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    When former investigative reporter and TV correspondent Adam Bailey agrees to spend Christmas at Mulgrave Castle, he knows there is an ulterior motive behind the invitation. His old flame, Harriet, and her husband, Sir Anthony Rowe, want him to investigate the legend of an old family curse said to have claimed several victims amongst Sir Anthony’s ancestors. If there is any truth in the tales of inherited insanity, it may be due to strike again.


    Once the house guests are assembled, heavy snow cuts the castle off from the outside world. When they sit down for breakfast on Christmas morning, none of them is aware that the curse has already claimed a new victim. With no let-up in the weather to enable help to arrive, Adam, aided by Harriet’s sister, Eve Samuels, attempts to discover if the death is linked to the mysterious disappearances that have occurred over the centuries.


    But before long, further violence disrupts their enquiries. However, even those responsible for present-day crimes are powerless to resist the force of a far older evil, and a most unusual killer is at last unmasked…
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    Chapter One


    I picked up the report and studied it once more. I thought of the man who had written it a hundred years ago. How difficult must it have been for poor Inspector Cummins to conduct a proper investigation? In those days the landed gentry wielded great power and influence. What chance did a mere police officer stand when set against such a family, if they had something to hide? And they did have something to hide; I had felt that from the first time I read the document.


    I concentrated again on the passages of the report I had been sent and felt certain that some, if not all, of the five people mentioned in the document had suffered a ghastly fate; that they had in fact been murdered. I felt a strong sense of sympathy with Cummins and wondered if he had felt as I did about the people who had mysteriously vanished. Now it was to be my turn. Now I had been asked to go to Mulgrave Castle. Now I had been asked to investigate the disappearances. If it had been difficult for Cummins; how much more of a task would it be for me, so much longer after the events?


    I had just one advantage over Cummins. It was the Rowe family themselves who had asked me to go; they who had begged me to try to discover the truth.


    The document was headed, ‘Extract from the report of Inspector Cummins to the Chief Constable of The North Riding of Yorkshire Constabulary, 1880.


    


    ‘My Lord,


    In accordance with your instructions I have carried out detailed investigations into recent and historical disappearances at, and in the environs of, Mulgrave Castle. The results of the enquiries, such as they are, I set out below. Much of what I have to report is, regrettably, hearsay and local gossip, as can only be expected given the passage of time, and this is, as I am sure your Lordship must be well aware, a poor substitute for factual evidence. In order to maintain a sense of order I have separated the events into chronological sequence.


    


    Lady Elizabeth Rowe, disappearance in 1679


    Accounts of the event have, I regret to report, become garbled and distorted, and during the course of my investigations I heard not one but several versions of this story, of the disappearance of Lady Elizabeth, ranging from the mundane to the outlandishly gothic. Nonetheless, I will set them down in the second part of this paper. First however, I will outline the facts that are incontestable.


    Lady Elizabeth vanished during the month of December. Correspondence charting her absence from social events in the area, and that of her supposed paramour, would lead one to the conclusion that the date of her disappearance was between the 27th December and the 31st day of the same month.


    There is little to gainsay the probability that local rumour, both at the time and since, was incorrect when it insinuated that Lady Elizabeth and Sir Robert Mainwaring were involved in a romantic liaison. The diary of Lady Elizabeth’s maid, Fanny Hardcastle–which has by some mysterious means found its way back into the possession of the Rowe family–would tend to confirm this. I examined the document and quote from it verbatim. Unfortunately, the girl, although in possession of some rudimentary elements of education, could not be considered to possess high standards of literacy. Such being the case, and as the volume is written on some poor-quality paper and the wretched girl forbore to put a date to any of the entries, its accuracy is questionable at best. However, for good or ill, here is what she recorded.


    “ On Friday, my Lady was wont to visit with Sir Robt. She took greyt care of her toilette before setting out and was gone an unconsionabel time. On her return she was towsled in the hair and had high colour to her cheeks. There was sum disturbing of her robes and she bade me address her apearance as soon as may be. I asked her what had made her so disarayed in her getting out and she told me but to take care of her and ask not things that were not my consern.


    Sunday. Sir Tomas to London for a week with Friends. No sooner had he gone than my Lady was away to Sir Robt. She was gone the night and only back for brakefast just on Monday. I did not ask whear she was for the night as she has been moste forthrite in telling me to look to my own matters not hers. But I have the laundryng of her attire so I can see for myself and have no doubt what is about. Poor Sir Tomas I dread to think what will happen if finds owt.


    Wednesday. Matters are getting wurse. Sir Robt. came for dinner and stay’d the night in my Ladys bedchamber. I herd so much noise and disturbing that I could scarce sleep, as my room is close to my Lady. What will become of all this I wonder.


    Tuesday. Sir Tomas back from London. Much distress and raised voises. Later I went to my Lady but she was not in her bedchambre, neither her attire nor her toilette things. I to Sir Tomas and told him I thought my Lady gone. He with me to her bedchamber. When he hath seen what I said were truth he cast him on my Ladys bed sobbing and weeping much.


