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All day within the dreamy house,

The doors upon their hinges creakd;

The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse

Behind the mouldering wainscot shriekd,

Or from the crevice peerd about.

Old faces glimmerd thro the doors,

Old footsteps trod the upper floors,

Old voices called her from without.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Mariana








Chapter One
	
I first saw the house in the summer of my fifth birthday.

It was all the fault of a poet, and the fact that our weekend visit with a favourite elderly aunt in Exeter had put my father in a vaguely poetic mood. Faced with an unexpected fork in the road on our drive home to Oxford, he deliberately chose the left turning instead of the right. ‘The road less travelled by,’ he told us, in a benign and dreamy voice. And as the poet had promised, it did indeed make all the difference.

To begin with, we became lost. So hopelessly lost, in fact, that my mother had to put away the map. The clouds that rolled in to cover the sun seemed only an extension of my father’s darkening mood, all poetry forgotten as he hunched grimly over the steering wheel. By lunchtime it was raining, quite heavily, and my mother had given sweets to my brother Tommy and me in a vain attempt to keep us from further irritating Daddy, whose notable temper was nearing breaking point.

The sweets were peppermint, striped pink and white like large marbles, and so effective at hindering speech that we had to take them out of our mouths altogether in order to talk to each other. By the time we reached the first cluster of village shops and houses, my face and hands were sticky with sugar, and the front of my new ruffled frock was a stained and wrinkled ruin.

I’ve never been entirely certain what it was that made my father stop the car where he did. I seem to remember a cat darting across the road in front of us, but that may simply have been the invention of an imaginative and overtired child. Whatever the reason, the car stopped, the engine stalled, and in the ensuing commotion I got my first watery glimpse of the house.

It was a rather ordinary old farmhouse, large and square and solid, set back some distance from the road with a few unkempt trees dotted around for privacy. Its darkly glistening slate roof sloped down at an alarming angle to meet the weathered grey stone walls, the drab monotony of colour broken by twin redbrick chimneys and an abundance of large multi-paned windows, their frames painted freshly white.

I was pressing my nose against the cold glass of the car window, straining to get a better look, when after a few particularly virulent oaths my father managed to coax the engine back to life. My mother, obviously relieved, turned round to check up on us.

‘Julia, don’t,’ she pleaded. ‘You’ll leave smears on the windows.’

‘That’s my house,’ I said, by way of explanation.

My brother Tommy pointed to a much larger and more stately home that was just coming into view. ‘Well, that’s my house,’ he countered, triumphant. To the delight of my parents, we continued the game all the way home to Oxford, and the lonely grey house was forgotten.

I was not to see it again for seventeen years.

That summer, the summer that I turned twenty-two, is strong in my memory. I had just graduated from art school, and had landed what seemed like the perfect job with a small advertising firm in London. My brother Tom, three years older than myself, had recently come down from Oxford with a distinguished academic record, and promptly shocked the family by announcing his plans to enter the Anglican ministry. Ours was not a particularly religious family, but Tom jokingly maintained that, given his name, he had little choice in the matter. ‘Thomas Beckett! I ask you,’ he had teased my mother. ‘What else could you expect?’

To celebrate what we perceived to be our coming of age, Tom and I decided to take a short holiday on the south Devon coast, where we could temporarily forget about parents and responsibilities and take advantage of the uncommonly hot and sunny weather with which southern England was being blessed. We were not disappointed. We spent a blissful week lounging about on the beach at Torquay, and emerged relaxed, rejuvenated, and sunburnt.

Tom, caught up on a rising swell of optimism, appointed me navigator for the trip back. He should have known better. While I’m not exactly bad with maps, I am rather easily distracted by the scenery. Inevitably, we found ourselves off the main road, toiling through what seemed like an endless procession of tiny, identical villages linked by a narrow road so overhung by trees it had the appearance of a tunnel.

After the seventh village, Tom shot me an accusing sideways look. We had both inherited our mother’s Cornish colouring and finely cut features, but while on me the combination of dark hair and eyes was more impish than exotic, on Tom it could look positively menacing when he chose.

‘Where do you suppose we are?’ he asked, with dangerous politeness.

I dutifully consulted the map. ‘Wiltshire, I expect,’ I told him brightly. ‘Somewhere in the middle.’

‘Well, that’s certainly specific.’

‘Look,’ I suggested, as we approached village number eight, ‘why don’t you stop being so pigheaded and ask directions at the next pub? Honestly, Tom, you’re as bad as Dad—’ The word ended in a sudden squeal.

This time, I didn’t imagine it. A large ginger cat dashed right across the road, directly in front of our car. The brakes shrieked a protest as Tom put his foot to the floor, and then, right on cue, the engine died.

‘Damn and blast!’

‘Curates can’t use language like that,’ I reminded my brother, and he grinned involuntarily.

‘I’m getting it out of my system,’ was his excuse.

Laughing, I looked out the window and froze.

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘I know,’ my brother agreed. ‘Rotten luck.’

I shook my head. ‘No, Tom, look – it’s my house.’

‘What?’

‘My grey house,’ I told him. ‘Don’t you remember, that day the cat ran onto the road and Daddy stalled the car?’

‘No.’

‘On the way back from Auntie Helen’s,’ I elaborated. ‘Just after my fifth birthday. It was raining and Daddy took the wrong turning and a cat ran onto the road and he had to stop the car.’

My brother looked at me in the same way a scientist must look at a curious new specimen, and shook his head.

‘No, I don’t remember that.’

‘Well, it happened,’ I said stubbornly, ‘and the car stalled just here, and I saw that house.’

‘If you say so.’

The car was running again now, and Tom manoeuvred it over to the side of the road so I could have a clearer view.

‘What do you think it means?’ I asked.

‘I think it means our family has bloody bad luck with cats in Wiltshire,’ Tom said. I chose to ignore him.

‘I wonder how old it is.’

Tom leant closer. ‘Elizabethan, I should think. Possibly Jacobean. No later.’

I’d forgotten that Tom had been keen on architecture at school. Besides, Tom always knew everything.

‘I’d love to get a closer look.’ My voice was hopeful, but Tom merely sent me an indulgent glance before turning back onto the road that led into the village.

‘I am not,’ he said, ‘going to peer into anyone’s windows to satisfy your curiosity. Anyway, the drive is clearly marked “Private”.’

A short distance down the road we pulled into the car park of the Red Lion, a respectable half-timbered pub with an ancient thatched roof and tables arranged on a makeshift terrace to accommodate the noontime crowd. I stayed in the car, preparing to take my shift as driver, while Tom went into the pub to down a quick pint and get directions back to the main road.

I was so busy pondering how great the odds must be against being lost twice in the same spot, that I completely forgot to ask my brother to find out the name of the village we were in.

It would be another eight years before I found myself once again in Exbury, Wiltshire.

This time, the final time, it was early April, two months shy of my thirtieth birthday, and – for once – I was not lost. I still lived in London, in a tiny rented flat in Bloomsbury that I had become rooted to, in spite of an unexpectedly generous legacy left to me by my father’s Aunt Helen, that same aunt we’d been visiting in Exeter all those years earlier. She’d only seen me twice, had Auntie Helen, so why she had chosen to leave me such an obscene amount of money remained a mystery. Perhaps it was because I was the only girl in a family known for its male progeny. Auntie Helen, according to my father, had been possessed of staunchly feminist views. ‘A room of your own,’ Tom had told me, in a decided tone. ‘That’s what she’s left you. Haven’t you read Virginia Woolf?’

