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When Sam Dee moves to the beautiful Wiltshire village of Bishops Well, he expects a quiet life of country walks and pub lunches. OK, so his new neighbour, Maggie Kaye, is a little peculiar, but she’s very nice – and his old pal Richard Ruta lives just down the road.


But when Richard throws one of his famous parties, things take a sinister turn. Sam, Maggie and the rest of the guests are dumbfounded when Richard falls down dead. A horrible tragedy – or a cunningly planned murder?


With a village full of suspects – and plenty of dark secrets – just who exactly would want to bump off their host? Is there a connection to another mysterious death, nearly twenty years before?


Armed with her local knowledge, Maggie – with Sam’s reluctant but indispensable help – is soon on the case. But when the body count starts to rise, will sleepy Bishops Well ever be the same again?









Chapter One


‘I’ll tell you this for nothing, Sam – you need to get out more. Look at me, old man!’ Richard beamed from the height of his stool. His elbow was propped on the edge of the bar, his right foot on the rung of the stool, his left, firm and assertive, planted flat on the floor. He had pulled back his shoulder blades and thrust his chin forward as if he were posing for a portrait. He was several years Sam’s senior. The cheek of calling Sam old!


‘Yes, I’m looking. What am I supposed to be seeing?’


‘My vibrant and unbridled youth.’


‘I see . . .’


‘I’m glad you do!’


The hint of irony bypassed Richard, but Rhys, the barman, exchanged a bemused glance with Sam. He swept past them, casually wiping the counter and collecting a few empty glasses along the way. An ex-full back, he had a boxing-glove textured body, heavily padded with raw muscle. A dense tangle of tendons, veins, and sinews teemed beneath his rolled-up sleeves. He was young and strong. Had it not been for a neck injury, he would still have been on the pitch instead of manning the bar at Bishops Well Rugby Clubhouse. By comparison, Richard came across as an old man, whether he cared to admit it or not: his frame was hollowed and his skin leathery and wrinkled, the hue and texture of tea-soaked parchment. But he knew how to carry himself with bravado.


‘I look youthful,’ he proceeded to expand his point, ‘because I don’t hang on to the past. I catch the moment, here and now! Carpe diem, old man! Carpe diem!’ He slapped Sam on the arm and squeezed it with his bony fingers.


‘Yeah,’ Sam agreed distractedly and took another long and pensive swig from his pint glass. He jolted as he caught his own reflection in the mirror behind the spirit bottles lined up on the shelf. He looked a washout, which was precisely how he felt. Nevertheless, his own face took him by surprise. It was blotchy, unshaven, and swollen from another restless night. His hair, once thick and black, seemed faded and dusty, as if he had scattered ashes over his head.


‘How long has it been now – eighteen months?’


‘Nineteen months.’


‘It’s time to move on, for pity’s sake!’ Richard leaned forward and gripped his arm. ‘You’re bloody well coming - I won’t let you off the hook, not this time! This is my last birthday bash, I have decided, and that is final. Sixty-eight, past your average retirement age, and that’s it. After this one, I’m well and truly retired from birthdays. Last chance!’


‘I really don’t think so. You know I’m not good with people I don’t know. I’ll only feel rotten.’


‘Bring someone you do know.’


Sam emitted a derisive snort. He had left the people he knew behind him, in London.


‘In fact, I can think of someone just perfect for the occasion. That charming little neighbour of yours – she’ll be fun.’


‘Maggie Kaye?’ Sam found the idea preposterous. He hardly knew the woman. Their dealings had been limited to him buying one half of her house, a pleasant enough and straightforward transaction.


‘Yeah, Mystic Maggie! I know her old man, Eugene. Even he doesn’t know what to make of her, but one thing is for certain: you won’t be bored. She’ll have plenty to say – she always does. I have it on good authority that she even talks to the dead – she might get a direct line to Alice and bend her ear. I wouldn’t put it past her!’


Amused by his own joke, Richard slapped Sam again – this time on his thigh – and gave a jolly loud guffaw. Sam didn’t join him. He wasn’t in the mood, especially now that Richard had managed to bring Alice into this. Two years and four months . . . it felt like only yesterday.


Richard sighed. ‘Just do it for me, Samuel. I’ll need you there. You’re my oldest friend here – I don’t have many, old or new, come to think . . . I’m better at making enemies.’ A false note rang in his laughter. ‘Seriously, Sam, I want all of the people I love to be there. You’re one of them. You know you are. You’re sat deep in here, in my soul!’ With his typical Slavic exuberance, Richard thumped his chest. It reverberated with a hollow sound. ‘I want you all together, raising a glass to my good health. That’s not too much to ask, is it?’


Sam sighed in reply.


‘Even the scorned wives are coming.’


‘Mary?’


