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About the Book


When Suzanne and Eddie decide to put their house on the market and move closer to their daughter, they neglect to tell their friend and house sitter Ruth.


So, when Ruth finds a ‘For Sale’ sign perched outside their front door, she is outraged. She never imagined they would leave.


What follows is a series of events that are set to ruin the couple’s plans – with dramatic and shocking consequences that no one could have predicted . . .




For James and Penny




Chapter One


Bethan Harley closed her eyes and savoured the caffeine buzz from her first swallow of strong, black coffee.


“Hi, Mum.” Her seventeen-year-old daughter headed for the fridge. “You look much too chilled for a Tuesday morning.” Poppy took out a carton of semi-skimmed. “Nothing to do with Dad, I suppose?”


Bethan felt a pang. Her daughter’s tone was too hopeful. “Sorry, lovey, but I haven’t spoken to your father since the weekend. I was just thinking about work.”


Poppy nodded. “Yeah, right.”


Bethan looked down at her coffee. “You know I enjoy my job, Poppy.”


“Chill, Mum. You don’t need to sound so defensive.” Poppy placed her bowl of muesli on the breakfast counter and clambered onto the tall stool next to her mother’s.


“I’ve taken on two or three gems lately. Most importantly, The Sugar House.”


“Is that the one you said you could imagine living in?”


“Yep.” Bethan knew better than to bang on. “I’m thrilled to have it on our books, but don’t worry, I’m not thinking of buying it.”


“That’s a relief.” Poppy bent over her mobile. “I’d hate to be stuck out there in the wilds.”


“It’s not that bad, lovey. Three Roads is a great place to live if you enjoy walking and – and, well, want to escape the real world.”


Poppy smirked and looked down at her phone again.


Bethan knew her daughter mightn’t care about peace and quiet, but many people were willing to pay top dollar for it. She also knew Eddie and Suzanne Deacon, vendors of this latest acquisition, had obtained valuations from two rival negotiators but Briggs, Caldwell and Balls was the agency watching the others eat their dust.


The Sugar House was a peach of a property. Some houses spoke to you the moment you stepped over the threshold. This residence welcomed you. Stole your breath. Yet it merged with the landscape like a 1950s Sunday school teacher unbuttoning her cardigan at a village fete. There was nothing flashy about the renovations and the vendors were proud of their house whisperer skills. To Bethan’s experienced eye, they’d created a home possessing what many people called the wow factor.


A home. Not a house. Tucked away, up a track, in an almost forgotten community non-existent on any bus timetable, it demanded a buyer seeking a tranquil lifestyle, rather than a pleasant base for commuting to Cardiff.


Poppy looked up. “If Dad does ring, ask him when his next leave is.”


“I won’t forget.” Bethan glanced at the clock. “Hey, time I got moving.”


“It’d be cool to do something together when he’s home again – the three of us, I mean.”


Bethan slid off her stool. “Lots of teenagers wouldn’t be seen dead with their parents.”


“But I’m not like lots of teenagers, Mum. Funnily enough, family’s important to me.” Poppy switched on Radio 1.


Stung, Bethan went to get ready for work. One of her dark trouser suits plus silk shirt was already hanging outside the wardrobe.


She still brooded as she drove across the Llanbrenin Wells boundary and headed for the car park, ready to work at the former spa town’s branch office.


Her usual base was the Knightly branch near her home. The home she and Tim had chosen with such joy. When Poppy had come along, Tim described his daughter’s arrival as a shooting star showering them with fairy dust. Bethan smiled at this memory as she undid her seat belt. He’d soon toppled off Cloud Nine and they’d got on with life, dirty nappies, teething and all.


So how ironic was it when, at the point where Bethan and her husband could afford to live somewhere of The Sugar House’s calibre, their relationship had wavered? She heaved a sigh. Checked her lipstick in the rear-view mirror. Perfect Plum. A shade her daughter had chosen.


When Bethan walked into her office, she filed away her personal life. She needed to check how this quarter’s sales were going. One of her assistants had recently handed in her notice and Bethan must decide whether to advertise the job vacancy as part-time. Sales might dwindle now the summer hustle was fading. But what if her feeling about a golden autumn proved correct and the mid Wales property market didn’t falter, despite these first damp September days?


With early browsers in mind, she turned the door sign around. Walked through the reception area and sat down at her desk. It would be fabulous if The Sugar House attracted a viewing today. Now that really would convince the vendors they’d chosen the right estate agent.


“Can you smell the rain, Dylan?” Ruth Morgan stepped inside her back door, inspected her fingernails and stooped over the old Belfast sink to scrub away soil.


The sleek black cat sprang onto the kitchen window seat, stared at his mistress and scrabbled his claws into the cushion’s faded sunset fabric. Ruth barely had time to dry her hands before the telephone rang. She picked up the call, unsurprised at hearing the voice on the other end.


“It’s Suzanne here, Ruth. How are you? I hope you don’t think I’ve been avoiding you, my dear. It’s just that Eddie and I have been rather busy of late.”


