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Evie Crump was sick of hearing that she had a funny name. Bank cashiers said so. Telephonists said so. The woman in the dry-cleaner’s had been saying so for years. Even her dad said so, and he had given it to her.


Just that morning Evie’s acting agent, the magnificently monikered Meredith de Winter, had been banging on about it. ‘I mean,’ she’d wailed down the phone, with a voice steeped in half a century’s worth of gin and Silk Cut, ‘how am I supposed to find work for an actress named Evie Crump? What do you see when you look in the mirror, darling? You see a girl in her twenties with big blue eyes and woefully untidy hair, you do not see an EVIE CRUMP!’


In fact, what Evie saw as she squinted into the dressing room’s cracked mirror was a threadbare fun-fur badger, whose plastic left eye was hanging by a thread and whose paws smelt faintly of curry. God, she hated this costume. There was certainly no need to ask if her bum looked big in this.


An equally moth-eaten squirrel shuffled agitatedly in and said, ‘Mfllllurg blllllhmph,’ rather angrily.


‘Oh, get your mouthpiece in the right place, Simeon,’ snapped Evie, and wearily pushed her eye back in.


‘Sorry.’ The squirrel didn’t sound sorry. The grubby mask sported a whimsical woodland smile, but the pretentious, possibly alcoholic drama graduate inside it was furious. As usual. ‘I said, you missed your cue for the song and if you do that again you’re fucking OUT!’


‘Oh, no!’ Evie clasped her paws to her furry head in horror. ‘Don’t say that! Don’t throw me out into the woods alone! How could I cope without you and all the other neurotic bastard cuddly animals?’


There is always good-natured banter backstage. But this was not good-natured banter. More than once the lovable animals had come off stage and tried to beat each other insensible with the scenery.


‘I said all along you were wrong for the part,’ yelled the squirrel, delving into a nearby rucksack and extracting a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.


‘You’re spilling it on your padded tummy again,’ Evie pointed out calmly. The chief – possibly the only – pleasure of this job was being foul to Simeon.


‘Shut your face,’ responded Simeon cleverly, swigging noisily from the bottle. ‘Have you been studying badgers like I told you? . . . Well, have you?’


Evie scratched her massive fuzzy head with a plastic claw. ‘Hmm. Well, I’ve been tuning into the soaps: BadgerEnders, Badgeration Street. Does that count?’


Simeon flung down his papier-mâché nuts in fury. ‘Why won’t you take this seriously?’


‘Maybe because the script is crap, the costumes are crap and the set is crap.’ Evie didn’t add that Simeon was crap, but he was. Deeply crap. He made John Inman look like Laurence Olivier.


The big squirrel was shaking with fury. Really, thought Evie, this was too easy. Any minute now he’d come out with his no-place-for-cynicism-in-the-theatre line.


‘There is no place for cynicism in the theatre,’ he screamed, for once right on cue.


‘We’re not in a theatre,’ Evie pointed out wearily. ‘We’re in a community hall in the arse end of nowhere, performing anti-sexist, anti-racist, anti-ageist, anti-class-distinction and, unfortunately, anti-any-fun-whatsoever playlets for an audience of bored five-year-olds who, by the looks on their little faces, would rather be having rabies jabs.’ She paused. ‘Your tail’s fallen off again.’


‘Oh, fuck fuck fuck FUCK!’ squealed Simeon, spinning round and smashing his bottle against the rusty sink just as the headmistress of the audience put her head round the door.


Taken aback, she rallied quickly and asked tentatively, ‘Do you think you could come back onstage? Your friend the mole was half-way through a most delightful dance when he slipped and put his head through a plywood tree. There’s blood everywhere and I don’t really want the children to hear that kind of language.’


One day this would make a great story to tell over a glass of wine, Evie thought, but today wasn’t that day. She could certainly appreciate that anybody glancing into Casualty and spotting a giant squirrel and a giant badger propping up a giant mole, who was bleeding profusely and muttering, ‘I turned down Crimewatch for this,’ would laugh. But not her. Not just now.


‘Can’t we at least take his head off?’ she begged Simeon, as they manoeuvred themselves uneasily into two of those orange plastic chairs that seem specially designed to be uncomfortable.


‘And spoil the magic? Are you mad?’


Evie sighed and closed her eyes. Simeon made such declarations without a whisper of irony. Evie had become an actress because she liked acting: it was as simple as that. All this po-faced stuff about truth and beauty left her cold. (If she was honest with herself – and this occasionally happened if the wind was in the right direction – she admitted that she had become an actress because she wanted to be famous. But that sounded shallow and cheap so she didn’t admit it too often. It was, of course, blindingly obvious to everyone who knew her.) Simeon had become an actor for altogether more noble reasons, but unfortunately he was an actor first and a sympathetic human being second.


And, apparently, a squirrel third.


‘Crimewatch wanted me,’ whimpered Mole, with a concussed slur. ‘I turned them down. I’m a fool, a mad, crazy fool.’


‘Ssssh.’ Evie stroked his latex head as he slumped against her. She tried to ignore the computerised sign informing her that there were a mere three hours and fourteen minutes to wait as she recalled how Meredith had described this job to her: ‘A riot! A romp! You’ll love it! All those smiling little faces! Being one of the happy band of a touring company!’ The reality was being crammed into the back of a medieval Ford Transit with various rejects from the acting world who kept up their spirits by drinking, bitching, being terribly, terribly serious about their craft, or crying. In her time in the van Evie had indulged in all these activities, except the being terribly, terribly serious. It was quite beyond her how anybody with a functioning irony gland could be sincere about what they were inflicting on defenceless five-year-olds within the area encircled by the M25.


Except, of course, Simeon. She noticed he had ostentatiously opened a copy of King Lear and was reading it as far as he could through his ragged eyeholes.


