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      Prologue

    


    The lifts were still out of order when Michael got home, and he climbed the graffiti-disfigured concrete stairs up to the twelfth floor, trying to ignore the revolting, ammoniac smell of stale urine from the pools at each turn of the stairs. He did his best to pretend that the ascent was an acting exercise. Knowing that he still moved well, he made himself breathe carefully and take the steps slowly enough to reach his own front door with his heart and lungs steady.


    As he put his key in the lock, he felt his neck tighten and his hands began to sweat. He turned the key and pushed the door open.


    ‘And what the hell have you been doing?’ his wife demanded before he had even crossed the threshold into the cramped hall. She was standing in the living room doorway, dressed to go out. Her makeup was bold, almost as stagey as it had been in the old days when she still thought of herself as an actress, and her dark hair was teased out into a huge mass that made her brightly coloured face look tiny. She was wearing gilt earrings that were far too long for her neck. He hated the vulgarity of it all.


    ‘I bloody told you I had to go out at seven.’


    ‘I was working on the audition stuff,’ Michael said, no longer looking at her. ‘I’m here now. Where are the children?’


    ‘In bed for Christ’s sake! Where d’you think?’


    ‘Have they eaten?’


    ‘What’s that got to do with you?’


    Michael turned away and pulled off his wet jacket. He took it into the bathroom and draped it carefully over the hot-water tank. That felt tepid, which at least suggested that Penelope had given the kids baths for once. Michael leaned forward until his forehead lay on the barely warm pipe that led out of the top of the ill-lagged copper cylinder.


    ‘I’m off,’ Penelope said from the narrow hall. Michael emerged from the bathroom. He said nothing, just nodded. She glared at him and then shrugged and walked out.


    When she had gone, banging the door loudly enough to wake the children, Michael unlaced his wet shoes and picked a newspaper out of the overflowing wastepaper basket, planning to crumple it up and stick it in the toes to keep their shape as the leather dried. He had to shake the paper hard to get rid of the cigarette butts, orange peel and crumbs that clung to it. When his shoes were as well protected as he could make them, he took them to the airing cupboard.


    Back in the living room, he looked at the dirt and untidiness in disgust, shrugged and tiptoed to the door of the little second bedroom, where his children slept. The boys in their bunks were fast asleep, the nightlight flickering on their calm faces. Relieved, Michael turned to the single bed that stood against the other wall.


    ‘Hello,’ he said quietly to his eight-year-old daughter, feeling adequate for the first time that evening.


    ‘Hello, Daddy,’ whispered Marianna, brushing her fair hair off her small face and smiling at him. The whites of her eyes gleamed in the half light. ‘Has she gone?’


    ‘Yes.’


    She held out her arms. As the duvet fell away from her shoulders he saw that she was wearing her old Magic Roundabout pyjamas. They were her favourites, so well worn that in places the material was nearly transparent. He picked her out of her bed, wrapped her torn red dressing gown round her shoulders, bent down for the book that had dropped to the floor and carried her out into the living room.


    There she wriggled out of his arms, buttoned up her dressing gown and set about tidying the room. As she carefully carried the big round overflowing ashtray into the kitchen he almost wept.


    Shame, pity and exasperation curdled in his mind, making him even queasier than usual.


    ‘Don’t worry, Daddy,’ she said softly, almost maternally, as she came back. ‘We’ll get it tidy in no time. Come on, you do the mugs and plates and I’ll plump the cushions.’


    Obediently he went round the room collecting all the dirty crockery and crisp packets. The narrow galley kitchen was in an even worse state than the living room, but he could not tackle it then. He scrubbed out two mugs, having at them with a bleach-soaked scourer until they were white again, rinsed them scrupulously and made coffee in one, hot blackcurrant in the other.


    When he went back into the living room, Marianna was curled up at one end of the sofa. She patted the space beside her. Michael looked around the room. It was no cleaner, but it was a great deal tidier. Sighing, he sat down beside her and rubbed her small, fair head.


    ‘How are you, old girl?’


    ‘I’m all right. Did you learn your part?’


    ‘Yes, I know it now.’


    ‘Good. D’you want me to test you? I can read really well now. I could do it.’


    ‘I know you could, Marianna,’ he said, feeling tears threatening him again, ‘but I don’t want to say it so often that I get stale.’


    ‘No,’ she said seriously. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. You’ll need to be fresh tomorrow. I’m sure you’ll get it. I’m sure you will.’


    ‘Are you? That’s nice. Now, where’s your book?’


    ‘It’s here, but you look much too tired to read now. Shall I make you some supper? I can cook toasted cheese or scrabbled eggs.’


    Smiling at her touching mishearing of ‘scrambled’, he shook his head.


    ‘I’ll have something later. Where did we get to in The Secret Garden?’


    ‘Ben Weatherstaff’s just told Miss Mary about the robin. He’s quite a nice man really, isn’t he?’


    ‘Yes, he is. Drink your Ribena before it gets cold.’


    ‘Even though he seems so cross all the time.’


    ‘That’s right. And he likes her, you see. It can sometimes be quite difficult to understand that cross people are very nice inside,’ said Michael, glad of the opportunity to give his daughter a minute amount of security and then immediately guilty at the thought that it was probably false.


    ‘Don’t frown, Daddy,’ she said gently. ‘You’ll give yourself lines and that will never do. It’s page twenty-four.’


    ‘OK,’ he said, obedient once more. He looked at her over the top of the book as he spoke each sentence, trying to read as well as Martin Jarvis, wondering whether he might be able to get work on radio or possibly even reading for children’s audiotapes. He was not sure his agent had ever tried either of those. He must ask. With part of his mind on his pathetic career, part on the voices and characters of the people he was reading about, Michael used the rest to think about his daughter.


    Penelope must have curbed her temper and her vicious tongue that evening, for Marianna was relatively calm. All too often when he came home she was white and trembling. If there were any way he could have protected her, he would have done it. He loved her beyond expression and he longed for her to be happy and safe. In his worst moments he thought that neither of them could ever hope for that.


