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 CHAPTER ONE


To the rest of the gathering, the grief-stricken young woman looked every inch the devastated fiancée of the man they’d all gathered together to bury.

Appearances in this case, though, were deceiving.

Stephanie Mortimer was deeply distressed by his sudden death, but wasn’t experiencing the all-consuming physical pain felt by someone who had lost the love of their life. Steph hadn’t loved William Normanton in the way she believed she should love the man she was planning to marry. He had, in fact, been a hard man to love.

A lardy, round-faced, twenty-five-year-old accountant, fussed over by his doting mother, William had been pompous, obstinate, opinionated; of the firm belief that his caustic sarcasm was in fact wit; never hiding the fact that he’d perceived all women as naturally subservient to him. Stephanie had been very aware that as his wife she would have spent her every  waking moment aiming to please him, while all the time being expected to feel eternally grateful that it was her he had chosen to spend his life with. But so desperate was Steph to escape her own intolerable existence, she’d been willing to accept what life with William would have brought her.

William, though, had turned out not to be her saviour, having accidentally killed himself two weeks before. After investigating, the police had been in no doubt that in an inebriated state after a heavy session down at the local pub he had stumbled getting out of his car, falling and smashing his head on a large stone in the rockery. His lifeless corpse had been discovered at six the next morning by the Normantons’ hysterical daily as she had arrived for work.

Through wet lashes Steph cast a discreet glance around the rest of the sorrowful-looking congregation and wondered how many of them were genuinely grieving for his loss, and how many were only attending the funeral as it would have looked bad not to do so. She was prepared to bet that many of them were wishing the formalities would soon be over so they could be anywhere else but here.

Her gaze then settled on the only person she knew to be genuinely mourning: William’s widowed mother. Her stick-thin figure was dressed from head  to toe in black, and she was sobbing uncontrollably into an already sodden handkerchief. A surge of deep guilt swept through Steph for all the lies she had told Jessica Normanton and her son in order to cover up her background. Judging from past experience, though, if they had discovered the truth about her, the marriage would never have taken place.

She felt a gentle nudge in her side. She was being offered a box containing earth for her to scatter over William’s coffin.

As she trickled it through her fingers and into the grave, she spoke a last goodbye to him in her mind. I might not have loved you the way a future wife should, but you’d never have known that. I’d have done my very best to make sure you never regretted settling for me. Rest in peace now, William.

The small crowd began to disperse. Comforted by her elder sister, Jessica Normanton was being led towards the waiting funeral car. Steph knew she would be expected to follow. She was dreading the wake and having to keep up the part she was playing of bereaved fiancée. She’d have to listen to more praise of William’s virtues, regret for the unfillable void in their lives his death was going to leave, while all the time she knew that apart from his mother they were lying. In reality their lives would become far pleasanter now that William was no longer around to blight them.

She sensed a presence by her side and turned her head. William’s cousin Sonia, girlishly pretty and gamine at twenty years old, was looking sympathetically at her. ‘Aunt Jessica asked me to fetch you, but if you want a few more minutes to say your goodbyes . . .’

Steph was touched that in the circumstances William’s mother was giving any thought to her. ‘I’m ready to go,’ she responded.

Silently they began to make their way over to join the rest of the family who were travelling back to the Normantons’ home for the wake. Sonia herself was looking thoughtful. She cast several sideways glances at the attractive, shapely blonde beside her before she took a deep breath and said, ‘I know it’s not the done thing to speak ill of the dead but I . . . well, not just me but the rest of the family too, apart from Aunt Jessica, of course . . . none of us could really understand why you were seriously considering marrying William.

‘Even on a good day he wasn’t a very nice person. I’ve lost count of the number of nights I’ve cried myself to sleep over a vile comment he’s made to me, and I know I’m not on my own in that respect. I’ve yet to meet anyone more conceited and obnoxious than he is . . . was. I can’t remember him ever having a good word to say about anyone. We all privately joked that any woman would have to be absolutely  desperate to consider putting up with the likes of him, so you can imagine the shock we all got when we heard he was getting engaged, and even more so when you were introduced to us. We weren’t expecting someone like you, that’s for certain.’

A fleeting look of guilt crossing her face, Sonia quickly added, ‘It’s not entirely William’s fault that he was the way he was. After Aunt Jessica suffered three miscarriages before he came along, neither she nor Uncle Maurice could be blamed for treating him like the most precious thing in the world to them. And then, when Uncle Maurice died so unexpectedly fifteen years ago, it’s understandable that in her grief Aunt Jessica concentrated on looking after William but, in doing so, my mother says she helped make him the . . . er . . . well, how he was.’

Steph knew Sonia had been going to say ‘the spoiled brat’ he was, but in consideration of his fiancée had thought better of it. It would describe him perfectly, though. William would often throw childish tantrums if it looked like he wasn’t going to get his own way, usually over inconsequential matters. His mother just couldn’t bear to say no to him, and he hadn’t liked it at all when anyone else had. Steph was keenly aware that her relationship with him had been the subject of much curiosity amongst his extended family, but they’d all been far too diplomatic to bluntly ask her  any questions. Now William was dead there seemed no reason any longer for them to hold back.

