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The murderer looked down at the body lying neatly in the middle of its polythene sheet, and indulged in a moment of self-congratulation. It had really been remarkably easy once the decision had been made. The polythene sheet over the thick carpet had been a bonus, no great surprise that it should have been there, considering all the packing of the last few days, but nonetheless a bonus. Not only would it minimise the likelihood of detection, it also fitted in with the murderer’s instinctive fastidiousness.

In the event, there had been little mess. The woman on the polythene sheet lay in a posture that could at a cursory glance have been mistaken for sleep. Properly surprised by the suddenness of the attack, she had gone to her death with the docility which, to outsiders, had characterised her life.

Only a close inspection would have revealed the thin red weal of bruising on the stark whiteness of her neck. And the curtain of reddish hair would have had to be lifted to uncover the livid face with its startled eyes and its engorged tongue parting puffy lips.

The murderer, secure in rubber gloves, dropped the stretched cricket club tie on top of its victim, then wrapped the convenient polythene around the body and sealed it with sticky tape. Like that, the corpse lost its last residual connection with humanity and became just another package ready for removal, along with the tea-chests of newspaper-wrapped china and the stout cardboard boxes full of ornaments, which waited in obedient rows along the wall of that sitting-room.

Surprised by a flicker of anxiety, the murderer’s eyes darted to the large picture window, but the thick Dralon curtains were reassuringly closed. They had been expensively tailored for the space and admitted no sliver of light to the outside world. No one else on the estate could even know whether the lights were on or off.

The anxiety gave way to the return of self-congratulation. Yes, it really had been remarkably easy.

And necessary. Regrettable, but necessary. The risk of discovery had been too great, and once that risk had become known, ordinary human considerations had ceased to be relevant. A kind of mechanistic change had come over both of them. From that moment they had ceased to be people, become abstract figures, archetypes – murderer and victim.

Even now it was done, the situation remained clinical, objective. In the murderer’s mind there was no guilt, only a process of logical assessment, of working out the odds against being detected as the perpetrator of the crime.

And at that moment those odds seemed comfortingly long. Yes, in with an excellent chance of getting away with it.

Bolstered by this thought, the murderer’s mind now felt ready to address that problem which has always proved a much greater deterrent to homicide than any moral or religious qualm – how to dispose of the body.
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Smithy’s Loam was a development of six executive homes which had been built some five years previously in the outer commuter belt of Surrey, and whose history was interchangeable with that of many such executive estates. Its developer had bought up a dilapidated Victorian rectory, obtained planning permission with the help of a fellow member of the Rotary Club who happened to be on the local council, demolished the rectory and divided its three acres into six plots tastefully scattered around a central green. To give these outer-suburban dwellings with their pale new brick an air of rustic permanence, he had sought out an appropriate name and, prompted by someone’s vague recollection that there might have been a forge on the site before the rectory, had dubbed the development Smithy’s Loam. Then, having made a killing on the project, he had taken early retirement to Tenerife, where he proceeded very slowly and pleasurably to drink himself to death.

In the five years of its existence Smithy’s Loam had seen a good few changes of ownership. Though the houses were well up in the market, four-bedroomed dwellings whose comfortably accelerating prices excluded most first-time buyers, the sort of people who bought them, rising executives in their thirties and forties, were vulnerable to sudden moves. Keeping themselves on the upward graph of success depended on seizing their opportunities when they arose, taking on new jobs, being transferred at short notice to new areas. So the appearance of removal lorries in Smithy’s Loam was not an unfamiliar sight.

What was unusual, though, thought Vivvi Sprake, as she looked out of the front window of Number Three (‘Haymakers’) across the immaculate central green to the lorry outside Number Six (‘Acapulco’), was for the new residents not to be present when their furniture was unloaded.

For that was what appeared to be happening. Without, as she kept telling herself, being nosy, Vivvi kept a fairly close eye on what went on in the close (oh no, mustn’t call it a ‘close’ – Nigel said ‘close’ was common). And she was sure the new resident hadn’t arrived yet.

She ran through the sequence of events. Theresa Cotton, when she had come round to say goodbye on the Monday evening, had said she was just about to leave. On the Tuesday morning her removal lorry had arrived at the unoccupied house, been loaded with its contents and set off on the long journey North to the Cottons’ new home. And now, on the Wednesday morning, the new resident’s belongings were being unloaded into ‘Acapulco’. But the new resident herself had not yet put in an appearance.

