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About the Book

A heart-breaking tale of abuse, courage and, above all, the redemptive power of love.

Claire Nightingale is haunted by the memory of childhood abuse and the painful choices she was forced to make.   Longing to find peace, she knows she must first confront her demons. 

Moving to Solihull with her adopted daughter Nikki, she tries to make amends with the family she left behind.  But Claire is not the only one hurting: Nikki is scarred by her own abusive past, and their relationship, once loving, becomes fraught with tension and resentment. Struggling to come to terms with their pain, it is not long before ghosts from the past bring a new threat that jeopardises the possibility of any future happiness …
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‘The wind/spirit blows where it wills, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.’

John 3, 8


Prologue

It was as if some great, unseen hand had rolled back the years. She was a child again, back in the cold, sparsely furnished bedroom of the council house in Nuneaton where she had lived with her mother and younger sister. She could hear footsteps on the stairs and her heart was hammering as she cowered beneath the thin bedcovers, waiting for the door to open … And then suddenly she was a woman, living in a grand private house in Bispham, standing in the doorway of her stepdaughter Nikki’s bedroom, watching in horror as her husband prepared to abuse the child. History was repeating itself. Now Christian, the love of her life, was there – imploring her to come with him. Offering her the sort of life she had only ever dreamed of. She was holding her hand out and walking towards him, but the more steps she took, the further away he appeared. She couldn’t go to him yet, not while Nikki still needed her. She began to cry, great gulping sobs that shook her body, and then thankfully the hand released her and she was struggling through what appeared to be a fog to come back to the here and now …

Claire Nightingale started awake. She was lying in a damp tangle of bedclothes and she fought to get free of them. Through the bedroom wall that divided them she could hear Nikki’s gentle snores and slowly her heart returned to a steadier rhythm. Glancing towards the curtains, she saw the first signs of light break through the chinks, and now she allowed her eyes to roam about the unfamiliar room. She was back in the Midlands, in Solihull, and had just spent her first night in her new home.

Settling further back onto her pillows, Claire tried to put her thoughts into some sort of order. Nikki, her adopted daughter, had not been too happy about moving so far away from her former home. However, she had grudgingly agreed to live nearer to Claire’s home town when the latter had explained that she still had family and close friends living there whom she had not seen for many years. Now, already, Claire was wondering if the move had been such a good idea after all. It was many years since she had last set foot in Nuneaton. What if her sister Tracey and her former foster-carers Molly and Tom no longer wished to know her? So much had happened in the time since she had run away to make a new life for herself. Tracey would be all grown up now, possibly even married with a family of her own. And Molly and Tom – would they still be living in the smart semi-detached house in Howard Road?

The thoughts ran round and round in her mind, causing her to break out in a sweat again. But it was too late to run away now. She had tried that once before, and what had it got her but heartbreak? Claire knew that in order to move forward, she would have to confront the demons that constantly haunted her, and be true to herself. Outwardly, she was now the very wealthy widow of a much-respected Lancashire businessman, but just beneath the surface she was still the tormented teenager who had run away to London, expecting to find the streets paved with gold and thinking that she could put her past behind her. It was time to lay the past to rest. If there was to be any chance of finding happiness with Christian Murray, the tousle-haired young vet to whom she had lost her heart several years ago, then she must be strong and try.

Sighing deeply, she dragged herself to the edge of the bed. There would be no more sleep for her now, so she decided to go and unpack some of the many boxes that were piled high all over the house. She would leave Nikki to sleep in. The child was exhausted after the journey from Bispham and the stress of the move the day before. Grabbing her dressing-gown, which was draped across the back of a chair, Claire cursed softly as her knee connected with an unpacked box, then slipping out onto the landing she crept down the stairs.

Once in the kitchen, she clicked on the light and looked about her. The room was a little dated, but she intended to remedy that in time. In actual fact, the whole place was in need of a facelift, but Claire had looked beyond the faded wallpaper and fixtures and fittings when she had first viewed it and seen the potential there. It was a lovely kitchen in a lovely house, in Lovelace Lane in the better area of Solihull. Claire had fallen in love with it at first sight and did not regret her decision to buy it. The house boasted four good-sized bedrooms and a large family bathroom as well as an en-suite bathroom to the master bedroom, which she had allowed Nikki to have. Downstairs, there was an enormous lounge and beyond that a dining room that led to a fair-sized garden room. Two doors leading off the other side of the hall revealed a further sitting room and a study.

This was a house where she hoped she and Nikki could find peace. She had felt it the first time she had stepped through the door. But first, she must turn it into a home so, rolling up her sleeves, Claire Nightingale heaved the first box towards her and began to unpack it.


