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CHAPTER ONE

‘For God’s sake, Katherine, are you out of your mind? Aren’t you afraid of what might happen?’ He visibly shuddered, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘You surely can’t have forgotten why he went away?’

The woman’s eyes flickered to a smile. ‘No, Charles,’ she murmured, ‘I could never forget.’

In spite of the horror that had driven away her only son, and even through the long lonely years that followed, Katherine Louis had never lost hope that, one day, she and the child she adored would be reunited. She had never apportioned blame, nor did she pretend to understand the awful sequence of events that had aged her before her time.

‘I want Jack to come home,’ she said simply. ‘The parting has been too long, too painful.’

Her brother raised his two fists and slammed them together. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying,’ he cried. ‘It’s been over twenty years. He’s probably locked away in an institution somewhere. He might even be dead.’ His blue eyes stared at her intensely. ‘I can’t … won’t let you do it.’

‘Listen to me, Charles.’ She regarded him with patience, this man who, even now, still bore the stamp of youth, and whose bright blue eyes and curly fair hair camouflaged a deep and serious nature. ‘You must know I’ve thought long and hard before coming to this decision.’ She saw that he wasn’t listening; incensed, she demanded, ‘Look at me, Charles, damn you!’

At first he deliberately looked away, but there was something so compelling about his sister’s voice that he was forced to return her gaze. For a long moment he looked into her eyes, brown eyes that had seen so much tragedy. Katherine Louis had survived seventy years. She was a handsome woman. Her small features were strong and sharp; her long silver hair, once vibrant with the flaming auburn of her Irish ancestors, was swept into a coil, nestling in the nape of her pale slim neck.

She had always been a tower of strength, it was Katherine who had carried them through the nightmare that had threatened to engulf them all; she who had kept their sanity intact; she who had suffered most, yet shouldered the burden with immense courage.

In her countenance there was no sign of the awful things she had endured. Her face still maintained its mesmerizing beauty, her generous heart endearing her to all who knew her. She was clever, and shrewd, and possessed of a remarkable perception. Yet still she blamed herself for seeing the madness that came into their lives only when it was too late; only when there was no stopping it.

‘I love him as much as you do,’ he insisted, ‘but I have a bad feeling about this. Bringing him home would be like inviting the past in.’

‘Don’t fight me on this,’ she warned. ‘I understand your fears and I too am apprehensive – but I have to find him.’

 ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered. ‘It’s just that I’ve never been able to put the horror out of my mind. I’m afraid …’ His voice trembled and he could not go on. Instead he shook his head, his heart turning with fear.

‘Do I have your blessing, then?’

Raising his head, he gave her a stony look. ‘I’m sorry, Katherine. I can only pray you never find him.’

She put out her hand, and he clasped it in his. ‘It wasn’t Jack who did those terrible things.’ Gently holding his hand, she said, ‘For too many years I’ve made myself bitter against him for running away … leaving me alone when I needed him most. In all that time I never really thought of him, of how he might have felt, of how much he might need me. I’m older now, and wiser. I long to see him.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to let sleeping dogs lie?’

‘Sleeping dogs can be dangerous too.’ She sighed from deep within. ‘I’m seventy years old. Every breath I take brings me closer to my maker.’

He would have protested, but he knew the truth of her heart condition. ‘Soon it will be too late – and I don’t mind that. In many ways it will be a relief to leave the cares of this world behind, but I have to see him, just once more.’

As she moved away, his unhappy gaze followed her. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘To stop questioning every decision I make.’ At the door she paused but didn’t turn. Suddenly she felt old. Her head was heavy on her shoulders and her bones ached with the weight of her years. ‘When Maureen comes in from the kitchen, ask her to bring the tray to my room – and remember you have an appointment with the accountant at nine.’ Her features stiffened. ‘Don’t keep him waiting, and while you’re there, make another appointment for the two of us. I’m still not satisfied with the terms offered on that proposed investment. I know we can do better. In fact, maybe we should make a bid for that fast food company after all?’

He shook his head with wonder. ‘I won’t argue,’ he said. ‘I’m happy to go along with whatever you decide. You’re never wrong.’

‘Exactly!’ With that she took her leave, shaking her head as she walked towards her private rooms. ‘Oh Charles, Charles! Why can’t you find a decent woman and make a home for yourself?’ But he wouldn’t. She knew that. It was another source of anxiety to her.

