



[image: ]








MURDER
IN MIDWINTER


LESLEY COOKMAN









First published by Accent Press Ltd – 2007


This edition printed 2012


ISBN 9781908917058


Copyright © Lesley Cookman 2007


The right of Lesley Cookman to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


The story contained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers: Accent Press Ltd, The Old School, Upper High St, Bedlinog, Mid Glamorgan, CF46 6SA.


Cover design by Sarah Ann Davies









More titles in the Libby Sarjeant Series















	[image: ]

	[image: ]

	[image: ]





	[image: ]

	[image: ]

	[image: ]





	[image: ]

	[image: ]

	[image: ]









[image: ]









For Gus


Acknowledgements


This book owes its existence to my “music hall musical” Summer Season, written at the suggestion of Max Tyler, the archivist for the British Music Hall Society, who also provided me with valuable research material. My thanks to him, and to the Lindley Players, the original cast of Summer Season, who gave it life.









WHO’S WHO IN THE LIBBY SARJEANT SERIES


Libby Sarjeant
Former actor, sometime artist, resident of 17, Allhallow’s Lane, Steeple Martin. Owner of Sidney the cat.


Fran Castle
Also former actor, occasional psychic, and owner of Balzac the cat.


Ben Wilde
Owner of The Manor Farm and the Oast House Theatre.


Guy Wolfe
Artist and owner of a shop and gallery in Harbour Street, Nethergate.


Peter Parker
Ben’s cousin. Free-lance journalist, part-owner of The Pink Geranium restaurant and partner of Harry Price.


Harry Price
Chef and co-owner of The Pink Geranium and Peter Parker’s partner.


Hetty Wilde
Ben’s mother. Lives at The Manor.


Greg Wilde
Hetty’s husband and Ben’s father.


DCI Ian Connell
Local policeman.


Adam Sarjeant
Libby’s youngest son. Works with garden designer Mog, mainly at Creekmarsh.


Lewis Osbourne-Walker
TV gardener and handy-man who owns Creekmarsh.


Sophie Wolfe
Guy’s daughter. Lives above the gallery.


Flo Carpenter
Hetty’s oldest friend.


Lenny Fisher
Hetty’s brother. Lives with Flo Carpenter.


Ali and Ahmed
Owners of the Eight-til-late in the village.


Jane Baker
Chief Reporter for the Nethergate Mercury. Mother to Imogen.


Terry Baker
Jane’s husband and father of Imogen.


Joe, Nella and Owen
Of Cattlegreen Nurseries.


DCI Don Murray
Of Canterbury Police.


Amanda George
Novelist, known as Rosie









Chapter One


‘BLOODY AWFUL, AREN’T THEY?’ muttered Peter Parker, as Libby Sarjeant returned to her seat in the auditorium to pick up her script and basket, having dismissed the cast of Jack and the Beanstalk after a fairly dismal rehearsal.


‘No worse than they were for The Hop Pickers. They’ll be all right.’ Libby crossed her fingers.


‘Sure we haven’t bitten off more than we can chew?’ Peter wound a scarf round his neck as they went into the foyer.


‘Oh, I expect so. After all, we don’t do things by halves, do we?’ Libby went to switch off the lights. ‘Our first play, written by you in a theatre owned by your family and converted by your cousin Ben was somewhat marred by a murder, so in a spirit of reckless abandon, we decide to do a pantomime, also written by you, with musicians we’ve never worked with and an inexperienced cast.’


Peter held the glass doors open for her. ‘Piece of cake,’ he grinned.


‘Not, of course, to mention the fact that in amongst all this we have Christmas and your wedding.’


‘Civil Partnership, dearie,’ he corrected.


‘Same thing. How’s it going, anyway?’


‘Nothing to it.’ Peter shrugged. ‘Harry’s doing it all.’


Libby raised an eyebrow and said nothing.


The pub, in the middle of the village High Street, had appeared on many postcards and calendars. With its hanging baskets now filled with seasonal holly, the windows shining like golden nuggets in the darkness, Libby decided it would make a great Christmas card. Inside, the fire was roaring, and several members of the cast were herded together in the smaller of the two bars. Harry, Peter’s intended and owner of The Pink Geranium, still in chef’s trousers but with a fleece jacket instead of his whites, waved a pint in their direction.


‘Hello, dear hearts,’ he said. ‘What are you having?’


‘Lager, please,’ said Libby. ‘You’re early, aren’t you?’


‘He shouldn’t be working at all,’ said Peter. ‘Monday’s usually his day off.’ 


‘Oh, yes. Why is he, then?’


‘Christmas party. Special booking. Loads of them between now and the big day.’


Harry handed them both glasses. ‘Need all the dosh we can get for our big day, dear,’ he said.


Libby changed the subject. ‘Anyone seen Fran?’


‘She’s in London seeing to the house sale,’ said Harry. ‘She popped in this morning on her way out.’


‘Good, because she forgot to tell me she was going and I was without a Baroness at the rehearsal tonight.’


‘Where’s young Ben, then?’ asked Harry, making a dive for a table that had just become free.


‘He said he’d meet us here,’ said Libby. ‘He popped in to see his Mum.’


‘Uncle Greg’s not too well again,’ said Peter. ‘I just hope he doesn’t get worse before Christmas.’


‘So do I.’ Libby looked gloomy.


‘Because you might lose your wicked Baron?’ said Harry mischievously.


‘No!’ Libby was indignant. ‘Because it’s awful to lose someone at any time of year, but Christmas is worse, somehow.’


‘Ey-up,’ said Harry suddenly. ‘Don’t look now, but guess who’s just come in?’


‘Who?’ said Libby, turning round immediately. ‘Blimey!’


‘Who is it?’ Peter craned round her to see.


‘It’s that Inspector, you know, Connell.’


‘He’s still after Fran,’ said Harry with glee. 


‘He’s not after Fran,’ said Libby, although she was by no means sure. Inspector Connell had been involved in a recent murder investigation during which he had met both Libby and Fran, and afterwards had showed a marked predilection for Fran’s company.


Peter snorted.


‘Good evening, Mrs Sarjeant.’ 


Libby looked up at the tall, dark man looming over the table. ‘Good evening, Inspector Connell,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid Fran isn’t here. She’s in London.’


‘I know. I spoke to her this morning.’


‘Oh.’ Libby was taken aback.


