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Praise for
Shadows in the Moonlight


‘Remarkable and compelling’


JULIAN FELLOWES


‘Fantastic, moving and beautifully written’ 


TRACY REES


‘Enjoyable and engaging, I loved it’


BARBARA ERSKINE


‘Totally absorbing, just brilliant!’


JUDY MURRAY


‘Breathtakingly beautiful, captivating and so very romantic’ 


ALEX BROWN


‘A love story to break your heart!’ 


LIZ FENWICK


‘Beautifully written, haunting and enchanting’


FIONA VALPY




To my dear friend Pippa Clark with love

In memoriam
To my sister Tara,
who will always be in my heart.
Until we meet again
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I don’t solve crimes
That’s too easy
I settle souls

Pixie Tate





Prologue



England 1987


Pixie shuffled beneath the covers to the foot of her bed and curled into a tight ball. The shouting in the kitchen below was getting louder, penetrating the floorboards like bullets and filling her small heart with terror. In the darkness, she pressed her toy dog to her chest, but it was a useless shield against the barrage of anger that reached her through the duvet and sheets. Her parents’ fighting was all too common, but Pixie suffered each stab of vitriol as if it were the very first time. She squeezed her eyes shut, dampening the cotton sheet with tears, and waited for the inevitable release.


It always came. Just when she was on the point of losing her mind to despair, she’d feel it. The gentle thrumming in her ears, the familiar heaviness in her limbs, the blissful sensation of rising out of her body, of leaving the physical part of her there on her bed and floating away as easily as if she were a wisp of smoke, her spirit expanding with joyful anticipation and an overwhelming sense of relief.


She found herself in the meadow. She couldn’t remember when she had initially discovered it, only that, for as long as she had lived, she had known it. She was not crying now. She knew no one would find her here. They never had and, somehow, she understood that they never would. That it wasn’t possible. This was her place, and she was quite alone.


She took a deep breath and savoured the smell of the countryside. The gentle breeze stroked her hair and a friendly grasshopper chirruped in the wild grasses. The evening sky was a watery blue and upon it clouds floated like cotton-wool boats with pink hulls. The gulls that wheeled beneath it were pink too and Pixie knew she had time – she always had time – to play in this enchanted place, for it was enchanted to a child who had only ever known the city. Who had only ever known the grass and flowers from the park and the small patch of neglected garden at the back of their house.


For Pixie, the meadow was simply a welcome escape from an unpleasant situation. She was too young to know what it really was. She imagined she must be visiting Heaven. But she knew not to ask. Instinctively, she understood that it must remain a secret, that if she told her parents, they simply wouldn’t believe her. They might even accuse her of lying. However, one day she would learn what it was and how to control it. She would realise what a special gift it was, to slip out of her body and slide through the veil. And one day she would give it a name. A good name. A name that said exactly what it was. Timesliding.


Knowing not what the future held, Pixie played in her own private heaven, chasing butterflies and observing the bees for­aging about the daisies and knapweed. She could not know that she hadn’t travelled any distance at all, that she was, in fact, in the very same place, only in a different time. A time long before she had been born. Long before her house had been built. Long before even her grandparents had come into the world.


She was ignorant of where she was and what was to come. And it was blissful and uncomplicated, and completely without jeopardy.


For now.





Chapter One



Cornwall 2013


Sea mist had settled upon the land like a sponge, choking the light and saturating the fields and hills with drizzle. In the damp, the air felt colder. Sheep huddled among the rocks to keep warm despite their woolly winter coats and the odd rabbit thought better of it and dived back into its burrow. Trees shivered without their summer foliage, spindly branches black against the grey, and only gulls dared fly into the wind, their cries like the eerie laments of sailors drowned long ago. The tide was out, leaving the estuary bed crawling with unfortunate creatures left behind to survive in the shallow pools and sodden sand that remained, and everything, everywhere looked bleak and inhospitable.


It was not a day to be on the road, but Bruce and Olivia Talwyn were determined to settle into their new Cornish home in time for Christmas. Bruce sat at the wheel of their shiny black Range Rover, paying close attention to the dulcet tones of the satnav and driving slowly due to the mist. His tousled red hair, hazel eyes and wide, handsome face revealed the remains of a once dashing appeal, but a certain weariness had dulled his radiance and robbed him of his polish, like a peach left too long in the fruit bowl; he just looked tired. Olivia, on the other hand, blonde and pretty with vivacious blue eyes and a large, toothy mouth, looked spirited. There was no way she was going to let on how anxious she was, for she had invested all her hopes in this new adventure. ‘Isn’t this exciting?’ she gushed for the hundredth time, turning around to beam at their two children as the satnav told them they were only ten minutes from their destination.


Their two children ignored her. Zach, who was fifteen, watched a film on his iPad. He had sugar-brown hair and intelligent hazel eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles over his nose, which was still small and boyish. His younger sister, Tabitha, who resembled her mother with long, curly blonde hair and dreamy blue eyes, gazed out of the window, her thirteen-year-old imagination stirred by the desolate beauty of the countryside. Indeed, it lit something inside her; a small spark of creativity, fanned by a sense of wonder she hadn’t yet grown out of. Bruce cursed the weather, Olivia tried to be positive, Zach was absorbed in George R. R. Martin’s fantasy world, but Tabitha saw necklaces of pearls in the hedgerows and twinkling diamonds in the grass, and her excitement escalated as the winding lanes grew narrower and the mist darkened, for this place was galaxies away from the bright, metallic streets of Notting Hill, and held within it the promise of enchantment.


Their new home, St Sidwell Manor, was positioned at the end of a long avenue of ancient plane trees. It was a grey-stone Elizabethan mansion built in the shape of an E with three Dutch-style gables and tall, square chimney stacks. There was a pleasant harmony in the proportions and a playful prettiness in the flamboyantly carved gables, but something about the windows belied its apparent air of frivolity. They seemed to gaze upon the world with resentment, like the eyes of one who did not wish to be disturbed. Or more exactly, the eyes of one who most strongly objected to being disturbed.


Admittedly, the mist did not help. It gave the impression that the house was looming out of the past like a ghost – a ghostly galleon that haunted the seas and embroidered the talk of local fishermen who liked to scare tourists with tales of the supernatural over tankards of beer in the pub. Olivia wished the sun would come out so the children could see the size and splendour of the gardens. They had been charming, albeit unloved, when she had first seen them back in the spring. There was a walled vegetable garden, overgrown with weeds but full of potential; two stately Victorian greenhouses, which, with a good scrub, would shine like new; an orchard of apple and pear trees, and endless lawns that Bruce would enjoy mowing on a tractor. It all required a lot of work, for Bruce’s distant relative, who had bequeathed him the place, had clearly run out of both money and enthusiasm, and left it to the mercy of nature. On this dreary day it didn’t look charming at all, it just looked hostile, and Olivia wondered whether they had done the right thing in selling their house in London and moving down here so hastily. St Sidwell Manor was in a terrible state of disrepair, and it was the middle of winter. What were they thinking?


