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Part One





Chapter One

I suppose it was to be expected that someone with a name like mine should one day do something a bit out of the ordinary, like deciding to be a novelist.

I do things by numbers. Id finished my fifth novel  the other four had been rejected out of hand  and sending it out one last, despairing time was as far as I was prepared to go. One more rejection, and that was the end of Cassie Johns, novelist!

Youll turn her head with a fancy name like that, Dad had said when I was born because he wanted me called after his sister Jane, and Mum, who had been wavering and half prepared to agree with him, dug her heels in with uncharacteristic ferocity. And Aunt Jane, bless her, sided with Mum and said that Cassandra would do very nicely, to her way of thinking!

Dear, lovely Aunt Jane was the reason I was here now, a novelist at last, driving my own car and smiling foolishly at a passing clump of silver birches and the foxgloves that grew beneath them, and so stupidly smug and self-satisfied I didnt notice the revs had dropped to a warning judder and I was being overtaken by a farm tractor.

Dont give in, Cassie, Aunt Jane had urged. Just one more try to please your old auntie?

So instead of giving in and doing the rounds of the universities as Dad had always supposed I would when I got three decent A levels, I wrote Till Hell Freezes Over with a kind of despairing acceptance that my father had been right all along. After working for four years  and four useless novels  on the marketing side of Dads horticultural business (selling vegetables and flowers at the top of the lane in summer and working in the propagating houses in winter) I posted off the novel for the fifth time, then settled down to accept defeat. And university, if I was lucky.

My last-stand novel was unbelievably, wonderfully, gloriously accepted. One or two changes were needed, said the publishing lady to whom I spoke an hour after receiving the letter. A little editing  perhaps a different title? Could I go to London and talk to her? Would tomorrow be convenient? Id asked breathlessly.

It was to be two weeks later that I eventually met my editor, because after a do in the local and everybody in the village having a knees-up to celebrate the emergence of an author in their midst, Aunt Jane died in her sleep that same night.

The milkman became concerned because she didnt answer to his knock, and came at once to tell us. We found her curled up under her patchwork quilt with such a look of contentment on her face that we knew her going had been gentle.

Had she been thinking of the three sherries of the night before, or her nieces success? Whatever the reason for that smile, we could only be sorry for ourselves because there hadnt been a last goodbye. For Jane Johns there was only relief that she had gone the way most people would like: peacefully, in her sleep.

She left her cottage to Dad, the contents to me and sufficient money in her bankbook to pay for a good funeral with a decent knife-and-fork tea to follow. And to Mums surprise and consternation  because Aunt Jane had never been one to gamble  she also left me two thousand pounds in Premium Bonds.

Im still sad that she didnt live to see my novel, with an eye-catching jacket and its title changed to Ice Maiden, hit the bookshelves, and sorrier still she wasnt there the Sunday it made the lists, albeit at the bottom. I wondered if, with a first novel, I hadnt been just a bit too lucky and wouldnt I walk under a bus the very next time I crossed the road, because of it? Then I got all weepy inside and went to the churchyard to tell the one person who really mattered  at least as far as Ice Maiden was concerned. And Aunt Jane chuckled and said that with a name like Cassandra shed always known Id be famous one day, and how about writing a real hot number next, so I could be infamous?

And isnt it about time you cashed those Premium Bonds, she said, and bought yourself a little car?

Aunt Jane and I could talk to each other, not with words, but with our minds, because truth known she and I both were kind of psychic.

Ill have to cash them  when I get them, I told her. The solicitor said that Premium Bonds arent transferable.

Well then, thats settled, Cassie girl. You deserve a car.



I bought a second-hand Mini with Aunt Janes money: one careful owner, 20,000 miles on the clock. The bodywork was immaculate, as if the careful owner had spent more time polishing it than driving it. But it was the colour that finally clinched it. Bright red. Aunt Jane would have approved. Even so, Dad felt duty-bound to say, You dont get something that looks as good as that thing for two grand. Theres a catch.

I agreed to have the AA send a man to look it over. The little red car had nothing at all wrong with it except that it needed new tyres. It was coming up to three years old and would never pass its MOT with tyres like that, he said.

Something maternal and protective welled up inside me. Mini wasnt an it or a thing. Red Mini epitomized Aunt Janes faith in me. If Id been inclined to give it a name, Id have called it Jane.

New tyres it is then. I glared at Dad, who asked me if I knew what a set of new tyres cost.

Is it a deal, then? Defiantly I avoided Dads eyes.

The one careful owner took my hand, patted the car with a polishing movement and said it was and in that moment I knew that no matter how famous  or infamous  or how rich I became, I would never part with my first car. Not even if I kept it in one of Dads outhouses with a tarpaulin over it for ever!



As soon as Dad had got a lady from the village to look after the stall, Id taken to writing full time. At first Id wallowed in the luxury of a new word processor and being able to write when I wanted to and not in snatched half-hours at odd times of the day.

True, the novelty soon wore off and I had to discipline myself to work office hours, and even when the words didnt come properly, I typed stoically on. Mind, there were bonus days when the words flowed. At such times I kidded myself I was a genius, even though the flow days were few and far between.

On the whole, though, I was content. With a contract in my pocket for book two  the make-or-break book, had I known it  my own car and just enough in the bank to keep me afloat until Ice Maiden came up with some royalties, Id felt justified in giving up my daytime job and only helping Dad out at busy times.

So after being overtaken by the tractor, I pulled the car onto the grass at the side of the road and reached for the carefully written, beautifully illustrated directions. Winding down the window I breathed in deeply, then studied the map. Half a mile back I had passed a clump of oak trees; now I must look out for the crossroads, turn right, and after 200 yards on what was described as little more than a dirt road, I would be there.

Its my sisters place, said my editor, Jeannie, of whom Id become extremely fond. Theres a bit of a do on next weekend and Im invited. Why dont you tag along, too? You dont live all that far away and its Welcome Hall at Deers Leap. Bring fancy dress, if you have one.

I didnt have fancy dress, and had said so; said too that not all that far on her map was all of fifty-two miles in reality and that Yorkshire was a very large county.

Oh, cmon, Cassie. A break from words will do you good, shed urged, then went on to remind me that the rather clingy, low-cut green sheath dress Id worn to Harrier Books Christmas party would fit the bill nicely. Stick a lily behind your ear and youve cracked it. Come as a lily of the field. Nobodys going to mind when they see your cleavage.

