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CHAPTER 1

	NOW

	 

	It’s torture. The blackness absolute. The plip, plop of dripping water, innocuous yet insidious in its relentless persistence, torments more with each passing minute. The pulse in the eardrum, synchronous with the sound, hurts, intensified by the blindness, the disabling of one sense heightening the sensitivity of another. Cramp revisits; the muscle in the foot tightening, pain spreading, crushing the ankle bone as if in a vice. Clench teeth and whimper and stretch the leg but there’s nothing to do but let it subside, as it will. And after a while, it does, and the plip, plop returns, reasserting its authority. 

	Curled up on a coarse mattress, shivering, bare outstretched arms, pain induced sweat drying in the musky air, shuddering in a vain attempt to shake off the chill. Cords burn wrists, hemp assaulting delicate skin with the slightest movement, efforts to loosen them long since abandoned, tied securely as they are to the metal frame. Sense of smell acute, pricked by the pungency of damp and body filth. The aroma of death and decay. 

	It couldn’t be helped. When I could hold it no longer, I swung both legs off the mattress and peed through my jeans onto the floor, weeping at the indignity. Clothes still damp, thighs chafed, and I stink. Tongue like leather, lips cracked and dry, the urge to weep again, irresistible. How long has it been? Twelve hours? Twenty-four? Lost track; can’t think, the utter darkness, the plip, plop, the stink, the pain, vying for control of remaining senses. 

	Now, a new terror; a scuttling sound. The pitter-patter of tiny feet.  An animal; a rat, most likely, the ultimate nightmare. Draw legs in because feet are furthest away and vulnerable, yet at the same time, the only weapon of defence. Sit up, constrained but alert, blind eyes searching forlornly in the black void. Breath deepens, sweat reforms, chill returns inducing the urge to scream, but throat is parched and raw. The scuttling stops and I’m left with my friend, the plip, plop, but only for a few seconds when, smelling fear, the animal starts again with snuffling purpose. Tug on the cords and the bed-frame rattles and squeaks and the scuttling stops, for a few seconds more.

	Stay calm; stay logical. I need hands, but they’re securely tied. I tried hours ago until the pain was too much but now the pain doesn’t matter; the lesser of two evils. I move fingers to re-examine metal, rusty and rough. I slide a right hand, up and down, six inches between horizontal bars, identifying crude welds where they meet the vertical.  Top and bottom are both smooth. Try the left. The bottom is smooth, but the top, ragged and split. A sharp edge. A tentative touch paints the picture. I twist the arm so the underside of the wrist faces up. Can’t risk cutting a vein. Picture the relative proximity of soft flesh and coarse rope to jagged metal and wait for the stab of pain to direct me. It does. 

	Try again until the cord snags on the edge. Work in tiny movements, splitting micro fibres until the cord breaks free of its hook and must be found again. I learn, snagging the cord on the ragged edge, picking and tugging, and when it fights back and flesh meets metal, squeal in pain and despair at the unjust punishment. 

	The scuttling demon is attuned to the noise, unmoved by the creaking of bed springs or the muted gasps of its occupant. I stop and hold breath and it stops too. I listen, super-sensitive hearing primed. A scratch, a scrabble, vibration on the mattress, tiny menacing footsteps. A tickle of whisker on ankle. Suck in the foul air until lungs are full.

	Scream.

	Kick both legs into the void, feet flailing in air until there’s impact, hard toe against soft mass. One shriek, and then the thud of collision with a hard surface and the splash before it goes silent. I’m breathing heavily, teeth bared in the dark, eyes useless, ears straining. Silence but for my own panting. 

	The plip, plop, resumes. It’s back to work. Metal stabs again but I’m inured to pain and it’s no longer a deterrent. The cord snags easily now, fraying in the mind’s eye and I tug harder, each time rewarded by the pop of tiny threads tearing and separating. But still it won’t yield. A finger feels for the ragged edge and it’s less sharp now, the rusty metal fragile like the cord. A tug on the rope in frustration and the pain shoots up the arm from a wounded wrist, invisibly bloody and bruised. I allow breath to settle and listen for a scuttle. There is none. I’m now skilled in snagging the cord. I may be blind, but I can still see. Change technique. Saw rather than tug, with minute oscillations. It could take forever but this is my only task and it could be my last.

	It takes time. I don’t know how long. An hour? But I sense a change and pull hard and the metal shrieks.  Or is it me? Untethered hand collides with vertical strut and the pain is exquisite. Stay calm. The rope is loose but still shackling me to the frame. I work the wrist around and soon, the knots unravel, and the hand is free. I touch my face, stifling euphoria. It’s not over yet. Lips cracked, tongue dry, hair matted, and neck wet with sweat. Roll over and reach for the other cord. Tease open the knot a fraction at a time until it slackens and yields. Both hands are free. 

	Lie back, exhausted. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	THEN

	 

	I slide on the aviators, adjust the floppy straw hat and step into a delicious warmth that caresses my bare shoulders.  It’s gone two and the village smoulders quietly in the unseasonal heatwave.

	The weather has drawn me outside for the first time in three days. There are still boxes to unpack, but no rush. It became stiflingly hot in the cottage, moving furniture and possessions from one place to another and back, but the essentials are in place and what remains encased in cardboard can stay there until it’s required.

