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  Chapter One




  If a certain eminent art historian had not been so absent-minded as to double book a certain date in July, thus throwing the Principal of the Ravenswood College of Art and

  Design into a state of near panic, Melissa Craig would never have witnessed the prelude to a drama that would shortly unfold on her doorstep, inexorably drawing her into its tragic and violent

  embrace.




  The action began quietly enough with a somewhat fulsome letter from the aforesaid Principal, addressed to Melissa’s friend and neighbour Iris Ash. Beginning with a personal tribute to

  ‘one of the college’s most outstanding and successful graduates’, it continued with an elaborately-worded invitation to present the prizes at the annual exhibition of

  students’ work. ‘I should be greatly honoured, dear Miss Ash,’ it concluded, ‘to have the favour of your kind acceptance of my request at your earliest

  convenience.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ commented Melissa as she handed the letter back to Iris. ‘He’s left it a bit late to ask you, though.’




  ‘His first choice must have let him down.’ There was a cynical gleam in Iris’s grey eyes. ‘ “Find a sucker to do it at short notice!” says Doctor Mortimer.

  “That old bird in the Cotswolds who designs curtains and wallpaper . . . let’s con her into coming.” ’




  ‘You underestimate your reputation,’ said Melissa. ‘Since you won that competition, the glossy magazines are full of your designs and your garden water-colours are all the

  rage. “Another Helen Allingham”, someone wrote the other day.’




  Iris scowled. ‘Don’t like being “another” anyone,’ she grumbled.




  Melissa nodded in sympathy. ‘I know how you feel. People used to refer to me as “the new Agatha Christie”. All very flattering, of course . . . ’




  ‘Hate flattery!’ Iris slammed mugs of coffee on to a tray and added a plate of home-made biscuits. ‘Want this outside?’ She marched into the garden with Melissa following

  her, smiling at the show of irritation.




  They settled on a rustic seat among the climbing roses that grew in a scented, multicoloured jumble on the wall of Iris’s cottage. On this mid-June morning, the garden vibrated with

  activity. Blackbirds rummaged in the carefully mulched flower-beds and flung showers of grass clippings on to the path. From an elder tree, a chaffinch poured out his exuberant song while

  bumble-bees hummed a contented counterpoint as they blundered past, laden with pollen. Binkie, Iris’s cherished half-Persian cat, lay sprawled on the warm flagstones, too indolent to play at

  stalking the birds.




  Melissa finished her coffee, put down her empty mug, leaned back and closed her eyes. ‘Are you going to do it?’ she asked languidly.




  Iris grunted. ‘Haven’t decided. Don’t like London. Hate making speeches.’




  ‘It doesn’t have to be a long speech. Just a few words, telling ’em all how lucky they are to be at this wonderful college where you spent some of your happiest days . . .

  ’




  ‘Huh!’ snorted Iris. ‘Never learned a thing worth knowing.’




  Melissa ignored the interruption. ‘And then,’ she continued, ‘you say “Well done!” or “Congratulations!” to the talented winners and hand over their

  medals or diplomas or whatever. Piece of cake, and good publicity too.’




  Iris fidgeted and sent darting glances in all directions. ‘Got nothing to wear,’ she muttered. ‘Have to buy something.’




  ‘So that’s what’s bothering you!’ Melissa turned to smile at the lanky figure in the faded cotton dress – one of three that, with her gardening trousers, the linen

  suit that she wore to church and a huge woollen wrap for cool days, constituted her entire summer wardrobe. Iris pulled a face and ran thin brown fingers through her springy mouse-brown hair.




  ‘Hate dressing up. Help me choose something?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Come to Ravenswood with me?’




  ‘If you like.’




  ‘Love your company if you aren’t too busy.’




  That settled, they agreed on a date for Iris to buy a dress and have her hair done – a suggestion by Melissa to which she agreed with considerable reluctance. They then spent a few

  enjoyable minutes discussing the relative qualities of farm manure and garden compost before going indoors, Iris to her studio and Melissa to her study to add another twist to the case that was

  currently baffling her celebrated detective, Nathan Latimer of Scotland Yard.




  ‘I am sure, Miss Ash,’ said Doctor Mortimer, looking anything but sure, ‘that you would like to see some of our students’ work before the formal

  proceedings.’




  His eyelids flickered, his pallid features twitched and his thin hands moved on their bony wrists like pale fluttering birds about to take flight. Observing him, Melissa wondered how on earth

  such an indecisive character came to be made Principal of the Ravenswood College of Art and Design. Probably because he was everyone’s second choice, she thought cynically as Iris rose from

  her seat.




  ‘Might as well. Coming, Melissa?’ The lift of an eyebrow and a twitch of the lips betrayed impressions of the man very similar to Melissa’s own. It would be fun to compare

  notes later.




  They left the Principal’s office and set off on their tour of inspection. Doctor Mortimer pointed out the winning exhibits in the various classes and expressed what seemed to Melissa a

  certain over-optimism as to the future prospects of his students. Iris said very little in response but her eyes missed nothing. Melissa, standing apart and observing both, noted with satisfaction

  how well her friend looked in the blue and white dress and jacket and wondered how long the new hairstyle would stay in place.




