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ONE

Ellie Quicke considered she had more than enough to worry about ahead of a visit from her husband’s family, before a couple of murders sent her stress levels right off the scale . . . and her daughter Diana’s latest problem came to light!

Monday, after school

‘You freak me out, treading on my heels! Angelika will do her nut if she finds you in her own personal gym. You know she doesn’t let anyone else use it. Well, apart from me, duh!

‘Oh, get out of my way! I want to use the treadmill. Whatever are you like! Don’t fiddle with the speedo. I don’t like to go any faster than . . . are you deaf as well as stupid?

‘I said don’t touch the . . . Omigod! I can’t . . . not so fast . . . take your hand off so I can turn it down! Aaargh!’

She stepped awkwardly off the treadmill, caught her foot, tripped and plunged across the room, arms flailing. Helped on her way with a kick from a well-aimed boot, she ran head first into the opposite wall. Blood sprayed. She folded down on to the floor.

Silence.

She’s dead? Must check. Yes.

Well, that couldn’t have gone better, could it?

Now, wipe fingerprints off the speedo.

Leave the treadmill running.

Close the door on leaving.

Wednesday afternoon

Ellie had never considered herself a great brain, particularly where mathematics was concerned, but it did occur to her that allocating rooms for all the visitors she was expecting was like trying to fit a quart into a pint pot. She had inherited a large sum of money – which she’d put into a charitable trust – and a spacious Victorian house into which she, her second husband, Thomas, and their elderly housekeeper, Rose, fitted without any trouble.

Now that dear Rose found the stairs so difficult and had moved into a bed-sitting-room next to the kitchen, her original bedroom and bathroom upstairs could also be used for guests . . . except that it hadn’t been decorated for years and the furniture and furnishings were a hotchpotch of leftovers.

Marrying a widower late in life, Ellie had acquired a second family who lived in Canada but who planned to visit the United Kingdom for the first time in many years. Of course it would be delightful – if slightly intimidating – to meet Thomas’s children by his first wife. Would they like her? Thomas said that of course they’d adore her, but he was biased, wasn’t he?

Thomas couldn’t see any problem. He said his family would go to a hotel and he’d cover the cost, but Ellie felt this would be wrong when they lived in such a large house.

Only, she couldn’t make the maths work.

The guest room had a double bed in it and was en suite. This would be ideal for Thomas’s son and his wife.

They had two children. Now, if Ellie arranged for a second single bed to be put in the room her grandson used when he stayed overnight, then that would do for the twins, though they’d probably quarrel over who had which bed. Well, their parents could sort that out. So far, so good.

Ah, but where could she find a second single bed? Was there one in the unused room at the end of the corridor upstairs, currently filled with junk furniture? Might that room be made habitable as an extra bedroom in time? She made a note to herself to investigate.

Suppose she could manage to get that end room cleared out, would it be suitable for Thomas’s daughter and her partner?

Oh dear, Ellie did so dislike this modern trend of having ‘partners’ but not bothering to get married. She knew that nowadays people tended to have trial relationships, as if they could turn their emotions on and off like a tap. They seemed to think it was perfectly all right to move in with one man because he had a nice line in chat, then move on to another when they got fed up with the first one getting legless every night. If there was a child involved before they split up, why worry, because everyone does it and children adapt, don’t they?

Well, no; they didn’t. Ellie could think of several children, including her own grandson, who had had trouble adapting to the break-up of their parents’ marriage.

Supposing she could get that end room cleared and furnished, where could she put their child? Rose’s old room at the top of the stairs wouldn’t be suitable for a young girl.

Oh dear, oh dear. If only the council had seen fit to approve the plans Ellie had submitted to convert the unused top floor of the house into separate accommodation with its own outside staircase and parking place. Time and again her plans had been rejected because of worries about those very parking slots, of all things.

She told herself there was no sense worrying about something over which she had no control. Which didn’t stop her worrying, of course.

Another thing. Rose might very soon need more help in the house. If there was one thing Ellie was sure about, it was that her old friend was not going to be shovelled away into the nearest council home, but would be looked after as part of the family as long as possible.

Ellie had someone in mind who might be enticed to move into the house to help Rose – one of her former cleaners, who’d recently proven herself a trustworthy ally1 – but the timing was all wrong; Ellie had only got Rose’s old accommodation upstairs to offer at the moment, which was not sufficient for a single parent with a child in tow.

In any case, Vera, the girl concerned, might now like to go to college, to catch up on the higher education that had been denied her when she’d fallen pregnant at a school-leaving party. If so, it would be up to Ellie to see that the girl realized her dream.

Ellie smiled to herself; she could well imagine what her avaricious daughter Diana would say to her mother giving someone else a helping hand up the ladder of life. Diana would be furious!

Ellie’s mind slid on to the ever-vexatious question of her demanding daughter. In the past Ellie had been accustomed to panic whenever Diana got into financial trouble, thinking it was up to her to help out, but her generosity of spirit had finally dried up under Diana’s aggressive tactics and there had been a noticeable cooling in their relationship over the past few months.

That being said, even now the thought of Diana caused Ellie to frown. How long was it since Diana had seen fit to honour them with her presence? Six or seven weeks, perhaps?

The leaves on the trees were beginning to turn gold and brown and the sun’s rays to lose their warmth. Autumn was upon them. Ellie decided she ought to check that Diana was all right.

Well, comparatively all right. Diana tended to live in the centre of a whirlwind, always in a state about something. Men or money. Or both.

Life had been beautifully quiet without her.

Only, now she came to think about it, Ellie had an uneasy feeling that no news from Diana was not always good news.

When last heard of, Diana’s failing estate agency was about to be taken over by Hoopers, a large and thriving business in the town centre. Evan Hooper, who ran it, was a businessman of the old school who had earned the nickname of the Great White Shark. Not the cuddly sort, no.

Ellie grinned. Perhaps those two deserved one another?

Ellie picked up their marauding ginger tom, mis-called Midge, and tried to cuddle him. He objected, and she let him leap down on to the floor. He was a typically self-centred cat who wanted food, not caresses.

The front doorbell rang, and who should be there but Diana. Surprise! Shiny black car. Shiny and enormous black handbag. Black business suit with a touch of white around the collar. Black hair stunningly cut to show off a well-shaped head. Make-up rather heavy around the eyes. Diana had not inherited Ellie’s beautiful skin, or the curl in her silvery hair.

Midge the cat disliked Diana, so he disappeared with a flick of his tail.

Ellie wasn’t wearing any make-up at all and, as she’d been working in the garden, was wearing a pale-blue long-sleeved sweater, a navy skirt, and useful but clumpy clogs. Diana made Ellie feel frumpish, until she noticed that instead of her usual high heels, Diana was wearing ballerina shoes.

Ellie couldn’t remember Diana wearing flatties before, not even when she’d been pregnant with little Frank during her first marriage.

Oh. Surely not?

No, of course not.

‘Long time no see,’ said Ellie, trying to dismiss thoughts of pregnancy from her mind. ‘I was just going to have a coffee. Will you join me?’

Diana marched into the sitting room and stood by the French windows, looking out on to the garden. ‘I’m off coffee.’

There are several things a mother – however modern – does not wish to hear from a divorced, single-parent daughter.

‘I’m pregnant’ must be top of the list. Or perhaps, ‘I’m gay’? Now, there was a toss-up. Which would you prefer?

‘I’m pregnant,’ said Diana.

