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      This is the true story of John Whitefield, a highwayman who terrorised The Great North Road in the latter years of the 18th century.

      Whitefield lived in Cotehill, just south of Carlisle.

      The Great North Road around Barrock Fell and High Hesket was so dangerous to travel in his day that only the bravest or the most foolish would venture out on those highways after darkness fell.

      With that grave warning in mind, we return to one September night in 1777, when a merchant from Armathwaite named Isaac Dodd was supping with friends in the city of Carlisle. He had intended to leave earlier in the afternoon, but the company was good and the wine flowed and he dilly-dallied until the day was fading and night was on its way.

      The clock in his hosts’ house on Fisher Street chimed out the hour.

      “Already four o’clock!” Dodd said, finishing the port wine with a swig.

      “How time flies when you’re enjoying yourself,” said the wife of his host and, “You’ll have another, of course?”

      Isaac shook his head. “Look at the hour! I need to be on my way. You distracted me with your convivial hospitality and I neglected to attend to the time.”

      His host pointed to the failing light on that dreary September afternoon. “Isaac, look at it! It’ll be dark before you’re halfway to Armathwaite. Stay the night with us.”

      And his host’s wife chimed in. “Not halfway to Armathwaite, indeed, before you’re at Durranhill, you won’t see your hand in front of your face.”

      Isaac Dodd laughed and shook his head. “No, no. You are most kind, and your port is very good, but I have a wife and daughter at home in Armathwaite, and I have dallied over long. The lass will be in bed by the time I get home, but I will at least look in and see her sleeping face.”

      His host frowned. “Its not safe to be venturing on that road after dark.”

      But Isaac raised a hand. “I have enjoyed every moment of my time with you, but before God, I love my wife, I love my daughter, I love my dog, and most of all, I love my own big feather bed, and so,” he stood, bowed, turned, walked to the door and hesitated, because he did not want to be rude.

      “If you’re sure you must go, be aware that it is against my advice,” said his host, who was a Justice of the Peace and knew well what lawlessness abounded  on the King’s Highway in those days, after dark.

      But Isaac was resolute and his host called the servant who brought Isaac his coat and boots and hat and alerted the stable boy, who brought Isaac his horse at their front door.

      And so, despite their protestations, he mounted his big bay stallion on the sandstone block outside their house in Fisher Street.

      As he sat astride the horse and gave a last farewell salute, they begged him one more time to stay, and for the first time, mentioned the name of the highwayman, John Whitefield.

      Isaac laughed. “I fear not John Whitefield, for it is unlikely he will venture out in this drizzle, and I have my pistol and my sword to put him to flight should he show his ugly face.”

      And so Isaac Dodd waved away their loving concerns and reined his horse, turned its head away from them and they watched him head down to English Street, and out of sight

      The stallion clip-clopped through the city, then out of the city gates, down Botchergate and onto the Great High Road that would lead, if a man stuck with it long enough, to London.

      A persistent drizzle set in, making the evening darker, and by the time he got to the Carleton, even though it was only half after five of the clock, night had distinctly (or indistinctly) fallen.

      As they went along, Isaac took off his tricorn hat and tipped out the rain  that ran with a sputter to the ground, then he stroked the neck of his horse and said, “Sorry, for bringing you out in this, lad, and you in a dry stable on Fisher Street with tasty oats to eat.”

      But the horse did not toss its head, nor neigh disagreement nor complaint, but instead plodded on, head down.

      The horse, Ulysses, was a good-natured beast and there was a great fondness between the two of them, and so we can presume he was, if not content with the dark journey home, at least settled.

      Isaac himself was as drenched as his horse and, whether the beast regretted leaving the dry stable at Fisher Street, or no, it could not be said that Isaac regretted not accepting the offer of the dry bed at the same.

      They rode southeast, and the rain fell, and the dark gathered and the wind blew across the Great North Road from west to east until they were between Carleton and Cotehill, while Isaac's thoughts were firmly lodged on home, though his attention wandered and he even began to doze as a man will on a long journey on horseback, mesmerised by the regular beats of the hooves on the turnpike, and never falling completely to sleep.

