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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally
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  Chapter One




  A pale-faced, grey-haired woman who introduced herself as Mrs Sinclair, deputy manager, greeted Melissa Craig on her arrival at Framleigh

  House Retirement Home. ‘I’m afraid Mrs Wardle is a little behind schedule with her appointments,’ she apologised. ‘She regrets the inconvenience and asks me to say that she

  hopes not to keep you waiting for too long. In the meantime, she has suggested that I show you round.’




  ‘Thank you, that’s quite all right.’ Melissa would in any event have asked to see the house and its amenities before deciding whether it was the kind of place where her mother

  would be happy, but Mrs Sinclair evidently felt the need for further explanation.




  ‘A new resident has just arrived and the formalities are taking a little longer than expected. A member of her family has brought her here and . . .’




  The unfinished sentence was accompanied by a vague gesture and a compression of the speaker’s colourless lips, which suggested to Melissa, a shrewd judge of intonation and body language,

  that the said relative was proving difficult. By way of relieving the hint of awkwardness that hung in the air, she repeated that she was perfectly happy with the proposal and went on to admire the

  design of the badge pinned to her guide’s light green uniform, which bore a representation of a bird bearing a strong resemblance to a Picasso dove, surmounted by the monogrammed letters

  PHF.




  Mrs Sinclair received the compliment with evident pleasure. ‘It represents the Framleigh philosophy of peace, harmony and freedom,’ she said proudly. ‘It sums up the atmosphere

  we try to maintain for the benefit of all our residents.’ She conducted Melissa along a maze of carpeted corridors, from time to time opening a door with a flourish to announce, ‘This

  is the residents’ lounge. They like to foregather here for a drink before their meals,’ or ‘This is the dining room. It has a lovely view of the garden, don’t you

  agree?’ In the TV lounge the curtains were drawn against the afternoon sun; a few greying heads turned briefly and eyes peered in the dim light towards the source of the interruption before

  switching their attention back to the screen. Finally, Mrs Sinclair showed Melissa a small, barely furnished room smelling of stale tobacco, which she described as the ‘smoke hole’.




  ‘Not many people use it, I’m pleased to say,’ she commented, wrinkling her nose in distaste. ‘We don’t encourage smoking; in fact it’s forbidden in the

  bedrooms because of the risk of fire. If they must indulge their habit we prefer them to go outside, but of course we are obliged to provide somewhere indoors where they can go in inclement

  weather.’ She made the addiction sound like a cardinal sin. ‘Does your mother smoke?’




  ‘No.’ The question conjured up for Melissa a sudden terrifying mental vision of her late father’s wrath had either she or her mother been caught with a cigarette.

  ‘Neither do I,’ she added, and received a nod of approval.




  ‘And this,’ continued Mrs Sinclair as they reached a door labelled Activity Centre, ‘is our very latest amenity. We are confident that it will bring considerable benefit as

  well as enjoyment to many of our residents.’ She opened it to reveal a small swimming pool from which an elderly woman in a bathing suit had just emerged and was being helped into a towelling

  robe by a white-coated attendant whom she introduced to Melissa as ‘Mrs Pettifer, our physiotherapist. Everyone using this department does so under her supervision. And this,’ she

  continued, opening yet another door, ‘is our gymnasium. There’s no one here at the moment, of course. They’re mostly having a rest before changing for supper.’




  More out of politeness than interest, Melissa popped her head inside to look at the assortment of exercise machines. ‘I’m not sure my mother would spend much time in here,’ she

  commented, ‘but I know she’d love the pool. She and I often used to go swimming together when I was a little girl.’ Happy memories. Keep them alive. Try to blot out the pain.

  Aloud, she added, ‘I understand from your brochure that Framleigh is not a nursing home.’




  ‘That is correct. Our residents are still able to care for their personal needs and most of them enjoy a considerable amount of independence. We provide these facilities to help them keep

  fit and mobile for as long as possible. Naturally, we care for them if they fall ill with some minor ailment – Mrs Wardle and I both hold nursing qualifications – but should they become

  in any way permanently disabled then obviously they or their families have to make other arrangements.’ The woman hesitated for a moment before saying, ‘I understand your mother has

  recently had major surgery.’




  ‘Yes. She’s convalescing in a nursing home near Reading, but she’s made excellent progress and her consultant has given full approval to her coming here. She tells me you have

  a very good reputation.’




  ‘I’m delighted to hear it!’




  Melissa felt that she had delivered a personal compliment, so evident was the pleasure that greeted her words. She was touched by this show of enthusiasm for the work of the home. It

  strengthened her hopes that her mother, who had been through so much, would here find peace and be fully restored to health. She found herself offering a silent prayer: Please, God, after all these

  years of estrangement, grant us some quality time together. Memories of the past few traumatic weeks crowded in and for a second or two she found herself battling against a wave of emotion.




  ‘Mrs Craig, are you all right?’




