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  Prologue


  They drove slowly down Sycamore Close, looking for two “For Sale” signs in adjoining front gardens.


  Kirsten pointed suddenly. “Look, there they are! Just on the bend.”


  Mike grinned at her. “All right, don’t get so excited. We’ve already looked at ten semi-detached houses; why should these be any better?”


  “They will be, I’m sure of it. This whole road seems nice. A happy road!”


  The car drew up outside number 34, and Kirsten quickly climbed out of the car. She was a short, slight girl with close-cut curly brown hair and dark hazel eyes that were brimming with enthusiasm. She was a cheerful, friendly, uncomplicated girl just approaching her twenty-first birthday.


  Mike joined her on the front path. He was over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and narrow hips. His fair hair was brushed back from his forehead and his blue eyes gazed out candidly at the world. A strong, good-natured young man who felt himself extremely lucky to be married to Kirsten, and whose only worry was that he might not make her as happy as she deserved; a worry that in the nine months of their marriage had proved completely groundless. It would be nice, he thought, if one of these houses proved suitable. They had been saving hard for three years and the flat was beginning to feel cramped, especially when they had friends round for meals.


  Kirsten tapped her foot impatiently. “Where’s the man from the estate agent’s? He was meant to be here at two.”


  “It’s only five past now, give him a chance!”


  Even as Mike spoke an Allegro drew up behind their Cortina and the driver hurried towards them.


  “Sorry I’m a bit late. Got held up in the traffic. Been waiting long?”


  Mike smiled politely. “Not at all, we’ve only just arrived ourselves.”


  “Excellent, well, in we go then. Ladies first.” He stood back and let Kirsten through. She smiled cheerfully at him and entered the spacious hall. It seemed very gloomy, despite the fresh white paint on the doors and skirting boards. She felt strangely chilled, and wrapped her arms round herself. She had expected to like the house, but she didn’t, and wanted to walk away immediately. The rooms held no appeal for her. She felt distinctly ill at ease. This house would never feel like a home and she turned back towards the front door, in urgent need of space and air.


  “Look out!” Mike caught hold of her shoulders. “Look where you’re going, Kirsty; you nearly trod on my foot.” She pulled herself free of him. “Kirsten, come on, that’s the wrong way.”


  She wanted to tell him not to bother, but knew that she would sound ridiculous. Reluctantly she ignored her original instinct and trailed behind the two men as they went into the lounge, 16’ x 14’ according to the brochure. Mike’s eyes took in the fresh paint on the ceiling, the excellent condition of the woodwork round the bay window, and noted too the sun streaming in, making it warm and bright.


  “This is nice,” he said impulsively, but Kirsten was looking at the floor and didn’t answer. She wondered why she felt so very cold.


  The kitchen was well fitted out with cupboards and work tops.


  “You can purchase the split-level cooker if you so wish,” the agent told them.


  “Looks good, doesn’t it?” enthused Mike. “Like it, love?”


  “Not much.”


  “Really? Why’s that? It’s a good size, and well equipped.”


  She knew that, just as she knew that this house wasn’t for them. She sought desperately for a logical answer.


  “I don’t like the green walls,” she said swiftly. “Imagine them on a Monday morning!” Both men looked strangely at her. She tried to laugh it off. “Well, perhaps you don’t mind, but I’ve never liked green.”


  The agent gave her another peculiar glance before leading them upstairs.


  “Have you gone daft?” whispered Mike. “Those walls are primrose yellow!” She didn’t know how that had happened, a trick of the light, she supposed; it wasn’t important. The sooner they were out of this house the better.


  The upstairs was in excellent condition, and two of the bedrooms were very spacious. The third was small, but that didn’t matter; as the agent said it would be fine for a child’s room. Mike agreed. He only wished Kirsten would look more enthusiastic. She was positively lukewarm about everything, and acting as though it was a freezing winter’s day instead of mid-June. He hoped she wasn’t coming down with flu.


  “There we are then,” concluded the agent. “I’ll leave you for a quick look round on your own, then we can go next door if you like. Naturally the two houses are similar, except for decor, that is.” He hurried down the stairs, his footsteps echoing loudly on the uncarpeted surface.