    Two weeks and no news of my Lady. Sir Tomas distrort and wanders the Castle between tymes and sets out to search for her, always returning much sadd’ned. He has taken to sleeping in my Ladys chambre and I hear him passing up and down for much of the night, oft times crying out for her. ”


    That concludes the maid’s account, such as it is. In those days there was no authority to which a missing person could be reported, so independent verification of the facts is difficult. Local rumour at the time, no doubt much embroidered since, was that Lady Elizabeth and Sir Robert had eloped to the Continent of Europe. No trace of the missing couple was ever discovered, although it is said that Sir Thomas spent much time, effort, and indeed money searching for them. Certainly no remains were ever found that would tend to suggest that anything of a more sinister nature had transpired.


    Two years after the disappearance, Sir Thomas travelled to Italy to look for his errant wife. It was a fruitless search, and it is said that he was so depressed by this failure that he took his own life, and was discovered in his wife’s bedchamber having hanged himself with the sheets from her bed. The estate passed to his son, Sir Matthew, then only eleven years of age, and that concludes the sparse facts about Lady Elizabeth’s disappearance.


    Of the local rumour, there seems to be a consensus that the Continent was where the eloping couple ended up, although there is also a tale that the couple never left England, indeed never left Mulgrave. This story, totally without foundation in fact so far as I can judge, and in passing allows for much rustic embellishment of a lewd nature, suggests that Sir Thomas discovered the couple in a compromising situation. The story imputes Sir Thomas, maddened by jealousy, did away with his wife and her lover and buried their remains in the grounds of Mulgrave. Alternatively, he weighted the corpses and dropped them into the lake in front of the Castle. Accompanying either version is the tale of ghostly appearances, of Lady Elizabeth, her lover Sir Robert Mainwaring, and indeed of Sir Thomas himself, told with great relish by any of the local inhabitants one may question regarding the matter. So many and so frequent are these ghostly manifestations that it must be difficult at certain times to walk the Castle and grounds without being hemmed about by a considerable gathering of apparitions…


    In conclusion, my Lord, after the passage of so much time, and with not a shred of evidence to the contrary, I must report that the most likely explanation for the disappearance of Lady Elizabeth Rowe was indeed that she eloped, possibly to Europe, with Sir Robert Mainwaring.


    


    Sir Richard Rowe, disappearance in 1779


    Sir Richard Rowe inherited the baronetcy when only two years old. Curiously, it was as a consequence of the birth of his younger brother, Hugo, later Sir Hugo. Their father had celebrated the happy event of the birth of his younger son rather too well, and had done so it widely throughout the county. He was returning home, intoxicated, according to reports to such an extent that he had to ride being unable to walk, when he suffered a fall over the cliff at Stark Ghyll. Both horse and rider perished.


    The two boys were raised by their mother, Lady Hester, under the guardianship of her brother, the Hon. Aubrey Makepeace. Much has been recorded of his reportedly notorious life-style, and I would venture to suggest that a less suitable prospect for the position of guardian it would be difficult to find.


    That much is fact, but as in the case of Lady Elizabeth, the remainder is based on hearsay and supposition. Of the two boys, Sir Richard inherited from his father an athletic turn of mind, and was adept at most sporting activities. He was accounted an exceptional shot at game for one so young, and was reportedly a fine runner, accomplished oarsman, excellent at all ball games, and was a strong and powerful swimmer. This last I consider to be of some significance. In contrast, Sir Hugo was of a vain and weak character, much addicted to  gambling and the attractions offered in London and other cities of a like nature. It is said he won and lost a fortune several times over before his untimely death from what is reputed to have been a disease contracted by his indulgence in keeping company with ladies whose virtue was of the easy persuasion. Fortunately for the Rowe estate, much of the money he might have otherwise squandered at the gaming tables had been secured by his father in entails that were unable to be broken. Certainly Sir Hugo’s young widow had more than sufficient to console her whilst supervising the upbringing of her son Sir Mark, a lively and robust six-year-old who inherited none of his father’s vices.


    In the disappearance of Sir Richard, I find myself in somewhat of a quandary in reconciling the known facts and rumours with the boy’s disposition and abilities. Sir Richard was seventeen years of age when he disappeared, was accounted to be of greater than average intelligence, and was also reportedly of a calm and level-headed nature. Despite this, he embarked on a course of action that appears rash and foolhardy, more in character with his younger brother. On the morning of the last day of the year, with snow laying on the ground, for anyone, no matter how strong and talented a swimmer to undertake a swim in a fresh-water lake in these latitudes is unthinkably foolish. Nonetheless, this was reportedly Sir Richard’s stated ambition that morning.


    When the boy failed to appear for luncheon enquiries elicited from Sir Hugo that his brother had stated this intention to him over breakfast. A search was immediately organized, tracks were discovered in the snow leading to the lake, and at the water’s edge a pair of boots, a robe, and towels belonging to the young baronet were soon found. The lake was not frozen over, and a boat was launched. Later, the lake was dragged, but no trace of Sir Richard’s body was ever discovered. I would venture to suggest the searches would have been rudimentary by modern standards, notwithstanding that I am puzzled that these events occurred at all.