	There’s been little opportunity to explore my new surroundings, so engrossed was I in the chaos of moving. Clare and I drove around the village back in February, the day I came to view. It was wet and gloomy, and I got little sense of belonging or indeed, that Oakdale was even the place for me. How could I? I’m a city-dweller.  

	Not that I’ve never seen the countryside. We lived on the edge of Wimbledon Common. I played there as a child, and growing up, spent many a Sunday picnicking in nearby Richmond Park. It was country as far as we knew it and it was right on our doorstep. It didn’t compare to the Dales though. We once had a holiday here. This is real country where pockets of civilisation are spaced out, and the folk speak a strange language. And so, here I am now, reliving childhood memories.

	It’s not just the sights, it’s the sounds. Wailing police sirens, low-flying aircraft, the clatter of train on track, the constant hum of traffic; all absent. Here, there’s relative silence. Trees rustle audibly, birds sing harmoniously and only the occasional tractor signifies industry of any kind. It’s not why I came, but I’m glad I did. This is a new experience and I’m loving it.

	An elderly lady with a Westie totters along the road ahead and I look forward to the introduction, but she turns down a side-street before I can get there. Halfway along the High Street, there’s a crossroads, one leg heading left to nearby Thurston, one to the right signed Church Street, and bordering it, a grassed area with a war memorial to the fallen of Oakdale. Beyond the memorial is Oakdale mere. I saw it last time when the sky was overcast, but today in the late spring sunshine, the vibrant greens of the trees against the blue sky are mirrored in the water and families of duck and swan float serenely, leaving the barest ripple on the surface. I take the path around the mere and head towards the church, its steeple standing proud amongst oak and beech. I push at the wrought iron gate and its hinges squeak, discordant in the tranquillity. 

	The churchyard is deserted, devoid of the living, its ancient headstones leaning drunkenly one way or another, the grass between them long and lush. I sit on a decrepit oak bench and admire the 12th century Church of St John the Baptist. I’m not religious, and apart from weddings and funerals never went to church in London. But it feels right here, and I resolve to attend the next Sunday service. I might meet some of the locals.

	An old gentleman with a stick is shuffling up the path, favouring one leg. Despite the heat, he’s wearing country clothes; cloth cap, tweed jacket, corduroy trousers and stout boots. I remove the sunglasses and smile, but he ignores me, grim and determined, eyes focussed on the path and the task ahead. He comes alongside and I venture a greeting. 

	“Good afternoon.” He stops and turns his head towards me in slow motion, grimace unabated. I shift uncomfortably on the bench, wondering what he could have found offensive. Maybe it’s his bench? I try again. “Lovely day, isn’t it?” He doesn’t respond immediately. He could be deaf.

	“You’ll be in Farrier’s Cottage,” he grunts, the trace of a sneer on his stubbled face.

	“Yes!” I say enthusiastically, relieved to have elicited a response, however peremptory, and somewhat honoured he knows where I live. The village is small, Kate, everyone knows everything. He sniffs and wipes his nose on a sleeve, looking like he’s said all he wants to say. He’s the wrong side of eighty I’d guess. Not a great deal to be cheery or enthusiastic about at that age, with or without a gammy leg, so it’s up to me to make the running. “Catherine Duvall,” I proffer. “Kate.”

	“Is that right? You’ll be another one of them city types comin’ here buyin’ up all the houses, makin’ it so’s the locals can’t afford nothin’. You rich folk and your second homes,” he says, tutting. I’m stung by the criticism and dismayed the first person I meet is so unwelcoming and aggressive.  He’s also completely wrong and I can’t let it go.

	“This is my only home, and I can assure you I’m not rich enough to buy, just renting.” I regret it immediately. It sounds petulant and shows he’s struck a nerve, which was probably his intention. 

	“Is that right?” he says again, a trace of smugness exacerbating my irritation. “You won’t be here long. Last girl wasn’t. Six month and she was gone, back to Chelsea or wherever.  Good riddance that’s what I say.”

	“Is that right?” It’s a childish riposte, especially with arms folded in defiance. He curls his top lip and shuffles off up the path towards the church. “Nice to meet you!” I shout after him, but he pays no heed to my sarcasm.  I stifle the urge to weep. My first encounter with one of the locals has been an uncomfortable and mildly distressing experience. What if they’re all like that? I pull myself together. It’s just bad luck, and anyway, there’s no going back now.

	I stroll around the graveyard, reading the headstones, imagining the people whose bodies are buried; their lives, their loves, their families and the times in which they lived. Their triumphs and disasters, the battles fought, the illnesses suffered, the pleasure they gave others. They laughed and cried and ate and drank and went to weddings and funerals and had babies. I’ve always been fascinated by graveyards; they dispel the myth the world was made for me and my time, and nothing happened before I arrived nor will happen after I’m gone. The ancient crumbling sandstones say otherwise, the simplicity of their inscriptions firing the imagination.

	Names are repeated, generations of families who were born here, lived here, and are buried here, as if to them, Oakdale were the only place on earth. It’s melancholic and sobering but at the same time, heart-warming; headstones placed here by abandoned loved ones. I think of my encounter with the old boy and try to imagine him first as a child and then a handsome young man, girl on his arm, happy in love, going to work on the land and bringing home his ten quid a week, eating his dinner, having a pint of ale at his local. He wasn’t born old; he had a life and a family he loved and who loved him in return. I wonder what his story is and whether I’ll ever find out. Other peoples’ lives; far more interesting than one’s own.