  Kirsten shivered. “I’m sorry, Mike; I just don’t like it. It’s a cold house. I know we wouldn’t be happy here.” Mike looked at her in amazement. “I would be. I wouldn’t have to decorate a thing for at least two years; it’s been very well cared for. It’s all spotless, and excellent value for the money. I thought this was the kind of house you wanted. Look at the garden; super for raising children in.”


  She looked out of the bedroom window at the expanse of lawn and shrubs. It was a garden full of shadows and hidden corners and she turned away. “I’m sorry Mike, but I don’t like it.”


  Kirsten knew that he was baffled by her attitude, but she refused to ignore her instinctive dislike of the house. From time to time she had experienced other strong feelings about people and places, and they had all turned out to be correct. She assumed that she was sensitive to atmosphere, and she intended to take advantage of the fact. This house would never be warm and welcoming, could never be the background for her kind of home. That was the end of it.


  “I don’t like it, Mike,” she repeated slowly, “and I don’t want to live here, ever.”


  He sighed heavily. “Suit yourself, but there’s no point in going next door as well, it won’t be any different.”


  “I’d like to look. We might as well now that we’re here.”


  “I just don’t understand you,” repeated Mike as they made their way down into the hall. “I always thought you were the most reasonable of women.” He looked far from pleased as they followed the agent down the path, and then went through the slightly rickety front gate of the neighbouring house.


  “Number thirty-six,” announced the agent as he turned the key in the front door. This time he went in first himself and Mike followed, so that Kirsten was the last to enter.


  The paint was not as new, the front door squeaked a little as Kirsten pushed it closed behind her, but the atmosphere was quite different. As she had hoped, this was a welcoming house. She knew that they could be happy here, and her spirits lifted immediately.


  “What a lovely big room,” she enthused as they walked into the lounge.


  “The same as next door,” retorted Mike stiffly.


  She was sorry that she had upset him. They so rarely had disagreements, and he was the easiest of husbands. She touched him lightly on the arm.


  “Don’t be cross,” she whispered; “I couldn’t help it.” He shrugged and didn’t reply. The estate agent whisked them from room to room, only too aware that the interior condition of number 36 was vastly inferior to that of its neighbour, a fact that was not reflected in the asking price.


  When they were left alone in the main double bedroom Kirsten looked out happily on to the splendid garden.


  “Isn’t it super, Mike? Ideal for a family, there’s room to play french cricket on the lawn!”


  “You didn’t seem too struck on it when you were next door.”


  “But that was such a gloomy garden. This one’s much nicer, far more space.”


  “Kirsten, this one is exactly the same. The same hedges down the sides, virtually the same shrubs in the flower beds, and an identical lawn. Quite honestly, if you like this house, then you must like the other one, and I wouldn’t have any work to do there. This one needs coats of paint in nearly every room, which means time and money.”


  She knew by his set expression that he was going to be hard to win round, but she would succeed because she always did. It wasn’t as though she was being obstructive over something small and unimportant. Even if Mike would never know it, number 34 was a bad house and something unpleasant lurked behind the paint and polish. That could even be why it had been given the face lift, to try and disguise it. If so it had failed with her. She could feel the chill, and someone else would have to live there. Perhaps someone less sensitive to atmosphere would be unaffected, in which case good luck to them. This house was right for her and Mike, a happy and wholesome home. She thought with a laugh that she sounded like an advertising slogan.


  “I’m glad you’re amused.” Mike’s voice brought her back to her immediate problem, and she moved away from the window.


  “I’m sorry, Mike, but don’t let’s quarrel about it. We can talk it over at the flat if you don’t want to make a decision now.”


  With a further sigh of impatience Mike walked away from her, and down the stairs to the agent who was waiting in the hall.


  “Well, my wife seems to like this one the best. The only thing is that it does need more done to it, and I don’t think I could offer the full price.”


  The agent looked thoughtful. “Well, you could try them and see if they’ll drop, but somehow I rather doubt it.”


  “If they don’t then that’s entirely up to them, but there’s no way these two houses should be offered for the same price.”


  Kirsten was nearly with them by this time, and she was amazed and relieved to hear that Mike was doing as she wanted already.


  “I agree,” said the agent. “However, the fact of the matter is that number thirty-four is underpriced. For a quick sale.” he added, almost as an afterthought.


