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In the front bedroom of No. 11 Chestnut Avenue, Ferringham, Mrs. Maud Wilson was waiting. A commercial was showing on the television screen before her. When the main program began, so would the radio concert which her daughter Kate planned to hear. At that instant, Mrs. Wilson would ring her bell to demand white bread and butter instead of the wholemeal on her supper tray—punishment for the brisk way in which the tray had been set down because Kate did not want to miss a note of the overture.


Though old, Mrs. Wilson was not ill. She had chosen never to recover from the shock of Kate’s conception and birth when Mrs. Wilson herself was forty-four years old and had long since abandoned hope of a replacement for the son who had died in infancy fifteen years before, and whose round face and mild unfocused gaze stared at Kate from photographs dotted round the house: the tyrant presence mentioned daily by her mother in the context of “if only.”


If only he were alive, Kate thought grimly as she answered her mother’s summons. He would have combined, their mother declared, a perfect disposition with good looks and an acute business sense; penny-pinching would long ago have been exchanged for a return to luxury. Kate remembered the treats and comforts which money had provided in her father’s lifetime: holidays in expensive hotels, visits to London with theatres and dinner afterward. He had died suddenly while Kate was still at school, leaving a drapery business that had been unprofitable for years. When the financial truth was discovered, Kate had felt betrayed as well as bereaved, but now, after over twenty years alone with her mother, she understood why he had not shared his problems.


The overture to The Magic Flute went unheard on Kate’s radio in her small sitting room, once the breakfast room, as she angrily buttered two slices of white bread.


She had just sat down after taking them upstairs when the bell rang again.


“My eyes are tired tonight. Will you turn the color up, Kate?” Mrs. Wilson requested in suffering tones.


Kate moved the control on the television.


“Too bright,” said Mrs. Wilson.


When at last Kate was allowed to go, the color was exactly as it had been before she made any adjustment.


But tomorrow was Friday, and a special Friday.


Twice weekly, on Wednesdays and Fridays, Mrs. Burke came to clean and stayed all day. On those days Kate did not have to rush home from work to get her mother’s lunch, and at intervals of two or three months Mrs. Burke stayed for the weekend, and Kate went away.


She spent these weekends with her friend Betty Davenport in the country. At least, her mother thought she did.


In the morning, Mrs. Wilson complained of a headache, then a pain in her side. She always developed ailments when Kate was going away and conducted her war of nerves until Mrs. Burke, who came early on Fridays, arrived to soothe her. Fortunately for Mrs. Burke, Mrs. Wilson enjoyed a change of company; few people visited her these days, and since Mrs. Burke was not subjected to the torments Mrs. Wilson devised for her daughter, she found her charge easy to manage and enjoyed watching color television with her.


“Kate’s just at the end of the telephone, if you’re not well and want her to come home,” said Mrs. Burke.


“I’m sure I don’t want to interfere with your pleasures, Kate,” Mrs. Wilson said, sighing, as Kate left quickly.


Once, Kate would have let her mother’s act upset her. When she was younger, she had worried while away lest her mother fall critically ill in her absence. By now, she accepted that the old lady might live ten or more complaining years, with nothing altered except that Kate would be that much older, too. She often dreamed about what she would do when release finally came. The house would fetch a good price, although it had never been modernized. Ferringham, once a small country town, had developed several light industries and it lay between two motorways, where property and building land were always in demand. As a child, Kate had wandered over fields and woods behind the house, but now it was surrounded by new housing projects. Ten years ago, a builder had bought part of the Wilsons’ garden, and three houses stood on what had once been a tennis court and shrubbery. Mrs. Wilson had paid for the exterior painting of the house with part of the proceeds; she had bought an annuity with the rest. Any interior decorating was done by Kate.


In the early years, Kate had tried to persuade her mother to sell the house, but Mrs. Wilson would demand pathetically, “Am I to lose my home as well as everything else?” She ignored Kate’s insistence that a flat would cost less to run and could be kept warm. Later, in spite of the cold, the inconvenience, and the cost, Kate was glad of the space which allowed each of them her territories. Kate’s areas were the kitchen, the erstwhile breakfast room, and her own bedroom; the rest of the house was her mother’s, but now Mrs. Wilson seldom used the large, drafty drawing room, heated only by a gas fire, because she rarely came downstairs.


