

    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Bello:

    


    

      hidden talent rediscovered

    


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      www.panmacmillan.co.uk/bello

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Ann Cleeves

    


    

      A Prey to Murder

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Ann Cleeves is the author behind ITV’s VERA and BBC One’s SHETLAND. She has written over twenty-five novels, and is the creator of detectives Vera Stanhope and Jimmy Perez – characters loved both on screen and in print. Her books have now sold over one million copies worldwide.


    Ann worked as a probation officer, bird observatory cook and auxiliary coastguard before she started writing. She is a member of ‘Murder Squad’, working with other British northern writers to promote crime fiction. In 2006 Ann was awarded the Duncan Lawrie Dagger (CWA Gold Dagger) for Best Crime Novel, for Raven Black, the first book in her Shetland series. In 2012 she was inducted into the CWA Crime Thriller Awards Hall of Fame. Ann lives in North Tyneside.


  

    

      Dedication

    


    

      For the wardens, volunteers and RSPB members

      


      who help to protect wild birds of prey

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The hotel seemed to be run exclusively by women but that was an illusion. The most practical and necessary work was done by a man but the women were so loud and busy that Richard Mead was never noticed.


    There were three generations of women at Gorse Hill. Eleanor Masefield had been brought up there and lived there with her husband until he died. She was then in late middle age and he had left her with very little money. She could have sold the house, bought a convenient bungalow somewhere pleasant, and lived comfortably on the remainder of the profit. Instead she chose to stay at Gorse Hill and turn it into a hotel.


    ‘It’s my duty to stay,’ she told her daughter, without explaining exactly what she meant.


    It was not that she had a special affection for the house. She would have considered such feelings foolish. She felt that she contributed to the town simply by being there. If she were to move, Sarne would never be the same. Something valuable would have been lost. In fact she stayed through a kind of laziness. To move from Sarne would mean meeting new people, going to a different church, explaining who she was. Here her identity was already established.


    Veronica, her only child, was the noisiest, most obtrusive woman in the house. She had none of her mother’s calm and dignity. She chattered incessantly to the guests. They all knew her and Eleanor thought they tried to avoid her. The same stories were repeated year after year. Eleanor despised her daughter’s weakness. She always seemed to be tired. She volunteered for too many committees – the playgroup, the Sunday school, meals on wheels, all it seemed depended on her – but she did nothing well.


    In her late thirties, Veronica had the sweet, enthusiastic face of a girl. Occasionally her absent-mindedness became so acute that Eleanor wondered if she were mentally ill. Eleanor had discussed the matter with Richard, Veronica’s husband, but he had said that she made Veronica nervous and that if she were not so critical the problem would disappear. While Eleanor would have been pleased to believe she had such power over her daughter that idea seemed to her to be ridiculous.


    Then there were the girls, Veronica’s daughters. Helen was seventeen and Frances thirteen. Helen was shy, eager to please. Although she was immature for her age the adults left her to herself. She helped in the dining room in the evenings. Otherwise no one cared much where she was. Frances was dark, brooding and overweight. The family called her Fanny, which she hated. She knew her friends sniggered when they heard the name and when they used it at school it was like an obscenity. Her only passion was her hatred of her grandmother. Until they had moved into Gorse Hill five years before to help run the hotel she had been spoilt, doted on. Eleanor had pronounced her ill-disciplined and untidy. She had forced a regime of routine bed times, set meal times and limited television. Fanny had cried for the lost freedom, then become stubborn and wilful. To compensate for the grandmother’s strictness her parents had spoilt her even more, helping her to defy Eleanor’s rules, bringing her secret treats. Fanny learned to manipulate them all and in a sense her moods ruled the household.


    So Gorse Hill had the air of an entirely feminine institution, like an old-fashioned girls’ school or a nursing home, and Eleanor ruled it with a severe and charming authority.


