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ONE

Rona could hear the phone ringing as she put her key in the door. In one complicated manoeuvre she nudged the dog inside, pushed the door shut, dropped her carrier bags on the floor, and caught up the instrument.

‘Hello?’ she said breathlessly.

‘Rona? Good! I was just preparing to talk to a machine!’

For a moment the voice eluded her. Then, with a touch of apprehension, she identified it as that of her editor at Jonas Jennings.

‘Prue? How are you? It’s been a long time...’ Her voice tailed off in embarrassment.

‘It has indeed! Still pursuing your journalistic career?’

‘Well, I—’

Prue Granger laughed. ‘Relax! I’m not about to pressurize you. But I have a project I think might be of interest – one that would combine your talents, as it were.’

‘Sounds intriguing,’ Rona said cautiously.

‘I hope so, but it could best be discussed over lunch. Today’s Tuesday; how about Thursday this week? Are you free? One o’clock at Papa Gigio’s in Covent Garden?’

‘That would be fine, Prue. Thank you.’

‘See you then,’ said Prue Granger, and rang off.

Rona looked down at the dog nuzzling her legs and bent to unfasten his lead. Then, picking up her shopping, she followed him down the basement stairs to the kitchen.

It was indeed a long time since she’d spoken to Prue, she reflected, starting to unpack her bags. Her career as a biographer had been on hold for eighteen months or more, following the abortive ending of her last project due to murder and a legal minefield her publishers were unwilling to enter.

While she regained her balance, she’d reverted to her secondary – and, up to then, spasmodic – work as a freelance writer for the glossy monthly Chiltern Life. But, incredibly, innocuous pursuits such as writing-up eight-hundred-year anniversaries, tracing birth parents, and researching the history of local firms had also resulted in death and disaster. Even befriending her next-door neighbours had proved a perilous undertaking.

Murders seem to seek you out, her husband Max had once observed, and though she’d shied away from it, the phrase had lodged in her mind with an almost superstitious acceptance. If Prue wanted to speak to her, she reasoned now, it must surely mean she’d a biographical subject in mind. With luck, that might break the chain, though what ‘combining her talents’ meant, Rona had no idea.

On an impulse, she picked up the phone and rang her twin’s office. It was twenty past five; she shouldn’t have left yet.

‘Lindsey Parish.’

‘Hi, Linz, it’s me. Are you seeing Dominic this evening?’

There was a pause. ‘As it happens, no. Would you believe he’s abroad again?’

‘Then how about joining me at Dino’s? There’s something I’d like to talk over with you.’

‘Sounds serious.’

‘Not really. I’d just like a sounding board.’

‘My primary function, of course. Actually, since I’ll probably be here till about seven, it’ll suit me quite well. Seven thirty OK?’

‘Perfect,’ Rona said, with a lifting of her spirits. ‘See you then.’

Rona had given up explaining why, on the three evenings he held his art classes, Max spent the night at his cottage across town. Family and friends viewed the arrangement as at best bizarre, but since he wouldn’t have got home much before bedtime, only to return to the studio first thing in the morning, it struck them both as a pointless exercise.

In fact the purchase of Farthings, with its airy upstairs studio, had in all probability saved their marriage; with both of them working from home, tempers had frayed when Max required loud music as he painted, and Rona total quiet in which to write. The outcome was that both now had space to follow their careers, leaving them free to appreciate each other’s company during his midweek return – following afternoon classes – and at weekends.

And it wasn’t as though they weren’t in regular contact. They spoke on the phone at least twice a day, the main call to exchange news of the day’s happenings, the last, brief, one to say goodnight. That evening, Rona told him about Prue’s summons.

‘Will you be hauled over the coals for dereliction of duty?’ he enquired humorously.

‘She says not, but she’s certainly got something lined up.’

‘Well, you’ve nothing on hand at the moment, have you? It’ll be good to have something to occupy you.’

Rona was silent, admitting to herself that the tragedy next door, though nearly two months in the past, still haunted her. It had taken all her willpower to complete the article she’d been working on, and knock it into shape for Chiltern Life.

‘Sweetie?’ Max prompted. ‘You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to, you know.’

She shook off her musing. ‘I know; the trouble is, the longer I put off doing another bio, the harder it gets. It’s such a commitment, Max; so much easier just to toss off the odd thing for Barnie, than look around for something new.’

‘But you’re wasting your talents. You know that. At least keep an open mind till you hear her proposal.’

She sighed. ‘Yes, of course. By the way, Lindsey and I are going to Dino’s, so don’t phone before eleven.’

‘Right, I’ll prop my eyelids open! Enjoy yourselves, and give Dino my regards. I’m only sorry I can’t join you.’

Dino’s was an Italian restaurant a brisk, six-minute walk from Rona’s home, and she was a regular customer. Hating cooking as she did, when Max wasn’t home to act as chef she invariably opted, according to mood, for ready-meals, takeaways or salads. And when she fancied none of them, she went to Dino’s. Often, on arriving at the restaurant, she’d find friends already there, and the obliging Dino would lay an extra place at their table.

That evening, though, there was no one she knew, and she was led to her corner table with the effusive welcome always afforded her, and Gus the retriever settled resignedly beneath it.

Lindsey arrived minutes later, dropping into a chair and lifting her hair with both hands.

‘This was good thinking, sis,’ she remarked, reaching for the glass Rona had already filled. ‘I’ve had the hell of a day; if we’d not arranged to meet, I might well have been there another hour.’

Lindsey was a partner at a firm of solicitors on Guild Street, Marsborough’s main thoroughfare.

‘Jonathan didn’t help,’ she added, picking up the menu. ‘Ever since Dominic and I got together, he’s lost no opportunity to be bloody-minded. I’d have got through hours earlier if he’d been more cooperative.’

