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    Chapter 1




    Ella Haywood was in the delicatessen counter queue at the supermarket when she heard the news that ripped open her life and brought her childhood nightmares gibbering back.




    She had not been expecting those particular ghosts to come boiling out of the past while she was waiting for her farmhouse Cheddar to be cut and weighed, but a gossipy shopper just ahead of her was telling anyone who cared to listen that Priors Bramley was to be reopened – imagine that, after all these years they were going to let people back into the Poisoned Village.




    The Poisoned Village. The words fell on Ella’s mind like hammer-blows and for several minutes everything else was blotted out. Priors Bramley, the tiny village abandoned fifty years earlier when a government department had planned to route a motorway through it, and had peremptorily rehoused all the residents elsewhere. The motorway had never been built, though, because another department had seized on the deserted village for an experimental site. Priors Bramley had been drenched in an ill-judged and macabre cocktail of chemicals, which meant the village had had to be sealed off. And no one had been there since.




    The gossipy shopper knew all the facts. That long-planned motorway was finally going to be built, she said, very self-important, and in a few days, Priors Bramley would be decontaminated. People would be able to walk down the village street again, right up to the gates of Cadence Manor, if they wanted.




    ‘Always providing they aren’t worried about breathing in whatever’s still lingering on the air,’ said a sepulchral voice from the end of the queue.




    ‘Oh, nothing’s lingered there for years,’ said the gossipy one cheerfully. ‘The authorities simply forgot to take down the barbed wire and the notices, that’s all. It’s a piece of the past being reclaimed,’ she added romantically.




    ‘Reclaimed and then bulldozed and covered with concrete,’ said the pragmatist, to which the shopper tossed her head, said some people had no soul, and went off with her veal and ham pie.




    Back at home, panic clutched at Ella’s stomach. She pictured in her mind’s eye Cadence Manor – huge rusting iron gates, the sunshine glinting on them . . . Ivy-covered walls, crumbling brickwork and an air of brooding desolation . . . The images rose up sharply, and with them came the memory of her mother declaring the Cadence family had been a bunch of villains, never mind they were supposed to be respected city bankers, rich and influential. ‘Not to be trusted,’ she always said. ‘Not a one of them.’




    Still, what had lain behind those festoons of barbed wire all this time surely could not damage Ella – not now. There was nothing she need do about it. Derek would certainly have agreed with that if he knew what was beyond those spiky defences, which he did not. But one of Derek’s philosophies was that you never troubled trouble until trouble troubled you.




    Amy, their granddaughter, had once asked Ella how she had put up with Gramps’s little sayings for so long, but Amy’s generation did not understand about marriage – not the permanent kind, such as Ella had entered into. Amy thought that because Gran was young in the 1960s she must have had a permissive, flower-power time, but flower power and the permissive society had never actually reached Bramley, and Derek was then, as now, an auditor at the County Council, and a rising star in the local Operatic Society as well, so flower power and permissiveness had never really been an option.




    Amy was coming to stay in a couple of weeks’ time, at the start of the Easter holidays. It would be nice to see her and hear about her life at university; Ella always listened round-eyed to Amy’s tales. None of the things Amy described would have been remotely thinkable in Ella’s own life. But then some of the things in Ella’s life would not be remotely thinkable to Amy – it was important to remember that.




    By that evening, Ella felt better. Probably all that talk about opening up the village and finally building the motorway was just a rumour, or an item on a vague council agenda and unlikely actually to happen. There could be protest groups at the destruction of green belt – all kinds of things that would prevent the whole thing.




    But the next morning a council leaflet slapped through the letterbox, horridly explicit. Government approval had been given for the revival of the 1950s motorway scheme, said the leaflet, and added firmly that this was very good news for everyone. The motorway would not actually go through Priors Bramley, but a link road would, which meant the demolition of the major part of the village. Preliminary plans could be inspected at the council’s offices between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. any weekday. Local residents could be assured there was no longer any danger from the chemical trials carried out in the 1950s, but to be on the safe side a team of decontamination experts would go in on the tenth of this month. The information about there being no danger was repeated so many times Ella thought most people reading it would keep their windows and doors closed for the next six months.




    She did not take in much of the scientific information about decontamination or the original chemical experiment – she had never been very good at science at school. A boys’ subject, her mother used to say. Concentrate on the cookery classes: that’s what will get you a husband. In those days getting a husband had been the prime goal for girls. Ella sometimes wondered what her mother would have thought of Amy, currently rioting through three years at Durham University, studying archaeology and anthropology.




    She threw the council’s leaflet in the bin, but when even Derek began to talk about the Poisoned Village being opened for the new motorway, Ella knew the past was surging forward, and it was a dark and dangerous past. She would have to do something.




    Entries From an Undated Journal




    The time has come when I will have to do something . . .




    Because in seven days I’m going to die.




    There! I’ve written it at last. I am going to die. And now I see it set down on the page, it’s suddenly and dreadfully real.




    I’m afraid of dying but I’m equally afraid of going mad while waiting for death – and by mad I don’t mean those spells of darkness that sometimes close down over me like a stifling curtain . . . They never lasted long, those darknesses – no, I’ll amend that – they never seemed to last long, and in any case it’s important to remember I always managed to fight my way back up into the light.




    By going mad, I mean the real thing. The tumble all the way down into an endless, unforgiving blackness – the blackness you see staring out of the empty eyes of the poor creatures locked away in Bedlam: drained, husked-out fragments of humanity who were once people. So let’s make it very clear at the outset that I was never mad in that way.




    I’m hoping that writing everything down will stop me speculating what’s ahead. (Will it be quick? Will I struggle?) And although I don’t suppose anyone will ever read this journal, you never know, so I’ll write it as well as possible. I used to have the way of turning a good phrase at one time – it’s vanity to say it, but I don’t care – although I never had any romantic dreams about writing books. But I’ve had my romantic moments, that’s something else I’d like understood.




    I’ll count the seven days ahead of me, of course, although I’ll try not to count the hours. But there’s a clock in here and I can hear it ticking the seconds away. I suspect I might have to find a way to muffle that clock before the end.




    I don’t think it will be a very comfortable death and if I had any courage I’d find a way of putting a swift and clean end to myself beforehand. But there are no sharp knives here, no cut-throat razors, no pills that could be downed in huge quantities. No gas ovens to turn on or lengths of rope to fashion into a noose. And there’s just a chance I’ll escape, and although I was never a gambler in the accepted sense, I’m certainly going to gamble on that tiny chance.




    I’ll think I’ll be reasonably comfortable in the time that’s left. It’s knowing what’s ahead that might tip me over the edge. That and the ticking clock. I could simply not wind it, but then I might lose all track of the days and I don’t think I can do that.




    Perhaps I can pretend the ticking is something else – something small and unthreatening and friendly? A small mouse behind the wall, or an energetic house martin building its new home under the eaves somewhere. Yes, I’ll create a pretence that it’s a house martin, flying to and fro.




    Actually, when I look back I can see I was always very clever at pretence. I certainly fooled all the Cadences – the entire smug, self-satisfied clan. Or did I? I’d have to say there were times when I wondered if Crispian sensed what I was thinking. He had a way of looking at people, a sort of speculative appraisal.




    I knew from quite an early age I was going to kill Crispian Cadence, and I suppose if you’re intent on killing someone, it’s possible your victim might sense danger, even without realizing the exact nature of the danger.




    Danger. It was remarkable how anything I ever had to do with Crispian always spelled danger.




    The Present




    Ella’s mother used to say anything to do with the Cadences, no matter how remote, always spelled danger.




    Faced with the unsealing of Priors Bramley, Ella was forced to admit her mother had been right. This was a danger she wanted to ignore, but other people were involved – two other people to be exact, and both were still here living in Upper Bramley. She invited them to her house that evening, confident they would accept; they had always looked to her for guidance and leadership, right from childhood. Derek would be safely out of the way because he had a rehearsal with the Operatic Society. They were doing The Mikado this year, and Derek was playing Nanki-Poo, the hero. He was a bit stout for the part, but Ella would make sure he slimmed down in time. Some people said he was a bit old as well, but there was nothing anyone could do about his age.




    She tidied and polished her sitting room, which Derek still called ‘the lounge’ despite all her reminders, opened a bottle of wine, and set out a few canapés. They were actually bought frozen from the supermarket, but no one would know that. Arranged on good china plates they looked home-made and quite classy.




    Clement Poulter was the first to arrive, and although he was not exactly nervous, he was certainly not very comfortable. Ella noticed a faint sheen of sweat on his forehead and the top of his head where the hair was thinning.




    ‘I suppose this is about the reopening of Priors Bramley,’ he said.




    ‘It is,’ said Ella, firmly. ‘I thought we should have a little meeting about it. Just the three of us. In case of any . . . awkwardness that might be ahead. They really are going to bring it out of quarantine, aren’t they?’ She had tried out several acceptable phrases before lighting on this one, which seemed to reduce the whole thing to nothing worse than a dose of chickenpox.




