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    Born in Gainsborough, Lincolnshire, Margaret Dickinson moved to the coast at the age of seven and so began her love for the sea and the Lincolnshire landscape.


    Her ambition to be a writer began early and she had her first novel published at the age of twenty-five. This was followed by twenty-seven further titles including Plough the Furrow, Sow the Seed and Reap the Harvest, which make up her Lincolnshire Fleethaven trilogy.


    Many of her novels are set in the heart of her home county, but in Tangled Threads and Twisted Strands the stories include not only Lincolnshire but also the framework knitting and lace industries of Nottingham.


    Her 2012 and 2013 novels, Jenny’s War and The Clippie Girls, were both top twenty bestsellers and her 2014 novel, Fairfield Hall, went to number nine on the Sunday Times bestseller list.


  

    My writing career falls into two ‘eras’. I had my first novel published at the age of twenty-five, and between 1968 and 1984 I had a total of nine novels published by Robert Hale Ltd. These were a mixture of light, historical romance, an action-suspense and one thriller, originally published under a pseudonym. Because of family commitments I then had a seven-year gap, but began writing again in the early nineties. Then occurred that little piece of luck that we all need at some time in our lives: I found a wonderful agent, Darley Anderson, and on his advice began to write saga fiction; stories with a strong woman as the main character and with a vivid and realistic background as the setting. Darley found me a happy home with Pan Macmillan, for whom I have now written twenty-one novels since 1994. Older, and with a maturity those seven ‘ fallow’ years brought me, I recognize that I am now writing with greater depth and daring.


    But I am by no means ashamed of those early works: they have been my early learning curve – and I am still learning! Originally, the first nine novels were published in hardback and subsequently in Large Print, but have never previously been issued in paperback or, of course, in ebook. So, I am thrilled that Macmillan, under their Bello imprint, has decided to reissue all nine titles.


    I had had three novels Pride of the Courtneys, Brackenbeck and Portrait of Jonathan published, but then I began to get some rejections. And so, I tried a thriller. The Road to Hell was first published in 1974, under the pseudonym Everatt Jackson.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Ben Winwood arrived home that Friday evening, the thirteenth of June, with a splitting headache. It had begun suddenly with blinding fierceness just after two-thirty that afternoon. He remembered the time because seconds earlier the announcer on the car radio had given the time:


    ‘For all you clock-watchers, here’s a time check. It’s now two-thirty and forty seconds pree-cisely!’


    Ben remembered hearing that clearly and then moments later it had hit him out of nowhere. A shattering pain behind his eyes and wavy lines in front of them. Hell! He felt sick! He felt the car swerve and he blinked furiously to see the road. Taking his foot from the accelerator and braking – not too sharply – was a fortunate, natural reaction, which he realized afterwards had probably saved his life. Plus the luck that there had been no other traffic on that stretch of road at that particular moment. He had pulled into a lay-by and sat quietly for ten minutes. The pain had subsided a little into a dull, throbbing ache. Gingerly Ben had started the car again. He’d never had a headache start like that before.


    Migraine, he supposed. He’d heard people lament about being a ‘ martyr to migraine’. Maybe this was what they meant. It was certainly no joke!


    Ben had two more calls to make and then he’d go home.


    The chatty Joe Speigal kept him talking for an hour and a half and then didn’t even give Ben an order. By the time he had walked back to his car, Ben felt he couldn’t face another session today, especially not with Gregory Lanaghan – his last call for the day. He’d skip it, Ben decided, and go home now. Driving back to Melchester across the moorland countryside, he made a mental note to be sure to call on Lanaghan first thing on Monday morning.


    Jason had made a particular point of asking him to visit Lanaghan that Friday, though why, Ben could not imagine. Only on the Monday, four days earlier, Jason had come with him on his routine call to Lanaghan. Ben wasn’t due to call at that shop again for another three to four weeks. However, he’d ring Jason at home later and explain why he hadn’t called on Lanaghan. Explain, too, the reason he’d gone home earlier than usual. It shouldn’t matter whether he knocked off early or not, but it was like Jason to get to hear that Ben’s car had been outside his home at five in the afternoon instead of six. Ben changed gear and winced as he made a hash of it and the sound of grating cogs pierced his aching head. He could never make up his mind, he thought, whether it was an advantage or a distinct disadvantage that the Sales Manager – his boss – was also his twin brother, Jason. At times it seemed that Jason Winwood treated him more harshly than he dealt with all the other sales representatives under his authority. But at other times – when the sales figures for the month were issued with Ben’s name always at the bottom of the list – it seemed that Ben only held on to his job because of his relationship to the Sales Manager.