  The words seemed to come from a long way off. Melissa took a deep breath and swallowed hard. ‘Yes, I’m all right. It’s just that . . . well, Mother has been so ill and for a

  while . . .’ To her embarrassment, her voice faltered and her eyes began to sting. ‘It’s been a very anxious time.’




  ‘Of course it has.’ The voice that had up to now been brisk and businesslike took on a warm, sympathetic note, and a comforting hand was laid on Melissa’s arm. After a moment,

  Mrs Sinclair said gently, ‘I think Mrs Wardle should be free now. I don’t want to rush you . . .’




  Melissa fished in her pocket for a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘Thank you, I’m all right now. I’ve seen all I need to for the time being and I expect you have plenty to

  do.’




  ‘If you’re sure.’




  ‘Quite sure, truly.’




  ‘It’s just that it’s nearly suppertime and one of the girls is off sick so I’ve promised to lend a hand. Sheila on reception will direct you to Mrs Wardle’s

  office.’




  ‘No problem. Thank you for showing me round.’




  ‘It’s been a pleasure.’




  Once again, the warmth in the speaker’s voice made it clear that this was not just a polite formality. Mrs Sinclair might have her prejudices, but there was no doubting her dedication.

  Melissa felt encouraged.




  ‘Mrs Craig, I’m delighted to meet you.’ A slim, middle-aged woman in a plain but well-cut navy blue dress walked round from behind a heavy oak desk and held

  out a hand. ‘I’m Geraldine Wardle, the manager of Framleigh House. I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting.’




  ‘There’s no need to apologise,’ Melissa assured her. ‘I’ve enjoyed having a look round. The house is lovely and the rooms look very comfortable.’




  ‘I’m glad you think so. Do take a seat.’ Mrs Wardle indicated a group of three easy chairs in the far corner of the room, one of which was already occupied. ‘May I

  introduce our new resident who joins us today? Mrs Cherston, Mrs Craig.’




  ‘Delighted!’ A well-preserved but rather heavily made-up woman of about seventy extended a carefully manicured and generously bejewelled hand, accompanied by a waft of expensive

  perfume. She wore a clover-pink jacket and skirt with an ivory silk blouse, with ‘designer’ written all over them, a gold chain round her neck, diamond earrings and a diamond brooch on

  her lapel. ‘You planning to move in here too?’ she enquired. A pair of surprisingly bright blue eyes scrutinised Melissa as she sat down beside her. ‘Bit early for you to think of

  retiring, innit?’ A hint of nasality in the voice located her in the Home Counties.




  ‘Oh no, I’m not retiring. I’m here on behalf of my mother,’ Melissa explained. ‘She’s recuperating after an operation. She’s coming to live with us in a

  few months’ time, but we’re having the house extended so I’ve been looking for somewhere nearby where she can stay until it’s ready.’




  ‘That’s nice. She’s lucky to have a daughter to look out for her. I’ve got two sons by my ex, but they don’t wanna know me. Snobs like their old man. My stepson and

  his wife think I’m a pain in the fanny, so I’ve ended up here for the time being. The feeling’s mutual,’ Mrs Cherston added, almost casually. ‘The last thing I want is

  to shack up with that pair of tossers.’ She turned back to Mrs Wardle. ‘Sorry Des gave you such a hard time, Geraldine. He’s got this fixation about getting value for money so he

  wants to be sure I’m not being ripped off. Not that he cares about me personally,’ she added with a flash of bitterness. ‘He’s just looking after number one. He’s

  hoping to get his claws on his dad’s fortune one day.’




  ‘I’m sure he has your welfare at heart, Mrs Cherston,’ said Mrs Wardle, a little stiffly.




  ‘Oh, please, call me Lily.’




  Mrs Wardle cleared her throat and her smile took on a slightly glacial quality. ‘Thank you, Mrs Cherston, but I prefer to accord our residents the dignity of being addressed by their

  correct titles.’




  Melissa detected a hint of disdain, although she was uncertain whether it was a reaction to the sentiments, style of speech or general appearance and demeanour of the speaker. She concluded that

  it was probably a little of each.




  Lily Cherston shrugged. ‘Whatever you say. I prefer a bit of informality meself. Anyway, I thought this was supposed to be a home from home, not a hotel.’




  ‘We do pride ourselves on offering every possible home comfort, combined with special care for those in need of it on account of their age. At the same time, we try to offer the amenities

  of a first-class private hotel.’ The words had a familiar ring and Melissa realised that the manager was quoting from the brochure. ‘You wouldn’t expect hotel staff to address you

  by your first name, would you?’ Her manner became almost coaxing, as if she were speaking to a child.




  Lily Cherston shrugged again. ‘Suppose not. Does that mean I have to call them Miss or Mrs?’ A gleam in the carefully made-up eyes told Melissa that the new resident was being

  deliberately provocative.




  This impression, however, was evidently lost on Mrs Wardle, who gave a slightly condescending smile and said, ‘Of course not,’ in the same indulgent tone.