    ‘They are,’ said Clem, nodding. ‘They’re going to fumigate it, sterilize it, disinfect it – however you want to word it. But I’m seeing it as the village being brought out of purdah.’




    ‘Whatever you call it, it’s being done on the tenth,’ said Ella, before Clem could become carried away with one of his annoying fantasies.




    ‘I know. We were sent a poster to display in the library. I’m going to arrange one of my little exhibitions – the village before they poisoned it.’ Clem liked arranging little exhibitions at his library; he always had one for the Operatic Society’s productions, with photographs of the cast and notes about the plot. ‘I shan’t call it that, of course,’ he said. ‘Just “Old Bramley”, or something like that. And it’d be a shame not to make some kind of written record of Priors Bramley before they demolish it. There’s masses of material lying around. Remember that local ghost story about people hearing organ music from within the old church on some nights? I do love that tale, don’t you?’




    ‘That’s just people’s imagination,’ said Ella. It was typical of Clem to miss the threat in all this – to focus on unimportant details: the stupid ghost tales that had grown up about the village, and his diaries, which he was always telling people about.




    ‘Yes, but people like a ghost story,’ Clem was saying. ‘Specially something about a really old church like St Anselm’s.’




    St Anselm’s church. Despite the warm April evening, Ella shivered.




    ‘If you walk to the highest point of Mordwich Bank you can see the sun glinting on the stained-glass windows,’ said Clem. ‘It looks sort of remote and unreal. The lost church in the Poisoned Village.’ He contemplated this phrase approvingly for a moment. ‘It’s absolutely classic English ghost stuff.’




    ‘Derek says the only people who hear anything are the ones walking home from the Red Lion late at night,’ said Ella tartly. She had never told Derek or anyone else that she sometimes dreamed she could hear the organ chords, menacing and achingly lonely.




    ‘Yes, but it’s still a good story,’ said Clem. ‘Is Veronica coming?’




    ‘Yes, of course. She should be here by now.’




    ‘Oh, she’ll be late. She always is – she likes to make an entrance.’




    But Veronica was not particularly late, although Ella was sorry to see that as usual she was overdressed for the occasion.




    ‘I see you’ve got some of those frozen canapés,’ said Veronica, having ostentatiously arranged her unsuitably short skirt over her thighs. ‘They’re good, aren’t they? I bought some last week for a – a friend who was coming to supper.’




    There was no call for Veronica to bat her eyelashes in that simpering fashion: it was clear she meant a man. Nor was there any need for Veronica to say the canapés had been on special offer. ‘Two for the price of one; they’re very cheap, aren’t they?’




    Ella handed Veronica a glass of wine, and said, ‘We need to talk about Priors Bramley.’




    ‘I thought that was why you phoned,’ said Veronica. ‘It’s a bit worrying, I suppose. It’s good about the motorway, but opening up the village made me feel quite shivery. Didn’t you feel shivery, Clem?’




    ‘Well, personally I seldom shiver over anything these days.’




    ‘Did either of you ever tell anyone what happened that morning?’ said Ella.




    ‘Oh God, no.’ But Clem poured himself another glass of wine with a hand that shook.




    Without even being asked, thought Ella, annoyed, but she only said, ‘Veronica?’




    ‘I’ve never told a soul,’ said Veronica at once. ‘Not a soul. We said we’d take it to the grave with us, and I shall do so. We made a pact, don’t you remember? We swore on all we held sacred never to tell.’




    ‘I don’t think we did that exactly,’ said Ella. ‘There’s no need to be so dramatic. What we did was to promise each other we would never tell anyone.’




    The promise had been made over fifty years earlier, when the three of them were children. It had started with a dare, although afterwards none of them could remember whose idea that had been.




    A plane was going to fly over Priors Bramley that Saturday in order to drop a small explosive device. But it was not a bomb, people said firmly. It was the planned and precise dispersing of chemical substances; a geological and botanical experiment. Whatever it was called, it was quite a big event for the area; people talked about it avidly. It helped balance the shock the Priors Bramley residents had received when they were told they had to leave their homes.




    Clem’s Great-aunt Rose had lived in a cottage in Priors Bramley all her life. ‘She had to move out, though,’ he said, as they walked out of Upper Bramley that Saturday morning. ‘She said she doesn’t mind giving way to progress, but she doesn’t hold with folk careering along roads at fifty miles an hour. And the money they gave her wouldn’t buy a dog kennel, never mind a decent house for folk who had to put up with six years of fighting Hitler.’ He put on a voice like a cross old lady when he said this, and Veronica giggled nervously.




    ‘The lady in the wool shop told my mum she’d spent all those years dodging German bombs and now they’re going to drop one right on her own village,’ put in Ella.




    ‘It isn’t a real bomb, though, is it?’ said Veronica worriedly. ‘It’s only to spray chemical stuff into the village to see what happens to the plants and things. Then they’ll build the road. We had a letter through the door telling us about it.’




    ‘So did we,’ said Clem. ‘But my father says they aren’t telling us the truth. He reckons it’ll be ages before they get round to making the motorway, and he says they’re experimenting with nerve agents, like that place near Boscombe Down. They’ve got laboratories and whatnot there, and it’s all really secret.’




    ‘What’s a nerve agent?’




    ‘I think it’s stuff they might want to use if there’s a war. My father doesn’t think it’s a good idea at all; he says those things make people really ill or grow two heads. He’s pretty worried about the Russians, though. Well, he’s pretty worried about a lot of people in the world.’




    ‘I don’t want an atom bomb to be dropped on Bramley,’ said Veronica. ‘Atom bombs burn your bones. I heard my parents talk about it.’




    ‘They aren’t dropping an atom bomb,’ said Clem in exasperation.




    ‘Whatever they’re dropping, they aren’t doing it until midday, anyway,’ said Ella. ‘So we could walk through the village one last time, couldn’t we? I’d like to do that.’




    ‘I would too,’ said Clem eagerly. ‘I could write about it in my diary. Did I tell you I was given a diary for Christmas?’




    ‘Yes, about a million times.’




    ‘It’d be a pretty good thing to write. “The Last Day of a Doomed Village”, that’s what I’d call it. And it could be an adventure for Ella’s birthday.’




    Ella’s tenth birthday was the day before, which was important because of being double figures. Veronica’s mother had said it was a landmark, and added it was a pity Ella’s mother had not let her have a party.




    ‘She’s got too much to do to be having parties,’ Ella told her friends. ‘But she’ll make sandwiches and we can have a picnic on Mordwich Bank. After the dare, I mean.’




    Veronica was still not sure about the bomb, but they generally did what Ella said on account of her being the eldest, so she said it would be a good thing to walk down the village street on its last day.




    They set off at half-past ten, which Clem thought would give them masses of time for the dare.




    ‘I had to tell my mother a lie about where we’re going,’ said Veronica, as they went over the old railway bridge, which was called the Crinoline Bridge, and from there into Sparrowfeld Lane, which was fringed with big horse chestnut trees, and where they came to collect conkers every autumn. ‘And I had to promise we weren’t going anywhere near Priors Bramley, on account of the plane and the bomb.’




    ‘It isn’t a bomb—’




    ‘Well, whatever it is, how long will we be doing this dare?’




    ‘Not long. It’s twenty to eleven now,’ said Ella, who had been given a watch for her birthday. ‘We could do the walk in half an hour and we’d be in Mordwich Meadow for half-past eleven easily. We’ll see the plane go over while we eat our sandwiches.’




    They went down Mordwich Bank towards the village in its saucer-shaped piece of land. For several weeks the area around Priors Bramley had buzzed with all kinds of activity – people moving out of their shops and houses, like Clem’s great-aunt Rose, and men unwinding immense rolls of barbed wire to fence the village in and keep people out, and nailing up notices that said ‘Danger!’ and ‘Keep Out!’.




    ‘It’s very quiet,’ said Veronica nervously as they went round the curve in the lane.




    ‘That means we’ll hear the plane coming.’




    ‘Good, because I don’t want to be sprayed with poison or grow two heads.’




    ‘It’s just for the plants, I told you. And you’d better take that red hair ribbon off,’ said Ella suddenly. ‘It’ll show up on the hillside, and we don’t want to be seen.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    Even without Veronica’s red hair ribbon to advertise their presence they had to be careful, but as they approached the lane that wound straight into Priors Bramley, the only two people they saw were a workman knocking nails into a big notice board, and a policeman talking to him.




    They pressed back into the hedge and Clem said, in a whisper, that they could squeeze through it. ‘Then we can scurry along until we find a break in the wire. I bet there’ll be a bit where we can wriggle through.’




    ‘I don’t want to wriggle on the grass. I’ve got my pink frock on,’ objected Veronica.




    ‘That’s your silly fault.’




    They squeezed through the hedge and ran along the sides of the spiky wire, keeping as low as they could. Ella’s heart was racing and she expected to hear the policeman shout to them at any minute. But nothing happened and everywhere was silent.




