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

    


    The baglady seemed unaware of the group of young people smoking and sniggering in a relaxed circle at the back of the fire-gutted garage. She squatted near the opening where the door had been, huddled up with her head on her chest and her arms around her worldly goods, just far enough inside to be out of the icy wind.


    But the fact that she was there at all was offence enough for one of the girls, who sauntered across to her, still giggling, and asked her what the hell she thought she was doing.


    The baglady mumbled, looking up with glazed glaring eyes, and the girl aimed a kick through trailing skirts before turning away to rejoin her companions.


    “Come on, Marlene! Why d’you do that?’’ one of the boys asked, but it was a lazy protest and the girl responded with a kiss, taking the cigarette from his fingers as she slumped down beside him on the sacking, drawing on it, and returning it to his smiling mouth.


    As the boy inhaled, the baglady wavered to her feet. The girl made a threatening gesture, but the baglady turned her back on it and left the shelter of the garage doorway, clutching her bag to her chest with both hands as she moved away, still crouched low and walking with a shambling limp that was surprisingly speedy.


    She was halfway across the waste land when the children saw her. They stopped their football game and swarmed towards her with whoops of joy, gathering small stones and throwing them at her as they ran. One of the stones struck her on the temple and the gush of blood, brilliantly red in its grubby surround, brought the children to a standstill when they were almost upon her. The baglady staggered, shifted her bag to one side, put a hand up to her temple then held it out to the children. Blood dripped from between the fingers, and the children, terrified by their achievement, turned as one and scampered away from her as fast as their legs would go.


    The baglady yelled after them, an inarticulate bellow of pain and rage, then rummaged in her bag for a scrap of cloth, which she held to her head as she set off again, walking lopsidedly now, with the bag half under an uncomfortably arched arm.


    She was lucky to be so near the hospital, but her progress slowed as she approached it and she took a zigzag course up to the entrance to Casualty. Her injury must be concealed till she had been to the women’s room – this was more important than being ejected as an undesirable – and in a hidden angle of the building she substituted the blood-soaked cloth for another piece before taking advantage of a surge of people through Casualty doors.


    She saw the sign and hurried to where it pointed, her movements suddenly co-ordinated. A male voice shouted behind her but she ignored it and hurled herself gratefully behind the door and on into the large cubicle for the disabled, where, as well as sanctuary, there was the bonus of floor space, a private washbowl, and a mirror.


    The tall, slim figure of Phyllida Moon – actress and temporary acting assistant to Peter Piper, owner of the Peter Piper Detective Agency – emerged from the cloakroom carrying a suitcase. She and Peter had both been delighted by the discovery that the baglady bag (empty) went into the folding suitcase as easily as the folding suitcase (folded) went into the bag. They appreciated that this enabled Phyllida to emerge looking entirely respectable from the bolthole into which the baglady had scurried.


    Phyllida smiled ruefully at the embarrassed orderly shifting from foot to foot outside the women’s room door, indicating the wad of paper towelling held to her head. She thought he was about to question her, but when he caught a glimpse of what she was concealing he expressed dismay and urged her towards Reception. When the woman behind the counter saw her wound she told Phyllida she would be attended to straight away.


    A young doctor and a nurse joined her in the cubicle after a mere quarter of an hour.


    “What on earth have you been doing to yourself?’’ the doctor asked her as he examined her wound, looking interested to hear her answer.


    “The corner of a cupboard,’’ Phyllida explained. “I didn’t fall, I just walked into it. I was lucky, I wasn’t on my own, so I got a lift to the hospital.’’


    “And away from it?’’


    “A taxi.’’


    “I should, if I were you.’’ A searching look. “Now, I’m not calling your nursing ability into question, but I’m going to clean it out.’’


    The process was painful, and the nurse gave Phyllida her hands to hold. She managed to keep her protest to a murmur.


    “Okay, that’s it.’’ The doctor grinned at her. Phyllida had to admit to herself that it was an admiring grin. “ You’re lucky, there’s no flesh to stitch, so you shouldn’t have a scar. Don’t touch the dressing and keep it dry for five days, then come back to see us. Can you remember when you last had an anti-tetanus injection?’’


    Phyllida couldn’t, so he gave her one, repeating the words “the corner of a cupboard’’ and looking at her quizzically as she managed not to flinch – from the needle or his straight gaze.


