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Prelude




 


‘And top marks for this week’s essay go to
Ian Turner,’ the teacher announced in her matter-of-fact voice.
Only there was nothing matter-of-fact about it, and the young girl
felt her resentment rising as she studied the young boy’s face; his
smirk burned like hot coals on her cheeks as he turned and gloated
at her.

She nearly always won the school’s creative
writing competitions and would have done this time had it not been
for the little bastard’s prying into her exercise book.

‘He’s been cheating, Miss Porter,’ the girl
objected sourly, an arm snaked towards the boy.

‘Now then, no sour grapes young madam, learn
to be gracious in...’

‘Here – you check then...’ the girl hurled
her book towards the teacher and then clasped her arms tightly
around her waist – ‘with this. You’ll find out I’m right – he just
rearranged my words and changed the ending...’

‘That’s nonsense...’

But the girl wasn’t listening to the teacher
as she reached across and wrestled the boy for his book, until Miss
Porter’s hand thumped down heavily on the desk. ‘Cease this now!
I’ll have no unruly behaviour in my class. Leave the room; I’ll
speak to you later.’

The young girl did more than leave the room –
she left the school buildings and strutted along the street to
where a broad alleyway led to the Grand Union Canal. She stood
there for several minutes, both hands gripping the railings of the
old timber bridge that spanned it, her rage evaporating not one
bit. The little runt had crept back to class after school, rifled
the teacher’s drawer for her book and then all but copied her work
– he had to have done – there was no other way he could have beaten
her.

The thought made her shake with anger.

She checked her watch; school would be over
in ten minutes, old Miss Porter would be expecting her apology.
Well she could wait on, she wasn’t going back today. She was going
to do the waiting – for that brat Ian Turner. She’d have a surprise
waiting for him. He’d need to cross the bridge to get to the
cul-de-sac that lay beyond the field on the other side. If luck
went her way he’d be alone and her little surprise would bear
fruit.

And luck did go her way. One or two kids
passed by unaware of her presence as she stood back in the shade of
a large oak, before Turner ambled by, hands in his trouser pockets,
that stupid smirk still glued to his face, school bag dangling from
his shoulder.

Ignorant of her presence...

Until her hand wrapped around the strap of
his bag and she pulled with all the force of her right arm,
swinging him towards her, a look of aggrieved surprise on his podgy
face.

‘Let me go you cow...’ his eyes became full
moons and he swung in desperation trying to fend her off, but the
girl’s hands were strong and she had the element of surprise. Those
hands were now on the lapels of his school blazer and possessed
enough power to raise him from the ground as she began to swing him
round. Her intention had been to hurl him into the thicket, to
teach him a lesson not to mess with her – it would have only been
his word against hers – only she couldn’t stop – she wasn’t going
to – her anger increased with every revolution and so it seemed did
her strength. It was strange – she was angry and yet she enjoyed
her power over him – but it had to end –

And so it did, with a splash that created
rippling waves which crashed to both banks of the canal after she’d
launched him into it.

No thoughts crossed her mind that he couldn’t
swim, despite his desperate cries for help – and even though that
fact was known to her.

He’d copied her story and now he’d paid the
price. That was all that mattered to her when all said and
done.

The girl stood there expressionless before
smacking her hands together and making her way home.

 


 


 



Chapter One




 


‘I’m telling you Martin, I can’t do it. Not
this time.’ Alexander Goldhawk stood up, turned his back on
Carruthers, and gazed out of the fifth floor window at the panorama
of lean office blocks. He stood for several seconds, hands thrust
deep into his trouser pockets and then turned and sighed. ‘Look,
times are hard, Martin. Sales are falling and let’s face it,
Chelsey’s in particular. The old man won’t buy it, the board will
reject it; we have to make cutbacks somewhere, and I’m afraid that
‘A Woman’s Jungle,’ isn’t what he’ll want.’