    It was Clem who found a place where they could edge through the sharp coils of wire. ‘But keep flat to the ground,’ he said. ‘I don’t think that policeman can see us from where he is, but you never know.’




    Tacked to the fence was another warning sign. This one was in scarlet lettering.




    

      

        

          Government Notice.


          DANGER – KEEP OUT!


          This village is the subject of important trials for the testing of the compound Geranos. Unauthorized persons must not enter beyond this point.


        


      


    




    Veronica faltered at the sight of this, but Ella grabbed her hand and hurried her along the road because if they were going to do this they didn’t have time to waste. From within the village came the chime of St Anselm’s church clock. Eleven chimes.




    ‘That might be the last time we ever hear that clock chime,’ said Veronica. ‘That’s sad, isn’t it?’




    ‘They aren’t going to poison the clock,’ said Ella. ‘It’ll go on for ages. Anyway, we’ll hear it chime the quarters. A single bong for the quarter and two bongs for the half-hour.’




    ‘It’s still sad, however many bongs it is.’




    ‘And anyway,’ said Clement, ‘St Anselm’s hasn’t been used for years and years. I’m surprised they’ve still got the clock going at all. The church has got deathwatch beetle or something. That’s why everyone goes to St Michael’s on Sundays.’




    But it is used, thought Ella. None of you knows it, but when no one is around somebody goes inside the church and fills it with music. I’ve heard it.




    ‘Where now?’ said Veronica, as they reached the village street.




    ‘Cadence Manor,’ said Ella. ‘That’s what we said. It isn’t far.’




    ‘We’d better keep as close to the buildings as we can so we won’t be seen.’ Veronica kept looking nervously over her shoulder.




    ‘That’s my great-aunt Rose’s house, just along there,’ said Clem, stopping to point down a winding little lane near the bakery. ‘I used to go there for Saturday tea every week. We had fresh currant bread from the bakery.’




    The village street was silent and still, and Veronica whispered that it was like a ghost town.




    ‘Maybe we’ll become the ghosts,’ said Clem.




    ‘Oh, no!’




    ‘It’d be good.’ Clem was well away on a new story. ‘We’d be the three children who haunt the deserted village. And when they build the motorway, sometimes drivers will see us, wandering down the road at midnight.’




    ‘It’s eleven o’clock in the morning,’ said Ella repressively.




    ‘I know, but you only get ghosts at midnight.’




    They all knew the village quite well, which Ella thought should have made their walk ordinary, but somehow it did not. Priors Bramley seemed to have changed: it felt as if eyes watched from the deserted shops, and invisible people peered out from behind the shuttered windows. It’s waiting to die, she thought. It knows what’s going to happen.




    Here was the little shop that sold bull’s-eyes and sherbet dab with liquorice sticks, and next to it was the wool shop where Ella’s mother bought knitting yarn and patterns.




    With a show of bravado Clem pushed open the door of the sweet shop, and the little bell over the door clanged tinnily. It made them all jump, and Clem, who had been going to make a joke about asking for a quarter of fudge, backed away.




    ‘What’ll happen to the sweets and wool and everything?’ asked Veronica, in a half-whisper as they walked along the street. ‘They won’t be poisoned, will they?’




    ‘My great-aunt Rose said all the shop people packed everything away in wooden boxes and some vans came and took the boxes away. Buck up, Veronica, think how brave you’ll feel when we’re up in Mordwich Meadow, scoffing our sandwiches.’




    ‘We’ll sing “Happy Birthday to Ella”,’ said Veronica, trying not to let her voice wobble.




    St Anselm’s was ahead of them, and Ella’s heart was starting to beat very fast. The lich-gate leading to the ancient, disused church was surrounded by trees – old cedars and English oaks. In the morning sunlight the leaves cast dappled shadows on the ground, and Clem paused to stare along the rutted driveway leading to the church itself.




    ‘My father says lich means corpse,’ he said. ‘Dead body. They used to carry the bodies up to the church and rest them on the lich-gate for the first bit of the funeral.’




    ‘That’s really creepy,’ said Veronica, shuddering. ‘Your father tells you horrid things.’




    ‘They used to ring a lich bell too, sometimes. Death bell,’ said Clem.




    ‘Well, whatever they used to ring, let’s get on,’ said Ella, who was hating being so near to the shadowy church.




    ‘It’s a nice old church, isn’t it?’ said Veronica, not moving.




    ‘My father says it’s tragic the way it’s been left to rot,’ said Clem. ‘Can you see the coloured windows? There look, through the trees.




    ‘One of the windows is broken,’ said Veronica. ‘And—’ She broke off, her eyes widening, and grabbed Clem’s arm. ‘Did you hear that?’




    ‘What? I can’t hear anything,’ said Ella, but her heart was starting to race.




    ‘Listen,’ said Veronica urgently. ‘Someone’s in there.’




    From within the abandoned church came the sound of footsteps.




    An icy hand closed round Ella’s heart, and her skin prickled with fear.




    ‘Veronica’s right,’ said Clem, still looking back at the church. ‘There is someone in there.’




    ‘Yes, but whoever it is, is only doing what we’re doing,’ said Veronica. ‘Saying goodbye to the church.’




    ‘Probably the vicar,’ said Ella, walking towards the manor, hoping the others would follow.




    ‘Shouldn’t we go in there and tell whoever it is to come out?’ said Veronica, starting back towards the lich-gate.




    Ella turned and ran after her, grabbing her arm. ‘Veronica, we can’t, we’re not supposed to be here.’ She risked a glance along the path. There was the low door, black with age, slightly open, and it was possible to see the shadows lying thickly across the stone floor just inside. Pulling Veronica away, she said, ‘We mustn’t go in there, we really mustn’t.’




    ‘Anyway, whoever it is, he’ll know about the plane coming over at twelve o’clock and the bomb. Everyone knows,’ said Clem.




    ‘It’s a bit creepy, though, isn’t it?’




    ‘No. Let’s keep walking to Cadence Manor, like we said. Just up to the gates. Whoever’s in there won’t see us – the road goes round to the left after those houses.’




    ‘I thought this would be an adventure, but it isn’t,’ said Veronica, as they went on, leaving the church behind. ‘I don’t like it,’ she said, but she walked between the other two, around the left-hand curve of the street and across the cobblestones that had once been part of an old coaching inn.




    ‘The church clock’s striking again – one chime. Is that for the quarter-hour?’ she asked.




    ‘Yes. Quarter-past eleven. We’ve got masses of time yet,’ said Ella.




    ‘How much further is it?’




    ‘Not far. There are the gates. They’re huge, aren’t they?’




    The gates to Cadence Manor were tall and tipped here and there with gold, but there were patches of rust on the black scrollwork. The manor itself was hidden by a high wall and trees.




    ‘My father said they used to be really rich, those Cadences, only they were moneylenders and you shouldn’t trust people like that,’ said Clem.




    ‘My mother says they were Italian bankers,’ said Veronica. ‘She said they used to have grand parties here, years and years ago, before the war. They went on for a whole weekend, sometimes, the parties. But they gave a lot of money to the children’s home at Bramley Gate.’




    ‘Well, my mother said the Cadences were a bunch of villains,’ said Ella. ‘She said you couldn’t trust a one of them, never mind they were rich and all the rest.’




    ‘That’s the old lodge house,’ said Clem, pointing to the square grey building on the left of the gates.




    ‘It’s a bit crumbly, isn’t it? And the gardens are all overgrown.’




    ‘If the Cadences really were a bunch of villains, like my mother says, I think it serves them right if their house crumbles.’




    ‘Let’s just go in through the gates, so we can say we’ve been to Cadence Manor before it was poisoned by the Geranos stuff and crunched up for the motorway,’ said Clem. ‘Then we’ll go home.’




    ‘We’d better go along Meadow Lane,’ said Ella. ‘We can climb the wall and get over the stile to Mordwich Bank. We can’t go near the house itself anyway.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘We haven’t got time.’




    ‘What if there’s another policeman there?’




    ‘There won’t be – they won’t think anyone would climb over the wall.’




    The gates were stiff and almost rusted into place, but when Clem pushed hard, one of them swung inwards, the hinges squealing like an animal. The sound tore across the quiet morning, and Ella jumped and glanced behind her in case anyone had heard and was coming to catch them.




    Stepping through the massive black and gilt gates felt like entering another world. They all looked nervously towards the windows of the lodge. Curtains still hung at several of the windows. Ella thought one of them moved, but before she could be sure they heard a shout from the street – outside the gates.




    ‘Someone’s coming,’ said Clem. ‘Let’s get out before we’re caught.’ He grabbed the girls’ hands.




    ‘Where?’




    ‘Towards the house,’ said Clem. ‘Come on. We can climb over the wall and be back in the lane, like Ella said.’




    ‘It’ll be the policeman,’ gasped Veronica. ‘Or that workman banging up the notices.’




