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ONE

As a successful business woman and owner of a thriving domestic agency, Bea Abbot knew perfectly well that there was no such thing as a free lunch . . . or tea. And if she’d realized the offered treat was a bribe to get her to investigate a murder, she would have said, ‘Certainly not!’

Wednesday, late evening

‘Nance, where are you?’ A man’s voice, hoarse.

‘At the conference. Where did you think I was?’ A woman’s voice, middle-aged, educated. Bored.

‘Josie’s dead! Flat on her face. In the bushes behind the church.’

‘What? No, she can’t be. What do you mean, dead?’

‘Strangled, I think.’

‘But . . . who would . . .? Are you sure? I know she was upset but—’

‘That phone call from him spooked her out of her mind.’

‘You shouldn’t have let her out of your sight.’

‘I couldn’t lock her up, could I? If you’d been around—’

‘You knew I was going to be away this week. Surely, between you and Jonno, you could have taken better care of her. How did he get hold of her mobile number, anyway?’

‘She gave it to him while she was baiting the trap. Yes, I know she should have thrown the mobile away after we’d got him on film, but she went on using it. This evening he said he knew where she lived, which he couldn’t know, but she believed him. She was wild with fright, wanted to go back home for a while. I told her punters never carry through their threats, but she wouldn’t listen. She said if I didn’t give her the cash for a ticket, she’d get it from someone who would. Then she ran out on to the street, right through the traffic, on the phone to the music man—’

‘The music man? But he’s history! He wouldn’t help her, would he?’

‘So I ran after her. She went down the alley and I could hear her begging him to meet her. Then a crowd of drunken yobs came storming through, and I lost her. I looked everywhere, into all the pubs, round to the little man’s flat. There were no lights on there, though it was getting dark. I rang his doorbell, no reply. Came back through the alley, and saw something . . . You know where the path widens out at the back of the church, and there’s seats and a bed of flowers under the wall? I got in among the bushes and made sure. She’s dead, all right.’

A heavy silence.

‘Look, no one saw me, and I kept my head. I couldn’t see her mobile, but I took that purse she hangs round her neck and her watch, so it’ll look like a robbery gone wrong. I don’t think she had any other ID on her, had she? No one can connect her with us.’

‘Let me think.’

‘What do you want me to do? Someone’s going to spot her soon, there’s always people walking their dogs through the alley.’

‘Well, if the little music man killed her, why don’t we point the police in his direction? Use a public phone; say you’re Joe Public, reporting a body. Tell them you overheard a young girl pleading with a man on her mobile, and later saw her body in the bushes. Give the police his name. That should do it.’

Thursday afternoon

Bea knew there was no such thing as a free lunch, but an invitation for tea at the Ritz was different, wasn’t it? Even if it was at the last minute? Apart from anything else, it meant getting away from the problems at the office for a while.

The Abbot Agency had a reputation for providing reliable domestic staff, but – although she couldn’t quite put her finger on it – Bea felt something was amiss. True, she’d recently taken time off for a long overdue holiday, but . . . No, she couldn’t really say that the agency had done badly in her absence because business was booming. Turnover was increasing. Every month there was more money in the bank, and almost every month they were having to take on extra staff.

What could possibly be wrong with that? Well, nothing. Except that since her return Bea had had an uneasy feeling that she’d lost control of the business which had provided her with enjoyable work and an income since her husband died.

She laughed at herself, but the suspicion persisted. It was as if she were no longer in the driving seat of the car, but had been relegated to passenger status – back seat passenger status, at that.

Bea Abbot was not the sort of person who blamed other people for her mistakes. Somewhere along the line she was beginning to think that she’d made a bad decision at the agency . . . but exactly what had it been?

She argued with herself. Was she uneasy because all her hand-picked, tried and trusted staff, recruited over many years, had left for one reason or another? Well, but staff did move on, get better offers, or decide to retire.

The old-timers had been replaced by a competent team who were making the place buzz. Bea might not feel so comfortable with the newcomers, but she couldn’t fault their performance.

So why this dragging suspicion that all was not as it should be? Everything at the agency was operating like clockwork, tick tock, ting! as yet another payment fell into the bank account.

She wondered if she were getting old and losing her grip. Perhaps it was the very efficiency of the new staff that made her feel redundant?

Or perhaps her important son Max – who was a member of parliament and liked to tell people what to do – was right in saying that she was not up to running the agency any longer and should retire. He’d never thought she would be capable of running the business in the first place, so over the years she’d taken some pleasure in proving him wrong . . . until now.

Had the time really come when she should sell the agency and her beautiful house in a prestigious part of London and retire to a small bungalow on the South Coast? Was she to end her life playing bridge with other senior citizens . . . even though she didn’t know how to play? The prospect appalled.

She needed advice. So when she received an invitation to tea from an old friend, she jumped at the chance – and only later realized she’d made another bad decision, because there really was no such thing as a free meal, was there?

In honour of the occasion Bea took the afternoon off work, brushed her ash-blonde hair so that her fringe lay slantwise across her forehead, renewed her make-up – paying careful attention to what her dear husband had always called her ‘eagle’s eyes’ – and was ready on time.

She had decided that tea at the Ritz justified the wearing of a new outfit and picked out one which her clients at the domestic agency might have considered unsuitable for a business woman. Bea was well aware that a sleeveless silk sheath in crème caramel was a trifle daring for a woman in her early sixties, but she believed she was tall and slim enough to do it justice. And, for those who wondered whether an older woman’s upper arms might still be her best feature, there was a matching gauzy jacket edged with satin ribbon of the same shade as the dress. She’d selected a shift dress not only because it echoed the colour of her ash-blonde hair, but also because it was loose enough round the waist to accommodate an intake of the delicious sandwiches, pastries and cakes which would be on offer at the Ritz.

She’d been acquainted with CJ for some time, as he was something of a guru to her adopted son, Oliver. CJ was a mandarin used by the police as an expert in various matters too complicated, he said, for the ordinary man or woman to understand. But no one talked of such things while having tea at the Ritz, did they?

Perhaps, then, she could be forgiven for not suspecting an ulterior motive when CJ called for her in a taxi and whisked her off to the Ritz; that prestigious, if slightly stolid hotel beside Green Park. The trees were looking lushly green after a recent shower, the clients in the world-famous hotel were dressed in their garden party best, the decor was well over the top with gilding on all the baroque twirls, there were stands of orchids everywhere, the waiters wore tail coats, and a pianist tinkled the ivories at the grand piano.

Bea relaxed. What a treat! Just fancy, there was a whole menu devoted to the different types of tea available: six different kinds of sandwiches; two of cake; and three different pastries. And would madam like a refill of tea, or perhaps another sandwich or two? Is there anything else madam fancies?

Bea did full justice to the tea, telling herself that she wouldn’t need to think about getting any supper that evening. When she couldn’t eat any more, she leaned back in her chair and gave a deep sigh of appreciation. What bliss!

‘That was just wonderful, CJ. I’d been letting things get on top of me at the agency, and now I feel insulated against whatever happens next. Is insulated the right word? Possibly not. But you get the idea.’

‘Ah. Hmm.’ He steepled his long fingers and gave her a sideways glance.

She felt the first intimation of disquiet. She wanted to say, ‘Whatever it is, I don’t want to know.’ Instead she frowned, remembering that he’d helped her clear up one or two nasty criminal cases in which her agency had become involved over the past few years. She owed it to him at least to listen to what he had to say. She supposed. ‘More tea?’

