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About the Book

The West Family at Moortop Farm should have led settled and happy lives. They were affluent, had a superb old farmhouse, and were blessed with three daughters, Hyacinth, Hilda – and Honoria. But even from childhood Honoria cast a pall of fear and suspicion over the family. Violent and unpleasant things happened and although they were dismissed as accidents, both Honoria’s parents and her older sister, Hyacinth, became increasingly alarmed.

As the years passed, Honoria’s worst excesses were concealed from the world, but even so, in her new life in Liverpool, her evil affected those about her – Yvonne, struggling to escape from an unhappy marriage, Karam, fighting a hopeless obsession, Philip Pointer, trying to hide his own guilty secrets. But it was April, frail and battling against a serious illness, who was to be the one finally to destroy Miss Honoria West.

Rich in character and action, Ruth Hamilton’s gritty and masterful writing builds to a resounding and powerful climax in yet another unforgettable novel.
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For Avril Cain, who stumbles on regardless


 

In reply to many kind enquiries about my animals:

Fudge (huge chocolate Labrador) ate the landing – a lot of carpet, the step into my office, several spindles up the stairs, the edge of a lovely oriel bay window, some skirting board, an antique spinning wheel and the toilet doorframe. The stomach medicine cost a fortune. Nevertheless, he is gorgeous.

Sam (very slim black Labrador) continues neurotic and adorable. His chewing days are over, thank goodness. A true guard dog, he sniffs everyone’s credentials before allowing entry into the house.

Sophie (an extremely beautiful male cat named in error) is slowing down, so most of my blackbirds survived this year. He is forgetting to be feral, and now demands attention.

Bodie (green budgie) died, leaving Ladybird (blue budgie) very lonely. So we stuck her in with Dumb and Dumber (cockatiels, real names Jack and Vera), where she rules the roost. Jack is now twice henpecked – literally.

Oh, a bit of advice to anyone with a baby Labrador: develop insomnia for eighteen months. Your looks may suffer, but the Axminster should survive.
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One

Hyacinth died on the Thursday night. She did it decorously, quietly and with all the dignity available to a seventy-odd-year-old woman with worsening arthritis. In spite of worn and painful joints she had flattened her slender frame on the bed, as if to make work easier for the undertaker. Hyacinth had always been so self-effacing, thought Honoria, as she gazed dispassionately upon the stilled features of her older sister. So eager to please, unselfish, forgiving, such a damned fool.

Saucer and cup, the latter still half full, rested on the bedside table, while a pair of crippled hands were folded on a bosom that had never been generous. Her teeth, Steradented every night, lingered in a glass jar near the handbasin, uppers and lowers frozen in a smile that mocked the newly deceased. She was wearing pink, of course, a colour in which she had placed her trust. According to Hyacinth, pink was stimulating, especially when its wearer indulged in painting and other gentle arts. For all Hyacinth’s insistence, pinks had undernourished the muse throughout a long and, apparently, unsuccessful career as poet and painter.

Miss Honoria West, sister of the dear departed, was a woman not given to excesses of emotion. When Friday morning arrived, she relieved the table of Hyacinth’s last drop of cocoa before contacting the doctor and Philip Pointer, producer and director of Monday’s Child, the play in which Hyacinth had been due to star in a month’s time.

‘Good God!’ the great man screamed. ‘She was the third Alice, the most important character in the play. It’s hard enough finding trios of everybody – why April had to stretch the thing through three generations … What the dickens am I supposed to do now? Hyacinth looked right in a wheelchair. People who use wheelchairs in their everyday lives are so much more convincing. I was relying on her, utterly and absolutely.’

‘I know,’ agreed Honoria. It was plain that Pointer required due notice if a member of his cast intended to die. Honoria understood his single-mindedness, accepted him as he was. In fact, in so far as she was capable of feeling approval, Honoria was rather taken with him, as he did not suffer fools. ‘I could do it,’ she suggested, in a tone meant to be timid. ‘She practised her lines with me, so I know most of them, plus all the cues.’

A short silence ensued. ‘You?’ he boomed. ‘You haven’t been out of your flat for ten years, at least.’ As ever, he dived straight to the point, no emotion, no time for dallying. ‘No, no, that will never do, my dear.’

‘But this is an emergency,’ replied Honoria. ‘I couldn’t bear to have the play cancelled. Hyacinth would have wanted Monday’s Child to go ahead, I’m sure.’

When the conversation was concluded, Honoria reclaimed her semi-permanent position at the corner window, double-glazed, which had framed her view of the world for the past decade. On the triangular sill, a leather box was hidden discreetly behind some large planters. Inside the concealed container, a pair of expensive binoculars nested, lenses polished and ready, strap adjusted to the absolutely correct length.

From a well-padded rocking chair, Honoria was able to pursue her hobby. People-watching had been her joy for some years and, just now, the pot was beginning to boil. Things were happening out there, intrigues and machinations that had kept the plump, spry woman riveted to her vantage-point for hours on end. In fact, she had probably been sitting here at the time of Hyacinth’s demise.

As the window was wrapped around the corner of Cavendish Mansions, Honoria could keep her eyes on two avenues, moving only her head when wanting a change of scene. Currently, she watched Philip Pointer’s house, imagining him storming about in his dressing-gown, cordless phone in one hand, cheroot in the other, ash all over himself and any piece of furniture within his immediate sphere. He lived alone, entertaining few visitors, since no one but the most patient of souls could stomach his wildly varying moods. Honoria had always tolerated him. He was, to say the least, honest about his pride and prejudice. He did have a particular weakness, though. Honoria almost licked her lips at the thought of his ‘secret’.

Her eyes slid over the rest of the house, taking note of new curtains in Simon Halliwell’s dining room, a smart up-to-date car outside the home of a recently arrived couple. How did they afford it? she mused. Perhaps, like many in these parts, the brace of teachers might be up to no good.

April Nugent’s vivid blue Micra hove into view, stopped outside Philip Pointer’s gate. ‘Oh, no,’ breathed Honoria. ‘There’ll be all that to go through now, I suppose.’ She watched April as she struggled out of the driving seat and into the arms of Pointer. It was clear that the woman was weeping copiously, while he, still talking into the cordless, made a half-hearted stab at helping her into his garden. April had been close to Hyacinth and was going to feel the loss acutely.

The doorbell sounded. Honoria rubbed her eyes in an effort to make the lids red, nailed a ‘brave’ smile to her face then opened the door. ‘Dr Benson,’ she wailed unconvincingly. ‘Poor Hyacinth. She must have slipped away during the night.’

David Benson, like most folk in these parts, nursed a strong dislike for Miss Honoria West. He had never been able to place a finger on the source of his antipathy, though a finely tuned medical brain doubted the veracity of Miss West’s many complaints. She suffered from dizzy spells, though her ears, blood pressure and all other possible contributors showed no cause for the slightest concern. Agoraphobia had kept her indoors for several years, as had a fear of becoming one of many in enclosed spaces, so she neither shopped nor worshipped. A Sainsbury’s Helping Hand fetched home the groceries, while Father Michael Browning, the priest from St Thomas’s Roman Catholic church, brought God to visit Honoria every fourth Monday.

‘Do come in,’ she gushed now.

