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      Prologue

      
            
      ‘Come away – you’ll get burned.’ The girl snatched her younger brother away from the blazing chip pan.

      
      The child stared up at her blankly as she hauled him across the kitchen floor away from the fire. They were right next to
         the back door, but she saw at a glance that the key was not in the lock. There would be no escape that way, and the flames
         were now travelling along the worktops, dangerously close to the door leading into the hallway, which was the only exit left
         open to them.
      

      
      Panic made her feel faint but she knew that she must stay calm. Perhaps one of the neighbours would spot the fire through
         the window and call the fire brigade.
      

      
      ‘Oliver, listen to me.’ She shook him urgently to drag his attention away from the flames. ‘We have to get into the hall and
         make for the front door. Try not to look at the fire, just hold my hand and come with me.’
      

      
      She began to move forward but the child dug his heels in, too frightened to move. It was then that the hungry flames snatched
         at a pile of clean tea towels, and before she could blink, the curtains flared up and thick black smoke began to fill the
         kitchen. Oliver started to cough as Madeleine tightened her grip on his hand. He was only nine years old but he was a sturdy
         little chap for his age and she knew that if he fought her she would have no chance of getting him out of there. They would
         both be killed; burned to a crisp by the flames or asphyxiated by the smoke. It wasn’t much of a choice.
      

      
      ‘Please, Olly! Do as I say.’ She deliberately kept her voice calm so as not to panic him further, but she too began to cough now as
         she watched the smart wooden doors of the kitchen units fall prey to the hungry fire.
      

      
      ‘Get down onto the floor. We’ll be out of the smoke that way,’ she urged, and crying softly, he dropped to his knees. ‘That’s
         it … now follow me, there’s a good lad.’
      

      
      Side by side, the children crawled across the floor as the cut-glass goblets in the fancy display cupboard cracked like gunshots
         in the heat. Inch by inch they went, with Madeleine encouraging her little brother all the way. They had almost reached the
         door when the pile of blazing tea towels toppled onto the floor, and instantly the door they were heading for began to smoke.
      

      
      ‘Damn and blast!’ Tears of frustration stung at Madeleine’s eyes. They had literally seconds left to get out of there now before the whole
         place went up and that way out was blocked off too. With every ounce of strength she possessed, she yanked Oliver along behind
         her, stumbling to her feet as she reached the door. The handle was red hot and she felt the skin on her hand scorch as she
         grasped it.
      

      
      But she didn’t stop to think or feel – she just tugged at it, crying with relief when it opened. The cold air entering the
         room seemed to incense the flames behind her, for suddenly there was a loud explosion as the gas oven blew up.
      

      
      The force of it flung them forward, and she saw that Oliver’s nose was bleeding. He must have banged it when he fell on the
         parquet floor. Now the flames seemed to be chasing them and within seconds, the carpet that ran the length of the hallway
         was alight as she tried to lift him. He was sobbing so hard that he was incoherent, but she closed her ears to the sound as
         she focused on the front door ahead of them. She felt the heat behind them singe the hairs on the back of her legs and pushed
         her brother ahead of her.
      

      
      When they reached the front door she cried out in frustration, as she saw that the key was missing from that lock too. In
         the time it took her to feel along the windowsill where she knew her mother kept the key, the flames were licking greedily
         at the hall curtains on either side of her. Oliver was clinging to her tightly, his body racked by sobs. He was partially
         sighted and she could only begin to imagine how terrified he must be. But there was no time for sympathy. That would come
         when she had got them both out of the house to safety.
      

      
      At last her fingers closed around the key and she nearly sobbed with relief as she tried to fit it into the lock with shaking
         fingers. And then the door was open and she shoved Oliver out into the cold night air. They collapsed onto the immaculate
         lawn in front of the large detached house and watched in horrified fascination as the flames took hold of the staircase.
      

      
      There was another loud explosion from the kitchen and Madeleine saw the lights in the next-door houses click on. Within seconds the neighbours had spewed out of their homes to join them,
         knuckling the sleep from their eyes.
      

      
      ‘Good Lord above!’ Mrs Wickett from next door exclaimed as she tightened the belt on her dressing-gown. ‘Whatever has happened?
         Where are your parents – and have you phoned the fire brigade?’
      

      
      ‘Th … there was no time,’ Madeleine stuttered as she held her brother’s trembling frame close to her.

      
      The woman turned and addressing her husband, who had come to stand beside her, she cried, ‘Richard, go and phone for the fire
         brigade immediately.’
      

      
      The man turned without a word and hurried away to do as he was told.

      
      Lights were snapping on in the houses up and down the street now, and soon a small crowd had assembled on the grass.

      
      Windows were blowing out in the heat and the whole place was ablaze. It had been such a beautiful house – now with the smoke
         belching from every opening it was almost unrecognisable. As the spectators stood there in silence, a face suddenly appeared
         at the front bedroom window. It was Michelle, the children’s adoptive mother. She began to bang on the glass as people looked
         on in horrified fascination and just for a moment her petrified eyes fastened on Madeleine. The room behind her was alight
         with flames and they watched her struggling with the window catch, but then suddenly she disappeared from sight as the sound
         of sirens screamed on the cold night air.
      

      
      Minutes later, the fire engine ground to a halt on the road and firemen were rushing everywhere. Madeleine and Oliver were
         hustled off the lawn and within minutes a fire hose was trained at the heart of the blaze. But even so, everyone there knew
         it was useless. The place was like an inferno. There was no way anyone was going to come out of there alive.
      

      
      ‘Who’s in there?’ a fireman asked, and before Madeleine could answer, Mrs Wickett told him, ‘The children’s parents, God help
         them.’
      

      
      Mrs Wickett had her arm tight about Madeleine’s shoulder now and was softly crying. Madeleine supposed that she should be
         crying too, but she was too numb with shock for now to feel anything. Another fireman had placed a ladder against the bedroom
         window where the woman had briefly appeared minutes earlier, but it was soon apparent that there would be no chance of him
         getting into the bedroom. The window had cracked and the flames that licked through it were forcing him back.
      

            
      And so they all stood and watched helplessly as the house slowly burned to a shell.


      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
      September 1990

      
      ‘Madeleine, are you feeling well enough to speak to me?’The policewoman spoke softly as she addressed the girl in the hospital
         bed.
      

      
      Maddy, as she preferred to be known, stared back at her without replying. She had been in Derriford Hospital in Plymouth for
         two days now and had barely uttered a word to anyone, apart from to ask after her brother, who was in the next ward.
      

