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This is for my fellow “Bear Catz”:


Shelley Clarke and Jude Singleton.


Let the good times roll … Again!









DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Helen Fox: Part-owner, and manager, of Fox Bay Hotel in Cornwall. Helen has put all her effort into nurturing the hotel’s reputation, since taking it over following the death of her husband, Harry, ten years previously; it is now one of the most highly sought-after holiday destinations on the Cornish Riviera.


She has remained faithful to Harry’s memory through the intervening years, but after learning that local farmer, Alfie Nancarrow’s friendship has deepened into love, she has realised she returns his feelings. However, she left it too late to tell him and he is now engaged to Beth Nancarrow, his brother’s widow.


Leah Marshall: An honorary member of the Fox family, since befriending Helen when she first took over the hotel. Leah eventually confessed that she had lived a dangerous life in the past; she and her husband Glynn had engaged in fraud and confidence tricks, and her husband had subsequently been imprisoned. Believing her blossoming relationship with Adam Coleridge was over, Leah was reconciled with her newly released husband at Christmas, and she left Fox Bay, telling Helen she had rejoined her old nursing profession.


Adam Coleridge: Helen’s childhood friend, and best friend of her late husband. Adam’s investments had been responsible for the Fox family losing everything while Harry was alive, and contributed to the financial downfall that had led to Harry’s death. He remained estranged from the family for ten years, but was able to redeem himself by saving the hotel from developers, and gifting half of it to Helen. He is now part-owner, with her. Adam fell for Leah when she’d attempted to trick him out of his money, in order to help Helen save Fox Bay, but had believed Helen to be the true love of his life. He now knows what he feels for Helen is a different kind of love, and has determined to persuade Leah to come home.


Roberta Fox: Helen’s eldest daughter; a keen motorcyclist, Bertie was involved in a freak accident when returning from the racetrack, and lost the lower part of her right leg. She expressed an interest in turning to aviation, when she learned that one of her best friends, Xander Nicholls, intended to take flying lessons. This has caused a rift between herself and her fiancé, Jowan Nancarrow, but they are both determined to try and overcome it.


Benjamin Fox: Helen’s only son, the eldest of the Fox “cubs”, and the night-shift manager of Fox Bay. Ben had developed an early interest in the running of the hotel and become a sommelier under the tutelage of Guy Bannacott. He has long harboured a crush on Hollywood star Daisy Conrad, and when she visited at Christmas it became clear that she was attracted to him too. He attends regular poker nights at another hotel, where the assistant manager is a casual girlfriend.


Fiona Fox: The youngest Fox daughter, now sixteen years old. When they’d moved to Cornwall she’d immediately fallen in love with the beach and the sea, and is one of the shore crew at the local lifeboat station; assisting with the launching and recovery of the Trethkellis lifeboat, The Lady Dafna. Fiona befriended a girl named Amy, following a sea rescue, who revealed herself to be a stowaway, pregnant, and trying to re-connect with the runaway father of her child. Fiona is now becoming close to Danny Quick, a lifeboat crew member, son of the local constable.


The Nicholls Siblings: Xander and his sister Lynette are Bertie Fox’s best friends, and live in Brighton. Xander has announced his intention to take flying lessons, but didn’t mention, until after Bertie had also seized on the idea, that he would be taking them in Cornwall. Bertie’s fiancé, Jowan Nancarrow, has always been jealous of Xander’s glamour, and the easy friendship he shares with Bertie.


Guy Bannacott: The restaurant and bar manager at Fox Bay. His slightly haughty attitude masks a deep affection for the Fox family, of which the former matriarch, Fleur, is his best friend. Guy was recently revealed to be the father of Daisy Conrad’s co-star, Freddie Wishart.


The Nancarrows: Farmers at Higher Valley Farm, which backs on to Fox Bay Hotel and supplies the kitchens. Beth is the widowed mother of twins, Jowan and Jory, who had inadvertently caused the accident which killed their father. Their uncle, Alfie, moved to Higher Valley to try and keep it running. Beth has long been in love with Alfie, and was therefore overjoyed when he proposed to her – not realising it was a reaction to being rejected by Helen Fox. Jowan is sensible and family-orientated, while Jory is the wilder of the twins, and is prone to throwing his money away on drink and gambling. Jory had saved Daisy Conrad’s life, when it was endangered by Fiona Fox’s stowaway friend.









CHAPTER ONE


Empire Park Hotel, Liverpool.


February 1930


Leah Marshall didn’t dare stop in the doorway, in case she changed her mind. This is it, no going back now …


The lobby of the Empire Park was like the set of a Conrad–Wishart movie. Soaring frescos, painted on the multi-levelled ceilings; glittering glass chandeliers and highly polished silver; so many mirrors it must take an army of cleaners to work on those alone; and a wide staircase, with a deep blue carpet dotted with silver stars … Leah half-expected Daisy Conrad herself to appear at the top of those stairs, swathed in winter-white fur and with a handsome, tuxedoed man on each arm.


The music drifting from the piano in the corner was soft but not slow, giving the atmosphere a lightly charged feeling, a sense that one must keep moving, talking, circulating, or be left behind. Unlike Fox Bay, the Empire Park was not a residents-only hotel, and the numbers were clearly swelled tonight; beautifully dressed, loudly chattering guests regularly spilled out of the main ballroom and spread to the three different bars. The party was in full swing, but where was the host?


Leah stood straighter and reminded herself that she was dressed appropriately for a huge event like this, but she still felt a little like a cabaret artiste in her figure-hugging, green halter-neck gown. Her gloves itched, and she peeled them off now that she was in the dense warmth of the hotel, feeling the rings on her wedding finger like lead weights. She forced herself not to look at them; after all, why would she do that? She was used to them. They were nothing new, and certainly nothing to twist around her finger as her nerves reached snapping point.


She gave her coat to the attendant and moved through the lobby, keeping her head up, and with a sense of purpose in her manner that she didn’t feel. It wouldn’t do to seem aimless, not here. Not tonight. She avoided the myriad mirrors with an effort, except to ensure her pageboy was perfectly in place after her short walk from the taxi to the front door, and to hastily adjust the silk rose at her shoulder, crushed flat by her coat.


‘Mrs Scripps!’


She turned towards the voice, hiding her relief behind a mask of pleased surprise, and pulled Millicent’s American accent from her wide repertoire. ‘Mr Freeman, so good to see you again.’


The bearded, bespectacled man beamed and gestured her over to his group. ‘I’m so glad you could make it after all,’ he called out, causing heads to turn. His Cockney accent was more subdued than she’d become used to, but still distinct from most of the other voices she could hear around her.


‘Thank you so much for inviting me,’ she said, joining the group. ‘I do hope your host won’t mind?’


A man of medium height and bland, forgettable features inclined his head towards her, and she guessed him to be the man in question. Mr Freeman drew her closer, one hand at her bare back in a too-familiar gesture. She would have strong words for him later on.


‘Here, let me introduce you,’ Freeman said. ‘Leonard, this is the lady I was telling you about, Mrs Millicent Scripps. I was fortunate enough to receive the point of her umbrella in the small of my back, at Ma Egerton’s earlier today.’


‘I’m so sorry about that,’ Leah began, but he brushed it away.


‘We’d never have got talking otherwise, would we? Mrs Scripps, this is Mr Leonard Neville, well known philanthropist, and the generous host of this magnificent party.’


He went on to name the others in the group, but Neville was the only one of interest. Leah kept her greeting brief, then stood silent while Mr Freeman held forth at great length about his latest investment.


‘America is where the clever money’s going,’ he said. ‘RKO, Good Boy, Paramount, you know. Since the depression hit they’re desperate for overseas investors, they’ll snatch our hands off.’


