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      Fog had been thick on the drive north, nearly suffocating the valleys. Droplets collected and froze on his car’s windscreen, stubbornly clinging to the glass even as the wipers and heater battered it. He had to stop several times to scrape off the frost, blowing on his hands to keep them from stiffening.

      He had made the one hundred-twenty-mile trip to Windermere in just over two hours, keeping an anxious eye on the wintry sky and the condition of the roads. Fingers of fog had threatened his visibility even as he left the A591 and turned the car onto the lane beyond the town. But the fog thinned at the track to the house, leaving Michael McLaren staring at the farmhouse door. The white wall seemed at first to be part of the gauzy background, just another smear of light gray lurking behind the pines and oaks that stood between the house and him.  Yet, as the air cleared, the structure took sharpness, defining itself among the patches of snow and the air. Still, it seemed surreal, or like a stage setting, and McLaren glanced at the door key he held, trying to force reality into the swirl of fog. Dreams and remembrance of voices threatened to smother him.

      “Mr. Ellison. I-I’m sorry we’re meeting like this.”

      “Michael, I haven’t seen you since Dena’s and your engagement party.”

      “He that believeth in me, yea, though he were dead, yet shall he live.”

      “I’m blessed to have been part of her life, Mr. Ellison. I’m holding on to that.”

      “Memories are all I have of her now. Thank you for your prayers, Michael.”

      “The sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night.”

      “I can’t feel anything, Jamie. Shouldn’t I be crying?”

      “We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out.”

      “You need to move on with your life, Mike. It’s nearly a month, now, since Dena…”

      “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

      “I know my daughter loved you, Michael. That’s all that really matters, isn’t it?”

      “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

      “She was too young, Jamie. She shouldn’t have been taken from me.”

      “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and will save those who are crushed in spirit.”

      “I swear I’ll find a way to kill him, Jamie.”

      “And lead us not into temptation; but deliver us from evil.”

      “How the hell am I going to live without her?”

      “Deliver us from evil…”

      “It’s no one’s fault, Mike. Not really. It happened, as many bad things happen, and he’s paying for it.”

      “From evil…”

      The house key seemed suddenly to burn McLaren’s hand, and he loosened his strangling grip. He stared at it, confused at first as to what it was and why he was in the Lake District. But as the voices faded and a slant of sunshine broke through the gray clouds, he remembered what had brought him to this part of England.

      Healing from Dena’s death.

      A breath of February wind stirred a pine bough and for an instant he smelled her perfume, imagined her standing at the window, waving to him, her smile as bright as the sunshine. But a cloud slid over the sun and the light darkened, taking her from him. When he looked again, he saw only the empty house, smelled only the fresh snow and wet earth.

      The bough bent against the wind, releasing a handful of snow. It splattered onto the ground already pock-marked with fallen pine needles and cones. Remnants from the recent flurry still embraced the house foundation and nestled between the flagstones marking the walkway to the door. He wished a blizzard would trap him indoors for the rest of his life.

      But he knew that wouldn’t happen, that he was just avoiding the inevitable. He grabbed the box of groceries from his car, took a deep breath, and walked up to the building.

      The door opened on complaining hinges, the squeak loud enough to startle a blackbird on the peak of the roof. McLaren peered into the room, the half-light suggesting things that weren’t there. He flipped on the light switch and put down the groceries in the kitchen before retrieving his duffle bag from the car. He eased the door shut with his left foot, aware of the latch catching. It sounded like the pronouncement of a judgment.

      After he unpacked and put away the food, he made a cup of coffee and wandered into the back room. An old teddy bear, dressed as a firefighter and sporting a thin gold bracelet wrapped several times around one of its wrists, slumped against a stack of magazines near a rocking chair. The bear looked loved and used, one of its ears dangling by a few threads and an eye missing. The initials J E were sewn rather amateurishly onto the bear’s cloth jacket, perhaps proclaiming the owner’s pride. McLaren found it a touching bit of childhood memory and gave the room a sense of Home. Books, watercolors and a fireplace added to the room’s snug, comfortable feeling.

      He repositioned the upholstered chair and sat facing the window. A chill permeated the room but he did nothing about it, the thought of laying and lighting a fire or turning on the furnace too much effort. Instead, he zipped up his leather jacket, sipped his drink, and sank into the chair’s softness.

      A rush of voices came from the corner of the room, yet when he looked the shadows gave him no faces. Still, he knew who spoke and he knew the conversation by rote, he’d replayed it in his mind for nearly a month now.

