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We meet them at the doorway, on the stair, Along the passage they come and go, Impalpable impressions on the air, A sense of something moving to and fro.


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1807–82




Prologue


As the estate agent fumbled with the keys, Jessica Beddows smiled at her husband. Simon was frowning and she could tell that he was less than impressed with what he had seen so far, but she was prepared to look around the house at least. Now that they had come this far it seemed silly not to, to her way of thinking. They had been house-hunting for months, but up until now Simon had picked fault with each one they had viewed. The two girls weren’t looking too happy about it either as they stared around the overgrown courtyard, but Jess was determined to stay positive.


‘Come on, you lot,’ she urged, as the harassed estate agent finally located the right key and slipped it into the lock. ‘It might be lovely inside.’


‘I did warn you that Stonebridge House has been with another agent and that it has stood empty for some time,’ the estate agent pointed out, already feeling a sale slipping away. ‘Hence the ridiculously low asking price of less than half a million. You need to see the potential here and picture this wonderful property as it could be if it were returned to its former glory, rather than view it as it is now. When the recession has run its course, prices round here are going to rise, and the value of this place will go through the roof.’


He ushered them all into a large dim hallway.


‘Here we are then,’ he said jovially, spreading his hands as if he was about to escort them around Buckingham Palace. ‘The place is quite enormous, as you can see. Would you like me to show you around, or would you rather have a mooch about by yourselves?’


‘I think we’d like to explore on our own if you don’t mind,’ Jess told him quickly as she saw Simon wrinkle his nose in distaste. She had to admit the smell of damp was overpowering.


‘No problem at all.’ The man backed towards the door again. ‘Take as long as you like. I shall be waiting for you in the car outside.’


The second he disappeared out of the door, eleven-year-old Josephine skipped ahead and promptly shot off into one of the numerous rooms leading off the hallway. ‘Jo, don’t get going too far,’ Jess warned, then turning back to her other daughter and Simon, she said brightly, ‘Right. Let’s get this show on the road then, shall we?’


Thirteen-year-old Melanie folded her arms and said, ‘Do we have to?’ She glanced up at the festoons of cobwebs that hung like lace from the ceilings. ‘Ugh. It’s like one of those haunted houses you see in horror films.’


‘That’s the problem with you, you watch far too much TV,’ her mother scolded. ‘Now come on, the pair of you.’


They moved forward, and after pushing a door open they found themselves in the biggest kitchen that Jess had ever seen. It was like stepping back in time. A deep stone sink stood beneath the window overlooking the courtyard, and a large Aga was set into an alcove on the wall facing them. Thick with dust and surrounded by six solidly built chairs, a long table took up the middle of the room. Mel grimaced as she looked at the plate that still stood there. Food had obviously been left on it but it had long since crumbled to dust.


‘Ugh!’ she shivered. ‘How creepy is that? Someone left their meal there. Did someone die here or something? I bet you any money this place is haunted.’


‘Don’t be such a drama queen,’ her mother told her. ‘This kitchen could be wonderful if you’d just open your eyes to it.’


‘Yes, it could – if you were willing to spend a small fortune on it,’ Simon grunted. As a builder, he knew the real cost of renovations. ‘This place would be like a bottomless money pit.’


Jess’s tawny eyes stared coldly back at him. ‘That’s perfectly true, but we have the money to do it now, don’t we?’ She was obviously far more concerned about what her daughters thought of the place than her husband’s opinion of it.


Simon seemed to deflate like a balloon as he looked away from her without arguing and Jess felt a little ripple of satisfaction. For the first time in the whole of their married life she had the upper hand. Her beloved gran had died and left her with substantial inheritance. Jess’s parents had both been killed in a car crash when she was little more than a baby, and her gran had brought her up from that day on. Jess had never wanted for anything, least of all love, but even she had never realised how much money the old lady had had stashed away in the bank. She could still remember the look of shocked disbelief that had flashed across Simon’s face when the solicitor had read out the will. Gran had never made a secret of the fact that she didn’t like Simon and felt that Jess could have done better for herself, but when Jess became pregnant at eighteen, her gran had begrudgingly given the pair her blessing to marry. And now here was Jessica with more money than she had ever dreamed of, and looking for her ideal home. She set off across the kitchen towards a door in the far wall.


‘Look at this,’ she shouted across her shoulder. ‘It’s a storage room and there are some steps here that must lead down to a cellar. How handy would that be, eh?’ She clicked on the light switch at the side of the door and when nothing happened she sighed with disappointment. ‘It looks like the electricity’s off,’ she murmured. ‘And it’s too dark to see anything. Never mind. Let’s go and look at the rest of the place, eh?’


Simon and Melanie followed her resignedly down the hall. The wallpaper was hanging off the walls and the windows were so dirty that they could barely see anything through them. The next room they came to was an enormous dining room, and once again they found the furniture still in place although it was so shrouded with dust it was impossible to see what it was like.


‘It’s probably riddled with woodworm,’ Simon said nastily, as Jess rubbed at the corner of a large sideboard with the sleeve of her cardigan.


‘Actually, I think it’s mahogany,’ she replied, ignoring his tone. ‘And I bet it would be quite beautiful if it was polished. It certainly goes with the style of the house.’


The next room they came to was a large sitting room boasting high sash-cord windows giving wonderful views across the garden.


‘Just think, this place has got three whole acres,’ Jess said dreamily as she ran her hand across the original wooden shutters. It was certainly a far cry from the tiny square of lawn they had at the back of the neat semi-detached house in Hinckley where they were living now.


Simon gazed grumpily out at the tangled mess. Their garden took him half an hour to mow, if that. This lot would need a whole team of gardeners to get it back into any sort of order.


It was then that they heard Jo’s footsteps pounding up the stairs and Jess smiled. At least someone was enjoying themselves.


‘Come on. Let’s take a look at the upstairs. We can come down and see the rest of the rooms down here later,’ she suggested.


They all trooped up a rather splendid staircase until they came to a galleried landing where they all went off in different directions to explore. There were seven bedrooms in total up there, all of a very reasonable size with high ceilings and elaborate cornices. As Jess stepped into each one her imagination began to run riot. Despite the outdated furniture and the need for total redecoration, she knew that they could be made beautiful. Halfway along one landing was a large bathroom, and Jess grinned when she stepped inside it. It was like walking into a museum! Faded linoleum covered the floor and above the toilet was a cistern from which dangled a tarnished brass chain. She was sure that the bath was quite large enough to swim in, but even so she found she could look beyond its present condition to what it could be like.


At the end of the landing she entered yet another bedroom and for the first time, she felt a little nervous. The sheets on the bed had been thrown back as if someone had just stepped out of it, and she glanced around half-expecting to see someone standing there. A huge mahogany wardrobe was leaning drunkenly on one wall, with one of the doors gaping open, and inside she found a row of clothes hanging on the rail. They had obviously belonged to a gentleman, from what she could see of them. When she heard footsteps behind her she grinned. ‘Look at these,’ she said, pointing. ‘I wonder if they belonged to the old man who owned the house before it was shut up.’


