

[image: ]




[image: image]

[image: image]





Copyright © 2006 Lesley Cookman

The right of Lesley Cookman to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2006 by Accent Press

This Ebook edition published in 2021 by Headline Accent

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Cover credit © sma1050, Shutterstock (Oast houses).

eISBN: 978 1 9089 1707 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





[image: ]





WHO’S WHO IN THE LIBBY SARJEANT SERIES

Libby Sarjeant
Former actor, sometime artist, resident of 17, Allhallow’s Lane, Steeple Martin. Owner of Sidney the cat.

Fran Castle
Also former actor, occasional psychic, and owner of Balzac the cat.

Ben Wilde
Owner of The Manor Farm and the Oast House Theatre.

Guy Wolfe
Artist and owner of a shop and gallery in Harbour Street, Nethergate.

Peter Parker
Ben’s cousin. Free-lance journalist, part-owner of The Pink Geranium restaurant and partner of Harry Price.

Harry Price
Chef and co-owner of The Pink Geranium and Peter Parker’s partner.

Hetty Wilde
Ben’s mother. Lives at The Manor.

Greg Wilde
Hetty’s husband and Ben’s father.

DCI Ian Connell
Local policeman.

Adam Sarjeant
Libby’s youngest son. Works with garden designer Mog, mainly at Creekmarsh.

Lewis Osbourne-Walker
TV gardener and handy-man who owns Creekmarsh.

Sophie Wolfe
Guy’s daughter. Lives above the gallery.

Flo Carpenter
Hetty’s oldest friend.

Lenny Fisher
Hetty’s brother. Lives with Flo Carpenter.

Ali and Ahmed
Owners of the Eight-til-late in the village.

Jane Baker
Chief Reporter for the Nethergate Mercury. Mother to Imogen.

Terry Baker
Jane’s husband and father of Imogen.

Joe, Nella and Owen
Of Cattlegreen Nurseries.

DCI Don Murray
Of Canterbury Police.

Amanda George
Novelist, known as Rosie





Chapter One

LIBBY SAT ON A plastic chair in the middle of what would be the auditorium of the Oast House Theatre and considered mass murder. Her feet were cold, her hands were cold, she was thirsty and it seemed to her that every single person on the stage– and behind it– was going out of their way to do exactly the opposite of what she wanted.

‘Bloody hell,’ she muttered as a member of the cast ran to the wrong corner of the stage again and then stopped and looked for a prompt.

‘Other way, Emma,’ she called, just refraining from adding, ‘You silly cow.’ What was the matter with the girl? She was behaving like a rank amateur. She was an amateur. Oh, bloody hell again.

The rehearsal wore on. The partially constructed hop garden at the back of the stage was showing an alarming tendency to become part of the action and was constantly being propped up by nervous actors; the back-stage team were having a violent argument at a pitch the actors could only dream about and the plastic chair was getting harder and harder.

‘That’s it,’ said Libby standing up suddenly and dislodging a pile of the lighting technician’s notes. ‘Let’s all go to the pub.’

Silence fell and bewildered faces turned towards her.

‘But we haven’t done scene three,’ came a plaintive voice from the back of the set.

‘We haven’t done scenes one and two, either, have we? Not properly. Not so’s you’d notice.’

‘What?’ People began looking at each other, shrugging.

‘That’s a bit unfair, Libby,’ said the plaintive voice.

‘On me, yes.’ Libby walked forward, gathering her long cardigan around her. ‘Now don’t get me started, or I shall bawl you all out and you’ll hate me. So, let’s go and have a sociable drink and forget it for tonight. We’ll put in an extra rehearsal tomorrow …’

Howls of protest met this remark, as she’d known they would.

‘I can’t make tomorrow–’

‘I haven’t got a babysitter–’

‘It’s my late night–’

‘But tonight was extra! I only said I’d do a Sunday as a favour–’

‘Try.’ Libby was firm. ‘Everybody who can. We go up in less than two weeks and this– not to put too fine a point on it– is a shambles. Pull your socks up and I’ll see you here at seven-thirty tomorrow night.’

She watched the cast gather their belongings together and mutter their way towards the back of the theatre.

‘Libby, darling,.’ came a voice from behind her, ‘you must meet my dear mama.’

Libby turned the full force of her smile upwards at the severely coiffured head of the woman standing next to Peter Parker.

‘How lovely to meet you,’ she said. ‘Peter’s told me so much about you.’

Peter acknowledged this patent untruth with a lift of an eyebrow and turned to his mother.

‘Mum, this is Libby Sarjeant–’

‘With a J,’ interrupted Libby automatically.

‘With a J,’ Peter continued smoothly. ‘You’ve heard all about Libby, haven’t you?’

‘Of course.’ Libby detected a faint twang of something other than Home Counties in the nasal voice. ‘You’re the lady who’s come to help Peter with his little play.’

Libby saw Peter suppress a wince and fumbled for his hand to administer a solidarity squeeze.

‘Not exactly come specifically, Mum. She lives here already.’

‘Yes, dear.’ Peter’s mother inclined her head. ‘Where was it now? I’m sure you told me.’

‘Allhallow’s Lane, yes, Mum …’ Peter was clearly getting impatient. ‘We’re all going for a drink. Would you like to come with us?’

Millicent Parker’s face showed a certain degree of horror at this suggestion and she moved towards the back of the auditorium.

‘No, thank you, dear.’ She bestowed what she obviously thought was a smile on Libby. ‘But thank you for asking me. I’ll just pop off home.’

‘She didn’t even say what she thought of the play,’ said Libby wonderingly, gazing after the retreating figure. ‘I thought she wanted to come and see it.’

‘She did. She asked. Wanted to make sure it was suitable for her little boy to be mixed up with.’

A tall figure in pink shirt and leather trousers, blond hair flopping over his brow, emerged from back-stage as Peter was closing the door. ‘Who was that?’