‘Just wanted to say hello.’ He nodded affably round the table. ‘I’ll see you before the trial, I expect.’


‘Oh, God, another trial,’ moaned Libby, as he moved away to join a group of people on the other side of the fireplace. ‘Never had anything to do with the police in my life and now I’ve got two trials to go to. In less than a year!’ 


‘Well, you could have stayed out of the last one,’ said Peter, reasonably. ‘You didn’t have to get involved.’


‘But it was Fran. She needed me.’


‘Well, it obviously wasn’t Fran he was here for tonight,’ said Harry, still staring at the imposing back of Inspector Connell. ‘I wonder why she called him this morning?’


‘We’re supposed to keep the police informed if we go anywhere,’ explained Libby. ‘In case they need us for more questions or anything.’


‘Is that normal?’ asked Peter. ‘Or just because Connell’s interested in Fran?’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Libby. ‘Stop badgering.’


‘Is Fran still after that cottage in Nethergate?’ said Harry, still watching Connell.


Peter followed his gaze. ‘Hoy. Eyes right, love.’


‘I was just wondering if it was him or Guy she wanted to be in Nethergate for,’ said Harry, patting Peter’s hand.


‘Why should it be either?’ Libby finished her lager. ‘She just wants to buy the cottage back that should have been hers. I don’t blame her, either. It’s a gorgeous location.’


‘But unhappy memories, I would have thought,’ said Peter.


‘Not any more. She seems to have exorcised those. She just remembers the holidays. Happy memories.’


‘She certainly seems to have honed her – what do you call them – psychic powers? Doesn’t she?’ said Harry.


‘Because she needed to use them,’ said Libby. ‘She’s not so frightened of them now, although she still doesn’t trust them properly.’


‘And what about your idea of a detective agency?’ grinned Harry. 


‘Your idea, you mean. You were the one who started it.’ Libby grinned back. ‘I still think it’s a great idea.’


‘Libby, don’t be daft,’ said Peter. ‘You said yourself, the police always get there before you do.’


‘Ah, but not always the same way. And anyway, there are bound to be little matters which wouldn’t interest the police, like finding out about houses –’


‘Fran does that already, for Goodall and Smythe,’ put in Harry.


‘No, things about houses people already own. Or things they’ve lost. Oh, I don’t know. There must be loads.’


‘Well, let Fran get settled before you go involving her in hare-brained schemes,’ said Peter. ‘As you so rightly said earlier on, there’s a lot going on at the moment. She’s trying to sell the London house, buy the Nethergate cottage and be the Baroness in our panto.’


Libby felt a hand on her shoulder. ‘And just where was my Baroness tonight?’


She looked up and smiled, thrilled to find her solar plexus quivering at the sight of her beloved, even though they’d now been together for several months and she should be used to it.


‘What-ho, Ben,’ said Harry. ‘Are you buying?’


‘All right, but I still want to know where Fran was,’ said Ben, giving his cousin Peter a friendly clap on the shoulder. Libby explained about Fran while she went with him to the bar.


‘She forgot,’ she said, ‘she’s got a lot on her mind.’


‘And I don’t think Guy’s helping,’ said Ben, handing her two glasses.


‘Guy? Why? He’s really keen, although I’m not sure about her,’ said Libby, weaving through bodies towards their table. Guy Wolfe had also been peripherally involved in the recent investigation and had almost managed to appoint himself Fran’s significant other. But not quite.


‘Too keen, and a bit jealous.’


‘Oh, yes.’ Libby nodded towards the group by the fireplace. ‘Inspector Connell.’


Ben looked surprised. ‘What’s he doing here?’


‘Meeting friends, by the look of things,’ said Harry, accepting his drink. ‘Nothing to do with Fran, apparently.’


Ben looked at Libby.


‘True. He knew she’d gone to London.’


‘Ah.’


‘You wait till tomorrow,’ muttered Libby. ‘She’s got some explaining to do.’


‘It’s her own business, Lib,’ said Ben, gently.


‘Not if it affects my pantomime,’ said Libby, ‘then it’s mine.’


Later, as Ben and Libby walked back to her cottage in Allhallow’s Lane, he returned to the subject.


‘Aren’t you and Fran getting on so well any more?’


Libby looked at him, surprised. ‘Of course we are. Why?’


‘You seemed a bit put out with her.’


‘Only because she’s been holding out on me. I don’t call that friendly.’


‘You said she forgot the rehearsal.’


‘That’s what Harry said. I think she talks to him more than she does to me.’ Libby sounded grumpy.


‘See, you’re not getting on so well.’ Ben dug her in the ribs.


‘Well, I thought we were. She obviously doesn’t.’


They turned into Allhallow’s Lane. The lilac and cherry trees overhanging the old brick wall on the left poked bare branches at their hair and scraped eerily on the wall.


‘Do you remember when I first asked if you wanted me to see you home?’ said Ben, squeezing Libby’s arm.


‘And I said no. And then regretted it.’


‘Did you?’ Ben turned to look at her. ‘Oh, good.’


She smiled at him. ‘Yes,’ she said.


Libby was drinking tea at the kitchen table the following morning when the phone rang.


‘It’s me,’ said Fran. ‘I’m so sorry about last night. I meant to get back in time, but I got held up and my mobile ran out of charge.’


‘OK.’ Libby took the phone back into the kitchen with her and turfed Sidney, her overfed silver tabby, off her chair. ‘I thought you were staying up there overnight.’


‘How did you know I’d gone?’


‘Harry told me.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t get home until after midnight.’


‘How did you get back from the station?’


‘Taxi.’ There was no mistaking the triumph in Fran’s voice. ‘You just cannot imagine the joy of being able to afford a taxi.’


‘Oh, I can,’ said Libby, who couldn’t.


‘Anyway, the house is sold – more or less –’


‘To those developers?’


‘Yes. Well, once I found out about what had happened there I didn’t want to keep it. So now all I’ve got to do is sort out the Nethergate cottage and I’ll be done.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Libby, remembering, ‘that Inspector Connell turned up at the pub last night.’


There was a short silence. ‘Did he?’ said Fran eventually.


‘It’s all right, he wasn’t there to see you,’ said Libby, slightly maliciously. ‘He was meeting friends.’


‘Oh.’


‘But he said you’d called him that morning.’


