
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART ONE.
 
   Chapter One.  
 
   "And above all man is a spiritual being…" 
 
   Sara lulled off, her eyelids shutting down. Something blasted her back into the present: the bright lights flashing, the electric guitar roaring down the speakers. The fans' piercing screams, shrill and endless like multiple pigs to the slaughter.  
 
   It was time to go back to work.  
 
   Sara left the stage wing and headed down to the underbelly of the world of show business. The dressing rooms were empty now, eerily quiet despite the "boom, boom, boom" overhead. Clare, the make-up artist, and Rene, the chief stylist, were stretched across theirs chairs, half smoked fags hanging out of their mouths. Their flock of assistants huddled around on the floor chomping cold hamburgers, slugging cola straight from the can. In another forty-five minutes, they would all leap into action, their guts frantically digesting the meat and bread.  
 
   Sara walked past the group in the direction of the coffee machine. Some nods of acknowledgement and vacant stares followed her. She rolled her eyes and covered her ears, grinning at whoever's eye she caught.  
 
   "Its a crazy world," she whispered. No one responded.  
 
   She walked straight past the coffee machine and into the Maestro's dressing room. She found the Jack Daniels, sat down, closed her eyes and took in a mouthful of the sweet spirit. Boredom for another two hours. At least.  
 
   *******************  
 
   Carl looked up at her over the rim of his glasses, the Daily Telegraph spread over his lap.  
 
   "Breakfast at 11.00am! We're doing well."  
 
   Sara leant down and kissed him gently on the mouth.  
 
   "Hello darling. I'm just so worn out. Must have needed the sleep."  
 
   "Wasn't last night the final performance?"   
 
   Sara nodded.
 
   "I've just got to go back there today and make sure the place is still standing. Then I'll pop round to the Maestro, sort him out and wave goodbye for at least a month. Lord! What am I going to do for A WHOLE MONTH?"
 
     "Maybe you can take up weaving or knitting."  
 
   Sara smiled at him as she chewed on her cheese on toast. His long nose and big blue eyes were very appealing. She had known him for twenty years, from their university days together. Then they thought they were in love. After university, they found jobs miles from each other and ended up in different directions.  
 
   Carl eventually married a perfect rose, Deborah, and settled in Surrey. Sara and Carl kept in touch maybe once or twice per year for the odd christening or wedding anniversary. A year ago, Deborah filed for divorce, unhappy with Carl's travelling and "remoteness." Carl headed back to the city. And Sara. They arranged to meet for lunch. Occasionally they were lovers. Sara suggested he use her house in London "as a base." Five bedrooms and three bathrooms was a lot of space for one person. He agreed.   
 
   A year on, Carl was still there. Hardly ever around, travelling up to twenty days every month. Sara was also on the move, trailing behind the Maestro. The arrangement seemed to work.  
 
   "You're a fine one to talk!" she threw back at him. "When was the last time you slowed down?"  
 
   Carl folded his Telegraph neatly in half.  
 
   "Can't afford to," came his dry reply. "I've got alimony to pay."  
 
   "Are you going away soon?" she asked sulkily.  
 
   "Monday. Got the Far Eastern budgets to review."  
 
   Sara frowned at him.  "Well, I guess I should take off somewhere. Maybe rent a cottage in the wilderness."  
 
   Carl got up, hugged her and planted a kiss on her cheek.  
 
   "You'll be fine sweetheart," he said with his usual nonchalance.   
 
   They spent that Sunday together, reading the Sunday papers all morning, and then going out for a long lunch. Monday morning Carl was gone. A post-it on the fridge read "Will be back in twenty one days. Let me know where you are. Carl."  
 
   On Monday afternoon Sara climbed into her car and headed for Glymeer, a village in the Cotswolds. The cottage "Downswold" was available to let immediately. The classified advertisement in the Travel section of the Sunday Times described it as the "ideal getaway." 
 
   She rang the Letting Agent in London who told her it was still available and they would pass on her name to the owner. He would be expecting her. Simple really. All that was left for her to do was to go.  
 
   She made it to Glymeer in five hours. Narrow congested English roads. Damn them. Hungry and exhausted, she spotted the sign. Luckily it was still light as she arrived and she was able to make her way around. Glymeer was hardly a bustling epicentre: maybe eight or nine stone buildings divided by a cobbled street. As old as the hills probably. The only spark of colour came from rows of brightly coloured vegetables and fruit from what looked like the village grocer. Sara parked her metallic blue BMW alongside and felt slightly embarrassed.   
 
   "No nouveaux riches around here I'm sure," she thought to herself, wandering up for a closer look.  
 
   Stuck innocuously behind two melons, a sign informed her of the store's hours of trading:  "OPEN 8.00 TO 5.00 MONDAY TO SATURDAY"  
 
   Sara checked her watch.4.50 pm.  
 
   A burly man, ruddy face, sleeves rolled up, confronted her at the door.  "What can I do for you?" he growled.  
 
   Sara drew back, alarmed by the tone of his voice and the accompanying scowl.  
 
   "Can I buy a few things?" she asked with some trepidation.  
 
   The man eyed her car, squinted and pushed open the door, nodding his square head.  
 
   Sara walked quickly through the shop filling up three baskets.   
 
   "Do you know where Downswold is?" she asked as she approached Ruddy Face waiting for her at the counter.  
 
   Ruddy Face squinted again, nodding his head as he looked her up and down.  "What you be doing there?"  
 
   Sara concentrated on unloading the contents of the baskets on to the counter before replying.  
 
   "I'm visiting a friend. Is it far?"  
 
   "Nah. Pass the Cumbers Bridge. Stay on your right."  
 
   He helped her carry the things to the car. When she thanked him, he squinted and turned away.  
 
   Sara guessed correctly that Cumbers Bridge was straight ahead. Soon enough, she spotted a wooden sign, a white arrow and DOWNSWOLD painted in odd gothic letters. She turned off to the right onto a narrow dirt track, shrouded in dense foliage. The tyres crackled as they passed over dry dirt and stones. Half a mile later, she emerged from the tunnel of overgrown shrubbery to find a small cottage sitting in a large expanse of bare, razed land. The cottage itself consisted of two large wooden windows separated by an imposing wooden door, supported by stone and covered over by a shingle roof. Unremarkable but not without charm. DOWNSWOLD, painted across a slab of granite buried half way down near the front of the house, confirmed that she had indeed found the "ideal getaway".  
 
   A mixture of fatigue and senselessness overcame Sara as she walked up to the front door and pushed it open. She heard a bunch of keys rattling in the inside lock and pulled them out. Once inside, the design of the cottage was straightforward: a hallway with a kitchen and living space on one side and a bedroom, bathroom and laundry space on the other. In the kitchen, a door leading to the back garden and another door, most likely leading to a cellar. There was central heating in the house. It had been turned on. An A4 size sheet of paper was laying across the stove hob.  
 
   "Welcome Sarah. Will visit tomorrow at 11.00 am to finalise letting arrangements. Guillaume."  
 
   "Guillaume? What a strange name," she thought.   
 
   The handwriting sat starkly on the paper - perfectly in the centre, big blanks to the north and south of it. Each letter was crushed against the next, supremely vertical. Instead of a simple dot, the full stops were drawn out as lines facing upwards. The upper loop in "Guillaume" was very narrow but again, perfectly upright. All the letters sank deeply into the paper. If the writer had pressed any harder, the paper would have disintegrated. It struck Sara that the writer had written in a hand other than his own. She put the sheet of paper down, deciding that she was probably seeing things that weren't there.  
 
   Sara walked back to the car and began moving in. Laptop, portable stereo, cds, clothes, walking boots, books, whisky, wine and the food she'd bought from Ruddy Face. Within fifteen minutes, it was all packed away.  
 
   The kitchen was spotlessly clean and well equipped. A kettle, coffee maker and toaster had thankfully been provided. Despite her raw hunger, Sara opted for a soak in the bath first. While the bath filled, she made some herbal tea and hooked up the stereo. She programmed Puccini's "Un Bel Di Vedremo" to repeat three times which would give her a paltry fifteen minutes in the bath.  
 
   She washed her hair, scrubbed her skin. The water turned grey as London's muck came off.  
 
   "Un Bel Di Vedremo" was on its last playing. Sara slipped on her dressing gown quickly and sat next to the stereo as Monsterrat Caballe made it to the hurtling finale.  
 
   Dinner was quickly prepared and wolfed down. Seared steak, bread, lettuce, half a bottle of burgundy and two peaches. After dinner, Sara switched to Scotch and cigarettes. She opened the kitchen window to let the smoke out. Outside it was pitch black. Silent. Empty.
 
   

 
   
  
 

Chapter Two.  Sara awoke the next morning to find that it was already 9.30. She had slept deeply and found it hard to rouse herself out from under the covers. Kicking the duvet off, she struggled out of bed. She drew the curtains back and for a moment was blinded by the brightness of the sun- a huge ball of fire at a 45-degree angle from where she was standing.   
 
   The sight of the sun in a clear, blue sky had revived her appetite. She was positively ravenous and headed straight for the kitchen to feast on a breakfast of fried egg, bacon and mushrooms. Breakfast over, she walked out into the garden, a mug of coffee in one hand, a cigarette in the other. She spied a weather beaten wooden bench not far from the front of the house and settled on it to take a good look at her temporary home.  
 
   The few trees on the property were at the far end behind the cottage. Apple, maybe pear and walnut trees too. A city girl like her couldn't be sure. At the front of the cottage, a stone island was covered in roses, geraniums and others she didn't recognise. The island and the cottage seemed to have been built in the same stone.   
 
   A robin came and sat on the bench, curious to observe Sara.  
 
   "Hello. Do you want to be friends?"  
 
   The robin twisted its head from side to side to get a better look at the newcomer.  
 
   "I see you've settled in."  
 
   Sara leaped off the bench and swung around to find a man standing behind her.  The man continued speaking, apparently unaware that Sara was shaking like a leaf.  
 
   "Are you Sara? I'm Guillaume."  
 
   For a moment Sara found it hard to speak. The little robin had flown away along with her mug of coffee, which now lay on the grass.  
 
   "Yes!" she blurted. "I'm Sara."  
 
   A hand was proffered and she placed hers in it.  
 
   "Is everything alright in the cottage? Did you have any difficulty finding the place?"  
 
   "No..I mean, yes, it’s fine."   
 
   The sun seemed to be drawing closer, blinding Sara. She was feeling perplexed, irritated. In need of a drink.  
 
   She turned around, her back facing the cottage to get the sun off her face.  
 
   "I didn't see you coming," she mumbled. "Did you come down the drive?"  
 
   "Oh, I live on that side. Not very far. I usually walk across the fields to get here. I've brought the letting agreement for you to sign..."  
 
   "Er...yes. I'll just get my chequebook."   
 
   Sara began walking towards the house. Deciding that she might as well get over the fact that she was dressed only in a flimsy dressing gown, she retreated her steps. The landlord should at least be offered a coffee.  
 
   "Forgive me. Please come inside for a coffee."  
 
   The visitor had not moved from where she had left him. He nodded and followed her into the cottage.  Once inside the kitchen, he handed Sara the letting agreement. She read it quickly, signed and dated it, then excused herself once more to find her chequebook.  
 
   "One thousand pounds. Whom shall I make it out to?"  
 
   "Guillaume Gillane. G-U-I......."  
 
   "Is that French?" Sara asked as she followed his spelling, letter by letter.  
 
   "Guillaume is. It’s French for William. Gillane is the anglicised version of the Italian."  
 
   Sara handed him the check.  
 
   "Please make sure that I spelled your name correctly."  
 
   "Yes indeed."  
 
   Gillane finished his cup of coffee and got up to leave.  
 
   "Would you like me to check on you from time to time, Sara? There's no 'phone here, unfortunately."   
 
   Sara hesitated before replying.   
 
   "Yes, that may be a good idea. Thank you."  
 
   "Well, I'll be off. Enjoy your stay. Nice walks around here, especially now that the weather has warmed up."  
 
   "I thought I might explore the countryside."  
 
   "Goodbye. I’ll see you soon."  
 
   Gillane walked off abruptly. Sara followed him out of the cottage and watched as he made his way along the path. She wondered why he had not entered that way in the first place.  
 
   Gillane disappeared quickly from her view. Sara sat down on the bench relieved that he had gone. It was too warm to stay lounging outside in the long cotton dressing gown she was wearing. She decided to take a quick bath and drive back into Glymeer to have a proper look around.
 
   Glymeer really was very small. Apart from the grocers she had stopped off at the day before, there was a saddlery, a clothes shop, a post office, a general store, barber and a bakery.   
 
   The few people walking around did not appear to be tourists like her. They greeted each other, stopping to chat and exchange news. When Sara passed by, they looked at her but did not return her smile. Sara observed how alike they all were: stout, average height, fair skinned, freckles and red hair.  
 
   She made it to the end of the street, to the grocer, Ruddy Face, whose name she discovered painted above the door was John Sheeley. Mr. Sheeley did not confront her at the door this time; he was inside weighing and wrapping bacon and pork for a woman customer standing at the counter.  
 
   The woman did not seem to notice Sara at first and continued chattering away.  
 
   "This pork from your farm, John?"  
 
   "Aye. The weather's not been good for breeding this year."  
 
   "Awf. You'll manage as you always do."  
 
   "Three pound forty today Mag. That'll do you will it?"   
 
   Mag nodded.  
 
   "I'll come round later with that for you then."  
 
   Mag loaded up the basket she was carrying and noticed Sara who had been standing silently next to her. Unashamedly, she looked Sara up and down.  
 
   "You visiting us for the day, then?"  
 
   Sara felt intimidated by the huge, florally frocked figure in front of her. Had she been in a similar situation in Central London, she would have ignored the question. Nobody even remembers your face in London. But this was different. This was a small, closed village where a stranger stood out like a sore thumb.  
 
   "No, no. I'm here for a few more days."  
 
   "Where you staying then?" Mag was not letting up.  
 
   "Downswold."  
 
   Mag spun round at an alarming velocity, her eyes fixed on John this time.  
 
   "That Gillane still rent it out then?"   
 
   John fidgeted nervously behind the counter.  
 
   "Do you need change for that then?" he said distractedly, pointing at Mag's basket and forgetting that she wanted to pay him later.  
 
   Mag glared at him and marched off towards the door.  
 
   John took a few seconds to regain his composure once Mag had left. He looked at Sara and asked her very quietly if she needed anything. Too late. Curiosity had already gotten the better of her.  
 
   "Did I say something wrong?" she asked innocently.  
 
   "Nah. She doesn't much like foreign folk."  
 
   John squinted at her. Sara stared back wanting to examine this face more closely, crack the unease she felt around such an unfriendly lot. Nothing doing. John defied her by squinting even harder. He looked very close to pitching her out of his shop.  
 
   "Look!" she almost wailed, "I'll be coming in here off and on for the next few weeks. Do you get fresh supplies every day?"   
 
   The Ruddy Face kept staring. Not breathing, not moving. A pair of hands seemed set to grab her by the neck and squeeze hard.  Finally the Face spoke.  
 
   "A few weeks then. That's a long time to be staying at Downswold."  
 
   "Is there something I should know? Is the place infested with ghosts?"  
 
   The Face did not flinch at the obvious sarcasm.  
 
   "Maybe."  
 
   The stubborn intransigence sounded even louder in the single word he had just uttered. Sara's face clouded over darkly but she stood her ground.  
 
   John Sheeley spoke at last.  
 
   "There were goings-on in that place. Twenty years ago. Villagers don't much like the man who owns it."  
 
   "What sort of goings-on?"   
 
   "A young girl went there and was never seen again."  
 
   "You mean she went to the cottage and no one ever saw her again?"  
 
   "No...I...that Mag who was here, she knows more than me. Look, I've got work to do. What'll you have then?"  
 
   The squint was back. It was pointless pursuing the story. The village was probably rife with gossip and innuendo about everything and everyone. But how much of it could be true?  
 
   "Four of those sausages and another lettuce. The one I bought here yesterday was very nice."  
 
   The complement went unnoticed. The sausages were quickly wrapped. The lettuce bagged.  
 
   "Two pound ten."  
 
   Sara handed over the exact amount.  
 
   "Where's the nearest town, Mr. Sheeley?"  
 
   "Goldarn. Continue past here for six miles."   
 
   "Thank you. Goodbye."  
 
   A drive into Goldarn might be just the thing to clear her head. If the three people she had met so far in Glymeer were representative of the rest of the population, she would do well to avoid the place altogether.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three.  
 
   The map in Sara's car confirmed John Sheeley's directions. Goldarn was six miles away. The route was straightforward enough, cutting through the valley Meer. She could be there in fifteen minutes.  
 
   Despite her late breakfast, Sara was hungry again. She ran into the bakery across the road from the unfriendly grocer and bought herself a ploughman's lunch: cheese and chutney wrapped in white bread. The staff in the bakery squinted and stared. Sara took the sandwich back to the car to eat, away from prying eyes.  
 
   Once over Cumbers Bridge, she put her foot down hard on the accelerator. She passed Downswold and five minutes later, came to the Meer valley. On either side of her, the hills stretched out forever. Millions of years ago, a giant river had run through the valley. Today, the flattened hills were covered in wheat and bright yellow rapeseed.  
 
   The road began to wind perilously and Sara slowed the car down. Just in time. A hundred yards on, she was confronted by a flock of sheep, packed tightly across the road. Fifteen maybe twenty sheep in all but there was no room for them and the car.  
 
   Sara turned the engine off. She heard a whistle followed by "Go on then, go on then." The sheep jostled over to her side of the car, pushed along by a black and white collie, too absorbed to notice her. An elderly man, a farmer, came up last holding a long stick. He tilted his cap at Sara but did not return her smile.  
 
   Seven minutes later, Sara was in Goldarn. Ten times bigger than Glymeer but the same cobbled streets and ancient stone buildings. The shape of the town was different though. The streets appeared to run from East to West converging into a sort of Italian or French type "place" or square where one would normally expect to see fountains and statues. Instead of historical ornaments, ten or twelve stone islands filled with flowers had been positioned strategically around the square with enough room between them for cars to park. Around each island, cars fanned out like giant petals of a sunflower.  
 
   Sara parked her car. She would need a map of Goldarn or maybe she could just go exploring. Another idea came into her head. A month was a long time. She didn't like walking or even the countryside. And there was little else she could think of doing, out here in the sticks. Public records, archives, that sort of thing. She could do a little digging of her own. That way, hopefully, the hours and the days would pass quickly.  
 
   Sara locked the car and surveyed the square. Many of the cars parked around the flowers were new. People going about their business were dressed for the warm weather - not fashionable but neat in appearance. The women wore flat leather sandals to brave the uneven cobblestones.  
 
   A young woman, standing not far from Sara, was busy chiding a crying toddler.  
 
   "Stop crying, Paul! You can't have it and that's that!"  
 
   Sara interrupted her.  
 
   "Excuse me."  
 
   The woman looked startled.  
 
   "Be quiet!" she shouted at the child who continued screaming his head off, then to Sara: "Yes?"   
 
   "Can you tell me if there's a public library here. Somewhere where they keep the town's records?"  
 
   The child was tugging at its mother's arm, screaming even more loudly, furious by now at being ignored. In between scowling at the child and at Sara, the woman managed to respond.  
 
   "A library? There's a building that has books and things. Over there, near the Police station."  
 
   She pointed across the square in the direction of a National Lottery sign. Not waiting to be thanked, she dragged the child away.  
 