Ellie ran down a list of possible fathers in her mind and decided that almost any of the one-night stands Diana had enjoyed in the past might be more welcome than the name which leapt to the forefront of her mind. Please God, let it not be Evan Hooper!

‘It’s Evan’s, of course.’

Ellie took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

She’d had a brush or two with the Great White Shark when she’d inherited a huge white elephant in the shape of Pryce House nearby . . . and that inheritance was another can of worms, wasn’t it? Ellie’s mind skittered over that problem and returned to Evan Hooper.

Pryce House was too large for private use without a host of live-in servants, and Ellie planned to turn it into a hotel for visitors who would appreciate its quirky charm. Evan Hooper had had the house on his books for sale for a few weeks and, although the instruction for him to sell had been withdrawn, he maintained he was owed the considerable amount of money his agency would have taken if the sale had gone through his books. He had been unpleasant about it, even though Ellie’s solicitor assured her that Hoopers hadn’t a leg to stand on.

This was the man whose estate agency had recently absorbed Diana’s much smaller business. Not that he’d have had it all his own way, for Diana’s chief characteristic – after ambition – was a ruthlessness which wouldn’t have disgraced Attila the Hun.

Diana was perhaps not entirely as composed as she had tried to appear, for she started to tap on the window. Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat. ‘He’s said he’ll marry me, under certain conditions.’

‘Wait a minute. To the best of my knowledge he’s paying alimony already to two of his past wives, and the current one is only in her twenties. Plus he’s quite a few children to support.’

‘Only three now. One died earlier this week. An accident in his private gym.’

‘Poor man. I hadn’t heard.’

‘It’ll be in the local Gazette on Friday, I suppose.’ A twist of the lips. ‘He’s upset, of course, but he’s bearing up, looking to the future. He wants a son to take over the business.’ Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat.

‘Sexist of him. Haven’t any of his children inherited his brains?’

‘Apparently not. He still has two girls and a boy, but none of them are up to scratch for one reason or another. His current wife is a model, swimsuits and underwear, doesn’t want to spoil her figure having another child.’

‘So you took a calculated risk that you might produce a son for him?’

‘It’s just been confirmed, today. A boy. Everything is as it should be.’

‘I see.’ Ellie didn’t see. Not really. She’d often wondered how she and her first husband had managed to produce someone as self-centred as Diana but there it was, and you couldn’t send your children back where they came from if they turned out to be a disappointment to you. She’d observed that men could cut their emotional ties with unsatisfactory children much better than women. She wished she knew how they did it.

‘If I can produce a healthy boy child, he’ll divorce Angelika – which she spells with a “k”, believe it or not – and marry me.’

‘A son being more important to him than a loving wife? What if the boy turns out not to be interested in the business – will he discard you for someone else?’

Diana ignored that. ‘There’s one other condition. He wants you to give him the money he’d have earned if the sale of the Pryce house had gone through him – which it was supposed to do, remember. He doesn’t want it to go through the agency. He needs a private pot of gold to pay off Angelika.’

Ellie laughed, then sighed. ‘You mean he wants me to pay off his current wife so that you can take her place? What rubbish. You know the trustees would never allow it.’

Diana’s lips twisted. ‘You know that you have the final say in everything at the trust. What skin is it off your nose to let him have his cut?’

‘It’s the principle of the thing.’

‘Huh.’

Yes, quite. What had Diana and Evan Hooper to do with principles? Ellie would take a bet they couldn’t even spell the word, never mind explain what it meant. She said, meaning it, ‘No.’

‘Think about it. I know the plans for converting the place have been approved by the local Council. Evan made sure they went through, so you owe him for that.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘A councillor he may be, but he’s not on the planning committee. Everyone there thought turning the Pryce mausoleum into a hotel would be good for the borough, so I don’t owe Evan Hooper anything. Try again, Diana.’

Rat-a-tat-tat. Diana swung away from the window to sit in Ellie’s favourite high-backed chair by the fireplace. ‘You might at least pretend to be pleased for me. I’m sure you want to see me happily settled at last.’

‘Indeed.’

‘I’m only going through with the pregnancy if he gets a quickie divorce and marries me. Otherwise I’ll have an abortion.’

‘An abortion?’ Ellie gaped. Then recovered. ‘No, you wouldn’t do that. You wouldn’t jeopardize your future with Evan by having an abortion . . . How could you even think of . . .? Oh, this is unbearable. We’re talking about a person, here. Not a . . . a thing, to be disposed of down a rubbish chute. Someone who will love you unreservedly.’

‘Oh my! Are we going to go all soppy and talk goo-goo? That’s not really me, is it?’

Ellie kept her voice down, with an effort. ‘Someone to love you, Diana.’

‘I have you.’

‘I love you, yes; but not unreservedly. I don’t always like what you say or do.’

A shrug. ‘Little Frank loves me unreservedly.’

‘He used to. Nowadays his love is mixed with pain because you often find something better to do with your time than spend it with him, and then you brush him aside as if his feelings were of no consequence. You’ve tried him hard, Diana, and he’s growing a tougher skin.’

‘It’s good to be tough. The world needs “tough”.’

‘May I remind you that he loves his father, Maria and his three little stepsisters – not unreservedly, because there has to be a balance of what you can and cannot do among siblings – but they love him back and he knows where he is with them. He knows they’d never let him down. He has learned that you often do. So, no; he doesn’t love you unreservedly.’

Diana turned her head away. ‘I have to look out for myself. No one else will.’

‘You think that making a bargain with Evan will ensure you a life of Happy Ever After? You know better than that.’

‘It will give me what I want in life. A man I can respect, a son to keep him happy. A nice house and business.’

‘I notice you think of the baby as Evan’s son, not as your own.’

A shrug. ‘He can share his youngest daughter’s au pair. I understand the present girl’s not much cop: more interested in chatting to her friends than looking after the little one.’

‘Doesn’t the mother – what’s her name? Angelika—?’

‘She’s off here, there and everywhere on fashion shoots. Her brat needs watching twenty-four seven because she’s got some sort of allergy. Peanuts. If necessary we’ll employ a trained nanny to look after both children.’

‘Your poor child. Born out of ambition, on the wreckage created by divorced parents. What damage will this loveless liaison do to Evan’s other children? One has died, you say. That still leaves . . . how many?’

Another shrug. ‘Three, but I told you, they’re out of it. No use to him.’

‘And you want to add to this unhappy family? Oh, Diana.’

A touch of steel. ‘Wish me luck, Mother dear. Think about what I’ve said. Pay Angelika off for me and I’m out of your hair for good.’

Ellie’s husband Thomas used his key to let himself into the house and called out, ‘I’m back!’

Ellie pushed Midge the cat off the kitchen table – again – and hurried out to give Thomas a welcome-home kiss. His beard and hair were beaded with rain, and his car jacket felt damp as she hung it up for him. She couldn’t remember exactly what it was he’d been doing so, she said, ‘Was it good?’

‘For a funeral, yes.’

‘Oh. Sorry. Forgot.’

Thomas had retired from parish work, but occasionally still took a service to oblige a colleague. His appearance was misleading, as he looked like an old-fashioned sea captain – complete with beard and moustache – but was in real life the editor of a small but influential Christian magazine, and one of the kindest and most thoughtful of men. Also, solid in every way.

He gave her a hug. ‘I diagnose a need for food . . . or perhaps Diana has paid you a visit?’ He picked Midge up, and that perspicacious animal purred. Loudly. Midge knew who would give him titbits from his plate at supper time, and it wasn’t Ellie.