Ruth opened her mouth to speak.


“I know it’s a bit early but I – that is we – wondered whether you could pop down.”


“I’m fine, thanks,” said Ruth. “And no, I don’t think you’ve been avoiding me. I’ve been busy too, you know. I’ve only come in from the garden because there’s rain on the way.”


“Ah.”


Ruth listened to Suzanne’s silence.


“But would you be free to come and see us? We do need to talk to you.”


“Do you mean now?” Ruth eyed the slice of mountain range visible through her window, its distant peaks veiled in misty cobwebs.


“The sooner the better, to be honest. We have some important news, though I’m afraid it’ll come as a shock.” She didn’t wait for an answer. “See you soon, then?”


“All right but I don’t like shocks, Suzanne.”


Her friend had cut the call. Ruth replaced the receiver, left wondering if either of the couple had been diagnosed with some life-threatening disease and, if so, which one was the victim. Expectation stirred within her, a mix of euphoria and apprehension. She grabbed her waxed jacket from the wobbly hook behind the door and put it on. Picking up her old black umbrella, she reminded herself, no matter what this was all about; she’d be ready with sympathy and advice.


Outside, the first fingers of dampness found her shiver spot. Eager to find out what was happening at The Sugar House, she quickened her pace. As the road straightened out, she noticed something so astounding, something so unforeseen, she halted, sucking in her breath as if thwacked in the chest by a cricket ball.


Planted upon the grass verge facing the road stood a sale board, displaying the red and white logo of Briggs, Caldwell and Balls, estate agents. Polite people knew them as BCB. Not so polite people referred to them as something far ruder. Ruth knew the bilingual reverse of the sale sign would read Ar Werth in tune with procedures. But whichever language it was, how could those words be true?


Rain fell now. Horizontal. Sneaking in from the right. Seeking her out. She put up her umbrella, tilting it sideways, as if shielding herself from something more sinister than a shower and hurried down the unmade road towards the house, thoughts buzzing like furious wasps.


Her hostess must have been watching for her. Before the tip of Ruth’s finger touched the bell push, the elegant timber door swung open to reveal a petite figure. Why must Suzanne dress as though she still controlled the reception desk of the English seaside hotel she and Eddie once owned? Ruth eyed the knife-edge crease in her friend’s navy gabardine trousers, her fine wool sweater in baby pink. A deeper pink silk scarf aimed to conceal the aging skin of Suzanne’s throat. A wide, welcoming smile aimed to conceal guilt over hiding an important decision.


“I see you’re using your Mary Poppins brolly! Very wise. Come in, Ruth, do.”


Ruth wiped her feet on the coir doormat. How typical of the Deacons to have bought a mat embossed with the image of a big, friendly canine. The item doubtless cost twice as much as the ordinary sort.


“If I’d realised it was turning so nasty out there, I’d have asked Eddie to fetch you. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way the rain creeps across the landscape.” Suzanne’s expression changed into sucking lemons mode as she propped the dripping umbrella in the porch and shut the door in the weather’s face.


She raised herself on tiptoe to kiss Ruth’s cheek. Patted her friend’s severe dark bob. “You’re so lucky the damp doesn’t frizz your hair. Come on through, dear. Eddie’s been playing with that new coffee machine of his again. He might even have got it right this time.”


The woman was twittering like a nervous fledgling. Ruth’s lips twisted in a grim smile as she followed Suzanne towards the flight deck of the Starship Enterprise, her private name for the streamlined kitchen Suzanne and Eddie had installed. The aroma of gourmet ground coffee beans drifted into Ruth’s nostrils.


“Do sit down, Ruth.” Suzanne remained where she was.


Eddie stayed on his side of the central table. “Greetings, my dear. Coffee’s on the way.”


Suzanne still hovered. “We do appreciate your coming round so quickly.”


“I imagine I’m here so you can tell me why you’ve put your house on the market?”


Ruth dragged out a chair, not missing the surprised glances the couple exchanged. Eddie hunched his shoulders. Shuffled his feet. Glanced at his wife a second time, his expression uneasy.


“How, er, how did you find out? Eddie and I decided to keep our decision secret from people until the sale was publicised.”


“Really?” Ruth kept her voice calm, almost nonchalant. “Surely the clue is in the signboard?”


Suzanne groaned. “Oh, no. I didn’t realise they’d stuck that up already.”


“Someone must have done the job late yesterday afternoon.” Eddie turned to tweak his shiny new toy.


“We haven’t been beyond the back garden so far today.” Suzanne folded her arms, heavy gold charm bracelet rattling. “What a shock that must have been for you. Oh, bless!”


Ruth fumed behind her calm façade. They’d kept their decision secret from people. People? Was that how they regarded her, after all those years of supposed familiarity? Did they really think of her as lumped together with other folk fortunate enough to share the same postal code as the golden couple of Three Roads?


“I suppose that means the jungle drums will be banging, eh?” Eddie swivelled round again. “What are they like? We’ll explain all to you, dear girl. I’ve made a batch of that almond shortbread you’re fond of.”


