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    The second thrilling, chilling instalment in the Eden House Mysteries by best-selling author Bill Kitson.


    ‘Babes in the wood, babes in the wood, who will be next to be covered in blood?’ For generations, the children of Rowandale have recited that grim rhyme. Now those sinister words are becom i ng a stark reality…


    The last of the influential Latimer family has died and the estate is in dispute. Racehorse trainer Barbara Lewis stands to inherit the prized Latimer racing stables, but not everyone’s happy about that…


    When Barbara’s friend Eve Samuels goes to visit her, an intruder is discovered in the stables. The seemingly trivial incident sparks a spiralling chain of intrigue, violence, and murder. Barbara's ex-husband is found stabbed to death and she is chief suspect – along with a mysterious man who has recently been seen in the area. The local detectives are so inept that Eve and her boyfriend, Adam Bailey, investigate. Are the murders random acts of a deranged psychopath, or are more sinister forces at work?


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter One


    November 1980


    I was asleep, and so for some time didn’t hear the phone. Eventually, the persistent ringing roused me and I staggered downstairs, shivering in the chill November night air. I wondered sleepily who could be calling me in the middle of the night. If it was some drunk who had dialled the wrong number I would be less than happy; and keen to let them know it.


    It wasn’t a drunk, and it wasn’t a wrong number. It was far more serious.


    ‘Hello,’ I began cautiously.


    ‘Adam, oh, Adam, I need you…I need help. I think I’ve killed someone!’


    My brain cleared, the last fog of sleep lifting instantly. ‘Eve? Where are you? What happened?’


    ‘I’m at Barbara’s house. She’s away. I…Adam, please…can you come?’


    ‘Calm down, Eve. Tell me what happened.’


    I heard her take a deep breath. ‘Barbara had to take two horses to Fontwell Park races. She won’t be back until tomorrow, I’m here alone. I woke up and heard a noise outside. I went out and saw someone in the stables. It was dark. I…I hit him–with a baseball bat.’


    I wondered briefly where she’d got a baseball bat from, but this was not the time to ask. ‘What happened then?’


    ‘He fell on the floor of the loose box. When I touched him he didn’t move. I shut him in then ran back to the house. I rang you straight away.’


    ‘OK, give me time to get dressed and I’ll be on my way.’


    I covered the fifteen miles between Laithbrigg, where I live, and the village of Rowandale, where Barbara Lewis’s racing stables were, in record time. As it was dark, the country road was empty of traffic, and the one perilous moment came when a startled fallow deer dashed across in front of my car.


    As I drove, I wondered what sort of a mess Eve had got herself into this time. We had met almost a year ago, as guests of her sister and brother-in-law, a visit that had almost cost both of us our lives at the hands of a crazed killer. It had also been when I fell in love with Eve. Falling for her was the easy part. Persuading her to give up her successful career and leave London for the tranquillity of the Yorkshire Dales to live with me was far more difficult.


    Eve hadn’t turned me down flat, not in so many words, but she had made it abundantly clear that she wasn’t ready to commit to a relationship yet. In the months since, encouraged by the support of her older sister Harriet, I had continued my long-distance courtship of Eve. I was beginning to believe I was making some headway when she announced that she intended to visit her old schoolfriend Barbara Lewis who, fortunately for me, happened to live in the next village. Her intention would also be spend a few days at Dene Cottage with me. Now, it appeared that I would see Eve earlier than anticipated, but hardly in an ideal situation. I was still wondering what I would find there when I pulled up outside Linden House Stables, on the outskirts of Rowandale village.


    Eve had obviously been on the lookout for the car’s headlights, because she was already by the gate when I got out of the car. I hugged her, and as she clung to me, reflected wryly that I’d dreamed of this embrace, but in vastly different circumstances. She led me past the house towards the quadrangle of brick-built, single-storey loose boxes that formed the stable block. She pointed to the first door. ‘He’s in there.’


    Apart from the clothing I’d put on hurriedly, the only item I’d taken from Dene Cottage was my torch, and I shone this on the door. It was locked. I glanced back. Eve was waiting a few yards away, obviously fearful of what I would find inside. ‘Did you lock the door?’


    She looked puzzled. ‘I thought the key was in the lock but look, it’s on that nail where it’s kept.’ She pointed upwards to the right of the entrance.


    ‘But you didn’t put it there?’


    ‘Not that I remember.’


    As I took down the key, Eve told me where to find the light switch. I took a deep breath, opened the door, and reached for the light. I stepped inside. ‘Eve,’ I called to her, ‘are you certain you locked the door?’


    ‘I think I did, but now I can’t be sure, why?’


    ‘Well, either your victim became a ghost and passed through the wall, or you didn’t lock it. I think he must have recovered and walked out of here.’ Even as I spoke I wondered what sort of burglar would lock the door behind him, replacing the key on the hook. And how did he know where to find it?


    Eve hurried forward and joined me in the entrance. ‘Look, you can see blood on the floor.’


    ‘I didn’t doubt that you hit him, or that he bled. I think you might have intended to lock the door, but because you were so upset you panicked and ran.’


    ‘I still don’t understand. If he came round and I hadn’t locked him in, why didn’t he just scarper? Why did he lock the door behind him? He must have done, because I’ve just watched you unlock it. What sort of burglar does that make him?’


