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			epigraph

			It is my belief, Watson, founded upon my experience, that the lowest and vilest alleys of London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and beautiful countryside.

			Copper Beeches

			Arthur Conan Doyle

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Twelve-thirty on a Saturday afternoon in July, and the villages known as the Caswells (pronounced Cazzells by the locals) were receiving their weekend wash and brush-up.

			In Lower Caswell, the soft summer air was filled with the drones and hums of hover-mowers and electric hedge-trimmers, the whines of power drills and the revving of car engines being tuned to the perfection only the amateur demands. Hoses gushed water on to gleaming hatchback saloons and occasionally on to small children in bathing trunks, to their squealing delight. From somewhere, a transistor radio swelled the summer chorus and a tennis ball hit the grazed knee of a diminutive batsman to an impassioned cry of ‘How’s that?’ from the bowler. The batsman accepted defeat graciously; it would be his turn to bowl and he fancied that the tarmac driveway would take a bit of spin.

			This was the new development, the middle-range housing built to accommodate the needs of the young executive and his family. The walks and avenues were contained within the estate boundary roads and the dark red brick, fashioned into the would-be elegance of days gone by, was surrounded by cobbled courtyards with mock-Victorian lamp standards and fronted by Georgian garage doors.

			In the small garden of one house a man in his mid-thirties, wearing a white sweatshirt and denim shorts, waged war on the long grass around his flowering cherry with a machine that sounded like a distressed wasp. His wife knelt by the path, trying to decide which were weeds and which were plants, but her heart was not in her task. He was tall, well built and dark, with a thin, impassive face – she was fairer, with a tendency to plumpness. The Rainfords had just had their Saturday morning row, so no pleasantries passed between them.

			The chevrons at the side of the road warned of the sharp, steep bend to the left, after which came the pub that served the Caswells. The Duke’s Head was doing good business, the car park was full, and the grass verge was chock-a-block with the cars of the visitors – the people who came in from Market Brampton to sample the delights of the countryside. The garden at the rear was overflowing with lager-drinking, laughing groups who packed the wooden tables and spilled over on to the grass. There followed the rows of terraced houses which had once housed the quarry workers and, across from them, the surviving shops. A grocer’s and a general store which was seeking sub-post office status in view of the new development were all that was left. The other shops had long since been converted into desirable residences, except for one casualty of the by-pass, a tea shop, up for sale with no takers.

			The by-pass was just visible from there, as the sun glinted on the chromium and glass of the cars that no longer roared through the villages, and this was the point at which Long Caswell officially began. On either side of the road, on rising, wooded land, the village was strung out haphazardly like a broken string of pearls. The ground sloped gently at first, then dramatically, as it climbed out of the valley. The large gardens were well stocked and well kept and the long gravel driveways led to converted stables, to kitchen gardens and summerhouses. These houses had back stairs leading to servants’ quarters, few of which were put to their original use. The odd one, however, could boast a live-in mother’s help with own TV.

			Saturday in Long Caswell was more traditional; the real enthusiasts and the part-time gardeners had never quite come to terms with electric gardening and the soothing click of hand-shears could be heard to a background of motor mowers chugging their way up and down the striped lawns. Exhaust fumes mingled with the cut grass and this smell of summer was carried on the air through the open windows of the master bedroom of one house. Inside, a couple were dressing after a late, leisurely breakfast. Richard Hascombe was a strongly built and fit fifty-two, with greying dark hair, close-cropped to prevent it curling too riotously. His companion was just under half his age and looked even younger than that.

			Across the road, and a few hundred yards up the hill, was the last house in the village. A woman in her early forties sat at the table in the pine-clad kitchen, preferring its shaded coolness to the climbing sun. The only sound in the house was the quiet whirr of the extractor fan, and she thought she was alone. Her dark, casually well-cut hair was unbrushed, her face devoid of make-up. She looked tired; she had poured a cup of tea but it was cold now. Her husband was out or she would not be looking the way she did. She started as the door opened suddenly, but it was only her son. He was sixteen, brown-eyed, and very like her. He was taller than his stepfather now, his long legs encased in the inevitable blue denim. He said hello and took the kitchen stairs two at a time, up to his studio.

			The road ran on for almost three miles through what was technically Upper Caswell but which consisted only of bright yellow fields of oilseed rape, skirted by the woodland which swept round behind the fields to meet the old quarry road. It was closed now, but you could still see where it had branched off the main Caswells road to run round the old workings, long abandoned. Nature had partially grassed over the scar and the savage bite out of the hillside lent a touch of drama to the unexciting landscape. The steep, dangerous side of the quarry was at the far end where the old road almost vanished as it met the wood. The sheer drop had once been fenced off but the fence had gone after years of wind and weather. The calls to have it replaced had grown less and less urgent as people simply got used to it.

			The quietness of Upper Caswell was barely disturbed by the discreet rumble of a 747, just shimmeringly visible in the blue sky, ahead of its streaming vapour trails. A second later, the peace was shattered by the angry snarl of an airforce jet, scything its way through the air as it skimmed the valley.