‘No. He called me. To say he was meeting friends in the pub and if I was around could he buy me a drink.’


‘I thought you’d rung him.’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Libby, exasperated. ‘I thought you were keeping something from me.’


‘A secret affair with Inspector Connell?’ Fran laughed.


‘He’s quite attractive.’


‘I know. So’s Guy.’


‘Who’s acting like a terrier with a bone, I gather?’


‘Who says?’


‘Ben. I don’t know how he knew, though.’


‘Libby, you live in a small rural community. Even I know how gossip spreads in a place like this.’


‘Really? Well, can you tell me? Because I can never work it out.’


Fran laughed. ‘Come off it. You’re one of the nosiest people I know.’


Libby sniffed. ‘I find out things. So do you.’ She paused. ‘Harry was asking about the detective agency last night.’


Fran sighed. ‘Oh, Libby, be serious. Do you really want to go through all the complications of setting up a business? Trying to get clients? Just because we’ve been involved in a couple of murders by accident?’


‘Don’t trivialise them!’ 


‘I’m not, but it’s very different being involved because you actually are involved to barging into an investigation.’


‘I wasn’t thinking of doing that,’ said Libby indignantly. ‘It was more lost items, or – or well, what you do already, but not for estate agents.’


‘Well, it’s not on, whatever it is,’ said Fran. ‘Now, would you like to come to lunch and I’ll tell you about the house progress and everything?’


‘Great,’ said Libby, cheering up. ‘I’ll bring a bottle. What time?’









Chapter Two


ROBERT GRIMSHAW OF GRIMSHAW and Taylor came round a teak desk that had been the height of furnishing fashion in the sixties. Bella thought that he had probably got stuck in the same time warp.


‘Mrs Morleigh. So pleased to meet you. Do sit down. Tea? Or coffee?’


‘Er –’ said Bella.


‘Tray of tea, please.’ Robert Grimshaw addressed the secretary hovering by the door without looking at her and went back to his chair behind his desk. ‘Now,’ he said, opening a buff folder. ‘I expect all this came as a bit of a shock to you?’


‘You could say that.’ Bella smiled, trying to relax her tense shoulders and sit more comfortably in the low slung chair.


‘It surprised me, as well, and I knew Miss Alexander.’ Robert Grimshaw surveyed Bella over his clasped hands. ‘You have a look of her, you know.’


‘I do?’ Bella was obscurely pleased.


‘Remarkably well preserved lady for her age. Ninety-two, she was, you know.’


‘Ninety-two? My father would have been eighty-eight this year.’


‘That would be Bertram, Miss Alexander’s half brother.’ Robert Grimshaw looked up as the door opened to admit the secretary struggling under the weight of a laden tea tray. Bella had to fight with herself not to get up and help while Robert Grimshaw merely watched benignly, tutting when a little tea trickled out of the spout.


‘Will you be mother?’ He leaned towards her archly. Bella tried to avoid the pale eyes which swept her lasciviously as, gritting her teeth, she levered herself to the edge of the chair and poured tea into two pale green cups. 


‘So.’ Robert Grimshaw sat back in his chair and sipped his tea appreciatively, his expression as he looked over the rim of the cup still faintly salacious. Bella, unused to such admiration, felt uncomfortable. 


‘Let’s fill you in a bit. How much do you know about your Aunt Maria?’


‘Nothing at all. I didn’t even know she existed.’ Bella considered leaning back in her chair and decided against it as the tea in her cup threatened to transfer itself to her saucer.


‘But you knew your grandmother?’


‘Hardly. She died a year after I was born. My father didn’t talk about her much.’


‘I gather he left home very early and went to work in the city.’ Robert Grimshaw referred to something in the buff folder.


‘As soon as he could, I think.’ Bella replaced her cup on the tray and edged surreptitiously back in to the chair. There was no beating it, she decided, as she collapsed backwards.


‘You know your grandmother’s name?’


‘Dorinda? My maiden name was Durbridge, so presumably she was Dorinda Durbridge.’


‘No, she never was.’ Robert Grimshaw looked pleased by Bella’s surprise. ‘She was Dorinda Alexander. She never married. Your father took his father’s name – in fact, he was registered as Durbridge on his birth certificate.’


Bella thought for a moment. ‘So who was my grandfather?’


‘A gentleman called Daniel Durbridge. I don’t have much information about him, I’m afraid.’


‘So my grandmother was a bit of a girl?’


Robert Grimshaw sighed. ‘Well – yes. But there is quite a story to all this. I don’t know all of it, but I expect Maria will have told you.’


‘Maria? Oh, my aunt. But she hasn’t told me anything. I’ve just said – I never met her.’


‘No, but she left some documents to be passed on to you, and I would assume she will have written you a letter. She wrote one for your father, but she destroyed it when he died.’


‘How did she know about us?’ Bella had forgotten about the uncomfortable chair.


‘She kept track of both Bertram and you.’


‘Did he know about her?’


‘Oh, yes. They both lived here. But he left home and she stayed here to run the theatre.’


‘Theatre? What theatre?’


‘The Alexandria.’ He frowned. ‘I did tell you in the letter.’


‘No, you just said my aunt had left me property including March Cottage.’


‘Oh.’ He picked up what was obviously a copy of the letter and tutted. ‘Dear me. Well, she has also left you the Alexandria. I could never understand why she didn’t sell it, myself.’


Stunned, Bella gaped at him. ‘Do you mean to say –’ she gasped, when she could speak, ‘that I own a theatre?’


‘Well, yes. Except that it’s virtually derelict.’


‘Where is it?’


‘At the western end of the bay. It looks out over the sea – quite a pretty spot, actually. But it’s been boarded up for years. It was used for storage for a long time – various people used to rent it.’


‘Could it be restored?’ Bella’s mind was leaping ahead.


Robert Grimshaw looked bewildered. ‘Restored? What for?’


‘To use as a theatre, of course. There isn’t one here, is there?’


‘Well, no. There’s the Carlton Pavilion – they have entertainment, but –’


‘Well, there you are then! Every seaside town needs a live theatre!’ Bella pushed herself out of the chair and it banged loudly on the floor, affronted.


‘Good heavens! You can’t mean that you’d want to do that? It closed because of lack of interest. You’d never keep it going.’


‘Well, I can look in to it, can’t I? When did it close?’