      “It’s quiet up there, Mike. Most of the tourists come in the summer months, so you should have the area to yourself.”

      “I can be by myself in my own house, Jamie. I don’t need to spend any money for solitude.”

      “It’s the change of place that’s so important, Mike. Here you’re surrounded by memories. In the Lake District you won’t be…well, you’ll be able to rest.”

      “That’s what my bed is for. I can rest there.”

      “You know what I mean. You need to heal. Emotionally and spiritually. You can’t do that here.”

      “Why not? It’s my home. I can’t think of anything outside a mental ward that will mend me any faster.”

      “Look, Mike. You heard what I said about the farmhouse.”

      “If I’m supposed to get rest and quiet, a farm’s the wrong place to be.”

      “Why?”

      “How much rest can I get on a farm? Roosters crowing, cows bawling, sheep bleating. Not my idea of R&R.”

      “It’s not a working farm anymore, Mike. I thought I said that.”

      “I quit listening after you said the word farm.”

      “Well, I’ll repeat it.”

      “You don’t have to. I know—renovated, secluded, off the beaten track. Me and the birds. Charming.”

      “It is.”

      “If it’s so bloody charming, why isn’t the owner, whoever he is, there? Why didn’t he loan it to Dena’s father or her sister? God, if anyone’s put through the wringer with her death, it’s them.”

      “You heard Mr. Ellison at the…funeral. He’s getting ready to spend a bit of time in Normandy.”

      “Is Justine going with him?”

      “Who’s Justine?”

      “Dena’s sister.”

      “I thought her name was Natalie.”

      “It is. But she uses her middle name. She likes that better than Natalie.”

      “Whatever. I didn’t talk to her, Mike. How’s she taking Dena’s death?”

      “Quite hard. Worse than her dad.”

      “Too bad. She needs some time to grieve, too.”

      “I agree.  She’s had a one-two punch.”

      “She just divorced her second husband, right?”

      “Yeah. Ted Thornley. She’ll probably go back to her maiden name. You know…shed anything that reminds her of another failure.”

      “A lot of divorced women do drop the names, I’m told.”

      “Not that it means anything, Jamie, but the few times I was around him, I disliked him.”

      “Copper’s sixth sense?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t discount it, Mike.”

      “Well, I hope John Ellison finds some peace, even if Justine isn’t going with him.”

      “What’s sauce for the goose, Mike…”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You need to do the same. Get a rest at the farmhouse. And her dad didn’t have to be strong-armed into going to France, either. He knew he needed to heal. He’s feeling Dena’s death as much as you are.”

      “And Mr. Ellison couldn’t do that at this place of whoever’s…what’s his name?”

      “Rodney Morley.”

      “Whatever. Morley should’ve offered the use of the farmhouse to Mr. Ellison, if he’s such a Good Samaritan. I should be last on Morley’s list of guests. Does he always do things like this?”

      “Actually, I don’t know the man, Mike. I got the offer for your stay in a roundabout way. From Morley via my friend.”

      “One of those.”

      “I don’t know how well Mr. Ellison and Morley are acquainted, Mike, or even if they’re acquainted, since I don’t actually know Morley and I’m not conversant with Dena’s dad. But maybe he knows Mr. Ellison is going to France. Maybe the trip was planned before Morley thought to offer his farmhouse to you. Don’t criticize the man for being considerate.”

      “Still, there’s got to be something wrong with this Cumbria place if the owner isn’t there. Why’s it empty?”

      “Morley’s in his eighties, Mike. He doesn’t go to the Lake District in the winter.”

      “Wise man. Mountainous roads, snowy, cold.”

      “You like the Lake District. You’ll be in the woods, near Lake Windermere. You can hike, wander the mountains, fish, sit by the lakeside…”

      “Build sand castles.”

      “Don’t get flippant, Mike. The house is called The Lilacs.”

      “Super. I bet it has flowered curtains and purple rugs and plastic lilacs crammed into polka dot tea pots crowding the windowsills.”

      “All I’m trying to tell you, Mike, is that the place is old, picturesque and peaceful.”

      “As designated by a planting of lilacs at the white picket fence. Good lord.”

      “It’d be a complete change from here in Derbyshire. Cumbria in the winter, by the Lakes, is a ready-made balm. Mr. Morley said you can stay in the farmhouse as long as you wish. You won’t pay a single penny.”

      “He’s also not sure what shape the place is in, though I doubt it will matter to me if it is run down.”

      “I’ll even throw in some groceries. What do you say, Mike?”

