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She carried the moss in an old, stained strawberry chip, walking along the narrow path that curved between rose beds and past the vegetable patch to the boundary. The day had been overcast, though mild, and now the young moon was obscured by cloud, but Lydia Cunningham could have found her way down the garden blindfold.


She stood by the fence and took aim. A handful of moss – it was thick, dank stuff which had formed on the roof of the garage – soared silently through the night air towards the huge expanse of bright orange tiles that roofed the new chalet bungalow which blocked her view beyond the Manor to the distant hills.


The bungalow had been named Mauden in a blend of its owners’ names, Maureen and Roger Dennis. Lydia hurled more moss in the direction of the offending tiles. If it took root, it would spread and mask some of that hideous terra cotta. Much of what she threw simply rolled down to the gutter, but she hoped that some would lodge between the tiles. Would lichen attach itself, too? She could try it; there used to be plenty growing round the church porch. She never went there now except, for form’s sake, to lay a holly wreath on Henry’s grave at Christmas.


Her ammunition spent, Lydia walked back to the small house which had once been the gatekeeper’s lodge at the Manor. Boris, an elderly basset hound, snuffled along beside her, his bandy legs splayed out beneath his lowslung, heavy body.


Gerald, Lydia’s son, had been forced to sell the Manor after he and Iris had separated in order to meet her claim for a large settlement. Lydia thought he should have resisted her excessive demands, for it was she who had walked out of the marriage, but, as always, he was generous. The Manor House and its land had been bought by a property development company. The house itself was a listed building and so protected from demolition; its new owners had sold it, with enough acres to ensure seclusion, to a small hotel group which ran several similar establishments in what had once been large country houses. Because, in the perception of the local authority, it constituted in-filling, planning consent was given for an estate of bungalows and houses on the remainder of the land, and work had only recently been finished on the last of them.


The weather this year had been dismal; cafés and tourist shops by the coast, five miles away, had had a disappointing season, though maritime activities had gone on as usual; the estuary was full of boats. Now, in mid-September, the roads were coming back to normal; life was quietening down as holiday-makers departed from the district.


Lydia’s fate had been determined by Henry’s extraordinary will, in which he had left everything to their son Gerald ‘in the confident knowledge that he will provide adequately for his mother’. A trust had been set up for Thelma, funded by an insurance policy in her favour, but there was no provision for the widow beyond the expressed wish that she should live in the lodge. When the estate was sold, one of the clauses in the agreement was that she should be permitted to rent the house at a peppercorn rate for her lifetime.


Lydia had endured more than two years of din from cement mixers and earth-shifters; now she had lost her view and had acquired noisy neighbours.


She could have contested the will; dourly, the solicitor who had drawn it up had so advised her, knowing, as Henry had done, that she would never stoop to such an action.


She had always known that if Henry were to die before her, she must leave the Manor. It was only right that Gerald and Iris should live there, but she had hoped to turn part of the stable block into a small house for herself; thus, she would keep in touch with him and his family and retain her position in the village. However, the development of the new estate had transformed not only her life but had altered the whole character of Milton St Gabriel, and the lodge was not hers to sell in order to move away. Besides, where would she go? She had lived in the village nearly all her life.


Gerald had explained that it had all been done to save capital transfer tax. The house, with the land that still remained in the estate, was extremely valuable, though Henry had left little else except some heavy debts. Gerald now paid Lydia’s small rent and provided the allowance that supplemented her state pension.


When Henry Cunningham died, Gerald and Iris were living in Surrey, from where he commuted to London and his city office. Elegant in black, her hair a froth of russet curls around her pale, pointed face, Iris had attended the funeral and assessed her future. After less than a year of living at the Manor, she had left Gerald, and within weeks of their divorce being made final she had married a former neighbour from the Surrey area where they had spent so many years. Iris and her new husband, who had himself left a wife and three young children, had opened a business dealing in art materials and stationery and, according to Gerald’s son and daughter, they were prospering. People seemed to think nothing of chopping and changing partners these days; things had been very different in Lydia’s youth.


She entered the lodge through the back door and set her chip down in the lobby. Some things in life must be endured but others could be altered; she was tied to the lodge, but she could attempt to improve the outlook.