   Indeed the police station was next door to a newsagent, home of the Lottery sign. On the other side of the police station, Sara saw a sign saying TOWN HALL.  Sara pushed open the heavy wooden door. The smell of musty old books and dust confirmed she was in the right place. An ugly metal desk faced the door. A woman sat behind it, hair drawn back tightly into a schoolmistress chignon. She was wearing thin rimmed reading glasses which as she moved her head up and down, inspecting the newcomer, made her eyes look far too big for her head.  
 
   "Can I help you?" enquired the woman, eyelids flickering.  
 
   "Do you keep records here from twenty years ago?" Sara asked politely, approaching the desk.  
 
   "Many more than that. Eighty-five years." 
 
   The eyelids performed an even more intense routine.  
 
   "May I have a look?"  
 
   "At WHAT precisely?"  
 
   "The LOCAL PAPERS from twenty years ago. PLEASE!" 
 
   Sara heard herself shout.  
 
   "Do you know how to use MICROFICHE?"  
 
   "I'LL LEARN."  
 
   Satisfied that she had intimidated Sara sufficiently, the little woman got up from behind the ugly desk.  
 
   "Come with me."   
 
   No more than the size of a ten year old, the prim little thing walked stiffly ahead. She led Sara to a dimly lit corner of the room surrounded by dark wood cabinets. She bent down slightly and pulled out a shelf, the type of shelf an artist would keep his drawings in.  
 
   "1968, December. The next drawer would be November. The next October and so on."  
 
   She walked away towards her desk, no doubt eager to torture the next visitor.  
 
   Sara fiddled with the machine for reading microfiche and decided she would start in January instead of December.  
 
   Nothing much happened apparently in January 1968. The local paper, the Goldarn Voice, was mostly filled with news of the exceptionally harsh winter. "FOUR FEET SNOW ON NEW YEARS EVE" read the headline on 01 January. No international news - nothing on American civil rights or the Viet Nam War. Local births and deaths were listed meticulously although an obituary page was notably absent. The local "news" was barely enough to fill the twelve pages of the paper. There were some interesting recipes, which alleviated Sara's boredom, for culinary treats like Cloutie dumpling and Cock-a-leekie.  
 
   In March, a young girl disappeared. Sarah Lunn, twenty-one years old of Glymeer, had not been seen for two days. Since the twelfth of March. Sarah's family were asking for information about their daughter's whereabouts.  
 
   A record snowfall of six feet was recorded on the same day. Farmers would be facing bankruptcy if the spring didn't quickly set in. The heavy snowfall and Sarah's disappearance were not recorded in the paper until the fourteenth. Two days.  
 
   The fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth - nothing about Sarah. Nothing in April, May, June, July - just news of the glorious summer. August 23rd "MISSING GIRL CASE CLOSED". Inspector Jay, Chief of Police, issues a statement. No evidence to suggest the girl had come to any harm. He feels obliged to close the case.  
 
   So someone, a young woman, had gone missing in Glymeer, twenty years ago. But what did that have to do with Downswold and Guillaume Gillane?   
 
   "It's 4.45 pm. Please leave the building."  
 
   The prim little woman had crept up behind Sara. Arms crossed squarely across her tight bosom. Sara thought she looked comical, not the least bit intimidating but more like a garden gnome which had suddenly sprung to life.  
 
   She stood up and packed away her reading glasses and notepad.  
 
   "Thank you for letting me know you are closing. I'll just put the microfiches back in their shelves."  
 
   On her way out, the gnome muttered, "Goodbye." Sara reciprocated with an equally inaudible, "Thank you," before passing through the heavy wooden door.  
 
   ****************  
 
   Dinner that evening for Sara was simple: fried sausages, mashed potatoes, and the remaining red wine. Sara laughed to herself at her stunted culinary abilities.  
 
   "Not exactly Cordon Bleu but those sausages were tastier than any I've had in London. Must be happy pigs," she giggled to herself.  
 
   Her mind wasn't really on the food or anything else except the strangeness of her situation: supposedly on holiday but she was aware that a sinister shadow had descended upon her. Was it worth pursuing?  
 
   The wine finished, she needed Scotch and a proper glass to drink it in. She opened the kitchen cupboards to look for one and at the same time was driven by an irrational fear that she might find something incriminating. She also knew that if she didn't find anything, she would be terribly disappointed. Midway through her search, she ran to lock the front door, ever more anxious not to be found in such a crazed state.  
 
   Her heart was racing at the rate of knots.  
 
   "Why am I behaving like this?"  
 
   Nothing in the kitchen. All spotless, everything put away neatly in place. Not even a rogue spider nestling in the dark recesses of an empty cupboard.  
 
   "What I am looking for anyway?"   
 
   A slug of whisky and a cigarette calmed her nerves. She sat down to think. She hadn't formed an impression of Gillane to say that he was good or bad; their brief meeting had been similar to being asked the time by a perfect stranger at a London tube station. Faceless, indifferent, abrupt. Now, she felt as if she were being forced to ask the stranger his entire life story.  
 
   "This is absurd."  
 
   The cellar door was locked. The bunch of keys yielded a possibility; she tried it in the keyhole. The key stuck. She pulled the door in hard then tried again. This time the key turned. She pulled the door open and was surprised to find herself standing at the top of what seemed to be a staircase. She groped the walls on either side of her. No light switch. Something brushed against her head. A pull switch. She yanked it and a solitary light bulb flickered on directly over her head. She jammed the door open with a chair and ventured down the narrow staircase.  
 
   Unlike the rest of the house, the cellar was in a state of confusion. Broken chairs, wooden planks, gardening tools, garden pots, a rusty Aga, empty wine bottles strewn over the cellar floor as if they had been thrown from the top of the staircase. A thick film of dust, testament of neglect, covered everything. Mr. Gillane obviously had no use for the things here.  
 
   Sara began to sneeze. The light bulb flickered dangerously. She flew up the stairs.  
 
   "I can't bear this anymore. I'm going to bed."  
 
   All through the night, Sara lay awake. Her body in repose but her mind rambling on. Sometimes she dozed off but for short periods, only to reawaken, jolted out of her sleep, her head rattling with words. Words and pictures of people she didn't know.  
 
   Blessedly she was awakened for good at dawn. The robin chirping noisily on her windowsill forced her out of bed. She felt as if she had not slept at all. Her head was heavy, her body cold. She needed coffee, fast. She slid on her dressing gown, walked into the kitchen and stood beside the sink waiting for the coffee maker to deliver the miracle liquid.  
 
   Outside, it was barely light but she was able to  discern the figure of a man. A tall man, hastily retreating to the back of the garden.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Four.  Sara's first reaction at seeing a man beating a hasty retreat from her garden was one of shock. That dazed feeling when the mind goes completely blank. Fear then set in. Fear and disbelief.  
 
   She wasted no time dressing and drank her usual morning coffee with equal speed. She intended to go straight to Guillaume Gillane, demand a refund and return to London.  
 
   On the way out the front door, something compelled her to stop in her tracks. Gillane would either be embarrassed and return her money or be very grateful that she was leaving. Goldarn and Glymeer were only six miles apart. There had been no other visitors besides her in the Town Hall. Perhaps he already knew.  
 
   Sara headed into Glymeer. The bakery, which doubled as a cafe, was abuzz with people enjoying an early morning breakfast. The smell of frying bacon and strong coffee was comforting.  
 
   She could see John Sheeley across the road packing fruits and vegetables into place for the day's trade. Sara looked at her watch. 8.00 am. She wondered if John was the man she had seen in her garden. No. He was too stocky and not very tall. Surely at the crack of dawn, he would have been busy on his farm.  
 
   "G'day. Can I help?"  
 
   It was Sara's turn in the queue.  
 
   "Er..yes, a strong coffee please. And a full breakfast."  
 
   In her haste to get out of Downswold earlier, the meagre slice of toast she had attempted to eat, had lodged in her throat making her wretch. Away from the cottage now, she was hungry again.  
 
   "Shall I bring it to you?" cooed the pigeon-esque attendant.  
 
   "Yes, thanks."  
 
   Sara found a free table near the window. Pleased with the bird's eye view of the single street running through Glymeer, she observed the inhabitants going about their early morning routines.   
 
   The post office cum newsagent was doing a brisk trade. Everyone who came out was carrying a newspaper under an arm. There was a fair amount of chattering going on as well. Those who came out, greeted those going in, pausing for a few moments to catch up on the latest news. Village life where everyone knows each other.  
 
   "Here you go."  
 
   Sara's breakfast arrived; a gargantuan portion of fried eggs, bacon, mushrooms, tomatoes, sausages and chips.  
 
   "Twice in less than one week," she chuckled to the waitress, "any fatter and I'll be out of a job."  
 
   The waitress did not laugh. Several sizes beyond size eight, she appeared perplexed by the remark. Aware that she had made a major faux pas, Sara offered a big smile to the waitress by way of an apology.  
 
   She finished her breakfast then walked off to the post office. By now the morning crowd had gone and the post office was empty.  
 
   Sara was surprised to find Mag behind the counter. Mag recognised her immediately and scowled.  
 
   John's words suddenly came back into Sara's head. Mag knew more than him about the missing girl, Sarah Lunn.  
 
   Sara wavered at the entrance to the post office, half wanting to run. She could feel her breakfast defying gravity. A paper. A newspaper. Buy a damn newspaper.  
 
   "Hullo," her lips quavered into a weak smile. "Is there a local newspaper here?"  
 
   Mag thrust her arm above the counter and pointed towards a rack near the door.  
 
   "The Goldarn Voice," she said impatiently, "Over there."  
 
   Sara shifted towards the rack. A huge variety of magazines but only one copy of the Goldarn Voice remained.  
 
   "Maybe I'll get some magazines. That will pass the time."   
 
   She could sense that Mag was observing her every move. Laying in wait for an opportunity, her eyes burning into Sara's back.  
 
   "You staying at Downswold then?"  
 
   Relieved that Mag had temporarily called off the hunt and was at least talking to her, Sara felt brave enough to reply.  
 
   "Yes. It’s a lovely place. Has it always been rented out?"  
 
   She turned to Mag to find her still safely behind the counter, scowling but not looking directly at her.  
 
   "You renting it then?"  
 
   Mag continued what she was doing: her thick sausage fingers stacking piles of pound coins. Her eyes averted from Sara's, she seemed preoccupied with her task.  
 
   "Yes. For a month."  
 
   Sara walked closer to the counter.   
 
   Mag's right hand jerked out suddenly, decapitating a pile of coins.  It was not the unfortunate coins that caused the expression of horror on Mag's face.   
 
   "You a friend of that Gillane then?" Mag screeched, eyes wide open, her stout bosom heaving.   
 
   Sara decided it was best not to get too close to the counter.  
 
   "No. No. What's he like anyway? I've only met him once..." she replied, staring down at her shoes.  
 
   "Keeps to himself..." Mag replied as she restored the coins into a pile of ten.   
 
   Sara didn't let Mag finish.  
 
   "Mag, who was Sarah Lunn?!" She blurted it out so fast her head throbbed.  
 
   Mag immediately became apprehensive, fearful even. For the second time, the coins collapsed. She looked around the still empty post office, at Sara, at the door to the street, then back at Sara.   
 
   "No way can I talk about that here!" 
 
   She swung around and knocked loudly on a wooden door behind the counter.  
 
   "Harold! Harold!"  
 
   Sara heard someone shuffling behind the door. An elderly man, chewing on a pipe, came out.  
 
   "What's yer trouble?" he crowed.  
 
   "Keep things going for a while, will yer?"  
 
   He nodded at Mag and stared at Sara, his face blank.  
 
   Mag leaned over the counter and tugged at Sara's arm.  
 
   "Go out the front," she whispered pointing at the door to the street. "Come round the back. I'll let you in."  
 
   Sara hastily picked out the last Goldarn Voice on the rack and a copy of Good Housekeeping for good measure. She paid the unsmiling Harold and went to find Mag.   
 
   Sara assumed that the "back" that Mag had referred to was in fact behind the post office. A separate entrance on the adjoining side street, led directly into Mag's kitchen.  
 
   Mag was waiting for her and opened the door.  "Come in."  
 
   The kitchen was sparsely furnished. Bare wooden floors, a small wooden table with two chairs. A large stone sink, a very old gas cooker.  
 
   Mag filled a teapot with boiling water and brought it over to the table.  
 
   "Sit down. Will you have a cuppa?"  
 
   Sara nodded and chose the chair nearest the door.  
 
   Two teacups and saucers had already been placed on the table, along with a plateful of biscuits.  
 
   Mag was reading Sara's thoughts or so it seemed.   
 
   "I usually have my tea now," she said.   
 
   Sara was thinking to herself that Mag had been expecting her. Indeed, she had been waiting, anticipating. Why else would she have so readily invited her in?   
 
   The two women sat looking at each other, neither wanting to speak before the other. Sara went first.  
 
   "Did you know Sarah?" she asked softly.  
 
   Mag clasped her hands together. Her face went red, her eyes filled with tears. She began to sob.  
 
   "Aye. She was a good lass. Not a bad bone in her body. A sweet thing with the gentlest smile," Mag sputtered, wringing her hands.  
 
   Clearly, the memory was painful. Sara felt wretched for upsetting the woman. But the tea had not even been poured. She had no choice but to stay.   
 
   Mag blew her nose loudly into a white cotton handkerchief.  
 
   "Here's the tea," she announced, getting up to pour it out. "How do you like it?"  
 
   Sara was grateful that the sobbing had abated. To avoid any more hysteria, she would wait for Mag to continue at her own pace.     
 
   "Just black. No milk."  
 
   "Sugar?"  
 
   "No thanks."  
 
   "Have a biscuit then."  
 
   Sara accepted a thick buttery shortbread and gave Mag a warm smile.  
 
   "Mag, you remind me of my mother. She always makes me eat something sweet with my tea."  
 
   Her remark had the desired effect: Mag smiled back.  
 
   Emboldened by Mag's reaction, Sara went on:  
 
   "That's the first smile I've seen in Glymeer since I arrived..."  
 
   Mag was not interested in Sara's observations of the dour-faced villagers and interrupted her.  
 
   "How do you know about Sarah?" she asked, giving Sara a quizzical look.   
 
   "John Sheeley made a remark that she went to Downswold and was never seen again." 
 
   Sara opted for honesty as the best policy. Chances were that Mag already knew the answer. All things considered, she needed Mag's trust. But she deliberately left out her visit to the Town Hall in Goldarn.  
 
   Mag began crying again.  
 
   "Sarah was my sister's daughter. Ruined my life..." 
 
   She was wiping the tears away with her bare hands, the full teacup untouched in front of her.  
 
   She glanced up at Sara.  
 
   "I haven't seen my sister in eighteen years. She won't see me. No one in my family will see me."  
 
   The tears were pouring out of Mag's face. Sara could almost hear them as they landed in splotches on the worn wooden table. She could not bear to look at Mag. She sipped the scalding hot tea slowly and concentrated instead on each splotch of tears.  
 
   "It’s hard, you know," wept Mag, "having no one."   
 
   Sara forced herself to look at Mag's tear-sodden face. Those words had reverberated in her own mind several times.  
 
   "I know. I know," she whispered, patting Mag's hands.  
 
   Mag told Sara what she knew.  She spoke quickly, drawing deep breaths between her sentences.  
 
   "That Mr. Gillane came to Glymeer about six months before Sarah disappeared. He just came one day and moved into Old Denley's farm. Mr. Denley died in the summer and his daughter didn't want the farm no more. She didn't offer it to none of the farmers around here. Next we heard that she had gone away and that Gillane moved in. She sent a message to the Town Hall in Goldarn to say it had been sold.  
 
   "That Gillane never spoke to no one. He'd come here to get his paper every morning and collect his letters. He never said a word. Always expected you to hand him his parcels without asking for 'em, he'd leave the exact change on the counter, then go. Like he was better than us.   
 
   "Sarah would come into Glymeer every morning. To help John in the shop. Ach, she was a lovely girl. Everyone always said so. She didn't like working on her father's farm that was down in the valley. She said she hated sheep and anything to do with that life. She begged her mother to let her help John. Ach, she cried something terrible when her mother held her back but in the end, she got her own way. You had to forgive Sarah anything. She had the sweetest smile.  
 
   "Her mother was furious with her, though, and Sarah had to stay here with me for a while. Her mother let her be. She worked with John. She lived here. I didn't see any harm. But everything changed. That Gwennie Stamp. She came to me one day and said she'd seen Sarah with Gillane, walking along Cumbers Bridge. I knew it was trouble. I just knew it. I asked Sarah, I begged her, I told her that man was no good. She laughed at me. She told me I hated foreign folk.   
 
   "I got her mother to come. That same day. I wasn't going to be blamed. They had a terrible fight. Like cats, they were. They screamed so hard. It was horrible!  
 
   "I didn't know what to do. When her mother left, Sarah promised me that she was just friends with Gillane. Nothing more. It was very hard for me. I washed her clothes; they smelled funny.  
 
   "Gillane wasn't even farming the land he'd bought from Denley. He kept some pigs but that was all. He wasn't selling them either. John went round there to see what he'd got and Gillane said the pigs, they were pets. Pets!  
 
   "Downswold used to be the workmen's cottage on Denley's farm. Just for the winter really. For some of the men to stay when it got too late. When he got the farm, Gillane boarded it up and told the boys to find work somewhere else. He put a big sign on the road saying, PRIVATE PROPERTY KEEP OUT. You didn't need a bigger sign than that.  
 
   "I made Sarah promise me that she would have nothing to do with that man. He deserved to be left alone. She promised me. Ach, she could fool me, that girl!  
 
   "One day I went to John's to get some apples for stewing. There were some beauties, he had. Big, shiny Bramleys. I asked John whose farm they were from. He couldn't look me in the face. He said he didn't know. Sarah got them, not him. I asked that girl. She told me she got them at Downswold. That Gillane, he told her to come and pick them or they'd rot where they fell. I didn't wait to get that girl home to tell her what I thought! And John! Right there and then, I told them both.  
 
   "Every day after that, I checked there was nothing of that man in the shop. There wasn't. Sarah went home for Christmas, back to her mother. She didn't come back to me until January. We spent Christmas Day with her family though and we had such a jolly time. Sarah was talking to her mother again although she stayed very close to me when I was there.  
 
   "I didn't see that Gillane either. He stopped coming to collect his letters and got young Zachary Turnbull to do it for him. Simple lad, he's still doing tricks for his master.  
 
   "Sarah didn't say much when she came back to stay. She'd go to work with John, then come home. Sometimes, maybe twice a week, she'd take John's horse, Trudi, out for a ride.  
 
   "It was snowing something terrible then. All day. On the days the sun was out, I didn't have the heart to stop her enjoying herself. She'd be gone for hours, burst through this door here. Kiss me, she would, and say Nanny! I'm starving!  
 
   "I didn't know where she had been riding but she never mentioned that Gillane. I didn't see him either, so I was sure he was gone from her life.  
 
   "Gwennie Stamp came to see me again. She said she'd seen Sarah with a man, she wasn't sure who, driving into Downswold. That was the day she disappeared. She didn't come home that night. I stayed up all night waiting for her. She never came.  
 
   "I knew something had happened to her. She told me she was going to ride Trudi. She told John too. But the grooms on the farm never saw her and Trudi stayed in her paddock. They would have seen her. Sarah didn't like saddling the horse and would tell them to do it for her.  
 
   "I went to see that Gillane. He closed the door in my face. It was awful!"  
 
   Here Mag burst into tears. Her face buried in her hands, she was sobbing uncontrollably. Sara put her arm around her. She felt genuinely moved by the woman's anguish. Despite the twenty years that had elapsed, the memory of her beloved niece brought only sadness. Mag obviously felt responsible for what had happened to Sarah.  
 
   "Come now, Mag. It wasn't your fault. You didn't know."  
 
   "I did! I did! I knew that man was no good!"  
 
   "What did the police say?" 
 
