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To my dearest Jessie and to the friend I never met.
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CHAPTER ONE
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With a contented sigh, Emily leaned back comfortably against the old sea wall and felt the warmth from the sun baked stone seeping through her thin cotton shirt. By contrast, the damp fur of the mongrel lying by her side was chill against her leg, and instinctively she reached out and stroked the velvet soft ears. The little black and tan bitch looked up as though acknowledging the attention, and then with a satisfied sigh and with an air of great deliberation she rested her head on Emily’s knee and closed her eyes.


Dogs have certainly mastered the art of relaxation, thought Emily wistfully. After her long walk by the water’s edge on this glorious autumn afternoon with a faithful companion at her side, she also felt the need for a rest and half closing her eyes she gazed up into the clear blue sky above. Soothed by the gentle lapping of the incoming tide on the sand, she allowed her thoughts to wander.


It had been a nostalgic afternoon retracing the walk she had taken so often as a child. All that seemed so long ago, she thought. Now in her mid-thirties, although she had been back many times in the intervening years, such visits had always been hurried – with a specific purpose that once accomplished had left little or no time for sentiment or relaxation. Dreamily, she wondered whether those targets that had seemed so all important then together with the pressures of modern living endured to achieve them had been at the expense of values and experiences of far greater importance.


Wandering leisurely by the shoreline as she had done that afternoon, absorbing the smell and sound of the sea, feeling the gentle breeze in her hair and listening to the calls of the seabirds, it had seemed almost as though she had never been away. Somehow the years in between had paled into a blur of insignificance; this is where her life had begun, and to where she always felt drawn back. That she should have abandoned this lonely backwater to pursue a career had seemed inevitable, but on reflection the frenetic pace of professional life seemed to have pushed aside so much that really mattered. Looking at the sea she felt as though she had rekindled the dormant acquaintance of a precious friend whose worth she had never quite appreciated but who nevertheless had patiently waited for her return, and now welcomed her without reproach for her absence.


Now she had the opportunity to take stock and consider her future. The death of her mother some six months earlier and the resultant deterioration in her father’s health were the main reasons for her return. Her employers had been wonderfully understanding in granting her indefinite leave to sort matters out and this release from professional concerns, together with the conclusion of an unhappy time in her personal life, now combined to make her unusually relaxed. Recently she had been able to spend time – real time – with her father and had noticed with immense pleasure as well as a pang of guilt just how much he was benefiting from the attention.


Her reverie was disturbed as the mongrel lifted her head. With ears pricked, the dog turned her attention to a figure that had just come into view, rounding the corner in the shoreline by Tolscreek House; an old rambling house with a slipway running down to the water’s edge, some quarter of a mile away.


‘Nothing wrong with your eyesight, Jessie,’ said Emily gently as she patted the dog’s head reassuringly.


They both studied the approaching figure. During her walk earlier Emily had wandered in a carefree manner, taking in the scene around her, occasionally just standing still to search the sky for skylarks, or bending to look at an unusual shell or crab that had caught her attention. By contrast, the man coming towards her was apparently so completely absorbed in his thoughts that he hardly raised his head at all. He was a tall man, wearing a light blue shirt, with his hands thrust deep into the pockets of loose fitting grey flannels which were rolled up to the knees. By his general easy gait as he drew closer, she put him as probably late thirties or early forties and something seemed vaguely familiar about him. He did not have the air of a tourist, and due to the dangerous bar at the entrance to the creek Tolscreek rarely attracted visitors anyway.


However, further speculation was brought to an abrupt halt as Jessie decided the stranger had come quite close enough. Emily was amused to see the man visibly start as Jessie’s barking broke into his thoughts. After hesitating for a moment he started to walk in their direction, and just as Emily was about to apologise for Jessie’s barking he said with a smile.


‘I’m sorry if I startled your dog.’


‘I think it was more a case of Jessie startling you,’ said Emily with a laugh, ‘You were so engrossed in your thoughts.’


They both laughed and then paused looking at each other both sensing a feeling a slow but incredulous recognition.


‘Forgive me for being nosey, but do you live here or are you just visiting?’ he enquired tentatively.


‘I’m visiting my father, Dr Brown. I’m Emily – Emily Brown - and you?’ replied Emily.


‘Well I’ll be … I thought you seemed familiar… but… well, it’s been ages and I still can’t quite… You really are little Em. I’m sorry – I’m forgetting my manners – I’m Jack – Jack Maitland from Tolscreek House.’


Jumping to her feet, Emily extended her hand saying, ‘Oh Jack, I’m so sorry. I should have recognised you, but it must be fifteen years at least since I last saw you, and as I recall then only for a few minutes.’


‘There’s no need to apologise,’ said Jack, ‘I’m just as guilty for not recognising you, but my word you’ve changed.’