    ‘What’s the matter, Daddy? You’ve stopped reading.’


    ‘Sorry. I was just thinking about Ben Weatherstaff,’ he said, lying as he tried to fend off the thought of what would happen if he failed to get the part. He had had no work for the whole year and it was already the 4th of December. There would be no money for Christmas presents, and Penelope would make the most of that.


    Marianna was looking at him with an odd expression on her face. He made himself smile and saw her features relax. That made it possible to ignore his manifold worries and start reading again.


    Half an hour later he put her back to bed and at her request sat on the floor beside her while she went to sleep. When he heard her breathing slow and deepen, he pushed himself up off the floor. Looking at her once more before he left her bedside, he saw that her eyes were opening again. She brushed the hair back from her face with both hands.


    ‘What is it?’ he asked quietly so as not to wake the boys. ‘Did you have a bad dream? Are you afraid?’


    ‘No, I’m never frightened by the bees.’


    ‘What?’ he said, completely at a loss.


    Marianna rolled her head sideways on the pillow and smiled at him. ‘The bee lady says they’re not like wasps. Bees only sting people who threaten their hives.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes. Didn’t you know that, Daddy? Bees die when they sting people so they only do it if they have to. Their stings are barbed like arrows, and so they get stuck. Bees can’t just take their stings out; they have to tear their whole body away from the sting and so they die. The bee lady said so. Isn’t it sad?’


    He stroked the hair away from her forehead and bent to kiss it.


    ‘You’ve been dreaming, Marianna. It’s all right. There are no bees here and no ladies either. You go on back to sleep.’


    ‘The bee lady’s nice.’


    ‘Is she? I’m glad of that. Shut your eyes again.’


    ‘You won’t go, will you?’


    ‘No. I won’t go. Don’t worry about that. I’ll always be here.’


    He waited until she fell asleep again and then forced himself back into the horrible kitchen. Deciding that he could not face the scene Penelope would make if he did any cleaning, he averted his eyes from the mess, opened a tin of Whiskas for the two cats, who were whining, washed his hands and made himself a cheese sandwich.


    At ten he turned on the black-and-white television to watch an episode of a detective series made by the director for whom he was to audition the next day. He carefully analysed the actors’ performances so that he could learn about any idiosyncratic preferences the director might have. When it was over Michael realized that he had no idea what had actually happened to the detective, still less whether he himself had enjoyed the show.


    He washed up his plate, had a tepid bath, ironed his shirt for the next day, hung it up where the cats could not get at it and took a quick-acting sleeping pill so that he could at least get some rest before his wife’s return.


    She reached the flat at half past one and woke him ten minutes later, shoving at his shoulder as she got into bed. He could smell the smoke in her hair and the drink on her breath. Pretending he had not woken, he pushed his breathing lower and forced it into regularity. She was not fooled.


    ‘Come on, Michael, for God’s sake! Stop faking. You’re as bad as a frigid woman who can’t come and is too stupid to admit it. You’re pathetic.’


    ‘I’m tired, Penelope,’ he said as calmly as possible. ‘And I’ve an important audition tomorrow. If I get the part it’ll make life a lot less hellish for all of us. Let me sleep.’


    ‘You’re always tired. You’re useless, you know, utterly useless. God knows why I didn’t see it till it was too bloody late.’


    Michael lay back on his pillows, his eyes open as he knew she required, and his mind entirely detached. He heard but did not absorb the words she used to describe him, his failings, her disillusion and her anger. There was no need to listen, after all; he knew all the words. When she paused, he rolled over on to his side, away from her and pulled his pillow round his head. She kicked him, but he was not certain that it was deliberate. Their bed was so mean, barely four foot wide, that it was possible she had just been turning over.


    ‘For Christ’s sake, don’t bloody ignore me when I’m talking to you,’ she shouted, kicking him again and pulling the pillow away from his head.


    So it was deliberate, he thought, but he did not move.


    ‘Are you so pathetic you can’t even face me now?’


    ‘You’ll wake the children.’


    ‘I don’t give a fuck whether I wake them or not. They haven’t a hope anyway, poor little beggars, with such a pathetic creep for a father. You’re a failure, Michael, as a man, as an actor, as a father …’


    No, I’m not, he said to himself. I’m a good father at least. It’s you who cause all the trouble and make Marianna so bloody miserable.


    ‘If you had any guts at all we wouldn’t be in this mess.’


    Michael felt her muscles tensing for another kick and lay waiting for it. She was yelling at him by then, but he stopped his ears to the sound. He was damned if he was going to give her the satisfaction of a reaction. As he felt her sharp toenails grind into the soft skin at the back of his knee, he wondered how much more he was going to be able to take.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    ‘Oh yes it is,’ said the middle-aged woman in the red coat. ‘It’s love does that to people. You can tell with even very young children who’ve always been loved. They get that shiny look and never lose it. Ever.’


    Her bored husband shifted the blue overnight cases to a more comfortable position against his legs and sighed, thinking: I wouldn’t mind having a go; she looks pretty succulent to me.


    They had seen her emerging from the untidy crowd of arrivals as they moved towards their boarding gate. Her hair was blonde and thick, plaited from high on her head to just below the base of her neck. She was dressed unfashionably but comfortably in loose black trousers and polo-necked sweater under an open jacket of honey-coloured suede.


    Her well-defined face might have looked austere, even forbidding, if it had not been for the warmth of her grey eyes under the thick fringe. With her square shoulders and her slenderness, she looked like an athlete, and she moved like one too. She was tall and would have stood out in any crowd, but in the mixture of exhausted, irritated, nervous, impatient people in the airport she was as dominant as a lighthouse in a storm.


    Enjoying the springiness of the rubber conveyor belt beneath her feet, Melissa Wraxall moved quickly along the glass-walled corridor, oblivious of the attention she was attracting. She was on her way home after a successful week in Paris and she was happy.


