
[image: Cover]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Susan Lewis

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

Charlotte Nicholls has a secret that haunts her. 

She and three-year-old Chloe have left their home and friends, and are now building a new life for themselves elsewhere.

All Charlotte wants to do is to forget the past, to blot out the tragedy of what went before, and to look only to the future. 

At last she and Chloe feel safe. 

Then, suddenly, their nightmare returns, and Charlotte finds she has no power to prevent what comes next . . .
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To James, for everything we’ve shared, and more to come


Chapter One

NEVER, IN ALL her twenty-nine years, had Charlotte Nicholls imagined life being this good. OK, she didn’t have the right partner, nor was there even the glimpse of some dashing Romeo ready to charge over the horizon, though it had to be said that her horizons these days were truly gorgeous to behold. Surrounded by calmly floating islands in shimmering blue seas, enchanted by dazzling red sunsets that took the breath away, she was actually living in paradise. And this shady cove where she stood now, tucked like a precious secret into the southerly shores of New Zealand’s Te Puna Bay, was home for her and three- (soon to be four) year-old Chloe – along with a rowdy jabber of parrots, a lively orchestra of cicadas, and a whole host of marine life that flopped and skimmed and dived about the waves like circus performers.

Charlotte was becoming quite skilled now at easing memories of the past aside and allowing the joy, the promise of her new life to eclipse all she’d left behind. Gazing out at the bay and reminding herself of how lucky she was to be here usually did it. Not always, it was true, but if it didn’t work then a single glance at Chloe and how happy she was here, how transformed from the silent, traumatised toddler she’d been a few short months ago, was enough to convince her they were in the right place.

Charlotte had yet to find herself a job. However, she’d resolved not to stress about her future until she’d explored the best ways for her various talents to be put to use.

‘There’s no rush,’ her mother kept assuring her. ‘Time is on your side and money isn’t an issue.’

What a strange concept that was for Charlotte, not having money – or the lack of it – as an issue. A definite first in her life, and long might it last.

Long might all of it last, though she knew only too well that it could fall apart in a heartbeat.

But that wasn’t going to happen.

They were safe here with her mother and stepfather, Bob, who lived in the big house on the point of the headland at the far end of the bay’s southern shore. Their exotic stretch of white sandy beach joined Charlotte and Chloe’s cove when the tide was out, so they could walk through muddy puddles across to the lodge. When the tide was in, or the weather was rough, they’d walk up the sun-dappled incline from their cove to where Charlotte kept the car, beneath an old puriri tree, and drive through the citrus orchards and vineyards to the main house.

Bob’s grapes were Pinot Gris, Chardonnay and Shiraz – his wines, according to Rick, his irreverent son, were ‘bloody undrinkable’, but Bob was more bothered by a recent infestation of hares on his land than he was by his son’s uneducated palate.

Charlotte’s mother, Anna, had helped to design the exquisite Cape Cod-style lodge with its pale grey wooden walls, white shutters and balustrades, while Bob, a semi-retired dentist-cum-property developer, had built it. The land around, all sixty or more acres of woodlands, orchards, rambling hillsides and vineyards, comprised the impressive estate. And the quaint beachfront dwelling at the heart of Charlotte and Chloe’s cove, known as a bach – short for bachelor pad – was where Rick, Bob’s son, had lived and partied during his student years. These days Rick was an advertising executive based in Auckland, though he still found time to visit his father’s rambling idyll out here on the magical Bay of Islands.

Charlotte and Chloe loved it when Rick was around. Already he was like the brother Charlotte had never had, and seeing the way Chloe had taken to him, even calling him Uncle Wick, was so sweet that it made Charlotte’s heart sing like a bird. Rick’s too, if his beaming smiles and overindulgence were anything to go by.

That Chloe could relate so well to a man after all she’d been through was the greatest source of joy for Charlotte. However, the damage was far from healed, and since they’d escaped the nightmare Rick was really the only man in whose company Chloe seemed able to relax. It pained Charlotte to see how withdrawn she became if Bob spoke to her, especially when he was so gentle and kind. Of course, he understood about her past, and though it must surely sadden him not to be able to swing her up in his arms and rough and tumble her the way he did his other grandchildren, he never tried to force her.

How awful it must have been for him to be likened in Chloe’s mind to her monster of a father, but he never let it show, nor spoke a single word about the pain this caused him.

For the most part, however, both Charlotte and Chloe were loving getting to know their new family, which also included Rick’s older sister Shelley, her husband Phil, and their children Danni and Craig. Until seven months ago, which was when Anna, Charlotte’s mother, had come back into Charlotte’s life after a twenty-six-year absence, Charlotte hadn’t even known that any of these people existed. Now, after four months of being here, she was already feeling as though she’d known them for most of her life. She felt so much easier with them than she ever had with her adoptive parents, though if the truth were told she knew that something inside her still couldn’t quite forgive her mother for abandoning her at the age of three. Of course she understood why her mother had done it – anyone would understand if they knew the story of what had happened back then. However, Charlotte only had to look at Chloe, who was currently paddling and poking about in the surf as it swirled and foamed around her chubby ankles, to doubt whether she could ever have done the same.

She mustn’t be judgemental. It would get her nowhere and what she really wanted, more than anything, was to bond with her mother in the way so many daughters did with their mothers. It would take time, she understood that, and they had time now – and once she’d managed to fight off the demons inside her she felt sure a close and loving relationship would follow.

She’d never been close to the woman who’d adopted her. Myra Lake, wife of Douglas, the rector, had never been cruel or neglectful, but nor had she ever really wanted her. It was the rector who’d rescued three-year-old Charlotte from the terrible tragedy that had struck Charlotte’s birth family and taken her home to his wife. Myra and Douglas were both dead now, but their natural daughter and Charlotte’s adoptive sister, Gabby, was very much alive.

It always hurt to think of Gabby, so Charlotte inhaled deeply the tangy salt air that embraced her with warmth and the fragrance of flowers, as though the very essence of her new world could stifle the old one. She listened to the music of the waves and chirrup of cicadas, and let her thoughts drift around the bay along with the terns, shags and occasionally a gull. When the tide was in, as it was now, a stream of water curved around the back of their cove like an arm, creating a translucent blue brook between their bach and the beach. A swing on ropes dangled over the far side of the brook, while a white wooden footbridge connected their garden to the shingly sand. There were eighteen stepping stones leading across their lawn to the bach, and Chloe could count ten of them in Maori.

She was starting to blossom at the Aroha Childcare Centre in Waipapa; she had friends now and projects to complete. She was even allowing Charlotte to leave her there for three mornings a week, though Charlotte was always anxious during those hours in case Chloe suddenly blurted out something about her past.

Smiling as Chloe emptied her toy bucket into the surf, Charlotte shouted out, ‘Find anything?’