Her footsteps were muffled by the deep, luxurious pile of the carpet and, as always, her appreciative gaze rested lightly on each painting as she swept by: there was a beautiful Parisian scene by Monet; a still life by an artist she had taken to when he was barely making enough to live, and who now commanded astronomical sums for his work.

She paused now, her eyes raised upwards to meet the stare of the woman in the painting. ‘I don’t know if I can ever forgive you,’ she whispered harshly.

For the briefest moment she half expected those red-painted lips to part and say how sorry she was, how she never meant for any of it to happen. But the face remained immobile, half smiling, its beautiful features set like stone on the canvas, the startling mass of Titian hair and dark eyes spellbinding in their beauty. This was the face of Virginia: Katherine’s late mother.

The portrait had been painted many years earlier. There had been another portrait of her, showing an older woman, still beautiful, but the eyes were darker somehow, glittering with a kind of madness. After the trial, Katherine had burned the painting in the garden. She might have burned this one also, but it was too magnificent, too filled with youth and life, betraying nothing of the terrifying insanity beneath.

As she gazed into the eyes of her late mother, Katherine was haunted by the memories: of sunny days in Central Park, of her mother setting out the picnic while she and her father played baseball. Despite herself she smiled at the memory. It did her heart good to remember how very much in love her parents had been once, how they would walk back home hand in hand, watching her while she skipped along in front, occasionally glancing back to make sure they were still there. How could it have ended the way it did?

Other memories assailed her then. Memories of what their mother had done.

Bending her head she gave out a deep, shuddering sigh. ‘Help me, Lord,’ she pleaded. ‘Help me to find him.’

Raising her eyes she stared at the portrait. It was more than she could bear. Reaching up, she took hold of the frame and swung the picture over. In all these years this was the first time she had turned the face of her mother to the wall. Yet it gave her no pleasure. Instead, it made her feel uneasy.

Katherine was resting in her chair when she heard the familiar tap on the door. Her face broke into a smile. ‘How many times have I told you, there’s no need to knock!’

The door inched open and a woman’s face appeared: a round, surprisingly unlined face, with a mischievous grin and twinkling blue eyes. ‘And haven’t I told ye I was brought up not to barge in unannounced?’ She came into the room and closed the door.

‘I’m glad you’re here, Maureen.’ Katherine’s voice was tired. ‘I’m feeling sorry for myself this morning.’ She let her eyes rest on the homely figure, and it gave her a warm feeling.

Maureen Delaney had never married, and Katherine thought that was a great pity, because she was convinced Maureen would have made a wonderful wife and mother. She was a little absentminded at times, yet she was young for her age. This morning she had a certain gleam in her eye. Her brown hair was thick and bouncy, and she wore a pretty dress which wiped the years away. It made her look like a young country lass, fresh from the green fields of old Galway.

‘You’re looking bright and perky this morning,’ Katherine told her. ‘What mischief have you been up to?’

‘Huh!’ Maureen came to stand before her. ‘I’m thinkin’ it’s you who’s been up to mischief.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

Maureen would not be drawn into a meaningless conversation. It was obvious Katherine had guessed what she was about to say, and was trying to avoid the confrontation. ‘Sure, I saw ye turn that portrait to the wall.’

Katherine looked down. ‘You shouldn’t spy on me.’

‘Do you want me to burn it?’

Katherine sat up straight in the chair. ‘Don’t you touch it!’

‘Ye still love her, don’t ye?’ Gentler now, sensing the pain beneath.

Katherine’s eyes grew moist. ‘She was my mother.’

A long, agonizing pause. Maureen knew her every thought. ‘I took the liberty of turning the portrait back again.’

Katherine’s slim fingers reached out, grasping the other woman’s hand in friendship. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured, her eyes raised in a smile.

Maureen had been with her right on the day Jack was born, and every day since. She wasn’t just her companion and housekeeper, she was a friend, and that was a very precious thing.

Katherine let her mind roam back over the years, to that summer’s day when she first met Maureen. ‘You were just a child,’ she murmured. ‘Nineteen years old. A little Irish colleen, lost on the streets of Manhattan.’

Maureen chuckled softly. ‘I’m still lost when I take to the streets,’ she admitted. ‘So help me God, I can’t even go shopping for a cabbage, without ending up down some dark narrow alley, scared out of me wits in case some drunken down-and-out takes a fancy to me.’