Steph’s conscience began to prick her. She had felt justified in lying about her background while preparing to become the wife it was doubtful William would ever have acquired for himself otherwise. Now he was dead, though, she couldn’t justify deceiving his family any longer. They had all shown her such an enthusiastic welcome when she had first been introduced to them. In fact, their manner towards her had been the deciding factor when she had accepted William’s proposal. Having such pleasant relatives around her would have enabled her to endure his behaviour, she had felt.

Lies, though, had a habit of catching out the teller, and usually when they were least expecting it. Steph had vehemently hoped that should hers ever be discovered, it would be well into the future and hopefully by then William and his family would be understanding of her reasons and forgiving of her. But his death had seen to it that she was no longer going to become a bona fide member of this family so she no longer had any valid reason to conceal her background. Oh, but to come clean now would be too much, just after his funeral. Better just to absent herself and leave his family to do their best to mourn him.

Grabbing Sonia’s arm, Steph announced, ‘I really  don’t feel at all well.’ She pressed her fingertips to her temple. ‘I’ve a blinding headache.’

A look of remorse flooded her companion’s face and she said, ‘Oh, I’ve been so thoughtless, speaking to you like I was just now! When all’s said and done you’ve just lost the man you loved.’ She laid a hand on Steph’s arm and said in concern, ‘You poor, thing. Aunt Jessica is bound to have something in her medicine cabinet that will sort you out. My mother jokes that her sister has a pill for every occasion. She kept a bottle of everything in, just in case William was ever in need.’

Steph pulled a pained face and said, ‘I don’t think a couple of pills are going to take this headache away. I need to go to bed and sleep it off.’

Knowing William’s mother as she did, she realised that her prospective daughter-in-law’s absence would not cause much anxiety. Jessica was too immersed in her own grief.

‘Could I trouble you to make my excuses to your Aunt Jessica and the rest of the family, please? And tell Mrs Normanton I will call on her soon.’

Then, before Sonia could respond in any way, Steph planted a quick kiss on her cheek, spun on her heel and hurried off in the opposite direction, very mindful that Sonia must be wondering why she was making her way out of the back entrance of the cemetery. It was a long walk around the perimeter to get to the  bus stop which would take her back to where William’s family were under the impression she lived, in cheap lodgings, under the watchful eye of a strict landlady.




 CHAPTER TWO


A while later Steph came to an abrupt halt before the entrance to a shrub-lined driveway, staring at the detached, three-storey redbrick Victorian villa at the end of it. The gracious home was surrounded by immaculately kept gardens and situated in an affluent suburb of the city. The August sunlight danced off the second-floor windows. To her it seemed that the house was sneering at her failed attempt to leave its walls. It seemed to tell her then there could be no escape, its insidious influence reaching out to draw her back in. Instinctively, she fought to resist it by grabbing hold of a brick-built gate-post. As she stood clutching it a feeling of utter foolishness flooded Steph. The house was just bricks and mortar after all, it had no hold on her, posed no threat to her. It was the people residing inside it who had made her life so miserable that she had been prepared to saddle herself with a difficult man like William, purely to escape them.

Releasing her hold on the gate-post, she took several deep breaths then walked up the drive.

The house was deathly quiet when she let herself into the spacious, well-equipped kitchen by the back door. As Steph took off her coat, laying it temporarily on the back of a pine kitchen chair, a troubled expression appeared on her face. In her present mood she was thankful her mother was not up yet so she hadn’t to contend with her - but then, it was only just after twelve so Steph would have been shocked if she had been about. What was more disconcerting was the fact that there seemed to be no sign of Irene Jordan going about her business either. Their daily had been bustling around when Steph herself had left this morning, but from what she was observing now it appeared the elderly woman, for whatever reason, had departed in a hurry. The sink was piled with dirty dishes, food items used for breakfast still out on the work surface.

Steph jumped then as a thumping sound resounded on the ceiling. Her heart dropped like a stone. It was her mother summoning her, and Ursula Mortimer was not the type to appreciate being ignored. Steph couldn’t cope with an altercation just now so it was best she responded.

Forty-two-year-old Ursula lay propped up on ivory satin-covered pillows, wearing a silk and lace nightdress over a once shapely body that was now  thickening as middle age advanced. She had a black eye mask pushed up on her forehead. Once she had been a stunningly beautiful woman with long, naturally waving titian tresses. The steadily creeping grey was kept at bay through the intervention of her hairdresser, but years of heavy drinking, smoking and late nights were markedly taking their toll. Ursula, though, refused to accept what the reflection in the mirror was showing her, still seeing herself as the beauty she had been years ago.