  ‘And finally,’ the Principal announced, pausing before a painting of a young woman, ‘we have the winner of the Lionel Prendergast Memorial Prize for Portraiture. A most

  promising young fellow – I do hope you agree with our adjudication, Miss Ash! It would not do,’ he gave a cough, followed by a nervous giggle, ‘to ask you to present awards to

  creators of works you considered unworthy!’ His restless hands implored a favourable response.




  Iris, her head tilted back and her eyes half closed, was taking her time in assessing the portrait. Melissa had no doubt that she knew full well that her interlocutor was on tenterhooks, and was

  deliberately teasing him.




  ‘Hmm,’ she murmured and the hands paused in mid-flight. She took a step back and cocked her head on one side. ‘Interesting,’ she said at last. ‘Idealised, no doubt.

  I suppose he’s in love with her?’




  The Principal appeared mildly surprised at the notion. ‘I’ve really no idea but it would be only natural, wouldn’t it? A lovely girl like that . . . ’




  A faint hiss sounded a yard from Melissa’s ear. Half-turning, she saw a denim-clad girl with cropped black hair and enormous steel spirals dangling from her ears. Her scowl suggested that

  she did not share the Principal’s opinion of the sitter.




  ‘Yes, not at all bad. Better than most of the other stuff here,’ Iris said at last and the Principal’s smile came and went like a guttering candle. ‘Not a good

  year,’ she continued and Melissa could tell that in her mischievous, perverse way, she was enjoying herself. ‘Not much originality. A few promising works, the rest of it

  run-of-the-mill. You’ve sorted out the pick of the bunch.’




  There was a respectful silence while Iris continued her scrutiny of the portrait and studied the signature. ‘Ricardo Lorenzo – Italian, I suppose. So’s she by the looks of

  her.’ She gave the portrait a final nod of approval. ‘Quite good, he’ll go a long way,’ she pronounced. The Principal’s smile glowed more steadily.




  ‘Yes, we have great hopes for him,’ he said and for the first time his hands became still and hung limply at his sides. ‘Well, Miss Ash, perhaps you’d care for a cup of

  tea before we begin the proceedings?’ His eyes included Melissa in the invitation.




  ‘Love one,’ said Iris.




  Melissa shook her head. ‘Not for me thanks. I’m sure you want to talk shop. I’ll have another look round and meet you afterwards.’




  Iris and the Principal moved away and Melissa turned to take a closer look at the portrait. The subject was undoubtedly beautiful. A swathe of rich Titian hair fell on either side of a perfectly

  proportioned and delicately chiselled oval face. The complexion was pale olive except for a faint flush on the cheeks; the crimson mouth had a curve that was at once gentle and sensual; the parted

  lips gave a glimpse of white, even teeth. The eyes held a hint of a smile, as if the sitter had been looking in a mirror and was well pleased at what she saw.




  The denim-clad girl had stayed behind as well and was hovering at Melissa’s elbow. Recognising a need for human contact, Melissa tilted her head sideways and commented: ‘She looks

  like a contented pussy-cat! Do you know who she is?’




  The girl’s face, chalk-white with black-rimmed eyes and a scarlet mouth, hardened into a malevolent glare. ‘ “Pussycat” is right!’ she muttered. ‘Cats take

  what they want and then walk away, don’t they?’




  ‘So you do know her?’




  ‘Angelica Caroli. Just finished her final year.’




  ‘What about Ricardo Lorenzo?’




  The girl gave a little snort of contempt. ‘Plain Rick Lawrence was good enough for him until he met her. His great-grandfather came from Naples so they had so much in common, didn’t

  they?’




  ‘I gather you don’t like her very much?’




  ‘I’d like to wring her neck!’ The girl’s thin hands tugged at the strap of her shoulder bag as if she were tightening it round Angelica’s beautiful throat. ‘I

  knew Rick’d get hurt when he took up with her but he wouldn’t listen to me.’ The small, sharp features crumpled under their veneer of make-up and the voice faltered and died away.

  Melissa thought how frail and underweight the girl seemed. Poor kid, she was at such a vulnerable age.




  A few people standing nearby turned their heads. ‘Keep your voice down, people are looking at you,’ whispered Melissa but the girl seemed not to care.




  ‘She never even . . . ’ she burst out, but before she could reveal what it was that Angelica had failed to do, a voice over the public address system announced that the presentation

  of awards would commence in five minutes.




  The girl looked at Melissa with a beseeching expression. ‘Are you going? May I sit with you?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes, of course. You lead the way.’




  Most of the visitors had already detached themselves from the various exhibits staged around the college and were converging on the main hall. Melissa’s companion found two seats at the

  end of a row near the front and they sat down. The girl seemed restless and uneasy, craning her head from side to side.




  ‘Are you looking for someone?’ asked Melissa.




  ‘Rick. I’m so afraid he won’t turn up. I told him he’s got to come and collect his award. He shouldn’t let her do him out of that!’




  ‘Quite right,’ said Melissa, somewhat at sea but anxious to boost morale. ‘He’ll be here, don’t you worry. Professional pride and all that!’




  ‘You reckon?’ The girl appeared reassured and even managed a weak smile. ‘My name’s Lou Stacey, by the way. What’s yours?’




  ‘Melissa Craig.’




  ‘Are you an artist?’




  ‘No, a writer. I came here with Iris Ash. She’s presenting the prizes, you know.’




  It was obvious that Melissa’s name meant nothing to Lou but at the mention of Iris she became almost animated. ‘Her fabric designs are brilliant!’ she said. ‘So are her

  garden paintings. They say she’s another Helen Allingham.’




