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	To

	Ice Figure Skaters all over the world, wherever you may be in your journey

	 

	To exceptional ice skating coaches :

	 Heidi Beyer, Natalie Fisher, Roland Hailston, Jacquie Harboard, Peri Horne, Gary Peed, 

	And Christine Perring. You have enriched, not only my life, but the lives of many others.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For each beautiful, polished performance an audience sees on the ice, there are not only many hours of hard work, tireless practise, often in what seems to be, and sometimes is, the middle of the night. There is also elation, heartbreak and hope long before skaters reach the ‘kiss and cry’ area.   

	 

	 


OUTSIDE EDGE

	


Chapter 1: January 1958

	 

	Jeremy paced the room as he waited for his mother’s arrival. Even Ellie’s presence hadn’t calmed him. He bit his nails, and his heart rate was uneven.

	“You’ll wear a hole in the carpet.” Ellie tried to keep her voice light.

	Jeremy peered through the window and saw his mother step down from a taxi. He watched her smooth her gloves as she waited for the driver to carry her large suitcase. Several shopping bags dangled from her hands as she struggled up the steps to Jeremy’s front door. The bell rang.

	“Put a record on, Ellie. Chopin Études. She’ll like that.” He rushed to answer the door.

	Jeremy and his mother entered the living room and she started when she saw Ellie. After a moment, she regained her composure and beamed. “Oh my, I hadn’t expected you to have company.” She removed her gloves and thrust out a perfectly manicured hand. “How d’you do?”

	Ellie shook Mrs Horsefield’s hand and said, “Hello, I’m Ellie.”

	“You are one of Jeremy’s skating friends?” Jeremy’s mother appraised the beautiful girl with the golden curls. 

	“That’s right.”

	“And are you a full-time skater, too?”

	“No. I’m in my second year at university. I skate when I don’t have lectures.”

	Mrs Horsefield clapped her hands. “How clever of you to do both.”

	Ellie wondered if there was any sarcasm in the statement but decided that it probably had a subtext she didn’t yet understand. “It’s tough going sometimes. Skating so much means I have to do my essays when most people are out having fun.”

	“Mmm. Jeremy didn’t want to apply to a university—”

	“Mother, please. Ellie doesn’t need to know all that.”

	“No, indeed.” Mrs Horsefield continued addressing Ellie. “We promised to pay for Jeremy to skate for three years—just as we would have supported him had he chosen to go to university.” She sighed then looked severely at Jeremy. “And if it doesn’t work out, Ellie will have a degree and you won’t.” 

	“I’m not really hedging my bets.” Ellie looked ruefully at Mrs Horsefield. “My parents died young. A trust fund was set up for both my education and my skating. I need the first but I love the second.” 

	Jeremy carried in the lunch he had spent hours preparing. Ellie saw his serious expression across the table and winked at him. The small movement was noted by Mrs. Horsefield. A hint of a smile escaped from her lips

	#

	The following day in the ink-black early morning, Jeremy’s alarm buzzed from the floor. He put his hand out, momentarily forgetting that his bed was occupied by his mother and that he was on his sofa in the living room. He sprang up then quickly washed, dressed, wrote a hasty note to his mother, grabbed his skating bag, and left his flat.

	Two hours later Mrs Horsefield was woken by light streaming in through thin curtains in Jeremy’s bedroom. She sat up, swung her legs from the bed then walked into her son’s living room but couldn’t suppress a ‘tut-tut’, when she saw the sheets and blankets thrown off the sofa. She left them as they were then wandered into the meagre kitchen where she saw a note on the kitchen table.

	Dear Mother

	This is in case you’re up before I return from early morning skating. If you want breakfast before I get back, there is bread in the corner cupboard. I also have some eggs on the outside of the kitchen windowsill. Please open the window carefully. 

	Love, Jeremy

	Soon, Jeremy returned from the rink to find his mother looking dolefully at the bread.

	“Ah, I see you haven’t eaten.” Jeremy opened the sash window and leaned out to collect the carton of eggs from the sill. “Scrambled or poached?”

	“Whatever’s easiest. You know I never cook. Doris comes in early enough to make breakfast for your father. I usually have some grapefruit. D’you have any, dear?” 

	“I’m sorry, Mother, you must have stopped eating breakfast after I left home. I don’t have any grapefruit. Would you like me to go and buy some?”

	“No, dear, I don’t want to make a fuss. Let’s have the eggs poached, shall we?”

	Over breakfast Jeremy talked to his mother about a skating competition at the end of the week. 

	Mrs Horsefield asked, “Will your friend Ellie be competing too?”

	“You bet. Ellie and Tess, my other friend, are two of the most fiercely competitive skaters at Trenbridge.”

	“That’s nice, dear.” Mrs Horsefield relapsed into the language she used with Jeremy’s father when she was thinking about something else. Her ears had picked up another girl’s name. She had begun to wonder whether this girl could possibly be romantically involved with her son.

	Jeremy’s words cut through his mother’s meandering thoughts. “Sorry, Mother. What’s nice? That they’re taking part, or that they’re fiercely competitive?”

	“Oh, I think it’s nice that they’re . . . that they’re competitive, I suppose.”

	“We’re all serious skaters, Mother. That’s what you and Father support me for, isn’t it? Now, back to the competition: it’s only the first one of the season. It’s a small in-house one to get us all going.”

	Mrs Horsefield put down her napkin and said, “Oh dear, I didn’t realise it was only a small one. D’you think it’s worth me staying on?”

	Jeremy met his mother’s eyes and said in a level voice, “What is it you’d like to do, Mother? Do you want to see me skate or do you want the excitement of being at a competition?”

	Mrs Horsefield considered the question. “Well, of course I’d like to see you skate, but I don’t have any idea whether you’re any . . . I mean what sort of stand . . . oh dear, I don’t seem to know what I mean. Perhaps I could come into the rink later today with you and see what you do and then decide. How would that be?”

	Jeremy nodded slowly and said, “I have figures at lunchtime. It’s called patch ice. Each skater has an allocated area. You might find it a bit boring.” He brightened. “But later there’s free skating at what’s called ‘tea-time ice’. That will certainly be more interesting. Which would you like to come to?”

	Mrs Horsefield frowned. “Well, the tea-time ice does sound more exciting but if I come and watch you do your figures at lunchtime, I’ll be able to catch the afternoon train home and be in time for dinner with your father.” Her face relaxed as she continued. “I’ll phone and see if Doris will cook us something nice.”

	“There isn’t a phone nearby, Mother. The ice rink has one. You can call her from there.”

	On the bus to Trenbridge Ice Rink with his mother, Jeremy started to think about how odd his life must seem to her. He wondered if she’d even been on a bus before. In her village, she walked everywhere and used the car only for occasional trips out. He didn’t even remember whether she could drive or not. He thought she looked out of place sitting with her erect spine and swan-like neck in her matching costume and hat. He remembered the picturesque village where his parents lived and his father’s daily walk to the railway station to catch the train to London. Jeremy realised that he didn’t even know where his father worked—he only knew it was ‘somewhere in the city’.

	Mrs Horsefield watched as a young woman with a pram struggled onto the bus. She nodded with approval as Jeremy leapt up and offered her his seat, but then she looked uncomfortable sitting next to the untidy mother. Jeremy stood for the remainder of the journey, wondering how his mother would manage forty-five minutes of watching someone make circles on the ice. 

	As Jeremy and his mother approached the ice rink, he saw his friend Tess as she was about to enter. He sprinted to catch up with her.

	Jeremy’s face was eager. “Tess, is your mum here?”

	“No. She said she had some shopping to do and dropped me off. Why?” 

	“Oh, no matter. My mother’s here today. I thought your mum would be company for her.”

	“She’ll be back for tea-time ice.”

	Mrs Horsefield caught up with the two young people. Jeremy introduced Tess, and Mrs Horsefield beamed. She thought the girl seemed a little young for her son but brightened as she looked at the fresh, happy face. There was something coltish about the simple dress and the childish hairclip on her shiny brown hair. On the whole, she approved of Tess.

	A few minutes before the figure session started, Tess darted towards the managers’ office.

	The older of the two managers, Peregrine, answered the door. “What can I do for you, Tess?”

	“Jeremy’s mother is here for the figure session and she was hoping to meet my mother. I mean . . . well, it would be nice if someone could explain figures to her.”

	Almost on a whim Peregrine picked up his keys and said, “I can come and talk to the Honourable Mrs Horsefield.”

	“The Honourable?” Tess looked alarmed.

	“It’s all right, she isn’t strictly part of the peerage, but she was before she married her stockbroker husband. I think she lost the title upon marriage. I’ll call her Mrs Horsefield, shall I?”

	“I think that’ll do, Peregrine.” 

	“Fear not,” Peregrine raised his hand as if beating off an objection. “I have done school figures in my time. I do understand the principles.” 

	As the Zamboni finished cleaning the ice, he locked the office and followed Tess. 

	Once the session started, Peregrine explained to Mrs Horsefield about the different figures that various skaters were tracing on the ice.

	“But they’re all circles—apart from the little squiggles I mean.”

	“The things you call little squiggles are actually quite important, and they’re very difficult. That small squiggle on Tess’s circle is called a bracket. Look how she’s placed it exactly over the one she made a minute ago.”

	Mrs Horsefield glanced at Tess. “It’s not exciting, is it?”

	“It’s not meant to be. Think of it as the foundation for free skating, a bit like scales on the piano or barre work in ballet. If you want something more exciting you need to come back for the free skating session.”

	Mrs Horsefield sighed. “Jeremy did suggest that but I’m catching the afternoon train home. I’ll come back for the competition.” She paused for a moment then said languidly, “I suppose it’s worth me coming, even though Jeremy told me it’s only a little one.”

	“Well, the season hasn’t properly started yet. There’s a competition in one of the northern rinks in a few months’ time. We don’t have a big one until the Castle Hill Competition. That’s much later on.”

	Mrs Horsefield nodded. “Thank you. I’ll think about that.” She hesitated then continued, “Tell me, Jeremy and the girl who I was talking to . . .?”

	Peregrine’s thin lips curved. He tossed his head back. “Rest assured, Mrs Horsefield, your son is popular with the girls. They all love him.”


Chapter 2: February 1958

	 

	Jeremy stood at the side of the ice pad and checked his watch. He dabbed at a small shaving cut on his cheek.

	Tess bounded up to him. “It doesn’t take a mind-reader to see you’re worried about Ellie. Stop fretting. She’ll be here. She wouldn’t miss a test.” 

	Three elderly figure skating judges shuffled along the damp rubber matting. Jeremy let out a groan as he recognised the last of the three. 

	“What’s the matter?” Tess asked.

	“Denver Harvey. He always marks me down.”

	“He’s just a bigot.” She looked at her friend’s worried face. “He thinks male skaters should be big and beefy. He doesn’t like men to be artistic.” Tess caught sight of her mother signalling to her from the other side of the rink. “Sorry, got to go. Back in a minute.”

	As Jeremy tried to keep the worry from his face he saw Ellie rushing along the side of the rink. She made a beeline for him, pecked him on the cheek and plonked herself on a seat at the rink’s edge. 

	Jeremy’s face showed his relief and pleasure at seeing her. “Gosh, Ellie, you’re cutting it a bit fine.” He found himself talking to a curtain of hair which flopped forward as Ellie bent down to put on her skating boots.

	“Yes, but I’m here. Someone said Denver Harvey was one of the judges. I haven’t met him yet, but I remember last season—that competition I couldn’t get to because of my exams—it became the talk of the whole skating community.” She started lacing her boots and continued, “I was so glad when Denver wasn’t asked to judge any more competitions after he marked you so low. He won’t dare do that today.” 

	“Thanks. I hope not.” Jeremy addressed Ellie’s bent head. “I can hardly hear you. You’re talking into the floor.” He bent down and moved her mantle of hair.

	Ellie laughed. “Sorry. I was running late but I will be ready.” She tightened her bootlaces then wound them over the top hooks. “I’ve been lucky not to have come across him before, but I’ve heard he has a reputation for—” She straightened and gasped as she took in the line of judges.

	Jeremy saw his friend blanch. “What’s the matter?” 

	Ellie swallowed. “Oh—he looks so like my disgusting Uncle Clem.”

	Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “That’s the worst of your worries?”

	“No. I mean, yes.” Ellie looked away from Jeremy. “Uncle Clem—he did things to me.” She clutched Jeremy’s arm. “You don’t want to know, Jeremy. You really don’t.” Her voice became almost a whisper. “He’s everything I’m trying to escape.”

	Jeremy drew Ellie to him in a tight hug and held her close. 

	Tess returned with her mother and said, “Think of him as a great big tom cat with halitosis.” She looked dispassionately at a gravy-stained cardigan pulled over a vast stomach. “He has foul breath and smells of musty, unwashed clothes.”

	“Hush,” Rosa said, before motioning Tess away. “Are Jeremy and Ellie all right?”

	“Not sure. They’re unsettled by Denver Harvey.” 

	“Is he that bad?”

	“He doesn’t like Jeremy. He’ll be all right with Ellie and me though.”

	“How d’you know?”

	“He lusts after beautiful girls like Ellie so unless she actually falls over, she’ll be all right.”

	“And you?”

	“I’ve just got to do what I usually do, then I’ll be OK, won’t I?” 

	A girl from the office pinned an ‘order of skating’ list on the wall. The skaters crowded around. Jeremy’s name was at the top. 

	That’s good. It means I get it out of the way. Jeremy thought of Tess’s perfect figures and the way she concentrated with all her being. His stomach tightened with anticipation. Since I’m first, the judges won’t be comparing me to Tess. He looked over to Rosa and felt her warmth surrounding not only her daughter but encompassing both himself and Ellie. He remembered the polite little letter from his mother wishing him good luck. Tess doesn’t realise how lucky she is, having Rosa. 

	A nod from one of the judges signalled the start. Jeremy stood on his small patch of ice and lined himself up with a lamp on the wall as he had done hundreds of times before. He waited until his breathing was slow and regular then positioned his arms and pushed off. Time floated as he went through every figure.

	The judges inspected the ice and deliberated. After long minutes in which the clock ticked loud and clear, Jeremy was called to the three elderly men. He let out a long-held breath when he saw the first judge smile and shoot out an arm. Jeremy found his hand being pumped as somewhere at the back of his brain, he registered the word “congratulations”. This was followed by another smile and a handshake from the second judge. The final judge offered his hand with a sliver of malice in his rheumy eyes. There were no words.

	After Ellie’s test, the judges’ deliberations were short. She skated to the line of old men.  

	The first two judges shook her hand, but Denver’s age-veiled and hungry gaze followed Ellie to the edge of the ice. He looked away as Jeremy wrapped his arms around his friend. 

	As everyone expected, Tess stepped on the ice as if it were another practise day. The man on the left inclined his head and Tess brought her feet into position. 

	Rosa, Jeremy and Ellie sat at the edge of the ice a few feet away from the judges. Rosa gripped Jeremy’s hand.

	When Tess finished her final figure, Rosa said, “This reminds me of when she was a little girl. Her school used to phone me to let me know she was playing truant. I’d always find her here, quietly practising figures.”

	Jeremy saw Tess skate to the edge of the rink and slide guards over her blades. He released Rosa’s hand and squeezed her shoulder. “You used to fight.” 

	They both smiled at the memory.

	“In the end it seemed easiest to let her finish school early. I’m happy to pay for her to follow her passion.”

	Tess skated back to her mother and friends and waited quietly for a few moments before being called over to the judges, all of whom grinned broadly and shook her hand enthusiastically. 

	The three skaters hugged each other. Jeremy opened a small wicker basket and produced a bottle of Babycham and four carefully wrapped, wide-rimmed glasses. As he poured it, he said, “Sorry, I’d like to have bought you girls the real thing. Babycham was all I could afford.”

	“And very nice it is too,” Rosa said. “It’s lovely that you thought of doing it. I wish I’d thought to bring a grapefruit with some sticks of cheese. It would have made it into a real party.”

	“I can’t.” Ellie reached up and gave Jeremy a quick hug. “It’s lovely of you to bring it and I do appreciate it, but I have a nine o’clock lecture. I can’t turn up smelling of alcohol. No one would understand.”

	Tess screwed up her face. “But it’s only one drink, Ellie. Surely . . .?”

	Jeremy kissed Ellie chastely then said, “It’s OK, I understand. We’ll see you at tea-time ice and—”

	“Thanks, Jem.” Ellie threw her arms around everyone in turn then ran off to change before hurrying off to her lectures.

	Jeremy turned to Tess. “She disappeared like a whirlwind. I was going to suggest we could all go for a bite to eat or something this evening.”

	“Or, she might have other plans.” Tess winked at Jeremy.

	“Oh . . . I see. I need to talk to you, anyway.”

	“Is everything all right?”

	Jeremy shook his head. “Not really. My mother wants to visit and stay overnight again. It’ll be hard going. Will you and Ellie come for a meal? It’ll help me a lot.”

	“When’s she coming?”

	“It’ll be for the next competition. It’s only a month away.”

	Tess shook her head. “You’d be much better off inviting Ellie on her own. Your mum only wants to meet one girl. Two of us makes it look like the friendship is exactly what it is.”

	Jeremy blushed. “She’s already met Ellie. Why don’t you come, too? I don’t want to imply that Ellie’s my girlfriend.”

	“I know you don’t. But that’s exactly what your mum wants to think. I’m too young to be believable.”

	#

	Within the drab grey ice rink offices, Peregrine lounged in his chair as Dudley, his co-manager, walked to the door. 

	Dudley raised his arm and gave a comic half-wave from the elbow. “I’m off. Taking Ellie out to dinner tonight.” He winked. “A celebration.”

	“Ah yes, passing her test. Not too hard—with lecherous old Denver Harvey doing the judging,” chortled Peregrine. He paused, waiting for Dudley’s reaction. When none came, he added, “About time you tired of her, old man. I want a slice of the action.” He sat back and leered at his friend.

	Dudley darted across the room and grasped Peregrine’s neck. He gave it a quick shake. “Shut up, you oaf. I’ve told you. No sharing. No passing on. She’s different, she’s special and she’s mine.”

	Twenty minutes later Ellie and Dudley entered a small Italian restaurant near her college. 

	The waiter, recognising them, took them to a window table. “Ah, a celebration, again. I love to see you both, as always.” 

	Candles held in chianti bottles adorned the table. Dudley looked adoringly at Ellie in the soft light. “It’s so nice to have you to myself this evening. I thought you might have gone off with Tess and—”

	“You know I wouldn’t do that,” Ellie protested. She traced her fingers along the bold checks of the red and white gingham tablecloth. “I promised I’d have dinner with you.”

	“Yeah.” Dudley gave a short, embarrassed chuckle. “I sort of forced your hand when you said you wouldn’t let me watch your test. Extracting your promise and all that. You don’t just feel obliged, do you?”

	“I keep trying to tell you.” Ellie wiped a few strands of hair from her forehead. “I wasn’t rejecting you when I said I didn’t want you there. It would’ve made me nervous. You know that. I’ve said the same thing for every other test and competition since we’ve been a couple.”

	Dudley tried to smile but Ellie knew it was forced. He reached across the table and took her hand again. “I felt completely excluded sitting in that office with Peregrine whilst you were out on the ice doing your test. I’m supposed to be your boyfriend—”

	“No supposed about it.” Ellie squeezed his hand, and with the other one, blew a kiss across to Dudley.

	“I sat pretending nothing special was happening and then Peregrine started trying to needle me.” 

	Ellie laughed. “What, that creepy friend and so-called colleague of yours—what did he say?”

	“He said I ought to be jealous because you were out there with Jeremy. I mean, who would be jealous of that poofter?”

	“Dudley!” Ellie snatched her hand away.

	“Well—” 

	“Well, nothing. Jeremy’s my friend. Don’t you dare call him names.”

	Dudley lowered his head and a thick mop of dark hair fell over his face. He mumbled, “I felt cross . . . you didn’t want me there.”

	Ellie’s voice rose. “I had your locket—under my dress—next to my heart.” Both her hands moved to her chest over the locket. “It was like having a piece of you right there with me. Just think, if you had been there, I might’ve looked up and seen you, and been put off. Don’t be so silly. Forget Peregrine. He’s simply a jealous toad.”

	Dudley jerked his head up. “Hey, now. He’s my friend.”

	“I wish he wasn’t. He’s such a slimeball.” 

	“Now, you’re doing the name-calling!” Dudley folded his arms and half-

	turned from Ellie.

	“A fine celebration dinner this is turning out to be.” Ellie’s fingers stabbed at the cooling wax which had dripped from the top of the chianti bottle onto the tablecloth. She thought of the essay waiting to be written while she dined with Dudley. Suddenly the meal and their special time together didn’t seem worth it. “I don’t want to be with you if you’re going to be like this.” Involuntarily she pursed her lips and placed her elbows on the table. She glared at him. 

	Dudley reached for Ellie’s wrists and clasped them in an iron grip. 

	As Ellie felt her arms imprisoned, panic hurtled through her body. Suddenly Dudley morphed into Uncle Clem, holding her helpless. Fear etched itself into her face.

	Dudley clearly saw the look of a frightened fawn and released his grip.

	Ellie snatched her bag and ran from the restaurant.

	By the time Dudley had collected his wits, Ellie was out of sight.

	 


Chapter 3: March 1958

	 

	Ellie’s shiny kitten heels skittered down the road until she came to the cobblestoned street near her college. She reached down and tugged her shoes off. As she hobbled along the uneven surface she heard footsteps hurrying after her—not Dudley’s confident gait, but the hungry prowl of another man. She hastened. The footsteps quickened.

	The strap of Ellie’s bag dug into her shoulder. She tugged at the leather and heard the dull sound of the zip catching in her coat. With a lurch, the bag spilled its contents over the pavement. 

	Ellie bent down and began snatching at her belongings. The footsteps stopped too. A shadow bent and a bony hand reached out and started to collect her possessions. 

	A whiff of citreous cologne. Peregrine began to help her put her things in her bag. The last item was a lipstick which had rolled a few feet away. Thin fingers pressed it into her hand. For a moment, his eyes met hers in the dim half-light. He’d put something else into her palm.

	A tiny plastic bag holding two small pills nestled next to the lipstick. She looked up at Peregrine. “I can’t. I don’t . . .” she whispered.

	Night shadows played on Peregrine’s face. “It’s all right. You don’t have to pay me now.” He closed her fingers around the lipstick and the bag. “Let’s call this one a present. I know what it’s like juggling studies with skating. Use it to help you through tonight. It’ll help you stay awake while you study.”

	#

	Back in her college rooms, Ellie looked at the little bag with its two winking pills.

	I’m guessing that’s how Peregrine managed when he was both skating and studying. She put the bag firmly at the back of her desk then kept looking at it as she sat with a cup of coffee. It was unsettling that Denver Harvey’s vast stomach and stained teeth reminded her of her uncle. 

	It was late when Ellie opened her books and took the lid off the top of her pen. It had been a long day and she was so tired. The little pills beckoned from their clear plastic bag.

	#

	Rosa brought the post into the living room, where her daughter was reading. “A letter for you. The crest on the envelope says it’s from the Castle Hill Hotel.” 

	Tess sprang up. She blushed then took a deep breath. “I was going to tell you, Mum.”

	Rosa pretended to be cross. “Yes? I’m waiting.”

	“Now I’m no longer at school, I want to contribute towards my skating.”

	“You know I said I’d be happy to see you through the next few years. I can manage.” Rosa tried to keep the pain from her voice. “Your childhood’s flying by so quickly.”

	“Yes, Mum, but like it or not I am growing up. I’m grateful, really I am, but I thought I could work a few evenings a week—after tea-time ice.”

	Rosa bit her bottom lip. I never had to work at her age. 

	Clearly fearful she would raise objections, Tess charged ahead. “The hotel advertised. They want someone at reception three evenings a week. I applied.”

	“You did? Without consulting me?”

	“I want to do something to help pay for my skating. Please let me go to the interview—if that’s what this letter is about.”

	“Well, why don’t you open it and see?” Rosa tried hard to speak normally. 

	Tess ripped open the envelope. She grinned at her mother. “Yes. An interview on Tuesday. It is alright isn’t it, Mum?”

	“Would you like me to come with you?”

	Tess took a quick breath. “It’s lovely of you to offer, Mum, but would you mind if I asked Ellie or Jeremy?”

	“Of course I wouldn’t, my love.” 

	#

	Jeremy accompanied Tess to her interview. As they drew near to the imposing doors of the Castle Hill Hotel, Tess grabbed Jeremy’s arm. “Gosh, it’s much bigger than I thought. Perhaps I shouldn’t have applied—” 

	Jeremy gently prised away the fingers which had begun to dig into his arm. “Hey there! I’m sure you’ll get the job. You’re very personable. They’ll be lucky to have you.”

	“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Tess’s eyes widened when she saw finger-marks on Jeremy’s arm. “Sorry,” she said nodding to the small, reddened spots. “What’ll you do while I’m being interviewed?”

	“I’ll run around the park.” Jeremy patted his small sports bag. “Then afterwards I’ll buy you a coffee to celebrate.”

	“Oh.” Tess grinned impishly. “You’re fairly sure I’ll get the job.”

	#

	The senior reception manager looked from Tess to her neat handwritten letter of application. “This is beautifully written, perfect grammar and spelling. It’s well constructed, too. Did someone write it for you?”

	“Certainly not!” There was no doubting Tess’s genuine shock. “I know I have no formal qualifications. I spent all my time ice skating—I still do. It’s what I love doing. My mother tore her hair out, but it’s all I ever wanted to do. Now I skate full time.”

	“And you want to help your parents out, financially?” the manager asked.

	“Parent,” Tess corrected him. 

	The manager looked up sharply. Interviewees were not usually so forceful.

	Tess sat up straight. “My father was in the diplomatic service. He disappeared during the war . . .” She began to trail off, then regained her confidence. “The point is there was no pension, no life insurance. Mum has a private income and supports me on her own. Skating’s an expensive sport. That’s why I want this job.”

	#

	Jeremy was running around the park near the hotel. Each time he reached the spot where he could see the hotel entrance he slowed down and checked for Tess. After a while he saw her standing on the steps, shielding her eyes from the late winter sun. He ran up to her and, seeing her shining face, commented, “I guess you got the job.”

	Tess nodded. “The manager said he’d write to confirm it. I’m going to have a one-month trial. Wednesday evenings.”

	  “Congratulations! I knew you’d get it. Time for the promised coffee—but obviously not here. I’m hardly dressed for a posh place like the Castle Hill Hotel.” He wiped his face with a small towel and stuffed it into his sports bag. “We’ll be OK in that café on the corner.”

	They sat over frothy coffees while Tess told Jeremy about her interview. As, she talked, she noticed a sadness in his eyes. 

	“You look bothered about something. What’s the matter?” 

	“A letter from home.” Jeremy fished in his bag and handed Tess a heavy cream-coloured envelope. 

	Tess drew out a sheet of expensive embossed writing paper and began to read.

	Dear Jeremy,

	Your father and I have decided not to come to the competition at your rink since we understand it is only a little one. Please let us know when the first big competition is to be held. We will then book tickets. 

	Fondest love, 

	Mother

	Tess handed the letter back to Jeremy. “Oh Jem, I’m sorry to read that.” She was quiet for a few moments, then clapped her hands. “But you can bet my mum will be cheering you on.”

	#

	On the day of the competition Jeremy’s bus shuddered to a halt. He stepped from the rear platform onto the pavement. A sports car slewed to a halt behind him, and gobbets of grey-brown snow sliced through the air.

	A quick shudder ran down Jeremy’s spine. Before he even heard the voice, he knew who was in the car. 

	Lloyd, a young man with jet-black hair, announced his presence. “Look at this beauty.” His leather-gloved hand ran over a pencil moustache, then extended from the car and stroked the driver’s door. He craned his neck to see both the pavement and Jeremy to his best advantage and continued, “My twenty-first last week. This is what the parents stumped up for me!” Lloyd stared at Jeremy as if willing him to show envy.

	Another face appeared from the nearside window. Greasy fair hair and an acne-ridden complexion told Jeremy it was Lloyd’s friend, Spick, who lobbed a half-empty beer bottle at Jeremy. He missed, and it landed in the gutter. 

	“Too bad the back seat’s full. There’s only room for two.” Spick emitted a pantomime cackle before adding, “You’ll have to walk.”

	The car sped off, overtaking the lumbering bus by a narrow margin. 

	#

	Jeremy arrived at the rink before the other two young men whose journey had taken them around the already packed car park several times and then out into the street. He was already changed when the boisterous pair entered.

	Tess and Ellie joined Jeremy to wait for the start of the competition. A collective sigh of relief rose from the waiting competitors when they saw the arrival of judges whom they knew to be impartial. Tess’s attention was taken by the appearance of Lloyd and Spick who had finally made it to the edge of the ice pad and stood a few feet away from them.

	“Eh, Lloyd.” Spick dug his thumbs into the top of his trousers. “Look who’s ’ere.”

	Lloyd raised an eyebrow. “The princess, the poofter and the baby queen of figures.”

	Jeremy refused to make eye contact with his tormentors. He heard Tess muttering, “Idiots,” before turning away. 

	 After the figures section of the competition, Jeremy was in the lead for the men and Tess for the ladies. Ellie congratulated her friends.

	“This is my first adult competition,” Tess said. “And figures are my strongest part. That bit’s done now. You’ll more than make up the extra marks in the free skating,” she said.

	Rosa produced her picnic hamper. “I know you can’t eat anything heavy before the free skating competition, but you must have something to sustain you.”

	As the three skaters sat and ate tiny ham sandwiches they saw the new set of judges walk slowly towards their box. The oldest and frailest of them clutched at the barrier then sat down, gasping. Another judge loosened his collar. A first aider came and held his pulse, felt his forehead, then sent a skater to the office to call an ambulance.

	When the pale and shivering judge had been taken to hospital, the sound system crackled into the air. “The next section of the competition will be delayed until we can find another judge.”

	Murmurs and speculation raced around the rink. It wasn’t long before Denver Harvey’s bulky form wobbled up the side of the rink. The faces of a few skaters betrayed their discomfort.

	For the free-skating, Jeremy was scheduled to skate second to last out of five young men. He stood in his starting position with arms outstretched, his left foot planted firmly in front of him. He stretched his right leg behind him with the toe pick in the ice. When the music started he pushed off, moving his arms up and over in a huge arc before opening them, turning and skating rapidly into his first big combination jump. Applause. There were some sighs of relief, and the audience sat back to see what else would come. Almost before he was aware of the time, Jeremy arrived in the centre of the rink setting up his final spin. His right foot was tucked neatly over his left knee with his arms held wide. His spin picked up momentum and he pushed his right foot down at the same time, bringing his arms in slowly and deliberately. He felt the rapid gain in momentum and the blood rushing to his fists. His spin gained speed until he became a moving blur. Finally, he slowed it enough to stop abruptly then stood with his fists crossed in front of his chest.

	The audience roared as he looked at his marks. Good, but were they good enough to win?

	Lloyd took his place on the ice. His short muscular frame and thin black moustache lent him an air of aggressive superiority. His music started, loud and fast. He moved with speed and opened with a more difficult jump combination than Jeremy had done. His landings were held briefly before rushing on to the next element, then the next. Furrows of Brylcreemed hair lifted and fell as he landed each jump.

	At the end of his programme, Tess and Ellie saw Jeremy biting his lower lip as he waited for the judges’ marks. The first set of marks were up, and most of the judges put Lloyd ahead of Jeremy.

	Rosa sighed. “I suppose Lloyd had a more difficult element.”

	The judges put up their second set of marks. Every single judge except for Denver Harvey had put Jeremy first.

	Tess let out a long-held breath. “Gosh.” Then she did a quick calculation. “But it still wasn’t enough. Lloyd won by point two of a mark.”

	Ellie said, “He’s still got time to beat Lloyd before we go to Norrington to compete for the Britannia Trophy. It was a near thing.”

	#

	Jeremy shook hands with Lloyd, then walked over to Rosa while the girls went to warm up. He could see much backslapping being given to Lloyd. He wondered if it was his imagination, but he sensed the men surrounding Lloyd were smirking as they looked in his direction.

	After the girls had warmed up, Jeremy held his breath each time Ellie and Tess skated. Both programmes were strong but very different. Each of Tess’s jumps were clean and her spins contained. Her step sequence was neat and precise. Ellie skated with less precision but her edges wove elegantly from one element to the next. A complicated set of rules led Ellie and Tess to tie in first place. 

	After hugs, congratulations and commiserations the three skaters promised to meet up later that evening before dispersing. 

	 


Chapter 4: April 1958

	 

	The guard at Kings Cross blew his whistle. Jeremy raced along the platform. If I miss this train, I’ll have to wait for over an hour for the next one. He willed himself to put on an extra spurt. I’ll be able to make it before the doors close if I push myself. He grabbed a handle, gave a quick wave to the guard, opened the door and jumped in. The train lurched from its stationary position and Jeremy fell to his knees. He felt his jeans rip.

	Damn – my new jeans. But I’m on the train. He panted for breath, then consciously slowed his breathing. He looked for somewhere to sit. No seats. People everywhere. Luggage littered the aisles. He moved up the train. Maybe in the next carriage . . . or even the one after that. Jeremy groaned. Suddenly he reached a corridor with separate compartments. That’s the end, he thought. The rest are first class. Will it matter? I’m weary. Perhaps I can sit here and pay the extra fare when the guard comes by. 

	Jeremy found a compartment with only one person in it. He slid open the door and sat down diagonally opposite the man who was looking through the window, his back angled so that he could see the passing countryside. Jeremy closed his eyes for a few moments. As he relaxed, he had an uneasy feeling. I’m being watched. He opened his eyes and saw that his fellow traveller, a well-dressed man in early middle age, appeared to be appraising him. It seemed as if the eyes were taking in everything, including the rip in the knee of his new jeans. 

	“I saw you running along the platform. I am glad you made it. Jeremy Horsefield, is it not?” The voice was curiously clipped and correct.

	“Yes.” Jeremy was shocked at the idea of a complete stranger knowing who he was. “How d’you know my name?”

	“I am Lazaro Hardmann. It is my business to know who is who at my rink. I have seen you compete recently. There was no sound system in my private box that day, but I knew who you were from other competitions. A pity you were beaten by that young Lloyd Evans. I wish you better luck next time.”

	Jeremy noticed the precise accent. He had heard of Lazaro, therefore knew that he was sitting with the owner of Trenbridge Ice Rink. Until that moment, Lazaro’s name had been only that—a name.

	“Do you know you have torn your jeans? Come, sit over here. It is easier to talk.” 

	“Yes, I ripped them leaping onto the train.” Jeremy stood up and moved so that he was sitting opposite Lazaro. “Pity. They were new,” he sighed.

	“Nothing that cannot be fixed.” 

	Jeremy felt mesmerised by his pale blue eyes. “I certainly can’t do it. I don’t even possess a needle and thread.”

	“I have a housekeeper. She is good. When we alight in town, you come to my house. Miss Crosskey, she will sew them up for you.”

	Lazaro held Jeremy’s gaze, as they continued to talk. The younger man felt his whole being become absorbed into forget-me-not eyes as Lazaro talked about the opera he had seen and heard in Covent Garden and Jeremy spoke of the difficult family visit from which he was returning. Once again, time lost meaning for him. Throughout the conversation his heart jumped and lurched and beat faster in a way he’d never known before.

	On arrival at Trenbridge, the two men walked up the platform, Jeremy with a small bag carelessly slung over one shoulder, and Lazaro with perfectly manicured hands carrying a neat navy leather briefcase. He walked briskly, taking long strides  and Jeremy noted the straight back from which the cashmere coat hung as if it were on a shop window model. Lazaro might not be an athlete but Jeremy could tell he had a well-cared-for body. As he tugged at the front of his open jacket and pulled it across for warmth, he thought the cashmere looked so much more stylish. 

	A taxi was hailed, an address given and Jeremy sat with Lazaro, once more aware of every detail being appraised. He saw the older man’s gaze fall on his torn jeans and wondered if someone that age would be able to distinguish different brands. Would Lazaro know these were expensive? He doubted it, but then he thought this was not to do with age and generation, it was to do with style, to do with money. Jeremy could not imagine Lazaro in jeans. The image made him smile. 

	       A look of puzzlement crossed Lazaro’s face.

	Jeremy looked into the clear blue eyes. “I was thinking about my jeans, and how I couldn’t imagine you wearing them.”

	“You are, of course, right. I do not wear jeans.” The skin around the corners of his eyes creased as Lazaro seemed to consider the open, young face next to him.

	The taxi turned into a quiet cul-de-sac on the outskirts of town, and finally into a driveway. Jeremy listened as the wheels crunched over the gravel. The outside of the house was illuminated by large spherical globes which rested on pillars either side of the door. Lazaro paid for the taxi in a deft move, and with the same sureness, his hands found his key and unlocked the front door.

	They were inside, surrounded by warmth and light. Thick, cut cream rugs lay on polished parquet and beautiful subtle watercolours hung on the walls. A tall Chinese vase containing large, out-of-season chrysanthemums stood on a regency hall table. 

	Jeremy breathed in comfort and elegance.

	“Miss Crosskey,” Lazaro called. His voice was still clear but quiet. 

	Jeremy watched Miss Crosskey appear silently. She stood waiting, as if for orders. The corners of her lips raised, although her eyes weren’t crinkled.

	“Miss Crosskey, this is my friend, Jeremy. He has torn his trousers. Would you be able to sew them up, do you think?”

	“That should be possible, Mr. Hardmann. I will bring Jeremy something to wear while I mend them.” She bent down and looked at the rip before leaving the room. Blue court shoes stepped over rugs and parquet. 

	Lazaro took Jeremy into the sitting room. He opened a large, lacquered cupboard and poured whisky into two cut glass tumblers.

	Miss Crosskey glided into the room again, bearing a heavy dark green silk dressing gown over her arm.

	“Mr. Hardmann’s trousers will be too short for you. I brought you this. You can change in there.” She waved a wrist heavy with gold in the direction of a cloakroom.

	As Lazaro watched Jeremy leave the room with the dressing gown, he asked his housekeeper, “Could you manage to provide a meal for us? Something simple will be fine. It will not matter if it takes a while to fix Jeremy’s jeans.”

	Miss Crosskey’s face remained fixed as she inclined her head. The sleek ash blond bob fell forward for a second. 

	When Jeremy returned, Miss Crosskey reached for his jeans, and her manicured hands bore them away. 

	“Come. Sit.” Lazaro indicated the sofa. Jeremy slid onto deep cream cushions and Lazaro continued. “It will be good to get to know you.” 

	Jeremy felt the intenseness of Lazaro’s body heat, so at odds with his cold, precise speech. As he looked at the pulse on the older man’s neck, his blood thrummed in time. His head felt so light and confused that he thought if he took another look into those forget-me-not eyes, he would melt. Swallowing hard, he concentrated on not looking at Lazaro, so lost track of time and it seemed only minutes before Miss Crosskey announced that dinner was ready in the dining room. 

	Once seated, Jeremy’s eyes widened at the sight of the large dining table set with silver and pure white porcelain. He exclaimed with pleasure when the beautifully prepared crumbly stilton and watercress soup was brought to the table.

	“My absolute favourite. I can never get the consistency right.”

	“You cook?”

	“Yes, something I love to do to relax.”

	“I know nothing of such things. I am lucky to have Miss Crosskey.” 

	The conversation continued over succulent fillet steak with fresh crisp salad. Jeremy focused on Lazaro’s face, his voice, his hands, his lips, his eyes. 

	Coffee arrived efficiently on a lacquered tray. Jeremy sipped the strong, aromatic liquid from a white sculpted cup.

	“Thank you, Miss Crosskey. That was a good meal. We enjoyed it. It will not matter if the jeans are not ready till tomorrow.”

	The rest of the evening led up to Jeremy’s first night of passion. Hitherto unknown desires surfaced and were met. For the first time, he felt the wonder of completeness.

	 


Chapter 5: April 1958

	 

	On a cold spring afternoon Lazaro Hardmann sat in his solicitor’s office with Denver Harvey, the owner of a successful brewery chain. Together they signed papers to buy exclusive rights to the entire fourth floor of the Castle Hill Hotel.

	Lazaro replaced the lid of his Pelikan pen with his customary precision. It is good I have the ice rink to launder money from my new business, but I will have to watch Denver. He will want to taste the goods. 

	After the contract was signed, the two men stood waiting for the lift. Denver rubbed his age-spotted hands together. His speech whistled through a gap in his buck teeth as he said, “I’m so excited about this venture. I can’t wait to see all those lovely girls at the hotel.” 

	Lazaro looked at him with pale, unblinking eyes. “Do not think you know how to run my stable of girls. You have provided me with half of the cash. You will have half the profit, but I run the business. You do understand?”

	“Oh yes, oh yes. But I can have my pick . . .?” Denver swallowed and the folds on his wrinkled neck waggled. “You know, my pick of the girls?”

	Lazaro held the lift door open for Denver. As I thought. I will have to make the conditions very clear. “You may have however many girls you wish but they must be paid,” Lazaro said as they stepped into the lift. He pushed the door button before continuing. “You must go through the ‘travel desk’ we agreed we will set up. Everything must go through the books. You cannot eat all the profits. It is a straightforward business deal.”

	“No discount?” Denver’s voice quavered.

	As the lift shuddered to a halt, Lazaro’s eyes bored into Denver’s face. “This is a business deal we have signed. Do not think all the money the girls earn is profit.” Lazaro counted off on his fingers. “First, they have to be paid and paid well. This is not a back-street operation. We are selling class and dreams. That costs money. We have our own people, but we must also pay the hotel staff in order to keep them happy.” He leaned closer. “And there are many other overheads.”

	Denver noticed Lazaro’s finger on the ‘close door’ button.  He responded peevishly. “I hate your insistence on accuracy.” When this elicited no response he muttered, “The only reason I bought into the business is so that I can have the girls.”

	“You know the terms.” Lazaro moved, stabbing the ‘open door’ button.

	#

	Weeks had passed since the in-house competition. Jeremy, Tess and Ellie were practising for the first important competition of the season. Jeremy knew his figures had improved, and he was able to match all of Lloyd’s jumps. Tess, whose figures had always earned her high marks, had also gained sureness over her next most difficult jump, while Ellie continued to dazzle with artistry.

	Rosa sat on one of the wooden benches at the edge of the rink. When the skaters left the ice she said to Ellie, “I’m making Tess a new dress for the next competition. I’m happy to make one for you, too.”

	“But I can’t afford it, Rosa,” Ellie protested. “And you mustn’t make me a dress for nothing.”

	“Nonsense. You can’t go to a major competition in last year’s dress. I bought the fabric in the market: three yards of some new stretchy material. The woman practically gave it to me free when I bought the length for Tess’s dress,” Rosa lied.

	Jeremy saw through Rosa’s protestations and wondered about Ellie’s lack of funds to buy a new competition dress. As Ellie was leaving, he said, “We’ve only three months before the Northern Cities competition. You’re in good form. It must be so hard fitting it with your studies. Be careful, my friend.” He took her head in his hands and gently kissed her forehead.

	Ellie pecked him on the cheek then ran off with quick, light footsteps. At the other end of the rink Lloyd and Spick lolled against the wall. Watching her, they let out suppressed giggles.

	“Lucky old Jeremy, gets to kiss the princess,” Spick said. 

	“Yeah, but only on the forehead. He’s hardly likely to try anything else on.”

	Jeremy was too far away to properly hear the conversation, but guessed he was at the centre of it. He turned and ran to catch up with his friend.

	Ellie stopped. “What is it, Jem?”

	“Let me walk you back to college. I want to talk to you anyway.”

	They fell into step and Jeremy suddenly wondered if he’d done the right thing. “Um, I’m beginning to think . . . oh heck, what I mean is, I know.”

	“Know what?”

	“Your secret.”

	“Ah, you mean the little pills?”

	“Ellie, be careful. I know you’re juggling your skating and your studies but go a little easy on yourself. Your body will develop a sort of tolerance and you’ll end up needing more. I don’t want to see you—” 

	“It’s all right, Jem. I know what I’m doing.” She stopped and put her hands on his shoulders. She looked straight into his eyes. “I’m glad you’re my friend and you worry for me, but I’ll be all right.” Her face lit up quickly and she said mischievously, “And anyway, I know your secret, too.”

	Jeremy paled. “You don’t . . . you haven’t . . .”

	Ellie tugged Jeremy along and they resumed their walk down College Road. “Hey, hey, don’t get so nervous. No, nothing specific. I meant I know why you don’t fancy me. And, judging from the look on your face some mornings, I’m guessing something big has happened for you recently. I’m glad for you.”

	Jeremy relaxed. “I’m relieved you know. I didn’t, not until recently that is. All I was aware of was,” he paused and blushed, “not wanting girls the way I thought I should. And now, well yes, I’ve met someone.”

	Ellie’s smile was playful. “Let me guess, about a month ago?”

	“Exactly a month ago,” Jeremy answered with a grin of his own. He

	checked his watch. The bus to Lazaro’s house was due soon. He bid Ellie goodbye and hastened along Riverside Road. In the short month since he had known Lazaro, the reality of illegal love had also made him aware of possible threats where once he had seen none. 

	He sensed the quiet hum of an expensive car. The whispered engine brought unease. It’s slowing down. His heartbeats grew faster as the car slowed to his pace. Keep walking. Jeremy held his breath as he heard the window wind down. 

	A soft voice said, “Car sent for you by Mr Hardmann, sir.”

	Relief flooded Jeremy. He turned and the car drew to a stop. Once within it, his breathing settled and the feeling of threat receded as the car hummed to the outskirts of Trenbridge. He shut his eyes and let his imagination take him to his lover’s waiting arms.

	#

	Across the road, two hardened men from ‘The Company’, one of London’s up-and-coming gangs, took notes and photographs from a Mark II Cortina. 

	Horace Maretti’s short neck almost disappeared into his jacket as he turned to his brother, Lonnie. “Now, how’s that? Hardmann has a fancy boy.” 

	“Don’tcha mean a nancy boy, bruv?” Lonnie wrinkled his nose. “Nancy boy. Fancy boy.” 

	Horace’s wide grin displayed much gold. “What’s the difference? Gives us a lotta leverage.”

	“How’s ’at?” Lonnie’s nostrils flared.

	Horace inclined his heavy head very slowly. The weight of it pulled on the cords in his neck. “When ’v time comes—might be a bargaining chip.”

	“But Bruv, we doesn’t bargain. You knows that. We takes what we wants.”

	“We does,” Horace agreed. “But there might be somefink extra as we can’t get that easy. That’s when it’s good to have fings to bargain wiv.” 

	#

	Lazaro opened the front door as Jeremy stepped onto the crunchy gravel.

	“It is good my stones announce your arrival,” Lazaro said as he ushered Jeremy in and closed the front door. 

	“So that means I can’t ever creep up on you!” Jeremy smiled. He turned his face eagerly for a kiss, but instead was met with his lover’s dark, stony face. 

	Lazaro grasped Jeremy’s shoulders. “That you must never do.” His steely voice contained a ball of anger, fear and horror.

	Jeremy felt the urgency of the vice-like grip. “Hey, that was a joke, all right?”

	“No. No, my Liebling. You must not joke like that and you must promise me you will never do the creeping. This is not a joke.”

	Jeremy saw new pallor on Lazaro’s face. “I promise,” he said meekly

	#

	Back in London, Lonnie shrugged off his long Teddy Boy jacket and loosened his constricting tie. He brushed the velvet collar carefully before hanging it in a heavy mahogany wardrobe. He removed the roll of film from his Kodak and unwound it. Next, he headed for his new darkroom. He shut the door and switched on the red light.

	“Aghh!” Expletives filled the air. “Now I’ve ruined the negatives. I shoulda done that in the dark.” Lonnie stamped around his darkroom then stomped through the door into the main living room. 

	Horace looked up from his racing newspaper. “What you done now, you daft git? Oh no. You ain’t . . .”

	Lonnie held up the exposed reel. “Sorry, bruv. I made a right Eliot Ness of that.” 

	Horace cuffed his brother over the head then clamped Lonnie’s chin in his giant paw. “Wees’ll just avta go back ter Trenbridge again and get more mug shots o’ the bootiful boy.” He rubbed his hands together then added, “But this time you gets it right. You develops the negatives in the dark.” Horace pinched his brother’s cheek. “Don’t.” He gave another hard pinch. “You.” Another. “Forget.”

	#

	Jeremy’s heart pounded from the excitement of lovemaking, but as he lay in his lover’s arms, his mind raced. Possibilities around Lazaro’s unexpected prohibition of playful surprise gestures swirled in answerless circles. Maybe Lazaro wasn’t so fortunate. Perhaps the adults in his life didn’t humour him the way mine did. Jeremy tried to imagine Lazaro as a child but he couldn’t form any pictures in his mind. He knew Lazaro had grown up in Switzerland but all his imagination could manufacture was a collage of images: a small boy in lederhosen, snow-capped mountains, verdant grass and the music from a Heidi film playing. Why is it imperative that Lazaro should not be surprised?

	Jeremy finally fell into an intermittent sleep interrupted by images from newspapers, magazines and films. He woke in an empty bed and searched frantically for the bedside clock. Propped in front of it was a small card. Neat precise handwriting told Jeremy that Lazaro had been called out urgently, but that Miss Crosskey would provide breakfast. 

	As he made his way downstairs, Jeremy could see into the breakfast room adjoining the kitchen. The table was set for one. As Jeremy entered the room, Miss Crosskey moved over the kitchen floor silently bearing grapefruit. 

	“Tea or coffee? And will eggs and bacon suit you?” she asked.

	“Oh, um, yes and yes. I mean yes to coffee and to the eggs and bacon. I can do it myself. I don’t want to put you out, Miss Crosskey.”

	She gave a stifled laugh. “You are a funny thing. You need to start calling me Vanessa. I don’t bite, you know.”

	“I know, but, well, I don’t want to give you extra work.”

	“That’s what I’m here for: to make everything comfortable for Mr Hardmann—and now for you, too.”

	“Do you know where he is?”

	“I’m afraid not. Mr Hardmann rarely tells me where he is going unless he particularly wants me to know. If I may offer some advice: you would do well not to ask him.”

	“There is so much I can’t ask . . .” Jeremy trailed off as he sat down and reached for some toast. He started again. “I don’t suppose . . .” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

	Vanessa sat on a chair opposite Jeremy. “There is nothing to stop you from asking me anything you want—however I don’t guarantee to answer you.”

	“Well, when I arrived last night we had an odd conversation about surprising one another,” he said, buttering his toast. “Lazaro was, well, very adamant . . . very adamant indeed.” 

	“Mmm. Consider a young man living in Switzerland during the war. Keeping secrets was second nature. A sudden surprise could lead to sudden death.” 



	
Chapter 6: June 1958

	 

	On the longest day of the year, Rosa drove Tess, Jeremy and Ellie to a brash new northern rink. Inside the fresh, clean space, harsh lights flooded both the ice pad and the auditorium. Bright, yet-to-be-scuffed plastic seating beckoned cheerfully. Loud music deafened all but the most resilient ears. It pulsed, distorted, through speakers designed for speech. Excitement mounted as crowds milled, waiting for the season’s first major competition to start. Small girls in shiny skating dresses chatted and hopped about. Each was eager to give her armful of flowers to her favourite skater.

	Lloyd opened with the same jump combination which he’d used for the in-house competition. 

	Jeremy held his breath. Will Lloyd land the rest of his jumps? Jeremy released his breath in a quick whoosh when Lloyd finished his programme. Now I’ve improved, he doesn’t have any more jumps or combinations than I have. Lloyd’s marks went up. For a moment the sight of them made Jeremy quail. Can I match them? 

	When Jeremy skated, he opened with the same jump combination that Lloyd had used but added an extra loop jump to the end. The audience cheered. He didn’t allow his mind to acknowledge the applause until he was into his next element, a long spin. Once there he allowed his concentration to split into many facets. One told him it was good to be cheered, another not to get over-confident, yet another to keep concentrating. But the disciplined part of his mind counted the rotations and told him to breathe, to use the time to get his breath before attacking the next element. He gathered up his strength and pushed his way through the remaining programme until he stood in his finishing position. Jeremy acknowledged the applause with a smiling face and fast-beating heart. As he made his way towards his friends, the marks were shown. Almost the same. He became aware of his thudding heart as he waited for the final mark. Thank goodness, no Denver Harvey on the judging panel this time.

	The final mark: 0.1 higher than Lloyd.

	Tess grasped Ellie’s arms and jumped up and down. “He’s beaten Lloyd. Only just, but he’s done it.”

	Both girls rushed to Jeremy as he approached and hugged him tightly.

	#

	The final skater in the men’s section was from the home rink: a tall Scandinavian man called Sven, with a chiselled jawbone and floppy blond hair. His jumps were enormous, his spins fast and furious and his step sequence complicated and difficult. The audience was ecstatic.

	Nobody was surprised when Sven came first, but everyone except Lloyd was pleased that Jeremy was placed second. Ellie opened her programme with elegant flowing moves allowing her jumps to arrive as if spirited from a magician’s hat. She wove each move into the next with fluidity until her final element: spinning with her free leg parallel to the ice. She caught the metal blade mount with both hands and arched her back, finishing gracefully.

	Tess watched her friend with easy admiration. That’s so beautiful. It’s a good thing my skating’s so different. I can’t be jealous. Her eyes shone as she clapped as hard and loud as she could. None of the other skaters will come anywhere near that, she thought. 

	Tess looked at the judges scores and turned to Rosa. “She’s won. Well, I think she has. Nobody could beat those marks, could they, Mum?”

	As Ellie accepted her bouquets, Tess recognised a posy put together by Rosa. How like Mum, to be so thoughtful, Tess thought as she saw Ellie bury her head in them to savour the fragrance. 

	Tess was scheduled to skate last. When it was her turn, she flew fast, executing her elements with neatness and accuracy. A coltish charm imbued her presentation. At the end a small child brought her a spray of garden roses. Tess recognised the flowers from her own garden—arranged differently from Ellie’s. She smiled and waved at Rosa. When the judges put the marks up, she was happy to come fourth. 

	#

	Peregrine picked up two pints of bitter from the bar and carried them to a table. He and Dudley sat amidst stained, heavy, brown, furniture and the smoke-yellowed walls of their local pub. 

	“You up for a pub crawl?” Peregrine grinned.

	Dudley looked at his friend sheepishly. “Not sure the constitution will handle a Peregrine-inspired pub crawl anymore.”

	“Aww, that’s a bit lame. Before you got so besotted by that girlfriend of yours, we used to pack in a whole night of it.”

	Dudley winced. “Look, that’s just it. She’s mine. My girlfriend. I’m not sharing, not passing her on when I’ve had enough. She’s different, Peregrine. For me, she’s the real thing, and she says I’m the first real love in her life. That’s why you must stop pushing drugs at her.”

	Peregrine finished his bitter. “I don’t force her, man.” He stood up and shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, I’m leaving the petty peddling. I promise that’s the last she’s had from me. C’mon. Let’s make this the last round here. Wheatsheaf next.”

	Dudley jumped up and grabbed his friend’s arm. “You’re not going to push anymore? That’s great news.” He thought how much better it would be for Ellie without access to the pills. He didn’t understand the difficulty Ellie might have without recourse to what she had come to think of as Peregrine’s little helpers. 