Blushing slightly and rather disarmingly, Emily replied, ‘Well I think so much has happened and changed in that time all round. I had no idea you were here.’ Then suddenly recalling recent events Emily continued quickly and apologetically, ‘Oh Jack, I’m so sorry – of course, you’re here because of your father. I should have realised. I was so terribly sorry when I heard of the accident. It must have been such a shock for you, coming out of the blue like that.’


‘It was certainly unexpected,’ he replied, and a strange look of unease seemed to cloud his face for a moment.


‘Was your father unwell at all?’ enquired Emily.


‘Not to my knowledge, no. The whole thing just seemed to come from nowhere but maybe that’s just how accidents happen, and there’s no point in searching for explanations.’


‘Maybe,’ said Emily quietly.


‘Anyway, I understand you’ve had your fair share of sadness as well,’ continued Jack, ‘Dad told me of your mother’s passing. It may not have been unexpected in the same way that Dad went, but loss is loss just the same and it must have hit you and your father really hard.’


‘Yes it did,’ replied Emily sadly.


‘Your mother was a good Doctor and a kind one too.’


‘Thanks,’ said Emily, again quietly.


‘My Dad always appreciated the compassion she showed my mother. I was too young to remember much but I know Dad was always very grateful.’


There was a pause and then Jack asked, ‘How is your father now?’


‘Better now I’m home’ admitted Emily. ‘I came home as often as I could, but there was always the need to rush back for some reason or another – you know how it is.’


‘I know just what you mean,’ said Jack rather sadly.


‘Strangely, I look back now,’ continued Emily, ‘and realise those reasons were probably nowhere near as important as I thought at the time. When Mum became ill I came home more often, and after she died Dad really went downhill so I made the decision to move back for a while. I need to sort my head out a bit one way and another and the firm have been good enough to let me have as much time as I need. Anyway, how about you? How long are you planning to stay? Are you still in London at St. Thomas’?’


‘Yes, I’m still there.’ said Jack. ‘Like you, my visits home were all too infrequent. It’s great to be back now – I just wish the circumstances that brought me home had been different. I had planned to come back for a while anyway. Dad seemed to have something on his mind – not ill or anything – just seemed to want me to visit, and of course now it’s too late and he’s not here.’ Again, the handsome features looked sad and serious.


Emily glanced at the little gold watch on her wrist exclaiming, ‘Heavens, I had no idea the time had gone on so – Dad will be worrying and expecting his tea!’ She paused for a moment and then continued, ‘Jack, it’s only a suggestion but would you like to come to tea tomorrow afternoon - if you’ve nothing else planned? It’s been lovely catching up a bit, and I know Dad would love to see you and compare notes on St. Thomas’ past and present. It won’t be anything special - just about fourish for some scones and a cup of tea?’


Sensing a move was in the offing, Jessie got up, stretched and walked over to Jack, her tail wagging enthusiastically. Bending down, Jack held out his hand to stroke the dog and was rewarded by vigorous licking.


‘My goodness, you’re honoured,’ exclaimed Emily. ‘Jessie usually takes a lot longer than that before deciding whether she likes someone or not. It must be your bedside manner, Dr Maitland! So, can we expect a guest for tea tomorrow then? Jessie obviously wants you to come!’


‘Then how could I possibly refuse such an invitation,’ said Jack bowing to Jessie. Turning to Emily with a grin, he continued, ‘If you’re sure, I’d love to come. It will be good to see your father again. He and my Dad spent many a long evening together, particularly over the last few months. So, 4 o’clock it is – is there anything I can bring?’




‘Just yourself and a pat for Jess’ replied Emily happily. They parted, Jack making his way back along the shore to Tolscreek House and Emily walking up the steps from the beach and across the coastal road towards Culver House, the lovely old farmhouse that had been her family home for as long as she could remember.


Closing the little white gate carefully behind her, she glanced back towards Tolscreek House just in time to see Jack turn at the same time and wave. Waving back, she turned and as she did so noticed the figure of Foxy Quint making his way (in what seemed quite a furtive manner) from the area behind Tolscreek House towards the village. Quint was well-known in the area as a thoroughly bad lot, and Emily wondered what he was up to. With Jessie trotting beside her, Emily walked briskly round to the back of the house. Through the open French doors she entered a large elegantly furnished sitting room. Reclining comfortably in his favourite armchair close to the open doors, her father was happily dozing with an open book on the floor next to him.


‘Emily, my dear,’ said Dr Brown woken by the arrival of his daughter and Jessie and doing his best to look as though he had not been asleep, ‘Enjoyed your walk?’


‘Lovely, thanks Dad – sorry I’m a bit late but you will never guess who I bumped into.’


‘Perhaps not,’ retorted her father, ‘but I’m sure you are about to tell me.’


‘George Maitland’s son, Jack,’ continued Emily choosing to ignore her father’s tease. ‘He was so nice, Dad, and obviously so sad about his father. I’ve asked him here tomorrow for tea so you and he can chat all about St. Thomas’ Hospital.’


