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    An only child, Eileen Dewhurst was self-sufficient and bookish from an early age, preferring solitude or one-to-one contacts to groups, and hating sport. Her first attempts at writing were not auspicious. At 14, a would-be family saga was aborted by an uncle discovering it and quoting from it choked with laughter. A second setback came a few years later at school, when a purple passage was returned with the words ‘Cut this cackle!’ written across it in red ink: a chastening lesson in how embellishments can weaken rather than strengthen one’s message.


    Eileen read English at Oxford, and afterwards spent some unmemorable years in ‘Admin’ before breaking free and dividing her life in two: winters in London doing temporary jobs to earn money and experience, summers at home as a freelance journalist, spinning ‘think pieces’ for the Liverpool Daily Post and any other publications that would take them, and reporting on food and fashion for the long defunct Illustrated Liverpool News, as well as writing a few plays.


    Her first sustained piece of writing was a fantasy for children which was never published but secured an agent. Her Great Autobiographical Novel was never published either, although damned with faint praise and leading to an attempt at crime writing that worked: over the next thirty years she produced almost a book a year and also published some short stories in anthologies and Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine.


    Eileen has always written from an ironic stance, never allowing her favourite characters to take themselves too seriously: a banana skin is ever lurking.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The hooker reflected in the cheval glass was on the way over the hill, but had the looks still to stop a needy man in his tracks. And with the soft coaxing voice which was murmuring to her image, would be likely to keep him beside her even when he had taken it in that she was not quite so young as she had appeared at a distance. Face and figure were ripely attractive—Phyllida passed her hands down her unassisted body in a rare gesture of self-satisfaction—and there was promise of a not unrefined experience in the eyes and parted lips.


    Shivering now, with the invariable mingling of fear and satisfaction which always told her that her transformation was as total as she could make it, Phyllida shimmied across to her bedroom window and stood looking out.


    She saw first, as she always did, the huge spread of sky spanning the open sea that she loved and from which after long exile she was separated at last by no more than a short slope and a promenade. Now the sky was featureless grey, broken by a lemon-coloured slit low down on the darker grey horizon which was sending thin fingers of light towards her across the leaden surface of the water. A lamb-like Sunday afternoon in March after days of leonine wind that had flung her from lamp-post to lamp-post. One got used to most things in life, good and bad, but she would never get used to the exhilaration, the absolute marvel, of living so close to the sea …


    For an absurd, unworldly second the car parked at her gate seemed puny and unimportant, and then Phyllida saw that its driver was on the narrow path to her door, was stumbling on the edge of it as his gaze swept her windows, and was the producer of the TV drama series for which she was soon to start filming in London.


    Deploring her brief lapse from professionalism Phyllida darted backwards, then stood motionless, awaiting the inevitable doorbell and deciding in the seconds before it came that she wouldn’t answer it. Would give a chance, at least, to the possibility that she had backed off in time.


    But after the second ring she heard the rattle of the locked side gate, and when she moved a cautious few steps back towards the window she saw that Patrick Varley was standing just inside the front gate with a mobile phone to his ear and looking grimly up at her bedroom window.


    He was showing her that he was about to ring the police, and Phyllida threw herself downstairs and across the hall.


    ‘You’d better come in, Patrick,’ she called out as she opened the front door, ‘ and I’ll try to explain.’


    Half a dozen long strides had him beside her. Gripping her arm.


    ‘Look,’ he said, easing his grasp as she offered no resistance. ‘This house belongs to Miss Phyllida Moon, and if you’re here with her consent’—the scepticism in his eyes hardened into disbelief as they raked her—‘ then why didn’t you answer the doorbell?’


    ‘Because I hoped you hadn’t seen me. Patrick—’


    He stiffened, registering this time that she had used his name. ‘You know her. So where is she?’


    ‘Standing in front of you. Patrick, I’m Phyllida. For goodness sake shut the door and I’ll explain.’


    ‘You can explain with the door open.’ The disbelief was still there, sharing place now with impatience.