Carruthers crouched forward in his chair,
examining his fingers for some imaginary blemish before staring up
at the tall, slim, silver-haired figure of Goldhawk. ‘Stop blaming
Goddard, Alex, we both know who calls the shots here. You mean you
won’t buy it. You’re the editor for heaven’s sake – what the blazes
am I going to tell Chelsey?’

‘I’m afraid Chelsey’s your problem, Martin.’
Goldhawk’s lips developed a sympathetic twist as he strode back to
his desk, placing his hands flat upon it. ‘Martin, you’re a fine
agent, and you know well enough the fact that I’m not taking
Chelsey’s new work doesn’t mean it won’t be accepted elsewhere.
Another publishing house might take it, probably will. I simply
can’t fit it into my budget. Sorry.’

‘So that’s it?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid it is.’

Carruthers stood, shaken and angry, refused
Goldhawk’s outstretched hand and headed for the door. ‘Martin,
wait…’ Goldhawk called, but Carruthers was having none of it. He
hurried down the stairs, not bothering to wait for the lift. He
needed a smoke and time to cool his sizzling mind before returning
home with the bad tidings.

Outside he found a small park, an oasis of
quiet in bustling Kensington. He sat on a vacant bench, drew a
cigarette from his pocket and lit one. He considered whether he
should have heeded Goldhawk’s plea to wait, but his instinct told
him to have done so would have served no purpose. His own
impression prior to seeing Goldhawk was that Chelsey’s latest
offering was short of her strongest work, but Chelsey could be
headstrong at times and volatile, so he hadn’t ventured his
opinion. Nonetheless, he hadn’t expected an outright rejection from
Goldhawk – if nothing else, Chelsey’s reputation should have
guaranteed a good sale; true there had been a slight downturn in
demand but that was true of the industry in general. He’d found
himself questioning more often of late, whether the publisher was
really in tune with what the public wanted, and far-from-her –best,
Chelsey Carruthers could still engross the public. He sighed,
jiggling his hand in the jacket of his suit. No sooner had he
switched on his mobile phone, it rang.

‘So, Martin…’ Chelsey’s voice, loud and
expectant. ‘What’s the deal?’

Carruthers took two giant puffs on his
cigarette. ‘There isn’t one,’ he said flatly. ‘Look there’s no
point in speaking here; we’ll talk when I get back.’ He curtailed
the call before his wife had a chance to answer.

He felt double his thirty seven years as he
anticipated the reaction that was sure to follow. His relationship
with Chelsey had become increasingly capricious of late, and it
hadn’t been helped by the fact that Casey Jennings, also on
Carruthers’ books, was gaining in popularity.

He was aware of the friction that existed
between the two, though mystified as to why it existed. One thing
was for sure, this development wasn’t going to make his life any
easier. Chelsey was sure to find a way of pinning the blame on him
for lavishing too much attention to Casey’s career and not enough
on her own. Nothing could be further from the truth but he would
struggle to make her see as much. Carruthers wouldn’t describe
himself as being the most placid of people, he could rise to an
argument easily enough, but Chelsey’s mood swings had increased in
volume and intensity of late, and he viewed his coming
confrontation with his wife with some trepidation.

He’d no doubt that given time and effort he
could find another publisher to accept her work but his promise to
do so was unlikely to pacify her in the slightest.

Thus, with a strong sense of foreboding,
Carruthers extinguished his cigarette and headed for the car.

 


***






Twenty minutes later Carruthers arrived back
home. Gathering his case from the back of his Range Rover, he then
unlatched the gate to his detached mews house, a stone’s throw away
from the river at Chiswick.

Before he was halfway up the path, the door
was flung open and Chelsey stood there; a tall, lithe figure with
tumbling locks of golden hair, and a scowl which obliterated her
natural beauty.

‘What the hell have you done Martin? How have
you managed to botch this up?’

‘Cool it Chelsey, just cool it, right?’
Carruthers pushed his way past her, placed his case in the hall.
‘Let’s go through to the lounge and talk this out sensibly.’

