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Lynn

1997


Chapter One

“Bloody hell, Lynn. How much further is it?” I could feel my husband Pete’s patience draining the more we bounced up and down on the unsurfaced road. That’s if you could call it a road. It barely qualified as a lane, as it meandered uncertainly up, down and vaguely across the heathland.

Not that I could offer much comfort. “I’ve never been here before either. Terri and Keith only bought the house six months ago.”

Pete’s fingers gripped the steering wheel as we hit yet another deep rut. “One more like that and I swear the bloody rear axle’s going to snap.”

Given my husband’s lack of knowledge of anything mechanical, I hoped he was wrong, but our poor little Nissan was hardly built for this terrain. Terri and Keith had acquired a Land Rover. Now I could see why.

We bumped and bucked our way another half mile or so when I let out a whoop of joy. “It’s over there. Look. Just off the road, to the left.” I jabbed my finger at the windshield.

“Okay, okay. Just off the road? You mean there’s something worse than this?”

I didn’t answer. My full attention had been drawn to the edifice built on a slight incline. It was huge—mansion proportions. It stood there, master of all it surveyed. Built of local stone which had blackened over the years, the building looked sturdy enough to withstand anything the harsh local climate could throw at it and, as this was the heart of the Pennines, in a remote part of Yorkshire, that would be plenty. Gales, snow, lashing rain. This house seemed to challenge it. It was a house built to be defiant. But there was something else. It looked hostile, unwelcoming and…secretive.

I told myself to stop being ridiculous. Fortunately, at that moment, I caught sight of something much more familiar. “There’s the Land Rover, parked right outside. Look, it’s Terri. She’s waving at us.” I opened the window. “Hi Terri,” I yelled, but the wind caught up my words. She was making circling gestures with her hands. “She wants you to drive round to the side. Maybe it’s easier that way.”

Pete grunted and attempted to wrestle the steering wheel away from its stubborn determination to use a newly discovered deep rut as a sort of rail track. Finally with a couple of extra-large bumps we ground to a halt, and the engine sighed as if thanking some automobile deity that its present ordeal was over. Goodness alone knew how we were going to make it back onto the main road. Maybe that rear axle really would snap. I made a mental note to ask Keith and Terri to escort us. That way if we got into difficulty, they would be on hand to bail us out.

I opened the passenger door and the wind hit me with such force, I couldn’t breathe. “Wow, is it always like that?” I managed after a few moments of gasping. “I mean, last time I looked it was July. Anyone would think it was winter.”

Terri laughed and helped me to my feet while her long red hair blew around her like a flowing halo. “You get used to it.” She raised her eyes heavenward.

“Sometimes it helps to walk off-kilter,” Keith said. “You know, bent a bit to one side, leaning into the wind or whatever. It’s great at night here though, with a howling gale raging outside, whistling down the chimneys while you’re all tucked up in bed, or curled up in front of a blazing fire. We love it here, don’t we Terri?”

Terri’s expression was one of resignation rather than enthusiasm. “Oh yes, Keith. We love it here.” Her wry smile surprised me. From our phone conversations I had gathered she really liked this house.

Keith frowned, then clapped his hands together. “Come on, grab your stuff and let’s go inside. Mulled wine and that roaring fire will soon thaw you out.”

I followed Terri, with Keith and Pete bringing up the rear.

“It’s the car I’m worried about,” Pete said. “It’s no spring chicken. I had no idea you were this isolated.”

“It didn’t seem like it when we bought this place,” Keith said. “Besides, we wanted somewhere away from the city. Terri fell in love with the house as much as I did, so that was that.”

Given the expression on Terri’s face a few moments ago, I doubted that was still the case. No doubt I would find out the truth over the weekend.

The front door meant business. Built of solid oak, it looked original. The sign chiseled into the stone above it read 1767 and that seemed entirely right. When Terri turned the heavy iron ring that served as the door handle, it opened with a satisfying clunk and creak of old hinges in need of some oil.

“I must deal with that,” Keith muttered as we trooped in.

The hallway was unexpectedly large, with a stone-flagged floor and an ornate iron chandelier which would once have held candles but now sported authentic-looking electric lights concealed in Gothic lampshades. Doors led off left and right, while straight ahead a sweeping staircase, with magnificent balustrades, stretched upward. At the top of the stairs a triptych of stained-glass windows that looked as if they had once graced a cathedral, grabbed and held my attention. “So beautiful,” I whispered.

Beside me, Terri squeezed my arm. “Rather special, aren’t they? They were originally in Talamund Abbey, about three miles from here. It’s an old ruin now but apparently it was quite something in its day. Mind you, it had its fair share of scandal.”

