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‘The grave’s a fine and private place,
 But none, I think, do there embrace.’

Andrew Marvell




Chapter One

HUNGRY AND alert, the fox emerged from the maze of old tunnels which ran down beside the foundations of the abandoned building. In the deepest reaches of this animal-excavated catacomb the air was poisoned by a miasma of decay which made him uneasy, so that he never entered the lowest level.

Recently he’d been made uneasy above ground, too, by a new scent which had begun to pollute the copse, even up here where the air was fresh. Man had returned to this deserted spot. Man who, like the fox, moved by darkness about his purpose, and whose approach was signalled by the low roar of a car engine. The fox had learned to recognise the sound and slink away.

Tonight he trotted across the frost-crisped ground on his slender, black-stockinged legs. Pointed nose held low and bushy tail drooping, he urgently sought the scent of a meal, some refuse he could scavenge or creature weaker or more foolish than himself on which to prey. Then his sharp ears caught the distant mechanical growl. The fox paused, glancing back at the copse and the twin pepperpot turrets, touched with silver by the moon, which showed above the  trees. A sudden beam of light swept over him, making his eyes gleam fiercely. Man had come again and, just briefly, the two prowlers of the night glimpsed one another before parting, each about his own mischief.

 



Adeline Conway stood by the window and stared fearfully into the darkened grounds. Her thin white fingers, on which the loose rings had swivelled so that the precious stones were turned inwards, clutched a velvet curtain, crushing the pile. Her husband knew she was afraid of the dark. But he didn’t call her to come away because he also knew that it held her fascinated. He watched her twitch at the heavy drape, pulling it across to hide the silhouetted trees bowing and dancing against the night sky. As she turned back towards her chair by the fire, she rubbed chilled fingers together and he saw that the nails were bluish-white and that surreptitiously she twisted the rings back to their proper place.

‘It’s cold!’ Her voice had a mewling, insistent plaintiveness like a lost kitten’s. It was impossible to ignore it or to be angry with it.

Pity mingled with his exasperation. He sighed and got up to add a small log to the open fire in the wide Adam hearth.

The blaze spattered up with crackle of sparks and sent a pattern of shadows flickering round the room, disturbing a large black Persian cat which slumbered on the hearthrug. The cat raised its head and fixed Matthew with hostile emerald eyes. It knew he had caused the spit of embers and besides, being Adeline’s pet, it reflected her moods and feeling towards him. If he ever attempted to smooth its  fur, it bit him. Now its heavy head sank back on its paws and its eyes narrowed to mistrustful green slits, watching him.

Matthew’s irritation redoubled. He would be going out shortly into the cold winter air and in here the warmth was unbearable. He’d very likely catch a chill and all because Adeline insisted on this room being heated up of an evening like a Kew Gardens hothouse. It was in marked contrast to the hallway and bedrooms, which were left icy.

He stared rebelliously about him. The drawing room’s eighteenth-century elegance still conveyed an aura of gracious living, though the paintwork was faded, furniture now a mish-mash of styles and the discarded sheets of his evening paper ill-disguised worn patches on the carpet.

Adeline fitted the surroundings well with her thin, aristocratic features and that slightly dishevelled air. As well she might, for she’d grown up here in this old house, her family home. Incapable she might be of many things, but not of deciding matters regarding Park House, which was so indisputably hers, literally and morally. Hence the erratic heating. Hence the refusal to have the painters in, or other strangers to measure up for new curtains or carpets. Hence the impossibility of getting her out of the place, no matter what ...

His gaze moved to a nearby table scattered with photographs and an early picture of his daughter as a baby, sitting on her mother’s knee. He had only to look from that to the portrait hanging on the wall above, to see how soon the physical and mental disintegration in his wife had begun. In the oil painting Adeline was a lovely, laughing girl of eighteen, with curling chestnut hair and warm  brown eyes. The young mother in the studio portrait stared out at the photographer with a haunted gaze and clutched nervously at the plump infant on her lap. Whenever he compared these two, as he often did despite himself, the old, guilt-ridden question came back. ‘Has all this been my fault? Did I destroy her?’ And with the guilt came the resentment, that he should be made to feel this way.

Matthew began to study his wife surreptitiously. She’d lost even more weight over this past year. She must be nothing but skin and bone without her clothes. But it was a long time since he’d seen her as anything but fully dressed.

Aloud he said, ‘I’m going out to fetch Katie in about five minutes. Shall I call Prue?’

Adeline’s face twitched. ‘She ought not to be out there, after dark. It’s dangerous! I wish Katie wouldn’t go to that youth club. I wish she wouldn’t go into Bamford at all. She meets the wrong sort of young person there! She’s no idea ... she’s such an innocent child! Those other youngsters, they’re like – like young savages!’

‘I’m sure Father Holland keeps a strict eye on his youth club!’

‘I never had so much independence at her age! My parents would never have allowed me to mix with riff-raff!’

Despite himself, he nearly laughed aloud. They hadn’t managed to stop her marrying what they’d probably thought riff-raff, had they?

‘Times change, Addy. At least give Katie the chance to live some normal life. You’ll get your way next summer when she goes to France, to Mireille.’