Chloe’s pixie face looked troubled as she shook her head. A lazy sea breeze was tousling her wispy dark curls and her tender limbs, thickly slathered in sunblock, were speckled with clumps of stony sand. She was wearing her favourite red swimsuit and the dearest little pair of yellow Crocs. Standing as she was in the shade of what she called a pokwa tree, being unable to pronounce pohutukawa, she looked like an exotic little butterfly. Up until a month ago, the branches of the tree, which hung out over the shallow depths of the surf like a ballerina, had been shrouded in vivid red flowers. It was known as the New Zealand Christmas tree. Only a few of the vibrant blooms remained now, shedding their crimson needles over the beach like tiny shreds of confetti.

This past Christmas had been their first in the sun, with dinner served on a shady veranda of the lodge and nothing but their laughter and clink of glasses disturbing the still of the bay. Both Charlotte and Chloe had received so many presents – more than either of them had had before – that they’d been unable to carry them all home to the bach. Rick had driven them in one of the estate’s old Jeeps, calling it a summer sleigh. Afterwards Chloe had helped to row their blue boat back to the white sandy beach where they swam and waterskied and played ball with the rest of the family until the sun went down.

It was unsettling to think of how close they’d lived to the sea in England – a very different kind of sea – and yet Chloe had never been allowed to play in it, or ride the donkeys, or bury her father in the sand.

She could swim now, albeit in a haphazard doggy-paddle way, and she loved to go out on the dive boat with Nanna and Bob when they went to bring up lobsters and scallops. It was her job, with Shelley, or Rick, or Danni to look out for other boats and make sure theirs didn’t drift. She’d come back full of tales about naughty crayfish and their feelers and the dolphins that had spun and leapt around them like they wanted to play.

‘Look at me!’ Chloe suddenly yelped. Her face was glowing with delight as she waved her hands and wiggled her tiny hips back and forth, side to side and round and round.

‘I’m looking at you,’ Charlotte called back, putting pebbles on the corners of a tablecloth to stop it flying off in the breeze. Chloe had collected the pebbles and Charlotte had helped her to paint on funny faces. ‘Are you ready for your tea yet?’ she asked.

Receiving no reply, she glanced up to find Chloe on her hands and knees performing a strange forward, backward crawl and though Charlotte couldn’t make out the words she could tell she was singing. No doubt this was another of the little Maori rituals she’d learned at childcare. Though there weren’t any Maori children at Aroha she was still being taught tikanga – the Maori customs and traditions. And she adored Maya, Bob and Anna’s housekeeper, who lived on the settlement that curved like a boomerang from the eastern shore of the bay. Over the years Maya had taught her ancestors’ songs to Bob’s children and grandchildren, and now she was teaching Chloe too.

When it came to learning Chloe was like a sponge, soaking everything up until she could take no more, though still she kept trying. Everything fascinated her, from why the clouds changed shape and colour, to how dolphins could jump when they didn’t have legs, to why Mr Kingfisher kept coming to perch in their pokwa tree. She loved to help Nanna plant vegetables, or bake cakes, or fold napkins, almost as much as she enjoyed fishing with Rick, or horseback riding with Danni. On the way to school she’d recite some of the names of the wild flowers they passed, kaka’s beak, bedstraw, harebells, and when she brought a mangled bunch into the bach as a gift for Charlotte her curly head would tilt curiously to one side as though she couldn’t quite believe how thrilled Charlotte was to receive them. She was like a flower herself, continually blooming and blooming, bringing so much joy to everyone’s lives that it simply wasn’t possible to imagine that she’d ever been anything but the excited and engaging little sprite she was now.

Knowing she could trust her not to go any further into the waves than the depth of her knees, Charlotte stepped back into the kitchen to retrieve a tray of coconut bread from the oven. This was one of Chloe’s favourite after-school treats, though Charlotte suspected it was the sifting, whisking and mixing of it that she enjoyed the most.

The kitchen of their bach was efficiently compact and yet wonderfully airy, thanks to the floor-to-ceiling glass doors that opened out on to the bay. At the heart of the space was a square mosaic-topped table that was never without something the intrepid explorer and archaeologist, Chloe, had discovered in the garden or the waves. The fridge, with its impressive display of Chloe’s artwork, was decorously lit from above by the seashell lamp Nanna and Chloe had made and given to Charlotte for Christmas. The cupboards, shelves and work surfaces along the back wall were made from sand-coloured Tawa wood, as was the bach itself, though the walls and window frames were painted a creamy white. To one side of the kitchen was a door that led into a natural stone bathroom where Chloe’s toys, shells and fossils cluttered up the old-fashioned roll-top bath, and Charlotte’s hairdryer was joyfully plugged in next to the sink. How much easier life was with electricity in the bathroom.

Since the main living space was open plan, it was an easy flow across the brushed-granite floor from the kitchen into the sitting room, furnished with a deep comfy sofa, two basketweave armchairs and a large pine chest for the TV, with more French windows on to the bay. Behind the sofa an oriental-style screen and giant potted palm created some privacy for Charlotte’s sleeping space. The elegance of her bed with its sumptuous plum and ivory linens, the built-in wardrobe and hand-carved driftwood lamps never failed to delight her. Chloe’s room had been added on to Charlotte’s just before they’d arrived in New Zealand, and was full of everything a little girl and her cherished teddy bear could wish for. Boots, the bear, even had his very own bed, though he’d yet to sleep in it, because he got lonely without Chloe.

There was no door between the two bedrooms, only a jangling bamboo curtain that meant no one could pass through without making a noise. This was a precaution that probably wasn’t necessary here, on the Bay of Islands, but Charlotte felt happier to have it there. Besides, it woke her when Chloe came padding through after a bad dream.

After depositing the coconut bread on to a rack to cool, Charlotte flipped the oven gloves over her shoulder and reached for a band to tie back her hair. During these past four months it had grown to below her shoulders and the sun had bleached it to a silvery blonde. Her tan – Chloe’s too – was as golden as a honey-baked bun, and surprisingly, given all the scrumptious food Anna kept serving up, plus the lavish dinners Bob treated them to in restaurants of nearby vineyards, neither of them had gained much weight. This could only be thanks to the swimming, rowing, bicycling, gardening and ball games they went in for, not to mention all the handstands, cartwheels and roly-polies Chloe regularly performed for her doting family audience.

‘Mummy! Mummy! The ducks are here,’ Chloe shouted, bursting in through the door. ‘Look, look,’ and grabbing Charlotte’s hand she dragged her outside on to the patio. Sure enough, paddling out of the waves was the raggle-taggle collection of ducks that lived on the pond behind the bach.

‘It must be five o’clock,’ Chloe declared knowledgeably. Nanna had told her that they could set their watches by the ducks’ evening constitutional – though Chloe couldn’t say that word, so she called it their ‘shall’. ‘Have we got some crumbs?’ she pleaded, looking up at Charlotte.

