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About the Book

Abandoned outside a hospital, Rebecca didn’t have a good start in life.  She’s soon adopted, but her new father can’t warm to her, and her mother can’t succeed in turning the plain, unresponsive child into the little princess she longs for.

When Rebecca’s adoptive mother dies, her greedy aunt and crooked uncle take her in but theirs is not a happy home.  Separated from her brother, and left to fend for herself, soon Rebecca’s life is worse than ever.  Withdrawing from the people around her, she longs to escape to the circus that visits her town, with its carefree life and freedom from the past – but will she ever find happiness?


      
      
      For Trev … as always. x
      


      
Acknowledgements

      Many thanks to everyone at the circus in Lincolnshire for talking to me and giving me such a good insight into circus life.
      


      
      
     Loneliness and the feeling of being unwanted is the most terrible poverty.
      

      – Mother Teresa


      
      PART ONE

      Abandoned


      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
      4 August 1988

      
      ‘We’d better make this snappy, otherwise Sister will have our guts for garters. We’ve only got ten minutes before we’re due
         back on the ward.’ Jackie Bell grinned at her partner in crime and fumbled in her handbag for her cigarettes and lighter as
         they stepped out into the warm sunshine.
      

      
      Her friend, Lilli, took the cigarette Jackie was offering, lit it and inhaled. They were in the bin area behind the huge hospital
         in Coventry where she and Jackie were trainee nurses. The place was strictly out of bounds to all members of staff, apart
         from the porters who delivered the rubbish there. But Jackie and Lilli were not above flaunting the odd rule or two, especially
         when it meant sneaking a crafty fag. The two girls had become close in the time they had worked together, although they made
         an unlikely pair. Jackie was plump and extrovert, with huge brown eyes that always seemed to be sparkling with mischief. Her
         mop of wild dark hair invariably managed to escape the band she tied it back in, no matter how much lacquer she used. By contrast,
         Lilli Cooper was petite, fair and softly spoken.
      

      
      ‘Shame we’ve got to go back to work on such a lovely afternoon, ain’t it?’ Jackie turned her face up to the cloudless blue
         sky above them.
      

      
      ‘Well, at least we’ve got a whole weekend off to look forward to,’ Lilli pointed out, puffing furiously on her cigarette.
         ‘Only two more shifts to go now.’
      

      
      They stood there enjoying the sun’s warmth on their skin and trying to ignore the stench that was issuing from the huge industrial bins. The pong was always far worse when it was warm, but they were both more than willing to put up with that
         if it meant snatching a little time out.
      

      
      Behind them they could hear the sounds of the busy hospital: trolleys being rolled across tiled floors, phones ringing and
         the distant hum of numerous voices.
      

      
      And then came an unfamiliar sound, which made them prick up their ears.

      
      ‘Did you hear that?’ Dropping her cigarette stub, Jackie ground it out with the heel of her flat black shoe as she looked
         around nervously.
      

      
      Lilli nodded, her eyes darting amongst the bins. ‘Yes, I did. It sounded like a kitten, didn’t it?’

      
      Moving tentatively forward, the girls looked this way and that around the enormous metal containers. The sound was louder
         now and they split up to search separately, aware that they should really be on their way back to the ward.
      

      
      Seconds later, Jackie almost collided with Lilli, who was standing behind one of the largest bins staring down.

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ As Jackie’s eyes dropped to the bundle close to Lilli’s feet, she gasped. ‘My God! It’s a baby,’ she uttered
         in disbelief. A sturdy cardboard box was propped up on a pair of old crates, with a handwritten notice Sellotaped to the side.
         ‘PLEASE TAKE CARE OF ME’ was written on it, in large shaky letters. And that was all.
      

      
      Lilli bent down and scooped the child into her arms. The baby, wrapped in a pink blanket and dressed in a faded blue Babygro,
         was red in the face with crying.
      

      
      ‘She looks as if she’s only just been born,’ Lilli whispered. ‘But who would just leave her here like this?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Jackie gulped. ‘But what do we do with her now?’

      
      ‘Well, we can’t just leave her here, can we?’ Lilli said. We’ll have to take her inside.’

      
      They both stared at the baby for a moment as Lilli rocked her soothingly. She wasn’t the prettiest of babies. She had a shock
         of downy hair and her face was wrinkled like that of a very old woman. Her small hands were clenched into fists as if she was
         protesting at her treatment, but her saving grace was her eyes; they were the colour of bluebells.
      