	There’s an area devoted to one family. It’s clear the Fitzgeralds were big around here for four hundred years. The headstones ooze quality, even the ancient ones, and the chiselled letters are still legible. Lord Sir Gerald Fitzgerald, Born 1622, Died 1690. May God light his sacred path. And his wife Elizabeth who died ten years later aged seventy. Devoted wife and mother. Their sons are here too: Richard, William in their own plots with their spouses and Jane, who died young. Their sons and wives: Henry, Emma, Arthur, Kathryn, Samuel and Ada. The list goes on through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: Oliver, Hermione, Isaac and Frances and so on, and I’m entranced, imagining the history of an Oakdale dynasty. Lord Julian Alexander Fitzgerald, Born 1863, Died 1912. Cruelly taken. And next to him, Lady Mary, wife of Julian. Loyal to the end. Further on, Captain Charles Fitzgerald, Died 6th June 1944. I know enough modern history to recognise D-Day and assume there’s a connection. Every man a peer, hereditary, right from the very beginning. Early twentieth century headstones of marble turn to granite by the eighties and finally the most recent: Lady Eleanor Forbes Fitzgerald, beloved wife of Edmund, born 4th April 1952, died 14th February 2021. Forever in my heart.

	I think back to that gloomy day in February when we viewed Farrier’s Cottage, memorable because it was Valentine’s Day, the first for years where no silly cards had been exchanged nor flowers received. We were here the day Eleanor died. That fateful day, still raw. Nothing other than a coincidence but significant none the less. One woman, barely seventy, departing; another, barely thirty, preparing to take her place or at least, make up the numbers.

	I retrace my steps along the rows of granite and marble, but Eleanor is the last, suggesting Lord Edmund is still alive and probably still living here in Oakdale as his family has for centuries. It’s of no consequence, merely academic interest, but I hope to meet him and learn more about the enigmatic Fitzgeralds. I tear myself away, I can come back whenever I like. I’m a resident after all.

	“Are you a member of the family?”

	I’m startled by the voice behind me, lost in thoughts of the Fitzgeralds, and whirl around, feeling awkward, as if intruding. He’s wearing jeans and trainers, and a blue, open-necked shirt. He’s fortyish with long brown hair. His arms are folded across his chest and he’s regarding me with rather more interest than makes me comfortable. I’d feel threatened were it not for the dog collar.

	“You made me jump.”

	“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to,” he says with an easy smile.

	“I was absorbed in the inscriptions.”

	“Ah yes, the local nobility.”

	“Lots of them.”

	“Only one left now. Edmund is the last man standing.” The reverend takes a step towards me and holds out a hand. “John Lee.” It’s firm and muscular. “Reverend.”

	“I guessed. Kate Duvall. I just moved into Farrier’s Cottage, but I expect you already know that.” He shook his head.

	“I knew Jackie had moved out, but not who was moving in. Welcome to Oakdale. You’re not from around here?”

	“No, I’m a Londoner, I’m afraid.”

	“Nothing to be sorry about. I’m sure you’ll love it here. Everyone’s very friendly.” I think of grumpy old man but decide it’s not worthy of mention; Reverend John Lee has redressed the balance.

	“You knew the previous tenant?”

	“Yes,” he says. “Not very well,” he adds a little too briskly. “I met her a couple of times, but she wasn’t a churchgoer; kept herself to herself. I suppose she found it difficult to fit in.”

	“Well, let’s hope I don’t.”

	“Might you be joining us this Sunday?”

	“Yes, I think so.”

	“Eleven a.m. Look forward to it. Have a nice day.” He turns to go.

	“Reverend Lee?”

	“John.”

	“John. Where does Mr Fitzgerald live?” I don’t know why I’m asking.

	“Lord Fitzgerald,” he says, with mock deference.

	“Of course.”

	“Oakdale Manor. If you go up the High Street and turn down Horse Lane, you’ll find it about two hundred yards along there.”

	“Thanks.” 

	He looks at me quizzically. “Er, you’re not thinking of paying him a visit?”

	“No, just curious. And no, I’m not a Fitzgerald.”

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3

	 “Sounds idyllic. Send me some pics will you? Can’t wait to see it once you’re properly settled.” Mandy goes over the top as ever, even at thirty. She was like that at school, she was like that at university and even now, fully grown-up with a husband and a mortgage and a Cockapoo, she’s hyper about everything. My ex-flatmate says she will never leave South London. She loves her advertising job in the West End, she’s addicted to the myriad bars and restaurants, the clubs and theatres and the whole cosmopolitan vibe. She’d love the idea of spending a weekend in the Dales with her best friend, drinking Prosecco and gossiping about old times, but she wouldn’t last twenty-four hours before going stir-crazy. I know she won’t come.

	“How’s Phil?” I ask because it’s only polite. Phil and I were together until I brought him back to the flat and he met Mandy, after which I was history. He’s another reason she won’t come because she can’t leave him to fend for himself. I know he’s helpless, at least in a domestic setting. He did have the decency to introduce me to Mark as consolation, and that worked for a while. Five years, in fact, before I came to my senses.

	“He’s fine,” says Mandy. “Sends his love.” I bet. “Useless as ever, of course. Kettle, fridge, TV remote, that’s the limit. Beyond that...”