He shook his head. She poured herself another half cup. The temperature had dropped around him, and it was nothing to do with the air conditioning, which was perfect.

He said, ‘I don’t suppose you ever doubt yourself, do you, Bea?’

‘As a matter of fact, I was going to ask you about—’

‘I need a second opinion. My ability to judge my fellow men has been called into question. I was visited this morning by the police, asking if I’d spent last evening with a man called Jeremy Waite. Which I had. The detective inspector pressed me for time and place. He tried to make me admit that Jeremy might have been out of my sight for ten minutes here or there. I said he hadn’t.’ CJ stopped, looked vaguely around, picked up his empty cup to sip from it, put it down.

‘The inspector was not amused to find that I could give Jeremy an alibi, since he was suspected of killing an under-age girl with whom he’d been having sexual relations.’

Bea stared at CJ, hoping against hope that he wasn’t going to involve her in another murder.

‘The inspector believed I’d provided Jeremy with an alibi out of a misguided sense of friendship. I must admit I was shocked, but it didn’t alter the fact that I’d been with the man the whole of the previous evening. And I said so. However, after the inspector had removed himself, I began to wonder if I had, in fact, been set up to provide Jeremy with an alibi, while he arranged for someone else to kill the girl.’

At this point the head waiter intervened with the bill. Around them tables were being cleared and relaid. The Ritz allowed you only so much time to have tea, and then shot you out so that they could prepare for the next sitting.

CJ laid his card on the bill. ‘Have you seen the latest exhibition at the Royal Academy? It’s only just down the road.’

‘Not my scene,’ said Bea. ‘And—’

‘A stroll around the pictures is just what we need after that tea, don’t you think?’ It wasn’t a question.

‘And even if I didn’t, you intend to prolong this conversation?’

‘Certainly,’ he said, returning his card to his wallet. ‘He blushed, you see.’

Bea frowned. What had that got to do with it? Part of her wanted to tell CJ to get lost – but the other half was telling her that another hour away from the agency might help to clear her mind and enable her to think constructively about the mess she’d got herself into there. If, indeed, there was any such mess, which was a moot point.

She got to her feet, wondering if wearing a new pair of high-heeled shoes had been a good idea if they were going to walk the streets. They seemed comfortable enough so far. She was almost as tall as CJ when he stepped to her side. A grey man, well brushed, well tailored. A man who could melt into the background or take control of a gathering at will.

He held the door open for her. ‘Do you ever go to concerts at our parish church in Kensington?’

She gave him an old-fashioned look. ‘This is relevant?’

He nodded.

She shrugged. ‘Occasionally, when my dear husband was alive.’

‘I hadn’t intended to go last night, but there was nothing on the telly, it was a fine evening, and I thought I might stroll round to the church, see if there was anything on . . . which there was. A man was reading the poster outside. He moved away, hesitated, came back to read it again. I thought I recognized his back view from somewhere but couldn’t place him. I followed him in, checking my watch, wondering how long the concert was likely to last because I hadn’t eaten yet. It was half seven. I found a seat at the back, saw him some way in front of me. Saw one or two other people I knew by sight. Nodded, that sort of thing.’

He gave a little cough. ‘I have made a study of physiognomy, as you might expect. In idle moments I often catch myself studying the man across from me in the tube, or restaurant. Is he a fool or a villain, a saint or a sinner? Does he belong in the dock, or on the judge’s bench? This particular man was an oddity. I seemed to recall seeing him in an academic setting, something to do with music.’

CJ steered Bea across the road, as if she were incapable of judging for herself when the traffic lights had turned green. He raised his voice to be heard over the noise of traffic.

‘A middle-aged woman whom I knew slightly – we’re both members of the local History Society – came to sit next to me. She was excited because her daughter was playing second violin in the chamber group for the first time. All young players, you know. Some on the way up. The oboist was particularly good. I made a note of the name. Afterwards, my neighbour introduced me to her daughter. Nice girl. Needs to lose a few pounds, but pretty enough if you like that sort of thing. I said the usual.

‘The man I’d noticed, but couldn’t place, was hovering, waiting to speak to one of the cellists. I’d noticed he’d been watching her throughout. She, on the other hand, didn’t seem keen to be spoken to.

‘My neighbour’s daughter sent him such a look. “How dare he!” she said. She told us – alleged – that he’d seduced an under-age girl, been thrown out of the house by his wife, sacked from his teaching job, and quite right, too!’

Bea shrugged. ‘It happens.’

‘Yes, of course. Some girls look eighteen at twelve. I remembered where I’d seen him before. My old college had held a fund-raising event for a new music laboratory and he’d been on the same table at dinner, keeping us all amused. Someone told me that though he was a music teacher at a school in Kensington, he was beginning to develop another career under a different name, writing music for films and television programmes. I had to leave early so we were not formally introduced.’

CJ steered Bea through the archway into the comparative quiet of the Royal Academy’s courtyard. There were seats in the sun and also under an awning where cups of tea and coffee were being served. CJ ushered Bea to a pair of isolated chairs near the water feature. She noticed he’d chosen their seats well, because the burbling of the fountains made it unlikely anyone could overhear them.

‘Shall we sit awhile?’ Again, it was not a request.

They sat. Bea tilted her head back and closed her eyes as a sign that she was not particularly interested in what he had to say. What was she going to do about the agency? And why hadn’t she thought to bring her dark glasses with her?

He said, ‘Have you noticed that even young girls fail to blush, nowadays? Is it a lost art, do you think? Older women rarely blush, but they’re usually wearing so much make-up that I probably wouldn’t notice if they did. As a woman, do you have an opinion on this?’

He was serious? Incredible.

She said, lightly, ‘Modern society holds that there’s nothing we can do that we need to be ashamed of, that every kind of behaviour is acceptable. I suppose I might blush from embarrassment if I’d made a really stupid remark and hurt someone’s feelings.’

‘Precisely my point. You might blush out of embarrassment but that’s not the same thing as blushing for shame. My question was: did he blush from shame, or from embarrassment? I’d watched him psyche himself up to go to the concert. He sat by himself, talked to no one. He had gone there to watch the cellist perform. When she played a wrong note in her solo, he reddened out of embarrassment. He was concerned for her.

‘Afterwards, he waited till she was free to speak to him. He congratulated her on her performance, and she rebuffed him. He overheard what my friend’s daughter said. There was a general drawing back of skirts. And he blushed.

‘He caught my eye. He recognized me and saw that I’d recognized him. There was no shame in his eyes. Defiance and embarrassment, yes. But no shame. At that moment I decided that he didn’t belong in the dock, and that if he had done what they said, there must be extenuating circumstances. So, as we left the church together, I introduced myself and asked if he’d like to join me for a spot of supper. He agreed.’

‘Even though he’d been accused of abusing an under-age girl?’

‘In my time I’ve observed some young girls who were more predator than prey. I wondered who was the victim in this case. His name is Jeremy Waite, by the way. His wife is Eunice, twice married, a barrister who is so absorbed by her career that she’s never had any time to be a housewife and has handed over the upbringing of her only child to paid help. Her daughter is the cellist Jeremy spoke to at the concert. No children by him.’

‘Is she the girl he seduced?’

‘That’s why I need a second opinion . . . yours. I’d be surprised if he seduced anyone . . . but maybe I’m wrong. You see, we went to an Italian restaurant where the young and pretty waitress failed to stir his pulse, as did the young and pretty wine waiter. I was watching for a reaction from him to either, and there was none. We moved on to have coffee at my place, where he received a phone call from a girl – I could hear her high, clear voice – on his mobile. He told her that no, he was not going to meet her under any circumstances, and shut her off.