Her bungalow neighbours were not the first newcomers to Milton St Gabriel. It had once been an agricultural village with farm workers living in the cottages that clustered near the church and by the pond. For several generations the Cunninghams had owned them and most of the surrounding land, but during the thirties all the farms except one were sold. Later, the old cottages were bought by retired colonial servants and ex-service officers who restored and renovated them, darkening their sturdy beams and displaying ivories and Benares wear. Then, weekenders who stripped and bleached the ancient oak and excavated ingle-nooks arrived, and a few new houses were built in former paddocks or over-large gardens. The recent arrivals were not pleased when the Manor was sold and a new estate was proposed within its former grounds, but when it became clear that the expansion would be separated from the original village area and that it would include two shops and, eventually, a modern health centre serving several neighbouring villages, objections dwindled. One couple had even moved from a beetle-browed thatched cottage to an airy modern bungalow. The old village hall had been refurbished and was used more frequently; there were folk evenings and bingo, and even an occasional disco.


Formerly, Lydia and Henry had entertained the retired tea planters and colonels, the old admiral and his wife, even some former civil servants at the Manor, and were invited back, but since Henry’s death she had seen little of the survivors – some of them had also died – of this village nucleus. Few had money to spare and after suitable condolences had been expressed, both sides were relieved to let the socializing lapse. In Henry’s lifetime, Lydia had conscientiously tried to undertake the role expected of her; she had led committees, run the Guides, arranged the flowers in church. Now, a new élite managed such affairs.


Several of the newcomers were retired people lured south by the prospect of a mild climate. The fitter ones played golf; some played bridge. Lydia knew a few of them by sight. The Dennises at the bottom of the garden were younger and they both went out to work; she did not know what their occupations were. To the west of the lodge, away from the Manor entrance, a row of six small terraced houses had been built. One day the lodge itself would be pulled down and more bungalows or some other new construction would fill up the space. Lydia drew some satisfaction from denying the developers this expansion for the present.


Her immediate neighbours in the terraced block were a long-distance lorry driver and his wife, the Whites. Their daughter Karen liked pop music and she played it loudly. Tonight, as Lydia closed the back door, a pulsating burst of sound came from next door. If it continued after midnight, she would telephone to complain. It wouldn’t be the first time, and she was wearily aware that neither would it be the last.


She glanced round the kitchen. Everything was orderly, the tea towel hanging on its rail, the draining-board wiped down and gleaming, nothing out of place.


‘Goodnight, Boris,’ she said, and was answered by the thumping of his tail against the side of his basket.


Before she went to bed, Lydia returned to the sitting room where, on a card table, was a nearly completed jigsaw puzzle depicting tigers in the jungle. She stared at it for a moment, then inserted three pieces into position; if you returned after an interval, you could often see where something fitted. Finally, she slowly climbed the stairs, a thin, tall woman in a much-washed Marks and Spencer’s sweater and an old grey flannel skirt.


Her preparations for retiring were a ritual: swift undressing, followed by the washing of underwear and tights which she hung on a rail above the bath to dry. She put her skirt away in her wardrobe on a hanger. Her sweater was neatly folded on a chair and covered with a lace-edged piece of silk which her mother had always used for this purpose. Latterly, the thought of sudden death had become a spectre in Lydia’s mind. If she were to die in her sleep, whoever found her must discover no confusion, even in the last extremity.


Gerald Cunningham was an ugly man. He was short and solid, looking almost stout although he was, in fact, merely well-muscled. All his life he had striven to overcome his physical disadvantages where there was any chance of success, and even where there was not, and with his failed marriage behind him, he had quickly looked for sexual comfort.


His present partner was preparing for the night as Gerald lay in bed and watched her. He saw the bright face, the blusher and the vivid eye-shadow, disappear, replaced by pallor and a tiny pimple on a cheek, and sighed. Without her paint, her thick mascara, she was just a very average woman and no longer young, but he had felt good at being seen with her in the restaurant where they had dined. In an expensive dress. her hairdo sleek, bracelets on her arm and earrings dangling, she had seemed to be a symbol of success, evidence of conquest.


But he knew that it was his money that had attracted her. Iris had made it plain not long after they were married that no woman could be drawn to him for any other reason.


Gerald had learned that he was ugly when he was four years old. Another little boy had come to play. The visitor was blond and fresh-faced, with large blue eyes. When he fell over in the garden and grazed his knee, Gerald’s mother had comforted him and had even kissed him. She had bathed the knee and taken the casualty on her lap to read him a story till the pain had eased.


Gerald had later deliberately cast himself upon the same paved path and wounded himself more severely than the guest.


‘Duffer, aren’t you?’ Lydia had said. ‘Be brave, Gerald.’


