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Prologue

Lady Porter was drifting. For a moment she thought she might be in a boat at sea, rocked by the waves. She opened her eyes and the chintz peach of her bedroom swam into view. Weren’t we all at sea? There beside her was the photo of Reg, anchoring her. She wanted to reach out and touch that beloved face but her hand was too heavy to lift. Family. That did mean something. Her gaze flicked to the picture of her son and his wife as she tried to focus. What a disappointment Richard had been. But, still, family did count. Her mind wandered. Was someone missing? Family and friends. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. Childish rhymes of another time. But for her, friendship was the doctor, the shopkeepers and the florist. Although that didn’t rhyme. None of it really made sense. And not all shopkeepers were her friends. Certainly not. She thought of an antique shop owner and an estate agent. 

Tossers.

An image of a doctor wearing a top hat and riding a tiger flitted across her mind. She wanted to laugh but all she could do was sigh. Her body felt hot, but the air flowing across her brow was cold. It brought with it the scent of roses. Not cut by her gardener. Too late. Just too late. Autumn was already in the air. Who was it he reminded her of? But that too was lost on the waves. 

Roses then brought by the florist. Friendship blossoming in unlikely places. The florist with the sad eyes. Who she tried to make laugh. Sweet like a rose. With a thorn or two. Just the way an English rose should be. But so sad.

Strange to be so tired. Normally she played a game of chasing sleep, trying to creep up on it. Hide and seek. She seeking, sleep hiding. This was the wrong way round. Sleep was chasing her. Seeking her out. 

The wrong ending to the game.

With this final thought, Lady Porter died.




Chapter 1

IKEA was something of a revelation to Abigail. Which was not altogether surprising as she had been dead for 192 years. First she wandered, unseen, through the room settings. Then she fell to contemplating a series of remarkable contraptions in orange and lime-green that she could only presume were chairs. Abigail was on the lookout for something, or rather someone, in particular. But even a ghost can be forgiven for getting side-tracked by the sight of a sofa that appeared to transform into a convenient and comfortable bed.

It was when Abigail got to the bathroom section that she knew she was truly lost, both physically and metaphorically. The physical had happened somewhere after ‘lighting’ but before she had reached the rugs and throws. Her total downfall came when she found herself standing between a row of pristine sinks; gleaming chrome reflected in white porcelain. For a young woman who had experienced all the privations of early Regency ‘bathroom solutions’ this was indeed something.

It was here among the granite tops and ceramic bathroom accessories that Abigail first spotted Lara; the woman she had been searching for. Abigail was standing with one gloved hand hovering over an eau-de-Nil soap dish, the other hand tucked cosily into a large sable muff. Her cherry-red pelisse was buttoned to the throat and her dove-grey French muslin gown fell in graceful folds to a row of frills. From under the hem of her dress peeped black-buttoned boots. Her profile was half hidden by a small, stylish hat that combined the grey of her gown with cherry ribbons. Abigail’s first impression of Lara was of a woman of roughly her own age – approaching thirty – but whereas Abigail knew herself to be as precise as a pin, with brown curls tucked up and artfully arranged around her hat, Lara was fair, with long, ash blond hair scraped back into an untidy ponytail. Abigail sniffed, taking in the worn workman-like boots, scruffy jeans and faded, rather holey jumper. Lara also appeared to be talking to herself. Abigail caught a muttered, ‘tea lights, candles, baskets,’ which Lara seemed to be reading off a list scribbled on a scrap of paper. 

Abigail studied her for a moment longer, her head tilted to one side. Well, she had seen worse. She also supposed that florists did not have to dress with elegance but needed to take a more practical approach to their apparel. She already knew a few things about Lara, and the fact she was a florist was one of them. Through narrowed eyes she noted her pallor and the dark circles under her eyes. Eyes which looked indescribably sad.

Abigail straightened her shoulders and stepped forward, saying pleasantly, ‘Ah, there you are. I have been waiting for you.’ 

Lara swivelled squeakily on one booted heel, glancing left and right, but the rest of the section was momentarily empty. ‘I’m sorry?’ Lara offered tentatively. ‘Were you talking to me?’ 

‘Of course,’ Abigail said simply. ‘After a while,’ she continued, moving towards Lara, ‘you get to recognise the signs. I am not saying it wasn’t difficult to start with and I still blush when I think of the mistake I made with the Bishop of Durham. I really had no wish to upset such a venerable old gentleman.’ 

Lara stared at her blankly. ‘Ah… I’m sorry, but I’m pretty sure we’ve never met. I think maybe you’ve mistaken me for someone else.’ 

Abigail could tell Lara was trying to sound reassuring and pleasant – which she took as a good sign – but at the same time her quarry started to edge away. 

‘No, it is definitely you I have been looking for,’ Abigail pleasantly assured her.

Her words and smiling confidence did not seem to have the required effect. Lara frowned vaguely in Abigail’s direction, shook her head, before turning and hurrying away. 

A young couple on their way to buy a sofa walked through the watching form of The Hon. Abigail Rossmore (deceased). They neither saw her nor heard her when Abigail murmured, ‘Well, that might have gone considerably worse.’ There was only one person who could have heard her, and by now she was well on her way to the car park.

Setting her hat at just the right angle and pulling her pelisse about her, Abigail cast one last lingering look back at the bathroom section and followed Lara into the cold of the car park. She eventually found her standing in a secluded corner by the side of a sage-green van, her hand poised on the driver’s door handle. Abigail could make out the words: ‘Miss McGregor’s Garden’ written in a flowing script on the panel beside her. Even in the dim light Abigail could sense the uncertainty in the silent form. She looked miles away. Lost.