‘He explained to me in what seemed genuine bemusement that a young girl he’d befriended had been causing him no end of trouble. He said that being accused of misconduct with an under-age pupil was one of the professional hazards of being a teacher but he’d never thought he’d be a victim. She’d lost him his job teaching, but fortunately he had plenty of other work on, and he wasn’t going to let it get him down.’

‘Didn’t you say his wife had kicked him out because of his liaison with a girl?’

‘From the little he said, I gather,’ said CJ smoothly, ‘that that might have been a relief to him, but he didn’t comment, so I didn’t enquire. I got out the brandy. A pleasant evening. Apparently the girl in question was killed soon after we went into the church for the concert.’

‘And he wasn’t out of your sight all evening?’

‘He went to the loo upstairs at my place when it was time for him to go, just before midnight. I was going to ring for a cab for him. He said he’d walk, as it was a fine night, but as I was letting him out, a taxi drew up outside to let off a fare, and he took it on. He’s renting a flat in one of the roads at the back of Church Street. It’s small but convenient. Only, he admits he’s not very domesticated. I told him you might be able to find him someone to come in several times a week to look after him.’

‘What?’ Bea gave him an old-fashioned look. ‘Do I take it that you aren’t sure he’s as squeaky clean as you imagined, and that you want me to spy on him?’

CJ got to his feet with a smile for a man approaching them across the courtyard. ‘Judge for yourself. Jeremy, this is my good friend Bea Abbot, who runs a domestic agency and may be able to help you out.’


TWO

Bea shot CJ a glance of pure cyanide as a small but well-made man, bearing a distinct likeness to a garden gnome, trotted over to them. He wasn’t a dwarf, but he was vertically challenged. He must have been in his fifties, with a mop of greying hair which curled up into two ‘horns’ on top of his head, and a short, curly goatee that curved upwards, too. His eyes were a bright blue, and his cheeks shone as if they’d been polished.

Unlike a genuine garden gnome, he wasn’t wearing a red jacket and green trousers, but Bea did note he was wearing odd socks and brown sandals. The rest of him was clad in a Canadian-style lumberjacket in some designer’s fanciful idea of a tartan, over a white T-shirt and jeans. The jeans looked new; everything else looked well worn.

The gnome twinkled at her. ‘My saviour, Mrs Abbot. Did my friend tell you I’m in need of rescuing, house-wise?’ His nose twitched. ‘Why aren’t you eating? Do I smell good coffee and sandwiches? I’m afraid CJ hasn’t been looking after you properly. Do let me treat you to something to eat. I haven’t eaten all day; quite forgot, you know. Been taking pains, har har, as the king said about his visit to the dentist . . .’

Bea rolled her eyes at CJ, who hid a grin behind his hand as he backed away, explaining that he was late for another appointment.

The little man said, ‘Come on inside, this way, are you a Friend of the RA? Very useful place for meetings, and the food is tasty. I sometimes come here when I’m working; when I remember, that is. I’ve often thought I ought to bring a doggy bag with me, in case there are any leftovers, but sadly there never are. Now what would you like, dear lady?’

Bea tried to take control of the situation. ‘Frankly, Mr Waite, I’ve just been treated to a good tea and I’m not hungry.’

‘What a pity.’ He had the innocent look of a hungry child denied a treat.

‘But I’d be happy to have another cup of tea while you eat, if we can do it straight away. I mustn’t be too long, though.’ Looking at her watch.

‘Delightful,’ he said, bouncing along at her side into the restaurant. The top of his head just about came up to her shoulder. ‘Now, if you take a slice of that tart and some cheese and biscuits, I’ll have the salmon en croute and finish up anything you can’t eat, right?’

He laughed, and the sound was agreeable. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you. My housekeeping skills are not – you know? We had a weekly order from Waitrose that I could dip into whenever I wished, and I’m hopeless with a computer, the last time I tried to order something it turned out I’d pressed the wrong button several times by mistake and we had a mountain of frozen peas delivered and they lasted for months. I desperately need someone who’ll organize putting some decent frozen meals in the freezer for me every week. I never really bother about food when I’m working, but when I stop I feel ravenous and have to make up for lost time. And I’m not particularly good at keeping the bathroom clean. So, do you think you could help me?’

‘I might, yes,’ said Bea, amused.

He carried a loaded tray to the cashier, paid for his and her meals with a gold card, and ushered her to a table near the windows. ‘Perhaps it ought to be a woman of a certain age, preferably married? What do you think? If she could also manage a few bits of admin for me, paying bills and so on, that would be wonderful but perhaps too much to ask for? CJ has told you about the little problem I’ve been having? Just a cup of tea for you? Is that all? Are you sure you can’t manage some of that tart? It looks good.’

‘CJ softened me up by treating me to tea at the Ritz.’

‘Do they still have a pianist? The last time I went, I got the impression that the soft pedal had been wired down so that she didn’t make too much noise.’

Bea spurted into laughter, and he smiled. He was not – as CJ had noted – agonizing over past sins of omission or commission. Rather against her better judgement, Bea found herself liking the little man. She found it difficult to imagine anyone less likely to start pawing young girls. He hadn’t even looked at her legs, which were worth a look, though she said so herself. Neither had his eyes lingered on the cleavage to be glimpsed under her gauzy top. CJ had been right; this man was not particularly interested in sex.

 ‘I need someone to come in perhaps twice a week to keep me straight. Can you arrange that? I’m currently in a furnished one-bedroom flat which is also my studio for the time being, though I’m looking for a place where I can have my grand piano and where it won’t matter if I play music all hours of the day and night.’

‘Two hours, for two mornings a week?’

‘You would know best. Do I have to sign a contract or something?’

‘I’ll send you one, if you’ll let me have your current address.’

He extracted a business card, crossed out one address and wrote in another. ‘The mobile number is the same. I haven’t been able to fix up a landline yet.’

‘Lots of people don’t bother with a landline, nowadays.’ She gave him her card, too.

‘I see you live very near my new place.’ He smiled, relaxed. ‘Thank you, Mrs Abbot. I don’t know why CJ had to drag you out here. We could have done this over the phone.’

She was terse. ‘You know perfectly well that he’s staged this meeting in this public place so that we can talk without being overheard. He wants me to find out if you are a saint or a sinner.’

‘Neither, I’m afraid.’

‘Who is? Would it help to talk?’

‘Not really. I’m sorry about the girl dying. She didn’t deserve that. But –’ an expressive shrug – ‘I have an alibi for the time of her death, which is rather extraordinary when you come to think of it, because I had intended to work late by myself last night, only I got stuck and went out for a walk. That’s when I remembered Clarissa was playing in a concert locally. And then I met CJ. If I hadn’t, I suppose I might even have gone to meet Josie when she asked . . . and then I’d have been in the soup, wouldn’t I?’

Thursday afternoon

Nance, on the phone. ‘I’m on the train, just coming into Kings Cross station. Have the police arrested him yet?’

‘They took him away for questioning all right – but he’s back, free as air.’

‘You must have messed up, telling them about him.’

‘I told the police, just as you said, then I went round to watch his flat from across the road for a bit, but there’s no cover there and I didn’t half get some odd looks. Anyway, he came back in a taxi about midnight, went upstairs, put the lights on for a few minutes, then turned them off. Didn’t come out again. Some busybody said I was up to no good, lurking in the shadows, and she was going to ring the police if I didn’t scarper, so I did. But I went back this morning to check.

