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The sun was rising over Scafell Pike when the first signs for Keswick appeared. Amanda had been on the road for five hours; it was not yet eight in the morning. She had left in panic, too terrified to consider rationally what she should do. The image of that falling body was etched irrevocably into her brain. But now she had other priorities: the conference was scheduled to start at nine and she still had to find the hotel and check herself in. Seventy delegates from the Pru were gathering here, as they did each year, for their end of October morale-boosting bash. Amanda Page, from London head office, had quite a significant role to play. She had risen fast and had now been lumbered with being the bearer of very bad news. The world  recession was going to mean major cutbacks. She did not relish what she had to do but it should, at least, help keep her mind off last night and the terrible fight with Max that had ended so badly.

She had called his number repeatedly once her anger abated and fear set in but not even now, when he should be driving to work, was he picking up. Either he was exacting revenge or things were as bad as Amanda feared. She would try him again once she reached the hotel; she prayed he was simply playing one of his mind-games.

The conference centre was close to the lake, a vast traditional stately home with turrets and battlements built from local granite, all very imposing. When Amanda gave them her credit card, nobody flickered or said a word. The receptionist smilingly checked her in and called for the porter to show her to her room. She tried ringing Max’s number again, this time using the hotel phone so he would not know it was she who was trying to reach him. Still nobody answered.

But she had no time for panicking now. It was nearing nine; there were things she must do. She swapped her jeans for a business suit, touched up her hair and went smilingly into the fray.

 



The conference room contained seventy chairs, arranged in regimented rows; the delegates were already filing in. All were dressed in conservative clothes, the men with ties, the women in skirts, most of them wearing  white shirts, as recommended. Amanda was seated in the front row, waiting to take her place on the platform after the area manager had given the initial address. She checked the time: only ten past nine. She faced a gruelling few hours before they broke for lunch.

This morning, the start of the four-day event, was dedicated to positive thinking. A valiant cry exhorted the troops to do even better than in the past year, to increase their targets and show their sterling worth. They had come from all over the British Isles, representative of the faceless mass of workers devoting their lives to their alma mater, the Prudential. Accolades were bestowed; there was much applause. They broke for lunch at a quarter to one and all trooped into the private bar for a restorative pre-prandial sherry.

Amanda, still burdened by what she must do, made fast excuses and fled to her room. The next three days’ proceedings would be less festive. Twenty per cent of the workforce must go, cutbacks to be effective from January the first. She flicked through her folder and found the list. The names were all grouped according to grade. A few, she was startled to see, were here in person, attending the conference. Mismanagement at its most inept; she decided to alter the programme sequence and hold that announcement back till the final day. And even then, she figured grimly, she’d be lucky to get out alive.

She brushed her hair and perfected her makeup.  At thirty-eight, she still looked good. As she recalled the happenings of last night, her mouth instinctively tightened. He had taunted her with his faithlessness, reminding her he was not yet free, implying that she had ground to make up before he would even consider a firm commitment. The final straw; she closed her eyes and tried to control her rapid breathing. This would not do. She still had a turbulent afternoon to face. She spritzed her mouth with a freshening spray and, cautiously, picked up the phone again. Still no answer. Amanda felt a cold chill.

 



Things went better than she had hoped. There were delegates here with good news to share. Pension contributions were even booming because of the crisis. One by one they came on to the stage, the bright and hopefuls from out of town in their ill-fitting suits, their faces alight with hope and determination. Amanda, contrary to her expectations, slightly relaxed. The one she liked best was from the Midlands, small and perky with curly fair hair and a smile that lit up the room. Jilly Sutton, the name-card read; she worked in a high street branch in a Birmingham suburb. Amanda mentally checked her list but could not be totally certain.

Later she sought Jilly out in the bar and congratu - lated her on her stirring address. ‘I love your enthusiasm,’ she said. ‘You must be a favourite with the punters.’

‘I do what I can to make their lives a little less dismal, poor dears,’ Jilly said.

‘Please allow me to buy you a drink,’ said Amanda.

