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            Author’s Note:

         

         The village of Stanton forms the setting for this story. The house in which much of the action takes place is an imaginary one, somewhere in the middle of the village. All the characters have been invented too.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter One

         

         Philip and Gloria Shepherd were going away for Christmas, leaving their house containing a large dog, three pet rats and a lot of glossy potted palms to the care of Thea Osborne, house-sitter.

         ‘But, Mum, you can’t,’ protested Jessica, her daughter, when she heard about it. ‘You can’t spend the whole of Christmas in a strange house by yourself.’

         Thea’s first reaction had been the same. ‘It does seem rather awful,’ she agreed. ‘But when I thought about it, I decided it would be quite nice in some ways. I can go to the local carol service, and maybe there’ll be some sort of happening at the pub. There’s a very characterful pub on top of a hill at the end of the street.’

         ‘What about me? Where am I supposed to go?’

         ‘You could probably come and join me in Stanton,’ Thea offered doubtfully. She had not asked the Shepherds whether a second person would be acceptable. It had been hard enough to convince them to allow her spaniel to spend ten days in their house. ‘Except—’

         ‘What?’

         ‘They’ve got rats. Nice friendly pet ones.’ Jessica’s rat phobia was legendary in the family, thanks to an unforgettable incident when she was seven and had come face to face with a dying one on the front lawn.

         ‘That clinches it,’ she said decisively. ‘I’ll go to Auntie Jocelyn’s. She’ll take me in.’

         Thea felt a pang of envy and remorse. Her younger sister had five children, making Christmas at their house a wild orgy of traditional celebrations. The Osbornes had never managed anything approaching such wholehearted zest. Jocelyn made scores of mince pies, filled five stockings with magical goodies and cooked a vast turkey with all the trimmings. Even when Carl had been alive and Jessica an enchanting six-year-old it had all been slightly flat. Carl had deplored the materialism and Thea had never been much of a cook.

         ‘I’m sure she will. You’ll have a lovely time there.’

         That conversation had taken place in the first few days of December, when plans for Christmas had become suddenly urgent and Thea had been forced to decide about the Shepherds. They had approached her in September, offering extra payment for working over the holiday and assuring her that Stanton was a thoroughly splendid place to spend the holiday. So why are you going somewhere else? Thea wanted to ask. The dates had been vague, and somehow Thea had failed to fully grasp the implications of actually being in a strange village for Christmas Day itself.

         Now it was the 21st December, and they were off in their car to catch a flight to Bermuda. The weather was damp and grey, so there were no worries about snow on the runway or ice on the wings. ‘We’re due back early on the 31st,’ said Philip superfluously. ‘Just in time for the New Year party down the street. Don’t want to miss that. And with any luck the flu scare will have died down by then.’ News headlines were aflame with hysterical predictions of a pandemic just in time for Christmas. Earnest spokesmen warned against gathering in large groups, ignoring the realities of festive parties and crowded trains.

         ‘You’ll be all right, won’t you?’ asked Gloria, with the familiar anxiety that people so often manifested as they left their house in Thea’s care. ‘Blondie’s going to pine for a day or two, I’m afraid. She’s an awful wimp.’

         Blondie was a white Alsatian, with a habit of curling her lip to reveal immense teeth. ‘It’s her way of smiling,’ Gloria had explained. ‘Don’t let it scare you.’

         Thea wasn’t scared. She was extremely fond of dogs, even ones who appeared to be snarling at her. Blondie was gorgeous, her coat thick and clean, her big pointed ears demanding to be played with. ‘I expect Hepzie will cheer her up,’ she said.

         Hepzie was a cocker spaniel, thoroughly accustomed to sharing quarters with assorted creatures in a succession of houses. She had a chequered history behind her, in which she had run off with two absconding dogs, helped to find a missing snake, quailed at abuse from a parrot and endured the contempt of a number of cats. Rats, however, were new, and she found them deeply alluring. She stood to attention below their cage, wagging her long tail vigorously and emitting small yelps of excitement.

         Gloria had watched worriedly. ‘Would she kill them, do you think?’

         Thea paused. ‘Not once she gets used to them and realises they’re pets,’ she said bravely.

         ‘The thing is, we generally let them out for a run in the evening. They’d miss it if they had to stay in the cage.’ The awkwardness had been palpable. The Shepherds – quite understandably – had jibbed at the presence of a strange dog, for this very reason. Gloria’s affection for the domesticated rodents was plain to see. Here, thought Thea, was a trophy wife who had brought some of her earlier interests with her into this affluent Cotswold environment, and good luck to her.

         Thea had made firm promises about keeping her spaniel under control and never letting dog and rat come together. But Hepzie’s behaviour on this final morning of departure was not creating at all the right atmosphere.

         ‘I’ll shut her out of the room when they have their run,’ she promised. ‘I assume Blondie’s all right with them?’

         ‘Oh yes. She thinks they’re miniature dogs, apparently. They run all over her sometimes.’

         Thea eyed the rodents speculatively. They were pale in colour and had palatial quarters in a room at the back of the house. It was furnished with a wall of shelves containing books and ornaments, a large table on which a Royal Worcester set of china was arranged in a display that was surely seldom seen by visitors, and carpeted with a faded wool Persian affair that looked as if it could have been handmade five hundred years ago. Did the rats not nibble the books, or knock into the china or pee on the Persian? Gloria pointed out a sort of trail around the room that was the rats’ habitual exercise run. ‘You just open their door at about seven, and leave them for an hour,’ she instructed. ‘When you come back, they’ll have gone into the cage again of their own accord. It’s fun to watch them, but you don’t have to.’

         ‘I expect I will. They do seem to be friendly.’

         ‘They’ll ride on your shoulder if you invite them.’

         Thea smiled tolerantly, thinking she was unlikely to make such an invitation, if only because her dog might take real exception to a shoulder smelling of rat when they snuggled together in the living room on Christmas Eve.

         Philip Shepherd turned out to be an incorrigible list maker, although he left it until after his wife had taken Thea through everything verbally, before presenting his ten printed sheets of information. Blondie’s bedtime routine figured prominently. Turn off the light in the living room, and say ‘Time for bed and widdles’. She’ll go to the back door, and you let her out, watching that she relieves herself. When she comes back, give her a small biscuit from the blue tin, and leave her in the kitchen with the door closed.