  “They know,” thought Kirsten. “The owners know about the atmosphere and hope to cover it up with a bargain price.”


  “Why did they move?” she asked abruptly. Both men turned to look at her. “Next door. Why are they selling?”


  “He changed his job I think,” said the agent at last. “Does it matter?”


  Mike glared at his wife. “Not in the least. I’ll be in touch tomorrow by telephone.”


  The agent nodded, and watched as the couple walked to their car. Another case of the woman wearing the trousers, he reflected. Strange too; most women went for the smartest house, and there was no way at all in which number 36 could be considered superior to number 34. Still shaking his head at women in general, he locked up both houses and drove away.


  The road was quiet again. A woman walked along pushing a twin buggy, and in the distance some small children played. The two houses stood side by side, their front gardens beginning to look a little neglected now that there was no one to tend to them. Two empty shells, waiting for people to bring them to life again.


  Part I


  Three months later, in the middle of September, a large removal van drew up outside number 36 and parked behind the Ford Cortina. Kirsten came running down the path, a piece of paper in her hand showing where all the furniture was to go. She smiled warmly at the driver, who automatically smiled back. She was obviously very happy and very excited over the move. Three hours later, when the men pocketed their tip and drove away, she was still cheerful, quite an achievement when one considered the minor disasters that had occurred in between. A teapot broken, the electric kettle missing, and a piece out of the headboard of the double bed. None of it mattered that much to Kirsten. They had a home of their own at last. The home that she had wanted so much, and she knew that they were going to have many happy years in it. The flat had always been makeshift, a temporary home, and she had never put down roots there. This, in her opinion, was the true beginning of their married life.


  It was another three hours before they stopped working, Kirsten’s shoulders ached from hanging curtains, and as she put a saucepan of water on the gas to heat, the kettle not yet having materialised, she could hear Mike banging picture nails into their bedroom wall. When they were both sitting at the small kitchen table drinking the tea gratefully they grinned at each other.


  “Our own home at last!” Mike exclaimed. “Now, how do you suppose we should celebrate?”


  “A meal out?” suggested Kirsten, knowing full well what he really meant. He shook his head. “A bottle of vintage cider?”


  “Not tonight, thank you.”


  “I give up then.”


  “An early bed!”


  She stood up, taking her empty cup over to the draining board. She heard him stand too, and quickly he was behind her putting his arms round her waist and kissing the nape of her neck.


  “Come on, Kirsty. We’ve done enough work for one day.”


  “What about food?” Her protest was faint, she was as anxious as he.


  “We’ll eat later. It isn’t food I’m hungry for right now!” He tugged at her arm, and she turned towards him, laughing with pleasure and excitement. Out of the corner of her eyes she saw a light-coloured shape flit over the lawn, and half-registered the presence of a large cat or small dog in their garden before she was on her way upstairs and forgot everything in the pleasure that they took from one another.


  Much later, just as she was drifting off to sleep, she heard a door banging at number 34. There was the sound of muted voices, the sharp click of high heels on the pavement, the starting of a car engine, and then sleep overtook her. In the morning she had forgotten all about it.


  “Mike! Mike, wake up!” Kirsten’s voice was full of excitement, but her husband was too tired to be interested.


  “What?” he murmured grudgingly.


  “We’ve got neighbours. There’s a removal van outside number thirty-four.”


  He groaned and propped himself up on one elbow. “Did you have to wake me just for that?”


  She laughed at his petulant expression. “Don’t be silly, it’s nearly nine-thirty anyway. You can’t lie in bed all the morning, even on a Saturday.”


  “I don’t see why not, especially as I was up half the night trying to finish painting the hall and stairs.”


  She stopped listening to him and ran across the landing to peer out of the small bedroom window again. “It’s a big van. They must have a lot of furniture,” she called.


  “Good for them. They must be pretty pleased with themselves as well.”


  “Why?”


  “Because they won’t have to do any decorating, unlike the poor fools who chose this house instead of theirs!”


  “Don’t be so grumpy. You know I was right. This is a super house.”


  Mike was more awake now, and his normal good humour was reasserting itself. “True. The only thing is, so would theirs have been!”


  Kirsten peered out from behind the curtain, but the removal men were already unloading and there was no sign of the new occupants.


  “It’s funny you know,” she continued over breakfast. “I mean, the sign never came down or anything. Did you see anyone look over it?”