That computerised sign had been optimistic. Four hours had crawled by before they were allowed to fold up the bandaged thespian and stuff him into the back of the van. Evie sat wedged against the window in the front passenger seat as the vehicle reached frightening speeds of up to thirty miles an hour towards London, home, baths and fluffy towels. She was almost obscured by the props they’d had to take in the front to make room for the prostrate mole. Cradling an immense bush, she felt too knackered even to irritate Simeon with the tasteless double-entendres for which the situation cried out.


Sums buzzed in her head as she gazed out at the rain-sodden dual-carriageway. These days, she always came back to sums as soon as she was unoccupied. The equation went something like wages minus rent minus bills minus a little bit of fun equals . . . She could never do it so that it equalled anything at all. In fact, the answer was usually an offensively large minus figure.


If I don’t get some sort of a break soon, thought Evie miserably for the thousandth time, I’ll have to get a proper job. The very idea made her break out in a cold sweat. She’d had proper jobs. They’d nearly killed her. She admired commuters heading for the tube in the mornings the way newsreel crowds used to admire Tommies heading for the front. The truth was that Evie couldn’t actually do anything useful. She had the attention span of a toddler tanked up on E-numbers, and reacted to authority the way pit-bull terriers react to a poke with a sharp stick. Besides, she had to make it in acting or her family would queue up to stamp ‘Told You So’ on her forehead. No, she would never give her mother the satisfaction of gloating over her often-prophesied failure.


But those sums. They couldn’t be ignored for ever. She could recycle last year’s clothes with a clever needle and thread. She could convince herself that she liked Smash and gravy for dinner. She could even use a smaller wine glass. But the rent . . .


‘Do you need me to take you to your door?’ asked Simeon, as he did every day.


‘Yes. That was the deal, after all,’ replied Evie, as she did every day. Muttering bad things about Simeon into the bush helped to pass the rest of the journey until Simeon – again, as usual – braked unnecessarily sharply and snarled, ‘Here we are. Your elegant townhouse.’


Evie gave him a long, hard look. ‘You really are a twat, aren’t you?’ she said, then hopped down on to the pavement.


The van roared away, leaving Evie alone outside her elegant townhouse. All twenty-six of its floors shot up into the darkening sky. There was elegant dog shit on the elegant steps, pockmarked with cigarette butts and takeaway wrappers. ‘Something is very wrong with my life if I can’t even earn enough to keep this place,’ mused Evie. It was hard to stab her floor number in the lift until she took off one paw. Then she crossed her uncovered fingers tightly and was rewarded with an ancient hum. She held her breath against the whiff of urine until the eighth floor.


As she put the first of her five keys into the door (security was paramount at Dickens Tower) she allowed herself a tiny reckless daydream: the sound of a deep, warm, male voice calling, ‘Evie darling! Is that you? I’ve missed you!’


Instead the smell of garlic almost felled her, badger suit and all, in the tiny hall, and a male voice yelled, ‘Where have you been, you useless sow? Get your arse in here and open this bottle of wine.’


‘Oh dear,’ exclaimed Bing, her flatmate, when she shuffled into the kitchen. ‘I don’t have to ask what kind of day you’ve had.’


Evie slumped into a rickety chair and greedily grabbed the humungous glass of red wine on offer. ‘If I just say mole, Casualty, Simeon, nervous breakdown if I don’t get a decent part soon, you can fill in the gaps yourself.’


‘Wouldn’t mind filling that Simeon’s gap. He’s gorge.’ Bing was a golden, glowing, tanned, toned, six-foot-two bundle of promiscuity. He managed the enviable trick of being outrageously homosexual without losing an iota of masculinity, thanks in part to his impressive physique and manly bearing. The only pastime he considered comparable to sex was gazing at his blond self in a mirror, something he was managing to do even as he stirred the Bolognese sauce, thanks to the reflective sheen of the eye-level grill.


‘Do you have to cook in the nude?’ enquired Evie, after her first heady slurp of vin ordinaire.


‘I like the air to get to my skin. Don’t worry. I always wear an apron. My magnificent tool won’t get anywhere near your dinner.’


‘Do me a favour and don’t use the words “tool” and “dinner” in the same sentence. You couldn’t fill his gap. Simeon, I mean. I’ve told you before, he’s heterosexual. The sort of bloke who gives straights a bad name.’


‘Straight schmaight. I could turn him quicker than a revolving door.’ Bing simultaneously blew himself a kiss in the grill and tossed a handful of chopped oregano into the pan. ‘Was he shitty to you again, darling? After I shag him I’ll punch him for you.’


‘What a lovely sentiment. He was making snide remarks about this place.’


‘Twat,’ said Bing, uncannily. ‘This is our little palace. He just doesn’t have enough soul to understand.’


Evie smiled over the rim of her glass at her lodger, his buttocks clenching and unclenching in perfect time to the Carpenters’ song blaring tinnily out of the radio. Evie loved Bing. He was loyal, funny and decorative, all-pouf but all-man. Damned annoying too, with his nuclear-strength campery and vicious tongue. But he loved Evie right back. When he had moved in, the small, creaking, damp old flat had instantly perked up. The plan had been that Bing would live with her for a reduced rent while helping her tackle the countless home improvements that needed doing.


It had been a good plan. It had only one flaw. They’d been living together for six months now and the sole home improvement was a new glitterball hanging above the sagging three-piece suite. ‘Face it,’ Bing had said, over the dregs of a bottle late one night, ‘I’m too busy having sex to do any DIY and you’re too busy being depressed about not having sex to do any DIY. Plus, we’re both allergic to manual labour.’


‘You’re sho right,’ she’d slurred, and they’d both cackled, happy just to be together and to be blind drunk and to be the type of people who could rise above their surroundings. Tonight, cold, sober, tired and disillusioned, Evie was finding it difficult to rise above the cracked seventies lino, the windows that had been painted shut by some gormless tenant long ago, and the astonishingly accurate map of India the damp had traced on the kitchen wall. It was hardly a palace, but even these humble surroundings would be out of her reach if she didn’t get a break soon. The sigh broke into the warmth of her wine glass and died there.


