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      Prologue

      Gale-force winds swept over the moor, buffeting trees and sending the wildlife scurrying into shelter. All was quiet in the
         village square. The shops were closed and the rain sluiced down, pooling itself on the cobblestones, making walking a hazard.
         Windows were shuttered against the storm and only the foolhardy ventured outside. The pubs were closed due to lack of custom,
         the locals knowing when best to stay at home.
      

      Above a small thatched cottage just off the main street the smoke rose merrily from the chimney, dodging the raindrops as
         though they did not exist. With its thick cob walls and ancient beams it had survived for four hundred years. In the fireplace
         glowed a wood-burning stove; the room was warm and inviting. A small group was gathered by candlelight, their attention focused
         upon one woman, middle-aged and of no great distinction, half-reclined on the settee. Though soberly dressed, she exuded power which, despite
         the odd pallor of her skin, made it appear that she glowed from within, keeping them hypnotised. Her eyes were closed and
         her breathing sporadic; now and again she emitted a sigh. Between restless fingers she clutched an ivory fan.
      

      A deeper sigh.

      ‘Is there anyone there?’ the hostess asked. They all strained to hear. Outside the weather grew steadily worse; casements
         groaned and the letterbox rattled but no one in this warm cocoon even noticed. Each had come pursuing enlightenment.
      

      ‘I have lost my fan.’ From the medium’s throat issued a voice so girlish and light it was hard to comprehend that she could
         be faking. The entire assembly leaned forward, totally rapt.
      

      ‘I must have dropped it on the way down.’ A note of gaiety entered the voice; a young girl full of the sparkle of youth, tipsy
         with happiness. ‘He danced with me.’ She was clearly thrilled. ‘He said I had beautiful eyes.’
      

      Silence then as if she were contemplating.

      ‘And then what?’ The hostess could scarcely breathe; this was more than her wildest hopes.

      ‘Lady Cunard said they must leave so they did.’

      ‘Where are you, dear?’ asked the hostess gently.

      ‘Also what year?’ hissed an onlooker, male.
      

      The hostess, finger to lips, shook her head. This was no time for interruptions.

      ‘Here in the manor, of course,’ said the voice, with a flirtatious giggle.

      ‘And the occasion?’

      ‘My birthday,’ she said. ‘Also my coming-out ball, which was why he came. Now they have all gone back to Castle Drogo.’

      Recognition; a local name. Appropriate for a prince of the blood. Their concentration grew more intense; even the drowsers
         snapped awake and one complacent woman laid down her knitting.
      

      A lengthy pause then a sharp exclamation. Something unexpected was happening now. An edge of slight concern had entered her
         voice.
      

      ‘I smell smoke,’ she said. ‘I am not sure where from.’

      Sweat now appeared on the medium’s brow. She tried to rise but they held her down.

      ‘The fire,’ said the man excitedly. ‘The manor burnt down in the 1930s.’

      The hostess shook her head, demanding silence.

      The nervous fingers clutching the fan contracted now in acute alarm. ‘I can hear the crackle of flames,’ she said. ‘There
         is smoke coming under the door.’
      

      The medium fought but they still held her down. ‘Help her, please.’ It was painful to watch. What had started off as a bit of a lark verged now on the distasteful.
      

      ‘Don’t worry.’ The hostess calmed them all. ‘It’s happening only in the past. We can’t stop now when we are so close to a
         breakthrough.’
      

      ‘There are flames.’ The medium’s voice was shrill. ‘And the door is jammed. I cannot get out. Won’t somebody help me, please?
         Or else I shall die!’
      

      Now she was screaming and clutching her throat. The fan slid unnoticed to the floor as her fingers twisted in a horrible spasm.

      ‘Enough!’ said the vicar from the shadows where he had stood unseen till now, having entered quietly after the seance began.
         He pushed his way to the front of the group, making the sign of the cross in the air. The medium’s mouth was agape and foaming
         with spittle.
      

      ‘I have warned you before.’ His face was grave. ‘You are dealing with things you do not understand.’ It was years since he’d
         stopped their meetings in the church hall.
      

      ‘Where am I?’ the medium asked feebly now, chalk-white and visibly shaking. The hostess stroked her hand and helped her to
         rise.
      

      ‘You are safe,’ she said. ‘I will fetch you tea.’ The vicar made his excuses and left. They had argued over such things before.
         He did not find it amusing.
      

      The hostess offered drinks all round and was raising the poker to jiggle the stove when a mighty thunderclap overhead rattled
         the plates on the dresser. At which point the door to the street burst open suddenly.
      

      Petrified, everyone froze on the spot. Did someone just leave or did they come in? All eyes turned to the medium.

      Who had fainted.
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      Aroused from sleep by the sound of guns, Erin rolled from the bed in a reflex action that was already practically second nature.
         How fast she had become the prey with one ear cocked for impending danger. Her heart went into overdrive until she identified
         the sound. A summer storm. From between the slats of the wooden blind that concealed the window she could see bright flashes
         of quivering light from the moor. She slowly released her pent-up breath and raised the blind for a better look. The trees
         were gusting at furious speed but the rain was now slacking off. She checked the time. It was barely six but she knew she
         would not drop off again. Too much had happened in too short a time; she was battling to stay calm. It was early June and
         the night was warm. She went downstairs to make coffee.
      