She fixed bloodshot, black-ringed eyes on her daughter when Steph arrived in the close-curtained room. Noticing she was empty handed, Ursula petulantly demanded, ‘Where is it?’

Steph frowned, bemused. ‘Where’s what, Mother?’

‘The bottle of vodka I told that despicable little man where you work to get you to bring home. He was insisting you weren’t in today, but where else would you be? I warned him he’d better pass on my message to you or I’d be speaking to his superiors and he’d be seeking a new position himself.’

Steph was wide eyed with horror. ‘Oh, Mother, I begged you not to telephone me at work again. I told you what would happen to me if you did.’

Ursula waved one shaking hand dismissively. ‘Oh, stop being so melodramatic, Stephanie. Jobs for filing  clerks are two a penny. How else was I supposed to get hold of you in an emergency?’

Tears pricked Steph’s eyes, her already low spirits sinking to rock bottom. There was no point in her going into work tomorrow or ever again. Mr Damson, her boss, had warned her only yesterday what the outcome would be should her mother’s demands to speak to her on the most trivial pretext continue. In most cases it was to order her home at once because Ursula couldn’t find her gloves and was late for a lunch appointment; or an item of clothing she wanted to wear had not been collected from the dry cleaner’s; or she just wanted to chat - ceaselessly. Steph had lost count of the number of jobs her mother had lost her through such selfish behaviour. No matter how much she pleaded with Ursula not to bother her while she was at work, or not unless it was a matter of life or death, she paid absolutely no attention. Jobs for clerical staff might be plentiful, but due to her mother’s constant interference such lowly positions were all Steph was qualified to take because she was never long enough in any job to gain promotion, let alone to build a relationship with her fellow employees.

Steph sighed heavily. It wouldn’t enter her mother’s head to get herself up, dressed and down to the off licence to fetch what she needed for herself. ‘Mother, I begged you never to disturb me at work again unless  it was a matter of life or death. I daren’t imagine what Mr Damson must think of my own mother demanding I come home because she needs a bottle of vodka!’

Ursula glared darkly at her. ‘You, you, you! Have you no space in that selfish mind of yours for a single thought for others? After that insolent woman waking me up so early with that dreadful noise she was making, I needed a drink to soothe my nerves. She had the gall to call it singing - but to liken it to a cats’ chorus would be an insult to cats! I had to bang on the floor three times before she bothered to come and enquire what I was summoning her for. And when I asked her to fetch me the bottle of vodka and a glass from downstairs, she had the cheek to tell me that she was employed to clean, not to fetch and carry for me. When I finally got her to do what I was asking, she said she couldn’t find the bottle, and I know she was lying because it was at least a quarter full when I had a drink from it before I went out last night.’ Ursula gave a haughty sniff. ‘Anyway, the awful woman won’t dare treat me like that again, after the dressing down I gave her.’

Steph spotted the empty bottle and glass on the bedside cabinet. Her mother had obviously finished it off before falling into comatose sleep in the early hours of the morning, and forgotten. Sighing heavily,  she asked, ‘Just what did you say to Mrs Jordan, Mother?’

‘I told her what I thought of her disrespect towards her employer, and that she’d better mend her ways or she’d be seeking new employment.’

Steph issued another deep sigh. ‘And she’s responded by showing you what she thinks of you as an employer. She’s walked out.’

With shaking hands, Ursula was reaching over for a packet of cigarettes on her bedside cabinet. Selecting one, she fixed it into a long black holder and lit it with a gold lighter while drawling, ‘How very inconsiderate of her to leave without giving notice. Well, if that’s her attitude then good riddance to her! She’ll be easily replaced.’

Steph sighed again. ‘No, she won’t. Getting reliable domestic help is almost impossible these days. It took me weeks to find Mrs Jordan. Just, please, don’t upset Cook, Mother, because the likes of Mrs Sanders would be the devil’s own job to replace.’ She was the longest-serving member of the household they had managed to keep, thanks to Ursula’s drink-fuelled temper tantrums. But Mrs Sanders’ husband had been a drunken bully whose violent rages and the physical harm he’d inflicted on his wife made her employer’s antics pale into insignificance as far as she was concerned. The job suited her as it was only a bus ride away from where she lived in a tiny rented  terraced house, and the Mortimers paid her a shilling an hour more than she could expect to get for the same duties elsewhere, so she wasn’t about to give the job up lightly.

Ursula drew hungrily on her cigarette and blew a plume of smoke into the air. ‘Do make sure the next daily you take on knows her place.’ Then, belatedly, she looked her daughter over. ‘You’re dressed very soberly for work, aren’t you? You never listen to me, do you? If anyone knows about dress sense, I do. All black is purely for funerals . . . with the exception of the little black cocktail dress. No wonder you can’t get yourself a man, going around like that!’

