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AUTHOR’S NOTE

On a visit to Saltaire village and Salts Mill, I walked with a friend through Roberts Park and along a pathway through woodland to the site of the nineteenth-century grand mansion Milner Field. Trees grow where this fine house once stood. There are traces of the conservatory’s mosaic floor, a fraction of wall, a glimpse into a cellar, blocks of stone, a few well-made bricks, and weeds growing amidst the rubble. An Elizabethan manor house was demolished to make way for the new Milner Field, and of that manor house there is no trace.

Milner Field mansion was the dream house of Titus Salt Junior, fifth and youngest son of Sir Titus Salt, wealthy textile manufacturer, who opened his new mill by the banks of the River Aire in 1853. Sir Titus commissioned a village to house his workers, also providing for their social, educational and health needs, naming the place Saltaire, after himself and the river.

What remains of Milner Field mansion are the stories of a house with a reputation as unlucky, a risky place to set down roots. Those stories and the scant remains of former grandeur inspired this thirteenth story of Kate Shackleton’s investigations, a work of fiction.

For the facts, I highly recommend Milner Field: The Lost Country House of Titus Salt Jnr by Richard Lee-Van den Daele and R. David Beale.

In December 2001, UNESCO designated Saltaire a World Heritage Site.




LONG AGO

Long ago, Nick lived with his grandmother in a hut on the land called Milner Field. On Sundays, his grandmother washed his face at the well that belonged to the old manor house nearby. She put her shawl over her head and shoulders and her empty basket over her arm. They would walk along the towpath to Shipley, to the Chapel of Golden Light. They sat on chairs that hurt your bottom, listened to Bible stories, and sang hymns. When he could write his name, Nick joined the Band of Hope and signed the pledge. Never a drop of alcohol would pass his lips as long as he should live. On the day he signed the pledge, a Golden Light lady gave Nick a pair of clogs.

After repeating words called declarations, they drank warm sweet tea, ate a slice of bread and butter sprinkled with sugar, and left with their basket half full of food and their souls saved. Walking back along the canal, cheerful, relieved to be out of it, the pair of them sang, ‘For the Love of Barbara Allen’, ‘Ten Green Bottles’ and ‘A-hunting We Will Go’. Nick had all the actions off pat, made up by himself. His grandmother copied him as best she could.

*

One day, when he was squidging and squelching along the muddy path, carrying their bucket to fetch water from the manor house well, he stepped in a puddle. One of his clogs came off. He set down his bucket, giving him two free hands to rescue his clog, making a watching frog jump. You can have too much rain.

At the well, he turned the handle, lowered the big bucket, and then slowly raised it. When he took water for his own bucket, he saw a bone that had come from the well to present itself to him.

His grandmother had eyes in the back of her head. She found his bone. ‘This is no good for soup,’ said she. She was pretending, thinking that he did not know the bone once belonged to a live person.

Nick held the bone next to his arm. ‘It matches me. It belonged to a child.’

‘From long ago. Only dry old bones float. Times past, that well ran dry. Bury the bone near to where it came from, to be close on Judgement Day.’

On the day he buried the bone, his grandmother told him that the old manor house had stood for over three centuries and that the well was much older than the house. One day, she would tell him a story from the mists of time, the story of a young shepherdess whose life came to an end at the bottom of that well.

The ground by the well was too muddy for digging. Nick found a better place to bury the bone. Two builders were removing the gates from the old manor house. These gates were to be kept for one of the entrances to the new mansion. Another entrance would be a fine arch, called Gothic.

When the men had gone, Nick dug a hole by the new gatepost. The ground was easy to shovel out. He buried the bone, and said the prayer he knew from the Chapel of Golden Light.




ONE

My name is Kate Shackleton. On that Saturday afternoon in August, 1930, I boarded a train from Leeds to Saltaire, looking out at smoke-blackened factories and rows of red-brick houses. The landscape gave way to trees, mill chimneys and stone-built cottages. Nettles, nightshade and buttercups brightened the railway embankment.

