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One

Max Allerdyce came clattering down the basement stairs to the kitchen, kissed his wife, patted the dog, and announced, ‘It looks as if someone’s moving in next door.’

Rona nodded. ‘So I noticed. Wonder who we’ll get this time.’

The house next door, a four-storey Georgian like their own, had been empty for several months. Its owners lived abroad, and over the years there’d been a succession of tenants, most of whom had taken it for the minimum period of six months. Some of them Rona had barely seen during their tenure, some she’d known only to say ‘Good morning’ to, and, very rarely, some they’d had in for drinks. Usually, the tenants were couples with school-age children whose jobs had moved them to the locality, and, intent on finding a place of their own, they’d had neither the time nor the inclination to strike up an acquaintance with temporary neighbours.

‘Seen anything of them?’ Max enquired, taking out a couple of glasses.

‘An elderly man went up the path at one point. If he’s the one moving in, it’ll be a change from the usual age group. Not that it’ll make much difference; I doubt if we’ll see much of them.’ She took the drink he handed her. ‘Thanks. How did the classes go?’

Once a week, Max held art classes in the afternoon for those who couldn’t attend in the evenings – mainly housewives and the retired.

‘OK, but it was unpleasantly hot in the studio. The fans are pretty useless; all they do is move the air around. If this weather continues, I’ll have to think seriously about air con.’

‘One problem we don’t have here, with these thick walls,’ Rona commented. ‘It stays cool in the highest temperatures.’

‘And the lowest!’ Max said with a laugh. ‘Thank God for central heating.’ He glanced outside. ‘The sun’s off the garden now; let’s take our drinks out before I make a start on dinner. I thought we’d have a barbecue while the weather holds.’

Max was the chef of the family. Rona loathed cooking, and on the evenings he had classes she existed on takeaways, salads and visits to the conveniently close Italian restaurant.

He slid back the patio door, and she went ahead of him into the small paved garden. After the cool of the kitchen, the air was warm on her bare arms, and she inhaled with pleasure the mixture of scents drifting on it. She loved this small, private area, with its urns and baskets overflowing with flowers, and its small, half-hidden statues reminiscent of Italian courtyards. It was surrounded on three sides by a high wall of mellow, rose-coloured brick that now, in the evening sunlight, gave back its warmth.

Gus, the golden retriever, flopped down on the sun-baked flagstones, his tongue lolling. He seemed resigned to his evening walks becoming later and later, postponed till the heat of the day had abated.

Max and Rona strolled in contented silence to the end of the garden, from where they could see that the upstairs windows of the house next door were wide open.

‘It’s been empty quite a while, hasn’t it?’ Rona commented. ‘I hope the agents gave it a good clean and airing before anyone moved in.’

‘If it’s an elderly couple, at least we should be spared screaming children in the garden!’

He leant against the wall and lifted his face to the sun, eyes closed. ‘Why did we spend a fortune on that holiday, when the weather’s just as good here?’

They’d returned only days earlier from four weeks in Greece – longer than they usually took, but Rona’s last assignment for Chiltern Life had been a trying one. She’d been subdued for weeks afterwards – hardly surprising, in view of what had happened – and Max had felt she needed a complete break.

‘Because here,’ she answered lazily, her own head tilted back, ‘there’s no warm sea, or golden sand, or ouzo, or tavernas, or—’

He laughed. ‘OK, you have a point.’ He pushed himself away from the wall. ‘I’d better start sorting out the food. I’ll give you a shout when I need your input.’

She walked back towards the house with him, and sank into one of the loungers by the open door.

He took her empty glass. ‘Like a top-up?’

‘No thanks, I’ll wait for wine with the meal.’

He disappeared inside and she could hear him moving about, the fridge door opening and shutting, cupboard doors sliding. Gus ambled over and lay at her feet, yawning prodigiously, and she reached down to scratch his ears.

She admitted to herself that she’d needed that holiday. So much had changed over the past months; at the time it had carried her along with it, but the stresses and strains of that last project and the emotions aroused had proved the final straw. It was good of Max to have recognized that, and taken measures to rectify it.

Eighteen months ago, she reflected, life had seemed set in its smoothly running pattern. She’d been about to start on her fourth biography – of the recently deceased thriller writer, Theo Harvey. Her twin sister Lindsey, a solicitor, was bouncing back from her divorce from Hugh, and their parents, if not particularly happy, appeared to be rubbing along together as they had for years.

Now, all that had changed. Rona’s own career seemed to have switched – at least temporarily – to that of freelance journalist at the glossy magazine Chiltern Life – a move that, while seeming innocuous enough, had flung her repeatedly into violent and distressing situations, a trend that her present series, on the history of long-established family businesses, was continuing to uphold.

Lindsey meanwhile had lurched from one unsuitable lover to another – including Hugh himself, who was now back on the scene – and her latest was, in Rona’s view, an arrogant and opinionated millionaire, whose cavalier attitude left Lindsey miserable and unsure of herself.

Most dramatic of all, her parents had separated and Pops was now living in a flat in town, waiting for two years to elapse before divorcing to marry Catherine, an ex-headmistress. While Mum had miraculously metamorphosed from a drab, discontented shrew into a smartly turned-out woman with a part-time job and a paying guest.

How had it all come about? What ‘tide in the affairs of men’ had been responsible for dropping her family into a kaleidoscope and giving them all a good shake? A mixed metaphor if ever there was one, Rona thought with a self-deprecating smile.

