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THRICE SHY


CHAPTER 1
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Claire Hammond hitched up a skimpy silk underslip and arranged her long slim limbs across a pink counterpane. Her lover touched her thigh; she moaned and raised her head to receive his kiss.

He leaned over, brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. About to place his lips to hers, caught in a fit of coughing, he turned his head.

‘Cut. Take five, Stephen – and get something for that cough. We need to get this wrapped tonight.’

Stephen rolled over and, sitting on the bed, knotted his fingers in the curly tangle of his mid-brown hair. Nathan had been first to succumb to a cold. A couple of days grizzling with a runny nose, his six-year-old son soon recovered. Then Ann, headache, sore throat, he’d insisted she stay in bed. His own bout was brief but had left him with a nagging cough.

He accepted a glass of water from a production assistant. ‘Thanks, Sophie. Will you ask someone to slip across to the pharmacy and fetch a bottle of cough medicine? Something strong.’

*
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The scene at last in the can, Claire reached for her dressing gown. ‘See you later at Lucy’s?’ she asked her co-star as the crew began packing away the equipment.

‘Sure.’ Stephen helped pull the robe over her shoulders. ‘Ann’s picking me up around six.’

In his dressing room, Stephen, again caught by a tickly throat, opened the bottle of cough medicine. There was no plastic cup for measuring the dose and in the absence of a spoon, he took a swig straight from the bottle.

*
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At traffic lights, Ann waited for the green arrow before executing a sharp right turn and continuing along a dual carriageway towards the film studio. She and Stephen seldom attended showbiz parties but were making an exception for Lucy’s twenty-first birthday.

A siren wailed in the distance. The rearview mirror of the Mazda RX8 reflected a flashing blue light and she pulled over to let an ambulance speed by, a tingle of apprehension in her breast as it turned into the gateway of Apollo Studios. She followed, becoming aware of a commotion at the front entrance, and abandoning the car across two parking spaces, she ran towards the emergency vehicle parked at the doorway. A cluster of people stepped back as a green-overalled paramedic carried a cylinder into the reception area and joined his colleague kneeling beside a prostrate figure. Ann’s heart rate doubled, beating painfully high in her chest. Someone grabbed her wrist, pulled her aside.

‘What medication is he on, Ann?’

Ann recognised Gary, a qualified first aider working at the studio. He shook her slightly. ‘Stephen had a blood test before you went away and has been on medication. Do you know what it is?’

She nodded dumbly. ‘He carries it with him.’

‘I’ve searched his pockets.’

‘In his holdall, with his gear.’

Gary let go her shoulders and dived on a holdall lying nearby. In a zip pocket he found some bubble-packed tablets and handed them to one of the paramedics who used a mobile phone to relay the brand name and description of the drug to the duty doctor at the local hospital.

‘And this.’ Louise, a student on work experience with the studio, held a bottle of medicine in a shaky hand, her face a mask of concern. ‘Sophie asked me to fetch some cough syrup for Mr Bryce. She said it didn’t matter which brand.’

The paramedic passed on this further information.

Stephen’s back arched as he struggled to breathe.

A firm hand gripped Ann’s arm. Gary pulled her out of the way of the medical attendants whilst they inserted a tube into Stephen’s throat, another hovering ready with a mask and oxygen cylinder.
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CHAPTER 2
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Mike Haywood kicked the toe of a well-worn leather shoe against a raised paving slab in a little used side street behind the General Hospital. He’d hung around for more than twenty minutes avoiding eye contact with people who stared before passing by. He glanced through a nearby wrought iron gate guarding a side entrance to the hospital. A door marked Goods In opened and a woman walked purposefully across the yard, an unseen hand closing the door behind. Perhaps it was her car.

Mike gathered his courage, pushed open the gate and strode towards her. ‘Excuse me.’

‘I’ve nothing to say,’ she snapped, giving him a sour look.

Taken aback, he tried again. ‘I’m sorry to bother you.’

She halted and looked up, holding him in an icy stare. ‘I told you—’

‘You misunderstand,’ Mike persisted, noting that beneath her expensive woollen coat, she was trembling.

‘If you’re press,’ she went on, ‘I’ve nothing to say.’

‘Press?’ It was difficult to judge her age. Forty, perhaps. Short chestnut hair, attractive, if only she didn’t frown.

She marched towards the gate on low-heeled boots.

‘Wait,’ he called after. Perhaps his old anorak gave the impression of a middle-aged, tabloid journalist. He caught her just outside the gate. Too late. There was no way now he could break the news gently.

She stood by the side of the road, mouth agape, and stared at the mangled wreckage of her Mazda RX8. Her stunned gaze wandered to another vehicle inexorably entwined with the rear of the hard-topped sports car.

Mike winced. ‘A boy on a bike shot across the road. I had nowhere to go, except ...’

The woman made no reply and he went on, ‘I’m sorry to intrude, but we should exchange details.’

She glanced briefly over her shoulder at anonymous windows set in the imposing hospital building before taking the slip of paper he offered.

He pushed at the buckled rear wing of the red Mazda with his foot. ‘Is there someone you can call? Your insurance company or a breakdown organisation?’

The Mazda’s door creaked, metal on metal, as she pulled it open and took a plastic wallet containing papers from the glove compartment. She rummaged in her small leather handbag, juggling with bag, mobile phone and papers.

Mike took her elbow. ‘Perhaps we should do this in the comfort of the pub over the road.’

He detected a slight recoil before she allowed him to guide her to the Rose and Crown. Leaving her at a corner booth, he ordered two brandies and placing the balloon glasses on the table, said, ‘I guess neither of us will be driving very far, and you look as if you could do with this.’

She ignored the drink, pulled a pen from her bag and wrote her name, the name of her insurance company and a policy number on a small pad. She tore off the leaf, and pushed it towards him. ‘You must have been travelling at some speed to do so much damage.’