‘Of course,’ Charlotte smiled, and going back inside she dug out the bag she made up during the day especially for the evening ritual.

‘They’re nearly here, they’re nearly here,’ Chloe cried excitedly, and grabbing the bag she ran down to the footbridge where they were already starting to gather.

‘No, that’s naughty,’ she chided, holding the bag high as a particularly impatient Appleyard tried to stick its beak inside. ‘You have to wait your turn.’

Since Charlotte already had countless photographs and videos of Chloe at the centre of her greedy duck club, she resisted the urge to reach for her camera again and was about to stroll down to the footbridge to join them when the phone rang inside the bach.

‘Great, you’re in,’ a cheery voice declared as she answered. ‘Everything OK?’

‘I think you could say that,’ Charlotte assured her stepsister, Shelley. Though she was still getting used to the idea of even having a stepsister, it was easy to think of her as a friend when Shelley was so relaxed and undemanding.

Charlotte hadn’t spoken to Gabby since she’d left to come here, and she wasn’t sure if they’d ever speak again.

Don’t think about it now. It’s too late to change things, so put it out of your mind.

‘Where are you?’ she asked Shelley.

‘On my way to collect Phil from the airport. He was supposed to be staying overnight in Auckland, but I think he got wind of Dad’s barbie tonight. They caught some amazing crayfish when they were out yesterday, did you see them?’

‘Bloody awesome,’ Charlotte answered in her best imitation of Bob. ‘Is your brother gracing us with his presence too?’

‘Rick? I’m not sure, I forgot to ask. Did he say he was coming this weekend?’

‘Not to me, I haven’t spoken to him since he left last Sunday. In fact, didn’t he say something about going to Sydney for a couple of days this week, so chances are he’s not even in the country.’

‘Well, I’m sure we’ll find out when we see Katie later. Did you two get together earlier?’

Feeling a twinge of awkwardness at the mention of Rick’s fiancée, Charlotte said, ‘No, I had to cry off. They needed some help at Aroha, so I’ve been doing my bit for childcare today.’

With a teasing wryness to her tone Shelley said, ‘And I bet Chloe loved having her mum around so she could show off to all her friends.’

As Charlotte’s eyes moved to where Chloe was watching the ducks waddling off to their pond, she felt such a rush of tenderness that she had to fight the urge to go out and hug her. She was such a good little girl, never wandering out of sight, even when the temptation to follow the ducks must be almost overwhelming. ‘It’s true, she does seem to enjoy it when I’m there,’ she conceded, ‘but she’s on her third week without me now and she’s mixing quite happily with the other kids, so great strides are being made.’

‘She’s a little sweetheart and we all love her to bits,’ Shelley declared fondly. ‘Now, before I ring off, I’m taking Molly to the vet tomorrow so I was hoping, if you’re going to be in town too, that you might join me for lunch.’

Thrilled, Charlotte said, ‘I’d love to. I’m picking Chloe up at midday so we can be free any time after that.’

‘OK. Let’s do twelve thirty at the Fishbone. I know her little highness loves it there and we can always put Molly under the table if we eat outside. Meantime, I’ll see you at Dad’s in about an hour. Shall I pick you up on my way down the drive?’

‘Thanks, but I’ll take the car so I can bring Chloe back in it if she falls asleep, which she undoubtedly will.’ Her heart gave a sudden jolt as Chloe let out a shriek. ‘What the . . . ?’ she gasped, dashing outside.

‘What’s happening?’ Shelley demanded.

Charlotte’s fear was already dissolving into laughter. The shriek, she realised, had been of delight. ‘Danni’s just turned up on Diesel,’ she told Shelley.

With a mother’s long-suffering groan, Shelley said, ‘I knew that girl would bolt straight out of the door as soon as I left the house. She should be doing her homework, not riding her horse, but hey, when did she ever listen to me? Tell her I’ll want to see her essay when I get back and it had better be finished – and good.’

‘Is Craig with you?’ Charlotte asked, referring to Shelley’s eight-year-old son.

‘No, he’s already at Dad and Anna’s. He walked down all by himself again, which is making him feel very grown up, especially as he gets to take Danni’s mobile in case he falls.’

Since Shelley and Philip had built a house on a neighbouring plot of land, it meant that Craig was only ever on family property as he made the half-mile descent to his grandfather’s home. Nevertheless, the thought of him being alone in the pine woods, picking a lonely route through the tangled Chardonnay vines, wasn’t an easy one for Charlotte. Clearly she still had a way to go before she could get past her inherent fear of danger lurking on every corner.

‘OK, I’ve just pulled up outside the shack we laughably call a terminal,’ Shelley was saying, ‘and I can see the plane waggling its way out of a cloud so I’ll love you and leave you.’

After ringing off Charlotte wandered down to the beach where Danni was sliding off her beloved chestnut to land plop in front of Chloe, who was gazing up at her adoringly. Danni was a striking-looking girl with long wavy blond hair, tanned, gangly limbs and vivid blue eyes.

‘Hey you,’ she cried, ruffling Chloe’s curls. ‘Thought I’d come and find out how you got on at school today.’

Chloe clapped her hands in glee, then launching forward she began patting Diesel’s silky legs and reaching for his reins.

‘Do you want to sit on?’ Danni offered, holding the horse’s head still so Chloe could stroke his nose.

Chloe’s eyes shot eagerly to Charlotte.

‘OK, for a few minutes,’ Charlotte agreed, and after lifting her into the saddle she immediately wanted to laugh at how proud Chloe looked of herself all the way up there on the stationbred’s back.

‘Swim?’ Chloe asked Danni.

Danni’s eyes twinkled as she glanced at Charlotte.

Knowing she wanted Danni to take Diesel into the water and swim him round to the main house with her, Chloe, clinging on behind, Charlotte said, ‘Not right now. You have to get dressed before we go to Nanna’s and I thought . . .’

‘We’re going to Nanna’s,’ Chloe told Danni. ‘She’s got crayfish and a barbie . . .’ She caught her breath. ‘Can we do pipi dance?’ Her leg was already coming over the saddle so Charlotte quickly reached up to catch her.

‘You do the dance too, Mummy,’ she urged, as Charlotte set her down, and grabbing Danni’s hand she began dragging her into the waves.

Realising now what the odd little contortions had been about earlier, Charlotte stood stroking the horse as she watched Chloe and Danni digging their bare feet into the shingle while waving their arms until Danni suddenly dropped to her knees and Chloe followed suit.

‘We’ve got one!’ Chloe shouted triumphantly. ‘Mummy, we’ve got a pipi.’