      
      ‘How will we explain how we found her?’ Jackie asked anxiously. ‘We shouldn’t even be here.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it. She might need medical attention, so at least she’s been left in the
         right place. Come on, we’d better go and get this over with.’
      

      
      Jackie nodded before meekly following her friend through the double swing doors that would take them back into the hospital.

      
      The next morning, Jackie was waiting for Lilli at the entrance to the hospital when the latter arrived waving a newspaper
         in the air.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen this?’ She pushed the paper towards her. ‘The lass has made the headlines.’ Lilli took it from her and quickly
         began to scan the page.
      

      
      
         Newborn Baby Girl Found Amongst Bins at Hospital

         A newborn baby girl was found yesterday amongst the rubbish bins at the back of the Wellsgrave Hospital in Coventry. The child
               is reported to be doing well but police are concerned that the mother may be in need of urgent medical attention and are urging
               her to come forward. The child is presently being cared for by nurses at the hospital who have named her Lilli after the young
               nurse who found her. Anyone who can help to establish the child’s identity is being asked to contact their nearest police
               station as soon as possible.

      



      
      ‘Phew!’ Folding the newspaper, Lilli took a deep breath as she and Jackie went through the huge revolving doors and headed
         for the children’s ward. She had barely slept a wink the night before for thinking of the child, and she and Jackie had arranged
         to come to work half an hour early so that they could visit her.
      

      
      They were shown into a side-ward, where they found the baby contentedly lying in a small cot. A middle-aged social worker was in there speaking to the Ward Sister, who smiled at them
         as they entered.
      

      
      ‘This is Lilli, the young lady who found the baby,’ she informed the woman as Lilli hung over the baby’s cot.

      
      After a while, Lilli raised her head to ask, ‘What will happen to her now?’

      
      The social worker pursed her thin lips. ‘That all depends on whether we manage to trace the mother or not,’ she answered truthfully.
         ‘The best scenario would be if the mother came forward and we could reunite her with her daughter. But if she doesn’t, the
         baby will go to a foster-carer in a few days’ time and then possibly for adoption.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Lilli’s eyes filled with tears as she looked down at the baby again. It was so sad to think that she had no one. Or
         at least no one who cared enough to want her. But then she had done her bit and all she could do now was leave the baby in
         the capable hands of the Social Services.
      

      
      ‘Goodbye, little Lilli – and good luck.’ Tucking the pink teddy bear she had bought for the child into the cot, she bent to
         kiss her soft cheek. As she walked away, she had a dreadful premonition that the poor little mite would need all the luck
         she could get in the days and years ahead.
      


      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
       ‘It seems the police have traced the child’s mother,’ Jean Beckham told her colleague three days later in the Social Services
         office where they worked in Coventry.
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Lindsay Bent took a large bite of her apple as she stared at Jean. The two women had shared an office for six months
         now, ever since Lindsay had started there fresh from university – and despite the difference in their ages, they got along
         very well.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I had a call just before you got in. I’m going along to the police station to see the mother shortly, although now I
         know who it is I have very little hope that she’ll want the baby back.’
      

      
      ‘Why is that then?’ Lindsay raised a carefully plucked eyebrow as she slid off the desk and ran her hands down the sides of
         her tight jeans.
      

      
      ‘Because the mother – in fact, the whole family – has been known to the Department for some time now. They live in Radford,
         and little Lilli’s mother has been seen working the streets. The last I heard, her husband was in the nick. She has three children
         already and she’s only about twenty-three, if I remember correctly. The other kids have only just managed to avoid coming
         into care on more than one occasion.’
      

      
      ‘Christ!’ Lindsay whistled through her teeth. ‘Rather you than me then.’ Lifting a heavy folder, she headed for the door,
         saying, ‘Good luck. I’ll look forward to hearing how it goes, but I’ve got to shoot off now. I’m on a course in Warwick today
         and I’m late already. Bye!’
      

      
      Jean grinned wryly as the door slammed. Lindsay was a character, to say the least, but there was never a dull moment when
         she was around. Jean knew there were a lot worse she could have been landed with. Glancing at the clock, she realised it was
         time she was going too. The police intended to detain the baby’s mother until she got there, so she’d better go and get it over
         with – although she didn’t relish the prospect. What normal, caring woman could abandon her newborn baby?
      

      
      When she returned two hours later, she blinked with surprise to see Lindsay sitting at her desk.

      
      ‘I bombed along the motorway, only to find the course had been called off when I got there,’ the young woman grumbled. ‘The
         trainer is away sick apparently, but never mind that for now – how did you get on?’
      

