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Dedication

This book is especially for Sammy. His endless energy and capacity for love was a comfort for those who knew him. Sammy was the light of his home and all those that lived with him. Dogs, cats, and people will miss him desperately.

Hunter was a kind and gentle dog most of the time. His happy smile greeted everyone the same. Sammy’s companion and cohort, they were inseparable. Hunter could sit for hours as long as he was touching someone. Sammy and Hunter shared a loving home where they received as much love as they gave. It is never easy to say goodbye to anyone or even a pet who has shared years with us. The loss of these two wonderful spirits is deeply felt and their fond memories will be with us forever.
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1

London, Late Spring 1921

Too often, Rutledge thought as he shut the door of the flat, carried his valise to the motorcar, and set out for the coast of Essex, humor has a malicious twist to it.

Word had got around that Markham had assigned him the murder inquiry in Essex, and as he quickly cleared his desk and took the remaining files down to Sergeant Gibson, he was accompanied by a cacophony of noises that were supposed to represent ghostly sounds. He made the best of it, but he knew that in some cases the noises were intended to remind him of his haunted war years. Of shell shock. Sharper sounds, pencils rapidly tapping the edge of a desk, more like the rattle of machine-gun fire than Marley’s chains—faces hiding their intent behind friendly grins, while their eyes, staring at him, were cold—and Markham in his doorway, watching without any expression at all . . . He’d had to clench his teeth to prevent swearing at them and instead pretend to be amused.

When he’d questioned Markham about the need to send the Yard to Essex in the first place, the Chief Superintendent had said shortly, “Well, something happened, that much we know. I don’t put much stock in the rest of it. Sort it out. The Chief Constable feels obligated. He says he knows the family. Otherwise he’d have left it to the local man.”

Spring was coming to Kent as Rutledge crossed the county line. The orchards were in bloom, great splashes of white or a soft pink everywhere he looked. The hop fields were a low, bright green, just breaking through the soil, not yet ready for the hordes of Londoners who came down to string up the vines.

The reason he’d chosen to drive this roundabout way, rather than through East London, was a light lunch with Melinda Crawford, at her house. He’d promised her more than once that he would come down, then had had to put off his visit. Not that he was deliberately avoiding her. Twice she’d stood by him in a time of great need. Once when word had come that his parents had been killed in a boating accident off the Isle of Skye. And again when he himself had not known where to turn or who to trust. What’s more, she’d been a close friend of his parents and a part of his childhood. He’d always been fond of her.

The thing was, she saw him too clearly—knew him too well. And he’d had to struggle since war’s end to keep Hamish from her. The voice in his head that had never left him, never given him peace, since the Battle of the Somme in ’16. She knew a little of that part of his war—but not the worst of it.

She was Army, generations of Army. And he wasn’t sure how she would feel about his guilt.

And so he tried to keep his distance when he could.

She was expecting him. When he came up the drive, the door opened as he braked to a halt by the steps.

“Hallo,” she said, smiling. “You made good time.”

Rutledge grinned in response. He’d let the big touring car out on the straight stretches. As she must have known he might.

He got down, walked up the steps, and kissed the cheek she presented.

“You’re looking well,” he told her, and meant it. She was wearing a woolen dress in a shade of dark red that she preferred, and with it a heavy gold locket on a gold chain. He knew what was inside it—her late husband’s likeness, painted by a master, giving the sitter a warmth and life that had intrigued Rutledge as a boy. He could remember asking often “to see the Colonel, please, may I?” And she would open the tiny clasp and show him the handsome man in the uniform of another century.

“Come in. Lunch is in half an hour. And you can tell me about this latest inquiry of yours.”

“I don’t know that it will turn out to be much of an inquiry at all,” he said, following her into the high-ceilinged hall, where Shanta was waiting to take his hat and coat.

He didn’t add that it was one of the reasons he felt he could spare the time to come this roundabout way through Kent.

“Essex, you said on the telephone?”

“Yes, the village of Walmer, on the coast.”

He followed her into the library, where she offered him a whisky, then poured a sherry for herself before sitting down across from him.

“The problem is, a murder was witnessed—but no body was found at the scene. Nor has one turned up. At least it hadn’t, by the time I’d left the Yard.”

“Surely sooner or later someone will be reported missing?”

“That’s always what we hope will happen. The witness, meanwhile, has told the local man that she recognized the killer.”

“Then why has the Chief Constable asked for the Yard to step in?”

“A very good question, one I asked Markham.” He smiled wryly. “Except for the fact that the name she gave him is of someone who is already dead. The killer, apparently, is a ghost. And for all we know, the victim is one as well.”

Melinda was clearly intrigued. But she said only, “Well. If anyone can get to the bottom of it, you will. Now, give me the news from London.” She went on, asking about his sister, Frances, and a number of friends they had in common, until Shanta appeared in the doorway, announcing that lunch was served.

It wasn’t laid out in the long dining room, which could seat twenty guests with ease. Instead, a small table had been set in Melinda’s sitting room beside the fire that was always blazing at any time of the year. She’d spent her youth and the early years of her marriage in India, and claimed that she had never learned to tolerate the English chill.

It was a pleasant hour or so. Rutledge, looking up at the clock on the mantel, reluctantly rose to take his leave. “Duty calls,” he said.

Melinda didn’t protest. She understood Duty.

She hadn’t mentioned the inquiry at all after that initial bit of conversation when he arrived. Now, at the door seeing him off, she said, “There’s an airfield very close by Walmer, as I remember. Is it anywhere near this house where your only witness lives?”

“There are several wartime airfields along the Essex coast. How close one may be to Benton Hall I don’t know. Why?”

Melinda frowned. “As I recall, there was an incident there during the war. A death that was never explained. You might keep that in mind.”

Rutledge regarded her for a moment. “How did you come to know that? Nothing was said about any incident in the report I was given.”