			The Caswells road curved again, just beyond the quarry turn-off, and ran on to where it met the by-pass in a complexity of painted arrows and diagonal stripes, traffic signs and directions. It was here on weekdays that the Caswells commuters had to wait forever to make the right turn to Market Brampton. Lorries rattled their way into the old town, shaking the houses and knocking chips off the ones that stood too close to the road. They rumbled past the end-of-terrace house where a telephone rang and was automatically answered. A girl’s voice apologised to the caller for her absence; the caller left a message. A newspaper boy wedged a paper in the letter box and remounted his bicycle, bumping off the pavement and pedalling across the side street to his next port of call.

			And the keys to the skeleton-cupboards began turning in the locks.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1

			Joyce Rainford heard the phone, but she didn’t dare answer it. ‘It’ll be for you,’ she said. ‘Telephone.’

			‘What?’ said Mark, switching off the lawnmower.

			‘It’ll be for you,’ Joyce repeated, telegraphic communication having replaced the earlier silence. Joyce felt guilty, because she had in a way engineered the apparently routine row so that they would end up not speaking. That way, she wouldn’t have to say what was really on her mind, what had been on her mind for weeks.

			Mark deliberately brushed past her on his way into the house, and she knew that the fleeting physical contact was an attempt to re-establish diplomatic relations.

			She followed him as he crossed the room to the telephone. It was on the breakfast bar that partitioned off the kitchen from the dining alcove, which in turn was separated from the sitting-room by an ornamental low brick wall. Mark hoisted himself on to the breakfast bar as he picked up the phone. Joyce stood by the wall.

			‘Rainford,’ he said, glancing across at Joyce as he spoke.

			She smiled at him. Whatever happened, it had to be better to speak to him calmly, rationally – not to throw the subject into the ring to take its chances with routine grievances. He smiled back, a little sheepishly.

			‘Oh yes,’ he said into the phone. ‘It’s all right, Frankie, we’re remembering. I fully expected rain, of course.’ He laughed, as he listened to what Frankie was saying. ‘No! I didn’t mean that – I just meant that I’m on lawn fatigues, and I had thought I’d get out of it.’

			Joyce sat down.

			‘Right you are, Frankie. See you, love.’ He replaced the receiver. ‘Frankie,’ he informed Joyce, unnecessarily. ‘Reminding us about tonight.

			Joyce needed no reminding. She looked at Mark from under her eyelashes, a reproachful, slightly speculative look. ‘Are you actually going to come?’ she asked.

			‘Of course.’

			But there was no of course about it. He knew that as well as she did, though he wouldn’t admit it, not even to himself.

			2

			Frankie O’Brien replaced the receiver and sat down at the dressing table. She had soft, straight chestnut hair to her collar, clear green eyes, and freckles, if you looked closely. She was looking closely, and without enthusiasm, at her reflection. She was slightly built, seeming almost fragile in the tight jeans which accentuated her thin legs, but that was deceptive. Frankie had little time for fragility.

			Richard Hascombe sat on the end of the bed, putting on his shoes. ‘I expect your secret is out,’ he said.

			She could see his reflection, smiling at her. Perhaps even laughing at her a little. He had a strong face, with mobile, pleasing features. They pleased her anyway. She smiled back, turning to face him. They had met three months previously at the Blakes’, but it had taken him two months to ask her out to dinner. So he should laugh.

			‘A little ironic,’ he said, ‘under the circumstances.’

			‘I liked the circumstances,’ she answered with a smile.

			She had not meant to stay last night, but they had eaten too well, and drunk too well, and talked too far into the night to do anything other than fall into bed and sleep. Until last night, she had jealously guarded their infant relationship from the inevitable advice and possible disapproval of their mutual friends. And until last night they had not shared a bed with the sole intention of sleeping in it. To Frankie, it had seemed all the more intimate for that.

			‘One night of unbridled sleep, and you’ll be the talk of the village,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t seem fair to me.’ He went to the wardrobe to select a tie.

			‘Sylvia will be rehearsing her speech,’ Frankie said, her tone much more cheerful than she felt. Sylvia Blake knew her better than anyone had a right to, and she had already received thoughtful glances.

			‘Youth cannot mate with age?’ he said, only half in fun. ‘She might be right, Frankie.’

			Frankie shrugged. ‘And Alan will think I must want to spend your money,’ she said.

			‘I might be after yours. What’s this I hear about a legacy?’

			Frankie stiffened.

			‘Can I ask you about that?’

			She could feel the dread already, and she turned quickly back to the mirror. If she kept busy, perhaps this time she wouldn’t make a fool of herself. ‘You can ask me anything you like,’ she said, her voice a little hoarse. She opened her powder compact, and her hand shook.

			‘Houses, isn’t it?’

			She dabbed on face-powder, then removed most of it with a tissue. ‘A couple of two-up, two-downs with sitting tenants,’ she said. ‘My father left me them, and some money.’ There, she thought. You’ve made it. She smiled a liberally lipsticked smile at him, then kissed the lipstick off on the tissue.

			‘What did your father do?’

			She smeared green eye-shadow on to one eyelid. ‘This and that,’ she said. ‘Originally, he was a bricklayer.’ She found a piece of the tissue that hadn’t yet been used, and took off most of the eye-shadow.

			Richard looked into the mirror. ‘Why don’t you just use less in the first place?’ he asked.

			‘I’m Irish,’ she said.

