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One

Hexham, Northumberland, October 1991

The weather was cold and already there had been snow in Hexham. The elegant Georgian houses had white window sills and all around the Abbey, with its stained-glass windows that shone sapphire and ruby in the morning sunshine, people trod carefully through the slush.

It was market day and the town was busy. Sam Browne, local solicitor, was sitting in his office in the street called Robson’s Field. The houses in this street were all on one side, some with gardens so luxuriant that trees hung over the walls on the steep hill. Some of the walls had gates, behind which there were narrow lanes and neat yards and, in summer, pots of herbs and flowers spilled over on to the flags and families sat in shaded gardens, completely secluded, only moments from the town.

The building which housed Sam’s business was inside one of those gates, a house almost two hundred years old, with stout walls, generous rooms and a big garden, the gate itself half hidden by the trees which overhung the garden. But it was well known to the townspeople, since Sam’s mother and father had both been in the practice and had lived there before they grew prosperous and moved into the country, to a fortified farmhouse where Sam and his twin brother, Dominic, had grown up.

Both of Sam’s parents had died a long time ago and Dominic had been ill most of his life and had died the previous Christmas. Sam was thirty-five, divorced, no children, not bad-looking in a northern kind of way, with sharp cheekbones and keen eyes, the kind of eyes which in former times had stood the Northumbrians in good stead as they watched over their sheep and cattle, mined their lead and coal and minded their farms and families. Sam was thin, with the kind of thinness which meant that he didn’t think much about food, and he was six feet tall. His ancestors had thankfully been much shorter, to go down pits and hew coal and into quarries and lead mines.

That particular morning he had been busy and was glad to get back to the office. He had had two difficult encounters already and it was not yet noon. The first was that he had had to visit Edward West, who owned a drift mine called the Sunny Mary, a few miles beyond the town. The mine provided work for almost all the people who lived in the village of Burnside, a settlement which was nothing but a few streets on a hill with a church at the top, a chapel at the bottom and the fells all around.

Mr West had been his father’s client, had been with them for as long as Sam could remember. He was in his sixties and was ill. He had had cancer on and off for years but this time Sam could see he was not going to get better.

Sam knew the family well, had gone to primary school with the son, Stephen, before they each went off to different public schools. The Wests had been prosperous people; they lived in one of the biggest houses around Hexham, Allenheads House, situated in its own grounds almost equidistant between Hexham and Burnside. The West family had brought coal from there for almost a hundred years.

The last few years had been hard, the mine was not prospering, it was cheaper to bring it in from other countries and, to the dismay of the locals, Polish coal was brought in through northern ports to supply local needs. The downward turn in business showed in the Wests’ house, Sam thought.

There was no central heating. Edward West lay upstairs with a coal fire for comfort. Although it might have looked romantic to other people, there was very little which pleased about having to lug coal up a big flight of stairs. They had no help nor could afford any and Mrs West did everything herself.

The house had an orchard, a kitchen garden, a front garden with formal beds, a rockery and a big oblong rose bed, a pond behind it with a paddock, a circular drive at the front of the house. The house itself had a great hall with stained-glass windows in an arch halfway up the stairs. It had a back stairs too and a back kitchen and a dairy and a wash house and all the things people had needed in the late nineteenth century when the Empire meant that middle-class people were prosperous and servants were cheap to employ.

Sam knew the house well from his childhood and teenage years. The bedrooms were too large for comfort and the bathroom was cavernous. The windows were flaking paint and many of them were draughty and, he suspected, rotten. The carpets were thin and inadequate and the curtains, most of which were velvet, reflected the fact that they had gone through many a summer, so worn and faded were they. The furniture was dusty and, although it was old, it was not the kind of old which would have got it into any of the antique shops in the area. The windows were flecked with rain and dirt and most of the house was freezing.

Mrs West wore a lot of clothes. She was a proud woman and Sam dared not suggest to her that the social services might be able to help. Did Stephen not know how his parents were living? He had stayed in London after university and had become a top journalist, working for a quality newspaper. Sam knew that they had been disappointed in his marriage. Susan West was beautiful, she had been a model, from a modest background, and Sam could remember having heard that Mrs West said nothing was ever good enough for a woman who had nothing. After they were married Susan West gave up modelling, did no work of any kind and did not produce children, so she was doubly condemned by her in-laws.

