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For Dave





Author's Note

The characters in this novel are purely fictional. Any resemblance to people either alive or dead is pure coincidence, although it does contain a little of all of us. The location is fictional too; a town brought to life by my imagination set in 1960's England when a trip to the seaside was the highlight of every child's summer, mine included.

I have dedicated this work to my wonderful husband, who once again has been my backbone and given much needed constructive criticism throughout 'The Seasiders' creation. Although not an avid reader himself, Dave inspires my passion for writing by relentlessly supporting me to the full.

The beautiful cover design was painted by my very talented aunt, Sylvia Caswell, who continues to give me love and wisdom in everything that I do. Thanks also to Antony Caswell for his technical expertise in formatting the image.

A special mention goes to my great friend Jason McNeill, who has encouraged me through every twist and turn, and taken every step of this great adventure with me. Your encouragement has been second to none and I appreciate it. Although, watch out, you might find yourself in my next book!

The team at Next Chapter, especially Miika Hannila, have been fantastic throughout. They are professional and profound, taking marketing to new levels and giving their authors the much needed time and space to do what they do best, which is to write.

Thank you to everyone who read my first novel, 'The Villagers', and I sincerely hope that you enjoy the second in this series just as much. A lot of love and thought has been put into creating the characters, and although they never really existed, I do hope that they will capture a piece of your hearts.







Prologue

Who doesn't have fond memories of childhood trips to the seaside?

At some point in our lives, we have all been there, whether it was a busy Welsh coastal town with fun fairs and candy floss, a Northern resort with bright lights illuminating the promenade and a shingle beach, or a sleepy harbour on the South coast, with cream teas and donkey rides. The seaside was a place where we would either go to for a day trip, packed into the back of our parents' cars alongside picnics and the family dog, or longer stays where we would be allowed extra pocket money to spend on souvenirs and handfuls of copper to waste in the penny arcade.

When you are young, and excited about visiting these holiday places, you never quite comprehend that people actually live there all year round. They will be there in the winter trying hard to make a living from selling ice-cream that people are too cold to eat, or travelling to the cities to sell the shellfish that is too abundant for the locals to consume by themselves. Some might desperately try to hone their other talents such as painting or poetry, in the hope that next year their income will be two-fold and enough to help them survive the bitter frost when nobody comes to visit, save the few avid walkers that seek fresh air and solitude.

As children, we wouldn't have given a second thought to the seasiders whom we left behind after our day trip or when our holiday had come to an end, but their lives continued just the same as it always had. We would travel home, sun-kissed and exhausted from the salty sea air, back to our homes, our families and our secrets. And just as we were bound to keep hidden gems that we only told those in our inner circle of friends, those seasiders held secrets of their own. Maybe not as shocking or as bold as those of their counterparts in the cities and towns but, nevertheless, they were things that were kept behind closed doors, shuffled away to a place where everyday folk couldn't see or hear about them, secrets that belonged exclusively to the seasiders. This is the tale of one such place.







Chapter One – Amazing Grace

Grace Thomas was in the middle of ironing a pile of white cotton tablecloths when she heard a loud bang, followed by the rantings of someone cursing, coming from the garden. She carefully put down the iron and, leaning forward, pressed her nose against the cold window-pane to see where the noises had come from. As it happened it was nothing. Well, nothing out of the ordinary anyway.

Grace's husband, Dick, had been attempting to lay yet another slab on the patio but had lost his grip and the heavy concrete block had toppled to the ground, smashing into several chunks as it landed. Dick wasn't hurt, it looked as though only his ego was damaged, and he stood gazing at the broken slab in front of him with a very glum look on his face.

“Bloody fool', Grace muttered to herself as she turned back to her work, “That man should win an award for being the world's slowest worker!”

She wondered if she would ever be able to serve meals outside in the good weather, at this rate it seemed very unlikely. If only I had married a rich man, Grace mused. Although, the only remotely rich man in their town had been Rhys Pugh, and he'd moved away years ago. She looked around the kitchen and shrugged. Most of the appliances were in good condition, although they had all been handed down from either her or Dick's parents. The walls certainly needed a fresh coat of paint but there was no urgency and the floor tiles gleamed due to rigorous polishing. Life could have been a lot worse, Grace was well aware of that, but in the winter months when the guests were few and far between, her home was always just a little too silent.