‘Well done,’ Charlotte laughed, and leaving them to their search for cockles, or pipis as Danni had taught Chloe to call them, she returned to the bach to freshen herself up for the evening ahead. No doubt Chloe would want to build a fire on the beach before they left in order to poach the pipis in seawater till they opened, but this evening they’d have to give them to Bob to pile up on the barbecue.

By the time they were ready to leave there was an impressive basket full of pipis to take to Nanna, all found by Chloe, Danni insisted, which made Chloe beam and Charlotte want to hug Danni for how ready she always was to make her young cousin feel special.

‘You found some too,’ Chloe insisted generously, and Charlotte couldn’t have felt prouder of her as she swept her up in the air and landed her on the horse in front of Danni.

‘Put the hat on,’ Charlotte told her, as Danni unclipped it from the saddle. ‘And no taking it off. No trotting or galloping either. Or swimming. I’ll be in the car, right behind you, so I’ll have my eye on you.’

Chloe broke into a mischievous giggle and began kicking her feet into Diesel, trying to urge him forward.

Danni pressed in her heels and off they went. ‘We’ll wait for you at the top of the slope,’ she assured Charlotte.

‘I guess I’m bringing the pipis,’ Charlotte replied drily, and after going back for the coconut bread and a napkin to cover the cockles, she climbed the incline behind them, having to admire the picture they made amongst the towering canna lilies and manuka trees at the top.

‘Did you know,’ Danni said, as she reached them, ‘that Captain Cook and his crew made tea and beer out of the leaves of these trees? I just learned that in school today.’

‘No, I didn’t know,’ Charlotte replied, feeling the pleasure of their shared history stealing through her as warmly as the heady fragrances wafting up from the bay. ‘In England we call it the tea tree, so I guess that makes sense.’

‘I’ve never been to England,’ Danni said, easing Diesel aside so Charlotte could put the basket and her bag on to the car’s passenger seat. ‘I think we’re going to go though, one of these days. Dad wants to visit where his parents grew up.’

‘Go now,’ Chloe demanded impatiently.

Though Charlotte considered reprimanding her for being rude, it was so rare for her to speak or act out of turn that in truth it was a relief to see it. So, giving her leg a playful squeeze, she went round to the driver’s side to begin following Diesel’s magnificent rump through the fruiting Shiraz vineyard.

As they reached the main drive she was just reflecting on how all children should grow up free to roam the outdoors and feel at one with their world, when her attention was caught by a car coming up behind her. At first she thought it was Shelley with Philip and was about to wave, but as the silver BMW drew closer she felt herself sink.

What was it about Katie, Rick’s English fiancée, that she couldn’t quite warm to? Everyone else seemed to love her, and it wasn’t as if she’d ever done anything to make Charlotte dislike her. Actually, dislike was too strong a word; it was more that she found Katie’s manner slightly off-putting, even dismissive at times, as though she wasn’t too thrilled about Charlotte being there. Charlotte had never mentioned it to anyone, nor would she when the last thing she wanted was to cause trouble.

However, given the chat she’d had with Rick over a bottle and a half of wine at the bach last weekend when he’d come very close to confessing a truth Charlotte had already guessed at, Charlotte very much feared that trouble was closing in anyway, and there wasn’t going to be much either she or Katie could do to stop it.


Chapter Two

BY THE TIME Bob carried a platter of sizzling crayfish from the monster barbecue to the candlelit table on the veranda, the kitchen and decks were crowded with guests. Though Charlotte had met most of them before, as always with her mother’s and Bob’s parties there were newcomers swelling the numbers and this evening’s contingent, the Bowlams, had arrived on a twin-masted yacht, currently anchored close by in the bay while their tender bobbed alongside Bob’s rigid inflatables at the end of the pier. Apparently the Bowlams were long-time friends from Russell, a pretty resort town on the island that sprawled across Te Puna’s horizon. Like everyone else they’d been totally charmed by the greeting they’d received from Chloe and Craig, who’d offered them fresh pipis from a basket while Danni had taken their order for drinks.

Shelley and Phil had long since arrived from the airport and were busily catching up with everyone while making sure the wine flowed, and Sarah, Anna’s oldest friend and Katie’s aunt, was at the oven checking the garlic and rosemary potatoes she had baking there. Anna herself was stirring lemon juice into the vermouth and tarragon sauce she’d whipped up for the crayfish, while Charlotte was tossing a salad in the balsamic dressing Katie had made.

The kitchen was vast, with a fourteen-seater wooden table down the middle, two ice-making fridges at one end and two entirely glass walls which, when open, as they were now, seemed to join the house to the sun-dappled bay.

‘Ready when you are in there,’ Bob shouted out.

‘Coming,’ Anna called back. ‘Where’s the tarragon I chopped . . . ? Ah,’ and grabbing a handful she sprinkled it over the sauce as she carried the pot to the table. With her fine blonde hair, twinkly eyes and girlish figure she appeared much younger than her fifty-one years, and might even, at a push, have passed for Charlotte’s sister. They really were very alike in looks, and during the short time they’d been getting to know one another they’d discovered, to their delight and occasional embarrassment, that they had many similar mannerisms too.

As for Bob, his thick silvery hair, cobalt-blue eyes and luminous smile that seemed etched into every line of his face made him an extremely handsome man who didn’t look his age of sixty either. Though Rick resembled his father quite closely, it was Shelley who was most like him. In fact she’d turned out to be far more glamorous on meeting than Charlotte had expected from the video footage she’d seen before coming here. She was taller and more shapely than the film had allowed, and her hair, which had been shoulder-length and mousy back then, was now a rich honey blonde and cut into an attractively wedged curly bob that Katie, the hairdresser amongst them, had created at her salon in town. Katie herself had spiked, platinum hair, soulful brown eyes and an exquisite heart-shaped mouth that even Charlotte found fascinating to watch.

‘How are the potatoes going in there?’ Anna called out to Sarah.

‘On their way,’ Sarah called back.

‘I’ll take the salad,’ Katie declared, and easing the bowl from Charlotte’s hands she turned and almost tripped over Chloe.

‘You’re in the way there, sweetie,’ she told her, irritation seeping through her smile.

Chloe immediately pressed in closer to Charlotte. ‘Nanna asked me to get the lemons,’ she said quietly.

Putting a hand on her head, Charlotte shouted, ‘Mum, what are the lemons for?’

‘The finger bowls,’ Anna shouted back. ‘They’re already quartered. Is the plate too big for Chloe?’

‘It’s OK, I can help her,’ Danni offered, skidding up alongside them.

‘I’m getting the apple juice,’ Craig announced on his way through to the fridge.

‘More wine?’ Phil held up two bottles, one of white, the other red.

‘White for me,’ Charlotte answered, searching for her glass.