			‘What was “this and that”?’

			She could feel her stomach twisting. ‘He bought cheap terraced houses and did them up for sale,’ she answered, switching her attention to her other eye. ‘A sort of second-hand house dealer,’ she added, with what she hoped sounded like a laugh. ‘I was fifteen when he died.’ The words were coming in a rush, rehearsed and rehearsed.

			‘And now Mark Rainford looks after them for you?’ he asked, his voice disbelieving.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Isn’t he rather an odd choice? I’ve only met him once, but from what I hear . . .’ he allowed the half-finished sentence to hang in the air.

			‘Mark’s all right,’ she said defensively.

			‘That’s not what I’ve heard.’ There was a moment when their eyes met in the glass, and he held up his hands.

			‘Sorry. Nothing to do with me.’

			‘No,’ she said.

			For the first time, there was an awkward silence. It was Frankie who felt obliged to break it.

			‘Alan Blake and Mark were my trustees,’ she said. ‘Until I was twenty-one.’

			‘Did Mark gamble in those days?’ Richard asked.

			‘Not like now,’ she conceded. ‘He would have a bet – that’s what my father liked about him, I think.’ She widened her eyes as she brushed on mascara. ‘It was one of the reasons he asked him to do it. And Mark was his accountant, anyway.’

			‘But when you were twenty-one,’ Richard persisted. ‘What made you ask him to look after them?’

			Frankie took a deep breath. ‘I didn’t want to do it myself. Mark does everything – that’s how I want it.’

			‘But surely Alan Blake would have been a better bet? If you’ll pardon the expression,’ he added with a quick laugh.

			‘No.’ She moved on to her left eye.

			‘Blake seems to know you very well,’ he said. Frankie swivelled the seat round. ‘Yes,’ she said, seeing a look in his eyes that she hadn’t expected. ‘I’ve worked for him for almost ten years.’

			He took a jacket from the wardrobe. ‘Frankie,’ he said, not looking at her. ‘What exactly –?’ he broke off. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s none of my business.’

			‘Go on,’she said.

			He bent down to see himself in the mirror, picking up a hairbrush. ‘Have I walked into the middle of something?’ He made totally unnecessary passes at his hair.

			‘What do you mean?’ she asked, puzzled.

			‘Between you and Blake.’

			‘What?’ The idea was preposterous. She laughed, glad of the light relief. ‘Of course not! What on earth made you think that?’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ He turned up the shirt collar and draped the tie round his neck.

			‘Richard?’ She looked up at him. ‘I don’t know what you’ve heard, but that at least isn’t true.’ She caught the ends of his tie and pulled him down to her, kissing him briefly. ‘I don’t even like him.’

			‘That isn’t always a bar,’ he pointed out, knotting his tie with great care.

			‘I suppose not,’ she said.

			‘You don’t really treat him like your employer,’ he said.

			‘No, I don’t suppose I do.’ Frankie picked up his hairbrush and sat down again at the dressing table. She’d have to try to explain. ‘Sylvia looked after me when my father took ill,’ she said. ‘That’s why I know Alan so well. The Blakes are like family.’

			Richard looked surprised. He frowned a little. ‘I see. How long have you known them?’

			‘I’ve known Sylvia since I was ten.’

			Richard pulled up a chair and sat beside her. ‘I didn’t realise,’ he said.

			Frankie had a brief, almost impressionistic image of her father that would sweep into her mind and away whenever she thought of him as he was then. Tall, which he wasn’t, but he was to a ten-year-old. Broad and muscular, which he had been. Laughing, picking her up to throw her in the air and catch her. But then it would be replaced by the real memories, the ones that didn’t evaporate, would never evaporate.

			‘I was shunted about here and there while he was in hospital,’ she said, and she could feel the tears, hot behind her eyes. ‘He came home, but he never really got better. Just good and bad days. He couldn’t look after me all by himself any more.’ She got up and sat on the bed, feeling under it for her sandals to give herself something to do. ‘He advertised for someone to come and look after me. Us, in the end,’ she said, finding the sandals and unbuckling them unnecessarily to prolong the activity. ‘Sylvia came.’ The sandals were on and buckled, and she had nothing else to do.

			‘That seems an odd sort of job for Sylvia,’ Richard said.

			‘Well, David was just a baby,’ Frankie explained. ‘She wanted to work somewhere she could have him with her.’

			Richard looked puzzled. ‘What was Blake doing?’ he asked.

			‘Sylvia was married before,’ Frankie said. ‘All I know about him is that his name was Newman. It broke up when David was about six months old. So it suited Sylvia to work for us.’

			‘Did she live with you?’

			‘Not to start with, but he –’ The tears were refusing to be blinked back and they blurred her vision. She blew her nose. ‘He had more heart attacks, and he went back to hospital. She came then. To stay with us, I mean.’ She tried desperately not to cry. ‘I would be about thirteen.’

			Richard was at her side. ‘Don’t, Frankie,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.’