‘Years ago. In the fifties, I think. She could have sold the site for quite a lot then – and even more in the eighties. I intended to get it on the market for you as soon as possible. I even had it valued.’ Robert Grimshaw looked extremely put out.


‘Well, I’m sorry.’ Bella sat down again and the chair hit her behind the knees. ‘I love the theatre you see. Perhaps I got a bit carried away.’


‘Yes.’ He looked at her warily. ‘Well. I am to give you the keys of both properties, her deed box which contains the documents I mentioned, and arrange an advance on her bank account. Probate won’t take long, but in the meantime, you cannot sell anything of hers, or draw on her bank. If you’ll give me details of your bank, I will make the necessary arrangements.’


Bella was beginning to feel shell-shocked. ‘Bank account? I didn’t know anything about that.’


‘Well, you are Miss Alexander’s sole legatee.’ He looked at her as though she was half-witted. ‘Obviously you would inherit her bank account. Not that there’s much in it,’ he added, as an afterthought.


It was another twenty minutes before Bella came out into the autumn sunshine clutching a folder of documents and feeling dazed. Her first thought was to phone home and share the incredible news, until she remembered that Andrew would be at work and the children at school. Not, she realised, that Andrew was going to be overjoyed anyway, having only been interested in the re-sale value of her inheritance in the first place. She walked slowly along the narrow High Street until she found a cafe that had remained open after the end of the summer season, where she could while away the hour or so until she reconvened with Robert Grimshaw, who was going to take her to see March Cottage.


‘Is this it?’


Visions of a whitewashed cottage with roses climbing over the door and into the thatch disappeared. Bella sat in Mr Grimshaw’s car and stared at the row of red brick cottages, their front doors opening straight on to the narrow street. The third one from the right had “March Cottage” on the planked wooden door in uncompromisingly plain metal letters. Both door and letters were painted the sort of green she remembered from her childhood, neither emerald nor bottle nor apple, but reminiscent of grim school buildings.


‘Yes, this is it.’ Robert Grimshaw got out of the car and politely came to open the passenger door for her. ‘Very desirable property, this. Second homes, you know.’


Bella did know, and had always despised second home owners who plucked the best properties from the mouths – figuratively speaking – of the local people. Now, it seemed, she was one herself. She followed Mr Grimshaw to the door, which he opened with a struggle, the door sticking in the frame as if reluctant to let them inside.


‘A bit musty,’ he said cheerfully, as he led the way in to the sitting room and put a hand to the light switch. ‘Oh, dear. Electricity’s not on. I’ll see to it, if you like.’


Bella nodded absently, taking in the over-furnished room, the high-backed wooden chairs with their patchwork cushions either side of what looked like a genuine range, the tables laden with small ornaments and photographs on lace covers stiff, now, with dust and neglect. Her eyes went to the window, hung with lace curtains under worn velvet, and despite the lowering grey clouds which had begun to gather over the sea since lunchtime, her spirits lifted.


‘How soon could we get the electricity on?’ she asked, turning back to Robert Grimshaw, who was running a bony finger along the top of a doorframe.


‘Oh, a day or so. Why – not thinking of staying here, are you?’ He laughed heartily.


‘Well, yes, actually.’ Bella hadn’t known that, but it was quite obvious that she was. ‘After all, whatever I do with the cottage, it will need cleaning up, won’t it? Would it be all right if I stayed here? I mean, with probate and everything?’


‘No problem – but are you sure? I mean, it’s not exactly up to date, is it?’ He was looking at her as though she’d suddenly grown an extra head.


‘Well, I’ll soon find out, won’t I?’ Bella smiled at him and held out her hand. ‘May I have the keys, now? I don’t want to hold you up any longer.’


‘Don’t you want me to drive you back? I thought I could take you to the station – save you a taxi.’ His expression told her that he was fast having his first impression of her confirmed – she was batty.


‘No, thank you, Mr Grimshaw. I’ve taken up far too much of your time already.’ Bella smiled sweetly at him again.


Clearing his throat and going faintly pink, Robert Grimshaw edged a little closer. ‘Ah – no trouble at all, I assure you. Matter of fact, I was going to suggest a spot of tea –’


‘No, no. I shall be fine – really.’ Bella, the smile solidifying on her face. ‘May I have the keys?’


He handed her a large bunch of keys with a buff label attached. ‘The keys to the other building are there, as well. I don’t advise you going inside it, though. It could be dangerous.’


‘I’ll be careful.’ Bella moved towards the door, hoping he would take the hint.


‘Call the office in the morning and I’ll be able to tell you about the gas and electricity.’ He sighed and stooped to go out of the door. ‘Good luck, Mrs Morleigh.’


Bella watched him drive down to the end of the little street and went back inside. She was conscious of a rising sense of excitement as she explored the cottage. Despite Robert Grimshaw’s gloomy predictions, it was in very good order. The range, when inspected, still contained grey ash and half-burnt wood, so, clearly, it had been functioning until Maria died, and in the two bedrooms at the top of the enclosed staircase, modern, slimline storage heaters had been installed. Both these rooms contained old metal bedsteads, whether or not they were brass Bella couldn’t tell, both made up with white linen sheets, blankets and hand-crocheted bedspreads. A thick sage green carpet covered the whole of the upper floor and continued down the stairs, where it gave way to polished floorboards and rugs in the front room and a step down on to the stone flags of the kitchen. Here, an old wire-fronted cabinet and a huge dresser provided the storage, while an ancient cream Rayburn proved to be the only cooking source. The deep Butler sink was crackle-glazed but clean, except where the cold tap had dripped over the months and left a raindrop-shaped stain. Through a door on one side of the sink was a lobby with a door to the garden and a variety of baskets and old boots, newspapers and flowerpots, and the door to the bathroom. Bella stopped in surprise.


The bathroom had been fitted very recently. Pristine white fittings had their full complement of aids for the disabled, the flooring was soft cork tiles and a top of the range electronic shower had been fitted over the bath, which had a pull out seat at the other end. Over the sink stood one or two little bottles and a tube of Steradent tablets.


A sudden thump against the frosted window and a dark shape appeared. Bella jumped, her heart racing. The shape patted the glass. ‘Miaow,’ it said, faintly. Bella backed out of the bathroom and struggled with the bolts on the back door. When she eventually won, she had barely pulled the door open a crack before a fluffy black cat with a distinguished white shirt front had pushed its way in and started winding itself around her legs.