    Gossip regarding the incident follows remarkably similar lines to that surrounding the disappearance of Lady Elizabeth one hundred years earlier. In the case of Sir Richard, the story revolves around the supposed jealousy felt by Sir Hugo towards his talented sibling and the younger boy’s desire for the title and the fortune attached to it. The story goes on to postulate the theory that Sir Hugo murdered his brother and concealed the body. Methods of murder and concealment vary according to the person relating the story. None of the tales have any basis in fact, although I do consider there to be many inconsistencies and unexplained irregularities in the story of Sir Richard’s disappearance.


    Reading the evidence of the Coroner’s enquiry which was held in 1787 to establish presumption of death, I am led to the belief that many questions that should have been raised were not, possibly owing to the awe in which that official held the Rowe family, and out of respect for the grief of the dead boy’s mother. The verdict was, perhaps inevitably, one of death by misadventure, although there was little by way of evidence to suggest this above all other possibilities.


    It is perhaps inevitable that the wildest of stories, some of them involving a degree of superstition, should have surfaced in the light of recent events. Nevertheless, I feel there is much in the tale of Sir Richard’s disappearance that would have excited my interest had I been called upon to investigate it at the time it happened. In short, my Lord, I am far from satisfied that the full tale of the death of Sir Richard Rowe has been told.


    


    Lady Amelia Rowe, 1879


    As in the case of Lady Elizabeth, the disappearance of Lady Amelia, wife of Sir Frederick Rowe, is complete; mystifyingly so. Despite the most exhaustive enquiries absolutely no trace of the missing lady has been found. Prior to her vanishing there was much gossip and speculation regarding her friendship with the Honourable Ralph Aston. I am sure your Lordship is aware that Mr Aston has acquired a reputation for a reckless and somewhat rakish style of living, and has been rumoured to have enjoyed romantic links with a string of beautiful young ladies. I have to report that similarly thorough enquiries as to Mr Aston’s whereabouts have yielded not one iota more in the way of success than the ones relating to Lady Amelia.


    It is, my Lord, well known that Lady Amelia and Sir Frederick lead separate lives. From eye-witness accounts and other circumstantial evidence I have little doubt that Lady Amelia  and Mr Aston are lovers, and that at some point between Christmas and New Year, taking advantage of Sir Frederick’s prolonged absence on a deer-stalking holiday in Scotland, the pair eloped. The fact that we have discovered no trace of their whereabouts I count as less than significant, for, if the situation is as I believe it to be, they would make every effort to avoid discovery, and if a person is determined enough to vanish, then vanish they will.


    Sir Frederick’s attitude to my enquiries would tend to bear out my supposition that nothing more sinister than a romantic entanglement is the order of the day here. Sir Frederick has been cooperative, in a disinterested sort of way, and his main grievance about Lady Amelia seems to be her lack of consideration in causing my investigation to be made at this time, thus interrupting the opening days of the shooting season.


    In short, unless compelling evidence to the contrary comes to light, I believe that the disappearance of Lady Amelia and Mr Aston to be no more sinister than the flight of illicit lovers.


    Conclusion.


    I have, at your Lordship’s behest, spent much time investigating this disappearance, as well as those previously of Sir Richard and Lady Elizabeth. Whilst I consider it to be a singular coincidence that all three events took place between Christmas Day and New Year’s Day, and equally remarkable that the events are separated by exactly one hundred-years, I have found no evidence of a connecting factor, apart from the superstitious tales of family curses and similar nonsense peddled by the locals. Superstition is a part of country life; indeed it seems to me to be fostered in part to enrich an otherwise dull existence. However much these tales might enliven a quiet evening at local hostelries I fear that without any basis in fact they must remain purely speculation, entertaining though they might be.


    Lacking any contrary evidence I regret that these mysteries, if indeed they are mysterious, must remain so, for I can find no justification to recommend commitment of further resources to this matter until and unless further evidence emerges that would shed further light on them.


    I remain, my Lord, your most Humble and Obedient Servant,


    Albert Arthur Cummins, Inspector of Police, North Riding Of Yorkshire Constabulary.


    This 24th Day of September in the year of our Lord, 1880.’


    I put the document aside and thought about the contents. Somewhere within the house or grounds of Mulgrave Castle I was convinced there was evidence of anything up to five murders. That night I had a strange dream. I dreamed I was in some part of the castle. I knew there were others there with me. I could neither hear them nor see them but I sensed their presence.


    It was cold; but they had long since ceased to feel either heat or cold.


    It was dark; but they had long since lost the power to see.


    It was silent–as silent as the grave.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    December 1979


    I’ve never considered myself lucky with women. Mind you, I’m not that good at cards either. Even when I was a minor ‘celebrity’–dreadful word–I couldn’t claim women were actually falling over themselves to get to me. Not that I’d have been interested anyway; for by then I was married, some would have said securely married, but such are the stresses and strains placed on a marriage by both Georgina’s profession and my own that security is a lot to hope for.