‘Of course,’ one woman broke in, ‘with you being American, Mrs Scripps, you’d know a lot about the movie industry wouldn’t you?’


‘Oh!’ Leah shook her head. ‘I’m not from California. I live … lived,’ she broke off, and now she allowed herself to twist the huge engagement ring, just once, ‘in New York with my husband.’


‘Oh … ’ The woman looked uncomfortable. ‘And now?’


‘I moved away after he died late last year.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ the woman murmured, and when Leah only smiled sadly at her she turned back to her companion and allowed Mr Freeman to continue his story.


Eventually the others drifted away and left only Leah, Mr Freeman and Mr Neville.


‘Do please call me Leonard,’ Neville invited, deftly lifting a drink from the tray of a passing waiter and handing it to her.


‘Thank you. It’s very gracious of you to allow me to come along tonight. I’m afraid I’m quite adrift in town. Or I was, until Mr Freeman kindly took me under his wing.’


‘It’s my pleasure.’ Mr Freeman’s hand was on her back again, this time lower, and she stepped smoothly away under the pretence of examining one of the glossy-leaved ferns in a pot nearby.


‘I do hope you enjoy the party,’ Mr Neville said. ‘Perhaps, if you’re still at a loose end tomorrow you might join me for lunch? Both of you, of course,’ he added.


‘Oh! That’d be so nice, thank you.’


‘Well I understand from Mr Freeman here that you have a little … difficulty you’d like help with?’


Leah shot a scowl at Mr Freeman, who recoiled slightly. ‘I spoke to you in confidence, during a difficult moment. I don’t appreciate you discussing what I told you with a perfect stranger.’ She turned back to Neville. ‘I’m so sorry, Mr … Leonard, I wouldn’t dream of imposing on your good will and your time.’


‘It’s no imposition, I assure you. I’d talk tonight, but as you can see,’ he gestured with his cigar and no small amount of satisfaction, ‘I have rather a lot of circulating to do.’


‘Nevertheless, I’m afraid Mr Freeman here spoke out of turn, and—’


‘Please, Mrs Scripps.’ Neville took her hand, his eyes grazing the ring before returning to meet hers. ‘I’d be delighted to help if I can. Shall we say here, at twelve-thirty? If you choose not to confide in me, then we’ll simply call it lunch, and an introduction to Liverpool.’


Leah hesitated, then nodded and smiled shyly. ‘In that case, thank you, and I’d be delighted.’


‘Ask for me at reception. Now,’ Neville was already getting a faraway look on his face, ‘I must mingle. Do enjoy the rest of the party, won’t you?’


‘I’m sure I shall.’


But ten minutes later Leah was shivering on the steps as she waited for the car to pull around. What a waste of a wonderful dress and two hours with a curling iron. Although perhaps not a waste exactly, given the lunch invitation, just a shame to have to cut the evening so short. She wondered idly if Mr Neville would be looking for her as the number of guests dwindled, and decided that even if he did he would assume she was too annoyed with “Mr Freeman” to want to stay.


The car she was waiting for eventually pulled up, and the driver waved away the commissionaire who stepped forward to greet him. Leah pulled her coat closer and hurried down to slip into the passenger seat.


‘Where were you? I’m freezing.’


‘I couldn’t just leave at the same time as you,’ he pointed out reasonably, the East End now back in his voice in full strength. He pulled his glasses off and threw them irritably into the back seat. ‘Those things were driving me mad. Home, then?’


‘If you can call it that.’ Leah shrank down into the seat, crossing her arms over her chest to keep warm. ‘What’s Glynn been doing while we’ve been wangling lunch invitations from dodgy philanthropists?’


‘Sorting it from his end.’ The man Neville knew as Freeman, but who Glynn had introduced to her as Wilf Stanley, negotiated the late evening traffic towards the ferry terminal. Leah neither liked nor trusted him, but Glynn had assured her he was perfect for the job. Besides, the whole thing had been his idea, conceived when the two men had shared a cell in Cardiff Prison, so she couldn’t exactly refuse to work with him. But her skin crawled when his hand brushed it, as it did far too often, and she knew it wouldn’t be too long before she gave him short shrift for doing so. In the meantime it was best to keep his temper sweet.


The trip back across the Mersey to Birkenhead passed in silence, and Wilf dropped her off outside the West Bank boarding house before ten o’clock. It might be hours yet before Glynn returned, and Wilf looked at her with a hopeful expression as she climbed out of the car, clearly expecting an invitation for a nightcap.


She smiled brightly, pretending not to notice. ‘See you at the hotel tomorrow then. Twelve-thirty.’


He didn’t reply at first, and Leah steeled herself for a firmer farewell, but eventually he nodded.


‘Twelve-thirty then, darlin’. Dress smart.’


The cheek of him. ‘Don’t forget your glasses,’ she fired back, ‘they make you look clever.’


She waited for him to drive off before pushing open the door to the dingy little boarding house, and climbing the three storeys to the room she and Glynn shared. Such a far cry from the place she’d just left; she felt as if she’d been plucked out of a fairy tale and dropped straight into a Dickens novel.


She hung the dress carefully on one of the few rickety hangers in the wardrobe, and, shivering in the cold, she quickly pulled her robe over her rayon slip before going through the belongings that had come over from Fox Bay. They’d been delivered to the nurses’ home at Pembroke Place, and once she’d safely intercepted them Leah had written to Helen to give West Bank as her new address, thankful her friend would never see this hovel for herself. She’d be appalled.


She carefully selected tomorrow’s outfit. Lunch at the Empire Park, particularly in the company of Leonard Neville, would place her at the heart of much scrutiny and analysis, and she wanted to appear bright and personable, but not overly so, in light of her recent widowhood. It was a tricky balance, but she eventually selected a handkerchief-hemmed dress in royal blue, and laid aside the matching hat and light scarf to tone down the open neckline. She had just found the perfect watermelon tourmaline brooch to pin to her shoulder when she heard the downstairs door open, and a man’s voice murmuring to the landlady. There weren’t many guests at this time of year, so Leah was reasonably certain it would be Glynn, but she still tensed when she heard a heavy tread on the creaky boards outside their door; the last thing she wanted was a late-night visit from Wilf Stanley. She relaxed as the door opened and Glynn came in, looking dapper in a well-cut suit, his hat dark with rain.


‘Everything go alright?’ he asked, dropping his coat onto the bed.


Leah tutted and picked it up before the damp could transfer onto the sheets. ‘Perfectly. Wilf’s done his background well, Neville seems to have accepted him as Freeman.’


‘Excellent. And?’


‘And we’re having lunch tomorrow, at the hotel.’


‘Good.’ He caught her from behind, as she moved to the dressing table to begin brushing out the smooth waves she’d spent so long creating. ‘You looked beautiful tonight, it’s no wonder he’s so keen to help.’


‘We don’t know that he will be, yet,’ she pointed out. ‘Just because he wants to hear what I have to say doesn’t mean he’ll fall for any of it. He’s no fool, I’m sure of that.’


‘He doesn’t need to be a fool. Just needs to be greedy, and we know he’s that at least.’


‘Why him, anyway?’ Leah put down her brush and turned to face him, effectively breaking his embrace. ‘I half-expected some monster. What’s Wilf got against him that he cooked this whole thing up even before he got out of jail?’


‘No idea.’ Glynn moved away to begin undressing. ‘Didn’t ask, doesn’t matter. We’ll get enough out of it to start our new life.’


‘You’re still keen to go to America then?’