    The moving walkway ended and she strode across the polished floor to the beginning of the next one, offering to help a tired-looking woman struggling with cumbersome nappy bags and collapsing toys as she tried to persuade two exuberant toddlers to hold her skirts instead of running off to explore more interesting possibilities. Together the two women managed not to lose either child before they reached the baggage hall. There Melissa found the woman a trolley and they parted with friendly smiles.


    Her own battered, squashy, brown leather luggage appeared on the rollers of the carousel just as she reached it, which seemed a good omen for her return to everyday life, and she grabbed the handle as it jerked past her. The bag was not heavy. Over the six years since she had set up her own small company, she had learned how to husband her energy for the things that mattered. She set off through the EC customs channel to the outside world and her car.


    The pleasure of her week alone among strangers in a beautiful place was still with her, and she was determined not to let it drain away too soon. She had some anxieties, but there seemed no point even thinking about them until there was something she could usefully do. The whole of February had been horribly cold, and rather difficult, but the winter was virtually over and everything would get better once the days grew longer and warmer. It always did.


    Even the heavy rain did not spoil her mood. The car park smelled of wet tarmac and petrol, but the car did not let her down, starting as soon as she turned the key. Before she had been on the motorway twenty minutes the rain stopped, and she drove westwards into the sun, enjoying the dramatic black clouds almost as much as the lavishness of light in the gaps.


    Blue signs announcing the junctions seemed to follow each other more quickly than usual and Melissa was wryly amused to notice that her foot was resting much more lightly than usual on the accelerator. She pressed down more firmly, knowing that she could not give way to such childishness for long. The turning for Bath brought her cloud of anxiety closer and even wry amusement seemed preferable as it descended, shutting out the light of pleasure that she had brought back from Paris.


    She began to feel peculiar, uncomfortable and slightly detached from the world, as the car started to roll down the steep hill outside the city. Telling herself that the odd feeling and slight dazzle in her eyes came from nothing more than staring into the sun as she drove, Melissa changed gear and felt the engine holding back as the car ground steeply downwards through Swainswick.


    It was not until the first single spot of light in her right eye began to spread into a constantly flickering curved line of pennant shapes that she admitted the existence of the migraine. Even then she hoped that she might make it home before the worst symptoms took hold. But as she pulled up at a red traffic light near the sports ground, she knew that she would have to find a safe stopping place and wait.


    At the next corner she turned on her right indicator, concentrating on the oncoming traffic. As soon as she was certain that there were no bicycles or motorcycles hidden in the dazzle, she turned right and stopped outside a tall house in which one of her friends had the garden flat.


    Trying to ignore what was happening to her eyes, Melissa manoeuvred her car into the parking space. She forgot to lock the doors and stumbled across the wide pavement. With her balance going, she had to hold on to the railings as she climbed down the steps to the basement door and then it took a while before she could see where the bell was. Eventually she found and pressed it, closing her eyes as she leaned against the wall.


    ‘Lissa!’ said a worried-sounding voice.


    Melissa opened her eyes and tried to focus on her friend.


    ‘Hello, Cecily.’


    ‘My god, how…? What’s the matter?’


    ‘Nothing too awful. Just a migraine, but it’s making me half-blind. Not safe to drive. Can I borrow your sofa till it goes off? Won’t be too long.’


    ‘Yes, of course you can. You poor old thing. Come on in and lie down.’


    Cecily Wells put an arm around her taller friend and urged her into the sitting room. Melissa let herself sink down on to the immense sofa, thought about moving one of the innumerable cushions, which was digging into her back, and heard Cecily say, ‘Do you want anything?’


    ‘Nothing. Won’t be long. ’S only ever half an hour.’


    ‘All right. I’ll leave you to it, but shout if you want me.’ Cecily switched off all the lights as she left the room.


    Feeling as though she might roll off the sofa at any moment, Melissa set her teeth and waited for the flashing lights in her eyes to stop. It would probably happen quite quickly. All she had to do was wait. But the waiting was horrible.


    Forty minutes later she opened her eyes again, ran her tongue over her dry lips and found a handkerchief to wipe her forehead. When she swung her long legs over the edge of the sofa and sat up, she discovered that her balance was fine and she could see properly again. She looked at her surroundings in pleasure.


    The room was typical of Cecily. Big, colourful and untidy, it was full of odd, interesting things. The huge dark-red velvet sofa was heaped with multi-coloured, multi-textured cushions from all over the world. Some, from Rajasthan, had little round mirrors sewn into the embroidery; others were covered with fine, if frayed, antique silk from Lyons. There was American patchwork, old English tapestry; brocade from China, and even some hand-printed black and red cotton she had been given by an artist friend.


    A similarly eclectic mixture of pictures hung on the white walls, and Cecily’s collection of oriental jars and vases was ranged in the big empty fireplace. There was a vibrant kilim on the polished wooden floor, and a Calder mobile she had inherited from an uncle hung from the ceiling halfway down the long room. Heaps of books teetered on every available surface as well as filling the shelves in recesses on either side of the chimney breast. Nothing matched, and everything had a story behind it. Cecily had told Melissa some of them, but there was plenty she still had to learn.


    ‘Cecily?’ she called.


    ‘I’m in the kitchen. Are you OK?’


    Melissa made her way out into a dark passage that led to the red-and-white kitchen, which in turn opened out into the garden.


    Cecily came to the doorway of the kitchen and held out her arms. Melissa hugged her.


    ‘Thank you. That was a bit of a lifesaver.’


    ‘Are you really all right now, sweetie?’


    ‘Sure. Sorry to make so much fuss. You look wonderful.’ Melissa pulled back so that she could look at the long, multi-coloured Bolivian tunic that Cecily was wearing over her black leggings.


    ‘If I do, it’s a miracle. I’m feeling fat and grubby and rather hating myself at the moment, actually.’


