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  One




  Theodore Quinn’s office currently held three points of view. He could look at Myrtle Street through one window, or turn his chair and study the playground through a

  second window, or he could carry on trying to be stern while telling off one Colin Duckworth. It wasn’t easy, yet he needed to keep his eyes pinned to this likeable nuisance of a child. A

  born comedian, Colin pretended to be stupid when he was, in effect, brighter than some of the teachers.




  I must not laugh, must not, will not – I’ll explode shortly. Look at the state of him. He puts me in mind of a bundle of soiled clothing ready for what people hereabouts call the

  bag-wash, but he’s a great kid and I like him. He knows I like him. Dear God, he’s doing that ploughed field thing with his forehead again.




  Theodore Quinn had dignity up to a point, two passports, a degree, a doctorate, a teaching qualification, headship of a school, and a sense of humour that threatened to be his downfall. He had

  taught for over eight years in the city of Liverpool, where the children had a terrible attachment to and affection for the ridiculous, and they made him laugh. For them, rules were rough

  guidelines at best, a call to arms at worst. He tried to pin a professional glare to his face. ‘Why, Colin? It’s almost time to go home, but you and I will stay here till we get to the

  bottom of this. I suppose you’re expecting to play football tonight. Am I right? You and the other lads down at the park having a kick-about?’ This place reminded him of the Bronx, his

  last home in America; the only difference lay in the accents.




  Colin Duckworth, reddish hair standing on end as usual, shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘I never done nothing,’ he mumbled, his eyelids fluttering wildly. Blinking was

  Colin’s ‘tell’, the signal that accompanied his lies. Some kids wept or tugged at an earlobe, while others played with their hair or rearranged clothing, but this young chap was a

  blinker. At this moment, he was probably looking at life through the equivalent of very fast windscreen wipers, while his deepening blush clashed loudly with his disordered mop.

  ‘Colin?’




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘Never did anything,’ Theo said in a vain attempt to correct the boy’s English. ‘You never did anything, not nothing.’




  ‘That’s what I said.’




  ‘Not quite.’ The head of Myrtle Street School knew better than to embark on a lecture relating to verbs, participles and double negatives at this particular juncture. Colin Duckworth

  didn’t care about grammar, as he intended to be an Olympic swimmer (speciality the butterfly stroke), the first man on the moon, and a player for Liverpool Football Club. In his spare time,

  the gutsy eight-year-old would work on the docks with his dad. ‘Well?’ Theo asked, arching an eyebrow.




  ‘Well, what, Sir?’




  ‘The roof, Colin. You were seen on the roof. You crossed the roof, picked up a ball, threw it down, then slid down a drainpipe which is now loose.’




  The child sighed heavily. ‘I must have slept-walked, cos I don’t remember nothing, Mr Quinn.’




  ‘Sleep-walked.’




  ‘That’s what I said. It was scary, waking up on a roof. I could have fell off, Sir, and broke me neck or me back and ended up down the ozzie for operations and all that if I had fell

  off.’ His voice faded during the delivery of this longer sentence. He was losing the battle, and both occupants of the head teacher’s office knew it. No one ever won when it came to a

  battle with Blackbird.




  ‘Fallen off,’ the headmaster said.




  ‘Yeah, that as well. Me whole life flashed in front of me eyes. Dad says that’s what happens just before you die. Sir?’




  ‘Yes, Colin?’




  ‘How does me dad know that? He’s never died, has he? I mean, if you’ve never died, how can you be sure . . .?’ The boy’s voice faded due to a complete lack of

  conviction. He’d tripped over his own tongue, hadn’t he? He’d dug his own grave again. Mam often fired such accusations when he wasn’t telling the truth. Oh no,

  Blackbird’s brain was clicking; Colin could almost hear it shifting up a gear.




  Theo stirred himself. ‘You didn’t die, but your life flashed in front of your eyes. Or are you making this up, I wonder?’ This terrible boy was very bright, advanced enough to

  have skipped a year. I must get Miss Cosgrove to send me his work. Looking at his work will be a darned sight easier than looking at him. And he has wonderful parents . . .




  ‘Me, Sir? Erm . . . it must happen when you nearly die or think you’re going to die. Or something.’




  The head of Myrtle Street School stood up and walked to the playground window. For some reason, he could no longer manage to look at Colin Duckworth. He stared at the flat-roofed buildings that

  were supposed to be temporary measures. Thirteen years had passed since the end of hostilities, and the makeshift replacements for classrooms had begun to look old, shabby and permanent.




  ‘The school got bombed before I was borned,’ Colin informed him as if reading his head teacher’s mind. ‘So I never seen it, Sir.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Caretaker was killed stone dead. He was an ’ero.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘That’s why we have the prefab classrooms, Sir.’




  Sir grinned and shook his head almost imperceptibly.




  ‘Them flat roofs is no good, Sir. Me dad said so, Sir.’




  ‘Quite. And you could have put your foot through the felt. We need a new roof, because the rain gets in. You might have stood on a weak spot and ended up inside the building with two

  broken legs and some broken furniture.’




  Colin bridled and folded his arms. ‘I’m not soft enough for that, Mr Quinn. I was dead careful.’




  ‘In your sleep?’ Theo spun on the spot and scowled at his companion. Keeping a straight face in the company of Colin and his ilk was never going to be easy. ‘You were careful

  in your sleep? Well, isn’t that a novelty?’ He mustn’t laugh. Don’t laugh, Theo continued to be his mantra as he glared at the boy.




  Colin swallowed hard. The thing about Blackbird was that he had his limits, and punishments were harsh. Not the cane, not a slipper, not even a ruler – oh, no, because that kind of stuff

  would have been too easy, too quick. Blackbird did detention. Detention meant pages of sums or something really horrible like geography or history or French. This headmaster felt that children

  should begin to learn a second language in junior school. ‘I was a bit awake. Not proper, just a bit not asleep. Like a dream, Sir.’




  ‘I wonder. You’re something of a miracle, then?’ Keep a straight face, Theo. You can laugh when he’s gone.




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘You can see in your sleep.’ He flapped his ‘wings’.




  The wings were part of the black cloak he wore so that people knew he was coming. Sir had a degree in something that sounded like cycle-ology, and he wore a gown. It flapped, so his nickname was

  Blackbird. ‘Sorry, Sir.’




  ‘There was a ball on the roof, Colin. Where is it now?’




  The child squirmed, and his eyelids shifted into neutral.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Our back kitchen, Sir. Under the sink with Mam’s cleaning stuff, like.’




  ‘And whose property is that football?’




  ‘The school’s, Mr Quinn.’




  Theo sat at his desk once more. ‘Bring it back Monday morning. Tell your father I want to see him when he can spare the time.’




  Colin’s face blanched. ‘Can I not just get detention, Sir? Me dad’ll go mad at me for pinching a ball.’ Even geography would be preferable to his father’s

  disappointment. Roy Duckworth didn’t beat his kids, but he was very good at doing disappointed. His mother, too, was great at looking hurt.




  ‘No, he won’t go mad, because I won’t tell him about the ball. I need to speak to him regarding another matter.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘You may go now.’




  The child blinked warily. Was Sir going soft in the head? The ball was a real casey, leather, with a lace that tied it up. ‘So no punishment?’




  ‘We’ll store this up for next time, Colin. One more infringement, and you’ll get two detentions.’ He smiled at the bewildered child. ‘Go before I have a change of

  heart, son.’ And before I fall apart, because you look ridiculous. Gaps in your teeth, that silly hair – no, I mustn’t look at you.




  Alone in comparative silence, Theo sat chuckling quietly while listening to the low, almost inaudible hum of a working school. It was balm for his soul, because he loved children, especially the

  naughty ones. In his experience, the imaginative and difficult pupils often grew up to be the better achievers, the workers, the providers of the future.




  Theodore Quinn had made his own future, and he had been an angry, recalcitrant child. No, he didn’t want to think about all that mess just now. The summer break was about to begin, and he

  was one teacher short for the coming school year. There was a general shortage of teachers, and just one applicant had emerged for September’s reception class. She was from the south. Theo

  sighed. Would she need an interpreter? He remembered his own difficulties when, at the age of twenty-nine, he had arrived with a bundle of qualifications and a teaching certificate.

  Liverpool’s accent and vernacular had confused him, while the children had been in awe of him, because he was a Yank.




  He still had his little blue book, a hard-backed item containing a list of words like tomahto and Tyousday instead of Toosday. Then there were the Germanic-type elements like

  either and neither. The English clung to the original rule that the second vowel took charge . . . Then sidewalk was pavement, faucet was tap, a car hood a bonnet, a car trunk a boot. That same car

  rolled along on tyres rather than tires, while vehicles in the sky were aeroplanes, never airplanes. English English was more elegant than American English, though this tiny island owned dozens of

  accents, and each ruined the language in its own special way. It was all good, clean fun.




  Theo grinned as he remembered his early experiences as a teacher. ‘Are you a cowboy, Sir?’ they had asked on his first day in a classroom. ‘Or a film star? Can you ride a

  horse? Did you have a gun?’ Yes, he had been an object of interest for a short time. But, like anybody else from overseas, he had been absorbed by Liverpool, accepted, even loved. Of one

  thing he was certain: he was an excellent teacher. His father, an Irish Liverpudlian who had emigrated to America decades ago, had a saying. ‘Do it right or stay in bed. No half-measures,

  lad.’ That had been good advice from a hard drinker.