‘Oh yes! And Dotty, all the way from Florida. I pray to God I recognise her face.’


‘It’s been a good few years . . .’


‘It’s not that. Yes, she may be a few decades older since I last clapped my eyes on her, but it’s what she’s done to herself in all those years.’


‘What has she done?’


‘All the bloody surgeries and implants she’s been through. She’s made of silicone or whatever it is she pumps into herself. A friend of mine said she looked like a puffer fish. At least I’ve got a pool.’ He laughed again, then quickly pulled a supplicatory face. ‘Be a good sport and come . . . Come, for old times’ sake.’


‘I’ll see. I can’t promise –’


‘Good! I’ll take that and I’ll drink to it!’ Richard raised his glass, swivelled the honey-coloured brandy with panache, and downed it. He banged the empty glass down on the bar and gestured to Rhys for another round. His eyes wandered aimlessly around the half-empty bar and halted abruptly. He twisted his lips with dismay. ‘Hell, not him!’


Henry Hopps-Wood was ambling into the bar from the restaurant end of the clubhouse.


‘Richard! Samuel! Good to see you!’ Henry arranged his face into a poor impression of a smile. His face muscles struggled to stretch his small, tight lips. He sailed towards them and shook their hands, Richard’s first. ‘Birthday wishes are in order, I hear. Many happy returns!’


Richard murmured something remotely resembling a grudging thank you.


‘Vera and I are coming to your bash. Wouldn’t miss it for the world . . . Especially Vera!’


‘Who told you?’ Richard’s question sounded like a grievance.


‘Penny, of course. Oh, have I just put my foot in it? It isn’t one of those surprise parties, damn it? You do know you’re having a party?’


‘Yes, I know. I just wish she left the guest list to me. It’s my bloody birthday!’


Henry stared, his nose out of joint, but Richard merely went on steaming with frustration, expelling grunts of discontent.


‘Whatever do you mean?’ Henry demanded as soon as he recovered his voice.


‘Do I have to make myself any clearer? I can, you know! I bloody well can, but you won’t like it.’


‘Why don’t you try me?’


The staring competition between the two men was turning nasty. Finding himself between them, Sam felt decisively squeezed. He groaned inwardly and spoke with a put-on joviality, ‘Richard, you devil, I almost took you seriously!’ He slapped the old boy on the back and laughed.


On reflection, Henry laughed too, insincerity rattling in his throat. ‘You got me there, damn it!’ He turned on his heel and hurried away in the direction of the exit, from which he then promptly retreated to finally find his way to the gents’.


‘I wasn’t joking,’ Richard told Sam. ‘He’s a damn snake in the grass, Hopps-blinking-Wood! Hopps . . . Slithers, more like!’


‘What’s brought this on?’ It was common knowledge that Richard, a confirmed Tory, had campaigned for Henry in last year’s election, staking his reputation and fame to unseat the Lib Dem incumbent and successfully getting Henry elected. Penny, Richard’s third and present wife, was still driving Henry’s PR wagon and ghostwriting his speeches, so far as Sam was aware. They were in each other’s pockets – one happy family.


Or were they?


‘Don’t get me started! He is a bastard through and through. I know things . . .’


‘Know what?’


‘Bah! Don’t ask! It’s nothing.’ Richard looked atypically downcast, but only for a few seconds. He downed his brandy, which Rhys had just placed before him, in one go and exhaled. The alcohol seemed to lift his spirits. ‘Who knows,’ he raised his brow thoughtfully, ‘he might yet regret gatecrashing my birthday do. If he insists on coming.’


‘What are you getting at?’


‘We’ll see . . . We have to keep our politicians accountable. For all their sins.’ The mischievous spark returned to Richard’s eye. He glanced at his watch and sprung from the stool. ‘Damn it! Have to run! I’m already late.’


‘Where are you off to?’


‘Bristol.’


‘Oh?’


Richard turned and tapped the side of his nose. ‘Meeting a lady, an old flame of mine. A blast from the past, you could say. So much to catch up on, old man, so much to catch up on!’


At that point, Henry emerged from the gents’ and the two men collided with each other. Neither of them looked too pleased. They eyed each other with thinly veiled hostility. Finally, Henry blinked first and stepped aside to let Richard through.


Sam left the clubhouse a few minutes later. In the car park, he ran into Frank Savage.


‘Richard – is he inside?’


‘You’ve just missed him.’


‘Is he heading back home?’


‘Bristol, I believe.’


‘Bristol?’


‘That’s what he said.’


Frank cursed under his breath. He was a broad-shouldered ex-military man who had been working for Richard in the loose capacity of bodyguard-cum-Man Friday for some fifteen years now. Where exactly Richard had found him was a mystery, but Frank was his most loyal employee and confidant. It came therefore as a surprise to Sam that Frank didn’t know Richard’s precise co-ordinates at this very moment.