    As he opened the front door the sounds of the house met him with even greater force than usual. His son of four, Mark, was in the process of winning the world motor racing championship for pedal cars around the hall, whilst Gabrielle, sixteen months, stood in the middle of the circuit, howling loudly because Teddy lay in Mark’s path and was repeatedly run over, the little girl being too frightened of the oncoming car to retrieve the toy.


    Ben stood in the doorway swaying slightly and grimacing as the noise battered his head.


    ‘Hello, you’re home early. I’m afraid tea isn’t ready yet.’ Was it ever? Ben thought. His wife, Jean, appeared with a loaded basket of washing and dumped it in the middle of the hall. Mark immediately ran into it and knocked it over, the clothes sprawling all over the floor. Jean casually picked her way through the muddle to the kitchen. Ben followed less expertly and ended up disengaging himself from a sheet which wound itself around his ankles.


    He scooped Gabrielle up with one arm and Teddy with the other. In the kitchen he removed the day’s newspaper from a chair and sat down, balancing his daughter on his knee. Her jammy fingers clutched at the front of his shirt, leaving a raspberry-coloured smear. He pulled a crumpled, but clean, handkerchief from his top pocket and mopped the tears from her face. He hated to see any of his children cry, especially his golden-haired, cherubic, youngest daughter. She snuggled closer to him and leant against his chest, thumb in mouth, and her wails subsided to an occasional sob.


    Jean smiled fondly at the picture. ‘You’ve certainly got a way with the kids, darling.’


    Ben felt the little heart beating close to his own. Instinctively his arm tightened about his child.


    ‘What do you want for tea?’ Jean asked.


    ‘Just a cuppa’ll do, love,’ Ben answered. ‘I’ve got the most awful headache.’


    ‘Oh poor love.’ Jean put her hand on his forehead as if trying to soothe away the pain. ‘ I’ll get you come Aspirin.’


    ‘It’s okay, thanks. I’ll take a bath later and if it’s not gone by then, I’ll take some Aspirin.’


    At that moment, Mark resumed his Brands Hatch noises and Ben winced as the sound-waves hit his eardrum.


    ‘Hush, darling,’ Jean shouted. ‘Daddy’s got a headache.’


    Ben didn’t know which was the worst – the motor race, Gabrielle’s wailing or Jean’s shouting!


    Ben closed the bathroom door and locked it with a sigh of relief. He turned the bath taps full on and minutes later he was enveloped in the hot, soothing water. He lay there motionless for a long time, his mind a blank, his eyes wandering aimlessly about the small room. He watched the steam rise and curl, misting the mirror, condensing and forming rivulets on the blue, washable, steam-resisting, wet-proof wallpaper – as the ads called it. It was the only room in the house, being the smallest, where they could afford to have such expensive wallpaper.


    It was also the only room in the house where he could find peace and privacy. Here he could lock the door on the rest of the noisy, demanding household and allow himself to sink into the luxury of a bath and his daydreams. Much as he loved his children, a headache was not the easiest thing to put up with when they were around.


    Some little time later he became aware of a knocking upon the bathroom door. With the big toe of his left foot he turned on the hot water tap and pretended not to hear his wife’s voice. But her knocking continued and the volume of her voice increased.


    ‘Ben, Ben, telephone. It’s …’ The next words were lost to him. Then louder, shrilly, ‘Ben, Ben, you must come.’


    He turned off the tap and called. ‘ What is it, Jean? Can’t a man have five minutes’ peace?’


    ‘Ben, please open the door. It’s Chloe on the ’phone. Something serious.’


    Jean sounded agitated and nervous. That was nothing unusual, but for Chloe, Jason’s wife, to be ringing him, now that was extraordinary!


    Ben heaved himself out of the bath and wrapped a towel about his waist. Emerging from the warmth of the bathroom, he shivered, and then bumped into Jean who was raising her hand to knock again.


    ‘Oh! Ben, it’s Chloe,’ she repeated unnecessarily. Ben grunted and pushed past her. He padded downstairs, Jean following close behind.


    ‘Hello, Chloe?’ he said into the mouthpiece.


