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			Prologue

			Claire Burke sat alone in her study, dozing as she read the pages of an article she had written years before. She remembered the words on the page, but whether they were real or fiction was unclear. In the far corner of the dimly lit room, she sat in an overstuffed chair with her feet tucked beneath her. This was her favorite room in the house. It was Nathan’s room and it reminded her of England. How could she not love it? The furniture was rich Edwardian Mahogany, and the walls were papered in grass cloth. A huge bookcase that was full of books stood behind an enormous desk, each book positioned meticulously in its place. Nathan liked it that way.

			Claire was especially drawn to the mahogany desk, which shone with fresh polish. There were only a few items on the desktop, but they were organized to best serve the person who would sit there. A strong, driven person . . . her Nathan. Oh how she wished he were here now. She always felt safe when Nathan was nearby.

			Her musing was interrupted by a clanging from downstairs, followed by what she thought was a voice. Claire strained as she listened intently, but heard nothing more. She knew she would feel uneasy until Nathan returned and chastised herself for being such a fraidy-cat. Strengthening her resolve, she rustled up her nerve and called out in a timid voice, “Hello? Is someone there?”

			No answer. She hated these nights when Nathan was out so late. Suddenly, a deafening crash of thunder caused her to shudder with fright at the onerous sounds of the storm. She wondered if a window shade had come loose and was banging around in the wind. Claire laughed at herself and thought of how much she had enjoyed scary movies when she was young. As the storm subsided, she could still hear the rain as it gently pattered on the porch’s tin roof. At the soft echo of the rain, Claire began to relax. As if on cue, it occurred to her that a cup of tea would be just the thing. She put on her fuzzy pink slippers, pulled her bathrobe closer around her, and descended the beautiful wooden staircase that wound in a spiral to the first floor.

			Since Claire was at the back of the house, the kitchen was just below her. She vowed not to have so much glass in her next home because she didn’t like the way people could see in at night. Gingerly, she reached over and touched the light switch on the kitchen wall and then turned the circular knob to lower the lights to a warm glow.

			The automatic kettle whistled as the water came to a boil before she could even get a cup and tea bag from the cabinet in front of her. Her ancestors would have been disappointed in her, as she preferred tea bags to the loose leaf tea steeped in the silver ball. It was so much easier to use a tea bag, and the taste was really about the same. After adding one lump of sugar she exited the kitchen, climbed the staircase, and entered the study.

			Settling into her chair, glancing over at the clock, she was surprised to see that it was 1:45 a.m. Nathan was very late. His meetings normally didn’t go past 10 p.m. Even when he went for a drink after, he was always home before midnight. Claire’s thoughts turned back to the days when they had spent most of their time together. But Nathan had taken the promotion of a lifetime, and they moved away from everything she’d known her whole life. Deep in thought, she pulled her blanket up over her shoulders and sat deeper into the chair intending to fall asleep. She never liked going to bed without Nathan.

			As Claire began to relax, her eyes fell on the painting hanging in the center of the wall. It was an old oil painting of a quaint village by an English artist. Nathan had purchased it for her just before they moved to the United States 25 years ago. It was a sort of peace offering that he had given her when he told her he had accepted the job in Washington, D.C. Her eyes were drawn to it now. Taking a deep breath she allowed herself to be pulled into the painting.

			The quaint cobblestone street seemed to beckon her to come further into the center of town. It had been a brisk, glorious day, full of sunshine, with a hint of a cool breeze. She shivered as she recalled wishing she had brought her sweater.

			The birds chirped vociferously, and she knew it was early spring. She looked at the budding trees all around the village. In another week or so, those buds would sprout and some of the sunshine would recede into the shadows. Why did that give her pause?

			Claire glanced toward the infamous Afternoon Tearoom and realized she was a bit hungry. Her mouth watered as she thought of their grilled cheese sandwiches, the tearoom specialty, and she began to quicken her steps. It seemed like her legs ’wouldn’t move any faster, and she became disoriented. She paused a moment to catch her breath. What is wrong with me? She could see the tearoom up ahead behind a large group of pine trees. Just as she started out again, she thought she heard someone calling her name. “Nathan?” she whispered and looked back but saw no one. Oddly, somehow she was now standing at the door to the tearoom. It was very heavy, and she struggled to get it open. Why did she feel so weak? To her surprise the tearoom was very noisy, although there didn’t seem to be very many people inside. It was extremely dark so, she hesitated just inside the door to let her eyes adjust to the dimness of the room.

