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CHAPTER ONE

The black Alvis saloon swept jauntily around the narrow bend of a country lane, allowing its driver to catch his first appreciative glimpse of the sea. And a very nice glimpse it was too, he mused. A small bay with a crescent of pale sand next to a vast expanse of silver-gold sunlight reflecting off azure water, it made a chap fairly yearn to take a dip.

It was early September, and jolly old England seemed intent on having one last hoorah of wonderful weather before settling down into the more tempestuous season of autumn – a circumstance which suited one Arbuthnot Lancelot Swift (known far and wide as Arbie to friends and foes alike) right down to the ground.

In the distance and overlooking the idyllic bay, the handsome youth could see his ultimate destination, the seaside village of Galton-next-the-Sea sunning itself like a contented cat as it spread and straggled its way along the coastline and up one side of the hill. It looked every inch the up-and-coming holiday destination that sundry tourist posters had promised, and he felt his spirits positively lift.

As he nervously pointed his faithful steed’s metallic nose downhill to begin the somewhat precipitous descent into the village proper, he could only hope that the only hotel, newly bought and redeveloped from its former existence as a large country house, would likewise be as billed in the advertising. Private bath, hot and cold running water, good grub and a fine wine cellar hit the ticket all right!

Not that Arbie was there solely to enjoy himself, as his publishers would insist on reminding him, far more often than he felt was needed or, indeed, was comfortable. He was also there to research the resident ghost in these parts for the last chapter of his current book, the much-anticipated follow-up to a previous effort of his, which had been an unexpected sensation and runaway best seller, The Gentleman’s Guide to Ghost-Hunting, a travel guide whose holiday destinations came complete with a spectre or ghoul. For those who liked that sort of thing.

He stopped the car as he spied an old man sitting on a bench beneath a giant chestnut tree, placidly smoking his pipe and regarding, with amusement, a very fat black-and-white cat that was attempting to stalk a robin. The robin, naturally, was having none of it.

Poking his head out of the window, Arbie called amiably across to him.

‘Good afternoon, sir. I take it I’m on the right road to the hotel?’ A clean-shaven man of some twenty-six years or so, with plentiful amounts of dark hair and wide, seemingly innocent-looking grey eyes, he smiled affably. Smiling affably came easily to Arbie. As did loafing.

The old man regarded him judiciously for a moment, then slowly removed his briar pipe. ‘Yerse. You be after the old Dashwood House then?’ the ancient worthy asked, with the slow, pleasing drawl of the local accent.

‘Be I?’ Arbie reflected unhelpfully. ‘Blast if I can remember the actual name of the place, now that I come to think of it. I’ve been invited down by Captain George Penderghast and his lady wife?’ he offered up hopefully. In his experience, villagers knew absolutely everything about absolutely everyone within a country mile.

As expected, the old man began to nod wisely. ‘That’ll be the Dashwood place. They say they installed electricity and everything in there when they were doing it up and makin’ it all fancy for these here guests they reckon they got coming.’

Arbie gave him a nod and a thanks and a cheerful wave as he drove off.

In less than a minute he spotted a very nice Georgian house, set a little up the hill and surrounded by seaside-type planting and looking reassuringly spic-and-span. Crisp white new paint had been applied to the exterior woodwork, the stonework had obviously not long been repointed, and the roof looked to be in reassuringly good repair. A rather self-effacing sign, painted on a discreet white wooden board, did indeed proclaim itself to be The Dashwood House Hotel, Prop. Capt. And Mrs Penderghast. The small print underneath apologetically added that rooms were available only to the discerning guest.

Wondering absently what undiscerning guests were supposed to do if, after travelling all the way here they found themselves to be distinctly de trop, Arbie turned off the village road and up the slight incline beside the hotel where he spotted a raked gravelled driveway leading off to the left. This had been squared off in one corner to provide parking, and with a sigh of satisfaction, he nudged his machine into a shady spot and turned off the 
engine.

As he climbed out, he glanced around to get his bearings. Directly behind and below him was the sandy beach with its inviting stretch of water, and he hoped that he’d been given a room with this most desirable of views. And since he had been invited down with the tacit understanding that he would be treated to the best of everything (gratis, naturally), providing that he gave the new hotel an excellent rating in his next travel guide, he had every reason to suppose that this would be the case. If his past experiences of writing his first Gentleman’s Guide was anything to go by, proprietors of pubs, inns and other such domiciles could be very accommodating indeed when it came to keeping influential guests happy.