‘And is that the only reason you’ve asked him to tea?’ asked her father mischievously.


Again choosing to ignore her father’s remark, she continued, ‘And, you will never, never guess who I saw creeping around as I came in?’


‘There’s more!’ quipped her father barely unable to control his laughter and pleasure at his daughter’s enthusiasm and obviously happy mood, ‘you had better tell me – the suspense is unbearable.’


‘Yes,’ said Emily undeterred, adding triumphantly, ‘Foxy Quint.’


‘That old reprobate,’ exclaimed her father, ‘What on earth is he up to now, I wonder? That old cottage of his the other side of the creek seems to have been deserted for months now. Something must have brought him back - bad penny that he is. One thing is for sure, Em, it will be trouble – it always is with that one.’


‘Never mind about that now,’ said Emily happily, ‘Time for tea. I’m sure you’re ready for yours and Jessie has been putting on her ‘nobody ever feeds me’ look for the last five minutes. I won’t be long.’


‘Just a minute, dear, before you go – young Tommy Bassett was round earlier with some Victoria plums from his aunt’s garden and some flowers he had picked in the woods behind the church. I put the flowers in water and the plums in the kitchen on the draining board. He asked to be remembered to you and said how much your mother liked plums so he thought you would too.’


‘That was kind of him,’ said Emily.


‘He seems to have transferred all the touching loyalty and affection he felt for your mother to you. Be careful with him, Em, won’t you – he’s really quite a vulnerable young lad in many ways.’


‘Of course I will, Dad,’ responded Emily. ‘I know how devoted he was to Mum with all she did to keep him out of care so he could stay in the village with his father. Sometimes, I wonder just how much he understands of all that, and yet those big blue eyes of his look at you and seem to see through everything. I’ll always remember how he came up to me at Mum’s funeral to say how grateful he was to her, and that if there was ever anything he could do for me I only had to ask. His sincerity was so simple, it was really moving.’


‘He may be a bit simple and a little odd to look at but he is certainly not stupid,’ said her father seriously.




‘I know, Dad,’ said Emily gently. She rested her hand lightly on his shoulder and bending forward, kissed the top of his head. ‘And now,’ she continued brightly, ‘I really must get us something to eat, otherwise it won’t just be Jessie who looks half-starved! Scrambled eggs on toast made with the top of the milk all right?’


Not bothering to wait for a reply, knowing this to be her father’s favourite, Emily made her way through to the kitchen with Jessie close at her heels, relieved that at long last dinner seemed a real possibility.


Left on his own, her father stretched out his long legs in front of him, picked up his discarded book and then put it down again. The rays of the setting sun sent shafts of light through the branches of the magnificent old cedar tree that adorned the back lawn. The amber light created myriad patterns on the grass. As the elderly Doctor sat lost in thought, a blackbird began its twilight song, providing a perfect accompaniment to the idyllic scene. With summer over, there was just a hint of chill in the air but the temperature was perfect to sit surveying the tranquil scene before him.


He sighed as he remembered how at the same time the previous year, everything had been so different, and then how suddenly so much that he had taken for granted had become agonisingly threatened and then taken away. His thoughts then turned to his old friend, George Maitland, now also gone. He would look forward to seeing his son, Jack, again – a thoroughly likeable young man from what he had seen of him. Well, he would be, wouldn’t he, being a St. Thomas’ man.


He sighed again at this thought but this time he also smiled as he recalled his daughter’s earlier light-hearted mood. You never know, he thought and reached out and picked up his book again.


‘You just never know,’ he said aloud to himself as he turned the pages thoughtfully, in search of the right place.










CHAPTER TWO
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At sunrise the following morning Jack Maitland awoke suddenly, as was his custom. This habit had been acquired as the result of many nights on-call, when the ability to be able to snatch a period of meaningful sleep at the drop of a hat or to be wide awake quickly and alert to the demands of any situation is essential. On this occasion, however, with the early morning sun streaming through his bedroom window, he stretched lazily happy in the realisation that today he was not on duty. As he raised himself on his elbow to look out from the window at the scene before him, the feeling of unease and sadness surrounding the circumstances responsible for his return came flooding back. Pushing back the bedclothes, he sat on the edge of the bed and sat looking out along the shoreline before him.


His bedroom was on the side wing of Tolscreek House looking up towards the bend in the creek where the treacherous bar was located, just prior to the estuary opening out to merge with the sea. It had been whilst walking along this stretch of the coastal path back towards the house that his father had apparently stumbled and hit his head against a rock, sustaining injuries which proved fatal. He had lain there until the next day, when a villager out walking his dog had discovered the body.