“More than its fair share, I’d say,” Keith said, “if the stories are to be believed.”

“Oh? And what stories are those?” Pete asked. My husband always loved a juicy scandal.

“Save it for later,” Terri said. “Right now, you two look as if you need that mulled wine. I’ll show you up to your room and then I’ll go and pour us some. Brewed it myself.”

Our room was off to the right at the top of the stairs. Another substantial door revealed a bedroom which had once been sumptuous. Exquisite molding adorned the ceiling and upper reaches of the walls that were otherwise painted a shade of pale blue-green, sadly faded and peeling. A dusty chandelier that, if restored, gave all the promise of glittering crystal, took center stage, suspended from the ceiling by a substantial chain. Beneath our feet, a somewhat threadbare, traditionally patterned carpet partially covered floorboards that showed signs of having been meticulously polished back in their day. More tall windows, with floor-to-ceiling dark blue velvet curtains that bore witness to the perils of long exposure to sunlight, while a massive bed complete with Georgian-style mahogany bedside cabinets completed the décor. Reading lamps had been added, their style attempting—mostly successfully—to blend in with their extravagant, if dilapidated, surroundings.

“Sorry about the state of the room,” Terri said. “We’re living in a work in progress, I’m afraid. That’s why this place was so cheap. That and its location, I suppose. At least the mattress is new. We only got it last weekend.”

“It’s fine, Terri” I said. “We came to see you, not the furniture.”

Her brilliant smile lit up her face, but I couldn’t help thinking she seemed to be forcing it. Pete meanwhile was staring out of the window. “Bleak out there, isn’t it? Looks like Kate Bush could come running over the moors at any moment.”

I joined him and linked my arm in his. He was right. Gray clouds swirled overhead, and a few drops of rain turned into a torrent as the wind whipped it up into a frenzy so that it lashed the windows. If this was a summer storm, I dreaded to think what a winter one would look like. In the distance, a half-ruined tower commanded my attention. “Is that Talamund Abbey over there?” I asked.

“Yes. Not much left of it now.” Terri came to join us. “Only that tower and a few crumbling walls. I went up there once with Keith. Such a creepy place. I felt like I was being watched the entire time we were there. I’ll tell you some of the legends about it downstairs.”

I shivered and tore my gaze away from the ruin. “I wouldn’t want to be out in that storm right now,” I said. “Lucky we missed it.”

She touched my arm. “I’ll get that wine ready for you. Don’t be too long; it’s best drunk hot.”

“We won’t,” I said and took off my jacket. I looked around in vain for a wardrobe. There were two doors apart from the one by which we had entered. I opened one. Bathroom. Presumably integral to this room. I moved to the next and turned the handle. “Bingo.” I grabbed a clothes hanger from the odd assortment hanging on the rail. My jacket safely stashed away, I unzipped the weekend case.

“Best leave that,” Pete said, as he turned back from the window. “I can’t abide cold mulled wine. Come on, let’s go down.”

Terri was as good as her word. We found our friends ensconced in Regency-style armchairs either side of a roaring wood fire that crackled and gave off a considerable amount of heat. She thrust steaming mugs of hot wine fragranced with cinnamon, orange and an assortment of spices into our hands. Pete and I sat next to each other on a well-upholstered sofa in that same eighteenth-century style that seemed to be the way Terri and Keith had decided to take the house forward. Soon warmed by the fire and pleasantly lightheaded after two gulps of the wine, I kicked my shoes off and tucked my legs up onto the sofa. I felt the soothing mellow warmth of the drink flow through me.

“So, tell us the stories then,” I said. Terri looked blank. “About Talamund Abbey.”

“Oh, yes.”

Strangely, Keith shot Terri a look that almost screamed, don’t say anything. I didn’t know him all that well despite him being married to my best friend for ten years or more. Living in different parts of the country, we only saw each other once every year or so and then not usually for long.

Terri ignored her husband’s look and leaned forward. “I looked Talamund Abbey up on the internet, and it was a really odd place right from the start. It was supposed to be a strict Trappist type of order, but in fact its adherents were followers of Afagddu ap Llewellyn, a former Welsh monk who had the dubious distinction of being burned as a witch. Until he was accused and brought to trial, Afagddu had founded and led a community of around two hundred monks and built Talamund Abbey to house them all back in the early 1600s. Rumor had it that the devil himself provided the wherewithal, even building the abbey with his own hands, but it’s far more likely that Afagddu had a benefactress—a besotted female follower. Anyway, the monks were said to be devil worshipers and around fifty of them also burned at the stake for their heretical practices. The rest fled. No one would go near the building for a generation or more after that as it gradually fell into ruin, all except the west tower with those windows and a few bits of wall. The stained-glass was stolen, but the structure of the windows remained intact within one of the remaining sections of wall. When the builder of this house came along and saw them, he decided he must have them. He commissioned new stained-glass and the result is what you see today.”

