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As far as I was concerned, it started and ended with the gloves. No way was I going to wear them. No bloody way. The memory still brings me out in a sweat. My name's Montgomery, usually shortened to Monty, after some old geezer in a war last century. Montgomery Clifton Chadwick. M.C.C. Dad's a cricket fan with a sense of humour as well as being a history professor, although why he bothers to work after the wodge Gran left us, God only knows.
I loved Gran. She used to wink at me and then wind people up. She said it was the only fun she got at her age. I miss her. I was sad when she died, but it meant I could have the annexe suite Dad converted for her. I have a bedroom, a den, which is where I do my homework and have all my books and stuff, and a tiny room with a loo and shower. It is brilliant, or as my gang would no doubt say ‘wicked’.
As well as a stupid name, I'm saddled with a stupid sister, of the big variety. At the time of this story, Rosalyn was nineteen and about to marry an oily git called Jake Mitchell who was much older than her, twenty-five, I think. They had been going out for almost eighteen months and engaged for a year. Never liked him. When I found out that I was expected to dress up like a wuss at the wedding, wear stupid bloody gloves and carry a ring-cushion up the aisle after them, that was it. What did they think I was? I was thirteen, not three. I refused. There was a row. Dad looked at me with that ‘you'd better give in, they'll win in the end’ look. So I agreed, but I promised myself I'd fall down the stairs and break both legs before I'd do it. Three days later, the idea hit me. All I had to do was make sure the wedding never happened.
Problem was I only had six weeks and no ideas. This called for a meeting of the Brotherhood. That's me, Gilly, Wombat and Dazza. We met in the den and I told them the news. We all agreed that if I was such a dipstick as to actually do the gloves thing, I would have to resign as the leader of the Brotherhood. Unthinkable, they all said. If I'm being honest what Gilly actually said was 'Nah, can't do that' and the others nodded. I'd like to believe that this show of loyalty was because of my leadership qualities, but I suspect it was because they all thought the den was magic, or as Gilly would put it ‘cool’ and they didn't want to lose it.
'So, what are we going to do?' asked Dazza asked.
'We have to think of something which will stop the wedding,' Wombat said. He's always been good at stating the obvious.
'We have to act like the bloke I was named after.' I said. 'He was a great general. Dad worships him. Apparently he went for numerical superiority, precision planning, intensive training and extreme caution. We must do the same.'
'Cool,' was Gilly's response. It just needed Dazza to chip in. He didn't disappoint.
'Random.'
'Why don't you like Jake?' asked Wombat, too preoccupied for once to chime in with 'wicked'.
'He's a slimy toad, but clever with it, that's why. He's got Mum fooled and even I have trouble doing that.'
'Where does he work?' asked Wombat.
'He's a partner at some accountants in Holtwhistle. I'm sure Rosie will have told him about Gran's money and that's what he's really after.'
Gilly whistled. 'But if he's a partner, he should be loaded. Can't you persuade him to part with a bit of pocket money now and then?'
'Tried that. He told me to sod off. He must know my money's in trust and that I haven't got a lot of spare. He made sure nobody could hear him swearing at me, though. Now, think!'
Instead of thinking about how to get rid of Jake, all I could think was how miserable Rosie was going to be with him. I wouldn't admit this to everyone and certainly not to her, but the thought of Rosie being conned by this waste of space made my stomach curl up. Something had to be done and as I'm supposed to be the clever one, it was down to me.
I looked round. 'Any ideas?'
I made notes in the back of 'Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire' where nobody would find them. In one respect though, we were already copying my namesake's tactics. We had numerical superiority and we'd started on the precision planning. Now we just needed to train and use extreme caution.
Another of the original Monty's rules was having good intelligence. We needed to know as much as possible about the enemy. As captain of the Brotherhood, I had to plan my strategy with care. Dazza and Wombat are fine in the normal run of things, but when it comes to thinking on your feet, Gilly is a natural. So I made him my lieutenant with a warning that if he pronounced it ‘lootenant’, I would make him clean out the loo as punishment. I delegated Gilly to wait outside Jake's office and follow him, but first I had to find out where the office was. I told the team I'd be in touch.
Next morning, I asked Rosie about being an accountant, knowing she would witter on and on about her beloved. After five minutes, I was getting nowhere so I asked a direct question.
'Where does he work, then?'
'Archer & Kenwright.'
'Where's that?'
She narrowed her eyes and looked at me. 'Why do you want to know?'
''Cos I'm interested. What's his office like?'
Rosie went a strange shade of pink. 'I haven't seen it.'