“Once again he puts me to shame. But we all know he’s a far better baker than I am.” Suzanne’s tinkling laugh didn’t quite ring true.


Ruth eyed her friend. That annoyingly immaculate clothing couldn’t disguise a neck made crepey by time. The gleaming platinum hair, helped by honey and toffee glimmers, revealed the frequency of trips to Abergavenny. How could anyone justify visiting the hairdresser so often? How could anyone enjoy spending hours roaming shops, scouring an upmarket store for exotic fruits flown from places where desperate workers braved scorching sunshine to pluck them?


Eddie broke the silence. “We’ll do our utmost to find nice people to buy the old homestead, my love. Don’t you fret now.”


Ruth noticed how oblivious he was to the tension sparking between his wife and their visitor. Humming beneath his breath, he placed a porcelain mug of dark, aromatic coffee upon the scrubbed pine table before Ruth, and treated her to a playful wink.


“I must confess to feeling puzzled about your decision to sell. Isn’t it a tad hasty?” Ruth focused on making her expression cheerful and inquisitive. Inwardly she fought a powerful urge to punch Eddie in the jaw and terminate his toothy smile.


“To be honest, it’s really not.” He fumbled with the strings of his navy and white apron but abandoned the struggle. “It’s something that’s been simmering for a while, actually. There’s a combination of factors we’ve borne in mind.”


Ruth pursed her lips as he took a seat opposite. How long had they been plotting without consulting her?


Suzanne leaned against the front rail of the Aga, beringed fingers wrapped round her coffee mug. Her expression remained wary. Ruth, knowing Suzanne shared certain knowledge with her, wondered why she didn’t speak up. She must surely be anticipating a cloudburst of questions?


“Now, don’t get me wrong, I haven’t fallen out of love with this house and nor has my lady wife.” Eddie gave a rueful grin. “The truth is, we’re not getting any younger. Breathtaking as the landscape is, each time another mid Wales winter rolls round, it’s like one more nail being hammered in the coffin.”


“Eddie, please!” Suzanne smiled at her friend. “What he means is, we’re finding the months of bad weather drag terribly. Winter seems to affect us more than it used to.”


“I didn’t realise you both felt so strongly.” Ruth made a point of looking around her, deliberately retaining a bewildered expression, taking in the spotless Aga radiating warmth, the strategically placed radiators, and triple-glazed windows. “This house must be the most inviting, environmentally viable and easily maintained property for miles around.”


“Absolutely,” Suzanne abandoned her default position in front of the dark green range and pulled out the chair beside Ruth. Her heady perfume sat down with her, like a companion mismatched by a dating agency. Her nails, enamelled shiny-turquoise, rivalled the Aga’s gleaming façade.


“You’ve hit on one of the many prime selling factors, sweetie,” she said.


“Sheesh, my dear wife’s starting to sound like an estate agent.” Eddie looked expectant, as though awaiting some sign of appreciation from Ruth. She didn’t laugh.


“The worst thing is, we’re finding it more difficult, driving to see Penny and the children,” said Suzanne. “Apart from our creaking joints, eyesight’s a big consideration, especially when we have to travel after dark.”


“But I could drive—”


Suzanne cut her off. “It’s all very tedious, sweetie, but it’s true to say we’ve been pondering a while now.” She waited a couple of beats. “And we think it best to make a move while we’re still active enough to handle the hassle.”


“You can be sure of smooth sailing if I have anything to do with it.” Eddie pushed the plate of homemade biscuits closer to Ruth. “Dig in, girl!”


Ruth shook her head. She still waited for Suzanne to refer to the decision the two of them had made a while back. She must have talked to Eddie about it? Ruth longed to fling the china plate and shatter it along with his complacence but instead managed a tight smile.


“We’re seriously considering Wiltshire, because of Penny and family, or maybe the Bournemouth area. Do you know that coastline? We both miss the sea, to be honest. Much more than we do the bright lights.” She laughed but no one else joined in.


“Maybe you never should have moved to live inland then.”


Suzanne’s lips tightened, enhancing the fine lines between her nose and mouth.


“Your daughter’s still living in Salisbury, isn’t she?” Ruth kept her tone calm. Caring.


“Yes, she’s very happy there but I know she’d love us to move closer. It’s not easy for her, having to be a single mum when Declan’s regiment is posted to some outlandish spot.”


“With us around, she’d have free childcare for the ankle biters.” Eddie guffawed. “Save herself a fortune.”


“Don’t listen to him, sweetie. He’s soft as butter with the grandchildren. And with our son working in Dubai and heaven knows where after that, it’d be sensible for us to move closer to Penny.”


Ruth watched Suzanne’s face pucker. She heaved a sigh.


“But?” Ruth probed.


“We left so many close friends behind in Sussex. It was probably arrogant of me to think we’d ever make enough new ones to replace the old gang.”


Ruth unclenched her fists beneath the table and forced herself to raise her mug to her lips. She took a sip of the hot brew. “Delicious coffee, Eddie.”