‘It’s being so cheerful that keeps you going,’ remarked Bing. ‘Now, what am I forgetting?’ He struck a thoughtful pose in his pinny. ‘Oh, yes!’ He whirled round and thrust a tomato-smeared wooden spoon at Evie. ‘A solicitor called! You’ve got to call him back!’


‘A solicitor?’ echoed Evie dumbly. ‘Called me?’


‘Yes. Yes. The number’s by the phone. Quick, it’s getting on for six.’


Evie stood up slowly. Why would a solicitor be after her? ‘Do you think somebody’s going to sue me?’ she asked Bing.


‘Typical. Always look on the black side.’ Bing ushered her into the sitting room where the suite jostled for space with the widescreen TV he insisted on. ‘Of course nobody’s suing you,’ he reassured her, as he handed her the receiver and dialled the number, adding, ‘unless they saw your Lady Macbeth in Leamington Spa, that is.’


He returned to his saucepans, muttering distractedly, ‘Now, what else was I supposed to remember?’ as he tossed handfuls of spaghetti into foaming water.


A few moments later Evie trudged back into the kitchen. ‘I . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘I . . .’ She looked shell-shocked.


‘Don’t make me use violence.’ Bing raised the wooden spoon. ‘I what, you dozy mare?’


‘I’ve been left something in a will. I’ve been left something substantial in a will. Yes, that’s the word he used – substantial.’ Evie turned wide eyes to Bing. ‘I’ve been left⎯’


‘I get it, I get it. That’s fantastic! What can it be?’


Evie was too busy wondering who had heard her desperate prayers to muse on that. It was substantial, and that was enough for now. There must be a patron saint of stressed-out actresses up there. ‘I need a bath,’ she announced.


‘Make it quick,’ said Bing sternly.


Still lost in wonderment, Evie opened the bathroom door and was surprised to discover that it was already warm and steamy, and smelt of her favourite expensive bath foam.


‘’Allo!’ beamed the cherubic dark boy from the bath, where his perfectly coiffed head just cleared the bubbles. ‘I eez Raoul.’


From the kitchen Bing shouted, ‘Ah, that’s what I forgot.’
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What does one wear to a solicitor’s office? Grey Marks & Spencer if you’re Evie, fuchsia Paul Smith if you’re Bing. Sitting in the antiseptic reception room of Snile and Son, they made an incongruous pair. Evie squeezed Bing’s hand. She was glad of his support. He could have been licking marshmallows off Raoul’s tummy, but he was here in all his immaculately turned-out glory.


‘Miss Crump?’ Mr Snile Jr stood at the open door to his office, every inch the part, with his balding domed head and his half-moon spectacles. ‘Please, do come through.’ Something substantial buzzed around Evie’s head as she and her companion were ushered through the heavy oak door.


The nearby park was a relief after the staid stuffiness of the office. Evie sat on a bench by the pond while Bing paced to and fro in front of her, scattering the ducks, who were imploring them for bread with a self-confidence that was doomed to go unrewarded. She had the dazed look of one who had been dropped from a helicopter but Bing was crackling with excitement.


‘A house!’ he exclaimed, for the fiftieth, or hundred and fiftieth, time. ‘Out of nowhere, a whole fucking house!’ He shoved an intrepid mallard out of his way with the toe of his loafer. ‘Doors, windows, walls, the whole shebang!’


‘Floors, ceilings . . .’ muttered Evie.


‘Probably even a roof. You realise what this means? You’re rich, babe!’


Evie smiled distantly. ‘You’re forgetting the conditions, Bing,’ she said gently, holding up an envelope. ‘I’m certainly not rich.’


‘What conditions?’ Bing snatched the letter from her. ‘I stopped listening after he said some old dear had left you a house.’ He peered at the typewritten page.


Evie closed her eyes. Belle O’Brien had been no old dear. Warm, laughing, mischievous and always smelling deliciously of roses with just a hint of gin, she had been a big part of Evie’s childhood.


Back in the twenties Evie’s grandmother and Belle had sat beside each other on their first day at convent school in Dublin, and they’d sat together on the ferry to England when they were giggling blue-eyed twenty-year-olds.


The two young women had had very different ambitions. Gran had only ever wanted to be a nurse. Marriage and multiple motherhood meant that her qualifications had lain unused. But Belle had never been distracted from her dream: ever since her first trip to a panto when she was not much more than a dot, Belle had known she was an actress. She had made up with looks and vivacity what she lacked in talent, and had tripped prettily across most of the stages in the country. Constantly touring in revues, plays and musicals, she had been careful to keep in touch with her old friend. Her career – never stellar – had waned long before Gran found herself bemused by the freedom that widowhood and a grown family afforded her.


The two old women had plenty of time for each other again and it was the Belle of this period that Evie had got to know. Evie, seven years old, liberally sprinkled with freckles, and with hair that consisted entirely of cowlicks, had been allowed to drape herself with Belle’s huge store of old stage costumes, and to plaster herself with the heavy Leichner makeup that was still wrapped in its fragile glamorous packaging.


Belle and Gran had been the only people trusted with Evie’s fledgling dream of becoming an actress. They had pronounced it a wonderful idea and had been an enthusiastic audience for countless melodramatic improvisations about princesses, witches, bank robbers, pop stars and Victorian heiresses. These command performances took place at Belle’s house in the basement, which Evie remembered as large and dramatically furnished with velvet chaises-longues, ostrich feathers and rich dark colours. The three floors above, divided into self-contained flats, were let to lodgers, and sometimes as Gran had held Evie’s mittened hand on the walk home she would tut and mutter baffling comments about how they were ‘bleeding Belle dry’. Evie had shivered in delight without understanding the meaning.


Then Gran, dear loving, forgetful Gran, with her ever-present handbag and inexplicable devotion to Terry Wogan, had gone and died. Evie’s mother had taken offence (an activity for which she could win Olympic medals) because Belle had excused herself from the funeral, explaining that she didn’t want to think of her dearest friend and companion in the ground, she wanted to remember her alive and happy. All perfectly sensible, even to a child, but Evie’s mother had embarked on one of her marathon huffs and Evie had never seen Belle again. If she was honest, it was a good few years since she had even thought of her.