      
      ‘Not well,’ Jean said wearily as she slung her bag onto her desk. ‘The mother told me in no uncertain terms that she can have
         nothing to do with the child, although she’s clearly very upset about it. She says it would be more than her life was worth
         if her old man came home to find another baby in the house. He’s been in the nick for eighteen months, so I dare say it would
         take some explaining, wouldn’t it? Somehow she’d managed to keep her pregnancy a secret from everyone, helped no doubt by
         the fact that she is more than a little well-rounded – and that’s putting it kindly. I suppose she dumped the baby out of
         sheer desperation when she was born. And she’d delivered her all on her own! Can you believe that?’ Jean sighed before going on, ‘The only good thing to come out
         of it is the fact that she’s agreed the child can have her surname until she goes for adoption – and she’s also quite happy
         for her to keep the name Lilli, which is what the hospital named her. Between you and me, I felt a little sorry for her, and
         I can understand why she’s done what she’s done – up to a point. Her hubby has got a criminal record as long as your arm,
         and she and the other children have already had to be put in a refuge for their own safety more than once. She lives in mortal
         fear of him, from what I can see of it, and I reckon she’d have been happier if they’d just locked him up and thrown away
         the key.’
      

      
      Lindsay frowned as she flicked her long brown hair back across her shoulder. ‘So what happens now then? It doesn’t sound as
         if she’s going to change her mind.’
      

      
      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Jean agreed regretfully. ‘Although I have to say, in some ways it will probably be better for the baby in
         the long run. She’d no doubt have ended up in care sooner or later if her mother had taken her home. Even though she’s agreed for the baby to go for adoption, I shall still have to give her some more time to
         think about it, just in case she changes her mind. Truthfully, she’s so scared of her husband that I think that’s about as
         likely as a snowball’s chance in hell, but procedures have to be followed. In the meantime, I’ve already got a foster-carer
         lined up for Lilli and I shall be fetching her from the hospital and taking her there tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘The poor little sod,’ Lindsay said with feeling, as tears clogged her throat. ‘Fancy your own mum not even wanting to see
         you. The woman must have a heart like a swinging brick.’
      

      
      ‘I think it’s more a case of she daren’t see her,’ Jean said sadly. ‘You’re still very new to this game, love, but believe
         me, in time you’ll have cases that will break your heart. It’s all part of the job.’
      

      
      Lindsay nodded solemnly before turning her attention back to the pile of paperwork teetering on the edge of her desk. There
         was obviously going to be a lot more to being a social worker than she had anticipated, and she just hoped that she would
         be able to handle it.
      

      
      Later that afternoon, Jean arrived at the hospital armed with a baby car seat and headed for the children’s ward. All the
         nurses flocked around Lilli’s cot the second Jean appeared, and she saw that the tiny scrap had become a favourite with them.
      

      
      ‘We shall miss her,’ the Ward Sister told Jean as she stroked the baby’s hand. ‘She’s a placid little soul. I hope she’s going
         to a good home?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, she will, I assure you,’ Jean responded. ‘We have a waiting list a mile long of couples waiting to adopt babies. But
         until then I’ve arranged for her to stay with foster-carers.’ She was touched when a young nurse then proceeded to pack some
         baby clothes into a bag. All the nurses had chipped together to supply them so that Lilli would not leave with nothing. Jean smiled at them gratefully before plucking the baby from her crib and strapping
         her securely into her car seat.
      

      
      ‘Right then, I’ll be off,’ she told them. ‘Thank you all for everything you’ve done, and rest assured she will be fine.’ Many
         of the young nurses had tears in their eyes as they kissed the infant goodbye, and Jean Beckham beat a hasty retreat in case
         she started crying too. She was a soft soul at heart.
      

      
      Half an hour later she placed the sleeping infant into the arms of Sue Mitchell, a foster-carer who lived in Radford. Sue
         was used to caring for pre-adoption babies, although lately more and more single mums seemed to be keeping their babies, so
         she wasn’t quite so much in demand any more. A great Amazon of a woman, with a kindly face and three grown-up children of
         her own, who had all long since flown the nest, Sue had soft blue eyes and hair that was greying at the temples – and children
         were attracted to her like bees to honey.
      

      
      ‘She’ll be absolutely fine,’ she assured Jean with a twinkle in her eye. ‘I have done this before, you know – more times than
         I care to remember, if I’m to be honest.’
      

