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O cruel Death, what havock hast thou made? 
Low in the dust his Mortal Body laid, 
His Soul with every good to Heaven is call’d 
Tho’ to its native dust the Body fall. 
His friends in grief survived us all in vain 
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 CHAPTER ONE

‘I want to get to Bamford tonight. Is anyone going that way?’

The voice was well articulated and carried a faintly imperious note. The men clustered around the grimy mobile snack bar turned their heads as one. Even Wally, owner and chef, was intrigued. He placed both palms on the chain-suspended greasy counter projecting from the side of the vehicle, and leaned across to see who’d spoken.

With the shift of his not inconsiderable weight, the little white van quivered and there was an echoing jingle among its contents. A pyramid of packeted snacks slid apart and spread blue, red and green messages across the counter. Cheese and Onion flavour – Barbecue Beef – Chicken Tikka. One fell over the edge to the ground. A customer, at whose feet it landed, picked it up and stuck it in the pocket of his leather blouson jacket. Wally was never so distracted that he missed something like that. He rolled a bloodshot eye and the customer hastily fumbled for loose change and dropped a jumble of coins on the counter. Immediately he returned his gaze to the speaker.

The isolated lay-by was cluttered with parked trucks. Wally’s was a regular revictualling stop for the long-distance lorry drivers. He dispensed hot drinks, burned sausages, wedges of heavy pastry stuffed with potato and swede and euphemistically named ‘pasties’, bacon butties and squares of curranty bread pudding. Wally’s proud boast was that his food ‘filled you up’. It not only filled, it made the customer  feel he’d never need to eat again. Wally’s prices were low, his hygiene sketchy, he worked all hours. He saw, as he later told Sergeant Prescott, ‘life. Just about everyfing.’

What he saw on this occasion was a girl he judged about eighteen or nineteen, slender in build, wearing jeans. She also wore a tweedy jacket of the sort Wally associated with the leathery men and women who occasionally descended from the cabs of horseboxes and loudly demanded service as if he’d been the ruddy Ritz. She was standing a short distance away, surveying them all in a critical fashion.

‘And,’ added Wally in the course of that later conversation, ‘she was a stunner. Just like one of them models. Tall, bit on the thin side, but hair like you never saw. Masses of the stuff.’ Here Wally sounded a little wistful and passed a hand over his thinning pate. ‘Wonderful colour. Out of a bottle, I suppose. But marvellous, it was. Sort of goldy bronze. She wasn’t your usual run-of-the-mill hitchhiker nor your ordinary tart. She had class.’ He sounded reverential.

Similar thoughts ran through the mind of Eddie Evans. He was on his way home with an unladen lorry. An empty rig was bad business but there’d been a bit of a mix-up and an owner-driver like Eddie, a self-employed one-man band as he termed it, was likely to be out of pocket. The weather had remained dull all day although it was supposed to be springtime. This year winter seemed reluctant to give way to any warmer season. The sun was obscured by a thick wadding of cloud and temperatures were unseasonably low. The trees and hedgerows were only slowly coming into bud, the spring flowers were all late.

The grey mood had permeated Eddie’s very being. He’d drawn into the lay-by at the sight of Wally’s van, emblazoned with promises of hot and cold refreshments, not because he needed a cup of tarry tea to refresh the body, but seeking enlivening company to refresh the soul. Other drivers, several of whom he knew, gathered there at this time of day, a little  after four in the afternoon. He felt like taking a break and chatting to someone.

He didn’t, as a general rule, pick up hitchhikers, male or female. He knew of a fellow who’d had a lot of trouble from doing that. He – Eddie’s acquaintance – had given a lift to a girl who’d later turned up dead in a ditch at the other end of the country. The police had tracked down everyone who’d seen the kid or taken her along in his cab and there’d been hell to pay. There was no one to run Eddie’s business or pay off his mortgage if he was held for questioning and his schedules went out of the window. He ignored the hitchers standing forlornly by the wayside clutching their scraps of card printed with the names of distant cities.

But Wally’s tea hadn’t dispersed the feeling of depression caused by steely skies and lost business. Instead it had substituted a reluctance to leave the sociable huddle around the van. A simple human need for company led Eddie on this one occasion to break his rule.

Almost without thinking, he heard himself say, ‘I can take you most of the way, ducks, drop you at the Bamford turning. You’ll have to hitch yourself another ride from there.’

Faces which had been gawping at the girl, turned to gawp at him instead. They all knew Eddie Evans never took pity on a hitchhiker.

In the silence Wally’s tea urn hissed and gurgled. Wally, silent and disapproving, withdrew his head, picked up the coins placed on the counter in payment for the crisps and put them in his elderly, spring-operated till.

The girl was waiting. No one else made a better offer. No one else said anything but their thoughts hung in the air like the steam escaping from the pressure pot of the urn.

The girl turned to Eddie and said crisply, ‘Right. Thanks.’

She picked up the old khaki haversack which lay on the ground by her feet and slung it over her shoulder. Clearly, she wasn’t one to hang about. Her attitude was more that of  someone who’d hailed a taxi than one who’d begged a lift from a trucker.

Eddie, prompted by her impatience, tossed his empty polystyrene cup into the battered wire rubbish basket. There was a murmur of amusement as he strode through the group and made for his rig.

