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Chapter One

Sky ended her call and turned back to her laptop. ‘Sounds as if Ramsey will hit his deadline,’ she told Freddy.

‘Good,’ he murmured, without looking up from his computer.

From her place at the third desk in the office, Minnie – Sky’s trainee property development manager – chipped in one of her pointed comments. ‘On that call you referred to Freddy as your brother, but he’s not. He was your foster brother, that’s all.’ Several months ago, streetwise Freddy Walker had fallen for Minnie so hard that Sky thought she heard the crash. Upmarket Minnie, despite her expensive pixie haircut and Queen’s English, had fallen for him right back. Her friends referred to him as ‘Minnie’s bit of rough’, nevertheless wowed by the golden skin and dark ringlets that came courtesy of his long-gone Trinidadian grandmother. He’d once shown Sky a photo of a beaming woman in a tropical garden, hair in a red scarf, and Sky had envied him knowing a grandparent as much as she envied him the complexion that never went pink and freckled, like hers.

‘We’re as near siblings as either of us has,’ Sky told Minnie crisply, and returned to making notes. Silence fell, but for the rumble of traffic outside in Cambridge Business Park and clattering keyboards from the admin office next door.

It gave Sky a hollow ache that Freddy didn’t curb Minnie’s snark. OK, she and Freddy had only shared a foster home for thirteen months – the happiest part of Sky’s childhood – but then Freddy had let Sky sleep on his floor when, at sixteen, she had left her wayward, unreliable mother, Trish Murray, and dared anyone to make her return. She’d changed her name by deed poll and stuck with Terran – ‘of the earth’ – ever since. Now, Sky thirty-nine and Freddy forty-three, she helped him run Freddy Walker Acquisitions. Freddy felt like Sky’s brother. She wished he’d stand up for their relationship when his girlfriend dismissed it.

She checked the time. The registration deadline for tomorrow’s property auction was three p.m. and she planned to attend in person. She’d hung that on not wanting Freddy Walker Acquisitions to miss out if the internet connection failed at the crucial moment, but the pull was really about the property, The Corner House, being in Middledip – the village where Sky and Freddy had been cared for by a lovely foster mum known to ‘her children’ as Nan Heather.

At the same time, Minnie beamed at Freddy. ‘Ready for lunch, Fred-fred?’

‘Yep,’ Freddy answered economically, but with a fond smile for his beloved.

Sky watched them pulling on coats, so incapable of taking their eyes from each other that they struggled with zips and buttons. As he exited, Freddy called back to Sky, ‘See you later, mate.’ He called everyone ‘mate’, regardless of gender. Freddy had risen from underprivileged kid to bricklayer, to foreman, to project manager, to making money hand over fist as a developer, but had never bothered to adjust his accent and vocabulary to go with his posh cars and smart clothes. Sky, in contrast, had listened to others to learn a more refined way to speak.

After a couple of minutes, Sky heard car doors slamming and the growl of Freddy’s Lexus.

She rose, made coffee, then took out her sandwich to nibble as she clicked through her business emails, reading a couple of reports, then replying to a client who was ready to invest in a new project.

Next, she turned to her personal inbox. An October newsletter from a travel company reminded her that she’d yet to decide on her Christmas break. A festive Swiss skiing holiday was vying in her mind with a decidedly un-Christmassy Dubai beach, but she was leaning towards crisp white slopes and gluhwein. No doubt Freddy would be spending Christmas with Minnie so at least she didn’t have another person champing at the bit for her decision. Other relationships and friendships had faded recently and she kept meaning to make time for new ones, but was too absorbed by her job. If the construction industry didn’t shut down through Christmas and New Year, she’d have happily worked on The Corner House, co-ordinating a team of bricklayers, plumbers, electricians, tilers and decorators to bring Freddy’s plans to life.

She grinned as she imagined the promotional blurb for that. Set up a temporary office in a cosy cottage and spend Christmas implementing schemes of work and ensuring timely deliveries of materials! Marvel at the festive lights outside the village pub, join the carollers as they parade around our ten streets, then drink hot chocolate at the coffee shop. She didn’t remember a coffee shop from her childhood, but her research told her one existed now. And there were more than ten streets, of course – but not many more.

The Corner House, 1 Winter Street, occupied a large plot where the original village and the more ‘contemporary and desirable’ Bankside Estate met. Empty, swamped by its neglected garden, the property was ripe for redevelopment.

Sky sighed longingly. Her heart had reached out to The Corner House when Freddy had sent her its link in the auction catalogue, exactly when she was ready to buy another property for her private portfolio. If only she’d spotted it first … but no way would she try and snaffle it from under Freddy’s nose.

While she dreamed fruitlessly of restoring the neglected but beautiful house, Freddy planned its conversion to two smart, compact town houses and two studio flats. His conversion would be more profitable than her fantasy restoration, Sky knew, having been the one to write the Development and Performance Potential Analysis. The Corner House was neither listed nor in a conservation area and at the pre-application site meeting, the planning officer had deemed Freddy’s scheme to be in line with local neighbourhood planning. Young people struggled to get onto the property ladder in villages, and converting The Corner House would provide perfect starter homes.

Sky had highlighted Freddy’s intention to cover swathes of the original soft grey stone with pre-coloured polymer render and replace the slates with a synthetic version but had been met with comments about good insulation. And what about the mature trees …? Well, those of interest to the tree officer, like the stately white birch in the front garden, weren’t due for felling. Parking would be covered by a drive extended to take two or three cars and the handy pull-in outside. The Corner House Development, as it was now being referred to in the office, could make Freddy a handsome profit.

Sky had had no choice but to commission drawings and surveys for the pre-auction assessments. If the hammer came down in their favour, they’d have just twenty days to complete the purchase.

That Sky yearned for The Corner House was her secret, she thought, deleting another Start your Christmas shopping now! newsletter. If Freddy Walker Acquisitions got it, she’d project-manage the conversion, visiting Middledip regularly, maybe several times a week. Her heart trembled, swamped by memories of arriving at Nan Heather’s as a scruffy ten-year-old in need of a home. Fourteen-year-old Freddy, already in Nan Heather’s care, had introduced her to the village kids. Sky had known herself to be different, having a foster mother and getting free lunches at school, but Freddy had been that kind of different, too. That had begun their bond.