    Sarne had been George Palmer-Jones’ home for the first eighteen years of his life. As a boy he had never mixed socially with the family at Gorse Hill, though he and Eleanor were almost contemporaries. He came from a respectable business family in the town – his father was a solicitor – and Gorse Hill with its parties and connections with the outside world seemed very grand and exotic. Nevertheless he and his wife Molly had been guests at the house before it became a hotel. George had known Eleanor’s husband. They were both reputable ornithologists. George was an amateur whose first commitment was to his work as a Home Office civil servant. Stuart Masefield was a professional, an academic who in later life had given up his post with a research council to write books on raptors. George had never liked the man and had been embarrassed by the effusive greeting he received every time they met, the pressing invitations to stay at Gorse Hill. He had never considered Stuart Masefield a friend and all they had in common was the place of George’s birth. Yet he had agreed in the end to spend a weekend with Stuart and Eleanor Masefield. It had been the spring before Stuart died. George had been editing a collection of papers and needed Masefield’s expertise. It had been late April.


    The weekend had begun pleasantly enough. There had been, George remembered, a good dinner followed by easy conversation about the history of that part of the Welsh marches. Even then Eleanor had been a good hostess. But the next day Masefield had taken George into the room he called his study. It was a square brown room with one small window which looked on to the hillside. It had the same smell and the same jumble of exhibits as a poor provincial museum. It shocked George profoundly. Two shotguns stood in one corner. On wooden shelves there were rows of stuffed birds of prey, with several examples of the same species, especially golden eagle, buzzard and peregrine. On the walls were a series of photographs of birds on the nest and in two large cabinets tray after tray of raptors’ eggs, many arranged in complete clutches, all carefully labelled. It seemed to George then that the man’s interest in birds was acquisitive, possessive.


    ‘Aren’t these illegal?’ George had asked.


    Masefield smiled secretively, became for George a cartoon of a miser. ‘Oh no,’ he said smoothly. ‘None of them were taken illegally, you know. And they’re all essential for my research.’


    Immediately afterwards Masefield had insisted on taking George for a walk. George had not wanted to go but almost rudely Masefield refused to listen to his excuses. They had walked together through a blustery west wind up the hill behind the house. There was a steep, rocky outcrop, a cliff face in the hillside, and halfway up the bare rock was a peregrine eyrie. Peregrines were rarer then, still suffering from the widespread use of pesticides, and on an inland English site in the south were unknown. Despite his distaste for Masefield, George was thrilled to watch the male peregrine carry a pigeon to its plucking post, then fly off again towards Wales.


    ‘They came back last year,’ Masefield shouted above the wind. ‘There was an eyrie here in Elizabethan times. I knew they would come back.’


    His voice was altered, uncontrolled. It was as if the birds had belonged to him, as if in some way he had drawn them back to him. George felt the man was unbalanced and felt suddenly sorry for Eleanor. He suffered the rest of the weekend with unease and did not return to Gorse Hill until after Masefield’s death.


    They returned quite regularly when the place was a hotel. George had an elderly aunt in a nursing home in Sarne and they visited her for ritual conversation and afternoon tea. No other relatives were left in the town, so Gorse Hill was the natural place to stay. Besides, George thought they should support Eleanor. He admired her cool efficiency and independence. He was attracted to her elegance. He thought he had been attracted to her since their first meeting. He never discussed Eleanor with his wife but Molly seemed to accept that he enjoyed Eleanor’s company and never objected to staying at the hotel. The food was excellent and she seemed not to mind listening to Veronica’s stories. During their marriage she had never expressed jealousy. She must have known that in fact there was no competition. It seemed to their acquaintances in Sarne that Eleanor was a friend of them both.


    Nevertheless, they were surprized when Eleanor summoned them to Gorse Hill. It was spring, almost exactly the same time of year as their first visit. George recognized her voice at once – imperious, attractive and a little older.


    ‘George,’ she said, as soon as he picked up the phone and gave his name. ‘You and Molly must come to Gorse Hill again. As my guests.’


    ‘That’s very kind,’ he said politely. ‘Perhaps in the autumn …’


    ‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘I’m concerned about the peregrines, Stuart’s peregrines. The eggs hatched yesterday. I think someone intends to take the young.’