‘My mother.’ Peter flung himself onto Libby’s abandoned chair.

‘Oh, ’er. All padlocked knickers and spray polish,’ said Harry. ‘We going to the pub?’

Libby sighed. ‘I don’t really feel like it, if you don’t mind,’ she said.

‘I don’t, but I think your stage manager might be miffed. He’s already gone.’

Peter reached over and patted him firmly on the bottom. ‘Make us a cuppa, then, love.’

‘Oh, make it yourself,’ grumbled Harry, but disappeared into the kitchen nevertheless.

Libby sat on the edge of the stage and found her cigarettes. ‘So that’s your mama.’

‘That’s her. All M&S pretties and hair like a middle-aged Barbie.’

‘She doesn’t look like a farmer’s wife.’

‘Well, it’s the old East End, isn’t it? Not county born and bred.’

Harry came in with a beautiful decoupage tray and assorted chipped mugs. ‘Sorry about these. We’ve used all the decent ones.’ He handed a mug to Libby, pulled up another plastic chair beside Peter, sat down and lifted Peter’s feet on to his lap.

‘I’m not sure I understand your family,’ said Libby. ‘It’s very complicated.’

‘That’s because you have a sweet, simple nature, you old trout.’ Peter sipped his tea. ‘Like us. That’s why you fit in here.’

‘The theatre or Steeple Martin, do you mean? I wonder. They don’t really know anything about me.’ Libby frowned into her mug.

‘They know you’re divorced and you’ve got children.’ Harry shrugged. ‘Probably know how often you wash your sheets and whether you’ve had the change yet, I shouldn’t wonder.’

Libby nodded, acknowledging the omniscience of villagers.

‘Anyway, I like it. I love the cottage. And it’ll be lovely to have the theatre.’

‘If we ever get the bloody thing off the ground.’ Peter said, absent-mindedly resting his mug on Harry’s crotch.

‘Watch the goods, dear,’ said Harry, gently moving it aside.

Libby looked up. ‘I thought we were getting it off the ground. The theatre’s nearly finished, we’ve only got two weeks until we open– what’s the matter?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m just filled with doom and despondency the further into it we get. Who’s going to come to a converted oast house in the depths of Kent to see an unknown play performed by amateurs?’

Libby stood up. ‘Publicity, that’s what we need. Something to make it stick in people’s minds, so that they say– “Oh, yes, The Oast House. That’s where they did that terrific–” well, I don’t know, but terrific something. Harry’s caff’s doing OK. And that was good opening publicity, wasn’t it? And people remember the name.’

‘I wish I could forget it,’ said Harry gloomily. ‘Pink bloody Geranium. What a name for a caff.’

‘Didn’t you name it, then?’ asked Libby, surprised.

‘No, it was already The Pink Geranium. I thought it sounded good for a vegetarian restaurant,’ said Peter, ‘but a ponced-up caff is hardly the same as a theatre, is it?’

Harry came over and pulled Libby off the stage.

‘Oh, come on. Let’s go to the pub after all. A game of darts might cheer the old sod up.’

‘I really won’t come if you don’t mind,’ said Libby swathing herself in blue wool. ‘I need to think what to do with them tomorrow. And I’ve got to get back to Sidney.’

‘Have you got to go and feed that walking stomach of yours?’

‘Sidney is a very well-built cat,’ Libby defended.

‘Spoilt rotten and completely dictatorial. I wonder you didn’t call him Hitler,’ said Peter.

‘And I need to go and be nice to the crew. If they’re still here.’

‘Most of them. Stephen went because you said you were going,’ said Harry.

‘Yes,’ Libby sighed. ‘Never mind.’

Peter grinned at her. ‘That was telling ’em, though, ducky. Needed a nuclear device up the jacksie tonight, didn’t they?’

In the unfinished emptiness of the auditorium, she made her way round back-stage to soothe the ruffled spirits in the workshop. A hand fell on her shoulder, making her jump.

‘Stephen! I thought you’d gone.’

‘I thought you were going to the pub, but Harry and Peter said you were still here.’ Stephen’s light, pleasant voice sounded slightly petulant.

Libby picked her way carefully between new ropes and stage weights, feeling in front of her with an outstretched hand. ‘I wasn’t really in the mood. Sorry, Stephen. You go.’

‘No, I’ll walk you home. You shouldn’t be out on your own at this time of night.’ He held the door to the workshop open for her.

‘In Steeple Martin?’ She laughed. ‘Can’t see anything happening to me here.’

The remaining two members of the back-stage crew were putting on their coats and switching lights off.

‘You OK, you two? I wasn’t moaning at you, earlier, by the way.’

They both grinned and assured her they were immune to moaning.

‘Can you come tomorrow?’

No, they couldn’t they said, or their wives would have their guts for garters, but they’d be there the day after.

‘I can’t either, Libby,’ said Stephen as they walked back through the darkened theatre and he turned to lock the doors behind them.

‘Never mind. It’s the actors who need the rehearsal, not back-stage.’

‘Yes, but I’m stage manager. I ought to be there.’

‘It’s fine. Pete’ll be with me. And we won’t move anything on set, just work round it.’

Stephen took her arm and frowned at her as they walked down the drive to the High Street. ‘Peter’s always here. Does he need to be?’

Libby looked up, surprised. ‘He wrote it, it’s his baby. Of course he wants to be here.’

‘So why was his mother here tonight?’

‘The play’s about his family. She just wanted to see what’s going on.’

‘She didn’t look too pleased.’ Stephen smiled grimly.

‘No, she didn’t, did she? Don’t know why, she was only a baby when it all happened.’

‘The main character’s her sister? Peter’s aunt?’ asked Stephen, as they turned into the High Street.

Libby closed her eyes and hung on to her temper. ‘Did you not read the script, Stephen?’

‘Of course!’ He sounded surprised. ‘But the script doesn’t say who the real people were. And I haven’t had much discussion with you since you asked me in to take over back-stage.’