She had expected Simon to answer her, but when all remained silent she turned and was surprised to find that she was alone. Thinking she must have imagined it, she moved on to the next room.


Half an hour later, the family congregated downstairs.


‘So,’ Simon said smugly, ‘have you seen enough now? The whole place wants modernising from top to bottom.’


‘You’re quite right,’ Jess agreed. ‘And I think we are just the people to do it.’


‘Oh Mum, you must be joking.’ Melanie groaned as she stared around at the gloomy interior. ‘The entire place is utterly gross.’


‘It is now,’ Jess admitted, ‘but it won’t be when I’ve finished with it. From the second I set foot through the front door I got the feeling . . . I don’t know – it was as if I’d come home somehow.’


Just then, the estate agent poked his head around the door to ask brightly, ‘So what do you think of it then? It’s a snip for £450,000, isn’t it? I reckon it could be worth a million-plus easily, if it were to be modernised.’


Ignoring the look of horror on her family’s faces, Jess said, ‘I shall be in touch to make you a cash offer. What’s more, we’d like to move in as soon as possible.’ Somehow she knew that this house had been waiting for her, and some time in the not too distant future, she would restore it to its former glory.


‘Here, now, just hold on a minute,’ Simon spluttered. ‘Even if we did buy the place there’s no way we could live in it in this state!’


‘Why not?’ Jess asked. ‘Most of the rooms will be quite habitable once they’ve had a good clean and an airing, and we can take our time moving our things in. Our house hasn’t sold yet. When it has, the money we get for it can go towards renovating and refurnishing this place.’


Simon glanced at the girls and sighed; he knew when he was beaten.


When they drove away, Jess glanced back at the house for a last look. The sun was shining on the grimy windows, and for no reason that she could explain, her eyes were drawn to one of the attics. Just for a moment, she could have sworn that there had been someone at the window, staring back at her. Probably just a trick of the light, she told herself, and then her mind went into overdrive as she began to plan all the things she wanted to do to Stonebridge House, once it was hers.




Chapter One


‘That’s about the lot then, missus. Would you like to sign here, please?’


Jess took the paper and pen from the driver of the van and hurriedly scribbled her name. The removal firm she had hired had now shifted all the family’s possessions into the new house and were scurrying about like ants, placing boxes in the rooms Simon was directing them to.


‘Thank you very much indeed.’ As she pressed a small bundle of notes into his hand as a bonus the man grinned from ear to ear and doffed his cap.


‘That’s very kind o’ you, missus. I hope you’ll be very happy here.’ Secretly he thought the woman must have taken leave of her senses to move into such a run-down out of the way old place, but he wisely kept his opinion to himself and raced off to get his men together. They had another job to do before they went home that night and he wanted to get it over and done with.


‘Right then, I reckon we’ve all earned a cuppa, don’t you?’ Jess said when the removal men had finally driven away. After a while she managed to light one of the gas rings on the outdated cooker and then she moved to the sink to fill the kettle. The tap squealed in protest and suddenly dark water squirted out of it.


‘Oh, that’s just great!’ Melanie, who was sitting at the dusty table with her father and sister, sighed dramatically. ‘Now as well as having to live in this dump we’re going to get poisoned as well.’


‘Don’t be so silly,’ Jess scolded. ‘The water will run clear in a minute. The cleaners I hired to come in and give the place a bit of a onceover said they had the same problem, but the surveyor has given the thumbs-up on all the services. The taps just haven’t been run in a long while, that’s all. Now stop moaning, Mel, and get the sandwiches I packed out of that basket over there. Then when we’ve eaten and had a hot drink we’ll set to and get your bedrooms sorted out. The old mattresses have already been carried outside and we’ll have your beds made up in no time.’


Mel glumly did as she was told as Jess attacked the table with a damp cloth. The cleaners had got rid of the worst of the dirt and grime in the rooms they were going to be living in, but she supposed the dust would be settling for some time. Soon they were all tucking into ham sandwiches and packets of crisps. Simon seemed distracted, and so she said, ‘Why don’t you go and have a proper look at the outbuildings when you’ve eaten? You’ve already said they’d be perfect for you to run your business from, and your landlord has been trying to get you out of your yard so he can build a bungalow on it. Just think of the money you’ll be saving, when you have all your stuff on your own premises.’


‘But they’re not my premises, are they?’ His voice was heavy with sarcasm, and as both the girls looked towards him, an unspoken message seemed to flash between their mother and father.


Completely ignoring his tone, Jess bent to feed half of her sandwich to Alfie, their Golden Retriever, who wolfed it down hungrily. They had bought him that year for Jo as a birthday present, and now he was at the curious stage where he seemed to be all ears and legs. He certainly didn’t resemble a Golden Retriever, that was for sure, although Jo adored him. Her feelings were returned and Alfie followed her about like a shadow.


‘Come on, boy, let’s go and play outside, shall we?’ Jo chirped the minute she had swallowed her sandwich, then they both flew out of the door that led from the kitchen into the garden and bounded across the overgrown lawn.


Aw well, at least those two are happy about the move, Jess thought to herself as she put the used mugs into the sink. She could only hope that as they settled in, Simon and Mel would feel the same.


Once outside, Simon gave a deep sigh. He wasn’t at all happy about the move, but had decided to hold his tongue and go along with it, although it went sorely against the grain. Up until now he had always organised everything for the family, right down to the last detail, and now he was shocked to learn that Jess was more than capable of managing on her own.


Abandoned at an early age by an alcoholic mother, Simon had then been shipped from one foster placement to another, with nowhere to call home. Despite her promises to come back for him, Simon had never seen his mother again and had grown up with a chip on his shoulder the size of a house-brick. He supposed that was why, when he left school, he had been determined to make something of himself and he had worked tirelessly ever since to build up his own business. He had met Jess when they were both very young, and when she told him that she was pregnant, he had decided to do right by his unborn child and marry her. Admittedly, he had found the prospect a little daunting at first, as he had never allowed himself to get close to anyone before. Even so, things hadn’t turned out too badly and Jess had always been an obedient wife – until now, that was – but he had a horrible, insecure feeling that all that was about to change. Still, as Jess had quite rightly said, the outbuildings would make a brilliant base for his business, so feeling slightly more cheerful, he set about deciding where all his equipment and materials would go.


Once Simon had disappeared inside the barn Jess turned to Mel and said, ‘How about you come and show me which room you’d like then, my love?’


Mel trailed ahead of her up the stairs with her shoulders stooped, but Jess was determined not to let anything spoil the day. She was well aware of the amount of work that needed doing to the house, but from the second she had set foot through the door, she could imagine it as it would look in the not too distant future, and hoped that soon her family would share the same vision.