    Phyllida shook her right arm free and pulled off the wig as she leaned past him to slam the door shut with her left.


    ‘Listen to my voice! I’m Phyllida Moon, Patrick, actress engaged by Harrison Productions Ltd to play the part of a private eye in their imminent series A Policeman’s Lot. Which is the reason you’re here, no doubt.’


    ‘Yes,’ But he had backed away from her, was looking at her with a shocked surprise which, as she registered it, matched her own. ‘And I find you … I’m not surprised you didn’t want me to discover your second career.’


    ‘I do have a second career,’ Phyllida agreed. She had wondered how she would feel if a moment came when she had to give away her secret, and in these ridiculous and embarrassing circumstances she was discovering that she felt nothing beyond an intense eagerness for it to be accepted. ‘I’m a private eye in real life, Patrick. With a difference from the series, I sleuth in character. I’ve been given an assignment to find the whereabouts of a local tart who’s gone missing and I’d just completed my rehearsal of my transformation when you arrived.’ She hadn’t got through. ‘Look. Find Peter Piper Private Investigator in Yellow Pages or the telephone book. He’s my boss and he tends to spend Sunday afternoons in his cosy office in Dawlish Square. His home number’s ex-directory, so if he isn’t in the office it won’t do me much good to give it to you. But try the office. Or lock me in the bathroom for a few moments with some of my own clothes.’


    ‘Phyllida …’ She had made it. ‘ Neither of those things will be necessary.’


    ‘If you’re sure …?’ She was half joking. It had been a nasty few moments, but they were over. ‘ I took the job to get hands-on experience for the series, and stayed on because I liked it. Look, make yourself at home in there’—Phyllida indicated the sitting-room—‘and I’ll go up to the bathroom anyway, I don’t feel good like this.’


    He grinned, ‘I can believe you. Sorry.’


    ‘It was a lot to swallow,’ she called down from the landing. ‘That’s why I didn’t answer the door.’


    ‘A pity you’re not sleuthing in character for the series,’ Patrick said, blinking and grinning, as she joined him ten minutes later.


    

      Because you’re so very ordinary when you’re you, Phyllida mentally completed for him. ‘I’m happy with the series as it is,’ she said aloud. ‘Though it would be easier working in character there than among real people. Deceiving them. Perhaps hurting them.’ Hurting myself. She thought, as she tried not to, of the potentially nice men from whose lives she had suddenly disappeared.


    ‘Um, how does it work? I mean, if you’re asked for your address and or telephone number?’


    ‘All my characters stay at the Golden Lion, Seaminster’s nicest hotel if not its smartest. Opposite my office in Dawlish Square. That’s where my subjects pick my characters up and put them down. I’ve a permanent room there which I can use to transform in, and which I have to use if someone tells me they’re going to telephone very late or very early.’


    ‘You never give this address?’


    She knew her alarm had spread to her face. ‘Good God, no. My home and myself are my anonymity. If there’s any chance I’ve aroused suspicions and may be followed I’ll leave my character in the hotel’ She leaned towards him. ‘You’re the only person in the world, Patrick, beyond my boss, my colleagues and the staff at the hotel who knows my secret.’


    ‘I’ll keep it’


    ‘You must. Please.’ Oh, she hadn’t realised until this moment how vulnerable she was. ‘No exceptions. Not even your nearest and dearest. Promise?’


    ‘Of course. But I don’t promise not to ask you more questions, or suggest we might bring the situation into a play or another series. It has to be unique.’


    ‘But we wouldn’t know, would we?’ Studying his plump sensible face, she thought she should be able to trust him. ‘What did you want to talk about?’


    ‘Nothing urgent. I was along the coast for lunch, and came on spec.’ All at once he was the uncomfortable one. ‘And I’m just realising I should probably apologise for arriving unannounced on a Sunday afternoon.’


    ‘That’s all right, I’m glad to see you, even if I’m uneasy at having been rumbled. It’s the first time.’


