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  Chapter One


  ‘YOU’LL HAVE to walk the dogs today, Nevil!’ proclaimed Mrs James. ‘I’ve got to drive into Chippy and collect the dog meal and the cat
         litter.’
      


  Her son looked up from a table covered with papers. He took off his spectacles and blinked at her, his pale blue eyes focusing
         with difficulty on a blurred shape, gradually transforming it into a clear-cut image.
      


  Mrs James watched this process, thinking, as she frequently did, that if it weren’t for his glasses, Nevil would be passably
         good looking. Whenever she made this judgement she felt a mixture of maternal pride and savage satisfaction. As long as no
         girl got her hooks into Nevil, he’d stay here and help out. Despite a deep-seated scorn for the male sex in general, Mrs James
         acknowledged that one needed a man about the place, even if it was only Nevil.
      


  ‘I’ve started on the monthly accounts,’ Nevil said. ‘Can’t Gillian do it?’


  ‘Of course she can’t. She’s got all the cats’ cages to clean out. In fact, you could give her a hand doing that once you’ve
         walked the dogs. There are only four of them at present. Look here, you can do the accounts tonight.’
      


  At this schedule, which took care of his entire day, Nevil was moved to protest rather more firmly. ‘I have got things of my own to do, you know!’
      


  ‘Like what?’


  Mrs James was pulling on a quilted sleeveless body-warmer, her best – or rather her better one – because she was going into
         town. It was her sole attempt to smarten up. She wore brown cord trousers with a khaki cotton shirt and heavy lace-up shoes.
         The bulge of the shirt over her large and unsupported bosom was the only indication of her sex. Her hair, cut very short in
         a mannish style, was steel-grey and wiry, like a scouring pad. Her face was weather-beaten and lined and devoid of make-up.
         She was only forty-nine years old, but the impression was that she’d been carved out of teak and left out in the rain and
         wind so that she was now a permanent part of the landscape. As always, the suggestion that Nevil had any interests which didn’t
         directly concern the kennels and cattery stoked the fires of suspicion and resentment in her battle-scarred heart.
      


  ‘I promised Rachel I’d go over to Malefis. She wants another chess lesson and it has to be today, because tomorrow she and
         Alex are going up to London, to the Chelsea Flower Show.’
      


  ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Mrs James’s tanned face turned a dull, unattractive magenta. ‘Can’t that useless woman even keep herself
         entertained for one day in the country?’
      


  ‘She isn’t useless,’ said Nevil, flushing slightly. ‘She just isn’t like you, Ma.’ In the nick of time he added, ‘Capable.’


  His mother squinted at him. ‘I’m capable because I’ve bloody had to be. I’ve worked hard to keep a roof over our heads, Nevil!’


  ‘I know, Ma.’ He replaced his spectacles and picked up his pen. He sounded bored. She knew it was because she’d played this tune so many times his ear was dulled to it, but she couldn’t help it. She felt angry, with a sullen rage which
         burned away inside her, because she wouldn’t be able to stop Nevil walking away from her one day, just as his father had done.
         Nevil was twenty-seven years old and like his father in looks.
      


  ‘Dammit!’ said Mrs James fiercely.


  Nevil carried on writing. He was used to incoherent muttering from his mother.


  ‘Don’t suppose she’s got the brains to play chess!’ His mother was still running on their former topic of conversation. ‘Try
         her with Snakes and Ladders. She ought to be good at that!’
      


  ‘Actually, she’s rather good at chess. She’s got a natural aptitude for the game.’


  Mrs James had her own idea as to what Rachel Constantine’s natural aptitude was, but she suppressed it.


  ‘Don’t forget the dogs!’ she almost shouted.


  ‘When I’ve done this, Ma.’


  She stomped out crossly. He was getting increasingly obstinate – and rebellious. All because of that wretched woman, that
         tarted-up piece of goods who flitted around Lynstone dressed like a model and had any man who crossed her path panting to
         do her slightest bidding.
      


  ‘Like a bitch on heat!’ snarled Mrs James, glaring through the trees at a distant chimney pot. God rot Malefis Abbey and Rachel
         Constantine in particular! Nevil, poor sod, hadn’t the wit to see she was playing fast and loose with him, that was the worst
         of it. A woman like that wasn’t going to risk her marriage by seriously playing away from home, certainly not with someone
         like Nevil, who hadn’t any money. The minute the husband got restive, Rachel would show Nevil the door. Then there’d be hell to pay. He might even want to leave Lynstone and go away to forget or some
         such maudlin rubbish.
      


  ‘Dammit!’ yelled Mrs James again to the trees.


  A voice replied, ‘What was that, Molly?’


  A large, ungainly girl in jeans, gumboots and an aged sweater appeared holding a brush and a bucket.


  ‘Nothing!’ snapped Mrs James. ‘Have you finished with those cats yet?’