“Good show. Plenty more where that came from.” Eddie sat back and folded his arms across his chef’s apron bib.


“Don’t they say it’s never advisable to return to a place, once you’ve made the break and left? I was just trying to recall how many of your old friends have come to see you since you moved here.”


She watched Eddie’s expression darken. Sensed his anger.


“And what about the friends you’ve made in Wales? Do they not count at all?” Ruth’s bitterness burned too strongly for her to subdue a disapproving sniff.


Suzanne reached out an arm and hugged her round the shoulders. “Oh, sweetie, of course we’ll miss all the lovely folk we know here. Especially you. You must realise that. We’ll always keep in touch, have you to stay as soon as we’re settled in the new abode.”


Ruth’s head swam. The stupid woman would be offering her a lollipop next. Maybe her friend needed a swift jog of the memory. “So, Suzanne.” Ruth sat back in her chair and folded her arms, a mirror image of Eddie across the table. “Whatever happened to that plan we hatched?”




Chapter Two


“I’m sorry?”


“Come on, Suzanne. Surely you recall that afternoon we spent drinking the teapot dry in front of my log burner? It was only a couple of winters ago, after all.”


Suzanne froze. She drew her arm back from Ruth’s shoulders.


“All right, then how about the time we sat here in your kitchen talking practicalities, while Eddie was on the golf course? If only Sparkles could speak!” Ruth waved a hand at the golden Labrador snuggled in her basket beside the Aga.


“What’s all this about a plan?” Eddie raised his eyebrows, dark and shrimp-like, in harsh contrast to his snowy cap of hair. He shot a puzzled look at his wife.


Suzanne shrank down in her chair, reminding Ruth of a floppy rag doll. She seemed to find gazing at the coffee machine easier than looking at either her husband or her friend. Ruth experienced a frisson of satisfaction. This was a woman who shied away from confrontation.


“I’m talking about the agreement we reached regarding the future. A way of life to suit all three of us.” Ruth met Eddie’s gaze. Beneath the table she tapped her left foot in a faint, percussive beat of disapproval.


Eddie’s jaw slackened. “But you must be fifteen years younger than the two of us. You don’t need to think about growing old yet, surely?” He flinched as Ruth banged her mug down on the table. “You know plenty of folk around these parts. Surely you understand it’s that support system Suzanne and I are missing? The kind of network that takes years to build.”


“Isn’t he aware of what we decided?” Ignoring Eddie, Ruth placed her hand on Suzanne’s arm. “Why don’t you tell your husband what you said to me? What you insisted should happen a few years down the line. I can’t believe you’ve forgotten. How could you possibly ignore something so important?”


Suzanne’s mauve-tinted eyelids quivered like butterfly wings. “But we were conjecturing, surely? Wasn’t it the kind of thing people muse about after a couple of glasses of vino? Throwing ideas around?”


She retreated a little further, the movement hardly discernible, but feeling Suzanne cringe from her touch, Ruth knew a physical blow couldn’t have hurt more. She cleared her throat, stroking the fingers of her left hand down it in an instinctive gesture.


“So, my agreement to move in one day as your housekeeper and companion means nothing? I love this house. You know I do. I’d happily keep it in order.”


She looked from one to the other. Neither responded. Neither met her gaze.


“You wouldn’t need to worry about night driving becoming difficult because I’d do it! Do all the driving, shopping, most of the gardening. You know how much energy I have. More than enough for all three of us.”


Eddie spoke first. “You’re an angel, for sure you are. We’ve truly valued your friendship all the time we’ve lived here. Right from the start.”


Ruth expected him to utter a comforting there, there, as though she’d fallen over in the playground and bloodied her knee.


“Naturally, I realised the plan wouldn’t come to fruition for at least five years,” she said. “But I’ve always assumed we had an understanding. Suzanne, are you honestly telling me we didn’t?”


Eddie rapped on the tabletop like a chairman calling a rowdy committee meeting to order. He looked Ruth straight in the eye. “I know nothing about your so-called plan. It’s the first I’ve heard of it but what I do know is it’s time for Suzanne and me to face facts. The logical step is for us to downsize. After all, we do have family to consider.”


Ruth frowned. Family. Did her friendship and support count for nothing at all?


“He’s right, sweetie. I remember that kind offer of yours, but you must know, it surely wouldn’t have worked?” Suzanne’s laugh tinkled again. “You know what they say about two women in one kitchen?” She clawed at her coffee mug.


“My. Kind. Offer?”


Sparkles whined. Ruth stared through the window at the scudding clouds. The rain had at last stopped scouring the landscape. She heard Eddie crunch another piece of homemade shortbread. When she looked at him, she watched his tongue flicker like a lizard’s as he licked a crumb from his upper lip. Suzanne sought something fascinating among the fronds of the parlour palm in its plump terra cotta pot. A plant that fitted. Well-nourished. Like the couple currently shutting her out.