    ‘Or whoever was creeping around in the church.’




    ‘Oh, no . . .’




    ‘Never mind who it is, we mustn’t be caught!’ said Ella. ‘Come on!’




    They were halfway along the tree-lined drive, still holding hands and running as hard as they could towards the manor itself, when there was a movement within the trees, and the figure of a man stepped out and stood in front of them. The sunlight was behind him, silhouetting him against the brightness.




    They had been running at full pelt, but they skidded to a sudden stop, and stood uncertainly. The man did not speak, and Ella felt Veronica’s hand tighten around hers. She shuddered, staring at the man, trying to think of something to say.




    It was Clem who finally spoke. He said, quite politely, ‘I’m very sorry if we shouldn’t be here. We just wanted to – um – take one last walk through the village. But we’ll go now, we really will.’




    The worst part was that the man did not reply. He took a step or two nearer – he doesn’t walk, he sort of shambles, thought Ella, horror sweeping over her – and they could all see there was something wrong about his face. He did not come any closer, but he peered at them intently as if he was trying to decide what to do. Clem tightened his hold on both girls’ hands, and ran towards the trees, pulling them along with him.




    They ran as hard as they could, until they were deep in the undergrowth that had grown up around the deserted manor.




    ‘Oh, please stop,’ gasped Veronica. ‘I’ve got a stitch – I can’t run any more . . .’ She bent over to touch her toes.




    ‘Has he gone?’ said Clem, panting and looking back through the trees.




    ‘I think so. I can’t see him.’




    ‘Who was he? He wasn’t the policeman, was he? Was he the workman?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ said Ella.




    ‘There was something wrong with his face,’ said Veronica, straightening up. ‘And did you see the way he stared and stared at us, as if he wanted to do something very bad to us? My mother says you have to be careful of men in case they try to – you know – touch you.’




    ‘We’d better go round the side of the house,’ said Ella. ‘We’ll climb over the wall like Clem said.’




    They forced their way through the thick rank grass, sending thistle-heads flying, trampling down the rose-bay willowherb, no longer caring if the man heard them, intent only on getting to the wall that backed onto Meadow Lane. Once Veronica stumbled and half-turned her ankle on a stone, but Clem hauled her up again and they went on and came out onto a rutted and cracked terrace. There, before them, were the rearing stones of Cadence Manor. Ella stared at it in fear.




    Then two things happened almost at exactly the same time. The first was that they heard the man coming through the trees towards them.




    The second was the sound of St Anselm’s church clock, chiming the half-hour before midday.




    There was no time to think or plan. They ran straight towards the house and half fell through the main doors. Ella’s heart was racing and she thought she might be sick from fear, but they had to get away from the man, they absolutely had to . . . As they went into the great ruined hall, the smell of damp and dirt and loneliness reared up like a wall. Veronica flinched, but Clem dragged her inside.




    No sunlight came into the hall and there was a bad moment when none of them could see anything. But as their eyes adjusted they saw there were doors opening off and a wide stairway directly ahead. The banisters were sagging and some of the stairs were missing.




    ‘In there?’ gasped Clem, pointing to a room with a half-open door.




    ‘No!’ said Ella at once.




    ‘Why not?’




    Ella stared at him. Because that’s where the ghosts are, she thought. Terrible ghosts. It’s the place where I mustn’t go, not ever. But she managed to say, ‘Because we’d be trapped. Let’s go up the stairs. We can hide on the landing and if he comes in to look for us, we’ll wait until he goes into one of the rooms—’




    ‘But the plane,’ said Veronica in a frightened voice. ‘How long is it until the plane comes?’




    ‘Half an hour,’ said Clem. ‘We’ve got plenty of time. Once he’s gone we’ll run back downstairs and outside. We’ll be on Mordwich Bank ages before the plane comes.’




    They went cautiously up the stairs; they were rickety and the wood had rotted completely away in places so it was necessary to tread carefully. Veronica was crying, a snuffly whining cry, that made Ella say sharply, ‘Do shut up or he’ll hear you.’




    They reached the landing, which had tall narrow windows with seats set into them, and crouched down behind the banisters.




    ‘He’s coming,’ whispered Ella suddenly. ‘I can hear his footsteps.’




    The footsteps came nearer and a figure stood in the doorway below. It was too dim to see him very clearly, but Ella knew they were all remembering his face – it had been somehow misshapen as if a hand had wiped over it before it had quite set and smeared some of the features. She shuddered and pressed back into the shadows, her heart thudding. Clem was gripping the banisters, staring down at the man, and Veronica’s face was tear-stained. If Veronica did not start crying again they would probably be all right – the man would think they had run off into the grounds and he would go away.




    But he did not. He stood very still for a moment – as if he’s sniffing the air like an animal, thought Ella in horror – and then, very deliberately, as if he knew exactly where they were, he crossed the hall towards the stairs.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    For a dreadful moment none of them knew what to do, but as the man stepped on the first stair a shaft of sunlight from one of the narrow windows fell across him and they saw again the frightening stare in his eyes and the dreadful wrongness of his face. Ella could not bear it. She looked back at the wide passage behind them. There were five or six doors, some half-open, others hanging crookedly on their hinges, but one near the far end was firmly closed. She touched Veronica’s hand, then Clem’s, and pointed to it.




    They tiptoed towards the closed door. The man was coming quite slowly up the stairs. Sunshine poured in through the windows so it was just possible he could not see them through its glare. Praying the door would not squeak, Ella opened it. It did squeak, but only faintly, and they tumbled inside, closing it. The room was empty. There was a deep bay window and a massive chimney breast, which had half fallen away from the wall; there were piles of bricks and bits of timber, and a gaping blackness where the hearth would have been.




    ‘Will he come in after us?’ whispered Veronica, cramming her fist into her mouth.




    ‘He might, but we’ll hide behind that crumbly brickwork by the chimney,’ said Clem. ‘Have you still got that red hair ribbon, Vron? Put it in that far corner so he’ll think we’re over there. Then we’ll dodge out while he’s looking, and run for our lives. All right?’




    ‘But will we get out before the plane comes?’ whispered Veronica, doing as Clem said.




    ‘Yes, there’s masses of time.’ Ella said this confidently, but she had glanced at her watch and seen with horror it was already twenty to twelve. Her heart thumped with panic. What would happen to them if they did not get out before the plane sent its dreadful bomb onto the village?




    Grabbing Veronica’s hand, she pulled her into the small space behind the chimney breast. They had to squeeze to get in. A sooty stench came up from the hole in the floor and Veronica shuddered. Clem tried to squash in with them, but there was no room, and he looked frantically about him, then ran across to a tall bookcase and crammed in behind it.




    ‘He’s coming down the passageway,’ whispered Ella, urgently.




    They waited in terrified silence, their hearts pounding, hardly daring to breathe. The footsteps paused at each door and then moved on. Ella stared at the dull surface of the closed door, willing the man to walk past it, to decide it would just be another empty room. But empty rooms had things in them, things that must never be seen . . .




    Next to her, Veronica was trembling and Ella put an arm round her. As she did so, a faint sound came to them from the village, and fear swept over her again. It was St Anselm’s clock chiming the quarter-hour. There were only fifteen minutes left before the plane came with its dreadful cargo. What would happen if they were still here then? Was Clem’s father right, and did the plane really have all that stuff that could give people dreadful diseases? The notice board had said it was called Geranos. If they breathed in the Geranos would they die? If they ran out now they would have plenty of time to scramble over the wall of Cadence Manor and be up the hillside and far enough away to be safe. But they could not run out because of the man. Perhaps he might not mean them any harm: he might be trying to find them to warn them to run out before the plane flew over. But then why hadn’t he simply called out?




    He was outside the door now – the handle was being turned. The door swung inwards and he was there, staring into the room, and of course he was not here to warn them at all. His eyes glared with madness, and a smile – a truly dreadful smile – widened his face. Ella pressed down into the tiny corner, but he knew where she was, of course – he knew where they all were. There was a movement over her head, and when she looked up, the nightmare face was looking over the top of the broken brickwork. The smile came again, and one hand reached down.




    Veronica let out a scared whimper and tried to cower back, but Ella was suddenly angry. A fierce burning anger scalded through her entire body and made her feel ten feet high and as strong as a giant. She sprang up and flew at the man, pushing him as hard as she could, screaming at him to leave them alone. His eyes widened with shock and, caught off balance, he stumbled back, missing his footing and half falling against the bricks of the collapsed chimney breast. The anger gave way to triumph and Ella ran straight at him, her hands clenched into fists, shouting to Veronica and Clem to help her, yelling that they had only ten minutes left to get out.




    Veronica hung back, but Clem, his eyes huge with panic and excitement, ran from behind the bookcase and kicked the man, sending him slithering a little way across the floor.




    ‘Harder!’ shouted Ella, and Veronica came out from the hiding place.