Katherine laughed out loud. ‘Where’s the map I drew you?’

‘I threw it away. It only got me more confused. Yesterday I was lost for nearly an hour. I thought about going into a shop and asking directions, or even flagging down a policeman, but, well, I didn’t want to make meself a laughing stock.’

‘Oh, Maureen!’ She really was the limit. ‘So what did you do?’

‘I got into a cab.’

Katherine had covered her face with the palm of her hand, and was trying hard not to let the smile break into a gust of laughter, but the telltale tears ran down her face as she rocked backwards and forwards. Maureen was horrified. ‘Ye’re laughing at me again!’ she cried. Katherine was still laughing as Maureen bustled off to put the kettle on.

The following afternoon, in his plush office on the eighteenth floor, Eddie Laing waited patiently for the phone to ring. Leaning over his desk, he had his arms stretched out in front of him. The slim cigarella, drooping from his bottom lip, had fizzled out long since, and now his fingers were tapping out a medley on the blotting pad. His suit was tailor-made, his shoes the finest leather money could buy. He was neat and clean shaven, his dark hair expertly groomed. His brooding eyes, one blue, one green, fascinated women, and his tall, gangly figure had an easy way of moving that stirred their secret desires. The only disappointing feature about Eddie Laing was his nose, which was slightly bent, a legacy from Brooklyn, where as a homeless urchin he stayed on top by fighting. In those days you got nothing for nothing, and if you didn’t live by your wits, you died in some filthy gutter.

He’d come through all that. Now, at the age of forty-two, he was a highly-paid private detective. Living on the streets had taught him cunning and a shrewd knowledge of the underworld; he had learned how to track down an enemy, and there wasn’t man nor woman who could match his talents for sniffing out a frightened soul who had gone into hiding. There had been times when he’d done things he was now ashamed of. He’d been locked up in the slammer more times than he cared to remember, but even in there he’d learned a few tricks that stood him in good stead.

It took a woman and a soured affair to set him straight. When he decided to change his lifestyle, it seemed natural that he should set up as a private eye. Success after success brought him new clients, and now, less than ten years on, some of the wealthiest elite of New York were among his clients.

When the phone rang, he snatched at the receiver. ‘Yeah?’ A pause, then he nodded, his homely features lifting in a grin.

Tucking the receiver on his shoulder, he located a notepad and made copious notes. After a few minutes, he replaced the receiver and began to pace the room. He paused and glanced through the window, across the skyline of New York. It was awesome, a panorama of skyscrapers touching the clouds, the sky darkening fast. Soon the whole city would be lit like the fourth of July. Going to the door, he flicked the light switch. ‘God! I hate winter,’ he grumbled.

At the desk, he thumbed through the blue ledger there until his finger came to rest on a name, then on the number beneath. Eyes fixed on it, he dialled patiently, waiting until a female voice answered, a distinctly Irish voice.

‘Louis residence,’ it said. ‘Who’s calling?’

Using the voice he cultivated especially for the Katherine Louises of this world and their servants, he replied, ‘This is Eddie Laing.’ Taking out a new cigarella, he bit the end off and spat it gently into the ashtray. He didn’t light it. He was trying desperately to give up the habit. ‘I need to speak with Mrs Katherine Louis.’ His smile broadened. ‘If you could please tell her I have the news she’s been waiting for.’

Katherine took the call in her study. She switched on the desk lamp, locked the door and drew the blinds. Her calm manner belied the rise of panic in her stomach. ‘Thank you, Mr Laing,’ she said at last, when he’d given her his report. ‘You’ve done your job well.’

She was aware of Maureen’s voice calling her, of the gentle taps on the door. ‘I’m all right,’ she replied. ‘I’ll be out shortly.’ She had much to think about in the eerie silence of that room. The journey she was about to embark on was something she had long dreamed about, something she had to do – whatever the outcome …

Two hours later when she emerged, she voiced the questions that had troubled her. Maureen listened patiently, anticipating each and every one. Katherine was brimming with excitement, yet deeply apprehensive. Had she done the right thing? Would Jack thank her for setting a detective on his trail? Would he refuse to see her? Had he changed? Was he still marred by the things that had happened all those years ago? Was he married, or single? What kind of life had he built for himself?

