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PART ONE

Cassie, New York – early 1950s




CHAPTER ONE


For God’s sake, Cassie help me! Come at once.

Forgive me, but I am desperate.

Scarlet Pengally



The letter shook in Cassie’s trembling hands and as she read the words over and over, they seared her mind, shocking her to the very core of her being. This letter from England was not the only shock Cassie had suffered recently, and somehow, she had the awful premonition that it would not be the last.

The letter, though, had shaken her more than she realised – or was it the reading of her father’s will earlier today that had devastated her? There was no doubt that, because of it, and now this, Cassie’s whole life had been turned upside down. In the space of only twenty-four hours, she had been alienated from everything she was brought up to believe. All that had gone before in her life was now meaningless. She was lost, adrift from all that was familiar, stripped of her identity and left without a purpose. Cassie felt the room slowly spinning as her senses began to dim. ‘It’s all right, Cassie … breathe.’ She heard her own voice, yet it was as though it was not hers. 

Crossing to the long casement window, from which she gazed out into the darkness beyond, Cassie wished that she was not dreaming. The nightmare was real; as real as all the other nightmares that haunted her as a child … only this time it was different. This time her mother was not there to take Cassie in her arms, to gently stroke her hair and lovingly whisper words of comfort. Oh, how Cassie had adored that frail woman, with her pretty face and beautiful green eyes, and how she had missed her during the two lonely years since the good Lord had seen fit to take her. She was always Cassie’s comfort, her peace of mind and her friend. The only one who truly loved Cassie, who encouraged her in her art studies and her love of painting. Cassie’s father, a respected and wealthy financier, had always been as ruthless and unfeeling with her as he had been in his banking transactions in the city of New York. He had been strong, demanding and had never learned the art of compromise, and it was his way to ride roughshod over anyone who displeased him. Cassie must have displeased him from the day she was born, because he had no love for her, only suspicion and animosity. For as long as Cassie could remember, he had kept her at a distance, always favouring her younger brother, allowing him the freedom and privileges Cassie had never known. In her heart, she knew from an early age that he loathed her; that, for some reason she could never understand, he could not bear her near him. Cassie’s brother followed his every example, spurning and despising her in the same way. Only her mother gave her the love she was hungry for – always there, always protecting, always guiding and encouraging, never failing Cassie when she needed her.

When, as she so often did, Cassie had woken screaming with terror and bathed in the sweat of the pursued, it was always her mother who took her in her arms and gave her solace, she who wiped away her tears and coaxed her from the nightmares that plagued her – terrible, violent nightmares, yet so vague and obscure that Cassie could never remember them afterwards. They were there, though, in Cassie’s subconscious, only waiting for her to close her eyes and enter that terrifying world of darkness, when they would surround her, engulf her until the very breath was squeezed from her body. It was then that Cassie’s mother would reach out her arms and hold her close, safe and secure – for a while.

Looking out of the window, Cassie noticed absent-
mindedly that the big, soft snowflakes were already 
beginning to settle on the ground. They made a deep white halo of light beneath the streetlamps, glistening and sparkling, each of the many dazzling flakes forming patterns with a peculiar beauty of their own. It was sad that their lives were so very short, that with the touch of warmth they would simply melt away for ever, as though they had never existed. 

Cassie felt like that – fragile, vulnerable and, now, as 
though she had never existed. She could barely see for the rising tears that stung her eyes. Standing up tall and straight against the window, she swallowed hard and deliberately blinked back her tears. 

Cassie didn’t know how long she had stood by the window; she only knew that she was desperately unhappy and afraid. Inside the room it was warm, but outside it was a cold February night, with the breeze cutting spitefully into the newly fallen snow, whipping it up and spinning it high into the air until it disappeared from sight. Soon, the visitors were leaving: selected business colleagues of Cassie’s father, various other beneficiaries of his will, and lastly, the lawyer who had so sincerely expressed his heartfelt sympathy regarding Cassie’s unforeseen circumstances. He was a kindly man, and Cassie had believed him when he had told her after the reading, ‘I begged your father to make proper provision for you in his will, Cassie … after all, you are the eldest child. But he was adamant that everything he owned must go to your brother. He never gave me his reasons, but no doubt the sealed letters he left to both you and your brother will explain. I’m sorry, Cassie …’ Then, he added, ‘Oh, but I’m sure your brother, Edmund, will do the right thing by you. And if it should prove to be necessary, you do have the right to appeal.’