Grace's thoughts were no reflection on the love that she felt for her husband, but simply a matter of truth. You see, Dick had been laying the patio for over twelve months, tediously raking the ground, laying a slab, repositioning the same piece of concrete and then needing to rest for five days before starting the process all over again. He claimed to have a bad back but Grace thought it was a disease called 'Lazyitis'. Her mother had warned her that all men suffered from it, especially when there were important jobs to be done around the house. But Dick was affectionate enough, in his own simple way. He always gave Grace a peck on the cheek before they went to sleep at night, never had to be asked to take the rubbish out and occasionally would buy her a small box of chocolates, just to show that he cared.

The Thomas's ran a guest house overlooking the seafront, well, if truth be told, Grace did so with very little help from Dick. He sometimes offered to help the guests to check out, and occasionally managed to repair a leaking tap or broken skirting board, but it was his wife who saw to most of the day to day running of the business. She would never admit it in public, but Grace liked to be in full control. The couple had inherited the establishment from Grace's parents some ten years before and, being brought up in its rooms, she found the day to day running both enjoyable and rewarding. The property stood just a few paces up a cliff road. White and detached, with ivy growing around the door, it looked very grand to the visitors as they approached. Three of the front windows faced the beach below and these were what Grace called her 'best rooms'. Spacious and immaculate, with comfy double beds, no better accommodation could be found in the town below, therefore from Easter to Halloween, the Thomas's made a good living from the business bestowed upon them. Grace had taken to it like a duck to water. It was just a pity that Dick felt like a duck too, but one very much out of the pond and his invisible wings flapped helplessly as he tried to keep up with his wife's demands. It was a bone of contention that Grace was left to see to almost everything. Over time she became annoyed that Dick seemed to disappear every time the telephone in the hallway rang. Grace didn't understand what was so difficult about making a booking. A large leather-bound ledger sat on the hall table, with lines drawn vertically upon the pages to clearly show which rooms were booked and which were vacant on any particular day. Nevertheless, there only had to be one tinkle and Dick would either take himself rapidly off in the opposite direction, or feign sleep if he happened to be in his chair. Grace knew that Dick had no problem talking to strangers, he would always have something polite or interesting to say to their guests, and he wrote with an impeccable cursive hand, so she really couldn't understand what was so difficult in writing down a few details in the bookings diary. Unless of course he was terrified of incurring his wife's wrath if he made a mistake, as he'd done once in the early days of their marriage. Yes, that was it, Grace supposed, she hadn't spoken to him for a week after Dick had stupidly reserved the same room for two different couples one summer. He obviously wanted to avoid a similar scenario.

For Dick's part, he thought Grace was amazing, but over the years had become oblivious to his own faults. He saw the patio project as a work in progress, with fine attention to detail being the order of the day. He was also unaware of his hours disappearing. Every morning he would lumber downstairs to eat his breakfast before a short walk to the newsagents. Dick wasn't allowed to have his paper delivered to the door, Grace only arranged that for 'paying guests' as she called them, besides her husband was always telling her that he liked a bit of sea breeze first thing. On returning from the shop, Dick would spend an hour in the softest armchair of their lounge, flicking through the pages at leisure. He would then spend another thirty minutes choosing which horses to bet on each afternoon. Dick Thomas was very proud of his ability to pick a winner, but even prouder of the fact that he could keep his hobby a closely guarded secret from his wife. You see, every afternoon Grace would write out a list of items that she needed Dick to fetch from the market or local store, and every afternoon her husband would amble off to buy them, with a slight detour to the betting shop.

So, quite understandably, by the time Dick had fetched the paper, read the paper, eaten breakfast and lunch, chosen his runners for the day, consumed six cups of tea and made his daily trip to the shops, he was too exhausted for anything else. Dick did get twinges in his back, the result of falling off his motorbike some years ago, but that wasn't the reason that the garden wasn't progressing as fast as his wife would have liked, it was simply a case of not being very good at it. He didn't mind the digging, the ground was soft enough, he just couldn't seem to get the hang of laying the slabs straight. Grace had very clearly told him that she wanted the patio finished for the summer. She just hadn't stated which summer.