Wally had already turned his attention to his spluttering urn. His remaining clientele expressed the opinion among themselves that Eddie had got himself trouble. Privately Wally was minded to agree but he never allowed himself to be drawn into wayside arguments.

Then someone asked, ‘Who brought her here?’

There was a silence followed by a buzz of question and denial.

‘She must have got here somehow. She couldn’t have come from nowhere!’ insisted the first questioner. ‘Look!’ he added, throwing out a brawny arm to encompass the surrounding fields. ‘Miles from bleedin’ anywhere!’

But no one claimed responsibility for bringing the girl thus far, and no one had even seen her arrive.

‘Like she come out of thin air,’ said someone, and Wally, not a superstitious man, felt a sudden chill even in the stuffy heat of his van.

 

Eddie was already having second thoughts by the time he’d reached his rig. He climbed into the cab with a stab of doubt at his heart. The familiarity of the cab’s interior, the slightly sweaty smell, the Cornish pixie mascot, the snapshot of his wife Sellotaped alongside the speedometer, all these things failed to reassure him. They seemed instead to be reminding him that he’d broken his rule.

The girl scrambled nimbly up to join him. He took a surreptitious look at her as she stowed her khaki bag under her seat. She was about the age of his own daughter. Gina, too, had long hair and wore it tied back like that. But there resemblance ended. There was something about this  girl, an air, a touch of something indefinable which Gina lacked. Proud of his own girl as he was, Eddie felt vaguely resentful.

It wasn’t as though this girl was fancily dressed. She wore the usual jeans and funny tan leather ankle boots. Not the lace-up sort, but old-fashioned elastic-sided jobs which probably cost a packet. Gina went in for these fashion fads and they were always overpriced. These looked good quality, not cheaply produced in the Far East or South America to cater for a passing trend. Her jacket, dark brown tweed with leather elbow patches, was quality, too. She wore a dark shirt of some sort underneath it and a man’s yellow wool scarf round her neck. He watched her remove it to sit with it crumpled in her hand.

The hair was in glorious contrast to all this plainness. In the dull light it seemed to have an inner glow. He thought of a polished brass candlestick in a church reflecting the dancing flames all around it. It was bunched at the nape of her neck with a piece of ribbon and spilled down her back and over one shoulder. A lock had escaped and hung down by her face. It didn’t look untidy. It just looked as if it were meant to be like that. She had beautiful skin. Gina had spots and spent a fortune on acne cures.

He drew out of the lay-by, conscious of watching eyes from the direction of Wally’s snack bar. He said, ‘I got a daughter about your age. Her name’s Gina.’

‘Oh? Right.’ The reply was carelessly polite.

Niggled, he asked, ‘What’s your name, then?’

‘Kate.’

It bloomin’ would be, thought Eddie glumly. Their acquaintance was only minutes old, and already he felt as if twenty-five years or so had been stripped from his life. He was an awkward youngster again, trying to chat up a girl in a pub or at a party, a girl who’d arrived with a different crowd from his own. A girl he was realising belonged in a different crowd from his.

‘You live in Bamford, then?’ he asked with a jollity which fooled neither of them.

‘No, I’m going to see a friend.’

‘Come far today?’

‘Far enough.’ A pause. ‘London.’ She raised a hand and scraped back a hank of mermaid’s hair from her long, white, unlined neck. Sorrier than ever that he’d put himself in this situation, Eddie took refuge in fatherly advice.

‘Hitching can be tricky for a young girl!’ he said censoriously, wrenching at the wheel.

Widely spaced grey eyes turned to him. ‘I’m careful.’

His mouth seemed dry. It was that tea of Wally’s. You could paint a ship’s timbers with that tea.

‘You a student, then?’ he asked hoarsely.

‘Mmm . . .’ She settled back and stared dreamily through the windscreen down the road ahead.

‘Gina, my girl, she’s a nursery nurse.’ He could hear the desperation in his own voice.

‘Great . . .’ She sounded faraway.

Fair enough, he thought. She doesn’t want my conversation and I’m digging a pit for myself trying to chat her up like this. I should have stuck to my own rule. The sooner I can get rid of her, the better. What’s she doing, hitching, anyway? She must have money.

But money was often nothing to do with it. It struck him in an unpleasant moment’s insight, that she was playing some sort of game. He hadn’t picked her up. She had picked him up.

‘This friend of yours in Bamford,’ he said. ‘He – she – expecting you?’

‘I don’t know,’ she murmured. ‘But he ought to be, even if he isn’t.’ She turned her head towards him again and smiled, quite nicely. ‘It’s to be a surprise,’ she said.

 

He set her down, as promised, at the Bamford turn. By now the natural light had faded and mist had crept across the  fields. The trees were spectres in the early dusk. You’d have thought it was still winter. He’d been looking forward to parting from her, getting rid of her, not to put too fine a point on it! Yet Eddie still felt compunction at setting down a young girl, any woman, in this deserted spot, all alone at this time of the evening. He glanced at the dashboard clock. But it was still only twenty past six and not so late after all. However, it was chilly out there. The cold breeze swept in through the open door.

‘You going to be all right, love?’

‘Sure!’ she called up to him. Only her head was visible as she stood in the road.

She made to slam the cab door but he leaned across and held it open. ‘I’d turn off and take you right to where you was going – but I don’t want to run late. My old lady will be waiting for me at home.’

‘No need.’ She sounded so calmly confident that he was almost embarrassed at his own fretting. She was moving away already, the khaki haversack slung across her shoulders, obscuring the mane of hair.