But Cassie had read the letter which Jonathan Thornton had left for her, and she was convinced of three things: firstly, Edmund would make no provision for her; secondly, an appeal would be thrown out of any court on the grounds that her ‘father’, Jonathan Thornton, was in sound mind when he made his will, though there might be questions about Cassie’s sanity; and, lastly, she had learned now without doubt that she had no right whatsoever to anything belonging to the Thornton family. She also knew, after all these years, why Jonathan Thornton had only publicly acknowledged his ‘daughter’, Cassie, all the while privately spurning her. It was all there, written in his own hand. She could hardly bear to hold the letter in her hands long enough to read it. Afterwards, she dropped it into the fire, where she watched the flames curl about it until it was engulfed and reduced to blackened ash. There were awful things written in that letter – horrible things which she must forget if she was ever to know peace of mind. But the one glaring fact Cassie could not forget was that Nancy Thornton was not her real mother. 
Jonathan Thornton was not her father, and though he had taken her in and provided the material aspects of her upbringing because of his wife’s pleas on Cassie’s behalf, he had done so grudgingly and had regretted it ever since. There was nothing in his letter to tell Cassie of her true background or to give her any idea of how she might discover her own identity. There was no remorse for his harsh treatment of her; no comfort of any kind, only hatred … and something else – something that permeated through his every word and turned her heart over. That something was fear. And it awakened the same in Cassie. He wanted her to leave the house on Madison Avenue where she had grown up. He insisted also that she should change her name from Thornton and never again contact his only child, Edmund. He concluded the letter unfeelingly:


I have done my duty by you, for the sake of my wife Nancy, and now I owe you nothing.

You will find enclosed a letter from England, which I purposely kept from you. The letter is from your real mother. Go back to her, where you belong. And may the devil take you both.

Jonathan Thornton



Cassie watched as the visitors went into the night, tightening their coats and pulling up their collars as they climbed into their various motor cars. In the blackness of the window, the room was mirrored in all its expensive detail – its deep, red, plush carpets and furnishings of velvet and silk reflected back at her. The furniture was grand and ornate, and there on the large marble mantelpiece was a photograph of Jonathan and Nancy Thornton – 
he still tall and overbearing in his early sixties, slightly balding and with an upright stance, and she tiny and 
delicate, with smiling blue eyes and goodness shining from her. And there, mirrored in the window, was Cassie’s own image; she looked nothing like either of them.

For long, agonising moments, Cassie regarded her own image with a great deal of curiosity – as though observing a stranger. She was neither short, nor tall, but a pleasing height for a woman, being also slim with square, straight shoulders and an air of confidence that belied her inner insecurity. Soft, wavy hair with tints of auburn and gold tumbled to her shoulders and framed her small oval face, giving it an innocence and vulnerability. Her mouth was softly red and perfectly shaped, marred only by the lopsided dimple in a fold of flesh below her bottom lip. Her nose was trim and straight, with only the tiniest tilt to its tip, and her eyes were dark and attractive. 

Suddenly, Cassie heard familiar footsteps approaching her room. It was Edmund, and the very thought that he was about to halt at her door and knock on it caused Cassie’s stomach to churn and her heart to pound with fear. 

The knock came, and then, before Cassie could answer, the door was pushed open and there he stood, a handsome young man not yet sixteen years old, and almost two years younger than Cassie. She had often wondered at the stark difference in their physical appearances, for his eyes were vivid blue like Nancy’s, and his hair golden yellow like his father’s had once been. Cast in the image of Jonathan Thornton, his son, Edmund, wore a permanent scowl on his face, and he saw a potential enemy in everyone.

‘You read my father’s letter?’ His voice was hostile as he came into the room, closing the door behind him.

Drawing the curtains on the night, she turned to face him and was not surprised to see his gloating expression as the blue eyes raked her face. Then, he smiled – an unexpected smile that straight away put Cassie on guard. ‘I won’t leave you penniless … even though you do understand that anything I do for you is out of the goodness of my heart. I am under no obligation, but I know how fond of you my momma was.’ She was my momma, too, Cassie thought, hating his voice as it went on, pompous and patronising. ‘I’ve made arrangements for a sum of twelve thousand dollars to be deposited in your name.’

‘I don’t want your money.’ The thought disgusted her.

‘You’ll need it to make a new life. Use it wisely.’ His eyes were cool and delighted. ‘There’ll be no more.’ He turned away; then, as he opened the door to leave, he swung back round, a darker look on his face now, as he told her scathingly, ‘I always knew you didn’t belong! You have three days to leave this house … after that I never want to see or hear from you again.’ 

For a long time after his footsteps had retreated, Cassie made no move. Her mind was churning, agitated and confused. What should she do? Where would she go? The obvious kept pushing itself into her mind, and each time, she fought it off, until there was no fight left in her. She had no friends, nowhere to go but in one direction – the direction in which fate was pressing her. She must go to England and seek out the woman who the letter claimed to be her real mother; she must find Scarlet Pengally and learn from her the truth about the past. Strange, Cassie thought, little more than twenty-four hours ago she had been Cassie Thornton, residing on Madison Avenue, New York. She’d had a life, an identity and a promising future as an artist. The name Scarlet Pengally had been unknown to her, and she had no aspirations whatsoever to go to England. Now, she was nobody; she had no family or place, no future and no past … except through this woman. She had to know why Jonathan Thornton had allowed his wife to bring Cassie up as her own child, even though he himself had never been able to love her. 