‘He said he was picking up a lady. A “blast from the past” is how he put it.’


‘Dorothy – Dotty, his ex?’


‘He didn’t say who.’


‘Only she’s already arrived!’ Frank appeared flustered, his trademark military disposition unable to keep frustration at bay. He ground his teeth, ‘She’s not only arrived, but she’s also full of shit, if you get my meaning – wants an explanation why Richard is avoiding her. The answer is staring her in the face – she’s a cow. She’s always been a pain in the arse apparently but she’s got worse with age. And she’s only just got here. What did she expect – a red carpet and a guard of honour?’


‘Well, yes . . . quite ridiculous . . .’ Sam bumbled just to say something supportive. Frank was in a state.


‘You’ll never guess who brought her from Heathrow.’


‘You?’


‘Tuppence!’ Frank often used Penny’s full name, pronouncing it with a lethal dose of venom. ‘Of all the sad suckers out there, snotty Tuppence drove all the way to Heathrow to chauffeur Dotty about. She was the only one at home when the old bat rang – couldn’t think of an excuse.’


‘That’s decent of her.’


‘She didn’t look decent from where I was standing. Pissed off, more like.’


‘You can’t say no to Dotty –’


‘I would’ve killed to be a fly on the wall in that car with them two driving back to Bishops. Two hours of sheer bloody-mindedness. The moment she let the old bat out of her car, Penny took off without a word – like she had to be somewhere urgent. Left me alone with Dotty. Not an experience I’d like to repeat, not even if they paid me double. The way she spoke to me, I was minded to tell her where to go. The woman’s mad as a hatter, I tell you! But what the hell is she doing here? That’s what I’d like to know!’


‘Richard did mention she was invited to his birthday bash.’ Sam was finding this comedy of errors mildly entertaining. ‘They must’ve got their timings muddled up.’


‘They sure as hell did! The “bash” isn’t for another two weeks.’


‘It looks like you’re stuck with her till then.’


Leaving Frank with that thought, Sam departed. Home was within walking distance of the clubhouse and he enjoyed strolling down the steep cobbled streets of Bishops Well.


Bishops was a quaint market town. Sam had once made the mistake of calling it a village in front of a few deeply patriotic locals. He had narrowly escaped a lynching. He’d had to endure a long lecture about Bishops Well’s proud past. None other than King John himself had granted Bishops Well (then known as Westonbury) town privileges in 1211. These included a Thursday Market (which continued to this day), as well as ‘quittance from tallage, stallage, lastage, and payage’. The town’s propitious location halfway between Bath to the north and Salisbury to the south had made it an attractive pit stop for travelling merchants and pilgrims. In its heyday Bishops had boasted four inns and six taverns, now reduced to a mere two public houses, the Rook’s Nest and the Watering Hole. In the neighbouring village of Parson’s Combe stood Parson’s Combe Inn, the only local establishment offering overnight accommodation. It wasn’t bursting at the seams, due to the fact that only a handful of visitors passed through the area nowadays, and even fewer took respite within the town’s walls. There was a puritan faction of Bishopians who didn’t regard the humble hamlet of Parson’s Combe as part of Bishops; they offered their exclusive patronage to the Rook’s Nest.


Sam would always remember his first encounter with Bishops Well’s eccentricities when he had visited and fallen in love with the place. He had been forced to leave his car in a muddy country lane on the periphery of town, since the High Street had been taken over by revellers. Driven by curiosity, he had joined the crowd of bizarrely dressed druids and faeries. Beating drums, shaking giant rattles, and chanting in an eerie combination of menace and drunken rapture, they had flooded the streets from all directions and headed towards the Market Square. There they had set up an enormous bonfire and begun tossing straw effigies and spitting mouthfuls of ale into the flames. This ritual was accompanied by unrepeatable cursing and beseeching the Devil to return to hell his Saxon spawn. When the raging flames started to lick the arms of the stone cross, the mob broke into a frantic dance and its now jubilant chants reached their crescendo. At that point, Bishops’ only fire engine had emerged and put an end to the spectacle.


The revellers had retreated to the Rook’s Nest for more celebrations. Sam had followed, keen to establish the meaning of the madness he had just witnessed. Over a pint, or two, of the home-brewed ale, he had discovered that the good people of Bishops Well who considered themselves the direct descendants of Ancient Britons had just celebrated the demise of their Saxon oppressors. When he had pointed out that the Saxon oppressors had simply been replaced by the Normans, he had been advised that patience was a virtue. The Normans would get their comeuppance soon enough.


‘One thing at a time,’ Terrence Truelove, the publican, had said, offering Sam his next pint on the house. Sam had become instantly besotted with the place. The more he had found out about it, the greater was his infatuation.