The doctor entered, immediately feeling her eyes raking over him. This was supposed to be his day off, so he was dressed in T-shirt and jeans, with an ancient suede waistcoat slung over his upper body as protection against a skittish breeze off the Mersey. ‘In her room?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ In Honoria’s day, doctors had worn dark clothes, proper suits and brogues, not these glorified gym-shoes called trainers. He looked like an overgrown child on his way to a football game or a conkers expedition. Still, his life was in a bit of a mess, she supposed. Did he know about his wife? Well, he would soon, she told her inner self. Yvonne. What sort of name was that for the wife of an up-and-coming medical person?

David Benson entered Hyacinth West’s bedroom, closing the door firmly in his wake. Hyacinth had been a cracker, a real lady. She looked peaceful, at least, with most of the pain ironed out by the hand of death. There would probably be no need for a post-mortem, as Hyacinth had been in the care of specialists for some years. Arthritis, diabetes and a heart condition had called for frequent monitoring; she had been existing on borrowed time for many months.

The door opened. ‘Cup of tea, Doctor?’

‘No. No, thank you.’ It was just like any other day to Honoria, he guessed. She had her disability allowance, her share dividends and a pension from the Civil Service. She had the Daily Express word games to keep her occupied, the binoculars through which she watched her neighbours, and an endless supply of mixed biscuits, an apparently uncontrollable passion for which had led to a great increase in breadth across the beam.

‘Would you prefer coffee?’

David’s skin crawled. Yes, Honoria was a self-centred bitch, but how on earth could she remain so perfectly calm when the older of her two sisters was as cold as ice in the second bedroom? The main room, the master, was Honoria’s, of course. It had better views, a larger radiator and its own en suite bathroom. ‘No,’ he mumbled. He would sooner have taken a sip from the cauldron on Macbeth’s heath. Hyacinth was cold, had been dead for some hours.

‘Sugar?’

‘I said no, thank you.’

She studied him, sensed his hatred, almost basked in it. He was a no-mark, as Mrs Collins would say. Well, the daily cleaner had often talked to Hyacinth while Honoria had listened in. Mrs Collins, who had kept house for the West sisters since 1986, had a wonderful turn of phrase when describing people. ‘See him over there?’ she might say when cleaning windows. ‘That one, walking his greyhound back from the beach. He hits his wife, but he’s not the full quid. Bit of a divvi if you ask me …’ A ‘divvi’ was a stupid person, Honoria supposed. While this doctor chap was possibly a no-mark, another category known to the Mrs Collinses of this world. Not that Gill Collins had ever passed judgement on the doctor. It was Honoria herself who classed David Benson as a man whose eventual passing would leave the world intact, unaffected.

‘Was she ill last night?’

Honoria sniffed. ‘No worse than usual, poor soul. She took her arthritis medicine.’

Poor soul? For years, until arthritis had dominated her life, this woman had done everything for Honoria, had shopped, cooked, washed dishes. Even lately, Hyacinth had continued responsible for housekeeping accounts and the ordering of groceries. Until the wheelchair’s arrival, the elder Miss West had been little more than a slave. Since Hyacinth’s deterioration, Gill Collins had taken on a lot more responsibility with little extra pay to show for her pains. ‘And your sister had her insulin yesterday?’

‘Of course. The nurse came in, because Hyacinth’s hands had become rather troublesome.’

‘Quite.’ He drew the sheet over the dead woman’s face. ‘The old heart finally gave out, I’d say. Not exactly unexpected, since she would carry on with her thespian activities. Hadn’t she taken on a rather demanding role this time?’

‘Yes.’ Honoria joined him at the bedside. ‘Will there be a post-mortem – an inquest?’

‘That will not be necessary.’ He walked to the dressing-table and scribbled on paper. As he wrote, he felt a change in the atmosphere, as if the whole room had breathed a sigh of relief. For a split second, his hand hesitated, apparently unwilling to sign the necessary documentation. No, he told himself determinedly. Even a fish as cold as Honoria would not be capable of raising a hand to the sweet, naïve Hyacinth. ‘Was your sister insured?’

‘Yes.’

He placed a full stop alongside his name. ‘You will need the death certificate for the insurance company.’ David Benson turned, saw a flash of steel in Honoria’s eyes. It was as if she defied him to take away her sibling’s body, have it cut up, analysed, pored over, only to return with a red face and an apology. ‘You had better contact the undertaker,’ he said. ‘The sooner the better.’

‘I shall.’

‘And I am very sorry for your loss.’

Honoria nodded stiffly, a monarch acknowledging the existence of a minion.

‘Will you attend the funeral?’ he asked. Would agoraphobia keep her in this time?

‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘With the help of God and diazepam, I shall survive the ordeal, no doubt.’

David glanced through the window, saw April Nugent walking crabwise across the road. ‘The playwright cometh, God bless her,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Monday’s Child is the STADS latest production,’ Honoria stated. ‘Hyacinth was to play the oldest Alice, which is a sizeable role. I’ve offered to take her place.’

David swivelled to face her. ‘What?’ His lower jaw dropped, and he snapped it into the closed position rather quickly, biting his tongue in the process. ‘But you never go out. Surely a leading theatre role would be demanding?’ In that moment, he realized that Honoria was jealous of her sister, that the envy continued even now, while Hyacinth lay dead in an adjacent room.

She lowered herself on to an old and beautifully carved monk’s bench. ‘Perhaps I seem rather with-drawn, Dr Benson, but I can assure you that I feel things very deeply.’ She pressed clasped hands against a rigidly confined bosom. ‘Hyacinth was my dear sister. She lived for poetry, for plays and books. No marble monument could ever provide an adequate tribute. She was a wonderful woman, Doctor. If I can take her place, play her part in Monday’s Child, that will mean a great deal. For her sake, I shall conquer this wretched agoraphobia.’

The challenge was there again. It sparked from her eyes like white-hot splinters in a foundry. What was he meant to say or do? ‘If you can overcome your illness, that will be remarkable,’ he said finally.

‘Absolutely,’ she agreed. ‘It was Hyacinth’s dearest wish. All she wanted was for me to be able to go out with her.’ She dabbed at her eyes with a nonsensical scrap of lace-edged lawn. ‘I counted my blessings every day, Dr Benson. She was at the top of my list each time. Without Hyacinth, my life would have been completely unbearable.’

He snapped the fastener on his bag. ‘What will you do now?’ he asked.

Honoria shook her Margaret Thatcher hairdo, the movement displacing not one single glued-down tress. ‘I suppose I shall have to bring Hilda to live here.’ Hilda was the third of the West sisters. She lived in the Lancashire farmhouse where all three Wests had been born, was still active and hard-working. Hilda was not quite up to scratch in Honoria’s book. She was open, common and far too conversational.

David Benson lifted his case and walked to the door. ‘If you experience any distress, feel free to take an extra five milligrams.’ As he walked down the stairs, he found himself hoping that she would swallow the lot. She hadn’t cared a damn for Hyacinth, had often left her to struggle across the landing in her wheelchair, had neglected to help with the stupid, unpredictable lift. Bloody woman. She should be hung out to dry, he thought viciously. But this was no way for a doctor to feel, he said inwardly, as he reached the path outside Cavendish Mansions. Though Miss Honoria West was horrible through and through.