There had been no signs of the incident being anything other than a tragic accident, but yet again as Jack looked out from his window the unease he felt still nagged at the back of his mind. His father had walked that path almost daily for as long as Jack could remember. Although in his late seventies, his father had not suffered from any health problems such as dizziness or high blood pressure that might perhaps have explained such an unexpected fall. Added to this, he had definitely had the impression his father had had something on his mind of late and had hinted more than once that he had wanted Jack to visit. Jack wondered whether it was this preoccupation that had caused him to fall. Whatever the reason, there was nothing he could do now, and suddenly impatient with his melancholy mood Jack stood up to make his way to the bathroom.


His attention was caught by the sight, just inland of the bar, of the tall, gangling figure of Tommy Bassett leaping with his amazing agility between the patches of quicksand which were just becoming exposed by the outgoing tide. Jack watched fascinated, as he had often done with his father, as the young lad clad in an oversized jacket as usual, and with his shock of corn-coloured hair catching the early morning sunshine, darted from one patch of marram grass to another. He was obviously intensely pursuing some quest of his own.


Jack knew that in no way was Tommy oblivious to the dangers, having learnt every inch of the terrain as a child from his father, Sam Bassett. Old Sam’s wife had died giving birth to Tommy, who had sadly been born with many problems. He was what used to be called ‘simple’, but as the wise old Doctor had commented to his daughter the previous evening Tommy was very far from being stupid. Tommy’s love and understanding of all things natural and those to do with the sea and boats was quite astonishing. Once he grasped a concept it became a permanent fixture in his mind, and likewise particular aversions or loyalties would become equally imprinted.


Having completed whatever his task had been, Tommy disappeared over the dunes and out of Jack’s view. With a smile and a sense of having shaken off some of his gloom, Jack continued with his toilet and dressing before going into the other part of the house to prepare his breakfast. Tolscreek House was unusually arranged. The lower part of the dwelling mainly comprised a spacious boathouse opening onto a slipway, which in turn sloped into the creek. The upper part of the house was reached by a flight of steps, and once inside, the benefits of the unusual arrangement became apparent. As mentioned, Jack’s bedroom and the two other sleeping apartments were in the wing, but the main part of the upper level was given over to an extremely large sitting room, with picture-windows looking out across the creek to the opposite bank. Behind the sitting room were the kitchen, other utilitarian facilities and another flight of steps leading down into a small triangular yard formed between the main house and the wing. Beyond that was well established woodland, through which an old path meandered through the trees, eventually coming out at the back of the old parish church of St. Mary’s, in the village itself.


Feeling distinctly more cheerful after his ablutions, Jack settled himself in his favourite chair overlooking the creek and began to tuck into his breakfast. The sun was by now well up and with the tide ebbing rapidly, the early morning light danced on the receding water. Soon the mud would be truly exposed, with only the deeper channels navigable. His gaze wandered over to the opposite bank, and with some surprise he observed a thin curl of smoke rising from the chimney of one of the two cottages situated almost directly opposite Tolscreek House, some half a mile away.


‘Well, well, well,’ he muttered to himself with a mouthful of toast and marmalade, ‘So Foxy Quint is home. I wonder what he’s up to.’


The half dozen or so small craft moored just off shore became deprived of their means of support as the sea drained away and began to settle lazily into the mud, leaning comfortably at varying angles. A few seagulls swooped down and began strutting about on the mud in search of any marine delicacies the ebbing tide had exposed, and were soon joined by several crows who seemed equally at home in the salty environment.


Jack yawned, and stretching his arms above his head pondered on the day before him. There were so many matters that needed attention following the untimely death of his father, and yet after dealing with the absolutely essential so far he had stalled at going through personal belongings or every single piece of paper. He still very much felt the presence of his father about the place and it seemed as though it would be almost irreverent to start clearing up so soon.


It’s still early days, he thought to himself, and decided to go down to the boathouse and have a look at Ylena, the little sailing dinghy named after his mother, in which he and his father had spent many happy days sailing locally. It had been perhaps that shared love of the sea and sailing which had more than almost anything else forged the very close bond between them. From the time his mother had died when he was a toddler until he went away to Haileybury College, the boy and his father had been virtually inseparable. Nearly all Jack’s early practical and academic learning had come from his father.


Descending the flight of steps at the front of the house, he unlocked the heavy-duty padlock and rolled open the large old weather beaten door. There was Ylena, still in her pretty blue and white painted colours with her rust-coloured sail neatly furled and stowed. Although not in bad condition, Jack could see that she needed a good rub down and a general overhaul. Thinking back to the figure of Tommy Bassett that he had seen earlier in the morning, he wondered whether the lad would be interested in undertaking the work. He was just about to give Ylena a closer inspection when he heard the telephone ringing upstairs. Quickly pushing the door to, he ran up the stairs just managing to pick up the receiver before the ringing ceased.


‘Tolscreek 303’, he gasped breathlessly.


‘Good heavens, old man, are you all right?’ came a concerned enquiry in a broad Scottish accent.


‘Archie,’ exclaimed Jack still somewhat breathless. ‘God, it’s good to hear your voice. Yes, I’m fine – I was down in the boathouse when the phone rang. How are you? Did you get my letter?’