  Dad had remarried after Mom’s death, and Theo had met his now adult half-siblings on several occasions, but he had no intention of returning permanently to America. This was home.




  Somebody tapped at the door.




  ‘Come,’ he called.




  It was Colin Duckworth again. With his gap-toothed smile, unruly hair and bright pink blush, he looked like something from a circus. ‘Sir?’




  ‘Yes, Colin?’




  The boy hovered in the doorway. ‘Was you in the war, Sir?’




  ‘I was.’




  ‘Was you in it before the rest of the Yanks, Sir?’




  ‘I was.’ Theo repeated. ‘It’s were you, by the way.’




  ‘Me, Sir? No, Sir, I weren’t in it, cos I weren’t borned. Was you with the RAF?’




  ‘Rear gunner, yes.’ Once again, he had lost the battle with Colin’s English.




  ‘Did you shoot Germans down, Mr Quinn?’




  ‘I did. It was my job, you see.’




  Colin punched the air with both fists. ‘Yesssss. I’ve won a go on Bernie Allinson’s new bike. Thank you, Sir.’ The boy withdrew and closed the door.




  Theo found himself doubled over his desk laughing. ‘Seek and ye shall find’ had always been his maxim as a teacher. Children should never be afraid to ask questions, but some of

  their queries required delicacy. ‘Do babies come out of the woman’s belly button?’ and ‘What does bugger mean, Sir?’ were not unusual. He’d been forced to

  explain why fish didn’t drown, why America didn’t have a king or a queen, how aeroplanes managed not to fall out of the sky, and why the Nazis had murdered Jews.




  He dried his weeping eyes. ‘They’ll be the death of me,’ he mumbled. ‘And what about Miss Bellamy? How will she cope?’ He picked up her application. She had taught

  for five years in a private college for girls in Kent. Her address was Bartle Hall, Chaddington Green, and she was unlikely to have encountered the colourful language known as Scouse. The letter

  was interesting.




  

    

      During teacher training, I practised for four weeks in an East End of London school. The experience enlivened me and I wish to work in the state sector for that reason.

      My main subject is English; my supporting subjects are drama and mathematics. My notice at the college has been served and I shall be available from September.


    


  




  Availability would have to suffice, but would she stay? The current reception class teacher had spent her whole working life at Myrtle Street and was due to retire. Miss Ellis

  was part of the building, and she would certainly be missed. But a new eye might be a good thing, so he would keep his mind open until the interview. He shook his head. One applicant. Oh, well. God

  was good, according to Dad. There again, Dad was an alcoholic, though he refused to acknowledge the fact. ‘I’m a drunk,’ he always said. ‘Only the rich can afford big words

  like alcoholic.’




  Theo rose to his feet and walked across the room, reaching to push a button above a filing cabinet. The end-of-school bell rang throughout the building, prefabs included. It was Friday, and two

  empty days lay ahead. Soon, there would be six lifeless weeks, but he would cope, no doubt, by concentrating on his main source of income, one that paid so much better than teaching.




  He removed his Blackbird wings and hung the gown on the door. There were relatives in Liverpool, decent people from his dad’s family, but he didn’t like to impose on them too

  frequently, so a different occupation would keep him busy for yet another weekend – and for the summer break. Perhaps he might have a few days in London or Paris, but travelling alone was

  seldom fun.




  Standing at the outer double doors of the main school, he watched the children as they jumped and whooped their way towards two days of freedom, a freedom he had never experienced at their age.

  Don’t go there, Theo. You know it only drives you wild; you can do nothing to change it, and little to improve the future. Except here, of course. You might make a difference for the

  pupils at Myrtle Street School, but . . .




  ‘Mr Quinn?’




  He turned to his left and looked into a pair of impossibly violet eyes in a face that was truly lovely. ‘Yes?’




  ‘I’m Tia Bellamy. I chopped the P, the O and the R off my name, but I applied under the full terrible title.’




  ‘Miss Portia Bellamy?’ he asked, feeling rather stupid. She was tall, elegant and striking. Her hair was either dark blonde or light brown, and she was beautifully dressed in

  garments far too precious for Myrtle Street. ‘Your interview’s next week,’ he reminded her. ‘You’ve arrived a little early.’




  Undaunted, she smiled broadly and displayed perfect teeth. ‘I don’t do late. I’m here to explore Liverpool,’ she said. ‘After all, should I be fortunate enough to

  be offered the position, this city would become my new home, so I need to look at it.’




  He closed his slightly gaping mouth. The woman spoke in perfect, BBC-here-is-the-news-style English. ‘Would you like to look round inside the school?’ he asked after a sizeable

  pause. She wore the air of a woman in charge, and he felt somewhat daunted by her obvious self-certainty.




  ‘Thank you, yes.’ She continued to smile. ‘You’re American,’ she added.




  He nodded. Miss Tia Bellamy seemed to be a forthright, outspoken and relatively fearless person, so perhaps she was fit for Liverpool after all.




  ‘Am I right?’ she asked.




  ‘You are indeed, though I’m also a British citizen, so it’s a two-passport job. I guess I’m a hybrid. When I’m in the US, they think I’m English, so I’m

  a foreigner both sides of the Atlantic. You’ll be something of a stranger here, too. The children may well understand you, though you might need someone to translate when they start

  chattering. They talk almost incessantly and very rapidly. We have a strong accent in these parts.’




  She cocked her head to one side. ‘Yer what? I done dialect and all that kinda stuff at college, like, Mr Quinn.’ The K in the word like emerged guttural, right from the back

  of her mouth. Pleased with herself, she nodded at him. ‘See? I can manage, Sir.’




  Stunned, he gasped again. This time, instead of closing his mouth, he laughed. ‘Drama?’




  She nodded and giggled simultaneously. ‘I do two kinds of Irish, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Liverpool, inner Lancashire, Cockney, Somerset and Birmingham. The North-East defeated me completely,

  I’m afraid.’




  She reminded him of someone . . . someone famous. It was the eyes, he decided. ‘Are you by any chance related to Isadora Bellamy?’ he asked.




  Tia grimaced. ‘I am, but I’d rather people didn’t know just yet. Yes, I’m the product of Isadora and Richard Bellamy. The dynasties probably date all the way back to

  Shakespeare’s days. I have a feeling that some scruffy little ancestor of ours made tea and ran the box office at the Globe or some such dreadful hole. These days, we train for different

  occupations as fallbacks during resting times, but we were all expected to join our parents as actors.’




  ‘All?’




  ‘There are three of us, mere females, named after Shakespearean heroines. We are one nurse, one teacher and one wild child. The wild child plays drums and other percussive items in a

  skiffle band, and none of us wants to act. Pa is distressed, but we’re sticking to our guns. Cordelia – we call her Delia – is lost in the bowels of London with some disgraceful

  boys, strangers to soap and water, who wield laundry washboards and guitars. Juliet’s a qualified nurse, currently training as a midwife, and I’ve just avoided the immediate wrath of my

  father by disappearing while he was away being Mark Antony. My mother’s been sulking in the bath for several days. She’ll shrink if she doesn’t pull herself together.’




  ‘Whoops.’ Theo found himself grinning. She had humour, and she seemed not to mind laughing at herself and her family. ‘So will you disappear again during term time to play

  Ophelia?’




  She snorted in a way that fell well short of ladylike. ‘No. I’m a teacher to the marrow, Mr Quinn. But if I get the post, I shall do your pantomime, your nativity play –

  whatever you wish. I like writing for children. As for the community, it can take me as I am, warts and all.’




  ‘Good.’ In Theo’s opinion, warts would do best to steer clear of so decided and confident a young woman. He opened one of the twin doors and followed her inside. She stopped to

  study Work of the Week, a wall covered by children’s efforts in most subjects. ‘You wear your gown, then,’ she remarked while looking at a painting entitled

  Blackbird.




  ‘Yes. The little ones think it’s magic. Older pupils know better, of course, but this artist is only six. Note that I am depicted in flight. She probably believes I emerged from an

  egg the size of a house in a nest as big as Texas. It’s fun.’




  The sole applicant nodded. ‘We appear to share a philosophy, then, Mr Quinn. My number one rule involves making children happy. I find they learn and remember more in a relaxed

  atmosphere.’




  ‘Did you apply that theory at the college, Miss Bellamy?’




  She awarded him an are-you-crazy look. ‘Not at all. A worker in a sausage factory makes sausages. I followed the curriculum before following my instincts and getting out of

  there.’




  ‘To Liverpool?’




  ‘I have three interviews; Southport, St Helens and here.’




  Theo frowned; he had competition, then. ‘Southport’s rather elegant. If you’re looking to make a difference, here would be better.’




  ‘Or St Helens,’ she murmured.




  He agreed, but with reluctance. ‘The land’s owned by an earl, and many of the townsfolk belong to a glass magnate. It’s a bit grim, but so is my catchment area.’




  ‘I noticed.’ Boldly, she faced him. ‘Are you prepared to fight over me, Mr Quinn?’