He stood for a few seconds outside the Mansions, which were aptly named as the block managed a fair imitation of similar buildings in Chelsea and Kensington. An apartment here was worth a small fortune, far more than the new, supposedly executive detached dwellings that surrounded it. From this vantage-point, he could see his own house, though his size nines suddenly seemed reluctant to walk towards it.

‘Oh, Dr Benson.’

He stopped and smiled at April Nugent. April was the embodiment of mankind’s finer points. A victim of multiple sclerosis, she stumbled through life with a smile on her face and a pleasant word for everyone, often missing her footing, seldom missing the mark when it came to clear thinking.

‘Hello, Mrs Nugent. How are you today?’

‘Sad,’ she answered, leaning heavily on the wall. ‘It’s a left-foot morning, I’m afraid. Not surprising, really, in view of the shocking news. Poor, poor Hyacinth. Of course, everyone will miss her, but I liked to count myself as one of her closest friends.’

David shook his head. April, like the month for which she had been named, was a breath of fresh air. He remembered the day on which her diagnosis had been confirmed. April had sat in her chair, had expressed her pity for him. ‘The carrying of such tidings must be so painful,’ she had said.

‘Have you still got me on computer as being in need of a full body transplant?’ she asked him now.

He grinned. She had stood there while he had fed in the ridiculous request. ‘Wasn’t it Demi Moore?’

‘As near as you can get,’ she answered. ‘Dolly Parton might be worth a try, or Cher. Never mind, I’ll let you choose.’ The happy face clouded over once more. ‘Did Hyacinth have the heart-attack we were all dreading?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘And after you told her to take things easier. It’s my fault. I should never have chosen this particular play. It’s a bit like Shakespeare’s Scottish tragedy – there’s always an accident of some sort, or a death.’

‘This is not your fault, Mrs Nugent.’

‘April,’ she told him. ‘A man who has seen me naked so many times shouldn’t need to use the full title.’

He saluted her comically before walking home to breakfast and unhappiness.

April dropped into one of the benches at the front of Cavendish Mansions. After half an hour of Philip Pointer’s ravings, she was considerably the worse for wear. Poor Philip lived for the theatre. A retired chemist, he had been a member of St Thomas’s Amateur Dramatic Society since the early fifties, had strutted and perspired his way through comedies, tragedies and histories. Really, any play with Philip in it had been a comedy, as his acting was pure ham-on-the-bone, rigid, dominant, loud.

Now he was self-appointed leader of the pack, a grizzly bear of a man who wore a fedora and, sometimes, a scarf longer than Dr Who’s. At every rehearsal, he carried chalk and a tape measure, marking out carefully each actor’s position, calculating the number of steps for every entrance, almost pinning his cast in place, precluding any chance of personal interpretation of a script. The poor man was a dodo, born out of his time and with a personality that precluded negotiation.

Forgetting her sadness for a moment, April almost giggled. This would be the second of her plays to be slaughtered by PP. The first, a comedy about sixties youth in Liverpool, had been a resounding success all over the country, yet Philip had managed to render it feeble and mundane. Now he was working on the destruction of Monday’s Child, April’s best-known theatre play.

She glanced upward, caught sight of a movement in Honoria’s famous corner window. Her skin crawled for a second or two. She had not based the characters on those three sisters, surely? Like Hyacinth, Honoria and Hilda, the play’s three protagonists were sisters, their names all beginning with an A. But Alice, Amelia and Annie bore no resemblance to the Wests. April had chosen A because her own name began with that letter.

And yet … and yet Alice, the eldest, was pretty, sweet and kind. Amelia, the middle sister, was jealous and nasty, just like … Oh dear. Annie was down-to-earth, plain-spoken, yet just. Annie probably had much in common with Hilda, the youngest of the Wests. Whatever, April Nugent had not consciously used the lives of the West sisters as a basis for Monday’s Child.

Upstairs, Honoria lost interest in April, who was simply resting in order to achieve sufficient steadiness to tackle the lift. The grieving sister was far more intent on watching David Benson as he made his way homeward, shoulders sagging further with every step he took. Did he know? she wondered. Had he noticed a cooling in his wife’s demeanour, a slight absent-mindedness perhaps?

The houses in Oak Avenue and Beech Gardens were executive detached, all with a minimum of four bedrooms, double garages, two bathrooms. Some were blessed with swimming-pools, Jacuzzis, saunas. Honoria had fought grimly against the development, believing that the new, possibly tacky homes would undermine the value of the Mansions, but she and a couple of other objectors had been overruled. In fact, the buildings were rather elegant, while their inhabitants had provided Honoria’s greatest pleasure.

If she looked through the right-hand side of her corner viewpoint, or straight ahead, she saw the comings and goings in Beech Gardens, while the left-hand pane overlooked Oak Avenue. Newcomers were mostly young, the majority in their mid-thirties, some with children, others concentrating on careers. The latter faction was Honoria’s preferred group: children were messy, noisy creatures who should be reared in communes somewhere, returning to the bosom of their families only when civilized. Some remained savages, however. At eighteen and nineteen years of age, they waited until their parents went out before blessing the whole neighbourhood with loud, angry so-called music. About that, Honoria had done nothing so far, though other householders had taken up the cause with moderate success.

Dr Benson disappeared into number 6, Beech Gardens. Honoria counted beats of time by listening to the tick of the grandmother clock. After thirty-nine seconds, Yvonne Benson emerged from the same door, leapt into a large four-wheel-drive affair and set off towards Crosby. Forty seconds later, David Benson appeared in his front garden and began to attack his roses with a sharp pruning knife. The surgery he performed was swift and vicious. Honoria imagined that he might well have preferred to inflict similar wounds on the neck of his pretty wife.

Quickly, Honoria turned to the left and picked up her binoculars. Yes, there she went, Mrs Yvonne Benson, tall, elegant and almost perfectly beautiful. A well-thought-of geriatric nurse, Yvonne Benson was blotting her copybook, was seeing rather a lot of someone who lived down Poplar Grove. Or was she? Had Dr Benson’s wife taken a lover? Sometimes, Honoria felt thoroughly thwarted. Poplar Grove was not within her visual sphere, which was a source of great disappointment. Ah, well, it was time to kick agoraphobia into touch. Genuinely afraid of outdoors, Honoria had been indulged, first by her sister, then by others who had sought to comfort her. She would go out soon, must go out.

The doorbell sounded. Honoria could see that April remained in her seat down below, so this must be the undertaker. Wearing a mournful expression, Honoria went to admit the man on to her territory.

When allowed in, Mr Monkhouse stood in the hallway, removed white gloves and nodded sombrely at his hostess.

‘She’s in the bedroom,’ said Honoria. ‘Through that door.’

Mr Monkhouse lingered. ‘Would you like to keep her at home?’

Honoria’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Here?’

He coughed, a hand coming up to hide the sound. ‘Some people like to keep the loved one at home until the funeral.’

Honoria had not considered the options. ‘Take her away,’ she ordered. ‘Don’t you have one of those chapel places?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then … Oh, just do whatever you do, but not in the flat.’

