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An afternoon like gossamer. Blue shadows blurring into infinity, even the insects seemed half-asleep. From a high point of land nearby, the village appeared to be floating, an island of rooftops and tidy gardens adrift in a pale sea of stubble fields and grasslands. Animals and trees weighed down by the drowsiness of late summer heat.


Time played tricks in the shimmering stillness.


Lydia, gazing down at the village from Raven’s Beacon, wanted the afternoon to go on for ever. That evening, dinner loomed. Dinner at the Manor. Conversation as starched and unyielding as the napkins, and the kind of welcome which only emphasised her not-belonging.


The elderly lady who would be her hostess fiddled unnecessarily with a bowl of sweet peas and gypsophila she had finished arranging an hour before. In theory, having reached the final years of her life, she had run out of time, yet on afternoons such as this, she felt she was wallowing in a surplus.


Not far away her daughter Caro, as usual, seemed to have exhausted all the hours available that day and was simply flying here there and everywhere, in a sweat of heat and irritation, simply to keep up.


Only the small boy in the lorry, waking from a troubled sleep and shouting to be heard above the shake and roar of the engine, was blissfully unaware of time, still lost as he was in the endless present tense of childhood.


‘Is this the place we’re going?’


‘Yes.’


‘What’s it called?’


‘Briarswood.’


The name meant nothing to him. Not yet.


Sated with the September heat, it was the canine residents of Briarswood who noticed the intrusion first. Suddenly there was a darker texture to the gauzy hum and buzz and drone, a distant sound, as gently ominous as summer thunder, but approaching all the time.


It was Suzie who saw them first. Ambling along the road with her elderly labrador, Bumpkin, she was finding that time weighed very heavily indeed. Because she was only fifteen, people were for ever telling her she had her whole life in front of her – kindly meant, obviously, but a truly appalling prospect, when she had a hard job knowing how to fill a single afternoon.


And then the vehicles appeared.


The car at the head of the procession had once, long ago, been red. It was struggling to pull a bouncing, old-fashioned caravan. Behind that, as Suzie observed through her screen of fair hair, came a lorry with windows at the side and a curious little chimney. Behind that a van, and behind that a small lorry towing another caravan. And still the ancient vehicles came over the hill.


A cold finger of apprehension touched Suzie’s spine.


As the red saloon car came closer, there was a grinding screech of brakes. The two human occupants of the car had noticed Suzie at the same moment that their dog, huge and white and out of control, had spotted Bumpkin. Letting rip with a frenzy of barks, it hurled itself like a crazed ghost against the dashboard, obscuring all else from view. Even above the roar of the engine and the barking of the dog, Suzie could hear the yelled curses of the temporarily blinded driver, and the even louder yells of the passenger as he fought to bring the dog under control. The car swerved towards Suzie. Bumpkin raised his hackles and growled a warning. Suzie froze. Just as the car was about to veer off the road, the dog was overpowered. A woman’s face surfaced once more above the steering wheel and the vehicle crunched to a halt. Disaster had been avoided by inches.


The passenger, a young man of devastating good looks, leaned out of the side window and called to Suzie, ‘Is this the way to Ted Sedden’s farm?’


For once in her life too shocked even to be self-conscious, Suzie shouted back, ‘Through the village and first left after the fire station.’


‘Cheers!’


The grin that accompanied the young man’s thanks was doing extraordinary things to the pit of Suzie’s stomach. He was darkly handsome with black hair that was cut short on the crown of his head, but long at the sides. His companion was plain by comparison – anyone would have been plain by comparison, Suzie thought – but she threw Suzie a warm smile and made a thumbs-up sign before flinging the car into gear and setting off once again. The pale dog was still barking excitedly, but through the rear windows, at the caravan which bobbed and swayed behind them.


With a roar of danger and exhaust fumes they were on their way, followed by the lorry with the funny windows and the little chimney and the whole cavalcade of geriatric, protesting vehicles.


Good heavens, thought Suzie, when she was left standing once more by the roadside in silence. And to think that a moment ago I was telling myself that nothing interesting ever happens in Briarswood.


As the unusual convoy was passing in front of the wrought-iron gates of Briarswood Manor, Suzie’s grandmother, christened Veronica Jane but known for more than seven decades as Twinks, was getting, as she would have said, into rather a state. No one observing her would have detected this fact, since she maintained at all times an enviable poise. Impossible therefore to imagine that the elderly woman with the once beautiful and always serene features was in the throes of a crisis. Certainly her husband had no idea of her inner turmoil: George’s ignorance concerning Twinks’ true feelings had remained constant through nearly fifty years of marriage.


She touched the double strand of pearls at her throat as if they were prayer beads, and therefore calming. ‘You invited Wyndham Sale? Here? Tonight?’


‘That’s right.’ If George had possessed a tail, he would surely have been wagging it now, as he gazed down at her with his usual bluff affection. He was a tall man and remarkably unaffected by the years, though his jackets hung a little more loosely from his shoulders than they used to, and he was troubled by all manner of annoying pains that he would have scorned to mention, even to his wife. ‘Knew you’d be pleased,’ he added.


‘Pleased?’ Twinks’ voice was a merest echo. ‘And why would I be pleased?’


‘Knew you wanted to have the fellow over for a meal. Bumped into him on the road. Perfect opportunity.’


Twinks’ pale green eyes had acquired a strange lustre, but George had not observed the transformation. She was momentarily at a loss. Recently, she had felt that she was losing a certain amount of peripheral vision, as though a kind of mental fog were closing in on her world. But through the fog she saw quite clearly that George had sabotaged her once again.


‘One would have liked,’ she told him serenely ‘—one would have preferred to have had a little more warning, George. One might then have been able to arrange a proper dinner party. One could have chosen the guests and menu with proper care.’


‘That’s just it.’ George, having hung his cap on its peg, stooped down to pat his dog Hamish, a younger, coal-black edition of Bumpkin. ‘Knew we had people coming tonight already.’


‘Caro and Suzie. Jim. Lydia Fairchild.’ Twinks dropped the names into the conversation with infinite distaste, like soiled items of laundry into a basket.


George, undaunted, had begun towelling Hamish vigorously. ‘Just the job eh? Charming ladies, family atmosphere. What the fellow wants after losing his wife.’


‘Wyndham Sale,’ she pronounced his name with particular emphasis, ‘is the new owner of Haddeley Hall.’


‘Monstrous old pile. Poor bugger, wonder what he’ll do with it.’


An uncomfortable simmering sensation in her chest decided Twinks in favour of a tactical retreat. Leaving George to tend his dog, she passed into the front part of the house, moving at all times with the gliding motion learned many years before, and, deciding on a little detour, she crossed deep carpets to the drawing room, and the comfort of the drinks cupboard. Never for one moment did it occur to her that she might be angry with her husband. Like George, she believed they were well-suited and wholly compatible. Besides, discord was vulgar. Nor was it possible she might be unhappy. How could she be, when she had so much to be grateful for?


The tokens of her good fortune were everywhere: the fine family paintings on the walls and the cabinets filled with delicate and much loved objects in silver and porcelain. And the grand piano, hardly ever used these days, but still polished and tuned regularly. In her young days, Twinks had been much praised by her music teachers, and throughout her adult life she had found a solace that went deeper than mere pleasure from her playing. About five years ago the increasing stiffness of her hands made it pointless to continue. She did not permit herself to indulge in regrets: she had so much else to be thankful for; but it was since then that the first tendrils of mist had begun to cling about her head.