 



Jilly was single and twenty-eight with a boyfriend called Derek she hoped to marry the following year if they could afford a mortgage. ‘I am lucky to work where I do,’ she beamed. ‘The current climate in the housing world is certainly pretty dire.’ And steadily worsening.

Amanda agreed but her heart went cold. There were thousands in Jilly’s position, she knew, who - come the New Year - would be looking for jobs in a highly competitive market. She could not warn her. What good would that do except to blight this social weekend? Even without her intervention, Jilly would find out soon enough. Amanda intended not to be there when she did.

So instead she chatted about social things and discovered that Jilly, like her, was a keen hill-walker. ‘Great,’ she said. ‘Did you bring your boots? I was planning a Sunday hike up Scafell Pike.’

The peak, over three thousand feet and acknowledged to be the highest point in England, was exactly the sort of challenge Amanda enjoyed. She needed to work some adrenalin off; the past few days had been overly stressful, what with her role at the conference plus her current worry about Max. She asked around for more volunteers but most preferred to  relax in the spa. On Monday they would be returning to work, some, though they did not yet know it, to clear their desks. Amanda made a coward’s decision. She would post her list on the noticeboard last thing on Sunday before she turned in, then make an early departure. At least all these machinations helped to take her mind off Max.

Who still hadn’t called. He knew where she was and that she’d be staying the whole four days. He must be aware she’d be out of her mind with concern. She switched on the news when she got to her room and sat through the regional bulletin too. There was nothing of any outstanding note beyond finance and terrorists in Mumbai. Even the new US presidential candidate was already off the front pages.

No news was good news she told herself as she took off her clothes and prepared for bed. He was simply playing his heartless trick of keeping her endlessly dangling. Why did she love him? She wiped off her makeup and turned on the shower, trying to find an answer. After six years of these ups and downs he was now little more than an irritating habit. She was nearing forty; it was more than time she sorted her life and made a fresh start before she was over the edge and her clock slowed down.

 



She could not prevent herself worrying, though. She was up at seven and hurried downstairs to check the morning papers in case there was news. There was  nothing of very much interest today, and no mention of anyone being found dead or even failing to turn up for work as expected. She rang Max’s landline and also his mobile but all she got on either was the answering machine. Hearing his voice made her nervous again. He sounded so normal and relaxed. Perhaps if she prayed it would all turn out to have been just a ghastly dream.

Jilly came over, carrying her tray. Amanda invited her to join her. They whiled away twenty minutes or so discussing the weather conditions. The sky was clear and the sun rode high. Apart from a sharpish nip in the air, it looked as if the weekend would turn out fine.

‘I hope we’ll be lucky,’ Amanda said. ‘You can never be sure in the Lakes at this time of year.’

What she needed most was to get away and disappear up that mountain.

 



By Sunday morning there was still no news. Amanda didn’t know what to think. Her colleagues were tucking into the breakfast buffet.

‘I guess we had better stoke up,’ Jilly said, piling bacon and eggs on her plate and adding two pieces of buttered toast for good measure.

‘You are lucky you don’t have to watch your weight,’ said Amanda, who fretted about such things. Max was always getting at her. She wondered what he was up to now, whether he might have reported  her to the police. She would not put it past him. His charm concealed an inherent coldness, which was why they had come to be fighting that night. He knew precisely how to get under her skin and twist the knife.

Their point of dissension was usually women who emailed him and kept turning up. One had the gall to phone Amanda to tell her she was in love with Max.

‘How can that be?’ Amanda asked. ‘When you know how often he plays the field. The man is a jerk as well as an absolute liar.’ She felt nothing but scorn for the deluded creature. Yet, in her own way, she was as bad. She put up with stuff that a person with pride never should. She worried that if she pushed him too hard he might dump her. Truly pathetic.

It was almost ten. The sky was still bright though ominous clouds were now rolling up. A wreath of mist encircled the top of the mountain. They ought to be off.