      The conversation faded and McLaren exhaled slowly. Of course he had finally given in to the weeks of pressure and driven up to the Lakes. He knew Jamie would persist to the point of threatening to go along. But it hadn’t been necessary. McLaren accepted the kind offer of the farmhouse, packed his duffle bag and threw some food into a box, and found himself at the Lake the next day.

      As he sat in the back room, he pictured Dena sitting beside him. Yet, they were in his house, talking about Gary Barber. The man’s son, Luke, had gone missing, and he wanted McLaren to find the lad. It had always bothered McLaren that Gary had never shown any emotion during the investigation. Now, Dena’s voice soared above the blackbird’s song, as clear as if she were indeed sitting beside him.

      “If Luke’s disappearance happened three years ago, Gary may have cried all he’s going to. No one can grieve forever, Michael. A person has to get on with his life eventually, no matter how much he loves the missing person. And not grieving openly doesn’t mean he feels no intense sorrow. I believe if you truly love the person, he’ll always be alive in your mind, heart and soul.”

      The words seemed to reverberate, spilling onto each other until they finally faded. McLaren rubbed his eyes and set his coffee mug on the side table. The bird had flown off, leaving the house quiet and filled with ghostly sounds and images of Dena. But they wouldn’t bother him; they’d mix well with the reputed hauntings of the area.
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      McLaren got through the morning and much of the afternoon in a haze of chopping wood and staring at programs on the television. With a muttered “Damn” he switched off the set, unable to watch another reality show. He went over to the bookcase and skimmed the book titles. He selected a book on local wildlife. He fanned through the pages describing mammals, reptiles, amphibians, insects, mollusks, plants and birds but got no inspiration to tramp through the wilderness, fish or bird watch. He reshelved the book and wandered into the kitchen. He didn’t need to make the soup, especially. He’d brought plenty of tinned items. But he had to keep busy. Sitting around played havoc with his mind.

      He’d cooked the chopped onion and oats in butter and was adding the chicken stock when he heard a knock at the front door. He wiped his hands as he strode across the room, asking who was there. On hearing a feminine voice, he opened the door.

      “Sorry to bother you.” The woman smiled—tentatively, McLaren thought—and thrust her hands into her overcoat pockets. She was about forty, with dark hair and eyes, and gave him the impression of being of Rommany stock. The late afternoon sunlight caught the ends of her eyelashes and cast shadows on her cheeks. She moved out of the light and nodded toward his car, parked in the yard. “I saw your Peugeot and took a chance you were in.” Her words held an accent he couldn’t identify, a mixture, perhaps, of European and northern England.

      McLaren glanced at his car, as though to confirm her statement. “Can I do something for you?”

      “My name’s Helen Wallace. My place is just over there, over the crest of the hill.” She gestured to her right. Even without the steep slope of the land, McLaren felt the forest would’ve masked the house from his view.

      “Nice meeting you. I’m Michael McLaren. What’s the trouble?”

      “I feel so stupid asking for help, but the man who usually does the repairs around my place is away this weekend and all day Monday, and I don’t know who else to ask.”

      “You’ve got a problem?”

      “It’ll probably put me in the category of Helpless Female, but I’ve got a leak in the kitchen sink and I can’t get the aerator unscrewed. Normally, I’d let it go until Sean can see to it, but it’s been doing this for quite some time, and now it’s nearly a stream.”

      “A waste of water, besides being annoying.”

      “Sean must’ve welded the thing on. Sean Gunn’s my handyman.”

      “If it’s not too complicated, I might be able to fix it. Just let me see to something in the kitchen.” He dropped the towel onto a nearby chair.

      “Oh, dear. I was afraid I’d be interrupting you.”

      “Think nothing of it.” His voice drifted back from the other room. “It’s nothing that will spoil or that can’t wait. Just turning the burner off from under the soup. Now, then.” He returned to the front room, and grabbed his jacket and torch. “That’s taken care of. Do you have any tools?”

      “Yes. Hopefully, they’re the correct ones. This is awfully kind of you.”

      “Not at all.” McLaren closed the door and fell in beside her as she headed into the wood. “Bills are high enough without wasting water or calling out plumbers on a weekend, especially if it’s a thirty-second repair.”

      “It probably is, which is why I didn’t want to look for one.” She seemed to see for the first time what he carried. Her voice sounded apologetic. “I have a torch. You didn’t have to bring yours.”

      “If I have to walk back thru the wood, I’ll need it. Sun sets around five-thirty this time of year.”

      Helen glanced at her watch. “I hope it won’t take that long.  I’d feel terrible if it ate up the rest of the afternoon.”