‘Sorry,’ said Libby remorsefully, ‘I know I’ve taken advantage of you.’

Stephen was resident stage manager at the Little Theatre where, over the years, Libby had made a name for herself as an actor and director. Now, faced with the challenge of a new theatre and inexperienced but willing stage crew, Libby had persuaded him to come and take charge. A divorcee like herself, he had interpreted her request in a somewhat more intimate manner than Libby had intended, but she was managing to keep him at bay so far, with the help of Peter and Harry, whom Stephen quite obviously resented.

Allhallow’s Lane led off the High Street, an indeterminate huddle of cottages of varying ages, which petered out in a half-hearted manner in front of what could have been a green.

‘Well, you could tell me now,’ Stephen said, as they approached the green. ‘I could come in for coffee?’

‘I’m tired, Stephen. That’s why I didn’t go for a drink. And you’ve got half an hour’s drive home, don’t forget.’

She saw him open his mouth to reply, and knew he was going to suggest that he stayed. She hurried on.

‘It’s really very simple. Peter’s Aunt Hetty came down here to Manor Farm as a hop picker with her mother and sister, who is Peter’s mother Millie. One weekend when their brother, Lenny, was down here with their father, a tallyman was killed and their father disappeared. Eventually Hetty married Greg, the owner of Manor Farm.’

‘So they’re all still alive?’ asked Stephen, coming to a halt by his car, parked on the verge opposite Libby’s cottage.

‘Yes, and they all live here, except Lenny. Even Hetty and Greg’s children, Susan and Ben, are local.’

‘And Peter? Does he have any brothers or sisters?’

‘One younger brother, James. He lives in Canterbury.’

Stephen frowned down at the car keys in his hand. ‘And none of them married?’

Libby shot him a surprised look. ‘Eh? Well, Hetty and Greg obviously are. Millie’s husband died, Ben’s divorced and Susan is married to a local doctor. And Peter …’

‘Is married to Harry.’ Stephen raised an eyebrow. ‘More or less.’

‘And they’re very happy.’ Libby tightened her lips.

Stephen laughed. ‘Don’t jump to their defence, Lib. I wasn’t criticising.’

‘You don’t like them.’

‘Peter always seems to be there when I try and talk to you. I think it’s more that he doesn’t like me rather than the other way round.’

Libby let herself relax. It was probably true. ‘Well, I’m sorry. I’m sure he doesn’t mean it.’ She reached up impulsively and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Off you go. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.’





Chapter Two

THE FOLLOWING NIGHT’S REHEARSAL was marginally better, although not as well attended by either crew or cast, but, nevertheless, Libby felt able to go and have a drink with the cast, if only to deprive them of the pleasure of talking about her behind her back.

The pub, much beloved of calendar photographers, rested wearily against an upright Georgian house in the middle of the High Street. One day, Libby was convinced, its hanging baskets would slide right in through the windows next door. She pushed open the door and battled her way through bucolic humanity to the side bar where the cast and crew who were allowed to stay out after ten o’clock had gathered in a dismal group. Peter put a pint of lager into her hand.

‘A pint? I can’t cope with these big glasses.’

‘Oh, shut up, do. Come on, someone, give Auntie Libby a seat.’

One of the younger women stood up. ‘Here you are, Libby. I can stand.’

‘So what’s the gossip, then?’ asked Libby, as she squeezed into the vacated seat.

‘Uncle Lenny’s back.’

‘Who?’

‘Uncle Lenny. My Uncle Lenny. Bert in the play.’

Libby squinted up at the tall figure beside her. ‘I thought he didn’t visit?’

‘Apparently, he heard all about our little play. He just arrived. This afternoon. Turned up as large as life on Aunt Hetty’s doorstep. She wasn’t tickled pink, I can tell you.’

‘I bet she wasn’t. How long’s he staying?’

Peter shrugged. ‘Until he’s seen the play, anyway. My mama is devastated.’

‘Is she?’ Libby was interested. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Bit of a puzzle, really. She doesn’t remember anything about our real life drama, she was too young at the time, so it’s a mystery. Started telling me on the phone that I shouldn’t ever have written the play. That it would drag it all up again. I said it was a bit late for that. It’s already been dragged.’

‘Did she object before?’ asked Libby. ‘Or was it just because she came to see it last night?’

‘Not much.’ Peter shrugged. ‘More than anyone else did, funnily enough. Aunt Het told her not to be a fool, hardly anyone round here remembered it, they weren’t born then. And nearly everyone who would remember was dead. No, it’s the murder which bothers Mumsie. After all, it was her dad who disappeared leaving behind the mouldering corpse.’

‘Wasn’t he ever found?’ piped up the woman who’d given Libby her seat. A chorus of groans answered her, and Peter turned patiently towards her.

‘Paula, do you know the story of the play, dear?’

‘Well, yes–’ Paula giggled. ‘Sort of. I mean, I’m only in bits of it, aren’t I? There’s no point in reading all of it.’

Taking in Libby’s stunned expression, Peter hurried on.

‘Well, here you are then, dear. Potted version coming up. Best that you know it all, in case you’re called on to take the lead.’

Paula gaped.

‘Hetty and her mum were hop pickers who came down to Kent from London every year, right?’

‘Yes, I know all that bit. And Hetty’s friend, Flo. Me,’ beamed Paula.

‘That’s right. And Hetty fell in love with Gregory, who was the son of the squire. He got her into trouble, the tallyman from the hop gardens told her drunken old sot of a father when he came down for the weekend with her brother Lenny, and then lo and behold, nasty old tallyman is found dead, daddy disappears, Greg marries Hetty and all is tickety-boo.’

‘But he doesn’t marry Hetty in the play.’

A collective sigh went up.

‘No, dear, because he did that a bit later, after the baby was born, so we’ve just ended it on a note of hope and explanatory notes in the programme.’