‘Aren’t you? Just think how well we’d do out there. I could get a job anywhere, with a new identity, and you could teach actors how to speak with different accents, just like that producer bloke said you might.’


‘Rex Kelly? Helen tells me Dangerous Ladies isn’t going to be made after all, so my name won’t be on any credit roll.’


‘Still, there’s work there if you want it, I’m sure of it.’ Glynn pulled on his pyjamas and picked up his washbag. ‘I won’t be long.’ His gaze drifted across her robed body, and she could tell what he was thinking, but deep down she knew it still wasn’t time. They had been back together only a little over a month, and she couldn’t surrender to his touch without feeling a surge of longing for that idiot Adam Coleridge.


As soon as Glynn had gone down the hall to the bathroom Leah used the bowl and ewer in their room to complete her own ablutions and climbed into the lumpy bed before he returned. She didn’t bother to feign sleep, but managed to convey by her posture that tonight wasn’t the night, and, to her relief, he didn’t try to persuade her. Instead they talked over Leah’s role for tomorrow until they both drifted off, to the comforting sound of the rain on the window.


The following morning Glynn left early, and Leah took her time dressing and, after another disappointing breakfast, readying herself for her lunch appointment. Then she put her smart shoes into her bag and walked to the ferry, once again wishing they could have stayed somewhere brighter, and closer to the Empire Park. But the cash Glynn had won from his final card game in Bude was fast disappearing, and maintaining the impression of wealth was eating into it alarmingly fast.


As always, Leah’s mood lowered as she thought of that game, and how he had brushed off her questions about the bruise on his face with how it had simply “got out of hand”. She was as certain as she could be that he had been one of those who had attacked Jory Nancarrow, and taken the money he’d been paid for pawning Bertie’s engagement ring. The thought that she was even now living off those ill-acquired gains had almost made her turn tail more than once. But what would have been the use? She couldn’t return to Fox Bay, not after having lied to everyone, and continuing to add to those lies with every letter she sent. A new life in America was all that was left to her now.


The ferry docked at Pier Head, and Leah turned up her coat collar against the biting cold and waved down a taxi. During the short ride to the hotel she slipped off her comfortable Mary Janes, donned a pair of low-heeled satin pumps, and went over her story yet again – this wasn’t like those days at Fox Bay, when Millicent had merely been a diversion from the emptiness of her life without Daniel. The adoption of a lively, confident alter-ego had helped her, then, to suppress the memory of the man she had loved, and lost to the war, and knowing someone might rumble her little game at any moment had made it even more of a distraction. But here there could be no slip-ups; Glynn had made it perfectly clear that, despite his outward charm, Leonard Neville was not a man to be crossed. If he discovered what they were doing, things could get very sticky indeed.


The hotel was much quieter today, even for a Saturday lunchtime, and Leah, now fully immersed in her Mrs Scripps persona, marched confidently across the gold and brown carpet, and gave the reception bell a single, imperious tap.


‘I’m here to see Mr Leonard Neville. Tell him it’s Mrs Scripps.’


‘I’ll call up to his room for you now, madam.’


Wilf appeared, his hand outstretched. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Scripps. So good to see you again. Might I buy you a drink?’


‘No, thank you, Mr Freeman, I’ll wait for lunch.’


They didn’t have to wait long. Leonard Neville came out of the lift within a few minutes, pulling at his shirt cuffs to expose square-cut silver cufflinks with an inset that might have been either ebony or onyx.


Despite the obvious wealth that draped him like a silk cloak, he still seemed as forgettable as yesterday’s rice pudding, and Leah tried to put a finger on how that could be; he was distinguished-looking, with immaculate grey wings brushed back from the temple, and the smile he gave her was perfectly pleasant as he extended his hand, but his eyes were a rather ordinary mid-brown, his eyebrows neither bushy nor thin, his moustache neat but plain … She might have passed him four times in a day and not recognised him.


They exchanged pleasantries, and he showed them into the dining room. After Fox Bay, Leah had thought she knew what to expect, but the Empire Park had overtaken Fox Bay’s quiet elegance and then covered it in glitter and gold, so much so that it actually made her wince and long for the fresh, clean decor she knew and loved. The food, however, was delicious, and since Mr Neville had not yet brought up the reason for inviting them she took the time to enjoy every mouthful. After West Bank’s limp bacon and watery scrambled egg it was hard not to wolf everything down and exclaim at every bite.


But she made herself stop eating long before she had finished her main course, and pushed her plate away. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said in a low, embarrassed voice. ‘This is so kind of you, but my appetite … ’ She let the words trail off, and took a sip of water. ‘I hope I haven’t put you to any inconvenience.’


‘Not at all. Mr Freeman here said you were looking for some advice. Is that the case?’


She frowned at Wilf, before returning her attention to Neville. ‘I really don’t want to put you to any trouble.’


‘It’s no trouble. Tell me what you need.’


Leah looked over her shoulder, then at the waiter, hovering nearby, and lowered her voice. ‘I have a substantial sum of money to invest, and I’m looking for somewhere … safe.’


‘Safe?’


‘I can’t run the risk of losing it. It’s too … the cost was too high.’


‘All investment is a risk, Mrs Scripps,’ Neville pointed out gently. ‘What do you mean, the cost was too high?’


‘My husband, my late husband,’ she amended with a little hitch in her voice, ‘had all his money tied up in Blue Chip stocks. He was told to get out, by a, a friend who warned him the market was unstable, especially after the London crash, but he paid no attention. When Wall Street went down he thought he’d lost everything, and he couldn’t stand it. He took his … I’m sorry!’ She stifled a sob in her napkin, and felt a warm hand on her shoulder.


‘Please, Mrs Scripps, don’t upset yourself. Would you prefer to take this conversation somewhere quieter?’


She gave Neville a grateful look. ‘Perhaps, if it’s not too much trouble.’


‘Not at all. The lounge has booths that offer more privacy.’


Once settled, Neville ordered drinks and prompted Leah to begin her tale again. ‘You said your husband thought he’d lost everything,’ he said. ‘Can I take this to mean you were in fact able to cash in his stocks without him realising? How was that possible?’


Leah didn’t answer right away. She picked up her drink and took a generous slug, glad she’d at least eaten something; there was a great deal more gin in it than she’d expected. ‘The friend who tried to convince him, well, it was his stockbroker.’


Neville sat forward, his expression sharpening. ‘Are you talking about insider dealing?’


‘I couldn’t say.’ But Leah made sure her lowered eyes said it for her, and heard Neville utter a little oath under his breath.


‘This is extremely serious,’ he said aloud. ‘Mrs Scripps, this man could go to prison.’


For a moment Leah wondered if they had misjudged him, but she ploughed on regardless. ‘George’s entire savings, our house, everything was tied up, and our accountant tried to save it! In the end, between us we … ’ Leah broke off again and rose. ‘I’m sorry, I should never have come to you—’


‘Please sit down, Mrs Scripps. Mr Freeman, did you know about this?’


‘Certainly not! When Mrs Scripps and I met in Ma Egerton’s she told me she had a sum of money to invest. I’d mentioned I was an investor, you see.’


‘But you didn’t tell her your specialism is the film industry.’


‘It was just conversation, I didn’t see the need.’


‘I misunderstood,’ Leah confessed. ‘It’s all so confusing to me.’


‘An easy mistake, my dear,’ Wilf said, taking the opportunity to pat her on the knee. She was just able to stop herself pulling her leg out of the way.


‘And why aren’t you interested in putting your money into that industry?’ Neville wanted to know. ‘It’s a flourishing business, I’m given to understand. You heard what Mr Freeman was saying last night.’