‘I’ll meet you outside in the car park,’ she said. She just had to make one last call.
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They drove the few miles to Seathwaite Farm and left the car in the car park there, first exchanging their shoes for climbing boots. Amanda peered anxiously at the sky. The cloud formations seemed denser now. They had both brought weatherproof jackets and thick woolly scarves. Jilly had a compass.

‘You never know,’ she said cheerfully. ‘We might need it if we happen to stray off the path.’

This expedition was a bit of a lark; she had never climbed anything quite this steep. Most of her walking till now had been confined to the lower slopes. It went to show how ambitious she was, out to impress a head office nob. She was slightly in awe of Amanda Page, who was sleek and well groomed  and unnervingly bright, but she was not going to let her trepidation show. Much might depend, in any number of ways, on how she acquitted herself today. She had heard rumours since being here of possible job cuts across the board, but right now she was feeling on top of it all. It was she, after all, Amanda had picked for this walk. Jilly looked up at the mountain peak, bright when sunlit though wreathed now with mist. She needed a challenge like that - and to stretch her legs. Derek had laughed at her for bringing the compass but it did not hurt to be over-prepared. You never know what might be needed was one of her sayings.

‘All right?’ asked Amanda, locking the car.

‘Lead on,’ said Jilly. ‘I’ll race you to the top.’

 



To start with, the walk was an easy stroll, and despite the steadily gathering clouds the sun remained visible, on and off, and the temperature was quite pleasant.

‘How many miles?’ Jilly studied her map.

‘Ten,’ said Amanda, ‘though mainly uphill. With a couple of places where we may have to scramble. I trust you can cope with that.’

Jilly just smiled. Bloody nerve, she was thinking. She has to be ten years older at least and, from the look of her, not remotely as fit. But the air was as crisp as a mountain stream and Jilly felt great just being outside. The conference seemed to have been a success; she felt she had acquitted herself quite well. She was certain  Derek would have approved. A lot depended, right now, on the security of her future. It was time they made things official and thought about having children.

There was one small worry where that was concerned though there was no need to think about it now. The nurse had been very reassuring; she should have the test results by the end of the week. Jilly squared her shoulders and brightened her smile. She would let this Londoner see what she was made of.

 



After a mile they reached Stockley Bridge and stopped to admire the magnificent views. A straggle of other walkers were out though too few to impinge on their sense of isolation.

‘This, most certainly, is the life.’ Already Amanda felt far less stressed. There was bound to be news by the time they got back, some plausible explanation.

Beyond the bridge, the path grew suddenly steeper. The terrain was grassy and strewn with rocks and occasionally there were patches of scree, shifting rock fragments that made for uncertain footing.

‘Be very careful,’ Jilly warned. ‘It’s easy to fall.’

She produced two chocolate bars and they paused in the sun to remove their jackets. ‘I’m jolly glad of that breakfast,’ she said. ‘We’ll not be back much before dark.’

Amanda laughed. ‘It’s only ten miles.’

All of it, though, from this point on, uphill.

[image: 001]

The sky was gradually darkening and a sudden chill wind blew down from the fells. They stopped again to replace their jackets and wind their scarves tightly round their throats. The weather could change amazingly fast in these parts.

‘I’m jolly glad I brought gloves,’ said Jilly, undaunted.

‘Do you want to turn back?’

‘We can’t quit now.’ She would not have Amanda thinking her weak. Her whole career might hang in the balance depending on how today worked out. They were very tough in head office, Jilly had heard.

Amanda was glad. She really enjoyed a challenge.

‘Concentrate on your feet,’ she said. It was what the professionals always said. They claimed this was the biggest climb in England. The summit could not be seen from here because of the undulating fells but every now and again they caught glimpses of Keswick below them. They carefully skirted their way round the rocks, in places almost having to crawl; then the path grew narrow and even steeper as they turned a corner and found themselves staring down into a ravine.

‘Blimey,’ said Jilly, alarmed and startled. ‘It didn’t look quite so horrendous on the map.’

Again they debated: should they go on? Again they refused to be thwarted now.

‘After this rocky bit,’ said Amanda, ‘we reach a tarn on the edge of a plateau.’ Sprinkling Tarn; it was  on the map. They would stop there for a breather, she promised Jilly.