‘Thanks!’ she called back and raised her hand briefly in farewell. It was a sliver of alabaster white in the gloom. He watched her disappear into the twilight, her form growing fuzzy, indistinct and finally invisible. All the remainder of his drive home he was unable to rid himself of the feeling that he had somehow connived in something wrong.

 

Meredith Mitchell caught up with the lorry as it pulled away from the Bamford turn. Its rear lights glowed like angry red eyes as it roared off into the gathering dusk of a now deserted countryside. She wondered why it had stopped there. Perhaps the driver had been lost, confused, wanted to consult a road map. Perhaps he’d clambered out to scramble up into the hedge in response to a call of nature.

She forgot it as she turned on to the Bamford road and felt her heart lift. She was on the last stretch of her  homeward journey. She’d been away from her Foreign Office desk, acting as one of the instructors on a week’s course, pleasantly set among the South Downs. In theory, the course was to conclude tomorrow, Friday, at lunchtime, to enable all attending, whether as lecturers or audience, to set off for their scattered homes. In practice virtually everyone had deserted the place tonight, Thursday.

Meredith had joined the lemming exodus, seeing little point in remaining at her post like that doomed sentry at the gates of Pompeii. The few attendees who were down to listen to her on Friday morning had accepted with visible relief her suggestion that an extra half-hour on today’s schedule would deal quite well with remaining matters and let them all go home.

She’d rung Alan before leaving and told him of the change in timetable. They’d arranged that she should go straight to his place, not her own. He’d try and get away from work early and meet her there. They’d crack open a bottle of wine and put the world to rights.

Pleasure at escaping the course and looking forward to a convivial evening was tempered by the fact that she didn’t like driving at this time of the evening. She didn’t mind in the true night when the headlights cut bright swathes to illuminate the road ahead and set light against dark in a clear distinction. But at twilight, the headlights vied with what remained of the waning daylight and roadside shapes became misshapen and took on anthropomorphic life. She was always reminded of the scene in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy, stopping to pick an apple from a wayside tree, is disconcerted by the tree snatching it back.

Ahead of her was something in the road. It moved over to the verge as the headlights picked it up. At first she thought it might be an animal. Muntjak deer roamed the plantations to the side of the road, having escaped long ago from someone’s park and thrived. But this, she soon saw, was a human shape and a real one, not something from her  overwrought imagination. Someone was walking along the roadside, out here, three miles at least from the first houses of the country town. Someone from a farm, perhaps?

Then, as she swept past, she saw it was a girl, saddled with a small backpack of some sort. It was late for a hitchhiker, although to be fair, the girl hadn’t signalled she wanted a lift. Perhaps because of that Meredith pressed her foot on the brake. As she waited for the walker to catch up, she switched on the car’s internal light so that the girl could see it was a woman waiting up there ahead of her, not some oaf fancying his chances.

Having the light on inside the car, however, made it difficult to see anything reflected in the rear mirror. It tilted the odds against the car driver, whose former advantage was lost. Now it was Meredith who sat here alone, illuminated, feeling as if she were in a fishbowl, while out there was an unseen walker – or prowler. Only one? There might have been two, and Meredith simply hadn’t seen the other. She would have done better, perhaps, not to have heeded instinct and stopped. The impulse to play Good Samaritan might end with being mugged by a pair of wandering hippies. She almost drove on, but if the walker were genuinely in need of help, that would appear a cruel prank. Meredith waited.

When the walker finally caught up with the car and appeared at the passenger window, it was as such a sudden apparition that Meredith was caught unawares. She was glad to see that the girl was, apparently, alone after all.

Meredith rallied, let down the window and called out, ‘I’m going into Bamford if you want a lift!’

‘I don’t want to go all the way into town, just to the edge.’ It was an educated voice. Not that that meant anything these days.

‘Fine, I’ll drop you off.’

 

The girl sat on the passenger seat, her haversack on her knees.  She stared straight ahead out of the window, watching the yellow beam of the car lights, and stayed silent.

The complete lack of any attempt at communication was unnerving. Meredith was prompted to ask, ‘Do you live in Bamford?’

‘No.’ Courteous but firm. Not your business, indicated the tone.

Fair enough, thought Meredith, who also disliked being quizzed by strangers. She confined her next remark to a necessary, ‘Whereabouts do you want to be dropped off? Do you know exactly?’

The girl turned her head at last towards the speaker. ‘It’s called Tudor Lodge. I believe – it was described to me – it’s located on the edge of town, almost the first house.’

‘I know it. It belongs to the Penhallows.’

‘Yes.’

‘I know Carla Penhallow. Are you a friend of Luke’s?’

There was another silence and Meredith felt that somehow the question had thrown her companion.

‘No.’ The reply was bald, as before, but lacked the closed composure of the earlier monosyllables.

Well, Meredith reminded herself, her business is her business. If she doesn’t want to tell me, it’s for me to shut up.

But her curiosity was aroused and it won over discretion. She heard herself persist with, ‘If you haven’t visited the house before, you’ll be surprised. It’s very old and rather beautiful in a patchwork sort of way.’

‘Patchwork?’ At last the girl’s voice echoed curiosity of her own. Meredith thought, human at last.