She glanced across at her husband, whose jaw was rigid as if he, too, was rather wishing they hadn’t been so rash, and reminded herself why they had, in fact, given up on their city life so quickly to move to an estate in the middle of nowhere. Bruce’s health depended on it; it was as simple as that. They had grabbed the opportunity when it had so unexpectedly presented itself, like desperate rock climbers to a rope, even though they weren’t quite sure what they’d find on the other end of that rope. Bruce needed tranquillity following a nervous breakdown brought on by the accumulative stress of his trader’s job – a job that Olivia had finally persuaded him to leave – and he needed an entirely new profession. The sweet promise of a farmer’s life deep in the Cornish countryside had seemed to come just when he’d needed it most. Bruce knew nothing about farming, but how hard could it be?


Bruce drew the Range Rover to a halt in front of the pillared porch. As he did so, the large wooden door opened and a stout, grey-haired woman appeared in a long black dress and brightly coloured tasselled shawl, followed by a burly young man with scruffy brown hair and an unshaven face, wearing a chunky, navy-blue fisherman’s jersey and heavy, lace-up boots. Olivia and Bruce had already met Elsa Tregoning and her son, Tom, when they had first visited the place in the spring and found them to be decent, quietly spoken people. Elsa had worked for the previous owner, Mrs Delaware, for over fifty years, and was keen to retire. Olivia had tried to find a replacement for her, but no one had answered her advertisement, even though it had been pinned to the noticeboard in the local newsagent’s for over seven months. She had never imagined it would be so hard to find staff in the countryside. Tom managed the farm, which his late father had done before him, as well as doing useful things around the house like chopping logs and unblocking drains. He had seemed relieved when Bruce had told him that he wasn’t intending to replace him, and somewhat bemused when Bruce had added that he was, in fact, intending to farm himself, if Tom had the patience to teach him. Olivia had read the man’s mind – in jeans and trainers and an expensive blazer, Bruce did not look like the sort of material that could be easily moulded into a man of the land.


Fortunately, Elsa had agreed to stay on until the family settled in. ‘I think it best. This old house needs time to get used to you,’ she had said in her gentle Cornish lilt, a knowing smile upon her lips. ‘It can be a little cranky with newcomers.’ Olivia had thought that a strange thing to say, to imply that the house had feelings like a person. She had laughed Elsa off as eccentric and resolved to advertise further afield. However, as she and her son came down the steps and over the gravel to help with the luggage, Olivia was grateful to them for she would not have liked to arrive to an empty house.


Olivia was pleased to find a large fire in the hall. The flames danced vigorously about the giant-sized logs, which crackled and burned and threw woodsmoke into the air. She had hired a local building company to do the bare minimum, for the bones of the building were already beautiful and the rooms were full of grand marble fireplaces, antique wooden furniture and gilt-framed paintings. Faded tapestries hung on the walls and threadbare rugs covered the wooden floorboards, but Bruce and Olivia did not have the money to do much beyond the small number of rooms they were actually going to use. At some point they would have to rewire and replumb the entire building, for nothing had been touched since Victorian times, but that would cost a small fortune. For now, the important thing was to live in it before deciding what needed to be done. In spite of being stuck in a time warp, it was a dream house and, as the children ran off to find their bedrooms, Olivia let her anxiety go and sighed with relief; it had been a long drive, but they were here. Bruce took her hand. ‘It’s okay, isn’t it?’ he asked, hazel eyes seeking validation, for even though the decision to move had been mutual, he knew his health was the overriding motivation behind it.


‘It’s perfect,’ she replied, giving him a reassuring smile. ‘I might need another sweater, though,’ she added with a shiver. Despite the roaring fire the house felt cold.


Olivia swept her gaze around the hall and wondered about the previous mistress of St Sidwell Manor, Bruce’s mystery relation who had left her entire estate to him in her will. Bruce had never heard of her, and she hadn’t left much of an explanation, stating simply that he was the closest living relative she had. It hadn’t taken much to find out that Delaware was her married name and that her maiden name had been Pengower. Elsa had told them back in the spring that the Pengowers had built the house in the time of Elizabeth I and lived here, uninterrupted, for nearly four hundred years. Bruce had done a bit of research and discovered that there was no Delaware or Pengower in his ancestry, but what did it matter? Mrs Delaware had left St Sidwell Manor to him, and how very nice of her.


The house was much too big for the four of them, Olivia thought as she wandered into the grand drawing room with its high, moulded ceilings and tall, mullioned windows. She wondered how Mrs Delaware had lived here for so long on her own. It certainly wasn’t a house for one person, but for a big family with a large retinue of staff. Olivia would not have chosen to live in such a mansion, but, when she had visited for the first time, on a clear spring day nine months before, she had fallen in love with the house, which was undeniably magnificent, and with the idea of the peaceful, wholesome life it promised. It was just the place where poor broken Bruce could put himself back together again and where Olivia could have a proper studio to paint in. She had chosen a pretty sitting room overlooking the box garden to be her den. She would no longer have to illustrate books at the kitchen table, disturbed by the children and the doorbell endlessly ringing with everyone’s Amazon deliveries. It was going to be marvellous.


She was inspired, too, by the thought of living close to the sea, which was only a few miles from the house. Imagine being able to wander down to the beach? To stroll up the sand in bare feet whenever she felt like it? To lie on her back in the sunshine and listen to the gentle whooshing of waves? She looked through the small rectangular windowpanes to the garden, still obscured by mist and the impinging darkness, and tried to imagine it. Everything would be lovely when the sun came out, she told herself firmly.


She moved away from the window and felt suddenly daunted by the size of the room. She wasn’t used to so much space. She didn’t know what to do with it. She was overwhelmed, and, for a terrible moment, doubted she could do it. Of course, it was quite a leap of faith leaving their home and friends and everything that was familiar, but they had both agreed that Bruce’s health was a priority. Without it, he had nothing. Without it, they had nothing. Besides, the children would thrive in the clean air and with all this freedom. It would do each of them the world of good. It was going to be the best decision they had ever made – the best, she was sure of it.


Just then her heart lurched as a sharp thought punctured her positivity like a thorn. She saw herself in her cosy London kitchen with a cup of tea and the music softly playing. How warm and snug it was in that tiny but familiar room. She pushed the image out of her mind. No, this was going to be wonderful, she reassured herself for the millionth time – a new start, a new adventure – and once she’d settled in, St Sidwell Manor would feel just as cosy as her London home had.


She folded her arms and shivered. As she’d said to Bruce, she’d simply have to wear an extra sweater, or two.


Making a home out of a mansion was always going to be a challenge, but there were certain changes they had made in order for the house to feel less cavernous. They had decided not to use the attic at all, for why did they need six small servants’ bedrooms when the floor below already had ten big ones? Olivia had therefore already shut off the narrow staircase with a door. It would remain untouched with its old wooden floorboards, plain white walls and simple iron beds. ‘I’m not sure the house will be happy with this change,’ Elsa had said when she’d seen what was being done. Olivia had reassured her that the house would get used to it. Elsa had looked doubtful. She had put her hands on her hips and narrowed her sea-green eyes and shaken her head portentously, but that was as far as her objections had gone.