‘Well, hello.’ Bella bent down and stroked the long fur. ‘And who might you be?’


The cat walked away from her hand and straight to the Rayburn, where it began sniffing round the floor. It turned to look at Bella, then went into the sitting room, jumped on to one of the wooden chairs and began to wash.


Bella watched it for a moment. It must know the house well, but it obviously didn’t belong here, or it would have starved in the four months since Maria died. And this cat was by no means starving.


She settled down in the chair opposite the cat, picked up the buff folder and leant towards the window to catch the light. Mr Grimshaw had opened the deed box in her presence and, sure enough it had revealed a letter addressed to “My niece, Arabella Durbridge.”


‘That was why we had a bit of trouble tracing you,’ Robert Grimshaw had explained. ‘We assumed that was your name now – she didn’t leave any indication that you had married.’


Funny names, thought Bella as she slit open the long brown envelope. Glamorous names. Maria, Dorinda, Arabella. She had never questioned her own name before, other than to wish it belonged to somebody else when she was a child.


“My dear Arabella,” the letter began. “No doubt you will already know that you have inherited my house and the Alexandria Theatre by the time you read this letter. I expect this came as a shock to you, as I am quite certain you did not know of my existence. I do not know if my half-brother Bertram ever told his wife, but I think it unlikely as he did not even invite our mother to his wedding.”


Bella looked up from the spidery writing and met the green eyes of the cat, who had stopped washing to stare at her.


‘I never knew that,’ she said, and returned to her reading.


“Doubtless Bertram had his own valid reasons,” the letter went on, “but it distressed her very much. She had returned here to live with me when he first left home, and, as I’m sure you know, she died a year after you were born. She made me promise that I would not embarrass either Bertram or you by getting in touch and I have respected her wishes. Bertram was ashamed of his mother, I am proud of her. I believe his father, Daniel Durbridge, whose name you bear, had been in touch with him, and whether this had a bearing on his feelings towards our mother, I shall never know. Durbridge was an unpleasant man, out for all he could get. In fact, at one point he tried to gain control of the Alexandria from my mother by underhand means, but I am afraid he underestimated me. I have no idea how you will feel, but I will tell you her story.”


Bella edged the chair a little nearer to the window and tried to get comfortable. She was cold, and dying for a cup of tea, but something told her she should read Maria’s letter in Maria’s house. The cat jumped down, yawned elegantly and came to put its paws on her knees.


‘Come on, then,’ said Bella and moved to accommodate it. It settled down, purring, sending warm vibrations through her thighs as she resumed reading.


“My mother, Dorinda Alexander, was a governess. She was the youngest daughter of a middle-class tradesman and his wife, who in her turn was the daughter of a brewery owner. Dorinda was sent to Mr & Mrs Shepherd, friends of her parents, to look after their daughter Julia, while their sons were away at school. Every summer, as was the custom in those days, the family took a house here at the seaside. The staff came with them, while the boys joined them when their school closed for the holidays, when Dorinda would have charge of all three children, and Mr Earnest would come down for as long as he could in August.


“In the summer of 1903, the family were living here when Dorinda met a young man called Peter Prince, who was with a troupe of Pierrots called Will’s Wanderers. The relationship was highly irregular, especially as it became more intimate. Naturally enough, it was discovered and she was turned off. She could not go home to her parents, but luckily the young man, who, you will have guessed, was my father, did not desert her, and they moved in to digs together. Dorinda, who could play the piano and sing very well, was incorporated in to the troupe – one of the first women known to have performed with Pierrots – and they obtained a piano on wheels for her to play. At the end of the season, Dorinda advertised private French and piano lessons and Peter took any jobs he could. During that winter they were able to rent this cottage.


“During the season of 1904, Dorinda became the leader of a new troupe called the Silver Serenaders, so called because their costumes, which, instead of being white, were made of a silvery material. Eventually they were given their own ‘pitch’, of which after a couple of years, Dorinda bought the freehold and built the Alexandria Theatre. She was an extremely successful woman and a wonderful mother. I was born in March 1914, and Peter Prince went to join the army later that year. She never saw him again. She and I stayed here in this cottage, which she eventually bought.


“The Silver Serenaders became The Alexandrians and were as well known in this part of the country as Will Catlin’s Royal Pierrots in Scarborough. Eventually, the Alexandria stayed open all year and attracted some of the top Music Hall artistes. My mother would go to London during the winter to see their acts and bring them down here the following summer. She was also somewhat of a personality among the literary set, several of whom professed to be in love with her.


“During the war The Alexandrians became an all female troupe, but towards the end of the war, when my mother went up to London, she met a popular singer and comedian called Daniel Durbridge whom she persuaded to join us. Unfortunately, by the time she discovered she was pregnant, she had also discovered that he was already married. Bertram was born just after Armistice Day in 1918, Daniel left his wife and persuaded my mother to join him, leaving Bertram and myself in the care of one of the women in the troupe. Together, they went to South Africa and then toured Ceylon, but when they returned, Daniel went back to his wife. I wanted her to come back here, as The Alexandrians were still running the theatre, but my mother wanted to try her luck in London and sent for Bertram to join her. Unfortunately, she wasn’t successful, and in 1932, when Bertram left school, he left home as well, so she returned here. We continued to run the Alexandria until her last illness in 1952, after which I used to lease it for the summer season to small companies for summer repertory. By the beginning of the sixties, that sort of thing was dying out and I closed the theatre.


“What you intend to do with the building, I do not know. It has been used as warehousing for various businesses in the town, but as far as I know, the seating and the stage are still there. Robert Grimshaw has tried to persuade me to sell it time after time – the site alone being worth a considerable amount of money – but I have a good deal of affection for the old place and I like to go and sit on the park bench opposite and remember. I hope you will do the same. For some reason, my mother thought, when you were born, that you would be the one to carry on the family tradition, but as far as I know, you are not in the profession and I have no idea whether you would have any interest in it. If you wish to sell the Alexandria, I hope you will, but please make sure that all the programmes and costumes that I have kept are housed properly, as I cannot help but feel they will be of great interest to historians, particularly local and theatrical.


“It is interesting that your father should have chosen a name so similar to mine and our mother’s for you. Perhaps he still retained some family feeling for us, after all.