‘House Pinot Gris,’ he told her, using the bottom of the bottle to scratch his balding head. His clean-shaven face was an endearing contradiction of studiousness and humour, with his brown eyes appearing constantly startled behind their owlish spectacle frames, while the upturned corners of his mouth made him appear forever on the brink of laughter.

‘That’s great for me,’ Charlotte smiled, holding out her glass. ‘Go steady with the plate now, Chloe.’

‘She’s fine,’ Danni assured her, keeping close to Chloe as she carried the artful tower of lemons out to the table.

Charlotte turned back to Phil as he finished filling her glass, and taking a generous sip she said, ‘How was Auckland?’

‘Worth the trip, as ever,’ he replied. ‘I ran into Rick at the boat show. Have you met his business partner yet, Hamish . . . I can’t remember his surname.’

Charlotte smiled. ‘No, but I’ve heard a lot about him.’

‘They’re doing well with that agency of theirs, only six years in and already one of the big-shot agencies from New York, or is it London, is showing interest in buying them out. They’re heading for great things, those two. Just watch this space.’

Having heard the same prediction from Rick and Bob, Charlotte readily toasted the prospect. ‘So, did you buy anything at the show?’ she wondered wryly, knowing he’d only gone for a longing look round.

He chuckled. ‘Afraid my scientist’s cheque book doesn’t stretch that far, but hey, I can always dream.’

‘Time to eat,’ Bob boomed across the general burble of chat.

‘We need extra napkins,’ Katie called from the table. ‘Can you get them, Charlotte? They’re in the drawer . . .’

‘I know where they are,’ Charlotte interrupted, going to fetch them.

‘I wonder what her last slave died of?’ Shelley teased as she came to refill a water jug.

‘Don’t worry, it wasn’t fetching napkins,’ Katie shot back.

Charlotte glanced at Phil, whose eyebrows were raised expressively.

Reflecting the irony, she took the napkins to the table, saying to Katie, ‘So, Rick’s not joining us tonight?’

Katie flashed her a look. ‘Actually, he’s in Sydney, so it would be difficult.’

Charlotte was about to tell her that Phil had seen him in Auckland earlier when she thought better of it. For all she knew Rick had boarded a plane later in the day and so could indeed be in Sydney by now – just.

‘Sweetie,’ Katie said to Chloe who’d climbed on to the empty chair between her and Danni, ‘why don’t you go and sit next to Grandpa?’

As Chloe stiffened, Charlotte’s eyes turned flinty. Katie knew her suggestion would cause a problem, so why on earth had she done that?

Jumping in quickly, Bob said, ‘You don’t want to sit next to smelly old me, do you? This is the boys’ end – but I’m sure Craig will swap if you’d like him to.’

Chloe shook her head and slid off her chair to press against Charlotte. ‘Sit with Mummy,’ she said shyly.

‘Of course, come on darling,’ Charlotte said, and hiking her up, away from the nasty lady, she carried her to the other end of the table where Anna was already making room for them.

‘OK, bon appétit, everyone,’ Bob declared as Sarah brought out the potatoes. ‘Anna, my darling, you’ve prepared another royal banquet.’

‘Not without help,’ she insisted, raising her glass. ‘To the fishermen, Bob, Phil and Rick.’

‘Hey! What about yours truly?’ a cheery-faced man in an All Blacks shirt and wraparound shades piped up. Recognising him as the local police officer who’d become a firm friend of the family since bringing a very drunken teenage Shelley home from a concert in town, Charlotte found herself marvelling all over again at how easily and readily people mixed out here. ‘I was on the dive last weekend too,’ he reminded Anna.

‘Sorry Grant, sorry, sorry,’ she winced. ‘To you too, with knobs on.’

As everyone laughed and raised their glasses, he removed his shades to treat her to a playful glare.

‘You out with us again this weekend?’ Bob asked him, helping himself to a gigantic crayfish and passing the platter on.

‘Sure, if the missus will let me.’

‘Let you?’ his wife retorted. ‘I’ll be happy to get rid of you.’

As the banter continued and spread around the table along with the food, Charlotte tucked a napkin into the neck of Chloe’s T-shirt and served her a forkful of lobster.

‘Where’s Boots?’ Chloe asked in a whisper.

Glancing over her shoulder to check the bear was where she’d left him, on one of the veranda’s sofas, Charlotte said, ‘He’s just over there. Do you want him now?’

Chloe nodded.

Knowing she was tired, and that large gatherings could sometimes unsettle her, especially when someone suggested she should go to sit with Bob, Charlotte was about to get up and fetch the bear when Anna said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll go. Just make sure she has something to eat.’

‘I think she might have filled up on pipis,’ Charlotte replied, ‘which probably won’t have done this tummy much good, will it?’

Chloe giggled as Charlotte poked her belly, then hid her face in Charlotte’s arm.

‘I think you’re absolutely shattered, young lady,’ Charlotte told her.

Chloe nodded and grabbed Boots into a fierce embrace as Anna handed him to her.

‘Just eat this little bit of crayfish and two potatoes,’ Charlotte said, ‘then you can curl up on the chair behind me.’

Obediently Chloe opened her mouth for the food to go in and closed it again as she chewed. Her table manners were good, even if her confidence was as fragile as a sparrow’s egg.

Therapy was the answer, of course, but it couldn’t happen yet. She was too young, the past was still too fresh in her mind and the last thing she needed was someone forcing her to relive it all. Better, for the time being, to carry on as though nothing bad had ever happened, that she had always been here with Mummy and Nanna and that her terrible, evil daddy was never going to be in her life again.

Did she think of him at all? Was there a part of her that actually longed for him even after what he’d done? She never asked for him, and Charlotte never spoke of him so it wasn’t possible to tell.

Catching her mother’s eye, she wondered if Anna’s thoughts were running along the same lines. She’d be as horrified as Charlotte would if Chloe ever did express a desire to see her father, but they’d have to deal with it somehow if the time came, though please God it never would.

‘The shoot I’m doing over at Kauri Cliffs next week?’ Anna said. ‘I could do with some extra assistance, if you’re free.’

Charlotte lit up. ‘Count me in,’ she declared, thrilled to be asked. Ever since Te Puna Lodge had been featured in Design Folio some ten or twelve years ago, Anna had found herself with a new career as a stylist for some of the country’s more upmarket home wares and clothing catalogues. Charlotte had already assisted her on a couple of occasions since arriving, and had enjoyed it so much that she was definitely up for doing it again, especially if it was going to be at one of the world’s most exclusive hotels. ‘Who’s the client?’ she asked. ‘The hotel itself, or is it just being used as a location?’

‘A location,’ Anna confirmed. ‘The client is Owens Lifestyle, an Auckland-based company who’re hoping to expand through mail order. They’ve got some gorgeous linens, I’ll show you the portfolio they sent through. It’s only two hundred dollars for a pillowcase, or five hundred for an embroidered throw.’