	Peregrine’s voice cut into Dudley’s thoughts. “That’s right, I’m not doing it anymore. I only did it to get me started, to get me a decent wad of capital.” 

	They finished their drinks. 

	#

	After the long drive home from the north, Rosa dropped Jeremy at his flat.      

	“Thank you so much, Rosa. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”

	“Now be sensible. Don’t try to do early morning ice.”

	Tess poked her head out of the window. “We’ll see you at lunchtime figures, eh?”

	Jeremy waved. “You bet. I don’t quite love figures the way you do, but I like them a lot more now.” 

	As Rosa drove off, Jeremy fumbled with his keys. As he located the right one, he noticed in the shadows the peaked cap and solid build of Lazaro’s chauffeur standing in the doorway. 

	The soft voice said, “Mr Hardmann sent me, sir. The car’s around the corner.”

	Minutes later Jeremy was settled in the comfortable leather seat, thinking of how he would tell Lazaro about the competition. He was bursting with the news that he had beaten Lloyd, but found himself wondering if Lazaro would appreciate how much that meant to him. Next, he thought of Sven and wondered if Lazaro would have any idea of how powerful he’d been. But as soon as the door was opened, Jeremy found himself melting towards Lazaro and was steered through the hallway before he had time to give any news of the day’s events.

	Lazaro opened the conversation. “I know you did not win, but this time you beat Lloyd.” The blue eyes twinkled, knowingly. 

	“But how . . .?” Jeremy began.

	Lazaro put his finger to his lips. “I checked.” He then led Jeremy into the sitting room. A silver bucket containing ice and champagne was placed on a side table together with tall, polished glasses and elegant canapés.

	“How lovely,” Jeremy exclaimed. He looked once again into Lazaro’s eyes and said, “D’you think we could take it all up to bed?”

	#

	Ellie ran after Jeremy at the end of lunchtime figures and caught up with him as he turned into Riverside Road. 

	“Hey, Jem, wait. I want to talk to you,” Ellie panted. “I need your help. It’s nearly the end of term. Undergraduates can’t stay in their college rooms over the long vacation. My allowance won’t cover me to stay in Trenbridge for the summer months,” she confided. “I won’t go back to Uncle Clem and Aunt Fran. I have to stay here.”

	Jeremy took her hand. His voice was measured. “I’d like to offer you my flat, but the other tenants would tell the landlord. Then I’d be given my notice.”

	Ellie felt buried in helplessness. “I don’t know how I’m going to manage.” 

	Jeremy thought for a moment. “What about your trust fund? Could you write to the lawyers and ask for funds to rent a bedsit over the long vacation?’

	“No. I don’t think so. Uncle Clem made a big fuss about me being at his home as much as possible till I’m twenty-one.”

	“A holiday job? You could earn enough to stay in a bedsit somewhere near here.”

	Ellie brightened. “Anything, not to have to go back to my disgusting uncle and heartless aunt.”

	#

	A week later Ellie arrived at the ice rink, tired from the backbreaking hours of stacking supermarket shelves all night. She ran as she saw Peregrine about to enter the office. 

	“Peregrine, I need—”

	“Sorry, Ellie. I’ve given all that up.”

	Ellie blanched. “You can’t. I must have something.”

	Peregrine took her arm and pulled her behind the office. His voice was barely more than an urgent whisper. “Car park. The attendant. Tomorrow morning.” 

	#

	The following day Jeremy observed Ellie wide awake and buzzing. He remembered her tired, drawn face from the day before. 

	After the session, he stopped her as she was about to leave the ice. “I’m worried about you.” 

	Ellie stared through Jeremy to the wall behind him. 

	Jeremy persisted. “Something’s wrong.” He wanted desperately to make eye contact. “You were exhausted yesterday, falling all over the place, but now, suddenly, your concentration’s back.”

	“You know perfectly well how I’ve got my concentration back,” Ellie snapped.

	Jeremy recoiled. 

	Ellie spun around then stomped off the ice into the changing room. Jeremy waited till she was out of sight then also left the ice. He quickly changed and followed her from the rink.

	Lloyd watched from the other end of the rink. He put his hand in front of his mouth and spoke to his coach. “So the princess and the poofter have fallen out at last.”

	Jeremy guessed at the conversation and saw Lloyd’s coach raise an eyebrow. 

	#

	Tess sat at the edge of the rink after practise. She removed her figure boots and grabbed one of her free skating boots, shoving her foot inside.

	Crunch.

	A sharp pain in her big toe shot through her whole foot. She felt something wet and cold. She yanked her foot from the boot and inspected her sock. Its toe was covered in slime and a few shards of something jagged. Tess couldn’t work out what it was. She held her boot upside down and a few of mangled snails slid lazily out of a gloopy mucus with an assortment of drawing pins. Following more slowly after them was a squashed but reluctant earthworm. 

	Tess looked up. A few feet away, on the ice, she saw Lloyd and Spick leaning against the barrier. Both were convulsing with laughter. Another sharp stab of pain in her big toe made her wince. Cautiously, she peeled off her sock and saw a shard of shell. One of the drawing pins had pierced her skin. Her toe was bleeding. She took a clean handkerchief from her bag, wiped her foot and the inside of her boot, then lay the handkerchief on the floor. She picked up the two whole snails and used them to shovel the mangled snail onto the centre of the handkerchief which she tied in a knot. Tess looked around to see who else was near. There were no coaches or rink staff. The seconds ticked by. They seemed like long minutes. Eventually she saw Lloyd’s coach striding down the matting.

	Tess reached out and proffered her small bundle. “Excuse me. I wonder if you’d give these to Lloyd. He mislaid them. I found them in my boot.”

	Lloyd’s coach looked at the soggy package with disgust. “I’m not a parcel service. Sometimes that boy goes too far. Please tell me if he does anything else stupid like that again.” He raised an eyebrow and leaving the damp offering, he skated over to Lloyd whose eyes narrowed. 

	“I’m here to coach your skating, not to sort out the scrapes you get yourself into,” he said. “Stop acting like an idiot or you could find yourself banned from this rink.”

	Lloyd’s lips pursed and his small moustache wrinkled.

	#

	Once home, Tess gingerly made her way to the bathroom. When she peeled off her socks she felt a searing pain as the fabric ripped away, taking with it semi-dried blood and a strip of skin. She lowered her foot into warm water and carefully washed it. Her big toe throbbed and was beginning to redden.

	Rosa passed the open bathroom door and saw her daughter with her foot in the washbasin. “What on earth are you doing?”

	Tess told Rosa about the snails and the drawing pins. “And one of the pins pierced my skin. I thought I’d better wash it and put some disinfectant on it.”

	“Hmm.” Rosa inspected the toe. “It’s slightly swollen. It’s a good thing you’ve had a tetanus vaccination.” 

	A few minutes later Tess hobbled into the living room. “I can’t get my shoe on. I won’t be able to go to work this evening.”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll phone the hotel.”

	“Oh, Mum. I feel so foolish. I’ve only been working there for a few weeks and now this. It makes me seem like a real skiver.” 

	“You know that isn’t true. I’ll tell them what happened.”

	As Rosa had predicted, the hotel was understanding. But the following day when Tess woke, her toe still throbbed. She touched it cautiously. The whole area thrummed and the pain sent a shiver through her. She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her skating bag towards herself. She wriggled her foot into her boot but gasped as her toe hit the end of it. She winced, then limped into the kitchen where Rosa was filling the kettle.

	“It’s still painful. I won’t be able to skate today.”

	#

	Tess wasn’t able to skate for the rest of the week. When she returned to the rink, she marched straight up to Lloyd. 

	“Thanks to your stupid little prank, I haven’t been able to skate for three days. If you ever even think of trying to do that again, I will grind them into your nasty, smarmy face.”

	Jeremy, who was standing on the other side of the rink saw Tess speaking angrily before stalking off. He hastened towards her. “What was all that about?”

	Tess shook her head. “It’s OK, Jem. I was furious with Lloyd. I’ve given him a piece of my mind. I hope that’ll be the end of it.”

	Jeremy left the ice rink wondering what Lloyd could have done to make Tess so angry. There’s more to it than she’s telling me. As he walked along Riverside Road the sunshine warmed his skin. He looked up at the clear blue sky and a small shiver of delight went through his body as he thought of his evening ahead. A whole evening with Lazaro. I’m so glad it’s Vanessa’s evening off. It will be so much more relaxing without her. 

	 


Chapter 7: July 1958

	 

	Lazaro heard Jeremy’s footsteps on the gravel, and he opened the front door and folded him into his arms. He murmured into Jeremy’s hair, “I would like to devour you right here by the front door my Liebling, so it is a good thing I have been schooled in restraint.”

	Jeremy felt the warmth of Lazaro’s body through his leather jacket. He inhaled deeply and said, “So we’re not going to rip each other’s clothes off right here?”

	Lazaro shook his head slowly. “We will enjoy each other more for the waiting.”

	Food had been delivered, and some dishes had been put in the oven. 

	“Come, Jeremy, help me with this. I find kitchens quite bewildering.”

	Jeremy found saucepans and matches. Bright blue flames popped out with a ferocity he hadn’t expected. The flame fluttered before settling to an even ring of bright fire. He laughed. “I only have an electric ring. I wasn’t expecting that.” He stood at the stove gently stirring a sauce. Food aromas were beginning to permeate the kitchen when Lazaro picked up a large drying cloth.

	“Here, let me put this around you. I do not want you to get splashed.” He reached around Jeremy’s waist.

	Jeremy sensed Lazaro’s body heat again and felt his hands tying the cloth into a knot. With his free hand he reached to touch his hands.

	Lazaro brought Jeremy’s hand to his cheek, then dropped it gently. “I must remind myself it will be much better if we wait. This is all for now.” He kissed the side of Jeremy’s neck.

	Jeremy peered into the beautiful but uninviting dining room. The table had been immaculately set by Vanessa. He returned to the kitchen and stroked the scrubbed wooden table in the kitchen. It reminded him of a time in his childhood when he had still been his parents’ golden boy, a time before they had worried so much that they’d driven him away.

	“Let’s eat here, in the kitchen,” Jeremy said. 

	“Miss Crosskey, she will be disappointed. But tonight it is you who shall have your every wish.” Lazaro ran his fingertips over Jeremy’s face. “It pleases me to indulge you. We will eat in the kitchen.”

	Jeremy caught Lazaro’s fingers and held them. “Miss Crosskey—she told me to call her Vanessa. She’s been working for you a long time, but you still call her Miss Crosskey.”

	“She is my employee. I have a regard for her. She is not just my housekeeper.” He laughed, “but of course you may call her by her first name if you wish.”  

	Jeremy could hardly eat for looking at Lazaro’s eyes.

	Later on that night, as they lay sated with each other, Jeremy followed an arc of moonlight falling on the bedside clock. I must get up early. He drifted off to sleep. 

	A few hours later, slim rays of morning light crept around the edge of the curtains and Jeremy woke. 

	Moving towards Lazaro for one last kiss, Jeremy whispered, “I want to stay here forever, but I have to go now.” 

	Lazaro held him tight. For a few moments Jeremy sank his whole being into that all enveloping closeness, then forced himself to roll over towards the outer edge of the bed.

	“Stay longer.” Lazaro reached out across the bed and entwined Jeremy’s fingers.

	Jeremy moved back towards him. “There’s nothing I’d like more than to stay, but I’ve got early morning practise. I’ve already stayed a bit longer—I don’t have to go home. I brought my things. I can hitch a ride, but I do have to go now.”

	Lazaro held tightly onto his young lover’s hand. “That is remiss of me. I do not want you hitching lifts. It is the middle of the night.” 

	“Don’t be so dramatic. It’s just really early. Look around the edges of the curtains. The summer sun’s beginning to rise. I’m used to early mornings. You’re not. I’ll be OK.” 

	“Stay longer. I will arrange a car.”

	“No.” Jeremy stood in the half darkness. “I’m not a kept boy, a pet to be pampered. I’m here because I want to be. It’s marvellous to be with you—like this—but now I want to go under my own steam. ”

	#

	Jeremy arrived, his mind a turmoil of thoughts from his recent disagreement with Lazaro. Tess skated up to him and said quietly, “I’ve been watching Lloyd. He’s having trouble with his double flip. I reckon yours is much stronger.” 

	“You think so?” Jeremy was glad to have his mind occupied by something other than his near argument. 

	Tess nodded. “Go and do one now. I’ll stand here and watch.”

	“Give me a few minutes to warm up,” Jeremy said, and skated off. At the end of his warm-up, Tess raised two thumbs and he skated fast to the end of the rink, turned quickly, dug his toe pick in, lifted himself up . . . around . . . and around, then opened and landed on a smooth edge with outstretched arms and a glowing face.

	He landed near Lloyd and smiled inwardly at Lloyd’s look of pure hatred.  

	#

	At the other end of the rink Ellie picked herself from the ice after a particularly hard fall. She rubbed her elbow and upper arm. 

	Tess skated over. “Are you OK?”

	“I’m a bit tired.” Ellie tried to smile. “I need to concentrate harder. That’s the fourth time today.”

	“Don’t be hard on yourself. We all have our off days.” 

	Ellie left the ice and grabbed her blade covers. She sat in the changing room and allowed her back to touch the wall. For a moment she was tempted to sink against it into a sweet, numbing sleep. But she roused herself and walked over to a washbasin and splashed cold water over her face. It didn’t help. Seeing her skate bag on the floor, she dragged it over with her foot and opened a side pocket. She withdrew a tiny bag from which she extracted one small pill. Next, she fumbled in her bag for a bottle of water before realizing she’d left it by the side of the rink. 

	As Ellie stood, deciding what to do, Tess walked through the swing doors. She saw the small bag and grabbed it. 

	“What are you doing?” Tess shouted. 

	The girls tussled with the tiny bag. Tess wrenched it from Ellie and dashed to the nearest toilet. She threw the bag in and flushed it.

	Ellie shook with rage. “How could you?”

	“No. How could you? I thought you’d stopped doing drugs.” 

	Ellie sat on the hard wooden bench again. “I can’t manage. I get so tired.”

	“That’s not the answer,” Tess shouted.

	“Sh! Someone will hear.”

	“Who? Peregrine? I don’t care if that nasty slimeball hears. Why did you ever let him sell you that stuff?”

	“Peregrine doesn’t supply anymore,” Ellie said wearily. “It was much easier when he did.” She leaned forward and cradled her head in her arms.

	#

	As Rosa drove home, she felt Tess’s unrest. “Why so quiet, my love?”

	Tess fidgeted in her seat. “It’s Ellie. I’m worried about her.”

	“Ah,” Rosa nodded and kept her eyes on the road.

	“Is that all you’re going to say?” Tess glowered at her mother. “I thought we were supposed to be like her family, since she doesn’t have one of her own.”

	“And as her family, shouldn’t we give her a bit of space?”

	Tess shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Mum.”

	“Mothers never do.” Rosa stopped at red traffic lights but kept looking ahead. “Are you going to tell me that she’s doing drugs again?”

	Tess gasped. “I didn’t know you knew.”

	“Mothers know more than you think.” Rosa’s voice was wry. Then she said more gently, “Of course I’m concerned. What do you think I should do?”

	After a short silence, Tess said, “I’m sorry, Mum. There isn’t much we can do, is there? I did try to stop her though. We tussled and I grabbed her bag of pills and flushed it down the loo.” Tess gave out a small huff of air. “At least that’s one less lot she’ll be having.”

	“No, my love, I’m afraid it isn’t.” Rosa stole a quick glance at her daughter. “It just means she’ll have to buy her next lot earlier.”



	
Chapter 8: July 1958

	 

	The three young hopefuls left the ice as the Zamboni came rumbling out of its cage to clean. They walked towards the changing room in an awkward silence where once there would have been animated talk. 

	Tess opened the conversation. “Let’s all three of us go for a meal, just like we used to do.” 

	Jeremy said, “Sorry Tess. I’d love to, but I’m already doing something.” He stopped and blushed.

	Ellie hugged him. “Oh, so what’s on the horizon for you, Jem?”

	“There is someone, yes. I’m sorry, girls. Another time, OK?”

	The girls laughed and waved as he left the rink with his bag slung over his shoulder. They were left standing together, uncomfortably. 

	Ellie sighed. “We can’t go on not talking for ever, but you didn’t have any right to flush my pills. Don’t ever do anything like that again.”

	“But—” 

	“No buts.” Ellie stalked off.

	As Tess climbed into Rosa’s waiting car, Ellie walked on towards her college. She thought about her pills. Already I’ve fallen out with Tess. Dear, sweet Tess who only wants the best for me. But I can’t . . . I won’t do without them. A small shiver went through her. I could get caught. I’d be sent down from college and even get a criminal record. She turned her mind to Jeremy. And Jem, has he considered that being in love with someone of the wrong sex could put him the other side of the law? 

	#

	The following day when the training session ended, Lloyd and Spick left the ice at the same time. Lloyd looked up and saw Tess a few feet away. I might not get the golden girl today, but I can get some entertainment from this one. 

	“C’mon, Spick. We’ll have some fun, here.” He grabbed his friend’s wrist and ran towards Tess indicating to Spick that they should walk on each side of her while jostling her. 

	Bony shoulders each side of Tess pushed into her back and propelled her first to the left As the two men quickened their pace, she was grabbed and thrust from one man into the path of the other. 

	“Oy, watch out. You’re a clumsy thing, aren’t you?” Spick snarled. 

	Tess began to tremble. She wanted to cry out but her throat was dry. She raised angry accusing eyes and looked from one to the other.

	Lloyd laughed, a short sarcastic snigger. “Oh, used up all your cool on your figures have you?” He moved back to gain extra momentum then threw all his body weight forward. Tess hurtled towards Spick, who grabbed at her breasts then sent her veering towards his friend. Lloyd, seeing Spick’s bold assault, also reached out to clutch and squeeze her before pushing her back.

	Once more Tess tried to scream, but no sound would come. 

	When Tess was mid-way between the two men, the door of the managers’ office opened and Dudley walked out. He saw terror on Tess’s face and took in the smirks on the faces of the two men. He strode up to Lloyd and Spick, letting Tess step back. 

	Dudley put a hand on each man’s shoulder. “Leave it off, you two. You’ve been cautioned before. I don’t want to have to investigate what brought you here from the rink in the midlands.”

	Tess scuttled to the changing room shrouded in shame and humiliation. She wanted to run to Rosa. But I can’t keep running to Mum. I’ve made such a thing about being grown up. Tears streaked her face as she started untying her laces. It’s so pathetic. She wiped her blades dry. I’ll tell Ellie. She reached for her soft towelling covers. But I can’t. She’s back on drugs. Finally, as she zipped up her bag she thought, maybe I can tell Jem. 

	In the hours between the morning session and the lunchtime figures patch, Tess felt searing anger at Lloyd and Spick. Many times she thought of telling Rosa but the words wouldn’t come. She offered to clean the house and banged the new vacuum cleaner around until Rosa said, “Enough is enough. You’ll break that thing. Here, I’ll do it.”

	“Mum,” Tess said urgently. She felt the noise of the vacuum cleaner would make it easier to talk to Rosa. 

	“Yes, my love?” Rosa switched it off. 

	The silence frightened Tess. The words she’d formed to tell Rosa about Lloyd and Spick stuck in her throat. Instead she said, “I, um, I want to talk to Jem before the figures patch.” Her voice gained speed. “Would you drop me off in the car park please?”

	“Of course.” Rosa switched the vacuum cleaner on again. 

	#

	Tess told Jeremy about the snails. 

	“I knew about the snails. You couldn’t skate for days. But now there’s more, isn’t there?”

	Tess sniffed, then tears fell as she told him about being jostled and molested.  

	Jeremy’s face darkened. “Tell me if it ever happens again.”

	Tess thought of Lloyd’s barbarity. “What’ll you do, Jem?” she murmured.

	“Oh, I don’t know, but I’m not afraid of him anymore. That makes a difference.”

	#

	Ellie missed the contents of her small plastic bag. She wondered how, when term started again, she would manage to write a coherent essay without the amphetamines to help her. She tried to pull herself together but became plagued by memories of her school years. She remembered studying for her scholarship exam. 

	Visions of Uncle Clem invaded her consciousness. He towered over her with his vast stomach and clammy hands. She could almost smell the foul breath pushed out through stained teeth. She’d managed to study even then when she’d had to allow his disgusting hand up her school uniform. It was the price she’d paid for her school lunches, her bus fares, indeed her existence. She shuddered and tried to be stern with herself. She reminded herself that she’d never need to see Uncle Clem again. 

	That afternoon, Ellie acknowledged Tess but refused to start a conversation. Several times when Tess skated up to her, she determinedly skated away. She even left the ice a few minutes before the end of the session, changed rapidly and hurried from the big front doors.

	#

	After days of being ignored by Ellie, it occurred to Tess that Ellie might listen to Dudley. She sought him out and found him outside the managers’ office pinning up a notice about a forthcoming event.

	Dudley looked at Tess’s pinched face and said, “What’s up?”

	“Did you see Ellie this morning?” Tess asked.

	“No. She rushed off. I’m hoping to catch up with her later. D’you want me to give her a message?”

	Tess looked at her feet. “No. I just wondered . . .” Without warning, tears sprang from her face. “Oh, Dudley, she’s back on drugs again.” 

	Dudley frowned. “Are you sure?

	“Of course I’m sure. I went into the changing room last week. I saw her. She had a small bag of pills. She was about to take one. I grabbed them and flushed them down the loo.”

	“Thanks for telling me, Tess.” Dudley turned to go when Tess grabbed his arm. “Mum says that me getting rid of them wasn’t really helpful. She said it only meant—” Tess sniffed at the torrent of tears.

	“I see what she means.” Dudley seemed to notice Tess’s tears for the first time. He fished in his pocket and found a handkerchief which he passed to her. “Poor baby,” he murmured absently and went back into the office.

	#

	Peregrine entered the office singing, ‘Hang down your head Tom Dooley.’ He moved his shoulders backwards and forwards. “Hang down your head and . . .”

	Dudley lunged at him with an upturned fist. “You bastard. You utter, absolute bloody bastard,” he spluttered. “Never mind Tom Dooley. I wish you’d hang down your head and die.”

	Peregrine gripped Dudley’s wrist. “Steady on, old man. What’s all this about?”

	“Ellie, of course. You promised. You said you’d given up peddling, and now I find that’s not true. How could you?”

	“How d’you know this?”

	“Tess,” Dudley said.

	“Ah.” Peregrine backed away from Dudley. “I should have known. Miss Goody-Goody.” He rubbed his chin with the back of his hand.

	Dudley stared at his friend through narrowed eyes. “Is that all you can say, you low life scum?”

	“I’m afraid it is all I can say. I can promise you it wasn’t me who supplied Ellie.” 

	#

	The traffic of drugs in Trenbridge went undetected by the local police. When Lonnie and Horace Maretti were told of this, they decided to visit Trenbridge again.

	“We oughtta see if it’s worf our while ’aving a piece of the action,” Horace said before they left London for an exploratory visit.  

	Once in Trenbridge they sat in an upstairs room of the Rose and Crown pub. 

	Lonnie spoke first. “I was all set to remove Mr Peregrine Reynard to take the Trenbridge business, but it seems he’s removed hisself. It woulda been a sort of dry run for sly old Hardmann.”

	Horace ran gnarled fingers over the bumpy, lumpy skin on his neck. “Yeah, all right, but if we’re goin for old Hardmann instead of Mr Reynard we waits. We doesn’t rush in. We watches ’im. We finds out his weak spots. We puts men in to do same. Overwise he’ll slip through our fingers. When we’s ready we strike. Goddit?”

	#

	Ellie’s night-time job stacking shelves left her too tired to skate. She looked in her purse. There was enough money either to skate for the week, or to buy amphetamines. I wanted to wean myself off the little pills during the summer vacation, but it doesn’t seem possible. I don’t have essays due but I do have to pay rent on my summer bed-sit. She argued with herself relentlessly. Without my pills, I won’t be able to study properly when term starts. She took a breath and started to pace the room. I have to get my degree. College is all I’ve got. It’s my only way out of Uncle Clem’s demeaning world.

	Another voice spoke. But I love my skating. I need money for that, too. The voice calling for amphetamines won. They’ll keep me awake and alert, and that will ensure I never have to go near Uncle Clem again.

	#

	On the first morning when Ellie did not appear on the ice, Lloyd smoothed his hair with a movement of exaggerated femininity and said to Jeremy, “So where’s the princess this morning?” 

	Jeremy’s normal response would have been an honest, “I don’t know,” but Lloyd’s insulting gesture annoyed him. Instead of replying, Jeremy drew his finger across his upper lip, imitating one of Lloyds mannerisms with his moustache. He raised his eyebrows and skated off. 

	Lloyd drew his breath in and narrowed his eyes. It had never occurred to him that Jeremy could be anything other than crushed by him.

	#

	Tess walked towards the changing room wondering whether it would be intrusive to try to find Ellie in her rooms in college. Her head was down and she was chewing her bottom lip.

	“Look where you’re going, you silly little . . .” Peregrine snarled as he towered over her.

	Tess stepped backwards. 

	Peregrine grabbed her arms, manoeuvred her around a corner out of the public gaze and pushed her towards the wall. With one hand, he pinned her arms above her head, firing his words at her.

	“You stupid little tittle-tattler. What business is it of yours, what Ellie takes?” With his free hand, Peregrine wagged a bony finger close to Tess’s face. “And, for your information, it wasn’t me who supplied her. She’s moved on to the big boys now. She won’t want a lot to do with you anymore.”

	Tess brought her knee up sharply. Peregrine felt an unexpected searing pain radiate from his groin through his entire body. His eyes watered as he let go of her and doubled over, clutching himself.

	“Pity I had my guards on,” Tess shot at him.

	#

	Jeremy left the wine merchants on the main street. He’d wanted to buy an especially good bottle of wine for Lazaro but when he’d seen the price tags he’d backed outside. As he reached the bright sunlit pavement he saw Ellie across the road.

	“Hey, Ellie!” He waved at her. 

	Ellie averted her eyes and hurried on.

	Jeremy crossed the road and quickened his pace until he caught up with her. As he approached, Ellie blushed.

	“I’m sorry, Jem. I’m not good company at the moment.”

	“You weren’t on the ice this morning. What’s up?”

	Ellie stopped for a moment and turned towards Jeremy. She shielded her eyes from the sun. “I can’t afford to renew my season ticket, right now. It’s too expensive. I’ll be back on the ice soon.”

	Jeremy blinked. He knew about juggling cash to find enough to skate, but he’d done it ever since he left home and he knew that Ellie, too, had always prioritized skating. He looked around frantically and saw a small café. 

	“We’re going in here.” Jeremy steered her inside and sat her at a red-topped Formica table. He ordered coffee and sat down opposite her then clasped her hand which was lying limply on the table in front of them.

	“Ellie, my beautiful friend. If things were different you know I’d fancy the pants off you, don’t you?

	This didn’t raise the laugh Jeremy had hoped for, but Ellie managed a small smile.

	“I know.” She nodded slightly and blinked away an incipient tear. “You and Tess, and Rosa, you’ve all been like my family, and I’m grateful for it.”

	“So, as a member of your family, I am going to pay for your skating for this week. I don’t have enough for a season ticket, and I don’t know what’s gone wrong with your budgeting, but you’ll get back on track, I know you will.”

	“Jem, you can’t.” 

	“I can do what I like with my own money. I can eat beans on toast for the rest of the week. Come on, let’s enjoy this coffee.” Jeremy peered into the glass cup with its pale milky froth. “It’s the last coffee out I’ll be having till next week.”

	#

	Later that night Jeremy lay in Lazaro’s arms, drowsy and sated.

	After a while Jeremy said, “I feel renewed every time we’re together but I’m sad my friend’s so desperately unhappy.”

	Lazaro stroked Jeremy’s shoulder. “Which friend? The pretty one or the young one?”

	“It’s Ellie, the one you called the pretty one.” Jeremy wriggled around and nestled into Lazaro’s chest. “She’s trying to study and skate and it’s all too much for her so she’s been buying amphetamines. I don’t know where she gets them from but I think it’s somewhere around the rink.”

	“Drugs around the rink. That will have to be stopped!” Lazaro sounded genuinely shocked. He resumed stroking Jeremy’s shoulder. “Now, what would you like most in the whole world, for your friend?”

	Jeremy thought back to the week in which Ellie hadn’t skated because she’d spent her money on her precious amphetamines. He knew that if she’d had enough money she could have skated. He meant to say only that he wanted Ellie not to take drugs, but the sentence didn’t come out that way. He said, “I’d like for her to be able to skate and continue her studies without worrying about money.”

	Lazaro took Jeremy’s head into his hands, kissed him gently and said, “Don’t worry so, my beautiful boy. I’ll give my mind to it. I’m sure it will all work out.” 

	 


Chapter 9: July 1958

	 

	Early morning sun glinted on the scar of the heavy man ensconced in the paying booth of the rink car park. He saw Ellie and appraised her bright eyes and eager look. He glanced at the money in her hand. “Sorry love, not enough.”

	Ellie’s heartbeat quickened. “It’s all I’ve got. Just sell me less.”

	“Can’t do that, I’m afraid. This is how it comes.”

	Ellie trembled. “I have to have it.”

	The man turned his back and sought something from inside the booth. He picked up a small piece of paper, turned again and gave it to Ellie. “I was told to give you this.”

	Ellie hesitated before taking the paper. “Told? By whom?” She shivered and put her hands around her upper arms. 

	“Can’t tell you that.”

	Ellie read the writing on the paper. Castle Hill Hotel, 6 pm. She swallowed, remembering that Tess worked at the hotel. 

	That evening she caught the bus. The bus stop, situated at the bottom of the hill, seemed to be silently saying that anybody who could afford the hotel wouldn’t be on foot. She walked up the steep incline to the hotel at the top and saw the imposing doors and liveried porters. It didn’t occur to her that she had no name on the piece of paper which she’d tucked in her bag. All she thought of was that she was walking towards a new source of her precious pills. 

	The hotel’s large foyer held sofas and chairs of the latest Swedish designs. These were arranged in groups a discreet distance from one another. Elegantly dressed people were dotted around in ones or twos as if waiting to go to a cocktail party or a theatre outing. Ellie entered uncertainly, bewildered by the vast space and sudden rush of warm air.

	A tall blond man rose from an armchair, approached her and extended an arm. 

	“Ellie Greene, is it not?”

	Ellie was in no doubt that this was the man she’d been sent to see. Unlike the heavy scarred man, this was someone used to being in such surroundings. The hang of his clothes, the elegance of everything about him, caught her by surprise. She instinctively took in the paleness of the man’s skin and arresting light blue eyes, barely surrounded by lashes. 

	Ellie shook his hand. “And you’re . . .?”

	“My name is Lazaro Hardmann.” The face remained a mask. 

	Ellie took a step back. “But you own the ice rink.”

	Lazaro nodded, and then his tone changed. “Now to business. We cannot do that here. Come with me.” 

	The room he took her to was large with more Scandinavian chairs and rugs but dominated by a huge four poster bed.

	Ellie took in the implications of the bed and realised that Uncle Clem had merely been her apprenticeship. How stupid of me not to have realised this is why I’m here. She looked at Lazaro out of the corner of her eye and thought, He’s not as bad as Uncle Clem. 

	Lazaro took in the moment of realisation. “No, it will not be me. I am laying out the conditions. It is simple. If you want your pills and money to pay for them, you work for me. You work in that bed, or one similar.”

	Ellie swallowed. Dudley’s been my only real lover. I thought I’d left that murky world when I left Uncle Clem. An overwhelming need for amphetamines came over her. All I need to do is agree and I’ll be able to finish my degree and skate as well. 

	She barely heard Lazaro’s voice. “If you are clever, and I have been told that you are, you will use them sparingly.” He held a small bag by the corner, in the same way as the heavy, scarred man had done. He continued, “You are no use to me if you take too many. Such girls do not last long. They end up in a hotel in the other end of town. You understand?”

	As Lazaro had been speaking, Ellie’s mind had somersaulted through the various implications, but uppermost in her mind was that she would get her much-needed amphetamines. She nodded and reached towards the bag.

	“No, you cannot have it yet. There are clothes in the wardrobe. I will send someone to help you change. Afterwards, when your client has left you may ring room service. It will be brought to you, along with the money you need for your skating.”

	Once more Ellie caught her breath. “So, you know about my skating, too.”

	“You were sent from there, remember. I know who you are. I want you to succeed. This is my way of helping you.”

	Lazaro stood up and left and was soon replaced by a woman of indeterminate age, dressed as a hotel maid. Ellie was aware of a faint whiff of 4711 cologne.

	The woman opened the wardrobe and brought out an exceedingly low-cut red silky dress. Silently she helped Ellie change, passing her a pair of red stilettos. The stilettos were too large and Ellie wriggled her toes around.

	“Hmm. I’ll find you a smaller pair. What size shoe are you?” When Ellie told the woman, she returned from the wardrobe with a pair in her size. 

	“This evening’s client is rather smitten with Marilyn Monroe. This dress has been made to look like the one she wore in The Prince and the Showgirl. I think the client fancies himself as Lawrence Olivier. You would do well to flatter him and pretend that he really is.” With that, she carried Ellie’s clothes to the wardrobe. 

	Ellie reached behind her neck and unclasped her locket. She wound the chain around her hand, kissed the locket and put it in her shoe.

	The woman nodded when she saw Ellie remove the locket. She sat Ellie down at the dressing table, combed and rearranged her hair, applied makeup and a heavy cloying perfume. Finally, she stood back and looked at Ellie critically.

	Ellie looked at her altered appearance in the mirror. There was a sense of unreality about it. This isn’t me. This is someone quite different. Maybe that will make it easier. 

	The woman seemed to read Ellie’s mind. “The clients all want to buy something different. If you are dressed like this, he feels he’s entered Hollywood. After ‘hello’, say as little as possible. English girls aren’t good at American accents and it spoils the illusion. You can purr and smile and beckon.”

	Ellie began to shake.

	The woman said, “I know Mr Hardmann said you weren’t to have anything until afterwards but I think this is your first time. As your dresser it is my job to look after your best interests. You’re no use to anyone like a frightened rabbit.” She put her hand in the pocket of her uniform and pulled out a tiny white bag. “There is enough for once only. Take it now instead of after.”

	Ellie said, “But I don’t do cocaine. I only need my uppers to stay awake.”

	“This is different,” the dresser said. “You haven’t done this before. It needs nerve. You’ll find it helps if you use it only just before your client. When room service brings your pills don’t be tempted to take them yet. Keep them for study. I will let you have some cocaine each time. It’ll make it bearable.”

	Ellie reached towards the bag. 

	The dresser handed it to her and said, “You do understand, don’t you?”

	Ellie nodded. Her hands trembled as she laid a thin white line on the mirror of her compact and bent over it. 

	As the dresser left she said quietly, “There’s a small bathroom attached. You can bathe afterwards.”

	“Wait a moment.” Ellie looked up quickly as the dresser was about to leave the room. “If you are to be my regular dresser, part of my life here, I ought to know your name.”

	“My name is Dolores. It means tears, but they are long gone. Now, I want to help you avoid shedding them as much as possible. Good luck.” She pulled the door handle swiftly and left the room. 

	Ellie sat in a chair by the window facing the door as she had been told to do. Heavy burgundy velvet curtains framed golden hair. She was no longer apprehensive. All her senses were awake and dancing.

	A light knock was followed by the entry of a man in late middle age. Dark Bryllcreemed hair shone in the light from the small wall lamps and a vast stomach spilled over the top of his trousers. 

	“Ah, my Marilyn.” 

	Ellie’s face lit with the tingle of cocaine. “Good evening, Sir Lawrence.”

	“A nice English Marilyn. I’m happy with that tonight. I have a notion to take you in the dress and stockings.” 

	“Oh,” Ellie’s eyes widened. “I’m not wearing any—”

	The man laughed. “I always bring them. I want to unfurl them up your legs. Come. Shall we start?” He gestured to the bed then propped all the pillows in one pile.

	Ellie half-sat, half-lay on the bed while the man took a pair of nylons from a cellophane packet. Next, he produced a small red suspender belt.

	Ellie wondered if he was a magician. She couldn’t fathom where the items had come from.

	The man winked. “Your dresser leaves them for me. She knows what I like.” He proceeded to fasten the suspender belt lingering over her waist, then he caressed Ellie’s legs as he slowly unfurled the stockings and finally clipped them in place.

	“Now you are ready,” he said with a bound as he jumped on the bed.

	When it was over, the man rolled his heavy body over to the other side of the bed and propped himself on one elbow. Ellie felt the effect of the cocaine waning. She noticed his vast stomach spilling over the bed and unbidden images of Uncle Clem began to clamour in her mind.

	The man held Ellie’s face and drew his hand down her neck. “You are quite a creditable Marilyn. I hope I will see you again.” 

	Ellie moved so that she, too, was propped on one elbow. Anything to avoid looking at that stomach. This man had been so much nicer than Uncle Clem. She stared into his face. “That’s up to you, isn’t it?”

	After the man had gone Ellie became fully aware that the effect of the cocaine was wearing off. She leapt from the bed and ran into the tiny bathroom, vomited into the washbasin then rinsed her mouth and splashed handfuls of water on her face. She tried to persuade herself that this client had been preferable to Uncle Clem. It had after all been a proper business arrangement. She had agreed. Uncle Clem had taken what he wanted from her against her will. 

	She stood with one hand on the washbasin, panting, then turned the bath taps on and crumbled a cube of pale green bath salts into the water and lowered herself in. She reached to the washbasin and picked up a tiny nail brush. She scrubbed her body methodically. When her skin was red and she had scrubbed not only her client, but Uncle Clem away too, she forced herself to stop. 

	Ellie dressed in her own clothes and put the heavy silk evening dress back in the wardrobe along with the shoes, stockings and suspender belt and rang room service. 

	A young man arrived. He wore the hotel’s livery and carried a tray with a silver domed cover which he left discreetly on a table.

	Ellie lifted the silver cover and found a wad of bank notes and a small plastic bag with enough pills to last her a week.

	 

	 


Chapter 10: August 1958

	 

	Lazaro held Jeremy in his arms for the last few minutes Any minute he will leap from the bed. 

	In the quiet of the early morning, Jeremy whispered, “I know it sounds ungrateful, but I much prefer it when Vanessa isn’t here . . . when there’s only the two of us.” 

	“You know I cannot do without her.”

	“I know how much she does for you. It’s just that she makes me uncomfortable. It’s as if she disapproves of me.”

	“My lovely boy, you cannot begin to know how indispensable she is.” Lazaro stroked Jeremy’s face and looked at his watch. “OK, I let you go now, but before the end of the month I promise you a whole week away together. A week without Miss Crosskey. We will go to France. We will tour. We will taste wine.”

	#

	Jeremy couldn’t wait to tell his friends about the proposed trip. He waited till the end of a training session and shyly told both girls. 

	Ellie said, “You must be mad. We’ve only got one more month before the next major competition. It’s only another four months till the Britannia Trophy. You can’t go on holiday now.”

	Jeremy raised his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. “But this is the only opportunity. I have to go.”

	Ellie threw her arms around him lightly. “I’ll never understand you, Jem. Skating’s been your whole world, but now I realise something pretty big has appeared on your horizon.”

	Jeremy’s heart somersaulted as he thought of Lazaro. “Yes, Ellie. It has.”

	Tess was less understanding. “You simply can’t go. It’ll interrupt your training too much. At our level we’re battling every minute. If you go, you can give up all hopes of the title.”

	Jeremy spread his arms out wide to encompass both girls. “You’re my two closest friends. Let’s not fall out over it. Please?”

	#

	Lazaro drove Jeremy to the Loire Valley in the comfort of his silent navy-blue car. Jeremy relaxed into plush seats and listened to Puccini. He sat mesmerized by the music.

	Lazaro stole a glance at Jeremy’s face and said, “You do not know this music, I think?”

	Jeremy shook his head. “It’s beautiful, but it’s so sad.”

	“It is from Madame Butterfly. Yes, it is both sad and beautiful. One day I will take you to see it. For now, we will enjoy our holiday.”

	They stopped at small wine makers, ones that in later years would be known as boutique vineyards. Jeremy had never tasted so many different wines. His taste buds sizzled. 

	“What do you think?” Lazaro asked.

	“I don’t know anything,” Jeremy said as he rinsed his mouth with clear water. “Not enough to make a judgement.”

	Lazaro replied, “I’m not asking about your knowledge. I’m asking what it tastes like to you.”

	Jeremy struggled with the idea that he didn’t need to know about the variety of grapes, land or weather conditions. “You only want to know how I react to this taste?”

	“Yes, my beautiful boy. It is simple. If you like this wine, we will buy some to take home. If you do not, we will not.” 

	They travelled through many French towns and villages. At the end of the week, the boot was filled with a selection of bottles chosen with care. 

	On their last night in France, Lazaro lay with his arms around Jeremy. “This week has vanished as if it was a day.” 

	Jeremy lazed with his head on Lazaro’s chest. “I feel sad this is the last night of our holiday. It’s been so wonderful. Wines and music, a world I didn’t even know about.” He ran his fingertips lightly down the side of Lazaro’s chest.

	“It does not have to be the last.” Lazaro moved his head to one side so that he could observe Jeremy in the slice of moonlight that had escaped into the room around the heavy curtains.

	Jeremy moved so that he was almost sitting upright. “What d’you mean? We’re all packed to go home.”

	Lazaro lay him down gently and shook his head. He put his fingers to Jeremy’s lips. “Yes, the holiday is over, but could I perhaps persuade you of something else? Come live with me and be my love . . .”

	Jeremy lay on the wide bed and looked up at Lazaro’s face framed by the pale moonlight. Everything else in the room seemed to melt as he let himself answer with the second line of Marlowe’s poem. “And we shall all the pleasures prove . . .” Then Jeremy shook himself as if waking.

	#

	When Jeremy arrived back at the rink for the first time in over a week, it seemed to him as if he were in another world. 

	Tess was skating with consistency as she always did, her face a mixture of concentration and bliss. Ellie was gliding past. She skated backwards swiftly and held her right foot in the air. Her body was arched gracefully as she pulled her foot towards her head. She even managed to wink at Jeremy. He laughed. As he did so, Lloyd landed his biggest jump right in front of Jeremy. 

	Jeremy felt a sudden sense of invigoration. That’s exactly the thing I need to spur me on to serious practise. He stepped on the ice with renewed energy.

	Later that evening Lazaro said, “It will be easier for you to bring your things here if I send the chauffeur.” 

	Jeremy shook his head. “I’ll only bring my clothes and my skates. I’ll put them in a suitcase and come on the bus.”

	“But that is not what I meant by moving in with me.” Lazaro crossed his arms. Perfectly manicured fingernails dug into the flesh of his upper arms as he fought to keep irritation from his voice.

	Jeremy had never seen Lazaro with crossed arms before. He noted the pressure exerted where fingertips dug into skin, and he opened his arms palm upwards.

	“That’s all I possess. I’m not keeping things there so that it can be a bolt hole.” He moved towards Lazaro. In the small space between them, he could feel his body heat. He wanted to reach through those few inches and touch him, but sensed Lazaro didn’t want to be touched when he was in an argumentative mood. 

	“I have only a few bits in the kitchen but nothing like the equipment you have here—some blunt knives and cheap saucepans.” Jeremy shrugged. “It’ll be best to leave things like that in case my mother decides to come and stay again.” He talked on, trying to keep his voice light and casual, hoping to soften the thwarted look on Lazaro’s face. “There are a few photos too. My mother insisted I brought those.”

	Jeremy splayed his fingers and counted. “There’s one of her when she was younger. She likes me to have that one.” Jeremy was aware that he was prattling, but out of the corner of his eye he could see Lazaro’s fingers relaxing. He continued, “And a framed photo of Mother and Father. I think they should stay in the flat, too.”

	Lazaro loosened his grip on his upper arms. A veil of happiness spread over his face. “You melt me with your silver tongue.” His arms fell softly before reaching out towards Jeremy whom he embraced. “As you wish. It is a good plan.”

	#

	Denver Harvey’s jaw dropped when he saw Tess behind the reception desk at the Castle Hill Hotel. He quickly composed himself, snapped his mouth shut and walked past her, around the corner to the Hardmann and Harvey travel desk. 

	“Good evening, Mr Harvey.” A middle-aged man chosen for his inscrutable expression stood behind the desk. 

	Denver’s rheumy eyes almost shone. “I didn’t expect to see . . . um . . . is that young Tess Goodchild behind the desk?” He rubbed his hands.

	The desk clerk leaned forward with a smile on his face. His mouth was close to Denver’s ear when he spoke with a menacing whisper, “May I remind you, sir, that this is a travel desk. You are one of the part owners of the travel business.” The desk clerk continued, “Miss Goodchild works on the main reception desk. We have all been to great pains to make sure she has no idea about the real identity of this arm of the hotel’s activity. We all wish to keep it that way.” He leaned back again and rearranged his face. In a courteous voice he said, “Your business conference is in suite 413 today, sir.”

	#

	Lazaro invested some of the profits from the fourth floor of the Castle Hill Hotel to build a new laboratory in a secluded part of Wales. He bought a large warehouse which had been used as a Royal Ordnance Factory during the war. Lazaro called this business the ‘Clean as a Pin’ company. In the main section of the warehouse, a white abrasive cleaning powder was made and packaged in cylindrical containers. In a smaller, well-hidden section, however, cocaine was produced using raw coca paste, hydrochloric acid and potassium salt. The ‘Clean as a Pin’ company produced only one product, but every cylinder of cocaine was packed in a cardboard box, identical to the ones containing abrasive cleaning powder.

	Lazaro looked at the first full box of a dozen cylinders with satisfaction. He was accompanied by his Man Friday, a thickset man with a deep scar running down his neck. He nodded to Lazaro.

	“That looks good, boss. You’ll need to make sure the packaging boys get the real stuff in the right box every time.” He let out a small huff of air. “Or I’ll be sending some expensive cleaning powder to the rink.” The afternoon light shone on his scar.

	“That is . . . how do they say it? Top priority. I do not want people snorting cleaning powder.”

	The man let out a gruff laugh. “Quickest way t’ get Old Bill involved, that. Dunno why, but they seem to move special fast when they see that happen.”

	#

	Jeremy waited until Lazaro was lying in the bath, warm and relaxed, then picked up a sponge and started soaping his back with smooth rhythmic movements. Jeremy watched the cares of Lazaro’s day evaporate, before he started to talk. 

	“Now I’m living here, I think we should be more cautious about me being seen by other people. I can get a bike for the days I skate early mornings.”

	Lazaro’s relaxed forehead creased into small frown. “You are feeling stifled, no?”

	Jeremy thought, Now I’ve undone all the progress I’ve made by soaping his back. “Not at all. The car isn’t necessary—also, it’s risky. Sooner or later someone will see me. Gossip will start. Lloyd would do anything to have me out of the running and . . . what we do is against the law. I don’t want us to end up in court.”

	“You think Lloyd would go to the police?”

	“No. But he makes it embarrassing for me sometimes and if he had anything concrete, he might go to the papers.”

	“Do you think his coach can make him toe the line?”

	Jeremy shook his head.

	“I will put my mind to it. There will be no more problems. I will buy you a bicycle.” Lazaro reached towards the chain and pulled out the plug.

	Jeremy held out a large fluffy towel. He said, “No, I don’t want you to buy me a bike. I’ll buy my own.”

	“But you will not buy a good bicycle.” Lazaro started drying himself. 

	“It just needs to be serviceable. I still have my job. I can buy something good enough.”

	“Ah, your job. I wish you would give that up. You do not need it, now.”

	Jeremy’s eyes blazed. “I’m not a kept boy, Lazaro.” 

	Lazaro blinked at the outburst, then continued smoothly, “But it’s your birthday soon. Can I not buy you a good bike?”

	“No. You’ll buy something beautiful and far too posh to be used here in Trenbridge. It’ll get stolen or smashed.”

	#

	A few days after Jeremy had voiced concerns regarding Lloyd to Lazaro, Peregrine stopped Lloyd in the foyer of the ice rink.

	“I’m afraid you are no longer welcome here.” 

	“Whoa!” Lloyd started back as if rearing on a horse.

	Peregrine ignored Lloyd’s miming. “There have been too many complaints about you. I’ve had three in this last week alone. We can’t let you stay here.”

	Lloyd’s mouth fell open. “You mean I’m banned from this rink?”

	Peregrine nodded his head gravely. He reached out and took Lloyd’s elbow. “Come on. Let’s go into the office.”

	“Oh, so you don’t want me to make a scene out here?” Lloyd had hoped to sound sarcastic and embarrass Peregrine.

	“Exactly so.” Peregrine steered Lloyd into the office but remained standing. “Not entirely my decision, old man. One way and another, you’ve behaved like a bit of an ass and this is what happens.”

	A boiling anger steamed up from Lloyd’s stomach. “No!” he shouted, bringing his fist hard down on Peregrine’s desk. “It was those girls last week, wasn’t it?” He drew menacingly towards the manager. “It was only a bit of fun.” 

	Peregrine regarded him calmly. 

	Lloyd’s bottom jaw stuck out. “Come on, she loved it.”

	“A few of the parents have complained. It seems that is not all you did.”

	“They were asking for it. They squealed with joy.” The thin black moustache quivered with indignation. “Couldn’t wait to have snow stuffed down their blouses—especially the blond busty one. Can’t blame me for trying, eh?” 

	“There’s to be no arguing. I’m telling you.”

	“But what am I to do?” Panic clutched at Lloyd’s throat. “It’s so close to the Castle Hill Trophy.”

	“The timing isn’t as bad as it might be. You know your programme. Everything’s ready. All you need is consistent practise and someone to keep an eye on you.” 

	Lloyd watched Peregrine shuffling his feet. I bet this wasn’t his idea. Everywhere I go someone gets me banned. I wonder who it was at this rink.

	Peregrine continued, “You could do worse than go to Norrington. You could compete at the Castle Hill competition from there.” He gave a short bark of a laugh and reached for the door handle. “I assume you’ve never been banned from Norrington, have you?” With the smoothness of a casino card dealer, he opened the door.

	“No.” Lloyd stood in the doorway. “Where will I live? How will I do it?”

	Peregrine grasped the doorframe, leaving Lloyd neither inside nor out. “You could rent a bedsit nearby. As a contender for the Britannia Trophy, you won’t have trouble finding someone prepared to coach you—probably get enough coaching to keep you going for the Castle Hill Trophy.” 

	Lloyd’s face brightened. “And then after the Castle Hill Competition there will only be two months before the actual Britannia Trophy. When the big day comes, at least I’ll be familiar with the rink.”

	“That’s better, old man.” Peregrine edged Lloyd from the office. “Oh, and stop playing the ass, and getting on the wrong side of people.”

	“Thanks, Peregrine.” Lloyd picked up his bag. “I appreciate your advice.”

	Peregrine shook Lloyd’s outstretched hand. 

	Lloyd felt the swoosh of disappearing warm air as the door shut firmly leaving him on the outside. 

	#

	Later that afternoon Tess caught up with Jeremy as he was entering the ice rink. She grinned at him and gave a little jig on the spot. “Our dreams have come true. It doesn’t take long for the gossip machine to work in this place. That ghastly Lloyd has finally been banned from Trenbridge.”

	“What? Why?” 

	Tess stopped dancing. “I’ve no idea. He and Spick have done some pretty awful things. Maybe they simply went too far.”

	“And Spick?”

	“Oh, I think he’s still around but he’s only Lloyd’s sidekick. Without the puppeteer, the puppet won’t do much harm.”

	 


Chapter 11: September 1958

	 

	One week before the Castle Hill competition Jeremy went to his flat to collect the post. He stood by the front door reading a letter from his mother. She gave the usual news of the new vicar and the political wrangling on the parish council and finished by saying that she’d like to watch the competition. Her letter ended, I’ll arrive the day before and you can give me afternoon tea, but I think I’ll book into a hotel. That way we’ll both get better sleep.

	Jeremy tucked the letter in his pocket, walked into the kitchen and placed the envelope on the kitchen table and made himself some instant coffee. He winced at the flavour. Not only was it a long time since he had tasted it, but without milk it was especially powdery. He found a pen in a kitchen drawer, sat down and started to write on the envelope: ‘flour, milk, eggs, butter, Earl Grey, bread, cress, cucumber’. He walked around the flat trying to take a mental inventory of the details his mother might notice. The general air of neglect, the dust and the spider’s webs could not be avoided. He picked up the pen and added to the envelope: ‘Return in good time to clean thoroughly.’ 

	That evening over dinner, Jeremy told Lazaro about the letter from his mother. He said, “I meant to tell you as soon as you got in but then I made another decision.”

	Lazaro paused in the process of cutting his salmon. He looked across the table and met Jeremy’s eyes. “And the decision?”

	       Jeremy placed his cutlery down carefully and met Lazaro’s gaze. “Even though my mother’s going to be in a hotel, I want to spend the night before the Castle Hill Trophy at my flat.” 

	“Ah, the flat you kept. I knew you would want to return to it.” Lazaro put his knife and fork down.

	“It’s only for one night.” Jeremy’s voice was even. “I have to go and clean and air it so I can give my mother afternoon tea. I’m not returning to live.” 

	“You will not have a good night’s sleep.” There was a hint of petulance in the clipped voice. “Your bed is hard and narrow. Why be there when you could be here with me?” 

	Jeremy looked shyly at Lazaro from under his lashes. Under other circumstances he would have smiled, but he desperately wanted him to understand. “You’re a distraction, Lazaro.” He caught a puzzled look. “Of course, I love being distracted but I think it’ll be easier to go to bed and think only of the competition if I’m on my own.”

	Lazaro nodded, a short curt nod. “Very well. I know why you kept your flat. I understand, but . . .”

	“But what?” A slight frown creased Jeremy’s forehead. 

	Lazaro sat back and rested his chin on his forefinger. “You have not lived there for a few months. It will be dusty and stuffy. I will send a cleaner.”

	“No, Lazaro. Really no!” Jeremy leaned forward, his jaw set hard. “I can do my own cleaning. How many times do I have to tell you, I am not a kept boy.”

	Lazaro pushed his chair back, stood and walked around to Jeremy. He stroked his shoulder. “I did not mean to upset you. I was only concerned you would want to spend that time practising for the competition.” 

	Jeremy grasped the hand that was stroking him. He held it to his cheek and said softly, “I know you want to help me, but there are some things I must do for myself.”

	“Then I will look forward to seeing you after the event.” He clapped his hand to his forehead. “But no, I cannot see you that night. I have an unavoidable meeting in Wales.” 

	Jeremy said, “Then I’ll spend the night after the competition at my flat too. I don’t want to come back to the house if you aren’t here.”

	#

	Four days before the competition, when Lazaro arrived home he sat in a soft armchair and allowed Jeremy to pour him a glass of whiskey. As he watched Jeremy replace the stopper in the cut glass decanter, he said, “It is such a pity you will not drink with me.” 

	“After the competition I’ll drink with you. I can’t do it every day,” Jeremy said, sliding down into an armchair next to Lazaro.