			“Claire, over here!” Was that Nina’s voice? How could Nina be here? As she peered into the darkness she saw someone waving wildly at her. The thought of seeing her childhood friend again brought tears to her eyes. She tried to move her feet and stumbled down the few stairs just inside the doorway. Once she regained her footing, she looked up and saw Nina walking toward her. Claire tried to walk toward her, but her knees gave way and she fell into a chair placed just off to the side of the stairs, certain if she didn’t sit down, she would fall. Nina walked right past her without even looking at her. Her eyes followed Nina toward the doorway and realized the din in the room had become inaudible. She looked around and noticed everyone was looking at a cloaked man who stood just inside the doorway. He was dripping wet.

			Nina hugged the man, oblivious of him being wet, and the two of them turned back toward Claire. Their faces were still in the shadows but she could see they were exchanging softly spoken words, as if they had a secret. Their faces slowly came into view and Claire recognized her husband’s face and captivating smile. “Nathan,” she whispered. Excited at that moment, she felt happy to see him.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked as she reached up to him. Nathan stooped in front of her and picked her up in his arms. Holding her firmly to his chest, he began to swing her around playfully.

			“Where am I dear Claire?” He said mysteriously and began to laugh. Claire laughed too as he swung her off her feet and held her in his arms. She was spinning; the room was going around faster and faster. Suddenly, she felt a blanket fly around her and cover her face. As she began to struggle, she begged Nathan to put her down. In the background she could hear Nina’s laughter, and the din was back. It too was filled with laughter. She tried to grab the blanket and began to thrash around wildly.

			“Stop it! Nathan, Please Stop it!” she heard her own voice pleading.

			And then, it stopped.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The sky was gray with clouds, whispered of the rain to come. Somehow, it seems appropriate for this day. The long funeral procession enters the quiet cemetery through a back entrance, as if it has something to hide. Their life together is over, their goals unfulfilled. Nathan stands staring at the cold, stone grave marker barely controlling his anger. The words, “Beloved Wife,” were carved into its granite surface. His hands at his sides flexed into fists, and he forced them to relax. Anger wasn’t quite the right word; it was darker than anger. This was an affront to him, personally. No, this was not over at all. Now, it was his fight.

			Nina Cavanaugh, Claire’s best friend, stands beside him holding his elbow. She is wearing a fitted purple suit, matching hat, heels, and clutch. Her funeral attire was designed to show off her slim figure, something Claire had always admired about Nina. Her curly red hair was pulled up under a hat with a short purple veil hiding her eyes. Nina’s ensemble, which she had spent quite a long time picking out, was stunning and had cost her a week’s salary.

			

			As she remains stoically beside Nathan, her mind drifts back to the past. She was sorry she hadn’t made a better effort to stay in contact once Claire and Nathan moved to the US. Nina regretted that she hadn’t come to the states to visit them even though Claire had invited her several times. She couldn’t help but think Washington was a surprisingly beautiful city, now that she was here. She had always thought the old world power of London was superior to anything in the New World. But as she looked around, she saw monuments, stately buildings, well laid out and full of powerful people. Nina admired nothing more than real power.

			Truth be told, she was sorry she had ever introduced Claire to Nathan and wondered if Claire might still have been alive if she hadn’t. Nina shook her head thinking there was no point lamenting over past mistakes. Watching the cold rain falling, she noticed people begin to cover their heads and retreat to their limos. Even Mother Nature cried for Saint Claire, how appropriate, Nina mused silently.

			There was a small tent over the gravesite, but the rain kept blowing harder, and water was beginning to stream downhill toward the open grave. The cemetery crew stood at a short distance, anxiously waiting to lower the casket into its final resting place before the grave became compromised. Nathan noticed Nina patting her eyes and reached into his coat pocket and handed her his handkerchief. Acting the fair maiden, she sniffed a little harder attempting a demure posture that she didn’t really feel. This nasty rain is about to ruin my makeup. Nathan took her elbow and encouraged her to walk with him toward their limo. Always the gentleman, he held his coat over her head to shield her from the cold rain which threatened to soak them both.