         The rats got half a page of their own, echoing much of what Gloria had already said.

         The locations of the fuse box, stop tap for mains water, time switch for heating and other domestic matters were meticulously listed. There were instructions regarding keys and phone numbers for doctor, vet, police, emergency electrical breakdowns, and a builder. Thea didn’t ask why she might want to phone a builder over Christmas.

         And unlike many of her employers, Philip gave a detailed itinerary of where they would be on any given date, and how best to get hold of them. Getting hold of homeowners was something Thea very rarely did, even when there was news for them. She worked on the basis that they should be allowed to enjoy a restful holiday while they could, because virtually everything could wait until they got back again.

         On the last page there was a list of local events that she might wish to investigate. A Dickensian Christmas Revel was scheduled for the Sunday before Christmas; and a Boxing Day Special Supper at an enterprising nearby pub sounded good. There were details including how to get to the venues and who to phone for further information.

         Never since her first house-sitting commission in Duntisbourne Abbots had she been so comprehensively advised. To the best of her recollection, she had never felt the need to locate the fuse box in a house she was looking after or to know exactly how to put a dog out before bed.

         Husband and wife both dithered on the doorstep for longer than was comfortable, plainly trying to remember whether they’d told her everything of importance. There was always a hiatus, sometimes of a month or more, between the initial visit in which the nature of the work was assessed, and the actual handover when the owners finally disappeared. In this case it had been almost three weeks since she had driven to Stanton for a guided tour of the house and its occupants. The Shepherds had sung the praises of The Mount public house and its spectacular views, as well as the delights of Stanway and Snowshill and several other nearby places. ‘I know Snowshill,’ said Thea. ‘I was there only a few months ago.’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ said Philip, with a knowing look. ‘We did hear something about that.’

         ‘Did you?’ Thea readied herself to explain how nothing of what had happened had been her fault in any respect, but it seemed her defence was unnecessary.

         ‘We’ve done a little bit of research on you,’ he went on apologetically. ‘And it does seem as if you’ve landed up in some sticky situations over the past year or two.’

         ‘You could say that.’ She heard a note of bleakness in her own voice that surprised her. Had the past two years really been so dreadful? She thought perhaps they had, on the whole – worse than she had fully realised.

         ‘But we also heard how good you are with animals and that you cope well in a crisis.’

         She wondered where such accolades could have come from, but felt it wise to refrain from asking. ‘I have had plenty of practice,’ she smiled. ‘I just hope it doesn’t snow while I’m here.’ She looked out at the broad level village street, and added, ‘But even if it does, I suppose it wouldn’t be too disastrous.’

         ‘The neighbours will see that you’re all right,’ he assured her. ‘Whatever happens.’

         ‘Nothing’s going to happen,’ Gloria interrupted. ‘When did anything ever happen in Stanton?’

         ‘Except for poor old Douglas, of course,’ muttered Philip.

         Gloria waved a hand sharply at him, in a gesture plainly designed to silence him. She turned smilingly back to Thea. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said emphatically.

          

         They left eventually, and Thea experienced her usual mixture of anticipation and abandonment. She had recently begun to suspect that her career as a house-sitter might not be doing her basic character very much good. She had noticed only gradually that she had no real relationships any more. There had been her friend Celia in her home town of Witney, but with so many prolonged absences, Celia had moved on, found herself a new man and showed little continuing interest in Thea. Jessica, now twenty-three, was focusing intently on finishing her period as a police probationer and finding favour as a fully fledged constable. There were phone calls every week or so, and weekends spent together from time to time, but Thea understood that the ties had loosened, not least because of her own distracted behaviour. She had immersed herself in some of the house-sitting commissions, and when calamity had struck, took it upon herself to resolve the chaos and discover the truth behind various terrible events. When Jessica had suffered her own personal trouble, her mother had not been anywhere near as supportive as she ought to have been.

         And then there was Drew. At some point during the previous six months or so, she had found herself thinking more about Drew than about her own daughter. When she entertained visions of Christmas Day in Stanton, they included Drew Slocombe playing Scrabble with her in front of a roaring fire, not Jessica.

         But Drew lived in Somerset and had two young children in his care. His wife had died that summer, and the demands of family and work meant that Thea had heard very little from him since her stay in Winchcombe in September. His colleague, Maggs Cooper, had watched the blossoming friendship with initial suspicion, followed by outright hostility and finally acceptance. Thea was made fully aware of these evolving reactions, unsure of what significance they might have. Maggs was somehow in the way, obstructing any natural developments that might otherwise take place. As were the children, of course. As a solo parent, Drew was seriously unavailable. And that was a pity, because he liked the idea of himself as an amateur detective, fleetingly joining up with Thea to ferret out the facts in Broad Campden, Snowshill and helping via the telephone when there was trouble in Winchcombe. She had very much appreciated the presence of somebody to share the thrill – if that’s what it was. More often it felt like utter chaos and confusion, laced with pain and shock.

         The Stanton house was constructed of the ubiquitous Cotswold stone, facing boldly onto the single street that comprised the village. History leaked self-consciously from every facade, the square entryways constructed for coach and horses carefully protected. There were quirks, as Thea had come to expect, this time in the shape of wicker animals fixed onto the ridges of a few thatched roofs on the western edge of the settlement. A fox strolled bizarrely along a rooftop, silhouetted against the sky. An owl attracted the curious attentions of other large – and living – birds. Thatch itself was uncommon in the area, somehow not quite fitting with the honey-coloured stone. Where it did occur, it was obsessively preserved in perfect condition; a statement that Thea was still attempting to interpret.

         The Shepherds had struck her as classic Cotswolds inhabitants: affluent, self-assured, friendly, she in early middle age and he ten years older. An unkind observer might add complacent and privileged to the epithets, she supposed. Their garden was tidy, their possessions of indisputable quality. Gloria was evidently well adapted, despite showing signs of not having been born to the life. She wore Cotswold-coloured clothes, made of wool and linen and well looked after. Even her hair had the same honey-and-caramel hue. Philip had a slightly unfocused gaze, as if perpetually calculating the value of his stocks and wondering which sort of car he should buy next. There had been no mention of children, until Thea had made a casual remark about her own daughter. ‘Ours is in Japan,’ Gloria had replied. ‘Her husband’s Japanese. We’re going out there at Easter.’