He tried but was unable to keep the bitterness from his voice. His wife, given her way, would have kept the child  cocooned in a rarefied atmosphere which she could not see held its own dangers. Let Katie go out and enjoy herself like other kids! Let her learn about the real world. That had been his wish. Anything rather than have her grow up like her mother! That she had to grow up at all was almost too painful to contemplate.

Adeline had returned to her seat by the fire. Sam, the cat, sat up, craning his neck to see if there was space on her lap, but she’d picked up her embroidery in its round frame and was plucking nervously at the half-finished work. Matthew wondered vaguely what it was destined to be, a tray cloth or some other useless object. But she was an expert needlewoman and the mauve daisies and leaves in shades of green were beautifully worked.

She broke the awkward silence, saying, ‘Yes, she must go to Mireille!’

He didn’t want to start an argument. Anyway, there wasn’t time just now.

‘You’re tired, Addy. I’ll call Prue on my way out.’ She didn’t answer and he got up and stooped over her. ‘You’ll be in bed by the time I get back with Katie, so I’ll say goodnight now.’ He kissed her forehead.

She flinched before his touch. ‘I want to see Katie when you come back! Tell her to look in my room and say goodnight!’

‘Yes, of course.’ He never received any invitation to her room these days. But he no longer cared. He’d long since made other arrangements in that regard. He squeezed her hand briefly in farewell but although he was sweating, her touch was still as cold as a corpse.

Matthew went out of the stuffy drawing room. Stepping  into the hall was like stepping into a fridge but he drew a deep breath of relief. For a moment he stood there alone, enveloped by the quietness and emptiness of the big house. A long-case clock ticked softly in a corner. The time it told the world was wrong. It could have stood as a symbol for the whole place, out of its time, wrong and never to be put right. Not as far as he could see at any rate.

Matthew glanced to his left. In fact the house was subdivided nowadays. The corridor down there was blocked by a baize door. Getting that put in had meant weeks of argument with Addy, punctuated by bouts of her hysteria. But she’d agreed in the end because beyond it lay the office suite from which he ran his business affairs. The constant ringing of the telephone and clatter of the printer had disturbed her, but most of all the obtrusive nearness of his workaday business world, a breath of reality. She’d agreed to the door out of fear.

But he too hid. He hid behind that door from his domestic problems, immersing himself in work with the help of his personal assistant, Marla Lewis. Marla lived on the second floor in a self-contained flat. She never came anywhere near Adeline.

Matthew ran up the broad staircase and stopped before the first door at the top. Behind that lay another suite of private rooms, though less isolated from the house than Marla’s. The accessibility of these rooms to those lived in by the family was necessary. From behind the door now came the faint sound of a television game show, laughter and applause. He tapped.

‘Prue? Mrs Conway will go to bed now!’

The game show was abruptly silenced. He heard someone  stirring on the other side and a no-nonsense voice called back, ‘Right you are!’

‘I’m going out now, over to Bamford to pick up my daughter!’

The door opened before his nose and he moved back with a start. A stocky capable-looking woman in a hand-knitted cardigan and tweed skirt appeared.

‘Off you go then,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, I can manage.’

‘Thank you, Prue.’ He paused then added, ‘I really do thank you. Without you, I couldn’t, we couldn’t ...’

‘Yes, yes, go along!’ She cut him short briskly.

As he went out of the front door, pulling on his overcoat and revelling in the cold crisp night air on his sweating face, he heard Prue Wilcox open the drawing-room door behind him and say, ‘Ready to go up the wooden hill, are we, dear?’ as if she addressed a child.

He pulled the front door to and set off towards his car, fumbling for his keys. Things couldn’t go on as they were. He couldn’t take it much longer.

The sweat was cooling unpleasantly on his skin in the night breeze. He rubbed his broad hands over his face and all at once felt old, although he was only forty-eight. In his prime, damn it all. Yet if things went on in their inexorable, predictable way, his life held nothing, his past successes reminders only of the optimism he’d lost, his future inescapably shackled to Adeline.

He’d grown up in a three-bed terraced row in a London suburb and made his way in the world by his own efforts, his brain and his talents. He was proud of that. He’d met Adeline quite by chance at someone’s party, a gathering at which he’d been a rank outsider, awkward and belligerent  with shyness. Adeline too had been shy, even though she’d belonged there and had been among friends. They’d been drawn together. Perhaps she’d felt sorry for him. He’d simply thought her quite the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. Their marriage had appeared to him a culmination of all his ambitions. And when Katie was born that, of course, had been the icing on the cake.

From that time on, however, it had all been downhill.

Like many unhappy couples, they’d long been linked only by their child. But even about Katie they couldn’t agree. Adeline’s idea of preparing Katie for adult life was to send her to Paris for a year when she finished school in the summer. He loathed the stupid plan hatched by his wife and her French girlfriend, Mireille, hating the notion of his little girl in the care of that predatory Frenchwoman who saw in Katie, no doubt, a suitable match for her ne’erdo-well son. But no objection could he get into Adeline’s head. Katie would be packed off against her own wishes and his. And he? He’d be left alone with Adeline. The prospect was nightmarish, intolerable.

Why not just leave? he asked himself. Why not divorce her or let her divorce him? She wouldn’t. She was a clinging vine, or poison-ivy, more like it! Nor could he abandon her in the state she was. She’d hovered on the edge for years now. It wouldn’t take much to push her over into mental chaos. He was trapped.