    ‘I’ve told you, Phyllida, I’ll keep shtoom. Now, our timetable’s getting more precise, to the extent where you can commit yourself to a short let, and I think I’ve found a flat which would suit you. I was going to suggest you took it a few weeks before we start, while you looked around for somewhere to buy in or near London, but now …’ Patrick glanced round the small bright room with what Phyllida saw as reluctant approval. ‘You talked about a second career? You’re going to keep it on?’


    ‘Yes. When I’m not wanted at the studio. And I’ve no guarantee I’ll be wanted for a second series. Or any other TV work. That’s not a question!’ Phyllida went on quickly, feeling the flush of her modesty in her cheeks as Patrick looked down at his shoes. ‘I’m only telling you that if I can keep my second career going to my boss’s satisfaction it’s guaranteed for as long as I want it. But it’ll still come second to whatever Harrison Productions may want of me. Fair enough?’


    ‘Couldn’t be fairer. This house—is it yours?’


    ‘Yes!’ Phyllida couldn’t quite keep her satisfaction out of her voice. After an adult life spent in digs or rented accommodation with the husband she had lately walked out on, she still hadn’t got used to the miracle of owning her own home.


    ‘Nice,’ Patrick commented, unpatronisingly. And he was a nice man, Phyllida reflected. Old-fashioned in appearance and manners (those shoes he had lowered his eyes to were polished black leather), perhaps modelling himself, consciously or unconsciously, on one of the actor-managers of the past (the dark coat he had at last taken off had an astrakhan collar), but shrewd, as she had already discovered, in his approach to modern drama. ‘But I can’t resist asking, why Seaminster?’


    ‘My last straight acting job was with a company who ended their summer season here last year. My husband was the stage manager and—we decided to split up.’ As they should have done a lot sooner, only she hadn’t been able to walk away until she had actually seen him with one of his other women. ‘ I was born and spent my childhood on the Cornish coast and, well, I just like being here. I’m trying to write a history of women and the stage, and London didn’t seem to offer any particular advantage over Seaminster for that. Or for getting a job with a private eye. I’d got my contract with Harrison Productions before I decided to stay on when the company left, buy the house I was renting. But I’ll like coming to London, Patrick.’


    ‘You must have a very accommodating boss.’


    ‘I have. And one who was getting along nicely before I appeared, he didn’t need another member of staff. I offered a luxury service he can manage without.’


    ‘And one it’s unlikely anyone else could offer. So you’ll have peace of mind during your leaves of absence. That will be essential, Phyllida, if you’re to give your best.’


    Patrick’s authority was all the more effective for being so rarely and so gently exercised. ‘I know that,’ Phyllida responded quickly. ‘I’ll give it.’ She got to her feet. ‘And now let me give you tea or something stronger before you start back to London.’


    ‘Thanks. Tea, please. You’ll have all the temptations in the way of more conventional actors and actresses,’ Patrick said musingly, as a few minutes later Phyllida put a mug into his hand. ‘How d’you cope if you get emotionally involved with someone the job’s decreeing you make up to?’


    ‘I don’t. I mean, I don’t get involved. I can’t, Patrick. And if you think, it’s easier for me than for actors on stage. They don’t fall for characters, they fall for each other. The people I meet can only fall for the character I’m playing so even if I … like someone, it won’t be Phyllida Moon they like in return.’


    ‘That could be sad.’


    ‘It could be,’ Phyllida responded, with determined lightness of tone. It already had been, a couple of times, when she had had to destroy a character which had endeared itself to a subject who might, in ordinary circumstances, have endeared himself to her. So it had helped, in a depressing kind of way, to know in each case that it was not Phyllida Moon who was the object of desire.


    ‘It would be difficult anyway, technically, with wigs and make-up and so on,’ Phyllida said. ‘So even in character I have to keep things at arms’ length.’