They slowly progressed in single file, gingerly clinging to outcrops of rock while the wind from the fells screamed round them and tried to dislodge them.

‘Whoops!’ said Amanda, suddenly losing her footing.

For one agonised moment they hung in space as Jilly valiantly grabbed her sleeve and clung to her for dear life until Amanda regained her balance.

‘That was a close one.’ Her lips were white and she dared not look down at the steep ravine. Now she wished she had stayed in the spa with the others.

They edged along till they reached a ledge and perched for a moment to study the map. Jilly produced more chocolate bars from her jacket’s voluminous pocket. Amanda, though shaken, made light of it.

‘You’d have made a great Girl Guide,’ she said, having once been leader of the Cheltenham troop. The mist was closing in; it was growing quite chilly.

‘It feels as if there’s snow in the air.’

Amanda shivered. ‘Don’t even think that,’ she said.

 



It was almost four. It was hard to believe so much time could have passed. Maybe they ought to think about turning back.

‘Without even reaching the summit?’ moaned Jilly, though secretly she was vastly relieved.

‘You can go on,’ said Amanda, ‘but I quit.’

So back they went to the scrambling part, only now they weren’t certain which path to take. The wind was bitingly cold and the mist had closed in. Which was when Amanda stumbled and fell and slithered some feet down an unseen slope. She must have hit her head on a rock for the next thing she knew it was dark and she was alone. She peered at her watch but the fall had shattered the glass.

‘Jilly,’ she called but could not hear a sound. Terror gripped her. She had no idea where she was. She touched her forehead and found a lump. It was lucky she hadn’t gone all the way down. Carefully, she crawled to her feet in the shifting scree. She hadn’t the faintest idea what to do: go on or just stay here and wait to be found. She was terrified Jilly had fallen right over the edge.

She reached for her cellphone; at least she had it with her though who she would call she was not quite sure. She would start with the number she knew, the emergency service. Thank God for modern technology; then she discovered she could not get a signal. She decided she would rather not stay here and freeze. At least now the path was levelling out. She concentrated again on her feet and fervently prayed to be rescued. And then something moved in the swirling mist: a sheep, maybe, or a mountain goat.

‘Amanda?’ a voice said faintly.

It was Jilly.

They clung together with fervent joy, overwhelmed  by the fact they had both survived. Jilly had slipped and then lost her bearings, but she appeared to be quite unharmed. Amanda’s head was hurting a bit; though the lump was growing, she hadn’t broken the skin. The most important thing now was survival.

Jilly’s phone also would not work.

‘I don’t suppose you remembered a torch?’

The compass was one thing. Jilly laughed. ‘You were the Girl Guide,’ was all she said.

They trudged on in silence for fifty more yards, having to grope their way in the mist, holding hands now for fear of losing contact. Jilly tried shouting but knew she would never be heard.

Then all of a sudden it came into a view, a bright white light on a far-off crag, high in the distance like a guiding star. They hugged each other, faint with relief; just when they’d feared their luck had run out.

‘Shall I lead the way,’ asked Amanda, ‘or will you?’

 



It was quite a lot further than they had thought. Whenever they reached the top of a ridge, the light was still far ahead of them, leading them on.

‘You are sure it’s not a mirage?’ Jilly said. A light-house or something set high on a rock. Her teeth were chattering now with cold and exhaustion.

‘No,’ said Amanda firmly, ‘it’s definitely there.’ She could see some sort of building now, outlined against the sky in a break in the mist. ‘We ought to make it in less than an hour. Please don’t give up on me now.’

And they did. They climbed a steep slope and after a while further lights appeared and the outline of a huge edifice loomed in front of them. For a moment Amanda was gripped by fear. There seemed something forbidding about the place, though as they drew closer she saw it was simply a heavily fortified pele tower. Still, any shelter was better than none. With luck it might even have a working phone.
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A pele tower it was but a glorious one, what they could make out of it in the darkness, four storeys high and constructed of stone, with battlemented towers at each corner. The windows, through which came pinpricks of light, had originally been arrow slits, though those on the lower floors had been opened up at some later date. It had been built to last, had already survived at least six hundred years. They followed the walls till they found the imposing entrance.