As if to give a prod to his jangled nerves, a burst of squealing broke out in the darkness behind him.

Matthew scowled. If he could just get rid of the wretched pigs! Brooding, he sent the powerful car roaring down the  drive towards the road into the market town of Bamford to collect his only child.

 



‘All right, settle down, everyone!’ yelled Father Holland.

The noise in the church hall continued unabated. During the illustrated talk they’d been kept in check. Now that the lights had gone on again the audience was released from its unaccustomed immobility. Chairs scraped and voices competed shrilly. There was a scrummage over at the table where Mrs Pride in a pink-checked overall tried to dispense orange squash in polystyrene tubs with a semblance of order. The assortment of homemade cake contributed by her Ladies’ Circle had already disappeared, whisked away in seconds by eager hands.

‘Shut up!’ roared Father Holland.

Quiet almost fell. The mob turned towards him, presenting, so Meredith Mitchell thought, few endearing qualities. She found their youthfulness at once arrogant and ignorant, throwing down an insolent challenge to authority of any kind. They’d sniggered, fidgeted and crackled sweet wrappers throughout her talk. But perhaps she was being unfair. She dredged up a hazy memory of her own pubescent years with all their agonies of body and soul. Such a miserable business, growing up. Your hormones gave you hell and you didn’t know what you wanted – only, with a passionate certainty, what you didn’t.

‘Now then!’ The vicar was growing hoarse. ‘I’m sure we’re all very grateful to Meredith for giving her valuable time to the youth club tonight and bringing along her interesting slides of her travels. How about a round of applause to show our appreciation?’

Applause dutifully broke out and a ragged cheer or two, faintly ironic, from the rear of the hall.

‘Thank you!’ yelled Meredith above the hubbub. ‘It’s – It’s been a pleasure.’ Privately she had already resolved, ‘Never again!’

Two youngsters approached, both aged about sixteen, which made them a year or two older than the rest of the audience. One of them, an earnest, bookish-looking youth with steel-rimmed spectacles, began carefully to roll the projector flex. Catching her eye he smiled diffidently at her and then blurted, ‘They liked your talk!’

‘I’m not sure about that!’ Meredith said and then, because she knew how easily the young feel slighted and had no wish to seem abrupt, she pushed back her thick dark brown hair and added, ‘Thank you both for your help. I couldn’t have managed otherwise.’

He blushed an unattractive dull red which made his ears glow and the girl beside him burst out, ‘Oh, yes! It was great, Meredith! I’d love a really interesting career like yours!’

In truth, Meredith, busy with the effort of keeping the audience’s attention, had paid little attention to the appearance of her helpers in the darkened hall, grateful to them though she’d been. So now it came as quite a shock to realise that this girl, perhaps barely sixteen, was one of those beings at whose birth, surely, some Olympian deity must have smiled. There was more than mere prettiness, even carrying the promise of a future real beauty, there was a kind of luminosity about her, an almost palpable freshness and spontaneity.

Meredith heard herself say, ‘The foreign service really is  a large civil-service department. It’s just located occasionally in interesting places, together with a whole lot of pretty awful ones. But I don’t get so much chance to travel these days. I work in London and it’s all very routine.’

The girl leaned towards her confidentially. ‘But at least when you travelled you did it because you wanted to – and it had some proper purpose! It’s not like my mother’s idea of sending me to this friend of hers –’

The youth interrupted, blurting out, ‘She can’t make you go!’

‘Yes, she can. You don’t understand, Josh, it’s not her fault!’

Meredith, suspecting some complicated source of dispute and not wanting to become involved in their squabble, indicated the audience slithering like quicksilver through the exit into the chill November night. They could be heard shouting raucously to one another outside, their voices fading into the distance. ‘Perhaps they were all bored stiff,’ she said to the pair, trying to sound reasonably lighthearted. ‘They seem to be leaving as fast as they can!’

The vicar loomed up mopping his brow. ‘It’s not easy keeping their attention. You did well, Meredith! It’s not easy persuading them to come to the youth club. Of course, in just a year or two’s time, they’ll want to mix in quite different company and we’ll lose them to the pubs. The problem is that, in a small town like this, there’s so little else to do.’

‘Those here tonight will be under age as regards pubs for some time, surely?’

Father Holland’s beard bristled. ‘I must say most of the pubs in town are very good about refusing under-age  customers. The local police keep them up to scratch. But late in the day when the bar staff are harassed, they don’t always have time to notice the person placing the order, and kids think it’s clever and grown-up to outwit them.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘And there are still a few rogue publicans to whom money in the till is more important than strict enforcement of the law!’

He transferred his attention. ‘All right there, Katie? How are you getting home?’

‘My father’s coming out to pick me up.’

‘Fair enough. How about you, Josh? If you wait a tick I can take you on the back of my bike.’

‘Room in the car,’ offered Meredith.

Josh pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and smiled nervously. ‘Honestly. I don’t mind walking. It’s not far.’

‘Well, many thanks to both of you! Just leave everything. I’ll see to it. Get yourself some squash and a cake if there’s any left.’