			Once they were in the limo, Nathan whispered, “How appropriate for it to rain.” The smile on his face strangely distant in his eyes, “Claire loved to sit outside under the porch’s tin roof and listen to the rain.” He mused at the pleasant memory. “As a matter of fact it was raining the night she died.” Nina kept silent, not particularly remembering any affinity Claire might have had to rain.

			The ride back to the house was eerily silent as they both became lost in their own thoughts.
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			Nathan had spared no expense when he arranged for cooks and servers to handle the formalities of Claire’s wake. His home, although always beautiful, had been transformed into a perfect tribute to his beloved wife. There were flowers from all over the world sent by friends and various dignitaries placed here and there around the house. Several special photos of Nathan and Claire had been cleaned up and set out for people to admire. There was a bartender and an extensive liquor cabinet that would be wide open today. And of course, the cooks had spent hours creating special canapés, and hors d’oeuvres to tempt and treat the wide variety of guests that would enjoy his hospitality in honor of his wife. If nothing else, Nathan expected to give the impression of affluence and privilege throughout his home. He wanted his friends and co-workers to get the impression Claire was the perfect wife and he the luckiest man around, until today.

			Nina was genuinely impressed with the house, the grounds, and the furnishings. The house was gorgeous with a circular driveway and the big white columns that graced the entryway. She thought back to the day Claire told Nina of her dream that one day her home would have a big circular driveway. Nina smiled at the thought of how they both had giggled at her outrageous dream.

			

			“Well, you made it kiddo!” she whispered to herself. And of course, Claire had been right, there was plenty of room for Nina to come for a visit and stay a while. Claire had always liked the look of rich wood tones, “real furniture” she called it, and she had spared no expense making her dream home a reality. Nina found it a little difficult to remember her friend Claire versus this Claire. She didn’t really know this Claire.

			Nina sat watching the people mill around with no idea who she was watching. She recognized the uniforms of apparently important people and could tell some of the guests had personal bodyguards with them. Several others needed interpreters. She’d known, of course, that Nathan held an important position with the U.S. Intelligence Service, but neither he nor Claire ever spoke of the details.

			In turn, the guests were all very curious about this friend of Claire’s who had come so far, so quickly, to stay with Nathan . . . only after Claire had passed away. Where had she been when her best friend had been so ill? Several of the ladies took the time to speak to Nina in hopes of gathering details, but Nina was quite adept at teasing them with very little legitimate information. Nina had no doubt several of the ladies were eyeing Nathan as a prospect for a daughter or niece as he was obviously in need of a new wife, after a decent amount of mourning time, of course.

			Normally a good host, today, Nathan sat quietly in his chair nursing one drink after another. The chair next to him, Claire’s chair, had been occupied by any number and variety of people expressing their sympathies. Nina remained next to him for quite some time but could not keep track of them all. She noticed that when she was around, conversations tapered off to whispers, indicating the guests were unwilling to talk freely around her. She did not understand that in the military world, especially the spy world, it was an unspoken custom not to chat openly around those you do not know. It was not meant to be a slight against Nina personally, although it was making her feel very much an outsider. She couldn’t help wondering if this was how Claire had felt.

			As the sun went down most of the guests had departed. The room was growing quite dark when the Sergeant at Arms of the Honor Guard assigned to Nathan today, approached her. The young man, who may have been all of 21 years old, let her know that as soon as the kitchen crew had departed for the evening, they would also be leaving. Nina didn’t really understand that part of their function for the day was to make certain Nathan was “taken care of” until the function was over. Someone at Nathan’s level in the CIA who had access to extensive top-secret information needed to be protected when they were most vulnerable, as Nathan was today. They watched whom he spoke to and who spoke to him not let him out of their sight for a moment.

			Having no way of knowing what she was expected to do, she simply smiled sitting down next to Nathan who now rested in his comfortable chair, fast asleep.

			When she was the only person in the house left awake, Nina headed upstairs. She hated to leave Nathan asleep in the chair, but truth be told, the enormous house gave her the creeps. Nina headed directly for the study which she knew was Claire’s favorite place to sit. As she stepped inside, she paused wrapping her arms around herself as a chill ran through her. Glancing around the room, she half expecting to see Claire watching her. Turning back around, she noticed an array of papers on the desk and wondered if Nathan had been looking for something specific. Logic told her that perhaps the police had rummaged around in the desk when they came in response to Nathan’s call.