Leading off to either side of the house, impeccably mown and trimmed lawns with lush flowering borders promised yet further gardens to the rear. Didn’t he have a vague idea from the Penderghasts’ letter that there’d be ponds and water fountains, not to mention a well-stocked fruit orchard? He hoped so – he was rather partial to the odd freshly picked plum or two . . .

His happy speculations were abruptly brought to a halt when a truly appalling and ear-shattering noise brayed very loudly in his ear. Not surprisingly, he smartly commenced to shoot about six feet into the air, whilst simultaneously spinning around, his fight-or-flight instinct fully present and correct. Quickly, his eyes scanned the vicinity for the source of the assault on his ears.

On the border of this side of the hotel, a small paddock stretched away to the hotel’s nearest neighbour, a rather ramshackle farmhouse that nevertheless had centuries of authenticity on its side, lending it a paradoxically patrician charm. Surrounding this paddock was a two-rail wooden fence and having just thrust its head over the topmost barrier, a handsome grey donkey was regarding him hopefully.

‘I say, old man, you nearly gave me a heart attack,’ Arbie admonished him, grinning widely. And the boy in him (which in Arbie’s case was never very far away, as any of his chums could attest) had him wandering casually over to stroke the rather dusty snout and outlandish, velvety ears. ‘Don’t happen to have a carrot for you on me, old bean, not being in the habit of going about with root vegetables stuffed into my pockets and whatnot. But I promise I’ll see what I can do about finding something for you later.’

The paddock’s only other resident, a snooty-looking fat white pony, raised its head to sneer at him, as if saying she’d heard it all before, and resolutely turned her back. The donkey nudged Arbie’s arm hopefully. Rather tall for a donkey, he wore no bridle and went unshod, but in the soft mud and grass of the paddock, he looked healthy and happy enough, so clearly somebody loved him. ‘I might even be able to stretch to the odd apple or two,’ he added loudly. That would teach the pony a valuable lesson.

Going back to his car, he undid the leather straps that secured his two cases to the back of the Alvis and set off towards the open front door of the hotel, which was to be a home away from home for the next two weeks or so. As he did so, he whistled a cheery couple of bars from the latest ditty doing the rounds at the music halls (something about a cobbler’s daughter and her problems with a pair of oversized clogs or some such) and hoped that the village of Galton-next-the-Sea truly was as haunted as the Penderghasts had assured him in their letter. Otherwise, he’d be forced to head off early in search of a more accommodating ghost.

*

The reception hall was reassuringly cool and tranquil. Black-and-white tiles underfoot led to several open doorways, through which Arbie could detect a lounge, a reading/writing room and – best of all – a cosy private bar. A grandfather clock ticked ponderously against one wall, and several easy chairs were scattered around small tables, littered with fishing magazines and such fare.

A reception desk stood half in the alcove created by a wide, sweeping semi-circular staircase, a giant vase of bronze chrysanthemums providing a magnificent splash of colour at one end. Behind it was a wooden board hung neatly with keys. A telephone booth was set up nearest the door to the bar. There was a smell of furniture polish in the air, and although he could hear a murmur of faint voices coming from somewhere, he was all alone. But then, Arbie supposed, a Monday afternoon betwixt and between lunch and teatime was hardly likely to be a particularly lively time for any hotel.

He put his bags down in front of the reception desk, noting that there was a tray marked ‘Post In’ and one marked ‘Post Out’ loitering on the surface, along with a leather-bound register, pen and inkwell set, and a brass bell. He duly plonked one of his digits on the bell and heard it give a loud and satisfying ‘ping’.

Instantly, there came movement from somewhere within one of the three rooms leading off the hall, and a moment later, a short, slightly plump and very pleasant-faced woman with blonde hair and friendly brown eyes appeared from the lounge.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t hear you arrive,’ the lady said by way of apology, moving adroitly behind the reception desk. ‘And you must be our famous author too! The Captain will be vexed that we weren’t front and centre to greet you. What must you think of us? I’m Millie – Millie Penderghast. Welcome to the Dashwood House Hotel, Mr Swift. It is Mr Swift, isn’t it?’ she asked anxiously.