Maureen set the tray she’d brought on the side table and sat beside her. ‘It’s a bit late to be getting the jitters now,’ she said, pouring the coffee. ‘Yer doing what ye have to do. Whether he’ll thank ye for it remains to be seen. As for his wellbeing, and the other things yer curious about, surely the detective must know?’

‘When he said he’d found Jack, I couldn’t think straight.’ Knowing Jack had been found was enough. Even that was a shock. ‘Mr Laing is coming here tomorrow. I’ll know everything then.’

Maureen was indignant. ‘Wouldn’t it have been better for ye to go to his office?’ She handed Katherine a cup of coffee and made a disapproving face. ‘Detectives in yer home … sitting in yer best chairs! Whatever next?’ Sipping at her own coffee, she gave Katherine an odd, sideways glance.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Katherine murmured. ‘You’re remembering the last time we had detectives crawling all over the old place, but this time the gentleman is invited.’ Replacing her cup on the tray, she leaned back in her chair.

‘I want you to know something,’ Katherine said. ‘If anything happens to me, you’ll be well taken care of. I’ve left instructions.’

Maureen glared at her. ‘I don’t want to talk about such things.’

‘I just want you to be certain I wouldn’t leave you destitute. You must know I love you like a sister. What do you want to talk about?’ There were many times when Katherine preferred to be alone. This was not one of them. Sitting here in the chair, with the warmth of the room enveloping her, with her good friend close by and the knowledge that soon she might be reunited with her son, she felt a sense of peace she had not felt in a long time.

‘I’d like to ask about Charles.’

Katherine was surprised. ‘What about him?’

‘Is he happy, d’ye think?’ Maureen had her own good reasons for wanting to know.

Katherine thought for a moment. ‘I think he is. But you know Charles as well as anyone. He keeps himself to himself.’ Curiosity prompted, ‘Why do you ask?’

Maureen blushed. ‘I love you all,’ she answered. ‘But I’ve seen Charles suffer more than any of us. I’ll never forget the day they sent her to the asylum … the agony he went through after he lost the father he idolized, who died of shock and a broken heart. But he survived it all, thank God. I watched the child grow into a man. I saw him fall in love, and I cried in the church when he got wed. I cried when their bairn was stillborn, and later, it broke my heart when that wife of his threw him aside for another man. Now all the life he has is what you make for him. He dotes on you, and has no room in his heart for anyone else.’ She threw out her fat little hands. ‘God love us! He deserves better!’

Something Maureen had said triggered off a reservoir of anger within Katherine so bitterly strong that she had to wait a moment before speaking. Then, in a cold, stern voice she said, ‘Sometimes, my dear, I think you overstep the mark.’ Pointing to the tray she said, ‘Take it away. I know it’s early, but I’m going to my bed. Make sure I’m up at seven, won’t you?’

Maureen felt humiliated. When would she learn not to let her tongue run away with her? ‘Don’t worry,’ she said humbly, collecting the tray. ‘I’ll have your breakfast ready by eight.’

‘And don’t spill the tea. You know I can’t eat from a sloppy tray.’

Only when the door closed behind Maureen, did Katherine’s stiff body visibly relax. She knew Maureen had meant well, but sometimes the wrong word could bring down an avalanche. ‘It isn’t your fault, my dear,’ she murmured, staring at the door.

As she leaned forward to call Maureen back, the door inched open, and there she was, peering round the door, asking with a sheepish look, ‘D’ye want me to make yer some cocoa to help you sleep?’

Katherine rolled her eyes. ‘No, thank you – and I’m sorry,’ she apologized, bringing her penitent gaze to rest on Maureen’s homely face. ‘I want my tongue cut out, speaking to you like that.’

The other woman’s face broke into a relieved smile. ‘Cutting out yer tongue seems a bit drastic,’ she replied.

‘Goodnight, Maureen.’

Katherine had a bad night. Sleep seemed elusive and thoughts of her parents wouldn’t let her be. She felt on edge as Maureen fussed around her over breakfast.

Eddie Laing was on time, looking smart in a grey suit and long dark overcoat. ‘I shouldn’t have worn this,’ he remarked, handing the coat to Maureen. ‘Whoever thought it would turn out to be so damned warm?’