She was no longer even aware of being disturbed by George’s impetuous invitation. She would ring Sandra and tell her to come up an hour earlier than planned, and Mr Gee could always be roped in at short notice. She must also phone Caro and warn her of the altered plan. But first she decided to treat herself to another little ‘bucker upper’. A small tot of sherry or gin did so help one to view things more clearly again: her doctor would surely have advised it as medicinal, had he known.


Some little while after her unexpected brush with the traffic, Suzie wandered in through the back door of the Lodge to find her mother busily washing large quantities of plums under running water. Keen to avoid being roped into any harvest-type activity, Suzie wandered out again almost immediately and went to sit on the swing seat at the bottom of the garden, where she could contemplate the memory of the youth with the remarkable dark eyes without fear of interruption.


Caro had seen Suzie materialise briefly with Bumpkin at the back door and then vanish again, but she was in such a rush that there had been barely even time to say ‘Hello’. The heaped-up Victorias with their magnificent bloom of reddish-purple had been so beautiful in the farm shop as she drove past that afternoon that she had been quite unable to resist the temptation, even though she had heaps of other things to do before going to the Manor for supper that evening, and Victorias as she well knew were notorious for spoiling if not dealt with straight away. She softened the fruit in the preserving pan, and had just added the sugar and was stirring it carefully, when the phone rang. As usual, no one else in the house seemed even to hear the wretched thing, which left Caro with no alternative but to seize a towel and, still wiping her hands, simply sprint into their tiny hall and grab the phone, shouting out to the silent household, ‘It’s all right! I’ve got it!’ As if anyone even cared.


‘Caro.’


Caro’s voice dropped. ‘Oh, hello, Mummy.’


‘Something’s cropped up,’ announced Twinks. ‘Your father ran into Wyndham Sale at lunchtime and he’s invited him to dinner.’


Caro grasped the gravity of the situation at once. ‘Can’t you put him off?’


‘We’ll manage somehow. Sandra says she can stretch the lamb. Just make sure that Suzie and Jim are presentable. I only hope poor Lydia can rise to the occasion.’


‘Lydia … oh heavens.’


‘Please make sure your bunch are all on time. For once.’


The line went dead before Caro had a chance to protest her family’s unfailing punctuality.


Still smarting from that undeserved ‘for once’, Caro turned to knock on the door of Jim’s study to pass on news of this latest crisis, but then she heard a hideous roaring, hissing explosive noise coming from the kitchen. Uttering a wail of despair she sped back the way she had come, entering the kitchen just in time to witness the laval flow of hot fruit and sugar as it erupted over the side of the preserving pan, poured down over the cooker and plunged in a joyous tide towards the floor.


Jim Lewis, gazing at but not really bothering to read the book that was open on his desk, had heard the phone and then his wife’s agitated but mercifully brief conversation. From her anxious, good-daughter tone he assumed she must be talking to Twinks, but he did not judge it necessary to intervene until he heard her final howl of anguish. Over the years Jim had grown so accustomed to Caro’s constant hum of activity that he no longer even noticed it unless, as now, a transition was indicated from normal rush to abnormal crisis. Since he had long ago decided that life would be intolerable if they both maintained the same frenetic momentum, Jim had opted to be the calm eye at the centre of Caro’s domestic storm. It was a role he had perfected to such an extent that he was sometimes in danger of grinding to a halt altogether.


Now he rose slowly from his chair, closed his book carefully and strolled in a leisurely fashion the short distance from study to kitchen. There he paused for a moment in the doorway and surveyed the scene of devastation with a smile of practised tolerance. Caro was on her knees, frantically mopping up the sticky mess on the floor while yet more descended in reddish-brown blobs from the cooker rim.


‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘What a mess.’


Caro glanced up at him, her face red with exertion. ‘Mummy’s on stage one alert,’ she announced. ‘Daddy’s taken it into his head to invite Wyndham Sale to supper tonight.’


‘That’s all right then. I thought it must be a real disaster – Mr Gee giving in his notice or something. You’ve both been wanting to meet this Sale character ever since he bought the place.’


Caro simply couldn’t be bothered to explain to Jim that a pot-luck family dinner was hardly the ideal introduction for the new owner of Haddeley Hall. She only said, ‘We simply must be punctual. Mummy needs us there by seven.’


‘I can be ready in five minutes.’


‘Well I can’t. And we’ve got to be smart.’


‘You’re never anything else,’ he said.


Compliments always caught Caro unawares. She stopped her mopping and looked up at him with a startled smile which transformed her appearance at once. She had a no-nonsense sort of face, capable and straightforward, but with none of the femininity or elegance that had always been her mother’s great asset. She pushed back her hair, which she still wore in the long bob that had been fashionable in her youth, and said, ‘Oh Jim.’ And then, ‘Look at this. Aren’t I a clot?’


But at least she was smiling. Jim loved to see her smile, that shy, self-deprecating smile that he still found endearing. Especially as it indicated he might now safely return to his book.


Before he left he said, ‘If you clean the stove first, it won’t keep messing up the floor.’ He seldom offered practical help, his efforts having been so often rejected in the past.


Wyndham Sale, fielding simultaneous calls from Minneapolis and Hong Kong in the panelled downstairs room at Haddeley Hall which he had chosen for his temporary office, was unaware of the turmoil precipitated by his acceptance of George’s invitation to dinner at the Manor. In fact, he had forgotten all about it.


‘Idiots,’ he commented, but without rancour, as he punched the off button and disconnected a frantic voice in Minneapolis. ‘Their problem. Let them sort it out.’


And to Hong Kong he said briskly, ‘Have the figures ready by tomorrow at the latest, or it’s no deal.’ The shrill voice at the other end of the line leapt up an octave, but Wyndham said mildly, ‘That’s my last word, I look forward to your call tomorrow,’ and then Hong Kong was silenced in the same manner.


‘Right,’ Wyndham turned to his secretary, a man of indeterminate age who was wearing a vibrant salmon-coloured tie, ‘what next?’


‘That about wraps it up,’ said Mark. What he most liked about this job was the economy of his present boss’s style. Wyndham Sale ran a hugely efficient business operation with an absolute minimum of fuss. Not for him the tantrums and dramas with which so many tycoons bolstered their insatiable egos. He could be ruthless when necessary, but his manner was so relaxed – distant, almost – that by the time his associates detected the danger they were in, it was far too late for avoiding action.


‘Are you sure?’ Wyndham looked irritably at his empty in-tray. From his own point of view, the main disadvantage of his famed efficiency was that it often left him with not enough to do. He gazed hopefully at the fax machine, as though willing it to spew forth a problem.


Mark gathered up a couple of papers. ‘I thought we might walk down to the Bird in Hand for a drink and a bite to eat. It’s a beautiful evening.’


‘Is it?’ Startled by this unexpected nugget of information, Wyndham stood up and crossed to the window. He stared for a few moments at the long shadows cast by the enormous oak trees dotted around the park. His venerable trees, his rolling acres of park. ‘So it is.’ He sounded mildly baffled by the intrusion of the natural world, but he realised, as he looked out over his newly purchased domain, that the view had a cardboard appearance, like a painted backdrop. People always said nature had a comforting effect, but since Annabel’s death landscape views invariably assumed this oddly stagey character, and offered no consolation whatsoever.


‘Damn quiet,’ he muttered. The workmen who were installing a seventy-foot pool in what had once been the orangery, had packed up and left half an hour before.


Mark was watching him. Medium height and solidly built, Wyndham Sale was in his early forties, but could have passed for younger. He had neat, precise features which habitually hid much more than they revealed, and he was saved from any possible hint of blandness by an air of energy reined-back, like a man constantly hungering for fresh activity to stimulate his interest.