    This time, in the panic and confusion, one of them must have kicked a bit harder because the man rolled all the way across the floor to where the floorboards had collapsed over the old hearth, right onto the edge of the black jagged hole. He made a scrabbling movement at the ground with his hands to stop himself from toppling into the yawning blackness. Ella heard Clem and Veronica both gasp in horror and she thought Clem started forward as if to help the man. But the anger was still filling Ella up, and before either Clem or Veronica could do anything, she bent down and pushed the man as hard as she could. With a dreadful kind of grunting scream, he fell down, down into the bad-smelling blackness of the chimney shaft. There was a whoosh of sound as he fell, and clouds of soot and dust and fragments of bird skeletons flew upwards. Ella and the other two flinched, coughing and gasping, then Clem scrambled to the edge of the hole and peered down.




    ‘Can you see him?’ said Veronica, fearfully.




    ‘Um, yes, I think so. He’s lying all sort of broken,’ said Clem. ‘He’s right at the bottom.’ When he looked back at them his face was white and he seemed as if he might be about to be sick.




    ‘We’d better go down to see,’ said Ella.




    ‘We haven’t got time,’ said Clem, sounding frightened. ‘It’s nearly twelve o’clock.’




    ‘We’ll run for all we’re worth,’ said Ella. ‘But we need to know if he’s dead.’




    They ran down the stairs, their footsteps echoing loudly in the empty old house, leaving prints behind them.




    ‘Which is the room underneath?’ gasped Clem.




    ‘In here.’




    ‘How do you know? Mightn’t it be that one?’




    ‘No,’ said Ella quickly. ‘No, it’s this one, I’m sure.’ Before Clem could argue she pushed open a door on the ground floor and peered in. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s the room.’




    ‘Is he there?’




    ‘Yes. The chimney’s half fallen away – there’re bricks all over the floor, but I can see him. He’s sort of wedged inside it like Clem said.’




    ‘Is he really dead?’ asked Veronica.




    ‘I think so. But we ought to make sure.’




    ‘I’m not going to,’ said Veronica at once. ‘I’ve never seen a dead person.’




    ‘I have,’ said Clem. ‘I saw my grandmother. I went to say goodbye to her in the funeral place.’




    ‘We know you did, you went on about it for ages afterwards.’




    ‘Well, she looked like he looks now,’ said Clem, peering warily into the room. ‘People die with their eyes open and you have to close them or they go on staring at nothing for ever.’




    ‘Shut up about dead people,’ said Ella on a sob, and Clem looked at her curiously.




    But he only said, ‘I think he’s dead, but we ought to get somebody to make sure. A doctor or something.’




    ‘There’s no time,’ began Ella, then stopped, because from outside the old manor house, on the hillside above them, came the sound of St Anselm’s clock, this time chiming twelve. The sounds were slow and measured, pealing out into the deserted village street. But through the chimes came another sound – a faint, far-off growl. For a moment none of them realized what it was. Then in a voice of horrified fear, Clem said, ‘It’s the plane. It’s exactly on time.’




    The plane that carried a sinister cargo – a cargo that might poison and even kill every living thing in Priors Bramley – was coming towards them.




    The three of them ran for all they were worth, scrambling out of Cadence Manor, and going full pelt towards the wall enclosing the grounds. The plane was approaching; they could hear the purr of its engine, building to a menacing growl as it came closer. Once Veronica clapped her hands over her ears, but Ella snatched her hands away because they needed all their energy to run.




    ‘There’s the wall,’ gasped Clem. ‘We can get to it in time—’




    ‘We can’t,’ cried Veronica. ‘And what if there’s barbed wire?’




    ‘There won’t be,’ said Ella. ‘And once we’re over the wall it’ll be all right – come on, Veronica!’




    Afterwards, they did not remember how they had managed to climb the wall and drop down onto the grass on the other side.




    ‘No barbed wire,’ gasped Clem, as they ran towards the stile. ‘They’d think the wall was enough.’




    ‘Never mind the wall, hurry up!’




    Later, Ella found her hands and knees were bloodied and torn, but at the time there was only the frantic need to get away. They got to the stile, and scrambled over it, then ran all the way up the hillside to Mordwich Meadow, flinging themselves down on the grass, sobbing for breath, but with their eyes turned up to the sky.




    The plane was almost directly over the village now, and as they watched, it began to circle. ‘It’s an Auster,’ said Clem, awed. ‘My uncle told me it would be – he was in the RAF in the war. They use that kind of plane for observation – mapping battlefields and things like that. It’s got high wings so the pilot can see straight down to the ground.’




    As he said this the plane swooped low over the village in its shallow valley and, against the brightness of the morning, something white and billowing came looping down. They could see a black and lumpen parcel attached to it.




    ‘That’s it,’ said Clem. ‘That’s the bomb.’




    ‘It’s on the end of a parachute,’ said Veronica.




    ‘That’s to give the pilot time to get clear. My uncle said there would be a canister of Geranos, or maybe two canisters, and they’d explode when the plane gets clear.’




    The plane was going away; they could see the outline against the clear sky.




    ‘How long before the bomb goes off?’ asked Veronica worriedly.




    ‘I don’t know. Not long, I shouldn’t think.’




    ‘It can’t reach us up here, can it? That Geranos stuff, I mean?’




    ‘I shouldn’t think so.’




    As Clem said this, the air seemed to stir and shiver, and there was the distant sound of glass shattering somewhere within the village. A thin mist gusted upwards, like the spray from a churning lake.




    Ella shuddered and clenched her fists, but Veronica sat up straighter and said, ‘Listen.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘Didn’t you hear it? Just very faintly?’




    ‘I can’t hear anything,’ began Ella, then stopped, because she could hear it as well.




    A jangling discordance of music rose above the sounds of masonry falling and glass smashing and the fading note of the plane: music coming from the ancient church deep inside the dying village.




    They sat in Mordwich Meadow for a long time. They were too upset to eat the sandwiches Ella’s mother had made, but Ella said it would be wasteful to throw them away and Veronica said it would be bad manners, so in the end they crumbled them up for the birds. Below them, Priors Bramley had settled back into its remote silence, although the mist lingered in wisps and curls on the air.




    ‘I did hear it,’ said Veronica stubbornly. ‘That music. I did.’




    ‘I heard it too,’ said Clem.




    ‘Then he’s alive, that man.’ Veronica’s eyes were round with the horror of it. ‘He got into the church and he’s playing the music. That’s the creepiest thing I’ve ever heard of. But we’ll have to tell somebody. They’ll have to go in to get him out.’




    ‘Vron, he’s dead,’ said Clem. ‘His back was all twisted and his eyes were open.’




    ‘Then who was making that music?’




    ‘It wasn’t real music,’ said Clem. ‘It was just a lot of jumbled notes. I think it was the organ pipes shuddering from the explosion. Like when you twang a string and it goes on thrumming for ages. The pipes might go on thrumming and twanging for ages.’




    The thought of that ugly confused music thrumming all by itself in the deserted village was almost more than Ella could bear. She stared down at the cluster of buildings and at the thin moisture that lay everywhere. When they had looked down at the man’s body lying in its broken-doll tumble inside the chimney shaft she had been sure he was dead. Now she was not. His legs had stuck out at painful angles as if they were broken and his head was twisted to one side. But what if he had only been knocked out, and had come round and dragged himself as far as the church, hoping to get help?




    But even if he had, it was too late now. The village was sealed and no one would go there for a very long time. It might be a year before the motorway was started, or even longer. If the man was alive he might scream for help until his throat burst, but there would be no one to hear him. And eventually he would die in there, he would die . . .




    Ella was suddenly aware of two things. One was that she was quite hungry after all, and it was a pity they had fed all the sandwiches to the birds.




    The other was that she was very glad indeed she had managed to kill the man in Cadence Manor. She had been terrified of him for a long time.




    It was nearly a whole year since she had first seen the man. She and her mother had walked into Priors Bramley to the wool shop. It was late afternoon – a Saturday – and not many people were around.




    ‘Which is why it’s a good time for us to come,’ said Ella’s mother. ‘The shops are still open, but people are all in their houses by this time, making their supper.’




    Most people called the evening meal ‘tea’, but Ella’s mother said ‘supper’ was the correct term. They would not aspire to dinner in the evening, which would have sounded pretentious, but supper was quite acceptable. Ella was not sure what pretentious meant, but she was careful to do what her mother said, even though people at school laughed, and said la-di-da and swank, and who did Ella Ford think she was?




    It took Mum ages to buy the wool. All the colours had to be looked at and then there was a discussion as to which was the best quality. Ella became bored. She thought she would walk along the street and look at the church. Clem said it was really old and there were lots of interesting things in it: his father had told him all about it.




    ‘Well, come straight back,’ said her mother, when Ella asked if it would be all right to walk along to St Anselm’s. ‘Don’t speak to anyone you don’t know.’




    Ella did not speak to anyone as she walked along because there was no one to speak to. She went slowly, liking the jumbly little shops of Priors Bramley and the jutting-out windows. The sun was setting, so there was a red glow in the sky, which made the village feel like something out of a fairy tale.