  ‘And what about the other residents? Do they expect Mr or Mrs or whatever?’




  ‘That is for them to decide.’




  ‘That’s all right, then.’ The gleam became almost prurient.




  Melissa found herself taking an instant liking to the woman. She liked her candour, the directness of her gaze, the warmth of her smile and the hint of devilment that lay behind it. She could,

  however, think of no obvious contribution to the present conversation, so she smiled and remained silent. She had not so far met any of the other residents but, reading between the lines while

  being escorted round the building, she had sensed that Mrs Sinclair’s casual references to membership of golf, bridge and theatre clubs and a convenient taxi service for shopping or cultural

  trips to Oxford, Cheltenham or Bath were intended to convey the impression that the ambience at Framleigh House was unashamedly middle-class. In contrast, there was undoubtedly a rich seam of

  earthiness, even vulgarity, lurking beneath Lily Cherston’s colourful exterior, which made a sharp contrast to the formal courtesy of the manager and her deputy. It would be interesting to

  see how she fitted into her new environment.




  Mrs Wardle broke in on her thoughts. ‘Well, Mrs Craig, I understand that you’re unable to stay for supper, but perhaps you have time to join us for a drink in the residents’

  lounge before we have our little chat?’




  ‘Thank you, that would be very pleasant,’ said Melissa politely, concealing a smile at the euphemism for the more straightforward ‘business discussion’.




  ‘Did I hear the magic word “drink”?’ said Mrs Cherston roguishly. She stood up and smoothed her skirt, which failed by several inches to reach her still shapely knees.

  ‘Lead me to it!’




  As they made their way to the lounge, Mrs Wardle was briefly detained by another member of the staff. Lily Cherston took the opportunity of whispering an aside in Melissa’s ear. ‘Did

  you see the look she gave me when I asked her to call me Lily? Talk about po-faced!’




  Melissa giggled. ‘Yes, and did you see her expression when you called her Geraldine earlier on?’ she whispered back: ‘As if she’d bitten on a sour lemon.’




  ‘No, I missed that. What a pity. Never mind, there’ll be other chances to wind her up.’ The prospect amused Lily so much that she let out an uninhibited shriek of laughter,

  causing heads to turn. ‘Ah well, time to meet some of the other inmates. Let’s hope they’ll be a bit less stuffy.’




  It occurred to Melissa that the term ‘inmates’ would also incur managerial displeasure, but forbore to mention it for fear of provoking another explosion. ‘It will be very

  interesting to find out,’ she agreed demurely, unaware that ‘interesting’ would turn out to be a less than adequate description of the situation that was about to develop.




  







  Chapter Two




  Light from the setting sun cast a golden patina over the residents’ lounge. Glass-topped occasional tables sparkled. The Turkish

  carpet glowed fiery red. The air held a subtle blend of leather and lavender. No smell of tobacco, thank goodness. Smoking was allowed only in a separate room set aside for the purpose – and,

  as it happened, seldom used.




  Laurence Dainton settled in his favourite armchair by the French window, his customary glass of whisky and soda in one hand. The chair had a high back where he could rest his neck and shoulders,

  and was so positioned that merely by turning his head he could choose between admiring the view and observing the comings and goings of the other residents. It was mostly comings at this hour

  because the kitchen staff would soon be serving what the cook was pleased to call supper.




  Even after living at Framleigh House Retirement Home for nearly five years, Laurence still found himself feeling slightly put out by the custom of referring to the midday meal as dinner and the

  evening meal as supper. He had to be careful, when glancing at his watch after a morning round of golf, not to comment that it was ‘getting on for dinner-time’. Eyebrows would have been

  raised. Everyone he knew socially outside the home came from a background similar to his own, where one ate lunch at midday and dinner in the evening.




  He had mentioned this to the manager, Mrs Wardle, on the Friday of his first week. As was her custom with new residents, she had invited him to take a glass of sherry in her sitting-room

  ‘before supper’.




  ‘Yes,’ she had agreed, ‘it is a little . . . well, unusual I suppose.’ Not a word he would have chosen, which would probably have been ‘proletarian’ or

  ‘working-class’, but she had gone on to inform him that it was already an established tradition when she was appointed. She continued at considerable length – peppering her speech

  with vocal italics – explaining that in its early days Framleigh House had not been perhaps quite such an exclusive kind of establishment as now, if you know what I mean, the

  residents not quite of the same, well, background was one way to describe it. One had to be so careful nowadays not to offend people, what with all this politically correct

  nonsense. She had inherited the best of the original staff, including our absolutely superb cook, who was a perfect gem but did tend to use some slightly non-U vocabulary.