    ‘Ben, I had to ring you. It’s Jason. There’s been an accident.’


    ‘An accident. What sort of …?’


    ‘A car crash. Ben – Jason’s dead!’


    Ben stood for a long time with the telephone receiver in his hand, gazing stupidly at the faded blue flowers on the hall wallpaper, counting the number in each row.


    ‘Ben – what is it?’ Jean hissed close by. She was watching him anxiously, biting her thumb nail. In the silence Ben heard the click of her teeth as she bit right through the nail. He always tried to help her to stop biting her nails, and the words ‘don’t bite your nails, dear’ rose automatically to his lips.


    ‘You still there, Ben?’ Chloe’s voice sounded sharply in his ear.


    He jumped physically. ‘Y-yes. I – you mean – he – he was killed in a – car crash?’


    ‘Yes.’


    He watched as Jean’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Ben, is it Jason?’ she whispered urgently. ‘What’s happened?’


    ‘Ben can you come over?’ Chloe was saying coolly. ‘ The police have been. They want you to identify him.’


    ‘Me?’ For a moment Ben shrank from such an odious task. Then he realized there was no one else except Chloe and, of course, she could not be expected to … ‘Oh – er – I see – yes. I’ll be right over, Chloe. I’ll see you in about ten minutes, no – twenty,’ he added, as he remembered his dripping state of undress.


    He replaced the receiver slowly and met Jean’s frightened gaze.


    ‘What is it? What is it?’ Her voice was shrill with tension.


    Ben did not answer immediately. For some moments he just stood staring at Jean but not really seeing her. He heard himself say in a voice which sounded to come from a long way off, ‘Jason’s dead. A car crash. I have to go over to Chloe.’


    All at once his headache was back with added violence.


    ‘Oh Ben! Oh dear!’ Jean’s hands fluttered towards him to embrace him and then, as if unsure of what she should do, of what he wanted her to do or to say, she drew back and just stood staring up at him numbly, her soft brown eyes pools of distress.


    Ben turned stiffly and padded back upstairs picking his way mechanically through the crumpled washing which still littered the hall floor. Jean’s frightened eyes followed him out of sight, then her gaze dropped to the two wet foot imprints he had left on the hall carpet near the telephone table.


    The blaring of a car horn penetrated the wall of pain. Ben blinked. He was staring at a light, a green light. A green traffic light. Behind him other cars joined in the hooting match. He became aware of his hands gripping the steering wheel with an intense fierceness. Flustered for a moment, he fought with the gear lever and stalled the engine. Re-starting he moved off somewhat jerkily. Mentally, Ben shook himself and tried to concentrate. Queer, he thought, he felt as if he had had some sort of blackout. Obviously he had driven this far reasonably, but he could remember nothing from the moment when he had replaced the telephone receiver after Chloe’s call until now. Nothing of how he must have dressed, gone out to the car, started it and driven away. He could not recall having seen or spoken to Jean again before leaving the house.


    Must be shock, he told himself. After all it was his twin brother who had been killed. But now he came to question himself, Ben realized he felt nothing. And he was surprised he felt nothing. He knew he ought to feel grief – but he didn’t. Neither did he feel pleasure – which he feared he might, in moments when his jealousy and envy rose to the surface. But to feel nothing, absolutely not a thing was – uncanny, and left him with a sense of guilt for not being able to care in some way.


    He no longer had even the physical pain of the headache.


    

      That had completely disappeared.


    As he drove Ben thought about Jason, and suddenly he felt his brother’s presence so strongly that he thought that if he turned his head towards the passenger’s seat, Jason would be sitting there. Ben’s eyes watched the road ahead but superimposed in his mind’s eye were pictures of Jason and himself, like a cinematographic projection of his memories upon the windscreen. But he was a spectator from the circle, not a participant in the action. He was completely set apart. He seemed to be two people – one drove the car quite adequately, the other watched a documentary replay of the lives of Jason and Benjamin Winwood.


