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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			

			1

			A LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS

			I had gone to bed early that evening, planning to read for a while. No sooner had I settled down than I heard three sharp knocks at my door. It was my sister Elizabeth – she certainly knew how to pick her moments.

			At eighteen she was a beautiful young woman, though I doubt she was aware of the fact. She’d changed a great deal recently. Her looks had not gone unnoticed by John Darnley, who doggedly pursued her. Elizabeth was flattered, of course, but her heart was set on my neighbour and closest friend, Henry White. Usually a confident sort, Henry was curiously shy around young women, and Elizabeth in particular; Elizabeth, with whom he was quite obviously besotted.

			‘I’m not bothering you, am I, James?’ she asked, her hand still resting on the door handle.

			‘Of course not,’ I sighed, nose buried in my book.

			She sat next to me on the bed, hanging her head and wringing her hands anxiously, before turning to face me with a look of the utmost seriousness in her big dark eyes:

			‘James, I need to talk to you.’

			‘All right.’

			‘It’s about Henry.’

			‘Ah.’

			I knew what was coming: I was going to have to act as go-between for a pair of young lovers too proud and too timid to show their true feelings.

			

			Elizabeth snatched the book from my hands and snapped, ‘Are you listening, James?’

			Startled – my sister seldom raised her voice – I gave her a quick glance. Then I lit a cigarette with calculated slowness and plumed a few smoke rings. When we were small, I used to love making her angry by keeping quiet and feigning indifference to her tantrums, which inevitably plunged her into a blind fury. I must admit that I hadn’t lost this annoying habit. However, not wanting to push her too far, I gave in:

			‘I’m listening.’

			‘It’s about Henry. He…’

			‘About Henry,’ I echoed, looking interested (disbelief flickered in her eyes). ‘One moment, please…’

			I got up, went over to my bookshelf, grabbed the first volume of an encyclopedia, which I propped open on my lap, before declaring ironically:

			‘Since you like talking about him so much, and since I find it all so terribly interesting, I’ve written a modest monograph on the subject. It’s eight-hundred pages; this is the first volume…’

			I thought she was going to choke with rage. She bolted for the door, but I blocked her path. It took five solid minutes to calm her down.

			‘All right, I’m all ears. You can count on your big brother.’ (I was just over a year older than her.) ‘I’ll sort it out for you.’

			She took a deep breath and confided:

			‘I’m in love with Henry.’

			‘I’m aware of that.’

			‘Henry’s in love with me.’

			‘I’m aware of that too.’

			‘But he’s too shy to do anything about it.’

			‘Give it some time, you’ll see…’

			‘I shouldn’t have to make the first move. That’s not my style. Do I seem like one of those girls? He might take me for some sort of…’

			

			‘No, no, and no, there’s certainly no question of that.’

			She wiped her eyes in angry silence before continuing:

			‘Three days ago, I thought he was going to kiss me. We were walking along the path that leads to the woods, it was getting dark and I said I was cold. He put his arm around me and we walked on in silence. Then he leaned in close; he was about to kiss me – I swear he was, James – the look in his eyes gave him away. Suddenly he bent down and picked up an old piece of string which was lying on the ground, exclaiming: “Look, look at what I can do, Elizabeth!” Then he tied some knots in the string.’

			‘And?’

			‘Then,’ she said, fighting back tears, ‘he took off his shoes and…’

			‘And?’

			‘And his socks…’

			‘Oh, Elizabeth. Don’t tell me. Let me guess: he undid the knots with his toes?’

			‘Exactly,’ Elizabeth lamented, ‘all thoughts of kissing me were gone.’

			‘Ha! That sounds like good old Henry all right.’

			‘I don’t happen to find it particularly funny.’

			‘Come on, sis, can’t you see he was trying to amuse you? To entertain you? Even – dare I say it – to woo you? That’s just his way…’

			‘Well, I’d much rather he kissed me!’ she sulked. 

			An unusual fellow, that Henry. He’d been a little different from the day he was born – prematurely, as it happens. Not that this held him back in any way; his mother lavished him with plenty of loving care as he was growing up, and before long he was a strong, healthy lad, full of beans. His energy was positively infectious. Then he developed a passion for the circus – especially the acrobats – which his father, an author of some renown, did not particularly appreciate. In spite of his father’s admonishments, Henry regularly left home to join a circus troupe, where he excelled in all sorts of disciplines: trapeze, contortion, juggling, sleight-of-hand. Eventually his father gave in and permitted him to spend several weeks of his summer holiday accompanying the circus on tour. For a little extra pocket money, he always claimed, though his father gave him a generous allowance. The truth of the matter is that my friend was driven by a pathological compulsion to succeed in absolutely everything he tried. This tale of untying knots with his toes was just his style.

