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PROLOGUE

Friday, April 8th, 1921

Maude stared at the letter in her hand. Did she recognize the handwriting? She didn’t think so. The envelope looked cheap.

Her Aunt Biddy glanced across at her from the far side of the kitchen table. ‘What’s wrong, Maudie love?’

‘Nothing, probably, but . . .’ As her voice trailed off she held up the letter for her aunt’s inspection, took up a knife and slit the envelope. Withdrawing the single sheet she unfolded it and began to read aloud.

‘Dear Mrs Brent, I shall be attending promptly at four thirty, Friday, for the interview . . . That’s today!’ She glanced nervously at the clock on the dresser. Ten past two. Plenty of time.

‘What’s today? What’s happening?’

‘That’s just it – I don’t know.’ She read on. ‘. . . and look forward to meeting you. Your husband assures me that I will suit and, if that proves to be the case, I look forward to a satisfying relationship. Yours faithfully, Alice Crewe.’

Biddy Cope, a comfortably round figure in a voluminous apron, was as baffled as her niece. ‘Alice Crewe?’ she repeated. She stopped rolling pastry and looked thoughtful. ‘Do we know an Alice Crewe?’

‘I certainly don’t but Lionel obviously does. “I will suit.” Suit what exactly?’ She frowned. ‘What on earth does it mean?’

‘I once knew an Alan Crewe but that was years ago. Or was it Arnold? Could be a relation of this Alice . . . Or maybe it was Adrian Crewe. Oh dear! My wretched memory. No! Adrian Trew. That was it.’ She smiled. ‘He worked in Grandfather’s emporium. Nice curly hair . . . He could sell anything, that man. Father used to say he’d sell ice to the Eskimos!’

‘It could be an April Fool’s trick from Lionel – you know what he’s like! But if so it’s a week late.’

‘Last week he sent you that so-called declaration of love – “eyes so green” . . . “your hair’s dark sheen” . . . Some such nonsense.’ She laughed at the memory. ‘He’d disguised his handwriting but you still guessed it was him. But your face when you first read it!’

‘Lionel’s such an innocent.’ Maude rolled her eyes in mock despair. ‘I wonder if he’ll ever grow up!’ She read the letter aloud again, frowning.

Her aunt’s initial fear had faded. ‘Whatever it is, if she’s expecting to be interviewed, it must be possible for you to turn her down. You don’t think he’s hiring staff, do you, because I can manage perfectly on my own.’ Alarm flickered in her eyes. ‘I don’t want any flibbertigibbet girl in my kitchen, getting under my feet and muddling me all up!’

Maude nodded and smiled reassuringly but her aunt’s words had dismayed her. Biddy, a spinster, had lived with her family for as long as she could remember and had acted as an unpaid housekeeper – not because the family had demanded her services but because she loved to be busy and to feel useful. Latterly, however, she had started to become a little vague and Lionel had commented on this once or twice.

‘I don’t think he would hire anyone without consulting me first,’ said Maude.

‘But that’s just what he is doing, by the sound of things.’ Her aunt sat down on a nearby stool and regarded Maude with wide eyes, suddenly fearful. ‘It’s because I burned the rock cakes yesterday.’

‘Of course it isn’t!’ Maude tutted impatiently. ‘Rock cakes are supposed to be a bit on the rocky side – yours were a bit too crunchy, that’s all. We scraped off the burned bits and they were fine. Anyway, how could he have organized this Alice person so quickly? She’d hardly have had time to write the letter, let alone post it!’

Biddy was still worried. ‘But if it is about me . . . it might be a maid or a cook.’

‘Then I’ll send her away. It will be that simple, I promise you. But Lionel will be home before she arrives and all will be revealed.’ She glanced round before leaving to take one of her frequent walks to Folkestone beach to feed scraps to the gulls that congregated there when there were no fishing boats to offer richer pickings. The bolder birds could be rather alarming but Maude was used to them and enjoyed their noisy clatter. ‘What are you making?’ she asked her aunt.

Biddy brightened. ‘I thought I’d do a Bakewell tart,’ she said eagerly. ‘I came across some ground almonds I’d forgotten about so I thought I’d use them up. It’s Lionel’s favourite, Bakewell tart.’

It wasn’t, but Maude had been brought up not to contradict her elders and she didn’t want to argue with her aunt.

She said, ‘I’ll take Primmy with me and hope we don’t meet any large black dogs. Primmy hates them! I’m always having to apologize to the dogs’ owners for the way she behaves.’

Ten minutes later Maude set off for her walk, warmly wrapped in a tweed skirt and jacket and matching beret, and carrying some scraps of bread for the seagulls. It was already early spring and today the weather was fine but Lionel insisted that she took no chances. He lived in fear of her catching a chill and she understood his anxiety and tried not to fret at his well-meant restrictions. She had caught a cold when she was fifteen, which had developed into a severe bout of pneumonia and congestion of the lungs. In fact for several days she had been seriously ill and had hovered between life and death but had mercifully survived.

As soon as Lionel heard the account from her aunt he had become over-anxious about a possible recurrence and Maude was ‘confined to bed’ for the mornings until eleven o’clock when she rose, washed and dressed in time to go downstairs for lunch. It was irksome being treated like a semi-invalid but Maude had become used to it during her year-long marriage, and her aunt played her part by bringing breakfast on a tray and doing most of the cooking.