The fire crackled, breaking the silence that had fallen as Terri told her tale. I cleared my throat. “If only those windows could talk.”

Terri nodded. “Exactly. What stories they could tell, couldn’t they, Keith?”

Keith drained his mug and swallowed before speaking. “It’s all a load of hokum. She’ll tell you about the ghosts in a minute. Don’t believe a word of it.”

I unwound my legs, set my empty mug down and sat up. Beside me, Pete looked as if he were about to nod off. The long drive up here from Somerset had taken its toll, no doubt.

“What ghosts?” I asked.

Terri seemed to be well and truly settled into her subject now, whatever Keith might or might not think of it. “Well, I’ve done some research and it seems there are a couple, maybe more, that haunt this house. It’s known locally as Matilda’s Retreat, but the name refers to an earlier house built on this same ground. We don’t know much about Matilda except she is believed to have been resident here in the early sixteenth century. Then there’s the link to Talamund Abbey. She’s supposed to have been a particularly close follower of Afagddu and probably his lover and benefactress. She’s the besotted female follower I mentioned. She never married but is rumored to have borne a child who died in infancy, possibly as a result of being sacrificed by his father.”

It didn’t take much to work it out. “So Afagddu had an illegitimate son with this Matilda, and then killed him?”

Terri nodded.

“Absolute rot,” Keith said, and stood. With rather more vigor than necessary he chucked a log on the fire, sending sparks flying.

“Careful, Keith,” Terri said, “You’ll set the carpet alight.”

A slight smell of singed wool drifted up my nose. A tiny ember glowed a few feet from me. Keith stamped it out.

“Stop filling Lynn’s head with this paranormal babble,” he said, and he really didn’t need to sound so angry. In a matter of minutes, Keith had transformed from an affable husband. For some unaccountable reason, he seemed to be blazing with rage.

Terri’s face showed a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance. “Oh, come on, Keith. It’s just a bit of fun. Every old house should have its share of ghost stories, true or not. Isn’t that right, Lynn? I haven’t upset you, have I?”

I leaped to her defense. “No, of course not, and I agree. This house couldn’t possibly have passed its two hundredth birthday without something haunting it.”

Keith pointed at my husband from whom gentle snoring noises rumbled. “You’ve bored Pete to sleep anyway.”

“He’s driven over two hundred miles today,” I said. “And the last few weren’t easy.” Okay, I was probably over-reacting, but I really didn’t care for the way he was speaking to Terri.

Keith glared at me but said nothing, went over to the drinks cabinet, opened it and poured a generous measure of brandy into the appropriate glass.

Behind his back, Terri mouthed ignore him and I nodded. But the whole exchange bothered me. If this went on, we weren’t in for the pleasant relaxing weekend both Pete and I craved. We had both been working flat out for months without so much as a day off. Running our own small publishing company was sheer hard work, even if we did love it. Maybe we should have rented that little cottage in Devon that Pete had been so drawn to. Me and my big mouth!

Pete gave a sudden lurch and opened his eyes. He blinked at Terri and then me. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Must have nodded off there. Did I miss anything?”

Terri smiled. “Only my husband being a complete idiot,” she said. Keith slammed his drink down and strode out of the room. The door banged shut behind him.

Terri’s eyes filled with tears. Instinctively I went over and put my arms around her.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Keith’s not been himself recently. Not since we moved here. I mean we can go days, sometimes a week without any problems but then suddenly it’s as if a switch clicks on and he becomes this…I don’t know what to call him. Like a stranger, but not a friendly one. He gets so angry and…”

“Has he ever hurt you?” I asked. “Physically, I mean.”

Terri hesitated a second too long before shaking her head.

“You can tell me, you know,” I said. “We’ve been friends forever after all.”

“Thanks, Lynn. But…. You know, I loved this house when we first saw it. Didn’t hesitate when Keith suggested we buy it, but now I wonder if we shouldn’t sell up and move back to the city. There’s still a lot of work to be done here and we probably won’t get back what we’ve sunk into it but at least maybe we’ll keep our marriage.”

“Have you mentioned this to Keith?” Pete asked.