			

			Attempting to conceal my amusement, I comforted my sister. ‘Next time he will, I’m sure. He was simply trying to overcome his shyness by impressing you with his little trick.’

			‘You’re probably right, but that doesn’t make it any less irritating. Listen, James, I want you to talk to him. Discreetly, of course, but you have to make him understand. Or else…’

			‘Or else what?’

			‘I shall have to give greater consideration to John’s proposal,’ she answered indifferently. ‘True, he doesn’t have the best prospects – he’s only a mechanic, after all – but he is rather charming.’

			‘What’s it to me? I’m not your… Oh!’ I cried suddenly. ‘Don’t do it, Betty. Henry’s like a tiger when he’s jealous. And you know he’d blame me. He’s my best friend and I don’t want to lose that.’

			‘Jealous? That’s a laugh! He hasn’t made the slightest hint of an advance on me! Jealous indeed. What does he have to be jealous of? Anyway, I’m going to…’ She broke down in tears. I opted to keep quiet. ‘I’m in love with him, James. All this waiting is unbearable. You’ve got to help me. His parents are in London; he’s home alone. Can’t you have a word with him?’

			‘All right,’ I said resignedly. ‘I’ll do my best. But I make no promises. Let’s see…’ I looked at my watch. ‘It’s not quite nine o’clock. Henry probably hasn’t gone to bed yet.’

			

			Elizabeth walked over to the window and opened the curtains. ‘I can’t see any lights on over there, but… Oh! James! James!’ she shrieked. 

			I leapt to her side.

			‘I saw a light,’ she said with a shudder.

			‘A light? But there isn’t any light. Apart from the street lamp, anyway…’

			With a tremulous index finger she indicated the Darnley house. ‘I saw a light, I’m positive. Just for a second, but there was a light in the room where Mrs Darnley…’

			I looked out across this familiar landscape. We lived on the edge of a small village near Oxford. The road from the left terminated in front of our house. On the other side of that road, a path stretched off into the woods, flanked on either side by a pair of houses. To the right, the White house, and to the left – within the right-angle formed by the road and the path – stood the gloomy, sinister residence of Victor Darnley. The tall red-brick gabled building was largely hidden behind impressive topiaries, and its walls were shrouded in a dark cloak of ivy. A magnificent weeping willow stood in one corner of the garden, and might have brightened the atmosphere were it not for the yews, fir trees, and large conifers behind the house, through which the wind moaned mournfully. The place was grim, and my sister – never overburdened with imagination – had dubbed it ‘Wuthering Heights’. The house had acquired its ominous reputation a year or two before the Second World War, when John was about twelve. His father, Victor Darnley, was an industrialist with everything going for him: material prosperity and a happy home life. He was immensely proud of his son, and his wife – a kind, modest woman – was well thought of in the village.

			One October evening he returned from London to find the house empty. John’s absence was not unusual; he was probably just playing at a friend’s house. But Mrs Darnley? She should not have been out at this hour. All searches proved in vain; she had not been seen anywhere. Having located his son, Victor Darnley returned home and searched the entire house from top to bottom. On the uppermost floor – a converted attic – he found a door which appeared to be locked on the inside. In a panic, he forced it open. The spectacle that met his eyes would remain with him for the rest of his days. His wife lay on the floor, drenched in blood. Clutched in her right hand was a kitchen knife, her wrists had been slashed and her body was covered with stab wounds. Since the bolt on the door had been shot, and the window was locked on the inside, the police had no choice but to conclude that it was a suicide. But what a suicide! The unfortunate Mrs Darnley must have suffered a sudden and powerful attack of mania to have killed herself in this manner. There was no conceivable reason for it. Nobody – especially not her husband or son – could come up with a satisfactory explanation. 

			

			From that day onwards, Victor descended into a deep melancholy. He grew taciturn and reclusive, only tending to his garden and looking after the house. Before long, his business went bankrupt and he was forced to rent out a few rooms. He kept the ground floor for himself and his son, and leased out the first floor. The first tenants left after only six months, without notice or explanation. After that, war broke out and the army requisitioned the house, so there were a great deal of comings and goings. When peace returned, he rented out the upper floor again, this time to a young couple who were delighted to make the place their home. This, however, did not last. The wife was briefly hospitalised after a nervous breakdown, and simply refused to return to the house. Other couples moved in, but never stayed very long. Their reasons for leaving were always the same: a curious atmosphere of creeping unease, and strange noises in the attic.