			‘Why not?’ She was determined to get to the end of the story so that she wouldn’t have to face it again. ‘He couldn’t do anything much. Mark did it all. But he had a lot of houses at one point, and Mark couldn’t do it and his own work. And there wasn’t enough income to pay someone else to do it. So,’ she said, seeing the finishing post in sight, ‘he kept the ones he thought might be an investment and sold the rest as one lot. Alan Blake bought them, and that’s how he met Sylvia.’ She wiped away the tears, smearing mascara. ‘My father was very ill by then. Sylvia coped with him – I don’t know how. I was no help.’

			‘How old were you?’ he asked gently.

			‘Fourteen.’ Fourteen, full of adolescent arrogance; fourteen, old enough to know better. Fourteen, and taking advantage of his weakness to do as she pleased. Sylvia, tied to the house by an invalid and a six-year-old, couldn’t stop her. ‘Sylvia stayed after he died,’ she said. ‘When I was eighteen, she married Alan. By that time I was working for him. I think Sylvia made him give me a job.’ She glanced up at him.

			‘Would you mind very much going away for a minute? Please?’

			He left, closing the door quietly, and she allowed herself the tears without the embarrassment of an audience.

			3

			Sylvia Blake washed and David dried. Alan had come back from the golf club and they had eaten a silent lunch; now he was in the study, ostentatiously awaiting a phone-call. Mrs Mac didn’t come at weekends, so Sylvia shared the chores with her son. They both rather enjoyed their weekends, when they could take life at their pace, and not at Alan’s, whose life moved to the beat of a much more strident drum than did theirs. Alan, Sylvia thought, was rather like an artist’s impression of the man who has everything; he had constantly groomed executive-grey hair, manicured hands, a Mercedes and an expensive, well-appointed house.

			But he also had a business with severe cash-flow problems, appearances to keep up and a marriage which was crumbling under the strain. The increased frequency of the rows, and the almost casual violence which attended them, was making it difficult to keep up those appearances, when appearances were all they had. Pretence was the only shared experience they had left; it was what the marriage had really always been about. In its own unlikely way, the Blakes’ union had been a success, and as long as Sylvia could paper over the cracks, she would.

			She smiled at David, who was as different from Alan as it was possible to be. David’s sole ambition was to paint, and time hardly mattered if he was engrossed in what he was doing. The ability to draw which had impressed Alan when David was eight, and a brand new stepson, merely irritated him now, and he regarded the whole thing as a waste of time and opportunity. But David had never sought Alan’s approval of anything he did, and his stepfather’s occasional assertions that he should be putting his energies into something more profitable had no effect on him whatsoever.

			Sylvia had never been able to draw anything much more than matchstick men, but she understood David’s passion. She worried a little because he was so sure he could earn a living that way, and that seemed to her unlikely, however good he was. His art teacher assured her that he was good enough to go to art college, provided he accepted their tuition and didn’t think he was Van Gogh. Sylvia was inclined to think that he did and pointed out to him from time to time that Van Gogh didn’t get luncheon vouchers. He ought to be preparing for the exam, but he wasn’t. He was working on something of his own, every minute he could, in the studio above the kitchen that had once been two servants’ rooms. Alan had reluctantly agreed to the conversion, complaining that it cost so much they might as well have had the two servants.

			‘Why don’t you come this evening?’ she asked.

			‘I might come later,’ David said. ‘But I want to go out first.’

			Out meant sketching. Not a disco, or the cinema, or a girlfriend. It meant that he would go off somewhere on his own with his sketch pad and his camera.

			‘Frankie will be there,’ Sylvia said, encouragingly. David had had a crush on Frankie since he was ten. She might serve as bait to get him to do something a little more sociable than usual. ‘And you could give Kim a ring – she might like to come.’ Kim was the fifteen-year-old daughter of friends. Sylvia harboured a hope that her charms might help to take David out of himself.

			He shook his head. ‘She wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘She thinks I’m too young for her.’

			They laughed. The phone rang and was answered immediately. It was a reminder of Alan’s presence in the house, and David’s expression changed immediately. He returned to the plate-drying.

			It was a short conversation; the bell on the kitchen extension tinkled as Alan hung up. A few minutes later, he appeared in the kitchen, announcing that he was going out. The front door banged, the garage door whined open, the Mercedes crunched over the gravel, and he was gone.

			David cheered up instantly. Sylvia wished that they would try to get on with one another, but it was a forlorn hope.

			4

			Richard knocked on the door, and opened it cautiously.

			Frankie had stopped crying and was obviously angry with herself for having allowed her emotions to escape. She turned away from him, still struggling to push the inconvenient things back into their box and shut the lid.

			‘Why does it still upset you so much?’ he asked, in a deliberate sabotage attempt. It was the closest he had been; he didn’t want to lose her.

			‘He worried about me,’ she said, her voice flat. ‘All the time.’

			‘Parents do worry about their children.’ He sat beside her on the bed. He had known that Frankie’s mother had died in a road accident when Frankie was too young to remember; he had had no idea about the rest. He received a sideways, suspicious look.

			‘They don’t all have as much cause,’ she said, her hair falling across her face as she looked away again. ‘He was so ill.’

			‘That wasn’t your fault.’

			‘No. But I just ran wild because they couldn’t stop me. I hurt him – I know I did.’

			Richard brushed the dark red hair away from her eyes. ‘You were a child,’ he said. ‘You’re blaming yourself for having been a child.’ He let her hair fall back, and she hid behind it once more.