‘Nice kids,’ said Father Holland briefly as they moved off. ‘Pity there aren’t more like them. I shall miss Katie’s help if she goes away, but I suppose she will do eventually. Her people live at Park House, it’s a little way out of town and someone always has to come and fetch her home. Josh’s parents live overseas and he lodges with an aunt. He’s a bit inhibited as you’ve probably noticed and helping at the club has brought him out of his shell. Ah, Mrs Pride!’

Mrs Pride surged forward, red-faced and shining from her exertions. Her silvery curls had been disarranged in the scrum round the cakes and the front of her overall was damp with spilled squash but she was unperturbed.

‘I’ve got the kettle on out in the kitchenette. Now I’m sure you’d both like a cup of tea!’

‘Bless you!’ said the vicar.

‘And a macaroon? I saved some for you. Those children are like gannets. They swoop on everything! So now I’ve learned to hide away a few for us afterwards. You could eat a macaroon, couldn’t you, Meredith dear?’

‘Thank you for your efforts tonight, dear lady,’ said Father Holland a few minutes later when the tea had been produced. ‘You know, I often think it would be a good idea to have two helpers on the snacks instead of just one every time. The kids don’t have much in the way of party manners.’

‘Mavis Farthing might have come with me but she’s got a touch of flu,’ said Mrs Pride, dusting a macaroon crumb off her ample bosom. ‘I must pop over and see her tomorrow. And Miss Rissington has to be careful in the cold weather on account of her chest. There’s always Cissy, of course. But she doesn’t like being out late of an evening, not at dark times of the year. I can manage, don’t you fret! Little Katie came across and gave me a hand.’

The three of them finished their tea. Meredith helped Mrs Pride clear away the cups and plates and tidy the kitchenette whilst Father Holland toured the hall, closing windows and flushing toilets.

‘All correct!’ he said, returning with his bunch of keys. ‘I can lock up and we can all go home! Many thanks again, Meredith. Are you taking Mrs P with you?’

‘That’s right, we’re neighbours,’ Meredith smiled.

‘Nice for me to get a lift,’ said Mrs Pride, stowing plates in a box. ‘I usually have to manage on my old bike! And it  means I can take this box with me now and don’t have to come over tomorrow and collect it. Now then, whose plate is this? The sticky label’s come off. I fancy this one belongs to Mavis. She’s lent it before. I’ll take it over tomorrow when I go.’

‘Oh yes, Mrs Farthing,’ muttered Father Holland, scribbling in a notebook. ‘If she’s sick, I’ll try and look in on her tomorrow.’

Outside the hall Katie and Josh were standing close together apparently in heated argument. They broke off as Meredith was silhouetted in the brightly lit doorway and watched in silence as she went to unlock her car. The vicar and Mrs Pride emerged, the vicar switching off the light and locking the main door behind him.

‘You sure your father’s on his way, Katie?’

‘Yes, he’ll only be a few minutes and Josh is waiting with me.’ Katie, who had donned white nylon fur earmuffs, tucked her hands under her armpits and began to jump up and down to keep warm. She looked like a child’s plush rabbit come to life.

The adults dispersed. Father Holland donned his motorcycle helmet and roared away on his powerful Yamaha. Mrs Pride wedged her box on the back seat of the car and, puffing with effort, squeezed herself into the front. They set off homeward.

‘Spooning!’ said Mrs Pride unexpectedly.

‘Sorry?’ Meredith assimilated the old-fashioned phrase and tried to apply it to present circumstances.

‘Young Josh and little Katie!’

‘Were they? I thought they were falling out about something.’

‘Oh no!’ said Mrs Pride firmly. ‘He stands out there with her every Thursday night till her dad comes to collect her. But he’s too backward when it comes to going forward! I told him, faint heart never won fair lady! But he blushed beetroot, right up to his hair.’

They traversed the town centre, passing the brightly lit shop fronts, the town’s Indian restaurant, lights glowing behind its orange shutters, and the kebab van and the late-night chippie, and plunged into the gloom of the ill-lit streets beyond.

‘Of course,’ continued Mrs Pride thoughtfully, ‘I suppose Mr and Mrs Conway, Katie’s mum and dad, would fancy someone better for their daughter.’

‘Better?’ Meredith asked, startled.

‘You know what I mean, dear. He’s a nice lad, young Josh, and I know times have changed since I was a girl. But not everything. Mrs Conway, she was a Devaux. They were the big family around here once. Still got a pretty penny or two. They own Park House. It was kind of you to bring along your pictures,’ went on Mrs Pride, changing the subject firmly. ‘It’s nice to see newcomers to the town joining in and lending a hand, you being such a busy career woman too! I must say I enjoyed your little talk no end! I’d no idea you’d been in so many exotic places! Will you go away again?’

‘Doubt it.’ Meredith slowed at an intersection. ‘There are always more people wanting overseas postings than postings available. All the travelling I do these days is by train up to London and back every day I didn’t want to discourage Katie who seemed interested in a career like mine, but that’s the way of it, I’m afraid. As for lending a  hand in the community, there’s not much I can do. Unlike your Ladies’ Circle. You seem to help out in everything!’

‘What else should I do with my time?’ asked Mrs Pride simply.

They had arrived at the row of terraced cottages which provided homes for both of them, Meredith in the end cottage and Mrs Pride as her next-door neighbour.