She looked up at the tall man standing on her doorstep, and said blandly, “A friend of mine was the commanding officer there when it happened. He took it quite hard.”

Melinda Crawford was probably the most astute woman he’d ever met. In her lifetime she had experienced more than most, and her contacts among Army and Foreign Office people were legendary. He was never really certain what she’d had a hand in, for she never spoke of victories—or defeats.

He said, “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“No. I only remember it because it upset a friend.”

Rutledge let it go—he knew her well enough to understand that this was all she intended to say. Otherwise she wouldn’t have waited until he was leaving. He kissed her again and went out to his motorcar. She waved farewell as he left, her dark red dress a splash of bright color against the facade of the house as he rounded a bend in the drive.

He made good time to Gravesend, where the ferry crossed the Thames to Essex.

It was another two hours to Walmer, up the main north road and then a turning into a network of country lanes. It was flat terrain, crops and grazing, with fertile soil that often turned to mud after the winter rains. He was delayed twice, by a slow-moving muck cart, and again by half a dozen geese waddling across the road from a farm pond.

The village proper was set on a hill that sloped down to the water. Here the River Chelmer met the Blackwater Estuary, where long fingers of land protected it on either side all the way to the sea, like a deep inlet.

Rutledge drove through the streets, noting the odd tower on one of the churches, then found his way down to the harbor. The sea was invisible from here, but the estuary glinted in the sunlight. He found several pubs and the usual shops that catered to several fishing boats and one or two smaller craft. One of the pubs was called The Salt Cellar, with its large wrought iron cellar hanging above the door, and the other The Viking, with a sign of a suitably fierce and bearded figure brandishing an axe. Weather had faded the painted background to a dull gray, but someone had touched up the head of the axe, and the brightness caught the eye. The windows were grimy, the general appearance as faded as the sign above the door.

Beyond the harbor were the salt flats and the weathered wooden sheds where seawater from the flooded flats was pumped into basins, cleaned, boiled, then dried, before the flakes were raked up and shoveled into tubs. The business of supplying salt had once been king here, just as wool had before it, but it was no longer quite so profitable, and so Walmer had faded into a quiet backwater. Rutledge had a sudden memory of his grandmother keeping Walmer Salt in a special jar with a ceramic top.

Satisfied that he had a general plan of the village in his head, Rutledge turned back to the police station on one of the side streets just off the High. There he was informed that Inspector Hamilton was having a very late lunch in the back garden of an hotel just down the way.

He left his motorcar at the station and walked there. The High was fairly busy, women stepping in and out of shops as they did their marketing, while overhead gulls swooped and called. It was impossible to see the harbor from this part of the village, much less the sea. It could, he thought, be any inland village, except for the gulls. It was almost as if Walmer had turned its back on the water, now that it was no longer the main source of income.

The Swan Hotel was small, no more than four stories, gray stone with large windows. He stepped inside and was shown to a rear door leading out into the garden. Half a dozen tables had been set out there, for dining and drinking in fair weather, but the lone man seated at one of them was paying little attention to the sunny day. His head was buried in what appeared to be reports, spread out in the space where his empty dishes had been pushed aside, and he didn’t look up as Rutledge crossed to his table.

“Just set it there,” he said, motioning beyond the dishes. “Where it won’t drip.”

“Inspector Hamilton?”

He looked up then. A small man, slim but strongly built, with graying dark hair and a trim moustache, he was at first annoyed by the interruption. Then realizing that Rutledge was neither a waiter nor anyone else he recognized, he got to his feet and said, “You must be the man from London.”

“Yes. Ian Rutledge.”

Hamilton nodded, collected the papers he’d been studying into a stack and tucked them into a slim case by the table leg, before indicating the other chair. “I’m almost embarrassed to speak to you,” he began with a sigh. “But the Chief Constable insisted that we call in the Yard. He’s actually related to the woman who is the only witness. His daughter was married to her late son. The war.”

Rutledge sat down. “Is she a reliable witness, do you think?”

Hamilton sighed. “Until this past weekend, I’d have said yes. She’s nearing fifty, I expect, in good health, has a good head on her shoulders. At the start of the war, an airfield was laid out on part of her property. Requisitioned, not by her choice. But she made the best of it, looked after the men stationed there, most of them young lads a long way from home. Well, her own son was in France. She gave them the run of her tennis courts and the gardens, with the stipulation that nothing be destroyed, and even allowed them to drink at tables she set up just beyond the maze.” He smiled. “Kept them out of mischief, she said. And gave them a place to unwind after a flight, without coming all the way into town. Not that it kept them from enjoying the fleshpots of Walmer, mind you, especially on a Saturday night. Quite popular those men were too. Or so I heard. I was glad I didn’t have a daughter.”

“Widow, this witness?”

“Yes. Her husband died in 1910, and she had only the one lad. He was a pilot himself, had sixteen kills to his credit before he was shot down. That nearly broke her, but she soldiered on, and the men at the airfield rallied round, taking turns looking after her. It was rather nice of them.”

“Tell me about the ghost who is said to be our killer.”

Hamilton watched the gulls for a moment, then said, “I wasn’t here when it happened, of course. But about halfway through the war, one of the officers at the field got into his motorcar, heading for the lane that led out to the main road, but he was going at a great rate of speed. Then without warning he veered into the hedge that separated the house grounds from the airfield. He hit it full force. Never slowing, according to witnesses. When the lads got to him, he was dead, his chest crushed by the steering wheel. It was quite a shock.”

“Accident or deliberate?” Rutledge asked. He could hear the echo of Melinda’s words in his head.

Hamilton shrugged. “They couldn’t find anything wrong with the motorcar. But apparently Captain Nelson had been having a rough patch. He’d had three close calls in the air, barely making it back to a field in one case, coming down in the water in another, and limping home in a third. Forty verified kills to his credit, a fine pilot. Most of the lads didn’t last as long as he had. Half the town came to his funeral. He’d told a friend he was out of luck, and that seemed to haunt him. That came out at the inquest, but other than that, no one could understand what had happened.”