Jonathan Hurst, a fellow partner at Chase Mortimer, had, despite being happily married, conducted a light-hearted affair with Lindsey over the past twelve months, while Dominic Frayne, a relative newcomer who interested her far more, had remained offhand and non-committal. It was only recently that he’d made a positive move, though after Lindsey’s initial ecstasy, Rona guessed it hadn’t progressed as far as she’d hoped.

Her sister’s love-life had always been erratic, Rona reflected; her ex-husband, Hugh, was also still on the scene, willing to be strung along when she had no better offer.

Dino himself approached to take their order, and as he moved away, Rona enquired, ‘Where’s Dominic this time?’

‘God knows,’ Lindsey replied shortly. ‘He doesn’t ring me daily, like your dutiful Max, who’s only down the road anyway. With Dominic, it’s a question of out of sight, out of mind.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Rona said soothingly, then, when Lindsey didn’t respond, ‘Linz, everything is – all right, isn’t it?’

Lindsey made an impatient gesture. ‘When we’re together, it couldn’t be better. It’s just that we’re not together nearly as much as I expected. Business always comes first, and that means being closeted with bloody Carla.’

Carla Deighton was Dominic’s attractive assistant, whom, since her flat was two floors below his in the same building, Lindsey referred to bitingly as his live-in girlfriend.

‘She goes abroad with him?’ Rona asked incautiously.

‘Too right she does. Anyway – ’ Lindsey straightened – ‘enough of me. This meeting is to discuss something specific, is it not?’

‘A phone call from Prue Granger,’ Rona said.

‘Ah! A call to arms?’

‘To lunch, actually, the day after tomorrow.’

‘But with the intention of extracting a bio?’

‘That must come into it, but she said something about combining my talents, whatever that means.’

Lindsey thought for a moment. ‘Well, I suppose you’ve done a fair bit of research recently.’

‘But that wouldn’t require combination – it’s a large part of bios anyway.’

‘How do you feel about tackling another?’

‘Depends who the subject is. I have to feel some kind of... rapport.’

‘And there’s no one who fills the bill?’

‘No one who’s not been written about a dozen times already.’

‘Dominic’s read all yours, you know. He’s most impressed. Didn’t realize I had such illustrious relatives.’

‘Talking of illustrious relatives, weren’t you going to meet one of his, the last time we spoke?’

‘Oh, Crispin, yes; though that’s not how Dominic sees him. He keeps emphasizing they’re only second cousins.’

Rona looked surprised. ‘Why is that?’

‘He reckons some of his activities don’t bear scrutiny.’

‘Really? I’ve never heard that.’

‘Too nebulous to get into the press; they concentrate on his celebrity status – fast cars, loads of money, famous girlfriends. Oh, he’s been fined for possession of drugs, drink driving and so on, but it didn’t tarnish his image – just made him one of the boys.’

Lindsey smiled at the waiter as he laid a plate of steaming pasta in front of her.

‘If Dominic has such a low opinion of him,’ Rona said, ‘why did he accept his invitation?’

‘It wasn’t from him, it was from his parents, and he’s quite fond of them. Anyway, it was a jolly good do, at the Dorchester.’

‘But you did actually meet Crispin?’

‘Oh yes, and believe me, he’s quite something. Charm personified, and extremely good-looking. Photos don’t do him justice.’

‘Did you tell Dominic that?’ Rona asked blandly, winding spaghetti round her fork.

Lindsey gave a brief laugh. ‘What do you think? Anyway, on the subject of relatives, illustrious or otherwise, have you spoken to the parents recently?’

‘I dropped in on Pops yesterday. I was up that way, and he gave me a cup of tea. He seemed in good form.’

‘More than Mum does, at the moment.’

‘Oh?’ Rona looked up.

‘She seemed a bit subdued when I phoned, though she insisted nothing was wrong.’

Their parents had separated at Christmas, and while their father was renting a flat near the woman he hoped to marry, their mother, still in the marital home, had taken in a lodger, a teacher at the nearby primary school.

‘I’ll have a word with Max,’ Rona said, ‘and perhaps we could invite her over at the weekend. Sunday lunch. Will you be free?’

‘In all likelihood,’ Lindsey said gloomily. Then, with a shamefaced smile, ‘Sorry – nothing personal. Thanks; if Mum’s up for it, I’d be glad to come.’

Avril Parish, unaware that her daughters were discussing her, looked up at the sound of the front door.

‘That you, Sarah?’ she called, realizing too late the fatuity of the question. After all, who else could it be?

‘Yes,’ came the reply, as Sarah moved purposefully towards the stairs.

‘Had a good evening?’

Intercepted, she’d no option but to put her head round the door.

‘We went to the cinema. It was OK. I’ve put the snip down.’

Avril nodded. ‘Thanks. Good night, then.’

‘Good night.’ And the door closed behind her.

Avril stared at the television screen, where, since she’d muted it on hearing the door, figures waved their arms about silently. How long, she wondered miserably, could she keep this up? Including the summer break, Sarah had been with her six months, yet Avril knew her no better than on the day she arrived. But in the interval, through a variety of circumstances, she had met her father, Guy Lacey, and an attraction had sprung up between them.

While Sarah and her boyfriend spent a large part of the summer in France – he was a sports master at the school, so shared the long holiday – she and Guy had grown closer, and Avril was happier than she’d been for years. Unsure how the relationship would progress, they’d not as yet mentioned it to their daughters, but Avril knew, with sinking heart, that Guy was planning to tell Sarah when she went home to Stokely for the weekend.

It would have been so much easier, she reflected, if she and Sarah got on well, but Sarah had made it plain from the start that their relationship was a strictly business one. How would she react on learning her father and her landlady had been seeing each other?

With a sigh, Avril switched off the television and went to bed.

By the time Max came home the following evening, Rona had changed her mind a dozen times about whether or not she wanted to embark on a new biography. Would Prue expect an immediate answer to whatever she was proposing? Should Rona phone her agent to tell him about the lunch? Or wait till she knew what Prue had in mind? It was as well, she reflected, that Max would be home, or she’d doubtless have vacillated all evening.