‘Yes, Jack – that’s why I’m phoning. I’ve only just got back and found it. I’m so very sorry, Jack. What the hell happened?’


‘Apparently Dad stumbled and fell while he was out walking, and hit his head.’


‘Where did it happen, for goodness sake? He wasn’t ill or anything, was he?’


‘Not that I was aware of, Archie. He had seemed as though he had something on his mind recently but there was no suggestion that he was ill.’


‘Where did it happen?’ Archie asked again.


‘Apparently he was walking home towards the house, presumably having taken a stroll up as far as the bar, which he often did late in the evening during the summer.’


‘I don’t know what to say, Jack. I’m just so sorry – I know how close you were to him. How are you coping? Are you OK?’


‘I suppose so – it’s just all so odd, Archie. I can’t really explain – just a feeling I suppose. Maybe because it was so unexpected. It’s as though he is still around and trying to tell me something.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘It’s difficult to put into words,’ said Jack slowly. ‘He had recently seemed restless somehow when I spoke to him. I can’t put my finger on it, and he didn’t say anything specific – just that he wanted me to come down, and of course what with work, et cetera, et cetera, by the time I had organised a time it was too late. There’s just something nagging at me and I don’t know what it is and I’m damned if I know how to find out. Probably just a case of getting used to the fact that he’s gone, I suppose.’


‘What did the coroner have to say? I assume there was an inquest – anything suspicious?’ interjected Archie.


‘Nothing at all,’ replied Jack, ‘Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything – you know what it’s like here – nothing much happens at all. Nobody saw him that day, and then old Mr Baines found him the next morning while he was walking his dog. Dad appeared to have stumbled, fallen and hit his head on a jagged piece of rock. Everything seemed clear-cut and above board and yet, Archie, can you imagine Dad falling along that stretch of path? He must have walked it a thousand times. The weather was fine, he was fine as far as I know and yet…’


‘Sounds as though we ought to get together sometime soon, old man,’ Archie commented, his tone sounding concerned. ‘Is there any chance of you coming up to town?’


‘Oh, take no notice of me,’ said Jack, trying to sound more cheerful, ‘I expect it’s all part of finding it difficult to accept that he’s gone, and I’m just imagining things.’


‘Jack, my dear old friend,’ said Archie, ‘How long have we known each other? Twenty years or so, and I think you must be the last person I have ever known likely to imagine things. That’s not to say you are not quite a sensitive old so and so under that clinical exterior, but imagining things is quite a different kettle of fish, believe me. So, when can you come up to town? Unless something critical comes up I should be around for a while now, writing up reports. How are you fixed?’


‘Well, I’m going out to tea this afternoon, you will no doubt be intrigued to hear,’ said Jack laughing.


‘Are you, indeed?’ chipped in Archie. ‘Am I to assume there is a lucky lady involved?’


‘Archie, you are so predictable – I knew you would assume that. Anyhow, in this instance you have met the lady in question briefly although you’ve probably forgotten. You may remember that Dad was very friendly with the local GPs, the two Doctors Brown. Well, about twenty years or so ago when you were down here for a few weeks in the summer, we met the Doctor and his wife with their daughter, Emily. Do you remember?’


‘Vaguely,’ replied Archie, ‘I make it a rule never to forget a pretty face but as I recall she was only a wee lassie.’


‘We are talking well over twenty years ago, Archie, you idiot. She has grown up – in fact a lawyer, I think, and back here again because her Mum died of cancer about six months ago – really bad time apparently. Her Dad’s health was not good either so she’s home at present deciding how to sort things out for the best.’




‘Sounds as though you both have quite a lot in common,’ commented Archie wryly.


‘That’s as may be; anyhow, her Dad also trained at St. Thomas and she thought it would cheer him up if I went round for tea and chatted to him about the hospital, so that’s where I’m off to this afternoon. Then there are one or two things I must see to in Tolchester – utility bills and all that sort of thing. Having said that I could be up early next week, say Monday or Tuesday – maybe dinner at the flat – what do you think? I ought to pop into the hospital and let them know what’s going on, and I have one or two other things to do in London if I get time.’


‘Certainly, meet at your flat but I’ll treat you to dinner and try and cheer you up. No point in you getting provisions in if you’re returning to Tolscreek straight away. Tuesday would be best for me – seven-ish suit you?’


‘Absolutely fine,’ responded Jack, ‘It will great to see you and if anyone can banish the demons, it’s you, Archie - the pragmatic voice of reason and common sense. Seriously though, thanks for listening – see you Tuesday and thanks again.’


‘Don’t mention it, old man – it will be good to catch up. In the meantime, remember me to the good Doctor and his lovely daughter and enjoy your tea,’ he said, laughing, and the line went dead.


Replacing the receiver, Jack smiled to himself. There was no one else in the world more guaranteed to cheer him up than his oldest friend, Archie MacLeod. As Archie said, their acquaintance had begun many years earlier at Oxford.