Mike, locked in the gaze of angry grey eyes, grimaced. ‘I may have allowed my concentration to wander.’

She scowled. ‘If this is a stunt—’

‘I promise I’m not press. In fact, I’m not anything at the moment.’

‘Freelance.’ It was a statement not a question.

‘No. I’ve recently taken early retirement from the police force.’

‘A pity some of your former colleagues aren’t around. You could have killed someone.’ She picked up the glass and took a sip.

Perhaps he deserved the jibe, and lifting his own glass, he remembered the half bottle he’d consumed the previous evening. He replaced the glass on a beer mat, untouched, and glanced at her insurance details. ‘Well, Mrs err ... Bryce, I’m very sorry for the inconvenience, but ...’ his curiosity aroused, he enquired, ‘Why would the press be interested in you?’

Ann closed her eyes for a moment and Mike immediately regretted the question, but when she looked at him again, a sort of calm masked her face.

‘My husband is Stephen Bryce.’

She obviously expected the simple statement to explain all, and Mike racked his brain, anxious not to disappoint her with his ignorance, but she smiled and shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

If she had been the wife of any number of petty, or not so petty, criminals, there was a good chance he would have known immediately. Then it hit him. A couple of actors involved with a drugs bust. ‘Bryce and Marshall,’ he muttered. ‘And an American connection. Hank Freidman, about six or seven years ago.’

He felt her reaction like a knife in the chest.

‘Trust a policeman to remember that.’ She collected her things, knocking the table as she stood.

Mike saved the drinks from spilling, hearing her snap, ‘He did nothing wrong,’ as she moved into the next booth.

Through the back of the seat, he heard the beeps of a mobile phone. She called her insurance company’s accident help line and arranged for them to collect her car before ordering a taxi. The beeps sounded again. ‘Peter? Can you collect Nathan from school? I’ve been delayed ... No, there’s no change. I’ll tell you about it later.’

Mike poured her brandy into his own glass and studied its amber depths. He was sorry to aggravate her obviously highly agitated state and blew out his cheeks in a long sigh of relief that the police weren’t called to attend the scene.

*
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Across a pine table in the kitchen of Elliston House, Ann’s father-in-law asked with concern, ‘Are you sure you’re not hurt?’

Robbed of speech, she shook her head and, forsaking a full mug of tea, left hastily through the kitchen door. Nathan played in a conservatory that joined the rambling late-nineteenth-century house to an annex occupied by Peter, but she hurried past Nathan’s upturned face and into the garden. An unyielding weight in her chest threatened suffocation, and she struggled the length of a curving gravel path to a willow tree at the edge of a large area of lawn and leaned against the tree’s crackled trunk. Yellow-leaved willow whips formed a protective cage in which to wait for tears to dry.

She began to shiver in the autumn chill and, fixing a mask of calm, returned to the kitchen where Nathan was proudly showing his grandad a picture.

‘It’s Aunty Ann and Daddy,’ he explained to Peter.

Ann gazed at the drawing; she was obviously the figure with an orange face and red hair. The other, drawn in thick blue crayon, was lying on a crude bed.

Ann ruffled her adopted son’s hair. Would this be the overriding memory of his father?

The permanent lump in her throat swelled, but she forced an apologetic grin at Peter. ‘Sorry. Stupid of me, but Stephen’s very fond of that little car.’

Peter nodded his understanding, and pushing the drawing across the table, he said to Nathan, ‘Come on, son. It’s time you were in the bath.’

Though cheerfully said, Ann noticed Peter’s jaw was clamped, his face grim.

*
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‘Better now?’ Nathan asked, his arms locked around Ann’s neck.

‘Better now,’ she confirmed, tucking a pale blue duvet under the boy’s chin. ‘Would you like a story?’

‘A Daddy story.’

Ann reached across the bed and slipped a CD into the machine. Lying on the bed beside Nathan, she let Stephen’s voice wash over her, Nathan occasionally joining in with a phrase known by heart.

Ann woke with a jolt. Nathan slept soundly, and she ejected the disc which was replaying track one. She quietly closed the bedroom door and went downstairs. Peter was in the sitting room damping down a log fire.

‘I thought you’d gone to bed early,’ he remarked.

‘I left those papers you checked in the office. I should take them to Stephen’s agent tomorrow.’ She inclined her head towards the fire. ‘Let it burn. I feel quite cool now the sun’s gone down.’

‘Mm,’ Peter agreed. ‘Autumn’s bite is early this year.’

Small talk ceased; silence reigned.

Peter seemed about to leave but hesitated at the door. ‘It’s only metal.’

‘What?’

‘The car. I’m sure Stephen would say it’s only metal and be thankful you weren’t in it at the time.’

‘You’re right, of course, but I’m so angry at that stupid man. I can’t believe a policeman, even an ex-policeman, could be so negligent, and to make matters worse, all he remembers about Stephen is that business with Robert Marshall and Hank Freidman. The press have a lot to answer for.’

‘The people who matter know the truth, Ann, and becoming upset will do no good at all.’

Though kindly said, Peter’s voice was firm. Ann wondered to what extent he was really in control. She said, ‘Yes, I know,’ and took a deep calming breath.

Peter, obviously satisfied, returned her smile and left her to sort through papers in the office located off the sitting room.

Ann recalled her first visit to Elliston House, almost seven years ago. It was Peter’s office then and she, left stranded following a visit to a film studio, had no alternative but to accept the assistance of Stephen Bryce, already an established actor. Initially, merely a lift to the train station, it was the start of an eventful relationship.