The house was built on rising ground overlooking Folkestone harbour and the walk to the beach took around fifteen minutes. Maude paused for a few moments to watch the queue of eager passengers waiting to board the boat that would take them across to Boulogne. She and Lionel had made the trip once, on their honeymoon, but Maude had been queasy in the slight swell and had not enjoyed the sensation of being away from firm ground. Although the return journey was smoother, she had been extremely pleased to see Folkestone reappearing through the mist when they returned.

Today she stood on the beach feeding the raucous gulls while Primmy raced up and down across the shingle in search of something to carry home as a prize. Last time it had been a dead seagull, which the dog refused to surrender. Slowly Maude made her way down to the water’s edge and watched the small boats bobbing at anchor on the incoming tide – a sight she usually found very relaxing. Now, however, Maude’s thoughts were anxious and centred on the mysterious Miss Crewe.

Moving further along the beach she met and spoke to Tom Wheeler, the deckchair attendant, about the programme of Sunday morning music promised for the bandstand.

When she finally turned to retrace her steps she spotted Lionel hurrying towards her across the shingle, waving to catch her attention. Instinctively, at the sight of him, a smile lit up her face.

Lionel was a slim, handsome man, with fair hair and a moustache – he was as fair as she was dark. His eyes were hazel while hers were blue-green. His hair was fine and fair and well-behaved and he wore it fashionably parted in the middle. Hers was dark chestnut, curly and often unruly. As soon as he reached her, Lionel gave her a fierce hug.

‘Mrs Brent, I believe!’ he said with a grin – his usual greeting.

‘Mr Brent. Fancy meeting you!’

‘It’s a small world.’ He kissed her, and slipped an arm through hers as they began the walk back. ‘Have you forgiven me – for the surprise?’

‘The letter, you mean? No I haven’t. You’ve given us cause for concern. What on earth are you up to?’

‘I knew if I suggested it you’d say no so I thought I’d surprise you, but I think you’ll like each other and I do want you to give her a chance.’

‘If she’s to help Aunt Biddy the answer will be a definite no, I’m afraid. She’d hate—’

‘It’s not exactly for her benefit, dearest, it’s for you. You need care and your aunt is getting older and rather frail. She’s doing much too much and Alice will ease her burden by looking after you.’

‘But I don’t need looking after, Lionel,’ she protested. ‘You make too much fuss of me. I’m perfectly healthy. Ask the doctor if you don’t believe me. The pneumonia was years ago! If I can survive that, I can survive anything!’ She glanced down at the dog and groaned. ‘Oh no, Primmy! What have you found?’

Ignoring her comment, Primmy trotted proudly beside Lionel carrying part of a dead crab.

Lionel looked annoyed at the interruption. ‘I disagree, Maude. You’re very brave and you make light of your frailty but I’m your husband and I intend to protect you from yourself, whether you like it or not.’ He smiled suddenly. ‘Where would I be without you?’

His smile disarmed her as it always did. Maude knew she was loved and Lionel was the centre of her world. If anything happened to him, she would be devastated. If anything happened to her she knew it would break his heart.

He went on eagerly. ‘If the two of you like each other, and I know you will, she will live in and be a companion for you. And before you say you don’t need one, I must remind you that for most of the week while I’m at work, you have no-one to talk to except an elderly lady who is becoming distinctly doddery and likes to spend all her time cooking! I love your aunt dearly – you know I do – but look at the quality of your conversations, Maude.’

‘My conversations? What d’you mean?’

‘How often do you discuss art or books or the state of the theatre? When do you discuss the state of Europe . . . or the winner of the Nobel prize?’

‘How often do you discuss them?’ Her tone was indignant.

‘Frequently at my club. I’m not criticizing you, Maude. I’m simply afraid that your world is much narrower than it should be. You’re a very intelligent woman.’

In spite of herself, Maude still felt slighted by his comments. ‘So is this Alice person constantly watching the operas at Covent Garden . . . or reading The Lancet for the latest medical discoveries?’ Maude glanced up at his face and recognized the determined set of his jaw. Her husband could be hard to move when he had set his heart on something and now it seemed it was Alice Crewe. She changed her line of attack. ‘Isn’t a companion rather old-fashioned, Lionel? I mean, aren’t they intended for elderly widows or spinsters? I’m young and I’m hale and hearty and—’

‘You are nothing of the kind, Maude. But you’re right in one respect. Miss Crewe was exactly that – a companion to an elderly widow who has just died. The poor young woman was at her wits’ end with nowhere to go and Barlowe at the gallery was asking if anyone needed a governess or a companion. I thought of you.’ He held up a hand to forestall her objections. ‘The fact is I think we could take the pressure off Biddy. Miss Crewe could run up and down for you more easily than your aunt and you would have someone more your own age to talk to.’

They left the beach and started back along the road while Maude tried to think of further reasons why Alice Crewe should go elsewhere. The fact was she was becoming intrigued in spite of her initial objections.

Lionel said, ‘The old lady travelled widely and she must have talked to Miss Crewe about her earlier life. I’m sure you’ll find her interesting to talk to.’ He took a quick glance at her face and added, ‘There’s something else. She doesn’t cook!’

They both laughed and Maude relaxed and punched his arm playfully. ‘That’s not nice!’ She decided not to mention the Bakewell tart. Lionel was always complaining that the lighter puddings he preferred – stewed fruit, jelly or ice cream – rarely appeared on the table. Instead pies, steamed puddings and hearty fruit crumbles were carried in relentlessly by a beaming Aunt Biddy, who made certain that none of it was ever left.