  ‘Don’t let her hear you say that,’ said Melissa with a grin, but Lou paid no attention. Her eyes had lit up like stars. ‘He’s here, I can see him!’




  ‘There, what did I tell you?’ said Melissa, greatly relieved.




  All but one of the winning exhibits had already been arranged on the platform and while the members of the audience were settling into their seats, the final item, the portrait of Angelica, was

  carried in and put on an easel in the place of honour. The Bursar waited beside the table bearing the trophies, ready to hand them to Iris for presentation to the winners.




  The Principal plodded through a prolix and platitudinous summary of the college year and followed it with a flowery eulogy to Iris and her achievements which she acknowledged with a glassy

  smile, her normally healthy colour deepening to a dull brick red.




  ‘She’s hating this,’ Melissa whispered to Lou. ‘She can’t stand people going on about her work.’




  ‘Lots of celebrated artists shun the limelight,’ Lou whispered back with an air of great wisdom.




  Iris stumbled through the short speech that Melissa had helped her to compose and at last the distribution of the cups, medals and certificates began. It gave Melissa considerable pleasure to

  see Lou receive the Ravenswood Shield for Fashion Design from Iris’s hands. How touching, she thought, that the girl had never mentioned her own success, being totally preoccupied with her

  concern for Rick Lawrence. It was to be hoped that he was worthy of so much loyalty and devotion.




  As Lou left the platform, only the Lionel Prendergast Memorial Prize for Portraiture remained on the table. In response to the Principal’s final announcement, a young man strode forward,

  brushing past Lou without appearing to see her, and mounted the stage. He received the silver cup from Iris, kissed her hand with a flourish that brought another blush to her cheeks and sent a

  frisson round the hall, and turned to face the audience.




  That Lou should be so much in love with him was not, Melissa thought, to be wondered at. With his curly black hair, flashing dark eyes, patrician features and proud bearing, he stood like a

  figure from a Renaissance canvas, his trophy cradled in the crook of his arm.




  ‘Doctor Mortimer,’ he began, bowing towards the Principal, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen. I am proud to accept this prize and in return I should like to donate to the college the

  portrait for which it was awarded.’ He paused, like an orator waiting for his lines to take effect. The Principal bobbed his head in gratified acknowledgement and there was a ripple of

  applause from the audience. ‘You may not have realised, however,’ Rick continued, ‘that it is not quite complete.’




  The final words were uttered slowly, with a measured interval between them and an underlying note of menace in the tone. The Principal’s smile wavered and the clapping died away. Melissa

  was aware that Lou, who had slipped back into the seat beside her, had grown tense. There was a hush as the artist reached out towards the face on the canvas and ran caressing fingers over the

  smooth brow, the sculptured cheekbones and the curved lips, lingering for a moment on the rounded perfection of the neck.




  ‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’ he murmured. His voice had dropped to a stage whisper; there was something theatrical in his stance and a brooding expression in his dark eyes.




  ‘Oh my God,’ breathed Lou. ‘What’s he up to?’




  ‘Just one small finishing touch, that’s all my portrait needs,’ said Rick, and this time his voice was harsh and loud. By now thoroughly alarmed, the Principal leapt from his

  seat but he was too late to restrain the hand that plunged a knife into Angelica’s throat and dragged it viciously downwards. There was a chorus of gasps and several people screamed as if

  expecting blood to spurt from the wound in the painted flesh. Bearing the cup aloft like an Olympic torch, Rick descended from the platform, marched to the nearest door and vanished.










  Chapter Two




  The stunned silence that followed was shattered by an anguished shriek of ‘Rick, wait!’ as Lou raced in pursuit, the Ravenswood Shield clasped to her chest and her

  grotesque earrings swinging out from either side of her face. In a brave attempt to restore normality, Doctor Mortimer got up to make his closing address but nobody paid the slightest heed. The

  proceedings were palpably at an end and everyone was too exercised over the drama they had just witnessed to waste time listening to more platitudes.




  Melissa made her way through the crossfire of indignation, astonishment and speculation towards the platform, where Iris was offering practical advice to their distraught host.




  ‘Quite a clean slash, easy to repair,’ she assured him after inspecting the damage. ‘Don’t lose any sleep. Never be an old master anyway,’ she added with an impish

  grin.




  Doctor Mortimer gave a pale smile and murmured something about refreshments.




  ‘Not for us, thank you,’ said Melissa firmly. ‘We’ve got a train to catch.’ She took Iris by the arm and steered her towards the exit, cutting short his speech of

  thanks.




  ‘What’s the rush?’ Iris wanted to know. ‘Train’s not till six thirty.’




  ‘I want to look for Lou Stacey. The poor girl’s very upset.’




  ‘The child with the clown’s face who won the Shield? Saw her go tearing off. What’s up with her?’




  ‘I’ll explain later.’ They had reached the main entrance, washed along by the departing crowds. ‘The car park’s probably the best bet.’




  ‘Not that way. Students park round the back.’ Iris piloted Melissa along a corridor, out through a side entrance and along a path leading to a service road behind the building. They

  had just reached the gate when a sleek sports car with its hood down tore past, slowing briefly at the junction with the main road before racing away with a screech of rubber and a swirl of

  exhaust. Rick Lawrence was making his exit from Ravenswood.