Somehow this upset Vivvi’s sense of rightness. Removal firms were so unreliable, surely most people would want to be on the spot to see that things were put in the correct places? Anyway, being around and making endless cups of tea for the removal men seemed to Vivvi an essential rite of passage, a necessary part of the process of moving into a new home. The new resident’s absence disturbed her. It opened up the possibility that there might be other ways in which the newcomer would not conform to the usages of Smithy’s Loam. And to Vivvi, herself always working so hard, at her husband Nigel’s insistence – so many things are so difficult when you marry an older husband – to do the right thing, this prospect was doubly irritating.

By half-past twelve the new owner of ‘Acapulco’ still hadn’t turned up, though the removers seemed to be down to the smallest items and had the air of men about to fold up their final blankets before going off to the pub. Vivvi sighed with annoyance and went into the kitchen to make herself a cottage cheese salad (Nigel was also concerned that his Mark Two wife shouldn’t let him down by becoming fat).

But she brought her meagre lunch through to the front room and while she watched an Australian soap opera – a minor enough vice but nonetheless one she would not have admitted to under torture – she kept glancing across towards ‘Acapulco’. The removal lorry by now had gone, but there was still no sign of the owner’s arrival.

When the moment did finally come, Vivvi nearly missed it. At a quarter past three she had had to leave for one of the regular punctuations of her day, collecting her two children from school, and half an hour later, as she swung back into Smithy’s Loam, she saw a large black limousine parked outside ‘Acapulco’. Its uniformed driver, his beaming face reflecting the size of the tip he had received, was just getting into the car. He started the engine.

Vivvi slowed almost to a standstill, as if to give him room to pass, but since he was on the opposite side of the road, this was not a very convincing disguise for her curiosity.

‘Why are we stopping, Mummy?’ asked her six-year-old son from the back of the car.

‘Just slowing down, Tom,’ Vivvi replied, peering at the doorway towards which the departing chauffeur waved. An ample white-haired woman was waving back. She must have been in her sixties, but was carefully and expensively preserved. Bright silk print dress, fur coat draped over shoulders, gleams of substantial jewellery, surprisingly high heels accentuating fine legs. There was about her a quality which, while not extreme enough to be dubbed ‘flashy’ or ‘vulgar’, would still have disqualified her from being called ‘self-effacing’.

‘Is that the lady who’s going to live in Auntie Treezer’s house?’ asked Tom.

‘Don’t say Auntie Treezer.’ The reproof was automatic. Calling people who weren’t relations ‘Auntie’ was another usage Nigel had condemned as common.

Reluctantly, Vivvi swung the Peugeot 205 into the drive of ‘Haymakers’. While she made much of letting Tom and his sister Emily out of the child-locked back, she could see the new resident still framed in her doorway, as if scenting the afternoon air.

The woman looked confident and peaceful, but alert. The feeling of slight uneasiness came back to Vivvi.

Tom and Emily had been given their tea and settled in front of children’s programmes, which would keep them quiet until six o’clock. Vivvi hesitated by the window of her front room, about to close the curtains. It was nearly dark, seemingly darker than it had been only two days before when Theresa Cotton had come to say goodbye. But then of course it had been after six when Theresa Cotton had paid her visit.

Vivvi again looked down the close towards ‘Acapulco’. Orangeish light spilled through the dimpled glass of the front door, but in the rest of the house the tightly drawn curtains gave no indication of which rooms were being used.

Vivvi felt she ought to do something, make some gesture, offer assistance to the new resident. But she wasn’t sure what form her gesture should take. Her instinct was to go across and knock on the door, but she didn’t think Nigel would approve of that. He frequently reverted to the point that people in the South don’t wander in and out of each other’s houses as much as in the North where Vivvi had been brought up.

So perhaps going across in person wouldn’t be right. Anyway, she shouldn’t really leave the children alone in the house, even just for a few minutes. One did hear of such terrible things happening.

No, maybe the answer was to do something more sedate. An official invitation. Yes, that would be more in keeping with Smithy’s Loam.

Her mind made up, Vivvi drew the curtains and went to the telephone in the hall.

Some of the numbers were programmed into the memory and some weren’t. In strict rotation she set the phone ringing in each of the other executive homes in Smithy’s Loam. Number One (‘High Bushes’), Number Two (‘Perigord’), Number Four (‘Hibiscus’), Number Five (‘Cromarty’). In each case she invited the woman who answered to coffee on the Friday morning. All but one accepted.

Theresa’s number was still on the memory. But of course it wasn’t Theresa’s number now. It belonged, together with the rest of ‘Acapulco’, Smithy’s Loam, to the new resident. The well-preserved lady who was providing so much new fuel for Vivvi’s restless curiosity.