So Id checked that my green sheath still fitted, then bought two silk arum lilies, one to be worn as suggested, the other stuck down my cleavage. Thus, hopefully, I would pass for a lily of the field that toiled not, neither did she spin and hoped I wouldnt look too ordinary against Cleopatra, Elizabeth Tudor and Isadora Duncan.

I took a peek in the rear mirror. Considering my outdoor upbringing, I wasnt all that bad to look at. My complexion had remained fair in spite of northern winters; my hair was genuine carrot, though Mum called it russet, and my eyes, by far my best asset, were very blue. I wasnt one bit like Mum or Dad or Aunt Jane, and not for the first time did I wonder who had bestowed my looks. Some long-ago Viking, had it been, on the rampage in northern England? Or was I a changeling?

I laughed out loud. I was on holiday. I was going to a house called Deers Leap and Jeannie would be there when I arrived. To add to my blessings, book two was at chapter seven and with Aunt Jane in mind was becoming something of a hot number. I shouldnt have a care in the world. I didnt have a care in the world except that maybe my love life was not all it should be.

Why are you going to a weekend party? Piers had demanded when Id told him on the phone.

Because I need a break.

Then hadnt it occurred to you that maybe Id be glad to see you? Why cant you come to London?

You said you were frantically busy, Id hedged.

Never too busy for you, darling. Come to my place, instead?

Why didnt he and I shack up down there, hed said, throwing the two-can-live-as-cheaply-as-one clich at me.

And iron shirts and do the cooking, Id thought, and be back to writing odd half-hours again. Besides, Piers wasnt my soulmate. I didnt see us ever making a proper go of it. If my ego hadnt balked at being manless our relationship could well have ended ages ago.

Wed made love, of course. Piers was good to look at; dark and lean and somehow always tanned. His designer stubble suited him, too, though I wished sometimes it wasnt so hard on my face  afterwards.

And that was something else about him and me: the afterwards bit. It never felt quite right for me. When it was over I found myself not liking him as much as I ought to, and to love a man youve got to like him  afterwards. Even I knew that.

Look, Im sorry, Id said. I cant call it off now, and anyway my editor will be there. It isnt just a weekend party; its business. Sometimes I tell lies to Piers. More to the point, when are you coming north to see me?

Id thrown the ball back into his court and he was just coming up with a perfectly reasonable excuse when I heard his bell chimes, quite clearly.

OK, Cassie. Some other time? Soon?

Hed put the phone down then and I wondered whose fingertip had pressed his doorbell and wasnt surprised to find I didnt much care.

Forget Piers for two days and get some living in, I said to the girl in the rear-view mirror. No time like tonight for dipping a toe in the water, I thought, and to hell with the lily-down-the-cleavage bit!

I wound up the window and set out, smiling, on my way again. Above me the sky was blue, with only little puffs of very white cloud. Around me, and as far as I could see, were fields and hedgerows and grass verges that really had wild flowers growing in them. I was going to a party tonight and I would be a lily of the field and have a wicked time. I wasnt in any hurry to settle down because Id already decided there would be all the time in the world, after the third novel. And wouldnt I know when I met the right man; the man I would love and like  afterwards?

Oh, concentrate, Cassandra! The crossroads, then a couple of hundred yards and Jeannie will be there at the front gate of Deers Leap, wondering where youve got to!

The engine revs changed from their usual sweet-natured purr to an agitated growl so I dropped a gear, put my foot down and concentrated on the lane ahead. I was just beginning to wonder how the house had got its name when I saw a man ahead. He was smiling, his thumb jutted and he was in fancy dress.

All the things Dad dinned into me about never stopping for anyone, much less for a man, went out of my head. He was undoubtedly a fellow guest, who for some reason was standing at the side of the lane and in need of a lift. I slowed and stopped, then leaned over to slip the nearside door catch.

Want a lift?

Please. Could you? Ive got to get to Deers Leap.

Hop in!

He arranged himself in the passenger seat, one long leg at a time. Then he pulled his knees almost up to his chin and balanced his khaki bag on them.

You can push the seat back. I lifted the catch to my left. Shove with your feet.

The seat slipped backwards and he stretched his legs, relief on his face. Well, six foot two at least, isnt Mini size.

Thats a World War Two respirator, isnt it? I envied his fancy dress. So real-looking.

Theyre usually called gas masks, he smiled, and that smile was really something across a crowded Mini.

You already dressed for tonight, then? I turned the key in the ignition.

We-e-ll, sort of, he shrugged, and anyway, Im only on standby.

Damn! A slow-moving flock of sheep ahead put paid to the question, Whats standby?

I slowed to keep well back. The lambs were well grown; almost as big as the ewes and obviously not used to being driven. If one of them panicked in the narrow road, wed all be in trouble.

My passenger stared ahead, intent on the sheep and the black and white sheepdog that watched and nosed and slunk behind and to the side of them, and I was able to get a good look at him.

Fair, rather thin. His hands lay still on his lap though his fingers moved constantly. Hed had his hair cut short, too, just as if hed been the pilot whose uniform he wore. Three stripes on his sleeve; wings above his top left-hand pocket. His shoes were altogether of another era.

The sheep were behaving. I hoped they would turn left at the crossroads. He was still watching them intently so I read the number stamped in black on the flap of his gas mask and thought my lily of the field would look a bit botched alongside his authentic uniform. Hed obviously gone to a lot of trouble, so with future fancy dress parties in mind I asked where hed got it.

Oh  the usual place. They throw them at you 

Really? Id have thought that get-up wouldve been difficult to get hold of.

Only the wings, he said absently, his eyes still on the sheep.

I realized he wasnt going to be very forthcoming and hoped for better luck tonight when my lily-gilded cleavage might just get me noticed.

I looked at his gas mask again. On the underside of the webbing strap were the initials S. S. and a tiny heart, and I wondered who had put them there. The original long-ago owner, I supposed, the author in me supplying Sydney Snow, Stefan Stravinsky, Sam Snodgrass.

Im Cassandra, I said. Cassie.

John, he smiled, but I usually get Jack.

The flock began to push and surge to the left. The dog nipped the leg of a ewe that wanted to turn right and it got the message.