      
      Endecott Park. She was on her own. From what she had glimpsed a few hours before as they bundled her furtively into the house, not a single light showed in the complex. Nor were there any cars outside though she’d had little
         time for a proper look since it was deemed essential she not be seen. The short sharp briefing had been to the point: rigid
         rules for this enforced exile. She must not lose sight of the fact that her life was in danger. They had smuggled her here
         in the dead of night to conceal her whereabouts from potential assassins. To her it seemed like overreaction; left to herself,
         she would not have complied. But the order had come from the very top and could not be countermanded. Not even Rod, her immediate
         boss, could intervene at this level. As he’d explained in that final meeting, it wasn’t only her neck on the line. Because
         of her journalistic brilliance they were all of them now under threat.
      

      
      It made little sense when she thought it through. What difference could a single voice make against the vastness of a superpower?
         But orders were she must go to ground; for no other reason was she here. Abruptly removed from her normal life, she’d been
         forced to lie to those closest to her about why she was suddenly going away and where to. Something velvety nudged her knee.
         Perseus, her Burmese cat, was sharing her exile with her. She stooped and gathered him into her arms, breathing into his caramel
         fur.
      

      
      ‘I guess it’s just the two of us now,’ she said.

      
      * * *

      
      In the living room she pulled back the drapes and unlocked the terrace doors. Dawn was breaking; the sky was a luminous pink.
         It looked like it would be a glorious day. She savoured the purity of the air and was especially struck by the deathly silence.
         Outside was a flag-stoned patio with a wooden table and matching chairs, topped by a sun umbrella. Whoever had fixed up the
         house had not stinted on detail. Though to Erin the country could never be home; her real home was the Clerkenwell Road, with
         the sounds of all-night traffic to reassure her. This territory was quite new to her. Beyond the hedge was a gravelled path
         and wide stone steps leading down to a croquet lawn. Further on was a verdant thicket of trees, through which she saw flashes
         of light on water. She should dress before she investigated further.
      

      
      By the time she had showered and made her bed and unpacked the couple of bags she had brought, the sun had risen above the
         trees, framed by the backdrop of Dartmoor. She leaned on the windowsill, drinking it in. There was no denying the visual impact.
         Farmland as far as the eye could see, beyond that the endless moor. Rural England was new to her. She had grown up in Dublin
         then travelled abroad. Her work had led her all over the world, most recently to the Baltic States and Russia. The Clerkenwell
         loft was a new acquisition, evidence that she was doing well. She strongly resented the powers from above who had caused her to make this unscheduled move, hating to think she might be
         perceived as a coward. Freedom of speech was paramount, the only reason for doing this job at all.
      

      
      Wearing a T-shirt and nothing else, Erin began by exploring the house which was set on three floors and was airy and light
         although narrow. Sunlight slanted across wood floorboards. The walls were painted anonymous white. A pleasing space; she could
         not complain though wondered how long she would be here. Notebook in hand, she made a list. She needed to do a major shop;
         soap, detergent and cleaning things, coffee, cat food and booze. Faced with it now, it was hard to believe how unprepared
         she had been.
      

      
      Erin O’Leary, thirty-six, Campaigning Journalist of the Year, reduced to being a refugee simply through having the courage
         of her convictions. From what she could see from the map they had left she was quite a few miles from the nearest shops and,
         worst of all, without wheels. She still hadn’t quite got her head round that: the police blockade on the short drive home
         and the stunning pronouncement that she was over the limit. It made no sense. She liked a drink but, in all her years as a
         journalist, had never before risked breaking the rules that could affect her career. A single glass in a Wapping bar with a man whose face remained cloaked in shadow had led to the breakthrough and accolades
         that had landed her in this mess. That man was now dead. It had happened so fast that not even she had made the connection
         though upstairs they had and taken immediate action. Her job was suspended indefinitely until they decreed it safe to resume.
         Too many high-profile journalists had already died for this cause. She was on full pay and the weather was good; she closed
         her mind to the thought of winter here.
      

      
      It was time to get going. She had that long walk and serious foraging still to do. She put on jeans, a clean white T-shirt
         and a pair of comfortable trainers. Outside a van had appeared in the drive and a shorts-clad woman was hosing it down. They
         swapped a brief passing greeting as Erin set forth.
      

      
      ‘She’s arrived,’ said Jenny, rinsing her sponge and then, in response to his lifted eyebrow, ‘her next door.’ He was such
         a pig, forever stuffing his face.
      

      
      ‘How does she seem?’ He rinsed his plate. She had to admit that he was well trained.

      
      ‘Hard to tell. Looks pleasant enough. Too nice, I would guess, to be in this mess. Our sort of age with a friendly smile.
         Fit. She was off for a walk.’
      

