














[image: The First Time I Saw Your Face]


[image: Quercus]




First published in Great Britain in 2012 by


Quercus Editions Ltd


55 Baker Street


7th Floor, South Block


London


W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2012 Hazel Osmond


The moral right of Hazel Osmond to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


eBook ISBN 978 0 85738 032 6


Print ISBN 978 1 84916 419 1


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




THE FIRST TIME I SAW YOUR FACE


Hazel Osmond lives in Northumberland with her husband and two children and has, for many years, been an advertising copywriter. In 2008, she won the Woman & Home short-story competition sponsored by Costa. She is also a keen amateur actor and has worked her way up from ‘maid who drops tray’, via Lady Macbeth, to performances at the Edinburgh Fringe. Her first novel Who's Afraid of Mr Wolfe? was shortlisted for the RNA's Romantic Comedy Novel of the Year Award 2012. She is currently writing her third novel.


www.hazelosmond.co.uk




Also by Hazel Osmond


Who’s Afraid of Mr Wolfe?




To Northumberland – huge skies, great views, big hearts








CHAPTER 1


Yes, the statue was definitely winking. Down came one of the Roman centurion’s silver eyelids and there was a twist of the head which made the plume on his helmet ripple. The little cluster of tourists gathered nearby gave a variety of squeals before they went back to taking photographs, snapping indiscriminately at the statue, the front of the Abbey, a guy hanging about with a dog on a piece of string and, sometimes, themselves.


Mack, sitting a few yards away on a bench, felt a small finger poke his leg. ‘Why is that silver man winking at you?’


He turned to look at the girl attached to the poking finger.


‘Don’t know, Gabi,’ he said with a shrug and went back to trying to work out whether under all that silver paint there was someone he knew.


He was not surprised when his answer proved to be nowhere near good enough for Gabi and the poking finger was in action again.


‘Come on, Uncle Mack,’ she said, in a voice that reminded him very much of a talk-show host’s, ‘you can tell me.’


‘OK, I’ll come clean.’ He leaned into her. ‘He’s not really a Roman centurion: he’s a spy and I’m a spy and this is how we pass messages.’


‘Don’t fib. You’re not a spy, you look after Granny and you write particles—’


‘Articles.’


She patted his leg, but did not acknowledge the correction. ‘Besides, spies have posh cars and lots of girlfriends.’ That seemed to conclude the debate as far as she was concerned, and he didn’t know if he felt like laughing or becoming intensely depressed about the way she had, with a four-year-old’s clarity and cruelty, boiled his life down to ‘Granny’ and ‘particles’. That did just about sum it up. She was definitely spot on about the lack of posh cars and girlfriends.


He looked over at the centurion again and got another wink. There was a further wave of Euro squeals from the tourists who, Mack guessed, from the cut of their jeans and general glossiness, were Italian.


He was mulling over how bizarre it was that a group of Italians was staring at a man pretending to be Roman, when the statue not only winked at him again, but did a little jig, which sent the tourists into giggling, retreating clumps. As they drifted back and regrouped, Mack wondered where they were off to next: Oxford? Stratford? Would all the places merge into one long blur of history and fiction when they got home? Jane Austen mixed up with Inspector Morse and Anne Hathaway?


‘Come on,’ he said, helping Gabi down from the bench, ‘let’s go and see what Silverus Maximus is up to. Your mum will be back soon.’


‘Mum and Fran and Granny,’ Gabi corrected him, and then added as if enthused by the idea, ‘How many teeth do you think Fran will have left?’


‘All of them, it’s only a check-up.’


‘And Granny, will they be able to mend the broken one?’


Yes, ready for her to break a different one next time.


‘Should think so. Now, can I put your mittens on?’


‘They won’t fit you.’ She waved her hands at him to make sure he got her joke. With the chubbiness of the very young child still about them, they made him think of little, fat starfishes.


He decided to drop the mitten idea and, as they set off over the flagstones, braced himself for the tide of questions that would be coming. It was one of the many things he loved about Gabi, her ability to ask questions that made him look at the world in a new way, but sometimes they fried his brain. Particularly the animal-related ones. Today she was interested to know whether the dog on the piece of string knew it should really have a lead and if it did, how would that make it feel – sad? Or free? And that pigeon with a ring round one leg, did that mean it was married? And if it was, where was Mrs Pigeon?


Mack knew it could have been worse: she could have asked him why some of the angels on the front of the Abbey were falling from the ladders they were meant to be climbing. He didn’t want to think about that. Every time he passed them they reminded him of his own spectacular fall, although that hadn’t been off a ladder; more off a career, out of a revolving door and on to a pavement.


Leaving the marital status of pigeons behind, they reached the makeshift plinth, mingled with the Italians and looked up at the centurion. There had been a certain amount of artistic licence employed in the creation of his uniform, which not only featured the regulation breastplate and a sword held aloft in a ‘Forward to victory’ way, but also something that in a previous life had probably been a tigerskin rug, but was now a cloak, thanks to the addition of a gold-coloured chain and clasp. Mack hoped it provided some protection from the cold bite in the air, otherwise under all that silver it was probable that the centurion’s legs were blue. Hard, standing on a wintery plinth in Bath, when you were used to the seductively warm breezes of Rome.


He saw the centurion’s eyes shift his way, the whites looking sludgy against all that silver. Yes, definitely something familiar about the face.


‘Worked it out yet?’ the silver lips whispered, barely moving, and then the centurion jumped down off the plinth, causing a huge flurry of excitement. The sword was lowered on to the flagstones, and Mack felt Gabi cling on to his hand more tightly and tuck herself behind his legs.


‘Show over, show over,’ the centurion said loudly, making clapperboard motions with his silver hands and using the ‘for the deaf’ tone that has endeared the British to other countries for centuries. The Italians slowly peeled away, some dropping coins in the tub at the base of the plinth, others pointedly looking anywhere but the tub.


‘Peter Craster,’ the centurion said with another of his winks before taking off his helmet. Bizarrely, the hair under it was also sprayed silver. He handed Mack the helmet and then stooped down to pick up the plastic tub, and Mack saw that Peter was from the Roman legion that favoured Y-fronts over boxers.


His mind scrambled to fit a character to the name and came up with a rather posh boy from school, one of the rugger crowd. Ten years ago, which was probably the last time he’d seen him, the guy had been heading for an economics degree at Warwick.


‘Of course,’ Mack said. ‘Sorry, didn’t recognise you, what with all that paint and the um … the uniform. It’s been a while.’


Peter Craster was picking through the coins, transferring them from the tub to a leather purse he had produced from under the tigerskin cloak. ‘Recognised you straight away.’ There was the wink again. ‘Bet you’re surprised to see me like this?’


What, painted silver and dressed as a centurion? No, natural career progression for an economist.


Mack was failing to come up with a polite reply when Peter said, ‘Of course you’re surprised; to tell you the truth, so am I. Went to Warwick, got a job in the City afterwards, but you know …’ Mack guessed his wasn’t the only career that had taken a nosedive.


‘Thing is,’ Peter lowered his voice, ‘only got the bullet a few months ago and decamped back here, but it’s turned out to be a godsend. Bit of a goldmine.’ Mack looked at the leather purse, and Peter must have got his meaning because, stowing it away, he laughed. ‘No, no. I don’t mean standing here like a tit. I’m just filling in today: one of my lads is having his varicose veins done. Plays havoc standing up on one of those things for hours not moving.’


‘One of your lads?’