    I had started out in the way many journalists do, as a junior reporter on a local newspaper. In my case this was in Yorkshire. At that time local radio stations were a novelty that had not reached as far north as the River Trent, let alone the Swale, but by the time they did someone must have seen something promising about my style of news presentation because I was invited to become a ‘stringer’ for our local, fledgling broadcaster.


    As the network was in its infancy there was little sign that it would survive to adulthood, but it did, and as it grew I found my services more and more in demand. Eventually, I was offered a staff position, and from radio I transferred seamlessly to regional television almost before I had chance to realize where my career was heading. Local had become national and I was heading for London.


    It was only after that; when one or two people began glancing at me in the street with an ‘I know your face’ expression that I began to understand how far I had come. Once again I was lucky; I was in the right place at the right time and was offered a post as a foreign correspondent. I had little hesitation in accepting, for I knew it was a golden opportunity to broaden my experience and knowledge, to travel; to reach a more senior position in the news business. All in all there was so much to recommend it; little in the way of disadvantages. I was twenty-seven years old, single, an only child, and both my parents were dead. There was nothing to keep me in England.


    Of course any thoughts that I would become a star overnight were soon banished. This was achieved courtesy of the city of Lisbon. Don’t get me wrong; Lisbon is a beautiful city, full of friendly, charming, and courteous people. From a news reporter’s view, though, none of those facts is a recommendation. During my time there little happened. So little that I was reminded of my early days on the staff of the local paper; covering weddings, cricket matches, and village fetes. Lisbon is just like that, only on a bigger scale–and without the cricket.


    From there I was moved to Paris and saw a bit more action; then I was recalled to London and told of my new posting. A week later I boarded a jet at Heathrow. I was about to begin one of a foreign correspondent’s dream jobs. I was heading for New York.


    Two minutes after I had taken my seat, I started fiddling with my safety belt, and my action caused me to inadvertently grope a young woman who was bending to take the seat alongside mine. Scarlet with embarrassment, I apologized for what was a pure accident.


    She turned and gave me an icy stare that melted rapidly into a warm smile. ‘I’ve heard of some different ways of introducing oneself, but that’s a new one,’ she laughed.


    She sat down and held a hand out. ‘Hi, I’m Georgina Dale,’ she told me but of course by then I had already recognized her.


    ‘I know that,’ I smiled as I shook hands. ‘I’d have to be a hermit not to.’


    ‘You’re not a hermit, then?’


    ‘No, I’m certainly not a hermit, and your face is everywhere–films, TV, cosmetics commercials.’


    ‘I was just thinking your face is familiar too.’


    ‘Sorry, I should have introduced myself properly; I’m Adam Bailey.’


    ‘That’s it! I thought I recognized your voice,’ she told me.


    ‘I’m surprised you have time to watch news bulletins; and recognizing my voice, that’s something else again.’


    ‘What you must remember is that I’m an actress. In our business the voice is much more important than the face.’


    I smiled at a stray, private thought.


    ‘What is it?’ Georgina challenged me.


    ‘Nothing much. I was just thinking about the way I introduced myself; I’d say the bottom was quite important too.’


    She laughed. ‘Was it deliberate?’


    ‘I wish I could say it was. It would have been if I’d thought of it in time!’


    Six months later we were married. We bought an apartment and settled down and for the first couple of years things were great. It was only after we’d been in New York eighteen months or so that gradually; imperceptibly, Georgina’s work began to get less and less frequent. At first she had been flooded with offers; then the flood became a trickle; eventually, it dried up completely. It was at that moment, with the most inopportune piece of timing imaginable, that my employers decided I was the man to be sent to cover the war in Ethiopia.


    I have no way of judging if matters would have turned out differently had I stayed in New York. In my job you didn’t have a choice. Actually, I suppose that’s incorrect; you do have a choice–accept the posting, or join the dole queue.


    I had been in Ethiopia six months covering the war from the insurgent’s point of view; which for the most part meant hiding out in mountain passes. There I would be subjected to strafing missions from fighters on an almost daily basis. During the evenings, I would be subjected to lectures about the deeds of glorious but long dead warriors and boasts about what the current generation were about to do to their enemies. I’m still not sure whether I preferred the bombing.


    Then I got wounded; by pure chance. The injury came courtesy of a ricochet from a rifle. By the time I was able to reach neutral territory and get decent hospital treatment I was in pretty bad shape. After I’d recovered slightly, to the extent that the nursing staff had stopped trying to guess when I was going to peg out, I received a visitor.


    He was a young, inexperienced, and highly nervous official from the British Embassy. It was, in all probability, the first time he’d been charged with delivering bad news. That didn’t matter; because the sort of news he brought couldn’t be told well no matter who did the telling. It was from his stumbling, embarrassed delivery that I learned that Georgina had committed suicide.