Her one Christmas in Middledip had been magical. A village hall party, the biggest, sparkliest Christmas tree Nan Heather could cram into her cottage, the most amazing dinner topped off with a Christmas pudding wreathed in flames … and presents. Presents! Drawing and painting things, a sparkly top and new trainers, books and mittens. Freddy had made her a mâché pencil box. To Sky, used to just a few Christmas treats at school and a mum washed away on a tide of alcohol, a cold flat, canned food and only the TV for company, it had seemed like a Hallmark movie. A Proper Christmas for Sky maybe, or Christmas at Nan Heather’s.

She conjured up a vision of Nan Heather’s beaming smile with a wistful tug at her heart. As well as hot meals and warm clothes that fit, Nan Heather had provided love and security.

Sky had been distraught when her time in Middledip ended just before her twelfth birthday. Trish had secured a flat in Bretton on the outskirts of Peterborough and declared herself able to look after Sky again. In fact, Sky reflected, deleting another email, Trish had probably got the flat because she felt able to look after Sky again. Possibly she’d done a moonlight from their old place in Bettsbrough owing rent, and then sofa-surfed or lived in a squat while Sky was fostered by Nan Heather. Or maybe she’d hooked up with someone who didn’t want a kid around. Whatever, when Trish had eventually applied to be rehoused, she judged Sky to be a big tick in the right box.

Sky still ached at the memory of lying awake in that new flat, no warmer or less bare than the old, yearning to return to the comfort and love she’d found at Nan Heather’s.

As the move had also meant swapping to a Peterborough school, only Hotmail and MSN via a public computer in the library kept her in contact with Freddy. That was how, when Sky was fourteen, he’d informed her that he’d passed his A levels and exchanged life in care for an apprenticeship and a room to lodge in. Nan, at sixty-five, was retiring from fostering. Sky had just discovered that Trish needed three months of rehab and, heart soaring, had been envisaging a joyful return to Nan Heather and Middledip. She’d gazed at Freddy’s message, dumb with disappointment.

To a furious teen, it had felt as if Nan Heather had let her down.

Though placed with a perfectly nice family in Peterborough, Sky had stopped writing to Nan Heather, even if her new foster parents had provided stamps ‘to keep in touch with your important people’. If Nan Heather had written to Sky while she’d been away from the Bretton flat for the three months of Trish’s rehab that became four, then five, they weren’t there when she reluctantly returned. Trish would have binned any letters. She’d never had much use for paper if you couldn’t use it to roll a joint.

Unfortunately, while building his career with the single-mindedness of youth, Freddy too had let his relationship with Nan Heather slide. Now, twenty-seven years after Sky left Middledip, Nan Heather must surely be gone.

Sky clicked on the video on her laptop to watch the auction house’s walk-through of The Corner House. Scant footage was devoted to the stone exterior, as trees almost smothered the property, but the interior was beautiful. Large, old-fashioned rooms sported dusty chandeliers; a cream-coloured range and a white porcelain sink nestled among wooden kitchen cupboards. Some rooms boasted exposed stone walls or curlicues of wrought iron at the windows, as in a Mediterranean villa.

Sky had also visited the property, a visit she hadn’t told Freddy about in case he asked her to take Minnie along. Sky hadn’t wanted Minnie looking down her nose and muttering that the village she came from was much posher – even if that was true.

Winter Street was half a mile from Nan Heather’s cottage, but Sky had still revelled in being back in the village for a precious hour, though simultaneously laughing at herself. Why are you so excited to breathe Middledip air again? You were here for just over a year of your childhood. Nobody will remember you. Maybe someone from Nan Heather’s family would still be around – she’d had a daughter, son-in-law and two grandkids a little younger than Sky – but, to them, Sky would just be one of a parade of kids for whom Nan Heather provided temporary refuge.

Sky watched the last few moments of the video, which ended with a last look around the high-ceilinged hallway, zooming in on its stained-glass door. Then she turned to completing her registration for tomorrow’s auction before contacting a client to share with him her enthusiasm for the refurbishment of his latest investment property, a semi just outside Cambridge. She’d signed off its spruce-up yesterday – it had been transformed by new windows, doors and flooring, exactly as she’d promised – and she needed his confirmation that she could place it on the rental market.

She was noting the pleasing projected rental yield when Freddy burst into the office, clutching Minnie’s hand.

Beaming and starry-eyed, his coat hung open. A damp brown patch marred the trousers of his silver-grey suit.

Pausing with her fingers over the keyboard, Sky stared at the muddy knee. ‘Have you fallen over? Or did you need to change a tyre?’ Then she noticed that Minnie’s eyes were not just full of stars but glittering with … triumph? Her stomach swooped.

Minnie beamed. ‘Fred-fred just proposed! He got down on one knee in the street, didn’t you, darling? We’re getting married. We just came to tell you we’re going into Cambridge city centre to buy the ring. I’m fancying diamonds.’

Fingers still poised ridiculously in mid-air, Sky’s heart turned to lead. ‘Married?’ she repeated stupidly.

Bashfully, Freddy swung Minnie’s hand. ‘It’s gobsmacking, ain’t it?’ he demanded. ‘Bet you never thought you’d see the day.’ He gave Minnie a squeeze that almost lifted her from the floor.

Sky swallowed a sickly feeling of dismay. ‘Congratulations,’ she muttered.

‘Thanks!’ Freddy beamed, apparently unaware of the strangled nature of Sky’s good wishes. ‘Cracking, ain’t it?’ Then he said to Minnie, ‘Didn’t you want a wee? Isn’t that what we came back for?’ ‘Wee’ was Freddy’s attempt at being polite in front of Minnie.

With bone-deep certainty, Sky knew that Minnie needing the ladies’ room had been an excuse to call in at the office, so Minnie could see Sky’s face as she heard the news.

‘Oh. That’s right.’ Though looking disappointed at being obliged to leave the scene, Minnie turned her head to give Freddy a smacking kiss, then swished away, pausing at the doorway to the admin office to spread the glad tidings, if the cries of surprise were anything to go by.

Left gazing at Freddy, muddy knee and all, Sky felt misery creep over her like the October mist outside the office window. ‘Wow,’ she said. Then, ‘Wow,’ and ‘congratulations,’ again. She cleared her throat. ‘This is a surprise.’ An appalling one.