“I hope my bequest will be of some help to you, my dear Arabella, and I regret that we did not meet during my lifetime.


“Your affectionate aunt,


“Maria May Alexander.”


It was dated five years previously.


Bella sat staring out of the window for a long time until the cat recalled her attention by changing position and kneading her knees through her jeans.


‘Ow! Stop that,’ she said, giving it a gentle push and standing up. It stretched and promptly jumped back on to the other chair.


‘Well, you obviously knew Maria.’ Bella told it. ‘What a pity you can’t talk.’ She sighed. ‘But you can’t stay here. I’ve got to go. Come on.’


After she had put the protesting cat out of the back door, she refolded the letter and replaced it in its envelope before taking a final look round. Outside, she stepped back to have a good look at March Cottage and its six neighbours, all of which looked in good repair and quite attractive, now she came to think of it. The street, Pedlar’s Row, was only the length of the terrace of cottages and on the opposite side consisted of a high stone wall, over which hung variegated foliage suggesting a large and well tended garden behind. The village, all twisting lanes and a couple of small shops, which were now a high class delicatessen and off licence respectively, had a pub, The Red Lion, which hid round the corner of the high wall and Bella went inside.


There was no one in the dark, flag-stoned bar, except a large, middle-aged man behind the counter.


‘Can I help you?’


‘I wondered if you had the number of a local taxi firm?’ asked Bella.


‘Over there,’ he said, waving a hand towards the end of the bar and retiring behind his newspaper.


Bella dialled the number of the taxi service on her mobile and told them where to pick her up. She had ten minutes to wait, so decided to risk a half of lager instead of the longed for cup of tea.


‘I don’t suppose you knew Miss Alexander who lived round the corner in Pedlar’s Row?’ she asked as the landlord handed over her change.


‘Maria? I should say.’ He grinned. ‘Here, you’re not her niece, are you?’


‘Yes.’ Bella stared at him. 


He laughed. ‘Lor’ bless yer! She was always telling us that she was leaving her house to her niece. And the theatre, of course. “She doesn’t know, yet,” she’d say. “It’ll be a nice surprise for her.” I’ll bet it was, too.’


‘It certainly was.’ Bella took a sip of lager, surprised at how different it tasted in the middle of the afternoon. ‘So she used to come in here, did she?’


‘Oh, yes, reg’lar as clockwork, every evening about seven o’clock, she’d come in for her brandy. Then off she’d toddle about eight. Till last winter, of course.’ He looked gloomy. ‘The missus realised she ’adn’t been in and popped round. Lucky we knew about the spare key, or she could ’ave died then and there. Still, we got ’er to ’ospital all right. Not that she liked it there.’


He looked up at Bella, a pained expression on his face. ‘We wanted to call you, but she wouldn’t tell us how to get hold of you, so we couldn’t. She said you didn’t know about her.’


‘That’s right, I didn’t. I can’t believe that I’ve gone all through my life not knowing I had an aunt.’ Bella shook her head and swallowed some more lager. ‘By the way, do you know anything about a black and white cat who must live near here? He came into the cottage with me.’


‘That’s Balzac. He was her cat. ’Er next door’s been lookin’ after ’im – except I don’t think she allows ’im inside.’


‘Oh, I see. Shame I can’t take him back with me.’ Bella finished her lager as she heard the taxi draw up outside. ‘I’ll be down again, soon, so I’ll call in again. Thanks.’


‘Pleasure.’ The landlord nodded. ‘Nice to meet you.’


She hesitated. ‘I suppose –’ she began slowly, ‘you don’t let rooms?’


The landlord shook his head. ‘No, love, sorry. Was you not goin’ to stay in the cottage?’


‘I’m not sure yet. Not to start with, anyway.’


‘I tell you where you could stay – over at Steeple Martin. There’s a nice little pub there – three rooms, I think they’ve got. Good food by all accounts.’


‘Is it far?’ 


‘About two miles. Reason I suggested Steeple Martin is they’ve got a theatre there. In a converted oast house. Woman over there runs it. Might know something about Maria’s theatre.’


‘Well, thank you Mr, er –’


‘Felton. Just call me George.’


‘George.’ Bella smiled. ‘Thanks again.’


‘Do you know the old theatre, the Alexandria?’ Bella asked, as the taxi drove back into the town, into tree-lined streets with shining pavements, battered by the rain which had started while Bella was in the pub and was building itself up in to a positive downpour.


‘Yeah. Why, do you want to go there?’ The taxi driver didn’t look at her.


‘Will it take us out of our way?’


‘It’s the other end of town, but it don’t matter to me.’


‘All right, then, yes please.’ Bella sat back and peered out of the window as the taxi turned and began to go back to the old part of town.


‘There.’ The taxi driver pulled in to the side of the road and put on his hand brake.


The Alexandria stood alone, facing a small ornamental garden, the cliff and the sea to its right, the town ahead of it and to its left. It reminded Bella of a miniature pier pavilion that had been marooned, its pointed glass cupola smashed, the front boarded up behind important looking pillars. The pillars and the boards had been the recipients of the usual graffiti and fly posting, the whole looking gloomy and forlorn under the grey clouds and persistent rain.


‘Thank you,’ said Bella, sitting back in her seat. ‘I’ll go on to the station, now.’


Two hours later she fitted her key in the lock and bent down to pick up the parcel of fish and chips.


‘Mum.’ Tony was there, enfolding her in a bony hug. ‘What have you got there?’


‘Chips.’ Amanda sniffed as she poked her head over his shoulder to give her mother a kiss. ‘Great.’


‘Let your mother get in, now.’ Andrew’s voice was avuncular, tolerant, someone playing a part. Bella winced. The children parted like the Red Sea and he loomed towards her.


‘Good journey?’ He planted a dry kiss on her lips. ‘You needn’t have bothered with fish and chips. We’ve eaten.’


‘Well, I haven’t,’ snapped Bella and bent wearily to pick up her holdall, no one else having thought to relieve her of it.


‘Here, Mum, I’ll take that.’ Tony grabbed the greasy parcel and bore it off towards the kitchen. ‘Did you get some for us?’


‘Yes.’ Bella dumped her holdall on the kitchen floor and pulled out a chair. ‘I’m whacked.’


‘Shall I put the food out?’ Amanda lounged through the doorway, chewing idly on the end of her school tie.