Only Max hadn’t changed. In addition to his commissioned paintings and teaching at the art school, he continued to hold classes at Farthings, a cottage ten minutes’ walk away, and spend three nights a week there following the evening sessions. Yet, though he was unaware of it, even their relationship had come under threat during that last assignment. Furthermore, though she longed to put the whole episode behind her, including the death of a young woman she’d considered her friend, she was prevented from doing so. For Curzon, local manufacturers of fine china whose history she’d been researching, would celebrate their hundred and fiftieth anniversary in two months’ time, and, although all the work had been done on them, the articles were being held over to coincide with that. It was as though a small black cloud hovered over her, and however hard she tried, she couldn’t escape it.

Max’s call came as a welcome diversion. ‘OK, time to prepare the salad.’

She swung her feet to the ground, narrowly missing the dog. ‘Coming!’ she said.

Lindsey phoned the next morning.

‘I’m fed up. Are you free for lunch?’

‘I’m free for anything at the moment,’ Rona answered wryly.

‘Still not back in gear? That’s what four weeks away does for you.’

‘I needed it, Linz.’

‘I need it too, but I’m not likely to get it.’

‘One of the advantages of self-employment. Max organizes his own classes, and the students had no objection to the four-week break. Which just left the art school, and as he only teaches there one day a week and was able to arrange a stand-in, it wasn’t a problem. And to answer your question, yes, I’m free for lunch. Where shall we go?’

‘The Gallery at one? Then I can shop my way down.’

‘I’ll be there.’

The next call was from Barnie Trent, features editor at Chiltern Life.

‘How’s my favourite journalist?’

‘Guilt-ridden,’ Rona replied.

‘Well, far be it from me to heap coals, but I was wondering—’

‘When, if ever, you were going to hear from me? It is an occasional series, Barnie. I always stressed that. I might abandon you at any time to do another bio.’

‘If that’s on the cards, fair enough; but until you take that decision . . . Look, I know there were hiccups over the last venture, but it’s behind you now.’

‘Not till it’s in print, it isn’t.’

‘Well, the hiccups must be, surely. The series is very popular, you know; I keep getting hints from local businesses that they wouldn’t be averse to some publicity. In fact, quite a queue is forming.’

‘I’m flattered but surprised, considering each one so far has turned up something untoward. Or do they subscribe to there being no such thing as bad publicity?’

‘Whatever. How about it, Rona? Are you prepared to get down to a new one?’

She sighed. ‘I suppose I must. The trouble is, I can’t get up any enthusiasm.’

‘Work at it,’ he said briskly. ‘Call in next time you’re passing, and I’ll give you a list of those who’ve approached me. One of them might provide the necessary spark.’

‘Will do,’ she said.

The Gallery Café was approached by a wrought-iron staircase leading to a walkway above the shops on Guild Street, the main shopping area. Enclosed by ornate black railings, the parade also included a couple of boutiques and galleries, but the café held pride of place since, like Willows’ Fine Furniture beneath it, it rounded the corner into Fullers Walk, thus offering its patrons a choice of views over the busy thoroughfare. It was a popular eating place, and Rona, arriving just before one o’clock, was not surprised to find all the tables occupied.

She hesitated, wondering whether, since Lindsey’s lunch hour was limited, to wait for her outside and try somewhere else, and was on the point of doing so when her name was called, and she turned to see her friends Georgia Kingston and Hilary Grant waving at her.

‘We’ve finished, Rona – you can have our table.’

Rona walked thankfully over to them, Gus at her heels, and as she pulled out a vacant chair, he went to his accustomed place under the table. ‘Thanks; I’m meeting Lindsey, and was about to give up.’

‘We’re just waiting for the bill,’ Hilary said. ‘Haven’t seen you lately; where did you get that fabulous tan?’

‘In Greece; we had four weeks there, and it was sheer heaven.’

‘Lucky you! We can’t get away till September, thanks to Simon’s deadline.’ Simon Grant was an artist friend of Max’s.

‘How’s your series on family businesses going?’ Georgia enquired. ‘I haven’t seen any for a while.’

‘We’re holding the Curzon one, to tie in with their anniversary.’

‘So who’s your next prospect?’

Rona grimaced. ‘You’re as bad as my editor!’

‘You said some time ago that the Willows were on your list, and asked me not to mention it till you’d approached them.’

‘So I did,’ Rona remembered. ‘And you told me that in your youth, you went out with Julian.’

‘Only for a month or two!’ Georgia protested. ‘But look – if you want an intro or anything, why don’t I ask him and his wife to dinner with you and Max? Would that break the ice?’

Rona hesitated. Was she ready to plunge back into work? But wasn’t that just what Lindsey and Barnie, not to mention Max, had been urging her to do?

‘Tell you what,’ Georgia said, gathering up her shopping as the waitress at last brought their bill, ‘I’ll fix it anyway, and leave it to you whether or not to approach him.’

‘That’s good of you, Georgie. Thanks.’

‘I’ll ring you and suggest a few dates. Enjoy your lunch.’

Lindsey arrived minutes later. ‘Sorry, there was a phone call just as I was leaving. Well done, getting a window table.’

‘I was in luck – Georgia and Hilary were about to leave. I’ve ordered wine – house white; we usually enjoy it, and it’s light for lunchtime.’

‘Fine, though a double G and T wouldn’t go amiss.’

‘You’d fall asleep at your desk! So – what’s the matter?’

‘Dominic, what else? Ro, I haven’t heard from him for a month!’

‘Then write him off,’ Rona said briskly. ‘You still have Jonathan and Hugh.’ Jonathan Hurst, a fellow partner at Chase Mortimer, was another of Lindsey’s admirers.