Chapter One

January, 1998

‘Come on, Nikki, you’ll be late for school at this rate.’

‘Coming, Mum.’

Claire smiled as Nikki clattered down the stairs and snatched up her schoolbag before bending to stroke Gemma, her small gold and white shih-tzu.

‘And make sure you put your warm coat on,’ Claire ordered. ‘It’s enough to cut you in two out there.’

Nikki hurriedly tied her long fair hair into a ponytail before tugging a woollen hat on and grinning at Claire. They had been in Solihull for just over a week now and she appeared to be settling in well at Claremont, the select private school that was just up the road from them. It was her second day and already she had made new friends, which Claire took as a good sign. Standing on tiptoe, the girl planted a hasty kiss on Claire’s cheek before charging towards the door, pulling her coat on as she went.

As yet, Nikki hadn’t asked Claire when she was going to take her to meet the family she had told her all about. The pair of them had been too busy unpacking boxes and tidying the house to discuss it, but Claire knew that soon Nikki would start to probe. The thought made butterflies flutter to life in her stomach. She had come back to her roots feeling ready to face her past – but was she really strong enough to go through with it? She had explained to Nikki about how she had run away from home, and also confessed that she had once given birth to a child whom she had given up for adoption. Even now, after all these years, the thought of her baby daughter Yasmin could bring tears stinging to her eyes. But it wasn’t the time to be thinking of that now, so she playfully nudged Nikki through the front door and onto the drive.

‘Go on, be off with you and leave me to a bit of peace and quiet,’ she teased. Nikki laughed before scampering off down the drive as if she hadn’t a care in the world. It did Claire’s heart good to see her smiling after all the girl had been through. Not that she was out of the woods yet, not by a long shot. Claire would still occasionally hear her crying out in the throes of a nightmare. Less frequently now though, thank goodness. The counselling Claire had arranged for her back in Bispham had gone some way towards helping Nikki come to terms with the abuse she had suffered at the hands of her adoptive father, and Claire made a mental note to seek similar help here in the Midlands once they were settled.

Claire shuddered as she thought of her late husband Greg, the wealthy accountant whom she had once thought could give her the lifestyle she craved. How wrong she had been – and how quickly her dreams had turned to ashes once he had put a ring on her finger. For all his so-called respectability, Gregory Nightingale had been no better than the men her mother had once allowed to abuse her and her younger sister Tracey.

Sighing, she filled the kettle then plugged it in to boil before going to stare out of the kitchen window across the fields that backed onto the house. Once again she found herself thinking of Yasmin, the baby daughter she had abandoned so long ago, and her eyes grew moist. Sometimes, when she looked at Nikki she would find herself wondering what Yasmin would look like now. The two girls were almost the same age. Would they be the same slim build? Would Yasmin still be fair like Nikki? Were her adoptive parents being good to her? Claire hoped so, and although never a day went by when she didn’t thank God for bringing Nikki into her life, still the yearning for her own child remained, as raw and as painful as it had been on the day she had signed the papers giving her up for adoption.

The sound of the kettle singing pulled her thoughts back to the present and after making herself a cup of instant coffee she sank down at the kitchen table and looked around. It was strange to think that Molly and Tom, her former foster-carers, and Tracey, the sister she hadn’t set eyes on for years, were only forty minutes or so away down the road again. Should I write to them, she mused to herself, or just turn up out of the blue and take my chances on their reactions?

‘I’ll write to them!’ she told the empty kitchen, and jumping up before she could change her mind, she took a pad and pen from the drawer. Once seated at the table again, she chewed the end of the pen thoughtfully before beginning.

Dear Molly and Tom,

I know this letter might come as somewhat of a surprise to you after all these years, but …

‘No, that isn’t right,’ she scolded herself, and screwing the paper into a ball she flung it towards the bin before beginning again.

Dear Molly and Tom,

I know it’s been a long time since I have been in touch, but …

No! That wasn’t right either. The second sheet of paper followed the first. Half an hour later the bin was almost full and Claire was so frustrated that she could have cried. Instead, she began to question herself. If Molly and Tom had moved house, which they might well have done by now, then a letter would be no good anyway. Perhaps it was a better idea to go for a ride into Nuneaton and just have a look? There was nothing to stop her while Nikki was at school, after all, was there? Taking a deep breath, she rose from the table and took the car keys from the worktop.

Striding purposefully towards the door, Claire paused to look back at Gemma, whose tail was wagging furiously. ‘I won’t be long,’ she promised, then hurried outside to her car. Thirty-five minutes later, she was driving along Howard Road and she had the sensation of stepping back in time as she slowly cruised past Molly and Tom’s tidy semi-detached house.