He placed his gloves on the hall stand. ‘I’ll get a copy of the certificate from the doctor,’ he told her. ‘Now, will this be a burial or a cremation?’

‘Cremation.’ God, what a fuss this was becoming.

‘And the coffin – linings and so forth?’

A steely glint crackled in Honoria’s eyes. ‘Just give her the best, bearing in mind that a cremation probably merits a different sort of coffin. Less expensive?’ She paused. ‘Put her in pink.’ She waited again, received no response. ‘Will that be all?’

‘Er … there’s the date to be decided. St Thomas’s, I take it?’

She nodded curtly.

‘Then the notice for the newspapers, which newspapers, flowers and so forth—’

‘Pink,’ she snapped. ‘The flowers must all be in shades of pink, since that was my sister’s favourite colour. She liked white, too. As for the notice, put it in the Crosby Herald and the Liverpool Echo. Plain statements, please.’ There had been enough soppy poetry during Hyacinth’s life – no need to go waxing lyrical now.

‘No nationals?’

‘No nationals,’ she repeated, the syllables separated by mock patience. ‘Will there be anything else, Mr Monkhouse?’

He hesitated, decided against questions regarding the number of cars, a burial plot for the urn, mass cards for Catholics. ‘I’ll … er—’

‘Get on with it, please.’

He turned towards the flat’s entrance door, stopped in his tracks.

‘Whatever now?’ She should have been watching the progress of Mrs Yvonne Benson, who was, in Honoria’s opinion, doing damage of some sort down Poplar Grove.

‘I must return later with a colleague,’ he explained nervously. ‘It takes two of us, you see, to remove the deceased. I shall probably bring my son.’

Impatiently, Honoria opened the door for him. ‘I shall leave it on the latch,’ she snapped. ‘Let yourselves in, out, or whatever. I have things to do, letters to write and so forth.’

On the landing, Eric Monkhouse shivered. He had been in places far colder than this one, yet the woman inside this mansion flat was chillier than the morgue. Still, there was a job to be done and, according to local opinion, Miss Hyacinth West had been a sweet lady. For her, he would pull out all the stops.


Two

Confusion was becoming a prime number in Yvonne Benson’s life, something she was rapidly getting used to. Indeed, having come to expect bewilderment, she staggered through each day with no expectations of anything approaching sense or reason.

She applied the handbrake, then tapped her fingers on the steering-wheel. ‘Crackers,’ she told the dashboard. ‘Absolutely pots for rags. I’ll start twitching soon, twitching and forgetting name, rank and number. Did I have breakfast today? And, if I did, was it toast or cereal?’ The last question was directed at her companion in the rear seat.

Bertrand Russell, unmoved by his mistress’s angst, yawned, scratched an ear and rounded off his performance by staring lugubriously at a large black cat sat on April Nugent’s gatepost. He thought about barking, decided against it. That particular cat was known to him; that particular cat was not impressed by the silly yappings of a mere Jack Russell terrier.

‘It’s not as if anything’s happened, Bertie,’ continued the captain of the stilled vehicle. ‘Nothing ever happens, so how do I manage to be so upset?’ A partial answer to Yvonne’s queries peeped over layers of mental cloud, and she dragged it out and gave it the once-over before shoving it back into cerebral Bedlam. She was, she suspected, upset because she wasn’t upset. Daft. No, no, it wasn’t daft at all. A woman who was considering ending her marriage should be extremely sad, and she wasn’t sad at all. Yes, she was. ‘Dafter by the minute,’ she concluded. Perhaps the human brain turned to mush after a lengthy diet of daytime TV and soppy novels. What would Richard and Judy’s agony aunt say? ‘Stick with it, you’re just going through a bad patch’?

David had persuaded Yvonne to give up her nursing job. He had his practice, his house, his cars. He now wanted a child to set against his carefully constructed backdrop of perceived normality. His wife had been briefed, and was expected to conceive and deliver an intact child of exceptional beauty and intelligence. She managed to feel numb and sick simultaneously. It was always David, David, David. Yvonne was cook, bottle-washer and intended incubator. She was also fed up to her wisdom teeth. Because, in spite of his failings, David remained a kind man. What a mess. People would talk, would wonder how and why she had stopped loving such a considerate, gentle man, such a good doctor. Let them talk, said an inner, stubborn voice.

She had felt unable to discuss the problem with friends, as friends had a habit of being too kind, too understanding. They also tended to divide themselves into factions, each group attaching itself to one or other of the separating parties.

She had not been looking for a confidante, yet she had acquired one quite by accident in Sainsbury’s 8 Items or Less queue. And what a bargain, she mused. Karam Laczynska, spinster of this parish, commonsensical, owner of enough degrees and doctorates to paper a small bedroom, had become Yvonne’s loyal companion. April Nugent had followed Karam into the arena, had brought with her a sense of humour and a deep, instinctive knowledge of the human animal. Poor April. April was going to miss Hyacinth terribly. The two of them had been so close. Honoria, of course, would never miss anyone. Yvonne’s mind was all over the place again.

She closed her eyes and floated back into Sainsbury’s. Blessed with an urge to analyse people by judging the contents of trolley or basket, she had looked down into a jumble of tins and packages that advertised their owner’s single status. ‘You’re Karam,’ she had declared eventually.

‘What’s the matter with him?’ Karam had asked by way of response.

Both women had fixed their eyes on a middle-aged man in flat cap and tweed jacket. He had been negotiating a deal with the check-out girl, something connected with the closing date in the small print of a Daily Mirror offer for Cadbury’s Fudge bars.

‘Summit conference.’ Karam had grinned ruefully. ‘Which-ever queue I get in, there’s always a NATO meeting.’

Karam’s basket had held Cumberland pie for one, a cluster of baking potatoes, small tins of beans, a new toothbrush and a packet of marked-down crumpets. She was extraordinarily beautiful, with eyes of a dark, smoky grey, while her skin was clear and shaded like milky coffee. Brown, almost shoulder-length hair was in enviable condition. Psychotherapy in the cheap lane, Karam had always called it after the event. Of course, the two women had already known one another via the St Thomas’s Amateur Dramatic Society, but it had taken a millionaire called Sainsbury to bring them together as soul-sisters, drinking partners and members of a pub quiz team.

On this, the morning after Hyacinth West’s death, the doctor’s wife’s Range Rover was parked at the bottom of the cul-de-sac named Poplar Grove. Yvonne kept thinking about poor Hyacinth. She’d been a grand old bird, always chatty, friendly, very much a part of the community. Even in her wheelchair, she had sat outside the Mansions in good weather, knitting, crocheting, kitting out little dolls for jumble sales.

Yvonne sighed. In spite of pain, the old lady had been a dab hand at steering herself in and out of lifts, at getting from A to B in the motorized wheelchair stored in a cupboard on the ground floor of Cavendish Mansions. Though, after becoming so ill, she should not have continued with the drama group, not on the acting side. Hyacinth West had missed her way – of that there could be little doubt. She had been an actress of note, whose stuff should have been strutted the length of Shaftesbury Avenue. But no. Hyacinth had settled for next to nothing, had written poetry, had painted watercolour flowers, had subjugated herself to the will of a tyrant. Honoria West, queen of all bitches, had made her sister’s life a hell on earth.