      It was true he loved his feather bed, and true that he loved his dog, and truer still that he loved his wife and daughter, and to sleep under the same roof as they that night one more time was gift enough and worth this journey, however wet and wearisome, and so his heart lifted as the road lifted towards home.

      Now, you will remember my saying that only the bravest or the most foolish ventured out onto the Great High Road after dark where it snakes through the Forest of Inglewood — that great wooded waste that stretches from Carlisle to Penrith — and especially so where the corners are dark, and the trees, dripping rain, hug the roadway and there is no other traffic to be seen.

      So it would be a fair question to ask whether Isaac Dodd was one of the bravest of men or the most foolish?

      The truth is that young men, and he at that time was only in his early 30s, never believe that the terrible outcomes that befall strangers, or even friends, will ever befall them. A young man feels he will live forever, no matter how clearly mistaken that belief is.

      But for Isaac, there was indeed some evidence that he had been blessed by Providence. He had made money in shipping and in textiles—and like all of those whom the good Lord favours, Isaac thought the good luck was his own doing, rather than God’s, or as freethinkers prefer it, the outcome of the rolling of Fate’s dice.

      So, as you see, Isaac Dodd imagined no ill-fortune would come near him. But in that, he was wrong.

      

      By the time he reached the Cotehill turn, he could see nothing but the drifting banks of rain and shadows behind them. But, the truth to tell, his attention was not directed to danger, nor the road, and indeed his mind ran on schemes of business and profit and his wife’s cooking and the smile of his beloved red-headed daughter, Janet.

      Lulled by the wine and good food and the slow clip clop of his horse’s hooves, Isaac did not see the shadow that awaited him. It was a shadow’s shadow, the form of someone who has dressed so that he should not be seen even by the sharpest eye.

      Isaac was half past that darkest of nooks where the trees stand gathered as if for prayer, just as the road starts to descend, when a man emerged from the trees.

      At first Isaac Dodd did not see him, and the man was careful to be quiet and then this scoundrel brandished his pistol in what light there was, and called, “Stand and deliver. Give me all of your money and all of your gold!“

      Noticing at last, though too late, Isaac Dodd was startled from his reverie. He was not the kind of man to turn and flee from danger, so he turned in his saddle and stared, pulling up short, half full of disbelief, and half of righteous anger that such a devil should pull a pistol on him.

      In full defiance, Isaac Dodd roared, “And who art thou to accost an honest traveler on such a dreary night in such a dismal spot as this?“

      But that man, not abashed by Isaac’s defiant tone, spoke, full-confident and he said, “I, sir, am one you should know by reputation if not by name. I, sir, am one for whose sake you should have avoided this turnpike after dark. And, I, sir, am one who shall shoot you dead should you not comply with my polite and reasonable request to hand me all your money.”

      Isaac Dodd snorted and sat back in his saddle, the rain running from his hands and face. He said, “I’ll give it to thee that thou hast been polite, but I would not concede that thou wast reasonable to demand money from me at pistol point.“

      The other replied, haughty-like, “I think you will find that the offer of your life in exchange for a gold watch, a handful of guineas, and what other geegaws you carry in your bags is a supremely reasonable offer. “

      Isaac Dodd laughed at the man’s self-possession and knew him, despite his educated words, for a rogue, and aid, “Thou wilt not find me so easily turned, thou devil. Have at thee!”

      And Isaac Dodd unsheathed his rapier which pulled up smooth from its greased scabbard, and dragged out his pistol from its greased holster, but despite his actions, John Whitefield was the quicker man and he fired his gun.

      The flash lit up the desolate scene for a second and the sound of the shot echoed from the trees and rolled out to the distant hills, and the pistol ball flew in darkness and struck young Isaac Dodd in the left side of his chest.