It was rather more than the price of a room, actually, but I hadn’t the slightest idea what to do with it. Tom had stoutly refused my offer to share the inheritance, and my parents maintained they had no need of it, being comfortably well-off themselves since my father’s retirement from surgical practice. So that was that.

I had quite enough to occupy my time, as it was, having shifted careers from graphic design to illustration, a field I found both more interesting and more lucrative. By some stroke of luck I had been teamed early on with a wonderfully talented author, and our collaboration on a series of fantasy tales for children had earned me a respectable name for myself in the business, not to mention a steady living. I had just that week been commissioned to illustrate a sizeable new collection of legends and fairy tales from around the world, a project that excited me greatly and promised to keep me busily employed for the better part of a year. I was on top of the world.

Ordinarily, I’d have celebrated my good fortune with my family, but since my parents were halfway round the world on holiday and Tom was occupied with Easter services, I had settled for the next best thing and spent the weekend with friends in Bath. On the Monday morning, finding the traffic on the main road too busy for my taste, I detoured to the north and followed the gentle sweep of the Kennet River towards London.

It was a cool but perfect spring day, and the trees that lined the road were bursting into leaf with an almost tropical fervour. In honour of the season, I drove with the windows down, and the air smelt sweetly of rain and soil and growing things.

My arthritic but trustworthy Peugeot crested a small hill with a protesting wheeze. Gathering speed, I negotiated a broad curve where the road dipped down into a shallow valley before crossing over the Kennet via a narrow stone bridge. As I bumped across the bridge, I felt a faint tingling sensation sweep across the back of my neck, and my fingers tightened on the wheel in anticipation.

The most surprising thing was that I wasn’t at all surprised, this time, to see the house. Somehow, I almost expected it to be there.

I slowed the car to a crawl, then pulled off the road and stopped altogether, just opposite the long gravel drive. A large ginger cat stalked haughtily across the road without so much as glancing at me, and disappeared into the waving grass. Three times in one lifetime, I told myself, even without the cat, was definitely beyond the bounds of ordinary coincidence.

Surely, I reasoned, whoever owned the house wouldn’t mind terribly if I just took a casual peek around…? As I hesitated, biting my lip, a flock of starlings rose in a beating cloud from the field beside me, gathered and wheeled once above the grey stone house, and then was gone.

For me, that was the deciding factor. Along with my mother’s looks, I had also inherited the superstitious nature of her Cornish ancestors, and the starlings were a good-luck omen of my own invention. From my earliest childhood, whenever I had seen a flock of them it meant that something wonderful was about to happen. My brother Tom repeatedly tried to point out the flaw in this belief, by reminding me that starlings in the English countryside were not exactly uncommon, and that their link to my happiness could only be random at best. I remained unconvinced. I only knew that the starlings had never steered me wrong, and watching them turn now and rise above the house, I suddenly made a decision.

I grabbed my shapeless green anorak from the seat beside me and stepped out of the car, nearly tumbling into the ditch in my eagerness. I wasn’t exactly dressed to go visiting, I admitted, tugging the anorak on over my jeans and rough sweater – but that couldn’t be helped. I ran a hand through my hair in a hopeless attempt to smooth the short, unruly curls, but the damply blowing wind spoilt my efforts.

Now, I thought, what excuse to use? Directions? A glass of water? Trouble with the car? I glanced back at the dented and battered Peugeot and nodded. Car trouble, I decided. Anyone would believe that. Mentally rehearsing my lines, I crossed the road and started up the gravel drive. A cracked and weathered signboard bearing the words ‘Strictly Private’ in faded red paint hung dejectedly from a nail in a nearby tree. Undaunted, I soldiered on, hoping that my footsteps didn’t sound as crunchingly loud to the people inside as they did to my own ears.

The house looked exactly as I remembered it – the same red chimneys with their clay chimney pots; the same symmetrically positioned white windows, four panes over four; the same rough-hewn grey stone walls under the steep slate roof. The only thing different was the door. I had always imagined it to be brown, but now I saw that it was clearly dark green, standing out in sharp contrast to the massive stone portal that surrounded it.

My knocking echoed heavily with a dull and hollow sound. Three times I bruised my knuckles against the heavy wood, before finally conceding that no one was coming to answer the door.

Which meant there was nobody home. And, I told myself happily, since there was nobody home, it followed that no one would be disturbed if I went round to the back of the house and looked in a few windows. Having thus rationalised my trespassing, I retraced my steps to the drive and followed it round the north side of the house.

Here the drive ended abruptly at a squat, low-slung stone building with a weedy thatched roof. Presumably this had once been the stables, but the bumper of a car protruding from one of the open stalls left no doubt as to its present use.

The view from where I stood, looking across the level farmlands and gently undulating downs, broken here and there by clusters of dark-green trees and wild shrubs, was truly beautiful. There was no yard as such, although a tumbled heap of stone a hundred feet or so behind the house looked as if it might once have been part of a boundary wall. And though I had counted three oaks, a fruit tree, and several shrubs at the front, the only bit of vegetation growing close against the back wall of the house was a solitary poplar with gnarled bark, its silvery-green branches trembling in the breeze.

There was another dark-green door here, with an old-fashioned latch, and another double row of white-painted windows. Beneath what I assumed must be the kitchen window, someone had piled a precarious stack of ancient flowerpots, their sides encrusted with thick black moss from lack of use. I stretched on tiptoe and leant closer, cupping one hand against the glass to shield my eyes against the reflected glare of the sun. It was a window to the kitchen, or perhaps the pantry. I could just make out a shelf of tinned goods and an old porcelain sink. I was angling my head for a better look when a man’s voice spoke suddenly out of the air behind me.

‘He’s not there.’

It was a friendly voice, with a faintly un-English burr to it, and had come from some distance away. But I didn’t register any of that immediately. I spun round, startled, and sent the pile of flowerpots crashing to the ground.

At first I could see no one, but as I stood there staring, the figure of a man detached itself from the tumbled stone wall and came across the grass towards me. He was a young man, perhaps five years my senior, dressed in rough working clothes and wearing leather gauntlets that looked oddly medieval and out of place.

‘I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ he apologised. ‘I just thought, if you’re looking for Eddie, he’s not there.’

He was quite close now, close enough for me to clearly see the combination of auburn hair and flint-grey eyes that is, somehow, so distinctively Scottish. He smiled, a friendly smile that matched the voice.

‘Are you a friend of Eddie’s?’ he asked.

I shook my head.

‘A relative, then.’

‘No.’ To my credit, I blushed a little. I had a hunch my tale of phony car trouble would not make it past those shrewd grey eyes. ‘No, I don’t know the owner. Will he be back soon, do you know?’

The man tilted his head to one side and gave me a long, measuring look that rather reminded me of my brother.

‘I hope not,’ he said evenly. ‘We buried him last month.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ I blushed deeper. ‘I really am sorry.’

‘No harm done.’ He shrugged. ‘You’re just having a poke about, then?’

My face, by this time, was crimson, and I had a feeling that he was enjoying my obvious discomfort. It took a moment, but the full importance of what he’d just told me finally sank in, and I abruptly forgot my embarrassment.

I lifted my eyes quickly. ‘Is the house for sale, then?’

‘Aye. Did you want to have a look at it?