Ruth finished her coffee. She’d pushed enough. It was time for damage limitation. She knew what must come next. Knew the importance of regaining their confidence.


“Phew. I was on shaky ground for a while there. Completely taken by surprise.” She turned to Suzanne. “You’re absolutely right. Frankly, your decision comes as something of a relief. I didn’t like to mention it before, but I was a little concerned over surrendering my independence.”


“I should say so!” Eddie nodded. Smiled his approval.


“Far better you two downsize,” said Ruth. “You need to find somewhere more convenient to your daughter’s home. I have plenty of friends around these parts, as you quite correctly point out. Forgive me for being so thoughtless.”


She patted Suzanne’s hand. Watched the woman’s petite frame relax.


Eddie sat back in his chair. “You had us going there, girl, for a while.”


“Of course, we won’t be off yet,” said his wife. “It could take ages to find a buyer.”


“Absolutely,” said Eddie. “Though our estate agent’s very confident.”


“Obviously not everyone enjoys living somewhere as isolated as this village,” said Suzanne. “It’s a place that seems idyllic when you first discover it. Ten years down the line, a house in the middle of nowhere can turn into a millstone.”


“Indeed. Some might say why not wait until the daffodils are in bloom again, but if your move is meant to be, the right buyer will surely come along.” Ruth smiled at the slumbering dog, silently complimenting herself upon converting her fury into reassurance. “So, I imagine you’ll be looking for help sorting out and packing up? It’s the perfect opportunity to throw out unwanted items.”


Ruth sat hunched over her laptop, eyes widening in disbelief as she digested the obscene amount the agency website specified. She knew it must be realistic and that buying into the rural lifestyle was an important factor. Unless you craved roses round the door, timber beams and lime washed walls, the couple’s house ticked all the boxes. They’d transformed the interior and turned it into a sought-after residence, according to Eddie, who would watch a TV programme featuring a multi-million-pound rabbit hutch if his wife permitted.


A click on the slide show allowed Ruth to move forward until she reached the beginning again. She went on watching the rooms materializing on the monitor like Tarot cards flipping over, each image revealing its own message. Creamy neutral walls bounced back light in all the right places. Eddie’s north-facing study defied convention with its bitter chocolate paintwork and peacock blue wallpaper.


Ruth had slept in the house on several occasions, the first being when the couple booked a cruising holiday a year or so after they moved in. When she offered to house and dog sit, Suzanne jumped at the suggestion, admitting she dreaded leaving their beloved Labrador in untried kennels. By contrast, Eddie displayed a certain reticence. After Ruth took up temporary residence and began her observational tour of the property, it didn’t surprise her to discover he’d locked his study, as well as the master bedroom.


She couldn’t help feeling proprietorial. They’d been kind to her in many ways but their current level of insouciance probed a very raw nerve. Somehow, they must be made to pay. This was her future they were tossing out like a bundle of rags.


Ruth logged out of the BCB website and called up a national one, typing in her criteria to search on properties in the Bournemouth area. The ludicrous number of upmarket houses and bungalows for sale, in and around the seaside town, horrified her. Where on earth were all these people hoping to move? She called up Brighton properties, only to be dazzled by scores of secluded gardens and stunning sea views wrapped around houses whose sale prices read like telephone numbers.


So, Suzanne and Eddie would weigh up the benefits of proximity to their squeaky-clean daughter and over-indulged grandchildren against moving back amongst silver surfers who existed perfectly well without their erstwhile friends. Ruth felt sure her gibe had hit its target. To her certain knowledge there’d been no visitors to Three Roads from this magic circle of cronies for whom Suzanne professed to pine.


Ruth sat staring at other people’s properties, wondering what to do. Wondering how best to make Eddie and Suzanne recognise the massive mistake they were making. She had much more need of them than did their daughter who already had child-minding facilities plus friends of her own age. What would happen when the military family was next uprooted and replanted miles away? Would Granddad and Grandma put their new house on the market and up sticks yet again? Had they even considered this possibility?


It was no use ranting and raving in an undignified manner. This could only result in the Deacons closing ranks, thereby preventing her from following their progress. They might remain in their current home for months yet, as Suzanne had intimated. Even if they found a purchaser, everyone knew how precarious the situation became if that buyer formed a link in a chain of people, nail-biting and counting the days until contracts were exchanged. Such uncertainty didn’t bode well for Suzanne who detested inconvenience and insecurity. It could be a long autumn, leading to a winter of discontent.


A fledgling idea trembled in the dark recesses of Ruth’s imagination. She sucked in her breath. Up went her hand to stroke her throat. It was an audacious notion. Some might say vicious. But surely it wouldn’t hurt to put this flash of inspiration into practice? Discover whether she could make it work? It was a while since she’d needed to delve into her spare bedroom wardrobe, unless checking for moths or signs of damp. Why wait to find out? Heart bumping a little faster, she closed down her laptop and prepared to go to town.