			‘Everyone feels guilty, you know,’ he said, determined to comfort her. ‘Whenever someone that close to you dies, you feel you could have done more, said more. Said less, come to that,’ he added, and she looked up quickly.

			‘I do know what it’s like,’ he said. ‘My wife was ill. Not for as long as your father, but long enough for me to do all the right things. I didn’t, of course. No-one ever does. And they shouldn’t, because it would be false.’

			Frankie allowed her hand to be held.

			‘If you had stayed at home and read to him every night, you wouldn’t have been his daughter. It would have been a calculated move, like a death-bed conversion.’

			The smile was involuntary, prompted by a sudden memory of her father on that very subject. ‘You should have heard him about that,’ she said. ‘He hated people who saw the light because they were knocking on a bit.’ She laughed, a little shakily. ‘He called them lapsed atheists. “Please God, don’t let me get religion!” he used to say.’

			Richard laughed with her. ‘And I take it he didn’t suffer a conversion?’

			‘Not him. A staunch atheist to the end.’

			‘Then he’d hardly be expecting one from you, would he?’

			She shrugged a little and moved to the dressing table to repair her make-up.

			‘Why don’t you like Blake?’ he asked.

			‘Do you?’

			‘I don’t know him very well.’ He had to be careful of what he said. ‘Has he . . .?’ He searched for the words. ‘Has he hurt you in some way?’

			‘Hurt me?’ Her eyes shone slightly. ‘How could he have done that?’ Her voice was sharp, her cheeks slightly pink.

			‘I don’t know,’ he answered. ‘You tell me.’

			She didn’t respond.

			‘You don’t think your father got a fair deal over the property he sold to Blake, do you?’

			Frankie raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve been doing your homework all right,’ she said.

			Richard shook his head. ‘That’s all I know,’ he said. ‘That Blake bought some property from your father and that you weren’t very happy. No more than that, honestly.’ He smiled. ‘And I wasn’t prying – somebody just happened to tell me.’

			‘Since you ask,’ she said, ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever had a fair deal from Alan Blake. Why are you so interested in him anyway?’

			‘I had a decision to make,’ he said. ‘And it could affect you in more ways than one. I wanted to know how you felt about him.’

			‘A decision about Alan? It must be money, then.’ She stood up. ‘Right?’

			‘Right first time.’ He put out a hand to take hers, but she turned towards the window. He couldn’t be sure whether she’d done it deliberately or not.

			He joined her and pointed towards the wood at the bottom of the garden. ‘You can take a short cut through there,’ he said. ‘To the old quarry.’

			Frankie smiled. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ she asked.

			‘I go there sometimes. It’s like being on the moon, or something. Helps you get things in perspective.’

			The green eyes rested on his for a moment, then moved back to the window. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But it doesn’t make them go away, does it?’

			‘Probably not.’ Richard abandoned his attempt at amateur psychology. He looked up at the sky. ‘Do you think it’s going to stay like this?’ he asked. ‘Or will there be a cloudburst as soon as I get the barbecue going?’

			Frankie frowned slightly. ‘Do you wish you’d never let yourself in for all of this?’

			Richard smiled. Tonight was a rather belated housewarming, suggested by Alan Blake as a way of meeting the neighbours; Sylvia had advised on the invitations, and Frankie had talked him into making it a barbecue, of all things, after he had carelessly boasted of his skill with a hamburger. Yes, he wished he’d never let himself in for it. But Frankie was looking forward to it.

			‘Of course I don’t,’ he said stoutly. ‘It should be fun.’

			5

			Joyce looked at the television; not at the screen, not at the silent horses streaking along the straight, but at the piece of furniture, at the twenty-six-inch colour set with cabinet. At the video recorder, at the hi-fi.

			Two horses passed the winning post and the crowds erupted in soundless appreciation. Now, she saw the images, the garish colours, the steam rising from the horse as the saddle was removed, the slaps on the back for the owner, on the neck for the animal. She snapped the switch and she was no longer part of their perspiring, pernicious world.

			She jumped when she heard Mark’s key in the lock.

			‘Joyce! Joyce!’ Mark’s voice was urgent.

			Joyce ran to the door, her heart in her mouth. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ she cried.

			Mark stood in the hallway, his hands full of ten-pound notes, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Look at this!’ he shouted, throwing the notes into the air and planting a kiss on her lips while the money fluttered to the ground.

			Joyce just looked at him, at his eyes shining with elation and triumph.

			‘You promised,’ she said. ‘You promised you weren’t going to go to the betting shop.’

			‘Four hundred and twenty pounds! Count it!’ he yelled. He squatted down and began picking up notes.

			‘Mark,’ she said. ‘If you don’t stop this, I’m leaving you.’

			He looked up, half-laughing.

			‘I can’t live like this,’ she said and knelt down beside him. ‘You’ve got to tell me everything. Tell me the truth. And tell me now.’

			‘I’ve won some money,’ he said, looking bewildered. ‘What else is there to tell?’

			‘How much do we owe? she shouted. ‘Because we’re paying it back. Every penny.’

			‘What do you mean? We don’t owe anything.’ Mark picked up the money and followed her into the living-room. ‘Honestly, you don’t have to worry,’ he said.