  ‘Didn’t have the girl with him,’ said Iris.




  ‘Oh dear!’ lamented Melissa. ‘Where can she have got to?’




  ‘Over there.’ Iris nodded towards the footpath leading from the students’ car park. Lou came trudging towards them, still clasping the shield in her arms and dragging her feet

  as if ready to drop from exhaustion. When she saw Melissa she ran forward and fell on her shoulder, weeping noisily.




  ‘He wouldn’t even speak to me!’ she sobbed. ‘He’ll do something silly, I know he will!’




  ‘Nonsense!’ said Iris briskly. ‘Made his gesture . . . got it off his chest. Where’s your hanky?’ Lou fumbled uselessly in her pocket and Iris pushed a tissue into

  her hand. ‘Take this and mop up, you look a sight.’




  Lou blotted her eyes and blew her nose. An awed realisation of who she was speaking to chased some of the misery from her face.




  ‘Oh, Miss Ash, thank you, you’re so kind!’ she stammered.




  ‘Where can we get some tea?’ demanded Iris.




  ‘The refectory’s open till five.’




  Iris glanced at her wristwatch. ‘That’ll do if we get a move on.’ She marched back towards the college building with Lou and Melissa trailing behind in single file like

  goslings after a goose.




  It was a quarter to five, the refectory was almost empty and the frenetic energy of the blue-overalled staff as they wiped tables and upended chairs made it clear that further customers were

  neither expected nor welcome. Ignoring the hostile glances, Iris installed her charges at a table and strode across to the counter, returning with three cups of tea on a tray.




  ‘Looks ghastly but it’ll have to do.’ She took a mouthful from her own cup, grimaced and set it down. ‘Just as foul as it was in my day!’ she observed. ‘Now

  Lou, what’s all the tragedy about?’




  Lou leaned on her elbows, tugging with nervous fingers at her spiky hair, and gave a huge, melodramatic sigh. ‘Oh, it’s such a mess,’ she groaned. ‘I don’t know

  where to begin.’




  ‘Then let me guess. You’re in love with Rick, he fell for . . . what’s her name?’




  ‘Angelica.’




  Iris grinned. ‘Sounds like cake decoration!’ Lou’s red lips wavered into a smile that earned her a nod of encouragement. ‘So Angelica spurns Rick and he salves his

  wounded pride by publicly knifing her portrait. Is that it?’ Lou opened her mouth but Iris hadn’t finished. ‘Not very bright, was it?’ she said dismissively.

  ‘Shouldn’t waste time feeling sorry for him if I were you.’




  ‘You don’t understand!’ Lou declared with passion. ‘What she did was diabolical! It would have sent anyone over the top.’ A tear fell off the end of her nose and

  plopped into her cup.




  ‘Stop grizzling and tell us then!’ commanded Iris. ‘We’ll have to go in a minute; the staff are giving us dirty looks.’




  ‘It’s all such a mess!’ Lou repeated, scrubbing her face with the mascara-blackened tissue. ‘There was this party for Angy’s birthday. Rick’s parents

  organised it with her Uncle Vittorio and her Aunt Rosina – her parents are dead you see – and Rick brings out this ring and puts it on Angy’s engagement finger.’




  ‘So Rick and Angelica are engaged?’ asked Melissa.




  ‘Not any more, and they never were, really. I mean, he’d never actually proposed to her, he just assumed because they’d been going together, she’d . . . well, I suppose

  he thought it would be a romantic thing to do. He’s like that.’ Lou gave a wistful sigh, as if recalling happier times.




  ‘So Angelica said “no thank you” and handed back the ring?’ suggested Melissa. Lou’s lip curled.




  ‘That would have spoiled the party, wouldn’t it? Angy hates to see people unhappy and she hates scenes. She always looks for the easy way out. And there was this jolly crowd of

  Italians and their guests, happily guzzling their pizzas and their spaghetti alla Bolognese, and dotty old Aunt Rosina crying “Mama mia!” and shedding tears of joy into her

  Chianti.’ Lou emptied a packet of sugar into her lukewarm tea and flailed it with her spoon. ‘She couldn’t upset all those lovely people, could she? Oh no!’




  ‘But she didn’t want to marry Rick?’ Melissa pursued.




  ‘No, but she didn’t want to part with all the goodies either.’ Lou’s eyes sparked with malice. ‘She had a fancy ring that’d belonged to one of Rick’s

  great-great-aunts, and then when we got home that night Aunt Rosina dived into an old tobacco tin and handed over five hundred pounds she’d been saving up for her wedding dress.’




  ‘You were there?’ asked Iris.




  ‘I live with the Carolis, and Angy and I are supposed to be friends, would you believe? I’d been going out with Rick and he called round for me one evening and saw her.’

  Lou’s voice trembled and tears welled again but she fought them bravely. ‘They were on different courses and they might never have met if it hadn’t been for that.’




  ‘So what happened next?’ asked Melissa.




  ‘She took off.’




  ‘Left home, you mean? Don’t tell me she took the ring and the money too?’




  Lou nodded. ‘They were hers, weren’t they? Nobody asked if she wanted them; they just handed them over and she took them. That’s what she’s like. Life is one big cherry

  tree and if the best cherries fall into her mouth, why shouldn’t she eat them? Someone else can clean up the stones after she’s spat them out.’ Lou finished her tea and slammed

  down her cup, making the spoon dance in the saucer. ‘Poor Ricky,’ she whimpered.