Soon be there. Been here before? Wed turned right onto what really was a dirt road.

Mm. Quite a bit 

The lane was rutted and I slowed, driving carefully, eyes fixed ahead for potholes.

There it is. He pointed to the tiles of a roof above a row of beeches.

Seems a nice place  Bigger than Id expected and not so northernly rugged.

Its very nice. Look  mind if I get out here? I usually go in the back way. He seemed in a hurry, his hand already on the door handle. Thanks for the lift. See you.

He swung his legs out first, then gripped the side to heave himself clear. Then he straightened his jacket with a sharp downward pull, slung his gas mask on his left shoulder and straightened his cap.

Bye, Jack. See you tonight.

Y-yes. Hope so. He crossed his fingers, smiled, then made for a rusted iron kissing gate that squeaked as he pushed through it.

He knew his way around, had obviously been to Deers Leap before. I too crossed my fingers for tonight because he really interested me.

I wondered if there would be music at the party. Hed be good to dance with  dance properly with, I mean. None of your standing six feet apart, sending signals with your elbows and hips, but moving closely to smoochy music.

I started the car, drove another hundred yards to a set of open white gates with Jeannie leaning against them, waving frantically. I tooted the horn, then drove in past her.

Lovely to see you again. Had a good journey? Lovely day for it, she said when Id got out and stretched my back, then kissed her.

Fine! I grinned. It had been a very interesting journey. I unlocked the boot and took out my case. Ill tell you about it later, but right now Id kill for a cup of tea!

She took my case and I followed with my grip and the large sheaf of flowers Id brought for her sister. Coals to Newcastle, I thought, looking at the gorgeous garden. Then I thought again about Jack and smiled smugly because already my psychic bits knew he could dance. Beautifully.



Where is your sister? I asked when we were seated at the kitchen table, drinking tea. Already I was a little in love with Deers Leap and its huge kitchen and pantry, and the narrow little back stairs from it that led to my room above. And what I had seen of the hall and its wide, almost-black oak staircase and the sitting room, glimpsed through an open door, were exactly what I had known they would be.

Beth and Dannyll be back any time now. Theyve taken the kids to the village hall. Brownies and Cubs on a weekend camp. Thats why theyre throwing the party this weekend. Not soft, my sister, she grinned. Now do you want to unpack or would you like to have a look round?

I said I wanted to see the house, if that would be all right with Beth, and the outside too. All of it.

Its wonderful, I breathed. The air is so  so  well, you can almost taste it!

Mm. After London I always think of it as golden, she said. It does something to my lungs that makes me want to puke when I get back to the smoke. Lets go outside first, then you can stand back from it  get an idea of the layout.

Mind, it wasnt always so roomy. Once, I think, it must have belonged to a yeoman type of farmer, then later owners joined the outbuildings to the house. They connect with a rather modern conservatory. Dont think it would be allowed now by the planning people, this being a listed house. I reckon even the farm buildings would be listed these days.

It isnt a farm, then?

Not any more. Theyve only got a paddock now. The rest of the land has been sold off over the years, mostly for grazing. At least some of the farm buildings were saved; Danny uses them as garages now. You can shift your car inside later.

She closed the kitchen door behind us and I noticed she didnt bother to lock it.

I envy your sister this place, I said dreamily. I feel comfortable here already. Sort of dj vu 

Mm. Beth feels the same way. Pity theyve got to give it up.

Selling! I squeaked, wondering who in her right mind could even think of leaving such a house.

No, not them. The lease runs out at the end of the year and the owner is selling. I suppose they could buy but they wont. The children, you see. Theyre a long way from a school. All very well in summer, but in winter this place can be cut off for weeks. Nothing moves: no cars in or out; no mail, and sometimes electricity lines down in high winds. The kids are weekly boarders in Lancaster in winter  come home Friday nights  but even in summer its a five-days-a-week job for Beth, getting them to school and back again.

Shes cut up about it  they both are  but I reckon shell be glad to live nearer a school. Beth has to plan her life round the kids comings and goings. She adores Deers Leap; shed transport it stone by stone to somewhere less out of the way if she could. This coming Christmas will be their last here, Im sorry to say.

I felt sorry, too, and Id spent less than an hour in the place. There was something about it that made me feel welcome and wanted. Even the old windows seemed to smile in the morning sun.

We were standing at the white gates when Jeannie said, Lets go round the back way. The land rises a bit and if you go to the top of the paddock, theres a lovely view 

She pushed open the kissing gate, slipping through, waiting for me to do the same, but I just stood there gawping.

Is there another gate like this one? I frowned. One that squeaks?

No. This is the only one. Why do you ask?

Because Id have bet good money that this one was in need of a coat of paint and a drop or two of oil.

You sure, Cas?

I was perfectly sure. It had squeaked not so long ago when Jack pushed through it, Id swear it had. Yet now it was newly painted and swung so smoothly on its pivot that I knew I could have pushed it open with my little finger.

But, Jeannie, I dont understand it  I stammered.

Listen, mdear. This gate was painted about two months ago and to the best of my knowledge it has never squeaked.

Then she went on to argue that one kissing gate looked much the same as the other, and wasnt I getting this one mixed up with some other gate? She said it in such reasonable tones that I knew she was humouring me, so I said no more. But tonight, when the airman showed, I was determined to mention it again. I was just about to ask where the other guest was when a car swept into the drive.

Thanks be! Theyve got away  eventually  and if you offered me a hundred quid I wouldnt take that lot of screaming dervishes out for a Sunday afternoon walk, let alone endure them for two days and nights! Beth advanced on me, arms outspread. Youll be Cassie, she beamed, then, having introduced Danny, demanded to know if the sun was over the yardarm yet because she was in dire need of a G and T. A large one, she said, because it was probably the last shed get before the do started tonight!

So when the Labrador that came snuffling up had had its water bowl filled and Danny, bless the dear man, had placed gin and tonics on handy little tables beside us, I said, with the airman in mind, of course, When do you expect everyone to start arriving  and do they all know the way here?

Danny said of course they did and they all knew to arrive not one minute before seven or Beth would blow her top and how was my second novel coming along?

No book talk, Dan! Jeannie warned.

But we dont often get a famous author at Deers Leap. Come to think of it, apart from a long-haired youth that Jeannie once dragged in, we havent had an author at all!