			Joyce walked into the kitchen, still pursued by Mark. She filled the kettle, because it was something to do.

			He waved the money under her nose. ‘It’s for you,’ he said.

			‘Stop it,’ she begged him, close to tears, pushing away the money as she walked past him to the cupboard. ‘Don’t!’ She took out tea and dropped two teabags into the pot, barely aware of what she was doing.

			The small kitchen filled with steam from the kettle and she filled the teapot, splashing little pinpricks of boiling water on her arm.

			‘Can’t I have a bet in peace? What harm’s it ever done you?’

			‘It’s you,’ she said. ‘It’s harming you.’

			‘How? How has it harmed me?’

			Joyce banged two mugs on the table. ‘You can’t stop!’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous! Thank God I don’t drink much – you’d have me down as an alcoholic.’

			‘It’s just as bad.’

			‘What? Have you ever suffered?’

			Joyce began pouring the tea that neither of them wanted. ‘It’s an addiction,’ she said.

			‘Addiction? Look – it’s what I do to relax, that’s all.’ He smiled. ‘Joyce – you take it far too seriously.’ He took his tea through to the coffee table, switched on the television and sat down.

			Joyce went after him, and before she had time to think twice, snatched the paper out of his hands. ‘Tell me the truth,’ she demanded.

			The thin, dark face that looked up at her was impassive, expressionless. ‘What truth?’ he asked.

			‘Mark, you’ve got to tell me the truth. Don’t you understand?’

			He took her hand and pulled her gently down beside him. ‘You shouldn’t get so upset,’ he said. ‘There’s no need. Everything’s fine.’ He put his arm round her.

			‘I’m frightened,’ she said.

			‘What of?’ He drew her closer. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of.’ He was kissing her hair, her eyes. Gentle, comforting kisses. Joyce jumped up again, away from him.

			‘I know all about it, Mark.’ She was plunging in at the deep end. That wasn’t like any of the opening gambits she’d rehearsed during sleepless nights. They had been carefully worded; they had been by turns compassionate, indignant, angry. They hadn’t consisted of a bald statement.

			Mark froze, his teacup at his lips, for the tiniest of moments before he carried on. ‘What do you know?’ he asked, his voice artificially light and careless.

			She switched off the television again. ‘I know how you can gamble away so much money, and still pay for things like this.’ She closed the cabinet door.

			‘I win,’ he said airily, picking up a handful of notes. ‘There’s no mystery. I win.’

			‘No, you don’t.’ She walked over and looked down at him. ‘You’ve won today, that’s all. But you don’t really win. You lose, like everyone else. The bookies win.’ She dropped to her knees beside him. ‘You can’t pretend any more,’ she said. ‘Not any more.’

			Chapter Two

			1

			Richard watched Frankie as she set up her tape-recorder. It was her pride and joy and had more buttons and lights than the Concorde flight deck. It was a complete mystery to him. She had spent days recording bits and pieces of both their record collections and was now threading through a tape that she assured him would give three hours of continuous music to the guests. She had attempted to give him instructions on how to turn it to give another three hours, but both the instructions and the idea appalled him.

			‘I’ve just put on a mixture,’ she was saying. ‘Mostly old pop records – is that all right? It won’t really sound all that great because it’s recorded at the slow speed, but I thought that probably wouldn’t matter since people won’t really be listening anyway.’

			‘It’ll sound all right to me,’ he said.

			‘I’ve tried to put on things that they can dance to if they want,’ she continued, straightening up from her labours. ‘After all – what’s the point in having a paved terrace unless it’s danced on?’

			He grinned. ‘You’d be happier if I suddenly went bust, wouldn’t you? We could live in trendy poverty in your house, and grow marijuana in the window box.’

			‘I don’t even have a window box,’ she said.

			He opened the French windows on to the terrace. ‘Go on – look,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that better than looking out at Brampton High Street?’

			‘I like Brampton High Street.’ Frankie went out to hook up the speakers in the garden, swearing mildly as the wire became entangled in the burglar alarm. ‘And there’s another thing I haven’t got,’ she said, successfully completing the connection and joining him back in the house.

			‘Pleasant situation,’ Richard said. ‘Extensive grounds, part woodland, with summerhouse. Interested?’

			Frankie shook her head. ‘I need to have my own house,’ she said.

			‘This would be your own house.’

			‘No, it wouldn’t. It would be your house. At best it would be our house, and I need somewhere of my own. Somewhere I know I can go, if I want to.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll stay with you as long as you like,’ she said. ‘But I won’t live with you, and I’ll never make any promises.’

			Richard laughed. ‘You are Irish, aren’t you?’

			He wished no-one was coming. As the thought crossed his mind, the door bell rang.

			‘This is it, chaps,’ he said, stubbing out his cigar, as the pendulum clock whirred into action and softly chimed the half-hour.

			‘Why does someone always insist on coming early?’ Frankie asked.

			‘They’ll be the last to leave – you’ll see,’ Richard said. ‘Are all systems go?’

			Frankie pressed one of the buttons and guitars strummed gently in the garden. ‘Affirmative,’ she replied, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Go and meet your guests.’