Leah lowered her face, plucking at a button on her dress. ‘I would prefer to take my money out of America just now, I’m sure you understand that.’


Neville gave a short laugh. ‘I do. Especially given what you’ve just told me.’


‘Mr Freeman was kind enough to suggest that you yourself might have some advice for me.’


‘Why are you here? As opposed to London.’


‘Because the Samaria runs here from New York,’ she said, sounding puzzled at the sharp question, but sending silent thanks to Glynn for his thorough research. ‘I’ll be moving on soon.’


Neville pursed his lips. ‘How soon?’


‘I don’t know. I hadn’t planned to stay long though, I have family back home who don’t really understand why I’ve come away so soon after … you know. Obviously I couldn’t tell them the truth.’ Leah gave him a hopeful look. ‘Do you? Have any advice, I mean.’


‘About your money? Perhaps. How much is it?’


Leah took a deep breath. ‘A little under fifty thousand dollars. Minus the cost of travelling here, and my hotel.’


‘A not inconsiderable sum,’ Neville conceded. He cast a slow glance around as much of the room as they could see from their booth. ‘Leave it with me, I’ll talk it through with some colleagues. In the meantime I’d very much like to meet the man who gave your husband such good advice.’


Leah’s heart leapt. ‘Meet him? I, I don’t think that would be possible.’


‘I take it he’s still in America then?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, he is.’


‘How soon could he travel here?’


Leah lifted her hands helplessly. ‘He’s so busy. It would take a real long time to organise, and then there’s the voyage—’


‘I agree with Mrs Scripps,’ Wilf put in. ‘A very bad notion, Mr Neville, if you don’t mind my saying so. You’d be putting your own reputation at some risk, were it to come out later what … what this man has done.’


A tense silence fell over the little group, while Wilf nursed his drink and Leah’s fingers went white twisting around each other.


‘When did he get your husband’s money out?’ Neville asked mildly, after a few minutes had passed. ‘The exact date, I mean.’


‘October twenty-third.’ It didn’t seem enough, and she went on, ‘When it was just coming up to close of trading, we finally accepted that George wasn’t going to take his advice, and things were already starting to slip badly … as you’ll know,’ she added, ‘being an investor yourself. I gave the word to go ahead and just sell everything, right there and then.’ She wondered if she’d committed the liar’s sin of explaining too much; he’d only asked for the date, after all.


Neville shifted on his banquette, then leaned forward and closed his hand on Leah’s. She gasped as his fingers tightened, grinding her knuckles against the rings she wore. His eyes dropped to them, and his smile was thin as he released her.


‘I don’t believe you, Mrs Scripps.’


‘I don’t understand,’ she whimpered, her eyes filling with tears that weren’t altogether false; that had hurt, and the sudden change in his demeanour was chilling. She rubbed at her hand, resisting the urge to look around to see if anyone else had seen what he’d done. But he was subtle; it would have looked like nothing more than a friendly gesture. ‘You don’t believe what?’


‘That, risking everything for you, this man is only your husband’s stockbroker. Admit it, Mrs Scripps, you and he are having an affair, aren’t you?’ He smiled again, though it was anything but friendly. ‘And it wouldn’t surprise me either, to learn that you’d realised poor old George would be unable to live with losing everything, especially after being warned. After all, you neglected to tell him his money was safe. It was deliberate, wasn’t it?’


‘No!’ Leah breathed. ‘My husband never came home, I didn’t have time to tell him before the markets opened—’


‘But your so-called broker is here in England.’


It wasn’t a question, and there was no sense arguing further. ‘Alright, yes. He was worried, with me bringing such a large sum in cash, so he escorted me here. He’s not in town,’ she hurried on, ‘I decided to break my journey for a few days, but he travelled ahead to London, to investigate various other options.’


‘Then, as I said, I’d like to meet him.’


‘But—’


‘Mrs Scripps.’ Neville leaned forward again, his nondescript features suddenly iron-hard, and Leah instinctively jerked her hand out of his reach. ‘You have freely admitted, to both myself and my friend Mr Freeman, that you have come by your wealth through nefarious means. You have broken the law, and your husband’s stockbroker mightn’t be the only one going to jail when, if, it becomes known how you’ve benefited from this.’


Wilf spoke up, sounding horribly nervous too. ‘Surely, Leonard old thing, we don’t want to get—’


‘She’s played you for a fool too,’ Neville reminded him, and Freeman sank back into his seat, looking admirably dismayed.


‘Well now, you’re probably right, at that.’


‘She has her uses, at least,’ Neville said. ‘Arrange things please, Mrs Scripps.’ Now his face relaxed into its former easy smile. ‘I’m sure you’d prefer to share your lover’s expertise than your own wealth, after all.’


Leah forced herself to meet those mid-brown eyes for a moment longer than was comfortable, and nodded. ‘I’ll try.’


‘And I’ll do some asking around in the meantime.’


‘A … asking around?’ Her voice trembled.


‘To see what’s up and coming, in the line of legitimate businesses looking for cash injections, of course.’


‘Oh. Of course. When should we meet you?’


‘Not you. If and when your broker friend proves himself genuine, and useful to me, I’ll be back in touch. If he doesn’t, or if he doesn’t agree to meet me, you’d better watch your back. Before you go,’ he added, as she rose, ‘you’d better give me his name.’


For a heart-stopping moment her mind went blank, then she dragged a name from the shadows. ‘Jacob Bitterson.’


‘Have you heard of him?’ Neville asked Wilf, who frowned.


‘Maybe. I can ask around for you.’


‘Good.’ Neville turned back to Leah. ‘Tell him to call the hotel as soon as he arrives in town, we’ll arrange a meeting.’


‘Is this really necessary?’


‘Absolutely. If you wish to avoid a nasty court case, that is. Wait behind if you would, Mr Freeman, I’d like to talk to you.’


Wilf paused, half-standing, then sat back down again without looking at Leah. ‘Of course.’


Leah left, hugely relieved to be away from him, though part of her wished she could have stayed to listen to the ensuing conversation, but there was a car waiting around the corner and she hurried to climb in.


Glynn started the Lancia and nosed out into the traffic, and when she said nothing, he glanced at her, his eyebrow raised. ‘Well?’


She blew out her pent-up breath and let her head fall back against the head rest. ‘Well, I hope you’ve been busy, because the game is afoot.’ She gave him a slow, triumphant smile. ‘He wants to meet you, Mr Bitterson.’









CHAPTER TWO


Truro


The office was in a side street off Lemon Quay. The area was pretty enough, but the building didn’t exactly foster a sense of professionalism or success, and Adam checked the piece of paper in his hand against the mottled brass number on the wall, hoping he was wrong. On the other hand, the day was marching on, and his car headlights had developed a fault lately; they were sure to blink out on him on the way home if he didn’t get back to Trethkellis before dark. It was the right building.


The door was unlatched, and he stepped into a short hall and saw a set of uneven wooden stairs ahead of him, with a paper-thin carpet tacked only to the very centre. The woodworm holes either side were mildly concerning, and Adam winced as the first stair he stepped on made a loud, groaning protest, but he climbed them swiftly until he reached the office door. The sign on the door was small and plain.


Samuel Douglas. Private Investigations Undertaken.


His knock was answered by a friendly-sounding voice, and when he went into the office he was surprised and relieved to see a stark contrast with the semi-darkness of the stairwell, and the general lack of upkeep from outside. The window offered a generous view across Lemon Quay towards the river, and let in a spill of natural, late afternoon light that illuminated the neat but sparsely furnished room and the paintings that hung on the walls. A tidy desk sat in the centre, and the man behind it rose and offered his hand.


‘You’ll be Mr Coleridge?’