The spoonful of Shreddies stopped its journey to my mouth and milk dripped onto my shorts.
Rosie pursed her lips. 'Jake is very busy.' Her voice tailed off at the end. So she thought it was strange, too. I pressed home the advantage.
'Sounds weird to me. Doesn't he even take you out to lunch?'
She got up from the table. 'Jake doesn't eat lunch,' was all she said before stalking out of the room. Mum looked at me and sighed.
'Why do you have to go and wind her up?'
Before I could reply, Mum grabbed the teapot and plates and stomped into the kitchen. Looked like Rosie wasn't the only one who was wound up. I went into the den with the phone book, which is what I should have done in the first place if my brains had been what everyone cracks them up to be. The address was easy to find. I texted The Brotherhood and told them we'd meet next morning. I spent the day in the den after borrowing Dad's copy of 'Sun Tzu and the Art of War' written by some Chinese guy over two thousand years ago. Definite food for thought. So much so, I nearly forgot about lunch.
Jake came round that night. Dad was in my old bedroom which he's turned into an office, allegedly working, even though it was the summer holidays. Mum, Rosie and Jake started discussing the plans for the wedding. Rosie was nervous about meeting Jake's parents for the first time. They lived in Scotland and Rosie wanted his sister to be a bridesmaid. Apparently Jake had rowed with them all a few years before - there's a surprise - and headed south. When he and Rosie got engaged, she told him that she wasn't getting married unless his parents were there. So he'd been forced to get back in touch. When she mentioned the ring-cushion, I saw Jake's eyes glint and I knew then whose idea it had been.
'You'll look so smart, Monty, especially with the gloves. They'll be the finishing touch,' he said.
I hope my namesake smiled back at his enemies, too.
It was when they all trooped into the kitchen to make tea that I noticed Jake's mobile phone had fallen into the seat of his armchair. Time to disrupt the enemy. I grabbed it, put it on silent and shoved it into my mother's knitting bag. I was back in my seat when they walked in, Jake carrying the tray of cups and a plate of biscuits doing his caring fiancé bit. Obsequious tow-rag.
'I'll call Dad down,' I said, getting out of my chair.
I opened the door and yelled. Mum was narked with me for that, but there was method to my madness. Slimeball discovered his loss just as we were halfway through the tea and biscuits. At first he just patted his trousers. Then he stood up and went through his pockets. He frowned and started to breathe a bit faster than usual.
'Can't seem to find my phone.'
'Have you left it in your jacket, darling?'
'Must have done. I'll go and look.'
He came back from the hall breathing heavily now, an anxious look on his sheet-white face.
Rosie looked up, all concern. 'Did you leave it in the office?'
'No, I remember having it as I got into the car.'
Dad intervened. 'Could you have dropped it in the car?'
'I thought I had it when we were sitting down, Mr Chadwick.'
Rosie started looking down the sides of the armchair.
Jake turned to me, his eyes bright and watchful. 'Have you seen it, Monty?'
I'm so proud I was able to look him directly in the eye and say no. It was obvious to everyone he did not believe me, so I emptied all my pockets and pulled them inside out to show that I did not have it and they all knew I hadn't left the room. Precision planning or what? I could see Dad was steamed because his son's honesty had been questioned. I then made the helpful suggestion of ringing the mobile from our landline to see if it was in the house or if he had lost it outside. Oh dear, what a shame. Not a sound.
They all went to search Jake's car. I took advantage of the moment, slipped the phone out of Mum's bag and headed through to the annexe. I came back twenty minutes later to fetch a glass of water and ask if Jake had found his phone.
'No,' Mum said, putting stuff in the fridge. 'He thinks he must have left it at the office. He's going to check tomorrow when he gets in.'
I had until next morning to get what information I could from the phone. There were pictures in his gallery of what looked like handwritten sheets of paper as well as one of a blonde woman with a baby. Obviously, the sister. The baby looked vacant and I hoped she didn't intend bringing it to the wedding if the worst happened and all my plans failed. Next morning, I couldn't decide what to do with the phone. So I did what I normally do in these situations. Confessed to Dad. I showed him the pictures, gave him the phone and left him to sort it all out. It's called delegating upwards.
He was not happy with me, especially as I couldn't tell him why I had it in the first place, but he looked worried. He snatched the phone and said leave it to him and he wouldn't tell Mum or Rosie. I was just getting ready to go out when I heard him using it. He was obviously narked. The back of his neck goes all red when he's trying to keep his temper.
'Well, who are you then?' I heard him ask. I slipped out of the front door before he could intercept me and cycled to the park to meet up with the Brotherhood.