	“Mark was the same.”

	“They’re out tonight.”

	“On a Saturday?” I say, surprised Phil has abandoned his new wife on a weekend.

	“Bit of male bonding.” Mandy chuckles, but I sense edginess to the humour. I can tell. I’ve known Mandy for fifteen years and I know when she’s covering up. I bristle at the thought my last two exes may be out there swigging beer and talking about me. Mark telling Phil I wanted too much, and he was well out of it. You had a lucky escape there, mate. I know why you palmed her off onto me, you’ve done well for yourself with Mandy. If only I’d got there first, blah, blah, blah….  I’m the common denominator, and Mandy won’t like that. Worse, her best friend has shipped off to the back of beyond and left her alone in bloke-land. It’s not that she doesn’t have any other friends; it's just she and I have a special relationship that means I’m always there when she needs me and sometimes, she reciprocates. “It’s a real shame.”

	“What is?”

	“You and Mark.” 

	I bristle again. “Don’t go there Mand. It wasn’t meant to be.”

	“Yes but…”

	“Leave it. I should have done it years ago.” It’s true. I realised early on Mark loved himself more than anything else and I learned to tolerate it. He could do five things to annoy me and just as I was ready to kick him out, he put it all right with one small romantic gesture. I fell for it every time until one day, I didn’t.

	“What’s got into you?” he says, as if it’s all my fault or I’m just having a period.

	“I think we should take a break.”

	“What do you mean? Why?”

	“Because I’m sick of living like this.”

	“Like what?” Don’t weaken Kate! First, he’s going to bombard you with questions to undermine you and make you think you’re being irrational and then he’ll turn on the charm and if past experience is any guide, you’ll give him another chance and you’ll hate yourself afterwards. “Look…” he’s skipped the preamble and gone for the placatory smile. He knows he’s screwed up again and he knows all it takes is a little TLC and a nice dinner. He thinks he knows. “C’mon, Katie. Let’s go and have a pint and a curry and talk it over.” I’m feeling resolute and for some reason, empowered. There’s no going back.

	“I’m going home for the weekend and when I get back, I want you and all your things gone. Stick the key through the letterbox.”

	“So where do I go?” He now knows I’m serious. Aggressive pose, hands on his hips, a hint of anger mixed with fear.

	“You’ll think of something.”

	“Just tell me what I’ve done.” Arms spread wide, the innocent victim. Mr Reasonable will attempt contrition if I demand it, but I’m in control now and I don’t need to explain. The decision’s been made. He’s already a stranger. I’m not even sorry.

	“I just don’t like you anymore.”  I’ve already packed a soft bag. I pick it up, leave him in the flat and go to mum and dad’s.

	“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry,” says mum. “Never took to him much. Always thought he was a chancer.”

	“Yes mum.”

	“Who wants a G&T?” asks dad. Anything to avoid getting sucked into the conversation. Good old dad. 

	“Is Mark seeing anyone?” I say to Mandy and regret it instantly because it makes me sound pathetic and because I already know the answer. The delay says it all.

	“Er, I think so,” she says, but she’s fooling no one and I feel sorry for her. It’s difficult for a couple when their friends split up and both halves stay in touch. They never know how to share out loyalties and avoid taking sides. Most of the time they have no idea who’s to blame and most of the time it’s neither, so they’re forced to play along with both. Mark has been round to Mandy and Phil’s with his new girlfriend, and they’ve had a great time and probably repaid the compliment. For all I know Mandy’s become great friends with her and is now feeling guilty on all fronts. I resist the temptation to ask what she’s like. Mandy’s talking again. “Maybe you’ll find a nice young man up there? A rich landowner or farmer or something.”

	“Maybe.” I couldn’t care less. I’m happy to enjoy a bit of solitude, for a while at least. It’s liberating. 

	“OK Kate. Gotta go. You take care.” She’s had enough of feeling guilty, however misplaced.

	“You too.” 

	Before the solitude takes hold, I call mum.

	“Hello darling.” She sounds weary. She’s only sixty-six but the last few months have taken it out of her. The only world she’s known for forty-five years is crumbling, right in front of her eyes, and there’s nothing she or anyone can do about it.

	“How’s dad?” I know it’s not going to be good, but it gives her an opening. Get it off her chest. She wouldn’t ring me to have a moan; she wouldn’t want to worry her baby. Her youngest has a life of her own and a very important job; doesn’t have time to be distracted by old people’s problems.

	“He went down the garden for some runner beans and he was taking ages. I found him sitting on the bench by the greenhouse, staring into space. He’d forgotten what he was doing there.” It’s depressing but predictable, a further step down the slope. I saw it for the first time the weekend I walked out on Mark. Dad not returning with the G&Ts and me finding him in the kitchen staring intently at three full glasses.

	“Slice of lemon?” I ask, and his eyes light up.

	“I knew there was something missing!” he says triumphantly and finishes the task. It isn’t the first bit of absent-mindedness we’ve noticed and until now we’ve all had a good laugh about it, but somehow this time, the alarm bells are ringing.

	“Could be ten months or ten years,” says Dr. Taylor. “It all depends.”

	“Depends on what?”

	“Ordinarily, he’ll deteriorate slowly over time and if you only see him every few months you’ll notice the change, unlike your mum, who won’t. But if he has a seizure…”

	“Meaning?”