         The only anomaly that Thea had so far observed was that at least one of the Shepherds – and she supposed it was probably Gloria – was a dedicated smoker. There were ashtrays in every room, with the telltale grey-brown singe marks that betrayed constant use. The unemptied swingtop bin under the kitchen sink smelt powerfully of old smoke. On a shelf in the larder there were two boxes of Marlboroughs, with the health warnings in French. Thea knew people who smoked, of course, but they were a dwindling band and the smell of tobacco was unusual enough to be noticeable, especially inside a building.

         It was eleven-thirty on a Friday morning, and she had little or nothing to do until the rats were to have their constitutional and Blondie to have her supper. Although there was no fixed pattern to her various commissions, she generally did some preliminary exploring on the first afternoon. Acutely aware that this was the shortest day of the year, with barely another four hours of proper daylight left, she chirped at the spaniel and suggested a walk. Inevitably ecstatic, Hepzie jumped up at Thea’s legs, long ears flapping, tail waving.

         Thea had momentarily forgotten Blondie, who stood a few feet away, staring hard at the spectacle of the spaniel’s exuberance. ‘Gosh, sorry!’ Thea said. ‘You can come as well. Of course you can.’

         There was no sign of gratitude or enthusiasm. The heavy dog seemed to droop, the thick tail brushing the floor. Depression was all too evident, barely twenty minutes after its people had left. ‘Come on,’ Thea urged. ‘It’s not as bad as that. They’ll be back before you know it. Let’s go and have a look round, okay?’

         Gloria had drawn her attention to a drawerful of small plastic bags in the hall, essential equipment for dog walking, along with Blondie’s smart lead hanging on a hook. ‘You have to bring the bag home and put it in the bin,’ Gloria explained with a sigh. ‘Makes you wonder, doesn’t it, when dog poo goes into the landfill. There’s a man across the street who flatly refuses to do it. He’s got two corgis and insists their poo is natural and good. Slugs eat it, apparently.’

         ‘They do,’ Thea confirmed. ‘But do we want to make life easier for slugs?’

         Gloria laughed. ‘Good point,’ she said.

         So Thea pocketed a couple of bags and attached leads to both dogs. There was unlikely to be anywhere for them to run free in the centre of the village. Tomorrow, she promised herself, they would venture onto one of the footpaths that branched in every direction. The chief one was the Cotswold Way, which made a deliberate diversionary loop to take in Stanton, so charming was the village deemed to be. The footpath meandered like a river along the bottom of the steep escarpment to the east of Stanton, before surging up the hill to an ancient settlement and turning sharply northwards, following the ridge along the top of Shenberrow Hill. The landscape undulated drunkenly, with patches of woodland serving to disrupt any attempt at a direct walk. Thea had been slightly unsettled to see from the map that Snowshill was less than two miles distant. It felt much further away, and much longer ago than the five months since she was there. That had been a violent and distressing experience, leaving her shaken and sad. She had no desire whatever to go back to Snowshill. To her relief, she ascertained from the map that the footpath headed for Broadway without going near the scene of disagreeable memories. She could take the dogs along it without fear of reliving the misery of what had happened.

         There were no shops in Stanton, but she had enough provisions for a few days. She had stocked up at a busy supermarket the day before, astonished at the crowds of people buying extraordinary quantities of Christmas fare. Would they really eat it all, she wondered? Caught up in the frenzy, she found herself dropping mince pies, nuts, dates, and a large bag of satsumas into her basket. She did not buy a turkey or a Christmas pudding, but she selected some chicken legs, sausages and ham. The resulting bulging carrier bags that she stashed in the boot of her car were far bigger and heavier than she had planned.

         She let the dogs lead the way, and tried to concentrate on the beauty of the village, mentally comparing it with Winchcombe, Blockley, Naunton and other Cotswolds settlements. Their triumphant variety was one of the main sources of her admiration. Nobody could mistake Painswick for Chipping Campden, or Northleach for Stow. A single glance would identify any one of them, as they devised their own individual methods of adapting to the topography, positioning the church and the main hostelries accordingly, curving their streets or bravely situating them on a contour which necessitated one side being several feet higher than the other. The smaller places were even more distinctive, and very much more numerous. She had tried to count them a few times, with no definite conclusion, other than it had to be between a hundred and a hundred and fifty, if you included everywhere with at least ten properties clustered around a church. Perhaps more. It depended, of course, on where you drew the boundary. Some people insisted that Banbury was in the Cotswolds, which Thea was doubtful about. Others pulled a sceptical face when she talked of Winchcombe as a Cotswold town. Her own home in Witney felt decidedly beyond the invisible line.

         She had been house-sitting for two and a half years, widowed for three and a half. She was in her mid forties, another birthday looming in six weeks’ time. Her future was a disconcerting blank, with no ideas other than some decades spent in a similar pattern of taking over other people’s homes for a brief spell, and dealing with whatever aspect of those people’s lives might arise in their absence. She usually grew fond of the animals in her care and did her best to keep them happy and safe.

         They crossed the wide street and walked along a stretch of raised pavement that was well clear of the road. Blondie walked beautifully on the lead, gliding smoothly at Thea’s side without pausing to sniff the ground or scan the scenery. By contrast, Hepzie pulled outrageously, always wanting to be onto the next thing, darting from side to side to investigate smells. With a dog in each hand, Thea could do nothing but maintain a civilised pace and hope the exercise was sufficient for them all.

         She could see the narrow spire of the church close by, with a turning leading to it. For want of anything more enticing, she took the dogs that way, observing a stone cross on a broad area of pavement that might merit closer inspection. Christmas lights glowed in several windows, even in the middle of the day. Thus far there had been no sign of anybody in the open air, but she felt sure she was being watched from some of the windows, and wondered how widespread the news of the Shepherds’ absence was. Blondie was surely a giveaway – she had to be a familiar figure throughout Stanton.

         There were two cars parked outside the church gate, leaving very little space for any other vehicles. Residential houses stood opposite, needing access in and out of their own gates. Something was apparently going on, she decided, seeing a small group of people in the church doorway. Preparations for a carol service, most likely. No chance, then, of having a quick look at the interior – something she mainly did from a sense of completeness rather than genuine interest.