‘His flat’s above a corner café, all the locals use it. The chap who runs it is quite a character, a great gossip. Someone said he’d been inside for drugs once, but has been clean for years. Anyway, Josie’s murder was front page news, as you can imagine. Everyone was talking about it, and they were only too happy to include me in the gossip. Apparently the police turned up this morning and took my laddo away with them. So everyone added two and two, and connected him with it.

‘I relaxed, ordered a panini, but blow me down, he was back an hour later, just as I was about to leave! The only thing I can think of is that he’d arranged for himself to have an alibi and got someone else to knock her off.’

‘True, his wife’s got contacts through her work in the courts, but she threw him out so—’

‘There’s more. I told the man at the café that I earned my living feeding news items to the newspapers and would pay good money to find out what was happening. So he phoned me a while back to say the little man had come down from his flat and was walking along the road towards Church Street. Well, I’d just settled in with a pint up the road so I scrambled back only to see him getting on a bus into town. I was lucky enough to get a taxi to follow him. And, would you believe, he got off in Piccadilly and walked along to where all the toffee-nobs hang out, the Royal Academy, you know, private courtyard with all those weird sculptures in it?

‘He went straight up to a woman, not young, well-preserved fifties, looks the sort you wouldn’t want to mess with, and took her through into the café at the back. He’s sitting in there now, chatting away to her like they were old friends. Could this be his wife?’

‘What? I don’t believe this!’

‘I’m having a sandwich myself, but keeping them in sight. Don’t worry, he’s no idea he’s being followed.’

Thursday afternoon

Bea said, ‘Jeremy, do you really think that if it hadn’t been for the coincidence of meeting CJ, you’d have been arrested for murder?’

‘I suppose so.’ He eyed the cheese and biscuits. ‘Aren’t you going to eat those? No?’ He transferred them to his side of the table and tucked in. She was amazed at his ability to put away so much food so quickly. And him without an ounce of fat on him. She remembered her mother saying, of a healthy, hungry, teenager, ‘He’s got hollow legs.’ She stifled a grin. ‘What was the girl like?’

‘Josie? Nice kid, I thought. Well, I wasn’t thinking, was I? I was wafting around on the wings of song, on a deadline, should have delivered the day before but fortunately they’d let me have an extension till the end of the week . . . just like this week, come to think of it, when I’ve had it up to here, my brains made of mushy peas, and I’m taking the day off, hoping that I think of a way to lead back into the theme song without . . . but you don’t know anything about music, do you? I can see from your face that I’m boring you. I’m afraid I do tend to bore people about it so I usually don’t start but . . .’ He tapped a rhythm out on her teapot, shook his head, and said, ‘No, no. That won’t do, either. I have to finish in the key of A major, which probably sounds like Esperanto, or as near as, to you.’

‘Josie,’ she said, trying not to laugh. ‘A nice kid, you thought. But . . .?’

He shook his head at himself. ‘You know, I taught music in that school for twenty-odd years and I still didn’t see it coming. I mean, I’m not exactly the sort to attract kids, am I? What’s more, I’m married, though I suppose . . .’ Again he shook his head at himself. He seized the last piece of cheese, lathered a biscuit with the last of the butter, and popped the whole into his mouth. ‘Yum, yum, bubble gum. You don’t fancy some more tea, do you? That cup must be cold by now.’

‘You say you were married,’ said Bea. ‘Not any longer?’

‘She threw me out. Is divorcing me.’ He looked around with a vague expression on his face. ‘I don’t know why I was surprised when it happened, because we hadn’t had much to say to one another for a long time, and I’m not exactly love’s young dream, am I?’

Bea shook her head, smiling. Indeed he wasn’t.

‘It suited us both to stay married, I suppose. I was proud of her, and we both love the house. It was my parents’ house, you know. Both dead. I suppose I’ll have to sell up and give her half the proceeds. Clarissa’s eighteen, almost grown-up. I love having a stepdaughter. I probably saw more of her when she was in her teens than Eunice ever did. I’m sorry that she believes . . .’ His voice trailed away.

Bea said, ‘CJ said you were a teacher?’

‘From Eunice’s point of view, mine was never much of a job; teaching the rudiments of music to adolescents, no great kudos or money or anything. Looking back, I suspect she’d begun to get bored with me, what with her being such a high flyer and getting more and more highly paid briefs. Understandable, don’t you think? I know that when I tried to tell her about writing music for television, she wasn’t at all interested. I suppose the writing was on the wall then, only I didn’t see it coming.’

‘Couldn’t you have kept your house?’

‘To tell the truth, I was so shocked that I . . . I couldn’t think straight. She told me to pack some things and go to a hotel. So I did. Then I went down the road to the estate agents and asked them to find me a flat, and they did. Ideally, I’d like to find somewhere with a bit more space. I’ve got this small flat over a café at the back of Church Street at the moment. It’s a bit shabby, but there is an upright piano there, iron frame, wonder of wonders, and it’s reasonably in tune, too, which you can never be sure about in rented accommodation.’

‘Might I be correct in saying that Eunice married you, rather than that you courted her?’

‘Mm? Oh yes, I suppose so. She’d had a bad time with her first, you know, and there I was, managing to push Clarissa through her exams and I was a good listener in those days because I’ve never had anything to do with the law courts, and I did find her work fascinating. Could you manage a coffee by any chance? Keep me company?’

‘In a minute.’

‘She’s brilliant, you know. Quite brilliant. A divorce lawyer, top class. I admire her tremendously. How she manages the house and her job and her daughter, and me . . . I have to take my hat off to her, I really do. But when she’s on a high-profile case we don’t see much of one another, and of course when she is free she likes to party, and that’s not really my scene, you know, which was a bit of a disappointment to her. Though I did try to fit in at first. Later she got someone from her chambers to squire her around. Nice man. Younger. He’s going through a divorce, too.’

A marriage heading towards the rocks? What had Eunice seen in this gentle, talented man? A house in a good location. A biddable partner, who wouldn’t create waves if she had someone else to party with her? ‘What about your stepdaughter?’

‘Clarissa? Oh, she’s well on her way, doesn’t need me any more, which is as it should be, don’t you think?’

‘Would you have called yourself a house husband, then?’

Another laugh, genuine. ‘Heavens, no. I’d have forgotten to pay the paper bill, run out of toilet paper. We had a woman who came in two hours a day and I suppose she really ran the house for us. Eunice usually ordered the food online because I made such a mess of it when I tried and caterers dealt with all the important social occasions.’

‘And then Josie came along? How did that happen?’

‘She rang the bell after I got back from school one day. Said she’d just arrived in London and was looking for a Mrs Shackleton who was supposed to be letting her a room. She was on the verge of hysterics, said she’d been mugged when she’d asked a man for directions. She was in a terrible state, mud all over her legs and coat. She practically fell into my arms. Eunice and Clarissa were out. I sat her down in the hall, looked up Mrs Shackleton in the phone book; she lived in the next road. I gave the girl a cup of tea and sent her on her way with a fiver. I told Eunice about it, I think. She says I didn’t. But I . . . I suppose she’s right and I forgot.

‘Anyway, the girl came back a couple of days later with a bunch of flowers for me, saying how everything was turning up right for her, that she’d been promised a good job to start the following week and would pay me back the fiver then. I congratulated her. She was a pretty little thing, appealing. She asked if I were any good at arranging the flowers she’d brought me, and I said I wasn’t, so she came in to do it for me. Then she made me a cup of tea and chatted for a little while. There wasn’t anything in it, you know.’