    “That’s right,’’ she said as he anointed the puncture. “The corner of a cupboard. I’ll make that appointment.’’


    “I should take some paracetamol or aspirin, too. You’re likely to get a headache.’’


    By the time she was sitting in front of Peter’s desk the headache was raging.


    Peter was shocked by her appearance. “Above and beyond the call of duty, as Jenny might say.’’ He smiled at Jenny Timmis, his young, pretty and astonishingly competent receptionist, typist and bookkeeper, in case she might think he was taking the mickey:, but she was too upset by the look of Miss Moon. Peter had invited her and his equally young, full-time assistant in the field Steve Riley into his office, feeling that Phyllida’s bandaged, white-faced arrival at the Agency merited a general explanation of her condition. In any case, he was too soft to resist their pleading eyes.


    “It was just bad luck. Some children threw stones as the baglady crossed the waste land, and one hit me where it bleeds so easily. I’d just had such good luck – if you can call bad news good luck – I shouldn’t complain.’’


    “You aren’t doing,’’ Steve said.


    “Bad news.’’ Peter repeated. “So the Robinsons were right to be suspicious. Their son is part of the group?’’


    “I’m afraid so. He’s even being smiled on by the dreaded Marlene. And I watched him smoke. I’ll let you have my report tomorrow.’’


    “Which may just deter him from going on to the hard stuff. Thank you, Phyllida, and well done. A medicinal scotch has never been more appropriate.’’ Peter smiled at Jenny and Steve as they got to their feet, pleased that as usual they had cracked his code. He disliked confrontation,’preferring to run his business if possible with politeness and harmony. “So. Case closed,’’ he said, with the closing of the door, sighing and trying to look sombre. When the outcome of a case was unhappy he always found himself with a slight struggle on his hands between satisfaction at a job well done and regret for the contents of the report he must deliver. “D’you want a rest?’’


    “Over the weekend?’’


    They exchanged grins. “You’re sure that’s all you need?’’


    “Yes. And I’ll have the bandage off by Monday.’’


    “You’re a heroine. Something’s just come in that could be interesting … How much time d’you have left?’’


    “Filming starts the middle of April. That means a couple of months, if I give myself a week or so to see about a flat near London. Only renting – I’m now the proud owner of the house I’ve been renting here. The sale’s just gone through and 8 Upland Road’s mine, Peter.’’


    The expressive face lit up. Thin and permanently sunburned under the flop of corn-coloured hair, 30-year-old Peter’s face was still the face of a boy. “ That’s wonderful! I hope it means you’ll come back to me between your TV assignments. And of course if …’’


    “When the assignments come to an end,’’ Phyllida helped him out. “ Unless I go back to the stage, I’d love to.’’ She was aware of a deep-seated anxiety being laid to rest.


    “If you become one of these actresses who’s always turning up on TV,’’ Peter said, “you may not want the stage again. But you’ve got a second career here.’’


    “Thanks. And thanks for the title.’’


    “That’s what it is, isn’t it?’’


    “Yes.’’ She hadn’t thought about it until that moment, she had seen herself as she imagined Peter saw her, as she had first been: an actress trying to enhance a role by some hands-on experience. But in telling her it was more than that for him he had told her it was more than that for her. The part of a private eye in a TV series had seemed the best thing life could offer her, but this was as good. The compensation for frozen emotions was proving rich.


    “Yes, it is.’’


    “I don’t think you should tell your TV cronies about it,’’ he advised.


    “I don’t think I can, if I want to keep it going.’’


    This second career, in its unique way, was as vulnerable as the first. “I’m just realizing that the only way I can be sure of keeping my anonymity is to keep what I do here secret. My – friends – in the Independent Theatre Company know I’m working for a detective agency but not that I sleuth in character, and anyway I don’t have much contact with them these days.’’ Phyllida had been going to say my husband, but after just four months staying on alone in Seaminster her marriage to the company’s stage manager seemed so long dead the word friends had come out instead. “ The only person who really knows what I do is my ex-producer Ken Hatfield, who got me the TV break, and he’s on my side.’’