    ‘Exactly what I was thinking. Perhaps he wasn’t a burglar. Perhaps he was sent to tamper with one of Barbara’s horses. To nobble it, I think the expression is. Has she any horses running in important races, do you know?’


    ‘I’m not sure. Apart from the two she took to Fontwell today she only has one or two runners in the next few weeks, and I don’t know if they’re entered in any of the big races.’


    Another, far darker motive occurred to me as Eve was speaking, but I decided this wasn’t the time to voice it. If the motive wasn’t robbery or to get at one of her horses then it was possible that the intruder’s target had been Barbara. ‘Would you like me to stay?’


    ‘Oh, Adam, yes please. I wouldn’t feel safe on my own here tonight.’


    We locked up, hung the key back on the nail, and as we turned to go towards the house I switched my torch on. We had almost reached the door when I saw movement in my peripheral vision. ‘Who is it?’ I demanded, my voice loud and confident, although I felt far less than so. ‘Who’s there? Come on, show yourself. Now!’


    My torch beam illuminated the figure of a man standing close to the high brick wall alongside the loose boxes. I stared at him in surprise. He was, I guessed, somewhere between thirty and fifty years old, of medium height and build. Whether he was ugly or good-looking was impossible to determine, for his shoulder-length hair and an abundant beard any Santa would have envied concealed almost all of his features. His forehead was disfigured by an ugly bruise and a gash from which blood had seeped. This, I guessed to be the result of Eve’s handiwork. I assumed him to be a tramp, and repeated my question. ‘What are you doing here?’


    He frowned, as if the simple question puzzled him. His reply certainly baffled us. ‘I was sent here, I guess. Yes, sir, that’s correct; I had to deliver the warning. I had to tell someone I’d seen them. They were by the bell…’ he hesitated. ‘But I don’t think it was you I had to see. The trouble is I get very confused.’


    You and me both, I thought. Eve spoke for the first time, anticipating my question by a short head, to use local parlance. ‘Seen what, or who?’


    ‘Shouldn’t that be whom?’ His English was immaculate, although there was a trace of an accent, but I was unable to determine where from. ‘I meant the children, but of course if the warning wasn’t for you, that wouldn’t mean anything. They were just like the rhyme, all covered with blood.’


    I felt certain by now that the man was suffering from concussion, for none of what he was saying made the slightest bit of sense. ‘You’ve had a nasty bump on the head. Why not come inside and let us attend to it. We can have a nice cup of tea. I’m sure that’ll make you feel better.’


    I saw Eve staring at me, her doubts as to the wisdom of allowing the intruder into Barbara’s house plain. Nevertheless, she went ahead and opened the back door. The vagrant stood on the threshold, blinking in the bright light of the neon tubes, before I ushered him to the table and made him sit down on one of the chairs.


    As I’d escorted him inside, I’d noticed no body odour and I was interested to see that both the hair and beard were well-combed and clean, as were his fingernails. His clothing, although obviously far from new, was also neat and tidy. If this man was indeed a tramp, he still retained a measure of pride in his appearance. I felt it was time to try and draw him out; to obtain some identification. ‘My name’s Adam,’ I told him, ‘Adam Bailey; and this is my girlfriend Eve Samuels. What’s your name?’


    He smiled. ‘Adam and Eve? That sounds right and proper.’ The smile faded. ‘I don’t know…I have trouble remembering…simple things like my name, or where I come from. People ask, and they don’t seem to understand that I can’t recall who I am.’


    ‘This isn’t recent then? Not since you were hit on the head?’


    ‘I don’t believe so. I think it’s been going on for a long time, but I can’t be sure. I have a feeling that coming here was important, but don’t ask me why.’


    He looked up as Eve came across with a small bowl and a couple of cloths. ‘Put your head back, please. I’m going to bathe your wound. The water has some antiseptic in, so it will sting, I’m afraid.’


    He leaned back in the chair, waiting for Eve to apply the cloth, and his eyes concentrated on the wall opposite. ‘Oh, you’ve moved the clock,’ he said.


    Eve paused, her hand in mid air, water dripping onto the table. ‘Have you been in this room before?’


    He frowned, as if the question was a strange one. ‘I guess so, ma’am.’


    As he was being tended, I asked again about the weird statement he’d made outside. ‘What did you mean about the children? Something about a rhyme; and them being covered with blood?’


    ‘Don’t you know it?’ He seemed surprised by our ignorance, and began to recite something that might have been a nursery rhyme.


    ‘Babes in the wood, babes in the wood, how did you get to be covered with blood?’ Even his voice changed as he chanted, to one that sounded almost childlike.


    ‘What does it mean?’ Eve asked.


    ‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. I believe it’s a warning, but that may be only my imagination. Things get muddled up and I can never be sure what’s real and what isn’t.’


    Eve had completed her ministrations. ‘I don’t think it needs stitching,’ she told him.


    He drained the last of his tea and stood up. ‘I should go,’ he told us. ‘I have to find the person who needs to be warned. I thought if I came here I could deliver it, but it seems I can’t, because it isn’t for you.’


    ‘What is this warning?’ I asked. ‘You’ve mentioned it before.


    ‘It’s to do with the children. They only come out when someone has to be warned.’


    ‘Warned? What about?’


    ‘Warned that someone is going to die, of course.’ He looked at each of us in turn. ‘That’s good, isn’t it? The fact that the warning isn’t for you, I mean?’