Hearing his key in the door, she went into the hall to greet him, while Gus bounded joyfully about them. Max’s face felt cool, and the scent of wood smoke clung to his coat. An illegal bonfire somewhere, no doubt.

He shrugged off his coat and lifted the mail from the hall table, leafing through it as he followed her into the sitting room.

‘An airmail from the Furnesses, I see,’ he commented. ‘Why didn’t you open it?’

‘I... thought I’d leave it for you,’ Rona said, not meeting his eyes.

He flicked her a glance. The Furnesses were the owners of the house next door, renting it out to a series of tenants during their residency in Hong Kong. This was their first communication since the tragedy.

Max slit open the flimsy paper, ran his eye rapidly down its contents, then returned to the beginning to read it aloud.


‘Dear Max and Rona: first, please accept my apologies for not having written before. Monica and I were appalled to hear what had happened at the house – even more so, since you were both so closely involved. Useless to rant at the letting agents – the tenants’ references were impeccable and no one could have foreseen what would happen.

‘As they point out, however, the notoriety is unlikely to tempt new enquiries – or at least, not of the right kind – and we have decided to come home, look the place over, and decide what we want to do with it. In the present economic climate, putting it on the market is hardly an option, but nor is trying to let it again in its current state. Last time we were over, we realized it was badly in need of modernizing, and this seems the right time to go about it. At least it will then bear no resemblance to the house lived in by the Franks.

‘An added incentive is that my contract out here is coming to an end, and we will shortly be needing a base in the UK. This will be an opportunity to decide if we want to return to number seventeen, or leave it on the agency books as an investment. We certainly intend to stay in the area, and as you know, Lightbourne Avenue has a great deal going for it.

‘So this letter is to give you due warning of our arrival. We shall be flying to the UK on Monday 19th October and staying at the Clarendon. We’d be delighted if you would join us for dinner soon afterwards, and will be in touch to arrange this. In the meantime, renewed apologies for not having written earlier.

‘Monica joins me in sending best wishes.

‘Sincerely, Charles.’



Max looked up, meeting Rona’s eyes. ‘So there you have it. It’ll be good to see them again; must be at least three years since they were over.’

‘I’m glad they’re going to do something to the house,’ Rona said. ‘It’s hopelessly old-fashioned, especially the kitchen.’

She stopped abruptly, not wanting to remember the kitchen next door.

Max moved to the drinks cabinet and poured two glasses. ‘Get this down you, my love. And don’t worry, the ghosts will be well and truly laid.’

His words still reverberated in her head the next morning, as she gazed out of the train window. The ghosts in the house, such as they were, may indeed be banished by refurbishment; it remained to be seen how long they would stay in her head.

With a sigh, she turned to the newspaper she’d bought at the station, glanced at the gloomy headlines, and opened it in search of lighter reading. And at once her eyes fell on a photograph captioned Crispin Ryder and friend arriving for the world première of the new Bond film.

His photos don’t do him justice, Lindsey had said, but Rona could see his attraction, even in the poor quality of the newsprint. The photographer must have called out his name, catching him just as he turned with an enquiring smile, one arm loosely round the fur-coated girl at his side. Though in his late forties, he looked lean and boyish, his frilled shirt-front and the jacket slung carelessly over his shoulder proclaiming a confident insouciance that was immediately appealing. So Dominic suspected him of nefarious dealings; doubtless they would only add to his attraction.

London looked its best in the mellow October sunshine, and in Covent Garden buskers were busy, guitarists, jugglers and pavement artists attracting their own crowds. The restaurant Prue had nominated was on the first floor, the street level being given over to a delicatessen. Rona made her way upstairs, and, emerging at the top, immediately caught sight of her.

Prue stood as she approached, her short, curly hair and over-large spectacles making her look, as always, like a precocious child.

‘Good to see you!’ she exclaimed, leaning forward to touch cheeks and kiss the air before standing back to survey Rona with her head on one side. ‘Well,’ she pronounced, resuming her seat, ‘you look none the worse for your adventures.’

‘I’d say I’m relatively unscathed,’ Rona confirmed, sitting opposite her.

‘I can’t imagine how you manage to get yourself into those situations.’

‘Nor can I. Max says if he hadn’t gone grey in his twenties, he certainly would have by now.’

‘Ah yes, how is that clever husband of yours? Still teaching?’

‘Very much so; evening classes Mondays, Tuesdays and Thursdays, afternoon classes Wednesdays, and the Art School ten till four on Thursdays.’

Prue shook her head wonderingly. ‘And in his spare time, he turns out masterpieces!’

Rona smiled. ‘Not sure about that, but he keeps busy, certainly. He’s been commissioned to do several canvases for the boardroom in a prestigious new building in Buckford.’

‘Well, all power to his paintbrush! Now – ’ she picked up the menu – ‘what can I tempt you with?’

They spent several minutes discussing their choices, and Prue ordered a bottle of Frascati to go with them.

‘Incidentally,’ she said, ‘before we go any further, I should tell you I invited Eddie to join us, but admittedly it was short notice and he had a prior engagement. He sends his best.’ Eddie Gold, small, rotund and ebullient, was Rona’s agent.

Prue sat back in her chair, her eyes owlish behind their horn-rimmed spectacles. ‘Now – tell me – what do you know of Elspeth Wilding?’

The question was so unexpected that for a moment, Rona stared at her blankly. ‘The artist, you mean?’

‘The artist.’

Rona’s brows drew together. ‘Is this by any chance why you were quizzing me about Max?’

‘Just answer the question, my dear.’

‘Well, she’s one of the big names, isn’t she? Pictures in Tate Britain, the Hayward Gallery, Somerset House – you name it.’

‘Anything else?’

Rona thought for a moment, and memory stirred. ‘Didn’t she hit the headlines about a year ago? Went missing, or something?’