    ‘You won’t be able to do that in A Policeman’s Lot, with your paramour tearing in and out, but TV make-up for modern productions is minimal nowadays … Could you come up to London fairly soon, meet him and other members of the cast and production team? We’ll book you into a hotel, and show you the flat. It’s in Tooting, a good spot for anyone coming up from the coast.’


    Phyllida pondered. ‘I’m’ going to Clapham next week for my first encounter as the character who opened the door to you. I haven’t anything needing me round the clock at the moment and I think I could stay over for a night or two. I promise to change before presenting myself at the studio.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Carol intercepted the casserole dish before her daughter could get her hands on it. That’s all right, darling. You go and talk to Daddy, sit down and have a drink with him. I can manage.’


    ‘Don’t treat me like a visitor!’ Sally said sharply. ‘Please, Mum!’


    ‘I’m sorry.’ Carol Hargreaves yearned with affection as she watched Sally’s pale face flame red and her lower lip start to tremble, the outward expression of an inward disarray she had first seen when Sally was toddling. ‘I didn’t mean to.’


    ‘Which makes it worse!’ Sally flung out of the kitchen and into the sitting-room, where she cast herself down on the sofa and deliberately sprawled.


    Carol put the casserole back into the oven and followed her. ‘But that’s what you are now, isn’t it, Sal?’


    ‘No! And not you too, Dad!’


    For the first time Sally could remember, her father had got to his feet as she entered the sitting-room and was smiling politely at her as if she was a guest.


    ‘You don’t live here any more,’ Carol pointed out.


    ‘I’ll always live here.’ It was almost a wail, and over her drooping head Carol and Matthew exchanged glances. ‘Are you trying to punish me for going to live with Jeremy?’


    ‘Of course not, darling!’ A second exchange of looks between the parents. Was that, perhaps, what they had been doing? ‘ But it’s bound to change things a bit.’


    ‘Going to take my front door key off me, are you?’


    ‘Oh, Sally, don’t be an idiot!’ Carol sat down beside her daughter and put an arm round her shoulders. ‘Of course not. Ever, ever, ever. But … Daddy and I have to get used to the new situation, you have to realise that.’ Carol paused, anxious to get it right. And you have to realise … we’re starting to see you now as a person in your own right. A person due—courtesies.’


    ‘For goodness sake, Mum!’


    But to Carol’s relief Sally was laughing, tumbling into her arms and hugging her. Then getting up to hug her father. That’s great of you both. Let’s hope I deserve it. But I’ll always want to have my cake and eat it so far as this house is concerned. However greedy that may be.’


    ‘We’d hate it any other way.’ Matthew had sat down again. ‘We’ve just got to adjust, you see, Sal. We as well as you. Which brings me to ask you if your adjustment’s going as you’d hoped. Is it?’


    ‘Oh, yes, Dad!’


    Neither anxious parent could see any extra cause for anxiety in their daughter’s instant emphatic response, her sudden radiant and reminiscent smile. It was, in fact, a perfect response in the circumstances, the only one they had hoped for, and so in each of them it evoked a brief pang of jealousy and sorrow which both managed to keep out of their own smiles. ‘We’re so glad for you,’ they chorused, and Sally laughed again.


    ‘There you go, coming out with exactly the same thing at the same time. You’ve done that as long as I can remember.’


    ‘Would you like to be doing that with Jeremy when your daughter leaves home?’ Carol asked, mentally rounding on herself the moment she had spoken for not being content with what Sally had given them.


    Sally wriggled irritably beside her. ‘Oh, Mum! No happy ever afters, please! I don’t know. How can I know? People never have known, but they have the sense today to admit it and not go rushing into long-term commitments. Perhaps when marriage vows start to reflect reality—ask you to say you’ll try to stick together rather than that you will—perhaps then younger people’ll be more inclined to think about signing that piece of paper.’


    The parents’ eyes met, and Carol saw Matthew’s shoulders rise and fall, ‘Fair enough, Sally,’ he said, getting up and ambling over to the corner cupboard. ‘Now, let’s drink to you and Jeremy being happy now.’