Mrs Pride peered through the windscreen. ‘Besides, young folk like you have always got lots of other things to do. You’ll be working away on that house again this weekend, I suppose?’

‘I’m about to tackle the kitchen. I’ve been looking out for a Welsh dresser, a nice old one, antique if possible. Old, anyway But there aren’t any house sales going on at the moment around here and the antique shops so far haven’t had anything remotely suitable.’

Her companion shook her head disbelievingly. ‘I can never understand why people nowadays want to buy up all that old junk we threw out years ago. You can get lovely fitted kitchens now with the Formica tops and everything. If you must have antique, why don’t you go up to the DIY superstore? They’ve got antique units that come flat-packed in boxes with the screws and everything, all you got to do is put them together. I dare say,’ here Mrs Pride threw Meredith a skittish look, ‘that nice policeman friend of yours would lend you a hand.’

‘He’s pretty busy, too,’ said Meredith, squashing the implication.

‘Ooh!’ persisted Mrs Pride with elephantine playfulness. ‘Let’s hope it’s nothing serious! We don’t want any nasty murders and such in Bamford!’




Chapter Two

‘WHERE’S YOUR friend tonight?’ asked the man with the moustache.

He rested one elbow on the bar and imperceptibly straightened the lapel of his green checked tweed jacket with his free hand. To his visible annoyance someone else, worried that closing time approached and the round hadn’t been got in, chose that moment to lean across him and shout an order. His view of the girl he’d addressed was interrupted and he missed her answer.

Luckily she repeated it. ‘She had something else to do!’

‘Got a boyfriend, has she? I thought you were always together.’

The girl pushed back her long frizzy fair hair and stared at him. ‘Might’ve. I don’t know. We’re not Siamese twins, her and me.’

‘You couldn’t be twins. You’re prettier than her!’ he said gallantly. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’

She glanced across the room but a younger man she had been eyeing earlier was now talking to another girl. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll have a lager and lime.’

He signalled down the bar. ‘Over here, barman!’

As Terry Reeves, landlord of The Silver Bells, edged along the bar to serve the customer, he heard his wife hiss, ‘Ask that girl how old she is!’

Reeves, whose own taste ran to buxom women, cast an eye over the youngster in question and dismissed her as having ‘no bum and no tits’. Her short black skirt was wrapped round a stomach as flat as a washboard and her low-cut blouse revealed only an immature bosom on which a gold chain hung flat. In contrast, her cheeks had a youthful roundness and her lips a full pout. The effect was of a child who had dressed herself up in clothes borrowed from an elder sister.

Reeves quelled a twinge of unease and glanced at the clock above the bar. In five minutes he’d be calling closing time and there was little point in making a fuss now. The girl had been in the pub for at least an hour. He served the drinks and took the five-pound note the man with the moustache handed him.

‘There you go, squire!’ he said, passing over the change.

When he’d returned to his wife she muttered, ‘Well?’

‘Give over, Daph. It’s nearly time. She must be eighteen.’

‘I had a copper in here the other day giving me a pep talk about under-age drinkers! He left a poster to go up in the bar. I wish I’d stuck it up now. I will, tomorrow!’

‘Give over, will you?’ Her husband glanced up to the clock and shouted, ‘Last orders, ladies and gentlemen, please! Last orders!’

There was a flurry of activity at the bar. The man with the moustache and the girl with the frizzy hair moved away from the crush to a far corner.

They weren’t quite alone there. An elderly man, unremarkable in appearance, was slumped apparently asleep in the corner of an oak settle. He was unshaven, his grey hair too long and his clothes crumpled and unmended, although they’d once been good quality. As the pair approached, his eyelids flickered. He gave a snort which might have been a snore and shifted his position slightly.

Someone nearby raised an argumentative voice. The people sitting with him tried to quieten him. Reeves took another glance at the clock. It might be advisable to bring forward the closing call by a minute or two.

‘Time!’ he bellowed above the general hubbub. ‘Time to go home, folks!’

There were a few protests at his promptitude, but the bar began to empty, people drifting towards the doors, calling to one another, laughing. Daphne Reeves came to stand by her husband.

‘You should’ve asked that girl how old she was!’

‘’S all right! She wasn’t buying, anyway. He was. I can’t stop him buying drinks for her.’

‘He was twice her age and chatting her up! You know I don’t like that sort of thing!’

‘That’s what people come to pubs for, half the time, isn’t it? Find a friend?’

‘We said when we took this on, Terry, that we were going to go up-market!’

‘And we will! But first we gotta build up a bit of capital! I’ll turn out anyone rowdy; otherwise, their money’s all good!’

‘Even his?’ Daphne retorted.

The bar had emptied except for one corner still  occupied. ‘Barney Crouch!’ said Terry resignedly. ‘As ever the last!’

‘Gone to sleep, has he?’ Daphne picked up a tray of glasses and moved into the kitchens.

Terry walked heavy-footed across to the corner and stooped over the recumbent figure. ‘Can you hear me, Barney?’ He grasped a shoulder of the threadbare jacket. ‘Do you hear me, you daft old git? Wake up! You gotta go home.’

The figure stirred and opened one eye. ‘I hear you, Terence! You don’t have to yell down my ear. I wasn’t asleep. I was contemplating human folly. Reflecting on the frailty of man and of woman, too.’