‘Oh. I see,’ said Paula, clearly not seeing. ‘So why–’

‘Enough,’ cried Peter, clapping a hand to his head and spilling a good deal of his drink. ‘I’ll bring out a book.’ He looked round the bar. ‘Anybody seen Harry?’

‘He went to see your cousin,’ somebody said, ‘before the rehearsal.’

‘And he’s not back?’

Peter’s frown boded ill for the absent Harry, not to mention his cousin, thought Libby, her brain conjuring up an unlikely picture of Harry entwined with grey-haired, genial Ben, whose adventures with the fair sex were legendary, if Peter’s stories were anything to go by.

‘He said he’d be in later,’ the barman leaned over and called through, ‘when he came in earlier.’

‘Came in earlier?’ Peter’s frown turned into a scowl.

‘Oh, come on, Pete. Give the boy a bit of freedom. He slaves away in his caff every night.’ Libby tipped up her glass and was surprised to find it empty. ‘Come on. I’ll buy you another sweet sherry.’

‘Get one in for me, ducks,’ said a voice in her ear as she stood at the bar waiting to be served. ‘And one for me friend.’

‘Harry.’ Libby turned round as far as she could. ‘You’re for it. Going off to play fast and loose with other men. Hallo, Ben.’

Harry pulled a long-suffering face and began to move towards the small bar. ‘Make mine a double, then,’ he muttered.

‘And how are you, Libby?’ Ben Wilde moved into the space vacated by Harry. ‘Haven’t seen you for ages.’

‘No.’ Libby’s smile was forced. Cousin Ben always made her feel slightly uncomfortable. To her relief, the barman materialised before them.

‘Oh– er– half of lager, please, half of bitter–’ she looked doubtfully across to where Harry and Peter were deep in conversation. ‘Do you really think he wants a double something?’

‘Give him a Pils. And a pint for me, Jim,’ said Ben, laying a note on the bar.

‘Oh– I was getting these–’ Libby, flustered, was wrong-footed.

‘I insist.’

‘Oh, all right,’ she said ungraciously, and immediately felt ashamed.

They carried their drinks through to the other bar and Libby handed Peter’s over. He took it without a word and turned away to speak to someone else.

‘Oh, dear, Harry.’ Ben grinned at the eloquent back. ‘Shall I speak to him for you?’

‘Oh, let him stew.’ Harry leaned elegantly against the bar. ‘Even married couples have some time off.’

‘Some more than others,’ said Ben.

‘Well, we all know about you, you old reprobate. South-east England wasn’t safe after your divorce.’ Harry chucked Ben playfully under the chin.

‘Don’t give the lady a bad impression, Harry boy. She disapproves of me already.’

‘Old Libby?’ Harry gave an incredulous squawk. ‘She doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Do you, ducks?’

Libby cast around for something to change the subject. ‘Have you seen Uncle Lenny yet?’

‘Of course. He’s in the second-best spare bedroom, next to me,’ said Ben.

‘What’s he like?’ asked Harry.

‘Gruesome.’

‘Gruesome? Ugly?’

‘Just gruesome. He cackles.’

‘Oh, dear.’ Libby watched her vision of a well-built upstanding man dwindle away.

‘We’re none of us as we used to be, Libby.’ Ben was watching her face and it annoyed her that he had apparently read it so accurately.

‘So have you talked to him?’ asked Harry.

‘You can’t avoid it. He keeps waylaying you and saying he could tell a thing or two if given the chance.’

‘Oh, heavens.’ Harry put a hand to his mouth, delighted. ‘I must meet him. Hey, Pete. Uncle Lenny’s being an embarrassment.’

Peter rejoined the group, laying a possessive arm across Harry’s muscular shoulders.

‘So butch,’ he murmured, a tacit sign that all was forgiven.

‘We have got to go and pay a call on Uncle Lenny.’ Harry leaned against Peter’s arm. ‘Tomorrow. It’ll be a hoot.’

‘I’ve got to go to town tomorrow, you know that.’

‘When you get back then.’

‘The caff’ll be open.’

‘No bookings. Donna’ll cope.’

‘Oh, all right then. Do you want to come and meet Uncle Lenny, Lib?’

‘I’ve called a rehearsal,’ said Libby regretfully. ‘I can’t back out now.’

‘I know,’ Harry turned to Peter, his eyes alight, ‘let’s bring him to rehearsal.’ He turned to Ben. ‘Can he walk? He hasn’t got a Zimmer or anything?’

‘No, he can walk. He’s a bit slow, but he can walk fine. He’s only seventy-seven, for goodness sake. Not in his dotage.’

Harry, all of twenty-seven, looked doubtful, but said nothing.

‘That’s settled, then. How’s the play coming, Libby?’ Ben shifted comfortably, changing the subject.

‘OK,’ said Libby, without looking at him.

‘It’s bloody terrible, Ben,’ said Peter. ‘I’m beginning to think it’s my script.’

‘Oh, surely not.’ Ben raised one eyebrow and looked sideways at Libby.

‘Of course it’s not his play. It’s the bleedin’ actors. Not a brain between ’em.’ Harry patted Peter’s cheek. ‘Libby’s good, Pete’s play’s good, the theatre’s bloody marvellous– we can lick this bunch into shape.’ Harry was trying to be bracing, but Libby sensed a degree of unease beneath the bravura.

‘Anything I can do?’ Ben looked at Libby.

‘I don’t think so– is there, Pete?’

‘Get him to organise that lot back-stage. Few ideas.’

‘Stephen might not like that.’ Ben shook his head. ‘You called him in, didn’t you, Libby? Where is he, anyway?’ He peered round the bar.

‘Over there with Paula and Emma,’ said Libby, ‘I don’t suppose he can hear us, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

‘If you did it gently? You know, the “… How would it be if,” sort of thing, and then let him think it was his idea,’ suggested Peter.