His ruse had failed. She ignored his quivering lip and, as usual, Gerald blinked his tears away. He did not flinch when his wound was cleansed with TCP, which stung.


‘You’re ugly,’ said the visitor when they were again playing in the garden. Seated in Gerald’s pedal car, the other child was intent on running down his host in every way. Quoting the ultimate authority, he added, ‘My mummy said so.’


‘What’s ugly?’ Gerald asked Betty, the girl who at that time, during the war, helped his mother in the house.


Betty was busy washing behind his ears.


‘Not nice to look at,’ she replied, concentrating on the task in hand. She’d missed some honest grime before and Mrs Cunningham had been cross.


‘Is Thelma ugly?’ Gerald inquired.


‘Course not, silly,’ said Betty, who had no idea what lay behind this interrogation. ‘Your sister is a lovely little girl.’


‘She’s fat,’ said Gerald.


‘It’s only puppy fat. She’ll lose it,’ said Betty, who was still waiting for her own to disappear.


After that, Gerald would now and then inspect himself in a mirror, facing up to what was so repellent. He had thick, straight brows above brown eyes and his hair fell naturally in a heavy fringe, refusing to lie back in the manner decreed by his stern father who occasionally appeared on leave during those years.


If you were good, and rather small, you could hide in corners. If you kept quiet, people often didn’t notice you. Gerald had learned this before he was six. He had also learned to read, taught first by Betty, who thought the sturdy child a manly little fellow, and then by a retired schoolmistress who gave lessons to several children in the village. At that time his mother was working as a nurse at the Manor, which had become a convalescent home; wounded men, in rough blue suits, with bandages and crutches, walked about the grounds and sat beneath the trees. Gerald’s grandparents had moved into one of the cottages, and his mother, with the children, was living in the lodge.


After the war, when the house was returned to the family, Gerald’s grandparents decided to remain in the small, convenient cottage, and, on a dwindling income, his parents moved into the Manor when Henry was demobilized from the army. Soon, the old man died and Gerald’s grandmother moved to a flat in London. Henry, with a manager, ran the farm and became a JP. Gerald, at the age of eight, had been sent away to school. There, he found there were other boys whose appearance caused comment. One, with red hair and freckles, was called ‘Carrots’ but he did not seem to mind; he won popularity by telling ghost stories in the dormitory after lights-out.


Gerald never shone at anything at school, but he held his own at work and on the playing-field. At fourteen, he ran a book on any event which caught the fancy of his peers – the Derby, the Boat Race, inter-house matches – and so earned their respect as well as making quite a little profit.


After university, determined to escape the genteel poverty in which his parents strove to maintain appearances – by this time the last farm had been sold – Gerald became a merchant banker. He met Iris at a dance, one among many she attended in pursuit of a husband with money and, with any luck, position. Even when Gerald understood her reasons for accepting him, the marriage had superficially worked. Iris’s material wishes were granted; they had a son and daughter and, eventually, a small house in a Surrey suburb from which they later moved to a large one in a green-belt area, complete with swimming pool. Though Iris had liked the grandeur of the Manor, it was in such a state of disrepair, so cold and draughty, and so inconvenient, that when she went to live there she soon grew to hate it, and she missed her friends. It was too far for Gerald to travel every day; he had a one-roomed flat in London and, with the children both away at boarding schools, perhaps her defection was inevitable.


Gerald stared at the woman as she brushed her copper-coloured hair, one white arm moving slowly to and fro, her brush strokes languid. He had met her at a conference; she was personal assistant to a business manager. Now he sensed reluctance in her unhurried actions and realized that she too was bored.


‘Were you ever ugly?’ he inquired as at last she came towards him.


‘Hideous,’ she answered cheerfully. ‘I was fat and spotty and had braces on my teeth.’


But she’d got over that and now she could paint on a mask to face the day, Gerald thought, preparing to embrace her.


What if she should plan to marry him? The idea was appalling. It wouldn’t do, and he must end it.


Money always helped at such a moment. A cheque to take her to Bermuda or Marrakesh would soften any disappointment. Meanwhile, there was a ritual to be performed, and he had learned to do it skilfully.
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Thelma Hallows, Gerald’s sister, had noticed the young man when he boarded the late train. He wore jeans and a bomber jacket, and he carried a small canvas bag. He was narrow-hipped, with long, thin legs, and his short brown hair was curly.