Two hours later, the girls’ rooms were tidy and their beds were neatly made up with fresh bedding. Jess left them to put some of their clothes away whilst she went into the room that she and Simon had decided to use. It was very spacious and overlooked the grounds at the back of the house. There was a huge bay window in there, and Jess grinned as she looked out and saw Jo and Alfie racing around the lake. This would be a lovely family house, once it was finished. She tried to imagine how this room would look with the wallpaper she had chosen and with new carpets and curtains. The girls had already chosen the paper for their bedrooms, and she hoped that once the improvements had been made, they would start to feel more at home.


For now, she would only be redecorating the rooms they would be living in because of the expense. Plumbers, painters and electricians were all booked to come in. She and Simon could do the rest of the redecoration at a later date. He simply had too many commitments to do the necessary major work on the house, and was very put out to be paying other firms to be doing it. However, Jess knew that he would be monitoring it all very closely.


Jess was standing in the window when she saw Simon suddenly appear at the back of the house. He stood pensively looking out at the overgrown lawns and her heart swelled. Their relationship had not been going well for some time now but she loved him so much, and wanted this to be a new start for them. Simon was now in his mid-thirties and still a very handsome man. Tall and dark-haired, he had always had an eye for the ladies, which had almost ended their marriage on more than one occasion. But Jess hoped that now things were easier financially, he might settle down a little. She had lost count of the times she had caught him out in sordid little affairs and knew that now, all that had to end for the sake of the children. Their constant bickering was beginning to affect Melanie, who had become very quiet and withdrawn lately. Of course, some of the girl’s mood swings were no doubt due to her age. She was a teenager now, and Simon often referred to her tantrums as ‘the battle of the hormones’. Melanie looked much like her mother, petite and fair-haired, whilst Jo took after her father in looks. She was taller, with his dark hair and blue eyes, which made a startling contrast.


Jess looked beyond Simon to where Jo was rampaging across the grass with Alfie in hot pursuit, and then yawning, she mentally tried to prioritise the list of jobs she still needed to do that day.


As darkness fell, Melanie began to glance nervously towards the windows. There had been streetlamps outside their home in Hinckley, but here there was nothing but inky blackness and she found it slightly unnerving, as if they had been shut off from the world.


‘Everything all right, love?’ Jess asked as she flipped some bacon she was cooking for supper in the frying pan.


‘Yes. It’s just strange not to be able to see any other houses,’ Melanie told her quietly. ‘I feel sort of . . . isolated.’


‘You’ll soon get used to it,’ Jess said comfortingly as she manoeuvred the bacon onto a plate to keep warm before breaking an egg into the pan. ‘And our nearest neighbour isn’t that far away. There’s a cottage just at the end of the drive.’


‘I wonder who lives there?’ Jo piped up as she waited for her food. ‘It would be great if there was someone there the same age as me that I could play with.’


‘I have no idea, but I’ve no doubt we’ll find out soon enough,’ Jess assured her, then turning her attention to Simon she asked, ‘And when are you planning on moving all your supplies into the outbuildings?’


‘I’ve already asked Bill and a couple of the lads if they’ll help to move all the stuff here from the yard, though it’s going to take a few days. I thought we could stack all the bricks in the Dutch barn,’ he said.


‘Well, there you are then. It’s all going to work out just fine, isn’t it?’ she said.


Simon didn’t reply but merely got up to fetch the tomato ketchup, and the meal passed in silence as the family ate hungrily.


Later that night, when the girls had gone to bed, Simon broached a subject that had been concerning him. ‘Look, Jess, I know we have been able to afford to buy and do up this house with the sale of our home in Hinckley and with what your gran left you – but have you given any thought as to how we’re going to live when that money is gone? I know I could earn enough to pay the mortgage on our old house, but this is a huge place and it’s going to take some maintaining.’


Jess suddenly felt sad as she realised how precarious their relationship had become. This was something that they should have discussed before now, but Simon had left it until they were actually in the property before voicing his concerns.


‘I have given it a lot of thought as it happens,’ she replied. ‘And I’ve decided that it’s time I branched out and started a little business of my own to top the funds up.’


Simon looked incredulous. ‘Oh yes, and what would that be then?’


‘Once we’ve got everywhere ship-shape I’m going to open a little B and B. We have far more bedrooms than we need, so it makes sense to utilise the ones that are standing empty.’


He opened his mouth to protest but then clamped it shut again. This was yet another side of his wife that he had never seen before. For years she had been content just to stay at home and bring the girls up, but it seemed that now, she was ready to spread her wings.


‘What do you think of the idea?’ she asked eventually.


‘I suppose it could be a viable proposition,’ he answered cautiously. ‘If you think you can manage the extra workload, that is?’


‘You’d be surprised what I could manage if push came to shove,’ she said tightly.


Hearing the hidden threat in her voice, he hurriedly dropped his eyes. His last affair had impacted badly on their relationship; to the point that he had thought for a time that their marriage wouldn’t survive it. Jess had informed him in no uncertain terms that he was skating on very thin ice, and he knew that he would have to be on his very best behaviour for some time to come, if he wanted to keep his family together.


‘If that’s what you want to do, I won’t stand in your way,’ he told her.


‘Good. Now how about we get ourselves off to bed? I don’t know about you but I’m ready to drop and we have a lot to do tomorrow. The girls will be starting their new schools on Monday and I have to find what boxes their uniforms are packed in for a start-off.’ Glancing apprehensively at the mountain of boxes stacked against one wall of the kitchen, Jess wondered if she would ever get straight again.


‘Come on then.’ Simon went to lock the back door before holding his hand out to her with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Let’s go and christen our new bedroom, eh?’


They had not slept together since his last misdemeanour, and for a moment he thought that she was going to refuse. But then she rose and took his hand as a slight blush pinked her cheeks. If they were going to stay together it was time to put the past behind them.




Chapter Two


They were all sitting at breakfast the next morning when Mel said sulkily, ‘Will you please knock next time you want to come into my room, Mum? I’m not a little baby who you have to check on any more, you know.’


Jess raised her eyes from her Weetabix. ‘What do you mean? I didn’t come into your room last night.’


‘Well, someone did,’ Mel stated emphatically.


‘It wasn’t me,’ Jo told her, her mouth full of cornflakes.


‘Perhaps you just thought you heard someone come in,’ Jess suggested. ‘These old houses tend to be noisy at night as they settle.’


Mel opened her mouth to protest but thought better of it.


‘Can me and Alfie go out to play now?’ Jo trilled as she pushed her empty cereal bowl away. ‘We found a little bluebell wood on the other side of the lake yesterday and it’s ever so pretty.’


‘Yes, you can – but mind what you get up to,’ Jess warned. ‘Don’t get going too near to the edge of that lake, please, young lady.’


‘I ought to be getting off too,’ Simon told her as he rose from the table. ‘I’ve got a few of the lads together so we can start bringing some of the supplies over here today. The Dutch barn will be ideal for storing the sand and cement as well as the bricks. It seems quite dry in there.’


Apprehension flashed momentarily in his wife’s eyes but then she masked it with a smile. Every time Simon went out she wondered if he was going to see another woman, but she knew she had to stop thinking like that, if they were going to make this work.


