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​Liverpool, 1987
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I pulled the official-looking letter from my handbag, gingerly opened the seal and, heart in mouth, scanned the contents.

‘Yes! My divorce is final,’ I shrieked, unable to contain my excitement. 

Everyone on the crowded bus into Liverpool turned and stared at me.

Whoops! ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled

‘Wish I’d divorced years ago,’ said the passenger next to me as she removed her transparent rain bonnet. It was a drizzly day in May and the bus smelled of diesel fumes and damp.

‘Are you still married?’ I asked dutifully.

‘Yes – the bugger’s still alive.’

I laughed. ‘How long have you known him?’

‘My whole blooming life, queen. I married Bert in 1931 when I was eighteen. I hate to admit it, but my happiest time was when he was called up.’

Strangers have always confided in me, whether I want them to or not. ‘World War Two?’ I said.

‘Yes. Bert’s not a bad old stick, but everything has to be his way.’

‘Tell me about it.’

She took me literally and launched into great detail about Bert’s ‘annoying ways’. 

‘He has to have an Eccles cake after his tea on Tuesdays. Would the world end if he had a cream cake?’

‘Will only wear green socks...'

‘Can’t put my clothes in with his in the washing machine. Mind you; I ignore that...'

Amused and intrigued, I overshot my stop then ran to work.

The despotic manager of Feet First insisted everyone was ‘on the floor’ by 8.50 am sharp. I missed the deadline by thirty seconds, and the gimlet-eyed woman, stopwatch in hand, screamed in a broad Scouse accent, ‘You’re late, and I won’t have it!’

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, not wishing to increase Miss Harridan’s wrath. ‘You look lovely today. Is that a new outfit?’

Miss Harridan patted her helmet-like shampoo and set and looked down at the tight linen dress which strained over her burgeoning tummy. ‘Yes, it’s a present from my boyfriend. He likes me in pink.’

‘It suits you,’ I said.

Flush with flattery, Miss Harridan waddled away.

‘You’re such a liar,’ said Cheryl, a co-worker. ‘It looks awful with her red hair and beetroot face.’

‘I know, but I needed to flatter her so she wouldn't stop my morning break.’

‘Any news of the divorce?’

‘Tell you later. Get the duster and polish out; Miss Harridan is on the prowl.’

––––––––
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During morning break, I escaped to the Ringo Cafe. I settled into a corner table with a large mug of tea and an iced bun, hoping for peace to read my Margery Allingham mystery. But Cheryl appeared, plonked herself at my table and said, ‘Put that book away and spill the beans.’

‘About what?’

‘The divorce. I saw the glint in your eye.’

‘You’d make a brilliant detective. The postie delivered the decree absolute as I rushed out the door this morning. I opened the letter on the bus and made a fool of myself.’

‘How come?’

‘I screamed out loud.’

‘With joy, I hope?’

‘Of course.’

Cheryl’s kind eyes met mine. ‘Congratulations – you’ve wanted rid of him for years.’

‘You make it sound like I considered murder.’

‘Did you?’

‘Only in my mind.’

‘Isn’t that where murders begin?’

‘Touché.’

‘How do you feel?’

‘Young, free and forty,’ I said.

‘Better than young, free and fifty.’

‘Who’s fifty?’

‘You, if you’d waited another ten years.’

‘God forbid. Why did I wait so long?’

‘Beats me.’

––––––––
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After the break, as I tidied endless shoes, I thought back. I hadn’t wanted to marry Steve but got carried along on a conveyor belt of preparation and excitement – the white satin gown, bridesmaids, bridesmaid dresses, venue, photographer. 

Steve was nice enough but didn’t light my fire. Not like Mike had. Mike made my spirit soar when he entered the room. Every moment with him fizzed. 

But Mike betrayed me – died when a balcony collapsed when he was in Valencia with his mates.

Steve, who I’d met at junior school, was there to dry my tears. So I married him for comfort and reassurance. Spent twenty years with him because he was too pleasant to upset.