  Mike looked up from the sports pages of his paper. “No, but then I don’t go in for curtain twitching! Besides, we’re out at work all day so we aren’t likely to have seen them.”


  “Well, what about the sign?”


  “I don’t know. You are inquisitive, love. Is it still up then?”


  “I don’t imagine so.”


  “Probably a sudden decision to buy, cash sale or something. Any more toast?”


  Normally on a Saturday they went shopping together. They had been in their new home over a month now, and had established a pleasant weekend routine. First the shops, then a pub lunch, then home for housework and gardening. In the evening they often went out to the cinema or a concert, and then on Sundays they did the various decorating tasks that were slowly being completed. However, this past week Mike had been decorating the hall and stairs every night, and he intended to work all the weekend in order to complete it. Once that was done only the small third bedroom remained, and they both agreed that could wait a while. The rest of the house was now as they wanted it, and they intended to take a break from decorating and get out to friends and relations on Sundays.


  As a result, Kirsten went off alone in the car to the nearest supermarket, but she didn’t take her usual pleasure in a leisurely browse round the shelves. She stuck rigidly to her shopping list, decided against a coffee, and was back in the house by 11:30.


  “Food sold out?” called Mike from the top of his ladder, balanced somewhat precariously on the stairs. “No, but I’m feeling inquisitive about our neighbours, so I hurried home!”


  “Women!” muttered Mike, who wasn’t in the least concerned about the new people at number 34. He thought it would be nice if they were reasonably young, but it was quite likely that they would have a family and he and Kirsten weren’t exactly short of friends. Probably it would be nice for her to have a woman to chat to over the hedge, but she got on with most people, so he wasn’t too worried.


  Kirsten herself was surprised at her consuming interest in the newcomers. She rationalised it as being no more than normal interest, but deep down she knew what it was. She wanted to know what sort of people were able to buy that house. To see what type of person was unaffected by its atmosphere. In a peculiar way she had felt that the house was waiting for the right people, and she wanted to see who it had chosen. Fanciful and ridiculous it might be, but that was how she felt. Therefore she watched and waited, but with no reward. When the van drove away shortly after 2:00 in the afternoon there had still been no sign of the new occupants, and the longer she waited the greater her curiosity grew.


  By late afternoon Mike had finished, and called triumphantly for Kirsten to come and inspect his work.


  She glanced quickly round at the paintwork. “Very nice,” she said, before hurrying into the front room to peer out hopefully again.


  Mike shook his head as he packed up the ladder, paint and brushes. “I work my fingers to the bone and all you can say is “very nice”,” he called as he went to find himself a lager from the fridge.


  Kirsten wandered in after him. “Well it does look nice. What should I have said? Ugh, that’s awful?”


  “No need to be sarcastic.”


  She stood on tiptoe by the sink, trying to see over the hedge into the neighbouring back garden. It was no use; she was far too short, and she bit her lip in frustration. It was almost as though the new people didn’t want to be seen.


  That evening they went out for a couple of drinks at their new local, but despite joining a group of young people who were often there Kirsten wished that they had stayed at home. She found herself unable to concentrate on the conversation; she wanted to get away. It was always possible that the newcomers had called on them for the loan of some milk or sugar, and that she had missed her chance of seeing them. The anxiety niggled away at her the entire time that they were out, and she only felt calm again once they were safety back at number 36. It was irrational and illogical, but she was unable to control herself. The longer she waited the more important it became, and when she closed her eyes to sleep she consoled herself with the thought that it would be virtually impossible for the new people to remain hidden from sight for an entire Sunday.


  Impossible or not, Sunday morning passed and no one emerged from number 34. Mike finished off his work by hanging pictures up the stairs and putting a hall mirror up, but there were no equivalent sounds from their neighbours.


  “They must be quiet workers, or worn out by yesterday,” said Mike when Kirsten finally mentioned it. “You’ll see them soon enough. Probably find you don’t like them, then you’ll wish they’d remained out of sight!” She laughed, but it didn’t blunt her enthusiasm.


  Finally, in the middle of the afternoon, there was the sound of a record being played loudly on a stereo music centre.


  Mike raised an eyebrow in mock dismay. “Classical music fans!” he exclaimed. “I hope they don’t keep that up for too long.” But they did.