	Lazaro reached an arm out to Jeremy’s hand. He caressed it briefly. “I told you I must be away for your competition. It cannot be helped, but I need to be in London from tomorrow. There are some matters I need to attend to personally.” 

	“I understand,” Jeremy said lightly. “Let’s have a quiet evening and an early night. Then tomorrow after my training I’ll go back to my flat.”

	The following morning when Jeremy returned home from his training session he started to assemble the possessions he intended to take back to his flat. He counted out the clothes he needed and laid them on the bed. Bother, not enough socks. He walked downstairs into the small utility room to see if there were any there. 

	Vanessa Crosskey stood inside the door folding washing. “Ah, Jeremy, I expect you’ll be needing these,” she said, handing him a neat pile of folded clothes.

	Jeremy smiled. “Thank you, Vanessa. I want to tell you that since Lazaro has gone away on business, I’ll be going back to my flat today. I’ll return when he does. I’m very grateful to you for . . .” he faltered. “Everything you do for me.”

	“I do everything for Mr Hardmann. You are now part of his life, so I am happy to include you, too.” 

	For the first time Jeremy saw a warm smile suffuse her face. He swallowed, wondering how to reply.

	Not waiting for his response, Vanessa continued, “And it’s for that reason that I am offering to make you some sandwiches and cakes for when your mother visits you.” She saw Jeremy open his mouth about to protest and looked at him sternly. “If you were staying here I would be spending time cooking for you. Since you will need a fair amount of time to clean your flat, I am happy to provide you with food which will save you some time. You don’t want to be exhausted on the day! I’ll drop it off at the rink at lunchtime on the day before the competition.”

	#

	When Jeremy was about to leave the ice after his morning training session, he saw Dudley hurrying along the rubber matting, trying to catch his eye. “Parcel in the office for you, Jeremy. A lady dropped it off. Looks like a large tin of biscuits.” Dudley gave a small chuckle. “Only it says ‘fragile’ on one of those printed label things. Dunno what it can be.” 

	Jeremy hastened to the office wondering why Vanessa would have chosen to pack sandwiches and cakes in a biscuit tin. As soon as he saw it, he realised it would fit exactly in his bicycle basket. 

	“Oh, thanks, Dudley. It’s a gift from my aunt.” He scooped up the package and left.

	When Jeremy had cycled home and brought his bike into the hallway, he ran out to buy some milk. Once home again, he stood the bottle in the sink surrounded by cold water and retrieved his package from Vanessa. Cucumber sandwiches and butterfly cakes sat wrapped in greaseproof paper. Around the paper was a wet teacloth. Jeremy left them on the draining board and set about cleaning his flat. 

	#

	Mrs Horsefield enjoyed the fare made by Vanessa Crosskey and complimented Jeremy on the time and trouble he must have gone to in order to make it. Next, she cast her eye over Jeremy’s clean flat. Finding nothing to criticise she said, “Now about your competition tomorrow, I don’t think I’ll come to the first bit. You said that was the figures, didn’t you?”

	“That’s right,” Jeremy said. “There’s a short break when the judges are given lunch. After that it’s the free skating. The order is: pairs, men’s, dance, ladies’. I don’t think there are many pairs so you might want to come at the end of the scheduled break to see all of the free skating.” 

	#

	On the day of the competition, Mrs Horsefield arrived towards the end of the short lunchbreak. The Zamboni was being driven by Peregrine who, recognising her, smiled ingratiatingly and nodded his head in Jeremy’s direction. 

	Mrs Horsefield found her son with Ellie, Tess and Rosa. Jeremy, forgetting that his mother had met Rosa, introduced the two ladies and suggested that they sit together. 

	“How has the competition been so far?” Mrs Horsefield tilted her head slightly.

	Rosa’s voice filled with pride as she said, “Jeremy came first out of all the men, and Tess came first out of the ladies.”

	Mrs Horsefield felt she was expected to say something. She turned towards her son. “Oh, does that mean your circles were better than all the others? What a pity I missed that, dear.” 

	Jeremy was taken aback. He knew his mother had no interest in his sport, but her questions sounded belittling. I wish she’d asked Rosa what figures are all about. Conquering his annoyance, he inclined his head and murmured, “Indeed, Mother.”

	The mothers sat for the opening free skating section. Mrs Horsefield raised her eyebrows and gave them a small wriggle when she saw the programme. She ran her eyes down the list of competitors. Printed next to each was their home rink. 

	“It says here that Lloyd Evans skates at Norrington. I thought he skated here.”

	“Used to,” Rosa said, hoping not to have to say anything more.

	“But why?” Mrs Horsefield persisted.

	“He was a bit badly behaved. He was actually banned from this rink.”

	“Then why is he here tonight?

	“It’s an open competition. He can’t train here, but he is allowed to compete.” 

	“How very odd,” remarked Mrs Horsefield. “It’s a pity about his bad behaviour, but nevertheless, the young man I read about after that northern competition looked wonderful.” She settled down to watch Lloyd’s programme.  

	As soon as Lloyd finished his programme, Mrs Horsefield said, “I do wish Jeremy had told me how different it was. I hope he’s as good as the young man we’ve just been watching.”

	Rosa had been counting all of Lloyd’s elements. “I think you’ll find Jeremy’s programme just as exciting.”

	#

	Denver Harvey had wangled himself a place on the judging panel. Since he was now a part-owner of the Castle Hill Hotel, it had not been possible to refuse him. He’d enjoyed Lloyd’s aggressive, testosterone-laden programme. He felt aggrieved that Lloyd was no longer a Trenbridge skater and knew that Jeremy was his nearest rival. With that in mind, he picked up cards bearing the highest possible marks that he dared to select and raised his hands. As he did so, he suddenly felt an urgent need to empty his bowels. He brought his hands down quickly with a muttered apology and hurried from his position in the judges’ section. He almost ran to the toilets remembering, with regret, the rather large portion of coronation chicken that he had wolfed at the judges’ luncheon. 

	#

	A substitute judge was quickly found for the remainder of the men’s section and Rosa sighed with relief. Mrs Horsefield didn’t notice either the commotion or Rosa’s sigh. She settled back to see how her son would compare with the young man she had decided was the most magnificent skater she had ever seen. She had, up until that point, seen a total of six skaters. She was not expecting to see her son opening his programme with a strong push backwards, presenting his arms and arching them dramatically. She was unaware of fast complicated footwork before Jeremy turned swiftly forwards and landed a double axel in front of the judges. The audience cheered. Mrs Horsefield clapped politely but looked at Rosa’s face for confirmation that this had been something special. Jeremy’s programme continued, and Rosa counted off the elements that would be marked. She thought they should exceed Lloyd’s marks, but for that one high mark that Denver had given the young man before he’d hurried off. At least Jeremy had been in the lead from the figures’ competition that morning.

	Mrs Horsefield saw Rosa scribbling numbers in the margin of her programme, and when Rosa beamed, Jeremy’s mother said, “What do all those numbers mean, dear?” 

	Rosa could hardly contain her joy. “It means Jeremy has won the men’s section.”

	#

	Once Denver had emptied his bowels he wondered if it was safe to return to the judging panel. He badly wanted to see the ladies’ competition, but he couldn’t risk being away from the toilets. 

	He stood washing his hands and dousing his forehead with cold water. He comforted himself that all the male judges would give Ellie good marks, but then thought, It’s not the same because I wasn’t one of them. He found himself thinking ahead to the Britannia Trophy. It’s only a couple of months away. I’m not actually on the judging panel, but I wonder if I can fix it . . . His mind turned to all the judges who would be at the Britannia Trophy. He considered how he might engineer for one of them to be indisposed that week.

	#

	It didn’t occur to Mrs Horsefield that the girls were doing the same elements as the men. She sat watching the ladies’ competition with no comprehension of anything except the look of each skater. “I must say Ellie has such a pretty dress on. She looks perfectly lovely, doesn’t she?”

	Rosa nodded as she tried to follow her own daughter’s programme. Although Tess had been in the lead from the morning’s figure competition, the first set of marks for both Ellie and Tess evened the scores, with Tess still in the lead. The marks from the substitute judge moved Ellie’s total score up, so that she was awarded 0.3 more for presentation. 

	Tess bit the corner of her bottom lip. She was pleased for her friend and wanted to share her happiness, but she was also bitterly disappointed at not having won. Ellie’s four years older than I am. I’ll catch up. I know I will. She hugged Ellie then went to stand with Rosa hoping nobody would see the small tears welling in her eyes. 

	“You’re my champion, my love,” Rosa whispered as she put her arms firmly around her daughter’s shoulders. “That was a lovely programme. A different set of judges and you might have won.”

	The medallists stood on the rostrum. Lloyd managed to contain his anger but refused to look at Jeremy for the ritual handshaking. He leaned across Jeremy rudely to shake the hand of the young man who had been placed third and congratulated him effusively.

	Lloyd climbed down from the rostrum. “Norrington’s my home rink now. I’ll be used to skating there. That’ll give me the edge for the Britannia Trophy.” His final words arrived as pellets fired from a shotgun. “I’ll win that.”

	#

	As Jeremy and Lloyd descended from the rostrum in the ice rink, Lazaro reached the vital part of his business meeting. 

	Lazaro’s South American supplier looked steadily at his customer. “The police have become smarter at detecting our product. Much has been found and impounded. This means there is less of it to go around. You do not have to buy.” The South American raised his shoulders and widely splayed his upturned hands to imply that he was not hiding anything.

	Lazaro’s profitable laboratory had not been operating long, and without the raw paste it could not manufacture cocaine. He thought quickly. “Yes, I still want to buy. I’ll have to raise my price too.” 

	The deal was done.

	Lazaro phoned Vanessa. “I need to talk with you. Can you arrange a dinner to be delivered?”

	“What will you tell Jeremy?”

	“He will be at his flat tonight. It is useful you appear to be only my housekeeper, but this evening, I need us to talk business. He will not know.” 

	  

	As Lazaro was chauffeured away in his sleek navy-blue car, he wondered whether to surprise Jeremy. But by now the skaters will have left the rink. We will wait until tomorrow night.

	#

	After the medals had been awarded, Mrs Horsefield spoke with Jeremy. “I’m so sorry darling, but I have a terrible headache. I wanted to take you all out for a celebratory something or other but I’ll have to go back to my hotel and take an aspirin for this dreadful head. I’ll come around to your flat to see you tomorrow—before I get the train home.” She turned to Rosa and said, “It was lovely meeting you, and it was so nice having company for the competition. I do hope we meet again.”

	When Mrs Horsefield had left, Rosa said to Jeremy, “Oh, that’s a shame. I do hope she feels better soon. And what a pity not to be able to spend time with you.”

	“It’s alright, Rosa, really it is. She’s always been prone to migraines.” Memories of missed school sports days and prize-givings flitted across his mind. “I’m used to it.”

	As the three skaters prepared to leave the rink Rosa said, “We have so much to celebrate—but I knew it would be too late tonight, so I’ve booked a table for us all tomorrow at the Castle Hill Hotel.”

	At Rosa’s mention of the hotel, all colour drained from Ellie’s face. Nobody noticed her standing rooted to the spot with her skating bags slung over her shoulder. 

	Tess laughed, “That’s wonderful, Mum. It’s so appropriate, the place I work—the place which sponsored the competition.”

	Jeremy put his arms around Rosa and hugged her. “How lovely. That’s thoughtful of you.”

	Ellie struggled out of her shocked state. “Thanks for inviting me but I’m so sorry,” she said in a dazed voice, “I’ve something I can’t get out of tomorrow.” She turned to Jeremy and Tess. Horror and fear were painted onto her face. “You have a wonderful time. I’ll think of you all.”

	“Nonsense,” Rosa said. “I wouldn’t dream of dinner without you. I can easily change it. We’ll make it the day after, shall we?”

	“I . . . no, I can’t make that either,” Ellie said, wringing her hands together. “It’s kind of you, Rosa, but I simply can’t.” She bolted away into the night.

	Jeremy glanced quickly from Rosa to Tess. He gestured in the direction of Ellie’s fleeing back and said, “Excuse me, I think I’ll . . .”

	By the time Jeremy caught up with Ellie she was at the end of the main road. They turned into a smaller side street. For a few minutes they were silent. 

	Ellie looked down at the pavement then stopped abruptly. “I know it must seem awfully rude, but I simply can’t have dinner there.” 

	Jeremy drew closer to his friend. He put an arm around her shoulder. “Come back to my flat. I’ll make you a cup of tea and we’ll talk about it.” He tried to nudge her forwards. Ellie refused to move.

	“Only if you let me say as little as I want, and you have to promise not to judge me.”



	
Chapter 12: September 1958

	 

	Jeremy brought mugs of tea and a plate of chocolate digestive biscuits. He placed them on a low wooden table in front of his sofa. 

	Ellie looked at the biscuits and gave a tiny sigh. “My favourites. I used to have them as a child, when my parents were still alive.” She reached for one and put it by the side of her mug.

	“You don’t talk much about your childhood. I mean, I know I don’t, but I do have some halfway decent memories.” 

	“It wasn’t a happy time—not after my parents died.” Ellie interlaced her fingers and twisted them back and forth. “Living with Uncle Clem was something nobody should have had to go through . . .” 

	Ellie trailed off as Jeremy remembered the confidence Ellie had whispered to him on the day of the test. He took a biscuit and tried to make eye contact with his friend. “Does this have something to do with why you can’t or won’t come to dinner at the Castle Hill Hotel?”

	Ellie tried to meet Jeremy’s gaze, but instead she studied the threadbare carpet and nodded.

	“Whatever it is, must be pretty terrible.” Jeremy took a bite of his biscuit. He gestured towards Ellie’s uneaten one. “Eat yours.”

	Ellie nibbled the edge of the biscuit and put it down. “You know about my amphetamines, don’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“It became too hard to pay. Tess found me about to take one and grabbed them from me and flushed them down the loo. That was the first out of a week’s supply. I think that may have been the week when you paid for my skating. What you did saved me for a while, but then suddenly the price went up.” She looked down at her shoes, then up at Jeremy and met his eyes. “Jem, I had to have them. I became a tart. That’s how I pay for them now.”

	Jeremy couldn’t take in her news but knew he had to hold her tight. He moved closer to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “Ellie, you’re not a tart.”

	“I am . . . I am . . . I am!” Ellie pulled away from Jeremy and thumped her fist on the wooden table. The mugs jumped and tea slopped over the poorly varnished surface. “Men pay me for sex.”

	Ellie’s news seemed as alien as if she’d told him she’d arrived from Mars. As Jeremy tried to make himself believe it, visions of men like Denver Harvey pawing his friend rose like images from a horror film.

	Ellie gripped the table edge and continued, “Every Thursday night I go to a room on the fourth floor of the Castle Hill Hotel and get dressed in absurd clothing before . . . That’s why I can’t go to dinner there.”

	 “I can’t believe—” 

	“You have to, Jem. That’s what I do. That’s what I am.”

	Jeremy fought through disbelief to his friend’s distress. “You’re still my best friend, and Tess’s.” Thoughts of Tess pushed his mind in a different direction. “Hey, what about Tess? How come you haven’t met her at the Castle Hill Hotel? Doesn’t she work there too?”

	Ellie nodded. “Tess does reception at the main desk Monday to Wednesday. So far they haven’t altered her shifts.”

	“That’s sailing close to the wind.”

	“It’s not all luck. It’s very discreet. There’s a thing called a travel desk around the corner from main reception. It’s a front for the fourth floor which is reserved for the tarts. I had to explain that I knew Tess, so I also requested that they never asked her to work on a Thursday.”

	Jeremy’s mind was in turmoil as he pulled Ellie towards him again. “We still love you, Ellie. We always will. You must remember that.”

	Ellie relaxed her head against Jeremy’s shoulder. Eventually she said, “Well you’ll have to love me enough to give me a bed for the night.” She looked at her watch. “My landlady will have locked that big front door by now. Even on working nights I’m back earlier than this.”

	#

	The following morning the two young skaters sat in Jeremy’s kitchen. The aroma of hot buttered toast wafted from their plates. Large blue and white mugs of tea stood on the table, the steam rising. Jeremy opened the door of the gas oven for heat. He sat with tousled hair and striped pyjamas bought for him by his mother when he’d left home. He’d deliberately left them at the flat, knowing there would be no place for such garments in Lazaro’s house. 

	Ellie, wearing one of Jeremy’s shirts, leaned forward cradling her warm mug. “Thanks for last night.” She bit into the golden-yellow toast, and a small dribble of butter escaped from the corner of her mouth. She licked it clean. “I still haven’t sorted out how I’m going to cope with Rosa insisting on this meal at the hotel. Honestly Jem, I can’t go there.”

	“You only have two options. You can make yourself show up. It’s going to be in the main dining room. I’ll be with you. You can hold onto my arm and we can go in as a couple.” Jeremy’s eyes danced and he allowed himself to chuckle. 

	“And if I can’t face that . . .?”

	“Ah—that option. If you choose not to go, you will upset both Tess and Rosa inordinately. Both will be extremely hurt and Tess might not speak to you again for a long time. Obviously, you can’t tell either of them why you don’t want to go, and there isn’t anything you can say that will begin to sound like a reasonable excuse.”

	Ellie rested her elbow on the table and placed her hand under her chin. “You don’t make it easy for a girl, do you, Jem?”

	Jeremy leaned forward and clasped Ellie’s hands in his own. “A life built on secrets can never be easy. For different reasons that’s—” 

	The doorbell rang. 

	Jeremy’s forehead creased slightly. “I wasn’t expecting anybody.” 

	The bell rang again. Jeremy wondered if it was his imagination, but there seemed to be an imperious tone to the ringing.

	Mrs Horsefield stood with her forefinger glued to the button of the doorbell.

	“Ah.” She leaned forward to be pecked on the cheek.

	Jeremy took his mother up the flight of stairs as Ellie was about to leave the kitchen. Mrs Horsefield took one look at Ellie, clearly naked apart from Jeremy’s shirt. “I . . . Oh . . .” Her hand fluttered to her chest. “Oh, Jeremy, I’m so sorry to intrude—”

	“You’re not intruding at all, Mother. We were having breakfast. I don’t have any real coffee but we’re having toast and tea. Would you like some?”

	Mrs Horsefield didn’t feel like eating or drinking but on the other hand she didn’t want to miss the opportunity of seeing her son in his own home with a girl who had recently climbed out of bed. “No thank you, Jeremy dear. I came around to say how pleased I was to have actually seen a real competition. It was exciting.”

	She let herself look at Ellie for a moment then added, “And of course you both did very well. Proper congratulations to both of you.” 

	After a few minutes Mrs Horsefield bid both young people farewell and walked out into the street with a lighter step. She almost swung her handbag in delight at having seen Ellie in Jeremy’s flat. The sky seemed brighter and more blue. She decided it would be pleasant to walk back to her hotel. Perhaps I’ll buy a newspaper, she thought. The local one might have some mention of the competition. Her heart swelled at the thought. My son winning a competition. After a few minutes walking, she entered a dusty newsagent’s shop as Lloyd was coming out with an armful of morning papers.

	“You’re the young man from last night. I simply must tell you how wonderful I thought you were.” She crossed her hands in front of her chest. “If I wasn’t a prejudiced mother, I would say you were quite the best.” She basked in the reflected glory of Jeremy’s success. 

	“I’m sorry. I’m not sure I know who you are.” Lloyd’s moustache quivered.

	“Oh, I’m Jeremy’s mother. I thought you’d recognise me. Never mind. I wanted you to know how much I admire you.”

	Lloyd’s lips curved into a smile but the skin around his eyes didn’t move. 

	“Thank you, Mrs Horsefield.” He spoke through almost-closed teeth for his next sentence. “But of course, Jeremy did exceptionally well.”

	“Oh, I’m so glad you think so.” Mrs Horsefield hadn’t noticed the tightness around Lloyd’s face. She was still bubbling with excitement at having seen Ellie at Jeremy’s flat. “And d’you know,” she carried on in a conspiratorial tone, “I’ve just come from Jeremy’s flat and seen that delightful girl, you know the one with the golden hair, the one who won the ladies’ competition?” Mrs Horsefield raised her shoulders and brought them down in a dramatic shrug. “She’s obviously spent the night there. Isn’t it too exciting?”

	 “Of course, that does make him the luckiest man in the world, doesn’t it?”

	#

	Ellie and Jeremy walked up the steps of the Castle Hill Hotel together. Ellie held on to Jeremy’s arm, willing herself not to grip it like a life-raft as she walked into the foyer. She forced a smile and found herself thinking, It’s kind of Rosa to be doing this. She mustn’t guess I’m terrified. She’ll recognise a fake smile. Keep thinking of her kindness.

	Rosa and Tess were already waiting in the foyer of the hotel. They sat in stylish Swedish chairs, Rosa in a modest black dress with her legs neatly crossed at the ankles.

	Tess was clearly bubbling with excitement at the thought of having dinner at the posh hotel where she worked three evenings a week. As soon as she saw her friends, she leapt up. “I wore my best party frock.” She twirled in her emerald-green brocade dress. “I feel almost grown-up!”

	Jeremy hugged Tess and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Congratulations, silver medallist,” he said with a grin.

	Ellie felt cast adrift without being attached to Jeremy’s arm. The moment Jeremy released Tess, she rushed up to the younger girl and flung her arms around her. “Tess, you did so well. You’ll soon be wiping me off the board.” She released Tess but kept holding her at arm’s length while smiling at her.

	Jeremy must have sensed Ellie’s need to be physically anchored, as he walked quietly up to her and took her hand. She smiled gratefully and let her head rest on his shoulder. 

	To most onlookers this was a sweet scene of friends meeting and greeting, but Ellie had a feeling Rosa had noticed her unusual nervousness and the way she seemed to rely on Jeremy as a shield.

	During the dinner, people from the main reception desk came over and gave their congratulations. The evening passed and guests from other tables were drawn to glance at the group of good-looking young people accompanied by one middle-aged lady.

	#

	In Norrington, Lloyd, spurred on by a new malice, practised harder than he’d ever done before. Coming second at the Castle Hill competition had shocked him into a new state. Every jump was accompanied by a surge of pure hatred which he used to lift him up and carry him through. He phoned Spick almost daily for a progress report on Jeremy.

	“Steady on, this must be costing you a fortune,” Spick said.

	“It’s my money,” Lloyd growled down the phone. “I only need to know how the poofter’s progressing. Anyway, it’s time I paid the parents a duty visit. I’ll come down at the end of the month.”

	A month later Lloyd caught the train down to Trenbridge. He had paid a quick visit to his parents, assured them he was spending his time well and disappeared quickly. As he waited for Spick in a brand-new coffee bar, he used the reflection from the gleaming espresso machine to slick back his hair. He leered at the waitress and pulled his forefinger over his moustache before sliding into a shiny vinyl seat. 

	Spick arrived with his hand covering his coat pocket. “Guess what I got? Nicked hot out of the opposition’s bag, it was.”

	Lloyd leaned forward with his arm outstretched. 

	Spick produced a slim, cardboard box labelled ‘Jeremy Horsefield’. He removed the lid to reveal a tape with Jeremy’s skating music on and laid it on the table between them. 

	“So, what you going to do with it now?”

	“Don’t know.” Lloyd picked it up. “It’s enough we have it and he doesn’t.” His mouth slid into a smirk. 

	“How d’you mean?”

	“He’ll be going barmy when he realises he’s lost it.” 

	“Nah, I didn’t go the trouble of nicking it just for that.” Spick looked affronted. “We needs to do something with our advantage. I’ll make some phone calls.”

	#

	Later that afternoon Lloyd and Spick hurried along a small street at right angles to the River Tren. They turned onto a stony towpath and walked along a row of cottages with mean back gardens and broken fences that barely held up rickety gates.

	Spick pushed the latch of a gate which had once been painted a jaunty apple green but with a combination of fading and peeling had come to look rather like the flack shirt of a combat army soldier. The gate creaked then gave quickly with a sudden swing and the two men found themselves inside an overgrown garden. Brambles on both sides caught at their sleeves as they pushed up the path worn through what must once have been a lawn. 

	A door at the back of the house opened. An unshaven, middle-aged man stood barely discernible against the grime of the house. Missing teeth and greasy hair led Lloyd to think of the tramps he had seen earlier in the decade before he’d been told by the prime minister of the day that Britons had never had it so good. His eyes opened in disbelief that people actually lived in hovels like this.

	The man spoke. “You’ll have come to see Harley I expect,” he said matter-of-factly.

	Lloyd gave a small, semi-startled laugh. He’d expected the man to talk like a tramp, but then realised he had no idea how tramps would talk. 

	Ignoring Lloyd, the man spoke to Spick. “He’s upstairs in that room he calls a studio.”

	In contrast to the rest of the house, Harley’s room was clean and orderly. Even the windows sparkled. Lloyd’s eyes widened as he looked at rows of recording equipment. Harley himself looked exactly like the Oxford undergraduate he hoped to be the following year, when he’d earned enough money for the expensive textbooks that he knew a grant would never cover. A sage green, v-necked sweater, brown corduroy trousers and heavy glasses made him almost a caricature.

	Lloyd stood mesmerized by a wall with expensive tape recorders, amplifiers and loudspeakers. “Gosh, those are EMI 310s aren’t they?”

	Harley nodded. “A few years old now, but they’re still the best. You know anything about them?” 

	Lloyd shrugged his shoulders. “Only a bit.” He stroked his moustache. “But enough to think you can probably do what we want you to.”

	“And what might that be?”

	Lloyd produced Jeremy’s tape. “This fits the prescribed time for the Britannia Trophy. I want it reduced by, say, ten seconds.”

	Harley reached for the tape. “I’ll need to hear it.” He put the tape onto the deck and pressed the button. 

	Jeremy’s music filled the air. A flash of malice twisted Lloyd’s features as his mind’s eye automatically imagined Jeremy skating to it. He shook himself out the jaws of jealousy. 

	Harley said, “I’ll need to play it a few times, to see if I can find any repeats that have already been put in. It’ll be easier if I use those to cut some bars out without it affecting the whole too much.”

	Lloyd, who’d seated himself on a hard vinyl chair, leaned forward and said, “It’s got to seem like the original. Everything. Even the handwriting on the spool. The owner mustn’t know it’s different.” He hurried on, “I can do the writing of course, what we need you to do—”

	Harley looked at him over heavy, horn-rimmed glasses. “You don’t need to tell me anymore. I get your drift. I can do it but it’ll cost you.”

	“How much?” Spick asked quickly.

	Harley calculated the cost of the most expensive textbook he knew he’d need the following year and named his price.

	“How much?” Spick was genuinely horrified.

	“You don’t have the faintest idea how complicated or how difficult this is.” Harley picked up the tape and was about to give it back to Spick.

	“No. Wait.” Lloyd put his hand inside his jacket and brought out the money. He slapped it on the table. “We need it fast, before the original is missed.”

	“I thought you might. I can work through the night. I’m used to that. Come back tomorrow.”

	A thread of panic ran through Lloyd’s voice. “Can’t you do it any earlier than that?”

	“Depends how well you want it done. I can do something in a few hours but the joins will be detectable.” Harley’s face was inscrutable. “A quick job less well done, or an undetectable masterpiece. Your choice.”

	Lloyd thought of Jeremy finding his tape missing. My whole plan will unravel if I can’t get the replacement to him before he notices it’s gone.

	“All right. Do it as fast as you can.”



	
Chapter 13: October 1958

	 

	As the two men left Harley’s house with their precious weapon of mischief, Spick said, “I thought of something—as an insurance policy. Before you catch the train back to Norrington, we’ll take the tape to my house and record it, so we have a copy if anything happens to this one.”

	Lloyd raised his eyebrows. “You don’t reckon this is enough?”

	“Like I said, just in case.”

	Once at Spick’s house the tape was copied on his basic equipment. “It’s not nearly as good as Harley’s but it’s only a backup.” Spick smirked as he copied Jeremy’s name as accurately as he could with a blue ballpoint pen, then placed it with his collection of music. He gave Harley’s tape to Lloyd. “Now you look after that. Worth its weight in gold, I reckon.”

	#

	Lazaro packed up his papers at the end of a business meeting with Denver Harvey and the accountants. Six months had passed since the Hardmann and Harvey Travel Company in the Castle Hill Hotel had been established. Lazaro and Denver’s accountant had been keen to make sure that the travel company showed a small loss for the inland revenue. A few extra wealthy clients had been given weekends away in Paris or Brussels. Some clever bookkeeping had been devised so that these had been entered into the books and used as templates for other non-trips. Lazaro was pleased that his accountant was not only thorough, but also creative. 

	He phoned his housekeeper. “I have nothing else today. Everything’s gone well. I shall drive home and spend the evening with Jeremy. Would you be able to prepare something simple we could cook together later?”

	As he bent to get into his car he was aware of a sharp stab of pain in his abdomen. Hmm. I should not have missed lunch, he thought as he lowered himself onto the leather upholstery. He reached to the dashboard and turned the car radio on. Another cramp. Lazaro took a deep breath. Not long till I get home. A small sandwich and a hot bath. He continued driving. Another sharp twist of pain in his stomach. Another deep breath. Home at last.

	“Miss Crosskey,” Lazaro called as he parked his car and climbed out unsteadily. More pain twisted in his guts and a wave of nausea engulfed him.

	Vanessa Crosskey had been chopping onions in the kitchen when she heard the car drive up the gravel and stop short of the garage. She knew her employer’s parking habits were unvaried. She wiped her hands on her apron and hurried outside to see what was wrong.

	Lazaro held onto the car door, doubled over and suppressed a cry. Vanessa rushed over to her employer and put one arm around his waist. “I’ll bring you into the house.”

	Lazaro breathed in hard. His eyes watered as he let Vanessa take his body weight. “Phone Dr Ingram.” 

	“Sorry, but I’m calling an ambulance.”

	“I do not want the National Health Service. At least get me a private . . . arghh!” 

	Vanessa eased Lazaro into a chair and dialled 999. 

	#

	Once in hospital, the examining doctor took only minutes to decide that his patient’s appendix was in danger of rupturing. Lazaro was wheeled to the operating theatre. 

	When the doctor told Vanessa of the situation, she tried to think what needed to be done. She mentally ticked off the essential business matters which she knew should take precedence over all else. Thanks to Lazaro’s phone call, she knew the afternoon’s business meeting had gone well and calculated that nothing else would be needed until the morning. Her thoughts turned to Jeremy. She checked her watch. He’ll still be at the rink but leaving soon. If I drive fast, I’ll be in time to pick him up. There’d be no point in bringing him to the hospital since the operation will take a while. Also, if I don’t tell him as soon as possible, he’ll pace the house anxiously. 

	Vanessa drove to the rink. She nodded to the girl in the booking office. “I’m not here to skate or watch, only to see Jeremy Horsefield.” She walked past. 

	“No, you can’t just come in here. You have to pay.” 

	“I’ve explained, I’m not skating and I’m not watching. I have an urgent message for Jeremy Horsefield.” Vanessa continued towards the ice pad. 

	The girl in the booking office muttered, “I’ll have to get Dudley or Peregrine.” She left and ran across to the managers’ room where she banged on the door.

	When Vanessa was a few yards away from Jeremy, the girl from the booking office rushed from the managers’ room followed by Dudley.

	“Here.” She waved a pointed finger distractedly in the air. “This lady pushed past me. Wouldn’t pay her entry. Here she is. You tell her. You make her pay.”

	Dudley looked past the pasty girl to Vanessa. “Thank you, Sonia. You go back to the booking office. I’ll deal with this.” 

	Dudley caught up with Vanessa as she reached Jeremy. She extended a hand to him. “I’m Jeremy’s Aunt, Vanessa. I would have liked a moment or so with Jeremy on my own, however since you are here and in need of an explanation, you too might as well know. Jeremy’s father has unexpectedly been taken to hospital. I’m here to collect him and take him there.” She reached out and took Jeremy’s skates from him. 

	“Of course . . .” 

	Vanessa put an arm around Jeremy and steered him towards the exit. 

	#

	“Why aren’t we . . .?” Jeremy objected as Vanessa took him home and settled him in an armchair.

	“Mr Hardmann is in the operating theatre. There is no point in taking you straight to the hospital. All that would happen is that both of us would pace up and down the corridors. There is also something I need to spell out to you and it’s easier to tell you here.”

	Jeremy swallowed. There was so much he didn’t understand. 

	Vanessa continued, “As you know, I told the manager at the rink that your father had been taken into hospital. It’s a piece of deception you’ll need to continue. Hospitals will only give information if you’re a close relative.”

	Jeremy had never given thought to the age difference between himself and Lazaro. His eyes grew round as he realised it would be possible for someone of Lazaro’s age to be his father. “What shall I call him?”

	“What do you call your own father? Would it be easier to do that?”

	Jeremy shook his head. “No.” He felt the element of unreality needed to be continued through the name he used for the manufactured relationship. He shuddered, thinking of his own aloof father. 

	“Papa? No. Lazaro isn’t French. I can’t call him Vater or Vati. People would expect me to speak German. I know, I know . . . I’ll call him Pater. That’s what some of the boys at school called their fathers. It’s a bit old-fashioned, but it’ll do.”

	“Good. I’ve asked the hospital to phone me when Mr Hardmann comes out of surgery. They have this number and I’ve already told them he has a son. You must remember you are Jeremy Hardmann when at the hospital.” 

	Jeremy started to shake. 

	Vanessa sat him down and put a glass of brandy in his hand. “Here. Drink this.”

	Jeremy brought the glass to his lips. He’d never enjoyed brandy, but the warmth which spread from his throat to the rest of his body settled his shaking.

	“Thank you, Vanessa. I know why Lazaro always said you were indispensable.”

	“I’m not just Mr Hardmann’s housekeeper,” Vanessa said. “He employs staff to help me. There are cleaners and drivers among others. I help with a few of the business matters. While he’s in hospital I’ll have to keep things running. I know he didn’t want you worried by his commercial deals. I might have to send someone here to do the day-to-day running of the house while I see to various details. Will you be all right?”

	“I, um . . . I don’t understand.”

	Vanessa sat down. She took one of Jeremy’s hands in her own. 

	Jeremy looked at his hand, inert in hers.

	Vanessa smiled. “I know. I’ve never touched you before but if, for the purposes of the hospital, I’m to be your aunt, maybe you shouldn’t look so shocked.”

	Jeremy couldn’t think of a response. He was still grappling with idea of the many roles Lazaro’s housekeeper seemed to play.

	Vanessa held onto Jeremy’s hand. “It’s not complicated. I’m confident Mr Hardmann will recover well, but he’ll be in hospital for a while. Your role will be to visit, to comfort him. Mine will be to see that his enterprises run smoothly. The rink will be all right, but there are other ventures which need attending to.”

	 


Chapter 14: October 1958

	 

	Jeremy arrived in Lazaro’s private room bearing a large bunch of bronze and white chrysanthemums.

	Lazaro’s brain was still heavy with anaesthetic. He saw Jeremy’s face and the large flower-heads through a thick fog. He reached out towards him. “It is so good to see you.” He squeezed Jeremy’s hand then let his own fall limply to his side.

	Jeremy leaned over and whispered, “Vanessa says I have to pretend to be your son. If anyone comes in, I will call you, ‘Pater’.”

	The corners of Lazaro’s eyes crinkled. “Is that what you call your own . . .?”

	Jeremy shook his head. Lazaro drifted off to sleep. His young lover stayed by his bedside. As the minutes of visiting time ticked by, he stroked Lazaro’s hand and thought about the heady months they had spent together until he was told that visiting hours were over. 

	When Jeremy left the hospital he heard the familiar purr of Lazaro’s car. The chauffeur slipped out silently and opened the door for him. “Miss Crosskey said you’d be leaving about now. I’m to take you to and from hospital as long as Mr Hardmann remains there.”

	Jeremy looked puzzled. “Won’t she need it?”

	“Don’t worry, sir. Miss Crosskey said she can use her own car.”

	#

	Ellie and Tess arrived for early morning ice practice.

	“Where’s Jem?” Tess asked Ellie. “He’s never late. His lesson’s in 15 minutes. He’s always warmed up and ready. What do you think’s happened?”

	The minutes ticked by and Jeremy’s coach, Norbert, looked around with a puzzled expression. Dudley appeared from the office rubbing sleep from his eyes. He hurried to the side of the rink, beckoned to the coach, spoke briefly, then went back to his office. 

	The girls skated to Norbert. “Where’s Jeremy?”

	“It seems his father’s been taken into hospital. His aunt called at the rink yesterday afternoon. How come you two don’t know?”

	“I was working yesterday evening so I packed up early,” Tess said.

	Ellie said, “I had an essay to finish. I left the ice the moment I saw the Zamboni heading out. What’s happened?”

	Norbert shrugged. “Sorry girls, I don’t know any more, not even which hospital.” He left the ice.

	Tess skated to where Rosa sat at the edge. “Jeremy’s father’s in hospital. It seems his aunt came to fetch him yesterday. I hope he’s all right.”

	Rosa couldn’t remember Jeremy ever talking about an aunt. “Yes,” she said absently, “I hope they both are.”

	#

	Jeremy told Vanessa that he might as well stay in his own flat while Lazaro was in hospital.

	Vanessa shook her head. “Mr Hardmann is still very ill. You don’t even have a telephone at your flat. It’s easier for the chauffeur . . . easier all round. Sometimes I’ll need the car afterwards. I’ll send Dolores to look after you when I’m out on unavoidable business.”

	Jeremy looked alarmed. “I don’t need to be looked after.” 

	“There are household tasks which aren’t obvious. Dolores is one of Mr Hardmann’s most trusted employees. She’s good at doing what needs to be done and then melting into the background when she isn’t needed.”

	#

	“I want to be moved from this National Health Service hospital,” Lazaro told his doctor.

	The surgeon gave him a withering look. “You’ve had a serious operation, not without some complications I might add. Trenbridge is a large teaching hospital with excellent facilities and one of the best track records in the country.” He drew himself up to full height. “Why on earth do you want to be moved to some piddling little private hospital when you have the best here?”

	Lazaro prevailed. The only visitors he would see were Vanessa and Jeremy. Once it was clear he was out of danger, he insisted that Jeremy return to skating. 

	“But Lazaro, I need to see you every day.”

	“You can do both, my beautiful boy. This is why I am in a private hospital.

	You can visit at any time, but you must resume your training.”

	#

	The alarm drilled into the softness of Jeremy’s sleep. He knew before he opened his eyes that he was alone in Lazaro’s bed, and that the loud clanging was to get him up for early morning training on the ice. He quelled the sound and climbed out of bed.

	Within minutes he was in the kitchen where he saw an unfamiliar woman standing by the table on which sat a mug of tea and a plate of toast and marmalade. For a moment Jeremy was confused. Oh yes, Vanessa said she’d be away a bit. This must be . . . 

	“I’m Dolores.” The person smiled. “Vanessa told me that you’ll have a proper breakfast later. You may take the tea and toast in the car if you wish. I’ve poured it into a huge mug and I’ve only half-filled it so it won’t slop around.”

	“Thank you, that’s kind of you, but I won’t need the car. I’ll bolt this down then cycle.”

	“Mr Hardmann especially wanted you to take the car because the chauffeur will pick you up from the rink and take you to the hospital.” She moved the mug and plate to a tray. “Afterwards, you can come home for breakfast, or you may have it at the hospital if you wish. Either way. You won’t want to leave your bike at the rink, will you?” 

	“Oh. I see.” Jeremy swallowed. “Well, OK. Thanks.” He picked up his bag and grabbed the mug and toast. 

	As he left, Dolores added, “Mr Hardmann suggested that if anyone comments, you could say that the car belongs to your father.”

	#

	When Norbert saw Jeremy he pressed a hand to his own heart then clapped Jeremy on the back. “I was sorry to hear about your father. Is everything all right now?”

	Jeremy’s stomach clenched a little at the need to lie, but he composed himself. “Yes thanks. He’s out of danger now.’

	“Pleased to hear it. Less than two weeks before the Britannia Trophy—and despite your time off for your father, you’re skating well at the moment. Just keep it nice and steady. Although Lloyd’s gone, and we haven’t seen Spick for a while, either of them could pop up again and try to needle you. Don’t let them get to you. I think Lloyd would do anything to unnerve you at this stage.”

	#

	Exactly one week before the Britannia Trophy, Ellie walked into the Castle Hill Hotel and picked up her key from the travel desk. When she unlocked her room for the evening she saw a different dresser standing near the wardrobe. 

	Ellie looked at the elderly lady who was clad entirely in beige. “Who are you?”

	“I’m your dresser for the evening. Dolores has been temporarily redeployed.”

	“What does that mean?” Ellie asked suspiciously.

	“Mr Hardmann has a large empire. All his employees get moved around sometimes.”

	Alarm gripped Ellie’s throat. “I don’t want to get moved around.”

	“He won’t ask that of you. You’ve been recruited as part of the Travel Bureau.”

	Ellie let out a sigh. “Well, that’s a relief—but before we start, I’d like to talk about next week. I need next Thursday off. Mr Hardmann knows all about me, so I’ll not beat about the bush. I’ll be in Norrington, skating for the Britannia Trophy and won’t be able to get back in time. D’you think you could ask him? It’s only for one week.” 

	The beige lady inclined her head slightly. “That has already been taken into account. There’ll be a note confirming your absence next week. I’ll make sure it’s with the pills and the money, under the food cover.” She opened the wardrobe to reveal a royal blue nurse’s uniform, wide belt with a complicated metal buckle and starched headdress. And the obligatory stiletto heels. “You have two clients today,” she said as she brushed Ellie’s hair under the headdress.

	Ellie’s mind raced. Until now she had only had one client each evening. She opened her mouth to protest. 

	The dresser noticed her face and put one hand up, palm facing the mirror. “It’s all right, it will be easier. They don’t require much. You’ll need those.” She pointed to two babies’ bottles on the floor of the wardrobe.

	Ellie tried not to laugh.

	“It’s OK to laugh now, at least with me. Your clients will be deadly serious. They will bring their own ‘wardrobe’ and go in there to change.” The dresser indicated the small bathroom. “After that,” she sighed, “you must be led by them. They enjoy being fed and spanked.”

	“Their own wardrobe?” Ellie queried. By now she was used to being dressed up, but she hadn’t yet had any clients who wore unusual clothes.

	“Yes, I should tell you now. They bring nappies and safety pins. It’s better you laugh now. They won’t appreciate it.” 

	Ellie’s amusement was less than she thought the situation deserved, but she was beginning to get used to odd whims. She sought her dresser’s eyes in the mirror. “You don’t find it funny?”

	“Once upon a time, I did.” The older lady looked at Ellie with tenderness. “But I’ve seen it so often. Now, all I think is, ‘That’s a light evening for my girl’. The clients are always happy; in fact they are among the easiest to satisfy. Of course, they want new matrons every now and again, but if you are lucky they’ll take a shine to you and you’ll have money for old rope on a regular basis.”

	“But do they want . . . I mean, what do I actually do?” Ellie asked.

	“They’ll come out of the bathroom on all fours and crawl towards you. You sit on one of them and spank the other. When you sense the novelty has worn off, you sit on the other one and reverse the process.” 

	The new dresser gathered up her book and bag and paused at the door, “Ah, one more thing. You have to spank properly. They won’t think they’ve got their money’s worth if you only tap them. However, I advise you only use your hand lightly as it leaves a mark.”

	Ellie’s mind raced. 

	The dresser took in Ellie’s confused face. “You can use a rolled-up newspaper. It won’t hurt your hand as much, and importantly, it won’t leave tell-tale marks for their wives to wonder about.”

	The two middle-aged businessmen arrived together. They stood outside the room, removed their bowler hats and bowed.

	“Good evening, Matron. We’ll introduce ourselves inside the room.” 

	Ellie stepped aside as the taller man strode in followed by a shorter, mild-looking man.

	“I’m Mr Smith,” the taller man said.

	“I’m Mr Brown,” said the shorter man. We’ll avail ourselves of the bathroom, shall we?” He beamed and the two men walked decisively through the main room.

	When they crawled from the bathroom on hands and knees, they made small snuffling baby-sounds and stopped a few feet in front of Ellie. 

	“It’s my turn to be the gee-gee first,” said Mr Brown, handing her a rolled-up copy of the Times. He inclined his head. “He went first last time.” He patted the carpet next to him. “Before you sit on the nice gee-gee, I want to know that you’re wearing naughty knickers, Matron.”

	Ellie clasped her skirt about to lift it.

	“No. No!” Mr Smith’s panicked voice stopped Ellie. “I don’t need to see what you’re wearing, I just need to know.”

	Ellie smiled. “Yes, Mr Smith. Yes, Mr Brown. I’m wearing very naughty knickers tonight.”

	Sheer bliss crept over both men’s faces. “Right, we can begin,” said Mr Smith.

	#

	When the middle-aged businessmen had finished their bottles of milk and been spanked to the crescendos of their delight, they shuffled into the bathroom to change into their suits. They smoothed out their copies of the Times and the Telegraph, shook Ellie’s hand formally and said, “Thank you, Matron. We look forward to seeing you another time.”

	Ellie ran a quick bath, changed into her own clothes and rang the bell for room service.

	Instead of the liveried young man, the silver food dish was brought by a lady in a navy-blue suit, neat ash blond hair and perfectly manicured pink-tipped fingernails. She put the food dome on the table and sat down.

	“Mr Hardmann is unable to see you this evening. I’m acting on his behalf.”

	A thin thread of fear ran through Ellie’s veins. “Who are you?”

	“My name is Miss Crosskey. I’ve spoken to Mr Hardmann and of course you may have Thursday off. You have the Britannia Trophy. But it seems there is a particular client, and for some reason it’s necessary you see him next week.” 

	“Who is this client that is so important?”

	“The client’s name I can’t divulge, but we could move the day to Wednesday. It will give you time to travel to Norrington for the big competition the following day.”

	 


Chapter 15: October 1958

	 

	When Jeremy visited the hospital the weekend before the Britannia Trophy he found Lazaro propped up in bed looking far better than he’d done previously.

	“You’re looking well.” Jeremy grinned as he unwrapped a bunch of hot-house lilies and found a vase. He shut the door and kissed Lazaro quickly. “I was unsure about the move at first, but at least I don’t have to call you Pater when we’re in here.”

	“No indeed, and I think I would like a better kiss than that.” 

	After the longed-for embrace, Lazaro said, “I have been thinking about this trophy. It starts on Thursday morning, I think.”

	“That’s right. A super-horrible early start to get to Norrington on time.”

	Lazaro looked horrified. “Certainly not. I have it all worked out. I cannot spare the chauffeur for all that time. You will catch the train to Norrington on Wednesday afternoon. You will go First Class, as you need comfort and rest. I do not have a telephone in this room, but I have asked Miss Crosskey to book the train ticket and a hotel room for you close to the rink.” He saw Jeremy was about to speak and put his hand up. “I will have no arguments.” 

	Jeremy’s emotions tumbled disconcertingly. For a moment he burned with anger at his life being so thoroughly taken over, then he softened at the thought of how much Lazaro must have cared to put himself out in such a way, when he was still in pain and recovering from his operation. 

	He checked the door was shut then nuzzled Lazaro’s neck. “Thank you. I wish you could be there, though.”

	“I think I can arrange for a television to be brought to the room for this occasion. I know skating is not much televised, but the Radio Times has a small article about the trophy and I have read it will be played live on Thursday evening.”

	Jeremy’s heart swelled. “I shall think of you watching,” he said.

	#

	Jeremy returned home and nearly collided with Vanessa in the entrance porch. She had been about to leave and held car keys and gloves in one hand.

	Jeremy said, “Lazaro’s told me about all the arrangements he asked you to make on my behalf.” He wondered whether to say any more. “I’m not sure how to say this because I don’t want to sound ungrateful but . . .”

	“I know,” Vanessa interrupted Jeremy as she steered him into the hallway. “Mr Hardmann means well but it’s not what you want to do.” She put her keys down and spoke carefully. “It won’t be easy if you don’t go along with his wishes. He’s already chosen the hotel and he’ll want to phone you the evening before.”

	Jeremy put his head in his hands. “I hadn’t thought of that. Rosa’s due to pick up both Ellie and me. We always go together to major competitions. It would seem like bad luck to go separately.”

	Vanessa’s voice was gentle. “Your life is different now. Whatever you choose, someone will be upset. Only you can decide.”

	Jeremy was reminded of Ellie’s unwillingness to go to the Castle Hill Hotel when Rosa had arranged dinner. He remembered talking to her about pushing aside her horror in order not to hurt people she loved. He thought of the way she’d trembled as she walked into the dining room holding on to his arm, and he thought wryly, It’s my turn now. 

	“I have to go to Norrington the night before, don’t I?”

	Vanessa nodded. “You could make it seem less of a desertion if you told Rosa that your mother has paid for the hotel room.”

	“Ah yes, of course.” Jeremy perked up for a moment. Then his spirits slumped again. More lies, in order not to hurt the people I love. 

	#

	Jeremy sat in the back of the chauffeur-driven car trying to decide how to tell Tess and Ellie about going to Norrington on Wednesday. I need to tell them straight away. He started several different conversations in his head but always baulked at telling them that his mother had booked a room for him.

	Tess greeted him excitedly at the rink. “Mum’s planning a sort of light picnic lunch at Norrington on Thursday. You know after figures and before the free programmes. She wants it to be a surprise but I’ve seen her get the picnic hamper out.” She continued to babble. “I’m going to make some rock cakes—I’m afraid they’re the only thing I know how to cook. I thought I’d ask Ellie to bring some fruit. D’you think you could make some of your delicious pate, please?”

	“Of course, Tess. I’ll be happy to do that.” Jeremy’s words were out of his mouth before he’d formulated them. “I can’t be with you for the journey though. I’ve had a hotel room booked for me in Norrington.”

	“Oh.” For a moment Tess looked disappointed, but she pulled at her reserves of good manners and said, “Your mum must have wanted to make life easier for you with all the running around you’ve been doing—visiting your father.”

	Jeremy swallowed and nodded. 

	“Is she staying too, or is the room just for you?”

	“Only me,” Jeremy said in a small voice.

	#

	While Jeremy and Tess talked about the arrangements for Norrington, Dudley and Ellie sat in a small café. 

	“Only a few more days to go.” Dudley reached for Ellie’s hand. “I know I won’t see much of you next week but I’ve worked it out. We could have a quiet evening together on Wednesday, then I’ll send you back to college for an early night. That’ll leave you plenty of time to be rested before going to Norrington.”

	“Oh.” Ellie’s free hand flew instinctively towards her chest. She caressed the small bump of her locket under her jumper. I’ve become accustomed to lying on a regular basis, I’ve become blasé. Why can’t I think of anything to cover Wednesday?

	“No, no. I can’t on Wednesday.”

	“What’s on that’s so important? I know about your ancient history study for Thursdays. Why not give me Wednesday?” 

	Ellie sat rigidly. Why can’t I think of something? She gripped her locket. Something. Something. Anything. 

	Gently, Dudley reached out and uncurled her fingers. “My, these are cold,” he said, trying to rub warmth into them. “I could cook you a meal again. You liked that.” He moved his head across the table hoping to kiss her, but Ellie jerked her face and wrists away, pushing back from the table and jumping up. Without looking where she was going, she almost knocked into an elderly couple who’d just entered. 

	Dudley watched in dismay as she lunged towards the door and ran from the café. 

	#

	That night, Dudley and Peregrine walked to The Green Man.

	“Gosh, it’s nippy. Hope the fire’s burning well.” Peregrine adjusted his scarf. 

	“Mm, working in an ice rink makes us appreciate warmth.” Dudley pushed the door open into heat and noise. “My round first.” He went and collected pints of bitter.

	When Dudley placed the pints on the table, Peregrine looked at his friend’s face. “Why so glum, mate? Might never happen, you know?”

	“What might not?”

	“It’s just a saying! Stop being literal. Come on, spit it out. What’s up?”

	“It’s Ellie. I wanted to spend some time with her on Wednesday evening but she refused. I even offered to cook her a meal. The funny thing is, she didn’t give me a reason. She was a brick wall. I mean, I know I can never see her on Thursday evenings anymore, but I thought, with the Britannia Trophy coming up . . . I thought we could have a nice quiet evening—you know—only the two of us, but it was as if she locked solid. She looked like a rabbit caught in headlights. Just said ‘No’.”

	Peregrine shook his head. “No accounting for women.”

	#

	Late on Wednesday afternoon Peregrine took up position in a small teahouse opposite the main entrance of Ellie’s college. He knew that all other exits were closed in winter at that time. 

	When he ordered, he said, “I’d like to pay for my tea in advance. I’m here to visit my sister. She’s in that college over there. I want to surprise her.” 

	He sipped his tea as slowly as he could but there was no sign of Ellie. As his second pot of tea was on its way, Ellie emerged through the college gates wrapped in a winter coat. She walked swiftly, turned to her right and marched purposefully along the rain-streaked pavement. 

	Peregrine rushed from his chair, colliding with the startled waitress who almost spilled the tea on her tray. She scowled at him as he stumbled towards the door.

	Once outside in the cold November air, he turned and hurried after her before realising he was going too fast. He slowed his pace and ambled down the road for a few minutes then stopped and looked in a shop window. He stood as if carefully studying the objects on display. The row of shop fronts gave way to houses. Soon it became apparent that Ellie was progressing towards Castle Hill. As the terrain steepened, Peregrine drew in a breath. So that’s her direction. He stopped, half-turned and lit a cigarette. As she walked uphill, he bent and fiddled with his shoelaces. 

	When he straightened he saw Ellie enter the hotel. Peregrine followed slowly. He reached the swing doors in time to catch a glimpse of her striding towards the marble lifts with a key in her hand. He wasn’t sure what to do next. It hadn’t occurred to him that she would be going anywhere so forbiddingly expensive. For one moment it crossed his mind to hurry after her, but he changed his mind at the thought of being summarily thrown out. 

	He walked around the large foyer watching small groups of people dotted around, but there weren’t enough for him to merge with. The staff will notice me, he thought. They’ll ask me questions. I’ll be obvious. I don’t want to be conspicuous. Then he noticed a bar with soft lighting to one side. Maybe I could sit in there. I’d have a good view of the reception desk and I’ll be able to see everyone as they leave. I can follow her and accost her once she’s left. He entered the bar, ordered a bitter, gulped at the price, then sat down to wait. 

	#

	Ellie stepped into the lift and asked the attendant for the fourth floor. Extraordinary to think all the rooms on this floor are Hardmann rooms. Her steps took her along the hallway, past the stairs to a room at the end. There must be girls like me working in all of them. She approached the room number corresponding to her key fob. I’m so glad I was able to swap nights. Now I’ll be able to go off to the competition knowing it’s over for another week. 

	Once inside the room she found it similar to the others she had worked in. She took a deep breath and tried to think herself into accepting whatever role would be required of her that evening. She was about to take off her coat to hang it in the wardrobe when her temporary dresser appeared. Ellie’s back was turned to the wardrobe as she bent to remove her shoes. The dresser opened the wardrobe, hung Ellie’s coat up and brought out a lilac skating dress.

	Ellie straightened and gasped. “Oh no.” She covered her face with trembling hands. “I want my life in separate compartments. No. Please, no.” 

	The dresser looked at Ellie with some consternation. “It’s only dressing-up. You do it every week. The clients all have particular predilections, and we go along with it.”