She punched up the number. It would be strange, she reflected, Smithy’s Loam without Theresa . . . Well, she thought with a slight blush, without Theresa and Rod. But Rod had been away so much in recent months . . . And, anyway, Vivvi told herself, all the husbands remained shadowy figures in the life of Smithy’s Loam.

The phone rang for a long time. She must be there. Vivvi was sure she would have noticed if the newcomer had left. Anyway, you wouldn’t go out immediately after arriving in your new home, would you? Again, Vivvi felt that tweak of uncertainty, the fear that the new resident might not conform to accepted behaviour patterns.

What was her name? Theresa had said, Vivvi felt sure. An unusual name, she knew that much. But she couldn’t for the life of her remember what.

At last the phone was answered, with a cheerful ‘Hello?’

‘Oh, hello. My name’s Vivvi Sprake. I live at Number Three, ‘Haymakers’, up the top of the . . .’ She just managed to stop herself saying ‘close’. ‘. . . up at the top.’

‘Ah.’

‘I was really ringing just to welcome you to Smithy’s Loam.’

‘That’s very nice of you.’

‘I knew Theresa and Rod Cotton very well. I just wanted to say that I hope you’ll be as happy here as they were.’

‘Thank you. Much appreciated.’

‘Actually, I was wondering if you’d like to come across for coffee one of these mornings, to meet a few of the other people in the . . .’ Oh dear, she’d nearly said ‘close’ again. Mustn’t say ‘estate’, either. And ‘development’ sounded so bald and functional. ‘Um . . . in Smithy’s Loam,’ Vivvi concluded.

‘Yes, I’d enjoy that. Thank you.’

‘How about Friday?’

‘Ah. Friday might be a bit difficult.’

‘Oh dear.’ Stupid. She should really have checked on the guest of honour’s availability before setting up the others. It had just never occurred to her that someone moving to a new area might have other commitments.

‘No, don’t worry, Vivvi. I can juggle things round. Yes, Friday’d be fine. What sort of time?’

‘Eleven?’

‘Right. I’ll look forward to meeting you then.’

‘And I’ll look forward to meeting you. Oh, one thing . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Sorry, I’m afraid I don’t know your name.’

‘It’s Pargeter.’

‘Mrs Pargeter?’

‘That’s right. Mrs Melita Pargeter.’
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Mrs Pargeter slept well her first night in ‘Acapulco’, Smithy’s Loam. Better than she had expected to. First nights in strange rooms, she had found in the past, could prove restless and uncomfortable, so the deepness of her sleep seemed a good omen for her future in the new home.

The next day she was kept busy around the house, rearranging her furniture. She had some good pieces, and wanted to show them to their best advantage. The late Mr Pargeter had left her well provided for in many ways, and each piece of furniture was like a little cassette of memory, which brought back vividly the circumstances of its purchase (or, when that was not the appropriate word, of its arrival in their marital home).

Some widows might have found these memories a cause for tears, but all they prompted in Mrs Pargeter was a grateful melancholy. She was not given to self-pity; when she looked back on her marriage, she did so with regret that it could not have continued longer, but also with appreciation of how good it had been while it lasted.

Much of the furniture had been in store for some time. Since her husband’s death, Mrs Pargeter had lived chiefly in hotels and rented accommodation. It had taken a few years until she felt ready to make another home, and ‘Acapulco’, Smithy’s Loam, was her first attempt in that direction.

She was still not certain that her choice of location had been right, but she was a philosophical woman, prepared to give the experiment six months and then, if it had not worked, concede failure and move on elsewhere. Thanks to the generosity and impeccably astute management of the late Mr Pargeter, money was not a problem.

The house in Smithy’s Loam had a lot going for it. Being of such recent construction, it was commendably easy to run. And the inevitable teething troubles of all new houses had been dealt with by the previous owners.

Also the development had the inestimable advantage for Mrs Pargeter that its residents were not all elderly. Her experience of private hotels, like the Devereux in Littlehampton, had made her eager to avoid being compartmented into another geriatric ghetto. Though she had no illusions about the fact that she was in her late sixties, Mrs Pargeter retained a lively interest in the world about her, and had come to the conclusion that this would be stimulated more by the company of younger people than by her contemporaries.

She had encountered so much distressing defeatism amongst the old, too many of whom seemed to regard their remaining years as a spiralling-down process. This was not Mrs Pargeter’s approach to any part of her life. Though she could not possibly know how many more years she would be allotted, she was determined to enjoy every one of them to the full.

She did not rush her furniture-shifting. Though in remarkably good condition for her age, Mrs Pargeter recognised that now she had to husband her energy. So she worked in short bursts, with plenty of tea- and biscuit-filled intervals.