Everything was just as she remembered it. The small lawn was still neatly trimmed and the same wooden fence surrounded it. White net curtains still hung at all of the front windows and Claire found herself remembering how proud Molly had always been of them.

‘You can always judge how clean a house is on the inside by the net curtains,’ she would tell Claire on the first of each month when she would religiously take them down to wash them. Claire parked a few doors down the road and as she rested on the steering wheel she saw herself as a child again, arriving with the social workers who were taking her there to join Tracey. From that moment on, Molly and Tom had shown her nothing but kindness, but the kindness had come too late. By then, Claire had developed a deep mistrust of everyone and was determined not to let anyone close enough to hurt her ever again. Her sister, on the other hand, had lapped up the love and affection that Molly and Tom had lavished on her. And this, strangely, had made Claire feel even more alone. Until then, Tracey had needed her, but within months of moving in with her foster-parents she had become like a different child. The timid little girl who was afraid of her own shadow had been replaced by a confident child with a sunny smile and an extrovert personality. Until then, Tracey had relied on her alone and Claire had been like a little mother to her, but now it was Molly she would run to if she needed anything. Molly who would wash her hair. Molly who read her a bedtime story.

Lowering her head, Claire choked back a sob. The pain was still there even now. Tracey had also found a friend in Billy, Molly and Tom’s young son, and soon the pair had become inseparable. Molly had used to joke that they could get into mischief in a padded cell while Claire looked on resentfully. Of course, she realised with a little shock, Billy would be grown up too now and she wondered if he still lived at home. It was while she was pondering that she noticed someone struggling up the road laden down with two heavy bags, and when she looked closer she saw with a jolt that it was Molly. Her foster-mother had lost a little weight and looked a little older. Her hair was streaked with grey and there were lines on her face that hadn’t been there before, but even so, Claire would have recognised her anywhere. Her heart began to hammer in her chest. What if Molly noticed her? How could she explain her presence after all this time? Thankfully, the woman seemed too intent on getting home to notice anyone, and seconds later she placed a bag on the ground while she opened the little wooden gate and disappeared up the side path towards the back door.

Shaking uncontrollably, Claire fumbled in her bag on the seat at the side of her and lit a cigarette. Drawing on it deeply she willed her heart to settle down into a steadier rhythm. That had been a little too close for comfort, but then again, she would have to face them sometime. Perhaps it would be better to just get out of the car and go and get it over with right now.

Her mind rebelled at the thought. No, not yet. I’m not ready … But will I ever be? Having no answer to her question, she stubbed out her cigarette in the car ashtray and started the engine. She needed to get back home to think.

‘Is everything all right, Mum? You seem very quiet.’

‘What? … Oh, sorry, love, I was miles away.’ Claire smiled at Nikki who was curled up on the settee with Gemma watching TV. Since getting back from Nuneaton earlier in the day she had been in a pensive mood that she couldn’t seem to break free of. She supposed it was seeing Molly and her old home again that had caused it, although she hadn’t told Nikki that.

‘So what did you do today while I was at school?’

‘Oh, I just pottered about here unpacking boxes,’ Claire lied unconvincingly. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever get to the end of them.’

Nikki frowned as she helped herself to a handful of popcorn from the dish on the coffee-table. Her mum seemed to have been in a preoccupied mood ever since she had arrived home from school. But then she supposed she had been busy over the last few days.

‘Never mind, I’ll be able to help more at the weekend,’ she told her and Claire felt a pang of guilt. Nikki was such a lovely child, she hated lying to her.

‘Perhaps when we do finally finish all the unpacking, you could take me to meet your family? After all, that’s why we moved back here, isn’t it?’

The guilt kicked in again, sharp as a knife as Claire nodded. Of course, she was keen for the girl to meet them, but not just yet. First she would have to break the ice and do rather a lot of explaining into the bargain. Thankfully, the conversation stopped there when Nikki hopped off the settee and lifted Gemma’s lead.

‘Come on then.’ Bending down to the little dog she fastened the lead to her collar before telling Claire brightly, ‘I’ll just take her out for her last walk, shall I? Then I reckon I’m going to get an early night. Do you want to come with us?’

‘No, I won’t tonight if you don’t mind, love. I’m feeling a bit tired too so I’ll make us a last drink while you’re gone. Don’t get going too far though. You don’t know anyone around here yet. Make sure you keep to the main road and don’t talk to anyone.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ Nikki chuckled as she headed towards the door with Gemma bounding along at the side of her. ‘You are a worrier.’