	Ellie sobbed, “No, I don’t want to wear it.” She spread out her arms in supplication. “Anything else, please.”

	“I’m sorry it’s what this client has ordered. He’s been specific.”

	“He always wants girls in skating dresses?”

	The dresser nodded. “The wardrobe department has three or four. It’s not as popular as the school uniforms or French maids though.” Her voice brightened. “And this particular dress is new.” She hoped to say something that would make Ellie more positive. “You’ll be the first to wear this one.” 

	Ellie looked at her dresser through her tears. “And my feet? What absurdity will go on my feet?”

	“Ah, you wear stilettos as usual but you have white gaiters with laces. They’re supposed to look like skating boots. A few of the clients enjoy unlacing them. If he’s one of those you’d do well to let him.”

	Ellie looked puzzled.

	The dresser continued, “They get excited. If you’re lucky you can make sure it’s all over before he’s taken the gaiters off. You might have an easy evening, after all.” 

	 


Chapter 16: November 1958

	 

	When Ellie had been helped into her skating dress, she removed her locket and placed it in one of her shoes in the wardrobe. Then she sat in front of the mirror while the dresser fussed with her hair.

	The dresser consulted her notes again. “He doesn’t want it scraped back into a ponytail or a bun.” She paused, putting her hand in her pocket. “Funny, they usually want that. This one wants it pushed back with a couple of big grips.” She finished fixing Ellie’s hair then stood back. “There, you’ll do. D’you want some coke before he comes?”

	Ellie shook her head. “No, I need to be clear this week. I might get tested. Thanks anyway.”

	When the dresser left, Ellie waited for the familiar knock.

	The door opened and Ellie saw the unmistakable vast stomach of Denver Harvey. She didn’t notice that he was clean and spruced. For a moment she was rooted to her chair in horror. When Denver shuffled closer to her, her senses woke and she jumped up, pushing him into a nearby chair in her haste to be gone. She ran, skidding down the corridor until she came to the stairs.

	Ellie careered down the staircase. The stilettoes clattered on the wooden edges and bumped her from one side of the wrought iron to the other. Her weight tipped to the outside of her right foot. She fell but winced through the pain and tried to kick off the stilettos. They were glued to her feet. She continued running.

	#

	Peregrine heard the crashing footsteps before he saw Ellie. He’d seen her disappear wearing a winter coat and he blinked in surprise to see her in a low-cut lilac skating dress, stilettoes and white gaiters. As she hurtled past, he rose and hurried towards the foyer. He reached the entrance lobby in time to see Ellie flinging herself at the swing doors and plunging out into the black November night. Peregrine hurried after her and saw her crash across the curved hotel driveway. He drew in his breath, glad that no cars were pulling in. 

	Without looking, Ellie raced over the pavement and on to the main road.

	The bus driver slammed his foot on the brake. Heavy black wheels screeched on damp tarmac. The bus tilted towards the stronger tyre and slewed crazily. It drew to a shuddering halt, but Ellie’s fleeing body thumped into its side.

	Passers-by stood open-mouthed. 

	The hotel doorman dashed inside and skidded to the reception desk.

	“Ambulance. Quick!” He sprinted back again, tearing off his jacket. He covered Ellie’s shoulders. “I’ll stay with you till the ambulance gets here,” he said. “It’ll be all right.” He knelt by her shoulders on the wet road and repeated the words as he waited for the ambulance.

	A hotel porter placed chairs in the road. One of the onlookers directed traffic away from the accident. Ellie lay unconscious with the kneeling doorman while cars and lorries drove slowly around them.

	Peregrine stood in the shadow of a doorway. His whole body shook as he looked around. Suddenly, he became aware of Denver Harvey shuffling down the hotel steps and into a taxi. That old goat. No wonder Ellie was running for her life. 

	The ambulance took no more than fifteen minutes to arrive, but it seemed like an eternity for Peregrine. He tried to push himself further into the shadows. Once Ellie was on her way to the hospital he thought, I have to let people know. Who must I tell? He counted on his fingers. Of course, Dudley. But how will I tell him I was following her? How will I tell him why she was there . . . and what she was wearing? 

	As Peregrine stood rooted in indecision, he caught sight of a heavy man walking briskly into the hotel. The light fell on a long scar down one side of his neck. Peregrine recognized the scar and remembered the time he’d advised Ellie to see him. I know he’s mixed up with it. He tried to flatten himself against the doorway. If I’m seen here, I’m dead meat.

	When the hotel driveway and the road were finally empty, Peregrine ventured from his hiding place and walked through the streets until he arrived at his flat, where he paced throughout the rest of the evening. He gnawed his fingernails until he’d exposed raw skin. By midnight he managed to collect his thoughts and went to Dudley’s flat.

	The buzz of Dudley’s doorbell bored into his sleep. He answered the door bleary eyed. “Hey mate, I’m on early tomorrow. Have some consideration.”

	“You don’t understand, man.” Peregrine reached out and shook Dudley’s shoulders. “It’s Ellie. An accident. She’s been taken to hospital.”

	Dudley stood still for a moment processing his friend’s information. Then he quickly pulled Peregrine inside. “You phone for a taxi. I’ll put some clothes on.”

	#

	The nurse in emergency had been busy that night. Her bunions hurt and on seeing the two men, she turned stony faced. “And you are?”

	“We’ve come to see Ellie Greene. We’re her friends,” Peregrine said, then pushed Dudley forward. “This is Dudley Benn. He’s her boyfriend. She’d want to see him, even if you won’t let me see her.”

	The nurse looked at the two dishevelled men, one jittery and nervous looking, the other as if he’d just rolled out of bed. “If you’re not her relatives, you can’t see her.”

	“I’m her boyfriend. She needs me!” Dudley’s fist flew into the wall near the nurse.

	Two porters materialized and each took one of Dudley’s arms. They walked him from the building while Peregrine followed uncertainly.

	“But . . .” Dudley started, then turned and put his hands over his face. He walked out into the car park and wept.

	Peregrine grasped his shoulder. “Steady on, old man. She’ll be all right.”

	“She’ll be alone. Don’t you see that? She has no relatives. Her parents died when she was young. They won’t let me see her because I’m not a relative. There’s no one, Peregrine. No one.”

	“Maybe Rosa,” Peregrine offered.

	Dudley snatched at the idea. “Yes of course. She’s always been like a mother to Ellie. She’ll know what to do. Let’s go back inside. We’ll phone her.”

	#

	Rosa hurried downstairs. Nobody phones at one o’clock in the morning unless it’s an emergency. When she picked up the receiver she heard Dudley’s incoherent rambling.

	“Dudley, you’re not making any sense. Can you start again please?”

	Rosa heard indistinct sounds in the background, and after a while she heard Peregrine’s voice. “Sorry to ring you at this hour, Rosa. It’s Ellie. She’s at the hospital. She’s been in an accident. They won’t let us see her. We thought maybe you’d be able . . .” Peregrine trailed off.

	“Of course I’ll come. It’s only a few hours until I’ll have to wake Tess and get going to Norrington. I’ll leave a note for her.”

	Rosa turned to see Tess standing in the doorway. “What is it, Mum?”

	#

	“I didn’t think about how late it was,” Peregrine said to Dudley. “We woke the kid.” In a smaller voice he said, “They’ve got to get to Norrington. Rosa wasn’t even cross.” 

	Dudley gasped. “The Britannia Trophy! They were all going to Norrington today.” He put his head in his hands and stood shaking. “Ellie won’t be able to compete.”

	Peregrine looked away, then back again. Once again he patted Dudley’s shoulder.

	Tears are one thing in a girl, but what do I do with my best friend blubbing like a baby? He sighed with relief as he realised that Dudley hadn’t once asked where the accident had happened.

	#

	Rosa took her daughter’s arms and steered her towards a chair. She removed her dressing gown and draped it over Tess’s shoulders.

	“It’s bad news. Ellie—she’s in hospital. I had a phone call from Dudley and Peregrine.”

	Tess shivered despite her mother’s dressing gown. “What sort of accident?” 

	“I don’t know, my love,” Rosa said. “But I promised Peregrine I’d go to the hospital. I was going to write you a note, but you woke anyway.”

	“Oh, Mum, you wouldn’t have done that. I want to come too.” Tess was wide-awake. “Surely you wouldn’t have left me here while my best friend is in hospital?”

	Rosa was about to argue but saw huge tears beginning to roll down her daughter’s face. “OK, Tess. Come, let’s both get some clothes on.”

	#

	Rosa had more luck than Dudley and Peregrine. Over the years she’d learned that Ellie would not want her Uncle Clem anywhere near her. She told the matron that Ellie had no living relatives.

	Tess interrupted, “And Mum’s been like a mother to her. Ellie often said so.”

	The matron took pity on the mother and daughter in a way that she hadn’t to the two young men an hour or so previously. “All right, you can see her for a few minutes. She’s badly injured and has been sedated.”

	As Rosa and Tess walked towards the small curtained-off section in Emergency, the matron said, “Only a few minutes, remember.”

	Tess gasped when she saw her friend. One side of Ellie’s face was bruised and had been scratched by gravel. Her left eye was swollen, and Tess could see a bit of bruised collarbone above the hospital gown. A sheet and cotton blanket covered a cage which surrounded the lower part of Ellie’s body. Her eyes were closed.

	Rosa hid her shock better than her daughter. Blinking back tears, she bent and smoothed Ellie’s hair. She lightly kissed the unbruised side of Ellie’s face and felt for a hand to see if it was injury-free enough to hold. 

	Tess stared at Ellie’s neck. There was no sign of the chain that bore the locket which Ellie always wore. Tess looked around the room and saw a paper bag labelled patient’s clothing. She picked it up.

	“Mum,” Tess said, puzzled, “Ellie’s not wearing her locket. She always wears it. Do you think they’ve taken it off her for safety reasons?”

	The matron walked in. “It’s time for you to leave.

	“But we’ve only just got here,” Tess protested.

	The matron looked at Tess over her glasses. “I did say you could only stay for a few minutes.” She gestured towards the paper bag. “And maybe I should ask you to take that. It’ll save her things from getting lost. I’ll ask you to sign for them.”

	Tess kissed her friend’s forehead and hugged the bag close. She whispered, “I’ll look after it for you Ellie—especially the locket. When you’re well enough I’ll bring it back and put it around your neck.”

	#

	Once home, Rosa busied herself in the kitchen. “It’s too late for me to go back to bed. We’ve got to leave for Norrington in two hours. D’you want to snatch a couple of hours sleep, Tess?”

	Tess shook her head. “I couldn’t sleep, no matter how hard I tried, Mum. I’d only lie there worrying about Ellie.” She put the hospital bag on the table. “We’ll wash her clothes for her, won’t we? I’ll get the locket and keep it safe.” She tipped the contents of the bag on the kitchen table.

	The lilac skating dress, white gaiters and stilettos tumbled out of the paper bag.

	Tess frowned. “There must be some mistake. These aren’t Ellie’s things.”

	“Well, there is a skating dress,” Rosa said.

	“She doesn’t have one like this.”

	“Maybe she got it for the competition.”

	“We didn’t ask where the accident happened.” Tess stared at the dress. “I suppose it could have been outside the rink, but I’ve never seen this before. If she’d bought it for the competition she’d have tried it out for a practice run on early morning ice.”

	Rosa reached out for the dress and spread it out on the table, “Hmm, nice dress, bit low cut and not her style. I’ve never seen Ellie in pastel colours.”

	“And what about these and the high heels?” Tess turned the gaiters over. “It doesn’t make any sense.” Tess put her head in her hands and stared at the objects on the table. “And no locket. I can’t understand it.”

	



Chapter 17: November 1958

	 

	Tess and Rosa packed the car as the first rays of dawn pierced the sky. They checked and double-checked skates, music, clothes. 

	“Nothing else matters.” Tess blinked back a tear. “That’s all a skater ever needs.” She glanced at her watch every few minutes. 

	Rosa brought the picnic hamper. “Food comes in handy, too,” she said, trying

	to raise a smile as she stowed the hamper in the boot. “You don’t need to keep checking your watch. We have a bit of extra time now we’re not collecting Ellie or Jeremy.”

	Tess tore her gaze from her watch. Her bottom lip trembled. In silence, she climbed into the car.

	#

	er breathing was normal. She cut every figure as well as she’d ever done before, and glowed as she left the ice.

	Jeremy found it difficult to concentrate. The weeks leading up to the competition had been filled with anxiety over Lazaro and he felt the rawness of the news about Ellie. He took a deep breath and tried to put everything except the figures from his mind.

	Jeremy’s first figure went well, but as he started his second, Spick entered his peripheral view waving his hand in front of his face. Jeremy looked away but doing soWhen Rosa parked at Norrington Ice Rink, Tess saw Jeremy striding along the pavement. She leapt from the car and threw her arms around him. “Oh Jem, it’s Ellie. She won’t be coming. She’s had a terrible accident.”

	Jeremy shook his head. “Accident? I don’t understand. What sort of . . .?”

	Tess tried to tell Jeremy about the events of the previous night, but her words fell over themselves. 

	Jeremy’s mind had been whirring with thoughts about his programme. He tried to assimilate the key piece of news—that Ellie had been involved in a serious accident, but it didn’t seem possible. He kept thinking, This is some hideous mistake. She’ll be there when we get to the rink.

	Once inside the famous Norrington Ice Rink, Rosa took in the interior. “D’you remember when you were little? You dreamed of competing here.”

	Tess tried to smile. “I didn’t believe I’d get this far.”

	“You’re here now, my love.” Rosa hugged her daughter. 

	“Thank you, Mum.” Tess reached up and kissed her mother. “I know what you sacrificed, to get me this far.” 

	“And I’d do it all again if I had to.” Rosa squeezed her daughter tight.

	Rosa, Tess and Jeremy looked around the newly smartened rink. “It even smells of new paint.” Tess wrinkled her nose.

	Jeremy remembered Lazaro telling him he’d have a television brought to his room. He said, “Don’t forget it’s being televised. Norrington wants the whole country to know it can put on a good show.”

	“We’ll have to show them the best that Trenbridge has,” Tess said with her usual enthusiasm. Then, with a tinge of sorrow, she added, “I always skated in Ellie’s shadow. Now, I miss her so much. It’s hard to believe she won’t be here today.” She sniffed back tears. 

	Rosa’s arms encircled her daughter. “Come my love, I know how sad you are for Ellie. But for now, you must put it out of your mind.” She wanted to infuse her with as much strength as she could. “Skate your best. Skate for her. Afterwards, you can tell her all about it.” 

	Jeremy sought Tess’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. The reality of Ellie not being there was filtering into his consciousness. “We’ll both miss her, but your mum’s right.”

	As Jeremy comforted Tess, Lloyd and Spick rounded the corner. Lloyd stopped. He placed one hand on his hip and waved the other in front of his face. He turned to Spick and said in a theatrical voice, “Oooh, Charles look who’s here. Rodney isn’t it?”

	Both men doubled over in a fit of giggles, then pulled themselves together and walked on.

	Jeremy looked at Tess in bewilderment. “What on earth was that about?”

	“I think it was supposed to be a take-off . . . you know—from that new wireless programme.”

	The figures section of the competition started soon after Rosa, Tess and Jeremy had arrived. Tess’s anxious face smoothed itself as she stood on the ice, settling herself. By the time she had pushed off from her starting position h tipped his head off balance and the perfect figure flattened out. Pull yourself together. Regain concentration! But the memory of Spick’s weak-wristed wave forced itself into his mind. Leave it. Start the next figure. When the final figure was cut, he noticed a member of staff moving Spick on.

	While the judges went off for an officials’ lunch, Jeremy and Tess tried to enjoy the picnic which Rosa had brought. Jeremy ate little because the men’s competition was the first one after lunch.

	Tess also picked at her food. “I can’t stop thinking about Ellie. I’ll just try to eat enough to keep me going.”

	“That’s right, dear,” Rosa said. “Why don’t you go and get changed? Then you can watch the men’s without worrying about missing anyone’s programme.”

	#

	All the officials were having lunch. One had carelessly left his jacket hanging on a chair near the judging area. Nobody noticed a tall young man with horn-rimmed glasses saunter along the side of the ice pad and slip into the abandoned jacket. He walked into the sectioned-off part of the rink where the competitor’s tapes were lined up. The young man ran his fingers along the neatly ordered boxes until he came to Jeremy’s. He lifted it out and replaced it with one from inside his coat pocket.

	#

	Tess sat on a comfortable carpeted bench. She’d laced up the left boot and was bending over her right foot when two giggling girls pushed through the doors. They stopped and stared at Tess.

	“On your own, are you?” A tall girl with shiny blond hair stood leaning slightly backwards, one hand on her hip.

	Tess nodded.

	The other girl, shorter with glasses, said, “So what’s happened to your friends, the poofter and the princess?”

	Tess blinked and looked at the shorter girl. She knew what she wanted to say but her mouth was suddenly dry and nothing would come out. She swallowed.

	“Cat got your tongue?” The short girl stood in front of Tess while the tall girl bent down. A razor blade glinted in the light from the fluorescent bar overhead. In an instant the lace in Tess’s right hand was sliced just above the small metal hooks on her boot. As Tess’s hand jerked up from the sudden release of tension, the razor blade cut through the lace on the other side of her boot.

	The girls vanished.

	Tess sat looking from the small pieces of cord in her hands to the swinging door through which the girls had disappeared. 

	Another girl, staggering under the weight of a huge bag, entered the changing room. Through heavy lensed glasses, she saw Tess sitting motionless, then noticed the cords in Tess’s hands and the abrupt cut marks where Tess had been about to loop them over the little metal hooks.

	“Oh no! I bet that was the Fotherington girls.” There was a slight foreign accent. 

	Tess brought her attention to the new girl. “The Fotherington girls? Who are they? How d’you know?”

	“It’s been known to happen before. They come from Eastwick. They follow the competition circuit trying to nobble the opposition. They always cut both sides so you can’t tie the lace together without getting a knot under the eyelets. They haven’t been caught yet. Tell me, was one tall and skinny and the other one short with glasses?” 

	“Yes,” Tess murmured. 

	“They must reckon you’re the front runner. Have you any spares with you?”

	The whole of Tess’s body began to shake. She spoke in a tiny voice. “No, it didn’t occur to me that anyone would . . .”

	“Hey, don’t let them get to you. That’s what they want. Look, I carry everything but the kitchen sink in my bag. I must have spares somewhere.” She rummaged, grinned, then held up a new pair. 

	“I hope they bring you luck, and when you’ve won, I’ll be able to tell all my friends that I saved the day by helping the Britannia Champion!”

	“What about you? Don’t you want to win?”

	The girl laughed. “I can dream, but the truth is I only just scraped through to be here. My brother’s the skater in our family but he isn’t here today. I know my ability. I’m pleased I got this far. It’ll be something to tell my children when I have them.”

	“Thank you so much.” Tess looked in wonder at the generous girl then rapidly pulled the damaged laces from her boot and started the process of threading the precious gift. She noticed the new ones were a brand she had been warned not to buy. Her coach had told her they stretched. Nevertheless, she thought, I’m so glad to have them.

	The girl stood up and said, “You’re Tess Goodchild aren’t you? I’ve seen you at major competitions but you’re usually with friends: the beautiful golden-haired one and that dishy boy. Are they here today?”

	Tess swallowed again. She wanted to shake and nod her head but instead burst into tears.

	The door of the changing room opened slowly and Rosa peered in. She saw her daughter crying and rushed over.

	Tess threw her arms around her mother’s neck and cried.

	#

	Jeremy promised himself he’d eat more after he’d skated. He tried to use the time to prepare himself. He mentally ticked off everything that he knew he should push to the back of his mind: Lazaro’s recent operation and Spick’s off-putting behaviour of the morning.

	Three men were scheduled to skate before Jeremy and since Lloyd’s name was down as the last to skate, the two rivals were not in the same warm-up group. Tess had decided not to tell Jeremy what had happened to her in the changing room and, along with Rosa, gave him a good luck hug. Jeremy hugged them back and hurried on to the ice where he skated well. In the isolation of the warm-up, every element looked strong and secure. 

	Jeremy stood at the side of the rink moving his legs enough to keep warm while the three skaters performed before him. When it was his turn, Jeremy stood in the centre of the rink. His music started and he gave his usual strong opening and pushed himself into his first spin. He counted the number of rotations . . . Twelve . . . thirteen . . . fourteen . . . fifteen . . .

	Jeremy was still spinning. What’s happening? The music’s moved on already! He realised instantly that he was somehow skating to a shortened version. He reduced the number of back crosses into the next element. He needed to land his next jump with the crescendo of music, but the cut music came to a huge climax as he was starting the jump. I must keep concentrating. The music for the step sequence ended as he’d begun the complicated series of turns. He felt the whole programme slip. Everything tumbled, mixed and stirred in his consciousness. He abandoned rationality and let his body follow the notes. He lost all sense of place and time, the musical score, the movement of his body. 

	Tess and Rosa looked on in bewilderment.

	“What on earth is he doing?” Rosa whispered to Tess.

	“I don’t know.” Tess grabbed her mother’s hand. “He missed his timing earlier, he’s fallen twice and now he’s not even skating his programme. I haven’t any idea.” Oh Jem, what’s happening? Get back to your programme, she silently implored. 

	Jeremy’s music ended and he finished his final spin sometime after the last notes had faded. The applause was muted with the occasional person cheering wildly to support someone they knew had lost his way.

	 #

	Lloyd’s confidence had surged as he watched Jeremy lose control. When it was his turn to compete he threw extra reserves of energy into the elements. He felt so primed that he over-rotated his first jump and put his hand down to steady himself. After that he tried to settle and made no more major mistakes. He left the ice stroking his pencil moustache repeatedly. At least I didn’t disgrace myself thoroughly like that poofter. Indeed, he had not made a complete mess of his programme but he hadn’t skated well enough for a medal. Whereas Jeremy knew his skating had been terrible, Lloyd’s anger at not getting onto the podium coursed through his veins till they almost burst. 

	#

	Tess had been drawn to skate last. Normally she would have been pleased but she couldn’t clear her mind of disturbing images. First she saw Ellie in hospital, then the lilac dress, and finally the Fotherington girls with their sneering voices and razor blade. She tried to force her mind to think of her programme, to be thankful for her borrowed laces, but back it swung, obstinately gluing itself to the painful revolving images. When Jeremy came off the ice, she found herself babbling clichés and banal words, hoping to dull his hurt.

	Tess heard her name called. She skated rapidly to her starting position. The new lace was on the boot of her landing foot. It gave slightly. She’d have to be extra careful. Every reserve of strength would be needed if she was to hold all her jumps. The music started. Left right, left. Thank goodness she could hold that last left edge, turn and move swiftly into her first jump. No room for a smile to let the audience know she was enjoying it. Every nerve was concentrated on not buckling under the strain of the stretching lace. She landed the jump, willing herself to hold the edge. On to the spin. She instructed herself to hold a deep inside edge on her right foot before stepping forward onto her left. Once in the spin, she could feel the left foot under her, stable and steady. She managed to breathe deeply and set herself up for the next element. From there on each jump held an agonizing few seconds of superhuman strength enabling her not to crumple upon landing. Tess’s face, grim with determination, reflected that struggle. Somehow, at last, she came to the end of her programme.

	A voice in the front row said, “Clean, but lacklustre. I must say I expected more, especially with Ellie Greene out of the way.”

	Another voice chimed in, “Yeah, me too. I heard she was the favourite. I thought she’d wipe the board.”

	The judges held their marks up and the disembodied voice over the loudspeaker read them out. Tess was fourth.

	#

	At the end of the competition Mrs Horseman left her expensive seat to speak with her son. 

	“Such a pity, Jeremy dear. I was bitterly disappointed.” She paused then added, “But I expect you were too.” She reached a hand from her fur coat and laid a braceleted wrist on Jeremy’s arm. “But I’m sure you tried your best. Maybe this isn’t the sport for you, after all.” She looked around, barely acknowledging Tess and Rosa, then murmured, “and your friend Lloyd didn’t do nearly as well as I was expecting . . . such a shame.”

	Jeremy was too exhausted to answer his mother, who pecked him on the cheek and said, “I’ll go and see if the car has arrived yet. I’ll write next week, but maybe your father and I should review paying for you to do all this.” She disappeared leaving a trail of Chanel’s no 5 perfume behind her.

	#

	After the Britannia Trophy, Spick booked a table at a small Italian restaurant. He brought two girls. One of them happened to be Gina Fotheringham, whom Spick had met at Eastwick Ice rink a few weeks previously. The other girl, with dark, deep-set eyes, was intended for Lloyd.

	Gina’s eyelashes fluttered. “It’s such a shame, Lloyd. You should have done much better. I think you need a stronger coach, someone who’ll push you more.”

	“Oy.” Spick took in Gina’s coy movements and yanked her over towards him. He draped a possessive arm around her shoulder, then leaned forwards to address his friend. “Nah, more like you weren’t much better than the poofter.”

	Lloyd eyed his friends through his glass of chianti. He thought Gina’s explanation was more palatable than Spick’s. “I might go to Canada. There’s a coach in Toronto who I think would suit my style.”

	The pale young girl sat wondering why she’d been asked along. Had she been invited as company for Lloyd? But it seemed he was going to be disappearing halfway around the world. No future there. She opened a small, neat handbag. “Want some snow?”

	Gina shot out an arm and shut the girl’s bag. “Not here. Not now. Later.”

	#

	Jeremy and Tess returned to Trenbridge tired and disillusioned. In the days that followed, both her mother and her coach tried to persuade Tess that she had had exceptionally bad luck. The staff at the Castle Hill Hotel were flabbergasted when Tess explained what had happened.

	One remarked, “Oh, we watched it on the television. I could see something was wrong, but I don’t know anything about skating. I thought maybe, oh I don’t know.” The poor girl stopped, embarrassed. “I mean, I didn’t realise anything so awful had happened to you.”

	All of the staff had noticed how unhappy she looked. The senior receptionist who’d first interviewed Tess and had then taken a shine to the hardworking teenager, said, “Next year we’ll send you with a bodyguard.”

	“I might take you up on that,” Tess said with an almost-giggle. It was the first sign of merriment that any of them had heard since she’d returned from Norrington. It was also the first sign that Tess intended to keep going. Everybody felt slightly better for it.

	#

	Jeremy sat by Lazaro’s bedside and rested his head on his lover’s shoulder. The older man embraced him as best he could from his position in the hospital bed. He listened as Jeremy tried to tell the story of the swapped tape.

	He then told Lazaro about his mother’s comments at the end of the competition.

	“It is sad she has so little faith in you.” Lazaro looked hard at Jeremy to see if he could detect any signs of hurt in his young lover’s eyes, but he couldn’t. “I have always said I am happy to pay for your skating. Now I shall do so instead of your parents. That is all.”

	“I can’t let you pay for my skating. It’s time I stood on my own two feet. I love you, and I love our life together, but this is different.”

	 


Chapter 18: December 1958

	 

	Lazaro recovered and resumed a few of his business dealings. Vanessa returned to his house and Dolores reverted to her job on the fourth floor of the Castle Hill Hotel. Advent arrived and the shops filled with Christmas fare. Tess and Jeremy tried to come to terms with what had happened to Ellie and carried on with some sort of normal skating schedule. They visited the hospital frequently, sometimes together, sometimes separately.

	Ellie regained consciousness. The cage around her lower body was removed, but she lay still and silent. Jeremy and Tess found visiting hard, but persevered. 

	A run-down café near the rink was bought by new owners who cleaned everything out, stripped the fittings and arrived with heavy tins of paint. They hung a huge sign outside: “New owners. Staff wanted. Apply within TODAY.”

	Jeremy stopped, arrested by the large lettering and capital letters of the word ‘today’. He checked out the energetic young couple who were busy filling a skip. “What sort of staff are you looking for?” he asked the young woman.

	“What skills do you have?” She dug her hand into her jeans’ pocket and took out a small writing pad and pencil. 

	“Not very many,” Jeremey admitted ruefully. “But I’m willing to do whatever I can do and,” he grinned, “I learn quickly.”

	Jeremy learned the young woman’s name was Clary. He spent the rest of the day helping to fill the skip, scrubbing down walls and removing old wallpaper.

	Towards the end of the day he said, “I think everyone deserves a cup of tea. I saw a kettle and if the stove is still connected, I’ll put that on and run next door for a packet of tea and some milk.”

	“That’s one tick for initiative,” said Clary. She grinned at her husband. “I think we’ll keep this one.”

	For the next few days Jeremy skated in the early mornings, and toyed with the idea of late-night skating, but by the time he had finished in the café he was too exhausted to do anything but return home. I can manage this while Lazaro is still convalescing, but it isn’t sustainable, he thought.

	On the third day he said to Clary, “I need to talk to you. I don’t know what I was thinking when I said I needed a job. I mean, I do need a job, but not full-time.”

	Jeremy related his story of skating and the support his parents had promised him but were about to discontinue. “I already have a yearly pass, so I only need to earn enough for my coach and competition and test fees.”

	“Hmm. Removal of parental support. Been there. Done that. My parents did the same thing when I was at university. It’s not so easy,” Clary said. “You need rent and electricity, transport and food, too.”

	Jeremy blushed. “Those things are taken care of.”

	“All right—I think that might be none of my business. You’re a good worker. I’d like to keep you on if I can. Tell me your schedule and I’ll see what fits in.”

	#

	While Ellie slept, Dolores slipped into her room unobtrusively and placed Ellie’s locket around her neck. Even before Ellie was fully awake she knew from the lingering fragrance of 4711 that her dresser had visited. Ellie still didn’t speak.

	The next time Tess visited, she gasped when she saw the locket. “Oh my! How did that get there? I couldn’t see it the night of the accident. I searched everywhere. I knew you always wore it. I checked the bag—the one the hospital gave me—over and over again.” The words were out before Tess realised she’d been babbling. 

	Ellie stared at her friend with hooded, frightened eyes. She thought how much safer she was in her world of silence. She turned her eyes away when Tess brought a bag of hateful objects including the lilac skating dress.

	Jeremy arrived with a huge bouquet of out-of-season blooms. When he found that Ellie wasn’t eating, he started to bring her delicacies that he had dreamed up and cooked while Lazaro was absent on business. 

	Ellie loved the elegant little canapes and often ate them when she had not touched her hospital meals. She consumed them silently, grateful for Jeremy’s acceptance of her refusal to talk.

	#

	Jeremy caught the bus to his flat. Maybe Lazaro’s right, it’s just an expensive place for my post. But I couldn’t give the parents Lazaro’s address. I’d have to have a PO Box. The parents would wonder what had happened. Jeremy imagined his father panting his way along the platform at Trenbridge station. He shook the vision from his head and bent to collect the post. He sat on a faded brown velvet sofa to open the weekly letter from his mother.

	Dear Jeremy

	Your father and I have discussed your skating future. We both think that it is no longer sensible to support you in this sport which does not seem to be going as well as we had expected. I described your performance at the Britannia Trophy to your father and we both feel that you have had your chance. We both believe you should get a proper job. If you would like something in the city, I’m sure Father could put out some feelers.

	With fondest love, 

	Mother

	Jeremy shuddered at the thought of catching a train to a London office on a daily basis. I’m trying my best whether they fund me or not. He sat for a few minutes thinking about the letter. Thank goodness I had the warning. My new job should earn me enough, if I’m careful. He remembered the row with Lazaro. I won’t let him foot the bill.

	After Jeremy had spent some time thinking about his mother’s letter, he opened another envelope and pulled out a printed invitation. He read there was to be a welcoming party for Austin, a newly appointed ex-Olympic coach, at the small Lily-Pad rink behind the main ice pad in Trenbridge Ice Rink.

	#

	Lazaro had bought tickets for Madame Butterfly at Covent Garden for the same night as the welcoming party which had become rolled into one with the rink’s Christmas party. 

	“I asked Miss Crosskey to book the tickets months ago.” Lazaro turned his hands palm upwards and raised his shoulders. “Long before the welcoming party was planned.” 

	Jeremy’s heart leaped at the thought of going to the opera. “The party doesn’t matter. I’d rather go to Covent Garden. Ever since I listened to Butterfly in the car with you I’ve wanted to see an actual performance.” He lingered over a kiss. “I’m glad you booked the tickets.”

	Later, at the interval of Madame Butterfly, Jeremy told Lazaro about his mother’s letter and also of his intention to earn enough to cover his coach’s fees.

	“You do not need to do that. I am more than happy . . .” Lazaro’s back straightened and his fingers stiffened.

	“But Lazaro I want to.” 

	“There is the interval bell.” Lazaro brushed his immaculate lapel. “We will talk about this later.”

	Jeremy heard the barely suppressed anger in Lazaro’s voice. Please, let’s not have a confrontation right now. He smiled. “Let’s enjoy the second act.”

	#

	Behind the main ice rink lay the small Lily-Pad Rink which was festooned with crepe paper and tinsel decorations. An improbably large bunch of mistletoe hung above a structural metal girder which spanned the rink. 

	Tess arrived on her own. When she saw her fellow skaters clustered around a new girl she felt the absence of Ellie and Jeremy. Since there wasn’t room for anyone to skate properly, people meandered around as if at a public session, meeting friends they hadn’t seen for a while. Some of the boys manoeuvred themselves under the mistletoe with the girl of their choice, leading to much squealing of mock-horror. Soon the new girl detached herself from the huddle of other teenage girls and skated towards Tess. 

	As she caught up with her, she whispered, “I’m Gina Fotherington. I’ve come from Eastwick with Austin. I’m going to be one of his pupils, skating here at Trenbridge.”

	“We’ve already met—at Norrington.” Tess tried not to betray her distress.

	Gina’s face held a sneering grin. “That’s right. So we have.”

	Tess felt relief as a loudspeaker announcement asked people to leave the rink. She had never been so pleased to see the Zamboni appear. 

	In one of the function rooms, tables were laid with plates of food and jugs of orange cordial and lemonade.

	Once again, Tess was alone. The girls were all crowded around Gina Fotherington. Dudley and the older skaters had their glasses topped up from bottles being furtively brought out from under tables. 

	A voice next to Tess asked, “Want to make your drink more interesting?” 

	She shook her head. “Thanks, but I don’t drink.”

	Peregrine overheard and noted that piece of information. That’s useful to know. He grabbed Dudley by the arm. “Come on, this is worse than boring. Let’s get out of here.”

	#

	The two men pushed through the doors of The Slippery Eel. 

	“This is a stupid choice for December, old man.” Peregrine rubbed his hands together. He peered through a long window to black winter nothingness.

	“It’s nice in the summer.” Dudley eyed his friend over the top of his froth. 

	“Yes well, it’s not summer now.”

	Dudley shrugged. “So I made a dumb choice. According to you I’m always making dumb choices.”

	“Don’t be such a miserable git.” Peregrine tried to cuff his friend over the head, but Dudley ducked. “Come on. Drink up! This is a hole. We’ll go somewhere classier. Let’s chance our arm with the Castle Hill Hotel.”

	“Nah, too posh by half.” Dudley wriggled firmly into his chair. “I’m staying here.”

	Morose, Peregrine sat back staring into his bitter. Ever since Ellie’s accident he’d wanted to needle Dudley about Ellie being at the Castle Hill Hotel. He couldn’t work out how to do this without explaining what he was doing there that evening. It’ll have to wait.

	Several bitters later, the two men wove their way out of the pub. As they tottered down the road Peregrine draped his hand loosely over Dudley’s shoulder. 

	“Tell you what, old man—” He stopped, held onto a nearby fence at arm’s length and jerked his hips back and forth. “You’ve not been getting your oats, lately. That Tess Goodchild’s ripe for the picking. Got a fine little body on her now. I reckon you could be in with a chance there.”

	“Wouldn’t be right—not fair to Ellie—would it?” Dudley stopped and swung around to face his friend. “Anyway, Tess is just a baby.”

	Peregrine laughed mirthlessly. “Where’ve you been looking lately, old man? She’s been filling out nicely.”

	Dudley shook his head.

	“Leave it to your old mate. I’ll find something tasty for you, next party.”

	#

	Tess carried Christmas decorations to Ellie’s bedside. “I don’t want you to miss out on Christmas altogether.” She strung some paper chains behind Ellie’s bed.

	Ellie moved her head to one side. Christmas in hospital seemed an unbearable insult to add to her injury. She wished she could tell Tess not to decorate but the words wouldn’t come.

	“I wanted to bring a small tree, but Mum said the hospital would draw the line at that.”

	Ellie had momentary visions of Matron struggling down the corridor, huffing and puffing while carrying tree decorations. She smiled.

	“It’s good to see you smile, Ellie.” Tess stroked her hand. 

	Ellie couldn’t concentrate on what Tess was saying. Her mind drifted to the time after her parents had been killed. Whenever Granny and Grandpa visited, Uncle Clem always made them feel unwelcome. They stopped coming. She gazed at her friend. I love you dearly, but I’ve always envied you having Rosa instead of Uncle Clem.

	Dudley visited Ellie daily. Sometimes he inhaled the faint smell of 4711. He recognised it as the cologne his mother wore and wondered who might have visited, then let the thought drift from his mind. He noticed Tess’s decorations and brought small bunches of holly and other evergreen leaves, brushed Ellie’s hair and in silence, held her hand. At first his conversation had been littered with news of the rink, but he’d noticed her eyes dulled. Sometimes she’d even turned her head away. 

	Dudley shuffled from the hospital with hunched shoulders and hands thrust deep into his winter-coat pockets. He lumbered towards Peregrine, who sat on a nearby bench.

	Peregrine jumped up. “Come on old man, you’ve been down in the dumps for too long.” He rubbed his hands briskly. “We’re going on a pub crawl tonight. Like the old days, eh?”

	“It’s the last thing I want.” Then a vision of his cold flat and sparsely filled fridge flashed across his mind. “OK, mate.”

	#

	The noise and smoke of the pub wrapped the men in warmth and welcome as they shook off the damp December air. Dudley headed for the bar and ordered pints of bitter. The two men moved near the fire, nursing their beer. 

	As they settled into the familiar pub landscape, Peregrine’s emotions shifted like a kaleidoscope image. In one section, there was relief at having his friend back after over a year of his being attached to Ellie. Moments later the scene was replaced by sharp-edged shattered fragments of the beautiful girl he’d always lusted after. I’ll never have her now. The picture changed yet again, to the past before Ellie, and Peregrine’s mind’s eye saw a ghostly procession of girls that he and Dudley had shared. He forced himself out of his reverie. 

	“C’mon old man, plenty of other fish in the sea you know.”

	Dudley shook his head. “You never did understand, did you? She was the one. Still is, mate. I don’t want anyone else.” 

	“Ha, you say that now. Wait till you’ve been some more months without your oats. See how you feel then.”

	As the evening drew to a close the two men staggered home dropping a sporadic wake of fish, chips and scraps of newspaper. When they arrived at Dudley’s flat, Dudley slurred, “Don’t wanna go in there, mate. S’empty. She won’t be there anymore, will she?”

	“Stop being maudlin. She didn’t live with you. She was just your girlfriend.”

	Dudley fiddled with his house keys, waving them at the lock. “S’right, not on Thursdays. Never on Thursdays . . .” His hand wove a dizzy pattern in the air as he tried to connect the key to the lock.

	Despite the alcohol in Peregrine’s bloodstream his brain computed back. The day he’d followed Ellie had been a Wednesday. He frowned and stared at his face in the reflection of the doorknob.

	Dudley passed his keys to his friend. “Here, you open it.”

	#

	Dudley reached the top of the hospital steps as Tess was leaving.

	“Oh, Dudley!” Tess burst into tears. “I can’t bear it. She has no idea how bad her injuries are. She lies there so still and won’t talk. I don’t want to mention her skating but I’m running out of things to say. She isn’t interested in anything to do with the rink.” Tess threw herself at Dudley’s chest and sobbed.

	The sudden warmth of Tess’s body against Dudley’s chest brought an unbidden stirring of desire. He remembered Peregrine’s sleazy references to her changed body. 

	He pushed her away and said, “Yeah, it’s hard for us all.”

	#

	Lazaro’s laboratory in Wales was running smoothly. Boxes of cleaning powder arrived in Trenbridge without suspicion. Ivan, Lazaro’s Man Friday, collected and delivered the precious cargo. 

	In the early days of December Lazaro found that demand exceeded supply. He spent much time visiting the laboratory and liaising with his South American suppliers hoping to buy more raw materials. At the beginning of the venture Ivan transported one box of cocaine to eleven of cleaning powder. Over time, the proportion of cocaine-filled boxes increased, and Lazaro needed to go away on business more frequently. 

	While Lazaro was away, Jeremy wanted to fill the yawning chasm left by his lover’s absence. On the days he wasn’t working, he visited the library after his morning skating session, to immerse himself in reference books and magazines about food and wine before going to the hospital.

	 


Chapter 19: December 1958

	 

	Tess tucked a gala invitation in her bag. She wanted to show her friend, but the words tumbled out. 

	“Oh, Ellie, there’s going to be a gala next month. Austin has decided that it’s an opportunity to showcase all our top skaters. I’ve been chosen to do my programme for the finalé. I’d like to wear something different. Everyone’s seen my competition dress so many times. Would it be all right if I borrowed your lilac dress—the one I’m looking after for you?”

	Ellie swallowed. For a moment her face resembled a mask.

	Tess rushed to Ellie’s side and picked up her limp hand. “I won’t if it’s special.”

	Ellie wanted to scream, It’s loathsome! I don’t want you tainted with it. She struggled with the words in her throat but they wouldn’t come. In her agitation she grabbed her friend’s hand, exerting as much pressure as she could. She pressed hard. Ellie had lost much strength and the pincer-like crush she had hoped to give came across as a gentle, accepting squeeze.

	#

	Rosa looked doubtfully at the lilac skating dress. “It’s a bit low cut. It’s not Ellie’s sort of thing is it?” 

	“But I don’t have anything else to wear, and Ellie did indicate it was all right. Oh, Mum, please?”

	Flashes of remembered arguments between mother and daughter played in Rosas’s brain like clips from an old film; Tess playing truant, Rosa being phoned by the rink, being phoned by the school, reprimanding Tess. She shuddered. “How would you feel if I inserted some fabric to raise the neckline?”

	“OK.” 

	#

	From the moment that Gina Fotheringham had arrived at Trenbridge Ice Rink, Spick was determined that she should be his girl. He’d become smitten with her at Norrington. He loved Gina’s glassy hardness and, recognising the vicious streak that ran through her, decided he had to join forces with her. He doubled over with glee when she told him about cutting Tess’s laces at the Britannia Trophy. Nevertheless, he whined to Gina about Lloyd’s desire to train in Canada. 

	“I don’t want him to go. Canada’s too far away. It’s bad enough he’s in Norrington. I’ll miss ’im. Let’s think of something to keep him here.”

	“Like what?” Gina rather wanted Lloyd out of the way. He seemed to take up too much of Spick’s time. 

	“We could get him down here for the gala. There’s bound to be some sort of party afterwards.” Spick cackled. “He likes a good booze up, does Lloyd.” 

	When tickets for the gala came on sale, Gina reluctantly bought three and posted one to Lloyd.

	#

	Jeremy and his coach devised a new programme together. Jeremy kept images of Ellie firmly in place as he choreographed each of the linking movements. Every day he lost himself in the intricacies of his skating, working until the last moments when the Zamboni rolled onto the ice.

	Lazaro said, “It will be good for you to skate in this gala. I will make sure the officials are extra vigilant with the tapes.”

	“You’ll watch it?”

	“Yes, in my private room on the top floor. I do not mix with the patrons as you know. I want you to come straight up there afterwards.” Lazaro cupped Jeremy’s chin in his hands. “Unless of course you wish to go to the party?”

	“What do you think? You’ve been away so much. I’d far rather spend time with you.”

	#

	While the gala was beginning, a different scene was playing out in East London. Hardened men discussed the supply of drugs to the town of Trenbridge. On an exploratory trip from London, the heavy-necked Maretti brothers Horace and Lonnie had discovered there was an abundance of cocaine for sale on the streets.

	“We should have a slice of this ’ere action,” Horace grunted into his whisky chaser as he slicked back his recently styled Teddy boy quiff.

	“Yeah, my reports are that Hardmann has the drugs and the girls sewn up in this town. I fink the time’s come when he might need some helping out wiv that lot.”

	 Lonnie grinned, displaying a mouthful of gold teeth. He leaned forward, almost bursting the tailoring of his lean jacket.

	Horace cackled at Lonnie’s discomfort. “Careful, bruv. I told yer not to get that so tight cut.”

	“Bloody West End tailors. If we’d ’ad it made by Abe it woulda fitted proper.”

	“We’ll sort yer wardrobe out another time. Let’s get back to getting a slice of the action.” Horace chuckled. “We could send the boys ter rough up old Hardmann.” He rubbed gnarled knuckles. “On the other hand I might enjoy doing it meself.”

	“Nah. We’ll watch awhile. I wanna know exactly how the land lies. The more we finds out, the more leverage we got. Know what I mean?”

	#

	Since Tess had become Trenbridge’s most hopeful skater, her solo was scheduled at the end. She hurried into the changing room and wriggled out of the costume she’d been wearing for the group number and reached for the hanger with the lilac dress. The slivers of white fabric that Rosa had painstakingly sewn into the top of the dress were gone. Tess trembled as she looked inside and saw ragged scissor marks, forcing back memories of the two girls who’d cut her bootlaces at Norrington rink. She stepped into the dress and zipped it up, then looked in the mirror. She thought, Mum was right, it is too low, but I don’t have any choice now. 

	#

	Peregrine stood at the back of the rink with Dudley. He watched Denver’s excitement grow when Tess stepped onto the ice. He recognised the lilac dress and something at the back of his mind told him that Denver did, too. His eyes swivelled to Gina, who had not been chosen to participate in the gala. She sat between Spick and Lloyd. As he scanned their faces he recognised the desire on Lloyd’s face.

	Dudley stood next to his friend. “You’re right, mate. Tess has grown into a bit of all right.”

	“More than all right.” Peregrine rolled his eyes.

	“Steady on. She’s still a baby.”

	The new head coach, Austin, thanked the skaters and audience and announced that there would be refreshments for the officials upstairs. He said that any of the skaters would be welcome to stay for a small party afterwards in one of the rooms next to the office downstairs. 

	Peregrine and Dudley had seen Denver around teenage girls for years. Peregrine said, “You direct people out of the rink and into the party. I’ll make sure all the officials go upstairs.” The two men stood next to each other, their extended arms forming a wall.

	Denver lingered until the crowd had thinned. He sidled towards Peregrine who moved to one side blocking him. “This way, Mr Harvey. The officials’ party is upstairs.” Peregrine started walking with Denver. He called over his shoulder, “You see to the rest of the patrons, I’ll accompany the officials to the refreshments.” He walked at the back of the shuffling group.

	While Peregrine waited at the top of the stairs until every official had entered the function room, Dudley hurried members of the public from the building then set about starting the party. 

	Peregrine ran down the stairs and set jugs of lemonade and fizzy orange juice at the end of a long trestle table, while plates of sandwiches, towers of small cakes and bowls of crisps covered the remainder. Parents sat around the edge of the room analysing the gala and talking about the next big event. 

	“Where’s Rosa?” one of the parents asked.

	“She has a terrible migraine,” Tess said. “She didn’t want me to miss the party so she’s given me the taxi fare home. I’m lucky, I’ve got the best mum in the world.”

	Peregrine swooped past with two glasses of lemonade and slipped a slug of vodka into Tess’s glass. A few minutes later he and Dudley had sampled a mixture of neat spirits in quick succession. The next time Peregrine passed Tess he topped up her glass from a jug.

	Dudley swallowed the heady mix quickly, refilled and drank again. When Peregrine made to fill his glass for a third time, he thumped it down. “I’m off, mate.” He weaved through the crowd and out the door.

	#

	Gina and Spick had brought Lloyd to the party. All three had sipped from secreted hipflasks throughout the gala. Lloyd planted himself near the table and frequently reached under it to top up his drink. Gina and Spick stood in a corner where they ran their hands up and down one another’s bodies until someone told them to leave.

	They sauntered towards the door. “Coming?” Spick called over his shoulder to Lloyd.

	Peregrine whispered something to Lloyd, who shook his head. Gina hauled Spick out of the room.

	Gaggles of girls stood near the door, periodically rushing in and out of the room. Tess looked at them dispassionately as the room tilted at an odd angle. 

	Lloyd and Peregrine stood by the table talking quietly.

	More lemonade. Tess thanked Peregrine as he topped up her glass and said, “It’s a pity I don’t have any photos of the Castle Hill competition. Of course, I’ve got the official one of Ellie and me both up on the rostrum, but it would have been nice to have one with Jem as well.” The room tilted back again. She blinked as the room swung around.

	“Oh, there are some in the office,” Peregrine said breezily. “Come and I’ll show you.”

	Nobody noticed Peregrine escort Tess to the office next door. Nobody saw Lloyd slip out after them.

	Peregrine shut the door firmly and opened the drawer to the filing cabinet and pretended to hunt for photos. 

	Lloyd looked at Tess’s demure party frock and let his mind’s eye replace it with the lilac skating dress with the plunging neckline. He pushed himself against Tess and slurred, “Gis a kiss, then.” 

	Tess, wedged between Lloyd and the wall, only heard the hissing sound of sibilants. She smelled sour whiskey and tried to push him away. The room started to spin.

	Lloyd used his full body weight to keep her pinned against the wall. He lifted her skirt.

	Tess struggled. She tried to cry out, but each breath was a fight. The room spun faster and faster.

	Peregrine whipped around from the filing cabinet. He pushed Lloyd from Tess then pulled her arms up high, exactly as he’d done when he discovered she’d told Dudley that Ellie was still using drugs. He remembered the agony caused by Tess’s sudden kick when he’d held her like that before. This time he yanked so hard that her arms felt as if they were being pulled from their sockets. Her feet were barely on the floor. His brain ricocheted back to his original fury.

	“This, girly,” Peregrine said as he yanked again, “is for the pain in the bollocks.” 

	Peregrine turned to Lloyd. “Here, you hold her arms.” Once more, spirit-laden breath assaulted Tess’s nostrils as he pushed Lloyd out of the way and pulled at her underwear.

	Lloyd hiccupped. “What are you waiting for? Get your end away.”

	When Peregrine had finished he grabbed Tess’s arms again and said to Lloyd, “Here, your turn next.”

	After it was over, Peregrine reached into his pocket for a handkerchief. He passed it to Lloyd. “Clean her up. Put her in a taxi.”

	#

	Tess crept through the silent house to her bedroom where she curled herself up into a small shivering ball and waited for sleep. She looked at the bedside clock and watched the minutes stretch into hours. When the sound of the alarm buzz crashed around the walls of her room, she shot her arm out to quell the noise and pulled the bedclothes tighter around her.

	Rosa appeared at her bedroom door. “I’m sorry my love, my migraine’s still bad. I don’t think I’m up to driving yet.”

	Tess leapt out of bed. “You go back to bed, Mum. I can skip one day.” She put her arms around her mother’s shoulders and walked with her to her own bedroom.

	#

	Tess knew the times that Jeremy visited Ellie, so she waited outside the hospital. 

	“Jem,” she waved at him. “I need to talk to you.”

	“OK.” Jeremy looked at his friend’s worried face. “We’ll go down to the river and feed the ducks. I’ll go back to Ellie’s room and get a bread roll. She never eats them. There’s always one left on her tray.”

	Jeremy and Tess walked along the riverbank, breaking bread and throwing crumbs to darting moorhens and quacking mallards. When it was all gone, Jeremy said, “So what’s all this about?”

	“I don’t know how to begin, it’s so terrible.” Tess pushed the heels of her hands over her eyes.

	Jeremy saw tears trickling down the inside of his friend’s arms. He tried to pry her wrists from her face but she pushed them back and her whole body shook. Instead he hugged her until she relaxed and let her arms drop. Gently, he steered her to a bench by the water’s edge.

	Through tears and hiccupping stammers, Tess rushed out the events of the night of the gala, the party and being raped in the office.

	“Have you told Rosa yet?”

	Tess shook her head. “I’m too ashamed.”

	Jeremy gripped her shoulders. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” He willed her to look at him, but she stared resolutely at a small patch of the ground between her feet.

	“Are you listening to me?” Jeremy’s voice held an unaccustomed hardness. “Peregrine, Lloyd . . . both of them were always utter bastards.”

	Tess barely heard Jeremy. She stared listlessly at the slow-flowing river as the winter sun burned low.

	“I think you should tell Rosa. She’s your mum, she’ll understand. Maybe even go to the pol—”

	“No!” Tess shouted. She jumped up and ran off.



	
Chapter 20: January 1959

	 

	Peregrine and Dudley sat in the barely heated Green Man. Peregrine looked shiftily into his beer. “Something I ought to tell you.”

	“Ought to?” Dudley chuckled. “Not language I hear from you very often, mate.”

	“Yeah, well. You might hear sooner or later. I’d rather you heard it from me.”

	“So, what’s the great news?”

	“I . . . had a go at Tess. Night of the party.”

	“‘Had a go at’?” Dudley’s face filled with scorn. “You mean you seduced her. You mean bastard. She’s only a child.”

	“Not quite seduced, old man.”

	“I’m glad to hear it.” Dudley put his beer down. “Even so you shouldn’t have taken ad—”

	“No, I mean . . . Lloyd and I, after the party. She didn’t exactly give her consent.” 

	“What?!” Dudley pushed the table away and stood up. His beer crashed across the table into Peregrine’s drink, sending an amber wave from both glasses into the air before landing in Peregrine’s lap. 

	Both men stood. Dudley’s face was suffused with anger. “You scumbag.” He grabbed his winter coat and left the pub. 

	#

	Tess began to think of the ice rink as a private battle ground. She darted into the building and straight to the edge of the ice pad. She put her skating bag on a chair near the ice and changed into her skates right there. 

	Her world slipped and slid as she tried to practice. It didn’t take much for her concentration to be punctured. When Peregrine walked through her field of vision, small currents of shock coursed through her veins. 

	Figure practice became increasingly tortuous. That time of peace and calm, of concentration, was wrecked by constant re-runs in her head. She became convinced that Peregrine was watching her. Images from the past layered themselves over the present and formed a flickering picture show of the night she was raped. Each flicker pushed itself into her consciousness bigger, bolder and more insistent. It smothered all other images. 

	Tess’s coach said, “You need to concentrate.”

	Tess looked at her sadly. “I know. I keep losing it.”

	“There’s something troubling you, isn’t there?”

	Tess nodded.

	“Want to talk about it? We can go and have coffee. I won’t charge for today, anyway.”

	Tess shook her head. 

	“Well, I think you ought to get off the ice. You’re not doing yourself any good like this. I don’t want this sort of practice in your memory. Wait till the free skating session and see how you go then.”

	For small periods of time, while free skating, Tess was able to reach into herself and pull fiery energy for her jumps. She flew fearlessly and picked herself up when she fell, pushing on again with a fresh determination. 

	Her coach watched Tess and turned to Rosa. “She’s skating differently. What is it? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but is everything all right at home?”

	Rosa said, “Something’s happened but she won’t tell me.”

	#

	Tess slammed the button on her alarm clock as usual. She ran along the hall to the bathroom feeling a wave of nausea. She heaved and vomited until she was spent then sat on the bathroom floor, panting.