‘I want to buy it. I’ve waited twenty-five years for this house.’

The man raised a russet eyebrow, and for some absurd reason I found myself babbling out the whole story of ‘The House and I’, to which he listened with admirable patience. I can’t imagine he found it very interesting. When I’d finished my childish narrative, his level gaze met mine for a second time, and the resemblance to my brother was even more pronounced.

‘Well, then,’ he said solemnly, ‘you’d best see Mr Ridley in the High Street. I’ve not got my own keys with me, or I’d show you round myself.’ He stripped off one gauntlet and extended a hand in greeting. ‘I’m Iain Sumner, by the way.’

‘Julia Beckett.’ I must have altered my expression at the sight of his hand, because he smiled again, looking down at the tiny lacerations marring his skin.

‘Brambles,’ he explained. ‘They’d choke out my garden if I didn’t thin them back. It’s not painful,’ he assured me, pulling the glove back on. ‘I’d best be getting back to my work. Good luck with the house.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, but he was already out of earshot.

Five minutes later I was sitting in the offices of Ridley and Stewart, Estate Agents. I confess I don’t remember much about that afternoon. I do recall a confusing blur of conversation, with Mr Ridley rambling on about legal matters, conveyances and searches and the like, but I wasn’t really listening.

‘You’re quite certain,’ Mr Ridley had asked me, ‘that you don’t want to view the property first?’

‘I’ve seen it,’ I’d assured him. To be honest, there seemed no need for such formalities. It was, after all, my house. My house. I was still hugging the knowledge tightly, as a child hugs a present, when I knocked on the door of the rectory of St Stephen’s, Elderwel, Hampshire, that evening.

‘Congratulate me, Vicar.’ I beamed up at my brother’s startled face. ‘We’re practically neighbours. I just bought a house in Wiltshire.’








Chapter Two
	
‘Where does this one go, miss?’

The fair young mover’s assistant hoisted an upholstered chair as easily as if it were a child’s toy, and paused in the hallway for directions.

I was busy rummaging in one of the tidily packed boxes, trying to locate my faithful old teapot before the kettle I’d put on the kitchen cooker came to a boil. I glanced over my shoulder, distracted.

‘In my bedroom,’ I told him. ‘First room on your right at the top of the stairs. Aha!’

My hand closed over the familiar contour of the teapot’s handle at the same instant that the kettle burst into full boil with a piercing whistle. Switching off the gas ring, I spooned some loose tea into the pot, filled it with water, and set it on the back of the cooker to brew.

‘Miss Beckett?’ That was Mr Owen, the head mover, with another assistant in tow at the back door. His cheerful round face was pink with exertion. ‘We’ve got your kitchen table here. Thought it might be best to bring it through the back – I’d hate to make a mark on that panelling in the front entry.’

I moved obligingly out of their way, pulling a box or two along with me.

‘I’ve just put some tea on,’ I said, ‘if you and your men would like a cup. Oh.’ I looked around, suddenly remembering. ‘I haven’t got any cups unpacked yet.’

‘Never you mind, miss.’ Mr Owen winked good-naturedly. ‘I’ve got a box of disposable ones in the truck. Always come prepared, I do.’

The fair-haired young assistant was back again, looking perplexed. ‘Are you sure you mean the first door on the right, miss? It doesn’t look like a bedroom to me – it’s awfully small and has an easel or something in it.’

I clapped a hand to my forehead and smiled in apology.

‘Sorry, I meant the third door on the right. The big bedroom on the north side of the house.’

‘Right, miss.’ His face cleared, and he was off again.

‘Always a bit of a panic, isn’t it?’ Mr Owen slid my table into position against the pantry wall. ‘You’ll get it sorted out soon enough. Right, I think that’s all the furniture. Just the boxes left. I’ll nip out and get those cups for our tea, then, shall I?’

He was a bit of a marvel, certainly the most organised man I’d ever met, and well worth the extra money I was paying for his services. When I’d bought the house three weeks ago, I hadn’t given much thought to the matter of moving my belongings from London to Exbury. But when I returned to my flat in Bloomsbury and started packing up, I soon realised that professional assistance was called for. Apart from my prized Victorian bedroom suite – another inheritance from Aunt Helen – there was my lounge and kitchen furniture, all my studio supplies, my drawing board, and the few hundred books I’d picked up at sales and secondhand shops during my years in London. On the recommendation of a close friend, I had called Mr Owen, and he had come charging like a modern knight to my rescue.

In my flat, the neatly taped and labelled packing boxes had looked huge and overpowering. Here in the house they were barely noticeable, dwarfed by the sheer proportion of the architecture and the spacious, sunlit rooms. I had been pleased to find the interior of the old house every bit as appealing as the exterior, and well suited to my traditional tastes.

One entered through the front door into a large entry hall, panelled in richly burnished oak. ‘Seventeenth century,’ Mr Owen had pronounced at a glance, ‘and very good quality.’ Directly ahead, a heavy oak staircase set in the centre of the hall ascended several steps, paused for breath at a square landing, then executed a sharp ninety-degree turn to the left and continued its climb to the first floor. Doors to the sitting room and the study opened off the hall to the left and right, respectively, while to the right of the staircase a narrow passage led through to the kitchen. Dining room, kitchen, and old-fashioned pantry occupied the back half of the ground floor, their large, bright windows looking out over the rolling green plain with its fresh sprinkling of early spring wildflowers.

There were four bedrooms upstairs. The large one, running the full length of the north side of the house above study and pantry, had been the obvious choice for my own use. It even had its own working fireplace, along with a sizeable cupboard nestled in the space under the attic stairs. I had selected the small back bedroom for my studio, and was content to leave the two front rooms unfurnished for the time being, to serve as storage areas until I was completely settled. Between my studio and my bedroom, opening onto the wide landing, was a full bath – quite a luxury to find in an older home.

There were a few cracks and creaks, naturally, some protestations from the pipes, and dampness had crumbled the plaster round the upstairs windows, but there was nothing that couldn’t be put right, in time.

‘It’s a lovely old house you’ve got here,’ Mr Owen said, affirming my own thoughts as he took a seat on the packing crates beside me and passed me a polystyrene cup. ‘Built in the 1580s, you said?’

‘That’s what the house agent told me.’ I nodded. I poured out strong tea for the mover and his two perspiring helpers, then settled back on my makeshift seat to enjoy my own steaming cupful. ‘I don’t know much about its history, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, the village folk will fill you in there, I’ve no doubt,’ said Mr Owen sagely. ‘Old houses like this always have a past. Interesting, most of ’em. You’ll learn more over a pint in the local than you will out of any history book.’

‘I’ll remember that.’

The two younger men drank their tea in respectful silence, waiting patiently for Mr Owen to finish chatting and give them the signal to return to work. Eventually, after his second cup of tea, he rose to his feet. At precisely the same moment, a terrific bang echoed in the front hall, and I jumped in my seat.

‘Just the front door, miss,’ one of the younger movers explained. ‘The hinges swing inward, see, and the latch is none too sturdy. Strong gust of wind’ll blow it open.’

Mr Owen promptly examined the door, fitted the inside handle with a protective cover to avoid further damage to the panelled wall behind, and suggested I buy a new lock as soon as possible. ‘Can’t be too careful,’ was his fatherly advice.