         She turned back towards the main street, where an estate car was drawing up just around the corner. She watched a woman of roughly her own age climb out and walk to the back of the vehicle to release a very large dog. A dog bigger than Blondie by some way. It was a Great Dane, its legs much the same length as Thea’s, its neck long and strong, holding up the handsome head. ‘Wow! Look at that!’ she breathed in admiration. ‘What a beauty!’

         The woman must have heard her. She turned and stared unsmiling at the little group. She had wide cheeks and wavy hair fading into the neutral colour that came between blonde and grey. She wore well-cut grey trousers and a short black jacket. Her dog – which Thea noted was a castrated male – raised its nose and sniffed the air with a haughty serenity that went some way to dilute Thea’s esteem. This was not an animal that would gush and romp and slobber over her. Blondie gave a tiny throaty sound that was not encouraging. A fight between the two big strong dogs would be appalling – although she had a notion that Great Danes were amongst the least aggressive breed of dog. All the same, Thea didn’t think she could hold the Alsatian if it decided to exert itself. And the other woman looked equally unfit for the task. ‘It’s okay,’ Thea called. ‘We’ll go the other way.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said the woman as if nothing less was to be expected. ‘I’m afraid I’ve learnt to avoid that dog as far as possible.’

         Then why did you let yours out in plain view of Blondie? Thea silently asked. Normally she would have voiced the question aloud, but in recent months she had been making a concerted effort not to make sharp comments to people who might take them badly. It had slowly become apparent to her that the world at large required a level of politeness that was oddly new. Something to do with political correctness, she assumed ruefully.

         ‘Oh?’ she said neutrally.

         ‘She has something of a reputation. Haven’t you been told?’

         ‘Actually, no. She’s been absolutely fine with me so far.’

         ‘They took her on some sort of training course, earlier this year. Gloria insists she’s completely reliable now, but “once bitten”, as they say.’

         ‘Did she bite you?’ Thea glanced down at the white ears, which were pricked alertly. Hepzie was sitting unconcernedly, nibbling at her own rear end and ignoring both the other dogs.

         ‘Well, no. Not quite.’

         ‘Come on, then,’ Thea invited both dogs. ‘Let’s go and see what’s this way.’ She threw a last look at the Great Dane and its owner. ‘My name’s Thea Osborne,’ she said, before the distance between them became too great for conversation. ‘I’m here until New Year’s Eve.’

         ‘I’m Cheryl Bagshawe,’ came the response. ‘I live in Stanway. There’s a nice long circular walk we often do, from here to Laverton and back. This is Caspar.’ She pronounced her name with a soft sh sound, rather than the usual hard ch. Thea heard it as Sheryl with an S.

         ‘We’ll probably do it ourselves one day, then,’ she said, with a forced smile. Cheryl kept her lips together, and glanced back towards the church in an attitude of calculation. ‘Just time for a quick stroll today,’ she muttered, contradicting Thea’s assumption that she was about to embark on the circular walk she’d described. On further examination, it became obvious that she was not dressed for a substantial trek through wintry countryside. And the car would not have been required, either. Thea’s natural inquisitiveness suggested several questions, but she could see there was no prospect of posing them. The woman said nothing more and Thea walked westwards nursing a lonely sense of rejection.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Two

         

         She took the dogs along the main street another fifty yards or so, and then turned into a branching road that offered a new set of views to the south and west. Stanton had a pleasingly informal air, which it took some time to associate with the sporadic provision of pavements. Along many parts of the street, the road simply stopped at the front walls of the houses, the edges blurred by flowers planted in shapeless clumps. At least, there would have been flowers in any other season. All that remained were chopped-off stalks and a few naked rose bushes. Thea’s imagination had little difficulty in fast-forwarding six months, when there would be verbena, montbretia, hollyhocks, lupins and penstemons: tall self-confident plants that would enhance the handsome houses and force pedestrians to keep their distance. A few houses had low stone walls to fend off any traffic, and some had wider grass verges. The very variety held an old-fashioned charm that Thea remembered from Winchcombe in particular. The Cotswolds were peopled by individualists, and had been for centuries. They didn’t want to emulate their neighbours, but instead preferred their own property to stand out as especially lovely and therefore desirable.

         The street itself was more like a country road that happened to have buildings along both sides. There were very few straight lines. There was a sense that traffic only came through on sufferance, and would be expected to stop for a loitering dog or child. Stanton was not on the way to anywhere, the residents would reason – and therefore only those with business in the village ought to visit. In summer there would be tourists in cars, but likely to be greatly outnumbered by walkers, with rucksacks and sticks and stout sensible boots. Stanton was in the books and on the maps as a detour for the Cotswold Way footpath. If you wanted to see it, you really ought to do it on foot.

         Thea turned herself and the dogs around and dawdled back to the Shepherd house after twenty minutes or so of fresh air. To her surprise, this final leg of the little walk turned out to be a wholly different experience from the earlier part. As if responding to some inaudible call, people had emerged on all sides, and were gathered on the roadside in small groups or walking towards her. ‘What’s happening?’ Thea muttered to the dogs in astonishment. Neither expressed an opinion.

         On closer inspection it became apparent that the people were dressed more smartly than might be expected for an ordinary Friday afternoon. Long dark skirts, black suits, and even a woman in a boxy hat with a veil – ‘My God! It’s a funeral!’ she finally realised. The population of Stanton was making its way towards the church where one of their number was to be despatched. As if in confirmation, just as she drew level with the Shepherds’ house, the bell began to toll.

         Dimly, she recollected that there had been a time when a village church bell would announce a death in coded form – indicating the age and gender of the deceased, so anyone hearing it would have a fair chance of guessing who had died. No such practice existed now, when telephones and emails and tweets could inform the world that the death had happened almost before the last breath had been exhaled. Except that Thea had no idea at all whose funeral it was, and whether she should care, and what if anything it might imply for the coming days.

         She could hardly stop one of the townsfolk and ask. It wasn’t her business, after all. She couldn’t have known the person being disposed of. But the sense of exclusion was strong as she faced in the opposite direction from everybody else, and would be going into a house when they were all leaving theirs. There could have been no more powerful indication that she was an alien, an intruder, knowing nothing of recent events and what they might mean for the inhabitants. She thought of the woman Cheryl, leaving her car in a spot likely to be needed for a hearse, and was oddly gladdened by this suggestion that at least one other person had no idea what was happening.