Steph stopped herself from reminding her that the reason she was manless was nothing to do with her dress sense but down to the kind of family she had. Ursula had absolutely no idea where her daughter had been that morning. If she had, she would have insisted on accompanying Steph, acutely embarrassing her daughter in the process. But then, her mother had no idea Steph had even met William, let alone become engaged and planned to marry him. If she had, she would soon have put an end to the relationship, like she had to other relationships that had showed promise, before Ursula had entered the picture.

Now she was demanding, ‘Are you going to bring me up that bottle or—’

She was cut short when the bedroom door opened. The man who entered was over six foot tall, powerfully built, with a head of dark hair, beginning to grey at the temples, and a full beard. In his smart suit, he had a commanding air about him and was brandishing a newspaper.

Gerald Mortimer glared at his wife. ‘I suppose it would have been too much to expect you to be up and about before midday? And look at the state of you! How much did you drink last night? One bottle . . . two?’

‘How much I drink has absolutely nothing to do with you,’ Ursula sneered at him.

‘I’ll make it my business should your drinking start to affect my reputation in any way. Be warned, Ursula.’

She was well aware he meant it, too. But up to now, no matter how drunk she got, there had always been a warning bell inside her head that sounded in time to stop her doing something that could seriously annoy her husband.

Now Gerald was wrinkling up his nose in disgust as the smell of her cigarette smoke wafted into his nostrils. ‘And when are you going to kick that disgusting habit too?’

Taking a long draw from her cigarette, smoke billowing from her mouth, she responded, ‘I’ll give up my nasty little habits when you give up yours.’

The look he flashed her was one of pure contempt.

Satisfied her reply had had the effect on her husband she had intended, she took another draw from her cigarette, purposely blowing the smoke in his direction before adding, ‘To what do I owe this pleasure of a visit from you? And in my boudoir, of all places.’

Striding purposefully to the opposite side of the bed from Steph, he thrust the newspaper under Ursula’s nose. Stabbing his finger at a particular heading, he snarled, ‘How dare you publicly disgrace me like this? How humiliating do you think it was for me to find several of my registrars poring over this article in the common room before rounds this morning? We have an agreement to be discreet.’

Steph held her breath. Arguments between her parents had a tendency to turn ugly thanks to her mother’s habit of throwing things when she lost her temper, and Steph did not feel like being caught up in the middle of one today. To make her excuses and leave, though, could result in her being dragged into the fray, by reminding them both she was there. Best she kept quiet.

Ursula was blank faced. ‘I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about, Gerald.’ She snatched the paper from him and looked at it. A photograph of herself, seemingly on very good terms with a good-looking  young man at the event she’d attended the previous evening, was prominently displayed. A smug smile lit her face. ‘I was right to choose that dress, it really does suit me, and those accessories . . . inspired!’ Arching one perfectly tweezed eyebrow, she met her husband’s furious gaze. ‘Your underlings were most probably in awe of you for having such a beautiful wife.’ A malicious spark dancing in her tawny eyes, her voice once again laden with innuendo, she added, ‘The young man is rather handsome, don’t you think, dear?’

Steph stiffened as she witnessed the red tinge of anger in her father’s face, and waited for the explosion to come.

As it did, full force.

Striding away, Gerald roared over his shoulder, ‘You’re beneath contempt.’

Ursula grabbed up the empty glass from her bedside cabinet and threw it at him as she thundered back, ‘No, you are! How dare you insinuate I’m desperate enough for male company to be availing myself of a boy young enough to be my son . . . who just so happens to be my godson! Our godson, Gerald.’ She thrust the newspaper back at him. ‘Don’t you recognise Clara and Frederick’s son, Damien?’

Steph stiffened. The heavy crystal glass had struck her father’s shoulder hard before it smashed to  smithereens around his feet. He wasn’t a violent man so she knew he wouldn’t respond in like manner. His preferred path to retribution was to hurt Ursula where it mattered most to her, financially. But he was suddenly too engrossed in the photograph to be aware of any physical damage the blow had caused him.

‘Huh . . . Damien, you say? Well, he’s changed since the last time I saw him.’ It was clear he felt he’d made a fool of himself.

Ursula’s tone was sardonic when she replied to this. ‘Hardly that much since his eighteenth birthday party two months ago. I trust I’m allowed to be affectionate towards my own godson without being accused of having a flagrant affair with him? Now, haven’t you any lives you need to be off saving? I don’t appreciate being interrupted when I’m in the middle of a matter of utmost importance.’

‘That being you’ve not had your morning fix yet, I presume,’ her husband hissed, through clenched teeth. ‘Just make sure you’re ready to leave promptly at seven this evening.’

Ursula pulled a face. ‘For what?’

Steph inwardly cringed. She knew her mother was well aware of the reason, having divulged to her yesterday that she wasn’t at all looking forward to an evening spent playing the dutiful wife amongst people she knew would be utterly boring.

Gerald’s eyes darkened dangerously. ‘Do you deliberately set out to goad me, Ursula?’

