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			About the Book

			The Sykes family have lived at Fairley Terrace since their youngest daughter, Rowan, was born. Fiercely clever, Rowan finds it difficult to fit in with the other village children, so when her beloved older sister, Laurel, takes a new job and moves back home, Rowan is overjoyed.

			Laurel is happy to be with her family – even if she’s keeping the real reason for her return to herself. It seems like she’s destined to keep repeating the mistakes of her past when it comes to matters of the heart.

			The two sisters are each longing for excitement and a fresh start, and when familiar faces return to Fairley Terrace, along with an enigmatic new resident, it looks like they might get their wish. But their harmony is about to be shattered by a mysterious stranger who threatens to expose a long-kept secret – and is prepared to stop at nothing to wreak revenge on the family.
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			Chapter One

			April 1901

			Rowan Sykes didn’t know whether it was the loud knocking at the back door immediately below her bedroom window that woke her, or the raised voices. Or even if she’d been asleep at all. She’d lain awake feeling sorry for herself for so long after she’d said her prayers, and Mammy had tucked her in, drawn the curtains to shut out what remained of the daylight, and left the room, pulling the door almost closed behind her, that she really couldn’t be sure. Everything seemed to have merged into one, sleeping, waking, a sort of muddled dream.

			What she did know was that the day she’d been looking forward to for weeks was over, and nothing had gone the way she’d hoped. In fact, everything that could have gone wrong had done so. And it would be another whole year before it was time for High Compton fair again.

			The fair was very special, her teacher, Miss Yard, had told the class. Centuries ago, in 1249, King Henry III had granted the town a special charter to allow it to be held in the street. In those days it had been a livestock fair, when cows, sheep and even horses had been bought and sold, and a bit of that still went on early in the day. But in recent years, much to the delight of the local children, the afternoon and evening had been given over to things that were much more fun. There were sideshows and rides – shooting galleries, roundabouts and swings, and stalls selling toffee apples, sugary sweets and cockles in twists of greaseproof paper. Rowan didn’t care much for the cockles. Daddy always had a plate of them for tea on a Saturday when he came home from watching the football match, if High Compton had been playing at home, and they tasted mainly of the vinegar he sprinkled liberally on them. But she loved toffee apples – they were the best thing in the whole world.

			Besides the smaller rides, there was also a switchback called the Noah’s Ark that was set up in the town square. Rowan had never ridden on it – Mammy said she wasn’t big enough. But she’d been hoping that this year she’d be allowed. After all, she was five now, and would be six in November. At the thought, she had thrilled with anticipation and excitement.

			This morning, however, to her utter dismay, she had woken to rain falling from a leaden sky.

			‘Not much like Fair weather,’ Daddy had said, brushing the moisture from his shoulders when he came in from a trip to the privy on the opposite side of the track that ran along the back of Fairley Terrace.

			‘No, you can’t go in this.’ Mammy’s lips were pinched into the tight line that was her usual expression. Mammy was not a smiley person, but Rowan thought nothing of it as she had never known her any different. ‘Nobody with any sense would even think of it.’

			‘Oh, but . . .’ Rowan wailed.

			‘It’s early yet. It might brighten up later on.’ Daddy winked at her, a conspiratorial wink. ‘You know what they say – rain before seven, clear before eleven.’

			‘Old wives’ tale,’ Mammy muttered under her breath.

			‘Well, let’s hope not. I want to get my runner beans in today. The trench is all dug and ready.’ Daddy always planted the runner beans on High Compton fair day.

			‘A couple of days won’t make much difference. Come and eat your breakfast, Rowan, before it gets cold.’

			When she’d finished her bacon, egg and fried potato, Rowan returned to the window. It had misted up in the heat from the kitchen fire. She rubbed it clear with her sleeve. Nothing had changed; it was still raining, running in rivulets down the pane and making puddles on the track. She drew patterns with her finger in what remained of the steam and pretended she was casting a magic spell.

			‘Rain, rain, go away. Come again another day.’

			By mid morning, she was hopeful the spell was working. The sky had lightened and the rain no longer pattered against the window.

			‘Mammy! It’s stopping!’

			‘For goodness’ sake, Rowan, come away from that window and find something to do!’ Mammy snapped. ‘You’re not going to the fair if there’s any chance it’s going to start again. I’ve got enough washing to dry without adding your clothes to it.’

			Mammy took in washing to help make ends meet, and when the weather was bad it had to hang on a line strung across the kitchen until there was room on the airer in front of the fire. A wet Monday was the worst. But Dr Blackmore’s wife had had visitors and had sent a pile of bedlinen and towels when they had left yesterday.