‘And now,’ Ann sighed. ‘How will it end?’ Not, as many predicted, by way of mistrust and deceit but by illness and death. Ann’s anger flamed. I will not be cheated of hard-earned happiness. ‘No use getting upset.’ She echoed Peter’s advice and, taking a key from the desk drawer, unlocked a metal cabinet. As the door opened, papers and folders slid forward. She lunged to catch the documents, but they slipped through her hands. A leather-covered box also slithered from the back of the cabinet and bounced on the floor among the scattered papers.

‘Shit.’

A tangle of rubies and diamonds mingled with papers and files.

Ann picked up the necklace and, after smoothing the velvet lining, returned the collar of smouldering gems to the box. She laid a slender bracelet beside the necklace and searched among the papers for matching ring, brooch and earrings, returning each to its allotted slot. Ann lovingly fingered the rubies set into the ring. She remembered it being offered to her by Stephen before he purchased the diamond engagement ring she now wore. As she replaced the ring in its slot, she noticed the corner of a piece of card sticking out from the velvet lining. She tugged it out and turning it over found written in a flourishing if slightly shaky hand, To Ann and Stephen Bryce, Matilda FitzG. Ann smiled remembering the old lady’s visit. She replaced the slip before repeating ‘Shit’ as she noticed damage to a corner of the finely tooled leather box. ‘And the clasp’s broken.’

Ann carefully manipulated the delicate metal hasp until it again fitted over its coupling ring, but the twisted metal refused to fasten securely. ‘That will have to do,’ she muttered not wishing to cause more damage.

‘Everything okay?’ Peter called, sticking his head around the door.

‘These fell out of the cabinet and almost hit me on the head.’

‘Sorry Ann. I should have taken them to the bank months ago.’ He examined the box briefly before looking into the cabinet. ‘The shelf has worked loose; it should rest on these supports.’ After readjusting the shelf, Peter stooped to help pick up the papers.

‘I shouldn’t have looked,’ Ann said sadly.

‘Mm?’ Peter, asked, obviously not following her line of thought.

Ann was gazing at a photograph on the desk taken on the day of her marriage to Stephen, only three months ago. ‘On our wedding day,’ she explained. ‘From the hotel window, I saw Stephen waiting in the courtyard; Fiona said it was bad luck.’

‘Superstitious nonsense,’ Peter muttered. ‘It has nothing to do with seeing Stephen before the ceremony.’

Ann knew it was true but remained uncomforted. She pictured the intensive care cubicle, Stephen’s limp hand beneath her own, the incessant click and hiss of a ventilator.

‘I’ll help you go through these, if you like.’

‘No. You’ve already done most of the work, I can manage. Besides,’ she added, ‘Kathy’s expecting you for supper.’

‘Would you like to join us?’ he asked tentatively. ‘I could ask Yvonne to come over.’

‘No. Thank you.’

He gave her a tight smile. ‘Sure?’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ Certain the last thing Peter wanted was a gooseberry, she said with mock severity, ‘GO.’
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CHAPTER 3
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Outside the village school, Ann prised Nathan’s arms from her around her neck. ‘I promise, if I’m not back in time, Grandad will be here to meet you.’

The six year old stamped a foot, folded his arms and pouted.

‘I’ll be as quick as I can, but you know I have Daddy’s business to take care of. Look, here’s Miss Jennings.’

‘Come along, Nathan.’ The young teacher ushered him along. ‘Would you like to choose today’s story?’

*
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Ann left the dark blue Mercedes Kompressor C220 in the car park of Bridgford Parkway Station. Pleased she’d chosen to wear her warm woollen coat, she hurried past wooden tubs newly planted with winter pansies and joined other late commuters on the platform.

Tearing her thoughts away from the moist brown eyes of her unhappy stepson, she flashed a season ticket at the conductor and settled between two businessmen for the forty-minute journey into town.

*
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‘Ann.’ Jane, business-like, in a short skirt and jacket, rose from her desk at the agency office to greet Ann with a hug. ‘How are you? Let me take your coat. Please sit down. Geraldine,’ she called over her shoulder, ‘two coffees, please.’

Jane hustled Ann to a couch and, gripping her hand, asked, ‘How is he?’

‘Just the same. They’re keeping him sedated whilst on the ventilator.’

‘And you?’

‘I’m fine, Jane.’ Aware Jane and Stephen had been more than friends in the distant past, Ann asked, ‘You?’

Jane nodded through welling tears. ‘It’s so unfair; Stephen’s just reaching the peak of his career.’

It was Ann’s turn to nod. How many times had she cried, it’s not fair, his career the least important aspect.

‘I feel, Ann,’ Jane continued, ‘that in view of the outrageous speculation in the press we should prepare a statement. I know Stephen has suffered from a blood disorder for some years.’

‘A rare type of anaemia,’ Ann explained. ‘But I don’t see that’s anyone’s business but our own.’

‘I know how you feel, but ... how can I put this ... we need to keep public opinion on our side.’

Ann sighed. ‘Stephen was prescribed some new medication before our holiday. A common cold left him with a nagging cough which interfered with his work. He ... he sent out for cough medicine.’ Ann put a hand to her eyes. ‘And had some sort of allergic reaction to the combination of drugs.’

‘Then, if you agree, we’ll ask a spokesman for the hospital to put out a statement.’

Ann nodded.

Coffee arrived and Ann took the opportunity to click open Stephen’s briefcase and turn to business. ‘Peter has run through these and all appears in order, but we’re concerned to protect his interests until he recovers.’

‘Aren’t we all,’ Jane patted Ann’s knee. ‘The release date for his next movie has been set for the spring and, if we’re careful, there’s enough material in the pipeline for, maybe, three years and of course royalties from re-runs ... that is of course ... if necessary.’

‘Necessary?’ Ann’s span of concentration, recently seriously impaired, waned, Jane’s voice, a background drone.

‘Ann?’

‘Sorry?

‘The people at Audio Books would like to know if Stephen made any more recordings at home.’