  After an hour Mike stood up and thumped on the living-room wall. “We might as well point out that it’s disturbing us. If they’re anxious to be neighbourly then they’ll turn it down.” Apparently they were anxious to be neighbourly for the music ceased abruptly, and silence descended again. “At least there don’t appear to be any children,” remarked Mike as they made their way up to bed.


  They both read for a time, and then Mike turned off the lamp. He and Kirsten kissed sleepily before making themselves comfortable. She was just beginning to relax when she heard a strange noise, almost like a child crying, and she sat up. Beside her Mike too was listening.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “I don’t know, but it seems to come from next door.” He groaned. “They might not make much noise, but when they do, it certainly intrudes.”


  Kirsten listened carefully. It had died away, but just as she was about to lie down again it began afresh. A high-pitched keening cry unlike anything she had heard before. Mike turned the light on and put his ear to the wall. After a few moments he started to chuckle and pulled Kirsten down beneath the sheets.


  “What is it? Is it a child?” She still felt anxious. “Definitely not! It’s an adult all right.”


  She was irritated by his refusal to tell her. “Come on then, what is it?”


  “The lady of the house enjoying herself! Naturally enough their bedroom is right next to ours. Have a listen yourself if you don’t believe me.”


  Kirsten felt the colour rise in her face and was grateful for the darkness. “Certainly not!” she said sharply as she tried to settle herself for sleep again. She pulled the blankets over her head in an endeavour to block out the sounds, which continued for as long as she was awake. In fact it was several hours before both houses were silent.


  On Monday morning Kirsten decided that it would be better to try and forget all about the newcomers. What with their classical music and their uninhibited love-making they didn’t appear to be the ideal neighbours, and perhaps the less she and Mike had to do with them the better. She would say hello when she saw them, of course, but that was all. The resolution was good, but deep down she was still anxious to see them and find out if they matched the house or not.


  She left the house in a rush, ten minutes behind time and too late for her usual bus. As she closed the front door behind her she heard the sound of footsteps, and had a quick glimpse of a man climbing into his car in the adjoining drive. Automatically she looked across at him, but his head was turned away as he put something on the back seat and she was unable to make out any of his features. Then a woman, presumably his wife, walked out of the front porch. This time Kirsten felt justified in staring. She was the most beautiful woman Kirsten had ever seen in her life and she caught her breath in homage and envy. For a moment the woman’s eyes met hers and then Kirsten recalled how late she was, managed a quick smile and a wave of the hand in greeting, and ran down the road without another glance.


  She was busy at the office; her boss was away and this meant that she had quite a lot of decisions to make as well as the normal letters to type and telephone calls to make. The day went quickly, and Mike had been waiting some five minutes with the car before she managed to lock up the office and join him in the car park.


  “Sorry,” she said as she kissed him; “John’s away and I’ve been rushed off my feet.”


  “He’s always on holiday,” said Mike without rancour. “Wish I was my own boss!”


  “He works very hard. No paid holidays for him!”


  “True. Talking of holidays, how long is he giving you off for Christmas?”


  They continued to make plans for Christmas all the way home, not sure which set of parents to visit for which day. It wasn’t until Mike swung into the Close that Kirsten remembered what she had wanted to tell him.


  “Mike,” she interrupted suddenly, “I saw our neighbours today, just as I was going to work.”


  “Really? What were they like?”


  “Well I couldn’t really see the husband; he was in the car and turned away from me, but I had a good look at his wife.”


  “And?”


  “Mike, she is beautiful, really beautiful. I nearly turned green with envy. She’s got glorious hair, a lovely face and the most superb figure. I should think she must be a model or something.”


  “She’s probably something!” he agreed laughing. “Are you sure you saw her properly. Remember those green walls!”


  Kirsten grinned. “I know, I know. Just you wait though. Your eyes will be out on stalks!”


  “Great! Roll on summer and sunbathing-in-the-garden time!”


  Still chuckling he got out of the car and started to open the garage door while Kirsten went inside to put the evening meal into the oven.


  “Excuse me.” The voice was low and slightly husky, and he turned round in surprise. A woman was standing about four feet away from him and he realised that he hadn’t heard her approach at all, so lost had he been in his own thoughts. He knew immediately who she was, and knew too that Kirsty hadn’t been exaggerating. She really was incredibly beautiful.