He took a seat at the rear of the same coach and she was able to watch him over the magazine she pretended to read. He was perhaps twenty-two, or less – a student, maybe. He sat very still, staring out of the window at the dark night through which they passed, his own reflection gazing back at him. Soon he grew aware of Thelma’s interest and began to play the game of gradual response. By the time the train reached Swindon they were the only two left in the coach, and he moved up to sit facing her.


She was quite a looker – older, he now saw, than he had thought her from a distance, but with clear, fresh skin and deep blue eyes, her blonde hair styled in near-Afro fashion. Her suede jacket was the real thing; the high-heeled sandals on her bare feet with their scarlet-painted nails not cheap. It was a long time since he’d had social contact with a woman, and talking to her would pass the time.


He had told the probation officer that he was going to stay with his sister after his release, but Julie didn’t know that he was on his way. He hadn’t warned her, afraid that she would tell him not to come, though she must know he was due out soon. If he turned up in the small hours of the morning, she would have to take him in, he reasoned. There’d be a corner for him somewhere.


She hadn’t been to see him since she took this job, though she’d gone on writing regularly. Throughout his life, she had always stuck by him, and she had visited him at first, after his arrest and then his sentence.


He was frightened that he’d gone too far this time, that she had run away and left him. Without her, he had nothing.


Lydia was dreaming the dream when the telephone woke her.


In her dream, workmen were decorating the house into which she was to move. Cans of paint in colours she did not like – reds and browns and violent purples – stood about, and she moved around the unfamiliar rooms with dread, unable to halt their actions. All the while heavy beat music assaulted her ears, and a nurse with a hypodermic syringe in her hand steadily followed her, needle upraised.


She had telephoned the Whites’ house next door at ten minutes past midnight and asked them to tone down their so-called music.


A male voice had answered the telephone and called out, ‘Hey, Karen, some old bag’s complaining. Tell her to get ear-plugs if she doesn’t like it.’


Then Karen White had come to the telephone. She had once seemed a nice girl, yet now she wore her hair spiked out like the spines of a hedgehog, often dyed in strange colours or with blue or red tufts at the front like a cock’s comb. She would come up the road after school with several schoolboys, giggling and indulging in horseplay. What were her parents thinking of to allow such behaviour? But they were seldom at home: the mother worked as a barmaid in Heronsmouth, and the father was often away. Karen was obviously having a party tonight. Surely the mother was back by this time?


Girls asked for trouble, these days, but if they fell into it, they could climb out. Years ago, there had been no such chance.


Well, once again she had survived the first hours of sleep without dying, she thought, reaching out for the telephone extension beside her bed. Who could be calling her at this hour? A wrong number, probably, or perhaps Karen’s friends wanting to taunt her.


She hadn’t expected it to be Thelma.


‘But you’re in Los Angeles,’ she said.


‘No, mother. I’m at Cheverton station,’ said Thelma. ‘It didn’t work out with Lucian, so I’ve left him. Will you collect me, please?’


Lydia fetched clean undergarments and tights. She put on a warm sweater and her grey skirt. Then she did her hair, taking trouble to arrange the long grey strands with care, securing them under a snood of velvet ribbon so that they concealed the bald expanse of skull above her forehead. She had lost her hair soon after Thelma’s birth and it had never grown again.


‘You’re not going to get your mum to come out and fetch you at this time of night – or morning – are you?’ Edward Fletcher had protested when together they left the train. ‘Won’t you take a taxi?’ In which he’d cadge a lift, since they had discovered that they were both going to Milton St Gabriel.


‘I’ve no money,’ said Thelma. She’d got a few dollars left, but no sterling, and anyway, why pay good money for something her mother could provide at no cost? That was what mothers were for.


‘Oh!’ That was a surprise to Edward, who had been intrigued by what seemed to him her worldly air and her poise.


They got better acquainted while they waited for Lydia’s arrival. She would be forty minutes or more by the time she had dressed and got the car out, Thelma informed him, leading him into the deserted waiting-room. When the small dark blue Metro arrived, it seemed to be agreed that Edward would go with Thelma to her mother’s house, for, she told him, it was far too late to disturb his sister.


Lydia’s rapid heartbeat and her raised blood pressure had settled somewhat as she drove to fetch her daughter. Mist hung between the high banks that bordered the narrow lanes before she reached the main road, and she went slowly. No useful purpose would be served by having an accident now. As she neared the roundabout where one road led to Heronsmouth and the other to Cheverton, her headlights picked up a hedgehog waddling across the tarmac. Lydia steered to avoid it, her wheels passing either side of its rotund body; it would probably be run over before the night was done, but she need not be its executioner.