	Rosa had heard Tess. She sat on the lino next to her daughter. Gently, she reached for her hand.

	“What did we have for dinner last night, Mum?”

	“I don’t think it was the dinner.” Rosa reached for a flannel and wiped Tess’s face. “Being sick like that—it has all the hallmarks of pregnancy.” 

	Tess gasped and heaved again. When there was nothing left in her stomach to bring up, Tess sat holding her mother’s hand. For the second time, she told the story of the night of the gala.

	Rosa held her daughter close. “Why didn’t you tell me, my love?”

	“I felt stupid—letting it happen, I mean.”

	“But Tess, it was hardly your fault—and there were two of them.” Rosa grimaced. “They’ll both be accountable in a court of law.”

	“No! Mum, I’m not going to the police. I’m not.” Tess thumped her fist on the bathroom floor. 

	Rosa reached towards her daughter and gently took the tight little fist in her hand. 

	“I don’t understand. Why ever not?”

	“Oh, Mum, you don’t know what happens,” Tess wailed.

	“And you do?”

	“Well, actually more than you’d think. You remember my best friend Kathleen from school?”

	Rosa nodded.

	“Well, it was in my last term there. You remember we were left without a caretaker for the last—”

	“Yes, but what’s that . . .?”

	“Don’t interrupt, Mum. This is hard enough!” Tess twisted her hands together. 

	Rosa nodded.

	Tess continued, “The reason we were left without a caretaker is because the term before that there was a hushed-up scandal. The caretaker came in when Kathleen was putting the last of the rounders posts away. He said something about checking all the equipment, and as soon as Kathleen turned her back, he slammed the door shut and rugby tackled her to the ground. She tried to shout but he put a band in her mouth and yanked it tight. She couldn’t do anything, any more than I could.” 

	“You never told—”

	“Stop interrupting, Mum, or I won’t tell you any more.” Eyes of flint flashed at Rosa. “The thing is, Kathleen’s mother dragged her to the police station. They did some terrible things to her. She said she felt as if she’d been raped all over again. No one was sympathetic. She was upset and then when she cried, they said she was hysterical. Her mum insisted she stuck with it and went to court. Once there, the caretaker had a vindictive barrister who told the whole court that she’d seduced him. Although he got off, the school still sacked him. Her barrister did his best, but she had to endure the whole day of being humiliated while it was all brought up and pored over.”

	Tess’s voice had risen to a crescendo of pain as tears coursed down her cheeks. She wiped them with the back of her hand, and said, “I’m not going through that, Mum.”

	Rosa drew Tess’s stiff body towards her and rocked her gently. 

	#

	The doctor confirmed that Tess was pregnant.

	“How long can I skate for?”

	“I suggest you stop right now. The first few months are actually the most dangerous for the baby.”

	Tess thought about her manic skating in the weeks before. She held her hands over her still-flat belly and gasped. 

	The doctor reached over and said, “It’s all right, you’ve been lucky so far. Just make sure you don’t skate any more until after the baby’s been born.”

	#

	Rosa pushed through the doors to the library. She wondered if there might be some books to help Tess through her pregnancy. It is, after all, 1959. Things must have changed since the war years, she thought. She took a heavy reference book to one of the tables. When she sat down she noticed the person opposite her was Jeremy.

	“Hello,” he whispered. “I’m finding out about last year’s crop of spätelese grapes. And you?” He reached over for the cover of Rosa’s book. “Oh . . .”

	“Did you know?” Rosa half-whispered as she stared at him across the table.

	Other people looked up and tutted.

	Jeremy pointed to the door and both he and Rosa left the library. Once out in the crisp spring air, he took Rosa’s hand.

	“You know something,” she said.

	Jeremy looked down. “Yes. Tess told me that both Peregrine and Lloyd had raped her. I begged her to tell you, but she ran away. That was weeks ago. I’ve been trying to get up the courage to talk to her again but she’s been avoiding me.”

	“She’s pregnant—confirmed yesterday. She’s at home now, she’s been sick. The library—I thought I could find out . . . maybe things have changed.” Tears glistened in Rosa’s eyes. “Tess was born in the war. Her dad was killed before she was born. At least she hasn’t got a father’s anger to contend with.”

	“It’s hardly her fault!” Jeremy’s voice rose, and a few passers-by stared at them.

	“Yes, but you know how it is. The girl always gets the blame.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	Rosa stood still in the middle of the pavement. She didn’t notice people manoeuvring themselves around her. “I don’t know. It’s still too much to take in.”

	Jeremy reached forward and took her arm. “My flat’s not far from here. I’ll make you a cup of tea.”

	#

	“Hot and sweet. That’s what they say for shock isn’t it?” Jeremy took a brown earthenware teapot from a shelf.

	“The shock’s worn off. I’d rather have it just hot.” Rosa tried to summon up a smile but her lips barely moved.

	He brought a tray to the table. “Plan of action. That’s what you need.”

	“Don’t be so dramatic.” Rosa shook her head.

	“Seriously, you need to think in those terms. Tess isn’t going to be skating. You’ll soon have three mouths to feed.” He poured the scalding tea and passed a mug across the table. 

	“You’re right, we need a plan.” Rosa reached for her tea and stirred it.

	Jeremy leaned forward. “Why don’t you at least take her away from Trenbridge?” 

	“Where could I take her?”

	“Don’t you have a house in Weybrook?” 

	“Yes, but that’s my income. If I move back into it, I won’t have any money. I

	can’t live on nothing—especially now.”

	“You could rent out your house here. It’s near the university. I’m sure it would suit some visiting academic.”

	“Mm . . . maybe.”

	“There’s one more thing. I don’t know how to say it, but it comes from being, shall we say, ‘different’. You know how society—people in general, they view—” 

	“Yes, I know, Jeremy. People’s attitudes towards Tess. She’ll be ostracised.” Rosa’s hands went to her forehead and she leaned over her tea.

	“But Rosa, if you go to Weybrook, nobody knows you. No one needs to know what happened—that she isn’t married. You could have a whole story.”

	“I’m not sure she’ll buy that. You know how independent she is.”

	“Yes, but she doesn’t like gossip either. She won’t want to be the subject of it. Put it to her that way. See how she feels.”

	#

	That evening, towards the end of dinner, Jeremy told Lazaro about Tess.

	“That is terrible. You did not even tell me of the rape.” Lazaro pushed his chair back. “Why did you not tell me before?”

	“It’s Tess’s news. She didn’t want me to tell anybody.” 

	Lazaro shouted, “I am not anybody!” 

	Jeremy recoiled. Lazaro had never raised his voice to Jeremy before. He felt as if he’d betrayed two of the most precious people in his life. One by not talking, the other by finally doing so. His face was bleak with misery and he dropped his head. 

	“Come. I am not angry with you.” Lazaro stood up and walked around the table. He sat down next to Jeremy and lifted his head. “Your friend, Tess, she is almost a child. The rape, that is terrible and that those despicable men . . .” He let Jeremy go and sat back. “They will be punished.”

	“That won’t help Tess.”

	“You are right, my Liebling. It is time to be practical. What would help your friend?”

	“Rosa is hoping for a new beginning,” Jeremy said. “She and Tess might move to Weybrook where she has a small house. She could rent out her house here—its bigger and will bring in more income.”

	Lazaro listened then said gravely, “Please, you let me know if I can help.”

	“I will.” 

	#

	“There’s more cocaine washing the streets of Trenbridge than is reasonable for one man ter profit from. I reckon there’s more arrivin’ in town,” Lonnie reported to his brother.

	Horace thought of the different possibilities. “Fing is, does we get the supply or does we try ter trace the source?”

	“Nah, prob’ly take us out the country. Let’s just take over Hardmann’s business.”

	“What’s ’e got in the way of backup?” Horace wanted to know.

	“Not much that we can see. There’s Ivan the Terrible, stocky man wiv a scar. We has to be careful of him. E’s proper tough. We’d do best ter keep him on for ourselves. Oh an’ there’s some skivvies we can pick off if we ’as to.”

	#

	Tess breathed in the cold spring air, wondering about the uncertainties of Weybrook. She looked around the garden she’d known all her life. Goodbyes are always hard. She picked pansies, primroses and a few stems of heady rosemary. Once at the hospital she offered them to Ellie, wrapping her friend’s hands around them.

	As Tess spoke, her breath came out in small puffy gasps. “I have some news. Mum and I—we’re leaving Trenbridge.” She held her breath as if waiting for the still hospital air to help her. When her lungs couldn’t hold on any longer the rest of her words tumbled out. “There’s so much news . . . going to move to Weybrook. Mum, surprise—letter from a local estate agent . . . very odd. American academic wants to rent a big house. Our house—huge rent.”

	Ellie remained still. 

	Tess wondered if she’d made any sense. She tried again. “We’re going to live there—Weybrook, I mean. It’s a smaller house.” 

	Ellie was hardly breathing.

	“It’ll probably take about a month to get everything sorted out, but when we move I won’t be able to see you—not for a long time. I . . .” Tess burst into tears and retrieved a hand to grab a wad of tissues. “Oh, Ellie, it’s so awful, I don’t know where to begin.” 

	Up until that moment Tess hadn’t been sure what or how much she would tell her friend. She gulped and took Ellie’s hand in both of hers again. She looked straight into her eyes and said, “I’m pregnant. That’s why Mum and I are going away.”

	The flowers fell from Ellie’s hand and lay scattered over the white cotton blanket. Tess badly wanted Ellie to reach out and hold her, but there was only stillness and silence from her friend. 

	#

	Jeremy waited for Tess outside the hospital. 

	“Goodbyes are hard. You’ll soon be saying goodbye to me, but before you go there’s something important I want to say.”

	“Oh, Jem, I hate it when people talk like this,” Tess wailed.

	“Please hear me out.” Jeremy grasped her hands. “We’ll go down to the river again and I’ll tell you what I have in mind.”

	Tess and Jeremy settled on a bench looking out over a gentle curve of the River Tren. 

	“Going away is a good start. People won’t know you in Weybrook but you and Rosa will still be two single women and soon you will start showing.”

	Tess glared at Jeremy but didn’t say anything.

	He continued, “I know you’re good at holding your head up high, and I know you have nothing to be ashamed of but nevertheless people will gossip.”

	“Then I’ll have to ignore them.”

	“Yes, you can probably do that, my friend, but what about Rosa? She will be blamed and judged too.”

	“It’s hardly—”

	“I know that and you know that, but you’re moving to a small town where people have small minds. Now if you were to be married—”

	“I wouldn’t marry either of those scummy rat-bags if they begged me.”

	“No, not them, but you might marry me.”

	“You, Jem? Don’t be ridiculous!”

	“Once again, Tess, I beg you to hear me out. This wouldn’t be a real marriage, but that doesn’t matter. We’d know, but the world doesn’t need to.” 

	“But you’re not coming to Weybrook so Mum and I will still be on our own. Why should there be any less gossip?”

	“You’ll have that all-important piece of paper and a ring.”

	“It’s a generous offer, but you have someone in your life. What will he think?”

	“I’ll explain. I promise.”

	 


Chapter 21: April 1959

	 

	Lloyd caught the train to Trenbridge. On the journey he leafed through a Canadian skating magazine and read with envy about the training conditions for serious skaters. He took a pen from his pocket and drew a circle around the rink’s address. Spick met Lloyd at the station, then they joined Peregrine and went off to The Angler’s Arms.

	#

	Jeremy had left the library later than usual, and took the riverside route past moored punts, rowing boats and run-down pubs that mostly relied on summer trade. When he reached the Angler’s Arms he saw Peregrine, Spick and Lloyd about to enter the pub.

	Peregrine averted his eyes and Lloyd turned away, but Jeremy strode forward and placed himself in front of both men. “I’m not surprised you can’t look at me. What kind of filth . . .?”

	Spick tried to push between Jeremy and the two other men. “Hold on a minute—” 

	 “Get lost!” he shouted at Spick before turning to Peregrine and Lloyd. 

	Peregrine regained his composure and sneered, “Well it had to happen, didn’t it? Miss Goody Two Shoes needed a good seeing to.”

	Lloyd added, “That lilac dress with her chest on show, asking for it, she was.” He dug Peregrine in the ribs, then looked contemptuously at Jeremy. “And you’re hardly man enough, are you?” 

	Jeremy looked briefly at Lloyd then back to Peregrine. His voice was soft and calm. “So it was worth it, was it? You take away a girl’s dreams, leave her shattered and pregnant, all because of . . .” Suddenly his voice rose and he bellowed, “Because of what? You tell me what makes that worth doing!” 

	Jeremy quivered with unaccustomed anger. He clenched his fists and held them tautly against his sides.

	The two men sniggered, turned and moved towards the pub door leaving Spick to hurry along after them. 

	#

	Inside the pub, Lloyd stared moodily into his beer while Peregrine sat with shaking hands, trying to hold his glass of bitter. At last Peregrine spoke. “Pregnant. He did say pregnant, didn’t he?”

	Spick cackled. “You’re going to be a daddy. Can’t wait to see it.”

	“Not necessarily me, old man. Maybe it’s Lloyd’s.”

	“What! Both of you?” Spick interjected. “You dirty old—”

	“Shut up.” Both men glowered at Spick.

	Lloyd caught the train back to Norrington. He wrote to his cousin in Canada, telling him that he was definitely moving continents. He also wrote to a skating coach in Toronto, went to a travel agent and started packing.

	#

	Gina Fotherington sat in the café of the ice rink with a coterie of skaters who flitted moth-like around her flame of gossip. She spoke in a voice intended to be heard at other tables. “We haven’t seen the Trenbridge star for a while now. Anyone heard what’s happened to her?”

	The girls’ heads bent forward. Tess’s coach, Betty, sat at a table a few feet away. She strained to hear what was being said, but the girls’ voices were too soft.

	Betty thought, It might help me understand. Rosa cancelling all Tess’s lessons . . . something about moving away. Why did she ask me not to tell anyone? Maybe I can learn more. Once again she tried to tune into the whispering voices.

	“Well, I heard . . .” one of the girls said. There was loud giggling and the girls finished their coffee and went back to skate.

	Later that morning Betty caught up with Gina as she left the ice.

	“Tell me, Gina, exactly what did you hear?”

	“Well, bit of a tart, wasn’t she? Night of the party, sleeping with both Peregrine and Lloyd. No wonder she’s up the duff. No better than she ought to be.” Gina stared insolently into Betty’s face. “Isn’t that what they say about girls like her?” 

	“And this is what you were told this morning?”

	“Yeah, it’s all round the rink now.” Gina flicked her hair and walked off.

	#

	Jeremy sat on the edge of the bath. He picked up a loofah and started to rub Lazaro’s back. “It’s been a long day. You work too hard. I feel so useless—I do nothing to help.”

	Lazaro reached around and put a soapy finger to his young lover’s lips. “I do not need you to do anything. You are back skating again, doing what you love. You are here and I know I can come home to you. That is enough.”

	After a few minutes he stepped out and Jeremy held a large fluffy bath towel. Lazaro took the towel and dried himself vigorously. He looked at Jeremy’s disappointed face. “I know you like to do everything for me, but I like to dry myself.”

	He hesitated. “Would you like a change of scenery—no, not a holiday this time. I am thinking there is a large plot of land near Hanmouth. I could build a new super ice rink.” He watched Jeremy’s face carefully as he spoke. “It could have a proper training room as well.”

	“Could you do that?” Jeremy sat up suddenly, thinking of Ellie’s absence and Tess’s imminent departure.

	“It has been a dream of mine for some time.” Lazaro thought with satisfaction of the warehouse in Wales which was bringing in a healthy income. “And I have recently had some business successes which have made it possible.” He tied the towel around his waist and cupped Jeremy’s chin in his hands. “I needed someone to share my life with first—and now I have you.” 

	Jeremy nestled his face into Lazaro’s hands. “I’m happy to go wherever you go.”

	While Lazaro dressed, Jeremy lay on the bed and said, “The day after tomorrow is special. Since it’s your birthday I want to do something special. It’s Vanessa’s day off. I want to cook a celebratory dinner.”

	Lazaro’s face lit up. Manicured hands reached and stroked Jeremy’s cheek for a few moments. “I look forward to that.”

	Over dinner that evening, Jeremy told Lazaro about Tess and the conversation at the riverside. 

	“That is a good idea. It is a kind thing to do. Your friend Tess will have the necessary papers, and you must make sure she has photos of the wedding. They will be important to her with her new life. I am proud you help your friend. And your parents—” 

	Jeremy shook his head. “They’re not part of my life anymore. They’ve chosen not to show any interest in me or my skating.”

	#

	Jeremy consulted his new Elizabeth David recipe book the following day. He checked the fridge, the larder and the store cupboard.

	“I want to cook a special meal tomorrow night,” he told Vanessa. “Would you please look at the menu I’ve planned, and tell me if you think I’ve chosen well? I want it to be perfect.”

	“Yes, I’d be happy to.” Pink-tipped fingernails took the paper.

	“That’s a good balance.” Vanessa handed the paper back. “Have you thought about how you will set the table?”

	She was smiling at Jeremy, a real smile, not only with her mouth.

	“Yes, yes, I have.” Animated eyes flashed as he detailed the wine, the flowers and table linen. “Thank you, Vanessa.” He looked shyly at her through his lashes. “I used to think you didn’t like me.”

	“Perhaps I needed time to get to know you. There have been other young men.” She hesitated. “They didn’t always care for Mr Hardmann as you do. I didn’t want to see yet another one come simply to enjoy all this.” She used both arms to make an arching sweep, encompassing the whole house.

	#

	Tess tiptoed into Ellie’s ward.

	Ellie watched her steadily.

	“I wanted to surprise you, but no matter how quiet I am you always sense me coming.” Tess swallowed. “We’re leaving for Weybrook tomorrow.” She draped her arms around Ellie’s shoulders. “Oh, my lovely friend, I’ll miss you so much. I want you to have these things. Each one of them is a piece of our history together.”

	Ellie saw an assortment of medals, ribbons, hair slides and small earrings, dripping with shared memories and woven through years of friendship. She knew she would have long hours to dwell on each and every one of them when Tess had gone. Once more, Ellie wanted to reach out and touch her friend but she lay still and watched Tess fuss around arranging and rearranging.

	Eventually, Tess said, “I’ll write. I’ll send the letters to Jeremy. He’s also promised to write and send me news of you.” She bent down and kissed her friend and hurried from the room. 

	#

	Every now and again Lazaro allowed himself the luxury of not being driven between one business appointment and another. He walked briskly along a park on his way to the ice rink. He inhaled the cool spring air as bright leaves fluttered in the breeze. 

	Two men emerged from behind a group of conifers at the far side of a pond. They walked with a swagger, showing off their long jackets which concealed heavily muscled bodies. The cold rays of the spring sunlight caught sharply angled weighty gold rings adorning each hand. The men walked alongside Lazaro, but as he was about to turn into the rink one of them stepped to the side, flanking him. They steered him onwards.

	Lazaro’s hand instinctively went to his pocket. 

	The shorter of the men grabbed Lazaro’s wrist. His grip was hard and firm. “I don’t fink you should do that. You’ll find we can be quite civilized.”

	The other man spoke without looking at Lazaro. He exuded cold menace from every pore. “Keep walkin’.” The men steered their catch towards a bench.

	Lazaro’s brain whirred as he tried to work out who these two men could possibly be. He knew all the local barons of the underworld, and none of them employed such men. The criminal grapevine, as well as the police, knew that the Marettis insisted their gang members all wore drainpipe trousers and narrow ties along with their velvet collared jackets. He thought, But the Marettis are London based. Surely they don’t want to take over Trenbridge?

	When they reached the bench, all three men sat down. 

	The bigger of the men opened the conversation. “We’ve been told to do this polite, like.” 

	“Yeah, we don’t want no trouble, do we, Mike? Just come to give you the news,” the second man added, flourishing a pack of cigarettes which seemed to come from nowhere. He offered one to Lazaro, who blinked, surprised by the thug’s sleight of hand. 

	“No, thank you.”

	“Suit yourself.” He took a cigarette and lit it. He leaned across Lazaro, offering the bigger man one.

	“We’ve come from the Maretti bruvvers. They wants a slice of your action. The way they sees it, you can keep the ice rink, but they gets the girls and the drugs.”

	Lazaro nodded. So I was right, Horace and Lonnie Maretti. It would be difficult not to comply with their wishes. The last person who had refused their offer had been found slumped on the floor of his elegant living room. Even the police had recoiled when they saw his intestines stretched out and strung festively around the family Christmas tree. I will have to be careful if I want to salvage anything and come out alive. 

	The man with the cigarettes looked at Lazaro and said, “Mr Horace and Mr Lonnie wants to meet wiv you now. We’ve to get yer to the ’otel foyer for 2 o’clock. Goddit? Nice and public like, so you won’t get squeamish.”

	“I had better not keep them waiting then.” Lazaro looked at his watch. His mind raced, wondering if the Marettis also knew about the factory in Wales. If not, I might be able to retrieve something.

	“We knew you’d be hobliging, sir. We’ll lets you take yer motor.” The bigger man took a drag of his cigarette.

	His offsider looked straight into Lazaro’s unblinking eyes. “Before you goes, somefink to fink about, in case you changes yer mind. It’s about the boy, the one wot lives wiv you. We know where ’e goes and when ’e goes there.” The short man opened his pocket and took out a handful of black and white photos.

	Lazaro saw photographs of Jeremy entering the ice rink, leaving the library, approaching the hospital, entering a wine merchant, a delicatessen, a shoe shop.

	What little colour there was in Lazaro’s face vanished. He put his hand to his forehead. “Yes, I understand. You know where he goes.”

	“Yeah,” the short man grinned, showing a mouthful of assorted broken teeth. “It’d be a shame to slice that pretty face.”

	The bigger man leered at Lazaro, “Even more of a shame if mad-’atter Orace ever got hold of ’im. Horace likes pretty boys and he’s a one for red hot pokers. Ain’t a horifice in the ’uman body he ain’t been known to ’ave a go at.” 

	 


Chapter 22: April 1959

	 

	Lloyd made a long-distance call to Peregrine at the rink. “I’ll be quick. This’ll cost a fortune—thought I’d let you know I’m leaving the country. If the parents find out about Tess they’ll stop supporting me.”

	“You needn’t have gone to the trouble. Miss Goody Two Shoes and her mummy are leaving town. I’ve made sure we won’t take the blame.”

	“How did you do that?”

	“Oh, the delectable Miss Fotherington.” He paused. “She’s so malleable, I love it.”

	“Watch it, she’s Spick’s girl—even if she is a bit of a tart. Anyway, how’s she got you, er, us, out of our predicament?” 

	“Gina can’t stand Tess. She was only too happy to spread the rumour that we’d both been sleeping with her old-time rival.”

	“You could have left me out of it,” Lloyd said sulkily.

	“Remember you’re in this too!” Peregrine retorted. “Look, we could have both been up for a prison sentence.”

	“Yeah. That’s why I’m leaving.”

	#

	Peregrine and Dudley sat in The Slippery Eel. Dudley reached forward for the evening paper. “Hey, look at this.”

	Peregrine moved his chair around so that he could look over his friend’s shoulder. 

	Norrington’s promising figure skater Lloyd Evans is to train in Canada. Although Mr Evans failed to win a medal at the Britannia Trophy in November of last year, he has high hopes of winning the 1959 Britannia Trophy. He told the Evening News, “with proper training I should be in with a good chance this year.”

	Dudley laughed. “Training in Canada! Who does he think he is? Always had an inflated sense of his own talent, eh?”

	“Nah. He’s running away.”

	“Yeah. Rich parents to pay for it all.” 

	Several hours later the two men left the pub and staggered into the cold night air with collars pulled up against an oncoming storm. Dudley said, “You an’ me, we’ll never be rich. Not like Lloyd. Not like old Hardmann.” He stopped and scratched the side of his head. “I sometimes wonder how he got enough money to own an ice rink.”

	“I always forget what an innocent you are.” Peregrine cuffed his friend over the side of his head. 

	“Gerroff, you.” Dudley flicked his head to one side. Rain splashed off his hair as he punched his friend in the arm. “So tell me.”

	“Alright. You asked for it.” Peregrine thrust his hands into his pockets. “You remember I used to deal a bit? The man who supplied me was caught and banged up. That’s when I realised it was a fool’s game and I stopped.”

	“What’s all that got to do with old Hardmann?” Dudley pushed strands of wet hair from his soaked face. 

	“Are you dense? That’s how he got his money. Remember when we had that last fight over me selling to Ellie?”

	Dudley nodded. 

	Peregrine continued, “I told you the truth. I wasn’t supplying any more. I passed her on to someone else.”

	“Still don’t get it, mate.”

	Peregrine sighed. “Oh, for goodness sake. Old Hardmann operated from the rink—and that’s not all.” 

	Dudley turned and grasped his friend’s collar. “You might as well tell me now.”

	“Not sure you want to know, old man.” Peregrine shrugged his friend off. 

	Dudley’s brain functioned enough to know that Peregrine was withholding important information. “Spit it out.”

	“OK, you asked for it.” Peregrine took his hands out of his pockets. “I rather gather that Ellie and the girls had to pay for their habit some other way.”

	Dudley processed the information through a fuzzy haze, then his fist landed with force on the side of his friend’s cheek.

	Peregrine staggered back and rubbed his face. “Right, I’m taking you to see what goes on up the posh end of town.”

	#

	At the Castle Hill Hotel that evening, Horace and Lonnie met Lazaro with outstretched hands. Horace placed himself behind the travel desk. 

	In the quiet of the lift, Lonnie said, “I don’t need to reminds yer—yer here of yer own accord. Means the bootiful boy won’t get ’is head mashed.” 

	“I understand perfectly.” Lazaro stared straight ahead and as Lonnie accompanied Lazaro to each of the rooms on the fourth floor, he told every girl that her employer had changed. 

	Once at the ground floor again, Horace said, “You needs to leave this town. You stays ’ere and I has to look over my shoulder all the time. I doesn’t want to be doin’ that.”

	Lonnie leered. “And you takes that pretty boy wiv yer – wouldn’t do fer ’Orace to get ’is hands on ’im.”

	Lazaro inclined his head and walked towards his car. 

	#

	Peregrine and Dudley walked through the town huddling into their coats as rain hammered down from dark clouds. They neared the top of Castle Hill when Peregrine stopped, grabbed Dudley’s arm and said, “Hey, what luck! Old Hardmann’s going into the car park.” He lowered his voice theatrically. “Let’s follow him.”

	“What for, mate?” Dudley’s rain-and-alcohol-sodden brain had slowed down again and he was hazy about the reason they’d walked up the hill.

	“Thought you wanted to check out my story. You know, Ellie working for old Hardmann as a tart. You didn’t seem to believe it earlier.” 

	Dudley stood mesmerized by the vision standing next to him. He saw the angular planes of his friend’s wet face through slanted shafts of rain. Sodium streetlights eerily transmogrified the taller man’s face so that he resembled a picture of the Grim Reaper from a set of tarot cards. 

	Peregrine’s voice cut through Dudley’s thoughts. “You can check it out from the horse’s mouth.”

	Dudley swayed. Hardmann. Ellie. Tart. He fixed that one thought at the forefront of his mind and said, “C’mon then. Let’s get him.”

	#

	Lazaro’s car was at the far end of the car park, facing open parkland. He was about to open the driver’s door when he heard a shuffle. He turned swiftly. 

	“Oh, it is you two.” He relaxed a fraction. “Why are you here?”

	“Come to ask you something,” Dudley hiccupped as the driving rain splashed off his face.

	“What do you want to know?” 

	Dudley tottered drunkenly. “My friend here says . . .” Suddenly the words wouldn’t come. He couldn’t remember exactly what he wanted to say, but he knew it was something to do with Ellie. Peregrine had been talking about Ellie and drugs. He knew Lazaro Hardmann had something to do with it. For the second time that evening, he punched out.

	Lazaro saw the clenched fist coming and dodged.

	Dudley’s hand and arm slammed into the side of Lazaro’s car.

	A sliver of metal flashed in Lazaro’s hand as he crouched to one side of Dudley, who failed to see the blade appearing. 

	Dudley nursed his fist with his left hand.

	Lazaro said, “You have attacked my car.”

	Dudley’s left fist unfurled and, newly clenched, shot out and landed on Lazaro’s neck with unexpected accuracy. 

	The knife clattered to the ground. 

	Winded, Lazaro bent to retrieve it.

	Dudley brought his foot high and stamped on Lazaro’s hand. The weapon skittered a few inches along the ground. A sharp fork of lightning illuminated the three men who formed a tableau around the gleaming metal on the floor of the car park.

	“Grab it, mate!” Dudley’s voice held urgency. “Think of the times I save your back!”

	Peregrine grabbed the knife. Dudley’s weight behind him propelled it into Lazaro’s back. 

	The blade slid through the thick wool of his overcoat, through the suit and shirt and into flesh. Lazaro slumped forward.

	Peregrine pulled the knife from Lazaro’s back and threw it into the back seat. He grabbed his victim’s shoulders, then whacked his head against the car door. A roll of thunder from the raging storm deadened the sound of skull on metal. The edge of the barely open door cut through the thin covering of flesh to the bone. Blood trickled down Lazaro’s cheek, down his neck and into his clothing, and thence to the ground. 

	Peregrine bent and fumbled around Lazaro’s neck, feeling for a pulse. He failed to find one. “We’ve done it now, old man.”

	Dudley opened his eyes wide. He blinked. “You mean you’ve done it. I just thumped him one.”

	“We’re in this together.” Peregrine’s bared teeth shone in the dim lighting. “We’re not leaving him here. We’ll put him in the car and drive to the river. Throw him in.” Peregrine grabbed the sagging body under the armpits.

	Dudley held on to the car door and said, “Can’t drive.”

	“No, you drunken lump, but you can help me get him in. Don’t worry, I’ll drive.” 

	The two men heaved Lazaro’s leaden body into the back of his car. 

	Peregrine looked at the blood-soaked concrete. “Gimme the knife,” he ordered Dudley.

	Dudley looked around then fumbled inside the car. Gingerly, he picked the knife up and handed it to his friend.

	Peregrine stooped inside the car and slashed at the leather upholstery. He straightened up again clutching handfuls of cotton wadding and horsehair. Next, he pushed some of the stuffing into Dudley’s hand. “We’d best wipe it up.”

	“It’s raining, mate.”

	“And if it stops? We need to get the worst off and hope the rain will wash the rest away.” 

	The two men crouched and wiped the ground, then threw the soggy cotton and horsehair back in the car.

	#

	Peregrine drove out of town following the old river road. The windscreen wipers swooshed through heavy rain as Dudley leant forward, circling his hand over the fogged-up windscreen. Peregrine came to a large open space of land, and bumped Lazaro’s car over sodden grassy hillocks. 

	Dark night cloaked the two men as they staggered from Lazaro’s car. The wind whipped their skin as they blew puffs of white into the swirling storm which greedily swallowed their breaths. 

	Muscles strained as they held on, bent and stumbling. The body was awkward, heavy and unwieldy. They slipped and slid as the two men squelched their burden over the wet grass. 

	Rain fell like armies of sharp needles across Dudley’s face. “Shit! Who would have thought the old man was so heavy.” He dropped Lazaro’s feet which fell with a dull thud.

	“Come on, man, we have to keep moving . . . have to carry on.” Peregrine tried to wipe his brow with the back of his gloved hand. Water oozed from the soaked wool and coursed down his sleeves in rivulets. “We must get to the river.”

	Dudley, barely discernible through the rain, rubbed his back, arching and bending. Peregrine walked over to grab and shake his shoulders. As he stepped forward he tripped then picked himself up from the muddy grass. “Dudley,” he commanded, “grab the feet and I’ll get back to the shoulders. It’s not far now.”

	The River Tren snaked black and oily in the dim moonlight filtering through the rain. The two men heard the dull splash as Lazaro’s body met the water.

	“Should have put stones in his pockets,” Dudley moaned as they watched Lazaro’s body float slowly down the rain-pocked river.

	They began the long walk back to the car. “C’mon. We’ve got to think what to do with the car.”

	“Always wanted one of these.” Dudley ran his fingers over the walnut dashboard. “Wish I could keep it.”

	“Don’t be bloody daft. It’s evidence. I’ve got a mate who’s always after these expensive monsters. Strips them down and uses the parts. Best for us too. I’ll get him to file off the numbers and destroy the plates.”

	“How d’you know all these dodgy people, Peregrine?”

	“Ah, all part and parcel of dealing, old man. You can’t do that without meeting a few unsavoury people. Luckily this one owes me a favour.”

	 


Chapter 23: April 1959

	 

	Jeremy hummed as he laid the table that evening. Lazaro will be back by 8 o’clock. I went to the market early and everything is as fresh as it can be. Back in the kitchen he surveyed the vegetables and herbs cut and covered, the meat marinading and a galette with fruit ready for final assembly. A note pad with times and temperatures lay next to propped open books. He bathed quickly and opened the wine to breathe.

	He waited for Lazaro. The minutes ticked by. The hour hand had moved a notch, two notches. He stood up and changed the record. Puccini. Lazaro loved Puccini. What should he choose, Butterfly or Boheme? Madame Butterfly won. He put the stylus above the hard, shiny plastic. The needle fell silently, and music filled the air as he walked towards the window and stared out, hardly noticing the weather. Thoughts clamoured in his mind. If I stand at the window waiting for him, it’ll seem like forever. He forced himself to walk away, turning his back on the storm outside.

	The duet at the end of Act 1 finished. Jeremy tried to enjoy the music but could hardly keep his eyes from wandering towards the window. He listened to Act 2, as Butterfly and Suzuki made the house ready for Pinkerton. 

	I’ve made the house ready for you Lazaro. Come home, come home. Jeremy willed Lazaro’s return. 

	Outside the wind howled and the rain slashed through the garden. Finally, he slumped in a chair. He held the green dressing gown, the one he had worn the first night he’d spent in Lazaro’s house. He curled up into a small ball, the green silk caressing his face. 

	#

	Lazaro’s body woke and tingled the moment it hit the water. He felt himself being carried downstream for a few hundred yards. A fallen log snagged him. He lay in the cold water, wincing at the pain in his back and the side of his head. He reached out stiffly and turned himself around so that he could inch his way out of the river.

	He lay on the side of the riverbank for a few minutes then staggered up and onto the road. He dripped steadily along the dark tarmac until he came to a phone box.

	There were a few phone numbers Lazaro knew by heart. First, he thought of phoning his home number but, not wanting Jeremy to know what had happened, he tried his housekeeper’s number. The line was dead. He could not have known that an ancient oak had toppled over the phone line to her house. He made another phone call. 

	#

	In the living room of his home, Dr Worth picked up his phone. 

	Lazaro rasped, “Injured . . . knife . . . river . . . phone box . . . near gas works.” 

	“I know where you are. Coming right away.” 

	It was not unusual for Dr Worth to be called out in the middle of the night. As he left the martital bed, his wife reflected that his fees more than made up for his inconvenience. For Dr Worth the fees often included finding suitable places for recovery when wealthy patients decided to lie low for a period of time. This was no exception. Lazaro Hardmann refused to go to a hospital, so Dr Worth took him to his own clinic north of Trenbridge. 

	#

	“Jeremy. Jeremy.” Vanessa shook the sleeping form curled up in the armchair. The morning light shone in still shafts, resting on a vase of crimson roses. Outside the window, bruised plants lay forlornly over the once immaculate garden.

	“What happened? I’ve been in the kitchen. Everything’s still there. You didn’t cook?” Vanessa looked at Jeremy’s blank eyes. “Mr Hardmann didn’t come home, did he?” She sank slowly into a chair near him.

	Jeremy shook his head.

	Vanessa looked at the young man’s crumpled form, his face ravaged by tears. “I’ve always known that this day would come. He should have used more elaborate methods to ensure he came home safely, but . . .”

	“But what?” 

	“I suppose you have to know sometime. He’s in a dangerous business.”

	“I’ve never known about any of it.” Jeremy looked much younger than his twenty years. “Lazaro didn’t want me to, so I didn’t ever ask.” 

	Vanessa sighed. The simplicity of him. But then, that’s probably why he was so good for Mr Hardmann. 

	The phone rang. 

	Vanessa walked swiftly to the other side of the room and swooped the receiver from its cradle. 

	“Yes? Yes . . . I understand.” 

	Jeremy looked at the housekeeper’s face which lacked its usual serenity. He couldn’t hear the voice but noticed her near-panic.

	“Where?”

	There was a pause.

	“Are you sure?” Vanessa listened for a little while more then put the phone down.

	Jeremy could almost feel Vanessa’s rapid heartbeat. He looked at her concerned face and his own lit up for a moment. “Was that Lazaro? Is he all right?”

	Vanessa shook her head. “I have to move you. Get you out of here.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“It’s probably best that you don’t.”

	“I won’t go, Vanessa. I’ll wait for Lazaro.”

	“I don’t think I’ve been clear enough. Mr Hardmann is not coming back. There are people out there who want to hurt him. They won’t be able to find him so they will come after you. Believe me, they can do terrible things. We have to go and we have to go now.” She looked at the boy’s pale blank face and continued, “There’s no time to pack. Take a couple of things—things that are important to you.”

	Vanessa drove her car around to the front of the house. 

	Jeremy arrived at the car door clutching the green dressing gown and the record of Madam Butterfly that he’d played while waiting for Lazaro the previous evening. He looked at Vanessa’s disbelieving eyes. “It’s the new Renate Tebaldi recording. Lazaro bought it for my birthday.”

	#

	While Vanessa drove, Jeremy spent the journey in a state of numbed disbelief. After a few hours they arrived at a house in South London where Vanessa’s elderly mother, Enid Crosskey, lived.

	“A young man!” Enid peered at Jeremy through thick-lensed glasses. She looked at her daughter. “He’s too young to be your young man, dear. Still, it’s not my business.” 

	“Mother!” Vanessa rolled her eyes in mock horror. “This is Jeremy. He needs somewhere to stay for a few weeks—till I can get something else sorted out. Will that be all right? I’m sorry but I have to go back to Trenbridge.”

	Jeremy blinked, trying to take it all in. He looked from mother to daughter in an effort to follow the conversation. It dawned on him that Vanessa was asking her mother if he could stay there.

	Enid Crosskey looked amused as she looked Jeremy up and down. “If you want him to stay here for a while that’s all right with me. It will be nice to have somebody young in the house again.”

	Vanessa gave her mother a quick kiss on the cheek. “Sorry, I really do have to dash. I’ll phone later.” She climbed into her car for the drive back to Trenbridge.

	When the car was half-way down the street the old lady showed her visitor the spare bedroom. 

	Jeremy looked around the room uncertainly. He laid the dressing gown on the bed and put the record reverently on the bedside table. The rapid move to Enid Crosskey’s house in South London had had an air of theatre about it. 

	Enid left him and went downstairs. A little later she returned and stood in the doorway. “May I?” She gestured toward a chair by the window. “You’re not the first person my daughter’s brought here, and I’m glad to say she told me that you don’t have to be in hiding.”

	“That’s good,” was all Jeremy could think of to say. He wondered why anyone staying with Enid Crosskey would need to be in hiding.

	Enid’s voice cut into the young man’s thoughts. “I’m going to the market.

	Would you like to come with me?”

	Jeremy didn’t particularly want to go out, but nor did he want to stay in on his own. He trailed along with Enid and watched her choose fresh vegetables, noticing how sharply she kept account of her spending. He carried her shopping in an assortment of string bags which emerged like magic from her handbag and pockets.

	Enid bantered with the stallholders. “Yes, my grandson, up to stay with me for a few weeks,” she said with all the pride she might have exhibited if Jeremy had indeed been her grandson. He tried not to look shocked and could see out of the corner of his eye that Enid was actually enjoying herself.

	When the short expedition came to an end, and the cruel April skies began to darken in anticipation of nightfall, Jeremy realised he had felt almost normal for a few hours. Once back in Enid Crosskey’s home, though, he felt engulfed by the heavy knowledge that his life with Lazaro was over.

	That night he clung to the green dressing gown as he sobbed himself to sleep.

	Over the next few days Jeremy’s numbness wore off. Enid found small tasks for him to do. He began to feel useful, especially in the kitchen. Scraps of conversation occurred over the chopping of onions or the making of a sauce. 

	Jeremy asked Enid, “D’you have any bread? We could put some cheese and breadcrumbs on top of the cauliflower, then grill it. Rosa taught me how to do that.”

	Enid produced both bread and a grater. “And Rosa is?”

	“She’s Tess’s mum. Tess is my best friend, only she’s . . .”

	Enid sensed Jeremy’s reticence. “I’m not going to probe. There are things I don’t need to know.”

	“No, no. It’s all right. Tess isn’t the reason I’m here. It’s just she’s my best friend and I’m worried about her. She was raped and now she’s pregnant. She and Rosa have gone to live somewhere new—like me I suppose.” Jeremy stopped for a moment, then everything else tumbled out. “I have no idea what’s going to happen to me but I know Tess is going to have a baby and as she gets bigger, in a small town, small-minded people will point and gossip and I don’t want that for her.” 

	The conversation continued over dinner. Jeremy told Enid about his offer to marry Tess. “It wouldn’t be a real marriage. You know why and Tess certainly does. It would give the baby a name and Tess would have the status she needs when she goes to hospital, all of that. I’ve written to her. I hope she accepts.”

	#

	Rosa and Tess sat on chintz-covered chairs with cups of tea. 

	Rosa leaned forward. “Now we’ve moved somewhere new, I’d like us to be able to start afresh.”

	Tess felt the uncertainty in her mother’s vague words. “But of course—that’s why we moved.”

	“No, my love, it’s not as simple as that. We both know that you are pregnant because you were raped. People here don’t know anything about us, but they will see two women and no man, and no wedding ring. They will gossip.”

	“I don’t think there’s much we can do about that, Mum.” As Tess finished speaking, she heard the click of the letter box. “Second post. We’ve only been here five minutes and someone is writing to us.” She jumped up, anxious to be away from the conversation.

	On the doormat lay a letter addressed to Tess in familiar handwriting. She tore it open. 

	Dear Tess,

	You and Ellie have been my best friends for more years than I care to remember. Neither of us can do anything for Ellie at the moment. But you, my friend, although you have moved to a new place, you will find that life for a single pregnant girl and then for an unmarried mother can be very hard. Please consider how much easier it would be for you, if in the eyes of the people around you, you were married. 

	I am living in South London in some sort of seclusion. It’s a long story that even I don’t quite understand, but if you think it would help in your new neighbourhood, I am happy to marry you. As I said to you before, we both know what it would and would not mean. When I first asked you, you didn’t take me seriously, but please consider it, especially for your mum. It will be hard for Rosa living in a new neighbourhood with a daughter who is an unmarried mother. But with a daughter whose husband lives and works away—now that is a different proposition in terms of the neighbours. Think about it, dear Tess. 

	With fondest love, Jeremy.

	Tess walked into the sitting room holding the letter. “It’s from Jeremy. It’s extraordinary. He’s repeated his offer to marry me. You two must have been colluding.”

	“My goodness!” There was no mistaking Rosa’s surprise. “You must consider it, Tess. It’s a generous offer. Jeremy is willing to do this for you as an act of love—not romantic love and, as he said, it won’t be a ‘real’ marriage, but it will mean that you won’t be the butt of local gossip.”

	“What local gossip, Mum? We don’t know anyone here.”

	“The corner shops. The newsagents, the chemists, the butchers and so on. That’s the way hearsay and scandal gets around to the neighbours. But with a wedding ring . . .”

	“Oh, Mum. Can’t I just buy a wedding ring? I don’t have to saddle Jeremy with a pretend wife, do I?”

	“What about the hospital? They need the paperwork. Do you have any idea how unmarried mothers are treated?”

	 


Chapter 24: April 1959

	 

	Three weeks had passed since the night Peregrine and Dudley attacked Lazaro. Peregrine opened the ice rink in the cold early morning. Each day, for the past week, he’d walked into the front reception area, looked around nervously, then filled the cash register with change and checked the daily rosters. 

	Once seated in the office he heard the door open. Peregrine spoke without turning around. “Good morning, Dudley. About time too, if I may say so.” 

	“It’s not Dudley.” Peregrine heard an unfamiliar female voice. He swung around and saw a neat figure in navy blue. 

	An ash-blond bob swung forward as the lady inclined her head. “My name is Miss Crosskey. I’m the new owner of Trenbridge Ice Rink.”

	Peregrine swallowed. His mind scrambled to make sense of that statement. First he wondered if Lazaro Hardmann had left a will, then he remembered that he was not supposed to know Lazaro was dead. Peregrine took small shallow breaths through his barely open mouth. 

	“Mr Reynard?” Vanessa looked concerned. 

	Peregrine tried to pull himself together. “Sorry.” He proffered a hand. “I . . .” he stammered. “I don’t understand. Mr Hardmann didn’t say he was selling. I mean, wouldn’t he have told us?”

	Vanessa’s face gave nothing away. “The deeds are with Williams and Hale, the solicitors on the High Street. You’re welcome to check them if you don’t believe me.”

	“No, no, I’m sure that’s fine. Call me Peregrine.” He was still trying to work out what might have happened. “Please, sit down. Shall I get you some coffee?”

	Vanessa shook her head. “No thanks. I only need to introduce myself to everyone and reassure people that for the time being I’m not going to be altering anything.” She looked at Peregrine’s face which was beginning to relax. Then she continued. “I can do all that later of course, but for now perhaps you can show me around; explain a bit as you go along.”

	Peregrine grabbed his keys, locked the office, and took Vanessa out towards the main ice pad. “Well, this is it.” He waved an arm expansively over the area. “Not quite a proper Olympic size I’m afraid, but we do get one prestigious competition here each year.”

	Vanessa nodded. “The Castle Hill Competition. Yes, I’ve heard of it.”

	Peregrine frantically tried to gauge how much Vanessa knew. As they walked to the end of the ice pad they passed the area housing the Zamboni. 

	Peregrine said, “The Zamboni. It’s seen better days, but we’ve a good mechanic. I hope he can keep it going.” He continued walking through to the smaller Lily Pad rink. Each time he referred to another feature of the ice rink, the new owner seemed to know something about it. 

	They returned to the office. Vanessa said, “There are three things left.”

	“Oh, I thought we’d covered everything.”

	“I want to know why Dudley Benn hasn’t appeared at work all week. I want to have the keys to the rooms at the back of the rink and I want to see the books.”

	#

	Peregrine’s finger stabbed the bellpush on Dudley’s front door. 

	Dudley appeared, tousled and sleepy. “Oh, it’s you. Wassup?” He rubbed his head. “You’d better come in.” He’d barely shut the door before Peregrine’s bony fingers gripped his shoulder. 

	“Where the hell have you been this week?” Peregrine shook his friend.

	Dudley shrugged himself free of the vice-like grip. He began walking through the hallway towards the kitchen.

	Peregrine followed. “Why haven’t you been to work, you idiot?”

	“No point is there, mate?” Dudley threw over his shoulder.

	“No bloody point?!” Peregrine reached forward and shook his friend again. “D’you realise Trenbridge Ice Rink has a new owner?”

	Dudley stopped. “Old Hardmann left a will?”

	“I’ve no idea, man.” Peregrine remembered his own confusion when Miss Crosskey had come to the rink. “I can’t explain. Yes, a lady . . . quite scary . . . told me I could see the deeds at a local solicitors’ office.” He pushed his friend into the kitchen.

	Dudley looked puzzled. “Did you?”

	“Don’t be daft. Can you imagine me going into Williams and Hale and asking? Anyway, if Hardmann left a will, and it’s been acted on, then his body must have shown up somewhere.”

	Dudley sank into a chair. “There’s been nothing in the papers,” he began. He imagined the discovery of a distorted bloated corpse and as the image formed in his mind, his body shrank inside his pyjamas. “We were too drunk to make sure he—it, I mean, wouldn’t be found.” 

	Peregrine nodded. “I’ve been scouring the papers too. There isn’t anything. But you must come back. We have to behave as if nothing has happened.”

	Dudley scratched his head.

	Peregrine continued, “Oh, I forgot to tell you, this Miss Crosskey; she knows the business, even knew who fixed the blasted Zamboni. She wants to see the books and she’s taken the keys to all the rooms at the back of the rink.”

	Dudley pointed to the kettle. “Put that thing on will you? I can’t think straight till I’ve had some coffee.”

	While they drank from their steaming mugs, Peregrine told Dudley about having seen Miss Crosskey before. “There’s something fishy there, old man.”

	“How d’you mean?”

	“First thing,” Peregrine tapped the index finger of his left hand. “Sonia tells me Miss Crosskey swans into the rink, pushes past her as if she owns the place.” He paused. “I mean I know she owns it now, but then . . . and anyway most people find Sonia frightening. They wouldn’t dare do that.” He touched his middle finger. “She announces that she’s Jeremy’s aunt, says his father’s suddenly in hospital and sweeps him off.” Peregrine held his ring finger. “At the same time, we don’t see old Hardmann for weeks. Only get messages, phone calls and letters.”

	“Hold on, mate. You’re going too fast. I don’t get it.”

	Peregrine slumped back against his chair. “I’m saying there’s a lot that doesn’t add up.”

	“Who cares what adds up? Just don’t want to get caught.” Dudley stood up to put the kettle on. “Need more coffee.” His mind was still on the issue of rink ownership. “I don’t think old Hardmann left the rink to anyone in his will. Doesn’t sound like him, does it? More likely he sold it on the sly.”

	“What would have made him do that? And anyway, wouldn’t it be a huge co-incidence, this Miss Crosskey coming here, right now?”

	Dudley shrugged. “You’re the one who knows about all his dodgy business.”

	“I didn’t know as much as I thought.” 

	#

	Vanessa looked straight into Peregrine’s eyes. “No, I don’t accept your resignation. I was assured that both you and Mr Benn would be most helpful and that you’d give me the rest of the year.”

	Peregrine’s thoughts helter-skeltered around the word ‘assured’. He wondered who had given that assurance. 

	Vanessa’s steely voice continued, “If you leave, I have the power to break you and I promise you will never work at another ice rink.” She stared hard at him. “My connections are, shall we say, more extensive than you might have thought.”

	Peregrine’s memory brought sweat pricking through the cotton of his shirt. Moments later his back was saturated. The sweat cooled rapidly and he shivered. 

	Vanessa knew she wouldn’t need to be so heavy handed with Dudley. She handed back his letter. “I can’t accept this resignation. I need you both. I have been told you must stay till the end of the year. After that you can regard your debt to Mr Hardmann as being paid off.”

	Dudley took in the phrase. The words sat there resolutely refusing to go away. He wanted to shout out, but knowing he didn’t have the courage to challenge her, he slouched further into his chair and nodded dumbly.

	#

	Vanessa entered the reception area of Dr Worth’s private clinic. “I’ve come to see Mr Winters,” she said.

	Once inside Bartholomew Winters’ room, she looked carefully at the new face of Lazaro Hardmann. Dr Worth employed many people, at least one of whom was able to bring about substantial changes in personal appearance with minimal effort. Bartholomew Winters had darker hair, and skin that had been lightly tanned under an ultraviolet lamp. He wore glasses with tinted lenses. A small, neat moustache finished off the new image. 

	“That is an impressive change of appearance,” Vanessa said. “I don’t think you would be easily recognized now.” She looked at him critically for a moment then added, “Do you need to look so different?”

	“There is some unfinished business in Trenbridge. I cannot go there myself. I plan to arrange it from here. I do not want it traced back to the man that was me. This way is easier—no?”

	Bartholomew fired his sentences in the same concise manner as he had done when he was Lazaro Hardmann. He leaned forward. “Before you tell me anything else I must know about Jeremy. Did you get him away from Trenbridge? Is he safe?” 

	“Yes, he is. I did exactly what you told me. I refused to say anything to him and he has no idea if you are even alive. Can’t I tell him that?”

	“No. It would be too difficult. He would want to know more. It is better that you behave as if I have simply disappeared—which of course I have. The beginning of a new set up is when I am at most risk. I can do this for myself, but never must he be put in danger again. It broke my heart to leave him. He would not do well in this world of deception.”

	“Mr Winters, your life was always full of deception.” Vanessa allowed herself a small smile. 

	“But before all this, everything was under control. It was easy to keep my life in different compartments. The boy did not need to know anything. And that unfortunate accident with the girl. He would have found out in the end and then he would have hated me . . .” Bartholomew’s voice trailed off before he rallied. “So tell me how he is.”

	“I don’t know what you expect to hear. Yes, I’ve smuggled him to safety, but he’s torn apart. He still grieves for you.”

	Bartholomew inspected his perfectly groomed fingernails. “One day in the future, it may be possible.”

	“And for now?” Vanessa’s voice became brisk. “What exactly is the new set up?”

	“I have started the process. The Marettis do not know about the laboratory in Wales, so I still have that. Ivan has told the brothers that the Trenbridge supplier was a young man who was found floating in the Tren last week. I have put the rink in your name, as I said I would. I value your loyalty, and in time it shall be yours, although for now I keep an interest in it. When everything is in place I intend to buy a small gym.” He looked at Vanessa’s questioning eyes. “No, not in Trenbridge. I cannot take that risk. Instead, I propose to go to Hanmouth and aim at their first football team and the sports ground nearby.”

	“Hanmouth. That’s a fair way up north. Will a gym make enough money?”

	“I need to be at a geographical distance from the Marettis. No, the gym will not make enough money on its own.” The man who had become Bartholomew tilted his head. “I still have the cocaine from Wales and of course I will have massage rooms. Some of them must be straightforward, and some . . . like the rooms in the Castle Hill Hotel. It is all right for the business to grow slowly.” He raised his head and rested it on his fingers.

	“The girls?”

	“Ah. I cannot poach from the Castle Hill Hotel—too dangerous. The Marettis, they would get to know. I shall start again. I have done it in the past. Hanmouth has no other operatives like me, and certainly no big ones like them. I know how to do these things.” He looked up at Vanessa and said, “One thing I learned from Castle Hill is that I can be exclusive. Hanmouth is the home of some rich people. They are able to pay well for what I can provide.”

	“But how can you do it through a gym?”

	“They pretend they are concerned about their spreading stomachs which have been caused by much good food and drink. Of course I must have proper masseurs who charge inordinately high prices, but that is only the surface money.”

	Bartholomew’s formal speech reminded Vanessa that her employer might have to change that too. “The surface money?” she asked.

	“Indeed. These rich men can afford exclusive highly priced membership. This covers them and keeps them respectable. I have driven around the town. I know who I expect to have as clients.”

	“Yes, I see you have it all worked out. I shouldn’t have expected anything less of you.”

	Bartholomew inclined his head once more. “How is everything at the rink?”

	Vanessa gave a quick progress report, ending with her final sentence to Dudley when she left the rink the previous day. 

	Bartholomew laughed. “Debt—that is a good word. That should keep them with you long enough to help you work out how you want to run the rink, but do not forget I want their lives made difficult. You must start in small ways, then when they think nothing can get worse, I can put into place my plans for them.”

	#

	A few weeks after Vanessa’s visit to Bartholomew, Peregrine sorted out his post at the rink. His clothes hung loosely around his emaciated frame and shafts of sunlight highlighted his prominent cheekbones. 

