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CHAPTER ONE

‘Who the devil is it?’ Roger Fenleigh thundered at his bewildered accountant and friend of many years’ standing. 

‘I’m afraid I don’t know. I didn’t realise there was a sitting tenant on the estate,’ came the reply. 

‘You say there is no evidence of any rent payments?’ the taller and darker of the two men snapped as he paced backward and forward in front of Simon Osbourne’s desk. 

‘None at all.’ 

‘So where has this person come from two weeks before I sign a contract of sale?’ 

Simon Osbourne, of Osbourne, Osbourne and Clark, rose from his chair and walked around the desk. 

‘I was talking to a chap last week from the Tyne Tees Television lot. He was babbling on about some up-and-coming writer. He said she lived on Greensfield Estate. I told him it must be a mistake, as nobody had lived there since your great uncle. He was most insistent, so when I came back to the office I went through every file I could find and nothing. Next day I sent young Phillips out to the estate and he came back with the news that a person was living in the old boathouse.’ 

‘Squatter!’ Roger spat out. 

‘More than likely,’ his friend agreed, settling himself on the edge of the desk top. ‘Move them on in no time, you’ll see.’ 

Roger Fenleigh stopped his pacing and, turning a cynical smile upon his friend’s beaming confidence, said, ‘The letter of the law, eh, Simon?’ 

‘Quite, quite so.’ 

‘No go, I’m afraid. I’m going down there now and if I find any trespassers, heaven help them.’ 

‘Look here, Roger, that won’t help anything.’ 

Simon thrust himself away from the desk and hurried after his friend who was striding purposefully towards the door. 

‘Isn’t it a bit late in the day? I mean, why don’t we go down together on Monday?’ 

‘Goodbye, Simon, have a good weekend and give the family my regards.’ 

Roger Fenleigh left the building that housed Osbourne, Osbourne and Clark and crossed the road to a pedestrian passage that led him back to the multi-storey carpark where he had left his car. The red sporty model glowed in the drab light between the concrete pillars of the half-empty carpark. But for once the sight of it did nothing to lift the scowl from its owner’s face as he lowered himself into the driving seat. 

The car shot down the ramp and out on to the street with a squeal of tyres. Once through the city and out on to the open road, the frown across his brow disappeared and the tightness around his shoulders eased. Driving always helped him to relax and clear his mind for the next move. It was this ability to click problems through his brain, like slides through a projector, that had helped him get so far and do so well. 

In the twenty years he’d been on his own, he had worked his way up through building sites and part-time education to university, partnerships, directorships and eventually to the expensive consultancy he now enjoyed with the mammoth building conglomerates. Work was his pleasure from waking to sleeping, driving him along as did the purring engine beneath the bonnet of the car. 

With a click he set his present problem under his mind’s eye and thirty minutes later turned off the main road on to a narrow, country lane. A short distance farther on he swung the car in through two tall stone pillars, alongside one of which dangled a dilapidated gate resting against a confusion of trees and rhododendrons. The house, when it came into view, was of mellow stone in the classic lines of its Georgian architecture. Everywhere, weeds, ivy and moss encroached, blocking out light from sleeping windows, pushing up through gravel and stonework. 

The house meant nothing to him. Oh, he admired it for what it had been, a beautiful house in its heyday, but he had never lived there, nor even visited. He’d never heard of great Uncle Chesterton and had been as surprised as anyone when notified of his inheritance. Now, on only his second visit, his eyes wandered knowledgeably over the front of the house. It was a plain rectangle of solid construction with rows of tall sash windows. The entrance was enclosed by tall columns and covered in by a hood. The roof fell backward from each side and the front slope was pierced by a row of dormer windows. His fingers plucked the bundle of large keys from the pocket of his driving coat as he approached the main entrance. 

It was early March and the light was already fading. Simon had been right to advise him to wait. Of course it would have been far better to inspect the place in daylight, but he was here now and might as well take a look around. Pale statues stood sentinel in alcoves around a square, marble-floored hall. Deep doorways gave on to large, shuttered rooms, until he came to a library. Bookshelves lined three walls of the room, their shelves still stacked with books. He ran his fingers appreciatively along the bindings. 