Freddy rocked on his heels and shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Yep.’

Sky realised she must take advantage of Minnie’s brief absence. ‘It’s going to be interesting, isn’t it? Minnie being my junior but marrying the boss.’

Freddy edged over to his desk and clicked his computer mouse aimlessly, looking at his screen. ‘It’s just a bit of an adjustment, mate.’

‘Right.’ Sky tried to calm her racing heart with a couple of long, slow breaths. Working with Freddy had been a joy until Minnie had arrived, unreliable but entitled, traits that seemed to whiz over Freddy’s usually shrewd head.

Last month, Freddy had even empowered Minnie to buy at auction, which she’d stuffed up in spectacular style by accidentally buying a shop at a live-streamed event. The preceding lot had been withdrawn at the last minute but it beggared belief that Minnie hadn’t noticed the auctioneer announcing lot thirty-two, a shop with flat over, rather than lot thirty-one, a vacant plot.

All this whirled in Sky’s head as she answered through stiff lips. ‘A lot of adjustment, I’d say. I presume Minnie’s going to continue to work here?’

‘’Course.’ Freddy squinted at his computer screen, which enabled him to avoid Sky’s gaze. His muddy knee seemed to mock her, brown against the fine cloth. ‘But not tomorrow. We’re taking a long weekend to tell Minnie’s family. See what they make of me, a rough diamond with a potty mouth.’ He didn’t need to say he wouldn’t be bothering his own parents with the happy news, not knowing where to begin looking for his mum and barely able to remember there once being someone in his life called ‘Dad’.

‘Oh,’ said Sky, hollowly. ‘Freddy, I’m not sure if I—’

Minnie swirled back in time to interrupt. ‘We’re going to arrange Christmas with my people, too, Sky. Sorry we can’t invite you, but you are only Fred-fred’s foster sister, not a flesh-and-blood one.’ She lowered her voice confidingly. ‘We’re looking forward, rather than back to unfortunate beginnings.’

Sky flushed. She and Freddy had been victims of those ‘unfortunate beginnings’ but Minnie made it sound as if Sky was somehow responsible. She tried to be pleasant, though. ‘Freddy and I have spent some Christmases together, but this year the subject hasn’t even arisen. I’m going to book—’

But Minnie cut her off again. ‘Must go. Have you offloaded that shop yet?’

Sky gaped. Had Minnie forgotten that Sky was Minnie’s supervisor, not the other way around? And that it was Minnie’s mess that Sky was clearing up? Freddy scratched his neck awkwardly but failed to put Minnie straight. Sky pointedly addressed her reply to him anyway. ‘As agreed, the shop’s on the open market. If it doesn’t garner interest in eight weeks, I’ll put it back in the auction.’

After an infinitesimal pause Freddy answered gruffly, ‘See you do.’

He was enabling the fiction that it was Sky who’d messed up. Her heart scudded. Was this how things would be in the Freddy Walker offices from now on? Minnie queening it over Sky with her marrying-the-boss status, Freddy expecting Sky to put up with it instead of receiving her due respect as Freddy’s right-hand person?

As if to reinforce this dread, Freddy went further. ‘That auction for The Corner House is tomorrow. Remember what you’re about?’

Blood began to thunder in Sky’s ears. ‘Bid no higher than three-fifty – though I think your ceiling should be four hundred,’ she added.

That prompted Minnie to chime in. ‘You know the rules. Don’t exceed Freddy’s limit.’

This obvious power play made Sky lift enquiring eyebrows. ‘Has “don’t buy a shop when you’re told to buy a vacant plot” been added to the rules?’

Freddy eyes twinkled and for a moment Sky thought he’d laugh and acknowledge the hit. Instead, he let Minnie tuck her arm through his and turn him for the door. ‘No,’ she said loftily. ‘But “don’t upset the boss’s wife” has.’

Even Freddy looked unsure at that level of presumption, corkscrewing his neck to glance over his shoulder at Sky.

She jumped up in protest, inhaling sharply, thinking of all the sixteen-hour days and six- or seven-day weeks that her love for her job had prompted; the untaken annual leave, the directorship Freddy had often talked about but never bestowed. Before her eyes, her dream job was switching to a nightmarishly untenable position. ‘I resign, Freddy,’ she said steadily, not even raising her voice.

Freddy gave the kind of laugh that signalled he wasn’t taking her seriously, sliding his arm around Minnie’s waist. ‘Yeah, right. See you Monday, mate. Text me tomorrow to say whether you got that place in good old Middledip, right?’

In fury and grief, Sky’s voice failed her.

The newly engaged couple waltzed from the room. The door snapped shut.

She plummeted back into her chair, dizzy with shock. Freddy had let her down. She could live with him putting Minnie before Sky – but not standing by while Minnie trampled Sky’s dignity in her croc-effect Christian Louboutins.

Woodenly, she turned back to her laptop and typed:

Dear Freddy Walker,

Just a note to formalise my verbal resignation. I have five weeks’ holiday owing and as I’ve never had a contract, I’ll take that in lieu of notice and consider my employment with Freddy Walker Acquisitions at an end with immediate effect from today, 27th October.

She printed and signed the single sheet with shaking hands and left it on Freddy’s desk, then emailed him a copy in case he never found her resignation amongst the litter of his workspace.

She spent an hour on loose ends on this, her last day as development manager, including returning to the auction house website and marking potential properties for her portfolio. A new project of her own would provide a stopgap while she decided where she went from the job she’d thought would continue forever.

A tear quivered on her lashes. She blinked it away.

Then she positioned her work phone and laptop on the desk and left them there. Her own phone was in her bag and her computer at home in her smart apartment in an industrial conversion in Mill Park.

In a daze, she drove there now, going over her past as she battled traffic and cursed cyclists. Two years since she’d bought her apartment, after three years in a different apartment with smooth, blond boyfriend Blake. Two years before that, she’d left behind a house and garden when dark, sultry husband Marcel had had enough of her workaholic lifestyle which, he insisted, she hid behind because she was afraid relying on a real, live person might get her hurt. Sky had indulged in a cry on Freddy’s shoulder and then buried herself even deeper in her work.

She’d been more successful at friendship than relationships, but, eventually, friends too had drifted away. Eloise had left for the States, Luisa had taken a job somewhere Sky couldn’t remember, Marsha was a mum and the Christmas card Sky had sent a couple of years ago had been returned in January marked ‘no longer at this address’.