   Sara needed to know more.  
 
   "They came the next day. I told them everything I knew. I told them Gillane had done something bad. They went to see him. Nothing. They let him alone."  
 
   "Did they search everywhere?"  
 
   "We all did! Apart from Gwennie, no one had seen Sarah. And then Gwennie told them that she wasn't even sure if it was Sarah."  
 
   "What do you mean? She changed her mind?"  
 
   "I don't know. I don't know."  
 
   Mag stopped crying abruptly and looked at Sara suspiciously.   
 
   "I'll be getting back to the shop now," was all she would say as she got up and cleared the table.  
 
   Sara understood that it was time to leave. She extended her hand to Mag who took it reluctantly.  
 
   "Thank you Mag. I'm sorry to have upset you."  
 
   Mag turned her face away. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five.  
 
   Sara picked up a few things at John's before going back to Downswold. She didn't say anything to John about her meeting with Mag. For the moment, she didn't know what to do, or to think, of the story she'd heard. Anyway, John would already know the story, word for word.  
 
   When she arrived at Downswold, a large bouquet of flowers outside the front door greeted her. A ceramic vase filled with freshly cut flowers. A note nestling amongst them read: "From my garden. Enjoy. G." Roses, gypsophylas, nigellas, chrysanthemums. Sara had not solicited this strange gift.  
 
   The tight thin handwriting had maintained its distinctive style, the letters holding each other upright.  
 
   Sara concluded that Gillane was not so much generously sharing the bounty of his gardening efforts but rather expressing his confidence. The flowers were a statement, left to her to interpret.  
 
   She brought the flowers inside, made herself a coffee and lit a cigarette. She was beginning to rue the fact that there was no one close enough to talk to. To sit down and say, "What do you think of all of this?" Carl was thousands of miles away. Besides the sexual energy between Carl and her, there were never many words. She had hoped he would have suggested they go away together on holiday. He could have gotten out of his business trip. He hadn't even bothered to discuss the possibility, bring it out in the open, and then say NO. She thought, suddenly, of asking him to leave her house. They shared a house not a home. They shared pieces of a space together, that was all.  
 
   She imagined telling the story to the Maestro, confiding in him but burst out laughing at the thought.   
 
   "That huge ego maniac! Ha!"  
 
   As someone who didn't even know the price of a tube fare, it would be hard to believe that the Maestro would be capable of showing empathy for a young girl's plight in life. Or death. To him, real people were moving shadows blinded by bright stage lights. He only ever saw them from a distance.   
 
   What Sara began to feel was sadness. Sad in a way that one gets alone on a Friday night, when everyone else has plans and invitations. And friends.  
 
   During her school days, Sara had been an average student. She'd had one or two really good friends then. Fiona McCartney and Jane Fillowbright had been her best mates in those days gone by. They had attended university with her. Straight out of university, Jane and Fiona both married and gave birth to six children between them. As housewives and mothers, they drew the circle in tighter, pushing Sara out.  
 
   When she didn't marry Carl and start a family of her own, their behaviour towards Sara became strange, fearful, odd. She continued to receive the occasional invitation for Sunday lunch ‘en famille’ which she learned to decline. An afternoon spent in a place screaming with nappies, the two women vainly disciplining the children and complaining to their husbands that they needed housekeepers was a worse proposition than being alone.  
 
     Inevitably during these encounters, Fiona and Jane would become so engrossed in their mutual crosses to bear that Sara would find herself talking to husbands Tim and Phillip. They in turn, invariably felt uncomfortable around Sara. Their Sunday was the ultimate routine, sacred, the fabric of their lives. They viewed Sara as unconventional, unusual, too "colourful." It became clear to Sara that until she was married and "respectable," she would have very little in common with the Tims, Phillips, Janes, and Fionas of this world.    
 
   After a couple of years, Sara put it down to just that and stayed away for good. At Christmas, she continued to send the usual "To Fiona, Tim & Family, love, Sara." And she would receive the same back. The children's achievements and growth rates interspersed between "Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year, with best wishes, the McCartney-Corkhill and Fillowbright-Locham Families."  
 
   At the birth of each of Fiona's and Jane's children, Sara was in love with a different man. Truly, really, madly, deeply in love. She was good at being in love: loyal, faithful, devoted. No birthday was ever forgotten, no dinner ever nutritionally deficient. And she was loved in return. Until it was over. And it was always over. Abruptly, definitely over.   
 
   In the mid-eighties, when she started working for the Maestro, their association brought her a lot of money. She bought the five-bedroom house and devoted herself to making it a home. By the time she'd finished, nothing was lacking: tropical hardwoods covered the floors, teak and mahogany were flown in and transformed into furniture which she personally designed. The kitchen was huge, bright, airy, co-ordinated precisely. Colourful ceramics, rugs and contemporary art completed the picture. There were books everywhere and bibelots from her journeys: woodcarvings, more ceramics, coloured glass. Carl had called her taste eclectic which at the time, she had taken as a compliment.  
 
   When Carl was around, she would come home early and make him dinner. Ready to eat gourmet food. Special food because he was special. Lovers all those years ago. Lovers again now. Then Carl would be gone for another twenty days. In anticipation of his return, the kitchen cupboards remained full of the hermetically sealed, vacuum-packed gourmet delights.  
 
   Yes! They were still together. And still alone.  
 
   Sara stopped reminiscing and made her way to the kitchen. She unwrapped a pork pie and stuck it in the oven. She snipped the ends of a handful of crisp french beans and steamed them in a milk pan for five minutes. A punnet of fresh strawberries needed to be eaten; they would be dessert.  Only the Valpolicella left. That would have to do.  
 
   "Ping ping ping" squealed the oven timer.  
 
   The pork pie was ready.  
 
   ***********************  
 
   The next morning, Sara returned to the Town Hall in Goldarn. She took the same route through the Meer valley, driving slowly to avoid a head on collision with marauding sheep. Luckily the drive was sheep free.  
 
   Still planted behind her ugly desk at the Town Hall, the gnome greeted her.  
 
   "Good Morning, Miss Perrins."  
 
   Sara was already half way across the room but turned around when she heard her name.  
 
   "I don't remember giving you my name..."   
 
   "Oh yes, yes," interrupted the gnome, "you filled in a registration card."  
 
   Sara continued walking. She hadn't filled in a registration card.  
 
   She returned to the dark corner where the microfiches were stored and resumed her search where she had left off. August 1968.  
 
   Between 23rd August and December 31st, nothing more was reported about Sarah Lunn.  
 
   Sara let out a long sigh, pulled off her glasses and rubbed her temples wearily, saying to herself:  
 
   "Well, I suppose old news is no news."  
 
   She packed the microfiches away and left the building, ignoring the "Goodbye, Miss Perrins!" as she walked through the door.  
 
   Crossing the square, a voice rang out behind her.  
 
   "Sara?!"  
 
   Sara froze, every single muscle tightening in her body.   
 
   "Hello, Sara."  
 
   Guillaume Gillane was standing beside her.  
 
   "I thought it was you. I saw you when I was parking the car," he drawled, reaching for her hand.  
 
   He clasped Sara's hand gently then released it quickly.  
 
   Sara was intrigued: where had he come from? And why now, this minute, had he appeared so suddenly?  
 
   "Which is your car?" she whispered hoarsely.  
 
   "That blue one over there," Gillane replied, waving towards the centre of the square.  
 
   Sara could see several blue cars in the square, some old, some new.  
 
   Gillane continued on, nonchalantly.  
 
   "Are you here to shop? I must admit it’s better than Glymeer."  
 
   "Well, actually I was going to have something to eat...."   
 
   "May I join you? If you'd like to, of course. There's a pub where they serve a reasonable lunch. Very simple though."  
 
   This was only the second time that Sara had spoken to Gillane. In contrast to the first, his manner was now cheerful, almost familiar, as if she had run into an old friend. At easily a foot taller than she, Sara could see how Gillane intimidated the shorter folk in Glymeer. The clean lines of his jacket, the spotless white cotton shirt underneath: his appearance made him look like he was very much a stranger to these parts.  
 
   Sara stood there thinking of Sarah Lunn. The young girl would have willingly surrendered to this stranger. Guillaume Gillane stuck out in Glymeer because he didn't belong. That didn't mean he was a murderer though.  
 
   "Yes," she decided. "What a good idea. Let's have some lunch."  
 
   "Good."  Gillane placed his hand on her elbow and steered her along.   
 
   "I'm afraid there's not much of a choice in Goldarn. Many of the eating places rely on the farmers to supply them. But the food's fresh and in season."  
 
   They had cut across the square and turned off onto a side street.  
 
   "Amazing don't you think, to find such a large square in an English village?" ventured Sara, suddenly fascinated with English history.  
 
   Gillane smiled at her before replying.  
 
   "Very observant, I see. I don't know the history really. Folklore suggests that the square was originally a huge marketplace for the surrounding villages. Maybe that's the answer you're looking for."  
 
   They wended their way onto yet another side street. The cobblestones were digging into Sara's heels. The few people about stopped to stare at them curiously.  Sara felt Gillane's hand on her shoulder.  They were standing outside The Cow On The Roof.   
 
   "Shall we go in?" he asked and appeared relieved when Sara laughed.  
 
   "What a hoot!" Sara exclaimed, "I've been to a bar with the same name. In the South of France!"  
 
   The Cow On The Roof provided the standard pub fare one would expect: stodge, meat, lager. Sara chose roast lamb from the menu. Gillane opted for the beef.  
 
   "Well this is turning into a feasting holiday." she laughed  
 
   "What do you mean?"  
 
   "I hardly eat in London. Or cook. Now that's all I'm doing."  
 
   "Is it really?"  
 
   Sara braced herself. He knew. He knew. He hadn't really run into her. This man looked too composed to leave anything to chance. Suave even a bit smug, sitting there drawing deeply on his cigarette.  
 
   "Forgive me. Can I offer you a cigarette?" 
 
   Gillane held out the box towards her.   Sara pulled out her own cigarettes from her handbag.  
 
   "No thank you, I'll have mine." she replied.  
 
   Gillane leant over to offer her a light.   Thankfully, a waitress arrived and placed two pints of lager between them.  
 
   "Cheers." 
 
   Gillane held his glass to Sara's.  Sara nodded sheepishly, unable to match his gaze.  
 
   "How long have you lived here?" she asked, wetting her lips with the bitter ale.  
 
   Gillane's glass was also at his lips so she was obliged to wait for the reply. His eyes however did not leave her face.  
 
   "Twenty years or so. I came here in 1968. I needed a change."  
 
   "A change? How intriguing." Sara urged him on, hoping he would elaborate.     
 
   "I suppose all of us dreams of giving it up at some stage. I needed to get away so I chose Glymeer. The opportunity came along and I took it."  
 
   Sara pressed on, ignoring her knees trembling under the table.  
 
   "May I ask where you're from originally?"  
 
   "Have you got five hours?" Gillane smiled but was obviously bored by the question.  "France, Italy, England. I've lived in all three." was all he would say.  
 
   The waitress interrupted them again, this time to deliver their order.    
 
   Despite the unease she felt, Sara enjoyed her meal. Traditional British cooking that comes out right every time. Roast meat, potatoes, gravy and the quintessential soggy vegetables.  
 
   She observed that Gillane's table manners were excellent. Very natural, not forced. However table etiquette was easily acquired. Many a nouveau riche could attest to that.    
 
   Sara surprised herself yet again by finishing off the glutton-sized quantity of food on her plate. Perhaps her large appetite had been due to the complete absence of conversation during the meal.  
 
   "Do you shop at Glymeer? The grocer there is very good," she asked.   
 
   "Never," replied Gillane "I prefer Goldarn. It’s shall we say, somewhat less personal."  
 
   "That's the disadvantage of living in a small village, isn't it? Where everyone knows your every move?"  
 
   Gillane did not reply.  
 
   "What are you doing this afternoon Sara?"  
 
   "I..I don't know...."  
 
   "I'll be coming around if that's all right with you. There are a few things in the cellar that I'd like to take away. Will you be at Downswold at say, five o'clock?"  
 
   "Yes of course."   
 
   The meal over, Gillane was ready to go. He got up to pay the bill then walked back briskly towards the table, pushing his wallet into his jacket.  
 
   "I'm sorry, Sara. I must go."  
 
   "Thank you for lunch."  
 
   "I'll see you later this evening. Shall I walk you back to your car?"  
 
   "No, thank you. I'm sure I'll find my way back."  
 
   Gillane shook her hand then left, disappearing out onto the street.  
 
   Sara walked back to her car at a leisurely pace. Gillane had remained an enigma throughout the meal. He had chosen his words carefully, declining to reveal anything, saying nothing.   
 
   She recalled the enigmatic few words which he had uttered, probably, in spite of himself:  
 
   "I needed a change. The opportunity came along and I took it."  
 
   A change from what? What opportunity?   Most people relish a chance to talk about themselves, usually, ad nauseum. Gillane was different. Supremely confident. Not suffering from the inadequacy which most of humanity secretly harbours.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
     
 
   

 
   

Chapter Six.  As Sara entered Downswold, the air in the cottage was thick with the perfume of flowers.  
 
   "Silly girl, you didn't even thank the man for his flowers!" she thought out loud.  
 
   Of course not. The day she had found the vase of flowers outside waiting to greet her, she had brought them in and deposited them absentmindedly on the nearest object she could find. Now, with all the windows shut tightly, the atmosphere was stifling.   
 
   Sara walked through the cottage pushing open the windows to let out the cloying scent.   
 
   It was only a few years ago that Sara had started buying flowers. She'd always thought it cruel, the act of growing flowers for profits, the ruthless cutting of the delicate stems, depriving the plant of ever coming to seed. She found it difficult to rationalise why anyone would buy flowers only to watch them shrivel and die. It seemed pointless and selfish.  
 
   Occasionally, though, she would succumb to stopping  in to the florist, just to have a look. She could see how the luxuriant, long stemmed anthuriums from the tropics, with their perfectly formed waxy petals, could easily transform the drabbest room. But Sara always reached the same conclusion: no matter how beautiful, flowers were not a necessity and did not add value to her life.  
 
   The Maestro changed all that. It was not unusual for him to spend £2000 per month on flowers. His was a penchant for extra large bouquets and he insisted that his house be full of them.  
 
   Sara took charge of ordering flowers for the Maestro. Soon she began to appreciate them not just for their ephemeral beauty but also for the way they made her feel. They lightened her mood, they made her house feel like a home.  
 
   Sara glanced at her watch. Four o'clock. It was still warm and bright outside. She slipped off her shoes and decided to stretch out on the bench to do some reading.  
 
   The current issue of Good Housekeeping proved to be fascinating stuff - everything from the latest fashion, creative interior design, how to plan a party for one hundred guests and a fool-proof recipe for chocolate cake.   
 
   Somewhere between adding the flour to the creamed butter, sugar and eggs, stirring the flour in a figure eight motion, Sara heard the now familiar voice.  
 
   "Hello, Sara."  
 
   The voice was very low. Sara felt the same annoyance as the first time Gillane had descended upon her out of the blue. She sat up, her skirt safely pulled down over her knees.  
 
   "Did you come down the path? I didn't hear you."  
 
   Gillane looked down at her, arms crossed against his chest, a duffel bag at his feet.   
 
   "I took the short cut across the meadow. Sorry if I gave you a start," he replied, his eyes flashing at her.   
 
   Sara waited to see if the faint look of bemusement on Gillane's face would transform itself into a full blown smile.  
 
   She abandoned all expectations for a smile and returned to her reading.   
 
   "Please go ahead and help yourself to what you want in the cellar," she said without looking up from her magazine.  
 
   She hoped he would leave quickly.  
 
   "Thank you. I won't be long."  
 
   Sara watched Gillane walk towards the cottage. The sun cast a long shadow across his tall frame. He had removed his jacket and she could see through the thin, white cotton shirt. He was very athletic, lean but powerful, like a fencer or dancer. She wondered why he had never married.  
 
   She waited for a few minutes before going into the cottage to make herself a cup of tea. The door to the cellar was open. She could hear Gillane moving around below. The light bulb at the top of the stairs began to flicker dangerously and went out completely.  
 
   Not wanting to go the aid of the unfortunate Gillane, who by now was surrounded by complete darkness, Sara made a swift exit from the cottage and returned to the bench.   
 
   The sun was still shining very brightly but a few dark clouds had appeared in the sky. The atmosphere felt sticky, humid.  
 
   Sara finished her tea and lit a cigarette. She looked down at her bare feet and thought how ugly they were. The first two toes on each foot were miles longer than the rest. Her feet looked totally neglected. She felt embarrassed by the sight of them and hurried back into the cottage to find a pair of shoes.  
 
   She went into the kitchen, curious to see what had become of Gillane. She found him standing near the sink, his forehead covered in blood.  
 
   Gillane was pressing a kitchen towel against his head and grimaced when he saw her.  
 
   "Damn light bulb went out," he muttered.   
 
   "Perhaps you should sit down. Is it a deep wound?" Sara asked, pulling out a chair.  
 
   Gillane sat down.   
 
   From what Sara could see, he had hit himself on the temple just on the hair line. The wound wasn't very deep but a thin stream of bright red blood was flowing out of it.   
 
   "The blood will stop in a few minutes. I'll get some witch hazel to clean it up for you," she said, hurrying off into the bedroom.  
 
   She returned with the witch hazel and carefully dabbed the wound.  
 
   "It’s not too bad but you may need a couple of stitches."  
 
   "There's no doctor in Glymeer. Only in Goldarn."  
 
   "Surely someone can drive you. I will if no one else can," Sara offered.  
 
   "No, I'm fine. Thank you."  
 
   Gillane stood up and reached for the duffel bag.  
 
   Sara had got to it first intending to hand it over to him. She could barely lift it off the floor.   
 
   "Please allow me to drive you home."  
 
   Gillane acquiesced reluctantly, nodding his agreement as he picked up the duffel bag.   
 
   The drive to Gillane's farm took a mere three minutes. A large meadow did in fact separate his farm from Downswold. So Gillane had spoken the truth: it was possible to walk across the meadow, after all.     
 
   Whereas Downswold was concealed from public view, Gillane's house could be seen easily from the main road.  
 
   Strangely, Gillane had not changed the name of the property: a sign with DENLEY painted on it, still stood near the entrance. Seeing the sign reminded Sara of her conversation with Mag: Old Man Denley was the original owner of both the farm where Gillane now lived, and Downswold.  
 
   Sara drove straight up to the house. Gillane got out of the car immediately. Sara opened the boot for him to retrieve the impossibly heavy duffel bag.  
 
   Sara was surprised to see Gillane walk over to her side of the car and tap on the window.  
 
   "Would you like to come in for a sherry?" he asked  
 
   "You must have a nasty headache. Perhaps it’s better if I don't..."   
 
   "It'll soon pass. Please come in." 
 
   Gillane walked towards the house and stood waiting for her at the front door.  
 
   Sara turned the engine off, got out of the car, and locked the doors.  
 
   Gillane was no rural farmer. Sara found the gentleman of the house standing in the hallway, next to an elegant wooden chest. An impressively sized abstract painting hung along the wall. It was definitely not the type of painting the folk in Glymeer would be prone to collecting.  
 
   Gillane led Sara down the hallway, the walls on either side covered with more paintings. At the end of the hallway, a sumptuously decorated sitting room awaited.  
 
   In between fine wooden furniture, rugs were scattered over the floor. A myriad of colours jostled for space on the walls. Blues, greens, yellows, reds, in every shade imaginable.  
 
   Sara found it hard to take it all in. She had been expecting a rustic farmhouse. But this!  
 
   Gillane obviously had refined taste which had been cultivated somewhere else.   
 