‘It doesn’t exactly look welcoming,’ whispered Jilly.

Indeed it did not. It looked more like a prison, but they’d come so far they could not turn back now. The massive door was of solid oak, strengthened by  diamond-shaped iron studs, with a lighted lantern and a thunderously heavy knocker. Boldly Amanda crashed it down; echoes reverberated throughout the building. Too late she realised the occupants might be sleeping. Yet lights could be seen on different floors, discernible through the narrow slits, and one window right at the top was ablaze with a brilliant white light. Someone was obviously still awake; Amanda hammered again. Now she realised how cold she was. Exhausted, too . . . if only they’d open up. If they had been asleep, they surely could not be now. She stamped her feet to restore the circulation.

Jilly went off on her own to explore, returning after a rapid circuit. ‘This is the only entrance,’ she confirmed.

They waited a while for someone to come then Amanda cautiously knocked again. There was no other option; the mist had closed in. They would never be able to find their way back in the dark.

‘Imagine being this isolated,’ said Jilly, ‘and lugging the groceries up.’ Away from the biting wind, she was feeling much better.

‘They probably do it by helicopter. And spend their winters elsewhere in the sun. Dubai or Monaco would be my guess. That’s what I would do.’ Amanda continued to stamp her feet and blow on her fingers to keep them warm. ‘Come on,’ she muttered impatiently. ‘There are people freezing out here.’

Slowly the truth was beginning to dawn. Though  the lights were on, perhaps no one was home. ‘Check the garage,’ she suggested to Jilly. ‘See if the car has gone.’

While she waited Amanda tried knocking again, then cautiously twisted the great iron knob. To her amazement, it easily gave; it wasn’t even locked. She pushed and the door swung smoothly open as if inviting her in.

No car, said Jilly, returning, nor even a garage. When she saw Amanda had opened the door she reacted with alarm.

‘You’re not suggesting we go inside?’

‘I’m not staying here and freezing to death.’ The weather conditions were still worsening, and the wind had now reached gale force.

‘Maybe they just popped out,’ Jilly said. ‘In the circumstances do you think they’ll mind?’

‘Popped right down to the valley, you mean? To pick up the papers and a pint of milk?’ Amanda, who always made fast decisions, was already inside.

 



The first thing she noticed were the walls, which were massive, as much as seven feet thick, and the spiral staircase cut into one of them. The vast main hall, where the animals had lived, was tunnel-vaulted and windowless. The space, now stone-flagged, was softly lit by copper-based lamps with parchment shades, arranged at different levels to make it more homelike. All this floor contained as furniture was a  massive sofa and several carved chairs. In the centre of the facing wall stood a mahogany grandfather clock with a powerful tick that underlined the silence.

Jilly lowered her voice as if in church. ‘What do we do now?’ she asked. The sofa looked plenty large enough for them to doss down for the night.

Amanda pointed to the narrow stairs. ‘The living quarters must be up there.’ Efficiently she unlaced her boots. There was no backing off on a night like this so they might as well finish what they had started and trespass even further. With Jilly timidly following behind, she led the way up to the floor above and found herself facing a second fortified door with an iron grille.

‘They certainly knew how to build in those days.’ She rapped with her fist on the polished oak, waited a second then twisted the handle. Again the door swung open.

This floor had a totally different feel, an attractive open plan living room with whitewashed walls and a separate kitchen, accessible through an arched doorway. It was warm; the embers of a dying log fire still smouldered in the grate. On the table were the remains of a meal with a loaf of bread and a slab of cheese, olives and a bowl of wilting salad. Next to them, neatly folded, lay that morning’s daily paper.

‘Hello!’ called Amanda tentatively, but she sensed the place was unoccupied.

‘Well,’ said Jilly. ‘They may not be here but they can’t have been gone very long.’