Im not famous, I said very earnestly. Im whats known as a one-book author. I was lucky with the first one; Jeannie says its only if the next one is any good that people will start taking notice of me.

People as in publishers, Jeannie supplied. And they will! But no more book talk, either to Cassie or me. And isnt the weather just glorious? In summer theres nowhere to beat these parts.

Jeannie says youre thinking of moving on, I ventured, not knowing what else to say and still feeling a mite stupid over the kissing gate.

Sadly, yes.

But its so beautiful, Beth. I dont know how you can leave it.

Come winter when well have to go itll be just about bearable, but on days like this I feel lousy about it. Why dont you buy it with the loot from your next book, Cassie? Its fine if you dont have kids  or can afford boarding school fees.

Ill need to have at least three books behind me before I even begin to think of buying a little place of my own  let alone a house this size, I laughed. But Im going to dislike whoever buys it when youve gone.

Me, too, Beth sighed, draining her glass. Now, have you unpacked, Cassie? No? Then as soon as you have you can help me with the vol-au-vents. Theyre resting in the fridge, ready to go in the oven. As soon as theyre done, you can stick the fillings in for me. And did I hear you say you were doing the dips, Sis?

You didnt, but I think Im about to. But lets get Cassie settled in, then well report for duty. She gave me a long, slow wink. My sisters quite human, really, but at times like this she gets a bit bossy.

I followed Jeannie up the narrow staircase that led off the kitchen, feeling distinctly light-headed  and it was nothing to do with the gin either. It was all to do with the lovely summer day, a peculiar kissing gate, a guest who seemed to be keeping out of the way until seven, and an old house that held me enchanted.

Ive got a feeling, I said as I unlocked my case, that this is going to be one heck of a weekend!



My green dress lay on the bed with the silk lilies; on the floor my flat, bronze kid sandals. Everything was ready. Food lay on the kitchen table, covered with tea towels, and the second-best glasses were polished and placed upside down on a table on the terrace. Danny had seen to the summer punch, then humped furniture and dotted ashtrays about the conservatory.

Its great now that smoking is antisocial, Beth had said as wed filled the vol-au-vents. If anyone wants to light up theres only one place they can do it!

And the plants wont mind. Id dipped into my store of horticultural knowledge. The nicotine in the smoke actually kills certain greenhouse pests.

Really? Beth had looked impressed, I thought now as I lay in the bath, the water brackish but soft as silk.

I lathered the baby soap I always use into a froth, stroking it down my legs, my arms, cupping my shoulders, sliding my fingertips over my breasts. I was in the mood for something to happen tonight. I didnt know what, but a little pulse beat behind my nose whenever I thought about it. Beth had invited eighteen guests and catered for thirty. Surely out of all that number there would be someone interesting.

But did I want that? Didnt I just want to flirt a little and forget Piers for the time being?

Deers Leap got its name, Danny thought, because just above the paddock there was once a little brook and when deer and wolves roamed the area, the shallow curve was where the deer  and maybe predators  crossed. It made sense, I supposed. It was a pretty name and that was all that mattered.

I thought again about the awful person who would be living here next summer and wished it might be me, knowing it wouldnt be, couldnt be. So instead, I thought about my novel and whether the publishers would like it when it was finished, reminding myself that an author is only as good as her last novel, vowing to work extra hard when I got home to justify this weekend away.

I told myself that on the count of four I would get out of the bath, drape myself in a towel, then dry my hair  in that order  yet even as I stood at the open window, hairdryer poised, little wayward pulses of excitement at the prospect of the party still beat insistently inside me.

Grow up, Cassandra! I hissed. Nothing is going to happen tonight  nothing out of the ordinary, anyway! For Petes sake, why should it?

Because you want it to! came the ready answer.



Beth was testing the summer punch when I got downstairs, ten minutes before seven. She was dressed in layers of lace curtain and muslin and said that later she would put on her yashmak.

Im the Dance of the Seven Veils, she grinned, explaining it was the best and coolest way to cover up her avoirdupois, which any day now she intended to do something about.

Sorry about my two lilies, I said, thinking I should have tried harder. Im a lily of the field, actually 

You look all right to me! Danny, in the costume of a Roman soldier, handed me a glass of punch. This get-up isnt too revealing, is it? It was all I could borrow from the amateur dramatics that fitted.

I think you look very manly.

Youve got quite decent legs, Danny. Jeannie, in a long robe borrowed from the same source and with a terracotta jug balanced on one bare shoulder, said she was a vestal virgin and the first one to make a snide remark was in for trouble!

Beth said she wasnt at all sure about the punch, and helped herself to another glass just as the first car arrived, followed closely by four more in convoy  sort of as if theyd all been waiting at the crossroads until seven.

The table with the upturned glasses began to fill up with assorted bottles; there were shouts of laughter and snorts of derision at the various costumes. Someone who was old enough to know better said I could come into his field any time I liked!

Danny put on a Clayderman tape and said thered be music for smooching later, when everybody had had one or two. Jeannie put down her jug and floated around with trays of food. I followed behind with plates and folded paper serviettes, looking for a pilot with short fair hair by the name of John or Jack. He wasnt there.



He wasnt there, I said later when everyone had gone and we were sitting on the terrace, saying what a great party it had been. He didnt show 

Who didnt show? Danny held a glass of red wine up to the light, saying it was a decent vintage and wondering who had brought it.

The man I gave a lift to, I said. He thanked me, then disappeared through the kissing gate.

When? Danny took a sip from his glass, and then another.

This morning, on my way here. He wanted a lift to Deers Leap.

What was he like? Beth was looking at me kind of peculiar.

Tall. Fair. Young, I shrugged. I remember wondering at the time if he could dance. His name was John, he said, though mostly people called him Jack.

He actually spoke to you?

Why shouldnt he, Beth? He looked so authentic that I asked him where he got the uniform from. I slid my eyes from one to the other. They had put their glasses down and were still giving me peculiar looks. Listen  whats so strange about giving a man a lift?

In a country lane? Jeannie blustered.

Now see here, I said, because something wasnt quite right  the expressions on their faces for one thing. Im a big girl now. I can look after myself.

No one is saying you cant, Beth soothed.

Then are you trying to say I imagined it  that I was driving under the influence? For Petes sake, Ive just told you I spoke to the man!