‘All right. How long do you think you will be?’


‘How long is a piece of string? You know how much stuff there is to shift. It will probably take most of the day just to load the lorry. And being Saturday, the lads won’t want to work too late.’


She started to clear the table, saying, ‘See you later then. Don’t get working too hard now.’


Mel shot off upstairs at the first opportunity and in no time at all Jess found herself alone. Suddenly the enormity of what she had taken on hit her full force and she wondered if she had bitten off more than she could chew. But then she straightened her shoulders. She hadn’t even found time to venture up into the attics yet, although she was longing to have a look around up there. But somehow she knew that this house had been waiting for her. She had been meant to live here, and every minute of work she put into it would be worth it in the end, she just knew it.


Later that morning, as Jess sat enjoying a well-earned tea-break, she pored over the kitchen brochures she had picked up a few weeks ago. There was one that both she and Simon liked, and although it was expensive she decided that she would ring the shop that very morning and book an appointment for them to come out and measure up. The units were solid oak and she knew that they would suit the room perfectly. It was then that she was interrupted by a tap on the back door and when she went to open it she found an attractive dark-haired woman who looked to be a little older than herself standing there with a teenager in tow.


‘Hello there, I’m Laura Briggs,’ the woman introduced herself. ‘And this is my daughter, Bethany. We live in Blue Brick Cottage at the end of the drive. Anyway, I thought we should introduce ourselves. My husband Dennis is at work, but I’m sure you’ll meet him soon. Oh, and I brought you these as a little house-warming present. They’re home-made – I hope you’ll like them.’ As she spoke, she pressed a small wicker basket into Jess’s hands. It contained a couple of bottles of wine with handwritten labels, along with an assortment of jars of jam.


‘Why, how kind of you. Do come in,’ Jess invited as she held the door wide. ‘Have you got time for a cup of tea? I was just having one.’


‘I never say no to a cuppa,’ the woman grinned as she stepped inside.


‘I’m Jess, by the way.’ Jess urged her guests towards the table. ‘My husband Simon is at work too. He’s a builder and he has a small yard that he rents, but he’s decided to store all the stuff here now so he’s gone off to start shifting it. It seems silly not to, with all these outbuildings standing empty.’


Quickly carrying two more mugs to the table she lifted the teapot and glanced at Bethany. The girl was strikingly pretty. Tall and slim, she had eyes the colour of bluebells and a heart-shaped face. There were dimples in her cheeks and her skin was like fine porcelain, but she seemed to be very quiet. She hadn’t uttered so much as a single word up to now.


‘Bethany doesn’t say much,’ Laura informed her as if she could read what Jess was thinking. At that moment, Bethany spotted Jo and Alfie out of the window and she touched her mother, who smiled at her affectionately. ‘She loves dogs. Would you mind very much if she went outside to meet him?’


‘Of course not. That’s Alfie, he’s with my daughter, Jo. Go and introduce yourself.’


The young woman instantly rose and lumbered towards the back door, and in that instant, Jess realised that there was something not quite right about her.


‘Bethany is a little . . . slow,’ Laura told her hesitantly once the door had closed behind her. ‘Unfortunately there were complications during her birth and she was left with slight brain damage. But even so she is our only child and we adore her,’ she said defensively.


‘I should think you do, she’s absolutely beautiful,’ Jess told her. It seemed so sad that anyone who looked so perfect should be disabled. ‘And how old is she?’


‘She’s nineteen now.’ Laura sighed. ‘I’m afraid she’ll never be able to live independently, and Dennis and I worry ourselves sick about what will become of her when anything happens to us.’


‘Oh, my goodness. I’m sure that won’t be for a very long time yet,’ Jess assured her. She was warming to this woman by the minute and had the feeling that they could become friends. ‘Does Bethany go to work?’


‘Oh, no,’ Laura said hastily, ‘although she can cook and clean with the best of them. If you need any help getting this place back into shape I’m sure she’d love to help and it would give her something to do. She tends to get a little lonely sometimes with just her dad and myself for company. Dennis does run her to a youth club in town that caters for young people with special needs, but that’s only once a week, and other than that she barely sets foot out of the door.’


‘I might just take you up on that offer,’ Jess said. ‘To be honest I’m feeling a little overwhelmed with all I have to do today. This place must have stood empty for a long time.’


‘Oh, it has – nearly two years by now, I should think.’ Laura sipped at her tea and glanced around nervously before going on. ‘Mr Fenton, the old man that lived here, left it to distant family in Texas when he passed away. The story goes that Mr Fenton was married once, a very long time ago, in the 1960s, but his wife left him when their son was quite small, and she was never heard of again. Then, shortly after she left, their son drowned in the river. After that, Mr Fenton became a bit of a recluse. The couple from Texas came over to check the place out a few months back, but they didn’t stay long, and before we knew it, the place was on the market.’ She leaned forward and admitted, ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve never set foot in here before. But apparently the house has been in the Fenton family since it was built.’


‘Really? Do you know anything about the history of the place?’


‘Jake Fenton, who owned a mill in Attleborough, had it built in the early 1800s. It was originally called Stonebridge Farm, named after the stone bridge that crosses the river about a quarter of a mile away towards Caldecote. Jake was a bit of a wild one, if you can believe the old stories – you know, a ladies’ man and a gambler. His genes must have passed down through the generations ’cos it’s said that this has never really been a happy house.’ Seeing the look of dismay that flitted across Jess’s face she added quickly, ‘Of course, I’m sure all that will change now that a nice new young family have moved in. It’s just what the place needed – although I have to say I think you’re very brave, taking all this work on. The place is in a bit of a state, isn’t it?’


‘I’d say that was putting it mildly,’ Jess said wryly as she looked round at the outdated cupboards. No wonder the couple had taken fright and gone back to the USA, allowing the house to go out of the family after all this time.


‘Oh, I’m sure you will manage to put it to rights.’ Laura looked out and saw Bethany and Jo in the garden playing with Alfie. ‘Is Jo your only child?’ she asked.


‘No, we have two girls. Her sister, Melanie, is thirteen. She’s upstairs listening to her iPod, I should imagine.’


‘Well, I suppose I should be going and let you get on, now that I’ve introduced myself,’ Laura said as she rose from the table. ‘It was lovely to meet you. If there’s anything I can help with, do give me a shout. I’ll just call Bethany now, shall I?’


‘Oh no, you needn’t do that,’ Jess assured her. ‘She and Jo seem to be getting along just fine. Let them be if they’re enjoying themselves and I’ll send Bethany home later when she’s ready to come.’


‘Are you quite sure?’ Laura said hesitantly.


‘Yes, I’m quite sure. And don’t get worrying about her. I’ll keep my eye on her, I promise.’ She saw her neighbour to the door where they shook hands warmly as Jess said, ‘Thanks for coming and also for the lovely gifts. You’re very clever, making all these yourself. I think I might sample the wine tonight when I’ve done all my jobs for the day.’