   Sara's host appeared not to notice her astonishment. A crystal glass full of sherry was handed to her.  
 
   "Please sit down Sara." Gillane instructed, waving to a deep crimson-coloured chair.  
 
   Sara accepted the glass and sat down. Gillane took his place on a separate chair alongside.  
 
   He remained silent, offering no explanation for what Sara saw around her. Sara assumed that he must be extremely uncomfortable. In return for her bringing him home, he had felt obliged to invite her in.  
 
   Sara chose to remain equally as silent. She sipped her sherry slowly, looking at Gillane out of the corner of her eye. She had learned by now that Gillane was too much of an elusive character to justify anything, let alone the possessions which filled the room.  
 
   She also felt strangely flattered that he had revealed some of himself, part of an inner sanctum which surely no one else in Glymeer had been privy to.   
 
   "Wonderful sherry," she mused, "Not too sweet."  
 
   Gillane moved towards her, decanter in hand. She held the glass steadily as he refilled it.  
 
   "The cut has stopped bleeding. Does the light in the cellar always give trouble?"  
 
   "Yes. I should have warned you about it. Perhaps you shouldn't go down in the cellar until I attend to it."  
 
   Sensing that the quality of Gillane's conversation would not improve, Sara set her glass down and got up to leave.  
 
   "You'll be right as rain in the morning," she said with as much gusto as a doctor telling a patient that they had one month to live.  
 
   Gillane accompanied her through the hallway.  They stood briefly together behind the front door, inches apart. 
 
   "Thank you for the ride, Sara. It’s just a scratch, not to worry."  
 
   Sara nodded concentrating on the door.   
 
   "You're very welcome to stay for dinner," continued Gillane, "if your stocks are low at Downswold."  
 
   He was very close to her now. She could feel his breath on her face. Tempted and terrified at the prospect, she declined the invitation without giving her hesitation away.  
 
   "It’s very kind of you but you would do well to get some rest."  
 
   Gillane opened the door. Sara walked to the car slowly. Before getting behind the wheel, she looked at Gillane, who had stayed standing in the doorway.  
 
   His face expressionless, Gillane nodded then waited for her to drive out onto the main road.  
 
   *********************  
 
   Over breakfast the next morning, Sara concluded that Gillane was an extraordinary individual. He didn't spin a yarn or fabricate stories about himself. His greatest weapon lay in his silence and quiet observance of others. During their lunch together the previous day, he had remarked that Glymeer was too personal. What he hadn't said was that the villagers' silence, their recalcitrance towards him, was more deafening than his own. They suspected him of something terrible.  
 
   If he had indeed committed a murder and gotten away with it so far, it was his silence that had saved him.   
 
   A young girl went to Downswold and was never seen again.  
 
   Sara remembered John Sheeley's words. And Mag's. Twenty years ago. If Gillane had done something indefensible, why would he still be living in Glymeer? He could have moved away, gone to the ends of the earth, taking his secret with him.  
 
   Sara retrieved her notepad and examined the notes she'd taken from the microfiches.  
 
   Inspector Jay had closed the case. Twenty years ago. He had, "felt obliged to close the case."  
 
   Sara stuffed the notepad into her handbag and drove into Glymeer to find a 'phone.    
 
   There were no public telephones on the single main street. She decided to drive into Goldarn to find one. She didn't want to ask John or Mag if she could use their 'phone; surely they would already know that she had been to Gillane's house. A long explanation would be required.  
 
   The square in Goldarn was filled with early morning activity. Sara found a 'phone booth at the corner of the street that Gillane had led her down on their way to lunch. She could see the police station at the opposite end of the square.  
 
   She found the number for the Goldarn Police Station in the worn directory under the 'phone. She dialled the number. It rang several times before someone answered.  
 
   "Good morning! Is Inspector Jay there please?" Sara sang into the mouthpiece camouflaging her accent as best she could.  
 
   "Inspector Jay? He hasn't been here for more than fifteen years!" came the surprised reply.  
 
   Sara summoned her courage.  
 
   "I...I wonder if you could help me. He was very nice to my family some years ago. We promised we would visit him if we ever came by this way..."  
 
   "Ah if you want to be visiting him then, he lives in Finacre."  
 
   "Finacre? Is it far?"  
 
   "Where are you then?"  
 
   Sara held her breath. 
 
   "I'm opposite the bloody station," she thought pulling apart the map she had inside her notepad. 
 
   She spotted Goldarn on the map and a village called Ayres just south of it.  
 
   "Er.. Ayres. I'm in Ayres!" she lied into the telephone receiver.  
 
   "All right then. You're not far. About forty miles. Here it is: Savernake Cottage, Finacre, RH8 CG3. That's all I've got."  
 
   "Thank you. Thank you." 
 
   Sara hung the 'phone back in place. With any luck, she had gotten away with it.  
 
   Her heart racing, Sara drove back to Downswold to figure out what to do next.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seven.  Sara locked the door behind her once she was safely back at Downswold.  
 
   Over a cup of strong coffee and a cigarette, she scrutinised the map to decide the easiest route to Finacre. She calculated that it would take her one and a half to two hours to get there, covering a distance of fifty-five to sixty miles. If she left right away, she would probably catch the Inspector having his lunch. If he was still alive.  
 
   "Probably best to take some lunch along," she muttered to herself as she packed half a loaf of bread and cheese into her bag, "damned if there's a decent place to eat between here and there."  
 
   Getting to Finacre was easy; due north of Goldarn, the winding country lanes offered the benefit of panoramic views unimpeded by diesel fumes and speeding drivers.  
 
   An hour and a quarter later, Sara spotted the road sign. FINACRE 16 Miles.  
 
   Sara considered she might be a little hysterical or even mad to have driven all this way. The Inspector would probably be demented or senile by now, with no recollection whatsoever of something that took place a lifetime ago.  
 
   Sara slowed the car down. Fate was beckoning. The first cottage in Finacre, the first dwelling she saw, was SAVERNAKE Cottage.  
 
   A very small stone cottage surrounded by a low brick wall. The carefully tended garden filled with brightly coloured flowers. Someone still lived here.  
 
   She steered the car onto the pebbled driveway. An elderly woman came out the front door. Sara jumped out of the car quickly.  
 
   "Mrs. Jay? Are you Mrs. Jay?"  
 
   The woman stared at Sara apprehensively and pulled the shawl she was wearing, tightly around her shoulders.  
 
   "Yes?"  
 
   "My name's Sara. I was wondering if I might have a word with your husband."   
 
   "What about?" 
 
   Mrs. Jay lifted one hand to her head, the other hand still clutching the shawl. She seemed bewildered, confused.  
 
   Sara saw an old man appear behind Mrs. Jay in the doorway.  
 
   "What is it then?" Sara heard him say, as he placed his hand on Mrs. Jay's shoulder.  
 
   "Mr. Jay? Mr. Jay? My name's Sara. I've got to talk to you!"  
 
   Husband and wife looked at each other. Mrs. Jay stepped aside to let her husband pass through the doorway. Sara noticed he was leaning heavily on a cane.  
 
   The old Inspector resembled John Sheeley: the same ruddy face, reddish hair, what was left of it. He looked Sara up and down. Sara stood there motionless expecting to be rebuked strongly at any moment.  
 
   "What you be doing here then?" barked the Inspector.  
 
   Sara cringed. A sharp reprimand was coming. The Inspector still looked powerful, even in his diminished state.  
 
   "I've got to...to talk to you...Sir," Sara stammered, "Were you... an Inspector at..Goldarn, Sir?"  
 
   "Yes! Put that damn car off!"  
 
   Sara realised that she must have appeared mad, when she leaped out of the car, with the engine still running. Neither had she pulled up the hand brake.  
 
   She collected her bag with the all-important notepad and approached Mr. and Mrs. Jay cautiously. With his free arm, the Inspector waved to the side of the cottage.  
 
   "Walk around the back!" he commanded Sara sternly.  
 
   He retreated into the cottage and closed the door.  
 
   Sara made her way round to the rear. Obviously, the Jays were not prepared to let a stranger into their cottage.  
 
   The Inspector was already waiting for her standing in the middle of a stone patio decorated with flowering pots. Opposite the patio, Sara noticed the well-tended vegetable garden, the rows covered over with a dark coloured mesh.  
 
   The Inspector bade Sara to sit down on one of the iron chairs grouped around a small table. Mrs. Jay came out to join them and sat next to her husband.  
 
   "Have you come a long way?" asked Mrs. Jay  
 
   "From Glymeer," replied Sara  
 
   "You're not from Glymeer are you?"  
 
   "No. No. I'm renting a cottage there. I'm on holiday. I'm from London."  
 
   Unlike his wife who appeared content to banter on, the Inspector was clearly impatient for the conversation to move along.  
 
   "What's this about then? What can I do for you?"  
 
   "I..I want to talk to you about a case from twenty years ago. Can I? Is that all right?"  
 
   "Get some tea, Hennie."   
 
   Mrs. Jay breathed a sigh of relief as she rose to follow her husband's instructions.  The Inspector leaned back in his chair, the cane resting against his left leg. He searched Sara's face with the dexterity of a trained policeman.  Finally, he nodded for her to speak.  
 
   "Mr. Jay, I’m staying at Downswold. It belongs to Mr. Gillane."  
 
   The old man's face didn't flinch.  
 
   "And what case you'd be wanting to know about?"  
 
   The name hadn't rung a bell. Sara started worrying that the Inspector wouldn't remember.  
 
   "Sarah LUNN," she articulated the girl's name loudly, to jog the Inspector's memory.  
 
   She needn't have bothered.  
 
   "Sarah Lunn? But that was twenty years ago. What of it?"  
 
   "I need to know if you remember anything. Anything at all. Why did you drop the case?"   
 
   The Inspector looked embarrassed by the question.  
 
   "If I recall, the young lady vanished. She wasn't getting on with her family. She didn't like Glymeer. We all assumed she went off to find herself a better life."  
 
   "But.. Mr. Jay, people don't just vanish. Sarah would have known her family was sick with worry. At some stage, she would have been in touch with them."  
 
   The Inspector interrupted her.  
 
   "I was an Inspector before you were born, d'you hear me? When folk disappear, they want to get away."  
 
   "Surely you could have tried to find her though." retorted Sara, her tone accusatory. "Instead of her family thinking she was dead..."  
 
   The Inspector picked up his cane, pointing it at Sara.  
 
   "Dead?! Dead?! What you be saying then? Her mother and father never thought she was dead. It was them who said she'd gone away!!!"   
 
   The Inspector dropped the menacing cane.  
 
   "You mean they accepted that their daughter had vanished? Left without saying goodbye?" 
 
   Dumbfounded, Sara could barely raise her voice above a whisper.  The Inspector gave an exasperated reply.  
 
   "Yep. And it was them who wanted the case closed."  
 
   Mrs. Jay returned carrying a tray. She unloaded the contents onto the table and began pouring out the tea.  
 
   "Sugar? Milk?" asked Mrs. Jay, cheerfully going about her task.  
 
   "No, thank you." managed Sara, desperate to steady her shaking hands.  
 
   The Inspector drank his tea thirstily, the scalding liquid tempered with a good dose of milk.  
 
   The tea pouring over, Mrs. Jay sat down.  
 
   "Mr. Jay," continued Sara, treading carefully, "I must ask you this. Did you personally, ever suspect that Sara Lunn had come to some harm?"  
 
   The muscles in the Inspector's face tightened.  
 
   "It was such a long time ago. Look, I've been retired for seventeen years. There's nothing more I can remember after all this time."  
 
   Sara couldn't give up now. This time, the cane might land on her head but she had to keep going.  
 
   "Gillane. Guillaume Gillane. Did you ever suspect that he had something to do with Sarah's disappearance?"  
 
   The Inspector finished his tea and placed the empty teacup on the table. He did not reply.  
 
   The gnawing in Sara's stomach was becoming unbearable. She had to hang on, to wait.  
 
   It began to torture her. The thought of Sarah Lunn lying dead somewhere and everyone content to believe that she had run away. Run off to start a new life. It seemed absurd.  
 
   Mag had described the terrible arguments Sarah had with her mother. Reason enough to want to get away. But when Sarah disappeared, she had already moved away from her mother and was living with Mag.  
 
   Mag cared for the girl deeply. Sarah would have at least sent a message to her beloved aunt to tell her where she was.  
 
   Her head spinning, Sara looked at Mrs. Jay beseechingly.  
 
   "Would you mind if I ate something? My...I'm feeling a bit light headed."   
 
   "Are you ready to eat then? Come inside the kitchen." replied Mrs. Jay promptly.  
 
   The Inspector looked startled by his wife's advance.  
 
   Mrs. Jay began to clear the table away, oblivious of her husband's reaction.  
 
   "Come along. There's plenty to eat inside," she said, leading the way and ignoring her husband's smouldering gaze.    
 
   Sara waited for the Inspector to get up from his chair then followed him into the kitchen.  
 
   "Oxtail soup," chirped Mrs. Jay, "Winter food but just as good now."  
 
   The thick, dark stew was delicious. With each mouthful, Sara felt more revived.  
 
   The Inspector ate his food slowly.  
 
   Mrs. Jay left her lunch halfway, to boil the kettle. She placed a pot of tea on the table, along with three mugs. After a few minutes, she stopped eating again to pour the tea out.  
 
   Sara watched Mrs. Jay's arthritic fingers clutch onto the teapot. She could imagine this gentle woman bringing up children, tending the vegetable garden, ironing a daily mountain of clothes, scrubbing the house clean, and all without a single word of complaint ever passing her lips.  
 
   Sara looked down at her own unblemished hands and the expensive diamond rings. It had been years since she had cleaned a toilet or ironed clothes. She felt ashamed, humbled.   
 
   The Inspector finished his meal last. Mrs. Jay cleared all three plates away.  
 
   "Thank you, Mrs. Jay. That was delicious." 
 
   Sara hoped the complement would rouse the Inspector.  
 
   Without saying a word, the Inspector picked up his mug of tea, left the table and went out onto the patio.  
 
   Excusing herself, Sara followed him.  
 
   She found the Inspector filling a pipe with tobacco.   
 
   Sara sat down next to him.  
 
   "Can we continue our conversation?"  
 
   The Inspector nodded, puffing small clouds of smoke from his pipe.  
 
   "Guillaume Gillane. The village is full of talk that he had something to do with Sarah Lunn's disappearance..."  
 
   "Gillane was on his farm all day," interrupted the Inspector, "he had workers dismantling the stables. He couldn't leave."   
 
   "Were they romantically involved, Gillane and Sarah?"  
 
   "That's between the girl and Gillane, Miss. He never said as much to me."  
 
   The Inspector's patience evaporated as he sat there digesting his lunch. He would say no more on the issue.  
 
   "Forgive me, Inspector. I've just found myself in an uncomfortable position, that's all..."  
 
   "Well what do you expect," came the swift reply. "Everyone's gotten on with their lives, haven't they? You should remember that."  
 
   Sara pulled her bag over her shoulder and went to say goodbye to Mrs. Jay. She had overstayed her welcome. Mrs. Jay was at the sink washing dishes. She smiled sweetly as Sara thanked her yet again for the delicious offering.  
 
   The Inspector had drawn himself out of the chair and was leaning on the cane.  
 
   Sara held out her hand.   
 
   "Thank you for your time. I needed to talk to you. I can't provide any other explanation than just that."  
 
   The Inspector shrugged.  
 
   "Leave well enough alone, Miss. Leave it alone."  
 
   Sara gave the Inspector one last valiant smile, her heart heavy.   
 
   ********************  
 
   The return journey to Glymeer took just over an hour. It was 3.30pm when Sara turned on to the main street of the village.  
 
   John was packing up the fruit and vegetables outside his shop into large wooden crates. Sara parked the car and walked up to him.  
 
   "Hello John. You're not closing early, are you?"  
 
   John swung round to look at her but remained silent.  
 
   "Can I come in to get a few things?"   
 
   John was back in "ruddy face" mode and squinted disdainfully at her.  
 
   Sara walked past him into the shop. No doubt, the news had broken of her tête-à-tête with Gillane. John was no longer on speaking terms with her, the enemy who had befriended the stranger.   
 
   Right now, Sara decided, she couldn't care less. She proceeded to fill up a basket.  
 
   John had lined the wooden crates of fruits and vegetables along the counter. Sara helped herself to a couple of oranges, spinach and potatoes.  
 
   Next she found one of two remaining loaves of bread on the shelf. She selected the bigger loaf for her basket.  
 
   John came in carrying a crate full of dark burgundy plums.  
 
   "Can I have some meat to go with these?"  
 
   John took his place behind the counter and converted his squint to a frown.  
 
   "That piece of steak there. A couple of rashers of bacon. And four more of those tasty sausages."   
 
   Sara thought she might buy out the whole damn place.  
 
   The frown subsided temporarily as John weighed and wrapped the meat. Sara emptied her basket onto the counter for him to ring up the total. She remembered there was no wine left at the cottage and fetched two bottles of vin de table, to add to the basket.  
 
   "Thirteen pound seventy."  
 
   The frown had intensified and the squint had returned.  
 
   Sara handed over a twenty-pound note. John placed her change on the counter.  
 
   Sara reassured herself that John was normally sullen around her so there was no difference in his behaviour now. She pushed the change into her jacket pocket, picked up the bag of groceries and gave John a big smile.  
 
   "Thank you," she said gaily as she walked out of the shop. Silence followed her to the door.  
 
   ********************  
 
   There were no flowers greeting Sara on her return to Downswold.   
 
   She entered the cottage, put her things on the kitchen table and drank a long glass of water.  
 
   She looked out the kitchen window towards the back of the property where she had seen a man beating a hasty retreat one morning. The sight of that man had been enough for her to want to leave Downswold for good. But she had stayed. She wondered why she had never bothered to explore that part of the garden. Although she was still wearing her jacket, Sara began to shiver. She could almost "see" a young girl dressed in a flowing white dress, standing under the apple tree, a cache of the shiny fruit at her feet.  
 
   Sara pinched herself and checked that the back door was securely locked.  
 
   "Now I'm bloody seeing things!"  
 
   The bottle of scotch looked inviting.   
 
   Undecided about a drink, Sara chose a very long soak in the bath instead. She sat on the laundry basket watching the bath fill.  
 
   Her mind turned to Sarah Lunn over and over again as she bathed in the hot, steaming water.   
 
   Maybe she's alive. Maybe Mag is spreading vicious lies about Gillane. But surely if Sarah were still alive, Mag would know.  
 
   Another plausible explanation involved Gillane fathering Sarah's child. Rather than face the shame and prying eyes, she leaves Glymeer to give birth. Gillane promises never to tell anyone, to protect her. But again, Sarah would have resurfaced eventually.  
 
   Someone would know by now what happened to Sarah.  Gillane. Gillane would know.  
 
   Gillane, the keeper of secrets.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight.  
 
   The rain was thundering down as Sara opened her eyes. She had gone to bed eight hours earlier, a terrible tension hanging over her. She awoke now to find the sky breaking in two over her head.  
 
   The half open shutters revealed a sky black with clouds. The early morning birdsong that she had grown accustomed to drowned out by the sound of raindrops crashing to the earth.  
 
   Sara attributed the stormy weather to all the bad blood in Glymeer. A sign that the villagers, or could it be her, had fallen out of favour with the gods.  
 
   She lay back against the pillows, contemplating the dreary start to the day.   
 
   In London, she usually swore by the weather forecast in the Times. Without a weather forecast, it was difficult to plan the Maestro's day. The Maestro refused point blank to set out anywhere in the rain. He often recounted the silly story of how more accidents occurred during rainy weather. Why? Because people drove more slowly in the rain. Cautious drivers, according to him, were a health hazard.  
 