      “If it’s that complicated, you’ll have to phone that plumber.”

      Helen nodded and the silence built between them.

      Twilight grabbed the edges of the wood, but sufficient daylight filtered through the leafless branches to mark their path. Frost capped the rocks and rimmed small puddles that had partially thawed during the day, and the air held the scents of pine, wet moss and earth. The air also held the chill from the fog, and though the water droplets had evaporated or frozen, the cold felt sharper in the approaching twilight. McLaren watched the clouds of his condensed breath rise into the dimness. Twigs cracked beneath his boots or broke off in his hand as he moved low-slung boughs out of his way. He let them fall to the ground or shook them free from his hair and muffler.

      “We’re nearly there. You doing all right?” Helen watched McLaren as he stepped around a fallen tree trunk.

      “Walk in the park.”

      “Hardly that, but it’s kind of you not to gripe about the hike. I guess we could’ve walked the road, but this is much more direct.”

      “I could’ve offered to drive us, too, but it really didn’t cross my mind.”

      “I’d rather walk, anyway. Well, this is it.”

      A two-storey stone cottage presented itself against a sky of rose-tinted clouds as McLaren and Helen stepped into the clearing. Indigo shadows angled eastward from the building’s base and the trees standing sentry-like at the corners. He followed Helen up the well-worn path and waited on the porch as she unlocked the door and turned on an interior light.

      “You can lay your jacket on the chair.” She indicated a carved wooden ladderback near the door. “The sink’s just in here.” She led him through the main room and into the kitchen. “At least your trip wasn’t in vain, Mr. McLaren. It hasn’t healed itself.”

      “It is rather exuberant,” he said as he listened to the drumming of the dripping water. “I’ll start with the easy solution first.” He unscrewed the tip of the tap and angled it toward the overhead light, running his finger over the wire mesh and then over the tap’s end. “Nothing blocking it.” He turned on the water, letting it run for a minute before turning it off and replacing the mesh cap. “I didn’t think I’d get off that easy.” He shook his head as the insistent drips started again.

      “What do I do now? Ring up a plumber?”

      “Give me another chance, first. You have a spanner handy? And I’ll probably need both a flathead and a Phillips screwdriver, if you’ve got them.”

      “Yes. I was using the spanner earlier in my feeble attempt.” She gave him the tools and stepped to one side to watch. “I hope I haven’t stripped any threads.”

      “I doubt it. You wouldn’t happen to have a rubber washer, would you?”

      “I should have. I have so many odds and ends.”

      “It won’t be a flat one. It’ll be domed and thick.”

      “I’ll just see. I’ve got a lot of dibs and dabs…” Back at the kitchen table, she took several small glass bottles from a cardboard box marked ‘Tools, Etc.’ and read the labels. “Lucky day! This should be what you need.” She unscrewed the top of one jar and poured most of the contents onto the table. “What a collection. Do they come in different sizes?”

      “Unfortunately. What’ve you got?”

      She scooped an assortment of washers into her hand and brought them over to him. “Anything you can use?”

      McLaren sorted through the washers, discarding obvious ones that were flat before holding up a thicker one. “Let’s see if your luck holds.” He opened the cabinet doors beneath the sink and turned off both water shut-off valves, then took the cap off the hot water handle and the handle from the tap stem. After removing the nut from the stem, he pried off the old washer, slipped the new one onto the stem and tightened it. Then he replaced the stem, handle, screw and cap. As he disentangled himself from the bowels of the cabinet and stood up, he laid the tools on the worktop. “You still feeling lucky?”

      “With such expert help? Of course.” She opened the hot water valve, then turned on the tap. After several seconds, she turned it off. She watched the tap, her fingers crossed. “No leaks. You’re a wizard!”

      “I’m just experienced.”

      “Well, thank you. I’m not usually this inept, Mr. McLaren. I can do many things about the house. It’s just that the valve was too tight for me to loosen.”

      “I don’t begrudge your call for help.”

      “Just don’t lump me into some category of Inept Female. I can do a lot of things men can do.”

      “I don’t put people in stereotype roles, Ms. Wallace.”

      She smiled, looking relieved.

      It seemed to matter to her, he thought.

      “May I pay you for your trouble?”

      “It was no trouble.”

      “Well, your time or experience, then?”

      “Both come pretty cheap.” He walked into the main room and grabbed his jacket. “You may have to replace the cold water washer soon. It’s probably about the same age as the one I just took out.”

      “I wish you’d take something for your help. Can I at least buy you a drink at the pub?”