One day, Kate knew, she would travel. In her bedroom, a big room with a high, old-fashioned single bed, a large mahogany wardrobe and dressing table, and a worn blue Axminster carpet surrounded by varnished floorboards, there was a whole drawer full of brochures advertising trips to Persia, India, and Japan. Kate constantly collected new ones, writing in reply to newspaper advertisements; she spent hours planning trips she might never make, until—


But sometimes she did escape.


It had begun seven years ago. Until then, Kate really had spent occasional weekends with Betty Davenport. She had gradually lost touch with her other school friends, all now married or far away, but while Betty’s husband, Jack, was in the R.A.F., Kate and Betty had kept in touch, and when he had retired and bought a small holding in Gloucestershire, it was natural for Betty to invite Kate over. She was a popular guest, helping wherever aid was most needed: with the outside work in the developing market garden; in the kitchen; or with the children. She was good with children, for she met plenty in her job.


At first she had been able to leave her mother alone for a night, with a cold meal prepared for the evening and Mrs. Burke coming in by day, but her mother displayed martyrdom over carrying her tray from the larder into the dining room, which she insisted on using; rising from the sofa, where she spent most of her time, required such effort.


Kate never remembered her mother being active; she and her father, off on jaunts together, had felt like children playing truant from school as they left the quiet house. In the last year of his life, she had gone with him to several dinner parties he had given in Ferringham’s Royal Hotel, since her mother could not or would not entertain his business friends. The guests had all been nice to Kate and had flattered her. Then he had died, leaving no insurance and the business in debt.


Kate never liked to remember that.


“Thank goodness my father provided for me,” her mother often said.


Mrs. Wilson had a small private income of her own, but her husband had been generous in life, so that she had spent little of it and had invested the rest. Now, with inflation, it did not go far, but the capital was still untouched. Sometimes Mrs. Wilson spoke of selling out to increase her annuity; if she were to do that, only the house would be left for Kate.


Kate was secretary, receptionist, and general prop to a group practice of doctors in the town. She had been with them for fifteen years, first when the surgery was in an old house in the High Street, now at the new Health Centre. When her father died, Kate was at Ferringham Grammar School and hoped to go on to university, but had not opposed her mother’s decree that this plan must be abandoned. She could be a passenger no longer, Mrs. Wilson said. An uncle, since dead, had provided funds for a crash course at a secretarial college and had helped the lawyers sort out what could be rescued from the sale of the shop after the debts were paid; then, his duty done, he had left his wearisome sister-in-law and his pale, dull niece to make the best of things, and had returned to Southampton, where he ran a pub.


As soon as Kate’s secretarial training ended, Mrs. Burke’s daily visits were cut to two a week. The resident cook had been dismissed at once. Kate began work in a solicitor’s office, and stayed there four years. Quite soon, she thought of becoming articled and qualifying as a solicitor herself, but she still had much to learn about her mother and, unwisely, she mentioned the idea. Almost immediately, Mrs. Wilson complained of feeling acutely ill.


Dr. Wetherbee, called in, was unable to diagnose the precise trouble, though he had no illusions about Mrs. Wilson’s chronic invalidism; certainly the patient now had palpitations and no appetite, so Kate had to take time off from the office and forgo her holiday. After her mother’s slow recovery, she felt it was useless to entertain ambitions of her own, though Dr. Wetherbee urged her to persevere.


“I wouldn’t stick at it,” Kate said. “I wouldn’t be able to.”


If her mother knew she was studying at home in the evenings, she would be ridiculed and interrupted. Lawrence, her brother, had been the one with the brains, Mrs. Wilson would say, as she so often did, though how one could assess the intelligence of a three-month-old baby was a mystery to Kate.


To his partner, Richard Stearne, Dr. Wetherbee deplored Kate’s attitude.


“But she can’t help it, poor girl. It’s her mother—a war of attrition. She’s always on at Kate, nagging her about her appearance—about being too tall—and her clumsiness, though I’ve never noticed that, I must say,” he added.


Dr. Stearne had visited Mrs. Wilson several times in Dr. Wetherbee’s absence; he scarcely knew Kate.


“Perhaps she’ll get married,” he said.


“To whom? No one will run the gantlet of the mother,” said Dr. Wetherbee.


Over the years, he was proved right. Kate had few opportunities to meet young people socially, though for some years she did play tennis at the local club and was fetched by her mixeddoubles partner from the house in Chestnut Avenue. She played rather well; her height made her hard to pass at the net and she had a powerful service. People were keen to partner her on the court, but no one wanted to marry her.