Grace peeked outside again. Dick was still standing there, but now with one hand in his trouser pocket and the other mopping his brow with a giant handkerchief, as though he were waiting for someone to come along and help him clear up the mess. She did still love him, after all they'd been together over twenty years, but how things had changed. Gone was the suave and sophisticated young man freshly returned from the war, with his flashy smile and greased back hair, who used to take her out on his shiny red motorcycle. She saw hardly anything of that young man in her husband. Nowadays Dick was almost completely bald, overweight, and always tired. He didn't have a full day's work in him and Grace often wondered how a person who did so little could spend so much time either in bed or asleep in his armchair. Still, Dick was kind and had never even raised his voice to her, so she let him be.

Grace had kept her youthful figure, not least due to the number of times she had to run up and down the long flight of stairs every day. She also had her hair set every Thursday, ready for the new group of guests who would arrive on a Friday, for either a long weekend break or a proper beach holiday. Her hair hadn't changed in style for over a decade, Dick said he liked it that way, and so Grace stuck to having it put in rollers and generously laced with hairspray to hold it in place. Grace liked to look her best and, every night before turning in, she would always carefully pick out her outfits for the next day. She loved her A-Line skirts and sensible trousers, matching them with patterned blouses with big frilly bows. Much younger girls, down in the town, were now starting to wear their skirts shorter but Grace was far too prim to follow fashion. She was a great lover of tweed and believed that a good jacket could transform even the dowdiest of outfits. Not that she got many chances to go out, of course. There were always sheets to change, bathrooms to scrub and food to cook. Still, she wouldn't have it any other way.

The couple hadn't been blessed with children, so all that they had were each other and their small circle of friends. Grace would have been happy to adopt, but Dick was more concerned about wagging tongues and genetic defects than giving an orphan a loving home. Therefore, time had passed and they now considered themselves too old, though both only just touching forty, and the likelihood of parenting was quickly fading away. Grace was an only child, so there was no chance of her becoming an aunt within her own family either, although Dick's siblings were many and produced a new set of nephews and nieces for them to dote on almost every year. Grace still had her parents to love and care for although, since their retirement some years ago, they did seem to spend more and more time travelling around, visiting stately homes and country teashops. They had refused to have a telephone installed, arguing that they were 'just up the road' but Grace had often walked the mile or so to their new bungalow only to find a note on the back door saying 'Gone out for the day' or 'Back at six, playing bridge with the Neath's'. Years ago, on the odd cold day when her parent's hadn't felt like venturing far, Grace would come down from her cleaning upstairs to find them both in the kitchen making a brew, smiling as if they still lived there and she was the guest. Grace loved those moments, especially as her mother always brought freshly baked fruit cake or a bread and butter pudding with her, which could be served to the guests as a treat after their evening meal.

The Thomas's family, friends and neighbours had been very kind, willing to lend a sympathetic ear in the early days of their marriage and careful not to broach the subject of 'little ones' in their later years. Grace still held out hope that a miracle might happen and that she would conceive naturally, but seeing as how she was always busy and Dick was always tired, the chance of them actually getting 'down to it' became more and more unlikely as the weeks and months passed. There was also the little matter of Dick's sleep-walking, which meant that Grace would often wake up alone in the middle of the night, venture downstairs and find him sitting in the kitchen or pottering about in his shed making invisible shelves or potting unseen plants. Maybe that's why he's always so tired in the day, Grace had thought, and that had been her sole reason for not nagging at him.

They didn't have much in common these days. Dick liked to listen to jazz, whereas Grace preferred the new music of Elvis Presley. It did no harm that the young singer was handsome too. Dick rarely picked up a book, whilst Grace could easily have immersed herself in a library and never surfaced in the outside world again. On the rare winter days that the couple found themselves with no guests and nothing to do, Dick would suggest inviting friends for a drink and a bite to eat while Grace, simply nodding her head and relenting, wished dearly that they could go for a walk or have a romantic meal alone in one of the two restaurants that opened for a few hours in the dark months.