‘That’s me.’ He immediately felt more relaxed, hearing the Scots accent; a gentle, Highlands lilt, but it nevertheless reminded him of his Edinburgh family. ‘Thank you for seeing me on a Sunday afternoon.’


‘Oh, I don’t keep to regular hours, Mr Coleridge, you’re as likely to catch me here as not, on any given day. Take a seat.’ Douglas indicated the chair opposite him. Adam put him at roughly his own age, perhaps a year or two younger, with an army officer’s quick, compact movements, and that striking combination of prematurely white hair and dark eyebrows. His smile was open and friendly as he settled back in his own chair.


‘What can I do for you?’


‘I’m trying to trace a missing person.’ Even as he spoke, Adam felt himself tighten up. A missing person? This was Leah. His mind showed him a quick succession of pictures, from the moment he’d met her as Susannah Paterson, with her sleek dark wig and tear-stained face, to the last time they’d spoken as she’d told him she was leaving.


‘I see.’ Douglas opened his notebook. ‘Name?’


‘Leah Marshall.’ Adam passed the only photograph he had of her across the desk, but Douglas laid it aside without giving it more than a cursory glance.


‘Missing since when?’


‘New Year’s Day. She said she’d taken a job in Liverpool, but I’ve just discovered she was never offered one.’


‘So it was a voluntary move?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘Relatives?’


‘An aunt, in Wales. Leah’s from there originally.’


‘And she went missing from there, or from Liverpool?’


‘Neither. From Fox Bay Hotel, which is where she lives now. Lived,’ he corrected himself, with a little pang. ‘She’s been writing to us all, keeping us at arm’s length, but I finally went up to find her late last week, and discovered she’s not living where she said she was.’


‘Which was where?’


‘The nurses’ home attached to the infirmary. So I went to see her aunt, who said she’d not seen her since Christmas.’ Adam took a deep breath, and felt his fingers curling on his knees. ‘She also said her husband had returned, and—’


‘Mrs Marshall’s husband?’


Adam nodded. ‘I’ve just learned they spent Christmas together in Wales, but Leah came home on the thirtieth and said nothing about that. She left again almost immediately, a day or two before she’d planned to, and without telling anyone.’


‘Didn’t anyone see her go?’


‘Only our receptionist, who assumed she was returning to her aunt’s house. She only had a small-ish case with her, but we sent the rest of her belongings on later, to the nurses’ home.’


Douglas wrote again. ‘Do you think she and her husband are still together?’


‘I do. And that’s the problem.’


Douglas looked up. ‘Why would it be a problem? They’re married.’


‘He’s recently come out of prison.’ Adam shifted in his seat. ‘Look, there’s a reason I haven’t gone to the police about this.’


‘That was going to be my next question. Go on.’


‘His real name is Gregory Marshall. He changed it to Glynn when he moved to Wales as a boy, and has been known by that name ever since. If you check with the police you’ll see Gregory Marshall was arrested in 1915 and charged with manslaughter.’


Douglas scribbled in his book. ‘Did he serve in the war?’


‘No. He remained in prison for the duration, and only got out last summer.’


‘That’s a long stretch,’ Douglas mused. ‘Even for manslaughter.’


‘It was a policeman.’


‘Ah.’


‘Glynn was under arrest for a scam he was carrying out. With Leah.’


Douglas sat back and folded his arms. ‘Go on.’


Adam told him how that scam had resulted in Marshall’s arrest, and the subsequent death of the arresting officer in a fall. Then he told of how he’d met Leah as Susannah, and how she’d been attempting the very same confidence trick on him as the one that had got Glynn arrested, but that she hadn’t bargained on Adam falling for her to the extent that he’d tried to intervene on her behalf.


‘Why aren’t you writing this down?’ he asked, noting Douglas still had his arms folded.


‘Because I’m fairly certain you won’t want this part on record, should it come to a court case.’


Adam looked at the man with fresh appreciation. ‘You’re right, I wouldn’t. The thing is,’ he sat forward earnestly, ‘Leah is prone to a certain degree of … playacting. She loves the thrill of convincing people she’s someone she isn’t. I’m concerned Glynn might have pulled her back into that world.’


‘You think he’s running some sort of scam now?’


Adam nodded. ‘If Leah’s involved it will only be for the thrill of it, and maybe because she and Glynn are back together now.’


Douglas’s sharp green eyes were still keenly searching Adam’s face. ‘Would I be right in assuming you’d rather this isn’t the case?’


‘Yes, you would.’ There was no sense denying it.


‘And is this the only reason you want me to find her? Or do you want to cause whatever she’s doing to fail, too?’


‘I don’t care whether it fails or not,’ Adam said coldly. ‘I have no idea what it is. I just want Leah out of Marshall’s clutches.’


‘Her choice, surely?’ Douglas’s voice was mild. ‘I could understand if you were concerned for the victim of whatever game they’re playing, but you can’t force a woman to leave her husband just because you want her back.’


‘He’s putting her in danger!’


‘Then you must persuade her to leave him. I can do my best to find her for you, Mr Coleridge, but after that it’s up to you. I can’t get involved unless someone’s life is at stake, and if you believe that to be the case then you should tell the police, no matter the consequences for your … friend.’


Adam bit down on a frustrated retort, after all the man was being perfectly reasonable. ‘How much information do you need?’


‘As much as you’re comfortable giving me. The more the better though, it goes without saying. And remember, if anything happens to bring this to the attention of the police, I might have to tell them what I know.’


‘I’ve already told you Leah was involved in a previous scam, would you have to disclose that?’


‘Mr Marshall has served the sentence for that, and since he didn’t name her then, it shouldn’t come up now.’ Douglas took up his pen again. ‘So, I suggest you tell me what you’re happy for me to write down, and then you can tell me the important stuff if we agree to work together.’


Adam stood up, sorting through all the jumbled thoughts in his mind, putting aside the little details that made Leah the first thing he thought about each morning, and his final, regretful thought before sleep took him at night. As he spoke he moved about the small room, drawn to the paintings that he had noticed on first coming in.


Each one featured a different area of a farm: the main house; a barn with the door standing open, and the barest suggestion of working figures inside; a stable with a boy mucking out; a field of hay, with a covered haystack in its corner and clouds building overhead. They might easily have appeared saccharine and sentimental, but they were so sparsely detailed that there was something ultimately peaceful about each one, and Adam found himself able to tell the rest of the story calmly, even as he described Leah’s abrupt departure.


‘I think I can help you,’ Douglas said, when he’d gathered all the dates, addresses and facts Adam had to offer. ‘At the fee we discussed on the telephone, plus expenses. That suit you?’


‘Yes,’ Adam said, relief pushing the word out on a sigh. ‘Thank you.’ He turned to the nearest painting again, searching for the name of the artist.


‘It’s my home,’ Douglas said helpfully. ‘Or rather it was. West Glenlowrie Farm, near Fort William.’


Adam turned to him in surprise. ‘Are you saying you painted these?’


Douglas nodded. ‘Do you like them?’ He seemed oddly eager, but looking at the pictures, even as a layman, and seeing the passion in the brush strokes, Adam understood he was asking about more than the quality of the artwork.


‘It looks like a beautiful place, and you’ve clearly done it justice.’


‘Aye. Beautiful.’ Douglas’s face held a trace of sadness now. ‘It was taken over after the war and assimilated into the Glenlowrie Estate.’


‘The work is superb,’ Adam said. ‘Look, before Leah vanished, and a lot of other stuff took over, I was talking to the co-owner of our hotel about commissioning new art. Would you consider leasing us some of your paintings? They’re the perfect size and subject material for one of our smaller lounges.’