      
      She had escaped the fire remarkably well, considering the ferocity of the flames. Apart from burns to her hands and the back
         of her legs and smoke inhalation, she was unmarked.
      

      
      The second police officer glanced at his colleague and now she tried again.

      
      ‘Madeleine … Maddy, I know this can’t be easy for you, but we have to try and get to the bottom of this. It seems that
         the fire was caused by a chip pan bursting into flames. It was almost midnight, love. What on earth were you doing in the
         kitchen at that time of night?’
      

      
      Maddy chewed on her lip for a moment and then muttered, ‘I was going to make my brother Oliver some chips.’

      
      Again the two police officers exchanged a bemused glance. ‘But wasn’t it rather late to be thinking of cooking?’

      
      Maddy shrugged her slight shoulders and clamped her mouth shut, but minutes later she suddenly asked, ‘What about Mum and
         Dad? Are they OK?’
      

      
      This was the part that the policewoman had been dreading, and she gulped deep in her throat before saying gently, ‘I’m afraid
         the firemen couldn’t get them out in time.’
      

      
      ‘They’re both dead then?’

      
      ‘Yes, dear. I’m afraid they are.’The woman had expected the child to break down but she just lay there, her face as white
         as the sheets, staring straight ahead. The girl didn’t seem to be showing any distress whatsoever, but then the young officer supposed that she might be in shock.
      

      
      ‘Look, perhaps it might be best if I gave you a little time to come to terms with what’s happened, love,’ she said tactfully,
         as she rose from her seat. ‘I’ll come and see you again tomorrow, Maddy.’
      

      
      The girl barely noticed as they left the room, and raised a heavily bandaged hand to stroke away a tear. What was going to
         happen to her and Oliver now, she wondered. Only minutes later, her question was answered when the door opened once again
         and a young fair-haired woman in a smart grey trouser suit appeared with a folder beneath her arm.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Maddy.’ She flashed the girl a friendly smile as she drew the chair up to the bed and sat down. ‘I’m Sue Maddox, and
         I was the social worker who took you to your new mum and dad when they adopted you and Oliver five years ago. I did visit
         you a few times after that, but I doubt you would remember it. I’m so sorry to hear about what’s happened. How are you bearing
         up?’
      

      
      Maddy sniffed, and without answering the question she asked bluntly, ‘What’s going to happen to me and Oliver now?’

      
      ‘Well, to be honest, no one is quite sure yet,’ Sue answered truthfully as she flicked a lock of hair across her shoulder.
         ‘Later today, your adoptive grandparents are coming in to visit you and we shall be approaching them to see if they might
         be able to take on guardianship of you.’
      

      
      ‘Huh! There’s fat chance of that happening,’ Maddy retorted scornfully. ‘Neither of them ever liked me. They didn’t think I was good enough for their precious
         daughter.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sure that isn’t true.’ Sue’s face was sad as she looked at the sullen child in front of her. She could still remember
         the day that she had taken Maddy and her brother to live with the Donovans and the terrible tantrum Maddy had thrown.
      

      
      As the girl gazed out of the window, Sue watched her closely. She certainly didn’t behave like a child who had just been told
         that her parents were dead.
      

      
      At twelve years old Maddy was quite small for her age. She was slight of build, totally opposite to her brother who was quite
         tall and sturdy. Oliver had been just four years old when he was placed, and had few memories of his birth family. His birth
         father had left them when Oliver was just a baby and from then on his mother had sunk into a depression, which had resulted
         in her turning into an alcoholic. Numerous one-night stands had resulted in two more children, but as the Social Services Department had tried to help her, things had gone from bad to worse until they had been forced to take
         all four siblings into care. She wondered how the other two children were faring. Molly and Ryan would be six and seven years
         old now and had been placed with two other adoptive families in different parts of the country. Until the day the Department
         had taken them away, Maddy had been like a little mother to her siblings and Sue knew that she must still miss them dreadfully.
         She was very protective of Oliver and seemed more concerned about him right now than the fact that her new parents had died
         in the fire.
      

      
      She sighed. Maddy was bordering on being plain, and it was only her wonderful big brown eyes and her shock of thick wavy brunette
         hair that saved her from being so. Sue imagined that she could actually be attractive, if she smiled more. Her thoughts were
         stopped from going any further when a large lady accompanied by a tall gentleman entered the room. The woman’s eyes were red-rimmed
         from weeping, and as she approached the bed she stabbed a finger towards Maddy.
      

      
      ‘I knew our Michelle should never have taken you on,’ she said accusingly, her beautifully modulated voice belying the cruel words.
      

      
      Sue realised that this must be Michelle’s mother, the adoptive grandmother. The woman was shaking and Sue’s spirits sank into
         her shoes. If her greeting was anything to go by, there would be little chance of her taking on the care of the children.
      

      
      Rising from her seat, Sue faced the woman, who ignored her as if she didn’t exist. Her focus was firmly fixed on the child
         lying in the bed.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’ll be able to live with yourself,’ the woman spat. ‘You’ve killed my daughter and my son-in-law – and after all
         they’ve done for you too!’
      

      
      ‘Now please,’ Sue tried to intervene. ‘I suggest you calm down. What happened was obviously nothing more than a terrible accident.’

      
      ‘And what do you know about it?’ The woman rounded on her. ‘You haven’t seen the way she treated the poor souls. She’s never had a decent
         word for them since the day they took her in out of the kindness of their hearts. She was nothing but trouble to them from
         the very beginning!’ She was openly sobbing now, and the man at her side was trying to ease her out of the room.
      

      
      ‘Come on, love,’ he said softly. ‘There’s nothing to be gained by this. Let’s go.’

      
      After glaring at Maddy for one last time she then followed him from the room, with Sue in hot pursuit.

      
      In the corridor she blew her nose noisily on a handkerchief that her husband kindly provided her with and Sue remained silent,
         giving her time to compose herself. She was a large, well-built woman, immaculately dressed in a smart navy-blue suit, with
         tightly curled blond hair that looked as if it wouldn’t budge even in a gale. Her husband had kind eyes, which Sue saw were
         full of pain. The couple had just lost their only daughter, so she was prepared to make allowances for the woman’s outburst.
         After all, it couldn’t be easy for her.
      

      
      After a few minutes, Sue dared to say, ‘I’m so sorry for your loss. What’s happened is absolutely dreadful.’