      
      ‘As well she might. What else should she do? No point moping around indoors.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘I must be off too. Don’t know when, or if, I’ll be back tonight.’
      

      
      Jenny sighed. She was used to this. Sometimes she went with him just for the ride but today’s instructions had grounded her
         here which was why she was cleaning the van.
      

      
      ‘Are you taking the car?’

      
      ‘I am,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t dream of interrupting your work.’

      
      The new luxury complex came equipped with individual lock-up garages in addition to a spacious carport. Though they rarely
         bothered to garage the van, his brand-new Audi was something else. He shot upstairs to shower and shave and came down looking
         every inch a doctor. Sober suit and a clean white shirt. He had even polished his shoes.
      

      
      Jenny laughed. ‘I’m impressed,’ she said. ‘You could almost pass as the real McCoy.’ She stood in the doorway and watched
         him drive away. Then she stripped the beds and collected towels; she needed something to fill her time and loved the fragrance
         of washing dried outside. But first, before she embarked on the chores, she double-checked where she’d put the gun. She had
         to keep it close at all times. She never knew when she might need it.
      

      
      * * *

      
      The electronic gates were controlled by a zapper which Erin could not figure out how to use. So instead she leapt over the
         wall, which was not very high. At this point the road was twisty and narrow with high thick hedges on either side that blocked
         the view and made walking a serious hazard. Unlike town where the traffic flow was controlled by speed cameras and lights,
         here on Dartmoor it seemed to be anything goes. She knew to face the oncoming traffic and always cross when approaching a
         bend. All the same, it was pretty hair-raising stuff. But the air was fresh and the sun rode high; she relished the feel of
         it on her skin. White clouds scudded across the sky like a yacht race. There was open farmland on either side with Castle
         Drogo perched high on a hill. This Lutyens marvel had been much praised, sometime she’d pay it a visit. Pretty soon she reached
         the river and paused for a while on a humpback bridge. Despite all she had been through, she still remained calm.
      

      
      It was almost like being on holiday; she was being paid but had nothing to do. In time she might even start enjoying herself.
         There were hikers and people walking their dogs through a grassy meadow studded with flowers. Beyond that, woods with trees
         hanging low over water. She’d have liked to have lingered but hadn’t the time. Food and other essentials came first. So on
         she tramped and, after a while, a right-hand turn signposted the village, still three miles away. How could that be? With a squeal of brakes, a car pulled up and the female
         driver beckoned her to get in.
      

      
      ‘This road is a deathtrap,’ she scolded her. ‘I am on my way to the village and can drop you.’

      
      The car was an ancient Morris hatchback with a couple of spaniels in the back. The passenger seat and floor were piled high
         with books.
      

      
      ‘Sorry about the mess,’ said the driver. ‘But I run the library part-time. We don’t have the funds any more to pay for a pro.’
         The eyes behind the lenses were shrewd and not without a flicker of humour. Elfrieda Willcox, she introduced herself. She
         had lived in the village most of her life, apart from a longish period abroad before taking early retirement. Erin was suddenly
         at a loss, not quite certain what to say. She didn’t want to give too much away nor snub this obliging stranger. She was here
         on holiday, she explained, a spontaneous break in a house she’d been lent. A new development further back; perhaps Miss Willcox
         knew it.
      

      
      Indeed she did. ‘The old manor,’ she said, with an interest more than just plain good manners. ‘I am told they have totally
         wrecked the place. Before the fire it was quite a historical gem.’
      

      
      Erin’s attention was instantly caught; her nose for news was inherited. All she’d been told about her new digs was that the place was brand new. They had reached the square and were pulling up. Miss Willcox stopped to allow her
         out.
      

      
      ‘The library’s over there,’ she said. ‘Drop in any time you are passing.’

      
      ‘I certainly will.’ Erin beamed and waved.

      
      Just as Miss Willcox was driving away, she stuck her head out of the window and said, ‘Remind me sometime to tell you about
         the fire. And poor Violet’s death.’
      

      
      Erin’s first requirement was a sturdy bag in which to carry her purchases home. Being without any transport was a bind. Facing
         her was an old-fashioned store which, judging from the clutter outside, would seem to sell most things. She wandered in. It
         was musty and dark, a warren of passages bristling with stuff, every conceivable thing and more than she was ever likely to
         need. The man directed her through to the back where she found a whole room just of hiking gear including a canvas knapsack,
         exactly the thing. On impulse she also bought a waxed jacket; she had no idea how long she was likely to be here.
      

      
      The village was old and picturesque, nestling into the curve of a very steep hill. The buildings were granite, some of them
         thatched, dating right back to the stannary days when the community thrived from the mining of tin. In the central square was a market house, divided into separate stalls. Erin bought cheese and olive oil
         and bread still warm from the oven. She ordered wine, which the shop obligingly said they would deliver. The rest would keep;
         the knapsack was full and she still had to lug it home.
      

      
      It was already noon. She would stop for lunch before facing up to that walk again though this time she would avoid the road
         and find her way back through the fields.
      