  Without flinching, he met her gaze full on. ‘No, but I’m almost ready to make an offer for you.’ Chortling internally, he watched her blush. ‘There will be an interview

  with a board, but if I want you, I’ll get my way.’




  She walked into a classroom, angry with herself. Why had she blushed? Yes, he was attractive; yes, his words could be interpreted on more than one level. But surely he was married? He

  wasn’t old, wasn’t young, took his job seriously, and—




  ‘This is Junior Standard One,’ he said from the doorway.




  ‘Yes, I read that on the wall in the corridor,’ she replied smartly.




  ‘Good. I like my teachers to be literate.’




  She tapped a foot. This was a confrontational man, and she liked a challenge. He was laughing at her. What would Ma have done? She ran through a list of Ma’s films. Ah, yes; To the

  Ends of Earth sprang to mind. Tia turned and gave him her haughty look. ‘I’ve been reading for twenty-three years, Mr Quinn. My date of birth is on my application form and, if you

  are numerate, you’ll work out by simple subtraction the age at which I began to read.’




  He grinned again. ‘Touché, Miss Bellamy. Shall we proceed to the infant department? At this point, I’ll inform you that my children come, for the most part, from poor but

  ambitious families. Many arrive able to read a little and to write their names. They can dress and undress themselves, count, draw and sing nursery rhymes. Rhythm is important. Poetry is a good

  tool.’ He led her to the infant classrooms and left her there. ‘I’ll be in my office,’ he told her.




  He marched off. No. It mustn’t happen again, because it shouldn’t happen again. Perhaps it would be better if she took up the post in St Helens or Southport, because she was too . .

  . too interesting. He didn’t want to be interested. Interested meant complicated, and he was no longer fit for complicated.




  After switching on his Dansette to play Humphrey Lyttelton’s Bad Penny Blues, Theo sat at his desk and listened. He liked Lyttelton, especially this piece, which was jazz with

  humour. Yes, humor had a U in it these days. Am I losing my sense of humo(u)r? What’s the matter with me? How many times must I go through these stupid hormone alerts? She’s lovely;

  live with it, Theodore. And she’s knocking on your door in more than one sense. Pull yourself together and deal with the immediate.




  He lowered the Dansette’s volume. ‘Come in.’




  In she came. She had pearl earrings and a big smile; she had leather shoes, a grey suit, and a charm bracelet that tinkled when she moved her right arm; she also had a large diamond solitaire on

  the third finger of the left hand. ‘You’re engaged to marry?’ The words emerged of their own accord from his dry throat.




  ‘Ah.’ Without waiting to be invited, she sat on the chair facing him across the desk. ‘No. It was my grandmother’s. She was Dame Eliza Duncan. The ring is very useful for

  warding off predatory males. Sometimes, I wear her wedding band with it.’




  Theo’s disobedient right eyebrow arched itself. ‘Drastic measures, then?’




  She shrugged. ‘Men in Kent guess who I am, smell money and become nuisances. I look like my mother and my maternal grandmother, so I attract unwanted attention.’ She shrugged.

  ‘I deal with it my way.’




  He decided to change the subject. ‘What do you think of my school?’




  Tia met his steady, dark brown gaze. ‘It’s old,’ she replied.




  ‘And?




  ‘I like old. It’s as if all the teaching has soaked into the walls – the learning, too. A school in London where I practised was similar. I missed three days due to head lice

  and fleas, but I went back once I’d deloused myself. The children were needful and great fun.’ A frown visited her face. ‘Pa got me the post at the Abbey College. Friends in low

  places, you see.’




  He nodded. ‘The money may be less, and you’ll have to serve probation if you move into the state system.’




  ‘I’m aware of all that, thank you.’ Her smile returned. ‘I want to live in Liverpool.’




  ‘So you’d rather work in my school?’




  ‘Probably. Though I do have a car, and the other towns are near enough.’




  ‘When are your interviews?’




  ‘Southport Monday afternoon, St Helens Tuesday, here Wednesday.’




  Theo rose to his feet and held out his right hand. ‘Time to go home, Miss Bellamy. Delighted to have met you.’ And that was the truth.




  She stood up and took his hand. ‘I have no home yet, Mr Quinn. I’m staying in a small hotel overlooking the river, but I’ll be searching for somewhere more permanent. Liverpool

  appeals to me. They’re friendly here.’




  He smiled and retrieved his hand. ‘They are. But, as in every city, you must keep an eye on your belongings. Oh, if you’re looking for a place to live, buy the evening

  newspaper.’




  ‘I’ve applied already through lettings agencies.’ She turned to leave.




  ‘Miss Bellamy?’




  ‘Mr Quinn?’




  ‘How would you deal with a child suffering physical and psychological abuse at home?’




  Tia turned and froze. ‘Tell the welfare people? Get the National Society on to them?’




  ‘And if you feared that such actions might lead to the further injury or even the death of that child?’




  ‘Couldn’t he or she be removed immediately?’




  ‘Not always,’ he replied.




  She frowned. ‘I’m a member of a gun club. Sorry, I didn’t mean to make light of it. I’d move him or her.’




  ‘She’ll be in your class if you take the post. We’ve had the new intake here on visits, just four or five of them at a time. Rosie Tunstall’s her name. You’d move

  her to where?’




  ‘Any bloody where I could find, Mr Quinn.’ She shook her head slowly, sadly. ‘Why do people hurt small children?’




  Don’t think about it, Theo. Forget it; it’s ancient history. ‘Moving her might be illegal,’ he said quietly. ‘It would be kidnap.’




  ‘Better than a funeral,’ she almost snapped. ‘Why are you smiling?’




  ‘You echo my thoughts, Miss Bellamy. Let’s see what September brings, shall we? I’m doing research on the family. We may have a clearer idea by the beginning of the next school

  year.’




  Once again, she tapped a foot. ‘So the job’s mine?’




  ‘Probably. I’ll see you on Wednesday unless you accept another offer. Will you let me know if you do?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Until then, Miss Bellamy.’




  ‘Until then, Mr Quinn.’ She left.




  Breathing was suddenly easier. He removed Humphrey Lyttelton and listened for a while to Debussy’s Clair de Lune. Resting his head on folded arms, he tried to relax. Miss Cosgrove

  of Junior Standard Three fame had set her cap at him months ago. Not that she ever hid her corrugated ginger hair under a cap, though she did bat invisible eyelashes at him.




  But like a rogue elephant, Theo kept his own company. He wasn’t available. The decision had been made at the end of the war, and he didn’t need to flick through his paragraphs of

  reasons. He was off the market. It wasn’t easy. A reasonably good-looking bachelor of thirty-eight with his own property and car was a desirable item on a woman’s shopping list, but he

  was not for sale.




  He raised his head and stood up as Claude Debussy’s wistful piece reached its final notes. From the side window, he watched Miss Portia Bellamy as she talked to some of the children. Her

  car, parked behind his, was the twin to his pre-war MG, though his was racing green while hers was red. Similar tastes, similar attitude to classroom work, similar humour with a U in it.

  ‘God,’ he whispered. ‘Into the valley of death rode the six hundred and one. Sorry, Alfred Lord Tennyson.’ He would manage; he had to manage . . .




  When she had finally left, Theo went for a word with Jack Peake, school caretaker. ‘Don’t tell anyone about Colin and the football, Jack. I made a promise. See if you can fix the

  downspout. If you can’t, we open fire on the Education Department on Monday morning.’




  ‘Got your gun loaded, Mr Quinn?’




  ‘I sure have, Mr Peake. Organize a posse and bring my lasso.’




  He left the building and drove home, picking up the mail as he walked through the hall of his rather imposing house in Allerton. After throwing assorted envelopes on the kitchen table, he set

  the kettle to boil. Oh yes, he was becoming thoroughly English, though he seldom poured milk into his cup. Tea in America was usually iced and taken only on stifling hot days. Britain didn’t

  do many hot days; had Noah lived here, he would have built an ark every summer.




  This evening’s meal would be quick – jambalaya. So he rolled up his sleeves, picked up his mug of tea and went to fetch the lawnmower. If the front lawn suffered any more neglect, it

  might become habitat for a tribe of pygmies. In fact, they’d be able to erect two-storey edifices and still be invisible.




  It would be necessary to begin with a scythe, and that meant hard work and sweat on an evening as untypically balmy as this one, so he finished his tea and went inside to divest himself of

  decent clothes. He pulled on a pair of khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt which he left unbuttoned, and emerged almost naked from the waist up. Bringing down the tone? No, he was bringing down

  the grass.




  Damp and hot after all the scything, he began to mow. Feeling proud of his one-year-old Victa, he made fast work of the front lawn before resting on a flat stone at the edge of his rockery. The

  slugs were back, so bang went another hosta. Gardening was a fight for survival, and slugs were damned tough.




  After so much physical effort, Theo felt too warm for jambalaya. He didn’t relish the idea of dealing with heat, so the chorizo, chicken, rice and tomatoes would wait their turn. A

  sandwich should suffice, surely? He had ham, salad and beer in the fridge, and a young woman gazing down at him. ‘Miss Bellamy?’ Acutely aware of his state of undress, he leapt to his

  feet. ‘Are you following me?’ he asked, humour trimming his tone.