As they came in sight of Fairways, their house, Maude sighed. She could see that her kind-hearted husband was hoping to offer the unfortunate Miss Crewe a new home and a job. He had convinced himself that he would be helping his delicate wife. They had four bedrooms so they could easily accommodate her. Maude could not object on that score but, still wary of the project, she felt there must be a way out of the dilemma, if only she could find it. She said no more on the subject but before they reached home Maude had made a decision. Bringing a stranger into their small household was a risk she was not prepared to take. Reluctantly she was going to disappoint her husband. Alice Crewe would not be joining them.

In fact, Alice Crewe was not at all what Maude had expected and as they sat down together in the elegantly furnished sitting room, she was forced to make an immediate reassessment. Several inches shorter than Maude, Miss Crewe was a friendly, bubbly person with surprising warmth. She reminded Maude of a cheerful gypsy in her dark-red skirt and white jacket. Her neat straw hat was decorated with dark-red ribbon. Only her sensible shoes suggested that she might previously have been someone’s paid companion.

‘Of course I miss the poor Mrs Patterson, the funny old dear,’ Miss Crewe confessed with disarming honesty, referring to the death of her former employer. ‘But four years is a long time and pushing a Bath chair to and fro along The Leas twice a day was hard work. And not very exciting, to be frank. I read to her from the Bible first thing in the morning and last thing at night.’ She leaned forward confidingly. ‘She was dear soul but, considering her wandering past, strangely terrified to step outside the routine she had devised for herself. It probably made her feel secure. Probably felt more vulnerable as she grew older.’

‘Were you the only other person in her life?’ Maude asked curiously.

‘No. There was a Mrs Hacket who came in each day and prepared meals for us. Not breakfast but a simple cooked lunch, mostly steamed fish and mashed potatoes, and the inevitable sandwiches for tea.’ Her rueful smile faded abruptly. ‘Am I talking too much?’

Maude smiled. ‘Not at all. I’m interested. So you haven’t travelled yourself?’

‘Oh no. We did go to Italy once for a holiday but she was very nervous and rather critical of the hotel and its staff. I got the impression she had once been used to better things. She did most of her travelling before she needed me. “Globetrotting” she called it. She was troubled by arthritis in her hips towards the end and was forced to give up her wanderings.’

‘May I ask how old you are, Miss Crewe?’

‘Twenty-three last time I counted!’ She looked round the room. ‘I thought there was a dog. I’m not allergic to dogs or anything.’

‘Primmy is almost certainly sulking in the kitchen with Aunt Biddy because we’ve thrown away a dead crab she found on the beach. She’s a rather wild cross terrier “of dubious extraction” – my husband’s description – but she knows that all tasty titbits come from my aunt. She spends too much time in the kitchen, I fear.’

‘I understand you’re a semi-invalid.’

‘Oh no! Certainly not!’ Maud rolled her eyes. ‘I assure you I’m not!’

‘Mr Brent used the word “delicate”. He says you have to stay in bed until eleven each morning. I thought . . .’

‘That’s my husband’s idea but I don’t always obey the rule!’ She rolled her eyes humorously. ‘He thinks I do and that’s what matters. I was once very ill and was near to death but I’m perfectly fit now. Mr Brent, however, worries about my health and insists that I take life slowly and carefully . . .’ She tailed off and shrugged.

‘I suppose he means well. I mean, he obviously has your best interests at heart.’

‘I’m sure he does. He’s a wonderful husband. I’m very fortunate.’ Suddenly Maude felt that Miss Crewe, being single, might think she was gloating so she searched for a new topic. ‘What is your health record, Miss Crewe?’

Miss Crewe grinned and her round face crinkled and her dark button-black eyes shone with mischief. ‘I’m as tough as old boots – or so Mrs Patterson claimed. I told her, “I have to be tough to push that Bath chair of yours!”’

Maude was trying hard to be rational about the woman. Alice Crewe seemed very open, had a sense of humour and in many ways seemed very suitable for the job Lionel wanted Maude to offer her. True, she was the sort of woman Maude would like as a friend – but did she want her as a companion? A friend would come and go. A companion would be permanent. Did she want a stranger hovering around her all the time?

‘What are your interests?’ she asked. ‘There would be plenty of time when I would want to be alone. What would you find to do here? It’s a far cry from London with all the theatres and art galleries. Apart from the sea and the ferries coming and going to France—’

‘I’ve never been to a theatre but Folkestone has a few, doesn’t it, and I read a lot of books. I’m also very keen on learning chess. The dear old soul taught me the basic moves. Do you play?’

‘Not really. I have a chess set that belonged to my father. He intended to teach me but then he was killed – and my mother died of a broken heart. That’s what the doctor said.’

‘When was that?’

‘About eighteen months ago. My father was a well-known artist – you may have heard of him. Arnold Cope. As their only child I inherited this house and I still have many of his paintings stored in the cellar where it’s cool and a few more in the attic or tucked away under the stairs.’

‘I’d love to see some of them,’ Miss Crewe said eagerly. ‘I don’t know much about art but I might learn something.’

Surprised, Maude frowned. ‘Actually, my husband thought you were quite well informed about art and music.’

