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Chapter 1


1912


‘An actress!’


Minna Wilson smiled at the horrified expression on her son’s face. He was outraged. ‘She’s quite a respectable woman, Tim, even if she is in the theatre. She comes highly recommended.’


‘By whom?’ he queried harshly.


‘Do you remember the Goodchilds, who were here several years ago? Well, she’s a relative of theirs.’


Tim could remember the Goodchilds very well. A pleasant enough couple, as he recalled. Certainly no trouble of any kind.


‘Besides which,’ Minna went on, ‘I have a vacant room needing filling, actress or no.’


Despite his initial reaction, Tim was beginning to warm to the idea. An actress at The Berkeley – how exotic! Certainly different from the usual clientele who stayed at the small boarding house, which was their main source of income since his father died, the other being his salary from the Torquay Times, where he worked as a junior reporter. ‘What’s her name then?’


‘Mrs Davenport.’


He wondered what she was like. Young, old? Good-looking, plain, downright ugly? He doubted it was the latter. ‘It’ll certainly make a change,’ he conceded.


Minna’s eyes twinkled with amusement. It would that all right. Their regular guests, those in residence all year round, were all elderly, living out the remainder of their days in a climate far more favourable than wherever they’d come from.


‘She’s arriving tomorrow,’ Minna declared, ‘and is apparently engaged to be playing the season at the Pavilion.’ The Pavilion was a brand-new theatre that had only recently opened.


‘Is she indeed,’ Tim mused.


‘I’ve to expect her in the afternoon off the London train.’


At that moment their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of Major Sillitoe en route for his daily stroll, during which he would undoubtedly be calling into several of the many pubs that the town boasted. The major, now retired, had fought with great distinction in the Boer War, and could be something of a bore himself when he got started on the subject. He was someone Tim tended to avoid if possible.


‘Ah, good morning, Major,’ Minna beamed.


Sillitoe, a small man with a very large moustache and a florid complexion, doffed his hat. ‘Good morning to you too, Mrs Wilson. And a lovely one it is.’


‘Off for your walk, I take it?’


‘Quite so. I shall head in the direction of Torre Abbey Sands, I think. I haven’t been that way for some while now.’


‘Well, enjoy yourself, Major.’


He gave a small, courteous bow. ‘Thank you very much. And how are you, young Tim?’


Tim loathed being called young. Twenty years old, he didn’t consider himself that at all. Why, he was the male head of the household and a wage earner in a highly respectable profession. Young indeed! He forced a smile to his face. Paying guests were paying guests after all. ‘Fine thank you, Major. It’s kind of you to ask.’


‘Now don’t you be late for supper,’ Minna declared after the major had taken his leave. ‘That’s happened too often of late.’


‘Can’t help it, Ma. Blame the job, not me. I can only get away when I’m finished. You know that.’


Minna sniffed her disapproval. ‘Your editor, Mr Ricketts, is a slave-driver and no mistake. I don’t suppose it matters what hours he keeps, being a bachelor with no family obligations or responsibilities.’


‘That’s how it is, Ma, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Anyway, I love my job. Surely that’s all that counts. The hours are irrelevant.’


‘Not when your meal is spoilt, they’re not.’


He laughed. ‘My meals are never spoilt, and you know it. Cook always sees to that.’


‘If anything it’s you who’s spoilt, and that’s the truth of it. Now I’d better be getting on, I’ve lots to do.’


Tim was at the door when an idea struck him. The forthcoming repertory season at the Pavilion had been mentioned in the paper of course, but only in general. Perhaps Ricketts might be interested in a feature on one of the cast – Mrs Davenport, for example: what she’d previously done, who she’d worked with, and so on. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced that Ricketts would fall for the idea.


He decided to mention it at the next day’s morning meeting where suggestions were put forward and discussed.


It was later that afternoon when Tim stopped to stare admiringly at the motorbike parked by the kerb. What a beauty, he thought. An absolute cracker. He noted the machine was a Royal Enfield operated by a chain drive, the latest thing. A small inscription on the green-coloured petrol tank informed him it had a 325cc capacity.


‘Do you like it?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Tim breathed, eyes gleaming. ‘Very much so.’


‘Sit on it, if you care to.’


‘May I!’


The man standing alongside made a gesture with his hand. ‘Go ahead.’


Tim swung himself onto the leather seat and then let his weight settle. ‘I suppose it goes fast?’


‘Like the wind.’


That was music to Tim’s ears. He could just imagine himself roaring along the country lanes. What a glorious sensation that must be.


‘Can you ride a bike?’


Tim reluctantly shook his head. ‘I’ve never had the opportunity, I’m afraid. But it wouldn’t take me long to learn. I know how everything works and what to do.’ Reaching down, he lovingly caressed the chassis.


‘Sadly, I’m going to have to sell it,’ the man stated softly.


‘Sell?’


‘Have to. My wife, bless her, thinks it’s far too dangerous. Stuff and nonsense of course, but that’s what she believes. She’s been nagging me for months now and I don’t suppose I’ll get any peace till it’s gone.’ He heaved a sigh of resignation.


‘How . . . how much are you asking?’ Tim hesitatingly inquired, dreading the answer, which was bound to be far more than he could afford.


‘Why, are you interested?’


Tim nodded.


The man’s brow furrowed. ‘I haven’t really thought of a price yet. I’d have to give that some consideration.’


Tim fumbled for his wallet, from which he produced a business card. ‘Would you telephone me there when you’ve decided. Give me first refusal?’


The man studied Tim’s card. ‘The Times, eh?’


‘That’s correct, Mr . . .?’


‘Oh, Coates, Jeremiah Coates. Well, Mr Wilson, telephone you I shall, when I’ve made up my mind.’


‘If I’m not there, leave a message. I can either telephone back or call round and see you.’


‘Fine then. I’ll be in touch. You have my word.’


Tim reluctantly dismounted from the bike. Although he’d been astride it for only a few minutes, getting off again was like losing a limb. He just had to have that machine. He had to. He coveted it more than anything he’d ever coveted in his life before.


Coates slipped on a pair of goggles and sat where Tim had just been. How Tim envied him. He envied Coates with every fibre of his being.


‘Goodbye then.’


‘Goodbye, Mr Coates.’


And Tim watched the bike and its rider disappear into the distance.


‘Have you got the account of the Women’s Institute meeting?’ Ricketts snapped as Tim entered the office.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Anything of note?’


Tim shook his head. ‘Just the usual stuff.’


Ricketts grunted. ‘Get it written up all the same. And be quick about it.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Ricketts glared at Tim. ‘Are you being impertinent? I don’t think I like your tone.’


Tim feigned innocence. ‘Not at all, sir. I didn’t mean anything by my tone. I wasn’t aware it was different from usual.’


Ricketts regarded Tim dyspeptically. Cheeky whelp, he thought. There was no respect nowadays. The lad was far too much of a smart aleck for his own good. He’d better watch it. ‘Get on with it then.’


Tim hurried over to the long desk that he shared with the other reporters and hastily busied himself.


‘He’s in a right old mood today,’ Harry Nutbeam, their sports reporter, who was sitting alongside Tim, whispered a few minutes later when Ricketts’ attention was elsewhere.


‘You can say that again.’


‘He was fine to start off with, and then suddenly, bam! His ulcer must be playing up again.’


‘I just wish he wouldn’t take it out on us, that’s all.’


Harry nodded his agreement. ‘Fancy a pint later?’


‘If I’ve got time.’


Their conversation ceased abruptly when they realised that Ricketts was staring at them. Tim’s fingers flew over the keys of the battered Imperial typewriter, one of a number they all shared, as he recounted what had occurred at the WI meeting. He did his best to make something that had been tedious in the extreme sound at least vaguely interesting.