Apart from having spent their formative years in fairly isolated surroundings, any similarity in their backgrounds ended there. Yet on meeting at Oxford they struck up a friendship quickly and that friendship had endured, even though their differing careers had often meant years without much communication between them. Archie was several years older than Jack. The only son of a Minister on the Isle of Skye, he had from an early age shown an intense interest in investigating and solving problems. In the early days this had taken the form of endlessly reading crime novels and generally being interested in unusual happenings, together with a terrier-like tenacity to get to the bottom of everything. Showing no aptitude for the Church, once he left school he travelled to Glasgow to join the Glasgow Tribune as a reporter. During this time, both his parents died and with a small inheritance he entered Oxford as a mature student to study English Literature and the Arts. A natural academic, he thrived, and on leaving Oxford secured a senior position with a leading London newspaper as a investigative reporter, with a strong bias to the arts.


During his various assignments he had become involved in the investigation of many scams and fraud cases in the world of art, both old and new. So extensive was his knowledge of ancient cultures and their treasures, many now lost to the world, and of the ruthless greed employed by criminals for their exploitation, that his assistance was frequently requested by Scotland Yard. More than once his help had been instrumental in solving a complex case which had baffled the Yard. However, any public recognition of the contribution he made in such cases was deliberately avoided because any such acknowledgement would have completely compromised his unique ability to flit unobtrusively and anonymously through the more shady, and often positively dark, areas of the criminal fraternity connected with fine art.


To the outside world, Archie MacLeod was a good natured, cheery Scot, working hard as a run of the mill reporter – doing well but nothing overly spectacular and that was just the way he wanted it to appear. As a typical Scot, his lifestyle tended to be simple and thus there was little in his way of life to suggest anything more. With frequent absences abroad and long silences, Jack had guessed there was much more to Archie’s work than met the eye, but with his usual diplomacy kept his questions to a minimum. Archie often recounted amusing anecdotes surrounding his travels without ever touching upon the real nature of his work.


The chat with Archie and the prospect of tea with Emily and Dr Brown had gone a long way to lift Jack’s spirits, and it was with a considerably lighter heart that he returned to the boathouse to complete his inspection of Ylena. Satisfying himself that although in need of a facelift, she was otherwise seaworthy, he cast a cursory glance over the other contents of the boathouse. Again, he decided that apart from needing some sorting out, plus a good tidy up, everything seemed fairly shipshape. Looking at his watch, he was surprised to see how time had marched on, and that it was almost one o’clock.


With the prospect of tea and scones later in the afternoon, he decided that a quick walk up through the woods to the Rose and Crown public house for a sandwich and half a pint of beer would suit him well. He could also call in at the Village Shop in the hope of buying some flowers or chocolates as a present for his hosts later. Having settled on this course of action, after locking the boathouse, he ascended the stairs again in order to collect his jacket before setting out. Just as he entered the house, the phone began to ring again.


‘Tolscreek 303,’ he said. Receiving no reply, he repeated the number. ‘Hello, is anyone there?’ Again no reply. ‘Now look here,’ he continued, ‘I don’t know who you are but if you think it’s funny to keep phoning this number then for goodness sake, the joke’s getting a bit stale now.’ Replacing the receiver, he muttered irritably to himself, ‘Kids, I suppose – you’d hope they had something better to do!’


He slipped on his jacket, and after making sure the house was secure, descended the steps at the back of the house. He strode up the narrow path through the wood, and felt glad of his jacket with the first chill of autumn beginning to make itself felt in the stiffening breeze. The leaves were already changing colour and a few fluttered down around him as he walked.


On entering the Rose and Crown he was met with the usual warm cheery atmosphere of the saloon bar. The publican, Joe Edwards, and his wife, Rose greeted him with their customary welcoming smile.


Leaning across the bar, Joe extended his hand, ‘Mr Jack – good to see you. Me and Rose, we were that sorry about what happened to your father. Seems incredible – him being so sprightly like, if you knows what I mean.’




‘I do indeed,’ replied Jack.


‘How are things with you now, if you don’t mind me asking?’


‘Oh, not too bad thanks, Joe.’


‘We all wish there was something we could do to help.’


‘Thanks Joe, things are getting sorted slowly. There’s a mountain of paperwork to get through – you know how it goes, and it all takes time.’ replied Jack.


‘You don’t need to tell me about paperwork,’ said Joe, ‘You wouldn’t believe the amount involved in running this place – sometimes I feel more like a bleeding accountant than a publican!’


‘Language, Joe, language,’ butted in Rose reproachfully, ‘like Joe says, what happened to your Dad, it were a shock for us all – so sudden and unexpected. But, well, for you it must have been dreadful. He was such a lovely gentleman, he was, your Dad. Always so polite – it were always a pleasure to see him when he was here. Came once or twice with the Doctor – good friends they was, specially after you children upped and went about your lives. And then, well, what with poor Dr Elizabeth passing away the way she did – such a shame that was, too.’