When Steve hit forty recently, he announced his daring plan to tour America on a motorbike. Steve! The man who thought it exciting to go above fifty miles per hour in his Ford Fiesta. The man who believed it was daring to have an extra biscuit with a cup of tea. The man who thought a four-bar Kit Kat was risqué. ‘It’s a bit naughty, Milly. A two-bar would suffice.’

‘Break away,’ I said of the proposed motorbike tour, deliberately using a biscuit reference that flew over his head.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t mind riding pillion?’

No way. If I did an American road trip it would be in a red Ford Mustang convertible, a sexy man at my side. My face must have shown horror, as Steve immediately relented. ‘Only kidding. I’m going with a few mates. It’s been our dream since we saw Easy Rider at the Odeon. And I won’t dip into our funds – Dad said he’ll slip me a few quid in exchange for painting the outside of his and Mum’s house. Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘Of course not.’ I resisted a happy jig in anticipation of precious alone time. ‘Shall we go out for dinner to chat about your fab trip, Steve?’

‘But it’s not either of our birthdays.’

‘You’re about to tour America on a bike; surely you can be spontaneous about a restaurant,’ I teased. ‘I’ll book The Queen’s Table.’ 

‘It’s a bit posh there. The Little Chef would be cheaper.’

‘We’re planning your trip of a lifetime, not having a quick snack before we paint a wall.’

‘I suppose.’

––––––––
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Over Steak Diane and red wine, we discussed what we should have twenty years prior – our relationship – or lack of. Turned out, we’d both dreamed of freedom but didn’t want to cause upset and had endured a dull existence of almost zero passion and heightened politeness. 

John Debrett, of Debrett’s Etiquette and Modern Manners fame, would be proud. 

We also hadn’t wanted to upset our daughter, silly as Kaye was independence personified and moved to Northumberland to live with her boyfriend at seventeen.

Over Black Forest Gateau, we decided to get divorced. 

Still friends, we opted to live together until the house sold. I bagged the main bedroom, and Steve moved to our daughter’s old room.

‘It never was a girlie bedroom anyway. Not with our little tomboy,’ he said.

Finally, we’d admitted we were more like brother and sister than husband and wife.

Now, the divorce had come through while Steve was on his dream trip. 

I wanted to live in London but couldn’t afford to. Once we sold the marital abode and divided the proceeds, I’d have enough for a small house or flat in the north of England or a garage or broom cupboard in London.

‘Have you got these in size five, love?’ said a blonde woman brandishing a black patent court shoe.

‘I’ll check the stockroom, madam.’

––––––––
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Many feet, shoes, a bus ride and a short walk later, I reached my small semi-detached house in Fairley, a Liverpool suburb. I pushed open my front door with effort due to a thick envelope lodged underneath. Why hadn’t the postman given it to me earlier?

‘Hello!’ shouted Mrs Snoops from over the fence. ‘The postie delivered one of your letters to me, and I shoved it through your letterbox. It looked posh. Fancy a cuppa?’

Gosh, she was nosy. ‘Perhaps later. My feet are killing me, and I must sit down.’ 

I intuited the latest letter was important, so in honour of its opening ceremony, I put the kettle on, changed into floral pyjamas and furry slippers, then sat down with a cup of tea and a bourbon biscuit in front of the gas fire. For May, it was Baltic.

‘What can this be?’ I said to my fluffy brown cat, Colin, as I waved the cream envelope. ‘It looks important.’

‘Meow!’

‘I’m glad you agree.’

Carefully, I opened the seal and pulled out a thick sheet of cream paper. At its top was a raised logo: Crown and Scimitar Solicitors, The Strand, London.

Impressive. 

As I read further, my heart leapt with sadness, joy, and disbelief. Sadness that an old friend had died, joy and disbelief she had left me a hundred thousand pounds – and a two-bedroom flat in South Kensington.

Hang about. That couldn’t be right. A fortune and a flat in a posh part of London?

Someone was having a laugh at my expense.

I pinched myself and re-read the letter.