    ‘Have you been in touch with the RSPB?’


    ‘Of course.’ She was utterly dismissive. ‘Some impertinent young man told me that there are so many peregrines breeding in Britain now that it’s impossible to warden every vulnerable site.’


    It was true. The decline in the use of some pesticides meant that the peregrine was no longer such a rare bird.


    ‘I suppose,’ George said, ‘ that the society only has limited resources.’


    ‘I want to hire you, George,’ she said. She shouted so that she seemed older than she was, as if she came from a generation unused to the telephone. ‘ You’re a private detective. Come and look after the birds for me. I don’t want anything to happen to Stuart’s birds.’


    George disliked the term ‘private detective’ and never used it. After retiring from his post in the Home Office, when he had worked closely with the police, he had thought there would be excitement enough in bird-watching, in finding rare birds, but he had missed the challenge of work. Now he and Molly ran an advice agency which had come to specialize in missing teenagers. George still had contacts in the legal profession who referred clients to him. He never had to advertise for work but the agency was never so busy that he felt he could turn business away. He hesitated.


    ‘I don’t know what we could do,’ he said.


    ‘Please, George,’ she said, as appealing suddenly as a young girl. ‘Please come. I need your help.’


    There was an edge of desperation in her voice which made him think that the peregrines were only an excuse and that she may be in some real trouble. Perhaps it was in an attempt to appear gallant, to match the old-fashioned helplessness of her summons, that he said immediately: ‘Of course. Of course we’ll come.’ Perhaps he only needed an excuse to enjoy her company.


    Across the table in their untidy kitchen where most of the agency’s work was done, Molly looked at him and smiled at his weakness.


    As they drove down the hill into Sarne it seemed to George that it had scarcely changed since his childhood. They arrived in the early evening and the town was empty. It had been a sunny day in mid May, but now the sun was filtered through a grey haze of thin cloud. The town was surrounded by hills and to the west, beyond Gorse Hill the hills became higher where Powys began. It seemed to George that the town was always in shadow. That was how he remembered it, a series of grey houses and small, shuttered shops, where he would be taken by his aunts who would purchase small items and exchange patronizing pleasantries with the shopkeepers. His mother had died when he was a child and he had been brought up by his father and his spinster aunts. Now everything seemed smaller and rather shabby. The high street was narrow and no major chain stores had been attracted there. One of the shops was boarded up. Perhaps the new by-pass had been bad for business. The cattle market which had seemed an immense and exciting place in childhood was passed in a flash without notice. Of course he had been back to Sarne many times since he had left it, with great relief at eighteen, but each time he returned it seemed to have shrunk and grown more dingy.


    Molly was driving. She manoeuvred past the parked cars in the high street, then the road climbed steeply again past the church. He had enjoyed going to church. It had at least given a taste of something more than small business and gossip. He must have seen Eleanor’s parents there, perhaps Eleanor herself because she still attended, but he could drag no image of them from his memory.


    Past the church the road forked. One way joined the by-pass and continued to Radnor. The other climbed again to Gorse Hill. It was unfenced and led up through banks of gorse and the twisted stems of trees misshaped by the wind. It ended in a barn and a footpath. Just before the barn was the entrance to Gorse Hill. The house was hidden from the road by a fold in the land and a garden full of trees. It was like an oasis in the bleak, uncultivated sweep of the hill.


    Two stone pillars marked the entrance to the hotel. They were worn by age and the wind and covered in moss and lichen. They seemed much older than the house itself. Carved at the top of one of the pillars was the head of a falcon. George had seen it before but that evening it had a special significance. In the strange light it was possible to believe that there was some magical, mysterious connection between the falcons and the man who had owned the land where they bred.


    Without comment Molly drove between the pillars and turned the bend in the drive so that they could see the house and the high wall of the hill behind. The house was large, Victorian and rather ugly. It was the setting which made it imposing. At one end there was a large glass conservatory which reflected the misty evening sunlight. The house was beautifully maintained. George saw that it had been freshly painted since they had last visited and the gardens were immaculate. An expensive new car was parked in the Masefields’ private garage at the back of the house.