   It was the eighth wonder of the world that the Maestro even managed to get to his own performances.  
 
   Out here in Glymeer, the farmers welcomed the rain, without which their crops would die, their livelihood vanish. They didn't have the luxury of being petty and frivolous about their lives.  
 
   Sara pushed the duvet down to the foot of the bed. Her head felt heavy. She had slept badly.  
 
   The rain continued crashing down as she prepared breakfast: scrambled eggs on toast and black coffee.  
 
   Her head cleared up sufficiently for her to write a letter to the Maestro on the laptop. She began the letter by giving him her address. She hoped secretly that he would send word back that she was needed in London, ASAP.   
 
   The rest of the letter was pure fantasy: she was having a wonderful time, taking long walks in the unpolluted air, sleeping like a log, feeling "refreshed." Sara hooked up the portable miniature printer and printed it off.  
 
   She had forgotten to bring any envelopes with her and would have to drop in on Mag. Perhaps Mag would invite her to the back and she could discuss her visit to the Inspector.  
 
   The parting words of the inspector echoed in her head.  
 
   "Leave well enough alone. Leave it alone."  
 
   If Mag was so distrustful of Gillane, why hadn't she pursued the inspector relentlessly? Why hadn't she pecked away mercilessly at him until she had got him to see her side of the story?  
 
   The inspector would have had the resources to dig deep into Gillane's past. But twenty years ago, things were done differently. The Establishment was still in gestation. CCTV and credit ratings were just beginning to take control.  
 
   Sara remembered a story she'd read in the newspaper. A Nigerian boy had come to Britain to attend a private school at the age of fourteen. His parents stayed behind in Nigeria and after some months, could no longer afford to pay the school fees. Forced to support himself, the boy dropped out of school.  
 
   Twenty-five years on, he has become a successful businessman. A pillar of society. Britain is his home. He lives in a nice house, treats his employees well, pays his tax on time.  
 
   At age forty, he decides to go abroad on holiday. He needs a passport but first, must approach the Home Office to regularise his immigration status.  
 
   The Home Office promptly serves him with a deportation notice. Friends, employees, vouch for the man. A good and honest man. After all, he has committed no crime.  
 
   Crime.  
 
   What if Gillane had a criminal record? A travelling stranger, moving between three countries, France, Italy and England, able to elude the authorities by living in a remote village.  
 
   Sara could understand taking a holiday in Glymeer - but living here? It didn't add up.   
 
   The Establishment has its uses. Use them. Sara trawled through the address book in her laptop to find the address of the credit agency where twice a year she would write, requesting a copy of her file.  
 
   Banks, mail order companies, anyone could request a copy of an individual's credit history. The charge for providing the information was a democratic, egalitarian, measly two pounds. For the price of a couple of cans of beer, the course of an individual's life could be changed forever.  
 
   Sara considered requesting a copy of Gillane's file. She could use the name of the Maestro's company to request the search. But she would be gone from Glymeer in the two weeks it would take to arrive. Worse yet, her search would be recorded. Gillane would eventually find out that she had been investigating the intimate details of his life.  
 
   Sara threw up her arms in frustration, painfully aware that she was behaving like a rank amateur. Gillane's credit history was useless information. The most she would find out was that he borrowed money or bought things on credit. So what? Big deal. Every man and his dog owe the world money.   
 
   She turned the laptop off, frustrated at the depths to which she was sinking in her boredom.  
 
   She should leave well enough alone.  
 
   *******************************  
 
   Mag was stacking magazines onto the rack near the door as Sara walked into the post office.  
 
   "Hello, Mag."  
 
   Despite the post office being empty, Mag pretended to ignore her.  
 
   Sara leaned over and picked up a copy of the Goldarn Voice. She walked towards the counter. Mag continued stacking the magazines into place.  
 
   "Can I have some stamps to go with this, Mag?"  
 
   Mag dropped the bundle of magazines she was holding, with a thud.  
 
   "What'll it be then?" she asked scowling behind the counter.  
 
   Her eyes were puffy and red. She had been crying.   
 
   "Two First Class stamps please. And this," Sara replied pointing to the newspaper.  
 
   "You'll have to pay for that separately."  
 
   Sara dutifully handed Mag fifty-two pence to cover the stamps, then waited to hand her twenty pence extra for the newspaper.  
 
   Mag handed the stamps to Sara, their hands touching briefly.   
 
   "Mag? Can I have a word?"  
 
   "What about? You been with that Gillane then?" blurted Mag crossly.  
 
   Mag's vitriolic words stung Sara's ears. She was stunned by the undisguised curiosity behind the question.  
 
   Sara's cheeks went flaming red with anger and embarrassment.  
 
   "Look here, Mag," she started, then changed her mind, "Can we talk? I've found out a few things..."   
 
   "Why'd you want to be telling them to me then?" replied Mag sullenly.  
 
   "Because I want to know what you think, Mag. Now, can we talk or not?"  
 
   "Go round the back then." 
 
   Mag gave in although her expression did not improve.  
 
   Mag was filling the kettle as Sara let herself into the kitchen.  
 
   Without saying a word, Mag finished preparing the tea. She put the teapot on the table and sat down. She handed Sara a cup of black tea, remembering that she took neither milk nor sugar.  
 
   "Mag, I went to see Inspector Jay yesterday."  
 
   "The Inspector! I'm surprised he isn't dead by now!"  
 
   From her tone, she clearly wished he was.  
 
   Sara continued to tell Mag most of what she had learned from the Inspector. She left out the part about whether the Inspector knew if Sarah and Gillane had been romantically involved.   
 
   Mag listened carefully to her every word. Occasionally she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. At other times, she stared into her teacup, her face completely blank.   
 
   "Mag, did you know that Sarah's parents had told the police that she had gone away?"  
 
   Sara chided herself for not anticipating Mag's reaction. Mag covered her face with her hands and started crying loudly.  
 
   Sara understood at once, the reason for this fresh set of tears. Mag had fallen out with Sarah's mother because of what she had told the police. Sarah's mother had been happy to dismiss her disappearance, probably even grateful to be rid of the girl.  
 
   "Is that why you haven't spoken to your sister in all these years?" Sara asked gently.  
 
   Her face hidden in a crumpled handkerchief, Mag nodded her head.  
 
   Sara stood up and placed her arm across Mag's shoulders. She realised that there was nothing more that Mag could tell her.   
 
   "Mag, is Sarah's mother close by?"  
 
   "Nar. I don't know where they've gone. John bought the farm from them fifteen years ago."  
 
   "Would John know?"  
 
   Mag shrugged her shoulders, the rift between her and her own sister too great to care anymore.  *********************  
 
    Sara did not relish needling John Sheeley for information but she had little choice. John might remember something Sarah's mother had said. For example, why had they left Glymeer?  
 
   Deliberating as she took each step, Sara walked slowly from the post office to John's shop at the other end of the street.  
 
   John was standing behind the counter in deep conversation with a young man. He didn't notice Sara come in, pick up a hand basket and return outside to the fruit and vegetable stands.  
 
   Outside, Sara couldn't help looking at John through the glass facade of the shop. The young man’s back was towards her so she couldn't see his face. John was standing rigidly, his arms hanging at his side. The young man began to gesticulate, banging his fists on the counter. He was speaking loudly but he was too far for Sara to hear what he was saying. John didn't move.  
 
   Intrigued, Sara craned her neck closer to the glass. Suddenly the young man swung around and began walking towards her.  
 
   Thinking he had seen her, Sara began to fill her basket with the first thing she could lay her hands on.  
 
   "These will make lovely jam," she said out loud, choosing a fistful of burgundy plums, aware that the young man was standing in the doorway looking at her.  
 
   The man stared at her, his jaw dropping. He pulled his hat down over his ears and walked quickly past her.  
 
   Basket in hand, Sara stood on the edge of the pavement watching him walk away. Barely twenty yards ahead of her, the young man stopped, turned around and caught her looking at him. Their eyes met.   
 
   Seconds later, he was gone, running towards the opposite end of the street.  
 
   It was John's turn to be startled as he found Sara shaking like a leaf, outside his shop.  
 
   Sara gathered her wits about her, enough to notice that John's face appeared strained and pale.  
 
   John composed himself sufficiently to acknowledge her.  
 
   "What'll you have then?" he asked gruffly.  
 
   "Just these...just these." Sara stammered.  
 
   "Come in, then." he said pushing the door so powerfully that it almost slammed in her face.  
 
   Once behind the counter, the usual sullen expression returned to John's face.  Sara handed him the plums, which he diligently weighed.  
 
   "Five pound," he grunted, scowling.   
 
   Sara legs were shaking beneath her. She leaned against the counter, fearing they would give way.  
 
   With one hand, she rummaged in her bag for the five pounds. She was able to extricate the money and hand it to John, her hand trembling.  
 
   John took the money and slammed the till drawer back into place.  
 
   The bag of plums sat in the middle of the counter protecting Sara just barely from the scowling grocer.   It was now or never.  
 
   "John.....I....need to ask...you something.."  
 
   Sara wrapped her hands firmly around the bag of plums, ready to defend herself with it, if need be.  
 
   "John, do you know where Sarah Lunn's parents live now?"  
 
   John reacted with a grace Sara hadn't seen before.  
 
   He pulled out a pen from under the counter and began to write on a brown paper bag.   The pen moved rhythmically across the paper. John handed the bag to Sara. On it was an address in Wales.  
 
   Sara read the address out loud.  
 
   "Angels Rest. Cymru."  
 
   She folded the bag John had written on and slipped it in her pocket.  
 
   "Thank you," she said smiling gratefully.  
 
   The scowl etched permanently into his face, John did not respond.  
 
   **********************  
 
   Sara returned to Downswold and emptied the bag of plums onto the kitchen table. If she ate nothing else, she calculated it would take three days to finish them.  
 
   She removed her jacket and sat down. Drained by the day's encounters, she considered that she had never, ever, in all her life, come across such a surly, sad bunch of individuals. Mag. John. The strange young man who had forced her to buy the surfeit of plums.  
 
   To her surprise, Sara began to laugh. A loud guffaw. Her chest seized up painfully and the laughing stopped. She became petrified at the thought that she might be going a bit mad.  
 
   She went into the bathroom and pulled the mirror off the wall. She stared at her reflection. Her skin looked supple and smooth but her eyes were dull. Not sparkling, like they used to.  
 
   Sara sat on the laundry box, her head in her hands. She felt wretched. Insecure, unattractive, overwhelmed by what, she didn't know.  
 
   The cottage was stuffy and dark. There was no pleasure in being there alone. She had spent little of her time between the four walls of her "ideal getaway." Most of her "holiday" so far had been spent pursuing a senseless, young girl, long forgotten.  
 
   A perfect stranger, the search for whom was becoming her cause célèbre.  
 
   Every day thousands of families in Britain argue, quarrel, fight. Sarah Lunn didn't get on with her mother. Did it matter?  
 
   Still remembered when she should have been forgotten, the thought of Sarah made people scared, afraid, sad, desperate.  
 
   Why?  
 
   Women die, are killed in crimes of passion all over the world. In rousing that passion in another, Sarah would have lived a full life.  
 
   Sara drew her breath in sharply, horrified at the perversity of her thoughts.  
 
   Sarah deserved to die. She had swung so out of control that she endured a terrible fate. But she was only a young girl with hardly any understanding of life. How could she have known how to control her own destiny? One never controls destiny. The present is inevitable.  
 
   Sara walked back into the kitchen, her head bowed with regret and pain. She needed comforting. She made a cup of tea. A beverage that she secretly despised drinking outside of a breakfast routine. It was something to do, drink tea all day. Like smoking.   
 
   She stood at the kitchen sink, drinking her tea. The fruit trees at the bottom of the garden were covered in leaves. In another few months, their branches would be laden with fruit. Sarah Lunn collected those apples once and experienced the wrath of her aunt.  
 
   Sara opened the back door and walked towards the copse of trees. The stones and pebbles were cold and pinched her bare feet. The trees were clustered together, their sturdy trunks upright, though gnarled with age. The biggest of them all was the walnut tree. The base of its trunk raised above the ground as if the roots had pushed the earth away, wanting to grow up towards the sky. The earth had resisted and what was left of the wayward roots made the tree trunk look as if it had collapsed on itself. Three ridge-like structures protruded out of it, each providing a space wide enough to sit on.  
 
   The rain of that morning had turned the bare earth into mud. Sara ran her hand along the bark of the walnut tree. It was rough, cracking in parts towards the base of the trunk. The higher her hand went, the smoother the bark became. Her feet sinking into the squidgy mud, she caressed the old bark with her hands.   
 
   "Old tree, old tree, what secrets do you possess?"  
 
   Her hand stopped. The bark felt perfectly smooth, like a shiny, varnished tabletop. But the tips of her fingers felt something else. Something that went against the grain, against the nature of the bark.  
 
   She climbed onto the protruding base of the trunk and saw it right away.  
 
   Etched into the bark of the tree, she read:  SARA LUNN 12.3.68  
 
   Sara's first thought was that Sarah Lunn had been very tall. Or she had balanced precariously, a sharp instrument in one hand. It also struck her that it was a childish thing to do. She half expected to see SARA LOVES G. up there too but was relieved not to.  
 
   She almost fell over when she realised the full extent of what she had just seen. 12.3.68 was the day Sarah Lunn had disappeared.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Nine.  Sara bolted into the kitchen. Oblivious of her muddy feet, she ran through the cottage searching for her notepad. Her notes from the article in the Goldarn Voice confirmed the date. 12.03.68 was the day Sarah disappeared. The newspaper had reported her missing on the 14th, two days later.  
 
   The engraved date in the tree proved that Sarah had been at Downswold on the very day she had vanished into thin air. She must have been bored, waiting for someone maybe and had passed the time, dawdling aimlessly away.  
 
   But do young girls walk around with knives in their pockets. Very sharp knives, with long pointed tips? Unless, it was something that Sarah had found lying in the cottage. Which meant that she had free rein, not just to collect apples but into the cottage as well.  
 
   Sara sat down facing the cellar door. She lit a cigarette.  
 
   She knew intuitively, the sensation which defies reason or logic, that something in that cellar would lead her to Sarah Lunn.   
 
   She would have to go to Goldarn and buy herself a torch, powerful enough to explore the cellar. She couldn't rely on the flickering light globe to show her the way.  
 
   Tomorrow. First thing, tomorrow.  
 
   A knock sounded at the front door, forcing her to abandon thoughts of both past and future.  
 
   She opened the door to find Gillane standing there.  
 
   "Hello," he said looking down at Sarah's bare feet. "Am I disturbing you?"  
 
   "No..er..yes. I was just going to take a bath."  
 
   "I won't keep you. I wanted to invite you for dinner at the house tonight. To thank you for driving me home, bleeding head and all."   
 
   The word "bleeding" ran a chill up Sara's spine.  
 
   "It’s very kind of you. But really not necessary." she replied starchily.  
 
   Gillane was having none of it.   
 
   "I insist. It’s the least I can do. Shall we say 7.30?"  
 
   Sara resigned herself to his wishes.  
 
   "As you wish. See you then."  
 
   ***********************  
 
   Sara took a long bath, a contemplative soak to prepare for dinner with Gillane.  
 
   He had a way of popping up when least expected. And when he did, he was impossible to ignore: the towering athletic body, the black piercing eyes.  
 
   An invitation to his house for dinner seemed odd coming from a man who hardly ever spoke.  
 
   Their previous encounters had been uncomfortable. Sara had come away from them, relieved that they were over. Gillane's idea of conversation consisted of a few choice words divided by long intervals of silence. By anyone's standards, Gillane was no life of the party.  
 
   At twenty-five past seven, Sara stepped into her car.   
 
   The atmosphere outside felt humid and oppressive. All afternoon, the sky had been obscured by dense clouds. They were gathering with renewed urgency, the gods' wrath close at hand.  
 
   Sara looked down at the light cotton dress and strappy leather sandals she was wearing. A crocheted blue shawl thrown around her shoulders coordinated with the darker blue of her dress.  An invitation to dinner had given her the opportunity to put on some makeup and tidy her hair, two things she had neglected to do since her arrival in Glymeer.  
 
   As she parked the car outside Gillane's house, the rain started to fall. Barely out of the car and the single drops turned to a torrent, unleashed from the sky. Had she arrived one minute later, she would have been drenched to the bone.  
 
   The rain had brought the wind with it, howling along, for company.  
 
   Sara was already shivering in her flimsy dress as Gillane opened the door, umbrella in hand.  
 
   "There you are, Sara. And on time. Please come in."   
 
   He hung the umbrella on the coat rack near the door, then led the way down the hallway into the sitting room.  
 
   Sara handed him a bottle of Vin de Table.  
 
   "I'm embarrassed to offer you this but it was all they had in the village shop."  
 
   "Thank you." Gillane replied, "Please sit down. What can I get you to drink?"  
 
   "A scotch would be nice. With soda if you've got it."  
 
   Gillane seemed slightly amused by her request.  
 
   "Scotch it is. With soda."  
 
   A crystal glass was placed beside her.  
 
   Gillane took his place opposite and raised his glass to his lips.  
 
   "Cheers. To your health."  
 
   His long legs stretched out in front of him, Gillane was observing Sara over the rim of his glass.   
 
   "How is your holiday going Sara? Are you enjoying yourself?"  
 
   Sara hesitated before replying, sensing the question was rife with innuendo.  
 
   "The important thing," she ventured, "is that I'm getting a lot of rest. But I must ask you how you manage to live here. The community is so closed."  
 
   "It suits my needs. And I travel when I can."  
 
   "Really? Where to?"  
 
   "Europe. As often as possible."  
 
   Sara jumped out of her chair, caught off guard by a sudden, loud clap of thunder.  
 
   "Dear me," remarked Gillane, his voice crisp and low, despite the roaring thunder outside. "This weather is usually reserved for August. Shall we proceed to dinner to take our minds off it?"  
 
   Evidently, eating appeared a better option than talking.   
 
   Sara followed her host into the adjoining dining room.  
 
   An oval wooden table and six chairs were squeezed into the room. The table had been laid with two settings only. Knives pointing inwards, three of them and a soup spoon on the right of the dinner plate. Two forks on the left. White wine, red wine, water, liqueur crystal glasses, north east of the plate. A side plate, due west with a blinding white cotton napkin laying across it.  
 
   Two large paintings adorned the walls. Subdued, the hues cloudy rather than bright as if eating for Gillane must be a relaxing experience.  Overwhelm the palate not the vision.  
 
   "Sara, please sit down." 
 
   Gillane led her by the arm to the head of the table.  
 
   Somewhat surprised at being given the seat normally reserved for the head of the household, Sara also observed that it was farthest from the door.  
 
   Gillane disappeared into what Sara assumed was the kitchen and returned with a plate in each hand.   
 
   Smoked salmon on thickly buttered wholemeal slices garnished with capers and a slice of lemon. Lime green blades of chive arranged artistically across each plate.  
 
   A dry white wine accompanied the first course.  
 
   Gillane impressed. That was another of his weapons.  Sara sat there embarrassed. To compliment her host on either the presentation of the meal or the quality of the wine would have been gauche.  
 
   Gillane hardly spoke throughout the meal except to excuse himself as he disappeared to collect the next surprise to come out of the kitchen.  
 
   He moved the evening along with a certain precision, which kept him firmly in charge. When he did speak, his conversation was polite, even cordial although tinged with a pronounced note of indifference.  
 
   The second course was a velvety leek and potato soup with which they drank another glass of the white wine.   
 
   Following the soup, Gillane carved a roast chicken at the table which he served with french beans sautéed in garlic and butter.  
 
   This being the most substantial course, Gillane refilled Sara's glass more than once. As the chicken left the table, so too did an empty bottle of Bordeaux.  
 