‘Neither of them can hold a candle to Dominic.’

‘Not having a private plane or chauffeur-driven Daimler?’

‘Don’t be vile; you know quite well what I mean.’

Rona passed her the menu. ‘We’d better decide what to eat. If we don’t order it when the wine comes, it could be a long wait.’

They settled on quiche and a side salad, and when the order had been given and the wine poured, Rona asked, ‘Seriously, are you still stringing those two along?’

‘I wouldn’t be, if Dominic was more reliable.’

‘Perhaps he’s out of the country.’

‘More than likely, but he could have told me.’

‘Linz, he’s been like this from the start. Either it doesn’t occur to him to inform you of his plans, or he considers them none of your business. You have to take it or leave it. And – admit it – that’s part of his attraction.’

Lindsey sighed and sipped her wine. ‘I bet bloody Carla knows his every move.’

Carla Deighton was Frayne’s personal assistant. Cool and glamorous, she was bitterly resented by Lindsey.

‘It’s her business to. Now, snap out of it, there’s a love. Any day now you’ll get a phone call, and life will be rosy again – provided you don’t let him know you’ve been fretting. If you do, you can kiss him goodbye.’

‘Auntie Rona’s Advice Column,’ Lindsey said sourly. She straightened. ‘Sorry. How about you, anyway? You still haven’t settled back to work?’

‘No, but as it happens Georgia reminded me just now that I’d been considering the Willows.’ She tilted her head downwards, in the direction of the furniture emporium beneath them. ‘She offered to invite us to dinner with Julian and his wife, so I’d have the chance to sound him out.’

‘Good. That’ll get you back on track. So what else is new? We’ve not really caught up since you came back from holiday.’

‘Nothing much; it’s been a question of ploughing through all the mail, phone calls and emails. The only bit of news, for what it’s worth, is that the house next door has been let again. I think it’s an elderly couple this time.’

Lindsey nodded absently. ‘Have you spoken to Mum or Pops since you got back?’

‘Yes, both of them. Pops was telling me about Catherine’s little granddaughter.’

The baby’s birth had disrupted a family lunch at Easter.

‘He’s quite besotted with her,’ Lindsey confirmed.

They leaned back in their chairs as the quiches and salads were placed in front of them.

‘He suggested we might like to go to Catherine’s one weekend, when Daniel and Jenny are over,’ Rona added.

‘I hope I’m not included in the invitation. Babies do nothing for me.’ Lindsey unfolded her napkin, then looked up as a thought struck her. ‘They won’t be at our lunch, will they?’

It was the twins’ birthday the following Saturday, and there was to be a celebration meal at the Clarendon Hotel.

‘No, it’s immediate family only,’ Rona said. ‘Catherine’s going over to Cricklehurst – largely out of tact, I suspect, since Mum wouldn’t have come otherwise.’ Although their parents were now on reasonable terms, meetings between Avril and her replacement were strained.

Lindsey reached for the salad dressing. ‘What are you doing the rest of Saturday?’

‘Max is taking me to the theatre. We’ll have supper after, and spend the night at the Argyll.’

‘Very nice too. What are you seeing?’

‘The Sound of Music. It’ll be interesting to see the new production, after all the publicity. Remember Mum taking us to the film, when we were little?’ She topped up their glasses. ‘How about you? What have you planned?’

‘Hugh’s taking me out. Dinner somewhere, I think, though I told him I wouldn’t be hungry, after a large lunch.’

‘Very gracious of you.’

‘Well, it’s true.’ She paused. ‘It’ll be like old times, spending my birthday with him.’

‘You realize you’re on dangerous ground?’

‘He knows the position.’

‘Does he know about Dominic?’

‘There’s not much to know,’ Lindsey said bitterly. ‘Anyway, enough of that; tell me about Greece. Where did you stay?’

Forty minutes later, as they emerged on to Guild Street, Rona said suddenly, ‘Let’s have a look round Willows’.’

‘Thinking of splurging on a three-piece suite?’

‘No chance, and if we were, I doubt we could afford their prices. I just want a look round, to get a feel for the place.’

‘You’re seriously considering them, then?’

‘Linz, this has all come up in the last hour. I’m weighing possibilities, that’s all.’

‘Won’t it look odd if you come across Julian, then meet him again at the Kingstons’?’

‘He won’t be there. None of the family work on the shop floor.’

‘Too grand, I suppose,’ Lindsey said with a sniff.

‘Georgia says there’s a title in their ancestry, which is why they give themselves airs.’

Lindsey snorted. ‘And further back, a barrow-boy, so the story goes. Bet they don’t dwell on that.’

‘Actually, I think they’re quite proud of it.’

‘Inverse as well as actual snobbery? You’ll be walking on eggshells.’

‘Nonsense, it’ll be fine. I barely know Julian and have never met his wife, but they can’t be that bad if they’re friends of Patrick and Georgia. Let’s suss it out. Gus won’t be welcome, though; we’d better leave him here.’

She tied his lead to some railings, gave him a pat, and, pushing open the swing door, they went inside, to be immediately engulfed in opulence. A thick carpet covered the floor, low music played in the background, and the coolness of circulating air was balm after the heat outside. On all sides, stretching back into the interior, were room settings of exquisite furniture, gleaming richly in the soft lights. Dining tables in modern or reproduction styles were set with delicate china – some of it Curzon, Rona noted; beds were made up with exotic spreads or duvets and piled high with plump, colour-coordinated cushions, while in living-room settings, leather sofas and low, lamp-lit tables suggested the ultimate in comfortable relaxation.