Leather skirts hung down from the shelves above to protect the books beneath from dust. Grilled doors at floor level guarded tomes of ancient script. Heavy drapes were tied back from the windows and the evening light showed no dust sheets on a large, central table or a high wing-backed chair to one side of the Adam fireplace. Someone still used the library, he noted, running a finger across the dust-free surface of the table. 

Heading up the main staircase to the second floor, he moved from room to room and window to window. There was still enough light to survey the surrounding parkland in front of the house. He traced the river’s course along what he knew to be the western boundary, until it disappeared into the uneven edge of the wood. 

‘That’s where it will be,’ he told himself, calculating distance and direction. 

Leaving the room with every intention of finding his way to the boathouse, he was distracted, when passing an open door on the right at the head of the stairs, by a flash of something bright on the hillside behind the house. He crossed the space to stand looking out of the window. It was the bright red of an anorak worn by a girl silhouetted against the darkening sky. Her hair and skirt flew out around her in wild disarray as she stood on the outcrop as though carved from the same stone. 

Minutes passed as he watched, then without warning she was gone. As though released from a dream, he turned to leave. 

A sharp crack was the only warning before he was hurled forward across the floor, gathering splinters in his hands as he tried to save himself. It was seconds before he recovered his wind and attempted to sit up. When he did, the cause of his accident became painfully obvious. He had gone through the floor, or at least one of his feet had. When he twisted to try and release the trapped ankle there was an ominous grinding sound and the pain increased to a point where black clouds threatened his consciousness. After much grunting and groaning, he managed to break away the surrounding rotten floor boards and ease his foot from the trapped shoe. Gritting his teeth, he made his way to the head of the stairs. 

* * * 

Penny Chapman stood on a rocky outcrop overlooking Greensfield Park. Tuck, the retriever, lay panting close by while the two other dogs, Bonnie and Clyde, foraged for rabbits. Bonnie was half collie and had to be watched when in the vicinity of sheep but Clyde was only fifteen weeks old and as yet his lineage wasn’t showing. 

Penny’s skirt whirled around her legs as the winter sun slid from the one and only patch of blue sky. A jet screamed overhead, a blade of grey steel, slicing into the encroaching evening. The wind, that was a constant factor here on the high moors of North Northumberland, gently coiled Penny’s long hair around her throat only to snatch it back again and whip it across her eyes. A tumble of stones down the hillside behind her heralded the return of Bonnie and Clyde. 

‘Come on dogs, time for home,’ she said. 

A soft mist cloaked the river that ran like a stocking from the estate below her to the grey line of the sea on the horizon. The dogs ran ahead as she climbed down on to the narrow sheep track that would lead them back to the broken wall that had once surrounded the park, but was now only a pile of scattered stones. 

They scrambled over the wall and crossed the wilderness of parkland that had originally been set out by the famous Capability Brown. Turning the corner of the kitchen garden, Penny was startled to see a red sports car standing in the drive. She looked around the wide sweep of weed-covered gravel and back to the tall house whose surroundings failed to dim its elegant beauty. 

Where was the owner of the car? Surely they couldn’t be in the house. There was no electricity on and it would soon be dark. She looked for signs of a torch light flickering in any of the windows, but there was nothing, no movement anywhere. Puzzled, she walked over to the heavy door which gave at her touch. The dogs were in like a shot, scrambling around in the darkening interior. Penny was familiar with the house and moved from room to room easily in the shadowy light. The furniture, shrouded in dust sheets, made eerie shapes in the grey background but it held no fear for her, only loving memories. 

‘Hello, any one here?’ she called. 

The ground floor revealed nothing. As she made her way back into the hall, a muffled sound from above brought her to the foot of the sweeping staircase. 

‘Hello, anyone there?’ she repeated. 

‘Upstairs, on the left!’ 

The voice, strong, male and full of angry frustration made her jump, even though she was half expecting it. Cautiously, she made her way up the stairs and found the open door of one of the main bedrooms. Inside the room was dark and she could only just make out the shape of a large man sitting on the far side of a four-poster bed. 