Investigating as a profession crept up on me unawares, almost a decade ago, just as I was wondering what to do with the rest of my life. After the Great War there was much upheaval. My husband was one of the many who did not return from the battlefields.

Across the world, so many lives would never be the same again. During that aftermath of war, I discovered my knack for investigating. I engaged a housekeeper, Mrs Sugden, and recruited a former police officer assistant, Jim Sykes. In the summer of 1930, hard times and warm days swallowed requests for our services. Mrs Sugden planned to fill the quiet time by doing some decorating.

The arrival of a letter on the last Monday of July broke a spell of inertia. The envelope was neatly written in black ink, by someone who had practised his penmanship. There was just one tiny blot where the writer had pressed too hard on a comma. The envelope was formally addressed to Mrs Gerald Shackleton, so from someone who knew my husband’s name. Bank letters and business letters address me that way. My mother and aunt have now replaced Gerald with Catherine. For cousins and friends, I am Mrs Kate Shackleton. Did the ‘Mrs Gerald Shackleton’ mean I ought to brace myself for some old comrade’s story about Gerald?

I sat at the kitchen table to read this letter from a stranger.


South Lodge,

Milner Field,

Saltaire

26th July, 1930

Dear Madam,

Please excuse a stranger writing to you. I found out your address through a pal. I am twenty-two years old and live with my parents, who take care of a mansion you may have heard of – Milner Field. The mansion is up for sale. The Lodge, where we live, is part of the sale so I may not live here much longer. My mother is housekeeper at Milner Field. My father is head gardener. The possibility of moving away made me write to you today.

I work for Salts Mill in the maintenance department and am shortly to take on bigger responsibilities. I tell you this so that you know I am not someone out of the blue with a bee in his bonnet, but a man who is building his reputation and wants to do things right.

Here is the matter in a nutshell. I have something to tell you, a story about the past that I know will be of interest to you. Please trust that I cannot say more at present.

If it is convenient, please come to the Milner Field South Lodge a little after 6 p.m. next Saturday. There is a good reason why I ask you to come here rather than me come to you. I would meet you at Saltaire railway station but people are nosy. If you arrive in Saltaire early, in time to hear the mill hooter, press your back against the wall to avoid the stampede as two thousand workers leave the premises.

Yours faithfully,

Ronald Creswell (Ronnie)



My correspondent included a map and directions from Saltaire railway station. I reached for the magnifying glass. His sketch fitted neatly on to the reverse of his writing paper. He had drawn railway station, mill, streets, arrows, canal, wood, river, farm and a cross with the caption, ‘Entrance Milner Field. Go to South Lodge’.

This was a man who might reproduce the Mona Lisa on the back of a postage stamp.

Mrs Sugden came in from the garden, wearing her hessian apron over the print frock she’d made from a pattern that came free with the local paper. I told her about the letter as she stood at the kitchen sink washing her hands.

‘He could be a madman,’ she said, picking up the worn striped towel, ‘or a prankster sending you on a wild goose chase.’

‘Is it the season for a goose chase? Anyway, I’ve never been to Saltaire, and by all accounts Milner Field mansion is remarkable.’

Mrs Sugden was not convinced. She reached for the letter and turned it over to see the map. ‘I don’t like the sound of a mansion named after a field. Where’s the grandeur in that? And why doesn’t this Creswell chap offer to meet you on the station platform as any polite person would? I don’t hold with him sending you through hill and dale.’

I found myself playing defence barrister. ‘He guesses I prefer to find my own way, or he has an awkwardness about making polite conversation and wants to come straight to the point when on home ground.’ I looked at the letter again. ‘He’s twenty-two.’

Mrs Sugden turned on the tap and began to fill the kettle. ‘That’s what he tells you. He could be any age, waiting in the woods, wielding an axe.’

‘I’ll tread carefully.’

She dipped into the coal scuttle, picked up a big cob of coal and rinsed it under the tap. ‘Put this in your bag. Any trouble, whack him one.’