    So Eleanor is making a go of it, he thought, with an almost personal pride in the woman’s achievement. I always knew she would.


    As the car pulled up Veronica rushed out of the double front door to greet them. She appeared so quickly that she must have been watching for them from the kitchen window. She was wearing a flowered overall. She must have been preparing flowers for the dinner table because as she ran down the steps on to the gravel she was carrying a pair of scissors in one hand.


    ‘I’m so glad you’ve come,’ Veronica said in a breathless stage whisper, her pretty anxious face pushed through the window so that it was close to George’s. ‘Mother’s been behaving very oddly. I think she might be mad.’


    Helen was in her room, preparing for work, thinking of Laurie. I should write this down, she thought, I should write down how I feel today because nothing so wonderful will ever happen to me again. Old people never feel like this. When I’m older I want to remember what it was like. But she did not write. She remembered the day again, hesitating in her mind to find the words to describe it, so that when she did record what had happened she would get it right.


    Laurie had asked her to show him the peregrines. She must have told him about them in one of their long conversations. He had waited until they were alone to ask her, but the invitation, if it was an invitation, was casually given.


    ‘I was thinking of going for a walk on the hill tomorrow,’ he had said, whispering across the table to her in the school library. ‘Why don’t you come too? You could show me your peregrines. I’d like you to come.’


    Laurie was in a different crowd from her at school. She worked hard. She would go to university, perhaps even to Oxford. He was in the sixth form to re-sit O levels. His only A level subject was music. He was brilliant at music. Everyone knew that.


    Her grandmother had wanted to send Helen to the private school where Veronica had been educated as a boarder, but for once her parents had stood up to Eleanor. The girls could decide, they said. And the girls had chosen the comprehensive in Sarne, probably because that was what Eleanor had least wanted. Helen had never had a real boyfriend. She had been out with other boys at school, but no one she was serious about, no one who cared about her. Laurie was different.


    It was a hot shimmering day, the first very hot day of the spring. The Welsh mountains were hidden by a heat haze by mid morning. She had not known how to dress. She was always aware that she had none of the flair or style of her friends and that in comparison with them she looked staid and uninteresting. In the end she had decided on the clothes she would have worn for a walk on her own – jeans and a T-shirt and sandals. She went to the kitchen to pack a picnic. She had agonized too over that. Perhaps Laurie had only planned to spend an hour with her and to come prepared for a day would seem a foolish presumption. But he need never know. If he left her before lunch time, the picnic could stay in the rucksack.


    Laurie’s mother was in the kitchen, supervising the serving of breakfast. Mrs Oliver had worked at Gorse Hill since the hotel had opened and her mother had worked there before, for Eleanor’s parents. Helen had always been intimidated by the woman. She was stern and humourless and – helped by a couple of teenagers from Sarne – it seemed to Helen that she did most of the work in the kitchen. Eleanor and Veronica planned the menus and added elegant finishing touches but it was Nan Oliver, her face red from the heat, who chopped and kneaded and stirred according to their instructions. Helen wondered if Laurie had told his mother that they were meeting. If he had, Mrs Oliver made no comment, and only watched as Helen packed cold meat and salad into containers, helped herself to cakes from the tin in the larder.


    On her way out of the house she met her father who was coming out of the office. He was a tall man, with a long face, like a horse’s, and thinning sandy hair. It seemed to Helen that he looked strained and tired. It was a busy time of the year, the start of the season, and he did all the bookings and accounts, all the buying.


    ‘You don’t look very well,’ she said. He was so quiet and dependable that they took him for granted.


    ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘I’m fine.’ He looked at her rucksack, at the thin jacket she carried over her shoulders.


    ‘Will you be out all day?’ he asked. ‘ You know it’s the Wildlife Trust Open Day tomorrow. Your grandmother will expect you to be here to help.’


    ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m going for a walk on the hill.’


    ‘On your own?’


    ‘No,’ she said and could feel herself blushing. ‘With a friend.’