‘Yes, please, darling. And could you put the kettle on?’


Andrew pulled out another chair and sat down opposite her at the table. ‘So, tell me. How did it go?’


‘All right. I saw the cottage. March Cottage, it’s called, in Pedlar’s Row, Heronsbourne. I also found out she’s left me a derelict theatre. So I found out where that was, too – is, rather. It hasn’t been used for years, but it’s still there.’


‘Come now.’ Andrew was big, bluff and superior. She could see him stopping himself from saying “little woman” and patting her on the hand – or the head. ‘A theatre? Prime real estate, would it be? And your father knew nothing about it?’


‘I don’t honestly know. I suppose so, but he never mentioned it to me, or to mum. I didn’t know until the will, you know that.’


‘I think it’s exciting.’ Tony put a plate of fish and chips in front of her, tastefully decorated with bits of greaseproof paper. She peeled them off.


‘Can I have some?’ Amanda was hovering over the open parcel on the draining board. ‘Go on about the theatre.’


‘Well, there isn’t much more to tell.’ Bella chewed a mouthful of fish and extracted a bone. ‘It’s there, although I didn’t see inside it, it’s mine, and I don’t suppose there would be a problem if I wanted to re-establish it as a theatre. About the licence and all that.’


She became aware of the silence as she finished the next mouthful and looked up. Tony and Amanda were studiously avoiding Andrew’s set face.


‘Re-establish it?’ he asked finally. ‘What do you mean?’


Bella didn’t actually know what she meant. It had just come out.


‘Er, well – re-open it. You know.’ She returned to the rapidly cooling fish. She didn’t want to discuss the Alexandria now.


‘No, I don’t know.’ Andrew pushed his chair back and stood up. ‘I thought the whole idea was to see what the cottage was like in order to sell it – see if we could realise some capital on it.’


Amanda leaned between them and put down a mug of tea. ‘We’ll be in the front room, Mum,’ she said tactfully, and vanished.


Bella pushed her plate away and pulled her tea towards her, recognising the inevitable. There was to be a row – decreed by Andrew.


‘I don’t think I ever said that.’ She refused to meet his eyes. ‘I just said I wanted to go and find it.’


‘Yes – but I assumed you’d sell the cottage. And this theatre –’ he gave it undue emphasis ‘– I mean – what on earth would you do with a derelict building in Kent? You couldn’t live there.’


‘Not in the theatre, no.’


‘What are you talking about, Bella? You’re not seriously suggesting we move there, are you? What on earth for?’


‘I don’t know.’ Bella was exasperated. ‘I haven’t really thought about it yet.’ She stood up. ‘I’ve only just got in, for heaven’s sake.’


Andrew stood back, glowering at her. ‘We’ll talk about it later, then. After you’ve unpacked.’


‘I’m not going to unpack just yet.’ Bella swept past him, ignoring his thunderstruck expression. ‘I can’t be bothered.’


‘Where are you going? What about the plates?’


‘You can do them, if you like. Or I’ll do them in the morning. It doesn’t matter.’ She steeled herself against the barrage of words that was sure to come – but surprisingly, didn’t. Round One to me, she thought, and wandered in to the front room to talk to the children.


It was much later, in bed, when Andrew returned to the subject. Bella didn’t mind, because if she annoyed him he wouldn’t pester her.


‘So what’s all this about a little theatre, then?’ She could hear the indulgent smile in his voice.


‘All what?’ she asked, turning a blank face towards him. She watched the twitch of annoyance, quickly smoothed away, as he settled his naked body more comfortably under the duvet, turned slightly towards her.


‘Well, opening it. That’s what you said, didn’t you? Or did you mean you would hand it over to the local council to run?’


‘I don’t know, Andrew. I haven’t thought it through, yet, as I told you. All I could think about on the train home was that I owned a theatre. That is very exciting, you know, especially for someone like me.’


He turned heavily on to his back.


‘What do you want to do, then? Run an am-dram group down there, or something?’ He clasped his hands behind his head irritably. Out of the way there, thought Bella with satisfaction.


‘Hardly,’ she said out loud. ‘That’s difficult enough here. I couldn’t do it down there. No,’ she said, turning her back on him and switching off her bedside light. ‘It would be professional.’


The silence that followed this remark – which had surprised Bella quite as much as it had surprised Andrew – went on for so long that Bella began to get worried. Could people have silent heart attacks? she wondered.


‘I don’t understand you.’ Andrew’s voice was tight. ‘Are you saying you will lease it to the council after all?’


‘I don’t … think so,’ said Bella, slowly. ‘I think I’d like to look in to running it myself.’


‘But how?’ Andrew came nearer to a screech than he ever had in his life. ‘You couldn’t run it from here.’


‘No.’ Bella was thoughtful. ‘But I could commute.’


‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. For a start, where would the money come from? You can’t set up a venture like that without working capital – and I certainly haven’t got any to spare. This family takes up every penny and more, as you know.’


I know, thought Bella. You’re always telling me.


‘So, tell me. Where would you get the money?’ He raised himself up on his elbow to lean over her and she buried her head more firmly in the pillow.


‘I don’t know, Andrew, I’ve told you. I’ve got to think about it. Just leave me be.’


‘When you’ve thought about it, you’ll see I’m right.’ He reached a hand down and patted her shoulder. ‘Impossible to live there or do anything with the theatre. Far better to sell them both. Cottage in the country, great as a second home, and where’s the theatre?’


‘On the seafront,’ said Bella tiredly.


‘There you are,’ he said. ‘Brilliant. Get it valued. We might even be able to get a little place in Spain, or somewhere. Bulgaria’s supposed to be nice, isn’t it? And much cheaper.’


Oh, yes, thought Bella. It would have to be much cheaper.


‘I’ll think about it,’ said Bella. ‘I can’t do anything until probate’s granted anyway, and I’d like to find out a bit more about my aunt and my grandmother before I let everything go.’


He threw himself over with his back to her and yanked the duvet away from her shoulders.


‘Well, do let me know what you’ve decided, won’t you?’ he muttered, and let out a gusty, disapproving sigh.


Bella was up before Andrew in the morning, cutting sandwiches for the children when he came into the kitchen tying his conservative blue and red striped tie.


‘Tea?’ he asked, riffling through the pile of post on the table. Bella gritted her teeth and pushed a mug of tea across the kitchen table before turning back to the bread. ‘Do you want an egg? I’m doing one for Tony.’