Until today.


Bing was folding the letter. His shoulders had slumped under the fuchsia linen. ‘Hmm. Strange conditions. Funny old bird, was she?’


‘She was brilliant,’ said Evie simply. ‘I think I understand what she was trying to do.’


‘That makes one of us. It looks to me as if she’s left you something valuable, then tried to make damn sure there was no way you could profit from it.’


Evie reckoned she knew better. ‘Listen. There’s something I have to do. Are you on tonight?’


‘Yes. I’ll be giving my all upon the London stage.’ Bing was in the chorus of the latest revival of Joseph. ‘I’ll bring a pizza home and we’ll mull this over, OK?’


Very much OK. A kiss, a waft of Paco Rabanne, and he was gone.


Evie found the tube station and bought a ticket to Surbiton. Or, as she liked to think of it, the Gates of Hell. Surbiton was where her parents lived.


Now, don’t get the wrong idea about Bridgie and John Crump. Nobody else thought of twenty-five Willowdene Gardens as the threshold of the underworld. Even Evie was slavishly devoted to her pipe-smoking, cardigan-sporting father. It was just that if you had grown up as the younger, relentlessly under-achieving daughter of Bridgie Crump, you wouldn’t recognise her as the mild-mannered, solid and respectable citizen that everyone else saw: you would know her as an ambassadress of Hades.


‘Well, hello, stranger!’ yelped Bridgie, passive-aggressively as she opened the door. ‘To what do we owe this honour?’


‘Hi, Mum. I need to talk to you and Dad about something.’


‘About what?’ Bridgie gripped the door in alarm, the duster falling from her fingers. ‘Work? Money? Is it a man? You’re not . . . ?’ She glanced in terror at her daughter’s stomach.


‘Er . . . can I come in?’ As Evie performed the comprehensive shoe-scraping and mat-stamping that was a condition of entry to number twenty-five she attempted to reassure her mother. ‘Don’t panic. It’s good. I think.’


‘Come on through, then. You’ve caught me on the hop, so excuse the mess.’


As ever, the house was clean enough for Evie to have taken out her mother’s appendix on the faux-bamboo coffee table. Forensic scientists would have been hard pressed to prove that humans had ever lived there.


‘Tea?’ queried Bridgie, with the certainty of the second-generation Irish: not so much a question, more a command. ‘Sit yourself down while I see what I have.’ The vocabulary and style was all Dublin, handed down from Gran, but the accent was hyper-polished suburbia.


Tea never arrives alone in an Irish house. It is chaperoned by a fondant fancy or a little sandwich. On this strange day Evie found the prospect of a cup of tea and a nice little something rather comforting. Less comforting was the migraine-inducing swirly carpet, the countless bowls of pot-pourri, the mystical flicker of the orange bulb from within the moulded-plastic coal-effect fire. Evie burrowed into the obscenely comfy sofa, taking care not to disarrange the artful cushion display. Bridgie Crump lived her life in desperate pursuit of the posh and an abundance of cushions was very posh. Pot-pourri was off-the-scale posh, hence its presence on every over-polished surface.


‘Will you have a sausage roll?’ screeched Bridgie, through the louvred saloon doors that led to the kitchen.


‘Oooh, no, that’s too much, Mum.’


‘Ah, go on. It’s tiny. You can hardly see it. Look!’ Bridgie waved it over the top of the door.


‘Go on, then.’ Resistance was useless. Bridgie’s vocation was to feed everyone under her roof as if they were fresh from a famine. Plumbers, window-cleaners, Jehovah’s Witnesses all staggered away from her door, covered with crumbs.


A dent in the armchair nearest the fire signalled the absence of the man of the house. ‘Where’s Dad?’ asked Evie, as her mother steered a delicate course between occasional tables and pouffes, bearing her laden tray.


‘Taking a turn in the gardens.’


Noting that the medium-sized patch of grass housing the bins and a sagging washing-line had been promoted to ‘the gardens’, Evie swiftly translated this information as ‘Your father has sneaked out to have a quick puff of his pipe as I am too much of a heartless witch to allow him to smoke it indoors.’


‘Now,’ said Bridgie comfortably, settling herself down and swinging into action with the teapot, ‘what’s this important news?’


‘Henry!’ Evie sank to her knees and threw her arms round the fat neck of the elderly black mongrel who had just ambled into the room. She was deaf to her mother’s squawks of ‘Aw, no, he’ll get hairs all over your jumper. There’s no need to ruin it even if it is cheap.’


‘Oh, Henry Henry Henry!’ gabbled Evie, who had never found another male to match him for love and loyalty.


But something was wrong. There was a downcast look in Henry’s eye. He seemed subdued, ashamed, almost. ‘Henry, what is it?’ Evie drew back, panic-stricken, and took a good look at him. ‘Oh, dear God, Henry, you’re clean!’


‘As you well know, he’s always clean,’ snapped Bridgie. ‘You could eat your dinner off that dog. He’s the cleanest Labrador in Surbiton.’


So Henry had been elevated too. It was possible that some portion of him was Labrador, but it was heavily diluted. He was a mutt, pure and simple. What was more, he was a mutt who had never met soap and water head-on before. In fact, Henry’s idiosyncratic perfume had been the catalyst for the Crump pot-pourri collection. Washed, he looked smaller. And deeply apologetic.


Evie had an unwelcome flash of intuition. ‘Mum, I hope you haven’t . . .’ She leapt up to investigate Henry’s bed, which was lodged behind the sofa. ‘Oh, Mum, you have!’ This was cruel beyond even her mother’s high standards. She’d washed Henry’s jumper, the one he’d slept on since he was a pup. The raggedy old stripy sweater was now folded neatly in his basket like something on the shelves at Gap.


All this could mean only one thing: ‘Who’s coming to visit?’