    Although she was considerably plumper than Melissa and about four inches shorter, no-one else would have called Cecily fat and, apart from the red ink on her fingers and on the front of her long light-brown hair, she did not look at all dirty. In fact, thought Melissa, apart from the shadows under her hazel eyes and a hint of strain in them, she looked much as usual: not only attractive, and very sexy, but interesting as well.


    Before Melissa could tell her so, Cecily said quickly, ‘You probably need some tea. I’ll put the kettle on. Is it very stuffy in here? I haven’t been out today.’ She turned away to open the french windows and shivered. ‘No, perhaps not. Sorry about the fug. I really detest March. It seems so beastly treacherous, boiling one minute and then like this the next.’


    ‘Do you?’ said Melissa, wondering what was bothering Cecily. She seemed to be surprisingly ill-at-ease. ‘I think I’m just so glad that spring is on the way at last that I don’t really mind it.’


    Cecily had retreated to the sink and was filling the kettle. ‘Tea? Or would you rather have a drink? I’ve got some red wine open. It could count as really late lunch rather than early drinks time if you’re bothered.’


    ‘I’d better not.’ Melissa looked at her watch. ‘In fact I shouldn’t really have tea either. I ought to get home. Martin’s due back in about an hour and a half, and I’d like to deal with the post and talk to Bel before he gets home.’


    Cecily looked over her shoulder for a moment, frowning, but all she said was, ‘Haven’t you been back yet?’


    ‘No. The bloody migraine struck me down almost outside your door. You are an angel to have taken me in – and your sofa is about the most comfortable thing I’ve ever collapsed on to.’


    ‘I’m glad,’ said Cecily. She was busying herself with a teapot and a packet of China tea leaves. ‘Do stay and have a cup with me. I’m sure you oughtn’t to drive until you’re certain everything’s all right. The kettle won’t be long. Could you bear to get the milk? I’m afraid it’s still on the doorstep.’


    Melissa went to collect the two pints from the front door. As she came back, she began to understand the source of Cecily’s tension and said apologetically, ‘I must have disturbed your writing. I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it when I rang your bell. How’s the book going?’


    ‘Ugh!’


    ‘Like that, is it?’ Melissa sat down in one of the white painted basket chairs at the pine table and smiled as she settled into the familiar routine of listening to Cecily’s troubles.


    They had met nearly five years earlier at a concert during the Bath Festival and liked each other enough to make the effort to become friends. Since then each had become part of the necessary underpinning of the other’s life.


    ‘What’s the problem?’


    ‘It’s gone sticky on me. I can’t work out exactly why. It’s probably just the stage I’ve got to. Usually when I’m about halfway through I start wondering why I ever wanted to be a writer in the first place. It’s a mad, horrible job and just at the moment, I think I’d rather do anything else – absolutely anything else. Scrub floors even.’


    Melissa smiled. It had been clear to her for some time that, depressing though Cecily found some stages of each book, there was no other work that would have satisfied her as well.


    ‘No wonder you said you didn’t like yourself much. Is it the plot or the characters giving you gip?’


    Cecily sighed and ran her inky fingers through her hair again. ‘I suppose it’s the plot. I do find this business of planting clues tricky. And I get in such a muddle. If only one’s detective were allowed a brilliant flash of intuition, it would make life so much easier.’


    The kettle boiled and she filled the teapot.


    ‘Can’t you have that? Thanks,’ said Melissa a moment later as Cecily handed her a tall bone-china mug of weak China tea. She added a splash of milk from one of the bottles on the table. ‘I’m sure I read something the other day that suggested most real murder investigations turn on somebody’s hunch or lucky guess, or just a coincidence.’


    ‘That may be fine for real life.’ Cecily laughed and looked much more like her usual self. ‘But unfortunately you can’t take such liberties in fiction.’


    ‘Pity. What’s the book called?’


    ‘At the moment, Death Comes Quietly. I don’t know if anyone’s used it already. Probably. Someone usually has nicked all my best titles before I’ve even thought of them. I suppose I’ll have to trawl through Books in Print at the library to make sure.’


    ‘God, you sound depressed.’


    ‘I am a bit. Lissa?’


    Melissa, who had just burned her mouth on the tea, swallowed and looked up.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Oh, nothing.’ Cecily laughed again, but she did not sound particularly happy. ‘As I say, I rather hate myself at the moment.’


    ‘It’s probably just the book. I shouldn’t worry about it too much or you won’t be able to write at all.’ Melissa cautiously drank a little more tea, waiting. Cecily said nothing. Still trying to help, Melissa eventually said, ‘Now I come to think of it, didn’t you leave a message on the answering machine just before I went to Paris? I am sorry, Cecily, I forgot. My whole brain goes a bit weird after these migraines. You wanted to tell me something, didn’t you?’


    ‘Did I?’ Cecily looked embarrassed and fiddled with the lid of a terracotta pot of Provençal herbs that stood at the end of the pine table. ‘I don’t remember that. I expect I just wanted to moan about chapter thirteen, which is unfair when you’ve got plenty of your own problems.’


    ‘No I haven’t.’


    ‘Lissa, this is one place where you don’t have to pretend. You’ve told me enough to know that I … You ought to know that you can talk to me.’


    Melissa smiled and drank some more tea. ‘It’s not really pretence,’ she said at last. ‘It’s a way of keeping it under control. If I start talking about it all the time, it might take me over and sort of exaggerate itself. After all, it’s a temporary problem, and minor in comparison with the things everyone else has to deal with.’


    Cecily watched her friend as she spoke and then put the lid back on the pot of herbs with a decisive snap. ‘I know you want me just to agree and ignore it all, but I can’t. Lissa, I care about you too much. Don’t you think that your body might be trying to tell you something? Don’t you think these awful migraines are a signal that there’s something really wrong?’