Did fairy tales come true? Could this be real?

The friend was Priscilla Hodgkin – Prill – who had owned Togs boutique in Liverpool and was my first boss. When we first met, I was sixteen, and Prill was in her fifties. She thought I had great potential and was disappointed when I plumped for Steve. ‘He’s a fuddy-duddy, darling, and will make you old before your time. You’re on the rebound from Mike, so please wait awhile.’

In 1977, Prill sold Togs and moved to a seaside village in Sussex as her beloved husband wished to spend his days pottering in the garden. ‘I can’t think of anything more dull, darling,’ she said when she broke the news.

Prill and I never met again but kept in touch over the phone. Ironically, her husband keeled over and died of an instant heart attack in 1980 while watering a hydrangea bush.

‘I always said gardening was bad for him,’ Prill said in a voice cracked with grief.

About six months ago, Prill said, ‘I’ve left you a little something in my will, Milly.’

Flattered, I thought she meant a pearl necklace I’d once admired. But a hundred thousand pounds and a London flat – wow!

I was devastated that Prill was dead, and during our last phone call two months earlier, she sounded healthy and vibrant. Strange. And the solicitor’s letter didn’t mention the cause of death. But why would it?

There was a loud rap at the front door, which I answered as I pasted on a fake smile. ‘Come in, Mrs Snoops. Fancy a Babycham?’

‘Ooh, lovely. I’d imagined Tetley tea and a custard cream. What are we celebrating?’

‘My divorce.’ I didn’t mention the inheritance, or it would be all around Fairley by morning.
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​Is it True?
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In bed, released from the usual money worries, I fell asleep fast but woke at 3 am. Was the letter a hoax? Surely not, as it seemed genuine. Or maybe not.

The clock hands crawled as my tummy churned. Tomorrow was my day off, so I could call the solicitor without sneaking behind Miss Harridan’s back.

But the good news was too good to be true. Convinced I was the victim of a cruel scam, I fell into a fitful sleep and woke at 8 am.

Damn, it was at least an hour before Crown and Scimitar opened, so I made a cup of tea, ran a hot lavender-scented bath and languished as I imagined a decadent life, followed by squalor. My mind tricked me into thinking the news was true, then false, then true.

Dressed for the day in a black A-line skirt and a cream sweater, I dialled a London number as I bit my lip.

‘Crown and Scimitar,’ said a plummy female voice – very Miss Moneypenny.

‘May I speak to Mr Crown? It’s Mrs Miller about my surprise inheritance.’

‘He’s expecting your call – I’ll put you through.’

After what seemed an eternity but was probably thirty seconds, a gravelly voice like Mr Kipling’s (the man from the cake ads) said, ‘Hello, Mrs Miller. Congratulations on your good fortune.’

‘It’s true?’

‘Of course. We don’t dispatch fake letters. After a few security checks, we can issue a cheque.’

‘Wow.’

‘Should we post the deeds and keys to your Fairley address, or would you prefer to collect them from our office?’

‘I’ll pick them up tomorrow,’ I surprised myself. ‘May I stay in the flat for a few days?’

‘Mrs Miller, stay for the rest of your life if you wish. I visited yesterday, and it’s clean, aired, and ready to go as the cleaner, Dolly, still visits. She’s the only potential problem.’

‘Problem?’ Oh, no, I knew it was too good to be true.

‘As a condition of the will, you must employ Dolly for at least a year for eight hours a week, five pounds an hour.’

I’d never had a cleaner, and the idea was decadent. But if I didn’t like her, I could go out while Dolly cleaned. Not a hardship with lovely London at my feet – shops, museums and its general city wonderfulness. And I could certainly afford the wages. 

––––––––
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I hadn’t planned to go to London the next day, but as the words fell from my mouth, I knew it was what I wanted. And I had a day to get organised.

First, I phoned work, and Cheryl answered. ‘Hello. Feet First. How may I help you?’

‘Hi, Cheryl. It’s me – Milly. Can you get Miss Harridan on the phone?’