‘Beth and the twins. And Marcus.’ She made Marcus sound like the Shah of Persia when in fact he was Evie’s dentist brother-in-law. Bridgie worshipped Marcus for his conservative appearance, his effortlessly posh accent and his ability to install her elder daughter in a 4 recep/5 bed/3 bath(1 ensuite)/swmmng pl/extnsve grnds near Henley. Evie had never got beyond small-talk with Marcus (she found cravats an insuperable hurdle) but she liked him well enough.


‘Thanks for the invite.’ Evie’s skin thinned perceptibly around Bridgie.


‘You don’t need one,’ said Bridgie blithely. ‘It’s on Sunday. I’m doing beef.’


‘Just the traditional roast?’ Evie was wary. Her mother had a habit of trying out the recipes in the latest celebrity or TV tie-in cookbook.


‘Of course.’ Bridgie foisted a teetering plateful on to Evie. ‘With just a few roast eggs and a nice thin nettle gravy.’


A deep, merry voice rumbled, ‘Can’t wait,’ from the doorway.


‘Dad!’ Evie stretched to accept the whiskery kiss he was offering. ‘Oh, Dad, it’s so good to see you.’


And it was. It was good to see his thick grey hair, his warm blue eyes (so like her own), his quietly amused expression and his general, all-round daddishness. At twenty-seven Evie was a good ten years younger than Beth, and her parents had always been a touch older than other people’s. She hadn’t noticed it until recently. Her mother’s thick Irish hair, only barely tamed by the ever-present perm, now had threads of startling silver. They were both slowing down. Dad looked – or was this just her imagination? – ever so slightly smaller, ever so slightly diminished. These were unwelcome thoughts as she watched him ease himself into his favourite chair and covertly help the pristine Henry to a sausage roll.


‘I’ve got a house!’ Characteristically Evie leapt straight in.


When the what-do-you-means had subsided she went on to explain more fully.


Bridgie sniffed meaningfully. ‘Huh! Belle! That woman was mad as a hatter. There’ll be a drawback. She led my poor mother astray for years.’


‘Now now, Bridgie,’ began John, in the sort of voice vets use to calm hysterical horses, ‘Belle was eccentric but perfectly harmless. And you can hardly call going on the swings at the local rec leading your mother astray.’


‘They were over seventy! Anything could have happened!’ squealed Bridgie, with full backdated outrage. ‘And she dragged her to that life-drawing class.’


‘Hmm. Don’t recall much dragging being necessary,’ muttered John, then quelled the flow of accusations: ‘She was a good friend to your mum at a time when she was lonely. If she’s decided to make this generous bequest to our daughter we should be grateful to her.’


Bridgie looked chastened but, rallying, found another negative point to raise. ‘You won’t want to live in a big old dump like that. You’ll sell it?’


John Crump was beaming. ‘Looks like those money worries are over, you lucky girl.’ He winked at his little girl. He had long ago stopped endeavouring to help her out financially. One of the many traits Evie had inherited from her mother was a ferocious pride.


‘Well, no, not really.’ Evie sighed and produced the letter. She smoothed it out on her lap and continued, ‘There are conditions.’ She ignored Bridgie’s snort, and the resulting hail of macaroon crumbs, and read out the letter that Mr Snile Jr had given her, which Belle had written a few weeks before she died. Her Dublin lilt came clearly across the divide.




‘Dear Evie



‘How very peculiar it is to write a letter that will only be read out after I have perished! But perished I have and it is time to redistribute my possessions. My biggest and most significant possession I leave entirely to you, the granddaughter of my beloved friend. I saw so much of her in you and, perhaps fancifully, I came to see something of myself in you as well. As I got older and a slight (slight, mind!) regret began to creep in about the lack of a family of my own, I loved to have you in the house, and listen to your stories and chatter. Then when you proclaimed that you wanted to be an actress I suddenly realised, “This little person and I are alike.” How your gran and I relished those impromptu productions when you played every part. I particularly remember your version of Romeo and Juliet: your Juliet told Romeo that he ponged and she was running away to join a disco-dancing team. I could see the love of performing in what you were doing even then, and I could also see some real talent.



‘The years steal people from our lives and I lost touch with you after we lost our mutual dear one. But I heard that you had trained as an actress and I saw you occasionally on my crackly TV, in commercials and walk-ons. But I knew you were struggling, because that’s what we actresses do, unless we’re stars. Very few of us are lucky enough to be Meryl Streep – or even Claire Sweeney – so I leave you my house as security in the fraught but magical life you have chosen. Think of it as a subsidy, to help you carry on with your dream.



‘My dear, I hand you the key to eighteen Kemp Street but I also hand you responsibilities. I bought this house for what now seems small change back in the fifties. I had saved for the future, never trusting in a knight in shining armour. I had a plan. When the work dried up – my slender talent was never going to outlive my dimples – I would have an income from letting the rest of the house.



‘And that is how I came to be living here, in my warm basement, with all my lodgers in their flats above me. You may think me a very foolish old biddy, but they are special to me. From the day I first put up a “rooms to let” postcard in the local newsagent I have felt that only the folk who were really meant to live here have approached me.



‘So, if you accept ownership of this house, you accept responsibility for the lodgers too. None of them must be turned out and the house must not be sold until the last of them has left entirely of their own accord.



‘I realise that their rents are low, so reappraise them if you want to. Try to take their personal situations in to account.



‘I am tired now and must put down my pen. I hope that you will accept my bequest. I dearly hope that it will be of use to you.



‘Love to you, from wherever I am,


‘Belle O’Brien.’





Bridgie opened her mouth, but her husband shot her a look he used only rarely and she shut it again noiselessly. ‘She obviously cared about you, Evie,’ John said. ‘But what do you want to do? Do you feel able to take on a house full of lodgers?’


‘Yes.’ The certainty in her voice surprised Evie. ‘Yes, I do. I don’t know why,’ she added lamely, ‘but I do.’


In reality, she did know why. One hopeful, star-struck, dedicated, slightly nutty actress had reached out to another across the years, across the divide between life and death. It was a vote of confidence from one of her own.