      
      ‘I know you have,’ Jean agreed, distractedly running her hand through her thick brown hair. ‘It’s just . . . I don’t know – I
         feel so sorry for the poor little thing.’
      

      
      ‘Well, the way you have to look at it is that she’s going to make some childless couple very happy in the not too distant
         future. Now you get back to your job and let me get on with mine, eh? No doubt Madam here will be screaming for a feed soon
         and I have to establish some sort of routine for her. I have everything ready for her, so you needn’t worry.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Sue.’ Jean inched reluctantly towards the door with one eye still firmly fixed on the baby. ‘I’ll keep you informed
         of what’s going on.’
      

      
      ‘You do that.’ Sue followed her to the door with the infant still tucked into the crook of her arm and seconds later, Jean
         was marching down the path leaving baby Lilli to spend her first night in her temporary new home.
      


      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      ‘So that’s all the court cases out of the way. The adoption papers are signed and all I have to do now is contact the new
         adoptive parents to see if they are still happy to go ahead with it.’ Jean smiled as she sipped at the mug of tea that Glenis,
         Lilli’s latest foster-carer, had made for her. Sadly, Sue Mitchell had only kept the baby for two months before handing her
         back because of an illness in the family, which meant that Lilli had already had two homes, poor little mite.
      

      
      At the moment, Lilli sat propped against cushions on the floor, surveying the two women solemnly. She was almost six months
         old now and had proved to be very little trouble in the time that Glenis had cared for her. She seldom cried and ate everything
         that Glenis put in front of her. The woman had been weaning her for almost four weeks now, and Lilli had already progressed
         from Farley’s rusks to baby rice. She slept through the night and to all intents and purposes was a model baby, so Glenis
         wondered why she wasn’t more sorry to hear that she would be moving to her new home shortly. Normally she grew very attached
         to the babies she cared for, but for some reason she had found it difficult to form a bond with Lilli. In fairness, the child
         could by no stretch of the imagination be termed as a pretty baby. But it was more than that. It was something to do with
         her eyes. They were the bluest eyes Glenis had ever seen, by far her best feature, and yet when the woman looked into them
         she always felt very uncomfortable. True, they were a beautiful colour – but dull and soulless, as though baby Lilli had given
         up all hope before her life had even started.
      

      
      ‘Are you still thinking of the couple in Nottingham?’ she asked, dragging her attention away from Lilli.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Jean nodded. ‘I reckon they’d be perfect for her. They adopted a little boy three years ago. Joshua is four now and
         they’re desperate for a little girl to complete their family.’
      

      
      ‘Then she will be perfect for them,’ Glenis agreed. ‘And I doubt she will have any problems settling. She’s a very placid
         child. In fact, I sometimes think she’s too placid.’
      

      
      ‘What? Do you think there might be something wrong with her?’ Jean asked in alarm.

      
      ‘Oh no, no, nothing like that,’ Glenis hastened to assure her. ‘She’s had all her medical checks and seems to be fit as a
         fiddle. It’s just . . . Oh, I don’t know. She doesn’t laugh much as you’d expect babies her age to do. And when I go into her
         room first thing in the morning, I don’t even get a smile. She’s just such a solemn little girl.’
      

      
      Jean chuckled. ‘I wish my brood had been a little more that way. They were all holy terrors until they got to school,’ she recalled. Then, glancing
         at the clock, she rose swiftly and said, ‘I really ought to be going now. I’m due in a team meeting in half an hour, and if
         I hit the traffic in the city centre I shall be late. I’ll ring the Nielsons and give them the good news, and then arrange
         for them to come and meet Lilli, if that’s all right with you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course it is.’ Glenis saw her to the door before rushing away to prepare Lilli’s next bottle.

      
      The following week, Glenis answered a knock on the door to find an attractive young couple standing there. The woman was clutching
         the hand of a smartly dressed little boy and she flashed Glenis a friendly smile as she said, ‘Hello, I believe you are expecting
         us. I’m Fay Nielson and this is my husband Gordon and our son Joshua. We’ve come to meet Lilli.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ Glenis held the door wide as she ushered them inside, thinking what a handsome family they were. Fay Nielson
         was dainty, blonde and immaculately dressed in a smart navy-blue suit and high-heeled shoes. Her husband was dark and towered
         above her. He was also smartly turned out in an expensive-looking grey suit and a crisp white shirt, with a blue tie that exactly matched the colour of his eyes. Jean had told Glenis that
         he was a solicitor, so she had half-expected him to come well dressed. This family weren’t short of a bob or two either, if
         what Jean had told her was anything to go by. If they took Lilli, she would probably never want for anything, least of all
         love. According to their notes they had tried for a baby of their own for years before finally adopting Joshua, and now all
         they wanted was a little girl to complete their family. As Gordon took his wife’s elbow protectively, Glenis could see that
         they were a close couple. Their son looked remarkably like his father, and knowing that he too had been adopted, Glenis found
         it somewhat surprising as she bent to smile at him. He grinned shyly back and snuggled into his mother’s skirts as she thought
         what a beautiful child he was.
      