      
      The woman eyed her warily. ‘And just who might you be?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I was the children’s social worker and I handled the adoption when they came to live with Michelle and Peter.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ The woman scowled before bursting into a fresh torrent of tears.

      
      Her husband looked at Sue apologetically. ‘I’m afraid this is a very difficult time for us.’

      
      ‘Of course, I do understand – but actually I was hoping to speak to you both.’

      
      ‘Then let’s go into the day room,’ he suggested. ‘I spotted it as we came in, further down the ward.’ He took his wife’s elbow
         and Sue followed them to a small room full of easy chairs with a television set in the corner.
      

      
      Once they were all seated she began tentatively, ‘The reason I wished to speak to you was about the children’s future. Obviously
         they have no one now, and in circumstances like this the Department always tries to place them with the extended family whenever
         possible.’
      

      
      The woman seemed to swell to double her size as she stared at Sue indignantly. ‘You can’t be asking if we would be prepared to have them, surely?’
      

      
      Sue felt her cheeks flame. ‘Er … that’s exactly what I was going to ask you, actually, Mrs Green. The alternative is
         that the children will have to go back into care.’
      

      
      ‘Then so be it!’ The woman faced Sue squarely. ‘I don’t care if I never set eyes on either of those two again. You can have
         no idea how difficult they have been – well, Madeleine at least. And what’s more – I don’t believe that the fire started accidentally.
         I think that nasty girl started it deliberately – and I shall be telling the police a thing or two, you can be sure of it!’
      

      
      ‘Very well. I apologise for asking, but you must understand I had to.’

      
      The woman stamped past her and after flashing Sue a timid smile her husband followed, closing the door quietly behind him.
      

      
      Sagging down onto the nearest seat, Sue sighed. Well, that went down about as well as a lead balloon, she thought. It seemed
         that the only option for the children now was for them to go back into care, and that would mean yet another major upheaval
         in their young lives – but what alternative was there?
      

      
      She knew that she should go back in to Maddy but she just couldn’t face it. I’ll come back tomorrow, she promised herself,
         and quietly slipped away to tackle the teetering pile of paperwork that was waiting for her on her desk back at the office.
      


      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      ‘When can I see my brother?’ Maddy asked for at least the tenth time the next morning. The nurse who had just changed the
         bandages on her hands kept her eyes averted as she replied, ‘Sister will tell you when he’s well enough to have visitors.’
      

      
      Maddy’s heart sank. Whenever she asked to see Oliver, the reply was always the same and now she was seriously worried. Perhaps
         he was desperately ill? Or perhaps the burns he had sustained were worse than she had thought. It was obvious that something
         was wrong, otherwise they would have let her see him.
      

      
      She watched quietly as the nurse collected the soiled dressings and left the room, then swinging her legs to the edge of the
         bed she slipped off it and padded to the door. She had been put in a small room next to the nurses’ desk, but one glance into
         the corridor assured her that all the nurses were busy down at the other end of the ward. Barefooted, she tugged the hospital
         gown they had supplied her with more tightly about her and stepped out into the corridor, then with her heart thudding she
         set off towards the doors at a trot.
      

      
      Once through them, she stood and looked about as she tried to get her bearings. They had told her that Oliver was in the next
         ward and she went in that direction, hoping that no one would intercept her. On the way she got a few curious glances, but
         thankfully no one challenged her and soon she was at the next set of double swing doors. Peeping through the glass in the
         top half, she waited until a nurse carrying a bedpan stepped into a sluice room and then she hastily slipped through them.
         She began to move along as quickly as she could, glancing into each room as she went. She prayed that Oliver wasn’t in the
         main ward and her prayers were answered when she passed the third door and spotted him inside. The room was colourful, with
         Disney characters painted on the wall behind his bed. Oliver didn’t even look round when she closed the door and she hurried
         across to him.
      

      
      He was lying very still with his eyes staring sightlessly up at the ceiling above him.
      

      
      ‘Olly,’ she hissed, as she took his hand. ‘It’s me, Maddy. Can you hear me?’

      
      When he showed no sign of having heard her, she began to cry softly. What was wrong with him? He seemed to be locked in a
         world of his own. She had just opened her mouth to speak to him again when a nurse suddenly entered.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Her eyes raked up and down Maddy’s slight figure as she took in her dishevelled appearance and the hospital
         gown she was wearing, and then she suddenly smiled. ‘You must be Madeleine, Oliver’s sister,’ she said. ‘I was told you were
         in the next ward. But what are you doing here, dear? Did somebody bring you to see your brother?’
      

      
      Madeleine glared at her defiantly. ‘No, they didn’t. They wouldn’t, so I came on me own.’

      
      ‘Oh, I see.’ For a moment the nurse seemed lost for words but then she pulled a chair closer to the bed and told Maddy kindly,
         ‘Well, now that you are here, you may as well sit down, pet. I’ll just go and let the ward next door know where you are, so
         that they don’t worry about you, and then I’ll be back.’ She swung about without another word, and the instant she had left
         the room, Maddy turned her attention back to the figure on the bed.
      

      
      ‘Oliver, what’s wrong?’ she whispered as tears clogged in her throat, but once again he showed no signs of having heard her
         or of even being aware that she was there. By the time the nurse returned, Maddy was really crying.
      

      
      ‘Why won’t he answer me?’ she asked with a catch in her voice.

      
      ‘I’m afraid your brother has been like this since he was brought in.’ The nurse saw no reason to lie. ‘Oliver is in deep shock.’

      
      ‘And how long will he be like this?’

      
      The nurse shook her head. ‘It’s hard to say, to be honest. Physically there isn’t a lot wrong with him, but his mind has shut
         down. Hopefully when he comes out of it he’ll be fine.’
      

      
      Maddy dragged her eyes away from the girl to stare down at Oliver again, and at that moment another nurse pushing a wheelchair
         joined them. Maddy recognised her as a nurse from the ward she was in.
      

      
      ‘Here you are,’ she said with a smile. ‘We were just about to get a search-party out for you. What are you doing wandering
         about like this?’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t bring me to see me brother. I was worried about him so I decided to find him on me own,’ she muttered.

      
      Sympathy flared in the woman’s eyes. ‘Well, you have seen him now, so how about I get you back to your own bed, eh? I’m sure
         you’ll be allowed to visit him again very soon.’
      

      
      It was on the tip of Maddy’s tongue to refuse to leave, but knowing she was beaten she slowly crossed the room and dropped
         into the wheelchair. At least she knew exactly where Oliver was now, and if the nurse didn’t keep her promise she would come
         and see him on her own again.
      