Charlotte gave a choke of laughter. ‘So we’ll be buying it all up then,’ she retorted drily.

Laughing, Anna nodded for her to look at Chloe, whose head was lolling towards the table.

Pushing back her chair, Charlotte said, ‘Come on sweetheart, let’s lie you down, shall we?’

‘And Boots,’ Chloe mumbled sleepily as Charlotte carried her to the pillowy sofa behind them.

‘Yes, you hold him nice and tightly now.’

‘That’s great! Did you hear that, Charlotte?’ Shelley called across the table. ‘Katie’s free to join us for lunch tomorrow.’

Glad her back was turned, Charlotte raised a hand with a thumbs up and stooped down closer to Chloe. ‘Off you go to dreamland,’ she murmured softly. ‘Mummy’s here.’

Chloe smiled and put a hand up to Charlotte’s face. ‘Love you,’ she whispered throatily.

‘I love you too,’ Charlotte whispered back, feeling herself melting with the sheer force of it.

As Chloe’s eyes fluttered closed Charlotte stroked her hair and swore silently to herself that no matter what, she would never, ever let anything bad happen to her precious little girl again.

It was past ten o’clock now and Charlotte had carried Chloe upstairs to the room they usually shared when they stayed at the lodge. Though Bob had offered to drive them over to the bach and help carry Chloe down the incline and over the footbridge, Charlotte had decided against it. Chloe was still too nervous around him. It was the same with the other men – apart from Rick. She was mostly fine provided they didn’t single her out for attention; if they did, or, heaven forbid, if they tried to touch her, it was tragic to see. She didn’t become hysterical, never that, she merely seemed to collapse from within, hanging her head and shoulders, or turning to Charlotte with terrified eyes, proving that the horror inside her remained as livid as the fear.

It was heartbreaking, devastating even, which was why leaving England and bringing her here to Te Puna had been so important. Charlotte could take care of her now in a way that hadn’t been possible before. She could make her feel safe and loved and gradually, she felt sure, Chloe would come to trust every member of the family and believe that the horrors in the past were well and truly over.

Though Charlotte had her mother and Bob to thank for making this new start a reality, the unexpected windfall she’d received just before leaving Britain meant that, thankfully, she didn’t have to depend on them completely. In fact, she was able to cover all of her and Chloe’s expenses and had even bought a small car on arriving without noticing much of a dent.

‘This is for you,’ her sister, Gabby, had said as she’d pulled an envelope from her bag on that last day. They’d been outside the vicarage where they’d both grown up, with tears shining in their eyes as they looked at one another for what they knew could be the last time. ‘I always meant to give it to you,’ she’d continued, ‘perhaps I should have said so before now, but it’s yours and I want you to have it.’

Charlotte had looked at the envelope, not understanding what it was.

‘It’s half the money from the sale of the house,’ Gabby had explained shakily. ‘It’s been as much your home as it has mine, so it’s only right . . .’ She’d been unable to go on as Charlotte had started to break down too.

‘You don’t need to do this,’ Charlotte had told her. ‘It wasn’t what your mother wanted.’

‘It was what Daddy wanted, and it’s what I want too.’

It was a huge sum of money, at least by Charlotte’s standards, and would definitely be enough for her to buy somewhere here in New Zealand – when the time was right.

She wondered if she would know when that time had come.

‘Is she OK?’ Anna asked, glancing up from wiping the table as Charlotte came back into the kitchen.

‘Out for the count,’ Charlotte assured her. ‘Lucky I remembered to bring Boots, or I’d have had to go back and get him.’

Anna smiled. ‘As if she’d ever go anywhere without him,’ she commented. Then, ‘Fancy a nightcap? There’s still some limoncello in the freezer.’

‘That you made?’ Charlotte asked teasingly. ‘From the lemons in the top orchard?’

‘Actually, they’re from the trees next to the veranda,’ Anna corrected, ‘and it isn’t half bad, even if I do say so myself.’

‘You’ll have to show me how to make it,’ Charlotte declared, going to fetch a bottle and two shot glasses while Anna dried her hands and rubbed in some cream. ‘There are two trees behind the bach that should come into fruit I guess around July, August time, given everything happens at the opposite time of year here.’

‘It might be a little earlier than that, we’ll see. And you should have some oranges over there too, so we could make mandarincello – or marmalade. I’m sure Chloe will want to be involved in that, given it’s Boots’s favourite.’

Having no doubt of it, Charlotte smiled as she filled the two glasses, and passing one to her mother she wandered out to the veranda where clouds of sandflies were ready to close in on the ankles and the last track of Bob’s jazz medley was fading into the night. The bay was shrouded in darkness now, with random sprinkles of light glistening from Russell in the far distance and the Maori settlement that was much closer to home. Though a slight chill was crisping the air, the scent of jasmine, mingling with citronella burners and salt water, was no less evocative of summer nights as it wafted up over the gardens, nor was the throaty whistle of a kiwi lost in the breeze.

‘I think she’s settling in very well, don’t you?’ Anna said, as she came to join Charlotte on one of the pale grey and white striped sofas overlooking the bay.

Understanding she meant Chloe, Charlotte nodded as she gave a gentle sigh. ‘She’s like any other little girl of her age, healthy happy, full of energy . . . It’s only the issue with men that sets her apart.’

Though Anna couldn’t disagree, she said, ‘She’ll get over it, eventually.’

Charlotte didn’t respond, she simply hoped in her heart that it would be sooner rather than later.

‘I was wondering,’ Anna said carefully, ‘if you ever call her by her real name now.’

Charlotte glanced at her in surprise. ‘No, never,’ she replied. ‘I’m afraid if I do that it’ll bring it all back. Why? Do you think I should?’

Anna quickly shook her head. ‘No, not at all. I think she’s very happy being Chloe. Very happy indeed.’

Charlotte sipped her drink and turned her gaze to the translucent sliver of moon hanging over the bay. ‘Why did you ask?’ she said.

Anna shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. I guess I just don’t ever think of her as anything but Chloe now, and I wondered if it was the same for you.’

Charlotte’s gaze stayed on the moon. ‘Yes, it’s the same for me,’ she said. Then, ‘We did the right thing, bringing her here. I’ve never been in any doubt of it, but if you . . .’

‘There’s no doubt in my mind either,’ Anna interrupted, putting a hand on hers. ‘Though I have to admit I was being selfish when I suggested it. After missing out on so much of your life, I couldn’t bear the thought of missing out on any more. I also do happen to think it was the best thing for Chloe.’

Charlotte wasn’t going to argue with that, but nor could she bring herself to say any more about it right now.

Anna glanced at her, and seeming to sense the turmoil inside her, she said, very gently, ‘You’re doing fantastically well, you know. I feel very proud of you.’