    In some people it is loneliness that breeds depression. In others the depressive state is brought about by rejection; the feeling of failure. Georgina had been beset by both. My regret at leaving her, at not being there when she needed me, brought about a burden of guilt that added to my grief. It was a black and dreadful emotion I felt then, one that I have felt in a greater or lesser degree ever since; that I will probably continue to feel for the rest of my life.


    As soon as I was well enough to travel, I returned to New York. A sympathetic NYPD sergeant told me all he knew; much more than I wanted to know. Georgina had taken a cocktail of drugs washed down by a bottle of vodka, walked out of the apartment on to the balcony, and kept on going until she hit the sidewalk fifteen storeys below.


    Once I had straightened up my affairs and sold the apartment, I returned to England. I refused any further assignments and resigned rather than embarrass my employers. After a few weeks in London I decided cities were no longer for me. I caught a train north and finished up in my native Yorkshire. A week later I bought a tiny cottage, moved in, and settled down to my new career as a writer.


    I published one factual account of my experiences in Ethiopia under the title War in the Hills. This was the only volume to appear in my own name. For the thrillers that followed I chose a pen name, much to the despair of my agent who bemoaned the loss of marketing opportunities. By then I was uninterested in celebrity status. I just wanted to be left alone to write. I suppose it was as much a form of escapism for me to write the books, as for other people to read them. Gradually, my face, my voice, and my name became less and less well known; which suited me perfectly.


    I settled into my semi-reclusive bachelor existence. Nothing I did constituted a commitment, either to me, or from me; and that also suited me just fine. The occasional insidious notion that I was merely existing rather than living was one I was easily able to dismiss.


    As I said earlier, I’ve never thought of myself as a ladies’ man. Although prior to my marriage there had been one or two youthful flings, I had only become involved in one serious romantic relationship. Harriet Samuels had been introduced to me during my first year at university. She had recently arrived, as had I, and was looking for somewhere to live. She explained at our first meeting that the bed-sitter she was in was located over the noisiest nightclub in the northern hemisphere, and that as the racket was keeping her awake until the small hours of the morning she was constantly falling asleep during lectures.


    I pointed out the advantages of this, as the majority of the lectures I attended seemed to be designed as a cure for insomnia. Harriet acknowledged my point but clinched the debate by telling me how she had missed a full lecture dealing with social unrest in Lower Saxony during the Middle Ages. Convinced by the power of this reasoning and her distress at missing out on so pivotal a discourse, I allowed her to share my flat, share the rent payments, share the cooking, share the cleaning and washing; and, for a glorious period of over two years up to and during our Finals, to share my bed. She did point out that this was having a similar effect on her sleep pattern as the nightclub had, but I was well aware by then that she could have slept through all the lectures in her final year and still walked away with a good degree. She accepted my argument, and later accepted the degree.


    Our separation was as inevitable as our affair had been improbable. Harriet and I belonged in different worlds, socially speaking at least. Harriet’s parents were wealthy. Her father was a very successful businessman, her mother a GP at a private clinic. My father was a clergyman, my mother a primary school teacher. The difference between us was best illustrated by our modes of transport. Harriet arrived for lectures in a Porsche, while I arrived on a bicycle–if I could borrow one, that is.


    It was a long time before I worked out that if Harriet’s parents could afford to buy her a Porsche they could afford far more than the rent she was contributing to our flat. I challenged Harriet about this one night. She grinned and agreed. ‘Daddy wanted to rent a flat for me in a really nice area, but I refused.’ She snuggled down alongside me and began caressing me.


    My last question before desire overcame me was, ‘Why did you refuse?’


    Harriet smiled. ‘Because I’d already met you, silly.’


    Like I said, I’m no ladies’ man. Sometimes I need to have things spelt out for me.


    After we left university it was inevitable we should drift apart. There was no great parting scene, no high emotion and drama, just a slow, gradual process of increasing neglect. A couple of years later, I read of Harriet’s wedding to a prominent member of an old aristocratic family. I looked at the pictures without a trace of regret. Sir Anthony Rowe, the lucky groom, looked to be a pleasant type, and Harriet was obviously in love with him. I wished her all the luck in her marriage as I turned the pages of the magazine. I thought when I closed it I was closing a chapter of my life for ever.


    That was pretty much the way of things until a few weeks before Christmas. It was the greyest of grey days. One of those December days when the mist and low cloud prevent the light from penetrating the house. No rain as such, but dampness in every particle of air, every fibre of being. The year was winding down to its weary conclusion, not with a bang, not even with a whimper, but with a sullen and gloomy silence.


    Christmas, formerly just a speck on the horizon, was galloping ever nearer, like a rider whose horse has bolted and is in headlong, uncontrollable flight. I had given no thought to the festive season. Not that I had any particular reason for disliking it; likewise, though, I had little cause to celebrate it. The mail was one of the reasons I found Christmas distasteful. As the celebration drew nearer the postman’s arrival got later and later as he struggled to deliver an ever increasing quantity of cards, advertisements, and junk mail. That particular day there were five cards, a bill, and a letter. Three of the cards were from people in the village. Obviously, posting the cards they could have delivered by hand was their way of doing their bit to keep the village post office from going out of business. It’d need more than their efforts if that was the extent of their support.