Bridgie could never be quelled for long. ‘This will just prolong the acting nonsense,’ she proclaimed, returning to a well-worn theme. ‘If you sold the house you’d have financial security and you could retrain for something useful, like Beth.’


‘I didn’t realise she had a degree in Dentist’s Wife-ing,’ mumbled Evie, folding the letter into her overstuffed suede sack of a handbag.


‘As you well know, Beth is a qualified solicitor,’ Bridgie said. ‘Will you listen to me for once and sell this bloody madwoman’s house?’



When are you going to listen to me? thought Evie grimly. ‘There’s a codicil – if that’s the right word – to the will. If I don’t accept Belle’s conditions the house passes to the local housing association, with in-built protection for her tenants.’


‘I say good luck to you!’ Evie’s father stood up. ‘And good luck to old Belle too. I’ll dig out the sherry and we’ll toast you both.’


Bridgie sighed as her husband filled three miniature schooners from the prehistoric bottle of sherry that constituted the major portion of the Crump drinks cabinet. ‘John, John, John,’ she asked sadly, ‘is there no end to your appetites?’


It had taken a while to winkle the information out of Bridgie, but once Evie had ascertained that an invitation to the funeral had arrived and been ignored she was determined to visit Belle’s grave. ‘I have absolutely no idea where Belle O’Brien is buried,’ Bridgie had declared. After some skilful topping up of her schooner she had spilled not only the address of the cemetery but the location of the grave. (Bridgie was an enthusiastic and seasoned snubber: if she was going to ignore somebody she would ignore them with all the necessary information to hand. It was more satisfying than a vague, amateurish snub.)


Another tube station, another emergence, but into the metropolitan clamour of Earl’s Court this time. According to Bridgie, Belle had bought her plot decades ago in the Catholic corner of Brompton Cemetery. ‘Morbid,’ she had said, and sniffed, but Evie considered it canny and sophisticated. Of course a sexy young actress would want to make sure her well-applauded bones rested for ever in a chic part of town. South Kensington was a Frenchified Bohemian area – although any Bohemians who ended up there, these days, were well-heeled ones.


How does a cemetery achieve that stillness? Through the gates, it was as if the hectic traffic on the other side of the wall was now on tiptoe. Evie looked at the plan posted for first-timers like herself and set off purposefully down an asphalt path that shimmered hotly in the June heat. She clutched a crackling, Cellophaned bunch of expensive, dusty pink roses to her chest as she passed weeping angels, open Bibles, mournful draped figures, all in stone. Brompton residents were not folk of restraint. Heroes all, surely – no ordinary mortal with a job, an overdraft and mundane habits could merit such a grand memorial.


In a corner shaded by ancient yews, Evie spied a newish grave. Her pace slowed. She was not ‘good’ at cemeteries. The infrequency of her pilgrimages to her grandparents’ graves was a source of tension between her and her mother. This visit had seemed different: more a thank-you to an old friend than a morbid mission. Now she wasn’t so sure. That old friend was decaying beneath a hump of earth. She drew nearer. It really was too hot. The road, with its hurtling cars, buses and buildings full of reassuringly alive people, was far away. Even if she ran.


‘But I’m not going to run, for God’s sake!’ Evie admonished herself for bringing her actress’s dramatic sensibility to what was, undoubtedly, the most tranquil scene.


She knelt at the foot of plot 443N. Too recent for a headstone, the grave’s only decoration was the dry and exhausted funeral wreaths and bouquets, their parched colours jumping in the dappled shade of the wide, kind yew.


‘Hello, Belle.’ Crazy to feel self-conscious, but she did. You spend your days dressed as a badger singing nursery rhymes set to rap music, she reminded herself. A little thank-you speech should be a doddle. She coughed and raised her voice. ‘Hello.’ Well, it was a start. ‘It’s me, Evie. I’m a bit older than the last time we met.’ She hesitated, unsure how to go on. ‘I’m sorry you had to die.’ God! What a stupid thing to say! Was it socially correct, Evie wondered, to bring up death with a dead person? Was it along the same lines as not mentioning the war to a German? ‘This is a lovely spot to . . . lie – rest,’ she corrected herself hastily. ‘What I really want to say, Belle, is thank you. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. I know why you left me the house and I hope I can live up to it. And don’t worry about your lodgers. They’ll be safe and secure with me.’ Evie leant forward and laid down her roses. Their faded colour made them the perfect match for their withered companions.


‘Oh.’ There was one other fresh token. A small bunch of lavender, tied clumsily with ribbon of the kind you see looped round thick, shiny pigtails at school gates: navy, with yellow smily faces dotted along it. Evie pushed a clod of earth from the luggage label attached to the lavender. ‘I miss you,’ she read.


She was shocked into a hot tear. Somebody missed Belle. How beautiful, she thought, to be missed. And then she shuddered: she was a single woman and a struggling actress, just like Belle, but who would miss her?


The sun bounced a spark off something at the edge of her vision. Evie turned to see a flash of dark fabric dart behind a tree. The movement was furtive, Evie was sure of that somehow, and she sprang to her feet. ‘Hello?’ she sang, in a voice she hoped didn’t sound too alarmed. The faded fabric appeared again as a girl with a basket raced off between the trees and towering statues.


Perplexed, Evie stared after her. The unsettling anxiety ebbed away with a swishing movement of the branches above her and a refreshing breeze that bathed her in a cool wave. She shut her eyes and revelled in it. The rustle of the watching trees seemed to get louder. The leaves were making music. Evie allowed herself to imagine they were telling her that Belle was pleased.
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To Evie, North London was a foreign land. Fulham born, she regarded Belsize Park as a forbidding alien landscape out of which erupted huge brutal houses full of, well, North Londoners.


Now she was the owner of one such brutal house.


‘Eighteen Kemp Street,’ announced Bing unnecessarily, looking up at the three grey-brick storeys that reared uncompromisingly in front of them. ‘It’s handsome.’