      They stood on the front porch, two figures barely discernable in the thickening dusk. A flock of rooks called from somewhere to the east and seemed to wake creatures in the thickets and leaves, nocturnal denizens of his nightmares. As the wind changed direction, the scent of Helen’s perfume drifted over to him and for an instant he thought Dena was there. But an owl called somewhere in the wood, and the spell broke.

      “You must be weakening.” Helen’s voice prodded him from his thoughts.

      When he shifted his gaze toward her, he felt her stare assessing him, as though she were mentally approving of his hazel eyes and hard-as-stone muscles. His skin would regain its tan in the summer, a product of working long hours in sunny fields and wind-swept moors. He wondered if she glorified in the sunlight, or if she kept indoors.

      “You’ve been quiet for a while. Does that mean you’ll come with me?”

      “I don’t know.” He looked at his watch. “It’s going on to half past five.”

      “You have to be somewhere?”

      “No.” He said it reluctantly, as though he had no date or could think of no excuse for not accompanying her. “Is it far?”

      “Just down the road, not far into town.”

      “I think I passed it on my way up. Close to the lake, I think. A nice spot.”

      “Well, then?” She angled her head to look at him. At six foot two, he was a foot taller than she—a tall, muscular mass difficult to miss even in the waning light. Her voice held a mixture of amusement and curiosity, and she eyed his dark blond hair as she waited for his answer.

      “One drink, then. But you needn’t pay.”

      “I insist. It’s probably the cheapest plumbing bill I’m ever likely to get.” She hesitated with her right hand on the edge of the door. “You want to go now, or is it too early? What about your soup?”

      “Now is fine. I can finish the soup up tomorrow.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      “A drink sounds good. I didn’t have much of a lunch.”

      She laughed, emotionally closing the distance between them.

      McLaren shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.  I don’t drink my lunch. I’m not a…  That is, I had only half a sandwich…”

      “I’m not with the Temperance League, Mr. McLaren. I’ll just get my keys and handbag. Won’t be a tick.” She disappeared into the house and returned minutes later wearing her coat. “You don’t mind if I drive, do you?” She flipped on the outside light and locked the door. “I know how some men are about a woman driving, but we’re here and it seems silly to go back to your place to change cars.”

      “You know where we’re going. I’m just the passenger.”

      She smiled and unlocked her car doors. “Don’t worry. I’m a better driver than I am a plumber.”
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      Windermere wallowed in the first hints of twilight as the sun hovered on the western horizon. Sunlight and violet-hued shadows fanned across the pavement in a harlequin-like pattern. An eager 4x4 rushed down the main street in a spray of slush that pelted parked cars and unfortunate pedestrians alike.

      The Spotted Pike sat in a stretch of shops bordering the east side of the town, near the lane threading to McLaren’s farmhouse and Helen’s cottage. It looked to be the same age as both of their homes, yet held the air of anglers and ramblers.

      “You like to fish?” Helen asked after they took their food to a table. It snuggled up to a multi-paned window and appeared to be in character with the rest of the structure. Thick, dark oak beams ran across the ceiling and interspersed the white plaster walls.

      “Pardon?”

      “Fish. You were eyeing the mounted pike over the bar. I thought you might be slightly envious of its size.”

      “Oh, right. Thirty pounds, the publican said. Yes, I like to fish, though I don’t get much time for anything as relaxing as that.”

      “Your job keep you busy?”

      “Whose doesn’t?” McLaren swallowed a bite of his ham, Brie and cranberry baguette.

      “What do you do?”

      “Repair dry stone walls, mostly in Derbyshire.”

      “That would keep a lot of people busy. The county’s famous for them, isn’t it?”

      “It’s got a couple thousand miles, yes.”

      “That sounds like job security.”

      “For me and the other stone wallers in the area, yes. What about you?”

      “I like to fish.”

      McLaren laughed and picked up his glass. “Fine, but I meant what is your job? This’ll sound sexist, I’m sure, but I don’t take you for a pro angler or a water bailiff.”

      “You’re right. I’m not.”

      “There’s an outdoor, nature-loving air about you, I don’t deny, but I can’t quite put my finger on your career.”

      “I’d find either one a rewarding, interesting job, but no. I’m an artist. I specialize in pen-and-ink and wash.” She smiled weakly as she grabbed a breaded cheese stick. “Birds and wildflowers, mostly.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Birds and flowers, yes.”

      “No, I mean, you’re a full time artist?”

      “More full time than I envisioned I’d be when I decided to get serious. That was seventeen years ago. I work six days a week, eight or so hours a day.”

      “You must be quite good, if you support yourself through your art.”