  One couldn’t afford to upset good staff; they were like gold dust nowadays. Cook in particular had been there for ever and if Cook – who had risen from quite a

  humble background and trained in one of the very best cookery schools – maintained that the meal she served at half past twelve (one o’clock on Saturdays and Sundays) was

  dinner, then dinner it was. ‘I can’t be sure, but I think she probably feels it keeps her in touch with her roots,’ the manager concluded with a flourish of her empty

  sherry glass (her second). And since Cook’s so-called suppers (at least she didn’t call them high tea) were substantial three-course affairs with coffee and mints to follow, Laurence

  had to accept that to quibble was pointless. He certainly didn’t want to be the one to cause Cook to hand in her notice, as had been darkly hinted.




  Besides, he reflected with satisfaction as he settled his long legs a little more comfortably and took another pull from his whisky and soda, no one could find fault with the food itself. It was

  never less than acceptable; most of the time it was very good and occasionally, particularly if it was someone’s birthday, it was almost memorable. He surveyed the room with approval. It

  compared favourably with a lounge in many a country house hotel: furniture of excellent quality and design; décor in impeccable taste; wallpaper chosen to complement curtains which had been

  draped just so by a professional hand. There were good quality reproductions on the walls and the whole place shone with cleanliness.




  Even more important, the bar was kept well stocked with all the best brands. Gary, the handyman who doubled as barman, had been there from the time the home changed hands and the new owners

  moved it up-market. Gary knew all the residents’ tastes, always greeting them by name with a smile of welcome before taking their orders. He was sensitive to their moods as well; his casual

  remarks as he poured the drinks and made a note of their room numbers were designed to give the cheerful a chance to crack a joke and the depressed or out of sorts to share their problems.




  Yes, Laurence mused, it was on the whole not a bad place to see out one’s days. He finished his drink and glanced at his watch. Over half an hour to go before the gong. Plenty of time for

  a refill. He didn’t usually start his evening tipple this early and his normal limit was one Scotch followed by a glass or two of claret with his meal, but today he was celebrating. He had

  been on the golf course that afternoon for the first time since his hip operation and although he had played only nine holes he felt pleased with the way it had gone. He had a lot of ground to

  recover after the enforced rest, but he had none the less managed a couple of birdies and finished only three strokes above par. What was more important, apart from a slight stiffness in the

  shoulder muscles, there were no residual aches and pains. Yes, another Scotch was definitely in order. Just this once. Mustn’t make a habit of it. He got up and wandered over to the bar,

  en route exchanging polite nods of greeting with Seb Riley and Chas Morris, who glanced up from their study of the City pages of the Daily Telegraph as he passed.




  As he returned to his seat in the corner, more of the other residents began to appear. At the head of a little procession was Mrs Flavia Selwyn-Tuck, leaning heavily on her silver-topped stick

  but still setting a cracking pace. Her pedigree black poodle, Gaston, waddled panting at her heels. She bore down on Gary, ignored his greeting and demanded, ‘Me usual, please,’ in the

  fruity, penetrating voice with a faint drawl which Laurence had encountered so often during his cub reporter days and instinctively associated with women who had married ‘above their

  station’ and gone to great lengths to ape the accents, attitudes and mores of their new social environment. Flavia loved to give the impression that she moved among the landed classes

  and was fond of dropping references to ‘Sir Donald Thingummy’ or ‘the Honourable Mrs So-and-so of such-and-such a stately home’. Laurence had once wryly remarked to Seb and

  Chas that all her acquaintances seemed to live in remote corners of a distant county, thus minimising the risk of her coming face to face with someone who actually knew them. If, indeed, they

  actually existed; although she showed an insatiable curiosity about the past lives of her fellow residents she was inclined to be evasive concerning her own.




  Behind Flavia came one of the only two married couples at Framleigh House, Sidney and Sybil Wooderson. Within a week of their arrival they had chummed up with the Hammonds, Peter and Dulcie, and

  they played bridge together every evening. Following their usual routine, Sidney installed Sybil at a corner table before going to the bar for their drinks. As they sipped their sweet sherries they

  chatted in a polite, desultory fashion with two elderly women already ensconced at an adjacent table when Laurence arrived. As soon as the Hammonds turned up, the four card players began an

  animated discussion of a recent bridge problem in The Times and ignored everyone else for the rest of the evening.




  A couple of paces behind the Hammonds was a recent arrival to whom Laurence had not yet been formally introduced, although he had learned that her name was Angela Fuller. She was slight and

  petite, and she clutched a small purse to her chest with both hands as if terrified of having it snatched from her grasp. Scared of her own shadow, that one, Laurence reflected with a blend of pity

  and amusement as he settled back in his corner with his second drink. He enjoyed observing people and for some reason he found ‘the little Fuller’, as he privately thought of her, of

  particular interest. The previous evening he had observed with a hint of admiration how she quietly turned aside Flavia Selwyn-Tuck’s blatant attempts at cross-examination, leaving that lady

  in a state of ill-concealed frustration. He had enjoyed a quiet chuckle over that.