‘Can I get back to you on that? And I’d like Peter to go over the contracts.’

‘Sure,’ Jane agreed. ‘That was always the arrangement with Stephen.’

‘Who’s the new guy?’ Ann commented.

Jane’s brow creased a question.

‘I’ve yet to meet Colin Douglas,’ she inclined her head towards a door at the rear of the office with that name newly emblazoned upon it.

‘He has contacts,’ Jane said dismissively. ‘If you need any more information about those,’ she gestured to the papers, ‘let me know. And that’s about all, except for this.’

Ann accepted a white vellum envelope and ran a finger under the flap. She read the enclosed card and sighed before placing it with the other papers and returning them to the briefcase.

Jane escorted her along a green-carpeted corridor to the lift. As it pinged open, Jane said, ‘You should think seriously about confirming your acceptance of that invitation.’ She gestured to the briefcase, meaning, Ann assumed, the card within, and with a squeeze of Ann’s arm, whispered, ‘It’ll keep Stephen in the public eye.’

*
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Ann stepped into the street and almost collided with a man on his way in. The first enthusiastic greeting over, the gravity of events since their last meeting showed in their faces.

He said, ‘I’ve some mail to collect, Ann. Will you wait?’

Ann waited obediently; an October wind howling along the busy street whipped her hair and coat. Andy reappeared. A contemporary of Stephen’s, his boyish thirty-eight years, a painful reminder of Stephen’s youth.

Stuffing a handful of envelopes into an inside pocket of a padded blue anorak, Andy took Ann’s arm. ‘I’ll take you to lunch and you can tell me what happened.’

At a table in the window of a café situated on the first floor of a cake shop and bakery, Andy ordered soup and bread rolls.

Ann said, ‘I understood you were no longer with the agency.’

‘I’m not, but Jane kindly hangs on to any post that still finds it way there.’

‘What’s the new chap like, this Colin Douglas?’

‘Never met him and, from what I can tell, neither have any of the other staff.’ He crumbled a bread roll into his soup. ‘How’s Stephen?’

‘Heavily sedated and on a ventilator.’ The matter of fact tone of her own voice shocked her as she explained again the freak circumstances that had led to his suffering. ‘I’m fine,’ she went on, pre-empting the unspoken question, adding, ‘Honestly,’ at his sceptically raised eyebrows.

Andy sighed. ‘Stephen’s my best mate; we raised some hell together in our younger days.’

‘Not so much hell as some,’ Ann commented wryly.

‘Well,’ Andy shrugged good-naturedly, ‘we tried. Stephen was always more dedicated than me. Despite a few hiccups, he’s built himself a reputation for being reliable as well as a damn good actor, but I enjoy working in schools. I can name-drop to the kids.’

‘Speaking of name-dropping,’ Ann cut in. ‘I had a call from Jennifer to say how sorry she was to hear about Stephen, and she’d visit as soon as possible.’

‘She’s still in the States,’ Andy told her. ‘Working on a sitcom, but she’ll be back in time for the charity dinner.’

Ann stirred her soup and thought of the envelope in her briefcase. Stephen and Jennifer had been convenient partners for public events, successfully diverting attention from their separate private lives. Now Stephen’s wife, Ann’s first public engagement would be this year. He had already accepted the invitation, official confirmation a mere formality.

‘Will you still go?’ Andy asked.

‘What?’ Ann’s attention had drifted. ‘No. Not now.’

‘Plenty of time to change your mind. As a last resort, I’ll be your escort.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Andy, but you’re supposed to be escorting Jennifer.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I mustn’t be too long. I have to call at the bank before going to the hospital and be home before Nathan comes out of school. He’s grown terribly clingy since ...’

‘Poor kid,’ Andy murmured.

‘Damn.’ Ann slapped the table making the cutlery jingle. ‘I’ve forgotten the jewellery; you know, the rubies. They should have been taken to the bank weeks ago. God, my memory, I don’t seem to be able to concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes.’

‘Did you ever get to the bottom of the mystery? Where it came from?’

‘We discovered that Uncle Frank, who turned out to be Peter’s father, accepted it from the FitzGilbert family in payment of a gambling debt and gave it to Peter’s mother.’ Ann, in no mood for long explanations glazed over the question. ‘We felt duty bound to return it to the FitzGilbert family, but Lady Matilda FitzGilbert presented it to Stephen and me as a wedding gift and it’s been in the metal cabinet in Peter’s office ever since. Stephen would have liked me to wear it at the charity dinner, but I don’t suppose I will now.’

‘I understand visiting is restricted to close relatives, but I’d like to see him.’ 

A waitress brought the bill and Andy reached into a pocket.

Ann snatched up the paper. ‘I’ll tell them you’re my brother. And this is my treat for being a good friend.’

*
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‘Stephen?’ Ann, clad in gown and overshoes and under the supervision of medical staff watching from behind a clear screen, took her husband’s hand. ‘See who’s come to visit.’ She turned to invite Andy, similarly dressed, to approach the bed. ‘I’m sure he can hear.’ She caught Andy’s apprehensive glance at the equipment. A drip delivering life-giving fluids; a tube, taped securely, pumping air into redundant lungs; other pipes appeared from under a white sheet and vanished under the bed.

Andy leaned over. ‘How’re you doing mate?’

Ann explained, ‘The allergic reaction caused muscles to contract so he couldn’t breathe. Other organs are affected: heart, kidneys ... brain.’ She put up a hand to steady quivering lips. ‘They’re doing tests all the time, and when they’re satisfied functions have returned to normal, they’ll gradually reduce the level of sedation and, hopefully, his lungs will take over from the machine.’ The intensive care cubicle was warm, and she noticed Andy had begun to sweat.

‘Have you heard from Lisa?’ he asked.