      
      As the nurse steered the wheelchair back into her own room, the girl saw that the police officers who had visited her the
         day before had turned up again. She sighed resignedly. She was feeling strangely tired and would have liked to rest, but she
         supposed that now that they were here, she might as well listen to them. She didn’t really have much choice in the matter.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Madeleine,’ PC Roberts smiled stiffly as the nurse helped her back into bed and straightened the blankets. ‘I think
         we ought to have that talk now, don’t you?’
      

      
      There was something about the way she spoke that made Maddy flinch inwardly; the friendly note that had been in her voice
         the day before had gone.
      

      
      ‘There are a few things about the fire that don’t quite add up,’ the woman went on, ‘and we need to discuss them.’

      
      ‘Such as what?’ Maddy shot back before she could stop herself.

      
      ‘Such as the fact that you chose a very strange time to start cooking supper for your brother.’

      
      Maddy clamped her lips together and fixed her eyes on a point above the woman’s head.

      
      The silence seemed to stretch on and on, until the woman said quite unexpectedly, ‘From what we’ve been hearing, you never
         really got on with your adopted mum, did you?’
      

      
      Maddy gulped but remained quiet.

      
      ‘We’ve spoken to the teachers at your school and they told us that your mother was repeatedly being called in because of your
         bad behaviour. Is that true, Maddy?’ Without waiting for an answer, the officer plunged on, ‘We’ve also spoken to your adoptive
         grandparents and your neighbours, and they all told us much the same – that you and your mum were constantly arguing. They
         said you even got violent with her on occasions. Did you hate her, Maddy?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I did!’ Maddy said hotly. ‘She never wanted a daughter, she just wanted someone to clean and fetch and carry for her. The only one
         either of them cared about was Oliver. They never wanted me.’
      

      
      The two police officers exchanged a meaningful glance and now the policeman took out a notebook and hastily began to scribble
         in it.
      

      
      ‘Maddy, did you set light to the kitchen deliberately?’ he said.

      
      The question was such a shock that colour flooded into the girl’s cheeks and her mouth gaped open.

      
      ‘I … I …’ She suddenly became silent again. There didn’t seem any point in saying anything and she didn’t much
         care what happened to herself now anyway, so let them think what they liked.
      

      
      ‘I think you did set light to the kitchen on purpose,’ the officer went on. ‘You wanted to get back at your mum, didn’t you? Are you glad
         that she and your dad are dead?’
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ Maddy looked towards the window, her face expressionless, and now the policewoman rose from her seat and looked down
         at her.
      

      
      ‘We shall be back,’ she said quietly, and then she turned and left the room with her colleague.

      
      Once she was alone, a silent tear slid down Maddy’s pale cheek. She knew that she should be feeling sad about the fact that
         her adoptive parents were dead, but what she had told the policewoman was true: all she could feel was relief. Michelle Donovan
         had been a bully. Oh, in public she had always appeared to be a doting mother, but in the privacy of her home it had been
         a different act altogether. From the second Maddy got home from school each day until she dropped exhausted into bed each
         night, Michelle had worked her into the ground. At just eight years old, Maddy had been able to clean and cook as well as
         a grown woman, but she knew that she could have put up with that if she had received just one kind word – but all her new
         mum had ever shown her was scorn. ‘We took you from the gutter,’ she would tell the girl scornfully, and, ‘You should be grateful
         for all we do for you.’
      

      
      Well, Maddy wasn’t grateful, and she realised with a little shock that she really was glad that her adoptive parents were dead. No matter where she and Oliver were placed now, no way could it be as bad as living
         with the Donovans.Turning onto her side, she burrowed beneath the blanket and sobbed broken-heartedly.
      

      
      Later that night, when the ward was in semi-darkness, she once again sneaked out of bed. At the bottom of the ward she could
         see a nurse bent over some paperwork at a desk, working by the light of a lamp. Keeping to the shadows, she crept towards
         the double doors and silently slipped through them. A quick glance either way assured her that the hospital was deserted, and so once more
         she made her way to the next ward. She just wanted to check that Oliver was all right before she settled down to rest.
      

      
      His room was in darkness. Tiptoeing in, she flicked on the lamp at the side of the bed and gasped when she saw that it was
         empty. The bed was freshly made up, and there was no sign that he had ever been there.
      

      
      Her heart began to hammer in her chest. Running back into the corridor with her dressing gown flapping loosely about her,
         she looked for a sign of a nurse, and when she saw one she raced down the long ward towards her.
      

      
      The nurse caught her arm and said, ‘Please don’t run. What is the matter?’

      
      ‘My brother – Oliver Donovan – where is he?’ Maddy said hoarsely, and all around them, patients began to stir in their beds.

      
      ‘Come with me.’ The nurse guided her into a small dimly lit office and demanded, ‘Now, who are you? And what are you doing
         here?’
      

      
      Tears were streaking down Maddy’s cheeks now as panic gripped her, and she waved a trembling finger in the general direction
         of the room that Oliver had occupied.
      

      
      ‘M … my brother was in one of those side wards earlier today. Where is he now?’

      
      ‘Ah.’ As the nurse suddenly realised who the girl was, the harsh expression slipped from her face and she looked at Maddy
         sympathetically. ‘Your brother has been transferred to another hospital.’
      

      
      ‘But why?’ Maddy’s lip quivered.

      
      The nurse strummed her fingers on the edge of the desk as she thought how best to explain. ‘Well, the thing is, Oliver was
         in deep shock, as you’ll know if you saw him this morning. There was nothing really physically wrong with him, so the specialist
         decided to send him to another hospital that deals with patients who are suffering from trauma.’
      

      
      ‘What … you mean like a mental hospital?’ Maddy asked fearfully, remembering back to the awful place her real mum had
         ended up in.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no, no, nowhere like that,’ the nurse assured her. She had a daughter who would be about Maddy’s age and her heart was
         aching for the girl. If the rumours that were circulating the hospital were true, the poor kid had just lost her mum and dad
         in a fire and now she was terrified because her brother had disappeared too. Why the hell hadn’t someone explained to her
         about where Oliver had gone, she wondered, and cursed softly under her breath. No wonder the poor girl was so distraught. That little lad was probably
         all she had left now.
      