‘And I’m another bitch,’ Yvonne said aloud. ‘He has never hurt me, has never been cruel.’ Some marriages went out with a whimper rather than with an explosion, it seemed. She would have felt better if there had been rows, fights, some peg on which she might hang her hat in defiance, anger or hatred. She admired her husband. Like most mortals, he had some annoying habits, yet David Benson was a superb physician, a just man, one who would champion the cause of the underdog even if such actions might prove injurious to himself. ‘Oh God, how I hate you, Yvonne Benson,’ she told her reflection in the rearview mirror.

She moved her gaze to fix eyes on an uncertain future, her body held perfectly still in her parked Range Rover. ‘Just one run at life,’ she informed the dog, who had now installed himself in the front passenger seat. She had never been fond of terriers, had considered them busy and snappy, but little Bertrand Russell had crawled out of April Nugent’s animal sanctuary and into her heart. ‘That’s all we get, Bertie. No dress rehearsal, nobody in the wings with a prompter’s copy. This is it, lad. This is our one-night stand.’ After all, what was seventy-odd years? Just a microscopic dot in the space-time continuum.

Bertie, who entertained no opinion on the subject of quantum physics or whatever, simply wagged his tail, trod invisible reeds into a circular pattern, then settled for a snooze.

Karam’s house was the last on the right-hand side of Poplar Grove. It faced April Nugent’s home, and both buildings dated back to just before the battle of Waterloo. Karam’s number 10, also named Jasmine Cottage, boasted white stuccoed walls, a lion’s-head knocker on the solid front door, and some rather fine poplars at the bottom of a long rear garden. This was a beautiful place, a proper home. The kitchen was probably unhygienic, was certainly stuck in a time warp with its porcelain sink, wooden drainer, pulley clothesline, aged dressers, coal-fired boiler behind an ancient black grate.

Yvonne glanced across at April’s place, noticed new paintwork and some faithful replacement windows. Yes, it looked as if April was solvent again. At the rear of April’s house, dogs, cats and even horses were kept on a large plot of land acquired for that purpose. Volunteers laboured day in and day out to feed, clean, walk, train and rehome mankind’s rejected animals. April loved all creatures, no matter how unclean and unhousetrainable they might be.

After winding down a window to allow the dog some air, Yvonne jumped out of her status symbol. David drove a large navy-blue hatchback, while his wife used the statutory off-the-road vehicle. She had no children to ferry to school and no intention of driving through rough terrain in search of white rhino. A Golf or a Micra would have been adequate, but no, David had to potter around washing the loves of his life every Sunday, sloshing about with power hose and chamois, waxing wings and swilling mud from beneath the sills. It was all very sad and very stupid. He was a nice man, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time. Perhaps she didn’t want a nice man.

She took a key from beneath a terracotta pot and let herself into the back porch of Jasmine Cottage. The smell of oil paint touched her first, followed by the subtler aromas of home-grown herbs and beeswax polish. Karam was out, would be lecturing on art history down at the University of Liverpool. Yvonne grinned. According to Karam, some of her current students were more interested in partying than in Picasso. ‘They don’t know their Renoir from their Rembrandt,’ she was often heard to moan.

In the kitchen, Yvonne boiled the kettle and placed a new filter in the coffee pot. Karam, though absent, seemed very much here. The magic touch showed in the careless yet perfect arrangement of pine-cones, sea shells, pebbles, fruits and home-dried flowers on a gargantuan unglazed earthenware plate, in a busy lizzie exploding from a lidless teapot, in the placement of two Victorian flat-irons press-ganged into supporting Mrs Beeton, Ken Horn and Jane Asher. Irons press-ganged? She must remember to tell Karam that one.

While water dripped through a generous helping of Kenya blend, Yvonne took herself up to the attic studio. On the staircase, she paused to look yet again at black-and-white photographs taken in Peru, where Karam had helped to build a school while working with Voluntary Service Overseas. ‘Too good to be true, you are,’ she told the willowy figure surrounded by olive-skinned urchins.

Yvonne had never considered herself beautiful, but the painting in the studio made her so. The long-limbed, creamy-skinned blonde lay naked against a background of varying blues, one hand dropping to the floor, the other draped along a shapely hip. ‘Utter bias,’ she told the sun-scalded room. ‘Painted as seen through the eyes of a compassionate friend, no sign of cellulite or freckles. We shall call it Lies, Damned Lies and Vital Statistics.’

Downstairs again, she sat with a mug of coffee and the Financial Times, eye raking across the pages where her few shares were listed. So far, so good, though there seemed little chance of a real killing in the present climate. She removed her John Lennon reading glasses and bit into an apple.

It was so comfortable here, so undemanding. Her own kitchen was sterile, a germ-free and streamlined environment where appendectomies might have been performed with impunity. There was a dishwasher, a water purifier, a waste-disposal unit, and Dettox filled the under-sink cupboard. She had automatic peelers, corers, sharpeners, an electric carving-knife, a microwave and two fan-assisted ovens. For what purpose? So that she might stand each Sunday arranging medallions of beef on a bacteria-free platter while he washed cars?

The back door crashed inward. ‘Buckets of blood and guts,’ cried an unseen person. ‘Are you there, Yvonne?’ It was too late. Files and books spilled on to the flagged floor while Karam swore under her breath.

‘I’m here,’ announced Yvonne unnecessarily.

‘God, that coffee smells good.’ The files, shepherded into some sort of order, were dumped without ceremony on the pine table. ‘I went Dutch today,’ she grumbled quietly. ‘Dutch masters, the greatest of the great. It was like casting pearls before swine. I’m thinking of becoming a road-sweeper.’ She gazed hard at Yvonne. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ answered Yvonne.

‘Fair enough.’ Karam whistled until Bertie put in an appearance. ‘I released the hound from hell,’ she announced cheerily. ‘He was trying to gnaw his way through the steering-wheel.’

Yvonne cleared her throat. Did Karam know about Hyacinth? No, she would have said something. ‘I have decided to leave David,’ Yvonne whispered hesitantly. The words made it real, scary, but undeniable. She would wait awhile before passing on the message about Hyacinth, would save that bad news until Karam was seated and settled. ‘And, if your offer of help still stands, I’d be grateful for a bed if things become … difficult.’ He would sulk. Sulking was one of his talents, and Yvonne could not bear it. ‘Coffee in a large mug?’ she asked.

‘Thick, strong and laced with brown sugar.’ Karam threw herself into an Ercol armchair that had arrived in the kitchen by accident, had stayed and had been reunited with its matching twin three days ago. In these two chairs, Karam and Yvonne had sat half the night discussing the state of Yvonne’s marriage. ‘Think carefully, Yvonne,’ she said softly now. ‘You know April and I will be here for you, but it’s one huge step to take. April’s divorce was no picnic.’

Yvonne poured coffee. ‘I couldn’t have managed without you and April. I’ve become weak and uncertain. It was as if David was there to do all the intelligent stuff, while I was around just to keep the house going. I had no strength, no sense of myself.’

‘Forget it, kid.’

Yvonne waited while her companion sipped some coffee. ‘Sorry to be the one to break this, Karam, but Hyacinth died last night.’