‘Oh! Did he?’ She looked startled. ‘I–I suppose I may have exaggerated a bit,’ she confessed. ‘I was so keen to be considered for the job.’

Maude laughed. She found the young woman’s candour refreshing. ‘It doesn’t matter, Miss Crewe. As for the paintings – I sell them quite regularly, mostly through the Barlowe Gallery in London in which, since my father’s death, I now have a fifty per cent financial interest. Since our marriage my husband spends a great deal of his time promoting the gallery in different ways.’

‘It sounds interesting work.’

‘It is but it’s not work as such. He isn’t employed but does it for the pleasure of it – and to help me, of course. He genuinely enjoys it. He says it has opened up a new world for him. He helps Mr Barlowe mount the exhibitions, which we do regularly, and also travels widely to seek out new artists who we might ask to exhibit. He’s away from home quite a lot, actually.’

‘So you don’t only sell your father’s paintings.’

‘No, we don’t, but my father was very well respected and his work is still very much in demand, thank goodness.’ She decided to match Miss Crewe’s honesty and added, ‘They provide a useful income.’

‘Your husband told me a little about your parents. It must have been terrible to be left alone like that.’

Maude shook her head at the memories. ‘But shortly after they died I met Lionel and we were married. It was what is called a whirlwind courtship but I’ve had no regrets. We’re very happy.’

‘It all sounds very romantic. So where did you actually meet?’

‘Through the Barlowe Gallery! Lionel bought one of my father’s paintings and was so impressed he asked if he could come down here to Folkestone to see more of his work.’ She smiled at the memory.

They were silent for a few seconds and then Maude heard herself asking about Alice’s former pay and conditions – how many hours she worked a week, what accommodation she expected and what time had been allowed by her previous employer for a holiday.

‘I shall discuss these terms with my husband and my aunt,’ Maude told Alice. ‘But you must understand that nothing is actually settled. Mr Brent has surprised me with this idea and I need time to think it over. We’ll write and let you know our decision.’

Later, when she talked to Lionel, he continued to encourage her acceptance of the plan. ‘You don’t have to employ her, dearest,’ he told her, ‘but I confess I will be seriously disappointed if you don’t. I shall feel so much happier if you have someone like Alice to keep you company. I have given this a great deal of thought and to me she seems to be ideal and would fit in well here.’

Maude smiled. ‘If it were up to Aunt Biddy she’d get the job. Before Miss Crewe left, the three of us sat a while over a cup of tea and she told us that she has a weakness for food of all kinds but especially cakes and pastries! My aunt now thinks of her as a very discerning young woman.’

‘So she did impress you, Maude? I thought she would.’

‘Except that she had rather deceived you, Lionel, about her familiarity with the arts. Or did you deceive me?’ She laughed. ‘She’s never been to the opera in her life and knows nothing about art or music!’

He held up his hands by way of a defence. ‘Oh! Poor Miss Crewe. I dare say most people lie at interviews . . . and maybe it was me that exaggerated. I thought she’d make a lively, cheerful friend for you, Maude. Please don’t upset me by saying I was wrong.’

Looking thoughtful, Maude still weighed the arguments in her mind.

Lionel went on, ‘I would want her to have her own rooms. That is, a room as well as the bedroom. It would have to be the box room next to her bedroom but we could make it cosy. A shelf for her books, maybe, a small table and a comfortable chair. That way she needn’t share our space all the time.’

‘I should hope not, Lionel,’ Maude said quickly. ‘She isn’t going to be one of the family. I mean, we’re not adopting her. She will want to be on her own some of the time but . . . but available at others. At least, I imagine that’s how it works.’

‘Whatever you say, Maude. She can certainly have the box room.’

Maude nodded. ‘Primmy liked her, too.’

He rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. ‘Oh well, if the dog approves . . .!’

‘Stop it, Lionel! You know what I mean. Maybe we should offer her a probationary period. Say two months to see how everything works out. Then if I don’t enjoy her being here or . . . or she doesn’t fit in . . .’ She shrugged. ‘She goes.’ Suddenly her eyes widened. ‘Oh dear! I forgot to ask for a reference!’

‘She sent one. It was very complimentary. I’m sorry, dearest, I forgot to show it to you.’ He glanced round the room, patting his pockets as he did so. ‘Now where did I put it?’

When asked, Biddy hadn’t seen it and Lionel failed to discover it. ‘I’ll give it to you when it turns up,’ he told Maude. ‘But I do recall it was quite flattering but written in a shaky hand about a year after Mrs Patterson became ill.’ He got up from the chair, stretching his arms. ‘I feel stiff. I think I’ll take a stroll around the garden. D’you feel like joining me?’

Maude hesitated then shook her head. ‘I think I’ll write to Miss Crewe before I change my mind, and offer her the two months’ probation to see how things go. I hope I don’t regret it.’

He gave her a kiss as he passed. ‘I’m sure you won’t,’ he assured her. ‘And your Aunt Biddy will be in seventh heaven!’


ONE

Friday June 2nd, 1922

It was five to eight in the morning and Maude lay in bed waiting to hear the front door close. As soon as it did she smiled to herself as Alice’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. The door opened and Alice’s head appeared.

‘All clear! He’s gone.’

Maude threw back the bedclothes and slid her feet on to the rug. Life had changed since Alice Crewe moved in. She had rapidly become one of the family and everyone enjoyed her presence in the house. With unerring judgement she had found her place somewhere between a paid companion and a close family friend. She was the sister Maude had never had and also proved herself a willing student of cookery, learning fast from Biddy and fully appreciative of her talents.