  Laurence occasionally amused himself by weaving background lives for the other residents, based initially on what they chose to reveal of themselves but often, where such revelations were thin

  on the ground, enlivened with embellishments from his own fertile imagination and his experience as a journalist. Now and again he toyed with the idea of writing a novel; certainly, there was no

  shortage of potential characters at Framleigh House to people it. He had cast the little Fuller as the genteel paid companion, or possibly poor relation, of some person of wealth, rather like a

  character from a 1930s detective novel set in a grand country house full of weekend guests and obsequious servants, all of whom had dark secrets. Perhaps the sole heir to the property had turned

  out to be a ne’er-do-well who had been disinherited for leading a life of debauchery, after which the head of the family had settled a substantial sum on the innocent nursery governess who

  had been cruelly wronged by the dissolute son. She would, of course, have needed a pretty comfortable inheritance to afford to live at Framleigh. He put her age at about sixty, on the young side to

  be living in a retirement home. She had an interesting face that might once have been beautiful. Laurence decided it might be diverting to get to know her.




  She had ordered a small dry sherry (he noted with approval the brand she had chosen) and was glancing round the room as if uncertain where to go. Her eyes met his for a moment, then slid away in

  obvious confusion. He got to his feet, gave a little bow and said, ‘Good evening, Miss Fuller. Would you care to join me?’




  Her reaction was surprising. She gave a slight start, hesitated, and then without a word almost ran towards the chair that he indicated. He wondered if perhaps she recognised him, which would

  have been rather flattering. Or it could have been relief at not having to make herself conspicuous by sitting at a table on her own. Whatever the cause, he noticed as she set her glass on the

  table and sat down that her hand was trembling and that there were tears in her eyes. Out of consideration he looked out of the window and said quietly, ‘This is a good spot to enjoy the

  sunset, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, it’s beautiful,’ she agreed. Her voice was not quite steady and she was evidently making a desperate effort to compose herself.




  Laurence sensed that she needed someone to confide in, but was afraid to do so. There could be several reasons. Scared of breaking down and making an exhibition of herself in public, perhaps? Or

  uncertain whether he was the right person? She had certainly shown no inclination to shy away from him when he invited her to his table; on the contrary. He waited, still feigning an interest in

  the sunset while covertly observing how she took a handkerchief from her little purse and dabbed discreetly at her eyes. She had rather nice eyes, he thought: blue-green with long brown lashes

  innocent of mascara so the tears produced no unsightly smudges. The thought of mascara brought a brief, unwelcome flash of memory of other eyes, heart-wrenchingly beautiful despite their heavy

  make-up, that had once stirred him more than he had ever believed possible.




  He glanced back at his new companion. She had pulled herself together, put away the handkerchief and picked up her glass. With a brief half-smile, she raised it in his direction and he

  acknowledged it with his own.




  ‘How do you know my name?’ she asked shyly. ‘Mrs Wardle has introduced me to a few people, but I don’t believe I . . .’




  ‘Laurence Dainton.’ He leaned forward and offered his hand. She took it briefly; hers was cool and pleasant to his touch. ‘I overheard someone greeting you this morning.

  It’s a pleasure to know you, Miss Fuller.’




  ‘Likewise, Mr Dainton.’ He was relieved that she did not invite him to call her Angela. In his youth he had enjoyed a reputation as a fast worker, but these days he preferred to

  ‘play it cool’, as his grandchildren would have put it. Many an unattached woman of a certain age would find a seventy-five-year-old bachelor with a comfortable income a target worth

  pursuing.




  Angela Fuller took a couple of sips of sherry and appeared to relax a little. ‘It’s been a lovely day, hasn’t it?’ she said.




  He gravely agreed that the day had been perfectly splendid. ‘Quite a fresh breeze out on the links, though,’ he added.




  ‘You play golf?’




  ‘I enjoy the occasional round. How about you?’




  She shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. I used to play tennis, years ago.’




  The wistful note in her voice made him fearful that she was about to become emotional again and he hastily changed the subject by asking, ‘Not been here long, have you? How are you

  settling in?’




  It was not, he realised immediately, the most tactful of questions. Her face clouded again. ‘It will take a while to get used to it. Everyone’s very kind, of course, but . . .’

  She bit her lip and fiddled with her glass.




  ‘Not what you’ve been used to?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  As a journalist of many years’ experience, Laurence considered himself to be as hard-bitten as they come, yet there was a vulnerable quality about this softly spoken woman that aroused his

  sympathy. ‘The years bring their changes. It happens to all of us one way or the other,’ he pointed out gently. ‘Life doesn’t stand still, not for anyone.’




  ‘I know.’ She was close to tears again. Laurence looked out of the window. During the past few minutes the sky had faded from flaming orange to a delicate shade of apricot, warm gold

  flushed with rose pink. Before long, the dusky indigo of evening would start to creep in. A person’s life could change colour as quickly as that.