Then youre the first one who has. Most people round these parts dont stop  quite the opposite. They get the hell out of it if they think they might have seen him.

So he is real? Other people have seen him?

We-e-ll, the hard-headed people around here wouldnt admit it if they had; dont want to be made a laughing stock. Hes a ghost, you see, Cassie.

A ghost! You cant be serious! He was as real as you or me! Have you seen him, Beth?

Yes. I think I might have.

There was an awful silence and I felt sorry for spoiling what had been a smashing party. But my mouth had gone dry and my heart was thumping because I knew Beth meant what she was saying.

I see. And rather than be thought a nutter, you said nothing?

Yes  we-e-ll, I only told Danny. But the airman is dead. That much I do know, Cassie, and he should be left alone to rest in peace!

But he obviously isnt at peace! You think if you ignore him hell go away  is that it?

Are you a psychic? Danny asked.

I think I might be, but I dont dabble.

Then in that case youd attract him, wouldnt you? All we know is that his name was John  or Jack  Hunter, and his plane crashed in 1944, about the time of the Normandy landings. The Parish Council put the names of the crew on the local war memorial. You probably passed it on your way here.

Go on  I looked from him to Beth, and she nodded.

Seems he was a Lancaster bomber pilot. There was an airfield near here once  that much we did find out  but people are reluctant to talk about it.

Then they shouldnt be! Cant they see he needs help?

You said you didnt dabble, Jeannie said softly. Now isnt a good time to start. Leave it, Cassie.

I dont believe any of this! My voice sounded strange. I felt strange. I really didnt believe they could be so offhand about it.

Good. Then just keep telling yourself that and therell be nothing to worry about, will there? No one wants a fuss, Beth said gently. Imagine the tabloids getting hold of it! Thered be no peace around here for anybody!

It certainly seems theres to be no peace for Jack Hunter. What did he do?

Nobody seems to know. All I could find out was that he was close to a girl who once lived here.

And hes still looking for her, I persisted. Then dont you think its about time someone helped him to find her?

Cassie love! Danny put an arm round my shoulders. Have a nightcap, uh? How is he to find her when nobody knows her name, or anything about her?

But thats ridiculous! There must be someone in the village who remembers who lived in this house during the war!

If there is, they havent said. And the war was a long time ago. The girl might be dead, even 

And shell no longer be a girl if she isnt, Beth said coaxingly.

OK. Ill accept that. But someone should find out and tell Jack Hunter, because he doesnt know hes dead. It happens, sometimes, when someone dies suddenly or violently. Hes a lost soul, Beth!

And you mean youd try to get on his wavelength again, Jeannie said incredulously, if you could winkle out the girl hes still looking for?

I dont see why not. By now Id got a hold on my feelings. Shed be easy enough to trace without a lot of publicity. Have you ever thought to look at Deers Leaps deeds? Whoever lived here in 1944 will show there.

Weve never seen the deeds, Danny said, offering me a glass of wine. We dont own this house, remember. And I know what its like for you writers, Cassie.

What do you mean, we writers? I accepted the glass to show there wasnt any ill feeling, then took a gulp from it. Surely you dont think I want to go sniffing around because I think it might make a good story? Book number three, is that it, Jeannie?

Not at all! Now Jeannie was using her soothing voice. What Danny means is that he thinks writers are a bit imaginative, sort of.

We are, I suppose, though I wouldnt go playing around with someones love life, even if it happened more than fifty years ago. But if youre prepared to admit that I saw something  or someone  and that Im not going out of my tiny mind, then Ill take your advice and let it drop.

I think you saw him, Beth said softly. We all do. But like you said, Cassie, hes a lost soul and there isnt a lot anyone can do about it.

Youre right. Mind, I wouldnt want him exorcized, I said hastily.

He wont be, Im sure of it, if we dont go stirring things.

Right, then. I lifted my glass. Bless you for having me, both of you. Its been great. And if you have a wake before you leave, will you invite me, please, because I do so love this house?

What a great idea, Beth laughed, her relief obvious. Well have a goodbye party for Deers Leap whilst the Christmas decorations are still up  if we arent snowed up, that is!



Theyd believed Id let it drop, I thought as I lay in bed that night, and I knew it was sneaky of me and deceitful because they were smashing people who had made me welcome and were prepared to ask me back at Christmas. But there was a young man looking for his girl and who needed my help. Besides which, Id found him attractive; had wanted him to be at the party. OK  so he was in love with someone else, but Id have given that girl at Deers Leap a run for her money if Id been around fifty years ago! And I knew, too, that I would never let Piers make love to me again.

Sorry, Piers, I whispered, feeling almost relieved.

And then I said a silent sorry to Danny and Beth, because I knew too that I would try to find Jack Hunter again, but secretly, so no one would know  especially Beth and Danny. How Id go about it I hadnt a clue, but if the pilot really wanted to be in touch again, then Id find a way.

Or he would!





Chapter Two

We left Deers Leap at six the following evening; three cars, in convoy, sort of. Me to pick up the A59, Beth to take Jeannie to Preston station in an ancient Beetle that was worth a bomb, did she but know it, and Danny in the estate car to pick up the children and their gear down in Acton Carey.

I drove with Danny in front going far too fast for the narrow lane and Beth driving much too close behind. I knew what they were up to. I was being hustled into the village so that if the airman appeared again, I wouldnt be able to stop.

We got there without incident and Danny flagged us down. Then he and Beth and Jeannie gave me a hug and a kiss through my open window and said I really must visit over the Christmas break  if not before  and how lovely it had been to have me.

Let me have a look at the book, uh, as soon as you can. The holiday was over. Jeannie was wearing her editorial hat again. When you get to chapter ten, run me off a copy; Id like to see how its going.

Of course. Want to make sure I dont start mucking about with the storyline, I grinned; introduce a good-looking ghost?

Now, Cassie, she said quite sternly, I thought wed forgotten all that. You said youd keep shtoom about it.

And I will. Not a word to the parents when I get home. Promise.

Mum and Dad didnt believe in ghosts anyway; only in things they could touch and see and smell  and in Dads case, drink from a pint pot.

Thats all right, then, Beth beamed. Mind how you go, Cassie. See you!