  ‘No,’ she answered smartly. ‘I’ve been sent.’




  ‘I see.’ He rubbed dirty palms down his shorts. ‘By whom?’ he enquired.




  She pulled a handful of papers from her bag. ‘Hang on a mo,’ she said. ‘I’m a little flustered. Let me find the whom.’




  He managed not to grin. Seeing her flustered was extremely amusing.




  ‘Here’s the whom,’ she murmured, a slight smile visiting her lips. ‘There are two of them, a Maitland and a Collier. They’ve written to you – it says so in

  their letter to me. I registered with several letting agents before I came up to Liverpool.’




  ‘Ah.’ He remembered the unopened mail on his kitchen table. ‘The flat was completed just recently; in fact, the paint may still be wet.’




  ‘Shall I go away, then?’




  His mind was breaking all speed limits. This was awkward. ‘Well, I may already have a tenant, but I’m unsure. He’s thinking about it.’ She’s beautiful. Seeing

  her at school will be enough . . .




  Tia turned away from him and looked at the house. The man was distracting, dark hair, eyes the colour of plain Swiss chocolate, good musculature, tanned skin. ‘You own the whole

  house?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How many rooms?’




  ‘Eighteen in all; nine up and nine down. The upper flat is self contained, with the entry door up the side of the house.’




  ‘You live on the ground floor?’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘Alone?’ she asked.




  He arched an eyebrow. ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh. Er . . . may I look at the accommodation?’




  She’s so damned pushy. ‘Of course. I’ll follow you up. The keys are on my hall table – do go in and get them. There’s a metal Liver Bird attached to the

  key ring. The door’s black and halfway down the right hand side of the building. I’ll just . . . er . . . yes.’




  It was her turn to raise an eyebrow. ‘See you later, then, after you’ve just yessed.’ She got the keys, came out of the house and stood for a moment looking at him. He was an

  oddity, friendly one minute, guarded the next. Did she want to live above the boss? More to the point, would he like living below her? ‘Would my being tenant here bother you?’ she

  asked.




  Forthright, isn’t she? ‘I have no idea,’ he answered truthfully. ‘I must go and yes myself into a shirt and trousers.’ He needed a shower, but there

  wasn’t time. This forward young woman made him feel slightly inadequate, as if she had his measure, as if those violet eyes could penetrate through to his innermost secrets.




  Tia entered the small ground-floor hallway of the upper flat. She climbed the stairs feeling like a seven-year-old on Christmas Day. It was stunning. Victorian mouldings remained throughout; he

  had been faithful to the age of the house. The place upstairs was spacious, with three bedrooms, a dressing room lined with wardrobes, bathroom, kitchen, living and dining rooms, and even a

  sunroom-cum-office at the back. She loved it immediately.




  Theo, on the stairs, listened while she scuttled about, heard her exclaiming to herself as she discovered fireplaces, chandeliers hanging from original ceiling roses, picture rails, old

  cupboards preserved in recesses. What should he do? Lie to her about a friend moving in? Tell her that the board of governors might object to a single woman living under the same roof as a single

  man? And would the talcum he’d applied conceal the smell of sweat? He should have opened his mail . . .




  ‘I want it,’ she said as soon as he entered the living room. ‘Did you do all this?’




  ‘More or less,’ he replied. ‘People these days are quick to pull out old fireplaces and built-in cupboards and cornices. They board over panelled doors, too.’




  ‘Silly.’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  Tia sighed. ‘You’re not going to let me have the flat, are you? I’m quiet most of the time, and I’ll wear Gran’s engagement ring. Simon’s following me up here

  from Kent, so he can be my intended.’ She frowned. ‘Actually, he intends to be my intended, though my unbearable father doesn’t approve because Simon’s half

  Jewish.’




  ‘And what are your intentions?’




  ‘He’s not on the shortlist. In fact, he’s not even on the long list, and I’ve told him that.’




  Theo shook his head. ‘There’s a long list?’




  ‘Of course there’s a queue. I’m Roedean and Oxford educated, I’m easy on the eye, I know how to use cutlery and have all my own teeth, and I’ll be a very wealthy

  orphan when Ma and Pa shuffle off.’ She winked at him. ‘Please, Mr Quinn. You’re my mentor if I get the post, so why not look after me, make sure I’m safe in and out of

  school?’




  He raised his hands in a gesture of defeat. Portia Bellamy promised to be entertaining, at least. She’d even winked at him. ‘Right. Pass the interview, accept the job, and I’ll

  think about it. But I’ll have to advise the governors about your wish to live here. Some people remain as Victorian as my house.’




  She squealed like a delighted child. ‘Can I see your flat? I just love this house. It’s so much more homely than Bartle Hall.’ She felt a small stabbing pain in her chest

  – she shouldn’t be unfaithful to her now decrepit childhood home.




  They entered his domain. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ he urged her. ‘I’m going to have a quick shower – that garden was hard work.’ He left her to it and

  dashed off to clean up his act. Roedean and Oxford? He stank as if he’d arrived via a farmyard and a boxing ring. Jeez, women didn’t half complicate life.




  When he returned ten minutes later, Miss Bellamy, no longer elegant, was on hands and knees beneath his dining table. Strands of her abundant hair had slipped their moorings, and she was trying

  to coax Tyger out of retirement. ‘He’s difficult,’ he advised her. ‘A one-person cat.’




  She raised her head and banged it on the underside of Theo’s solid furniture. ‘Bugger,’ she exclaimed softly.




  ‘Did you learn that at Roedean?’




  Tia emerged, a grimace attempting to conceal her beauty. ‘You’d be surprised, Mr Quinn. We had our own curriculum to follow.’ She clambered to her feet, one hand rubbing her

  head, the other releasing the rest of her hair, which tumbled over her shoulders. ‘Bugger,’ she repeated. ‘A Roedean girl’s education takes place outside the

  classroom.’




  ‘Midnight feasts?’




  ‘And the rest. The trouble is, it’s difficult to get past the guards. They have machine guns, tanks and landmines. Limbs and lives have been lost; the four tunnels we were digging

  collapsed and buried ten of us. It’s like a concentration camp but with stiffer rules. Well, at least I’ve made you laugh.’




  She flopped onto the sofa. ‘Water,’ she begged. ‘Oh, wait a minute. Why is one door locked?’ She pointed towards the hall.




  ‘Body parts,’ was his cool response.




  ‘Human?’ she asked.




  ‘Of course.’ He strode off to the kitchen. It was almost as if she was in charge of every situation; yes, she was a true product of a top public school, composed, alert, well groomed

  and horribly competent. She was going to get on his nerves, wasn’t she?




  Tia accepted the glass of water and ice. ‘Thank you.’




  He tried not to look at her. With her loosened hair, she looked wild, wanton and truly beautiful. ‘I’m going to have a sandwich,’ he told her. ‘Will you join

  me?’




  She glanced at her watch. ‘No, thanks. I have another place to see in case you turn me down. Perhaps I’ll be safer if you do refuse to house me.’




  ‘Oh?’




  She shrugged. ‘Body parts. I might go to pieces if I move in here. I’d hate you to see me in pieces.’




  Theo found himself grinning; she was almost as much trouble as Colin Duckworth. ‘I’ll see you Wednesday afternoon, then, Miss Bellamy.’ He stood up and held out his hand, but

  she was busy tying back her hair.




  ‘I look a mess,’ she declared as she studied her reflection in the over-mantel mirror.




  ‘You look fine. Go and mither someone else, please.’




  ‘Mither? Your English is good for a foreigner.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  She completed her struggle with the abundant and disobedient mane of hair. ‘If I live upstairs, might my sisters be allowed to visit me?’




  He shrugged. ‘It will be your home, so treat it as such. It’s big enough for a family.’




  She shook his hand firmly. ‘I have as much to learn from your children as they have from me. After all, once I’ve done napkin folding and a ten-course place setting, I shall be out

  of ammunition.’




  ‘You don’t fool me, Miss Bellamy.’




  ‘Hmm. We shall see about that.’




  He walked her to the door and watched as she folded herself into the sports car. She pointed to his green version. ‘Snap,’ she called before roaring off towards some other innocent

  landlord. The legs were as good as the rest of her. Oh well, sandwich and a drink, then off to speak to the Chair of Governors, a local councillor with sense and backbone. ‘Do I need a no or

  a yes?’ he asked Tyger. ‘Do we want her here, wise one?’




  The cat, aged and almost toothless, chewed languidly on a tasty morsel of ham. Inherited with the house, Tyger had decided of late that his hunting and running days were over. He swallowed the

  ham, yawned and fell asleep on his owner’s knee. ‘I’m gonna miss you,’ Theo said. The cat didn’t mind if his master spoke Americanese. It would soon be time to say

  goodbye to this picky-choosy-with-food feline who had adopted the new resident of Crompton Villa six years ago. ‘I remember you when you killed birds and frightened small dogs. You were my

  boss, Tyger.’




  The cat’s engine began to run, a loud purring that reminded Theo that there was no pain just yet. ‘Hang in, boy. I have an errand to run.’