Lara was lost. Why had she walked away just because some stranger had spoken to her? Should she go back or just go home? She hesitated, trying to calculate if she could make do with the stock she had in the shop or if she should retrace her steps through IKEA. She had forgotten to order the extra sundries she needed from the florist wholesaler (just one of a number of things she had let slip), hence the trip. She shook her head attempting to clear her thoughts. Since that week in late August she had found it more and more difficult to make even the simplest decision. Two months of lying awake, night after night, wondering and worrying were taking their toll. In the end, the prospect of fighting her way back through the crowds in IKEA clinched it, and she was just fitting the key into the lock when she heard a voice. 

‘I have no wish to cause you distress, Lara, but I hope that later on this evening we can get to know each other better.’ 

‘Whoa!’ Lara dropped her keys as if scalded and spun to face the speaker. It was the same woman who had accosted her in the store. ‘God! You made me jump. Look, I’m sorry, but I really have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Lara squatted down and reached her hand behind her, feeling for her keys on the ground. It was from this strange half-crouching position that she gazed up at the gently smiling figure. What was the woman wearing? Was something wrong with her? She felt suddenly ashamed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, ‘I really think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. Maybe if you go back inside you might find them there?’ For a moment Lara wondered if she should escort this woman back into the store. She didn’t seem confused or vulnerable but there was no doubt this was strange behaviour. But the idea of spending any more time in IKEA was just too daunting. She was exhausted and she wanted to go home. By now, Lara had caught hold of her key ring and was fumbling to fit the key into the van door. Nodding in what she hoped was a reassuring manner towards the store’s entrance, Lara swung into the driver’s seat and slammed the door on her rising guilt. As she drove out of her parking space she looked in her rear-view mirror and watched with a kind of fascinated dismay as the woman inclined her head, dropped into a stately half curtsey and bowed her out.

Lara quickly navigated the tangle of intersections and dual carriageways that surrounded the city, keen to get away from the endless retail parks and unremitting traffic. She estimated it would take about an hour at this time of day to travel back to the market town in North Dorset where she lived in a cottage behind her flower shop. Before the afternoon light had faded completely, she turned off the grey, monotonous motorway and followed the undulating roads that led deep into the countryside she now thought of as home. 

Or was it home? Maybe she had made a huge mistake uprooting her life and moving here? It wasn’t really working out as she had hoped if she was completely honest with herself. Lara had first explored this part of the country as a student when she had visited the parents of a university friend. As the rest of the world seemed to rush past, oblivious, on their way to Cornwall and Devon, Lara had discovered a glorious landscape of countryside and villages that nestled forgotten in the area where the counties of Dorset, Wiltshire and Somerset met. It occurred to her that the inhabitants’ eyes held a certain smug gleam as they looked at those queuing in the traffic jams to the beaches of the Southwest. She wondered if her eyes now held the same look when she saw the queues forming on a Sunday night back to London and the sprawling suburbs where she used to live. It might not be working out exactly as she had hoped, but she did still love the countryside with its picturesque landscape of villages.

As she drove through lanes banked with the last of the autumn leaves and skirted a hillside forest of neatly regular conifers, Lara relaxed. She turned on her headlights and moved the dial on the radio to Classic FM, reminding herself she must turn it back before she parked up in case Becky was the next one to drive the van. She knew it didn’t really matter but she was strangely reluctant to let her young assistant know she much preferred listening to classical stations rather than the music most of her contemporaries liked. Lara was on the last bend just before her cottage when a thought suddenly struck her with an almost physical force. 

How did the woman know my name is Lara?




Chapter 2

Lara was unable to shake off this unsettling thought. In the end, rather than head home to her empty cottage she turned in at her local pub, the Wentworth Arms, drawn by the glow of the lights. She told herself it was so she could check with the landlord, Ron, what flowers he needed for an upcoming anniversary party. But hadn’t she also wondered if Julian and his friends might be in? She had certainly tidied her hair and added a bit of make-up before heading into the warmth.

She had stayed far too long drinking and loitering – just in case Julian appeared – accepting a final large glass of red from Ron. There had been no sign of Julian, and to make things worse, at the table in the corner were two women having the sort of time she wished she was. Laughing and chatting like the old friends they probably were: Sarah from the deli and Kate the local hairdresser. She had sat at the bar and turned her back to them, concentrating on catching up on local gossip with Ron. She had caught him glancing towards Kate and Sarah and his face reminded her strongly of her mum, when she used to urge her, ‘Why don’t you just say hello and make friends?’

 Now, out in the car park, Lara was regretting drinking on an empty stomach. The cold night air made her suddenly giddy and it took her some time to balance her van keys on the back tyre. She would text Becky and ask her to pick the van up on her way in tomorrow. It would save her assistant a longer walk to work and there was no way Lara could drive now.

Ten minutes later Lara reached the back door to her cottage, and she set about the unexpectedly complicated job of unlacing her boots. There was no doubt about it, she really shouldn’t have had that last glass of wine. Eventually, one sock on, one sock off she made it into the sitting room. There she began turning on lamps with one hand while picking up the post and some washing that had fallen off the radiator with the other. 

The first sign Lara noticed something was wrong was when she spotted something fluffy lying on the footstool. It went through her mind that she didn’t have a cat, and yet she had the impression she had seen this creature somewhere before. It was then Lara turned and saw the woman from the store sitting beside the wood burner. The intruder had her chin on her hands and was clearly very much at home in Lara’s favourite armchair. A memory flashed through Lara’s mind of those hands tucked into the muff that was now lying on her footstool. With this thought, Lara froze. ‘You!’ was all she could say as her arms fell to her sides, dropping the post and laundry on the floor. 

Abigail decided it was time to take command of the situation. Rising gracefully, she moved to stand in front of the unlit wood burner and extended an elegantly gloved hand towards the armchair. ‘Lara, please take this seat. I will sit over here on the sofa. Then we can both be comfortable and I can explain why I am here.’ 