  He became aware of a movement on the other side of the room. Two women were about to enter, escorted by the manager. A member of staff approached and drew her to one side; they conversed in low

  voices while the others waited in the doorway. They were both strangers to him. One was good-looking and fresh-faced, with rich chestnut brown hair and an air of vitality. He had a feeling he might

  have seen her before. She was too young to be considering entering Framleigh House as a resident, more likely here to suss the place out on behalf of an elderly relative. The other he judged to be

  about his own age, possibly the new resident Mrs Wardle had mentioned at breakfast. He eyed her, sizing her up. Expensively but not quite appropriately dressed for her age: fluffy blond hair,

  over-bright clothes and too much make-up. Carried herself well though; good legs. There was something familiar about this one too. Disturbingly so. Couldn’t immediately place her either. It

  was frustrating; the old memory wasn’t what it used to be in the days when he had instant recall, especially of women he’d previously met and dallied with. One thing was for sure: she

  was not a member of the golf club.




  She was whispering to her companion, who smiled and whispered something back. The blonde newcomer evidently found the exchange amusing, for she gave a sudden burst of loud, unmusical laughter.

  Heads turned. Laurence felt as if he had been doused in cold water. He had never thought – or wished – to hear that laugh again.




  It was not until some hours later, when he’d had time to recover from the initial shock of meeting the woman from whom he had been so acrimoniously divorced some forty years ago, that he

  remembered where he had seen the other. It was quite recently, when she was signing her latest novel in a Cheltenham bookshop. She was the bestselling writer, Mel Craig.




  







  Chapter Three




  Some twenty minutes later, Melissa found herself reluctantly accepting a second glass of sherry from a half-empty bottle produced from a

  locked cupboard in the manager’s office. She was on the point of refusing; she was not particularly fond of sherry, although she had to admit that Gary, the jovial barman of the shining pate

  and gold earring, stocked an exceptionally good selection. Then she caught Mrs Wardle looking at her with an almost pleading expression, as if she badly needed another herself and would not have

  felt comfortable drinking alone.




  ‘It’s my little weakness,’ she explained as she poured. ‘After a busy day, you understand, it helps me to relax. I don’t care for spirits or wine, but a good sherry

  takes a lot of beating.’ She gave the bottle an affectionate pat before returning it to the cupboard.




  Her manner was almost defensive, which struck Melissa as being a little out of character. There had been no hint of it earlier; on the contrary, in the exchanges with Lily Cherston her attitude

  had verged on the authoritarian. Melissa wondered if the change had anything to do with the fact that Lily Cherston and Laurence Dainton, the distinguished-looking man sitting by the window in the

  residents’ lounge, appeared to know one another. There had certainly been an undercurrent of tension during the formal introductions: the startled recognition on his face, quickly suppressed

  and replaced by a somewhat frigid composure; his momentary hesitation before briefly and, it seemed to Melissa, almost reluctantly clasping the clover-tipped fingers held out to him; the mockery in

  Lily’s voice and the mischievous twitch of her carefully lipsticked mouth as she returned his polite greeting. Perhaps Geraldine Wardle had sensed a potential threat to the harmony lying at

  the heart of the Framleigh House philosophy as outlined by Mrs Sinclair, and was uneasy at the prospect.




  She sat down behind her desk, politely waved her visitor to a chair facing her and took a generous mouthful from her own glass before setting it down on one of the two silver coasters she

  produced from a drawer. As if she had been reading Melissa’s thoughts, she remarked, ‘I have the impression that Mrs Cherston and Mr Dainton already know one another.’




  ‘I thought so too.’




  ‘If that is the case,’ Mrs Wardle went on in her precise, well-bred voice, ‘I find it somewhat surprising. I would not have expected them to move in the same

  circles.’




  ‘You mentioned that Mr Dainton was a journalist,’ Melissa pointed out. ‘He must meet all kinds of people in the course of his work.’




  ‘Yes, that must be it.’ Mrs Wardle appeared to draw comfort from this explanation. ‘Now, I know you’re a little pressed for time, but there are one or two things . .

  .’ She drank some more sherry before opening a folder that lay on the desk and drawing out a single sheet of paper. ‘I understand from your letter that you’re thinking in terms of

  a three- or four-month stay for your mother.’




  ‘That’s the situation at the moment. As I explained, my fiancé and I are getting married at the end of August. Completion of the extension to Hawthorn Cottage is scheduled for

  mid-August, so that if everything goes according to plan, it should be finished a fortnight before the wedding.’




  This optimistic statement was greeted with a wry smile and the comment, ‘Knowing how builders work, that sounds like a big “if”.’




  ‘We’re prepared to coexist with them for a while, if necessary. You never know when the unexpected may crop up, especially when you’re dealing with an old property.’




  ‘Well, I hope for your sake that things go well.’




  ‘Thank you. It will take us a week or two after we get back from our honeymoon to get straight and my mother’s room furnished, but we’re aiming to have everything ready for her

  by the end of September.’