         She stood by the Shepherds’ front door and watched the faces of the people walking towards her, and thought about tight village communities clustered around the church, and how they had existed for a thousand years and more. Here was a local brother, known to them all, dead in the deeps of winter – and they all suspended their busy lives to mark his passing. It was nicely medieval, she decided, particularly the way they were all proceeding on foot. And then, there were motor vehicles coming down the street. An unmistakable hearse, followed by two sleek black limousines, crawled along at walking pace. Thea had plenty of time to stare in through the car windows and make what she could of the chief mourners.

         In the first car was a woman wearing a black hat and dark glasses. Obviously the widow. With her were two men in dark suits in their late twenties or early thirties, as well as a young woman. In the second car was another youngish couple with a boy who looked about ten. They all kept their eyes straight ahead and seemed not to be speaking to each other. Thea constructed a rapid family tree from what she had seen. The deceased was a man, in possession of probably three offspring, as well as partners in two cases, plus a single grandchild old enough to attend the ceremony. How had they divided up the seats in the limousines, she wondered. The little family in the second one gave the impression of lesser importance. Perhaps a daughter, rather than the two sons in the leading car. Or simply the fact of the young boy had ordained the separate limousine, in case there was a last-minute change of plan, or worries about what he might witness in the company of his grief-stricken grandmother and uncles. The coffin itself had been lavishly adorned with flowers, which was pleasing to Thea. It implied a burial rather than a cremation, and her acquaintanceship with Drew Slocombe had taught her that burials were infinitely preferable.

         It was almost one o’clock, which was plainly the time scheduled for the start of the funeral. There were no more people on the main street – they had all turned the corner into the little road containing the church, and would be rapidly settling into the pews, ready for the procession up the aisle. Thea went into the house and released the dogs from their leads, hoping the walk would keep them satisfied for the rest of the day. The poop bags had remained unused. They could go out in the garden later on, just before it got dark, and then help her through the long evening to come. The fact of Christmas approaching so closely was more intrusive than she had expected. She had sent the usual twenty or thirty cards, and received a slightly lower number. More would arrive while she was away, and that now struck her as a shame. They would lie unopened until the last day of the year, by which time their message would be superfluous. They could be displayed for a week and then thrown away. Philip and Gloria, by contrast, were evidently hugely popular. In the face of all predictions that astronomical postage costs would kill the habit, the Shepherds had festooned their living room with cards. They were strung on slender silvery strings across the considerable space, from corner to corner of the large room, crossing in the middle. Idly, Thea counted them, finding the total to be an impressive one hundred and seventeen. And there would be yet more, no doubt.

         There was no Christmas tree, however. Again, this struck Thea as a source of vague sadness. The previous year she had spent the festivities with her mother, and had not gone to the bother of setting up a tree in her own house. The trappings of Christmas died unwillingly, trailing so many associations, so much symbolism, hyped up so mercilessly by every commercial outfit in the land. Without it, the winter would seem much longer, the darkest days infinitely more depressing. With it, the obligations and expectations could give rise to their own sorrows when they failed to come up to scratch.

         And just down the street there was a funeral service going on for someone who had not survived to see this particular Christmas. Someone known to virtually everybody in Stanton, if the turnout was anything to go by. Likely to be a relatively young person, then. Thea’s natural curiosity circled around the question of who it was who’d died. Had that Cheryl woman been planning to attend, first walking her dog and then leaving it in the car? Would there be a new grave in the churchyard, or were they driving off to the nearest crematorium after the service taking all those flowers with them? She thought, on balance, that a burial was more probable. With utter inevitability, thoughts of funerals led to thoughts of Drew Slocombe and his alternative burial ground in Somerset. Drew was an undertaker, albeit an unconventional one. He would like the picture of a whole community turning out to bid farewell to one of their number, on the shortest day of the year. He would draw meaning from it even now, after the death of his wife had shaken some of his deepest convictions.

         The puzzle was solved in moments, at two o’clock that afternoon, when Thea came across a local paper from the previous week lying on an oak chest in the large hallway. It was folded over, with the lower half of the front page showing. ‘LOCAL BUSINESSMAN FOUND DEAD’ was the unimaginative headline over a lengthy report to follow. A quick perusal disclosed that a man by the name of Douglas Callendar, aged fifty-six, long-time resident of Stanton in Gloucestershire, father of three sons, had been found dead in his bath. Post-mortem investigation revealed that he had been electrocuted by a radio he had been in the habit of listening to in the bathroom. It was plugged in with an extension cord from the landing outside. His wife claimed to have warned him persistently that this was a dangerous thing to do, but he had insisted there was no risk. An expert in electrical accidents had confirmed to the police that only in the most rare and exceptional circumstances could a person be killed even if the radio were to fall into the water. It was a freakish thing to happen and Mr Callendar had been extremely unlucky. He was founder and managing director of Callendar Logistics, an international company dedicated to the transportation of urgent medical supplies. No foul play was suspected.

         So that was that, Thea concluded. A silly accident, waiting to happen. A waste of a life that might easily have run another thirty years. Douglas had obviously been well liked, depended on for local employment and engaged in a business that nobody could find objectionable. The word ‘businessman’ conjured somebody worthy, slightly dull, comfortable amongst other men rather than women. All outrageous stereotypes, she felt sure, but persuasive just the same. She congratulated herself on having only the most limited acquaintance with anyone liable to be termed a businessman. Nobody could use the word to describe Drew, for example, even if he did run a business. Her brother Damien was definitely no such thing. But neither Drew nor Damien would be daft enough to perch a radio on the side of the bath whilst it was plugged into the mains. Douglas Callendar must have really liked his music, or football reports, or reruns of old sitcoms, as he wallowed in the tepid water – itself a somewhat unpopular pursuit for men of his age, these days. How had the radio come to fall in, anyway? Had an errant cat jumped onto the side of the bath and sent it tumbling? Had the man fallen asleep and flailed his arms when he found himself almost submerged? And it seemed from the words of the expert that the radio would have had to be defective in some way for the current to escape its casing and flow lethally through the bathwater. Did the usual rules about making a circuit in order to create an electric shock not apply when water was involved? Had Callendar only died when he touched a tap or a handrail? Had it been a cast iron bath?