Chapter Three


Ruth cherry-picked items and folded them into a rucksack. She left her cottage via the back door, checked the petrol gauge and set off, opting not to use the main road but following a woodland track through giant conifers, a route hardly ever used by villagers. Most people didn’t relish being confronted by gigantic forestry vehicles. Ruth drove purely for convenience, not to satisfy any desire for speed, and she negotiated the winding trail in low gear until joining the main road leading to Llanbrenin Wells, a town once much favoured by Victorian ladies and gentlemen seeking to take the waters in congenial company.


As to what exactly she hoped to achieve once she transformed her appearance didn’t particularly bother her. She might drop into the office of the freebie newspaper and make it known a certain house with a dubious history, in the village of Three Roads, was fresh on the market. Or she could visit the estate agency, pretending to be seeking a suitable home for her and the occasional visiting grown up children she didn’t possess.


Of course, she daren’t make an appointment to view The Sugar House and turn up in disguise, but she could drip feed snippets of information in the hope that an employee might wonder if such unsavoury details would deter prospective purchasers.


Thankfully the rain had stopped. She left her vehicle tucked behind a people carrier at the car park’s far end, and headed for the public conveniences. Once inside a cubicle, Ruth shucked off trainers, sweatshirt and jeans and pulled on a lime green cotton top over a plunging padded bra. Casual cream linen trousers and long line oatmeal-colour cardigan came next. Bronze leather loafers completed the disguise, with the vital addition of an auburn brown curly wig, hiding her geometric coal-black bob.


At home she’d applied a layer of bronze nail varnish. Now she added a spray of perfume. Neither the metallic polish nor the sweet spicy fragrance would ever be worn by Ruth Morgan. She hadn’t used scent or fussed over manicures since her residential job near Edinburgh, years before, when she worked as a housekeeper companion to an elderly couple, both retired doctors. They’d known her as Julia Hayes, a blonde softly spoken widow from Bristol. How shrewd she’d been to have adopted a new persona when applying for that position. No one in mid Wales could possibly suspect her of being anything but an upstanding citizen.


Ruth, with her everyday garments stuffed into the rucksack, waited to ensure no one who might have noticed her enter the ladies’ toilets still lingered inside. When all she could hear was the drip-drip of a tap, she slipped out to leave the rucksack in her car and collect a hessian shopping bag which she thought suited her style.


She walked up the ramp to the main street in a different manner from her usual purposeful stride, hoping she portrayed a woman who suited casual clothing yet still looked stylish. Ruth had morphed into a person her imagination named Delyth.


She sauntered along the high street, gazing up at architectural triumphs and minor atrocities before pausing to examine the offerings of two different estate agents. Each time, Ruth took out a pretty floral notebook and jotted down a reference or two, taking care to appear engrossed in her task, and avoiding eye contact with passers by.


When she arrived at the offices of Briggs, Caldwell and Balls, she noticed a burly man checking out the window. He took no notice of her but concentrated upon two sets of particulars highlighted in the display. After a woman endowed with ample curves arrived, hooked her arm through his and snuggled into him, Ruth still kept herself to herself while she pretended to scrutinize a different set of details.


“I bought toothpaste,” said the woman. “Silly me, forgetting to pack it! Can you see anything interesting, babes?”


“I quite like the look of one or two.” Babes pointed to The Sugar House’s photograph. “This here’s property of the week. I reckon it’s either just on the market or it’s sat around so long, the owners are wetting themselves.”


Ruth sidled closer. Cleared her throat. “Hello. I’m sorry to intrude but I couldn’t help overhearing. I know this area well so if you have any questions and don’t want answers wrapped in estate agency jargon, just say the word.”


The couple chuckled. Visibly relaxed.


“Oh, that’s so kind,” said the woman. “My hubby has taken a fancy to that one.” She poked a plump finger towards The Sugar House details. “I notice it’s approached down a track. We’re looking for somewhere nice and quiet but just how far from civilisation is this Three Roads place before we go in and get cross-examined?”


“Aw,” said Ruth. “It’s hard going, isn’t it? Anything to do with property is always stressful.”


“Are you house hunting, too?” The husband looked her up and down.


“Possibly,” said Ruth, pulling a wry face. “I’m contemplating down-sizing now the children have left home.” Her fictitious offspring would be Marc and Ffion if this pair bothered to ask. Delyth would choose such names. No husband around, and of course she still missed poor Geraint.


“But you asked about Three Roads. The name’s deceptive in that it makes the place appear more impressive than it is. There’s a narrow track leading from the village through forestry commission land, and there’s the main road leading to Knightly.”


“I don’t think we came through there,” said the husband.


“It’s a small town between here and the village. The other road climbs up to the ranges and meanders down to the A40. You get lots of Outward-Bound activities happening in those parts, camping and orienteering – you know the kind of thing.”


The husband nodded. “Action Man stuff.”


“At times, the military have sole use of the ranges. That land is strictly monitored. They’ve even built themselves a mock village, for training purposes.”


“But the soldiers aren’t a nuisance?”