No one liked change, Olivia understood that. However, nothing ever stayed the same. That was the nature of the world. St Sidwell Manor would just have to deal with it – as would Elsa Tregoning.


The first night was strange for all of them. Bruce and Olivia had chosen the largest bedroom for themselves. It was south-facing with a view of the lawn and lake. In it was an antique four-poster bed, a sturdy wardrobe and dresser, and an elegant dressing table, all fashioned out of walnut. Big Tudor windows with small rectangular panes dominated one wall and into the panelled recesses had been built charming seats. Olivia had decorated the bedroom to suit her taste – Bennison floral wallpaper and curtains, seagrass carpet and White Company bedlinen – but it still felt oddly spooky, as if she was being watched, as if the very house had eyes and was observing her reproachfully. The mist lay low on the ground and, as darkness settled over the gardens, nothing could be seen but an impenetrable blackness through which a subdued moon occasionally shone. Out of that blackness the lake gleamed like onyx. The wind whistled about the walls and through the branches of the plane trees, and the old house creaked and groaned like a cantankerous old man who objects to the arrival of strange city folk. Olivia lay awake, ears alert to every unfamiliar sound. She missed the soft rumble of traffic and the reassuring orange light that used to trickle through the gaps in the curtains of her bedroom in Notting Hill. Here the darkness was total, as if she had been swallowed into the belly of a whale. She pressed herself against Bruce’s warm back and felt better when he took her hand and drew it into his chest. In a few moments he was asleep and for the first time ever she was grateful for his snoring because it made her feel less afraid. She hoped the children were asleep too and not lying awake like she was, feeling like she shouldn’t be here.


Zach did not want to admit that he was frightened. He was fifteen years old and had been at boarding school since the age of eight. However, the moaning of the wind sounded like someone crying and the squeaking floorboards were like footsteps, making their way along the corridor towards his bedroom. He half expected the door to open at any moment and for a Wildling or a White Walker to barge in with an axe. He found the four-poster bed creepy. In fact, the whole house was like something out of a horror film. His parents were mad to have decided to move down here, to this remote part of the countryside where they knew no one. He would have preferred to remain in London. At least there they’d had nice neighbours and streetlights. He blinked into the darkness and tried to rein in his imagination. Finally, to subdue his fear, he put on his earphones and listened to his favourite playlist until he drifted into a restless sleep.


Tabitha, on the other hand, was not at all scared. To the contrary, she sat cross-legged on the seat in the window recess and watched the cloud slowly thin until silver wisps of moonlight began to brighten the sky like angels flying slowly across it. Through the small panes, she gazed transfixed at an enchanting new world as little by little it revealed itself to her. The trees, silhouetted now, waved their delicate branches and she imagined they were coming to life, like giants convening in the midnight garden. Perhaps they were waving at her, welcoming her to her new home, recognising that she was special, because she could see them for what they really were.


Tabitha loved it here already. She loved her four-poster bed with its thick velvet curtains, the wood panelling and window seats, and the sense of history in the old corridors, uneven walls and creaky floorboards. She hoped she would see a ghost, for surely a house as old as this must harbour souls who had died long ago. When she’d been small, she had often awoken at night and seen shadowy beings moving about her bedroom. At first, they had scared her, those translucent figures, and she had switched on the light in panic, and they had disappeared. But since she had read The Ghosts by Antonia Barber, a tattered book she had found in the school library and read with a torch long after her lights had been turned out, she had been fascinated by the paranormal, not fearful of it. Zach didn’t believe in ghosts, and she hadn’t told her parents in case they had a logical explanation that negated their existence. She didn’t want to hear it. Tabitha knew that what she saw was real. Therefore, she had made a decision long ago to keep her experiences to herself. But to see one here – wouldn’t that be delightful? She stared up at the cloud, now parting to reveal the bright round face of night’s dependable watchman, and hoped more than anything that she would see something otherworldly.


The following morning, dawn broke onto limpid skies. Frost covered the lawn and twinkled like fairy dust in the weak winter sunshine. The wind had died, and, in its place, a gentle breeze slipped up the estuary and onto St Sidwell Manor, carrying with it the sulphurous scent of brine. Olivia opened the curtains and smiled with relief at the sight of her new home, for it looked so innocent and reassuring dressed in white. The overgrown weeds and tangled shrubs, hidden beneath their winter clothes, were magical. A red kite soared in the crisp blue, its mournful whistle punctuating the silence, and a pair of mallards waddled across the surface of the lake, which had frozen over during the night. Olivia took it all in, for soon the sun would melt the frost, and the rot would reveal itself along with the immense amount of work that would be required to restore the gardens to their former glory. But restore them, she would. She had taken on no new work assignments just so that she could dedicate her time to making this magnificent house a home.


Elsa had cooked breakfast and left it on the hot plate in the dining room. The house had not been modernised and the kitchen, pantry, scullery and storerooms were still cut off from the main part of the house by a green baize door. Behind it was the servants’ domain and a place where, traditionally, the family was not welcome. Olivia had wanted to open that part of the house to make a large kitchen–living area, but they didn’t have the money. At least not right now.


It felt strange to Olivia, the four of them sitting at one end of the long mahogany table, leaving the greater part of it empty. But Bruce tucked into bacon and eggs with relish and suggested they go exploring straight after breakfast. He hadn’t heard the creaking bones of the house and had slept soundly. In a blue plaid shirt with his sleeves rolled up and a pair of jeans, he didn’t seem to feel the cold either. ‘Isn’t this great?’ he said, looking at each child in turn. ‘How does it feel to live in a mansion? I suggest you eat up and then we can take a look around. This place doesn’t seem to have changed since Victorian times. It’s a real time warp.’


Zach was relieved it was morning. Sunlight poured in through the windows, banishing the shadows of the night and with them his fear. His father’s enthusiasm made him feel stupid for having been afraid. White Walkers, indeed! What an idiot he’d been.


Tabitha was impatient to explore the house, but Olivia wanted them all out from under her feet; there were still boxes to be unpacked and things to be put away and she did not want to be distracted by the demands of her family. They’d have plenty of time to explore the house later.


‘Right,’ said Bruce, draining his coffee cup and pushing out his chair. ‘Ready to venture into the wild?’ He grinned at Zach and Tabitha, eyes shining with enthusiasm. ‘We’ll need scythes and swords to cut a path through the weeds.’ Then to Olivia, ‘It’s going to be a challenge!’


Zach buttered another piece of toast to take with him. Tabitha hurried off to put on her coat and boots. Olivia laid her napkin on the table. ‘This entire place is going to be a challenge,’ she replied, smiling bravely. ‘But together we can turn it into a fabulous home.’