    During the meal they talked about other things.


    ‘How’s the library?’ Carol asked, as she matched the last piece of biscuit on her plate to the last crumb of cheese. Her current most endearing image of her daughter was of seeing her one afternoon at the enquiry desk in Seaminster’s small public library: a slim, neat girl with a lot of dark hair falling over her face as she leaned towards a computer screen then looked up with a smile at the person who had asked for her help.


    ‘The library’s fine. And it’s good being able to get there on foot.’ From the inland parental home, Sally had had a half-hour car journey.


    ‘You can walk by the sea part of the way, can’t you?’ Carol hadn’t actually seen her daughter on the early morning promenade, but her mental picture was vivid.


    ‘Yes. That’s great. I’ll show you … When exactly are you and Maggie starting your holiday?’


    ‘The day after tomorrow. Monday. Sometime in the afternoon.’


    ‘Jeremy and I want you both to have dinner with us at least once while you’re in Seaminster. Will you be able to manage Tuesday night? I’m told the food’s quite good at the Fountains but I’ve just booked you bed and breakfast so you won’t be tied.’


    ‘Except for Thursday—our art class—we’ll be able to manage any night that suits you and Jeremy. The point about this holiday, darling, is to be uncommitted. I’m going to find fresh inspiration for my book jackets and Maggie’s taking a rest from Ross—they’ve managed to book him into the home near Brighton where he was all right the last couple of times she and Frank went away.’


    ‘Great.’ Sally had looked discreetly at her watch a couple of times since Carol had brought the cheese in, and now looked at it openly. ‘Ten o’clock! Jeremy will think I’ve abandoned him.’


    ‘I’ll get the coffee right away. It was nice of you to come on your own,’ Carol said, then added hastily that that didn’t mean she and Daddy didn’t like Jeremy, didn’t want him to come to dinner too.


    ‘I know, Mum, I know.’ Sally leaned across the table. ‘ Look, we’re being a bit careful all of a sudden what we say to one other and how we say it. We mustn’t get into the habit. You and Dad and me! It would be awful.’


    ‘Oh, darling!’ Carol took the outstretched hand, remembering the recent flushed face and trembling lip and marvelling that her daughter could be so childish one minute and so sensible and adult the next. ‘ It would.’


    ‘Thank you, Sally,’ Matthew said. This time he and Carol looked at one another with pleasure.


    But when Sally had whirled off, the light of anticipation in her eyes, they came back to the supper table in a deflated silence, finishing off the coffee and looking a bit bleakly round the remains of the feast.


    ‘I think it’s rather nice,’ Matthew said at last, after studying his wife’s face for a few moments in silence, ‘that when you told Sally you and Maggie were taking a break she was so insistent you took it in Seaminster.’


    Carol’s sombre face lit up. ‘I know. And I’m all the more determined while I’m there not to give the impression of wanting to interfere in her new life. I was going to invite them both to dinner at the hotel or somewhere else they like—still will—but I’m awfully happy Sally got in first.’


    ‘I know.’ Matthew leaned across the table to pat her hand, then got to his feet. ‘Come on! Let’s get tidied up and off to bed.’


    They shared the washing up and putting away, as they always did. And as he always did, Matthew announced as his last act of the day that he’d just pop into the garage for a moment to make sure he’d remembered to put all his tools away. Matthew was an architect, and Carol sometimes wished he drew as a hobby too so that they could talk as a couple of practitioners. But although his main nonprofessional occupation was creative he worked only with wood. One summer night, having followed him out of the house to perform some last chore in the garden, on an impulse of curiosity Carol had peered through the window at the back of the garage where he had his work bench, and watched him add a few tender strokes of the plane to a piece of the fallen laburnum which had taken so long to be nursed to the right state for turning into one of his sculptures. Now, each evening, she pictured him, creatively satisfied by a brief conjunction of tool and object.