‘She did indeed,’ Prue confirmed portentously, ‘and, despite extensive searches, hasn’t been seen since.’

‘Really? I’d no idea; I assumed she must have turned up again.’

‘Unfortunately not. What’s Max’s opinion of her?’

‘Oh, he thinks she’s brilliant, among the greats.’

‘Yet he never wondered if, as you put it, she’d “turned up” again?’

‘Prue,’ Rona said slowly, ‘what is this?’

She didn’t answer directly. ‘Elspeth was a child prodigy – did you know that? Had her first pictures hung at the age of thirteen, and there’s hardly a prize she hasn’t been awarded. It’s an amazing career.’

‘But someone must know where she is, surely?’

‘It seems not.’

Rona straightened suddenly. ‘Oh now look, Prue, I hope you’re not suggesting what I think you are.’

Prue leant forward earnestly. ‘Rona, it’s an assignment tailor-made for you. Damn it, you’re a biographer with a reputation for solving mysteries. What could be better, when it’s quite likely a clue might lie in her past? So, you research her life, and, in tracking down her friends, relatives, associates, etc., there’s an excellent chance you’ll come up with the answer. She could be living incognito somewhere, having lost her memory.’

Not that again! Rona thought involuntarily. She said quickly, ‘So that’s what you meant about combining my talents.’

‘Exactly. The only drawback is the biography would have to be classed as unauthorized, even though the family have requested it.’

Rona looked up quickly. ‘The family have?’

‘I was coming to that; I had a phone call from Elspeth’s sister. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but the family live in Buckfordshire, so she’s heard all about your exploits, and, I gather, read your previous work. She also knows your husband’s an artist, and hoped that might help influence you. Rona, she literally begged me to persuade you; poor woman, she doesn’t know if her sister’s alive or dead, and it’s driving her demented.’

Their food arrived, but, delicious though it was, Rona scarcely tasted it as her mind swung between considering the idea and rejecting it outright.

‘Surely someone’s already done her?’ she asked suddenly, unwittingly breaking into Prue’s conversation.

‘Not, incredibly enough, for ten years. She’s a very private person, hates publicity of any sort. Apparently it was a mammoth task to persuade her even to attend functions held in her honour.’

‘Then perhaps she just wanted to escape from it, once and for all. As simple as that.’

Prue held her eye. ‘Then prove it.’

‘Prue, I—’

‘Look, Rona, don’t discount it out of hand. I’m not asking for an instant decision, but assuming you do eventually want to return to biographies, the longer you put it off, the harder it will be. If you don’t use it, you’ll lose it. The magazine stuff you’re doing is all well and good, but it’s pretty... ephemeral, isn’t it? This could ease you gently back – a kind of halfway house.’

Rona smiled reluctantly. ‘You’re a good advocate, I’ll give you that. All right, tell me what you know about her sister and the family.’

‘Virtually nothing; only that the sister’s name is Naomi Harris, and she lives in Sunningdene.’

‘She didn’t say anything about Elspeth’s disappearance?’

‘No, it’s of no interest to me.’ Prue paused and smiled. ‘Though it seems to be to you.’

‘Does Eddie know about this?’

‘That Mrs Harris approached me, yes.’

‘What did he think?’ Behind her agent’s laid-back manner lay a razor-sharp brain, and Rona valued his opinion.

‘That it was up to you – he’s the soul of diplomacy, our Eddie. No doubt you’ll phone him, and – also no doubt – you’ll want to discuss it with Max. If, as you say, he thinks highly of Elspeth, I imagine he’ll be in favour of your tackling it.’

‘Don’t gang up on me, Prue!’ Rona protested, and Prue laughed. ‘So, what happens now?’

‘You know the form. If you decide to go ahead, we’ll draw up the contract. Until it’s signed, you’ll obviously have no contact with Mrs Harris.’

‘And if I decide not to?’

‘I’ll offer it to someone else. Now, I think we’ve said enough on the subject. Would you like a dessert?’

Since Eddie had pleaded a prior engagement, Rona waited till she reached home before phoning him.

‘Dear girl!’ he greeted her. ‘Been wined and dined by the Honourable Prudence?’

‘I have; bearing out the adage that there’s no such thing as a free lunch.’

‘Twisted your arm, did she?’

‘She had a pretty good go at it.’

‘And seriously, what do you think of the proposal?’

‘God, Eddie, I don’t know. I’ve been turning it over in my mind ever since. One minute I think I’ll do it, the next I’m backing away.’

‘From what, exactly?’

‘Mainly, I admit, the commitment; I’ve got out of the habit of setting aside a couple of years or so on one project. Also, Prue seems to think I enjoy being an amateur detective, while the truth is, it’s been thrust upon me. I certainly never intended it. In fact, one reason I’ve been considering another bio was as a means of escape from mayhem and murder.’

‘But that, if I remember correctly, was where it started. Have you spoken to Max?’

‘Not yet. It’s his day at the Art School.’

‘So, what’s the present state of play?’

‘Up in the air. I’ll have to sleep on it, probably several times, before I reach any decision.’

‘Well, if you want my unbiased opinion, I think you should take it. You’ve been frittering along for a while now; it’s time to get down to some serious work. However, I’m not going to lean on you, nor will I try to change your mind, whatever you decide. That’s a promise.’

‘Thanks, Eddie. I’ll let you know.’

‘God, Rona, that would be amazing!’

Rona sighed. Prue was right; Max was in favour.

‘A big name like that, just falling into your lap!’

She said sharply, ‘You do know she’s disappeared?’

‘Disappeared? That’s putting it a bit strongly. I know she’s been lying low for a while, but she’s always hated publicity.’

‘More than lying low, Max. According to Prue, she vanished off the face of the earth, and extensive searches have failed to find her.’

‘Oh God,’ Max said flatly. ‘Here we go again.’

‘Precisely my reaction.’

‘Does that mean you’re not going to do it?’