‘No, thanks. I was up a pound or two yesterday at the club.’


Bella glowered sideways at his stocky but well-toned figure. ‘Bloody squash,’ she muttered under her breath. Andrew didn’t hear and retuned the radio to Radio Four.


‘Oh, Dad.’ Amanda slouched in to the kitchen. ‘Do we have to listen to that rubbish?’


‘Better than your rubbish.’ He sat down and poured himself a bowl of health-conscious cereal. Amanda regarded it with dislike.


‘Here are your sandwiches, Manda.’ Bella handed them over. ‘Sorry they’re a bit thick.’


Amanda shrugged. ‘’Salright. Can I have some money for the way home?’


‘Money?’ Andrew looked up. ‘What for?’


‘They always have some extra pocket money on Fridays.’ Bella scrabbled in her bag for her purse. ‘They always have. You know that.’


‘I do not.’ Andrew chased the last soggy flake round his bowl and Amanda sighed theatrically and raised her eyes to the ceiling. Bella handed over some money and went to the kitchen door.


‘Tony. Are you dressed yet? And have you got your rugby gear?’


‘Yes.’ An impatient and muffled reply came from the bathroom, followed quickly by size ten feet coming down the stairs two at a time.


‘Sandwiches?’ He grabbed them from the table and thrust them in to an already bulging sports bag. ‘I’ll be late tonight, Mum, I’m going to Danny’s after rugger.’


‘No “Please may I?” I suppose?’ Andrew stood up with a teeth grating scrape of his chair.


‘He is seventeen, Andrew.’ Bella found some more money and gave it to Tony. ‘Get your coat on, Manda.’


‘Hang on.’ Andrew slid his arms in to his suit jacket and smoothed down his hair. ‘I’ll give you both a lift to the bus stop.’ He went into the hall to pick up his briefcase and Bella and the children exchanged surprised glances.


‘Come on, then,’ he called from the front door. ‘See you later, Bel.’


Bella was mildly astonished when her daughter came up and gave her a hug.


‘We missed you, Mum,’ she whispered.


When they had gone, Bella sat down at the table with a fresh mug of tea feeling as though she had shrivelled up like a prune. All the fight had gone out of her and Andrew had completely forgotten about her minor rebellion of the previous evening. Pointless, really, wasn’t it? She giggled. How absurd it sounded now, in the cold light of day in her own kitchen. Why had she thought she could do it? She couldn’t even plan a holiday without Andrew’s help, so why had she thought she was capable of such a gargantuan undertaking as the restoration and re-opening of a theatre?


She rested her chin in her hands and gazed out at the grey morning. The truth was that she hadn’t thought about it, it had just popped out last night in response to Andrew’s obvious disapproval. When she thought about it logically, of course she couldn’t de-camp to Kent leaving the children here with Andrew, who was so palpably out of his depth with them.


But she thought about it all morning while she got dressed, cleared up the kitchen and tried to tidy away all the evidence of two days away from home. She talked to herself as she wiped round the washbasin, collected damp towels and fished socks out of the waste bin and collected magazines and papers in the sitting room.


After raiding the fridge at lunchtime and coming up with nothing but a lettuce and some cold potatoes, she decided to go early to the supermarket. The inside of her ancient Fiat was like a fridge until the dodgy heating system turned it into a blast furnace bringing her out in an uncomfortable film of perspiration which the open window did nothing to combat. By the time she had collected her trolley and pushed it in to the air conditioned bliss of the supermarket her hair was sticking limply to her forehead and the back of her neck and she was scared to lift her arms and reveal possible dark patches. Shopping was very difficult if you could only take things from below shoulder height.


‘Bella.’ 


‘Oh, hi, Viv.’ Bella wrenched her trolley to a halt and surreptitiously wiped her damp top lip.


‘You look hot.’ Viv, an acquaintance from Bella’s amateur drama society, squinted up from under a cloud of dark hair which surrounded an unseasonably tanned and painted face, sharply pointed like a snooty weasel. Heavy gold chains clanked painfully against protruding collar bones and wrists, but she never seemed to either notice or get bruised.


‘I am hot. And bothered.’


‘So, did you go down to Kent?’ She fixed Bella with a beady brown eye.


‘Yes, I did. Got back yesterday.’


‘Golly.’ The other woman’s eyes widened even further than normal. ‘I never thought old Andy’d let you go.’


‘What do you mean? Let me go? It wasn’t up to him.’


‘Rubbish. He treats you like one of the children – and you let him. I must admit I was surprised when you said you were going.’


‘Well, I went. And I’m going back.’


‘Back? When?’


‘I don’t know when.’ She stared at the contents of her trolley. ‘In fact, I don’t quite know what I’m going to do at all, but I’m definitely going. I’ve been left a derelict theatre.’


‘What?’


‘I didn’t actually go inside, but I know where it is. I want to open it up.’


‘Open it?’ Excitement swept across Viv’s sharp features. ‘As a theatre?’


‘Yes. If I can find out how to go about it.’


‘Fantastic. Will you take us down there? I mean the Monday Players.’


‘Oh, Viv, I couldn’t.’ Bella shook her head. ‘I don’t know how to go about it all – really.’


‘But what does Andrew say about it all? I bet he’s mad.’


Bella sighed. ‘Yes, he is. He can’t understand why I want to do it. He thought I should sell the site for “us” to get some capital out of it. And he doesn’t want me swanning off to Kent every five minutes.’


‘I don’t suppose the children do, either,’ the other woman nodded sagely, ‘not if it means them being left with Andrew.’


‘No.’ Bella sighed again. ‘I thought it would be all right. After all, Tony’s seventeen and Amanda’s nearly sixteen, but they missed me.’


‘So how would they cope? I can’t see them being over-enamoured of moving to Kent.’


‘Oh, no, there’s no question of that.’ Bella realised that she was lying and rushed on. ‘I’ll just have to commute until I see what’s going to happen.’


‘Well, I don’t know how. You haven’t got any money and Andrew won’t fund you.’


‘Something’ll work out.’ Bella made to push her trolley further on. ‘See if it doesn’t.’


Viv couldn’t refrain from a final valedictory comment. ‘It’ll work out in the divorce courts if you’re not careful,’ she said. ‘Mark my words.’
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