    He turned away and moved towards the door, but had only taken a couple of paces before his knees gave way and he leant heavily against the wall. I rushed over. ‘Perhaps we ought to get him to hospital,’ I told Eve.


    ‘No, we can’t do that, Adam. Please. I’ll explain later, but things are really bad for Barbara at the moment. Any whiff of scandal or strange goings-on could mean her losing everything. Can’t we look after him here?’


    I agreed, although it was against my better judgement. It took a while and more cups of tea before we convinced our visitor we would be happier knowing he was safe with us.


    ‘OK, I’ll stay,’ he agreed. He stood and headed for the hall. ‘I’ll stay in the blue room, shall I?’ And with that he headed upstairs.


    Eve and I stared after him, more confused than ever.


    ‘The blue room?’ I looked at Eve.


    Eve shrugged her shoulders. ‘There’s a single room at the back of the house. It has blue wallpaper.’


    Moments later, we headed after him. I carried his overcoat which had been left on the kitchen chair. As I went to fold it, something in the pocket bumped against my arm. Caution warred with curiosity, before I dipped my hand in to remove the object. I stared at it in some surprise. Whatever I might have been expecting him to carry, a book of poetry was way down the list. Eve’s expression was as puzzled as mine.


    I tapped gently on the bedroom door Eve had indicated, and pushed it slowly open. The tramp had removed his shirt and I saw his back reflected in the dressing table mirror. I tried hard not to gasp. His skin was tanned, deeply, as if he had spent a long time in far warmer climates than ours. However, his back was criss-crossed with a series of white diagonal stripes that the tan could not touch. Somewhere, at some point in the past he was unable to remember, this man had been whipped unmercifully, flogged to within an inch of his life. He must have a constitution like iron to have survived such an ordeal. ‘You left your overcoat in the kitchen,’ I stammered. ‘I didn’t want you to wonder where it was.’ I bade him goodnight and hurried downstairs to find Eve.


    ‘I’m not surprised he can’t remember anything,’ I told her. ‘His mind has probably shut the memory out because it’s too traumatic.’ Although it was by now the early hours of Sunday morning, neither of us was in the least sleepy. ‘What do you make of your victim?’ I asked her.


    ‘Don’t call him that, even as a joke. I’m so worried I might have caused him real harm.’


    ‘I don’t think you did. Admittedly hitting someone over the head with a baseball bat isn’t conducive to improving their health, but he was mobile, conscious, and lucid, even if we couldn’t make head nor tail of what he was talking about. And why were you reluctant to call the police or ambulance? You muttered something about Barbara being in trouble. What did you mean by that?’


    ‘Barbara made me promise not to say anything about it to anyone, so please don’t repeat a word of what I’m about to tell you. What about the man upstairs, though? Do you think delaying treatment might make his condition worse?’


    It wouldn’t do it any good, I thought, but seeing the anguished expression on Eve’s face, I refrained from telling her so. ‘Why don’t you make us a coffee and you can explain what you meant about Barbara.’

  


  
    Chapter Two


    The distraction was welcome and after she put the coffee mugs on the table, Eve told me what she’d heard from her old schoolfriend. ‘Babs is in the middle of a very messy and acrimonious divorce. Her husband ran up a load of debt and then scarpered to go live with a woman from where he works. Babs filed for divorce, but he’s employed a solicitor who has lodged an enormous counter-claim. It alleges that she mistreated him, citing physical abuse and mental cruelty, plus denying him his conjugal rights for almost all the duration of the marriage.’


    ‘If they’ve cited physical abuse they would need eyewitnesses to make that stick.’


    ‘Unfortunately, they do. Two of them, to be precise; plus some very ugly photos. When Babs found out he was having an affair, she confronted him and during the argument struck him across the face with her riding crop before throwing him out. He had the photos taken a couple of days later when the bruising on his face was at its worst.’


    ‘That’s bad. What about the witnesses?’


    ‘It’s all part of the same sorry tale. The confrontation took place in the stable yard, in front of Barbara’s head lad and the feed merchant she used.’


    ‘And they’re willing to give evidence for her husband?’


    Eve grimaced. ‘That’s where it gets worse. Soon after she threw her husband out, Babs noticed discrepancies on the feed bills. Items she hadn’t ordered. She challenged the merchant, and found out the head lad and her husband had been taking backhanders and the merchant invoiced non-existent items to pay for the bribes. Babs sacked the head lad and changed her supplier, so they’re both bitter and vindictive enough to do all they can to harm her.’


    ‘I can understand that. So how much has the solicitor claimed on behalf of her husband?’


    ‘Half the value of the business and the property. That’s the house, the yard, and the land beyond where she grazes the horses.’


    ‘I didn’t realize she owns the property. He’s not going to do badly out of it, for someone who is being accused of infidelity. What does he do for a living?’


    ‘He works for the County Council. Something to do with the Highways Department, or Planning, I’m not sure which.’


    ‘I can’t see either of those places as hotbeds of illicit passion, somehow. You surprised me when you said Barbara owns Linden House, though. I thought it was part of the Rowandale Hall estate, like all the other land round here.’