It took the three men less than an hour to unload and distribute the remainder of my belongings, and at half-past two I found myself standing in the front doorway, giving a final wave to the retreating van and feeling, for the first time, very unsure of myself. And very much alone.

The enormousness of what I’d just done suddenly struck me, with a force that neither my brother’s outright skepticism nor my parents’ gentler lectures on the telephone had been able to achieve.

I could do my work just as well from Exbury as I could in London, I’d told everybody. In fact, I would probably be more productive in Exbury, away from the distractions of the city. And property was, after all, a sound investment. The fact that I was exchanging a familiar environment and an established circle of friends for a community of strangers had never seemed to me to be very important. Until now. I felt a tiny pang of longing for my third-floor flat, and for my neighbour Angie, down the hall, who could always be counted on for a cup of coffee and gossip in the midafternoon.

The longing vanished in an instant, though, as I turned from the hall into the study. It was a lovely, peaceful room, with dark panelled walls, rows of empty bookshelves smelling faintly of lemon oil, and a cosy-looking fireplace that corresponded to the one in my bedroom upstairs. Earlier that morning, sunlight had come spilling in through the curtainless window, falling in wide, slanting squares across the brown leather upholstery of my old sofa. Now the light was indirect, and dimly restful. Apart from the sofa, the only other pieces of furniture I’d added to this room were a matching armchair in front of the fireplace, and a simple walnut writing desk and chair. At the moment, they were buried beneath the boxes of books and papers I’d brought with me.

It was tempting to begin my unpacking in here, but I knew from experience how little it took to distract me. A favourite old book, joyfully discovered in the middle of a box, would mean my spending the rest of the afternoon in blissful, unproductive oblivion. Better to leave the study for last, I reasoned, and begin in the most logical and practical place – the kitchen.

I shut the study door reluctantly and retreated to the back of the house, where for the next few hours I attacked the packing boxes with a fervour that would have made my mother proud. The hard work left me, in the end, covered with dust, and longing – like the mole in my favourite children’s story – for a breath of the fresh spring air.

With Mole’s impulsiveness, I swung the back door wide and wandered outside, welcoming the gentle breeze that played upon my skin and lifted the curls from my damp forehead. I rubbed my palms on the legs of my jeans to get the worst of the dirt off, and stood for a moment with my hands on my hips, enjoying the feeling of well-earned freedom.

My gaze fell upon the tumbled pile of stones where Iain Sumner had been standing on the day I’d bought the house, and I altered my course towards it, interested.

It was some thirty yards or more distant from the house, well outside my own property line, and while it was therefore unlikely to have been part of a fence, it was far too symmetrical to be a natural feature. As I drew closer, I saw that the stones were arranged in an L shape, the longer side of the L running parallel to the back wall of my house. In places, the wall was not much shorter than my own height of five foot three, and in the shelter of the L someone had carefully broken and cultivated the earth to make a garden.

The dark soil was neatly furrowed and newly fertilised, ready for planting.

‘So you’ve bought it.’

For the second time I jumped, and turned, at the sound of Iain Sumner’s voice. He was not a small man, and it was a mystery to me how he could have crossed the yard without my hearing him. Recovering quickly, I was able to greet him with my most brilliant smile. He was wearing a rough brown sweater over heavy work trousers, and a brown cap with a stained brim. He pushed the cap back on his head, and his grey eyes smiled back at me.

‘You’ve bought the house,’ he repeated. It was a statement, not a question, but I answered it anyway.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you’ve been all the talk of the village these past few weeks, I’d best warn you. Mr Ridley let out that you were an artist, and from London, so everyone’s fair curious. If you don’t have a few disreputable, bohemian friends to invite down for weekends, you’d best get some, else the whole village will be disappointed.’

I laughed. ‘I’m afraid they’ll find me very boring. And I don’t have any bohemian friends.’

‘Not even a disreputable relative?’

‘They all moved to New Zealand. My parents are out there now, actually, on holiday, so the only person likely to visit me in the near future is my brother,’ I confided. ‘And he’s a vicar.’

‘Ah. Well.’ He accepted the information graciously, tilting his head to one side. ‘What do you think of my garden?’

‘Very nice,’ I said honestly. ‘This is your land, then?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘It belongs to a friend of mine. I just do this as a favour to him. There’s only room for a few flowers, nothing much.’

‘And brambles,’ I added, remembering his hands.

‘Aye.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘And brambles. Goes along with the gardening, that does.’

I reached out a hand to touch the stone wall, liking the feel of the sun-warmed roughness beneath my fingers.

‘What was this place?’ I asked him.

‘Used to be a dovecote, they tell me, for keeping pigeons. Not much left of it, now.’

‘Is it very old?’

‘As old as the house, I believe. Maybe older.’

‘The people who lived here were farmers, then, originally?’

‘Tenant farmers, maybe.’ He shrugged. ‘The land you’re standing on is manor land, and always has been to my knowledge.’

‘I’ve an interest in old houses,’ I confessed, still caressing the weathered stone with an absent hand, ‘especially this one. I’d love to learn more about its history.’

‘Ah,’ he said, smiling, ‘you’re talking to the wrong person, then. I’ve not been here more than five years, myself. Vivien’s the one you should ask.’

‘Vivien?’

‘Aye.’ His eyes softened. ‘Vivien Wells, at the Red Lion. A regular walking encyclopedia, she is. If she doesn’t know it, it’s not worth knowing.’

I wasn’t really listening, because as I’d raised my head my attention had been captured by a solitary horse and rider who had appeared just over Iain Sumner’s shoulder, in the distance. They were standing in the shadow of an oak, watching us. The horse was a large, powerful grey, and the rider was a man, dressed in dark clothes, but they were too far away for me to see them clearly.

Iain Sumner narrowed his eyes. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘What?’ I brought my gaze back to him guiltily. ‘Sorry. No, I was just looking at that man.’

‘What man?’

‘That man on the horse, behind you,’ I said, pointing.

He turned to look, but the shadow under the oak was empty.

I shook my head. ‘He’s gone now. A big man, on a grey horse.’

‘Might have been Geoff,’ Iain said slowly. ‘That’s manor land. Though I don’t know that he has any greys in his stable.’

‘It’s not important,’ I told him.

‘Perhaps not.’ He smiled. ‘Well, I’d best leave you in peace. I just came back to get my spade.’

He retrieved the forgotten tool from its resting place in the corner of the wall and, wishing me a good evening, pulled his cap down over his eyes and strode off towards the road, whistling.

After a final look round, I went back into the house where, unable to recapture my previous energy, I ignored my earlier resolution and settled myself in the study. After unpacking nearly two boxes of books, I came across a dog-eared copy of Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone, and it was well past midnight when I finally dragged myself upstairs, bathed, and fell asleep exhausted, with the shadow of the poplar tree lying like a guardian across my bed.








Chapter Three
	
It wasn’t difficult to locate Vivien Wells the next afternoon, in the bar of the Red Lion pub. This was the same pub where Tommy and I had stopped to ask directions all those years ago, its Tudor beams and plaster looking slightly cleaner than I remembered beneath a new thatched roof. Inside, the main bar was low-ceilinged and intimate, a little threadbare, perhaps, but comfortable, the old floor covered with a worn carpet that deadened the sound of conversation.

Apart from a small group of old men clustered around a corner table, I was the only other customer enjoying the pub’s congenial atmosphere at that hour of the day. And of the two people keeping bar, only one was a woman.