‘No! I’ve no intention of being charged with assault. It would be an inconvenience.’

This would be my first visit to Saltaire. It was home to a gigantic mill, I knew that much, and that the visionary founder of Salts Mill had a village built to house his workforce. Of Milner Field mansion, I knew nothing. The quickest way to find out about something is to ask a person who knows. For me that person is usually elderly Mr Duffield – librarian, archivist and walking encyclopaedia when it comes to local matters.

I found Mr and Mrs Duffield sitting in their back garden under the supervision of a tiger-striped cat with prominent cheekbones and a sprinkling of white hairs who took pride of place on the table.

There was tea in the pot, tonic wine in a decanter and biscuits on a decorative plate. I told the Duffields about the mysterious letter from Ronald Creswell and asked what they could tell me about Milner Field and Saltaire.

Mr Duffield proved willing to give his wife and me a history lesson. He cleared his throat and took a sip of tonic wine. The cat closed its eyes as Mr Duffield began.

‘Sir Titus built the largest mill in the world and a village to go with it. It’s my opinion that his youngest and cleverest son, Titus Junior, saw himself as having something to live up to. Titus Junior inherited his father’s business acumen and his grand ambition. He reached for the stars, never put a foot wrong, married well and wanted a life that matched his place in the world. Sir Titus had been content to rent a house. Titus Junior wanted a mansion where he could entertain, and land to go with it. He and his wife had expensive tastes. Titus Junior bought the Milner Field estate, with farmland and Elizabethan manor house. He promptly demolished the manor house and engaged an architect to build a mansion fit for a millionaire. Milner Field became a social hub, Titus Junior and Catherine even played host to the Prince and Princess of Wales. His Highness planted a tree to commemorate his visit.’

‘And did the tree thrive?’ Mrs Duffield asked.

‘I expect so.’ Mr Duffield took another sip of tonic wine. He shook his head, announcing mournfully, ‘But at age forty-four, Titus Junior died suddenly in the billiard room.’

Mrs Duffield had just picked up a copy of County Lady. She put it down. ‘Oh dear, how sad.’

‘Quite.’ Mr Duffield refilled our glasses. ‘I can think of men who would have done the world a good turn by dying at the age of forty-four, or even thirty-three, but he was not one of them. In no time at all, the company went into liquidation and the house and estate were mortgaged. The company was bought by four Bradford men. The leading figure among those men, James Roberts, bought out the rest. Sir James moved with his family into Milner Field.’

The name James Roberts brought me up short. This was the generous man who grew up in modest circumstances in Haworth, bought Haworth Parsonage from the Church of England and presented it to the Brontë Society for the benefit of the nation, just one of his many philanthropic acts.

I felt suddenly lacking in knowledge to have been unaware that Sir James once lived at Milner Field and was pre-eminent in Salts. I had been volunteering as a nurse while much of this making-a-fortune-from-textiles was taking place. ‘I hope no great misfortune befell Sir James.’

Mr Duffield gave a heavy sigh. ‘Three of his four sons died young. His remaining son, Harry Roberts, brilliant and resourceful, his father’s right-hand man, was so badly wounded at the Front in France that he remained an invalid. Sir James lost heart. He moved away. Milner Field was put up for sale in nineteen twenty-two.’

‘Don’t tell me more,’ I said. ‘I can’t bear to think of Sir James and Lady Roberts suffering such a loss.’

The cat stood, glared, flicked its tail and walked away.

‘Milner Field remained on the market. Its grisly reputation counted against a house that had become slightly shabby and in need of attention. It remained unoccupied until a syndicate purchased Salts Mill and the property. The managing director and his wife moved in. That move did not end well for them, nor for their successors in the business and in residence at Milner Field. Pneumonia is easily caught in a damp house. I will refrain from names and details because the most recent funeral was in August last year. It would be indelicate to linger on subsequent calamities, of which there were many.’