			

			This gave the house its sinister reputation, and Victor encountered serious difficulties in finding other tenants. The upper floor remained unoccupied for four months. However, the village was now abuzz with the news that a Mr and Mrs Latimer would soon be moving in. 

			‘It’s gone now, but I saw it clearly: it was in the fourth window along. Top floor. The room where Mrs Darnley committed suicide. James. James! What do you make of it?’

			‘Your mind is playing tricks on you. You know nobody has set foot in that room since…’

			‘By the way, James, have you heard anything about the couple that are moving in?’

			‘They’re called Mr and Mrs Latimer, that’s all I can tell you. Nobody knows anything; if they did, Mother would have found out ages ago.’

			Elizabeth shuddered, moving away from the window. ‘That house gives me the chills. I wouldn’t live there at any price. Poor John; his mother goes mad and kills herself, and now his father’s losing his marbles. It’s a wonder John himself hasn’t gone a little funny, living in that creepy old place.’

			‘True enough. But he’s got nerves of steel, our John. Even in the war, while the bombs were falling, he was never the type to lose his head.’

			‘Please, James, let’s not talk about the war. It’s been over for three years now, I can’t bear to be reminded of it.’

			‘That’s not my point. All I’m trying to say is that John is a good fellow. A dependable sort who can be relied on, whatever the circumstances.’

			‘All right, all right. I can quite see what you’re driving at. And I am fond of him, it’s just that…’

			‘You’re in love with Henry. You love him, he loves you; you’re both so in love with each other that you’re afraid to say so out loud.’ I put on my jacket. ‘But fear not! Your big brother is here to sort everything out for you.’

			

			She put her hands on my shoulders, fixing me with a look of both gratitude and concern. ‘Don’t be too obvious about it, James. He might think it was me that told you…’

			‘But it is!’ I laughed. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not an idiot, I know what I’m doing. You might as well announce the engagement now,’ I added on my way out of the door.
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			NIGHTMARE

			I took my key, knowing I probably wouldn’t be back until late. As I left the house via the front door, I experienced a sudden sense of impending danger. Though I could determine no reason for it, it proved difficult to shake. I scanned my surroundings as I walked. The gathering fog dulled the light from the lone street lamp, and accentuated the disquieting atmosphere of the Darnley residence. I fixed my gaze on its upper floor, watching for the tiniest hint of a light. But the whole place was in darkness. 

			I pushed open the gate and crossed the road, shaking my head and endeavouring to get my thoughts in order. The simplest solution is often the correct one, I thought. After Mrs Darnley’s suicide, her husband had begun to lose his mind and his will to live. Soon afterwards, there came both noises from the attic and mysterious lights in the upper windows. Before Elizabeth told me about it, Henry was the first to broach the subject. He even queried John, who was nonplussed because to his knowledge not a soul had been up there since his mother died. 

			The explanation? Well, it was childishly simple: under cover of darkness, Victor had been venturing into the haunted room in the hope of catching a glimpse of his late wife’s ghost. Poor fellow, I thought. I could picture the scene quite clearly: candle in hand, dressed in his nightshirt and cap, he cautiously climbs the staircase to the attic for a reunion with his lost love. Yes, that had to be it. 

			

			Having covered the hundred yards between our home and the Whites’, I rapped three times on the front door. Henry answered quickly.

			‘Excellent timing, James. I was getting rather bored.’ Though diminutive in stature, Henry had an above-average physique, which made him look rather stout. His round face, crowned with a mop of thick curly hair parted down the middle, betrayed both kindness and a certain intensity.

			We shook hands firmly, then headed through to the drawing room. 

			‘To be honest,’ I commenced in what I hoped was a natural-sounding voice, ‘I’m at a bit of a loose end myself.’

			‘What a coincidence,’ said Henry with a friendly wink. 

			I gave him a knowing smile and sank into an armchair, already losing faith in my deception. Henry went over to the drinks cabinet and I heard him moan, ‘Oh, the rotter. He’s hidden the nicest whisky in his desk.’ 

			The rotter in question was Henry’s father. Henry rattled the top drawer of the desk. ‘Locked! Can you believe it? Is there no trust left in the world? Still, if he thinks that little lock is going to stop me…’ 

			He seized a paperclip and, with a flick of the wrist, the drawer was open. Very few locks could withstand his dexterous fingers. I recalled his earliest experiments when we were small, on the cupboard where his mother locked away the jam. 