    The other two cards weren’t for me but for the cottage’s previous owners. I’d no idea where they’d moved to, so there was no chance of me forwarding them on. I’d been in the cottage two years so the senders had obviously taken the address from an old list. That led me to speculate how long people kept sending cards to dead acquaintances. What happened to the cards? Did the Royal Mail know more than the rest of us? Had they a forwarding address for dead people? I dismissed the idea as ludicrous; if that were the case the junk mail wouldn’t keep arriving. I turned my attention to the letter. The postmark was York, which meant it could have been from a host of places nowhere near the city itself; the handwriting vaguely familiar.


    I stared at the envelope, teasing myself by trying to guess who the sender was. I’d have been there well past Easter before I got it right. In the end curiosity got the better of me and I opened it up. I turned to the signature and gasped in surprise. I know Christmas is a time for remembering old friends but it was over fifteen years since I had seen Harriet Samuels. Correction: Lady Harriet Rowe, as she now was. I groped my way to a seat in the lounge and began to read the letter.


    Dear Adam,


    I wonder, will it seem as strange to you getting this letter as it does for me to write it? After all these years of being out of touch I wouldn’t be surprised if you tossed it in the bin.


    In case you haven’t, I’ll continue. The thing is, Tony and I would like your help. I don’t know if you have plans for Christmas but in case you don’t, we’d like you to come and spend it at Mulgrave Castle with us. It will be quite a party; all our family will be here and some friends as well so it should be quite a shindig. Please ring me to let me know if you would like to join us. The house party will go through until the New Year.


    Yours with fondest wishes and memories,


    Harriet.


    There was a long postscript to the letter in which Harriet described the problem she and her husband needed my help with, and it was the postscript that decided me. The letter itself had gone a fair way to persuading me; I had no plans and I would love to see Harriet again. Let me be honest: I defy any man not to feel as I did when he has had a relationship with a woman such as I had with Harriet. But it was the story she told that hooked me in the end. I knew it would take too long for me to write back in time; I would have to phone my acceptance.


    ‘Mulgrave Castle,’ the voice was male; well spoken.


    ‘May I speak to Lady Harriet please?’


    ‘I’m afraid she’s not here today. Who’s calling?’


    ‘It’s Adam Bailey; to whom I speaking, please?’


    ‘Hello, Adam. Tony Rowe here, I take it you’ve got Harriet’s letter?’


    ‘Yes, it arrived a few minutes ago.’


    ‘Good God, the post gets worse! We posted that nearly a fortnight ago; we’d almost given up on you. Did Harriet get the address wrong?’


    ‘No, it was right, even down to the postcode. It made me wonder where she got it from.’


    ‘Ah, that was Harriet being clever. Pulled a few strings, got it from your publishers, you know, from the book you did about the Ethiopian war.’


    ‘Smart of her,’ I agreed. ‘Well, if the invitation’s still open, I’d be glad to accept.’


    ‘That’s great news. I’ll tell Harriet the minute she gets back. She’s gone off Christmas shopping. I can’t stand it myself.’


    ‘I know exactly how you feel.’ A bond was in the process of forming.


    ‘Right, so we can expect you Christmas Eve; I’ll look forward to meeting you.’


    ‘Likewise, it will be a treat for me too. I was thinking it might be a solitary Christmas this year.’


    ‘Can’t have that.’ I was warming to Rowe with every word. ‘Nobody should be alone at Christmas. It doesn’t seem right.’

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Snow was falling heavily throughout the county as I headed north. Big flakes were reflected in the headlights of the car as they drifted lazily down, aimless with the lack of wind to drive them. Conditions were good on the main roads, but as I considered the remote location of Mulgrave Castle and the potential dangers of untreated minor country lanes I was thankful for the four-wheel drive capabilities of my Range Rover. As soon as I turned off the main road I noticed the deterioration. Where seconds earlier I’d been travelling on black tarmac, glistening where the grit had melted the falling snow, I was now on a white surface, the snow crunching under the tyres as the big engine thrust the vehicle forward. The weather was deteriorating, the snow whirling ever thicker and faster in the headlights. I added the spotlights and increased the tempo of the wipers. Soon every passing landmark was shrouded in snow; trees were coated, their lighter limbs already bending as the snow accumulated on them. I still had over thirty miles to travel on these minor roads before I reached the village of Mulgrave, then a further five to the castle itself. With the steady obscuring of signposts and any other identification I was glad of the map I’d thought to put in the car. Without it, I’d have been well and truly lost.


    The snow had reached blizzard conditions, and my pace had dropped to a crawl when I eventually entered a village my map had informed me was Mulgrave. I realized with some surprise that I hadn’t seen another vehicle since leaving the main road. If the snow continued much longer the roads would be impassable, and Mulgrave Castle would be cut off from the outside world. I chuckled aloud at my thoughts. The weather was turning the scenario into one reminiscent of a country house mystery. Eat your heart out, Agatha Christie.