Except that he hadn’t been getting much attention from the other women in his life, by the sound of it. He’d been lonely. He’d been set up.

‘What was her full name?’

He looked blank. ‘Kelly? O’Reilly? Something Irish. I really can’t remember.’

‘How many times did she return?’

‘I wasn’t counting. Four or five? Over a couple of weeks. Looking back, it seems more, but I don’t think it can have been more than five. And then the sky fell on me. I’d got into the habit of going to bed early and working there when Eunice was away, as she was that night. Clarissa was out, partying. The bedroom door opened, and there was Josie, stripping off a coat to reveal herself in the altogether and jumping on top of me in bed. And me without me dentures in! Then there’s camera flashes all over the place, with her pressed close to me. Screaming, “Oh, no!” And me shouting, “Get off me!”’

He gave a sad little laugh. ‘Do you know, I still can’t believe it? We used to call it “the Badger Game”. Do they still call it that nowadays?’

‘Entrapment? The girl gets the man into a compromising position, her partner takes photos, and then demands money for the negatives. How did she get in?’

‘I’ve no idea. I suppose she must have taken an impression of a front door key on one of her visits. We used to keep a spare key hanging up above a table at the back of the hall, for emergencies. Maybe she even took that one. I didn’t think to look, after. I certainly didn’t watch her all the time she was in the house. I thought we were friends.’

His mouth turned down into a clown’s grimace of misery. Yes, her betrayal had hurt. ‘They must have looked at the house – which my parents bought fifty years ago and which is worth a mint – and worked out how much my wife earned and thought I was worth a shakedown.’

‘Who’s “they”?’

‘The man with the camera, I don’t know his name, he said to call him John. John and Josie. They were a team. He was dressed all in black and he wore a Mickey Mouse mask. Frightening, you know?’ he added, thinking about it. ‘Rough voice. As soon as he’d got enough pictures, she put her coat back on and said she’d wait outside till he’d finished. It was like a bad dream. I got out of bed and put on my dressing gown over my pyjamas—’

‘You were wearing pyjamas?’

‘The central heating goes off at ten and the house can be chilly even in May. I always have cold feet, which is one of the reasons Eunice didn’t like me in her bed.’

‘So the snapshots showed her naked and you in pyjamas? Not exactly an erotic scene.’

‘She’s erotic enough in her bare skin, I can tell you. I was very nearly aroused and it takes something for me . . . Well, you won’t be interested in my health problems, will you? He had one of those cameras where you can see what pictures have been taken, and he showed them to me. The head shots didn’t show my pyjamas, but they showed a lot of her. He sat down on the end of my bed, and he patted my hand and said that I’d been having it off with an under-age girl and these photos could get me into a lot of trouble. He said that he knew a way out. That’s when he asked for money. Not all that much. Five thousand pounds. He said he knew I owned the house and that my wife was a top earner, and I could easily afford to pay. I simply couldn’t believe it was happening, and I laughed out loud.

‘He didn’t like that. He said . . . Oh, he said a lot of things, most of which I can’t remember. But the gist of it was that he’d give me twenty-four hours to pay up, before sending the photos to my wife and to the school where I taught, so that they could see what I’d been up to. He said it was my choice, to pay up or be destroyed.

‘Then he left. He just walked out of the house. I was trembling. Shock, I suppose. I got myself a large brandy – I don’t usually drink, but that was . . . Then I tried to ring Eunice, but she was out of town and had turned off her mobile to get a good night’s sleep, so I left her a message and I got myself something to eat and then – I just waited for her to ring me back. There was nothing else I could do. Copies of the photos were pushed through the letter box before eight next morning. That Josie could . . .’

He shook his head at himself. ‘I’m a right mug, aren’t I? At first I told myself that no one would believe that I’d interfered with a young girl. I told myself Eunice would laugh when I told her. But she didn’t. Ugh! Bad time, that. She was furious with me. She warned me not to tell the police because she didn’t want her husband to go to jail, which I suppose I might have done. She said she didn’t want me to tell Clarissa, either, but then she told Clarissa herself. She told me to get out of the house and go to a hotel that night. She said she never wanted to see me again, that she would divorce me. I took the photos into school and told the head what had happened. He was fair enough, I suppose, suspended me rather than gave me the sack. I had to leave my pupils almost ready to take their exams . . . Oh well. Perhaps they’ll be all right.

‘Looking on the bright side,’ he said, attempting a smile, ‘I’d been working night and day to do my daytime job while trying to keep up with a commission to provide background music for some docudramas: television, cutting edge, fascinating stuff. And there’s more work to come provided they don’t hear about what I’m supposed to have done with Josie and make me persona non grata. Should I tell the television people about it? I think not.’ His brow furrowed. ‘A pity you don’t know anything about music. I’m having trouble with the coda. I can’t quite see how to . . . It’ll come to me in the middle of the night, I expect.’

He sounded committed to his music-making. He’d moved on. Good. Bea hoped the television people would be understanding if his connection with Josie ever came out, but there was one troubling point. ‘I’m told the girl was under-age.’

‘I thought she was Clarissa’s age, eighteen. Maybe a spot older. She told me she was eighteen, and I never doubted that it was so. In very young girls, there’s a certain look about the neck; unlined, slender. I can see that if Josie were under-age, it would make everything look worse, but . . . You know, I’ve seen other men – and women teachers, too – destroyed by false allegations from pupils. Usually there are warning signs: a pupil who’s always wanting to be counselled, or feels hard done by a particular teacher, or is so consumed by hate or disgust with their family that they go around flying flags of anger at the world in general. Those are all danger signals to an experienced teacher. But I didn’t see any of these things. What sort of idiot does that make me?’

‘Didn’t Josie’s minder threaten to go to the police if you didn’t pay up?’

‘Blackmailers don’t, do they? They want money, not publicity.’

‘Did they not know about the work for television? I’d have thought they’d have threatened to expose you there, as well.’

‘I don’t think I ever talked to Josie about it. I write music under another name, you know.’

CJ had told her that, hadn’t he? So what had CJ been after, when he’d arranged this meeting? Was it really to confirm CJ’s conviction that Jeremy Waite was innocent of murder? Bea snorted. The little man’s innocence was shiningly obvious. So what had CJ really been after?

Jeremy polished off the last crumb of food, looking at his watch, playing five-finger exercises on the table. ‘Do you know, I rather think I’ve solved it? I can bridge into a different rhythm while shifting into the next key. Do you mind if I get on with it now? You’ll send me a contract in the morning, right? Lovely to have met you. CJ really has been my guardian angel, last night and now today.’

He got to his feet, and bustled away, leaving Bea to stare at her untouched pot of tea.

Her phone rang. ‘CJ here. Just checking how your meeting went. What did you make of Jeremy?’

‘Genuine. Innocent. I’m going to fix him up with some domestic help.’

‘Good. I’d like you to keep an eye on him, all right?’

The phone went dead. Bea looked at it, disillusioned. What did CJ expect? A round the clock supervision of an eccentric genius? No way. He didn’t want her to investigate Josie’s murder, did he? No way in spades.

At the back of her mind, she heard her mother say, ‘No good deed goes unpunished.’

Nonsense. She shook the thought away and turned her mind to more pressing matters, such as what was wrong at the agency.

Thursday afternoon

‘Nance, are you there? I’m still in the restaurant. I don’t think she’s his wife. It’s more like a business meeting. Could she be his solicitor?’