Mark admired his employer, and relished time spent in his company, as if he hoped he might grow more like him and end up equally successful and wealthy. He said, ‘It’s Indonesian night in Briarswood, apparently.’


‘Really?’ Wyndham was far from enthusiastic. The prospect of an evening in the company of his secretary was not appealing, but nor did he wish to pass another evening alone.


With relief Wyndham remembered that he did after all have other commitments. ‘Another time, Mark. I’m going to be launched into the heights of Briarswood society this evening.’


‘Does such giddy splendour exist?’ asked Mark, hiding his disappointment behind a smile.


‘Apparently, yes. I met a cheery old buffer this afternoon down by the church. He suggested it was time I started to fraternise with the locals and invited me to supper. George Cartwright. He lives at the Manor.’


‘That pretty house with the iron gates? I’ve seen it from the road.’


‘The very one. So it’s another lonely pint for you, Mark, I’m afraid. There won’t be any reply from Milan till tomorrow, so that’s about it for now. I’m off to get ready. My host looked the type who’s a stickler for punctuality. I don’t want to be late.’


‘That would never do,’ agreed Mark.


In the event it was Lydia Fairchild who was late for supper at the Manor. Punctuality was among the minor virtues that had apparently deserted her since her arrival in Briarswood. The reason for this was a complete mystery, as for once in her life she had all day and every day to suit herself: no deadlines, no commitments, no pressure of any kind. Rose Cottage was only a ten-minute walk from the Manor. Yet she was invariably late.


She could hardly explain to her no doubt fretting hostess that she had been absorbed in the contemplation of several goldfinches feasting on the thistle heads at the end of her garden and that she had forgotten everything else. Nor could she imagine Twinks lending a sympathetic ear to her latest theory, which was that time ceased to abide by normal rules in the country, so that hours stretched and shrank in an altogether unpredictable way.


After all, she had only intended to stay at Rose Cottage for a few days, a week at the most. It was to have been a brief respite, a chance to pull herself together and make some definite plans for the future. That had been more than two months ago. Not that she had ever made any actual decision to extend her visit – it was hard to remember the last time she had made any kind of decision – rather that tomorrow always seemed like the best time to contemplate knotty problems. Never today.


Exactly how she had filled such a succession of todays was another mystery, since she had always thought of herself as someone who had to be fully stretched to avoid feeling restless. Perhaps she had needed this bucolic interlude to convalesce from the trauma of the spring. Perhaps. But then again, these eight rustic weeks seemed too separate from the rest of her life to have any real relevance. A city dweller, she was learning to scale down her perceptions to accommodate the immense detail of the countryside: the way the hedgerows were just now acquiring a first dusting of russet and purple as the berries coloured; the infinite variety of chatter among the swallows as they gathered on the telegraph wires; those enchanting, late-making goldfinches.


This very afternoon, returning from her walk, Lydia had noticed a new sound among the usual repertoire of agricultural noises. It seemed to be coming from an area known to the local people as the Hollows, which was about a quarter of a mile from her cottage. There had been much roaring of motors and that exasperated noise engines make when the wheels to which they are attached are spinning without getting anywhere. She was not unduly curious. She had been in the country long enough to know that farmers got up to all sorts of strange activities about which it was best not to enquire, since the answers tended to be long and complicated and, ultimately, not all that informative.


She had ceased to notice the noise from the Hollows. The goldfinches had arrived. She had gone into the garden with her sketchbook. If only she could capture their hectic assault on the thistles. Lydia had always found it easy to ‘draw what she could see’ and her talent had been useful. But now she longed to reach beyond mere replication and capture the essence of objects, the unique swoop and glide of those birds. A charm of goldfinches. She saw now how they had come by their collective name. And while she was struggling with this impossible challenge, another afternoon had evaporated, like all the others.


Lydia was aware that she spent long hours avoiding necessary tasks. Like not sorting out her life in a sensible way. Like not answering Gordon’s letters.


His most recent had arrived that morning, and lay on the kitchen table. Already it was printed with brown half-moons where she had set her coffee mug down to prevent its blowing away. Uniquely among doctors, Gordon had handwriting that was glaringly legible. Lydia wished it wasn’t, since every phrase was loaded with reproach: ‘—understand your need for privacy, but this ridiculous secrecy has gone on far too long—’ and ‘—surely we can talk this whole thing through like sensible adults—’


Well, actually, no. Not yet, Gordon. Not a chance.


Lydia had no difficulty constructing brilliant answers to all his queries – but only in her head. Alone in her dilapidated little cottage she explained time and again exactly what she was doing here, precisely why she couldn’t yet tell him where she was, and why she still had to use her sister as intermediary.


It was just that she never got around to committing her thoughts to paper.


Tomorrow. Tomorrow, for sure, she would buckle down and write the kind of rational, let’s-talk-this-through-like-grown-ups sort of letter that Gordon loved.


Today, before the noise from the Hollows and the goldfinches distracted her, there had been the urgent problem of what to wear for supper at the Manor. As she had arrived two months earlier with only one small suitcase, she was hardly spoiled for choice. But the clothes she had left behind would not have been much help either. Lydia had always favoured items which were either hunted down on antique market stalls or of such instant high fashion that they were useless after a season. If the effect was a bit tacky, so much the better. With her slim height and her strong features, she could carry off a little vulgarity with ease. She had opted to wear a small black skirt and a shiny red halter top. The only drawback, apart from its total unsuitability for supper at the Manor, was that she had worn the same outfit on her two previous visits.


The hell with it, she thought, I don’t care.


But she did care. Maybe the feudal atmosphere of Briarswood had undermined her self-confidence, maybe it was the fact that George and Twinks were letting her stay at Rose Cottage for hardly any rent, maybe she was simply tired of being odd one out. Caro, who was attractive in a big-boned, scrubbed kind of way, was sure to be wearing something classic – last time it had been a navy linen dress, simple, but expensively cut – and as for Twinks, she was the most stylish old lady Lydia had ever encountered. Hard to believe she must be well over seventy. She still looked terrific in her floating blouses of silk chiffon or exquisite dresses in shades like creamy almond or gentian blue. Not that Lydia had ever been a classic navy linen sort of dresser, still less the silk chiffon blousy type.


Heaven forbid. Suddenly aware that she had left herself barely any time to get ready, Lydia raced up the narrow stairs of the cottage and tore off the jeans and shirt she had been wearing all day. She ignored the clothes she had chosen and instead she pulled on a pair of tight black trousers, a skimpy lace vest top and cropped jacket. There was just time to pull a comb through her tangle of dark hair, dab on a few touches of make-up and find her favourite earrings, before racing barefoot down the grassy track that led from the ramshackle charm of Rose Cottage to the comfort and elegance of Briarswood Manor.


Lydia frequently spent a great deal of time making decisions which were then overturned on a last-minute whim. She had a deep-rooted belief that life is fundamentally random, and that the best of plans will always be thwarted. Experience had taught her that hard work leads merely to frustration and disappointment. It therefore made sense to act contrary to plan whenever possible, so as to catch fate on the hop.


Pushing open the little gate that led into the Manor garden, Lydia paused to slip on a pair of sandals and stroll across the wide lawn to the front door. An unfamiliar sports car was parked on the forecourt beside Jim and Caro’s Range Rover.