  ‘That will suit us very nicely.’ Mrs Wardle finished her drink, glanced at Melissa’s and betrayed a hint of disappointment at seeing it barely touched. ‘It so happens

  that a gentleman who was expecting to join us at the beginning of next month has had a stroke and will be in hospital for an indefinite period,’ she went on in her best professional manner.

  ‘In fact, it is by no means certain that he will ever be fit enough to take up his place.’ Her fingers moved restlessly on the stem of her glass, prompting Melissa to take a sip from

  her own. ‘We shall do our best to make your mother happy and comfortable during her stay with us.’




  ‘I’m sure you will. She’s looking forward to coming here. It’s only a short drive from my house so I’ll be able to visit her regularly.’




  ‘Ah, yes.’ Mrs Wardle glanced again at the letter. ‘I see you live in Upper Benbury. Such a pretty little village, I’m told. Now, if I could just have your signature on

  this form . . .’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  From somewhere not far away a gong sounded. Mrs Wardle took the completed form, slipped it into the folder and stood up. ‘Ah, that means supper’s ready, so I must ask you to excuse

  me. Please don’t hesitate to give me a call if you have any further questions.’ She walked to the door and paused before opening it to say in a confidential, almost apologetic tone,

  ‘It’s dinner really, of course, but our cook always calls the midday meal dinner and the evening one supper.’ She gave a slightly forced laugh. ‘Terry’s cuisine

  is excellent, but her background is definitely working class. Now, may I leave you to find your own way out?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Craig. My staff and I look forward to receiving Mrs Ross at the weekend.’




  They shook hands and said goodbye. As Melissa walked away, she heard the office door close behind her, but a backward glance showed an empty corridor. Feeling slightly guilty at having left her

  sherry almost untouched, she hurried back to the front door, encountering on the way several elderly ladies and gentlemen making their way unhurriedly to the dining-room. They were all impeccably

  turned out and they smiled politely as she passed.




  The telephone rang shortly after Melissa arrived home. Joe was calling from London. ‘What’s the verdict on Framleigh House?’ he asked.




  ‘On the whole, very favourable. I’m sure Mum will be comfortable there.’




  ‘Let’s hope she takes to it.’




  ‘When I saw her in the convalescent home yesterday she had a very positive attitude, so I know she’s prepared to like it. Anyway, it’s only for a few months and I’ll be

  close at hand to visit and take her out and about.’




  ‘It sounds fine.’ There was a pause before Joe added, ‘Just so long as you don’t forget you have a deadline to meet.’




  ‘Have I ever let you down?’




  ‘There’s always a first time.’




  ‘Can’t you forget for a moment that you’re my agent? I’m also your bride-to-be, remember?’




  ‘Of course you are, but we have to get our priorities right.’




  It was part of an on-going joke between them and normally Melissa would have made some wisecrack in return, but this time she felt her hackles unexpectedly rising. ‘I hope

  you’re kidding,’ she said, more sharply than she intended.




  In an instant, his tone changed. ‘You know I am, darling. What’s the problem?’




  ‘I’m sorry, I’m a bit tired, that’s all. It’s been quite a stressful day, although I’ve met some very interesting characters.’ The recollection chased

  away the momentary ill humour. ‘One or two might find their way into a novel one of these days.’




  ‘Tell me.’




  ‘Well, the manager is a very ladylike woman called Geraldine Wardle, a terrible snob with a taste for sherry. Then there’s a barman called Gary, who doubles as resident handyman and

  is built like a prize-fighter. One of the residents is a horsey woman with a fat dog, very pretentious and would like to be taken for a duchess—’




  ‘The dog?’




  ‘No, silly, the woman.’ Her mood lightened still further at the nonsense. ‘There’s also a new resident called Lily Cherston who arrived today,’ she went on.

  ‘She was being introduced to everyone at the same time as I was. A bit flashy – in fact, I got the impression Mrs Wardle thought she was rather vulgar but was too diplomatic to say so.

  I thought she was rather jolly and from the load of rocks she was wearing she’s obviously filthy rich. Another of the residents is a rather distinguished-looking gentleman called Laurence

  Dainton and I have a hunch that he and Lily already know one another, although neither of them referred to it. Mrs Wardle noticed it as well and found it “somewhat

  surprising”.’




  ‘Laurence Dainton? The writer and political commentator?’




  ‘Yes, I suppose he could be. I never thought. Now you mention it, I think I’ve read some of his stuff. Not exactly New Labour, as I recall.’




  ‘Hardly. More old Genghis Khan, only a bit further to the right.’




  ‘On reflection, he didn’t strike me as the kind who’d have much in common with Lily Cherston,’ Melissa said thoughtfully. ‘He didn’t appear exactly overjoyed

  at the reunion.’




  ‘It sounds an interesting situation. Get to work on it at once.’




  ‘For goodness’ sake, Joe Martin, let me finish the current book first!’