Ellie said, ‘Dear Thomas. Both.’

He tensed. It was only a slight movement, but she caught it and sighed. Well, best to tell him straight away. ‘She’s pregnant. I’ve always thought of abortion with horror, but I’m beginning to wonder if it wouldn’t be better for some children if they’d never been born.’ She peered up at him, to see if he was shocked by what she’d said, because it shocked her to hear such words come out of her own mouth.

He absorbed the news with a nod and, with Midge superglued to his shoulder, propelled her towards the kitchen and tea. ‘Light of my life, you’ll feel better when you’ve had something to eat.’

As always, he rebalanced her world. ‘You’re right, as always. And I didn’t really mean it about abortion. Or not for very long. It’s minted lamb chops with lots of different vegetables but only a few potatoes, because we really must try to cut down on carbohydrates.’

He protested, ‘I need carbohydrates when I’ve just conducted a funeral.’

She managed to smile. ‘All right, but not too many, right?’

On which note Ellie and Thomas put their worries behind them and did justice to their big meal of the day.


TWO

Thursday morning

Once upon a time Ellie had been content to look after her husband and daughter in an unremarkable, three bedroom semi-detached house. She’d filled her spare time by looking after her husband’s aged aunt, working in the local charity shop, singing in the choir at church and helping out wherever required in the community.

With what sometimes seemed like dizzying speed Ellie had been widowed, inherited money and property, and then remarried. Sometimes she felt like the old woman in the song who’d woken out of a nap to find her skirts had been cut off short, and said, ‘Lawks, but this is none of I!’

On the whole Ellie had adapted well to the demands of her new position, though she sometimes found it a struggle to turn her mind to business when she’d far rather be working in the garden.

Rose, their elderly housekeeper, had once loved pottering about among the flowers but had recently found it too much for her to prune and dig, and had concentrated on the care of plants in the conservatory at the back of the house . . . which meant that Ellie could have a go instead.

There was, of course, a gardener; but he couldn’t be trusted to deadhead the roses and select fragrant plants for the herbaceous border, or to do much of anything if he could get away with it.

Once a week Ellie had to make sure her fingernails were clean, push a brush through her short, silvery hair, find a lipstick if possible, and put on a decent skirt to attend a business meeting, even if it was only to be held in her dining room.

Ellie had a couple of cleaners who kept the house looking good, but she automatically checked for dust on the big table as she prepared for the day’s session.

The dining room would have to be returned to its original purpose when their guests arrived, which meant that a rent in one of the curtains – made by a visiting kitten and not by their own marauding ginger tom – must be mended, soonest. Perhaps the carpet should be professionally cleaned?

She tried to view her house as her visitors would see it and couldn’t help feeling it would appear somewhat dark and drab with its old-fashioned, mostly antique, furniture. What could she do about that, in the short time at her disposal?

If only she’d started earlier to transform the unused top floor of the house into separate living accommodation, but even if the new plans were passed this month it would be ages before builders could start work and they wouldn’t finish till next summer. If Rose were to fall ill again this winter . . . No, don’t think about it. Or rather, think about it later.

At ten o’clock, Ellie’s part-time secretary Pat traipsed herself, her laptop and a pile of papers from her office along the corridor into the dining room and set up at one end of the big polished table.

Ellie’s ex-son-in-law Stewart – Diana’s first husband – was next to arrive with his own laptop, iPad, Blackberry, and goodness knows what else. Stewart now managed Ellie’s empire of properties to let. Once he’d recovered from the divorce, Stewart had remarried and was now living locally and happily with his new wife and their three delightful little girls, plus his – and Diana’s – son, in a semi-detached house with a garden.

As Ellie’s business affairs had expanded, Stewart had taken on more and more responsibility, which meant longer hours and a worry line appearing between his eyebrows. He hadn’t complained – he wasn’t the complaining type – but Ellie was beginning to think she ought to ease his workload. Only, she couldn’t think how.

Today Stewart was accompanied by Nirav, a tricky youngster who had once worked for Evan Hooper but was now making himself useful in Stewart’s office.

Ellie wondered why Stewart had brought Nirav. He’d never done so before. The boy had proved himself responsible and meticulous, but she still wasn’t sure he was trustworthy. Well, if Stewart had brought him to this meeting, the reason would no doubt emerge in due course.

Ellie’s old friend Kate arrived last; in a hurry as usual. Once a month she would drop her children off at the nursery and rush in to update them on the financial matters she handled for Ellie and her charitable trust. Kate was a tall woman, whose heavy eyebrows gave the impression that she was frowning, but she – like Ellie’s husband Thomas – was solid gold as a friend and counsellor.

Today Kate had brought news of the trust’s latest project to turn nearby Pryce House into a modern hotel. A consortium which operated a chain of distinctive hotels had seen the potential of the turreted monstrosity and, with what seemed like incredible speed to Ellie, probate had been granted, contracts signed, and architects commissioned.

Ellie had no wish to be concerned with the actual running of the hotel when it was completed, but as Kate had arranged for Ellie’s trust to be allocated some shares in the company which was to run the development, she found herself more involved with the details of the conversion than she had hoped.

Stewart said, by way of starters, ‘I understand we’ve recently lost another member of the Pryce family.’

Ellie knew what he was getting at but refused to defend herself. Instead, she said with a bland smile, ‘Edgar’s cancer was so advanced that it was amazing he lasted as long as he did. I’m seeing his widow early next week. Is it Monday morning or Tuesday, Pat?’

‘Ten, Monday morning.’

Ellie maintained her smile through the following silence. She knew that neither Kate nor Stewart had approved of the dying man’s marrying a single parent and adopting her child, since a condition of Ellie’s inheriting the mansion meant she had to provide for the remaining members of the Pryce family . . . which now included the man’s widow and her child. She wondered what they’d think of her plan to move Vera and Mikey in to her home, partly, if not wholly, so that Vera could help look after Rose.

Ellie stuck out her lower lip. ‘They made him very happy in his last few months. He wanted to provide for them and I agreed that we should do so.’

Stewart raised one eyebrow but forbore to comment in any other way. It was, after all, Ellie’s decision how she spent the inheritance Mrs Pryce had left her.

Kate hadn’t approved, either. Well, tough.

Kate pinched in her lips, glanced at the heavy watch on her wrist and got down to business. ‘May we take the hotel first, Ellie? I’ve got another meeting later this morning.’

Ellie nodded, not surprised; Kate’s time was at a premium.

‘The plans for the conversion of Pryce House have been passed by the council, which is good news all round. It was an inspired idea of yours, Ellie, to build a lift shaft on at the back of the house. I don’t think we’d have had a chance of getting the plans through if we hadn’t sorted that out.

‘The consortium that have bought the house have chosen a nationally known contractor, and they in turn have appointed a project manager, whose mobile telephone number . . . Here, Ellie. You’d better keep this by you. He’s going to be more or less permanently on site. He’ll be responsible for coordinating the teams of workmen who’ll be descending on the place from now on.

‘The idea is to clear the site of everything they don’t want to keep, in particular the old greenhouses and tool sheds. At the same time, they’ll dig the foundations for the new lift shaft at the back and set up scaffolding all round to check on the roof and guttering. They’re planning to take all the heavy equipment through the yard at the side of the house, which means the covered roof over it goes for the time being.