    ‘That’s another story, quite an intriguing one, in fact. Barbara’s father and grandfather worked for the estate. Linden House was a tied cottage and became the family home, but when mechanization did away with the need for heavy horses her grandfather rented the stables from the hall and took out a racing trainer’s licence. About eighteen months ago the last member of the Latimer family, who own Rowandale Hall, died, and Babs found out that shortly before his death, old Mr Latimer had added a codicil to his will bequeathing Linden House and the stables to her. So once probate is granted, she will become the owner. Hence her ex-husband’s sudden interest.’


    ‘That bequest is unusual. Any particular reason for it, or was it pure generosity?’


    ‘I’m not sure about this, but I believe if things had turned out different, Babs might have married into the Latimer family.’


    ‘But I thought you said the man who died was the last of them?’


    ‘There was a son. And from what Babs told me, I think she was in love with him, but he fell out with his father and went abroad. He died a few years ago, in Mexico.’


    ‘That can’t have any bearing on why Barbara is having all this trouble, though.’


    ‘No, but the racing authorities are a bit sticky when it comes to scandal and Barbara is terrified all this animosity might lead to someone trying to object to her licence renewal. Added to that, Rowandale Hall and the rest of the estate is up for sale and the head of the syndicate that rents the shooting rights has put a bid in for it. His gamekeeper has been actively hostile. He stopped Babs from taking her horses across the estate to the gallops. They’re on the other side of the village, and it was always understood that they could walk the horses along the edge of Rowandale Forest. However, he’s put a stop to that, and even threatened to shoot any of the horses he found there.’


    ‘I’m not sure how the law stands on it, but I have a feeling that if a path has been used for some years, it might be classed as a public bridleway, in which case the gamekeeper couldn’t stop her. He certainly couldn’t shoot any of her horses. Apart from the legal aspect, knowing the locals, they’d string him up from the nearest tree if he did anything like that.’


    ‘I suppose you’re right, but Babs isn’t exactly thinking straight at the moment, and most of that stems from the divorce.’


    Eventually, Eve said, ‘I must get some sleep. I’m tired out. But I don’t much like the thought of going to sleep with that man still in the house.’


    ‘How about if I was to stay in your room in case he wakes up and starts wandering around?’


    Eve eyed me suspiciously. ‘Is that a case of frying pan or fire?’


    ‘I wasn’t suggesting going to bed with you. I thought I could sit on a chair until morning. Like you did for me when I was ill last Christmas.’


    ‘Oh, all right.’


    There was a note in Eve’s voice that I didn’t understand. It might have been disappointment, but I dismissed the idea as wishful thinking. Before we went upstairs I looked in Barbara’s sitting room and inspected her collection of books. I would need something to keep me awake–and to distract me from being so close to Eve. I chose a thriller that had been published the previous year, entitled Whip Hand by the racing legend turned author, Dick Francis. I’d admired his work for a long time, and the subject seemed appropriate for our surroundings.


    I tried to immerse myself in the opening chapter to avoid watching Eve undress. It didn’t work, nor did it go unnoticed. ‘Pervert,’ she muttered, but didn’t seem overly concerned at my voyeurism. She certainly didn’t hurry to get beneath the concealment of the sheets. Having been caught in the act, I had no compunction in staring in admiration at her superb figure as she carefully folded the clothes she had been wearing. Once she was in bed, Eve turned and smiled at me. ‘Thank you for coming to my rescue, Adam, and for being here with me. Are you sure you’ll be OK in the chair?’


    ‘I’ll be fine. Sleep well.’ I watched her for a few moments until her breathing suggested she had dozed off, and then turned my attention to the book. The story was exciting enough to keep me awake, and I was pleased to see that when I glanced towards the bed from time to time, Eve was having no trouble sleeping.


    Although it was still dark, a pale half-light was beginning to show around the edges of the bedroom curtains when I heard noises from outside. I peered out in time to see two diminutive figures ambling towards the stable block.


    ‘That’ll be Barbara’s stable lads,’ a sleepy voice from the bed informed me. ‘Barbara left them instructions about the morning routine as she won’t be back for a few hours.’


    I turned and smiled at Eve. Despite having just woken up, she looked radiantly beautiful, her flame-red hair fanning out on the white pillow, framing the perfect oval of her face. ‘You look lovely,’ I said.


    ‘You need your eyes testing.’


    ‘Shall I go and put the kettle on?’


    ‘Adam, you are an angel.’


    ‘I’ll look in on the lodger as I go downstairs; see if he’s back in the land of the living.’


    I returned moments later with news that was startling enough to make Eve sit bolt upright in bed–which did my blood pressure no good. ‘He’s gone.’


    ‘Gone? Gone where?’


    ‘No idea. The bed hasn’t been slept in. By the look of it, he slept on the floor. The pillow and one of the blankets are on the rug alongside the bed, but other than that, there’s no trace of him. I checked the other bedrooms, plus the bathroom, and took a quick look round downstairs, but there’s no sign he was ever in the house. He’s quite simply vanished.’


    ‘When did he do that, I wonder?’ She eyed me suspiciously. ‘Did you fall asleep?’


    ‘No, definitely not. I’ve almost finished that book. What surprises me is how he managed it. I’ve been up and down those stairs a few times in the last few hours, and they creak and groan every time. I would have heard any sound such as that, but there was nothing.’


    I could see Eve was unconvinced, and felt sure that in spite of my denial, she believed I had fallen asleep at my post. After she had dressed, she insisted on checking the house once again, to be sure nothing else apart from the tramp was missing. After we’d drunk our coffee, Eve said she would go and talk to the stable lads to make sure that everything was OK. ‘At the same time I’m going to ask them about the tramp. They both live in the village, so it’s possible they might have seen him, or know who he is.’