Karam’s eyes were rounded in shock. ‘What?’

‘Hyacinth. In her sleep. PP was on the phone to me at the crack of dawn, fussing about the bloody play. He thinks life begins and ends with the rise and fall of a curtain, awful man.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, Honoria took it well, according to David. He went along to do the necessary.’

Karam closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair. ‘Poor Hyacinth,’ she whispered. Karam had met Hyacinth while painting flats for STADS, a job she had done many times since arriving in Blundellsands. She had scene-shifted, arranged sets, had even prompted and dressed cast. ‘She was a really good woman, one of the best.’

‘I know. I can scarcely get her out of my head. I believe April Nugent was very cut up. They were close, she and Hyacinth.’

Karam nodded thoughtfully. ‘April’s a member of the blessed minority who can walk right past Honoria without feeling the need for garlic flowers and crucifixes. She sees only the best in people.’

‘There is no best in Honoria.’

‘True.’ The dark grey eyes opened. ‘Perhaps April imagines it.’

‘Perhaps.’ Yvonne fiddled with her mug and spoon. ‘I shan’t leave David until after the funeral – perhaps not until after the play, if the play goes on without Hyacinth. There’ll be trouble enough without me creating waves.’ Her own problems seemed pathetic now when laid against Hyacinth’s sudden and final exit.

Karam closed her eyes again, hands gripping the coffee mug. She wanted to cry for Hyacinth and to rejoice for herself. All she required emotionally was here in this room. She longed to wake with Yvonne, to fall asleep with her, to feed her, drink wine with her, to celebrate life with her. This could be their kitchen, their house, their little dog curled on a hessian mat. Yet she could say nothing, because she knew that Yvonne might be frightened off by avowals of eternal devotion. Tell her, ordered the voice of conscience. Why should I? replied Karam’s pragmatic side.

Yvonne bit her lip. ‘She made me laugh,’ she muttered, almost to herself. ‘She and April were two of a kind, forever making fun of their disabilities.’ The tone was raised. ‘Remember the scenes in the village?’

Karam nodded.

‘April using Hyacinth’s wheelchair as a walking frame, Hyacinth acting as map reader. Always finished up in Ethel Austin’s instead of the Halifax.’

‘Or the other way round.’ Karam opened her eyes. ‘I can’t take it in,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll still be waiting for her phone calls and the poems on my answer-machine.’

‘I know.’

A small sob escaped Karam. ‘So frail, yet Hyacinth was everyone’s backbone. She straightened things out, made them clearer.’ Sniffing back tears, Karam forced a smile. ‘She wouldn’t want us crying.’

‘No, she wouldn’t.’ Yvonne counted to five, decided to take her friend’s mind off Hyacinth by producing yet another difficult topic. ‘I think I might be pregnant.’ Perhaps Karam would not want a child in her house. There was always April, but April was not well, and her house always seethed with animal life, much of which was not healthy.

‘I see,’ was the too-careful response from Karam. She didn’t want to see, could not bear to imagine, Yvonne with a lover.

‘Sometimes I’m too tired to say no. It’s almost easier to lie there and accept the inevitable.’ Taking the line of least resistance had become Yvonne’s way of coping.

‘Good job you weren’t a passenger on the Titanic, then.’ Karam paused, reeled in her instinctive, unjustifiable anger. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘That was nasty.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘What will you do?’

What would she do? For five afternoons, she had glued herself to cable TV, had watched Coronation Street episodes from the Bronze Age, EastEnders from its shaky beginnings, anything at all to take her mind off the waiting and the worrying. ‘I’ve got a QVC membership number now,’ she said absently, her mind wandering into safer territory. She did not want to think about babies, yet she must, sooner or later.

‘You’ve got a what?’

‘The shopping channel. A diamonique ring and a non-stick wok. What’s the point of a non-stick wok, Karam? How can I season Teflon?’

‘Yvonne, I—’

‘What’s the point of anything?’ She pressed her hands against a flat belly. ‘I can tell you what I’m not going to do. There’ll be no abortion. The bottom line is, I shall be leaving David anyway. Whether you accept me into your home is a separate issue, as is the baby. If there is a baby.’

Karam leapt to her feet, the tears gushing in spite of firm resolve. ‘Oh, Hyacinth,’ she wept. ‘How she would have loved to see your child. Yvonne, this makes no difference whatsoever.’ Hyacinth had known about Karam’s love for Yvonne, had expressed no opinion, had offered no lectures, no criticisms.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, yes, yes!’

Yvonne opened her bag and lifted out a box. ‘This is the tester kit. You are my anti-hysteria kit. You see, I’m not sure how I’ll feel if I am or if I’m not. I think it’s called mixed feelings, and I know it’s no stranger to insanity. I need not to be alone when I get the result.’

Karam nodded, and the tears stopped.

When the process was over, the women sat side by side on Karam’s bed. ‘Feeling better?’ asked Karam.

Yvonne shrugged, tried to picture a small cluster of dependent cells, a pinhead-sized sliver of life that would, fate willing, develop into a full-blown human with gifts, faults and physical individuality. ‘I’m scared,’ she whispered. ‘I’m a registered nurse with an RMN and—’

‘A what?’

‘I’m qualified to deal with mental illnesses, particularly the elderly confused.’

‘That’s why you chose me as a friend. You could see that I needed help to stay out of the asylum.’

Yvonne had never even attempted to choose. She had been invited for coffee, and the bonding process had begun. Men didn’t seem to have friendships like this, she mused. Men were too busy competing for the better job, the bigger car, the longer list of sexual conquests. ‘I’m qualified and terrified.’

Karam stared at the ceiling. ‘What if he makes trouble?’

‘He won’t.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

Yvonne turned to look at Karam. ‘His receptionist makes me sure. After all, he needs sexual release. They all do.’

‘I hadn’t realized.’

‘So he takes what’s on offer at the surgery. You know Deirdre – that redhead stacked like a page three – lives just round the corner from me, in Oak Avenue, hangs around at rehearsals. She’s separated from her husband and usually from her underwear. Deirdre Mellor’s skirts are so tight you can see a slight umbilical rupture. She wears black stockings and sling-back shoes so high that the heels come with a government health warning and a cylinder of oxygen.’

A clock chimed twice. ‘That’s me back at work in an hour,’ sighed Karam. ‘And, if you’ve stopped loving him, why do you hate Deirdre so passionately?’

Yvonne averted her gaze. ‘It’s purely territorial and nothing to do with love. It’s like … like a kid stealing your skipping rope. The rope’s too short for you, you’re finished with it, but why should the other child have it?’

Karam jumped to her feet. ‘Then don’t let her steal him – give him to her. Tell her she’s welcome to your leavings.’ She stood tall, yawned and stretched. ‘Aren’t men silly?’

‘Have you had many boyfriends?’ asked Yvonne.

Karam swallowed the reply she should have made. ‘Not many. Too ambitious, you see. I carry few passengers, and most of them are women.’ No, no, she must say no more.

Occasionally – frequently, in fact – Yvonne Benson wondered what on earth Karam Laczynska saw in a friendship with a rather ordinary nurse. Karam had studied in Paris and Milan, had helped to restore priceless paintings in Florence, had travelled in South America. Yet Karam, for all her clever remarks, was sometimes insecure, uncertain. ‘You’re so kind to me.’