‘It means,’ Rona said with heavy emphasis, ‘that I would welcome an informed discussion of all the pros and cons before reaching any decision.’

‘Obviously I don’t want you taking any risks, but, as you know, I’ve been trying for ages to steer you back to bios, and this has been handed you on a plate. Think of it – no worry about choosing a subject, then persuading your publisher, then waiting for agreement from the estate. If you ask me, Fate is telling you to get back on the horse.’

‘Fate can mind her own flaming business,’ Rona said.

But as she put down the phone and prepared to take Gus for his walk, it seemed to her that the decision had already been reached.


TWO

Rona spent a large part of the next day on the Internet, looking up references to Elspeth Wilding. A lot of the information was repetitive, though minor facts varied from site to site. By mid-afternoon, she had copied and pasted from several different sources to open a file of her own, which, she assured herself, could be deleted if she decided to go no further.

She stretched, rubbing her back. So, what had she learned? That Elspeth Mary Wilding had been born in Buckford on 4th April 1968, the third child of Richard and Hazel Wilding. That she had shown a precocious gift for painting, and had had a picture displayed in the Royal Academy’s Summer Exhibition of ’81. That she was considered one of the most important artists of the twenty-first century. That she’d been awarded the Royal College of Art gold medal for her year, among the first of her many prizes.

Her unwillingness to appear in public was well documented, and borne out by the same, unsatisfactory, photograph on all sites, in which her face was partially screened by a sheet of pale hair. It doesn’t matter what I look like, she was quoted as saying, it’s my art that’s important.

The widest divergence came in reports of her disappearance, varying from wildly imaginative scenarios to the more cautious statement that she had ‘dropped out of circulation’ in May 2008. What was abundantly clear, however, was that nothing had been heard or seen of her since.

‘Well?’ Max said eagerly, coming into the kitchen that evening. ‘Made up your mind yet?’

Rona returned his kiss. ‘No; I told you, I want a full-blown discussion.’

‘Even though you’ve slept on it?’

‘Not too well, as it happens. I was turning it over most of the night.’

‘Then the sooner you make your mind up, the better. Can’t have you losing your beauty sleep.’ He glanced at the printed sheets she’d brought down. ‘Been genning up on her, I see. I could have told you most of that.’

‘Except for her disappearance,’ Rona reminded him.

‘Well, this lot don’t seem any better informed.’ He poured the drinks and handed her a glass. ‘Was she officially reported missing, do you know?’

‘Prue didn’t say, but I suppose she must have been.’

‘I doubt if there’d have been much response from the police. They’d only pursue it if the person who disappeared was a child, vulnerable in some way, or a criminal on the run. Otherwise, their line is that an adult has every right to go off without telling their family.’

‘Prue mentioned searches, but perhaps it was the family who organized them; I’ll ask Mrs Harris. If I ever meet her, that is,’ she added, catching his amused glance.

Tom Parish stood at the window of his flat taking deep breaths, his fingers prodding experimentally at his chest. Though he’d previously had two heart scares, it was a year since the most recent, and he couldn’t recall the exact symptoms. God, this was all he needed! He and Catherine were flying to Portugal next week.

The doorbell sounded. That would be her now. Rather than going down to meet her, as he usually did, he pressed the buzzer and listened to her ascending footsteps.

‘Tom?’ There was a note of anxiety in her voice.

He turned from the window, forcing a smile. ‘Good morning, my love.’

She came quickly towards him, scanning his face. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit pale.’

‘I feel a bit pale. Indigestion, probably.’

Her voice sharpened. ‘You’ve a chest pain?’

‘Not a pain; just a little... discomfort.’

She took his arm. ‘Come on – you’re coming with me.’

‘What’s the hurry?’ he protested. ‘Surely we’ve time for a coffee before—’

‘Forget the shopping trip. We’re off to A&E.’

‘Oh now look, Catherine, there’s no need for that! It’s—’

‘With your history, there’s every need.’

‘Then let me give Ben a ring.’ Ben Pierce was their GP and a family friend.

‘Better to go straight to the hospital; time could be
all-important. Now don’t argue, there’s a love. This is non-negotiable.’

He sighed, allowing himself to be led down the stairs and out to her waiting car. Guild Street when they reached it was thronged with Saturday shoppers – they should have been among them, he thought in frustration – and their progress was slowed by congested traffic.

‘I feel OK now,’ he said hopefully.

‘As in toothache vanishing when you see the dentist. Sorry, won’t wash. I want someone to have a good look at you.’

At last they were turning into Alban Road and, within minutes, the entrance to the Royal County. Catherine pulled up at the door.

‘You go and sign yourself in. I’ll park the car and be with you in a minute.’

Reluctantly, since he’d no option, Tom did as she said.

‘Hello, Gorgeous!’

‘Dominic!’ Lindsey took the phone over to the sofa and curled up with it. ‘Where are you?’

‘Still in Athens, unfortunately. I’d hoped to be on my way home by now, but there’s a contract still to be finalized and the signatory’s not available till Monday.’

‘So you’ll be back then?’

‘All being well. What have you been up to?’

‘Fairly busy at the office, otherwise not a lot. I’m lunching with Rona and Max tomorrow.’

‘Give them my best. The four of us should get together sometime.’

Lindsey’s heart lifted. Neither Max nor her parents had met Dominic as yet, and Rona only briefly. She’d been chary of suggesting he ‘meet the family’ till she was more sure of him.

‘That would be great,’ she said.

‘In the meantime, I’ll phone as soon as I land, and if I’m home in reasonable time, I’ll send the car for you. All right?’

‘Great,’ she said again. It was still a novelty to be chauffeur-driven everywhere in Dominic’s Daimler.

‘See you soon, angel.’ And he rang off. He never indulged in long telephone conversations, Lindsey thought regretfully; if he did, it might make his frequent absences more bearable.