Intrigued, Lydia pushed open the front door and went in.
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To Twinks’ dismay, it was Suzie who effectively derailed her dinner party that evening. The girl had made almost no contribution to the conversation throughout the first two courses, but Twinks did not expect lively debate from any of her guests, and certainly not from her granddaughter. All she required was that the proprieties be observed. Lydia’s bizarre outfit clearly left a good deal to be desired, and there had been an anxious moment during the mushroom soup, when Lydia began some nonsense about people being either burrowers or nesters, and had the bad manners to describe Rose Cottage as the archetypal English burrow. Jim had been perverse enough to encourage her in this folly until Twinks was obliged to intervene. Apart from this lapse, conversation drifted gently over such reliable subjects as the keeping of dogs – always a favourite topic of George’s – and the arrangements Wyndham was making for domestic help at Haddeley Hall. On the whole, Twinks was favourably impressed by Wyndham Sale: there was nothing brash about him – far from it – his voice was soft but authoritative. One or two of his remarks led her to understand that Haddeley Hall, though large, was by no means his principal residence. A potentially awkward moment, when Wyndham brought his late wife into the conversation, had been bravely defused by Caro, who had said how sorry they had all been to hear of her death. Little more was required of the other guests than murmurs of vague agreement, and Wyndham had nodded and said, ‘Thank you,’ in a fairly brisk way, which was all just as it should be. And now, just as Twinks had instructed Mr Gee to clear away the dishes and bring in the pudding course – one of Sandra’s stand-bys, an apple-marmalade tart with cream – Suzie presented them all with this. George had been inadvertently to blame because he had sought to draw her into the conversation by asking her about Bumpkin. Talking about her labrador had reminded Suzie of their walk this afternoon, and that had led to this present statement.


‘What?’ croaked George.


‘What?’ repeated Caro.


The shock of being catapulted so suddenly into the limelight was such that Suzie’s blush covered her face at twice its usual speed.


She said again, ‘I saw this sort of hippy convoy thing coming into Briarswood this afternoon. At least, I think it was a hippy convoy.’ She smiled shyly as she spoke, as though to defuse the impact of her statement.


‘Where?’ demanded George.


‘Yes, where?’ echoed Caro.


‘Near Bellings Wood. They were coming into the village.’


‘A convoy?’ queried Twinks faintly.


Suzie nodded towards her grandmother across the expanse of polished wood, the ornate Georgian candlesticks and a profusion of pale sweet peas in the blue and white tureen.


‘How many were there?’ asked George.


‘Oh, I don’t know, I didn’t count. About six. Maybe more. It could have been ten.’


‘Ten? Ten people?’


‘Well, vehicles, actually. Vans and lorries. And a couple of caravans, you know. But it might have been only six.’


Twinks straightened her back and smiled serenely, her time-honoured response to any catastrophe. ‘It’s almost incredible,’ she remarked to Wyndham who, sitting on her right, had so far remained impassive.


As ever, Caro was determined to look on the bright side. ‘I expect they were only passing through, Mummy,’ she soothed.


‘Oh no,’ said Suzie. ‘At least, I don’t think so. They asked for directions to Ted Sedden’s farm.’


This final piece of information galvanised her grandfather into immediate action. ‘Great heavens, the poor fellow,’ exclaimed George. ‘I’ll get on to him right away, see if he wants help heading them off. What a frightful business. Just as well I’ve still got my gun. Jim, go down and make sure the front gate is shut and bolted. Did you come in the Range Rover? Good man, best park it across the entrance just to be on the safe side.’ He strode from the room and could be heard in the hallway, calling for Mr Gee.


Jim refilled his glass. ‘At last,’ he addressed George’s empty seat, ‘the Range Rover’s hour of glory has arrived.’


‘I can move it, Jim, don’t worry.’ Caro had been observing her husband with increasing anxiety. Jim seldom drank to excess, and almost never in the company of her parents, but the rare occasions when he did were usually unpleasant, especially for her. She had no idea what had brought on this particular lapse, but there was no doubt that his normally gentle and sensitive expression had been overlaid by an ominous coarseness. His flushed face contrasted unpleasantly with the faded ginger of his hair, and his eyes had that watching, cynical glint she had learned to dread. Caro had never discovered a way to cope with Jim when he was like this: she suspected that her artificial brightness only goaded him to greater excesses, but she was rendered incapable of careful planning by her panic. ‘No need for you to bother about it, dear.’ She beamed at him across the table, at the same time trying to indicate with a secret frown that he had imbibed enough.


Jim observed his wife’s facial contortions with interest.


‘Nonsense, Caro,’ he declared. ‘A man must defend his family.’ And he stood up so suddenly that he nearly knocked his chair over, before following his father-in-law from the room.


Caro hoped he would take his time so the fresh evening air might work some sobering magic. She smiled at those who were left.


‘There now, Mummy,’ she said, ‘I’m sure it’s all a fuss over nothing.’ She cast around for a change of subject, but Twinks was already engrossed in passing on to Wyndham some of the more lurid reports from the newspapers concerning the personal habits peculiar to people who travelled in old vehicles. That only left Lydia. ‘Well now,’ Caro said to Lydia, ‘what a to-do.’


Lydia merely raised a single eyebrow and said, ‘Yes, indeed,’ which for some reason left Caro feeling both foolish and cross. She could never quite decide what to make of Lydia. She had been anxious at the beginning of the evening that Jim’s former student must be feeling distinctly out of place in such an unsuitable outfit. She might have blamed herself for not ensuring Lydia understood the kind of dinner it was to be, except that Lydia appeared not in the least discomposed, quite the contrary in fact. Caro would have died rather than be seen with a tatty little piece of old lace stretched across her chest and those too-tight trousers, but she could see that in an odd way Lydia was managing to carry it off. It helped, of course, that she had kept her youthful figure – having no children probably helped there – and Lydia did have legs that seemed to go on for ever. Caro herself was wearing a beige striped dress and jacket which she had bought for a wedding a couple of years ago and which still looked reasonably smart, even if the sailor-suit collar did accentuate her bosom somewhat. She was puzzled by Lydia’s lack of dress sense. She was sure Jim had said she’d been married to a doctor, and Caro had always found doctors’ wives to be quite elegant.


She was still trying to think of something to say to Lydia, when Jim returned. As far as Caro could see, the fresh air had only been a partial success, for he announced with a too-loud jocularity that the Englishman’s castle was now secured. Lydia, who had glanced up briefly at his return, was now abstractedly pushing her slice of apple and marmalade tart back and forth on her plate.


‘The marmalade is home-made,’ Caro told her brightly. ‘It makes all the difference.’


Lydia looked up at this statement with some surprise. Her mind had not been on marmalade. She said politely, ‘It’s delicious, anyway,’ and Caro smiled back her gratitude. Jim was pouring himself some more wine. From the hallway, George’s voice, which had been rising in volume ever since he picked up the telephone, stopped abruptly.


He came back into the dining room, a stupefied expression on his face and lowered himself slowly into his seat. ‘I just can’t believe it,’ he breathed.


‘What?’


‘Did you get hold of Ted Sedden?’


George nodded. ‘He’s letting these people stay at his farm. He’s invited them, can you believe?’ This news was greeted with general incredulity, but George insisted, ‘I know, I know. The fellow must be off his chump.’


‘Why the hell did he invite them?’ asked Jim.


‘God knows.’ George loosened the knot on his tie. ‘Plain bloody-mindedness if you ask me. He actually had the nerve to tell me that he’d met a bunch of these New Agers at some market or other and he told them – he actually told them – that they could park at his farm.’


‘For the night?’ Caro suggested hopefully.


‘Longer.’ George’s deep voice was resonant with gloom. ‘For the winter. Indefinitely. He wouldn’t say.’


‘That’s it then,’ Twinks laid her hands in her lap and spoke with quiet emphasis, ‘a total disaster.’


‘Oh come now,’ said Wyndham, and since he had not spoken on the topic before, everyone was suddenly attentive. ‘Surely the situation is not as bad as all that. There must be any number of ways of getting them to move on.’