‘Looking round here, I think you’ll be ready for a drink by then,’ Laura chuckled, and striding off over the courtyard she headed for the cottage at the end of the drive leading to Stonebridge House.


Jess closed the door behind her with a smile on her face. At least the nearest neighbour seemed nice, which was one blessing at least. Humming softly to herself, she went off to tackle the upstairs.


In the bedroom that had been used by the old man, she shuddered as she looked at the unmade bed. In no time at all she had stripped the bedding from it and placed it in a pile ready for Simon to take to the tip in his lorry. Next she began to take Mr Fenton’s clothes from the wardrobe, wrinkling her nose at the musty smell. After adding them to the pile, she tore one of the curtains down – sending a thick cloud of dust spiralling around the room. The other one quickly followed it and, coughing and spluttering, she struggled with the sash-cord window until she managed to open it.


Already the room was beginning to look much brighter and now as she turned, her eyes were drawn to a couple of charcoal sketches hanging on the wall opposite the bed. Their frames were riddled with woodworm, but the sketches themselves were excellent. The first was of a stone bridge that spanned what appeared to be a fast-moving river, and Jess guessed that this was the bridge that had given the house its name. The second was of a young man. He was tall and dark-haired, dressed as she imagined the Lord of the Manor might have been in times gone by; he was standing on the bridge that was featured in the first sketch, gazing off into the distance. Jess held her head to the side and placed her finger thoughtfully on her lip as she studied the sketches. They could actually look quite nice if they were reframed; she thought to herself, and put it on her fast-growing list of things to do before turning and bundling the bedding, clothes and curtains up to throw downstairs.


Simon returned mid-afternoon with the first lorryload of tools and building materials, and he and two of his workmen began to store them in the large barn. Jess made them all a tray of tea and some corned-beef sandwiches before hurrying back into the house to get on with her own chores. Bethany had stayed to have lunch with them but shortly before tea-time, Laura appeared in the courtyard just as Simon was leaving the barn.


‘Oh hello, I’m Laura your neighbour,’ she introduced herself. At that moment Jo and Bethany rounded the corner and as Bethany went to join her mother, Laura told Simon, ‘This is Bethany. She’s been keeping your daughter company but I’ve just come to fetch her home.’


Jess stepped out of the kitchen just in time to see Simon shaking their neighbour’s hand, and her heart sank as she saw him smile charmingly at Laura and hang onto her hand for a fraction longer than was necessary. He never could resist a pretty face.


‘Ah, so you’ve met then,’ she said, forcing a smile as she hurried across to them.


‘Yes, we have, and I’ve come to take Bethany out of your way,’ Laura told her with an apologetic grin. ‘I was just saying to your husband that you must be tired of her by now.’


‘Not at all,’ Jess said truthfully. ‘In actual fact, she’s been a really good help, keeping Jo entertained. You are welcome to come any time you like, Bethany.’


The young woman smiled shyly as she sidled up to her mother and Simon frowned. Jess shot him a warning look, and when Laura and Bethany were safely out of earshot she explained, ‘Bethany suffered brain damage at birth and she’s a little slow.’


‘How sad, and such a lovely young girl as well.’ Simon shook his head. ‘It makes you realise how lucky we are to have our two healthy girls, doesn’t it? Even if Mel is going through the terrible teens moods.’


Jess nodded in agreement before returning to the kitchen where she was tackling the unenviable job of scrubbing the Aga, which was literally caked with grease. This was another job that the cleaners hadn’t touched. Jess knew that she could have afforded a new one, but Agas should last for ever, and the older models were lovely to look at.


Later that evening, she and Simon manhandled the old stained mattress from the late owner’s room down the stairs and onto the back of his lorry.


‘That’s the best place for it,’ Simon muttered.


‘I absolutely agree,’ Jess replied. ‘But some of the bedframes, wardrobes and chests of drawers are solid mahogany; all they need is a bit of TLC.’


Simon nodded. His wife had always preferred modern furniture but it looked as if all that was about to change. As she had already explained to him, she intended to restore Stonebridge House to the way it had once been.


‘Once I’ve got us basically straight I shall start having a look around the antique shops and auctions for suitable pieces,’ she told him.


As far as Simon was aware, Jess had never so much as set foot in an antique shop or an auction room in her whole life, but then whilst she was so busy with the house, it would give him a little more freedom – so it wasn’t all bad. Already it was more than clear that their whole way of life was in the process of dramatic change.




Chapter Three


‘It’s really beginning to take shape now, isn’t it?’ As Jess stood back to admire their newly decorated bedroom, Simon nodded. The decorators had finished the girls’ rooms and theirs too, and to Jess the place was beginning to feel like home. It was now mid-July and the family had been living at Stonebridge House for over three months. During that time the whole place had been rewired and a new central heating system had been installed. Downstairs, the kitchen fitters were sawing and hammering away as they put up the new units, and outside a team of gardeners were tackling the overgrown jungle. She herself had had to slow down a little as the girls were now on their summer holidays from school and she was having to entertain them, but Jess was quietly pleased with the progress so far.


‘I daren’t even begin to think what all this must be costing,’ Simon said ruefully, as he examined the new dado rails. The original ones had been ripped off at some point in time, but Jess had insisted that new ones should be fitted. The decorators had also repaired the elaborate plasterwork on the ceilings and the original cornices, and now they were all freshly painted. A huge crystal chandelier dangled from an ornate rose in the centre of the room giving it an air of grandeur, and the walls were covered in a flock paper in soft shades of gold and cream.


‘Well, none of it has come cheap,’ Jess replied, ‘but I have managed to save some money by making the curtains myself. I got the material for a snip in the Bull Ring when I went to Birmingham last week and I’ve only got the swags and tails to finish and then they’re ready to go up. All we need now is the new carpet to go down and the carpet fitters are coming in to do that tomorrow.’


‘And what do we do for furniture in here?’ Simon asked.


‘Oh, I’ve saved money there as well,’ she hastened to assure him. ‘I’ve cleaned up a whole suite for in here. It’s solid mahogany and it’s going to look beautiful.’


‘Then I suppose I should be grateful for small blessings,’ he quipped.


She punched him playfully on the arm.


‘Oh, stop moaning, will you? It will all be worth it when it’s done, you’ll see. I’m going to have a good root around in the other bedrooms later this afternoon when the girls have gone swimming. You’d be surprised what little gems I’m finding.’


‘Rather you than me.’ Simon strode towards the door, saying, ‘I’d better get off back to work, else Bill and the lads will think I’ve got lost. See you later.’


Once he was gone and Jess had heard the Land Rover roar off down the drive she fancied a cuppa, but there were kitchen fitters everywhere, and when she entered, one of them winked at her cheekily. Deciding that it was time for a bit of fresh air she beat a hasty retreat through the back door, with Alfie close on her heels.