She leant back against the cushions, letting her eyes move round the room with a now-familiar sense of dissatisfaction. Although she’d bought the flat nearly four years ago, it was still furnished with pieces she and Hugh had chosen together, and split between them when they parted. They were no longer to her taste, and what she’d really like to do was throw everything out and start again from scratch.

Damn it, she thought impatiently, she could still see Hugh sitting in the chairs, which had been disconcerting to say the least when she was with Jonathan. Dominic had not as yet set foot here, and she realized suddenly that she didn’t want him to until it was refurbished. Time, then, to put an end to vague discontent and do something about it. Redecoration would be the first step; the walls throughout were the bland magnolia slapped on by the builders, but thankfully the carpet, a nubbly oatmeal throughout, was still in good condition and would go with any colour scheme. And, by a stroke of luck, two of her friends ran a decorating service; they’d be able to advise her.

Fired with sudden enthusiasm, Lindsey swung her feet to the floor, retrieved a pad and pencil from the bureau, and began a methodical survey of her home.

Tom’s heart and chest had been listened to, his blood pressure taken, and after an ECG and blood test, he’d been sent on his way with a bottle of aspirin and a spray to use if his symptoms recurred. Angina, he was told, but nothing too serious.

‘A waste of time,’ he remarked, dropping into his usual chair in Catherine’s sitting room. ‘I told you it would be.’

‘On the contrary; we now know what was wrong, and can take steps accordingly. We couldn’t have gone away with that hanging over us.’

‘Talking of which, we still have those last-minute things to buy.’

‘And we’ve Monday and Tuesday in which to get them.’ She smiled at him. ‘Admit it: what’s really bugging you is the time deducted from our weekend.’ Although they habitually spent Saturdays together, on Sundays Catherine drove to Cricklehurst, to visit her son and daughter-in-law.

He grinned shamefacedly. ‘Am I that transparent?’

‘Yes, but you can relax on that score, too. You need a quiet weekend, and I intend to see you get it.’ And, in answer to his questioning look, she added, ‘I phoned Daniel from the hospital, to say I wouldn’t be over tomorrow.’

‘But that means you won’t see them for three weeks,’ Tom protested, trying to hide his pleasure. ‘Think how many pounds Alice will have gained! You’ll hardly recognize her!’

Catherine laughed. ‘You can mock. Just wait till you have a grandchild.’

‘A chance would be a fine thing. I despair of my daughters.’

‘Then you can share Alice. She’ll be your step-granddaughter, once we’re married.’

He held out a hand to her. ‘Seriously, are you sure about this? I’d be perfectly all right, you know.’

‘I’m sure you would,’ she replied, giving it a squeeze, ‘but you gave me a fright and I want us to have a normal day together, with no hospital visits.’

‘Me too,’ he said, ‘but promise me one thing.’

‘Not to tell the girls?’ She’d invited Rona and Lindsey to supper the following Tuesday, on the eve of their departure. Max, of course, would be at his evening class.

‘Got it in one.’

‘All right, I promise. Now, we’ve spent quite long enough discussing your health, Tom Parish; let’s have another look at that hotel brochure.’

Sunday was warm and sunny, and the little walled garden the perfect place for pre-lunch drinks.

‘This is the life!’ Lindsey declared. ‘What could be better than sitting in the sun, G and T in hand, with the gorgeous smell of roast beef wafting over us?’

‘Almost like being back in Italy,’ Avril remarked happily, ‘especially with the paving and all the containers.’ She and Lindsey had spent ten days there the previous month, an arrangement made, to Lindsey’s chagrin, just before she and Dominic came together, and he’d proposed a holiday in South Africa – a proposal that, having necessarily been postponed, had so far not been rescheduled.

Max glanced at his watch; still fifteen minutes till the meal would require attention. ‘So, what’s everyone been doing since we last met?’ he asked.

Lindsey drained her glass and put it on the table, shaking her head as he mimed a top-up. ‘I’ve decided to revamp the flat,’ she said. ‘New colour-scheme, new furniture, new curtains. The lot.’

‘You said you’d like to, when we looked round Willows’,’ Rona remarked. Willows’ Fine Furniture, the emporium on Guild Street, was the last local firm whose history she’d researched. ‘I didn’t realize you were serious.’

‘I probably wasn’t, then, but the idea’s been growing on me. I thought I’d ask Nina and Nicole for suggestions.’

‘It’ll cost you,’ Max said shrewdly.

‘Well, I’ve nothing else to spend my hard-earned cash on, and I’m sure they’d give me a discount.’

‘What will you do with the things you have?’ Rona asked.

‘Send them for auction. Anything they fetch can go towards the new stuff.’

‘I sometimes wish I could do that,’ Avril remarked.

Rona and Lindsey exchanged a worried glance. Selfishly, they preferred ‘home’ to remain the same, even though they no longer lived there.

‘But it’s perfect for you, surely?’ Rona said tentatively. ‘Especially since the alterations you had done, before taking in lodgers. En suite and everything.’

At the thought of Sarah, Avril’s face clouded; had Guy broached the difficult subject yet?

‘Mum?’ Lindsey’s voice reached her. ‘Is something wrong?’

Avril shook herself. ‘No, no. At least, I hope not.’

‘What do you mean, you hope not?’

She hesitated, then made up her mind. ‘It’s just that Sarah’s father and I saw quite a lot of each other during the summer, and we’re wondering how she’ll react when she finds out. He’s... intending to tell her this weekend.’

‘But Mum, that’s wonderful!’ Rona exclaimed. ‘It’s about time you had some fun!’

‘Certainly is!’ Lindsey confirmed. ‘Isn’t he the one we saw at the Clarendon?’

Avril nodded, her face colouring. ‘It’s... not really serious, or anything. Just that we enjoy each other’s company. I knew you two would understand,’ she added in a burst of gratitude, ‘but Sarah’s reaction’s not as easy to predict. She’s had her father to herself all her life.’