A valiant attempt had been made after the Great War to revive the town by linking it by rail to the rest of the world. Today the derelict train station stood forlorn and drowning in weeds at the end of a defunct line. A local farmer used the buildings for grain storage in harvest season. There was an operational bus service, however. The parish activists fought tooth and nail to keep it subsidised for the benefit of Bishops’ citizens. Bishops’ postie, John Erwin (who also drove the fire engine!) had taken over the bus driver’s role on a part-time basis ten years ago. Ever since, he had enjoyed the status of national treasure, even though he never kept to any particular schedule and would frequently misappropriate the bus in order to deliver post in bad weather.


Architecturally, Bishops Well was steeped in history and quite averse to change. The wheels of time seemed to have become derailed en route there and progress had never made it to town. Bishopians resolutely rejected all attempts at modernisation and stuck to maintaining their thatched roofs, inglenooks, and chimney stacks in their original condition. The Market Square boasted Bishops’ very own circle of stones – three still standing and the fourth laid across like a sacrificial altar – apparently predating Stonehenge. This ancient Celtic relic housed at its centre a blackened, ten-foot-high stone cross – blackened undoubtedly by centuries of Saxon-cursing fires. Inadvertently, Bishops Well managed to project an image of diversity and tolerance in this perfect blend of its pagan and Christian leanings. Local lore had it that beneath the cross was a spring well. A splash of water from that well could heal leprosy, as it had done in the early fourteenth century, miraculously restoring Bishop Anselm’s health after he had contracted the disease on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. It was then that the town had been renamed Bishops Well. However, no one had been able to verify the presence of the well, never mind its healing properties, as the considerable bulk of the stone cross could not be shifted or in any way tampered with.


The Grade 1 listed edifice of Bishops’ Tudor Town Hall stood side by side with the recently erected Community Hall. Across the Market Square was a seventeenth-century arcade, affectionately referred to as the Old Stables. It was home to a stylish café-restaurant, a butcher’s shop still run by the descendants of Robert Kane, who had established it in 1701 (if the plaque over the door was to be believed), and a bakery whose owner, appropriately named Angela Cornish, was famous countywide for her pasties.


The Old Stables arcade vied for attention with the Rook’s Nest, the town’s oldest public house. Cobbled streets sprouted from the Market Square like arteries from the town’s beating heart. The High Street served as the main aorta carrying traffic through the village – sorry, the town – and across a charming single-lane bridge over the River Avon. It continued towards the rolling hills of the Commons Green where the Folly stood, and beyond where the rival town of Sexton’s Canning sprawled like an ugly grey toad.


To many Bishopians, Sexton’s Canning’s relentless expansion was a travesty. A place that had begun as a small hamlet of farm workers had over the centuries overtaken Bishops Well in size and significance. It had encroached upon Bishops’ outer confines, gradually absorbing the villages of Little Ogburn, Lower Norton, and even parts of Parson’s Combe. But Bishops Well held its own in the face of adversity and successfully resisted being appended to the south-western outskirts of its bigger neighbour. It had to put up with Sexton’s Canning hogging all of the county’s primary amenities, such as libraries, leisure centres, hospitals, and shopping centres, as well as a busy train station, the County Hall, and the police headquarters. Bishops Well may have defended its sovereignty but it had to yield to Sexton’s supremacy. Bishopians found that fact irritating: since when should a bishop bow to a sexton! Instead of grumbling, though, they resolutely maintained a stiff upper lip and got on with their exciting lives.


And life in Bishops Well was brimming with excitement. Apart from the Thursday Market, summer and winter fetes were held with many noble charities in mind. The list of worthy causes was as long as the High Street. Bishopians were particularly fond of all things old. The past was never far from a Bishopian’s mind. Every important – and unimportant – historical anniversary was noted in the Parish calendar and wholeheartedly commemorated in the residents’ unique way. The most powerful force to reckon with in Bishops Well was the AA – Bishops Well Archaeological Association, that is – and that spoke volumes about the town’s priorities. A large number of other exotic societies with a limited level of usefulness called Bishops Well their home.


And, since last November, so did Samuel Dee.


He had decided to relocate there after a few weeks of intense introspection following the anniversary of his wife’s death. Rather than spending a second painfully lonely Christmas in London, without Alice, he had decided to shut the door on his old life and move somewhere where the memories of Alice could not find him. Their children, Abi and Campbell, were grown up and had left home. There was nothing to keep him rattling around his and Alice’s old London haunts without her by his side, and bumping into people who knew him as Alice’s other half. It would never be the same without her.


That was when he had remembered the mad little town of Bishops Well. It would be a perfect hidey-hole to afford him peace of mind and anonymity, he had decided, and started packing.