‘Yup, collective noun really – I have women too. About twenty people in all on the books now.’ Peter’s silver hands were constantly moving as he described the building of his own little Roman empire. ‘They were just crying out for someone to lead them, you see. I mean you can make little bits and pieces standing around all day, it’s still a steady earner, but the real money’s in events. Getting hired out for parties, book launches, that kind of thing. Not just centurions, of course.’ He laughed as though such a narrow specialisation was ludicrous. ‘Got all the Regency period covered, tourists go mad for that, and Mr Darcy’s a huge hit at weddings.’ Mack had a vision of Fitzwilliam Darcy appearing in a wet shirt just as the vicar said, ‘Does anybody know of any just cause …’


‘Tudors, Normans, Victorians,’ Peter enthused, ‘and now we’re branching into lookalikes. Film stars, pop stars.’ He whistled. ‘You should see my Gaga.’


Mack felt rather than heard Gabi giggle and said quickly, ‘Glad it’s turned out well for you …’ He trailed off as he became aware that Peter Craster was frowning at him in a way that threatened to make his paint peel.


‘So, you just back here on holiday?’ he asked. ‘Went into journalism didn’t you? London? My mother said something about showbiz gossip? Must be—’


‘That didn’t work out. Just freelancing now.’ Mack handed the helmet back to Peter, hoping it would serve as a full stop to the conversation.


‘Didn’t work out?’ Peter asked, hint untaken.


Mack wondered what would happen to Peter’s paint job if he told him the truth.


It’s like this, Peter; I came home early to find my editor, a bastard called O’Dowd, in bed with my girlfriend. So, in revenge, I dropped his home phone number into an article about a man who was impotent. No one spotted it until the next day, when prank callers began making obscene phone calls to his wife, and the other papers took to calling him ‘Mr Floppy’. That’s when he went ballistic, threatened to remove my testicles with a hot spoon and made sure I would never work on a national paper again.


‘Artistic differences,’ Mack settled for, easily fudging the truth. When Peter looked as though he might have follow-up questions Mack added in a weary tone, ‘Happened about three years ago.’


‘Oh, that’s hard.’ Peter was all concern now. ‘Especially when you’ve got little ones.’


‘No, Gabi is my sister’s – Tess – remember her?’


‘All the same.’ Suddenly Peter’s arm was round Mack’s shoulder. ‘Might be able to help: you’d be a shoo-in for a pirate lookalike. Earring, eyepatch, let your hair grow longer. Can you do stubble?’ Mack was unable to confirm what his achievements with facial hair were before a business card was produced. He lifted it from silver fingers.


DOUBLE TAKE
Let us be the still life and soul of your party


Peter’s face brightened as much as a face already painted silver could. ‘There’s plenty of work out there, especially if you’re prepared to do hen nights.’ He darted a look towards Gabi, who had partially re-emerged from behind Mack’s legs. ‘You’re a good-looking guy. The women would want to know where the silver paint ends, if you get my drift.’ The wink got another outing before Peter was all businesslike again. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me. Got a call earlier from Lord Nelson. Coachload of Scandinavians heading this way, stopover en route to Stonehenge.’ The helmet was hurriedly rammed back on. ‘Need to mop them up before they get to that Ancient Briton in woad round by the Parade Gardens.’ His paint puckered. ‘Not one of mine.’


Within seconds, the fierce centurion on the plinth was back, only unfreezing for one final wink and a mouthed, ‘Give me a call,’ before the sword was once more brandished aloft.


Mack imagined himself standing up there like a metallic, ersatz Johnny Depp and remembered the day he’d actually interviewed the real one. He expected some form of intense emotion to sweep over him at that: regret possibly, or the urge to rip Peter Craster’s business card into pieces, knock him off his plinth and beat him with one of his replica sandals.


‘It’s a very kind offer,’ he heard himself say. ‘I’ll have a think about it.’


He was uncertain whether his response was due to a gradual mellowing over the last three years or the worry that he was up to his ears in debt and a job offer was a job offer.


He was stuffing Peter’s business card in the pocket of his jeans when someone said ‘Boo!’ behind him and, as he turned, he felt Gabi let go of his hand.


‘Mummy,’ she yelled, a whirl of arms and legs as she threw herself towards Mack’s sister, ‘we’ve been talking to this statue and he wants Uncle Mack to be a pirate and show hens where his silver bits end.’


He wished he could have got his phone out in time to capture his sister’s expression. His mother simply looked at the centurion, looked at Mack and said, laconically, ‘A pirate? How lovely, you could use some of those skills you picked up on that paper.’


He felt his mouth already forming the shape of some cutting reply when the pleading look on Tess’s face held him back. Instead, he turned to Fran. ‘So, Frangipan, how are the teeth?’ In reply he got a thumbs-up and a huge smile that suggested she still had a full set. There was a sticker saying ‘Star Patient’ on her coat.


‘Mum’s are OK too,’ Tess said, looking nervously at Phyllida. ‘Temporary crown. So … everyone set? Let’s go find the car.’


Slowly they cut across the Abbey churchyard, along the front of the registry office and the Market before reaching the underground car park. Later in the year, they would have heard all the world’s languages on their journey as the tourists descended on Bath to pick it clean of Roman and Austen memorabilia, but today it was mainly English, and much of it had a soft, Bathonian burr.


The girls walked ahead, and as he looked at them, Mack felt that he was seeing time-lapse photographs of the same person: blonde hair, wise blue eyes, a lower lip that was slightly fuller than the upper one. Whereas he and Tess looked nothing like each other, hadn’t even done so when they were younger. He glanced at her now as she walked, letting Phyllida lean on her arm. She had their mother’s blue eyes and fair skin tone; he had their father’s brown eyes and darker looks. He’d also got his father’s messy hair gene, whereas Tess’s blonde hair, a shade or two darker than both her daughters’, stayed exactly where it was put. In fact everything about Tess was neat – even the green scarf she was wearing today did not hang like some kind of forgotten piece of lettuce in the salad crisper, but was tied in a just-so, loose knot.


At the car park, the ever-practical Tess got Phyllida settled in the front seat of the car and the girls strapped in the back before even attempting to pay at the machine. Or perhaps she wanted to talk to Mack on his own. He followed her.


‘Did Phyllida get a “Star Patient” sticker too?’ he asked with a sardonic laugh.


He was pleased to feel Tess link her arm through his and give it a squeeze. ‘Not quite, and anyway, I’m thinking of awarding you one for not rising to her “pirate” comment.’


‘But she did behave herself?’


‘Uh huh. Told the dentist she’d broken her tooth on a piece of hard toffee.’


‘Not on a piece of hard pavement after five hours in the pub?’


‘Well, it’s one way to kerb her drinking.’


‘Yeah, at least falling on the pavement keeps her out of the gutter.’


They were employing the light and cheerful tone they habitually used when talking about their mother, but Mack knew that if he turned and looked at Tess closely right now, she would have the same expression on her face as he had. They called it their ‘standing by the gallows’ look and Mack was certain it got handed out to anyone with a heavy drinker in the family, along with buckets of patience and an endless supply of hope.


They had reached the head of the queue and Tess fed the ticket into the machine, followed rapidly by a stream of coins. Mack added one or two as his contribution. When Tess had the ticket back in her hand, they walked as slowly as possible back to the car and, because Tess looked uncharacteristically morose, he gave her a playful nudge with his hip.


‘Look, I know we’re in another one of her dips, but she’s always pulled herself round before; she’ll do it again. And at least this time I’m here, just upstairs. It’s not like before when you and Joe had to keep going round to check on her.’


‘I know, I know. But it’s hard on you.’


‘My turn, Tess.’