			Tears of disappointment pricked Rowan’s eyes, but obedient as usual, she went up to her room and fetched a drawing book and pencils.

			It wasn’t fair! she thought as she spread everything out on the kitchen table. Unless the rain stopped completely, Mammy would never let her go. Daddy might say it would be all right, that they could dodge the showers, but in the end Mammy would have her way. She always did. Just to rub salt into the wound, she knew that Earl, her brother, would go this evening with his mates – Earl was seventeen and did as he pleased.

			If Laurel was here, she’d find a way to take Rowan, whatever the weather. Laurel was her older sister, older even than Earl, and she had a way of twisting Mammy round her little finger. Rowan could never understand how she managed it, but was glad of it all the same. Laurel was her ally, standing up for her, telling her she was beautiful, even though the children in her class at school called her fat and ugly and laughed at the white ribbons Mammy tied in her hair. Laurel could make everything – well, almost everything – right, or at least a hundred times better. She would know how much Rowan wanted to go to the fair, and would have defied Mammy and taken her.

			But Laurel wasn’t here. She worked in Bath and had lodgings there, only coming home on her days off. Rowan missed her dreadfully.

			Sometimes, just sometimes, she wondered about her other brother, Samuel, who was older than Earl but younger than Laurel. What would it be like if he lived nearby? Would he take her part as Laurel did? But really she scarcely knew Samuel. When the family had moved to Somerset, into number 5 Fairley Terrace, recently vacated by people who had gone off to South Wales, Rowan had been just a baby, while Samuel, at thirteen, was already working in the pits back in Yorkshire. He’d come with them initially, but he hadn’t stayed long. The only job open to him was as a carting boy – on his hands and knees for pretty much the whole of his working day, dragging a putt of coal by a rope that ran around his waist and between his legs from the coal face to the passageways where the roof was high enough for ponies to take over the job. His skin had chafed until it bled, the dialect of the other boys and the colliers was unintelligible to him – as was his to them – and he missed his pals and the good times they had shared. Just a month he’d lasted. Then he’d gone back to Yorkshire, lodging with the family of one of his old friends. He didn’t often visit, but when he did, Rowan swelled with pride at how handsome he was, and how big and strong, with eyes that twinkled just like Daddy’s.

			Miraculously, by dinner time the rain had stopped completely and there was enough blue in the sky to make a pair of sailor’s trousers, as the saying went. Enough for Mammy to agree that Daddy and Rowan could go to the fair, though she herself would be staying at home trying to get Mrs Blackmore’s sheets dried and ironed. The sun even showed itself as they headed along the road to town, Rowan holding Daddy’s hand and skipping along beside him.

			The fair spread out over all the roads leading to the square. They stopped at a roll-the-penny stall, where Rowan first won tuppence, then lost it along with the other threepence Daddy gave her. Daddy hustled her past a tent proclaiming ‘Fivepence to see the Bearded Lady’, but stopped to buy her a toffee apple and a twist of cockles for himself.

			She was loving every moment, but still it was the switchback ride in the town square that attracted her most of all.

			‘Please, Daddy, can we go on it?’ she begged.

			They were on the opposite side of the street, heading for the children’s roundabout, but Rowan was hanging back, tugging on Daddy’s arm.

			‘Please! I really, really want to ride on that one.’

			‘The switchback? I don’t know about that . . .’

			But smiling at her enthusiasm, he let her lead him back to the edge of the small crowd gathered around the ride.

			Cars shaped like animals with bars across the front of the seats and attached to a central spindle were whirling round an undulating track; music blared from a hurdy-gurdy but it couldn’t quite muffle the screams of the laughing passengers. Quite a lot of the cars were empty; tonight, when the youth of the town – Earl included – came to the fair, there would be a scramble for places, perhaps even a fight when the pushing and shoving began.

			Rowan tugged on her father’s arm.

			‘Please! I could sit on your lap . . .’

			‘We’ll see. Just let me eat these cockles. And you’d better finish your toffee apple. If you drop it down yourself your mam will have something to say about it.’

			The ride was slowing. A swarthy young man with a mop of dark curls emerged from what she supposed was the control hub at the centre of the switchback, stepping on to the still-moving platform and swinging himself with easy grace between the occupied cars ready to release the bars and let the occupants out. Rowan stared, fascinated. He looked like a character from a storybook. The hero, of course . . . She only wished she could be so daring! She was even afraid to turn somersaults over the bar of the big iron roller that was used to flatten the football pitch. She wanted to do it – oh, how she wanted to! – but when she reached the head of the queue of children she absolutely couldn’t. Launching herself off the metal drum was quite beyond her, and she’d be forced to give up, climb down again and slink away with the jeers and jibes of the others echoing in her ears.