“How old was he?”

“About your age. Not quite thirty, at a guess.”

“You seem to know quite a bit about it. Even though you weren’t here.”

Hamilton moved his chair slightly and stretched out his legs. “My wife sent me cuttings from the local paper. It’s only a weekly, but some of the other newspapers carried the story as well. Must have made a change from the war news, which wasn’t very hopeful at the time.”

“What did local gossip have to say?”

“Nobody wanted to call it suicide. They seemed to prefer to believe his luck had run out. Just as he’d said. That it was a freak accident.”

“That hardly makes him a ghost.” Rutledge watched the gulls overhead, waiting for the Inspector to answer. “Did he haunt the field afterward?”

“No.” Hamilton hesitated. “But the odd thing was, the story got around that he was sometimes seen on the field as a pilot took off—but only by a pilot who didn’t come back. That he foretold bad luck. Warned a man of his danger. However you might look at it.”

“Has he been seen since then?”

“That’s even odder. The Ministry was starting to dismantle the field after the war, and before the work was finished, a half dozen village lads decided to go there one night to find the ghost for themselves. And they saw him. They came home frightened out of their wits. When a number of the village men went back to see what was happening—more likely to hunt for a human prankster than a ghost—the airfield was empty. They didn’t even start a hare or a stoat. But the boys couldn’t be persuaded that there was no ghost. They were that certain of what they’d witnessed.” Clearing his throat, he added, “My youngest son was one of them.”

“He still claims it was a ghost, even today? Or has he forgot his fright?”

“Oh yes. He won’t talk about it. But one look at his face when he came home convinced my wife he’d seen something. I tried to talk to him about it when I got home, but he refused to say anything. Whether it was a ghost or not, who can say?”

“And the woman who lives in the house? Does she believe in ghosts?”

“Lady Benton? The Hall had once been a small monastery, a sister house to one in France. Under Henry VIII the monks were turned out and the abbey was about to be dismantled when it was granted to a Benton ancestor for some prowess or other at a tournament. He’d unseated the King or some such, depending on which historical record you want to believe. The ancestor came posthaste to have a look at his new property, tore down parts of the abbey, and turned what was left into a manor house. Quite a handsome one, in fact. It would probably be poetic justice to say the ghosts of the dispossessed monks got their own back by haunting the house. What’s more, the village has a long memory—you’ll hear the house referred to as ‘the Abbey’ more often than it’s called the Hall.”

“Most manor houses claim to have ghosts,” Rutledge commented.

“If there’s one here, I’ve never heard tales about it. Although they do tell visitors at the Abbey that one kitchen maid a century or more later swore she heard bells in the night, calling the monks to their prayers.”

Rutledge smiled. “Indeed. What about the victim in this case?”

Hamilton shrugged. “Apparently she didn’t recognize him. Nor could she say whether he was real or imaginary.” He toyed with the handle of the knife on his plate. “I can’t tell you what has caused her to be so wholly convinced that she saw a ghost do murder. I even spoke to Dr. Wister, to see if there was any medical reason. And he knows of nothing that might cause her to have such hallucinations.”

“How will she take to my poking about?”

“Truthfully? I think she’ll welcome it. This business has unsettled her. Not surprisingly.”

Hamilton began to rise, collecting his papers. “You could do worse than staying here at the hotel, by the way. There’s a small inn not far from the Abbey, but it’s mostly for drinking. Not much of a kitchen and only two very small rooms.”

Small rooms. The thought made Rutledge shudder inwardly, his claustrophobia awakening with a vengeance. He’d been buried alive in the trenches and had barely survived, leaving him with a dread of confined spaces. It was one of the reasons he never took a train anywhere, the thought of sharing a cramped compartment putting him off.

“Thanks for the warning. I’ll bespeak a room here.”

As they crossed the garden to the rear door of the hotel, Rutledge asked, “Who was the victim of the airfield ghost?”

“That’s just it. We’ve no idea. Nor does Lady Benton. Captain Nelson had no enemies. Unless you count the Hun pilots.”

It was going on seven o’clock, but Rutledge went to call on the doctor after settling into the hotel.

“You’ve come about Lady Benton,” he said, after Rutledge had introduced himself.

“Inspector Hamilton told me that he’d spoken to you about her.”

“Good man, Hamilton. He told me about his village while I was digging a bit of shrapnel out of his shoulder, just outside Ypres. I remembered that when I was finished with the Army. I wanted a quiet surgery where there were no broken bodies lined up on stretchers and no time to do a decent job on any of them. And Walmer suited me when I came here to take a look.”

Dr. Wister was young, perhaps thirty-five or six, but he looked ten years older. Rutledge wondered if he drank—there was something about his eyes that suggested long nights and unpleasant dreams. As if sleep was hard to come by.

Physician, heal thyself. It didn’t always work.

Wister gestured to the chair in front of his desk, as he walked around it and sat down. “She’s perfectly sane. I’m not convinced her eyesight is what it ought to be. But this business with the ghost and a murder . . .” He shook his head. “I don’t know what she actually saw—only what she believes she saw. It was late, dark—and Hamilton would be happy to learn that it was nothing more than a bit of undigested dinner. Like Scrooge. He’s used to dealing with evidence. And apparently there isn’t any.”

“For a start, could she describe the victim? What sort of weapon was used? Was any blood found at the site? I understood from Hamilton that Lady Benton believes she recognized the killer. But was she as certain about any other details?”

“I don’t think anyone actually asked that many questions. I expect Hamilton searched, but never found any evidence to support what she’d told him. Including blood. He’s always thorough. Still . . .” He cleared his throat. “Women living alone sometimes start at shadows. Hear noises where there are none. They worry about their safety, and she lives in a very large house with no live-in staff.”

“What did you do for her? Give her a sedative, to help her sleep?”