When their secretary-cum-receptionist retired, the two doctors offered Kate her job.


Richard Stearne was against the idea at first. By now, he had visited No. 11 often enough to understand the situation.


“It’ll sap what little initiative she has,” he argued.


“She may be happier,” said Dr. Wetherbee.


He almost added that Kate was doomed, in any case. Mrs. Wilson, as far as he could judge, though muscularly fragile, was likely to live a long time. Her heart was strong, since it had seldom been exposed to strain.


Kate joined the doctors, and when, a year later, Paul Fox arrived as third partner, she fell in love with him.


On Friday morning, Kate drove her old green Mini to the Health Centre and parked in her usual spot. She was, as always, ahead of the doctors, but the cleaner was there, just finishing off.


Kate removed her head scarf, hung up her shabby beige raincoat, shook out her beige-colored hair, and put on her white uniform. It was too soon to let anticipation fill her; it did not do to look forward to things too much, lest the hand of fate intervene to prevent the expected pleasure.


Seven years ago, Dr. Wetherbee had, one Friday, been unable to drive himself to a medical conference in Birmingham, where he went regularly, because he had broken his ankle skiing; it was his first injury in twenty winter sports holidays, and not his fault, since someone had collided with him. It was making his work difficult; the other doctors were having to make most of his calls.


“You take me, Kate,” he said. His wife, a kind, plump woman and now a busy grandmother, did not drive.


“Me? But I couldn’t,” said Kate.


“Why not?”


“Mother,” said Kate automatically. It was her instant response to any new idea.


“We’ll only be gone for the day,” Dr. Wetherbee said. “And it’s Friday—your mother will have Mrs. Burke with her anyway.” Dr. Wetherbee knew the details of Kate’s domestic arrangements. “You should get out more,” he added. He’d been meaning to say so for some time. Kate’s annual holiday consisted of taking her mother to Paignton for two weeks in July.


“You wouldn’t be comfortable in my car,” Kate said. Dr. Wetherbee was tall and bulky, and there was the plastered foot.


“We’ll take the Rover,” said Dr. Wetherbee.


“But I couldn’t drive it,” said Kate.


“You could. It’s perfectly simple,” he said. “Don’t be silly, Kate. You’ll enjoy it. You can have a look round the shops while I’m at the meeting. Marjorie Dodds will put in a few more hours, I’m sure, so don’t say you can’t be spared.”


Two married women, Marjorie Dodds and Nora Ford, worked part-time at the Health Centre helping with the telephone, clinics, and evening surgeries; much of Kate’s work was behind the scenes coping with forms and records and typing letters dictated onto tape in the doctors’ spare moments.


Kate was overruled. It was Dr. Wetherbee who had insisted that she learn to drive, and he had helped Kate to buy her first car, a fourth-hand one, advancing a loan on her salary; in those days such cars could be bought cheaply. Until then, Kate had bicycled to work and back, as there was no direct bus from Chestnut Avenue across the town to the Health Centre. The car made a great difference to her journeys, especially in the middle of the day, hurrying back to get her mother’s lunch; but Mrs. Wilson thought it a shocking extravagance until she realized that now Kate could take her out for drives. She complained then about the quality of Kate’s vehicle but offered no financial aid to buy a better one.


Once she got used to the size of the car, Kate enjoyed driving Dr. Wetherbee’s Rover. On the way back from Birmingham after his meeting, he said they would stop for dinner. He had given Kate two pounds for her lunch, a lot in those days, and she had attempted to hand him back the change. She had eaten in a department store after buying some stockings for her mother and a length of material to make herself a skirt; she was too tall to buy ready-made clothes easily.


“Keep it, Kate, and get your hair done or buy some frippery,” said Dr. Wetherbee absently. “We’ll stop at the Bridge Hotel. I usually do.”


The Bridge Hotel was small and the atmosphere was friendly. Dr. Wetherbee ordered their meal with the calm confidence of experience and the knowledge that he could afford to pay. Kate was reminded of the times she had dined like this with her father. The waiter had pulled out her chair for her as she sat down; when they left, he released her again. She was helped into her coat, a beige raincoat, predecessor to the one she wore now and still kept in the back of the car for emergencies.


