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To David Browne, who read thirty-two of my
books in eight weeks of a hard winter, and
retained his habitual optimistic and
good-humoured approach to life.


‘All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players:

They have their exits and their entrances;

And one man in his time plays many parts.’

Shakespeare, As You Like It



ONE

There was just enough light from the single street lamp outside for him to get his bearings. No need for the torch.

He stood perfectly still for five seconds, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dimness, registering in turn the panels on the closed doors, their brass handles, the frames of pictures on the walls. The stairs climbed steeply away from him into the dimness above. He knew the layout of the place, knew which of the invisible doors to open when he had climbed those stairs. As his vision improved and more landmarks of this familiar place dropped into their slots, confidence seeped back into him, coursing with the adrenalin through his veins.

The silence was profound. It was what he needed, of course, what he had expected and prayed for when he had planned this. Silence meant that the world around him was asleep, unaware of what he was about, of what he had come here to do and was about to achieve.

Yet just for a second he wanted noise, some neutral, indeterminate, masking noise, which might cover the next movements he had to make. Stupid and irrational: noise would have meant some other presence here, other ears, which might pick up the sound of his movements and forestall what he had come here to do. What he must do, unless he was prepared to spend the rest of his life within prison walls, with an eye perpetually on the watch for what other men in a place like that might do to him.

It was the thought of prison which freed his limbs from the fear of discovery which had for a moment immobilized him. He stole to the bottom of the stairs and began to climb them. His limbs moved in slow motion, with the exaggerated caution which in other circumstances would have been ridiculous. His battered trainers were set with elaborate care on the extreme left and right of each tread, so as to minimize the creaking that was surely inevitable in stairs of this age. His feet inside the shoes were like the paws of a cat, feeling each foothold carefully before committing the weight of his body to it.

It seemed to take him several minutes to climb to the landing, but he knew it was no more than fifty seconds. He had practised this over the years, knew to within a second or two exactly how long it took him to creep up a straight flight such as this. He paused for a moment when he reached the landing, casting his eyes to left and right as one did automatically on reaching a new floor, checking that everything he could see was silent and unthreatening, even though he knew that was how it would be.

Every door was closed. His eyes had now adjusted so completely to the dimness that he could make out some of the details on the pictures which were hung here. He could see high trees beside the glimmer of a lake in a painting, the white teeth and open mouth of a smiling child in a close-up photograph. Irrelevant. Too much information. Potential distraction. Cut out all emotion. Emotion was an enemy, when you operated in this trade.

He knew which door he wanted, knew also that it wouldn’t be locked. The certainty about that was a tiny reassurance. The second door on the left as he turned at the top of the stairs and moved along the landing. He paused for a moment with his hand on the handle, nerving himself for the crisis, for the final, climactic seconds of the role he was playing in this. Not long now, but he had to be perfect in every move and every reaction. He took a deep, silent breath and depressed the handle with infinite care. The door opened soundlessly, as he had always known it would.

The curtains were thin at the single wide window, allowing the light from the lamp outside to show more than he would have expected of the room. He stood for a moment with his hands at his sides, checking that there was no one behind the door, that everything was as he had expected it to be. He knew that it had gone well so far. It must not be ruined now, in this last and simplest of its phases. Everything was as he expected: there were no chairs out of place, no stray shoes upon the floor which might trap him into a stumble and ruin everything.

He took in the glint of light upon the wardrobe, the whiteness of the door to the en suite, the clear definition of the slight figure beneath the blankets on the big bed. Then he moved across the room, stood for a moment beside the bed, and raised his arms to do what he had come here to do.

‘Hold it right there, Phillips!’

The command was like a gunshot, unnaturally loud after the long silence which had preceded it. He whirled to the doorway of the en suite, face aflame with sudden fear, eyes flashing with the knowledge that he could never achieve what he had climbed the stairs to do. Framed in the doorway was the figure he had known he would see, with the pistol pointed steadily at his heart. ‘What the hell—’

‘CUT!’

The director’s voice, the one they had all known must come at this point. The collective releasing of breath. The collective nervous laughter, loudest of all from that inert mass upon the bed which had played no part in the scene. The woman sat up, flinging aside the blankets, fully clothed, flicking her long hair back over her shoulders in the relief of the movement which was now allowed to her. ‘I wanted to sneeze all the way through that! I thought I’d never last out!’

‘What a trooper!’ said the man who had burst out from the en suite to save her.

It wasn’t clear whether he was sincere or ironic in that, but the director stepped forward on to the set and became for the moment the centre of interest. ‘That was good, girls and boys! I’ll need to run it through and check things out, but I think we have a take.’

‘Can we fall out, then?’ said the actor who’d sprung out to arrest the intruder in his murderous actions. He was clearly pre-eminent among the actors who were now emerging from various places around the set.

The director glanced at his watch, attempting to preserve the fiction that he and not their star controlled events here. ‘I should think so, yes. It’s too late to set anything else today. Good work, everyone! And I think you were right, Adam. That scene is more tense without any music at all. There’s no need for us to gild the lily.’

‘You don’t think Jim took too long to enter the house and climb the stairs? I was beginning to think something had gone wrong by the time he actually arrived.’