The letter from England was postmarked some six months ago; the chilling thought struck Cassie that the fearsome thing that made Scarlet Pengally desperate enough to write the letter might by now have caught up with her. For both their sakes, she hoped not. The letter 
was very disturbing, as though written under great duress. Something about that letter, about the woman who wrote it, along with some dark, curious instinct deep inside Cassie, compelled her to go.

The next three days went so fast that Cassie hardly had time to conclude all the arrangements for her trip to England. The bank confirmed a deposit of twelve thousand dollars in Cassie’s name, and, with that, she had all she needed for the trip to England. She had decided that she would sail on the Queen Mary. Airplanes were now flying across the Atlantic to England from New York, but Cassie didn’t like the idea of being in a tin can over the sea. She made a withdrawal consisting partly of dollars and partly of English pounds. 

Within hours of leaving the bank, Cassie had secured a berth on the Queen Mary, sailing for Southampton in two days’ time, and she had booked a room in a stylish hotel in Manhattan, within walking distance of Central Park. Her room being situated on the thirtieth floor, she could easily glimpse the Hudson River from the wide panoramic window. Madison Avenue and the Thornton residence seemed a million miles away.

As if to discard the ties with that part of her life, Cassie had left the house with only the clothes that were on her back and a small golden locket given to her one Thanksgiving by the woman she had always known as her momma. It was a gift she would always cherish. Despite what she had said to him, she had no conscience about using the money put into her account by Edmund 
Thornton – he was a very wealthy young man with a secure future and an even more secure past. She had neither of those privileges.

The next two days sped by with alarming speed, during which time she haunted Broadway, spent an enlightening evening at the theatre, paid a few cents to cross over to Staten Island on the ferry, saw Central Park by horse and carriage, and browsed round the big department stores buying expensive clothes in warm, soft colours that belied the fact that she really ought to be in a state of mourning. But Jonathan Thornton had disowned her; now, it was her turn to disown him.

At 8 a.m. on a crisp February morning, Cassie leaned across the rails of the liner Queen Mary and looked back to see the towering buildings of the New York skyline diminishing in the distance. and looking upon the Statue of Liberty, with her arm raised as though in farewell, something snapped inside her and a great wave of sadness engulfed her senses until she was forced to turn away. As the great liner carried her further and further away from the beloved shores of America, she knew there was no turning back. As she made her way along the deck, glancing behind her one more time before New York harbour had merged with sea and sky, Cassie wondered whether she would ever return.




CHAPTER TWO

‘That’s right, dear … we did have a lady staying here by the name of Miss Pengally. Oh … but she’s gone! Been gone these many weeks. I’m sorry, dear … and you all the way from America to find her!’ The homely Mrs Grady had run a respectable boarding house in Weymouth for many years, and she was proud of the fact that she never forgot a face. ‘Striking, handsome woman was Miss Pengally … had something about her that always made people turn their heads to stare after her. But she never encouraged them, oh, dear me, no … she was a woman who always kept to herself.’ She might have added that she was ‘obsessed with her privacy’ but thought better of it. She shook her head, folded her arms and creased her bright, round eyes into a smile. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey,’ she said, simul­taneously offering Cassie a china plate that held neatly cut sandwiches piled on one side, and half a dozen tiny cakes on the other, each with a cherry on top. ‘Have another sandwich before you go, dear,’ she urged.

Cassie gratefully declined. Her appetite had been quelled by the news that Scarlet Pengally was no longer at the address given in the letter. Since arriving in Southampton on a cold, windswept March day, she had wasted no time in travelling straight to Weymouth by way of train and local bus. Victoria Street had been relatively easy to locate, and now here she was, seated in the tiny, welcoming parlour of the boarding house named in Scarlet Pengally’s frantic letter. The news that she had been gone these past weeks was a devastating blow for Cassie. ‘No, but thank you all the same, Mrs Grady.’ She had to keep searching; she must find Scarlet Pengally. ‘Did she leave any forwarding address? Or say anything about where she was going?’ 

Mrs Grady shook her head in a slow thoughtful manner as she returned the plate to the table. ‘No, I’m afraid she didn’t … and of course, it’s my policy never to pry into the affairs of a guest. As I say, in the time she stayed here, Miss Pengally never socialised with any of the other guests. She spent a great deal of her time in her room … took all of her meals up there. She was a … nervous type, I thought. None of us ever knew where she came from.’

‘Did she have any visitors?’

‘None that come to mind.’

Mrs Grady regarded her own visitor closely. It was plain to see that she was a wealthy young woman, but then, all Americans are wealthy, she thought wryly. She felt a pang of compassion for this one, though, because, in spite of her expensive blue two-piece with its beautifully tailored straight skirt and tiny, nipped-in waist, there was a forlorn look about her face . ‘Look here, my dear,’ she ventured softly. ‘You’ve come a very long way, and you’re obviously exhausted. I know my little boarding house probably isn’t what you’re used to, but I do have a spare room … a nice one overlooking the promenade. You’re very welcome to stay the night … give yourself time to think and to refresh yourself.’