‘It’s the only fun I have with you these days, Gerald.’

‘You’re pathetic,’ he snarled. ‘And I haven’t time to play stupid games with you now.’ He prepared to take his leave then a thought seemed to occur to him and he addressed his daughter. ‘Make sure your mother is sober and behaves herself tonight, Stephanie. I shall be holding you personally responsible for that.’

Steph inwardly groaned. She should have realised she would be expected to chaperone her mother at tonight’s event. She usually was when her mother and father were out in public together. But William’s death, and what it meant for her, had been so all-consuming it had not registered with her when her mother had been voicing her displeasure about the event the previous day that Steph herself would need to attend too. She didn’t have the energy to conduct polite chit-chat with strangers to keep one eye constantly on her errant mother. All she craved was time on her own, to take in her loss and come to terms with the fact that she was stuck where she was, unless another saviour came along.

‘Well, I . . .’ she began, but the look her father gave her stopped her mid-sentence. As far as he was  concerned her own plans came second to whatever he had in mind. He was the head of the house and expected to be obeyed.

Meekly Steph said, ‘Yes, Father.’

Once again he made to depart but stopped to give his wife a last warning. ‘If I could have avoided your being there tonight, I would have. But the Derwents are religious people with strong family values. They only deal with similar people and so wish to meet my family and confirm we’re solid. Michael Derwent is on the verge of making a sizeable donation to my latest research project, without that it’s doubtful it’ll go ahead, so believe me, I won’t be at all happy if you do or say anything this evening to jeopardise things for me. There are other people going to be there tonight who are similarly placed to make donations, so you’d better be polite to them too.’

Ursula scowled murderously at his back as her husband strode from the room, shutting the door with a bang behind him. ‘Insufferable man,’ she hissed.

Steph sighed. If outsiders had any idea of the lives her parents lived, they’d want to know why they stayed together. The truth was, they both needed each other. Ursula needed Gerald to provide her with the standard of living she would not be able to afford should they part; Gerald needed Ursula to give him  the cover of respectable family man, when in truth he was anything but.

Gerald Mortimer was homosexual.

Since Ursula too believed appearances were all-important, she would sooner die than allow her husband’s secret to be discovered. Steph couldn’t comprehend what it must have felt like for her finally to find out the truth about the man she’d married. She’d spent years feeling bewildered and hurt by the fact that as soon as she became pregnant, only weeks after they had married, with what was to be their only child, her husband lost all interest in her sexually. Despite the many furious rows they’d had on the subject, on each occasion he’d managed to fob her off as to the real reason. For years Ursula could only conclude that other women were satisfying her husband’s needs, and sought solace for this slight in alcohol; what had started off as a tipple to help her get off to sleep, gradually built into the bottle a day it was now. Convinced Gerald met other women through work, she’d made numerous unannounced visits there in the hope of catching him out, but never did. This sent her spiralling into despair, not able to understand why her husband didn’t find her desirable when it was readily apparent to her that other men did.

Unable to stand it any longer, she finally hired a private detective and, to her absolute horror, learned  through the photographs he provided that her husband’s sexual preference was in fact for men. His deviance had never become common knowledge because he had been so careful never to seek sexual gratification on his home turf. After periodically informing his wife he was off on a medical conference for the weekend, he would in fact be in another town, trawling red-light districts or visiting venues where it was known men like himself could be found.

At this revelation, Ursula’s whole world disintegrated around her. She had been expecting a string of women . . . that she’d have been able to handle . . . but not a succession of men! But rising beyond her feeling of utter disgust and devastation at Gerald’s deceit, was the terror of what this becoming common knowledge would mean for her.

There were parts of her past that Ursula flatly refused to discuss with her daughter, but Steph was aware that her mother’s family had once been wealthy, with considerable holdings in investments and property. But their money had virtually disappeared overnight in the 1930 Crash. Her weak-minded father used the last of his cash to buy one-way tickets for himself and Ursula’s four-year-old brother to Australia, never to be heard from again, leaving her mother to fend for herself and their then two-year-old daughter. A notice for  eviction from their comfortable home looming, other creditors warning of bailiffs descending, Ursula’s mother went cap in hand to her last remaining relative, who was in fact only related by marriage, intending to beg her husband’s elderly aunt to take them in.

The aunt was a dear old lady, renowned for her kindly ways and generosity, so the outlook was hopeful. But, to her horror, Ursula’s mother arrived at the house only to find the aunt’s body being loaded into a hearse. She had been discovered dead in her chair earlier that day by a close neighbour. Her estate, the neighbour told her, had been bequeathed to the local church. So traumatised was she by this turn of events, her one avenue of help gone, that Ursula’s mother never made it home. She collapsed in the street and died on the way to hospital, from a massive heart attack.