Little courtesies, she thought; how very nice. People doing things for one’s comfort. Manners. She played the evening through in her mind in bed that night, and after a straight run with Dr. Wetherbee in his own role, she replaced him with Paul Fox. In that dream, she fell asleep.


The idea developed from that day.


First, Kate took Dr. Wetherbee’s advice about having her hair done; hitherto, she had lopped it herself and tied it at the nape of her neck, out of the way—like a schoolgirl, she now realized. She went to Jeanne’s in the High Street for restyling, and emerged bouffant.


Her mother was caustic.


“You look ridiculous,” she said.


But Kate knew her appearance was improved, and she had enjoyed sitting in the warm salon, ministered to by Jeanne with her scissors and rollers, and soft towels. Now she went regularly, though the results never lasted long, and on Fridays when she was going away she had a lunchtime appointment at Jeanne’s.


At first she thought only of spending a night where it would be warm and comfortable: where she could lie in the bath for an hour, if she liked, without the water running cold; and where people would look after her. To her collection of holiday brochures, Kate began to add those which advertised weekend breaks. Everything came by post, and there was no risk of discovery because the mail always arrived before she left for work. She wrote, guilty about the money spent on stamps, for brochures about other things, too: modern kitchens; mail-order offers; labor-saving gadgets; even encyclopedias and cookery books.


Through a brochure Kate discovered The Black Swan at Risely. It was by the river not far from the Bridge Hotel, where she and Dr. Wetherbee had dined, and seemed reassuringly similar. Now she had to find the money, and the courage to go away on her own. She saved slowly to achieve the first, skimping on the housekeeping wherever she could and cutting down on her lunches on the days when she did not go home, and she gave up her Sunday glass of sherry. For the second, she had to become someone else; not gawky, tall Kate Wilson, but a woman of poise.


A patient who disposed of her own misfits and bad buys at a quality secondhand dress shop in Ferringham called Bargain Boutique had told Kate that she would find the shop sold model clothes in her size. She went there and acquired a nucleus wardrobe, first a suit and then an evening dress, and she bought new make-up following the advice of a magazine she read at Jeanne’s.


Mrs. Havant, a widow, was born.
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Gary Browne (he had added the “e” himself) combed his hair carefully in front of the mirror in the gents’. It was thick and curly, of a mid-brown shade, and many girls had eagerly run their hands through it. He set his tie straight, shrugged his shoulders comfortably into his jacket, and prepared to leave. He had finished his business calls for the day and was off in search of talent; with luck he need not return tonight to his own narrow bed in the Grange Residential Hotel in Wattleton. Gary sold encyclopedias and much of his wages depended on commission, but he had a persuasive manner and often got “yes” in the end where first a firm “no” had been said, and not only in the matter of sales, he reflected complacently, though there had been one or two rather unfortunate incidents in that connection better not remembered: chicks changing their minds.


He had moved about a lot after he stopped working for his father, a jobbing builder in Nottingham. He had sold shirts, been a cinema projectionist, run a record shop, and had a short spell in an accountant’s office, which ended when he was caught borrowing from the petty cash. Gary had not yet found his niche, and his present job was just a way of marking time on the way to the brilliant future he envisaged. Meanwhile, he spent money on the pools and on backing horses. One day, he knew he would win enough to plunge into property: first a house, which he’d do up and turn into bed-sits, tasteful but cheap—he’d got all the know-how—and then he’d move on to the big stuff until he owned an apartment block with a penthouse suite for himself and a dolly to match.


He went back to his car, which was parked in a lay-by near the public convenience, a secluded one in the shelter of some trees on the edge of a park. There had been another car there when he arrived, an old green Mini, but it was gone now. Kate had finished transforming herself into Mrs. Havant in the ladies’ section of the same public convenience a few minutes before.


She had chosen the name Havant because her father was born in Havant, in Hampshire. Her grandfather had been a petty officer in the Royal Navy.


With her hair still slightly rigid under a film of lacquer, Kate drove northward, already out of her role as a dutiful daughter and now a chic widow going eagerly to meet her married lover. At last it was safe to admit the feeling of eagerness; she had not been away since November. After some miles, she saw a small blue Fiat ahead of her, limping along. Judging by the angle of the car, she decided it had a flat tire, and as she caught up she could see that a rear wheel was down; the driver—a woman, though you could not always be certain from behind—must surely be aware that something was wrong. In fact, on the next straight stretch, she pulled in to the roadside.