‘The oldest bit, Elizabethan, is to the left, as you look at the house from the street. There’s a later Georgian addition to the right. The stone porch is a Victorian addition in Tudor style. But it all works somehow. I rather envy Andrew and Carla that house.’

‘It sounds nice . . .’ There was the faintest encouragement  in the other’s voice. The girl approved this line of conversation. She wanted to know more.

But now it was Meredith who was suddenly reluctant to part with information. Who the dickens was this kid, anyhow? She appeared about nineteen, well educated, cool as a cucumber and—

Here Meredith belatedly put two and two together. The girl must have got out of that lorry, back there at the turn. She’d hitched this far from wherever she’d started. And it didn’t make sense. It would have made sense if she’d been some friend of Luke’s, the Penhallows’ son. Another student, hard up as they all were. But if she were a friend of the parents’, of Andrew or Carla’s, perhaps someone from Carla’s publisher or the television people who produced Carla’s popular science programmes, well, she ought to have a car.

The town’s name gleamed fluorescently on a road sign together with that of the obscure French town with which it was twinned. The car passed the last hedgerows and the lights picked out a petrol station forecourt, untidy but well lit, bright and reassuring, then a terrace of stone cottages, followed by a patch of trees. They’d reached the first street-lamps, just flickering into ochre-coloured life. And there was Tudor Lodge, set back from the road behind iron railings, its tall chimneys and pointed gables still distinguishable as shapes against the battleship-grey sky.

Meredith pulled over. ‘There it is—’

She broke off. The girl was already sliding out of the car.

‘Thanks for the lift!’ She slung her haversack over her shoulder and turned on the narrow pavement to face the car, waiting for Meredith to drive away. Out of courtesy to her benefactor?

No, Meredith thought. Because she doesn’t want me to see her walk up to the door. There was something wrong, she knew there was. But if so, it was difficult to think what. The girl seemed really rather upmarket. At this time of the day  when people were returning to their homes it was unlikely that a burglar would make for a target or, even less, let someone else know about it.

Meredith forced a brief smile, returned the farewell salute and prepared to drive off.

‘Your trouble,’ she told herself, ‘is you hang around with a copper and it’s made you suspicious.’

In the mirror, she saw the slender form turn towards Tudor Lodge, pass through the front gate, and merge into the gloom of the gardens. She didn’t hear the blackbird, always the last of a garden’s feathered inhabitants to retire for the night. As it made its dusk patrol of its territory it spied the intruder and fled, shrieking its loud, repetitive warning.

It was as well she hadn’t heard it. For despite her attempt to put aside her fears, Meredith, as Eddie Evans earlier, had been left with the disquieting feeling that she’d conspired in some mischief.




 CHAPTER TWO

Andrew Penhallow tapped at the bedroom door and asked softly, ‘How are you now?’

From within, his wife’s voice mumbled a pain-filled reply. He pushed the door slightly open. The curtains were drawn, blocking what little remained of the daylight. The bedroom furniture emerged as shapes in gloom. On the bed in the centre of the room he could discern a hump which was Carla, curled up in a heap of misery.

‘Sorry,’ he said helplessly. ‘Want anything?’

‘Death . . .’ groaned the hump.

‘Aspirin?’

‘No . . . Go away . . . Thanks . . .’

He shut the door softly and made his way back down the creaking oak staircase. There was a warm, muffled stillness about the house. It had often struck him that twilight in this ancient building appeared a moment of time suspended. It was as if the ghosts of all those who’d passed their earthly lives under this roof came out of the woodwork for a sort of happy hour, swapping tales of old adventures and lost loves. Having a good whinge about being dead, perhaps, or having fun criticising the present inhabitants. He wondered, in a flight of baroque fancy, if he’d join them one day. Perhaps he’d have a favourite haunt, just there by the carved newel post, watching his successors toil up and down and jeering at them, unseen and unheard. Once you were dead, Andrew supposed, you had to make your consolations as you could. The options were, he imagined, limited.

He was eighteen months short of his fiftieth birthday. The big Five-O was looming uncomfortably close. It didn’t depress him so much as make him resentful. He feared he was beginning to understand those cranky old folk who grumbled incessantly about modern youth. What they were really grumbling about was being no longer young themselves. Wasn’t it George Bernard Shaw who’d moaned about youth being wasted on the young? He would, thought Andrew. But any man who grew a beard like that and went around in knickerbockers must long have been a stranger to youthful fancies.

He paused at the foot of the stairs and allowed himself the momentary vanity of studying his clean-shaven reflection in the mirror. He’d never been handsome. Over the years he’d gained a little weight but he fancied it lent him presence,  gravitas, the aura of the successful man. He didn’t, he thought, look too bad. Some of his contemporaries had fared worse. Godlings in youth, with the years they’d lost their hair, their waistlines, their sex drive.

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.

‘That’s right, Will old son,’ murmured Andrew with a smirk at the looking-glass. ‘You said it. But not me, not yet, eh?’

He gave his reflection a last satisfied nod. It was followed by a twinge of guilt, not at having caught himself out in a moment’s vanity, but at the thought of his wife. Here he was thinking about himself, and Carla, poor old thing, was lying up there on her bed of pain. Absolute blighter of an affliction, migraine. Knocked her out without warning. She must have eaten something which triggered it. That was usually, though not always, the case. She’d lunched in London today, some writers’ beano, and come back with the first throbbing signs of it, pale-faced and feeling sick. With a wail of ‘Bloody chocolate mousse!’ she’d stumbled upstairs and collapsed on the bed and that had been that.