	Two identical packages had arrived, one addressed to each manager. Peregrine opened his and unfolded a sheet of paper. A square of navy-blue fabric, discoloured by dried blood, fell out.

	Peregrine instinctively dropped the tainted scrap of cashmere onto the ground and groaned. He stared at it for a few moments before picking it up. He was in the process of stuffing the envelope into his pocket when the door opened. Dudley shambled into the room and noticed his friend’s face, frozen in a moment of horror. 

	“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, mate.” 

	With shaking fingers, Peregrine pointed at the unopened package. “You open that, old man.”

	Dudley shrugged and thrust his thumb under the flap and started pulling. Inside the folded paper were a few tufts of horsehair stained brown with old blood. “Blowed if I know what that is.” He scratched his head.

	Peregrine groaned. “That, you fat oaf, is some of the stuffing from old Hardmann’s car.” He dug his friend in the ribs and withdrew the package from his pocket. “Look what I got. It’s much worse.”

	“It’s just a square of . . .” Dudley stopped. “Oh no.” He sat down heavily. “Somebody knows.” Visions from the night of the attack spun through his mind. 

	“And that’s not all,” Peregrine finished. “We’ve been followed by two big men in long camel-coloured coats.”

	#

	Shortly after Vanessa’s visit to Dr Worth’s clinic, Bartholomew had another visitor. Ivan’s scar gleamed in the afternoon sun as he sat opposite Bartholomew.

	“I made sure I weren’t followed. The Marettis is good to me up to a point, but I promised yer I’d help yer wiv them two wot tried to kill yer. How d’you want it played, boss?”

	“I have been thinking. I want two birds killed with one stone. You can still call on that motorcycle gang, the Angelicas, I believe?”

	The solid man nodded slightly. 

	“There are two of the Maretti henchmen I would like to see eliminated. If they can be brought together with my targets, the Angelicas could perhaps take them all out together?”

	“A helegant solution, if I may say so, boss.”



	
Chapter 25: May 1959

	 

	Three weeks after Jeremy’s emergency relocation, Vanessa drove up to London with a carload of his possessions. Jeremy thanked her and carried the boxes upstairs. 

	The two women sat in the kitchen. When Jeremy returned downstairs, Vanessa produced an envelope. “The day after I brought you up here, a young woman—said she owned a café—arrived at the rink while I happened to be there. She told me she was expecting you at work. I explained you’d had to leave quickly because of a death in the family.” Vanessa noted the shock on Jeremy’s face. “I’m sorry it had to be so dramatic. It was the only thing I could think of that wouldn’t be argued with. Then I told her you’d not be going back at all.”

	Jeremy opened his mouth.

	“Let me finish.” Vanessa put her hand up and continued. “The woman told me she owed you your wages. She said you’d done a lot of work but had never collected them. To cut a long story short,” Vanessa pointed to the envelope on the kitchen table, “she gave me this for you.”

	When Vanessa left, Jeremy opened the envelope. He pushed it towards Enid. “Please, you have it. You’ve been looking after me.”

	Enid shook her head. “No. I have been paid well to look after you for six months. I wouldn’t dream of it.”

	Jeremy frowned. “I don’t understand, why would Vanessa . . .?” 

	“No, not my daughter’s money. For me, this situation is far less unusual than you’d think. As I’ve already told you, you are not the first person I’ve had to stay—although of course, I think you’re far the nicest!” She stopped to look over her glasses and smiled at Jeremy. “I am always told not to ask, so I don’t.”

	Later, while Jeremy was peeling some potatoes for lunch, Enid said, “When Vanessa brought your things, I couldn’t help seeing some ice skates. This house isn’t far from the Bishops Ice Rink.” 

	Jeremy gave a weak smile. “That all seems a lifetime away, now.”

	Enid placed a gentle hand on his arm. “I didn’t mean to make you sad,” she said. She had no way of telling what caused the unhappiness in Jeremy’s eyes but she surmised that lost love might be at the heart of it. “It will keep. Everything will, until you’re ready for it.”

	As the rest of the day passed, Jeremy was grateful for Enid’s small tasks, but when they were finished his mind drifted back to his loss and he felt the emptiness of not being with Lazaro.

	The following morning Enid said, “I think it’s about time you had the courage to get yourself on the ice again. I don’t need to do any shopping today. Why don’t we go to Bishops Ice Rink this morning? I have an old pair of skates myself and I’d like to see if I can still stand up on them.”

	Jeremy’s world suddenly lightened. “Why not?”

	When he arrived downstairs with his skates he found Enid standing by the front door with a bag slung over her shoulder. As they walked the short distance to the rink, his mind wandered back in time once more. His thoughts were interrupted by Enid. 

	“I suspect my blades are rather blunt. I hope Reg at the shop is still there. If so, I’ll see if he can give them a quick sharpen. Would you like him to check yours?”

	Jeremy was glad to be brought back to the present. “Yes, thanks, if he has time.”

	“Oh, I think he’ll make time for me. I used to be a regular customer.”

	When they arrived, Reg grinned at the sight of the old lady. “What a long time since I’ve seen you. And you’ve brought a young man.”

	“Hello, Reg. This is Jeremy.” Enid beamed. “I’m hoping you’ll have time to give my blades a sharpen—and could you please check Jeremy’s blades, too?”

	She turned to Jeremy. “I’m going to change. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

	Reg winked at Jeremy. “Formidable lady, that. I knew her before the war. She used to be quite a regular. Haven’t seen her for some time though. Look after her for me, will you? And I’ll sharpen these.” He picked up Enid’s boots then said, “And I was going to check yours, wasn’t I?”

	“Thanks. I hadn’t realised she skated so much.”

	“Oh yes. She and her husband, Gerald, used to be here practically every night. Stalwarts of the dance club, they were.”

	Enid appeared in a navy-blue velvet skating dress and collected her skates. She and Jeremy sat side by side lacing up their boots.

	“I think this dress is somewhat formal for the occasion,” Enid said. “I’d forgotten how the war years changed everything. Oh well, I’m wearing it now. We might as well enjoy ourselves.”

	As they laced up their boots, Jeremy said, “You didn’t tell me you were an ice dancer.”

	“You didn’t ask me.” Enid’s eyes twinkled. Then she turned to him and said, “You do know that I haven’t skated for a while, don’t you? Would you do me a great favour and hold my hand for the first lap or two?”

	Jeremy smiled. “Of course.” He stepped onto the ice and held out his hand for her. After a couple of tentative laps she was away on her own. His heart lurched as he noticed she skated with a delicacy and precision which reminded him of Tess.

	He skated over to Enid and said, “I’m going to warm up a bit then see if I can still do anything.” He turned and skated backwards, weaving between members of the public. It didn’t take him long to realise he wouldn’t be able to do much during the general session, so he skated back to Enid.

	“That was a daft idea,” he said, but his face was glowing. “Even so, it’s good to be back on the ice.”

	Enid looked at the scattering of people, many of whom were tentative. “I know you can’t sensibly free skate with everybody here, but you could try a basic dance.”

	“Me, dance?”

	“Didn’t you ever?”

	Jeremy shook his head. “I was far too busy learning how to jump and spin.”

	“Pity.” Enid’s face lost its sparkle, then she brightened. “Care to learn the foxtrot? I promise you it’s easy.”

	#

	Jeremy checked out the times for both figure patches and free skating before they left the rink. Once back at Enid’s house he busied himself in her kitchen. 

	“Soup. Nothing like it for warming you up after an energetic morning on the ice.” He stopped and grinned at Enid. “The only problem is, soup takes too long to make. Shall we settle for Welsh rarebit instead?”

	As they ate lunch Jeremy and Enid talked about the morning, their own skating experiences and eventually about whether it was practical for Jeremy to get back to competitive skating.

	“My parents promised to pay for my skating for three years. I was almost at the end of the time they’d allowed me, but then I was also in the running to be the Britannia champion. If I’d won, they’d have been happy and then I might have attempted international competitions. It would have improved my chances of gaining a sponsor.” Jeremy gave a soft sigh and finished, “I did have a job before I moved, but then everything changed again and I found myself here.” 

	Enid said, “Yes, skating is expensive. Most sports are when they get to your level. Gerald and I spent all our spare money on it, and we were only hobby skaters. Even that stopped when Vanessa arrived—and then it got pushed aside till she grew up and left home.”

	“I should have a job of some sort by now.” Jeremy’s eyes slid towards the local paper which had plopped through the letterbox.

	Later he told Enid of his love and dedication to his sport. As he opened up about skating, it seemed natural to continue and to tell Enid about the bewildering way in which Lazaro had entered his world and had become sole king of his life and then disappeared.

	It took most of the evening for Jeremy to tell his tale. Before he finished he’d also reminded her about Tess and his offer of marriage.  

	“And has she agreed?” asked Enid.

	“That’s just the thing. She hasn’t even answered my letter.”

	“There’s a phone in the hall,” Enid said. “You are welcome to use it.”

	#

	Jeremy phoned Tess.

	“Oh, Jem, it’s lovely to hear your voice. I’m sorry I haven’t . . . haven’t replied to your letter.”

	“But, Tess, did you at least think about it?”

	“Yes I did. I talked about it with Mum. She thinks—”

	“I don’t want to know what Rosa thinks. What do you think?”

	“If you’re sure—”

	“Of course I’m sure. I’d hardly have written if I wasn’t!”

	“Sorry, Jem. I think I should accept. You’re right about gossip and about the baby having a name.”

	“Good. That’s settled. It would be better to do it here in London, wouldn’t it?”

	“Oh yes. Weybrook’s such a small town it would be dreadful.”

	#

	Jeremy returned to the sitting room and gave Enid the news. She clasped her hands and brought them to her chest. 

	“I’m so glad! Would you like me to come to the registry office with you, to book the date?”

	“Thank you, Enid. Yes. The local one will be all right, won’t it? I don’t suppose she’ll want Chelsea or anything posh like that.”

	“The waiting list for places like that will be too long. Since she’s pregnant, you’ll want the ceremony as soon as possible.” 

	Later, while Enid stirred cocoa into hot milk, Jeremy said, “I’ve seen a job advertised in the local paper.”

	Edith chuckled. “One thing at a time. I agree you need a job, but let’s get this wedding done first—that way you won’t have to have a brand-new job and then take time off for your own nuptials.”

	Jeremy laughed and agreed to wait.

	The next few days brought a flurry of activity around the wedding as Jeremy booked the ceremony at Bishops registry office for as soon as possible and made many phone calls to Weybrook. Each night’s sleep seemed a little easier. Although he still kept the green dressing gown by his bedside, he no longer clutched it as he slept.

	#

	Rosa was relieved to have a date for the wedding. She went out and bought a vogue pattern and three yards of a heavy pale blue-glazed cotton

	“Mum, that’s beautiful, but absolutely mad. It’s not as if it’s a real wedding,” Tess remarked.

	“It’s not mad, my love. I can make something that will look good on the day, and importantly, for the photos. Also, the fabric and colour are deceptive. No one looking at a photo will know that it wasn’t a heavy silk or that it wasn’t white.”

	“I hadn’t thought about photos.”

	“They’re important. We’ll put one in a frame, and as for the dress, when the baby’s born, I’ll take it in and it will be a perfectly nice summer dress.”

	#

	The day dawned clear and bright. Jeremy was waiting at the registry office with Enid. Vanessa arrived in a taxi carrying bouquets of flowers and a single buttonhole rose.

	“Goodness, how lovely to see you, but how did you . . .?”

	“I could hardly miss this, could I?” Vanessa laughed. “You’ll need two witnesses. My mother is the first one and I’m the second.”

	Minutes later, Tess and Rosa appeared. The flowers were distributed, and the brief ceremony took place and photos were taken.

	“Come now. The wedding meal is on me,” Vanessa insisted. 

	Enid opened her mouth then shut it again.

	Vanessa winked at her mother. “I have to admit to a little bit of a flutter at Newmarket last week. My horse won at huge odds. I want to do this. You won’t disappoint me, will you?”

	After the meal, Tess reached up and kissed Jeremy on the cheek. “Thank you, my friend.”

	“Ah, but I’m your husband now!” Jeremy’s eyes twinkled.

	“You’ll have to get used to saying it,” Rosa remarked.

	 Tess and Rosa caught the train back to Weybrook. They sat comfortably, the only people in their carriage. 

	“Paying for the meal—it was very generous of Vanessa. D’you think she really won at the races?” Tess asked.

	“Mmm. Probably not. Either way, it was a nice thing to do.”

	#

	In the following weeks, Jeremy and Enid made the trip to Bishops Ice Rink a few times. Both of them skated on figure patch ice. Jeremy’s figures began to improve, especially after he’d noticed that Enid cut better figures than he’d thought she would be able to. He remembered the way Tess had concentrated on figures and discovered a certain peace in the act of losing himself while trying to cut the best figures he could.

	As they unlaced their boots and dried their blades, Enid said, “How long is it since you’ve trained properly?”

	“Gosh, I haven’t been counting. It must be well over a month.”

	“I think we should get you back to it as soon as possible.”

	“I don’t have that sort of money anymore. My parents used to pay for my skating.” Jeremy looked at Enid helplessly. “And I need to pay for my keep and I’m not even doing that.” He rallied. “I don’t know what I’ve been thinking of. I’ve been so self-absorbed.”

	“You don’t need to pay—it’s been settled,” Enid said firmly. “It’s quite simple; you need a job, one that gives you time to skate as well. Until that time we must get you back to some sort of regular training. I’ve been talking to Reg in the shop and he knows the best coach for you.” Enid looked at him over the top of her glasses. “I’ll brook no arguments.”

	That evening Jeremy said, “Tell me about your skating—when you and Gerald were younger, I mean.”

	Enid’s face softened and her voice took on a dreamy quality. “We weren’t contenders for serious accolades like you, neither were we free skaters.” Her eyes lost focus and for a moment she stared through Jeremy into her own past. “We were dancers and loved the music, the rhythm. We enjoyed holding each other close while trying to master those tricky moves.”

	“But you still had lessons and learned all the dances?”

	“Not quite all, my dear.” Enid laughed. “We started too late for that, but we met on the ice. Gerald always used to say he’d met all his girlfriends that way, and I made sure I was the last one. I saw him one night at dance club and that was it. I set my cap at him, as they say. I had a strong tango in those days and everyone used to want to dance with me for that, and luckily Gerald was one of them.”

	“I’ve heard it called the sexiest of dances,” Jeremy teased. “All those staccato steps and moving from one side to another.”

	“Yes, they say that, but in my view the blues is a much more sensuous dance. The long-held edges and then the choctaw as you change. It’s simply the most gorgeous of dances.” The look of bliss stayed on her face as she clearly was reliving the days of holding her husband close as she swooped through long edges, with elegantly held free leg, turning and moving in time to the music.

	#

	Jeremy started training again. He watched all the coaches closely. Soon he decided to ask Wallace, a coach who paid particular attention to detail, if he would train him. With that settled, Jeremy and Enid scoured the local newspapers for possible jobs. After a week she waved an advertisement from a wine merchant at him. “Look at this.” She leaned forward. “The knowledge you’ve amassed about wine, I’m sure any merchant would find that useful, and Pendels is one of the new up-and-coming shops.”

	Jeremy took the newspaper clipping to the wine merchants. When he pushed through the door he saw spindly legs standing half-way up a ladder. The owner of the legs turned and Jeremy noticed a heavy barrel chest at the same time that the man saw the small advertisement in Jeremy’s hand.

	The man clambered down. “Why do you want this job?” His face, lumpy with old acne scars was reddened with the effort of climbing. He breathed heavily as he leaned his chest across the counter.

	Jeremy said, “I need a job and I know a little about wine.”

	The wine merchant scratched his chin. “And what was your last employment?”

	“Ah.” Jeremy was waiting for that question. “I haven’t had much in the way of jobs before. I worked in a café in Trenbridge part time. I was a skater hoping to make it to the top. I wanted to win the Britannia Trophy and my parents agreed to support me for three years.”

	“Let me guess. You didn’t win.” There was a weariness and a hint of sarcasm in the voice. 

	“That’s it.” Jeremy braced himself for a sneering laugh, but it didn’t come so he continued. “I’m willing to work hard and learn.” 

	“Where did you learn what you do know?” This time the man spoke almost sulkily.

	“I had a friend who knew a great deal. I tasted a lot, mostly in France.”

	The man’s chest heaved as he laughed. “Well sonny, I need an assistant, but you can forget all the fancy things you’ve learned. You can start tomorrow if you want.”

	“Thank you.” 

	“It’s mostly pretty plain grog we’ve got in here. My name’s Stan, by the way. I want someone to help me stack the shelves, serve the customers, that sort of thing.”

	#

	Jeremy trained hard, but still Enid refused to take any money from him.

	“I want you to spend it on training.” 

	Jeremy started protesting.

	Enid put her hand up. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I was paid well to have you here. That money hasn’t run out yet.” 

	Jeremy fitted in his duties at the shop with early morning or late-night training. He found various odd jobs to do around Enid’s house and often cooked meals. Having less time to practise focussed him in a way he’d not known before. He concentrated on every word his coach told him and stored it in his memory.

	#

	When the cold spring edged into a cool early summer, Stan said, “You’ve been here a while now. You’re doing all right. I have to admit I didn’t think you’d last the first day.”

	Jeremy stood with his hand on the counter. “I needed a job. You gave it to me. I’d have been a fool to foul it up.”

	“Ah, but you see I thought with your posh accent and everything you knew about wine, you’d be trying to tell me how to run this place.” Stan’s hand crept towards Jeremy’s.

	“I only said I knew a little about wine,” Jeremy protested.

	“Yes, but I’ve seen you come alive with some of my better-off customers when they’ve asked you about the expensive wines. I’ve also watched their faces; that whole smart set, they respect your opinion. That counts.” Stan’s hand crept a little closer. “I’m not taking the Micky. I think the time has come for me to learn from you.” Stan moved his hand so that it covered Jeremy’s.

	Jeremy moved it and blushed. As he did so, a shaft of sunlight fell on his left hand with its gleaming wedding band. 

	It was Stan’s turn to feel embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I got it wrong.” 

	“It’s OK.” Jeremy drew the thumb and finger of his right hand around the gold band and felt a profound sense of thankfulness for its existence. 

	 


Chapter 26: June 1959

	 

	Enid phoned her daughter. “We’re going to need more money for Jeremy to skate.”

	“Listen to you, Mother. ‘We need more money’?” Vanessa laughed.

	“Well, I gather you know what happened?” Enid told Vanessa the story of the switched tape and finished, “Don’t you think if his parents knew that had happened, they’d support him again?”

	“I didn’t know any of that. I was asked to get him out of Trenbridge, somewhere anonymous to keep him safe. I’ll check if he still needs to be low profile before we start aiding and abetting him to be a top skater again!” Vanessa caught sight of the calendar in front of her. “Oh, I see the Northern Cities Competition is on next month. He took part last year and did well . . . but I don’t suppose he’ll be ready for that yet.”

	#

	Mrs Horsefield opened a letter with unfamiliar handwriting postmarked from Trenbridge. She gasped as she read about her son’s switched tape. She spent the day wondering how her husband would respond to this news. As the afternoon drew into early evening she paced up and down her drawing room waiting for him to return from work. 

	The following morning, Mrs Horsefield wrote to Jeremy. 

	 

	Dear Jeremy,

	I have received a letter from a Miss Crosskey, the current owner of Trenbridge Ice Rink. She tells me that somebody at the Britannia Trophy swapped your music tape. 

	I thought that must have been rather dreadful for you so I talked about it with your father but at the end of the conversation we both concluded that you could have extemporized. 

	We do not know that you would have skated any better if you had had your original tape. The music is, after all, only the background isn’t it?

	We did, however, want you to know that we had been told about the tape. 

	I hope by now you have settled into some kind of job.

	Fondest love

	Mother

	Mrs Horsefield addressed the letter to his old flat in Trenbridge. When she returned from posting it, she saw the second post arriving. This time the handwriting on the letter was Jeremy’s. She read her son’s letter telling her that he now lived in London, held a job in a wine merchants and had married in a registry office. She wondered why he hadn’t consulted his father about a job in the city. Married. Well at least that’s something. But working in a wine merchants. Rather a comedown! Still, it’ll give us something to talk about this evening.  

	#

	Vanessa journeyed to Hanmouth to see Bartholomew Winters again.

	“Ah, my dear Miss Crosskey, let me show you my new empire.” Bartholomew greeted Vanessa in an airy reception area. He opened a door into a space of light where men lifted heavy weights and pushed at machines. Next to each group stood another exhorting them to work harder. A heavy-duty extractor fan sucked sweaty air from the building. 

	“This is where the Hanmouth football team trains in the daytime. It is not like an ordinary gym because their manager wants to instil a new culture.” He checked Vanessa was still following him. “And it suits my purposes too. For my top businessmen to have access to a gleaming modern environment.” He paused and added, “After office hours, of course.”

	Whenever Bartholomew stopped and talked to someone, he introduced Vanessa as ‘My business partner from another town’. Vanessa inclined her head and made eye contact. 

	Bartholomew and Vanessa walked to the end of the gym, through a door the other side of which opened into a long corridor leading to a carpeted reception area.

	“Why do you need two reception areas?”

	Bartholomew lifted his eyebrows. “I thought you knew my business well. The first reception area is for the men who use the gym. This one leads to the massage and treatment rooms down the hallway.”

	Vanessa peered down the lushly carpeted hall. Artworks in quality frames adorned the walls. Modern lampshades illuminated each expensive piece. 

	“At present there are sixteen rooms. I started with almost all for massage and treatment and only two special rooms for my girls. I have introduced the discerning men of Hanmouth to the delights of my special rooms. At first they paid only for expensive massages with highly qualified but also beautiful masseurs. Each room is spacious. The men receive treatment as they would in the top hotels of Europe.” Bartholomew paused, taking in Vanessa’s reaction, then added, “I also needed to be sure there were no high-ranking police or if there were, that I could have them where I wanted them.”

	“And have you . . .?”

	“Oh, yes.”

	“And now you have more special rooms, less massage rooms?”

	“How perceptive of you. Yes, I am now up to six, but alas I cannot do with fewer massage rooms. It seems ironical, does it not, that people still want real massages, even at exorbitant prices? I am trying to take over the building next door, then I will have space to expand.”

	They walked back to Bartholomew’s office at the front of the gym. Coffee was brought on a stylish stainless-steel tray by a lady with silver hair sculpted into a bob. 

	Bartholomew saw Vanessa’s recognition of her likeness. “Yes, it is a compliment to you. I need a right-hand helper who will be efficient, confident and unobtrusive—a combination difficult to find. I left you in charge of Trenbridge, but I must have somebody here. Miss Branscomb fits the bill perfectly.”

	Over coffee Vanessa told Bartholomew about the wedding. She even produced a small photograph.

	Bartholomew nodded approval and Vanessa told him about the conversation she had had with her mother about funding Jeremy to skate seriously.

	“I would happily pay for the boy, but he would not accept it when we were together. Now that he doesn’t know I am even alive it would be impossible. Could you not talk to his coach? Or his parents?”

	Vanessa shook her head. “That’s been done, to no avail. We need to start thinking of some way to help him—I mean something that won’t seem too obvious.”

	“Yes, of course. I will give my mind to it and we will be in touch.”

	#

	That evening, Enid showed Jeremy a newspaper article. “I thought you might be interested in this. There’s a piece about that big-headed young man you were telling me about. He seems to have an inflated sense of his own abilities.” 

	Jeremy thanked Enid and took the paper to his bedroom.

	Lloyd Evans, one of the contenders for Ice Skating’s Britannia Trophy 1959, has returned to Norrington from Canada where he has been training since his return. He explained to the Daily Globe that last year’s failure to win was in part due to his inadequate training facilities. He told our reporters, “I shall be much more prepared this year. I am set to win this time.” 

	We can assure our readers that all eyes will be on him at this year’s Britannia Trophy. When asked about his erstwhile rival, Jeremy Horsefield, Mr Evans said, “He was never a serious competitor, and now he seems to have fallen off the face of the planet.”

	Jeremy folded the newspaper and looked through the window. He addressed the night air. “Then I’d better start the long climb back onto the planet. Lloyd Evans, you might think you have it sewn up, but I’ll be back soon.”

	#

	Mrs Horsefield sat in the living room of her house in a small Surrey village and read the same newspaper article. Her heart hurt from wounded pride on Jeremy’s behalf. Later that evening she picked up a pen and started to write to Jeremy. She began her letter then scrunched it into a ball and threw it away. She wrote the opening sentence again then discarded her letter. She paced restlessly up and down. At the end of the evening the wastepaper basket was full. She looked sadly at the depleted but blank letter writing pad, put the lid back on her pen and went to bed.

	The following day she thought of Jeremy working in a shop selling wine. He won’t earn enough money to skate at the top level. Perhaps I can just slip a cheque into an envelope for him.

	#

	The Northern Cities Trophy was scheduled for the following month. Lloyd returned to Norrington and discovered his previous coach no longer taught there. The remaining coaches wondered whether they wanted this supercilious young man on their books. Some remembered the unfavourable comparison he’d made between his British and Canadian coaches. After a week one newly turned professional decided it would be good for his profile to coach Lloyd.

	The new young coach was briefed. Lloyd wanted to enter and win the Northern Cities Trophy as a prelude to the Britannia Trophy, which he also intended to win. 

	“You’ll have your work cut out. Your jumps are up to scratch but your figures are sloppy.” 

	Lloyd intended to improve his figures. He gritted his teeth and made himself spend the required amount of time doing figure practise, but his eyes frequently strayed to the clock. 

	It was not long before Lloyd realised that Sven, the man who had won the Northern Cities Trophy the previous year, was also skating at his new home rink. Sven’s arrival in Norrington had led to much speculation in the skating world. Since his triumph in the Northern Cities Competition almost a year earlier, he had disappeared and nobody had known what had happened to him. 

	Sven’s skating did not look as though it had been neglected. The gossip machine in Norrington Ice Rink worked overtime manufacturing possible reasons for his long absence. 

	Lloyd fumed, “It’s not fair. Last year I was beaten by both Sven and the poofter. Now the queer’s out of the running I thought I stood a chance.”

	Sven overheard that remark. “From last year I remember both the dishy boy who beat you and his friend the princess. Who are you? A nobody. You wouldn’t beat him today if he cared to turn up.”

	A crimson flush suffused Lloyd’s face. That he should be so unfavourably compared with Jeremy; that Sven of all people should be an admirer of his nemesis filled him with a fury which he didn’t think he could bear. That a man should so openly refer to another man as being ‘dishy’ was beyond his comprehension. His first reaction was to punch Sven. As his fist was forming, a small voice of sense called from the back of his mind. Do you want to be banned again? In the act of uncurling his fist, Lloyd’s lips had pursed with so much effort that his moustache quivered like a small black snake.

	At that moment a girl with long legs and flaxen hair darted out of the changing room.

	“Ready, Sven?” She dropped her skating bag on the rubber matting, ran to him and flung her arms around his neck. He clasped her around the waist and twirled her around.

	In one smooth movement Sven put the girl down and swooped up the dropped bag. He and the girl walked out of the rink laughing and chattering with arms around one another.

	#

	Sven and Birgitta left the ice rink arm in arm and walked towards their bus stop.

	Birgitta turned to Sven. “I saw you talking to that idiot. Did he have anything to say for himself?”

	“Let us just say, I needled him. It was amusing to squash his self-importance.”

	“How did you do that?”

	Sven laughed. “I let him know that I admired Jeremy.”

	Birgitta caught her breath. “Oh, be careful, Sven. We are not at home now. There is only so much I can do to protect you. To feel as you do, it is against the law in this country.”

	“That is stupid. People still feel the same way.”

	“Yes, but don’t you see, the English law—you could go to prison. If that man, the idiot, was to go to the police. If people were to find out that we are brother and sister, not lovers.”

	“Why should he go to the police?”

	“Because you are a strong rival. He would like you out of the way and he hates Jeremy.”

	“I’d never thought of it that way.” Sven shivered as the splash of red announced their bus. 

	Brother and sister climbed on board. The journey rambled through Norrington’s streets and past the canal. As Sven looked through the window he saw a few teenagers diving into the water. Snatched sounds of laughter entered the bus through the open windows.

	Birgitta put her hand gently on her brother’s arm. “You must be careful. That is all I’m saying. For most people at the rink I am your—how do you say it—your foil, your alibi. People believe I am your girlfriend. But now you have let your guard down before the idiot. We will have to do some serious pretending.”

	 


Chapter 27: June 1959

	 

	Vanessa phoned Bartholomew. “Jeremy isn’t earning enough to skate competitively, but my mother says he’s refusing to take any more help.” 

	Bartholomew listened. “It is lucky the Pendel company is owned by Denver Harvey. If the travel desk at the Castle Hill Hotel is still functioning, I will be able to do a deal.” He opened a drawer of an antique bureau and looked at a wad of notes.

	 “I will put enough money into your account for my plan. You must pay, in advance, at the Castle Hill Hotel for Mr Harvey to have one girl a week for the rest of the month. I believe he will let you appoint whoever you wish as the manager of the new Pendels. Ah—and make sure Jeremy gets the flat over the shop as part of the deal.”

	Vanessa thought for a moment. “Mr Harvey hates Jeremy. I’ll tell him the job is for my nephew.”

	“It will also be good for you to visit the Castle Hill Hotel again. I would value a report on how it is doing, and how my venture here compares.”

	#

	When Jeremy moved into the flat above the shop Enid gave him an envelope. “I had a small win on the pools. I decided to share it with you. You can use it as a deposit on your own flat later on, or something else, whatever you wish really.”

	“Enid, that’s lovely, but you can’t give me half your winnings.” 

	“You don’t understand. I want to share it with you. You’ve brought me so much joy for the last few months.”

	Jeremy threw his arms around the old lady. “Thank you very much, Enid. I’ll never forget this time either.”

	Later that night Jeremy wrote to Ellie.

	Dear Ellie, 

	There is so much news, I hardly know where to begin. I must try to order my thoughts, so much seems to have been going on. First, I must tell you that I finally managed to persuade Tess to marry me. I’m so glad she has a ring and a wedding certificate. The wedding took place a few weeks ago. Thanks to Enid, I’m back skating and have a new job with a flat above the shop. I also have a new coach, called Wallace. I am still getting used to his way of training.  I will try to get to Trenbridge to visit you but at the moment every spare minute is accounted for. I think of you a lot my beautiful friend, and hope you are still fighting.

	Lots of love Jeremy xxx

	#

	Lloyd nursed his anger and resentment. On the evening of his encounter with Sven he phoned Spick. “D’you think he admires the poofter? And if he’s one of them, what was he doing with that blond girl?”

	“Why’s it matter?” 

	“I always looked up to Sven. Last year when he beat me he was like someone from another planet. I couldn’t bear it if he turned out to be one of those . . . you know, another poofter.”

	“You could take the girl away from him,” Spick chuckled. 

	#

	Before Lloyd had left Norrington for Canada he had gathered around himself some friends with similar political and social views. He reacquainted himself with one or two of these and suggested a night of ‘fun’. 

	Lloyd and his friends sat in a pub opposite the ice rink and waited for Sven to come out into the cold night air. Sven appeared late and to their delight he was accompanied by Birgitta. 

	“Hey, that’s a bonus. He’s got the girl with him.” The biggest and meanest of Lloyd’s friends chortled into his beer. “We could have even more fun.” 

	Another shouted, “I’m going to have a go at the girl. I’m not hanging around waiting for you lot to have your evil way. You can kick the queer and I’ll have the girl.”

	They left their beer and burst out on to the street, intending to drag the alarmed couple around a few corners into a back street. Sven was knocked unconscious and left lying in the gutter. 

	One of the men said, “Hey, leave him now. We’re not going to swing for him. Let’s have fun with the girl.” 

	Birgitta whirled herself around and kicked one after the other. High swinging boot heels cut into faces and necks. The first two tumbled backwards in surprise. 

	Stomachs and groins were clutched as Birgitta’s feet thrashed their targets. When she’d dispatched her would-be attackers she flew at Lloyd. As the last straggler fled she sat her brother upright and stumbled to a nearby phone box for help.

	#

	Enid went to see Jeremy at the new wine shop. “I’ve booked us tickets to see the Northern Cities Competition at the end of this month. You did well there last year. It’s important for you to see the standard of this year’s competitors. It might be possible to get you back into serious training for the Britannia Trophy.”

	“Enid, that gives me five months. D’you think I could do it?” 

	“Possibly. We need to look at the opposition. Oh, and I’ve also booked tickets for Tess and Rosa. I phoned them first of course. They’ll come here then we can all go together.”

	“Aha. Our first official engagement as a married couple,” Jeremy replied with a light laugh. 

	#

	The ice rink in the north of Britain had been given a coat of paint and new rubber matting since the previous year. The lights and PA system were as bright and tinny as they had been before. Jeremy and Enid together with Tess and Rosa entered the ice rink. They seemed not to notice Lloyd in the foyer since he was surrounded by a small knot of people. The bruises he had sustained from Birgitta had changed colour in the intervening week or so; although less tender than they had been originally, they were at this point purple and yellow. His face was covered in concealer makeup lent to him by Gina, which Spick had brought up from Trenbridge. Gina herself was not with him, nor were any friends of Lloyd from the night of the attack. 

	Spick said excitedly, “Sven’s not competing. You’re in with a chance.” 

	Lloyd tried to look nonchalant. He bent his fingers and inspected his nails. “Really? I thought I was in with a chance, anyway.”

	Tess seemed to hear Lloyd’s voice before she saw him. Lloyd saw her instinctively grab Jeremy’s hand.

	Jeremy scanned the rink, and when his eyes met Lloyd’s he held them there steadily until Lloyd looked away. After they’d moved past him, Lloyd looked up slyly. He caught a glimpse of Tess’s swelling abdomen. Being told that Tess was pregnant was completely different from seeing it for himself. He remembered holding her while Peregrine raped her, then his own violent act which followed. His mind brought him back to Sven. He tried to blot out images of his unsuccessful attack on Sven and his sister, but he could not block the memory of being kicked in the face by a girl. 

	#

	Jeremy sat with Enid, Rosa and Tess in the front row, near the judges’ box. He had heard Spick’s words, telling Lloyd that Sven was not competing. Does that mean he won’t be here? His heart almost missed a beat. He’d heard about the attack and wanted to see Sven, to see that he was all right, and he found himself wondering, is that the only reason I want to see him?

	Jeremy shifted in his seat and forced himself away from that train of thought. He looked towards the judges’ box and saw Denver Harvey on the judging panel. Tess noticed her friend smiling to himself.

	“What’s so funny?”

	“Not funny. Strange. I used to fear that man, but I’m not being judged today. He’s lost his power over me—for now.”

	“I know people used to hate him, but I never understood it,” Tess said. “I just went out there and did my best and hoped I’d be judged on that.”

	“And you will be again. We both will be.” Jeremy’s voice was firm.

	Jeremy and Tess sat rigid with anticipation. 

	It was Lloyd’s turn to skate and Tess had noted that Lloyd’s figure scores were lower than many of the other skaters. “He’s got a lot to make up if he wants to win,” she whispered to Jeremy.

	#

	Lloyd stood at the edge of the rink with his bruise concealed under Gina’s makeup. He was relaxed as he waited to be called. He’d enjoyed the warm-up, fresh from sighting Jeremy. No time to grab his guards. He was first on.

	He skated to his starting position, right in front of the couple. Tess’s face held undisguised disgust. She tightly gripped Jeremy’s hand.

	Jeremy looked straight ahead, his gaze on Lloyd’s eyes. 

	Lloyd felt the presence of his old rival. He shifted his focus and once again saw Tess’s swelling abdomen. 

	The music started and Lloyd pushed through his thoughts and into his first jump. Up, up, up, pulled in tightly then sharply opened out to a rock-steady landing. The ability for instant analysis was not new to Lloyd. That’s what remembering violence does for my skating. He hammered his way through the rest of his programme attacking each jump and spin with a new ferocity. He bullied each step of his sequence into submission with a firm sneer on his lips and ended his programme with a look of angry triumph on his face.

	Not all the judges appreciated Lloyd’s aggressive but artless skating. Denver Harvey marked him as high as he dared, and the other judges felt compelled to mark him well technically.

	Tess and Jeremy sat through other skaters’ programmes, willing them to do their best and gain higher marks than Lloyd, but although some skated well, none had the same determined fierceness of Lloyd. Most of them were given higher marks for artistic interpretation, but Lloyd won.

	The ice rink in that northern city was no different from any other in terms of gossip. Beady eyes noticed wedding rings on the fingers of both Tess and Jeremy. This added to gossip from those who’d recently been visiting Bishops Ice Rink. 

	#

	The competition ended late at night and people who’d travelled far to attend it generally stayed in a nearby hotel overnight. Jeremy, Enid, Rosa and Tess stayed in a modest guesthouse a few miles from the ice rink.

	Lloyd and his friends, however, had booked into the city’s newest, brashest hotel. He arranged a party in one of their smaller function rooms. Spick, who had had a spectacular win at the races, had booked a lady of the night for Lloyd. Lloyd and his friends were drunk and boisterous by the time she arrived. She stood at the door dressed as if she was in a Verdi opera. A blue-black gown of heavy taffeta and long satin gloves offset hair piled luxuriously on her head and clasped in a selection of jewelled clips. She stood regally with an ornate painted and feathered mask held on a long stick. The drunken revellers stopped to gawp. 

	The lady stepped into the room, deftly unwrapping a layer of her skirted gown which drifted to the floor. Below was a crimson skirt cut away at the front to reveal lean legs in shiny black stockings held by long suspenders. 

	All but a few revellers were mesmerized. Spick went to her and whispered in her ear. He pointed to Lloyd who stood with a gaping mouth.

	The lady advanced, put down her mask and reached for Lloyd’s tie which she used to pull him towards her. Her voice was low and soft. “I believe I’m here for you, darling. You may call me Margarita.” She pushed him down towards a studded chaise longue until he lay supine.

	Lloyd’s heartbeat quickened, the blood supply to the rest of his body pumping with a fury he’d not felt since the night he’d raped Tess. He reached towards the bodice of Margarita’s gown and pulled.

	A ripping sound filled his ears as the carefully pre-weakened fabric tore with the satisfaction it was intended to give. Lloyd was left with a handful of taffeta. Pendulous breasts spilled over his shirt. Margarita straddled him in one elegantly economical movement. Lloyd did not even need to reach the zip of his trousers. Margarita did so smoothly and efficiently and in moments he was huffing, puffing and panting as she rode him amidst cheers from the onlookers.

	Someone produced a polaroid camera and started snapping. Flashes popped when his efforts brought him to their natural conclusion. He lay with glazed eyes momentarily before rolling out from under her and grabbing her hand which he held up high.

	“What a great ride.” He turned to Spick. “I thank you, my friend. Your turn now.”

	Margarita reached towards Lloyd and smacked him hard across his lower face. “I was paid for one time with one person.”

	Lloyds lips started to swell with pain. He remembered the raw pleasure of violence and grabbed Margarita’s wrist.

	Margarita’s eyes widened. She took a deep breath and let out a powerful scream. The doors of the function room bust open and the room quickly filled with staff and a small elderly lady in a brown tweed costume and beige hat. The hotel staff set about putting an end to the party and ejecting people. The old lady walked calmly through the mayhem carrying a large holdall from which she pulled a skirt, jumper, overcoat and sensible shoes. Silently she handed them to Margarita.

	Margarita dressed quickly while the costumed lady gathered up the ripped bodice and discarded skirt which she folded and put in the holdall. The two women disappeared quietly as the revellers fought with the hotel staff until police arrived. Lloyd, Spick and two others spent the remainder of the night in an uncomfortable police cell.

	 


Chapter 28: June 1959

	 

	News of Lloyd’s night of debauchery and prison reached Norrington Ice Rink. His new coach decided he no longer wanted to teach him. Nobody else in Norrington was prepared to, either.

	For Lloyd, a cold shoulder was one thing but being denied access to coaching at such an important time was something he had never contemplated. He phoned Spick.

	“Hey, you’ll never believe this, but news of our night in the cells has reached here. Furthermore, some idiot took photos that night. They’ve been sent around the rink at Norrington. I’ve spent a fortune buying them all up. And to top it all, none of the coaches will teach me anymore.”

	Spick burst into guffaws of laughter. 

	“It’s not funny. You set me up. Have you any idea how I can get out of this?”

	Spick felt a sudden surge of outrage at being blamed. He’d arranged a night of fun for his friend, although he grudgingly admitted it had gone awry.

	“Yeah. Actually, I do.”

	“Well, are you going to tell me?”

	Spick sniggered. “Yes. Get yourself to London. Bishops Ice Rink. I hear they’ll teach anybody there.” 

	Life thereafter proved not to be such a laughing matter for Spick. When he returned to Trenbridge he found that news of his role during the night of dissipation had reached his employer. As soon as he arrived at work he was told he’d been dismissed. His boss looked at him coldly. “It goes without saying that there won’t be any sort of reference.”

	#

	Lloyd had failed to recognise the sarcasm in Spick’s voice when he had suggested skating at Bishops. He knew it was a famous rink in London and felt life in the metropolis would be exciting. He was glad the news about his night of debauchery had only travelled as far as Norrington. Since he’d recovered all the photos, he felt sure he could bluff well and pretend all gossip around the event was simply blown out of proportion. He arrived at Bishops Ice Rink and wondered about finding a coach. He watched one or two skaters for a few minutes then started to feel confident. I’ll be by far the best skater here. 

	It was general knowledge that Jeremy skated at Bishops and had done so for the previous few months but Lloyd had never bothered to take that information in. When he walked into the rink on his second morning and saw Jeremy on the ice, his mind summersaulted. He knew immediately there was somebody better than him at the rink, but since he would not, indeed could not, admit that, he decided that Jeremy’s presence was a personal affront. The stirrings of envy and discontent made him feel he should do something about the situation. He was reminded of the cowboy films he’d seen as a child and swelled his chest out thinking, This rink’s not big enough for the two of us. He even walked with a slight swagger.

	“Who’s the man walking as if he’s wearing a nappy?” one of the regular skaters asked her friend.

	“I think he’s that creep from Norrington. You know the one . . .” She bent her head as she talked.

	“I don’t know why he was allowed here.”

	Later that morning Lloyd decided he should make it clear to the regulars that he already knew Jeremy. He sidled up to two girls he’d seen practising earlier.

	“How long’s the poofter been here then?” Lloyd inclined his head towards Jeremy.

	One of the girls stared at him coldly. “The man you call the poofter happens to be our star. He’s recently married.” She paused. “And he’s about to compete in the new Southern Trophy. He’ll be skating against Sven.” 

	The other girl said, “It’s an important new event in the calendar. I think it’s probably going to replace the Northern Cities Trophy—now that’s become tainted.”

	Lloyd remembered his anger at Sven. He was certain the girl had to be wrong about Jeremy getting married, so decided to ignore that. He wondered which man had earned his hatred more, Sven or Jeremy. His pleasure at no longer having Sven as a rival was diminished the moment he’d realised Jeremy skated at Bishops. He wished he’d filled in the paperwork for the new competition and searched his brain for someone to blame for this not being done. Even when he remembered he’d been in the process of damage control regarding his night of licentiousness, he still felt it was somebody else’s fault.

	Lloyd asked every coach at Bishops Ice Rink if they would teach him. Each time he was refused, he stood stony-faced with churning stomach and half-formed fists. He wanted to punch the face of every person who refused him and for a day or so it looked as if he would have no coaching. Eventually one of the newer coaches, anxious to build his stable of high-achieving skaters, saw in Lloyd a possible winner.

	Lloyd seethed with resentment as he watched Jeremy practise his programme. He counted the elements and compared them with his own. To his chagrin, Jeremy had as many as he had had for the Northern Cities trophy. Lloyd didn’t notice that Jeremy’s spins were longer and more powerful than his and that his jumps appeared more seamlessly than his own which he bullied into shape.

	#

	In Norrington, news of Lloyd’s departure was greeted with relief. In the ladies changing room, a knot of serious skaters talked as they laced up their boots.

	“I’m so glad that creep has left our rink. Bishops will be in for a rude shock,” said Nancy, a stocky girl with pale gold hair. 

	“Bishops? Isn’t that where Jeremy Horsefield trains now?” Nancy’s friend Joyce joined the group.

	A third girl chimed in. “Yes. They used to skate at the same rink last year. It’ll be a bit rough for Jeremy having that bully trying to ride roughshod all over the place and casting nasty aspersions.” 

	Nancy said, “Haven’t you heard? Jeremy got married recently.” 

	“That should put paid to Lloyds smears,” said Joyce. 

	One of the girls on the edge of the group of skaters was Birgitta. “Who did he marry?” she asked. 

	Nancy looked up briefly. “I think he married Tess Goodchild. They were seen at the Northern Cities trophy. They were holding hands and both wore wedding rings.”

	The third girl spoke again. “You know, Tess, the girl who was nobbled. Gina Fotheringham cut her laces.”

	“You don’t know it was Gina for sure,” Joyce said.

	“Huh.” The third girl pushed out a breath of derision. “Every time something like that happens, Gina is very close by.”

	“You’re right,” Nancy broke in. “I was here in the changing room last year when I saw Tess with her laces cut in two places. I didn’t actually see Gina cut them but she and her sister were definitely hanging about. I described both of them and Tess agreed, it was them. I gave her my spare laces, new ones, but they stretched—you know how new laces always do that—and you know the rest. It must have been a nightmare for her.” 

	Later that day Birgitta opened the door to the flat she shared with Sven. She called out, but he wasn’t at home. She sat at the kitchen table wondering how to tell him the news she’d heard at the rink. She started tidying one of the shelves. As she did so, she thought back to their shared childhoods. Ever since they were small children she had known her brother wouldn’t ever be interested in girls the way most boys were. It hadn’t seemed to matter at home but people in England didn’t view such matters in the same way.

	As Birgitta lay saucepans and jars of food on the kitchen table, she heard the door open as Sven entered the flat. 

	“I’m in the kitchen,” she called.

	Sven walked in. “What are you doing?” he asked. “You only do things like this when you have something on your mind. What is it?”

	“It is something I heard at the rink.”

	Sven stood very still. “What is it? You would not be doing all this over some idle gossip.”

	“In a way it was gossip, but I think it might be true. It’s about Jeremy.”

	Sven looked down. “He has somebody. I knew he had before, but I believed something happened and I thought he was free now.”

	Birgitta walked around the table. She put her arms around her brother. “I heard he’d got married.”

	“Married!” Sven pushed his sister away.

	“Yes. The girls at the rink, someone said he’d married Tess Goodchild.”

	“Ah, the young one he used to come to competitions with, along with the beautiful one.” Sven pulled out a chair and sank onto it. 

	#

	The Ellie Greene trust was being discussed in the solicitors’ office of Frayne and Wardell. The younger partner had always been curious about that particular trust. He turned to the senior partner. 

	“You knew her father, didn’t you?”

	“We belonged to the same club. Her father took her skating two or three times a week. After his death, that uncle of hers wanted to stop the skating. The poor child was grieving and that was all she had left in life that she loved.”

	“Yes, I remember you telling me. Wasn’t it you who set up the trust to include education and skating?”

	“That’s right. She’ll be twenty-one soon. It’s time one of us went and gave her the good news about her inheritance. Shall I leave it to you?”

	“Right-oh. I’ll fetch the file and find out where she is.”

	As the senior partner left the office, the younger man looked up from his paperwork.

	“Well, well. She’s at Trenbridge University. My old haunt. I’ll phone tomorrow and arrange to see her.”

	The next day the solicitor phoned the university and talked to the admissions secretary. 

	“I’m afraid she’s no longer here. There was a terrible accident—a bus, if my memory serves me right. It was back in November. I don’t know exactly what happened but I think both her legs were crushed. She was taken to Trenbridge Hospital. I understand she was in a bad way for a long time. We had to give her place to somebody else, it was so near the beginning of the academic year, you see.” She paused and said, “Give me a moment, I’ll check the file.” 

	“Is she still in hospital?”

	“I believe so. As I said, it was a bad accident.”

	#

	Shortly after the solicitor’s talk with his senior partner, another conversation concerning Ellie took place in Trenbridge Hospital. 

	The new hospital administrator walked with quick, efficient steps around his domain. His silver moustache twitched as he talked to the matron of Ellie’s ward. “We have to send some of the longer-stay patients home. You have a young lady who has been here some months. Her legs were smashed in an accident and if I’m right, although she has a wheelchair, I understand she is beginning to learn to walk again.” 

	“Yes, she is trying to walk but her steps are tentative and she can only manage a few at a time.”

	“This isn’t a hotel. I suppose she has a home to go to?” The administrator stared at the starched white cap and apron in front of him.

	Matron took in the administrator’s cold hard eyes and said, “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. She isn’t talking so we have little information from her.”

	The silver moustache took on a life of its own. “Isn’t talking? Did something happen to her face? Her vocal chords?”

	Once again, Matron tried not to focus on the moustache, which seemed like an angry mouse scurrying from one side of the administrator’s face to the other. She concentrated on what he was saying, trying to understand why he was being so aggressive. She picked her words carefully. “No, we don’t think so. She seems to not want to communicate.”

	The administrator leaned forward. “What do her family say about that?”

	“As far as I know there isn’t any family.”

	“What? No one visits her?”

	“People do, but they’re friends. There is a young man . . . in fact there were two.”

	“I want you to find out more.” The silver mouse quivered slightly. “Next time I come, I want to know that there is somewhere we can send her.” Polished shoes squeaked away on scrubbed hospital floors as the administrator walked towards the next ward.

	Before the next meeting with him, Matron looked through her patient’s notes then phoned Ellie’s college. It seemed there was an uncle and aunt, whom she mentioned to him. 

	The administrator regarded Matron unsympathetically. “Is that the best you can do?” He leaned towards her, short puffs of peppermint breath spraying her uniform. “Get back onto that college and find out who the uncle and aunt are. Every day we are keeping this girl is costing the National Health Service.”

	Eventually Matron received information about Ellie from the university admissions department. There was a reference to a Mr and Mrs Stoneleigh. They had been Ellie’s official guardians. The admissions secretary told Matron there were notes in the margins of the relevant paperwork which stated that Ellie Green wished to have minimal contact with her guardians. Matron hoped there would be some alternative for Ellie when the time came for her to leave hospital. She decided not to tell the administrator yet. 

	 


Chapter 29: June 1959

	 

	Clem Stoneleigh read the letter from Trenbridge Hospital. He could hardly believe it. That gorgeous niece of his in hospital and in need of somewhere to live. Oh, how utterly wonderful, he thought. He read the letter again and took it into a small room he called his study. He smoothed the creases in the paper while he tried to think of the answer which would give him the most advantage. For the moment he decided not to tell his wife, Fran. He would enjoy keeping this knowledge to himself. He ran his tongue over his nicotine-stained teeth, dislodging some breakfast toast while he did so. He sucked in some air as he indulged in a little daydreaming. 

	Clem savoured the memory of his delicious niece. Thinking of her soft skin under his hand made him tremble. His palms turned wet and he felt the familiar tautness of fabric across his swelling crotch. Ellie hadn’t written to either of them since she’d started university in Trenbridge. Not even Christmas, he thought. A small spasm of anger ran through his body as he remembered she hadn’t even bothered to contact them when she’d won a coveted academic prize. He’d found out from the newspapers and had gone to the presentation uninvited. He remembered Ellie standing in an imposing hall flanked by her friends. He hadn’t been able to get anywhere near her. Now, he thought as he leant forward and rubbed his hands, if she is helpless and back in the house, I can do whatever I want. He let his hands slip further down to alleviate the ache in his trousers. 

	Once he had attended to his immediate physical comfort he found himself wondering whether the accident had rendered her unattractive. Perhaps I’d better get myself to Trenbridge to find out. If she is ugly, I’ll sneak away.

	Clem knew he would enjoy the bliss of keeping his little secret a while longer. For the moment he’d let his imagination play in a way it hadn’t done for a few years. And of course, there was the joy of planning his covert excursion.

	Fran Stoneleigh smelled the deception cloaking her husband when he told her he had some urgent business in Trenbridge. He said he’d catch the early train but would be back by dinner time. 

	At breakfast the following morning Clem ate in silence. Fran sensed her husband’s odour once again. It reminds me of the one he was swathed in all those years we had that niece of ours living with us. 

	“I’ll see you at dinner time then.” Fran’s voice was dull with half-understanding. Whatever it was, it was desperately urgent to him.

	#

	Visiting hours at Trenbridge Hospital were in the afternoon. Clem spent the train journey agonising over the possible repercussions of walking into Ellie’s ward. Suppose she’s become disfigured . . . and spots me. He shuddered. If he were seen, he could hardly walk straight out again. He’d have to find out first.

	When Clem alighted from the train at Trenbridge Station, he found a phone box and called the hospital. 

	“I’m coming to visit Ellie Greene this afternoon. Can you tell me which ward she’s in, please?”

	“Just one moment. Ward C1, on the ground floor. Turn left at the end of the corridor.”

	Clem breathed a sigh of relief. It might be possible for him to sneak around the outside. If he could take a peek through the window he’d be able to see the extent of his niece’s injuries. It would be much better to make sure.

	#

	Ellie received a letter from Jeremy.

	Dear Ellie,

	I hope this letter finds you improving. I’m not sure when I’ll next be able to visit you. When your read my news below you will see why. This brings both good and bad news; I don’t know where to begin. 

	I think I’d better get the bad news over with. This is it: Lloyd has arrived to train at Bishops Rink. I don’t know the full story and you know how ice rink gossip always exaggerates everything so I have no proof, but I was told he disgraced himself after the Northern Cities Trophy and nobody at Norrington would teach him anymore. Quite why of all the rinks in the country he had to come here, I’ll never know. Just my bad luck. 

	Now for my good news: You know I told you that Enid has been pushing me to get back onto the competition circuit, well, there is a brand-new competition coming up next month. It’s going to be called the Southern Trophy and my coach has decided to put me in for it. I’m pleased to be working on something definite again. My practise is going well and I’m feeling confident.

	Keep your fingers crossed for me, my friend, and I’ll write again after the competition and let you know how I got on. 

	Love from Jeremy

	Trenbridge Hospital had recently implemented a new rehabilitation programme. Ellie was moved into a single room which was wide enough to accommodate her wheelchair. She was encouraged to be as mobile as possible. A nurse wheeled her into a room with parallel bars. Ellie gripped the wood and made herself move slowly along until she came to the end, then she painstakingly moved herself around and walked with slow deliberate steps back to her wheelchair and lowered herself in, tired from her efforts. 

	She allowed her mind to wander. There was little in hospital that mattered to her and news from her friends was precious. She’d read Jeremy’s letter many times over and wished him the necessary strength to rise above the taunts that she knew Lloyd would start throwing around again. Then she turned her mind to the new competition. Of course she’d keep her fingers crossed. There’s nobody in the world I want to win more than Jeremy. 

	A nurse walked briskly down the corridor and wheeled Ellie to her room. When she was alone, Ellie looked through the window and saw the flower beds with the first flush of summer roses in bloom. 

	Ellie thought, They’ve moved me to this room on the ground floor so I can try to be more independent. I must make use of it. She put her hands on the wheels. If I try hard I can get to that window. I can see out and breathe in the fresh air. I might even be able to smell the roses.