These unpalatable consequences of her obsession with the metamorphosis of run-down properties into beautiful homes and profitable investments revolved in her mind as she parked at an electric-vehicle charging point outside her apartment building. After connecting the thick cable, she took the lift to the top floor. Slowly shedding her office clothes, she knew herself to be even more adrift now than when she’d walked out of her mother’s life. Then, she’d at least had a plan – to sleep on Freddy’s floor until she finished school and could generate enough money for a room of her own; to work hard and become self-sufficient so no one could let her down.

But now her busy, fulfilling job had evaporated, Freddy had hurt her, and she had nothing else.

She drifted into her kitchen area but couldn’t eat or drink a thing. Her heart didn’t know its usual measured beat but flung itself around her chest, chopping up her breath. Panicked and claustrophobic, she threw her coat back on and ran through the door and down the stairs, bursting into the pedestrian area. Like a demented jogger in jeans and a coat, she rushed along nearby streets as if synchronising the speed of her feet with her racing heartbeat would outdistance the awful events of the day.

It didn’t work.

Freddy was marrying Minnie, who’d aimed to oust Sky in Freddy’s affections from the first day she wiggled her bum his way.

She forced her feet to slow as people gave her odd looks. Her legs turned to washed string and she stumbled to a halt, pretending she’d stopped to gaze at a Halloween display of carved pumpkins in the window of a ground-floor apartment.

Freddy, and Freddy Walker Acquisitions, were gone from Sky’s life. The fulfilment was over; the satisfaction of research, organisation, brain work and assembling good teams of contractors. She’d shared vision with Freddy and been confident that the promised directorship would materialise eventually.

She hadn’t foreseen Freddy finally conducting a relationship for more than six months, let alone going down on one knee in the street.

She definitely hadn’t anticipated ever resigning from Freddy Walker Acquisitions and walking away from Freddy. From Freddy!




Chapter Two

Though spent, Sky knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She dragged herself to bed and put the TV on. Her go-to comfort had never varied since a childhood of being left alone.

Wildlife programmes.

David Attenborough was her favourite – wasn’t he everybody’s? – but she could always find something that would transport her into another world and make her forget reality. Tonight, she sank herself in a show about nocturnal animals then a programme about polar bears. The shrinking polar ice cap made her cry. At least, that’s what she blamed for the tears that blurred the TV screen.

Eventually, she slept, lulled by the hushed, soporific tones of Ralf Little narrating Monkey Life.

Her first waking thought on Friday morning was: I resigned. A horrified shiver shook through her. Lying back on her pillows, she checked her phone. No messages from Freddy. Maybe she could retract her resignation and …

And Freddy would still be marrying Minnie, who saw Sky as a barrier to erasing Freddy’s past.

But guilt nibbled at her.

Should she have walked out? The admin office staff would have locked up last night and would carry on today. Freddy would return on Monday. But … no. Freddy would think he deserved better from her than to abandon her post. In her head she heard him say: If you couldn’t work with Minnie then you should have given me time to replace you, mate.

She winced. Even if Freddy was marrying an entitled, possessive woman, he was Freddy. From beneath her crisp white duvet, she stared at her bedroom’s smooth grey walls and white ceiling, her sense of injury wrestling with her conscience.

At least she’d registered for bidding on The Corner House today. She would still do that for Freddy.

She let out an enormous sigh, sat up in bed and reached for her phone to tap out an email.

Hi Freddy,

I overreacted yesterday. I hope you’re having a fab celebration weekend. Let’s talk on Monday. We must be able to work something out.

She could suggest Minnie no longer be Sky’s trainee. Freddy intended to give his new fiancée her own client portfolio eventually, so he could bring that forward and supervise her himself. Feeling better now she’d acted, she showered in her shiny, pristine bathroom before dressing in a rust-coloured suit with cream ankle boots.

Her present, comfortable lifestyle had once seemed a far-off dream. She dried her hair, gazing over the flat roof of a nearby apartment block towards the park, remembering how she’d set out to grow as a person, improving and diversifying herself like a property portfolio. Travel had been a notable absence in her upbringing, so she’d accepted invitations from colleagues at her first job, letting the friendly young women who’d experienced family holidays all their lives lead her wide-eyed through airports or show her how to get the train to music festivals with her backpack and tent. Clubs had been daunting, clothes shopping a skill to learn.

Looking back on it, that work-life balance had been healthy. Had the pursuit of success above all else only crept in when she went to work for Freddy?

Uncomfortably, she shifted her mind to the auction and the familiar, comforting role she was good at.

The Corner House would come up around lunchtime, but a couple of properties she was interested in for her own portfolio would go through earlier. The money was already in the bank, raised on other property she owned. She was a practitioner of the buy, restore, rent out, refinance cycle.

Just as she was threading her arms into her jacket, a notification popped up on her phone screen. Email: Freddy. A shiver ran over her as she opened it, and, in mounting disbelief read:

Actually I think you got a point there’s prob not room in the company for minnie and you let’s leave it that you’ve resigned mate x

She gasped. Even with Freddy’s customary disdain for capitals and the only punctuation applied by AutoCorrect, there could be no ambiguity. Really? Really? That was it for her and Freddy Walker Acquisitions? The end to thirteen years of joint success? Stomach churning, Sky shakily touched Freddy’s name on her contact list and waited for a call to connect. It was as if her life was tumbling around her shoulders.

The ringing tone sounded twice, then came Freddy’s voice. He snapped, ‘Not now, Sky, mate.’

Fresh shock and hurt lanced through her. ‘I just want to talk—’

‘I said not fucking now.’ The line went dead.

Shaking, Sky dropped the phone to the bed. Like a sleepwalker she went to the open-plan kitchen with its trendy matt-grey units for a glass of water. After several minutes to compose herself, anger took over from pain.

So, that was that. Freddy could not have made it any clearer that the next phase of his life would not include a starring role for Sky. He’d found something better, even if Sky hadn’t. The pain of betrayal made her stomach ache.

She gathered her things, slipped into her black wool coat and took the lift down to ground level. An hour later, she was parking outside the conference centre in Peterborough where the auction was to be held. She registered attendance, then entered the close atmosphere of the auction room, automatically selecting a seat where she’d be easily visible to the auctioneer.