Lara did not move. 

Abigail continued in a calm, reasonable voice, ‘I know this is unusual and it is a trifle off-putting to have a complete stranger appearing in your home, especially uninvited. But I am also aware that you are not really frightened by the situation… that is true, is it not?’ She paused, casting Lara a friendly but questioning look. ‘So what could be the harm in listening to what I have to say?’ 

‘Who the hell are you?! What are you doing here?’ Lara exclaimed as if Abigail had not spoken. ‘And how did you get in?’ She looked around wildly. The front door that opened into the sitting room was clearly still bolted and the wooden shutters were securely latched. 

Abigail neatly sidestepped a pile of washing and sat on the sofa. She was an incongruous figure, neat as wax, in an otherwise shambolic room. With her head turned to one side Abigail looked at Lara. ‘Do you ever talk to yourself?’ she asked. 

Lara was surprised into answering, ‘Doesn’t everyone?’ 

Abigail paused. ‘Yes,’ she said slowly, ‘but you are aware, I think, that you do it more than most.’ 

Unconsciously Lara dropped into the armchair and pulled her jumper over her knees, worming her finger in and out of one of the holes. ‘What has that got to do with anything?’ she replied defensively. 

‘Well,’ Abigail continued, ‘consider for a moment. You are happy to talk to yourself, or to imaginary people in your head. Therefore, what could be the harm in talking to me?’ 

‘I don’t want to talk to you,’ Lara replied, nettled. 

‘But of course you do,’ said Abigail, with what to Lara was misplaced confidence. ‘I would not be here unless you had sent for me.’

This was too much for Lara. She had been half-wondering if this woman’s appearance had something to do with the wine she had consumed in the Wentworth, combined with the cold evening air. But this was taking things too far. ‘There is one thing I know for absolute certain, I have never invited you anywhere!’ Lara exclaimed loudly, grabbing a bottle of wine off the rack beside her. She was pretty certain she didn’t need any more to drink but it seemed the only answer to the madness of the situation. If there was one thing she was sure of, it was that now was not the time to give up drinking. 

She rose, and with her rose her indignation. ‘I don’t know you. I don’t want to know you. You dress like, I don’t know what. You break into people’s homes. And you clearly have some serious “personal space issues”.’ She marked the air with quote marks, waving the full bottle of red dangerously near her head. Lara paused and started pulling open drawers and turning over piles of baskets that were propped up by the sofa. Why did her dad insist on sending her wine with corks, rather than the screw tops she normally bought? ‘What?!’ she asked Abigail, as if the woman had interrupted her. Abigail said nothing but leant back on the sofa with a look of considerable amusement on her face. ‘Have you seen a corkscrew?’ Lara continued more moderately, turning on the spot like a person who has lost all sense of direction. 

‘I believe you will find it in the blue and white tulip vase on the dresser.’ Abigail said helpfully. 

‘Oh.’ Lara stepped over to the dresser and pulled the vase closer. ‘How did you know that?’ she muttered, as she began peeling the foil off the bottle top. 

‘It’s a knack,’ Abigail replied. 

Lara sank back into the armchair as if exhausted. Indeed she thought she had never felt so tired or so worn out by life. ‘I give in,’ she said, starting to pull the cork from the bottle. ‘What makes you think I sent for you?’ 

‘That is very simple,’ Abigail said, her face now serious. ‘You believe that someone close to you has been murdered.’ 




Chapter 3

By now Abigail was used to delivering this particular piece of information. The reaction she received from recipients varied. Some railed against her, many cried out in disbelief, while others clasped the words to them, repeating them over and over with a kind of relief. Lara was different. She sat silent, her hands stilled. Her whole body was completely motionless, apart from the two silent tears that rolled slowly down her pale cheeks. 

Lara lifted her head and passed a hand across her eyes. ‘Lady Porter,’ she whispered. She looked up at Abigail with such pain in her expression that it was a struggle for Abigail to stop herself from leaning across the footstool and trying to clasp her hand. ‘How did you know?’ Lara eventually asked. 

Abigail looked back at her for some moments. ‘I will tell you. But first, light the fire. I think a cheerful blaze always puts a different complexion upon a problem. And I suggest you pour yourself a glass of wine.’ 

Lara looked down at the bottle in her hands as if surprised to find it there and, sighing, did as she was told. As she went about setting the fire, Abigail took a turn around the room. The sitting room was spacious, taking up the whole length of the cottage. The walls were painted a pale green and there was a low-beamed ceiling that reminded Abigail of driftwood. Around a cream enamel stove that served as a wood burner stood two armchairs and a sofa. These were sand coloured and were piled with cushions in a mix of soft green, cream and rich blackberry. The cream and green colours were echoed in the painted furniture around the walls, although it was difficult to see much of this, as everywhere Abigail looked there were piles of books, clothes and floristry paraphernalia. One end of the room was particularly cluttered and included what looked like half a wooden wheelbarrow propped up against a couple of large urns. Despite the chaos, Abigail felt it was a room that she could be quite content in. Although she also sensed it was a room that had known happier times. 

As if mirroring her thoughts, Lara looked up from lighting the fire and said, ‘It can look a lot better than this.’ She turned back to her task, and as if talking to herself, added, ‘On a sunny day this room fills with a light that turns everything pale gold. It’s why I fell in love with it. Although now…’ she left the sentence unfinished. 

‘Is this your mother?’ Abigail asked from over by the dresser where she was peering at a photograph. The picture was of Lara and a woman who had the same slim build and grey eyes as her, but who was somewhat shorter. They were pictured in a garden standing by an old bench, laughing. Lara had her hand up as if to shield her eyes from the sun and the woman was looking at her. 