The train swung round a bend and Elyse Davenport glimpsed what she presumed must be Torquay. Thank God the journey was almost over. She’d never been one to enjoy travelling. Arriving and departing, yes, but not the actual journey.


She lit a cigarette, her umpteenth since leaving Paddington, and wondered what Torquay was going to be like. At least it would be a change from London, and the doctor had assured her that the mild climate, combined with the sea air, could only do her persistent cough the world of good.


She should give up cigarettes of course, that was the sensible thing to do, but then she’d never been exactly the most sensible of people. She smiled. Sensible people didn’t become actors – sense was the last thing they required.


Her smile vanished as she thought of her husband Benny, currently playing a small part in the West End. What a mistake she’d made in marrying him, taken in completely by his dashing good looks and boundless charm. She’d fallen hook, line and sinker. More fool her!


Where had their dreams gone, their plans? She was damned if she knew. They’d somehow dissipated – not overnight, but a little at a time, until one day they’d all vanished, leaving nothing but emptiness in their place.


How she’d ached with love for Benny, idolised the man. And now? They barely tolerated one another. When he wasn’t onstage it was an endless round of pubs and late-night supper clubs, spending what money they had, and often money they didn’t. It was a relief to be away from him for a while. Another good reason to accept the job in Torquay.


She coughed and reached for her handkerchief. Amazingly she never coughed when performing. But perhaps that was not so unusual when you thought about it. Any actor would tell you that onstage all ills and pains simply disappeared. As did the need for all bodily functions.


When she’d finished her cigarette she ground it out in the ashtray. Not long now, she told herself. She couldn’t wait to stretch her legs.


Minna came bustling through when Daisy, the maid, informed her that Mrs Davenport had arrived. She found the actress standing just inside the doorway.


‘Mrs Davenport, welcome to The Berkeley,’ she beamed.


‘Why, thank you.’


Elyse gazed about her. It was hardly The Savoy, but then what had she expected?


‘How was your journey down?’ Minna inquired politely.


‘Long.’


Minna gave a low laugh, immediately warming to Elyse. ‘I’m sure that’s an apt description. Went to London myself once and it seemed to take for ever and a day. There and back.’


What an elegant woman, Minna was thinking. And beautifully dressed, in what she took to be the height of fashion. The suit that Elyse had on was in a shepherd check and the skirt ankle-length. It boasted a fancy overcollar, with silk braid trimming on the sleeves. Round the waist was a matching belt and deep side-pockets below were also trimmed with silk. The wide-brimmed hat was of straw and boasted a posy of artificial pansies at the front.


‘I imagine you could use a cup of tea before you go on up,’ Minna said. ‘I thought we might share a pot and some cake in the dining room.’


‘That’s a wonderful suggestion,’ Elyse replied. ‘I’m quite parched and, dare I say it, just a trifle hungry.’


‘Then let me show you the way,’ Minna declared and instructed Daisy to take Elyse’s cases up to her room.


‘You should see that Mrs Davenport who arrived earlier. She’s quite a bobby-dazzler,’ Daisy confided to Tim when he arrived home.


‘Really?’ He had to admit he was curious about the lady, whom he now hoped to interview, as Ricketts had approved his idea.


‘Major Sillitoe just gaped when he saw her.’ Daisy giggled. ‘I swear he was like a fish on a slab. All poppy eyes and mouth wide open.’


That vision made Tim smile. ‘Where’s Ma?’


‘I don’t know, Master Tim. Around somewheres. And ’ee’s late again. You’ve missed the staff supper.’ It was the custom for Minna and Tim to eat with the staff, the evening meal taking place in the kitchen after the guests had finished in the dining room.


Daisy suddenly pressed closer to him. ‘Here, have you been drinking? I swears I can smell beer.’


He placed a finger across his lips. ‘Don’t tell on me, but that’s why I’m late. I stopped off for a few with my colleague Harry.’ A few was what he’d intended, but it had ended up being considerably more than that. The time had somehow flown and now he wasn’t at all hungry, but he knew he’d have to have something or there’d be hell to pay. From Cook as well as his mother.


‘Here,’ said Daisy, digging in her apron pocket. ‘Have a peppermint. That’ll disguise the pong.’


He gratefully accepted the offered sweet, deciding that if Minna did accuse him of drinking, he’d say he’d only had one in the line of duty, which did occasionally happen. ‘Is Mrs Davenport about? I want to meet her and have a word.’


Daisy shook her head. ‘She went straight up to her room after dinner, saying she was having an early night. She’s no doubt worn out by the journey here from London.’


Tim swore under his breath at having missed her. His own fault really for having stayed out so long. It had never crossed his mind that she might want an early night. Oh well, he’d just have to collar her in the morning. There was nothing else for it.


Cook wasn’t best pleased when he turned up in the kitchen, but it didn’t take him long to get back in her good books again. Since he was a tiny lad he’d always been able to wind her round his little finger. Cook adored him.


The peppermint had done the trick, for neither Cook nor Minna detected alcohol on his breath.


Tim pulled a face when the clock in the hallway bonged the hour. Mrs Davenport still hadn’t put in an appearance and now he’d have to leave, as he had to report to the office before going out on a story that had already been set up.


He’d return later, he decided, and hope to catch her then.


Elyse stared at the Pavilion theatre, which she found pleasing to the eye. She’d never played a brand-new theatre before so the prospect was exciting.


She sucked in a deep breath of sea air, thinking how wonderful it was. Already she felt better for being by the seaside. Such a contrast to the noise and smell of London, where the air at this time of year hung like a thick, damp blanket.


She toyed with the idea of going inside and introducing herself, then decided against it. She’d turn up for rehearsals on Monday morning as instructed and all the introductions could be made then. It wouldn’t do to appear overeager. She was an older, established actress after all, and it was best to be seen in that light.


She recalled the Café Addison, which she’d passed a few minutes earlier. Time for a coffee, she decided, after which she’d find her way back to The Berkeley, where she’d study the script of the first play they were doing, Trelawny of the ‘Wells’ by Sir Arthur Wing Pinero. She had the part of Imogen Parrott, an experienced and rather flamboyant actress. Rather like herself, really. So she didn’t anticipate having any trouble with that. All she’d really have to do was learn the lines and moves. The rest would come naturally.


‘There’s a telephone call for you, Tim,’ Harry Nutbeam declared, hurrying by on some errand or other.


‘Who is it?’


‘Don’t know. Didn’t say,’ Harry called back over his shoulder.


Tim rose from the desk and made his way down the office to the pair of wooden telephone booths at the rear. He went into the one with the receiver off the hook.


‘Hello? Tim Wilson speaking.’


‘Ah, Mr Wilson, it’s Jeremiah Coates here. I promised to ring.’


Instantly a vision of the Royal Enfield flashed before Tim’s eyes and his heart started to race at the thought of owning it. ‘Have you decided on a price then?’


‘I have.’


Tim found himself holding his breath as he waited to hear.


‘I think thirty pounds would be about right. That’s five less than I paid for her.’


Tim’s spirits slumped. Just as he’d expected. Way beyond his pocket. He’d been stupid to dare hope.


‘Mr Wilson, are you still there?’


‘I am sorry. I’m afraid that’s too much for me, Mr Coates. You’ll have to find another buyer.’


‘I see.’


‘I wish . . . well, I truly wish I did have that kind of money, but I simply don’t. Nor is there any way I can get it. I apologise for wasting your time.’


Coates understood, having watched Tim’s face when he’d been astride the bike. ‘I’m sorry too. I’m sure the bike would have given you a great deal of pleasure.’


‘I know it would have, but there we are. Unfortunately it’s not to be.’ Pie in the sky, Tim thought bitterly.