He often had twinges of guilt about Carla. He assuaged  them by reflecting that she was a very successful woman in her own right. She had her own professional life, which had quite made her a household name, and certainly had no time to be bored. He sometimes wondered, however, if what she’d always really wanted was a successful life with him, but that it had eluded them both.

He, like many men who were really deeply conventional, had dreamed of adventure, travel and, what he’d liked to think had been challenges. They’d been the cravings of a stodgy, bookish child translated into a sort of game-playing cleverness in adulthood.

Now the onset of middle age had brought with it the first disconcerting whispers of an unpalatable truth. That it had all remained fantasy. He’d done nothing that others hadn’t done before him. He’d trodden a path beaten by generations of basically boring men. And somewhere along that way, between fantasy and reality, he’d done Carla a terrible injustice.

Again he quietened conscience easily enough. They’d been married twenty-five years, for crying out loud! You couldn’t say the marriage hadn’t worked. Amongst their friends and acquaintances, a quarter-century spent with the same spouse counted as something of a record.

So he had the evening and the house to himself. Three days still before he went back to Brussels. Three days during which he really ought to settle outstanding matters. The trouble with long-term arrangements was that, when they came to an inevitable end at last, no one had prepared for what to do next. He’d been shocked, almost aggrieved, at how complicated it had turned out. Not being able to show or share the sorrow, that was difficult, too, and after so many years, it had been very sad.

Inconvenient conscience nudged again and pointed out that regret, in his case, had been tempered with relief. What had been no trouble at all when he’d been younger had become rather a Herculean effort as he got older. Not the  sex side of it, he told himself hastily. No, the subterfuge. The juggling of story lines, trying not to slip up. The one thing he had never wanted to do, he told himself as all selfish men do, was hurt Carla. He had always taken endless trouble not to hurt his wife.

Feeling quite virtuous, Andrew made his way to the kitchen and switched on the electric kettle, truncated thoughts following one another through his brain like the neon messages on certain types of public hoardings. Make a cup of tea, watch a bit of telly, glance at the newspaper, go to bed. Sleep in the spare room and leave poor old Carla to her misery. Shame.

As the kettle whispered to itself, he went to the window and peered out into the back garden. The funny thing about this house was that it did – by tradition – have a ghost, but not an indoor one. An outdoor one. He’d never seen it.

Mrs Flack the cleaner, of course, could tell you umpteen tales of people who had. She herself had on an occasion she’d come in to help out the hired caterers at a dinner party. She normally worked mornings to mid-afternoons only. But she was possessive about the kitchen and liked to be on hand to supervise the caterers, declaring darkly and unfairly that it was, ‘in case they break anything or take a fancy to the spoons. You never know with strangers.’ On going outside that evening to throw out the scrapings from the plates of the main course, she’d sensed a cold draught down her neck as she stood at the dustbin in the gathering dusk.

‘I could’ve sworn, Mr P, that there was someone behind me, real as anything. I turned round and fully expected to see someone there. And do you know what? Not a sausage. But there was this overpowering sense of grief. I really can’t explain it.’

Andrew could. Mrs Flack had sampled the wine. They’d got through a lot that night and she couldn’t blame the caterers for everything.

He must have shown his disbelief because Mrs Flack  had bridled and informed him that ‘plenty of others have seen the poor girl’. The poor girl was a maiden in Puritan dress, an echo of the house’s turbulent history. Bamford nowadays, as far as Andrew could judge, was short of Puritans. No wonder the ghost wandered around distraught.

He chuckled and turned back to make his cup of tea. He put it on a tray and feeling like a schoolboy raiding a tuckbox, added a wedge of fruit cake. He prepared to make his way to the living room.

At that moment, someone tapped at the back door. Andrew put down his tray, surprised. Who the dickens was that? Perhaps it wasn’t anyone, perhaps something had knocked against the door, a spray of foliage. It was late, no one was expected and anyway, callers came to the front door.

The tapping sounded again, more insistent. Someone  was there. What had happened, he supposed, was that the front of the house was unlit and someone had come round the back, seen the kitchen light, and was trying to attract attention here.

He didn’t like the idea of anyone prowling round the grounds at dusk. He must remember to switch on the alarm system when he went to bed. He went back to the window and looked out but couldn’t see who was at the door. Outside a greyish pall hung over the garden, but it certainly wasn’t dark. It wasn’t too late for a visitor, after all.

He called out, ‘Just a sec!’ and went to open the door. A cool breeze wafted in. For a moment his eyes couldn’t adjust to the loss of electric lighting. Then a shape formed in the half-light, moving, coming towards him. A slim female form stood there, tendrils of hair quivering in the movement of air.

At first superstition seized him in a paralysing grip, and then Andrew gasped, ‘What the devil do you want?’

 

Alan’s house was totally in darkness when Meredith drew  up before it, which was no more than she’d expected. She let herself in with her own key and stepped on to a pile of post. She scooped it up and went down the narrow hall to the kitchen. On the threshold, she switched on the light and groaned.

Evidently his cleaning woman hadn’t come that morning. Burned toast lay where it had been abandoned on the draining board. Assorted mugs held the dried dregs of tea or coffee. The garbage bin was filled to overflowing. The latest edition of The Garden, the magazine of the Royal Horticultural Society, lay open on the table surrounded by a scattering of crumbs.