‘Quite right,’ said George. ‘Trouble is, they take time. And meanwhile we’ve got to be on our toes. Lydia, you can’t possibly sleep at Rose Cottage on your own tonight. You must stay here.’


Lydia laughed, ‘I’ll be fine, don’t worry.’


‘No, no,’ Twinks insisted, ‘we wouldn’t sleep a wink for worrying about you. Ted Sedden’s farm is quite close to Rose Cottage, much better to stay here.’


‘Please,’ Lydia’s smile faded as she realised their invitation had been in deadly earnest, ‘you really mustn’t worry about me. Besides, I insist on staying in my own place.’ In an effort to deflect attention from her refusal, she asked Suzie, ‘What did they look like?’


‘Oh.’ Suzie frowned and hooked her hair behind her ear. ‘I did notice one couple. The ones at the front who asked the way. They looked sort of … different. Very scruffy. A bit scary, actually, but kind of jolly too.’


‘Simply frightful,’ breathed Twinks.


‘If you won’t stay here, Lydia,’ said George, ‘I’ll lend you a shotgun. No need to know how to use it, just wave the thing about if you feel nervous.’


She stared at him in horror. ‘A gun? Are you serious?’


‘It’s for the best,’ Twinks told her. ‘You’ve really no idea what these people are like.’


Lydia shook her head. ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this. A bunch of youngsters turn up in a few old trucks and everyone starts carrying on as if the French Revolution has just broken out. It’s outrageous.’


Lydia always looked her best when anything struck her as outrageous, especially after a couple of glasses of wine. Wyndham and Jim were both watching her with interest. Her dark curls bobbed with animation and her eyes flashed, as she regarded her fellow diners with mingled disbelief and contempt. Mistaking their silence for a readiness to listen to her argument, she went on, ‘No one has even set eyes on them yet – apart from Suzie, of course – but already they’ve been condemned out of hand. Surely you can wait and see what they’re like before you have to start all this talk of guns and moving people on?’


‘That’s all very well in theory,’ agreed Wyndham, ‘but in this instance you’re probably wrong. I have always found it better to deal with this kind of nuisance before it’s had a chance to take root. It saves everyone a lot of trouble in the long run.’ As he finished, Wyndham seemed to relish the furious look which Lydia threw at him.


‘Their dogs,’ said Twinks, ‘kill sheep.’


Jim grinned. ‘Since when did you and George start keeping sheep?’


His mother-in-law regarded him sternly. ‘This is no joking matter, Jim. Briarswood is a small place. If one landowner suffers, then all are affected.’


‘Quite right,’ agreed George.


‘Still,’ said Jim, ‘look at it another way. Unwashed youth on the rampage is the modern rural blight. Now it’s Briarswood’s turn. Maybe we should just be grateful we’ve been lucky until now. We’ll just have to endure them for a bit.’


‘Don’t even suggest such a thing,’ said Caro with feeling. ‘Why should poor old Briarswood have to put up with them? No one wants them here.’


‘No one wants them anywhere,’ said Lydia.


‘Then they should just go away.’


‘Where?’


Caro ignored this question. ‘One feels so horribly powerless,’ she lamented. ‘There ought to be a law.’


Lydia said, ‘There are. Masses of laws.’


Twinks leaned towards Wyndham and said in a conspiratorial voice, ‘They have No Lavatories. They Do Not Wash.’


‘So I hear,’ he said with a smile, for Twinks still evoked gallantry in men of all ages. ‘Isn’t it frightful?’


‘Oh for heaven’s sake,’ exclaimed Lydia, ‘I’ve never heard such blatant prejudice in my whole life.’


‘Give it a rest, Lydia,’ Jim told her. ‘No one wants to hear your pat little opinions. You’re not in the student union now.’


She flinched, as though she had been hit, then glared at him as she said, ‘I’d have thought that you, of all people, would have agreed with my position. Since when did sticking up for people’s rights become a pat little opinion? Do tell me, please. I’m longing to know.’


He shrugged off her sarcasm. ‘You’re an outsider here. Things are done differently in the country – Briarswood is different. Don’t meddle in what you don’t understand.’


Lydia began to say, ‘I think I understand a case of—’ but Caro intervened swiftly.


‘Oh, don’t let’s argue about this, please. We simply must stick together. No one’s got anything against these people as individuals, Lydia. I mean, we don’t even know them, as you say. And I do so agree with all that business of standing up for people and all of that, heavens, yes. It’s just that they don’t belong in a place like Briarswood. They won’t have the first idea how to fit in. I’m sure they’d all be much happier among their own sort. Proper sites, and that sort of thing.’


‘Less talk, and more action,’ declared George. ‘Please excuse me, everyone, I’m going to make a few phone calls. Start rallying the troops.’


Throughout the debate, Suzie had sat slumped in her chair. Never before had any words uttered by her created such a sensation. She might have felt more gratified if everyone hadn’t seemed to have forgotten about her entirely. She twiddled a strip of hair between her fingers, and her grandfather patted her fondly on the head as he left the room; he treated both grandchildren and dogs with identical tokens of affection. One day, thought Suzie crossly, he’ll forget entirely and offer me a bone.


Twinks was aware of anger and tension in the air. The sound of raised voices was always so distressing, whatever the cause. She remembered her first and favourite piano teacher, dear Miss Finn, suggesting they practise a rousing duet to drown out the noise of her parents shouting in some room not far enough away. ‘Play the piano, Veronica Jane, play, play! Music will never let you down.’ Twinks’ fingers moved restlessly over the polished wood of the dining table, but the comforts of music were no more.


‘We’ll take our coffee in the drawing room,’ she announced, ‘and I think under the circumstances we might treat ourselves to a little tot of brandy.’


Wyndham had been diverted by the brief flare-up between Lydia and Jim. He now decided that the most entertaining part of the evening was probably over and he could use the advent of the travellers as an excuse to cut his visit short without fear of offence. His announcement led to renewed concern from Twinks and Caro that Haddeley Hall was in imminent danger of being overrun.


‘I hope they don’t try to break in,’ said Twinks.


‘Why should they?’ Lydia’s question was scornful. ‘They’re Ted Sedden’s guests.’


‘Rogue elements,’ said Jim provoking her.


Wyndham rose from his seat and moved to stand opposite Lydia’s position at the table. Watching her as she struggled against the social tide, he had noticed first that she had a long and attractive neck. He saw now that she had finely arched eyebrows, one of which was slightly higher than the other, and that her eyes were hazel-green and most expressive.


‘You believe everyone has overreacted,’ he said.


‘Damn right I do.’ Lydia caught his gaze as she answered, and there was a brief moment of recognition: two outsiders at a family gathering who might – or might not – have more in common with each other than either had with the home team.


‘Then I hope you don’t have cause to regret your optimism,’ he said smoothly. ‘This particular group may turn out to be a convoy of Mother Teresas, but I’d be very surprised. Their fellows have earned themselves a terrible reputation. Sometimes even the newspapers get it right, you know.’


Lydia continued to stare at him, not softening her appraisal with a smile. She had not paid much attention to him through dinner, dismissing him as just another of the Cartwrights’ not particularly interesting friends. Now she saw that Wyndham Sale’s substance was based not just on wealth, but on a shrewd intelligence as well, and that he would enjoy the cut and thrust of arguments as much as she did; she saw – and this made perfectly good sense to her just then – that if he had been the sort of man she found attractive, she would have found him very attractive indeed. As it was, all she said was, ‘Better to trust people and be proved wrong, than never to trust them in the first place.’


‘Oh bravo,’ said Jim. ‘Lydia the eternal idealist.’