    Here was the church. The red sunset was here as well, washing the leaves and the old grey stones of the walls with crimson. Ella went through the lich-gate, thinking if the door was open she would just peep inside the church. It would be all right; churches were places where people were always welcome, even tatty old churches like this one.




    She was halfway along the path when she realized someone was playing music inside the church. It was organ music, of course, like they had at St Michael’s. Ella liked the music at St Michael’s; she enjoyed the hymns. She had never been in the organ loft there because the vicar would not allow children to go in, so it would be really good if she could peep into St Anselm’s organ loft; she could be one up on Clem and the others.




    The church was quite a small one, much smaller than St Michael’s, but Ella saw at once it was not tatty in the least, in fact it was beautiful. She looked round, trying to see everything so she could tell Clem and Veronica on Monday. There were stone arches and carved panels with stories from the Bible. And there were narrow windows at the sides and behind the altar, with beautiful pictures in vivid blues and scarlets and greens. The sunset shadows lay everywhere, making soft harlequin patterns on the floor, the stained-glass colours of the windows glinting through them like jewels.




    The music was still going on. It was happy music that made Ella think of things like harvest festivals and daffodils. It echoed and bounced all round the church, in and out of the stone arches and carvings, and Ella looked about her to see if she could get nearer.




    On her left was a low archway with a narrow stairway beyond. That must be the stair up to the organ loft. But before she could think whether to go up there or not, the music started to change; it began to be frightening, as if something was creeping into the notes – like giants shouting, ‘Fee-fi-fo-fum’, like evil creatures in forests beckoning with long crooked fingers. Ella thought it might be better not to go up there after all. She was just tiptoing towards the door when the notes stumbled and made a series of jarring sounds. Mingling with the music came the sound of dreadful harsh sobbing, as if the organist could not bear to hear the music, or could not bear to have played it so badly. It went on for quite a long time, that sobbing, filled with pain and anger, and it made Ella’s entire skin prickle. What would make someone cry like that? She was afraid to move in case the organist heard her and came down the stairs, so she stood where she was, hardly daring to breathe.




    But the music started again, slower and somehow sadder now, and Ella managed to get to the door, which had swung shut when she came in. She reached for the handle, but it was old and stiff, and when she tugged it, it screeched loudly. The music stopped at once and there was the sound of someone moving across the upper floor.




    Ella gave a sob and pulled on the handle, wanting to get outside before the unseen musician found her, but he was already coming down the narrow stair. He moved slowly and he sounded as if he was fumbling his way out, like someone creeping out of a very dark place, dazzled by the sudden light outside. As he reached the foot of the stair, the crimson-tinged shadows fell across his face, and Ella felt as if a fist had thumped into her throat. There was something dreadfully wrong about the face, only she could not make out what it was because the shadows were slithering all around him and it was difficult to see properly. She gasped, and this time managed to drag the door open and tumble outside. She ran down the path to the lich-gate, but as she reached it a compulsion to see if he was still there gripped her, and she turned back.




    He was there. He was coming after her. He moved slowly and it was as if the shadows clung to him and moved along with him. Ella sobbed, and ran out through the lich-gate and back to the wool shop. She paused before going inside, because she could not let Mum see her like this, all teary and out of breath. If she told Mum what had happened, Mum might say Ella should not have gone into the church, specially not when someone was already in there. But it was all right now. The street was empty and whoever he had been, that man, he had not followed her. So Ella took several deep breaths, tidied her hair with her hands, smoothed down the skirt of her frock, and went inside the shop.




    She and her mother walked home, her mother talking about the wool she had bought. It was all ordinary and safe, and Ella felt better. But she was glad when they reached Upper Bramley and the lane where they lived. Their cottage was not very big but Ella’s mother always said they were lucky to have it, what with property still so difficult to find. There were four cottages all huddled together and theirs was the end one, looking out over Bramley Fields.




    I’m safe now, thought Ella, as they went inside. He won’t know where I live. As long as I don’t go inside St Anselm’s church I’ll never see him again. I haven’t got anything to worry about.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    The Present




    ‘You do understand what I’m worrying about,’ said Ella, refilling the glasses of her two guests.




    ‘The opening of the village,’ said Clem, holding out his glass for the top-up.




    ‘Yes,’ said Ella, and for a moment, the shared memory of that fear-filled morning shivered between them.




    Then Veronica said dismissively, ‘But that was years ago. It can’t possibly matter now.’ She thought Ella always had to make a fuss about things.




    ‘But surely you realize that when they go in they’ll find the body?’ said Ella.




    ‘People have been in since then, though, haven’t they? Wasn’t that the point? They drenched the village with that stuff – Geranos – and then government scientists were going in after a few months to check the results.’




    ‘They did go in,’ said Clem. ‘I think it was about six months later – don’t you remember? That was when they realized the Geranos was far more harmful than they had thought, so they closed the village and shelved the motorway scheme until everything had dispersed or dried out. If they’d found a body we’d have heard about it.’




    ‘It won’t matter if they do find it,’ said Veronica. ‘They won’t connect it to us.’




    ‘She’s right’ said Clem, looking back at Ella. ‘No one even knew we were there that day. It really was empty – everyone had been moved out weeks earlier. People who owned property were given compulsory purchase orders. Most of them went out to the new town.’




    ‘Of course no one knew we were there,’ said Veronica. She drank her wine and wished Ella would not buy cheap supermarket plonk, because it was not as if she couldn’t afford better. ‘He was just some nasty old tramp and he liked the idea of two little girls. He wanted to – well, do what my mother used to call “interfere” with us. Don’t snigger, Clem, it is what it was called then.’




    ‘Ah, the euphemistic days of our youth,’ said Clem.




    ‘I wish you’d take this seriously,’ said Ella.




    ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said Veronica. ‘We pushed him away and he fell down the chimney. I don’t see why you need laugh about that, Clem. It’s what happened.’




    ‘It’s the falling down the chimney part,’ said Clem apologetically. ‘Like a nursery rhyme or Father Christmas being sozzled.’




    ‘It was an accident,’ said Veronica. ‘It wasn’t anybody’s fault.’ She sneaked a surreptitious glance at her watch because all this was getting in the way of the rather exciting date she had later tonight; a new man, about whom she was not yet telling anyone. She wanted to get home and set the scene for his arrival – scented candles and mood music, and wine chilling in the ice bucket. Some people would say that was a bit cheesy, but Veronica did not think it cheesy in the least. What she did think was that it was annoying to put up with this stupid boring meeting.




    Clem said slowly, ‘Do you know what I’ve sometimes thought, since that day?’




    ‘What?’ Ella was handing round the defrosted canapés again.




    ‘Supposing the man wasn’t dead when we left him? And don’t say you never thought about that,’ said Clem, ‘because I bet we all did.’




    ‘I didn’t,’ said Veronica at once.




    ‘Of course he was dead,’ said Ella. ‘We knew he was.’




    ‘Did we? You were ten – Vron and I were nine.’




    ‘Excuse me, I was only eight,’ said Veronica, who was not having anybody add even one year to her age.




    ‘Well, none of us was old enough to tell if somebody was dead,’ said Clem, ignoring the interruption. ‘We didn’t even go up to him to check his heart or anything.’




    ‘We didn’t have time! The church clock was chiming twelve and the plane was coming!’ said Ella.




    ‘You don’t really think he was alive, do you?’ said Veronica nervously, because this really was the grisliest idea to put in a person’s mind. It was to be hoped it was not going to spoil her anticipation of the evening planned for later. She had bought new silk underwear and everything.




    ‘But what if he was alive?’ said Clem. ‘I used to have nightmares about that, you know. About how he might have come round just as the bomb went off. How he might have lain there, with all that poisonous stuff choking him.’




    They looked at each other, then Ella said very firmly, ‘That’s nonsense. His neck was broken.’




    There was a rather awkward silence, then Clem gave another of the nervous giggles. ‘This is starting to be like a film about three middle-aged people meeting in a teashop to discuss covering up a murder they committed.’




    ‘It’s not a matter for silly jokes,’ said Ella sharply.




    ‘I know, but on the other hand there’s no need to get it out of proportion,’ said Clem. ‘Or to lose our sense of humour. Or have you mislaid yours?’




    ‘I think that’s very unkind of you, Clem. I have a very good sense of humour,’ said Ella. ‘Derek and I often have a good laugh over all kinds of things.’




    ‘I’m sorry. I was only thinking if anyone filmed this, my part could be played by Anthony Hopkins,’ said Clem.




    ‘And I’ll be Meryl Streep or Helen Mirren,’ put in Veronica eagerly, because this was a much more interesting turn of the conversation, and anything that would push away the really horrid memories was welcome. ‘Somebody with cheekbones.’ In case anyone was still adding anything to her age, she finished by saying that, of course, she was a good deal younger than Helen Mirren.