Mr Duffield could not pinpoint the precise date when Milner Field mansion became known as an accursed place. The belief grew gradually, as one set of diminished families left and another set took over, only to be wearing mourning and attending funerals sooner than may have been expected. As far as Mr Duffield knew, the former mansion, dating from Elizabethan times, had attracted no strange and disturbing tales, but then Elizabethans and their descendants were used to plagues, wars civil and foreign, disasters, early deaths and sinister doings. However, Mr Duffield had heard folk tales of the area dating long before the manorial lands of that place came to an uneasy truce with fate’s sharp edges. He heard tell of marauding bandits, parties of hunters laying claim to lands and livestock, of times when families hid their daughters.

‘The house is up for sale again,’ I said.

‘So I heard. Whether anyone believes in it or not, the curse – or the suspicions of a curse – permeates the place like a thick fog. To be on the safe side, do not let anyone for whom you have the slightest regard consider putting in a bid for it.’ Mr Duffield gave me a frank look, as if I must be warned against recommending the place.

‘I don’t know anyone who is looking for a mansion. An outsider with sufficient money for a country house in the North would want to be by Lake Windermere, not the Leeds–Liverpool Canal.’

‘Of course there’s no such thing as a curse,’ said Mr Duffield, somewhat undermining his own accounts of ill-fortune across generations. ‘People look for explanations, and a curse fits the bill. But it will be an enormous pity if the mill goes to the wall due to lack of cash reserves. What with the Wall Street Crash, the strikes, reduced orders, it would be useful for Salts to have money from the sale of the mansion. With things as they are, the whole village might join the ranks of the unemployed.’

Mr Duffield poured more tonic wine all round. Mrs Duffield perked up as her husband took a deep breath and prepared to continue his story.

‘I recollect a tale told to me by a young reporter trying to make his mark. It’s historical, perhaps Middle Ages. It tells of a wronged young shepherdess, just a child, and her cruel murderous death. There’s also an account within living memory, around eighteen seventy, of a tragic accident to a little lad who was trespassing during the building work and toppled to his death. Some say it was no accident, it was murder.’

Mrs Duffield sighed heavily. ‘Heartbreaking! This shines a light on how the curse came to be. The mothers of the shepherdess and the little lad cursed the place. They were hundreds of years apart in time, but close in grief and sorrow. Such agonies leave a memory on the land and the mansion that was built on it. I read something similar in Reader’s Digest.’




TWO

I set off for Saltaire and Milner Field no wiser about Ronnie Creswell’s mysterious letter. How had he come to pick on me? I wondered. I did have a connection with a mill from several years ago, but twenty-two-year-old Ronnie would have been too young to have heard anything about that.

The train’s engine seemed to sound out the name of the house: Milner Field, Milner Field, Milner Field. I wanted to see this mansion. Yes, we were in hard times, but there are always people with money to spare, ready to snap up grandeur and bask in delight.

I was the only passenger to leave the train at Saltaire.

Being in good time, I took a brief look about. The first thing that struck me was the neatness of the place: row upon row of stone houses. Their red-brick city counterparts frequently gave me a feeling of being shut in. These dwellings gave no sense of being closed in from the sky and the world. I allowed myself a little diversion along Albert Terrace, passing George Street and Ada Street. I should have liked to explore, but thought it better to follow Mr Creswell’s directions.

His map led me to a neatly kept park where a board of instructions spelled out the hours during which residents might make use of the amenity and listed the activities that would draw a frown. I spotted the cricket pavilion that he had dotted in as a landmark.

From the park, my way led to a wood where the ground dipped and rose so that I needed to keep my eyes down for a long stretch. The overgrown path and spreading roots of trees gave the hint that I had deviated from the popular way through the wood. Coming into the country, I ought to have known better than to wear silk stockings, the favourite bait of brambles. I picked my way carefully.

Just as I was beginning to feel the letter writer possessed a warped sense of humour, the path broadened. The land to the left sloped up towards an old well and then rose to form the perch for a farmhouse and outbuildings. Bilberries were ripening. A woman with a basket picked busily. There is always someone who beelines bilberries first. She paused to give a glaring assessment of me. Rival picker? No, not dressed for it.