Ursula was taken in by the Council who thankfully managed to find her loving and financially comfortable adoptive parents whose own plans for a large family had been crushed by complications during the birth of their son who was a year older than Ursula. They doted on the new addition and, under their care and protection, Ursula blossomed into a beautiful, confident young woman. But at the age of sixteen, in her first year at finishing school, for some reason which Ursula would never divulge  to her daughter, she was suddenly cast out by her adoptive parents and warned never to darken their doors again.

That night a young war widow found her huddled in her doorway, sheltering from the rain, when she went to put out the milk bottles before going to bed. Taking pity on her, she offered the girl a roof over her head and help in getting on to her feet.

According to Ursula, her young benefactress had been annoyed when, eighteen months later, Ursula told her that she had found a man who could keep her in the style to which she was accustomed. She left the Good Samaritan’s house and the two of them never spoke again.

Ursula enjoyed the trappings of Gerald’s medical success, along with his substantial inheritance from his parents. Socially, she enjoyed the prestige of being the wife of such a well-respected doctor, who was continually rising in rank. She could not bear it if the truth got out and everyone thought she had connived at his deceit, which was the opposite of the truth. On the other hand, if it did, she could equally well be labelled as that poor woman who was married for years to a queer and never knew, and from then on viewed as an object of curiosity and pity, which was a similarly appalling prospect.

Gerald himself was terrified once his dark secret had been discovered by her. He had a high reputation  as a top consultant, as Professor of General Surgery at the Leicester Royal Infirmary, with an ever-growing list of private patients, too, whom he saw in his plush consulting rooms in Queens Road. If his sexuality ever became public knowledge, his life would be ruined.

It was the only time Ursula was to see her normally controlled husband an emotional wreck. Gerald begged her to strike an agreement with him; admitted it had been unforgivable of him to have taken a wife, knowing he could never be a proper husband to her. At the time his own family had been putting pressure on him to marry, and he had convinced himself he could make a go of it. But then, in turn, he had known Ursula hadn’t loved him with the sort of passion most women felt for a future husband; it was more his inheritance and the kind of lifestyle he could give her that she was in love with. That being the case, why could they not continue as they had been doing? They would lead separate lives, careful not to embarrass each other, and she would retain every comfort.

Ursula accepted his terms, of course, with conditions. He must regularly replenish her wardrobe and not quibble over funding her social activities.

Like all women, though, she’d needed a confidante, someone with whom to discuss her appalling secret. Knowing only too well how other women loved to  gossip, especially about such a juicy topic as this, it was her own daughter she chose to confide in.

Stephanie was twelve years old at the time, and at a stage in her life where she was struggling with the transition from child to woman, plus contending with adjusting to a new school and making friends there, as well as beginning to realise that her own parents were not exactly the loving, nurturing types most of her school friends had.

Having been cared for by a succession of nannies up until this time, Stephanie regarded her mother as a glamorous creature of the type who adorned magazine covers, flitting in and out of her life when she had a little time to spare, usually in between readying herself for another round of social engagements - or sleeping them off.

Her father Stephanie saw even less of as he had invariably left for the hospital by the time she came down from the nursery in the morning, and at least three times a week he didn’t come home at all but stayed at his club. Or so he told his wife. On the few occasions she did come into contact with him, their communication was brief. Her father always seemed to be uncomfortable around Stephanie, and she realised as she reached adulthood and understood human nature better that this was more than likely through guilt on his part, because of the lie he was living. In consequence she never felt truly comfortable with him, and the only  affection he ever showed her was an occasional pat on the head in praise of an achievement at school. She never ate with her parents and they never took her on any family outings unless, she realised later, it was to put on a show of being a happy family, for the benefit of others.

Through playground gossip, Steph at twelve years old was only just beginning to grasp what sex was all about. That it took a man to put his penis . . . whatever that was . . . inside the opening between a woman’s legs for a baby to be made, and if you didn’t want to end up pregnant before marriage then you definitely didn’t sit on a toilet seat after a man had! She had heard words like ‘poof’, ‘gay’ and ‘queer’ used in respect of a man but had no idea what they actually meant, and didn’t want to make herself look an unworldly fool by asking.

Suddenly finding her mother frequently requesting her company, and being forced to listen to her rage and weep interminably about the horrors of being married to a homosexual, had totally bewildered Stephanie. Her already strained relationship with her father grew even more so, her mother having made her believe he was someone to distance herself from, as if she was in danger of catching a deadly disease.

As she grew older and learned what the word  meant, as well as how others perceived and treated those who did not conform to society’s norm, Stephanie realised how trapped she was by her mother’s misplaced confidences. She was forced to collude in the front they both put on while bitterly regretting the fact that she had never been allowed to think of Gerald as a man who might have been a loving father to her, despite his sexual preferences.