She had bought the Cottons’ kitchen appliances, as well as their thick-pile carpets and Dralon curtains, all brand new a mere eighteen months before. Though they did not coincide exactly with her own taste, she could live with them. The time to make changes would be when her self-imposed six months’ probation was over. If then she had decided that Smithy’s Loam was for her, she would invest in decorations more expressive of her own personality. No point in splashing out all at once. In spite of her considerable wealth, Mrs Pargeter was not careless with money. It was one of the many qualities in her which the late Mr Pargeter had admired.

As she worked in the house that first day, and on her one necessary expedition down to the Shopping Parade (conveniently adjacent, a fact of which the original brochure for the development had made much), Mrs Pargeter absorbed the atmosphere of Smithy’s Loam. She was a woman of unusual perception and, though people were rarely aware of her scrutiny, little was missed by those mild blue eyes.

The main quality of the development which struck her was its neatness, its decorum, almost its formality. Though the houses were all of different designs and their plots of different shapes (indeed, that had been one of their chief selling points when first built), they had about them a uniformity.

Each lawn was punctiliously mowed and, though the clocks had already gone back to denote the end of Summer Time, the plants in the front gardens defiantly resisted the raggedness of autumn.

Each house was beautifully maintained. On each the paintwork and windows gleamed. So did the Volvos, Peugeots and Renault hatchbacks that stood in the drives, and so, when seen at the weekend, would the BMWs, Rovers and Mercedes that the husbands brought home.

The absence of men was another striking impression that Mrs Pargeter received from Smithy’s Loam. By the time she had woken on that first day, all of the husbands had left for work, and the early darkness ensured that the only evidence she would see of their homecomings would be the sweep of powerful headlights. All were of the aspirant classes; all worked long, ambitious hours to maintain the acquisitive executive standards of Smithy’s Loam.

As a result of this, Mrs Pargeter wondered whether she had moved into another kind of ghetto, a ghetto of women rather than of the old. Behind each immaculate, anonymous house front lay a female intelligence, with its own secrets, desires and ambitions. She was glad she had accepted the invitation for the Friday coffee morning. Already she was intrigued to meet the women, to find out how they spent their gender-segregated hours of daylight.

Darkness had fallen by half-past six when Mrs Pargeter decided to call it a day. She was satisfied by what she had achieved. Already the careful disposition of her furniture had drawn attention away from the Cottons’ carpets and curtains. Already the sitting-room at least bore a distinct Pargeter imprint. She felt she deserved a drink before she cooked her steak.

It was comforting to see bottles back in the glass-fronted corner cupboard which had been delivered to their Chigwell home one night at three a.m. after another of the late Mr Pargeter’s more spectacular business coups. She opened the doors, took out a glass and poured in generous measures of vodka and Campari. Then she went to the kitchen for ice and lemon.

It was there that she became aware of how cold the house had become. She went to the cupboard under the stairs, where the central heating controls were, to remedy the situation.

She switched the heating to ‘Constant’. No indicator lights came on, but she gave the system the benefit of the doubt. It had worked perfectly to give her a hot bath that morning. She went into the sitting-room to enjoy her drink and wait for the house to warm up.

It didn’t. After half an hour it was colder rather than hotter. She felt the largest radiator in the sitting-room. No heat at all.

She checked those in the hall. They were the same.

She opened the fusebox in the kitchen. But all the fuses were intact.

She looked again in the cupboard under the stairs. Still no indicator lights. More ominously, there was not even the softest hum from the boiler.

She paused for a moment in the hall. This was a nuisance. Of course she could ring up an emergency repair service. Or she could wait till the morning and summon someone less expensive to check the system out.

But, like anyone else in a new house, her first instinct was that she was at fault. She was unfamiliar with the controls and must have switched something off by mistake. If she did call a repair man, he would most probably walk straight in and, after the patronising flick of a single switch, overcharge grossly for her embarrassment and discomfiture.

It was probably something very simple. But, as the evening got chillier, Mrs Pargeter wanted it sorted out. She hadn’t paid all that money for a house to sit and freeze in it.

Of course the simplest thing would be to ring the former owner. Mrs Pargeter didn’t really want to do that on her first day of residence, but, on the other hand, Theresa Cotton had seemed an extremely amiable – if anonymous – young woman who, if it were a simple matter of one switch, would be only too ready to help out.

Mrs Pargeter looked through her diary for the Cottons’ new address. The husband, Rod, she recalled, had got some promotion which involved being based up North for a few years. Near York. Yes, that was right. Mrs Pargeter found the address.