Vivien Wells was tall and healthy-looking, close to my own age, with long honey-coloured hair, honest blue eyes, and a quick dimpled smile. I liked her on sight.

She slid a gin and tonic across the bar to me and leant her elbows on the scarred wood, tilting her head appraisingly.

‘Iain said you were pretty,’ she remarked without malice, and I shifted awkwardly on my stool.

‘He said you were an encyclopedia,’ I offered.

She laughed in genuine amusement. ‘Praise indeed. And how are you enjoying Greywethers?’

I quirked an eyebrow. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your house,’ she elaborated. ‘That’s its name.’

‘I thought it was called Braeside. That was the name on the deed, surely?’

‘Eddie’s invention, that,’ she told me. ‘The last owner. He thought it sounded grand, despite the obvious fact that we haven’t a brae round here for miles. No, it was just plain Greywethers when I was growing up, and that’s what everyone still calls it.’

‘Greywethers.’ I tried the feel of it on my tongue. ‘It sounds very romantic.’

‘Uninspired, really.’ Vivien Wells smiled at me. ‘It’s just an old name for the stone they used round here for building. Sarsen stone. You know, like the ones at Stonehenge. There used to be hundreds of them littered across the downs, and builders just took what they wanted.’

‘Oh.’

‘You’ve had your eye on it some time, Iain tells me?’

I nodded, wondering how much of my foolish story he had told her. Not much, I wagered, remembering those impassive, flint-grey eyes. Iain Sumner had not impressed me as the gossiping type.

‘I saw it several years ago, and took a fancy to it,’ I explained. ‘Marvellous luck that it came up for sale. And at a price I could afford.’ Almost afford, I corrected myself, thinking of my plundered savings.

‘Well,’ Vivien picked up a glass and began polishing it with a practiced motion, ‘there’s not much demand for houses in this area. We’ve only got a few farms and a half-dozen shops – it’s mostly pensioners living here now. I’m afraid you’ll find us deadly dull after London.’

‘London is overrated,’ I said, but I was sure Vivien Wells already knew that. ‘Besides, I need the quiet for my work.’

‘Of course.’ She took up another glass and went on polishing. ‘You’re an artist, aren’t you? Do you paint?’

‘Watercolours,’ I replied. ‘Actually, I’m an illustrator. I paint pictures for books.’

‘Really? Anything I’d know?’

‘Not unless you read children’s books. I did the Llandrah series with Bridget Cooper a few years back.’

‘Did you? I’ve a six-year-old niece who’s in love with those stories. Well, well.’ Vivien raised her eyebrows, impressed. ‘You don’t mind if I spread that around, do you? It’d put some of the locals at ease. They’ve been worried you might turn out to be one of those modern sculptors. You know, great globs of twisted metal, and things.’

I shook my head, smiling. ‘No, I don’t mind.’

‘I don’t imagine they’ll…hang on, would you excuse me a moment?’

A summons from the lively group at the corner table diverted her, and while she attended to them I downed another mouthful of gin and tonic and wriggled into a slightly more comfortable position on the hard wooden stool.

I had not slept well the night before. While my body had been exhausted, my ears had remained alert and sensitive to every unfamiliar sound within the lonely house: every creak of the attic stairs beside my bedroom, every drip of the leaking tap in the bath down the hall, every movement of the tree branch sweeping across the slate roof overhead. I had drifted in and out of a fitful sleep, and woke more in need of my morning coffee than usual.

Nonetheless, I had managed to unpack most of the boxes in my study before finally taking a break and walking the short mile into town.

The Red Lion shared Exbury’s High Street with a handful of shops and offices, a string of postwar cottages, and a few lovely old homes set back from the road and shielded from prying eyes by low stone walls and wrought-iron fences. The street itself was paved, but on the west side of it the old cobbled walk had been left untouched, lending a distinct charm to the village. There was also, I had noted with some pleasure, an old-fashioned lychgate, with benches and roof, which I assumed led to the church whose steeple was barely visible above a screen of budding trees.

I wondered idly how old the church was, and must have spoken the question aloud, because Vivien Wells answered me, resuming her place behind the bar. ‘It’s Saxon, actually, parts of it, although it wasn’t properly finished until the 1500s.’ She cast a friendly eye at my empty glass. ‘Would you like another?’

‘Maybe just a small one,’ I conceded, pushing the glass towards her. ‘You really are the local historian, then.’

Vivien smiled. ‘I take an interest in history,’ she said, ‘and I had a grandmother who loved to talk. Iain said you were looking for information on your house, is that right? Well, I’m afraid I don’t know too much about it, myself. My aunt would probably know more. The Randalls have lived there as long as I can remember, and they weren’t exactly an exciting lot. I’m sure I can find something out for you, though. As a matter of fact…’

She turned to face her co-worker, who was lounging against the far end of the bar, reading the daily paper and smoking a cigarette.

‘Ned,’ she addressed him, ‘didn’t your father used to do some work up at Greywethers in old Mr Randall’s time?’

Ned lifted his eyes from his paper, glanced briefly at me, smiled at Vivien, and called over his shoulder, ‘Hey, Dad.’

One of the old men at the corner table raised his head in reply. ‘What?’

‘Viv wants to talk to you.’

Ned’s father tottered obligingly over to the bar and was introduced to me as Jerry Walsh, retired plumber. Yes, he told Vivien, he had done a few jobs for old Bill Randall.

‘He wanted the bath done up modern,’ he said. ‘All new pipes and everything. You’ll never need to worry about your pipes, miss,’ he added proudly, tapping his chest. ‘I did a proper job, I did. Not like these young lads today.’

I chose not to mention the dripping tap, nor the water that ran shockingly brown when one first turned it on.

‘You don’t remember who the Randalls bought the house from, do you, Jerry?’ Vivien asked him.

He frowned. ‘I’m not sure…they bought it just after the First War, I think. Seems to me it was a military chap had it before. My brother Art might remember…Arthur!’ He called another man over from the table.

Within ten minutes I was surrounded by all seven of them, overwhelming in their friendliness and their eagerness to be helpful. Working backwards, with a great deal of argument, they determined that Eddie Randall had inherited the house from his father, William, in the early 1950s, and that William had bought the house in 1921 from a Captain Somebody, who had reportedly had two very pretty daughters. Beyond that, nobody was exactly sure, and try as they might, they could not remember any interesting episodes in the history of my house.

‘Except for the ghost,’ one of the men ventured.

‘Ghost?’ I echoed.

Vivien smiled. ‘I’d clean forgotten,’ she said.

‘She’s not been seen for years,’ Jerry Walsh assured me.

‘Ay, it must be a good thirty years now,’ his brother put in. ‘The Green Lady, wasn’t it?’ The other men nodded, and he went on. ‘I never saw her myself, but plenty of folks did. Just a young woman, in a green dress. Used to appear in the garden at dusk.’

‘I saw her once,’ the man who had first spoken piped up. ‘Fair scared the life out of me. She just stood there, looking right through me with those sad eyes…’

‘Wasn’t a harmful ghost,’ Jerry Walsh cut in, with a reproving glance at the little man. ‘She didn’t do anyone no harm. Just stood in the garden, sometimes.’