         Such questions were meat and drink to Thea. She relished the vivid scenarios that her imagination conjured out of the few newspaper lines. She felt the cooling water, and then the sudden desperate shock of the electricity. She thought herself into the wife’s shoes, perhaps hearing a splash and venturing cautiously into the room to discover its cause. Did the Callendars have their own bathrooms, his ’n’ hers? Did Douglas lock her out while he took his bath? Did she try to revive him, or simply screech hysterically and dial 999?

         Eventually, she caught herself up with a little shake. Such musings were unwholesome, and possibly disrespectful. There were elements to the story she found almost amusing. She could not pretend to be shocked or sorry, not knowing the man – nothing more than a gentle regret for the missing thirty years washed through her.

         A yap from Hepzie drew her attention to the street outside. People had appeared, and were slowly walking up to the front door of the adjacent house, on the same side as the church, so they had no reason to pass by her window. But they milled around outside the door, so she had no trouble working out what was happening. Even so, she thought in frustration, a big bay window would have come in useful instead of the simple glazed hole in the facade of the house. On the whole, Cotswolds architects over the centuries had eschewed bay windows, which seemed to Thea rather a pity. She tried to catch sight of the owner of the Great Dane, at least, but could see no sign of her. Would such a large dog be welcomed as a guest, or would he remain for hours in the car?

         The funeral party was adjourning to the house next door. That suggested that Douglas Callendar had lived there, and was therefore a close neighbour to the Shepherds. Had they not felt bad about missing the funeral? She remembered Philip’s muttered reference to a Douglas, to be quickly hushed by his wife. As always, she felt the bafflement of knowing nothing about the interactions between the people she was amongst for the short spell of her house-sit. The newspaper had mentioned three sons – did that mean the new widow was delivering tea and sandwiches with the aid of daughters-in-law? How rotten it must be for her, so close to Christmas. Perhaps, when everybody had finally gone, Thea should approach her and offer some sympathy. She shook herself reproachfully at this notion. The woman would have plenty of people around, any of whom would do a better job than a strange house-sitter. The idea was ludicrous.

         The stream of mourners took several minutes to get themselves inside the house. The loud chatter in the street could be heard through the closed window as the usual release that came after a funeral exerted its influence. Douglas might be dead – but we’re alive, was the inevitable message flowing amongst them all. Not just alive, but still able to function. They’d escaped the reaper’s scythe for the time being, and owed it to themselves, and even somehow to Douglas, to make the most of it.

         Thea retreated to the kitchen at the back of the house and made herself a mug of tea. Hepzie pottered after her, as she always did, especially in a new place. ‘Here we are again, then,’ Thea said to her with a sigh. The spaniel gave a slow wag of agreement.

         The first sip of tea was the precise moment when it began. From one second to the next, she knew it was coming. Not just the taste, but the consistency, the momentary scratch that came from swallowing, the unavoidable awareness of her own throat. She was getting a cold! This had not happened for at least three years, but nobody could forget those insistent warning signs. Firmly, she resolved that it would be gone as quickly as it had come. She would turn up the heating and go to bed early, and in the morning it would have retreated under the unyielding resistance of its victim. Thea Osborne did not get ill. She had no patience with it. Besides – who would look after her if she did? As a house-sitter, she was obviously not allowed to be poorly.

         She carried on with the allotted tasks as darkness fell, focusing on feeding generous quantities of top-quality tinned tripe to Blondie, and trying to get to know the rats. They came to the bars of their cage, whiskers quivering as they sniffed the new person who was meant to release them for their evening frolics. ‘Sorry,’ said Thea. ‘I don’t think I’m quite ready for it tonight.’ The prospect of the creatures hiding from her, teasing their new custodian, like children with a supply teacher, was too nerve-wracking on the first day. ‘Tomorrow, maybe we’ll give it a go,’ she promised. ‘When you’ve got to know me better.’ Having made sure the door to the room was closed, she unhooked the cage door and delivered a handful of the mixed corn they were to be fed. The darkest of the three animals put a small naked paw on her finger, in a gesture that seemed friendly. Cautiously, Thea stroked the dense coat, catching the intelligent eye and letting thoughts of vermin and Hamlyn and sewers sift through her mind. Rats were a good bet for long-term survival, after nuclear devastation or pandemics or another ice age had eradicated the humans from the world. They were organised, adaptable and cunning. They would eat anything and produced dozens of babies every year.

         Her daughter’s terror of them had come as a surprise. The incident when she was seven had involved little more than a wounded creature, mauled by a neighbour’s dog, dragging itself pathetically over the grass in the Osbornes’ garden, in Jessica’s direction. The child’s screams had brought people running from all directions. ‘Take it away!’ she had howled. ‘It’s after me.’

         Carl had donned thick gardening gloves and scooped up the wretched animal. ‘But Jess, it’s poorly, look. It’s been hurt. You should feel sorry for it.’

         But the hysterical child shrieked and turned her back. ‘Take it away!’ she repeated. ‘It’s horrible.’

         Carl, sensitive to the genuine fear, had disposed of the rat somehow, returning to his wife and daughter with a matter-of-fact air. ‘Nothing to be scared of, sweetheart. You shouldn’t let yourself get into such a state.’ He and Thea had assumed his words would overcome the irrational reaction, only to find Jessica increasingly petrified as she grew up. She would never go into a shed or a cellar until someone had checked it first for rodents. She left the room if rats appeared on a TV programme. She went white at sounds of rustling or scuffling behind a skirting board.

         ‘I rather like them,’ Thea would always say, as if this would change anything. ‘They’re so intelligent, and clean and they’ve got lovely little faces.’

         Despite her claims, even she found it a trifle unsettling that people could keep them as pets. Especially middle-class affluent Cotswolds people, who might be expected to regard rats as enemies in the struggle to maintain civilisation at all costs. Unsettling and mildly endearing. She liked the quirks and eccentricities of people when it came to relationships with animals. She had encountered geckoes, rabbits, a donkey, a snake and all the usual dogs and cats, in her house-sitting career. They all said something about their owners, and a quiet defiance of convention that pleased her. It was something she suspected Drew did not fully understand. Drew didn’t really engage with animals, she had discovered. But then he had more than enough with his children and his house and his dead people.

