s voice was deep and gravelly, carrying to all corners of the wood-panelled room. ‘On the second of November, two thousand, it is alleged that the accused, Steven Alan Cartwright, threw stones at Colthorpe police station and assaulted a police officer, namely Constable George Parsons.’ He turned to the magistrates, two men and a woman, seated behind him, and gave a little nod.

The woman looked at Steven severely over her gold-rimmed spectacles. ‘Please state your date of birth, Mr Cartwright.’ In contrast to the clerk, her tone was light and cool.

‘The twelfth of September nineteen forty-nine, your ladyship,’ Steven replied with a broad grin.

‘And how do you plead?’

‘Guilty on both counts, your ladyship. It were the tenth anniversary of the pit shutting down and I’m quite likely to do it again on the twentieth.’

‘I trust that wasn’t a threat, Mr Cartwright. And I am not your ladyship. If you want to call me anything, call me madam.’

‘As you wish, madam,’ Steve replied with an even broader grin. There were titters from the back of the court where the general public were sitting.

The magistrate opened her mouth to say something, but must have thought better of it. She bent her head towards the clerk who whispered something in her ear. Nodding impatiently, she conversed with her fellow magistrates, then turned towards the accused man, who still bore an amused expression on his tough, handsome face. He was a tall, dignified man, at least six foot, with massive shoulders and powerful arms. There was a suggestion of a curl in his short brown hair that was a slightly lighter shade than his smiling eyes.

‘Steven Alan Cartwright, this court finds you guilty of the offences listed. This being your first offence, we do not feel a prison sentence is necessary at this time. I am therefore fining you the sum of two hundred and fifty pounds and would like to offer some advice.’ She leaned forward, looked earnestly at the accused, and said in the manner of an adult addressing a child, ‘Mr Cartwright, you are fifty-one years old, yet have behaved like a teenager. May I suggest you grow up?’

‘Thank you for the advice, madam,’ Steven said meekly, although his tone was mocking.

‘May I suggest you grow up?’ Bert Skinner mimicked in the pub about fifteen minutes later. ‘Snooty bitch! She had eyes like icicles. Mind you, I wouldn’t have minded giving her one. She were a corker.’

‘Was she?’ Steve could only remember the voice, not the face. She could have looked like Julia Roberts and he wouldn’t have noticed.

‘I bet she’s a wild animal in bed,’ Fudge said with wistful sigh. ‘Those cold women usually are.’

Steve laughed. ‘How would you know, mate? Have you ever slept with a cold woman?’

‘Nah, but I’ve read about ’em in books. The colder they look, the hotter they are, least so the books say. Anyroad, Steve,’ Fudge went on, ‘you don’t have to worry about finding the whole two hundred and fifty quid. We’ll have a whip round in the club tonight. We were all involved, but you were the only one who were caught.’

‘George Parsons knows me from the strike. He was getting his revenge, a bit late in the day, mind. Who’d like another drink?’

‘Keep your hand in your pocket, Steve. This is on us.’

‘I’ll have another bitter, just a half, this time. I don’t want to be done for drunk driving, I might find meself up before Lady Muck again.’ He made a face. ‘I’m already in Jean’s bad books, not that that’s unusual. “What’ll people say when they read about you in the papers,” is all I’ve had for bloody weeks. She’ll have a fit when she finds she might have to pawn her engagement ring towards that bloody fine, not for the first time, either.’

It was February, snowing, had been for days. The roads out of Huddersfield were thick with it, the surfaces hard and slippery. Steve drove carefully, worried about the thin tyres on the Micra – twelve years old and unlikely to get through its next MOT. The heater didn’t work and the car felt like a fridge. Snow piled in clumps on the windscreen, the wipers were useless. He shivered violently inside his anorak, wishing he hadn’t worn his best – and only – suit for his appearance in court. It was some sort of man-made material without an ounce of warmth. But Jean had insisted he put it on in case his photo got in the paper.

‘Local man sent to the tower to be beheaded,’ Steve had quipped. ‘I’m not exactly a murderer, luv. All I did was throw a few stones and give George Parsons a bit of a shove.’