It had been a difficult meeting this morning in Mr West’s bedroom, Sam’s front was scorched by the fire, his back freezing against the draught. Stephen, Sam thought, must be told how ill his father was and he must come home.

Sam didn’t envy Stephen’s homecoming. Since his marriage, he had rarely come back. Sam had heard rumours that the mine was badly managed since Mr West had been so ill, and was losing a great deal of money. The word bankruptcy had been mentioned. If Stephen West didn’t come back soon, there might be nothing for him to come back to. Mr West had been gradually making his possessions over to his wife so that it would be solely hers before he died and there would be as little tax to pay as possible.

Sam made comforting noises, took details and went back to the office. He drove through the town. The shops were already getting in goods for Christmas. Sam didn’t want Christmas to come, it would remind him of last year. Dominic had been so ill throughout the bad weather in early December and Sam had had to go and leave him most days with a nurse until the last fortnight or so. His brother had died on Boxing Day.

Sam’s memories of Dominic were most difficult early in the mornings when it was dark at the farm. He would hear the wind outside, rushing across the open fell, and also the noise his ears had become accustomed to over the years, the sound of his twin brother getting out of bed. It didn’t matter what light there was or what the season, how cold the house, whether the curtains were drawn or not, Dominic awoke every day of his life at exactly half past five.

At one time Sam had tried to alter things, getting Dominic to stay up later so that he would be tired and sleep in, but he never did. If Dominic had gone to bed at four he would still get up at the same time.

For almost as long as Sam could remember, the routine had been the same. The house was his brother’s safety and his life. He had lived there since he was small and knew nothing else and he was happy there. During the week he would go to the day centre. Otherwise he would stay here, mostly with Sam. He would come into Sam’s room, hair ruffled with sleep, pyjamas creased.

‘Is today Sunday?’

‘No, it’s Wednesday.’

Dominic didn’t wait. He went off to the bathroom. Within half an hour he would be washed and dressed, having his breakfast and watching his favourite cartoons on television. He always had the same thing for breakfast, porridge in his special bowl. Sam would drop him off at the day centre and then go on to work, so Sam was always at work long before anybody else, and it was the best time of the day. With nobody about, he could think and sometimes he accomplished more work in those two hours than he did all day, but it meant a long day. In the evenings he would fall asleep over the television.

Sam picked his way across the marketplace now, thinking that his secretary, Kathleen, would make some coffee as soon as he got in. He hadn’t far to go, just past the old gaol and halfway down the hill. There were a great many people whom Sam recognized and several whom he spoke to and others who nodded and waved. It made him feel better, knowing that he was among friends. Apart from the time at school, he had lived here all his life. As he set off down the hill, his blue eyes caught sight of someone he hadn’t expected to see, Michael McIver, a few years older than him. Michael had done well for himself. His father had been a pitman at the Sunny Mary but Michael was a chemist. He worked for a big American company which was based in Germany. It made cosmetics, toiletries. It had an office in Newcastle and Michael had worked there first.

‘Mike!’ he yelled and the other man turned. Sam’s business had made him particularly sensitive to people’s problems and Michael didn’t look glad to see him or pleased to be seen. ‘Thought you were in Frankfurt,’ Sam said.

‘I am, just home for … you know.’

Sam didn’t know.

‘On business?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

Michael was always cagey, Sam thought. He didn’t know why, and for the past year or two Gareth Forester, Sam’s partner, had dealt with Michael’s legal affairs, so Sam had no idea what Michael was doing there but his instincts told him something was wrong.

There was something about his stance, his whole body, which spoke of defeat. Sam could see through people as though they had no skin, blood, muscle or bone, and he had known Michael for a long time. Michael’s shoulders went down.

‘They let me go in August,’ he said. ‘Why do I always tell you things?’ He looked away, at other people, at the wet street and beyond, where the oranges, pears and apples on the stall were rounds of colour in the grey day.

‘Does this mean you haven’t told anybody else?’

Michael looked at him again.

‘Caroline thinks I’m doing well,’ he said.

‘You’ll get something else soon. You’re clever, you’ve got experience, qualifications.’

‘I’m forty-five. That’s old in this game.’