Ann raised a surprised eyebrow. ‘Not since she threw herself at the consultant’s feet and begged him to let her see Stephen. When I told the doctor I had no objection, she fled and I’ve not heard from her since, not even a note.’ Ann glanced up at an array of cards strung above the bed. ‘I have hundreds more at home. There are flowers and soft toys, which aren’t allowed in because of the danger of infection. Except this one.’ She tapped a small grey, sparsely furred rabbit swinging overhead. ‘The others have been taken to the children’s ward.’

Andy gazed at the tokens from well-wishers and shuffled his feet. ‘I spoke to Lisa a couple of days ago. She’s worried about Nathan.’

‘Is she?’ She’d always believed Andy’s opinion of Nathan’s natural mother, to be similar to her own. ‘Then why is it every time it’s arranged for her to see him, she cries off?’

Andy shrugged, his attention now focused on Stephen. ‘What are ... his chances of a full recovery?’

Ann tucked Stephen’s hand under the cover and pulled up the sheet to cover his naked shoulders. ‘We’ve every confidence, haven’t we, Stephen, that when the time is right, you’ll be able to cope.’ She ran her fingertips gently along his cheek, over tape securing his eyelids shut and brushed a loose curl from his forehead, asking absently, ‘I wonder if they’ll let me wash your hair.’

Andy shuffled his feet. ‘I must go, I have a date.’

‘Really? Someone I know?’

‘Maybe,’ he conceded with a sheepish grin. He touched Stephen’s shoulder. ‘Hang in there, my friend. If I remember right, it’s your turn to buy me a beer.’

Alone with Stephen except for the overseeing nurse behind the screen, Ann sat beside the bed. ‘Aunt Jean and Uncle Len will call this evening, and I’ll bring Nathan to see you Saturday. He misses you, as I do.’ She leaned close and smoothed his forehead. ‘Come back soon, my darling.’

The nurse came into the room. ‘Sorry to disturb you, but I need to check things.’ The nurse was young, her slim figure disguised in blue cotton trousers and top. She spoke conversationally to Stephen as she fiddled with machinery and plumbing before making notes on a chart. ‘Everything’s stable,’ she confirmed cheerfully. ‘Mr Lynch has ordered more tests, and when we have the results he’ll take you through the next stage; but in the meantime, he’s quite comfortable.’

Ann smiled her gratitude, nervously anticipating the next stage. She spent the following hour reading aloud good-will messages left at the hospital, to the accompaniment of click, hiss from the ventilator then, with a sigh, looked at her watch. ‘I must go, darling. I should call to check things at the flat, but there’s no time if I’m to meet Nathan from school. Your dad will come this evening with Jean and Len.’

*
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Ann caught the train to Bridgford. The sight of a dark blue Mercedes in the car park gave her a jolt; wrapped in thought, she’d forgotten she was using one of Stephen’s cars. Anger surged as she remembered the fate of the little red Mazda – and the man responsible – what was his name?
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CHAPTER 4



[image: ]




A few minutes late, Ann drove slowly past the school gate. Through a throng of parents and children she saw Nathan and Peter walking from the village school towards Common Road, an old golden Labrador plodding a few paces behind. She drew up alongside; Nathan saw her and pulled on his grandad’s hand.

‘I told him you’d be along shortly,’ Peter confirmed.

‘Sorry I’m late. Will you take the car and I’ll walk with Nathan and Jodie.’

With a word to the dog to stay with Ann, Peter slipped into the driving seat of the Mercedes, pausing to shoot Ann a silent enquiry.

‘No change,’ she mouthed before watching him drive off. The evening felt chill, and she walked briskly with her son along Common Road, Nathan kicking up swirls of russet leaves.

‘Grandad said I can see Daddy tomorrow,’ Nathan informed her as they passed through tall wrought iron gates set into the boundary wall of Elliston House.

‘We’ll go to the hospital after you’ve been swimming with Matthew.’

Nathan dragged Ann by the hand along the drive towards the double-fronted stone-built house. Peter had left the door to the central porch open and Nathan skidded across the hall, threw his coat into the cloakroom and ran to the kitchen. ‘Can I have fish fingers for tea?’

Ann looked in the freezer and blessed Yvonne. The housekeeper had served them long enough not to need instructions. ‘Yes, but change your shoes.’

Nathan sat on the kitchen floor and pulled off his school shoes. ‘Move, Jodie,’ he complained as the dog pushed its way past to flop onto a rag rug in the utility room.

*
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Nathan at last in bed, Ann returned a couple of toy cars to a chest and gathered up crayons that had rolled from a low table before she went into the office. She took papers from Stephen’s briefcase and pored over the contracts Jane had prepared, but when Peter returned from the hospital an hour later, she became aware she had been staring into space.

‘Still working?’ Peter queried.

‘Not really,’ Ann sighed. ‘I know any final decisions will need to wait, but can you look at the contracts? There are some papers I need to take back to Jane.’

‘Of course I will.’ Undisguised anguish aged Peter’s fine features.

Ann’s heart leapt to her throat.

‘Still the same,’ he said, pinching the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. Quickly regaining his composure, he said, ‘There was another phone call earlier from that magazine, asking for an interview.’

‘How the hell did they get this number?’

‘I don’t know but I doubt they’ll ring again.’

‘Mm,’ Ann mused. If Peter’s back on form, they won’t.

‘And there was some late post I put on the desk.’

Ann invited Peter to sit on the leather swivel chair behind the oak desk to examine the papers she’d brought from the agency. He made a few pencil notes and suggested a couple of amendments as Ann, sitting on the client’s chair, used a silver paperknife to slit open a long white envelope. Happy she’d now be able to negotiate the best deal, she turned her attention to the letter.

‘It’s from the tutor we engaged when we expected Nathan to travel with us.’ She read a few words aloud. ‘Very sorry...understand why my services are no longer required for the present...if I can be of any assistance in the future...’