‘That’s what Joe thinks,’ she said with a grin, and Mack had no problem imagining just what the straight-down-the-line Joe would have said. The phrases ‘Now he’s stopped skulking around’ and ‘Pulling his weight’ would have featured largely. There was no dissembling with Joe, what you saw was what you got. Hard to remember that when Tess first took up with him, the all-knowing, arrogant Mack he was then figured she could do a lot better than a guy learning how to be a joiner. Now Joe had his own business and had proved to be a bit of a star on the husband-and-Dad front, while Mack had what? Granny and particles.


‘Sensible guy, Joe,’ he said.


‘That’s why I married him.’


‘I thought that was because you were pregnant.’


Tess cuffed him on the arm and looked covertly towards the car. ‘Shh. That’s why I married him then. Not why I married him at all.’


‘OK, OK, and mind the writing arm, will you? Anyway, what’s all this about it being hard on me? You still do too much. I’d have made her sort out her own dental appointment.’


‘Oh really, tough guy? Who was it got her glasses fixed when she sat on them, and remind me, how many times in the last week have you cooked for her, hmm?’


‘Yeah, well, it keeps me busy.’


Tess gave him a disbelieving look and he took the point that they were both as bad as each other. Phyllida had them on the rack again with her drinking, and all they could do was keep her on her feet as long as possible and ensure everything jogged on around her.


When they reached the car, Mack sensed Tess was back on an even keel, even though there was still a ring of hiked-up brightness about her voice as she opened the driver’s door and said, ‘Right ho, everyone. That’s sorted.’


On the way home, while playing ‘I Spy’ with the girls, Mack studied Phyllida’s profile. At first glance, she didn’t look bad for a woman in her sixties. Up closer, though, the texture of her skin was like sucked paper and the whites of her eyes had a jaundiced look to them. She was dropping too much weight as well. Phyllida turned her head as if she was aware he was studying her and he pretended to immerse himself in the game of ‘I Spy’ again, but he was still thinking about her.


When he was growing up, he thought all mothers smelt of alcohol, just as his father smelled of the little Turkish cigarettes he’d taken to smoking since his stint reporting in the Middle East. The pair of them joked that they were ‘work hard, play hard’ journalists, with Phyllida swearing that she wrote better with a drink inside her. Hard to pinpoint when her ability to drink heavily had tipped over into something else. Five, six years after his father had died, he guessed.


After Phyllida, Tess and he had left London things had, despite the odd hiccup, got a little better, but since he’d been exiled back to live with her in Bath this time, the general trend had been mainly downwards. He wondered from time to time if that had something to do with him.


‘Phone box begins with an “F” doesn’t it?’ Gabi asked, pulling him out of his thoughts. He set her right before dipping back in.


Things might have been different if Phyllida had ever admitted that things were as bad as they were, gave what she was its proper name. Not a hope; too proud to say, ‘I spy something beginning with A.’


As they pulled up outside the house, Tess said, ‘I could just pop in and get Mum settled,’ and he answered, ‘No need,’ and was out of the car and round by Phyllida’s door before Tess could argue. Phyllida was getting some packs of chocolate buttons out of her bag and twisting round to give them to the girls. He heard her tell Fran how proud she was of her for being brave at the dentist; how grownup Gabi had been staying with Uncle Mack. He saw the little hands extended and his mother’s smiles and felt a rush of compassion. After Tess had hugged Phyllida goodbye, he helped his mother from the car, but she insisted on walking up the garden path unaided.


Tess wound down her window. ‘All that pirate stuff back there?’


‘A job offer. Nice of the guy really—’


‘It hasn’t come to that, surely? I mean, I know the freelance work’s been a bit slow recently.’


‘Slow as in none at all?’ He was trying to make light of it, but once he’d let that thought out, he couldn’t stop the other ones. ‘Never mind, still got my short stories … that’s if I could actually sell any of them. And then, hallelujah, there’s my ground-breaking novel. Any year now I’ll get off Chapter Five and move swiftly on to Chapter bloody Six.’ He heard the girls’ chocolatey giggle at the swearword and it made him pause. ‘Sorry, Tess, swearing and self-pity in one speech – you won’t let me have that “Star Patient” sticker now.’


He turned to see if Phyllida had reached the front door and immediately felt his arm being tugged.


‘Listen, you,’ Tess said, giving his arm a real seeing to, ‘you’re allowed the odd bit of self-pity, but things are going to get better, I can feel it. No, don’t laugh at me.’


Mack never would understand how Tess, despite the trials of Phyllida, had retained an optimistic outlook on the world.


‘And however bad it is now, it can’t be as terrible as when you were working for O’Dowd,’ Tess went on. ‘We got the “nice” you back when you lost that job. I’d rather have that one, even if he has to paint himself silver.’


‘Thanks, Pollyanna.’ He stepped back out of range of her hand and gurned at the girls to cover up the emotion he really felt.


When they had driven off, Tess shouting that she’d give him a ring tomorrow, he walked back up the path. Tess was right: working for O’Dowd had been the worst experience of his life and in the end he hadn’t been up to it, but at least he’d felt alive. Now the ‘nice’ Mack was bored out of his mind and drifting God knew where.


He turned and looked at the row of Bath Villas opposite and the streetlights coming on. You could almost hear the sedate hum of Bath life and the solid assurance that tomorrow would be very much like today.


There was no sign of Phyllida when he reached the front door, nor inside, and he went along the hallway and rang her bell. Nothing. He put his ear to the door. No sound. Looking through the ribbed glass of the door was useless: it made whoever was on the other side look distorted and wavering. Mind you, with Phyllida, that was often what she looked like after you opened the door.


‘Can I get you anything, Phyllida?’ he shouted.


A faint, ‘No, thank you,’ drifted back and he wondered what she was up to. He suspected it would involve a bottle because getting up and out this morning, being charming to the dentist – it all told him that Phyllida had squirrelled some drink away in the flat again and had a good stiffener as soon as she’d woken up. She would be desperate for a top-up now. Tess would know that too, but that optimism of hers often allowed her heart to overrule her brain and she would be hoping that maybe, just maybe, Phyllida was showing iron self-will and keeping her promise to drink only in the pub. It was a promise they wrung out of her regularly, figuring that in the pub she’d get less alcohol for her money and at least they’d eventually turf her out.


But … perhaps he was wrong to be so cynical about what she was up to right now. Perhaps the half-bottle of vodka gaffer-taped to the underside of Phyllida’s bed that they’d found last week was her last attempt at smuggling and hiding. After all, both he and Tess had double-checked all the usual and unusual hiding places regularly since. Only this morning, while Tess was putting her in the car, he’d swept the place again. It was a mad game of hide-and-seek and he wanted to shake Phyllida and say, ‘Even when you win this, you’re losing.’


Suddenly weary of the whole thing, he walked back along the hall and upstairs to his flat. Without even bothering to remove his jacket he sat on the sofa and must have dozed off because he woke to hear his mobile ringing. By the time he had extracted it from his pocket, the call had gone through to voicemail. Perhaps it was someone wanting him to write a ‘particle’.


He laughed at that thought, but the laugh became a kind of strangled cough as he retrieved his message. It was short and brutal, very like the man who had left it.


‘O’Dowd here,’ it said. ‘Meet me at the Stairbrook Hotel, Paddington, two p.m., Friday. Room 751. As they say in all the best spy films, I’ve got a little job for you.’ There was that nasty, raspy laugh Mack hadn’t heard for three years. ‘’Course, you could stand me up, my son, it’s no odds to me. It won’t be my mum’s name splashed all over the papers. Won’t be my windows getting smashed by bricks.’