    ‘No,’ said Melissa, laughing. ‘It’s much more likely to be something in my diet. You know, oranges or something; or cheese. I had some on the aeroplane. I expect that’s what did it. Don’t look so upset, Cecily. The migraines are vile while they’re on, but they hardly last any time at all and I’ve only ever had about six.’


    ‘But they’re getting more frequent, aren’t they? Don’t you think it might have something to do with Martin?’


    ‘No.’ Melissa heard the irritation in her voice and quickly smiled again. ‘Sorry if that sounded sharp. It wasn’t meant to. I should never have moaned about him to you in the first place. It was horribly disloyal of me.’


    Cecily frowned and rubbed an itch in the corner of her right eye, smearing ink there too.


    ‘I wish you’d let go a bit. It’s quite safe. You know I care about him as well.’


    ‘I know you do, but even so, I don’t like airing our difficulties. Martin is being a bit tricky at the moment, and it’s a blessed relief whenever he’s out of the house playing squash or whatever else he does, but it’ll only get better if I can be patient enough to ignore it. If I let myself whinge about it to you whenever we meet, I may not be able to keep quiet when I get back home. The worst thing in the world would be to start having at him as he has at me.’


    ‘Are you sure?’


    ‘Positive. We have been happy together and there’s no reason why we can’t be again, provided that I don’t lose my temper and say things that I can never take back. I don’t know what it is that’s been eating him these last few months, but he’ll get over it, if I can just hang on.’


    ‘Is it really only months?’ asked Cecily, getting up to refill their mugs.


    Melissa sighed. ‘It’s only in the last few months that it’s got really bad.’


    ‘In what way bad?’ Cecily asked with her back to Melissa.


    ‘There’s just been more of it all: more criticism of me, more bloody-mindedness, and more vituperation about my mother.’


    ‘What?’ Cecily turned as she spoke and brought the mugs back to the table. She looked surprised.


    ‘Didn’t I tell you that? It’s the bit I find most difficult to understand. I know I see more of her than most women do of their mothers, but he never used to mind and he never used to say things like—’ Melissa broke off and drank some tea.


    Cecily watched her. ‘What does he say about her?’


    ‘Oh, silly things. I ought not to pay any attention, but it’s been a bit like water on a stone recently, and it’s begun to get me down. He thinks she’s possessive, tyrannical, selfish; that it’s she who makes me not want children; that sort of thing. Rubbish in fact. There’s no-one more generous and sensible and kind than she is, and she’d love grandchildren if I could see my way to having some. If only Martin would ever agree to see her, he’d realize that he’s invented the monster he hates so much and we’d be well on the way to getting back what we had together.’


    ‘I am sorry,’ said Cecily, reaching across the table to stroke her hand.


    Melissa smiled and stood up. ‘I’d better be off. He doesn’t much like it if I’m working when he gets back, and I must see what’s been going on in the office over the last week.’


    Bending down to kiss Cecily’s cheek as they stood by the front door, she said, ‘Don’t look so worried. I’m absolutely fine and Martin will be all right again. You’re a real friend to listen, but don’t take it too seriously. It’s probably not half as bad as I’ve been making out. I’ll ring you.’


    ‘We could have lunch. There’s a nice little restaurant I’ve just discovered, cheap enough not to terrify me while I wait for the spring royalty statements to arrive.’


    ‘I don’t think you need worry too much. Heathrow was stuffed with your books and there were some of the translations at Charles de Gaulle, too. You won’t starve – and the new book will get better. It always does.’


    ‘I suppose so.’ Cecily unlocked the front door and waited there while Melissa climbed the steep stone steps up to street level. ‘Bye, Lissa. Take care now. Don’t let him get you down too much.’


    Melissa waved as she got back into the car, wondering whether it was really only the book that was making Cecily feel so low. She decided to drop off a pot of her mother’s honey the next time she was passing. Honey could never be more than a palliative but it was often cheering. Her headache was already getting better as she drove across Bath to the Circus.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Turning into the perfect circle of eighteenth-century stone houses, Melissa forgot Cecily’s troubles, and most of her own, in the usual surge of gratitude to her father. She could hardly remember him and had learned not to upset her mother by asking questions. Almost the only fact she had on which to hang her mental image of him was that he had been prescient enough to buy a dilapidated house in the Circus in the days when Bath was out of fashion and surprisingly cheap.


    The house was to have been an investment for his declining years, but he had died before he was even middle-aged. Melissa was six then and she had known nothing of his purchase until she had inherited the house on her twenty-first birthday. She was still touched to think that her mother had made so much effort to keep it as a surprise.


    The Circus had been black in those days, like much of the rest of the city, and the house itself divided into many small flats and bedsitters. Melissa had been told that she would be unable to get possession of any of them until the tenants chose to leave, but as soon as she saw the house she had been determined to live in it all. Even then, before she knew anything about restoring houses, she had been aware that it would absorb a vast amount of money.


    Her history degree did not seem to have fitted her for any well-paying job and so she had become a trainee in a large firm of accountants in Bristol, renting a flat there with three friends. She had quite enjoyed the precision of accountancy and passed her exams with ease, but she had quickly come to dislike being subordinate to other people and she had always detested living in Bristol. As soon as the first of her tenants had moved out of the house in the Circus, she had taken over his ground-floor flat and commuted to work every day.


    Since then she had spent much of her money and most of her free time removing all traces of the shabby alterations that had been made in the past, stripping and scrubbing and dismantling the thin partition walls that had been clumsily used to divide the graceful rooms. As other tenants had left, perhaps disturbed by the noise and mess, Melissa had added their flats to her own growing space, until she had regained control of the whole house.


    When she had first been married, Martin had joined in the work with enthusiasm, but that had gradually waned, and he had started to spend more and more time out of the house with friends from work.


    Melissa had been disappointed, but she had not resented his lack of help. She had been brought up to disapprove of resentment. Besides, she had often told herself, the house was hers and there was no reason why Martin should help her with it.