			2

			Mark had meant to keep his word; he really had, he told himself. It was just that he’d lost a bit more than he’d meant to, and there was an evening meeting at Westbridge dog track. He had worked out that he could get there for the first race or two and still be back in time to change and be at Hascombe’s by eight. Frankie had said any time from seven, so that would be all right. Anyway, the time didn’t matter – it wasn’t as though it was a dinner party. He’d just stay for the next race, and then go. If Joyce still wanted to pop into Hascombe’s for a little while, they could go for an hour or so. He hoped she didn’t – he felt far from sociable after his enforced heart-to-heart with her.

			3

			Alan hadn’t returned, and Sylvia, having now made use of her expensive range of cosmetics, was ready, correctly casual in blue jeans and tee shirt, and waiting. Seven o’clock had come and gone, and by seven-fifteen she wrote a note telling Alan that she had gone on alone. David had popped his head round the door to announce that he was going out; she had had one last attempt at persuading him to come, but he had simply said that he might.

			She strolled down the road to Richard Hascombe’s house, enjoying the feel of the westering sun on her back, the hot dry smell of the summer and the unusual sensation of being herself. She didn’t have to be arch and brittle in response to Alan’s carefully nurtured male chauvinism, she didn’t have to laugh at the jokes that she had heard a thousand times. She could talk to people on her own terms, for a while at least. When she was with Alan, he had a tendency to show people round her, as if she were a vintage car.

			The smell of burning charcoal and sizzling food met her as she rounded the side of the house, and she smiled. Smoke drifted gently in the air across the lawn, where knots of people stood talking. They had obviously stayed in the groups they had arrived in, and she wondered how successful it was going to be. She waved at one or two of the neighbours and crossed the grass towards the barbecue itself, and Frankie.

			‘Sylvia!’ Frankie smiled broadly. ‘Have a hamburger. Please don’t say you’re not hungry.’

			Sylvia was hungry; the short walk had reminded her that it had been some time since lunch. She set about her hamburger with an abandon of which Alan would have heartily disapproved.

			‘It’s gorgeous,’ she said, with her mouth full. She swallowed before attempting further conversation. ‘What’s in it?’

			Frankie grinned. ‘It’s a secret recipe – they’re better than the ones you get in Brampton, aren’t they?’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ Sylvia said. ‘But they’re better than mine. Do me another one.’

			‘Oh, good,’ said Frankie delightedly. ‘Maybe you’ll encourage the others.’

			Sylvia glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is no-one having anything?’ she whispered, looking at the array of food.

			‘You, me and Richard,’ Frankie said. ‘We’ll get very fat.’

			Sylvia laughed at the idea of Frankie getting fat. ‘It wouldn’t do you any harm,’ she said. ‘Not that there’s the least chance that you will ever put on weight.’

			‘I don’t know what they thought a barbecue was,’ Frankie said, building Sylvia’s next hamburger. She looked round. ‘It’s not exactly going with a swing, is it?’

			Sylvia chewed thoughtfully, guessing at the flavours. ‘Did you invent this recipe?’ she asked, suspiciously.

			‘What do you think?’

			‘I think you burn cornflakes.’

			‘I do.’ Frankie laughed. ‘Richard was in the States, you know, where they know how to do these things properly.’ Her eyes twinkled as Richard came into earshot in time to catch her last sentence.

			‘I’m glad you could make it,’ Richard said. ‘Perhaps you can liven up the proceedings a little.’

			‘I’m not the life and soul of many parties,’ Sylvia warned him, with a smile.

			‘What are we doing wrong?’ He asked Frankie in a stage whisper.

			‘Give them time,’ Sylvia advised him.

			‘How long do they need?’

			Sylvia laughed. ‘About fifteen years.’

			‘Where’s Alan?’ Frankie asked.

			‘Oh – he had to go out this afternoon – he got held up. He asked me to apologise,’ she said untruthfully to Richard. ‘I’m sure he’ll get here as soon as he can.’

			As she spoke, Joyce Rainford arrived, looking pink and bothered.

			‘I’ve never walked up that hill before,’ she said, catching her breath. ‘It’s harder work than you think, isn’t it? I thought I wasn’t going to make it, I really did. It must have taken me twenty minutes – isn’t that awful?’ She accepted a drink, but like everyone else, refused food. ‘I might have something later,’ she said. ‘But I’ll have to get my breath back. It’s just as well they’ve put that bench halfway up. . .’

			Sylvia nodded and smiled in the right places. Poor Joyce had put her tongue into overdrive again, which she seemed to think would stop people noticing that Mark wasn’t there.

			‘I see you’re a grass widow too,’ Sylvia said, in an effort to make Joyce see that she wasn’t unique in her lack of escort, but it didn’t work. She just kept glancing nervously round, in the vain hope that Mark would materialise.

			‘It’s a lovely garden,’ Sylvia tried next, as Frankie arrived back with Joyce’s drink.

			‘Isn’t it?’ Joyce said. ‘I’ve caught glimpses of it from the bus – you can see it from the top deck. I like looking at gardens – they’re so restful, aren’t they? Of course, ours is tiny, and it’s almost impossible to get Mark to do anything, but I do enjoy it. Not that I know anything about it, but you’ve got to learn, haven’t you? Still, I expect Richard’s got a gardener, hasn’t he?’