	Ellie flexed her muscles and tried to push. Unknown to her, the wheels were locked. When her chair remained stationary, she took a deep breath and pushed again. The chair seemed to rock a bit but it didn’t move forward. Sweat broke out over her forehead as she applied more and more effort to move her chair. She tried again. Her arms seemed too weak. She sat back and let her head lie on the back of the chair. Slow tears began to course down her cheeks. 

	#

	Ellie didn’t see her Uncle Clem walk into the garden, nor did she notice his face pressed up against the window trying to work out if the girl in the wheelchair was his niece.

	That golden hair can only belong to Ellie. The tears are even more than I’d hoped for. He looked at his watch and saw that there was still another hour until visiting time. He’d seen a little café almost opposite the hospital. He would while away the hour drinking tea and deciding on his strategy. 

	Clem stirred the murky tea as he thought about the years in which Ellie had lived with him and Fran. He remembered her arriving numb with grief after her parents had died. She’d clutched a teddy bear in one arm and her skates had been slung over the other shoulder.

	He’d only half-realised at the time how important skating had been to her. He was horrified when the executor of her father’s will had rather officiously insisted that a trust be set up for her education and her skating. Clem had wanted the trust to pay only for her schooling, but to his surprise Fran had sided with the executor. From that time on, Ellie had been adamant that only Fran should take her skating. She’d kicked up a fuss any time Clem had suggested that he take her. That was where she put herself on the line. I let her have her way over the skating, but ensured I had my way in other matters.

	He looked at the clock on the wall and rubbed his hands. Time for visiting hour.

	#

	As Ellie sat facing the window, she became aware of the scent of 4711 and a hand gently resting on her shoulders. Her face was being wiped by a soft damp flannel. Her former dresser, Dolores, straightened Ellie’s clothing and brushed her hair.

	“I think you were trying to reach the window. I’ll wheel you over there.” She clicked the lock off and pushed the heavy wheelchair towards the window and stationed Ellie at an angle so she could see both the garden and a part of her room. She tidied up the top of Ellie’s side cupboard and said, “I won’t be able to come much more. Maybe one or two more visits. I’ve a new job in Hanmouth.” 

	Dolores held Ellie’s face and kissed her forehead. “Goodbye, sweet girl.” She was half-way down the corridor when she remembered she’d left her gloves in Ellie’s room. She hurried back and saw Ellie gulping for breath and flailing her arms. Her mouth was opening and closing but no sound came out. Standing in the doorway was a man who looked like Denver Harvey. Dolores sped past him and threw herself in front of Ellie.

	Ellie clutched Dolores but continued to thrash about. 

	Matron walked quickly down the corridor. When she arrived at Ellie’s room, she found the girl sobbing and Dolores soothing her.

	“And who are you?” Matron asked Clem.

	“I’m Mr Stoneleigh, Ellie’s uncle. You wrote to me,” Clem said, looking down to adjust his tie.

	“What are you doing in here? Why didn’t you report to the nurse’s desk first?”

	“I didn’t know I had to.” Clem’s voice had a sulky edge to it. 

	“Well, this patient has clearly had a big shock. I’d like you both to go.”

	Ellie clung on to Dolores. Her fingers gripped into the older woman’s arms with a strength she hadn’t been able to summon when she was trying to move her wheelchair. 

	Matron saw Ellie’s knuckles white with effort and relented. “All right,” she addressed Dolores. “You can stay for the time being. But I’ll have to ask you to leave, sir.” She turned to Clem. “My patient’s distressed, and I think it best you go.”

	As Clem edged reluctantly towards the door, the matron’s short tone stopped him. “Actually, I’d like to see you in my office before you go. There are some chairs outside. You can wait there. I take it you did come to talk to me.” 

	When Clem had left, Ellie became less agitated and once again Dolores dried her tears and calmed her as best she could.

	Matron said, “This patient’s been silent ever since she’s been here. Whatever happened was a big shock.” She turned to Ellie. “Are you ready to talk yet?”

	Ellie swallowed. There were a thousand words she wanted to say but her throat stayed closed. She turned her head away in shame.

	Matron checked her watch. “Well, I’d better speak to Mr Stoneleigh.” Then she turned towards Dolores and said, “You seem to have a settling effect on my patient, please feel free to stay awhile.”

	#

	Once back in the office, Matron appraised Clem Stoneleigh. “I must say I was hoping to have an answer to my letter.” She thought, I wasn’t expecting a sudden visit. Ellie Greene has been in this hospital for months now. The fact that you didn’t know, means that none of her close friends knew about you.

	“I thought I’d come straight away.”

	There was something about the man sitting in front of Matron that didn’t seem quite right. She couldn’t work out exactly what it was but thought perhaps she’d better give him the benefit of the doubt.

	“Let’s start again, shall we?” she said pleasantly. “You are Mr Stoneleigh, Ellie Greene’s uncle, and you have come here today in order to visit her,” she paused, “or have you come to offer her a place to stay when she leaves hospital?”

	Clem began to babble. “That’s right. She lived with us, me and my wife that is. Came to us when she was a little girl. We brought her up, like our own . . . yes, as if she was our own.”

	Matron thought, He’s clearly had nothing to do with her since she’s been to university. That’s over two years. Instead she said, “You haven’t answered my question. Are you offering her somewhere to live when she’s discharged from here?”

	“Yes of course . . . of course.” Clem pulled at his collar. A small rash had begun to develop around his Adam’s apple. 

	“Have you thought of the practicalities of looking after someone who relies on a wheelchair? Have you discussed making a proper downstairs bedroom with your wife? And what about the bathroom? Do you have one downstairs?”

	“I . . . er, um . . . yes, yes of course. We’ll need a while to get the house sorted out. Builders and plumbers and so forth. We’re not ready yet. I’ll be in touch. I’ll write to you.”

	Clem Stoneleigh shot an arm out, pumped Matron’s hand then rushed for the door.

	Matron dried her wet hand. She sat for a while before fetching Ellie’s notes and writing the date, the time and the fact that Ellie’s uncle, Mr Stoneleigh, had visited. 

	#

	Clem Stoneleigh treated himself to a first-class ticket on the train to his stockbroker Tudor home. His being tingled with life in a way it hadn’t done for years. His excitement at the prospect of having Ellie to live with them was mixed with a dread of having to broach the subject to Fran. His homeward journey passed in a mixture of elation and fear.

	Once home, Clem shut himself in his study. He took out the letter from Trenbridge Hospital and put it to one side. Then he took a blank notepad and started writing. When he was satisfied he opened a cupboard and pulled out a typewriter. 

	Dear Mr and Mrs Stoneleigh,

	I have to inform you that your niece Ellie Greene has been in this hospital for some months. She was in a traffic accident in November and is now in a wheelchair. We understand that you and your wife are her only living relatives, and also her legal guardians.

	We shall therefore be writing to you to come and collect her when she is ready to be discharged.

	Yours sincerely

	Maud Radcliffe

	(Matron)

	Clem tore his original handwritten letter into tiny pieces, threw it in the bin, then locked his typed letter in his bureau.

	 


Chapter 30: June 1959

	 

	Clem’s deception, layered in Lifebuoy soap, entered the bedroom with him. Fran sniffed and tried to turn away but Clem grabbed her. Fran lay in the marital bed like a rag doll, knowing he’d superimposed the image of his niece over her. When Clem rolled off her, she felt an overwhelming gladness that she no longer cared about being the recipient of her husband’s lust for someone else. There was comfort in the knowledge that she would no longer cry herself to sleep afterwards. 

	#

	The following morning, Clem unlocked his bureau and removed both the letter from the hospital and the version he had written the previous night. He stowed them in his briefcase and left home.

	Once at work, he barked at his secretary, “I need to use that Xerox machine for some private papers. Show me how to use the thing.”

	The secretary demonstrated. He concentrated then practised on some documents next to the machine.

	“Very well. Thank you. I think I can do it now.” He waved towards the door. 

	After his secretary had gone Clem laid out Matron’s letter and his own. Snip, snip. Grab the glue. The letterhead from the hospital now sat on top of his own letter. Matron’s signature was also in place at the bottom. Moments later the new letter emerged from the machine.

	As soon as Clem arrived home from work with what he hoped looked like a genuine letter from Trenbridge Hospital, he showed it to Fran. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

	“We’d better take ourselves up to Trenbridge to see Ellie,” Fran said, as she put the letter down. “She hasn’t seen us for a few years. She might not want to come to us.”

	“She’ll have to. She hasn’t got anywhere else to go,” Clem growled. 

	#

	Ellie’s solicitor intended to rise early the next day to catch the train to Trenbridge. But the following morning he woke with an extraordinary itching around his mouth and chin. He leapt out of bed and bounded across the bedroom. The mirror reflected a crop of angry red sores around the lower part of his face. He groaned, remembering recent eruptions on the faces of his children.

	“Tell me this isn’t what I think it is,” he called to his wife.

	She peered at her husband’s face. “Since the children have had impetigo it seems very likely that’s what you have. I’ve tried really hard to be careful about their towels and clothing, but it only needs to get into a small nick in the skin from shaving . . .”

	“It itches like hell.”

	“Yes. People scratch. Bits fall off and that’s how it spreads. It’s pretty contagious.”

	“Damn. I was going to visit Trenbridge Hospital today.”

	“Well you certainly can’t go anywhere near a hospital. Just think of all those vulnerable people.”

	#

	Ellie listened while Rosa gave her news of Jeremy, the wedding and the Northern Cities competition. She smiled when she saw the fruit, flowers, wedding photos and a letter from Tess.

	Dear Ellie

	There is so much news, but most of it is trivial. I know Mum’s told you about the wedding so I’ll tell you about the gala at Bishops Rink. I’m pretty sure Jeremy told you that he was chosen to skate two solos. I think the committee wanted to make a point of not asking Lloyd, so Jeremy’s two programmes were a bit of a snub to him. The first solo opened the gala. It was a straight technical one. I wish you’d seen it, he did everything in a textbook manner. If it had been a competition it would have got him good marks. But the last one, dear friend, oh, this you would have loved. It wasn’t a competition programme, and he used lots of those moves of yours – you know the ones he used to copy in fun.

	I hope you are continuing to get better, my lovely friend.

	Lots of love, 

	Tess 

	When Ellie finished reading she let her eyes linger over the images of her friends. She hadn’t seen Jeremy since the day he’d told her about a special meal he wanted to cook for his boyfriend. She wanted to ask so many questions but she couldn’t make herself form the words. Life seemed so much safer in her silent world.

	A shadow fell across the photos. Ellie looked up to see her Uncle Clem and Aunt Fran framed in the doorway, the bright light from the corridor making them silhouettes. Instinctively she clutched Rosa’s sleeve as she had grabbed Dolores’ arm the week before. Ellie held Rosa tightly as she looked from uncle to aunt. Aunt Fran had never harmed her, but on the other hand, she hadn’t saved her either.

	It was Fran who introduced herself and her husband to Rosa. 

	Clem nodded curtly to Rosa then turned to his niece. “I hear you’re getting better, my girl. Time to come home. We’ve got the back room all done up for you. We’ve put a bed in it and everything. We haven’t had time to fix up a proper bathroom yet, so we’ve bought a temporary commode—”

	Ellie struggled out of her wheelchair. She moved with unsteady legs and tight clenched fists. The first step landed her on the floor. A searing pain shot through her leg.

	Clem moved towards her. 

	Ellie looked up at the loathed face, and despite the extreme pain she screamed. After months of silence, the sound poured out of her, loud and high-pitched. “No!” she shouted with fists still flailing. “No, no, no!”

	Clem backed away and Rosa helped her back to her wheelchair. 

	The sudden shock of Ellie’s scream had silenced everyone. The horror of Uncle Clem was greater than the pain in her leg. She half-sat back in the wheelchair. Her hair was damp with sweat as she breathed heavily.

	Fran looked reproachfully at her husband. After what seemed a long time she said, “I think it was mention of the commode, dear.” 

	Ellie shook her head vigorously. She was determined not to show any pain from the pounding in her leg. Nothing would distract her from ensuring that she didn’t ever have to go near her detested uncle again. 

	She stared at Clem. “It’s not the commode.” Her voice grew in intensity and

	pitch. “I’m not going anywhere with you, or near you, ever again in my whole life.” The cords in her neck stood out as she shouted, “D’you hear me?”

	The commotion could be heard throughout the ward. Even in the corridor, the words had been clear. Although Matron had never heard Ellie’s voice, she walked quickly towards its source.

	Ellie prayed that Rosa wouldn’t mention her fall. She wanted all of Matron’s time and energy to be spent on getting rid of her uncle.

	When Matron arrived at the door she saw Clem Stoneleigh standing white-faced next to his surprised wife. Matron moved him out of the way and saw her patient once again in tears. She noticed an embroidered handkerchief on the table next to Ellie, picked it up and handed it to the sobbing girl. 

	“Stop this at once. I don’t want to have to sedate you.”

	Ellie shook. “Get him away from me.”

	Matron looked around the room. “You’d all better leave now.” She turned to Clem. “We need to talk again later, Mr Stoneleigh. Please wait outside my office.”

	When Rosa, Clem and Fran had left, Matron said, “I understand this man elicits a strong reaction with you. I’m reluctant to force you to go somewhere you don’t want to, but we have to face the fact that you are getting better and you cannot stay in hospital for ever.”

	“I’ll find somewhere.”

	Matron raised an eyebrow. “We’ll talk about that later. In the meantime I’d like to talk to your uncle, and I assume the lady with him is your aunt?” 

	Ellie nodded and turned her head away. She wondered if she had any options at all. She knew that her uncle wouldn’t have much trouble cornering her if she had to live with him. It wasn’t the sort of thing she could tell Matron about. She winced at the pain in her leg but was determined to stay silent. She wanted to be alone with her thoughts, not dragged off to x-ray. 

	Ellie’s thoughts centred on Uncle Clem. He had been worse than all the men she’d ever been with. As she allowed memories of previous clients to enter her mind, she remembered Dolores saying she had a new job somewhere. Ellie tried to remember where. She guessed that Dolores would still be in the same kind of work. That line of business always needs girls. If I can pass muster, I’ll beg Dolores to take me with her. She pushed her bedclothes off and looked down at her legs, viewing her lower body objectively. Her face had recovered well and she knew makeup would make it look desirable again, but when she scanned the rest of her misshapen body she could not avoid seeing her legs. Not only were they withered from months of non-use, but the new swollen bruise contorted her weaker leg over the new break. Her small rays of hope shrank to needles of painful awareness.

	Later that night, while Ellie lay unable to sleep in her uncomfortable bed, a minute droplet of fat dislodged itself from the bone marrow in her broken femur. It travelled through her bloodstream. As Ellie thought about her broken body and her total lack of power, the tiny particle from her fractured bone made its way through her shattered body. She turned towards the wall and the will to survive slowly drained from her as the minute fragment of fat reached a blood vessel in her lung. 

	#

	Matron sighed. It seemed that there was only one possible place for Ellie Greene to go, and that was to her uncle’s house. She rubbed the back of her neck as she prepared herself for the unpleasant task of giving her patient the unwelcome news.

	A knock on the door interrupted Matron’s train of thought. 

	“Enter.”

	A man in his early forties wearing an old-fashioned tweed suit stood hesitantly at the door. “I’ve come to see Ellie Greene.”

	“Another uncle, I suppose?”

	“Uncle? Good heavens, no. I’m her solicitor.”

	Matron invited him into the room.

	The solicitor took a seat and continued, “Our firm has been looking after the trust set up for Miss Greene after her parents died.”

	“A trust?” Matron sat up. “Tell me more.” 

	The solicitor said, “The nature of my business is with Miss Greene. I can’t discuss it with—” 

	Matron interrupted, “All and sundry. Yes, I understand, but I’m hardly all and sundry. I’m the matron of Miss Greene’s ward and we have the difficult problem of deciding what is to become of her when she leaves this hospital. What you tell me might be able to help.”

	The solicitor sighed. “This is confidential, but if you think . . .”

	“I do. We may have to send Miss Greene somewhere I suspect she’ll find very disagreeable. Anything which will help us avoid that, will be most welcome.”

	“All right.” The solicitor took a deep breath. “Ellie Greene was eight years old when her parents died. My senior partner, who was her father’s closest friend, set up a trust for her education. Up until she went to university the money was paid directly to Mr Stoneleigh, her uncle. He paid for her school fees and so forth.” The solicitor stopped and looked at Matron. “Am I going too fast?”

	“Not at all. Please continue.”

	“Just before Miss Greene went to university she came to us and asked if the trust would pay the money directly to her college for the fees. She also asked for some of the money to go to herself to cover student living expenses and skating. Although this was rather unorthodox we looked into it and found it was all in order since it still kept within the confines of the trust’s aims. Her uncle didn’t like the new arrangement but it was all above board, and now . . .”

	“What’s changed now?”

	The solicitor beamed. “Next week she’ll be twenty-one. The trust will be wound up, since she will be an adult. The terms of the trust were to look after her money until that time.” He continued grinning at Matron. “In other words, she comes into her inheritance. It’s currently invested because the trustees thought it the best option but she will have a good income from it.”

	“I see.” Matron suddenly felt less tired. “Well, I’m sure you’d like to go and tell her the good news.”

	#

	Matron and the solicitor stood at the door of Ellie’s room. Bright July sunlight streamed from the window onto Ellie’s golden hair which was spread about the pillow, while her body was curved away from the door.

	Matron walked forward and tapped Ellie’s shoulder. After a moment or two she frowned. She pulled back the sheet and blanket and brought her fingers to the side of Ellie’s neck. 

	Ellie’s solicitor stood rooted to the spot. He knew that Matron was searching for a pulse. His eyes closed briefly in silent prayer but when he opened them, Matron was shaking her head. “I’m afraid it’s too late.”

	#

	Tess and Rosa arrived at Trenbridge Hospital to visit Ellie. They pushed through the heavy doors and saw Dudley walking slowly along the polished corridor with hunched shoulders and head hung low. They watched him narrowly avoid a passing nurse, then when he looked up, they saw his face was tearstained.

	Tess and Rosa quickened their steps. “What’s wrong?”

	Dudley looked at them through dull eyes. “She’s dead. I didn’t know she was going to die.” His voice came out between strangled sobs.

	Tess let out a small gasp. Rosa took Dudley’s shoulders and steered him to a wooden bench at the side of the wide corridor.

	“She was everything.” Dudley leaned forward so that his face was close to his knees. He held his head in his hands and tears dripped on the shiny floor. Rosa lay her arm across Dudley’s back and reached for his hand.

	Tess sat silently, staring ahead. “Life’s so unfair,” she whispered into the unconcerned hospital corridor. 

	 


Chapter 31: July 1959

	 

	Bartholomew Winters stood in an open windswept space with a group of the Angelis gang. Solid silver zips shone against dull worn leather. Each jacket’s patina held a story of long and violent struggle. Extra grease applied to unwashed hair pushed above generous collars added to the way each man wished to be seen. Sections of tattooed skin escaping from sleeve ends completed the look.

	Bartholomew said, “The police must believe it is the result of gang warfare.”

	The biggest, most articulate man replied, “But we need to know who you want to be worm food and who you just want roughed up.” 

	“This is an operation that I believe is called, ‘killing two birds with one stone’. The Maretti henchmen believe they will have the pleasure of bruising and beating these two men.” Bartholomew passed around small black and white photos of Peregrine and Dudley. “But you must not allow that to happen. I want the Maretti men eliminated completely. You may do this how you wish. I want these two men,” he paused pointing to the photos, “to witness their eradication. Then you may hurt them. You may do this hard, but do not kill them.”

	#

	Rosa insisted on taking Dudley home from the hospital. As they left the house she said, “I’m sorry, but Tess and I have to start on the journey home.” She paused. “I don’t like to leave you on your own. I think you should have someone with you.” 

	“Pere—” Dudley started then snapped his mouth shut.

	“That’s someone you’ll have to phone yourself,” Rosa said stiffly.

	Tess didn’t hear the exchange between her mother and Dudley. On the way back to the car she said, “We have to tell Jem.” 

	They drove in silence to the part of London where Jeremy lived and found it to be half-day closing. When they rang the bell to his flat there was no answer. 

	“Come on, Mum, we’d better try the ice rink. Look, it’s tea-time. They might have a figures session.”

	#

	Jeremy looked up as he was finishing a figure. Earlier that afternoon his heart had plummeted when he’d seen Lloyd walk along the rubber matting. He had successfully managed the figures session without being distracted by thoughts of his nemesis. This time he saw Tess and Rosa, both grim-faced. The memory of Vanessa arriving at Trenbridge ice rink crashed into his head. Then it had been news of Lazaro’s appendicitis. He felt certain it would be bad news again. He left the ice, reached for his guards and slid them over his blades before walking towards his friends.

	#

	Dudley’s brain focussed enough through its fog to understand Rosa’s refusal to phone Peregrine. He was ashamed of mentioning his name, but that made him even more miserable, so he went to a phone box and called his friend anyway.

	Peregrine arrived at Dudley’s house with only one idea: getting drunk. “Let’s face it, old man, there’s nothing you can do about it. Getting sloshed won’t change anything, but it will at least drown your sorrows.”

	Dudley longed for the pain of losing Ellie to subside and couldn’t wait for the anaesthetising effect of alcohol.

	The two men started at the Wheatsheaf. In the dull light from the saloon bar, the two pints of bitter glowed. 

	Peregrine desperately wanted to keep Dudley from dwelling on thoughts of Ellie. “I have everything lined up for when we leave the ice rink. I’ve got some nice little properties I’ve recently exchanged on. I need to spend some time on them—get them up to scratch. What about you, old man?”

	Dudley stared into his bitter. “Dunno.” His thoughts drifted back to the night of the attack, to the small bright blade. If Hardmann hadn’t pulled that knife, we wouldn’t have killed him.

	Peregrine scratched his chin. “I know it’s all different at the rink now. I think the old bat’s trying to make the place run to a profit. I have to say I have a grudging respect for that. I don’t think old Hardmann cared whether it made money or not.”

	Two young men with slicked-back hair and long, lean jackets sat behind them. Black velvet collars absorbed the light from the Victorian wall lamps. At the name Hardmann, their ears had pricked up through their glossy, Brylcreemed hair. The eyes of one young man grew round with interest as he twisted the golden rings on his fingers. He looked across the table at the other young man and tapped his nose. With a barely visible movement he inclined his head to indicate that they might benefit from eavesdropping. They remained unobserved. 

	Dudley replied, “Why did Hardmann have an ice rink if he didn’t want to make money out of it?”

	The two men behind them smirked and each took a mouthful of their ale. 

	Peregrine sighed. He didn’t want to start talking about Lazaro having illegal businesses. He remembered the last time he’d tried to explain that to Dudley. He was still having nightmares about that evening. He shook his head and said, “Drink up. Next one’s at The Green Man.”

	Peregrine and Dudley failed to notice the sharply dressed Maretti henchmen in The Green Man, and when they decided to move on to The Slippery Eel they were beyond realizing that they were being followed.

	#

	To the casual observer, Dudley, Peregrine and the two men following them might have been a group of four people. They approached a large stone bridge spanning the River Tren and, instead of crossing it, scrambled down towards the paved footpath under the bridge. 

	Four men in black leather hurtled down the slope from either side of the bridge. Peregrine and Dudley were overtaken as the Maretti henchmen were surrounded. 

	A whooping Angelis member yelled, “Lackeys of the bloody Marettis. What makes you fink you owns the place? Down with ugly ’Orace and loony Lonny. Hangelis forever!” 

	Expensive camel-coloured jackets were torn and spattered with mud as fists shot out and the two men were punched to the ground. Their shiny gold rings were no use as flashing silver chains slashed through the air.

	Knotted rope was quickly drawn across the neck of each man. The rope was pulled with sudden force before they were kicked into the Tren.

	Peregrine edged towards the wall dragging Dudley. Both men tried to melt into the stone behind them.

	The largest of the leather clad men, a giant with locks of black greasy hair, noticed Peregrine pulling his friend. “Look! They’re over there!” he shouted and lunged towards Dudley and Peregrine. 

	A thickset man in black studded leather hurtled towards Peregrine with head down and outstretched arms. His head crashed into his victim’s abdomen.

	The air slammed from Peregrine’s body. Winded, he opened his mouth for breath. It seemed to take forever to arrive before the precious molecules slowly filtered into his lungs.

	The man seized him around the waist and hoisted him high. “We was told ter to dust you up a bit.”

	Peregrine’s body bounced off the hard footpath. Welcome oxygen arrived back in his lungs. 

	Another man came from behind carrying a heavy chain. Seeing Peregrine almost inert, he wound his chain and held it in one fist. The thickset man shouted, “Na. You can’t ’ave this one. We was told to dust ’im up, but not to kill ’im.”

	The chain-wielding man snarled, “I aint one o’ your men, but seeing as you don’t like the look o’ my chain, I’ll just kick ’im in.”

	Peregrine hit the surface with a heavy splash.The cold water enveloped him. I have to get out, he thought but he remained a statue, frozen in time. His brain worked in short spurts. They thought I was dead. A few moments of nothing. I must move my arms, my legs. No action. His head lolled to one side automatically holding itself so that his mouth was above the surface. 

	Slowly, Peregrine’s lower body became heavier. Waterlogged leather shoes added weight. He knew he should try to get rid of them, but his feet were numb. It cost him all his effort to keep his mouth open. His body weight gradually pulled him down. He struggled to keep his mouth above the surface. When the first mouthful lapped into it, Peregrine’s body automatically struggled for air and half-formed thoughts pushed through his brain. What if Hardmann wasn’t dead when we threw him in the Tren? His lungs coughed up the brackish water as his mind filled with pictures of Lazaro’s body in the same river. Soon there was too much liquid to be coughed out. 

	As Peregrine’s body submerged, a fleet of unwelcome images accompanied him to the depths. His body gurgled beneath the surface. As it sank it was caught in an eddy surrounding a long-discarded Harley Davidson. Once past the obstacle, the current took Peregrine’s body and pushed it back along the river bed into a fissure which cut deep into the rock. Peregrine’s body was firmly lodged in the crevice and under the motorbike. 

	#

	Dudley was still breathing when he smacked into the river face up. He was not, however, able to do anything to save himself. His bruised and battered body was held up by his ballooning jacket.

	The terrain around the river changed as the Tren carried Dudley south-east. The outskirts of Trenbridge gave way to flat countryside dotted with small villages. Dudley drifted downstream with the current for a few miles until he thumped into the side of a small boat moored to a grassy bank. 

	A young woman in the boat heard the sound of Dudley’s body bumping along the side. She peered out of one of the hatches. She could still hear the knocking sound against the wooden planks. She clambered through the hatch and looked over the rails.

	The woman saw the dim shape of Dudley swaying in the darkness. She grabbed a pole and gently prodded his body until he came around to the shore. She stumbled down the sloping riverbank and waded in until she reached Dudley’s shoulders. She tried to grab them but the slippery fabric proved difficult to handle. The woman had to push through into deeper, sludgy depths until she stood chest high in the cold, unforgiving river. Her sinewy arms pulled at Dudley’s body which moved more readily from that angle. The woman managed to manoeuvre him so that his head and shoulders were out of the river. She gripped the muddy bank and heaved herself up. She bent down to Dudley’s open mouth looking for signs of breathing. An explosion of foul-smelling river water and vomit erupted from Dudley’s mouth. It poured out over her hands and onto the muddy bank. She saw his chest expand as he inhaled. The woman grabbed his shoulders and pulled him over to his side then rinsed her hands in the Tren. 

	It took a long time for the woman to heave Dudley up the riverbank. Once his body was on the grass she sat down, panting. She wondered whether to strip off his soggy clothing, but decided the biting, cold night would be no kinder. 

	Dudley stirred.

	The woman bent and held his shoulders. She looked into the swollen slits of his eyes. “Listen, I’m trying to get you up to the boat, but you must help me.”

	“Urghh . . .” Dudley moaned.

	“I mean it.” Her voice was urgent. “Put your elbow out. Take your weight on it.”

	Dudley clenched his teeth and pushed his left elbow along the mud so that he could raise his shoulder.

	“Good.”

	Over the next hour, with a mixture of physical support and verbal encouragement, the woman managed to heave Dudley up the gangplank and onto her barge.

	Once inside the warmth of her boat, the woman stripped Dudley of his wet clothing, rubbed him with a towel and then covered him with a rug. She boiled a pan of water and made two mugs of tea.

	Dudley slept fitfully that night. The following day he struggled through his waking hours and stumbled out his story in dollops of incoherent ramblings. The recurrent mention of a small glinting knife was mixed with other confused parts of his story and became another fragment of the attack on him. 

	The woman fed him soft boiled eggs and soup. She listened and pieced together the sense in Dudley’s story. Over the following days he slept a lot and while he did the woman crossed a field to another where a nearby circus was coming towards the end of its time in that town. 

	The woman was accustomed to talking to Travellers. They were used to her passing by on her way to buy eggs and milk. She’d even bought provisions for them sometimes. She discovered that the circus was in need of more hands to erect the big top when they arrived at their next destination. People were also needed to travel ahead and paste flyers in towns before the circus arrived. There were other jobs that the animal handlers and acrobats were too busy to do. The woman talked to many of the circus people and eventually to the owner.

	“I’ve got a man on my barge over there,” she waved in the direction of the river. “Half-drowned, but recovering . . . I know he’d be grateful for a job with you.”

	Leo Lovell, the owner, squinted at the July sun which was emerging from behind the big top. “There’s many a man that’s run away with the circus. Always has been, always will be.” Leo continued, shielding his eyes with his hands, and looking up at the woman. “Will he be trouble?”

	The woman shook her head. “Looks like someone wanted him dead. From what he’s said, I’m guessing his friend’s been drowned. He wants to be away from his home town and of course to be invisible.”

	Leo chuckled. “Well, I reckon circus people are pretty invisible. When we’re not in the ring dressed up in our finery, nobody out there would notice us.”

	“Can I tell him he’s got a job with you?”

	“I’d better meet him first. See for myself, eh?”

	#

	In a London gentlemen’s club, Horace Maretti was brought the news of the bungled attempt to frighten both Peregrine and Dudley. A bedraggled Maretti underling had escaped after the Angelis had hurtled down the hill. He’d watched the scene as the Maretti henchmen were beaten by the new gang. “It were real bedlam. They was after the same targets, then a great monster of a man comes outta nowhere and he wades in wiv a chain. Dunno where ee came from. Ee weren’t part of them ’an he weren’t part of our gang. I dunno what ’appened after that”.

	#

	Two days before Ellie’s funeral, Clem Stoneleigh wrote an advertisement for his local newspaper. For sale, mahogany commode. Brand new.

	Fran brought him a cup of tea with a biscuit on the saucer. She looked over his shoulder. “Maybe you should add ‘never used’,” she advised.

	“Don’t be ridiculous. It says, ‘brand new’. I have to pay by the word, that would be saying the same thing twice—a waste of money.” Clem bristled. He hadn’t wanted to put the advertisement in the paper. It was a final admission that his lovely niece was forever out of his grasp. 

	Over the long years of marriage to Clem, Fran had slid into half-following his trail of thoughts. She persisted. “I wonder how she suddenly got her voice back?” 

	It was on the tip of Clem’s tongue to admit everything. It would be so good to get everything off his chest. Partly formed words bounced around in his mouth. He tried to change them for ones that would not give him away, but the words stuck in his throat. He tried to clear it. Instead, a strange gurgling sound came from his mouth. 

	“Hwah . . .” Clem tried to look at Fran. There were suddenly two Frans in the room. They loomed towards him together.

	“Clem, dear, are you all right?”

	Clem wanted to scream, Of course I’m not, woman! Can’t you see? but it came out as “Gercherrcl . . .”

	Fran walked towards Clem and lightly touched his sleeve.

	He wanted to throw his wife’s hand off his arm, but it wouldn’t move. A small dribble of saliva escaped the corner of his mouth. He tried to wave Fran away with the other arm. It too, was weak. He managed to lift it off the side of the chair but then it flopped back down again.

	Fran’s forehead creased. She sat down opposite him. “You’re having a stroke, aren’t you, dear?”

	A flicker of pure hate appeared in Clem’s eyes.

	Fran’s eyes danced. She licked the outside of her dry lips and allowed a calculating smile to spread over her face. “I’ll just go and get my Reader’s Digest encyclopaedia and check it out.” She stood up and looked at him over her shoulder. “Don’t go anywhere, will you?” 

	Clem heard the words. His brain refused to decode them. He did however understand that Fran had the power to help him. He wanted to spit at his wife, but he didn’t have any control of what happened inside his mouth, any more than he had over what the rest of his body would or wouldn’t do.

	Fran returned with a heavy book. She sat down again. “I’ll read out some symptoms, shall I?”

	The words meant nothing to Clem although he recognised the pure malevolence in his wife’s voice. Hate blazed from his eyes as he tried to talk again. More saliva dribbled down his chin.

	Fran half-read the book on her lap and half-looked at her husband. She waited, listening to the clock tick.

	“I don’t want you to die here. That would be far too easy for you.” She looked at his panic-stricken face and stroked his hair. “I’ll give it another five minutes then I’ll phone for an ambulance.”

	#

	After Ellie’s funeral, Jeremy, Tess and Rosa sat in a small café opposite the graveyard.

	“I don’t understand why Dudley wasn’t there,” Rosa began.

	“Who knows?” Tess kicked at the table leg. “Probably drowning his sorrows with that scumbag friend of his. He always told us Ellie was the most important person in his life . . . that he loved her to distraction and then he couldn’t be bothered to turn up for her funeral. Anyway, I’m glad that creepy uncle of hers wasn’t there.” She shuddered as she stirred her tea. “Her aunt mentioned something about a stroke. I wish he’d had one earlier. I’m sure Ellie was scared of him.”

	“Hush, dear,” Rosa admonished. Then she put her head on one side as if thinking. “On the other hand, I was there when she regained her voice. She clearly wanted nothing to do with him.” Her fingers strayed to the side of her chin. “You know, he did look rather like the judge that she and Jeremy seemed to dislike so much.”

	There was a short silence, then Jeremy spoke softly. “I don’t want her to have died in vain.”

	Tess frowned. “Whatever d’you mean, Jem? Whatever can you mean?”

	“Well,” Jeremy replied slowly, “skating was her life, or at least a big part of it, and she was the most beautiful skater we’ve ever known. I want to remember all her unique moves and re-create them. I’m going to try to put as many of them as I can into my next programme.”

	“But they’re girls’ . . .” Tess started, then trailed off.

	Jeremy smiled sadly. “It doesn’t matter, or rather, it shouldn’t. A beautiful move should be just that. Beautiful. It shouldn’t matter who performs it.” 

	Rosa reached for Jeremy’s hand, but Tess said, “Well I only hope you don’t have Denver Harvey marking you, Jem.”

	




Chapter 32: July 1959

	 

	Vanessa’s phone rang.

	“Miss Crosskey, it’s me—Sonia from the rink. We don’t have a manager this morning. Neither Peregrine nor Dudley have turned up. What’ll I do?”

	“I’ll be along as soon as I can.”

	On the drive to the rink, Vanessa wondered how long she could do without managers. Once there, Sonia approached her with a list of tasks for the morning. “And these are jobs that only one of the managers can do.”

	Vanessa scanned the list. “How many of these things could you do?”

	“I could do them all, but I gotta be here on reception.” Sonia’s jaw stuck out and the heels of her white stilettoes bore into the scuffed rubber matting.

	“I understand we need someone at reception. I can hold the fort here for an hour or so. I need you to go into the office. Before you start on that long list, I want you to find another receptionist for today.”

	Rumours of the disappearance of both Dudley and Peregrine were carried from rink to rink, each time changing as new opinions were added. Eventually the news arrived in London at Bishops Rink. By that time, it was thought that the pair had embezzled a large sum of money and had disappeared with it. 

	Lloyd had been accepted grudgingly at Bishops Rink after he had destroyed every single Polaroid photo he could lay his hands on. He told everybody at the rink that the stories of the after-party had been much exaggerated. He even added that there had been a conspiracy by Sven to have him discredited.

	Jeremy was practising so hard that he barely took in the news of Peregrine and Dudley’s disappearance. He was working on a complicated sequence with steps and moves he remembered from Ellie’s programmes. He had not, however, coated himself with enough psychological armour to ignore Lloyd’s arrival.

	#

	Far away from the events of London and Trenbridge, Bartholomew Winters worked hard on his steadily growing empire. The continued success of his factory in Wales had seen him realise his dream of a vast side wing. This was in the process of being incorporated next to the Hanmouth football team’s impressive training gym.

	At the time that Peregrine perished, and Dudley was being brought back from the jaws of death, Bartholomew insisted that his new glamorous premises were still primarily the home of the Hanmouth football team. His trusted receptionist understood that the two businesses were to be kept entirely separate. The new wing would be, in many ways, a recreation of the Castle Hill’s fourth floor. The special clients were few but wealthy and the secret remained well-kept. 

	Vanessa also brought news that could not be found in newspapers, magazines, radio or television. Bartholomew had been kept up to date on the progress of the Trenbridge Ice Rink and the whereabouts of Jeremy. At the end of each meeting Bartholomew sighed.

	“The boy gave me the best year of my life. I will never forget it. All others are just . . .” He shrugged his shoulders and blew as if puffing a dandelion seed-head.

	Later that evening Bartholomew sat in Hanmouth’s only top-class restaurant with a young man he had picked up in London the previous weekend. The first course had been consumed and Bartholomew tried to coax some conversation from the seemingly tongue-tied young man opposite him. 

	Bartholomew’s back was to the door so he didn’t notice when Denver Harvey entered with a woman in early middle-age who held a white stick. They moved towards the table next to Bartholomew and the young man. For a moment Bartholomew held his breath. This would be the first time someone from his previous life had unwittingly come across him.

	The woman with Denver accidentally knocked into Bartholomew’s table while moving towards her chair. The elderly judge apologised to Bartholomew who nodded slightly. Denver looked straight into Bartholomew’s face and didn’t recognise him.

	When menus were brought, the woman sighed. “Menus are never in braille. Please read it for me, Dad.”

	While Denver obligingly read the menu aloud to his daughter, Ursula, Bartholomew remembered he had seen her at a few competitions when she had accompanied her father. He’d wondered why somebody who was blind should wish to go to an ice skating competition.

	The meals at each table progressed with the unhurried ease favoured by expensive restaurants. Towards the end, Bartholomew’s young man said, “So where next, Barty?”

	Bartholomew wiped his mouth with his napkin. “What would you like to do?”

	Ursula’s ears picked up on the clipped accent, but she had trained herself not to show anything. She knew that people expected to be recognised primarily by their appearance.

	At Bartholomew’s table, the young man leaned back. “Pub down the road looked good.”

	“I am not over fond of such places. A nightclub perhaps.”

	Ursula’s brain whirred. There it was again. That formal speech, that distinct accent. She swivelled around until her head was facing Bartholomew. “Why, Mr Hardmann, how nice to hear your voice again. It’s been such a long time. Please forgive us. We must have seemed rude.” She turned reproachfully towards her father. “Dad, why ever didn’t you greet Mr Hardmann? I had no idea he was sitting right here.” 

	Denver looked across the table and took in Bartholomew’s face for the first time. He saw darker skin and hair, a neat moustache, beard and tinted glasses. He stared for a few moments, layering the face in front of him on top of the remembered face of Lazaro Hardmann. “Well, well, well. I wondered what had happened to you. We had a business, you and I.”

	The young man looked from Denver to Bartholomew with sleepy, cunning eyes. He thought Bartholomew had said his name was Winters when he’d been picked up in London. Here it appeared his host was being addressed by a different name, one that made him uncomfortable. He wondered if he would be able to make some money from that knowledge.

	Bartholomew was quick. He turned to his companion. “I am sorry, I have some business here. I had completely forgotten. I will have to ask you to excuse me.” He dug in his pocket and withdrew a wad of notes. “Here. Please take a taxi to the station. I will phone you in London.” 

	The young man pocketed the money deciding that instead of blackmail, acceptance from such a generous, but possibly dangerous, man would be preferable.

	After the young man had gone, Denver ordered cognac to be brought for both tables. The men talked of neutral matters, eyeing each other carefully. 

	When Ursula tapped her way into the ladies, Denver took the opportunity of leaning forward. “Don’t you think you owe me something, Hardmann?” Every word reeked of resentment. “We had a deal with that hotel and then one day I found you’d scarpered.”

	“The business was taken from me. I was not bought out. That is the way with such things.”

	Denver’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you look so different if you’re not running away?”

	“There was some other unfinished business. It was easier this way. I owe you nothing from Castle Hill Hotel, but I am grateful for the favour you did regarding the position in one of your wine shops. Also, I would prefer you not to mention that you have seen me and for that I will arrange for you to have one girl for one occasion only and at your hotel. You will pay her directly. That is the only offer I will make.”

	Ursula tapped her way back from the ladies and Denver hurriedly wrote his hotel name and room number on a piece of paper and pushed it across to the table. Bartholomew noticed that Denver had also written, ‘Tonight. I go home tomorrow’.

	Bartholomew paid his bill and bid Denver and Ursula goodnight. He went directly to his business empire and let himself into the new side wing. 

	He walked straight to the receptionist. “Do we have any girls we can send to the Maybury Hotel tonight?”

	The receptionist looked confused. “I don’t understand. You always said the girls work from here.”

	“There is a client, but I do not want him on these premises. I would like, if possible, someone who will be energetic. Is Dolores in? I would like a word with her.”

	Dolores was found in the wardrobe room where she was making an inventory of items in need of replacement. 

	Bartholomew nodded when he saw her. “The receptionist is finding me a girl to go to the Maybury Hotel for Mr Harvey. Can you remember what he favours in the way of clothing and accessories?”

	“He used to like girls in skating dresses. We don’t have them anymore. Hanmouth doesn’t have an ice rink and the dresses weren’t popular here.”

	“Can you remember anything else he favoured?”

	“Occasional cross dressing and a bit of S and M.”

	“That is good. Will you please equip the girl with everything she needs. You may travel with her in the taxi and wait for her in the room. You are booked in under the names of Mrs and Miss Jones. It was the only free room and is not on the same floor as Mr Harvey’s.”

	After a few minutes a tall girl appeared wearing a deep corset which laced at the front and spilled her breasts out at an alarming angle. Black fishnet stockings were held by long suspenders. Her feet disappeared into exceedingly high stilettos. 

	Bartholomew nodded. “You look good. I think you have been told this is an unusual assignment. You are to go to the Maybury Hotel, but you must remove your makeup and change into your everyday clothes for the journey. My usual business rules apply. You must look unobtrusive when you arrive—dull coat and shoes. Dolores will carry your clothes and equipment in the suitcase.”

	#

	Denver waited restlessly in room 124 of the Maybury Hotel. He wondered what the girl would look like. He conjured up memories of various faces from Lazaro’s stables, but his mind invariably slipped back to one he had never succeeded in laying his hands on. 

	He lay on the bed and reached inside his jacket pocket. His mottled hands trembled as he withdrew his wallet and rifled through crisp banknotes. Finally, he came to a black and white photo of Ellie. His eyes watered at the sight of her standing on the podium after a competition. He stroked the demure high-necked dress then brought his fingers down to the legs neatly crossed for the photo.

	A knock at the door disturbed Denver’s reverie and he placed the photo on the bedside table. “Come in,” he called.

	The girl, Madeleine, walked in. She still wore her twill raincoat and beret. For a moment Denver felt short-changed. Madeleine threw open her coat in one smooth movement and said, “Sorry about that, but it wouldn’t do to be seen in the corridor like this.”

	“Ah.” Denver struggled to prop his massive body up. He looked towards Madeleine’s suitcase. “What d’you have in there m’dear?”

	Madeleine placed the case on the bed and opened the lid so that the contents were hidden from Denver’s view. She looked at him over the lid and said, “Now, I wonder, what would you like to be in here?”

	“Magic. I want to be transformed.”

	Madeleine licked her upper lip. “I have some special toys and I have some clothes. Which would you like first?”

	“Clothes. Let me see the clothes.” Denver’s excitement left him temporarily unable to move. He thrashed around trying to sit properly. “Help me, m’dear.”

	Madeleine shoved all the pillows under his head then pushed and panted until he was almost sitting up. She held up a pair of fishnet stockings.       

	“Too vulgar,” Denver announced.

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow, gestured to her legs and asked, “Fishnets?”

	“No, no. They’re all right on you. You should look like that. I want to wear something a bit more refined. D’you have any silk stockings?”

	Madeleine chose a pair of fine deniered stockings and drew them over her shoulders and across her body. “Like these?”

	Denver’s breathing became heavier. He reached towards the stockings. Madeleine held them a few inches away from him. Denver lurched forward and grabbed them. “You get my trousers off. I need you to dress me.”

	When Madeleine had successfully removed Denver’s trousers he looked unhappily down at his legs. “They’re too hairy. You must shave them.”

	Madeleine disappeared into the small bathroom and returned with a razor. When Denver’s legs were smooth, she leaned over him so that her bulging breasts were inches from his huge stomach. Denver tried to grab the offered flesh but was lying at the wrong angle. He flailed, then fell back on the soft bed like a stranded elephant seal.

	       “I don’t think we’ll get suspenders on. How about a silk negligee?” 

	“Mmm, silk on my skin. I like that.”

	Madeleine brought out a huge pale blue negligee with lace trimming and satin ribbons.

	Denver reached for it, and somehow Madeleine managed to drape it over his massive shoulders so that it fell over each side.

	“D’you want makeup?” Madeleine turned to the suitcase.

	“Only lipstick. Then I want to see what’s in there.”

	Madeleine applied a wide red mouth to Denver’s now heavily sweating face. “I’ll dab you down a bit and then find you a mirror.”

	“I don’t need a mirror. I’ve a pretty good idea what I look like, but I like the way I feel.” He ran his fingers over the soft silk. “I want to see the toys you have in there. I need to be punished today.”

	Madeleine brought out a leather whip and a pair of handcuffs.

	Denver nodded in approval. “D’you have more handcuffs? I’d like to be restrained to both ends of the bed.”

	Madeleine cuffed Denver’s feet to the bottom of the bed and was about to take his hands when he said, “No, wait a moment.” He turned towards the bedside table and grabbed the photo of Ellie. He propped it on his chest using his vast stomach to hold it in place.

	“Now you can cuff my hands. Make sure this doesn’t fall off. If it does you must put it back. I want to see it while I suffer.” He stopped for a moment and readjusted the photo. “And you will make me suffer, won’t you?”

	After Madeleine had cuffed Denver’s hands, her long, strong arms lifted the whip and cracked it down on his legs. 

	A blast of adrenaline obliterated the pain in Denver’s legs. It shot across his chest and down his arm. His body raised itself automatically and the photo fell from his chest. He opened his mouth and his eyes tried to follow to where it had fallen. Madeleine picked up the photo with her left hand. “I’ll hold it. You’ll still be able to see it.” She raised her right arm and cracked the whip down again. This time the leather lashed against softer belly flesh.

	Denver’s eyes watered. The sharp sting in his belly sent a volley through his whole body and he felt an unexpected pain in his chest. The agony was greater than he’d thought possible, but he moaned. “More, oh more. I deserve more.”

	Three or four more times, Madeleine brought the whip down causing large red welts across his torso. Then she put the whip down.

	“That’s enough. I don’t think you can take any more. I don’t want to kill you.”

	“No, don’t stop,” Denver begged. He took a deep breath, but the air didn’t arrive in his lungs. He tried to inhale again. His whole body was drenched with sweat and his chest felt as if the entire room had caved in and was crushing him. With his last remaining strength, he reached towards the photo then slumped back on the bed.

	Madeleine’s eyes widened. She bent over him and felt for a pulse. There wasn’t one. She unlocked the handcuffs and pushed them hurriedly into the case with the whip. She reached for Denver’s wallet and took out all the money. Then, thinking better of it, she calculated what she would have earned, and put the rest back. She wondered whether to replace the photo in the wallet as well, but at the last moment shoved it in her pocket. She dressed in her twill raincoat and beret and took a quick inventory of the room. She took a dispassionate look over Denver’s inert body lying on the bed. The stockings, negligee and lipstick would tell some of the story and she knew the welts and the marks left from the handcuffs would tell the rest of it. Madeleine picked up her suitcase and opened the door quietly. The corridor was empty. She took the ‘do not disturb’ sign and hung it on the outside of Denver’s door then walked briskly back to the room on the next floor.

	After Madeleine told Dolores what had happened, Dolores said, “We could pack up and go now, but if there’s anyone on the front desk it will look suspicious. I think our best plan is to go to bed and have breakfast as if nothing has happened. It’s a good thing Mr Winters insists on arrival in sensible clothes. We’ll have you clean scrubbed and I’ll scrape your hair back and you can wear my glasses. Then straight after breakfast we’ll sign out and leave.”

	 


Chapter 33: July 1959

	 

	Jeremy talked to his coach, Wallace, about Ellie. “I know you’d have seen her at competitions around the country before her accident. She always left an impression, didn’t she?”

	The coach nodded.

	Jeremy continued, “Although the way she skated was unique, I’d like to incorporate some of her movements into my programme.”

	Wallace shut his eyes in an effort to recall specific moves of Ellie’s. “Yes, I do remember. Some of them require great flexibility. Generally, girls have that, but men tend to lack it.”

	“We were good friends. We used to relax and have fun for a bit after serious practice. We often imitated each other.” Jeremy recalled his unsuccessful attempts and added, “But at the time it was only fun. If I do it now, it’ll be serious.”

	“Yes, I think it’s a good idea, but at present I’d like you to keep it for practise. I don’t want any of those moves in your competition programme.”

	“Why not?”

	“A few reasons.” Wallace switched to an authoritative voice. “The main one is that you only have a short time to prepare for the next competition. You must view every moment of your programme as an opportunity to gain marks. Beautiful artistic moves take valuable seconds, and the judges don’t always appreciate their technical difficulty.”

	“So, I can work on Ellie’s moves, but not for my competition programme, right?”

	“Yes. There may come a time when the world of skating is ready.”

	#

	Obituaries for Denver Harvey appeared in all the broadsheet papers, a few tabloids and various skating magazines. Some had been written many years previously and had spent time sitting in the ‘announcements’ drawer of the newspaper’s filing cabinet. The Times however, had been meticulous in writing to him every year enquiring politely about his recent activities. Denver had always written back listing the competitions he was judging at the time. He also outlined the ways he had been involved in major changes in the marking system. He was, in short, a respected figure in the world of skating. 

	Wallace handed Jeremy a skating magazine. “Here, have a look at Denver Harvey’s obit.”

	“I’ve already read it.” Jeremy glanced at the article and photo. He wasn’t sure if he was expected to say anything else.

	“Don’t look so hunted. I’d have thought this would free you up, make you feel less oppressed.”

	Jeremy handed the magazine back to Wallace. “Denver Harvey didn’t make me feel hunted or oppressed. He didn’t like my skating, or me—anything about me—what he thought I stood for, I suppose. He always marked me down. Everyone knew that. But it’s hard to live with feeling pleased that someone’s died.”

	Wallace folded his magazine in half and made a swatting movement. “Hmm. Well, I’m not sorry he’s gone. I think it’ll do wonders for your skating.”

	The conversation with Wallace triggered a need in Jeremy to talk to one of his friends. He wanted to phone Tess, but remembered how she’d said Ellie’s unique style was made out of girls’ moves. He didn’t want the gloss taken off his new-found confidence. 

	#

	Bartholomew inspected the land he’d bought and saw with satisfaction that existing houses had been demolished and the ground was levelled ready for the new ice rink. He thought about the laundering of his money which was becoming difficult as so much was coming in from his various enterprises. Most of the cash went through the Trenbridge Ice Rink but he felt that to be an inefficient way of doing business. 

	The next time Vanessa visited, Bartholomew sat with her in the light airy offices of his Hanmouth empire.

	“It is becoming not just onerous, but possibly dangerous for you to help with the switching of money. It is not sensible for me to expect you or Ivan to run the risk of carrying so much cash. The time has come for something new. I have started to build an ice rink. Hanmouth does not have one. Did you know that?”

	“You’ve mentioned it before,” Vanessa said. “I’ll be relieved not to have to carry boxes of skating accessories with false bottoms anymore. I’ll be glad not to be so secretive.” 

	“I am grateful you have done it thus far.”

	“You have given me an ice rink.”

	“And you have run many risks for me. Now I will run the risks for myself.”

	“Then I’ll become redundant. Would you like your rink back?” Vanessa tried to be playful.

	Bartholomew shook his head. “No, you have earned it.”

	After Vanessa left, Bartholomew learned of Lloyd’s night of debauchery and of his subsequent disgrace at Norrington. He laughed, thinking that Margarita would be a lady whom he would happily have added to his stables if he’d had the chance. Then his mood turned sombre as he wondered about the impact Lloyd would have on Jeremy in London. He didn’t want to discuss the problem of Lloyd with Vanessa, since he thought this particular situation might need a heavier hand. He called Ivan, the solidly built man with the scarred neck.

	#

	News of Spick’s night with Lloyd and other friends had also reached Gina together with a few black and white polaroid photos which Lloyd had not managed to lay his hands on. 

	“What sort of a crass idiot are you? You’ve lost your job and dropped your friend in the mire, and all for what?” Gina stared at Spick. “Our engagement’s over. I wouldn’t dream of marrying a numbskull.” She took off her engagement ring and placed it on the table. “I thought of throwing it at you, but I don’t think you’re even worth the effort.” With a flick of her hair she marched off.

	The following day Ivan offered Spick small packets of white powder, and the chance to become a minor dealer. He accepted immediately. 

	#

	Following Denver Harvey’s death, the Pendels wine company needed to reassess its finances and sell their smaller shops. Enid, who followed the business pages of the newspapers, wrote to the company head office and made an offer. Pendels was glad to have one less shop to worry about. A large amount of money was transferred from the account of Bartholomew Winters to that of Enid Crosskey and thence to Pendels whose solicitors were happy to draw up the deeds.

	Enid phoned Jeremy. “I’ve had another win on the pools and I’ve bought one of the Pendels wineshops—it’s the one you work in.”

	“Sorry, Enid. I don’t understand.”

	“It means I’m the new owner. You work for me now. Since I’m also your skating mentor, I’ve decided you should work out all the times you need to practise at the rink and put an ad in the paper for someone to cover those hours.”

	“Enid, you can’t do that. It’ll cost too much. The shop won’t make a profit.”

	“It’s my shop. I can do things how I like. My pools win was h-u-g-e.”

	“If it was that big, how come I didn’t see it in the newspapers?” Jeremy asked.

	Enid had expected this question and replied quickly, “Not everyone craves publicity. I asked for none. This way, I won’t get any begging letters.”

	#

	When Fran next visited Clem, Matron told her about the hospital’s desperate shortage of beds. 

	Fran smiled. “Since Clem’s been stabilized, I’m sure I can look after him at home.” 

	Neither Matron nor any of the nurses noticed the look of fear in Clem’s eyes as Fran continued, “Oh yes, I’m sure I can look after not only his physical needs, but also give him the loving care that he can only get at home.” She finished by saying, “I’ve had lots of alterations made. We even have a lovely brand-new commode.” 