CHAPTER 2


Mack had tried to prepare himself for this moment ever since that phone call, and now, seated in the dull-brown chair drinking his dull-brown coffee, he watched the man opposite as you might watch a wild animal, in the hope that you could spot the moment when it was going to spring at your throat.


There he was, his ex-boss and everlasting bastard, Gordon Edward O’Dowd.


Before he had worked for the old slug, Mack had suspected that a lot of things about O’Dowd were constructed to mimic every hard-nosed newspaper man he’d ever seen at the cinema. There was the way he sprawled back with his hands behind his head, his suit looking as if it had been slept in and his tie always askew. There was the brutally cut hair; the Mockney growl. All he needed was an eyeshade and a curl of cigarette smoke to complete the picture.


Mack knew now that none of this was merely affectation. Gordon O’Dowd was a hard-nosed newspaper man right to the bone, one of the last, great, grubby dinosaurs, and there were journalists walking around with ‘QWERTY’ indented in their foreheads to prove it. Mack was sure his own backside still bore the imprint of one of O’Dowd’s size nine lace-ups.


Out in the wider world, anyone with a cupboard holding a skeleton took a deep breath when O’Dowd’s name was mentioned: ferreting out skeletons was what made O’Dowd happy; that he got paid for it was a bonus.


The important thing was not to show him how much he intimidated you. Which was why Mack, even though his heart had been on double-quick time since walking into the room, was not jumping straight in to ask why he was there and what the hell had Phyllida and bricks through windows got to do with it?


But whatever the reason he’d been summoned, it was huge. He could still smell a big story in the offing.


‘You listening, or am I just blowing hot air out my ass?’ O’Dowd snapped from the sofa.


Mack tried not to let that image burn into his brain and steadied his breathing so that when he spoke his voice sounded untroubled.


‘Yup, listening, but not sure why. What are you playing at? First-class rail fare up from Bath, all this secrecy? You’ve even got your Hobnobs out.’


O’Dowd glanced down at his flies before the realisation dawned that Mack was talking about the plate of biscuits on the low table in front of him.


‘Very funny,’ he said, ‘but let’s leave the small talk. You heard of Cressida Chartwell?’


‘I’ve been in Bath, not on another planet.’


‘Well then, you know about the feeding frenzy stirred up by her move to America? “English Rose, national treasure and hottest actress on the planet leaving us to live amongst the savages” – that kind of thing?’


Mack nodded, his brain now whirling around, wondering what the stellar Cressida Chartwell had to do with him.


‘So,’ O’Dowd continued, ‘what do you think I do when every man in Hollywood with a pulse and a penis starts sniffing around her?’


‘Send her a load of condoms?’


O’Dowd moved his jaw about as if he was chewing something particularly bitter. ‘Thanks, Oscar Wilde. What I do is I play it cool; I don’t go hurtling to the US or hire some cut-throat, paparazzi scrotum. I sit tight. I watch the other papers chucking any name into the mix to see if it sticks. She’s already knocking off her pool boy and the guy who delivers the groceries. Allegedly. Only a matter of time before they rope in the dog-walker.’ O’Dowd smirked. ‘If she had a dog.’


There was a long pause during which Mack felt like a gasping fish on a hook.


‘I get it, you’re just sitting tight,’ he said to fill the silence.


‘Yeah, because with Cressida you have to play slowly, slowly catchee monkey. The long game. Know why? Because for one, she has class.’


O’Dowd reached into the shabby briefcase by his feet and pulled out a thick wedge of magazines, before fanning them out, almost reverentially, on the low table next to the Hobnobs. Cressida stared up, beautiful and serene from the covers, working her ‘brainy totty and serious actress’ image.


‘Look at her. She’s done Shakespeare, Chekhov, Shaw.’


In O’Dowd’s mouth it sounded as if Cressida had been sleeping her way through the world’s great playwrights.


‘For two, our Cressida’s in no rush to hook up with anyone new; she’s just come out of that really bad breakup with Alistaire Montagu … that git who’s been playing that bloke in that Russian thing about those fruit trees.’


‘The Cherry Orchard?’


‘Exactly. Him. So I know I’ve got a bit of time to play with. And four—’


‘Three, you’d got to three on your list.’ Mack knew it was risky to correct a man who usually channelled Genghis Khan, but it felt like a small victory before whatever was to come.


‘And for three,’ O’Dowd agreed begrudgingly, ‘Cressida’s bloody bright: we’re going to have to be crafty.’


O’Dowd was staring at the magazine covers again and it was obvious that, like most males in the country, he had a bit of a thing for Cressida Chartwell. Still, that wasn’t going to save her from having her private life pawed over. She was a celeb, ergo, she was fair game.


Letting O’Dowd drift off into whatever obscene daydream he was having, Mack gnawed away at why O’Dowd was telling him all this rather than someone who still worked for him?


Like Serena.


He leaned forward and poured another cup of coffee, trying to stop Serena Morden escaping into his brain. It didn’t work; there she was: beautiful face, wonderful body, personality of a hired assassin. A light-fingered expert at turning over stones and seeing what crawled out from underneath. For five wonderful months and twenty-three editions of the paper, she’d been Mack’s. Out of his league one minute, in his bed the next. He and Serena had been going places; a tight little hit team. Mack, poor sap, had thought love was involved somewhere.


That had ended the afternoon when he’d found her and O’Dowd trying to swallow each other’s body parts. That they were doing it in Mack’s flat, in his bed, was a nice little touch on O’Dowd’s part, akin to a dog marking out its territory.


He’d backed out of that room like some chastened schoolboy trying to get away from the noises they were making and the realisation that he’d been dumped for someone higher up the food chain. As Serena had said, ‘An editor is an editor.’


Or ‘predator’ in O’Dowd’s case.


Mack felt the old anger spiralling up again, not buried as deep as he’d thought. He was back to wanting to shove bits of people into a shredder.


‘You were saying?’ he asked quickly.


‘I was saying, because I know these things about Cressida, I decide –’ O’Dowd gave a little ‘Ta-da’ flourish with his hands – ‘to get to her through her Achilles’ heel.’


Mack blinked rapidly, shocked that O’Dowd even knew who Achilles was, let alone that he had a heel.


‘Her Achilles’ heel?’


‘Yup. The lovely Cressida’s cousin, one Jennifer Roseby. Her mum and Cressida’s mum were sisters.’


Was that really O’Dowd’s master plan, to doorstep this cousin and her family? Pretty run-of-the-mill stuff. Mack had done it often enough, sniffing out the weak link who would dish the dirt for a nice, fat cheque and then beating the other papers to a buyout.


A buff-coloured file placed on the sofa cushion next to O’Dowd distracted him from those thoughts.


O’Dowd nudged the file. ‘Now, in case you’re not up to speed down there in Yokel land … Cressida’s father died when she was twelve, blah, blah, usual heartache stuff, and Cressida and her mother used to spend the summer holidays after that with Jennifer’s family. Since Cressida’s mother died, the Rosebys are her only family really. There’s two years between Jennifer and Cressida, but they’ve always been close. Get together whenever they can. Doesn’t make much sense … Jennifer’s a farmer’s daughter, gave up on a drama course and works in a library, still lives at home, while her cousin …’ With one hand, O’Dowd did an impression of something exploding. ‘But that’s women for you. On the phone to each other for hours. Jennifer’s the one person Cressida trusts.’


‘And how would you know that?’