Chelsey leaned on the door jamb, arms
crossed, fingers tapping furiously on forearms as her eyes followed
him. ‘So why is there no deal, Martin. What did he say?’

Carruthers sighed, lowering himself into a
chair, trying to appear calm in the face of a simmering volcano.
‘Let’s face it love, you’re not producing the same standard of
writing you were a few years back – and the economic downturn isn’t
helping, either.’ Carruthers

compressed his hands, interlocked his
fingers. ‘I think Goldhawk’s a fool to reject you, he knows another
leading house will snap you up…’

‘Oh they might, Martin.’ Chelsey tossed her
head back, eyes all defiance, ‘But I know I’m producing quality
stuff; it’s you who’s not up to scratch. I’ll present my own case
from now on.’

‘Fine, if that’s the way you want it!’
Carruthers flushed, aware that he was about to utter something he
didn’t feel, but unable to stop himself: ‘I can’t deliver on what
you’re producing. I’m tired of carrying the can for your falling
standards.’

‘Oh! When have you ever done anything that
wasn’t in your own interests, Martin?’ Chelsey whirled round,
snatched Carruthers’ case from the hall, rifled through it for her
manuscript, and removing it, flung the case across the lounge where
it struck his shielding arm.

‘Chelsey, for God’s sake. What’s got into you
lately?’

The veins stood rigid in Chelsey’s neck as
she clenched her teeth. ‘Concentrate on your main aim, why don’t
you? Like promoting Jennings’ interests.’

Chelsey stormed out, a heavy thud
reverberating throughout the ground floor as she slammed the oak
door shut.

Carruthers sank forward, digging fingertips
into his furrowed brow. Was that it? Had that been at the heart of
Chelsey’s fluctuating moods and deteriorating writing? The fact
that Casey Jennings, also on his books, had come to be regarded in
a higher vein than she? Well it wasn’t his fault, he’d toiled for
Chelsey, devoted more time to her cause over the years than to
anyone else. And he couldn’t have foreseen that Goldhawk would
choose to give her work the thumbs down. He should be getting on
with things; there were other writers deserving of his attention
and he’d wasted too much time of late fretting over her. But even
though only mid-afternoon he needed a drink; a stiff scotch. Was
that what Chelsey was driving him to?

Pouring a double measure, he took it out to
the patio, and placing it on the table, lit a cigarette. From the
elevated decking he had a view down the sloping mews to the Thames.
On a peaceful, balmy afternoon with a soft breeze invigorating the
air he might have been at ease. Carruthers, however, was far from
that enviable state of mind. After ten minutes slouched in his
chair he replenished his glass and stared vacantly at the distant
river.

It was sometime later that a hand on his
shoulder restored Carruthers to consciousness. He squinted into
Chelsey’s face. No longer angry, her apologetic stance enhancing
her beauty where before her fury had blemished it.

‘I’m sorry Martin, I know you try your best
for me, I let things get to me sometimes. I simply don’t know
what’s got into me of late.’ Chelsey placed an arm around his
shoulder and kissed his cheek. ‘Though I can’t accept the quality
of my writing has declined in any way.’ Her gaze slipping from
Carruthers to his glass she added, ‘And there’s really no need to
resort to the booze darling. Go upstairs and sleep it off
properly.’

‘I’ve done all the sleeping I’m going to.’
Carruthers got to his feet, took Chelsey in his arms. ‘I’ll be okay
love. What time is it?’

‘Around six I think. I left my watch in the
lounge.’

‘You mean I’ve been slouched there for three
hours?…’ Carruthers frowned. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Oh…’ Chelsey shrugged, gazed down towards
the river. ‘Nowhere much; just for a walk along the towpath, trying
to cool myself down. It’s so hot today.’ She swung back quickly,
her face suddenly animated. ‘Say. We could both do with a break,
you know,’ and then, wrapping her arms around his neck, ‘Perhaps if
we turned our back on London for just a few days? It’ll give me a
chance to put things into perspective.’