‘Well, go and do it somewhere else! The pub’s empty. Everyone’s gone and Daphne and I want to close up. We need our beauty sleep.’

‘Speak for yourself!’ called a female voice from regions unseen.

Barney stirred and sat up. ‘Then I shall take myself off, Terence my lad! I shall go ... home.’ He frowned.

‘You can remember where it is, can you?’ asked the landlord sarcastically.

‘I can! Don’t you take that tone with me!’ Barney struggled to his feet and stood there swaying. Then he pulled his disreputable cap over his unkempt mass of grey curls and lurched towards the door.

Daphne appeared from the recesses of the bar. ‘Terry? Are you sure the poor old chap is all right? Perhaps you ought to get the car out and give him a lift home. He lives miles out and it’s bitter cold out there.’

‘Not a chance!’ said her husband brusquely. ‘A couple of  people have brought me drinks tonight. Suppose I was stopped and breathalysed? I’d probably read positive and how would that look? You can drive him home if you like.’

She bridled. ‘Me? I should think so! Drive with that old devil beside me? I wouldn’t trust his hand not to wander, even in his condition! Anyway, it’s late and I’d have to come back on my own. I don’t like driving alone through the country at this time of night. We could call him a mini-cab.’

‘Who’s going to pay for it? He’ll get home all right,’ said her husband. ‘He’s been walking home every night from this pub for years. Nothing’s happened to him yet.’

 



Barney Crouch made his way slowly and unsteadily along the open road, the lights of the town now well behind him, and with no company but the sound of his own feet and the soughing of the wind in the boughs of the horse-chestnut trees lining the verge.

The Silver Bells was situated on the extreme eastern edge of the market town of Bamford and had long been Barney’s local. He lived about two miles out into the country, a long walk for anyone at the best of times and at his age and at this time of night – to say nothing of the time of year – it was considerable. Advancing years and general alcoholic decrepitude meant that nowadays it took him longer than it once had and, indeed, he sometimes felt it took him just a little longer every time. But he wasn’t yet ready to give up what he saw as the social part of his day.

For the last quarter-mile the narrow road descended a steep hill. His house was a red-brick Edwardian double-front situated at the bottom of the slope. It had been built  in this isolated spot by a local farmer for a married son who hadn’t wished to bring his bride home to the parental roof. Barney had moved into the house over twenty years ago. At that time he and the house had both been quite presentable. The drink hadn’t yet become a problem and he’d made a living writing musical scores. He’d thought of himself, and generally been seen by others, as a gentlemanly Bohemian figure, a man of talent and education with a few acceptable eccentricities. These had been twin weaknesses, understandable if mildly scandalous, for young actresses and mature whisky.

Before the whisky became more important than the sex, he’d brought girls down to his house. But none had stayed around long. In those days it had been even more isolated. The housing estates which had mushroomed around the town in recent years had yet to be built and the pub, once a halt on the route of the packtrains carrying the wool on which so many fortunes hereabouts had been founded, had stood alone on the roadside. All the girls, some of them quite pretty though he couldn’t recall any of their names, had fancied the idea of a country cottage. But the red-brick house wasn’t quaint or old-world. It was just lonely and inconvenient and, after a few days, they’d had enough. As far as Barney was concerned, the whisky more than made up for their loss.

Headlights split the gloom and a large car swept by him. Barney was forced to jump to the side and nearly fell into the ditch. He swore vigorously. One of these days they’d find him dead on this road in the morning, mown down! Though it was pitch dark along here, no driver ever made allowances for it.

He set off again and when he’d calmed his indignation found himself thinking again about the girl in the pub and the half-forgotten memories she’d stirred. Unlike the landlord, Barney hadn’t been misled as to her probable age. Sixteen and not a year more. Truth to tell she might only be fifteen or even less. They all frizzed and coloured their hair and painted their faces these days. Schoolgirls wore the sort of outfits only seen in Soho when he’d been young.

Why was it, wondered Barney with some curiosity, that little girls of about ten or twelve suddenly turned into women, just like that, overnight? Years ago there was an in-between stage when they were leggy and awkward and giggly. When they experimented with pale pink lipstick which they washed off before they went home; when they grew scarlet in the face if a boy looked at them. Now they went from childish innocence to astonishing sophistication in one jump and the boys, as far as Barney could judge, went in terror of them!

He stopped to get his breath and sat down on a stile. Besides the annoying breathlessness there were sometimes gripping pains in his chest which he put down to too much gas in the beer. But very soon now, he wouldn’t be able to make the long walk any more. He put off thinking what that would mean. It was cold sitting here, his blood thinned by alcohol. He shivered and rubbed his hands together. As he did, his ear caught a distant porcine squeal and he grimaced.

Across the road from where he sat was a break in the trees and he could see through it straight across the open ground behind. On this frosty November night stars  glittered like crystal drops in the sky and a bold moon threw a bright bleaching light over everything. He could see hedges, gates and trees all sharply delineated like a paper frieze.

They all comprised the grounds of Park House. Right over there in the distance he could even see the house itself, a Palladian miniature with a pillared portico like pale asparagus stems in the silver light. The whole house looked other-worldly as if it had been lifted up whole from somewhere else by a magic hand and deposited here in its rural surroundings. The moon provided the tricks of son et lumière. It reflected off the upper windows and made it look as if they were lit, but if there were lights they were hidden behind heavy curtains.