    Peter looked gleefully conspiratorial. “I think you should keep it that way. Life’s absolutely full of coincidences and if you were the victim of one it would, well …’’


    “… Kill my second career. It hangs on my being anonymous, doesn’t it?’’ Phyllida Moon was on the Agency’s books, but no one in Seaminster outside it knew she worked there apart from John Bright, manager of the Golden Lion Hotel across the square. Peter had identified a gang who were systematically robbing John’s clients, and since the arrival of Phyllida on Peter’s staff, the Agency had a back room in the hotel at her exclusive disposal, for those times when it was easier or more appropriate for her to change or sleep at the hotel than to go home, and when she needed an address to give a suspect or a place to escape from one. Since Phyllida had joined the Agency a string of women had checked in and out of the Golden Lion and answered the telephone to a number of clients, a nightcap or a breakfast tray beside their bed. “If I once lose my most effective disguise of all, I’m done for.’’


    “Your undisguised self?’’


    “That’s it.’’ And done for in two senses, perhaps. There had already been times, like that very afternoon, when reversion to Phyllida Moon had been her escape from the danger into which one of her characters had shambled. “You said there was something interesting?’’


    “Possibly. I had a maturely attractive widow in this morning, to tell me her worries about the brother she shares a house with.’’


    “Yes?’’ As always, as she settled into Peter’s small armchair to hear about her next assignment, Phyllida was aware of a shot of adrenalin. If they hadn’t already done so, the shots could become addictive. And were already helping her postpone unwelcome but increasingly insistent thoughts about what that undisguised self of hers amounted to …


    “Brother and sister both appear to be in a comfortable way, and live together but separately in a large house in Marlborough Drive. I gathered they get on well and it suits them – he’s divorced and her two children are grown up and away. She does upmarket good works and he’s number two in the Snaith Gallery in Moss Street. I expect you’ve discovered it, it’s Seaminster’s most prestigious. Old Masters, Victorians, Pre-Raphaelites, Impressionists, and a very few modems.’’


    “I’ve sighed over a few things in the windows,’’ she said.


    “I thought you might have. Well, everything seemed fine, Mrs Dinah Everett told me, until the other morning at breakfast, when her brother opened a letter that very obviously upset him. He put it in his pocket without showing it to her or saying anything about it, and when she asked him what it was he mumbled that it was just some tiresome thing to do with work. But she’d collected the post from the hall carpet and noticed the envelope and the address – cheap manilla and illiterate-looking capitals. The fact that he was trying to hide its effect on him worried her, and when it all happened again a few days later, and this time he crumpled the letter up and dropped it beside his plate, she’d worried herself into an instinctive cunning that rather impressed me. Very resourceful, I thought. She said ‘I’ll just tidy up,’ or something like that, and swept letter and envelope and the debris of her own post into a plastic bag already full of rubbish destined for the bin, and went outside with it before he’d properly realized what she was doing, extracting the letter on the way. When she came back he looked uneasy but didn’t say anything, and she had an idea he might be thinking of looking in the bin later. So she went out to it again with tea leaves and potato peelings and so on to try to make the remaining papers irretrievable. She told me with a smile that it went against her conservationist principles and confirmed my instinct that she’s a well-balanced lady and what she said was probably a fair rendering of what had happened.’’


    “How had the brother been between letters?’’


    “Good question. The first letter changed him’’ – Peter glariced down at the notes in front of him – “turned him nervy and irritable. That was what seemed to worry her more than the letters themselves.’’


    “Did she show you the second one?’’


    For answer Peter pulled a stout manilla envelope from under his sheet of notes, extracted a thin, crumpled envelope from it with a pair of tweezers and, separately, a thin fold of creased white paper, which he opened out with the tweezers. He swivelled to face Phyllida.


    She read the thick dark capitals aloud. ‘“FAKE WINTER? SEEMED LIKE A GOOD IDEA, DIDN’T IT? BUT YOU WON’T GET AWAY WITH IT.’’ ’ She looked up, puzzled. “ I don’t understand it, but it doesn’t sound as unlettered as it looks.’’


    “No. And it sounds even less so when you know what it means. Mrs Everett explained that her brother’s the Snaith Gallery’s expert on the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. There’s a painter called Frederick Sandys who was on its fringes and whose work was very much influenced by its methods. I hadn’t heard of him.’’ Peter raised a questioning eyebrow, a one-sided accomplishment which Phyllida, smiling at herself in her bathroom mirror, had tried unsuccessfully to emulate.


    She shook her head. “Rossetti, Millais, Holman Hunt. That’s as far as I go.’’