“Well, it was the next morning, when she came in to report what had happened. Hamilton brought her to me, because she appeared to be in some distress. I got the rest of the story out of her over some very hot, very sweet tea. Apparently she’d locked herself in her room until first light, then drove herself in. No breakfast, of course. But I’m a doctor, I listened closely, and I didn’t judge. Because I could see that she believed every word of her story.”

Changing the subject, Rutledge asked, “Who did the post mortem on Captain Nelson, when he was killed?”

“Dr. Gregson, my predecessor. He died in the influenza epidemic, but he was a fine record keeper.” He gestured toward a cabinet against the wall by the windows. “I looked up the report, after speaking to Lady Benton. Just to satisfy myself that Nelson was dead. Internal injuries were severe. The wheel crushed his chest. That hedge is very old, with trunks as thick as trees, and at the rate of speed he was said to have been going, the motorcar suffered heavy damage as well. Otherwise, he was a healthy young man, nothing physically that might explain what happened, like a sudden heart event—and nothing that might have worried him to the point of ending his life. That’s to say, no fatal illness developing. Emotionally—that’s another matter. I dealt with men in France. Gregson didn’t. There might have been something that he missed.”

Rutledge looked away so that Wister couldn’t read his eyes and see what was there. But the doctor had something else on his mind.

“A suggestion?”

“By all means.”

“Be careful. Interviewing Lady Benton. You don’t want to make matters worse by making her doubt herself. Not doubting her account, you understand—herself. There’s a difference.”

“I understand.”

“Do you? It’s important that you do. I’m the one who will have to pick up the pieces long after you go back to the city.”

Rutledge stood up. “You will have to trust that I know what to do. How do I find the house?”

Wister reluctantly gave him her direction.

Then, at the door, Rutledge asked, “What became of the motorcar? Afterward?”

“According to Gregson, it was left there until after the inquest. In the event it was needed. And then there was the wait while the Captain’s sister was reached in America. Finally the commanding officer saw that it was removed and disposed of—it was bad for morale. And Lady Benton insisted as well. She told him it was distressing to her staff to see it there. The Major cleared it with Gregson, of course. He made a note of that too. For the record. What became of it after that I can’t tell you.”

Rutledge thanked him, and left.

When he drove out to the Hall, several miles north and east of the village, he passed the ruins of the gatehouse that had once marked the entrance to abbey lands. The base was flint, but there wasn’t enough left to judge more than its size. A mile farther along he came to gates of the house itself, set into the high wall that appeared to encircle the estate. They were closed.

He could see what must have become of the original gatehouse, for the wall was flint, the tall pillars on either side of the gates as well. The original builders hadn’t wasted good materials.

He’d hoped to find them open, even at this hour, but perhaps after what had happened, he thought, Lady Benton wasn’t eager to have either visitors or curiosity seekers.

It was as he was reversing to return to Walmer, that he noticed the gates themselves.

Tall, wrought iron, inset into the pillars and rising in a graceful arch. There was half of a brass scroll on each that came together in the center when the gates were shut as they were now.

He’d taken for granted that it simply gave the name of the property. But it wasn’t the name, it was a single word.

Lachrymosa

Rutledge stared at it.

Latin. A place of weeping . . . Tearful.

He could feel Hamish stirring in the far corners of his mind, and as he drove back to the village, he knew he was in for a long night.

Rutledge ordered his dinner standing at the desk in Reception, then went up to his room. The sky was still clear and sunlight lit the roofs he could see from his windows, but it didn’t brighten his mood.

His meal was brought up, and he’d barely finished it when the darkness began to come down.

Corporal Hamish MacLeod was dead. His bones lay in the black mud that was once a battlefield and now a cemetery. Yet it was more difficult for Rutledge to think of him there than it was to deal with the voice in his head that seemed to come from outside it, just by his shoulder. Where Hamish had stood through so many night watches, waiting for the dawn and another attack across No Man’s Land. They had shared a friendship, two very different men from very different backgrounds, brought together by war. The young Scot had been a natural soldier, with an eye for tactics and strategy, a good mind, and a strong sense of duty. His acute hearing had often saved them from night attacks and quickly pinpointed the source of a concealed sniper’s shots.

Yet it was that strong sense of duty that had led to Corporal Hamish MacLeod’s death. During the bloody and seemingly endless battle of the Somme, for interminable weeks of attack and counterattack, he had seen as his duty the welfare of the exhausted and dispirited men under him, keeping them alert, keeping morale high, making certain that they faced each day ready for whatever was thrown at them. And when orders came down to take out a German machine gun that would stop the next offensive, he had called the assault what it was—sheer murder—and after repeated, useless sorties that failed to stop the German gun, Hamish had finally refused to lead another suicidal attempt to break through to it. Rutledge as the commanding officer had tried to persuade him to change his mind, and Hamish had flatly refused. Neither man realized how close the other was to breaking—neither man could find a way out of their dilemma. And in the end, faced with Hamish’s steadfast refusal, Rutledge had had no choice but to order his Corporal shot. It had been the only way to prevent what amounted to a mutiny and regain control of his men.

Rutledge had just delivered the coup de grâce to the dying Scot when a ranging shell from their own side fell short and buried them all, the living and the dead, in the same grave. Only Rutledge had survived, his face pressed against the body of his dead Corporal, finding a tiny air pocket until that too gave out and rescuers pulled him unconscious out of the black and stinking mud.

He had fought on, haunted by the memory of what he’d been forced to do, haunted too by the voice in his head that had become his only way of denying that Hamish was dead. And when the war ended and he was sent home, Rutledge brought the voice with him. Survivor’s guilt, Dr. Fleming had told him at the clinic: the desperate need to blot out what he’d done, for his own sanity’s sake. Like so many officers, dealing with the terrible burden of having sent hundreds of men to their deaths while he himself escaped with a few superficial wounds, Rutledge had found his own salvation. Or so he’d believed in the darkest corners of his mind.