  ‘Nearly. That ginger one scratched me again. When’s the owner coming for it?’


  ‘Next week.’ Mrs James scowled at Gillian, but it wasn’t in antipathy. The girl was a good worker, and no threat as far as
         Nevil was concerned. Men were never going to bother with Gillian. In Mrs James’s mind, that was a plus in more ways than one.
         Gillian wouldn’t up and leave. She liked the animals and she was shy around people. And if the girl only realised it, she
         was lucky in being so plain. Because men, if you let them into your life, messed you and the said life up completely.
      


  Grudgingly Mrs James was forced to admit, in the light of recent experience, that women could do a pretty good job on men’s
         lives too. The fact was that any human contact was fraught with deceit, danger and heartbreak.
      


  ‘Give me a decent working gun-dog any day!’ muttered Mrs James as she climbed up into a Japanese four-wheel-drive vehicle
         parked beside a battered old Escort. She roared away down the drive, turning into the lane with a screech of tyres and mini-sandstorm
         of grit.
      


  A cyclist was pedalling unwarily along the narrow thoroughfare. He wobbled as Mrs James came up behind him, and looked fearfully
         over his shoulder.
      


  ‘Get out of the way!’ yelled Mrs James, gesticulating through the windscreen.
      


  He chose safety and leapt off his bike. He was picking himself up out of the ditch as she vanished around the corner.


  Mrs James charged on, hands gripping the wheel, shoulders hunched, face furious. She was going to have to do something about
         Nevil and Rachel Constantine. If necessary, she would have to get rid of Rachel in some fairly drastic way. She wasn’t yet
         sure how. She’d think of something.
      


  The kennelmaid, Gillian Hardy, finished her task and put away her bucket, shovel and broom with a sigh of relief. She began
         to make her way towards the house. Behind her, the dogs were all barking because it was about this time of the morning that
         someone walked them. She removed her boots at the back porch door with the aid of a wooden bootjack there for the purpose
         and entered on stockinged feet. The kitchen was empty.
      


  Gillian padded across the stone-flagged floor and into the large adjacent cloakroom which held the usual offices and washbasin.
         She washed and dried her hands carefully, while staring at a row of outdoor garments suspended there from hooks. One of them,
         a woman’s tweed jacket of ancient but distinguished vintage, the sort of thing which turned up at country jumble sales, seemed
         to hold a particular fascination for her. She swallowed audibly, her throat dry partly from inhaling animal bedding, and partly
         because of the excitement which made her skin crawl. Her stomach had become a pulsating jelly lodged uncomfortably beneath
         her midriff.
      


  At last Gillian moved jerkily past the jacket, as if it might suddenly reach out its rough woollen arms and grab her. Back
         in the kitchen, she switched on the coffee-maker, put two digestive biscuits on a plate, took down two mugs and fetched the
         milk from the fridge. All the time she was listening with her head tilted – rather like one of her canine charges – for any
         noise from the further room, where she knew Nevil sat over the accounts.
      


  Eventually she took the plate of biscuits and a mug of coffee, and made her way to where he scribbled industriously.


  ‘Thanks!’ he muttered without looking up as she put her offering beside him.


  She hesitated and began to turn away. Suddenly he asked, ‘That woman who inquired about boarding a corgi for two weeks. Did
         she ever phone back and confirm?’
      


  ‘Don’t think so. Molly didn’t say.’


  ‘Ruddy woman will probably just turn up and expect everything to be ready. You’d better get a kennel organised, Gill.’


  ‘OK. I’ll do it before I go off.’


  ‘No, do it tomorrow morning. There’s no rush.’


  His tone dismissed her. She went back to the kitchen and set her own coffee mug on the table, adding a biscuit from the tin.
         But try though she might, she couldn’t keep her gaze from drifting to the door of the cloakroom. She sat down facing it, dunking
         her biscuit and gulping down the now-tepid brew.
      


  Nevil, when she went back to see if he’d finished, was still working. He didn’t look up.


  Gillian said awkwardly, ‘I know you’re busy, so would you like me to walk the dogs before I go?’


  He paused and she was rewarded with a glance. More pleasantly he said, ‘It’s OK, Gill. I’ll do it when I’ve finished this
         lot.’
      


  ‘It’s no trouble!’ Eagerness touched her voice.


  ‘Appreciate it, Gillie. But you get off home. It’s your half day. Pity you couldn’t have gone into town with Ma.’


  She washed the mugs and plate, her earlier exhilaration doused with a temporary depression. But back in the cloakroom to fetch
         her going-home things, she experienced a return of the nervous thrill. Now she and the jacket were to be reunited or, more
         specifically, she and what the jacket contained . . . She pulled it on hurriedly, its rough weave rubbing at her fingers, and
         crouched to tie up the pair of shoes which had been standing tidily in one corner.
      