Douglas glanced at the book in front of him. ‘Fox Bay? I’ve not been, but I’ve heard about it. I wouldn’t have thought these paintings were your sort of thing at all.’


‘They wouldn’t work in the lobby, you’re right about that, but they’d fit wonderfully in our first-floor sitting room. It has an altogether more countrified feel. Actually this could almost be the farm that occupies the land immediately behind the hotel. Very similar.’


Douglas considered. ‘I’ll be up tomorrow, to talk to the Fox family, so I’ll have a look at where you intend to place them. If I agree they’re suited, maybe we can talk about adding the price on to my fee.’


‘No. Your fee won’t come out of the hotel’s money, it’s me who’s hiring you.’


‘Understood.’ Douglas closed his notebook, then stood up and put his hand out. ‘Until tomorrow then, Mr Coleridge.’


Out on the quay once more, Adam found himself cautiously optimistic for the first time since he’d left the nurses’ home. He had never employed the services of an investigator before, had never had the need, but he’d imagined a blur of action; Douglas barking questions and taking copious notes, studying the photograph, and delving into the details of their relationship. Instead he felt as if he’d sat down with a pal for a ten-minute chat, one that might soon lead to Leah being back at Fox Bay, where she belonged.


But as he passed out of the glow from the office window, and with evening creeping across the quay, he suppressed a shiver at the thought that Douglas might not find her at all, or that, if he did, it would already be too late.


* * *


The book wasn’t holding Bertie’s interest, and she glanced at the sitting room clock; almost 3 a.m., and she’d been wide awake for over an hour now, thinking about the next day and what it would be likely to bring. A trip to the hospital was nothing new, but would she return with a new lease of life this time, or with the reminder that her old one hadn’t finished with her yet? Perhaps she was expecting too much.


This quietest of all hours seemed to stretch and stretch, but still the words lay flat on the page of her book, failing to instil the slightest curiosity. Eventually she heard the welcome sound of voices out in the lobby; Ben had finally returned from his card game at the Summerleaze, where he’d been taking advantage of Guy’s prolonged jaunt to America, to enjoy some illicit half-nights off … Not that Guy would have stopped him even if he’d been here.


Ben opened the door, and she was about to greet him, but to her surprise and irritation he just switched the light off instead, and she lowered her book with a sigh. ‘I’m trying to read, thank you!’


‘Oh, sorry! Didn’t see you there.’ Light flooded the room again. ‘I just thought someone had left the light on.’


‘Someone did. Me!’


He came in properly. ‘You can hardly blame me, the only person who ever stayed up this late was Granny, and she’s a bit of a long way away. What on earth are you doing still up?’


‘Not still up. Just up.’


‘That doesn’t sound good.’ He crossed to the table by the window. ‘Nightcap?’


She nodded. ‘That might help. Just a small brandy, it’s a big day tomorrow. Today, in fact.’ He looked at her blankly for a moment, and she pointed at her right leg. ‘Remember?’


‘Of course! The prosthetic’s ready. How do you feel?’


She took the tumbler and shrugged. ‘One minute I can’t breathe for excitement, the next I can’t because I’m terrified.’


‘I thought you were looking a bit purple around the gills.’ He grinned at the look she gave him. ‘You won’t know yourself,’ he assured her. ‘Just imagine, you’ll soon be able to stop using your crutches, and especially that ugly old thing.’ He gestured at the wheelchair at the end of the sofa. ‘What time are you getting it fitted?’


‘The appointment’s at ten o’clock. I have a consultation with Mr Russell first, and after that I’ll be spending time with the nurses, while they teach me to use it properly.’


‘Do you want me to come?’


For a moment she desperately wanted to say yes, but in the end she shook her head. ‘You need to sleep.’


‘That doesn’t matter. I can still come with you. I want to,’ he added. ‘I feel like … like we don’t know what’s going on in each other’s lives anymore.’


Bertie understood, and it was good to hear him acknowledge it. She sipped her drink, and smiled. ‘Of course we do. You know I’m getting this artificial leg, and that I hope to learn to fly aeroplanes. I know you’re going to marry Lily Trevanion and move out.’


He stared at her. ‘You … What are you talking about?’


‘Oh, gosh!’ She lowered her glass. ‘You’re not, are you?’


‘I’m not marrying Lily,’ he said quickly.


‘But moving out?’


He looked away. ‘It’s a possibility,’ he confessed. ‘The manager of the Summerleaze is leaving. Lily thinks it’d be a good idea if I applied for the job.’


‘Good for her perhaps.’


‘And for me.’


‘What’s wrong with working here? You’re a manager aren’t you? And you know you’ll never get the sack!’


He gave her a mock hurt look. ‘Are you saying that’s the only reason I have a job here?’


But she didn’t share his humour. She felt strangely hollow, and the thought of losing him to another life, even if it were only in Bude, left her a little panicky. ‘Why would you want to leave? This was Daddy’s home.’


A jolt of pain showed on his face, but the words it created were angry. ‘Are you staying here forever? No! You’re going off to fly planes, start a new home with Jowan, and goodness knows what else.’


‘It’s not the same, Ben. This is your inheritance.’


‘I’m not buying the Summerleaze,’ he protested, ‘just hoping to work there for a while. I’ll learn tons.’


‘And what about Lily?’


‘What about her? We’d work well together.’


Bertie raised a cynical eyebrow. ‘Is that all?’


‘What else?’


‘I think Lily has ideas about what else,’ Bertie said archly. ‘Does she know you’re still hung up on Daisy Conrad?’


‘Daisy? How could I be? She’s thousands of miles away. Anyway,’ he went on, clearly keen to change the subject, ‘is Adam back yet?’


‘He got back this morning. Yesterday, rather. He stayed just long enough for breakfast and a change of clothes, then zoomed off again. Goodness knows where.’


‘Did he manage to talk to Aunt Leah while he was away?’


‘I don’t know, you’ll have to ask him when he gets back.’


‘Well how did he seem then? I mean, a few weeks ago he was all for dragging her back here by the hair.’


‘Can you see her putting up with that?’ Bertie laughed. ‘Sad to say though, I’m beginning to think he should have taken the hint when she kept writing to him to stay away. What good could it possibly have done to chase after her, when she’s made it clear she didn’t want him to?’


‘You know Adam.’ Ben shook his head. ‘Never one to accept defeat. So,’ he said, changing the subject again, ‘it’s definitely still going ahead then, this aeroplane thing?’


‘Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?’


‘Don’t get defensive!’ He held up a hand. ‘I’m not Jowan. No, it just hits me sometimes, to think that you’ll be up there, looking down on us all. D’you remember that song Dad used to sing to Fiona when she was little?’


‘The one he made up?’ Bertie smiled. Their father had found it uproariously funny that Fiona had refused to accept the word cloud, and insisted on referring to little fluffies, whether they were or not; often they were actually huge, purple, thunderous ones.


‘How did it go?’ Ben frowned as he tried to recall.


‘It was actually part of that Chasing Rainbows song from the war, remember? It was recorded by someone else called Harry Fox too, so the lads in the trenches were forever teasing him with it.’ Bertie’s voice softened. ‘I think it held some memories for him, because of that, and he used to sing it a lot after he came home.’


It had become his way of letting his youngest daughter get to know him, since Fiona had been born at the start of the war and he’d been away almost all that time. There had been a shyness between them that even Harry had found hard to penetrate, but one day Bertie and Fiona had come across him sitting in the garden and looking up at the sky, humming the song under his breath.


Bertie had often wondered what had been going through his mind in that quiet, lonely spot, but Fiona’s presence had forced him to smile and open his arms to her, and she had asked him to sing it again. Properly. So he had, and Fiona and Bertie had joined in.