After breakfast, Olivia found Elsa in the kitchen. It was one of the rooms she most longed to change for it was woefully outdated. It had a huge pine table, a cast-iron range placed in the alcove where once there must have been a great fire, and a dresser laden with shiny brass pots and pans, which would never be used. Olivia had put in a dishwasher, but, by the sight of the plates piled up in the sink, it did not look like Elsa knew how to work it. ‘Everything to your liking, Mrs Olivia?’ Elsa asked. Despite being told to call her Olivia, Elsa insisted on a certain formality. She did not seem pleased to see Olivia in her territory, either.


‘All good, thank you, Elsa,’ Olivia replied cheerfully, determined to make a friend of her.


Elsa looked as comfortable in that room as the table. With her dove-grey hair clipped loosely to the back of her head, a white apron worn over a black dress that reached down to her ankles, and black lace-up boots, she appeared out of another era, just like the house. Her whole demeanour was, in fact, old-fashioned, except for the large prehnite gemstone at her throat that matched the unusual greeny-blue colour of her eyes. Olivia felt as if she was intruding, even though the house was hers. ‘I would love some help,’ she said, her tone apologetic. ‘There are boxes to be unpacked. Would you mind very much?’


Elsa nodded and went to wash her hands in the butler’s sink. ‘How was your first night? Did you sleep well?’ she asked, picking up the soap and turning on the old brass tap. The water choked and spluttered before coming out in a rusty torrent.


‘A bit scary, to be honest,’ Olivia replied. ‘I’m not used to such a big house.’


‘Oh, it’s a big house, and a little surly,’ Elsa agreed, bangles jangling on her wrists as she soaped her hands. ‘You just need to get to know each other.’


‘It’s not haunted, is it?’ Olivia laughed nervously. She didn’t really believe in ghosts, but, nonetheless, she wanted reassurance.


Elsa turned and her face softened. ‘No, Mrs Olivia. It’s only the sound of the wind and the natural creaking of an old building. In a few days’ time, you won’t even notice it.’


Olivia was relieved. ‘That’s good. One always assumes places like these are full of ghosts.’


‘People love to tell tales, don’t they? There are plenty of people around here who will tell you this place is haunted. Don’t listen to them. I’ve lived here for over fifty years, and I’ve never had a moment’s worry.’


‘Thank you, Elsa. I’m glad to hear that,’ said Olivia. ‘Silly of me to mention it.’


Elsa smiled warmly and dried her hands on a tea towel. ‘Now, where would you like to start?’


In her coat and boots, Tabitha followed her father and brother through the back door and onto a wide terrace that looked out over the garden. It was framed by an elegant but mildewy stone balustrade and had mossy steps that descended onto a paved pathway. The path sliced through the middle of what would once have been an immaculate lawn but was now overrun with weeds that peeped through the frost like tufts of fur. At the end of the path was a sorry-looking fountain. It seemed lost there in that desolate part of the garden.


Tabitha watched in delight as her breath misted on the air. It was bitterly cold, and everything was white, for Jack Frost had been busy in the night. The sky sparkled with millions of ice crystals and the gulls that wheeled beneath it suggested the sea was close. Tabitha was excited to be near the sea.


Propelled by a wave of enthusiasm, she set off along the path. Giant balls of yew topiary sat in rows on either side, resembling enormous Christmas puddings resting beneath a sprinkling of icing sugar. Tabitha abandoned the path and ran across the grass, her Wellington boots leaving a trail of footprints behind her. A pair of rabbits must have had the same idea for their tiny pawprints, set down in two trails of entangled tracks, revealed their nocturnal dance.


At length she reached the end of the path and stopped by the fountain. Crafted out of grey stone, it was circular in shape and quite large. In the centre was an intriguing statue of a woman. She seemed lonely, as if no one had noticed her in a very long time. Even the blackbirds and crows seemed to stay away, pecking the ground at the other end of the lawn. The stone that shaped her was mottled with lichen, yet time had not robbed her of her beauty. Indeed, her face was compelling, being both striking and sad. Her long swirling skirts gave her slender figure the illusion of movement while her outstretched hands reached up to heaven in supplication. Tabitha stood before her, assaulted suddenly by a strange feeling of sorrow. The way she tilted her face was pitiful, as if she were searching for something precious up there in the clouds. The fountain was dry, which seemed to compound the sense of solitude and neglect. Only dead leaves collected in the basin beneath it where water had once been.


‘Tabitha!’


Tabitha was pulled out of her contemplation by her father waving at her from a pretty wooden gate built into a high stone wall. Reluctantly, she left the beautiful woman to her loneliness and ran to join him.


Through the gate was a walled vegetable garden that contained two enormous greenhouses, a rusted wheelbarrow discarded on its back, disused cold frames and a barn full of giant logs. While Bruce groaned at the sight of the mildewed glass on the green-houses and the unappealing prospect of having to clean them, Tabitha and Zach raced on ahead over the abandoned vegetable plots and through a rickety gate at the far end into woodland. Their father called after them, but they ignored him and ran on. The feeling of space was intoxicating, the sense of adventure thrilling; neither wanted to slow down to a walk. There was too much to see. Too much to discover. Having been confined to the streets of London, this sprawling land was a paradise. Even Zach was beginning to appreciate the advantages of living on a large country estate.


Eventually, the trees opened onto a lush meadow and, in the far distance, the blue ribbon of the estuary glittering in the morning sunshine. In the middle of the meadow stood a small grey chapel surrounded by gravestones. The children stopped and stared, their exuberance stolen suddenly by the sobering sight of the graveyard. The place was eerily quiet, obviously neglected, perhaps for decades. Only crows hopped about the long grasses where the frost had already melted. Among the traditional gravestones were various obelisks on plinths. One or two leant unsteadily, maybe from the fierce gales that blew off the water, or possibly, Tabitha thought as she gazed upon them in fascination, unsettled by the souls of the dead that lingered restlessly beneath.


Zach, whose imagination was not made of the same fertile stuff as his sister’s, saw simply tombstones, blackened by time and corroded by wind. What interested him, however, were the inscriptions carved into the stone, for that was history, and Zach was very interested in the past. He ran on ahead to examine them.


Bruce caught up with his children. ‘Wow, look at this!’ he exclaimed, putting his hands on his hips and catching his breath. He regretted spending so much time sitting at his desk and not taking exercise. But he was going to be a farmer now. He was going to get fit. ‘An abandoned chapel. Amazing!’ He hadn’t explored this far when he’d first looked around the house back in the spring. Taking Tabitha by the hand, he strode towards it. ‘Let’s see what’s inside, shall we?’


When they reached it, Zach was already wiping the lichen off one of the memorials and trying to read the inscription there.


‘Who do all these gravestones belong to?’ Tabitha asked.


‘Dead people,’ said Zach with a laugh.


‘I know they’re dead, silly,’ she responded, rolling her eyes. ‘Do you think they’re people who used to live in the house?’


‘I imagine it’s the Pengower family chapel,’ said Bruce. ‘Let me see.’ He bent down to read the inscription on one of the stones. ‘Bernard Pengower 1821–1881. There, you see, I’m right.’