‘She’s got a cob on. Is it important?’

‘Yes. I’m not coming into work until next week.’

‘She’ll go crazy. You know she needs at least four weeks’ notice of time off.’

‘Then she’ll go crazy. Please fetch her, Cheryl.’

‘Okay, but it’s your funeral. Hang on a mo.’

Miss Harridan barked, ‘Hello, Milly. To what do I owe this pleasure?’

‘A friend of mine died, and I need a few days off.’

A long silence.

I held my breath.

‘Was he or she a relative?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘The answer is no. I expect the next few days to be extra busy.’

She would, wouldn’t she? Her middle name was Awkward. Throat dry, I stood my ground. ‘I have days owing.’

‘If you take time off, don’t return.’

Heart aflutter, I blurted, ‘Then I officially hand in my notice with immediate effect.’

I replaced the receiver, did a lap of honour around the living room, then fell onto the gold dralon sofa beside the cat and said, ‘We’re off to London, Colin.’

Colin glared. Oh, dear. Perhaps London wasn’t the best place for an adventurous feline. He liked to go out and was safe in the quiet cul-de-sac. Or so I told myself.

The phone rang. Cheryl. ‘What did you say to Miss Harridan? She stormed out in a rage.’

‘I handed in my notice.’

A loud gasp. ‘Have you got another job?’

‘No.’

‘Then, why?’

Cheryl was an ally, and I wanted to treat her well. Didn’t wish to be a person who got rich then dropped their mates. Although there were a few people I’d be glad to drop, such as my ex-mother-in-law who thought the sun shone from Steve’s rear end, and I was the devil incarnate. ‘I have to go away for a few days. What are you doing next Tuesday evening?’

‘I have a hot date with Bobby Ewing.’

Dallas – the soap everyone loved or loved to hate. ‘Bobby can wait. I’ll treat you to dinner at Oodles of Noodles. You love their sweet and sour pork.’ So did I.

‘Thanks, but why?’

‘Tell you next week.’

After quick ablutions, I nipped into town on the bus, forever wary of parking in central Liverpool, which was expensive and tricky. I wouldn’t need a car in London with its fab public transport system and black cabs. I hated the thought of the tube after dark due to the scary thrillers and mysteries I liked to watch and read.

In the British Home Stores cafe, I enjoyed sausage, egg and chips. In George Henry Lee, my favourite department store, I bought some new clothes, avoiding those with enormous shoulder pads as I was not a fan of the craze. I even went mad and bought a pair of jeans, having never worn them before. Before returning home, I bought a return train ticket to London Euston from Lime Street. First class! Why not?

I was on my way.
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​London
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‘Mr Crown will see you now,’ said his assistant as she looked down her long nose with narrowed ice-blue eyes. 

I got the distinct impression she disliked me, and her pinched expression hinted at jealousy.

Mr Crown looked how he sounded – a kind, elderly gentleman. However, he didn’t offer me any Mr Kipling cakes with my coffee, but a choice of rich tea or digestive biscuits. 

And he was super organised. In my excitement, I hadn’t thought about home insurance, but he’d thought of everything. Soon after signing a few documents, Mr Crown gave me the flat’s keys; then a black cab took me to South Kensington – figuring out the tube and buses could wait. 

When the taxi stopped at a tall white-painted terrace on the wide, tree-lined Queen Avenue, I thanked the chatty driver, paid the fare along with a tip and faced my new home. 

After I climbed six marble steps to a large red front door, I turned a brass key and entered a spacious communal hall with a black-and-white marble chessboard floor. A large crystal vase of fragrant lilacs on a mahogany shelf added to the aura of tasteful decadence.

On stairs carpeted with grey Wilton, I lugged my blue Samsonite suitcase upstairs. 

As I reached the first landing, a slim doe-eyed girl, about twenty-six, hurtled downwards like the Road Runner, screeched to a halt and said, ‘Can I help with that?’

‘No, it’s okay.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

I’m Fawn, and I live in 28b. I just fed the fish on the top floor.’