So even the ghosts of Greywethers were boring, I thought to myself. No clanking of chains, no mournful howls at midnight…

‘Not like the ghosts up at the Hall, eh, lads?’ Arthur Walsh’s grin displayed a row of nicotine-blackened teeth. ‘Now, there’s a lively lot of characters for you. I’ve never actually seen any of them, mind, but they say that—’

‘Enough,’ Vivien broke in, her tone good-natured. ‘You’ll be giving the girl nightmares.’

‘Oh, that’s all right.’ I smiled. ‘I love a good ghost story. Where is the Hall?’

One of the men jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Crofton Hall,’ he said. ‘The old manor house just the other side of the church. Have you not been up there?’

I confessed that I had not yet ventured any further than the offices of my estate agents, just opposite the Red Lion on the High Street. Several eyebrows rose amid a chorus of disbelieving exclamations.

‘Well, you must see the Hall…’

‘…written up in three guidebooks, it was…’

‘…sure that young Geoff would be happy to give you a tour. Most of the house is open to the public, anyway. He just keeps the north wing for his private use.’

I yielded to the protests. ‘I must take a tour, then, when I’ve finished settling in.’

Mollified, the men settled back and launched into a lively conversation on the topic of moving house, which I found highly entertaining in spite of the fact that I could barely get a word in edgeways.

At ten minutes to four, all seven of them rose as one body, politely wished me good day, and filed out the door. Vivien Wells met my questioning look with a smile.

‘Teatime,’ she explained. ‘Time for them to get the latest installment of gossip from their wives. Though today I think it’ll be the men that do most of the talking.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean they’ll be talking about you.’ She grinned. ‘You’ve a lot to learn about village life, you know. It’s impossible to sneeze here without your neighbours popping in to say “Bless you”.’

‘I’m sure I’ll adjust.’

She nodded. ‘I’ve no doubt. Actually, you seem to have made quite a hit with that lot today. Just you watch – tomorrow you’ll have a string of visitors up to the house, with plates of cakes and potted geraniums, come to see how you’re getting on.’

‘I’ll dust off the silver tea service,’ I promised. ‘As a matter of fact, I could use visitors tomorrow. I’m planning to shift some of the furniture in the sitting room around, and I could do with an extra pair of hands.’

Vivien laughed. ‘Do you need help, really?’ she asked me. ‘Because I’m sure Iain would be happy to lend a hand.’

‘Heavens, no,’ I said, raising a hand in protest. ‘I was only joking.’ A sudden thought struck me. ‘What does Iain Sumner do, anyway? Is he a gardener?’

‘Farmer,’ she corrected me. ‘He keeps sheep. Has a small apple orchard as well, but that’s mostly a hobby.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Of course, he does have green fingers,’ she went on. ‘He put a lot of time into helping Geoff get the gardens up at the Hall in order, before they opened to the public. Geoff’s father had let the place run down a bit, and the grounds were an awful mess. There’s a full-time gardener up there now, to take care of things. Lovely rose garden they have – you really must see it in the summer.’

‘I’m sure I shall,’ I said. ‘After all, we are neighbours, aren’t we? My house backs right onto the manor lands, from what I’ve been told.’

‘So it does. You’ll like Geoff. He’s a genuine aristocrat – his family came over with the Conqueror – but he’s very down-to-earth, and great fun. Come to think of it, he may be able to tell you something about Greywethers. He did a lot of rooting about in the local history books when he was writing up the guidebook for Crofton Hall.’ She turned to pour herself a cup of coffee from the venomous-looking pot that sat brewing on the back of the bar. ‘Unfortunately, he’s on holiday at the moment, in France, but when he comes back, I’ll be sure to introduce you. In the meantime,’ she added, stirring her coffee, ‘I’ll see what I can find out on my own from my aunt and the local grapevine.’

‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that. How much do I owe you for the drinks?’

‘Not a farthing.’ She waved my money aside with a shake of her honey-blond head. ‘They’re on the house. My way of saying welcome to Exbury, if you like.’

‘But surely…I mean, it’s very nice of you, but…’ I glanced towards the end of the bar, where Ned was still slumped over his paper, and Vivien followed my gaze with understanding.

‘Oh, Ned’s not the kind to tell tales to the boss,’ she assured me. ‘Even if he were, he wouldn’t gain much by it, since I happen to be the boss.’

I stammered a quick apology and flushed a brilliant crimson. Vivien graciously ignored my embarrassment.

‘Is your telephone connected yet? Good. What’s the number?’

I told her, and she copied it down. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a ring if I find out anything of interest. Here.’ She passed me a box of matches. ‘My number’s on the back, if you need anything. Or you can just drop by, any time you get bored with unpacking. I always have time for a chat in the afternoon.’ She looked me straight in the eye and smiled her quick, frank smile.

‘I’m glad you’ve come to live here,’ she said simply.

I smiled back, feeling strangely warm inside.

‘So am I,’ I told her.

I was still smiling as I walked home, enjoying the fresh, vibrant feel of the late-April breezes and the wonderful silence of the untravelled road. My house stood waiting to welcome me home, looking already a little less neglected to my biased eyes.

‘Hullo, Greywethers,’ I greeted it, as I came up the drive.

At least I had learnt the proper name for my house. And that I had a ghost. What had the men at the Red Lion called her? The Green Lady. Somewhere in the garden.

The question was, I asked myself, just where had the garden been? There certainly wasn’t any trace of one now, at least not at the front of the house. Curious, I walked round to the back yard and had a look.

Not the dovecote, I decided. That garden was new. By the kitchen, perhaps, alongside the drive? The ground there certainly looked more level, but…

No. Not there. I turned my attention to the other side of the yard. There, I thought with certainty. One could even see the faint rises in the ground where the flower beds had been built up by loving hands. I crossed the yard and stood on the spot in triumph.

The sun had sunk lower in the sky, and the breeze that skimmed over me was decidedly chill. Hunching further into my sweater, I hugged myself for warmth, turning to face the distant line of trees.

The man on the grey horse was there, under the sheltering oak, watching me.

I raised my chin defiantly, and could have sworn that he smiled, although he was too far away for me to see his features clearly, let alone judge his expression. After a long moment, he wheeled his horse around and headed back in the direction of Crofton Hall, his dark outline swallowed by the shadows of the ancient trees.

The Green Lady forgotten, I went inside the house, taking particular care to bolt the kitchen door behind me.








Chapter Four
	
By noon the following day, I found myself wishing that I’d taken my own flippant advice and polished up the tea service. In fact, I was wishing that I’d had the foresight to actually purchase a tea service in the first place. As it was, I had to make do with my old chipped brown teapot and an assortment of china cups that didn’t quite match their saucers, to serve my guests.

And there certainly had been guests. The first arrivals, at nine o’clock, had been Mr Ridley, the house agent, and his wife, who were evidently early risers as they brought with them a plate of homemade Bath buns, still warm from the oven. Close on their heels had come Jerry Walsh and his amiable wife, Eva, with two jars of Eva’s black-currant jelly; then Arthur and Marie Walsh bearing a plate of chocolate biscuits. Several others came and departed in a kind of blur, including a soft-voiced, elderly lady named Mrs Hutherson, who brought me two dozen buttery fruit scones and her best wishes. Everyone was very nice, very friendly, and very well informed.

‘Children’s books, isn’t it, my dear?’ Mrs Hutherson had asked in her gentle voice. ‘How clever of you.’ Her blue eyes struck a familiar chord in my memory, but she had gone before I could grasp the connection.