   Gillane refused all of Sara's offers to assist in the to-ing and fro-ing back and forth to the kitchen. Secretly, she was enjoying being waited on by a man but she had to admit as well that she was charmed by his efforts at having prepared such a lavish meal.  
 
   Gillane returned yet again, this time thankfully, with coffee.  
 
   "Shall we have this in the other room?" he asked, nodding towards the door.  
 
   Sara was grateful for a change of scenery; the sitting room would be more suitable for relaxed conversation over coffee.  
 
   She settled into a comfortable looking chair whilst Gillane poured the coffee. Very dark espresso in  demi tasses.    
 
   "Would you like a liqueur to go with that?" he inquired, always the perfect host.  
 
   "Thank you, just coffee will be fine."  
 
   Gillane filled a glass with Grand Marnier, placing it alongside his cup of coffee.  
 
   "That was truly a lovely meal. It was very kind of you to invite me over for dinner."  
 
   Gillane had already finished drinking his coffee and was lighting a cigarette.  
 
   "Is there anything else I can get you, Sara?"  
 
   Sara shook her head vigorously.  
 
   "I would like to hear more about you. In my head, I can't quite reconcile...," she regretted giving herself away so easily and continued, "you hardly say anything about yourself or your past..."  
 
   "Is that so unusual?" Gillane shot back, his eyes blazing at her. "I don't know very much about you."   
 
   Sara interpreted the tone of his voice and his reply to mean that she had been rude to ask for details of his personal life.  
 
   "You're quite right," she replied curtly, "most people subsist on a diet of knowing very little about each other. Perhaps I will have a glass of that liqueur after all."  
 
   Her triumph was short lived. The cloyingly sweet syrup Gillane handed her went straight to her head.  
 
   Her head spinning, Sara rose uneasily from her chair.  
 
   "Forgive me," she mumbled, "my curiosity has been getting the better of me. You're quite right. I should leave now..."  
 
   "Please don't leave on my account, Sara. It’s raining heavily. You're quite welcome to stay until it subsides."  
 
   Sara ignored him. She walked around the room distractedly, frantic to find her handbag and get out.    She found it and her legs gave way under her. She fell backwards onto a chair, her head throbbing. She was afraid she would be sick.  
 
   She began to cry.  
 
   "What's the point! What's the point! It’s hopeless..."  
 
   Gillane came and sat next to her.   
 
   "What's hopeless Sara? What's so hopeless?" he whispered, his hand caressing her back.  
 
   Sara could not reply. She didn't know where to begin. She wanted to lie down. To go to sleep forever.  
 
   "Do you want some more coffee? I'll go and get some."  
 
   Sara lay back in the chair, weeping. She was cold. Tired.   
 
   Gillane returned with the coffee and handed her a cup. She took a sip and gave the cup back to him, a lump in her throat prevented her from drinking any more.   
 
   Gillane sat with her, his arm around her shoulder.  Sara leaned her head against him and he drew his arm around her tighter.  
 
   The tears were rolling down her face. She wiped them away furiously but her hands could not stem the veritable river pouring out of her.  
 
   Gillane placed his hand under her chin and drew her towards him. His lips touched hers gently then he kissed her forehead.  
 
   "You mustn't cry, Sara. You mustn't cry," he murmured, his lips still on her forehead.  
 
   He moved away and pulled her to her feet.  
 
   "You need to get some sleep."   
 
   He slipped his arm around her waist, supporting her.  
 
   "Give me your car keys. I'll take you home."  
 
   Too weary to resist, Sara surrendered the keys.  
 
   The rain had abated into a fine drizzle.   
 
   Standing in the doorway, Sara leaned against Gillane, his arms firmly around her.  
 
   The lights above the doorway, shone into the darkness outside, the mist circled around them, the silence of the night, the stillness of time. Sara wanted it to last forever. One moment in her life when all there is, is exactly as it should be.  
 
   Gillane drove her back to the cottage and carried her inside. He lay her on the bed and stroked her face.   
 
   "I'll bring your car back in the morning. Do you feel any better now?"  
 
   "Thank you. Yes..."  
 
   "See you in the morning, Sara. Sleep well."  
 
   Sara heard him let himself out and drive away.
 
   *****************  
 
   The little robin was chirping noisily from his perch on the windowsill.   
 
   Her eyes blinking open sleepily, Sara chided the robin playfully.  
 
   "Hey you...Mr. Robin! Some of us are trying to sleep!"  
 
   The robin cackled back at her that she should get out of bed.  
 
   Indeed, it was already ten o'clock.  
 
   Sara leaped out of bed. Surprised at feeling so refreshed, she decided to thank the robin personally.  
 
   She opened the wooden shutters and found the robin winking back at her gaily.  
 
   "You really are very sweet," she said smiling at her little friend. "Would you like to come and live with me in London?"  
 
   The robin tilted his head from side to side, pushed out his small wings and flew off.  
 
   "I guess that's no," thought Sara, closing the window.   
 
   She peeled off the cotton dress she was still wearing from the night before. Waiting for the bath to fill, she removed her makeup. Her face was drawn and pale without it.   
 
   She lay in the bath thinking about Gillane and her strange reaction to him. The gentle way that he had treated her. As if he had also felt pain in his own life.  
 
   Sara was just finishing breakfast when she heard a car arrive.  
 
   Still only in her dressing gown, she opened the door. Gillane walked towards her holding out the car keys.  
 
   "Hello, Sara. You look much brighter this morning."  
 
   "Much better, thank you," Sara replied, taking the keys from him. "Can I offer you a cup of coffee?"  
 
   "That would be nice."  
 
   Gillane followed her into the kitchen. Sara made a fresh pot of coffee while Gillane sat down at the table and lit a cigarette.   
 
   "It’s a lovely day, don't you think?" she said pouring out the coffee, "Very different to last night's stormy weather..."  
 
   "The weather in Britain changes without giving notice," Gillane responded cryptically.  
 
   Sara sat down sipping her coffee.  
 
   "Look I must apologise for last night," she began, "sometimes I feel overwhelmed. Well, not often, but I do."  
 
   Gillane shrugged his shoulders and gave her a conciliatory glance.  
 
   She could tell that he had retreated into his silent, closed mode. Any intimacy that they had shared the night before had gone.  
 
   "Did I tell you that I saw a man here one morning, lurking over there," she continued, pointing towards the window.  
 
   "Where? At the window?"  Gillane seemed only mildly concerned.   
 
   "No at the back of the garden. I thought it was you."  
 
   "I can assure you that I would knock on the front door if I wanted to see you." Gillane replied, his tone giving away his annoyance.  
 
   He finished his coffee quickly and got up to leave.  
 
   "I must leave you now, Sara. I've got some errands to do."   
 
   Sara concealed her disappointment. Gillane's indifference made her feel a fool.  
 
   "I...I never asked about the cut on your head. Did it...heal well?"  
 
   Gillane had already made his way to the front door but turned to answer her.  
 
   "Yes. I heal well."  
 
   Sara noticed that the half smile on his face looked more like a grimace.  She had succeeded in distracting him only briefly.    
 
   Gillane walked through the front door and shut it firmly behind him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      
 
   Chapter Ten.  
 
   As soon as Gillane had left, Sara changed out of her dressing gown. She discarded the cotton dress she had worn to dinner, throwing it into a heap on the floor.  
 
   Now more than ever determined to unlock the secrets of the cellar and Gillane, she drove into Goldarn.  
 
   She parked the car in the busy square and looked over towards the police station and the Town Hall. Neither the Inspector Jay nor the microfiches the gnome had permitted her to see had yielded any real information.  
 
   Sara crossed the square as if she were possessed. Her heart throbbing in her chest, she raced from shop to shop. Finally, she stopped at what looked like a general store.  
 
   The store clerk had some difficulty in understanding what she was asking for.  
 
   "A torchlight. One that you hold in your hands. It works on batteries," she explained.   
 
   The clerk drew a box slowly from under the counter.  
 
   "There you are. A lamp. Is it that then?" he asked triumphantly, placing the box on the counter.  
 
   Effectively, and at long last, he had gotten it right. Sara removed the torchlight from the box and found that it wouldn't switch on.  
 
   "Do you have any batteries?"  
 
   The clerk scratched his head.  
 
   "Batteries? Nar. You'll have to go to the chemist...."  
 
   "All right. All right. I'll take it the way it is. How much?"  
 
   Turning the box over and over, the clerk searched for the price.  
 
   "Eight pound, then."  
 
   Sara handed him a ten-pound note and tapped her foot impatiently while she waited for the change.    
 
   Next stop was the chemist, in the same league as the general store. Sara had to endure more fumbling. They only had two batteries remaining in the required size but they weren't in a box.  
 
   The butter-balled face girl behind the counter offered to go to the back and see if they had any more.  
 
   She returned several minutes later and announced that there were none. Could Madam come back in a week when the new stocks would be arriving?  
 
   "Just let me have those! I can't wait!" Sara exploded.  
 
   The butterball's face turned bright beetroot.  
 
   "Hold on while I get the price," she said unwillingly.  
 
   She pulled a drawer out from under the counter and began to rummage through a stack of papers, which for all intents and purposes, was probably the shop inventory.  
 
   "Two pound ten," she informed Sara, then at the top of her voice, she shouted: "Pat! Pat! D'yar think two batteries is two pound ten?!"  
 
   Pat shouted back "Ach!" and shrugged his shoulders.  
 
   Sara did not dispute the cost. She paid for the batteries and left the shop muttering to herself about how much of a big deal everything was in this part of the world.  
 
   During the drive back to Downswold, Sara realised that another storm was imminent. The blue sky from earlier that morning had been invaded by threatening, black clouds. She would be forced to spend the rest of the day indoors.  
 
   As she looked at the clouds gaining momentum over Glymeer, Sara estimated that it would not start raining for another couple of hours. If that were the case, then the rain would continue well into the evening, maybe even through the night.  
 
   A repeat of the previous night. But this time she would be alone. Without Gillane.  
 
   Gillane had his reasons: obviously he had felt obliged to extend his hospitality to Sara but the experience had left him at odds with her.   
 
   His behaviour that morning had reminded her of Carl. Carl, whom she concluded, was a master of feigning interest whilst all the while staying completely detached. From her. Nothing he did in his life was connected to hers.  
 
   Gillane had treated her in the same way. They had spent an evening together over a meal because she happened to be there. It was not the first time in her life that a man had treated her with such blatant indifference.  
 
   Sara turned the car onto the path leading to Downswold.  
 
   The same feeling of melancholy that had reduced her to tears in Gillane's presence, overcame her yet again.  
 
   Whereas a day or two earlier, she might have been able to laugh at the ridiculousness of her situation, any chance of laughter had now gone. For good.  
 
   It had been replaced with a foreboding that this was her life. Pursuing things that were not there.  
 
   Her search for Sarah had become a metaphor for her own existence. It confirmed what she had already known for a long time: that outside of the bright lights of the Maestro and his world, there was nothing for her. No enduring love, no belief that she held passionately in her heart.  
 
   She got out of the car wearily and looked up at the sky. Yes, there was a storm coming.  
 
   She decided to sit for a few minutes on the bench. It struck her that Downswold would not survive too many more storms. All it would take would be a violent strapping wind to reduce the cottage to sticks and stones. And bones.
 
   ************************  
 
   The next morning, Sara sat behind the wheel of her car about to start the engine.  
 
   She bent over to the passenger seat, tracing her finger along the map route that would get her to Wales.  
 
   The storm had broken at minutes to four in the afternoon. She had fallen asleep on the bench, after returning from Goldarn. Lightning and thunder collided to release the rain which came flooding down on Sara's sleeping body. She fell off the bench. Still half asleep and in danger of losing her life, she had managed to crawl into the cottage.  
 
   As expected, the storm continued into the night. The rain lashed down, the wind howled, the thunder roared with such ferocity that Sara had found it impossible to sleep.  
 
   At around 3.00 am, she gave up the battle for sleep and went to sit in the kitchen. She waited out the storm smoking cigarettes.   
 
   It was on her tenth or eleventh cigarette that she heard it. The silence that follows a storm, where anything that has not succumbed, begins to stir.  
 
   She walked into the bedroom, pushed open the window and peered cautiously outside. Dawn had already broken; she could see the sunlight glistening faintly down the pathway to the house.  
 
   Her car was thankfully still in one piece although amply covered in twigs and leaves. One of the roses bushes from the stone island had been uprooted and lay mournfully on its head. 
 
   Sara stood at the window staring at it, wondering if it could be saved. She thought of going out right away and replanting it but changed her mind. It was too early in the day to be making decisions.  
 
   The little robin did not appear. Sara worried that he might be dead, blown to bits by the fiery storm.   
 
   Mourning her little friend, she began to recite a poem which she had memorised as a child:  
 
   "They shall not grow old, as we are left, grow old, Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn, At the going down of the sun and in the morning, We will remember them." (Laurence Binyon, For the Fallen) 
 
   A remembrance for fallen soldiers, it was one of the most beautiful poems, Sara had ever read.   
 
   Her mind turned to Sarah Lunn. And Sarah’s parents living in Wales. Did they remember? 
 
   Sara showered and dressed. She would leave for Wales straight away.  
 
   She made herself a pot of strong coffee. The combination of too many cigarettes and no sleep made her feel nauseous. A taste of burnt wood shavings in her mouth, she attempted a bite out of her toast. Nothing doing. She began to wretch. The only thing that would go down was the coffee and another cigarette.  
 
   The newly bought torch was still in its box. She opened one of the kitchen drawers and slipped it inside. She didn't want to look at it.  
 
   She found the address in Wales given to her by John. Angels Rest. A place for angels to lie in peace. A beautiful thought.  
 
   She would go. Just go, even if it were to be a wasted journey.  
 
   "Like everything else in my life. Wasted," she thought. 
 
   She wanted to scream it out loud.  
 
   In the bedroom, she filled her travel bag mechanically. She could be gone for days. She might get lost and need to find somewhere to spend the night.  
 
   On her way out of the cottage, she checked that all the windows were locked and the lights out.   
 
   If Gillane came round, she would not be there. She too, would have vanished.  
 
   Mag might agree to come with her. Sara thought seriously of stopping to ask Mag if she would like to accompany her. If she would want to see her sister after all these years. Sara decided that she had no right to be meddling with the choices Mag made. That decision was one that Mag should make on her own. In her own time.  
 
   As Sara opened the front door, she was confronted by the overturned rose bush. She had forgotten of her intention to replant it.  
 
   As she drove away from Downswold and the rose standing on its head, she doubted that it could even be saved.
 
   *****************  
 
   Sara drove swiftly down the main street in Glymeer.
 
   The street was deserted except for a white van parked outside the post office. A young lad was dropping off bundles of newspapers and paused from his task to look up at Sara briefly.   
 
   Further down the street, John was already hard at work stacking his crates into place. His back to the road, he didn't turn around when Sara passed.  
 
   Sara looked into her rear view mirror as she drove on. Behind her, tiny little Glymeer with its single street, fitted neatly into the mirror. A perfect picture postcard.  
 
   Suddenly, something in the postcard image moved. John was standing in the middle of the street, his hands on his hips, watching her. His ruddy face staring.   
 
   The Meer Valley was particularly beautiful this morning, the golden rapeseed fluorescent against the green slopes. The sun was slowly rising, swallowing up the darkness around it.  
 
   Sara opened the car windows to let in the sun, the air, the freshness of the morning.  
 
   The winding valley road forced her to drive slowly. And of course, the thought of colliding with more sheep and their disagreeable owner.  
 
   Sara fiddled with the car radio, momentarily losing sight of the road ahead. She didn't see what was coming.   
 
   Instead of sheep, a man on a horse leaped across the road from one side of the valley to the next.  
 
   Sara screamed at the sight of a ton of horse just inches from the bonnet of her car. The horse high-jumped clean across the full width of the road.   
 
   Neither the rider nor the horse appeared to notice her and continued undisturbed onto the other side.  
 
   Sara's memory returned to her. She pulled the car over and switched the engine off. The rider and his horse raced along over the hills. The sun was shining onto the rider's back. Once before, she had watched the sun on that man's back. She remembered how it had cast a long shadow as he walked away from her.  
 
   The tall, athletic body, the long back, belonged to Gillane.  
 
   Gillane the enigma.  
 
   Sara had assumed he didn't ride. On the two occasions she had gone to his house, she hadn't noticed any stables. And there was that odd remark from Mag that he only kept pigs. As pets. 
 
   The Inspector Jay had said that Gillane had the stables dismantled. That was what he was doing the day Sarah Lunn disappeared.  
 
   Sara started the engine again. She thought to herself that it didn't seem unusual for a man to be out so early riding a horse. Gillane was capable of that and much more. It would have been ironic though, if they had collided - her car against his horse. Then he would not have been able to hide the darker side to his nature. Or was that too well hidden away?  
 
   Sara prayed that Gillane had not seen her. 
 
   She slammed her foot down hard on the accelerator. If there were sheep coming, damn them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eleven.  Every twenty miles or so, Sara stopped the car to scrutinise her map. Having never driven to Wales before she was confident that she was lost. Already on the road for more than three hours and she had barely made it halfway.  
 
   Anxious and weary, she drove on for another couple of miles. At the side of the road, she saw the familiar WIMPEY sign and decided to stop for a late breakfast.  
 
   The great thing about England, she thought to herself as she entered the sterile cafeteria, had to be the full English breakfast.   
 
   Recovered from her early morning angst when all she could keep in her stomach was coffee, Sara now chose scrambled eggs, bacon and coffee from the menu.  
 
   She ate with great enthusiasm, swallowing the food without chewing.  
 
   Her breakfast consumed, she lit a cigarette. Drawing on it deeply, she scanned the other patrons. Mostly elderly ladies and children in school uniform.   
 
   Sara looked at her watch. 9.45am. The children were probably skiving from school. How things have changed, she sighed, puffing out a cloud of smoke. Once upon a time, a child would not have dared show his face in a public place when he should have been at school.  
 
   A couple of the grannies to Sara's right, smiled cheerfully at her. She may be lost but at least she was far from Glymeer. Here, people smiled.  
 
   Forgetting to smile back, Sara pulled the notepad from her bag. On every single page, the words "Sarah" and "Gillane" stood out boldly. She flipped through the pages to the end of her notes and began to write:  
 
   "Visit to Angels Rest...."  
 
   She stopped, the image of Gillane on his horse in her mind. Maybe he had reverted to keeping horses again and had built himself new stables. Perhaps someone in the village had lent him a horse. Surely out of all the scowling, suspicious villagers in Glymeer, there was one individual on good enough terms with Gillane to consider lending him a horse.   
 
   The waitress was wiping the table next to Sara. Her mind off Gillane for a second, Sara asked the waitress for another coffee.  
 
   Gillane was an experienced equestrian. He could have steered the horse across the road at a gentle trot. But no, what did he do? Command it to jump with all its strength.   
 
   The coffee arrived and Sara lit a second cigarette. She closed the notepad and put it away. The safest place for her thoughts of Gillane was in her head. Where no one could find them.  
 
   Sara drank the coffee and smoked. She imagined Gillane and Sarah Lunn out riding together for hours. Sarah would gallop away, taunting Gillane to catch her. He would. Then he would pull her off the horse and they would make love in the open field not caring who saw them.  
 
   Maybe Gillane had loved Sarah; her fresh innocence, spirited nature and boundless energy for love. Mag said she had the sweetest smile.  
 
   Sara paid for her breakfast and coffee and left the cafeteria. She was eager to resume her journey and find Sarah's mother.   
 
   Mothers know their daughters. Daughters are what mothers would have liked to be. Daughters make up for lost dreams and chances.  
 