Barney had been interested in local history when he first came to the area. He’d contemplated writing a radio play about the Devaux family who’d built the place, so he knew a bit about them. Grown rich like others from the wool trade, by the eighteenth century they’d felt secure enough to copy the ways of gentry. Having built Park House, they’d made the Grand Tour in order to fill it with Roman vases and broken bits of Greek statues. They furnished the park with follies long since collapsed from neglect and with a little chapel which still stood. The chapel had a practical purpose. It was their mausoleum, a fitting home for them in death. It was built on the extreme boundary of the park here, behind those trees, down a hundred yards or so of track and accessible from the road since the wrought-iron gates had been taken for scrap during the Second World War and never replaced. But no Devaux had been buried there for many years.

Entering his line of sight, a small dark shape trotted across the open ground before the house, something half-dragged and half-carried in its jaws. A fox taking home his supper.

‘Nature red in tooth and claw!’ said Barney aloud to the cold night air. ‘Come on, you silly old sod, time for you to get home too!’

Having admonished himself, he stood up and prepared to walk on, but just then he fancied he saw a light glimmer through the trees across the road. Just down the track there where the mausoleum stood.

At first he thought it was the moon playing her tricks again, shining on the mausoleum’s glass as on the house windows. But as he squinted towards it, he saw it flicker again, a moving light not a pale frozen reflection. ‘Now then!’ he said aloud. ‘This isn’t right, this isn’t!’

He moved swiftly across the empty road and paused again at the top of the rough track leading to the mausoleum. It was cold and very late and the warmth induced by whisky and the over-heated bar room had been dissipated by sitting on that stile in the freezing air. Niggling pains shot up and down his legs. He ought to keep going, still a long way to his house. He’d make a cup of tea when he got in.

Despite this self-lecture, he remained where he was, listening. Someone was down at the old chapel and had lit a light in there. It glowed through the leaded panes. A tramp, perhaps?

Barney began to walk decisively down the track. As he neared it the bulk of the building detached itself from the surrounding trees. He could see the two little pointed  turrets which stood above the main door reaching up into the night sky.

Suddenly the light which had shimmered against the latticework was extinguished. Barney found himself in darkness beneath the surrounding trees. He slowed his step and treading with extra care crept towards the door.

Then he heard it, a low grating noise and the clank of a chain. Barney stopped dead, appalled. He pressed himself back against the chapel’s outer wall, his former practical curiosity replaced instantly by a far more ancient fear.

He fought it, telling himself that he wasn’t a superstitious man. He didn’t believe in ghosts. The whisky hadn’t addled his brain to the extent where he saw things which weren’t there nor heard them! The wind blowing through a crack in the masonry or dislodged tiles on the dilapidated roof gave rise to the noises. It was that simple.

He’d hardly consoled himself with this eminently reasonable explanation, when there was another loud creak and more scraping, as if something rubbed on stone. To his horror he realised that the door of the chapel was opening. Reason gave way to an instinct to run. But his feet seemed glued to the spot and he could only watch the slowly widening crack with awful fascination. From behind it came a horrid hoarse breathing and a dragging sound as if something hauled itself painfully along towards the open air. An odour seeped out into his nostrils compounded of damp and decay, ancient tombs and the undisturbed dust of years.

The graveyard smell served to dissolve the paralysis in his legs. Shaking in every limb and with sweat pouring down his face despite the cold air, he turned and fled. The  chest pains returned in agonising spasms as he ran as he hadn’t done for twenty years or more and kept going, plunging recklessly down the hillside until, panting and pain-racked, he tumbled through his own front door.

He locked it. Then he hurried round the house, checking windows with nervous fingers, peering out through the dusty panes into the night, thinking he saw things and then reassuring himself that he didn’t, couldn’t! When he was sure all was fast he went to the cupboard and pulled out a bottle. It wasn’t a night for tea. It was a night for a good stiff drink!




Chapter Three

KATIE CONWAY eased open the door to her mother’s bedroom with her shoulder and sidled in carrying a breakfast tray. ‘Morning, Mums! How are you feeling today? Shall I open the window?’

She set the tray down and without waiting for an answer went to draw back the heavy drapes. Pale bright winter sun flooded the room. It picked up the layer of dust veiling the mid-Victorian furniture and the brown varnish on the oils of children whose adult bones mouldered together now in the mausoleum on the park edge.

Adeline Conway, struggling to a sitting position, disturbed the cushion of black fur curled up at the foot of the bed. Sam the cat sat up and yawned, displaying sharp white teeth and a curling pink tongue. He stretched first his front half and then his back legs, digging needle claws into the sprigged coverlet. Finally he slid to the floor with a thud and trotted off to the kitchen.

‘Really, darling, you know I can’t stand a draught!’

‘Okay, then.’ Katie left the window shut, plumped up the pillow behind her mother, placed the tray over her lap and finally kissed her pale cheek. The skin felt like fine tissue  paper against her lips. ‘Sleep okay?’

‘I do wish,’ Adeline said pettishly, ‘you wouldn’t keep saying “okay”!’