      
      But what would they think of Lilli? Glenis had dressed her in a pretty pink dress with matching bootees, but all her best
         efforts had failed to make her look any prettier. It was a sad fact that Lilli was as plain as a pikestaff, and no amount
         of frilly dresses was going to change that.
      

      
      Still, Glenis consoled herself as she led them towards the lounge where the baby was sleeping in her pram, they say beauty
         is in the eye of the beholder so they might look at her differently from me.
      

      
      ‘She’s in here,’ she trilled cheerfully. ‘She’s fast asleep at the moment but she’s due for a feed in half an hour so she
         should be awake soon. I’ll leave you with her whilst I go and make you a nice cup of tea, shall I?’
      

      
      Glenis could see the excitement in the younger woman’s eyes as she approached the pram, and waited for her reaction as she
         peered down at the sleeping baby.
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Fay glanced towards her husband. ‘She’s er . . . a big baby, isn’t she?’ For the moment it was all she could think of to
         say. She had yearned for a beautiful little doll that she could dress up and show off, but Lilli was not what she had been
         expecting.
      

      
      ‘She loves her bottle and her food,’ Glenis agreed, ‘and a more placid child you couldn’t wish for. She only cries if she’s
         hungry or needs changing, and she sleeps all through the night.’ Even as she spoke, Lilli’s eyes suddenly snapped open and she stared up at the strangers staring down at her as if it was an everyday
         occurrence.
      

      
      ‘Hello, little one.’ Gordon Nielson leaned into the pram and tickled beneath her chin, but she merely gazed back at him with
         no flicker of emotion.
      

      
      ‘She can be a solemn little thing,’ Glenis said apologetically. ‘And I have to admit she isn’t the prettiest baby in the world.
         But then they reckon it’s the ugly ducklings that turn into swans, don’t they?’
      

      
      Fay bristled as all her maternal instincts suddenly rushed to the surface. ‘I think her face is full of character,’ she said,
         and after glancing at Glenis for permission she then lifted Lilli from the pram and cradled her in her arms as Glenis shot
         off to make them all a drink.
      

      
      By the time she got back with a tray laden with tea, biscuits, some milk for Joshua and a bottle for Lilli, the Neilsons were
         all huddled together on the sofa playing with the baby, who was looking back at them with no interest whatsoever.
      

      
      ‘I did warn you that she could be solemn,’ Glenis muttered, and now she came to think of it she realised with a jolt that
         she could not remember ever seeing the infant laugh.
      

      
      ‘May I feed her?’ Fay asked, and Glenis immediately handed her the bottle and watched as Lilli began to suck hungrily at the
         milk whilst Joshua watched, intrigued.
      

      
      When she had finished her feed, Fay then changed her nappy, laughing at the baby’s fat little bottom, and Glenis could tell
         that after her initial reaction, Fay had already bonded with her. Gordon seemed more reserved, but then Glenis supposed that
         being a man he wouldn’t show his feelings as openly as his wife.
      

      
      ‘So, what do you think of her then?’ Glenis asked after an hour had passed.

      
      Fay stared across at her with stars in her eyes as she told her breathlessly, ‘I think she’s just perfect for us and I’d like to call her Rebecca.’ Then as an afterthought, she asked Glenis, ‘We will be allowed to change her name,
         won’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, I believe so, once the adoption is final.’
      

      
      ‘Then I shall ring Mrs Beckham the minute we get home and tell her that we’ll take the baby as soon as we possibly can. Is
         that all right with you, darling?’
      

      
      Seeing the bright hope in his wife’s eyes as she looked towards him, Gordon nodded, but then Glenis, who was very astute at
         judging people, had already formed the impression that this man would have done anything to please his wife. He certainly
         didn’t seem as keen on the idea of taking Lilli as she did, but then things had a habit of turning out for the best, and Glenis
         could only hope for Lilli’s sake that they would this time too.
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