Shell shock, the rest of the world called it, and Rutledge had done his best to keep that secret, struggling back through the harrowing nightmares and the punishing voice in his mind just enough in 1919 to return to the Yard. He struggled still, but at least he functioned now. For as Dr. Fleming had told him on his last day at the clinic, “It’s important for you to realize, Ian, that you must win this battle for your mind. And Hamish won’t help you there. I can’t either. You must fight with all the strength in you to win. Or when the darkness comes down again, it won’t lift.”

Sometimes that was his greatest fear.

And there were also nights when he could almost wish that it wouldn’t lift, that there would be peace, finally, in oblivion.

Then somehow he found the strength of will to fight through the nightmares. Unwilling to give in. Or give up.

He had learned that they were not the same . . .
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Rutledge slept finally as the sun was rising. But the bustle in the street beneath his window woke him again shortly after seven. He got up, shaved with cold water, and dressed, then went out to walk the streets of the village for half an hour before he was able to consider his breakfast. And after he’d eaten, he waited again, but this time until he was sure the Hall would be open.

And so it was just after nine when he turned in through the open gates and followed the drive up to the main door.

It was, he thought, an unusual blend of architecture. In front of him was an imposing facade nearly two stories tall, soaring to a slender tower that was more ecclesiastical than defensive. Above the massive door was a lovely mullioned window, with coats of arms in stained glass. The remains of what the monks had built? A graceful Elizabethan center seemed to embrace another wing, very likely built from the very stone that had come from the rest of the abbey. Several oriel windows decorated the upper floors, their diamond panes catching the morning light. Smaller than other grander houses of the day, the Hall was in perfect proportions for its size.

Hamish, stirring in the back of his mind, said, “It’s verra’ isolated.”

True enough. It was clear that the abbey had had quite large holdings, and their buildings as well as this house had been designed to last, the center of their own universe.

Looking up at the facade, Rutledge was reminded of what Wister had said about women living alone in large houses. How did that affect Lady Benton, or what she’d witnessed? He remembered that his sister, Frances, had been uncomfortable alone in their parents’ London house when he’d left for the war. Even though she’d lived there all her life, she’d kept on the live-in housekeeper who had served their parents, and the cook as well. While in a way they had made her feel safer, they hadn’t been able to fill the emptiness his departure had brought. Between the lines of her letters, he had sensed her loneliness, even though she had tried to hide it.

Had the departure of the men at the airfield played any part in Lady Benton’s ghost? But then it had been several years now. Not a recent loss . . .

He got out and went up to the door, ringing the bell.

It was several minutes before it was opened by a middle-aged woman in a black dress that looked very like a uniform.

“May I help you, sir? The house is not open until ten o’clock.”

“My name is Rutledge. I’ve been sent by Scotland Yard to inquire into the murder Lady Benton reported.”

She looked him up and down. “Do you believe her?” she demanded, standing in the doorway like Horatius at the bridge, holding it against the entire Etruscan Army.

He didn’t smile. “Until I have spoken to Lady Benton, I can’t tell you whether I believe her or not.”

That appeared to be a satisfactory response. The door was swung wider, and the woman said, “Wait here, and I’ll see if she’s receiving visitors.”

He stepped into a large hall, almost two stories high and boasting a hearth that would easily roast an ox or two. But instead of the usual array of weapons and armor that were typical decor, this hall had a single ornament, standing where a high window let light fall across it: a large painted wooden statue of a woman, her head to one side and her face half hidden by her veil. The weeping Madonna.

He was struck by her features, what he could see of them. Delicate and yet strong, her sorrow expressed in the dark, haunted eyes, and the sad mouth. He was reminded of a marble statue he’d seen in Belgium, of a young Madonna with the child who would become Saint John. But he pushed that memory away almost as soon as it had formed. The statue here, he thought, must have come from a church Lady Chapel. Perhaps from the Abbey church? She appeared to be very old, fine lines in her robes indicating the drying of Time as the wood aged.

Looking around him again, he realized that the hall must once have been just such a chapel—the high ceiling with its bosses, which marked the points where the ribbing connected, the traceried windows no longer filled with stained glass. The hearth had been added, to make the hall habitable in cold weather. There was a distinct chill here, even on a sunny morning.

He was still admiring his surroundings when a voice behind him said, “She’s all that was left of the monks’ chapel. And that was because they had hidden her when the King’s men broke down the doors. I’ve been told that the Abbey church was built of Epping Forest oak. But she’s French.”

Turning, he saw a tall, slim woman in a gray dress, a pale lavender scarf at the throat. He might have put her age at forty-two or three. Her hair was still a pale gold, and her eyes were blue.

“Good afternoon, Inspector. I’m Felicia Benton.” Her voice was patrician, and cool.

“Ian Rutledge, Lady Benton. I’ve come to hear your side of the story.”

She smiled at that.

“My sitting room is through there.” She turned and he followed her through several large public rooms, beautifully decorated and kept, into a smaller room that had a comfortable, lived-in air. She gestured for him to sit down.

“We don’t have visitors on Mondays and Tuesdays. Keeping the house pristine for viewing takes a great deal of time and energy. It’s open the rest of the week.”

“How large a staff do you have, Lady Benton?”

“Seventeen. They keep the house clean, and they sit in each of the public rooms when there are visitors. To answer questions and make certain nothing is touched. I also have a cook and a housekeeper, because I don’t have time to run the house and take care of myself. The staff takes turns serving in the small café in the only remaining part of the house that belonged to the monks, the crypt.”

She was calm and quite self-possessed, hardly the sort of woman he’d have expected to report a killing involving a ghost.