There was a pause, then Coates said, ‘Can you come anywhere near the figure?’


‘No, sir, I’m afraid I can’t. It’s well beyond me. Again, I apologise. I should have known better.’


Coates smiled wryly to himself. He’d been young once too. ‘Well, if you do come up with it, let me know. I’ll give you my number.’


Tim hastily scribbled down the telephone number on the top sheaf of the pad and ripped it off. In his mind’s eye he was still seeing the bike, and himself on it riding through the lanes around Torquay.


When he emerged from the booth he carefully folded the paper and placed it into his pocket. A useless gesture really, as he was well aware, but he just couldn’t bring himself to throw the number away.


‘Here, you should see the clothes that Mrs Davenport has hanging in her wardrobe,’ Daisy enthused to Euphemia, the other maid of the household. ‘I just been up there doing out her room.’


Euphemia’s eyes opened wide. ‘Nice, is thae?’


‘A lot more than nice. They’s as grand as I’s seen. Fit for a queen to wear, they be.’


‘Oh!’ Euphemia breathed. ‘That so?’


‘As true as I’m standing here. All colours of the rainbow too. Pink, cream, blue – you name it. Suits, dresses, everything you can think of, and all the very best quality. Bought in Bond Street every last item, I should imagine.’


‘Can I go look?’


Daisy quickly shook her head. ‘We don’t knows when she’ll be back. And Mrs Wilson would have a fit if she thought you’d gone in there to pry. No, you’ll just have to wait till it’s your turn to do her room and then you can have a peek.’


Euphemia sighed. ‘Imagine having clothes like that. You’d be able to turn any man’s head.’


‘Well, that’s something you and I will never know about. Neither of us is ever likely to own a dress like one of thae. God knows what they cost each. An absolute fortune, I’ll be bound.’


‘It must be a wonderful thing to be an actress,’ Euphemia mused. ‘Though I couldn’t stand up in front of others as they do, meself. I’d be far too embarrassed.’


‘Me too,’ Daisy agreed. ‘All thae folk gawping and staring at you. And how do you remember all thae words? ’Tis beyond me.’


Daisy glanced around to ensure Minna wasn’t about. They’d have been told off if they were discovered gossiping. Minna might be a fair employer but there were limits. Time-wasting was most definitely frowned upon.


‘That ain’t all,’ Daisy went on, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘She’s got a box crammed full of jewellery.’


Euphemia’s eyes went wide again. ‘Is that a fact?’


‘Emeralds, rubies, diamonds – they was all there. A box full of treasure and no mistake.’


‘Crikey!’ Euphemia exclaimed softly, thoroughly impressed.


‘The top of the box was lying open so I could hardly miss what was inside. Fair took my breath away, it did. ’Twas like gazing into Aladdin’s cave.’


‘She must be really rich.’


‘Stinking, I’d say. Though what baffles me is – if she’s so wealthy, what’s she doing here instead of staying at The Imperial?’ The latter was Torquay’s foremost and most exclusive hotel.


Euphemia shook her head in bewilderment. She couldn’t understand that, either. The Berkeley was only a run-of-the-mill boarding house after all. Hardly the place for nobs to come.


‘There was a diamond bracelet, which I just couldn’t stop meself trying on. It was gorgeous, Euphemia. Absolutely gorgeous. All sparkly and shiny-like. It must have cost hundreds.’


‘I’d like to try that on too.’


Daisy winked. ‘Take your chance when you does her room. Make sure you put everything back as it was, mind. We don’t want her complaining to Mrs Wilson. That would mean the sack.’


‘Oh, I’d be careful. She’d never know.’


‘A box full of treasure,’ Daisy repeated. ‘Life just ain’t fair sometimes. It could make you spit.’


Euphemia heard the sound of approaching feet and recognised the tread. ‘Mrs Wilson, get on,’ she warned.


They both hurried about their business.


Tim glanced up from the article he was writing as the presses started to roll. As always, the floor began to shake. The latest edition of the Torquay Times, a weekly paper, would hit the streets the following morning.


Tim loved to hear the presses. There was something immensely satisfying about listening to the sound – din, more like – that they made. It never failed to give him a thrill.


‘Fancy a drink again tonight?’ Harry asked, coming over and sitting on the desk. ‘Patsy’s coming.’ Patsy was John Pattrick, by far the oldest of the reporters and an imbiber of legend. No-one knew how old Patsy was, not even the management, it was claimed.


‘I can’t, Harry. I’ve got someone to see.’


‘A girl?’ Harry teased, his eyes twinkling.


‘No, a lady. It’s about a story I intend doing. I want to interview her.’


‘Oh?’


‘She’s an actress who’s come to stay with us for a while. She’ll be appearing at the Pavilion.’


Harry was intrigued. ‘An actress! Sounds interesting.’ The latter full of innuendo. ‘What’s she like?’


‘Haven’t a clue. I’ve still to meet her.’


‘Is she famous?’


‘I shouldn’t think so, but I’ll find out.’


‘Lucky old you,’ Harry teased. ‘I wouldn’t mind interviewing an actress. Is she from London?’


Tim nodded.


‘Better still.’


Tim laughed at his friend’s lustful expression. Harry was well known as something of a womaniser, although Tim suspected that a lot of it was sheer blarney made up by Harry himself.


‘Why don’t you bring her to the pub after the interview, then I can meet her too?’ Harry suggested hopefully.


‘Don’t be daft. A woman like her doesn’t go into a pub, you should know that.’


‘She’s an actress – they do all sorts, I’m told. Break the rules. They are Bohemians, don’t forget.’


‘Well, I shan’t be asking her and that’s that. Besides, she might be old enough to be my mother.’


Harry’s eyes twinkled again. ‘But you do have an awfully attractive mother, Tim. I’ve always said that.’


Tim blushed bright red. He simply couldn’t envisage anyone seeing Minna in a sexual context. The whole idea was disgusting.


‘Well, she is,’ Harry protested.


‘If you’re not careful you’ll get a smack.’


Harry hastily removed himself from where he was sitting. ‘Don’t be so touchy. It was a compliment.’


Tim had had enough of this conversation. The reference to his mother had annoyed him. ‘Go away. I’ve work to do.’


‘All right, all right. Keep your hair on.’


Tim couldn’t resist the jibe. ‘Which is more than you’ll be able to do in a few years.’


That infuriated Harry, who was extremely sensitive about his receding hairline. ‘Bastard!’ he muttered so that only Tim could hear.


Tim laughed and resumed typing. After Harry had gone he thought of Mrs Davenport. He’d nipped home earlier hoping to catch her, but she’d been out. He hoped she was going to be easy to interview and that her story would make good copy.




Chapter 2


Elyse glanced around the dining room as she sipped her coffee. What a motley collection, she mused. Why, the average age must be in the seventies. And there was that dreadful Major Sillitoe smiling at her again, the old goat. She’d thought earlier that he was going to suggest she share a table with him, but thankfully had been spared having to make a polite refusal.


The Misses Ward seemed quite sweet, she thought after having had a brief chat with them on the way in when they’d introduced themselves. Originally from Exeter, they’d said. Thin-faced and beaky-nosed, they were like a couple of birds nattering away to one another.


She wondered about Benny and what he was doing. Another hour till his curtain up, so he could be anywhere. She’d drop him a line over the weekend, she decided. Just to let him know she’d arrived safely and that everything was going well. A common courtesy, that was all.


‘Mrs Davenport?’ a male voice inquired a few minutes later as she was heading back to her room.


The speaker was a pleasant-faced young man. ‘That’s right.’


‘I’m Tim Wilson. My mother’s the owner.’


He’d make a good juvenile lead, she thought. He had the right sort of looks. ‘I see.’