It was typical of Thelma to arrive at an anti-social hour, and with no warning. In the past, Lydia had met her at airports and stations after various phases of her life had ended either in failure or disaster. This last was only the latest of several romantic escapades.


On the strength of two walk-on parts when she was nineteen and a brief stage-managing spell when she was also an understudy and appeared as Nina in The Seagull for four performances, Thelma described herself as an actress, but she had had no paid dramatic role since those early years. Lucian, whom she had gone to America to visit with a view to remaining there, was an actor she had once known. They had exchanged some letters after his marriage ended and Thelma had been certain that when they met again, all would be roses.


‘He’s begged me to come,’ Thelma had told her mother.


Lydia had remained unconvinced by this assurance. Thelma tended to arrange versions of events to suit the scripts she structured in her imagination. She had been away only three weeks, having sub-let her flat in Clapham for two years.


As Lydia drove into the station yard, two figures stepped out of the shadows.


‘This is Edward,’ introduced Thelma, without greeting her mother at all.


‘Hi,’ said Edward, who had not been told the old woman’s name. As Lydia struggled to open the car door, preparatory to getting out, he added, ‘Please don’t move. I’ll see to the bags.’


Thelma had a lot of luggage. He managed to stack it all in the small car, putting what would not fit in the rear compartment on the back seat; then he got in beside it, fitting his skinny legs around a duty-free carrier bag and a soft holdall. However had she managed to get on to the train with all this load? Maybe someone helped her; most blokes would want to help a bird like her.


Thelma sat in front beside her mother and they set off in silence which, to Edward, soon grew oppressive. Had they nothing to say to each other after their separation?


‘How far is it to Milton St Gabriel?’ he asked at last, and was answered at once by seeing a signpost which announced a distance of eight miles.


The old lady drove well and smoothly, at a steady forty miles an hour or so until they reached the lanes, where she dropped her speed. Steep banks on each side of the car reminded Edward of high walls. He felt hemmed in and nervous.


‘What happens if you meet a car?’ he asked.


‘There are passing places,’ said the old lady.


He couldn’t see them in the misty darkness, but they met no other traffic.


‘Did you have a good journey?’ Lydia eventually inquired.


Edward had not had much of a look at her so far; she was wearing one of those khaki-coloured padded anoraks you saw on real battle axes of the female sex, and perhaps she was one, but at least she hadn’t got a superior-sounding penetrating voice.


Thelma was describing her long flight and her landing earlier in the day.


‘Why didn’t you come straight down?’ her mother asked.


‘I had people to see,’ Thelma answered curtly.


She had spent the day ringing round old friends. The last of her sterling had gone on drinks at a pub frequented by resting actors and actresses. No one had offered her a bed, with or without strings attached. She hadn’t rung Gerald, who might have been expected to take his sister in for the night. He would only have preached to her about using prudence in her life and not sponging on their mother.


They ran out of the mist as they entered the village, passing quiet, darkened cottages and the two original shops, one housing a sub-post office, and came to wide entrance gates with a discreet sign which advertised The Manor Hotel. Beyond them, Lydia drew up at the lodge.


As Boris lumbered out to greet them, wagging his tail, the young man carried in Thelma’s bags. Meanwhile, Lydia went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. She would not sleep without a hot drink to settle her.


‘The beds are made up,’ she said. She kept them ready and aired, used to Thelma’s sudden arrivals and ever hopeful that Gerald or a grandchild might turn up unexpectedly, but they never came without warning and then not often enough for her.


‘Show your friend the way to the yellow room,’ Lydia told her daughter. This was more tactful than describing it as the small bedroom.


They’d take no notice; she knew that, but at least she was not openly condoning their liaison. This man looked young enough to be Thelma’s son. Where had she found him? She’d lost no time in replacing the rejected Lucian. How long would this one last?


‘Would you like something to eat?’ she offered. ‘Some sandwiches?’


‘Oh, thanks,’ said Thelma. ‘Got any Scotch?’


Silently, Lydia went to a cupboard and took out a half-empty bottle of Dewar’s. Then she built a pile of sandwiches with what was left of the bread, some cheddar cheese and the last of the butter. She had not been expecting guests and supplies were low.


‘I’m going back to bed now,’ she told the pair when this was done. She would have liked to ask Thelma what had gone wrong in America, and what her plans, if any, were, but such things could not be discussed in front of a stranger. Besides, she was too tired. Explanations must wait.