‘Milly Miller.’ I wasn’t sure whether to comment on the fish or Fawn’s familiar lilt and opted for the latter. ‘You’re from Liverpool?’ 

‘Yes – so are you, judging by your accent.’

‘Busted.’ In mock surrender, I held up my hands.

‘Are you moving into 28c?’

‘Yes.’

‘Such a shame the nice old lady died there.’

Sick bile rose in my throat. ‘In this building?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought she died in Piddleton-on-Sea.’ I had merely surmised.

‘No.’

‘What did she die from?’

Fawn clutched her slender throat. ‘Did nobody tell you?’

‘No.’

‘She drowned in the bath – the verdict was accidental death.’

‘How awful.’ Dizzy, I clutched the mahogany bannister for support. 

‘Let me help with that.’ Fawn picked up my suitcase as if it were filled with feathers and bounded upstairs on her Bambi legs, as I struggled to keep pace. Outside 28c, I pulled another brass key from my handbag and popped it in the lock. As I opened the door, the fragrance of beeswax furniture polish welcomed me.

A small hall led to a large living room with a high ceiling, crown mouldings and a crystal chandelier. Two tall windows had heavy coral and blue floral drapes finished with swags and tails. The carpet was blue wool with a deep underlay, and the entire space was pure elegance. 

‘It’s like something from one of those posh interior magazines,’ I said.

‘Funny you should say that. Yuppie Style featured it last year.’

An enormous vase of fragrant red roses and gypsophila sat on an oak coffee table, and a log fire burned in the ornate grate. ‘Oh, a real log fire,’ I exclaimed.

‘No, it’s gas, but a brilliant imitation.’

Enraptured and overcome, I fell onto one of two blue velvet chesterfield sofas.

‘Dolly probably just left and forgot to turn off the fire,’ said Fawn.

‘Dolly?’

‘Yes, the cleaner.’

‘Oh, of course.’

‘She’s a hoot. Must go as I’m late for work.’

‘Where do you work?’

‘I manage Blossoms Cafe on King's Road, Chelsea. Pop in for dinner later. I’m allowed to give friends and family twenty per cent off.’

‘Thanks – but I’m only good for brandy, bath and bed.’ I’d spotted a bottle of Courvoisier in the drinks cabinet, a treat usually reserved for Christmas.

‘Come to Blossoms for coffee and croissants tomorrow morning.’

Always the polite hostess, I said, ‘Would you like to come here instead?’ 

‘I’d love to, but a waitress is off sick with gastric flu, and I’m on double shifts. Can I get your brandy before I go?’

‘It’s okay, thanks – I’ll manage.’

She hesitated, then said, ‘Don’t be scared the old lady died here.’

‘I’m not,’ I lied.

‘Good. See you soon.’ Fawn rushed away and moments later I heard the front door slam shut. The girl was a whirlwind. 

After I finished a balloon of delicious brandy, I fancied a bath. But someone had died in it. Don’t be silly, I told myself, the body wouldn’t be in the tub, and I couldn’t avoid the room forever. Maybe I should sell the property. 

But that couldn’t happen immediately. 

Nervously, I rose from the sofa and ventured along the narrow rose-painted hallway. The first door opened to a small but stylish kitchen/diner, the second to a spacious yellow and blue bedroom. Mine. 

I returned to the living room, rescued my suitcase and plonked it on the large bed. Quickly, I undressed and unearthed my well-worn blue candlewick dressing gown which travelled everywhere with me. Not that I’d travelled much, hadn’t even set foot out of England. Steve had always been reluctant to travel abroad. ‘What if I get a gippy tummy?’ Another reason I was shocked when he went to America.

After gathering courage, I entered the corridor again. The next door hid a large airing cupboard, and I took a plush and warm cream bath sheet off a neat shelf. I opened the next door – and screamed, ran to the living room, grabbed my keys, then fled downstairs barefoot where I battered at the ground-floor flat’s door. 

Let someone be home, I prayed. 