      
      ‘Look, why don’t you sit down and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea, eh?’The nurse knew that she should really be getting Maddy
         back to her own ward before the staff there missed her. But the girl looked sadly in need of a bit of tender loving care –
         she was going to supply it, and sod the consequences. The girl looked, in fact, as if the bottom had dropped out of her world.
         Gently pressing her onto a hard-backed chair, she made her way to the ward kitchen to put the kettle on.
      

      
      When she returned only minutes later, Maddy was gone. The nurse frowned as she placed the cup and saucer on the desk, wondering
         what she should do next. It was as she was standing there that someone in the ward rang their bell. The lass had probably
         gone back to her own ward, she assured herself and, straightening her apron, she hurried away to see what the patient wanted.
      


      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      Outside the hospital, Maddy wandered along the deserted streets. A bitterly cold wind whipped the cotton gown about her thin
         legs and her bare feet soon turned blue, but she didn’t feel anything. She had no idea at all where she was. She had lived
         some way away from the hospital and so everywhere was unfamiliar to her. She didn’t much care. The way she saw it, now that
         Oliver was gone she had nothing left to live for. She had already lost her two younger siblings when she came to live with
         the Donovans and now she had lost Oliver too.
      

      
      Up ahead, a broken bottle on the pavement glistened in the light but she walked straight across it, cutting her foot in the
         process. She winced with pain. Now she was leaving a trail of blood in her wake but even that didn’t slow her steps and she
         limped on, blinded by tears. A slow drizzle quickly turned into a downpour, and soon her gown was clinging wetly to her and
         her hair was plastered to her head.
      

      
      Eventually she came to a crossroads where a sign pointed towards the city centre. It was seven miles away – an awfully long
         walk. But then, where else did she have to go? She had no home now and the city centre seemed as good a place as any to head
         for. Occasionally, cars drove past her and each time she heard one coming she quickly moved into the shadows of the buildings
         until they had gone. After a time her footsteps slowed as a wave of fatigue washed over her. She had the urge to just lie
         down and sleep but was too afraid to, so she carried on, forcing one foot in front of the other with her head bent against
         the pouring rain.
      

      
      After a while she became aware of a very old man on a bicycle splashing towards her through the puddles in the road. She blinked
         in surprise, wondering what he might be doing out so late at night. Most of the houses she passed were in darkness and she
         guessed that it must be very late indeed now.
      

      
      When the man drew abreast of her he stopped and gazed at her through the rain. She too stopped and they eyed each other warily. He was dressed in an old mac that had clearly seen better
         days, and a cap was pulled down low over his eyes.
      

      
      ‘So what’s a little ’un like you doin’ out all alone at this time o’ night then, eh?’ he asked.

      
      Maddy glared at him. ‘That’s none of your business,’ she informed him imperiously.

      
      He chuckled, a throaty sound that echoed along the quiet street. ‘Run away from home, ’ave you?’

      
      ‘No, I have not,’ Maddy retorted, and began to limp on. He rode slowly along at the side of her, taking in her bare feet and the strange gown
         she was wearing. ‘Got anywhere to sleep?’ he asked now, and despite her misgivings, Maddy halted again and slowly shook her
         head.
      

      
      ‘Hm!’ He climbed off his bike and to her surprise, he then peeled off his coat and draped it around her shoulders. ‘It’ll
         keep a bit o’ the rain off,’ he told her, then climbing back onto the bike he pointed towards the crossbar. ‘Get on ’ere,’
         he ordered. ‘Yer can kip at my place tonight if you’ve a mind to. It ain’t posh, but it’ll be better than bein’ out in this.’
      

      
      Maddy hesitated. She had always been warned never to go off with strangers, but what alternative was there? She supposed anywhere
         out of the rain was better than nowhere. Eventually she approached him and after hoisting her up to sit side-saddle on the
         crossbar, he placed his arms either side of her, gripped the bike handles and wobbled off. Maddy could feel her head sinking
         forward with tiredness.They seemed to go for a very long way but eventually he drew the bike to a halt outside a small terraced
         house.
      

      
      ‘This is it,’ he told her, as he helped her down. Crossing to the front door, he quickly unlocked it before pushing his bike
         inside. Maddy timidly followed him. Seconds later, he clicked a switch and the room was illuminated by a bare light bulb that
         swung from a cracked ceiling. She looked around in amazement. The room was so cluttered there was barely a square foot of
         floor showing. Old newspapers and magazines were piled everywhere, along with all manner of other things. He leaned his bike
         up against the wall, oblivious to the water running off it all across the bare wooden floorboards. Then, nodding towards a
         door, he set off in that direction and she reluctantly followed him, wondering if it had been such a good idea to come here
         after all.
      

      
      She found herself in yet another room almost as cluttered as the one she had just walked through, but at least there were
         odd pieces of mismatched furniture in this one and a low fire was burning in the grate. The kitchen next door to it was absolutely filthy, with every single surface covered in dirty pots and pans. There
         was a musty smell in the air and she wrinkled her nose in distaste.
      

      
      ‘Help yerself to anythin’ yer fancy,’ he told her, peeling his wet cap off and tossing it onto a pile of dirty pots. He then
         turned about and headed for a door that she guessed must lead upstairs, as if he had already forgotten that she was even there.
      

      
      ‘Er … excuse me. Where shall I sleep?’ Maddy asked nervously.

      
      Pausing to look back at her, he cocked his thumb towards the ceiling. ‘Straight along the landin’, second door on the right.
         G’night.’
      

      
      ‘Good night.’ Maddy watched him disappear before looking around bemused. Her adoptive mum had always wanted everything just
         so, and Maddy wondered what Michelle Donovan would have thought if she could have seen this place. She would probably have
         had a fit. Still, the girl consoled herself, even if it wasn’t very clean at least it was dry in here, and up to now the old
         man had appeared to be quite harmless. She briefly considered trying to find the things to make herself a cup of tea, but
         soon decided against it. All she wanted to do right now was sleep, but first she knew she should deal with her injured foot,
         which was throbbing painfully. When she crouched down and examined it, she could see a sliver of glass in the wound. Gritting
         her teeth, she pulled it out, making the wound bleed even more profusely. As she looked around, she saw an old tea towel thrown
         haphazardly onto the worktop and she hastily bandaged her foot with it. The cloth was little more than a rag and she dreaded
         to think of the germs that must be on it, but she wasn’t in a position to be fussy and at least it should stem the bleeding.
      

      
      When she was certain that she could do no more, she approached the door leading to the upstairs and paused to listen. Everywhere
         was as silent as the grave so she limped up the stairs, being careful to make as little noise as possible. At the end of the
         long landing was the bathroom, which she soon discovered was just as filthy as the kitchen.
      