‘Would you like any help, ladies?’ enquired a smooth voice, and they turned to find a young man smiling at them.

‘We’re just looking, thank you,’ Rona said.

‘Fine; but should you need any information on prices or availability, please don’t hesitate to ask.’

He moved away, leaving them to their browsing.

‘It makes me want to throw everything out, and start again,’ Lindsey said.

‘That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?’

‘Seriously, Ro, I’m realizing that my tastes have changed. The furniture in the flat is what Hugh and I chose together, and split between us when we divorced. I can still picture him sitting in the chairs, which can be disconcerting when I’m with Jonathan. The idea of updating hadn’t occurred to me, but it’s very tempting.’

‘Well, go slowly, for goodness’ sake – a chair or table at a time.’

‘But that could end up looking bitty. Better, surely, to take advice from an interior decorator or someone?’

‘It would double your expenses, for a start.’

Lindsey sighed. ‘No doubt you’re right.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I must be getting back; my lunch hour’s nearly up.’

‘Your lunch hour-and-a-half, you mean.’

‘Very funny.’

With a noncommittal smile at the hovering assistant, they made their way outside, where the hot air met them like a suffocating blanket.

‘Max is thinking of air con for the studio,’ Rona remarked, as she untied Gus from his railing.

‘I don’t blame him; we couldn’t survive in the office without it.’ They exchanged a quick kiss. ‘See you on Saturday,’ Lindsey said, and, crossing Fullers Walk, she continued along Guild Street in the direction of Chase Mortimer.

Rona rounded the corner into the side street, glancing in Willows’ windows as she went. Fullers Walk remained commercial for about a third of its length, accommodating, beyond Willows’, a florist’s, a bakery, a delicatessen and several smaller outlets, before the shops tailed off to give way to residential houses. Two roads led off it: halfway down on the left, Dean’s Crescent curved back towards the eastern end of Guild Street, and, having crossed it, became Dean’s Crescent North, where Max had his cottage; while a hundred yards farther on, the Walk was bisected by Lightbourne Avenue, the road in which they lived.

As she walked home, Rona’s mind was on the possibilities that had opened up, and she’d taken out her key before she realized there was someone in the garden of the house next door.

She paused and, glancing over the low wall, saw an elderly couple standing at the foot of the steps, the door of the house open behind them. They were examining a rather tired-looking plant in a pot, but, sensing Rona’s presence, they looked up enquiringly.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘I’m Rona Parish, and I live next door.’

‘Oh – how do you do?’ They moved uncertainly forward, and the man added, ‘Barbara and Keith Franks.’

He had, Rona noted, a slight transatlantic accent.

‘Are you settling in all right?’

His wife gave a nervous smile. ‘There’s a lot of sorting out to do.’

‘You’ve come from abroad?’

‘Yes, Canada. We’re actually English, but we’ve lived over there for some time.’

There was a brief, almost embarrassed, pause. Then Rona said, ‘Well, if there’s anything we can help you with, please let us know.’

They nodded their thanks, and she continued the few yards to her own gateway and, still aware of their proximity, went self-consciously up the steps and into the house, Gus at her heels. And that, she thought resignedly, might well be the last words they’d exchange. Certainly they hadn’t been forthcoming, but it must be unsettling for them at their age – which she estimated to be mid-seventies – moving not only house but country. She wondered idly why they’d gone to Canada, and, more particularly, why they’d come back. No doubt she’d never know.

‘I’ve established contact with our new neighbours,’ she told Max, when he phoned later, ‘but I doubt if it will progress any further. They seemed pretty reserved. Their name’s Franks, and they’re from Canada.’ She paused, her thoughts moving on. ‘Have you ever met Julian Willow?’

‘That’s an abrupt switch! No, I know him by sight, that’s all. Why?’

‘I saw Georgia at lunchtime, and she offered to invite him and his wife to dinner with us.’

‘Nice of her, but again, why?’

‘Because I’m considering Willows’ for my next assignment.’

‘Ah! Well, I’d say it’s a good choice. They’re a well-known Marsborough family, after all.’

‘I’ve not reached a firm decision, but Linz and I had a sniff round the shop. It’s very plush.’

‘And pricey, I should think. Look, love, the class will be arriving any minute. I’ll have to go, but I’ll give you the usual call later, to say goodnight.’

Rona looked out at the garden. The sun was off it now, which made it a good time to do some watering. She went outside, filled the can at the outdoor tap, and began the time-consuming routine. There were at least a dozen urns and containers to attend to, and several hanging baskets.

It was as she was reaching up to a basket on the dividing wall that a movement caught her eye, and she glanced up at the house next door in time to see a curtain at an upstairs window twitch back into place.

Rona paused, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. Someone up there had been watching her, she thought. Why? Then she shook herself. She was being neurotic; no doubt whoever it was – probably Mrs Franks – had simply been straightening the curtain.

She risked another, furtive, glance up at the house, but nothing else moved, and she continued her watering. That was the second time she’d felt slightly uneasy about her new neighbours, and both times, she told herself roundly, totally without cause.

Resolving to put them out of her mind, she finished her watering and went back into the house, closing and locking the door behind her.


Two

Mid-morning was a quiet time at Belmont Library, and they were enjoying a cup of coffee in the minute staff room.

‘How are you getting on with your lodger?’ Mary Price enquired.

Avril Parish put down a book she’d been flicking through. ‘Fine, thanks, though I’m still on a learning curve.’

Mary smiled. ‘You said she has a will of her own.’

‘Oh, she has. A very determined young lady.’

‘That’s schoolteachers for you, even young ones! Perhaps they’re born, not made.’