Arbie modestly admitted to being Mr Swift.

‘I do hope you had a pleasant journey down. Did you come by train? It’s so convenient to have a train station in the next town to us.’ As she chatted pleasantly, a young lad appeared from somewhere and made off with his bags, and Arbie found himself effortlessly swept away and into the bar by his charming hostess.

‘We’re expecting a large party of guests who are celebrating an engagement, which is always nice, don’t you think?’ Millie said with an arch smile.

Arbie nodded uncertainly. Like most eligible bachelors who had been remorselessly stalked by any number of mothers intent on marrying off their daughters, he found that the mere mention of such things tended to make his nerves decidedly jittery.

She proceeded to introduce him to the man behind the bar, a sandy-haired, blue-eyed chap, well set up if leaning a little towards fat, who turned out to be her husband. His eyes lit up with pleasure and perhaps just a hint of anxiety as he gleaned the identity of the newcomer. Running a nervous finger across his moustache, George Penderghast asked him what he was having. Arbie accepted a pint of the local brew, and after his first sip of the ale was glad that he had. He then parked his posterior on the nearest bar stool and glanced around approvingly.

The room was charmingly decorated, with a small potted palm in one corner and seascapes from a good artist dotted about on the walls. The chairs looked comfortable, and the view out across some more colourful gardens was cheery and pleasant. Over in one shadowy corner, he spied an older gentleman and presumably his wife sitting at a table, genteelly sipping sherry. He looked like a retired solicitor, or bank manager or some such, and his wife, dressed in an impeccable, lightweight twin set and pearls, and sporting a mop of curly white hair, matched him in respectability. Catching the direction of his gaze, his host smiled jovially.

‘That’s Mr and Mrs Babbacombe,’ he said, making sure he spoke loudly enough for the other couple to hear him. ‘They’re with us for another week. This is the gentleman I was telling you about, the famous author, Mr Swift.’

At this, Mrs Babbacombe sat up and took proper notice, and a slight flush came to her cheeks. ‘Oh, Mr Swift! We both so loved your travel guide, didn’t we, dear? My husband couldn’t put it down, could you?’

Her husband nodded obediently. ‘The Gentleman’s Guide to Ghost-Hunting, wasn’t it?’ he said affably enough. ‘Jolly good fun, that. The information about good holiday spots looked solid enough, and your little exploits with the local spooks and whatnot had us fellows at the club chuckling, I can tell you. Good idea of yours, that – to combine a tour guide with, er, local folklore and so on.’

At this, the only other resident in the room, a thickish-set middle-aged man with thick blond hair and pale blue eyes, who was seated on a bar stool a little further down the length of the bar, looked up from the contemplation of his half-empty glass and regarded Arbie with vague curiosity.

‘I’m glad it amused you, sir,’ Arbie said, tipping his glass to the older man in salute. ‘I tried my best. Not that I can lay claim to being a very able psychic investigator, doncha’ know. Oh no – there are proper johnnies for that, if you’re seriously interested in the subject. I’m strictly an amateur and just potter about with my trusty camera and try and see if there’s anything to the local ghosts and whatnot. Some of the tales I get told can stand your hair on end, I can tell you.’

‘Mr Swift is here to write us up in his next book,’ Captain Penderghast said hopefully, vigorously polishing a pint glass. ‘If we come up to scratch, of course!’ He gave a slightly nervous laugh, and Arbie was quick to put him at ease.

‘Oh, I’m sure the Dashwood will be perfectly splendid, Captain,’ he said, looking around. ‘I’ve only been here five minutes and I already approve.’ Especially, he mused silently, since he expected to be cossetted like a rich maiden aunt on her last legs, surrounded by hopeful relatives.

As Arbie and the Captain nodded at each other in happy mutual understanding, the blond man down the bar raised his hand for another drink. ‘Another, Captain, if you please.’ And as the Captain hastened to oblige, the stranger turned and nodded amiably at Arbie. ‘I take it then that there must be some tale of a local phantom hereabouts to have brought you to this neck of the woods, Mr Swift? I’m Charles Morris by the way. Former man of business, now one of mostly leisure. How do you do.’

‘How do you do. And yes, I have it on good authority that the ghost of a highwayman can be found in these parts,’ Arbie responded.