    ‘Enjoy yourself,’ he said. ‘Really. Have a lovely day.’ He smiled at her. ‘ Stay out as long as you like. Eleanor will have to manage without you.’


    She had arranged to meet Laurie by the barn where the footpath started. The grass around the building was long and mixed with clover and buttercups. Before they had moved to Gorse Hill her father had run his own photographic business in Sarne and they had come to Gorse Hill every Sunday for lunch. She remembered picking huge bunches of clover and buttercups to take home to the town with her and being disappointed because they died in the car. She reached the footpath before Laurie, and sat on the grass where they had arranged to meet and waited for him. Everywhere there was a sickly scent of gorse.


    Perhaps she had fallen asleep for a moment or perhaps she was just dazed by the unaccustomed heat and the sunshine, because she did not hear him approach. She felt his hand on her shoulder and turned to face him, so shocked that she had no time to prepare the way she looked or to say the things she had planned. He had never touched her before. They had talked for hours but they had never touched. He stood above her, blocking out the sun. He was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with a Greenpeace slogan on the front. In those few moments she thought she saw everything about him in sharp detail. Perhaps even then she knew that she would want to remember it all clearly and write it all down. She stood up.


    ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ he said. It occurred to her for the first time that he might be as nervous as she was.


    ‘You should have known that I would,’ Helen said.


    He took her hand and they walked together up the footpath. It was well worn, used by ramblers looking for Offa’s Dyke, eroded in places to the bare rock. He knew more about birds than she did and pointed out meadow pipit, skylark, lapwing. Away from the field around the barn which had once been cultivated, there was only bracken, rough grassland and a few sheep. The path was very steep and soon they were high above Gorse Hill looking down on the roof of the house. She was lightheaded with the effort of climbing and the heady scent of the gorse.


    ‘Does your grandmother own this land?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘All the way to the top of the hill. But she lets the grazing to a farmer.’


    ‘Well,’ he said gently. ‘Where’s your peregrine eyrie?’


    The footpath flattened, crossed the face of the hill before reaching the summit and led into the next valley, but above them the hill became more sheer and rocky. It might perhaps have been possible to climb there without a rope. There were buttresses and shady slopes and crevices where there were still grass and birch saplings, but from where they were standing that seemed impossible. Halfway up the cliff, in a narrow fold in the rock, was the eyrie. With the naked eye they could only see the white stain of dropping and an indistinct grey shape which might have been the female, but Laurie seemed not to mind.


    ‘It’s terrific,’ he said. ‘ What a beautiful view she must have right over the valley. Next time we come we’ll try to get some binoculars.’


    ‘My grandmother has some,’ she said. ‘I’ll borrow hers.’ She did not want to appear too excited about his plans for future visits to the eyrie. Perhaps he was only interested in the falcons and she was deluding herself that he liked her.


    They found a place to sit just below the path, behind a big, pink smooth boulder. They were hidden from the path there and looked down over Gorse Hill and the town. It was, Helen thought, their own eyrie. He put his arm around her bare shoulders and kissed her. His lips and his face were warm.


    They spent most of the day there. They shared the picnic and talked and kissed and lay on their stomachs to look at the view. A group of racing pigeons flew over and the small male peregrine appeared from nowhere, separated one brilliant white pigeon from the crowd and killed it from below. It was over so quickly that she might not have noticed what was happening if Laurie had not pointed it out to her.


    ‘How do you know so much about birds?’ she asked.


    ‘My dad was keen,’ he said. ‘ He used to take us out when we were kids.’


    ‘You won’t tell anyone about the nest, will you?’ she said suddenly. ‘My grandmother’s afraid someone’s going to steal the young.’


    ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘ Who would want to steal them?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ she said vaguely. ‘ Falconers I suppose.’


    ‘Why does your grandmother think they’re in danger?’


    ‘She said there was a van she didn’t recognize parked at the end of the lane near the barn on two evenings last week. It was an old blue van with a registration number from outside the area.’


    ‘Did she contact the police?’