Cassie considered for a moment. She did need time to work out her next move. Also, it was getting late, and she had not arranged alternative accommodation. She had deliberately travelled light, bringing with her only one case and a smaller valise, both of which were standing in the hall. Mrs Grady’s suggestion made sense, and so Cassie thanked her, accepting the offer. ‘I will stay overnight,’ she said, feeling the weight of sleep on her. ‘You’re right, Mrs Grady … I am very tired.’

‘That’s settled, then!’ Mrs Grady was already on her feet towards the hall. ‘I’ll fetch the key and call Amy to take the cases up.’ 

In a matter of minutes, the landlady was back, handing Cassie a small bunch of keys. ‘Room Four, just at the top of the stairs. You’ll find the bathroom at the end of the corridor, and there are clean towels on your dresser. Amy’s taking your bags up right now.’ She walked with Cassie to the door. ‘If there’s anything you need, dear … just ask.’

Cassie thanked her, saying there was nothing she needed apart from a good night’s sleep, and made her way up the stairs to her room. She was pleasantly surprised to see a spacious area, which was tastefully furnished. There was a large brass bed with a thick floral eiderdown, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers in light oak wood, beige-patterned linoleum, pretty chintz curtains at the long casement window and a small hand basin tucked unobtrusively into one comer. Cassie had to agree with the delightful Mrs Grady – it was not the luxury she was used to, but it was clean and welcoming. 

Cassie swung her cases up onto the bed; all she wanted was to bathe and, afterwards, to climb in between the sheets and fall asleep. Tomorrow, she must decide what to do. There must be some way she could trace the woman who claimed to be her mother, but for now she was bonetired and couldn’t think straight.

Some time later, after having soaked in a tub of hot, soothing water, Cassie returned to her room. It was as she was about to turn back the bedcovers that she noticed the three framed prints on the wall directly above the head of the bed. Leaning forwards to admire them more closely, it struck Cassie there was something not quite right about the manner in which they were hung. All three were small landscapes, probably not very valuable, she guessed, but pretty and decorative all the same. Two were hung beside each other higher up the wall, while the third was at an odd angle to those, being much lower and curiously isolated, as though hung there as an afterthought. Instinctively, Cassie reached out to touch it. Right then, there came a sharp, intrusive knock at the door, startling Cassie and causing her to swing round, accidentally knocking the picture from the wall and onto the bed. ‘Who is it?’ she called. For some inexplicable reason, she felt afraid.

‘It’s only me, miss … Amy.’

‘Oh, Amy … come in.’ Cassie relaxed, retrieving the picture as Amy came into the room carrying a tray. ‘Mrs Grady thought a cup of cocoa and a biscuit might help you to sleep better.’ She was a bright little thing in a dark dress and white pinafore. She smiled at Cassie. ‘I’ll put it down here, shall I, miss?’ Without waiting for an answer, she came forwards and carefully placed the tray on the bedside table next to Cassie. When she straightened up to bid Cassie goodnight, her eyes grew round with alarm as she saw that Cassie was preparing to replace the picture on the wall. ‘Oh, miss … let me do that!’ she urged. But it was too late – Cassie had seen the damage on the wall and was already examining its peculiar shape.

Cassie’s fingers traced the deliberate, jagged shape that had been etched into the plaster, seemingly by a sharp instrument. And she realised that, no, her eyes were not deceived – ‘It’s a cross!’ she gasped.

‘She did that.’ Amy’s face was drained of colour as she pleaded with Cassie. ‘You won’t tell Mrs Grady about it, will you? It’ll cost me my job if you do.’

‘What does it mean?’ Cassie was both alarmed and intrigued. ‘Who did it, Amy? And why would it cost you your job?’

‘I shoulda told Mrs Grady … but I know I’d have got the blame. I’m responsible for these rooms being kept in good condition, but oh, she goes on when there’s damage done and money to be spent. She’d blame me for this if she knew about it … that’s why I put the picture over it … so she wouldn’t notice. But it weren’t nothing to do with me. She did it!’

‘Who? Who did it, Amy?’

‘The one you were asking about. Miss Pengally … Miss Scarlet Pengally.’ This was her room, small hope was awakened in Cassie, but it was tempered by the strange discovery she had made. Why in God’s name would Scarlet Pengally want to gouge the sign of a cross onto the wall? ‘Sit down, Amy … please.’ Cassie indicated the small wicker chair by the window. ‘Tell me about Scarlet Pengally … tell me everything you know.’

Shaking her head, Amy began retreating towards the door. ‘I don’t know anything, miss. Honest. I just know that she was the one who put that on the wall. It wasn’t there one day … then it was there the next, and she used to get these terrible nightmares. I sleep in the attic, over this room, and sometimes I’d hear her moaning and crying. I came down to her one night … but I were too late to stop her.’ She pointed a shaking finger to the cross on the wall. ‘Y’know, miss … she were still asleep. But even when she were awake, she’d sometimes behave in a funny way … whispering one name over and over. “Silas,” she’d say … “Silas” … all quiet and spooky like … as though he were whispering to her and she were whispering back.’