Despite, feeling that life was passing her by far too quickly, Grace was content with her lot. She certainly held no secrets, like some folk she could mention. The Thomas's weren't gossips by any stretch of the imagination but during their years as proprietors of the 'Sandybank Guest House', the couple had learned that there were all kinds of goings on amongst the residents below. Their elevated position, high above the town, had given Dick and Grace a bird's-eye view of some of the trysts and affairs that went on, and for that which they didn't see with their own eyes, the electric dryer in Maureen O'Sullivan's hair salon had provided an excellent location to learn the rest. Grace looked forward to Thursdays more than any other day of the week. It was like having the plot of a book unfold before her eyes when the gossipmongers were in the right mood, and besides, she liked having her hair done too.

As Grace carried the finished tablecloths through to the dining room, she wondered if she had time to spend half an hour with a book and a cup of tea before she needed to start preparing dinner for her guests. It was still early in the season and only two of the six rooms were occupied, both by elderly gentlemen, no doubt staying for some fresh air and long walks, Grace presumed. Most families who came to the area chose one of the cheaper holiday options and either rented a chalet on the site just out of town, where both entertainment and food were included in the price, or they hired a static caravan for their stay and made the short walk to the seaside down steps from the cliff top above. Therefore, it was mostly couples and singles who paid to be pampered at the 'Sandybank' and once word had got out about the soft feather mattresses and Grace's excellent cooking skills, the ledger was littered with bookings from season start to season end. There would be nothing fancy tonight, just a slice of gammon with an egg and new potatoes so, as it wouldn't take her long, she might even boil up some cabbage to go on the side. Albeit a simple meal, the little tables would still be set with shiny silver cutlery, china plates and little matching cruet sets that Grace had proudly purchased from a new department store on one of her rare trips out to the next town. Tiny glass vases held a few spring flowers and napkins were folded into fans, nothing was too good for the Thomas's guests.

After seeing that her dining room was perfect for the two gentlemen to sit down and eat, Grace peered through the serving hatch dividing that room from the kitchen. Still no sign of Dick, he must be nursing his pride in the garden, she thought. Gently putting her hand through to the kitchen worktop, she placed her palm on the teapot, it was still warm. Grace pushed open the door and sat down at the kitchen counter. Slipping her Mary Jane's off her feet, Grace wriggled her toes and picked up her Mills and Boone romance novel from the Welsh dresser. She glanced up at the orange plastic clock ticking away above the stove, it was four o'clock. Plenty of time for an hour of literary indulgence before her guests would be back from their various pursuits and expecting a pot of tea, and just enough time to see if the heroine, Catherine, could catch her handsome beau. Very soon Grace was whisked away to a time of Victorian courtship and elegant ball-gowns. It was far, far away from her current life, in a small seaside town, in 1964.







Chapter Two – Maureen O'Sullivan

It was Thursday. For Grace, this was the most important day of the week as, at 11am sharp, she would set off down the hill to the hairdressing salon in town where, for an hour and a half, she could forget about the guest house, drink Camp coffee with frothy milk and catch up on the weekly gossip. It had been fairly ordinary morning so far, with only one guest to cook breakfast for but, as was her habit, Grace still bustled around tidying and plumping.

“Are you sure you won't have another cup of tea Mr. Brown?” she urged, teapot poised, fussing around the lone gentleman sitting stiffly at the smallest table.

“Not for me, thank you Mrs. Thomas”, the old man replied, gently placing a hand over the top of his empty teacup, “I have a long journey home, so I should go and pack my suitcase.”

“I do hope you've enjoyed your stay”, Grace smiled “Was everything to your satisfaction?”

“Of course, excellent as usual”, the man nodded, folding up the newspaper and then looking up at his host, “You run a top notch guest house Mrs. Thomas.”

Grace glowed with pride. “So, we'll see you again in September as usual Mr. Brown?”

“No doubt you will”, her guest replied, rising from his seat and heading towards the door, “I'll give you a call when I'm in need of another break.”

Grace followed him out to the foot of the stairs where he had already started the ascent to his room, needing to get his belongings together and check out. She watched him place his well-manicured right hand on the rail as he moved silently upwards. Mr. Brown had the appearance of an old history professor, with his neat tweed trousers and burgundy bow tie, someone incredibly intelligent and prone to doing a lot of thinking. Grace had never pried, she never asked any of her guests what they did for a living, but most of them volunteered the information at some time or another. Although, a regular for three years now, Mr. Brown had never given away any personal details, but Grace didn't mind, besides it was fun trying to guess how he made his money, back home in the city. She continued to watch the genteel man, noting that his hair was so neat that he must have recently had it cut. His back was arched a little as though he carried a heavy burden. That must be from years of stooping over his desk, Grace thought. Suddenly her guest stopped and turned towards her.