‘If you think–’ he looked at Libby again. What does he want me to say? she thought. Or do? She settled for nodding.

‘I’ll come down tomorrow. Tell you what–’ he turned to Harry. ‘I’ll bring Uncle Lenny down.’

‘Oh, fabe!’ Harry crowed and subsided into giggles as everyone in the bar looked round.

‘What is?’ asked a new voice.

‘James!’ Paula appeared magically between Harry and Peter. ‘Where’ve you been?’

Peter looked amused. ‘Yes, baby brother. How dare you go off on your own concerns?’

James, younger, darker and altogether bigger than his brother, grinned. ‘Can’t call my life my own, can I?’

‘Drink, James?’ asked Harry.

‘I’ll get them. Anyone else?’ James looked round at Libby and Ben, who both declined.

‘There’s something going on there,’ said Peter, as Paula pushed in beside James at the bar.

‘No!’ Harry struck an attitude. ‘How did you guess?’

‘I thought they’d split up?’ Libby watched as Paula laughed up winningly into James’s face.

‘James told me he was going to end it.’ Peter turned away, frowning.

‘Dump her? Doesn’t look as though he has, does it?’ said Harry.

‘Perhaps she didn’t want to be dumped,’ said Libby. ‘Perhaps she talked him into staying. I just wouldn’t want to see him caught up with her, though. She’s too old for a start.’ Libby finished her drink.

Ben looked surprised. ‘Too old?’

‘She’s nearly forty.’

‘Come off it, Lib.’ Peter laughed. ‘She’s thirty-five and looks twenty-five. James is only four years younger. Hardly toy boy territory, is it?’

‘She’s after him. Her clock’s ticking,’ said Libby stubbornly, ‘I just hope he realises it. She’s such a little cow.’

‘And such a crap actress,’ added Peter gloomily.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Harry, watching Paula coax a smile from James. ‘She’s acting the sweet little innocent well enough now.’

The bell rang for last orders and Ben offered Libby a lift home.

‘I’ve only had one pint, you’re quite safe.’

‘No, it’s not that.’ Libby dithered, pulling her cape round her, adding to the protective bulk. ‘I like walking. It’s not far.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yes, thank you.’ I sound like a prim schoolgirl, she thought, annoyed with herself.

‘OK, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.’

‘With Uncle Lenny.’ Libby offered a tentative smile.

‘Indeed, with Uncle Lenny. Well after rehearsals have started, yes?’

‘Might be better.’ She nodded. Then hesitated. ‘Ben–’

‘Yes?’ He turned back from the door of the car.

‘Why is Millie bothered about Uncle Lenny?’

Ben shrugged. ‘She’s grown up classy, hasn’t she? Uncle Lenny might let the side down.’

‘You think that’s it?’ Libby was relieved.

‘Positive. Sure you don’t–’ he gestured towards the car and she shook her head.

‘Right. See you tomorrow.’

Stupid bloody woman, Libby berated herself as she marched down the High Street towards Allhallow’s Lane. What’s the matter with you? You’re behaving like a teenager. She almost stopped dead as the shock lurched under her rib cage. No. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t fancy him, could she?

The cold began to seep through her cape and she started off again at a slower pace. Good God, she must have softening of the brain. Fancy a reprobate like Ben Wilde? Scourge of the under-thirty population of Canterbury and all points east? An explosive chuckle escaped her. And that was the whole point. Ben Wilde hadn’t been known to go out with anything over thirty since his divorce. He would hardly be interested in an overweight, vertically challenged middle-aged female, who, as Peter so succinctly put it, was dressed by Oxfam and coiffured by Garden Centre. Sleek, lean and leggy was the Wilde choice. Fat, faded and fifty didn’t come into it.

Stephen, however, was another matter. Obviously, her age and style appealed to him, or maybe he just couldn’t get anything better. It wasn’t that he was bad-looking, he was perfectly normal, if a trifle bland. He had more hair than Ben, he was taller than Ben and slimmer than Ben, but in the charisma department he’d been left behind. Ben exuded sex appeal, Stephen exuded dependability. The sensible woman’s choice, Libby thought, but who wanted to be sensible?

Number 17 Allhallow’s Lane was in the middle of a terrace of three, red-bricked with small white-painted windows, and a step down to trap the unwary immediately behind the front door.

Sidney, a large silver tabby with an unpredictable nature, glared at Libby from his vantage point half-way up the stairs as she tripped down the step.

‘All right, I know I’m late,’ she said and wondered why she was saying it. There was no need to apologise, no excuses to make, nobody to placate. Not now. Not at all– not ever, if she didn’t want to. But old habits died hard. After twenty years of living with other people, being on one’s own came as rather a shock and not always a welcome shock at that, if she were honest. She wove her way between assorted tables and chairs, displacing several newspapers, books and typescripts as she did so and switched on the kitchen light. Sidney had been at the bread bin again.

‘Listen,’ she said, as he jumped up on to the table, having tried the Rayburn once or twice and suffered the indignity of burnt paws. ‘You are not a vegetarian– neither am I. And cats don’t like bread.’

She moved the big kettle on to the hot-plate and hunted round for the half-full tin of cat food.

‘There,’ she said, decanting it into a chipped Victorian saucer. ‘Get on with that and shut up.’

She made her coffee, took it into the living room and sat down by the empty fireplace. The script of The Hop Pickers lay on the hearth, interleaved with pages of untidy notes. She picked it up and riffled through it.

She had been so enthusiastic about this project, everything falling into place just as she was in the process of buying the cottage. Peter’s lovely play and the newly converted Oast House theatre had fired her imagination and given her an entree into the village community. But now her enthusiasm was ebbing away, leaving behind it a flat, uncomfortable sensation rather like thinking there was an extra step and finding that there wasn’t.

‘It isn’t fair, you know,’ she said out loud to Sidney, who spread himself out on her feet and gave a desultory purr. ‘After all I’ve been through, this bit should go right.’