Anonymity hadn’t been fully accomplished, as, a couple of months into his brand-new life, he had run into Richard Ruta at the Thursday Market. Sam had totally forgotten that Richard resided in a country estate, ironically named Forget-Me-Not, a couple of miles south of the town. Sam had visited Richard there before, notably swinging by Bishops Well on that one memorable occasion, but had somehow failed to make the connection when placing the offer on his new house. Now, he was glad of that. In the end, having just one old friend around couldn’t be that bad, and in the main, it wasn’t.


Sam’s new home wasn’t that new. It was a subdivided old vicarage called Priest’s Hole. The blackened name plaque hung over the archway of the original front door, and the Roman numerals chiselled into it indicated that it dated back to 1645. According to the property deeds, the vicarage hadn’t actually been built until 1849, but word had it that the foundations remembered the days of the Civil War, when the then Royalist rectory was plundered and burned down by marauding Roundheads in search of easy pickings. Religious differences may have had something to do with it, too.


Priest’s Hole sat snug and comfy, nestled in the churchyard. With its sharp belfry, St John’s church towered over the priest’s living quarters like a mother over her babe. The house backed on to the cemetery.


Sam appreciated that aspect of his neighbourhood: it was dead quiet. Blossoming nature held together the crumbling tombstones. Squirrels and blackbirds rustled the treetops which twitched and rippled with incessant activity. Sam’s garden blended well with the graveyard: it was wild and overgrown, and utterly untamed. Over the four-foot stone wall was his neighbour’s garden. Maggie Kaye occupied the other half of the old rectory building. Her garden, a mirror reflection of Sam’s in shape and size, teemed with colour, erupted with scents, and buzzed with life. If Sam’s garden was a yang, Maggie’s was a yin. In all its hyperactive vitality, it must have kept all the dead souls in the cemetery wide awake.


Maggie was doing her best to keep the ghosts on their toes. With her around, nobody stood a chance of resting in peace. She spent most of her waking hours in the garden, tending to her vibrant bushes, deadheading and, frequently, to Sam’s initial disbelief, entertaining herself with part-mumbled, part-hummed monologues.


More than six months into their neighbourly co-habitation, the initial disbelief had worn off. By now, Sam was used to Maggie’s bizarre ways. In fact, he had warmed to her. She had become a welcome reminder that life went on somewhere on this planet, regardless.


As he stepped out of his kitchen door onto the weed-infested patio, a mug of steaming coffee in hand, he was delighted to find his neighbour waving to him. She was leaning over the fence, a big smile gracing her face.


‘I was expecting you to pop out any second now, and look – wasn’t I right?’


This was how she would often start a conversation, and it explained why people called her Mystic Maggie. She was always one step ahead of you. He raised his mug to her and said hello, and for the sake of neighbourly harmony, added something about a lovely day. The bees were buzzing over Maggie’s flowerbeds, while an occasional stray wasp droned competitively in Sam’s nettle patch. The sun felt warm on his face. This was as good an opportunity as any to ask his neighbour to accompany him to Richard’s damned birthday bash.









Chapter Two


I was sitting in the garden, sunning myself on a bench and contemplating the hidden health benefits of Jaffa Cakes, when she appeared. At first, I heard the swing creak. Ever since I could remember, that swing would creak whenever someone sat in it. It was a sturdy plank of wood suspended from the tree on two rusty chains. Over the years the wood had been polished to smooth perfection by our bottoms. My sister Andrea and I used to fight over that swing when we were little girls. Being older by nearly two years, I would invariably win the contest and plant my even then sizeable backside on the wooden seat, demanding that Andrea gave me a push. But she wouldn’t because she was sulking, her little mouth downturned and wobbly. So I would let her have the first go. But it would be on my terms, you see, because I had won and could afford to be magnanimous. I would push her and then she would push me, and the swing’s rusty chains would creak.


So when I heard it creak again, my happy childhood memories fluttered in and I peeked over the fence, half-expecting to see my little sister sitting in it, knees wide apart, clutching the chains and waiting to be pushed. But, of course, it wasn’t Andrea. It was my neighbour’s dead wife.


She had sat in the swing, rested her head against the chain, and was indulging in a faint to-and-fro movement, the swing rocking lazily like a pendulum, her dress air-lifted.


I said to her, ‘You look like a happy camper. Your hubby’s coming out to play, isn’t he?’


She didn’t answer – they never do.


She peered dreamily into space, smiling. She looked twenty, not a day older, even though she must have been at least in her mid-forties when she died. But even in death people can be vain and will try to look their best. Especially women. I would be the same, I imagine. Given a choice, I too would go for my twenties looks. I was slimmer then, wobble-free, crow’s feet-free, and carefree. I was boyfriend-hopping like an Easter bunny on Duracell because after my first heartbreak I had decided that true love was for the birds. And I still had a sister –


But I digress.