Claire watched her go fondly. Nikki was such an innocent, despite what her father had done to her. She was growing up right in front of her very eyes and Claire was fiercely protective of her. As her face settled into a frown she wondered again what Nikki would think of her when she finally told her the whole truth about her past. How would she react to knowing that her mum was a former prostitute? A girl who had stood on the street corners of London selling her body? Claire had no way of knowing. All she did know was that eventually she would have to tell her – and Molly, Tom and Tracey too. The thought made her feel sick, but until she did so, she was still hiding behind a façade. Tears were stinging at the back of her eyes. The only people in the world she had ever confided in were Christian and Mrs M, and they had stood by her, telling her that they understood why she had done it. But would Nikki and her family be so understanding? Only time would tell. First she had to gather every ounce of courage she had, and go to see Molly.

The next afternoon, Claire glanced at the clock and inhaled deeply on her cigarette. Over the years, she had fought a constant battle to give up smoking, but she always slipped back into the habit when she was nervous, and now was one of those many times. She found herself thinking of one of Mrs Pope’s many sayings: There’s no time like the present! Mrs Pope had been her late husband’s faithful housekeeper, and during the time they had been married and following his suicide, the gentle-hearted woman had been a tower of strength to her and Nikki. Perhaps she was right, Claire decided. After all, as Nikki had quite rightly pointed out, the whole reason for them moving back to the Midlands was for her to be close to her family again. Yesterday the opportunity to climb out of her car and face Molly had been offered to her on a plate, but as usual, she had chickened out. Well … she wasn’t going to be a chicken any longer. It was time to face the music.

Stubbing the cigarette out in an ashtray, Claire strode towards the stairs. Half an hour later she came back down looking ready to go for a job interview in a smart navy two-piece suit and high-heeled shoes. She had swept her blond hair up into a sophisticated chignon and as she picked up her car keys and glanced in the hall mirror she knew that she was looking her best. ‘Right then, it’s time to get this show on the road,’ she told Gemma, who was sitting at her feet with her tongue wagging furiously. Bending to stroke her, she then straightened her shoulders and walked towards the door with her head held high. It was time to build bridges – if at all possible.

Less than an hour later, she was once more sitting up the road from the Garretts’ neat semi-detached house and her confidence had flown through the window again. Even so, she was determined to get it over with and so, taking a deep breath, she climbed from the car and locked the door before walking towards the house. It was Wednesday, the day when Molly had always done her baking. Even now, Claire could clearly remember the wonderful smells of fresh baked scones and cakes that would greet her when she got home from school. But of course, that had been many years ago. Molly’s routine might have changed by now. She might not even be in, if it came to that. The cowardly part of Claire almost hoped that she wouldn’t be, while the practical side of her prayed that she would, so that she could get the reunion over with.

Almost before she knew it, she was standing before the front door. The shiny brass knocker that she so vividly remembered looked exactly the same and she had the urge to turn and run. Resisting it, she plucked up every ounce of courage she had, then lifting her hand she rapped at the door. Almost instantly she heard footsteps coming towards her from the direction of the kitchen then the door was opening and there was Molly wrapped in a huge apron with flour smeared across her nose.

‘Yes? Can I help you, love?’

Claire blinked. Molly didn’t recognise her, but then, it had been many years since she had run away.

‘I … er … Hello, Molly.’ The words were sticking in her throat.

Molly narrowed her eyes and peered more closely at her before saying, ‘I’m sorry, love, do I know you?’

Claire licked her lips. ‘It’s … it’s me, Molly. It’s Claire.’

The colour drained from the older woman’s face as her hand flew to her mouth and she stared back at this elegant young woman in front of her. She was so white that she looked as if she had seen a ghost, but then in a way she had. It was many years since Claire had left her, and Molly Garrett had resigned herself to never seeing the girl again, but now here she was, as large as life, and Molly could hardly believe it.

‘Claire.’ A wealth of emotions were flitting across her face and Claire bowed her head in shame, unable to meet her eyes.

‘I … er … I suppose you’d better come in,’ Molly stuttered eventually, and as she held the door wide, Claire stepped past her and back in time. She saw at a glance that the carpets, curtains and three-piece suite had all been changed, but then she supposed that the ones she remembered would have worn out long ago. Even so, she had the sense of coming home and it was all she could do to stop herself from flinging herself into Molly’s arms and begging her forgiveness.

‘You’d … er … you’d better come through to the kitchen.’ Molly looked hopelessly ill-at-ease. ‘I was baking.’

‘Oh, you still do it on a Wednesday then?’

‘Yes, I do, though I’m surprised you remember.’