It was through Mary’s good offices that Sarah had come to her – Mary having a friend at the school, who’d heard she was looking for accommodation – and Avril didn’t want to seem ungrateful. ‘In fact, it’s working very well,’ she added. ‘If she’s not out, she spends the evenings in her room, so we don’t impinge on each other, and so far, she’s been going home to Stokely at weekends.’

‘So far?’

‘Well, I’m not sure how long that’ll continue. She’s acquired a boyfriend.’

‘Ah! Have you met him?’

‘Briefly, when he called for her one evening.’ She paused. ‘Actually, Mary, I might be anticipating difficulties where none exist, but—’

‘No gentlemen callers above stairs?’

Avril gave a relieved laugh. ‘Exactly. Does that make me sound like a dinosaur?’

‘Not at all. It’s your house, and if you don’t want any shenanigans, you’re at liberty to say so. Is there anywhere else they could go?’

‘There’s the dining room. It already has one easy chair; I could find another.’

‘Then pre-empt them by suggesting that. You know: “Why don’t you ask So-and-So in for coffee? You could have the dining room to yourselves.” They mightn’t want to stay in, but if they did, you’d be covered.’

‘You’re brilliant, Mary. Thanks.’

‘Any time,’ said Mary Price. She passed Avril the packet of biscuits. ‘It’s your weekend off, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, fortunately. It’s the girls’ birthday tomorrow, and we’re having a family lunch.’

‘Including Tom?’

‘Including Tom.’

‘And his lady friend?’

‘No, thank God. She’s visiting her new grandchild.’

‘It should be good, then; you and Tom are OK now, aren’t you?’

‘Oh, very civilized,’ said Avril drily.

‘You’re doing fine, Avril,’ Mary assured her. ‘I really admire how you’ve pulled yourself together and made a new life for yourself, instead of sitting at home moping.’

Avril was surprised and gratified. ‘That’s nice of you; thanks.’

She did manage to keep busy, she acknowledged to herself, as she went to relieve Liz and Rita; what with working here four mornings a week and alternate Saturdays, spending Wednesday afternoons at the charity shop, and playing bridge on Thursdays. Not to mention becoming a landlady. Then there were bridge parties at friends’ houses and – though these had decreased since Tom’s departure – the odd invitation to dinner. All in all, as Mary had said, she was doing pretty well. The only thing she was lacking was male company, and there was not much she could do about that.

Georgia phoned at lunchtime.

‘I’ve been speaking to Felicity Willow,’ she began. ‘Not surprisingly, they’ve a lot on at the moment – when haven’t they? – and then, of course, there’s the added difficulty of Max being unavailable three evenings a week. Still, they are free next Friday – a week today. Is that any good?’

‘I’m sure it is,’ Rona said. Max’s evening classes frequently interfered with their social life. ‘Thanks, Georgia, that would be great.’

‘I didn’t mention an ulterior motive,’ Georgia went on, ‘so no big deal if you decide not to go ahead with them.’

‘It’s good of you to go to all this trouble.’

‘No trouble. We owe you dinner anyway, and it’s always pleasant to introduce one set of friends to another. I’m asking Hilary and Simon, too, to make up the numbers. Eight for eight thirty?’

‘We’ll look forward to it.’

‘See you then.’

She rang off, and Rona entered the engagement on the kitchen diary, relieved to see that a scrawl of Max’s hadn’t forestalled her.

The more she thought about it, the more she felt she’d like to research the Willow family. They went back a satisfyingly long way, and the founding of their business, from what she’d heard, largely coincided with the development of Marsborough itself. The firm and the town had grown up together, and fashions in furniture were known to reflect social trends – wide chairs to accommodate crinolines, and so on. There were all kinds of angles she could cover, she thought with mounting enthusiasm. She’d check out the development of furniture styles on the Internet, so she wouldn’t appear a complete ignoramus when she met the Willows.

Feeling more positive than she had for months, she opened a tin of sardines for her lunch.

‘Lindsey? Dominic Frayne. I was wondering if by any chance you’re free on Sunday? I’m flying over to France again, and it would be good to have company.’

Lindsey sat down abruptly, willing her voice to remain calm. ‘Dominic. That sounds exciting.’ And where the hell have you been for the last four weeks?

‘We’d arrive in time for lunch, and return after dinner. The forecast’s good, so it should be a pleasant outing. Would you care to come?’

‘I should, very much.’

‘Excellent. I’ll collect you at ten thirty. Better bring your passport, just in case.’ And he rang off.

Lindsey sat for several minutes, the phone still in her hand. Though they had met three months ago, this would be only the third time she’d been out with him. The first occasion was dinner at the Savoy, the second a visit to Cheltenham races. Each time, they had been conducted there and back in his chauffeur-driven car, and on each occasion he had been charming, courteous and attentive. But he hadn’t as much as touched her hand. And she’d been told – though admittedly by Jonathan – that he was a serial womaniser. It was certainly hard to believe, she thought ruefully.

‘Moving into second gear?’ Carla Deighton enquired, without turning.

She was standing at the window of Dominic’s flat, from where she had an eagle’s eye view over Furze Hill Park to the cluster of roofs and steeples that was the town of Marsborough. There was a breeze this evening, and in the park several brightly coloured kites were flying.

‘How do you mean?’

She turned and looked across at him, leaning comfortably back in his chair. ‘Only a selected few are taken to France.’

‘I enjoy her company, certainly.’

‘She’s very decorative,’ Carla remarked judiciously, ‘and you like to be seen with beautiful women.’