    “That’s as far as anyone goes, strictly speaking, Mrs Everett told me. But every movement has its peripheral characters, and after he had made friends with Rossetti, Sandys apparently became a very faithful one. He announced his intention of painting the four seasons and completed Autumn, which is in the Castle Museum’s collection at Norwich, along with a pen and ink sketch for Spring, which it was thought he had never got round to working up. Then, six months or so ago, Spring arrived anonymously at the Snaith Gallery in full oil-painted Pre-Raphaelite splendour. Just there, among the parcel post one morning, franked at Seaminster’s head post office – where no one, of course, has any memory of who brought it in. Her brother – David Lester – was beside himself with excitement. He thought the picture was right, but of course it had to go through all the usual tests. It passed them, and was introduced to the public as the Snaith Gallery’s very own final version of Spring, as advertised by the artist himself. A couple of months later, Summer arrived, and was also authenticated. The gallery sold the pair for something around fifty thousand, and David Lester earned fat commissions. Winter arrived recently and is currently undergoing the tests. Lester received the first anonymous letter a day or two after it had gone to the experts, and the second a couple of weeks later. Winter’s under wraps, by the way – like, the others were until they were pronounced genuine. All the gallery staff were asked to make a promise of secrecy to the director, and Mrs Everett’s certain her brother didn’t tell anyone about it apart from herself. She’s also certain he isn’t guilty of the scam if there is one – she insists she’s not biased in his favour, she just knows him too well – but at the same time she’s uneasy that the accusation in the letters should have had such an effect on him and can’t understand why he doesn’t just go to the police and ask them to investigate a nuisance. The first two pictures have been authenticated and, anyway, it’s not as if Lester discovered them himself, or tried to pass them off as genuine without submitting them for all the proper tests.’’


    “Perhaps he did discover them. He could have posted them to the gallery as well as anyone else.’’


    “We didn’t discuss that possibility, but I’m sure it was in her mind as well as in mine. And making her feel uncomfortably disloyal.’’


    “Why, though, if the pictures are the real thing? All he’d be guilty of would be eccentricity.’’


    “Or pathological modesty. Yes. But the threat in the letters is for what comes next.’’


    “So what does his sister want from you?’’


    Peter shifted in his chair, beginning to look uncomfortable himself.


    “She has to go away for a week,’’ he said, turning towards the window as he spoke. There was certainly a lot to look at, Phyllida thought exultantly, her own glance crossing the complex of low roofs beyond the buildings the far side of the square and alighting on the pale winter sea, touched yellow by a clouded sun. She hadn’t got used to the bounty of her own newly-acquired home “ in a real place after an adult lifetime of theatrical digs and short-lived tenancies, and hoped she never would.


    When she turned back to face Peter his eyes left the seascape and looked reluctantly into hers. “Although she can’t believe her brother guilty of the accusation in the letters, she’s realist enough to recognize that if he is he could take advantage of her absence to do some illegal business at home. And it could be that the letter-writer might come into the open, particularly with the brother on his own.’’


    “So she wants him watched.’’


    “Yes. I told her I could do better than that.’’ Peter turned back to the view. “I asked her if she had a cleaning lady and she told me she had a contract with one of those outfits that send strong young women in twos and threes to scour their way through a house once a week. I suggested she tells them to hold their horses while she’s away and takes on a daily, which would be more suitable for her brother on his own and could be presented to him as a coup – she’s managed to get hold of a friend’s treasure during the friend’s absence. They live such independent lives they don’t know all about each other’s friends, so that should work. Then I said I could call on someone who would fill the bill.’’ Peter’s expression now contained an element of pleading. “Light morning cleaning – as I said, Mrs Everett’s only away for a week and if I’ve read her right the place will be spotless – and leaving an evening meal ready to heat up. Keeping eyes and ears open and reporting to the Agency anything and everything seen and heard beyond the crunching of the breakfast toast.’’


    “Someone you could call on?’’


    “Yes. Will you? Just for a week?’’


    “Yes.’’


    “Phyllida, you’re pure gold.’’ She matched his relieved grin. “I thought it was better not to present you as a member of my staff, better she saw you as an informant than a professional sleuth. Agreed?’’


    “Oh, yes.’’


    “Good!’’ Peter hesitated. “I told her I’d try to offer more coverage than that, as well.’’


    “More coverage than that?’’