Waving, I pulled out, yet before Id gone a couple of miles I was planning how I could get to drive past that place again without Beth and Danny getting wind of it.

I concentrated on the winding, tree-lined road that dropped slowly down to Clitheroe, then rose sharply at the crossing of a river bridge. Not far away was Pendle Hill; somewhere not too distant was Downham. Witch country, without a doubt, with wild, lonely tracts of land where ghosts and witches could roam free; one ghost in particular, looking for a girl who once lived at Deers Leap. A young man who didnt realize he was dead.

Jack Hunter. He had flown, I shouldnt wonder, from the airfield that was probably called RAF Acton Carey. The coming of bombers to that little village must have caused quite a stir, yet now all traces of the base had gone. Even the track that ran round the perimeter of the airfield had grassed over and could only be picked out, Danny said, in an exceptionally dry summer when the grass on it browned and died. You could trace the outline of it then, he said, and wonder about those too-young men who trundled their huge bombers around it before takeoff.

Jack had been one of them, though Id thought it politic not to ask Danny specifically about him in view of what had happened. Hed looked about my age. I frowned. I couldnt imagine those nervous fingers grasping whatever it was they had to pull back to get that great, death-loaded plane into the air. Lancasters, theyd been. A Lancaster bomber and a Spitfire and a Hurricane flew over London during the Victory in Europe celebrations, fifty years on, yet Jack Hunter was still twenty-four.

A great choke of tears rose in my throat and in that moment I didnt care about broken promises, nor letting well alone nor even about snoopers from the tabloids upsetting the peace of Acton Carey if news of a World War Two ghost leaked out. As far as I was concerned it was, and would remain, between me and Jack Hunter and the girl it seemed he was looking for.

How I would go about it, where I would begin, I didnt know. But I liked doing research; could pretend I was setting my next novel in the countryside around Deers Leap; might even be able to poke around there if the house stood too long empty and for sale after Beth and Danny had left.

Yet they werent leaving for six months and I couldnt wait that long.

I noticed I was passing the Golf Balls at Menwith and decided to think about Jack Hunter tomorrow and concentrate instead on the roundabout ahead at which I would turn left to bypass Harrogate, a pretty run through Guy Fawkes country.

I indicated left, then closed my mind to everything save getting home before dark. Home to Greenleas Market Garden, Rowbeck. Safe and sound and ordinary.



Rowbeck is very small. Everyone knows everyone else and their parentage. Weve been lucky, with only one weekender in the place. Shes a teacher who intends living in the village when she retires, so she has been made welcome and the neighbourhood watch keeps an eye on her cottage when she isnt there.

Rowbeck is on the Plain of York where the earth is rich and black and bounteous. Distantly we can see the tops  the hills of Herriot country  where winters can be vicious and shepherds work hard to make a living.

Theres a Broad into Rowbeck, which runs round the green in a circular sweep, then out again by the same road; a sort of circumnavigation that takes all of forty seconds, driving slowly.

The only other way out of the village is by a narrow lane at the top end of the green by the church. Thats where we live. Half a mile further on the lane becomes little more than a track, then peters out. Only the odd farm tractor passes. Its a nice place to live if you like the back of beyond  which I do.

Dad was doing the evening rounds of the glasshouses when I got back and putting down a saucer of food for the hedgehog that lives in the garden and eats slugs and is worth its weight in gold. Mum said did I want a cup of tea and could I unpack tonight and put out my dirty washing? Mum always washes on Mondays and bakes on Fridays, no matter what. She runs the house like clockwork, with a place for everything and everything in its place. Its because her star sign is Virgo and she cant help it. Shes inclined to cuddly plumpness and hasnt a wrinkle on her face.

Dad came in and remarked that the first of the early spray chrysanths should be ready for cutting in about a week, though we could do with a drop of rain. Only when Mum had poured and we were sitting at the kitchen table did he ask if Id had a nice weekend.

Dad! That house is just beautiful! Id kill for it!

Out of the way is it, like this place?

Greenleas is secluded; Deers Leap is isolated. They get snowed up in winter, but in summer its magic. You can look out into forever from the upstairs windows. Ive never seen such a view. Its in the Trough of Bowland.

Dad said hed never heard of it and I said I wasnt surprised; that it was as if the people who lived there had conspired through the ages to keep it a secret and out of the reach of incomers. Foreigners, I meant, as in Yorkshire folk and people from further north. You look over to Beacon Fell and Parlick Pike and Fair Oak Fell and it isnt far from witch country.

Theres no such thing as witches. Mum pushed a plate of parkin in my direction.

I know that, but its so beautiful; sort of breathtaking. Jeannies sister is leaving there at the end of the year. It would break my heart if it were me.

Seems as if its made an impression on you. You havent gone over to the Lancastrians, have you?

Dad looked a bit put out. The Wars of the Roses may be long over, but in Lancashire and Yorkshire they still keep the feud going, if only over The Cricket.

Of course I havent, but Id love to go there again, just for another look. Beth  thats Jeannies sister  has invited me for a goodbye party, sort of. Christmas in a house like that would be wonderful.

So whats this precious Deers Leap like, then? Mum sounded a bit piqued because I was making such a fuss over a house I mightnt even see again and because, I suppose, I could even consider spending Christmas anywhere else but Greenleas.

We-e-ll, its stone, and tile-roofed. One end of it has a gable end thats V-shaped and it has three rooms and an attic in it. The middle bit has a huge sitting room, with a terrace outside, and two bedrooms. Then theres an end bit with a big kitchen and dairy and pantry, and a narrow little staircase off it to three rooms above. I suppose the workers slept up there when it was a farm and they wouldnt have been allowed to use the main staircase. The windows are stone-mullioned, and all shapes and sizes. From the front it looks as if its still in the sixteenth century, though its been tarted up at the back. Its a smaller version of Roughlee Hall, Danny says.

Never heard of that place, either, Dad shrugged.

Of course you have! Surely youve heard of the Pendle Witches. Alice Nutter lived at Roughlee. She was a gentle-woman and how she got mixed up in witchcraft, nobody seems to know. She was hanged on Lancaster Moor in 1612.

And you believe such nonsense? Mum clucked. All that stuff is a fairy tale, like Robin Hood.

They dont seem to think so around those parts.

If they believe that, theyll believe anything! Mum had the last word on witches. And I forgot  Piers rang.