“I’ve never heard anyone complain. There are certain days when you can’t use the road across MOD land, but everyone says you become accustomed to the sound of gunfire. Eventually.” She saw the husband’s eyes narrow.


“I’m Valerie, by the way,” said the woman. “And this is Brad.”


“It’s lovely to meet you both. My name’s Delyth.”


“I knew you had to be Welsh as soon as I heard that pretty accent. Do you speak the language? We’ve not heard anything but English so far.”


“The lady probably hasn’t got time to stand nattering, Val.”


“I’m truly in no hurry,” said Ruth. “I can give you more of a run down on Three Roads if you wish.” She smiled at Valerie. “In English, of course.”


The woman tilted her head back and laughed, gaudy earrings glittering against a cloud of improbable magenta hair. “If you’re sure you can spare the time, I’m gasping for a cuppa. What do you think, Bradders?”


He shrugged. “Fine by me. As long as you’re sure we’re not putting you out, Mrs. . .? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” His Adam’s apple wobbled. Ruth thought how unattractive he was.


“My name’s Delyth and you’re not putting me out at all.” Ruth cleared her throat again, stroking the fingers of her left hand down it in one slow movement. Displaying a slender gold wedding band to establish her status.


The agency door flew open to reveal a tall, slender woman, smartly dressed in charcoal-grey trouser suit and heels. She wore her beige-blonde hair knotted high upon her head; the severe style softened by stray tendrils. Ruth stepped back, turning away as though switching her attention elsewhere. The woman gave the group a friendly greeting before hurrying off towards the car park.


“There’s a lovely teashop just round the corner,” said Ruth, when she was certain no one but the two house hunters could overhear.


Leading Delyth’s new friends to the watering hole, Ruth fielded their irritating inquiries.


“So, do you work, Delyth?”


“Sometimes. I’m registered with an agency that provides temporary household staff, carer companions and that kind of thing.”


“I can imagine you being brilliant at looking after people.” Valerie tucked her arm into Ruth’s. Somehow Delyth managed not to cringe.


“I’ve always tried to do my best,” she said. “Now, I hope you’ll like this place.” She led the way around the corner and pushed open the first door along, holding it so the couple could walk inside.


“Oh, this is gorgeous. I’m a sucker for old beams and tapestry.” Valerie looked around and settled her ample behind on a cushioned wicker chair. “Sit here beside me, Delyth. Teas all round?”


“Yes please. Earl Grey with no milk for me.”


“Okay, hun. And Welsh cakes. We must order a plate of Welsh cakes.” Valerie looked expectantly at their companion. “Unless you’re fed up with them?”


“No indeed. I rarely make them now I’m on my own. Except when the children turn up, though that’s not often these days.” She gave a small, wry smile of resignation.


Valerie blinked and patted Ruth’s hand. “I know, sweetheart. And I have to say I think you’re so brave over your situation.” She sat up straight. “Takes some getting used to – going it alone, I mean. With Brad and me, it’s a case of second time around and making a fresh start.”


“How wonderful for you both. So, do you mind if I’m totally frank with you? About The Sugar House, I mean.”


“I think we’d prefer it, wouldn’t we, Val?” Brad glanced up at the approaching waitress and placed their order.


Ruth waited until the girl hurried away although she’d never set eyes on her before. “In that case, I’d steer well clear of Three Roads if I were you.” Privately she gloated at the ease in which her Welsh accent engaged and enriched when required. “The village has a certain charm but once you buy into it, should you change your mind and decide to move out, it’s not that easy.”


“Because of its location?” Brad shrugged. “I don’t think that’d worry us. We’re cheesed off with noise pollution and filthy pavements. Scum dossing in doorways.”


“I can imagine,” said Ruth. “I think, what I’m trying to say is, the village has a character all its own.” She looked from one to the other to check she held their full attention. “I’m sorry but I find it rather hard to explain. There are some very pleasant people living there, but by its very remoteness, Three Roads tends to attract what you might call loners.”


“I see.” Brad shrugged his shoulders. “Sounds good to me. Can’t abide nosy neighbours. So, are there any facilities at all? John Lewis? M & S?” Smirking, he righted his turned-over teacup and ripped open a sachet of white sugar.


Ruth chuckled. “Hmm, let me think. I haven’t been over there for a while. Used to have friends in the village but they moved back to England. I got to know them through the arts centre here but they never really fitted village life.” Ruth looked at Brad. “The expectation is sometimes overridden by the reality, I suppose.”


“We’re certainly not looking for somewhere like the area we live in at the moment.”


“Understatement of the year, Bradders!” Valerie nudged Ruth’s arm. “Poundland on Thames, we call it.”


“I do know Three Roads has a derelict church but I’m afraid there’s no local shop. There used to be a youth club.” She hesitated, “I don’t know whether that’s still going.”


“No problem. Neither of us has children living with us,” said Valerie.


Ruth noted she expressed no disappointment over the derelict church. “The mobile library used to call every fortnight but these days, what with cuts, who knows? Someone did once try to start a community shop but I heard it fell through in the end.”


“Can you get a newspaper delivered?”