“I say, would you mind awfully if I check out an hour later Mrs. Thomas? Seeing as I'm the only guest. I'd quite like to pop down to the front for some toffee and scones to take home.”

Grace stopped smiling and gritted her teeth. A late check-out! It was unheard of at the Sandybank. She had very clearly stated in the guest rules that rooms must be vacated by 10am. It was her routine, and she couldn't have her routine disrupted. She liked to open the windows, strip the sheets off the beds and put them into her new automatic twin-tub before heading for her hair appointment. Any delay would mean she would be late with her other tasks and everything would be out of sync. Grace took a breath and looked up into Mr. Brown's watery blue eyes.

“Of course, no problem at all”, she told him, “Take your time, there's absolutely no rush.”

The gentleman smiled briefly and then headed on up to his room, leaving Grace alone to panic.

She immediately pushed open the door to the dining room and started collecting up the dirty crockery, clattering the cup and saucer, and cursing as she did so. Grace pushed everything through the little hatch that connected to the kitchen and felt the heat rising on her neck. She leaned forward to look at the clock, it was 9am. If Mr. Brown intended to check out an hour late, that would be eleven. From past experience, Grace knew that it would be a palaver, as this particular guest always insisted on checking his bill carefully, counting out his money twice just in case any notes were stuck together and then would want a written invoice which he would read slowly before finally departing. All of this would mean that she would be late for her hair appointment, late washing the sheets and late, just late with everything.

Grace entered the kitchen feeling ready to throw something. Luckily, Dick was standing there, patiently waiting for the kettle to boil. Grace looked down at the grubby fingernails that her husband was tapping on the work surface and fought the urge to yell. My goodness, Dick was really letting himself go, she fumed. You only had to look at Mr. Brown's immaculate nails to know that he was a proper gentleman.

“You've got a face like thunder woman, whatever is the matter?” Dick asked, trying to look sincere.

“Mr. Brown wants to check out at eleven instead of ten”, Grace huffed, “And it's my hair day.”

“So”, muttered Dick, not quite understanding what all the fuss was about, “I'll check him out.”

“It's not just that, is it?” moaned his wife, “What about the sheets and everything?”

“I'm pretty sure I can manage to pull a couple of sheets off the bed”, replied Dick, leaning across the counter to see what he could find in the biscuit tin, “And if you show me how to set the washer, I'll put them in for you as well.”

Grace stopped in her tracks and stared at her husband. It was very unlike Dick to help with what he called 'women's chores'. Still, she didn't intend to miss her shampoo and set, so she stepped forward and planted a kiss on her husband's cheek.

“Thank you love, that would be wonderful.”

Dick rolled his eyes and tutted, “I'm not completely useless you know.”

His words fell on deaf ears, as Grace had already turned away and started running water in the sink to wash the dishes. She hummed a little tune as the bubbles rose and everything was back to normal.

Dick finished making his cup of tea and, gathering up the handful of biscuits that he'd selected from the tin, wandered outside towards his potting shed. An hour with his newspaper was just what he needed.

By eleven o'clock Grace had hoovered the dining room with her upright vacuum, spluttered over the dust collected in the bag as she emptied it into the dustbin and dried all the plates and cups from the draining board. Taking off her apron, she smoothed down her long-sleeved orange flowery dress and looked in the mirror. A smattering of lipstick and a silk headscarf and she would be ready to go.

“Dick, I'm going now”, she called as she struggled into her coat, “Don't forget about the sheets. I've written the instructions down on how to set the machine.”

A weary head peered around the kitchen door and nodded, “No problem love.”

“And make sure you make him another pot of tea before he leaves,” Grace added sternly, “The pot is ready on the side just there.” She indicated towards the tray on the side with her forefinger.

So, satisfied that Mr. Brown and the dirty sheets were in fairly capable hands, Grace slipped out of the back door and headed down the road towards the seafront.