Over in the corner, Mrs Babbacombe squeaked in excitement. ‘Oh, how awful. What, right here in the village, you mean?’

‘So I understand, Mrs Babbacombe.’ Arbie nodded, smiling. ‘Roger “Red-Dog” Briggs, I believe the gentleman was called.’

‘How thrilling. Oh, do call me Gillian, Mr Swift, and this is John.’ She indicated her husband with a vague wave of her hand. ‘Jack and Gill, our friends call us,’ the lady said with a giggle. ‘Do tell us more about him,’ she encouraged.

This innocuous request put Arbie at something of a disadvantage, however, for he knew very little about Galton’s ghostly resident.

When he’d received the Penderghasts’ letter offering him a free holiday at the Dashwood, they’d mentioned the local legend only in passing and strictly as a lure to bring the author of The Gentleman’s Guide to their newly opened hotel. Now he racked his memory for the little they had written about the spectre in question.

Luckily, and perhaps sensing his difficulties, their host spoke up for him. ‘From what I’ve heard from the locals,’ the Captain said, taking up the story with relish, ‘Red-Dog was hanged in 1774, I think it was, for robbing the stagecoaches to London. Alas, on his last foray, he’d been betrayed by some doxy or other, and the soldiers were waiting for him, resulting in him and his horse making an ill-fated dash along the coastal road in an effort to get away. But they caught him here in good old Galton. Now they say that on certain nights you can hear him and his ghostly steed galloping hell for leather along the roads hereabouts.’

‘Far more likely they’re just hearing their fellow villagers on horseback on the way home from the local pub,’ Charles Morris said with a smile. ‘I doubt there’d be a headless horseman or a hanged robber or what have you amongst the lot of them.’

Arbie grinned at him in secret agreement but felt obliged to shake his head. After all, a chap had to hold up his end and, what’s more, his publishers were expecting a suitably chilling and thrilling last chapter to his book – along with a glowing review of Galton and the environs for would-be holidaymakers in search of a new spot for their summer holidays.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said amiably. ‘I think most men, if they’d had a drop too much, would tend to wend their way home very carefully, what? And their steeds would tend to be ancient or placid horses who know the way to their master’s door blind-folded, neither of which is exactly known for their turn of speed,’ Arbie argued reasonably, turning to the Babbacombes. ‘What say you, Jack and Gill? If you heard a speeding horse in the middle of the night hereabouts, would it give you a case of the shivers?’

‘Oh yes,’ Mrs Babbacombe said at once. ‘Especially now I know about the ghost! Oh, I do hope you include us in your next book, Mr Swift. Won’t it be fun, John, to tell our friends that we were right here at the time he was actually writing about it? It’ll put the village on the map too, which would be nice. It’s quite picturesque here, isn’t it, dear?’

Again, her husband nodded obediently, and Arbie got the distinct impression that it was something he’d done a lot during the years of their marriage.

‘Glad to hear it,’ Arbie said. ‘Otherwise, my publishers might not approve of either my choice of locale or my chosen ghost and ditch the whole chapter and make me write another one!’ And here he shuddered – quite genuinely in horror – at the thought. Arbie was not a man who liked to work at the best of times (as his friends and relatives could readily attest) and the thought of working and then not being thoroughly recompensed for it was something of which nightmares were made. Then, catching the look of concern on his host’s face, added quickly, ‘Not that that will happen. I’m here as much for my own holiday as to do a job of work, and I’m sure I shall thoroughly enjoy everything you have to offer here and will say so in print.’

As the Captain visibly relaxed, Charles Morris gave a small grunt. ‘You wouldn’t find me combining pleasure and work like that. When I work, I work, and when I go on holiday I like to go on holiday and not think about anything else but relaxation and enjoying myself. Can’t see the point of combining business and pleasure m’self.’

‘Oh? What line are you in?’ Arbie asked, not really interested, but willing to make an effort.

‘Antiques nowadays,’ Charles said vaguely. ‘I used to dabble on the stock market, but got out once I’d made my fortune, as they say. Retirement bored me however, so I’ve recently turned my hobby of collecting antiques into a minor business. Nothing major you understand, just enough buying and selling to give me something to do, and all that. And every now and then, if I see a good thing, I’ll dip my toe in the financial markets.’

‘Interesting,’ Arbie said, thinking the exact opposite. Working in the ‘city’ was another thing that gave him nightmares.