We'd been playing footie for a while before Gilly joined us. Then we decamped to the park café. As usual, Dazza had two choc-chip muffins. He calls it brain food. We call him lard arse.
'Right. Anything to report from Archer and Kenwright?' I asked. We all looked at Gilly. He took a sip of coke.
'Jake arrived there at just gone 8.30. I was going to stay all morning, but two blokes came out and I heard one of them call the other Mr Archer, so I decided to follow them. They went to that posh coffee shop in Monk Street where Auntie Meg works. I went in to say hello to her.' He paused for effect.
'Get on with it. Did you hear what they said?'
'Yeah, they were talking about auditing and the accounts department and Mr Archer said something like we'll have to do a full audit. Can you come in over the weekend? And the other bloke said yes, the team were all primed and not to worry.'
We sat trying to work out what it meant.
'I know,' said Dazza, licking his fingers and mopping up cake crumbs. 'Jake's nicked some money and they're trying to find out how much.'
We digested what he'd said. Perhaps choc-chip muffins are brain food after all. They all looked at me. Time to rally the troops.
'I wonder if it's anything to do with the pictures on his phone? The best plan is to keep Jake under observation at all times. We'll have to do it in relays and obviously I can't do it 'cos he'll recognise me. Keep together, or in twos and change who walks with who. Have you all got your mobiles? My den at 4.30, then, OK? By the way, Mum says do you all want to come to tea?'
'Wicked.'
'Cool.'
'Random.'
I shook my head at them. Sometimes I think I'm the only one who speaks English. I wondered if the other Monty had felt this jittery when his troops were in the front line and if I was going to be part of any collateral damage. I headed home.
I could tell there was something wrong the minute I stepped through the door. Mum had one of her tight-lipped sessions on and Dad was a bit red in the face. Mum was saying that as Rosie was their only daughter, she could have whatever she wanted at her wedding and that Dad was a bloody Scrooge. Then they saw me and shut up. Dad said he had a few errands to run, grabbed his wallet and the car keys and escaped.
'Where have you been all morning?' Mum said.
'I went to see the gang in the park. Mum, what's the matter with Dad?'
'Nothing important. Have you tidied up that pit of yours yet?'
'I'll do it now. Is it OK if I take some lunch with me, please?' Manners are always a good call if Mum's got one on.
I hit the fridge and made my favourite, a big cheese salad baguette. If I get to Oxford like everyone expects, I'm going to have one every day. Mum still looked as if she were either going to shout or cry, so I skipped the mayo and went through to the den at the double. I'd just taken the first mouthful when my phone squawked. It was Dazza and he was chewing something, surprise, surprise. We grunted at each other through our respective lunches. I finished my mouthful first, probably because I don't stuff it in like a jackal that hasn't eaten for a fortnight. I told him he'd have to be on his best eating behaviour at tea otherwise Mum would have a hissy fit. Before he could reply, I asked for his report.
'Gilly and me followed Jake when he went out for lunch.' Lunch? I distinctly remember Rosie saying that Slimeball didn't eat lunch.
'Where to?'
'The sandwich bar. Gilly told Wombat to follow him. Wombat says Jake was oozing over the girl making his sandwich. He had coronation chicken, by the way.'
I shuddered. 'What then?'
'We hit a snag because Wombat remembered that he met Jake in your kitchen about a month ago, so he turned tail and walked out before he could recognise him.'
'Great. Who followed Jake after that?'
'We took over. Wombat hung back. Jake went to the park, sat on a bench and ate his sandwich.'
'And?'
'He watched the ducks for a bit, then he jumped up like he'd been stung by a wasp or something and legged it. We pretended to play footie. Wombat crossed to the other side of the road and followed Jake back to his office. We stayed in the park, but Gilly got a mouthful off this snotty woman who was showing her brat the ducks. Gilly said she was a real grumpy cow.'
I sighed. 'What was the stupid prat doing?'
'Just kicking his ball, honest, Monty. She had a right go at him. Said he was scaring the wildlife. If anyone was scary, it was her.'
I sighed again. 'You'd better call it a day. See you later.'
I sat at my desk, read through the notes I'd made from the Sun Tzu book and thought hard. If Jake was embezzling the firm's money, then the sooner he was found out the better. Could we rely on Mr Archer and his team to do the work for us? Did my namesake rely on other people to get the job done?
From stuff I'd read he had been a real pain in the neck, especially to Eisenhower and Churchill. We needed to exercise extreme caution if we weren't going to get caught in friendly fire. Probably the best thing to do was wait until after the weekend and then if nothing happened, we would have to formulate another plan and I would ask Dad about the pictures on Jake's phone. I checked the calendar. We still had five weeks until the wedding.