‘His wife’s a redhead in her late forties.’

‘This one’s ash blonde and older. So it’s not her. He’s leaving. And she’s still here. Shall I follow him – or her?’


THREE

Thursday late afternoon

The moment Bea stopped puzzling over the little man, her own problems flooded back into her mind and it seemed that the few hours away from the agency had given her a new perspective on things.

The thought popped into her head that the agency had perhaps expanded too fast. The words ‘a runaway success’ presented themselves to her. Mm, yes. But a runaway car might be a hazard to other road users. Was it, perhaps, time to apply the brakes?

She gathered herself together and set off for home. Should she take the bus? No, a taxi presented itself as she left the Academy. She settled herself into the seat and immediately another problem surfaced in her mind.

Bea had caught her sort-of-adopted daughter Maggie in tears last night, but when Bea asked what was the matter, the girl had rebuffed all enquiries, saying she was going down with a cold. True? Hm. But if not true, what had upset her? Had her almost-boyfriend urged her to marry him? No, he was too sensible to do so before Maggie was ready for it. So what could be troubling her now?

Maggie had been spectacularly unsuccessful as a member of the domestic agency, since her skills had never lain with either the telephone or the computer. But she’d discovered a flair for working as a project manager for various building jobs in the neighbourhood. And Maggie loved to cook . . . which reminded Bea that she wouldn’t need to eat again that night.

She ought, perhaps, to ring Maggie and warn her not to provide a big supper. She got out her mobile phone and tried Maggie’s number. Engaged. Of course. The girl spent most of her life with her phone attached to her ear.

Frustrated, Bea made a mental note to try again in a minute. She wondered if the last of the new furniture had arrived for the flat she’d created for her second family at the top of the house. Wasn’t there still a bed missing? She must check.

Maggie and Oliver – Bea’s adopted son currently away at university – were very close to her heart and she cared deeply for both of them. She believed they cared for her, too, but . . .

Bea frowned. Oliver hadn’t been in touch since she’d returned from her holiday; he must be busy. He’d made new friends, had been invited into some new line of research which was bringing him kudos in his chosen field of Higher Mathematics, but he usually emailed her several times a week. And hadn’t.

It was a something and a nothing.

For heaven’s sake, he was a grown man now, wasn’t he? She must stop being such a mother hen and pay the taxi driver, who’d drawn up on the opposite side of the road to her house.

On a bright summer’s day the early Victorian buildings in her street were a sight for sore eyes. She admired the freshly-painted cream facade of her own mid-terrace house and the neat, paved forecourt with its matching bay trees in pots. A discreet sign indicated that the Abbot Agency could be found by descending the steps to the basement area, while four wider steps led up to the front door under its imposing portico.

Ranks of tall sash windows glistened in the afternoon sun, reducing in size as they marked the positions of the large reception room and hall, and the bedrooms in the upper storeys.

The sky was blue overhead. A jet crossed the sky in the distance, humming to itself.

Bea got out her keys, thinking of Jeremy Waite, thrown out of his family house and confined to a small, rented flat, where he couldn’t even have his grand piano. She couldn’t be that sorry for him. He might have lost his wife, his job and his home, but she had to admire the way he was forging ahead with his new life.

Bea still had her family, her home and her job. So what was she complaining about? If something was amiss at the agency, it was up to her not to whinge, but to do something about it. And if there wasn’t anything wrong at the agency, then . . . Oh well, retirement couldn’t be that dreadful, could it?

There was permit parking only in the street. As she crossed the road, she checked that her own car was safe and undamaged from brushes with passing vehicles, which it was, and spotted another familiar car. Her important – in his own estimation at least – member of parliament son’s car. A Jaguar. She’d given him a book of visitor’s tickets some time ago and he’d stuck one in the window, just as he ought to do if he wished to avoid a fine for parking in that road.

What was Max doing here? Waiting for her, obviously. She felt a familiar tightening of nerves, because a visit from Max usually meant he wanted something. But . . . a nasty thought. Was all well with her darling grandson? She usually saw him twice a week but for some reason it hadn’t been convenient the other day. Perhaps he was ill?

She had planned to go down into the agency, but instead she mounted the stairs to the front door and let herself into the house.

Thursday late afternoon

‘Nance? The bird’s let herself into a big house on the far side of Kensington Church Street, not a hundred yards from where I found Josie. It looks as if she’s running some kind of business from the basement. The Abbot Agency, whatever that might be. Escort agency? She’d make a fine madam. It doesn’t sound like a solicitor’s office, does it, but it’s only a hop, skip and a jump from the music man’s new flat.’

‘She’s not a totty?’

‘Far from it.’

‘We’ll know where to find her if we need to. Meanwhile, we’ve got to think of the future. I’ve done all the groundwork for a new project, and I’m not giving up, especially after we lost out so badly on the last one. Someone’s sending round a girl who might be a suitable replacement for Josie, and I’d like you to see her.’

‘It’s too soon. Josie’s not even buried yet.’

‘It’s never too soon to earn some more money. Be there.’

Thursday late afternoon

‘Max, my dear! How nice to see you. And how is my beautiful grandson? I was so sorry to miss him earlier this week.’

‘Now, Mother. Don’t be obtuse. You know perfectly well that Nicole has taken him up to our house in the constituency for the summer break. I hope to join them soon. Our flat here in London is not pleasant in this heat.’

‘I’d forgotten you were going so soon.’

Bea’s drawing room was pleasantly cool as she’d had the forethought to lower the blinds over the windows at the back of the house before she left. She raised them now and threw open the French windows so that, just for a minute, she could step out on to the wrought iron staircase which curled down into the garden. A breath of fresher air stirred the curtains behind her, and she thought how pleasant it would be to go down and sit in the shade of the sycamore tree, perhaps with a glass of iced water. But not yet.

Max had taken up his stand with his back to the fireplace – which held a display of ferns at this time of year. Bea loved him dearly. He was the only child of her first marriage to a tom-catting portrait painter who had wooed her as an eighteen-year-old but, finding marriage and responsibility not to his taste, had abandoned her to bring up their son alone. Piers was in the money nowadays, and he and Bea were now good friends. He’d even managed to re-establish some sort of relationship with his son. Piers had never been handsome but had all the charm in the world.

Max, on the other hand, was tall, dark and handsome . . . if carrying a little too much weight. Bea held back a sigh. Max was wearing his ‘official’ face. Max was on the warpath about something.

Would a diversion help? ‘Can I fetch you a cup of iced tea? Some home-made lemonade? I think there’s some in the fridge.’

‘You should have told me you were going to be out this afternoon. I’ve been waiting for over half an hour for you to return.’

She subsided on to a high-backed chair. ‘Well, I’m here now.’ No point in telling him why she’d gone out, because he disliked CJ – perhaps was a little jealous of his influence? – and he’d be horrified to hear she’d been in conversation with a man accused of having under-age sex. She ironed out a smile. ‘Max, dear; do sit down. You’re looming over me.’

‘Now you’re being frivolous, Mother.’

‘I’m sorry, Max. What can I do for you?’

‘It’s not what you can do for me, but what I can do for you. Everyone agrees that you’ve done wonderfully well to keep the agency going since Hamilton died. As I’ve often observed to Nicole, he was more like a father to me than my own father ever was, and I still miss him.’

Was Max implying that Bea didn’t miss him? She did, every day and in every way. Her eyes flicked to Hamilton’s portrait by the window. A round-faced, wise man of middle age, who had run the agency till cancer took hold of him – and he died. Max had had a go at running the agency himself for a little while, but since then Bea had taken over and done pretty well, she thought. On the whole.