I wished her good evening.

‘Is thah lost?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think so. I’m on my way to Milner Field.’

‘Then keep going, if thah must.’

At that moment two shots rang out in quick succession, followed by the frantic craw of crows as they flew from the gunshots.

Eventually, a broad driveway curved, cutting through the land from a road up the hill on my left. I heard the distant clip-clop of a horse and cart.

Suddenly, Milner Field came into view, beyond the gateposts so neatly and minutely drawn by Ronald Creswell. I walked some way before reaching a lodge house and beyond that a better view of the mansion, all turrets and towers of the sort where Rapunzel might let down her long hair and wait to be rescued by a passing knight. It also reminded me of the dreadful country-house weekends that my aunt occasionally enticed me to when trying to fix me up with a suitable man. Grand, Gothic, its windows glowing in the sunlight, the building trumpeted the news that Titus Salt Junior, youngest son of the late Sir Titus, spared no expense in creating a modern-day fairy-tale castle suitable for a wealthy merchant. Yet this spectacular and somewhat forbidding building gave off an air of melancholy that made me shiver. Bread is described as ‘sad’ when it has not risen. This mansion had risen magnificently, yet that same word came to my lips: sad.

It surprised me to see the tilting FOR SALE BY AUCTION sign, the wood creaking a forlorn complaint as I came closer.

A mansion such as this did not need a notice of sale, like some modest cottage that might catch the eye of a passing pedlar done well for himself on the horses. As I walked through the gates, I felt a visceral sensation and the notion came to me of stepping into a world where I would never want to belong. I had a quick word with myself. You are here on business. You are here for a diversionary afternoon out. Wait and see this Ronnie Creswell. Listen to what he has to say, thank him for any hospitality extended, and then ask for a set of directions back to the village that will not put your stockings at even greater risk.

The closer I came to the mansion, the more forbidding it looked. I was glad to reach the Lodge, also fine in its way but on a more human scale, giving off an air of normality and of being a place fit for people who knew how to laugh and smile. A shoemaker’s last propped open the door.

All of a sudden, I expected a warm welcome.




LONG AGO

When men came to knock down the manor house, Nick felt sorry for the old place. It had its date above the door: 1550. Nick went to see what he could find. He could tell that the men liked watching the house fall. The man in charge let Nick chop broken floorboards, fetch and carry and run errands.

That night, they had a good fire and rabbit stew. Nick sang ‘A-hunting We Will Go’. His grandmother had now told Nick the story from long ago, the story of the young shepherdess, the story of her bones. The girl was thrown down the well by a bad king who came hunting on a white horse in the days when there were still boars and wolves in England.

The well ran dry when the builders piped the spring water a different way. Nick felt sorry for the empty well and its bones. He began to give the well and the shepherdess flowers every Sunday.

The cleverest builder put a pipe in the ground and a tap. It was for the builders themselves, for Nick and his grandmother and for thirsty passers-by.

He ran home to tell his grandmother about the tap. She lay pale and cold and still. Nick knew about death but thought it happened outside, where you might see a bird with its head bitten off, or a baby squirrel fallen from the nest.

He sat with his grandmother for a long time. He sat with her until the builder called Jack came to look for him.

A man in black came to the hut. He said that Nick must go to school in the village with the mill workers’ children. He would learn numbers, reading and writing. At age nine, there would be a job for him in the mill. Nick lodged with a family in a tall house on Victoria Road near George Street. He slept top to toe with the other children in the room at the top. The man of the house would come into the room on pay-day evening and look out of the tall window. The children told Nick that the man was a spy, posted by Titus Salt to look out of the window and write the names of workmen who staggered home drunk from Shipley.