‘Inside, they’ll have to tear down some walls in the old kitchen quarters to create a new kitchen, cold store and rest room for the staff. The basement will house a laundry, workshops for the maintenance people, and storage. Teams of plumbers and electricians will move into the parts that don’t need reconstruction almost straight away, to rewire and install en suites; and when that’s finished, specialists will fit out the kitchen area. A design team is working on decoration, furniture and furnishings as we speak.

‘There’s a provisional date for signing off on the project of, let me see, they’ve suggested twelve months from the time they’re allowed on the site, but are hoping it will be only nine. Now, there’s something you haven’t settled yet, and that’s what’s to be done with the garden.’

Ellie said, ‘I’d like to keep the garden much as it is. Oh, of course the greenhouses must go; they’re pretty decrepit, anyway. But the basic design of patio, lawn, rose garden and pond seems to me to fit the house and would be an attraction for visitors.’

Kate sighed. ‘Ellie, my love; you’re dealing with professional hoteliers here, and they won’t be impressed by anything but a professional’s plan for the garden. I’ve sorted out the names of two garden designers . . . This one and this.’ She handed over some paperwork. ‘I’ve looked at their websites and both come highly recommended. I’ve sent each of them a brief giving the size of the plot, type of hotel, etcetera, and asked them to come up with a provisional design. They need to be contacted soonest, or they’ll be so tied up doing gardens for the Chelsea Flower Show that we won’t be able to get hold of them.

‘Just remember that though you know a lot about gardens in the suburbs, providing a garden for an important hotel is a rather different matter. You’ve also got to bear in mind that a lot of the garden is going to have to be torn up anyway while the builders are in. If you meet with the designers now and choose the one you like best, you can have your own input and keep everyone happy.’

Ellie tried not to make a sour face. Another job for her to do. She wanted to say, ‘Must I?’ but realized this was a childish response and that she was all grown up now. Well, most of the time, anyway.

Kate glanced at her watch again and said, ‘Oops, I’m running late. Look, Ellie; tell you what I’ll do. I’ll see if one of them, if not both, can meet you at the site early next week. If they can make it, I’ll leave a message for you with Pat. Now, Stewart; just a quickie. I know it’s not your scene, but have you any ideas about how many parking slots we can get into the front garden? Their plan includes forty cars, but I don’t think that’s realistic.’

Stewart and Kate went into a huddle over the plans for the parking, which would have to be outside as the original coach house-cum-garage would be converted for office space on the ground floor, with a flat above for live-in staff.

Ellie felt useless. Of course she thought like an amateur because that was what she was. Kate was right in saying she must make use of professionals, but Ellie had hoped she’d be able to save at least some of the roses with which the garden had been filled by its last owner.

She opened the dining-room door and rang a tiny handbell to signal to Rose that they’d like their coffee, please. Rose was of the opinion that no one should try to get through a morning without sustenance, which was one reason why neither Ellie nor Thomas ever lost weight.

Ellie sighed. Well, if she couldn’t calculate how many square metres each car must have, at least she could minister to the inner man and woman. She poured coffee, handed cake and wondered again why Stewart had brought Nirav to this meeting.

At last Kate said, ‘I think you’ll have to go up to town to meet them, Ellie. They’ve suggested – where’s your diary? If we can fix a date, then I’ll be off and leave you all to deal with more mundane matters.’ She kissed Ellie, waved to Stewart, smiled at Nirav and Pat, and disappeared at a run.

‘Splendid woman,’ said Stewart. ‘Makes me feel my age.’

Ellie said, ‘She makes me feel weak at the knees sometimes, too. Now, Stewart; how are things your end?’

Stewart was meticulous with his figures. A big, reliable man, his waistline was beginning to thicken and his thatch of fair hair was beginning to recede from his temples. He hadn’t much sense of humour, but he did know what the word ‘principle’ meant.

Ellie wasn’t sure that young Nirav did. An eager beaver, anxious to please. A bright boy, yes. But.

At last Stewart shut down his laptop and leaned back in his chair. ‘Well, that’s it for today.’ He didn’t move.

‘Except,’ said Ellie, ‘that you have something to tell me. Or Nirav has?’

Stewart looked at Pat, who hastily said she needed to get on, didn’t she, and departed.

Ellie sighed. ‘It’s about Diana, isn’t it? Or about Mr Hooper? Or, perhaps, both?’

Stewart nodded to Nirav. ‘Tell Mrs Quicke what you’ve heard, Nirav. I know it’s only gossip and we shouldn’t pay any attention to it, but when it interferes, or when it might interfere with our work . . . You’d better tell her what you know.’

To do him justice, Nirav looked as if he’d prefer not to speak. ‘It’s just that . . . it is only gossip. Are you sure . . .?’

Stewart nodded.

Ellie concentrated.

Nirav wriggled in his chair. ‘Well, it’s like this. You know I’m working on the maintenance side of the properties to let? When there’s a complaint about a leak or a broken window or, well, anything, and when a property becomes vacant, I go in to take a note of what needs to be done, pass the order on to the builders and then keep track of progress. The other day I found our maintenance team had been so short-handed that they’d had to call in a freelance for an urgent job. It turned out that I knew the man because he’d done some work in the past for Hoopers.’

Hoopers. Ah.

Nirav said, ‘He works for himself, doing all right, word of mouth, you know? His cousin still works for Hoopers, though she says it’s not the same now and is looking around for another job. She passes all the gossip on to him, he knew I’d worked there at one time, and so we got talking.’

His eyes shifted to Stewart. Stewart nodded at him to continue.

With reluctance, Nirav obliged. ‘The thing is, I know she’s your daughter, Mrs Quicke, and I’m sure she’s a great business woman and an asset to Hoopers, and maybe they were overstaffed, but the atmosphere there now is, well, uncomfortable. At least, that’s what I was told. It seems that your daughter has been put in charge of assessing the capabilities of everyone who works for them and she’s clearing out those who don’t think the way she does. Some of them, well, she’s probably right, but then she got round to Mr Abel. I liked him. He was always very fair and straightforward with me.’

Ellie bit the end of her pen. She’d encountered Mr Abel when he showed her over the Pryce mansion months ago, and had formed the opinion that he was conscientious, humourless, and efficient. The word that came to mind was ‘worthy’.

Nirav gave a little cough. ‘She found out that Mr Abel told an interested buyer the truth about a house he was showing, and the buyer dropped the price by thirty K. She was furious.’

Oh dear. What could Ellie say? ‘I suppose my daughter was looking out for Mr Hooper’s best interests.’

Nirav hunched a shoulder. ‘If you put it that way. The word is that Mr Hooper thinks the sun shines and lets her do what she wants.’

‘Mr Abel is thinking of leaving Hoopers?’

‘He’s resigned, though I don’t think he was given any choice in the matter. He’ll be leaving when he’s worked out his notice. Mr Stewart says he thought you’d be interested, but . . .’ Another wriggle.

Ellie leaned back in her chair. ‘Nirav, would you like to take the coffee things out to the kitchen for me?’

Nirav scrambled to his feet and retreated.

Ellie looked at Stewart, who nodded. ‘I’ve heard similar stories from other sources.’

‘If it’s true that Mr Abel is looking for another position, then what do you think about offering him one? The more money and property that drifts our way means that more and more work gets piled on to your shoulders; there are only so many hours in the day, and you have family responsibilities, too.