‘It is, rather. I was a sapper in the army but didn’t fancy taking up engineering as a lifelong career.’

‘Been here long?’ Arbie tried again.

‘No, just a few days. It’s a nice spot though, right enough. I might see if I can’t get one of the local fishermen to take me out in a boat and see if I can’t land myself a few bass.’

‘Now there’s an idea,’ Arbie said, bucking up instantly. ‘I might just do the same.’ The talk turned from ghosts to fish, and from thence (by some curious, random meanderings) to the merits of the local golf course.

Arbie ordered another pint of the local brew and sipped it happily, and the Babbacombes excused themselves to take an afternoon stroll along the beach.

 All in all, the various residents of the Dashwood Hotel had good reason to be a contented lot.

*

The following morning, after a good night’s sleep in a decent bed, freshly shaved and bathed, Arbie went down to breakfast looking forward to his bacon and eggs.

As he strolled into the dining room, the Babbacombes and a few other guests were taking their seats also, whilst Charles seemed to have finished his breakfast already and was loitering over the morning papers and the crossword puzzle. Obviously, an earlier riser than the rest of them.

Arbie could never understand the appeal of rising with the lark himself.

‘Good morning, Mr Swift. We’re expecting the engagement party in later this morning,’ Millie Penderghast said by way of greeting, as she met him at the entrance to the dining room and escorted him personally to his table, where a somewhat nervous-looking waitress hovered, waiting to take his order. Arbie instantly had her pegged as a local village girl who was in the process of being trained-up by their vigilant hostess, who watched her closely.

‘Oh?’ Arbie asked. On the one hand, he supposed the hotel could do with some lively company – and he could quite see how Millie, as the owner, would want it to be as full as possible. But on the other hand, he had found himself appreciating the quieter and more somnolent ambience of a large and comfortable hotel that was barely half-full, right at the end of the season.

‘Yes – a charming group of people. They’re holding a fancy-dress party here on Saturday night, and some of their people are arriving today to have a bit of a holiday in advance as well. Isn’t that nice? I’m so glad the weather is holding out for them. The Hythe-Gills are something big by way of mills and manufacturing and things,’ she added vaguely. ‘Their daughter Beatrice – a charming girl, I met her when she and her mother came down to make the preliminary arrangements – is marrying a Mr Samplestone. His family are something big in transport, or so they said. Or was it shipping? Margaret, pour Mr Swift his tea,’ she said to the waitress, who flushed and did – very carefully – as she was told.

Arbie smiled his thanks, somewhat astonished to see the girl blush fiercely at this. Millie gave a slight sigh at this sign of gaucherie. ‘All right, Margaret, go and fetch some hot buttered toast for the gentleman whilst he makes up his mind what he wants.’ Watching the girl’s retreating back, Millie shook her head slightly. ‘I can recommend the kippers,’ she then advised brightly.

And because he was an obliging sort of chap, Arbie ordered the kippers to start with and then the bacon and eggs to follow. Never let it be said that he couldn’t be a good trencherman when the occasion called for it!




CHAPTER TWO

Martha Van Dyne congratulated herself on having the good fortune to bump into Mona Rice-Willoughby at the train station, as it meant that she could leave it to the decrepit old so-and-so to pay for the taxi to the hotel. As the old woman duly did so, Martha glanced up at the Dashwood House Hotel and cautiously approved.

When her cousin Alexander Hythe-Gill’s gilt-edged invitation to attend his daughter’s engagement party on the south coast had first arrived, she’d been inclined to write a polite note thanking him but coming up with some excuse not to attend. That is, until she’d read his accompanying letter stating that family members could arrive at the hotel a few days early for a short impromptu holiday, courtesy of the father of the bride-to-be, if they were so inclined.

And, naturally, Martha was.

Although born into the same family as her wealthy cousin, Martha – as a girl – had not inherited much, save a small annual income courtesy of her now deceased mother. And that lady had always somewhat bitterly maintained that Alexander’s side of the family had unjustly received the lion’s share of the family business on the death of the original founder.

And since Martha’s unwanted divorce some years ago, much to her distress, she soon discovered that the pitiful amount of alimony she’d been awarded hardly stretched to the luxuries of life. Hence, she had no compunction in taking advantage of any largesse that might come her way – be it from any member of her large and extended family, or her wide circle of friends. As an involuntarily single woman used to a certain way of life and now forced to make deplorable concessions, she’d sponge off anyone who’s conscience was pricked or who’s generosity was on offer. And do so with enviable aplomb.