‘Come on now, Rose, he’s not got all day,’ said Joe gently to his wife. ‘Now, what might you be wanting, Mr Jack?’


‘Well,’ said Jack, grateful for the interruption, ‘I was wondering whether Rose could rustle up one of her sandwich specials for me, and that together with a half should keep me going nicely.’


After Jack expressed his preference as to the contents of the sandwich, Rose disappeared to the nether regions of the inn, leaving the two men alone at the bar.


‘Business looks good,’ commented Jack, surveying the half dozen or so customers enjoying the inn’s hospitality.


‘Can’t complain. We gets enough of them what’s passing through, and the regulars of course,’ said Joe. Leaning toward Jack and lowering his voice he added, ‘Although there’s some custom we wouldn’t half mind doing without.’ He inclined his head slightly in the direction of the table situated in an alcove in the corner of the saloon. Without turning around, Jack looked up at the mirror above the bar and in the reflection saw Foxy Quint deep in conversation with a tall, well-dressed man of about fifty-five, with hair greying at the temples and who was lazily smoking a long cigar.


‘Good Lord,’ said Jack, ‘they look an ill-assorted pair. Funnily enough, I was thinking about that rogue Quint only this morning because I saw smoke coming from the chimney of his cottage. I was under the impression he was still a guest of Her Majesty’s prisons.’


‘Was till recently, so word has it, but like all bad pennies, he’s back,’ muttered Joe under his breath.


‘Who’s the other chap?’ asked Jack, pausing briefly between mouthfuls of sandwich.


‘No idea’, said Joe. ‘Seen him around once or twice. Don’t say much. Keeps ‘imself to ‘imself, but shifty if you asks me. Supposed to have some posh yacht moored up somewhere along Denham way, off the main coastline.’


‘Why on earth would he be wanting to hang around there?’


‘Gawd knows,’ replied Joe. ‘One thing’s certain sure though – if Quint’s mixed up in it, it’ll end up the worse for some poor blighter. It always ‘as in the past.’


Jack smiled in agreement,


‘Well never mind, Joe, given Quint’s track record, it probably won’t be too long before he’s back behind bars. He’s never been too bright when it comes to choosing his friends or pastimes!’


They both laughed and Jack took a welcome draught of the local ale.


‘Beer’s still as good as ever I’m glad to say,’ he commented, draining the tankard. ‘So how’s life treating you and Rose?’


‘Not at all bad, thanks. Rose still gets herself fussed over things but it wouldn’t be her if she didn’t. Always worrying about whether things are what people want, but like I tells her, they wouldn’t come back if they weren’t, if you sees what I mean. Anyway, wouldn’t have her any other way, truth be told, but you needn’t tell her I said so,’ he added with a grin.


‘Your secret’s safe with me, Joe,’ Jack reassured him.


‘Any road, enough of that. What are your plans now, Mr Jack? Will you be staying on a while? I think I can speak for all us locals when I say we thought a great deal of your Dad and we’d be right glad if you could keep the old place going as your base, like. But there again, you probably got other plans, what with your work in London and all.’


‘To be honest, Joe, I’m not at all sure of my long-term plans. All this has happened out of the blue and until I get things properly sorted out I can’t really make any definite plans.’


‘Ah, it must be difficult,’ said Joe sympathetically.


‘I shall probably go up to London next week for a day or two,’ continued Jack, ‘I thought I might walk down to the garage in a minute and have a word with Andy Jordan. He’s still got Dad’s old Morris Traveller at the garage.’


‘Aye, we sees him driving it about sometimes. Nice couple, him and Bethan. Proper nice family now with young Timothy. Great little lad, bit quiet but I gather he’s been a bit under the weather of late so probably that explains it.’


‘Youngsters often go through phases,’ said Jack. ‘Anyhow, I thought I would drive up to Tolchester and catch the train up to Liverpool Street from there.’


‘Good idea. Give the old bus a fair run.’


Looking up at the old round ship’s clock above the bar, Jack said,


‘And on that note, Joe, I had better be getting on. Tell Rose the sandwich was more than up to her usual standard. How much do I owe you?’


‘On the house, Mr Jack – one for your Dad, so to speak’, said Joe.


‘Now, there’s no need for that, Joe. Thanks, but really there’s no need,’ said Jack.




‘There may be no need, lad,’ answered Joe firmly. ‘Just accept it as a mark of respect and don’t be arguing.’


‘All right, if you insist, Joe, and thank you. I’m sure I will be in again soon and then drinks will be on me, and no arguments from you either,’ he said, laughing. With a quick handshake, Jack swivelled off the bar stool to leave and in doing so nearly collided with Foxy Quint and his companion, who had obviously decided to leave at the same time.