Ann put the letter aside and turned her attention to checking emails. ‘There’s a message from Jennifer. She’s returning at the weekend, may call Sunday.’ A pause whilst she read on. ‘She’d like to stay a few days, if it’s no bother.’

‘There’s plenty of room,’ Peter confirmed with his usual generosity.

Ann remembered a similar offer on her first visit to Elliston House when she’d missed the coach home and Stephen offered to help.

She noticed Peter wince before he added, ‘Your decision, Ann, it’s your house. Yours and Stephen’s.’

‘Yes, I know.’ She placed a hand on his arm. ‘Though I still think of it as yours and we evicted you to the annex.’

‘I’m grateful the house is still in the family.’ He finished abruptly, gathering the papers into a file. ‘I might have lost the house completely if you and Stephen hadn’t bought it.’

‘Stephen bought it; I’ve no money.’

Peter held her in his steady gaze and said firmly, ‘I considered you part of this family, with a share of Stephen’s worldly goods, long before it was made official.’

‘Dear Peter,’ Ann murmured. A wave of self-pity threatened to swamp her. Almost ten years Stephen’s senior, she was a mere fifteen years younger than Peter. There was a time ... Peter’s ridiculous fancy, had been conquered, his affection purely paternal, and now in a relationship of his own with a long-time friend from the village.

‘Well,’ Ann slapped the folder shut. ‘I’m going to have an early night. Julian and Fiona will be here in the morning with Matthew.’ As she rose another letter fell to the floor. She stooped to retrieve the fine quality envelope which sported a small family crest. It was typewritten and addressed formally to S Bryce Esq. She slit open the envelope and read:

Dear Sir,

It has come to my attention that you have a set of diamond and ruby jewellery which rightfully belongs to me. I do not know how you induced my great aunt, Lady Matilda FitzGilbert, to part with these valuable items but I request they be returned immediately.

If they are delivered to 23 Pentrich Street, North London within the next seven days no further action will be taken.

The set consists of: Here the writer listed the ring, necklace, bracelet, brooch and earrings, set in gold and detailing the shape and weight of each precious stone.

She handed the letter to Peter. ‘What do you make of that?’

Peter read it, twice. ‘There’s no signature though it’s apparently from the great nephew of Lady Matilda, who she specifically didn’t want to inherit the jewellery.’ He read the letter again, before saying, ‘It’s a hoax, but I’ll take it for Philip Flowers to cast his solicitor’s eye over.’ He put a hand on Ann’s shoulder. ‘Forget about it. Go to bed.’

She kissed Peter’s cheek as she left the office and, without waiting to see him retire to the annex, went upstairs.

*
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Lying awake until the early hours, Ann eventually fell into a dream-filled sleep that failed to refresh.

‘Aunty Ann,’ Nathan insisted, tugging a floral duvet from Ann’s bed. ‘I can’t find my swimming bag.’

She clutched at the cover. ‘It’s downstairs in the cloakroom, but there’s plenty of time; Matthew won’t be here until ten o’clock.’

‘Can I take one of your fluffy white towels?’ The pyjama-clad boy headed towards the en-suite bathroom.

‘No.’ Ann was out of bed and behind him in an instant. ‘Leave that, there’s a blue towel in the airing cupboard that’s equally soft.’

She drew back the bedroom curtains and sighed at a dreary morning, soggy leaves clinging to trees lining the cobbled drive. ‘Let’s get dressed, go downstairs and make breakfast for Grandad.’

Through the conservatory and into the annex, they found Peter had already braved the elements and was on The Common with Jodie.

‘I wanted to go with Grandad,’ Nathan proclaimed with a pout and was about to rush out of the house when Ann caught his shoulder.

‘Hold it. Fetch your wellies and coat. You can wait at the gate but don’t go on The Common.’

At the sound of the front doorbell, Ann retraced her steps through the house and admitted Stephen’s elder brother, Julian, and his wife, Fiona. Julian, a solid six feet two inches, took off his anorak and threw it on the hall stand before helping Fiona out of a shiny pink mackintosh; her immaculate blonde hair unaffected by rain or damp.

Matthew, half a year older than six-year-old Nathan, rushed past. ‘Mum forgot to sew on my twenty-five metres badge. Can you do it, Aunty Ann?’ He pushed the embroidered badge into her hand.

Fiona held up a tracksuit top with award emblems for completing five and ten metres sewn along the sleeve.

‘Give it to me.’ Ann took the top. ‘I’ll fetch the sewing kit.’

*
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‘I’ve decided,’ Fiona announced as Peter returned with Nathan in tow, ‘that Jules and Peter can take the boys swimming while you and I, Ann, go shopping.’

Ann looked up from sewing Matthew’s badge onto the top and caught a look passing from Fiona to her husband. She guessed they’d had their heads together, a plan to take her out of herself no doubt. ‘No,’ she groaned. ‘I really can’t bear the hassle of shopping in town, and I’d like to be at the hospital by three.’ She looked for support from Peter, but busily wiping Jodie’s muddy feet on an old towel, he was oblivious to the conspiracy.

‘We can go to the new designer outlet outside Bridgford,’ Fiona suggested. ‘I’ll ring and organise a personal shopper. It’ll be no hassle, and we can stay for lunch. I’m sure the boys would love a burger after swimming,’ she added for the benefit of Peter and Julian.

‘Hurray,’ the boys chorused, before Nathan, suddenly quiet, sidled up to Ann. ‘Will we still see Daddy?’

A hand on his shoulder, ‘Of course we will,’ she assured him.

*
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A little after three o’clock, Ann and Fiona entered a waiting room at the hospital. The same room where, two weeks previously, Ann, Peter and Julian had spent a dreadful forty-eight hours, each catching an hour’s fitful sleep whilst Stephen’s life hung in the balance. She’d hardly left his side the following week, but the tears of a confused child forced compromise.