O’Dowd looked particularly feral. ‘Don’t know what you’re getting at. Hacking and bugging, things of the past. Haven’t we all had the backs of our legs slapped soundly? Even if someone was still trying it, making out what these two are on about is a nightmare. More often than not they just start wittering on about people from their past … and our Cress is on the ball – doesn’t use voicemail, often resorts to pay-as-you-go phones. Means we need someone on the ground, if you get my drift.’


Mack had a horrible feeling he did.


‘The other papers have already drawn a blank with the Jennifer link. All they got to show for it was the local police buzzing around them like flies round shit. Jennifer’s brother threatened to feed Clive Butler to the pigs.’


‘Even pigs would draw the line at eating Clive.’


‘Right enough. Besides, Jennifer’s family don’t keep pigs. The Rosebys are into sheep.’ He picked up the file and chucked it at Mack. ‘It’s all in there.’


As if O’Dowd knew that Mack had no intention of opening the file, he reached across and flipped it open. Mack saw the words ‘Lane End Farm, Brindley, Northumberland.’


‘Northumberland?’


‘Yeah, as far north as you can get before the men start wearing skirts. Better take your thermals, my son.’


Mack closed the file again. He needed to nip this conversation in the bud, not get into discussing types of livestock, parts of Britain, thermals.


O’Dowd went careering on; his eyes alight as if scenting his quarry.


‘My old guts are never wrong. When Cressida scores a Yank, Jennifer will be the first to know and we’ll be the second because by then we’ll have become Jen’s very special friend.’


‘You don’t mean “we”, do you?’ Mack said.


‘No, well done. I mean “you”.’


‘Forget it, give it to someone else.’


‘Can’t,’ O’Dowd shot back, ‘you’ve got the perfect qualifications. You know how these things work, but you’ve slipped off the radar, no one remembers your name or your face. And as for some big-shot freelancer? No way. One of those suddenly goes haring off, it’s going to make the rest suspicious about what they’re working on. Whereas you can get yourself up there, and who’s going to miss you? Mack Stone … my little “Mack the Knife”.’


Mack flinched as much at the chummy tone as at his old nickname.


‘Don’t be modest, my son, before you screwed your career up big time, those brown eyes of yours used to really get people to open up. You’ll get this Jennifer to trust you.’


‘No.’


‘Really? Got so much work on you can afford to turn this kind of money down? Heard you spend your time on little bits and pieces for the local rags – “George and Rita Celebrate their Golden Wedding” stuff.’


O’Dowd made it sound as if that were akin to peddling heroin.


‘And you’re in debt; cards maxed out, the lot. Think about it, Mack. You’ll be well paid for this job … I’ve written the figure down in that file. Plus expenses on top … and if you pull it off, who knows where your career will go – you’ll be back in demand. You’ll have struck pay dirt.’


‘I’ll also be dragged through the courts, might even get put away.’ Mack got to his feet. ‘So stuff it, and stuff all that threatening garbage about Phyllida. If that had been real, you’d have hit me with it straightaway. It was just bait to get me here, wasn’t it? I wish you luck with your shitty little plan. I hope her brother tears your head off just before Cressida’s lawyers rip your liver out, or what’s left of it. I can’t believe after all that Sunday Screws stuff you’re still playing this game. Well, I’m not. I don’t grub about in other people’s lives. I’m not a bloody saint, but I’m not going back to that.’


Mack moved to the door and already had hold of the handle when he heard O’Dowd get off the sofa and come up right behind him. He could feel his breath on his neck.


‘You sanctimonious little shit,’ O’Dowd whispered, ‘what – you’re suddenly above all this? You used to lap up all that stuff: the backstage passes, the inside stories.’


Mack forced himself to turn around and look right into O’Dowd’s face, smelling the coffee on his breath.


‘I should never have worked for you or this paper, I—’


There was a moment when Mack thought that O’Dowd was going to headbutt him, but he simply jammed his face right up close to Mack’s.


‘You’re not going to ruin this for me. Cressida Chartwell’s got it all. Box-office gold, real talent, heart-shredder. If we break this story before the rest, it’ll be worth whatever anyone chucks at us, whatever Cress and her lawyers heap on our heads. I can think about retiring. Get myself somewhere hot.’


‘That’ll be Hell, will it?’ Mack said, his neck aching from the effort of keeping his face from touching O’Dowd’s. ‘I’m going. Get someone else’s nuts in the vice this time.’


It would have been a great parting shot if O’Dowd hadn’t said softly, ‘You heard of Sir Teddy Montgomery, my son?’


That was when Mack knew this was going to be very, very bad indeed. He watched O’Dowd saunter back to the sofa.


‘You should have agreed to this when I was trying to be nice,’ he said, ‘when I thought we should bury the hatchet because of how we’re going to have to work as a team.’ O’Dowd patted the cushion next to him. ‘Now you’re going to have to let Uncle Gordon tell you a scary story.’


Without registering having moved, Mack was sitting next to O’Dowd. The room seemed overheated suddenly, devoid of air. He was in a beige, carpeted, airless trap and Phyllida had put him there.


As O’Dowd himself would say, ‘I’ve found your Achilles’ heel, my son.’


His insides felt as though he were about to be dropped down a well.


O’Dowd was leaning back again, his groin thrust forward as if demonstrating he was the dominant male. ‘Hear old Phyllida has good days and bad days. Real shame.’ There was a theatrical sigh, ‘Your mum was a belter of a journalist in her day. Hell of a looker too. This Sir-Teddy thing will probably be the final straw.’


Mack was frantically leafing through all he knew about Sir Teddy Montgomery, personal friend of the Windsors and regular visitor to No. 10. Until his death six months before he’d been seen as the archetypal Establishment gentleman. Except that papers found after his death proved that for all of his fifty years in the public eye he’d been passing defence information to the Russians.


The country had been apoplectic with rage and the media had thrashed about trying to find someone they could blame for him getting away with it scot-free, but it was beginning to look as though good old Sir Teddy had been acting alone. With his wife long dead and no children, the public couldn’t even lash out at them.


There was a dangerous vacuum of retribution out there, just waiting for someone to fill it.


‘Hey. Quit dreaming,’ O’Dowd said. ‘Turns out that during the summer and autumn of 1982, good old Sir Teddy Montgomery had a hot and heavy affair with a woman and kept quite detailed diaries about it. Called this other woman his soulmate. Said he trusted her with all his secrets. When this woman ended the affair it left him broken-hearted – so broken-hearted that he couldn’t bear to throw the diaries away.’ O’Dowd shook his head. ‘Silly man. Never know where they’re going to end up if you do that.’


‘With a scumbag like you.’ Mack swallowed down the disgusting taste that was suddenly in his mouth.


‘Correct. And you know what? As I read old Teddy’s diaries, I started to wonder whether he told this soulmate of his about those jolly Russians. That would make her as big a traitor as he was. Her life wouldn’t be worth living if the story got out.’ O’Dowd made a mock-sorry face. ‘Of course, when I say “her”, I mean Phyllida.’


Mack could feel the edge of the well through the soles of his shoes.


He tried to make the accusation go away, juggling dates and probabilities in his head to prove to himself that O’Dowd was wrong. But Phyllida was out of the same mould as Montgomery: Home-Counties family, good boarding school, Oxford. Their paths would have crossed.


‘You’re lying. You’re a lying, fat, bastard,’ Mack said, more vehemently because he knew he was on shaky ground.


‘I’ll admit to the “bastard” and maybe the “fat”, but in this particular case, my old son, I’m not lying and I can prove it.’ O’Dowd paused. ‘There are some lovely intimate bits about his lover in the diaries; old sod waxed quite lyrical about her appendix scar—’


‘Lots of women have those.’