   Sara's own mother, Henrietta, was a wise old soul. Sara hardly ever saw her these days, which she regretted.  
 
   When Sara was growing up, her mother often remarked how much they were alike.  
 
   "You're just like your mother!" seemed to be all Sara ever heard.  
 
   The remark infuriated her and in truth, hurt her deeply. She argued endlessly with her mother, shouting at the top of her lungs about why she was not like her at all.  
 
   Towards Sara's eighteenth birthday, the arguments had gotten worse. She was relieved to go off to university just to get away.  
 
   Sara had to wait until her thirtieth birthday before she was able to appreciate what her mother had been saying for all those years. But by then, the best they could do was to manage a certain complicity. Both mother and daughter accepted that they would never be close.   
 
   Men came and went in Sara's life but the only one her mother ever met was Carl. Mrs. Perrins had been deeply disappointed when Sara didn't marry Carl. Years later though, when Carl moved in to Sara's house in London, she turned a blind eye. She was careful not to ask too many questions or make any comments.   
 
   For Sara's part, she was grateful to the woman who had given birth to her - for more than she was able to express.  
 
   The signs at the approaching roundabout were in Welsh and English. There was no point going any further without asking for directions. Sara pulled off the road into a nearby petrol station. She filled up the petrol tank first.   
 
   The cashier inside was a plump, cheerful-looking Welsh girl. Sara didn't notice her right away hidden behind buckets full of fresh flowers stacked along the counter.  
 
   "Fresh from today?" Sara smiled handing the girl twenty pounds for the petrol.  
 
   "Yes Ma'am," the girl replied mistaking Sara for royalty, "I keep them inside so the fumes don't get at them."  
 
   Sara selected a bouquet of white and yellow chrysanthemums from one of the buckets.  
 
   "These look nice. How much are they?"  
 
   "Three fifty, Ma'am."  
 
   Sara gave her another five pounds.  
 
   "Do you know a place called Angels Rest?" she asked as the cashier gave her the change.  
 
   "Yes. It’s not very far. Continue straight on past the roundabout."  
 
   Sara nodded and thanked the girl warmly.  She settled back behind the wheel wondering if she had done the right thing to buy flowers. It was too late to reverse the decision. She had passed the roundabout and the petrol station.  
 
   She looked at the flowers apprehensively. She would see how her visit went before offering them to Sarah's mother. She rued her choice of flowers; in Japan, chrysanthemums were symbolic of death. Lilies or roses would have been better.  
 
   The girl at the station had said it wasn't far. Sara looked at the odometer. She had driven another twelve miles since the station. There were too many other cars going in both directions for her to attempt a three-point turn. Her best bet, she decided, would be to turn the car around as soon as she came upon a side road she could stop at.   
 
   She was getting further and further away from the petrol station and the girl who had given her the worthless directions. She was determined to go back and wring her neck.  
 
   At long last, after what seemed an eternity, she saw a small white painted sign on the side of the road. Sara slowed the car down and put her indicator on. If she didn't stop now, God only knew how far her next chance would be.  
 
   She turned the car. Angels Rest, announced the sign. She had made it!   
 
   Singing the praises of the girl at the station, Sara drove down the narrow path. Her progress was severely impeded by bramble bushes left to grow so wild they overflowed onto the path, scraping her BMW with their thorns. Unrestrained, the bramble had shaped itself into an uneven, straggly hedgerow. Its branches tangled and intertwined in all directions.  
 
   Faced with no other option, Sara manoeuvred the car as best she could from the bramble. A series of potholes presented a different type of challenge: when the car tyres weren't sinking into them, the paint on the car was being scratched and scraped by the thorns.  
 
   Shell shocked, Sara came to the end of the pathway from hell. Waiting for her was another sign: Angels Rest and an arrow pointing straight ahead.  
 
   "No more. No more, please," she groaned. 
 
   Her throat was parched from all the anxiety. It was 11.30 am. Five and a half hours since she had left Glymeer.  
 
   She overcame her exhaustion enough to take a good look at her surroundings. Dazzling green hills for as far as the eye could see. Not a fence or a brick or a sound to be seen or heard. The square white sign with Angels Rest painted in green, looked out of place. It was ironic and comical at the same time. The thought crossed Sara's mind that John Sheeley had led her to a place that didn't exist.  
 
   She drove wearily along what was not much more than a dirt track. She opened the car windows hoping to hear a bird or a voice. Not a single bird flew past. There was no robin here.   
 
   Sara began to sense that her presence here was tantamount to sacrilege. She glanced nervously at the chrysanthemums next to her: a small inadequate recompense for those whom she expected to reveal themselves. In this place. A place where one came to be alone. When there was nothing left in the world that you wanted to be part of. The only ones to find Angels Rest would be those searching for it.  
 
   The track rose steeply ahead of her. She switched gears and drove the car up and down again. On the way down, she saw a white cottage, nestling at the foot of the sloping hills. She stopped and got out of the car. She looked around her and could see nothing else. The track continued on for some distance. Like a piece of string stretched along a bright green canvas. It might go on forever.   The solitary cottage could be the home of a mad hermit.   
 
   Sara decided to drive on, to follow the track and see where it would take her.  
 
   Five hundred yards on, the track vanished into a pile of rocks. The cottage behind her had to be Angels Rest.  
 
   The prospect of having found Sarah's family filled her with trepidation. Sara turned the car around and sat staring glumly at the cottage. Her search for Sarah Lunn now seemed an immense responsibility to have taken on. Just as the track had literally vanished into a pile of rocks, going to that cottage was a point of no return. An end. An absolute. Sarah Lunn would no longer belong to her imagination but perhaps to a dreadful reality which she was not sure if she could face. To go any further, would require a leap of faith, a belief that something good would come out of it.  
 
   Sara's mouth felt dry. She began to cough. The sweat was dripping under her arms. She needed to empty her bladder. She was alone and on her own with no other resources to rely on than her diminishing determination.   
 
   She approached the cottage slowly, turning off the track and onto the grassy path leading to it.  The cottage itself was bigger than Downswold and quainter with its large wooden porch and baskets of hanging flowers. To one side, a wooden barn-like structure for storing tractors maybe.  
 
   Sara stopped the car and deliberated whether she should sound the horn or get out and knock on the door. The decision was made for her when a young man came out of the cottage and stood on the porch squinting at her. He heard the car and had come out to investigate.  
 
   Sara hesitated getting out of the car and rolled down the windows instead. She kept her hands firmly on the steering wheel and the engine running.  
 
   "Good morning!" she managed a smile at the young man who nodded back.  "I'm...I'm looking for the Lunn family. Do they live here?"  
 
   Barely twenty or twenty-one, too young to conceal his surprise, the man appeared taken aback by her question. He looked over his shoulder as if seeking confirmation that it was all right to reply. An elderly man, a great mop of silver hair on his head, sleeves rolled up, came out onto the porch. Despite being very tall, he was thin and wiry. Sara observed that he was leaning heavily on a cane.  
 
   She repeated her question.  
 
   The man cupped his hand over his ear as she spoke and yelled back:  "I'm Philip Lunn!"  
 
   The young man who had come out first, retreated into the house and an elderly woman came out. She looked remarkably like Mag, although a much slimmer version.  
 
   Sara switched off the engine and got out of the car. She walked up to the foot of the stairs leading to the porch.  
 
   "You must be Mrs. Lunn," she said smiling at the woman.   
 
   "This is private property," came the stony reply, "What do you want with us?"  
 
   From the words and their delivery, Sara could sense that this woman was both unyielding and unforgiving.  
 
   Mr. Lunn began to retreat into the house, knowing no doubt, that it was best to leave his wife to deal with the unexpected visitor.  
 
   "Please Mr. Lunn!" Sara pleaded, "Please hear me out!"  
 
   Mr. Lunn complied and stood next to his wife, facing Sara.  
 
   "Perhaps.... you could... give me some of your time. Your sister...Mag...would dearly love to see you Mrs. Lunn."  
 
   Mrs. Lunn drew her breath in sharply on hearing her sister's name.  
 
   Sara realised she had given the woman a fright.  
 
   "No. No. Nothing's wrong. She's fine. I didn't mean to frighten you so."   
 
   Mrs. Lunn regained her composure but seemed irritable and annoyed.  
 
   "Say what you want girl. I've not got time to stand around here all day."  
 
   Sara, who could not allow herself to be intimidated, found not knowing what to expect made her situation the more impossible.  
 
   "Your daughter..... Sarah... I've been doing some research..."   
 
   Mr. Lunn turned definitively, to move towards the door.  
 
   Mrs. Lunn's face had turned as white as a sheet. She remained silent, standing perfectly still where she was, her hands resting on the bright white railing.  
 
   Sara forced herself to continue.  
 
   "I don't want to upset you Mrs. Lunn but your sister Mag is convinced that something happened to your daughter. I've become involved. I don't want to upset you but why did you tell the police at the time, Inspector Jay, I mean, that Sarah had gone away?"  
 
   The words rushed out of Sara's mouth as fast as she could think of them, desperate to illicit a response.  
 
   ".....but.... everyone in Glymeer....thinks that Gillane was involved. No one knows. There. That's it. No one knows. And I just wanted to know if you knew what happened to Sarah..."  
 
   Mrs. Lunn did not respond. She stayed where she was, listening to the stranger. She remained motionless, listening to Sara's diatribe, her eyes intently fixed on the speaker.  
 
   Finally, Mrs. Lunn spoke in a low voice, her lips hardly moving:  
 
   "You are presumptuous. Now leave." she said, her thin lips curved downwards, concluding the visit.  
 
   With a last glare, she turned her back on the unwelcome stranger and walked towards the door.  
 
   Sara ran up to Mrs. Lunn and grasped her shoulder before she disappeared forever.   
 
   "Why did you say she went away? Where has she gone?"  
 
   Mrs. Lunn dislodged the hand from her shoulder, pulling herself away violently.  
 
   "Get out. Get out!" she hissed standing inside the doorway.  
 
   Sara knew it was over.  
 
   She looked at Mrs. Lunn and the two men standing by now, behind her in the doorway.  
 
   She was close. Something caught her eye. Paintings in the room from where Mr. Lunn and the young lad had just emerged. Paintings like the ones she had seen in Gillane's house.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twelve.  The journey back to Glymeer was long and arduous. Preoccupied by the day’s events and her encounter with Mrs. Lunn, Sara kept getting lost.  
 
   A small voice inside her head reminded her of the implications of what she had just done. She should leave well enough alone. Leave it alone.  
 
   Whatever had happened to Sarah Lunn almost didn't matter anymore. Sara could not help thinking that Sarah's parents and Gillane had entered into a comfortable complicity. That all three had conspired to conceal a secret.  
 
   The sight of the paintings in the Lunn's house had bowled Sara over. She remembered staggering back to the car, her hand covering her mouth. Before driving away, she had looked up towards the porch where she had confronted Mrs. Lunn. She saw the woman standing at the railing, supremely calm and composed, a glimmer of a smile on her face. Not a smile bidding a friend goodbye but a curled twinge at the corner of the lips. A distortion of a smile.  
 
   When Mrs. Lunn realised that Sara was looking at her, she had withdrawn her hands from the railing and marched into the house. There would be no respite, no second chance for the unwelcome visitor. The talking was over.  
 
   Darkness had descended on Glymeer by the time Sara arrived. John's shop was closed, bolted up, the blinds pulled down, the crates removed. Sara wondered if John would ask her where she had been going to so early in the morning. He might even already know.  
 
   Sara stopped outside the post office. Impulsively, she thought of knocking on Mag's door and telling her what had happened. But that would mean a cup of tea, which she didn't want. She needed a Scotch and a cigarette. What could Mag say anyway? She would be too busy crying. The time for talking was over. Leave it alone.  
 
   There was no sign that Gillane had checked in on her at Downswold during the day. No note on the front door. The upturned, uprooted rose bush still sat forlornly on its head. Sara lifted it up and leaned it against the stone island.  
 
   The cottage smelt dank and musty. Sara heard water dripping and went to check the taps in the bathroom and bedroom. All six taps were tightly shut.   
 
   Sara changed into her dressing gown and washed her face. She went back in to the kitchen to pour herself a drink. The Scotch was better than water, she thought, listening to the drip, drip, drip, echoing around the room.  
 
   The sound seemed to be coming from the cellar.   
 
   "It can wait," Sara muttered, lighting a cigarette.  
 
   The Scotch and cigarette soothed her nerves, releasing her from the edge. She drew up the other kitchen chair and placed her feet on it. She sat there inhaling deeply on her cigarette and sipping her drink. It was late and she should eat.  
 
   The dripping was getting louder. Sara imagined that the cellar must have been flooded with the heavy rain from the night before and the day before that. Two days of rain that had seeped under the house.  
 
   Sara put the stove on and cooked up a couple of sausages. Her diet of fried meat, breakfast, lunch and dinner time, was starting to bore her. She was missing the delis in London. The olives, pitta bread, houmous, calamari, the escargots à la bourguignonne she was so fond of treating herself to, they all belonged to a faraway place. And to her life with Carl. She comforted herself with the idea of buying all of the above and more on her return to London.  
 
   The sputtering sausages had temporarily drowned out the drip, drip, drip. They were ready now and rather than face counting the drops while she ate, Sara put on a cd. Music from the film Un Coeur en Hiver. Gentle enough to transport her away from the paucity of her meal.  
 
   Two sausages and three plums had successfully fought off her fatigue. Sara dutifully washed up the dishes and wiped the kitchen table.  
 
   Eight o'clock. She longed for a soak in the bath.  
 
   Un Coeur en Hiver was midway through. It would be a shame if it finished while she was lying in the bath.  
 
   Sara pressed STOP on the cd player cutting the music off. Just as her finger touched REPEAT, she heard it again. The damn dripping. Louder this time, sharp and dull like a gong.  
 
   Irritated by the sound and frustrated at being denied the chance to rest, Sara abandoned the cd player and went in search of the torchlight.  
 
   She had forgotten which of the kitchen drawers she had scuttled the torchlight into. She opened them all, banging each one shut. When she eventually found it, that drawer got the same treatment.  
 
   She repeated the banging and cursing as she struggled with the lock on the cellar door, her strength diminishing with each bang, kick and curse word.  
 
   "Lift it up! Jam it in! Turn the goddamn key! Turn! Open! Bloody hell!!!" she yelled, cursing the door and herself.  
 
   She wrenched the door open and stood a chair against it. She pulled on the light bulb above her head and shone the torchlight down onto the stairs.  
 
   Her breathing raspy, her chest tight, Sara's feet finally touched the floor. The tunnel of light beaming out of the torch created contorted shadows around the bric à brac strewn over the cellar floor. Her foot knocked against something. She looked down to see the empty wine bottles and kicked them away. She stood in the middle of the cellar flashing the torch around her. The drip was definitely here but she could not see where.  
 
   There was no window in the cellar for the rain to have seeped in. Sara thought of positioning herself under the kitchen sink to see if there was a leaking pipe. The pipes probably ran under the stairs, to the left. Sara walked around first to check the right hand side. Nothing. She went round to the left.   
 
   The light globe at the top of the stairs began to flicker as before and she remembered Gillane and his bloody head.  
 
   She had the torch. It could go out if it wanted.  
 
   Under the left side of the stairs, she saw two great wooden crates filled with rusty spades, hedge clippers and other forgotten objects. Hidden behind the crates, a cupboard built underneath the stairs.    
 
   Giant cobwebs had grown out from the crates and onto the cupboard, the soldier spiders keen to defend their territory from intruders. Sara bent down over the crates to take a closer look. Her face brushing against the cobwebs, she grabbed one of the crates. She managed to dislodge it from the thick layer of dust that had glued it to the floor. The other crate was lighter and she was able to squeeze herself in behind it.  
 
   There was no lock on the cupboard door. Nor was there a keyhole. Two small holes, Sara deduced, were the traces of a handle that had been removed. The door fell flush against the supporting frame of the cupboard, making it impossible to open. Sara rummaged through the crates and found a loose blade from a saw. It was narrow enough to poke along the edge of the cupboard door. The blade slipped in. Sara pushed on it hard and prised the door open. It gave way with a loud squeak.  
 
   Sara held her breath as the door swung towards her, tearing the cobwebs apart, its inhabitants clinging on for dear life.  
 
   There were two objects in the four-foot deep hidden cupboard. A wooden chest and a leather harness of some sort.   
 
   Sara was on her knees, pointing the torch onto the chest, watching the light move along it. Her lungs seemed to ache when she breathed. Summoning up her courage finally, she inched her way towards the chest. She ran her fingers along the ornately carved ivory handle.  
 
   She knew instinctively that the chest belonged to Gillane's secret world. So secret that it would never adorn his home. It would never be put on display amongst the other magnificent pieces she had seen. Instead, it sat here protected by an inept army of spiders.  
 
   Sara's search had led her right into the cellar at Downswold. Every day under her feet, there it lay. Gillane was no master of deception to be discovered so easily. No. He was the Prince of Conceit.  
 
   The dinner at his house, the flowers, the lunch in Goldarn, all done for his personal amusement. Playing with her, she amused him.  
 
   Sara returned her attention to the chest. She latched onto the ivory handle with both hands. It broke apart into three even pieces. Sara looked down incredulously at the pieces of ivory split apart by her thoughtlessness. She felt remorse at destroying such a beautiful thing.  
 
   But it was too late. She felt for the blade that had helped her so far. She slid the blade under the lid moving it slowly around the four sides. Placing her hands on either end of the lid, she heaved open the treasure box.  
 
   The contents looked unremarkable at first glance: an easel and a worn leather suitcase. Sara carefully lifted out the easel. Then the suitcase. It was unlocked, the clasp too rusted with age to secure its contents any more.  
 
   Folded neatly inside was a white cotton lace dress.   
 
   Making a mental note of how the dress had been folded and tucked carefully over the other contents in the suitcase, Sara nervously unfolded the dress. Long, flowing sleeves, a blue satin ribbon tied at the waist. A pretty dress with a certain medieval character.   
 
   Sara recognised the lace as Spanish lace, cut and drawn delicately into patterns of intertwined flowers. A string of flowers had been sewn around the neck, the wrists and at the base of the skirt.  
 
   Judging by the length of the dress, the owner had been tall. And svelte.  
 
   To Sara's chagrin, the dress ravaged by time, could never be worn again. Moths had gnawed through the fine lace flowers and the cotton had yellowed with age.  
 
   In the suitcase under the dress, Sara found a pair of silk shoes. The soles untarnished, smooth, unworn. Size 39. Fabriqué en France.   
 
   The other secret in the suitcase was a bundle, wrapped in parchment paper and tied loosely with string. Sara untied the single bow and the parchment fell open.   
 
   Sketches, fifteen in all, traced out in pencil of a dark haired man, tall. In other sketches, the same man, kissing a woman or holding her in a tender embrace. In these sketches, the woman's face was concealed, lost in masses of red hair that the artist had coloured in separately. None of the sketches was signed.  
 
   The man, the aquiline nose, the build, the dark eyes. Gillane.   
 
   The woman had to be Sarah. Artist and muse.  
 
   Sara stacked the sketches together on her lap and began looking at them again, one by one.  
 
   Mysterious, she thought, that these, most treasured possessions, had been locked away under a staircase.  
 
   All else that she found in the suitcase were bits of drawing lead and pencils. She returned the contents of the suitcase, wrapping the sketches as she had found them and folding the dress. She put the suitcase back at the bottom of the chest and laid the wooden easel on top.  
 
   Holding the lid with both hands, she closed the chest and arranged the broken ivory handle in the centre.  
 
   Sara looked at the harness briefly, wondering why it had been committed to this crypt under the stairs.  
 
   She gave one last glance at the chest and closed the cupboard door, pushing the wooden crates back into their original position.   
 