      
      The Three Crowns pub was across from the church and dated back to the late Middle Ages, with mullioned windows and an impressive
         porch. There were tubs of flowering plants outside, perhaps to lighten the granite facade. It would not have been Erin’s first
         choice but she needed to sit.
      

      
      The dim interior was heavily beamed with polished brass and a massive grate stacked to the rafters with logs. Erin plonked
         her knapsack down and went to the bar for a glass of wine. A cluster of ancient men were discussing the weather. She looked
         around and her eye was caught by a striking portrait over the bar that dominated the room with its powerful presence. A moist-lipped
         girl with a challenging stare and the hint of a breaking smile on her face inclined herself slightly towards the painter,
         revealing her décolletage. Black bobbed hair framed an oval face with eyes of a luminous sapphire blue, emphasised by the deeper shade of velvet draped
         over her chair. In one hand she held an ivory fan. She looked on the brink of divulging a piece of ripe gossip.
      

      
      Mesmerised, Erin stared back at her, caught by the mockery in those eyes. It was hard to disengage, she was almost alive.
         The barman came over with crisps and nuts and saw the direction of her gaze.
      

      
      ‘Violet Endecott,’ he said. ‘Commissioned in honour of her eighteenth birthday.’

      
      Endecott. The same name as the park. Erin sensed there might be a story here. ‘She certainly looks a handful,’ she said. ‘I
         assume she lived in the manor.’
      

      
      ‘That she did and she died there too. On the night of her coming-out ball. The Endecotts owned half the county in those days.’

      
      ‘What’s the story?’ There must be one. The painting was clearly by an expert hand. She wondered why it was here in the local
         pub.
      

      
      They were making noises at the bar. ‘Too long to go into now,’ he said. ‘Come back another time when the place is less busy.’

      
      Before setting out on the long walk home, Erin went over to look at the church. Granite again but cosy inside, it was perched
         on the crest of the hill with the sweep of Dartmoor behind it as a backdrop. Even today, in the summer heat, a stiff breeze rustled the leaves of the trees;
         the aged gravestones were all aslant after centuries of bad weather. Many were grouped within family plots, sharing a handful
         of local names. Her curiosity now aroused, Erin went in search of the Endecotts. There must be a monument for them, surely,
         because of their local prominence. But, try as she might, she could find no trace of the name. She circuited the graveyard
         twice and, all of a sudden, there it was, set apart from the other graves, a simple moss-covered slab.
      

      
      Violet Elizabeth Endecott 1917–1935
         

      
      Not even ‘Rest in Peace’, poor soul. Neglected and forgotten.

      
      It seemed so sad. Erin turned away then, impulsively, went back for another look. Far from neglected, the grave was neat,
         the weeds pulled out and the grass well trimmed. On top of it lay a posy of violets, tied with a velvet ribbon.
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      He laughed when she told him about the ghost. She was growing dottier by the second. Her problem was she had too much time
         on her hands.
      

      
      Sylvia, neat in her seersucker robe, paused in the process of warming the pot. ‘It is well known in the village,’ she said,
         ‘that the house that stood on this site burnt down with the loss of many lives. Some time in the thirties.’
      

      
      Gerald Brennan merely snorted and retreated into the Telegraph. He had heard it all before, it was local hokum. The mysterious figure, occasionally glimpsed on a moonlit night walking through
         the grounds. In the churchyard, too, at the dead of night, tending an uncared-for grave. This was Dartmoor, such stories were
         rife. The headless horseman and the hairy hands. It took someone as out of touch as his wife to believe them.
      

      
      It ought to have worked like magic, he thought, as he stood in the bathroom lathering his chin. The dream they had shared for the past twenty years of ending their days in the
         country. His problem was it was premature: he was no way near ready to settle down. Retirement went with advancing years but
         he was still well under sixty. This country pace was too slow for him; he was already mindlessly bored. He scraped off the
         stubble and slapped on cologne. Greying, maybe, but he still had his hair, almost as thick as when he was still in his prime.
         Which was how he felt. The piercing eyes that glared back at him from the shaving mirror vigorously rejected his current position.
      

      
      The Larches they’d named it because of the trees that blocked the view from the patio doors but formed a formal centrepiece
         Sylvia liked. She had found a sign-painter near at hand who had etched the name tastefully on to old wood to give it an authentic
         rustic look. These houses were all identical. Theirs was number seven.
      

      
      She had loved it when they first moved in, the realisation of a dream. Not the thatched cottage she might have preferred but
         simpler to keep clean. She also liked the security of living behind electronic gates in the grounds of a former manor house
         with strong historic connections. People of note had lived here once, there was evidence in the church records. Endecott Park
         had a certain ring when she spelled it out to delivery men. She liked to pretend all eighteen acres were theirs.
      

      
      The reality left much to be desired. She still had her doubts about some of the neighbours and not all the houses were occupied
         yet, according to Swann Homes. Dreams she had nurtured of upping a grade, of swapping suburbia for Country Life had, sadly,
         not yet materialised though Gerald urged her to be patient. They had still only been here less than a year; the summer season
         was only just underway.
      