None of the properties she was interested in had yet come under the hammer. She sat immobile on the red chair, half-listening to the rise and fall of the grey-haired auctioneer’s patter, watching his spotters keeping eagle eyes on the bidders in case he missed a raised hand. It was as if Sky was floating, watching auction staff taking telephone or internet bids, in-person bidders nodding or shaking heads, holding up numbered paddles. The gavel banged the side of the lectern each time a property was sold.

The first of Sky’s potential properties was lot forty, a ‘walk-in’, so well looked after it could only be the sad evidence of some poor buggers falling down on their mortgage payments. Buying it would mean little work before renting out to tenants, but also limited potential to add value. She’d once got such a good deal on a ‘walk-in’ in Cambridge that she’d literally only swept up before flipping the place with a sixty-grand gross profit, which had made it possible to convert a different property for multiple occupancy of vulnerable young people.

This time, the bidding went too high.

The auctioneer droned, the bidders shuffled and coughed.

Eventually, Sky heard: ‘Lot fifty-eight. Four-bedroomed, detached property, on a generous corner plot, sought-after village location, needs complete modernisation.’ The auctioneer’s silver hair was beginning to flop forward in the overheated room. ‘Who’ll start me at two hundred thousand?’

The room slammed into full colour and crisp focus.

Lot fifty-eight was The Corner House. Freddy was expecting Sky to bid. Despite everything, if she could get it for him within his limit of three hundred and fifty thousand pounds, she would.

Bids began in a flurry. The opening bidder was a dark, glossy-haired man across the aisle, three rows forward. He was calm and composed, in contrast to a woman just in front of Sky who bid with jerky nods. Judging from the direction of the auctioneer’s pointing hand, two further bidders were behind Sky and one of the auction house proxy bidders was bidding from the front.

The bidding climbed briskly to three hundred thousand. By the time it reached three hundred and forty thousand, everyone had dropped out apart from the jerky woman and the glossy man. Sky still sat motionless, prepared to swoop in on Freddy’s behalf if she could.

At three-fifty, the woman shook her head instead of nodding. She’d had the same ceiling figure as Freddy.

‘Three-five-one?’ suggested the auctioneer.

The glossy man nodded. When he turned aside, Sky caught sight of light stubble and high cheekbones.

The auctioneer used his entire arm to point at him, like a Dalek with its ray gun. ‘With you, sir, at three-five-one. Three hundred and fifty-one thousand pounds.’ He scanned the room with his urgent, intense gaze and pointing arm, while his spotters alongside him performed scans of their own. ‘All done? I’m going to sell. Going once …’

Sky wondered what the glossy-haired man’s ceiling figure was.

‘… twice …’

The glossy man hefted his white plastic paddle, ready to thrust it into the air.

A lust gripping her for the property, for the village, for something to cling to, Sky called clearly, ‘Three-sixty,’ and raised her right hand.

Glossy man turned in his seat to locate her with a dark, snappy gaze. She watched him try to compute why she’d come in just before the last bang of the gavel with a jump instead of a small step.

Silently, she enlightened him: to surprise and destabilise you.

‘New bidder,’ the auctioneer cried happily, swinging his outstretched arm towards Sky. ‘Three-sixty I’m bid. Three-sixty, thank you, madam.’ The arm swayed back towards glossy man. ‘Three-sixty-one, sir?’

Glossy man glanced at Sky, clearly deliberating, then at his catalogue as if the answer to whether he should take her on might be held there.

‘Three-six-one, sir?’ the auctioneer repeated coaxingly.

After a second, the glossy man nodded, but it was a quick, uncertain dip, nothing like his earlier calm confidence.

He’s gone over his limit. He’s probably wondering how much more he can scrape together, Sky thought dispassionately. She was well within four hundred thousand, which she’d considered the correct limit for The Corner House all along. ‘Three-six-five,’ she called, and held her paddle in the air to psych the auctioneer into dropping the hammer.

Her opponent shook his head.

Sky felt an exultant rush at the final crash of the gavel.

The auctioneer announced her paddle number. A grey-moustached member of the auction house staff ushered her to the contracts desk while the auctioneer’s voice rose and fell as he moved on to the next lot. Sky went through the routine of providing her driving licence, proof of residency and the other details needed to carry out security checks. She paid the deposit and administration fee, which involved a call to her bank, then completed and signed the memorandum of sale. The man with the grey moustache reminded her that it was an unconditional sale and completion was required in twenty days. She nodded. It was all familiar, yet unreal.

Tucking her copy of the memorandum of sale in her bag she rose, knees like water. What would Freddy think of her buying The Corner House for herself, instead of for the company? She hadn’t shafted him, but she’d never done anything that might be seen as poaching on his territory before.

Outside, in her car in the chilly grey car park, she paused to think, anxiety creeping over her in a sliding, sinking sensation of having no schedule and no one to meet.

Since the day she’d told a barely conscious Trish Murray, ‘I’m leaving,’ and abandoned the grotty flat, passing the broken lift and hefting her backpack down the dirty staircase, she’d known purpose. Get to Freddy’s place. Get the best GCSE results she could – four A-stars, four As and two Bs. Get her apprenticeship, which proved to be with a housing association, study for qualifications, get on in her job. Work hard. Work all day. Work as many days as possible.

Now, it was only two in the afternoon, and it really didn’t matter which way she turned out of the car park.

She hunted inside herself for something, anything, that didn’t involve returning to her empty flat … and lit on the property she’d just bought. The Corner House wasn’t yet legally hers, but she could look around the village. She was hungry. She’d try the coffee shop she’d seen mentioned on Middledip’s Facebook page. Seizing on that spark of motivation, she started her car and pulled out of the car park.

The traffic was light on the parkways that seemed forever edged in traffic cones, and it took her only half an hour to drive around and out of the city, through Bettsbrough and into Middledip.

She pulled up outside The Corner House and gazed through her windscreen. The sky was steely, almost the same colour as the stone walls peeping between an explosion of trees and shrubs. What had once been a conifer hedge now erupted as wildly as Popeye’s spinach when he squeezed the can.

As there was no one to mind, she got out, buttoning her coat, and approached the gate that sat diagonally where Winter Street and Great Hill Road met. Main Road ran nearby. Ignoring the protesting squeal, she opened the gate and shoved past the overhanging shrubs up the path to the oak front door with stained-glass apertures and oversized, rusty hinges.