Maude secretly admitted that she enjoyed Alice’s young company but she was careful not to exclude her aunt from their gossipy chats, which wasn’t difficult because these mostly took place during long walks on the beach when the weather permitted.

Lionel had no idea that his wife no longer had breakfast in bed except on Sundays, when Lionel was not travelling to London to the gallery or further afield. Each morning, after his departure, Maude washed and dressed and hurried downstairs to join Biddy and Alice in the kitchen, where the latter was transferring the untouched contents of Maude’s breakfast tray to the table. When Alice had first suggested the deceit, she had used the oft-quoted excuse: ‘What the eye can’t see, the heart can’t grieve over!’ No-one had argued with her.

Now the three women settled comfortably round the kitchen table and began to eat porridge with honey followed by Biddy’s cinnamon bread, generously buttered.

Maude waited for the right moment and then said, ‘Lionel is planning a holiday for me. He’s booked a week’s stay at a private guest house in Hastings. The Romilees Hotel.’

Biddy frowned. ‘Romilees? That’s new to me. Where exactly is it situated?’

‘Somewhere on the hill opposite the pier.’

‘You mean behind where the new White Rock Pavilion will be? Does it have a view?’

‘I suppose so. Our stay there starts at the end of next week, on Saturday. I feel rather mean, leaving you both behind, but my dear husband thinks we need a little time to ourselves.’ She shrugged.

Biddy said, ‘No offence, dear, but I’d rather stay here, to tell you the truth. I never have been one for holidays. I went to Exeter once with your mother, to a so-called boarding house. All that way to stay with some friends of hers who owned it. It was after she recovered from the pleurisy, before you were born. It was nice enough but I didn’t think much of the food. Not enough of it and nothing I could call substantial.’

Alice grinned. ‘You mean no big nourishing puddings!’

‘Exactly.’ Biddy folded her arms. ‘Flimsy food. That’s what I called it. An hour after a meal you needed a biscuit.’

Maude said, ‘I didn’t know Mother had ever had pleurisy.’

‘Didn’t you?’ For a moment she struggled with her memory. ‘Well, maybe it was something else. I forget. It was something that began with “p” . . . Or was it? It might have been after the jaundice. Your mother was never well for long, poor soul.’

Primmy woke, stretched and wandered to the back door. Alice got up from the table and let her out into the garden.

Maude poured herself a second cup of tea and handed the teapot to Alice, who refilled her own cup.

Biddy looked at her niece. ‘I think Lionel’s right. You should have some time together. We’re quite a houseful and you’ve only been married for a year or so.’

‘Like a second honeymoon,’ Alice agreed. ‘He’s being very thoughtful as usual.’

‘Of course he is, Maude. Don’t worry about us. Alice and I will have a grand old time here, won’t we, Alice? We can get up to all sorts of mischief. When the cat’s away, the mice will play!’

‘A grand old time? What are you implying?’ Maude challenged, laughing.

Alice said, ‘We could give a wild party and invite all sorts of undesirables!’

‘You don’t know any undesirables!’ Maude stirred sugar into her tea. ‘Or maybe you do!’

‘Precisely. I might be friends with an axe murderer, for all you know! Or my favourite uncle might have been a forger. Bank notes and such like.’

Not to be outdone, Biddy said, ‘We could run off with the family silver while you’re both away.’

Maude ignored the suggestion. ‘Anyway, the plan is we’re going to take gentle strolls along the cliff tops at Fairlight, and maybe picnic on the beach. Fresh sea air!’

‘You can do all that here in Folkestone,’ Biddy pointed out. ‘What’s so special about Hastings? It’s rather gone down in the world, hasn’t it?’

‘Don’t say that!’ Maude said indignantly. ‘Lionel thinks—’

‘It used to be popular with invalids with lung troubles who needed fresh air,’ her aunt continued unabashed. ‘And the sun and sea bathing was highly recommended, but that’s mostly gone now. Hastings isn’t what it was although it’s trying to recover.’ She cut another slice of bread. ‘Your grandmother lived there all her life and she used to go on about all the wealthy people who came down from London in the summer, but now it’s only day trippers and the like. Noisy, no money, here one day and gone the next! At least Folkestone has avoided that particular problem.’

Maude shrugged off the criticism. ‘Well anyway, Lionel thinks the change will do us good. He may need to spend the odd day in London at the gallery but there’s a train service, although it’s very slow and not especially punctual.’

‘So he’ll be leaving you on your own some days.’ Alice got up to let Primmy in again and gave her some scrapings from the porridge saucepan. ‘You’ll find that a bit odd, won’t you? You might be lonely without your devoted aunt and your faithful companion.’

‘I shan’t be alone exactly,’ said Maude. She knew Alice was teasing her but insisted on taking the comment seriously. The same thought had occurred to her but she wasn’t about to admit it. ‘There’ll be other people staying in the hotel, presumably, and the staff will be on hand. I might even take some charcoal and a sketchbook and do some sketching in the gardens. Apparently they have a very attractive garden. A small lily pool . . . and a small aviary.’

‘Forget the birds,’ Biddy suggested. ‘They’ll be difficult to sketch with all that fluttering. Unless they are parrots. They do at least sit still on their perches most of the time. I’d go for the lilies if I were you.’