    Whilst she was doing that, I decided to check the loose box where Eve had discovered the man. I was prompted more by curiosity than anything else. Of course, the man might have been looking for nothing more than somewhere warm and dry to pass the night. Alternatively, he may have thought there was something inside that might be worth stealing, but somehow I wasn’t convinced by that idea. Despite his weird utterances and strange appearance, he seemed to have retained a sense of pride. It showed in his manner, and suggested to me that he wouldn’t stoop to theft.


    I had no real expectation of finding a clue as to his motive, and sure enough when I opened the door, even in the stronger light of day, the only indication that he’d been in there was the small patch of dried blood that discoloured the loose straw on the floor, where I guessed that bales had been stacked before being used. Or so I thought, until I turned to leave, and my foot caught on something that rolled across the floor, to strike one of the tines of a pitchfork that was leaning against the wall. The chink of metal on metal attracted my attention, and I stooped to pick the object up. I inspected it with growing astonishment. ‘How the hell did that get here?’ I muttered.


    There is nothing wrong with my imagination, but even by stretching it to the limit, I couldn’t work out how the small disc in my hand had come to be on the floor of a loose box in a racing stable in North Yorkshire.


    I was still trying to make sense of my discovery as I locked the door. I was about to walk down the yard to show Eve what I had found, when I heard the sound of a vehicle coming down the drive. Without thinking, I slipped the object into my pocket as a horse box pulled to a halt opposite the end of the stable block.


    The young woman who emerged from the driver’s seat of the cab was small, slender, and extremely attractive. She had close-cropped blonde hair and lovely features, the beauty of which was marred at that moment by a ferocious scowl. If the frown didn’t provide a strong enough clue as to her mood, the greeting she gave me certainly left me in no doubt. ‘Who the bloody hell are you? And what are you doing on my property?’


    I hoped my smile would placate her. It didn’t. ‘And good morning to you, Barbara,’ I replied. That didn’t work either. She looked to be in danger of exploding, so I hastily added, ‘I’m Adam Bailey. Eve asked me to come over.’


    Barbara’s features relaxed slightly, and she came close to smiling. Not too close, but it was a vast improvement. She held her hand out, and as I shook it, she apologized. ‘Sorry, Adam, but I’ve had a lousy weekend. Damned owner insisted I took both his horses to Fontwell, which is the other side of the moon from here, even though I told him they hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of winning. Turns out he was using the race meeting as an excuse for a dirty weekend with his secretary. Added to that, the bloody horse box wouldn’t start. I had to enlist the help of someone with a pair of jump leads. On reflection I should have used them on the horses, they might have run better. The result was I dare not stop on the way back in case I couldn’t get the bloody thing going again. I’m knackered, and dying for a pee and a cup of coffee.’


    The significance of my presence dawned on her, and she looked at me keenly. ‘You said Eve asked you over. Was that social, or has there been some sort of emergency?’


    ‘There was a spot of bother last night, but nothing to be concerned about.’ I was about to explain when Eve came out of the yard.


    ‘Hi, Babs, I thought I heard the van. The lads have finished the morning work and mucked out. They’re grooming now, so I’ve left them to it. They said to tell you everything’s OK. I take it you and Adam have introduced yourselves?’


    Barbara gave me a wry smile. ‘That’s one way of putting it. What was the problem last night?’


    ‘Why don’t I ask the lads to unload the horses and we can explain over a coffee?’


    ‘Good idea. I need something to keep me awake. I’ve been driving all night.’


    Eve began by giving her account of her encounter with the intruder. I remember thinking, as she was speaking, had this really only happened a few hours ago?


    As she listened; Barbara’s eyes widened with amazement. When Eve explained that she’d armed herself with the baseball bat she’d seen in the cloaks cupboard to confront the intruder, and that she’d used it to fell him, Barbara responded, ‘Blimey, Eve, you were useless at rounders when we were at school.’


    Eve ignored the jibe. ‘That was when I phoned Adam for help.’ Eve looked at me and the warmth of her smile got my heart racing again. ‘He came galloping over like a knight in shining armour to rescue his damsel in distress.’


    I didn’t allow myself to dwell on the phrase ‘his damsel’. Instead, I took Eve’s remark as a signal for me to tell the rest of the story. Eve is no fool, and she knew my previous career as a reporter and foreign correspondent had trained me to pick up on snippets and minute details others might have missed or forgotten.


    If Eve’s part of the story surprised Barbara, my account of the tramp and his strange behaviour left her both baffled and astounded. However, when I mentioned what the man had said about the children who were ‘covered with blood’ and recited the rhyme as he’d spoken it, there was no doubt that Barbara knew exactly to what the odd rhyme referred. Her face drained of all colour and I saw her hands tremble. Was that fear, I wondered, and if so, fear of what?


    It was equally clear that Eve had also noticed her friend’s reaction and challenged Barbara about it. ‘What is it? Are you all right?’


    ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’ She was obviously disturbed by the mention of the rhyme.


    ‘You know something about it, don’t you, Babs?’ Eve encouraged her.


    Barbara hesitated then cleared her throat nervously. ‘It’s known as the Rowandale Skipping Rhyme. Kids have chanted it ever since I can remember. We all used to sing it when I was young.’ Her voice was like that of a child as she began to chant.