Nick missed his grandmother. He missed his hut. He missed the builders. Every Sunday he went to their old hut and to the well with flowers. Taking buttercups, he found his way back to the place where his grandmother was buried. It puzzled him that there were so many different names on her gravestone, the names of strangers. He could read their names. At the Golden Light, they had taught him his letters and gave him stories.

While he was reading the names on his grandmother’s gravestone, a thin woman wearing a man’s jacket set down a big pickle jar almost filled with leaves and flowers.

She turned to Nick. ‘Here, lad, squeeze your buttercups in this jar so they’ll last.’

‘Thank you.’ Nick put in as many of his buttercups as would fit. ‘Why are there so many names on the stone?’ he asked.

‘It’s called a paupers’ grave, for them who can’t pay for a private plot or a family plot.’ She pointed to a name. ‘That’s my mam, Agnes Routh. They bury us poor people by the dozen, but we’re in good company.’

‘That’s my grandmother,’ Nick said. He did not say her name because of not liking to think of her in that place.




THREE

Millwright and now Maintenance Manager David Fairburn would never leave Salts. Though he would not admit it, David loved Salts Mill. He had loved it ever since his big sister wheeled him by in his pram on the way to the park. She told him to put his hands over his lugs, but he cupped his hands so as to hear ‘that’ noise better. Better than a brass band, better than his dad playing paper and comb. As he grew, he could separate sounds that others found a deafening wall of noise. He knew the whirr and drumming of engines, the bassoon of looms, hearing music in the thud and slam. Clogs on stone flags, and then the drumbeat of clogs on iron, clogs on wood.

When he started work, at first he felt afraid. He was twelve years old – nobody had asked to see his birth certificate. He could not find his way about the place. To understand what he was being told, he needed to watch lips. But he soon learned to tell by the sound of the shuttle when a loom needed attention. A racket to others told David a story.

The smooth running of the mill depended on the maintenance men, headed by himself and Ronnie Creswell. David had trained Ronnie. He was glad that his former apprentice had done so well and caught the boss’s eye. That was no excuse for going AWOL on some private business, probably connected with Ronnie’s hush-hush opportunity to take over maintenance of the village houses. This wouldn’t have interested David.

One day and one evening a week, David had attended the technical institute in Bradford. At eighteen, he had built an 850 horsepower steam engine for the spinning sheds and warping and winding departments by dismantling lesser engines and starting from scratch. By the age of twenty-one, he was teaching a night-school class at the technical institute where once he sat in the front row. Even the older geezers had not resented David’s promotions. They knew his genius, respected his skill. David never lost his rag. He’d explain, he’d show, he’d explain again. He was given charge of Ronnie Creswell, a promising lad, as apprentice.

David taught Ronnie about the machinery and the lad took it in. But it was the fabric of buildings and materials that Ronnie cared about. He took to joinery, plumbing and electrics. Ronnie’s Uncle Nick had done that work and, though now old, confused and his sight fading, there was nothing Nick and David, together or apart, couldn’t drill into the lad.

Ronnie could now show David a thing or two. This did not divide them. They worked together, keeping all in order and good running, sharing certain tasks such as care of the reservoir in the subterranean depths under the mill.

Lately, there’d been a bit of needle between David and Ronnie. Nay, say it like it was, they’d come to blows in the yard at the Woolpack. They had sorted it out but there was still an edginess. It was over Dorrie, David’s youngest sister. Ronnie looked out for her and she looked up to him, had a soft spot for him. The Fairburns and the Creswells were like family. They’d gone outside to meet a pal who was bringing them a couple of beers.

Ronnie said, ‘When I danced the quickstep with Dorrie …’

‘What?’

‘Is she all right?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Summat she said. Is she courting someone?’

‘No.’

‘Only …’

‘What?’

‘I couldn’t help noticing, she’s got a bit of a bump.’

David couldn’t say why he suddenly thumped Ronnie. He just did.

Ronnie thumped him back and then said, ‘Sorry,’ as if he’d started it.

None of that got in the way of them doing their job.