Forcing back a bitter laugh, Charlotte took another sip of her drink. Maybe she was doing well; maybe she should start telling herself that and believing it, instead of allowing her happiness to be so weighted with guilt and dread.

‘I’m not sure whether now is a good time to bring this up,’ Anna went on tentatively, ‘but I feel . . . Well, I feel you resent me for what’s happened, and I don’t just mean recent events. I mean for the way I left you when you were young . . .’

‘Actually, now isn’t the time,’ Charlotte told her, getting to her feet. ‘But for the record, I don’t resent you.’ It was a lie, but what good would it do to admit it? ‘I’m glad you came to find me,’ she pressed on, meaning it. ‘I never felt as though I belonged before, and now I . . . Well, I can’t say I do, exactly, but I’m getting there.’

Anna stood up too and took Charlotte’s hand. ‘How would you feel about us having some counselling together?’ she asked. ‘It might help us to talk things through with someone . . .’

Stopping her, Charlotte said, ‘I’m not refusing to, but just not yet, OK?’

Anna regarded her closely and eventually nodded.

Feeling bad now for being difficult, Charlotte said, ‘I want you to know how much I appreciate . . .’

‘Sssh,’ Anna interjected, putting a finger to her lips. ‘You don’t have to thank me for anything. I’m your mother, I want what’s best for you and I want to be there for you. I would have been a long time ago if . . . Well, if things had been different, but we can’t change the past, so I guess there’s no point pretending we can. At least not tonight.’ She smiled gently. ‘It’s the future that counts now.’

Charlotte glanced away.

‘And there’s nothing to be afraid of.’

Astounded that she could say, or even think that, Charlotte turned back to her.

‘You’re thinking of Chloe’s father, aren’t you?’ Anna challenged. ‘Well don’t. There’s nothing he can do now. He won’t be coming to find you.’

Charlotte’s eyes went down. No, he wouldn’t be coming to find them, thank God, because he’d received a life sentence for what he’d done. So right now, even as they spoke, he was over there in England finding out how other prisoners treated those who harmed young children, particularly their own.

So she had nothing to fear from him.

Nothing at all.

If only it was as simple as that.


Chapter Three

A JUMPING-OFF ceremony at Aroha Childcare Centre was always anticipated with great excitement by the children old enough to understand it; for those at the heart of it, it was one of the true highlights of their young lives.

Today Bevan Greengrass was the star of the show.

Because it was a special occasion for one of Chloe’s special friends Charlotte had been invited to watch the ceremony this morning, along with Bevan’s parents, grandparents, two of his aunts, and his very important Uncle Grant. At his nephew’s request, Grant had turned up in his policeman’s uniform while his wife, Polly, was in her white doctor’s coat complete with toy stethoscope to test everyone’s hearts.

Tomorrow Bevan was going to be five, which was the reason he was jumping off today.

It still seemed odd to Charlotte that children started school on their fifth birthday, rather than at the beginning of the school year, however that was the system here, and she wasn’t about to fault it. Why would she, when everything she’d seen of childcare so far was as good as anything she’d ever come across in England, in fact in some ways it was better. Certainly the learning rituals were impressive, as were the outdoor activities as well as the embracing of native culture. Plus – and this was a huge plus for any parent – there was far less risk of predators prowling the vicinity than there was in Britain.

What a blessing it was to have Chloe here. If only it was possible to bring all the children who’d suffered the way she had and help give them a fresh start too.

Dream on, Mother Teresa, and mind your halo doesn’t slip.

‘He hardly slept a wink last night, he was so excited,’ Bevan’s mother whispered from the next seat.

Not surprised, Charlotte said, ‘I’m sure he’ll make up for it tonight after all the fuss, which can only be a good thing with such a big day ahead of him tomorrow.’

Ellie Greengrass nodded agreement as she leaned back to hear what her brother, Grant, was saying.

Their adult group was seated to one side of the circle the cross-legged children had formed around a gaily painted cardboard throne, which in turn was sitting grandly beneath the all important jump-off ring. This prized artefact was rather like a large coolie hat strung with vibrant ribbons and streamers and edged with dangling tags that sported the names of all the children who’d jumped off from its inspiring auspices in the past.

As they’d already sung the songs Bevan had chosen – ‘Wheels on the Bus’, ‘Tufa Tafa Reach up High’, and ‘We’re Going to the Zoo’, and played his favourite games, Farmer in the Dell and Doggy, Doggy Where’s Your Bone – it was time now for the big event. The large hall with its colourful building blocks and playhouses pushed to far corners, and game-painted floor, ignored for once, was in a stage of expectant hush as its excited occupants waited. When the group leader’s office door finally opened and one of the assistants banged a drum, the apprehensive but proud freckle-faced Bevan in his cherished Indian feather headdress and cowboy chaps appeared. The other children quickly leapt to their feet, thumping tambourines, hooting on horns and stamping their feet.

Charlotte’s heart melted as she watched Chloe desperately trying to keep up with the others as she struck her triangle and tried not to trip over her own feet. Bevan made a stately walk to his throne, at which point the playroom fell quiet again and Charlotte had to stifle a sob of laughter as Chloe dropped her triangle and whispered sorry – whether it was to the triangle, or the room at large, wasn’t possible to tell.

Bevan climbed up on to his throne and at a nod from Celia, the group leader, the other kids sank to the floor. During the poem that Celia read out in praise of Bevan’s character and achievements Chloe’s eyes were like saucers. She simply couldn’t have appeared more rapt.

‘She’s right into it,’ Grant Romney murmured to Charlotte as the children rose to their feet again.

‘Just a bit,’ Charlotte whispered back wryly.

‘OK, everyone, time to create the way,’ Celia announced.

With much scuffling, pushing and whispering, they eventually divided into two columns to create an avenue from the throne to Bevan’s family.

Bevan was now standing on the throne.

‘So Bevan, who have you chosen to jump off to?’ Celia asked.

Bevan’s colour rose as he cried, ‘My Uncle Grant.’

As the children applauded Grant stepped to the end of the avenue, clearly more than a little pleased.

‘How many claps would you like?’ Celia asked Bevan.

‘Five,’ he replied, holding up a hand, the fingers splayed.

Celia nodded approvingly. ‘OK. So, if you’re ready, it’s time for your jump-off.’

‘Jump off,’ everyone cheered.

‘Jump off,’ Chloe echoed, adding a leap of exuberance.

Smiling so hard it hurt, Charlotte clapped and counted along with the others as Bevan made four jumps down the avenue, and with the last hurled himself straight into his uncle’s arms.

‘Well done, Bevan,’ Celia applauded. ‘You’ve successfully jumped off to your Uncle Grant and everyone here at Aroha, which means . . .’ She put a hand to her ear.

‘Love!’ the children shouted.

‘. . . we wish you good luck in your new school, Bevan, and we hope you do as well there as you have here with us.’