I saw my neighbour’s dead wife on the swing, and that told me he had to be nearby. She – I believe her name was Alice – would never turn up in the garden to keep me company. She only had eyes for him. I don’t think she could see me, or if she could, she was ignoring me. I, on the other hand, could see her as plain as day, in all her ghostly glory.


Did I mention that I can see the dead?


I realise I sound demented, like I stole a line from The Sixth Sense and ran away with it, but it’s true. I can see them. The dead.


I wasn’t born that way. It took the disappearance of Andrea for me to cross that line. I looked for her everywhere, and after I had exhausted all of her hunting spots here on earth, I moved further afield – into the realm of the dead.


I was alone in my search. No one else was worried, because Andrea had been a wayward young thing, footloose and fancy-free. She had not kept in touch at the best of times, but in the end would always find her way home. Especially when she needed cash. So everyone assumed that she had upped sticks and left for some exotic island in the Pacific, and that sooner or later she would be back. Dad had said more or less exactly that and told me to give it a rest. Mum had told me not to fret, Andrea would turn up. I didn’t believe them. It was typical of Andrea to disappear, but it wasn’t like her not to come back when she ran out of funds. I started visiting all kinds of charlatans and necromancers, spent a fortune on mediums, and consorted with the so-called white witches (they are the good ones, as opposed to the rest of them who can be real cows).


To this day, I cannot pinpoint the person responsible for nudging me over to the other side. The dreams had come first: vivid, convoluted nightmares crowded with faces made of wet clay, stretching and coiling in turn, reshaping themselves as they reached out to me, and through me, and out, while I could do nothing to stop them, screaming soundlessly with my mouth wide open, gasping for air and missing on every breath. I can only compare that experience to drowning. I know that sensation intimately from the day when, as kids, we had been apple-bobbing at Halloween and it was my turn. I had been doing well but then my stupid big brother Will, for laughs, had pushed my head into the bowl and held me down for what seemed like for ever. The apple I had been holding in my teeth slipped out and water raced into my lungs. It felt like it swelled in every organ of my body and burst out through my eyes and ears. They had pulled me up and had to pump my chest. Apparently, the whole episode had only lasted a few split seconds. When I had come round, it seemed to me that I had come back from the dead. And that was exactly how I felt when all those years later I woke up from those nightmares.


And then they stopped.


On that night when I screeched out of another nightmare, my mouth grasping in the dead of night for the word help, I stared right into the eyes of a figure sitting at the foot of my bed, curling a lock of hair around her finger, peering into space. I said, ‘Excuse me?’, which was the first thing that sprang to my mind. I think I must have been feeling a bit defensive – protective over the privacy of my own bedroom. She didn’t respond. Like I said, they never do. She got up and walked into the wall, or rather, through it. After that, the nightmares had stopped but the dead kept turning up, uninvited as they were, because none of them was Andrea. Remember, all I had wanted when I had started meddling with the dead was to find my little sister.


But I stray again. I do this all the time: I talk too much and fly off on a tangent.


Going back to that warm and sunny May day, true to form, Samuel Dee, my neighbour, the dead woman’s husband, strolled onto the patio of his garden, a coffee mug in hand, and shouted a cheery hello in response to my friendly wave. I told him I had been expecting him, but he didn’t ask why. Instead, he pointed out to me the obvious fact of the weather being rather pleasant, and then, out of the blue, said, ‘Richard Ruta is having a garden party – it’s his birthday – a birthday bash. Saturday week. I was wondering – would you like to . . . would you like to come?’


‘Oh . . .’ It isn’t like me to be stuck for words, but I was. I adore Richard Ruta and I love his films. In the late eighties, his films were my religion, and he a distant and unattainable deity. If anyone had told me that one day the deity would descend from heaven and move to Bishops, I’d have been struck dumb. So, when he married my old pal Mary and the two of them moved from London to make their home at Forget-Me-Not, I went dizzy with disbelief – and rather green with envy. Seeing Mary on the arm of my idol was a little bit too much to take. I had felt betrayed by my friend and cheated on by my – imaginary, as it were – lover. I had found a polite excuse not to be one of Mary’s bridesmaids and left town for a couple of miserable weeks in Wales. It had rained all the time. When I had returned home, I could not bring myself to visit Mary and her God-husband, so I had drifted further and further away, worshipping the man from a safe distance and watching his turbulent life with the same fascination as I watched his films.


Unsure about my ambiguous reaction, Samuel felt obliged to explain, ‘I’ve got an invitation for two – myself plus one, you see . . . I don’t know anyone else in these parts. I thought you might – Otherwise, it’ll go to waste.’


‘We can’t let that happen,’ I regained my power of speech. It was time to grow up and face my fears. ‘I’d love to come, thank you!’