The quiet couple who came last with a bottle of raspberry cordial benefited from their position by being offered the best selection of treats. The coffee table in my sitting room was by this time so loaded with edible offerings that anyone would have thought I’d spent hours preparing for a neighbourhood tea party.

Any lingering doubts my visitors may have had regarding my respectability were put to rest, emphatically and unexpectedly, by the arrival of my brother, wearing his clerical collar and looking eminently pious. So pious, in fact, that I doubted whether any of his own parishioners would have recognised him.

Shortly after noon, when the crowd had cleared, Tom leant back in his chair, linking his hands behind his head.

‘I congratulate you,’ he said. ‘My own neighbours didn’t lay siege to me until I’d been in the village a week. How long have you been here, now? Two days?’

‘I moved in on Tuesday, so this is my third day here. Feet off the coffee table, please.’

‘Sorry.’ He moved his shoes obediently. ‘I hope you don’t mind my dropping in on you like this. I suppose I could have called first.’

‘You couldn’t have picked a better time,’ I assured him warmly. ‘It’ll do wonders for my image. By teatime it’ll be all over town that I’m related to a vicar.’

‘Or that you’re having an affair with one.’ Tom grinned. ‘Village people have terribly suspicious minds, you know.’

I ignored him. ‘It’s your day off, I take it?’

‘Yes. I left the parish in the capable hands of my new curate, young Mr Ogilvie. You’d like him, Julia. He’s much less tedious than his predecessor. Of course, his views may be a little progressive for my flock, but he means well.’

‘Anything would be an improvement on your last curate,’ I agreed with feeling. ‘Michael something, wasn’t it? Very low church, never smiled, always bubbling over with hell-fire and damnation?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Whatever happened to him?’

‘I managed to have him transferred to a parish up north. I felt I’d done my penance,’ Tom said, smiling. ‘Anyway, back to the subject of my day off. I promised the parents I’d stop in this week and see how you were getting on. How are you getting on?’

‘Quite well, thanks. I’ve got most of the downstairs rooms sorted out, I think.’

‘It looks very nice.’ He let his gaze roam the sun-filled, spacious room. ‘It really is a lovely house. I am impressed. Are you going to give me the grand tour, or,’ his gaze fell on the overloaded coffee table, ‘do I have to help with the washing-up first?’

I assured him that the washing-up could wait, and began the tour in the room we were in.

‘Well, this, naturally, is the sitting room,’ I said. ‘I need to buy a bigger carpet to protect this floor, and the curtains of course will have to go…’

‘I see what you mean.’ Tom eyed the garish floral chintz speculatively. ‘The windows themselves are nice, though. And I genuinely like the fireplace. What’s through here?’ He indicated a connecting door on the far wall.

‘Dining room.’ I led him through.

‘Julia!’ My brother’s tone held admiration. ‘Where on earth did you get that dresser?’

‘It’s quite something, isn’t it? It came with the house.’

The dresser was late Victorian, solid walnut, and nearly nine feet tall, its top brushing the plastered ceiling of the dining room. I suspected it had come with the house only because it would have needed a crane to budge it. The single piece of furniture so completely dominated the long room that one barely noticed the lack of table or chairs. On either side of the dresser, two tall windows looked out over the back lawn, adding to the impression of stately elegance.

From the dining room we walked through a swinging door into the scrubbed and Spartan kitchen with its old-fashioned pantry, then out through the narrow passageway into the panelled front hall. After a brief detour into the study, where Tom might easily have settled himself for the remainder of the day had I not dragged him out again, we climbed the angled staircase to the upper floor.

‘Now, I haven’t done anything up here since the day I moved in,’ I warned him, ‘so some of the rooms may be a little messy. Just so you don’t expect much.’

‘Blast these ceilings.’ Tom ducked too late and stepped onto the landing, rubbing the back of his head. ‘Made for midgets. How many bedrooms do you have?’

‘Four. But I’m only using two of them. These two,’ I indicated the closed doors to our left, ‘are just for storage, at present.’

‘Very sensible.’ Ever curious, Tom poked his head inside the first room and peered around. It was a long, narrow room, separated from my own by the attic stairs that ran behind the end wall. The light coming in the twin windows was partially blocked by the branches of a pear tree growing close against the front of the house. The other storage room occupied the front south corner, and the fact that it had only one window was compensated for by the presence of yet another fireplace.

‘You’ll have to learn to chop wood,’ my brother commented, and I pulled a face.

‘Come off it, Tom. You’ve seen me light a fire before. The whole house would go up like a Roman candle.’

Tom grinned, and bent to examine the carved wooden mantelpiece. Leaving him there, I moved on ahead to the next door, which belonged to the small back corner room that I’d chosen to use as my studio. I hadn’t bothered to check on my supplies or equipment yet, having determined not to think about work for this first week, but it suddenly struck me that, since Tom was here, he might be coerced into helping me assemble my drawing board.

I was not normally inept when it came to routine mechanical tasks, but this particular drawing board – devised by a sadistic Swedish designer – always managed to defeat my best efforts, and left me sitting frustrated and helpless amid a jumble of chrome poles, assorted tools, and one less bolt than the directions called for.

Come to think of it, I thought, brightening, I hadn’t actually seen the movers carrying the table upstairs. Maybe it had been lost in the move. I pushed open the studio door, took two steps into the room, and stopped dead in confusion.

There was nothing there. Nothing of mine, anyway. Except for a low, narrow bed pushed against the back wall, and an antique clothespress in one corner, the room was completely empty.

‘Well, that’s odd,’ I said out loud.

‘What’s odd?’ my brother called back.

‘This furniture isn’t mine,’ I told him, moving back across the hall to the front bedroom. ‘They must have put my studio things in one of these rooms instead. There should be an easel and my drawing board and that great ugly chair. I just can’t imagine where…’

My voice trailed off as I rummaged amid the boxes, and my brother’s shadow moved past me into the hall.

‘Julia,’ he said, a moment later. ‘Come here.’

I found him standing in the doorway of my studio, hands on hips. ‘Now,’ he said, as I joined him, ‘what do you see?’

I looked, blinked hard, and looked again. It was all there – the easel, the studio furniture, the untidy boxes of paints and brushes and paper…everything, just as it should be. Moreover, there was no sign to be seen of the bed or clothespress.

‘You haven’t been nipping into the cooking sherry, have you?’ Tom joked.

‘But, Tom.’ I shook my head, bewildered. ‘These things weren’t here a minute ago, honestly.’

My brother looked down at me, his expression concerned, and when he finally spoke, his voice had lost its mocking edge. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘why don’t we leave the rest of the tour until later? You must be exhausted after this morning.’

‘I’m not crazy.’

‘Of course you’re not. Feel up to a pot of tea?’

I trailed unhappily after him down the stairs.

‘That room was empty when I looked.’

‘I’m not saying it wasn’t. I’m not saying that you didn’t see what you said you saw. I just think there’s probably a good reason why you saw what you said you saw.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘Such as?’

Tom lifted his shoulders in a shrug. ‘I don’t know. You’re tired, you’ve been pushing yourself too hard…when did you get to bed last night?’

‘Late,’ I admitted. ‘But I can’t believe that has anything to do with…’

‘And what time were you up this morning?’

‘Just after six. But…’

‘There you are,’ he said, raising his hands to emphasise his point. ‘You’re not getting enough sleep.’