Then she halted, feeling suddenly foolish. What was she doing? The house’s only occupants were dust bunnies and she couldn’t get in to clear them out until November 17th.

The wind wintry around her legs, she returned to the rusty, wrought-iron gate, and turned right into Winter Street, past the overgrown conifer hedge that rendered half the pavement unusable. A nearby clipped privet hedge seemed to be showing the conifers how a nice hedge ought to behave. She found herself at the beginning of the Bankside Estate. Built of either buff-coloured bricks or a dusky rose-pink, the houses followed a few basic designs, their gardens neat.

Winter Street segued into Top Farm Road and the properties became larger, some with porticoes, others with solar panels. Aiming for the centre of the village, she turned left, then crossed into New Street which, like Winter Street, had contemporary homes at one end but a couple of old stone places where it joined the old village at Ladies Lane.

Now she had her bearings. Left, past the village hall and the playing fields, to The Three Fishes pub on the corner. Right, and she was in Main Road, where the bus stop stood. It was where she’d caught the bus when she’d graduated to Bettsbrough Community College at age eleven, outside a brick cottage with a fountain in the front garden.

There was a garage. Had that been there? She frowned in thought, feet slowing. Her boot heels weren’t great for walking, but she closed her mind to the burning spots on her feet and checked out the village shop, opposite the garage. It had been called Crowthers. Now it was Booze & News.

She turned the corner into The Cross and gazed at the cottages of Rotten Row. She knew, as probably everyone in property did, that ‘Rotten Row’ was a corruption of ‘Rue le Roi’ or King’s Street, but it must have been a tiny king that this row was named after. Nan Heather’s place had been in the middle.

The cottage had barely changed. Same golden privet hedge, same cracked concrete path to the side door. Sky gazed up at the dormer windows, wondering who lived here now and if any neighbours remembered Nan Heather. Deciding that she could investigate once she owned The Corner House – she had to pinch herself at the thought – she moved on and turned right. And there stood The Angel Café, a red-brick Victorian set back from the road. Sky took a minute to admire the moulded bricks and the sliding sash windows. Then the lit windows beckoned her with the promise of steaming-hot coffee. She made for the door.

Inside, the furniture was painted sea green and the floor tiles formed a jolly multi-coloured mosaic. Just as she arrived at the shiny glass counter, grateful for the steamy warmth after the chill outside, a voice at her shoulder said stiffly, ‘Congratulations on making the winning bid.’

Startled, she swung around.

The glossy-haired man who’d bid against her was gazing back, eyes as dark as coal. ‘I have got the right person? You’ve just bought The Corner House?’

‘I have.’ Though he was frowning, she awarded him a polite smile. ‘Sorry you missed out.’ Generally, property auction bidders lost with no more than a grimace. Competitors rarely approached her – especially after she’d driven thirty minutes away from the auction house. ‘You live in Middledip?’ she asked, to check he hadn’t stalked her here.

‘I do. Buy you a coffee?’ he offered, before adding less abruptly, ‘Maybe a snack? I haven’t eaten lunch.’

She hesitated. What she wanted to do was read her messages in case Freddy had tried to patch things up, in which case she’d explain why she’d bought The Corner House for herself. The glossy man was brusque in his disappointment at missing out, but she could only see one free table, so she’d probably end up sharing it with him anyway. ‘Well … thanks.’ To go with her coffee, she chose a brie and grape wrap, leaving him to carry the tray while she secured the table.

He joined her, bringing with him sachets of sugar and paper napkins. ‘I’m Daz Moran,’ he said, seating himself opposite her. ‘Darragh, but I go by Daz.’

‘I’m Sky Terran,’ she replied, after thanking him for her wrap and ripping open its plastic covering. The mild, cheesy fragrance sharpened her appetite for the first time since Freddy had entered the office with one muddy knee. ‘Is Darragh Irish?’

He nodded, tipping sugar into his coffee. ‘My parents came to England as students.’ He changed the subject. ‘I was hoping to get The Corner House for a project with friends.’

‘Sorry,’ she repeated, without actual guilt. Anyone who got sore at being outbid shouldn’t go to auctions. You put in a shedload of work and then someone came along with a higher bid, and it was all wasted. That’s just how it was. ‘What did you guys want it for?’

Daz unwrapped his tuna sandwich, pausing to lick a smear of mayonnaise from his finger. ‘Dormitories. We were calling it Adventure Accommodation. There are outdoor pursuits venues in the area, and they need places to sleep the kids with their teachers or youth leaders. We’ve been waiting for The Corner House to come on the market for ages. It’s perfect. We’d planned five sleeping rooms with four double bunks in each, shower rooms and a dining room. We’re completely stuck now.’

She felt sorry that he’d invested a lot of hope in the purchase but could think of only one reason why he might expend energy on this conversation when it was a done deal. She chewed a bite of the wrap, enjoying the creaminess of the brie and the tang of the red grapes. ‘If you live in Middledip, I guess you bought me lunch to give yourself a chance to discover what I’m going to do with the property.’

He didn’t deny it. The frown returned, hollowing his cheeks and making granite of his jaw. ‘The Corner House stands on a big plot and there’s anxiety in the village that some developer will knock it down to cram a modern apartment block on there. I live on Winter Street myself.’ His gaze zeroed in on her.

‘A property developer would have already performed a feasibility study,’ she returned, prickled by the way he’d pronounced ‘some developer’ as if he’d meant ‘some profit-mad, cold-hearted rat’. ‘There’s insufficient off-street parking to put many apartments on there, even if planning allowed the felling of trees. It’s unlikely permission would be granted for a building of more than two storeys in such a rural location and the existing building’s structurally sound, so permission to demolish is unlikely, too.’

He blinked under this onslaught of information. ‘So, if you’re not a developer … what are you going to do with the property?’

If she corrected his misapprehension about her being a developer, it would prompt a host more questions, so instead she paused to enjoy the moment, along with a rush of pleasure fierce enough to momentarily quell her uncertainty about the future and her hurt over Freddy.

‘Not that it’s anyone’s concern,’ she returned sweetly. ‘But I’m going to live there.’