“No, you’re the only ones I’ve told. I’m probably being stupid and I’m sure Keith’s right about the stories. Pure hokum. But there’s something…. I can’t put my finger on it. An atmosphere maybe.” Terri stood and went over to the drinks cabinet. “Damn, Keith drank the last of the bottle and I could do with a brandy. I’ll fetch another one from the library. Everything’s so topsy-turvy here but we’ve been working on the kitchen and moved a lot of stuff out. We’ve yet to start on that room.”

“I’ll get it,” Pete said and left us.

Terri took a couple of tumblers out of the cabinet. “Do you fancy a drink? There’s no more mulled wine, I’m afraid. Oh, hang on, I never told Pete which room’s the library.”

At that moment, Pete returned, brandishing a bottle of Courvoisier. “Here we go. That’s a lovely room, Terri. Won’t need much doing to it once you’ve redecorated.”

Terri took the bottle from him and proceeded to pour our drinks. I declined. By now, my stomach was signaling it needed replenishing and a delicious smell had wafted in from the kitchen when Pete opened the door. Terri must have smelled it too.

“Oh heavens, the casserole. I must get the potatoes on. I made a Boeuf Bourguignon so it wouldn’t matter what time you arrived, but you must be starving. Please excuse me and I’ll get things moving.”

“Can I help?” I asked.

Terri was already at the door. “No thanks. Everything’s under control.” She smiled and left us.

From my perspective I felt things were far from under control. “That was awkward,” I said.

Pete sighed and sipped his brandy. We both sat back down on the sofa and gazed into the fire for a few moments, each lost in our own thoughts. Then something struck me. “Found the library all right then?”

“First door I tried. There were bookcases lining every wall so I guessed I was in the right room and, sure enough, there were the bottles on a small table. Brandy, wine, rum, whisky. You name it, they’ve got it. Maybe that’s the problem. Keith’s taken up drinking.”

“If that’s the case, I can’t see that selling up, taking a loss and moving will do the trick.”

“Maybe not.” Pete lapsed into silence again.

Presently, Terri opened the door. “Dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes. We’ll eat in the dining room. It’s not too bad in there.”

Pete and I stood. “Enough time to go and unpack,” I said, and the two of us made our way to our room.

A few minutes later, unpacked and more than ready to eat, we descended the sweeping staircase. Pete led the way. He made straight for the door on the far left of the hall.

“Which is the library?” I asked.

“That one.” Pete indicated the one immediately to its right, in between the one he was now standing in front of and another room we hadn’t explored yet.

“Terri just said the dining room was next to the library. She didn’t specify whether it was on the left or the right.”

“Trust me, Lynn. I know these things.” He winked at me, opened the door and sure enough there was the dining table laid out for four people.

Keith was already seated drinking a glass of red wine. He stood up as we entered, a sheepish look on his face. “I must apologize for my appalling behavior earlier,” he said. “It was so rude of me.”

“No harm done,” I said, wishing I didn’t feel the rush of animosity that now flooded me. Had he abused my friend? If she rolled up her sleeves, would I see bruises on her arms? I swallowed hard and sat down as far from him as the small circular table would allow. It wasn’t nearly far enough. Pete took the seat opposite me after giving my shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

Keith passed the half-empty bottle of Margaux to me, and I poured a small quantity before passing it over to Pete.

Terri brought in a sizeable casserole dish, laid it down and removed the lid. The rich aroma of Bourguignon enriched my senses.

“Get stuck in while I fetch the vegetables.” She handed me the oven glove. “You’ll need this.”

“Let me help you,” I said, standing.

“No, no, Lynn. I can do it. You’re our guest. Sit down and help yourself.”

I did as she requested, sat down and helped myself, before passing the serving spoon to Pete. Keith was in the process of practically emptying the casserole onto his plate when Terri returned with mashed potatoes and broccoli. Seeing her, he returned the laden spoonful he was about to add to his plate back into the serving dish.

I picked up the oven glove and slid the dish over to Terri. She said nothing, merely nodded her thanks at me. Meanwhile, her husband was tucking into the vegetables like a greedy schoolboy. Had he always had such gross table manners? I tried to remember the last time we had all sat down to a meal together but no memory of it would come to mind. Why should it if there had been nothing to note about it? Surely, I would have remembered such blatant greed. The unedifying sight made my stomach muscles clench and my appetite waned. I spooned a small amount of potato and broccoli onto my plate and tasted the beef. The meat melted in my mouth. Delicious. “Fabulous casserole, Terri.” I said and then stared pointedly at Keith. “Your wife is an excellent cook, isn’t she?”
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