Her mother, a Gill by birth, would no doubt have been appalled by this behaviour, but having had the misfortune to die relatively young, she had no say in the way her daughter now chose to conduct herself.

It was not as if she could have foreseen that her marriage would end in the way it had, she thought now grimly. Bad luck could happen to anyone after all – and often did! Just look at what had happened to her friend Myrtle Orpington. What a rotter she married! Ran off and deserted her the moment he realised she wasn’t anywhere near as independently wealthy as he’d first thought and was never seen or heard of again. Leaving poor Myrtle to move back to her parents’ country estate in humiliation and raise English setters.

At least after her own marital faux pas she’d had more spunk about her than to disappear, shame-faced, into darkest Berkshire and live the rest of her life like a nun! Not on your nelly! She had been determined to face down society and get back onto the social ladder and enjoy all that life had to offer.

So it was that Martha sighed now with some satisfaction at the thought of staying for a few days in a new and hopefully luxurious hotel, allowing her to make the most of the last of the summer weather.

‘Looks like another country house has fallen by the wayside, then,’ Mona said dryly, watching the taxi driver struggling to unload their combined luggage. ‘If many more old families lose their family seats to the tax man we’ll soon have nobody left worth visiting.’

At seventy-seven years of age, she was a small, slightly stooped-back old woman with white fluffy hair and rheumy grey eyes. During the last few years of her life, she’d become a little deaf, very forgetful, and prone to taking violent likes or dislikes to people and things, and stubbornly refusing to listen to reason when her opinions were challenged. She was also well-off in her own right, so had no need of the begging bowl herself.

Now she sniffed disdainfully. ‘What do you know about these Penderghast people anyway? Are they at least related to the Bristol Penderghasts? That would at least be something.’

Martha (who liked to give the impression that she was somewhere in her late thirties but was in fact now in her mid-forties) tugged her old but carefully cared for and impeccably tailored dark green jacket down a little to sit more perfectly on her fine shoulders and gave an elegant shrug. ‘I doubt the Bristol Penderghasts would acknowledge them if they were,’ she said airily. ‘I hear this Penderghast still uses his title of Captain, although Alexander was too lazy to find out which regiment he was in. At least Susan was a little more observant when she came down to inspect the place. She was telling me over tea the other day that she believes it’s the wife who is the one with all the money and most of the breeding, and you know Susan. She’s seldom wrong about people.’

Mona wheezed gently at this and then gave a surprising and rather unpleasant little cackle. She was a great-aunt of Beatrice, the girl whose betrothal they were to celebrate at a fancy-dress party on Saturday, and had been known – of late – to make the odd embarrassing scene at social functions.

Martha could only hope the old girl would not get too sozzled on her favourite tipple to cause a rumpus this time.

Now the old lady nodded wisely. ‘Ah, well, that’s because Susan was a Copperton before she married Alex,’ she mused. ‘And you know the Coppertons – they always make it their business to know everything about everyone. Bertie Bainstock always maintained it’s how they made their money in the first place, by knowing who they could bribe, and who they couldn’t,’ she said carelessly, too old to worry about the repercussions of passing on scandalous – and possibly slanderous – confidences anymore. ‘And you’re right, she said much the same thing to me. She’s convinced the wife is the brains and the driving force behind the setting up of this place,’ the woman nodded at the building in front of them, ‘and is determined by hook or by crook to put the hotel on the map. I hear it’s got electricity in every room.’

‘Well, let’s hope it’s as good as they’re trying to make it sound,’ Martha said, who made it a point of honour never to be impressed by anything if she could help it. Certainly her ex-husband had never managed it. ‘At least the beach is literally on their doorstep, as advertised,’ she added grudgingly, casting a look at the beautiful vista behind them.

They watched the taxi driver deposit the last of their luggage through the open door of the hotel, and then return, touch his cap at them, bid them a polite farewell and then drive off. Mona must have tipped him well, Martha thought. And why not? The awful old trout could well afford it.

‘Well, let’s find out what we’re in for,’ Martha said cheerfully and set off across the short gravel stretch towards the front steps. ‘It does look as if it once used to be a nice family house, so let’s hope they haven’t butchered it too much.’