‘Thank goodness,’ a deep voice growled. 

‘Who are you?’ she asked, her voice spiked with suspicion. 

‘Well, I’m not a burglar if that’s what you’re thinking and I’m in no fit state to attack anyone, so for heaven’s sake come in where I can see you.’ She was standing in the doorway surrounded by curious dogs. 

‘I didn’t think you were a burglar, not with a red sports car. But why are you in no fit state to attack anyone even considering they would let you?’ 

He still hadn’t risen from the bed. 

‘Because I think I may have broken my ankle.’ 

Penny moved into the twilight that drifted through the window. The dogs, taking this as a sign of approval, came into the room, sniffing enthusiastically. 

‘Look, keep those dogs away, will you? The last thing I need is for one of them to bump me.’ 

She called to them and they came and lay down quietly beside her with the exception of Clyde, who disappeared beneath the bed. The stranger gave a sharp sigh and spoke in a different tone of voice. 

‘I don’t know who you are or where you are from or what you’re doing here on this estate but do you drive?’ 

The question took her by surprise. 

‘Er, no,’ she answered. 

‘Drat! Do you live nearby?’ 

‘Yes, but I don’t have a phone. If you can’t walk then I shall have to go to the village and call for an ambulance from there.’ 

She felt rather than saw the keenness of his gaze from the heavily-shadowed corner where he sat. 

‘I know a little first aid,’ she offered. ‘Perhaps I could help.’ 

‘Thank you, but I’m not in the mood for amateurs.’ 

A slither of moonlight touched the window and fell across Penny’s face as she turned away. An awkward silence hung in the air. 

‘How far away is this village?’ he asked wearily. 

‘Two miles from the end of the drive but I’ll take a short cut through the woods and be back as quick as I can.’ 

‘Woods, at this time of night? Will you be safe?’ 

‘Quite safe.’ 

‘Right,’ he said, nodding in agreement. 

She left the house and crossed the park to her home. She was there before she realised Clyde wasn’t with her. She’d been so angry at the stranger’s rudeness that she had failed to notice the puppy’s disappearance. She had already resolved to ring the emergency services from the village then return straight home without going back to the house. Now she would have to go back, if only to collect Clyde. 

A good hour had passed before Penny returned. 

‘Where the devil have you been?’ the man demanded. ‘I thought something had happened to you.’ 

‘My home was on the way so I stopped to leave the dogs and collect these.’ 

She held up a large torch and in its light, a flask. It was completely dark now and she stood the torch on the tallboy to give them as much light as possible, before carrying the flask to the bed. Here, she could see for the first time the man she was helping. His face was sharp and angular in the shadowy light, silhouetting the strength of well-shaped bones. His lids drooped over his eyes at the sudden intrusion of light from the torch but the tightness of his mouth betrayed his awareness of Penny’s scrutiny. 

Long fingers raked self-consciously through ruffled fairish hair. The once immaculate blue suit was crumpled and smudged with dust. 

‘You missed that one,’ he said and pointed at the small bundle fast asleep in the centre of the bed. 

‘Yes, he’s the reason I came back,’ she said pointedly. 

The remark hit home and the scowl left his face. 

‘I owe you an apology,’ he said, as he took the cup of hot tea from her hands. 

She inclined her head as she sat down with care on the end of the bed. With the smaller cup of tea in her hand she was placing the flask on the floor. 

‘How did you hurt your ankle?’ 

There was a short pause before he said, ‘My own stupidity entirely. I allowed myself to be distracted by a view from one of the top floor windows.’ 

Penny nodded her head. 

‘The views are wonderful, aren’t they?’ 

‘You know the house?’ The tone of his voice didn’t change but he was immediately alert. 

Penny watched the swirl of tea in her cup and remembered how Becker, the old housekeeper, had made up marvellous futures for her from the tea leaves. She sensed his impatience. 

‘Um, I knew the late owner. Was it the floor?’ 

He turned to look at her. 

‘Yes, I went through the floorboards. Once through I couldn’t get the wretched foot out again. I think I did most of the damage at that point. The place is in a dreadful state. It wasn’t until I tried to get back down the stairs that I realised how bad the ankle was. I managed to get on to this bed then I must have passed out. When I came to the light was fading and I had visions of rotting up here.’ 