‘Always happy to build up an entrance for the star of our show,’ said James Ellison, the actor who had played Phillips. This time there was no mistaking the sarcasm.

‘Always happy to build up an entrance for the star of our show,’ said James Ellison, the actor who had played Phillips. This time there was no mistaking the sarcasm.



TWO

The villain who almost committed murder in the television drama was not the star of the series. That was the man who sprung out of the en suite bathroom to interrupt his fell designs, a character named Alec Dawson. The actor who played this role was Adam Cassidy. He had a face which would have been immediately recognized by three-quarters of the people in Britain and a fair number in each of the hundred and eighty-four countries of the world in which the series was shown.

That is the power and the dubious influence of television on the diverse cultures of an ever smaller planet.

For many of the leading figures involved, television brings the easiest sort of fame. Men and women who half a century earlier would have been jobbing actors in repertory theatres, with a frenzied weekly workload and the perpetual fear of unemployment in an overcrowded profession, are now translated by television soaps into not only national but world stardom. Indeed, their dialogue is often dubbed into the tongues of people who have no experience whatever of the places in which these sagas are so assiduously set and documented. ‘A mad world, my masters!’ Nicholas Breton called our earth, and it is no less mad almost four centuries later.

It is a world in which vanity flourishes and has perforce to be indulged. It takes a remarkably detached and balanced man to withstand the pressures towards egotism, and Adam Cassidy was certainly not that man. His acting ability was not negligible, but it was limited. Like some of the stars of the great days of Hollywood before he was born, Adam had fallen by chance into a part and a persona which made the most of the attributes he had. The Call Alec Dawson series had brought him a success which meant that he could make millions of pounds without needing to step beyond his limited range.

Adam had always had the looks. Even when the greater talents around him at his drama college had confined him to carrying spears and speaking pathetically few lines, his looks had been noted. Others had dominated the stage in the modern and period pieces where Adam had secured his first small parts, but agents had noted his looks and his bearing. His voice was clear, but his projection was limited: his words did not carry to the back of the larger theatres. But he had an impressive profile, a charming smile, and a willingness to work. In due course he was taken on by an enthusiastic young agent.

He was given a small part in a television sitcom. Its storyline involved two established female stars sharing a flat. Adam was one of the many eligible bachelors who flitted through the strivings of the pair for permanent partners. A female reviewer in one of the tabloids noted him as the best of the beefcake in a modest series and the editor chose to set one of Adam’s publicity pictures beside her column. There was an immediate response from readers. Moreover, this was in August, the traditionally slack time and ‘silly season’ for news. So the paper ran the beefcake debate for a full week. Some readers suggested alternative ‘hunks’ and others supported the original review in asserting Cassidy’s physical charms. It was trivial stuff, cynically exploited, but for an obscure and not over-talented young actor, there is truly no such thing as bad publicity.

The industry which was to become Adam Cassidy had been launched.

The sitcom was a limited success and ran for only two six-programme series. But the writers noted that their previously unknown beefcake had now acquired that awful modern attribute, ‘celebrity status’. He was given greater exposure and a few more lines in the second series. The two established female stars were made to swoon over him in private and compete for his attention in public. They were both more than ten years older than their quarry, so that writer and director saw fit to make their pursuit of their handsome hero increasingly desperate and a little ridiculous.

That didn’t do the status of the young actor with the short speeches and the gorgeous profile any harm. When the sitcom’s final episode was concluded, the general verdict was that although a tired format should be mercifully put out of its misery, a new television presence had been established.

There were enough offers of work to gladden the heart of any agent. Adam now switched to one who was both shrewd and perceptive. Tony Valento was a failed actor himself. He told his clients that and very little else. Tony saw the limitations as well as the natural attributes of his young client. Television was Cassidy’s natural metier, Valento assured him; privately, the agent congratulated himself that he need never canvas theatre producers on Adam’s behalf again. Tony secured him a series of smallish parts in successful productions. He was an innocent young man among the highly experienced elderly cast in an episode of Midsomer Murders; he emerged as the innocent victim of a complex plot to frame him in the last scene. He was the idealistic young sergeant assisting a cynical superintendent in a forgettable one-off drama – he put his life on the line to save a young mother, and received a stern official police rebuke for his heroism, whilst the television audience applauded his actions.

When the BBC made their big-budget drama of the year, Great Expectations, it was Adam Cassidy who figured as that bright young man of the world, Herbert Pocket. The director severely pruned some of his scenes after seeing the rushes, and a couple of the older critics compared his performance unfavourably with that of Alec Guinness in David Lean’s ancient film, but in the great television scheme of things, that scarcely mattered.

Adam Cassidy had his appearance in a classic. His agent duly added ‘versatile’ to his list of attributes. He was continually in work. He even managed to learn a little about his limitations, and became a more effective performer as a result.