Amanda, emboldened, strode into the kitchen. The first thing she saw was a telephone. ‘Thank God.’ She tried it but the line was dead, probably because of the weather.

There were dishes drying on the draining board but no sign at all of the washer-up. Crude crayon drawings were taped to the wood-panelled walls.

‘Cosy,’ said Jilly, looking around. The Aga was on, a tea towel draped on the rail. Whoever lived here appeared to have left in a hurry.

‘We shouldn’t stay. They may soon be back.’ Jilly was feeling like Goldilocks.

Amanda was in the living room now, checking out family photographs. There were several dotted around, all showing a smiling family group. Good-looking parents with wide healthy smiles; a small boy and girl and a dog.

‘So what do you suggest we do now? Go back outside and freeze in the dark? We are in so we might as well stay,’ said Amanda. Subject closed.

 



Next to the food was a bottle of wine, two-thirds full with the cork still out. Amanda looked on the dresser and found clean glasses. Ignoring Jilly’s protesting cry, she carefully poured them each a glass, then raised hers in a toast. ‘We’ve certainly earned it.’

They warmed their hands in front of the fire.  Their casual Sunday stroll was turning into a mini-adventure.

‘Did you ever read Swallows and Amazons?’ asked Amanda.

Jilly had not so she outlined the plot, Lake District children learning to sail and spending idyllic summers in the open. ‘I would bet there’s probably a copy here,’ she said. They looked like the sort of kids to read Arthur Ransome.

The wind was rattling the windows still. They had found this haven in the nick of time. The place had a sense of timelessness that made them feel safe and secure. Amanda was ravenous. She sliced the loaf and chopped them both hunks of cheese. Her toes were starting to thaw; she felt much better. It must be late, though she did not know the time having smashed her watch when she fell. Jilly’s, too, had stopped, which seemed odd, but the grandfather clock downstairs was audibly ticking. When Jilly popped down to check it was ten past eleven.

‘We can kip up here in front of the fire.’ It was more inviting than that massive hall. They threw on another log and shed their top layers.

‘What do you think they will say?’ asked Jilly, a model of bourgeois propriety.

‘With luck they won’t even know,’ said Amanda. ‘Unless they come back while we’re here.’

[image: 002]

Before they settled down for the night they decided to check out the rest of the tower. There were at least two more floors plus the battlements. The spiral staircase went right to the top with iron sconces sunk, here and there, into the stonework. Someone had done a superb job of renovation. On the floor above the main living space were several bedrooms, all in use. They peered into each before switching on lights; this clearly was the family home, with interconnecting doors between all the rooms.

First a playroom, then two children’s rooms containing double bunk beds that led, in turn, to a nanny’s suite, after which was the master bedroom. The playroom contained a rocking horse as well as a large assortment of toys, a shiny train set, obviously new, and a shelf of elegant dolls. It seemed these children lacked very little.

‘They’re not very good at tidying up.’ Amanda pushed open another door and found the children’s bathroom, the floor strewn with clothes. Then she stopped in her tracks with an intake of breath. On the edge of the bath was a sopping wet towel while the mirror held unmistakable traces of steam.

‘What happened?’ she whispered, suddenly spooked. ‘Why did they leave in a rush like that?’ From high on a crag in a howling gale, without turning off the lights or locking the door.

The lights were on, too, in the master bedroom, where the door to the wardrobe stood open wide  and a pile of neatly pressed clothes lay beside a suitcase.

‘We ought not be here.’ Something was wrong. They had stumbled into a mystery. Jilly instinctively made for the door. ‘It’s like the Marie Celeste.’

 



They were too tired now to explore the floor above so decided to give that a miss. From the absolute silence they sensed there was nobody there. Maybe tomorrow, after they’d slept, though they’d have to be out of here pretty sharpish to reach the hotel before the conference ended. In a linen cupboard they found spare blankets and pillows, which they carried downstairs

Cocooned in their blankets they felt toasty warm in front of the fire, and thanked their stars that they weren’t still outside in that weather. Amanda wondered when they would be missed, then recalled the notice she had meant to post to announce to some of the delegates that they’d soon be out of a job. She would not be able to avoid them now, but that would keep until morning. As her eyelids drooped, she thought about Max and wondered if he was all right.