	“Some are prone to epilepsy. An epileptic seizure can cause a significant and irreversible deterioration. Like dropping a few rungs down the ladder, so to speak.”

	“Here, you speak to him,” says mum. There’s mumbling in the background, a rustle and finally a familiar voice.

	“How’s my favourite daughter?” It’s something he says to us both.

	“Great dad. How are you? Are you behaving yourself?”

	“What do you mean?” he replies with faux indignation. “Don’t I always? Getting a bit forgetful I suppose, but that goes with the territory, doesn’t it?”

	“I suppose.” I’m not sure exactly what he means and hesitate to bring up the subject of mental health. Best we all pretend it doesn’t exist. 

	“It’s not going to get any better, that much is true.” I feel a lump in my throat. “Anyway, never mind me. How’s the new house? Is it as charming as it looks?”

	“It’s beautiful, thank you. I’m really chuffed. You’ll have to come up here and see for yourself.” It’s a hollow gesture. He’s forbidden to drive, mum’s too nervous and Eastbourne is too far for me to collect and return in one day. Nor would they stay over; out of their comfort zone. I’m suddenly dismayed, realising he may never see it. 

	Years ago, he wanted to lend me the deposit on a flat. Get yourself on the property ladder – we don’t need the money, there’s nothing we want we haven’t already got. But I stubbornly refused; wanted to do it myself but also wanted them to enjoy their money in retirement. Forget that, it’s going to come to you eventually. You may as well have some of it now. So, I stayed renting and while Mandy was sharing with me we were fine, but then she went off with Phil and Mark moved in instead. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Years later, I kick Mark out and it means I either get a new flatmate which, at my age, I consider risky and undesirable, or else downsize. It was a seminal moment. I chose relocation and found I could upsize to a house, even if I don’t own it. Dad’s talking again.

	“I don’t know that part of the world. Went to Pontefract once,” he mused. “Can’t remember why. Anyway, how’s the new house? Is it as charming as it looks?” It’s a classic symptom. He’s forgotten he just asked the same question.

	“Lovely thank you.”

	“Your mum and I must come over and see it sometime.” Oh God. “As soon as you’re settled.”

	“That would be nice. Can I speak to mum again?”

	“Jean?” he shouts, unnecessarily.

	“Graham, go sit down and I’ll make us a cup of tea,” I can hear mum in the background taking the phone off him. “Don’t you worry darling. We’ll be just fine. You’ve got lots to think about.”

	“He’s getting worse, isn’t he?”

	“No, he’s fine. Just a bit confused. He gets frustrated and cantankerous sometimes.” 

	“What can I do?”

	“Nothing darling, we’re fine.” 

	She sounds teary and with good reason. If I dared think about it, she might be going the same way. But I can’t go without asking. I take a deep breath and try to sound jolly.

	“How’s Clare?”

	Her voice begins to break. “Oh, she’s fine darling. Comfortable, the doctors say.”

	“How are you getting there?”

	“There’s a volunteer service. They’re very nice. You just pay for their petrol.”

	“That’s good.” I’ve got to make time to go home and see them all. “I’ll be down there as soon as I can. I’ll call you in the week. Love you.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER 4

	I was last into the church and I’m last out, bringing up the rear as the fifty or so members of the congregation meander their way towards the door and into the sunshine. I had a pew to myself at the back and in between hymns, sermons, and announcements I amused myself casting an eye around the worshippers, imagining who they all were, where they lived and what they did. No one made eye contact, even when they were leaving. 

	They’re mostly retired folk, one youngish couple with kids and a couple of young women who look like twins the only ones under sixty. I’m wondering what Reverend Lee gets out of this gig, or rather, what the congregation gets out of him. Did he choose it? Is he climbing his way up the ecclesiastical ladder, or has he been despatched to a rural backwater as penance for some misdemeanour? He’s there at the door, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries, bidding them all a good day. He greets me warmly, but I’m not brave enough to ask why Oakdale has a hippy vicar. 

	“Kate! So pleased you could join us. Did you enjoy the service?” He’s deliberately putting me on the spot. I thought people went to church to pray for forgiveness, redemption or a lottery win; something guilty people did out of conscience rather than desire, to ensure God has kept them a place in the afterlife. None of those apply to me.

	“I confess church is a novelty for me.”

	“We don’t do confessions here, unless of course you insist.” I’m staring into deep brown eyes. He’s flirting with you, Kate. I open my mouth to speak, unsure of what might come out, but he spares my blushes. “The real question is, will you be back next week?”

	 “Yes, I think so. It was nice to see other people even though I haven’t had a chance to meet any of them.”

	“They either rush off to The Crown or straight home for Sunday lunch. You’ve met George, I understand?”

	“George?” I know who he means. Grumpy old man looked like a George.

	“Friday in the churchyard. I fear he was less than welcoming towards you.”

	“It really doesn’t matter.”

	“Don’t take it personally, he’s like that with everyone. He doesn’t mean anything by it. Just bitter and twisted.” I turn to the sound of footsteps coming up behind. It’s the organist. Late forties, greying hair, slightly overweight, attractive once. “Sara, this is Kate. Kate, my wife Sara.” I try to suppress the look of surprise but fail miserably.

	“He’s my toy boy,” she says cocking a thumb at John and offering a warm smile that counters any embarrassment. She’s probably used to it. “Nice to meet you, Kate. You’re new in Oakdale?”