‘She corrected him when he got to the bit about clouds,’ she said now, with a grin. ‘“Daddy! It’s little fluffies!” But it was the thing that made him laugh the most, so of course she kept doing it.’


‘I’m always chasing rainbows,’ Ben sang, and Bertie joined in.


‘Watching little fluffies drifting by … ’ They exchanged smiles.


‘My schemes are just like all my dreams, ending—’


‘Shining, in Dad’s version,’ Bertie reminded him.


‘Shining in the sky.’


They fell silent, remembering those difficult weeks and months after their father had returned from France, and how worried they’d all been about Uncle Adam too, with his persistent cough and breathlessness; a legacy of the gas attack that had almost invalided him for the duration. Fiona’s innocent joy in her father’s song had helped all of them, though she’d been too young to realise it.


‘Well,’ Ben said at length, bringing her attention back to the original conversation, ‘whatever you call them, you’ll be up amongst them soon. Don’t forget us mortals, will you?’


‘I’ll try very hard not to.’ Bertie finished her drink and pulled her chair closer to the sofa. ‘That nightcap did the trick, I think I’ll be able to sleep now.’


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you tomorrow?’


She shook her head. ‘Mum’s coming, I won’t be alone.’ She swung from the sofa into her chair, and gave him a stern look as she stopped at the door. ‘Go for that job if you must, but don’t string Lily along, it’s not fair.’


‘Who says I’d be stringing her along? We like one another, but she’s no more interested in marriage than I am.’


‘And you know that, do you?’ Bertie looked down at the sapphire and diamond ring on her own finger, then back at him. ‘Find out what she wants, before you assume things,’ she advised gently. ‘At least do that. You never know what people are really feeling.’


‘Are you and Jowan alright?’ he asked, frowning.


‘We’re … ’ She smiled, a little distantly, and opened the door. ‘We will be.’


Ben followed her, but when she turned back he had stopped by the door and was looking at the photograph that hung there; their father’s favourite, taken in the convalescent home just after the war. Dad’s arm was around Adam’s shoulders, and Mum was in front, looking so straight-laced that they’d always assumed she’d been a painfully prim and shy young woman. But they knew now that she’d actually been trying hard not to laugh and ruin the photograph, and now Bertie couldn’t look at the picture without seeing that barely held-in mirth. She could see Ben was thinking the same. You never know what people are really feeling …


Her thoughts turned to Jowan Nancarrow, and the slow realisation that had been creeping up on her since Christmas, and that she had been beating off with one hand while clinging to her dreams with the other. She had given her brother some sound advice, now it was time to follow it.









CHAPTER THREE


It was almost lunchtime before the moment arrived. For most of the morning Bertie had been talking to Mr Russell, and enduring a seemingly endless checking of her leg. Months of massage, and application of methylated spirits, had strengthened the stump and hardened it, and its tendency to leap involuntarily had long since been brought under control through careful therapy. Now came the moment for which she had been waiting. She felt her mother’s hand creep into hers, and gratefully folded her fingers around it, but kept her eyes closed, instead feeling everything, and filling in the visual gaps with her mind.


One of the nurses – was it the young red-haired one, or the older lady with the kind smile? – tucked the hem of Bertie’s skirt into her waistband, and after a moment Bertie felt the familiar puff of talcum powder brush her skin. A moment later firm, capable hands eased a stretchy sock over the stump, drawing it up over Bertie’s knee and halfway up her thigh, before attaching the leather harness that would secure everything.


Bertie opened her eyes at last, and saw the younger nurse pick up the aluminium limb and hold it out to Mr Russell, who checked the leather straps and smiled at Bertie.


‘Ready, Miss Fox?’


Bertie nodded. ‘Never more so.’ She closed her eyes again while the consultant slipped the straps into place and tugged and fastened, and all the time her mother’s hand remained firm in hers. There was no pain, but the sudden, disorientating sensation of unwieldy weight made her stomach roil and she had to open her eyes once more. She looked down.


For the first time since last August, her right leg reached the floor. A flattish boat shape splayed out from the narrow ankle of the prosthetic, and Bertie tried to tell herself that her own familiar woollen sock would soon sit over it, her own shoe would hide the plainness of it, and that it would allow her, eventually, to move about as everyone else did … but it looked utterly alien to her.


It hung from her knee, braced against the floor, just like her left leg, but that was where the similarity ended. She felt like crying, furious at her own ingratitude and the way she had built this up to be the miracle that returned her to a full life. How could it be? Had she expected the new limb would feel like an extension of her own flesh and blood?


‘Alright, now you can stand up,’ Mr Russell said, his voice brisk. She looked at him, uncomprehending for a moment, only aware of the sensation of the ground beneath one foot, and the straps on her right leg suddenly pinching the skin through the sock as she moved.


‘Just a moment.’ Her mother seemed to realise, and leaned forward. She slid a finger beneath one of the straps, and the stinging eased, and Bertie burst into uncontrollable and entirely unexpected sobs.


‘Give her a minute,’ the older nurse said gently, and put her arm around Bertie’s shoulders. ‘We’ve seen this a lot. It’s a great deal to take in. She’ll be alright, won’t you, love?’


Bertie bowed her head, unable to speak, and felt the softness of a freshly pressed handkerchief pushed into her hand. She couldn’t catch her breath, and was dimly aware of the comforting hand pulling free from hers, and the bustle as the two nurses urged her mother to move back, to give Bertie space. She heard tears in her mother’s voice, too, and that gave her what she needed to bring herself under some control.


She patted her eyes with the handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry,’ she managed. ‘I don’t even know why I’m crying.’


‘As I said, love, it’s understandable,’ the nurse said. ‘In your own time, we won’t rush you. Will we?’


Bertie heard a sudden hardness in the voice, and looked up to see the nurse was glaring at Mr Russell, who was just pushing his watch back into his waistcoat pocket. He glared back for moment, then looked sheepish, and it made Bertie smile through her tears. She would never know if this little pantomime had been played out for her benefit, but it worked. She grasped the arms of her chair, and the younger nurse leapt forward and slid an arm around her back.


‘Just take it slowly,’ she murmured.


Bertie rose, and the consultant crouched beside her, studying the concoction of straps and buckles critically as she put her weight on both legs. The sensation was as strange as she’d expected; the usual hardness of the floor beneath one shoe, and now the same pressure on her other leg, but much higher up. She tilted a little, but the nurses held her with strong, practised hands as she experimented with leaning onto her right leg. She held the nurse’s arm in a panicky grip, certain the straps would give way and she would be pitched to the floor, but after a moment she loosened her grasp and then finally let go altogether.


‘How does it feel?’ her mother asked tentatively.


‘I don’t know,’ Bertie said honestly. ‘I feel … safer than I thought I would, but I still want to put all my weight on my other leg.’


‘That will pass,’ Russell said, in his old brisk tone. ‘Now, concentrate on the straps for a moment, tell me how they feel.’


For a little while everything else faded, as Bertie and the consultant discussed the leather harness, and she took comfort in the practicalities of the conversation. Russell tightened where she said it felt loose, and then he and the older nurse held her steady while she made a very slow circuit of the small room.


‘You’ll need your crutches for a while longer,’ he said. ‘And, now this is important, because I know you have plans that are going to try and persuade you to go against it … ’ He met Bertie’s innocent look with a wry smile, and shook his head. ‘I mean this, Miss Fox, don’t try to wear that,’ he nodded downward, ‘for more than two hours at a time to begin with. Once a day only. Alright?’


Her heart sank. ‘For how long?’