‘I object,’ said Meredith aloud, depositing his mail by the magazine, ‘to doing someone else’s housework.’

She wasn’t that keen on her own household chores. But once she’d made herself a cup of tea, there might be a long wait. There was no telling how long it would be before he got home. He might have been held up by a new case. It was the sort of thing which happened and which regularly led her to curse policework.

To be fair, her own career had led to sudden changes of plan before now. She hung her shoulder bag on the back of a chair, switched on the electric kettle, and set to work to tidy up.

She’d just got the place straight and drunk her tea, when she heard the key in the door and a stamp of feet out in the hall. Alan, fair hair unusually unkempt and his long, narrow face flushed, burst into the kitchen. She stifled the impulse to laugh because he managed to combine eagerness with diffidence in a way which was entirely his own. His clear blue eyes were, as ever, alight with intelligent curiosity, as if he expected something of others, some display of equal intelligence. He never, she reflected wryly, even in the most extreme circumstances, lost a natural air of distinction. Standing there he reminded her of an agitated Afghan hound, lifting its thin face,  tossing its glossy coat and wheeling around on slender legs as if they were all about to embark on some adventure.

‘Well timed!’ she informed him, going towards him and lifting her arms to twine round his neck.

He looked pleased but mildly surprised because she wasn’t, by nature, demonstrative.

‘I’m sorry . . .’ he gasped, kissing her hurriedly. ‘I tried to get away early. But I’d no sooner put down the phone after you rang, than things started happening, one after the other—’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ She felt a pang of conscience. ‘It’s all stolen time, anyway. I wasn’t supposed to leave until tomorrow midday. I told you, I’ve skived off early. How’s your week been?’

‘Dull. How was the course?’

Meredith gave that question due consideration. ‘Much as those occasions usually are. A good group of people on the whole, but most of them looking on it as a week off with a few chores thrown in.’

‘Then take the same attitude.’ Alan made for the wine rack.

‘It did involve me in a lot of work with the preparation . . .’ Seeing he’d selected a wine and had turned towards her holding the bottle interrogatively, Meredith dismissed the rest of her sentence. Who cared, after all? She’d done her bit.

‘Fair enough. Yes, that wine by all means.’ She stretched her arms above her head and, catlike, relaxed. ‘The weekend starts here! It was a quiet drive home, anyway. I came straight through, no hold-ups, nothing. It’ll be worse tomorrow afternoon with the Friday night traffic to contend with. Nearly everyone leaving the course tonight made that an excuse.’

‘I tell you what,’ he said, wrestling with the corkscrew. ‘Give me twenty minutes to take a shower and change  and we’ll go to the new Greek restaurant. They say it’s very good.’

‘That sounds fine. No rush, take your time. It’s the weekend! Only, I suppose, you’ll be working tomorrow?’

He grimaced. ‘Probably. But I might be able to get away lunchtime. I’ll do my best. We’ll think of something special to do, something different. Make a break in the routine.’

Meredith shuddered. Routine, that was the dreaded word. Life was getting to be predictable. She’d successfully avoided the abyss for thirty-six years and now the prospect of a regular lifestyle, holding no more surprises, was creeping up relentlessly. The role she’d been playing over the last few days had encouraged the feeling.

Aloud she said, more to reassure herself than by way of information, ‘I broke a rule tonight. I picked up a hitchhiker.’

A police-type scowl. ‘Very unwise.’

‘It was a girl.’

‘Violence doesn’t have to be masculine. The girls are getting to be worse than the boys,’ he informed her glumly.

‘This one was very well spoken, attractive – she was on her way to Tudor Lodge.’

That caught his attention. He put down the opened wine unpoured. ‘And hitching? Must be a student friend of young Luke’s.’

‘I asked her that, but she said she wasn’t. I was surprised. Of course, she might have been lying.’ It struck Meredith that was perhaps an odd thing to say and she hastened to justify it. ‘She did appear to hesitate before denying it. But then, she was rather a strange young woman, but strikingly good-looking with magnificent hair. Very self-confident, too, even a touch haughty.’ She grimaced apologetically at what might sound an old-fashioned word, but it seemed apt. ‘She had a very grand manner for one so young!’ she explained, adding thoughtfully, ‘She must have got out of  the lorry.’ Meredith put up a hand to push aside a hank of dark brown bobbed hair in an absent-minded gesture.

‘What lorry?’ Alan was sidetracked until he remembered the wine. He poured them a glass apiece.

‘Thanks, cheers!’ She raised her glass, then took a sip. ‘Lovely. Well, there was a lorry up at the turn and I think, just deducing, that she must have got out of that. She was walking along the road with a smallish backpack, not signalling for a lift. I thought it was getting a bit dark and it was lonely out there. I decided to play Good Samaritan.’ She paused. ‘I don’t think she’d ever been to the house before. I wonder whether they were expecting her. I got the distinct impression they weren’t. I don’t mind telling you, the whole thing left me feeling very uneasy.’

Alan grunted. ‘Andrew home this week?’

‘I think so. I saw Carla last week. She was expecting Andrew that evening. Half the time she doesn’t know when he’ll turn up. They keep him busy. She was rather upset that he’d had no time earlier this year to watch Luke play rugby. She went over to Cambridge to watch a couple of games, but I think the boy would’ve preferred his father to be there. Andrew minded too, of course. I suppose they’ve got used to that sort of thing. Andrew’s worked for years in Brussels or Strasbourg or wherever the EU pitches its tents. It must have played havoc with their family life.’