‘Good, then, hmm . . .’ he replied, absently, turned on his heel and stole back indoors. Alice rose from the swing and she too disappeared from sight. I could safely assume that he wasn’t coming out again, so I returned to deadheading the roses.


That evening, I climbed up to the loft and rummaged through the woodlouse-infested coffer where I kept old videos and DVDs. I could swear that I saw a mouse’s tail trailing away under the floorboards as I stumbled from the ladder, but I stifled a scream and pretended it was a shadow. The tail might have belonged to a rat. I wasn’t going to investigate – it was long gone by the time I switched on the lights. I knelt by the coffer and began my search. I was looking for a Richard Ruta box set. It dated back to 2001, since Ruta had not directed any new films in years. He had burst on to the scene in the eighties. I remember watching it on telly: the story about the famous Polish director and his notorious defection to the West. In those days, he looked like a Greek god: dashing and devilishly handsome, and full of disarming attitude. That was my heyday, too – the best days of my life; I was young and full of ideas; I designed my own outfits from Mum’s net curtains and bedsheets; I had my first wet perm, and Andrea was still living at home with us, far from trouble.


His films had shaped the generation of decadence and excess. They were different. Alien. Intriguing. They were iconic, and they had set trends for years to come. His adaptation of Tristan and Isolde had opened the floodgates to guiltless extra-marital affairs and spelled the end of the Seventh Commandment. My favourite was Into the Bargain, a tale about an aspiring actress who sells her soul to Lucifer for stardom and throws her own body into the bargain. It was deliciously immoral. And horrifying. Ruta had the knack for leading you to throw caution to the wind with wanton abandon, for which in the end he would make you pay the weight of your heavy soul in gold. I loved his films. I had seen each of them on the big screen, and later, when DVDs replaced video tapes, bought the whole box set as soon as my pay cheque had cleared.


At last, I uncovered the box set at the bottom of the coffer and, triumphant, raced down the ladder and down the stairs, to the sitting room to push the first DVD into the player. A bottle of Pinot Grigio had been cooling in the fridge since the afternoon. I fetched it and poured a glass, which misted satisfyingly. I retrieved the deliciously salty, steaming popcorn from the microwave as soon as it pinged. Finally, full of anticipation, I curled up on the sofa to indulge in all my guilty pleasures: eating, drinking, and having dirty thoughts.


It was on the second glass that my finger could find no more particles of salt at the bottom of the bowl, and I became disillusioned with my viewing. Even though the storyline was a cracker, the acting was overcooked, the makeup grotesquely overdone, the hair too big, and the clothes . . . God help us all who wore them in those days! Sometimes it is best to leave the ghosts of the past in the past where they belong. I switched to the TV and flicked between channels. I caught a repeat of Wallander and rejoiced. With his cool Scandinavian understatement, Wallander was the antidote my mind (and body) craved. He would go down well with a cheeseboard and a bunch of grapes, I concluded, and trotted to the kitchen to plunder the fridge for a wedge of Brie and a slice of cheddar.









Chapter Three


Sam had not worn a tie since Alice’s funeral. He had to dig deep into the boxes to find his old collection. The fact that he had not labelled the boxes when moving home did not help with his search. Neither did the fact that most of them remained packed and sealed, for he only bothered to open them when necessity called for it. Which wasn’t often. In his new sedate life in the West Country, Samuel didn’t need much: a sturdy pair of wellies to negotiate muddy ruts, a waterproof anorak to brave the incessant drizzle, and a kettle, for obvious reasons. Everything else that had seemed indispensable in London was superfluous here in the deep country. Particularly the ties.


It was late and the tie was proving elusive. Sam decided to settle for a Ted Baker shirt with a bold print. He only knew it was Ted Baker because it had been a gift from Alice and she had been particular about things like that. In Alice’s day, this shirt had been well-fitting; now it hung on Sam without definition. Without Alice, even his clothes had lost the will to live.


Had he not invited Maggie, and had she not accepted, Sam would have changed his mind about going to Richard’s party. This morning, he hadn’t risen from bed in the highest of spirits and they only sank deeper as the day went on. But as things stood, he had to pull himself out of the depths of self-pity and knock on his neighbour’s door.


Maggie opened the door on the first knock. Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, a bejewelled clutch bag in hand, she smiled at him and, true to form, said, ‘Ha! I knew you were at the door.’


‘Am I too early?’


‘No! Spot on. I was expecting you at this very minute.’


‘I hope you were. I did say I’d collect you at half-two.’ Sam couldn’t hide his bemusement. ‘Shall we go?’


Maggie stepped out and locked her front door with an iron key, which was far too big for her tiny bag, so she hid it under a terracotta pot full of yellow pansies. Sam was obliged to roll up his sleeves and tilt the pot, which weighed a ton. A family of deeply traumatised earthworms wriggled out as he did so.