    Each room regained, cleaned and restored to its original shape had been like a gift to her dead father. Every painful, back-breaking, arm-aching minute of picking out generations of distemper from the cornices with a darning needle had been a moment of communication with him. Each altercation with the builders she had had to employ for the structural work had been bearable because the house had been his.


    Martin had complained that her hair was always full of plaster dust or paint speckles and that she had ruined her hands with the solvents she had to use, but there was no doubt that he liked living in the house once she managed to recreate some of its original grandeur. He had never said so to Melissa herself, but she had heard him boasting of it to friends and clients and had been glad.


    She had owned very little furniture when she first moved in. For two years her only bookshelves had been planks stacked on bricks, and she had used large floor cushions instead of chairs. But gradually, once she had qualified and started to earn a reasonable salary, she had begun to acquire bits and pieces at sales around the West Country and further afield, until the house had started to look as it should. Only the top floor was still empty, its walls simply whitewashed and its floorboards scrubbed and waiting.


    She had learned a lot as she searched through books about eighteenth-century architecture, furniture, decoration and painting to make certain that she was getting her restoration right, and she had become much more absorbed in it than in the audits of her paid work. Gradually she had come to think it mad to waste so much time in the office, and she had eventually let herself admit that she hated her job.


    Six years before her successful Paris trip she had left Coward & Bowlby to set up a tiny company to commission and sell reproductions of the kind of scarce, terrifyingly expensive antiques she wanted for her own house and could never afford. Travelling about the country in search of craftsmen who could produce work of the quality she wanted; combing museums all over Europe and America for the ideal originals to copy, and negotiating royalties with their owners; designing catalogues, finding customers, and arranging loans with the bank had been much more to her taste than the endless bashing and ticking of Coward & Bowlby’s audits, let alone the internal politics that took up almost as much of the employees’time.


    She sat on in her car, thinking about those years and hoping that her father would have been pleased with what she was doing. His choice of house suggested that he would have shared at least some of her pleasure in the work, and she wished he could have seen what she had achieved.


    Ever since the stone had been cleaned, the Circus had looked pale gold and wonderful. The mixture of curves and straight lines had always appealed to Melissa, and the ordered severity of the columns and perfectly proportioned windows had a kind of discipline that made her feel comfortable.


    Only the previous day one of her best French customers had taken her to a restaurant in the Place des Vosges and she had felt the same ease and pleasure there. Although the houses were quite different in age, style and even colour, the reassuring formality and urbane beauty of the Parisian square had immediately made her feel at home.


    Eventually the thought of all the work she ought to be doing got her moving. As she was locking the car she noticed Martin’s big dark-red Audi parked a little further along the pavement. Frowning, she looked at her watch, afraid that she had spent longer than she realized with Cecily. But the watch told her it was still not quite half past five. Martin never left his office in Bristol until well after that.


    Puzzled, Melissa let herself into the house, calling his name. After a moment she heard him answer and then saw him standing at the top of the stairs.


    ‘What’s happened? Are you ill?’ she said, struck by the pallor of his face. His short brown hair was tousled, too, as though he had been running his hands through it, and he had loosened his tie so that the knot hung four inches below his unbuttoned shirt collar. He looked slumped, his big shoulders drooping forwards and his whole tall body somehow collapsed into itself.


    ‘There you are at last,’ he said, sounding as though he had something in his mouth. ‘Was your flight late?’


    ‘No. Traffic was a bit thick. Martin, what is it?’


    ‘I’ve been sacked,’ he said abruptly and turned away, tripping on the edge of the stairs. ‘As of this morning. Told to clear my desk and go.’


    Melissa put her bags down on the stone floor and followed him, biting her upper lip as she tried to think what words she could possibly use to express her real, immediate sympathy without annoying him. Over the past few months that had been frighteningly easy to do and she wanted him to feel her sympathy and use it.


    Walking slowly up the stairs after him, she felt vaguely comforted by the thought that his short temper and his sulkiness could have been caused by fear of losing his job. It was unlikely that the employees of any organization would be unaware of management’s plans to make redundancies, and Martin, who had always enjoyed the politics at work, would have been among the first to notice the warning signs. If it had been fear that had been making him so difficult, she might be able to let herself relax.


    Melissa went into the drawing room and saw Martin sitting in one of the deep chairs, a glass of what looked like gin and tonic in his hand. His long legs were stretched out in front of him. The formality of his dark-blue suit and expensive shirt only exaggerated his look of disintegration. Melissa tried a smile.


    ‘How horrible for you!’ she said. ‘I am sorry, Martin.’


    He grunted, not looking at her, and drank.


    ‘They’ve managed to stave off making anyone redundant all this time,’ Melissa went on, trying to keep everything impersonal. ‘It seems horribly unfair that they should have done it now, just when the recession’s ending.’


    Martin breathed deeply and stared at the floor. Melissa wondered if she had been clumsy and thought it better not to say anything else until he gave her some clues to his mood.


    ‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything.’


    She could feel her lips tightening, but she said nothing.


    ‘But it wasn’t the recession at all,’ he went on, swirling the floating lemon round and round in his glass. ‘It was that bloody cow. She’s always loathed me because she knows I know more about the job than her. They only made her the SPIC because she’s female and they’re beginning to be criticized because they’ve got so few women partners.’


    Melissa, who had heard a great deal about the unreasonableness of the Section Partner in Charge of Martin’s department over the previous months, did not comment. She had never met the woman and so could not judge whether his rage was justified or not. Part of her had always suspected disloyally that it might have been a bit exaggerated.


    She noticed the number of damp rings on the small table beside Martin and realized that he must have been drinking for some time. She felt sorry for him. His job had given him almost everything he valued: status, excitement, friends, rewards and excuses. Anything that he had not wanted to do – or not done very well – could be ignored on the grounds that it interfered with his work. Walking past his chair, she touched his hair casually, hoping that he would accept the caress as a gesture of comfort, but he jerked his head away, scowling.