Wyndham smiled at her then, distancing himself from Jim’s attack. ‘As I said, I hope you are proved right and that I am wrong. In the meantime, don’t dismiss all the things people say.’


‘That’s right,’ said Jim. ‘No smoke without fire.’


Caro beamed at them to mask her growing despair. ‘Heigh ho, everyone, let’s all go to the drawing room for coffee. No need to let these wretched people completely ruin our evening.’


It was the signal for them all to stand up. Wyndham made his excuses to Twinks and went into the hall to find George and say good-bye to him. Suzie, Caro and Twinks left the room together. As she passed through the hall, Twinks stumbled on the corner of a rug and Caro reached out her arm to steady her.


‘Good heavens,’ Twinks giggled as Wyndham went past, ‘what a business. Thank you, Caro dear, I think I must be a little squiffy.’


‘Oh, Mummy.’ Caro’s reproach was softened by indulgence. No one carried off mild inebriation quite like Twinks. She became yet softer and more feminine, her little weakness making her more approachable and loved. No one would ever use the word ‘drunk’ to describe Twinks at the end of a social evening. She herself had a whole fistful of words to describe her condition, like nicknames for a favourite child: tiddled, pie-eyed, a little bit fuddled. It was others, coarser and less favoured, who became drunk.


The trolley bearing coffee and cups, and pushed by Mr Gee, could be heard rattling over flagstones in the direction of the drawing room. Jim had remained in the dining room to pour himself a last glass of George’s claret. Lydia hesitated in the doorway and turned to regard him for a moment.


‘You’re different,’ she said, ‘here.’


‘I’m older. We’re all different.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Yes.’


Suddenly his face was stripped of cynicism and malice, and seemed close to despair.


Lydia said, ‘I preferred the younger version.’


‘So did I.’


‘Then why the change?’


‘Life is never as simple as you pretend.’


‘I disagree,’ she said coldly. ‘You have always made it unnecessarily complicated.’


Jim raised his glass of wine, but did not drink. He seemed to be on the verge of saying something important, but then Wyndham appeared behind Lydia in the doorway and said he hoped he would meet them both again, and Lydia departed for the drawing room, and coffee.


Unusually, that night, Lydia found it difficult to sleep.


For the first time since her arrival in Briarswood on a warm afternoon at the beginning of July, she was conscious of the fact that Rose Cottage was set back quite a way from the road and that she had no neighbours within calling distance. She refused to admit she was afraid; she remained convinced all the others had been overreacting horribly.


But still, she could not sleep.


She had the city dweller’s mistrust of silence. And this September night was so quiet she could hear the blood pulsing through her ears – or whatever that internal whooshing noise was that she had never noticed until now. An occasional lorry hummed along the by-pass, nearly two miles away. Then silence again.


Except for those too-loud snaps and creaks and scuffles that punctuate the country night. She had never been bothered by them before, falling each night into the stunned sleep of the convalescent. They bothered her now.


In an effort to distract herself, Lydia concentrated on a review of the evening. She had long ago discovered that it was difficult to feel angry and afraid at the same time, and she preferred to be angry. She remembered the way Caro kept squinting at her clothes, as if she had made some terrible sartorial faux pas, like prancing around in a fake leopard-skin jump suit. This thought was instantly cheering: maybe next time she was invited to the Manor – if indeed she was ever invited to the Manor again – she should hunt one down. Or find a fringed cowgirl jacket and thigh-length boots.


Not that she had any real desire to upset Caro. Nor George and Twinks, who had been generous to a fault – besides, she liked them both. Everybody liked them; they had many admirable characteristics, like kindness and courage and the best kind of old-fashioned courtesy. She had not meant to be critical of them over the travellers, since she would not have expected them to hold any other view. Her scorn was all for Jim. Of him she had expected much more.


It was more than sixteen years since she had met Jim first. At that time he had been a youngish lecturer, radical enough to be popular with most of his students, and Lydia had been one of his brightest pupils, with time and energy for almost any cause except that of her own work. They had begun working together to organise a protest over the threatened deportation of an African student. Now she found herself wondering if his present pose was a careful camouflage necessary in the company of his wife’s family, or whether the idealistic young lecturer had been the pose all along. Was it possible for someone to change so much in a mere fifteen years?


When the ritual of coffee drinking had been concluded, Jim had driven her home. With their usual solicitude Caro and George had forbidden her even to consider walking alone down the grassy track between the two houses in the dark. Jim had been instructed to make sure that ‘everything was all right’. He had waited while she hunted through various piles of junk for the front door key. He asked her if she had a phone by her bed, and was duly appalled when she pointed out that there was no phone line to Rose Cottage in the first place. Lydia felt herself wrong-footed by his demonstrations of concern, with its implication that she was not only vulnerable but too naïve to appreciate her present danger.


The most infuriating part of the whole rigmarole was how effective it was. By the time Jim had finally departed and she had bolted the back door, locked the front and checked all the windows, she had become downright jittery. The very act of barricading herself in, far from making her feel secure, only emphasised the dangers that were lurking out there in the September dark.


Maybe she had been wrong. She had so often been wrong in her estimation of people in the past, it was quite probable that she was wrong again now and that the group of people whom Suzie had seen were every bit as undesirable as everyone assumed. She could hardly blame Twinks and Caro for their anxiety: no one in their right mind would want a sudden influx of outsiders who shared neither their lifestyle nor values. Maybe Ted Sedden’s visitors were just another bunch of drugged-up misfits with a deep-rooted grudge against people like her who lived in proper houses and appeared to have every advantage. Maybe they had no respect for other people’s property, no respect for other people at all. Someone had to be responsible for all the crime and mugging and burglaries that were reported all the time – so why not them? Even if reports of their activities had been exaggerated, chances were, as Wyndham said, that there was some basis for their unpopularity in fact.


She lay very still in the bed.


She remembered an incident from her honeymoon with Gordon four years earlier. They had been walking through an Italian hill town one afternoon of white, dusty heat. The place was apparently deserted, all the inhabitants sensibly taking their siesta behind sun-blistered shutters. An old dog had ambled round a corner and Lydia, glad of any signs of life, even canine, had said, ‘Ciao, dog,’ and walked over to greet it. ‘Leave it alone, Lydia,’ Gordon had advised in his government-health-warning-voice. ‘It could be rabid.’ She had brushed his concern aside, and said, only half-joking, ‘No need to worry about me, Gordon. Didn’t you know I’ve got a way with animals?’ and had stooped down to pet it, whereupon the dog sank his few remaining teeth into her hand.


She had made light of it at the time and had shrugged off Gordon’s attempts to make her have a series of anti-rabies shots. When she returned to England she entertained her friends with a graphic account of the consequences of her folly. ‘I’ve got a way with animals,’ became Gordon’s automatic response when he thought she was about to embark on a reckless enterprise. She had always been the first to join the laughter at her own expense.


But that had been a different Lydia, a Lydia who had confidence in her ability to bounce back, no matter how painful her fall. Someone who really did believe you could make the world a better place if you just fought hard enough.


What had happened to change her into the kind of woman who was intimidated by a dinner party and then lay awake half the night listening for the crunch of footsteps on the path outside her cottage?


A lot had happened. Too much had happened. That was what she had come here to forget.


No smoke without fire, Jim had said.


Just before she fell asleep, a phrase floated into her mind. She must have heard it in some old film, or a history book … or somewhere.


‘The barbarians are at the gate.’


A light wind had sprung up, rattling the old windows in their frames, and she pulled her covers closer round her shoulders. As if a duvet could make you safe.


Barbarians at the gate: it was a fear as old as time.
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Caro was aware of tension in the air, the moment she stepped out of the house.