  ‘Conceited young fool!’ snorted Iris. ‘No right to take the girl for granted. Should have asked first and saved a lot of grief all round!’




  Lou looked indignant. ‘He only meant to make her happy and she’s broken his heart!’ she protested.




  ‘Rubbish! Fractured his ego, that’s all. Shouldn’t have hopped off with Auntie’s money though. That was naughty. Any idea where she’s gone?’




  ‘Not yet, but she’s sure to be in touch with her aunt. Old Vittorio’s furious with her at the moment but he’ll come round. Everyone forgives the lovely Angelica . . .

  except me, that is. I can’t forgive what she’s done to Rick.’




  ‘He’ll survive,’ said Iris drily.




  ‘Do you think he might come back to me?’ said Lou pathetically, mopping up a fresh trickle of tears.




  Iris’s eyes held a mischievous twinkle. ‘Quite possibly,’ she said, ‘but not if he sees you looking like that. Go home and clean that muck off your face!’ She stood

  up. ‘Must be off now. You all right to get home?’




  ‘Oh, yes thanks, I’ve got my bike.’ Lou turned from one to the other. ‘You’ve been so kind.’




  ‘Forget it,’ said Iris. ‘Done my friend here a favour. She’ll write a scorcher about an Italian family vendetta, only the villain will knife the real girl, not her

  portrait!’




  Lou gaped at Melissa. ‘Are you a crime writer?’




  Melissa nodded, smiling.




  ‘Surely you’ve heard of Mel Craig!’ said Iris.




  ‘Of course!’ said Lou, once more overawed. ‘I should have recognised you, only . . . ’ Her cheeks turned pink and she fidgeted with the strap of her bag.




  ‘Only you had other things on your mind.’ Melissa patted her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about it.’




  ‘But I should . . . I saw you in Bookworm on the box last month! I remember thinking, I couldn’t believe it when you said you had a grown-up son. You look ever so

  young!’




  ‘Well, thank you,’ said Melissa.




  ‘What do you know, I’ve met two famous people today!’ Almost cheerfully, Lou shouldered her bag, said goodbye and left them.




  When they reached Paddington their train was already in the station.




  ‘Thank goodness that’s over!’ Iris threw her coat on the rack, settled into a window seat and combed her hair with her fingers.




  Melissa, sitting opposite, winced as the stylist’s careful handiwork disintegrated.




  ‘That Mortimer’s an idiot,’ Iris continued. ‘Must have been everyone’s second choice!’




  ‘That’s just what I thought,’ Melissa agreed. ‘I could see you suffering while he was telling everyone how wonderful you are. I was the one who talked you into doing it

  – I hope it wasn’t too much of a bore.’




  ‘Shan’t hold it against you,’ said Iris. ‘Worth it to see that fool’s face when young Rick knifed the picture!’




  ‘Angelica can thank her stars it was only the picture he knifed! Some girls have the cheek of the devil.’




  ‘Partly his own fault. Knew a case like that once.’ Iris grew reflective. ‘Student in my year thought this girl was pining away for love of him and all the time she was having

  it off with someone else.’




  ‘Don’t tell me this guy vandalised the girl’s portrait as well?’




  Iris cackled. ‘Not he! Blacked her eye and then beat the hell out of the other chap. Sensation of the summer term!’ She yawned and closed her eyes as the train began to move.

  ‘Let’s get home for some peace and quiet.’










  Chapter Three




  A few days later, Melissa looked up from tending her garden to see Major Dudley Ford approaching along the track that connected her own and Iris’s cottages with the lane

  leading to the village of Upper Benbury. She always thought of him as an eccentric, slightly comic individual and his appearance today reinforced the impression. The open collar of his baggy shirt

  was frayed and his amply cut khaki shorts, a relic of his service in the tropics, flapped round his thighs. He had evidently been sitting in the sun, for his bare knees were salmon pink above long

  woollen socks. Sinbad, his fat King Charles spaniel, rolled along behind him; at the sight of Binkie sprawled on the path outside Iris’s front door the dog plunged forward, yapping excitedly,

  then skidded to a halt as the cat formed a croquet hoop, spitting defiance.




  ‘Heel sir!’ ordered the major, flourishing his stick above Sinbad’s nose.




  ‘What’s going on?’ Iris appeared, snatched Binkie into her arms and cuddled him protectively. ‘Oh, it’s you, Dudley. Do wish you’d keep that beast under

  control. Did the nasty doggie frighten him then?’ she crooned into the cat’s ear.




  Seeing the opposition immobilised, Sinbad began yapping again.




  ‘Quiet!’ Ford’s normally florid face turned a deeper purple under its crown of thick white hair. Then, remembering his manners, he gave an affected bow. ‘Good afternoon

  Iris, good afternoon Melissa. My good lady asked me to deliver these.’ He handed each an envelope. ‘We’re giving a little drinks party on Friday evening. Just an informal affair

  to welcome our new neighbours to the village. I do hope you can come.’




  ‘What a kind thought,’ said Melissa. ‘Thank you very much.’




  ‘You’ve decided to forgive them, then?’ said Iris with a smile that held a hint of malice.




  ‘Eh? What’s that?’




  ‘The newcomers!’ Iris raised her voice a decibel or two. ‘You’ve forgiven them for having the cheek to come and live here?’