‘What – you mean with your writing?’

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, narrowing her
eyes. ‘What else could I mean?’

Carruthers cast an eye down the mews,
catching sight of a cruiser ferrying day-trippers along the river.
‘I can only manage a few days,’ he said, stroking his chin.

‘Oh I fully understand,’ she said, breaking
away. ‘After all, Jennings will need mentoring.’

Carruthers sighed. There was a smile on her
generous lips, but it was tight, forced.

‘Chelsey, please don’t…’

‘No, it’s okay honey.’ She waved his
protestation aside, dropped onto a garden lounger and resting her
back against the canvas, raised her long legs effortlessly onto it.
‘I can only manage a few days myself. Now be a darling and fetch me
an orange squash.’

Carruthers went into the kitchen, prepared
Chelsey’s drink and returned to her. ‘So, have you anything in
mind?’

‘Sure I have.’ Chelsey nodded, taking a sip
from her drink and placing it on the table. ‘Somewhere close by –
Hampshire, the New Forest would be ideal. We could take our cycles,
or better still, hire a couple while we’re there. What do you
say?’

‘We haven’t ridden in ages,’ Carruthers
scoffed, but considered on reflection it might be the change in
habit they both needed. ‘On second thoughts, perhaps you’ve got
something there – though it hardly seems your style, my love.’

‘I’ve already told you I haven’t time for
anything more exotic. Please listen, Martin’ she said, a touch of
animosity back in her voice.

Carruthers knew when to call it quits – the
fingers of her left hand were wrestling those of her right, a sign
of mounting irritation. ‘Okay, I can find decent accommodation
online.’

‘No need to bother, honey. I’ll call Adrian.
Adrian will know of somewhere.’

Adrian Frampton-Williams was Chelsey’s half
brother and the mere mention of his name these days sent
Carruthers’ stomach into freefall; not that he wasn’t supportive –
to her at least – but it seemed that Adrian’s attitude towards her
extended beyond the bounds of brotherly love. And that wasn’t all.
He’d felt a hostility, both in Adrian’s eyes and his tone of voice.
He’d been a frequent visitor throughout their marriage and had at
times made Carruthers feel like a third, unwanted party, though of
late his callings had been more spasmodic; at the same time
however, Chelsey’s ramblings had seemed to increase. The
realisation of that had given Carruthers uncomfortable food for
thought.

Making a big effort to curb his resentment,
Carruthers placed a hand on Chelsey’s shoulder. ‘I’ll leave you to
call him, then.’ He escaped into the house, away from the sweet
accent Chelsey adopted when conversing with her half-brother.

He couldn’t escape the sound of Chelsey’s
voice, but that wasn’t his problem, that came along with his
misgivings whenever her voice became hushed.

 


 


 


 



Chapter
Two




 


Carruthers’ mobile phone rang. He yawned,
reached across the basin to answer it and was greeted by Casey
Jennings’ throaty voice. ‘Marty – any chance we could meet up
today? I’ve got great hopes for my new effort – I’m naming it
Stapleton’s Demise. I have a feeling this could be my
biggest ever, I’d really appreciate running through the outline
with you…’

Carruthers placed his razor back in the
cabinet and sighed. ‘Look Casey, this isn’t the best of times…’

‘Oh come on, Marty. Where’s your
enthusiasm? You stand to gain from it as well…’

‘It’s not all about money, Casey.’

Carruthers caught Casey’s impatient
exhalation. ‘Damnit – If I didn’t know you better I’d say that was
exactly what it was – that right now your finances are balancing
just fine; that you don’t need…’

‘Stop. Stop right there Casey. Don’t go down
that road. You know I wouldn’t use you as a cash cow. As a matter
of fact Chelsey and I are…’

Carruthers hesitated. Perhaps he was being
unfair – Casey was, after all, both a client and friend, and
Chelsey, perhaps on account of the mood she was in, seemed nowhere
near ready; when all said and done it was only a fifteen minute
drive to her house. It couldn’t do any harm.