Katherine was ready for him. Dressed in a white blouse and straight navy skirt, she looked quite formidable. Her silver hair was meticulously coiled at the nape of her neck, and when she spoke it was with a clipped voice that hid her anxiety. ‘Sit down, Mr Laing.’ Gesturing to the chair in front of hers, she waited for him to be seated.

‘Your son is living in England,’ Eddie said without fanfare. ‘He’s changed his name from Jack Louis to Jack Lucas.’ He paused there, waiting for her reaction.

‘Go on,’ she urged.

‘Your son is married, with two offspring – both girls, one seventeen, the other eighteen. Very close in age …’

Katherine interrupted him icily. ‘Do they have names, these “offspring”?’

He smiled, and cursed his mistake. ‘Of course. I’m sorry.’ He glanced down at his notes. Only this morning he had unearthed the background to Katherine Louis’ family. It had been riveting, and shocking.

Katherine’s mother Virginia was a serial killer.

A beautiful woman who hid behind her family’s wealth and privilege, achieved through their successful bakery business with large factories which supplied the whole New York area. She had killed friends, strangers, acquaintances over a number of years and hidden them in the basement of the family’s beautiful home. One of her victims was her own son-in-law. The discovery had been gruesome and for a time her son was suspected of the crimes even though it was he who had discovered the bodies including his father’s.

However, Virgina freely admitted her crimes, seeming to revel in them. In her trial she displayed a cold evil that saw her convicted and incarcerated in an insane asylum where she ended her days in the electric chair.

‘Would you mind very much if I sat there?’ he asked boldly, glancing at the inviting leather couch. ‘Sitting here is like being interrogated.’

Surprised and amused by his honesty, she answered, ‘Oh, I am sorry. Of course.’

Visibly relieved, he moved to the couch, shuffling his notes as he went. ‘The younger girl is named Lianne,’ he continued. ‘Her elder sister is called Virginia.’

He didn’t see the colour drain from Katherine’s face, but he heard the small gasp, and looked up sharply.

Katherine was shocked by the name of her son’s eldest daughter. Returning his gaze, she asked calmly, ‘And what about my son’s wife?’

‘Her name is Elizabeth. She’s in her late-thirties.’

‘She was barely twenty when she had her first child.’ She felt a strange comradeship with this young woman whom she had never met; this woman who had borne her son’s children. ‘What sort of work does my son do?’

‘He owns a small bakery, supplying local shops and restaurants.’

‘Following in his grandfather’s footsteps,’ she remarked proudly, then realizing she was thinking aloud, she quickly added, ‘I’m sorry. Please go on. Whereabouts in England do my son and his family live?’

Flicking through his notes, he found the necessary information. ‘The address is in a village called Billington,’ he said, ‘in the county of Bedfordshire. According to my information, the house is a huge, rambling place … in the Second World War it belonged to the British army.’

‘Thank you, Mr Laing. Maureen will show you out.’ She felt emotionally exhausted.

She had dismissed him so quickly. ‘If there’s anything else … ?’

‘There is nothing else, except for you to send in your bill. Please leave the notes for me.’

‘Of course.’ With her money and privilege, she had only to click her manicured fingers, he thought wryly. As long as he got paid. He reached into his briefcase and withdrew a bound copy of his report. ‘You’ll find everything in there,’ he assured her.

Taking the folder, she walked with him to the door and as he stepped into the hallway, Maureen was already waiting.

A little while after Eddie left, Maureen came into the study and found Katherine at her desk. ‘I want you to take a cab, and send this letter airmail,’ she said, handing her a long white envelope.

Curious, Maureen took the letter and read the address. In her beautiful handwriting, Katherine had written ‘Mr Jack Lucas, The Lodge, Billington, Bedfordshire, England’.

Maureen was puzzled. ‘Jack Lucas?’

‘He changed his name.’

‘I see.’

Katherine’s face softened with pride. ‘He has two daughters.’ Then her voice stiffened. ‘One of them is called Virginia.’

Maureen was incredulous. ‘Virginia? Dear God above! Why would he do that?’

Katherine answered softly, ‘That’s just one of the things I shall have to ask him.’

‘Why don’t you leave him be?’

‘I can’t.’ There was a strange desperation in her voice. ‘When you come back, we’ll begin the travel arrangements. I told you I had made provision for you in my will. At present my brother Charles is the main beneficiary. I have no plans to make changes just yet. Not until I’ve seen Jack and spoken with him.’