‘Which is one reason why I enjoy her company. I’m not sure what you mean by second gear, but I’m not putting my foot on any accelerator.’

‘Very wise. You might have more need of brakes – for an emergency stop, even.’

‘You’re being very enigmatic this morning, Carla,’ he remarked, with a touch of irritation.

‘Just sounding a word of warning. This one might not be the sort of woman who’s content to be ignored for weeks on end, and then phoned on a whim.’

‘You know damn well that wasn’t—’

‘I imagine she has some pride, and from what I hear, she’s not short of admirers.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I wasn’t aware you listened to gossip, my dear.’

‘I always take an interest in your objets d’amour.’

He gave a snort of laughter, and reached for his spectacles.

‘Talking of which,’ she continued, ‘what about your little heiress in Kensington?’

He sobered, and she saw she’d touched a nerve. ‘No longer in the frame,’ he said briefly.

‘Really? What went wrong.’

‘It was getting altogether too heavy; I ended it some weeks ago. Now, enough of my affairs. Did Ballingers ever come back to us?’

And Carla, sliding effortlessly from confidante to business persona, lifted a file from the table and handed it to him.

Catherine came into the room as Tom put down the phone.

‘That was Rona,’ he said. ‘It’ll be good to see her tomorrow – and Lindsey, of course.’

‘You missed her, didn’t you, while she was in Greece?’

‘Yes – silly, isn’t it? It’s not as though we’re in each other’s pockets, but we speak on the phone once or twice a week, and I missed that.’

‘And you’ve also been worried about her,’ Catherine said gently.

He sighed. ‘That Curzon business hit her hard – the girl’s death and everything. Max was right to whisk her away. I hope the rest has restored her balance.’

‘I’m sure so; she’s very resilient. Give her my love, won’t you?’ And she added, as he had, ‘And Lindsey, of course.’

Tom smiled at her. ‘I will. I’m sorry you won’t be there.’

‘This is Avril’s call, not mine, but hopefully I’ll see the girls before long.’

Or at least Rona, she added privately. Lindsey was still inclined to be prickly, having sided firmly with her mother over the separation, but Catherine was genuinely fond of Rona.

‘If you’re determined to go home, I’ll walk you back,’ Tom said, as she retrieved her handbag from the chair.

‘I’d better, my love. I want to make an early start tomorrow; you know what the traffic can be like at weekends.’

They walked together down the stairs and out into the warm summer night. Tom’s flat was only a stone’s throw from Catherine’s home – one reason why he had chosen it. He’d been adamant that, although they enjoyed most of the benefits of marriage, they wouldn’t move in together till they were free to marry. He didn’t want Catherine to be the subject of gossip, and this way they maintained their independence, each having a home their children could visit without the constant presence of another partner.

‘You’re staying in Cricklehurst overnight?’

‘Yes, I’ll be back Sunday evening.’

‘And in the meantime you’ll be worshipping at young Alice’s cradle.’

She laughed. ‘At every opportunity.’

They had reached Catherine’s gateway, and he kissed her gently. ‘Drive carefully, and give me a ring when you’re home again.’

‘I will.’

‘Love to the family.’

He watched her walk up the path and let herself into the bungalow. Then, returning her wave from the open door, he walked slowly home.

Max and Rona had had their supper outside, grateful for the breeze that had come with evening, gently ruffling Gus’s fur as he slept on the warm flags. Light from the kitchen behind them threw a pool of brightness over the table, but the far end of the garden lay in shadow, urns and containers blurring into the gloaming.

As always on Friday evenings, they had filled each other in on what they’d been doing since Max was last home on Wednesday. Though the nightly phone calls covered major incidents, there were always small things to report and amusing incidents to share. Now, though, they were silent, content to sit in the dusk and relax at another week’s ending.

Finally, Max stirred and began to stack their plates. ‘Well, this time tomorrow, you’ll be a year older!’ he said.

‘Don’t remind me!’

‘And we’ll be eating in rather more exotic surroundings.’

‘But without the scent of stocks, no doubt.’

‘True.’

Rona helped him carry their supper things indoors. Gus, who’d had his walk earlier, had already retired to his basket.

‘I’ll go on up,’ she said, as Max slid their plates into the dishwasher.

‘I’ll not be far behind you.’

The old house creaked comfortably about her as she walked up the stairs. She must remember to get the camera from the desk drawer, she thought; birthday lunches were always recorded. In fact, she’d get it now, before she forgot.

The study was lit by reflection from the patio below, but as she retrieved the camera, the room was plunged into darkness as Max switched off the kitchen light. Rona glanced out of the window, and as she did so, something in the next-door garden caught her eye and she paused, moving back slightly. There it was again – a red glow, presumably a cigarette. By straining her eyes she could just distinguish the pale outline of a woman’s dress against the denser darkness of the shrubs; and was aware of faint surprise. She wouldn’t have put Mrs Franks down as a smoker.

‘What are you doing in the dark?’ came Max’s voice from behind her.

‘There’s someone in next door’s garden.’

‘Taking the night air, no doubt, as we were.’

‘Polluting it, actually. She’s smoking.’ Rona drew her brows together. ‘It’s a woman, but she looks taller than Mrs Franks.’

‘A visitor, perhaps. Come on, love; we don’t want to spy on them.’

She followed him silently out of the room. When they’d been sitting out there, had the Franks been just the other side of the wall? she wondered. And if so, could they have overheard their conversation? Though they’d said nothing private, it was a disturbing thought.