	“Yes. Moved in on Thursday.”

	“Farrier’s Cottage?” I’m nodding, feeling my privacy is again under threat and she puts a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, it’s our job to know these things, keep track of comings and goings. Where do you hail from?”

	“South London.”

	“And what brings you here?”

	“Lifestyle, I suppose. Just wanted to break free from the tyranny of city life.” 

	Sara nods in understanding. “I was brought up in Wandsworth, but I don’t miss it. What is it you do?”

	“I’m a writer. Magazine and newspaper articles, commentary, general interest stuff, corporate brochures, anything I’m asked to do.”

	“Novels?” 

	“Yes, two so far, although hardly bestseller material. I’m hoping Oakdale can bring me some new inspiration.”

	“Good luck with that.”

	“Kate wants to meet some of the locals,” says John, “we’ll have to introduce her.”

	“Parish Council meeting on Wednesday in the hall. Seven thirty. Why don’t you come? Lots of good material there. You’ll be able to observe some of the village’s more colourful characters expressing their views.”

	“Complaining, she means,” says John.

	“Now John,” she says in reproach. “There’s no reason to malign the good people of Oakdale.”

	“Yes dear.”

	“I might do that.”

	
 

	***

	I pick up a Sunday paper from the only shop in the village, N&N Newsagents, reads a sign above the door. Papers, cards, general provisions, off license and a wide range of handy homewares; a veritable Aladdin’s Cave. Open seven days except for the tiny post office counter in one corner which is closed on Sunday. There’s a smiley Asian woman behind the front counter; forty something, streaks of grey in otherwise raven hair and lots of bangles.

	“You must be the new lady in Farrier’s Cottage,” she says, beaming and I can’t be offended, but no less unsettled everyone seems to know me and my house, while I know nothing. “I’m Naira and my husband is Nirvaan. Welcome to Oakdale.” 

	I’m touched to find another kindly face and extend a hand.

	“Kate. It’s lovely to be here. Very quiet and peaceful compared to London.”

	“Oh, my goodness, you moved here from London?” she says with rather more interest than warranted, given she probably arrived from much further away. I’m tempted to ask, just to be courteous, but I feel awkward asking foreigners where they come from. It’s not that I’m not interested, quite the contrary; it’s just that it risks implying they belong somewhere else and might sound condescending or worse, racist. I take the easy way and say nothing. “That’s a big change for a single person. I hope you won’t be too lonely by yourself.”

	I’m aware my mouth is open but nothing’s coming out. She knows I’m the new girl in town, she knows I have neither husband, wife, child, partner, cat nor dog and she probably knew my name and where I came from before I said anything. Her knowledge of me is accurate and perfectly innocuous, but I can’t help feeling perturbed. It doesn’t matter Kate. It’s just gossip. You’ll be a curtain-twitcher yourself before long.  “Not at all. I’m looking forward to meeting the neighbours.”

	“You will find everyone very friendly,” she says.

	“I knocked on doors on either side but got no reply.”

	“The Old Forge belongs to a couple from London. I think they only come two or three times a year. Use it as a holiday home.” George’s remonstrations about rich folk ring true.

	“What about the bungalow on the other side?”

	“That’s Mrs Frost. She’s been in hospital for several weeks now.” Naira looks around and lowers her voice. “Between you and me I’m not sure she’ll be coming back.”

	“Oh dear.”

	I bid Naira good-day and turn left up the High Street rather than right towards the cottage. In a few minutes, I find Horse Lane, which has rows of terraced cottages on either side, petering out after a hundred yards.  To the left, lush pasture extends almost to the horizon and on my right, beyond a dry-stone wall, dense woodland. The pavement runs out and I continue on the road heading out of the village, when a driveway appears, the entrance barred by ten-foot-high iron gates. The drive on the other side curves out of sight but a few metres further on I’m rewarded with a good view of what lies beyond.

	An imposing Georgian manor house sits a hundred metres distant, a large expanse of well-kept lawn stretching from the stone wall to the house, the landscaped garden peppered with oak, beech, and conifers. The house is red brick with multi-paned sash windows over two floors, plus dormers set into a tiled roof and chimney stacks that tower above each gable end. At this distance, there’s no sign of life. I admire the vista, soak up the warmth of the sunshine and listen to the occasional chirp of blackbird and robin. From high up in a conifer, a pigeon coos with an air of sophistication its verminous, city dwelling cousins could not hope to emulate. I guess this must be the Fitzgerald residence, and it looks familiar, so I pull out my phone and take a picture.

	“What are you doing?” A man’s voice booms angrily, shattering the peace. I turn my head left, right and perform an inelegant pirouette to see if there’s anyone behind me.

	“Hello?” I say feebly, searching in vain for the source of the outburst when I detect movement behind the dry-stone wall.

	“Who the devil are you, and mores the point, who gave you permission to take a photograph?” says a bedraggled figure from the other side of the wall, pointing an accusatory finger in my direction. He’s elderly, wearing a black twill shirt, brown corduroy trousers with braces and a crumpled felt hat. He’s leaning on a garden rake, staring at me with a toxic combination of anger, suspicion, and contempt. I try my best to smile, but a quivering voice betrays my discomfort.

	“I’m sorry if I’m intruding.”