Chapter Three

It was early evening when Daz greeted Ismael and Vern at the door to his house in Winter Street. ‘Well, as I told you in my message, I didn’t get The Corner House. Sorry, boys. Some investor I am.’ He ushered them in and closed the door before too much frigid October air swirled in behind them.

Ismael’s eyes and hair were even darker than Daz’s own, his skin the Mediterranean gold that went with Cypriot ancestry and, like Vern, he had contacts in activity centres. Heavily, he said, ‘You were outbid. We knew the competition might have bigger budgets.’

Vern sighed gloomily. His blond hair went with his pale blue eyes. ‘It would have been fantastic for our purpose, but we’ll just have to keep looking.’

They followed Daz into the kitchen, slinging their coats over bar stools while Daz rummaged in the fridge for beers, sliding the cans across the white quartz top as his friends seated themselves at the breakfast bar. ‘Thanks for coming here instead of meeting at the pub. Wilf’s upstairs, gaming.’ By ‘upstairs’ he meant the attic room where he worked and where his gaming rig was, a magnet to eleven-year-old Wilford Brown. He dropped his voice. ‘Since his dad went to prison and Wilf and his mum came to live in the village, he’s here a lot. He’s lost, poor kid. Discovering Lewis is a fraudster was shattering. He feels as if the whole village is talking about him.’

Vern pulled the ring tab on his beer. ‘I’ve only met her through you, but his mum will reel Wilf in if you mention it, won’t she? She seems a good sort.’

‘Yeah, Courtney’s great, but Wilf’s fine here.’ Daz took one of the white stools. ‘She said he could stay till eight and I’m not going to kick him out early.’ Daz had grown up with Wilf’s dad, Lewis Brown, and the only letter Daz had received from him in prison had been a plea. Whether Courtney remains my wife is in doubt, but she’ll always be Wilf’s mum, so please look out for her along with Wilf, if you can. Though Daz hadn’t really needed to be asked to support Courtney and Wilf, he’d fallen into the habit of downplaying his own shock and disappointment in Lewis to do so.

The past year had been a rollercoaster of change. Daz’s pretty but capricious girlfriend Abi had left to live in London last November; Lewis had been incarcerated in January, causing Wilf and Courtney to move to Middledip in September. Courtney hadn’t had a hope of keeping their enormous house in Bettsbrough without Lewis’s salary.

Ismael and Vern were great blokes, but their history as Daz’s mates was comparatively short. Both had come to Middledip as adults, whereas Daz had lived here all his life. They had wives, but Daz was single since Abi fluttered off to the bright lights of the city. Ismael was dad to a new baby, Vern had two kids at Middledip Primary School … and Daz had no parenting experience but was trying to ‘be there’ for a disorientated eleven-year-old boy. Nevertheless, throwing himself into plans for Adventure Accommodation with Vern and Ismael had helped distract him from knowing Lewis had been put away, and he couldn’t shake the wretched feeling of disappointment that they’d missed out on The Corner House.

He hadn’t realised how much he’d wanted the change the project would have brought him, until it had been denied.

Ismael looked pained. ‘Poor Wilf. It’s incredibly hard when someone you look up to lets you down.’

‘I’ve found it hard enough, let alone an eleven-year-old,’ Daz agreed gruffly. ‘Lewis worked in a bank. He must have known his fraud would be found out sooner or later.’ Like pressing a bruise, he had to keep testing how much it hurt that Lewis had abused a position of responsibility to target vulnerable customers.

Vern took a draught of beer. ‘I’m not completely clear what he did. I read in the paper that there was a woman involved.’

Daz looked down, as if he bore some responsibility for his oldest mate’s actions. ‘She was an old uni mate. Very ill. She needed treatment abroad and he ran her GoFundMe page. He was manager of a small high street bank branch and when the money that was legitimately raised ran out, he identified an elderly, isolated customer with income and offered to oversee his account. Then he raised a loan in that customer’s name, took the money and let the income service the repayments. He diverted statements to the branch so the customer “wouldn’t be bothered by them”. As more treatment was needed … he found more elderly, isolated customers to target. Then someone checked bank statements online. The truth came out. Lewis was prosecuted for confidence fraud and got four years.’

‘Wow.’ Vern shook his head, looking appalled. ‘Have you been to see him … inside?’ He said the last word as if he didn’t want it in his mouth.

Daz had a practised reply to the question, which had the benefit of being true but disguised his unwillingness to see Lewis in his current circumstances. ‘I’m on his list of prison-approved friends and family but don’t want Lewis using up his prison visits on me. He needs them for his family.’ He had other, similar, avoidance strategies: he didn’t want to deplete Lewis’s stash of private cash with phone calls and even emails cost forty pence to receive, as each had to be printed and taken to the prisoner. The prisoner. Just thinking the term put a lump in Daz’s throat. Of course, he could have added funds to Lewis’s prisoner account to fund contact between them. But he hadn’t.

It made him feel guilty, but he wasn’t the only one avoiding Lewis. Wilf had so far refused any contact at all.

Despite Lewis having brought her world crashing down around her, Courtney visited him every few weeks, and said he respected both Daz and Wilf’s feelings.

Ismael seemed to realise it was time for a change of topic. ‘What’s the buyer aiming to do with The Corner House? Do you know?’

Daz propped his elbows on the cool white quartz, which Abi had made such a fuss about buying but had left behind a year ago, like everything else in the house, including him. ‘Live in it, she said.’

Ismael’s dark brows quirked. ‘Does she have an enormous family? You could garrison an army in that place.’

Daz shrugged, then took a gulp of beer. ‘I could hardly give her the third degree about her family. She did say she wouldn’t demolish it and stick a crappy block of flats there.’

Ismael snorted. ‘Think she’d have owned up to that? Maybe she recognised you as a concerned villager and told you what you wanted to hear.’

Though discomfort wriggled his stomach at this thought, Daz laughed it off. ‘Aw, you’re destroying my faith in humanity. And I bought her coffee and everything.’ The glowing way she’d said, I’m going to live here had made him believe she had no plans to spoil their beautiful Cambridgeshire village. On the other hand, she could have meant: I’m going to live here … until planning permission comes through. Then I’ll cram the plot with nasty little rabbit-hutch houses and make a thundering profit. Was Sky Terran that cold and designing?