‘Okay, I’ll be over shortly – but I’ll need
to be quick. I’ll explain when I see you.’

Carruthers towelled his face dry and strode
to the landing. ‘I’m just popping out,’ he said, sticking his head
around the bathroom door. ‘A few loose ends to tie up.’

‘Let me guess what they are…’ But Chelsey’s
tone was sarcastic rather than malicious as she slipped off her
night gown, and Carruthers, avoiding comment covered the short
journey to Casey’s Ealing Common home in a little over ten
minutes.

Pulling up at Casey’s neat, ivy adorned
cottage on the east side of the common, Carruthers saw her door was
ajar. He gave a quiet tap and walked through.

‘In here, Marty,’ Casey called from her
study, which she’d created from a small subsidiary lounge. ‘Be a
dear and shut the front door will you? It seems to have got cooler
all of a sudden.’

Carruthers retraced his steps and duly
obliged, Casey having slipped off her reading spectacles as he
joined her in the study. Holding them between thumb and forefinger
she gave him a long, questioning look.

‘So what’s the big development that you can’t
find time for your bestselling author?’

Carruthers raised his eyes to the ceiling
fleetingly. ‘That’s just what I am doing,’ he said in a
voice of tested patience. He sat opposite her desk, slapping his
hands on thighs. ‘As a matter of fact I’m taking Chelsey on a few
days’ break. She’s been a bit under the weather of late.’

Casey curved her full face into a
sympathetic, though knowing smile, fingering her long dark hair.
‘Looking to cheer her up a bit are you? I heard that her latest
effort got rejected…’

‘How the hell have you got wind of that?’
Carruthers spurted, astonished at the speed at which she’d come by
Goldhawk’s decision.

‘Oh come on, Marty,’ Casey leaned forward,
patting Carruthers’ arm. ‘Nothing’s sacred in this business. Now
you should know that; news travels with the speed of a neuron cell.
Now I thought you’d like to spend a few moments of your precious
time with me, going through the main points of my new best
seller…’

‘I repeat – that’s why I came.’

Carruthers narrowly held back from remarking
on Casey’s attitude. It was unusual for her to derive such pleasure
from somebody else’s misfortune; at least that was how it appeared
to him.

He glanced around the small study, everything
neat and tidy, the wall-to-wall bookcase full of neatly filed
books; her desk as orderly as he could remember seeing it. But that
was part of a growing puzzle because things were just too
ship-shape. Her computer was switched off on her desk; no sign of
writing materials and not a manuscript or folder in sight.

‘Well, I’m waiting, Casey.’ Carruthers
drummed his fingers, hunched forward. ‘I’ve…’

‘I know, I know – you’re in a rush, your time
is limited.’ Casey gave a reproachful smile. ‘I anticipated as much
– don’t look so tense. I thought it better that I run through the
storyline verbally rather than delay you with a skeleton
outline…’

Carruthers forced a smile, shaking his head
in disbelief. ‘But you could have accomplished that on the
phone…’

Casey chewed her lip, the corners of her
mouth downturned. ‘What, and risk Chelsey’s interference? I don’t
think so.’ Casey swung away from the desk, moving her solid,
shapely frame closer to him. ‘Anyway, this is how it goes – my
story revolves around an unholy trinity. By which I mean three
unscrupulous individuals who manipulate people for their own ends;
all individual and self focused characters in their own right and
yet tied together by their own cunning and greed.’

‘As the story unfolds, increasingly they find
their dishonesty doesn’t pay; they double-cross one another, none
of them profiting, and they end up victims of their own
deceit.’

Carruthers sat back, fingering his chin.
‘Okay, intriguing as far as it goes, though at present it doesn’t
stretch a whole distance. This Stapleton – I assume he’s the night
in shining armour?’