“The death duties have been dreadful,” she went on. “My husband, and then my son. We struggle to keep the estate going, and it requires a great deal of money. It’s the statue of the Virgin that most people come to see. According to the house archives, she was carved in France in the tenth century, and given to the monks here when they opened the house in the eleventh century—apparently because the abbot here was a relative of the abbot at the mother house. The rest of the Abbey is Elizabethan, with very few changes in some of the rooms. And the portraits of course are rather well known. We have a lovely Charles I by Van Dyck, a small portrait of Anne Boleyn as a child, a Queen Elizabeth in armor at Tilbury, speaking to the troops. Among others. We’re bombarded by requests to sell them or donate them or lend them, but I want to keep them here as long as I can do.”

“Quite a responsibility,” he replied.

“Sometimes I wish I could simply let it all go. But I can’t. It was my husband’s and my son’s duty to keep it in good order and pass it on. I can do no less.”

She was simply explaining, not asking for his sympathy. “No one lives in but me,” she added. “I’m the only witness to whatever it was that happened.”

“How many rooms are there in the house?”

“Seventy-five, not including the garrets where the servants used to sleep. By today’s standards they hardly count as rooms. Some fifty are closed. They aren’t on display or aren’t needed, like most of the bedrooms and the nursery, and so it’s easier on the staff to keep them shut off. We do look in once a month to be sure all is well.”

“And you don’t mind living here alone?”

“Why should I? It’s my home. There are memories here of my husband and my son that I treasure.” She looked around, her eyes sad. “Eric loved the house. When he was little, he’d explore, then come and ask one of us to tell him about a clock in the Blue Bedroom, or the birds on the wallpaper in the small cabinet room. He led some of the tours after his father died, and the visitors adored him. And he could answer all their questions without referring to the book we keep in each room, identifying all the treasures on display.”

He smiled. “Then it’s comforting, not lonely.”

“Yes, very much so.” Then she gave him an amused glance. “I even hear the monks singing, when the wind is up. In a way that’s comforting too.”

Until now, she had seemed to be quite rational, capable, and as normal as the doctor.

Something in his face must have changed, because she laughed, adding dryly. “We have a multitude of Elizabethan chimneys, and God knows how many cracks in the brickwork. The wind finds a way in. I’d rather think of monks singing than more repairs needing my attention.”

He had the grace to apologize, although he wasn’t quite sure what the apology was for. “I shall remember that when my own chimneys whistle.” Changing the subject, he went on. “I understand there’s an airfield just beyond the boundaries of your property?”

“Yes. It was actually part of the estate, but as it was suitable for an airfield, the Ministry took it over. Well, we weren’t using it, it was fallow at the time. I’ve petitioned to have the land returned to the estate, but there is some talk of preserving it for history. I don’t quite see how, most of the buildings were dismantled in early 1919. There are foundations, the airstrip itself, and the ruins of a building or two. Hardly anything worth the trouble of preserving. Oddly enough we do hear of a visitor or two there. Mostly curiosity, although some of the men have returned, bringing their families to see where they served. Or their families come to see where they were posted, those who didn’t come back. There were quite a few of those.”

“Has the Captain’s family ever come back?”

He’d caught her off guard with his question. But she didn’t ask him which officer he was referring to. She knew.

“I—if they did, they haven’t called at the house.”

“What really happened to him?”

She sighed, shaking her head. “I don’t know. Men went off in their aircraft, even though they knew that most seldom survived past two or three missions, and they fought with what skill they had and great courage. I talked to a good many of them, when they came up to the house. They laughed, there was horseplay—they were so young. Dear God. But you had only to look into their eyes, and see old men lurking there.”

He understood what she meant. He’d seen recruits change after their first battle. The boy gone forever.

“Was he suicidal, do you think?”

“I don’t know.” She considered the question, but he knew she must have thought about it again and again since the man’s death. “He hid his feelings well. I liked him, you know. A charming man, intelligent, well read. We would talk sometimes. I invited him to dine here several evenings, because he was curious about our library. And he stayed until midnight once, reading a book. It was part of a collection, or I’d have given it to him to take back with him. But he never talked about himself. Of course, he was older than most of the flyers. Perhaps that was it.”

“Why do you think he came back from the grave to kill a man whose body we still haven’t found?”

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, what her answer would be.

She surprised him. “I don’t know. I only know what I saw,” she said simply. “I had wondered, waiting for the police to come, if it was something that had happened some time ago, and somehow I was able to witness it years later.”

Frowning, he asked, “Are you saying that you believe he might have killed someone in the past?”

“I’m not sure what I’m trying to say. I do know what I saw. I am at a loss to explain it. Even to myself.” She shrugged slightly. “I know Inspector Hamilton believes I’m mad. And Dr. Wister wonders if I am ill, and he hasn’t been able to diagnose that illness yet. Perhaps both men are right. All I can tell you is that madness doesn’t run in my family. At least there’s no record of it occurring.”

Every time Rutledge thought he had formed an opinion of Lady Benton, she showed him a different face.

“Who was the victim?”

“I have no idea.”

“How was he killed?”

“I’m not even certain it was a man, you know. He was there, and then he fell, and the—his killer—rushed forward to stand over him. And then he looked—he looked up at my window, as if he knew I was there, watching. I stepped back. When I dared look again, there was nothing there. Neither the victim nor the killer. Just the night.” She shivered.

“Perhaps you dreamed it?”

“I was awake, Inspector. Fully awake. I’d gone to the window as I often do to watch the moon rise. My husband and I would stand there and watch it together, some nights. And so it has become a habit for me. After a busy day, it’s in the quiet of the night that I miss him. And—as you say. It’s comforting.”

He asked her then if he could see the window.

“Yes, of course. This way.” She led him through another series of rooms to a second staircase. “This is the newer part of the house—that is, not the fabric, but the interior. My husband’s father won a great deal of money on the Derby, and brought the living quarters into the nineteenth century. I have been very grateful.”

He had kept his bearings, and thought that the room they entered was in the east wing, overlooking the distant estuary. It was large, and actually quite pleasant, with a high ceiling, the wallpaper dark blue with a pattern of silver fleur de lis, the colors picked up again in the draperies and the carpet as a soft gray and blue. After the formal state rooms he’d passed through, this one was bright, with three windows across the outside wall.