‘Come and see me next week, we’ll look at it then and make sure there’s no irritation. After that we’ll see. Keep applying the powder, come back at the first sign of any infection, even a minor one, and make sure you wash that sock regularly. Nurse Simpson here will pack you up some spares.’


‘Is that it?’ Bertie looked from him to her mother and back again, hardly able to believe it. ‘I’m ready to go home?’


‘Unless you have any further questions?’


‘No, none.’ Bertie accepted her crutches from the younger nurse. ‘Will I be able to switch to just one of these now? While I have my leg on, I mean.’


‘Soon,’ the nurse said. ‘Don’t try to do too much at the start. For now just go on as you were, and we’ll make an appointment for you to come back and see Mr Russell next week.’


She untucked Bertie’s skirt, and the material fell free. When Bertie bent forward to straighten it the hem dropped, and swung against her calf, making it look almost normal. Her heart skipped in real excitement for the first time; a stocking pulled over that awful blank “foot”, a shoe, and a long coat, and no one would be able to tell.


She lifted her face to her mother’s, and now the tears were a release of the almost unbearable happiness that swept through her. She was whole again.


* * *


Helen left Bertie to rest, and returned to the office and the pile of post she’d been sorting that morning. She was smiling as she closed the door behind her, thinking of Bertie’s determination and how it would stand her in good stead for the future. For herself she was secretly relieved at the length of time the rehabilitation would take; the longer Bertie put off training, the better, though Helen had no illusion it would be put on a shelf forever. She also knew that her daughter was absolutely not going to be sticking to the two-hour rule.


She picked up the letter on the top of the pile, smiling to see Leah’s handwriting, and set it aside to read at her leisure later on. The next one made her frown, however, and check the postmark: Exeter. Her brother, David, writing from home instead of his offices in London. Fully expecting the news that he and his tiresome wife planned to spend a week or so at Fox Bay, Helen slid the paper knife through the rich, creamy paper with absolutely no enthusiasm whatsoever. David would be a welcome guest after all this time, but Kay just couldn’t seem to keep her thoughts to herself, especially when they were sour ones. Which most seemed to be.


The letter was typically short, and so to the point it might as well have been a telegram.




Dear Helen


Kay and self are separating. Hope you can accommodate me from Monday 17th. Room 8, if it’s free.


Love


D.





There was no indication which of them had tried the other to breaking point, but they were almost as guilty as one another when it came to extra-marital shenanigans, so it could have been either. Or perhaps her brother had simply grown tired of Kay’s sniping. Either way, Helen was as certain as she could be that it was another temporary state of affairs, so she just shook her head, knowing there was absolutely no possibility of a room on the first floor until roughly September, let alone the specific one he’d requested. All the rooms on the second floor were booked then too, so he would have to come up to the third, where Fleur’s room stood empty. He was family, after all, and since he’d be alone there would be no fuss from Kay about being tucked away in the attic.


Martin Berry popped his head around the door. ‘Mrs Fox? I have someone who’d like to speak to you. Is it alright if I send him in?’


‘Who is it?’


‘A guest.’


Helen groaned. No matter how much effort the staff put in, and how much she, Ben, and Adam strived to make Fox Bay the perfect getaway, there was always someone who felt they must consult the manager immediately. She nodded, wondering whether perhaps the sea was the wrong temperature, or the wind smelled a bit too much of farm today, and pasted her professional hostess smile in place; welcoming, but not too familiar, and gracious without fawning.


The man Martin showed in was not at all pompous-looking, thankfully. He even appeared a little shy, and Helen began to relax.


‘Sam Douglas,’ the guest said, extending his hand. ‘Mr Coleridge has told you to expect me, I think?’


Helen detected a faint accent, perhaps he was a member of the Scottish branch of the Coleridges. ‘I don’t think so. How can I help?’


The man indicated the seat opposite. ‘May I?’


‘Of course.’ She watched him loosen his jacket before he sat down, as if he were uncomfortable in the smart clothes he wore. He reminded her a little of Alfie Nancarrow in that way, which made her smile, and he appeared friendly enough, but his eyes darted about as if he were taking mental notes about everything he saw.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I’d thought Mr Coleridge might have mentioned me.’


‘I’ve been out all day, and he’s been away too, but I saw his car parked outside so at least he’s back.’


‘I’m here about Mrs Marshall.’


Helen started, and her heart thumped. ‘Leah? What’s wrong with her?’


The door opened again, and Adam came in, looking rushed. ‘Sam! Good to see you again. We’ve had a cancellation, so I’ve booked you in to room fourteen, on floor two. I see you’ve already met Helen.’


‘What’s this about Leah?’ Helen demanded, as Adam pulled up the third chair. Her eyes went to the letter she’d received that morning, and Mr Douglas’s attention followed.


‘Is that from Mrs Marshall?’


‘Yes. What’s going on?’ Helen picked up the letter and the paper knife, then sat motionless while Adam told her briefly about what he’d found in Liverpool, or rather, what he hadn’t.


‘So we don’t even know if that’s where she went,’ he finished.


‘This postmark says she did.’ Helen tapped the letter with the blade, then slit the envelope. ‘What’s she up to?’


‘You don’t sound concerned,’ Mr Douglas observed. She’d almost forgotten he was there.


‘I’m curious, of course, but the letters have been quite regular, and definitely written in Leah’s hand.’ Helen ran her gaze over the note, which was no different in tone from any of the others she’d received since the beginning of January. ‘She says she’s busy, as always, that the re-training has been going well, and that she’s met some much nicer people than those at the nurses’ home.’


‘So we can assume she told the truth about Liverpool itself,’ Mr Douglas mused, ‘but why would she lie about what she’s doing there?’


‘Mr Douglas, I don’t mean to be rude, but might I ask what this has to do with you? Are you a friend of Leah’s? Because she’s never—’


‘Sam’s an investigator,’ Adam broke in.


Helen stared at him then turned to Mr Douglas. ‘Would you please excuse us for a moment?’


Mr Douglas looked from one to the other, then nodded. ‘Of course, you two need to talk. I’ll go and unpack. Room fourteen, did you say?’


‘How long are you staying?’ Helen asked, remembering she still hadn’t booked David in.


‘Just overnight. I plan to be on the road by lunchtime tomorrow, especially now we can be reasonably sure where I’m going.’ Mr Douglas indicated the letter, then rose and held out his hand again. ‘I’m sorry this has been a shock for you, we’ll talk later.’


As soon as he’d gone, Helen threw down the letter and glared at Adam. ‘What on earth possessed you to hire someone like that?’


‘It’s just too strange. Too many questions.’


‘Because Leah’s clearly put the word out that anyone fitting your description, who comes looking for her, is to be told she’s not there? Did you ever consider that she simply doesn’t want you chasing after her?’


‘I don’t believe they were lying,’ Adam insisted. ‘Helen, I’m fairly sure Leah’s got herself involved in something dangerous this time.’


‘Why? She only tried that con trick on you last year because of the way things were going with Fox Bay. She’s past all that now.’


‘Remember how odd we all thought it was, that she disappeared on New Year’s Day without saying goodbye?’


‘She explained that in her first letter,’ Helen reminded him. ‘She saw Glynn at the memorial ceremony, and had to leave before he tracked her here.’


‘And you believed that?’


‘Of course I did! I checked Fleur’s invitation list and found a Gregory Marshall scribbled onto the end. Anyway,’ she added, ‘Leah only left a couple of days early, we knew she was going.’


‘Listen,’ Adam said, more gently, ‘I spoke to her Aunt Mary, and it turns out that Glynn actually stayed with them over Christmas.’
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