 



Suddenly Amanda stiffened, certain she had heard voices outside, faintly discernible through the sounds of the wind and the creaking shutters. It wasn’t a dream, she was sure. She found herself suddenly fully awake.

‘Jilly,’ she whispered urgently.

‘What?’ Jilly murmured, almost asleep. The clock downstairs was striking the hour.

At which point somebody banged on the main front door.
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The two men standing outside on the step, with chattering teeth and dusted with snow, wore fur-lined leather jackets and flying boots. Amanda, draped in a blanket, simply stared.

‘Thank God,’ said one when she opened the door. ‘We were starting to think there was nobody home.’ He was tanned and handsome, with a friendly smile, and several years younger than her. ‘Mark Hanson,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘And this is my business colleague, Richard Brookes.’ His other arm hung at an awkward angle and was tightly bound in a blood-soaked rag, too bulky to fit inside his sleeve so he looked a little lopsided.

Amanda made one of her fast decisions. They  seemed harmless enough and it wasn’t her house. ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘There’s loads of room.’ She moved to allow them to pass. Her first reaction was relief that they weren’t the owners suddenly back. The last thing she needed right now were explanations.

‘Sorry to disturb you this late,’ said Richard, also extending his hand. All three looked at the blood dripping on to the flagstones from Mark’s damaged arm.

‘You’re hurt,’ said Amanda, taking control and closing the door behind them.

Mark Hanson flashed her the sweetest smile. ‘It’s not quite as bad as it looks,’ he said. ‘I buggered it up in the dark scrambling over the rocks.’

Amanda shuddered; she sympathised and showed him her own huge bump on the head. Now that she was safe inside, the memories of her fall were slowly fading.

Jilly now joined them, more or less dressed, assuming the owners had come back. She was hugely relieved to discover it was strangers.

‘We were just settling in for the night,’ she explained. ‘Come on up.’

The two men followed them up the stairs and Jilly threw another log on the fire. She folded the blankets neatly and straightened the cushions. ‘Your arm,’ she said to Mark, concerned. ‘First we must see to that.’

Amanda, quietly impressed, looked on. It would  seem this Brummie counter clerk was possessed of hidden resources.

The arm was not broken, just badly sprained, with a deep jagged cut from elbow to wrist. Wincing, Mark struggled out of his jacket and Jilly staunched the fresh bleeding with a towel. Amanda, as acting hostess, offered them drinks.

‘Not wine for me. Have you nothing stronger?’ In the lamplight Mark’s face shone a luminous white. ‘I hate to be a nuisance, but . . .’ He was looking decidedly ropy. Amanda rapidly steadied him and helped him across to a chair by the fire. She really came into her own at times of crisis. She opened a carved mahogany chest on which stood a crystal decanter. Her hunch had been right: it revealed a selection of spirits.

‘Macallans do you?’ She flourished the bottle.

‘Perfect,’ said Mark, and promptly passed out.

They rushed to revive him and Jilly brought ice to bathe his face though he waved her away when, in a matter of seconds, he came round.

‘Sorry to be such a big girl’s blouse.’ The poor chap seemed in a terrible state. Beneath the tan, his skin was now faintly greenish.

‘Perhaps you should lie on the sofa,’ suggested Amanda.

Jilly was doing a first-rate job, plumping up cushions behind his head. Perhaps she’d do better as a nurse than selling insurance. The four of them settled close to the fire, Mark slightly revived by the excellent malt.  Both of the men wore expensive watches; their accents were posh and their hair impeccably cut.

City boys, Amanda guessed; she’d put money on it.

 



Now was the time for explanations; none of them seemed in a hurry to sleep. Jilly gave the newcomers the rest of the cheese and offered to knock up a meal, should they want one. She had found off the kitchen an old-fashioned larder containing a well-stocked freezer, as well as a store cupboard with the basic essentials. At least, if they had to be stranded here, it seemed unlikely they’d starve. Nor would they be missed for twenty-four hours, also reassuring.