‘I also work for the Torquay Times, one of the local rags.’ Other guests were coming out of the dining room now. ‘Would you care to step into our private parlour so that I can have a word with you? I’d be terribly obliged.’


She guessed what this was about. ‘Are you a reporter?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


Ah, she was right. ‘You want an interview, I presume?’


‘If you’d be so kind. I intend doing a feature.’


Elyse was quite used to this kind of thing. She’d been interviewed on countless occasions in the past. ‘Perhaps you’d lead the way,’ she consented.


The parlour that Tim led her into was a rather gloomy room with a large aspidistra by the window. She’d always loathed aspidistras. She noted that the wallpaper and furnishings had seen better days, although the genteel shabbiness did have a comfortable feel about it.


‘Perhaps you’d care to sit.’ He gestured towards the biggest and best of the armchairs.


‘Thank you.’


Not a beautiful woman, Tim was thinking, but definitely handsome, if somewhat past her prime. She also had an air about her, a sort of charisma that he found a little disturbing. In a crowd she would have stood out. A prerequisite for an actor, he supposed, knowing nothing about the breed.


‘Are you enjoying Torquay so far?’ he inquired politely, settling himself into an armchair facing hers.


‘Very much so.’


‘Have you been here before?’


She shook her head. ‘This is my first visit.’


He flipped open the notebook he’d brought along and quickly glanced at the questions he’d prepared. For some reason he found himself quite nervous.


Elyse picked up on this and it amused her. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem a trifle young to be a reporter,’ she teased.


Tim coloured.


‘Oh dear, I hope I haven’t embarrassed you.’ She was rather enjoying this.


‘Not at all,’ he lied.


‘Did you go straight into the job from school?’


Young! School! Did the wretched woman have to bring these things up? ‘Yes,’ he mumbled, squirming inwardly. ‘I did.’


‘Really.’


Now what did she mean by that? He wished now that he hadn’t thought of interviewing her.


‘Do you mind if I smoke?’


He blinked, caught offguard. ‘Please, go ahead.’ He leapt to his feet. ‘I’ll find you an ashtray.’


She lit up while watching him through slitted eyes. Good figure, she thought and wondered if he had any experience at all with women. Probably not, she decided. Nothing more than hand-holding and the occasional kiss. She’d have bet a week’s wage he was a virgin.


‘Lovely,’ she said, accepting the ashtray and placing it on the arm of her chair.


‘Would you care for a drink?’


‘That would be nice,’ she smiled. ‘Do you have any Scotch?’


Again he was thrown. ‘Do you mean whisky?’


‘I believe that’s what Scotch is.’


He cursed himself for being such a gauche fool. ‘I think there’s some in the kitchen. I’ll fetch it.’


‘I hope you’ll be joining me.’


‘Of course.’ That was only good manners.


She smiled again as he hurried from the room. Behave yourself, Elyse, you’re being quite naughty. The poor lad doesn’t know whether he’s coming or going. Still, it was amusing.


Tim returned with a tray on which there was a half-empty bottle of whisky, two glasses and a jug of water, which he set on a table covered with a heavy, green embroidered cloth. ‘Shall I pour?’


She nodded.


He wasn’t at all sure how much to give her. ‘How’s that?’ he queried, holding up a glass.


‘Fine. The same again of water.’ She preferred soda but doubted whether that was available. She continued to watch him through ribbons of smoke curling their way ceiling-wards. ‘Thank you,’ she said when he handed her the glass.


She noted that he poured himself a particularly small measure, and couldn’t decide whether he wasn’t used to alcohol or was simply making sure he didn’t get befuddled.


‘Bottoms up!’ she toasted when he’d seated himself again.


He mumbled something in reply and they both drank.


She’s smoking and drinking whisky, Tim was thinking. Harry was right about actors breaking the rules. He’d never come across a woman who drank whisky before. Gin, yes, but never whisky.


‘So, what would you like to know?’ she asked huskily.


‘Excuse my ignorance about theatrical matters, but are you famous?’


It was like a cat playing with a mouse, she reflected. Delicious. ‘Not really. Although I have to say I’m well known in West End circles. I have acted with some of the best, you know. Gerald du Maurier for a start.’


Tim scribbled that down.


‘And Miss Irene Vanbrugh for another.’


Tim had never heard of her, but duly noted the name all the same.


They followed that line of questioning for a few minutes, then Tim decided to change tack. ‘And why Torquay?’


‘You mean why did I accept an invitation to come here?’


‘That’s right.’


She leant back in her chair and studied him. She could see a lot of his mother in his face and wondered where Mr Wilson was and what he was like. She’d tell Tim what he wanted to hear, she decided. Always the best policy in these situations.


‘For years I’ve had a yearning to come to Torquay, having heard so much about it,’ she replied smoothly. ‘And this was my chance. It’s also a pleasant break from London, which can be so dreadfully dreary at this time of year.’ What she didn’t say was that it was the only offer she’d had and the West End was fully cast for at least the next six months.


He wrote that down in his notebook. ‘I see.’


‘I shall be doing Lady Macbeth later in the season, which I’ve never played before. The chance to do that was an inducement in itself.’


‘And who’s playing Macbeth?’


‘I have absolutely no idea, not having met the cast yet. That will happen on Monday morning when we begin rehearsals.’


Tim was becoming more and more aware of the perfume she was wearing, which had started to pervade the room. It was strong and musky, heady in the extreme. He found it, like the woman, unsettling.


‘Are you coming to our opening night?’ she asked, gazing directly into his eyes.


He suddenly felt as though he’d been pinioned to the wall. ‘Of which play?’


‘Why, Trelawny of course.’


‘To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it.’ She glanced away and he was released as suddenly as he’d been held.


‘Well, I insist that you do. And your mother. I shall see that complimentary tickets are provided.’


‘Then we’ll be there,’ he croaked. Christ, she was forceful! ‘At least I shall. I can’t speak for my mother. She may have other plans for that night.’


‘Afterwards you must come backstage to my dressing room for a drink and tell me how wonderful I was. And if you didn’t think so, you will lie and still tell me how wonderful I was.’


He laughed. ‘I’m sure you will be.’


Elyse sipped her whisky, which was now almost finished. He’d hardly touched his.


‘Where are you from?’ he asked, suddenly serious again.


‘London.’


‘Whereabouts in London?’


Her smile was enigmatic. ‘Kensington. Have you ever been to London?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Then you must one day. There’s no other city like it in the entire world. It’s the most exciting place, especially if you’re in the theatre.’


‘Well, I only hope Torquay won’t be too dull for you.’


She didn’t answer that.


‘Now, what about Mr Davenport?’


The last thing she wanted to do was talk about Benny. ‘I thought this interview was about me, darling,’ she gently chided him but with an underlying steel in her voice.


‘It is, but . . .’ He broke off in confusion, flustered and unused to being called darling by anyone other than Minna.


‘Let’s leave my husband out of it, shall we?’ Her tone was now as sweet as could be.


‘If you wish.’


‘What I wish is a spot more whisky. Is that possible?’


He was instantly apologetic. ‘Sorry, I’m being a poor host. I hadn’t noticed your glass was empty.’


It wasn’t, so she drained it there and then. ‘You should be able to get this on expenses, you know. Entertaining a client, or subject, if you prefer.’


That was true enough, he reflected, heading back to the bottle. If Ricketts passed it, that was. Ricketts was notoriously stingy where expenses were concerned, demanding a receipt for everything. Well, if a receipt was required then one would be produced. He’d simply buy another bottle to replace this one.


Elyse fumbled for her handkerchief and coughed discreetly into it. Damn this cough – would it never be gone? It had become a trial of late.