‘You ought to be able to sketch, Maude,’ said Alice, ‘and paint, with such a famous artist for a father.’

‘You’d think so but I’m not much good at it. Still, it would pass the time.’

Biddy suddenly lost interest in the conversation. The idea of herself and Alice being left to their own devices depressed her. There would only be Alice to enjoy her cooking. Poor Lionel would miss her puddings. She stood up abruptly and smoothed her apron. ‘I think I’ll make a bacon roly-poly for supper,’ she said. ‘All those in favour?’

Two hands rose obediently.

Biddy’s smile returned.

The following days seemed to rush past while Maude spent a great deal of time trying to decide which clothes to take with her. She knew they would be expected to dress for dinner so she spent a cheerful afternoon with Alice, shopping for a suitable outfit to augment the dress she already had. They finally agreed on a lavender skirt and a lightweight jacket in the same colour but with white trim at the cuffs and collar. Maude began to look forward to the trip. The fact that they wouldn’t be too far from home allayed her fears about her aunt and Alice being left to fend for themselves and Lionel gave strict instructions that if anything went wrong in his absence they were to be telephoned at the hotel immediately.

‘Not that I expect anything to go wrong,’ Maude told Lionel earnestly, as they undressed for bed. ‘But if it does . . . Aunt Biddy is becoming rather vague and—’

‘You don’t have to tell me that, Maude. I can see it for myself.’ He reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. ‘So stop worrying, my love. If anything does happen we’ll summon a taxi and be home in no time.’

The following afternoon, Thursday, Maude was relaxing on one of the garden seats with Primmy beside her when the dog sprang to her feet, stared down the garden and started barking furiously.

‘Primmy! You made me jump!’ Maude scolded and turned to see what had excited the dog. To her surprise she saw a figure half hidden in the bushes and she watched in some trepidation as the dog raced forward.

‘Who’s there?’ she cried, jumping to her feet. ‘I can see you!’ Glancing back at the house she hoped someone would notice what was happening and come to investigate.

Primmy had found her quarry and was yelping with excitement as she pranced round whoever it was. Eventually a male voice cried, ‘Call him off!’

‘Not until you come out of those bushes!’

The voice grew shriller. ‘Get down, damn you!’

It occurred to Maude that the dog might be in danger from the stranger. It was unlikely to be the other way round because Primmy was noisy but not aggressive. Maude took a few steps forward and then called, ‘Primmy! Come here. Good girl!’

‘Get away from me, you stupid animal!’

The intruder had not hurt the dog so far and Maude felt a little braver. She also assumed that the intruder hadn’t been bitten by the dog. When the dog returned she caught hold of her collar and called out, ‘Come out at once or I shall call the police.’

Almost at once a wiry figure appeared from the bushes and stepped gingerly into full view, and Maude saw with relief that he was no more than a very young man who was obviously more frightened than she was.

‘I’m not a burglar,’ he cried. ‘Don’t call the police. I’ve brought a package for a Mr Lionel Brent, that’s all. I’ve done nothing wrong.’ He edged a little closer. He was thin with unkempt hair and what Maude thought of as a foxy face. The sleeves of his jacket were too short for his arms and one of his bootlaces was undone. Maude could see no sign of a weapon and no hint of hostility in his face. So who on earth was he and why was he bringing her husband a package?

At that moment Alice appeared and called Primmy to her. ‘What is it, Maude? Can I help? Shall I fetch Mr Brent?’

Maud realized at once that this was a clever bluff on Alice’s part because they all knew that there was no man in the house. Lionel was miles away in London. Maude was full of admiration for her friend’s quick thinking. She replied, ‘It’s all right, Alice. The young man has brought something for Lionel.’

The young man held out a bulky envelope. ‘I was told to deliver this – for a shilling – but I was only to give it to Mr Brent.’ His voice quivered and Maude began to feel sorry for him. She guessed him to be about eighteen and obviously he had been tempted by the promise of a shilling.

She held out her hand. ‘I’ll give it to Mr Brent later on. He’s my husband.’ From the corner of her eye she saw that her aunt was now also watching from the front steps.

The young man shook his head. ‘I have to give it to him and only him. He was very determined about that.’

‘Who was very determined? You’re speaking in riddles.’

‘I can’t say. More’n my life’s worth.’ His voice had grown sullen. You tell him I’m here. Say Jem’s here. He’ll know.’

Maude realized suddenly that he was no longer frightened. It was unfortunate that Lionel was absent but she must follow Alice’s lead. She said, ‘He’s ill in bed. My husband. A slight fever. He’s sleeping.’

He considered this, his head on one side. ‘I won’t get a penny if I don’t give it to him.’

‘To Mr Brent. I know. Well, he can’t come down so there’s an end to it.’ Maude gave him what she hoped was a stern look and hardened her voice. She didn’t want him to think she was at all wary of him.

‘So you say!’

She ignored the remark and said sharply, ‘You won’t get your money so get along!’

‘But I have to deliver it, see, otherwise . . .’ His eyes had narrowed suddenly as if he suspected her of lying.

‘But he’s not available and I’m not having you littering up the garden while you wait for him to retur—’ She left the word unfinished and said instead ‘to recover’. Even to her own ears it sounded rather unconvincing but Maude, sensing that he posed no threat, pressed home the point she was making. ‘So please leave and be quite sure that if you set foot on our property again I shall call in the police and have you arrested for trespass.’