‘It’s falling down,’ Evie corrected him.


They were both right. Belle had eschewed (or been unable to afford) modernising blights such as UPVC windows, replacement front doors, satellite dishes, extensions. So far so Interiors magazine, but she had also done without basic repairs. The tall, austerely uniform windows were peeling and rickety, the bricks were sooty, the front door was wantonly allowing a peek at its last three colours. The most recent had been pale blue, a sunny Cornwall shade at odds with the gloomy house around it.


‘Good-sized front garden,’ said Bing.


Knee-deep in brambles as she hacked her way to the wide steps that led to the front door, Evie snapped, ‘What are you, the gay happy estate agent? It’s like Borneo. Why is it so neglected when three prats live here practically free?’


‘Here’s one of the prats now,’ Bing mumbled. ‘Why don’t you ask her?’


Evie wheeled round to face the girl who had silently (damn her) emerged from the front door and stood scowling on the decaying top step, a toddler saddled neatly on her hip. The scowl, Evie would come to know, was not because Evie had called her tenant a prat: it was permanent, like death, taxes and Coronation Street.


‘You the new landlady?’ asked the girl, in a fruity Lancashire accent. She managed to sound both belligerent and uninterested.


‘Yes. I’m Evie Crump.’ Amazingly the girl’s face didn’t crack. Evie felt slighted. Everybody sniggered at her name. She bounded up the stairs and held out her hand like a good little landlady.


The girl cast an incredulous glance at it and walked past her down the steps. ‘I’m Caroline and this is Milly,’ she threw over her shoulder, as she braved Borneo to get to the lopsided wrought-iron gate. ‘I know I owed the old biddy a week and a half. Don’t wet yourself. You’ll get it.’


After a pause while they watched her progress down Kemp Street Bing said, ‘I like her.’


Evie laughed, then rapidly regained her crestfallen demeanour. ‘Why was Belle concerned about her? She’s a right madam.’


‘Maybe she improves when you get to know her,’ Bing suggested philosophically, and leapt up the steps to join her at the front door. ‘Although she’d have to work very hard just to achieve “horrible”.’ He leant over and pulled the creaking front door shut. ‘No, you don’t. First time. Use your key, Ms House Owner.’


‘Here goes.’ Evie flourished it.


‘No, hang on.’ Ignoring her ladylike ‘Oi! Fuck off!’ Bing swept her up into his arms as if she was a Victorian invalid. ‘Let’s do this properly. You open the door and I’ll carry you over the threshold. Probably the only time anybody ever will, after all.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Particularly if you keep buying your jeans at Bhs.’


‘Thank you again. Actually, they’re 501s.’


‘That’s even worse. It means that on you they look like Bhs.’


‘May I open the door, please?’


‘Yes. I know I’m a trained dancer with the stamina of a finely honed athlete but I haven’t had to carry anything so heavy since I played Jesus in the school pageant and they gave me a real cross.’


Evie refused to give Bing the satisfaction of laughing. She leant over, key in hand, just as the door flew open.


‘Oh,’ said the unkempt man standing there.


‘Oh,’ echoed Evie. ‘I mean hello. I’m Evie Crump, your new owner. Oh, God – no, I’m your landlady. Sorry, that sounded awful.’ Her feet thumped on to the floor as Bing gratefully put her down.


‘Yes,’ said the second of her new tenants. Evidently riddled with shyness, he seemed to be grasping words at random, regardless of their relevance. ‘Quite. Well. Ah. Now.’ He was a tall, strawberry-blond man of impressive untidiness. Each item of his clothing – tweed jacket, check shirt, brogues, for Heaven’s sake – might have been donated by a vastly larger or smaller friend. His soft, educated voice gave him an air of other-worldly, baffled academia. His pale features concertinaed with crimson embarrassment. ‘I am so dreadfully sorry,’ he gasped, with sudden fluency. ‘I’ve spoiled the start of your honeymoon!’


Evie blinked hard. Bing guffawed heartily. ‘I’m not married to that,’ he whooped ungallantly. ‘Look. Let’s start again. Evie here is moving in today. She’s your new landlady. I’m her friend, Bing, and I am deeply – thank God – gay.’


A visible jolt rippled through the other man at the G-word. Just as if, Bing reminisced later, an electric cock had been stuck up his arse. He recovered and informed them that he was Bernard Briggs.


‘But of course you are,’ said Bing. ‘Now, can we come in?’


Bernard flattened himself against the wall, as if he was expecting a herd of large horned things to rush past him, and in they went.


Evie looked around her at the maroon-painted communal hallway, which was high and spacious with original mouldings, heavy-looking doors and dark-stained floorboards.


Bing closed the door after Bernard, who had fled, and squealed gleefully, ‘You own all this!’


‘I own the damp. I own the rotting door jambs. Lucky me, I even own the mouse poo I can see in the corners.’


Bing’s wide shoulders sank. ‘Cheerful as ever,’ he said. ‘Have you any idea how much I envy you?’


‘You? Envy? Me?’ echoed Evie idiotically.


‘Yes. I might have natural good looks, unbridled talent and all the sex I can eat, but I don’t own a thing. The only security I have is the certain knowledge that Joseph closes in six months and it’s back to auditions and waiting tables. Whatever happens in your career, you have bricks and mortar in your name. What a fantastic safety-net. How lucky you are. Right!’ Bing slapped his hands together in a workmanlike way. ‘Lecture over. I’ll start bringing the boxes up.’


Evie knew he was right. She was acting like an ungrateful baggage. The unexpected bequest of a house was a godsend, usually only granted to Victorian heroines in Sunday-afternoon serials. So why did she feel so oppressed by the dark, damp air of this house? Her house. Why did she feel so daunted by her responsibilities?


Before she had time to formulate anything approaching an answer Bing was staggering back up the steps to join her in the main hall with an overflowing box marked ‘clothes’. ‘Get the bloody door to the basement open. What have you got in here? Chain-mail?’