Maureen stared at her. ‘I’m still not sure yer doing the right thing.’

‘It’s too late for all that, my dear. I have a son, and I have two granddaughters.’ Her words were chilling. ‘How could you expect me to stay away?’




CHAPTER TWO

Jack sat hunched over the bar. The Red Lion was always busy, but tonight it seemed as if the world and his neighbour had poured in. Every now and then he would glance round as though expecting someone … something. He shivered. Even in a room filled with people, he felt oddly alone, frightened. The cold rippled through his body as though a tap had been turned on.

Nervous, yet not knowing why, he clutched his pint jar, gently rolling the cool glass between his sweaty palms. ‘Christ, Lenny, you tight-arsed bugger.’ Licking at the froth, he visibly shuddered. ‘It’s freezing in here. Are you trying to save on the heating, or what?’ He was so cold. Behind him he could feel the warmth from the radiator, but he was chilled to the bone.

The barman gave him one of his shrivelling looks. ‘Get your missus to buy you some long johns. That’ll keep your balls warm.’

Jack chuckled. ‘You’re a crude bugger.’

‘And you’re out of your mind if you think I’ll turn up the heating.’ The sweat was dripping from his forehead. ‘If you need to warm up, get behind this bar and serve a few customers. Sal’s had to go out and I’m run off me feet.’

Jack took a moment to consider. ‘I can give you half an hour. But then I’ll have to be away. I promised Liz I’d be back before the girls went to bed.’

Lenny took the cap off a bottle of Coke and mixed it with a measure of rum. ‘That’s a nice little family you’ve got.’

Jack groaned. ‘Liz rang me at work. Ginny’s been in trouble at school again, and I’m supposed to come the heavy father with her.’ He made himself wonder about the trouble at school. What was it this time? He’d always had a soft spot her, but the older she got, the less he understood her.

The barman looked at him enviously. He and his wife had never been blessed with children. It was the biggest regret of his life. ‘It’ll be something and nothing,’ he consoled. ‘You know what kids are like, fighting one day, and fast friends the next.’

‘That’s the trouble. She’s not a “kid”. In a few weeks she’ll be eighteen.’ His mood brightened. ‘Thank God she’ll be leaving school soon. She’s got herself an apprenticeship at one of the big hairdressers in London.’

‘A commuter, eh?’ There had been a time, many years back, when Lenny had travelled backwards and forwards to London. He wouldn’t do it again. ‘That’s not an easy life.’

‘She’ll cope.’ He was proud of his girls, and it showed in his voice.

A threatening voice yelled from the other end of the bar, ‘Hey! Let’s have some service down here!’

Harassed, Lenny put up his hand in acknowledgement before turning to Jack. ‘Get yourself over here,’ he pleaded, ‘before the buggers lynch me.’

‘Half an hour, that’s all … or it’ll be Liz lynching me.’

‘Half an hour will save my life.’ He glanced up at the clock. It was half past ten. ‘By that time the bar will be half-empty anyway.’

Swilling down his drink, Jack wiped the froth from his lips and, much to the amazement of the onlookers, vaulted the bar. ‘Right, mate,’ he grunted, addressing the burly fellow who had yelled for service. ‘Where’s the fire?’ He had served behind this bar enough times to know that the big man’s bark was worse than his bite. All the same, he was prepared to deal with him if need be.

The big man took one look at Jack’s capable physique and at the determined glint in his green eyes, and wisely decided to be sensible. ‘Give us a pint, mate,’ he pleaded.

The next half hour was frantic, with customers queuing three-deep to be served, and tenners spilling over the counter as if money had gone out of fashion. ‘So much for the cost of living crisis,’ Jack remarked, when he and Lenny found themselves side by side pulling the pints.

‘Maybe,’ Lenny mused aloud. ‘But if a man can’t afford his pint, his newspaper, and a woman in his arms, life isn’t worth living.’

The time vanished and, just as Lenny had predicted, so did half the customers. ‘That’s me finished.’ Jack served his last pint and rinsed his hands under the tap.

‘I owe you.’ Lenny winked. ‘Off to face the music, are you?’

‘I don’t mind admitting, I hope they’re all in bed asleep by the time I get home.’