    Ella banged down the canapé plate with irritable vigour and said, ‘I wish you’d take this seriously. They’ll find the body – because of course he was dead – and when they do they might find something to link it to us.’




    ‘Like what? Ella, it’s over fifty years!’




    ‘You’re just being silly,’ said Veronica.




    Ella said, ‘But there is something that might link us.’




    ‘Oh God, what?’




    Veronica saw that Ella was looking really ill, almost as if the flesh of her face had fallen away from the bones. This was so dreadful she drank some more wine while she tried to think what to say. Perhaps Clem would think of something. Veronica looked at him hopefully, but Clem was simply staring at Ella in goggle-eyed silence.




    In a tight, dry little voice Ella said, ‘My wristwatch. I’d been given it the day before for a birthday present. Don’t you remember – we checked the time on it?’




    ‘Vaguely. What about it?’




    ‘When we got back to Mordwich Bank,’ said Ella, ‘I hadn’t got it on.’




    This time the silence lasted much longer, but in the end Clem said, ‘You mean you lost it while we were in Cadence Manor?’




    ‘I must have done.’




    ‘You never said.’




    ‘There was no need to worry about it while Priors Bramley was sealed off.’




    ‘But . . . it’s only a watch,’ said Veronica. ‘It won’t have survived all those years, and even if it did, nobody will know it was yours.’




    ‘It had my initials engraved on it, and the date,’ said Ella.




    ‘Well, I suppose a date might be traced back, but initials aren’t very recognizable.’




    ‘Mine were,’ said Ella. ‘E.L.F. – don’t you remember? I was Ella Lilian Ford in those days. Have you forgotten how I used to be teased at school about being an elf? And as for the watch not surviving – it was gold. Gold survives everything.’




    ‘Yes, but are you sure it was gold? I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but gold’s frightfully expensive.’ Veronica did not want to say it was unlikely that Ella’s mother could have afforded gold, but everybody knew the family had been really hard up.




    ‘Yes, I am sure,’ said Ella, her mouth set in the stubborn line Veronica recognized only too well. ‘My mother saved up for it for ages because it was a special birthday – double figures – and she wanted to mark it. She did double shifts in the Railwayman’s Arms for months beforehand.’ She broke off, compressing her lips, and Veronica knew Ella must be very upset indeed, because she hardly ever admitted her mother had worked as a barmaid in an adjoining village. Genteel poverty was the usual pitch, generally on the lines of, ‘My family lost their money in the First World War’. Clem’s father had once said that far from losing their money in any war, the Fords had never had any money at all, and had been reduced to all kinds of straits to make ends meet. In fact, in certain quarters Ella’s mother had been known as Barrack Room Brenda. Veronica had never given any of this much credence, because Clem’s father liked to make up dramatic stories.




    ‘My mother wanted me to have something I’d keep for years and years,’ said Ella, and added rather waspishly that this being so, it was a pity she had had to lose the watch the day after being given it. ‘Gold’s indestructible,’ she said. ‘So if they find the watch near the man’s body, they’ll trace it back to me.’ She looked at the other two. ‘And that means to the two of you, as well,’ she said. ‘So you’ve both got to promise me that you’ll keep to the vow we made all those years ago.’




    ‘I promise,’ said Clem after a moment, and Veronica, who wished Ella would not be so intense, because, for goodness’ sake, nothing was very likely to happen to any of them, shrugged and said, ‘I promise as well.’ Then she finished her wine and hoped that her exciting evening could now proceed without any more interruptions.




    In the event, Veronica’s evening was very good indeed. The scented candles burned alluringly and the chilled wine and neat little snacks went down well. Veronica smiled to herself, remembering Ella’s pretentious frozen canapés. She thought she was so great, that Ella. It was a pity she could not see Veronica now, serving this elegant little supper, embarking on the first exciting steps in a new love affair.




    There was nothing quite like the start of a romance – Veronica liked the word ‘romance’; she always used it in preference to anything earthier – when you were both finding out about one another. You planned what you would wear for each meeting, and you devised sexy romantic games to play. It was an adventure, and if Ella wanted to look down her nose and consider Veronica a slut, Veronica did not care.




    When the food had been removed and the glasses topped up, there was nothing slutty about permitting a civilized embrace. It was a testing of the water, as it were, the first steps in establishing how far things could go.




    After a while, the embrace became fevered, and after a longer while it became insistent. Veronica giggled suddenly, and he drew back at once.




    ‘Is something wrong?’




    Giggling at such a moment had been a very bad move. It was partly nerves, of course, but men did not like being laughed at, especially when they were revving up to be amorous. He looked angry, and Veronica sought frantically for a way to retrieve the situation and his dignity, and found it.




    ‘Nothing’s wrong at all. I was just thinking you have unsuspected depths.’




    ‘Oh, you’d be surprised,’ he said.




    It was all right; he sounded mollified. She said, ‘No, but really. You almost seem like a different person.’




    ‘Well, let’s explore those depths and that different person, shall we? Do you want to do that?’




    ‘Now? Tonight?’




    ‘Isn’t that what this is about?’




    And even though one was still not a slut, this was the twenty-first century and Veronica was a modern woman, quite capable of giving those pert twenty- and thirty-year-olds a run for their money. She had kept her figure and looked after her skin, and in a dim light she could pass for a lot younger than she actually was.




    In any case, she had spring-cleaned the bedroom that morning and put lavender-scented sheets on the bed, and it would be a pity to waste all that effort.




    Entries From an Undated Journal




    I had to expend a good deal of effort hiding what I came to call ‘the darknesses’. I think I managed it very well, though. I don’t think even Crispian, with his perceptive mind, knew about that side of my nature. I often thought Serena knew, but she never referred to it. She was a cold-hearted bitch, Serena Cadence. I didn’t hate her, but I didn’t much care for her.




    I hated Crispian, though. It was partly because he stood in the way of things I wanted, but also because he had all the attributes I longed to possess. I used to look at him, and think: how does he exert that charm over everyone he meets? He was not especially good-looking, you understand, in fact you’d have said no one would afford him a second glance. Brown hair, the colour of clear honey, and eyes to match, and the characteristic slanting cheekbones of so many of the Cadence men. But people did give him that second glance and they usually gave him a third, as well.




    The curious thing was that my decision to murder him never shocked me. It didn’t even frighten me, and it certainly never worried me in . . . in any moral sense, I mean. I believed then and I believe now that I had logical and sane reasons for it. I really was, and still am, entirely sane. Although as the hours tick away in here, I’m not sure if I’ll remain sane.




    Sane . . .




    I wonder if anyone who reads this will be familiar with the novel by Robert Louis Stevenson – The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde? It was fashionable in the closing years of the nineteenth century and it’s a chilling tale. I’ve sometimes had the eerie feeling that Stevenson was able to look ahead over the years and see straight into my own mind. His tortured misguided Henry Jekyll went through the agonies I go through, and as for the evil-intentioned Hyde . . .




    To those who encounter him, Edward Hyde gives the impression of repulsive deformity, but without having any actual malformation. He speaks in a husky whisper, but with a murderous tone of timidity and boldness (Stevenson certainly knew how to put opposites together to good purpose!), and lives a callous and cruel life, but does so in the shadows.




    The ill-starred Dr Jekyll unleashed his dark alter ego by means of a powerful drug, which he compounded in his own workshop – a drug intended to separate good from evil in a personality. But, drinking its smoky potency, he caused his dreadful inner self to come alive. The change happened in me in much the same way, although of its own accord. A deep apprehension would stir in the dimmest recesses of my mind, and moments later it was as if greedy ogre-hands reached down and took hold of my mind, wrenching it mercilessly, deforming it, until it lay bleeding and panting in a wholly different shape; altering the essence of what I really was. And if I looked in the mirror—




    I can’t bring myself to write a description of what my mirror showed me during those darknesses and, after the first time, I never looked voluntarily in the glass. It was not me who looked back out of the silvered depths. And while the darkness was on me, I was not safe and no one was safe from me . . .




    I make no apologies for the melodramatic nature of those last two paragraphs. A man facing death is allowed a few extravagances in his journal.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    London, June 1912




    Crispian Cadence did not indulge in many extravagances, but on the night he left university for good he reached London and his parents’ house slightly drunk.




    He had intended to arrive at a civilized hour, but the goodbyes in Oxford had taken longer than he had expected, and then the train had been delayed, so it was midnight before he let himself in. By most people’s standards this was not particularly late, but by the standards of Crispian’s mother, Serena, it was outright dissipation.




    He stood in the big shadowy hall with its black and white tiled floor and considered the stairway. It was in near-darkness, his bedroom was on the second floor, and he was by no means sure he could get up to it in seemly silence. He was perfectly entitled to make as much noise in his own home as he liked, but he baulked at being seen in this condition by his mother, or – God forbid – his father.




    ‘Your father’s jealous of you, of course,’ Crispian’s cousin, Jamie, had once said.




    ‘Why would he be jealous?’