‘Are you all right?’


‘Too many cigarettes, I’m afraid. I’ve become a slave to them over the years. And please don’t mention giving them up. I know I should, I just haven’t got round to it yet.’


She wouldn’t smoke so much if it wasn’t for Benny, she thought darkly. That was what anxiety did to you. Tobacco had become her pacifier, her consolation, her constant companion.


Elyse briefly closed her eyes. She was tired and had been since arriving in Torquay. All that sea air, she presumed. Hopefully she’d acclimatise before long.


Tim hadn’t missed the look of profound sadness that had flitted across her face. Now what had that been all about? He hoped it had nothing to do with him.


‘Now where were we?’ he smiled when he sat down again.


They continued from where they’d left off.


What a woman, Tim thought after Elyse had left. She’d polished off the entire contents of the whisky bottle and smoked goodness knows how many cigarettes. Yes, Harry had certainly been right when he’d said that actors were different. Very much so. Mrs Davenport had stunned him.


At least she’d given him enough material for a decent feature, which he was looking forward to getting started on. And she’d agreed that a photographer could call at the theatre next week and take her picture. He’d go along as well, Tim decided.


All in all he didn’t know what to make of Mrs Davenport. She was a whole new experience for him. Fascinating, yes – that was the word that suited her. Fascinating.


And a little scary, if he was honest.


It was Minna’s weekly visit to the grave, always bringing fresh flowers whenever possible. She bent and began removing the old ones from the vase in front of the stone.


For the first few years she’d cried every time she came, but eventually that had stopped. You couldn’t cry for ever. At least she couldn’t.


It had been a sudden death: one moment he’d been there, the next gone. He wouldn’t have felt anything, the doctor had assured her. The heart attack had been massive, claiming her husband’s life in a flash.


She glanced up at the dates chiselled into the stone. How young he’d been, no age at all. A man who should have had decades ahead of him.


And what a mess he’d left behind – a terrible financial mess. They’d lost everything. Her beautiful house, gardens, carriage and pair, the lot. All swallowed up by the debts he’d left outstanding.


Thank God she’d had some money of her own. Who knows what would have become of them if she hadn’t had that to fall back on. She’d used it to buy The Berkeley and give Tim a decent education. The school she’d sent him to hadn’t been quite top-drawer, but good enough.


What a shock it had been having to work for her living, but she’d coped, turning from a life of pampered leisure to running a boarding house catering mainly for the elderly and retired. Now, if she was honest, she rather enjoyed it, even if their standard of living was nothing like it had been previously.


She shook her head sadly. Redvers had been a lovely, adorable man, but, as it turned out, no businessman. Then she rebuked herself, because that wasn’t entirely fair. He hadn’t been that bad a businessman – successful for a long time, till his judgement failed and he’d made a string of disastrous investments.


Well, he’d paid for that with his life, the stress having proved too much, overcoming him on that fateful day when his heart had seized up.


There was a part of her that said it would have been awful if he’d lived, for the shame and ignominy of being poor, of having let her and Tim down, would have been agony for him. She could just imagine how he’d have become eaten up by bitterness and self-pity. A parody of his former self.


But as a woman and wife, who’d loved him desperately, she’d have wanted him to live, no matter what. Their being together was all that would have mattered. Wealth was lovely, but love and ongoing companionship were everything. Except that Redvers wouldn’t have seen it that way.


She began rearranging the new flowers in the vase.


Elyse lit a cigarette as she watched the rehearsal in progress. They were currently involved in a scene that didn’t include her. As companies went, it wasn’t a bad bunch, everyone being friendly, with ‘darling this’ and ‘darling that’. She wondered how long it would be before the bitching and back-biting started, as it always did.


James Erskine, the leading man, made his exit and smiled at her: she smiled quickly in return. She wondered if he’d come across, but he didn’t, sitting down instead beside Polly Emery, the main female juvenile.


The stage director conducting the rehearsal was a grossly fat man called Mellon. A nasty piece of work and no mistake. One of those vicious men who hate women, while pretending otherwise, with a tongue as sharp as any knife. His boyfriend was Paul Arthur, who’d been engaged to play small parts and, as far as she could see, couldn’t act for toffee.


The scene came to an end and Mellon announced in a loud, fruity voice that they could take a coffee break. He immediately left the room, heading off somewhere.


‘Mrs Davenport.’


It was Ronnie, one of the assistant stage managers, or ASMs as they were known. A lad of about fourteen, Ronnie was hoping one day to be an actor himself.


‘There’s a reporter and photographer from the Torquay Times to see you. They’ve asked if you’d meet them on “the green”.’


‘Right, Ronnie, thank you. Inform Mr Mellon when he gets back where I am.’


She’d already cleared this with Mellon, publicity being in the play’s interests after all. As she gathered her belongings several envious glances were shot in her direction, as the onlookers wished it was their picture about to be taken.


The auditorium was dark, but the stage lights were on and the set for Trelawny was already half-completed. She swept imperiously down the centre aisle and mounted the side-stairs that took her onto the stage itself, where Tim and his colleague were waiting.


‘Good morning, Mrs Davenport,’ Tim greeted her, giving her a slight bow.


She smiled at this. ‘We can’t take long over this, so I hope you can be quick about it. I am in the middle of a rehearsal.’


‘We understand perfectly,’ Tim acknowledged. ‘We’re just thankful you’ve been able to spare us the time.’


She noted that the photographer had already set up his tripod and camera. ‘Now, how would you like me?’


‘I thought I’d take you against this part of the scenery,’ the photographer suggested, gesturing to a flat depicting part of a sitting room.


‘That suit you?’ she asked Tim.


‘Oh, perfectly.’


‘My left side is the better one,’ she informed the photographer, who bridled slightly at being told what he considered to be his business.


‘Of course.’


Elyse knew that he could photograph whichever side he liked, but he’d end up choosing a left profile. They always did.


‘How are rehearsals going?’ Tim asked politely as she positioned herself.


‘Slowly. But we have blocked the play now and are moving on.’


Tim had no idea what blocking a play meant, but decided not to show his ignorance by asking. He found it rather daunting being on the stage and could only wonder what it must be like when the audience was there. Not a profession for him, that was certain.


‘How do I look, by the way?’ The dress she’d picked to appear in was of taupe silk Charmeuse made with a one-sided drapery on the skirt forming a graduated tunic at the back. The button-trimmed front section of the waist gave it a basque effect. Like all her clothes, she’d had it run up by a seamstress she knew in Clerkenwell who was a sheer genius at turning out currently fashionable items for cut-rate prices. The dress cost a fraction of what it would have done if she’d bought it in the West End.


‘Absolutely charming,’ Tim responded graciously.


The photographer disappeared under the black cloth at the rear of his camera. ‘Could you move just a little bit forward, please,’ he called out.


Elyse did so.


‘A trifle more.’


She did so again.


There was a small explosion as the picture was taken.


‘Just keep holding it there, please,’ the photographer called out, hurriedly changing plates.


Tim was looking beyond the set to where there was an assortment of objects. Ropes tied off in cleats disappeared into the high space above the stage, this area being known as the flies. To one side of the proscenium arch was what he took to be the electricians’ box from where the stage lights were controlled, with a bank of levers sticking out from the console itself. But it was the smell that intrigued him most, a smell that any actor would instantly recognise as being peculiar to backstage, its main ingredient being that of the size or glue used on the canvas covering the flats. The flats were so called because that was exactly what they were: a wooden frame covered by canvas on which was painted whatever scene was required – a wall in a room, a distant view, and so on. He found it all highly exciting.


There was another small explosion as a second picture was taken. The photographer took six in all, from various angles, before pronouncing himself satisfied.