‘Yep, that’s Mum.’ There was a slight constraint in Lara’s reply, and Abigail left a not unhopeful silence that after a while Lara filled. ‘She doesn’t really approve of me and, well, how I’m living.’ She waved her hand vaguely around the room. ‘I can’t seem to get anything right with her at the moment. I sometimes wonder if she even likes me very much.’ 

Abigail kept her own counsel, but it was clear to her from the look on Lara’s mother’s face that she did a lot more than like her daughter. There was a second thing that Abigail noticed about the photograph. She decided that this was something she would also keep to herself. For the time being at least.

‘Is this a dream?’ Lara suddenly asked, leaning back on her heels in front of the now glowing wood burner. 

‘Does it feel like one?’ Abigail enquired. 

‘Yes… No… I don’t know. Nothing seems quite real. It’s just I have that light-headed feeling you get when you’ve been up all night, or if you’ve drunk way too much. Which I suppose I have,’ Lara said ruefully, as she reached for the red wine that she had left on a table by the sofa. ‘So if this is a dream it sort of fits.’ She poured herself a glass of wine. ‘On the other hand, if this is really happening, I have a very annoying woman in my house—’

Abigail gave an audible sniff.

‘…who has stalked me, broken into my home, made me cry and knows things about me that I haven’t told anyone.’ 

‘Ah, that is interesting, and significant, I feel. You have not mentioned your thoughts about Lady Porter’s death to others?’ Abigail asked, picking up on the last thing Lara mentioned.

‘There aren’t many people around here I could talk to about it,’ Lara replied huffily.

Abigail ignored this, but shot her a look that reminded Lara of her old games teacher, who would not accept excuses for missing matches (unless you had lost a limb). Miss Potts certainly had no time for self-pity.

‘You have not contacted the police, for example, about your concerns?’ Abigail pressed her.

‘Hardly,’ Lara responded, feeling very much on the defensive. ‘What was I going to say? The inquest didn’t raise anything suspicious. They kept referring to “a woman of her age”.’ She paused, then added in a more hesitant voice, ‘About a month after Lady Porter died, I did stand outside the police station for what felt like hours, but I knew I had nothing concrete to tell them, so in the end I just walked away.’

‘Yes, I can appreciate your dilemma. That was quite understandable,’ Abigail nodded.

This small bit of empathy made Lara feel more hospitable to her uninvited visitor and she held out the bottle towards Abigail in mute enquiry, nodding at a second wine glass that stood on a cupboard nearby. She continued more quietly, as if talking to herself – which she reflected, she might well be, ‘It’s strange that I’m not feeling particularly worried about you turning up here. And what is really weird is that I don’t mind having you here. I don’t like many people, you see, and I rarely let anyone into my cottage,’ she finished.

Glancing at the proffered bottle, Abigail decided to mix her metaphors and kill two birds with one stone while at the same time grabbing the bull by the horns. ‘I would love a glass of wine,’ she said in reply, ‘but sadly I can’t drink. It is one of the things I most regret about being a ghost.’ 

Lara stopped drinking and gazed at her in horror. 

‘Now that really would be crap,’ she said and started to laugh. Once Lara started laughing she found she could not stop. 

Abigail watched her appreciatively. ‘I do believe that my generation underestimated the curative power of laughter. Much more beneficial I believe than bloodletting. A thoroughly horrid practice.’ 

Lara looked back at her in disbelief. ‘You really are something else, you know that?’ she said. ‘Okay,’ Lara continued, ‘so you’re a ghost. Prove it. For example, can I touch you?’ 

Abigail moved over to the sofa where Lara was now sitting, unbuttoning her glove as she did so. ‘This is going to feel rather strange so please prepare yourself for it. Now reach out and try and take my hand.’ 

These words did much to sober Lara up. She put out her hand hesitantly towards Abigail’s, her eyes flicking between her hand and Abigail’s face. Instead of meeting the smoothness of cool flesh as she had been sure she would do, Lara felt as if her hand had been dipped into lukewarm flowing water, until her fingers found the textured surface of the sofa cushion underneath. The room was completely silent. Lara let out a long breath. It occurred to her as she exhaled that she was beyond swearing or shouting. She literally had no words left. 

Which was fortunate, for this was the moment that Abigail Rossmore (deceased) had been waiting for. And she had plenty.




Chapter 4

‘I would like to talk to you about Lady Porter. Or rather,’ Abigail corrected, ‘I would like you to tell me about her. But first I will explain why I am here.’ She stood up and moved back a few steps and cast Lara an appraising look as if to reassure herself that she was able to absorb what she was about to say, then she took the seat opposite her. 

‘I am here because I am a Kindred Spirit. In this instance, your Kindred Spirit. Ghosts like myself do not haunt particular places or buildings. Instead we are drawn to a very specific combination of powerful emotions that resonate deep within us. For me, it is the pain and anguish that you feel at your friend’s death. I understand your state of mind as you question this, in the same way that I know my own mind. Those circles that you follow as you consider the impossible thought – was she murdered? – are as familiar to me as the blood that once flowed in my veins. What resonates with me is the isolation you feel, as the only person who believes this. This I comprehend, like few could. I said that you sent for me. In a way I was speaking the truth. Part of you called out to me. It was a silent, unconscious message that touched a particular part of my spirit. You could not help but call. I could not help but answer.’ Abigail stopped for a moment and looked longingly at the glass of wine that now stood untouched in front of Lara. At moments like these she would have done much for a fortifying glass of Madeira. ‘Like you, I know what it is to believe someone close to you has been murdered. I understand that unique position of contemplating murder, when others don’t or won’t. It is this that binds us together. This is why you do not fear me.’ Abigail continued with great emphasis, ‘I could never do you any harm. But what I can do, while you need me, is help you.’