Outside was pitch black. January was always a dark month. The days were short and the nights long, and in between it was grey and cold. ‘G’night, mate.’ The voice of a passerby sang through the air. ‘Too cold to piss, ain’t it?’

Jack nodded. He wasn’t in the mood for conversation. He needed to get his head together before he faced Liz. She was a good woman, warm and loving, the kind of woman a man met just once in his life. But, like any woman, Liz wasn’t all sweetness and light. When occasion demanded it, she had a quick and fiery temper. She was in a temper when they first met: he had bumped into her as they alighted from a train at Waterloo. He was in such a hurry that he didn’t see her, until he sent her flying along the platform; the high heel broke off her shoe, she lost all her shopping on to the track, and she split three fingernails. It took him twenty minutes to calm her down, and two cups of tea and a salmon sandwich to earn her forgiveness.

She was in the same fiery temper when she’d rung the bakery earlier, and he had no doubt that she would still be in a temper when he got home. It was usually Ginny who set her off. In fact, wasn’t it always Ginny who set her off? Always Ginny who came between them? And lately, wasn’t it happening more and more? No, he wasn’t thinking straight. He was angry. Angry with himself for doubting Ginny’s goodness.

Rain began to fall, and the heightened wind cut through his clothes. Pulling up the collar of his overcoat, he sighed, told himself to look on the bright side: in a few months Ginny would be working. In a few years both she and Lianne would be married and off his hands. He chuckled. The chuckle turned to a serious mood. The trouble was, he didn’t believe there was a man alive good enough for his precious Ginny. He flushed with guilt. Or Lianne, he chided himself. Don’t forget Lianne.

He paused outside his house. He always did. It gave him a great sense of pride just to look on it. The house was much too big for their needs; it was old and dilapidated and if he worked his arse off from here to doomsday, he would never earn enough to restore it to its former glory. Even in the rain it was imposing, a glorious relic of a former time. It had a skyline all of its own, with a multitude of chimneys, different roof levels and quaint dormer windows; there was even a battlement at one end and the front windows were huge, with small panes and attractive stone mullion surrounds.

All manner of climbing shrubs festooned. There was a long meandering drive up to the front of the house and a pair of wrought-iron gates ten feet high, fronting the pavement. To keep out the ghosts, he suddenly thought as he opened them now and looked back the way he’d come. The rain had brought a kind of warmth to the night, but still he suddenly trembled, certain that he was being followed.

‘Stay away, you bastards!’ He swung round, his voice rising above the pattering rain, above the night and beyond the stars, into the darkness that went on for ever, seeing no one. ‘You stay away from me!’

Suddenly he was running, crashing through the porch and into the house, as though the devil were on his heels. Once inside, with the great door closed behind him, he fell against the wall, gasping for breath, the rain dripping from his nose and the clothes on his back sticking to him like clingfilm.

The next minute he was laughing out loud. ‘You’re a bloody coward!’ he cried. ‘Still afraid of the dark.’ He glanced out of the window. The wind was howling, the rain lashing the door making a fascinating melody as it split itself into a billion particles and sprayed them at the house, his house.

‘Who’s chasing you?’

The voice made him swing round. ‘Liz!’

She came forward, her soft voice soothing the turmoil inside him. ‘Don’t tell me Lenny’s chasing you for the price of a pint?’ she teased.

Grabbing her to him, he held on tight: she was his anchor in the storm. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he apologized, ‘only Sal had to go out and Lenny was on his own. He couldn’t cope, so I offered to help behind the bar.’

Pushing her hands into his chest she raised her head and glared at him. ‘Did you do that on purpose?’

‘What?’ He was puzzled.

A little smile played round the corners of his mouth. ‘Look at me!’ She drew away. Her clothes were dark with damp. ‘I’m soaked through!’

He rolled his eyes to the ceiling, then he looked at her and grinned, the same way he had grinned when he sent her sprawling on that platform, a shy, helpless grin that showed his embarrassment. ‘Sorry,’ he said. And he was.

She was so lovely, slim and small like a doll, with round hazel eyes and a mop of brown hair that never looked tidy; she was pretty and fun and, besides Ginny, she was everything in the world to him. Oh, and Lianne! He cursed himself. Mustn’t forget Lianne.

‘Well?’

‘Well what?’

She sighed, but didn’t pull away. ‘I said you’ve soaked me through, you sod.’

He kissed her, then in a whisper reminded her, ‘When
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