Now, at forty-two, he was an undoubted television star and a national, even an international, name. The series specially written for him, in which he played Alec Dawson, a private detective who received a series of glamorous and perilous assignments, was now in its fourth series and more popular than ever. The plots were unlikely, even occasionally preposterous, but no one seemed to mind that. They weren’t meant to be taken seriously, were they? And Adam Cassidy had the good sense to put exactly that idea forward in a succession of carefully timed chat show appearances. He announced that he didn’t take either the series or himself too seriously. The British public liked that in their heroes.

As is quite usual in such situations, there was an increasing discrepancy between the way the public chose to perceive their star and the reality of the person himself. Very few people would turn their backs on stardom, but it is a difficult status to cope with. People stop telling you what they think and start telling you what you want to hear. That makes it difficult for you to be objective, and eventually you become unwilling to trust what people are saying to you. You can rely on very little of what you hear, and you begin to choose that little for yourself. In extreme cases, you begin to believe the greatest lies of all: your own publicity.

Your agent and most of those who work with you are riding on the back of your success. They note the signs of megalomania which are beginning to appear in you, but feel powerless to challenge them without jeopardizing their own fortunes. Only those closest to you can tell you the truths you do not wish to hear, and even they may do so at their peril. Adam Cassidy’s first wife, Amy, warned him that he should not confine his contacts with his children to posing with them and their expensive toys for publicity photographs. ‘I can’t shut myself away in the house and play happy families, woman!’ Adam had told her.

Amy didn’t like that ‘woman’, didn’t like the fact that he never wanted her to accompany him to film premieres, didn’t like the fact that his being out and about meant visiting a succession of other beds.

The divorce settlement was expensive, but Adam could afford it. It became forbidden ground in interviews; the sooner the public forgot all about it, the better.

Two years later, Adam Cassidy remarried. The bride, Jane Webster, had been the damsel in distress in one of the most celebrated cases of Alec Dawson, television private detective and modern knight errant. There had been suggestions of their off-screen attachment in their enthusiastic screen clinches. For the millions of admirers of the series, it was a match made in TV heaven. A fair proportion of them chose to forget that their star had ever been married before.

In one sense, this second marriage proved the match Adam’s fans wanted it to be. Jane Webster had looks and a presence which matched those of her new husband, even though her talent was limited. As the first fine bloom of her looks left her, the parts would certainly have declined. She declared that she was sacrificing her career to provide domestic security for her new husband, that wifedom and motherhood mattered more than stardom for her. She retreated demurely from the cameras as her pregnancy became more apparent.

Adam Cassidy was now a rich and successful man; the world was at his feet. That was the cliché with which chat show and other television interviewers often used to bring him on, possibly because it was the introduction suggested by his agent. Adam spoke earnestly of his love of the live theatre and the classics, of his desire to ‘return to Shakespeare, the core of all our work’. He judged correctly that not many people would know that he had never played a significant Shakespearean role and that the few who did would not be foolish enough to display that knowledge.

The Alec Dawson adventures went from strength to strength, Adam explained, (his appearances were usually timed to publicize a new series). That made it difficult to find time for the serious roles he wanted to take on. He was grateful to television, of course, but she was a hard taskmaster. How wise the bard was when he said that all the world was a stage, and all the men and women on it merely players. Adam sighed, shook his head, and moved into the hilarious anecdotes about his co-stars that he had arranged to deliver at this point.

Each new series and each successful interview was another step in Adam Cassidy’s progress towards becoming that distinctively British phenomenon, ‘a national institution’.

On the evening after the scene which climaxed in his preventing murder by his timely intervention in the darkened bedroom, Adam drove himself home. He was using the big maroon Mercedes which was one of the three cars he now owned. He could have afforded his own driver, but he preferred to employ one only for special occasions like film premieres. He enjoyed driving; he could still remember the thrill of his first car, a battered Ford Fiesta with a dodgy gearbox. Each time he slid into the comfortable leather driving seat of whichever car he now drove, it was a reminder of those days and how far he had come since then.

It was well into autumn now, almost the end of October, and he felt the chill in the air, even at six thirty in the evening. There might be the first frost tonight, on the hills around his house and on the greater heights to the north. But German engineering was as efficient as ever; within three minutes, well before he reached the M62, the car was warm. By the time he struck due north up the M66, he was cocooned in that familiar, controlled warmth which made the weather outside irrelevant. The only real danger was of falling asleep at the wheel.

There wasn’t much danger of that, with an active mind like his. He reviewed the events of the day and decided it had gone well. He had fluffed one line in the morning shooting, but the scene had needed to be re-shot in any case because of an oversight by one of the continuity girls about the levels of the drinks in the glasses. The director had severely rebuked her, whilst no one had said anything to him. That was how life was; the girl had better get used to it.

Cassidy got on well with his fellow-actors. They were mostly seasoned professionals and highly competent, but they knew facts of thespian life. They were delighted to have a part in a series which was highly successful, whatever the critics might say about it. Adam had been a little in awe of one of the theatrical grandes dames who was playing his eccentric aunt in this series. To find today that she was appearing in pantomime for the first time in thirty years gave him a lift and subtly altered the terms of their relationship. Adam congratulated Margaret on her bravery and energy, of course, but everyone knew that serious actors only accepted pantomime work when the other offers dried up.