I looked round the den. Mum had a point. It was a tip. I grabbed the empty box my new printer had come in and started filling it. Mum seemed happier when she saw me coming through with the box full of rubbish. I offloaded all the mugs and plates from the last three weeks use and dumped the box in the dustbin. I knew I'd scored serious Brownie points when I asked for the vacuum cleaner and she said she'd do it and ruffled my hair.
Then I remembered that Slimeball was coming to tea as well. I gritted my teeth and braced my shoulders, knowing I'd have to be careful not to alert him. The Brotherhood would be there, though, so we'd still have numerical superiority. When they trooped in, we went through to the den.
A bit later, I heard the front door slam and Mum called us. Slimeball was looking at some catalogues with Rosie. He looked at us and scowled, but Rosie distracted him wittering on about favours at the reception. I opened my mouth to say the biggest favour he could do would be to sod off, but decided not to. Dazza was eyeballing the table. I shot him some killer looks and he went red.
'I wonder where your Dad is,' Mum said.
Just then, the front door opened and closed and after a minute or so, Dad came into the room. Jake greeted him in his best bum-sucking mode. Mum said she wanted to dish up but Dad said could it wait a few minutes. Mum did a really cracking eye roll and marched into the kitchen to turn the oven off. Jake moved to one of the armchairs and Rosie sat on the arm. Dad leaned on the dresser and chatted to the Brotherhood. His face was sort of closed and quiet and his voice was quiet, too. Mum came back into the room, which was what Dad had been waiting for.
'How's work, Jake?'
'Fine, Mr Chadwick, thank you. Business is looking up nicely. I'm hoping to take a good bonus this year. It'll help with the wedding.'
'What's it like being a partner?'
'Bit daunting at first, but as soon as you find your feet, it's OK.'
The silence that followed was like a mist. It seemed to curl in through the half open door from the hall and thicken until you could have made breeze blocks out of it. Even Rosie, who is not the most observant specimen of the species, realised that something was wrong and that it came from Dad. Mum's face had changed from its annoyed look to its worried look.
'Andrew?' was all she said and put her fingers to her lips. Dad looked from her to Jake.
'I spoke to Graham Archer on the phone this afternoon and then I went to see him. He is furious that one of his team of junior auditors is passing himself off as a partner.'
Rosie shot off the arm of the chair like a penguin popping out of the sea onto a rock. 'What do you mean?' she asked.
Dad took her by the shoulders and turned her round to face Jake. 'Ask him.'
For once, Slimeball was lost for words. He sat and stared at Dad like one of those cartoon characters that's been hypnotised.
Dad let the silence go on a little while. 'I've persuaded him not to sack you for that, though. I made him aware of your other responsibilities.'
Rosie was getting her knickers in a serious twist by now. 'What do you mean, Dad? Other responsibilities? I don't understand.'
'None of us would have understood if it hadn't been for Monty. Would you like to meet Jake's other responsibilities?'
I think that's when I started to shake inside. Jake had been embezzling and now the police were in the hall waiting to arrest him.
Dad strode to the door and opened it wide. A short blonde woman stood by the front door with a baby in her arms.
I jumped up. 'You're the girl on the phone. Jake's sister.'
Gilly had also leapt out of his chair, pointing at her. 'You're the grumpy woman at the park this afternoon.'
The woman looked white and scared and the baby started to whimper. She swayed back and forth trying to shut it up. Dad put his arm round her shoulders and walked her into the room.
'Hello, Jake,' she said. 'You told me you were in Liverpool on a job.'
'He was in the park this lunchtime,' Gilly said, but nobody was listening.
'Who are you?' Rosie's voice sounded tired like Gran's did just before she died. Jake sat gazing at the newcomer as if she was an alien.
'Let me introduce you,' said Dad. 'Dawn, this is my daughter, Rosalyn. Rosie, this is not Jake's sister, but his partner and this little bundle of mischief is Alison, their daughter. Dawn was in hospital giving birth when you and Jake were enjoying your engagement party.'
It was only then that I realised that all hell could break loose quietly. Dad showed Rosie the picture of Dawn and Alison on the phone. Rosie turned on me.
'So it was you who took it?'
I had to admit that it had been me and that it was a spur of the moment thing and that I hadn't planned it. I bet Viscount Montgomery never babbled in fright like I did. I asked Dad what had happened after I had given him the phone. That really shocked Rosie because she exploded at him, but he told her to be quiet in that voice he sometimes uses when one of us is being really thick.