“My father-in-law slept in the old Master Bedroom suite until he redid these rooms, and then moved the family across to this wing, with real mattresses and conveniences.” She had crossed the room as she spoke and reached up to pull the curtains wide. “We always slept with these open—heresy to my husband’s old housekeeper, who believed that one must shut out the miasmas of the night.”

As Rutledge joined her, he could look down on a narrow terrace with steps leading down to the lawn. Wide borders enclosed this, set in patterns of colors. It was a private garden, he thought, with a small fountain in the center and wrought iron chairs, painted white, at the far end.

“Where were the figures?”

“They came up from the left—the direction of the airfield. There’s an arch in the hedge just by the terrace. One was ahead of the other, and when the second figure appeared just below us, by the terrace steps, the other man stopped and turned. He was just there, near the little fountain. It’s a cupid, a pretty little thing. Then he backed away as the second man started forward. See where the colors change from red to pink? There, more or less, is where he stopped again. And the second figure kept moving toward him . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“And what happened next?”

She took a deep breath. “The man with his back to me—the victim—was moving when his knees suddenly seemed to buckle—and he went down, falling slowly forward onto his face.” Her voice changed. “I—he didn’t move, you see. Not after that. And—and his companion—his companion looked up at this front of the house, as if he could see me here in the window. But he couldn’t—I’m sure of it—I wasn’t close to the glass.”

Rutledge thought she was trying to convince herself. And so he waited.

She drew another deep breath, trying to steady herself. And failed. “I stood there, frozen. Then—then he walked forward. He passed the man on the ground without a glance. Still looking up. Moving straight toward the terrace, and the doors there, as if he intended to come into the house. That’s when I recognized his stride, you see. And even in the moonlight, as he drew nearer, I recognized his face. It seemed to glow from within, somehow. I was in a panic. I knew who he was—and I knew he was dead.” Her fear was real, even now, her hands trembling although she at once clasped them together to stop it. “I turned and rushed to lock my door and even pushed that chest across in front of it.” She turned slightly to point at a tall chest just by the door. “By the time I could cross back to the window, he was nowhere to be seen—but the other man—the one who had fallen down—was gone as well.”

She kept her eyes on the sunny window, refusing to look at Rutledge. Striving to bring herself under control and failing.

He said gently, “Are you certain the other man was dead?”

“Yes—I—he—it was the way he lay, you see. Crumpled. Not struggling or moving.”

“He couldn’t have used the other man’s movements to get to his feet and flee?”

“Where could he have gone? The only way out of the garden is by the arch in the hedge. His killer was between him and any escape.”

“Did you hear a shot?”

“Oh, no, there was no report, no flash.”

“Did anyone try to break into the house?”

“No. I didn’t sleep. As you can imagine. When it was full light, and I could hear people stirring downstairs, doors opening and shutting, as the staff arrived, I moved the chest again, unlocked the door, and went down to the terrace doors myself. But they were all right.” She smiled, more anxiety than humor. “I expect ghosts don’t need to break in, do they?” When she looked up at him, there were tears in her eyes.

Before Rutledge could speak, she said quietly, “I’m not mad. At least I don’t think so. I did see what happened. I wasn’t dreaming or walking in my sleep. I unlocked the terrace doors and went out onto the grass. It was still wet with dew, and I realized that I’d forgot to put on my slippers. I knew just where the men had stood. Where one had fallen. But there was no blood. The grass wasn’t even bruised . . .”

“How could you be sure of the right place? In the night, the colors of the flowers would have been white or gray. You couldn’t judge their colors.”

Lady Benton shook her head. “I’ve lived here for so many years. Do you think I couldn’t find my way around this house or the grounds, in the middle of the night?”

“Did the police—Inspector Hamilton—come up to your room to see the scene as you’d shown it to me?”

“No. Once there was nothing in the garden to support my account, he was more embarrassed than he was interested. Well, to be fair, in his place I wouldn’t have believed me, either.”

“And you are sure the man you saw was the Captain? That’s a good distance, it was dark.”

“I’ve told you. I recognized his walk. And—and his face glowed. I could see it clearly.”

“You mentioned that before. How do you mean, glowed?”

“Yes, all right, think me silly or mad or whatever you please. But it was—I could see his features clearly. Even as frightened as I was.”

He found himself thinking that fear sometimes heightened the senses, rather than dulling them.

She turned away from the window, crossing to the door. He had seen what he needed to see, at least until he knew more to look for.

And so he followed her, and they started back through the house to the sitting room. Their footsteps echoed in the passages and on the stairs, and as Lady Benton started to open the door that linked the newer rooms with the other part of the house, they could hear voices on the other side.

“Tours,” she said, despair in her voice, her hand still on the knob. “I’d forgot. We book small private tours on the days we’re closed to the public. There’s one this morning.” She turned to Rutledge. “We’ll have to wait. They will be staring if I come through. Word has got around, I expect.”

“We can wait,” he said, and walked to the windows in the small lobby where the stairs debouched. There was an outer door here as well, the upper half glazed rather than paneled. It appeared to open into a walk sheltered by a line of high hedge. “Where does this lead?”

“Around to the stables, which is where I keep a motorcar and my staff leaves their bicycles. There are no horses. I miss riding. Just behind the stables are the tennis courts. No one uses them now.” For a moment she stared out the glass. Then she said, “Am I breaking down? Are my nerves going? The doctor wanted to give me sedatives, to help me sleep. I tossed them into the dustbin. You’re a policeman. Was there a murder?”

“I don’t know,” Rutledge answered her gently. “I won’t, not until I’ve looked into your account.” It wasn’t the answer she was hoping to hear. And so he added, “I shouldn’t worry about it too much, if I were you. You believe in what you saw. There must have been something there.”