She welcomed the feel of the sun on her face and meandered on, avoiding the gardeners who were mowing the extensive lawn to the left of the property. Eventually she came to the lake, where she sank down onto the grass. From here she had a wonderful view of the front of the house. She wondered when it had been renamed Stonebridge House, seeing as Laura had told her it had once been a farm. It must have been a very impressive farmhouse, she decided, and supposed that one of the Fentons must have renamed it to make it sound a little grander. By modern-day standards it was huge, and as she sat gazing at it, she fell in love with it all over again. It was built from local stone, which had mellowed to a warm golden colour over the years. Its tall chimneys loomed above the slate roof; and the high windows stood in regimental rows on either side of the front door. The latter was reached through a magnificent porch held up on two sides by marble pillars, and a profusion of ivy and wisteria grew in wild abundance all over it. Simon had said they ought to have it removed, but Jess had flatly refused to allow it, saying that it lent an air of olde-world charm to the property. Windows were also set into the roof of the attic. Laura had told her that this was where the servants used to live, but as yet she had still had no time to go up there and explore, although she had every intention of doing so, as soon as the opportunity arose.


A rabbit suddenly appeared from a burrow not far away from where Jess was sitting and, barking wildly, Alfie went in hot pursuit of it, his tail wagging as if it had developed a life of its own. There’s one who is happy about the move, at least, she thought to herself with amusement. In their old house they had taken it in turns each day to take him for a walk to the local park, but here she could just open the door and let him run where he wished on their three acres of ground. Jo seemed quite happy with the move too and had settled remarkably well into her new school in Weddington before breaking up for the summer holidays. Already she and Bethany, their neighbour’s daughter, had become good friends and Beth was now a regular visitor to the house. Sadly, Mel was missing her friends and her old school dreadfully. Even so, Jess was confident that she would eventually adapt, and in the meantime she was spending as much time as she could with her.


It was funny, when Jess came to think of it. Their new home was situated between Caldecote and Weddington along an unadopted road which the local people had named ‘The Four Shillings’. It was just a few miles away from their old home in Hinckley and yet it felt like a world away. Staring into the lake, she suddenly thought of the request that Jo had made the night before. She had asked her dad if she could have a rowing boat, and as she was a good swimmer, he had agreed to get one for her. Jo was a real tomboy, always into some sort of mischief, and Jess had no doubt that once she had her boat there would be a few mishaps. Not that she minded. As long as her children were happy, she was happy.


Now she gazed contentedly back at the house, remembering how, from the second she had seen it advertised in the local paper, she had hounded Simon to go with her to view it – and once she had set foot through the door she had known that she had come home. Now, if only she and Simon could return to being as happy as they had once been, and Mel could settle, everything would be just perfect.


A movement in one of the attic windows caught her eye: someone was standing there staring out across the lawns, although from here she couldn’t distinguish whether it was a man or a woman. Simon was at work and both the girls were out, so who could it be? Perhaps one of the workmen had wandered up there to have a nosy? Deciding there was only one way to find out, Jess rose and brushed the grass from her jeans before setting off back to the house.


When she entered the kitchen she had to stand for a second to allow her eyes to adjust to the light, but she soon saw that all four of the kitchen fitters were present and correct, busily at work. The key to the attic was still on the board in the hall, and that in itself Jess found strange. If the key was still there, how had anyone managed to get up there?


The door leading up to the attics was situated at the end of a long landing and she inched it open cautiously. The new light illuminated a plain wooden staircase. There was no wallpaper on the walls here, just bare plaster, which looked as if it hadn’t been white-washed for years. The stairs were very steep, and at the top of them she inserted the key into the door there. It grated noisily as she struggled to turn it, then she pushed hard against the solid door and it slowly creaked open. Within seconds she had located another light switch and found herself confronting a long passage from which a number of rooms led off. The floorboards were thick with dust, apart from several sets of footprints that had no doubt been made by the surveyor when he’d come to check the property, and the electricians.


She stood for a while trying to get her bearings. The person she had glimpsed from the lawn had been standing in the first window at the back of the house, so she reasoned it must have been in one of the rooms to her right. She headed towards the first one and threw open the door. Instantly she was met by an overpowering scent of roses. It was a welcome change from the smell of damp and mildew that she had become accustomed to, although she had no idea where the scent could be coming from. This must once have been one of the original servants’ rooms, and Jess blinked with amazement to find that it was still furnished exactly as it must have been, back nearly 200 years ago when it was occupied. A small window was set into a sloping roof, and against one wall was a wooden bed. An old-fashioned marble washstand with a plain china jug and bowl stood next to the bed, and against the other wall was a dark wooden wardrobe with no adornments of any kind, and a stout chest of drawers. Jess tentatively opened the wardrobe door and was shocked to find a number of clothes still inside it. Sadly, the moths had done their worst on most of them but she could still distinguish two long brown skirts of a thick calico-like material, and two plain white blouses with long sleeves and high necks. Excitedly, Jess next crossed to the chest of drawers and in the top drawer she found a number of enormous aprons made of starched white linen, yellowed with age. The second drawer held an assortment of plain underwear, but in the bottom one she found a straw bonnet and as she drew it out she smiled. This had obviously been someone’s Sunday best hat long ago, and she tried to imagine the person who might have worn it. It was made of straw with a wide brim and had been trimmed with faded ribbons. Two longer ribbons that had obviously tied beneath the chin dangled down and she fingered them gently. Whoever these things had once belonged to must have been dead for a very long time now, and it struck her how strange life was. People died, but life went on as before. It was a sobering thought.


Something in the very bottom of the drawer then caught her eye, and laying the bonnet on the hard wooden bed, she drew out a small sampler that someone had clearly been working on, still stretched on a round wooden frame. The needle that was inserted into it contained scarlet thread. There were a number of flowers embroidered around the edges, and in the middle someone had neatly sewn a name. MARTHA. Jess sighed. If the size of the waistbands on the skirts she had discovered were anything to go by, the person who had slept in this room had only been a young girl, and she wondered why she would have left all her possessions behind. What was more puzzling still was the identity of the person she could swear she had seen standing at the window. It was obvious that no one apart from the electricians and surveyor had set foot in this room for many years, so it must have been just a trick of the light.


After placing everything back exactly as she had found it, she turned to leave the room and it was then that she spotted the charcoal sketch hanging on the wall. It was of a young girl picking wild flowers in a field, and in the background was a stone bridge spanning a river. It was a very simple sketch but Jess loved it and decided that it should be reframed to hang with the others she had found in the late owner’s bedroom. Right now she was keen to explore what lay behind the other doors, so she left the sketch where it was for the time being.


The next room she entered was almost exactly the same as the first, but the wardrobe and chest of drawers were empty. The third room had obviously been used as some sort of schoolroom at one time and was much bigger than the servants’ rooms, with a larger window set into the sloping roof. Three small wooden desks were placed in front of a large blackboard, which was now white with dust, but again, other than that the room was empty. It was quite cold up here despite the heat of the sun outside, and Jess rubbed her bare arms, wishing that she had put a sweatshirt on.