‘Look at today’s meeting; in the old days you only had to deal with the properties to let, but now you’re being drawn into some of the other aspects of the trust’s affairs. Some time soon I’d like to talk to the other directors of the trust about inviting you on to the board, and I think we should make you General Manager of the company that looks after the properties to let.’

He looked both pleased and worried. ‘Yes, I can see that . . . but are you sure, Ellie? I’m no financier and—’

‘Neither am I. That’s what we have Kate for. You’d like it, wouldn’t you?’

‘Yes, I would. But—’

‘So we’ll need someone else to do all the nitty gritty of the lettings office for us. Not Nirav; he’s too young and inexperienced. We have no one else in the office who could take it on, have we? On the other hand . . .?’

Stewart caught on at last. ‘I see where you’re heading. Well, I’ve heard nothing but good of Mr Abel. An estate agent who speaks the truth? As rare as hen’s teeth. Hah!’

‘We will have to advertise the position, but if we made it known in the trade that we are looking to take someone on, don’t you think that Mr Abel might apply? That way, we wouldn’t be accused of poaching but we’d acquire someone whom we can trust.’

He ironed out a smile. ‘I tell Nirav you’re planning to increase my responsibilities, which means I’ll have to shed some of my workload, which in turn means we’ll be looking for an experienced man to join the firm. Nirav tells his engineering friend, who tells his cousin, and Mr Abel hears about it. How long do you think it would take for the word to get through? A couple of days?’

Ellie smiled, too. ‘Tread cautiously. Spread the word but don’t make any direct approach because we don’t want to upset Mr Hooper any more than we have to. As for little Nirav; how trustworthy is he, do you think?’

‘He’s got a mind like a corkscrew, but at the moment it’s in his best interests to be straight with us. He’s ambitious. He wants to move into the lettings side, but so far I’ve said no. He’s desperate for accommodation for himself and his girlfriend, who I’m told is about to become his wife very soon. I’m thinking of offering him a short-term let on a flat which is a bit run-down, but which the maintenance team can’t get round to for a couple of months. All right?’

‘Brilliant. Now, when may I come to see your beautiful little daughters, and is my grandson playing in a football match this weekend? He told me he’s first reserve and hopes to play, and I’d like to come to watch, if it doesn’t rain.’

Thursday noon

The children’s playground in the park was packed on this bright sunny day. Au pairs chatted to mothers and the occasional house husband, while keeping an eye on the toddlers. Scooters and buggies had been parked to one side, awaiting the return of children who would be cross and hungry after expending their energy on the brightly-coloured attractions.

A clown appeared with a bunch of balloons and a plate of biscuits.

‘Roll up! Birthday treat!’ The clown was white-faced with a red, smiling mouth. A padded red and black suit disguised its figure as it handed out balloons and biscuits with white-gloved hands.

‘More!’ demanded a fat-faced child with crumbs around her mouth.

A small boy objected. ‘You greedy pig! You’ve had one already.’

The girl snatched the biscuit he’d been about to eat and ran off, cramming it into her mouth. The clown gave away the last of the biscuits and left the park.

The greedy child’s au pair was talking to a friend and failed to notice that anything was wrong till it was too late.

Friday morning

It was not until after Ellie had cleared away the breakfast things, talked the weekend menus over with Rose, made out a shopping list, taken down the curtain which needed repair in the dining room, and done a stint in her office that she had time to sit down with a cup of coffee in the kitchen and reach for the local Gazette.

She’d forgotten about the Hooper girl’s death and was shocked when she saw it featured on the front page.

‘Look, Rose.’ She held the paper up. ‘“Teenager’s Tragic Accident. A bright and bubbly girl, the light of our lives.” It says the Hooper family’s prostrated, but they always say that, don’t they? Diana gave me the impression that Evan was shocked but not devastated. Oh, look, it says that her mother was . . . No, that can’t be right. The local paper often gets things wrong though, don’t they? The dead girl was too old to be the daughter of Evan’s current wife, wasn’t she?’

Rose reached for her reading glasses. ‘She looks a proper little madam. I know that sort. Think they can get away with anything, just because Dad’s got money.’

‘It says here that her school friends are all in tears and have placed dozens of messages on Facebook. That’s the way it takes them nowadays. Fame for a few days on Facebook. Poor thing, what a waste of a life.’

‘What I want to know is, what was she doing in the gym in the first place? Trying to lose weight?’

‘These young things think they can never be too thin. It says here that she was on a treadmill and set the counter too fast.’

‘Catch me getting on one of those things. Instruments of torture.’

Ellie had to smile. ‘I suppose I ought to do something about my weight, but . . . yes, I agree. Pretty girl, wasn’t she?’

Rose snorted. ‘I bet she wasn’t naturally a blonde. That’s a professional hairdo if ever I saw one. Look at those eyelashes; they’re never natural. They retouch all those photographs, don’t they?’

‘Mm, she does look older than fourteen, or is it fifteen?’ Ellie tried to remember what Diana had said about the girl. ‘I expect she was at a private school. Yes, it says here; St Augustine’s. There’ll have to be an autopsy and an inquest before they can bury her, I suppose. There’s a sister, isn’t there? It must be dreadful to have a sibling die on you like that.’

‘I wonder if Her Royal Highness will attend the funeral.’ Rose did not care for Diana.

Ellie put the paper aside. ‘Well, we must get on. Rose, no need for you to bother, but I thought I might look at what furniture we’ve got in the end room upstairs. If we can find enough beds, we could get at least one of those rooms ready for our visitors, couldn’t we? Do you suppose we could hire some furniture if we’re short?’

‘I don’t know why you want to bother. You know Thomas said they could go to a hotel.’

‘I know, I know. But I’d like them to feel they’re welcome here. After all, Thomas has seen very little of them since they went to Canada, and he’s only twice been over to see his grandchildren.’

‘What is young Frank going to say to this lot coming in and taking over his bedroom?’

‘I’ve talked to him about it, and he understands how it is. He wants to know if they’ll bring him an American football jersey. I’d better remind Thomas to arrange it. First things first. I’ll go up to see what we’ve got in the way of furniture. Then I’ll take that curtain to be mended and do the weekend shopping on the way back.’

She went upstairs, past the bedrooms in regular use, to the very end of the corridor, where there was a large room which had been unused – save as a dump for spare furniture – for as long as she could remember.

She quailed. There were no curtains, or carpet. Well, that might be a roll of carpet and underlay over there . . . and yes, there was a huge box here which . . . Brilliant, curtains! But alas, sadly dusty and . . . Oh dear, frayed at the edges. They fell apart as she lifted them up.

Some dust sheets had been inadequately draped over a mound of furniture, but lifting up one edge, she spotted a double bed – in pieces and very old-fashioned – some chairs which weren’t in bad condition, a small wardrobe and a chest of drawers which needed repair.

She despaired. Leaving everything as it was, she investigated the bathroom next door, which only Frank used nowadays. He liked the solid feel of the cast-iron bath and its claw feet. Terribly old-fashioned, of course. So old-fashioned it was almost fashionable again.

Next along the corridor was Thomas’s sanctum. Had she time to spare for a few minutes’ peace and quiet? Yes, she’d make time.

She went in. The room was sparsely furnished with a couple of chairs, a small table holding various Bibles and reference notes, and an embroidered Victorian picture of Jesus as shepherd, carrying a lamb over his shoulder. There was a blind at the window and a mat on the shining floorboards. Despite its lack of luxurious furnishings, it had a welcoming look to it.