They were in the kitchen now and Molly nodded towards a chair as she went to fill the kettle at the sink. Claire noticed that the older woman was visibly shaking, and shamefaced, she sank down onto one of the chairs placed about the table. She had never felt so uncomfortable in her whole life, but then she knew that she didn’t deserve to be welcomed back with open arms after the way she had treated Molly so long ago. An awkward silence settled between them. There was so much that Claire wanted to say. So many questions that she wanted to ask, but she knew that she must give Molly time to get over the shock of seeing her, so she kept tight-lipped as the older woman got out two mugs and warmed the teapot.

It was only when Molly placed a steaming mug in front of her and finally sat down opposite her that Claire dared to ask, ‘So how are you, and Tom and Billy too, of course?’

‘We’re fine.’ Molly stirred two spoonfuls of sugar into her tea and avoided her eyes, then suddenly blurted out, ‘Though it seems as if we haven’t done as well as you. You look like a million dollars.’

‘Thank you.’ Claire flushed. This was turning out to be even more difficult than she had expected it to be. ‘And … Tracey?’

‘She’s fine too. She’s married to an ambulanceman now and they’re expecting twins in April. Done well for herself, she has. He’s a lovely bloke and they’ve got a smashing home.’

‘Oh.’ Claire was struggling to hold back the tears again now. It was hard to believe that Tracey was all grown up with a family of her own.

‘She took it really badly when you upped and ran off,’ Molly told her, and now Claire could clearly hear the anger in her voice. ‘The poor little mite. As if she hadn’t gone through enough – and then for you to just disappear off the face of the earth like that. For years and years she expected you to just walk back through the door, but as they passed and you didn’t, she grew bitter. I wouldn’t expect her to roll out the red carpet for you. Do you have any idea at all what your running off like that did to us all? We were beside ourselves with worry. What were you thinking of, Claire? We loved you, and you turned your back on us. And now you waltz back in as if you’ve never been gone, and I don’t mind telling you, I don’t quite know what to say to you. You’ve fair taken the wind out of my sails.’

Claire stared down into her tea before saying, ‘I’m so sorry, Molly.’

‘Huh! And you think that one little word will make everything all right, do you? That it can make me forget all the nights I lay in bed worrying about you, wondering if you were lying dead in a ditch somewhere!’

‘No, no, of course I don’t. I just …’ It was no good, the tears were burning now and they streamed from her eyes and splashed onto her clenched fists as she struggled to think of what she should say. Molly had every right to be angry and Claire knew that she deserved everything her foster-mother might throw at her.

After a few moments, Claire scraped back her chair and rose unsteadily. ‘I shouldn’t have come,’ she choked. ‘Please try to forgive me, Molly. I know I can never make it right but I just wanted you to know that I was sorry.’ She was almost at the door when the woman’s voice stayed her.

‘No – don’t go. Not yet. It must have taken some guts for you to come here, and now that you have, I want to hear about what you’ve been doing all these years. But you can’t stay too long. I’m expecting Tracey this afternoon and I think I ought to prepare her before you see each other. No doubt it will come as a right old shock to her. You do understand, don’t you?’

Claire nodded blindly and then suddenly Molly covered the distance between them and wrapped her in her arms as Claire began to sob broken-heartedly.

‘Come on, sit yourself back down,’ Molly muttered as Claire clung to her. ‘I think it’s time we had a talk, don’t you?’


Chapter Two

Claire and Nikki were curled up on the sofa together that evening, with Gemma snuggled between them when the first flakes of snow began to fall beyond the window. It was Nikki who noticed first. She pointed gleefully.

‘Look, it’s snowing,’ she announced, and Claire nodded absently.

‘I love the snow.’ Nikki stroked Gemma, then leaning slightly away she asked, ‘Is everything all right, Mum? You’ve been really quiet tonight. Right since I got home from school, in fact.’

‘What? Oh yes, love, everything’s fine. It’s just that I … well, I went into Nuneaton today while you were at school and I saw Molly.’

‘You did?’ Nikki’s face lit up brighter than a summer day. ‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier on? Was she glad to see you? Did you get to see your sister? Did—’

‘Whoa!’ Claire held up a hand to silence the excited child. ‘One question at a time, if you please. You’re making me dizzy.’

When the girl instantly lapsed into silence, Claire looked away and began falteringly, ‘I’m not so sure she was actually pleased to see me, but she was certainly shocked, which I suppose is hardly surprising after all this time. And no, I didn’t get to see Tracey. Molly thought it might be best if she prepared her first. She’s going to have twins in a couple of months, you see, and shocks aren’t good for her.’

‘Wow!’ Nikki grinned. ‘So you’ll be an aunty then, won’t you? And they’ll be my cousins. That’s so cool. And when will I be able to meet them? Did you tell her about me?’