	Rage replaced the fear in Clem’s eyes, but all the people who might have cared were looking at Fran with admiration. She phoned for a taxi to collect both her and Clem from the hospital. Once home she moved him into an uncomfortable wheelchair and wheeled him into their old dining room. Gone were the regency table and Queen Anne chairs. An iron-framed hospital bed dominated the room and next to it stood an ugly green cloth screen, which Clem knew hid the commode.

	“Here you are, dear. You always said this was your favourite room. I did think of putting you in the room you called your study, but then I thought, there’s not much point in that. You aren’t going to be studying anything anymore, are you?” Fran enjoyed letting the words fall from her mouth without the accompanying worry about how they would be received. She continued, “Now, you’re going to be spending a lot of time here, I’ve brought some of your most-loved pictures for you to look at during your long hours of contemplation.”

	Clem’s mind cleared long enough for him to wonder how Fran knew words like ‘contemplation’. His immobility left him no choice but to look at the photos Fran brought to him. 

	Ellie: at primary school in school uniform, pre-teen in a skating practise dress, at her first test, at her first competition, on and on . . .

	As Clem drank in the images before him, Fran watched him closely. She had hoped to torment him but instead detected a small flicker of pleasure in his eyes.

	“On second thoughts, I don’t think that these pictures are such a good idea after all. They might make you too excited. I’ll bring out all her certificates.” She scooped up all the photos and marched from the room with them. 

	Over the next few days Clem stared glumly at Ellie’s skating and academic diplomas and documents. Fran started to talk about a possible headstone for their niece. She brought home a pricelist from a local stonemason and enjoyed the slivers of hatred she detected in her husband’s eyes. She installed a full-length mirror in Clem’s room and took delight in wheeling him in front of it.

	“Look. Look at yourself now, you disgusting old man.” She held his jaw and watched his dismay as he took in his oddly uneven face and body. A steady stream of saliva coursed down one side of his chin. It had begun to cut a rivulet into the flesh which had at first reddened and later began to form a yellowish crust. Fran bunched up a towel, dabbed his wet collarbone and lay it over his chest. “All that revolting dribble, it’ll have somewhere to go now. Nobody could say I don’t look after you well, could they?”

	Clem could only make unintelligible sounds. Fran persuaded herself that it would be too difficult to decipher any meaning, but the more she ignored his utterances, the more she understood the meaning behind the sounds. She experimented with new ways of mortifying her husband and he settled into a life of abject misery. Every shred of dignity was stripped slowly and painfully as she taunted him. 

	#

	Jeremy grabbed his guards at the end of the session and looked enquiringly at his coach.

	Wallace said, “That was a good practise run, but I sense this isn’t enough for you. I can feel you like a wild horse—wanting to break out, but we need to keep within the rules for competitions.”

	“I know.” Jeremy put his hands in his pockets and tried not to look down at the rubber matting. “My soul is screaming for something more.”

	“Look, Jeremy. I’m your coach. I was once a champion, and you’re paying me to coach you into one, but we must work within the structure. Your ‘Ellie Greene’ moves—I don’t want them to become a bone of contention between us. It’ll get in the way of your progress. I’m going to make you an offer.”

	Jeremy looked up, every sense alert.

	“My brother Ernest teaches dance at the Royal Ballet School. He’ll come and work with you. He’ll be better than me for what you want to do. You must promise me though, you’ll spend most of your time working on a solid programme that will win you marks at major competitions.”

	#

	Soon after Lloyd arrived at Bishops Rink, he saw Jeremy practising under Ernest’s guidance and exclaimed, “What in heaven’s name is the poofter doing now?” His remark, though loud, was not addressed to anyone in particular.

	“Lovely, isn’t he?” a young girl with auburn hair and clear, rose-like skin said from the edge of the rink. Lloyd looked greedily at her as she stood with her face framed by her hands, watching Jeremy. “I’m not surprised you’re jealous.” 

	A bolt of fury ran through Lloyd’s whole being. He looked angrily at Jeremy then turned back to the girl, but she had gone. He threw his skating bag down in anger. She wasn’t even making fun of me. She meant it.

	Later that day, when Spick arrived in London to stay with Lloyd for the weekend, he brought a few packets of cocaine. “Come on, this’ll buck you up,” he said as he gave Lloyd his first small polythene bag.

	Lloyd laid his powder in a thin line, snorted, then threw his head back and imagined having power over the girl he’d seen at the rink-side earlier.



	
Chapter 34: August 1959

	 

	Fran Stoneleigh decided to clear out the room which Clem had called his library. I can start a new hobby and use this room, but first I need to remove all traces of him. She climbed a small stepladder to reach the books at the top of a tall bookcase and brought down one handful at a time. 

	After clearing the top few shelves, she stopped and using her apron, dusted the covers of the tooled leather volumes. Idly, she opened one. Her eyes opened wide as she read words strung together in ways she knew would not have passed the new Obscene Publication Act. She wrapped the books carefully before putting them in a shopping bag on wheels. 

	Fran tied a headscarf around her head and opened the dining room door enough for Clem to see what he used to call her ‘daft tartan trolley.’ 

	Clem leaned forward, trying to work out what was half-hidden.

	“I’m going out, dear. I’ve been clearing your study and found some valuable books. I’ve put them in my trolley. I’ll find out how much money I can get for them. Wish me luck, won’t you?”

	“Schl . . . mmph . . .”

	“Bye-bye, dear.”

	Fran knew the locations of one or two antiquarian bookshops in the higgledy-piggledy streets of Hanmouth. It didn’t occur to her to be embarrassed by her haul of banned books. 

	The bookseller looked at Fran with searching eyes. “These are indeed valuable books, Madam. May I ask how you came by them? Such books are not usually brought in by ladies.”

	“They belong to my husband. He’s had a stroke. He’s beyond reading or anything else now. The money would be more useful.” Fran’s unemotional voice cut through the stuffy air of the bookshop.

	“I see. That’s admirable. You want to use the money to care for him.” The bookseller hesitated for a few seconds. “Even though he can no longer read, might such books not be read to him . . . give him some comfort and relief?”

	Hatred transformed Fran’s face. “We had a young niece. He interfered with her. She’s dead now.” She stared hard at the bookseller. “If you buy these, I’ll buy a headstone.”

	#

	As Fran wove fresh strands into her once threadbare life, Jeremy brought new movements into his skating, and a covert police investigation was initiated in Trenbridge. An undercover detective was planted in reception at the Castle Hill Hotel. The young investigator discovered the business arrangements of the fourth floor and brought the Maretti brothers to court. 

	The events in Trenbridge, although splashed across the popular papers, excited little interest from Jeremy. He had never heard of the Marettis and had no idea of how their takeover of Lazaro’s business had altered the course of his life. He was not sufficiently interested in the fate of London gangsters to read to the end of the article. As the gangsters were accustoming themselves to Her Majesty’s hospitality, Jeremy’s dreams were infused with his new choreography and with judges’ acceptance of new styles blending into compulsory elements. 

	Some of the movements shown to Jeremy by Ernest were not possible on the ice. Yet these were the very shapes and forms Jeremy most wanted to emulate. Sometimes he drifted into to sleep while trying to reconstruct them with their original quality. As he dreamed, the forms came together. Each morning he tried to hold on to that ethereal floating perfection, but the movements dissolved behind his eyelids as he stirred into wakefulness.

	#

	Fran could hardly believe the money she was offered for Clem’s books. Initially, she’d had no intention of buying a headstone for Ellie, but then thought of the pleasure she would derive from Clem’s disapproval. 

	On her way home, she stopped at a local stonemason and discussed different kinds of headstones. She compared his smudged photocopied pricelist with one she had brought home previously. 

	“Don’t you have anything better than this? I’m going to be spending a lot of money. I’d like photos or something to show my husband.”

	The canny stonemason saw Fran’s brochure and decided she was a potentially high-spending customer. He put down his tools and said, “Why don’t we go to the cemetery now? I have a camera. I’ll take photos of anything you like and you can show your husband.”

	When Fran agreed to this unexpected plan, he produced a polaroid camera, grabbed a jacket and locked up the shop. 

	After visiting the cemetery Fran made an appointment at a hairdressers in Hanmouth. Before Clem’s stroke she had always looked longingly at the expensive shopfront but had always gone to a cheaper one on the outskirts of the town. She took a deep breath before entering the shop and approaching the receptionist. 

	Having successfully braved the hairdressers, she then stopped at the town’s big department store and booked a ‘lesson’ with the make-up girl on the Revlon counter. She noted the shop had a fashion show scheduled for the following week. All this would eat into the money for Ellie’s headstone, but she was sure there were other treasures in the house that she could sell.

	#

	Jeremy missed Ernest who was touring with a children’s ballet production. He continued to work on new moves which the ballet teacher had taught him. 

	Wallace watched his pupil concentrate on a difficult transition.

	“You’ve nearly got it. I think another few weeks and you’ll be able to make it look smooth.” He saw a look of frustration on Jeremy’s face. “I don’t think you’d get there any faster if Ernest was still here. You know what to do, and how to do it. It’s a matter of time and practise.”

	Jeremy sighed. “It has to be perfect or I might as well not do it.”

	There was a slight pause before Wallace continued, “The Castle Hill Trophy in Trenbridge is coming up next month. I think you should enter.”

	Jeremy shook his head. “I’m torn. I do want to get back to competitive skating but these moves aren’t absolutely right, yet. If I compete in the Castle Hill Trophy I’ll have to put all this aside.” 

	“I’m not sure there are many big competitions before the Britannia Trophy. You can’t take part in that without some other competitions under your belt.”

	Jeremy flashed a look of pure confidence. “Don’t worry, if I feel ready, I’ll make sure I compete in some of the others over the next two months. They might not be as prestigious but they’ll count. If not, well . . .”

	Wallace frowned. He had thought he had the measure of this young man who seemed to want to win so badly. He was sure Jeremy wasn’t stalling.

	That evening, Wallace decided on a quiet phone call to Jeremy’s Trenbridge coach, Norbert. During the conversation, the story of the swapped tape came out. Suspicion, though never proved, of Lloyd’s part in it was also mentioned. Finally, Jeremy’s close friendship with Ellie was discussed.

	Towards the end of the conversation Wallace explained about Jeremy wanting to utilize Ellie’s moves but being unwilling to unveil his programme unless it was perfect.

	“Leave it with me,” Norbert said. “I’ll think of something and phone you back.”

	 


Chapter 35: August 1959

	 

	The Castle Hill competition was scheduled for the final week in September. Wallace gave up trying to persuade Jeremy to enter the competition, but Lloyd and one or two other skaters from Bishops Rink intended to compete. 

	Two weeks before the competition, Lloyd again saw the young girl with auburn hair leaving the ice. “Hey there,” he called. 

	The girl stopped.

	“D’you fancy a night out with the future winner of the next big comp?”

	The girl looked around the rink and said, “I don’t see the future winner here today.” She turned and walked towards the changing room.

	Lloyd drew breath through his teeth. “I’ll have that bitch just like I had the other one,” he muttered to himself as he yanked the zip of his skating bag. The zip broke and scattered the contents on the floor.

	The girl emerged from the changing room at the same time as Jeremy arrived. She almost collided with him in the foyer. 

	“Oh, hello, Jeremy. I’ve been told you’re not entering the Castle Hill comp. May I be nosey and ask why?”

	Lloyd, who had been snatching at his possessions, slowed his movements. I want to hear why the poofter isn’t entering the competition. 

	Jeremy shrugged. “I’m not ready yet. I have two programmes, and neither are polished enough for a major competition. Some of the moves are complicated and I want them to look smooth.”

	“They’re inspired by Ellie Greene, aren’t they?”

	“Yes. Did you know Ellie?” Jeremy’s face was eager.

	The girl shook her head. “I used to watch you all when you came with Ellie and Tess to the major competitions. I always wanted to skate like Ellie. It’s so sad that she isn’t with us anymore.”

	Lloyd picked up the last of his scattered belongings. Why are they talking about that dead girl? They should be talking about me.

	#

	Tess looked at herself in the mirror. She pulled her voluminous maternity dress around herself so that she could see her significant bump in profile. Although she was no bigger than she’d been the previous week, Tess was a different shape.

	Rosa appeared at the door. “What are you doing?”

	“I think the baby’s moved around. The big bit’s lower down. Last week the biggest part seemed to be pushing up against my heart.”

	Rosa looked at her daughter critically. “Hmm, you’re right, but babies don’t generally do that until they’re almost ready to come out. You’re not due yet.”

	“Maybe it’s going to be early?”

	Rosa shook her head. “First babies are usually late rather than early.”

	#

	Lloyd phoned Spick and told him about the rebuff that the girl had given him. “I have to have that bitch. I want her to know I’m the best.”

	“Hey, steady on. Maybe you’ve been snorting too much coke. You can’t go around acting as if every bird is yours for the taking.”

	Lloyd grunted. He put the phone down and thought, Of course, every female in the world is mine if I want her. In the drab, airless phone box he stabbed a pen at the directory. Who does Spick think he is? I haven’t had too much of the stuff. I could do with more.

	#

	Tess walked awkwardly around her bed. Perhaps Mum’s right, I should pack a bag for the hospital. The small twinges I’ve been having will be real one day. She opened a cupboard door and was assailed by another pain. This time it was intense. She bent to reach the few toiletries Rosa had bought in the previous few weeks. There it is again. She winced and managed to lower herself onto the bed. I must be imagining it. It’s only the end of August. Mum said first babies are usually late. 

	Over the next half hour, Tess started packing a few clothes but needed to stop every few minutes. A light sweat covered her forehead. After a while she stood up and walked to the top of the stairs. “Mum?” she called weakly. No answer.

	“Mum?”

	#

	Rosa was in the back garden pegging out washing. She had been waylaid by a neighbour also making use of the August sunshine to dry laundry.

	“How’s your Tess doing? Not long now, is it?” The neighbour was a lady in late middle age with hair that Tess always said looked like a brillo pad, but her manner had always been warm. Unlike many in the quiet suburban street, she’d never once speculated about the father of Tess’s baby, and Rosa had always sensed she was an ally. 

	“Thanks, Hattie. She’s not due until next month but the baby does seem to have moved down a bit.”

	“Booked into hospital, is she?”

	Rosa nodded. 

	“Well, call me if she gets caught short. I used to be a midwife.” Hattie picked up her washing basket and walked towards her back door.

	#

	Tess lay on the bed. She felt hot and uncomfortable. She removed her watch and held it, keeping her eyes on the second hand. These contractions are getting bigger and the time between them is getting shorter. 

	By the time Rosa came in again Tess had given up calling her. She lay with sweat dripping off her face and was doing her best not to clench her fists. Another longer, bigger contraction seized her whole body. “Mum!” she shouted.

	Rosa heard her daughter and raced up the stairs as fast as she could.

	“My goodness, you’ve started, haven’t you?”

	Tess nodded and held her hand out.

	Rosa rushed to the side of the bed as Tess’s waters broke. 

	Tess’s eyes widened. “I know what that was. I just didn’t know what it would feel like.” She looked at her mother. “It feels horrid, but then I reckon this whole business is going to be utterly vile, isn’t it?”

	“I think ‘vile’ is rather a strong word, but yes, it’s going to be a long, hard haul. I’ll bring towels and remove this soggy bedding.”

	As Rosa stripped the sodden sheets from under her daughter she remembered her neighbour’s words about having been a midwife.       

	Rosa mopped up and put a clean sheet under her daughter. “I know you’re not looking forward to going into hospital but I’m wondering . . .”

	Another contraction coursed through Tess’s body. “No, I’ll stay here as long as I can. I’d rather have you for company than some of those stuck-up nurses.”

	“What would you say to staying here? Hattie next door told me she was a midwife. Would you . . .?”

	Tess nodded. Sweat poured off her face. “Oh yes, please. Could you go and get her now, Mum?”

	Rosa called her neighbour.

	Hattie bustled in carrying a brown leather Gladstone bag. The brillo pad hair was swept back from her face. 

	“Let’s have a look at you, my love.” 

	The labour continued throughout the morning. Hattie checked her patient’s dilation calmly and efficiently. “I’m supposed to shave you and give you an enema, but I think you can do without that.”

	“Thanks.” Tess wiped her face with a small flannel. “I’m relieved. I wasn’t looking forward to that.”

	“That’s all right. You need all your energy to get this baby out. We’ll do whatever we can to help you.” 

	“I couldn’t have some music, could I?”

	Rosa looked towards the open window and felt the faint breeze blowing the curtains. “The sound will carry. I don’t want to have to shut the window.”

	Hattie patted Rosa’s arm. “Go on, let her. It’s only me and the cat to be disturbed next door. I’m here and I’m sure the cat won’t mind.” 

	Rosa disappeared downstairs and brought up the family radio. 

	Tess rallied between contractions, “Radio Luxembourg, please, Mum,” she said.

	Rosa turned the knobs but the only sounds which arrived in the room were hisses and crackles.

	“I don’t seem able to find it, my love. You’ll have to make do with the light programme or the home service.”

	Tess groaned as another contraction waved through her body. “Light programme please. Nobody under fifty listens to the home service, do they, Mum?”

	Tess finally pushed her baby out as Cliff Michelmore was announcing ‘Two Way Family Favourites.’ 

	The baby let out a healthy cry.

	“A girl.” Hattie wiped the tiny body, wrapped her in a towel and handed her to Tess.

	Tess cuddled her warm bundle. “At least you weren’t born during ‘Housewives Favourites’. That would have been a real indignity wouldn’t it, little one? I must write to Jeremy.” 

	#

	Jeremy heard the shop door open while he was kneeling on the floor rearranging the wine. He scrambled to his feet to find a man with a black GPO helmet and navy-blue overcoat standing inside the door.

	“Are you Mr Horsefield, Sir?”

	Jeremy nodded.

	The man slid his hand inside his coat pocket and produced a telegram.

	KIMBERLEY BORN TODAY STOP 3 STOP 20 STOP MOTHER AND BABY DOING WELL STOP LOVE ROSA

	Jeremy tipped the messenger, grabbed his keys, locked up and rushed to the nearest telephone box. He garbled out his congratulations then said, “I’ll catch the train on Saturday evening, just as soon as I’ve shut the shop.”

	#

	Jeremy arrived in Weybrook with a bunch of roses, a bottle of champagne and a velvety soft brown teddy bear.

	Rosa met him at the station. “I’m afraid Tess will be asleep when we get home. The baby doesn’t know the difference between day and night so Tess grabs sleep when she can.”

	The baby woke soon after Rosa and Jeremy arrived at the house. Tess stumbled into the living room in her dressing gown and warmed some milk then sat and talked as she cradled the baby who sucked sleepily at the bottle.

	After Rosa had brought Jeremy a large bowl of soup and Tess had put the baby to bed again, both of them started asking Jeremy about his skating. They talked of Sven’s success at the Southern Trophy and asked if Jeremy would be entering the Castle Hill competition. 

	“I suppose I should but I’m working hard on new choreography. If I only keep practising for competitions the new programme will never work.”

	Despite her tiredness, Tess was quick. “And if you spend your time on fancy choreography you’ll neglect your main skating.”

	As the evening drew to a close Rosa said, “Maybe we’d like to put flowers on Ellie’s grave while we’re all together.” She moved toward her daughter and put her hand protectively around her shoulder.

	“I’ll need to be at work on Monday,” Jeremy said, “But we could do it next weekend.” 

	#

	The following week Tess and Rosa arrived at the cemetery. Tess pushed the baby in a small carry cot on wheels and Rosa held a spray of garden flowers, with helenium, asters and dahlias.

	When they’d walked for twenty minutes they found the landmarks they had memorized near Ellie’s grave, but as they arrived near the spot they found instead of the simple wooden cross that had been in place on the day of her funeral, a vast statue of an angel holding a black granite heart on which the essential details of Ellie’s shortened life had been inscribed. The carved letters had been filled with gold leaf.

	Tess laid the bunch of flowers in front of the angel. “Here you are, my friend. They look a bit small and insignificant next to your rather elaborate stone, but we picked them for you with love.”

	Jeremy arrived soon afterwards carrying a hessian sack with some leaves poking out of the top, gardening gloves and a trowel. He too looked surprised to see the large white angel. He greeted his friends and admired Tess and Rosa’s flowers.

	“What’s in there, Jem?” Tess asked.

	“A buddleia. I thought I might plant it just behind the, er, the angel.”

	“Why behind it? I can’t see the sense of it not being seen.”

	“Well, it will be seen. You see buddleia’s a tree.” Jeremy saw Tess’s sceptical face. “Well, it will be when it’s grown a bit. When it’s bigger, it’ll surround the angel. The tree will have lots of purple flowers that attract butterflies. If Ellie has to sleep with this angel for company she might as well have a host of beautiful butterflies as well.”

	“Are we allowed to plant trees here, Jem?”

	“I don’t know but since it’s behind the headstone, I don’t think it’ll be noticed until it’s established. By that time it’ll seem part of the place, which of course it will be.”

	Tess knelt and helped Jeremy dig a hole for the buddleia while Rosa pushed the carry cot backwards and forwards to soothe the waking baby. When they’d finished planting the small tree, Jeremy brought a pen and a small luggage label out of his pocket. He looked at Tess and Rosa thoughtfully and said, “I didn’t think what to write and I wasn’t expecting . . . this.” He gestured to the angel.

	“May I?” Rosa asked.

	Jeremy passed the label and pen to her. She wrote, May the angel protect you at night and the butterflies play near you by day. Your friends will never forget you.

	Jeremy turned the label over. “We should all write our names, and when the rain washes them away, they’ll drain into the soil and be with her forever.”

	 


Chapter 36: August 1959

	 

	Lloyd had discovered that the girl who’d rebuffed him was called Alice. He’d seen her phone number written carelessly on a slip of paper she’d given to another girl. He had no success when he tried to call her, but despite that he’d continued every now and again. It seemed she shared a flat with two other girls and was always out. 

	Eventually one girl spoke languidly into the phone. “Listen, are you that creep that hangs around Bishops ice rink? Alice wouldn’t have anything to do with you if you were the last man on—”

	The phone banged down as Lloyd thrust it onto the receiving cradle. He reached for the precious white powder then punched his fist at the window. The glass shattered and shards embedded themselves in his fist. All I need is more coke. Pity Spick isn’t due up for another few days. Still, it’s not as if I don’t know where I can get it around here. It’ll cost me a bit more that’s all. Lloyd removed the glass and wiped his hand on the heavy phone book. It was only a matter of cashing the generous cheque from his parents.

	#

	Lloyd found a local supply of cocaine. Unknown to him, it was purer than Spick’s. The magic white powder took away all his nagging doubts about Alice and her flatmates. It removed all the fears that he might not be the best skater in Britain. At the same time it became clear to those around him that he’d lost his ability to skate in any serious way. 

	It didn’t take long to forget an afternoon here, a morning there. Whole days disappeared. Eventually his coach phoned his parents, one of whom was an eminent physician. They came and took him away to an expensive clinic.

	#

	Jeremy spent a weekend with Rosa, Tess and the baby. On Sunday, they walked him to the station. As they were about to leave the platform, he hugged his friend. “Now the baby’s actually here, I think you should get back on the ice again, Tess.”

	Tess rocked the carry cot. “It’s not so easy now, Jem. I’ve got Kimberley to look after.”

	Jeremy looked at Rosa who gently reached for her daughter’s arm. “I know it seems early days, but he’s right, love. The longer you leave it the more difficult it’ll be. On the way home we can go by the Weybrook ice rink and pick up a brochure with opening hours. We’ll find a suitable time and I’ll babysit.”

	Tess and Rosa looked at the ice rink timetable. “Look there’s patch ice early tomorrow morning. That’s followed by free skating ice.” 

	Tess looked at the skating sessions. “It’s very early. It seems an age ago that I was up and skating at that time.”

	“You’re up at that time with Kimberley now.”

	“You’re right. I’ll try out patch ice, but I’ll only bring my figure boots.”

	#

	The following morning Tess and Rosa arrived at the rink with Kimberley well-wrapped in her pram. 

	Rosa said, “I’ll take her on a circuit outside the rink. I have a bottle and spare nappies. I want you to get the feel of the ice again. I’ll be back at the end of the figures session.”

	Tess sat at the edge of the rink changing into her skates. Her boots were stiffer than she’d remembered them. Must be the time they’ve been sitting in a cupboard, she thought as she pulled at the laces. Still, it’s bound to feel a bit odd after a few months off.

	Tess found she’d been allocated a patch in the corner which had a slight slope. There were only three other people on patch ice. “Excuse me,” she asked a girl who was about to step on to the ice pad. “Will all the patches be used?” 

	The girl shook her head.

	“D’you think they’d allocate me a better one if I ask?”

	“Doubt it. We have an ancient dragon at reception. She’s under the impression that if you haven’t been skating here since before the flood you don’t deserve a decent patch.”

	“OK. Thanks.” Tess stepped on the ice. The slope to the corner caused her to glide more quickly to the left so she adjusted her pushes giving more force to one side than the other. She tried to alter her skating to account for the slope but her figures were still lopsided.

	When Rosa arrived to collect her daughter she didn’t find the smiling face she’d expected.

	Tess peered into the pram and saw her sleeping daughter, but even that did not lift her mood. With a great effort she forced a weak smile.

	“What’s up, love?”

	“It was awful. I don’t think it’s just that I’ve been away for a while. I was given a patch in the corner with a slope down towards the edge and I couldn’t get my figures right.”

	“Did you ask for another one?”

	Tess shook her head. “I was told that the reception lady only gives decent patches to regular skaters. It’s so unfair.” 

	“Cheer up, love. I’ll go in tomorrow and explain that you’re a serious skater. Maybe they’ll give you a better patch.”

	“You can give it a try, Mum, but I have enough experience of rink life to feel we may not be in luck.”

	The next day Rosa asked at reception and found her daughter was right. Over the next few days she watched Tess’s joy at figure skating evaporate. Tess worked hard on the sloping patches she was given but the pleasure of getting it right on an even surface had disappeared.

	After a few days Rosa said, “There’s free skating after the figure session. I’ve brought your free skating boots as well. Kimberley’s been good as gold this last week. She won’t miss you for another half hour or so. If she wakes I have everything she needs. And if she seems to be missing you, I’ll come back. If not, you can have the whole hour. How does that seem?”

	“Oh, thank you, thank you, Mum.” Tess threw her arms around her mother. She peeped in the pram at her sleeping daughter, blew a kiss and went off to change. 

	The figures session was much the same for Tess. Even though she was beginning to accustom herself to the slope she found herself longing for the free skating practice. When the time came she eased her way into free skating, checking edges, speed and spins before attempting jumps. After a while she started putting together bits that she remembered from her last programme.

	One or two of the regular Weybrook skaters stopped to admire her. 

	“Knows what she’s doing. Nice little skater, that one.” 

	“Anyone know who she is?”

	“Think she might be Tess Goodchild. Competed for the Britannia Trophy last year. Didn’t win. Don’t know what happened, lots of hopes pinned on her but she didn’t come up with a winning performance.”

	At the end of the session, the girl whom Tess had spoken to on her first day skated up to her.

	“You’re a good free skater. I’m guessing from the way you’ve been tackling things that you’ve been away from it for a bit.”

	Tess nodded. She was glad someone had spoken to her. “I used to skate at Trenbridge. I had a baby recently so I haven’t been skating for a while. My name’s Tess.”

	The girl looked thoughtful. “Must be hard getting back to it with a family. What does your husband think?”

	“He . . . he’s fine.” Tess faltered. She tried to smile at the friendly girl standing near her. 

	The girl saw the change of expression on Tess’s face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosey.”

	“It’s all right. It’s complicated. Jeremy’s in London. He’s only just—”

	“Oh.” The girl clapped her hand over her mouth. “Of course. You’re Tess Goodchild. I heard your name mentioned in the changing room the other day. Well, you were Tess Goodchild. You married Jeremy . . .” 

	“That’s right,” Tess said quickly. 

	“The girl talking—I think she was Gina someone or other. She’s new here. I was late for work so I didn’t hear any more, only your name.”

	“Gina Fotheringham,” Tess said wearily. Despite her tiredness, she felt a stab of anger. “She’s no friend of mine. Don’t believe anything she says.”

	Rosa was distressed to see her daughter with tears in her eyes when they met outside the rink. 

	“I’ll tell you when we get home, Mum,” Tess muttered as she took hold of the pram and tried to smile brightly at Kimberley. 

	#

	Jeremy received another telegram.

	TESS BACK SKATING STOP BAD EXPERIENCE STOP PLEASE PHONE STOP ROSA

	Jeremy looked at his watch and saw that it was nearly lunchtime. He shut the shop and went out to find a telephone box. By the time he reached a phone, his mind was in complete turmoil about Rosa’s telegram. When he finally managed to talk to her, she insisted Jeremy put the receiver down so she could call him.

	“Nonsense, Rosa. I wouldn’t dream of doing that. You must have been feeling pretty desperate to send me a telegram. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

	“That’s just it, it’ll take ages. Please, Jeremy, do as I ask.”

	Eventually Jeremy agreed and Rosa relaxed enough to explain about Tess’s short foray into skating at Weybrook. She concluded, “It’s such bad luck. First the patch ice then the mention of Gina Fotheringham. I can understand Tess won’t want to be anywhere near that girl.” 

	“Ah,” Jeremy replied. “If Gina’s at that rink, Tess’s name will be poisoned—even with a wedding ring and certificate to prove it. Gina’s viperous tongue will reach out and infect others.”

	“I’m at my wit’s end. I know how much she wants to start again but right now unless something happens I don’t think she’ll go near the Weybrook ice rink again.”

	“She could come here.” Jeremy spoke from the heart without thinking about practicalities. 

	“What d’you mean? Go and stay with Enid?”

	“No, no of course not. Here, with me. This flat’s actually got a spare bedroom. It’s tiny, but it’s okay to sleep in.”

	“You forget she’s got a baby now, Jeremy.”

	“Yes, stupid of me. It isn’t big enough for all three of you, and if only Tess and the baby come there won’t be anyone to look after the baby while she practises.” Jeremy looked at his watch and noticed the minutes had ticked by. “Um, I can’t think right now. Let me mull it over this afternoon. I’ll phone again this evening after work. It’ll be cheaper then, too,” he added with a small laugh.

	During the afternoon, Rosa and Jeremy tried to think of a way to make it possible for Tess to skate again, each of them trialling wild ideas in their heads before discarding them.

	While Kimberley slept, Rosa approached her daughter. “You’ve had bad luck at Weybrook. I think I understand if you don’t want to go back there again, but . . .”

	“I just don’t think I can face it, Mum.” Tess stared glumly across the room.

	“Well, there are a few other ideas it might be worth considering.”

	“I can’t think what.”

	“We could go back to Trenbridge. We saw the newspaper article. We know neither Peregrine nor Lloyd will be there anymore. There’ll be some people from before and we can face them one by one. At least they’re people who knew you for the person you were, not the person that gossip-monger Gina said you were.”

	“Where would we live?”

	“We could have the house back eventually. I’ll have to give the tenants notice, but after that . . .”

	“In the meantime?”

	“Jeremy’s said you could stay with him. He has a tiny spare bedroom, but I’m not sure there’s room for Kimberley.”

	“That’s it then.” Tess sighed. Her lips formed a thin trembling line as she tried not to show how disappointed she felt.

	“It’s not like you to give up so easily.”

	“I don’t have any option, do I?”

	Rosa spoke carefully. “It depends how much you want to skate. You could catch the train and go up tomorrow on your own—and stay with Jeremy for the rest of the week. Kimberley’s all right with me.”

	Tess’s face lit up. “Are you sure, Mum? Kimberley’s not your responsibility, she’s mine.”

	“And I haven’t forgotten that you didn’t ask to have her,” Rosa said quietly. “I’m happy for us both to take responsibility for her.” 

	By the time Jeremy phoned that evening, the decision had been made and Tess had packed her suitcase.

	 


Chapter 37: August 1959

	 

	Jeremy turned the wireless on for the news and heard that Leonard Bernstein was going to take the New York Philharmonic Orchestra to the Moscow Conservatory. He wondered for a moment if such an even would ease tension between east and west but his thoughts were concerned with a letter from Norbert, his former coach, from Trenbridge ice rink.

	Dear Jeremy,

	I have been in touch with your London coach. He tells me that you have been working on a programme to honour Ellie Greene. You and Ellie along with young Tess were our top skaters and I think it would be wonderful if you would perform that programme as an exhibition number at the Castle Hill competition. I have spoken to Austin and he agrees that this would be an appropriate tribute.

	Of course, I understand that polishing it to a high standard will probably mean that you won’t have time to produce a competition programme. There are other competitions that you will still have time to take part in before the Britannia Trophy. 

	The letter went on to give details of timing and a brief account of rink news. 

	Jeremy put the letter down and took a deep breath. It felt good. A programme to honour Ellie. He raced to the rink and showed the letter to Wallace who managed to manufacture a look of surprise.

	That evening Jeremy went to see Enid and told her about the exhibition programme. 

	“How exciting!” She clasped her hands in front of her chest. “I must book a ticket straight away.”

	“And that’s not all. Kimberley’s staying in Weybrook with Rosa. Tess is coming up for the week.” Jeremy’s words tumbled out in a rush. “D’you think it’ll work out? I mean, Tess might miss the baby?”

	       “Why don’t you see how the next few days go?” 

	#

	Tess arrived at Jeremy’s flat mid-morning, eager to dump her suitcase and go to the rink.

	Jeremy looked at Tess’s glowing face. “You haven’t changed one iota, but it’s not worth going now. It’ll be a public session. You’ll be so frustrated you can’t do anything. Let’s wait till lunchtime figures, you can ease your way in then.”

	Jeremy and Tess laced up their boots at the side of the rink while the Zamboni moved around the ice. Alice and her friend Susan stood on the other side of the pad. They noticed Jeremy and gave a quick wave. He waved back. 

	Before stepping on the ice, Tess gave Jeremy a quick peck on the cheek. “Thank you so much for making this possible.”

	On the other side of the rink, the fleeting kiss was noticed. Susan said, “I knew he’d got married recently. That must be her.”

	Alice nodded. “I guess so. What a shame. I always thought he was rather gorgeous.” She paused for a moment as if remembering. “I think they used to skate at Trenbridge. They came to competitions together along with the beautiful girl—you know, the one who had an accident and died.”

	Tess had been allocated a patch near the centre of the ice pad. Although the first few minutes felt strange, she soon slipped into that state in which she lost herself in her figure practise. It became all in her mind. Time ceased to exist.

	The figure patch session was over. Tess blinked unbelievingly as she saw the general public coming onto the ice in dribs and drabs. She looked at the clock, and yes, they had every right to be there. She sighed and skated towards the edge where Jeremy had slipped on his guards and was proffering hers. 

	They walked back to Jeremy’s flat for a late lunch. As they walked in, Tess suddenly felt she was missing something. She looked around uncertainly. There was a tiny frown on her forehead as she patted the skating bag on her shoulder. 

	“You haven’t forgotten anything, have you?”

	“I thought I had for a moment. I think I’m not used to being without the pram.” She stopped and looked at Jeremy. “Is this selfish of me? I mean, leaving Kimberley with Mum?”

	“I’m sure Rosa’s managing perfectly well. You know how much she loves that baby. What about you? Is it that you’re missing her?”

	“Maybe.” 

	Tess walked quietly next to Jeremy. This is such a wonderful chance. I enjoyed the figure patch more than I thought possible. There was a small shred of guilt lurking in her mind. I can’t be here and feel guilty. It’ll eat away at me, she thought. 

	Jeremy made some sandwiches. “I have to take mine down to the shop, I’m sorry not to be able to eat with you.”

	“I can come and eat mine downstairs too, if it won’t put the customers off?”

	“No, I can give you some stocktaking to do if you like. I’m still sorting out my way of doing everything, but I have a whole heap of jobs left over from when the shop belonged to Pendels.”

	Jeremy explained to Tess exactly what he wanted and she busied herself sorting the bottles. After a couple of hours she straightened her back. “My, I hadn’t realised how stiff it makes you when you’re constantly bending. It’s a good thing we have some free skating practise tonight. I wonder how I’ll go.”

	#

	Jeremy and Tess arrived in time for the late-night practice session at Bishops rink. Tess was almost hopping with anticipation as the Zamboni finished cleaning the ice, but after skating for only a short while she realised her muscles had tired.

	Jeremy saw her by the edge of the rink, sipping from a bottle of water. Her lower lip was trembling and her eyes glistened in a way he knew. He skated over to her. “Hey, steady on, you have to pace yourself.” 

	“I know. I haven’t done anything for months and now I’m at it like the proverbial bull in a china shop.” Tess blinked back tears. “My body feels so weak. My legs just won’t do what I need them to.” She shook herself and pushed off from the barrier once again.

	The next day they were working in the shop when Alice pushed through the door. She wore a brightly printed sundress and her hair was swept back by a velvet band.

	“Gosh, Alice, you look so different in your day clothes,” Tess said.

	“We all do. It’s often hard to recognise each other away from the rink, isn’t it?” Alice laughed. “I think congratulations are in order, to both of you. I didn’t know until yesterday. My friend told me.”

	“Thank you.” Tess swallowed.

	Jeremy picked up Tess’s hand. “Yes, thank you. I haven’t formally introduced Tess, have I?”

	“Oh, I don’t think we live so very formally anymore.” Alice turned to Tess. “I used to see you at competitions. I admired your figures. And yes, I always thought your husband was utterly gorgeous—but it’s all right, he’s out of bounds now!”

	Tess’s face relaxed into a genuine smile.

	Alice continued, “It’s my mum’s birthday. I need a bottle of Blue Nun, and I thought this was just the place to come!”

	“We do sell it, but we have more exciting wines,” Jeremy said. “I don’t suppose I could tempt you?”

	“Goodness, no. That’s her favourite. I’ve had to go into town to buy her a Black Forest Gateau.”

	“Buy!” Jeremy exclaimed. “Why on earth didn’t you make it?”

	“Ha, ha,” Alice said dryly. “I wouldn’t have any idea where to begin.”

	While Tess found a bottle of Blue Nun, Alice opened her handbag. She brought out a newspaper cutting. “I thought you’d be interested in this.” She passed it to Jeremy.

	A large headline read: Hanmouth to have an ice rink. He felt his heart speed up with excitement as he read the article.

	 Hanmouth town, usually thought of as a shipping port, is to have its own Olympic-sized ice rink right in its centre. The plans for this impressive enterprise have been seen by our reporters. They have also visited the site where the foundations have been laid. This is right next to the new gymnasium which was built for the Hanmouth football team earlier this year. 

	#

	Tess’s skating became stronger by the day. She also helped Jeremy with the remaining few jobs in the shop. It seemed no time at all before the week was up.

	Enid invited the two young people for dinner the evening before Tess was scheduled to go home. 

	Over the meal that night Tess found herself telling Enid how much she’d enjoyed being back on the ice again. “I’ve only got one more day. I promised Mum I’d be back at the weekend. It’s funny, I only sort of miss my baby. I wonder if that’s wrong.”

	“I don’t think that’s wrong at all.” Enid thought for a few moments. She knew from Jeremy that Tess had been raped. “You could of course keep commuting from Weybrook, but it would become too expensive.”

	Tess nodded. “I don’t think Mum thought ahead when she offered to look after Kimberley for the week.”

	Jeremy brought in an apple crumble. The scent of cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg filled the dining room. As they ate their dessert, Enid said, “You know, this old house is far too big for me. I’m thinking of dividing it up so that there are two flats, but I’d like to have an experimental go at it first. I want to see how I feel only having half the house. Do you think your mum would like to come with Kimberley and be my first tenant?” 

	“Oh yes.” Tess breathed softly. “But that would mean her looking after Kimberly for a bit longer. I wonder if that’s fair.”

	Enid’s smile stretched wide. “I think you’ll find she’ll be happy to do this. Why don’t I phone her now? It’s not too late, is it?”

	Tess shook her head.

	Enid phoned Rosa while Tess and Jeremy cleared away the dinner things. They finished drying the last plate when Enid came into the kitchen. “Well, that’s settled. Rosa thought it was a good idea, provided of course we do it for a minimum of three months. That way she can rent out the Weybrook house.”

	“Oh, Enid, that’s wonderful. I’ll have Mum and Kimberly nearby and I’ll be able to concentrate on my skating.”

	Jeremy put his arms around the old lady. “That’ll also take us up to the next Britannia Trophy.”

	Tess joined Jeremy and gave the old lady a hug, too. “Oh, I hope it works. If it does, it’ll be a stable training time for us both. Thank you so much.”



	
Chapter 38: September 1959

	 

	Enid’s flat conversion took place swiftly and efficiently, thanks to a crew of workmen organised by Vanessa at long distance. Rosa and Kimberley arrived a week before the Castle Hill Trophy. 

	Rosa carried Kimberley upstairs. She said, “It doesn’t matter that it’s not painted yet. We can do that later.” She surveyed the newly constructed flat with pleasure. “These bow windows give so much lovely light. I’m so grateful to you for this.”

	“The house was getting too big for me. Less to clean and a bit of income will suit me well.” She hesitated. “There’s something I’d like to talk about when you’ve unpacked. I’ll make a pot of tea.”

	Over tea and biscuits, Enid said, “You know the Castle Hill Trophy is coming up soon and Jeremy will be competing.”

	Rosa nodded.

	“I was thinking that we might go too—all of us, Tess, you and Kimberly and me.”

	Rosa shook her head. “It’ll be too late for the baby. I’ll stay here, but it would be good for Tess to get to see the competition. You two go to support Jeremy.”

	Jeremy, Tess and Enid arrived at the rink in time for the free skating section of the competition. 

	“Ah,” Jeremy whispered. “There’s the girl who was your nearest rival last year.”

	They watched the girl weave her programme into the ice. 

	“She’s improved a lot,” Tess murmured. The girl was followed by others—all girls Tess had known. “I’ve got some catching up to do.”

	Enid put a reassuring hand on Tess. “That’s why we’re here—to check the standard. You can do it—you’ve missed a few months, that’s all.” 

	By the time the ladies’ section was over, Tess sat trance-like. I used to skate with those girls every day. It seems like the distant past. I can’t believe it was only a year ago.

	#

	Sven was scheduled to skate at the end of the competition and Jeremy wanted to see him compete, so he slipped away to change and warm-up at the beginning of the men’s section. He changed quickly, pushed his guards over his blades and walked back to the side of the rink, remembering Sven’s powerful performance from the year before. 

	When Sven was announced Jeremy’s heart leapt. The tall Scandinavian took command of the ice with assurance and power. It was soon clear he would be the winner.

	Jeremy’s exhibition programme was planned to take place before the medal ceremony. The rink was plunged into momentary darkness. Silence. Jeremy slid onto the ice and towards the centre. His body made a clean line as he glided forwards. A single spotlight followed him until he arrived at his starting position. 

	Puccini’s ‘Humming Chorus’ started softly. Jeremy moved with a single push into a straight line which he brought forward as if in supplication to the heavens. As the music took hold of the audience, he turned and brought his arms in slowly. He opened up fast and with hidden force, produced a long, high jump. He landed smooth, clean and calm as the humming continued. He wove his way through Puccini’s music with silk-like smoothness and immense strength. Neither jumps nor spins appeared as single identifiable elements but arose out of the music. Ellie’s moves were buried deep, but Jeremy had taken them over the previous weeks, hammering them like a soft metal into a new shape until he seemed to fly phoenix-like from the smouldering ashes of Ellie’s life. 

	The audience had been silent, then burst into applause. Several people stood and cheered.

	When Jeremy stepped off the ice, Sven appeared at his side. “That was so beautiful . . . so strong.” 

	Jeremy’s blood thrilled in response to the tall blond man standing next to him. Now he felt a new pride in the champion’s words of praise. He was still panting from his physical exertion, but he was also aware of a different kind of increase to his heart rate at Sven’s proximity.

	“Ellie. I wanted to—”

	“I know. I, too, remember your friend Ellie.” Sven clapped his hand briefly on Jeremy’s shoulder. 

	Intense heat from Sven’s touch burned into Jeremy’s being. His heart seemed to pause its beating. After Sven had left, Jeremy still felt the imprint of fingers and thumb.

	#

	Vanessa and Bartholomew sat in the private viewing room upstairs. 

	Vanessa said, “You must use the staircase out to the back of the building—like you used to do. If you don’t, you’ll risk being recognised.” She gathered her gloves and handbag. “You’re lucky, so far, no one has recognised you.”

	“There was one person,” Bartholomew murmured, remembering Ursula Harvey in the restaurant in Hanmouth. “You have always counselled me well over Jeremy. I have seen him tonight and he was truly splendid. I will try to make my memory fixed on today. I will not contact him. The pain will fade.”

	#

	At the medal ceremony, second and third places were taken by men Jeremy didn’t know, but Sven stood proudly on the central winner’s block. Jeremy clapped as loudly as he could and hoped Sven would see him. After that, people milled about, many greeting old friends. Enid let out a squeal of delight as she saw an elderly lady from her early dance club days.

	While the old ladies caught up, Jeremy and Tess stood in the foyer waiting. The girl whom Tess had beaten the previous year came up to her and started talking. As she did so, Sven approached Jeremy.

	“Are you coming to the party? I’m sure Austin would like you to be there.”

	“Oh . . . er, we’re going back to London tonight. We’re planning on catching the last train.”

	“That’s a pity. I’d have liked a chance to talk with you properly. See you next time. Maybe that’ll be the Britannia Trophy?” Sven shook hands with both Tess and Jeremy, then turned and disappeared into the crowd.

	The feel of Sven’s hand was every bit as electric as the grip on his shoulder had been, but whereas the first imprint had been through his clothing, this was flesh- on-flesh, skin-on-skin. Jeremy felt a constriction in his chest, then that yearning feeling.

	Tess caught sight of Jeremy looking at his hand. An immediate understanding tunnelled into her brain. “Go on, Jem. Go to the party. I can go back with Enid. Trenbridge is full of people you know. Someone’ll put you up for the night. Tomorrow’s Sunday and we don’t have to open the shop.”

	Jeremy turned towards the function room, but as he did so his eye was caught by the external doors swinging into the outside world. Sven was walking through them. 

	“Go,” mouthed Tess.

	Jeremy kissed Tess and Enid on the cheek, then tried to get to the door. Bunches of people stood chatting in the foyer which seemed dense with bodies. Jeremy zig-zagged around them. As soon as he was outside, Jeremy saw Sven striding off at the end of the road. 

	“Wait!” Jeremy called, but his voice was lost in the wind. He started to run. He used every ounce of energy, flying as fast as he could. At last, the end of the road. It forked. Which way? “Sven!” Jeremy yelled at the top of his voice. The wind swallowed his voice. He took the left fork and ran on, panting through his exertions. 

	Sven heard running feet. He knew to be wary of following footsteps. He pressed his back against a wall thinking of those, like Lloyd, who wanted to destroy him. A grey shape loomed in the ink-stained night. He turned with a clenched fist.

	Jeremy’s frantic face appeared through the darkness.

	Sven’s fist relaxed. A smile spread to both sides of his face when he realised who it was. He stepped forward.

	“You said you were going to the party,” Jeremy panted. “Then I saw you disappearing through the doors.”

	Sven reached out. Once again, his hand was on Jeremy’s shoulder. “I wanted to see you. I thought you and your wife might come to that.”

	“My wife! You think Tess and I . . .?”

	“I heard you were married recently.” Sven looked earnestly at Jeremy.

	“Yes, but I . . . it’s not . . .”

	“Not what?”

	“Look, there’s a pub not far from here. Let’s have a drink and I can tell you all about it.” 

	“No, the local pubs are not for people like us,” Sven replied. “They are not, shall I say, sympathetic. We will be noticed and may even be attacked. I am staying at my cousin’s flat. She is away. She will be happy I take you there.”

	The flat was large and airy. “Gosh, this isn’t like my old flat in Trenbridge!”

	“No.” Sven laughed. “It is not like the one I share with my sister in London, either. My cousin works for an airline. She is often away.” 

	While Sven scrambled eggs, Jeremy gave a shortened version of his life since Lazaro had entered it. As they ate, Sven told Jeremy about the attack which he felt sure had been orchestrated by Lloyd. “My sister, Birgitta, saved the day. She had done martial arts since she was little. At the rink, everyone thinks she is my girlfriend. It was she who told me you were married.”

	“It’s not what you think.” Jeremy finished his eggs. “It’s a story in its own right. I didn’t marry Tess as a cover for myself, but I must admit it has been helpful.”

	“Tonight, you will stay here and we can begin a new chapter.”

	Jeremy’s heartbeat quickened. “I’d like that.” He stood and gathered the plates.

	Sven’s hand caught Jeremy’s hand. “We can leave them.”

	The body heat lit a fuse which travelled through Jeremy’s body. He stood and together they moved towards the bedroom. 

	 


Chapter 39: October 1959

	 

	Jeremy caught an early train and arrived at Bishops Rink as the serious skaters left the ice. Tess saw his glowing face. She rushed to him and hugged him tight.

	He held her waist and whirled her around. “I’m so happy.”

	“Oh, I knew it would work out.” In a smaller voice, she said, “I’m sure it was worth missing today’s skating.” 

	Onlookers saw delightful newly-weds. They told each other what a perfect couple they were.

	Later in the morning, the pair arrived at Enid’s house and found her preparing a roast dinner while Kimberley slept peacefully. Tess started peeling potatoes and Jeremy worked on a complicated sauce and glaze for the bacon joint. Talk drifted to the new super-sports complex which was rumoured to be built in Hanmouth.

	“The article I read in The Times said it would be the first of its kind in Britan,” Enid said as she sliced apples for the dessert. “I’ve heard there are big complexes like that in Canada and America. I’d love to see one.”

	“So would I.” Tess looked across the kitchen table. “I heard one of the girls at the rink talking about it. She said that since it’s going to be Olympic-sized, it might take over from Norrington as the venue for the Britannia Trophy in the future.”

	“Oh, I don’t think that would happen, dear,” Enid said.

	“Why ever not?” Tess started cutting the potatoes into even-sized pieces.

	Enid wiped her hands. “We’re a pretty conservative nation. However wonderful Hanmouth turns out to be, I think Norrington will stay the centre of British skating. It’s tradition.”

	A small frown appeared on Tess’s forehead.

	Rosa entered the room and wagged a playful finger at Tess. “Think how much you always had your heart set on going to Norrington, even when you were a little girl.”

	Jeremy tasted his sauce and put the spoon down. “But the world is changing,” he said. “I know Norrington’s full of tradition, but that doesn’t mean new places can’t offer better facilities.”

	“What d’you mean,” Rosa asked. “Better facilities?”

	“Well, I read the same article Enid read. It seems this Mr Winters—the one who’s building the new sports complex, has already built a new super gym for the Hanmouth football team, and look how dramatically their performance has improved.”

	“Yes,” Tess agreed. “I read that they’re actually back in the first division because of their wonderful training.” She paused, “So, Jem, what facilities d’you think the new Hanmouth rink would have?”

	Jeremy pushed the last clove into his cross-hatched bacon joint. “Why don’t we all go and have a look?” 

	#

	After lunch two cars set off in convoy. Half an hour later Enid’s car started to shudder. She stopped at the side of the road and lifted the bonnet. A red glow told her that all was not well with the engine. Rosa drew up behind Enid’s car and she and Jeremy climbed out to investigate.

	Enid asked, “Jeremy, I don’t suppose you know . . .?”

	Jeremy shook his head. “I understand nothing about the mysteries of car engines.” 

	Tess took charge. “Drop me off at the nearest phone box. I’ll phone the RAC then walk back and wait with Enid. We’ll catch up later when the mechanic has mended whatever’s faulty.” 

	Jeremy ran his fingers along his jaw. “What if it’s something serious?” 

	Tess shrugged. “We’ll have to miss out on the day. We can go back another time.” She noticed a look of scepticism on Jeremy’s face and put her hands on her hips. “Look, if the RAC can’t mend whatever it is, they’ll take us home. If we seem to be missing for ages, you can find a phone box and see if we’ve arrived home safely. Will that do?”

	#

	Once safely parked in Hanmouth, Rosa and Jeremy walked towards the site of the new rink. “I remember coming here years ago on holiday,” Rosa said. “It was a pretty little seaside town then, but it seems to have grown.” 

	Jeremy shivered as a sudden gust of October air swirled around the edge of the building. He pulled his leather jacket closer. As he did so, an image forced itself into his mind. He remembered hugging it to himself while hurrying along Trenbridge station with Lazaro on the day they met. But recent feelings for Sven overcame the memory and all the bittersweet feelings of loss that accompanied it.

	In the distance, he could see the vast concrete slab for the new ice pad. A huddle of men with hard hats clustered around a grey suited man who held plans. After a while it seemed that an argument had started. As Jeremy and Rosa came nearer to the group, they saw two of the men pointing in different directions. A squat man in overalls seemed to be arguing with a man in the yellow hard-hat. He left the group and walked swiftly towards the building at the back of the plot.

	Jeremy and Rosa watched the squat man. 

	“They absolutely must get it right at this stage. I expect he’s gone to fetch the architect,” Jeremy said.

	#

	Bartholomew sat with his back to the window. He inspected the balance sheet his accountant had prepared for the Inland Revenue. It looked good. He saw how cleverly the profits from the drug company had been laundered through both his own Hanmouth empire and the Trenbridge ice rink. He thought about the loss he would be able to show to the tax office while the new sports complex was being built and started to rough out some figures.

	Bartholomew heard a knock on the door. He opened it to find the site foreman standing there with helmet in hand.

	“Sorry to bother you, Mr Winters, but we are having a disagreement with the pipe laying company. We’ve built the slab to the specifications given by the architect. The chief engineer from the pipe laying company has told us that the slab is too big. He’s measured it all out and—”

	Bartholomew grabbed his keys and walked towards the door with the foreman. “I had better come and talk to him. If he puts pipes in that do not fill the slab, the edges will not freeze. That will not do.” He and the foreman hurried downstairs and out of the gymnasium complex. They arrived at the site of the slab and walked towards the group of men.

	#

	Rosa and Jeremy were only a few yards from the group. “I thought the man in the suit was the big cheese,” Rosa joked. “This is obviously an even bigger one.”

	“A whole cheddar perhaps.” Jeremy laughed, then looked closely at the ‘bigger cheese’. He couldn’t hear the voice from where he was, and the hair and face were different, but he recognised every gesture. His stomach contracted.

	Rosa saw the look of shock and anguish on Jeremy’s face and pulled him gently towards her. Recognising the pain of loss and betrayal, she enfolded him in her arms.

	A breeze rustled the scant winter foliage from a nearby plane tree. Dead leaves twirled from dry branches and wrapped themselves around Jeremy’s thoughts until each memory, safely enveloped, spun down the street in little eddies. The newly bare boughs held promise of the following spring.

	His brain no longer whispered the often-thought words, Why did you leave me? An out-of-season forsythia, confused by the mixed weather of the previous summer, bloomed at the corner of the building site. The freshness of a spring yet to come, overlaid all autumnal thoughts. You built a new life without me and I am rebuilding my life without you. The vibrant forsythia imprinted itself in Jeremy’s heart and with it, Sven’s open smile. New possibilities replaced all sad thoughts.
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