      
      After drying herself off as best she could on the cleanest towel she could find, Maddy approached the room the old man had
         told her to use, dreading what she might find. She opened the door, and after fumbling along the wall, found a light switch
         and snapped it on. What she saw made her gasp with surprise. She was looking at a very pretty, clean little room.The mahogany
         furniture was dated, as were the flowered curtains and the matching bedspread, but even so she was thrilled. No one would
         ever have believed that they could find such a room in this house; it was a total contrast to the rest of the place. Sighing
         with relief, she approached the wardrobe. Perhaps there would be something in there that she could borrow to sleep in. She
         was shivering with cold now and the hospital gown was still clinging to her.
      

      
      After opening the door she was again surprised to find herself confronted with a number of girls’ clothes all neatly hung
         on wooden coat hangers. Once again they were very out-of-date, but at least they were clean and dry. Next she tried the chest-of-drawers
         and came upon a small pile of fresh clean nightdresses. Taking one out, she saw that it was made of broderie-anglaise. It
         was ankle-length and came right up to her neck with long sleeves that ended in frilled cuffs, but even so it was a welcome
         change from the garment she was wearing.
      

      
      Dry again, she padded back to the door, and was relieved when she saw that there was a lock on it. After turning the key she
         clambered into the bed, shivering as the starched white sheets settled over her. It was remarkably comfortable, although she
         was sure she was far too nervous to sleep. That was her last thought as exhaustion claimed her.
      

      
      
      She woke late the next morning to the sound of someone shuffling about in the kitchen down below. She yawned and stretched,
         then panicked as the events of the night came back to her. Where was she? She hopped down out of bed onto the pretty flowered
         carpet and crossed quietly to the window, where she peeped out into the street below. The row of terraced houses opposite
         looked much the same as one another. They all opened directly onto the pavement and only the colours of the front doors and
         the curtains hanging at the windows distinguished one from another. Now, turning back to the room she had slept in, she studied
         it more closely. The main colour scheme was pink so she assumed that at some time it had been the old man’s daughter’s room,
         but where was she now? And why were all her clothes still hanging in the wardrobe? It seemed very strange.
      

      
      She opened the door and glanced cautiously up and down the landing. The smell of frying bacon wafted up to her and tempted
         her from the room as her stomach growled in anticipation. In no time at all she was back downstairs, where she saw the old
         man standing at an ancient gas stove expertly flicking bacon in an enormous blackened frying pan.
      

      
      She saw now that he was even older than she had first taken him for, and wondered what could have made him go out riding the
         streets so late at night and in the blistering rain. His hair was snow-white and in desperate need of a good cut, and grey
         whiskers sprouted from his chin. He was painfully thin and his back was hunched, making him appear even smaller than he actually was. His dirty clothes hung loosely off him, and even from the open doorway she could
         smell the ripe scent of him. She wondered how long it had been since he had last had a bath or a shave. His hands were gnarled
         and his face had so many wrinkles that one seemed to run into another.
      

      
      Sensing her presence, he looked towards her as if it was the most natural thing in the world that she should be there.

      
      ‘Grab yerself a plate an’ get some o’ this down yer,’ he invited, and now Maddy’s eyes flew around the room as she tried to
         spot a clean plate. Eventually she gave up and taking a dirty one from the sink she hastily washed it as best she could beneath
         the tap before handing it to him. He flipped some bacon on to it, along with a couple of slices of fried bread, and after
         thanking him she carried it back into the middle room and devoured the meal in seconds. Minutes later he joined her, handing
         her a mug of tea, and she waited for him to start asking questions. She had discovered that grown-ups were good at that, but
         instead he stared into the low-burning fire in the grate, apparently perfectly content to do without conversation.
      

      
      ‘Er, thanks for letting me stay last night,’ she ventured.

      
      Glancing towards her, he shrugged. ‘Stay as long as yer like,’ he muttered, and then resumed staring into the fire.

      
      She sat quietly for a time, reluctant to disturb him, before asking hesitantly, ‘I was wondering, would you mind very much
         if I borrowed some of the clothes out of the wardrobe in the room I slept in?’
      

      
      ‘Help yerself,’ he told her through a mouthful of bacon. ‘Just so long as they’re washed an’ ironed an’ put back fer when
         my Gwenny comes ’ome.’
      

      
      ‘Who is Gwenny?’ Maddy dared to ask but he ignored her, and so after a time she carried her plate into the kitchen and went
         back upstairs.
      

      
      As she rifled through the clothes in the wardrobe she found that they were even more old-fashioned than she had first thought,
         but seeing as she had nothing to wear apart from the hospital gown she had arrived in, she supposed that they would be better
         than nothing. She chose a tartan kilt that fastened at the side with a large safety pin and then found a green roll-neck jumper
         in one of the drawers to go with it. There were various items of underwear in the drawers which were at least two sizes too
         large for her, but it was good to be warm again, and her foot wasn’t hurting so much this morning either. On the dressing-table
         was a silver-backed hairbrush, and after brushing her hair, Maddy felt slightly better. She straightened her bed and made
         her way back downstairs again, only to discover that the old man had disappeared. It was then that she realised she hadn’t
         even thought to ask his name. His bicycle was missing from the front room and now she stood, hand on hips, surveying the chaos
         that surrounded her.
      

      
      Deciding that it would do her good to keep busy, she began to collect armfuls of old newspapers and carried them through to
         the kitchen where she deposited them in a pile by the back door. She couldn’t take them outside as the door was locked. This
         operation took her at least an hour, and by the time they had all been removed, she could finally see the floor again – although
         the room was far from being really tidy.
      

      
      Next she gathered up the dirty cups and plates that were strewn here and there, and they too soon disappeared into the kitchen.
         Three large fat cats watched her impassively as she worked, miaowing with disgust when she had cause to disturb them.Within
         an hour the room was cleared, revealing the ill-matched furniture that had been buried beneath the rubbish.
      

      
      As she drew aside the curtains, which had been tightly closed, thick dust flew into the air, making her cough. The windows
         behind them were so grimy that she could barely see through them, so she went into the kitchen and after finding a bowl, she
         filled it with warm soapy water and set to cleaning them.
      

      
      The next job was the floor. She searched high and low for a mop but when she couldn’t find one, she got down on her hands
         and knees and scrubbed every inch of it with a rag. Next she dusted the mantelpiece and finally she stood back to survey her
         handiwork. The room was still a long way from being presentable, but at least it was much better than before.
      