Thelma and Edward finished the whisky before they went to bed, and both were rather disappointed with what followed.


Edward woke early the next morning. He stretched out in the bed; it was soft, and his head rested on a down pillow. This was better than the nick. He lay savouring the sybaritic bliss of physical ease until a faint sound came from the other bed. Then he remembered. During the night he had found himself perched on its edge, with Thelma, curled into a ball like a hibernating dormouse, occupying the middle. He had moved out to the second bed.


She hadn’t woken. He had heard faint, snorting little snores.


They had not talked much. She had no settled job and did not know how long she would be staying with her mother.


‘Till something else turns up,’ she had said.


If she was thinking of making him the something else, he’d have to make sure what he was in for, Edward reflected.


He swung himself out of bed and dressed quickly, then let himself quietly out of the bedroom. His trainers made no sound as he padded down the stairs. When he opened the kitchen door, the fat old dog waddled over to him, wagging his heavy tail and making small sounds of welcome in his throat.


‘I suppose you want to go out, boy,’ said Edward, and opened the back door.


Boris sauntered into the garden, and Edward followed him down the path. The air smelled fresh and damp; he inhaled greedily. Beyond the fence he saw a bright orange roof rearing up almost like a wall; there were similar high-vaulted roofs on either side. Last night, when he arrived, Milton St Gabriel had seemed to be a picture postcard village with its stone cottages, thatched roofs and the pond that he had noticed, driving through. Here was total contrast.


Boris blundered up to him and sniffed at the ends of his jeans. Edward bent and patted him, then walked back towards the house, followed by the dog. He shut the animal in, then set off down the road. He meant to look for Julie now.


Lydia had slept very little when at last she had returned to bed. She heard Edward’s quiet movements in the house, and she watched him from the window as he studied the outlook. He seemed pleasant enough, and he was well-mannered, but he would need a lot of food, if he was staying.


She sighed. Your children were supposed to be off your hands when they were adult, but Thelma had never stayed away for long. Lydia hoped she was always pleased to see her daughter, but it was a pleasure seldom untinged with dismay as she waited to learn the nature of the latest crisis that had brought her home. She had always been a creature of sudden enthusiasms, swayed by whims, and when she chose the stage as a career she had selected a life of insecurity. The wonder was that Henry hadn’t put his foot down and forbidden it, but then she had always been able to twist him round her little finger.


She must be still asleep.


Lydia went downstairs and made herself a cup of tea which she took back to bed with her. She needed time to prepare herself to meet the day and all its new demands, and until Mrs Dodds’s shop, up the road, was open, there was no bread for breakfast.


Edward walked past the row of terraced houses next to the lodge and turned down the road beyond them. This led through the estate which backed on to the garden of the lodge. The new bungalows all seemed steeped in sleep, the curtains drawn across their picture windows. The mist had gone and thin sunlight filtered between the young shrubs and sapling trees in their freshly landscaped gardens.


He came to a sturdy fence, strong chain-linked wire which stretched between solid posts where the new road turned to the right past another row of bungalows. On the farther side were tall trees and well-established shrubs. Edward, no gardener, could not identify any of them. He walked along until he saw a strong bough within his reach, grasped it and swung himself over the fence, landing on the leafy ground. He must have worked his way round towards the hotel by now; this fence had to be its boundary. Staying within the cover provided by the undergrowth, Edward went on, his trainer shoes by this time sopping wet.


He came to the house quite soon. It was a large, square-fronted building made of the local granite, dark grey and with a darker roof of slates. It had been built in the days when merchants and ship-owners prospered by shipping goods in and out of the estuaries along the coast. A glossy virginia creeper covered one wall of the house. Some cars were parked outside.


Edward retreated into the shelter of the bushes so that he could circle the place and approach it from the rear. The guests would still be sleeping, but the staff must be about, preparing breakfast and cleaning the public rooms. Moving quietly, Edward eventually reached a rear drive just as two scooters puttered by bringing staff in for the day’s work.


He followed them, walking confidently now. He had every right to come and see his sister.