			‘To melancholy autumn evenings,’ he said, raising the whisky bottle in triumph. 

			‘And what if your parents come home early? I doubt your father would be too pleased to see you’ve been pillaging his private reserve.’

			‘We’re doing him a favour, really. He shouldn’t drink so much at his age anyway. You pour, I’ll fetch the cigars.’

			

			‘Singles? Or doubles?’ I inquired solemnly.

			‘Whichever you like.’ Meaning, filled to the brim.

			Henry slipped out of the room while I played waiter. I picked up a magazine from the table and sank into an armchair. Skimming the pages, I noticed the margins were crammed with pencilled annotations. 

			‘Henry,’ I said when my host returned, ‘do you always scribble comments on magazine articles?’

			‘You mean you don’t?’

			‘What?’

			‘My dear fellow, reading without annotating is like eating without digesting.’

			I waited patiently for him to explain. He smiled. ‘It’s a phrase my father has grown fond of repeating. To be honest, I find it very irritating. I tell you, James, it’s not easy being the son of an author! Sometimes he disappears into his study for two or three days at a time, and other times he chatters to us non-stop, all the while making notes about something different altogether. Mother is used to it by now, but it really gets on my nerves. Anyway…’

			Arthur White was a distinguished novelist. After completing his medical studies, he had worked as an assistant to a Harley Street physician before establishing his own practice. To pass the time between patients, he started writing short stories. One by one, they appeared in the pages of a popular London weekly, and were met with great success. On the advice of his delighted editor, Arthur White abandoned his medical practice – which was going nowhere anyway – and became a literary celebrity. 

			Apart from the short stories he penned for the magazine, which had launched his career, he also wrote mysteries, thrillers, science fiction, and some rather successful historical novels. He did all he could to encourage his son to follow in his footsteps, but Henry’s interests were the polar opposite of his own. 

			

			We sipped our whisky in silence.

			‘They won’t be back for a while yet,’ said my friend after a pause. ‘Father has taken Mother to London, to the theatre. After that they’re heading to a party with some friends. I doubt they’ll be home before two in the morning.’

			I grinned at him to show I had taken his point: the bottle would be finished long before then. That’s when I remembered the reason I had come over in the first place, though I had no idea how to tackle the delicate subject. We talked of this and that until, to my immense relief, Henry put me out of my misery. Without losing his relaxed tone, he lowered his voice. ‘James, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. In fact, it’s about your sister.’

			I feigned surprise in the ensuing silence. Henry took the bottle and gave me a quizzical look. I nodded and he topped up our drinks, then sat back down and studied his glass thoughtfully before downing it in one. He opened his mouth as though to speak, but decided against it. Then he took an unusually long time to light a cigar. He was clearly struggling to conceal his embarrassment, so I took the lead.

			‘Well, what’s she been up to?’

			‘Nothing. Nothing at all. And that’s the problem. The other day I was about to kiss her, but changed my mind at the last moment.’ 

			‘Whatever for?’

			‘I care for her a great deal.’

			‘Then why didn’t you kiss her?’

			Sensing that Henry was taken aback by my tone, I spoke a little more gently. ‘If you care for her, there’s no reason you shouldn’t kiss her. When two people are in love with one another – which certainly seems to be the case here – they kiss. It’s perfectly natural. Normal. There’s no reason not to. Understand, Henry? No reason at all. Since the dawn of time, men and women…’ I was getting carried away. More calmly, I said, ‘Henry old man, why didn’t you kiss her when the urge took you? There’s no need to gawp at me like that. Why not, for heaven’s sake?’

			

			Henry was frozen, looking stunned. He swallowed a couple of times, then finally said, ‘But that’s what I’m trying to tell you, James. Listen, are you feeling all right? You know, if you can’t handle your whisky, maybe you shouldn’t…’

			‘Me? Not handle my whisky? You must be joking.’

			I took the bottle and refilled my glass under Henry’s troubled gaze, then gestured for him to continue.

			‘Well, I was about to kiss her when suddenly…’

			I stared expectantly.

			‘Suddenly… I had doubts.’

			‘Doubts?’

			‘Doubts. Doubts.’

			‘All right, I heard you the first time. What sort of doubts?’

			He rubbed his forehead and gazed at the floor. ‘I wasn’t sure that Elizabeth felt the same way, so I managed to play it off.’