‘But she’s not living at home now,’ Rona objected. ‘And didn’t you say she has a boyfriend?’

‘She has, yes.’

‘I’m sure she’ll be fine about it,’ Max said firmly. ‘It sounds an excellent arrangement.’ He turned to Rona. ‘We’ve heard your sister’s and your mother’s news, darling. Are you going to tell them yours?’

Avril and Lindsey looked at her expectantly.

‘Nothing’s settled yet,’ she said defensively.

‘But?’ Lindsey prompted.

‘I’ve been asked to do another bio.’

‘So that was what Prue wanted!’

‘I still haven’t decided...’ Rona’s voice tailed off, and, catching Max’s smiling glance, she knew it was no longer true. ‘Well, perhaps I have,’ she amended.

‘So who is it?’ demanded Avril.

‘The artist, Elspeth Wilding.’

‘Well, she’s certainly a big name,’ Lindsey remarked. ‘Well done, sis.’

‘You say you’ve been asked,’ Avril said. ‘Does that mean you didn’t choose her yourself?’

‘No, her sister approached my publishers.’

‘Hang on,’ Lindsey broke in. ‘Wasn’t there something funny about her? I seem to remember—’

‘She disappeared,’ Rona said bluntly. ‘About eighteen months ago.’

Avril looked puzzled. ‘She’s still alive, then? I thought you usually—’

‘We hope she is,’ Max put in. ‘But part of her sister’s reason for approaching Rona is because she’s also known for solving mysteries.’

Lindsey sat back. ‘Uh-oh.’

‘All I’m committing myself to,’ Rona said firmly, ‘is the bio. I am not – repeat not – going out of my way to solve any mystery. If something surfaces during normal research, fair enough, but I’m certainly not digging for it.’

‘Well, just be careful, dear,’ Avril said uneasily. ‘You’ve given us enough frights over the last year or two.’ She glanced involuntarily at the high wall between their garden and that next door.

Max, intercepting it, said, ‘The Furnesses are coming back, did Rona tell you?’

Avril brightened. ‘Permanently?’

‘Not immediately, but they want to look over the house with a view to modernizing it, and in the process erasing any reminders of... past occupants.’ He glanced at Lindsey. ‘More work for your friends at Double N, perhaps.’ He got to his feet. ‘Excuse me – time to make the gravy. Lunch in ten minutes, ladies.’

‘Good morning, Eddie.’

‘Dear girl! Have you reached a decision?’

‘Yes, I’ll go for it. It would be foolish not to; it’s bound to attract a lot of interest.’

‘My thinking exactly. Fine, I’ll get on to Prue and come back to you with her offer. Then, once the contract’s signed, you can approach the family.’

The die was cast, Rona thought fancifully as she put down the phone; she only hoped she wouldn’t come to regret it. In the meantime, she should warn Barnie Trent, the features editor, that she’d be taking a sabbatical from Chiltern Life.

‘So you’re returning to your first love?’ he observed, when she’d explained the position. ‘Well, I’m glad for you, though obviously sorry we’ll be losing you, at least for a while. As you know, your series have proved very popular.’

‘I’ve enjoyed doing them, and part of me wants to continue, but it was always an interim arrangement; I’ve carried on longer than I should – sheer laziness, really.’

‘We’re running the Willows one next month. I suppose, as it turns out, it’ll be your last in that series?’

‘Probably, but in any case I’ve covered most of the firms eligible.’

‘Well, despite the hiatus on the business side, we still have the social. Dinah was saying the other day it was some time since she’d seen you. I’ll get her to give you a call.’

‘That would be great. Thanks, Barnie.’

‘And good luck in the meantime,’ he said.

‘Avril.’

‘Oh, Guy, you’ve been on my mind all weekend! How did it go?’

‘Sarah’s left the house?’

‘Yes, five minutes ago. She’s been pretty... monosyllabic.’

‘I thought she might be. Look, I have to come over this morning. Can we meet for lunch?’

‘Yes, yes, of course, but I’m at the library till one. Will that be too late?’

‘No, but it’ll save time if I come out to you.’ Belmont, the suburb where she lived, was a twenty-minute drive from Marsborough. ‘Where do you suggest we meet?’

Avril thought for a moment. ‘The Jolly Wagoner, in the High Street?’

‘No chance of running into my daughter?’ She heard the smile in his voice.

‘I doubt if the school encourages lunchtime drinking.’

‘Right, I’ll be there at one, and bag us a table. See you then.’

It didn’t sound as though their news had been well received, Avril thought anxiously, as she shrugged on her coat and let herself out of the house. The local library, where she worked part-time, was within walking distance, as, for that matter, was the primary school where Sarah taught – the reason she’d chosen to come to Avril. Oh dear, she did so hope it would be all right. But there was no point in worrying; Guy would put her in the picture soon enough.

Lindsey had taken a packed lunch to work, and ate it hastily at her desk, a weather eye on the door. It was not a practice approved of at Chase Mortimer, particularly among the partners, and one she seldom engaged in. Today, however, she’d an important errand to see to, and, having dusted the crumbs off her lap and disposed of the evidence, she left the office and set off in the direction of Double N.

She had known Nicole and Nina since schooldays, and even then they’d been interested in art and design. After obtaining their degrees, they’d set up a small business together, which, in succeeding years, had continued to flourish, until they now owned handsome premises on Guild Street, offering a complete personal service with a wide range of options.

Lindsey pushed open the door and went inside, pausing to take stock of the Aladdin’s cave around her. Materials and fabrics of every kind hung suspended in a riot of colour down the length of the shop – brocades, velvets, chintzes, soft furnishings, plain, patterned, rough and smooth. To her left stood a row of sloping stands bearing a dozen or so wallpaper books; two of the high stools in front of them were occupied.

A smiling salesgirl approached her. ‘Can I help you, madam?’

‘I’d like a word with the proprietors, please.’