He’d love to do panto himself, he said, when they broke for coffee; it must be great fun. But pressure of work meant that it was a pleasure Adam Cassidy must deny himself this year and for the foreseeable future.

He lived some forty miles from the studios in Manchester where he did most of his work. His house was just south of the Trough of Bowland, which the Queen had once said was her favourite place in the land. Adam revived that royal quote when he was given the opportunity in interviews, though he was careful to conceal the precise location of his residence. You needed privacy and seclusion once you became a television star. They helped you to preserve your balance, he said.

Once he left the motorway and struck off over the moors for home, the traffic became thinner. He listened to The Archers on Radio 2. He didn’t hear it every day, but you picked up what was happening easily enough. It was pleasant and undemanding. It added interest when you knew some of the actors, and it added satisfaction when you knew that some of these people who now seemed only modestly successful had been big names when he was struggling as an unknown. As the familiar jaunty signature tune marked the end of the episode, he switched to Radio 4 and heard the critic’s review of the latest Pinter revival at the National Theatre. One of his contemporaries at RADA had a lead, and for a moment Adam was envious. But only for a moment; Adam Cassidy retained through all the adulation showered upon him a core of self-knowledge, which told him that he would never have made a lead at the National. It gave him a small, bitchy satisfaction to hear the critic saying that his friend’s performance was flawed.

He sped north again on dual carriageway past the old towns of Whalley and Clitheroe, then turned west along lanes for the final part of his journey, where he scarcely saw a car. The house was modern and huge. He and Jane had originally planned to adapt the high Edwardian house in the centre of the spacious site, but eventually the architect had persuaded them to demolish it completely and build the house of their dreams. Or the house of the architect’s dreams, Adam sometimes thought wryly. But they had kept the old name for the house, Broad Oaks, and the original high walls at the boundary of the site.

 He pressed his automatic garage door opener, watched the door rumble slowly upwards, and slid the Mercedes into the huge cave of garage beyond it. If the night was to be as cold as he expected, he didn’t want his vehicle covered with white frost when he came to it in the morning. He’d rung Jane from his mobile an hour ago to say he was on his way. He watched her for a minute through the uncurtained windows of the kitchen when he got out of the car. She still had the blonde hair and large blue eyes which had secured her roles as a youngster. At thirty-seven and after two children, there was an inevitable thickening of the waist and the first signs of ageing in her face; the thought struck him that women with fair complexions aged more quickly or at least more visibly than brunettes. He was five years older than her, and no doubt showing signs of maturity himself. But a lot of men grew more attractive with age; everyone said that.

Jane had her apron on and was busy with pans when he went into the kitchen. He kissed her lightly on the forehead and stood behind her for a moment with his hands clasped around her waist, allowing the right one to slide down over the soft roundness of her stomach, caressing it for a moment with the fingers a million women would have loved to feel. ‘Domesticity suits you!’ he murmured softly into her ear.

‘Domesticity will scald you, and me too, if you aren’t careful,’ she said with a grin. ‘Why don’t you go up and see the children? You might just have time to read them their story, if you go straight up.’

‘I don’t think I will. Not tonight, darling. I’ve had a very tiring day.’ He sighed an elaborate fatigue, then added a happy afterthought. ‘And Ingrid won’t want me getting them excited and disturbing their routine.’

‘Nannies are employees, not dictators, Adam. And I’m sure she’d be happy to see you reading to them. They don’t see enough of you, you know.’

‘One of the crosses of fame, dear. And they’ll be tired themselves, after a full day at school. It wouldn’t do to get them excited at the end of their day.’

‘I know you’re busy, but you’ll regret it if they grow up without you. It’s a precious time, this, you know.’

She was beginning to nag. Adam didn’t like that and he wasn’t used to it. No one nagged him about anything, now that his mother was dead. He sat in his leather chair in the dining room and read his mail until the dinner was ready. He told her a little about his day and his trials whilst they ate, and added some of the theatrical gossip which had passed around during the group whilst they drank coffee and waited for new sets to be mounted. ‘And how was your day?’ he said dutifully when they were on the cheesecake.

‘Much as any other,’ she said acidly. She didn’t know whether he didn’t notice her tone or simply chose to ignore it. This house and this life weren’t proving as desirable as she had expected them to be, when she had been making her suggestions about the design of the kitchen and the various en suites and dressing rooms. She hadn’t thought she would miss her fellow actors and the gossip of the theatre and the studios anything like as much as she now did. She had the children, of course, and she was delighted to watch the changes in them as they moved from infancy into childhood. But they limited her; they held back her own development; sometimes she thought she would scream her frustration, after another day of childish language and childish concerns.

Some of the other mothers she met at the village school said they felt the same: the favourite phrase was that they felt themselves ‘becoming cabbages’. But most of them were country women, born and brought up round here, with families and friends about them. Jane Cassidy (she kept her professional name of Jane Webster in correspondence, but the school had insisted it was better for the children to register her married name there) was a city girl, who found herself at times desperately lonely in her magnificent, isolated home.

The women at the school gates were aware of her husband, of course; she was treated with a certain awe, and cultivated by those who sought to use her and the children to strike up some sort of friendship with the great man. But even that made her not a person in her own right but an appendage of her more celebrated partner. Fewer and fewer of her acquaintances seemed to remember her as Jane Webster, the actress.