    “It is going to be rather time-consuming if it takes off as it could,’’ he said apologetically. “Before I left, Mrs Everett remarked jokily that it was a pity I hadn’t another person I could call on who would be capable of working as a receptionist at the Gallery, seeing that they were wanting a temporary replacement for a girl who was taking leave to have a baby. I didn’t respond to that, I just said I’d see if I could offer more coverage.’’ Peter and Phyllida stared at one another. “If you feel you could manage both,’’ he said at last, leaving the sentence unfinished. “We’ll be covering both parts of David Lester’s life,’’ he resumed triumphantly, as Phyllida nodded. “It’ll have to be afternoons only, but I know how persuasive you can be.’’ They exchanged smiles again, both remembering how Phyllida had persuaded Peter to take her on after his initial rejection of her: by presenting herself the second time as an elegant, mysterious, Lauren Bacall-like client whom he had failed to recognize until she reverted to her own unobtrusive, introverted self.


    “When do I start in the house?’’


    “If you could go and see Mrs Everett on Monday? If you feel well enough, of course,’’ Peter added hastily. “She’s going away late Monday afternoon.’’


    “Just as well the Robinson case is wound up.’’


    He was relieved to see that she was still smiling. “I know. Thanks. So far as the gallery’s concerned – choose your own moment.’’


    “I might do that on Monday, too.’’


    “You really are splendid. I mean it. Names, addresses, telephone numbers.’’ He pushed the usual thin file across the desk to her. “ I expect we’ll all still be here on Monday round about six if you feel like looking in …”


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    This time the baglady was alone in the garage, and more uneasy than when she had shared it with the smokers. She was crouched at the back where they had been sprawling, and there were reefer stubs round her skirts. The square of daylight was still framed in burnt twisted metal, but it was slowly disappearing behind a descending grey door. The baglady wanted to get out but she couldn’t move, she could only watch the door steadily come down. And she couldn’t call for help, her throat was as paralysed as her legs. It was only when the door reached the ground and the horror was more than she could bear that she managed to make a supreme effort and run screaming down the long dark tunnel of pain into which the door was transformed.


    Phyllida heard the scream, felt the seeping relief of realization that she was at home, in bed, and the pain a dead arm coming to life via pins and needles. But the nightmare had been so vivid it was moments before she could move, be certain she was out of the tunnel and delivered from evil.


    She had intended spending Saturday the way she usually spent it when Agency business allowed – cleaning, gardening, writing a few more paragraphs of her ongoing history of women and the theatre, perhaps driving somewhere and then walking – but, as she found herself able to move in spite of her afflicted arm, Phyllida decided to respect the shivering lassitude she had dismissed the night before and accept that her first experience as a baglady had been clinically traumatic. The nightmare was still too close for her to consider going straight back to sleep, so she went down to the kitchen and brought tea and toast up to bed, reading a few pages of newspaper before drifting dreamlessly into unconsciousness.


    By midday she was enjoying herself, and when in the late afternoon she was sated with sleep, she raised her pillows and lay watching the curve of the bay until all she could see was the thin white edge of the tide and the reflected taper of lights coming on in the buildings at the foot of Great Hill.


    When Great Hill had disappeared into the starless sky she put on a dressing-gown and went downstairs and watched television, an activity associated with enforced occupation of the small room at the Golden Lion rather than the sitting-room of 8 Upland Road. But now she was relishing the peculiar pleasure of convalesence: idleness without guilt.


    On Sunday, though, she was willingly at work again. By midday she had completed her report on the Robinson case, and after a sandwich and coffee she went walking beside a sullen grey sea in search of a woman Mrs Everett would be happy to present to her brother as a borrowed treasure who could be relied on to clean the house and prepare his supper satisfactorily during her week’s absence.


    Phyllida had decided early in her stage career that the farther both a character and an appearance were from her own the easier they were to play, and she soon discarded the idea of a modern-style career cleaner with a good education behind her. By the time she was home again she had settled on Mrs Emily Cookson, a widow who, at fifty-five, was probably too young to have worn curlers in public, although her mother might well have done so, in the southern equivalent of Coronation Street where Emily had been born and brought up. Emily’s hair was a heavily penned greying wig which transformed Phyllida, rehearsing into her cheval glass, even before she had applied the rosy, shiny make-up, tied the strings of her flower-sprigged overall, primmed her lips and made her mental transition. An archetype verging on caricature, Mrs Cookson was going to be one of her easier characters. And whatever the ease or difficulty of any of her off-stage roles, they were always less fraught when she was playing to people who had never met Phyllida Moon.