Ellie only visited the room occasionally, but Thomas used it every day as a place in which to think, to meditate, to pray.

If she commandeered this room, she could put his daughter and her partner in here and . . . No, she couldn’t. This room was perhaps the most important in the whole house to Thomas, and she was not even going to hint that he might move out for a while . . . Even though he was supposed to use the library for his den, and never did.

No, she must make up her mind to it. She could not use that room for guests. She sat down, trying to calm her mind.

Dear Lord, all this fuss and palaver. I fear I’m losing sight of what’s important in my life. Sorry about that. But if you could spare a moment to . . . No, I can’t ask for help on household matters, that’s absurd. Although I am rather worried; have we enough bed linen to go round?

Sorry, sorry. Again. I’m being stupid. I should be asking you to keep an eye on Rose so that she doesn’t fall ill again. And on Diana. And on . . . well, you know how many people I have to worry about, and you don’t need reminding . . . or perhaps you do? Only, I haven’t got the time at the moment. Yes, I know I ought to make a bigger space for you in my life, but . . . please forgive me. Is that the time? Must dash.



THREE

Friday noon

Ellie descended the stairs, struggling to hold on to the bundle of curtains she’d disinterred from the box in the junk room.

The doorbell rang. She tried to shift the unwieldy bundle under one arm as she opened the door. For a moment she failed to recognize her visitor. When you don’t expect the police to call, it’s a shock to find them on your doorstep, isn’t it?

‘Let me help you with that,’ said Detective Constable Milburn, deftly relieving Ellie of the bundle as it slipped out of her arms. ‘Is it a bad time to call?’

‘No, I suppose not,’ said Ellie, trying to think why this likeable woman was on the doorstep. She hadn’t done anything wrong lately, had she? ‘Come in. Time for a coffee? Do close the door behind you. It’s going to rain any minute, by the look of it. Thomas hasn’t got another parking ticket, has he? It’s dropping elderly people off outside the tube station that does it. He can’t seem to grasp the fact that he can no longer stop the car there. But you aren’t in the traffic department, are you?’

‘No,’ said the DC, smiling. ‘But I did want to pick your brains, if I may.’

‘Gracious! Are you sure? I’m not exactly Brain of Britain, you know.’

‘Eyes and ears of the world, that’s you. And I really do need your help. Shall I put this lot down on the chair here?’

Rose appeared from the conservatory, brandishing her little watering-can. Rose liked Ms Milburn. ‘Coffee and cake? Ellie, if you think you’re going to use those curtains, you’ve got another think coming. Phew! The dirt! Shall I put them out with the rubbish?’

Ellie tried to brush herself down. No matter how good your cleaners were, empty rooms attract dust if not attended to at frequent intervals. ‘Yes, Rose. Thanks. And I’d love a cuppa. Sorry, Ms Milburn. We’re expecting visitors and I’m trying to get the junk room for occupation. There’s a double bed up there which might do, but I’m at my wits’ end to . . . And these curtains fell to pieces as soon as I picked them up so they won’t do, either. Sorry. You wanted to talk to me about something. Come and sit down and tell me what’s troubling you.’

‘It’s the Hooper case.’ Ms Milburn followed Ellie into the sitting room. ‘I thought you might have heard something, know something. All gossip is grist to my mill. What do you know of the family?’

Ellie felt her nerves tighten, but kept her tone light. ‘I read about the death in the paper this morning. Shocking. I’m afraid I don’t know really know the family. I’ve had some business dealings with Evan Hooper in the past, and my daughter’s estate agency has been absorbed into Hoopers; beyond that, no.’

‘You’ve never met any other members of the family?’

‘No. Sorry.’

‘You’ve heard about them?’

‘I think – but this is only gossip – that there’s an older boy. Is he at college or something? And another couple of girls? That’s the extent of my knowledge.’

‘Didn’t you think that two deaths in the family was rather odd?’

‘You mean that one was an accident but that two looks like carelessness?’ Ellie did a double take. ‘What do you mean, two deaths?’

‘Or, murder.’

‘Murder?’ Ellie sank into her big, high-backed chair by the fireplace. ‘Two? Now, hang on a mo, the paper reported the death of a teenager this morning. Can’t remember her name. Oh, Fiona. I think. Electrocuted, was she? Something to do with the treadmill in her gym?’

The DC sat down, only to have Midge the cat landing on her with intent. Midge knew that there was likely to be cake on the tray Rose was bringing in. Midge liked cream, and he knew Ellie wouldn’t give him any, but perhaps the visitor would?

‘That’s right. Fiona. We received a call at twenty hundred hours on Monday evening from the ambulance service. One of my colleagues attended and was met by Mr Hooper, who led the way to their gym in a conservatory at the back of the house. The constable found a fifteen-year-old girl lying there, dead. A doctor was already there, who confirmed that life was extinct. There’s a strict procedure to be followed in any case of a fatal accident, you know, and my colleague followed it to the letter.

‘Forensics arrived, took photographs, dusted for prints, etc. My colleague took a statement from Mr Hooper, who was shocked, horrified and angry. Fiona was his daughter by his second marriage. Mr Hooper had been alerted to the death by his third wife, a model calling herself Angelika with a “k”, who’d found the body and gone into hysterics. By the time my colleague got round to her, Angelika had recovered enough to give him a statement. To give them their due, neither Mr or Mrs Hooper asked for a solicitor to be present, and both said they wanted to help the police find out what had caused the accident.

‘Angelika says that she is the only person who uses the gym normally, but she had given her stepdaughter Fiona permission to use it if she wasn’t around. Angelika says she had gone into the gym to fetch a sweater she’d left there earlier in the day and found the body. When pressed as to her exact actions, she said she’d gone in, heard the treadmill working overtime and was livid that someone had been misusing it. She turned the speedometer down and switched the machine off. Then she saw the body and started screaming.

‘Mr Hooper heard her. He arrived, couldn’t find a pulse – which wasn’t surprising as the girl had been dead for some time – and called the ambulance. The ambulance people called the doctor. The doctor called the police. The police took statements from everyone in the household: that’s Evan Hooper, his wife Angelika, another teenaged daughter and an au pair. Oh, there was a toddler, too, but she was safely tucked up in bed by that time and asleep.’

‘Isn’t there a son, as well? Or am I imagining it?’

‘No son visible. My colleague asked for backup and the DI was summoned, who reassured the family that there would be the very minimum of fuss as it was obviously a dreadful accident. It appears that Fiona had recently been trying to get her weight down. She was allowed into Angelika’s private gym to use the equipment without supervision and must have set the speedometer too high. Being alone, and for some reason unable to adjust the rate, she panicked, misjudged her step as she tried to get off and spun out of control across the room. Bashed her head in on the wall opposite.’

‘Tragic,’ murmured Ellie, worrying where this tale might end up. All roads seemed to lead to Mr Hooper, and she didn’t like that, not one little bit.

‘There was no reason to suspect anything was other than it appeared to be. But now this other death . . .?’

‘I hadn’t heard of another one.’

‘Abigail Hooper, two years and two months, child of Angelika and Evan Hooper. She died in the play centre at Pitshanger Park on Thursday morning.’

‘Oh, that’s dreadful. What a terrible thing. The poor parents!’

Ellie knew the play centre well. It had its own small but adequate building in the park and a small enclosed play area laid out for toddlers. It was run by two women with some local assistance. They charged just about enough to keep them going, with a bit of help from the council and local charities.