She’d tried to talk about these things to Adam, but he listened for a few minutes and then switched to his own and greater concerns. It was the way of the actor, of course; egotism came with the profession and sometimes it seemed a necessary tool for success in it. Every theatre actor knew that if he collapsed with a heart attack they would be discussing the recasting of his role before the ambulance reached the hospital. But television stardom was something different: they couldn’t stick a new face into a role overnight and hope for the same success. But Jane felt Adam should at least find the time to listen to her.

But Adam was Adam. She’d known that when she married him and she shouldn’t expect something different. She lived in luxury on the back of his efforts, with a nanny now giving her the freedom she scarcely knew how to use. She couldn’t expect sympathy or understanding from her husband for what seemed to him her petty problems. He would probably think she was a silly cow, or worse still an ungrateful cow. ‘Jane Webster, you’re pathetic!’ she told herself sternly. She would need to find her own solutions.

When they went upstairs, Adam went into the two rooms at the end of the landing to look at his sleeping children. Jane, listening to the distant throb of the dishwasher beneath her as she undressed in the bedroom, wondered whether he had gone in there to please himself or to please her.

She might have been reassured if she had been able to see the change in Adam as he moved towards his children. The stillness of the scene in the first of the rooms, the slow, rhythmic breathing of the tiny figure in the big bed seemed to still also the thoughts and the pulse of the man who had fathered him. Damon was six now, a dynamo who seemed by day to have discovered the secret of perpetual motion. Yet, at this moment, you had to look hard to detect the tiny rise and fall of the blanket which meant that all was well with him. He had the blond curls that were so prominent in the pictures of his mother as a child, and skin ‘as smooth as monumental alabaster’. Adam wondered where that phrase had come from, then realized that it was from Othello. Not really appropriate for the skin of a child, maybe, but it always pleased him when a phrase from the past came to him. He wasn’t sure why.

He was beset with a sudden fear for the innocence he saw beneath him, for the damage which must surely be done to this tiny figure by the harsh world which awaited him. How could this sleeping cherub possibly become a grown man, with the weapons and the will to resist the hostility which must surely be turned upon him by that aggressive, dog-eat-dog world which awaited him beyond the walls of this luxurious citadel?

The room next door was identical, save for the pink walls which its imperious four-year-old mistress had demanded. Kate was not as deeply asleep as Damon had been. Her brow wrinkled for a moment as he watched her. The lips, small and delicate as the petals of a flower, mouthed words for a moment, but no sound came from them. Then a smile, tiny, mysterious, confident, settled on the small and perfect mouth. The sigh was as silent as the words had been. Then her breathing settled into a regular, quiet rhythm and you had to be close to her to detect any movement at all. He stooped and set his lips softly as the wings of a moth upon the infant forehead, then caressed with the back of his fingers the face which was so active and demanding when it was animated during the day.

Adam Cassidy stood for a moment at the door, looking back at his sleeping child, relishing this moment of real life, which seemed at present to be increasingly elusive for him.

Jane was already in bed when he went into the master bedroom. She lay as still as the child he had just left, but with her eyes steadily upon him. He was suddenly self-conscious, for a reason he could not explain, and turned abruptly into the luxurious bathroom beyond the bed. He had intended to say things to Jane about the children, about the way she cared for them and the way he appreciated it, but the words would not come, even when he slid beneath the duvet beside her five minutes later. He put out the light and stared for a moment at the invisible ceiling. Then he said, ‘I love you, Jane.’ It emerged not as he wanted it, but as if it were somehow a statement which surprised him. He said after another few seconds, ‘But you know that, don’t you?’

‘It doesn’t do any harm for you to say it occasionally, does it? Or for me to hear it, for that matter.’ She turned on her side and slid her arms round him, feeling the muscles on his back, moving her hands down from the shoulder blades she knew so well to the bottom of his back and the top of the cleft there.

Both of them knew that they were going to make love, but there was no need to hurry things on. He held her tightly for a moment, then leaned her back and stroked her breasts, in the foreplay they both knew she enjoyed. Then passion took over and he rejoiced in the sudden urgency of her movements, of her nails digging into his shoulders as he brought her to a climax and she urged him on with the familiar blunt commands.

Then they relaxed, unclasping their limbs as unhurriedly as they had begun, and lay on their backs with hands entwined as a prelude to sleep. It was good to have the experience, to know what would excite a woman and give her sexual pleasure. That was his last, consoling thought before he turned on to his side and lost consciousness in the big warm bed.

Actors are more self-centred than ordinary men. It did not occur to Adam Cassidy that the pleasure they had just enjoyed might also owe something to Jane Webster’s experience in other places.



THREE

Eight hours later and twenty miles south of Adam and Jane Cassidy, in a house which would have fitted comfortably into the four-car garage at Broad Oaks, a very different couple were preparing themselves for the challenge of a new day.

