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      May 1936

      Near Wokingham, England

      

      The road was a winding lane that had once been used by horse-drawn carriages until the motor car became popular.

      A late spring was now turning to summer, and the bluebells had given way to rhododendrons bearing enormous blossoms of pink, mauve and red petals that were cradled amongst lush dark green leaves. Scots Pine trees towered above the rhododendrons, with silver birch, chestnut and rowan vying for space between the two. The ancient trees still bore the imprint of the original carriages, their boughs arching above the tarmac that was laid down over the old dirt and stone track ten years ago, their branches creating a green tunnel that horses had once trotted along.

      The road undulated for the whole of its two miles and stretched between an unassuming crossroads and a main road that connected outlying villages to Reading.

      Sunlight sparkled on wet leaves that glistened after a late-morning rain shower, and every few yards there was a house name displayed beside a gate built into a stone wall or wooden fence..

      The six-bedroom house halfway along the road was, appropriately, called ‘Treetops’, for it rested in the arc of a crescent-shaped lawn framed by pine trees and shrubs. Beyond its gate was a gravel driveway that had been freshly combed that morning, and a landscaped garden with flowering borders that had been trimmed just so.

      It had a slate tile roof, red brick chimneys at each end, and ivy covering rendered walls that had been tastefully plastered to leave the original dark oak beams exposed.

      Bernard Hackley-Wilson and his wife of almost thirty years, Isobel, were in the sitting room at half-past one when the muffled sound of the doorbell reverberated along the hallway.

      Neither moved.

      Bernard shuffled in his wing-backed leather armchair, flapped the pages of his broadsheet Sunday newspaper and blinked while his eyes adjusted to the small text of an article in the bottom right-hand corner. Isobel wiggled her socked toes before curling her legs up onto the two-seater settee that had been delivered last week from a boutique in London and took a sip from a glass of gin.
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