    ‘I don’t know. She might have done. She seems suddenly to be obsessed by the birds. She never bothered much when Grandpa was alive and he was the one with the real interest. Now she’s trying to persuade us all to take turns at guarding the eyrie. My parents think she’s going loopy.’


    ‘Do you?’


    ‘I don’t know. Something’s happening. She’s usually so cool and proper. She’s been secretary of the Sarne Wildlife Trust for ages but I thought she enjoyed the social events and that she wasn’t really committed. The Trust is holding its Open Day at Gorse Hill tomorrow. She’s making herself very unpopular with the other members because she’s trying to persuade them that all the money they raise at the Open Day should go to pay a warden to protect the peregrines.’


    ‘I’m coming tomorrow,’ he said quietly. ‘To the Open Day. The Trust has asked the Folk Club to do some music. I’ll be singing. You don’t mind?’


    ‘No,’ she cried. ‘ Of course I don’t mind.’


    ‘I was afraid,’ he said, ‘ that your parents might not like me.’


    ‘Of course they’ll like you,’ she said, then added: ‘Besides, it’s not them that matter. It’s Grandmother.’


    She returned to the hotel to find it transformed. A marquee had been erected on the lawn and a man with patched jeans was testing a public-address system. Fanny was in disgrace because she had eaten six meringues which had been prepared for the following day. Eleanor was directing operations and the committee of the Wildlife Trust were gathered around her. None of that mattered. Helen sat by the open window, listening to the unfamiliar shouting and noise in the garden below, then dressed for work in the dining room. All the time she dreamt of Laurie.


    Laurie walked home. His pleasure in the day was spoilt by an unease, a peculiar sense of threat, because an old blue van had been seen near Gorse Hill. His father had driven an old blue van and he had hoped never to see his father again. It was not even that he thought his father was in Sarne. It was that the memory of the van had brought back memories of his father and they made him feel angry and depressed. His father always lingered at the back of his mind as an unresolved and troublesome problem. He tried to bury the memories again and to think instead of Helen.


    He had not let himself believe that Helen would meet him. What could she have in common with him? Her parents were rich, she spoke well, passed every exam she sat. He had not come across her in school until they were both in the sixth form. He had spent most of his childhood in Wolverhampton and by the time he arrived at the high school most of the friendships were already established. He mixed in a different group. She seemed aloof. He had heard of her of course from his mother, but he suspected she would look down on him. They had first become friends the Christmas before during the rehearsals for the school play. It was The Good Woman of Setzuan by Brecht. He was arranging the music. Helen had a small acting part. They sat in a corner of the hall while the others rehearsed and they talked – first about the play and his music and then about other things. He could not think of her without remembering the smell of the varnish on the floor of the hall and of the rubber gym mats piled in the corners where they sat.


    He had come to like her very much. She represented everything he had ever wanted – strength, a real family. He thought about her all the time until he was nearly ill and his mother asked him sharply what was the matter with him. In the end he knew he would have to ask Helen to go out with him even if she turned him down. So the day had been special, unbelievable, until the mention of the old blue van had reminded him of the differences between them.


    He lived on a small council estate on the low damp ground near the river. In the winter the river flooded the opposite bank so that the line of pollarded willows there stood in water, and though the houses had never been flooded it smelled of the river and the walls were damp to the touch. Most of the houses on the estate were well looked after, with neat gardens. Only the Llewellyns, tinkers who had a huge number of children all with lousy, matted hair, had a house in a worse state than theirs. Although his mother complained about the Llewellyns, the piles of scrap in the back yard, the wild and smelly children, Laurie thought she was secretly pleased that they were there. It would have hurt her pride immensely if she had had the untidiest garden in the street.


    At the end house in the crescent he stopped and opened the door with his own key. The house had been his grandmother’s and even after her death was too small for the family. There was a smell of polish and vegetable and fried food so familiar that it smelled only of home. His mother had just come in from work and was sitting on one of the low chairs in the lounge, rubbing her legs which were swollen and marked with varicose veins. She had been busy at Gorse Hill, and it was all standing. Besides her usual work Mrs Masefield had ordered special cakes for the Open Day. Then she had had to walk back to town. She had a wide face and her eyes were narrow so she looked Mongolian or perhaps like a fat Eskimo. She looked very tired. He sat on the arm of the chair and put his arm around her shoulder.