			A large, stately, rich mahogany desk and with a chair behind it called to her, so Nina rounded the desk sitting down in it. For several minutes she found herself enjoying a quiet respite. Eventually, her focus was drawn to the blank space on the wall in front of the desk where Claire’s favorite painting should be hanging. Nina had never seen “the painting”, but she had heard plenty about it. Nina felt certain she knew what haunted Claire, and just thinking about it brought old feelings back to life. It saddened her knowing how tormented Claire had been by it all. Nina had been anxious to see the painting. What has Nathan done with it? She shook free of the old memories and began to look for the one story that might have the answers. Opening the drawers and thumbing through its contents, she spied what she was looking for in the bottom drawer of the desk, in an old stationery box with the word Applebee engraved on the top.

			Carefully, she opened the knotted string tied around the box and looked inside. An old photograph of her sitting in Nathan’s old Austin was taped to the top page. She smiled as she remembered that day. This was the first trip she and Claire had taken to Applebee. She wished with all her heart she could go back in time and change that day. She began reading and in the next minute felt another chill, this one like no other. What would Nathan think of her if he found out?

			Most people don’t believe in witchcraft. I never did. But sometimes when you are unable to explain mysterious events, witchcraft is as good an explanation as any. I suppose often there are other explanations, and what happens when those are more unbelievable than witchcraft. You must consider whether or not you know all the facts, and whether or not your sources are accurate. But sometimes, your reality is challenged beyond what you expect. I want to tell you a story of a little village outside London. It starts on a beautiful spring morning. . . . 

			My friend Nina and I drove to the country in Nathan’s old, run-down car in search of the truth about a nursery rhyme. I’d always heard most nursery rhymes have some twisted truth behind their story, so in a way I was prepared for anything.

			When I met Nina, we both lived at an orphanage just outside of London, and we attended an all-girls’ school with some of the neighboring children from town. The school, known simply as The London School for Girls, was old. It was run by a foundation that had meager resources, which meant frills were non-existent and necessities were old and tattered. A nearby church sent several nuns each day to help with tutoring and, to everyone’s relief, some lunch at midday.

			Nina’s family had abandoned her after the death of her mother. We often fantasized that her family must be very rich and thus eccentric so we expected that any day they would return for her, having realized their great mistake.

			I knew my parents had been killed in an accident while skiing in some foreign country, and none of my known relatives were willing to take me in. We used to enjoy telling people we were sisters, but nobody ever believed us, as Nina was very tall with dark red overly curly hair and freckles. She was very feminine, sneaky, and a little squeamish. I was much shorter, very blonde, and a tomboy through and through. Why we got along was anyone’s guess, but we both enjoyed writing stories and making up tales that almost certainly ended with us being found out to be sisters from a family of unlimited resources.

			One day, as part of a class, our teacher told us a story about a local village mired in a mysterious few lines of poetry. The assignment was to memorize the poem and recite it in front of the class using different speech patterns. Nina and I made up an entire story behind the poem where a group of Scottish hooligans that were running from the law had settled in the little village. We practiced the rhyme with the Scottish brogue so much that we both got an A on the assignment.

			Applebee town is a beautiful place with fresh waters running nearby too,

			The village is old and stands in disrepair, lo’ the shame wash over you.

			If it’s not your home, the time you spend there will come at a heavy cost,

			The town takes its toll, as it’s taking your soul, you will wander and ever be lost.

			Neither Nina nor I ever thought of going to Applebee until I took a job as a writer at Britain’s favorite tabloid. At first, I was satisfied to write articles about recipes, or fashion, and of course the royal family. Eventually, I got restless and needed a challenge. Maybe a story with some real meat to it. But it was 1964 and nobody cared what a woman thought when it came to the real news, especially during war time.