‘Okay, I mean, all right.’

‘Sit down.’ Adeline patted the coverlet. ‘I want to talk to you.’

Katie obediently perched herself on the edge of her mother’s bed and ran a fingertip over the snagged threads. ‘Sam’s doing an awful lot of damage to this! Can we talk after breakfast? I haven’t had mine yet and I’ll have to dash off soon.’

‘You can have my toast. And yes, it has to be now. I’ve already waited. I didn’t say anything last night when you came home from that awful youth club!’

‘It’s not awful at all! You’d have enjoyed yesterday evening. A Meredith Mitchell came to talk to us about her travels. She’d brought slides. She was very nice and funny and it was great!’

‘Travel, yes!’ Adeline seized on the word and her daughter gave her a hunted look and bit her lip ruefully as if aware she’d made a false move. ‘About Paris –!’

‘We’ve been over and over this! I don’t want to go!’ Katie interrupted. ‘I’ve told you. Why don’t you listen? Daddy doesn’t want me to go either.’

‘What your father wants doesn’t matter! What does he know about it?’ Adeline’s voice rose on its familiar mewling note. Her hand trembled and her coffee cup rattled in the saucer. ‘I blame your father for it all!’

‘What all, Mums? What’s poor old Daddy done?’

‘Don’t be flippant!’ Adeline sighed and pushed irritably at the tray. ‘Do take this thing away! I don’t want it!’

‘You should eat something.’ Katie’s face clouded with concern. ‘You’re fading away.’

‘I’m perfectly all right! Just pass me my pills.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t keep taking those. They’re addictive.’

‘Nonsense. I need something for my nerves with all I have to put up with.’ Adeline suddenly leaned forward and gripped her daughter’s hand with surprising strength. Her eyes held a feverish glow and two spots of scarlet colour had appeared on her prominent cheekbones.

‘Darling, of course I don’t want you to go away, either! Your presence is the only thing which makes my life worthwhile. But for your sake, you must get away! I should have insisted you went to boarding school. But your father wouldn’t have it. I know I didn’t go away to school, but things were different then and other arrangements were made for me.’ She plucked disconsolately at the coverlet, as if recalling a different world. ‘I suppose St Faith’s is all right in its way and you’ve been happy there. But if you’d gone away you’d have met an entirely different set of people. That’s why I want you to go to Paris. It’s very kind of Mireille to offer to have you for a whole year. She lives in a lovely house at Neuilly and you’ll be able to ride in the Bois de Boulogne!’

Adeline’s grip on her daughter’s hand relaxed, she leaned back, her gaze drifting to the windows, and became wistful. ‘When I was your age I was sent to Paris for a summer. That’s when I met Mireille. I think those were the happiest months of my entire life. We were seventeen-year-old girls together and we had a wonderful time! I know you will, too. And your French will come on by leaps and bounds!’

‘Look, Mums.’ Katie leaned forward and Adeline turned her absent gaze back to her daughter almost fearfully. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s what I think and it’s me we’re talking about! I’m not really keen on Mireille. I know she’s your old friend but whenever she’s visited us here she’s been rather horrid, not to me but to Daddy and Prue, sort of critical and sneery. I didn’t like that. She does it to me too, in a different sort of way. “Zees clothes do nozzing for you!”’ Katie’s voice took on an exaggerated nasal accent. ‘ “We should find you somzing bon chic, bon genre, wiz the brass bootons and ze look militaire!”’


‘How dare you be so rude about Mireille, Katie!’ Adeline almost upset the tray. ‘I certainly didn’t bring you up to be like this! I know what it is, it’s going to that youth club and picking up their uncouth ways! Well, young lady! It just goes to prove that it’s high time you got away from such bad influences! Mireille is just the person to help you gain poise and – and yes, she’s right! It is time you stopped running round dressing like – like one of those homeless people one sees on television! If I were strong enough, I’d take you shopping –’

Katie looked horrified. ‘No, listen, please! I don’t need anyone to choose my clothes! I wouldn’t dream of letting Mireille do it! The way I dress is the way everyone does now! If you ever went out of the house you’d see it for yourself!’ Her voice stumbled. ‘I wouldn’t mind going to Paris for a couple of weeks or even a month, if you like, but a year with Mireille? It would be like being in prison and brain-washed at the same time! And as for that creepy son of hers –’

‘Jean-Louis is a very nice boy! Sensitive and well-educated.  And there’s the title – Don’t laugh, Katie! It’s certainly not funny!’ Adeline’s voice cracked.

‘I’m sorry. I know it isn’t funny, but it is silly and snobby! I don’t want to be Comtesse anything!’

‘Then you’re a very silly girl!’

She had never heard her mother’s voice so angry or so forceful. Katie was silenced, staring in amazement as the shrill cracked tones echoed about the room.

Adeline seized her advantage. ‘You think these things don’t matter because you’re young. But they do, as you’ll find out! When I die, this house will be yours –’

‘Don’t talk about dying! It frightens me! You’re not ill, not in that way –’ Katie broke off and turned scarlet.

But Adeline was too intent on her own speech to have paid any attention to the words her daughter had let slip. ‘Be quiet and listen! It’s in my will. I’ve left the house to you outright and all the furniture and things which are mine, which means most of it!’
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