Sidney opened one eye to a slit and slowly closed it again.

Sighing, she began to read the first page of the script where the young Hetty met the handsome young squire’s son Gregory. Incredible really, that this positively Shakespearean plot should be true and should actually have happened to people still living here. It really did have everything– star-crossed lovers, bullying parents, even murder. And best of all, a happy ending. Or at least in the play it was a happy ending. Looking at the protagonists today, one could be forgiven for wondering.

Libby leaned back in her chair. Was old Hetty happy with her Gregory, even after he came back from the prisoner of war camp such a wreck? Had she anticipated having to take on the management of a hop farm when her father-in-law died because her mother-in-law was incapable? And having to bring up her young sister into the bargain.

I bet Millie was a handful, thought Libby, and yet she had met Roger Parker and married him and had given birth to gorgeous Peter and equally gorgeous James. Libby’s face broke into an involuntary smile at the thought of Millie trying to come to terms with her outrageous elder son– a journalist who had set up home with the beautiful Harry, several years his junior, and not only that, but bought him his own restaurant into the bargain.

How had Harry taken to village life? wondered Libby. Coming from London, where he had been assistant chef in the exclusive private club Peter patronised, right in the thick of things– the right people, the right clothes, the right things to do. Libby knew what that was like, being a Londoner herself, having moved to Kent years ago when the children were small, to bring them up in a better environment. But she had been perfectly happy. Until she realised that Derek was leaving. Or rather that she was throwing him out. Still, he had a soft landing on that pneumatic Marion.

She stirred Sidney with her foot. ‘Bed,’ she said.





Chapter Three – 1943

‘HETTY! YOUR MUM GOT her letter yet?’

‘Yes. This morning. You got yours yet?’

‘Glad to get away from your dad, I’ll bet.’ Someone else put their head out of a window and winked. Hetty blushed and lifted her chin.

‘Dad’ll come down weekends, same as usual,’ she said sharply.

‘Het. Hetty. Wait.’

Hetty turned quickly and there was Flo, running up the street, cotton dress flying, bright blonde hair bobbing around her shoulders.

‘You got yours?’ They both shouted together, and burst out laughing.

‘Hut 18, we got again. Old Carpenter’s good, ain’t he? Always gives us the same huts.’ Flo tucked her arm through Hetty’s and they strolled down the middle of the dusty street, the sounds and smells of preparing dinner wafting around them, vying with the overwhelming smell of the docks. Woman’s time, it was, before the menfolk came home. Children still played on the doorsteps, grannies sat out in the sun.

‘It’ll never change. Not while old Carpenter’s there, anyway.’ Hetty gave Flo a knowing look and a nudge in the ribs. ‘Go on– you like him, really.’

‘Yeah. Too old for me, though. I like a bit of life in a chap. Now that pole-puller last year– remember?’

Hetty smiled, reminiscing. ‘He was lovely, wasn’t he? Not one of us, though.’

‘Well, no. Pole-pullers are always home-dwellers.’

‘I didn’t mean that. He was quality.’

‘From the Manor, yes. Never found out who he was, though, did we?’

‘Too scared to speak, wasn’t we?’ Hetty laughed. ‘I was surprised at you. You speak to anybody.’

‘Funny though. A gent like him walking around on stilts unhooking the bines. You don’t expect it, do you?’

‘Perhaps he’s the only one who can do it. It’s quite clever isn’t it?’

‘Nah! He’s not the only one pulling the bines. Old Carpenter had two or three doin’ it,’ said Flo.

‘Hetty!’ The shout came from the other end of the street.

‘Oh, gawd. The potatoes.’ Hetty’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘I got to go.’

‘Can you come out after? Just for a chat?’ Flo asked, as they turned and trotted back the way they had come in the lengthening shadows.

‘I’ll see,’ said Hetty nervously. ‘We’ll be getting the box ready–’

Flo gave her a quick glance. ‘Yes. I know, Het. Well, if you can. I’ll come round a bit later. I won’t come in.’

‘No.’ Hetty squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘Might see you later.’ She whisked inside and into the scullery.

‘Pleased, Mum?’ she said shyly, getting the potatoes, and was rewarded with an enormous bear hug.

Lillian sighed into her daughter’s hair. ‘I’m always worried, Het. That he won’t want us again. You know why.’

‘Oh, Mum. We’re one of the best families, aren’t we? You can pick more than anyone I know. And I’m not bad.’

‘But the weekends, Het.’ Her mother let go of her. ‘You know. Yer dad.’

‘He doesn’t always come, Mum. And Uncle Alf and Lenny look after him mostly. There was only the once last year. Don’t worry. Just look forward to it. Go and get the hopping box in and we’ll go through it after dinner, shall we? See what else we’ve got to get before next week.’ Hetty gave her mother a kiss and turned back to the potatoes.

Ted Fisher was in a good mood when he came in. Hetty and Lillian had made sure his dinner was ready, that Millie hadn’t made a mess and that the brown envelope with the hopping letter in it was out of sight.

Hetty caught Lenny’s eye and winked when he went through to wash at the kitchen sink. When their father announced he was going to the pub after dinner, Lenny didn’t get up to go with him, weathering the abuse Ted Fisher flung at him for being a mummy’s boy and wanting to stay with the women. They were all too used to it to worry about the abuse or the language, knowing that if they kept quiet and looked cowed, they would be spared the worst of the violence.

Lillian brought in the hopping box when Ted had gone and Millie had been put upstairs to sleep in the bed she shared with Hetty. The excitement it generated, opening it to see what was in there, that had been put carefully away all year, from last October, was like Christmas– only better, in Hetty’s opinion, because Dad was drunk all the time at Christmas and upset everyone, but down hopping, they got away from him, during the weeks, anyway. And he didn’t always come down at weekends with the other men who weren’t away defending their country. He had other fish to fry, he said, and Lenny would look away, embarrassed.