‘Of course I did. But I can’t say yet when you’ll get to meet them. I left it with Molly to decide. It might be that Tracey won’t even want to see me again after all this time, let alone meet you. We just have to wait now and see if Molly rings. I gave her our phone number but if she doesn’t get in touch there’s not a lot I can do about it. The last thing I want is to be a nuisance, so now we wait.’

‘Oh.’ Disappointment clouded Nikki’s face. She had heard so much about Molly and Tom, her mum’s foster-parents, not to mention Tracey, her sister. Still, even at her tender age she could understand what Claire was saying.

‘I’m sure everything will turn out all right,’ she told Claire encouragingly as she squeezed her hand. ‘And even if they don’t want us, we’ve still got each other, haven’t we?’

‘Of course we have, love.’ Claire’s heart filled with love as she pulled this precious girl into her arms and kissed her freshly washed hair. ‘That’s one thing you can always be certain of. You’ll always have me. You’re the most precious thing in my life and I love you.’

‘I love you too, Mum,’ Nikki replied contentedly as she rested her head on Claire’s shoulder. ‘For always.’

Claire blinked back the tears. Today’s meeting might not have gone exactly as she had hoped it would, but at least she had taken the first step. Now it was all up to Molly and she could only hope that the woman could forgive her.

‘I still can’t understand why we didn’t move back into Nuneaton though,’ the girl went on.

Claire sighed. ‘We’ve been through this before, love,’ she told her patiently. ‘I wanted to be close to them again but not on their doorstep. This way, there’s just enough distance between us for them to get used to me being around again without me bumping into them all the time.’

‘I miss Christian and Mrs M.’

The comment was so unexpected that for a while Claire was lost for words, but then she said softly, ‘I do too, love.’

Nikki sat forward and looked Claire directly in the eye before saying, ‘I think Christian loves you, and I think you love him too, so why can’t you be together?’

‘Because …’ Claire licked her dry lips. ‘Because I have a lot of demons to face before I can properly love anyone, Nikki. Things that I have to come to terms with before I can go on.’

‘You mean things like giving your baby away when you were young and running away from your foster-home?’

‘Yes … that, but there are other things too. Things I’ve done that I’m ashamed of.’

‘What other things?’

‘I can’t tell you right now. But one day I will, I promise you, when the time is right. And when I do, I just pray that you’ll still love me.’

‘Nothing could make me stop loving you,’ Nikki declared hotly. ‘So why don’t you just tell me now and get it over with?’

Claire chewed on her lip as colour flooded into her cheeks. ‘I can’t tell you yet because I’m a coward,’ she whispered. ‘Trust me, I’ll tell you when the time is right.’

Nikki pulled a face as she dragged herself off the sofa and headed for the kitchen. ‘Grown-ups can be very hard to understand at times,’ she muttered, and as she disappeared through the door with Gemma at her heels, Claire bowed her head in shame. All the way home from Molly’s that day she had asked herself why she hadn’t just told Molly the truth and have done with it. She had tried to excuse herself because their first meeting had been limited in time. But deep down she knew that she hadn’t really intended to tell Molly about her past today. She had simply said very briefly that she had worked in London after leaving home before moving to Blackpool and marrying Greg. She had then gone on to tell her that Greg had died, no explanation of how, and that she had now adopted Greg’s adopted daughter as her own. Molly had been sympathetic and Claire had grasped at that. It was more than obvious from the woman’s first reaction that she hadn’t been altogether thrilled to see her, but after hearing Claire’s story she had softened a little.

Perhaps it’s best this way, Claire thought to herself. At least this way I might get to meet Tracey again. If I had told her everything straight out, she might have shut the door on me and that would have been an end to it. It was all too easy to convince herself that she had done the right thing and so now she swung her legs off the settee and followed Nikki into the kitchen, knowing deep down that she was still fooling herself and that the day of reckoning must surely come.

It was three days later before the call that Claire had been longing for finally came. Nikki was at school and Claire was hanging new curtains in the spacious lounge when the sudden shrill ringing of the phone almost made her topple off the chair she was standing on.

With her heart in her throat she hurried into the hall and snatched it up. ‘Hello.’

‘Hello, Claire. It’s me, Molly.’

Claire gulped deeply. Now that the call had come she scarcely knew what to say, but she needn’t have worried because Molly hurried on, ‘I’ve had a chat with Tracey. I’m not going to lie to you and tell you that she was pleased to hear you’re back on the scene because she wasn’t. In fact, her first reaction was, “I’ve been without her for this long, so why would I want to see her now? She didn’t care about me when she went swanning off without a word.” Luckily, she calmed down a bit then and when she rang me earlier today she agreed to meet you. I thought here might be the best place, as she’s comfortable here. But I can’t say what she will be like with you, so there it is. I’ve done my best – now the rest is up to you. So what do you think?’