			One afternoon, after I’d put my two assigned columns to bed, I sat with my editor, Mr. Wiltshire, having a cup of tea. He was a stern older man who had worked at the paper most of his life and hadn’t actually decided if women working was a good idea (after a while he softened and acted more like a grandpa). This day, I came right out and asked if he would trust me with a more interesting article. After he yammered for a few minutes, which was one of his habits to allow himself time to think, his face lit up as if he’d just had a brilliant notion. He asked if I’d ever heard of the Applebee rhyme? I told him that of course I had heard of the rhyme, but that I felt certain it was just clever lines of prose written by some fanciful old man for publicity. Mr. Wiltshire assured me he had very good reason to believe the story was not just fancy! When he saw I was hesitant he called me on my honor, “If you don’t think you can handle it . . .” I flashed him my most brilliant smile, fully aware of how I was being played, and took the paper he was handing me, “Oh, I can handle it, alright, but I’ll bet you a shilling it turns out to be some sort of scandal within the ranks of the town!” I didn’t say so to Mr. Wiltshire, but it was definitely more interesting than writing about recipes.

			I was proud of myself. I had gone after what I wanted in the business world and won. It is not a common thing these days, even though there is talk of women taking over the world. Everyone knows that is a huge exaggeration. Now, I have to see if I could do the same at home. I needed to borrow Nathan’s car and didn’t want to tell him why. I wasn’t sure how he would feel about me being an investigative journalist. At worst, he would want to come along and, in a creepy way, that reminded me more of a father than of a husband. Along with a little light pouting, I told Nathan that Nina and I were going shopping and had heard there were some excellent shops in a little village just outside London and I knew he would not want me on the train without him. His expression, as I spoke, told me I had guessed correctly. A day of shopping with two women was not something Nathan would enjoy, and he actually ‘suggested’ we take the car. I was genuinely surprised and happy I did not have to lie, well not totally, to my wonderful husband. Now, I just had to talk Nina into coming “shopping” with me.

			I put off talking to Nina until the day before I was to go. I knew I could trust Nina, my best friend, not to laugh at me or tell Nathan of my deceit. I was correct. Being orphans, neither of us had much experience traveling outside the city or driving cars. This was indeed going to be an adventure for both of us.

			Nina showed up at my apartment right after Nathan left for work. She was dressed in a light blue sundress with a jacket. Her matching shoes were quite old, and her purse was the same one she had carried for the last two years. The flowered scarf accented her outfit perfectly and succeeded in making me look frumpy. I was wearing my usual style of blue jeans and pink sweater. I had always been called the pretty one, with my long blond hair and girly figure, but Nina ran circles around me in style. I dressed for comfort and Nina was all about fashion.

			It was an uneventful drive and didn’t take as long as we expected. We went directly to Applebee and upon arriving ran into our first snag. Accessing Applebee by car was difficult at best. It took us awhile to realize that they had created a small parking area outside the town, and expected folks to walk in.

			It was a darling little town and reminded me of a picturesque post card. The downtown streets were mostly cobblestone and very narrow. They would not work well with a car. Not only were they not big enough, but the cobblestone would probably be destroyed with much traffic driving on it. The parking situation probably limited the visitation during the snowy time of year, but otherwise, in my opinion, it added a charming ambiance.

			The buildings were very old, made of stone with the traditional peaks and towers of the period. As we walked around, we found the village was larger than it appeared from the road, and the homes were well-hidden—until you got deeper into town. When you had almost crossed through town, you came to a surprisingly large river that seemed to flow swiftly. We sat on the riverbank for a long while we enjoyed the cool breeze. Eventually, we realized our need to find a place to get lunch, as we had both skipped breakfast in our hurry to get started on our adventure.

			We chose a place called the Afternoon Tearoom, which was a Tudor style building that looked dismal and run down. The huge front door opened into a small dark foyer with two staircases running off of it. A few steps down led to a large dining area with a bar and long wooden tables, much like what you might expect in an alehouse from years ago. We did not investigate where the other stairs went, but assumed there were rooms to let up there. To our relief, inside the establishment was quite well maintained.

			The waitresses were dressed in frilly white peasant tops with blue jeans, quite appropriate for the ambience of the place. We were handed menus and welcomed by a short red-haired young lady. The blush on her cheeks looked natural and made us wonder if she was too warm. We noticed there was a large fire in the fireplace across the room on the outside wall. It was a beautiful day, but if you were just sitting about in an old damp building, you might get a chill. There were not many patrons in the place and soon another waitress came to take our orders. She was quite lovely and, to our good fortune, very friendly. When we expressed curiosity about the village, she was more than willing to tell us everything she knew about the place although most of it was village gossip and not history.