  







  Two




  Delia Bellamy ducked into the tiny entrance to the priest hole and slid home the panel. The place stank like old books, though nothing was stored in any of Bartle Hall’s

  secret hides. She banged her head, an elbow and a hip. ‘The bloody priests must have been dwarves,’ she muttered. ‘Jules? Are you in here?’




  ‘Shush. Come and listen. Pa’s gone super-Shakespearean, the tragic, wounded hero with a knife in his back, all et tu Brute. Is Tia here yet?’




  ‘No, she’s still on her way back from the frozen, pagan north. He’s smashed my drums. If he’s gone tragic, he’s definitely Lear, the mad old monarch. I should sue

  him, and I might just do that. I’m twenty-three, not twelve, and I might change my name to Goneril or Regan.’




  Juliet waved her small torch. ‘Come here and listen to him,’ she whispered. ‘He is completely delusional. I’m very worried about him, and about Ma, too.’




  Delia edged her way into the cramped space next to her younger sister. Their father was just feet away in his study, and he was beyond angry.




  ‘Notice?’ he roared. ‘Notice? Why wasn’t I told she’d handed in her notice? What? Yes, I know she’s twenty-six – she’s my daughter, damn it. Why

  wasn’t I informed? I’m aware that she’s an adult, for God’s sake. Where is she? Where is Portia? I demand an answer.’




  Delia blew a very damp raspberry.




  ‘Stop it,’ Juliet breathed. ‘He’ll hear you.’




  ‘I don’t care; he broke my drums.’




  ‘I’ll break your neck if you don’t shut up.’




  ‘You’d need a ladder to reach my neck, short person. Now, hush.’




  Richard Bellamy continued to berate the headmistress of the Abbey College. ‘Do you know who I am?’ he bellowed. ‘My girls are special. They’re precious; Portia in

  particular is singularly gifted. I asked you to employ her in your school, close to home, so that I might keep an eye on her. She could well have appeared in the West End, or even Stratford, and

  you’ve let her slip through your fingers.’




  Delia shook her head to rid herself of dark thoughts on the benefits of euthanasia. If Pa were a horse . . .




  ‘Where’s she gone?’ he roared. ‘You have no idea? Has anyone applied to you for a reference? Confidential? You are not obliged to disclose? Not obliged . . .? You are an

  idiot, madam. If anyone in my sphere asks about a good school for girls, I shall tell him or her to steer no daughters in your direction. You clearly have no sense of duty.’




  Delia and Juliet jumped when he slammed down the receiver and strode out of the study, its weighty door crashing in his wake. The trouble with Pa was that he never knew when to give up. Ma, on

  the other hand, appeared not to be sure when to start, but that was just one of the side-effects of her increasingly close relationship with gin. Living with Pa had driven a beautiful and talented

  woman to drink.




  Richard Bellamy’s career continued to stagger on. He blustered about on stage and screen under the direction of the few who remained impressed by his family name. The Dynasty was all that

  mattered; his daughters should follow in the footsteps of their predecessors, should fly the Bellamy/Duncan flag with pride.




  ‘I think he’s finally flipped,’ Delia mumbled. ‘I’m worried about Tia.’




  ‘Why?’ Juliet asked.




  ‘Well, he wrecked my drums, so what will he do to her, his star, his favourite? I’m afraid he might lock her up or have her followed. She shouldn’t come home. When is she

  supposed to be back? Didn’t she say something about getting here in time for dinner? We have to help her, Jules. She really wants to go back to Liverpool, because she got the job she

  wanted.’




  ‘How can we be of use?’




  ‘Er . . . we can dash through the gardens to the gate and stop her before she reaches the home stretch. After that, we’ll just have to make it up as we go.’




  ‘We can’t book her in to stay at the Punch Bowl. Word would get out in minutes.’




  ‘She’ll have to sleep in the stables. If it was good enough for Jesus, it’ll have to be good enough for her. Oh, Jules, why couldn’t we have a normal family with an

  ordinary life?’




  Juliet giggled. ‘Tia and I are trying to break free by getting a career, but you’re playing right into his hands with your skiffling. Mind, Tia inherited his quick temper, so heaven

  knows how she’ll react when we tell her Pa’s on the warpath.’




  Delia wasn’t listening properly. ‘I can’t skiffle; he’s wrecked my drums.’




  ‘Buy more.’




  ‘I shall.’




  They crawled out of the hole into one of the many corridors that wound their way round Bartle Hall. It was a warren of a house, its older parts erected in the fifteenth century, the rest added

  on randomly for a further three or four hundred years. Pa had inherited the place, and his three daughters had enjoyed a wonderful childhood within its walls. Hide and seek had been brilliant, as

  had dressing up in Ma’s clothes, shoes and makeup.




  But the girls were grown now. Fiercely close to and protective of each other, they were almost a secret society. Portia, the eldest, had nominated them the Blyton Three in deference to the

  author whose works they had devoured hungrily in their formative years. Portia was on her way home, and her younger siblings fled the house and raced through the shrubbery until they reached the

  gates. They sat on the stump of an oak felled by lightning, each fighting for breath, each determined to save the firstborn sister. Almost automatically, they held hands.




  Inside the house, an angry Richard stood over his wife. She was spread out on a chaise longue, an empty glass lying on her chest. Isadora Duncan, she had been, sharing her name with a dancer who

  had died tragically in a freak accident. ‘God took the wrong one,’ he murmured. ‘I should buy you a long silk scarf and send you out in Portia’s sports car, see if we can

  recreate the other Isadora’s final performance.’




  He sat on a wicker chair, staring at the woman he had married, the wife who had failed to produce a son. She was snoring again, mouth slackened, hair like a rats’ nest, clothing stained

  and creased. No wonder his girls were wild; they’d had no female parent to guide and advise them. In the early days, she’d often been away at work, but now she was planning to drink

  herself to death. She was doing this with malice aforethought, knowing that her husband would be blamed for her long act of suicide.




  Filled with righteous indignation, he walked into his own dressing room. He usually slept here, as her snoring kept him awake. It occurred to him that he might move further away, perhaps to the

  other side of the house where Isadora could no longer disturb him. But with many rooms closed off due to the lack of servants, Bartle Hall was fast becoming a shell.




  ‘My father would have hated to see the decline of this place,’ he grumbled.




  Cursing quietly under his breath, he dressed for dinner.




  Meanwhile, Delia and Juliet waited for their sister. Juliet, smallest and youngest of the three, was blonde, pretty and, although quieter, almost as confident as Tia. Delia was different. Thin

  and quite ordinary, she shone when excited and had quite a few fans in the music business. Music was the love of her life, because it allowed her to be her own individual self. She considered

  herself unattractive, and had decided to do something unusual with her existence, so she had taken lessons and learned to drum. ‘I think we all have to get out permanently, Jules. Nanny will

  look after Ma, and Pa will carry on acting till he drops dead or stops getting work.’




  Juliet agreed. ‘I’ll nurse in Canterbury. Will you return to London?’




  ‘Yes. But first we have to save Tia. I’ve still got the group’s van, so I’ll follow her up to Liverpool with her stuff – that car of hers barely takes two

  suitcases. First of all, we must hide her. What about Rose Cottage? I know it’s been empty for a while and the roof leaks a bit, but she can manage in there for a couple of days. We’ll

  smuggle out the camp bed and some linen, take food for her, and pack all her clothes and so forth in the van. Oh, and we’ll need to hide the MG.’




  They chattered on about the planned adventure, each making a mental list of Tia’s belongings. Juliet, the quiet one, allowed Delia to gabble on. When push came to shove, Delia made all the

  noise while Juliet became the organizer. But Tia was their rock, and both would miss her. She was beautiful, kind, clever, witty and here. The open-topped bright red MG slewed to a halt, and both

  Tia’s sisters and best friends jumped up to greet her.




  Juliet reached the car first. ‘Tia! Tia, go along the back lane to Rose Cottage. I’ll sit on the rear shelf of your mad car and Delia can go in the passenger seat.’ She climbed

  in. ‘Come on, Delia. If we’re late for dinner, he’ll throw another fit .’




  Tia closed her gaping mouth. ‘What’s going on? What have I missed?’




  ‘Father’s flipped,’ Juliet replied. ‘He phoned the college and told Miss Monk that he should have been kept informed of your escape plan.’




  ‘God, it’s like bloody Roedean all over again. Does he know about Liverpool?’




  ‘No,’ the younger sisters answered in unison. Delia carried on. ‘I got back from London yesterday. I forgot to lock the back door of the van, and he pulled out my drums and

  smashed them with an axe. Then Jules got quizzed about midwifery and why did she want to do it. The point is, you’re his only hope. He’s always doted on you. Tia, he’s lost his

  grip on reality. Ma’s in a bad way, too, and that’s his fault, I’m sure.’




  Juliet intervened. ‘Never mind all that for now. Rose Cottage. Hide the car up the side. We’ll get what you need, and Delia will follow you to Liverpool with your things. If I can

  get time off, I may come, too. The Blyton Three go to Liverpool, eh? Good title.’ She tried to get comfortable in the not-really-a-seat behind Tia.