‘Doesn’t anyone know you are here?’ 

‘Only one person and he was going off for the weekend, so you see it would have been quite some time before anyone found me. I’m very grateful you were around, but tell me, how do you come to be here?’ 

‘I was out walking with my dogs when I saw your car in the drive. I knew there was no electricity on in the house, so I put two and two together and thought I had better look into it.’ 

‘Lucky for me that you did.’ 

He gave her the shadow of a smile and rubbed a hand across the beginnings of roughness on his chin. 

‘You must know the area well. You knew there was no power in the house. You talked of taking a short cut to the village, so I assume you must be fairly familiar with the place.’ 

‘Yes, I suppose you could say I was.’ 

‘So you would know if there was anyone living on the estate.’ 

‘The owner of the Hall died two years ago and lived abroad four years before that.’ 

‘Oh, I don’t mean here in the Hall. There have been rumours of a squatter living somewhere on the estate, in a boathouse, I believe. Do you know anything about that, maybe seen a stranger around recently?’ 

‘A squatter?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘No.’ 

Something went cold inside her as she watched him trying to ease his ankle. The straight mouth was pulled back in a grimace. A lock of hair fell over his forehead, he looked up, quickly catching her glance in his own. 

‘How do you know this person is a squatter? Perhaps they are perfectly legitimate and own the property,’ she enquired. 

‘They don’t.’ 

‘You sound very sure.’ 

‘I am. You see, I own the estate.’ 

Penny felt every muscle in her body tighten with shock. 

‘You own the estate!’ 

‘Yes. You seem surprised.’ 

She had the full force of his attention now. 

‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ she said, when she had recovered sufficiently from his announcement, ‘but as I explained before, I knew the last owner and I hadn’t heard that the place had been sold.’ 

She was shaking right down to her toes. 

‘Are you perhaps questioning my right as legitimate owner, Miss—er?’ 

There was a hint of amusement in his voice. 

‘Chapman,’ Penny muttered automatically. ‘Penelope Chapman. I’m just puzzled, that’s all.’ 

‘Well, to satisfy your curiosity, Miss Penelope Chapman, I inherited the Hall from my late great uncle, Charles Algernon Chesterton, whom I never met, nor even heard of until contacted by a solicitor. You, I take it, knew the gentleman personally?’ 

Penny closed her eyes against the pain and nodded. 

‘Could I have another cup of tea, do you think?’ he asked. 

‘I shouldn’t. You may need an anaesthetic when they set your ankle. It could make you sick.’ 

Her hands trembled as she fastened the cups back on to the flask. 

‘Are you planning to live at the Hall? It will take an awful lot of renovation work,’ she inquired. 

‘No. I live in town. I only came up here today because of these rumours.’ 

‘You have no immediate plans for your inheritance then?’ Penny asked hopefully. 

‘Yes, I have plans. I’m in the middle of selling the place and they won’t take kindly to finding they have a sitting tenant. That’s why I must find this person, if they exist, and quickly.’ 

‘You’re selling?’ 

‘As long as I can deliver on time, yes.’ 

‘Why is time so important?’ 

‘Because these are busy people and they have strict schedules to keep.’ 

He rubbed the top of his leg, unconsciously trying to soothe the pain below it. 

‘What will these people do with the land?’ 

He gave her a long look before replying, ‘They’ll clear it and build houses. That’s what’s needed in this area, isn’t it?’ 

‘Clear it!’ 

Penny’s foot sent the flask rolling across the floor to crack against the skirting boards. Clyde woke up with a start, saw his owner and bounded across the bed. 

‘I must let him out,’ she said, grabbing the puppy and making her way out of the room as fast as she could, ignoring the grunt of pain that had come from the man as she’d leaped from the bed. 

By the time the puppy had wandered around and done his business, the ambulance had arrived. In the ensuing activity, there was no more time for conversation. The house was locked up, the ambulance doors slammed and the tail lights disappeared down the drive. 




End of sample
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