         The notion of going next door to volunteer her friendship in a time of sadness took another knock at the suspicion that a cold was starting. She knew from experience that sudden shocks were liable to lower a person’s immunity. When Carl had died, she had developed a variety of minor ailments, including an outbreak of very unappealing acne. She had been tired and headachy for months. If the woman next door was anything like the same, a cold was all too likely to take advantage of her, given half a chance.

         She reviewed her plans to seek out and join in with Christmas festivities in the village. By no means a churchgoer, she nonetheless relished a carol service, especially all the old favourites belted out with fervour. Whether she could face a Christmas lunch at The Mount Inn, at a table by herself, was a different matter. She was well provisioned for spending it in the house, if necessary. With the weather predicted to be nondescript – somewhat damp, perhaps, but no snow or ice or downpours or gales – she could take the dogs out for a good run, and savour her release from the routine rituals that had lost almost all their meaning for her when she was about sixteen.

         But that was still four days away. First she had to dispel the cold germs, get to know the dog and the rats better, and perhaps read up on some local history.

          

         It was six o’clock and dark when she heard someone at the back door. A muted thump, followed by a gentle voice calling, ‘Hello? Can I come in?’ Before Thea could push Hepzie off her lap and step over Blondie, the voice had come closer. ‘Gloria – you there?’

         ‘Who’s that?’ She wasn’t scared, but she did feel a surging irritation. It was extraordinarily rude of this person to just march in without an invitation. If she was such an intimate friend that this was acceptable, then surely she knew that Gloria and Philip had gone away. And why hadn’t somebody thought to lock the door?

         ‘It’s me, Juliet.’ A soft laugh concluded this introduction, and a tall slender figure came into the room. ‘Oh!’ She stared in evident terror at Thea, but made no move to flee. Afterwards, Thea could not have precisely identified what it was that alerted her to this woman’s condition, but she knew within seconds that there was something askew. The grey eyes that met hers contained panic, but over that lay a sort of resignation, as if fear and unpredictability were the natural order, only to be expected.

         ‘Hello, my name’s Thea Osborne,’ she said calmly. ‘I only got here today. Did Gloria not tell you about me?’

         ‘Th-Thea,’ stammered the woman. ‘Oh.’ She stared around the room. ‘Is there a man with you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Good.’

         ‘Where do you live, Juliet?’ Aiming for a natural relaxed tone, Thea found herself speaking stiltedly, and wondering frantically what she was supposed to do.

         ‘I live in Laverton.’ She smiled at the assonance, moving her tongue as if tasting it again. ‘With my mother. We went to the funeral this afternoon, you see. A fiendish funeral, with tears and tantrums. Poor Eva has died. Do you know Eva?’

         Thea shook her head in confusion, thrown by the mixture of ordinary conversation and rogue lapses of logic. ‘I thought it was a man who died. Mr Callendar.’

         Juliet frowned. ‘No, it was Eva. She was my cousin and she had cystic fibrosis, the poor girl. Makes you question it all, don’t you think?’

         ‘Did she live in the house next to this one?’

         ‘Oh, no, she didn’t.’ Another frown and then a careful laugh, as if there might be a joke somewhere that she’d missed.

         ‘Was her funeral in the house next door?’

         ‘Of course not.’ Again a flash of suspicion. ‘What do you mean? It was in the church. How can you have a funeral in a house?’

         Thea understood that she had worded her question badly, and that her curiosity was undoubtedly misplaced anyway. ‘You’re quite right, of course. I meant the gathering afterwards. A lot of people came to the house next to this one, this afternoon, in funeral clothes.’

         ‘Did they? Two funerals, then. Eva was buried in Willersey which is five miles from here. They’re Methodists, you know. Very devout people. They actually believe in God. Don’t you think that’s strange, when science shows us so plainly that such a thing is impossible?’

         ‘Well …’ Thea was struggling to remain relaxed, to overcome the atavistic fear of insanity that she had not thought existed in herself. Juliet was in her thirties, at least. She was very unlikely to present any danger. She was clearly intelligent. She was also beautiful, with a long Pre-Raphaelite face and very pale skin. She looked delicate and insubstantial, both mentally and physically.

         ‘No, but don’t you?’ she repeated urgently.

         Thea floundered, quite unprepared for a theological discussion. ‘I think science leaves quite a lot yet to be explained,’ she ventured.

         Juliet’s face brightened. ‘You’re right!’ she applauded. ‘I was thinking about the flowers. Everybody sent flowers. Red ones, from Africa. Tulips. Roses. Lilies. They all mean something to people. But they’re false as well – do you see? Because they’re grown indoors and flown here on planes, and kept alive artificially. And I thought – they’re the same as religion.’ She lifted her chin triumphantly, as if waiting for an accolade. ‘They’ll just lie there on the grave until they rot. And that’ll be the end of it.’

         Thea felt weak. The woman’s words contained plenty of sense, but the delivery was too forceful for the occasion, the facial expression not in balance with the words. ‘Does your mother know you’re here?’ She tried a new topic in cowardly desperation.

         Juliet shrugged. ‘I’m later today, because of the funeral,’ she explained. Her accent was pure cut-glass Queen’s English, reminiscent of female newsreaders from the 1950s. Thea felt irritation towards the Shepherds, who had not mentioned the probability of this visitor, who was implying that she showed up every afternoon.

         ‘It’s dark now,’ she noted. ‘Perhaps you’d better go home.’

         ‘No, not yet. I can’t go yet, can I? I haven’t played with the girls.’

         ‘Um …?’

         ‘Sally and Maisie and Petulia. You know.’ She waved an arm at the door into the room at the back of the house. ‘I always come and play with them.’

         ‘Oh!’ Light dawned. ‘You mean the rats. But Gloria never said anything. She never told me they had a friend.’ Juliet ignored this. ‘What exactly do you usually do with them?’

         ‘As I said – I play with them. But now it’s so late, it must be their supper time. Will you allow me to feed them?’

         ‘Actually, I’ve already done them,’ said Thea. ‘But you can go and talk to them, I suppose. Just don’t let my dog in with them. I’m not sure what she might do.’

         Only then did the visitor give the spaniel any attention. ‘A spaniel,’ she nodded. ‘Cocker spaniel. Blue roan. Long tail. Mum wouldn’t like that. They really shouldn’t have a long tail. It ruins the look of them.’