Amanda explained how they came to be there, that they’d found the tower unoccupied and that the owners appeared to have left at precipitate speed.

‘The door wasn’t locked and the lights were still on. It was almost as if they expected us. A fire was lit. There was food and wine on the table.’

There was plenty of room, and now they were four Amanda felt, for decorum’s sake, that they should spread out and not just camp on the sofa as she had intended. She suggested they sleep in the children’s rooms since each was equipped with a couple of bunks. It seemed too intrusive to use the master bedroom.

Mark and Richard seemed happy with that; Mark was in no sort of state to move on and Jilly felt reassured at having them there. It turned out Amanda’s guess had been right. Mark managed a hedge fund  and Richard was a tax lawyer. They’d been shifting money to Reykjavik by private jet when the mist closed in and they’d had to make an emergency landing a hundred feet up on the crag.

‘So how on earth did you get down here?’

‘We slithered,’ Mark said. ‘In the dark on our bums.’

Now that the whisky was doing its work, he slowly revealed a quite dazzling charm. The men had met at prep school and been close chums ever since. The plane was not his but borrowed from a Russian acquaintance who would not be best pleased if Mark failed to get it back to him in one piece.

‘But to hell with all that for tonight,’ he said, flashing his megawatt smile.

 



The children’s rooms were quite adequate so they bade each other goodnight and withdrew, all of them hankering after a good night’s sleep. The fire would slowly burn itself out; they would deal with the glasses in the morning. Jilly climbed on to the upper bunk and was testing it for length when she heard a noise. Definite voices floating up from outside.

‘Cripes,’ she said, horrified. ‘Can that be them?’ There would be some awkward explaining to do, though they now had allies to back up their story. They listened intently, then pulled on their clothes when someone started hammering at the door.

‘Leave it to me,’ Amanda said, assuming her corporate voice. Jilly was grateful to do just that; they were  in it up to their necks. Though it seemed unlikely it was the owners because they were having to knock.

Slowly Amanda descended the stairs, steadying herself with a hand on each wall. The stairs, like the doors, were designed to repel invaders. The grandfather clock was ticking away and the whole vast hall was still dimly lit. Whoever it was had been probably drawn by the light. A second knock. She took a deep breath and carefully drew the bolts on the massive door.

‘Yes?’ she said to the couple on the doorstep.

 



Despite their thick coats, they looked frozen with cold and were totally inappropriately dressed. How they came to be wandering on the fells at this time of night, dressed in evening clothes, Amanda could not imagine. He was fiftyish and well built and wore an expensive cashmere coat with a white silk scarf wrapped tightly round his throat. The girl, only half his age, was skinny and stylish. She wore silver fox, with the collar turned up, and her breath was visible on the night air. Her face was so pale it resembled a Halloween mask. She was standing there in her stocking feet, one reason perhaps why she looked so cold. From one hand dangled ridiculous shoes with six-inch heels and delicate silver straps. Over her arm was slung a huge Gucci handbag.

‘Come in,’ said Amanda, appalled. ‘You look frozen to death.’

‘We lost our way in the mist,’ said the man. ‘And later had to abandon the car. We saw this light in the distance. It was our lodestar.’

Amanda led the way upstairs. She empathised with the way they must feel. Since it wasn’t her house she did not have the right to be turning lost travellers away. She called to Jilly, who quickly came down and immediately offered to feed the new arrivals.

‘No thanks,’ said the man. They were on their way south from a dinner.

He was Angus McArthur (he produced his card), proprietor of a clothing firm, and she was Dawn, his office PA, though from the way Dawn was looking at her Amanda guessed her to be a good deal more than that. Keep your hands off my man, said the dark hostile eyes.

Jilly fetched logs from the stack in the porch, and built up the fire till they’d thawed enough to be able to take off their coats. She was wearing backless silk and he a dark suit with a Savile Row cut. They were lucky not to have perished out there on the fells in such clothes in this weather.
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