Sarah had, after all, left as usual for the weekend. It would seem strange, Avril reflected, when school broke up in two weeks’ time, and she’d be alone again. Though her relationship with Sarah was a business one, the knowledge that there was someone else to cook breakfast for, to expect home in the evenings, and to be in the house overnight, was a source of great comfort. Conversely, she’d not wanted the girl under her feet, and Sarah had appreciated that. She was, in fact, the perfect PG; Avril only wished she could warm to her more.

Since she volunteered nothing personal, the existence of the boyfriend had come as a surprise. Answering the doorbell one evening, Avril had reached the door just ahead of Sarah, who’d had no option but to introduce him. Clive Gregory, his name was, and she’d added that he was a sports master at the school. He’d seemed a pleasant young man, tall and tanned and with a ready smile. It had reminded Avril, on a wave of nostalgia, of when similar young men had come calling for her own daughters.

She wasn’t sure of standard practice covering long absences, but she’d hinted to Sarah that should she want to spend the odd night in Marsborough over the holidays, her room would be available, and the girl had seemed grateful. Perhaps, Avril thought now, on her way out to the car, she’d take the opportunity to go away herself, though as most of her friends were married, it might be difficult to find a companion. She’d heard there were holidays catering for single people, but didn’t feel brave enough to consider one.

The Clarendon Hotel was almost as familiar to Avril as her own home. It had run like a thread through her life; childhood parties had been held there, both in her own infancy and later for her daughters. It had been the venue for post-pantomime teas, exam celebrations and New Year balls, and had also hosted all three of their family wedding receptions, although, she reflected soberly as she went through the swing doors, only Rona and Max’s marriage had survived.

‘Mrs Parish!’ Dorothy Fairfax came towards her, smiling her welcome. ‘How good to see you.’ Tall and straight and in her eighties, Dorothy was the doyenne of the establishment and still, it was rumoured, had the final say in any major undertakings. She, too, had had family problems, and of a more serious nature than Avril’s, but from her calm exterior and gracious bearing, it seemed she had weathered them.

‘You too, Mrs Fairfax,’ Avril replied, taking her hand. ‘I was just thinking that coming here is almost like coming home.’

‘What a charming thought. Thank you. I believe it’s your daughters’ birthday? They’re all awaiting you in the bar.’

Avril smiled acknowledgment, and moved away as Dorothy turned to greet other guests. She’d avoided the word ‘husband’, Avril registered; no doubt it was now common knowledge that she and Tom had parted.

He and Max stood to greet her as she went into the bar. Kisses and presents were exchanged, and champagne cocktails, another family tradition on such occasions, were ordered. It was almost possible, in a suspension of disbelief, to imagine that all was as it had been, that they were still a united family meeting here, as they had so often, to celebrate another birthday.

‘You’re looking very glam, Mum,’ Lindsey said approvingly. ‘Love that dress.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

It was true, Tom thought, Avril did look good. It still came as a slight shock to see her so svelte and well-groomed, after years of self-neglect. And still, too, came the niggle of guilt that this transformation, which she’d made such an effort to achieve, should have coincided with his decision to leave her.

A waiter came to tell them their table was ready, and they were led through to the restaurant. Menus were produced, snowy napkins unfolded and placed, with a flourish, on their laps. The wine waiter approached, and while Tom discussed the list with him, the others settled down to studying the menu.

Avril was deciding on her first course when a voice above her said, ‘Mrs Parish? It is, isn’t it?’ And she looked up to see Guy Lacey smiling down at her.

‘Mr Lacey! Hello. Is Sarah with you?’

‘No, I begged leave of absence, so she’s meeting friends for lunch. I’m attending a retirement party.’

Avril, aware of the family’s intense interest, remembered her manners. ‘Mr Lacey is the father of my lodger,’ she told them. And, to him, ‘May I introduce my daughters, Lindsey and Rona, my son-in-law Max, and –’ she hesitated briefly – ‘my almost-ex-husband, Tom.’

‘Guy Lacey,’ he said, his smile encompassing them all. ‘Delighted to meet you.’ His eyes returned to Avril. ‘I hope my daughter’s behaving herself with you?’

‘Oh, she’s a model guest.’

‘That’s good to hear. Well, I mustn’t intrude. No doubt we’ll catch up with each other before long.’

And he moved away to join the rest of his party at a table across the room.

‘Nice man,’ commented Lindsey, observing her mother’s faintly flushed cheeks. ‘When did you meet him?’

‘He came with Sarah when she first moved in,’ Avril explained, adding quickly, ‘That’s the only time we’ve met.’

Tom, noting her slight embarrassment and intrigued by it, came to her rescue. ‘Has everyone made their choice?’ he asked. And wondered, privately, if there was a Mrs Lacey.

‘So – have you enjoyed your birthday?’

Lindsey looked across the candle-flame at her ex-husband. ‘I’m still enjoying it.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. How was the salmon?’

She looked ruefully at the half-fillet still on her plate. ‘Delicious. I’m sorry, Hugh, I simply have no more room.’

‘That’s all right. You did warn me.’

But at these prices, Lindsey thought guiltily, there must be a good eight pounds’ worth going to waste. A meal at Serendipity, the in-place to eat in Marsborough, did not come cheap, and he’d also bought her a very pretty bracelet.

The candles, the wine and the soft music playing in the background were working their magic, and she was acutely aware of Hugh’s proximity. It was this strong physical attraction that had brought them together in the first place, and held them in thrall through five turbulent years. Even when love had gone – at least on her part – it remained a powerful force.

She looked up, saw his eyes on her face, and for a heart-stopping moment wondered if he’d been reading her thoughts. He reached across the table and gently took her wrist, idly turning it as though examining the bracelet.