‘Are you saying she was crazy?’ Cassie was deeply angered by such a prospect.

‘No!’ Amy appeared shocked. ‘No, she weren’t “crazy”, miss. She were a lovely lady … kind and quiet … and oh, you could see that she’d been a real beauty … still was! But she were a little strange sometimes. She’d just go off in a world of her own.’

‘Amy, did she say anything at all about where she was going when she left here?’ Now, more than ever, Cassie felt desperate to find her.

‘No, miss. She never talked about nothing like that.’

‘Are you absolutely certain that she didn’t say where she was headed?’

‘Yes, miss … she never told nobody where she’d come from … nor what her plans were.’ Amy was anxious to leave. ‘Goodnight, miss. Oh, you won’t tell Mrs Grady about that damage to the wall, will you, miss?’ 

‘No, of course not. Goodnight.’

Cassie waited until the door was closed behind Amy, before once more examining the marks on the wall. She felt oddly disturbed by them, even afraid, though she didn’t know why. Who was this man, Silas? Why was Scarlet Pengally so obsessed with him that she felt compelled to whisper his name, ‘over and over’? And why would she carve a large cross into the wall? What did it all mean?

The questions spun in Cassie’s mind even as she drifted into sleep, tormenting her dreams and causing her to have a fitful, restless night. So much so, that when she came down to breakfast, she felt no more rested than when she had originally gone to bed. She put on a bright and cheery front, chatting to the other guests and passing the time as though there were no other issues on her mind; But for the first time, Cassie felt both guilty and moved with compassion. What was it that had prompted Scarlet Pengally to contact her after all these years, and in such a way? The letter had been a call for help, and no help had come. 

‘Did you put the picture back, miss?’ Amy lifted the portmanteau into the car. ‘You didn’t say anything to Mrs Grady, did you, miss?’

‘No … I didn’t say anything. And yes, I put the picture back.’ Cassie smiled and handed the girl a half-crown.

‘Ooh! Thank you very much.’ Amy had never been given such a tip before. ‘Where will you go now? Now that you’ve not found who you were looking for?’ she asked, as Cassie buttoned up her green fitted jacket and climbed into the vehicle.

‘I think my next stop will have to be London … there must be somewhere there where they keep records. One thing is for sure … I don’t intend to give up.’ Cassie had never been more adamant.

‘That’s right, miss!’ The girl’s face lit up with a smile. ‘There must be a place in London where they keep everybody’s records!’ She prepared to close the door behind Cassie. ‘They might even be able to tell you about “Greystone House” … though I shouldn’t think your friend would go back there, miss, oh no! She seemed too frightened of that place.’

‘Greystone House?’ Cassie grabbed the girl’s fingers as they closed on the half-open window. ‘You never mentioned that to me! When I asked you if Miss Pengally had said anything, you said she had told you nothing at all!’ She clambered from the car, gripping the anxious girl by the shoulders and telling her impatiently, ‘Amy! It’s vital that I find this woman. You must tell me all you know. What about this “Greystone House”? What did she say … is that where she came from?’

‘I don’t know, miss … honest! I didn’t tell you no lies … she never told me anything. But sometimes, when I took her tray up … she’d be snoozing, like … and she’d mumble all the time in her sleep. That’s when she mentioned “Greystone House” … and if you ask me, it couldn’t have been a very nice place, because she always woke up when she dreamed about it, and her big black eyes were all wide and frightened! She won’t have gone there, miss, I’m sure of it!’

‘What else, Amy?’ Cassie knew the girl had not deliberately kept the information from her, but, if she had forgotten to mention this much, it was likely there was something else as well. ‘Think hard, Amy! She talked in her sleep, you say?’ The girl nodded. ‘You heard her mention this “Greystone House”.’ Again, the girl nodded. ‘There must have been something else … think hard … what else did she say in her sleep, Amy? What else?’ Cassie insisted.

‘Well … she were always going on about that man … that “Silas” … oh, and another name … Cassie! And sometimes when she called the names, she’d cry like a baby. Once or twice, she’d mention that house, and it always seemed to frighten her, I know that much, miss!’ She paused, her pretty little face crumpled up as though trying hard to recall Miss Pengally’s every haunted word. ‘That were all, really. Oh! And there was one time when she mumbled about a place called … Minehead … Minehead – yes, that was it!’ She gave Cassie a bright smile, seeming suitably pleased with herself.

‘Nothing more?’

‘No, miss. Like I told you, she never said anything to anybody about her business … but she had these awful dreams … day and night, when words would tumble from her, and sometimes she’d wake up in a terrible state … like something was after her! She got real poorly sometimes and wouldn’t eat for days.’

‘She had a doctor, then. What was the doctor’s name, Amy?’

‘No, miss … there weren’t no doctor. She wouldn’t have no doctor. Honest, miss … there’s nothing else I can tell you.’ She began to look distressed.