Michael was married to a beautiful woman, red hair, green eyes, endless legs. They had a daughter, Victoria, who was seventeen. He had a lot, Sam thought, he was lucky. No empty bed, no echoing rooms.

‘You will. How’s Caroline?’

‘She’s at her mother’s.’

Sam hesitated.

‘You should tell her,’ he advised.

‘I promised myself I’d always keep her well. Her parents never thought I was good enough for her. Anyway, I have an interview this week in London. It’s not as good as the job I lost but it will have to do, if I get it.’

Sam tried to cheer him but had to get back. He had another appointment at midday.

Kathleen made him some coffee. Even through the closed window of his office Sam could hear people walking into town up the steep hill and into the pubs. He had to wait for his client. Usually it was the other way round, he often made people wait, not deliberately, just because the law was complex and so were people, but Tom Beardsley was late.

Tom was another man whom Sam had known for a long time. Tom was American. He had come to Hexham to live with his grandmother when his parents split up. He was a teenager then. Tom was not, Sam reflected, what English people thought of when they thought of Americans. Tom was the old-style eastern American, in that he came from well-heeled Connecticut. Tom was educated, well mannered, softly spoken. His parents had divorced, his mother had gone off and not been heard of since and then his father had died and left him a great deal of money. Sam had met Tom fairly often socially over the years. Tom, like Michael, lived in Frankfurt, they had worked for the same company for years. Tom was a sales director.

They rarely met in a business capacity, so Sam was curious and not quite comfortable that Tom wanted to see him that morning. Tom was the kind of person Sam liked best, in that he looked after himself. He had long since made his will, had made sound financial investments for himself and his young wife. He was clever, successful and shrewd. Sam liked that. It was a solicitor’s dream that your client came to you for sensible things but he could not imagine what was bringing Tom to him that morning.

It was afternoon, twenty-five past twelve. There was no other appointment until two o’clock, Sam had been hoping they could go to the pub and have a sandwich and a pint and talk about things which had nothing to do with legal matters, since they hadn’t seen each other in months. He went to the window and looked out over the big yard and the tubs of flowers which greeted his clients at the back of the house and up further at the surrounding houses. Beyond them it would be a bright day on the moors and he was restless. The door opened and Kathleen, a pretty woman of thirty whom Sam had lately suspected of trying to get pregnant and leave him for domesticity, opened the door, smiling.

‘Mr Beardsley,’ she said.

Tom wore a silver-grey suit and a generous smile but Sam was undeceived. Too many people had walked in at that door with a similar strained look in their eyes. Something was wrong and all Tom’s instant American apologies would not mend it. Sam’s heart sank. What was it? Tom had married a lovely girl, he had a good job, money, brains, prospects, charm.

The door closed. Sam went forward and shook his hand, slightly formal because he realized that this was not a trivial matter and there would be no friendly pub drink and sandwich.

‘Tom, have a seat,’ he said. ‘How’s Jess?’

Jess Beardsley was the most beautiful woman ever to come out of Burnside Village. She was twenty-four, looked like people imagined orphans looked, with huge dark eyes, freckles and a lot of glossy hair. She was tall, slender and softly spoken. A great many people envied Tom Beardsley his wife. He stopped apologizing for his lateness, sat down and didn’t look at Sam for several moments, always a bad sign. Sam didn’t say anything, he believed in letting people say what they had to say in their own time. Misery was a common thing in a solicitor’s office, so was joy and despair and unsolved problems. After a while Tom looked up, met Sam’s carefully blank eyes.

‘I’m going to leave my wife,’ he said.

Only Sam’s training kept his mouth shut and his expression level.

‘I want you to sort things out,’ Tom said quickly as though the very words hurt. ‘She’ll get half, of course, I’m not trying to cheat her of anything and I know it’s my fault. I’ll want a divorce. You can put things in motion.’

There was somebody else, Sam knew. Women left men for all kinds of reasons but men only left women when they had found somebody else. Sam also realized that Tom hadn’t told her yet. Also that Tom and Jess’s marriage had been something he relied on, believed in, was glad of. It had been something to hold on to in your mind on a particularly bad day. Jess held Tom’s hand at parties as though he was too precious to leave her sight. She would smile into his eyes. Jess adored Tom and she was gentle and kind. She had the warmest gaze that Sam had ever seen and it was for her husband only.