Inside, they found themselves in a large hall and seating area, which was sparsely populated, but their hostess wasn’t tardy in welcoming them. She slipped out from behind the reception desk with a wide smile and vague wave of her hand. ‘Hello, it’s Mrs Rice-Willoughby and Mrs Van Dyne, isn’t it? Welcome to the Dashwood,’ Millie Penderghast said. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you both. Mrs Rice-Willoughby, we’ve put you in the Harrington Suite, and Mrs Van Dyne, a room with the best view of the bay.’

Martha kept her smile on her face, but she knew she had just been put in her place. Mona, as a wealthy relative of whom Alexander probably had expectations, had been allocated a suite. Whereas she, a mere room with a view. Not that she believed the proprietor of the establishment was aware of this fact, for Millie Penderghast showed no sign of embarrassment on Martha’s behalf.

With a detached gaze she swallowed her anger and watched her bags being swept upstairs by a young lad who at least appeared to be efficient, and told herself that, with a little luck and some careful handling, her days of petty humiliations would soon be over. That is, if she could just bring Michael to the altar sometime soon. So far, the successful racehorse breeder and trainer was proving just a bit difficult to net – like a wary salmon that had nearly taken the bait too many times to be easily landed. And the fact that she was obliged to make the effort at all still had the ability to make her furious.

Not for the first time, Martha silently cursed her ex-husband, Malcolm Grainger. She had reverted to using her maiden name in a fit of pique, sniffily telling all her friends that the Van Dyne name was, after all, a much more illustrious one. For indeed, her mother had married a Dutchman of some aristocratic – if poverty-stricken – lineage, who had been something minor (very minor) in the art world.

In truth, however, she’d still been smarting over the humiliation of losing him to a younger version of herself, and what’s more one who had, within a year of his re-marriage, presented him with the heir he had demanded. An heir that she herself had been singularly careful not to produce.

Ever since a contemporary of hers had died in childbirth when she was twenty, Martha had vowed never to risk the same fate, and she had always bitterly resented Malcolm for not bowing to her wishes on this matter.

Paradoxically, given her hatred of her former husband, she’d refused to drop the title of ‘Mrs’, as the term ‘Miss’ in her opinion was a derogatory one and implied that a woman was incapable of finding herself a husband. Consequently, she now habitually – if somewhat confusingly – called herself ‘Mrs Van Dyne’ wherever she went. Those who knew her circumstances found it either amusing or appalling, according to their natures, and strangers of course simply took it at face value.

Michael Tanter, as a widower of some years standing, she had been careful to ascertain, already had three grown sons and thus wouldn’t require her to give him more.

As Mona, with as finely a tuned homing instinct as you could wish for, unerringly made her way to the bar – rumour had it that the little old lady could drink a navvy under any table you cared to choose – Martha found herself watching the progress of a handsome young man as he stepped through the door from the lounge and into the hall. Tall, lean and dark, he was dressed casually in Oxford bags and white shirt, and instantly made her wish that she was ten years younger.

Arbie, who was on his way to change into shorts for an hour or two’s loafing about on the beach, became almost instantly aware that he had become the object of curiosity. And in the way of admired young men, he returned the older woman’s gaze with a polite smile and an inclination of his head. And, naturally, made a rapid inventory of the hotel’s latest discerning guest.

Petite, at only five feet two inches or so, she had auburn hair of a lush shade that, had he been female, would have roused instant suspicions of hair dye in his mind. Dressed in a well-tailored dark green outfit so severe that it only served to emphasise the delicate nature of her slight figure, she looked striking enough to make him stop slouching and stiffen his shoulders.

Martha, noticing this, gave a satisfied smile and inclined her own head in acknowledgement of the non-verbal compliment, before passing on serenely through the door to what was a small reading or writing room. Glancing through the open door, Arbie noticed that Charles Morris, who was the room’s only other inhabitant, glanced up from the modern novel he’d been reading, before both were lost to his sight as he continued on his way to the stairs.

In the bar, Mona Rice-Willoughby was regarding Captain Penderghast with vague suspicion. But at least he served good gin, which meant the old lady was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. For now.