      Isaac Dodd was knocked back in the saddle, but he did not fall from it, though he was sorely wounded and he felt the lead pistol shot in his lung and hot blood course through his linen shirt and seep into his woollen coat.

      Isaac knew the seriousness of his condition, but he was not a man to give in to injustice and, with his knees, he urged his stallion towards the highwayman, intending to skewer him with the point of his rapier.

      John Whitefield was on foot and stepped neatly aside and caught at the coat of Isaac Dodd and heaved him from the horse’s back.

      Isaac Dodd thudded to the ground, bleeding, and his horse, standing at bay, stamped and snorted.

      Whitefield stood over Dodd, who struggled to rise, and said, “You’ve had enough, man. Lie still and give me your money and I will be gone from here and leave you to bleed.”

      But, in answer, Dodd reached up and snatched at the highwayman’s coat, ripping a silver button from it. And as Whitefield stepped back, not realising his button was gone, Dodd clenched his fists tight around the metal thing.

      Whitfield shook his head. “You’re done man. Your life is running away in the rain. So will you give me your gold and your watch now, or will I take it from you?”

      “Take it, if you can.”

      “Take it I will, you damnèd fool.”

      Bleeding and weakened, Isaac Dodd could not prevent John Whitefield from stripping him of his expensive coat and taking from him his gold watch and looting from his pockets, his pocketbook full of bank notes.

      And Dodd lay on the pine needle floor among the mossy cobbles of the turnpike, and his blood pooled around him.

      Whitfield said, “And now mount your horse, get in the saddle and let the beast take you home, for you have not long left to live if I’m any judge of the wound in your chest. But do not think I am a vicious man, nor without feeling. You brought this on yourself by resisting, and though your end is close, I would wish that you had time to say farewell to your loved ones before you breathe your last.”

      And Isaac Dodd, knowing the truth of what his attacker said, tried to rise, and John Whitefield helped him up, bloodying himself with Dodd’s blood as he did so. And together they got Dodd on the back of his bay stallion, and John Whitefield slapped the horse’s rump and set it on its way to Armathwaite.

      Isaac Dodd was bent over the pommel of his saddle, wheezing and bleeding, but the horse knew its way and took him faithfully home.

      His dog, Jasper, was the first to know that his master had come back, and in the way that dogs will, the creature realised something was amiss because he barked and he howled in a way he never had before, nor did ever after.

      And that roused the faithful servant, Michael Simpson, who ran to the door and stood in the rain, shielding his eyes, lifting the lantern and peering out.

      Simpson heard the horse’s hooves and knew it was his master returned, but the dog howled, then darted into the dark and the Simpson saw something was terribly wrong. He ran after the hound and there, at the gate, slumped on the stallion, he saw the crouched figure of his master.

      “Master? Mr Dodd, sir?” Simpson called and went and put out his hand onto the soaked leg of Isaac Dodd who had no coat and whose white shirt was reddened by blood and that blood run pink by the rain.

      “Oh no, master!” he called and led the horse to the door, where he helped poor Isaac down.

      Isaac fell from the saddle into Michael Simpson’s arms and the servant too, was blooded but he did not mind for it was his beloved master’s blood, a man who had given him home and shelter when he had none.

      The horse, Ulysses, stood at the door and would not leave, and the dog, Jasper stood by it.

      Simpson had to take Isaac’s weight on himself and limping together; he helped Isaac into the house and took him to the kitchen where the cook screamed and wailed and the dog ran round their legs whimpering.

      And at that commotion, Isaac Dodd’s wife Mary ran through and at her heels their daughter Janet, who had waited up for her father’s return. Though this return she had never foreseen.

      In a low voice, with his final breaths in response to their questions, and tears and wails, Isaac Dodd told them he had met his end at the hand of the highwayman and he told them he loved them and he told them he was sorry to leave this life so soon before his daughter was grown or his wife was grey.

      But he also told them that the Good Lord mends everything and that one day they would be all again together in Heaven.