But there wasn’t a phone number. Of course, she remembered now. Theresa Cotton had said the phone was only being connected the day they moved, and they hadn’t yet been given the number.

Still, they’d been there nearly two days now. Mrs Pargeter rang Directory Enquiries.

‘What town, please?’

‘It’s near York. Place called Dunnington.’

‘And what name?’

‘Cotton. The address is “Elm Trees, Bascombe Lane”.’

There was a silence from the other end of the phone.

‘“Cotton” you said?’

‘Yes.’

‘No. Sorry, no one of that name at the address you mention.’

‘They only moved in yesterday, and had the phone connected then.’

‘Just a minute. I’ll check.’ Another silence. ‘No, no record of a new number for anyone by the name of Cotton. Sorry.’

‘Are you sure there isn’t anywhere else you could check?’

‘Certain, Madam. Maybe you were given the wrong address . . . ?’

‘Hmm. Maybe. Thank you, anyway.’

After she had put the phone down, Mrs Pargeter looked thoughtful. She still looked thoughtful as she went through into the kitchen and started preparing her steak.

Must be Directory Enquiries’ mistake – the service had gone downhill so much since privatisation, she decided, as she reconciled herself to a cold night. The paperwork on the Cottons’ new number couldn’t have got through. Or maybe there had been a delay on connecting the phone.

Yes, something like that.

It was odd, though . . .
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The next morning Mrs Pargeter made no further attempt to contact Theresa Cotton. Instead, she risked the scorn of a gas repairman and was rewarded – or at least vindicated – by the discovery that there was something genuinely wrong with the central heating boiler.

The gas repairman, obedient to the long tradition of his calling, had not got the relevant replacement part with him, but managed, in direct contradiction to the long tradition of his calling, to locate and fit it within twenty-four hours.

So Mrs Pargeter, with warmth now restored to her new home, thought no more about her failure to contact its former owner.

At eleven o’clock on the Friday morning there was more concerted movement in Smithy’s Loam than Mrs Pargeter had seen since her arrival.

Up until then she had noticed how rare it was to see more than one of the residents walking out of doors at any given time. Each morning, some time after the husbands had left, there was a flurry of motorised departures, as those women blessed with children took the second cars out for the school runs. They did not all come back at the same time, their returns staggered by the demands of shopping and other errands.

Then, through the day, most of the residents would make occasional forays on foot, to shop, to walk dogs, to wheel infants. But these expeditions seemed rarely to coincide, and the Friday morning was the first occasion Mrs Pargeter had seen more than two of the women out at the same time, as they converged on Vivvi Sprake’s house.

She watched them through the net curtains left by the Cottons. Mrs Pargeter did not really like net curtains, but the late Mr Pargeter had always favoured them. Though of course he never did anything in their marital home of which he needed to be ashamed, he had always valued privacy. One of his recurrent aphorisms had been, ‘What is not seen requires no investigation.’ And his wife, respecting his judgement in all such matters, subordinated her taste to his caution in the matter of net curtains.

She thought, as the newcomer, it would be appropriate for her to arrive a little later than the others, and she watched them as they crossed from their neat front doors to Vivvi Sprake’s equally neat front door. She had glimpsed most of them during the preceding days and had already, as most people do with unintroduced neighbours, formed impressions of them.

Vivvi was the only one she could actually identify by name, but the others she had christened in her own mental shorthand.

The six houses in Smithy’s Loam curled in an elegant horseshoe around the road which enclosed the central green. Their individuality had been used as another selling point at the time of their building – look what an unregimented development this is, a random cluster of distinctively designed houses, all different, all set in plots of different shapes. But each plot had the same area and the conformity of materials used made the houses look more like a matching set than if they had been identical.

The resident of Number One, ‘High Bushes’, directly opposite, had apparently not left the house since Mrs Pargeter’s arrival. But there was no doubt that she was there. Her windows also had the protection of net curtains, and from behind them a shadowy figure monitored each coming and going to the loop of road at whose entrance the house stood like a sentry-box. Each time Mrs Pargeter entered her front door, she could feel the eyes boring into the back of her head, but whether their motive was malevolence or simple curiosity she could not tell.

In Mrs Pargeter’s mental shorthand, the woman in ‘High Bushes’ became Mrs Snoop the Spy.

She carried this Happy Families notation into her names for the other residents. Two women lived in Number Two, ‘Perigord’. Mrs Pargeter had in fact only seen one of them, but the existence of the other was a logical deduction. The one she had seen looked too young, and too uninterested in the pair of small children she shepherded, to be anything other than a foreign au pair. Mrs Pargeter had dubbed her Miss Bored the Belgian’s Daughter.