‘Don’t worry, Amy … you’ve helped more than you know.’ Cassie fished about in her handbag before withdrawing a small notebook and pencil. She began scribbling into the book, quietly repeating those things which the girl had told her and which she felt could help in her search. ‘Greystone House’ and ‘Minehead’. If Cassie had harboured any doubts about her journey to England, they were gone now, replaced by an even stronger compulsion, a feeling deep within her that drove her on; she would not rest until she had found this extraordinary woman who had sent her such a strange summons.

As the vehicle drove away in the morning sunshine, with Cassie gazing out of the window at the lovely crescent-
shaped bay and its golden sands, and at the numerous people sauntering along the broad promenade, she could not dispel the disturbing feeling that continued to pervade her thoughts. She could not rid her mind of the cross that Scarlet Pengally had carved into the wall above her bed. Was it another cry for help, Cassie wondered … or was it something more sinister? Either way, its discovery only served to lend a greater sense of urgency to Cassie’s search.

Cassie’s destination was Minehead, which Amy had explained was in the West Country. ‘How long will it take me to get there?’ Cassie asked the ticket clerk at the railway station.

‘Five hours and more … and that’s depending on whether your connections at Westbury and Taunton are on time, miss.’ The thin-faced man pushed Cassie’s ticket and change towards her under the counter window. ‘But it’ll take a blessed sight longer if you don’t get your skates on, luv. We’ve only two trains a day going to your destination … one leaves at five minutes to midnight … and the other’s just about to pull outta the station!’ As Cassie scrambled her luggage together and hurriedly made her way towards the indicated platform, he called out, ‘Enjoy your stay in England!’ But Cassie was already out of sight. 

It was 4 p.m. when Cassie alighted from the train at Minehead in Somerset. It had been a long, slow journey. Her journey had been uneventful except for two men discussing the re-election of Winston Churchill’s Conservative Party into power again, poring over the details in the London Times; something that had seemed far away when she had been in America. 

Now she was not tired, only relieved at having arrived. There had been two taxis standing outside the railway station, both waiting for fares; Cassie took the first one.

‘Where to?’ The little man tilted his cap and gave Cassie a wide toothless smile, at the same time stowing her cases into the car.

‘A decent hotel,’ she answered. ‘Which would you recommend?’

‘Why, for a lady like yourself … American, aren’t you, miss?’ When she smiled and nodded, he went on, ‘The Wellington! You’ll be comfortable there, I can promise.’

The Wellington Hotel was situated only a matter of minutes away, along The Parade and into Wellington Square. It had an impressive stone facade with an elegant and comfortable interior. In no time at all, Cassie was allocated a splendid room on the first floor. It 
had its own bathroom adjacent and featured two large windows, which were draped with cool-green velvet curtains. The room was immediately overlooking both the church and the square with its handsome statue of Queen Anne. Outside, people bustled to and fro, all going about their business and occasionally stopping to talk to each other.

Cassie very carefully hung her clothes in the large wardrobe and folded the smaller items into the drawers of the regency chest; she noted that a number of her outfits would require pressing. Her four pairs of shoes, she lined up on the top shelf of the wardrobe. Then, relaxing into a deep floral-covered armchair, she kicked off her blue ankle-strap shoes and stretched out her legs with a sigh. A feeling of contentment washed over her, and for a few precious moments, she laid back her head and closed her eyes. ‘Dinner at six,’ the man had said. Time enough to relax awhile before getting ready.

After a rest, Cassie entered the dining room: a pleasant room overlooking the square, with round tables covered in blue cloths; blue lampshades hung overhead, and deep-blue carpets lay underfoot.

‘Good evening.’ The slim fair-haired head waiter smiled at Cassie, at the same time making every effort not to show his appreciation of the very attractive American woman, who was exquisitely dressed. 

Cassie hesitated over her meal, surprised to find that she was not very hungry. After a small glass of white wine, she returned to her room, collected her coat and went back down to the lobby, where she sought out the manager. He was a friendly man, seemingly unaffected by his considerable duties and eager to be of every assistance. ‘I’m told that you intend on staying with us for a month, Miss Thornton,’ he smiled. ‘May I ask what brings you to this corner of our country?’

‘I’m enquiring after … a friend, and I’m led to believe that I’ll find her here in Minehead. Have you any knowledge of a woman by the name of Scarlet Pengally, or of a place called Greystone House? Do you know of it?’

He said, ‘Of course, miss … there aren’t many people round these parts who don’t know of Greystone House and its inhabitants. The Pengally place is some two miles away on the outskirts of Dunster village.’

At long last she was close – so very close. ‘Then you know of Scarlet Pengally? She still lives in the house?’ The questions tumbled out.

‘I know only that there was talk of her coming back,’ he said quietly. ‘That she was ill … and, since her return, she has become somewhat of a recluse.’ He made a stiff little movement, abruptly turning from her. ‘I’ll arrange for a cabman to collect you. The driver will know the house.’ In only a matter of minutes after a call, the car drew up at the hotel entrance. The driver got out of the car and held the rear door open for her. ‘Whereabouts in Dunster, miss?’