      And as he gazed, he thought his flame-haired daughter so young and his worried wife so beautiful, and then Isaac Dodd breathed his last, but as he died, his fist opened and a silver button fell from his grasp and clattered on the stone floor.

      Now, it was true that the authorities of the county of Cumberland had long wanted to put a stop to the predations of John Whitefield. And with Dodd’s dying testimony to his wife and, because of the road and the place it happened, they suspected it was indeed Whitefield who had done this heinous murder, and they resolved that Whitefield would die for it.

      They began their investigations and though Whitefield’s brothers, each as wicked as he, and his father, who was worse, said he had been with them and how could they prove otherwise? the constables took Whitefield to Carlisle Castle where he was thrown in gaol and he stood, angry and yelling: “How can you prove my guilt when I have such an alibi?”

      But his gaolers laughed because they knew the family and that the word of one Whitefield of Cotehill was as worthless as that of any other.

      And then when he stood before the magistrate, the magistrate said, quiet and dignified, “By the button that fell from dead Isaac Dodd’s hand, and from the fact that your coat lacks the same. That is evidence enough to put an end to you.”

      John Whitefield shook his head and spat and said, “If he had been a coward and given me what I asked without such a display of foolery and defiance, he would live still and his wife would not be a widow and his daughter would have her father yet.”

      The magistrate fixed him with a cold eye and said, “Your crime is all the worse for that.”

      Whitefield looked him straight and said, “I truly am not to blame for this man’s death. Some would argue he killed himself with his stupid courage. Better to be a coward and enjoy your warm bed, than a hero and lie dead on the road.”

      

      At the next Assizes at Carlisle in February of 1778, John Whitefield was found guilty of the murder of Isaac Dodd, and the judge, the Honourable Sir William Cresswell, ordered that he be taken to the gibbet by the Great High Road under the shadow of Barrock Fell, just after the turn to Cotehill and before the village of Low Hesket, and that he should be locked in that gibbet, and left to die, as he had left Isaac Dodd to die.

      And so it was done.

      That should be the end of it, but it is not.

      They say that John Whitefield took a full week to die and that for a long seven days, the traffic on foot and on horse that went past the iron gibbet had to endure nerve-wracking shrieks that alternated with desperate whimpers that in turn escalated to screams when a raven alighted on the iron gibbet to pick at Whitefield’s still living body.

      They said that John Whitefield was possessed of a demonic power that would not let him die. And the days went by and his noise was terrible, and it was worse for those who had custom to pass that place every day on their business, such that many avoided it and chose longer routes so they would not hear him.

      But one such that had no choice was the driver of the mail coach that went daily between Carlisle and Penrith. This poor man was subjected to the screams of John Whitefield every time his coach passed the gibbet at Barrock Fell.

      And every morning he prayed Whitefield would be dead by the next time he passed, and every noon he was not. Despite his entreaty to the Most High, the Most High did not choose to take him.

      And you could argue that the coach driver was a cruel man for what he eventually did, or you could argue that he was the kindest man of all, and that his hand was guided by mercy and his heart overflowed with sympathy for the terrible plight of John Whitefield, because terrible it was, terrible beyond memory of those who heard him.

      The driver of the mail coach took out the loaded musket he kept beside him for protection against such highwaymen as John Whitefield, and he shot John Whitefield in his metal cage, and after the rolling report of the musket echoed and repeated across the countryside and the land descended into silence again, John Whitefield was dead.

      But even that was not the end of this story.

      For it is said, that travellers along The Great High Road, even in recent times, would report hearing the screaming of a man where the road passes in the shadow of Barrock Fell, just after Low Hesket, and before the turn to Cotehill, and that sometimes they would see a shadowy form standing by the road’s edge, pistol in hand, mask over his face.

      Of course, it’s true that those reports are becoming less common now the traffic on that road is less and most people go by the motorway. But people still see him.