'So what did you do with Jake's stolen phone?' Her arms were folded and her lips compressed but it looked more to me as if she was trying to protect herself from a disaster she could see coming than truculence with Dad.
'Monty showed me the pictures. Yes, Jake, all of them. I looked through the contacts list and there was one called ‘home’ so I rang it. I thought the lady who answered might be his mother so I called her Mrs Mitchell. It was Dawn, of course, who said...'
'Who told him that your mother didn't live with us,' Dawn said, staring at Slimeball. We all turned our heads at the same time to look at him, a bit like you see the spectators do at Wimbledon. It was match point and he was losing.
'Nothing to say, Jake?' Dad asked. 'No smooth-tongued excuses?'
Mum walked past the slimy git as if he was not there. She put one arm round Rosie and the other round Dawn and the baby.
'Come into the kitchen. I think we all need a cup of tea.'
There was a pause. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dazza sneak a piece of the cake Mum had put on the table. He was taking no chances and it didn't seem as if anybody would get anything to eat for the foreseeable future, so I couldn't blame him.
Once the womenfolk were in the kitchen, Dad went into action. He advanced on Jake, grabbed his shirtfront and heaved him one-handed out of the armchair. I was dead impressed and made a mental note not to wind Dad up too much in the future.
'If you come within three hundred metres of Rosie again,' Dad said, 'I'll break both your legs. Now, get out of my house.' He shoved Jake towards the front door. 'And don't think you can go home to the flat. I changed the locks this afternoon. You can't get in. And I think you might have some explaining to do about certain pictures on your phone. I gave your boss copies.'
Jake turned and snarled at me. 'You little bastard. This is all your fault.'
I grinned at him. 'Actually, Pond Life, it's yours. If you hadn't had the great idea of making me carry a ring-cushion wearing stupid gloves, none of this would have happened.'
The front door slammed behind him and Dad grinned. 'Well done boys, and especially you, Monty. We named you well. I think we might increase your allowance a bit in recognition of services above and beyond the call of duty, don't you?
Then he walked into the kitchen leaving the four of us, or five if you count the cake. I felt that sudden rush of happiness that sometimes floods through you when you've had a brilliant day. An increase in my allowance. No wedding. No more Jake. And best of all, no bloody gloves. Wicked!
Paul always maintained there's nothing ugly that can't be made into a thing of beauty. Through the passage of more than fifty years, his voice came back to her as he'd pointed at a voodoo lily. 'Look at that, pretty as any hat you'll see at Ascot'.
Rosemary had laughed at the time and she smiled now. Ah, the old days when she was young. When, despite her webbed hand, she'd caught the eye of young Paul Larkin, her father's gardener at Fordham Hall. Major Fordham had employed him because men were scarce. Paul, the sole family breadwinner since his father's death at Dunkirk, was happy to work for a pittance.
The Fordham heir, forever young following the tumbling, whirling death spiral of his spitfire above North Weald had been Rosemary's only stay and support; the barrier between her and the widowed major's insistence that her duty was to look after him. The old man hadn't bargained on two lonely souls finding each other in the gardens. The villagers may have looked askance at the hand that had ensured a lonely childhood up in the schoolroom. Paul never did.
Rosemary closed her eyes feeling again Paul's strong hands on hers as he taught her to prune and mulch. With a sigh, she changed out of her formal dress and coat ready for the garden. Dead-heading was the order of the day she decided, grasping the secateurs. The rose petals, brilliant white in the hard high sunlight, flared in her eyes making them water. Or was it memories?
She worked in the front garden this morning and, by habit, that meant clean trousers and a crisp blue blouse. Despite her best endeavours, Rosemary had never silenced the memory of her father's hectoring voice, once embarked on his many hobby horses. One's appearance in front of the neighbours had been a pet topic. Rosemary patted her beautifully set white hair. Major Fordham had been dead almost fifteen years, but her ears still rang with that blustering voice, bullying anyone within reach. His favourite target had always been the daughter he despised.
She had chosen her blouse with care, its shade matching eyes still clear and bright despite her seventy summers. Today, she hoped for a visitor and must look her best. The young man she had seen going from house to house up a neighbouring street yesterday when she changed her library books, might come down the avenue today. So few callers made it to the end of the cul-de-sac. Indeed she'd had to throw her last batch of homemade ginger biscuits away because they'd gone stale. However, the ones she'd baked yesterday would pass muster, as the major would have said. She'd put in extra sugar. Men liked sugar.