‘Oh no. Far from it.’ Casey’s face soured
momentarily before her dark eyes shone. ‘But there is a hero out to
set the world to rights.’

‘Okay.’ Carruthers got to his feet, gripping
Casey’s shoulder. ‘But I’d like to take your framework for the book
– if I might take a copy with me?’

‘Oh what – and spoil your break Marty? No, I
wouldn’t dream of it; what can you be thinking of? I’m just so glad
you came and that I could run through the basics with you. Is there
anything I can get you or are you in too much of a hurry?’

Carruthers phone rang and he answered to the
rising tone of Chelsey’s voice. ‘I trust you’re not going to be a
whole lot longer, Martin, because if you are…’

‘No, of course not; as a matter of fact I’m
on my way.’

‘Got to go,’ Carruthers mouthed to Casey, a
hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Duty calls, but I like what I’ve heard.
Show me the works – I’ll call you when I get back.’

Carruthers was aware of a raspy reply,
although there was a light-hearted punch on the arm from Casey. He
felt a pang of guilt that he’d cut her short but he’d fulfilled his
obligation, and when the chips were down Chelsey always came
first.

 


 


 



Chapter Three


 


Carruthers arrived home to find that
Chelsey’s mood hadn’t improved one bit. In fact it had taken a
significant step downhill. It wasn’t so much what she was saying
rather than the manner in which she was acting. Things flung rather
than placed; voluminous sighs and the odd expletive thrown in for
good measure.

He’d half a mind to put the trip on hold,
only the notion that their break would restore his wife’s
equilibrium persuaded Carruthers otherwise.

Chelsey’s brother Adrian, whom she assured
him knew much about the tourist industry, along with everything
else it seemed, had arranged a reservation for a week at a hotel
close to the Forest centre. Having checked on line himself,
Carruthers had to accept that the “Chequers Inn” seemed fine, set
back from Lyndhurst village’s main street it exuded a relaxed,
Edwardian charm.

Chelsey didn’t say a lot on the journey down,
she’d fallen into a subdued and sullen mindset, and any
conversation that Carruthers initiated had been met with a flat
reply or incoherent murmur. As they reached the Lyndhurst turn-off
however, she broached the subject that might have been the reason
for that sullenness.

‘Martin, perhaps if you were to approach
Ambassador Press – Simon Penrose, the editor there, has been a long
time admirer of my work. I know that for a fact.’

Carruthers nodded, compressing his lips to
seal off a caustic reply. Penrose, he thought, had been a long time
admirer of more than her work. He’d got touchy feely with her at a
literary gathering only a few months back and to Carruthers’
annoyance Chelsey hadn’t seemed to mind at all. He chose his words
carefully for fear of aggravating her. ‘I’ll make Penrose my first
priority on our return, if that’s what you want.’

‘I’ve just a feeling Penrose won’t turn me
down, that’s all.’

‘No, I doubt that he will.’ Carruthers was
aware of Chelsey’s eyes upon him but at that moment his mobile
phone rang and, pulling over, he checked the identity of the
caller. Chelsey leaned across, her gaze on his phone. ‘Oh, now
there’s a surprise. Well Jennings can wait; we’ve a journey to
complete.’ Her lips developed an unpleasant curl. ‘Surely you’ve
told her we’re taking time out? Didn’t you grant her a generous
enough portion of your time this morning? I mean why it couldn’t
wait until you got back I really don’t know, do you?’

Carruthers compressed his lips, looked away
into the thickening forest and concealed his irritation. ‘I merely
made use of the time at my disposal – and yes, she’s well aware of
our break.’

‘Well, she doesn’t seem to have got the
message, or perhaps it’s not a business call?’

Carruthers bit the bait, he couldn’t stop
himself. He slammed his hand on the wheel and turned on her. ‘Now
if this is a sample of what I’m going to have to endure during this
trip then I’m turning round and we’re heading home.’