‘This one’s a Pengower too,’ Zach called out, picking at the moss that concealed the first name. ‘1886–1965. Looks like it could be Robert, Robin, Richard. R-something.’


Tabitha let go of her father’s hand and skipped over to look at one of the leaning obelisks. She stood before it. On the plinth was a white marble relief of a woman’s hand. Gently resting in it was the small hand of a child. Above was a brief inscription: Cordelia Pengower 1862–1896. May she find peace in holy rest. ‘Daddy, look at this one,’ she said. ‘Who do you think she was?’


Bruce came over to have a look. He, too, read the inscription and took in the elegant sculpture. The hands resembled a white dove. ‘Well,’ he began, remembering the small amount of research he’d done after he’d been told about his surprising inheritance. ‘Thomas Pengower built the manor in fifteen eighty-six, having made his fortune providing wood for the royal fleet. I’d say Cordelia Pengower was important because she’s been given a big memorial. The Victorians loved elaborate gravestones. I’d guess that she was mistress of the house and a mother, too, because she’s holding a child’s hand. And she died young. Only thirty-four years old. Perhaps she died in childbirth. Who knows?’


Tabitha wondered whether she was the same woman as the statue in the garden. The moment her thoughts turned to the statue she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She put a hand there and rubbed the skin.


‘Are they all Pengowers?’ Zach asked, now going from stone to stone like a bee in clover and counting how many Pengowers he could find.


‘Looks like it, doesn’t it? No Talwyns?’ Bruce asked.


‘Not yet,’ Zach replied.


Shall we go inside?’ Bruce suggested, making for the door. ‘Then we can go home and see what we can find in the library. The library at the manor,’ he added proudly, ‘is pretty spectacular.’


‘Home,’ said Zach with a shrug. ‘Sounds funny.’


‘Funny ha-ha, or funny odd?’ his father asked.


‘Odd,’ Zach returned. ‘It doesn’t feel like home yet.’


‘It does to me,’ Tabitha interjected. ‘I don’t ever want to go back to London.’


To Bruce’s surprise, the chapel door was unlocked. The children followed him inside and fell silent. It was a simple place of worship, built for the Pengower family judging by the commemorative plaques bearing their name that dated as far back as the seventeenth century. Wooden pews were lined in rows facing the altar and the large stained-glass window behind it. The white altar cloth was clean, but nothing lay upon it. There was little doubt that the place was no longer in use – it had an air of abandonment – but somebody clearly came in to keep it clean; there were no dead insects on the windowsills or dry leaves in the corners. It did not smell stale as one might expect of such an old, disused building and it had a pleasant feeling, like an oasis of peace and tranquillity in a landscape that was battered by sea gales and rain.


‘I’d like to know more about the Pengowers,’ Bruce murmured, running his fingers over the marble relief of a certain Arthur Pengower who had died three hundred years before. Bruce was speaking to himself, but Tabitha overheard.


‘There can’t be any left,’ she said. ‘Because if there were, you wouldn’t have been given the house.’


‘Very true, darling,’ he replied.


‘Was Mrs Delaware a Pengower?’ she added.


‘She was. She was Emily Pengower, but she married Henry Delaware, so she must be buried here,’ said Bruce. ‘I didn’t see a fresh grave out there, did you?’


‘Are you sure you’re not a Pengower, Dad?’ Zach asked, plonking himself down in the front pew and folding his arms. It was icy cold and he shivered. ‘How are you related to Mrs Delaware anyway?’


‘I don’t know,’ Bruce replied. ‘Distantly, for sure.’ He and Olivia had both asked themselves the same question, and Elsa had been unable to enlighten them either. They hadn’t had the time to do much research beyond looking down Bruce’s family tree, which had yielded nothing. Frankly, he had more important things on his mind than genealogy.


‘How can you not know?’ said Zach.


‘Well, the relations I called hadn’t a clue. No one has heard of either Pengower or Delaware. I’m none the wiser.’ Indeed, Bruce’s parents were both dead and his younger brother lived in Australia. The fact that Olivia came from such a large family had been one of the things that had first attracted him to her. He had been tired of feeling alone in the world.


‘How far back can you trace your family?’ asked Zach.


‘Our family,’ Tabitha corrected.


‘Quite far, actually, but there are no Delawares or Pengowers in it. That’s for certain.’


Zach chuckled. ‘So, you believe you’re related to Mrs Delaware because she said so?’


‘Yes, Zach. I’m sure she didn’t make it up. Perhaps I’m descended from a distant cousin of hers. Doesn’t have to be Delaware, does it? Could be anything. There’ll be a connection somewhere. She’s not going to have given it to a random person who has nothing to do with her. She specifically stated that I’m the closest living relative. So, there we are. And I’m not complaining.’ He chuckled, appreciating once again his extraordinary good fortune at being handed such a magnificent estate on a plate.


Tabitha grinned. ‘I’d like to be a Pengower,’ she declared.


‘Why?’ said Zach, getting up. ‘What’s so good about being a Pengower? As far as I can see they’re all dead.’


‘I like the name. It sounds like Pendragon,’ she replied. She couldn’t put into words how much she already admired this family who had built the beautiful house and chapel and the statue in the garden.


‘There’s probably a family tree in the house somewhere,’ said Bruce, leading the children out into the sunshine and closing the chapel door behind them. ‘We can have a look in the library. There are loads of books in there. In fact, I’ll assign you both a challenge. The first to find a family tree gets a fiver.’


Zach liked the sound of that. ‘I’ll find it,’ he said, thrusting his hands into his pockets and setting off towards the trees at speed.


Tabitha took her father’s hand. ‘I know you’re a Pengower,’ she said, looking up at him with serious eyes.


‘How do you know that, darling?’


‘I just do,’ she replied.


Her gaze lingered on the gravestones a moment as she and her father followed Zach through the long grasses. She was sure she’d seen something pass in front of one of them. It had been fleeting and out of the corner of her eye. It might have been a bird, or a squirrel. A chilly breeze lightly caressed her cheek and the skin on her arms rippled. She searched for the eyes that watched them, because she sensed they were not alone, but she saw nothing, only the gravestones – still, silent and cold.





Chapter Two



The following morning, Olivia drove into town with Tabitha, leaving Zach still searching for the family tree in the library and Bruce being given a tour around the farm by Tom. Olivia had slept no better than the first night. She’d left the light on in the bathroom and snuggled up against Bruce not simply to keep warm, but for reassurance. However, the groaning and creaking of the house was accompanied by a faint but distinctive sound of crying. To Olivia, it resembled the plaintive sobbing of a woman. Knowing that it couldn’t possibly be that, she dismissed it as the wind whistling around the corners of the building – those sea gales were robust. But it was, nonetheless, unsettling. She hoped she’d get used to it – the wind was not going to go away.


Bruce, she discovered on waking, had heard nothing and had slept like a hibernating bear, which made her feel all the more foolish for having been afraid. It was clearly nothing. She was just being paranoid.