			‘Part-time,’ Frankie said. ‘Mrs Rogers’s husband does it at the weekends.’

			‘Oh – he doesn’t work for Richard full-time?’ Joyce asked, seizing the topic.

			‘No. He’s got another job during the week.’

			‘I see. So it’s just Mrs Rogers who really works for him? Full-time, I mean. . .’

			Her voice went on and on, and Sylvia cast surreptitious glances round as she responded in accordance with the tone, rather than the words.

			Richard had drifted off to talk to his new neighbours; Frankie, like Sylvia, was listening politely to Joyce. Unlike her, she was joining in the conversation. No sign of the errant Mark, nor, come to that, of Alan. As the thought formed, Alan gave the lie to it by appearing suddenly in their midst.

			Joyce was still looking petrified – more so, of course, now that Alan had arrived, because now she was the only person there without an escort, and her conversation found yet another gear.

			‘Alan – I didn’t really say thank you properly yesterday. I was in such a rush, but it really was good of you – the buses are practically non-existent, aren’t they? When one does come, it’s full of people from Westbridge – you’d wonder why they’d want to come into Brampton to shop when Westbridge has got the new centre – have you been there? It really is nice, though I must say it’s just the same old shops really – the Boots is enormous, though. You can get almost anything. Oh – and there’s a lovely camera shop – you’d like it, I’m sure. There are quite a few shops that specialise – it’s got a record shop that says it can get anything. . .’

			Sylvia glanced at Frankie.

			‘You should talk,’ Frankie said to Joyce. ‘You work there, and you still shop in Brampton.’

			Joyce laughed, a quick nervous laugh. ‘I didn’t take an oath of allegiance,’ she said.

			‘All the same,’ said Frankie. ‘The city fathers wouldn’t like to hear an employee running down their shopping centre.’

			‘It’s nice,’ Joyce said. ‘It really is – have you been there?’

			‘Once,’ Frankie replied. ‘They charge too much for parking and I always feel a bit as though I’ve been in prison when I come out of one of these covered places.’

			‘A bit too close to home?’ Alan asked.

			Frankie’s smile vanished. She turned away, going towards the house.

			Sylvia glared at Alan and caught up with Frankie. ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ she asked. ‘I don’t think the hamburgers have done much for my lipstick.’

			They walked into the house, and Frankie led her to the stairs. ‘Third door on the right,’ she said. ‘Sorry the party’s not more fun.’

			‘I’m enjoying it,’ Sylvia said, unconvincingly.

			‘Liar!’ Frankie laughed. Then her face sobered. ‘I could murder Mark, you know. I rang him up specially, so that he’d know he was expected to turn up.’

			‘Poor Joyce,’ said Sylvia. ‘She will try covering up for him. He doesn’t seem to understand what he’s doing to her.’ She went upstairs to find the third door on the right.

			Her lipstick re-applied, she lingered in the cool near-darkness of the shaded bathroom, away from Joyce’s chatter and Alan’s malevolence. Her eye roved along the shelf and it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to work out who owned the other toothbrush, a recent acquisition, whose discarded wrapping was still on the shelf. Frankie was so untidy.

			4

			Frankie watched from the sitting-room doorway as Richard flicked a switch, and the garden was dotted with the fairy lights which had been distributed on various bushes and trees.

			‘Nice,’ she said, trying hard to forget what Alan had said. She would just have to try to keep out of his way.

			‘Is it too early, do you think?’ he asked her.

			‘No – it’s almost twenty to eight,’ she said. ‘That’s evening, isn’t it?’

			He smiled as she slipped her arms round his waist. ‘Have you been to a worse party?’ he asked.

			‘Yes,’ she said decidedly.

			‘How could it possibly have been worse?’

			‘You weren’t there.’

			‘So now I’m your straight man,’ Richard said, smiling. ‘I suppose we’d better mingle. No-one else is.’

			‘Do you mind if I don’t, for a moment?’ she asked.

			‘I thought there was something wrong,’ he said. ‘What’s happened?’

			Frankie wished that she could just sometimes assume Mark Rainford’s look of complete indifference.

			‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I’ve just mingled with the wrong people, that’s all. I’d like to keep out of the way for a minute or two.’

			‘You’re excused,’ he said, kissing her and walking out purposefully to play the host.

			‘Well, well.’

			Frankie turned sharply to see Alan Blake in the doorway.

			‘Isn’t that nice?’ he said. ‘You’ve made a new friend.’

			5

			Sylvia was still thinking about Frankie as she came downstairs. The sound of Alan’s voice made her stop. For a second or two, she didn’t know what he was talking about, but then he made himself crystal clear. She couldn’t see because of the curve of the stairs, but there was only one person to whom he could be speaking. She heard Frankie’s angry reply as she hurried down.

			She found Alan on his own at the foot of the stairs. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked.

			6

			Joyce, abandoned first by Frankie and Sylvia and then by Alan, had walked away from the other guests to the bottom of the garden. There she had wandered along the path leading into the wood and found a little summerhouse, and solitude.

			She had closed the door on the determinedly cheerful music and allowed herself some respite from her self-imposed, fixed-smile torture. But then the thought that Mark might turn up while she was out of sight began to worry her and, reluctantly, she walked back to the garden.
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