    Childhood: Jason, the strong, determined boy, and Ben, the shadow, always trying to emulate his brother but always the poor second. Their mother had been unable – even if she had wanted to do so, which Ben doubted – of hiding her pride and joy in Jason. Ben had seemed – or so he had always felt – to mean little or nothing to her. ‘That’s my boy,’ she would say when Jason succeeded in something and she would pat his cheek in a fond caress. Jason would laugh and swing her round by the waist – as he grew older and stronger even sweeping her off the ground. The two of them would be laughing with delight whilst Ben stood by watching forlornly, feeling so much the outsider, the failure. Jason winning the school sport’s cup with Ben as runner-up: Jason top of the class year after year. At first Ben would come second in the class, but after a time, because he could never manage to beat his twin brother at anything, he gave up trying to compete with Jason. Lethargically, Ben had settled for second best, which gradually, because he ceased to make the effort, became third, fourth and fifth best. Eventually Ben found himself floundering about at the very bottom of the class.


    As they grew older Jason became tall and broad and straight-limbed, his dark hair always neat, his clothes immaculate. The pencil-line moustache he grew at nineteen completed the suave man-of-the-world image, whilst Ben – the same build and colouring – stooped slightly as if acknowledging defeat. Ben’s clothes hung untidily on him and he walked with a shambling gait. His dark hair flopped over his eyes so that in time he developed the habit of flicking it back with a nervous toss of his head.


    And then, of course, there had been Chloe.


    His thoughts were halted for he swung the steering wheel and turned in at the wrought-iron gates, the wheels crunching on the sweeping gravel drive, and came to stop in front of the white-painted front door, the huge brass knocker glinting in the evening sunlight.


    Not for the first time did Ben marvel at the grandeur of Jason’s home compared to his own semi-detached.


    Chloe greeted him with apparent calmness when she opened the door.


    Ben followed her into the lounge and stood, awkwardly, in the centre of the room. Chloe sat on the huge, deep-cushioned settee and curled her legs up. One of the best three-piece suites their firm manufactured, Ben thought irrationally. He didn’t know what to say so he just waited, feeling and looking embarrassed.


    Chloe smiled a pathetic, almost helpless little smile. ‘Thank you for coming, Ben.’


    ‘It’s – that’s all right,’ Ben said, and sat down quickly in one of the armchairs. Again he waited for her to speak.


    ‘It’s so sudden, isn’t it?’ Chloe said. Ben nodded.


    ‘The police are sure it’s him, but they’d like you to go and identify him.’


    Ben jumped physically. ‘Me! Is it really necessary? I mean …’


    ‘Apparently, so there can be no mistake, you know. I did tell you on the ’phone.’


    ‘Did you? Oh yes.’


    Silence. They both began speaking together.


    ‘What …?’


    ‘I suppose …’


    ‘Sorry …’


    ‘No, you …’


    ‘I was going to say,’ Chloe continued calmly, ‘I suppose you’d like to know what happened – at least as far as I know it at present.’


    Ben nodded.


    ‘Jason had to go south on Wednesday afternoon, and was returning home today. Apparently the car just ran off the road and hit a tree.’


    Ben stared at her, mystified.


    Chloe shrugged. ‘No skid marks, no other vehicle involved. Just a bee-line for a tree.’


    Ben shuddered. ‘He must have been taken ill or …’


    ‘Perhaps. They’ll make some investigations, I suppose. What do they call it – a post mortem? And some tests on the car to see if it was mechanical failure.’


    ‘When did it happen?’


    ‘Just after two-thirty this afternoon.’


    Ben’s heart seemed to stop momentarily and his hands felt clammy. He’d never believed all that guff about twins feeling the same pain, especially not between himself and Jason.


    

      But his violent headache had begun just after two-thirty that afternoon.


    Chloe’s voice was coming from a long way off and Ben had to concentrate very hard before he could take in what she was saying.


    ‘… Jason saw to all that sort of thing. I just don’t know where to start sorting everything out. You will help me, Ben won’t you?’ She was standing in front of him now. Suddenly she knelt down and ran her slender fingers up and down the lapels of his jacket, caressingly. From time to time as she spoke, she glanced up at him from under eye-lashes, heavy with mascara, then her glance would drop coyly. ‘I’ll need your help, Ben. Now. I’m not asking for Jason’s sake – but for my own. For what we once meant to each other.’ The eyes – provocative blue – gazed into his. ‘ We were once friends, weren’t we, Ben? Good friends.’


    Ben swallowed hard and then nodded, not trusting himself to speak.


    ‘So will you help me?’ There was appeal in her eyes, a tear trembled on a lower lash.


    Again Ben just nodded.


    Chloe stood up and again she was the composed, mature woman in command of herself and the situation. They talked for a while longer about the arrangements which would have to be made and Ben promised to call again the next afternoon.