And in her fancy, Miss Bored’s mistress, whose car left the close as early as those of the husbands, became Mrs Busy the Businesswoman.

Vivvi Sprake’s house was Number Three, incongruously called ‘Haymakers’, and next door at Number Four, ‘Hibiscus’, lived a woman whose hasty exits and averted eyes made her Mrs Nervy the Neurotic.

Mrs Pargeter’s immediate neighbour at Number Five, ‘Cromarty’, who had made no gesture of welcome to the newcomer but who cleaned her windows at least once a day, was dubbed Mrs Huffy the Houseproud.

As she moved away from the net curtains and picked up her handbag, Mrs Pargeter looked forward to putting real names to her cast of Happy Families’ wives.

But of course at that stage she had no reason to suspect that amongst them might be included Mrs Merciless the Murderess.
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Vivvi Sprake was an over-hearty presence in yellow dungarees, one of those people whose emotional range does not encompass subtlety.

‘And what did your husband do, Mrs Pargeter?’

The object of her interrogation gave an equable smile. ‘He was in business on his own account.’

‘Oh, what sort of line?’

‘All kinds,’ Mrs Pargeter replied, charmingly but uninformatively.

‘Finance?’

‘Yes.’

‘Commodities?’

‘At times.’

‘Was he a broker?’

‘That kind of thing, yes.’

Vivvi seemed tacitly to recognise that that was as far as she was going to get, so she shifted her approach. ‘Carole’s husband Gregory’s in Commodities.’

‘Oh?’

‘I assume you must have met Carole by now.’ Vivvi Sprake spoke with great care, restraining her northern accent as one might a kitten capable of suddenly breaking free to do something disgraceful on the floor. ‘I mean, with her being right next door to you.’

‘No, I haven’t yet.’ So Mrs Huffy the Houseproud was called Carole. Slowly the names were coming together.

‘Oh well, I must introduce you.’ Vivvi darted away to collar a woman with rigidly coifed blonde hair, who wore a grey blouse and matching skirt.

The quarry was brought forward for presentation to the guest of honour. ‘This is Melita Pargeter – Carole Temple.’

‘Hello.’ Carole made no pretence of being interested in her new neighbour.

‘Hello, I’ve seen you cleaning your windows,’ said Mrs Pargeter comfortably.

‘Oh?’ The tone implied affront.

‘Well, I could hardly miss you, love, could I? I’ve been going in and out so much the last few days. You know how it is with a new house – you keep remembering things you’ve forgotten. Didn’t you find that when you first moved in here?’

‘No,’ Carole Temple replied. ‘But then my husband and I had made lists of all the things we might possibly need.’

Yes, well, you would have done, wouldn’t you, thought Mrs Pargeter. She somehow couldn’t see a close relationship developing with this neighbour.

Still, she went through the motions. ‘We’re very conveniently situated here, though, aren’t we? You know, for the shops. You can get virtually everything you need on the Parade, can’t you?’

‘Well, you can,’ Carole Temple conceded, ‘but they’re all very over-priced. I go and do a weekly shop at Sainsbury’s. And then once a month I stock up with basics at the Cash and Carry.’

Once again, you would.

‘I gather your husband’s in Commodities,’ said Mrs Pargeter, hoping that a change of subject might stimulate the conversational flow.

‘Yes, he is,’ Carole Temple confirmed with a finality which confounded such hopes.

Mrs Pargeter took refuge in a sip of coffee before attempting another foray. ‘Do you have children?’ Surely that was a safe, uncontroversial subject.

‘Two. At boarding school.’

‘Oh?’

Mrs Pargeter waited for fond parental amplification of these minimal details, but she wasn’t even granted the sex of the Temple offspring. All she got was: ‘Very expensive, boarding schools these days.’

‘So I believe.’

‘Do you have children?’

The suddenness of this enquiry took Mrs Pargeter by surprise. But when she looked at Carole Temple’s face she saw no flicker of interest; the question had been asked merely as a matter of convention.

‘No. No, I don’t.’ The fact was still a cause of mild regret to her. But then, given the unpredictable demands made on the late Mr Pargeter’s time and his occasional absences, she had long ago concluded that their childlessness had probably been for the best. When they were together, they had been able to devote all their energies to each other.

By now roadblocks seemed to have been set up in all conversational avenues, and it was with some relief that Mrs Pargeter saw Vivvi Sprake bearing towards her, bringing in her wake two women who, by a process of elimination, must be Mrs Busy the Businesswoman and Mrs Snoop the Spy.