Lara at last seemed to come to life and said quietly, ‘While you need me but don’t want me, I must stay. When you want me but no longer need me, I must go.’ She brushed her hair back from her face and looked at Abigail. ‘Nanny McPhee,’ she added, as if this explained it all. 

‘Is Nanny McPhee a member of your domestic staff?’ Abigail asked, frowning, looking doubtfully around at the messy sitting room. Standards, she thought, had clearly changed since the days when she had commanded a household. 

‘No,’ Lara managed a smile. ‘She’s a character in a film. It’s what she says.’ 

‘I do love films.’ Abigail said rather wistfully, thinking back to another investigation which had included several visits to a cinema. ‘And yes,’ she continued, pulling herself back to the matter at hand, ‘there does seem to be some truth in what Miss McPhee says. You will doubtless be pleased to hear that I will not be with you forever.’ 

‘What you said earlier, you were right, you know,’ Lara said to her, ‘I have been talking to myself a bit. Well, a lot actually. It would be wonderful to be able to talk to someone else about Lady Porter.’ She half smiled. ‘Even to a ghost.’ 

Abigail nodded encouragingly. 

‘I first met her, Lady Porter,’ Lara began, ‘when I’d been living here for about ten months. I’d moved down from London when I couldn’t bear it in the City any longer.’ She looked up. ‘I did a peculiar type of job to do with the stock market – long hours, masses of pressure. I seemed to spend most of my life on the phone to places like Kuwait and Mumbai. I had no personal life. In the end I hated it.’ She turned to stare into the flames of the fire as if gathering strength from them. ‘As a student I had worked all my Saturdays and holidays in a flower shop. So that, plus an evening course in floristry, convinced me that this was the fresh start I needed. Maybe it was a good idea, I don’t know anymore. I do love it but I’m so tired all the time.’ Lara felt acutely self-conscious but battled on. ‘If I think about how naïve I was when I started, and yet how full of myself...’ She grimaced. ‘I soon realised that people round here are really good gardeners and I began to see I didn’t know as much as I thought I did. But I didn’t want them to think I was this fool from London, coming down and taking on the business, so I tried to bluff my way through it. I certainly wouldn’t ask for help… And don’t,’ Lara said, changing tack suddenly, ‘say that I should have listened to my mother more.’ 

Abigail made soothing noises. ‘I would not dream of doing such a thing,’ she said untruthfully, glancing at Lara’s mother’s photograph. 

‘Anyway,’ Lara continued, ‘while I certainly didn’t make friends, I was just beginning to find my feet with the business and I might have got over a rubbish start, but then I blew it all by getting involved with Julian Armstrong.’ 

Abigail raised her eyebrows enquiringly at her.

Lara drew a deep breath, wondering where to begin. She decided on a question. ‘Have you ever met a man who makes you feel sexy, attractive… funny even…?’ She did not wait for an answer. Once Lara had started she wanted to get the humiliation over with as quickly as possible. It also occurred to her that it felt surprisingly easy to talk to this woman. ‘A man,’ she continued, plunging back into her story, ‘who you find mind numbingly attractive?’ Lara now turned and studied Abigail, who was looking into the fire, but could not read the expression on her face. ‘It’s awful. To start with, I used to pretend I had flower deliveries to make just in the hope of seeing him driving around in his Range Rover.’ 

Abigail looked at her swiftly, but again said nothing. 

Lara picked at a loose thread on a cushion. ‘I just wish I knew what he really wanted.’ She shook her head. ‘Sometimes I think I’m just one of a long line of women he’s made a move on. Then there are times when I think I’ve got under his skin. Anyway, we’re having this undignified fling and for a while I thought I was his girlfriend, especially when I started hanging around with his friends. If I’m honest I didn’t really like them much but I convinced myself that they were more like the people I used know.’ Lara looked up. ‘And the stupid thing was they were just the sort of people I was trying to get away from in London.’

‘What is happening between you now?’ Abigail asked, although she instinctively knew the answer.

‘Julian is contacting me less and less and sometimes when we meet he acts like nothing has really gone on between us. Then he messages me late at night and… I know I’m an idiot to go back for more, he is just so…’ Lara couldn’t finish. ‘It’s been dragging on like this for months,’ Lara confessed in shame.

‘Do you think he could be our murderer?’ Abigail asked hopefully, perking up. 

Lara laughed. ‘No, but if you would like to wreak revenge on him for being a complete shit, feel free.’ 

Abigail did not answer but looked thoughtful. 

‘Anyway,’ Lara continued, ‘too late, I began to work out that he wasn’t that popular, or at least not with the few people I’d met, who I would have liked to get to know. So I guess they assume I’m just like him. Plus they see me as a complete fool for falling for him.’ Lara took a deep breath, in the manner of one making a full confession (maybe, she thought, you did that with ghosts?) ‘And the worst of it is that when I see him, I still feel myself weakening and then I find it hard to be angry with him.’ 

‘Oh, I think we can do something about that,’ Abigail said, as one warming to a task. ‘But tell me, how does Julian fit in with Lady Porter?’ 