  ‘Just kidding.’ He gave a low, slightly sensuous chuckle that sent ripples of pleasure chasing one another through her body. ‘Take care then, my love,’ he said softly.

  ‘See you soon.’




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘It was really clever of you to find Framleigh House, Lissie.’ Sylvia Ross put down her empty teacup, brushed a few crumbs of

  honey cake from her skirt and sat back in her basket chair with a little sigh of contentment.




  ‘So you reckon you’re going to be happy here?’ said Melissa.




  ‘I’m sure I am. Everyone’s so friendly – I feel quite at home already and I’ve only been here for three days.’




  ‘I’m so relieved to hear that.’




  ‘You sound as if you had some doubts, dear.




  ‘No doubts about the place itself.’ Melissa finished her own tea and reached for the teapot. She refilled the cups and handed one to her mother. ‘It seems ideal to me, but . .

  .’




  ‘But you were concerned that I might be wondering why you’ve been so anxious for me to like it, weren’t you?’




  ‘Whatever do you mean?’




  ‘I mean that not every woman who’s about to get married wants an aged parent invading her and her new husband’s domain. It’s quite understandable.’ The words were

  spoken lightly, but Melissa detected a hint of unease in the way her mother, who did not take sugar, concentrated on stirring her tea. ‘Isn’t this pretty china?’ she added

  inconsequentially.




  ‘Never mind the china. I want to know what prompted this. I’ve told you umpteen times that both Joe and I are looking forward to having you living with us.’




  ‘Yes, you keep saying so, but I can’t help thinking perhaps you might be hoping I’ll settle down here so well that I decide to stay permanently.’ Sylvia’s voice

  wavered on the final word.




  ‘Oh, Mum, that never entered my head, honestly.’ Melissa reached for the hand that continued to fiddle with the teaspoon and gave it a squeeze. ‘If I sounded doubtful,

  it’s because I’ve been afraid you might find it frustrating to have to spend more time being cosseted and waited on when I know you’re dying to get back some of your

  independence.’




  ‘That had crossed my mind,’ Sylvia admitted, ‘but I feel better about it now I’m here. Doctor Freeman all but had me packed in cotton wool for the journey.’ Visibly

  relaxing now, she gave a little gurgle of laughter at the recollection, in which Melissa joined, remembering fun days spent together long ago, just the two of them.




  ‘You’ll have all the support you need while you’re here and you’ll be back on your feet by the time the work on the house is finished,’ she said. ‘I’m

  sure you’ll enjoy living in Hawthorn Cottage. It’s very quiet, but it’s only a short walk into the village and there’s a good local taxi service if you want to go off

  somewhere on your own.’




  ‘Thank you, dear, that’s very comforting and I promise not to be any trouble or interrupt you when you’re busy with your writing.’ Sylvia settled more comfortably in her

  chair and sipped her second cup of tea. She glanced round the spacious conservatory. The only other occupant was an elderly woman sitting in the far corner, apparently absorbed in a book.

  ‘Isn’t this pleasant?’ she went on. ‘I’m surprised more people don’t have their tea out here, but most of them seem to prefer to sit in the lounge and gossip.

  I’d be happy to spend all day just enjoying the view.’




  ‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Melissa wagged a finger in mock reproof. ‘You know Doctor Freeman said you need regular, gentle exercise; and you have to keep your mind

  occupied as well.’




  ‘Yes, dear, I know, but you must admit the garden is really pretty. And those lovely pink shrubs – do you know what they’re called?’




  Melissa studied the plants in question. They made a spectacular show, tall heads of blossom erupting from wooden tubs on the patio outside the conservatory. ‘I’m not sure,’ she

  said after a moment’s thought. ‘They look rather exotic. Iris would know what they are.’




  ‘Who’s Iris?’




  ‘She’s one of my dearest friends. She’s an artist; she owns the cottage next door to mine, but she and her husband run an arts centre in the south of France and they spend a

  lot of their time there. She’s a keen gardener and she knows a lot about plants.’




  ‘She sounds nice,’ Sylvia remarked. ‘I’d like to meet her.’




  ‘I’m sure you will before long. She pops over to England quite often for exhibitions and things.’ Melissa gave an involuntary sigh. She missed Iris, missed her unquestioning

  friendship, her dry humour and down-to-earth approach to life. There were times when she felt a spasm of resentment against Jack Hammond for marrying her and taking her off to Provence for most of

  the year. Not that she begrudged Iris her happiness, or Jack either – far from it.




  Her mother, sensing the hint of nostalgia in her daughter’s voice, reached over and patted her arm. ‘Never mind, dear, you’ll soon have your Joe to take care of you.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ The reminder gave Melissa an immediate lift. ‘I’ve had a letter from Doctor Freeman, by the way,’ she went on. ‘She recommends regular

  physio and hydrotherapy sessions, and plenty of contact with other people. They offer those treatments here and several more, and from what I’ve seen of the other residents I’m sure

  you’ll find some congenial folk to chat to.’
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