‘Would you like to see the dessert menu?’ he asked.

Lindsey forced a laugh. ‘Little girls who don’t finish their main course don’t get any pudding.’

‘This little girl may, if she’d like some.’

‘No, really, thank you. Just coffee, perhaps.’

‘Tell you what, then,’ he said quietly, still not looking at her, ‘you’ve never seen my flat, have you? How about our going back there for coffee, rather than having it here?’

Lindsey’s heart started thumping in slow, agonizing beats. It was a long time since she and Hugh had made love, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to withstand him. She had, to her shame, put him on hold pending a positive move from Dominic. But although he’d finally contacted her, the trip to France tomorrow would surely be as formal and platonic as their previous two outings. If she waited for his advances, she reflected, she’d be waiting a long time.

She looked up, meeting Hugh’s intent, anxious gaze.

‘That would be lovely,’ she said.

Avril, curled up on the sofa with a glass of spritzer, was thinking back to the lunch party. The girls seemed pleased with their presents, which was gratifying, and Tom – well, Tom had been his usual charming self. She still regretted the way things had turned out – largely, she knew, due to her own behaviour. Had things been right between them, he wouldn’t have spared a second glance for Catherine Bishop.

Too late to think of that, though. And before she could stop it, her mind turned to Guy Lacey and their brief exchange in the restaurant. No doubt we’ll catch up with each other before long. What had he meant by that? That he’d be coming to help Sarah pack up for the holiday? But there was no need, surely; she had her own car to transport her belongings.

Avril swung her feet impatiently to the floor, telling herself she’d imagined the admiration in his eyes. He was attractive, though; from the first, she’d liked his easy manner and the way he’d made her laugh. There hadn’t been much laughter in the last year or two – again, largely her own fault. Well, given another chance, she’d make far better use of it; a sentiment she preferred not to analyse too closely.

It had been an enjoyable evening. The theatre was packed and the show excellent. They’d emerged into a heat scarcely diminished since midday, and made their way through the crowds to one of their favourite restaurants, where Max had booked a table.

‘The tunes are still going round in my head,’ Rona commented. ‘It was lovely to hear them all again. Thanks for taking me, darling. I know it wasn’t really your scene.’

‘A bit sentimental for my taste,’ he acknowledged, ‘but it was your birthday, so your choice.’

‘It’s been a good day altogether,’ Rona said contentedly. ‘I enjoyed lunch, and the parents seemed in good form.’

‘Odd, your mother seeing that chap she knew.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Everybody meets everybody at the Clarendon; it’s like the Champs Elysées.’

‘That’s not quite what I meant. She blushed very prettily.’

‘Come on now, Max!’ Rona protested. ‘You’re imagining things.’

‘I think not. I shouldn’t be surprised if we hear more of Mr Guy Lacey in the future.’

Rona stared at him. ‘You’re serious?’

‘Not entirely. All I would say is, watch this space.’

‘Good Lord!’ Rona considered for a moment. ‘It would be great if she could find someone, now Pops has Catherine.’

Max topped up their glasses. ‘Did I gather Lindsey’s seeing Hugh this evening?’

‘Yes. I’m not altogether sure that’s wise.’

‘Very unwise, I should say. She’s surely not considering getting back with him?’

Rona sighed. ‘Who knows, with Linz? She needs a man in her life, that’s always been her problem. Trouble is, she usually chooses the wrong one.’

‘Like that Hurst man she works with.’

‘Among others.’

‘Ah yes, the multi-millionaire.’

‘Not sure about the multi!’ Rona said.

‘How are things on that front?’

‘Slow-moving, I think. He sounds an awkward devil.’

‘How so?’

‘Oh, hardly ever contacting her, and when he does, being formal in the extreme.’

‘That wouldn’t suit Lindsey,’ Max said shrewdly.

Rona flushed. ‘If she could only meet the right one, she’d be fine.’

A change of subject seemed to be called for. Unfortunately, the one he had to broach wouldn’t be any more acceptable than criticizing his sister-in-law. His best bet seemed to be to come straight out with it.

‘I’ve a piece of news for you,’ he said abruptly. ‘Adele Yarborough’s back home.’

Rona drew in her breath. Adele was a student of Max’s who had formed an attachment to him and caused an unconscionable amount of trouble. She’d spent the last few months at a psychiatric unit up in Norfolk.

‘How long have you known?’

‘Since yesterday. Philip phoned me, as a matter of courtesy, and I’ve been waiting for a suitable time to tell you. Obviously, she won’t be coming back to class, but he thought Lindsey might see her, with them living in the same road, and that it was as well to be forewarned.’

‘Is she – better?’

Adele had been suffering from a form of Munchhausen’s syndrome.

‘Philip says so. I’ve no intention of checking.’

After a moment Rona said, ‘It’ll be good for the children to have her home.’

‘Yes.’ Max allowed himself a breath of relief. Thank God that was over.

He sat back in his chair, his eyes moving casually over their fellow diners. Then his gaze narrowed.

‘Isn’t that your pal Julian Willow over there?’

‘Where?’ Rona looked about her.

‘At the table in the corner.’

Following the direction of his nod, she studied the couple indicated, recognizing the lean, rather bony face and pale hair. ‘Yes, so it is. Small world. His wife looks attractive; I look forward to meeting her.’

‘They seem very engrossed in each other.’

Rona smiled. ‘Perhaps that’s what people have been thinking about us.’

He smiled back, his hand closing over hers. ‘And they’d be quite right. Happy birthday, my darling, and many more.’

‘Amen to that,’ she said.
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