      
      It was all very well for him to talk. He had his golf and his drinking pals and still found reasons for regular jaunts up
         to town. Whereas she was stuck, knowing no one at all, in a village she found sadly lacking.
      

      
      For a start, there was only one hairdresser, Annie’s Place in the village square, where you had to book in advance for an
         appointment. No dropping in on a bad hair day or when sunlight revealed that your roots were showing. You went when they had
         a slot and were suitably grateful. Since Annie did practically everyone’s hair, she heard all the gossip and spread it around.
         A session in her salon was like The Archers but nobody cared; there was coffee and tea and half the village came in at a time, many just to keep up with the scurrilous
         chatter. From that vantage point they could watch the square and see all the comings and goings below. They could also see when the Okehampton bus arrived and who got off it.
      

      
      It was Annie who mentioned the Endecott Ghost on hearing where Sylvia lived. She claimed to have glimpsed it herself one wintry
         night. ‘She was wearing a hooded evening cloak so I can’t be certain it was a she, though they say it is poor dead Violet,
         unable to settle. She walks to the river from Endecott Park – the site, of course, of her family home – then up the hill to
         the graveyard where she is buried.’
      

      
      Sylvia shivered. She had to be kidding. No one had mentioned a Ghost when they sold them the house.

      
      ‘That’s what they say. Though it’s hard to tell, she’s not exactly what I would call chatty. Just hurries past with averted
         face as though hoping not to be recognised. I suppose she would have a lot of explaining to do.’
      

      
      Gerald might scoff but Sylvia was shocked. The last thing she needed was something like this, the nights here were dark enough,
         even in summer. She suspected Annie was sending her up. As soon as she could she left, aware of their laughter. As she stood
         outside, unlocking her car, she heard the babble of voices raised as at some hilarious joke. She hated it here, they were
         all so cliquey. Even after a year she didn’t fit in.
      

      
      There was also nowhere that sold decent clothes, another of Sylvia’s regular moans, nothing resembling a trendy or stylish boutique. Only dreary fifties-style shops, filled with polyester shirtwaisters and knitwear patterned with sheep.
         The village remained in a permanent time warp where colours like mustard and rust were the rage and outdoor clothing was fleece-based
         and weatherproofed. She would just have to pop up to London, she said, an excellent chance to catch up with old friends and
         absent herself for a while from this horrible place. But Gerald, for once, put down his foot. She had more clothes than she
         could possibly need but if she was after something new, why not try her hand at making it herself?
      

      
      She was aghast but he stuck his ground. Their circumstances had changed, he said. He was now retired; they would have to tighten
         their belts. But he had his cronies while she had none, the main root of her current malaise. In almost a year she had not
         made a single new friend.
      

      
      Sylvia was idly preparing lunch. Gerald was out though she didn’t know where. He hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye. It irked
         her when he behaved like that; all she had heard was the front door close and the sound of his car moving off. The least he
         might do was let her know in case there was something she needed brought in. The village was fifteen minutes away, more by
         the time she had found a parking space. A cookery book was propped up before her. She was trying a Gordon Ramsay dish. She had the kitchen TV switched to Philip and
         Fern.
      

      
      From where she stood, crushing honeycombs, she had a clear view of the empty drive and the central mound that was topped with
         trees that blocked the view of the road. They had viewed the house first at an early stage when mechanical diggers were still
         in full swing and the land that had once been a famous old ruin was raw and looked like a war zone. She had not been keen;
         it had looked too small, not at all what she had been used to in Kent. A wide remove from her fantasy cottage, smack in the
         middle of a building site. Gerald, however, had been impressed; it was good value for the asking price and if they stuck down
         a deposit today, they would have their pick of the houses. For once he had overruled her qualms and made up his mind on the
         spot.
      

      
      ‘Where do I sign?’ he asked the effusive salesman.

      
      Sylvia had problems with the layout. It was semibasement so the kitchen was dark. The ground rose steeply outside the front
         door with a flight of stone steps leading up to the drive. All she would see from the sink would be cars and the garages facing
         the houses.
      

      
      ‘If we knocked down that wall,’ she had said, ‘we could turn it into a family room.’ The rear of the house had a splendid
         view and led straight on to the terrace. She liked the idea of a large open space for when the family came to stay. She would be able to join in the chat, not stuck away in the kitchen like a skivvy. The
         house in Kent had been built that way with the garden surrounding the whole ground floor but Gerald, who rarely set foot in
         the kitchen, had other things on his mind. He seemed strangely anxious to sell up fast and move to the country without delay.
         They had lived there since they’d come up in the world twenty-five years ago. And Gerald was still only fifty-seven, well
         short of retirement age.
      

      
      ‘What’s the hurry?’ she tried to ask before they set off on this expedition but he was setting the satnav and didn’t reply.
         He was always the same. When the mood took hold he would go at things like a bull at a gate. It was what she had always admired
         in him: his unswerving determination. This, however, was too important to be resolved without careful thought. It was her
         life, too, she wanted to say but knew he would never listen. She had gazed despondently at the kitchen, trying to gauge its
         storage space. With the units still in their boxes, that wasn’t easy.
      