  Delia sat in the front next to the driver. ‘This is going to be a bumpy ride in more ways than one. Put your foot down, Tia. Jules and I will run back home in time for dinner, and

  we’ll see you later.’




  Little more was said. As soon as she reached the cottage, Tia was suddenly alone, because her siblings fled immediately to report for duty to the despot who was their father. She stood in a

  garden that had once been pretty; it was now wild and covered in rose bushes gone crazy, suckers everywhere, more thorns than blooms. This little house had been Ma’s retreat whenever

  she’d needed to get away from Pa. Nanny Reynolds had always accompanied her, but Ma’s newer escape came in a bottle, and both women remained at the Hall because Isadora’s main

  occupation was sleeping.




  Inside, Tia sat among neglected remains of her mother’s past – books on the shelves, shawls draped artistically across seats and tables, photographs of a young Isadora Bellamy

  playing Portia, Cordelia and Juliet. Across the chimney breast were oil paintings of her children, each named after one of the heroines hung over the dresser. Her crochet work sat on a low trolley

  whose bottom shelf supported a sketch pad and pots of water-colour paint.




  This was the last of Ma. This was a eulogy, a gravestone, a heartbreaking memorial for a destroyed, lonely and desperately unhappy woman. Tia’s anger bubbled to the surface. ‘He has

  to be stopped,’ she said aloud.




  She sat in a wooden rocker and began to weep. Richard Bellamy had crushed his wife slowly, mercilessly, and his oldest daughter lingered now among Ma’s remains. ‘I can’t stay,

  Ma,’ she sobbed. ‘And I can’t take you with me, because you’re too ill.’ It was like abandoning a child, a helpless foundling dumped on a cold and unforgiving

  doorstep.




  Tia dried her eyes. ‘The quality of mercy . . . droppeth like the gentle rain from heaven,’ she said, misquoting her namesake. Portia would not have sat here weeping; Portia would

  have made a fabulous speech on behalf of the threatened or afflicted. ‘Pa’s had his pound of flesh many times over,’ she muttered grimly. ‘I’m going in. Let’s

  hope there’s no carving knife on the table.’




  She dried her eyes and dabbed at her nose. A few minutes were needed while she composed herself, as she was about to face Julius Caesar, Henry V, Richard III, Hamlet and the fool who lived in

  Bartle Hall together. ‘Your line of the dynasty is about to fade away, you bumbling, smug, self-satisfied braggart. My mother was beautiful and talented.’ Tia would take the

  photographs, the portraits and Ma’s framed watercolours to Liverpool – as long as Delia and Juliet agreed, of course.




  Anger sustained her while she reversed onto Rose Cottage’s dry, rutted approach road. Quickly, she drove up the main driveway to the Tudor frontage of her childhood home. Let him try.

  Just try to keep me here, you washed-up wreck of a man. I may even involve the police. I am my own self and I belong only to me. I cannot and will not be bullied by you, Bellamy. You will not

  trap me no matter how hard you try. You have no real power. Without my mother’s financial support, you would be deader than the dodo.




  She marched into the dining room like a guard changing duty at Buckingham Palace, spine straight, head held high, chest out, arms swinging. For a few beats of time, she reacted internally to the

  unexpected presence at table of her mother, but she did not pause, as she refused to allow her anger to dissipate.




  Richard rose to his feet. ‘Portia, darling! Where on earth have you been?’




  She stopped well within his reach. ‘Father,’ she snapped.




  He frowned. The word ‘father’ meant business. Even so, he bent forward to accept a kiss from her, but she stepped aside. ‘What’s the problem?’ he asked.




  ‘You are,’ she replied smartly. ‘You destroyed Ma’s life, and your daughters have all suffered because of your periodic attempts at rigid control. It stops now. None of

  us wants to act. Delia is a good drummer and Juliet’s going to remain a nurse. As for me – well, the further away from you, the better.’ She looked at her mother. ‘None of

  this is your fault, Ma.’




  Isadora blinked and raised her glass. ‘To my happy marriage,’ she slurred. ‘Which lasted for two years at the most.’ Staring directly at her husband, she nodded.

  ‘You, sir, are a bloody awful actor, the butt of so many jokes in the business, a terrible husband, a bad father and a total ass.’




  ‘How dare you?’ he roared.




  She giggled. ‘Because I’m nearly dead, thanks to you.’ She grinned and winked at her eldest daughter. ‘Girls, you have many, many half-brothers and sisters all over the

  place.’ She waved a hand, spilling most of her wine on the tablecloth. ‘He rutted. He was a total rutter.’ After taking a few seconds to alter her focus, she spoke to her two

  seated offspring. ‘Get away as fast as you can, girls. Nanny Reynolds will look after me.’ A loud hiccup interrupted the flow. ‘I have more money than he does,

  so—’




  ‘You’re a drunken hag,’ he proclaimed, his tone ominously quiet.




  ‘A rich drunken hag,’ she replied. ‘And not a penny piece will come your way. It will all go to my daughters.’ She beamed at the rest of the company. ‘Do eat,

  children. I know it’s difficult with a tyrant in the room, but be comforted. You never had to share a room with him. His feet stink, and he farts frequently.’ She belched loudly, and

  everyone but the master smiled or giggled.




  ‘You are a disgrace,’ yelled the master of the house. ‘You have no control over your drinking, and you have turned our daughters against me.’ He glared at his wife before

  storming out of the room. He would deal with his family later.




  Tia sat and dug into the food; having driven almost non-stop for most of the day, she was starving.




  Isadora grinned broadly. ‘It hasn’t been terribly easy, girls. But it seems to be working quite well, wouldn’t you say?’




  All three froze in their seats. ‘Ma?’ they chorused.




  Her grin rearranged itself into a sweet smile. ‘Try to be quiet. I know I’ve gone rather a long way with the act, but it was the simplest way.’




  Delia closed her mouth so suddenly that she bit her tongue.




  ‘You see,’ Isadora continued, ‘it was a case of whither thou goest. We got the parts because we were a pair, and I could carry him. So I retired drunk. And I admit that I was a

  drinker for a while. Yes, I almost succumbed. He’s easily fooled, and he now believes me to be an alcoholic.’




  ‘But . . . but you’re not drunk,’ Juliet whispered.




  ‘No, I’m serfectly pober.’




  Tia shook her head and smiled. ‘Ma, you’re one hell of an actress.’ She jumped up, ran round the table and hugged her mother.




  ‘Yes, I am good, what? I snore and belch beautifully. Oh, and my divorce is being arranged. I am only fiftyish, and I shall rise anew, a phoenix from the ashes. Nanny Reynolds and I will

  ride again, possibly to Hollywood. My agent knows the facts of the matter, and good use will be made of my true story, the sooner the better. I am sick of the smell of gin, can’t wait to get

  back to Chanel No. Five. He won’t know what’s hit him, because I have evidence by the ton.’




  ‘So you’re not an alcoholic?’ Delia’s face remained a picture of disbelief.




  ‘I was on my way, Cordelia, no doubt about that. Then I had a word or two with myself and with Nanny Reynolds – Joan. I managed to overcome the demon with Joan’s help, and we

  hatched our plot. With the three of you away so frequently, I managed not to upset you by forcing you to watch me playing the dipsomaniac, so I kept on snoring and looking like an unmade bed. It

  drove him mad. Work is drying up for him. I’m the one they want, and I refuse absolutely to play alongside him again. Joan and I are going into hiding, so leave me your addresses.’ She

  looked at their blank faces. ‘Come on, eat up. Son of Satan may be back shortly.’ Smiling sweetly, she blew them a kiss and left the room.




  ‘Hell’s bells,’ Tia exclaimed. ‘That is one strong lady, sisters.’




  Juliet frowned. ‘What’ll happen to Pa?’




  ‘She’ll look after him up to a point,’ was Delia’s answer. ‘Ma is no monster. And she’s right – he is a terrible actor, still stuck in the 1930s, a

  stuffed shirt with big ideas and no discernible talent. The landlord at the Punch Bowl does a terrific imitation of him. Everyone mocks him behind his back while being polite to his

  face.’




  ‘Sad,’ said Tia, ‘but Ma needs her freedom. Let her achieve it her way.’




  They ate what they could manage before carrying dishes into the kitchen where Mrs Melia, cook and housekeeper, greeted them happily. ‘Girls, don’t you all look lovely? Tia, you

  should wear a headscarf if you’re going to drive with no lid on the car. Delia, I swear you’re still growing, while Juliet seems to have shrunk.’




  Juliet giggled. ‘I must remember not to have such hot baths – I can ill afford to lose height due to shrinkage.’




  ‘I was listening,’ Mrs Melia mouthed silently. ‘Your mother’s a star.’




  The Blyton Three left the kitchen and repaired to Delia’s old room. Delia had a huge four-poster with drapes too ancient to be touched, so they remained tied open. During the years of

  childhood, the girls had all slept here in the large bed, although each had her own room. There was safety in numbers, especially when Pa was on a rant.




  ‘We could have sent your stuff by rail, Tia,’ Juliet said.




  The senior sister shook her head. ‘You don’t know what I want, because I don’t know what I want. Yes, I do. I want Ma up and about and doing what she does best.’ She

  pondered for a moment. ‘I wonder if he’d let Ma and Nanny stay with me for a few weeks while the divorce gets sorted?’