Chelsey scowled, lofting her head. ‘Then my
dear, you’ll be heading home without me. We’ve come this far.
According to the signpost we’re eight miles from our destination
and I’m damned if I’m going back now. I’ll walk if I have to,
baggage and all.’ She unbelted, and opened the passenger door.

‘Oh for God’s sake, Chelsey, spare me the
dramatics. Now please put your belt back on.’

‘Then stop annoying me!’ As Chelsey treated
him to a fiery stare from her blue eyes and slowly buckled up,
Carruthers dropped his phone into his shirt pocket, pulling out of
the lay-by just as it rang again. This time he didn’t retrieve it,
he kept on going fully aware of his wife’s glare upon him. But this
time he kept his composure, he didn’t want confrontation

now. If he’d have carried out his threat and
turned for home, Chelsey would have got out at the first
opportunity and walked. Her remark had been no idle one.

Casey Jennings, whatever she wanted – had to
wait.

He drove on with Chelsey re-assuming her
broody posture, his own mood not improved by Casey’s call. There
was literary rivalry between the two and a marked coolness whenever
they crossed paths. At the moment Casey held the upper hand and
Chelsey’s stance in relation to her was little short of open
hostility. Why Casey should choose to call, when she might have
guessed they were on the journey down, intrigued and mystified him,
but he would have thought that in doing so Casey would have
realized that relations between the two could hardly have been
improved. However she had the tendency to be somewhat forward at
times and he attributed her call to that reason.

Once established in “The Chequers,” and with
Chelsey refreshing in the bathroom, Carruthers made a hasty
call.

‘Casey,’ he said in a hushed voice, ‘what
is it? You might have known we’d be on the road.’

There was a pause before she spoke. ‘As a
matter of fact, Marty, I thought I might be in time to wish you a
safe journey.’

Carruthers clasped his neck with the palm of
his hand, the bedroom was stifling and the perspiration dampened
his collar. ‘It’s a bit late for that, I’m afraid. We arrived some
fifteen minutes ago.’

‘Oh I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice as
spirited as always. ‘It’s just that I’ve been working flat out on
Stapleton’s Demise – you know – a chapter a day keeps the
agent at bay…’

Carruthers grimaced, both at the hackneyed
cliché and from his feeling that the reverse was happening. He kept
an eye on the bathroom as Casey continued, her tone dropping, ‘I
really was sorry to learn Alex rejected Chelsey’s new book, Marty.
I hope she doesn’t give you a hard time. You deserve a good
break.’

‘Try telling that to Chelsey.’ Carruthers
couldn’t resist letting his frustration vent. He heard movement in
the bathroom. ‘Look, I’d better go. I’ll let you know when we’re
back.’

‘It’s such a shame you have to be looking
over your shoulder every time you make a phone call, Marty – you
have my sympathies – and of course my best wishes for a good time
there.’

‘Thanks. Bye Casey.’ Carruthers terminated
the call. Casey’s remark had struck a nerve. He stared out of the
window watching the incessant traffic flow along the narrow high
street which formed the pulsing heart of the New Forest capital.
Sunlight reflecting from vehicle bonnets dazzled him momentarily
and he turned to find Chelsey emerging from the bathroom, a towel
draped around her otherwise naked body.

‘Who was that I heard you talking to,
Martin?’ She flittered her free hand towards him. ‘No, don’t tell
me, I’m sure I can fathom it out.’

‘I was merely returning her call,’ Carruthers
retorted, cursing his wife’s acute hearing.

‘Which was purely a personal one of
course.’

Carruthers smothered his resentment that rose
like acid in his throat, at least he trod a faithful line, which
was more than could be said of her, with her openly flirtatious
manner at social functions, or any other gathering where she had
the opportunity.

‘You might at least have left your affairs
behind.’

Oh that hurt. That was pushing him too
far.

‘What am I supposed to make of that?’