      Helen shrugged as she bit into the cheese stick.

      “I’d like to see some of your paintings, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “That’s one.” She indicated the woodland setting of columbines and Welsh poppies on the wall behind him.

      McLaren angled in his chair and stared at the picture. “It’s very good.” He turned back to her. “You have a great talent. I envy you.”

      “Thank you, but I find most everyone has something they’re good at. It doesn’t have to be in the arts.”

      “Farming, computers, teaching, nursing…”

      “Or qualities like listening and loyalty and caring. Especially caring. For the old and sick. And for animals.”

      “You like animals?”

      She nodded, her eyes lighting up. “Maybe I should’ve chosen that as my life’s work. I often feel I’ve missed out on something important, something that fills a gap in my soul.”

      “There’s always volunteer work.” He shifted his gaze to the publican as he felt the warmth flood his cheeks. Why had he said that? Because he missed Dena with his whole soul and just talking about her, even to a stranger, was better than wallowing in lonely agony? He didn’t have time to change the subject. Helen nodded and took up the thread.

      “Endangered species need help, yes. But it’s not only them. Animals in general sometimes need rehabilitation. Many birds and marine mammals suffer from a vast number of economic disasters.”

      “I knew a woman who volunteered at a tiger sanctuary. She…found it quite rewarding, emotionally and spiritually.” He looked back at Helen, his gaze steady. “I don’t know if you rate those qualities very highly.”

      “I do. It somehow brings order to our frantic lives, I think.” She smiled and traced her fingertip around the edge of the beer mat. “So even if I’m not a water bailiff I still believe in caring, both for the environment and people. Those things are very important to me.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Perhaps if a greater number of people cared—in the right way—we wouldn’t need the police force.”

      “Do you have something against police?” She eyed him from over the rim of her wine glass.

      “On the contrary. I love the police. I just think it’d be a better world if more of us cared.”

      She looked at him, her brows furrowed. “You sound as if you’ve had some experience with this, either with caring or lack of, or with the police.”

      McLaren took a long sip of beer and set the glass mug on the mat before looking around the room. They were early enough to avoid the evening rush of drinkers so the room was fairly empty. “They have their uses.” He said it without looking at her, as though he didn’t want to make the statement personal.

      But it was personal. No matter how much he might pretend otherwise, he was still part of the police. Perhaps not officially, not as the police detective he’d once been, but he knew his heart and soul were still one with the Force. And that sense drove him to investigate cold cases for victims who had been overlooked or ignored. The injustice of those official blind eyes angered him more now than it had when he was in the job, and perhaps was tied to his own brush with injustice. Twenty months ago his seventy-year old friend defended himself, his wife and his pub against a late-night break-in. For wounding the burglar, the older man had been arrested by Charlie Harvester, the investigating officer. He, as well as McLaren, knew it was a personal attack, a payback from Harvester to McLaren for all the career-related and personal clashes they had endured. The unfairness angered McLaren so much that he quit the police and turned to mending stone walls, a job that allowed him to work in solitude. That solitude had been both his balm and undoing, and he freely admitted that his return to solo investigation had rescued him from depression and near isolation.

      But he said nothing to Helen. It wasn’t her business how he had once lived.

      Someone in the pub laughed loudly, and McLaren frowned, letting the past slip away.

      Helen nodded, feeling the heat flood her cheeks and the tacit suggestion to avoid the subject. She took another sip of wine, giving herself time to think of something to say. A strain of an Andrew Lloyd Webber song slipped into the gap. Helen ignored Evita’s directive. “I suppose I’ve been lucky with my art. I entered a Yorkshire-wide contest when I was in my late teens, happened to win first place, and that sort of thrust my name into the public eye. Well, the local art-loving eye. I had an exhibition at a community gallery, did rather well at first, probably because they came to see the winner, but sales dropped off dramatically quite soon after that.  So I moved permanently to Switzerland while I studied painting and to see if my refined skill could sell anything. All that was about twenty years ago. When I decided I did it well enough, I took a deep breath, said goodbye to the edelweiss and the alphorns, and returned to England. I’ve been back for five years.”

      “So you lived on the Continent for quite a while, then.”

      “Yes. Which may explain my odd accent. I was old enough when I moved to Cudrefin to retain my English way of pronunciation.”

      “I don’t think I know Cudrefin. Where is it?”

      “In the Broye-Vully district, bordering Lake Neuchâtel.”

      “On the west side of the country, then.”