Whenever possible, Caro tried to make time to walk the quarter mile from the Lodge to Peggy’s shop in the middle of the village. Quite apart from the value of the exercise, it was good to be reminded of what a perfect place Briarswood was. Especially on a fine September morning like this, when everything smelt deliciously crisp and clean, and the shadows were long and muted, and there was that beginning-of-autumn sense of frailty and impending change. Caro drew in deep breaths and reminded herself, as she often did, to count her blessings. In spite of all their many setbacks and tribulations, she and Jim really were incredibly fortunate to have found sanctuary in a place like Briarswood – or rather, in Briarswood itself; it was a form of disloyalty to imagine any other village might possess quite Briarswood’s charms. This thought was especially strong as she passed the village church where Sir John Haddeley, the Jacobean adventurer who had built Haddeley Hall with riches from the Americas, lay in marble splendour with his wife. Caro allowed herself to pause for a moment and drink in the beauty of the ink-dark green of the two cedars planted in the mossy churchyard and the crystal-pure blue of the sky. As usual, a couple of jackdaws were pottering around the rim of the spire. Who could fail to be moved by such a sight?


‘Have you seen them?’ Peggy asked Caro, as she had asked all her customers that morning.


‘No, I hear they’ve gone to Ted Sedden’s place.’


Peggy nodded. ‘The Hollows. I don’t know what it’s all coming to.’ Peggy spoke in her flat Birmingham accent, a voice made hoarse by long years of smoking. No one knew quite how old she was, no one dared to ask. It was rumoured that she had been a chorus girl in her youth, but no one quite liked to ask about that either. She was hard-working, generous, formidable and well-liked. Whenever the inhabitants of Briarswood were accused of being insular and unwelcoming to outsiders, they would point to Peggy in triumph: there had been murmurs, years ago, when she took over the shop. Now it was impossible to imagine Briarswood without her.


‘The police have been down to see them already,’ Peggy reported.


‘Gracious me, whatever for?’


‘To keep an eye on them. And they’ll be on the look out for drugs. I do wonder if Ted isn’t going feeble-minded.’


‘Poor man, I hope not.’


‘It’s his wife I feel sorry for. Poor Norma won’t know which way to turn with that lot dumped on her. And she’s the one will bear the brunt.’


‘Let’s hope they move on quickly then.’


‘I have heard they’re here for the winter,’ said Peggy darkly. She appreciated that, apart from the supply of butter and stamps and last minute gifts, her role in the village was to dispense gossip. She also knew that bad news makes much better gossip than good. ‘And once they’re dug in, it’s a terrible job to shift them. I tell you, if one of my grandchildren took up that way of life, I’d die of shame.’


Caro left the shop briskly, feeling disturbed by her conversation with Peggy, disturbed in some fundamental way that was quite different from the alarm and outrage of the previous evening. This was more like a kind of violation, a churning nausea beneath the diaphragm. Beneath the surface beauty of Briarswood a sinister presence had intruded. Crude visions of crime and drugs and sex and raucous music and outlandish clothes rose in her mind. Suddenly this village that she loved appeared desperately vulnerable. Everything that she held dear, everything she so often took for granted, could be smashed by an unwelcome group of outsiders. It simply wasn’t fair. She had struggled long and hard for her present modest contentment, and she didn’t see why it should all be threatened now.


As she drew nearer to her home, her pace quickened until she was almost running. Her previous generalised fear was focusing into a precise anxiety for Suzie. The girl was so immature for her age, and so vulnerable. Of all her four daughters, her youngest seemed least equipped to deal with the perils of modern life. When Jim took early retirement, Caro had been delighted to bring Suzie into the country for these difficult teenage years, and now, look, the ghastly pollution of the city had pursued them even here. She could almost see the danger, like a noxious smoke, curling round the walls of the Lodge, invading the precious sanctuary of her home. For some time now she had been meaning to have a serious talk with Suzie along the general lines of being careful and not doing anything foolish: it had been delayed long enough. She must speak to her that very morning.


She pushed open the front door, flung down her shopping and called out, ‘Suzie! Suzie, I must talk to you!’


No reply.


The terrible fear sprang into her mind that Suzie wasn’t even home.


Knocking, but not waiting for his reply, Caro entered Jim’s study and startled him as he did battle with a couple of small round aliens on his computer screen. She was too preoccupied even to notice.


‘Where’s Suzie? Have you seen her?’


Jim automatically wiped the game from the screen. He was nursing a mild hangover, but managed a patient, ‘As it is only ten o’clock, I would hardly expect to see the child. Her capacity for sleep at present is well nigh infinite. I suggest you check her bedroom before we consider alerting the police.’


‘Oh. So you didn’t hear her go out?’


He shook his head. ‘Is anything the matter?’


‘Yes. No. I don’t really know yet. But I want to talk to her.’


Jim nodded, as if this was an excellent idea, then glanced pointedly at the book which lay open beside his keyboard. Feeling slightly foolish, Caro closed the door quietly behind her and proceeded up the stairs.


He was right, of course. Jim so often was right. It was wonderful being married to a clever man, but sometimes Caro did get a bit fed up with always being the one who got into a flap over trifles.


Anyway, there was Suzie, sleeping like a baby all burrowed down under her duvet. Her mouth was half-open, a strand of fair hair trailed across her forehead, her cheeks were flushed. Caro’s brief moment of tenderness and relief lasted only until she remembered she herself had been up for nearly three hours. Really, she would be glad when term started again next week. As usual it took ages to rouse the girl, and even then she was more asleep than awake, so Caro had to postpone their talk until Suzie was in a more receptive state.


As Caro went down the stairs and picked up the bag of shopping which she had left in the middle of the hall, it dawned on her that she didn’t have the first idea what she intended to say to her daughter.


The problem, as so often with teenagers, was how to warn her of the frightful dangers of the outside world, without planting ideas in her head that hadn’t been there in the first place.


Watching George depart after breakfast, Twinks felt herself enveloped in a sense of foreboding. He looked so old and frail, and so horribly determined, as he jammed on his hat, picked up his shotgun and strode out towards the garage. Her suggestion that he should at least wait until Jim, or Mr Gee, were free to accompany him, had elicited a typically vigorous reply.


‘Stop fussing, for God’s sake. Got to grasp the nettle, y’know. Can’t just sit around and do nothing, can I?’


That was exactly what she would have liked, but she said merely, ‘Of course not, George. All the same, if you would only wait—’


‘What for? Jim’s no use to anyone. Wyndham’s a newcomer. It’s up to me, you know. I’ve got to talk some sense into old Sedden. Can’t let him get away with this.’


He was enjoying himself, of course. A chance to demonstrate proper leadership, to show the younger men how this kind of situation ought to be handled, a chance to forget that he was nearly eighty and suffering with prostate problems and arthritis in his hips and knees.


Twinks went to the window of the morning room and watched him reverse the BMW out of the garage, narrowly missing a granite mushroom and a newly-planted magnolia, before setting off down the driveway and turning carefully into the road.


Too anxious to have any idea how to fill the time until he returned, Twinks crossed the hall to the drawing room. Instinctively, she drifted towards the grand piano and ran her fingers over the smooth wood. To her amazement, it was often the early scales that she missed the most. She had been so thrilled as each one was mastered and could be played with rippling ease. ‘Excellent, Veronica Jane. What nimble fingers you have my dear.’ In those days she had lived for a word of praise from Miss Finn. Now one must resort to other forms of consolation. She had just closed the door of the drinks cupboard and was straightening once again, her cheeks slightly flushed, when Sandra came in wielding hearth brush and duster.