‘It all started to unravel about three months after I started doing her flowers,’ Lara recommenced her story. ‘She loved having them all around the house and liked me to come in and arrange them for her. Mrs M, her housekeeper, was good at keeping the plants alive but not so good at seeing what colours would look good where. It was fun. Lady Porter would follow me around the house chatting and then we would drink really strong espressos and eat Florentines in her kitchen. Sometimes Mrs M would join us, and that was fun too. They were so different but seemed really close. I guess she had worked for her for years.’ Lara could picture the sunny room, the three of them at the table, and almost feel the breeze from the French windows that opened into the garden. ‘With all the stuff going on with Julian, Lady Porter noticed how awful I looked and asked me about it. And suddenly I was crying and I couldn’t seem to stop. She was so kind, and funny at the same time.’ Lara felt her eyes filling up. ‘She had lived her early life in India and when we were alone, she was always telling me stories about her time there. You know the sort of thing…’ then thought, perhaps this ghost didn’t. She knew so little about her. After hesitating, Lara continued, ‘Tigers, elephants, the days of the Raj. She made it sound like a fairy story. Anyway, Lady Porter decided that what I needed was a Pink Gin, it was what she always drank as a young woman. And it became quite a habit, so I would often pop in for one after work. That’s how we became friends. She was my only friend really. She lives in… lived in Gillmore House, which is a large Georgian house that overlooks the Market Square, opposite my shop. Lady Porter was in her seventies, but was very stylish, and I never felt the age difference.’ 

‘I think she sounds like a lady of rare breeding. And very thoughtful,’ Abigail said appreciatively. 

‘Oh she was!’ Lara said with great feeling ‘I was so lonely and felt so useless. I knew lots of people were talking about me behind my back – but she made me laugh and forget everything for a while.’ 

‘Did she know Julian?’ Abigail asked – she was interested to hear what Lady Porter had to say about him. 

‘I think that’s one of the few times I ever heard her say anything remotely crude,’ Lara reminisced, ‘she said “Darling, he was a snotty little boy, he was a greasy teenager and he has grown up to be a complete wanker.’” As Lara finished she fervently hoped that her guest did not ask her what a wanker was. She also knew that even though she criticised Julian, Lady Porter never made her feel foolish for not being able to get over him.

‘Tell me about how Lady Porter died,’ Abigail suggested, moving on. 

‘She died of an overdose of sleeping pills – that was about two months ago, at the end of August. The coroner concluded a probable suicide. There was talk of “deterioration consistent with a woman of her age” but no cancer or heart problems that might have killed her. And there was nothing to suggest a suspicious death. She was found by her son, Richard, who had been trying to ring her but hadn’t got any answer. It was Mrs M’s day off. He said as he was worried he decided to walk over at lunchtime. He runs a solicitor’s practice in town and his office is in the High Street,’ Lara explained. She sighed, ‘I remember that afternoon as it had turned suddenly cold. When I heard the news I remember thinking that as she slept and died the season died with her.’ Lara’s hands were shaking as she spoke. 

The two women sat watching the fire for some moments. Abigail was the first to speak, ‘Did Lady Porter have a husband?’ She hated to be commonplace, but experience had taught her that one should never ignore husbands when it came to suspicious deaths.

‘No,’ Lara told her, ‘well that is, she did, but Lord Porter died about thirty years ago. I don’t think he was that old. And I do know Lady Porter was devastated. He made his money in printing and the main printing works they had at that time were in Nottingham. When he died, Lady Porter sold the business and moved to this part of the country to get away from the memories.’ Lara paused. ‘Mrs M told me some of this.’ 

So much for the husband, Abigail thought. ‘You mention a son, Richard. Were there other family?’

‘No grandchildren,’ Lara confirmed. ‘But Richard is married to Penny, one of our local artists. She’s not bad, if you like paintings of dogs and horses. She’s quite a few years younger than him and runs her studio from their house.’

Lara looked thoughtful.

‘Was Lady Porter’s death completely unexpected?’ was her next question. ‘For example, do you know if she left a note of her intentions?’ 

Lara shook her head. ‘I definitely know there wasn’t a note. I would have heard if there was. That’s the thing about being a florist, you spend a lot of time in other people’s homes and offices, in restaurants and hotels, churches, even at the undertakers – everywhere really. You would be astonished at what I overhear. And I would certainly have heard if she’d left a note or letter.’ 

Abigail considered this. ‘That is extremely interesting. I have observed in the past how people ignore the staff around them. To many people, servants and waiting staff simply form part of the inanimate landscape. So short sighted, I have always felt. I recall in a previous investigation how Doris, who worked at Betty’s tearoom in Harrogate, helped to apprehend Tubby Macgillycuddy in ’44,’ Abigail warmed to her subject, ‘but in 192 years I had not considered just how useful a florist might be.’ 

Lara did not know whether to be proud or disconcerted by her rise in status, so just continued, ‘I always say to people if they want to know where to eat in a town, ask a florist – we will have seen all the kitchens.’ 

‘Fascinating,’ said Abigail. 

The room fell silent as Abigail gazed off into the distance for some time, apparently distracted. Through the red wine haze that surrounded her, Lara had a sense of looking down on the two of them as she vaguely contemplated how odd and how natural it all felt at the same time. Perhaps it was like that with a Kindred Spirit. The warmth from the wood burner was making her sleepier and sleepier.

 ‘Well,’ Abigail said suddenly, making Lara start, ‘so there was no note, which is suggestive. But not, in itself, conclusive. Tell me why you think Lady Porter was unlikely to commit suicide?’ 

‘It’s not one significant thing,’ Lara conceded, ‘and on their own, each means very little. But put them all together…’ her words petered out. 

‘Go on,’ said Abigail. 

‘There were all the things she had planned for the future; what she was going to do with her garden, a Christmas cocktail party she was going to hold to raise funds for the church roof. She loved that idea. She thought it would really irritate the vicar’s wife as she’d think it was ungodly. She was even planning to have a full-sized roulette table at it.’ Lara continued in a small voice, ‘We were planning to go to Chelsea Flower Show together. She wanted to visit all the shops on Sloane Street that decorate their windows with flowers for Chelsea week.’ Lara sighed, curling up more comfortably on the sofa and laying her head on the arm. ‘They sound so unimportant now I say them out loud. It wasn’t as if I’d known her for years, I first started getting friendly with her last Christmas, so had only known her for nine months or so when she died. If she really was depressed, the small things I’m talking about wouldn’t make a difference.’ 