“I doubt it.”


“Ooh, I’d be lost without my puzzles and celebrity gossip.” Valerie grinned at her husband.


He rolled his eyes. “Come on! You could buy a bumper book of crosswords and we’d do a regular big shop. It’s a matter of being organised, ladies. Keeping a list of essentials so you don’t run out of toothpaste.” He pulled a face at his wife. “And we’re not ones for pubs and bowls clubs and the like.”


“In that case, I’m sure you’d be fine.” Ruth bent her head to check something in her handbag while the waitress placed tea paraphernalia on the table.


Brad thanked the girl. As he turned his attention to Ruth again, she dabbed her nose with a lace-edged handkerchief until the waitress was safely across the room.


“The good thing is, it’s only fifteen minutes in the car to the nearest small town. That’s Knightly, as I said. It has two medium-sized supermarkets and a small Friday market and an arts centre with a cinema.”


“I’m inclined to ask for a viewing of The Sugar House as long as Broadband isn’t a problem.” Brad, perhaps remembering his manners, offered the sugar-scattered Welsh cakes to Ruth.


“Delyth, what exactly did you mean about Three Roads having – what was it that was hard to explain?” Valerie poured tea for everyone.


“I don’t think for one minute it’ll put you two off but it’s only fair to mention it. There’s a desolate feel about the place. Possibly – and you may laugh at me – possibly because a murder once took place there. It happened many years ago.”


“I doubt there’s anywhere in the world without bloodthirsty goings on in its murky past. Our part of London’s not as safe as it used to be, believe me.”


Valerie nodded.


“It’s not about security.” Ruth leaned forward and paused for effect. “It’s more like something inexplicable lingering in the atmosphere.”


“I’m not with you,” said Brad, picking up his cup.


Ruth watched as he slurped his tea. Valerie put down her half-eaten Welsh cake and gazed at her. Waiting.


“It’s just that the alleged murderer was not the most popular man around, even before the crime occurred. I should tell you, despite suspicion, there was no evidence to condemn him. The man didn’t hang. He didn’t go to jail. And he never, ever, went to church, which in those times was regarded as something of a sin.”


“When you say many years ago, how far back are we talking?” Brad mumbled through a mouthful of cake.


“1930s or thereabouts.”


“Goodness!” Valerie looked surprised.


Brad turned to his wife. “Bear in mind how attitudes in London and other big cities would’ve differed from those in isolated areas, Val.”


“Exactly,” said Ruth. “So, years later when this man died and it came to burying him, the villagers were up in arms at the thought of a murderer interred in their churchyard.”


“Understandable, I’d say, but not much they could do about it, I guess,” said Brad.


Ruth frowned. “Better brace yourselves, because apparently they took matters into their own hands. A couple of days after the burial took place, a group of them entered the churchyard in the small hours and dug up the coffin.”


“Oh, my gawd,” squealed Valerie. “That’s too gruesome for words!”


“Remember it happened a very long time ago.” Ruth patted Valerie’s arm. “So long ago, the villagers used a pony and cart to take the coffin away from the churchyard and bury it on the nearest waste ground.”


“Come to think of it, I have a certain amount of sympathy for those guys.” Brad eyed the cake dish. “They probably didn’t like the idea of their forebears lying next to a murder suspect’s grave. I wonder if he really was the killer.”


To Ruth’s satisfaction, Valerie shuddered. “I don’t want to know! But where was this waste ground, Delyth? Outside of Three Roads I hope?”


Ruth paused. “If you fall in love with the village, I very much doubt you’ll give that old tale a second thought. But the story goes, The Sugar House was built upon the very parcel of land where the murderer was laid to rest.”


“Are you serious?” Brad stopped lounging and sat up straight.


“I heard it from a very reliable source.” Ruth waited a beat. “I’m not saying the area is haunted. Even if there have been reports of shadowy figures that disappear when you look at them.”


She saw Brad’s Adam’s apple wobble as he swallowed hard.


“But it’s what I meant when I referred to sensing something in the atmosphere.” She paused again. “Something you can almost touch.”




Chapter Four


As soon as she’d resumed her own persona, Ruth drove home, elated after the satisfying hour spent in Delyth’s fantasy world. It had been pure serendipity to find the London couple just asking to be duped. That airhead, Valerie, made her views clear as an icicle to her tedious spouse, by stating she’d gone right off the idea of viewing a house whose every creaking stair tread or rattling window catch would give her the heebie jeebies as she described it.


Ruth told herself she mustn’t attempt the same trick again. Not for at least a couple of weeks anyway. After she locked the back door of her cottage, she spent time sitting quietly with Dylan curled upon her lap, as the cat craved company for once. She also jotted down the date of her visit to Llanbrenin Wells, precise details of the outfit she’d worn, and the time of arrival at the teashop selected from five possible cafés for her cosy chat with the house hunters. The couple wouldn’t fit into Three Roads anyway. Ruth felt certain of that. She’d done Brad and Valerie a favour, if they only knew it.
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