Tabitha, too, was sure she had heard whimpering, but when she’d told Zach about it at breakfast, he had laughed at her and declared that it was just the wind, moaning round the chimney stacks. ‘Really, Tab, anyone would know that,’ he’d said, not wanting to admit that he had heard it too – not wanting to disclose his own fear. But Tabitha was sure it had been a ghost, and resolved to do some investigating if she heard it again the following night.


St Sidwell was a picturesque seaside town built in a sheltered cove on the southwest coast of Cornwall. The hillside was clustered with white houses that cleaved to it like mussels to rock, their grey slate roofs and shiny windows giving the place a pleasing sense of uniformity. A small harbour saw the coming and going of blue-bottomed fishing boats and the seafront boasted quaint cafés, restaurants and gift shops that entertained tourists during the summer months, but which fell quiet off-season, and a little forlorn, when winter gales swept through the deserted streets, giving the place the desolate feeling of the morning after a party. Olivia parked the car against the kerb and set off for the local convenience shop where she’d advertised for a couple to replace Elsa Tregoning.


Fat clouds trundled across the sky like sheep and a brisk wind whipped off the water. Seagulls mewed as they wheeled against the blue, and one or two greedy ones squabbled over the odd chip discarded on the pavement outside Captain Killigrew’s fish restaurant. The white houses dazzled in the bright light, but there was little warmth in the sun. Olivia, in a faux-fur hat and red scarf tucked into the lapels of her dove-grey cashmere coat, long blonde hair falling in loose curls down her back, cut an elegant albeit urban figure as she clattered down the high street in her expensive black ankle boots. Tabitha trotted enthusiastically along beside her. Small and slight for her age, she still wore clothes chosen by her mother and looked much too polished for this country setting in a crimson, waisted coat and matching bobble hat and scarf. Olivia noticed the inquisitive glances of locals as they passed, but she put their interest down to small-town curiosity; newcomers like them must have stuck out like parakeets among pigeons.


A bell tinkled as Olivia pushed open the door and strode in. It was pleasantly warm inside and smelt of damp. While Tabitha wandered the aisles, Olivia went straight to the counter where two young women were bent over their smartphones looking at social media and gossiping about the evening before. When they saw Olivia, they stopped talking and reluctantly put down their phones. Recognising her immediately, a shifty exchange passed surreptitiously between them.


‘Hi,’ said Olivia, tapping her fingers on the counter. ‘I don’t suppose anyone has shown any interest in my advertisement, have they?’


The girl with auburn hair, freckles and a nose ring shook her head. ‘Afraid not,’ she replied, cool blue eyes taking in this impossibly stylish woman who was as alien to her as the Queen. ‘You’d have more luck trying further afield.’


Olivia sighed, struggling to distinguish the words beneath the girl’s thick Cornish drawl. ‘I know. But I really want a local person, ideally a couple. People who know the area. If I hire people from far away it will just be a case of the blind leading the blind.’ She laughed mirthlessly.


The other girl, who had black spiky hair, unfeasibly long pink nails and was chewing gum, gave Olivia a sympathetic smile. ‘Have you tried online?’ She said it slowly, as if unsure whether someone as posh as Olivia knew what online was.


‘I’ve been reluctant to do that,’ Olivia replied. ‘I don’t want a live-in couple.’


The girls looked surprised. ‘In a house that size you could have ten live-in couples and not even notice them,’ said the redhead with a chuckle. She caught her friend’s eye, and the gum-chewer chuckled too.


‘I know it sounds silly,’ said Olivia, laughing with them because she could see how very silly it sounded. ‘We come from a small London house and value our privacy.’


Neither girl had ever been to London, but they did not imagine that Olivia’s definition of small was the same as theirs. They looked at her blankly. Olivia sighed. ‘What to do?’ she murmured, tapping her fingers on the counter again. She was at a loss.


‘If I were you, I’d persuade Elsa Tregoning to stay,’ suggested the gum-chewer. ‘She knows the house.’


‘She said she’d stay on until I find someone to replace her,’ said Olivia.


The redhead pulled a face. ‘Then she’ll be staying for some time,’ she said. ‘I’d not look a gift horse too hard in the mouth if I were you. Perhaps you’d better keep things as they are.’


Olivia thanked them, although they had been most unhelpful, and went to the newspaper stand near the door to buy The Times for Bruce. Tabitha was now browsing the sweets close to the counter. Neither salesgirl noticed her there. ‘Someone should tell the poor love the house is haunted,’ said the redhead in a low voice.


‘She’ll find out soon enough,’ returned the other. ‘I give them a week.’


Tabitha’s hand froze over the Maltesers. She stared at the two girls in astonishment. The power of her stare alerted them to her presence, and they looked down at her in surprise. ‘Oh, hello there, sweetheart,’ said the redhead, smiling guiltily. ‘Do you want those?’


Tabitha shook her head, mumbled that she’d changed her mind, and went off to find her mother. On the way home in the car she was pensive. She gazed out of the window at the passing countryside and wondered whether the house was, indeed, haunted. And if it was, by whom? Perhaps she hadn’t imagined the sound of whimpering, after all.


‘What are you thinking about, darling?’ Olivia asked, noticing that her daughter was unusually quiet.


‘Do you think the house is haunted?’ Tabitha asked.


Olivia laughed nervously and answered a little too quickly. ‘Of course not, why?’


‘Maybe that’s why no one wants to work there.’


‘Well, Elsa and Tom haven’t got a problem with it, have they? Elsa’s worked there for over fifty years and Tom’s grown up there. In fact, Elsa specifically told me there are no ghosts.’


‘You asked her?’


‘I did.’


‘Maybe she’s lying to stop you being frightened.’


Olivia glanced at her daughter and frowned. ‘What’s brought this on?’


Tabitha silently debated whether to tell her mother what she’d overheard. She didn’t want to worry her, but, on the other hand, it might explain why no one had responded to her advertisement. ‘I heard the girls in the shop saying that someone should tell you it’s haunted,’ she admitted, finally.


‘Typical!’ Olivia exclaimed in annoyance. ‘Elsa said people like to gossip. As soon as you get an old house you get stories of ghosts! It’s such a cliché. I don’t believe in ghosts and neither should you,’ she added tersely. ‘Ridiculous.’


Tabitha bit her lip and turned her eyes back to the passing countryside. Her excitement quietly mounted. A haunted house. She couldn’t think of anything more wonderful!


They drove on in silence. As they turned into the drive and made their way beneath the plane trees, Olivia hoped it wouldn’t be as hard to find people to tend to the gardens as it was to find people to tend to the house.


Inspired now by the very real possibility of her new home being full of ghosts, Tabitha decided to ask Elsa about it herself. She found her in the kitchen preparing lunch. She perched on a stool and watched the old woman taste with a spoon the lamb stew that simmered on the gas stove. It smelled delicious and Tabitha’s stomach growled. ‘What was Mrs Delaware like?’ she asked.