         ‘They don’t dock them so much these days. There are boxers and rottweilers and all sorts with long tails now.’

         ‘All wrong,’ dismissed Juliet. ‘They look ridiculous.’

         This normal-sounding exchange came as a slight reassurance to Thea. Her initial unease began to abate. ‘Shall I make some tea?’ she offered.

         The frown returned. ‘Would it be too much to ask you to make some hot chocolate? It’s rather a habit with me and Gloria. I think you’ll find some in the kitchen.’

         ‘Okay,’ said Thea slowly. ‘Made with milk or water?’

         ‘Milk,’ said Juliet firmly. ‘Now I’ll see the girls.’ She went through to the rats’ room, closing the door behind her.

         Thea stared after her, aware of a growing resentment at not having been told of this woman’s existence. It was a gross oversight on the part of the Shepherds, by any standards. Was this going to become a daily occurrence? And was Juliet to be trusted with the rats? Blondie had effectively ignored her, which suggested a bored familiarity. And how was she going to get rid of her?

         Before even more unsettling questions could arise, there was a brief tentative rap on the front-door knocker, as if a finger had delicately lifted and dropped it. Blondie heard it loud and clear, however, and sat up sharply, giving a staccato bark and kinking her ears forward.

         ‘Stay here,’ Thea ordered both the dogs, and shut them in the living room. The sense of a series of closed doors, protecting animals from each other and people from them all, made her sigh. She opened the front door slowly, bracing herself for whatever might happen next.

         A woman of perhaps seventy stood there, face creased with emotion. ‘Oh, sorry,’ she breathed. ‘But I wonder if you’ve seen my daughter? She comes here sometimes. We were at a funeral, and—’

         ‘Juliet,’ said Thea. ‘Yes, she’s in with the rats. She asked me to make her some hot chocolate.’

         ‘Oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry. What must you think? She hasn’t done this for ages. It’s the funeral, you see, upsetting everything.’

         ‘Don’t worry. There’s no problem. It’s just …’ she tailed off at the woman’s expression. ‘What? What’s the matter?’

         ‘We try to keep her away from the rats. They set her off, sometimes. You can understand it, can’t you?’ The woman had a pleading expression. ‘One minute they’re just cute furry pets and then they suddenly seem so sinister. And Juliet’s very sensitive to that sort of thing. Especially today, with the funeral …’ She heaved a profound sigh, as if it was all too much for her.

         ‘Well, come in and sort it out, will you?’ Thea felt tired and helpless, a mere onlooker in some complex drama that made scarcely any sense.

         The woman slowly entered the house and went directly to the back room, evidently quite familiar with the layout of the house. ‘Juliet?’ she called in a voice that suggested more authority than had first been apparent. ‘Come on out of there. You’re not supposed to be here, are you?’ When there was no response, she went into the room. Thea stayed back, hoping she would not have to do anything.

         There ensued a muted anguished argument in the rats’ living room that set Blondie whining in the doorway and Hepzie slinking cravenly behind the sofa. Thea forced herself to go and see what was happening. Juliet, with a rat held tenderly on her forearm, fingers entwined with its tail, became incoherent, quoting lines of poetry and casting her gaze to the sky like a rather exasperated medieval saint, with her mother chivvying her, for all the world like a harassed helpless mother in a supermarket, afraid to shout at, least of all smack, her recalcitrant offspring. There was an unreality to it that set Thea’s teeth on edge and her stomach churning. Juliet presented a tragic figure, with the light of reason now increasingly unsteady behind her eyes. Thea feared for the Royal Worcester if Juliet made any wild movements, as seemed all too possible. The presence of her mother had dramatically knocked her off balance, making Thea wonder whether the whole genesis of the trouble lay in the relationship between the two. It’s always the mother’s fault came a rueful little voice in her head. Cruel and unfair as it might be, there was an irresistible truth to it. Who else had the power to drive their child into madness? God, she supposed. Or genetics. The same thing in essence, she suspected. Either way, it absolved the parent, which was doubtless a good thing.

         She caught herself up, aware that she was echoing some of Juliet’s own disjointed lines of thought. Did her mother refuse to engage with any of her musings? Did she mock and dismiss and belittle, as mothers tended to do? Whatever the facts of it, she had had enough.

         ‘Listen to me,’ she said loudly, standing in the open doorway, not caring if rats escaped or got eaten by dogs. ‘I’m in charge of this house, and I don’t think either of you should be here. Please go now. Both of you.’

         It worked like a miracle. Juliet fell silent, and carefully replaced the rat she was holding into its cage. ‘Good girl, Petulia,’ she breathed.

         ‘Right,’ said Thea. ‘That’s right. Thank you.’

         The older woman was red-faced and breathing hard. She headed grimly for the front door, not looking to see if her daughter was following.

         ‘Eva died,’ Juliet remembered. ‘Poor Eva.’ She tilted her head. ‘But she’s better dead, isn’t she, Mummy? That’s what you said. Sometimes it’s better to be dead.’ There was rage and reproach and challenge in her voice.

         Her mother ignored her. ‘Thank you for being so understanding,’ she said to Thea. ‘My name is Rosa Wilson. We live in Laverton. It’s been a difficult day.’

         ‘Was that not your relative’s funeral, next door?’ Thea could not help but ask. ‘I saw there was a big service on at the church, and then everybody came back here. It looked like a good turnout.’

         ‘Oh, no.’ Rosa confirmed Juliet’s information. ‘That was something quite different.’ Her lips grew thin and pinched. ‘That was a man called Callendar. Nobody bothered themselves about our little tragedy.’

         ‘Juliet said it was in Willersey. I’m afraid I’ve never heard of Willersey.’

         ‘It’s only a small place.’

         ‘Well, I’m sorry for your loss,’ Thea said tritely.

         Juliet followed her mother out of the house, giving occasional twitches of her head, as if conducting an internal argument. ‘I am so very sorry,’ said Rosa again, on the threshold. ‘As you can see – Juliet goes her own way whenever she can.’ She gave her daughter a vindictive look.

         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Thea wearily. She did not add any softening remarks about seeing them again or being pleased to meet them. When they’d gone, she went straight to the back door and very decisively locked it.
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