He’d phoned Jean from the court, told her the verdict. By now, she’d have contacted the girls, and they’d all be there when he got home, giving him filthy looks, telling him he was a disgrace to the name of Cartwright. It was like having five bloody wives nagging at him all at once.

It had never used to be like that. Until ten years ago, he’d worked down the local pit, starting as a potboy when he left school. He was proud of himself, of his job, fond of his mates, enjoying the camaraderie that existed between them. Then bloody Heseltine had come along and shut the mines down – coal came cheaper when it was imported from abroad where the miners were paid a pittance. Steve had been out of work for two long and very tedious years.

Jean behaved as if the whole thing was his fault, as if he was personally responsible for closing the mine. His four daughters, who’d once idolized him, began to look upon him differently once he was unemployed, lounging listlessly around the house, getting under their mother’s feet, hanging round Bert Skinner’s allotment for something to do and spending his evenings in the Working Men’s Club, letting a single pint of ale last till closing time. Jean and the girls scoured the papers, pointing out vacancies; van drivers, store men, labourers, bin men – nowadays called refuse disposal technicians or something equally daft. But the blood that ran through Steve’s veins was mixed with coal dust, and it took a long while before he could imagine working anywhere but down the pit. Only another miner would have understood his feelings. Jean didn’t even try.

He eventually started work as a hospital porter, earning less than half he’d done before. It was a useful job, but that’s all it was, a job, whereas the pit had been part of his very existence. And now the bloody hospital was closing down. It was a decrepit place, an old mental home, built in eighteen something, bits added over the years. Departments were gradually being transferred to a brand, spanking new hospital on the other side of town. Come July, his services would no longer be required. He’d be made redundant for the second time. His daughters, all married by now – most of his redundancy money had gone to pay for their weddings – had already begun to look in the paper for suitable vacancies.

He reached the outskirts of Huddersfield. Colthorpe, the village where he’d been born and had lived his entire life, was another five miles away. By now, his teeth were chattering and the steering wheel felt as if it was made of ice. Soon, he was driving through fields of snow, the ground falling away to the left of him, rising smoothly on his right in a gently curved blanket of white, the surface broken only by the occasional bush or tree. The sky looked as though it might collapse under the weight of heavy, grey clouds.

There was very little traffic on the road and the isolation was affecting him, making him feel very much alone, wondering what the hell would happen to him when the hospital closed? Where would he end up next time?

He reached the top of Cooper’s Hill, awed by the vast white world that lay before him, drove slowly down because the little-used surface was as hazardous as an ice rink, packed as it was with hardened snow. Further down, almost at the bottom, a car had stopped. When he got nearer, he saw the left back wheel had slid into the ditch at the side of the road. The exhaust emitted clouds of white smoke as the driver attempted to go forward, but the car, a black Mercedes, whirred angrily and refused to budge.

Steve eased the Micra to a halt. He jumped out, approached the Mercedes, and banged on the window. It opened a few inches. ‘Need a shove?’ he asked.

The driver was a woman, encased in a chunky sheepskin coat, a thick woollen hat pulled down as far as her eyebrows, and a matching scarf knotted under her chin. She turned off the ignition.

‘Would that help?’

Steve shrugged. ‘It might.’

‘I tried to ring a garage, but my mobile isn’t working. It must be the signal.’

‘Start her up, and I’ll give her a push.’

‘Thank you very much.’

He went round to the back of the car, put one foot in the ditch, and pressed his shoulder against the gleaming metal. The car started with a jump, his heels skidded on the ice, and he fell back into the ditch, uttering a roar when the ice at the bottom broke and water, freezing cold, seeped through his clothes and down his neck. The top half of him was soaked. He heard the car door open and close and the woman appeared.

‘What happened? One minute I could see you through the rear window, next minute you’d disappeared.’

‘You bloody idiot!’ he yelled. ‘You took your foot off the clutch.’

‘Did I? I’m so sorry,’ she said abjectly. ‘I wasn’t thinking. Are you all right?’

‘Course, I’m not all right. I’m about to freeze to death down here. Don’t just stand there gawping, woman, give us a hand out.’