    Tonight, though, there was something of her own she needed to do, and in private, and she hoped he might take a little longer than usual, or linger downstairs. The moment he had left the house on his usual pretext she plunged upstairs, flopped down on the bed, picked up the telephone and punched out a number.


    Carol saw her face in the long glass opposite as she listened to the ringing tone and was shocked at its tension, its furtive look. Not a face for Matthew to see, she told herself, trying to relax it.


    When the call was eventually answered it relaxed of its own accord. ‘It’s you. Good. I just wanted to tell you …’ Carol stopped to listen. ‘No, I don’t need to, do I? Oh, if only … I’ve started to feel scared, somehow, and I can’t—’


    She was unlucky. Matthew was in the doorway, a smiling enquiry in his face.


    ‘All right, Maggie,’ Carol said cheerily to the handset. ‘That seems to be everything sorted. I’ll pick you up on Monday at about eleven. Love to Frank.’ Matthew mouthed a few words. ‘Love from Matthew, he’s just come into the room. Bye, now.’


    Phyllida liked the feel of the street, with its small but solid Victorian terraces and regularly spaced pavement trees just breaking into bud. But it wasn’t a street into which her character, Marilyn, fitted, and when the taxi decanted her at Number Fourteen she ran quickly across to the low iron gate and up the short path beyond.


    To Phyllida’s relief, her ring at the bell was answered immediately.


    But the respectable-looking young woman at the door was staring at her in horror and narrowing the gap she had initially opened between door and post.


    ‘Binkie Page?’ Marilyn inquired, thrusting herself into what was left of the space. She was the sort of woman in whom a lack of welcome engenders aggression rather than diffidence.


    ‘My name is Mrs Brenda Barker,’ the woman responded, with a mixture of pride and primness which Phyllida, somewhere in the excluded recesses of her own mind, found amusing.


    ‘Née Miss Binkie Page?’ Marilyn suggested. ‘For goodness’ sake let me in, dear, you obviously don’t like me on the step.’


    Mrs Barker hesitated, glancing beyond Phyllida to the taxi.


    ‘It’s all right,’ Marilyn assured her. ‘ I’m not planning on staying. Just want a word.’ Mrs Barker made no move. ‘Look, if you don’t have it with me, dear, someone else will come.’


    ‘I don’t know you,’ Mrs Barker said stiffly.


    ‘Don’t you? Well, best sometimes to have a short memory.’


    ‘I mean it, I don’t know you! Even when I …’


    ‘When you was on the streets alongside of me? Well, could be you don’t, I ain’t been in town long. Maybe that’s why I drew the short straw. Got told to look for you. The girls is worried about you, Binkie. That’s all it is, I ain’t gonna bite you. Better let me in, dear.’


    Mrs Barker looked worriedly up and down the empty road. ‘All right.’ The gap between door and door post slowly widened. ‘Just for a minute.’


    The interior of the house looked as instantly respectable as the householder. Mrs Barker led Phyllida through a narrow hall into a sitting-room comfortably if inexpensively furnished with a three-piece suite too large for it and a few reproductions of well-known pictures on the flower-sprigged walls. She motioned to one of the armchairs and sat down stiffly on the edge of the other.


    ‘I don’t understand,’ she said, smoothing her knee-length skirt, ‘how you found me.’


    This was the tricky bit. ‘ I didn’t, I’m just the messenger boy. Pat—you know Pat?’ Grudgingly Mrs Barker nodded. ‘Pat told me she’d had a bit of luck, met someone apparently who told her to try this address. Don’t ask me who it was because I don’t know. And don’t for heaven’s sake worry about it, if you’re OK that’s OK by Pat and the girls. They—we—just wanted to make sure you wasn’t lying in some dark alley. Honest.’ Her character’s smile could be persuasive when she liked, and Phyllida judged this the moment to bring it out.


    Mrs Barker bridled slightly in its rays and settled herself a little more comfortably in her chair. ‘Yes … well … That’s nice, if it’s really what you say.’