      “Yes. Somewhat near the French border. It’s really a lovely place. About fifteen hundred residents. But over the years the French I spoke colored my English enunciation, so my tongue is a rather perplexing crossbreed. Which only echoes who I am. My mother was Swiss and my father was English. I was born in Switzerland and lived there until I was five. Then we moved to Yorkshire and I stayed until my Grand Adventure returned me to Switzerland.”

      “Fifth of a century residency in another country would definitely influence your speech, I agree.”

      “My British passport expired while I was living in Cudrefin, but since I have dual citizenship I just applied for a Swiss one when I decided to return to England. It was easier than I thought it would be…living in England, I mean. One gets used to things being a certain way, and I was nervous that I couldn’t adjust. But it’s been a smooth transition, for the most part.”

      “Wanting to do it, versus having to do it, no doubt helped.”

      “Yes. The rest of my life, as they say, is history, however dry and boring. But I do love my art career, and I’m very conscious of my good fortune at being able to do this for a living.” She ran her fingertip along the stem of the glass. “And do you like your dry stone wall work?”

      “Yes. It affords me a living and I’ve met some interesting people.”

      “It also keeps you fit, moving those stones about.”

      Again he had the impression she sized up his physique. “Unless I break my back.” He flashed a smile, to let her know he was joking.

      She leaned back in her chair, pulling her wine glass toward her, and dropped the topic. “So, you’re here for fishing and soup making. A holiday from your wall work. How’d you find the place? I didn’t know it had been turned into a guest house.”

      “I didn’t even know it existed until a few weeks. It’s a friend of a friend thing. He knew I was…overworked…and he suggested to my friend that I spend some time here. I suppose you know him. Rodney Morley.”

      “Afraid not. I’m rather new here, too. I just bought the cottage last summer. I think your Mr. Morley was there for a day or two and then left. At any rate, the house was shut up tight when I went over to introduce myself.”

      McLaren shrugged and finished the baguette before asking if she’d like another glass of wine.

      “No, thanks. I’m driving.”

      He was going to say something about no longer having the authority to arrest her, but remembered that he hadn’t disclosed his former career. “Thanks for taking our welfare so seriously.”

      “It’s not a joke, Mr. McLaren. A friend of mine was killed in a drink driving accident. I don’t want to hurt anyone and have that haunting me for the rest of my life.”

      McLaren glanced outside and watched a woman feeding bread to the gulls by the waterfront. He could’ve sworn Dena… He turned back to Helen. “There are a lot of things that haunt us, over which we have no control. It’s good that you have the intelligence to eliminate those that you can.”

      She inclined her head so that the light from the wall sconce fell across her eyes. He could see tiny gold flecks in the dark pools. “Speaking of haunting…” She raised her eyebrow slightly and leaned forward, resting her left forearm on the table. “How are you with ghosts?”
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      “Ghosts?” McLaren would have laughed, but Helen wasn’t smiling. “What ghosts? Are you serious?”

      “Many of the locals are, even if I take it all with a skeptical eye.”

      “What do they do, frighten away the farmhouse inhabitant?”

      “That, or guard the buried treasure.”

      This time he laughed, evoking a smile from her. “Now you must be joking.”

      She finished her wine and set her glass to the side.  Evita had finished her tirade and Emeli Sandé wailed affirmations of her man in “Next to Me.”

      McLaren shook off the image of Dena singing it and concentrated on Helen.

      “I have no knowledge either way, Mr. McLaren. I’m merely relating the local opinion. Though, I guess the ghost should rightly be termed a poltergeist.”

      “It plays pranks, you mean.”

      “Nothing vicious. Just whatever they usually do. Hide things, I think.”

      “Maybe that’s why the treasure is lost.” He grinned as she laughed. “So, when is this sprite active, and what is the treasure? Something from the farmhouse’s owner?”

      “Not the current owner. The treasure’s too old to be associated with Mr. Morley. No, it dates from the early 1600s, though how anyone knows that without having discovered the money is beyond me. At least it has some connection with the Border wars. The story goes that the residents of the borderlands held fierce kinship and clan-like bonds, and aligned themselves with the local clans instead of to their lords or even the king.”

      “Let me guess. Being thus disposed, they rustled cattle and sheep from the Scots.”

      “Not only that, but they also looted from the English armies. The violence increased toward the end of the 16th century and many people obviously feared for their safety, especially if they were Catholic.”

      “Of course. England was going through its Protestant Reformation at the time.”

      “So, I guess there could be some substance to the ghost legend. A family or person who sympathized with the wrong side—religious or political—fearing another attack from the local clan, buries the money, dies or is captured, and the money is lost.”