‘Het– Flo’s outside.’ Lenny nudged his sister and went faintly pink.

Hetty got up off her knees and went to the door. ‘You can come in, Flo,’ she called.

‘You coming on our lorry, Flo?’ asked Lenny.

‘Course they are, Lenny.’ Lillian was counting the tins going in to the box. ‘Always have, haven’t they?’

‘Just checking,’ mumbled Lenny, looking down at his big callused hands. Flo patted one.

‘I’ll be there, Lenny, don’t you worry. Got to look after your sister, haven’t I?’

‘I reckon I’ll be looking after you if old Carpenter gets after you again,’ laughed Hetty.

‘Warburton, more like,’ snorted Flo. ‘He’s the one to watch.’

‘Oh, him.’ Lillian sat back on her heels and tucked a strand of hair back into its pins. ‘He’s always been a problem. Tries to get off with the women saying he’ll measure them light. Nasty piece of work.’

‘And do any of them go?’ Hetty’s eyes were wide. This was the first time she’d heard of this, although she’d always known that Warburton wasn’t liked.

‘It’s been known.’ Lillian tightened her lips and concentrated on re-packing the box. Hetty would have loved to ask who had actually gone off with Warburton, the tallyman, and where they had gone off to, and when. Life down hopping was so close that everyone knew what you were doing, and with whom. There was even a gap at the top of the walls between the huts, so, if you climbed up, you could see over the top, and you could hear everything that was said either side of you.

‘Wonder if that pole-puller’ll be working this year, Het?’ Flo reached across and gave Hetty a poke in the chest. ‘Perhaps you’ll get off with him if he hasn’t been called up yet, eh?’

‘Flo!’ Lillian and Hetty spoke together, Hetty’s ready blush sweeping up her neck and into her face. She cleared her throat and changed the subject. ‘When are you going to give in your notice then, Flo?’

It was understood by most of the employers in the area that the greater part of their female workforce would disappear at the end of August for three or four weeks, in the same way that the school board accepted it. They didn’t like it, but when half the school was away for the whole of the first part of term, they had no choice but to submit to it. In Kent, the home-dwellers’ schools understood these things better and timed the school holidays to coincide with the hop season.

But here in the East End, and even as far away as Brixton, it was a holiday, all the better for being illicit. It gave whole families time together, a smell of something other than the docks and the opportunity to breathe fresh air. Mothers took their ailing children, believing the three or four weeks of Kentish air would set them up for the harsh realities of a London winter. It was no longer an escape from the war that had been going on too long now, as Kent was in the direct firing line anyway. You could just as easily be bombed in a hop garden as in a London street.

Hetty saw Flo to the door at about ten o’clock, well before they could expect Ted to reappear. The hopping box had been repacked and Lenny had taken it out to the lean-to at the back of the privy. Lillian became quieter as the evening wore on, and Hetty knew she was bracing herself for the coming encounter with Ted. He would have to be told, he would be expecting it and would expect to visit them while they were away, but it had never stopped him behaving as though it was a major betrayal by his entire family.

In fact, all Hetty heard later that night as she lay wakeful and waiting was her father falling up the stairs and then the low growl of his voice before the creaking of the bed signalled his insistence on his marital rights. Hetty turned over and buried her head under the pillow. She hated hearing those noises. She knew, more or less, what it signified, although she had never discovered any of the details of this strange act, she only knew that thinking of her parents indulging in it gave her a funny, uncomfortable feeling inside. She knew it was what Flo had said all men were after, knew too that married women seemed to regard it with resignation rather than enjoyment, yet all the girls at work seemed to think of nothing else. As her mind began to drift away in to sleep, she wondered idly what it would be like when she began to think about it with someone … like the pole-puller from last year. It made her want to sneeze.





Chapter Four

LIBBY MET UNCLE LENNY sooner than she had expected. As she hurried towards the butcher’s shop the following morning on a quest for something succulent for Sidney, a slim, upright, elderly woman was coming out. She was holding the door open for a dapper, elderly man with a grey toothbrush moustache and the sort of jacket Libby associated with bookies.

‘Hallo, Hetty.’ Libby stopped, a bundle of quivering curiosity.

‘Morning, Libby.’ Hetty Wilde had never lost her London accent, which she refused to call Cockney, for, she said, she had not been born within the sound of Bow Bells. She glanced at the man by her side, who raised his pork pie hat and who was all but twirling his moustaches, his chest thrust out as if for Libby’s inspection.

‘This here’s Lenny. My brother. Lenny, this is Libby Sarjeant.’

Libby was so surprised and delighted that she forgot to add ‘with a J’.

‘Mr–’ she began and realised she didn’t know his name.

‘Lenny, dear,’ he said, taking her hand and pressing it. ‘You’re the lady what’s doing our Peter’s play.’

‘That’s right.’ Libby smiled. ‘And you’ve come down to see it?’

‘I have, gel, I have. Here.’ He winked and gave her a severe blow in the ribs. ‘I could tell you a thing or two, I could. About them days.’

‘Oh, shut up, Lenny, do.’ Hetty sounded weary. ‘They all know all about it.’

‘Do they?’ Lenny looked surprised, giving his hat a flick to maintain the correct angle.

‘Oh, yes, Mr er– Lenny. Peter wrote it with Hetty’s full co-operation.’

‘And Greg’s?’

It was Libby’s turn to be surprised. ‘Well–’ she turned to Hetty.

‘Of course, you old fool. Now come along. I’m taking you to see Millie.’

‘Ah, dear little Millie.’ Lenny sighed fondly– and falsely, Libby was sure.

‘Looked after me, she did, you know, when I come home from the war.’

‘Course she didn’t. She was too young. It was Mum and me who looked after you,’ said Hetty, still trying to move away from the butcher’s shop.

‘Oh, yers, and Mum. I had a terrible war, you know, dear, terrible. I must tell you about it some time.’ Lenny patted Libby’s hand, gazing earnestly into her eyes.