Peter, a child at each knee, looked up from a book he was reading to them. He inclined his head towards the high dependency unit, indicating Julian was with Stephen.

The door opened and Julian discarded a paper gown and overshoes into a bin behind the door.

‘Can I see Uncle Stephen?’ Matthew queried.

Julian shot a glance at Ann.

Ann nodded her assent and Julian scooped up his son. ‘Just a quick peep from the door.’

They were back in a trice, and setting Matthew on his feet, Julian said, ‘We’ll go back to Elliston and have supper ready for you later.’

Immediately Julian and his family had left, Nathan squirmed from Peter’s arms. ‘Will Daddy read me a story?’

‘No,’ Ann said, sadly. ‘But we can read to Daddy. What do you think he’d like to hear?’

‘BFG of course,’ the boy said seriously.

*
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‘Not exactly a wasted effort,’ Fiona complained later that evening whilst surveying the fruits of their shopping expedition spread in the living room at Elliston House. ‘I was hoping you’d buy something for yourself Ann and not for Nathan.’

‘There’s nothing I need and Nathan is growing so quickly,’ Ann defended.

‘I see you didn’t exert similar restraint,’ Julian pointed out.

‘How was the swimming lesson?’ Fiona changed the subject. ‘Are they ready to try for the fifty metre award?’

‘They need more practice to build up stamina,’ Julian told her. He turned to Ann. ‘What happened to plans for a pool?’

Ann shrugged. ‘We bought the adjoining land last year and planning permission was eventually granted, but it will cost a good deal of money and I don’t feel I can—’

‘You’re thinking Stephen may not be able to work,’ Julian suggested. ‘Or he might die.’

Ann spun around.

He ploughed on, heedless of shocked glares from his wife and his father. ‘You’ve no need to worry: he’s made a lot of money and is well insured – you’ll be a very wealthy widow.’

Ann turned and marched into the kitchen.

A moment later, Julian appeared at the kitchen door. He pulled a face and ran a hand through his dark curly hair. ‘Sorry.’

Ann folded her arms, determined not to forgive him. ‘Stephen always defends your insensitive remarks by saying it’s because you’re concerned for him. I wonder how he would justify this.’

‘I was merely stating facts, Ann. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘I’m well aware of the facts, Jules,’ Ann said quietly.

Obviously discomfited, Julian said, ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t stay the night as planned. I’ll find Matthew and get ready to leave.’

On cue, Matthew came in from the conservatory. ‘Daddy, can me and Nathan take Jodie for a walk with you and Grandad?’

‘Nathan and I,’ corrected Julian. ‘And no, we’re going home.’

‘Ahh.’ Nathan joined in a disappointed chorus.

‘Wait,’ Ann interrupted. Julian had a look of Stephen about him but was heavier and taller than his younger brother, strain evident in his face since Stephen’s illness. ‘There’s no need ... please stay, Jules.’

*
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‘You’ve about as much tact as a bull elephant in heat.’

Ann heard Peter remonstrate with his elder son as they donned coats and dressed the boys for a walk on The Common with the dog.

Fiona touched her arm. ‘I’m sorry, Ann. Jules can be so thoughtless.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed coldly.

‘I was hoping to cheer you up, but you didn’t really want to go shopping and now this.’

Ann gave herself a mental shake. ‘You help by being here, Fiona.’

Fiona sighed and blew out her cheeks; obviously pleased Ann bore no grudge.

What is she brewing now? Ann wondered.

‘What you need—’

‘No.’ Ann covered her ears, but was unable to suppress a laugh at Fiona’s earnest determination. ‘No, Fiona, honestly, all I need is for Stephen to be well again.’

Undeterred, Fiona continued, ‘When is that charity dinner you and Stephen were invited to.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘What you need is a new dress.’

‘Sometime before Christmas, but it doesn’t matter—’

‘Of course it matters. Where’s the invitation?’

‘In the office, but—’

Fiona was already heading towards the office.

‘I’m not going,’ Ann called, following.

‘But it’s such a prestigious occasion,’ Fiona argued.

In the office, Ann found the invitation and handed it to her sister-in-law. ‘Stephen believes it would be better to have bread and cheese and donate the proceeds.’

‘But he always attends.’

‘He always went with Jennifer—’

‘Oh, you could wear these.’ Fiona, obviously not listening, had spotted the leather jewellery box.

Before Ann could remind Fiona of the reasons Jennifer was Stephen’s usual partner when in the public eye, her sister-in-law had opened the box and was running a hand over the smouldering gems.

‘Definitely not. They belong in the security cabinet; I must have forgotten to put them away.’ Ann considered, briefly, a conversation with Stephen regarding redistribution of the jewellery among the family. The monetary value irrelevant, it was a chance to rid themselves of the ill-fated gems. Lady Matilda was adamant her nephew shouldn’t get them.

‘What a waste if they’re not to be seen,’ Fiona commented.

Ann closed the box, replaced it on a shelf, locked the cabinet and dropped the key in a drawer. ‘I can hear the boys coming back; we’d better make some tea.’

*
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Sunday afternoon, Nathan stood inside the front porch of Elliston House and waved until the Vauxhall Insignia containing Julian, Fiona and Matthew was out of sight.

‘Come on then, kiddo,’ Ann told Nathan. ‘Bath and bed; school tomorrow.’

*
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Ann closed a book and leaned over to switch off the bedside light.

Nathan opened his eyes.

‘Go to sleep,’ she whispered, kissing his forehead.

‘I wish Daddy was here.’

The boy’s words struck like a knife to the heart. ‘So do I, sweetheart.’

‘Why doesn’t he wake up?’

‘He will, darling.’ A tightening in her chest threatened to choke her as she soothed, ‘He loves you so much, and when the doctors decide it’s safe, they’ll let him wake up.’