Being the last week in March, it was a blustery morning and Grace pushed her hands deep into her coat pockets to keep them warm. It had been a quiet few months but Easter was just around the corner, and that would signify the start of the holiday season. As she strolled downhill, Grace could see the local fishermen repairing their boats and diligently checking the nets. She often wondered what it would be like to spend the night out at sea, she imagined it to be peaceful and calm, with only the sounds of the waves to lull you to sleep. There certainly wouldn't be the likes of Dick snoring out there. Grace had spent a fitful six hours tossing and turning the night before, as her husband snored like a bear, oblivious to his own volume levels. Grace thought it a good job that their bedroom was on the opposite side of the house to their guests, she would have died of embarrassment had they ever complained about the noise.

As Grace turned the corner, Maureen O'Sullivan's salon came into view. The outer window-frame was painted a vivid shade of pink and had the words 'Maureen's Hair' stuck onto the glass. It looked bright and trendy, a lovely place to relax and unwind. There were several seagulls strutting around on the pavement outside the salon door and Grace shooed them away with her handbag before entering. The inside of the hairdressing salon was just as inviting and colourful as the outside, with turquoise and cream wallpaper, large posters depicting various hairstyle trends and a pink transistor radio blaring out the sounds of Bobby Vinton, Chubby Checker and Brenda Lee.

Grace liked coming here on Thursdays, as it was the only day that Maureen worked alone, with her assistant, Patsy, having the day off. Grace didn't know much about the hairdresser's personal life, except that she was divorced, had a teenage son and knew everything there was to know about the people in the town around her. Seeing as Grace was married and had no children, it was the latter point that made coming to the salon the highlight of her week. She wouldn't describe herself as being a nosey parker, but it was always nice to know what people were up to, seeing as she was up the hill, out of the hub of everyday life. Well, that's what Grace liked to tell herself anyway!

“Morning Grace, be with you in a minute love,” shouted Maureen from the back room, quickly stubbing out her cigarette and giving her hands a quick rinse in the sink.

“No hurry,” Grace smiled, carefully removing her headscarf and coat. She looked at herself sideways in the vanity mirror and sighed. She looked even more windswept and flustered than usual.

“Now then,” Maureen enthused, stepping in to view, “Same as usual today, or do you fancy a drastic change? What about a Marilyn Monroe style to start the summer season?”

Grace giggled and shook her head, “Goodness me no! What would Dick say if I went home looking like a blonde bombshell?”

“He'd thank his lucky stars, I reckon”, teased the hairdresser, “Best stick to your shampoo and set, we don't want him having a heart attack now do we?”

Grace shook her head and handed her belongings to the busty middle-aged woman who was waiting to get started, and helped herself to a nylon cape from the rack. She often wondered what it would be like to have Maureen's long curly hair and brightly coloured wardrobe. Today, the hairdresser had purposely clashed a deep purple blouse with a bold brown-patterned pinafore, and looked every bit the sixties diva. Her long brunette hair hung in ringlets down her back and a silky cream scarf was tied over the top and round to the nape of the woman's neck, making a very fashionable headband. Grace tried not to look too envious.

“Ooh, let's turn the music up a bit for this one”, Maureen suddenly squealed, as Chubby Checker's popular 'Let's Twist Again' started playing, and she began swinging her hips back and forth in tune to the song.

“I haven't heard this one before”, said Grace, listening intently, “Is he an American?”

Maureen giggled, “You need to get with it Grace, this is what all the youngsters are listening to.”

“Well, we're hardly…” Grace began, suddenly catching herself. Maybe she was getting too old in her ways, she realised, Maureen was around the same age but acted and dressed much younger.

The start of the comment had been lost on the hairdresser, who considered herself far younger in attitude and outlook than most of her clients, and she continued to smile at Grace, waiting for her to continue.

“Oh, never mind,” Grace sighed, “It is a catchy tune, isn't it?”

Just then, the little bell above the door tinkled and another seaside resident wandered in for her hair appointment. She was about seventy-five years old and wore a sensible camel coat and fuzzy brown fur hat. Grace recognised her immediately as the lady who owned the sweet shop and waved across at her.

“Hello”, she mouthed, “Nice to see you Mrs. Cole.”

“Take a seat Mrs. Cole,” yelled Maureen, taking the old lady's progressing deafness in to consideration, “You're very early today love, I need to see to Grace first.”