‘And another quite distinctive scar low down on her back from landing on some corrugated iron when she was a girl.’


Mack thought of the wavy scar to the left of his mother’s spine.


‘Then Teddy, the old goat, gets a bit naughty. Lots of details about how she could never keep quiet when they were—’


No. No. No.


When Mack and his sister were young they had giggled over the sounds their mother made in the bedroom with their father. Later, it had become a huge embarrassment; particularly when the noise had been lavished on a succession of ‘uncles’ who had passed through their lives.


Tess said Phyllida sounded like a particularly leaky lilo and someone was trying to pump her up.


O’Dowd laughed. ‘Sir Teddy said she sounded like a particularly leaky lilo and someone was trying to pump her up.’


Mack felt himself falling, could see the fetid water at the bottom of the well.


‘You’re a liar,’ he said, louder this time. ‘You’re telling me Phyllida worked alongside the best journalists in the country and nobody noticed this affair?’


‘Takes a person who knows all the tricks to be able to play them herself. You know how bright and devious your mum can be. And we know Sir Teddy could keep a secret, sneaky sod, he took his to the grave.’


What have you done, Phyllida, what have you dragged us into, Tess, Joe, the girls, me?


‘Of course, you could ask her about it, but I doubt you’ll get a straight answer, even if you get her on a day when she can talk sense. And remember, once I fling the mud, it’ll stick.’


Mack was flailing around in that stinking water.


O’Dowd bent down and fished out an A4 brown envelope from his briefcase before placing it delicately on Mack’s knees.


Mack looked down at it as though it was a piece of excrement: brown envelopes, unless stuffed with cash, were never good news.


‘Romantic Sir Teddy Montgomery also kept a rather lovely photo of him and the woman. Have a look at it, Mack … though really no son should have to see his mother doing that to a man.’


Mack pushed the envelope off his knees and heard it land on the floor.


‘You liked my mother,’ he said. ‘How can you do this to her?’


‘All’s fair in love and circulation wars. And I have a duty to inform a betrayed public of my findings … unless –’ O’Dowd bent and picked the envelope off the floor – ‘unless I decide for some reason, not unconnected with a famous actress, to spike this story. Think about it, Mack, what Cressida gets up to is of global interest; it’ll make you, me, the paper, big money. The Montgomery story’s just a little domestic something that’ll soon be old news – except for Mongomery’s lover and her family, of course. No one will ever let them off the hook.’ O’Dowd did a shifty little side glance. ‘How old are those nieces of yours now?’


‘OK,’ Mack said, slipping under the water without any more struggle. ‘This Jennifer woman. Where do I start?’





CHAPTER 3


Jennifer tried to concentrate on what Mr Armstrong was saying and filter out the muffled laughter coming from the poetry section. Luckily Mr Armstrong was fairly deaf and would not realise that it pinpointed exactly where two other members of the library staff were hiding to enjoy another classic Armstrong performance.


‘Also, pet,’ he said, leaning against the counter and wetting his forefinger, ‘as well as the bad language, there are some scenes of a sexual nature on page thirty-four.’ He turned the pages of the book with the specially wetted finger until he reached the offending passage and began to read in a wavering voice: ‘Pulling her to his chest, he placed her hand on his iron-hard member thrusting against the confines of his rough, calico breeches and suddenly the two hard nubs of—’


‘Yup, that’s definitely sex,’ Jennifer cut in, and looked towards the poetry section, where Auden through to Coleridge was actually shaking.


‘Aye,’ Mr Armstrong said eventually, ‘shocking.’


He glanced down at the piece of paper in his hand covered with faint, spindly writing, and, as he did so, his stick fell off his arm, causing him to lean more heavily against the counter.


‘Would you like to sit down, Mr Armstrong?’


‘Aye, I would.’


Jennifer fetched a chair and settled him in it, lifting his carrier bag up off the floor and placing it gently in his lap.


‘So what’s next?’ she asked when she was back behind the counter.


‘Page one hundred and eighty-four – blasphemy.’ Mr Armstrong turned the pages torturously slowly, referring to his list from time to time, and Jennifer looked at the library clock, hoping that somebody would come in and give her an excuse to call Sheila and Lionel out of hiding. Not much hope of that: late-night opening and only an hour until closing time. The graveyard shift. The only voices Jennifer could hear were coming from the children’s section, a woman and a little girl by the sound of it. They must have come in when she was up in the office.


It was always a mistake, one way or the other, to come out of the office.


Mr Armstrong found the offending page and held the book up for Jennifer to read, obviously deciding that the blasphemous passage would sully him further should he reacquaint himself with it.


Jennifer scanned the words. ‘The character just says, “God’s Blood”, Mr Armstrong. He is a pirate.’


Mr Armstrong sucked his teeth. ‘Then, on page two hundred, more sex.’


The torturous finger-wetting and page-turning recommenced until he found what he was looking for.


‘Lord Percival Dennison feasted his eyes on Lady Cranleigh’s voluptuous form, from the milky mounds of her breasts to that place where he longed to plunge his …’ Mr Armstrong stopped and tutted and there was more pained sucking of teeth before he passed the book to Jennifer. ‘I’ll not read the rest.’


Jennifer glanced at the page and snapped the book shut. ‘Yes, easy to see where that’s going … so, anything more, then?’ She nodded at his carrier bag, hoping there was nothing else he considered improper lurking within it.


‘No, not this time. You’ll send a letter to the council?’


‘Of course. Would you like to see it before I send it?’


‘Why no, pet. I trust you.’


‘Fine, and you know, Mr Armstrong, what I was saying last time, about you perhaps being a bit more careful concerning the books you choose if strong language and, um, physical interaction offends you?’


Mr Armstrong looked up at her from under his brows, and she ploughed on, picking up the book he had just laid down and looking at its cover.


‘For example, the title of this one – Plundered by Pirates – it should have warned you off really.’


‘Warned me off? How?’


If it had been anybody else, Jennifer would have thought they were pulling her leg, but Mr Armstrong’s eyes were devoid of humour. A faint tang of soap and toothpaste lingered about him.


‘Well, “plundered”, particularly in historical novels, is often used to describe the act of –’ Jennifer had another run up at it – ‘when a man forces himself, um, upon a woman.’


Mr Armstrong studied her intently and then shook his head.


‘Well, I dare say it’s a modern thing. We never had that when I was young. We were Methodists.’


In the poetry section, Jennifer heard several books thud to the floor.


‘Why not try some poetry, Mr Armstrong?’ she said, very loudly.


‘Ooh, no,’ Mr Armstrong’s eyes were wide. ‘Poets. They’re the worst.’ He looked down into his lap, rummaged about in his carrier bag and then produced two more library books. A little more scrabbling and he had a library card in his hand. ‘Put these new ones through for me, will you?’


Jennifer took the books: Lust for the East and The Hidden World of the Victorian Gentleman. She might as well have the chair permanently bolted to the counter ready for his next visit.


‘You’ll tell them to reply directly to me. The council?’ he said, getting slowly to his feet.


Jennifer nodded and handed him his books and his ticket and, when he was ready, his stick. She wondered which poor soul at the county council got the job of answering Mr Armstrong’s complaints.


‘Right, I’ll be away then.’ He moved slowly towards the exit.


Jennifer followed him and pressed the large button on the wall that had been fitted to make it easier for the old or frail to open the door. It had not been an unqualified success, even in this, its second incarnation. The first button, simply round and black, had flummoxed most of the older users, who had viewed it as some kind of knob that had to be turned. Consequently it had only lasted a matter of days. The council had dispatched another mechanic with a new button, square this time, and with the word ‘Press’ upon it in large red letters. This had solved the problem for those whose sight was still good, but it was not unusual to find some poor soul looking wistfully at the door and waiting for somebody else to get it open for them.