In the last room were a table and two chairs, and in the far corner, an old-fashioned swinging crib. The carving on it was beautiful. This room had obviously been used as a nursery, and Jess tried to imagine the baby or babies that must once have slept in there.


Finally she came to the end of the landing and another door that led into an enormous room. There was no light in here apart from the little that managed to filter through the filthy windows. Even so, Jess could see the shapes of discarded furniture covered in dust sheets, and large wooden trunks placed here and there. I’ll come back again when I have more time, she promised herself as a little ripple of excitement ran through her. It was like discovering an Aladdin’s cave and she could hardly wait to explore it. But not on her own though, she decided. It was actually quite creepy in there and she’d wait until Simon could come with her. Thoughts of him made the corners of her mouth twitch into a smile. Things had been slightly better between them since they had moved into the house. He certainly hadn’t been going out half as much as he used to. Truthfully she had kept him so busy that he never had the time, but even so she took that as a good sign. Despite the many times he had hurt her she still couldn’t contemplate her life without him.


She had just stepped out onto the main landing again when a voice floated up the stairs to her.


‘Mum! Are you up there?’


She realised that it must be the girls home from the swimming baths and shouted back, ‘I’ll be with you in a minute!’ She felt guilty, as she’d completely forgotten the time. She had offered to drive them to the swimming baths and pick them up too, but as there was a bus stop less than half a mile away Mel had insisted that they go by bus. Jess had agreed and now she raced off downstairs to get them something to eat, aware that swimming made them ravenous, the person she had thought she saw in the window forgotten for now.




Chapter Four


That evening, as Simon and Jess sat in the kitchen, she told him about the room she had discovered in the attic. ‘Everything that the girl owned is still there as if she had just popped out for a while and never come back. Don’t you find that strange?’


Simon sighed. ‘I suppose you’ll be telling me next the house has a resident ghost. Most places this age are supposed to have one, aren’t they?’


‘Don’t be so mean,’ she pouted. ‘It’s the age of the house that drew me to it. Don’t you find it fascinating to think of all the people that must have lived here before us?’


‘Not really,’ Simon answered truthfully as he sipped at his cocoa. ‘I just tend to look at the amount of work that still needs to be done.’


‘Well, I’m very sorry but I think it’s all going to be worth it!’ Jess snapped. ‘Laura was quite envious when she called in for a cuppa earlier on. She only has a small kitchen in Blue Brick Cottage.’


Simon privately thought Laura and Den’s cottage had more than ample space for a family to live in but wisely refrained from saying so. Since moving into Stonebridge House, Jess seemed to have become obsessed with the place and wouldn’t hear a wrong word said against it. They had got to know the couple and their daughter quite well during the time they had lived there, and both of them agreed that Laura and Den were lovely people, although Jess secretly wished that Simon wouldn’t be quite so attentive to Laura. Until recently, Simon had always been a little nervous around people with disabilities but Jess was pleased to note that he seemed to have taken a real shine to young Beth. Once a week now he would deliver her to the door of the youth club she attended as he had to pass it on his way to his weekly game of darts at the Town Talk, a pub on Abbey Green, and then he would pick her up and deliver her back to her parents’ door on his way home. Den was more than grateful as sometimes he had to rush home from his work on the railways to take her himself. Beth now spent almost as much time at their house with Jo as she did at home, and Jess found it touching to see them play together. To hear them, no one would have believed that there was an age gap between them and it made her sad sometimes, for Beth was a stunning young woman with the brain of a child.


‘I was thinking,’ Simon said. ‘Once we get around to clearing out the big attic room, it might make a great office. I could work up there without being disturbed when I’ve got my accounts to do.’


Jess was delighted by this sign of enthusiam, but then becoming serious, she changed the subject, saying, ‘I’m a bit worried about our Mel. She doesn’t seem to be settling in at all, does she? And she’s started to have awful nightmares. Funnily enough, I’ve noticed that they usually occur after I’ve been to see Karen on a Wednesday evening. Do you think she’s afraid of being here on her own?’


Jess and Karen had been friends for years, and Jess still visited her each Wednesday evening, which was another thing that had shocked Simon. Although Jess had learned to drive some years ago, she had rarely done so until her gran died, but now she had bought herself a little Ford KA and was off all over the place. Karen had been given a royal tour of the house shortly after they had moved in and had declared bluntly that Jess must be off her trolley to buy such a mausoleum. But it seemed that even her closest friend’s opinion could not swerve Jess from wanting to live there.


‘No, I don’t think it’s anything to do with you going out,’ Simon told her. ‘When you go off to Karen’s she’s not on her own, is she? I’m always here, and Jo is too if she doesn’t come with you.’


‘Hm, I suppose you’re right, but I wonder what it is then?’


‘It’s her age.’ Simon seemed to put everything down to age. ‘Now, how about we lock up and go and get some shut-eye. I’m dead on my feet and I’ve got to be up early in the morning. This extension me and the lads are building has turned out to be a lot bigger job than we’d thought.’


Jess secretly thought that Simon was working too hard, but at least he barely went out of an evening now apart from to his weekly darts match, so that was something to be thankful for at least.


After locking all the doors and turning off the lights they climbed the stairs together and Simon went off to the bathroom and Jess to their bedroom. She undressed quickly and was in the process of pulling her nightshirt over her head when she heard Simon enter the room and felt him come to stand behind her.


‘Crikey, that was quick,’ she laughed and turned. There was no one there. Frowning now, she stepped out onto the landing, thinking perhaps that Jo was playing a trick on her, but there was no one in sight. She moved back into the bedroom wondering where the smell of roses was coming from, but then realised that it must be wafting in through the open bedroom window. The gardeners had planted some rose bushes the week before.


It was then that Simon did enter, and seeing the look on her face he asked, ‘Is everything all right?’


‘Oh yes, I just thought . . .’ Jess’s voice trailed away as she knew what he would say if she told him that she had heard imaginary footsteps. ‘Oh, it was nothing really,’ she said lamely. ‘Now shall we hit the sack?’


Within minutes they were tucked in and Simon’s gentle snores were echoing around the room as Jess lay thinking of the room in the attic and the clothes that were hanging in the wardrobe there, and wondering who they might have belonged to . . . but it had been a long day and soon she was fast asleep too.


A bloodcurdling scream had them both springing awake in the middle of the night and they almost collided as they fell out of bed and headed for the door.


‘It sounded as if it came from Mel’s room,’ Jess gasped as they raced along the landing. When they reached her door they flung it open to find the girl sitting up in bed with the duvet clutched to her chin and her eyes starting from her head.


‘There was someone in my room, standing at the end of the bed!’ she sobbed.


Jess hurried across to her daughter and took her in her arms. ‘Shush,’ she soothed, rocking her to and fro. ‘There wasn’t anybody in here. You were just having a bad dream.’


‘No, I wasn’t. They were standing at the end of the bed,’ Mel hiccuped as Jo arrived in the doorway, knuckling the sleep from her eyes. Alfie was with her and suddenly his hackles rose and he began to bark furiously.