‘I think you’re absolutely wonderful,’ Claire said truthfully. ‘Thank you, Molly. I know I don’t deserve your help after the way I treated you all. But I will make it up to you, I promise – if you’ll all give me a chance.’ She heard Molly sniff at the other end of the phone and knew that she still had a long way to go before being welcomed back into the fold.

‘Well, that remains to be seen. Now, when would you like me to arrange it for?’

‘As soon as Tracey can manage it,’ Claire told her hastily. ‘I can come today, if you like, while Nikki’s at school.’

‘I’ll phone Tracey and see what she thinks, then ring you back, but don’t hold your breath. The mood she’s in at the moment she might just change her mind.’

‘I understand,’ Claire told her quickly. ‘And … thanks again, Molly.’ The phone went dead in her hand and now all she could do was wait as she paced up and down the hallway. Ten minutes later she snatched the receiver up again on the first ring and said eagerly, ‘Yes?’

‘She says she’ll be here in an hour. Is that too soon for you?’

‘Oh, no,’ Claire assured her. ‘I’m on my way.’ And this time it was she who slammed the phone down before hurrying away up the stairs. Once in her bedroom she grabbed the first suit she saw from its hanger, put it on then pushed her feet into high-heeled shoes. Hastily, she applied a little make-up and piled her hair on top of her head. Twenty minutes later, she collected her car keys from the table in the hall and ran out to her car, heedless of the snow that was creeping over the top of her shoes. Her heart was thumping painfully but the smile on her face stretched from ear to ear as she tried to picture what Tracey would look like now. She had been just a little girl the last time Claire had seen her, but she was a married woman now, and seven months’ pregnant with twins. It was hard to believe.

Claire took the back way through the twisty lanes to Nuneaton and the weather conditions slowed her progress. At times she knew she was driving far too fast for the icy roads but she didn’t care. She was finally going to see her sister again and she would have walked barefoot to do it, if need be.

It was exactly fifty-five minutes since Molly had phoned when she drew her car to a halt outside the house in Howard Road. A small Fiat was parked outside and Claire guessed that this must be Tracey’s car. She quickly checked her hair in the car mirror then, picking up her bag, she took a deep breath and climbed from the car. Seconds later she was knocking at Molly’s door. The snow had started to fall again but Claire was oblivious to it. She was oblivious to everything except the fact that she was seconds away from seeing the sister she had missed for too many long years.

‘Hello, Claire. Come on in.’ Unsmiling, Molly held the door wide and Claire stepped past her into the hallway.

‘She’s in the kitchen,’ Molly told her without preamble. ‘I’m going to make myself scarce for a while upstairs, but give me a shout if you need me.’ With that she turned and left Claire staring at the kitchen door. It was all that divided her from her sister now, but suddenly she didn’t know if she had the courage to go through it. Perhaps it would have been better if I’d never come, she thought to herself. Perhaps I should have just stayed in Blackpool and married Christian. He could live with what I’ve done in the past, but will Tracey – or Molly, for that matter – be able to?

As it happened, she didn’t have time to turn tail and run because at that moment the door opened and Claire was confronted by an attractive young woman, heavily pregnant. Shock coursed through her. This couldn’t be Tracey, surely? She was beautiful. Or at least, she would be if she smiled. As it was, her face was fixed in a deep frown.

They eyed each other warily until the woman suddenly snapped, ‘So … you finally decided to come back then?’

Claire could only nod numbly and the silence seemed to stretch between them until Tracey said grudgingly, ‘You’d better come through. You look frozen. There’s a fresh pot of tea made. Would you like a cup?’

‘Yes, I … I would. Thanks.’

There was a lump in Claire’s throat and she was afraid to talk in case she burst into tears. She wanted to fling her arms around Tracey and tell her how much she had missed her, how often she had cried for her and thought of her over the years – but instead they were facing each other like two strangers.

When Tracey turned and strode into the kitchen, Claire followed her and stood at the side of the table as Tracey poured milk into two mugs.

‘Still two sugars, is it?’

Claire felt ridiculously pleased that Tracey had remembered. She nodded solemnly. And then her sister was pushing the mug towards her and gesturing at a chair before sitting down herself. Claire studied her. Tracey still had the beautiful dark hair she remembered; it was fashionably cut in a feathered style that framed her face and curled slightly on her slim shoulders. She had grown tall; in fact, Claire was shocked to find that she was possibly even two or three inches taller than herself. But there any resemblance to the little girl she had carried in her heart all these years ended. Tracey was now a mature young woman. The years in between were gone, never to be relived.