  ‘Pa?’ Delia raised her eyebrows.




  ‘No. My landlord. He’s also my boss. I’ve a three-bedroom flat, and he said I should use it as my home. He lives downstairs.’




  A knowing look passed between the younger girls. ‘Is he nice?’ Juliet asked, her tone nonchalant.




  ‘Yes,’ Tia replied. ‘Though he does have a locked room with body parts in it. And a very antisocial, geriatric cat.’




  ‘Handsome?’ was Delia’s question.




  Tia shrugged. ‘He was probably a pretty kitten, but these days he—’




  ‘The man,’ Delia snapped.




  ‘Oh, yes. Especially when naked.’




  Juliet blinked rapidly. ‘And he has body parts in a locked room?’




  ‘Joke.’ Tia poked out her tongue.




  ‘You’ve seen him naked?’ Delia wore her imitation stern face.




  ‘In shorts and an unbuttoned shirt, yes. He was mowing the lawn. Tanned, toned and terrific.’




  ‘Danger zone,’ chorused Juliet and Delia.




  Tia awarded them a withering look. ‘Don’t start Blytoning on me.’ The words danger and zone had been used whenever Pa came home. ‘We won’t be the Blyton Three for

  much longer.’ She sounded sad. ‘I miss this house. It’s impractical, cold, damp and adorable. Remember Christmases in the grand ballroom? Two log fires, two huge trees, all that

  glitter. Ma at the piano, choirboys at the door, Pa trying and failing to be human.’




  ‘We’re separated now,’ Juliet complained. ‘I get lonely.’




  ‘It’s the way of the world, Jules.’ Delia yawned. ‘And now, divorce. Ma is one brilliant actress, though. He thinks she needs drying out, but he’ll be the one hung

  out to dry. She’s a real trooper.’




  Juliet felt a bit sorry for him, and said so, but the others shouted her down. He was selfish, unpredictable, narcissistic, dictatorial, churlish, presumptuous and utterly without talent.




  ‘Heartless,’ Juliet mused.




  ‘Yes, he’s that as well,’ Delia almost barked.




  ‘No, we’re being heartless. He’s in his late fifties and—’




  ‘And he’s old enough to know better,’ Tia insisted. ‘Jules, I know you’re a good Christian, but stick to the facts. He wrecked Ma’s life, and he’ll try

  the same with us. He has a fear and a hatred of women. I blame his mother – she treated him like a prince one minute, a reprobate the next. Women confuse him. Stop worrying.’




  Juliet didn’t stop worrying, though she said no more.




  They chatted until sleep overcame them, all on top of the eiderdown, all fully clothed. When morning came, they giggled like five-year-olds, had a pillow fight and exchanged jokes. After

  attempting and failing to use a very old, creaking bed as a trampoline, they sat and regained breath. They all needed fumigating, so they separated and went to three bathrooms, each girl hoping

  against hope that the weary boiler would cough up a few gallons of hot water.




  After breakfast, Tia, in search of some privacy, drove to Chaddington Green’s sole telephone box and made an essential call. Suddenly nervous, she began to shake slightly. ‘Pull

  yourself together, Bellamy,’ she said, balancing a pile of pennies on the press-button-A-or-B box.




  He answered. ‘Theo Quinn, Myrtle Street School.’




  ‘Mr Quinn.’ She cleared her throat. ‘It’s Tia Bellamy.’




  ‘Ah, Miss Bellamy, of course. I recognized your voice immediately. I trust you are well?’




  ‘Yes, thank you. I need to ask a favour, and it’s a big one.’




  ‘Fire away.’




  Words tumbled out of her throat at high speed. She explained about Ma and Nanny Reynolds, about divorce and Ma needing to get away while it all happened. ‘She probably has photographic and

  witness evidence, so it might become nasty. Nanny looked after us when we were small; now she cares for Ma, so she’ll be with her.’




  The pips sounded, and she fed more copper into the greedy box. ‘Just for a week or two. Liverpool’s quite a distance from Kent, and he won’t look for her there.’ There

  was a pause. ‘Mr Quinn?’




  ‘I’d be proud and delighted to have Isadora Bellamy in my house,’ he said.




  Tia swallowed. ‘Don’t be delighted, please,’ she begged. ‘It has to be a secret.’




  He laughed. ‘I’m good at secrets, Miss Bellamy.’




  ‘I expect you have much to hide, Mr Quinn, with all those body parts. Just two more bodies, intact and probably disguised.’




  ‘OK. Don’t waste any more money. I shall see you soon.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she breathed before replacing the receiver. She gathered up her remaining pennies and returned to the car. His voice was so pleasant, and he seemed to have humour, which

  was an absolute necessity in teaching. Body parts, indeed. She giggled as she started Evangeline, her precious MG, wondering whether Mr Quinn had named his car. Did Americans christen cars? Rumour

  had it that Mr Ford’s company was about to launch a vehicle named after his son, Edsel.




  Why wasn’t Mr Quinn married, she wondered. He was handsome, capable – look how he’d made one house into two flats. He had a decent job, dressed well unless gardening, owned a

  pleasant personality . . . Perhaps he preferred men, though she suspected not. Why did she suspect not? ‘No idea,’ she said aloud as she drove homeward.




  When she reached Bartle Hall, she ran straight up to Ma’s room. Ma was on the chaise, being ‘drunk’. ‘Hello, Tia,’ she slurred. ‘If you want your father,

  he’s in his dressing room.’ She waved a hand towards the other door.




  Unfazed, Tia sat on a stool and whispered to her mother, ‘I’ll leave my address with Nanny. My landlord says you can come and stay, both of you. Get out of here before the nasty

  stuff starts flying about.’




  Richard made an entrance. He glared at his wife, sniffed at his daughter, then stalked out like a disgusted pantomime dame. In his silky smoking jacket, he looked every inch the ageing,

  never-quite-made-it thespian.




  Isadora sat up. ‘He didn’t finish what you started at dinner last night, then? Didn’t we all think he was going to argue with you?’




  Tia shrugged.




  Joan Reynolds came in, closing the door quietly. Tia hugged the woman who had cared for her, Delia and Juliet. ‘He’s up to something,’ Joan said. ‘Keep an eye on the car

  and the van, because he knows about batteries and the rotor something or other, so he may disable them. He’s been staring at both.’




  ‘He wouldn’t,’ Tia gasped.




  Isadora disagreed. ‘I think he’s ready to give up on Juliet, but you and Cordelia remain in his sights. Look, he’ll be back to dress shortly, because he’s going up to

  London to see his agent. Find Cordelia and take both vehicles to the village. He’ll be on the one o’clock train, and he won’t be back until this evening. He believes you and

  Cordelia are home until the weekend is over, but you must leave this afternoon. Go on, shoo. Joan will help you pack when the coast is clear. By the way, don’t worry about Rose Cottage. Joan

  and I will take care of all that.’




  Tia ran to get her sisters, explaining to them in a whisper that they had to save their engines from sabotage. They spilled out of the house and found that both vehicles remained in working

  order. ‘Why is he like this?’ Juliet asked. ‘Why can’t he just let us get on with the lives we’ve chosen? So you have to leave today, both of you?’




  ‘Get in the van and shut up,’ Delia hissed quietly. ‘We return at one, pack the van, then yes, Tia and I must go.’




  ‘I can’t get time off,’ Juliet moaned. ‘I’m on a split duty tomorrow.’ She climbed into the van, and both vehicles moved slowly down the drive, turning left

  at the gates and heading sedately towards Chaddington Green. Undue haste within Pa’s sight might make him suspicious, so they travelled at a leisurely pace, parked, and went for coffee in a

  small and comfortable cafe.




  ‘I like this village,’ Juliet said. ‘I love Kent. That’s why I chose to train in Canterbury. But with Ma gone, will we still have Bartle Hall? Pa can’t afford to

  save it, can he?’




  They all stared through the window at the square of common land that had given Chaddington Green its name. It was the stuff of picture postcards, with a duck pond, clusters of cottages, some of

  them thatched, a short stretch of pretty little shops, a church, just one inn, and friendly inhabitants.




  Tia spoke. ‘Ma won’t let our home go. She’ll buy it from him, I think.’




  ‘He won’t part with it,’ was Juliet’s opinion. ‘It’s proof of his identity, property of the Bellamy dynasty.’




  ‘The place is falling to bits, and everybody has a price,’ Tia said. ‘He’s spent his money in his London clubs and on women. Ma will shift him.’




  Delia nodded sagely. ‘She saved; he didn’t.’




  ‘And the Duncans were always richer than the Bellamys,’ Tia mused aloud. ‘When she stops pretending to be blotto, our mother will be a force to be reckoned with. But while

  it’s all going on – the divorce, I mean – she may need us. I know she can afford hotels, but she may become anxious about being noticed. We back her up, girls.’ The Blyton

  Three balled their right hands, elbows on the table, three fists meeting in the centre above a sugar bowl. ‘Victory,’ they said in unison.




  The owner of the cafe laughed, while other customers grinned. They all remembered the Bellamy sisters riding through the village on bicycles or ponies, always up to mischief, always loved.