  ‘I’m leaving now!’ she called.


  From Nevil came a barely audible grunt.


  Despite this lack of encouragement she called, ‘Goodbye! Don’t overwork!’


  She left her gumboots just inside the back porch to await the next day, and drove home in the elderly Escort. Whenever she
         moved her left arm, something crackled in the patch-pocket of the jacket. It was as though her pocket were on fire, and her
         nerves were so strung that when her foot touched the accelerator, the old car leapt forward like a Formula One racing machine.
      


  Her mother was waiting with her coat on and her scuffed leather handbag on the table. The kitchen smelled of tinned tomato
         and washing-up water.
      


  ‘Oh, Gillian,’ said Mrs Hardy. ‘I’m glad you’re not late today. You will be staying in this afternoon, won’t you? I know it’s
         your afternoon off, but I would like to go over and see Mrs Freeman, and you know I don’t like to leave Dad alone.’
      


  This ought to have been phrased, ‘Dad doesn’t like being left alone’ but, although the cottage was run in every way to take
         account of Mr Hardy, there was a sort of conspiracy to obscure this fact. Gillian and her mother between them took responsibility
         for any decision, while Mr Hardy did the actual deciding.
      


  ‘OK,’ said Gillian. ‘Perhaps I’ll tidy up the garden.’


  ‘Dad and I shared a tin of soup for lunch. If you want something, there’s cheese—’


  ‘I ate at the kennels.’ This wasn’t true. All she’d had was the coffee and biscuit, but Mrs Hardy didn’t know this.


  ‘I’ve got sausages for tea,’ she said, picking up her handbag. ‘Dad’s settled down with his library book. The picture’s drying
         off or something, so I don’t think he’ll be going out to his studio. He shouldn’t be any . . . he shouldn’t need anything.’
      


  When she’d scurried away, Gillian went into the tiny living room with its low, oak-beamed ceiling. Her father was sitting
         in his invalid chair by the window, from which he could see the road and The Fox pub opposite. He was reading a thriller,
         scowling disbelievingly at the text. As his daughter entered he looked up and addressed her without the preliminary of a greeting.
      


  ‘It’s late-night opening at the library tonight in Chippy. After tea, you jump in that car of yours and nip in and change
         my books. I’ve read this one before. Look –’ he held it out – ‘there’s my pencil-mark, on the back page! I’ve told your mother
         a dozen times, always look for my mark! But she never remembers.’
      


  ‘OK. I’m going up to my room to change.’


  He was already scowling over his book again and didn’t reply. Gillian went up to her tiny bedroom under the eaves and pulled
         off her working clothes. She put on another pair of jeans and a clean sweater, picked up the tweed jacket and took it over
         to her bed.
      


  Seated cross-legged on the coverlet, she thrust her hand into a pocket of the jacket and took out a crumpled manila envelope.
         It was chilly in this little room, never heated, but she was sweating.
      


  Her fingers scrabbled at the envelope. The collywobbles had returned and were getting even worse as she took out two creased
         photographs which she carefully placed flat, side by side, on the patchwork counterpane.
      


  The pictures were black and white and quite large, about six inches by four. One showed Mrs James with a cat, and the other
         Mrs James with a dog. The dog was panting happily and the cat, brushed into a puffball of fur, was giving the camera a look
         which spoke volumes. Both pictures had been taken the year before to illustrate a brochure on the kennels intended to drum
         up trade. The glossy originals had obviously had some rough treatment since then. But the principal damage to them wasn’t
         the result of much handling.
      


  In both, the face of Mrs James had been deliberately and savagely scored with a razor-blade so that it was no longer recognisable.
         The perky grin of the dog and groomed head of the cat remained untouched, which only served to underline the destruction to
         the human face. There was method in the mutilation. A line had been cut across the eyes, another down the nose. Both ears
         had been sliced through at the head. The mouth was scored with a cross like a multiplication sign and the throat was cut.
      


  Gillian chewed on her lower lip, but otherwise showed no sign of emotion. The fluttering of her stomach had subsided now that
         she actually had her eyes on the photos.
      


  After a while, she slipped the grisly images back in their envelope and, getting off the bed, went to a narrow, built-in cupboard
         in the corner which served as her wardrobe. Nothing about this ancient cottage was regular; there wasn’t a right-angle in
         the place. Between the side of wardrobe and the undulating plaster of the wall there was sufficient gap to slide the envelope
         in. She had to leave just a little showing, to be sure of getting it back out again. But Mrs Hardy, in the unlikely event
         she came into Gillian’s room, wouldn’t notice that. Mrs Hardy was entirely taken up with looking after Mr Hardy. She left
         Gillian to clean her own room and see to her own laundry.
      


  So the photographs were safe while she worked out just what she was going to do with them. Gillian was a careful girl. She
         liked to plan things.
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