    ‘God’s honour,’ Marilyn assured her. ‘And you’d’ve done the same the other way on if you’d had the chance.’


    ‘Yes …’


    

      No, you wouldn’t, Phyllida interpreted. You haven’t got Pat’s generosity of soul. ‘ There you are, you see.’ Marilyn smiled again. ‘Like to tell me what it’s all about? Pat and the girls’d appreciate it.’


    ‘All right.’ A look of self-satisfaction was creeping into Mrs Barker’s face. ‘Just for a minute.’


    ‘The length of a cuppa?’ Marilyn suggested.


    This time, to Phyllida’s pleased surprise, her smile was returned. ‘Why not? But your taxi …’


    ‘That’s all right, I told him I could be a few minutes.’


    ‘You might as well come through, then.’


    Phyllida followed Mrs Barker to the back of the house, and into a small, very clean and tidy kitchen.


    ‘I gather you won’t be coming back, then?’ she said, as her hostess picked up the kettle.


    Mrs Barker shuddered. ‘ No. I won’t ever be coming back. I been lucky,’ she admitted in a rush. ‘ I met a guy when I wasn’t … when I wasn’t working, and he never realised. I told him I was unemployed, had been a cleaner. That was true once, anyway.’ She looked defiantly at Phyllida, as if she might be about to deny it. ‘He’s a nice boy. I can’t say as how I … well, I can’t see myself ever feeling romantic, like, after everything, but I know a good thing and he’s awful kind and generous. He married me.’


    Mrs Barker looked at Phyllida with wide, astonished eyes, obviously not yet over the surprise of her good luck. Phyllida gave an appropriate long-drawn-out whistle.


    ‘Yes,’ Mrs Barker said, turning away to make the tea. ‘He married me. Just three weeks after we’d met. I’d stopped work within a few days, feeling I knew the way the wind was blowing. But anyway, even if I’d been wrong … I just sort of couldn’t, any more. Couldn’t have anything to do with any of it, or any of you, if you’ll forgive me speaking plainly. That’s why I never told Pat, just disappeared. I was wrong, I knew I was wrong at the time, but, well …’ Mrs Barker turned back to Marilyn, the return of suspicion tightening the face which Phyllida was beginning to think was quite pretty. ‘ You sure you just come to see I’m all right?’


    ‘God’s honour Binkie. Sorry, what did you say your name was?’


    ‘Brenda! It’s on my birth certificate!’


    ‘I’m sure. Well, Brenda,’ Phyllida picked up the mug of tea Mrs Barker had pushed towards her along the work top. ‘Here’s to you. From me and Pat and the girls. We all wish you well. Wish there was the same happy ending for the rest of us.’


    ‘Perhaps, there will be.’ The smile again.


    ‘Here’s to that, too.’ Phyllida took another reluctant sip of the strong brew. ‘Pat asked me to tell you she’s always there if you want her, but she won’t come looking for you. None of us will again, seeing how things are.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Brenda said. ‘You’re all great. It’s just …’


    ‘Just that you’ve moved on. Good Lord, girl, we understand that! Just wanted to be sure it was what you wanted, that you wasn’t being forced into anything. Including respectability.’


    Marilyn laughed at her own joke, and Brenda just managed to join in.


    ‘Your hubby still don’t know about—anything?’ Marilyn asked, as Brenda led the way to the front door.


    ‘No! And I don’t feel … I feel safer now, sort of, since you’ve come. I’ve not felt quite right, quite fair. And now you all know the score …’


    ‘We’ll respect it. Of course. Now,’ Marilyn said, turning as they reached the door and holding out her hand. Brenda took it without hesitation. I’ll put my head down and make a dirty dive. You shut the door right away.’


    ‘Thanks. You’re good.’ To Phyllida’s astonishment she was suddenly enveloped in a brief bear hug.


    ‘Hey, hey! Mind the war-paint!’ It was another pleasant surprise that Brenda had forgotten to be wary of it. ‘You’re all right, I think,’ Marilyn said, studying her. ‘Some powder on your collar. Go and have a look, make sure.’