‘Thank you for your cooperation, Mrs Davenport,’ Tim said to her when it was over.


‘My pleasure. Where are you off to now?’


‘Back to the office and then out on another story. One not nearly as interesting as this.’ He pulled a face. ‘A council meeting actually. It’s bound to be deadly dull. They all are.’


She laughed. ‘Poor you.’ She noticed then that Ronnie, the ASM, was hovering nearby. ‘Ronnie, will you show these gentlemen out. I must get back to rehearsal.’


‘Yes, Mrs Davenport.’


The photographer muttered his thanks, still miffed at being told his job, and began gathering up his equipment.


‘No doubt I’ll see you later.’ Tim smiled.


‘No doubt.’


And with that she left them, sweeping away as imperiously as she’d arrived.


‘It’ll do,’ Ricketts pronounced grudgingly, having just read Tim’s feature article on Mrs Davenport. Actually it was excellent, but he wasn’t going to tell his young reporter that, believing in being sparse with his praise. ‘Let’s see the pics.’


Tim placed the six in front of him, and Ricketts slowly went through them. ‘She is a looker,’ Ricketts breathed with a gleam in his eye. ‘She’ll pull them in. Well, the men anyway.’


‘She was very cooperative.’


Ricketts suddenly threw down the photographs. ‘Actresses! Tarts each and every one. Believe me, lad, I know.’


Tim bit back an angry reply. He couldn’t see how Mrs Davenport could possibly be called a tart. Different, yes, but that didn’t make her a whore.


‘And she’s staying at your mother’s boarding house, is that right?’


Tim nodded.


‘I’m surprised at your mother allowing her to. She’ll lower the tone.’


Tim wanted to retort to that, to defend his mother and Mrs Davenport, but he knew better than to challenge Ricketts in any way. So he said nothing.


Ricketts tapped a photo. ‘That’s the one we’ll print. It’s the best by far.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Send it through with your article then.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Tim went to pick up the photographs, but Ricketts stopped him. ‘Just the one I indicated. I’ll keep the rest for a bit, then they can go into the library.’


Now why would he want to keep them? Tim wondered. Then it dawned on him. Ricketts was taken with Mrs Davenport. Fancied her, as Harry would have put it.


The editor leant back in his chair. ‘I haven’t been to the theatre in a long time. I think I’ll go on opening night as critic and write the review myself.’ He nodded his head. ‘Yes, that’s what I’ll do.’


Tim didn’t mention that he would also be there as a guest of Mrs Davenport, thinking it best not to. He just hoped Ricketts didn’t pester him afterwards to be introduced.


The old lecher.


‘What’s wrong with you then, Daisy?’ Minna demanded. ‘You’ve got a face like fizz.’


Daisy hadn’t realised it showed. ‘I’m sorry. It’s nothing.’


‘Of course it’s something. Now, out with it.’


Daisy signed. ‘It’s that Mrs Davenport. Every time I goes to clean her room there’s always cigarette ash everywhere. It doubles me work.’


‘You mean, on the carpet and suchlike?’


The maid nodded. ‘Absolutely everywhere. I’ve never known a messier smoker.’


Minna didn’t like the sound of this at all. The mess was bad enough, but what about the risk of fire? Even a small blaze could lead to the whole place going up in flames. This was very worrying indeed. She was going to have to speak to Mrs Davenport.


Cook, who was making batter for a cake, glanced up. ‘And you’d better say about the jewellery as well.’


Minna frowned. ‘Jewellery? What jewellery?’


‘She and Euphemia have been talking about it. I’s overheard them several times,’ Cook explained.


Daisy shot her a furious glance.


‘Go on, Daisy,’ Minna urged.


‘I wasn’t prying, Mrs Wilson. Honest I wasn’t. But she leaves the box open a lot and you can’t help but notice what’s inside.’ She gulped. ‘You wouldn’t believe it. Diamonds, Mrs Wilson, thae and all sorts. Rubies, emeralds, gold bracelets. A king’s ransom.’


Minna considered this revelation. ‘And she just leaves the jewellery box open?’


‘That’s right. It’s on top of the dresser in plain view. If ’twere mine I’d hide it and no mistake. Lucky for her both Euphemia and I are honest as the day is long, as you well know.’


‘Just as well,’ Minna muttered grimly. If either girl had been caught thieving, Mrs Davenport would undoubtedly have brought charges and what a scandal that would mean. As for Mrs Davenport, it was wrong of her to put temptation in their way. Had the woman no sense!


‘Like Aladdin’s cave, I said to Euphemia, and she agrees with me. A fortune in treasure just lying there.’


Something would have to be done about this, Minna decided. She’d speak to Mrs Davenport, and as soon as possible. Directly the woman returned from rehearsal, she decided.


In the meantime she’d have a look herself to make sure the girls weren’t exaggerating.


Now what was this all about? a frowning Tim wondered, having just finished reading the letter that had come to him at work.


Jeremiah Coates was requesting Tim to call round one night for a drink and was asking him to telephone and say when would be convenient. It must be about the motorbike, but why get in touch when the man knew he couldn’t afford the machine?


It just didn’t make sense.




Chapter 3


‘Ah, Mrs Davenport, there you are. Can I have a word?’ Minna had been keeping an eye out for Elyse’s return from rehearsal and had now caught her just coming through the door.


Elyse took in Minna’s expression. ‘Yes, of course.’ She was extremely tired and looking forward to a long soak in the bath before dinner. She was also irritable, for the rehearsals weren’t going well. Mellon, the stage director, was a complete idiot in her opinion, and nasty with it. He was succeeding in making life difficult when there was absolutely no need.


‘I thought we might go into my private parlour.’


‘Oh dear,’ Elyse smiled. ‘This sounds serious.’


Minna didn’t reply to that, instead ushering Elyse through to the room that she remembered well from her previous visit.


‘Shall we sit down, Mrs Davenport?’


Elyse occupied the same chair as before. ‘Have I done something wrong?’


Minna was finding this difficult. She hated confronting guests about misdemeanours. It was very unsettling. ‘There are several things, Mrs Davenport.’


‘Oh?’


Minna cleared her throat. She had the beginnings of a headache, which wasn’t helping matters. She knew what that meant – it happened every month at around this date. ‘It’s your smoking, Mrs Davenport. The girls have been complaining of the mess.’


Elyse had been about to ask if she could light up, but now she thought better of it. ‘I see.’


‘You get ash everywhere apparently and they’re complaining that it doubles their work when doing your room.’


Elyse was instantly contrite. ‘I must apologise, truly I must. And hold my hand up as guilty. I’ve always been the same, I’m afraid. I just don’t know how I do it. I try to use the ashtray, but . . . more often that not I don’t. I simply drop ash without realising it.’


Minna’s expression became slightly less grim. At least the woman wasn’t trying to deny it. ‘You must understand the anxiety that causes me, Mrs Davenport. What if there was a fire and the house went up? What then? Not only might there be loss of life, but I would be deprived of my livelihood.’


‘Yes, I can see that.’


‘So, what’s to be done? The obvious thing is for me to ban smoking in the room. But that wouldn’t be fair as I allow several of the gentlemen guests the use of their pipes. I can hardly permit that while barring you.’


‘It has been very careless of me,’ Elyse admitted. The possibility of a fire had never crossed her mind, although it should have done. She felt quite ashamed at the thought of endangering others.


‘Well?’ Minna prompted.


‘I can only give you my solemn promise that I’ll be more careful from here on. And I mean that.’


Minna nodded.


‘I would hate anything untoward to happen. Truly I would.’


‘It’s your own life you’re putting in danger as well, don’t forget.’


‘Yes, I appreciate that.’


‘If it happens again, Mrs Davenport, I shall have to ask you to leave.’