      
      Deciding that she deserved a break, Maddy went into the kitchen then, and after rummaging about in the cupboards, found some
         tea and sugar. There was only a drop of milk in the bottle in the ancient refrigerator so she washed a mug and drank the tea
         without it. It was as she was standing there that she heard a key in the front door and seconds later the old man reappeared
         with a large carrier bag dangling from the handlebars of his bicycle. After propping it against the wall he scratched his
         head in bewilderment as he looked around the room, but he said nothing as he carried the bag through to the kitchen and dumped
         it on the draining board.
      

      
      He gave Maddy no more than a cursory glance before throwing his old mac over the back of a chair and sinking into it, burying
         his head in a newspaper.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she asked nervously.
      

      
      ‘Argh, if yer like,’ he grunted. ‘There’s some milk in that bag I just brought in.’

      
      She rushed away to put the kettle on again. It was when she carried the drink through to him that he stabbed his finger at
         a piece in the paper. ‘Is this you?’ he asked, as he peered at her more closely. ‘It says ’ere that a twelve-year-old girl
         left Derriford Hospital last night an’ the police are lookin’ for her.’
      

      
      Maddy gulped, but decided to tell him the truth. There didn’t seem to be any point in lying. ‘Yes, it is,’ she admitted, then:
         ‘Are you going to tell them that I’m here?’
      

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, seems to me if yer ran away yer had good cause to, an’ it ain’t no business o’ mine. They’re
         sayin’ as you’re suspected of startin’ a fire in your home an’ that you managed to get your younger brother out o’ there.
         Did yer?’
      

      
      ‘Did I what?’ Maddy demanded. ‘Start the fire or get my brother out?’

      
      When she was not forthcoming with any more information, he sniffed and didn’t pursue it and she sighed with relief. Then
         after a few moments she dared to ask, ‘What’s your name?’
      

      
      ‘Why do yer want to know that?’

      
      ‘Well, if I’m going to be staying here for a while I have to call you something, don’t I? My name is Maddy, but then you already
         know that if you’ve just read about me in the paper.’
      

      
      For a moment she thought that he wasn’t going to answer her, but then he muttered, ‘You can call me Whizzer, everybody else
         does.’ He then ignored her as he slurped at his tea and suddenly feeling in the way, Maddy slipped into the kitchen and began
         to fill the bowl with hot water. If she was going to be staying here for the time being, which it appeared she was, it would
         be nice to have some clean pots and pans to use.
      

      
      Sighing, she began on the mountains of washing up, wondering where Oliver was right now and if he was all right.


      
      Chapter Four

      
      

      
      Maddy had now been staying with old Whizzer for over a week, and during that time she had become accustomed to his eccentric
         ways. He came and went on his bicycle as he pleased, sometimes disappearing for hours. When he was in the house he ignored
         her for most of the time as if she wasn’t there, but that suited Maddy. She had needed a quiet place to lick her wounds, and
         Whizzer had provided it for her without asking for a single thing in return.
      

      
      During the time she had stayed there she had worked tirelessly, seeing it as a way of repaying him for his kindness, and now
         the house was almost unrecognisable from when she had first arrived – not that Whizzer ever commented on the fact. She knew
         that he could see the difference in the place by the way his eyes flickered over it, but he never offered any praise, nor
         did she expect any. She was actually glad to scrub and clean; it gave her less time to worry about Oliver and what might be
         happening to him.
      

      
      Since Whizzer had brought her there she had not ventured from the house. She knew from the local newspapers that he brought
         home each day that the police were still looking for her, and was terrified about what would happen should they find her.
         PC Roberts had made it more than clear that she believed Maddy had set the fire deliberately, and the girl wondered if she
         would be sent to prison. It was a daunting thought. Even so, she knew that she couldn’t stay here for ever. At some stage
         she would have to go and find out what had become of Olly. There would be no peace until she knew where he was. But she decided
         that could wait until the fuss had died down a little.
      

      
      Each day, Whizzer would return home with a carrier bag full of shopping and Maddy would cook him a meal. He would eat it without
         a word, and then she would clear away the dirty pots while he settled down to read his paper.
      

      
      This evening looked set to be no different, until he suddenly glanced up and said quietly, ‘It says here that your parents are to be buried tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ Maddy stopped in her tracks on the way to the kitchen as shock coursed through her. She had tried not to think about
         Peter and Michelle Donovan, but now she was forced to. Buried. It seemed so final – although she still couldn’t pretend that she really missed them, especially Michelle. Peter she had
         hardly known, as he’d been out at work most of the time, and under Michelle’s thumb, the rest.
      

      
      ‘Were you wantin’ to go to their funerals?’ Whizzer asked.

      
      She hastily shook her head.

      
      ‘Fair enough.’Whizzer turned away again as Maddy moved on to the kitchen. There she leaned heavily on the edge of the old
         porcelain sink as her thoughts ran riot. Up until now she had been lucky, but the police were bound to find her eventually
         – and then what would become of her? If they locked her away, who would look out for Oliver? They had no one but each other
         now.
      

      
      Her thoughts went back in time to when she had been a part of a real family. Her dad had loved them then, and things had only started to go wrong after he left. Heartbroken, their mother had
         slipped further and further into a world that was ruled by alcohol and one-night affairs. As the eldest, Maddy had done her
         best for the younger siblings who had been conceived after her own father Tom had gone. Molly and Ryan had never even had
         the privilege of knowing who their fathers were. And then had come the day when she arrived home from school to find two social
         workers waiting for her. They told her that the youngest two had already been taken into care and now she and Oliver would
         be joining them, with the same foster-carers. When Maddy asked where Anna Barnes their mother was, she was told that she had
         gone to a special sort of hospital where she could get the help she needed.
      

      
      In fairness, the carers that the children had lived with had been kind, but Maddy was not prepared to trust anyone and had
         not formed any kind of a relationship with them, no matter what they tried to do for her. There had been numerous court appearances
         to discuss the children’s futures, which Sue Maddox told her about but the girl was never allowed to attend. She just waited
         for the day when her mum would come home to them all. But she never had, and eventually Molly and Ryan were taken in by two
         separate families and she and Oliver were adopted by the Donovans. From that day on she had never been happy until …
      

      
      Stopping her thoughts from going any further, Maddy slowly washed and dried the pots and then after a mumbled good night to Whizzer she climbed the stairs to her room feeling utterly depressed.
         She was just twelve years old and yet she felt as if she had the weight of the world on her young shoulders. She couldn’t
         ever remember a time since her father had left them when she had felt safe and loved. Since his departure, everything seemed
         to have gone downhill at the speed of a rollercoaster. For a long time she had hoped that he would come home, but now all
         she felt for him was hatred. To her mind he was the cause of the family being torn apart and she hoped that she would never
         have to set eyes on him again.
      