    ‘Make me a cup of tea,’ she said.


    ‘Where are the others?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I can’t keep track of you all. Steve is in, I think.’


    There were seven children, five still at home. They had all done well. They were a credit to her. Even when their father was still at home the responsibility for raising them was hers alone. Paul and Tony had good jobs, Laurie and Heather had better than average reports from the high school, Carol and Michael, still in primary school, were polite and well-behaved. Only Steve was unemployed. He was her favourite, a worry to her.


    Laurie went into the kitchen to make the tea. He was tempted to ask her if she had heard from his father, but he knew it would only worry her and make her suspicious. It was a coincidence, he thought. He was being silly. The van had been clapped out years before when his father left. It wouldn’t still be going now.


    She shouted to him from the living room. Her voice was still different from theirs. She had been born in Sarne and kept the border accent with its hint of Welsh all the time she was away. They still spoke Black Country like their father. They had lived in Wolverhampton, where his work was, until their mother had decided she could tolerate him no longer and they had moved back to live with Grandmother.


    ‘What have you been doing today?’ she shouted, a trace of accusation in her voice. ‘You promised you’d mend that back fence.’


    He poured out the tea and carried a cup in to her.


    ‘I went for a walk,’ he said lamely. ‘I’m sorry.’ He did not want to tell her about Helen. He could imagine her sneering disapproval. She thought the girls at Gorse Hill were lazy and spoilt.


    ‘You’ll have to do it tomorrow,’ she said. She was angry. He was old enough to be working, to be bringing in a wage. He took his freedom for granted.


    ‘Not tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’m playing at the Open Day at Gorse Hill.’


    ‘You should help more,’ she said, the tiredness making her petulant. ‘I can’t be expected to do it all.’


    ‘You should ask Steve,’ Laurie said, stung at last by the injustice of her criticism. ‘He’s at home all day.’


    ‘It’s not his fault he can’t find work.’


    She drank her tea, sighed, and the disagreement hung between them.


    The door opened and Heather came in, bright and unaware of any tension. She had a Saturday job in a café in the town. She was carrying a wicker basket full of pies and cakes and bread which would be too stale to sell on Monday. She was reliable, good-natured, with her father’s dark hair and eyes.


    ‘No need to cook tonight, Mom,’ she said. She took the basket into the kitchen and immediately started laying the table there for tea. ‘I saw Carol and Michael on the swings. I told them to come in for their tea. I don’t know what Mike’s been doing. He’s filthy. I’ll put him in the bath after.’


    It’s not fair, Laurie thought. She’s fourteen. She should be out enjoying herself on a Saturday night, not looking after them all. I should help more. Steve should help more.


    The younger children ran in from the street, squabbling, their voices still pitched for the playground. The door banged behind them. They turned on the television. It was very noisy – the plates banging in the kitchen, the children’s voices, the television. His mother sat in the middle of it, still rubbing her legs.


    ‘I’ll take a cup of tea up to Steve,’ Laurie said, hoping to restore himself to his mother’s favour and to escape the chaos. He would have liked peace, time alone, to think of Helen.


    Steve was in their bedroom, listening to a tape on the stereo system their father had bought them one Christmas in a last desperate gesture to buy their affection or at least to pay for their complicity in his absences.


    ‘That’s a new tape,’ Laurie said. He sat on his bed, put the cup of tea on the window sill. ‘I thought you were broke.’


    ‘I was.’


    Steve was only a year older than Laurie and they understood each other. Laurie had made the observation about, the tape casually but something about Steve’s reaction made him press the point.


    ‘Where did the money come from?’ he asked.


    Steve shrugged. He pulled four ten-pound notes from his jeans pockets and pushed one towards. Laurie.


    ‘Dad’s back,’ he said. ‘He gave it to me.’
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