It was Tracey who finally broke the uncomfortable silence when she asked tartly, ‘So how are you then? Molly tells me that you’ve been married and have a daughter.’

‘Yes, I do, her name is Nikki. She’s twelve now. She was actually my late husband’s daughter, and I adopted her when he died.’

‘I see.’ Tracey’s eyes were moving over Claire’s outfit. ‘And just what made you decide to pop up out of the woodwork now, after all this time? I would have thought you would have forgotten all about us long ago.’ There was no attempt to conceal the contempt in her voice and Claire cringed inwardly. But then, what could she expect?

‘I could never forget you,’ she replied. ‘And I’ll never forgive myself for leaving you the way I did. But I thought you were happy with Molly – that you didn’t need me any more. And I was all screwed up.’

‘Huh! You were screwed up! Don’t you think that I was too? Oh, but then I forgot … you went and got yourself pregnant on top of everything else, didn’t you? It’s hardly surprising really when you were going with every Tom, Dick or Harry you could get your hands on. And then, to cap it all, you go and give the poor little mite away as soon as it was born, even though Molly told you she’d stand by you. And now you have the nerve to sit there and tell me that you were screwed up! Still, I suppose that’s as good an excuse as any,’ Tracey spat scathingly. ‘You must have known that you were my whole life. Granted, I loved Molly, but that didn’t make me love you any the less. You should have known that. When you left, I … I …’

Tracey’s voice trailed away for a moment but then her chin came up, and her eyes were bright with angry tears as she glared at Claire and told her, ‘I kept thinking you’d come back, Claire. Can you even begin to imagine what that was like? I couldn’t eat or sleep for weeks. And then slowly, as time passed, it dawned on me that you weren’t coming back and I had to try and forget about you or I would have gone mad. And now you breeze in and want to play Happy Families. Well, I don’t really think that’s going to happen overnight, do you?’

‘No, I don’t,’ Claire told her truthfully. ‘Not a day has gone by when I haven’t regretted what I did, and I’ll never forget the child I gave up. It’s too late for me to do anything about her now, but if it takes me the rest of my life I’ll make it up to you … I promise.’

‘Words are cheap.’ Tracey stared at her over the rim of her mug. She then gave a long, shuddering sigh before asking in a slightly calmer voice, ‘So what did you do when you left? Where did you go?’

This was the moment that Claire had been dreading, and after the greeting she had received she was wise enough to know that she mustn’t divulge too much too quickly or she could be at risk of losing Tracey for ever.

‘I hitched a lift to London,’ she told her sister, and that much at least was true, ‘hoping that all the misery you and I had endured would just vanish in a puff of smoke and I could leave my past behind.’ She lowered her head before going on. ‘Of course, I soon found myself disillusioned. I couldn’t get a job and then I got mugged by a gang of youths who took every penny I had. Luckily, a girl who lived in London befriended me and took me in off the streets.’

‘And what did you do for a living?’

‘Oh, this and that.’ Claire was on very thin ice now and she knew it. ‘Mainly book-keeping and management.’

Even this was not strictly untrue, she told herself. She had done courses in both, but she had omitted to tell her sister that her main income had been earned on street corners – until she had worked her way up to being a high-class call girl, that was.

‘And your husband, where did you meet him?’

Claire gulped deeply. ‘I went to live in Blackpool when I had saved enough money and bought myself a small hotel. Greg was my accountant. He was a widower.’

‘Lucky you,’ Tracey drawled sarcastically. ‘It sounds like you really landed on your feet.’

Claire chose not to answer that remark and eventually Tracey rose from the table to carry her mug to the sink. ‘And Nikki, your adopted daughter. Do you love her?’

‘I adore her.’ This, at least, Claire could answer truthfully. ‘She’s a wonderful child. I’m sure that you’ll like her when you meet her. If you want to meet her, that is,’ she finished hastily. ‘And by the way, congratulations about your marriage and about the babies.’

Tracey’s hands dropped protectively to her stomach. ‘Callum, my husband, is the best thing that’s ever happened to me,’ she told Claire. ‘And this,’ she stroked her abdomen, ‘this is just the icing on the cake. So you see, Claire, eventually life did go on without you. It had to. I couldn’t spend my whole life waiting for you to come back.’

‘But we could go on from here, couldn’t we?’

Tracey looked at her solemnly. ‘I don’t know,’ she answered. ‘Let’s just take one day at a time, eh?’

Claire nodded eagerly. At least it was a start. Tracey could have told her that she never wanted to see her again, but she hadn’t. For now, this was the best that she could hope for.
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