6

They were introduced to her respectively as Sue Curle and Fiona Burchfield-Brown. The former was in her early forties, a woman whose lined face enhanced rather than diminished her attractions. She had the rueful air of someone who has suffered but is not going to let that inhibit her future enjoyment of life.

But Fiona Burchfield-Brown, Mrs Snoop the Spy, was the surprise. Mrs Pargeter had been expecting someone beady and guarded, not the tall, slightly scruffy figure with the horse-brass scarf around her neck, who greeted her in exaggerated Sloane Ranger tones.

‘Hello, such a pleasure to meet you.’ Mrs Pargeter’s hand was seized and clumsily shaken. There was about all of Fiona Burchfield-Brown’s movements a coltish gaucheness, as if she had only just grown to her current dimensions and not yet learned to control her body.

‘Sorry,’ she continued in her English public schoolgirl’s voice, ‘I kept intending to come across and say hello, but I’ve had to wait in all week for these wretched little men who were supposed to be coming in to install the jacuzzi. I didn’t dare leave the house in case they arrived or rang up. My husband Alexander had set it all up and he’d have been frightfully cross if I’d missed them. Anyway, finally they ring this morning and say they’re not coming till next week. Honestly. I ask you.’

Well, at least that explained the apparent spying from behind the net curtains. Funny, though, thought Mrs Pargeter, Fiona Burchfield-Brown didn’t seem the sort to have a jacuzzi. It was at odds with her slightly slapdash, eccentric aristocrat image.

As if anticipating this reaction, Fiona went on, ‘I don’t really think we need a jacuzzi. I mean, I can’t see myself using it that much. Still, Alexander’s very keen – lots of his chums in the City have got them – and he’s the one who earns the money, so . . .’ She shrugged helplessly.

‘Weren’t the Cottons planning to have one put in?’ contributed Sue Curle.

‘Well, it’s certainly not there,’ said Mrs Pargeter with a chuckle. ‘And I don’t think I’m going to miss it either.’

‘No, no, I knew they hadn’t had it done. It was only something they were planning. Rod was always talking about things he was going to do to the house – well, not do, but have done. And stuff they were going to buy . . . new video-camera . . . new compact disc player . . .’

‘Oh, he was always on about that kind of thing,’ Fiona agreed.

‘Yes, and I remember Theresa saying they were going to have the kitchen done out,’ Sue Curle recalled. ‘And she was going to replace that dreadful old freezer.’

‘I don’t remember Theresa having a freezer. Wasn’t one in the kitchen, was there?’

‘No, Fiona, she kept it in the garage. Great big antiquated lock-up one. Anyway, they were going to get a new one of those . . .’

‘And they were even talking about buying a timeshare.’ Fiona Burchfield-Brown grimaced, perhaps at the vulgarity of the idea, and shrugged. ‘But then once his promotion came up, he rather lost interest in Smithy’s Loam.’

‘That was when he was sent up North?’

‘Yes, Mrs Pargeter.’

‘Please call me Melita.’

‘Oh. Thank you.’ Mrs Pargeter was by now accustomed to the slight hesitancy she heard in Fiona Burchfield-Brown’s voice. Everyone seemed to have the same reaction to her name. Though granted the licence to use ‘Melita’, few people took advantage of it. For most she seemed to remain ‘Mrs Pargeter’. And that state of affairs suited her well. Her Christian name retained its exclusivity, a bond between her and the late Mr Pargeter.

‘Did you know the Cottons well?’ she hazarded.

Sue Curle shook her head. ‘Not really. Well, in the way you do know people with whom you have nothing in common but geography.’ Realising this might sound a little dismissive of present company, she covered it quickly. ‘I mean, obviously one does have friends locally, but the Cottons . . . well, we weren’t particularly close. They were perfectly amiable . . . You know, we’d help each other out, water each other’s plants when we went on holiday, that kind of thing . . . And, of course, one was always happy to, you know, pass the time of day . . .’

As these words were spoken, it struck Mrs Pargeter how little ‘passing the time of day’ she had so far witnessed in Smithy’s Loam. The six houses seemed hermetically sealed units, their occupants completely self-sufficient. Oh yes, they’d come out for a social event like that morning’s, but there was a kind of strain in the air. In spite of the proximity of the houses, nothing about Smithy’s Loam gave any sense of community.

Of course, the atmosphere might be different at the weekends, when husbands and children were about, but somehow Mrs Pargeter doubted it.

She turned to Fiona Burchfield-Brown. ‘Did you know them well?’

‘The Cottons? No, not really. I mean, one made overtures. But Theresa tended to . . . well, keep herself to herself.’

That tendency seemed to be an essential qualification for life in Smithy’s Loam. In some ways, Mrs Pargeter reflected, that would suit her well. Not in every way, though.