Elyse didn’t reply to that.


‘So, you will be more careful in future?’


‘You have my word.’


‘Then that’s good enough for me.’


Elyse had no doubt that Minna meant what she said. The threat of asking her to leave wasn’t an empty one. And she liked it at The Berkeley. It suited her. In a funny way she felt right at home.


‘That’s settled then,’ Minna declared somewhat brusquely. ‘Now we come to the other matter.’


Elyse groaned inwardly, while racking her brains trying to think what else she’d been up to.


‘It’s the jewellery in your room.’


Elyse stared blankly at her. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘The jewellery. Daisy mentioned it and I took the liberty of going up to your room and seeing for myself. Surely they can’t be real?’


Elyse burst out laughing at the absurdity of it. ‘Heavens, no! It’s stage jewellery. Tat. You could buy the entire contents of my box for under a fiver.’


Minna smiled. ‘I thought as much. It’s the mountings that give the game away. They’re not very good, are they?’


‘They don’t have to be. From out front, in the auditorium, they look all right. And Daisy thought they were the genuine article?’


‘Both she and Euphemia. They’ve been quite excited about it apparently. Thought the equivalent of the Queen of Sheba had come to stay.’


‘Well, tell them from me that . . .’ Elyse broke off. ‘Better still, if you send them up to me before dinner I’ll soon sort the matter out. Agreed?’


‘Agreed.’


Elyse laughed again. ‘Genuine indeed! I only wish they were.’


Daisy and Euphemia came rushing into the kitchen where Minna and Cook were. ‘Look what Mrs Davenport gave me!’ Euphemia squealed, flashing a diamond ring.


‘And me!’ Daisy was brandishing a gold bracelet.


Minna smiled. ‘I take it she explained.’


‘Oh yes, and we all had a good laugh. I’d never heard of stage jewellery before. But I suppose it makes sense, when you think about it.’


Euphemia clasped the hand with the ring on it to her bosom. ‘I shan’t be telling anyone ’tis a fake. Let them think what they will. I won’t be letting on otherwise.’


‘Mrs Davenport says she can easily replace these when she gets back to London,’ Daisy went on. ‘And she insisted we take them. Ain’t that so, Euphemia?’


‘That’s so, Mrs Wilson. She insisted. Said she’d be right upset if we didn’t.’


Euphemia beamed, her face ablaze with excitement. ‘I feel like a proper toff, I do. A real lady.’


‘Well, you’re not,’ Minna reminded them sternly, bringing them both back down to earth. ‘And I think it’s time you got back about your duties.’


‘Yes, Mrs Wilson,’ they both chorused and left the kitchen as quickly as they’d entered it.


‘Stage jewellery,’ muttered Cook, shaking her head. ‘Whatever next, I ask you!’


It was still light when Tim found Oaklands. He couldn’t remember how many times he’d been up and down the Cockington road but he had never noticed the house before, or even suspected its existence. It lay up a lane and was screened from the road by trees.


Tim thought the house, stone-built with a slate roof, rather splendid. In fact it reminded him of the house they’d lost when Pa died. That too had been large and splendid. He was surprised when Jeremiah Coates himself answered his knock.


‘Tim, come in! Pleased to see you.’


Again Tim was surprised, this time by the use of his Christian name. Oh well, he didn’t mind that at all. ‘And it’s nice to see you, sir.’


‘Jeremiah, please. We can forgo the formalities.’


Tim followed Jeremiah into a wood-panelled study dominated by a large desk covered in papers.


‘My inner sanctum. The holy of holies,’ Jeremiah explained with a chuckle. ‘Now, what would you care to drink? I have some rather excellent claret if you wish.’


‘That sounds wonderful.’


Jeremiah poured Tim a glass from a decanter, then indicated that he should sit. ‘You must be wondering what this is all about?’


‘Yes, si . . . Jeremiah. I can only think the motorbike.’


Jeremiah had also sat. ‘True enough.’


‘My circumstances haven’t changed. I still can’t afford it.’


Jeremiah’s eyes twinkled. ‘We’ll discuss that in a moment. I happened to mention you to my wife and it was she who made the connection.’


Tim was puzzled. ‘Connection?’


‘You’re the son of Redvers Wilson.’


Tim nodded. ‘That’s right.’


Jeremiah’s expression became thoughtful. ‘A sad loss. I was at the funeral, but you probably don’t remember me. You were very young then, I recall.’


‘You knew my father?’


‘Indeed I did. I can’t say we were friends – business acquaintances more like. But I admired and respected him.’


Tim dropped his gaze, his emotions mixed as they always were when the subject of his father came up. That was a wound that had never properly healed. And, he suspected, never would. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered.


‘Now that I realise who you are I can see your father in you.’


‘Most folk think I take after my mother.’


‘Maybe so,’ Jeremiah mused, ‘but I can still see your father. A good man, if I may say so. A kind one.’


Tim drank some of the claret, which was indeed first-class. ‘People have always spoken well of him.’


‘And so they should. When I say “kind”, I have personal experience of that. Redvers did me a favour once which, because of his death, I never got to repay.’


‘Favour?’ Tim frowned.


‘To do with business. I badly needed an introduction and he was able to provide it for me, for which I was terribly grateful. Thanks to that introduction I managed to secure a lucrative contract.’


Tim nodded that he understood.


‘We had mutual friends, that’s how we knew one another. And once we travelled up together on the same train to London. A most agreeable journey.’


Tim couldn’t quite see where this was leading. ‘So what has all this to do with the motorbike, Jeremiah?’


The older man regarded him steadily. ‘As I said, I owed your father a favour that I never repaid. Now perhaps I can. Or at least make a token gesture. I want you to have the bike, lad. A gift from me to you.’


Tim was completely taken aback. ‘But I couldn’t possibly . . .’


‘Oh yes, you can,’ Jeremiah interrupted.


‘But it’s worth thirty pounds!’


Jeremiah made a gesture of dismissal. ‘That’s nothing to me. Nothing at all, I assure you.’


Tim’s mind was reeling. The motorbike was to be his after all. That beautiful machine! Oh glory be.


‘It’s the least I can do to try and clear my debt,’ Jeremiah continued. ‘Please don’t say no.’


Tim took a deep breath, then another.


‘Put my conscience at ease, lad.’


He had another swig of claret. It was his lucky day right enough. He couldn’t have been more delighted, or elated. Nor could he wait to get on the bike and try her out. His! He just couldn’t believe it.


‘So?’ Jeremiah prompted.


‘I can only thank you. I’m . . . lost for words, I suppose. Overwhelmed.’


Jeremiah laughed. ‘Here, let me top up that glass for you.’


Tim ran a hand over his face, stunned by this turn of events. He wanted to jump to his feet and shout ‘Hurrah!’ But of course he didn’t.


‘How’s your mother faring, by the way?’ Jeremiah queried. ‘I never met her, I’m afraid. A handsome woman, I thought at the funeral. Though that was hardly the place to see someone at their best, she being the widow after all.’


Tim accepted the refill and then went on to explain about Minna buying and running the boarding house. ‘She rather enjoys it actually. Though it’s a far cry from what we were used to.’


Jeremiah’s face was wrinkled with concern. ‘I never knew that your father was in financial trouble when he died. I just never heard. I assumed . . . Well, I assumed your mother would have been provided for.’


‘We’ve managed so far. Though I have to admit there have been occasions when things have been tight. But that was mainly in the early days when we were getting established and finding our feet.’


Jeremiah nodded solemnly. ‘A resourceful woman, enterprising too. I admire that. Awful for a woman to have been left in those circumstances. Part of my problem is that I’m abroad a great deal. Travelling here, there and everywhere. I’m only in Torquay for about three or four months out of the year.’ His face darkened. ‘That’s something I’m going to have to change. My wife hasn’t been well of late and has taken to spending quite a bit of time in bed. I shall have to be around more to be with her.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Tim sympathised.