      So, be careful because should you find yourself on that lonely road, especially on a dark night in November, especially on the very day that is the anniversary of that crime we have told of, because John Whitefield is not dead, for the Devil has freed him from the gibbet to let him wander the world again — looking for wayfaring strangers like you.
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      It is 1948, high summer, almost harvest, and the train chugs its way into the small coastal town of Maryport. The train windows are open for ventilation for the summer day is hot.

      Gerald Reilly, an unsuccessful archaeologist, and his lovely daughter Eleanor peer at the wooded valley of the River Ellen, a rural paradise as they pass it, where tree roots reach deep in riverside pools. Then the train leaves the river behind, passes the grounds of Netherhall, and pulls into smoky Maryport.

      The grand station looms ahead, all red brick walls and blue slate roofs, and the train slows as the driver releases steam, and the brakes are applied so skilfully that the train stops as if on a puff of air.

      And they arrive, Gerald Reilly and his daughter smile at each other, though they do not know the place and whatever they imagine awaits them there is not how it will be.

      This great Victorian station that stood there that day will not last — demolished within fifty years — but it remains in memory and in story, which is also memory of a different kind.

      There is a pause on the platform; the train stands while steam hisses, then doors are opened, and people get on and people get off, stepping up, shutting doors.

      Gerald Reilly still sits, seeming dazed, preoccupied with who knows what.

      Eleanor touches his elbow. ‘Father? We’re here.’

      She knows how much he’s wanted to come to Maryport, how much importance he seemed to give this trip, though she has no idea why.

      Gerald comes to himself, a greying man in a brown suit. He seems as if he doesn’t belong, as he is a visitor to his own life. ‘Yes, of course, my dear,’ he says, and shaking off whatever preoccupation held him, reaches up to the luggage rack for his case and hers.

      Gerald stretches up, shirt straightening over his thin belly, and hands down Eleanor’s valise, then gets his own. Two small cases — not much in them for a month’s stay.

      Then his hand touches on the train door handle. The gap down to the platform is greater than he thought. He hesitates, arranges bags to free a hand, then together, they step, she first, smiling, he forming his lips in an approximation of a smile, almost to reassure her he is well, and then with a settling of weight to grip the bags, they walk, bags in hand towards the bridge over the track.

      She is faster than him and she waits after every other step, mindful of his poor limp.

      They climb up over the cast-iron bridge to the exit, and then leave through the station waiting area and the grand front doors, to emerge in the courtyard in front, where they see Guy Pocklington-Senhouse’s chauffeur standing by the Rolls-Royce Phantom.

      ‘Dr Reilly?’ the chauffeur says, removing his cap.

      As if finally rid of the dream, Reilly nods and gives the man his bag. Eleanor thanks the chauffeur while her father studies the car.

      ‘This all, sir?’

      ‘We travel light,’ Eleanor says. The chauffeur nods and they get into the car. It is only a short way to Netherhall.

      ‘What’s the primary industry here?’ Eleanor asks by way of conversation as they drive along the high-walled road that leads north. Trees stand dark and thick behind it, their tops full of noisy rooks.

      ‘Coal, miss. We dig out the coal and ship it to Ireland.’

      ‘They have no coal of their own in Ireland,’ her father mutters, as if it is some dark family secret. ‘They must buy it from the English.’

      “Grandmother always seemed to have coal,” Eleanor says, smiling. “Her house in Drogheda was lovely and warm. Who knows? Perhaps she got it from Maryport.”

      Reilly frowns. He doesn’t like to talk of his mother. “Perhaps.”

      The driver brakes the Rolls-Royce and turn right by the lodge into the Netherhall estate.

      ‘Parrots on the gate post — how quaint!’ Eleanor says.

      ‘It’s the Senhouse bird, miss — on the coat of arms. The Colonel keeps some in the orangery.’

      ‘He’s not married, is he?’ Reilly says.

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘Like his brother, is he?’

      The man clears his throat.  ‘I don’t know what you mean, sir.’

      Reilly snorts.

      And then the car pulls up in front of the long, elegant house.

      ‘It looks old,’ Eleanor says.