Elsa put down the wooden spoon and looked at Tabitha thoughtfully. The child’s eyes were the colour of topaz and full of enthusiasm and inquisitiveness, but there was something wise about them, as if there was an adult behind them, looking out. ‘She was a cold woman, secretive and antisocial,’ Elsa began, wanting to satisfy the child’s curiosity and, at the same time, get to know her. Tom hadn’t married so Elsa had no grandchildren to dote on. She suspected, by the alert and curious look on her face, that Tabitha was a rather exceptional person. ‘But once you won her trust, she softened,’ Elsa continued. ‘She was an only child and looked after her father until he died. She was a widow by then and had no children, though not for want of trying. She miscarried three, you see. That was a tragedy and she never got over it, God bless her. She never married again, either, but lived here all by herself, rattling around like a marble in a tin.’


‘But she had you,’ Tabitha reminded her.


‘She did, indeed.’ Elsa sighed and moved away from the stove. ‘She had me and Tom. I was very fond of her. She was like a mother to me, in a way. When I came to work here, I was but a girl.’


‘Did you have a husband, Elsa?’


‘I did, but not for long. He was taken.’


‘Who by?’


Elsa chuckled. ‘The Lord. My Gerren died after a short illness and the Lord saw fit to take him.’ She pulled a regretful face. ‘We don’t have much luck in this house. But that’s all going to change now that you’re here. It’s going to become a happy house.’


‘That’s a funny name, Gerren,’ said Tabitha.


‘It’s Cornish.’


‘It’s nice,’ Tabitha added, not wanting to appear rude. ‘Is Mrs Delaware buried at the chapel?’


‘No, she’s scattered,’ said Elsa. ‘I think I’d like to be scattered too, somewhere peaceful by the sea.’


‘Why didn’t Mrs Delaware look after the gardens?’


‘She didn’t have the money to do that. This big old house gobbles up money, as your parents are going to find out, God help them.’ She started stirring the pot again. ‘Mrs Delaware didn’t do anything to it when she inherited it from her father because she liked it just the way it was. I like it just the way it is too. We oldies don’t like change.’


‘If Daddy is related to Mrs Delaware,’ Tabitha continued, ‘he must be a Pengower, right?’


‘Oh, he will be,’ Elsa replied with a certainty that took Tabitha by surprise. ‘It was important for Mrs Delaware that the house stayed in the family, her not having children of her own. The Pengowers built it, you see, in the time of Queen Elizabeth the First. Fancy it being that old, eh? Bet you’ve never set foot in such an old house before.’


Tabitha was not thinking about the house, but about the Pengowers. ‘Daddy says he doesn’t have a family tree,’ she said ponderously. ‘He says there’s nothing interesting about his family.’


‘There’s likely to be a Pengower family history here somewhere. Mrs Delaware was very interested in genealogy.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Family trees.’


‘Why?’


‘Because the Pengowers used to be a big and powerful family once. She was proud of that. In fact, this house was the only thing she was proud of. It was everything to her. Poor duck, it was all she had. But she got old and let it go to ruin. She went to ruin herself, in a way, becoming more and more isolated.’ Elsa’s eyes looked faraway suddenly. ‘It was beautiful once, but sad. It’s always been sad. When I was a girl …’


‘Are there ghosts?’ Tabitha interrupted.


Elsa blinked and tossed the spoon into the sink. ‘Never you mind about ghosts,’ she said dismissively.


‘But I heard the ladies in the shop saying the house is haunted.’


‘Tales, that’s all they are. Tales. People love to think the worst.’


‘I think it is haunted. I heard someone crying last night,’ Tabitha stated suddenly.


‘Just the wind,’ said Elsa, bending down with a groan to open the stove door and check on the baking potatoes.


‘That’s what Zach said.’


‘Sensible boy. You London folk aren’t used to sea gales.’


‘Do you believe in ghosts, Elsa?’


Elsa stood up stiffly, putting a hand in the small of her back and grimacing. ‘No,’ she replied quickly. ‘When you go, you go, and you don’t come back.’


‘Are you afraid of dying?’


Elsa frowned. This child was certainly unusual. ‘That’s a strange question,’ she said.


‘I’m not.’


‘Nor should you be. You’re young. You have a long life ahead of you. I’ll be seventy next year.’


‘That’s old,’ said Tabitha.


‘You’re right about that, my lovely. Sometimes I feel every one of those years in my bones.’ Elsa chuckled and went back to the stew. ‘Lunch will be in ten minutes,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you go and tell your brother.’


That night, Tabitha lay in bed waiting for the sound of crying. It was windy once again and her windows clattered, but the moaning the wind made as it whistled about the chimney stacks was very different to the crying she was sure she had heard the night before. She stared at the ceiling of her four-poster bed. The shimmering moonlight that seeped in through the gaps in the curtains made it possible for her to see it clearly. There was a rose painted onto the wood and a pair of birds. The paint had faded, but she could still make out the picture. She wondered who had slept here before her and looked up at the same sight. Maybe Queen Elizabeth I herself. The mattress was soft, and she sank into it with pleasure. Her London bed hadn’t been anything like as comfortable or as big. She was alert to every creak and scrape, and to the scratching noise of mice beneath the floorboards, but there came no murmur of crying. Eventually, she must have drifted off, lulled by the wind and overtaken by tiredness, for she was awoken sometime later by the sound she’d been waiting for.


She lay very still and listened. It was definitely someone sobbing, a woman or a child, judging by the pitch of it. Soft and mournful. Tabitha wanted to give comfort. She couldn’t bear to remain in her bed while this poor creature cried with such despair. Finally, after arguing with herself, wavering between nervousness and curiosity, she slid out from beneath the covers and climbed down. Her room was cold. She reached for her dressing gown that hung on a hook on the back of the door, and slipped her feet, already snug in cashmere socks, into sheepskin slippers. She turned the brass knob and opened the door a crack.


The crying did not stop but grew a little louder.


Tabitha stepped out into the corridor. It was colder there than in her bedroom, and she shuddered. Suddenly, she was surprised by a figure looming out of the darkness. She gasped, but it was only Zach. ‘What the hell …’ she whispered crossly. Zach put a finger over his lips to silence her. His eyes glinted in the moonlight that entered through a small window and Tabitha saw the fear in them. Tabitha, however, was not afraid – in fact, she felt vindicated, for Zach would not have come out to investigate had he still thought the crying sound was only the wind.


Encouraged by his sister’s presence, Zach tiptoed ahead, in the direction of the crying. He hoped he’d discover that it was Elsa and then he could go back to bed and not worry about hauntings any more. Tabitha was in no doubt that it was a ghost. It hadn’t occurred to her that it might be Elsa. She’d be intensely disappointed if she found out that it came from someone living.


The two children carried on as the crying grew louder. At the end of the corridor was an L-shaped bend. A tall window cast a grid of silver squares onto the floor over which they silently stepped. No sooner had they turned the corner than they were faced with a big, wood-panelled door. The crying sound was coming from behind it. Zach shied away, for the tone of the crying told him immediately that it was not Elsa, and, besides, the Tregonings’ quarters were not in this part of the house, but in the kitchen wing.