    It was with some relief that I saw the solid stone lodge picked out in the beams of my lights. I knew from Harriet’s letter that this was occupied by their resident cook and her husband, who also worked at the castle, and that the gates would be opened ready for my arrival. I swung past the lodge and headed between an avenue of trees down a long drive over half-a-mile long, which opened into a wide gravel sweep. In spite of the ever-thickening snow I could hear the gravel crunching on my tyres. The sound was muted by the snow, however, and my arrival would have gone unnoticed. I sat for a moment after switching the ignition off; admiring the front façade of the house. I was mildly surprised when the massive front door swung open and a figure came hurrying out towards me. I climbed out of the car.


    ‘Adam,’ the figure hailed me. ‘Hi, I’m Tony Rowe; let me give you a hand in with your bags.’ We reached the sanctuary of the building. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Adam, I’m sorry you must have had such a rotten journey getting here.’ Tony put down the case he had carried in for me and as we shook hands I glanced up at the sound of her voice.


    ‘You haven’t told him it isn’t over with yet, then?’ Harriet was standing on the half landing, where the broad staircase turned at right-angles midway to the first floor. She walked gracefully down the shallow flight and I could see the years had been kind to her. The beautiful girl had become a lovely woman. ‘Hello, Adam,’ she smiled warmly.


    I shook her hand and kissed her with due formality on one cheek. ‘Harriet, you look lovelier than ever,’ I greeted her. ‘It’s wonderful to see you again. Thank you so much for inviting me. What was it you meant about it not being over with?’


    Rowe cleared his throat nervously. ‘I was about to ask you a favour when Harriet interrupted. We have a bit of a crisis over the transport, you see. My BMW has decided to malfunction, I can’t get a spark out of it, and my estate manager’s borrowed the Land Rover to go off to Scotland for Christmas and the Hogmanay holiday. To be honest we haven’t another vehicle capable of tackling these roads in the snow,’ he paused and Harriet took over.


    ‘My sister Eve and Tony’s business partner Edgar Beaumont are at Netherdale railway station. They both caught the morning train up from London and got as far as Netherdale and they can’t get any further. Eve rang me just before you got here. I tried to tell her we couldn’t guarantee to be able to collect her, but without much success to be honest. Eve told me they couldn’t find a taxi driver prepared to venture out of town and demanded we send someone to pick them up. Eve can be a bit like that, I’m afraid. Then we saw you arrive in your Range Rover and it seemed like an answer to our prayers.’


    ‘Eve’s a bloody bad tempered, spoilt idiot, that’s what she is.’


    ‘Tony’s right,’ she confessed reluctantly. ‘Eve can be difficult.’ (I heard a muttered aside of, ‘Impossible more like,’ from Tony.) ‘So if you don’t feel up to tackling those roads again, Adam, just say so. Don’t feel obligated; Eve and Edgar can book into The Golden Bear or somewhere in Netherdale and keep each other company until the weather clears. They’re well enough matched in some ways.’


    ‘Don’t worry; I don’t mind going to pick them up. The Range Rover should be able to cope if I take it steady.’


    I declined their offer that one of them should accompany me. ‘No, it’s fine, you’re far too busy. I’ll manage on my own.’


    Harriet insisted I had a coffee before I left, so it was twenty minutes later when I set off. Despite my bold words to Tony and Harriet, I had serious reservations about the journey ahead. There was no sign of the snow abating and road conditions were worsening all the time.


    I had almost reached the junction with the Netherdale ring road when a bumping vibration told me the Range Rover had picked up a puncture. I slowed gingerly to a halt and put on my hazard lights. The action was a reflex one; I had little expectation of their being any traffic as I hadn’t seen another vehicle since leaving Mulgrave Castle. I swore a bit–no, to be fair, I swore a lot–then got out to inspect the damage. The rear wheel on the driver’s side was the culprit. The snow, driven by a strong north-easterly wind, was driving almost horizontally into my face. I cursed Bing Crosby and Irving Berlin for wishing a ‘White Christmas’ upon the world and started to rectify the problem.


    I unloaded the jack and the spare wheel. Changing a wheel is not my idea of fun at the best of times. This certainly was not the best of times. The operation must have taken in excess of half an hour, during which I got cold and wet, then colder and wetter. The biggest problem I faced was that when I had put the car in for servicing a few weeks earlier, the mechanic had used an air-powered wheel-brace to tighten the wheel nuts. This is a far more efficient device than a hand-operated one; the problem is it makes the nuts virtually impossible to remove by hand. I was forced to undo them one at a time, removing the jack and edging the car forward between each removal to get the next nut in a position where I could bring my full weight to bear by standing on the brace. When my foot slipped from the brace and the tool scratched my shin, I almost gave up.