The DC continued. ‘We received notification of a fatal accident at twelve hundred hours on Thursday morning. One of the children attending the play centre had an allergy to peanuts, had eaten a couple of biscuits given her by a clown, and died despite all they could do to save her.’

‘A clown?’

The DC nodded. ‘Imagine that. A clown. Somebody’s birthday treat, apparently. Only, no one has owned up to having a birthday that day, or to organizing a visit from a clown. The women who run the play centre are trained in first aid. They kept their heads and did all the right things. As soon as the child was found to be in distress, they asked her au pair for the EpiPen to treat her, and used it. No good. The child was past help. Death comes quickly in such cases, which is a blessing in some ways, I suppose. They rang for an ambulance, a paramedic attended, who asked for a doctor; he pronounced the child dead and passed the buck to us.

‘The call came into the station just as the inspector was about to go out on another case, and he told me to take it. He thought it must be a hoax call because a clown was mentioned, and someone at the back of the room asked if the clown had big ears, which made him, er, rather cross. I wasn’t laughing, honest, but he caught my eye and said I’d be the best person to deal with it.’

The DC’s tone was limpid, but Ellie understood the subtext. Ms Milburn’s boss bore the nickname of ‘Ears’ because his stuck out and turned red when he was upset about anything. Ellie had referred to him as the man with the red ears when she first met him and this unfortunate nickname had stuck – much to his fury and everyone else’s secret amusement.

‘I never meant to cause him distress,’ said Ellie. ‘I ought to feel sorry for him, I suppose, and I do try to.’

‘Of course,’ said Ms Milburn, smoothing away a smile. She knew, and Ellie knew, that Ears disliked Ellie. Of course, he didn’t seem to like anyone very much, and he certainly didn’t care for his DC, who was considerably brighter than him and a woman, as well. So yes; it would have amused him to send her out on a hoax call.

Only, it had turned out to be far from a hoax.

‘I got there within fifteen minutes. The doctor was just leaving, and the parents were in the process of taking the other children away. It was lunchtime, you see; the day was warm, the children tired and fractious. Everyone was in shock. It wasn’t surprising that they wanted to take their children away.

‘The play centre people were excellent. They’d had the morning from hell, as a toddler had fallen off a swing and hurt himself earlier. It was entirely his own fault, nothing sinister, but everyone was concerned, naturally. You know how much noise a frightened child can make, especially when there’s a bump on the head or a cut finger? So all the helpers and some of the adults had been involved, looking after the toddler, arranging for the young mother to take him to hospital to be checked out.

‘It was all written up in the Incident Book and everyone was relaxing when the clown arrived shouting, “Roll up, Roll up! Birthday treat!” and passing out biscuits and balloons to all and sundry. Before anyone could ask who’d sent him, all the children had clustered around to be given a biscuit or a balloon, or both. Abigail not only took one—’

‘Didn’t the child know better than to eat anything offered her by a stranger?’

‘She’d been warned, of course. The au pair – who was in floods of tears when I saw her – said so. The play centre people knew of her allergy as well. The Hoopers insisted that everyone knew. They referred to the child as their little angel, the light of their lives, etcetera.’

‘The parents were at the play centre at the time?’

‘No. I interviewed them later, back at their house. The au pair had taken the child to the park. According to the au pair, Abigail was a monster with a shocking temper who, when crossed, could throw a tantrum and make herself sick with crying. Earlier that day the au pair had refused to buy her a bag of crisps and the child had been furious. So angry, in fact, that she’d thrown one of her famous strops and the au pair had threatened to take her straight home without visiting the park. It was unfortunate that she didn’t.

‘Abigail not only ate her own biscuit but snatched one from another child and ran off to eat it out of sight of the au pair. She died before anyone realized anything was wrong, by which time the clown had long since disappeared.

‘I called to the station for backup, which was rather slow in coming. I mean, you can understand that they thought that I, too, had been a victim of a hoax call. My priority was to ask for an All Points looking for a man dressed as a clown and after that to get statements from everyone who might have seen something. I asked the adults who were still there to stay behind till I could talk to them. Some did stay, but others left.’

She lifted her hands in resignation. ‘I was by myself, I couldn’t physically stop them and I sympathized with them wanting to get their children away as quickly as possible.’ She stopped and looked, narrow eyed, at Ellie.

Ellie obliged. ‘So, because you didn’t stop them leaving, even though you couldn’t physically do so, Ears wants your guts for garters.’

‘Which is why I need your help.’

‘What can I do?’

‘You know these people. I’ve got a whole list of names to wade through, and I need to prioritize, to find who might be likely to have some information. I need to produce something quickly because Mr Hooper is raging mad and wants to sue everyone in sight. First off he wants to sue the play centre. Even if the case is dismissed – which it should be because I can’t see that the play centre people are in any way to blame – but if he does sue, the publicity will close them down, they’ll lose their jobs and the community loses the play centre.

‘Mr Hooper also wants us to arrest the au pair – who is Polish, by the way, and seems a bit dim but otherwise straightforward. Yes, she deserves to lose her job because she was talking to a friend rather than watching every movement her charge made. But even if she’d been standing right beside the child, she might not have been able to prevent her eating the biscuits. I’m inclined to believe her when she says there was nothing much she could have done to prevent the tragedy because the child was so fond of having her own way. Mr Hooper wants the police to prosecute the au pair for manslaughter, claiming that it was her negligence which caused the toddler’s death.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘The Hoopers employed her. If they thought she was so inadequate, they shouldn’t have let her take the girl out of the house.’

‘Agreed, but Mr Hooper is—’

‘A bully, and Ears wants to please him. I do understand that you have to go through the motions. The other adults who were there will be able to back up the au pair, won’t they?’

‘They might, but they won’t want to speak ill of the dead. Especially of a child. And I doubt if they’d want to make the sort of statement which would condemn the au pair to a trial for manslaughter.’

Ellie digested that in silence. From what she knew of Mr Hooper, it was more than likely he would insist on his pound of flesh. Equally, none of the other adults attending the play centre would want to be drawn into his quarrel with the au pair.

‘What I thought was,’ said Ms Milburn, ‘that as you know so many people in the community you might ring around, ask if anyone knows anything? It would save me hours of interviews with people who saw nothing, heard nothing and have their lips zipped tight. You never know, you might even be able to get a lead on the clown for me.’

Ellie laughed. ‘Ridiculous. How could I?’

‘I don’t know. What I do understand is that you have a nose for this business. Won’t you at least try?’

Ellie thought about it. She liked Ms Milburn and was inclined to help her if she could. ‘You’ve confirmed there was no birthday boy or girl that day? That no one had ordered a clown’s appearance?’

‘No one admitted to it, anyway.’

‘You got a description of the clown from the adults? Was he wearing a mask, or had he painted his face? Was it a man or a woman?’

‘You know how unreliable eye witnesses can be. In fact, I think you’re almost the only person I know who can remember accurately what you’ve seen. I was told he was six foot high, not very tall, had a pot belly, was thin as a beanpole, had a bald head, and a ginger wig. He wore black and red trousers with a white waistcoat. No, a red and black outfit with no waistcoat. He had bare arms and a high collar with an artificial flower in his buttonhole, the kind that squirts water at you. Oh, and he wore highly polished black shoes. That last observation came from the small boy who’d lost his biscuit to the dead girl. I believed him. I think the clown really did wear highly polished black shoes.’

‘That boy sounds as if he might be worth interviewing.’