She extended her hand. Steve contemplated pulling her into the ditch with him, see how 







































































































































































































































Have you read them all? Curl up with a

Maureen Lee


STEPPING STONES

Lizzie O’Brien escapes her dark Liverpool childhood when she runs away to London – towards freedom and a new life. But the past is catching up with her, threatening to destroy her dreams …
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LIGHTS OUT LIVERPOOL

There’s a party on Pearl Street, but a shadow hangs over the festivities: Britain is on the brink of war. The community must face hardship and heartbreak with courage and humour.
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PUT OUT THE FIRES
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1940 – the cruellest year of war for Britain’s civilians. In Pearl Street, near Liverpool’s docks, families struggle to cope the best they can.

THROUGH THE STORM

[image: image]

War has taken a terrible toll on Pearl Street, and changed the lives of all who live there. The German bombers have left rubble in their wake and everyone pulls together to come to terms with the loss of loved ones.

LIVERPOOL ANNIE
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Just as Annie Harrison settles down to marriage and motherhood, fate deals an unexpected blow. As she struggles to cope, a chance meeting leads to events she has no control over. Could this be Annie’s shot at happiness?


DANCING IN THE DARK

When Millie Cameron is asked to sort through her late aunt’s possessions, she finds buried among the photographs, letters and newspaper clippings, a shocking secret …
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THE GIRL FROM BAREFOOT HOUSE

War tears Josie Flynn from all she knows. Life takes her to Barefoot House as the companion of an elderly woman, and to New York with a new love. But she’s soon back in Liverpool, and embarks upon an unlikely career …

[image: image]

LACEYS OF LIVERPOOL

Sisters-in-law Alice and Cora Lacey both give birth to boys on one chaotic night in 1940. But Cora’s jealousy and resentment prompt her to commit a terrible act with devastating consequences …
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THE HOUSE BY PRINCES PARK

[image: image]

Ruby O’Hagan’s life is transformed when she’s asked to look after a large house. It becomes a refuge – not just for Ruby and her family, but for many others, as loves, triumphs, sorrows and friendships are played out.

LIME STREET BLUES
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1960s’ Liverpool, and three families are linked by music. The girls form a successful group, only to split up soon after: Rita to find success as a singer; Marcia to become a mother; and Jeannie to deceive her husband, with far-reaching consequences …

QUEEN OF THE MERSEY
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Queenie Todd is evacuated to a small town on the Welsh coast with two others when the war begins. At first, the girls have a wonderful time until something happens, so terrifying, that it will haunt them for the rest of their lives …


THE OLD HOUSE ON THE CORNER

Victoria lives in the old house on the corner. When the land is sold, she finds herself surrounded by new properties. Soon Victoria is drawn into the lives of her neighbours – their loves, lies and secrets.
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THE SEPTEMBER GIRLS

Cara and Sybil are both born in the same house on one rainy September night. Years later, at the outbreak of war, they are thrown together when they enlist and are stationed in Malta. It’s a time of live-changing repercussions for them both …
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KITTY AND HER SISTERS

Kitty McCarthy wants a life less ordinary – she doesn’t want to get married and raise children in Liverpool like her sisters. An impetuous decision and a chance meeting twenty years later are to have momentous repercussions that will stay with her for ever …
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THE LEAVING OF LIVERPOOL
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Escaping their abusive home in Ireland, sisters Mollie and Annemarie head to Liverpool – and a ship bound for New York. But fate deals a cruel blow and they are separated. Soon, World War II looms – with surprising consequences for the sisters.


MOTHER OF PEARL
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Amy Curran was sent to prison for killing her husband. Twenty years later, she’s released and reunited with her daughter, Pearl. But Amy is hiding a terrible secret – a tragedy that could tear the family apart …


NOTHING LASTS FOREVER
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Brodie Logan returns to Liverpool Bay, and lets out her spare rooms to women with nowhere else to go. Their lives intertwine and friendships develop but then tragedy strikes and the women find that nothing lasts forever …




About the Author

Maureen Lee’s award-winning novels have earned her many fans. Her recent novel, The Leaving of Liverpool, was a Sunday Times top 10 bestseller. Maureen was born in Bootle and now lives in Colchester. Find out more at: www.maureenlee.co.uk.
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