Jeremiah shrugged. ‘It’s just one of those things sent to try us.’


They were interrupted at that point by a pretty young lady appearing in the doorway. ‘There you are, Papa.’ Then she noticed Tim. ‘Oh, I am sorry. I didn’t realise you had someone with you.’


Both men came to their feet.


‘Let me introduce you, my dear. Katherine, this is Tim Wilson. Tim, this is my daughter Katherine.’


‘How do you do.’ Tim smiled.


‘I’m delighted to meet you, Mr Wilson.’


‘And I you.’


Tim took in the pale blonde hair and deep blue eyes. How old? he wondered. Roughly the same age as himself, he guessed. She certainly was pretty, with a good figure too.


‘Tim’s here about the motorbike,’ Jeremiah explained. ‘As from about ten minutes ago it belongs to him.’


‘Thank goodness for that,’ Katherine exclaimed. ‘You know what a worry it’s been to Mama. Ridiculous really, a man your age owning such a contraption.’


Jeremiah chuckled. ‘I haven’t exactly got one foot in the grave yet.’


‘Still,’ she quickly retorted, ‘it was ridiculous.’ She eyed Tim speculatively. ‘Are you local, Mr Wilson?’


‘Tim, please. Yes, I am.’


‘Tim is the son of a business acquaintance of mine who’s now sadly dead. Tim himself is a reporter on the Times.’


Her eyes opened wide. ‘In London?’


‘No, no,’ Tim hastily corrected her. ‘The Torquay Times. One of our local rags.’


‘How jolly for you. It must be very interesting.’


‘It can be,’ Tim assured her.


‘Katherine is only recently home from Switzerland, where she’s been attending school,’ Jeremiah stated.


‘Really,’ Tim murmured, not knowing what else to say.


‘I was there for three years,’ Katherine declared. ‘It seemed like a lifetime.’


‘You didn’t enjoy it then?’


‘On the contrary, I loved every moment. Switzerland is a wonderful country. Have you travelled much, Tim?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. That opportunity has never come my way.’


‘But you’d like to?’


‘Very much so.’


She turned again to Jeremiah. ‘Mama is asking for you.’


‘Tell her I’ll be right up just as soon as I’ve seen Tim out.’


Katherine smiled at Tim. ‘I hope we’ll meet again.’


‘I’m sure we will. Torquay is quite a small place, after all. We’re bound to run into one another.’


After she’d gone Tim commented to Jeremiah, ‘Absolutely charming.’


The older man nodded. ‘It’s good to have her back. He took a deep breath. ‘Now, I have a suggestion to make.’ He hooked an arm round Tim, who laid his drink aside. ‘You did say that day in the street that you couldn’t yet ride a motorbike. Am I correct?’


Tim nodded.


‘Then why don’t you return here this Sunday after luncheon and I’ll teach you the rudimentaries. There’s plenty of ground for you to practise on before you take it away. Is that a good idea?’


‘Oh yes, rather.’


‘That’s settled then. I shall be expecting you.’


At the door Tim said, ‘I can’t thank you enough, Jeremiah. Truly I can’t.’


‘Don’t mention it, lad. Now I’d better get on up to Ruth.’


‘Till Sunday then.’


‘Till Sunday.’


As he retraced his steps along the lane Tim wondered if Katherine would be there when he next called.


He certainly hoped so.


‘Coward,’ Tim muttered to himself, sinking wearily onto his bed. He’d fully intended telling Minna about the motorbike on arriving home, but just hadn’t found the courage to do so. One thing was certain, she wasn’t going to be best pleased. In fact, there might be all hell to pay if Minna took the same attitude as Mrs Coates, which she probably would.


He’d put the deed off until the bike was safely installed behind The Berkeley in the small shed where he intended keeping her. That way it was a fait accompli.


He yawned. God, he was tired. It had been a long day, during which he’d stayed out of the office as much as he could, Ricketts being in one of his particularly foul moods. Poor Harry had come in for a blast at one stage, which had been totally undeserved. Afterwards Harry had whispered to him that it was his dream to smack Ricketts good and hard sometime. But of course it would never happen. Harry valued his job too much.


The motorbike was his! Excitement bubbled anew in Tim. He still hadn’t really taken in this stroke of good fortune. Not only his, but a gift into the bargain. He shook his head in disbelief and amazement.


He stood and was about to strip off when he realised that he needed to relieve himself. He yawned again, then smiled, thinking he’d probably dream of the bike that night.


Outside in the corridor he paused as a familiar smell enveloped him. Familiar from his interview with Mrs Davenport, it was the unmistakable odour of her perfume. That plus something else. And then it dawned on him; it was perfume and cigarette smoke combined. For some reason he found it highly erotic.


He stood for a few moments savouring it, thinking that she must have passed along the corridor within the past few minutes for the odour still to be there. Erotic in the extreme, he thought, and blushed.


He hurried on his way.


‘I wondered if I might buy you lunch?’


Elyse glanced up at James Erskine, who’d just spoken. ‘Why, that would be lovely. Thank you.’


‘As we don’t have too long, I thought perhaps the Café Addison just over the way. The food there is served relatively quickly.’ It was also cheap, but he didn’t mention that.


‘Fine.’


He helped her on with her light summer coat. ‘You’re going to be very good in this, you know.’


Truth or flattery? She searched his face and couldn’t make up her mind. ‘It’s nice of you to say so.’


‘I wouldn’t unless it was true.’


She wondered about that. He was an actor after all. It was a way of life with many of them – the profession being as precarious as it was – to ingratiate themselves continually. ‘You’re not bad, either.’


He gave her a small bow. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’


‘It’s meant as one.’ Nor was he. He was proving a better actor than she’d first thought, bringing a depth to his character where many would have failed to do so. His comic timing was also extremely good – with that something that couldn’t be taught or learnt. At least not in her opinion. You either had it or you didn’t.


‘So what do you think of our intrepid stage director?’ he asked her as they crossed the street.


She glanced sideways at him. ‘To be honest, not a great deal.’


Erskine laughed. ‘That’s putting it mildly. When it comes to directing, the man doesn’t know his backside from a stage weight.’


‘You’re not a fan either, I take it?’


‘Hardly. We’d all get on a great deal better if the fat idiot just stayed away.’


Elyse couldn’t have agreed more.


The Café Addison was only about half-full, so they had no trouble securing a table. ‘I’m ravenous,’ Erskine declared, picking up the menu.


Elyse wasn’t particularly hungry and often went without a midday meal, preferring a stroll along the promenade instead. She glanced at what was on offer and decided to have the herb flan. That would be more than sufficient.


After they’d ordered, with Erskine plumping for the steak-and-kidney pie followed by something called Devonshire junket and Elyse saying that she wouldn’t have a pudding, he gazed across the table at her. ‘I’m looking forward to doing the Scots piece. I shall be playing the thane, if you didn’t already know.’


‘I didn’t, but had guessed that to be the case.’


He reached over and placed a hand on hers. ‘I hope that, between us, we’ll be able to give Torquay something to remember.’


She removed her hand onto her lap. ‘Have you done the part before?’


He shook his head.


‘Me neither. So it’ll be a first for both of us.’


‘I have played Hamlet though,’ he murmured coyly.


‘Really. Where?’


‘Bridlington.’


She forced back a smile. ‘I can’t say I know either the place or the theatre there.’


‘A passable rep. No more. But the company was terribly good when I did my stint with them. I thoroughly enjoyed the experience. Of course, I’ve never played the West End as you have.’
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