    ‘Babes in the wood, babes in the wood,


    Why did you go in that cold, dark wood?


    Babes in the wood, babes in the wood,


    What did you see in that cold, dark wood?


    Babes in the wood, babes in the wood,


    How did you get to be covered in blood?


    Babes in the wood, babes in the wood,


    Who will be next to be covered in blood?’


    Eve shivered. ‘That’s spooky. But what does it mean? Things like that, nursery rhymes and fairy tales, usually have some foundation in fact, don’t they?’ She looked at me for confirmation.


    I nodded.


    ‘Nobody is really sure,’ Barbara told us. ‘Some people believe the story behind it goes back as long ago as Viking times, and that it’s a relic from some unspeakable atrocity they committed. There is a legend that once over, the marauders entered the village, slaughtered all the old folk, the men, and the children, and carried off all the women apart from those who were too long in the tooth to be used for sex. Others are of the opinion that it might be to do with the War of the Roses, because there were lots of skirmishes around here at the time. Then there are a few who think it has to do with some dark deeds perpetrated by the people at Rowandale Hall. They were a fairly dissolute lot. The Hall’s empty now. The last surviving member of the family died a while ago.’ She looked at Eve. ‘I told you about him, didn’t I?’


    Eve nodded, and before Barbara continued, I asked, ‘There’s more to this than just an old nursery rhyme, though, isn’t there?’


    It seemed for a moment or two as if Barbara wasn’t going to answer my question, and when she did speak, it was with obvious reluctance. ‘If that man wasn’t making it up and he really did see the children; then that’s bad news for someone.’


    ‘Why?’ Eve and I asked in unison.


    ‘Because the other story concerning the babes is an even grimmer one, if that’s possible. They have only appeared a few times that I know of, but local legend is that the children are a premonition of death. If the legend is to be believed, every time they are seen, someone dies suddenly and violently shortly afterwards. And I know that part to be true.’


    ‘How can you be sure of it?’ Eve beat me to it that time.


    ‘In the parish records there is the account of one sighting in the middle of the last century. A man from Knaresborough was out riding in the grounds when he came across one of the villagers. The local man saw the children standing alongside the path, pointing at the rider. He warned the man to turn round and go home because if he continued, he’d be killed. The rider ignored him, and fifteen minutes later, his horse put a foot down a rabbit hole, unseated the rider, fell on him, and broke the man’s neck. That’s one example. The other is from within my own family. My great-grandfather was killed in the First World War. His commanding officer wrote to my great-grandmother, telling her that he had been delirious for several days after being wounded by shrapnel. An hour before he died, he sat up in the bed and stared straight across the ward. He told everyone about the children who were standing there covered in blood, but of course no one else could see them.’


    Barbara looked at us in turn. ‘I think I’ll have to go for a few hours’ kip, I’m absolutely bushed.’


    ‘Before you do, there’s one more thing I must tell you. Just before you came back this morning I went into that loose box where Eve saw the tramp and I found this.’ I took the find from my pocket and handed it to Barbara. Eve peered over her shoulder. The both looked bewildered, staring at the small gold-coloured coin.


    Barbara looked at me. ‘What is it, do you know, Adam?’


    ‘I do, but I was hoping you would recognize it. The fact that you don’t, that you haven’t seen it before leads me to think the tramp may have dropped it, but where he got it from is anybody’s guess.’


    ‘Adam, don’t be so provoking, tell us what it is,’ Eve demanded.


    I couldn’t resist her, even had I wanted to. ‘The metal is gold, and the coin is a German twenty-mark piece. It dates from 1912. Fortunately, when I was at school we were taught nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European history, so I recognized the figure represented on it. The face is that of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Now you can understand why I’m puzzled as to how it got here.’


    Although Barbara was clearly shocked and bewildered by what we had told her, she took the disturbing news better than I had expected. I had already reached the conclusion that there was a core of steel running through her slender frame. Judging by what Eve had said about Barbara’s current situation, she was going to need all that mental strength.


    After she went upstairs for her much-needed sleep, Eve and I discussed the position. ‘I can’t leave her, the way things are,’ Eve said. ‘I know I was going to visit you, but I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to her that I could prevent.’


    She looked at me, as if expecting resistance, but I hadn’t even considered the notion. ‘Of course you can’t desert her, I understand that. Even if it means you don’t get to come to Dene Cottage at all, it would be selfish of me to insist in the circumstances.’


    ‘It might not mean cancelling the visit altogether. I said I would go back to work next week, but that was purely my decision. As I get paid on commission only, I can choose my working schedule to suit, all it means is that I don’t get paid.’


    Later, when Barbara returned downstairs, we explained the change in Eve’s plans and I could see that the trainer was relieved that she would not be left alone. I set off home for Laithbrigg, having been thanked profusely by Barbara and kissed gratefully by Eve.


    Although I was comforted by the knowledge that I was doing the right thing, I felt sure that the memory of that kiss would make Dene Cottage seem a cold and lonelier place over the coming days.


    I drove slowly, turning over the bizarre events in my mind. After driving through Rowandale village and out on the other side, the woodland that comprised Rowandale Forest gave way to moorland as I climbed up the dale. I negotiated a particularly tricky bend and was surprised to see two cars parked by the roadside where the heather almost encroaches onto the narrow grass verge. The vehicles were dissimilar in many ways. One was a Mercedes sports car that looked as if it had emerged from the dealer’s showroom only minutes earlier, the other a Land Rover that had the appearance of being very long in the tooth, and having led a very tough life.