Rosemary admitted that she sometimes found life lonely. The neighbours were out all day at work and watched their televisions all evening. She didn't have a television. Waste of time and money the major had said when she suggested it. He'd said the same about so many things. The operation to separate her fingers, the need for compost and fertiliser for her garden, a new armchair when the springs went in hers. Lot of stupid nonsense, the major said. Doctors charged the earth for doing nothing, soil didn't need feeding and she could use a cushion. All these people wanted was money and they weren't getting his. They should be put up against a wall and shot, just put up against a wall and shot. His one-remedy-fits-all.
'Excuse me. How's it going? May I come in?'
The deep voice made Rosemary's heart leap and she spun round to look towards the gate. Yes, this was the man she'd seen the previous day, tall, dark-haired and with blue eyes, just like her Paul. How strange to have had two reminders of Paul in the space of a few hours. Oh, Paul. After all these years, the physical pain of loss shot through her.
The newcomer stood, his hand on the gate, a ready smile on his face, the question still lingering on his lips.
Rosemary clambered with some difficulty to her feet, returning his smile. 'Yes, please do. Anything to give me a rest from weeding.'
'Your garden is lovely.' Ah, the old soft soap. Well, she could cope with that.
'You should see the back,' she replied. 'Do you like gardening?'
The young man smiled again and shook his head. ' You know, I wouldn't know a weed from a flower,' he said. 'But I like to look.'
'A weed is only a flower in the wrong place.' She hoped the briskness in her voice hid the brief disappointment. Not a bit like Paul, then.
'What can I do for you?' she asked, taking off her gardening gloves and putting her right hand around the trowel so that he couldn't see. Stupid for her to be embarrassed about it after all these years, but then the major had always maintained she was brainless.
He held out a card. 'Simon Haswell. I work for an antique dealer in Birmingham, you know. We're doing the rounds to see if people have any, you know, antiques they'd like to part with. We pay top prices.'
'I do have some nice things,' Rosemary said. 'Perhaps you'd like to come in for a cup of tea and take a look. I could do with a bit of extra cash. Pensions don't go very far these days.'
Simon beamed and shut the gate behind him. Rosemary noticed that he slipped off his shoes inside the front door and ignored her hand. A well-brought up young man or one anxious to make a good impression? He followed her into the kitchen and chatted whilst she made the tea and put china and a plate of ginger biscuits on the tray. He insisted on carrying it as he followed her into the sitting room at the back of the house.
Rosemary pretended not to hear his intake of breath. The full magnificence of her back garden was on show through the wall of sliding glass doors bought with the compensation from the major's death in the train crash. Difficult day that had been. The officials had been so kind, knowing that identification was virtually impossible, but another of the major's hobby horses had been the duty before everything mantra and so she had clenched her teeth, nodded at the mangled blood-spattered grey trousers and identified the shoes.
She hadn't altered her lifestyle much after the major's death. Considered having the operation on her hand, but decided against it in the end. Liberty from tyranny meant more time in her garden; the money to buy the plants she wanted without having to run the gamut of the major's miserly abuse; being more active helping the vicar in the parish. She had bought a new armchair, though.
The vicar had introduced her to Amelia and, to their mutual surprise, the two had enjoyed a formal, almost Victorian style friendship. Two elderly ladies sharing coffee in town, the occasional lunch and once or twice a year, a play or the opera in Birmingham. Rosemary's garden took up the rest of her time. St George's could always rely on her for floral colour whatever the time of year and the evening classes in flower arranging had been put to good use. She attained a degree of contentment verging on happiness.
Rosemary's only abiding sadness was the loss her first and only love. Paul had assured her she was beautiful, praised the speed with which she learned his lessons, told her that if you put a flower in the right place, the right soil and fed it, you'd end up with something strong and healthy. He had stroked her cheek, saying that the Hall was the wrong soil for her and that he would spend the rest of his life making her happiness his first concern. Paul would have been so proud at the visual proof that she had learned his lessons well.
A questioning silence had fallen and she turned to find Simon looking at her with raised eyebrows.
'I'm so sorry, I was wool-gathering,' she said in the soft, pliable voice that had become a habit.
Simon smiled. A little too wide, that smile, Rosemary decided. He probably thought she was three sheets to the wind.
'I was saying that you have some beautiful things in here, you know. The question is, Miss Fordham, are you willing to part with any?' So, he hadn't been looking at the garden at all and the question as to whether the rest of the house was as stuffed with antiques as this room was so evident in his eyes that he might as well have asked it aloud.