‘Nonsense!’ said Abigail bracingly, as she got up and started pacing about the room. ‘What you describe is a woman with a great appetite for life who was clearly enjoying planning her future. Not only that, but in my experience strong friendships can be forged in a relatively short period of time when one meets…’ Abigail suppressed a smile, ‘… a kindred spirit.’ She paused, thoughtfully. ‘Either something drastic happened that we do not yet know about, or she did not administer that fatal overdose.’ 

As Lara watched her she was overwhelmed with tiredness. ‘I feel like I’ve been trudging for days through thick snow,’ she murmured, ‘I can’t seem to concentrate but there is so much I want to ask you.’ Lara tucked one foot more comfortably under the other. ‘Oh God!’ she groaned, as the room swam before her in soporific waves. ‘I’m going to feel disgusting in the morning.’ Lara’s chin slipped down until it was hidden in the top of her jumper. 

‘It can all wait,’ Abigail said reassuringly, turning to look down at her. 

Lara raised her eyes to Abigail’s. ‘You’re not going anywhere are you?’ she asked a little anxiously. 

‘No,’ Abigail reassured her with a small smile, ‘I am not going anywhere.’ 

Abigail watched over Lara in the flickering firelight as she fell asleep. The last thing she heard her say before her head finally dropped into the cushions was a muffled ‘I don’t even know your name…’




Chapter 5

Lara was woken by the sound of her mobile and was on her feet searching for it before she was fully conscious. She found it vibrating on the bedroom windowsill and simultaneously registered that it was Mike the plant man calling and that she must have stumbled upstairs to bed sometime during the night. Had last night all been a dream? She didn’t have time to consider this, she needed to stop her phone that was now trilling and drilling into her brain. ‘Hi, Mike, what’s up?’ she asked, once she had managed to get the phone the right way up. 

‘Morning! Sorry it’s so early, but I know you wanted white hyacinth bulbs today but the growers only had purple and pink. I’m dropping them off now. Do you want me to leave a mixture?’ The plant man’s voice reverberated in Lara’s ear. 

Lara looked out across her frosty garden to where she could just see the hooded figure of Mike waving to her from the lean-to at the back of the shop. It must be really cold she thought, Mike wore shorts pretty much all year round, but today he was in boots and trousers. ‘Yes, that’s fine,’ Lara replied. ‘So it’s not shorts weather then?’ she added. 

‘Gawd, no. Been at the market since four and it’s bloody perishing,’ Mike responded before returning to his van.

It really was freezing Lara thought, suddenly noticing she was dressed in an odd array of yesterday’s underwear, a T-shirt and one sock. Still, despite the cold she stayed where she was, staring out at the silhouette of the apple trees, sharp and dark, against the shimmering lawn and frosted flowerbeds. She rested her head on the icy glass hoping to ease the headache that was now coming at her in persistent waves. She was reluctant to move as with movement came the prospect of facing what had happened yesterday. Was she slowly going mad? Perhaps, she thought, these things start with conversations in your head and end up with hallucinations. Lara straightened up. Whatever it was, it would be better to face it showered, and with coffee inside her. 

Half an hour later Lara came down the stairs and into the small hallway off the kitchen. She was wearing her normal uniform of jeans and jumper, but this morning had added a cashmere scarf and fingerless mittens in her favourite sage-green. She had also carefully braided her hair in a loose French plait. As she pushed the kitchen door open fully she spoke out loud in the hope that hearing her own voice would calm her, ‘I can’t believe I’m dressing for a ghost,’ she grumbled. 

However, it seemed that the ghost had made an effort too, for sitting at the kitchen table was Abigail, wearing an elegant dress of amber crepe. The top of the dress was hidden by a neat, tailored jacket in midnight-blue velvet with a high upstanding collar. On her curls sat a small pillbox hat in the same midnight blue and at her throat Abigail had a cream silk scarf knotted in the manner of a man’s cravat. A line of gilded buttons decorated the side of her hat and were repeated on the tightly fitting cuffs of her jacket. The gold was also picked out in the cording on her velvet half boots that rested on the rung of Lara’s kitchen chair. ‘I hope you slept well?’ Abigail enquired politely to fill the gap caused by Lara’s stunned silence. 

‘So you are real!’ Lara breathed. 

‘Ah, that is a somewhat complex supposition and it rather depends on your point of view,’ said Abigail, taking Lara literally. ‘To you I am real. I was also very real to Sheik Al-Khalid, Betty Roberts, Lady Foster and Jimmy Stevenson to name but a few. However to the people shopping for furniture yesterday or to the gentleman who just delivered your plants, I fear I would not be real. For the Bishop of Durham… well, let’s say I am undecided.’ 

Lara was distracted from the next thing she had meant to say. ‘How can you be undecided?’ she enquired, fascinated. 

‘My experience, and it is extensive,’ mused Abigail, ‘suggests that there are some people who cannot see me, but who get a sense of me.’ 

Lara made as if to sit down, question upon question crowding her mind, but Abigail held up her hand. ‘I think the best plan is for you to have breakfast and get ready for your day and you can talk to me as you do so. It would not do to neglect your health or your work.’ 

Lara shrugged and turned to put the kettle on, saying under her breath as she did so, ‘You sound like my mother.’ 

Abigail smoothed out her sleeves with all the appearance of someone who had not heard her.

‘So,’ Lara said, as she reached for her favourite mug, ‘are you a sort of detective? Is that what you do?’ 