    The staff of the Snaith Gallery hadn’t met Phyllida Moon either, and Anita Sunbury, the Lauren Bacall look-alike to whom she owed her job with Peter, had already been created. But Mrs Sunbury possessed a number of qualities both physical and mental, the lack of which in her own persona Phyllida lamented. She knew that consistent presentation of this confident sophisticate would be a tightrope compared with the wide pathway along which Mrs Cookson would make her unswerving way. When she had assumed the wig, clothes, make-up, facial expression and inner certainty of Mrs Sunbury’s ripe self-assurance, Phyllida’s relief at how well they still worked was mixed with regret that she was unable to do for herself what she could do for another woman. She spent the remains of the day thinking out the strategy of Mrs Sunbury’s reactions, and left the tactics of Emily Cookson to her instincts.


    In the morning, she discarded her bandage and reassumed Mrs Cookson’s brisk, no-nonsense persona. It was a miserable day, cold, wet and windy, and she took a rare taxi, leaving it at the end of Marlborough Drive and scurrying past three large, detached, between-the-wars houses before turning in at the Everett/Lester gate. The Cedars, at least in its front garden, boasted only one tree to justify its name, but it was as fine as any domestic specimen Phyllida had encountered and dominated the arc of lawn. The house was older than the houses she had passed, Edwardian Tudor in bright black and white above red brick, the date 1903 carved into the canopy of the porch she was glad to reach.


    Being of the old school, Mrs Cookson, despite the weather, had first tried the side gate, ringing the front doorbell only on finding herself unable to get round the back. The type of woman Phyllida had instinctively expected was quickly there, advancing to the step in a profusion of long slender limbs.


    “Ah! Mrs Cookson. What a morning! But you’re admirably prompt. Please come in. Perhaps you’d like to hang your coat in here.’’ Mrs Everett opened a door just inside the house and indicated a vacant hook. She had a measured smile, as if she had made a decision to exercise it, but it was still attractive, as was her low, soft voice. And Phyllida had to admire the detailed perfection of her appearance, navy blue jacket over navy blue skirt and quietly multi-coloured silk blouse; the cloud of carefully careless ash-blonde hair.


    “I tried to go round the back,’’ Mrs Cookson said. She spoke with the local sub-London accent. “But the gate was locked.’’


    “Most women these days wouldn’t even have tried it.’’ Mrs Everett looked impressed, and Phyllida told Mrs Cookson to disregard the assumptions in the word women.


    “The younger ones perhaps,’’ she responded. “But I’m not young. As you can see.’’


    “You look fit enough. Please come through.’’ Mrs Everett led the way across the large, expensively furnished hall, her walk complementing its proportions. In what had to be the smallest of the entertaining rooms, she sank into an armchair with the nestling aplomb of the woman Phyllida looked forward to resurrecting that afternoon in the gallery. “Do sit down, Mrs Cookson.’’ Mrs Cookson took the edge of an upright Regency-style chair. Phyllida suspected it of being the real thing. “Now, I understand you are prepared to do more than a daily help usually does.’’


    “I work for Dr Piper,’’ Mrs Cookson said, as if repeating the words a hypnotist had told her she would say when she came to. “I do what he or his client asks me. And clean and polish properly,’’ she added defiantly.


    “I’m taking that for granted. I just want to tell you – what else I need. Dr Piper thought it best to leave that to me. To save time and be sure we get it right.’’


    It was time to be co-operative. “Very sensible, I’m sure. So you just tell me, now.’’


    Mrs Everett was suddenly bewildered, realizing herself on strange and delicate ground. “You know the background, Mrs Cookson?’’ she asked hopefully.


    “I can say I do.’’ Mrs Cookson didn’t actually put a finger against her rosy nose, but her expression implied possession of a seat at the conspirators’ table. “ Dr Piper filled me in on that. Just as far as was necessary,’’ she added reassuringly. “He showed me the letter.’’