‘It’s none of your business,’ Tom said sharply. In the silence he got up. ‘It isn’t anything to do with you.’ He turned his back, pushed his hands into his trouser pockets in a way that would have made any decent tailor shudder.

‘Did I say anything?’

‘Goddamn you, you don’t have to! You were born to be a bloody solicitor, sitting there, saying nothing and judging people. I’ve met a woman who’s my intellectual and social equal. Jess is neither of those things. She bores me.’ His voice was rough, guilty. ‘She’s always there, always waiting for me. She never has a bad day, the house is perfect, the meals are perfect, she’s perfect, so eager to please, so …’ He stopped, looked down at what had been a pretty carpet twenty years ago and was now indistinguishable in colour.

‘You have to tell her,’ Sam said, echoing what he had said earlier to Michael.

‘How do you know I haven’t?’ Tom turned around, glaring at him.

‘She needs a solicitor, preferably a woman, she needs somebody on her side.’

‘How could she have somebody more on her side than you?’

Sam had to acknowledge the justice of this. He and Jess had been friends for years. He would have done anything for her. She was an ideal. She was a pitman’s daughter, had no education, few advantages. All she had were her looks, her elegance and her sweet smile.

‘She still needs—’

‘All right, all right.’ Tom put up both hands in submission. ‘I’ll talk to her, OK? Just don’t sit there and think you know everything.’ Tom collapsed back into the chair. ‘Will you act for me?’

‘I’d rather not.’

‘But you will, won’t you?’ Tom said.

Sam didn’t stop for lunch. When Tom had gone his appetite had disappeared. Kathleen brought him a sandwich when she came back from her lunch hour but he didn’t eat it and she made him some more coffee and he worked. By half past five he was more than ready to go home but he still had a great deal to do. It was often easier working in the evenings when the others had gone and there were no interruptions but he was not even allowed that. There was a tentative knocking on the thick oak door of his office and Andrew Elliot, the youngest member of the practice, put his head round the door.

‘You busy?’ Andrew’s mother had just died, he had already asked for time off to go to London for the funeral, so Sam could only hope that this was to be something positive.

Andrew Elliot was one of the least competent people he had ever employed. He looked like a boy even though he was twenty-seven and he acted rather like one most of the time. He had been Gareth’s choice and for all the wrong reasons.

‘His father is Matthew Elliot. We cannot afford to offend him,’ Gareth had said.

‘So, we have to take his son on?’

‘He’s our top client. He doesn’t have to, he could use other people in London. He’s stayed loyal because we are his original solicitors.’

Gareth handled all the work Matthew Elliot sent their way.

‘I’d rather do without people like that.’

‘We cannot afford to do without him. And why should we? He’s a controversial figure. He’s well known, rich—’

‘He’s a ruthless bastard,’ Sam said.

‘You’d be a ruthless bastard if you’d come up that far—’

‘Spare me the details,’ Sam said.

‘The point is that Andrew is as unlike his father as anybody could be. He’s sensitive, nice and he will be an asset to the practice. Old ladies will flock to him. He’s just what we need.’

God save me from sensitivity, Sam thought as Andrew closed the office door. Sam had met Matthew Elliot on a good number of occasions and cordially loathed him. He owned restaurants, fashionable high-class furniture shops, carpet warehouses, a clothing chain and probably a great many other things. When he walked into a room every man in the place felt stupid and every woman was ready to drop her knickers, that was what money and power did. Matthew didn’t bother to hide behind niceness. When he was in contact over the telephone, the few times Sam had had to deal with him, he was short to the point of brusqueness, but mostly he didn’t deal with the practice personally, he got other people to do everything.

Andrew openly hated his father and only saw him when he had to, but he had needed time off lately to see his mother. He waited now to be asked to sit down. He looked nervous.

‘I – I need a rise,’ he said.

There was something endearing about him, like a teddy bear. Sam was only eight years older but he felt a lot more. His father had always said that intelligence was the greatest luxury of all, so proud of his clever son. Sam felt a slight physical pain when he thought of either of his parents. His father had died of a heart attack when Sam was twenty-seven. His mother had died of lung cancer when he was thirty-four. He had, however, many good memories of a happy and secure childhood, and the knowledge that his parents and his brother had loved him.