‘Not exactly,’ Abigail tried to explain. ‘We have been drawn together because of our mutual experience of death. As I said last night, I can help you if you wish me to, and naturally, because I have helped people before, you could say that I do have expertise in this area.’ 

Lara turned to face Abigail. ‘Is it always murder you’re involved in?’ she asked, a small catch in her voice. 

Abigail rose and moved over to the window where she watched the birds in the garden in the early morning light. ‘We are linked by the pain and uncertainty that you feel,’ she said without turning around, ‘if we go down this path together we may discover murder. We may not.’ Abigail paused. ‘You also have to consider the possibility that you may uncover something you wish you had left buried.’ 

‘But I want to know for certain,’ Lara pleaded, ‘I think Lady Porter deserves that.’ 

‘Very well,’ Abigail said, turning back into the room. ‘What else would you like to know?’ 

‘Can I meet any of the people you’ve helped before? Betty, I think you said, or Jimmy?’ Lara enquired.

Abigail chuckled. ‘I believe they would have been delighted to meet you, but they have been dead for many years now. My detective work, as you call it, has taken place over a period of more than 190 years, since my own death at twenty-seven.’ 

Lara looked surprised. ‘I’m three years older than you are… were,’ she said. ‘I got the impression you were older.’ Lara looked embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude.’ 

‘Not at all,’ Abigail responded pleasantly, ‘you would be amazed how murder ages one.’ 

Lara was about to ask another question but cut her words short and looked distractedly about her. ‘I must send Becky a text and tell her to pick up the van,’ she said. Lara reached for her phone and started tapping the screen. ‘I’ll tell her to come in a bit later than normal so we can talk in the shop.’ 

‘What is a text?’ Abigail asked with great interest when Lara had finished. 

‘It’s a type of message,’ Lara replied slowly. ‘When exactly was it that you were last around being a…’ Lara wasn’t quite sure what to call it, ‘doing your spirit, detective, ghosty thing?’ she ended feebly. 

‘July 1991,’ Abigail replied precisely. ‘I recall I was rather impressed by Take That and we went to the cinema to see the film Thelma and Louise, which I thoroughly enjoyed.’ 

Lara looked shaken. ‘I think you’ll find a lot has changed since 1991,’ she said kindly, if somewhat patronisingly. 

‘Not as much as since 1834 I’ll wager,’ responded Abigail with the air of one clinching an argument. 

‘Right, I’m ready,’ said Lara, changing the subject. ‘Could you just pass me the lists that are stuck to the fridge?’ 

‘No,’ Abigail said briefly. 

Lara looked at her strangely. ‘Please would you pass me the lists,’ she tried again, thinking that this increasingly reminded her of her childhood. 

‘No,’ said Abigail again – but interpreting the look on Lara’s face – added, ‘I would be glad to pass them to you if I could.’ 

‘What?’ Lara exclaimed. ‘Can’t you pick things up?’ 

Abigail shook her head. 

Lara sat down heavily on the stool nearest to her. ‘So let’s get this straight. We are going to investigate a possible murder and you can’t lift anything, open anything, or basically move anything around?’ 

Abigail nodded calmly. 

‘So what about walking through walls?’ Lara tried again. 

‘Goodness me, no,’ Abigail said emphatically. 

Lara got up and strode over to the fridge, grabbing the lists for herself. ‘But I don’t get it,’ she said with some agitation, ‘how did you get in here? And what exactly can you do to help? Or am I supposed to flounder around on my own? It’s like being thrown overboard without a life jacket.’ The more she thought about it the more worried Lara became. She continued pacing up and down the kitchen, and it was only on her third circuit that she realised Abigail had completely disappeared and that the room was empty. ‘Now what am I supposed to do?’ Lara declared to the room in general. As Lara turned back towards the window, she heard a cough from outside the back door. Lara flung open the door declaring loudly as she did so, ‘And you still haven’t told me your name!’ 

‘Well, it’s Barbara,’ the short plump woman standing there replied uncertainly. She then continued with more assurance, ‘But I think we’ll stick with “Mrs Sutton” if it’s all the same to you.’ Mrs Sutton, church flower arranger and local gossip, cast Lara an odd look before adding, ‘I thought I might call by to collect the lilies for the church.’ 

‘Lilies!’ said Lara with more force than she had intended. Mrs Sutton started and Lara tried to get a hold of herself. She said as calmly as she could, ‘That’s fine, Mrs Sutton. I’m just going over to the shop now to start unpacking the order. Come with me and I’m sure I can find your lilies for you.’

Abigail, watching from the orchard, heard Lara’s voice drifting across the frozen ground. ‘I think we’re in for a prolonged cold snap...’ Mrs Sutton’s reply was lost into the chilly air as she crunched down the path after Lara and into the shop. 

By the time Abigail appeared in the flower shop, Mrs Sutton was long gone. Normally she was one of Lara’s more voluble customers, full of news of the church flower group, but this morning Mrs Sutton had been reluctant to stay and chat. Even when she had stayed to gossip, Lara never thought Mrs Sutton quite approved of her – rumours about her and Julian Armstrong maybe? 

When Abigail sauntered into the centre of the shop, Lara was already halfway through unpacking the delivery of flowers that had been left there in the small hours by her wholesaler. ‘I thought you said you couldn’t walk through walls,’ Lara said, without looking up from her work. 

‘I can’t,’ Abigail replied, ‘but I can appear where you are – and as you saw earlier – I can disappear when necessary. You may find it helpful to leave doors open to rooms you wish me to explore when you are busy in another part of a building. I am able to do this as you would still, strictly speaking, be within the vicinity.’ 

‘Or I could shut them,’ Lara muttered, picking up a basket filled with peach hypericum and carrying them out to the front of the shop.

On the pavement in front of her shop Lara had arranged tiers of wooden crates and on
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