There was a row of outbuildings, once stabling, behind the house. Edward passed an open door and saw two enormous washing machines and a tumble drier. There was a mechanized ironer like one he had used in the prison laundry where he had worked during part of his sentence. Maybe they could use a temporary laundryman here, though really he didn’t fancy being cooped up in that damp, steamy atmosphere again; he’d rather be out of doors. A few weeks in the country, while he got used to his freedom and before winter set in, was what he wanted, if he could find some work. Edward never stayed long in any job, though he worked well enough until the feeling grew that someone was gunning for him, picking on him, finding needless fault. Then he’d leave, but he hadn’t always managed to do this before the compulsion to light a fire overwhelmed him. He’d told the doctors at the prison about it; he wanted to punish someone, they’d explained, and it all went back to the fact that his mother had abandoned him when he was only six. This had made him want to get back at the world. He had done a great deal of damage by yielding to the urge.


Through the kitchen window he could see the breakfast cook and her assistant hard at work. Julie wouldn’t be among the white-coated people here; she worked on the domestic side.


Edward slipped in through the unlocked back door and walked silently along the corridor into which it opened. A flight of stairs led off to the left, and he ran swiftly up them, finding himself in a long passage with doors punctuating either side. It would be easy to do this place; there’d be plently of casual pickings. He padded on and at the end of the passage saw another door, half open. From within came chinking sounds, and as he approached, out came Julie with a laden early-morning tea tray.


She gave a single shriek and dropped it when she saw him, sending scalding tea over her legs and smashing most of the china. Edward grabbed her before she could yell again and pulled her back into the housemaid’s pantry where she prepared the trays.


‘Eddie, what are you doing here?’ she gasped, when her first shock had abated. Her words came mingled with little wails as she dabbed at her legs with a damp tea towel.


‘Well, I’m out, aren’t I, so I came to see you,’ he said reasonably. He bent down and began to pick up the broken crockery. Most of the damage was on the landing. ‘Oh, the carpet,’ he tutted, like an anxious housewife. A soggy section of patterned Axminster confronted them, with two teabags marooned in the midst of the swamp.


‘It’ll wipe off,’ said Julie. ‘There’s a floorcloth in the cupboard under the sink. You just get on with it, Eddie. Use plenty of hot water.’


This was how she had always talked to him, his elder sister behaving like a mother. After their own mother had gone, Julie had done her best to look after him and their father, although she was only twelve. Then Dad had remarried and had another family, and he and Julie became outsiders.


‘I wish you wouldn’t call me Eddie,’ he grumbled.


‘I always have, and I shan’t stop now,’ said Julie. ‘You haven’t escaped, have you?’


‘Of course not. I’ve served my time,’ he said. ‘I’ll take that tray for you. Where’s it got to go?’


‘What? And terrify the guests out of their lives?’ she said. ‘Look at you! Not shaved and with your jeans sopping wet. Do you want to get me the sack?’ Then she began to laugh. He had always had the trick of making her feel happy, even though he never seemed able to stay out of trouble.


‘How’re the legs?’ he asked.


‘Better,’ she said, though they still stung. She poured boiling water into a fresh teapot. ‘I won’t have enough crocks now,’ she added. ‘Mrs Thomson will have something to say about that.’


‘What do you need? I’ll go down and nick them from the pantry,’ Edward said. ‘Let those folk down there do the explaining.’ He studied the tray. ‘What’s missing?’


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ she said. ‘Stay here till I get back.’


She went off with another loaded tray and Edward made himself a cup of tea while she was gone. There were Osborne biscuits in a tin and he ate six of them.


‘You can’t stay here,’ she said when she returned, having tried to think constructively while she drew the curtains in the room where a retired doctor and his wife were staying for a restful week.


‘There’s no need,’ said Edward, taking another biscuit from the tin. ‘I’ve got friends in Milton St Gabriel.’


‘You can’t have, Eddie. That’s impossible,’ said Julie.


‘I have, too. And what’s more they used to live in this house,’ said Edward. Thelma had told him some of her family history. ‘I’m staying with Mrs Cunningham.’


‘I don’t believe it!’ Julie stared at him, amazed.


‘Well, it’s her daughter I know really,’ Edward said. ‘She’s just back from Los Angeles.’


‘How could you have got to know her? When did you get out?’ asked Julie suspiciously.


‘I got out yesterday, and I met Thelma on the train. She invited me to stay,’ he said. He was on the point of boasting about his conquest, then thought better of it; Julie would be sure to disapprove.


‘How long are you going to be there?’ she asked, while the familiar cloud of anxiety about her brother descended on her once again.


‘Oh, I’ve no definite plans,’ said Edward.


‘You’ve got to stay out of trouble,’ said Julie.


‘I mean to, don’t you worry,’ Edward told her. ‘I understand my motivation now.’