Detective Chief Inspector ‘Percy’ Peach surveyed his breakfast table and Mrs Peach with a satisfaction that his enemies might have called smug. He wasn’t short of enemies among the criminal fraternity of North Lancashire, and he even counted one or two among the police service on the other side of the great divide. He set his hands on the shoulders of his wife’s dressing gown and said with conviction, ‘I’ve decided I like being married.’

‘I’m not sure I do,’ said Lucy Peach ‘Not at work, anyway. I’m getting tired of all the stale jokes about having sex on tap.’

‘But you know how to turn the tap on full flow,’ he said with a smile, allowing his right hand to run for a moment through her luxuriant chestnut hair.

‘Speaking of taps, it was bloody cold in that bathroom of yours this morning!’

‘Language, our Lucy!’

‘Our Lucy’s language will get a lot worse, if you don’t do something about the heating in there before the winter sets in.’

‘You were warm enough last night,’ said Percy dreamily. ‘If I could have plugged in to that, I could have heated the house for a week.’

‘If you’re going to comment on my bedroom performance every morning, I shall become inhibited. You’ll be giving marks out of ten next.’

‘Nine point five for technique, ten for artistic impression,’ said Percy promptly. He looked sadly at the bowl of muesli in front of his new wife, then slid a slice of white bread provocatively on to the pan in which his bacon and egg was frying.

Lucy tried to convey the correct distaste when he banged the cholesterol-laden plate down opposite her two minutes later, but feared that she had managed only envy. ‘This is how sausages should be, nearly black all round but not burnt,’ said Percy. The sausage disappeared down the chief inspectorial throat with a rapidity that was matched only by the consumer’s relish. ‘Nothing wrong with a bit of cereal, lass, but you need a fry-up to follow before you meet the rigours of the day.’ He dipped a piece of his fried bread in the yoke of his egg and downed it with a predictable sigh of satisfaction.

‘If I breakfasted like that, my bottom would look big even in a kaftan,’ Lucy informed him.

‘Tha’s got a gradely backside, lass. If tha’d been a cricketer, tha’d have needed a gradely backside. One of the requisites for a fast bowler, John Arlott always said.’

‘And who was John Arlott?’ said his wife innocently. She was ten years younger than Peach’s thirty-nine, and she liked to remind him of that occasionally.

‘Wash thi mouth out this instant, lass!’ Percy shook his head sadly. ‘If tha doesn’t behave thisen, I shall have to tell thi mother that tha didn’t know who John Arlott was. And then tha’ll get thi arse tanned. Delectable though it undoubtedly is,’ he reassured her, dropping his Lancashire dialect for the purpose. Unlike most newly married men, Percy found his recently acquired mother-in-law a pearl amongst women.

Lucy thought it wisest to divert his thoughts to the subject of work. ‘I’ve got to go into the Muslim community again today. We’re still following up the associates of this terrorist suspect they arrested in London last week.’

Lucy had been Percy’s detective sergeant until their marriage, learning much from his maverick style and his aggressive interviewing techniques. But police practice demands that couples with a close relationship do not work closely together. Only the fact that the head of CID, Chief Superintendent Tucker, was completely out of touch with the staff whom he nominally controlled had permitted them to work together for so long. Everyone else in the station except the man in control of CID had known for the last three years that Percy Peach and Lucy Blake were an item. But even Tucker could not miss marriage. DS Lucy Blake was now employed in different detective teams and on cases which were not the concern of her new husband.

Percy missed her presence at his side more than he cared to admit, even to himself. She had counterbalanced his direct, confrontational style, often gaining cooperation from witnesses he would have challenged head-on, bringing a different sort of insight from his own to complex cases. ‘Have you found anything significant about this Akmal bloke?’

‘He was militant Muslim all right. And he was planning some sort of attack. But we knew that when we started. We need to find out who his associates were and how far the cell extended. They’ve got to be plotting more mischief. Probably suicide bombings, which we all know are such a sod to detect and prevent. I need to know more of the Muslim culture – more about how they think and feel. Most of the Asians we speak to are only too anxious to help us – they realize that the reputation of their whole community is in danger of being wrecked by this lunatic fringe.’

‘Then what’s the problem?’

‘They don’t really trust us, because we’re police. We need more Asian officers. We’ve got just three in Brunton, and two of them are new constables still wet behind the ears. None of them are women, of course. The only one with any service is a DS who’s working beside me. We’re supposed to be getting a couple of Asian DCs on temporary assignment from Manchester, but there’s a national shortage of Asian officers. The people I interview tell me just as much as they want to. I’m not able to sense if they’re holding anything back. I felt I could do that when I was working with you and dealing with people of a similar background to myself.’

Percy had downed his fry-up and two slices of toast with amazing speed and was already washing the dishes. Lucy decided she must have been talking too much. She realized that she didn’t want to hear that he was getting on famously without her. Nevertheless, she downed her mug of tea and said dutifully, ‘How’s it going with you?’

‘Very dull, at the moment. All shop robberies and petty violence. We could do with a good juicy murder.’

Adam Cassidy wasn’t required in the studio until two o’clock. They were filming some of the small takes with extras during the morning and the director had taken care to inform him of that. He didn’t want a star kicking his heels around the place; idle stars tended to make trouble, and no one wished to risk a confrontation.