  Ford coughed. ‘Yes, well, the real culprit was old Freda Gallard for selling the land.’




  ‘Can’t blame her. Henry Gallard left her with hardly a bean to her name.’ Iris and the irascible old warrior had fought in opposing camps over the elderly widow’s battle

  to secure planning consent for four houses in part of her garden.




  ‘Hrmmph!’ Ford glowered, then remembered that his mission was one of friendship. ‘Well, now it’s done we have to let bygones be bygones. I must say,’ he went on

  condescendingly, ‘the two families who’ve moved in so far seem quite a decent class of people. Perhaps you’ve seen them around?’ Iris and Melissa shook their heads and he

  beamed at having information to impart. ‘Chap called Shergold, some sort of academic at Stowbridge Tech with a mousey little wife, and a civil engineer. Kent, I think the name is, or Essex .

  . . some county or other, haahaahaa!’ When he laughed he sounded like a sheep with something stuck in its throat. ‘Young Mrs County’s a smart little filly,’ he added

  with a leer. ‘Make some of the wives round here sit up, and the husbands too, haahaahaa!’ Well, I must be getting along.’




  With a jaunty wave of his stick he retreated, oblivious to the lukewarm response of the two ladies to his jocular remarks.




  ‘What an old gossip he is!’ remarked Melissa when he was out of earshot. ‘However does Madeleine put up with him?’




  Iris grunted. ‘She’s as bad as he is. Proper old busybodies, the pair of them. Only invite people to sus them out. Do it for all the newcomers; got the treatment yourself,

  remember?’




  Melissa did remember being entertained by the Fords one evening soon after her arrival. She had appreciated the opportunity of meeting some of the local residents but had no recollection of

  gratifying anyone’s interest in her own affairs. Rather the reverse.




  ‘I seem to remember asking quite a few questions myself,’ she recalled with a smile. ‘Writer’s natural curiosity, you know.’




  ‘That’s probably why you’ve been invited. They’ll pump you later to see if you’ve found out anything they haven’t.’




  ‘What a cynic you are!’




  ‘You’ll see.’




  ‘We’re going then?’




  ‘Might as well.’




  On their way home from the drinks party at Tanners Cottage, the Fords’ draughtily genuine Queen Anne residence, Melissa and Iris, in mellow mood, exchanged impressions of

  the new arrivals in the village.




  ‘Eleanor Shergold’s a bit of a mouse,’ observed Iris. ‘Nice little thing, though. Didn’t take to what’s-his-name – the husband.’




  ‘Rodney? Neither did I,’ agreed Melissa.




  ‘Self-opinionated ass!’




  ‘Yes, isn’t he. He informed me,’ here Melissa began chanting in exaggeratedly sonorous tones, ‘that he has a Pee Aitch Dee in history, is Head of the School of

  Extra-Mural and Non-Vocational Studies at Stowbridge and is writing a book on neolithic burial mounds. Declaimed it like an actor reciting a Shakespearean prologue. When I asked his wife what her

  interests were and she said she did a little painting, he practically squashed her flat.’




  ‘Never mentioned her painting to me,’ said Iris, sounding a trifle piqued. In recent months she had developed an interest in nurturing amateur talent.




  ‘Probably scared off by your reputation. Incidentally, Doctor Shergold,’ Melissa gave the title an ironic emphasis, ‘has offered me a job.’




  Iris’s jaw dropped. ‘Doing what, for goodness’ sake?’




  ‘Running a writers’ workshop. I said I’d think about it. He said I could have a free hand, and it’d only be one afternoon a week,’ Melissa continued, in response to

  Iris’s dubious frown.




  ‘Up to you. Couldn’t work for that pompous twit myself.’




  ‘I think it could be fun.’




  Iris shrugged, then gave a grin that fleetingly reduced her age from fifty-something to twenty-something. ‘Talking of fun, did you notice our Dudley making up to Harriet Yorke?’




  ‘I did.’ Melissa chuckled at the recollection. ‘She is rather dishy, isn’t she? Madeleine was fairly baring her teeth. You could almost see the vitriol dripping into the

  avocado dip!’




  ‘I’ve had an idea!’ Iris came to an abrupt halt by the roadside and made a sweeping, melodramatic gesture with her arms. ‘How’s this for a plot for one of your

  novels? Ford and Shergold are both after Harriet, who is found in a cowshed with a hayfork through her gizzard. Whodunnit, Madeleine Ford, Eleanor Shergold or the postmistress?’




  ‘Iris, you are a goose!’ cried Melissa, and the two women laughed like schoolgirls and devised variations on the absurd theme for the rest of the way home.










  Chapter Four




  The Mid-Cotswold College of Arts and Technology, known to its administration and lecturers as MIDCCAT but to most of the residents of Stowbridge as ‘the Tech’, had

  long outgrown its nineteen-sixties campus and at various times had acquired further properties in other parts of the town. The School of Extra-Mural and Non-Vocational Studies was quartered in a

  draughty Edwardian house, supplemented by a group of prefabricated buildings in the extensive gardens and presided over by Doctor Rodney Shergold. In his office on the ground floor, the learned

  doctor planned his courses, wrote his reports and made pronouncements to his staff to the accompaniment of feet tramping up wooden staircases and the scrape of chairs on the uncarpeted floors of

  the rooms overhead. It was here that Melissa found him when she arrived to conduct her first writers’ workshop.