‘Daddy loves you too.’

Determined not to cry, Ann said, ‘I know.’ She softly closed Nathan’s bedroom door before allowing gathering tears to flow.

She heard Peter moving in the sitting room and dashed a hand over her cheeks before fixing a weak smile in an attempt to cover her weeping.

Aware her distress increased his anxiety, she accepted a hug.

Peter said, ‘I was about to walk into the village, spend a couple of hours with Katherine, but I can stay.’

Ann brightened and patting his chest said, ‘Of course you must go; I’ll be fine.’

The phone rang. Ann noticed Peter visibly refrain from picking up the handset, allowing her to answer.

After a brief conversation, Ann told him, ‘There you are, you see. I won’t be alone: Jennifer will be here in about an hour.’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Ann shrank a little under Jennifer’s critical examination, shrugging apologetically when told, ‘You’ve lost weight.’

Jennifer, casual in jeans and jumper, a far cry from the glamorous young woman Ann remembered from the wedding a couple of months ago, showed some strain around the eyes herself and when Ann questioned with a look, she was informed, ‘You don’t want to hear about my troubles.’

Ann led the way into the sitting room. ‘It would make a change from dwelling on mine. Make yourself comfortable; Yvonne’s prepared a few sandwiches and there’s a bottle of wine in the fridge.’

*
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Several glasses of wine later, Jennifer was less reticent and around a wry smile, said, ‘You’ve never offered an opinion on my ... well ... my relationship with Maria, but I’ve always had the feeling you disapproved.’

Ann poured more wine. ‘I’ve become acquainted with more same-sex couples in the few years I’ve known Stephen .... artistic temperament perhaps. It’s none of my business and certainly not my place to approve or otherwise, though I understand Stephen was extremely disappointed when he first realised you weren’t interested in men.’

‘That was a long time ago,’ Jennifer laughed. ‘I grew to love Stephen as a wonderful friend and, of course, being seen together has been a great advantage to keeping our respective private lives private.’

‘I’m grateful to you for keeping the press off our back.’

‘Now I’m out, Maria says she can’t take the pressure.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ 

‘But you and I can be friends?’

‘Of course. I always believed we were.’

‘Thank you, Ann. Now that’s sorted, tell me how you are.’

‘Days come and go; I wait for the time the doctors decide Stephen’s able to breathe on his own. In the meantime I try to keep things as normal as possible for Nathan.’

‘Have you seen Lisa recently?’ Jennifer suddenly asked.

Ann rolled her eyes.

‘I only mention it because I bumped into her in New York. She regaled me with all the details of Stephen’s collapse.’

‘As if she were there,’ Ann spat ironically, before telling Jennifer of Lisa’s hysterical antics at the hospital.

‘Never one for underplaying,’ Jennifer murmured. ‘She mentioned Nathan.’

Ann shot a sideways glance and noticed Jennifer’s slight recoil before she continued, ‘That if Stephen ... didn’t recover, she’d be his only relative.’

Ann spluttered, almost choking on a sip of wine.

Jennifer held up a hand. ‘I know that’s not the case.’

‘Of course it’s not true. What about Peter and the rest of Stephen’s family ... and how dare she assume that Stephen—?’ It was a possibility she refused to acknowledge. ‘The only time she shows any interest in Nathan is to cause trouble.’

Jennifer offered a sympathetic smile before changing the subject. ‘On a brighter note, we must decide who’s to have first dibs on Andy.’

‘Andy?’

‘I understand Stephen intended taking you to the International Children’s Charity dinner this year, your first public outing since the wedding. I had more or less arranged to have Andy as my partner – throw the press off the scent, but now—’

‘No problem. I’m not going.’

Jennifer put down her glass and sat upright. ‘Of course you are. Andy will be pleased to escort you, but if you feel going with Andy might send out the wrong message why not go with Stephen’s father?’

‘If I can’t go with Stephen, I’m not going.’

Jennifer looked her squarely in the eye. ‘You must be aware that on occasion even the most private person needs to make a public appearance for the sake of their career. Didn’t Jane at the agency explain—?’

‘You’re saying I should go for Stephen’s sake.’

‘For the sake of his career.’

*
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Next morning Ann took Nathan to school, kissed him and sent him off in the care of Miss Jenkins before she and Jennifer drove to the hospital.

‘Are you sure he can hear?’ Jennifer asked from the door of the high dependency unit.

‘I believe he can.’

Duly gowned, Jennifer approached the bed and touched Stephen’s hand. ‘I hope you’re better soon, Stephen, because Ann’s set on you taking her to the charity dinner.’

Ann laughed. ‘Now there’s a goal.’

A young woman carrying a tray entered and placed it beside the bed. She introduced herself as a physiotherapist. ‘Massage improves the circulation,’ she informed Ann. From a bottle on the tray, she emptied a few drops of oil onto her palms. ‘I’ll show you if you like.’

‘I’ll go,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’ve things to do in town. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.’

*
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They met later, Ann making little conversation as they drove home; a feeling of closeness to Stephen lingering in the subtle scent of the oil on her hands.

They collected Nathan from school and later, when the boy was in bed, settled in the sitting room of Elliston House. ‘There were more letters and get well cards at the hospital,’ Ann told Jennifer. ‘I must try to answer at least a few.’

Jennifer followed her into the office. ‘Have you replied to the invitation?’

‘No, I’m still not convinced it’s the right thing to do, but I’ll discuss it with Peter.’

‘How is Stephen’s father?’

Ann grimaced. ‘He pretends to be hard but this has knocked the stuffing out of him.’ She gathered up a couple of files, opened the metal cabinet and took out the jewellery box, placing it on the desk before sliding the files into a slot in the cupboard. ‘There’s far too much stuff in here.’

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
&éﬁw e Patricia Greasby





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