			‘Scaredy cat!’

			‘Don’t want us to see her bloomers.’

			‘Nor her fat arse.’

			‘Fatso scaredy cat!’

			But she wouldn’t be afraid to ride on the switchback. Not if she was on Daddy’s lap, with his arms round her waist, holding her tight. Or tucked in beside him, her head against his chest. It would be so exciting.

			‘It’s stopping, Daddy! Come on!’

			But his hand was on her shoulder, thrusting her urgently away from the ride.

			‘Not today, my love.’

			Someone jostled her; she dropped her toffee apple, bent to pick it up and was almost bowled over by a woman with a toddler in a pushchair.

			Her father grabbed her arm, just managing to save her before she fell.

			‘Leave it. It’ll be dirty.’ He sounded impatient, cross even. More like Mammy. Daddy didn’t usually let things like that bother him.

			‘But my toffee apple . . .’

			‘We’ll get you another one. Come on. And it’s going to rain again. We’d best get home before it starts or your mam will have my guts for garters.’

			It was true: the sky had darkened again, the sun vanished in a bank of threatening cloud.

			‘Come on. D’you want another toffee apple or not?’

			She nodded, but tears of disappointment were pricking her eyes and she dragged her feet as they made their way back up the street to the toffee apple stall.

			‘Cheer up now,’ he said, sounding much more like himself, as he paid the vendor. ‘We got to the fair, didn’t we?’

			‘Yes, but—’

			‘Worse things happen at sea.’

			It was one of his favourite sayings. Rowan couldn’t see what that had to do with anything. She bit into the toffee apple, but it wasn’t as satisfyingly good as the first one. All she could taste was bitter disappointment. She hadn’t got to ride on the switchback, they’d hardly done anything, and now it was going to rain again and there was nothing ahead of her but the long trudge home.

			As if reading her thoughts, Daddy said, ‘Want a ride? Then we might make it in the dry.’

			He hoisted her up onto his back. She clung on with one arm around his neck, clutching the toffee apple in her other hand. It was some consolation. She liked piggybacks and Daddy didn’t give them to her as often as he used to when she was little. ‘You’re getting too heavy,’ he’d say, and she supposed that was true. She remembered a time when she hadn’t been tall enough to see over the windowsill in her bedroom. Now she could kneel up on it with no trouble at all.

			Because Daddy walked fast, they were almost home before the rain began in earnest. He broke into a jog down the lane and along the track, jolting Rowan so she had to hang on with both hands.

			‘So you managed to get caught then,’ Mammy grumbled as he set her down in the kitchen.

			‘’Twasn’t much.’

			‘Enough to get you wet.’ Mammy put down the knife with which she’d been slicing bread and grabbed a towel from a hook beside the sink. ‘Here, Rowan. Dry your hair before you catch your death.’

			‘It’s not cold,’ Daddy protested mildly.

			‘Wet hair won’t do her any good. You can’t be too careful.’ She began to rub Rowan’s head. ‘It’s all sticky, too.’

			She fetched a comb, tugging it through Rowan’s hair, where it caught on a knot, making Rowan squeal.

			‘What in the world have you been up to?’

			Rowan investigated the knot. It was sticky. She’d got toffee in it, she supposed, when she’d been juggling the toffee apple and hanging on to Daddy at the same time.

			‘We’ll have to wash it out when you have your bath,’ Mammy said, and Rowan’s spirits sank still lower.

			Saturday night was bath night – Daddy and Earl would be out and Mammy would bring in the tin tub and set it in front of the fire. Rowan hated it. The water was always either too hot or too cold, and there was only ever a couple of inches in the bottom of the tub, the metal rim of which cut into her back. And having her hair washed was the worst of all. Mammy cut up slivers of soap and melted them in a mug of boiling water to use as shampoo; Rowan hated the smell of it and it always got into her eyes, no matter how tightly she squeezed them shut. And the rough towel would make her neck sore, and her fine straight brown hair would have become so tangled up that getting the comb through it was really painful.

			‘Go and get out of those wet clothes,’ Mammy said. ‘Then bring them down for me to dry.’

			Earl was in the sitting room, sprawled on the sofa sorting his collection of cigarette cards.

			‘All right, Tiddler?’ he greeted her.

			Rowan didn’t answer. She was feeling too resentful towards Earl. He’d go to the fair later and do just as he pleased. He always did. If he wanted to ride on the switchback he would, and nobody would stop him. She wished she was grown up like him and Laurel. Life just wasn’t fair.