The pensioner raised her hand slightly and headed for a chair in the corner of the room where she promptly began looking through the adverts in the local gazette.

“So, what's new up at the big house then?” asked Maureen O'Sullivan as she helped Grace to gently ease herself into a comfortable position, with her head tipped back over the sink.

“Ooh, it's very quiet this week Mo,” Grace sniffed, “But we've got lots booked in for Easter.”

“That's good,” smiled the hairdresser, pumping shampoo into her hand from a liquid dispenser, “Now are you sure you wouldn't like a change this week?”

Grace looked forlornly at the other woman's sleek mane, what she'd give to walk out of the salon with those perfect curls cascading down her back. Gently she shrugged and replied in the negative, there wasn't much point in changing her hair, she sighed, nobody noticed anyway.

“Any news in town?” asked Grace, tentatively changing the subject.

“Now you come to mention it, yes!” Maureen gasped, and she filled Grace in on the comings and goings of certain residents as she alternately massaged and rinsed her client's hair.

 

Meanwhile, back at the Sandybank Guest House, Dick had been busy choosing his runners for the day. There were only a few races that afternoon, and he was carefully deciding whether to put his wager all on one horse or to distribute the cash in small amounts over each of the three races. Decisions such as these were of considerable importance to Dick as he rarely found enjoyment in other hobbies and had learned quite early on that he could win a small fortune by carefully studying the form.

So engrossed in his task was he that it was a little after twelve o'clock when Dick remembered his promise about the bedsheets. It hadn't taken as long as he'd expected to sort out Mr. Brown and with both his armchair and cup of coffee still warm, Dick had been tempted to sit back down instead of attending to the guest room. As a result, looking up at the clock in horror, he was now all too aware that he needed to move like lightning in order to start the sheets on their cycle before his dear wife returned home.

Gently pushing his newspaper to one side, Dick got to his feet and opened the sitting room door. It shouldn't take long to pull a couple of sheets off the bed, but he knew only too well that Grace would bend his ear about the linens not being finished and on the washing-line. Smiling to himself, Dick shrugged, just another excuse for her to have a good moan he thought, as he heaved his cumbersome body upstairs to begin the thankless chore of stripping Mr. Brown's vacant room.

 

Grace closed her eyes and winced slightly as Maureen O'Sullivan wound the curlers tightly to her client's head. Gosh, that didn't half hurt sometimes she pondered, but the hairdresser had insisted that if she set the rows too loosely, Grace's hair would be all over the place by a Sunday morning. So, instead of complaining, Grace opened a back-copy of Woman's Weekly focusing particular interest on the knitting patterns and recipes. Sometimes, when the salon proprietor wasn't looking, Grace would gently tear out a page that featured a new way with meat or fish. There was nothing she liked more than to impress her guests with a few new culinary delights. Some time later, Grace was gently disturbed from her reading by Maureen's perfect red nails patting her shoulder.

“Time for the dryer sweetheart,” purred the hairdresser, “I'll pop you under for twenty minutes.”

Grace dutifully rose from her chair, her knees giving a faint crack as she stretched, and padded over to the row of upright hairdryers that lined the wall opposite the door. She sat down, waiting for Maureen to adjust the hood to the required height and couldn't help gazing wistfully at the wonderful head of hair at her side. Lucky woman, thought Grace, Maureen knows how attractive that hair of hers makes her look.

Suddenly there was a loud pop.

“Dammit,” cursed the hairdresser, 'Bloody thing's stuck, oops, excuse my language Grace.”

Grace smiled, “No problem Mo, can I do anything to help?”

“Would you mind just moving out from under it?” Maureen huffed, 'Just for a minute.”

Grace pulled herself to her feet for the third time that morning and waited patiently while her friend twiddled with the adjuster at the back of the dryer.

“What on earth is stopping it from going down?” panted Maureen, now sticking her head up underneath the little plastic hood, “I can't get the damned thing to move.”

With that, she gave an almighty shove and the machine snapped down into position. Maureen gave a sigh of relief and proceeded to pull her head out from underneath the hood.

However, the brunette had failed to realise that her silky headscarf had caught on the knob inside and when Maureen started to pull her head back out, something important was left behind. That important item being her beautiful long hair!
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