Karam pulled on an ancient, paint-streaked cardigan. ‘When he learns about the baby, he’ll hang on for all he’s worth.’

‘The baby could be anyone’s. I might have had a rampageous affair with the caretaker at the clinic.’

‘And you’re the nurse? What about blood tests, DNA?’

Yvonne nodded. ‘Of course. Never mind, because babies are almost always kept with their mothers.’

With a dyke in the house? Karam wondered silently.

Yvonne rose from the bed. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t park myself here after all. Perhaps I should find a room elsewhere.’

Karam considered the options. There was her work, both here in the attic studio and at Liverpool University. There was Yvonne and her baby. ‘You could go to the old homestead for a while,’ she suggested. ‘It would give you some space.’

‘What? Where?’

‘Yorkshire, just outside Huddersfield. It’s no more than an ancient pile of stones with a silly old chap bumbling about inside. The point is, it’s usually peaceful unless Seb decides to turn up and as long as Father isn’t being inventive. Sebastian is my little brother, the famous one; the aforementioned old bumbler is my father, of course. He came over from Poland just before the last war, neglected to go home, then married my mother. She was a young thing, English and thirty-some years his junior, but he wore her out. The main thing is not to worry about explosions and so forth. Mother was of a nervous disposition, you see.’

‘Explosions?’ Yvonne sat down again. Could she deal with a whole family of geniuses? Even for a few weeks?

‘Papa’s a chemist and a life peer. The length of his life thus far is a source of great wonder to me and Seb. It’s a big house, or it was before Father started to blow it up. You’d have to stay away from the laboratories. If you lived over in Yorkshire for a while, no one would find you. You’d get a breathing space, at least.’

‘So your dad’s a lord?’

Karam grinned broadly. ‘Lord Laczynski of Horsefield. Horsefield is a village of ten houses and a pub. He’s a mischievous old bugger, I must say, though most of the testosterone should have leaked away by now. He’s about ninety, you know. Yes, he was sixtyish when I was born, sixty-odd-ish when Sebastian put in a premature appearance.’

Yvonne processed this new information. Until this moment, she had known little about Karam’s background, except that the name was Polish. ‘Sebastian Laczynski?’ she asked firmly. ‘ITV, Sundays, a bit arty, unheard-of sculptors and unpronounceable writers?’

‘That’s my brother, all right. God knows who he had to sleep with to get the series.’ She pondered. ‘No, Seb wouldn’t do that. He’s OK, really, the least eccentric of us.’ She paused. ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘He’s his own kind of weird.’ Dragging a hand through wilful hair, she continued. ‘So … with poor Hyacinth dead, I dare say the play will be cancelled?’

‘Probably.’

‘And your exit from home?’

‘When I hear from Philip Pointer, we’ll decide what to do. After all, few decisions can be made until the maestro has been consulted.’

‘Fair enough.’ Karam dived for the door. It was Botticelli this afternoon, but at least students were kosher and not a part of some government-invented foundation course designed to keep the unemployed off the streets. Botticelli. To deal with such a master, one needed to be early and prepared.


Three

April Nugent followed her left foot into the flat. It was a law unto itself, forever getting the message too late, then continuing along a course from which nothing would divert it. When she hit the coat-stand, April, forced to stop, took a deep breath, then did a short, involuntary maypole dance around her walking-stick. ‘Honoria,’ she began, as she turned for a third time, ‘I thought I’d just, as I’m on my way to the—’

‘Do come into the drawing room, dear.’ Now all the wearisome sad stuff would begin, no doubt, people dropping by to express their condolences, some leaving cards, others bringing casseroles and quiches and cakes. Still, April Nugent must be entertained and respected in spite of her childish sentimentality. April was published, had been broadcast on radio and television, had seen her work performed in theatres. April was someone to be cultivated: she had friends in high places. ‘Sit down,’ said Honoria. ‘I’m so glad you came. I caught sight of you earlier, but—’

‘Sorry. I decided to go shopping first because I needed to pick up my prescription. And the old legs aren’t up to much. Damned nuisance, this wretched disease. Wish I could get my bearings.’ She flopped into a chair. ‘Poor Hyacinth,’ she said softly. ‘Dreadful loss.’

‘Quite.’ Honoria poured two dry sherries.

‘Is she still here?’

Honoria glanced at her watch. ‘The funeral director should arrive in a few minutes. He went to fetch someone to help him, then I telephoned and asked him to leave … her body until after your visit. But because of the warmish weather, he said two thirty was as far as he dared stretch.’

April struggled to her feet, gulped down the sherry and made off towards the hallway. This would be her last chance to see a woman who had been kind, generous and loving.

Honoria listened while the visitor fought to control desensitized extremities, heard a muffled curse, flinched when the walking-stick bounced off skirting board and radiator. April knew something. Poplar Grove was not densely populated, so she must have seen Yvonne Benson’s Range Rover going up and down. But the trouble with April Nugent was her dislike of gossip. There must be a way of asking without appearing to be over-curious … After the funeral, perhaps.

April placed herself on Hyacinth’s dressing-stool and looked at the remains of her dearest friend. Although the curtains were closed, she managed to see quite clearly the sweet, gentle features of Hyacinth West. ‘You were good to me,’ she said. ‘Always there to fill in the missing word, never impatient with me.’ When the MS hit her speech, April had been only too happy to keep company with those who prompted and guided her through the stutters and stammers. ‘I shall be at a loss without you, my dear friend. As far as I’m concerned, no one could hold a candle to you.’ She rubbed her eyes with balled fists, thought about her mother. ‘You even taught me to forgive myself when I could no longer care for Mum.’ April’s mother, a sufferer of senile dementia, was in a Chester nursing home. ‘Thank you,’ whispered April.

Hyacinth had been beautiful, even in later life. Photographs taken in her youth proved that she had always been a stunner. Rumours about her past and her single status had been abundant. She had been crossed in love, her young man had died tragically, had been married already, had left her at the altar.

Now only April Nugent knew the unhappy truth. Honoria would have an account of it, of course, but tales told by the two sisters had always varied wildly, and April had learnt to accept Hyacinth’s versions with unquestioning confidence.

It seemed that the young Honoria West, plump and fresh-faced, had come between Hyacinth and her fiancé, had fallen in love with him, had run screaming rape from a barn with torn clothes and a bloodied face. Naturally, the whole unsavoury business had been hushed up, since Mrs West could not have borne to expose herself and the family to publicity involving charges of attempted rape. ‘Why did you come to live with her?’ whispered April. Elsewhere, Hyacinth might have enjoyed a degree of tranquillity in her later years.

A bluebottle circled the still form on the bed. As far as April was concerned, the noisy intruder was doing his job, since everything recycled itself if left alone. She believed in nature and in God’s plan, was prepared to negotiate peace with every creature on earth, and Hyacinth’s stiff-lipped sister was no exception to the rule. Honoria could not possibly be completely bad; she was simply mistaken. Some people made many, many bad choices, and Honoria was one of them. ‘You were not happy here,’ April advised her silent friend. ‘You should have stayed on the farm with Hilda.’ Yes, wild, open spaces would have suited the poet in Hyacinth.