      
      Gerald prevailed as he usually did. They left the site with a verbal promise that they would be the proud owners of number
         seven. Now all he need do was sell The Firs which, with property prices still on the rise, could be considered a fait accompli.
         The two men shook hands on the deal.
      

      
      And that was how it had come about. Within a few weeks they were all packed up and by the beginning of August had taken possession.
         There wasn’t room for all their stuff. Some larger pieces had had to go but, by sifting out, they had compromised and now
         it was, more or less, perfect. Sylvia liked it, apart from the kitchen, and was even coming to terms with that. Gerald had
         other things on his mind though she’d no idea what they were.
      

      
      His car was back. She watched him get out, swiftly checking herself in the glass. One stringent rule with which she’d grown
         up was never to lower her standards. Even in this new country life she only rarely wore trousers and never jeans. She slid
         the chocolate mousse into the fridge and hung her apron back on the hook. Gerald was still a handsome man. She tried to keep
         an eye on him all the time.
      

      
      The new, young woman at number five was lugging a backpack towards her door. As she stood there, fumbling with her key, Gerald
         stepped forward to lend a hand.
      

      
      ‘Let me take that.’ His affable charm was automatic when it came to the fairer sex. The stranger, whose age Sylvia couldn’t
         deduce, smiled up at him and pushed back her hair. Now he moved out of his wife’s line of vision; to keep on watching she
         would have to crane. Furiously gnashing her teeth, she switched off the TV.
      

      
      * * *

      
      Gerald, whose day had not been good, perked up when he saw Erin. She was slim and fit, wearing trainers and jeans, a look
         he especially liked. She had sandyish hair, tied back in a bunch, and a cheerful smile with excellent teeth. He judged her
         to be in her early thirties and noticed she wore no ring.
      

      
      ‘Lord, that’s heavy. Did you carry that?’

      
      ‘All the way from the village,’ she said, relieved to have made it home. There had been moments along the way when she hadn’t
         been sure she would get there. This time she’d totally bypassed the road by following the footpath along the river, a peaceful
         stroll through woods and a field full of cows. She had climbed a stile that led into a lane and passed the door of a friendly
         pub, resisting the urge to stop for another drink. From there she had walked down a private track and through the farm that
         abutted their land. Now she stood, triumphant though tired, smiling up at the genial neighbour who was valiantly hefting her
         bag through her open front door. She wondered whether to ask him in, he was peering past her with interest, but was still
         too cautious to mingle much with people she didn’t yet know. He certainly didn’t look much of a threat with his friendly smile
         and greying hair but until she knew more about him, she had better not chance it.
      

      
      ‘I am Erin,’ she told him with outstretched hand. ‘Probably here for a month or two.’

      
      ‘Gerald Brennan.’ His grip was firm. ‘Welcome to Endecott Park.’
      

      
      Sylvia was waiting inside the door, the familiar edginess etched on her face. Gerald sighed.

      
      ‘What was that all about?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I simply gave her a hand,’ he said, sick of her endless interrogation. Back in Kent she’d had other preoccupations. Petty
         snobbery, scoring points: the jealousies that made up female friendship, at least where Sylvia was concerned.
      

      
      ‘You are late,’ she said as he followed her in. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d be home for lunch.’ The kitchen table was laid for two.
         She had poured herself a sherry.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have waited.’ Gerald was terse. She watched him like a neurotic hawk. He regretted no longer having an office
         to go to.
      

      
      He switched on the news to check the markets which still appeared to be volatile. Sylvia prattled and clattered about but,
         as always, he tuned her out. It was odd how, after so many years, how little in common they actually had. With the children
         gone and now his career, their life together had shrunk to a vacuum. These little lunches she magicked up were suited more
         to a bunch of women and barely served to satisfy his masculine appetite. Bread and cheese would have been enough, with perhaps
         a jacket potato thrown in and a pint of beer instead of a thimble of sherry. But Sylvia cut out recipes and kept them filed in a little tin
         box. At home she had often met up with friends but here, so far, she had none.
      

      
      ‘You ought to get out more,’ Gerald said, one ear still cocked to the business news. Even retired, his heart remained in the
         City.
      

      
      Sylvia sniffed. She had nowhere to go and nothing to do in this barren wasteland. The views were pretty but very quickly bored
         her. She could work the shops within half an hour and still come home empty-handed. There was virtually nothing here she was
         tempted to buy. At home she’d had regular coffee mornings to show off her home to like-minded friends but so far she had met
         no one here she would want inside her home.
      

      
      Gerald suggested she join some group, which illustrated how little he knew. Bell ringing, yoga and salsa dancing were not
         her kind of thing. Nor did she want to learn to ride, though the thought of the hunt did have an appeal. She saw herself graciously
         serving grog when they rode triumphantly home.
      