    ‘I’d better go and – get it over with. The identification. Do you know where I have to go?’


    ‘Byron Road Police Station.’


    ‘Why, that’s right the other side of town.’


    Chloe nodded. ‘Yes. The accident happened some distance away. About twenty miles from town. Evidently Byron Road is the headquarters for that area.’


    As Ben stood up to leave, Chloe came and stood close to him, once again the appealing, helpless look in her eyes. ‘Ben, I hate to have to ask you,’ she said hesitantly, ‘but do you think – you – could you lend me some money? It’s been so sudden – I mean, Jason …’


    ‘Of course, of course,’ Ben said hurriedly, pushing aside thoughts of his own financial straits. He pulled out the only money he had in his wallet – a five-pound note.


    Smiling like a cat with the cream, Chloe flicked it adroitly from his fingers. But her voice belied the satisfaction in her eyes as she said apologetically, ‘I am sorry to have to ask you, but …’


    ‘Of course,’ Ben said again. ‘Any time.’ Though silently he prayed she would not take him up on that. Just how he was going to manage until the end of the month when he could reclaim his travelling expenses, he didn’t know. But if Chloe, poor brave Chloe, needed it, then somehow he would manage.


    Ben might not have been so sympathetically inclined towards his sister-in-law had he seen her actions a few moments after he left her house.


    Impatiently, she brushed aside the unshed tears and a slow smile curved her lips. She sauntered across the thick-piled carpet to a small regency bureau and opened the lid. From a tiny drawer she pulled a thick wad of five pound notes and, still smiling softly, a gleam of triumph in her eyes, she placed the one Ben had given her beneath the rubber band holding the notes. Idly, she flicked them through her fingers, her mind on hidden thoughts.


    They were kind to him at the police station. Ben had always been rather afraid of policemen: the uniform, the epitome of authority. He’d never had anything to do with them except once. As a thin, shy twelve-year-old he’d found a purse with one pound ten shillings in it. Not a vast sum, but a fortune to an impoverished schoolboy.


    ‘You lucky devil,’ Jason had laughed.


    ‘Why, I shan’t keep it! I shall take it to the police station,’ Ben had said, shocked at the suggestion in Jason’s words.


    ‘Don’t be so daft. Finders – keepers,’ Jason had scoffed.


    ‘Oh no,’ Ben had cried, wide-eyed. ‘That’s stealing.’


    Jason had roared with laughter. ‘Ya’ yeller-livered softie.’ But he’d not tried to take the purse away from the weaker Ben, which he could easily have done. Instead he shrugged his shoulders and walked off down the street kicking a tin-can in front of him.


    With the sound of the rattling tin ringing in his ears, Ben, with an unusual display of stubbornness, of resistance to his brother, had turned towards the police station.


    The burly desk sergeant who took down all the particulars of his find, had been solemn, dignified and frightening to the young boy, who felt pangs of guilt because his brother – his twin brother, who was always right – had called him a coward to be handing in the purse.


    Now he found the police were helpful, efficient and quietly sympathetic. The identification passed quickly. It was Jason certainly, but his face was bruised down the right-hand side, and his forehead and eyes lacerated badly.


    That explained the raging headache, Ben thought, and then shook himself for allowing such superstitious thoughts to run riot.


    ‘Do you feel up to answering some questions for us, Mr Winwood?’ Sergeant Porter asked. ‘We don’t like having to trouble you at such a time, but we have to make enquiries into all the possibilities as to how the accident occurred.’


    ‘Of course, of course,’ Ben answered mechanically. He could not blot out the picture of Jason’s mutilated face.


    ‘Sit down, sir. Would you like a cup of tea?’


    ‘Please,’ Ben nodded, still somewhat dazed. The sergeant gave instructions to a young policeman and then sat down on the opposite side of the desk.


    ‘Cigarette, Mr Winwood? Do you smoke?’


    Before he realized just what he was doing his hand was reaching out and extracting one from the proffered packet. ‘Thanks – that is – I don’t normally, but I think I could do with one right now.’


    That was another difference between himself and his twin. Jason had smoked like a chimney, whilst Ben had always hated it.


    He coughed a little as the smoke hit his throat, but nevertheless, strangely, he soon felt a little calmer.


    ‘Now, sir,’ Sergeant Porter flicked open his notebook, ‘do you happen to know why your brother happened to be travelling on that particular stretch of road today and where he might have been?’
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