			Play it off? What a joke. He undid knots with his toes, and to him that was ‘playing it off’. I fought back the urge to burst out laughing, and started hiccupping instead. With a swig of whisky, I managed to compose myself. 

			‘Henry,’ I sighed. ‘All I can tell you is this: Elizabeth does have feelings for you. Feelings which run considerably deeper than ordinary friendship.’

			I waited a moment for my words to sink in. Henry finally managed to say, ‘What you mean is that…’

			‘What I mean is that she’s in love with you.’

			‘That she’s in love with me!’ he cried out, overcome with emotion. ‘James, you’re not just saying that, are you? I mean, you’re really sure…’

			‘Obviously, she hasn’t said as much outright,’ I lied with somewhat troubling ease, ‘she’s much too proud for that. But she can’t fool me. She has all the symptoms of a young woman very much in love.’

			

			‘James,’ Henry cut in, ‘are you sure it’s me she’s in love with? Couldn’t it be John? If you saw the way he’s been looking at her lately…’ A look of jealousy – the ‘green-eyed monster’ – flickered in Henry’s eyes. I did not like to think what might happen if he were to catch Elizabeth and John in each other’s arms. 

			I held up a hand to placate him. ‘No, Henry, it’s you. I’m her brother, I know well enough what goes on in her head. Elizabeth in love with John?’ I shrugged. ‘Certainly not. He’s a chum. A pal. No more than that.’

			Reassured, Henry raised his glass in a toast to John, in view of the fellow’s recent misfortunes. Then he raised a second toast to Elizabeth, the most beautiful girl in England. We were in a kind of euphoria now, and it only grew stronger as the evening wore on. Soon we were completely inebriated. 

			Sure of himself once more, Henry started to brag of all the glories yet to come. He would be the greatest and strongest acrobat of them all, there was nothing he couldn’t do! Frankly, all the ‘me, me, me,’ business started to get on my nerves. Henry was a decent sort, it’s true, but his perpetual desire to be the centre of attention was, to be perfectly honest, insufferable. 

			Next, he treated me to a variety of circus tricks. He was a gifted acrobat, no doubt about it, but the notion of doing it for a living – let alone becoming a worldwide sensation – was altogether different. Though he was my best friend, I didn’t like the idea of my sister marrying an egomaniacal acrobat. 

			But I soon realised he was just drunk. When I pointed this out to him, he informed me that I wasn’t entirely sober either. We looked at each other for a few seconds, then burst into fits of hysterical laughter. I rose on unsteady feet to solemnly toast the royal family. Henry did likewise, before slumping into his chair again. I sat back down, utterly sloshed. Then Henry summoned the strength to drink one last toast to his beloved. I didn’t care for the idea of Elizabeth seeing either of us in this wretched state. Whatever would she think of her big brother, who was usually so dignified? 

			

			‘What are you up to now, old chap?’ I murmured. Henry was throwing a little ball into the air. 

			‘Juggling.’

			A fresh burst of hilarity, then he explained, ‘It’s a little trick of mine. I’ll show you one of these days.’

			‘No, you’ll show me now,’ I insisted.

			‘It needs a certain set of circumstances, and… and…’ with that, he slumped back and fell into a deep sleep. 

			Out of sympathy, I decided to do likewise. I switched off the lamp and permitted myself to slide into a blissful slumber. 

			A woman is pushing a pram. The child is moaning – weakly, sometimes scarcely audible at all. But the woman is imperturbable. She continues pushing the pram. The moans become full-throated cries; the child is unhappy, it is suffering, it is consumed by terrible sorrow. It is crying out for help, though nobody seems to hear. There is something strange about the child’s face, it is not like a newborn at all, but that of a full-grown adult. An adult whom I happen to recognise.

			It is Henry.

			I awoke with a start, drenched in sweat, to find myself still in that darkened room. I tried in vain to gather my thoughts, but was thwarted by a crippling headache. It felt as though a carousel was spinning in my poor skull. Suddenly, a groan from somewhere nearby put a stop to that infernal carousel. I listened. Nothing. Was I still trapped in a nightmare? Wide-eyed, I peered into the darkness and managed to make out a few shapes. Where was I? Not in my own bed, that  much was certain. I was caught somewhere between dream and reality. 