      
      It wasn’t enough. She was unfulfilled. She missed her daughters and former friends. The new house, though perfect, was stifling
         her. She needed some kind of diversion.
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      Lisa, next door at number six, was outside on the patio, weeding. She wore neat clothes and gardening gloves and her hair tied
         back in a ponytail. They had only been in a week or so and were still busy fixing things up. It was mid-afternoon and very
         hot. She sat back on her heels to rest, removing one glove to scratch the itch on her nose. Ned had left on the dot of eight
         for the forty-minute drive to Newton Abbot. He wouldn’t return, at the earliest, till six which gave her a lovely clear day.
         She had more than enough to keep herself occupied.
      

      
      She knew her neighbour was snooping again, hovering behind her diaphanous drapes, unaware she could be so easily seen. She
         was always around, with her bleached blonde hair and ultra tan that was obviously fake, and seemed to consider herself a cut
         above them. Which was ludicrous; their house had a name and a ghastly water-feature thing plonked outside.
      

      
      Otherwise Lisa loved it here, the first real home she had ever known. Till now she had managed in rented digs, moving around
         as she changed her job to different parts of the city. Her last address had been Finsbury Park where she had lived for seven
         grim years till circumstances had thrown her together with Ned whom she’d first met through work. His move to Devon had suited
         both well; after the shortest conceivable courtship they had come here as man and wife. Which was just in time – she’d be
         forty soon though was confident that she didn’t look it. He was slightly older but they could have been twins which perhaps
         explained the attraction. Narcissism, she had heard it called when you were drawn to your mirror image. Ned was trim, about
         five foot nine with a small tight bum and expressive hands with cuticles that were always clean and well tended. He had straight
         dark hair which he wore brushed back, and silvery eyes behind rimless lenses. A nice-looking man with a sweet, though occasional,
         smile.
      

      
      They had most of them fancied Ned at work but she was the one who had married him after a certain amount of strategic planning.
         There had been a gap. She had left the job to try her hand at different things then, quite by chance, had run into him just
         when she needed him most. She had been on her uppers and slightly scared, facing a very uncertain future having failed to find
         any job she really liked. She had tried her hand at all sorts of things: waitressing then working at a stationery shop. Later
         she’d been an artist’s model and sold old plates off a stall in Camden Passage. She was short of cash and the rent was due,
         it was January and nippy. Both parents were dead; she had no one to whom she could turn.
      

      
      Until there was Ned, on an underground train, as forlorn and undernourished as her, and she’d hailed him like a long-lost
         friend, unsure if he’d even remember. He hadn’t at first when she’d leapt at him, bolder than her actual nature, but then
         it clicked, or so he said, and he’d taken her for a beer. From which point things had developed incredibly fast.
      

      
      Lisa smiled as she shifted her trug and moved across to the opposite bed. Life could do that if you stayed alert and grabbed
         an opportunity when you saw it. Some might dither; Lisa had not. Things had changed drastically in Ned’s life so there had
         not been any time for prevarication. It was she who had proposed to him. He had come into an inheritance and was thinking
         of moving out of town which was why she had dared be so bold. They were neither as young as they’d been, she said, and could
         hardly believe her luck when he didn’t reject her.
      

      
      So here they were now, happy as clams, married six weeks with a house of their own and bright new vistas, certainly for Lisa.
         They had stopped on a whim to view the house, on their way back to London from Newton Abbot where Ned had just accepted a
         job in the local town-planning department. He had been off work for a number of years, his health had deteriorated since Lisa
         last saw him. The diagnosis had been stress; he’d be wise to work away from the city with all its attendant pressures. And
         then they had seen the sign for the house, almost the last in a smart new complex, and Lisa had liked it so much she had urged
         him to buy it. She had no savings but he was in funds and, since they would shortly be man and wife, it had taken little persuasion
         to convince him. It was under an hour from his new place of work, on the edge of Dartmoor, a national park that was one of
         the most famed beauty spots in the country.
      

      
      ‘We’d be mad not to take it,’ she had said. It would put the clincher on their union. Then they had not even set a date. Now
         they would.
      

      
      So here they were living in marital bliss and Lisa’s horizons had brightened a lot. They had moved straight in and were doing
         it up by degrees. They had already acquired the essentials, Ned was generous about things like that. The fun part would come
         as they gradually bought the rest. She was happier now than she’d ever been. No one had ever loved her before. Her mother had died when she was four and her father had quickly remarried. Then he’d
         died too and she’d found herself on her own without a lifeline.
      

      
      It was more than she’d ever thought possible, the house, the marriage, the man. Even without the other two, the house fulfilled
         her wildest dreams with its pristine walls and clean-cut lines, the staircase climbing to the room she shared with Ned at
         the top of the house. Having rented so many dingy flats, she gloried in the amount of space – three bedrooms, two ensuite,
         and a separate bathroom. Also a study that Ned had purloined where he kept his drawings and draughtsman’s tools, which meant
         he could work at home on the days he couldn’t face that long drive. Like her, he was neat which was just as well. They cohabited
         very serenely.
      