“I could have kept it to myself—I needn’t have called the Inspector.” Her fingers were twisting together again. “I did what I believed to be my duty. Now when I go into the village, people stare. I’ve taken to doing my marketing elsewhere.” She touched his arm lightly. “Will you promise me something?”

“If I can.”

“If—if you should discover that what I saw was only a figment of my imagination—or, well, a dream—will you tell me first? Before you speak to Inspector Hamilton or to London?” She lifted her chin, making the best of it. “I should like to be prepared, you see.”
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Rutledge looked down at her drawn face. “I can’t promise. But I will do my best.”

“Yes. I understand. Thank you.” She turned. “I believe the tour has moved on. If you will excuse me, I must see that all is well in the café and elsewhere. Can you find your way out? Or if you wish, you have the run of the house. If there are questions, ask anyone. There is nothing to hide.”

Rutledge thanked her, and then, rather than go through the house again, he let himself out the unlatched door and walked down to the stable block. It was not large, for there was a separate carriage house with its apartment above for the coachman. They were locked, and from what he could tell they hadn’t been tampered with. That meant the barns for the farm stock were somewhere else. He found Lady Benton’s motorcar in a small shed that had been erected expressly for it between stable and carriage house. There was fencing, with a gate, that separated the buildings from the farm lane that gave access to them. It was closed at present. Across the lane there was another fence, but as far as he could tell, the pasture was empty. That brought up another question—who ran the farms that supported the estate?

He glimpsed the tennis courts—two of them—noting that there were no nets, and weeds were beginning to push their way up through the grass.

The kitchen was in this wing of the house, facing the stables. There was a kitchen garden with a cutting garden just beyond.

He circled the house, counting six other doors, not including the one through which he’d entered the house or the one that he’d used just now to leave it. One of the six was the pair of long doors opening into the terrace below Lady Benton’s bedroom. Nine in all, counting the kitchen. Not unusual in large old estates when dozens of servants came and went from the kitchen and the gardens, while the owners and their families and guests were free to use any door they chose. But this house, with only one person in residence, was vulnerable. The locks, as far as he could see, were a generation old. Anyone could find a way inside, and hide in rarely used rooms or closets and attics.

When the visitors left, he would have to come back and explore more thoroughly.

He’d deliberately ended his search at the terrace and the private garden where the events of Friday night, whatever they might have been, had occurred. He’d come through the hedge and the black iron gate that kept out trespassers, then stopped to consider the expanse of grassy lawn, the two flower borders running down each side, and the cupid fountain in the center. It seemed a little larger than it had from Lady Benton’s windows. After a moment or two he walked out onto the lawn, moving toward the fountain and the bed of pink hyacinths. And there he turned to look up at the windows of the east front.

Remembering something Lady Benton had told him—that she and her husband often slept at night with the curtains open—he realized that on that particular floor, not open to the public, in all the windows, the drapes were drawn across. Save for hers.

A man who had just killed might look at the house to see if he’d been watched. And his gaze would be drawn at once to the window where the drapes were open. Where, in a dark room, someone might be standing, invisible to him on the ground.

Yet there was no sign of any altercation here on the neatly trimmed grass. Still, he quartered the garden, examined the beds on either side for footprints in the soft earth, and even looked into the wide basin of the fountain. Above his head, the cupid stood balanced on one foot, a bow in one hand and a quiver of arrows slung across his shoulders. He was looking down at Rutledge from a tall pillar of carved roses, forming a platform for the toes of his right foot, a stone smile on his chubby face.

Where the hedge enclosed the far end of the garden, there was a pair of wrought iron chairs, where one might sit and admire the range of color in the borders against the backdrop of the house and the tall chimneys rising from the rooftops.

Hamish, who had been silent since Rutledge had arrived, spoke suddenly, startling him. The voice was derisive.

“Did ye expect to find anything?”

Without thinking, Rutledge retorted, “What should I have found? What do you see?”

And cursed himself for answering Hamish aloud.

“An empty garden. Ye must ask yoursel’, why yon Captain? Why did he kill the ither man, and no’ the reverse?”

Rutledge stopped. “The Captain is already dead . . .”

“Aye. Ye canna’ kill a dead man.”

But you could. When he only lived in your own mind, you could put a revolver to your own head, and pull the trigger.

The thought ran through his mind before he could prevent it.

And heard Hamish’s deep chuckle.

Forcing himself to concentrate instead on the task at hand, after a moment he looked up again at the windows of Lady Benton’s bedroom, then purposely walked forward, almost to the foot of the terrace steps, keeping his gaze fixed on them, as he’d been told the killer had done.

But he couldn’t have said whether she was there watching him or if the room was empty. The glass reflected only the cloudless bowl of the sky above his head. It must have done much the same in the night.

Then he turned to his right, where according to Lady Benton a path ran through another opening in the hedge and down to the airfield.

But he’d already explored that facade of the house, where lawns spread out under the windows and ornamental trees offered shade. Where was this path? He hadn’t seen it.

Rutledge went back through the gate in the arch, and walked toward the distant airfield beyond the manicured grounds.

There was hedging beyond the lawns, forming a tall, dense boundary that enclosed them, and it ran right around from where he was standing to the stable block and tennis courts to his far left. He could just see the weather vane on the stable rooftop rising above the deep green of the hedge where it ended at the lane. The hedge itself was old, threaded with wild clematis and other vines, trees that had taken root and flourished, not well trimmed like that around the private garden. And it appeared to be unbroken . . .

Turning slightly to his right, Rutledge caught sight of a rough opening. Not a formal arch, more a break where many people must have come and gone over the war years. This then must have been how the men from the airfield came up to the house.

He crossed the lawns toward it.

The abbey had been set on a long, lofty ridge, rather like that in Walmer, where the harbor was on flatter land and closer to the water. Here, there was no water—just a vast meadow running toward distant wind-twisted trees. At one time it must have been marshy ground, possibly reclaimed over the
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