      The chauffeur is pleased. ‘It is, miss. Part of it is Roman.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ Reilly says. ‘The pele tower is medieval, but the dressed stones are Roman, I think.” He gets out of the car and walks over, hardly limping at all to examine the sandstone tower draped in ivy. “Robbed from somewhere near,” he mutters.

      ‘I heard it was Roman, anyway,” the chauffeur says.

      A man and a woman stand at the mansion’s front door between the tall Doric columns. They are there to greet the Reillys. The man is dark-haired though greying, perhaps in his late forties. He sports a moustache and the clothes of the English country gentleman, tweed jacket, trousers and waistcoat with shiny brown brogues. The woman next to him is stern-faced, dressed in black.

      They do not look like a couple. She stands half a pace behind her employer.

      The driver steps back into the car while Reilly and his daughter approach the door.

      The tweed-clad man steps forward, hand extended, the smile on his face unexpectedly shy. ‘Pocklington-Senhouse’

      He indicates. ‘This is Mrs Latter, my housekeeper.’

      Reilly says, ‘Gerald Reilly and my daughter, Eleanor.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Dr Reilly. And of course you, my dear. I’m sure you would like to refresh yourself before dinner. Then we can have a chat. Mrs Latter will show you to your rooms.’

      With a brisk nod and gesture of her hand, the housekeeper sweeps them past Colonel Pocklington-Senhouse and they follow her into the cool dark of the hall. The Colonel himself comes in with them, but excuses himself and steps left into a room where he bends to greet a waiting gun dog.

      The Reillys walk through the dark house. Pictures of Cumberland scenes and oil paintings of brigs and barks on rough seas adorn the sombrely papered walls. The place feels old. It smells old — of damp, and stones and centuries.

      ‘How long have the Senhouses been here?’ Eleanor asks.

      ‘Since the fifteen-hundreds, miss.’

      ‘A long time.’

      ‘A long, long time, miss. But Colonel Pocklington-Senhouse will be the last. His sisters are married away and his brother Oscar was killed in the War in France. Of course Mr Roger lives in London but he doesn’t have an interest in the old house up here far away in the unfashionable north.’

      They climb up flight of stairs after flight of stairs. Their bedrooms aren’t on the top floor as they see stairs at the end of the corridor going even higher, and Eleanor wonders how many floors are above them and what those floors are filled with. They can hardly be in use with so few people living here.

      Eleanor looks around at her accommodation and smiles. It isn’t as bad as she’d feared. The rooms are fresh and cleaned but have the air of being infrequently used.

      Eleanor emerges from her room to find her father fussing with his clothes and hanging them in the wardrobe. ‘I suppose most of his guests have their own servants.’

      ‘Oh, stop it, father. You are an old curmudgeon sometimes. They seem perfectly nice.”

      Her father snorts. ‘The housekeeper was loose-lipped, giving us her views of the other members of the family. Colonel Guy’s brother, Roger, is a homosexual. Did you know that? One of them! A friend of Lytton-Stachey and Virgina Woolf and the so-called smart set. Of all the Senhouses, it seems that Colonel Guy drew the short straw and stayed here in this backwater to look after the house and coal mines. But perhaps he is a timid mouse and this small life suits him.’

      ‘At least he wasn’t killed in the war like his brother Oscar.’

      ‘No. And neither was I. We have something in common in that, at least.’

      Eleanor strays to the window. ‘What a lovely view of the river! There’s a little weir. How sweet! Someone at some time made this a very perfect little scene, though it’s rather gone a bit now.’

      ‘I’m going to have a nap, Eleanor. You can amuse yourself, I’m sure.’

      ‘Of course. I have my novel.” She grins. “It’s a Virginia Woolf.’

      ‘Hmm.’

      Eleanor laughs. ‘One of the so-called smart set, but I like her writing.’

      He shrugs. ‘It’s not for me to approve of what you do,’ and sucks in his bottom lip, looking like the ten-year-old must have been once. And then he shakes his head and sighs. ‘I’m not looking forward to dinner. What shall we talk about?’