'They're just things,' she said. 'My father liked the delicacy of the Royal Doulton ladies, but I find their simpering faces very off-putting. I quite like the landscape. Some artist called Cooper. Victorian, I think.' Simon looked interested, examining the bucolic scene of a meadow with cows in it and nodding. 'That's quite a nice picture, you know. I could probably give you £30 for it.'
Rosemary supposed it wouldn't do to tell him she knew anything by William Sidney Cooper was worth at least a hundred times that. 'Do sit down and have a biscuit with your tea,' she said. 'I baked them yesterday. I got used to baking for my father and even though I don't have many visitors now, I've never broken the habit.' She watched, waiting for the moment when she saw the chewy ginger flavour explode in his mouth and smiled.
'Fantastic,' he mumbled through a mouthful of crumbs.
Rosemary leaned back in her chair. 'They are good, aren't they? I had a couple for breakfast. Quicker and easier than toast. Help yourself to more.'
Four biscuits later, Rosemary invited Simon to walk round the garden. None of those inanimate objects in the sitting room could compare to the living breathing Eden she had created out here.
She pointed to a clematis in a pot near the greenhouse. 'Look, this one's called ‘Ice Maiden’. Isn't she divine? I shall plant her out in the next couple of days. She's acclimatising at the moment.'
Simon checked his watch. 'I really need to be getting on, you know, Miss Fordham. People to see. You know.'
'Oh, this will only take a few minutes and then we can talk about what's in the sitting room.' Anything to keep him there just a little longer, allow her the rare delight of company.
She could see he was steeling himself to patience as she led him along winding paths past hidden bowers until they came to a swathe of handsome plants crowned by red flowers.
'These are a favourite,' Rosemary said. '‘Euphorbia Griffithii Fireglow’. Aren't they gorgeous? Bend down, touch them. See how vibrant and virile they are.'
As he leaned over, Rosemary put her hand out and grasped a couple of flower heads, but somehow, in her enthusiasm to show off their beauty, she managed to snap them off, directly into his face. With a yell of pain, he leapt backwards. Her cries matched his as she fussed and fluffed around him.
'Oh, heavens, I'm so sorry. We must wash your eyes straight away. How stupid I am. Father always said I was an imbecile and now I've proved it.' She guided him indoors, bathed his eyes and put cold compresses on them. 'Does that feel any better?'
'God, the pain. It's as if someone has stuck a fist of pins in my eyes. What the hell was it?'
'Don't worry, it will wear off. I've done it myself a couple of times. It's the sap, you see. I should have realised. I'm so sorry. Just sit there quietly.'
'Actually, you know, I don't feel too well. Oh my God. Where's the bathroom?'
'Shock,' she replied. 'Would you like to lie down for a while? Perhaps if you had a nap...?'
'I need to phone my manager. Can you help me? My phone's in my jacket pocket.'
'Much better to let me phone him and explain. Tell me the number and I'll call him when I've helped you into the major's room. It's only next door. He didn't like stairs and it was convenient for when he needed me. Now, lean on my shoulder, I'm quite strong. And don't worry, the effects really are temporary.'
Two hours later, she crept into the next room, smelling the vomit from the doorway.
'Are you awake?' she whispered.
'Eyes...hurt. Feel sick. Head thumping. What's happening?' His voice sounded slow, detached, heavy.
Rosemary pulled a chair up to the bedside. 'Do you remember Wednesday last week, Simon? Nine days ago?'
'What do you mean?'
'You were knocking on doors in Chatterton Avenue and you happened upon a stout elderly lady. I'm sure you remember her stick.' She could almost see the panic-stricken thoughts rushing around his brain.
'Don't know what you mean,' he said after a long pause.
'Her name was Amelia Royle. A friend of mine. A blind friend and the white stick told you that, didn't it? I planted Amelia a fragrance garden so that she could still enjoy walking in it.'
Simon said nothing, but Rosemary was aware from the fluttering of his hands that he knew perfectly well what she meant.
'You talked your way into her bungalow and when you left, not only did you have the jade chess pieces, for which you paid her peanuts, you also had her mother's emerald and diamond engagement ring, the last thing Amelia owned that had belonged to her.'
His voice was very quiet. 'How do you know it was me?'
'She rang me when she couldn't find it on the dressing table,' Rosemary continued. 'It was always kept in one place, you see. Poor Amelia. She was desolate. Crying. It was heart-breaking to hear her.'
The ensuing silence became charged with bewilderment and perhaps just the beginnings of fear.
'Still there,' he said at last. 'Briefcase. Take it. Let me go. Please.'