    Mrs Everett’s frown disappeared. “Good. It’s painful for me to be spying on my brother’’ – the shudder passed noticeably down the length of her body – “ but whoever is writing and sending these anonymous letters is sick and I’m worried for David’s safety.’’ Mrs Everett hadn’t justified her request in this form to Peter, and Phyllida suspected she had thought it up, perhaps come to believe it, since contacting him. And the writers of anonymous letters were always potentially dangerous.


    “Of course you are.’’ Mrs Cookson’s smile was measured too, but lacked the charm of Mrs Everett’s. “Now, I gather you’ve looked in drawers? Cupboards? Any known or suspected hiding places?’’


    “Exactly.’’ Mrs Everett’s relief eased her embarrassment. “ That – side of things – has been taken care of. What I would like from you’’ – Mrs Everett’s distaste for her self-imposed brief was all at once keeping Mrs Cookson at arms’ length with a pair of invisible tongs–“is – well, your eyes and ears! Just – being here!’’ The hauteur collapsed in a real and helpless smile, and Mrs Everett relaxed. “Unfortunately, our post arrives early, before my brother goes to work. But he’s hardly likely to be on his guard with you as he is with me, and you should have a chance to see what he does with any – further letter. We have to hope he won’t put it in his pocket. If there’s a second post it always arrives before noon. Dr Piper told me you know how to – to open and then reseal an envelope.’’ Mrs Everett couldn’t bring herself to meet Mrs Cookson’s eye.


    “I do.’’


    “Good. I’m sorry it’s all mays and mights. The telephone may ring. My brother may come home during the morning. Someone may call. Another letter may arrive. On the other hand, nothing may happen at all.’’


    “That’s what Dr Piper told me,’’ Mrs Cookson responded, unfazed.


    “Good,’’ Mrs Everett repeated. Her legs were crossed and she began to circulate a long slender foot, looking down to watch its movement. “You’ll understand, Mrs Cookson,’’ she said hesitantly. “It isn’t that I don’t trust my brother. It’s just that… with his safety being at stake I have to take every precaution.’’


    “Of course you do. It’s very wise of you. Don’t worry, Mrs Everett, I can see how it is.’’


    Phyllida was aware of the effort as Mrs Everett at last looked her in the eyes. “I believe you can,’’ she said, getting to her feet. “So we have no need to prolong this interview. It’s just a week, you understand. I expect you could do with your wages now.’’


    “I could, and that’s a fact.’’ Mrs Cookson’s grin was Phyllida’s as well, in relief at this evidence that Mrs Everett, having met Mrs Cookson, continued to believe she was dealing with a charlady with a sideline rather than a professional sleuth.


    “Here you are, then. As agreed with Dr Piper. He told me you’d prefer cash.’’ Mrs Everett counted out notes, closely watched by Mrs Cookson, who stowed them away in a zipped pocket in the lining of her large handbag.


    “Thanks,’’ she said as she snapped the bag shut. “Have a good holiday and don’t worry.’’


    “No unilateral action,’’ Mrs Everett said over her shoulder as she led the way to the front door. “ I mean,’’ she said, opening it as Mrs Cookson reclaimed her coat, “don’t try to do anything on your own. Report any and everything that happens to Dr Piper.’’


    Mrs Cookson bridled slightly, and looked dignified. “That’s what I’ve been told to do. So I’ll do it.’’


    The helpless smile reappeared and Mrs Everett shrugged, a graceful gesture. “Forgive me, Mrs Cookson, I know you will. This is new territory for me and I’m not at home in it.’’


    “Of course you’re not.’’ Mrs Cookson’s mollifying words were reinforced by Phyllida’s own sudden sympathy. “But don’t worry, now.’’


    “I’ll try not to.’’


    It was quite a walk to the gate, but when Phyllida turned after opening it Mrs Everett was only just shutting the front door.


    “Can I help you?’’


    Words and smile were automatic, but the girl behind the Louis Quinze desk was too unaffectedly pretty for them to be off-putting, and the young man who had entered the Snaith Gallery at the same time as Anita


    Sunbury gulped and stuttered as he said he just wanted to look round.


    “Sure.’’ The girl’s dark-rimmed eyes had been on him to the exclusion of Mrs Sunbury, and shifted slowly as he moved reluctantly away. Phyllida saw them take her in, and the girl come slightly to attention as a look of admiration flitted across her flawless face. So far so good. “ What can I do for you?’’ the girl asked, a shade less impersonally.

OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.png





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/VerdictonWinter.jpg