‘If I could have your name, I’ll see if they’re available?’

‘Lindsey!’

She turned, to see Nicole Standing hurrying towards her. ‘How are you? I haven’t seen you for ages!’ She nodded at the assistant. ‘It’s all right, Deirdre, I’ll see to this.’

‘Actually,’ Lindsey said, ‘I’m in search of professional advice.’

‘Then come into the office and tell me about it.’

The room at the back of the premises looked, to Lindsey’s mind, more like a sitting room than a workplace, furnished as it was with easy chairs and sofa as well as the obligatory desk.

‘Look who’s here!’ Nicole carolled as they went in.

Nina Martin looked up from a sheaf of papers, her face breaking into a smile. ‘Lindsey – hello! How are things?’

‘In need of a make-over,’ Lindsey replied. ‘On the home front, at least. I’ve decided to scrap everything and start again.’

‘Then you’ve come to the right place.’ Nicole went to a coffee percolator and poured out three cups.

‘So what’s the first step?’ Lindsey asked, seating herself on the sofa and accepting her coffee. ‘Do you have a selection of brochures to look at, or do I just go through the fabulous materials out there and select something?’

‘We do have brochures, yes, but we usually start by coming to your home to take measurements, while you give us a rough idea of what you have in mind.’

‘That’s just it – I haven’t anything, beyond clearing everything out. The flat’s quite modern, so I’d like a contemporary feel, but at the moment it’s all so bland. I want to change that – make it a statement about me!’

Nina laughed. ‘That could be tricky! You say you’re ditching the lot – does that include furniture?’

‘Except for the odd piece, yes. Thankfully the carpets are OK, but I’ll be wanting new curtains, bedspreads, cushions, furniture. A total make-over.’

‘Obviously, we’ll be more than happy to oblige. How many rooms are we talking about?’

‘Sitting room, two bedrooms, and the hall, stairs and landing. Not that it’s really a hall, just a tiny entrance before the stairs begin. The kitchen and both bathrooms are fine.’

‘You’ve saved yourself several thousand there!’

‘So the first step is for you to come round and measure?’

‘That’s right. We can fix a time now, if you like.’ Nina went to the desk and brought back an appointments diary.

‘I’m afraid it’ll have to be an evening or weekend,’ Lindsey said apologetically. ‘I can’t take time off work at the moment.’

‘No problem. How about this evening?’

Lindsey hesitated. Dominic was hoping to be back...

‘Or tomorrow?’ Nina suggested, glancing at the diary.

‘Sorry, no, I’m out tomorrow. Better make it Wednesday, if that’s all right? After six thirty?’

‘Wednesday it is.’

Lindsey leant back and drew a deep breath. ‘I can hardly wait!’ she said.

Avril saw him as soon as she entered the pub, and he raised a hand in greeting, standing up as she reached him to give her a quick kiss.

‘As you see, it’s pretty busy; I suggest we order our food straight away, then we can settle down to talk. What do you fancy?’

They opted for salmon fishcakes, and Guy fought his way to the bar to order them, returning minutes later with a tankard of beer and a glass of white wine.

‘So?’ Avril enquired, almost as soon as he’d seated himself. ‘What happened?’

He lifted his tankard in a toast, and drank deeply before setting it down again.

‘She was totally unreasonable,’ he said then, his face hard. ‘Accused me of putting her in “an untenable position”, if you please. Damn it, her mother died when she was a baby; she can’t resent you on her behalf. All these years I’ve been there for her, and barely looked—’

‘But that’s just it,’ Avril interrupted. ‘As you say, all these years there’ve been just the two of you, totally self-sufficient. It’s understandable that she should resent someone else coming on the scene.’

‘No, Avril, it’s not understandable! She’s not a child, for God’s sake. She’s simply being unforgivably selfish.’

There was a pause, while they both reflected on what had been said.

‘In a way,’ Avril mused, ‘it’s a pity it started while she was abroad – behind her back, as it might seem. If she’d been around, seeing it unfold gradually, it wouldn’t have come as a shock – a fait accompli.’ She looked down at her glass, forcing herself to say what she’d prepared, but prayed would not be necessary.

‘Guy, the last thing I want is to come between you and Sarah. Might it be best if we just...’ She stumbled to a halt, aware of his sudden stillness.

‘Just what?’

‘Let it go?’ she finished miserably.

There was a pulsating silence. Then he said harshly, ‘Is that what you want?’

She reached impulsively for his hand. ‘Of course not! It’s been wonderful these last few months.’

He gripped her hand in both his. ‘It’s not what I want, either. Rightly or wrongly, I’ve started to hope that – well, when your divorce comes through...’ He gave his head an impatient shake. ‘Anyway, be that as it may, I’ve no intention of letting that selfish little minx come between us. I love her dearly, but perhaps I’ve been guilty of spoiling her, letting her think only her wishes count. Dammit, she has a boyfriend – it’s quite likely they’ll marry before long. Then what am I supposed to do?’

He sighed, adding more calmly, ‘I want to keep the peace with her, Avril, of course I do, but she’s not going to dictate how I lead my life.’

Avril’s mind was spinning. This was the closest he’d come to hinting at a future together and she knew, beyond doubt, it was what she wanted above all. But at the cost of severance from his daughter? She moistened her lips, trying to be reasonable.

‘Is it me she objects to, do you think, or would it be the same with anyone?’

‘How could she object to you?’ he demanded. ‘You’ve been kindness itself, even giving her advice that time she fell out with Clive. No, what she can’t take is the thought of not being the sole object of my affections. Well, I’m sorry, but she’ll have to lump it.’

He looked up at her. ‘Did you tell your two?’

She nodded.

‘And?’

‘Well, they were... pleased for me. But there’s no reason why they shouldn’t be,’ she added quickly. ‘After all, Tom has someone else. We’ve all... moved on.’

‘Exactly,’ Guy said grimly. ‘And that’s just what I intend to do.’
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