  His eyes took in the mass of tawny hair, the flawless skin devoid of make-up, and the green eyes that slanted attractively at the corners. She was tall, 5 feet 10 or 11 inches but very slender. The few curves that she did have were all in the right places and, as she pushed her hands through her hair, he was mesmerized by the swell of her breasts through the cream blouse that she was wearing. He hoped that he hadn’t been staring for long, and took a step towards her.


  “Can I help you?”


  To his annoyance his voice sounded too strained, almost nervous. She smiled at him, and immediately he was struck by the warmth that emanated from her. She was like a life-long friend, someone with whom you were always at ease. He held out a hand to her. “I’m Mike Truscott. Is there anything I can do for you?” This time his voice sounded all right, he was back in command of himself again. She extended her hand and rested it in his. It felt incredibly light and delicate and he closed his own hand round it carefully, afraid lest he damage her in some way.


  “I’m Alexandra Blair, your new neighbour, and I wondered if you were on the telephone. Ours hasn’t been connected yet and I need to contact my husband rather urgently. He’s away for the night.”


  All the time that she was speaking, Mike was aware of her perfume. It had a subtle and distinctive fragrance that accentuated her obvious femininity. For the first time since he met Kirsten he found himself physically attracted to another woman, and not just attracted—he was almost overwhelmed by physical desire. In his embarrassment he became curt.


  “Of course. Come into the house and meet my wife, she’ll show you the phone.” Alexandra’s expression was thoughtful as she followed behind him.


  Kirsten was dipping a finger into the potato saucepan to see if she had remembered to add the salt when Mike popped his head round the kitchen door.


  “She’s here,” he whispered urgently. “You’d better come out and be introduced.”


  “What are you talking about? I’m busy. You know how I hate this rush before we eat.”


  “Our neighbour. She’s in the hall and wants to use the telephone.”


  Automatically Kirsten ran her fingers through her hair, trying to put the curls into some sort of order before going to greet the visitor.


  Alexandra was standing at the foot of the stairs glancing round her as she waited. She smiled in greeting again, but not with quite as much warmth as when she had met Mike. This time there was a hint of restraint, as though she were wary of her reception.


  “Hello!” said Kirsten. “I did see you this morning but I was late for work and couldn’t stop to speak.” She shook hands with the other woman, and was impressed by the cool, firm touch. She had an aversion to limp, warm handshakes.


  “That’s right, I saw you wave. I’m sorry to intrude, but it is rather important that I speak to my husband.”


  “Of course, the phone’s right there.” She indicated with a hand towards the low telephone table, then withdrew to the kitchen again with Mike, leaving Alexandra to talk in private.


  “You were right,” said Mike quietly as he leant against the kitchen door. “She really is a cracker!”


  “Well, that’s what I said. Next time perhaps you’ll believe me!”


  “I can’t imagine there’ll ever be a next time.” Kirsten frowned, not understanding him. “It isn’t likely that we’ll ever meet such a beautiful woman again, is it?” he explained. She shot him a swift surprised look; he sounded almost awestruck.


  “That good? I shall have to look to my laurels,” she joked.


  “Don’t be stupid. I didn’t mean I fancied her. She’s like a work of art, something to be admired from afar!” For a moment Kirsten felt vaguely annoyed, but it quickly passed. He was right after all.


  They both heard the sound of the receiver being replaced, and then the door opened.


  “Thank you so much,” said Alexandra. “I didn’t know where the keys were, and I like to lock up at night when I’m alone.”


  “Very sensible,” said Mike heartily.


  Kirsten wanted to engage Alexandra in conversation herself. Some feminine instinct told her to keep Mike out of the discussion as much as possible.


  “I don’t think I told you my name,” she said quickly. “I’m Kirsten, and as I expect you know this is Mike.”


  “Yes.” The answer was cool, and terminated the discussion.


  “I didn’t catch your name?” persisted Kirsten. The green eyes danced for a moment; pleasure, amusement, friendship? It was impossible to tell. Then it was gone, they were serene again.


  “How rude of me. I did introduce myself to your husband. I’m Alexandra Blair, but my friends call me Alex.”


  Mike pulled out a kitchen chair. “Won’t you sit
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