They had worked a full day that first Saturday in August. Saturday was the day they checked the reservoir together. David was there in good time because he knew Ronnie had arranged to meet someone at the South Lodge. He hadn’t said who or why. David supposed it must be something to do with people coming to view Milner Field mansion.

By the iron door that led to the deeps and the reservoir, David took the log card from its slot by the door. He saw that Ronnie had initialled it and must be down there. David checked the door. He swore. This was more than careless. To leave the door to the reservoir unlocked was reckless. Ronnie should have waited for him.

When the door closed behind David, the world became silent for the briefest splash of time. Then his boots clattered on the iron staircase, echoing in the vast space. He went to the controls gallery. The smell was almost right – rainwater, brick and ironwork, lubricating oils that kept mechanisms in good order – but there was something else he could not place. It was something like the smell of a big cleaning day, to do with dusting and polishing, a sweet scent.

There had been no rain for two days but he saw, before he got halfway down the staircase, that the level was too low. The overflow gate was partially open. That explained the lower than expected water level. David walked round the balcony to the control panel. He noticed a lever was in the wrong position. He righted it. He turned the wheel, bringing the gate down. Something was different, a movement of air, a change in the atmosphere.

He ought to be able to hear Ronnie, or see him.

‘Ronnie!’ Knowing himself to be alone did not stop David calling again, even as his first shout echoed back to him.

He looked into darkness where the gallery wove round the immense space. At the bank of lights, he flicked every switch.

Again, his call came back to him, each echo growing fainter. R-o-n-n-ie! R-o-n-n-ie!

A sick feeling came over David, as if he floated on a rocking boat. Ronnie had played some trick. They almost always did this job together on a Saturday, checking the levels, checking the dials.

When he saw a cap floating in the water, David knew someone had been in here messing about. It was with a sudden burst of relief that he thought, Ronnie doesn’t wear a cap. This was just some prank. He went to the telephone and dialled security. ‘Harry, are you on your own?’

‘I am.’

‘Send duty security down.’

‘What’s up?’

‘I don’t know. Just send someone.’ He replaced the telephone. The air felt wrong, some breeze that shouldn’t reach here, a sound the water ought not to be making. You’re imagining it, David told himself, but he knew that was what a normal person would say, a normal person not finely attuned to sounds and smells.

At a halfway point, the reservoir formed a kidney shape that had concealed the body now floating into view. David blinked, thinking his imagination was playing a trick. The body came nearer, as if making its way out to the canal. Dark hair was flattened against the scalp. David could not take in the sight. It was unreal, a dummy, a Guy Fawkes in August. He reached out with the long pole but could not make the hook meet his prey. Slowly, the body began to sink.

He reached so far he almost toppled over, but the hook caught in the cloth. He pulled. He struggled, his hand slipping, grasping. The sound was of gently lapping water. He caught that scent again. His sister wore Lily of the Valley when they went to the dance. It wasn’t that, but something like that.

Behind him, he heard the clatter of boots on iron.

David did not turn to see who came. His voice sounded strange to himself, as if he were the drowned man. ‘Help me! It’s Ronnie.’




FOUR

As I knocked on the propped-open door of the Lodge, I thought I heard someone calling. It was the dying notes of a song. Whoever was singing had not heard me. Realising I was not expected, I knocked louder, and prepared to explain myself. A woman started to sing ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ with enough gusto to raise the roof. I took a peek around the door. The voice was coming from upstairs. The unseen artiste could certainly hold a tune and must like the song because she forgot a verse and started again. I timed it right. When she belted out the final ‘Blackbird, bye bye!’ I didn’t give her time to start again but knocked once more, willing my knuckles to imitate a hammer.

Light, rapid footsteps on the stairs told me the singer had heard my rude interruption. Moments later, the footsteps came to a stop in the downstairs room. After a brief pause, during which I heard a bare whisper of sound, a well-made woman in her forties appeared holding a tabard that she must have just pulled over her head because of its unsuitability as apparel fit for answering the door to a visitor. I admired that in pulling it off she had not disarranged her crimped fair hair or disturbed the neat collar on her blue cotton blouse that, paired with a navy skirt, seemed eminently suitable for greeting visitors.