      
      Since the marriage was new there was still much to learn about sharing space with a virtual stranger, being careful never
         to cross the line between intimacy and intrusion. Ned had previously lived with his mother who had died very suddenly some
         years back, during the period they had been out of touch. He had moved into a studio flat on the Edgware Road when they met
         again. His new prosperity was due to the sale of the family home.
      

      
      ‘Why move at all?’ Lisa wanted to know when she saw how cramped his studio was. Just one main room with a sleeping annexe, devoid of character or charm.
      

      
      ‘I had to go away for a while. Besides, there was far too much space for just me.’ Not to mention the memories; he had lived
         there most of his life. So he, too, was now alone in the world till he happened, fortuitously, to bump into Lisa. He was forty-three,
         it was surely time that he thought about settling down.
      

      
      Lisa had supervised the move though what they both brought was exceedingly sparse: clothes and books, few personal things.
         Neither was much of a hoarder. Ned had quite a collection of books so the first priority had to be shelves. They had slept
         on a mattress on the floor while they saved for a decent bed. Most of the money had gone on the house and, in any case, Lisa’s
         needs were modest. She was content just to lie on the floor with the rhythmic breathing of someone beside her, for the first
         time she could remember no longer alone. But after a while she started to shop, from catalogues and cut-price stores, choosing
         each piece with the utmost care so as not to exceed their budget. Ned was impressed by what she achieved. She went for an
         understated look, neutral but with the occasional dash of colour.
      

      
      ‘You could really do it professionally,’ he told her with genuine admiration. An artist himself, he had very exacting standards.

      
      He was right. What she needed next was a job. She would take the time to look around and hope for inspiration. She was married
         now, the pressure was off. He could afford to keep her. She had chopped and changed for most of her life, trying her hand
         at all manner of things. Once she had wanted to be a dancer but her father had not allowed it. She must learn a trade and
         support herself; he had new children who now came first. Reluctantly she had learnt to type and worked in jobs that lacked
         the scope she needed to fulfil her true potential. Or so she believed, having always been very ambitious. At last she’d achieved
         one major goal by snaring herself a husband before she was forty.
      

      
      The kitchen was dark but Lisa lit candles which brightened it when they sat down to eat. Her main ambition now was to learn
         to cook. She started off with simple things: lamb braised slowly with garlic and herbs; local rabbit, freshly shot, bought
         from the farm shop at Whiddon Down, marinated in wine. Ned seemed indifferent to food, ate without noticing what it was but
         Lisa determined to be a good wife and make her husband happy. They were still enjoying the honeymoon stage, were thoughtful
         and courteous towards each other. She always asked him to carve because he was the male. He brought home wine and occasionally
         flowers and Lisa smiled shyly when he raised a toast. Over meals they discussed what each had done during the day.
      

      
      Which was not, in Lisa’s case, very much though she never seemed to have time on her hands. She still had most of the house
         to fix up as well as the patio to weed. The house, when they bought it, came fully equipped with a fridge and appliances all
         built in. The washer/drier was rather slow so she started hanging her sheets outside as she saw her neighbours do. Here on
         the moor, where the air was so fresh, things dried quickly and smelled really clean when she brought them in, with a lovely
         fragrance of ozone.
      

      
      Occasionally, when she was quietly weeding, crouched out of sight on her hands and knees, wild deer would emerge from the
         nearby woods and venture across the lawn to nibble the hedge. Thyme was the herb to keep them at bay, one of the gardeners
         told her that and accordingly planted it in tufts round the borders. Lisa, however, liked the deer. She stayed very still
         when they appeared. They moved in a group of mothers and fawns, with quivering nostrils and soulful eyes, ever on the alert
         for the slightest sound.
      

      
      She heard the distant sound of shots which meant huntsmen must be loose on the moor though, thankfully, not allowed within
         these acres. She saw them occasionally on her walks, striding along with their guns and dogs, macho killers who didn’t care, only here for the sport. Lisa, now face to face with it, found it distasteful.
      

      
      A woman walked past with a dog on a lead, towards the path that led to the woods. Lisa had never seen her before: she must
         be another new neighbour. She was tall and classy and tastefully dressed, in contrast to the other woman next door. Also she
         appeared to be younger, closer to Lisa’s own age.
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      Auriol Hammond strode grimly by, glad of the company of the dog which at least brought some kind of purpose to her newly restricted
         life. Stuck in this hellhole against her will, she would shrivel and die without a reason for regular exercise. She loathed
         the countryside, always had, until the aberration that had brought her here in the first place. Till then her life had been
         going well with everything she could possibly want, successful career combined with spectacular marriage.
      

      
      She was tall and blonde and kept herself slim, looking much like the model she had once been before striking gold and becoming
         rich and successful. It was her idea to develop this land and convert it into her personal space, a place to which she could
         one day retire and live off her well-deserved earnings. For, despite the proverbial silver spoon, she had worked very hard for all she’d achieved and only missed out on more personal things because of her driving ambition. She had sunk
         her energies into a dream but fate had dealt her a very poor hand. Her world had crashed around her ears. She was trying to
         put it back together again.
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