‘Yes, dear. I miss him, too.’

His eyebrows snapped. He didn’t care to be interrupted. ‘The world of commerce marches on, and changes are afoot which even I have difficulty assimilating into—’

What on earth was he talking about? Yet another new system from Microsoft to bewilder the computer operator? And why did he always have to get his metaphors in a twist?

‘So I realize how desperately hard it must be for you to keep up to date. It is nothing to be ashamed of. No. Far from it. Better brains than yours have been brought low by the technical revolution which is flooding the microwaves—’

Bea suppressed a giggle. He’d be terribly hurt if she showed amusement at his verbal slip.

And then she felt acid rise at the back of her throat. He was going to say she had lost her touch and should retire. He was going to put all her vague worries into words, and make them real. It hurt.

‘I do worry about you, Mother. You know that I do. I talked to Nicole about it, and she agreed with me.’

Naturally. Nicole had no ideas of her own, which made her the perfect wife for Max, who had plenty of opinions – even if they were mostly second-hand.

He sat down beside her and patted her hand. Patronizing. But he meant well. ‘Mother, it’s time to face facts. You’re not getting any younger—’

She had a shocking impulse to box his ears, but controlled herself.

‘—and as you know, nothing ever stands still in this world. The agency is continuing to grow, thanks to the new blood you’ve brought in—’

That reference to ‘new blood’ rang an alarm bell. He meant the new manageress, Ianthe – pronounced Eye-An-Thee – didn’t he?

‘—and it’s no longer an exclusive little affair which you can run part-time, but has the potential to expand. It needs more staff, more investment. It needs to become a limited company with a suite of offices, perhaps in the High Street. If you sold out now, you’d be a very rich woman. You could retain shares in the new company, and you wouldn’t have to worry about a thing, except how to spend your dividends.’

She eyed him with suspicion. ‘How long have you been thinking about this?’

The faintest of reddening in his cheeks. ‘Oh, for a long time, but I didn’t like to say anything, knowing how you’ve clung on to the business to keep you going since Hamilton died. And then someone said . . . in the House, was it? No, no. At the club. Admiring the gallant way you’ve been carrying on, and saying that other people of your age hang on too long and then . . . they can’t keep up with the way the world is going. You see?’

‘Who, precisely, have you been discussing this with?’

‘Nobody you know. At least, I wouldn’t think so. But he does say he’d be interested in talking to you, if I sounded you out first.’

‘I see.’ But she didn’t, not really. Who would want to buy her out? She couldn’t think of anybody who’d be interested. Ah-ha. What about Jackson’s, who were her chief competitors in the agency world?

‘There’s more.’ He shifted on the seat and pressed her hand harder. ‘If the agency goes elsewhere, as I’m sure it should, then this house . . . Well, it’s rather on the large side for one older woman living by herself, isn’t it? You’ve been wonderful, taking in Oliver and Maggie, but, well, Oliver’s at university now, and Maggie . . . a delightful girl, of course, but she’s no kin of ours and will be moving on eventually . . .’

Max had been brought up in this house. After she married Hamilton, he’d adopted the boy. It was a prestigious address and a beautiful house. Max had always wanted to live here. Something inside her cried out that it wasn’t his home; it was hers!

Again he shifted on his seat. ‘I thought we – Nicole and I – could get a mortgage to buy this house off you on generous terms, and if you were to buy a smaller place somewhere, you could give Oliver and Maggie some thousands each to start them off on the housing market. What’s more – and I know this will appeal to you – your grandson wouldn’t have to be brought up in a flat, and he’d have a garden to play in.’

She stood up, trying not to show how much he had shaken her. The prospect of making a lot of money didn’t particularly appeal to her, but if selling out meant her grandson and extended family would benefit, then she supposed she ought to think seriously about it.

He stood, too, and put his arm around her. ‘There, now. That wasn’t so terrible, was it? You have a good think about what I’ve said. You’ve always been a sensible woman, and you’ll soon come to see that I’m right.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Now, I’d better get going, I suppose. Busy, busy. Committee meetings, correspondence, people to see. Nothing for you to worry your head about. I’ll call round again soon, shall I? And then we can talk ways and means.’

She saw him out and returned to the living room, crossing her arms, hugging herself. If she did as he suggested, life would still go on. It wouldn’t be the end of the world.

She straightened the photographs on the mantelpiece, picking up the silver-framed one of her grandson. He was smiling at the camera, chubby-cheeked and bright-eyed. Seeing him twice a week was one of the joys of her life. She was going to miss seeing him grow over the long summer holiday, although he would have lots of love and attention from his other grandparents. She mustn’t begrudge them their time with him. After all, she saw more of him than they did.

But still; it hurt.

And what Max had said hurt, too. He wanted to tidy her away into a bungalow in some retirement haven, where she would lose all contact with her friends and family. A living death to someone who’d worked hard all her life.

Max had always been jealous of Oliver and Maggie, though he’d no need to be for she had more than enough love to go round. She loved him and knew him well. She understood that he was afraid she might divert part of what he saw as his inheritance their way.

He was afraid of many things, wasn’t he? Of being found inadequate as a husband and father, as a member of parliament, and of losing status in the eyes of the world . . . unlike Oliver and Maggie who’d both been knocked out by things that had happened to them in their teens, and who were only now beginning to rebuild their lives.

Yet Oliver and Maggie were rebuilding on a firm foundation. Bad things might still happen to them in the future; they knew that, but they’d also learned that it was possible to survive.

Did Max know that? Possibly not, because up to now, someone else had always picked him up if he fell down. Hamilton had adopted the fatherless boy and put him through university. When other jobs had faded out, Max had run the agency during Hamilton’s illness . . . and then he’d met and married Nicole, whose parents were only too keen to help him establish himself as a Member of Parliament. He was painstaking and thorough and a loyal party member. He worked hard for his constituents. With luck, he now had a job for life. But if that failed him . . .?

She sighed. Who could foresee the future? Who would want to?

A fly blundered into the room. She shooed it out and stood, looking out over the quiet, shady garden which was enclosed – as all the houses in this terrace were – by high brick walls.

Maggie had filled the great urns with summer bedding plants, and various shrubs and small trees around the perimeter were doing well. The sycamore was in two tones of green with the flowers showing lighter splotches against the leaves. The leaves trembled in the breeze, and through them she could glimpse the spire of St Mary Abbot’s at the bottom of the hill.

Hamilton had worshipped in that church, and so had she for a while though it was a trifle too ornate and high for her. Hamilton had said God was everywhere, not just in church, and sometimes she could believe that. And sometimes not.

Dear Lord, I am in your hands. You know everything. You know my weaknesses and my strengths. If my work here is done, help me to retire with a good grace. If you still have work for me to do here, then . . . do you think you could give me a sign of some kind? Faithfully yours, Bea Abbot.

She was alone in the house. She listened for the comforting noises which would tell her that there were other human beings around, but there were none.

There was no clashing of pans or sound of radio and television coming from the kitchen next door, which meant that Maggie had not yet returned from whatever job she’d been doing. Maggie didn’t seem able to function without a lot of noise around her.

Oliver’s year at university had finished but he’d told Maggie he was staying on for another week or two to finish up some research project or other. So he wouldn’t be popping in and out, or playing jazz on his saxophone at the top of the house.

Bea was not hungry after eating that big tea, so she went down the inside stairs to the agency rooms. Her office lay at the back of the house. More French windows there would let her out on to the garden, since the house was built on a slope, and what was a semi-basement at the front of the house was level with the paved garden at the back.