Confused, Evie gazed about the gloomy hallway. Which was the bloody door to the basement? There were two doors leading off it marked ‘A’ and ‘B’ with brass letters that didn’t quite match. Presumably flat C was up on the first floor, with D nestling at the very top of the house. She gazed up the stairs to where dust motes danced balletically in the antique air.


‘I can’t support this many size fourteens indefinitely,’ warned Bing, his legs beginning to buckle.


‘Sorry,’ muttered Evie, and fumbled with the unfamiliar key-ring. She heaved open the sticky door to flat A and stood back to allow Bing to stagger through it.


And fall down the stairs, all eighteen of them. The flight began immediately on the other side of the door. He unearthed some creative swear words Evie had never heard before.


‘It’s a long time since I was here! I forgot!’ wailed Evie, racing down to him and trying to sound contrite and sympathetic, rather than laughing like a chimp. Seeing people fall over was one of her favourite things.


Bing recovered speedily and gazed around him. All the doors in the basement flat were open, so they could see into the two small bedrooms, the ancient bathroom, the poky kitchen and the dim sitting room. The maroon upstairs had evidently been Belle’s favourite colour, for variants of it were repeated down here. Nosing gingerly through the doors, Evie saw purple, mauve, lavender, heather and indigo everywhere, gobbling up the scanty light that penetrated the fussy lace curtains. Thankfully, all of Belle’s personal possessions had been cleared out by an unknown hand, but playbills, publicity shots and carefully framed reviews still smothered the dark walls. Even the bathroom was a deep purple and contrasted oddly with the state-of-the-art fifties boiler. Evie had to smile. Belle had been an actress to the last: a review of her Juliet in the Palace of Varieties, Totnes, was hung over the cracked cistern.


The kitchen had been similarly Belle-ised. You know what colour it was, and Belle, in some bizarre wartime female version of the Black and White Minstrel Show, cavorted in a medley of pictures above the antediluvian fridge and a cooker Mrs Beeton would have chucked out as old-fashioned.


‘Come and get a load of this.’ Bing sounded awestruck. He was, as ever, ahead of her, and she followed his voice into the sitting room. It was a long room, running the length of the side of the house, and its purple expanse culminated in a large conservatory, which opened out to three steps that led in their turn up to a wide, wild and gloriously green garden, heavy with shrubs and shaded by decorous old trees. The June sun throbbed through the glass.


Evie was amazed. She hadn’t remembered a garden. Then she frowned and opened her mouth but Bing was across the room with one jeté to put his finger on her lips. ‘No! Don’t say it! Don’t say’ – here he adopted a whiny mew – ‘“but it’s purple. And the glass is cracked. And there’s lino on the floor. And I can’t look after a garden.”’ He reverted to his normal baritone. ‘OK? Don’t.’


‘I wasn’t going to,’ said Evie, who had been going to.


Bing shot back up the stairs for more boxes. ‘A lick of paint and some Ikea curtains and you won’t know the place. Honestly, Crump, what are you going to do without me?’


The answer to that was probably ‘Reverse my cirrhosis of the liver and sleep undisturbed by loud yelps of male sexual pleasure.’ But there was another. Evie thumped up the stairs, puzzled as to why the idea hadn’t occurred to her during the previous night’s long orgy of chianti, crying and promising to keep in touch that she and Bing had indulged in.


‘Bing!’ she shrieked, from the crumbling top step.


‘What?’ came the ungracious response from the back seat of Bing’s ancient rainbow-striped Beetle, where he was trying to stuff knickers back into a burst box. He was never at his best when elbow deep in women’s underwear.


‘Look at me! I can’t talk to your arse,’ commanded Evie.


‘Hundreds have.’ Bing straightened up obediently, a fluorescent G-string in one hand and a pair of seen-better-days big pants in the other. ‘Whaddyawant?’


‘LIVE WITH ME!’ bellowed Evie, bouncing on her trainers with excitement. ‘GIVE UP THAT REVOLTING FLAT AND LIVE HERE WITH ME!’


For a moment Bing attempted to look reluctant. But, despite his training, he wasn’t much of an actor so he threw the knickers into the air and screeched, ‘I THOUGHT YOU’D NEVER FUCKING ASK!’


The only person who had exhibited unalloyed joy at Evie’s news was her friend Sacha. Extremes of reaction were commonplace with Sacha, however. Although she’d been to drama school with Evie, she had never made any progress in the profession, mainly because her emotions were less restrained than any part called for. A simple trip to Tesco would demand far more of Sacha than Lady Macbeth’s ‘Out, damned spot’ speech. She had been hired only once, for a naturalistic fringe play about a reserved teenager pondering her dull life on an inner city estate. Sacha had played her like a pre-menstrual Maria Callas and had scared the front row of the earnest, right-on audience so much that only half of them braved the second act.


‘You’ll be so near to me!’ Sacha had barked joyfully. ‘We can see each other every day.’


‘Yes.’ Evie had managed a smile. If she had to see Sacha every day she’d end the year in a box. Much as she loved her friend, she had learnt over the years to protect herself from her demands. Sacha was the sort of person who would persuade a reluctant chum to let her ‘just pop over and watch a bit of telly, you won’t even know I’m there’. That same chum would find themselves still up and awake at three a.m., looking at holiday snaps. Not Sacha’s, but her parents’.


So Evie was relieved that today Sacha’s inner metronome was clicking slowly. Tinkling New Age music filled Sacha’s tiny shop in Camden Market. Calmer Karma was stuffed with New Age trinkets, all designed to promote the serenity and wisdom Sacha liked to think that she, in some measure, enjoyed. Ensnared for ever by Sacha’s generosity, sweetness and good old-fashioned big heart, Evie had helped her hand-paint the sign, while noting with an inward smile that Sacha’s own karma was anything but calm. Sacha’s karma was a bag of cats. When Evie stopped to analyse it, the chaos in Sacha’s life radiated outwards in a ripple effect: others copped the right hook of fate while Sacha glided on, unaware of their bruises and self-righteously happy that she had shone a little spiritual light into another life.
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