A cherubic man, mid twenties, with the body of Adonis and a halo of blonde curls appeared. It was as if he’d stepped straight from Vogue or a Rossetti painting. ‘What on earth is the matter?’ he said.

‘There’s a dead woman in my bathtub.’

‘And you are?’

‘Milly Miller – the new resident of 28c.’

‘Sebastian. I thought the scream was next door’s telly as the owner is deaf and has it loud. Let’s investigate.’ 

Somewhat shocked, I mumbled, ‘Thanks.’ 

I couldn’t believe he was called Sebastian. If you've seen Anthony Andrews as Lord Sebastian Flyte in Brideshead Revisited, you’ll know who this Sebastian looked like – the only thing missing was Aloysius – the teddy bear.

The cherub climbed the stairs ahead of me as I admired his perfect posterior clad in tight light-blue jeans.

A woman is dead, while you ogle a young man’s bum, I scolded myself. But you’d have to be dead not to admire that perfect backside.

Heart in mouth, I cowered in the living room until Sebastian went to investigate. 

Soon he reappeared with a grin. ‘You daft thing – Dolly was asleep in the bath.’

‘Why didn’t she hear my screams?’

‘She had headphones on.’

Mortified, I said, ‘Fawn said the previous owner died in the bath, and when I saw...’

‘Shall we sit here and wait for Dolly to emerge from the deep?’

‘Yes, but it’s embarrassing.’

‘Why?’

‘We both saw her naked.’

‘People are normally naked in baths.’ He winked as I felt myself blush. Oh, the thought of this Adonis naked was too much for my ageing hormones. ‘You know what I mean,’ I blustered. 

‘Once you’ve met Dolly, you’ll know there is no need for embarrassment.’

‘Why?’

‘You’ll see.’ His divine blue eyes twinkled. 

It was easy to chat with Sebastian as he did most of the talking. Within minutes, I knew he was a trust-fund kid and lived with his ‘sexy’ boyfriend, a plumber. ‘I met him when he came to fix a dripping tap last month, and he never left. I’ll introduce you when he gets home from work. But I have a photo in my wallet.’

He pulled a brown calf leather wallet from his shirt pocket and opened it to show a dark-haired man of about thirty.

‘He’s good looking,’ I said dutifully, but he was a moth compared to Sebastian, the butterfly.

‘Hello, duckies!’ said a confident female voice.

A fiftyish woman wearing a feather-trimmed pink cardigan, pink trousers, giant chandelier earrings and crimson lipstick sashayed into the room. She had blonde bouffant hair and reeked of hairspray and a cloying, sweet floral fragrance. 

‘You must be Dolly.’ I rose to shake her hand.

‘Sit down, ducks. You must have been traumatised to see me in my birthday suit. My skin needs a good iron.’

‘There were too many bubbles to see much,’ I admitted truthfully.

‘I tipped half a bottle of rose bubble bath under the tap.’

‘Do you usually bathe while on duty?’ I emulated a convent’s mother superior but didn’t want to be walked over from the outset and set a precedent. After all, I’d inherited Dolly. 

‘Wouldn’t dream of it, ducks, but the boiler blew at home, and the plumber can’t come until tomorrow.’

‘Perhaps my boyfriend can help,’ ventured Sebastian. 

‘Oh, no, ducks, it’s all sorted,’ Dolly said hastily. ‘Anyone fancy a cuppa?’

‘Me,’ said a voice from the doorway. ‘Is this a private party, or can anyone join in? The door was ajar.’

‘Hello, Peter,’ chorused Dolly and Sebastian. 

A tall, broad man, mid-thirties with a pleasant face stood at the room’s entrance.

‘Come in. I’m the new resident of this flat.’ Gosh, so formal again. What was wrong with me?

‘I live on the top floor with my tropical fish. Less trouble than my ex-girlfriend, and I don’t have to take them out to dinner.’

‘Fawn just fed them,’ I said.

‘Minx, I asked her to do it earlier while I was at rehearsal. I just arrived home and heard voices on my way upstairs.’
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