As far as Sam could judge, Andrew had been neglected and ignored by his father and pampered by his mother.

‘I’m going to ask Alex to marry me,’ he said.

Alex Chamberlain was Andrew’s answer to his father, the one brilliant spark in his whole life. Sam was amused and rather pleased by it. The first time he had met them he could not think what she had seen in Andrew. She was small, dark, with a gorgeous figure, sweet-faced and clever. She was marketing director for an American company which had factories in the north-east. She was successful, well paid and ten years older than Andrew. Surprisingly, Sam thought, Andrew read his mind.

‘I want to do things my way. I want to have enough so that I don’t have to rely on Alex. I’d like a family.’

Andrew was due a pay rise but Sam thought he would have given it to him anyway, for such spirit. He didn’t see Alex Chamberlain as the kind of woman to stay at home producing children but you could only ever be sure of one thing with people, as far as his experience had taught him – they would always surprise you. It was so nice to have a positive thing happen that Sam smiled.

‘It’s overdue,’ he said and Andrew smiled back at him.

Andrew left at six and Gareth shortly afterwards. Sam waited until about half past seven, the time he judged that Stephen West would be back from work but before he sat down to supper, and then he telephoned. They had not kept in close touch over the years but from time to time he rang to let Stephen know how his parents were. This time Sam chatted uneasily but Stephen saw through it and in the first long pause he said, ‘It’s my father, isn’t it? My mother never tells me anything. You think I should come home?’

Sam made vague noises. He didn’t want this to be his decision but neither did he think Stephen should be left unaware that his father was so very ill. Stephen thanked him and said he would sort things out.

Sam worked until almost half past eight and then drove his battered Land Rover out of the town and a few miles into the country. His house lay on the moors between Allendale Town and Hexham and it was a very special place, a fortified fourteenth-century farmhouse with what one guidebook to the area called ‘later additions’, not later than the nineteenth century.

Sam and Dominic had been born at the house in Hexham, but they had spent most of their lives here in this house on Hexhamshire Common. As Sam reached it now the moon had risen in a clear cold sky and the outline of the ruins of the building showed up clearly and the more comfortable part of it where he lived was lit and would be warm and cosy. Pam, who did his housekeeping, was a vicar’s wife. When he had first met her he couldn’t believe she was married to a religious man. She was funny, down to earth and ordinary and she liked coming to his house and keeping order because she said it got her out of the way. She came over for part of each day and he understood why. It wasn’t far but it kept her from the telephone and the incessant demands of the parish.

She had no set hours, any time during the day would do and because of her his house was always clean and tidy and neat, with fresh flowers and lovely meals. She was a good cook. Sometimes she baked bread and brought it with her or baked while she was there and he would come back to the smell. She shopped lavishly for him at Marks and Spencer’s when she went into Newcastle and he knew that she got a kick out of spending his money freely, because she didn’t have much herself.

Otherwise she went mad at the supermarket and he would come home to bowls of exotic fruit and champagne vinegar and the expensive olive oil which she knew he liked. Sometimes she and her husband invited Sam over for dinner, from a sense of duty, he thought, and they had been to the farm for tea, but he knew that she liked best coming and being there alone with the radio switched to Radio Two and nobody to disturb her.

She had left the fire banked down in the sitting room but Sam soon brought that back to visible life. There was a casserole at the side of the Rayburn in the kitchen. He slid that on to the heat. He turned on the radio and heard the wistful sound of Satie. He poured himself a glass of wine and sat down.

Friends had expressed astonishment that he did not move after Dominic died. They called the place too big. It had half a dozen bedrooms and all the rooms were large. There were outbuildings, byres and barns and Sam owned a hundred acres, which was let to local farmers. He wouldn’t move from here. He knew that people were aware of his prosperity. Women eyed him warmly but Sam never wanted to be close to anyone again in his life.

He sat in front of the fire and ate his supper and then he went outside to look at the stars. It was a frosty night, one of few so far that winter, and up there on the common, where there was nearly always a stiff breeze and sometimes a howling gale, it was completely still. It was such a relief to come back here after the problems of the day. There was nothing to spoil the stars, no light pollution, no noise. People claimed that the house was haunted but Sam knew all the ghosts in his life. He went to bed and slept well.
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