	“You are intruding.”

	“I didn’t mean any harm. The house and garden are so beautiful, I thought they deserved a picture.”

	“That may be so, but it does not give you the right to take one!” he bellows as if I have committed some mortal sin. I’ve now met two grumpy old men in Oakdale. Maybe he’s a relative of George? I attempt placation.

	“Kate Duvall. I live in the village.”

	“What’s that to me?”

	“You asked who I was.”

	He raises his eyebrows and sighs as if addressing an imbecile. “I’m not interested in your name. I simply wanted to know what your business was, snooping around private property.” 

	I purse my lips. I object to be harangued by a belligerent geriatric gardener. “I am not snooping! This is a public road. If the owner wants to keep his home out of sight, then I suggest he builds a bigger wall.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous! His Lordship is entitled to privacy. He doesn’t tolerate strangers stealing images of his estate.”

	In a fit of rage, I stab a few times at my phone and hold the screen up towards him. He can’t possibly see it from thirty feet, but the point is made. “There! I’ve deleted it. Are you satisfied?”

	“So you say.” 

	A simple ‘thank you’ would have ended the matter, but the attack on my integrity has crossed a line. I lift my chin in defiance. “I want to see the owner.”

	“Why?”

	“I will apologise to him directly, ask permission to take a picture and lodge a complaint about you for being insufferably rude and objectionable.”

	“It won’t help you.”

	“Is he at home?”

	“His Lordship is always at home.”

	“Then I insist on seeing him.”

	“You can’t. He doesn’t receive visitors.”

	“Why not?”

	“That’s none of your business.”

	“Then I shall climb over the wall, go up to the house and knock on the door until someone with an ounce of civility answers!”  I rarely get angry, but this bad-tempered old man has got under my skin. I glare at him, waiting for an answer. He sighs theatrically and shakes his head. 

	“Alright. If you must. But I can assure you it will be futile. Go back to the main gate,” he says, dismissing me with a wave of his hand. He lays the rake on a wheelbarrow full of leaves and pushes it across the lawn towards the house. I stride purposefully back to iron gates that are already swinging open and head up the drive, rehearsing my speech as I go. 

	I find the wheelbarrow abandoned by the main entrance and the front door wide open.  I step tentatively into the porch, waiting to be invited in, but when nothing happens, press the white ceramic doorbell. A mediaeval clang sounds from within. “It’s open!” someone bellows irritably and I step nervously over the threshold into an oak-panelled hallway. The flagstone floor is worn smooth by centuries of footfall and on both walls, generations of Fitzgeralds stare down at me in disdain. I wish I hadn’t bothered making a fuss but it’s too late now; the only alternative is to cut and run and that’s unthinkable. I remove my hat and lay the Sunday newspaper on a table. Grumpy old gardener appears in a doorway to the right and points across the hallway to another open door. “Go in there and wait. His Lordship will be with you presently; that is, if he’s not too busy.”

	“Thank you,” I say curtly, still bristling from the earlier exchange yet encouraged I haven’t been summarily dismissed. I step into a drawing room that has sash windows looking out onto the front garden and a door at either end. Mahogany bookcases line one wall, shelves filled with ancient leatherbound volumes. Brown leather Chesterfield sofas face each other across a mahogany table and a marble fireplace is topped with a gilt mirror. Ancient oak floorboards are dressed in oriental rugs, and numerous oil paintings hang on flock-papered walls. A crystal chandelier hangs from a ceiling decorated with intricate plaster mouldings and coving. Apart from four standard lamps, the only electrical device I can see is an old-fashioned wireless housed in a walnut cabinet. The room has the appearance of a museum and probably hasn’t changed for decades. 

	I hear footsteps on the oak floor and swing around, expecting to meet an imperious Lord Fitzgerald in tweeds or velvet smoking jacket. But it’s just the gardener, and he’s carrying a silver tray.

	“Please take a seat, Miss Duvall,” he says, laying the tray down on the mahogany table. It contains two crystal champagne glasses and a bottle of Veuve Cliquot. I remain standing, contemplating a quick exit but am now too confused to make a decision. He carefully unwraps the foil, twists off the wire cage and deftly pops the cork. Before I can summon up the courage to speak, he’s standing before me with a glass in each hand. “It is after twelve.”

	“You’re not the gardener, are you?”

	“I can assure you I am.”

	“I mean, you’re Lord Fitzgerald.”

	“The one and only,” he says with a hint of irony, “but that does not preclude my being the gardener.” I take the wafer-thin glass from him and marvel at its intricate pattern. “Bohemian crystal,” he says. “Czechoslovakia, as was. Nineteen-ten.” He clinks them gently and I twitch, fearing they’ll shatter. He takes a swig, rolls the precious liquid around his mouth and swallows. “Aah, excellent stuff the twenty-twelve; almost as good as the eighty-two. They come up with a gem every ten years so they’re due another about now. Down to my last two dozen. You’re not drinking?” he asks, draining his glass. 

	I’m still flummoxed and want to be annoyed, but holding a vintage glass of vintage champagne, somehow, I don’t have the will to fight. I take a small sip and make a supreme effort not to grin foolishly at the exquisite sensation that only the best champagne can offer. The scent and taste of alcohol has the desired effect and I’m emboldened enough to ask.

	“Why the charade?”