He took out his phone and began a search. After trying various spellings of both Sky and Terran, he frowned. ‘This looks like her on LinkedIn. Damn. She’s a development manager for an acquisitions agency. That’s a property developer by another name, isn’t it?’ He sighed heavily, trying to remember whether Sky Terran had stated that she wasn’t a developer. ‘Though I suppose developers need homes like anybody else.’

Ismael looked interested. ‘What was she like, Daz?’

‘Businesswoman, late thirties.’ Daz took a reflective pull on his can of beer and enjoyed the zing of it on his taste buds.

‘Pretty?’ Ismael persisted shrewdly. ‘Maybe her charms blinded you to her nefarious schemes.’ His suggestive grin indicated that he was getting over the day’s disappointment faster than Daz was.

Annoyingly, Daz felt his cheeks heat, recalling the trim figure, hair shining like clear honey and secured in a twist behind Sky’s head. Though her self-possession and good looks were fresh in his memory, he lied. ‘Didn’t notice.’

A thumping of feet on stairs heralded movement above them and, seconds later, Wilf clattered noisily onto the wooden flooring in the hall. ‘Mum texted. Gotta go,’ he announced briefly, shoving his feet into dirty, unlaced trainers. His hazel eyes flicked to Vern and Ismael and belatedly he said, ‘Hello.’ He dragged a hoodie over his head and emerged with his untidy mouse-coloured hair spiking up around the quiff at the front.

Vern and Ismael smiled and returned his greeting. Daz rose. ‘I’ll walk you back, Wilf.’

‘No need.’ Wilf yanked his coat off the coatrack and perched the hood on his head, leaving the rest of the coat dangling down his back.

Good-naturedly, Daz winked. ‘Yes need, because I promised your mum I would.’ Daz’s house was on the opposite side of Winter Street from where Wilf and Courtney now lived, and a bit further up. Middledip was the cosiest of little villages, but Courtney was nervous of the dark.

The other men rose and pulled on their coats, dumping their empty beer bottles in the recycling bin. Ismael said, ‘We’ll go to The Three Fishes. Coming later, Daz?’

Daz didn’t want to say, ‘Are you meeting your wives?’ because that would only emphasise how odd he was still finding it not to be part of a couple or even suggest he didn’t feel complete as a single man. Instead, he nodded. ‘If I can. Don’t wait for me, though.’

In another couple of minutes, he was locking his front door, Vern and Ismael receding down the street under the streetlamps, huddled into their coats as a clammy mist swirled along the street.

Wilf fell into step beside Daz, his laces still untied. ‘So, that survival game I was playing,’ he began, pulling his coat around himself against the bite of the wind but not threading his arms into the sleeves. ‘It’s one you’re testing, right?’

‘That’s right. Quality-assurance testing. That game’s age-appropriate for you,’ he mentioned, to make sure Wilf knew Daz wouldn’t let him play something like Resident Evil, in the eighteen-plus category.

He checked for traffic before they crossed the road to make the one-minute journey to the small house Wilf shared with Courtney. Most of Bankside’s houses were between twenty-five and thirty years old, but theirs was a new build, squeezed between two of the original houses, bijou compared to their old house in Bettsbrough. The windows were small, and the roof only pitched one way. Daz thought it looked like a giant brick-built shed. When Courtney had moved back to the village, she’d hoped that Graham, Lewis’s dad, would be supportive as she didn’t get on with her own parents, who lived in Lancashire. Graham, however, had so far proved too trapped in his misery over Lewis to live up to those hopes. Nowadays, he hardly seemed to leave his cottage in Port Road and Wilf was reluctant to visit, declaring him grumpy. Still, Courtney liked the new house, perfect for someone with limited practical skills and modest income. It was OK on the inside, which was what mattered.

Wilf scuffed along the pavement, probably to keep the unlaced trainers on. ‘That game’s not for sale yet, is it?’

Daz zipped his coat to the top and hunched his shoulders. ‘No, it’s pre-release.’

The pavements glistened black as they passed houses with lit windows and cars parked outside. Wilf persisted, ‘So, I can tell people that at school?’

‘Absolutely.’ Daz knew the transfer from primary to senior school hadn’t gone smoothly for Wilf and rested a casual hand on the boy’s shoulder, which was level with Daz’s elbow. ‘If you want to impress them, you can say it’s a 2D sandbox game, due to be available on multiple platforms but the title wasn’t disclosed to me because it’s an industrial secret. Did you find any issues with it?’

They were approaching the shed-like house now. Courtney’s car was drawn up in the drive and the front downstairs window was lit. Wilf frowned in thought. ‘It wasn’t smooth on level eighteen. I solved the problem of how to earn two nights’ shelter but it kind of flickered.’

‘You were on the PC, right? I’ll see if it runs any better on Xbox.’ Daz squeezed past the car on the drive.

Wilf tracked across the small lawn, opened the front door and shouted, ‘I’m home,’ kicked off his wet shoes, transferred his coat from his head to the newel post and set off up the stairs that led from the narrow hall.

Courtney appeared from the lounge, her straight black hair tucked behind her ears, gaze flying to her son in automatic maternal concern. ‘Hi, Wilf. Everything OK?’ Her forehead was frequently arranged in horizontal lines, these days. She was losing weight and the hems of her jeans trailed on the carpet because the waistband rode so low on her hips.

‘Yeah, fine,’ Wilf called back without pausing, though he threw his mum a smile. The firm click of a door a few seconds later suggested that he’d disappeared into his bedroom.

Courtney blew out her cheeks. ‘I think Wilf meant, “Good evening, Mum. I’m fine, thanks, how are you? Goodbye, Daz. Thank you for letting me play on your computer. I’m going to my room, now.”’

Daz chuckled. ‘I don’t remember being that gracious when I was eleven.’

She dimpled, smoothing her lines for a second. ‘No. I think I spent most of my time sighing over the unreasonable demands of grown-ups. Got time for coffee?’

‘Sure.’ Aware that Courtney felt isolated in the new life thrust upon her, Daz didn’t mention Vern and Ismael waiting at the pub. Now they weren’t going to be converting The Corner House they’d no longer be pulled together by the excitement of the project. Newly aware of the casual level of their friendship – and that they weren’t Lewis – he followed Courtney to what the sales details had termed ‘an eat-in kitchen’, which seemed to mean it was too small even to be termed
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