      
      Her throat clogged with tears as she thought again of her true mother and her siblings. They would be growing up now, just
         as she and Oliver were, but one day, she vowed to herself, she would find them again. All of them. Now the tears began to fall. Was her mother still in the awful home they had sent her to after her breakdown, when drink
         got the better of her? Maddy could still remember Sue Maddox taking her to see her mum there. The mental hospital on the outskirts
         of the town had been a dark, forbidding place, and Maddy had thought even then at the tender age of seven that no sane person
         who went there would remain so for long.
      

      
      She and her three siblings had stayed with their foster-carers for a time after that, until the day that Sue had come and
         taken Molly and Ryan away. Molly would be six now and Ryan would be seven. Time was slipping by. All Maddy knew was that Molly
         had gone to live in Nuneaton in the Midlands where they originated from, and Ryan was somewhere in Birmingham.
      

      
      Sighing, she crossed to the chest-of-drawers that she had been tidying that morning. Beneath the underwear that was stored
         there she had come across three photo albums and now she started to look through them as she tried to take her mind off her
         predicament.
      

      
      The first one she opened was full of photos of a family consisting of a mother and father and a baby girl. They all looked
         very happy and as Maddy stared at them she realised with a little shock that the man in the pictures was a much younger Whizzer.
         This must be his wife and daughter. She flicked through the pages, wondering where they were now.
      

      
      The second album contained pictures of a toddler, happy and giggling in most of them. The third and final album made Maddy
         shudder as she saw a young girl, possibly just a little older than she herself was now, wearing the kilt and jumper that she
         had borrowed from the wardrobe. The book was only half-full – and after that there was nothing. The pictures just stopped abruptly. Maddy frowned as she placed the albums back where she had found them. Perhaps
         the girl in the picture was the Gwenny that Whizzer had referred to? But where was she now?
      

      
      Deciding it was really none of her business, she lay down on the bed. Just before she drifted off to sleep she heard Whizzer
         slam the front door as he left the house. Used to his nocturnal bicycle rides by now, she yawned and thought nothing of it.
      

      
      The next day began much as all the others. She woke to the smell of bacon frying and hurried down to join Whizzer for breakfast.
         It was the only meal he ever cooked and she wondered how he had managed before she went to stay there. The cats were also
         eating, all in a line on the kitchen floor. She stifled a smile. Some of her hygiene habits must be rubbing off on him, after
         all, since he had used to feed them amongst the rubbish that had littered the worktops – but she wisely didn’t make any comment.
      

      
      After breakfast, Whizzer disappeared off on his bicycle and Maddy tried to think of something to do to occupy herself. I know,
         she thought, I’ll tackle some of the dirty washing. There were piles of it in the bathroom and she guessed that Whizzer hadn’t
         done any for ages.
      

      
      She briefly thought of asking Whizzer for some money and to point her in the direction of the nearest launderette, but her
         fear of being found by the police quashed that idea almost immediately. Instead she began to fill the bath with hot water.
         Underneath the sink she found a packet of washing powder that had obviously been there for a long time, and after adding a
         liberal amount to the water she shoved a pile of clothes in to soak and began the unenviable job of washing them all by hand.
         An hour later the first lot were rinsed but now she wondered how she was going to dry them. Through the bathroom window she
         could see a clothes-line strung the length of the yard Whizzer shared with his neighbour so she heaved the heavy washing into
         a basket and carted it downstairs. She had found the back-door key some days ago whilst cleaning the kitchen and now she placed
         the basket down while she unlocked it. Luckily it was a cold breezy day so she hoped she might be able to dry the things if
         she hung them out to blow.
      

      
      She stepped cautiously out into the yard, keeping a wary eye on the neighbour’s back door, hoping that no one would see her.
         But she had pegged no more than a few dripping items onto the line when the door opened and a plump middle-aged woman appeared.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hello.’ She smiled pleasantly. ‘I thought Whizzer must have someone staying with him again. I haven’t seen his windows
         look so clean for years. Why don’t you let me put those through my spindryer for you, love? They’ll take forever to dry like
         that.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, thank you,’ Maddy told her self-consciously, wondering what the woman had meant when she had said Whizzer
         had someone staying with him ‘again’.
      

      
      The woman wasn’t going to take no for an answer. ‘Don’t be so silly, it won’t take no more than a minute or two,’ she insisted.
         ‘Come on, give them here. We’ll have a cup of tea while they’re spinning. And I’m Mrs Pike, by the way.’ And so saying she
         crossed the yard, grabbed the washing basket and disappeared back into her kitchen as Maddy stood there nervously wringing
         her hands. Seconds later, the woman’s head popped out of the door again. ‘Well, come on then,’ she urged. ‘Don’t stand there
         like the cat’s got your tongue. The kettle’s on, so come and have a break with me.’
      

      
      Feeling that she didn’t have much choice, Maddy reluctantly crossed the yard and entered the woman’s house. Her kitchen was
         a world apart from Whizzer’s, boasting every labour-saving device that was on the market from what Maddy could see of it.
         It was also scrupulously clean and comfortable.
      

      
      ‘Sit yourself down there, love.’ The woman waved towards a chair and Maddy perched on the edge of it, feeling more uncomfortable
         by the second. Why couldn’t this Mrs Pike have just left her alone and minded her own business? She saw that she had already
         put the clothes in a spin-dryer that stood next to the sink, and the machine was shaking as if it had the ague as water poured
         out of a pipe that was attached to it before gurgling away down the sink.
      

      
      ‘There, get that down you. I reckon you’ve earned it if you’ve done all that lot by hand.’ As Mrs Pike pressed a china mug
         into Maddy’s hand, the girl summoned up a weak smile.
      

      
      ‘So …’ The neighbour, who was dressed in trousers and a smart blue blouse, plonked down into a chair at the side of
         her, patting her short brown curly hair into place. Maddy thought that she must be quite old – forty at least.
      

      
      ‘How long did you say you’d been staying with Whizzer then?’

      
      ‘Er … about a week or so now,’ Maddy muttered ungraciously.

      
      ‘Really? And how do
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