Mr Armstrong’s approach was to jab the button with his stick.


‘I forgot to ask,’ he said, pausing on the threshold and causing Jennifer to leap for the button to stop him getting battered by the door as it tried to close. ‘That brother of yours, Danny, how’s he going on?’


‘Not getting a lot of sleep. Louise’s teething.’


‘And your dad?’


‘Fine, he’s hoping to get some good lambs through this year, off one of his new tups.’


Mr Armstrong’s laugh was wheezy. ‘That’ll give those Lambtons a run for their money.’ He gave Jennifer a sly glance. ‘You and young Lambton back courting?’


‘No,’ Jennifer said, more quickly than she would have liked. In the past it had always irritated her when people assumed that she and Alex Lambton were naturally destined for marriage, as if, like both families’ sheep, putting them together would make a stronger breed. Nowadays there was a new set of reasons why putting Alex and her together made her irritable.


‘We’re friends these days, that’s all, Mr Armstrong.’


‘Aye, well, you don’t want to leave him waiting too long. Not with your …’ Jennifer felt that he was rummaging around in his mind as he had rummaged in his carrier bag, looking for something that he knew was in there, but he couldn’t quite grasp.


Eventually his face brightened. ‘… affliction,’ he said, catching hold of the word and bringing it up into the light.


Jennifer put her head down, took a deep breath in and then looked back up at Mr Armstrong. He appeared oblivious to how she might feel about what he had just said.


She was tempted to take her hand off the button so that he would have to make a quick exit. Instead she just waited and watched and waited as he plodded off.


When she got back to the desk, Sheila had reappeared, along with a shame-faced Lionel.


‘Thanks,’ she said and hoped they wouldn’t notice that she was genuinely upset under her playing-to-the-gallery eye-rolling.


Sheila was picking bits of fluff off her cardigan, her massive chest still wobbling with laughter. ‘Sorry, Jen. It was just too good to resist. Although, next time, could you get him to speak up a bit when he’s reading?’


‘Next time, I’ll be the one hiding behind the bookshelves laughing loudly while you have to listen to him read. And, Lionel, I’m surprised at you. Aren’t you meant to set an example?’


‘Completely unprofessional behaviour,’ he agreed sadly. ‘Would it make amends if I got the last cup of tea of the day?’ He gathered together their three mugs. ‘I’m sure we could all do with something warm inside us.’


When Sheila told him not to be such a dirty devil, he looked appalled and scurried off in the direction of the kitchen.


‘Poor Lionel,’ Jennifer said, ‘he’ll be reporting himself for making an inappropriate comment.’


‘Speaking of inappropriate, ever think old Armstrong’s getting his thrills by reading you those bits that shock him?’


‘No. Wouldn’t occur to him, he just sees it as his duty. Thinks he’s all that stands between civilisation and the ravaging, sex-starved hordes.’


‘If I’d known they were coming I’d have worn a shorter skirt,’ Sheila said, looking excited.


Jennifer didn’t want to think of Sheila’s large hips in anything shorter than she was wearing now and turned quickly to the shelf holding the reserved and requested books. She picked up one and wondered why anybody would read it, let alone reserve it. ‘Thought Mr Armstrong looked a bit tired today, though. I’ll mention it to Mum; get her to ask him if he’s getting enough rest when she’s on the lunch deliveries next time.’


Sheila hefted a pile of sorted books into her arms and propped them against her chest. ‘Forget him; I see Cressida’s fallen for her pool boy.’


There was a barely interested look on Sheila’s face, but Jennifer was not fooled. From time to time Sheila would embark on these little sessions, which Jennifer secretly called ‘fishing trips’.


‘Really?’ Jennifer matched Sheila’s innocent look. ‘Her pool boy? She never mentioned it.’


‘Not that you’d tell us if she had. It’s like trying to prise open a whelk.’


‘I thought you got whelks out with a pin?’


‘Don’t try and distract me. What’s the good of me having direct access to Hollywood when you won’t pass on anything juicy?’


Jennifer picked up one of Mr Armstrong’s books and balanced it carefully on the pile Sheila was carrying. ‘Here you go, I’m passing this on. Mr Armstrong reckoned it was juicy and completely …’


Sheila’s expression made her stop talking.


The woman and the little girl in the children’s section were having an argument. Jennifer half-turned to watch.


‘No. You are not having a DVD, Araminta, no DVD,’ the woman was saying, pulling on one end of the DVD case that the little girl had shoved under her arm. ‘You can have as many books as you like. But no DVD.’


‘Want-it-want-it-want-it.’


‘No.’ One massive tug got it safely into the woman’s hands, and she strode over to the shelves holding the DVDs and put it back on the highest one, way beyond the girl’s reach. ‘And why they have these in a library, I don’t know. It’s like sweets at the checkout in a supermarket.’ This last statement was delivered loudly enough to ensure it reached the librarians and the tone was particularly admonishing.


‘New people,’ Sheila said out of the side of her mouth. ‘Moved into the barn conversion over at Johnson’s.’ She hefted the pile of books up higher against her chest and added, ‘Southerners.’


‘Ah,’ Jennifer grinned. Sheila was into pigeonholing people, so anybody a bit posh was a ‘Southerner’, difficult men were ‘sexually frustrated’ and almost everybody else was a ‘tosser’. Her tetchy performances at the county’s ‘Opening Books, Opening Minds’ staff-training courses were the stuff of librarian folklore.


Lionel came back with the tea and they tidied up a bit more, pretending not to notice how the argument in the children’s section was escalating. The little girl was now trying to drag a chair towards the shelves, presumably to retrieve the coveted DVD, and the woman’s studiously reasonable tone was slipping to show the steel beneath.


Jennifer took a sip of her tea and positioned herself where she could watch, but not be seen. The fight hitched up a notch as the woman sat down on the little chair before the girl could climb on it.


Lionel rolled his eyes. ‘The poor mite’s picked loads of books. What harm is one DVD going to do? We always let our kids watch cartoons and films.’


Sheila gave him a little push. ‘Go and tell her then, Lionel. Tell her your kids both got to Cambridge and a few DVDs didn’t hurt them.’


Lionel shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t listen. Know the type.’ He hesitated. ‘Sorry. That was prejudicial stereotyping.’


Lionel always emerged from ‘Opening Books, Opening Minds’ with a pat on the back.


‘Stop it, Araminta. Stop it now. I will tell Daddy when he gets home. He will be very cross. Very cross. Privileges will be withdrawn. Withdrawn, Araminta.’


Lionel took off his glasses and started to clean them with his tie. ‘Storing up all kinds of problems with that autocratic parenting,’ he said bleakly.


They all watched, pretending not to, as the little girl tried to push her mother from the chair. She would have succeeded if her mother had not been hanging on to the seat. It was one of those scenes that might have been comical had it not been so emotionally raw.


‘Oh, I’ve had enough of this,’ Sheila said and went and deposited her pile of books on the little reading table in the children’s section. Both mother and child stopped fighting.


‘There, Araminta,’ the woman said, ‘the lady has come to tell you off for being naughty.’


‘No, I came to ask you not to sit on that chair.’ Sheila crossed her arms; an exceptionally tricky manoeuvre given the size of her chest. ‘They’re meant for children and we tend to find that even the lightest adults –’ the pause might as well have had ‘of which you are definitely not one’ embroidered on it – ‘even the lightest adults, tend to buckle the legs.’