Tabitha pushed past him and put her hand on the doorknob. Taking a breath and gathering her courage, she turned it.


Both children could barely hear above the pounding of their hearts. Yet, when Tabitha switched on the light, they saw only an empty bedroom. The crying had stopped. They stood and listened, running their eyes over the high metal-framed bed, the mahogany chest of drawers and wardrobe, the window seat and the small panes of glass through which the moon shone keenly. An icy chill pervaded the place. It had the stagnant smell of a room whose window was never opened – the stagnant smell of abandonment.


‘There’s no one in here,’ said Zach, stating the obvious with relief.


‘Someone was,’ said Tabitha, sensing an unhappy energy that lingered in spite of the glow of the naked lightbulb. Whoever had haunted this room might have disappeared, but they had left a trace of their emotion behind. Tabitha felt it strongly.


‘Well, unless they jumped out of the window or walked through the wall, there never was anyone in here. The crying must have come from another room.’ Zach chuckled. The sound of his voice dispelled his fear and he felt foolish, once again, for having been afraid. ‘Perhaps it’s a cat,’ he added. ‘There might be cat in the house, or outside the window. We’re just being stupid.’


Tabitha lifted her chin defiantly. ‘It was a ghost, Zach,’ she declared firmly. Zach was about to disagree but chose not to. ‘I overheard the ladies in the shop saying this place is haunted and that’s why no one wants to work here,’ Tabitha continued in a loud whisper. ‘I told Mum and she said it’s rubbish. But I think this house is haunted. I can feel it.’


‘You just want it to be haunted,’ he said.


Tabitha shrugged. ‘I don’t mind if it is.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘She was in here, I know it. I feel it. She’s left her unhappiness behind.’


Zach shivered. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said, making for the door.


‘You needn’t be afraid,’ she said, following him into the corridor. ‘I don’t think it’s a nasty ghost, just a sad one.’


‘I’m not afraid,’ he replied tersely. ‘I came to investigate, didn’t I?’


Tabitha chuckled. ‘You’re as white as a sheet.’


‘So are you.’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Yes, you are.’


He walked back up the corridor, not caring now if his footsteps caused the floorboards to creak. If there was a ghost, perhaps the noise would scare it away. He wanted to ask Tabitha to sleep in his bedroom, but he didn’t want her to think him pathetic. ‘Are you okay, sleeping on your own?’ he asked, hoping she’d grab the chance to share with him.


‘I’m not frightened,’ she told him coolly. ‘But you can come and sleep in my bed if you want. It’s big enough for ten people!’


He looked appalled. ‘As if,’ he scoffed. ‘We’ll find out the Tregonings have a cat and then we’ll feel really stupid.’


‘Suit yourself,’ she said, opening the door to her bedroom and stepping inside. ‘Check the bed before you climb in – there are big fat rats under the floorboards, and they love warm feet!’ She laughed and closed the door behind her.


As she snuggled beneath the duvet she heard once again the distant sound of crying. She listened hard. It was not the wind, or a cat, or, indeed, a rat. It was a woman. The sorrowful, grief-stricken crying of a woman.


Further down the corridor, Olivia curled up against Bruce, who snored loudly; he’d drunk too much red wine at dinner. She could hear the same noise again. Wind or not, it sounded like crying. She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to it. It tugged at the primordial part of her, the maternal part of her, and gave her pain. She wanted it to stop. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to focus on Bruce’s snoring. But the sobbing was pitiful, and constant.


The next day, while Bruce drove Zach into St Sidwell to buy a Christmas tree, Olivia searched through the bookshelves in the library for a history of the house. So far, neither Zach nor Bruce had managed to find one. Ever since Bruce had inherited St Sidwell Manor, her family had been on at her about her husband’s connection to Mrs Delaware. They couldn’t understand why someone Bruce had never heard of had bequeathed him a mansion. Olivia needed to find out as much as she could about the house and its history, or they would think her negligent. Who inherits an old house and doesn’t bother to learn something about its history?


The trouble was, neither Bruce nor Olivia had had the time nor the inclination to do any research until now. Olivia had been busy illustrating a children’s novel, the author of which was a pedant, sending the drawings back countless times in her pursuit of perfection. On top of that, Olivia had managed the building work of the manor and looked after the children, which had given her little time for anything else. Bruce had given it his vague attention, but, besides finding out who had built it and when, he had learnt nothing.


Now Olivia stood in the library, surrounded by shelves and shelves of beautifully bound old books that would no doubt be worth a fortune were she to approach one of those antiquarian booksellers in London. The room itself was magnificent. The walls were completely taken up by wooden bookshelves, the ceiling ribbed with sturdy beams. Rugs covered oak floorboards aged to a rich brown. In the centre was a round table laden with heavy tomes. There was a tall, mullioned window at one end with a charming window seat and, in the middle of one wall, a marble fireplace beneath a portrait of a man in a white wig, fetching white stockings and a scarlet and ermine cloak. There had been a very valuable antique French clock on the mantelpiece when she’d first viewed the property, but that had been one of the many treasures they had had to sell at auction in order to pay the inheritance tax. Olivia decided to start at one end of the room and work her way round.


While her mother searched for a family history, sneezing every now and again at the dust, Tabitha set off to explore the house. There was a large part of it she had yet to see, most notably the attic. She knew her mother had cut it off from the rest of the house by a door, because she’d overheard her on the telephone discussing it with the builder, and also justifying her decision to Bruce who had initially wanted to use that floor for Tabitha and Zach and the many friends they were going to invite to stay during the school holidays. It was not out of bounds, only ignored, and this made Tabitha all the more curious to explore it; there was nothing as exciting as a secret floor separated from the rest of the house by a locked door.


The door, as it turned out, was not locked, but that did not make her expedition any less thrilling. As soon as she set off up the narrow wooden staircase, worn in the middle of each step by centuries of treading feet, she began to feel a strange chill. It was a different sort of cold from the rest of the house, it had a heaviness to it as if it was thick with damp. It smelt different too, but that might have been caused by a dead mouse decomposing beneath the floorboards. Tabitha wasn’t sure. Once again, she got the feeling that she was being watched. It seemed that eyes followed her everywhere – as if the very walls had eyes.


At the top of the staircase was a narrow corridor with doors to bedrooms and little natural light. When she looked about for a switch, there seemed not to be one. In fact, on closer inspection she discovered that there were no electric lights at all. Old cobwebs had been spun and later abandoned in the corners where the walls met the ceiling, and brown patches of damp darkened the white paint. Tabitha knew servants had slept here once, for the rooms were modest with uncomfortable-looking iron beds. Of course, there were no sheets or blankets, just striped mattresses too thin and knobbly to give anyone a good night’s sleep. The ceilings were low for this floor was built under the eaves; a grown person would have to stoop to walk safely down the corridor. Tabitha, being small, could walk with her head held high, but Zach would not be able to do so and neither would her parents.
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