Cassie clambered in. ‘Greystone House, please.’ The driver hesitated a moment before slamming her door shut. Then, returning to his own seat, he put the car in motion and headed out towards Dunster, his face quietly serious and his gaze constantly flitting to the mirror, surveying Cassie with great curiosity.

As the car drove along the main road from Minehead to Dunster, Cassie’s thoughts were in a turmoil. Now that she was so close, all manner of doubts and anxieties began to gnaw at her. What would she say to this woman who claimed to be her mother? Would she be forgiven for arriving so long after the letter had been sent to New York? And what of the fear portrayed in the letter … was it valid or imagined? 

Soon, the car had turned from the main road and was nosing into the narrow Dunster High Street. 

‘This is as far as I can go, miss … the road narrows further on, and I’d never be able to turn round.’ Stepping out of the car, the driver took off his cap as he waited for Cassie to climb out, then closed the door behind her. ‘Would you like me to wait here for you, miss?’ He took the fare she handed him, and thought it was more than generous. ‘It’ll be dark in less than an hour,’ he told her.

‘No … don’t wait for me.’ Cassie had no way of knowing how long she was likely to be. Suddenly, it occurred to her that, if she had any difficulty, or if, after all, she was not made welcome by Scarlet Pengally, it might not be so easy to locate another cab. ‘How far is the house?’ she asked.

The driver pointed down the narrow lane to where it became a footpath veering off to the right. ‘Follow that path to the packhorse bridge. You’ll see the house well enough; you can’t miss it.’ He shivered. ‘Great ghost of a place it is … left to rot these many years.’

Cassie thrust two shillings into his hand. ‘Will this be enough to keep you here for ten minutes?’ she asked.

‘Yes, miss … that it will.’ He dropped the coins in his pocket and slid back into his seat. ‘Ten minutes, you say?’

Cassie nodded. ‘If I’m not back by then, you can go.’

‘Right, miss … do like I said, follow the path round to the right, and the bridge is a short way further on.’

Following his instructions, Cassie came to a pretty cottage with a thatched roof and tiny leaded windows. The garden was just awakening from a long winter; here and there, patches of early flowering heather whispered of colour, and dormant plants twisted and climbed along the walls.

Unable, in the gathering twilight, to see either a bridge or what might be Greystone House, Cassie paused and looked about, wondering whether she should go back or knock on the cottage door to ask for directions.

‘Lost are you, missy?’ The voice was that of an old man, peering over the hedge and looking amused by her predicament. ‘There ain’t many folk as come this way … ’cepting them as live here. You shouldn’t wander off the beaten track, girlie … it’s so easy to find yourself hopelessly lost.’ He grinned warmly, before disappearing behind the hedge once more.

‘Excuse me.’ Cassie went over to the small wooden gate, leaning over it in order to see him clearly. ‘I’m looking for a house.’

Making his way towards the gate, wheezing hard and regarding Cassie with impudent eyes, he exclaimed, ‘I’m 
blowed if you ain’t American!’ He laughed loudly. ‘Well … you’ve come a bloody long way to get yourself lost, and no mistake!’ He ambled towards her and gestured for Cassie to follow him. ‘The kettle’s on the boil, I daresay you’d welcome a nice hot drink, eh?’ Cassie smiled gratefully, preparing to decline his offer, as she was impatient to find the house, but he took her smile to be one of acceptance. ‘Come on in,’ he beckoned, scraping the mud from his boots and afterwards going into the tiny kitchen where he put out two sizeable cups and began the serious business of brewing a pot of fresh tea. ‘Sit down, then,’ he urged Cassie, who had been lingering by the door, not really sure whether or not she ought to take him up on his invitation. She glanced around and her eyes landed on the photograph of a young man. She could not tear her gaze away. Something in his warm, smiling eyes, and in his shock of earth-coloured hair, stirred dormant memories deep within her – and a strange sense of happiness, tinged with sorrow.

‘That’s my son, Trent.’ The old man beckoned her to a chair. ‘He’s all I have left.’ He seemed to sense her urgency to depart. ‘We don’t get many visitors these days …’ Suddenly he looked sad, and Cassie was ashamed when he murmured, ‘Not since my Ada passed on.’

A few minutes later, both the old man and Cassie were seated round the small circular table by the back window. ‘Now then, my dear.’ He wrapped his gnarled old hands round the girth of his cup and began to slurp noisily from it. ‘Where are you headed?’ 

Cassie sipped the tea. ‘I’m looking for Greystone House … for Scarlet Pengally.’

For a long moment, the old man gave no answer other than to set down his cup and looked at Cassie in a peculiar fashion. ‘What’s your business with Scarlet Pengally?’ His sharp blue eyes watched her with unnerving directness.

‘She’s … a friend.’ 