Everything looked neat and tidy.

In the old days she would have expected to see a pile of papers on her desk for her to peruse, sign, or mark up for discussion. Now there was nothing except a folder containing an up-to-date report on the agency finances, broken down into different categories.

Once it had been Bea’s job to oversee the accounts and make whatever decisions might be necessary. All that was in the past. With the advent of Ianthe, her new manageress, the agency was going from strength to strength, and surely they would soon iron out any bumps in the road. If, indeed, there were any bumps. Probably not. It was all in her mind.

The agency was a success story, as Max had said.

How had he known it? Through Ianthe? Though how the two of them might have met was something of a puzzle.

Bea tried to switch on her computer, but there was no power. Ianthe liked to turn off the power to all the computers on her way out every night. It was a sensible step to take, but it grated on Bea to have to go into the main office and unlock the cupboard to access the big new switch-box and turn the power on again. Fortunately, she’d insisted on having a key to that cupboard.

Back in her office, she switched on her computer. She wasn’t completely redundant. At least she could find a suitable housekeeper for the little music man. A name had leaped into her mind: someone who had worked for her for a long time but recently decided to leave. Celia had said she wanted something less stressful now, though in the darkest hours of the night, Bea suspected this was simply another example of Ianthe managing to ease out anyone who’d worked for the agency before she arrived. There could be no other explanation for such a complete turnover of staff, could there?

It was understandable that Ianthe would feel more comfortable working with a team that she’d selected herself. Bea’s people had all been with her for so long that it must have been irritating for the newcomer to be referred back to the way things had been done in the past.

Bea felt nostalgic for the old days. But when dear Miss Brook, the indefatigable, long-time mainstay of the Abbot Agency, had finally conceded that she was no longer able to keep track of every job that came to the agency, Bea had been forced to interview for someone to help out. And Ianthe – bleached to honey blonde, scented and perhaps slightly too well upholstered – had arrived with the highest of recommendations, to take over the interviewing and allocation of new clients and staff.

Within twenty-four hours of Ianthe’s tripping lightly into the agency, Bea had thanked heaven for her efficiency, while at the same time becoming aware that the advent of Wonder Woman might not altogether suit Miss Brook. The two women had taken an instant dislike to one another. A well-disguised dislike, of course. Voices were never raised, though eyebrows went up and down like yo-yos. Smiles were pinned to faces throughout the most wounding exchanges. Offers were made of tea-biscuits from cherished tins normally kept in bottom drawers of desks, and declined with barbed remarks about not wanting to put on weight, or of butter creams being bad for the complexion.

Bea had told herself that things would settle down. Ianthe assured Bea that she had the deepest respect for Miss Brook and would take every opportunity to learn whatever gems of wisdom the older woman might care to impart to her. But soon even this attempt at harmony ceased. Allegations of ineptitude were offered to Bea from both sides in tones of deep apology. ‘I wouldn’t dream of troubling you, Mrs Abbot, but . . .’

The worst of it was that Miss Brook couldn’t substantiate her contention that Ianthe was not the right person for the agency, whereas Ianthe was able to point to instances of Miss Brook mislaying paperwork and not returning phone calls.

Miss Brook represented the best of the Old Style of doing business. She had managed the transition from card indexes to computers as if fingers had been invented for tapping keyboards, and she could sense a false reference at fifty paces. But perhaps, Ianthe hinted with sorrow, Miss Brook was beginning to let things slip, which, though understandable at her age, was not doing the agency any good.

Ianthe had a university degree and a delightfully warm manner, setting clients at ease from the moment they spoke to her on the phone or entered the office rooms.

Miss Brook had broken down and wept when she tendered her resignation. Bea had wept, too. They’d been through so much together over the years, but it was undeniably true that Miss Brook had been eligible to draw her state pension for a good number of years, and therefore ought perhaps to make room for a younger person.

Bea sighed. Oh dear. Happy days.

She wondered if it would be a good idea to telephone Celia about Jeremy, rather than email her. Yes, it would be good to have a chat with her, find out what she was doing nowadays. Bea delved into the right-hand drawer of her desk for her address book. It wasn’t there. That was odd. She always kept it there.

Well, she could access Celia’s address on her personnel files.

Except that the computer screen was asking for her password.

Bother. What was it today?

It was Ianthe’s idea to change the password every day, and of course that was good business practice. The only problem was that Ianthe always seemed to come into Bea’s office, to tell her what the new password was to be, when she was on the phone. It would be a mixture of upper and lower-case letters, with some numerals thrown in. Quite brilliant, ensuring no one from outside could hack into their system.

Only, Bea’s visual memory was better than her aural, and it was beyond her to memorize something she’d been told but not seen written down.

In other words, she wasn’t able to get into the office system. It wasn’t the first time this had happened, or the second. She seized a piece of paper and wrote on it, ‘Ianthe; please give me the password in written form every day. This is my third time of asking. Bea Abbot.’

She considered the note a trifle harsh, but . . . no, it was fair.

She switched on her photocopier, copied the memo, and took it through to tuck under Ianthe’s keyboard.

Looking around, she had to concede that the big front room had become rather crowded of late. Once upon a time Miss Brook had run the agency with the aid of two part-timers – and for a short time with Maggie, who’d never been much help in that area. Then Oliver had come to update them in every way, and after that dear Celia had arrived and been a tower of strength. All gone now. Bea hardly knew the names of the new girls who Ianthe had imported. All very bright and literate, with good telephone manners.

But somehow . . . the fun had gone out of the business.

Fun? Yes, it had been fun in the old days, matching difficult clients with the right personnel, solving problems that would have tested the imaginations of agony aunts, fielding requests to avert last minute tragedies; yes, it had been fun. And they’d felt they were fulfilling a need, smoothing their clients’ path through life.

Now it was a business, run on strictly practical lines. There were time limits for everything. No phone call should last more than so many minutes, as time costs money. No private phone calls or emails were allowed. Other agencies should be called upon to supply hard-to-fill vacancies, even if the personnel had not been vetted by them.

It all made for efficiency, an improved turnover. And a small regret – which was most unbusinesslike – for everything they’d lost in transit.

Perhaps it was time for Bea to sell up and move out. She would find Celia’s address, put her in touch with the little music man and . . .

Bother! She couldn’t even do that! In her own agency! This was ridiculous.

She swept back into her office and went through every drawer in her own desk, looking for her personal address book. If it wasn’t in the top right-hand drawer, then where was it? Might she have put it in her handbag? No.

Had she left it out somewhere? Most unlikely . . . but she looked, anyway. No.

There was one place she hadn’t looked, and that was the small office which had once been Oliver’s and had subsequently been taken over by Maggie. Her paperwork was always in confusion, but her jobs were almost always completed on time and within budget.

And there – ta-da! – was her address book, poking out from under some architect’s plans.

Bea picked it up. It felt different. Grainy. And discoloured. She opened it at random and found much of the information inside was illegible. Had someone spilt a cup of coffee over her book?

A nasty, suspicious thought wormed its way up from the back of Bea’s mind. She imagined she could hear Ianthe fluting, ‘Oh, poor Mrs Abbot, such an important little book, I know how much you rely on it. I suppose Maggie took it by mistake. Such a sweet girl, but perhaps . . . I hardly dare say it, as I know she’s a special favourite of yours . . . but perhaps a little clumsy at times?’

Everything Bea touched seemed to go wrong.
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