She had bright blue eyes, a broad, friendly face, and a smile that seemed to say she expected me. I said hello and apologised for the interruption. Some awareness clicked for her, though of what I did not know. ‘Good afternoon, madam.’

‘Good afternoon. I’m Mrs Shackleton.’

‘Mrs Creswell.’ She glanced beyond me as if expecting I would be the first in a long line, setting me to wonder whether Ronnie had invited a whole batch of persons to hear his interesting information about the past.

‘I’m here to keep my appointment with Mr Ronald Creswell.’

There was a flicker of hesitation. ‘So, you’re not here for the viewing?’

‘No.’

‘And the agent; he isn’t with you?’

‘No.’

‘Ah.’ She scratched her ear. ‘Ronald is my husband. He said nothing about a visitor.’

‘The letter is from Ronnie, your son?’

She raised her eyebrows in puzzlement. ‘Ronnie?’ The friendliness evaporated. ‘You’d better come in.’ She moved the shoemaker’s last so as to open the door wider.

I was tempted to say that I’d wait and look at the garden until Ronnie arrived. Her glance beyond me towards the main entrance made me realise that she wanted me out of sight, in case legitimate visitors turned up. I had disrupted her routine. A strange woman claiming to have received a letter from Mrs Creswell’s son must leave the way clear for potential buyers of the mansion, ready to imagine themselves in sole possession.

I stepped into a neat clean kitchen. Mrs Creswell waved me to an upholstered chair by the fireplace. ‘Sit yourself down. Ronnie won’t be long.’

I thanked her and sank into the seat, glancing at a framed watercolour above the fireplace, a scene by the canal, children waving to a man on a passing coal barge. In the room beyond, a telephone rang. She went to answer it, leaving the door between the two rooms open. From the one-sided conversation, I gathered that the expected viewing party had changed its collective mind and would not be coming. She came out looking crestfallen, remembered my existence and said suddenly, ‘Did Ronnie tell you Milner Field is for sale?’

At that moment there was a thud in the empty fire grate. We both turned to see something black and feathered. It was a dead crow. It brought with it a fall of soot.

Mrs Creswell turned pale. She put her hand to her heart.

‘Oh my good God, not here,’ she said. ‘Let’s have no bad omens here.’

‘The poor bird just fell into the chimney,’ I said, knowing that a superstitious person might see this bird as a harbinger of death.

If she heard me, she made no sign, but seemed to talk to herself. ‘Not here,’ she said again. ‘It happened in the mansion last week. A bird in the chimney, that one was dead.’

I thought the bird’s wing was broken. The one eye I could see was still bright. It seemed to gleam in my direction. I tried to sound matter-of-fact. ‘Ronnie will bury it for you when he comes.’

She was still staring at the crow. At the same moment, we both gasped with surprise and shock as the crow moved, and then stood. Neither of us spoke. We simply watched as the dazed bird nodded its head, pecked at its wing, while looking at the tiled hearth as if taking a measurement. It then strode to the open door, not swaggering in a crow way but swaying. And then it was gone.

If anyone had told me a story about a crow falling down a chimney and dusting itself off, I would have been hard pressed to believe it. We were both taken aback, Mrs Creswell much more than I. She looked shaken.

It would have been crass at that moment to ask about the curse, but I hoped that Mrs Creswell would say something.

When she didn’t speak, but just stared after the bird, I said, ‘It’s just one of those things, Mrs Creswell. A bird in a chimney; it could happen anywhere, anytime.’

She did not answer. I supposed at Milner Field a crow down the chimney might take on a sinister significance. ‘It survived because of its size and strength,’ I added.

With a great effort, she forced a smile and said in a reassuring voice, ‘Nothing bad has ever happened to people in the Lodge.’

‘That’s all right, then.’ The kindest thing seemed to be to divert her.

There were
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