      “And the fighting stopped when England and Scotland united in 1603.”

      Helen nodded, visibly impressed by his knowledge. “There’s a basis for the legend, but how true it is…” She folded her napkin and placed it under her empty glass.

      “And no one, to your knowledge, has found the treasure or had a lethal run-in with the ghost.”

      “As I said, I’m new here, myself. But I think I would’ve heard. Sean, my Mr. Fix-It, related the tale to me, and with great gusto, I may say. He heard a milder version of it when he attended the local grammar school, then learned more of the scary details as he got older.” She smiled shyly and laughed. “He hasn’t related any of the blood and gore to me, though. I’m quite content with the chilling nightly cries and the floating film of white, thank you.”

      “It mustn’t be too life-threatening, that ghost. I was offered the place with no caveat or list of victims.”

      “I should think you’re safe, yes.”

      McLaren got to his feet and held the chair out for her. “Well, I guess I’ll have to bone up on the subject, though I don’t think I’ll be here long enough to experience any dreadful side effects.”

      “I hope the war is over, if there ever was one.”

      “Between ghost and farmhouse dweller, you mean?”

      “Or between the treasure hunter’s kin and the farmhouse dweller.”

      McLaren ran his hand through his short-cropped hair and followed her to the door. “It’d be nice if peace on earth existed somewhere.”
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      Helen dropped McLaren at the farmhouse, thanked him for the plumbing work and the evening, and said she hoped she’d see him again before he left. He gave her his mobile phone number, telling her to call if she had more problems, and got her promise to do so.

      He stood at the end of the walkway and watched her drive away until the car taillights rounded the turn to her cottage. The wind had picked up since they’d been in the pub, and it stirred the boughs of the oaks and moaned through the pines. Within the forest the darkness seemed blacker, thicker and more impenetrable than the clearing in which he stood. A shaft of moonlight sifted through the bare branches and spotlighted the ground near him, turning the patches of snow into mounds of sequins. He breathed deeply of the cold air and watched his breath escape heavenward in a puff of whiteness before turning and entering the house.

      He shed his jacket and muffler, draping them on the back of the sofa, then padded into the kitchen and brewed a mug of tea. He took it into the living room and sat on the sofa, the lights off and the moonlight spilling through the window. He felt oddly restless. But the ghost legend had no bearing on his disquiet. It went deeper than that. The talk of ancient borderland war and Helen’s forest flower photos, plus his own battle with depression and bereavement, mixed within his mind, pulling up the half-forgotten lyrics of the Scottish song “The Flowers of the Forest.” The words whispered into the air.

      
        
        
        I've heard them liltin’, at the ewes-milkin’,

        Lassies a-liltin’ before the dawn of day;

        Lo, they are moanin’ on ilka green loanin’;

        "The Flow’rs o’ the Forest are a' wede away".

      

        

      
        Dool and wae! for the order sent our lads tae the Border!

        The English for ance by guile won the day.

        The Flow’rs o' the Forest, that fought aye the foremost,

        The prime of our land lies cold in the clay.

      

        

      
        We'll hear nae mair liltin’ at the ewes-milkin’,

        Women an' bairns are heartless an' wae;

        Sighin’ an' moanin’ on ilka green loanin’,

        The Flow'rs o' the Forest are a' wede away.

      

        

      

      It was a war song, in a way. But it was also a lament for the ten thousand Scots killed in The Battle of Flodden Field, the 1513 battle against overwhelming English forces. The fallen Scots had been Scotland’s jewels, the flowers of the forest, as the song put it. He shook his head, envisioning ten thousand men dying. It was a waste, a tragedy, as anyone killed in war was.

      He’d learned the song in school, in both Scottish and English versions. Funny, he hadn’t thought of the song for years, but the translation came back to him in a flash.

      
        
        
        I've heard them lilting, at the ewes-milking,

        Lassies a-lilting before the dawn of day;

        Lo, they are moaning on every green meadow;

        "The Flowers of the Forest cold death’s carried away".

      

        

      
        Woe and sorrows! for the order sent our lads to the Border!

        The English, for once, by guile won the day,

        The Flowers of the Forest, that fought, yes, the foremost,

        The prime of our land lies cold in the clay.

      

        

      
        We'll hear no more lilting at the ewes-milking,

        Women and children are solemn and grave;

        Sighing and moaning on every green meadow,

        The Flowers of the Forest cold death’s carried away.

      

        

      

      He set his cup on the side table and sank into the sofa, drowning in conjured up images of the battle and the grief of the women. He felt a link to them, for he knew what it was to
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