Maggie fussed about getting into the passenger seat of his Jag, making irrational noises about there not being any space for her to squeeze in despite the ample leg room. She insisted on taking the back seat. Sam, though puzzled, relented. They were running late.


Forget-Me-Not was a Georgian mansion of creamy Bath stone. Built on elevated foundations, it loomed over its surroundings. Triple French doors led out on to a terrace where an outdoor pool took centre stage. From that level, stone steps led down to the garden. They were guarded by statues of a stag standing on one side and a lion lying on the other. At the bottom of the steps was a gravelled courtyard, which was encircled by a perfectly manicured, Versailles-type garden with box hedges, a snail-shaped maze curling and unfurling in the middle, a symphony of colourful early blooms, such as clematis, and topping it all, an array of forget-me-nots scattered in large ceramic pots.


When Sam and Maggie arrived, the garden was already full of extravagantly dressed individuals, strutting and posing around the pool, air-kissing and bursting with peals of staged laughter. It was a bohemian crowd: artists, actors, film-makers, and film critics. Those people knew how to put on a show. And they knew how to make everyone who didn’t belong in the show feel painfully out of place.


Maggie intercepted a white-clad waiter carrying a tray of champagne glasses on the palm of his hand. She grabbed two and passed one to Sam. ‘Let’s get smashed,’ she recommended.


It was as good an idea as any. Sam took a tentative swig, secretly hoping for a pint of lager.


Someone tapped Maggie on the shoulder. It was an elderly gentleman with a head – and ears – full of thick white-speckled hair. Maggie spun on her heels and threw her arms around him.


‘Dad!’


‘You look surprised! I bet you didn’t foresee us being here. A small malfunction in your sixth sense wiring?’ he teased, a glint of mischief in his eye.


A small older lady added, ‘We certainly didn’t expect to bump into you. On second thoughts, how come you are here?’


‘I know, I know . . . Isn’t it funny? My new neighbour invited me.’ Maggie flipped her wrist in Sam’s direction. ‘It’s all down to him I’m here. But you haven’t met him yet - this is Samuel Dee.’


The elderly gentleman’s eyes and the eyes of the little lady on his arm settled on Sam. They seemed to be assessing how good he was at plumbing and changing light bulbs – two qualities required of any half-decent neighbour.


‘Samuel is the man who bought the other half of Priest’s Hole. He moved in before Christmas.’


‘Yes, you did mention . . .’ her father agreed, but looked doubtful. ‘She did, didn’t she, love?’


‘It goes to show you never visit. When was the last time?’ Maggie turned to Sam, ‘They only live down the road.’


‘My knees gave up a long time ago, and your mother’s been off colour since . . . Since when, love?’


‘Never mind,’ Maggie sighed theatrically. ‘Samuel, meet my parents.’


‘Eugene,’ Maggie’s father shook Sam’s hand. He had a firm grip.


‘I’m Irene,’ said the mother, her eyes warm and liquid like runny honey. ‘Nice to meet you.’ She couldn’t hear Sam returning the pleasantry as she was gripped by a bout of coughing. She looked apologetic when they stopped. ‘Please excuse me. I’ve had this nasty cough since Christmas. I can’t shake it off.’


‘That’s right – since Christmas! When she starts, she can’t stop – on and on she goes.’ Eugene gave a mocking impression of a nagging cough.


‘Mum, you need to have it seen to –’


‘Don’t fuss, Maggie. This is a party. I want to enjoy myself, if you don’t mind.’


‘Still . . .’


‘That’s our Maggie!’ Eugene stepped in, ‘Once she’s wound herself up about something or other, you can’t convince her otherwise. She’ll bang on about it until the cows come home. And beyond!’


‘I only want –’


‘I hope you’re coping. Never a dull moment being her neighbour, I imagine.’ Eugene winked.


‘Well . . . yes . . . I mean, no!’


‘What’s that supposed to mean, Dad?’


Eugene was saved by Henry Hopps-Wood.


‘Well, hello there! So glad to see some familiar faces! I was beginning to think I came to the wrong do. Such an awkward crowd, don’t you think?’


Henry strode into the middle of their small circle, like a heron on stick legs. His wife dragged her feet behind him, wearing a hopeless, fish-out-of-water expression. The two of them were well-matched, Sam thought: he with his unusually elongated neck and a small head with a pinched nose and beady eyes, she long-limbed and narrow-shouldered, with a long face to go with her long body. She stood with her feet wide apart, looking distinctly uncomfortable in high heels. Her dress hung too low on her to be knee-length and sat too high on her calves to qualify as full-length. Vera Hopps-Wood was not a picture of confidence. She clearly was a trousers and wellies kind of gal.
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