‘A friend, eh?’ The words echoed with suspicion and his round blue eyes were narrowed now and stung by the burning vapour, but his inquisitive gaze never lifted from Cassie’s face. ‘You ain’t her “friend”,’ he said suddenly, seeming relieved as the beginnings of a smile creased his face. ‘You’re just curious, ain’t you? You’re a stranger to these parts, and somebody at Luttrell Inn has told you about Greystone House … and Scarlet Pengally and you’ve come a-looking? Well, you happened on the right fella when you came to old John Blackwood’s door, and that’s a fact!’ He became quiet and thoughtful, and Cassie considered it best not to reveal her true purpose as he continued. ‘Y’see … I worked at Greystone House for more years than I care to remember … as man and boy. I know everything that went on there … that still goes on there.’

He pointed out of the window, to where the trees rose up at the fringe of the moors. ‘Look there,’ he told Cassie, ‘beyond the trees. Look there … at the house itself.’

At first glance, Cassie could not distinguish the tall gabled house from the trees, all of which seemed to stand as timeless sentries all about it. But then, it rose in her vision – the grey formidable shape looming sinisterly in the gloom, the yard overgrown and littered with old machinery and tumbledown buildings. It was a grim sight, one which sent a chill through her heart.

‘I knew that house … but the devil knew it better,’ the old man went on. Cassie could sense his fear, his eyes misted by memories and his voice barely above a whisper. ‘If any room in that house could tell a tale, it would be the attic where, oh so many times, Scarlet was cruelly imprisoned; or the damp, dark cellar … where her mammy gave birth to her all those years ago, with only Vincent Pengally to see his daughter into the world. Then, there’s the small, frightened boy …’ He paused, then, drawing his gaze from the house, he said, ‘It’s dead now! The house is a shell of what it was …’ He shuddered and sank deeper into his chair. 

‘Please go on.’ Cassie sensed that he had paused in order to gauge her reaction. She knew also that he was sending out a warning; it did not deter her. How would it, when she herself was involved? Scarlet Pengally was her mother! And this old man, this John Blackwood, was probably the only remaining key to her past. There was no going back now. She must know the whole truth, whatever the consequences.




PART TWO

England, thirty-five years previously





CHAPTER THREE

‘You won’t hurt the child, will you?’ she pleaded. ‘Promise me you’ll take care of him. It’s your fault he’ll be all alone … you can’t deny that!’ When the man hesitated to reassure her, she raised her head from the pillow, her vivid violet eyes belying the fact that she was close to death. Her voice was menacing as she warned, ‘If you harm him in any way … ever … I swear I’ll come back and haunt you!’

The man reluctantly reached out and took her frail, trembling hand in his. ‘Haunt me?’ he said softly. ‘You would do that? Do you know, Evelyn, my dear … I do believe you have the heart of a witch.’ He smiled, but his voice was cold, ‘Why should I want to hurt the boy?’ There was antipathy in his expression and doubt in his voice.

She looked at him, her abundant golden hair spilling 
like sunbeams over the pillow; her pale beauty surprised him just as it had done when he first saw her on a 
glorious summer’s day some four years ago. She had journeyed from Taunton into the Somerset village of Dunster; apparently, her husband was buying a pony for their four-year-old daughter. The attraction between them was instant and Pengally had pursued her like a man possessed. 

Within that year, her husband had discovered their torrid affair and had issued her with an ultimatum: she must choose between her illicit lover – himself a married man – and her husband and infant. When she confessed that she was with child and begged him to forgive her, her husband wrongly assumed the child was her lover’s. The scene that followed was ugly and violent, and she was consequently thrown out onto the street.

Her lover had then secretly installed her in a moorland cottage not far from his home, like the guilty secret she was. His frequent visits were both discreet and demanding, his former passion now turning to angry craving.

Lately, she had come to regret her shameful acts and would have pleaded once again with her husband for forgiveness, but he had long moved away, and both he and her daughter were lost to her for ever. 

Now, she was wasting away from a broken heart and a ruined constitution from Pengally’s cruelty. She sought no help nor solace from anyone; no one would regret her passing, for there were those who claimed she was a witch. Her only wish was that her son should come to no harm at the hands of Vincent Pengally, for he was both a man and a monster, with little conscience and no compassion.

She gazed deep and urgently into his hard, grey eyes, then, her voice thick with emotion said, ‘I curse you, Vincent Pengally, if anything happens to my boy because of you.’ Then giving a long, shuddering sigh, she shivered, gripped his hand in terror and was gone, leaving him cursing her alike. As though the touch of her hand might burn his skin, he quickly withdrew it from her grasp. 

Reluctantly, he drew his gaze towards the open doorway, and there was the boy, Silas, small and dark-haired, with eyes as deeply violet as his mother’s and possessed of the same violent passion. His gaze fell briefly onto his mother’s lifeless form and lingered there. Yet, he showed no emotion, remaining by the door, quiet and still.

When Silas looked again on Vincent Pengally, he was not afraid, and nor did he flinch when he was told, ‘You are not my son. You never could be. I will not play the role of your father.’ When the man swept past him and out into the sunlight, the boy followed, keeping close like a shadow, determined that he would belong.
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