	He frowns. “Charade? You jumped to a conclusion, and I elected not to disabuse you of it.” 

	“You referred to his Lordship in the third person.”

	“I always do that. You simply assumed the scruffy old fool sweeping up leaves could not be a member of the landed gentry.” He refills his glass and sits down, gesturing to the Chesterfield opposite. “You took me by surprise, and I overreacted. I’m an irascible old buffoon who doesn’t take to strangers. The default response is to give them short shrift and most scurry away, but you stood your ground and I admire that.”

	 “Is that why we’re drinking champagne? To toast my courage.”

	“Not at all. It’s just gone twelve on Sunday. It’s what I do.”

	“You drink expensive champagne at noon every Sunday?”

	“No. I keep the expensive stuff for special occasions. But a ten-year-old Veuve is perfectly adequate, don’t you think?”

	I’m not sure what to think. We’re not of the same world and it’s all rather odd. If I weren’t enjoying the deliciously soporific effect on my brain cells, I might make my excuses and beat a hasty retreat. But if I were honest, it’s curiosity that brought me here in the first place and now, it’s been further piqued. “You’re not a church-goer then?”

	“Certainly not! Charlatans and hypocrites, the lot of them,” he says with another wave of the hand. “Don’t tell me you’re one of the happy-clappy brigade.”

	“I’m not a regular but I did go to the service this morning.”

	“Why? You don’t look like someone who needs divine inspiration. You’re far too self-assured for that.”

	I’m not sure if that’s meant to be a compliment, but it’s clearly presumptuous and a not wholly welcome observation.  “Reverend Lee invited me, and I felt it would be churlish to refuse. I also thought I might meet a few of the villagers.”

	“And did you?”

	“No. They all ‘scurried away’ before I got a chance. But I met his wife, Sara. They both seem very nice.”

	“Yes of course,” he says with heavy sarcasm. “They would be. Can’t have the new vicar or his lovely wife corrupting members of the congregation, especially new ones. I take it you have arrived recently in the village?” He raises the bottle to refill my glass and I think of refusing, but only for a second.

	“I can’t believe you don’t already know that; everyone else seems to.”

	“I’m not party to village gossip nor am I surprised word gets around. It’s a very close community, suspicious of outsiders. You’ll find half of them try to ingratiate themselves so they can find out all about you while the other half are just plain hostile.”

	“And in which half do you belong?” I know it’s provocative, but I don’t care, and the quip elicits no reaction. 

	“Neither. I’m in a minority of one. I have no interest in anyone’s affairs and I expect others to keep their noses out of mine.”

	“Hence the short shrift.” I know I’m on dangerous ground. I’ve already determined his Lordship is a truculent so and so, but wonder if, like similar characters I’ve come across in the past, he has a sense of humour.

	“You could say that. It was the camera that did it.”

	“It’s a phone.”

	He looks bewildered. “You pretended to take a picture with a phone?”

	“I did take a picture with a phone.” I can see how ridiculous it would sound to someone who’d been stranded on a desert island for the last twenty-five years. Lord Fitzgerald could well be Robinson Crusoe as he appears none the wiser. I fish the device out of my bag and hold it up.  “This does phone calls, emails and texts, takes pictures, plays music, connects to the internet…”.

	“Good lord.”

	“… is a calculator, a watch, a radio, a TV…”

	“Stop!” He holds both hands up in surrender. “My brain is already full to capacity. I have no room for useless information.” His bark has swept away any semblance of humour. “I saw it as a threat, that’s all.” For the first time, he sounds more vulnerable than irritable.

	“I was simply walking by,” I offer innocently and then remember why I’m here. I raise my glass to add an air of gravitas to my announcement. “Lord Fitzgerald, please accept my apologies for invading your privacy. I assure you it was not intentional, and I meant neither harm nor disrespect.” 

	He eyes me grumpily before raising his glass in return. “Apology accepted.”

	I notice with some consternation the champagne bottle is almost empty and decide this is an appropriate time to take my leave. I place my glass carefully on the silver tray, stand up and smooth down my floral dress, acutely aware of a lightness of head. “Thank you for your hospitality. It has been a pleasure to meet you.” It’s all I can do not to giggle.

	“Stay for lunch!” he says. 

	I’m thrown. “Er, no. Thank you, that’s very kind, but I have work to do this afternoon. Preparations for tomorrow.” It’s not quite true, but I can’t think of anything else to say. I’m not sure I can take another hour or two of his Lordship, especially if he’s going to hit the Veuve again. It’s the prudent thing to do.

	“Work? On a Sunday?”

	“So you respect the sabbath after all?” Mouth has run ahead of brain, and body tenses in anticipation of the backlash, but to my relief, he conjures up the flicker of a smile, a twinkle of contrition.

	“Touché, Miss Duvall.”

	“Kate, your Lordship.” 

	He shows me out onto the porch, and I turn to offer a hand which he takes, bows stiffly and gently kisses the back. That has never happened to me before and my confidence overflows. 

	“Lord Fitzgerald? Would you mind awfully if I take a picture of your beautiful house and garden? As a personal keepsake, you understand.”

	“Be my guest.” I set off down the drive, but I’ve only gone a few steps when he bellows after me. “Where do you live, by the way?”

	“Farrier’s Cottage.”

	“Ah yes, I might have guessed.”

	“Do you know it?”

	“Should do. I own it.”
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