‘I passed Mr Cartwright on the drive just now,’ she said cheerily. ‘Where’s he off to so early in the morning?’


‘Ted Sedden’s farm. He thought he’d try to talk some sense into him. About these terrible traveller people.’


‘Good luck to him.’ Sandra was on her hands and knees, sweeping out the grate, and the scent of warm ashes filled the room. ‘I passed a couple of them just now. Filthy they were, and their dogs looked vicious. I wouldn’t want my David tangling with that lot.’


Twinks raised her chin slightly and graced Sandra with a dignified smile. ‘Heavens above, I’d never waste my time worrying about Mr Cartwright,’ she said softly. ‘He’s always been well able to look after himself.’


Only a slight tremor in her hands betrayed her continuing anxiety, and Sandra was far too busy to notice that. It never for a moment occurred to Twinks that she might confide her fears to Sandra, or to anyone else. Hiding all emotion had been second nature for so long that she would not have known how to appeal for sympathy even if she had wanted to.


With no real idea of where she was going, or what she intended to do, Twinks made a stately exit from the drawing room, leaving Sandra’s image of her employers unimpaired.


When Sandra left the Manor a couple of hours later, George had still not returned, but unlike Twinks, Sandra felt no anxiety for the elderly gentleman. As far as she was concerned, Mr and Mrs Cartwright were both immune from the worries and dangers which afflicted ordinary folk. She was both impressed and irritated by their apparent exemption from the everyday grind of trying to keep one’s head above water.


She liked working at the Manor and she was glad of the extra cash. She had been lucky to be taken on. Her father, Mr Gee, who had helped out there for some years as handyman, butler, gardener, chauffeur or whatever else was needed, had recommended her a couple of years ago and, as this had coincided with one of David’s occasional periods of unemployment, she had accepted at once. Her husband worked for a local builder and though he was good at his job, he always seemed to be one of the first to be laid off when business was slack. When he was in work they could just about manage to pay the mortgage and the bills. The months when he was out of work were an agony of worry. They tried to avoid money arguments, but these inevitably flared up sometimes. At the moment, however, he had been in work for almost a year, their debts were nearly paid off and she was making plans to redecorate the children’s bedroom and even, after Christmas, think about installing some decent kitchen units.


As she emerged between the wrought-iron gates that led on to the road, she paused. A car was approaching which she recognised at once as Wyndham Sale’s. It was low and sleek and a pearly grey colour, and of a make so exotic and expensive she had never even heard of it before. She watched the car glide past her towards the village. There had been a glimpse of Wyndham Sale himself, looking every bit as debonair and masterful as he had done when she had peeked through the pantry window and saw him arrive the previous evening.


She set off walking once again, absorbed by topics of much greater interest than decorating or kitchen units. Men had always found her attractive; she had a stunning figure and her face wasn’t bad either. She had seen a film recently on television in which a middle-aged tycoon had made friends with a much younger couple who were deeply in love (like her and David) but in financial difficulties (another similarity). The wealthy business man, who happened to be extremely good-looking (as was Wyndham Sale, in her opinion) had offered the young husband a million dollars to sleep with his wife for just one night. At the time Sandra had considered the film a bit far-fetched: the millionaire didn’t look the type to pay for sex, but Wyndham Sale had recently lost his wife and might not want to make the effort involved in dating. And, having only just moved in at Haddeley Hall, he probably didn’t know many attractive women in the area yet.


A night of torrid passion followed by a shopping spree that need never end. It was in many ways the perfect fantasy.


Wyndham Sale had not in fact recognised Sandra as she stepped on to the grassy verge beside the main road, but a little further on he did notice Lydia Fairchild. She was wearing jeans and a checked shirt and carrying a plastic bag of shopping. For a moment he considered slowing down and offering her a lift, but then he thought better of it and pressed his foot down on the accelerator. He was late already for his meeting in town and, besides, he had no idea of where she lived, nor any desire to know. He had registered her the previous evening as an attractive woman and one whom, in different circumstances, it might well have been diverting to pursue. But not at present. Since Annabel’s death he had found his interest in other women to have dwindled almost to nothing. By one of life’s cruel ironies the fickle husband had been transformed into the faithful widower. Annabel dead inhibited him in a way Annabel living had never done. What he had appreciated in Lydia first had been the haughty way she held her neck, like a dancer. Long ago, Annabel had trained as a classical dancer, and held her head in that same proud manner. But Lydia’s hair was dark and curly and cut in a short bob, whereas Annabel’s had been brown and straight and pulled sleekly back from her forehead. Lydia’s features were strong, attractively irregular, whereas Annabel’s beauty had been in her quiet delicacy. Lydia’s manner was forthright, tending almost to brashness, Annabel had been at all times refined and self-effacing.


These comparisons he found endlessly irritating, yet somehow impossible to avoid.


The death of his wife had affected Wyndham in all manner of unexpected ways. They had been married over fifteen years, but after the first few years he had not been aware of any great bond between them. She was beautiful; he was proud of her. He was sorry that she was so obviously unhappy, but he put that down to the lack of children, and she never told him any different.


During her final illness, Wyndham had, as always, behaved impeccably: the best doctors, the most lavish care, trips to the opera or her favourite hotels whenever she was strong enough. And she herself remained dignified to the end.


‘Will you miss me?’ she had asked, a few weeks before she died.


‘Of course I will,’ he told her gently. Afterwards he had wondered if it were true. And on the day she was buried, he felt sadness, but also the easing of a burden.


It was only in the following weeks that her absence began to trouble him. Not that he was aware of missing her, particularly. He wondered if his symptoms were merely coincidental. He had trouble sleeping, he lost weight. Concentration was occasionally a problem.


But he was determined to get through. He shook himself back into the here and now: Haddeley Hall in Briarswood, this idyllic corner of the country where they had chosen to make a home.


As he left the village he saw, on the road ahead, a small group of what must surely be travellers. Half a dozen youths who looked like extras from a film set during the Irish potato famine, complete with ragged clothes and verminous dogs, were attempting to manoeuvre a hand cart down the middle of the road.


Glad of any distraction from the thoughts which plagued him, Wyndham slammed his fist down on the horn and accelerated, causing them to scatter in satisfying panic, and narrowly missing the handcart and a large, pale and extremely energetic dog.


‘Where are you going with all those?’


Caro pounced just as Suzie was carrying an armful of books out of her bedroom.


‘Just tidying up,’ Suzie mumbled.


Caro peered at the spine of the top one. ‘Oh look, all the Pippa books. How you used to love those. Such nice stories, weren’t they?’


‘Oh, Mum.’ Suzie was mortified. ‘That was years ago.’ Not even to her mother would she admit that only last week she had been enjoying a furtive and nostalgic trot through A Palomino for Pippa. She was in agony at the thought that Caro might mention this social dysfunction in front of Mina.


Mina was Suzie’s friend from as far back as she could remember. Mina was coming to stay. Mina still lived in the town where Jim used to teach. Mina was smart and sophisticated and had probably outgrown the Pippa books at the age of five. And Mina was not one to hide her scorn: her vocabulary contained twenty derogatory words for each one of approval.


It occurred to Suzie, as she tidied her room and removed any item that might arouse Mina’s withering contempt, that she might well be doing all this clearing for nothing. Mina had been promising to visit for ages, but each time they arranged a date something else came up and Mina had to cry off. Suzie didn’t blame her: the first time Mina had gone to a rave in a derelict brewery; another time a really close friend had overdosed and Mina had to go and visit him in intensive care, and on the last occasion Mina and some friends had decided to hitch down to the coast for a couple of nights sleeping on the beach. No wonder it had been thumbs down for Briarswood.
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