Adam allowed himself the luxury of a lie-in. He couldn’t sleep late, of course. The excited noises of young children preparing for a school day ensured that. But he lay contentedly, listening to the high-pitched tones of Damon and Kate and the responses of mother and nanny. He couldn’t catch a word of what anyone said beyond the close-fitting door of the bedroom, so he amused himself by imagining the tussles being conducted between adults and children. Five minutes of this was enough; it was like trying to follow a play without the dialogue. He switched on the radio and listened to John Humphrys making his latest political victim squirm in the ten past eight interview. It was like a brisk stage exchange, he thought, with Humphrys scarcely allowing the minister to complete a sentence before he refuted a statistic or provided a less favourable one of his own.

He didn’t know why the politicians put up with it. But probably both Humphrys and his victim had agreed the main lines the interview was going to take before it started. Bit like improvised drama really, where they gave you a situation and invited you to improvise the dialogue. He’d never liked that very much; others had always been quicker thinking and more inventive than he was. But he couldn’t see the point of it. Written dialogue, with all the time for thought and revisions, was always going to be better, wasn’t it?

His reflections were interrupted by the sudden shrill of the phone beside his bed. He waited for someone else in the house to answer it. When no one did, he switched off the radio, snatched up the receiver and rapped out his number.

‘Adam? Is that you?’

He sighed, already irritated. His elder brother, by three years. The dutiful plodder of the family, whose rectitude felt to Adam like a constant rebuke to his own lifestyle. ‘Of course it’s me, Luke. You should know my voice, after forty-two years.’

‘I’m at Dad’s house, Adam. He’s not well. You should come and see him.’

‘I will, as soon as I can make the time.’

‘You said that last time. That was now five weeks ago.’

‘It can’t be.’

‘Five weeks yesterday, mate.’ An attempt at the old intimacy which had long since deserted them.

‘Trust you to be counting. You don’t seem to realize how busy my schedule—’

‘He’s ill, Adam, and he’s been waiting for you to come. He doesn’t complain, but you can see when he’s disappointed. Or you could if you were ever around.’

‘Look, if all you want to do is to—’

‘I think he’s had another heart attack. Only a small one, if indeed it is one at all. I’m waiting for the doctor to come now.’

‘All right. Give me a few minutes and I’ll see what I can do.’ He put the phone down before Luke could speak again. He had a free morning and he knew what he was going to do, but there was no reason to let his brother think it was easy. Luke might do the bulk of the caring, but he must realize that Adam had a lifestyle which didn’t allow the domestic complications that the less eminent had to cope with.

He gave it seven minutes, heard in the sports news that another Premiership football manager had been sacked, then sat up and picked up the phone. ‘I’ve managed to reschedule this morning’s appointments. I hope you’re not exaggerating, because it wasn’t easy.’

‘I think you’ll be glad you did it, when you see Dad.’

Luke’s voice had restraint and dignity, and for a fleeting moment Adam envied those qualities. ‘I’ll be there by about half past ten. You can tell the old bugger I’m coming.’

He levered himself out of bed, made for the bathroom and the power shower, then changed his mind. He slipped on his dressing gown, making sure that the cord was securely tied; you had to be more careful about your dress, now that there was a nanny permanently in the house.  He went downstairs and found the children where he had calculated they would be, with coats on at the front door.

‘Give Dad a hug before you go!’ he called from the stairs. They turned and ran to him, flinging arms wide as they reached him. He swung each of them around him in turn, clasping them to his chest, feeling the smallness of the torsos beneath the clothes, envying them the spontaneity which would drop away from them for ever as they left their childhood.

Jane Webster thrust aside the thought that he could have arrived earlier, rather than turning up belatedly for the rituals rather than the substance of love. She waved to him, then clutched a small hand in each of hers. She could have got nanny to take the children to school, but she enjoyed this morning walk, when her small charges confessed their fears and hopes for the day.

Adam was finishing his breakfast when she returned home. She had planned a discussion about the children and their progress with him, but he said whilst she was still taking her coat off in the hall, ‘I’ve got to go and see Dad this morning. Luke thinks he’s taken a turn for the worse. He’s probably exaggerating, as usual, but I said I’d go.’

You poor bloody martyr, thought Jane. Aloud, she said as she came into the kitchen, ‘Of course you must go.’

The actress who had been the slight shape beneath the bedclothes in the scene shot on the previous day was Michelle Davies.

In earlier scenes, she had caught the flavour of the series excellently, showing a capacity for comedy as well as romantic melodrama. The unwritten subtext beneath the unlikely plots in the Alec Dawson series was that it didn’t take itself too seriously, and Michelle had immediately struck the right notes. She had the looks and the talent to do well on stage and television. So far she had not enjoyed the third and most important thing you needed in an overcrowded profession: luck. Over the eight years since she had left RADA, she had managed to hone her craft by securing regular parts in the theatre. She had been almost continually employed, but it was precarious and not very well paid work.