Sue Curle summed it up. ‘No, the Cottons were the standard issue Yuppie couple. Well, perhaps a bit too old to be proper Yuppies, but Rod had all the Yuppie values.’

‘Do you mean by that that Theresa didn’t?’

‘No. Not particularly. I assume she thought as he did. I don’t know, she never talked about that kind of thing. As Fiona said, she kept herself to herself. At least, they never appeared to disagree. And they had no children to complicate things. Nice standard happily married little couple.’

The bitterness in the voice prompted no more than a quizzical eyebrow from Mrs Pargeter, but that was quite sufficient cue for Sue Curie. Like a scab waiting to be picked, the subject of her own marriage was not to be avoided.

‘And no, in answer to your unspoken question, I am not part of such an ideal unit. I am in the throes of a particularly ugly divorce.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t have to be. At least not sorry for me emotionally. I’m delighted to get shot of the bastard. You can be sorry for me because the whole process takes so long and is so bloody exhausting, if you like.’

Vivvi Sprake’s doorbell rang and their hostess went off to answer it, as Fiona Burchfield-Brown leapt in to shift the conversation away from Sue’s divorce. With a slight air of upper-class condescension, she said, ‘I think you’ll find us a friendly enough lot around here, Mrs Pargeter.’

Mrs Pargeter assessed the claim, and decided that so far the evidence did not support it.

‘You know, I mean, we are all prepared to help each other out if something’s important.’

‘Yes, like this new Indian restaurant proposal,’ said Sue Curie, pouncing on an object of dissatisfaction other than her husband. ‘Have you heard, Mrs Pargeter, that coffee shop right on the corner of the Parade’s for sale, and someone’s applying for planning permission to turn it into an Indian restaurant?’

‘No, I’m sorry. I’m still very new to the area.’

‘Well, I think we must all get together and see that it doesn’t happen,’ said Sue Curle darkly.

‘Yes,’ Fiona Burchfield-Brown agreed. ‘Alexander was going to write a letter to—’

‘We needn’t involve the bloody men!’ Sue Curle snapped. ‘We women can set up our own protest group.’

‘Well, maybe . . .’ Fiona, realising that the conversation was reverting to male shortcomings, turned again firmly to Mrs Pargeter. ‘Anyway, as I say, if you’ve got any sort of problem, you can always ask any of us.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ But she thought she might be a bit careful which problems she did ask about.

The door from the hall opened, and Vivvi Sprake ushered in Miss Bored the Belgian’s Daughter. The au pair was dressed in an expensive-looking leather jacket. Sue Curle looked up at her with annoyance.

‘What is it?’

‘I am sorry, Mrs Curle,’ the girl replied, though there was no hint of apology in her tone. ‘They call from the office. Some crisis.’

If part of the intention of the girl’s stay in England was for her to learn the language, that part was not being fulfilled. Not a single vowel avoided mangling. And her accent suggested that Mrs Pargeter’s Happy Families shorthand had got the nationality wrong. The singsong intonation was not Belgian. More Scandinavian. Norwegian, perhaps . . . ?

‘Oh, sod it. I told them I couldn’t be in till this afternoon.’ But, even as she spoke, Sue Curle was picking up her handbag and rising to leave. ‘All right, Kirsten, you get back to the kids. You shouldn’t have left them.’

‘But it was just for a few—’

‘You shouldn’t have left them,’ her employer repeated firmly.

Kirsten slunk sulkily from the room. Sue Curle said it had been a great pleasure to meet Mrs Pargeter, that she looked forward to doing so again soon, and followed the au pair out.

Mrs Pargeter saw them pass separately in front of Vivvi’s picture window. On the other side of Smithy’s Loam, Mrs Nervy the Neurotic had just come out of the drive of ‘Hibiscus’. She made no gesture of acknowledgement to Sue or Kirsten, but walked briskly along, looking neither to right nor left.

She must have been invited, thought Mrs Pargeter. And if she’s only just going out now she must have been free to come. Or was there some feud amongst the residents of Smithy’s Loam?

Vivvi Sprake, who had materialised beside her, followed Mrs Pargeter’s eyeline and confirmed her conjecture. ‘Jane Watson, that is. The missing guest. I did invite her. Said she couldn’t come. Just that, didn’t even bother to make up an excuse. Huh, stuck-up bitch.’

And yet Mrs Pargeter wondered if the description was fair. It was true, the way the woman strode ahead could look as if she was acting from arrogance. But the expression on her face belied that interpretation.

To Mrs Pargeter’s eyes, it looked more as if Jane Watson was motivated by fear.
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