    Neither driver was in their car, they were standing close to the Mercedes, deep in conversation. I wondered if there had been some sort of accident, as the conversation was clearly heated, being accompanied by much arm-waving and finger-pointing. The men reflected their vehicles in both clothing and demeanour. One wore an expensive-looking suit with highly polished shoes. He looked as if he would have been more at home in a city centre than on a country lane in North Yorkshire. He was clearly the Mercedes owner. The other man, by contrast, was clad in moleskin plus fours and wearing an olive green sweater, apt attire when driving a Land Rover. They gave me no more than a cursory glance as I passed, and apart from wondering briefly who they were, and what two such dissimilar characters could have been arguing about, I soon forgot them.


    I’d asked Eve to phone each day to reassure me that everything was OK at Linden House. She did so, with no startling developments to report over the next three days. When she called on Friday morning, she told me she and Barbara had discussed the situation, and that as things appeared to have returned to normal Barbara had said she would be quite content on her own. Would I please go and collect her so we could spend the next few days together as planned.


    I resisted the temptation to put the phone down, snatch the car keys and set off for Rowandale immediately. ‘Are you certain that’s wise?’ I asked.


    ‘Barbara is sure, so will you come for me this afternoon, if it’s convenient?’


    ‘Of course I will.’


    I reached Linden House soon after 3 p.m., not wanting to appear over eager. As I was putting Eve’s cases in the car, Barbara, who had joined us by the vehicle, asked me a very strange question. ‘When that man recited the rhyme about the children, can you remember his exact words? I asked Eve, but she isn’t sure, but she said you’d know because you were trained to recall such minute details.’


    I thought for a moment; then repeated the rhyme as requested. Barbara looked at me keenly. ‘Are you absolutely certain you’ve got the wording one hundred per cent accurate?’ she asked.


    ‘I am, because it was so bizarre. I committed it to memory there and then.’


    Barbara looked puzzled. ‘You are sure?’


    ‘Of course.’ Now I was puzzled. ‘Is everything OK, Barbara?’


    ‘Yes, er, yes. Thank you,’ she replied, doing little to quell my curiosity.


    I was still puzzling over her reaction when Eve and I drove out of the yard. Why should my repetition of the rhyme cause such interest, I wondered?

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Over dinner that evening I decided to test a theory held by Eve’s older sister, Harriet. Harriet had been my ardent supporter and confidante during the months since Eve and I had met, encouraging me to continue my pursuit of her.


    I was by no means confident enough to adopt the technique suggested by Harriet. ‘Adam, for goodness’ sake, stop messing about. Tell Eve how much you love her; then take her to bed and prove it.’


    ‘I’m not at all sure that would work,’ I told her doubtfully.


    ‘Why not? It did for me.’


    Years earlier, when we had been students at Leeds University, Harriet and I had been lovers. Even after all these years, I still found it bizarre that she was encouraging me to seduce her sister.


    I took a deep breath and dived in. ‘Eve, I was hoping this visit might persuade you to take things a little further,’ I suggested.


    Eve’s reply, although non-committal, was more promising than I’d hoped for. ‘Let’s see how things develop, shall we? Spending a few days alone together will be an interesting test. If you can still bear the sight of me at the other side of the weekend, who knows?’


    ‘Does that mean you might be prepared to reconsider your earlier decision?’


    ‘You’re very sharp, Adam. Sometimes too sharp for your own good. It can get you into trouble, as you should remember.’


    I winced, recognizing her allusion. It had been a bright idea of mine that had almost got us both killed a year ago.


    Later, as I escorted her upstairs, she stopped on the landing outside her room and turned to face me. ‘It’s good to be here, Adam. You’ve a lovely house, in a delightful setting.’


    Then she leaned forward and kissed me, lighting the fires of passion that had been smouldering for months. ‘I’d forgotten how nice that was,’ she whispered. ‘And the best part of being here is seeing you again.’ She pushed me gently towards my room. ‘Now, go to sleep and dream of me.’


    I was already sure I would be a good husband for Eve. That night merely reinforced my certainty, because I did exactly as she instructed.


    The following morning I was up and about early, but it was only minutes later that Eve joined me in the kitchen. I offered her tea or coffee. She opted for tea, and as we sat at the small table with our drinks I asked how she’d slept. ‘I had a really good night,’ she told me. ‘I didn’t wake up until I heard you going downstairs.’ She grinned wickedly. ‘How about you?’


    ‘I did as I was told. I had a great time. How was it for you?’


    Eve blushed and changed the subject abruptly. She turned her head away as if to look out of the window. ‘I envy you living here. It’s so quiet and peaceful, even more so than at Linden House. Such a contrast to London.’


    We spent a long, lazy morning chatting, and for a large time I answered Eve’s searching questions about the plot for the current novel I was working on. Shortly after lunchtime I suggested we go for a walk. It felt good to be out in the open air. It felt even better to stroll down the hill towards the village with Eve alongside me. The village was deserted, a fact which puzzled Eve. ‘Where is everyone? Have they all been abducted by Martians?’


    ‘I don’t think so. There are reports of little green men having been seen in the village, but usually by one of the locals who has staggered out of the pub after closing time. At a guess, I’d say everyone is at the football field.’