Playing opposite Adam Cassidy was her first big break. Anyone who did that was certain to be noticed. With the worldwide appeal of the Alec Dawson series, it was almost like becoming a James Bond girl in an earlier generation. One episode didn’t mean a lot, of course, but the plan now was that she would become Dawson’s regular girlfriend in the next series. Once she had a regular role like that, her fame and her fees would rocket in harness and the offers of stage and film work would pour in. Her agent said so. And whilst Michelle Davies knew that agents always promised jam tomorrow and never gave guarantees, in this case his optimism made good sense.

The director professed himself pleased with her work; he had assured Michelle that she was part of the producer’s plans for the next series. This morning she had a meeting with that producer and she hoped that he was going to tie things up. Directors lived in the present and dealt with problems day by day, but the producers who provided the human and other resources to set up series had to plan well ahead.

She hadn’t spoken to James Walton in the four months since he had taken her on to play the part of the damsel in distress in the episode they were currently filming. He was an erect, distinguished man of sixty, which in the ephemeral world of television was very old. He was also one of the few men in the Manchester television centre who wore a suit and tie. Michelle Davies felt a little like a sixth former summoned to an interview with the headmistress as she took a deep breath and knocked at his door.

Walton had silver hair, keen grey eyes, and a confidence which emanated from age and experience. He stood and asked her to sit down when she came into his office. He would have offered the same courtesy to any woman, whether she was a theatrical dame or the newest recruit being accorded her first small part. He saw Michelle into her chair, then went back to the other side of the desk, sat down, and asked her whether she had been enjoying her work in the one episode undertaken so far.

It was good to be treated like a lady, in a profession where most people were careless of such things, Michelle told herself. Yet she found Walton’s politeness inhibiting; she would have preferred a quick and informal confirmation of the offer she hoped desperately was coming to her. She said carefully, ‘Everyone’s been very friendly to me – they’ve made me feel as if I’d been one of the team from the start.’

‘That’s good. Sometimes it’s not easy coming into a team where everyone seems to know each other and know the form for the production. You don’t need me to tell you that acting is a very insecure profession; most people in it seem to have their fears and their hang-ups, so they can be suspicious of newcomers.’

‘There’s been nothing like that. They’ve made me feel one of the team from the start.’ It was broadly true, but she would have delivered the thought even if it hadn’t been. Producers didn’t want new people coming in who would rock the boat. She didn’t want anything raised against her at this stage; there were dozens of women with attributes similar to hers who would bite this man’s hand off for the offer he was going to make. Once she became a regular on the series, with a well-known television face, she would be much more difficult to dispense with. Until then, she must play her cards with care.

‘I’m glad you feel like that. We like to think we have a happy ensemble on the Call Alec Dawson series.’ Walton turned a sheet over on the desk in front of him, though she had the feeling that he knew exactly what he was going to say and was using the paper as a prop to add weight to his words. ‘Well, as you know, Ms Davies, it is my job to plan ahead and make sure that everything is ready to go when we begin the filming of the next series.’ He smiled a broad, genuine smile at her; things were always easier when you had good news to offer.

‘I understand that. And it’s Michelle, by the way.’ She answered his smile, feeling strangely coquettish, in a Jane Austen sort of way. She was sure this man had never employed the casting couch which she had been warned about all these years ago at RADA.

‘Well, Michelle, I have what I hope will be good news for you. Our director is eminently satisfied with your work in the episode currently being shot in the studio and on location. The rest of the cast are also happy, but you know as well as I do that it is the opinion of the director which counts most. Now: the details of storylines are not yet finalized, but we have already decided that Alec Dawson should have a permanent girlfriend in the next series, and, if that goes well, for the series which follows that. I cannot make you a formal offer this morning, but I wish to know whether you would be interested in undertaking this role.’

What a splendid, old-fashioned, roundabout way of putting it, Michelle Davies thought. She wanted to fling herself across the executive desk and embrace the man. She did nothing of the sort, of course. She found it a test of her acting talents to keep the excitement out of her voice as she said, ‘I should certainly be interested. I’d be a fool not to be, wouldn’t I?’

He smiled at her. For once he was at a loss for the polite phrase, now that she had stepped out of her part and become spontaneous. ‘It will mean a considerable rise in your remuneration, of course. Perhaps you would prefer that I discuss this in due course with your agent.’

‘Yes, I would. Make him earn his fees, eh?’ she gave a strangely brittle laugh, which told her how nervous she had been.

‘Is there anything you would like to ask me at this stage, Michelle?’

She thought for a moment, feeling a vague wish to prolong this moment of triumph. ‘Am I allowed to let the rest of the cast know about this?’

He steepled his fingers and frowned briefly, enjoying the moment in his muted, courteous way. ‘I can’t see any reason why you shouldn’t do that. They will no doubt find you a most welcome addition to the regular team. Have a word with your director first. If Joe Hartley has no objection, I certainly haven’t.’

Walton stood up, signifying that their exchange was at an end, and came round his desk towards her. Michelle thought he was going to shake her hand, but he merely ushered her towards the door; perhaps the handshake was reserved for the formal contract. She was almost through the doorway when he said. ‘Our star has an ultimate veto over casting – that is the television way of things, I’m afraid. But I’m sure there won’t be any difficulties there.’
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