‘Anything you want, chum.’ Chelsey scowled as
she collected some jeans and a blue top and flounced back into the
bathroom.

Carruthers could feel heat generating inside
him and it wasn’t attributable to the warmth of the day. Chelsey
was simmering again and he wasn’t about to add ingredients to her
pot.

He headed downstairs and located the bar,
elegantly Edwardian but sparsely populated, he felt, when one
considered the bustling nature of the village. He’d already noticed
that its make up consisted of an assortment of pubs and
restaurants, and supposed therefore, that competition was
stiff.

He found the barman, neatly attired in black
waistcoat and matching trousers, to be of an affable nature, and
after tending to Carruthers’ request for a long, cool lager, he
enquired as to the nature of his stay.

‘I’m down with my wife, from London,’
Carruthers said, trying to disguise his growing sense of
despondency. ‘We’re taking a short break.’ He changed the subject,
‘Quiet day for you today?’

The barman nodded; a slim, fair haired man
Carruthers adjudged to be in his mid thirties, and named Robin
Noades according to the identification tag attached to his
lapel.

‘Most of our clientele use us as a base for
touring the forest, particularly on a fine day like this – they’ll
return this evening, and if you’re dining, you’ll notice a
difference.’

‘I’m sure I will.’ Carruthers took a long
gulp from his drink, placed it down and drew a deep breath. ‘I’m
looking forward to sampling some fresh air,’ he said, swelling his
chest. ‘The wife and I are considering hiring a couple of
bikes.’

‘If you’re looking to do some cycling, then
this is the place to do it,’ Noades said, polishing a glass and
placing it carefully above the bar. ‘There’s Ornamental Drive for
instance, just a few minutes from here – outstanding woodland –
giant Douglas firs, some of the tallest trees in the country and
plenty of picnic areas to go with them. Great on a day like this.’
Noades glanced through the window opposite. ‘I hope the weather
holds up for you.

The forecast is good.’ Carruthers thought
that Noades’ enviably handsome features took on an apologetic air.
‘I’m a bit of a nature buff as it happens.’

‘I envy you that,’ Carruthers said with
sincerity. ‘Life in London moves to quickly for my liking – at
least these days.’ He mopped droplets of sweat from his brow; the
hotel, decent as it was, relied on overhead propeller fans for
cooling rather than air conditioning, probably, he supposed,
because they fitted in with the Edwardian décor – unfortunately
they weren’t as efficient.

Carruthers saw Noades’ gaze switch sharply to
his right, his eyes widening as in breezed Chelsey, tall and
stylish in her pale blue top and designer jeans. Her immaculate
fair hair streamed down her shoulders and no longer was there any
hint of fire in her sky blue eyes.

‘I always know where to find him,’ she said,
a quick look at her husband before her eyes connected and locked on
to the barman. ‘He can track down alcohol the way a sniffer dog can
drugs.’

‘For goodness sake, Chelsey,’ Carruthers
muttered, turning away in distaste, though neither Chelsey nor
Noades seemed to have noticed his resentment. ‘A lemon soda for

me,’ she said, sliding gracefully onto a
stall, ‘can’t handle anything stronger this time of day.’

Noades attended to her request, placing the
glass before her. ‘Your husband was mentioning cycling out,’ Noades
began, placing both forearms on the bar and leaning towards her.
‘I’ve been telling him of a nice area not far from here.’

‘Has he really?’ Chelsey raised her eyebrows.
‘Sounds good by me, I’m impressed. Whereabouts are we going?’

‘Ornamental Drive, was it?’ Carruthers
glanced at Noades, receiving confirmation.

‘Well, let’s hope it’s not too hilly, your
legs will never cope’. She raised a finger, ‘And no mobile phones,
okay? Even if we should happen to get lost. I’ll snap it in half if
I find one on you.’ Chelsey was smiling but for a second there was
intent in her eyes. ‘So where do we find this Ornamental Drive, Mr
– ah…’ Chelsey stretched across the
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