  With an hour to spare, Tia rang Theo again to warn him of the change of plan, and then the three girls repaired to the green, spending twenty minutes or more in the children’s cordoned-off

  section where they played on swings, a seesaw and a metal slide. While each sister feared that this might be goodbye to the village, each one hoped and prayed that she was wrong. But the trio were

  certain of one thing: it was adieu to childhood.




  With that in mind, they did racing round the duck pond, leapfrog, and the four-legged jog. Based loosely on the three-legged race, it meant that the girl in the centre had minimal control, as

  each of her legs was fastened to a limb of one of her sisters. Juliet, who had learned long ago that being the youngest, the shortest and the lightest meant pain and distress, was tied to her

  siblings with two scarves, and the fun began. Supporting their baby sister with arms across her back, Tia and Delia dragged her across the green.




  Old people seated on benches began to chuckle. Even the ducks stopped begging for crusts when the strange, three-headed, four-legged creature passed by. Juliet, churchgoer and angel to the sick,

  allowed a few choice words to emerge from her pretty lips.




  ‘I’m gonna tell the vicar you swore,’ Delia said.




  ‘Shut up,’ snapped the victim. ‘And stop. I shall be of little use to patients when you’ve managed to break both my legs.’




  They stopped, released her from captivity and sank to the grass.




  ‘Do you think we’ll ever grow up completely?’ Tia asked.




  ‘I hope not,’ was Delia’s answer. ‘If I grow any upper, I’ll be too tall.’




  ‘Too tall for a man?’ Juliet asked mischievously.




  Delia shrugged. ‘Too tall for me,’ she answered.




  Tia held her tongue. For some years, she had suspected that Delia was different. Unlike the other two Bellamy girls, she kept herself plain, unadorned and in clothes that might be termed neither

  feminine nor completely masculine. She wore jeans, shirts, socks and flat shoes, no makeup and no perfume. Boyfriends had never appeared on the scene, though she was very close to the lads in the

  skiffle group.




  ‘You’re pretty if you’d just clean up your act,’ said the innocent Juliet.




  ‘I am what I am.’ There was an edge to Delia’s tone.




  Tia jumped up. ‘Time for my escape, girls. The London train should have left by now, so we’d better make hay before sundown.’




  Juliet sat with Tia for the ride back to Bartle Hall. ‘What’s the matter with Delia? Why does she get so . . . so surly?’




  Tia kept her eyes on the road. Surely Juliet, a nurse, must have read about people’s differences? ‘It’s just the way she’s made, Jules. I want you to find Kingsley the

  bear and Charlie, my blue rabbit. They’ll be in the nursery.’




  ‘Taking them with you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What about books?’




  ‘I’ll get them.’ There. That was the subject changed, thank goodness.




  The afternoon became a blur of activity. Two ancient trunks were retrieved from the attic and placed empty in the van, as they were heavy enough without Tia’s extensive collection of

  clothes. She dealt with her own books and clothing, while Delia and Juliet concentrated on memories, which included a rocking horse bought for Tia’s third birthday and a large dolls’

  house, including furniture and battery-powered lighting.




  Joan Reynolds supervised proceedings and collected Tia’s jewellery, handbags and large assortment of hats and shoes. The cook, Daphne Melia, packed sandwiches and drinks for both drivers

  before bidding them a teary farewell.




  Isadora was remarkably calm. Seated on her chaise with each arm round one of her precious girls, she advised both to take their time while driving north. ‘Be happy,’ she ordered.

  ‘Skiffle all you like, Cordelia, and I know that you, Portia, will be a wonderful teacher. There is little point in trying to reason with your father, so make no attempt. Help your sister to

  settle in,’ she begged of her middle child.




  ‘I will, Ma. I can keep the van for another few days, because the lads have hopped off to France for a fortnight.’ She blushed. ‘We’re so proud of you, Ma, and so glad

  you’re not alcoholic.’




  The mother studied this daughter. ‘Are you lesbian, dear?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes. Yes, I am.’




  Tia sighed with relief. Delia had needed to offload that information for years.




  Isadora smiled. ‘I do hope you meet someone as good and as kind as you are, sweetheart. Be aware that some people will castigate you, but, unlike men, you can’t be jailed. Poor Oscar

  served time, but Queen Victoria decided that lesbianism didn’t exist, since she couldn’t imagine what women might do together.’ She took hold of Delia’s face and kissed her

  on the forehead. ‘Be yourself, and to hell with prejudice.’




  She turned to Tia. ‘Enjoy your work, dear child.’




  ‘You will come to stay, Ma? Mr Quinn says it’s fine with him, and he won’t tell anyone who or where you are. Nanny has the address.’




  ‘When my lawyer has organized the papers and other evidence, Joan and I will be with you. Thank Mr Quinn before we get there. Now, you must go while enough daylight remains. I’ll be

  in touch.’ She turned to Delia. ‘When you leave Portia in Liverpool, go back to your place in London. If reporters find you, tell them nothing. Your father’s predilection for

  young women will be big news.’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’




  The girls rose and stepped back, still facing their mother.




  Isadora beamed at the pair. ‘Remember when the Blyton Three tried to prove that Mr Jenkins at the Punch Bowl was selling drink brought in by smugglers through tunnels under the village

  green?’




  Tia and Delia smiled.




  ‘And when you decided that Miss Evans-Jones was stealing books from the library?’




  Tia tried and failed to look contrite.




  ‘Then you wanted the vet prosecuted for murdering your pony, Portia.’




  ‘Oh, yes,’ Tia replied. ‘Those were the days.’




  ‘It was playacting,’ Isadora said. ‘You turned your lives into an epic adventure, and you were all offered places at good drama schools. It’s in you. If you ever change

  your minds and decide to follow me into film or theatre, tell me. If you don’t want that, it really doesn’t matter. Chase your own dreams, not mine, not your father’s. Now,

  go.’




  They kissed their mother and left her room. ‘Ma says she’ll look after the stuff in Rose Cottage,’ Tia said. ‘Her watercolour paintings, the photographs and the portraits

  of us.’




  ‘Just as well – the van’s so full, it might expire.’




  ‘My car’s stuffed as well, Delia.’




  They found Juliet ironing her uniform. ‘When shall we three meet again?’ she asked, her tone clouded by unshed tears.




  ‘Soon,’ Tia promised. ‘Please don’t blub, Jules, or we’ll all be weeping. Remember, it ain’t over till the fat lady sings.’




  ‘And who’s the fat lady?’ Delia asked.




  All three answered together, ‘Mrs Melia, Delia.’




  Juliet giggled. ‘We are cruel.’




  ‘Power to the Blyton Three,’ called Tia.




  They pressed three fists together and shouted, ‘Victory,’ before the two older girls left their baby sister to her ironing. She didn’t follow, as she was too upset to stand and

  watch them leaving Bartle Hall.




  ‘Why do I feel as if this is goodbye?’ Delia asked.




  ‘Because we’re leaving.’




  ‘I mean goodbye forever.’




  Tia snorted. ‘Just let Ma do her worst and her best, sis. Never give up. The Blyton Three always had hope. Remember that.’




  ‘Pandora’s box,’ Delia murmured. ‘Nil desperandum.’




  ‘Yes, that as well. Come on, I’ll lead the way.’




  It was a long drive. They stopped on a B road north of Birmingham, pulling into a dirt lay-by to eat and drink the offerings of Mrs Melia. Tia was stiff and complaining loudly

  of old age catching up on her. ‘My calves have petrified,’ she moaned.




  ‘It’s that daft car,’ Delia told her. ‘You have to drive almost lying down. Anyway, the van loaded with all your junk is hard on the arms, so shut up.’




  ‘It’s not junk.’




  ‘Matter of opinion.’ Delia bit into a crusty cob filled with salad and ham, while Tia gulped down some welcome lemonade.




  ‘Juliet doesn’t know,’ she said, wiping her mouth on a handkerchief. ‘About you, I mean.’




  ‘I’ll tell her when she’s ready,’ Delia spluttered, her mouth full.




  ‘Younger than her years in some ways,’ Tia pondered aloud. ‘Very organized, yet frail. I’m sure she won’t be judgemental, though.’




  Delia swallowed. ‘It doesn’t matter how she reacts, because I am what I am. Of course, I don’t want to lose one of my sisters; I love both of you, but I really think I was born

  like this. I don’t wish to be a man, by the way, but I’m never going to be a frilly girl with lipstick, high heels and bangles. You and she are so feminine and beautiful, and I’m

  . . . I’m me.’




  ‘I’m glad you’re you. Have you met anyone?’




  ‘Yes, I think so. She follows the group all over London, but she prefers my company to the boys’. Time will tell. The signals aren’t always clear.’




  Tia laughed. ‘They can get a bit confusing on my side of the fence, too. Simon is moving to Liverpool. I’ve told him he’s more of a brother, but I think he suffers from

  selective deafness. He thinks Pa put me off because of the Jewish thing, but that’s not the case at all.’




  ‘He’s just not right for you, Tia. We can all see that.’




  ‘Pity he can’t. Let’s eat up and get back on the road; it’ll be dusk in a couple of hours. I suppose we could have slept in the van had it not been full.’
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