  It was a large, well-proportioned room with a high ceiling and tall sash windows which had a dwarfing effect on both the furniture and its occupant. There were bookshelves along two of the

  walls, a wooden cupboard, a filing cabinet, some chairs and a table and two desks. On the smaller of these a covered typewriter proclaimed the territory of the part-time secretary, who was not at

  the moment in attendance. Rodney Shergold, sharp-featured, bespectacled and balding, sat at the other making notes in the margin of a closely-written sheet of foolscap, his head propped on his free

  hand, the epitome of a dedicated scholar.




  ‘You’re in very good time,’ he commented, raising his head after what appeared to be a deliberately measured interval.




  ‘I thought it would be a good idea to arrive extra early on my first day,’ said Melissa, ignoring the unsmiling manner that robbed his words of any hint of welcome or approval.

  ‘I don’t even know where my classroom is and I wanted to ask you about registers and so on. I haven’t done this sort of thing before, remember.’




  ‘Oh yes, of course.’ He put down his pen and glanced across at the empty desk in the corner. ‘My secretary hasn’t arrived yet. I suppose I’d better take you to the

  staff room myself. There’ll be someone there to show you the ropes.’




  He rose, rather grudgingly it seemed to Melissa. He was only a fraction taller than she was but by holding himself rigidly erect with his neck stretched and his chin tucked in, he managed to

  give the impression that he was looking down at her. He was no shabbily-dressed, out-at-elbows academic; his jacket was well-cut, his white shirt immaculate and the crease in his trousers razor

  sharp. Melissa had a swift vision of a flushed and anxious Eleanor bent over a steamy ironing board.




  ‘This way.’ Shergold led her up two flights of stairs and opened a door marked ‘Staff Room’ to reveal an untidy arrangement of battered desks littered with books and

  papers, rows of shelves and cupboards and a photocopier in a corner. A man sat at one of the desks, reading the Guardian and eating sandwiches from a yellow plastic container.




  ‘Mr Willard, this is Mrs Craig,’ Shergold announced in his abrupt monotone. ‘She’s running my new writers’ workshop. Just tell her where everything is, will you. My

  secretary has made out a register for her but perhaps you’d explain how to fill it in. Your room is C3,’ he added to Melissa and went out.




  ‘Certainly, Doctor Shergold.’ Willard put down his paper, returned a half-eaten sandwich to his lunchbox and stood up, brushing crumbs from his paint-smeared jeans. ‘Pompous

  ass!’ he muttered as the door closed. ‘ “Mrs Craig”, “Mister Willard”, “my secretary” – thinks he’s living in the

  nineteenth century.’ He was about fifty, tall and spare with a high forehead, a trim grey beard, receding grey hair and round eyes the colour of milk chocolate. His cheeks were hollow and his

  fingers long and tapering. An artistic type, Melissa guessed as they shook hands. ‘I’m Barney,’ he added with a smile. ‘Do I have to call you “Mrs

  Craig”?’




  ‘No of course not, I’m Melissa. Glad to meet you Barney.’




  ‘Melissa Craig . . . would you be Mel Craig, the crime writer?’




  ‘That’s right. What’s your subject?’




  ‘Senior Tutor in the Faculty of Fine Arts – that’s the second hut on the left behind the bike sheds!’ His smile had a gentle, aesthetic quality. He began wandering round

  the room. ‘The registers are kept in these pigeonholes. Yours should be under Thursday afternoon – yes, here we are.’ He flipped open a folder. ‘You’ve got twenty

  students and they’ve all paid. Room C3 is upstairs, immediately overhead. Staff toilet next door but one. Leave your register on Angy’s desk at the end of the afternoon. Angy is

  his secretary, by the way,’ he added with a grin and a jerk of his head towards the door. ‘You’ll find her very helpful. Anything else you need to know?’




  ‘I think that’s all, thanks. Do go on with your lunch.’




  ‘I will, if you don’t mind.’ He bent down to switch on an electric kettle half-hidden among heaps of books on the dusty floor before polishing off his sandwich and sinking his

  teeth into an apple. ‘Care for a coffee?’




  ‘No thanks.’




  Barney spooned instant coffee into a mug. Melissa was about to go in search of her classroom when the door burst open to admit a heavily-built young man with an untidy mop of fair hair. He was

  clutching an armful of books which he let fall in a slithering heap on a chair.




  ‘Hi,’ he said to Barney and cocked an eyebrow at Melissa.




  ‘Meet Doug Wilson, the Campus Casanova,’ said Barney. ‘This is Melissa, alias Mel Craig, crime writer extraordinaire.’




  Doug beamed. He had large, spaced-out teeth and an air of pugnacious sensuality. Far from showing any sign of resentment at Barney’s introduction, he appeared quite proud of it.




  ‘Welcome to the sex maniacs’ department!’ he said, enthusiastically pumping Melissa’s hand. His grin broadened at her look of perplexity. ‘Rumour has it that the

  County Education Officer and his staff are still trying to think up an innocuous acronym for a School of Extra-Mural and Non-Vocational Studies,’ he explained. ‘Meanwhile we use our own

  but it doesn’t seem to have caught on at Shire Hall.’




  ‘Nor with the Head of Department, I imagine,’ said Melissa, remembering with amusement the humourless response that gentleman had made to some harmlessly flippant remark at the

  Fords’ party.