I was familiar with my brother’s moods. I waited until the tea was brewed and we were sitting facing each other across the kitchen table, before I dared to contradict him.

‘As a matter of fact,’ I told him firmly, ‘I am getting plenty of sleep. And I’m not tired, honestly. I’ve not done any real work since I moved in here, I’ve only unpacked a few boxes.’

‘You look tired.’

‘Tom.’ I smiled at his obstinacy. ‘Listen to me. I am very well rested. I’ve been sleeping like a log. And dreaming every night, come to that.’

‘Really? That’s rather unusual for you, isn’t it? I thought you hardly ever dreamt.’

‘Maybe it’s the country air.’

‘What sort of dreams?’

‘I really can’t remember most of them,’ I said, frowning slightly as I drank my tea. ‘One of them was about a comet, I think. Yes, that was it…there were two comets, one right after the other, and everyone was saying how that meant something terrible was going to happen. What does Freud have to say about comet dreams?’

‘Not Freud.’ Tom shook his head. ‘Jung. And I really haven’t the foggiest idea. I didn’t study psychology. Which reminds me.’ He sat forward suddenly. ‘Rod Denton is giving a dinner party Saturday week at his house in London.’

‘How can my comet dream possibly remind you of Rod Denton’s dinner party?’

‘Rod did study psychology at college,’ Tom explained. ‘Among other things.’ Roderick Denton had come down from Oxford at the same time as my brother, but had been destined for rather more worldly pursuits. He had married the daughter of an earl, inherited a house in Belgravia, and was doing quite well for himself in the financial world.

‘Anyhow,’ Tom continued, ‘his parties are usually rather fun. I thought you might care to come with me. Might do you good, getting out for a day.’

‘You make it sound as though I’ve been cooped up here for weeks.

‘I only thought,’ he shot me a dark, sideways glance, ‘that you could use a break from all this work.’

‘Well, I could, actually,’ I conceded, draining my teacup with a smile. ‘Thanks. Saturday week, you said? What time?’

‘Cocktails at six-thirty. You remember where he lives?’

I nodded. ‘I’ll meet you there, then, if you like. I’m sure my friend Cheryl would be happy to put me up for the night. I can park the car at her place, up in Islington, and take the tube down to Rod’s. OK with you?’

‘Fine.’

‘Right. Are you ready for the rest of my guided tour?’

‘Are you sure you feel up to it?’

‘Of course. Besides,’ I said, putting an affectionate arm around my brother’s shoulders, ‘I want you to take a look at my drawing board.’

He frowned. ‘I’ve already seen your drawing board.’

‘A really close look, if you know what I mean.’

Tom caught my meaning and sighed heavily. ‘Don’t bat your eyes at me, my love, I know entrapment when I see it.’ He led the way back up the stairs to the first floor, and I heard a shockingly irreligious oath as his dark head connected a second time with the low ceiling.

‘And a good thing it is for you,’ he said, turning to me with a broad grin, ‘that your neighbours weren’t around to hear that.’

Later that afternoon, I found myself once again on the narrow paved road leading into the village, walking with my face turned towards the wind and revelling in the cool, fragrant country air that blew the packing-box dust from my lungs.

Tom had been gone for nearly an hour. The remainder of his visit had passed smoothly – I had no more hallucinations, and to my great relief, every room we entered had appeared exactly as I had left it. I decided that my brother must have been right, after all. Tom, I reasoned, had an irritating habit of always being right. Perhaps I had been pushing myself too hard, trying to do too much all at once.

I had planned, after he left, to clear away the remains of the morning’s impromptu tea party, do the washing up, and try to tighten the leaking tap in the bath, but instead I decided to take Tom’s advice and get away from the house for a while.

My original thought had been to drop in at the Red Lion for a light meal and a friendly chat with Vivien, but the sun was shining and the road was beckoning, and the more I walked, the more I felt like walking.

I passed by the Red Lion, and the offices of Ridley and Stewart, Estate Agents, and the huddled cluster of shops. A short distance further on, a massive stone portal rose on my right, its iron gate flung invitingly wide. A narrow dirt path, tidily edged and shaded by a tightly woven canopy of closely planted trees, curved away into the cool shadows. This, I correctly assumed, must be the entrance to the famed manor house.

Resisting the temptation to trespass, I stuck to the cobbled walk of the High Street. Time enough to see the manor another day, I told myself. Besides, the man who owned the Hall was away, Vivien had said. In France. Better to wait until he returned, and have a proper inside tour. I walked on to the quaint wooden lychgate that I’d admired earlier and, pushing open the swinging half door, entered the silent churchyard.

There are few places in England so peaceful or oddly beautiful as a country churchyard, where the ivy grows thickly in the shadowy corners and trails across the weathered stones, their carved faces almost unreadable after countless years of exposure to the sun and rain. Many of the stones here were tilted at a precarious angle, leaning to one side like drunken sentries. Some of them had toppled from their post completely and had been propped with care against the outside wall of the church.

The church itself was small and plain, a squat building of sun-bleached stone topped by a square, crenellated tower. A faded, hand-lettered placard by the door proclaimed it to be the Church of St John, with services on Sundays and Wednesday evenings. One push against the thick oak door and it swung obligingly inward on its heavy iron hinges, showing me an equally plain interior that nonetheless gave the impression of soaring space. The late-afternoon sunlight streamed in through narrow stained-glass windows and bathed the bare stone walls in a warm, glowing light.

My footsteps sounded uncommonly loud, a modern intrusion into this peaceful, holy place, as I walked slowly into the centre of the church, reading the distinguished names on the square stone markers beneath my feet: Staynor, Alleyn, Hatch, de Mornay…

A violent explosion of sound brought my head up and around with a start, my heart leaping wildly against my ribcage. It was only a pigeon, trapped for a moment behind the rood screen, thrashing out in panic before it could work its way clear and beat a hasty exit through the half-open door.

My heart slowly returned to normal, leaving me feeling slightly dizzy, with a dull ringing in my ears, as though I were about to faint. The sunlit interior of the little church felt suddenly as stale and airless as a tomb, and I stumbled back outside, gulping air in deep, unsteady breaths.

In my confusion, I turned my back to the High Street and found myself in a shaded dirt lane, flanked by large, overhanging beech trees that rustled gently in the shifting breeze. My face was damp with perspiration, and a steady pounding sound rose above the ringing in my ears as I paused to rest, supporting myself with an outstretched hand upon one gnarled tree trunk. The pounding gradually became louder, more rhythmic, until it was recognisable as the sound of a horse’s hooves striking the tightly packed soil.

Looking up, I saw a solitary horse and rider approaching. A grey horse, carrying a tall man in dark clothing.

I blinked, my vision blurring, and the horse changed colour, no longer grey now but chestnut, with a darkly flowing mane and tail. The man astride the horse changed, too, subtly, like clay poured from one mold into another, his outline indistinct in the mottled shadows of the lane. They drew nearer still, and still I neither moved nor spoke, standing rooted to my spot and staring like the village idiot.

Closer and closer the spectre came, until the horse was pulled to a halt in front of me. I looked up. The sun was positioned directly behind the rider. Filtering through the trees, it created a blinding halo around the man’s dark head, and I sensed, rather than saw, his smile.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘You must be my new neighbour. I’m Geoffrey de Mornay.’

I momentarily forgot the rules of proper etiquette. I raised my hand, smiled up at him, and fainted dead away at his horse’s feet.
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