			The waitress recommended the grilled cheese sandwich or the beef stew, which we learned had been made just this morning. We gave her our lunch order and prodded her to continue chatting by asking if she knew about the poem. Her expression told us she had never heard of it.

			When she returned with a cup of soup for each of us, she told us that Frank Smythe, the Duke of Applebee’s son was standing at the bar. He would be able to help us; of course, we were excited to meet him.

			The waitress went over to a rather large man, dressed in gentlemanly attire, interrupted his conversation with another less splendidly attired gentleman, and pointed over at us. He dismissed his companion and headed toward our booth.

			The conversation was very polite, and we each played our parts outstandingly. We tried to get him to offer to show us around, but he was unable to do so. He did tell us that the grounds had been given to his great grandfather, Lawton Smythe, in 1814. King George, III himself had gifted it to them for services rendered, but he didn’t say what the services were. At that time, it was called Harleysville. His grandfather changed the name to Applebee in deference to his wife, Mildred Applebee.

			We asked a few more questions about the area, the name of the river going by Applebee Junction and were also told it was dug only to serve Applebee and that it joins the Thames about a mile from town. It was dredged to assist with shipping.

			Our sandwiches came and we asked Frank to join us, but he declined and indicated his lunch hour was over and that he needed to get back to work. He seemed like a fine gentleman. I did think it unusual that an educated man knew so little about his hometown’s history, when it had been his family’s home since 1851. I would expect family pride, especially that of a Duke, would be reason enough to know more. I can’t help but wonder if he was hiding something.

			Nina and I chatted the entire way back to London. I dropped her off at her flat, and suggested we go back sometime soon. I think she may have been more excited about that notion than I was myself.	•

			—

			Nina glanced up at the old grandfather clock in the hall and realized it was past midnight. She could barely keep her eyes open, and knew she needed to go to bed. She found herself sitting in the desk chair full of old memories . She was bursting with emotions that she knew would not let her rest. Thinking back to those old days hurt in so many ways. Now that Claire was dead, she knew she was going to have to deal with them alone.

			Remembering the story Claire had printed in the paper about Applebee Nina knew it had been watered down. Mr. Wiltshire had never asked her to write another feature. At the time Nina thought it was because the Applebee article was not very good. None of the adventure and excitement they had felt came across in the article. But maybe these pages had captured the story of two young innocents, and their first adventure as grown-ups during a turbulent time. Claire’s personality was evident in these few pages. Nina tried not to think of where all this had led to, but the memories loomed in front of her like an angry ghost. Carefully, she laid the papers back in the box for another day, retying the string so it didn’t look like it had been disturbed. As she slipped it back into the desk drawer, she wondered why she’d done that.
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			When Nina woke the next morning, her mind was full of the good old days. It was as if she was reliving them. Claire was right there with her, reminding her of why they were best friends. She had been a smart and funny little girl, full of life and curiosity. Most would agree Claire was a tomboy. She loved to be outdoors, running, climbing the biggest trees, and she swam like a fish. Nina had always been more interested in not messing up her clothes. She envied the way Claire could play with abandon.

			More than anything Nina remembered how kind Claire had always been. She cared about everything! A vision of a little bird that had fallen out of its nest in the big oak tree next to their bedroom window at the orphanage flashed into her mind. Claire had climbed up that big old tree and put the little creature back in the nest, only to have the momma bird kick it out again. Claire kept the little bird in a box and fed it squished up worms to try and nurse it back to health. Then she cried half the night when the frail little thing died anyway.

			Nina recalled how Claire had been awarded a full scholarship to a little city college. She insisted Nina work hard and come with her. Nina knew she would never have bothered if it hadn’t been for Claire. They had lived over the stable at a nearby ranch where Claire helped care for the horses to help pay their rent. In Nina’s mind it was way too much nasty work for very little reward. But Claire did it happily and would have done it for free just to be near the horses. Nina on the other hand was paid to clean the owner’s house on Saturday for her part of the rent.

			After graduation, they stayed together in a small two-bedroom apartment in London. Nina remembered how happy she had been to eliminate the stable smell from her daily life. The diminutive apartment was on the third floor, but it had
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