    ‘Do you really not know? Crispian, your father’s an ageing roué no longer able to indulge in the pleasures of his youth,’ Jamie said. ‘He sees you indulging in them, and it makes him jealous.’




    ‘Come up to Oxford sometime and join me in a few,’ said Crispian, who had been in his second year at the time. But Jamie, who was serious-minded and rather quiet, had merely said politely that he would think about it.




    He was crossing the hall, when Flagg, the butler and general factotum, came out, pulling a dressing gown round him, a look of anxiety on his face, which cleared when he saw Crispian.




    ‘Beg pardon, Mr Crispian, I didn’t realize it was you. I heard a noise—’




    ‘And I was trying to be so quiet, Flagg.’ Crispian grinned at him, and lifted his hand in the gesture implying drink.




    ‘Ah, yes, I see. Black coffee, sir?’




    ‘Better not. I don’t want to wake anyone. Is my father at home?’




    ‘Not at the moment.’




    ‘Thanks. You get off to bed, Flagg. I’ll make my own way upstairs.’




    He waited until Flagg had gone back to his own quarters, then grasped the balustrade and started up the stairs, hoping he could manage to be quiet. The stairs swung sharply back on themselves in a hairpin bend, then went on up again to the second and attic floors. Crispian and Jamie used to play games on these stairs when they were small, making faces at one another through the banisters, one on the higher flight, the other on the lower. Jamie had made up splendid games for them and, remembering this, Crispian smiled. Jamie had not been so serious in those days.




    There was a wide half-landing at the top of the main stairs, with a long deep window. The curtains were only partly drawn across it, and shadows slanted in and lay across the stairs. Crispian had almost reached this landing when a faint movement from above made him look up. Standing in the half-curtained window was the figure of a man. A burglar! thought Crispian, and fear scudded across him. The man pressed back into the shadows, putting up a hand as if to keep his face in shadow, but Crispian had already started up the remaining stairs, shouting loudly to rouse the household. At once the man darted out of his hiding place and hared up the smaller stairway to the top floor, vanishing into the shadows. Crispian followed him, missing his footing on the last few stairs, cursing, then regaining his balance. But the man had vanished, and Crispian stood on the upper landing, looking about him. Had the man gone into one of the bedrooms? Up the tiny stairs at the far end into the attics?




    Crispian heard Flagg calling from below, wanting to know what was happening.




    ‘There’s an intruder!’ called Crispian, coming back down the stairs. ‘I’ve just seen him – he ran up to this floor. God knows where he is now – hiding in one of the rooms most likely. Tell everyone to stay in their room and barricade the door. You stay here to make sure he doesn’t get out. I’ll fetch the constable – there’s always one on duty in the square.’




    ‘Mr Crispian—’ began Flagg, but Crispian was already crossing the hall and opening the front door. He gasped as the cold night air met him and cursed the wine he had drunk earlier, then managed to half-run to the far end of the square.




    By the time he and the portly constable got back to the house, Flagg was hovering agitatedly in the hall.




    ‘I’m that sorry, Mr Crispian, but it seems the ruffian’s escaped us after all.’




    ‘He can’t have done,’ said Crispian incredulously. ‘He was on the stairs and he went up to the top of the house – I saw him. He couldn’t have got out.’




    ‘I’m sorry, but he did,’ said Flagg. ‘And I know you said not to, but I’ve looked in all the rooms. I took the fire tongs from the drawing room, and Dora and Hetty came along as well, for they wouldn’t stay in their room alone, not for you, me, nor King George. Dora had the rolling pin and Hetty had the meat mallet. Mrs Flagg barricaded herself in our room with the frying pan.’




    Despite the severity of the situation, Crispian was aware of a stab of amusement at the image of the stately Flagg prancing round the house in his dressing gown and slippers, brandishing the fire tongs, while the two maids tiptoed along in his footsteps, glancing nervously over their shoulders every few seconds.




    He said, ‘Did you go up to the attics?’




    ‘We did,’ said Flagg. ‘But not hide nor hair nor whisker did we find.’




    ‘It looks as if our man’s got clean away,’ said Crispian, turning to the policeman. ‘But you’ll make a report to Bow Street, will you? In case of any other break-ins hereabouts?’




    ‘Yes, sir, you can be sure I’ll do that.’ The constable sketched a half-salute and went out into the square again.




    ‘Flagg, one of the girls had better tell my mother what’s happened – reassure her there’s no cause for alarm.’




    ‘I’ll see to it, sir. And now, if you’d care for that black coffee after all . . .?’




    ‘That’s a very good idea, Flagg. Make about a gallon of it, would you?’




    Serena Cadence had gone to bed at her usual time.




    Crispian had said he would be home this evening but that he might be quite late, so please not to wait up for him. He would see everyone in the morning.




    Serena was glad he would be home for good. He was such a very presentable son, and so far he did not seem to be inheriting his father’s tendency to portliness, which was a great mercy. He was slim and spare, and clothes always looked very nice on him, although he wore his hair slightly too long, as so many young men did. She had thought at Christmas, when the family assembled at Cadence Manor, that Oxford had smoothed away any youthful awkwardness, not that Crispian had ever been gauche, which was something else for which to be grateful. He was not as good-looking as his cousin Jamie, who had been more or less brought up with Crispian since his mother died. Jamie was a dear good boy, hard-working and reliable, but Serena thought for all his good looks he had not a tenth of Crispian’s quiet charm.




    Unless there were guests Serena liked to retire by ten o’clock. There were not often guests now, although in the early years Julius had often entertained friends and business associates, and Serena had dutifully arranged dinners and luncheons. It had been rather novel at first and she had been an excellent hostess, everyone said so. But choosing the right gowns and jewellery so one looked prosperous but not vulgarly overdressed had been dreadfully tiring. Talking to people one hardly knew had been tiring as well. Even now it made her head ache to remember those interminable evenings.




    Also – and this was not something she cared to dwell on – those dinner parties had invariably excited Julius in a very particular way. He nearly always came to her bedroom after the guests had gone, his eyes bright with the stimulation of the company and the talk, his face flushed from all the wine and brandy. He would compliment her on the gown she had worn or the way her hair had been dressed, then there would be one of the messy, fumbling, painful acts Serena had always hated but which she knew had to be endured from time to time in any marriage.




    Still, all that was at an end. She finished the chapter of the book she was reading, and switched off the bedside light. Julius had had electricity installed two years earlier; it had meant a great deal of hammering and crashing and workmen everywhere, but it was certainly easier and more efficient than gaslight.




    It was shortly after midnight that she was woken by the sounds of running feet and Crispian’s voice calling out something about an intruder. Serena sat up in bed and considered whether to go out of her room, but Flagg was equal to anything, and if Crispian was with him, it would be all right. She waited until the sounds had died down, and presently heard Flagg call a good night to Crispian. She could relax. Whatever had happened had been dealt with.




    She lay down again and tried to go back to sleep, but sleep, so abruptly interrupted, would not return; the images pouring through her mind were too vivid. She reminded herself that Flagg could be entirely trusted. But as the chimes of St Peter’s church clock came faintly to her – 1 a.m. – she knew she would not be able to sleep until she had made sure that everything was as it should be. It was not that she did not trust Flagg, simply that she needed to know for herself. Moving stealthily so as not to alert anyone, she got out of bed, slid her feet into slippers, donned a thin silk robe, and took a key from her bedside drawer, which she put in the robe’s pocket.




    The house was quiet and still, but Flagg had left a low light burning on the central landing. Serena stole along to the narrow stairs at the far end – the stairs leading up to the third floor. It was, of course, the height of folly to go up there on her own at such an hour, but there were certain responsibilities. A light summer rain had started to patter against the windows; she could hear it gurgling down the drainpipes. It sounded exactly like a throaty whispery voice. Come closer, Serena . . .




    The house did not have attics in the conventional sense, but it had three rooms directly under the roof, either made by the original builder or created by some past occupant who wanted extra storage space. The rooms were small, with tiny windows overlooking the narrow walled garden. The first two were used for lumber – odds and ends of discarded furniture, and the trunks the family used when going away, or when removing to Cadence Manor for the holidays. But the third one . . . As Serena reached the head of the narrow stairway she could see the thick lock on the third door.




    It was six months since Flagg had called in an incurious workman to fit the big new lock; Serena had been given one of the keys at the time. She walked down the passage and stood in front of the door. Then, her heart beating fast, pressed her ear to the oak surface. Was there the faintest movement from the other side? She suddenly had the impression of someone standing up against the door in the room. Come inside, Serena . . .




    One could take a sense of duty a bit too far, of course. But, thought Serena, there was some sort of disturbance earlier and I do need to make sure everything’s all right. She glanced back to the stairs leading down to the main landing. The light was still glowing down there, and people were in earshot – Flagg and the two maids. And Crispian would be in his room by now. She slid the key from her pocket, and into the lock. Turning the lock, she cautiously pushed the door a little way open.
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