      ‘Archaeology, I’m sure.’

      He arches an eyebrow, half-annoyed at first, but attempting self-mockery, which he must have read somewhere, is endearing. ‘Implying that’s all I ever talk about?’

      Eleanor is pleased that he doesn’t always take himself so seriously. Such seriousness must be bad for one’s heart.

      She says, ‘Implying that he must have an interest in it to have invited you here.’

      He says, ‘Perhaps. Though he looked more the gun dogs and village fête sort of man.’ Then a hesitation. ‘Do you think he knows of my work?’

      She says, ‘Of course.’

      He laughs sardonically. ‘“Of course!”, you say,  but in any depth?’

      ‘Perhaps not in depth.’

      He shrugs again. ‘Of course. Why would he? I’m not famous.’

      Eleanor blushes while her father continues, his long fingers reaching for his pointed chin. He’s thoughtful as he says, ‘He may know of my St Albans work. That is probably how he heard of me.’

      ‘Probably’

      Then they part. He naps. Eleanor reads. Time is measured by the quarter hours of a carriage clock outside their room.

      We can never say how time disappears, but still the minutes slip away from us all.

      
      The Colonel did his best to make dinner cheerful. Three of them sat around the table: Eleanor, Dr Reilly and Colonel Pocklington-Senhouse. Mrs Latter was in evidence, flitting around, fussing, browbeating the footman, Carswell, who stood waiting in the room’s corner in a tired set of tails.

      Once the soup was out, and Carswell gone, and probably glad to be gone, Eleanor thought, Colonel Senhouse beamed a good-natured smile, lifting a spoon and said, ‘Tuck in!’.

      She thought the Colonel had an otherworldly air. He seemed bemused and amused at the same time, as if in missing the detail of what went round him, but treating everything with a fuzzy geniality, nevertheless.

      Soup done, he said, “So, Reilly? Planning on publishing a best-seller?”

      “Sorry, Colonel?”

      “Guy, please.”

      “And Gerald, of course”

      “I mean, about your famous discoveries at Maryport.”

      “I haven’t made any famous discoveries.”

      “Not yet, old man. Not yet. But I’m sure you will. Do you know my family discovered some of the most important Roman artefacts here — altars and suchlike? You know that, of course?”

      “I am aware of that, of course.”

      “I had just thought a good find would be a tremendous help.” Colonel Senhouse laughed. “This old place takes a lot to run. This old pile. You know the Government took our coal mines off us after the War? Then the bloody death duties after it. Ruined us. I don’t know if we’ll ever recover.”

      Eleanor foresaw the place in ruins. A shame, she thought, for all those years to be broken up into stones and ivy.

      Reilly dabbed his lips with his serviette. “Death duties. Scandalous. Little more than theft.”

      The Colonel nodded. “I take it you are a Conservative like myself, then. Things were much better managed in private hands. This National Coal Board makes a mess of everything it touches, and now all the strikes. And now, of course, with our greatest source of income has gone, we have only the farms left.”

      “My great-great-grandfather Humphrey Senhouse built Maryport to take advantage of the coal trade to Ireland and now the council-built new port at Workington has taken our shipping and the coal mines are being run down by the Labourites. Not that they’re ours now, so I suppose I shouldn’t bother so about it. But it’s a historical connection, you know? A sentimental one. You feel that, don’t you, Reilly? Sentiment? I would have thought that essential for someone so preoccupied with the past.”

      Eleanor studied the tablecloth, which was plain white linen and featureless. She smiled at no one in particular. She hoped this wouldn’t start her father off.

      As the Colonel finished, her father began, “No, you are right, Guy.” The use of his first name made Eleanor wince.

      Her father continued, “The Labour Party is a dreadful shower of the unwashed and ignorant, motivated by greed and envy of those who have done better than they, worked harder than they, striven to become more educated than they.”