    ‘Thanks.’ For the second time Brenda Barker was hesitating at her front door.


    ‘For heaven’s sake let me out, girl! Good luck!’


    Phyllida flung herself down the path, across the pavement, and into the back of the taxi.


    ‘Where to now?’ It was a relief that the taxi driver, an elderly man, was looking at her in his mirror with exasperation rather than interest.


    ‘Victoria, please.’


    It seemed the nearest place able to provide both the facilities and the anonymity that she needed. When she had restored herself, and telephoned Peter, she would get another taxi to the studios.


    Maggie Trenchard felt no better downstairs than she had felt lying in bed after waking. It wasn’t her heart, this time, although that had been playing up lately and she was starting to face a possibility that she would never make old bones. No, the feeling she had now was in her mind, a sense of dread all the more ridiculous because she was free of Ross for a week and about to go on holiday with Carol. Not that she wanted to be free of Ross, Maggie told herself as she moved draggingly around the kitchen—perhaps that was the trouble with her that morning, she had time for once to think about herself—but the constant care she had to give him was very draining and there was no doubt he was getting worse. Both the doctor and Frank had begun to urge her to agree to his going permanently into Dorsey House, but despite feeling so tired always she wasn’t ready for such a drastic and—she couldn’t help feeling—unnatural step. Ross was her only child, who had not asked to be born in any shape or form, let alone the grotesque travesty of mind and body with which she and Frank had endowed him. So Ross must remain her care and concern, although she was looking forward to a week without him. A week at the seaside with her best friend and without Frank …


    Maggie jerked guiltily as Frank came in, immediately dominating the kitchen as his expansive presence tended to dominate any room he entered. Not that Frank was an especially big man, Maggie vaguely thought as she automatically smiled a welcome, although he was fit and strong. It was just, perhaps, that he couldn’t imagine being unwelcome anywhere … and seldom was, she supposed, with his optimistic outlook and ready banter. She wished, though, that he wouldn’t have his hair cut quite so short, his strong face had no need of such macho emphasis. Once, she remembered, with an inward start of surprise (it seemed such a very long time ago), when he had let it grow and it had been soft and silky, she had liked to run her fingers through it …’


    ‘Morning, love,’ Frank said. Then lookedrat her more closely than usual, evoking in her another start of guilt. ‘You look a bit pale. But interesting.’ He crossed the kitchen and put his hand on her bottom, gently pinching it. ‘ You all right?’


    Carol would probably be able to tell Matthew that she was battling against a stupid sense of dread. She couldn’t tell Frank anything like that. ‘Just a bit of a headache, it’ll lift when I’ve had a couple of tablets with my coffee. Toast coming up.’


    Frank spent the few moments he sat with her at the kitchen table grumbling about the current staff at his garage.


    ‘Apart from brother Daniel there’s not a man jack among them doing the jobs the way I’m prepared to do them. Do do them, half the time. Think I’m going to have to have a clean sweep before long if things don’t improve. Well, better get myself over there for another pep talk. What time are you off?’


    ‘I’m picking Carol up about eleven.’ Maggie was still in love with her new car and enjoyed driving. Carol did, too, but was considerate enough to let Maggie do the things she remained strong enough to cope with.


    ‘I’ll miss you, Maggie.’


    ‘It’s only for a week.’


    ‘Yeah.’ He was on his feet, standing behind her chair with his big hands on her shoulders. According to you and Carol, your two beaux at the art class will miss you too.’


    They both laughed. ‘They’re easy enough to keep in their place,’ Maggie assured him. ‘Just a couple of likely lads.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t mind my wife being fancied by other men,’ Frank assured her in his turn. ‘Gives me a bit of a buzz, as a matter of fact. So long as you save all your kisses for me, as the song goes. Take it easy while you’re away, Maggie. Don’t overdo things. Promise?’
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