    ‘Well, it won’t be difficult for someone with your qualifications and experience to get another job,’ she said, retreating, ‘and—’


    ‘Are you so blinkered by your own provincialism that you really don’t know how many professionals are out of work at the moment?’ he asked unpleasantly.


    ‘I know there are lots, Martin,’ she said, as usual doing her best to ignore his irritability. ‘But you have plenty to offer. And in the meantime, I could use some help here.’


    He lifted his head briefly. Thinking that she could see some pleasure in his bloodshot eyes, she ventured a little further.


    ‘The figures are all in a bit of a mess, and the end of the financial year is coming up next month. If it wouldn’t bore you horribly, I’d love it if you could come and sort us out – just while you’re looking for something else, I mean – and do the annual accounts. We need the professional touch. I’ve let things slide a bit.’


    The last statement was a lie, but Melissa would have lied a hundred times to give Martin back his self-respect.


    He looked at her again and the warmth in his eyes seemed clearer. When he held out his hand, she was quick to take it.


    ‘Lissa, you … Well, thanks anyway.’


    ‘I meant it. It’s self-interest. I need you.’


    Martin let her hand go and put his glass down on the marked table beside him. She longed to wipe up the damaging smears, but she managed to ignore them and stopped herself asking for the details of his redundancy settlement and how long he would be able to keep the car. As she was trying to think of something useful to say, he stood up.


    ‘I’ll get out of these clothes and have a bath, I think.’ He squinted at his watch. ‘And some lunch. I’ve been drowning my sorrows, you know.’


    ‘Have you? Well, it’s hardly surprising. We can talk about it all later – if that would help.’


    He grimaced and shook his head.


    ‘OK, whatever. While you’re bathing, I think I might go and see what Annabel’s got for me downstairs in the office … if that’s all right with you?’


    ‘Fine.’


    As soon as he had gone up to run his bath, Melissa went downstairs to the big, light basement where she had her offices. Her secretary, a pointy-faced, highly intelligent redhead of twenty-three, greeted her with a smile, a cup of tea and an immense pile of letters.


    ‘I heard you arrive, Lissa,’ she said, ‘and thought it wouldn’t be too long before we saw you.’


    ‘How are the chaps?’


    ‘OK, I think. George had to go early today, but James is still in the studio if you want a word.’


    ‘I’ll pop in and say hello before I deal with those.’ Melissa pointed to the letters Annabel had laid on her desk. ‘If you’re pining to get off, don’t wait. Just leave them in a heap.’


    ‘Are you sure? I am going out tonight, and so …’


    ‘You’ll need plenty of time to get ready. You go on home. I’ll see you in the morning. Thanks for holding the fort.’


    ‘I liked it. Don’t worry too much about the mail. It’s not nearly as awful as it looks. Some of it’s just junk, but I thought you ought to see it before I chuck it out. You’ll find personal letters on the top, orders next, enquiries below them, complaints after that …’


    ‘Not too many of them, I hope.’


    ‘No. None. I was teasing. Really the only hassle is that John Box is having trouble finding the right kind of mother of pearl for those little Victorian chairs and wants some help. Oh, and they’ve summoned you to jury service. That’s the bunch of lilac stuff at the bottom.’


    ‘Hell!’ Melissa knew that she was letting out some of the anger she had not allowed herself to spill over Martin. ‘What does this government think it’s doing? There aren’t many of us still managing to make small businesses work. Why can’t they use people who haven’t got jobs at the moment?’


    

      Annabel merely smiled before sneaking a quick look at her watch. Melissa nodded. ‘You get off. See you tomorrow.’


    


    Two hours later, when she had talked to her designer and sorted out his problems, and then dealt with all the immediate work that had accumulated during her absence, Melissa telephoned her mother.


    ‘Abigail Hansford,’ came the clear voice Melissa loved. She sank back more comfortably into her chair and swung her feet up on to the desk.


    ‘Hello. Me, safely back from Paris.’


    ‘How was it?’


    ‘As always – glorious to look at and be in, and pretty useful too.’


    ‘Good. You can tell me all about it on Saturday. Unless you’ve had a better offer?’


    ‘That would be impossible,’ said Melissa, laughing. ‘You know perfectly well it makes me twitchy to miss our Saturdays. Even Paris was no compensation last weekend.’


    ‘Don’t exaggerate, darling.’


    ‘Actually I’m not. How are you?’


    ‘Not bad at all. Longing for the spring to start properly. I’m never really happy until I see young bees on nursery flights, however well the colonies seem to have got through the winter. But you mustn’t let me bore you with the bees. Joan always says I’m a nightmare at this time of year.’


    ‘How is she?’ asked Melissa, hoping that she had achieved the right tone of affectionate interest. In fact she found her mother’s closest friend difficult to like and tended to become defensive whenever Joan’s name was mentioned.


    ‘Not too bad. Stoical as always. Heavens! It’s nearly eight. Hadn’t you better go and get Martin’s supper ready?’


    ‘Yes, I suppose I better had.’ Melissa did not realize how disheartened she sounded until her mother asked:


    ‘What’s up, Melissa?’


    ‘I came back to find that Coward & Bowlby have thrown him out; made him redundant, I mean, which is pretty good hell for him, as you can imagine.’


    ‘And for you too, I suspect. I am sorry.’


    ‘It’s not so bad for me. After all, I know what heaven it is to be free of the place. I hope he’ll come to feel that too, in the end. And I’m sure it won’t be long until he gets another job.’


    ‘You sound remarkably optimistic.’


    ‘Well, there’s no point imagining the worst when it may not happen,’ said Melissa, trying to believe that it would not. ‘Of course, I can’t tell poor Martin while he’s feeling so ghastly, but I think it may turn out to be not quite the disaster it looks at the moment.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes, I think so. I’ve … I haven’t said much before, but things have been a bit sticky between us recently and he’s been awfully …’ She laughed. ‘I don’t think I can have handled him as well as I should.’