‘Oh, that’s all I need. A paranoid teenager and a mad dog,’ Simon groaned as he grabbed Alfie’s collar and began to haul him back towards Jo’s room. ‘Can’t you keep this bloody mongrel under control?’


‘He’s not a mongrel and Alfie never barks for no reason,’ Jo protested indignantly as she sped along after him.


‘Well, just the same keep him in here and keep him quiet, will you? Some of us need to get our sleep.’


Jo glared at him as he shoved Alfie into her room before firmly closing the door on them. Alfie was shaking like a leaf and Jo hugged him protectively. She had never known him to do anything like this before, although thankfully he did seem to be calming down a little now. She wondered what it could have been that had upset him.


Simon meanwhile hurried back to Mel’s room where Jess was still cuddling her and asked, ‘Do you need me?’


‘No, we don’t – go away!’ Mel hissed before Jess had a chance to answer him.


‘Melanie! That’s no way to talk to your father.’ Jess was shocked, although now she came to think of it, Mel had been keeping well out of his way lately whenever she could. It was probably due to the fact that Simon tended to be a little heavy-handed with her and still tried to keep her as his baby. Whenever she asked if she could go out with her friends to the pictures or to a disco he would always insist on taking her and bringing her home.


‘I’m old enough to go on my own now,’ Mel would insist but Simon was having none of it and the rows between the two of them were becoming more frequent.


Simon seemed about to say something but then thinking better of it he turned and left the room as Mel clung to her mother.


‘I don’t like this room, Mum. Can I move to another one?’


‘But we’ve only just had it all decorated for you,’ Jess pointed out as she stroked her daughter’s damp hair from her brow. ‘Why don’t we give it a little longer, eh? Everything is strange for you at the minute but I guarantee you’ll love living here once we’ve got it how we want it.’


Mel didn’t look too sure about that but remained silent until Jess rose to leave, tucking the duvet around her warmly and bending to kiss her cheek. ‘Now you try and get some sleep and I’ll leave the door open and the bedside lamp on for you, shall I?’


She headed back to her own room where she found that Simon had already dropped off again. She slid in beside him with a frown on her face. This was the second time that Mel had insisted that someone had been in her room. And then there had been the other two strange experiences that she herself had had when she had thought someone was standing behind her. Deciding that there wasn’t much point in worrying about it for now she snuggled up to Simon’s broad back and fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.


When Laura and Beth called in the following morning, Jess took them into the newly decorated lounge out of the way of the kitchen fitters, who were still busily working.


‘Well, I have to say you’ve certainly made a difference in here,’ Laura said admiringly as she took in the fancy drapes and the thick Axminster carpet.


Beth wandered out onto the sunlit lawn with Alfie close behind her, and now that they were alone, Jess began to tell her neighbour about Mel’s nightmare and the strange experiences she herself had had since moving into the house.


‘Simon reckons we might have a ghost,’ Jess chuckled. ‘You don’t think we could have, do you? I mean . . . there are no such things as ghosts, are there?’ She had never been one to believe in ghosts and ghouls and things that went bump in the night, but the recent experiences had unnerved her.


‘Actually . . .’ Laura suddenly looked extremely uncomfortable, ‘I believe there are spirits. You see, I have this gift – or at least, that is how my mother refers to it, although I sometimes think it’s more of a curse. She has it too, and I became aware of it when I was very young.’


‘What sort of a gift?’ Jess asked curiously.


‘I see things, sense things – that’s the only way I can explain it – and I have no wish to frighten you but I’ve sensed a presence in this house from the moment you invited me in.’


‘Oh, what nonsense!’ Jess retorted brashly. ‘You’re just letting your imagination run away with you because of what I’ve just told you. This is a very old property. There are bound to be noises at night – pipes clanking and floorboards settling and so on. And as for what Mel thought she saw . . . well, she had her curtains open and the moon was out, so she probably just saw a shadow in her room when the moon hid behind the clouds.’


‘Yes, yes, I’m sure you’re right,’ Laura agreed a little too quickly for Jess’s liking. Then she put the mug of tea that Jess had made her down on the tray and stood up.


‘Thanks for the tea and the chat,’ she said, fidgeting with the buttons on her blouse, ‘but I really ought to be off now. Things to do, you know – and I bet you have a lot to do too. I’ll just call Beth, shall I?’


‘No, leave her here – she can play with Jo and Alfie,’ Jess told her.


Laura had gone quite pale. Without another word, she strode towards the door where she stopped abruptly as if there was something she wanted to say. Her mouth worked soundlessly for a second but then she seemed to think better of it and clamped it shut.


‘Be seeing you,’ she said. ‘Send Beth home if she starts to get on your nerves, won’t you?’


And with that she was gone, and as she crossed the courtyard Jess heard one of the workmen in the kitchen wolf-whistle at her appreciatively through the open window. She watched Laura’s hasty retreat with bemusement. It was almost as if she couldn’t get away quickly enough, but Jess couldn’t for the life of her think what she had said to upset her. Sighing, she placed the empty mugs on the tray and headed back to the kitchen to see what progress the men were making.




Chapter Five


‘You’re late tonight,’ Jess commented as Simon walked in and threw his car keys onto the coffee-table. He had been to the Town Talk on Abbey Green for his weekly game of darts and she was curled up on the settee reading a magazine.


‘Blame Beth,’ he said as he sank wearily into a chair opposite. ‘They had some disco or something on at the youth club when I went to collect her, so I had to wait for it to finish.’


‘That was kind of you,’ she said, noticing how tired he looked. Neither of them had had a proper day off work since moving into the house and she wondered if perhaps they shouldn’t plan a short holiday. It would do them all good, the way she saw it. She suggested it now but Simon shook his head.


‘No chance,’ he said regretfully. ‘Me and the lads have got work booked right through until the end of November and I can’t turn it down.’


‘No, of course you can’t.’ Jess tried not to sound disappointed. Simon had a lot of faults but he had always worked hard.


‘Then perhaps you should slow down a bit on your days off?’ she suggested. ‘You look totally whacked.’


‘Oh yes, there’s fat chance of that happening, isn’t there? If I paid workmen to do every single thing around here that needs doing, it would cost us a fortune. But then as you so quite rightly keep pointing out, it can’t go on for ever, can it? I mean, hopefully we will get this place straight one day and then we can both take a breather.’


‘Mm.’ Feeling more than a little guilty, Jess headed for the kitchen to make him a last drink before they went to bed.


The girls were back at school now, and noticing one of Mel’s exercise books left discarded on the central workstation, Jess flipped through the pages. She was becoming more and more concerned about Mel, who seemed to be sinking into a deep depression. She had lost weight too and only this morning at breakfast Jess had noticed dark circles under her eyes, although Mel hadn’t complained of having any more nightmares lately. Once or twice Jess had tried to ask her what was wrong, but after having her head almost snapped off, she had given up.
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