			

			Bit by bit, I returned to my senses. I was suffering one hell of a hangover, and had just begun trying to analyse my dream when a moan in the darkness made me jump. Somewhere in this room, I was sure of it. Henry – it had to be Henry. We were the only ones in that drawing room. Those moans turned to sobs, just as they had in my dream; Henry was weeping. Poor Henry, he was having a nightmare too. He began mumbling in his delirium: ‘No… it’s too horrible… I don’t want to. Mummy, don’t leave… I’m begging you…’ He woke with a start. ‘What’s going on? James?’

			‘I’m here, Henry. Calm down. You were having a nightmare, that’s all. Stay where you are, I’ll put the light on.’

			Groping around in the darkness, I finally managed to turn on the standard lamp without knocking it over. Henry was white as a sheet, with red-rimmed eyes. On his face was a look of profound distress. I went over and put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him. 

			‘As a matter of fact I just had a nightmare myself.’ I tried to smile. ‘We rather asked for it, don’t you think?’

			He didn’t seem to hear me. ‘It was a horrible nightmare. Horrible. But worst of all…’

			‘Nightmares are seldom pleasant.’

			‘The worst part is that I can’t remember…’

			‘Then what are you upset about? Don’t move, I’ll go and make us some coffee. Everything will look better after some coffee, you’ll see.’

			‘James!’ he cried, staring at the clock in horror. 

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘It’s nearly half-past three!’

			‘So what?’

			‘My parents aren’t home yet.’ 

			

			‘But you said yourself they wouldn’t be back before three,’ I pointed out in a soothing voice.

			‘You’re right,’ he conceded, ‘plus they have rather a long drive. Honestly, I don’t know what’s wrong with me…’

			‘What’s wrong with us,’ I said ironically, indicating the hollow shell of the whisky bottle. With that, I went out to make the coffee.

			After three cups, Henry began to emerge from his stupor. ‘That’s better. But I wish I could remember this nightmare that upset me so much. For the life of me, I don’t know…’

			The telephone rang, making us both jump. Frozen in his seat, Henry stared at me in horror. Then he finally stood up, walked slowly towards it, and reached out hesitantly for the receiver. With a deep breath, he picked it up. 

			That feeling of indefinable dread which had crept over me when I left home hours earlier suddenly returned. I lit a cigarette and forced myself to watch the swirls of smoke curling from its tip.

			Henry hung up. Seconds passed, and the silence grew unbearable. He stood motionless, his eyes fixed on the phone. Finally, he turned his head towards me. A gaunt, pale face, ravaged by suffering. 

			‘There’s been an accident. My mother is dead.’
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			A SINGULAR SUICIDE

			Arthur White had lost control of his nippy little convertible while driving home from London at roughly three in the morning. The car had rolled over on top of its occupants. Thanks to his remarkable stamina, Arthur himself emerged unscathed. After he had endured nearly twenty minutes with a ton of twisted metal lying on top of him, a group of passers-by finally succeeded in extricating him from the wreck. He was lucky; most men would have been paralysed for life after a smash like that. Tragically, Mrs White was not so fortunate. She died at approximately half-past three. 

			Arthur White had first met Louise, the woman who would become his wife, while he was still a practising physician. She was the elder sister of one of his young patients, a terminally ill child. He and Louise took turns to sit a vigil by the little one’s bedside, who eventually died a few weeks before their scheduled wedding day. They were married in a private ceremony. 

			I had seen their wedding photographs. They were an attractive couple indeed: he tall, dark, and handsome; she a petite and graceful blonde with dainty hands and feet. She seemed to radiate warmth and happiness to everyone around her, a beacon of perpetual good cheer. Everyone – particularly children – loved her. I used to make up excuses to visit Henry’s house, simply so that I could be near her.

			

			Well, there was also Arthur White’s private gymnasium. He used to train there for an hour a day before heading out for a walk in the country, whatever the weather. As soon as his back was turned, Henry and I used to sneak into the gym and mess around with the equipment. Mrs White was quite happy for us to do it, as long as we made sure everything was put back in its rightful place before her husband returned. She used to reward us with food – I can still taste the muffins slathered with home-made marmalade. I’ve never had better.

			Her violent death came as a real shock to the village, where she was universally admired. Arthur plunged into a deep depression, blaming himself for the accident. As for Henry, he was inconsolable. Nothing and nobody could ease his sorrow. My friend had always been close to his family, particularly his mother, whom he adored above all others. You might think this is perfectly normal, but there was always something a little obsessive in the way Henry worshipped his mother. It made his horror at her death all the more intense. From the moment he heard the dreadful news, he was positively prostrate with grief. 
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