On discovering her husband’s true nature, Ursula became very dependent on her daughter, expecting Steph to be available to her whenever she wanted company, at whatever time of day or night. Prior to this any friends of her daughter were only allowed to play with her in her nursery where her nanny was in attendance. Now, when she knew her daughter had visitors, a drink-fuelled Ursula would pay them visits and mortify her daughter by her drunken antics. As a consequence, Steph stopped inviting other girls to her house, consequently they stopped inviting her to theirs, and gradually she found herself without any friends. Many of them had in any case perceived her to be a spoiled rich bitch since she was always dressed in the best of clothes and lived in a large, lavishly furnished house in its own half-acre of grounds. Little did they know! Steph would gladly have lived in a hovel, with rags on her back and no shoes on her feet, if it had meant she had parents who cared for her  and enjoyed doing family things with her, like most other children. Even now Steph was aware that less well-off outsiders would be envious of the life they assumed she was living, but doubted very much they’d swap places with her if they learned the shameful truth.

Considering that her social life was barely existent thanks to her mother’s intrusions on it, Steph knew she had done well to have several boyfriends to her credit, and at least two of whom she felt could have developed into something special, had they been allowed to. But as soon as she’d introduced them to her mother, Ursula - whether she’d had a drink or not - was all over them, commandeering their attention as if she assumed that all men were completely unable to resist her charms. The two men had beaten a hasty retreat, unable to contemplate a future with the likes of Ursula for a mother-in-law, no matter how much they thought of Steph.

She knew that the only way she was ever going to be able to live her own life, something she was so desperate to do, was to make a complete break from her parents. But she couldn’t fund a home of her own due to the fact that she had never been in a job long enough to enable her to earn good wages. Besides that, her father had spiked her guns by making it plain to her from a very early age that he  expected her to be responsible for overseeing his household.

Ursula had stopped doing so as part of her retaliation against him for the mental pain and suffering he’d caused her by his secret way of life. The only way Gerald could ensure that Ursula stuck to her bargain with him, as well as making sure she didn’t eventually bankrupt him, was to keep tight control of her finances. Consequently, apart from a small allowance in cash which he gave Steph each week, everything was charged and he paid only the bills from suppliers with whom he had opened an account.

Life under her parents’ roof was intolerable for Steph. If she wasn’t enduring the long stony silences between them, then she was caught up in the middle of ferocious arguments. Their selfishness towards her left her no opportunity to forge a fulfilling life for herself. She had racked her brains for a way out, but her lack of money brought her to the conclusion that the only way out for her was to marry - and she fully intended to do it secretly, so that her parents could not intervene and ruin her chances.

She wasn’t the mercenary type. She didn’t go all out to capture herself a wealthy husband. She told herself that if a man paid her some attention and she felt she could get on well enough with him,  then that was good enough for her. Though William had been far from the man of her dreams, she’d believed that life with him would still be a damn’ sight better than the one she was having to endure at home.

She had met him when he had come to the place where she was working at the time, to conduct an audit of the firm’s books. It was apparent from the start that he was attracted to the pretty young receptionist and conceited enough to be of the opinion that, should he ask her out, she would jump at the chance. For Steph, dealing with William’s conceited-ness was child’s play compared to assuaging her mother’s all-consuming neediness. William wasn’t really interested in Steph’s background as he was too wrapped up in himself: he’d seemed happy when she led him to believe she had no family, and she took this to mean that he’d prefer to have her all to himself. His family were a little more inquisitive, but had no reason to doubt the humble background Steph had invented for herself.

Now William’s fatal accident had shattered all her hopes of escape, and due to her limited social life there was no telling when she’d have a second chance. To add to her woes, thanks to her mother she had lost another job.

Could life for her get any worse!

Ursula was barking at her, ‘For Christ’s sake, get  me a drink, will you? I need something to wash the nasty taste of that man’s visit out of my mouth.’

Steph sighed. Her father had warned her to make sure her mother was sober tonight, but how on earth she was going to achieve that was beyond her.




 CHAPTER THREE


With her back pressed against a wall covered in expensive flocked paper, half-drunk glass of Martini Bianco in hand, Steph cast her eyes anxiously around the room. Several waitresses fighting hard not to show their boredom were keeping the gathering supplied with drinks and canapés. Her father was deep in discussion with Michael Derwent and several other affluent-looking, middle-aged types over by the fireplace; a few dozen more smartly turned-out men and women were mingling, but it was her mother’s whereabouts that she was forced to concentrate upon.

To Steph’s surprise, Ursula had seemed sober and in a good mood when they had joined Gerald in the hall at seven, ready to depart, and Steph had prayed that this state of affairs would continue for the rest of the evening. Regardless, she had kept vigilant watch on her mother until, having taken her eyes off her for just a moment while she accepted a drink from  one of the waitresses, about half an hour ago, Ursula had vanished. Steph had just returned from a discreet tour of the reception rooms and Ursula was nowhere to be found.

She was about to peel herself away from the wall and retrace her steps when a voice beside her whispered, ‘Are you as bored as me?’

She turned her head to find a man standing by her side. He was older than herself, in his mid-thirties, she guessed, clean shaven and extremely good looking. She could tell by the look in his eyes that he found her attractive, too. But it was hardly the time for her to flirt. She had just buried a fiancé, after all.