‘You old fraud. You were only in on the last knockings and even then you were on every fiddle going and a few more besides. Sorry, Libby. Got to go. Millie is looking forward to seeing Lenny.’ Hetty finally succeeded in dragging Lenny after her up the road. Libby watched them go. I don’t think Millie is looking forward to seeing Lenny, she thought. Not after what I heard last night.

It was very cold in the conservatory that Libby used as a studio. She left the kitchen door open and pulled the Calor gas heater as near to her easel as she could without danger to life and Sidney’s limbs. She had lunched too well on fresh bread from the baker’s and the remains of a Stilton, and that combined with the cold made her feel rather as she had felt at school in long and boring afternoon maths lessons.

The rusty tinkle of the doorbell woke her up. Who the hell is that?, she thought, passing under mental review all the likely and unlikely callers for four o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon.

‘Millie. I mean– Mrs Parker.’ Libby schooled her features into surprised welcome. ‘Do come in.’

Millie Parker looked round as if wondering whether to make a break for it.

‘Er– I hope I’m not intruding?’ Her voice and appearance were a million miles from her sister’s, thought Libby. What effort had it cost her?

‘No, of course not,’ she said aloud. ‘I was just about to make some tea. Would you like some?’

‘Well, if you’re sure …’ Millie stepped gingerly over the threshold, her high heels scraping on the quarry-tiled floor.

‘Sit down. May I take your coat?’

‘Thank you.’ Millie handed over an expensive (real) camelhair coat and patted the sculptured hair as if to make sure it was still there. Libby left her in the one decent armchair and went into the kitchen to make tea. A hasty search produced a tray and her mother’s bone china teacups and, satisfied, she carried the tray through to her guest.

‘Well, this is a pleasant surprise,’ she lied, kneeling to put a match to the fire, which obligingly flared up immediately.

Millie looked as though her mouth wouldn’t smile, so she wasn’t going to try and force it.

‘Milk?’ Millie nodded. ‘Sugar?’ Millie shook her head. Libby was getting desperate. She handed over a cup and sat back on the cane sofa, which creaked alarmingly under her weight and surprised Sidney into sudden flight.

‘Actually, Mrs Sarjeant–’

‘Libby, please.’ said Libby.

‘Libby.’ Millie appeared to test it out and find it wanting. ‘I wanted to talk to you about–’

Here it comes, thought Libby.

‘About the play.’

Ah.

‘I know you’ve got so far with it, all the practising–’ Libby winced ‘– and everything, but I don’t know that I really think– well, that it’s a good idea.’

‘You don’t?’ Libby was not surprised. ‘Why not?’

‘Well.’ Millie’s neck was turning a rather unlovely red, the wrinkles showing up white in relief. ‘Dragging things up, you know …’

‘But we’re not, are we? Everybody knows the story of Hetty and Greg, and if you’re worried about the connection with your father– is that it? Are you worried because people accused him of killing Joe Warburton?’

Millie looked startled. ‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’

‘Nobody ever proved it, you know,’ said Libby gently.

‘No.’

‘And nobody is going to do anything about it now. Are they?’

‘No.’

‘And your sister was quite happy about it all going ahead,’ persisted Libby, battling against the odds.

‘Yes.’

Libby surveyed her guest in silence for a moment.

‘So what is it you’re worried about?’ Silence. ‘It’s your brother Lenny, isn’t it?’

Millie looked up as if it cost her an effort.

‘He’s a trouble-maker, Mrs, er, Libby.’

‘He seemed rather a nice old gentleman to me.’

Millie’s colour left her face much quicker than it had come. ‘You’ve met him?’

‘This morning. With your sister. They were on their way to visit you, I gather.’

‘Yes.’ Millie cleared her throat. ‘Did he say anything?’

‘Hallo– nice to meet you. That sort of thing.’ Libby was amused.

‘No one asked me if I minded, you know.’ Millie stared hard at the fireplace as if suspecting it of hiding something.

‘Well, you’re not in the play. I mean, your character isn’t. I suppose Peter thought you wouldn’t mind one way or another.’

Millie looked affronted. ‘He is my son. He could at least have talked to me about it.’

Libby looked doubtful. ‘I suppose he could,’ she murmured. ‘But he did ask you to come and see the rehearsal last night, didn’t he?’

Millie continued as if she hadn’t heard. ‘And they are my family. It’s about my family. I have a position to keep up, you know.’

‘Yes, but so do Hetty and Greg, don’t they?’

‘Them,’ Millie said scornfully. ‘Greg wouldn’t have married Hetty if he’d been worried about his position in the village. And Hetty’s never tried to blend in. She doesn’t even try.’

Libby reflected that Hetty’s non-trying was probably of more value to the village than Millie’s trying, but once again kept silent.

‘So you won’t stop it then?’ Millie transferred her gaze from her cup to Libby with a suddenness that made Libby jump.

‘Well, I can’t, can I?’ she replied reasonably. ‘It’s Peter’s baby. And Ben has designed the theatre. The only thing I could do would be to withdraw, and I’m sure they would be able to carry on without me at this late stage. I’ve done all the blocking and characterisation.’

‘What? Blocking?’ Millie was momentarily diverted.

‘Telling people where to move and stand.’

‘Suppose you told Peter it wasn’t good enough to go on?’

Libby regarded her, fascinated. ‘I don’t believe this,’ she said finally. ‘Why is it so important to you that this play doesn’t go on?’

The colour returned to Millie’s face. ‘I– I– I just don’t think it’s in very good taste,’ she said.

‘There’s nothing offensive in it, you know,’ said Libby. ‘No bad language or explicit sex. You saw it last night.’

The colour was deepening alarmingly in Millie’s face. ‘I didn’t mean that,’ she spluttered. A drop of spittle landed on her hand and she looked at it in horror.

‘And as I said
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