    ‘Are they so keen on football?’


    ‘No, but everyone is keen on beer, and it’s a good excuse to get an early start because the landlord of the local pub sponsors the soccer team and opens up as soon as the match is over.’


    ‘And there I was thinking we had the place to ourselves.’ Eve slipped her hand into the crook of my elbow. It felt so good that I decided not to protest.


    ‘Why choose here?’ she asked suddenly.


    ‘I was brought up near here and I’ve always loved this area. When I was looking for somewhere to live I saw Dene Cottage in an estate agent’s window and that was it. My mind was made up.’


    ‘What does Laithbrigg mean? There are a lot of strange place names around here.’


    ‘It means a barn or shed close to a bridge.’


    ‘How very prosaic. I was hoping for something far more romantic.’


    ‘Well, you can have that with Rowandale, if you want? The rowan tree was said to ward off witches and afford protection.’


    We reached the bottom of the hill and without conscious thought turned left to go over the bridge that spanned Thorsgill Beck. Eve pointed to the stone barn alongside the riverbank. ‘Is that your agricultural building by a bridge?’


    ‘Possibly, although I don’t think it’s the original one. Laithbrigg is mentioned in the Domesday Book, and that barn looks a lot more recent than 1086 AD.’


    ‘You’re a mine of useful information. Is that really when it was written?’


    ‘Yes, although recorded would probably be a more accurate description. I suppose you could describe it as the forerunner of the modern census.’


    We stopped in the middle of the bridge, where Eve looked down into the sparkling clear water of the beck, before lifting her head and staring upstream towards the head of the dale. She listened for a moment. ‘Can you hear that?’


    ‘Hear what? All I can hear is the sound of the stream and a curlew somewhere up on the moors calling to his mate.’


    ‘Exactly, it’s so peaceful here. A tonic for eardrums battered by the sound of London traffic, jet planes, and the like. You have such beautiful scenery and so tranquil a lifestyle. I envy you it. Have I said that before?’


    ‘A couple of times.’ I couldn’t resist teasing her. ‘I can see I had a narrow escape. If you’d accepted my proposal I would have always wondered if you’d only married me for my scenery.’


    I got a gentle slap for my cheeky remark. It was more of a caress, given the power with which I knew Eve could hit. I’d had firsthand experience of Eve’s punching power. ‘I don’t think you need to worry.’


    ‘Because you’ve no intention of marrying me?’


    ‘That’s not what I meant at all, Adam. If I do change my mind, it certainly won’t be because I love the scenery or the tranquillity of where you live.’


    I was at a loss, not for the first time, by Eve’s sudden change of mood. Being at a disadvantage, I changed the topic of conversation. ‘Do you want to walk over to watch the football for a while? The view is even better there.’


    The football ground at Laithbrigg is at the end of a long farm track. We had almost reached the turning when the first sign of trouble came. There was a sudden stirring among the few leaves still clinging to the trees, and at the same time I felt something cold and wet splash on the back of my hand. We glanced back, to see that where only minutes before there had been clear blue skies, the horizon was filled with dirty-looking black clouds, etched at the leading edge into shapes that always remind me of giant cauliflower florets.


    ‘Trouble,’ I muttered. ‘It looks as if we’re in for a storm.’


    ‘Those clouds appeared from nowhere,’ Eve said. ‘I can’t believe the change since we were at the bridge. What shall we do?’


    I thought for a moment. ‘I think we should set off home. We don’t know how long this storm will last. If we’re lucky we might get indoors before it starts raining.’


    My theory was good, but it failed to take into account how fast the storm was travelling. We had only just reached the bridge when I felt further heavy splashes of rain or sleet on my arms and head. ‘Here it comes. We’d better hurry.’


    The sky was darker now, and the rain was falling heavier. We were both wearing trainers, ideal for jogging, which became more necessary as the rain started to come down heavier. I glanced at Eve and took her hand. ‘Come on, Evie, let’s run for it.’ By the time we reached the cottage we were both absolutely soaked through; even our trainers squelched with every step we took. Eve’s beautiful red-gold hair was a dripping tangle of matted, flattened curls that clung to her face and head. I felt raindrops coursing down my nose, my cheeks, and dripping from my ears. I fumbled with the key under the partial shelter of the lintel before opening the front door. As I ushered Eve inside, I noticed two puddles where we had been standing, albeit momentarily.


    Once inside, we kicked our footwear off and peeled off our socks. ‘Upstairs, and let’s get out of these sodden clothes.’


    Eve looked at me for a moment before smiling. It was that secretive smile I loved so much. On this occasion, the reason for her smile didn’t remain secret for long. I had just removed my clothes and was standing holding them, deciding where to put them when my bedroom door opened. ‘Give those to me; I’ll dump them in the bath with mine for now.’


    I handed Eve the clothing, momentarily embarrassed, until I remembered that she had seen me naked before. I was still standing there, bemused, when she returned. She handed me a towel. ‘Dry my hair for me please, Adam. I can’t reach the back properly.’


    I took the towel, my brain dizzy from this unexpected development. Eve seemed totally unconcerned by the fact that we were both naked. I began to rub her hair with the towel, and after a few seconds she leaned back against me. The touch of her skin against mine had an electrifying effect that was as powerful as the storm raging outside. My rubbing
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