‘This sort of thing isn’t my cup of tea,’ Steph replied primly.

He took a sip of his drink. ‘Wouldn’t be so bad if they played a bit of music, then we could have had a dance. Do you like dancing?’

‘I doubt I’d win any competitions, but yes, I do.’

‘Me too. You should see my “Hippy Hippy Shake”, but my party piece is “The Twist”. You should see me go! I could give Chubby Checker something to worry about.’

He was a bit out of date, she thought. Steph herself preferred The Walker Brothers, Dusty Springfield and Aretha Franklin.

He was tapping the side of his glass and continuing,  ‘Mind you, I need to have had a few of these to give me courage first so there’s no chance of seeing me in action tonight. I’m on a strict warning to be on my best behaviour. One drink and no more.’

Steph gave him a knowing look. ‘From your wife, I assume?’

He shook his head. ‘I haven’t been so lucky as to find myself a good woman yet who’ll put up with me and my demanding lifestyle as a doctor.’ He grinned winningly at her. ‘Unless tonight is my lucky night. No, my warning was from my boss.’ Much to her surprise, a look of alarm crossed his face then and he unexpectedly dropped down on one knee - careful not to spill his drink - and pretended to be searching for something on the floor. He lifted his head cautiously to look through the crowd, then, seeming satisfied, stood up again. He said to a bemused Steph, ‘I’m not mad, honestly. It’s just I thought I saw him about to head over here and give me a rollicking for not doing what I was specifically invited here for.’

‘Which is?’ she asked, intrigued.

‘To help sell the research project he is heading up, in the hope of prising more donations out of the Derwent’s rich friends.’

Steph looked over at her father, still engrossed in his conversation. So this man worked for him? Gerald wasn’t exactly the sort of parent she would have  liked. She found herself suddenly intrigued to hear what sort of boss he made. ‘Is he a decent man to work for?’ she asked.

Her companion pulled a face. ‘Depends what you call decent, I suppose. He’s the best in the business and people fight to be accepted as one of his registrars. He’s known to be a perfectionist, who doesn’t suffer fools gladly. Personally I think he’s a tyrant, and know I’m not alone in my view. He takes great delight in bullying his staff and watching them squirm. He’s got absolutely no bedside manner either - woe betide any patient of his who dares question him about their condition. He’s got all the nurses on his wards running scared of him, even Staff Nurse Frazier who we all reckon is Hitler’s sister!

‘He reminds me of James Robertson Justice playing Sir Lancelot Spratt in those old doctor films with Dirk Bogart. I used to watch them at Saturday matinees when I was a teenager. Ironically, they’re what first stirred my ambitions to become a doctor myself. Little did I realise then that I would end up working for someone just like Spratt! Might have thought twice if I had.’

Steph had watched those films and many other black-and-white classics while curled up alone on the settee, her parents far too wrapped up in their own lives to consider spending any free time with her. It surprised her to find that she had not noted the  resemblance between her father and the fictional consultant before, but now it was pointed out to her she could see they sported similar physiques, facial hair, and abrasive, no-nonsense personalities. She knew her father to be a difficult man, but regardless hadn’t expected to hear a junior speak this way of him. She wished now she’d never asked. She really ought to put this young man wise as to who she was. It was going to embarrass him enough, before he said anything else.

She was about to when he continued, ‘Mind you, I suppose I should count myself lucky I still have my job after what Morty . . . that’s our nickname for him, by the way, not that we would ever dare call him that to his face . . . caught me and a couple of colleagues doing this morning. We were poring over an article in the morning paper featuring his wife. She’d been at some do or other last night. None of us can believe she’s such a stunner. We can only conclude she must have married Morty for his money. Apparently, his daughter is quite a looker, too.

‘Anyway, the trouble was that Morty overheard us discussing his wife’s attributes and our conclusions about why she’d married him. The upshot of it is that we’ve all been punished in Morty’s own ineffable way. Osborne’s been put on a fortnight of nights - and he only just finished a month’s stint; Kitchen’s been given a proper nerd of a junior doctor  to accompany him around for the foreseeable future; and my penance is to help raise funds for his latest research, which means being here tonight when he was well aware I was supposed to be at a cousin’s wedding.’ He gave her a meaningful look and added, ‘Though obviously it’s not been without its compensations.’ He held out his hand to her. ‘I’m Adam Tennant - delighted to make your acquaintance. If you happen to be free on Friday night, maybe you’d like to . . .’

‘Oh, thank God! There is intelligent life after all among all these boring relics. I was beginning to despair.’ Hooking her arm through Adam’s and staring meaningfully into his eyes, Ursula added, ‘How about being my knight in shining armour and getting me a drink? Then we can find a secluded corner and you can tell me all about yourself.’
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An unhappy childhood, a loveless marriage

and there’s no escape