‘He’d gone by the time I got round to taking names and addresses. His name was Timothy. There are two Timothys on the list the playgroup kept, and I don’t know which one he is.’

‘The other people are producing memories of clowns they’ve seen in the past and making out that’s what they saw yesterday?’

‘Some of them may be remembering correctly, but I don’t know which.’

Ellie thought about it. ‘Mobile phones. Most of them have cameras nowadays, don’t they? An adult waiting around for a child would be interested when a clown arrived unexpectedly. Wouldn’t they have taken the opportunity to photograph him?’

‘I thought of that, too. By the time I got round to questioning the adults who remained, there were only three left. One was on a business call at the time of the incident. He said his wife was at the dentist’s and he’d taken the morning off to look after the child. One of the women said she’d thought of taking a photo but the battery on her phone was getting low so she didn’t bother. The third was talking to someone else when the clown came in. She had thought of taking a photograph but at that point her little boy ran up to her in tears because Abigail had pushed him off the slide and he’d hurt his knee, so she forgot about it.’

‘One or two of the adults who left early might have a picture on their phones.’

‘True. The play centre people had a list of everyone who’d signed in that morning, and they gave me a copy in case I needed to follow it up. It’s going to take a while for me to get round all of them. Meanwhile, Mr Hooper is on the warpath.’

‘And you want to drag me into the line of fire?’

‘You’re fireproof.’

Ellie shook her head. No, she was far from fireproof and she was worried that Diana was going to be drawn into this. ‘Two incidents, both from Mr Hooper’s family. Is the first one still being treated as an accident?’

‘Yes, of course.’ The DC didn’t sound convinced. ‘If the clown hadn’t disappeared and Mr Hooper wasn’t so anxious to sue everyone in sight, we might have written this death off as misadventure, too.’

‘How did he disappear? Into a waiting car which was waiting for him outside the park gates? Was he driven off by an accomplice?’

‘None of the people I interviewed saw him leave. One moment he was there; the next, everyone was clustering around Abigail, and I suppose that’s how they missed his exit. Of course we could divert personnel from other duties in order to question everyone coming and going in and out of the park, to see if anyone saw the clown leave, but that would mean the expenditure of many man hours and put a strain on the budget. Authority is considering whether it’s worth it.’

Ellie reflected. ‘I suppose it would be easier all round to let Mr Hooper place the blame on the play centre people and the au pair, and to forget about the clown?’

‘Well, it would, wouldn’t it? That is, unless your imagination started working overtime, and you woke up wondering where this sequence of events might lead. The boss says I’m inclined to let my imagination run away with me. What do you think? Is it possible that someone is targeting the members of the Hooper family?’

Diana.

Diana would gain by these two deaths because those children were expensive and likely to be more so . . .

Ellie assembled a smiled and pinned it on to her face. ‘They tell me that all the best policemen and women let their imaginations work for them. If you’re right, well . . . I believe Mr Hooper’s upset a lot of people in his time.’

‘Let’s hope I’m wrong. I shudder at the thought of having to investigate a man who dines with the Commissioner of Police.’

Ellie realized she must try to help the DC or spend the next week or so in a state of acute worry. Could Diana be responsible for these deaths?

Her heart said no. Diana wouldn’t.

Are you sure?

Yes. It would never occur to Diana to target Evan’s children. She hadn’t got that sort of mind. A bash over the head; possibly. A sneaky visit by a clown; no.

Who could she get to play the clown for her, anyway? No, it was not Diana.

Set aside the first incident because that must have been an accident, surely; concentrate on the clown.

Ms Milburn handed Ellie a sheet of paper on which she’d written down a long list of names. On one side there was the name of the child, and on the other the surname of the person who had brought him or her to the play centre. ‘They keep good records. I wondered if you might know any of these people and could find out for me quickly if they’d taken a photo of the clown. It would save some time.’

Ellie looked. She read the list, twice, and put it down. ‘The name “Topping” rings a bell. I think I know someone called Topping, but why and in what context . . . Not at church, I think. Was she a volunteer at the charity shop where I used to work? No, I don’t think so. Sorry, I can’t think where I’ve met her. I don’t know any of the other names. Was this Topping person with a little boy or a girl?’

‘A boy. She’s a small woman with a big personality. Dark hair cut short. She didn’t stay to be questioned.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell. It may come to me later.’ Her mind churned with awful possibilities, of Diana being arrested and charged, of the possible fate of Diana’s unborn child, of Mr Hooper’s anger. Which reminded her. ‘You say you interviewed both Abigail’s parents? What is Angelika like?’

A shrug. ‘The powers that be think a woman handles those matters better than a man so I’ve had to deliver bad news about accidents and even death to parents several times. If they care for the victim at all, the parents are horrified, disbelieving, shaken to their core. Quite often they tremble visibly. Some hyperventilate. Some collapse, physically and mentally. Some are calm on the surface, but you can see the whites of their eyes and know they’ll give way later.

‘Angelika with a “k” is quite beautiful. Young, tall and thin, with expensively treated long blonde hair. Beautifully made up. She models for swimsuits and underwear. Long legs, tan all over, expensive clothes. An expressionless face. She held a tissue to her eyes, couldn’t speak, except to say how much she’d miss her little angel, and how there was now a gap in her life which could never be filled.’

Ellie caught the subtext. ‘You don’t think she was devastated, then?’

‘I really don’t know. She’s not that easy to read. I thought at first that she might be acting the part of a bereaved mother, but . . . I really don’t know.’

‘And Evan?’

‘A powerful bull of a man. Much older than her but still handsome in his own way. He kept saying how shocked he was, that he couldn’t believe it. No tears. Then the phone rang, a landline phone. Most people, if they’ve just received such bad news, let the phone ring, or take it off the hook. They can’t cope with an outside call. Or they give the caller the brush-off, say they’ll get back to them later. He was lucid, calm, able to explain what had happened and then to say he’d ring back next day. It was a business call from his office. During this phone call she picked up her handbag, got out her mirror and touched up her make-up.’

‘Ouch. That’s shocking.’

‘I am prepared to believe they loved and would grieve for their child, but . . . I suppose they did, but . . . I’m not sure. By the time he got off the phone, he’d moved from shock to anger. Within minutes he was casting around for someone to take the blame. There was no more talk about what a lovely daughter he’d lost. He strode about the room, projecting violence.

‘Tell the truth, I thought Angelika seemed afraid of him. When she’d done fiddling with her lipstick and hair, she sat like a statue, beautiful, emotionless. But her eyes kept flickering: to Evan and back; to the rings on her fingers and then to the phone. She was thinking about . . . what? Ringing someone?

‘It crossed my mind to wonder if she’d resented the child, because Abigail had interrupted Mum’s all-important career. I wondered – again, this is only my imagination at work – if she’d want to put herself through another pregnancy.’

‘You thought she was putting on a performance?’

‘I’m trying to give her the benefit of the doubt.’

Ellie thought, but did not say, that Angelika had probably lost more than a child when she’d lost Abigail. She might also have lost her husband. Now that Ellie knew the importance which Evan placed on having a son, it was possible to wonder if he’d married Angelika because she was pregnant with his child. And now? Would her beauty be enough to keep her husband, now that Diana was on the scene and carrying his son?

Ellie told herself she had no right to think like that. For all she knew, Evan Hooper might well have been head over heels in love with his beautiful young wife. Well, he might. Perhaps it would be interesting to find out.
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