      Eleanor coughed. “Father, I wonder whether Colonel Senhouse was talking about the forthcoming dig? Perhaps he was asking about your feeling for the history of that?”

      The Colonel nodded. “I suppose I was, my dear. I find I forget what I say quite often.” He grinned. “Most of it’s probably worth forgetting, anyway.”

      He nodded, wan and affable, “but I thank you for returning us to the point, young lady. My digression was merely to note that a significant find would help our finances should the British Museum become interested.”

      “Of course, another stone altar would be wonderful, but a gold hoard would be splendid! A gold hoard! Imagine!” Colonel Senhouse reached for his wine, a smile on his face, as if wishes were facts and beggars could ride.

      Reilly said, “I should think a gold hoard would be unlikely, Colonel. Besides, serious archaeology is more interested in uncovering items to help us reconstruct the past, rather than scrabbling for baubles.”

      “Joking, dear boy, joking.” He tapped his Patrician nose, “Old stones are all right, and damned interesting, I’m sure, to chaps like you. Just saying a gold cup wouldn’t go amiss, or even a coin or two.”

      
      They went to bed early. Eleanor read Virginia Woolf. Her father busied himself in his own room.

      The next morning, they ate breakfast at nine and, seated at the table, Eleanor studied her father. She thought he looked pale. She had heard him groaning in the night and muttering to himself. He always slept poorly. Perhaps it was the wound in his leg. And then, this place was so damp — between the river and the nearby seashore. That would make the old wound ache.

      He admitted the physical wound, but the emotional one troubled him as much.

      Eleanor missed her mother, too. But she had slept well. She was younger than he. She still felt hope with each new day, but she wondered whether her father felt any hope at all, not for living, but perhaps he had hope for his discoveries, of getting his name on a seminal paper, and being finally someone.

      Last night had been very quiet, other than for his tossing and turning. The old hall was solid with thick sandstone walls. She heard the owls hoot in the trees outside, and the quiet burbling of the river over the stones from the fallen bridge, and then she slept until the morning light sparkled through the gap between the dark satin curtains.

      Eleanor sat at breakfast, ready for the day, dressed as a smart young woman from London. The only concession to her surroundings and the circumstances of her visit being the sturdy boots she had bought in Beckenham High Street for the trip.

      Mrs. Latter came in to see whether they were content with their food.

      They both said they were —  Eleanor with brimming good-manners and a smile, her father perfectly civil but less enthusiastic.

      “I hope you both slept well?” Mrs Latter said.

      “Excellently,” Eleanor said. “Very restful.” She grinned. “I did half expect to see a ghost.”

      Mrs Latter shook her head. “It’s only me that sees the ghosts in this house. Me and the dogs. The Colonel walks straight past them, unless I point them out to him.”

      Eleanor tilted her head. “You’re being serious?”

      “Very serious, miss. My mother saw them too. She used to read tea leaves, and they’d all come, even good chapel folk as they were.”

      “So there are ghosts here at Netherhall?”

      “None that’ll bother you. Just the old spirits of an old place. Those that used to live here. They mean no harm. They’ve just become a habit of the house.”

      Mindful of her father beside her and his relentless scepticism, “I don’t know whether I believe in ghosts, Mrs Latter,” Eleanor said.

      “They don’t mind whether or not you believe in them, no more than the stones or the river do: they are. But I have other duties to attend to. I think the Colonel said ten o’clock at the front door?”

      Reilly said, “He did. We shall be there.”

      Breakfast eaten, they climbed the many flights of stairs back to their rooms. ‘I think I’m learning the way,’ Eleanor said, after they’d hesitated a few times at passage ends and backtracked once.

      They collected their things, made ready for the walk, and descended, emerging from the gloom into blinding sunlight.

      The day was hot, and Eleanor regretted her tweed jacket.

      They stood, the Colonel, with Eleanor and her father outside Netherhall’s solid, ancient front door. Eleanor reached to touch the old wood, warm from the sun, that seemed to have a personality
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