In spite of her open-mindedness, April shared Hyacinth’s suspicion that Honoria might have planned the scenario in the family barn, but she squashed the thought each time it surfaced. Honoria was an unhappy woman. She suffered so badly from agoraphobia that she had not been out for years. And yet there was so much more to the story of Honoria …

The fly buzzed excitedly.

Honoria West suffered so badly from agoraphobia and claustrophobia that she had volunteered to play Alice, Monday’s Child grown old and infirm. Perhaps the offer had been made in the heat of the moment, just after Hyacinth had been found dead. The drama society had lost a valued and gifted member … But Honoria could never be Hyacinth, would never match her for talent, for looks, for sheer, dogged staying power. ‘You were perfect as my Alice,’ she told the deceased. ‘Ninety per cent perspiration, wasn’t it, my dear? Even talent requires application, dedication and pure, honest sweat. You knew that.’

April closed her eyes and cast her mind back to when Hyacinth had been at her most magnificent. How firmly she had stood by April’s side when removal men had arrived to erase the final traces of Mark Nugent, April’s ex-husband. Mark, like so many before and after him, had not coped with his partner’s illness. Faced with an uncertain future, he had hopped off with an overblown blimp of a woman from the advertising firm for which he, too, had worked.

Recently, April’s fortunes had improved immensely. Exhausted after scripting two highly successful television comedy series, she had returned now to her animals and to her real hobby, the love and bane of her life. Once again, she was quarrelling with Philip Pointer, was enjoying seeing friends and neighbours performing her plays on the amateur stage. ‘You were the best,’ she advised her closest ally. ‘If only you had enjoyed some self-esteem, the stage would have been your oyster. And thanks for being there when Mark made his exit. As for Mum – well, I’d never have managed to let go if you hadn’t been here for me.’

The said Mark Nugent, now made redundant by the firm to which he had dedicated thirty-odd years, had taken note of his wife’s name sliding up the TV screen once a week, and had returned, armed with flowers, a sickly smile and a bottle of cheap bubbly, intending to renew his acquaintance. Hyacinth had supported April once again through the dilemma. ‘He may not allow you to keep your animals,’ Hyacinth had insisted. ‘And he will spend all you earn, just as he did every other time you enjoyed success.’

April opened her eyes suddenly. It was as if Hyacinth had just spoken, so clear had been the voice in April’s head. ‘How right you were, Hyacinth. I sent him off with a whole hive in his bonnet, silly, stupid man.’

She missed him, though. She missed sex, felt deprived, neglected, almost valueless. What was the point of eight thousand pounds an episode when there was no one to share in the triumph, no one to roll about the champagne-damped bed with? Her husband had rendered her almost bankrupt, but he had been there. Yet Mark was a hollow shell, a person without guts, without substance. That was how he had been made, and there was no cure for his condition, just as there was none for hers.

And what a damned fool of a disease this was, too. There were days when she felt almost whole, hours so precious that she would write about them. Walking down to the shore, watching the sun going to bed behind the sea’s edge, taking photographs of birds on Crosby’s beach, meandering, albeit in a crooked line, along the coastal path towards Formby.

Other times were not so wonderful, yet she managed, somehow, to deal with stupidly rigid muscle, with shooting pains that left her sweating and distressed, with a sudden inability to speak, to swallow, to focus. Always, she had to continue for the sake of her animals, some of them pets, others waiting to be rehomed. Volunteers worked marvels, but April visited her rescued friends on all but the very grimmest of days.

The bluebottle stopped bumbling around and rested on Hyacinth’s forehead. ‘Why did you leave me?’ asked April. Stupid question. The good woman was dead, and she had not chosen to depart. ‘There’s no one I can talk to now.’

‘Yes, there is.’ Again, Hyacinth’s voice came from within April’s imagination.

‘Who?’ she asked.

‘Yvonne Benson is going to need you, as is poor Karam. Yvonne is not a lesbian, April. Things will go wrong there, I’m sure. And Honoria watches them, you know.’

‘Yes.’ Hyacinth and April had talked for endless hours about Honoria’s spying, about Karam falling in love with Yvonne, about how that love would probably never be reciprocated. And now those conversations were rattling about in April’s head, so clear, so well remembered.

Honoria watched everyone. She sat day in and day out at the wrap-around window in a corner of the lounge, binoculars at the ready, tea or coffee on the windowsill with the biscuit barrel and a copy of Woman’s Own. What pleasure did that woman derive from meddling in the miseries of others?

With great difficulty, April got up and joined the other mourner at the bedside. He was a very large chap, his body far too fat for his wings. How did he manage to fly? ‘How do I manage to walk?’ she asked him. ‘It’s because we must, I suppose.’ The bluebottle groomed himself, too lazy to attempt escape from the live one.

The door opened. ‘Mr Monkhouse is here, April,’ announced Honoria.

April leant over the bed. Hyacinth’s face was completely serene, white and bloodless. Age-thinned skin was settling on fine, high cheekbones, but her mouth, unsupported by dentures, was drawn inward, making her almost ugly. ‘Honoria?’

‘Yes?’

‘Ask him to put her teeth in, will you?’

‘Of course.’ The door closed.

‘Heaven is richer today, but we are poorer.’ April kissed the forehead, causing the dozy fly to raise himself and hover, buzzing angrily, in the air.

Honoria leapt across the room and swatted the intruder with last week’s Woman’s Own. A black mark appeared on the wallpaper, and Honoria swept it off with the magazine.

April, who had thought that Honoria had left the room after their brief conversation, jumped, lost her footing and fell to the floor. ‘You startled me,’ she managed when her breath returned. ‘When I heard the door close, I thought you had gone out again.’ She looked up, saw Honoria weeping. Honoria weeping? The woman was not capable of grief, had been made with a few bits missing in the emotional department.

Miss Honoria West looked down upon the remains of her sister. Hyacinth, the oldest of the Wests, had been so blessed, so loved, so mollycoddled. Hilda, the youngest, had received more than her fair share of spoiling. In the middle, in no man’s land, Honoria had existed, had watched Daddy’s big fine girl being made much of, had seen her mother crooning over baby Hilda, so precious, so unexpected.

‘Don’t cry, Honoria,’ begged April, as she struggled to raise herself from the floor.

Honoria closed her eyes, allowing the last drops to escape down her cheeks. She was alone now. Unless Hilda could be persuaded to live here, there would be no one in the second bedroom. Loneliness was a grim prospect.

‘Honoria?’

There had always been someone.

‘Please don’t upset yourself. Let them take her now. You can’t hang on, Honoria, because this isn’t Hyacinth – it’s just an empty shell.’

A series of female paying guests had failed to live up to Honoria’s standards, but Hyacinth had stepped into the breach, had lived here for a dozen years. ‘What shall I do?’

‘You’ll go on. We all have to go on.’ April, depending heavily on her stick, managed to stand at last.

‘I can’t live alone.’

April fought to keep her composure. Yes, aloneness was a dire state, yet Honoria was feeling the wrong sort of grief: there was no mention of Hyacinth, just Honoria in the frame. It would be so easy to dislike Honoria. ‘She was a
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