'Amelia described you on the phone,' Rosemary continued as if he had not spoken. 'She couldn't see your face, but she heard the timbre of your voice, called it smiling. She told me your habit of saying 'you know' and your greeting of ‘how's it going?’. The second you opened your mouth I knew it was you.'
'Take it. Give it back. Sorry, really sorry.'
'So am I, Simon. I wish it were that simple. You see, Amelia was so distraught that her heart gave out. When I arrived she was lying dead on the hall floor. Her funeral was this morning. I knew you'd be here sooner or later. I've been waiting for you.'
'What are you going to do?' His voice tried so hard to show some bravado, but Rosemary could hear the tremor. His stomach heaved again, but there was little left in it to bring up.
'Well, as I told you, the blindness from the euphorbia sap is only temporary. I wanted you to feel as helpless, frightened and vulnerable as she did.'
'Make amends. Promise. How long before I can see again?'
'Not long. Sadly, before then, the digitalis distilled from the foxglove and the other ingredients I put in the biscuits will have taken effect, but don't worry, you will make amends.'
'How?' His voice was weaker now.
'By paying your debts. It's quite simple. You don't know this, but I had a young man once, many years ago. I loved him and he loved me. My father, the high and mighty Major Fordham sacked him and locked me in my room for a month, told me I'd brought disgrace on the family. He never ever let me forget it. By the time he released me, Paul had left the village. At least, I thought he had until many years later when I found his St Christopher in the major's room. Paul never took it off, you see. It was then that I knew he hadn't left the village at all.'
Her fingers reached to her neck and caressed the small medallion she always wore. By habit, she lifted it to her lips and kissed it.
Simon was fading in and out now, begging, crying, mumbling out his sympathy, asking her to help him, his voice becoming progressively fainter. Rosemary wasn't listening. She was remembering the thrill of excitement as she'd read the newspaper headlines about the rail crash, knowing this was her moment. After the shock of finding Paul's St Christopher, she waited over two years for the right opportunity, using her time wisely. Planting her poison garden so that it would be ready when the chance came, determined to act with a decisiveness that would have astonished the major.
Without remorse, she'd made her ginger biscuits and deprived another family of closure by identifying an unknown body as Major Fordham. The officials had expected her to be upset and frightened, but her only concern had been the success of the plan. To calm herself, Rosemary had visited the garden centre on her way home. A reward for her courage in the face of adversity and inspiration to complete her mission.
When she'd returned to the house, the major lay dead in his chair. Pausing only to put on her gardening gloves, Rosemary had fetched the axe from the garden shed and contemplated her task.
'Not quite blood fish and bone, but you'll do. Time to pay an old debt.'
She'd had to make the trench deep, of course, but her two favourite roses, ‘Paul's Scarlet’ and ‘Félicité Pérpetue’ had grown strong and true on the north wall, flowering their hearts out year after year, entwined as she and Paul had never been. Satisfying to know the major had finally done something useful.
Simon had ceased moving. Rosemary stroked his hair.
'There's nothing ugly that can't be made into a thing of beauty. Time to make amends,' she told him, looking out at the pots of ‘Penstemon Amelia’ waiting to be transplanted into the south facing border.
How's prison treating you then, Mr Venables? I expect I'm the last person in the world you thought you'd hear from. Well, let's face it, you aren't hearing from me because this letter is for my sole enjoyment. When I feel down, I take it out, read it and open a bottle of champagne. Works every time.
I wonder if you even remember me? We met a long time ago, but the two things you taught me were how to hate and how to wait. I'm sure you targeted me well in advance. Cal's accident had been in all the papers and the funeral even had people down from the national press. I think now that you were convinced I would get a hefty compensation pay out. You weren't to know that the company would weasel their way out of that. They say what goes around comes around. I read in the local paper sometime later that their workshop foreman had an accident with a hedge trimmer. Shame. An avid gardener with only one arm.
Your seduction techniques were perfect. I still remember the champagne and strawberries picnic on the cliffs. 'This is so magical,' you said. 'How did you float into my life?' You kissed me then and all the horror and torment of the previous year receded. It was as if everything I had gone through was worth it because I had found you.
For the first time in eighteen months I started to breathe out, never realising your true intent. Parents dead in a car crash, fiancé killed in an industrial accident. Lots of lovely compensation. When you found out there was no money, it must have been such a shock. You hadn't had time to plan your next move. So you decided to punish me for the fact that Mum and Dad had signed over the house to some insurance company leaving me with nothing and that Cal's firm were conniving bastards who blamed him for getting caught in one of their machines. I had to pay for your lost expectations.
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