Julie was not reassured, but she felt guilty herself because she had travelled all this way to escape responsibility for him. She had let him down. Until his prison sentence, she had always managed to protect him from the consequences of his actions, pleading for him with the headmaster when he put lighted matches in the waste-paper basket at school, and keeping it a secret when she later learned that he had set fire to some rubbish in a disused warehouse. He had confessed to that offence when he was arrested for firing a car. It had gone off like a bomb and he had been sent to prison for two years.


‘Well, for God’s sake keep on like that,’ she told him. ‘Now, I must finish my trays or they’ll be screaming. Number seven will have finished hers; I’ll fetch that to make up for what you smashed. Stay here while I’m gone.’


Julie knew he meant what he had said, but was he strong enough to stick to it? He’d always said he was sorry when caught out in any minor misdemeanour as a child and he didn’t like upsetting people. But he loved the sparkle and the glitter of the fires he made. He stood and watched them burn and that was how he had been caught. A man who could do a thing like that, the judge had said, had shown a total disregard for human life.
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Thelma woke with a headache and a sour taste in her mouth. She’d overdone the whisky, but she had hoped that it would help her through the inevitable ending to the evening. Nothing ever did, however; she should know that by now.


He wasn’t still in her bed: that was something to be thankful for, and perhaps he had even left the house. She peered around her, blinking in the pale light which filtered through the printed chintz curtains. Then she saw the holdall that had been his sole piece of luggage standing in a corner of the room.


She had done none of her own unpacking yet; her cases stood where Edward had left them in what she regarded as, in perpetuity, her bedroom. Some of her possessions remained here wherever she herself might be and now she found an old blue quilted dressing gown in the cupboard. She put it on and, barefoot, went downstairs in search of coffee.


Her mother was standing by the table in the sitting-room where her current jigsaw was set out, a jagged fragment in her hand. She turned as her daughter entered the room. Thelma’s hair stood out in an aureole around her pale face; her eyes looked haggard. Once, she had been a predictable if sometimes sulky little girl, and was always pretty, but her mother had found it hard to love her and for that reason was perpetually consumed with guilt and self-reproach, aggravated by Thelma’s failure to build herself a happy life.


Lydia had put the percolator on, using the last coffee beans; normally, she drank instant coffee, which Thelma scorned.


‘Good morning, Thelma,’ she said, and did not ask her daughter if she had slept well; least said about the night’s activities the better. ‘There isn’t any bread,’ she added. ‘But Mrs Dodds will have opened up by now, though she won’t have had a fresh delivery yet. Still, there may be a loaf left over from yesterday.’


‘I don’t know why you don’t keep some in the freezer, Mother,’ Thelma said.


‘I do, often,’ said Lydia. ‘I’ve run out. That’s all.’ With Thelma in America, it hadn’t seemed necessary to be equipped against a sudden siege.


Lydia put the jigsaw segment into her skirt pocket and accompanied her daughter to the kitchen, where she poured her out a cup of coffee. Boris, half asleep, opened one eye and regarded both of them benevolently from his basket.


‘That dog’s getting old,’ said Thelma.


Lydia ignored the comment.


‘Your friend’s gone out,’ she said. ‘Will he be staying long?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Thelma carelessly. ‘I only met him yesterday. In the train, as a matter of fact. We’ll have to wait and see.’


Lydia would not give Thelma the satisfaction of registering shock, but her hand shook as she put down the percolator. She always sought excuses for her daughter’s waywardness: poor Thelma had been married less than six years when her first husband, Charles Hallows, was killed in a motor accident. No other car was involved; he had run off the road and hit a tree one Tuesday afternoon. He had left the office early, suffering from flu, but the spot where the crash had occurred was not on his route home. No explanation was forthcoming; the post-mortem showed no evidence of alcohol, or of heart attack or other seizure; it had all been very difficult to understand and accept. Within a few months Thelma had married again, but her husband had left her after only three weeks. She had reverted to her earlier married name and, as soon as it was possible, had obtained a divorce. Her father had bought her a flat in London where she had lived on and off ever since, reappearing in Milton St Gabriel at frequent intervals when pressed for cash or emotionally suffering. She had taken various temporary, often insubstantial jobs, sometimes as a demonstrator at trade exhibitions or in stores, always hoping to get into the theatre again. There was much talk of Equity; Lydia was uncertain whether Thelma had qualified for the essential card or for want of it failed to secure any parts, or whether there was some other cause for her lack of professional success.
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