As everyone crowded around Bevan to pat his back or shake his hand, Chloe beat a path straight to Charlotte.

‘Please can I do a jump-off?’ she asked, her voice trembling with hope.

‘Oh darling, of course you can,’ Charlotte replied, scooping her up. ‘When you’re five and ready to go to school, you’ll have a jump-off too.’

Chloe’s face dropped with disappointment.

‘You don’t have long to wait,’ Charlotte reminded her. ‘In less than a month you’ll be four, and think how lovely having a birthday’s going to be. We’ll bake cakes at home to bring for your friends here . . .’

‘Celia said I can bake a cake here,’ Chloe told her.

‘Absolutely, you can do that too.’

‘And I can have candles that I blow out.’

‘Of course. It’ll be your birthday, so you’ll be able to do lots of lovely things like choosing the games you play . . .’

‘And I can make a wish too.’

Charlotte showed her intrigue. ‘Have you decided what you’re going to wish for yet?’

Chloe frowned as she thought.

‘There’s no rush. You can take your time to think about it. Now, what about going to say good luck to Bevan?’

As she wriggled down and pressed through to her friend, Charlotte was curious to see how unaffected she appeared by the fact that Bevan wasn’t going to be at the Centre after today. Maybe she hadn’t taken it in yet – or more likely, Charlotte realised, as long as she, Charlotte, was around that was all Chloe needed.

‘So how does it feel to be the chosen one?’ she teased playfully as Grant and Polly came to join her.

With a waggle of his eyebrows, Grant said, ‘The last time it happened I got myself a wife. I think this time’s going to come with a lot less strings.’

‘Will you listen to him?’ Polly groaned. ‘Don’t you just want to smack him?’

‘Assaulting an officer of the law could get you into trouble,’ he warned.

Polly looked at Charlotte, rolling her eyes.

‘She’s after me putting her in handcuffs, that’s what’s really going on here,’ he informed Charlotte.

‘Shall we just ignore him?’ Polly suggested, linking Charlotte’s arm and turning her away. ‘We’re taking Bevan to the Pear Tree on the edge of town for lunch if you and Chloe would like to join us,’ she offered.

‘That’s lovely of you,’ Charlotte replied, ‘but I’ve arranged to meet Shelley in town at the Fishbone . . .’

‘Then let’s call her and see if she fancies the Pear Tree instead.’

‘Katie’s joining us too.’

Polly stopped reaching for her mobile. ‘I see. Well, love her as I do, I know Katie’s not mad about kids so maybe we’ll leave things as they are.’

‘Thanks for asking,’ Charlotte said. ‘I’m sure Chloe would have loved it . . .’

‘Why don’t we take her anyway? You know she’ll be perfectly safe with us, and she and Bevan get along really well. We’ll have her home by three, or later if you think you won’t be back by then.’

Feeling torn between the need to keep Chloe in her sight at all times, and the urge to encourage her independence, Charlotte said, ‘Why don’t we ask her? If she wants to go, then that would be lovely.’

To Charlotte’s amazement it turned out Chloe was all for it, until she realised Charlotte wasn’t going to be there too, and just to cap it Grant made the big mistake of stooping down to her level and saying, ‘If you’re very good, you and Bev, I’ll take you for a ride in my police car after.’

Immediately Chloe shrank back against Charlotte, turning her face away.

With a reassuring hand on her head, Charlotte said, ‘Sweetheart, everything will be all right. Polly’s going to be there, and Bevan’s mum and Bevan would . . .’

‘Want to stay with you,’ Chloe muttered, turning her face up to Charlotte.

Feeling both regretful and protective, Charlotte said to Grant, ‘I’m sorry, it was a lovely thought . . .’

‘No, it’s me who should be sorry,’ Grant insisted, standing up again. ‘I totally forgot I wasn’t supposed to do that.’ Though Grant wasn’t aware of Chloe’s full history, Anna and Bob had told their closest friends enough to make them aware of the problem so they wouldn’t take any rejection from Chloe personally. ‘Hey!’ Grant laughed as Bevan leapt on him from behind. ‘Is that my jump-off buddy?’ he cried, tipping Bevan over his shoulder and dangling him upside down.

As Chloe giggled, Polly put a hand on Charlotte’s arm and turned her aside.

‘When you’re ready for her to talk to someone,’ Polly said, ‘I’ll be happy to make a recommendation.’

Swallowing, Charlotte said, ‘That’s really kind of you, thank you.’

Polly smiled. ‘You’re welcome. Just don’t leave it too long, eh?’

The centre of Kerikeri was a colourful, bustling stretch of a palm-lined thoroughfare with a jaunty little one-way system that looped around Mitre 10, the DIY store, and various other furniture and kiddicare shops. Along the main street an assortment of fashion boutiques, florists, delis and cafés spilled out over the wide pavements, lending an air of conviviality and sophistication to the historic town, while the inevitable banks, estate agents and pharmacies provided a more commonplace tone. It was as easy to park a car as it was to find a seat in one of the eateries, though on a hot February day like today the tables with shade sails soon filled up.

As Charlotte drove in through the speckled sunshine, passing the newly opened police station on the right with its arty Maori columns outside and the supermarket on the left, she was enjoying waving out to familiar faces. They might not all be friends, exactly, but for the Kiwis in this town recognition was enough to lead to a greeting, or sometimes even to stopping and passing the time of day. And no trip into town was complete for Chloe without a visit to Paper Plus, who always carried an excellent stock of books to suit both their tastes.

After making it their first stop and delighting Chloe as much with the earning of more Fly Buy points as with the purchase of another Hairy Maclary adventure, they popped the parcel back to the car and skipped along to the Fishbone, where Katie was already waiting at one of the outside tables.

‘Hi,’ she cried effusively as Charlotte and Chloe reached her. ‘It’s so lovely to see you and I love that top, Charlotte. Did you get it here?’

Dutifully air-kissing both her cheeks and not taking the compliment seriously, since her top was a simple coral-coloured polo shirt, Charlotte quipped, ‘Oh this old thing.’

‘And look at you, sweetie,’ Katie gushed over Chloe. ‘You’re such a pretty little girl. Have you had a lovely morning at the Centre?’

Chloe regarded her uncertainly. Clearly she felt no more at ease with Katie than Charlotte did.

Sitting Chloe down on a chair next to her own, Charlotte was about to ask Katie how her morning had gone when Katie dug in her bag saying, ‘I have a little surprise for you, sweetie,’ and pulling out a pink, heart-shaped box she presented it to Chloe.

Chloe glanced at Charlotte, seeming unsure of what to do.

Smiling at Katie as she took the box, Charlotte put it in front of Chloe. ‘Shall I open it for you?’ she offered.

Chloe’s hands immediately came up to do it herself.

‘You’re going to like what’s
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