‘I wouldn’t mind having a good old chinwag with him,’ Alan mused. ‘I haven’t really talked to the man since God knows when, or even set eyes on him for a twelvemonth, which is disgraceful considering we live so near.’

‘We were both invited to dinner there in the New Year,’ Meredith reminded him. ‘But you had to go haring off on that forgery thing and cried off.’

‘We’ll put it right. Find out from Carla when Andrew’s next coming home and we’ll all go out somewhere and have a slap-up meal. Reminisce.’

She pulled a face. ‘Old School yarns? You were his contemporary, weren’t you?’

‘He was a year ahead of me. Seniors didn’t fraternise with juniors in my day so he wasn’t a pal. I recall him as a plump kid with his nose stuck in a book most of the day, middle-aged before his time. Fourteen going on forty, you know the type. Headed for university with the school rubbing its hands at the prospects of a scholarship winner. He could be relied upon to roll out a Latin grace without a stumble. Useless at sports.’ He frowned. ‘Wonder who the mysterious girl was? They must have been expecting her.’

‘I’m pretty sure they weren’t. There was something—’ Meredith paused, seeking the best word. ‘Something furtive about her. I don’t mean she crept along, hiding her face. I told you, she was rather self-confident, if anything. It was just that I got a funny feeling about it. I suppose I did the right thing, taking her there?’ She began to sound worried.

He hastened to reassure her. ‘If she was on her way to the Penhallows’, she’d have got there sooner or later with or without your help!’

Meredith’s eye fell on the open copy of The Garden. It showed a picture of a traditional cottage garden, an untidy riot of shape and colour. She touched it with her finger. ‘Did you know,’ she asked, ‘that the Penhallows have a ghost in their garden?’

‘Makes a change from a couple of gnomes with fishing rods.’

‘On the level. Not making it up. It’s been there since the English Civil War, 1640s. I say “it”, but I should say “she”. It’s, she’s a young woman.’

‘And Carla’s seen this ghastly apparition, has she? Before or after a wee dram of a nightcap?’

‘You,’ Meredith informed him, ‘are too cynical. It’s all that police work. It’s a sad tale of star-crossed lovers. Load of rubbish, I suppose, but sort of nice for all that.’

He leaned across the table and chinked the rim of his glass against hers. ‘I always suspected that behind that hard-boiled exterior lay a romantic heart.’

‘I am not hard-boiled!’ She was deeply indignant, hazel eyes sparkling. ‘Nor, come to that, particularly romantic, I admit. But I like a bit of local history and this should appeal to you. It’s a tale of bloody murder.’

He sat back. ‘Go on, then.’

‘Well, the family who lived in the house declared for Parliament, Roundheads. But the sixteen-year-old daughter had a sweetheart and he was from a neighbouring family which was Royalist. So, when the King’s cause appeared lost, the young man’s family arranged for their son to flee to France. But he wanted to see his beloved one more time. He sent a message by a trusted servant, that she should meet him in the garden of her home at dusk. But the servant betrayed him and on the way there he was ambushed by Roundhead troops and killed. Now, whenever disaster threatens the owners of the house, she’s to be seen at twilight, roaming in the garden, waiting for her lost love.’

‘When disaster threatens, eh?’ said Alan the unbeliever with a grin. ‘Let’s hope no one has spotted her recently, eh?’ His grin grew broader. ‘Unless she’s changed her style, got herself a thoroughly modern backpack and has taken to hitching lifts to get there!’



 CHAPTER THREE

Not knowing what to do, Andrew had dealt with his surprise by taking refuge in trivial courtesies. He had poured his visitor a cup of tea and offered her a piece of fruit cake. It gave him time to think but little else. He was no nearer coming to terms with his predicament.

She’d accepted the tea, but not the cake, and now sat in a Windsor chair by the table, waiting. Her hands rested lightly on the curved wooden arms. By her feet lay a disreputable khaki bag, the sort of small backpack sold by army surplus stores. Her smooth calm face, expressionless within its frame of glorious hair, put him in mind of a Botticelli Venus. She had him completely in her power. It wasn’t a situation he relished or intended should last. There was always a way out. He was a lawyer by training and finding loopholes ought to be second nature to him. It was an unpleasant novelty to find himself temporarily defenceless.

Andrew, crumbling cake nervously between fingers made even stickier with sweat, said, ‘You oughtn’t to have come here, Kate.’

‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’ She stirred at last, to his great relief, but only to pick up her cup and sip a minute quantity of tea. He wondered if she’d drunk any at all or had simply gone through the motions, pretending.

There was an episode, wasn’t there, in The Count of Monte Cristo? The disguised hero, intent on tracking down those who have wronged him, visits the house of one of  them but gives away the clue to his real identity by refusing to eat or drink anything. To break bread with one’s enemies would be to deny oneself the luxury of revenge.

Was that what she wanted? Some sort of revenge? Andrew wanted to ask her but dared not. At the same time he told himself this was nonsense. She’d merely wished to see him.

‘Of course I’m pleased to see you, darling,’ he said. ‘But not here – I mean, my w—’ He couldn’t say the word in front of her. ‘Carla’s upstairs.’