For a moment he considered his options then shrugged. He turned away, stuffing the bulky envelope back into his pocket, and Maude, Biddy and Alice watched him in silence as he stumbled back through the bushes and presumably climbed back over the fence.

‘All very strange,’ Maude muttered as she made her way back to the front steps to join the others. They released Primmy and she raced off in his direction but, finding him gone, returned looking crestfallen and threw Maude a reproachful glance.

Maude explained the whole encounter to Biddy and Alice and they agreed to watch at intervals from one of the bedroom windows, just in case he came back, but there was no further sighting and even the dog lost interest in the stranger and retired to her basket.

When Lionel came home Maude held his briefcase while he took off his raincoat, and she told him about the intruder.

‘Didn’t need it,’ he grumbled. ‘Not a sight of rain all day.’

‘You’re not listening, Lionel. I’m telling you that this weird young man was lurking—’

‘I saw him,’ Lionel told her. ‘A bit of a scared rabbit, wasn’t he! He was waiting for me on the station platform. He must be a bit dense.’ He tapped his head.

‘But he had a package for you. An envelope.’

He nodded impatiently. ‘It was a package of information from the guest house, which I’d requested but they sent the wrong stuff. I wanted to know what was happening in the town in the way of entertainment during our stay.’

‘So where is it now?’

‘I tossed it in the station rubbish bin. The leaflets were for August not June.’

Maude stared at him. ‘But why send someone like him? All that cloak-and-dagger stuff and . . . and a shilling . . . and refusing to give it to me! Why not put it in the post? Don’t you think that’s very odd?’

Lionel shrugged. ‘No good asking me why they sent him. Maybe he lives in Folkestone. I don’t know. It seems an odd thing to do but there’s no harm done.’

‘But I nearly called the police. He frightened me, Lionel. I keep thinking that if we had already been on our holiday in Hastings, Alice and Aunt Biddy might have been in some kind of danger. Even if he was harmless it would be unsettling.’

‘But they weren’t here alone, Maude, and nothing bad happened so do stop worrying.’

Lionel’s attitude was reassuring and Maude began to feel that perhaps, after all, she had made too much of it. ‘Primmy was marvellous. She rushed straight at him, barking like a lunatic. The young man was almost as scared as I was and—’

‘My poor love!’ He hugged her briefly. ‘Just forget about it.’ His expression changed. His eyes shone. ‘Now I’ll tell you about my day. We sold the last of your father’s paintings to a French chap. For a good sum!’ He whispered the amount in her ear and her eyebrows shot up.

‘Goodness! Father would be astonished.’

‘Monsieur Laconte was just browsing but it took his eye right away. He knew the name Cope and also recognized the landscape. He was determined to have it.’

‘That’s wonderful news! Well done, Lionel!’ The encounter in the garden was already fading from her mind. ‘So when does the gallery want the next batch of pictures?’

‘In a few weeks’ time. I don’t want them to be too readily available. Let the clients wait for them! Maybe next month.’ He loosened his tie and unfastened his collar as he headed for the stairs. He would change from what he called his ‘business clothes’ into something more casual and was looking forward to his evening meal.

In the kitchen Biddy was stirring the leek and tomato soup, which would precede a chicken and bacon pie. Her mind, however, was busy replaying the incident of the intruder. Something about it jarred but she couldn’t put a finger on it. The whole story seemed odd. Why should anyone send a dim lad like Jem to deliver a few brochures or leaflets or whatever they were? All the way from Hastings to Folkestone? And why had he come creeping in over the fence instead of coming straight to the front door? Perhaps he was fantasizing, making out that he was spy on a secret mission. Boys liked to do things like that, she imagined, and although he looked older he might have been a bit backward. A bit childish, even . . . She tested the soup, pushed the saucepan to the back of the stove and replaced the lid. As she did so the nagging worry became clearer. How had the young man known that if the women folk were lying about Lionel being in bed with a fever, there was a chance he was in London and would return by train? In other words, why had he waited for him at the station to hand over his package?

Biddy wiped down the table, trying to remember what she had planned for the evening meal, to follow the soup. Stepping into the larder she surveyed the shelves in the hope that something would jog her memory. She believed that so far nobody had noticed that she was becoming very forgetful and had decided to keep a little notebook somewhere so that she could make notes and refer to it, but so far she had forgotten to buy the notebook.

Seeing some cold chicken she smiled. Chicken and bacon pie! Of course. As she carried it from the larder and set it on the table, Alice came into the kitchen in search of her gardening gloves.

Biddy pounced. ‘You’re always losing them, Alice. You should return them to the potting shed after you use them.’ It made her feel better to know that someone else, someone younger, also had a faulty memory. Before Alice could reply she went on, ‘Funny “how d’you do” this morning, wasn’t it? I can’t rest easy in my mind. That strange young man and—’

‘It was odd, true, but Mr Brent seemed to understand it all. You should forget about it. We all should. I’m not letting it bother me.’ She opened the dresser drawer and found the gloves. ‘I thought I’d give Maude a hand. She’s trying to tidy up the roses, which have gone a bit straggly.’

‘But how did he know he should wait at the station? We didn’t mention it.’

‘Whoever sent him must have known he works in London some days. He was set on earning that shilling and can’t have been as daft as we thought.’

‘But we said Lionel was ill in bed.’