What about?

He didnt say and I didnt ask!

Well, hell ring again, if its important.

Arent you going to call him back?

Dont think so. As from this weekend, Id stopped jumping when Piers snapped his fingers.

Mum put mugs and plates on a tray, wearing her button mouth. She placed great hopes on Piers. He was Yorkshire-born, which was a mark in his favour, and even if he had defected to parts south of the River Trent and was earning a living amongst Londoners, she considered it high time we were married.

Think Ill go and unpack. Then Ill write to thank Beth. By the way, she was really pleased with the flowers.

So she should be! Your dad grew them!

Wont be long, I smiled. Long enough, though, to let Mum get over whatever wasnt pleasing her.

I hung the green dress on a hanger, then wondered what to do with the two silk arum lilies, because even to say the words artificial flowers is blasphemy in our house. So I stuck them in a drawer because they were a part of the weekend, and I couldnt bear to throw them away.

I sat back on my heels. To open my case was to let out Deers Leap and Jack Hunter and the promise Id made to Beth and Jeannie to forget him. Yet I couldnt, because somehow he was a part of that house; was connected to Deers Leap in some way, and I had to know how.

Common sense told me to leave it, that ghosts didnt exist. But Beth had half admitted that maybe they did in the very real, very solid form of a World War Two pilot whose plane had crashed more than fifty years ago. A very attractive man and Pierss exact opposite.

Piers. I hoped he wouldnt ring tonight when the spell of Deers Leap was still on me. Just to hear him say Cassandra? very throatily  he rarely calls me Cassie  would intrude on the magic. For bewitched I was, with the enchantment wrapping me round like a thread of gossamer that couldnt be broken. One gentle tug on that thread would pull me back there whether I wanted to go or not.

And I wanted to go.



By Monday morning Id sorted out my priorities. All thoughts of the weekend were banned until after I switched off my word processor. I have to set myself targets. The contract said that Harrier Books wanted the manuscript by the end of December, so it couldnt be delivered any later than the first week in January, even allowing for the New Year holiday.

I write in my bedroom. Theres a deep alcove in one corner that is big enough to accommodate my desk. My latest extravagance was to hang a curtain over it so that when Id finished for the day I could pull it across and shut out my work. What I couldnt see, I figured, I couldnt worry about. The curtain has proved to be a good idea.

I had just finished reading last Fridays work and got my mind into gear, when the extension phone on my desk rang. It would, of course, be Jeannie. People had got the message now that up until four in the afternoon it was best not to ring. Only my editor was allowed to disturb my thoughts.

Hi! I said brightly. You made it home OK, then?

Cassandra? a voice said throatily.

Piers! Why are you ringing at this time?

Do I need a chit from the Holy Ghost to ring my girl?

I  I  Well, what I mean is that its the expensive time. You usually ring after six  I closed my eyes, sucked in my breath and warned myself to watch it.

I rang yesterday. Didnt your mother tell you?

Of course she did. My voice was sharper than I intended.

You didnt ring me back.

I was late getting home  the traffic. I was tired  I tell lies too, Piers.

So how did the weekend go? It seemed I was forgiven.

It was nice.

Only nice, Cassandra?

Very nice. Jeannies family are lovely, though I didnt meet the children, I babbled. They were away at camp and 

You sound guilty. Did you have an extraordinarily nice time?

Piers! Im not feeling guilty because I have nothing to feel guilty about! If I sound a bit befuddled its because I had a whole paragraph in my head and now its gone!

Youll have to think it out again then, wont you?

It isnt that easy! Once its gone you never get it back again  not as good, anyway.

Oh dear! Ill ring again tonight if you tell me you love me.

Why should I, at ten oclock in the morning?

Cassandra  whats the matter? The smooth talking was over. He actually sounded curious.

Nothings the matter. Im working, thats all. If I were a typist in an office I probably wouldnt be allowed private calls and I certainly couldnt yell that I loved you over the phone for everyone to hear!

You dont yell it. I love you has to be said softly 

Yes, and secretly for preference.

Then say it softly and secretly from your bedroom.

Piers  I said in my this-is-your-last-warning voice. I am busy!

OK! Pax, darling. Ill ring tonight! Get on with your scribbling.

I sat back, part of my make-believe world once more, reading from the screen, searching my mind for the lost paragraph.

But it didnt come. All I could think was that for once, in all the four years of our on and off affair, Id challenged Piers and almost won!



Pop out and get me a few tomatoes, theres a good girl. And tell your dad itll be on the table in five minutes!

Once I got back in my stride, and sorted the wayward paragraph, the words had come well; it was going to be a word-flow day, Id known it. Id just come to the end of a page when my stomach told me it was lunchtime and my mind told me it needed a break.

I saw Dad at the end of the garden, so I waved and yelled, Five minutes! then went into the tomato house, sniffing in the green growing smell, loving the moistness of it and the lush, tall plants heavy with red trusses. A few tomatoes, at our house, meant a bowlful and not half a pound in a plastic bag. I bit into one, marvelling that half the country didnt know what a fresh tomato was.

I felt very relaxed. Once Id got into my stride again, nothing intruded on the make-believe world at my fingertips. I had forgiven Piers, I realized, for ringing when he shouldnt have done and I had not thought once about the kissing gate through which a World War Two pilot had disappeared.

Now my thoughts were free to roam again, my self-discipline on hold, and I wondered how I should go about finding the name of the family who lived at Deers Leap before the Air Force took it and they had to find somewhere else to live.

They might have moved to Acton Carey or further afield. They may even, since losing their acres under a runway of concrete and seeing their trees felled and hedges ripped out, have given up farming in disgust.

It was best I began the search in Acton Carey, but this would be risky, as Danny or Beth would be bound to hear of me doing it. I could not, I realized, visit locally without calling on them and if Lancashire villages were like Yorkshire villages, they would soon discover that a red-haired foreigner had been asking questions in the pub. Villagers close ranks at such times, and mention of anything remotely concerned with the ghost they wanted to sweep under the mat would be sidestepped at once! I would be taken for a journalist, no doubt, and that would be the end of that.