Kate’s first instinct as she passed was to drive on, for she did not want to be late, but her work involved helping people and it was against her nature to ignore someone else’s predicament. She stopped, too, backed up to the Fiat, and got out.


A pretty young woman with short dark hair, and long slender legs well displayed under her tight skirt, was already fitting a wheel brace to a nut on the hub of the car. The jack lay ready to be placed in position. Perhaps no aid would be needed. Years ago, Kate had taken evening classes in car maintenance, though she had never finished the course; she did, however, know how to change the wheel of a car, and so did this girl.


“Can you manage?” Kate asked.


“Yes, thanks,” said the girl.


Kate watched. The girl was slight, and undoing the nuts sometimes needed muscle. Sure enough, the first the girl tried would not budge. Nor would the second.


“Let me have a go,” said Kate, conscious of her good suit, her clean hands, and her now varnished nails.


She loosened two nuts but the others remained fixed.


“Oh, dear,” said Kate, and glanced at her watch.


“You go on. Someone else will stop,” said the girl.


Kate wavered.


“I could send help,” she said. “I’m only going to The Black Swan at Risely. That’s the next village. There’s a garage there.”


“No, I’m sure that’s not necessary,” said the girl. “Someone else will stop.” It would be rude to point out that she stood more chance alone of being rescued by a passing knight of the road.


As she thought this, another car drew up behind them. A male head was thrust through the window and a cheerful voice spoke.


“Well, ladies, want any help?” asked Gary Browne, smiling at the girl.


Kate saw bright brown eyes, rather close together, under thick, wavy matching hair, neatly arranged, as the young man stepped from his Ford Escort. He wore a well-pressed suit, and she noticed a lavender tie; he looked completely respectable. She had not a qualm as she drove off, leaving Sandra King with the man who killed her later that night.


Kate’s hands had got oily helping the girl, but she kept some tissue wipes in the car, so that she was able to clean the worst of it off before she entered the hotel as the usual poised Mrs. Havant they were accustomed to see several times a year.


The old porter came out to take her case.


“Nice to see you again, madam,” he said, and Kate followed him upstairs to a room she had had before. It was large, and overlooked the gardens sloping down to the river.


She enjoyed having time to savor everything, particularly the leisurely bath in water scented with expensive bath oil, a gift from a patient that had lasted for several such weekends. She liked wrapping herself in the soft white towel—a clean one provided each day—and walking around in bare feet on the thick carpet. She put on a long black dress, which its original owner, a Ferringham business magnate’s wife, had given to her daily help, who had sold it at once to Bargain Boutique. With the lacquer brushed out of her hair, her eyelids lightly shadowed, rouge on her pale skin, and wearing a soft pink lipstick, she was a totally different creature from the dowdy woman who had left Chestnut Avenue that morning.


It was the change in her personality that had intrigued Richard Stearne. He had been astonished when he called at The Black Swan for dinner one Friday evening, on the way back from a medical conference, and saw her. She was sitting at a corner table, the light from a candle giving her an added softness, and his first thought was: What an attractive woman. Next, he felt there was something familiar about her, and that she must be a patient whom he could not at once name, or even a medical colleague.


Kate, who had seen him come in, felt her heart thudding with fright. She bent her head over her plate, scrutinizing the black swan painted on its rim, and put her ringed left hand on the table. He would not recognize her; she must just keep calm. Meanwhile, the waiter led Richard to a distant table and she was out of his direct vision.


She finished her meal quickly and fled from the restaurant.


It was as he ate his cheese and biscuits that Richard realized the woman reminded him of Kate. He asked the waiter if he knew who she was.


“Oh, yes, sir. That’s Mrs. Havant. She’s one of our regulars—been coming here for several years now. A very nice lady,” said the waiter.


Hiding in her room instead of having coffee in the lounge, Kate told herself that Richard wouldn’t think anything of one old green Mini in the hotel yard if he noticed it as he left; he probably didn’t even know the number of hers. She had made a bad slip, however, when arranging this weekend; it coincided with one of the meetings at which Richard now took Dr. Wetherbee’s place.


But Richard did recognize the number of her car.


It was chance that had taken him, that evening, to The Black Swan. Like Dr. Wetherbee, he usually stopped at the Bridge Hotel, but that evening he was late and it was busy; he would have had to wait for a table, so he drove on to the next likely spot; it was as simple as that.
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