*

Mid-morning on the following day – Wednesday – brought with it most of the family members of the engagement party, their noisy entrance en masse bringing the Penderghasts out in force. Arbie, who was in the garden pretending to write notes in his notebook, sank down even lower in his sunchair, and hoped that he was rendered invisible behind the late-flowering rose bushes.

The amount of feminine chatter, interspersed with only a few male voices, made him vaguely uneasy. Women tended to expect a chap to dance attendance on them at the drop of a hat, and he’d grown rather used to being left unmolested these last few days.

He was not altogether surprised then when, just a few minutes after the mass arrival, a shadow fell across him, and a female voice interrupted his peace. He was, however, considerably taken aback by the note of brusque surprise in the voice, and that its owner already knew his name.

‘I say, you aren’t actually working, are you, Arbie?’

‘Eh?’ he asked, scrambling to get to his feet. And putting a hand over his eyes to shade them from the dazzle of the sun, he peered wildly at the young woman who was regarding him with a mixture of amusement and disbelief.

As she turned away from the sun’s glare, and he was able to make her out properly, he felt his mouth fall open. ‘Val?’ he managed to squeak. His brain scrambled to process what was happening, but – not altogether surprisingly – failed to come up with anything that made sense. ‘What on earth are you, of all people, doing here?’ he finally demanded.

The tall, fair-haired Amazon, dressed in a plain white frock and sensible sandals, regarded him levelly from blue eyes that, as ever, seemed to be accusing him of something.

‘And why shouldn’t I be here?’ Valentina Olivia Charlotte Coulton-James demanded right back. Vicar’s daughter and lifelong resident of the same village as Arbie, she looked at the man she’d known all her life with her usual mixture of aloof resignation, mixed with a touch of pleasure and seasoned with a dash of superiority. ‘If you must know, I’m here because I’m going to be a bridesmaid at Beatrice’s wedding. She’s an old school chum of mine.’

‘Who?’ Arbie could only mumble helplessly.

‘Beatrice Hythe-Gill. She’s newly engaged to a nice man called Ernest and they’re having a party this weekend to celebrate,’ Val informed him. ‘She introduced me to him last Christmas. I’m sure I must have told you about them. He’s a rugby player when he isn’t adding to his family’s fortune. Broad shoulders, chestnut-coloured hair. A smashing chap.’ She sighed a little enviously, then regarded Arbie, in his rumpled shirt and Oxford bags.

Arbie blinked. ‘Oh. Righty-oh. Jolly nice.’

Val sighed again.

‘Well, old girl, it’s a small world, isn’t it?’ he tried again. ‘I have to say, little old Galton-next-the-What-have-you is the last place on earth I’d have expected to run into someone from the old homestead.’ Although he was trying his best to sound pleased, he was, in fact, silently lamenting his rotten luck. Just what was it, he wondered morosely, that the Fates had against him, to send Val, of all people, crashing into his serene little holiday hidey-hole?

Val regarded him solemnly as he began to fidget nervously on his feet, and bit back the urge to tell him to stand still. ‘I ran across your friend the other week, you know, the one who publishes you? He told me you were down here, working on your next holiday-cum-ghost-hunting guidebook. I thought the name of the place sounded familiar for some reason, and then it came to me. I’d not long had a letter from old Draughty Dottie telling me that our old school pal Beatrice was throwing her fancy-dress engagement bash here.’

She had then lost no time in contacting her old school chum, and after a few happy hours of reminiscences, shopping and gossip, had easily managed to wangle herself an invitation down here for the party. Not that she’d ever tell Arbie she had gone to all that trouble. He might just get a swollen 
head.

‘So, tell me about the ghost then,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’m sure I can help you with it, just like I did that last time,’ she added. ‘And I can probably help with the research too. Make sure you don’t slack off. Your friend mentioned that you had a deadline to meet,’ she concluded firmly.

Her blue eyes met his, and her pretty face smiled winsomely.

And right then and there Arbie had the good sense just to mentally throw up his hands and admit to the Fates that this round had gone to them.

*

Teatime was bringing some of the scattered newcomers together again in the lounge. Arbie and Val, seated by a pair of large windows overlooking a paved terrace, had just ordered tea and scones when the first of the party members entered, looked around and took a seat.

‘That’s Randolph Harrington,’ Val remarked casually, pointing out one in particular. Arbie glanced across the room. About his own age – twenty-five or
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