  ‘Rodney has engaged Melissa to instruct the citizens of Stowbridge in the art of writing blood-and-thunder fiction,’ Barney explained.




  ‘Not just blood and thunder,’ she corrected him. ‘They can write what they like. My brief from Rodney is, and I quote, “to assist them in the improvement of their basic

  writing skills and the development of their latent creativity”!’




  ‘Always supposing they have any,’ said Doug cheerfully.




  ‘How did you come to know him, by the way?’ asked Barney. ‘I thought he only moved in learned antiquarian circles.’




  ‘He and his wife moved into my village a short while ago. I met them at a party.’




  Doug’s eyebrows vanished under the overhanging thatch. ‘Randy Rodders at a party? The mind boggles!’




  Melissa stared at him with raised eyebrows.




  ‘If his name was Sidney we’d call him the Sizzler,’ explained Doug obscurely. ‘We like to spice our good-humoured raillery with alliteration,’ he continued as

  Melissa still looked blank, ‘so we call him Randy Rodders because he’s humourless, sexless and most probably bloodless. If he cut himself he’d ooze mineral water. I’m

  surprised to hear he’s married. What’s his wife like?’




  ‘Pleasant but very quiet,’ said Melissa, recollecting the dumpy woman of about her own age, neatly turned out in a style of some twenty years ago, with remarkable sea-green eyes that

  continually strayed in admiration to her husband. ‘She seems to dote on him,’ she added.




  ‘How any woman could dote on Rodders is beyond me,’ said Doug. ‘I wonder how she’d react if she knew what a dish his secretary is!’ His eyes glowed with undisguised

  lust. ‘Have you met our delicious Angy yet?’




  ‘I spoke on the telephone to a girl with a very alluring voice.’




  ‘That’s Angy!’ Doug made whinnying noises and his hands described an imaginary female form. Out of the corner of her eye, Melissa noticed Barney’s jaw set in disapproval

  but Doug went rattling on as if unaware of the fall in temperature.




  ‘Every red-blooded male on the campus would like to bed her but I’ll bet old Rodders hasn’t so much as cast a prurient eye over her cleavage. It must be sad to be so

  coldblooded,’ he reflected, busy spilling papers from a briefcase on to an already over-loaded table. ‘Someone should try and arouse his interest in the joys of the flesh. I think

  I’ll suggest it to Angy. It’d be quite a challenge for her!’




  Barney rammed the lid on his lunch-box and began jerking drawers open and slamming them shut. He grabbed a portfolio, picked up his mug of coffee and strode to the door. ‘You’ll do

  nothing of the kind!’ he snapped. ‘And I’ll thank you to show a little more respect!’




  ‘Okay, okay, only kidding!’ Doug turned and winked at Melissa as the door banged. ‘He gets like this from time to time,’ he explained. ‘Clings to the old Victorian

  values and all that. He was once heard to refer to “the sanctity of womanhood”!’ One corner of his mouth lifted in a kind of indulgent contempt.




  ‘It’s quite a refreshing change to meet someone like that,’ said Melissa pointedly.




  ‘Ah, yes, well, I suppose . . . ’ He had no need to finish the remark – his condescending smirk said it for him: I suppose at your age you appreciate that sort of crap! Aloud,

  he said flippantly, ‘Do I detect disapproval in your bright eyes?’




  ‘No comment,’ she replied, trying not to sound curt.




  He shrugged, took some papers from a folder, went over to the photocopier and switched it on. He stood with his back to her, watching the machine ejecting copies into a tray.




  ‘What do you teach?’ she asked.




  ‘English to foreigners,’ he replied over his shoulder.




  ‘That must be very rewarding,’ she said politely.




  He shrugged. ‘More often than not it’s bloody frustrating.’




  Melissa moved towards the door. ‘I think I’ll go and find my classroom.’




  Doug fed more paper into the machine. ‘Best of luck!’ he said.




  She reached room C3 ten minutes before her class was due to begin but already nearly all the students had arrived. When she entered, heads were raised and eyes swivelled

  silently in her direction. She read appraisal in their gaze, and an almost tangible hope that she had the power to unlock for them the door to the fulfilment of their literary dreams. It was a

  daunting moment.




  She took a deep breath, introduced herself, outlined her plans for the course and marked her register. ‘Now,’ she said with what she hoped was a sympathetic, encouraging smile,

  ‘has anyone brought something they’d like to read to us today?’ A few tentative hands were raised, one was chosen at random and the writers’ workshop was under way.




  At the end of the session, as instructed by Barney, Melissa went back to the office with her register. Rodney Shergold was not there but the secretary’s desk was occupied by a young woman

  wearing a cream silk shirt that fell open just far enough to invite adverse comment from the prudish, while a gold pendant lay at exactly the right point to focus the attention of a lascivious eye.

  Titian-red hair framed a perfect, oval face. As the girl looked up, Melissa found herself looking at the original of Rick Lawrence’s portrait.




  ‘Can I help you?’ The half-smile that the young artist had caught with such accuracy lifted the corners of the mouth and gave a slight tilt to the amber eyes.




  ‘Is your name Angelica Caroli, by any chance?’ asked Melissa.




  ‘That’s right. Most people call me Angy – except Doctor Shergold, of course.’ A hint of mischief crept into the smile.
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