Jack stood aside to let them pass. Foxy Quint pushed by in his usual belligerent manner without saying a word, whereas his companion paused momentarily and looked Jack full in the face. Slightly inclining his head, the stranger thanked him in an oddly toneless voice tinged with a slight foreign accent. It was only the briefest of encounters but Jack felt a shiver run down his spine when their eyes met. He had encountered many people in his profession but never had he seen eyes so cold and cruel. Curiously devoid of expression and yet at the same time their piercing greyness seemed to hint at cold, ruthless malevolence. Maybe he was not such a surprising companion for Quint after all, thought Jack.


Waving a final farewell to Joe, he made his way out into the main street and turned right towards Jordan’s Garage.


‘Hi, Andy,’ he said addressing his greeting to a bottom sticking out from under the bonnet of a car.


Years of practice enabled Andy to extricate himself from the engine without banging his head. Pausing briefly to wipe his oily hands on a equally oily rag, he warmly shook Jack’s extended hand.


‘Good to see you, Jack. Wondered if you were still around or whether you had gone back to town after the inquest. How are you doing?’


‘OK, thanks Andy. I really called in because I’ll probably be going up to London next week and I thought I might use Dad’s car to get as far as Tolchester, if that’s all right.’


‘No problem at all’ responded Andy cheerfully. ‘She’s a good little bus and I’ve kept her up and running, so to speak, for when your Dad wanted to use her.’




‘I know,’ said Jack, laughing. ‘I’ve just had a bite to eat at the Rose & Crown and Joe was saying that they’d seen you out and about, so the village grapevine is as reliable as ever.’


‘Never fails,’ agreed Andy, grinning. ‘Anyhow, I usually keep her in the back under cover, but if I know you’ll be wanting her I’ll leave her down by the side, and then you can use her as you want.’


‘Thanks, Andy, that’ll be great. I’m not exactly sure of my times so that way I won’t have to bother you. You’re sure you don’t mind hanging on to her here? It’s just a boathouse is not the ideal place to keep a car.’


‘No problem at all’ repeated Andy, ‘I think I would miss her now if she weren’t here’.


‘Well, you know what Dad used to say; if you ever need to use her, feel free. It’s the least we can do to say thanks. Anyhow, how are your wife and little Timothy? Not so little now, I expect. Joe was saying what a fine lad he is.’


‘That’s for sure, and into everything at his age,’ responded Andy with fatherly pride, ‘Bit quiet at times though as he keeps getting bouts of tonsillitis. In fact, Bethan’s been up to the Doctor’s with him this morning and the Doctor says he might need an operation. But apart from that, he keeps us on our toes and no mistake.’


‘I’m off to the Doctor’s myself this afternoon, but not professionally I’m glad to say. I bumped into Miss Emily yesterday and she thought it would cheer her Dad up if we had a chat about things medical.’


‘Good idea, I reckon,’ said Andy, ‘She’s like her Mum, that Miss Emily, always thinking of others and always with that lovely smile of hers. Such a shame, her Mum going the way she did. Well, like your Dad too – things seem to be changing here all of a sudden and not always for the better. That old rascal Foxy Quint is back and skulking around.’


‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve just seen him in the pub with a very suave-looking cove. Goodness knows what that’s all about. Anyway, Andy, I had better get going. I must pop into the shop before making my way up to Culver House.’




‘OK Jack – have a good afternoon.’


‘Thanks Andy, I will. Give my best to your wife and Timothy – hope to see them sometime – and thanks again for your help as always. Don’t worry too much about young Timothy, I’m sure Dr Brown will sort him out. I’ll just pick up the car as and when I decide, OK?’


‘No problem at all,’ said Andy again, as was his way. ‘I’ll make sure she’s full up and park her down the side like I said. You got a spare set of keys?


Replying in the affirmative and waving his farewell, Jack, noticing that time was getting a little short, walked briskly down to the village shop.


Having purchased a huge bunch of locally grown chrysanthemums and a box of what Mrs Day reliably informed him were Emily’s favourite chocolates, Jack made his way along the narrow pavement and up the slight incline towards Culver House, the charming old farmhouse residence of Dr Brown. Although on slightly higher ground than Tolscreek House, it enjoyed the same panoramic views across the water.


He looked out across the creek as he walked. It looked so idyllic with the tide now well on its way back, the sun glinting on the waves and the little boats beginning to enjoy their renewed means of flotation. He felt pleased with his morning and had been moved by the genuine sympathy of the villagers, together with the obvious respect and affection they had felt for his father.


The sun was out now and with a few white fluffy clouds scudding across the sky in the stiff breeze, it was a lovely afternoon. Seagulls wheeled above him, crying their mournful cry – often a sign of bad weather ahead, he thought idly to himself, although it was difficult to imagine a storm in the present pleasant conditions.


Having reached the little white gate by the side of Culver House, he glanced at his watch and noted with satisfaction that it was just two minutes past four. With a pleasant feeling of anticipation, he made his way up the path to the front door and rang the bell.
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