Of course, I could drive past the spot as near to the same time as possible, and I told myself I was a fool for not knowing when it had been. Yet had I known something so weird and wonderful was going to happen, Id have noted the time exactly and had my tape recorder at the ready! But just a glimpse of a furtive redhead in a bright red Mini on that lonely lane would be worthy of note. I knew how it was at Greenleas if a strange car  obviously lost  drove past.

I said dinner in five minutes! What are you doing, Cassie? Mum stood in the doorway, flush-cheeked. Composing another chapter?

I said I was sorry, and pushed the remainder of the tomato into my mouth so I couldnt talk. Composition was the furthest thing from my mind, so I was glad its bad manners to speak with your mouth full. That way, I couldnt tell any lies.

Good job its only cold cut and salad, Mum grumbled, or it would be spoiled by now.

Monday, being washday, it was always leftovers from Sunday dinner, because that was the way it had been for the twenty-five years of my parents marriage. It was one of the things I loved especially about Mum  the way nothing changed.

A flood of affection touched me from head to toes and I put my arm round her and said, The sky would fall, Mum, if it wasnt  cold cut and salad, I mean!

She threw me an old-fashioned look, which turned into an answering smile, then said, Did I hear you on the phone, this morning?

Yes. Piers.

And what did he have to say? She chose to ignore my brevity.

Not a lot. He didnt get the chance. I tore him off a strip for ringing during working hours.

Then you shouldnt have! Youre never going to get a husband, Cassie, if you carry on like that. Men dont like career women!

Men are going to have to put up with it till Ive done my third novel. One swallow doesnt make a summer, Mum, nor two! Anyway, I sometimes think me and Piers arent cut out for one another.

Oh? Mums jaw dropped visibly, which was understandable since to her way of thinking I was as good as off the shelf. Then all I can say, miss, is that it wont end at a third book. Youll want to be famous, and before you know it youll have left it too late! I think Piers is very nice indeed, if you want my opinion.

Mum! I stopped, put my hands on her shoulders and turned her to face me. I like Piers  very much. And yes, I know you watched him grow up, more or less, and hes considered a good catch around these parts.

He went to university! Mum said huffily.

Yes, and hes doing well. But he hasnt asked me to marry him, yet.

He hasnt?

No. And if he did, I wouldnt know what to say. Maybe I ought to have gone to live with him in London like he wanted, but I didnt fancy being an unpaid servant and a mistress to boot!

A mistress, Cassie! Then Im glad you told him no! Clever of you, that was. Men never run after a bus once theyve caught it!

I know. I didnt come down with the last fall of snow! We were getting on dangerous ground, especially about the mistress bit. But I want to be married, I promise you.

Your dad would like a grandson, you know.

Im sure he would. I want children, too, and after book three I shall think very seriously about getting married.

To Piers?

Probably to the first man who asks me, Mum!

With that she seemed happy and we walked in silent contentment to the back door where Dad was washing his hands in the water butt.

Now then, our lass! He gave Mum a smack on her bottom and she went very red and told him to stop carrying on in the middle of the day.

It stopped her thinking about her unmarried daughter, for all that, and the grandchildren she was desperate to have about the place. I gave her a conspiratorial wink, and peace reigned at Greenleas.



Jeannie phoned just as Id pulled the curtain across my workspace, pleased with a fair days work.

Hi! Hows it going, then?

Great! It could only refer to the current novel. I must spend the weekend partying more often!

Well, Beth meant it when she asked you up there for Christmas. I think she quite took to you!

Id love to go, Jeannie. I keep thinking about Deers Leap and being sad for Beth that shes got to leave.

She doesnt have to, but its best all round they dont ask for the lease to be renewed. The twins will start senior school in September. A good state school will be high on her list of priorities. Boarding in winter costs a lot of dosh, you know.

I said I was sure it must.

Meantime, Cassie, you might get to stay there again in exchange for baby-sitting the place. Beth and Danny have hired a caravan in Cornwall for a few weeks in the summer. Itll be the first decent holiday theyve had in years. Beths a bit worried about leaving the house, though. She wouldnt want to come back and find squatters in it.

Yes, and theres the dog and the cats to think about, I suppose.

Kennels and catteries cost money, I agree. So would you baby-sit the house, Cassie? Wouldnt you be a bit afraid on your own?

You mean youre really offering? I gasped.

Youd get a lot of work done, thats for sure, with nothing and no one to distract you. With luck you could do a fair bit of wordage.

I dont think I would be afraid  especially with a dog there, but why didnt Beth say anything about it at the weekend?

Because Ive only just thought about it. Are you really interested, Cas? I could come and join you, weekends. Shall I mention it to Beth?

She might think me pushy. And what if she doesnt like the idea of a stranger in her home?

You arent a stranger. I told you, she likes you.

I wondered  just for a second  what Mum would make of the idea.

We-e-ll, if Beth agrees  I said.

Shell agree. Shes sure to worry about the animals and the houseplants, and we could cut the grass between us. I might be able to fix it so I could stay over until Mondays  get some reading done in peace and quiet.

Mm  Jeannie has to read a lot of manuscripts.

Well then?

If youre sure, Jeannie?

I can but ask. I bet theyll both jump at the chance. It would have to be unpaid, of course.

My heart had started to thump again, just to think of a whole month there. Deers Leap in the summer. I could write and write and only stop when I was hungry.

OK, then. Im game 

I thought, as I put the phone down, that I was stark, raving mad. For one thing, Mum and Dad wouldnt like the idea and for another, it wasnt very bright of me to go there. Not because Id be afraid on my own  Deers Leap would take good care of me  but because Id be heading straight into trouble. For the past two days Id been looking for an excuse to get back there without Beth or Danny knowing; to drive down the long lane that led to their house and hope to find the airman again, thumbing a lift. Yet now it seemed it could be handed to me on a plate. I could drive up and down the lane as often as I wanted; could open the kissing gate and find where the path led  and to whom. I could even do a bit of gentle nosing in the village, because once they knew I was living at Deers Leap theyd treat me like Beth and Danny and the twins  one of themselves.

The thumping was getting worse and a persistent little pulse behind my nose had joined in. I knew if I had one iota of sense I should be praying that Beth wouldnt want me there.

Yet I knew I would go back, because Deers Leap had me hogtied and besides, there was a pilot who needed my help  not only to find his girl but to be gently told he was a name on a war memorial.

Then the phone rang again and I knew it was Piers.

Oh, damn, damn, damn!
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