			Rowan wasn’t really a moody child, but just now she felt quite wretched, as if everything was conspiring against her. And the day she’d so looked forward to, but which had gone all wrong, wasn’t getting any better. Her favourite blouse was wet, and the one she’d changed into was stiff and scratchy. The toffee apple had taken the edge off her appetite, but Mammy made her eat all her bread and butter, even the crusts, which stuck in her throat. Earl had used her best pencil to scribble down the numbers of the cigarette cards he still needed to complete the set and broken the lead. And then there was the hated bath to endure. By the time she went to bed, depression had settled over her like a dark cloud.

			Nothing would seem so bad if she had some friends her own age, she thought wretchedly. But she didn’t. There were no children her age in Fairley Terrace, and even if there had been, she thought they would probably be horrid to her like the children in her class at school, leaving her out of their games and calling her names. Nobody seemed to like her. Because she was fat and plain, and Mammy and Daddy didn’t talk the same way they and their parents did. Their Yorkshire accents sounded funny even to Rowan, since she had lived here in Somerset all her life.

			Tears pricked at her eyes as she lay in her narrow bed, squinting into the twilight.

			Some day, she promised herself. Some day I’ll be pretty, and I won’t be fat any more. I’ll be grown up, like Laurel, and I’ll have lots of friends. Maybe even a special one . . .

			But that day seemed a very long way off.

			If only I lived in a fairy tale . . .

			She was drifting now, drifting . . . trying to think happy thoughts . . .

			As she became muzzily aware of the loud banging and the raised voices, it seemed they were part of a dream. Mammy. Then Daddy. Shouting. But that was strange, because Daddy hardly ever raised his voice. She’d only ever heard him really angry once or twice that she could remember, both times with Earl: once when he’d come home drunk on rough cider, and once when he’d got into a fight with some lads from Hillsbridge, High Compton’s twin town just down the road. Mammy didn’t often shout either. She just became silent and cold, banging things and going about with a face like thunder. No, it was a dream. It had to be . . .

			But she felt sure she wasn’t asleep. Confused and a bit frightened, she pushed back the coverlet and slipped out of bed, padding across the rag rugs and the bare boards to the window, and parting the curtains just enough to be able to see out.

			It was properly dark now, not twilight as it had been when she went to bed. The moon and stars were hidden by a thick blanket of cloud. Rowan could just about make out the shape of the outhouses on the far side of the track and the figure of a man, dark against a shaft of light spilling out of the scullery door. She could still hear raised voices, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

			Then the man – whoever he was – suddenly staggered backwards, crashing against the wall of the outhouses and going down so she could no longer see him in the deep shadow. Now it was Mammy who was silhouetted in the shaft of light – she knew it was Mammy, short, plump, almost as wide as she was high. Her arm was raised and she was slashing it up and down as she did when she beat the rugs – thwack, thwack, thwack – except that the carpet beater was black, and this, whatever it was, gleamed in the reflected light just as the poker and fire irons did when the flames in the fire were high . . .

			Startled and frightened, though she didn’t know why, Rowan took a quick step backwards, caught her foot in the rag rug and fell. She caught her shoulder on the edge of the iron bedstead, gasped, curled herself into a ball. Her heart was thudding and her shoulder throbbed painfully. She inched further under the bed so that the bedspread formed a curtain around her, little sobs escaping her tight throat in quick, almost silent gasps.

			How long she remained there she didn’t know. But when the trembling in her limbs turned to shivers of cold, she pushed herself out, listening. Everything was quiet and there was nothing but blackness in the gap between the curtains – the back door must be closed now, so no glimmer of lamplight spilled out and reflected on the outhouses.

			She climbed back into bed and huddled beneath the covers trying to get warm. After a while she stopped shivering and everything began to get a bit muzzy.

			She slept.

			The next thing she knew, it was morning. She could hear the familiar sounds of everyday life in the kitchen below. The rattle of crockery. The tinkle of cutlery. The smell of bacon frying wafted up the stairs.

			She got out of bed, pulled on her dressing gown and thrust her feet into her slippers. The shadow of the night terror still hung over her like an invisible shroud, heavy and threatening. She crossed to the window and pulled back the curtains nervously, but everything looked as it always did, rain-washed but normal, the tiled roofs glinting in the light of the morning sun. The sky above the outhouses was mostly blue, pale periwinkle, and the clouds were white and fluffy. It looked as if it was going to be a fine day.