    But eventually, and with considerably more swearing, I completed the repair, replaced the punctured wheel in the boot, and let down the jack. When I had secured everything I climbed back into the car and started the engine. Although I was now sheltered from the weather I was cold, wet, dirty, and weary. My temper was not at its best either. I thought briefly about the couple waiting at the station. No doubt they’d have the refuge of a warm, well-lit coffee bar. I sat for five minutes or so, allowing the car heater to alleviate the numbness in my hands and feet. The heater did its best, but the difference it made was negligible.


    The station yard was almost in darkness when I arrived some twenty-five minutes later. Obviously I had miscalculated. There would be no more trains stopping there before Boxing Day and the station staff had been ordered to save on electricity.


    The car headlights picked out two figures huddled against the meagre protection offered by the wall of the building. Through the myriad of snowflakes dancing across the beam I could just make out that they were a man and a woman. Obviously these were my passengers. I pulled to a halt alongside them and climbed stiffly out. I was about to greet them when the woman spoke, ‘Where the bloody hell do you think you’ve been? Do you realize how long we’ve been waiting here freezing to death? Put the cases in the boot and get us to the Castle, pronto. Just you wait until my sister hears about this.’ She swept past me and climbed into the back of the car.


    I turned to her companion; half hoping for a warmer reception. ‘You should have been here an hour ago. You’ll be lucky if you’ve still got a job once I speak to Sir Anthony, you’re a bloody disgrace.’


    With that he joined the woman in the back of the car; my car. I walked angrily across to where they’d left their baggage. There were two suitcases and a hold-all. I examined these; then returned and opened the back of the Range Rover. The wind was driving the snow directly towards the back of the vehicle. I carried each case to the car individually, taking my time and being careful not to slip on the treacherous surface; then dumped them unceremoniously into the boot. I dragged the process out as long as I could justify and felt better for it. It was mean and petty, true enough; but I enjoyed it. When I had finished, I slammed the boot viciously; then the driver’s door with equal venom; apologising silently to the car as I did so; then set off back towards the castle.


    Whether the two of them had run out of conversation during their long wait or not I wasn’t sure; and to be honest I didn’t care much. They neither spoke to me nor to each other and that suited me fine. My attention was concentrated wholly on the road conditions which had deteriorated from appalling to ghastly since my previous journey. In parts the road was virtually impassable. For any other vehicle it would have been, but it is those conditions that a Range Rover is built for. Not for the first time did I say a silent prayer of thanks to the manufacturers and applaud the wisdom of my choice.


    It took more than an hour before I saw the welcoming light of the lodge ahead. The snow; that had started as fine pellets was now a mass of large flakes falling in whirling, gyrating confusion. As I pulled to a halt outside the main entrance to the castle the woman broke the silence. If I had hoped that the warmth of the car would have mellowed her mood or even that I might get a word of thanks for my efforts on their behalf I was in for a rude shock. ‘Take the car round to the courtyard; unload our bags, and bring them to our rooms,’ she ordered me in an abrupt tone. ‘Your slackness has already made us late for dinner. By the time we’ve changed, the rest of the party will probably be onto the dessert course.’


    She waited for her companion to get out then slammed the door in a bad-tempered manner behind them and stalked across towards the steps in front of the entrance. I watched her and the man trudging behind her. ‘And a Merry fucking Christmas to you as well,’ I muttered. I took considerable pleasure in seeing the man slip off the bottom step and deposit his fat arse in a snowdrift. It was the nearest to a bit of fun I’d had all day. My faith in natural justice restored, I drove round the end of the building and found my way to the courtyard at the rear. I parked as close to the door as I could and lifted their cases out of the boot before depositing them inside the nearby entrance. I locked the car and entered the castle, following the long corridor towards the sound of voices and the smell of cooking. I entered the kitchen; a huge room that at first glance seemed to be constructed purely from stainless steel.


    To my surprise, Harriet was there, chatting with a slim, good-looking woman who I guessed to be in her late thirties; and who by her clothing seemed to be the cook. Harriet glanced across when I opened the door, ‘Adam, thank goodness you’re back safely. We were beginning to worry that you might have had an accident or got stuck in the snow.’ She examined me closely and exclaimed, ‘Your hands are filthy, what happened?’


    ‘I had a puncture on the way there,’ I told her ruefully. ‘That’s what delayed me.’


    ‘But where are Eve and Edgar?’


    I grinned. ‘They’ve gone off to their rooms and are probably waiting for your chauffeur to deliver their luggage so they can change for dinner.’


    ‘Our chauffeur…but we haven’t got a chauffeur,’ Harriet said in astonishment. ‘He left us last month to go and work in America.’


    ‘I think they were under the impression I was the replacement.’


    ‘Oh dear.’ Harriet began to giggle. ‘But didn’t you explain; didn’t you tell them who you are?’


    ‘I wasn’t really given very much of an opportunity,’ I confessed.


    ‘Oh, I see. Don’t tell me, let me guess; Eve was in one of her moods? Was she very unpleasant?’


    ‘At the station she was extremely unpleasant; after that neither of them spoke a word to me until they got here.’


    ‘Just wait until I have a word with her, she’ll feel the rough edge of my tongue. I love
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