Alice grinned. ‘We’re obviously terribly bad liars! Quite a compliment in a way. Anyway, who cares? I’m quite looking forward to a week here alone. I mean, just the two of us. We can get up later than usual and—’

‘I expect we’ll find plenty to do,’ Biddy told her firmly. ‘We could sort out the linen – maybe even turn some of the worn sheets sides to middle. The days will drag if we do nothing.’

‘I hate sewing! I’m paid to be a companion.’

‘You can’t be a companion to someone who’s not here and they’re hardly going to pay you for a week for sitting around!’

‘I didn’t ask them to go away. I’d go with them if they wanted me to go on earning my money.’

Confused by the logic, Biddy ignored this line of reasoning.

Alice investigated the contents of the saucepan and, brightening, reverted to her vision of their week alone. ‘We could get out that old croquet set,’ she suggested, ‘and have a game on the lawn!’ She noticed the cold chicken. ‘Let me guess – chicken pie!’

‘Chicken and bacon pie. There’s not quite enough chicken.’

‘Mmm! Lovely.’

Biddy smiled at her warmly. Going in search of the butter, lard and flour distracted her, and she pushed her doubts aside and concentrated on the job in hand. She cut the butter and lard into the flour then broke it up into smaller pieces with her fingers. She lined a pie dish with the pastry, reserving enough to cover it, then broke up the chicken and a lump of cold ham and added them to the dish along with a small chopped onion and two diced carrots.

She said, ‘We’ll have to be careful when they’re away, always to keep the outside doors closed – and locked – in case the mystery man comes back.’ She glanced surreptitiously at Alice to see if she would also consider the idea sensible.

‘He won’t,’ she said confidently. ‘Why should he come back?’

‘I don’t know. He might know we’re on our own.’

‘But if Mr Brent is at Hastings in the hotel, why would they send someone here?’

‘Ah!’ Flummoxed by this obvious question, Biddy felt horribly foolish and was again reminded uncomfortably of how woolly her mind had become. ‘You’re right,’ she mumbled, embarrassed. ‘I wasn’t thinking straight.’

To her relief Alice didn’t laugh at her mistake. Instead she said, ‘So we’ll have nothing to worry about.’

She whisked out of the kitchen into the garden to help Maude and left Biddy to complete the pie and turn on the oven. As she placed a gauze cover over the pie while the oven heated up, she visualized the complete meal set out on the dining table, and the usual sense of security returned. With a smile on her face, she began to hum a favourite hymn.

The Barlowe Gallery was situated in Wentnock Street in London and at quarter to nine the following Saturday it was still closed. Opening times on Saturday were from ten thirty a.m. until seven p.m. but Lionel was already there. His secretary, Jane Dyer, would be in some time around half past nine. She had replaced Mrs Breck, who had retired eighteen months ago after twenty-one years of loyal service. Miss Dyer claimed to have studied art history and was reasonably knowledgeable but, due to her shy manner, lacked her predecessor’s easy way with the clients. Lionel, although secretly disappointed, did appreciate her office skills. She managed all the paperwork with clinical attention to detail and nothing was ever mislaid or unaccounted for. She could be trusted to fetch things from the safe when necessary and, although her tea making could never match that of Mrs Breck, she was willing to run the occasional errand, which Mrs Breck had considered beneath her dignity. Jane Dyer also performed well on the telephone and several buyers had commented on her efficiency and pleasant manner.

His hope had been that she would blossom as the years went on but at twenty-one she still lacked confidence. She lived at home with her widowed mother – a strict churchgoer who had brought up her daughter with Victorian values that many young women were beginning to abandon. She dressed primly and wore no make-up but she was slim, pretty and eager to please and he felt she gave the gallery a certain elegance. In fact, on the few occasions when she was absent, it felt rather dull without her. Glancing at the clock, he saw that he had twenty minutes before she was due to arrive, and set about attending to various matters that he felt needed last-minute attention before setting off for their holiday in Hastings. He telephoned Barlowe and then rang an artist who lived in St Leonards, and arranged to meet him during their holiday – meeting for lunch in the Romilees Hotel on the third day, to be confirmed. His wife had understood that he couldn’t resist the chance to kill two birds with one stone. Time was money.

He then unwrapped a painting that had been delivered the previous day just as they were closing. The artist was new to them but he was hopeful. Lionel set the painting up on a spare easel and stood back to study it. It was a watercolour of boats at anchor in Folkestone harbour and he knew from experience that it would find a buyer within a week or so. There was something about the sea that touched people. In this particular painting the sea was calm and the boats seemed to rock gently. It was a tranquil scene and would appeal, he imagined, to people with fraught lives. Normally, once a picture had sold from a new artist the gallery would commission further pictures . . .

He heard a key in the street door and glanced up, pleasantly surprised. Miss Dyer was five minutes early. Smiling broadly, he crossed the room to let her in.

Startled, she cried, ‘Mr Brent! I thought you were going on holiday today. I didn’t expect to see you here – not that I’m objecting.’ She blushed faintly.

‘We are off to Hastings, Miss Dyer, but it will probably be later in the afternoon before we arrive there. I wanted to check up on a few things here before I go. A couple of phone calls . . . Would you be a dear and make me a cup of tea?’

‘Of course, Mr Brent, and would you like a butterfly cake with it? My mother made them and I brought two in but you can have Mr Barlowe’s and he needn’t know.’

He thanked her with a conspiratorial wink and she hurried away to the kitchen, beaming broadly.
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