‘Ah!’ Mockery danced in her grey eyes. ‘She might come down and surprise us? Discover your guilty secret?’

‘She’s sick!’ he said coldly. ‘She suffers from migraine. She won’t come down and really, Kate, I don’t care for the way you expressed that. There is no question of a guilty secret.’

‘She knows?’

Andrew grew flustered and, with it, cross. ‘No! I’ve never— There was no need.’

‘Then it’s a secret.’

‘All right, it’s a secret, if you like. But not— There’s no question of guilt.’

He knew at once he’d made a mistake. Some cursed Freudian impulse had put the word in his mouth. If there were no question of guilt, why mention it at all? Why sound defensive when there was nothing to justify? If he’d been some wretched malefactor in the dock, a halfway decent barrister would have leaped on that slip of the tongue and torn his evidence apart!

He suddenly had the unpleasant sensation of being an onlooker, just as if he’d joined one of the ghosts he’d been imagining earlier, seeing himself sitting here, sweating and stumbling over his words. How ridiculous he must look and sound. The fine image he’d created of himself, only a brief time before, gave way to the unflattering picture of a bumbling pompous twerp. Cold with fear, he wondered if  that was what she saw when she looked at him. She couldn’t have missed that fatal word. He was horribly afraid she was going to laugh.

But she said, suddenly brisk, ‘You didn’t get in touch.’

So that was it. He almost cried with relief. She’d come here in a fit of pique. He had words all ready to deal with that.

‘Look, darling, I meant to. But I’ve been damn busy. I am a very busy man and people expect to have my full attention. I have a great deal on my mind, very serious responsibilities.’

Oh hell, he’d done it again! The wrong words kept insisting on speaking themselves. He shouldn’t have mentioned responsibilities. Rather weakly, he concluded, ‘You know I spend half my time travelling back and forth to the Continent and when I do finally get a few days between, I’m frankly just about knackered.’

‘Let’s see,’ she said. ‘How long does it take to write a postcard? While you’re sitting in a plane, or in Eurostar, you must have lots of time to do that. While you’re going through the Channel Tunnel, for instance. How long does that take? Twenty minutes or so? Yes, plenty of time to write a card.’ The mockery in her voice increased.

Belatedly he made an attempt to grab the moral high ground. ‘That’s enough, Kate!’ he said sharply. ‘There’s no need to be flippant. I admit I should have written or called you. But you should have let me know you were coming here, not just turned up like this.’

‘I could have phoned the house,’ she said. ‘And Carla might have picked up the phone. I could have told her I was your secretary.’

Genuinely bewildered, Andrew asked, ‘Why are you being so cruel? When have you ever lacked anything? I’ve done my level best for you.’

She leaned forward and there was expression now in her grey eyes. Hatred. He was appalled to see it.

‘You dumped me.’

‘I didn’t – I haven’t . . .’ he gasped. ‘I’ve been trying to tell you how busy I’ve been. As it happens, I was going to write or phone as soon as I got back to Brussels. And incidentally, you’ve changed your London address twice. I did ring you, not so long ago, and got a complete stranger.’ That was better. It wasn’t his fault. His voice grew cool with righteousness. It wasn’t allowed to last.

‘I’ve been in my present flat four months,’ she said coldly. ‘I wrote and gave you the address and the phone number.’

‘I don’t know why you let the cottage go,’ he muttered.

‘Because I didn’t want to live there, right? Stuck down in Cornwall, miles from anyone. But you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Buried in the country where no one could stumble over me. That was the way you always liked it, wasn’t it?’

In a cool tight voice, Andrew said, ‘That is inaccurate and unjust.’ It was his official manner and it usually worked to good effect. But not, he was dismayed to see, on her.

She relaxed in the Windsor chair, shrugging away his pompous protestations. ‘I’ve met Luke, by the way.’

‘L-Luke . . .’ At the mention of his son’s name Andrew flinched as if he’d been shot. ‘Where?’

‘At a party, after a rugger match. I went along with some friends to see the game and we sort of cadged an invitation to the party afterwards. He’s frightfully fit, isn’t he? Rather good-looking.’

‘You didn’t tell him?’ Andrew’s voice was dead with fear.

‘Course not. Not but what the poor guy might like to know. But I wasn’t ready to tell him – yet. They were all celebrating a win and pretty well tanked up. Anything I’d said wouldn’t have registered. I’ve got a pic. Want to see it?’

She reached down to the canvas bag and took out the sort of yellow folder in which developed negatives come  back from the chemist. She shuffled through the contents and handed one to him.

‘Here, you can keep this one if you like.’ She handed him one and dropped the rest and the folder on the table.

This couldn’t be happening to him. It was never meant to happen – things were never meant to turn out like this. He’d been so stupid. He should have foreseen. This was a nightmare. Carla upstairs, wrestling with her headache and nausea, wasn’t suffering more than he was. But thank God for her migraine. At least she wouldn’t come downstairs and walk in on this. How would he explain it? How could he offer any explanation which wouldn’t sound weaselly? He felt physically sick. Why hadn’t he been frank all along, told them all, told them everything?

The snapshot was a good one. A crowd of happy young people, healthy, beautiful, the world their oyster. Someone brandishing a bottle of champagne. But most of the men were drunk, you could see that, even Luke. Andrew was relieved to see it because it meant Luke was unlikely to remember much detail about the occasion. Then Andrew felt a spurt of envy because he’d never been the
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