‘Oh dear,’ Jennifer said. Lionel busied himself with the stapler.


There seemed to be a stand-off, but the woman was only regrouping. She stood up, catching the girl by the arm just as she made another attempt to climb on the chair and said, ‘May I just observe, it is not particularly helpful of you to put DVDs out in a library. Not for those of us who believe in the beneficial effects of reading.’ There was a sniff at the end of the speech which served both as punctuation and a mark of cultural superiority.


‘I think you’ll find,’ Sheila retorted, ‘that a balanced intake of different forms of stimulation produces a wider vocabulary in pre-school children and prepares them for participating in a range of multi-media learning scenarios.’


‘Well, look at that,’ Lionel said, ‘she was listening in those training sessions. And she’s using verbal reasoning instead of barely sublimated aggression. That’s a good sign.’


‘Possibly. But how is she standing, Lionel? Is she doing that jutting-out-her-chin thing?’


‘Oh,’ Lionel said and went back to checking his stapler.


Sheila reached for the offending DVD. ‘Ah, Bananas in Pyjamas,’ she said, smiling at the little girl. ‘My kids loved them when they were your age.’


‘Really,’ the mother retorted, snatching the DVD back and replacing it on the shelf, ‘and, don’t tell me, they’re all brain surgeons now.’


For a moment, Jennifer thought Sheila was going to lie, but when she chanced a quick look, she saw Sheila’s shoulders sag. ‘Fair point,’ she said and, bending down to the little girl’s level, shouted, ‘Listen to your mother and do exactly what she says at all times!’ Then, picking up her pile of books again, she walked quickly towards the kitchen.


Jennifer felt Lionel move behind her. ‘Has young Reece got a court date yet?’ he whispered.


‘Friday. Sheila’s convinced he’ll get a custodial sentence this time, even if she does the pleading-mother act.’


Sheila did not reappear.


There was no more noise from the children’s section after that – the little girl was now meekly holding her mother’s hand and casting nervous glances around as if she was afraid that scary woman was going to return and shout at her again.


Lionel went upstairs to the gallery, climbing the spiral wrought-iron staircase and Jennifer heard him huffing at the mess the high-school kids had left in the quiet study area. She counted up the money they’d taken in fines and placed the returned CDs back in the secure cabinet until, just as the clock said half past six, she became aware that the posh woman was standing right by the counter in front of her. She had her head down and was looking in her bag.


Worst possible scenario.


When the woman looked up she would see Jennifer for the first time. Cold. Jennifer knew how the script would go: a couple of seconds of silence; the usual unguarded look of shock and then some determined, frantic attempts at direct eye contact and a cheerful, breezy tone.


‘Just these books …’ the woman said, lifting her head, and everything spun out as Jennifer thought it would.


She was pretty good, though, the woman, only missing a beat before changing her shocked expression into a mask of forced brightness. She studiously stared Jennifer straight in the eye.


Funny how the ‘Let’s pretend nothing’s out of the ordinary’ approach is worse than unashamed gawping.


Jennifer did what she always did in these situations, smiled vaguely and pretended she was up in one of the top fields at home, looking down on the river. If she concentrated hard she could imagine a flash of iridescent blue kingfisher.


Breathe in. Breathe out. It is the other person’s problem. It is not your problem. You have come a long way. They are only looking.


‘Good series, this,’ she said and reached out and picked up one of the books.


‘Yes. Yes. Very good. Oh, yes. We love them. Absolutely. Love them.’ The woman was almost hyperventilating with the effort of not letting her gaze fall from Jennifer’s eyes.


Silence again.


‘I’ll need your card, then,’ Jennifer prompted.


There was a flurry of activity, and more desperate bagsearching. The little girl wandered over.


Oh dear.


‘It’s here somewhere, I had it just now. I can’t think what I’ve done with it.’


There was nothing covert about the way the little girl was staring at Jennifer.


Here it comes.


‘Mummy, Mummy, that lady’s got a horrible—’


‘Noooooo,’ the woman shrieked, rounding on her daughter. ‘No, no, no. No talking now, Araminta. No.’ She caught hold of the girl’s arm. ‘You will help Mummy look for the library card. Come on. Now.’


She all but rammed the girl’s head into the bag.


‘But, Mummy …’


‘Araminta,’ snapped the woman. ‘I will not tell you again. You have been naughty today. So naughty.’


‘But what’s she got on her face?’


‘Right, that does it,’ bellowed the woman, her own face becoming redder and redder. ‘No books today. No books. Naughty girl. No books.’


Jennifer was half-tempted to lean across the counter and just explain everything. Children were brilliant, asked sensible questions, sometimes wanted to touch and then moved on to the next thing. That moment had passed with Araminta, though; she started to cry loudly.


‘Not fair. You said if I didn’t understand something …’


The rest of Araminta’s plea bargaining was lost as her mother began hauling her out of the library in a flurry of bag-rearranging and scolding. There was a final clumsy scene as they tussled with the door button, and it was then that Araminta’s voice drifted back over the library, tearful and high-pitched, ‘But she’s got a horrible scar, worse than Harry Potter. It’s yukky, all down her face.’


The door closed and there was silence.


Jennifer took a deep breath in and let it out slowly before picking up the books that the girl had chosen and taking them back to the children’s section. Finding their correct homes on the shelves, the Rowling after the Reeve, the Higson before the Ibbotson occupied her mind and slowed her pulse.


When she returned to the counter, Sheila was back and she and Lionel were standing very close together. Sheila coughed.


‘You know, Lionel and I were thinking of going for a drink after work.’


Jennifer looked at the united little front of support.


‘You’re awful at telling lies,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. Really.’


‘Yeah, like I’m Angelina Jolie. Really,’ Sheila said and, despite all the other emotions swilling about in her, Jennifer couldn’t help laughing.


‘Go on, keep us company,’ Lionel said. ‘Get your stuff and we’ll meet you out front. I’ll lock up.’


‘Besides,’ Sheila said, ‘if you don’t need a drink, I bloody do. I’ve got one son who’s buggered off to Ibiza and can’t even talk in a straight line when he rings … which is barely ever, and only when there’s a Z in the month. Then there’s Reece, can’t see a car without wanting to drive it. Even if it belongs to the police.’


Jennifer gave in. A drink would take the edge off things. First Mr Armstrong and then Araminta; please God, it wasn’t the start of a whole alphabet of awkward incidents lined up for the rest of the week.


She went off to the staff toilets (a rather grandiose name for the one cubicle space used by all the female employees of the library) and gave her hair a brush. When she had been growing up, she’d coveted her cousin’s hair with all that bounce and curl, the kind of hair that always looked winningly dishevelled, but now she was content with how hers fell straight to her shoulders: a thick blonde curtain she could withdraw behind simply by dipping her head.


Ignoring the large mirror behind her, she got out a small one from her make-up bag and used it while she smeared on coloured lipgloss. Then she repositioned the bag on the windowsill, next to Sheila’s deodorant and celebrity magazine. On a whim she picked it up and flicked through it, shaking her head at the rubbish in it about Cressida. Nice photograph, though. She was putting the magazine back on the windowsill when the phone rang in her bag and she jumped. It was the ringtone she had picked out for Cressida’s latest number, and she felt as if somehow looking at her cousin’s photograph had prompted her to ring.


‘OK, what’s new?’ she said as she brought the phone to her ear. There was no reply and Jennifer stayed silent too, just listening to the breathing.


‘Would it help if we talked about the weather?’ she said after a little while. ‘It’s blummin’ cold here, and a frost on the car this morning. I suppose it’s warm there?’
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