			Her feeling of apprehension lifted a little, and she went downstairs. Mammy was cooking bacon, sliding it onto a plate to keep warm in the oven; through the back door, which was ajar, she could see Daddy leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette. The bench was still too wet to sit on, she supposed. Of Earl there was no sign. There rarely was on a Sunday morning. He and his mates were always out late on a Saturday. Today he would be having his usual lie-in, and Mammy would let him. After all, he had to be up by five on weekdays.

			‘All right, my love? Sleep well?’ Mammy asked Rowan over her shoulder.

			Rowan sat down on the edge of a chair. She had to ask.

			‘Who was that man?’

			Mammy stopped what she was doing, a forkful of bacon dangling between pan and plate.

			‘What man?’ Her tone was sharp.

			‘Last night. There was a man. At our back door.’

			‘Whatever are you talking about?’

			‘There was. I saw him. And you and Daddy were shouting. And you . . .’ Her eyes went to the fireplace: the irons were all in their usual place, gleaming in the glow of the fire as if they’d been freshly polished. But that was nothing new. Mammy was very house-proud: she got through goodness only knew how many tins of Brasso on the fire irons, the fender, and the doorknob and knocker. ‘. . . you were outside in the rain,’ she finished lamely. ‘I saw you from my window.’

			‘And what were you doing out of bed, I might ask?’

			‘I woke up. It was the noise . . .’

			‘Huh!’ Mammy snorted. ‘That was our Earl coming home, I expect. Late, as usual. And he’d had a drink – again. Your dad wasn’t best pleased, I can tell you.’

			Rowan frowned.

			‘It wasn’t Earl.’

			‘Course it was.’

			‘It wasn’t.’ Rowan didn’t know how she knew; she just did.

			‘You were half asleep, I expect. Either that or you were having a bad dream.’

			Rowan picked at the hem of her dressing gown. Perhaps that was it. It did seem that way now, in the light of day. She used to have awful nightmares, wake screaming, and have to get into bed with Mammy and Daddy before she could go back to sleep. They hadn’t happened so much lately – ‘Now you’re too big to come in with us,’ Mammy said sceptically. But all the same . . .

			‘I was so frightened I got under the bed,’ Rowan said.

			‘You did what?’

			‘I got really cold.’

			‘Whatever next, you silly girl! You could catch your death. And with your bad ear, too. If you were in a draught . . . It’s not aching, is it?’

			Rowan had suffered an ear infection when she was little; they’d feared she was getting a mastoid. She remembered terrible pain, and a succession of linen cloths heated in front of the fire and then pressed against her ear. It was still weak, Mammy said, and made her wear a bonnet to go outside in winter – something else the other children teased her about. And it was true, she did still get a lot of earaches, which were horrible.

			‘There wasn’t a draught,’ she said doubtfully, the spectre of the burning, throbbing pain suddenly more real than her confused memories.

			‘Morning, my little princess!’

			Daddy had come back inside. He ruffled her hair, and she breathed in the familiar and oddly comforting smell of fresh tobacco smoke.

			‘Hello, Daddy.’

			‘She thinks she heard something going on last night,’ Mammy said. ‘I’ve told her it was either our Earl coming home late, or she was dreaming.’

			‘That’s what it’ll have been,’ Daddy said, and winked at her. ‘You and your dreams, Rowan.’

			Rowan looked up trustingly into his very blue eyes. She loved those eyes – why couldn’t hers be that colour? Laurel’s were. And Earl’s too. While hers were a sort of muddy green, the colour of the water in the goldfish bowl when it needed changing . . .

			She pushed the thought aside, determined not to fall back into her bad mood of the previous day.

			‘Well, it seems like we’ve seen the last of that rain,’ Daddy said. ‘Reckon I’ll be able to get my beans planted today.’

			‘You’d better do that. They’ll be late coming up otherwise.’

			‘Soon as I’ve had my breakfast I’ll go out and see to them,’ Daddy said, not mentioning the fact that yesterday Mammy had said a few days wouldn’t make any difference. ‘Lucky I got the trench all ready before the rain came, so it won’t take me long.’

			‘Sit up, then, and I’ll fry your egg.’

			The fat sizzled as Mammy broke two eggs into it – one for Daddy, and one she’d share with Rowan. The kettle sang on the hob. The smell of the bacon tickled Rowan’s nose and made her hungry.

			‘Can I help plant the beans?’ she asked.

			‘No you can’t!’ Mammy snapped. ‘The ground will be sopping wet. You’ll stay in here, madam, until it dries up a bit.’

			Rowan caught Daddy’s eye across the table. He grinned at her, tipping his head in that conspiratorial way that made her feel warm inside. She smiled back at him, the feeling of oppression quite gone now.

			A bad dream. That was all it had been. This morning the sun was shining, and all was right with the world.
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