    ‘I did wonder if something was wrong. You’ve seemed pretty tense for a while now. Joan’s been worried about you, too.’


    ‘Has she?’ said Melissa as lightly as she could. It had often annoyed her that Joan took such a close interest in the state of other people’s lives and emotions. ‘I’d hoped it didn’t show. Anyway we’ve got a chance now to put it all right again. Martin’s going to come and work for me while he looks for another job.’


    Melissa paused, thinking that if it did work out and they got back some of the happiness they had lost she might even think about getting pregnant as he had always wanted. Abigail said nothing.


    ‘It could be the making of us both,’ Melissa said, hoping that she was not being absurdly optimistic. ‘And it’ll be pretty useful actually, too. I’ve been summoned to do jury service, so I’ll be out of the office for two whole weeks. Coming on top of the French trip that could have been tricky, but as it is I’ll have Martin to keep an eye on things for me.’


    ‘I hope it all works out all right.’


    ‘You sound a bit doubtful, but I’m sure it will. But, look, I ought to go now. He must have got out of the bath ages ago, and I don’t want him sitting up there thinking that I’m ignoring him in his hour of need.’


    ‘No. That would be awful. It was lovely of you to ring. I’m glad Paris went well, and I suspect you’ll enjoy your jury service. I did.’


    ‘Did you? That’s encouraging. I’ll see you. ’ Bye.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Just over two weeks later, dressed in a plain midnight-blue suit and a paler blue shirt, Melissa drove herself to Bristol for the first day of her stint in court. She found the Old Guildhall, where the courts were in session, without much difficulty, but all the car parks in the area were full. When she had driven twice round the block, increasingly irritated because she was afraid of being late, she gave up and followed a series of brown signs to a tourist information centre, hoping that there might be space outside that. Before she found the centre, she discovered a car park in the old railyards by the river and left her car there.


    Walking back across the small swing bridge to the main part of the town, Melissa forgot about being late and stopped for a moment, leaning on the cream-painted iron parapet, surrounded by the cries of wheeling seagulls and the smells of the old port. She could not have identified any of them individually, but they combined into a wonderfully exotic scent that fired her sluggish imagination.


    It gave her a sudden vision of worlds to conquer and space in which to be free. The few tired-looking boats tied up along the edges of the Avon seemed to be paradoxically full of power and possibility. They made her feel as though she had hobbled herself with a ball and chain around her feet.


    Melissa shook her head to try to force some sense back into her addling brain and decided that it must be Martin’s worsening moods that were making her so full of idiotic fantasies. She was not hobbled and she had no need of freedom from anything but his difficulties. That would come in due course when he found another proper job. Quite a lot of her energy over the past fortnight had been taken up believing that that would happen.


    Pushing herself away from the iron side of the bridge, she walked briskly up into the hill to the Guildhall. Inside the old grey building she found a man in a black suit sitting at one small table in the hall and a uniformed security officer at another.


    ‘Jury, miss?’ asked the first and when she nodded he directed her upstairs to the jury assembly room.


    Having given her name to the usher in charge there, she looked around the long room. It had white walls and was simply furnished with a row of modern black chairs around the walls. The only decoration was provided by brightly painted heads of medieval-looking figures fixed to the ends of some of the black beams in the arched ceiling. They looked incongruous hanging there, disembodied, above the modern furniture and the big orange automatic drinks machine that hissed and rumbled as one of the waiting jurors pushed the buttons that would provide him with a paper cup of ersatz coffee.


    Most of the black seats were already occupied, but there was an empty one just beyond the vending machine. Melissa took it, sitting next to a dark-haired man wearing grey flannel trousers and a corduroy jacket. He was reading an unjacketed hardback book and looked completely absorbed, which seemed rather a pity. From what she could see, Melissa thought he had quite an interesting face.


    She put her briefcase on the floor beside her, shook out her newspaper and looked at the rest of her fellow jurors over the top of it. Some of them were reading their own papers. Several, mainly older women tightly buttoned into thick overcoats, were doing crosswords in fat paperbacked books. One thin, intense-looking woman with short, artfully ragged, dark-brown hair and very long amber earrings, had a briefcase balanced on her knees as a desk and was typing very fast on a notebook computer. Melissa thought that she looked interesting, too.


    Beside her, a much older woman was slowly but efficiently knitting what looked like a most complicated sweater of many colours. A few people were staring vacantly at the wall opposite them, apparently neither interested nor impatient. Their faces were grey and their dull eyes without hope. Melissa shuddered.


    Looking at the mainly depressing collection of people, she thought that the waiting room must be rather like an unemployment office and felt certain for the first time since her return from Paris that she had been right to invent a temporary job for Martin.


    One of the ushers appeared in the doorway and there was an expectant rustle as the potential jurors noticed him and shut their books and magazines. He was followed by a security officer, who was pushing a large television into the room.


    With the others Melissa watched a short video that explained her rights and obligations as a juror. When it was over, the usher took a bundle of cards from a box fixed to the wall and slowly shuffled through them calling out names. The man next to Melissa stood as the usher called ‘Adam Blake’.


    When he saw her looking at him, his thin, lined face broke into a charming, regretful smile. He shut his book and stuffed it into the distended pocket of his sagging corduroy jacket.


    Melissa waited, but her name was not called. A little disappointed, she went back to her newspaper. When she had finished it, she picked up her own briefcase and took out the notes she was writing for her new catalogue. Before she had done more than re-read what was already there, she felt a movement at her side and she looked up to see that the man called Adam Blake had returned.


    ‘What happened?’ she asked as she noticed him looking at her as though wondering whether to say something.


    ‘Oh, the prosecution didn’t like my face or something. I was stood down.’


    His voice was deep and as pleasant as his intelligent, slightly sallow face. When he was not smiling, his dark eyes and the deep lines at either side of his mouth made him look forbidding, but when his lips relaxed and his eyes lit up, he seemed eminently approachable. Melissa, who always enjoyed talking to strangers, smiled back.
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