   Sara felt a draught on her back as she climbed up the staircase. She remembered the maddening drip she had come down to investigate. It had stopped. Wherever it was.  
 
   ******************  
 
   The dreaded encounter occurred the next day.  
 
   Sara was sitting outside on the bench, sipping her morning coffee. The dress, the suitcase, the sketches, the hidden cupboard, vivid in her mind, signified the end.  
 
   The robin had not visited her again that morning. He had gone forever. So should she. Downswold, the cottage, her so-called "holiday" filled her with loathing. She would return to London and civilisation. To people who didn't scowl because they didn't see you in the first place, to faceless cashiers in super-sized supermarkets. To her home.  
 
   She would just arrive and announce to the Maestro that her holiday was over. It was great but now its over. A whole month was too long. She needed to work, get back into the swing of things. The Maestro needed her.   
 
   Sara sat up. There he was. Gillane walking towards her.  
 
   She watched the man who had consumed her.   
 
   His head covered over in a floppy straw hat, Sara could not see his face. Holding a wooden cane, Gillane was walking along the narrow pathway to the cottage. Every five paces or so, he bent down to knock something real or imaginary, off his shoes, with the cane.   
 
   Sara sat waiting for him. He didn't raise his head to see her until he was within a few yards of the bench. He pulled off his hat and waved to her.  
 
   Once he had reached the bench, Sara stood up to greet him.   
 
   She had not seen him for only two days but he appeared to have aged at least another ten years. Weakened. His unshaved face drawn and sallow.  
 
   He neither smiled nor made any attempt to greet her. Instead he merely held out an envelope towards her.  
 
   "This came for you this morning. All mail is delivered to my house." 
 
   He uttered the words wearily and spoke very slowly in a droning monotone. 
 
   Alarmed by the sight of him, Sara thought of asking what was wrong. As one human being to another. The thought perished quickly as she remembered her decision to leave, to abandon her holiday.  
 
   She attempted a weak smile of gratitude and accepted the envelope.  
 
   "Thank you for bringing it over," she whispered  
 
   The handwriting scrawled across the envelope was easy to recognise. The capital and common letters mixed jaggedly together to form words that descended to the bottom right hand corner of the envelope. The Maestro had responded to her letter.  
 
   "Please have a seat while I read it," she said looking at Gillane who by now, was leaning on the cane. "It’s from my boss. It may be important. Can I bring you a coffee?"   
 
   It was the least she could do, offer him a cup of coffee. Let it be over once she has handed him the keys. Once he has had his coffee.  
 
   "I'll get it, Sara. You read your letter."  
 
   She remembered the cellar and the chest. She couldn't allow Gillane to be on his own in the cottage, to notice the displaced spiders.  
 
   She began to walk determinedly towards the cottage.  
 
   "Please. I insist." she said, not waiting for a response.  
 
   Gillane did not object and sat down on the bench.  
 
   Sara came out of the cottage holding two mugs of strong, black coffee to find Gillane contemplating the disenfranchised rose bush.  
 
   He gave her a look of admonishment as he accepted the mug of coffee.  
 
   "When did this happen?" he asked, his voice hoarse.   
 
   "During the last thunderstorm. I'm sorry. I...I..was unsure...what to do...if...it would....survive if I replanted it," she finished the sentence, breathless and annoyed at her silly stuttering.  
 
   Gillane bent down and lifted the rose bush onto the island.  
 
   "I'll do it now while you read your letter. I'll come back later and cut the stems back."  
 
   "Don't you need a spade?"  
 
   More confident now that he wasn't looking directly at her and anxious to keep him out of the cellar, Sara thought she might redeem herself by offering to help.  
 
   Gillane looked up at Sara briefly, his hands covered in dirt.  
 
   "No. I'll do it with my hands. I'll just cover the roots over for now. Maybe you can give it some water for me later?"  
 
   Sara nodded at him, relieved. She returned to the bench and opened the Maestro's letter.   
 
   Handicapped by his drunken, psychotic handwriting, The Maestro had written only a few words on the back of a London postcard:  
 
   "Can you get here by Thursday 4th. Concert in NY. Agent on my back. M."  
 
   Sara understood the Morse-like code. The upcoming concert in New York had sold out months ago. The American Press was pushing the Maestro's agent for interviews. The agent was pushing the Maestro to commit to as many as possible and in advance.  
 
   The concert was weeks away. The future was not something the Maestro was adept at planning. Neither did he like interviews with toothy, bubbling Americans, first thing in the morning.  
 
   The agent was a tenacious bastard. Sara had got what she wanted. Soon, Sarah Lunn, Glymeer and Gillane, would be relegated to the farthest corner of her memory.  
 
   Gillane had finished his task. He was walking back towards the bench.  
 
   Sara stared at him. She wanted to memorise the nose, the way he walked, the tall, thin silhouette that he cast as the sun shone over him. That she would know this man if she ever saw him on a crowded London street.  
 
   Would he remember her?  
 
   Sara could not look at Gillane as he stood next to the bench, the mug of cold coffee at his lips. All the energy she had spent rationalising the disappearance of Sarah Lunn, her relentless pursuit, the hopelessness of it all. She had rationalised herself into a senseless black hole where Gillane was a villain.  
 
   In the nick of time, the Maestro had delivered her, her freedom. The rational thing to do, would be to go, grab the chance with both hands.   
 
   But go to what?   
 
   Gillane looked at her. Silent. The cane at his feet.  
 
   She should be glad to leave. She was being irrational. But she understood that she was leaving one grief for another. Sarah's parents, Mag, Gillane, she was exactly like them in her misery. Locked into a lifetime of grief. And solitude.  
 
   Gillane. She sat there transfixed. She saw only the man. A man without a past that had ruined his life.  
 
   Finally, she spoke, hampered by a great big lump in her throat.  
 
   "I must...leave. If that's...all........ right with...you."  
 
   She searched his face. At best, a sign that he was disappointed. At worst...  
 
   Gillane sat down next to her, the empty mug between them.  
 
   Sara held the Maestro's postcard, lamely in her hands.  
 
   "The person I work for needs me back by Thursday." she said, closing her eyes, "I should leave on Wednesday… Wednesday.... sometime."   
 
   Her voice trailed off into a whisper, the lump swelling in her throat.   
 
   She bent over, her elbows on her knees, her head in her hands.  She felt Gillane move closer. He put his arm around her and drew her up towards him.  
 
   Sara did not resist. Her eyes still closed, she lay her head on Gillane's shoulder. He clasped her hand tightly in his.  
 
   They sat there holding hands, not willing to speak, not moving, like two halves of a giant clam.  
 
   Sara moved first. To wipe the tears which were streaming down her face.  
 
   Gillane tightened his arm around her.  
 
   "Be still. Be still," he whispered, stroking her hair. "Let it go, Sara."  
 
   Sara squirmed in his grip, pushing him away.  
 
   "No! No!"  
 
   She couldn't.  
 
   "I can't do this!"    
 
   She did. In spite of herself.  
 
   She drew his lips down to hers. He held them there, as one would kiss a child goodnight. It was his turn to push her away.  
 
   He separated his lips from hers. His dark eyes boring into hers, he removed his arms from around her.   
 
   Then those arms captured her once more, swallowing her whole, into his world.  
 
   They spent their last few days together. Gillane helped Sara move her things into his house and they locked up Downswold.  
 
   Gillane made love as if his entire soul should leave his body and enter Sara's. She yearned for him, she longed for him, to touch her over and over again.  
 
   They left the house only to stretch their aching bodies, taking long walks around the farm, over the hills. In a field of flowers, they would make love again.  
 
   They seldom spoke. They never mentioned Sarah.   
 
   Gillane introduced Sara to his friendly, snorting pigs. He showed her where they rolled about during the day and where they spent the night, in their pen. There were no stables. And no horses.  
 
   Their last day together was spent in blissful excess. Satiated. Guillaume and Sara. Sara and Guillaume. As only lovers know. Unrestrained. Gluttons for each other.  
 
   But Sara could see the silvery thread of happiness linking them, diminishing by the hour. Ephemeral and soon to be gone.  
 
   The next day, they loaded her car together. They embraced until their arms fell asleep. Gillane let her go.  
 
   "I have something for you."  
 
   He went into the house, leaving her to look at him walk away.  
 
   He came back. A large painting under his arm. He leaned it against the car for her to admire.   
 
   Flowers in a field. Thousands of them. Like the field where he had held her, kissed her. Loved her.  
 
   Not one of the abstract paintings which she had seen on every square inch in his house.   
 
   Even now, could he not separate himself from his past?  
 
   She accepted the painting. And kissed Guillaume Gillane goodbye.
 
    
 
   


PART TWOChapter Thirteen.  
 
   London. Grey and wet.  
 
   The fine weather in Glymeer had not accompanied her home.  
 
   Sara drove along Putney Bridge, crossing the Thames, then onto Fulham Palace Road.   
 
   She had taken the longest route through London she could think off, deliberately losing her way, misreading the signs. Eventually, she surrendered and chose the right one.  
 
   Here she was.  She unloaded the contents of her journey outside the house: travel bag, cd player etc. And the painting. She went off in search of a parking space and found one, a minute's walk away.  
 
   The house was empty. Carl had not returned, unexpectedly from his trip. Sara set the painting down in the hallway. Later, she would think of a suitable place to hang it.   
 
   Her housekeeper had come in earlier that day and piled the post neatly near the door. She was good like that. Reliable, trustworthy.  
 
   Sara stood looking at the painting for a few minutes. Its muted colours dreamy, surreal. She would hang it there, above the hallway table.  
 
   She could not reconcile herself to being back. Unsure.   
 
   ******************  
 
   The Maestro descended on Sara at noon the next day. A disadvantage that came with the job; he lived ten houses down the same street.  
 
   The doorbell was going off its head. Sara let it ring. She had spent the morning thinking of how to change the way things were. She had made her decisions by the time the Maestro arrived.  
 
   Sara opened the door.  The Maestro flounced in, something of an air of an aging rock star about him.  
 
   "Praise the Lord! Hallelu--eee---ahhh! Man, Sara! You're back!" he screamed, kissing Sara on both cheeks. "Man, you've got to get that bastard off my back. Day and night, night and day. A fucking tick up my arse...."  
 
   The Maestro walked off towards the kitchen and helped himself to a chair. Sara followed him thinking to herself what an unintegrated twat he was.  
 
   "Thanks for asking if I had a nice holiday." she commented sarcastically.  
 
   "Sure you did, babe. You got any coffee? I need a coffee..."  
 
   Sara prepared the limpid, watery variety he preferred. Like smoking half a cigarette, the Maestro thought that weak coffee was not as bad for him.  
 
   "Right." began the Maestro, lighting a cigarette, "I ain't doing any fucking interviews. Rolling Stone, man I want to be in Rolling Stone. That's fucking it!"  
 
   Sitting across the kitchen table, Sara looked at the Maestro. She resisted an urge to throw him out on his "fucking arse" and interrupted him instead.   
 
   "We've got to talk," she said.  
 
   The Maestro stubbed out his cigarette and lit another.  
 
   "Sure we've got to talk! You've got to get that shit off my back!"  
 
   Sara interrupted him again.  
 
   "I mean, things have got to change."  
 
   The Maestro looked at her, his face screwed up.  
 
   "What are you talking about?"  
 
   "You're rich. Spread it around. I don't want to work like before. Things have to change. I'll give you eight hours a day but nine to five only. No more trips abroad either. I'll work from here, from London. You can hire somebody else to do the foreign gigs."  
 
   The Maestro jumped off his chair.  
 
   "What did you do? Get fucked by a fucking alien?!!!!"   
 
   "Look! Sit down! Listen to me, will you? I've given you enough years of working my tits off. I'm changing. I want something else."  
 
   Sara got up and poured the Maestro another coffee.  
 
   He in turn, sat looking at her, dumbfounded by what he had just heard.  
 
   "What does Madam propose to do?" he asked finally, mimicking a posh accent, "Get fired, perhaps?"  
 
   "Fire me if you want. But it’s do-able, what I'm suggesting." Sara replied, unwavering in her decision.  
 
   The Maestro relented but not without first criticising Sara angrily about the timing of her decision.  
 
   Sara listened to him rage on. She was surprised when she heard the Maestro make a philosophical remark.  
 
   "Nobody has a life in this business. The business IS your fucking life."   
 
   The Maestro conceded to all of Sara's demands and surprised her yet again, by announcing that her salary would remain the same.  
 
   "You're a babe," he concluded, putting his arm around her, "I don't mind having you around."  
 
   *******************  
 
   Five days later, Sara made another decision. Number Two.  
 
   She came home from work to find Carl had returned from his travels. He had dropped his suitcase and briefcase in the hallway, blocking the door.  
 
   Admittedly, it was only five o'clock. Carl would not have been expecting her home so early. But this had happened before. As usual, Carl had not considered that the suitcase, lying where it was, prevented anyone from opening the Goddamn door. Forced to ring the bell, Sara waited on the doorstep, fuming.  
 
   Carl opened the door, a can of beer in one hand.  
 
   "Hello, there," he said, kissing her on the mouth.  
 
   Sara kissed him back reluctantly.   
 
   "When did you get back?" she asked, brushing past him into the hallway. 
 
   She glanced up at the painting which greeted her at the end of each day.  
 
   "Just then. The plane landed at 2.45. Hey! Did you forget something at home?"  
 
   "No. Actually I don't work late anymore. Nine to five only. Let's say, the Maestro and I have a little agreement."  
 
   Carl looked at her grinning.  "I don't believe you," he laughed mockingly. "Quick! Tell me how you did it! Workers around the world, unite! Sara's found a way to get us all out the door by five o'clock!"  
 
   "Just say no," Sara responded, quietly, unable to look Carl in the face. 
 
   She slid off her jacket and hung it on the wall behind him. She hadn't finished saying what she wanted.  
 
   "You say no, Carl. That's all."  
 
   Carl gave her a curious look and walked off saying he was going to take a nap.   
 
   Sara went upstairs to her room for a soak in the bath.  
 
   A few minutes later, Carl knocked on the bathroom door and poked his head inside.  
 
   "Sara? Can I treat you to dinner tonight? I'll just shut my eyes for a couple of hours. Seven thirty sound OK?"  
 
   Sara nodded and closed her eyes.  
 
   At seven thirty-five, they were sitting in a taxi on their way to Knightsbridge. Sara was wearing a fuchsia-coloured evening gown. Carl was in suit and tie.  
 
   Sara had gone to great lengths to look glamorous and beautiful. She had pinned her hair up, leaving a few strands loose around her face. Diamond earrings and a glistening solitaire on her right hand.  
 
   Her efforts had not gone unnoticed.  
 
   "You look fabulous, Sara," Carl whispered into her ear, as the taxi turned onto Sloane Street.   
 
   Carl had chosen Chez Georges, a very expensive, not less than two hundred pounds per person, French restaurant.  
 
   The last time they had been there was over a year ago. When Carl had just moved in.  
 
   Inside, they were welcomed warmly by the very pretty maître d'. She checked their reservation and led them to a secluded table for two.  
 
   Sara knew already what she wanted. In every French restaurant. Escargots à la bourguignonne. Carl chose the foie gras.  
 
   Carl suggested a bottle of Chateauneuf du Pape. Sara did not dissuade him. Knowing Carl as she did, this meal qualified as a business expense.  
 
   "So, Sara. What about this holiday of yours?" Carl asked, his index finger navigating the rim of his glass of gin and tonic.  
 
   "Just what I was thinking. The food was awful! Fried everything. I'm going to be a happy woman once those snails arrive."  
 
   "God knows how you can eat those things."   
 
   "Well foie gras is not exactly p.c. They force feed the geese after all."  
 
   "Enough. Let's talk about your holiday. What did you get up to? Where did you go, by the way?"  
 
   "To Glymeer. A small, lonely place. There wasn't much to do, besides take rambling walks and sleep. I rented a cottage. I found it in the Times."  
 
   "Oh, yeah? How much did that set you back?"  
 
   "A thousand pounds well spent." Sara replied mechanically, although there were other thoughts going through her mind.  
 
   Sara was thinking to herself: I had an affair, Carl. No not an affair. I met a man and he made love to me like you never have.   
 
   "I never thought of you that way. You seem more like a shopping-holiday-in-Milan-type of woman."  
 
   "Shopping doesn't really turn me on, Carl. You should know that after all this time."   
 
   More preoccupied with the seared foie gras that had been placed before him, Carl did not reply.  
 
   They ate their first course in silence. Sara relished every morsel of the twelve snails awash in melted butter.   
 
   Carl leant back in his chair, a satisfied smile on his lips.  
 
   "Perfect. Only the French, I am afraid, know how to cook."  
 
   It was the one thing they shared. A love of French food. Sara wracked her brain for others.  
 
   The meal would not last forever. She had made a decision. It was time to communicate it to Carl.  
 
   Carl was handsome. Carl was successful. But these things hadn't mattered to his ex-wife, Deborah. She had let him go. Without a fight.  
 
   The divorce papers filed, Carl was almost a free man.  
 
   Sara thought of all the years she had known Carl. Twenty. He was like a worn, cosy cushion, one she would miss if it were gone. Familiar.    
 
   An era in a life. They had memories, built together, over twenty years.  
 
   That was not entirely true. For fifteen of those years, Carl had been married to another woman.  
 
   A year ago, when he had landed on Sara's doorstep, Carl had not spoken of undying love. Of love lost and regained. You don't regain love. You either love or you don't. He didn't love her twenty years ago. And he didn't now.  
 
   Carl was smiling at her, waving his arm across the table.  
 
   "Haven't you noticed your paupiettes de veau? They're getting cold."  
 
   Sara landed with a crash, back into the present.  
 
   "Er.. I'd forgotten. What are you having?"  
 
   "Osso Buco. Italian rather than French but I thought I'd join you in the veal department."  
 
   Classic Carl. Matter of fact.  
 
   "Carl?"   
 
   "Hmmm?"  
 
   "Are we going anywhere?"  
 
   "Do you mean after the meal? I don't know Sara, I've been flying all day...."  
 
   "As a couple." 
 
   There. It faltered and wavered but it came out.  
 
   Carl put down his knife and fork.  
 
   "Where did that come from?" 
 
   He looked stunned, his voice agitated.  
 
   Sara continued eating her food, conscious that a full blown confrontation was on the way and that she should stay calm.  
 
   "We've known each other for a long time," she continued. "I've been wondering lately, where I stand."  
 
   "Does it matter?" came the brusque reply, "We live in the same house, don't we?"  
 
   "Yes but we're not together. You're never around..."   
 
   "And neither are you, Sara. If I remember correctly...." 
 
   Carl stopped to sample the second bottle of wine that a waiter had brought to the table. He waved the waiter away impatiently and poured the wine himself.  
 
   "Sara, Sara," he resumed, after a mouthful of the new bottle, "What do you want? The ink on my divorce isn't even dry..."  
 
   "I think what I want is for you to go. It’s an old cliché really, but you and I don't want the same thing."  
 
   She spoke to the old friend that he was. In a relaxed, non-accusatory way.   
 
   It was Carl instead who became incensed.   
 
   "If you mean, do I want babies and the whole routine? No. Been there, done that."  
 
   "Carl, there is no need to talk like that. Can we be civilised about this and just go our separate ways?"  
 
   Carl nodded, pushing his plate away. He signalled to the waiter to bring the bill.   
 
   ***********************  
 
   The next day, Carl moved out to a real hotel. His parting words were the standard, "Let's have lunch sometime, OK?" as he piled the last suitcase into the hallway.  
 
   Sara forced a smile. He was not, after all, the enemy.   
 
   Carl gave her a hug and disappeared along with four suitcases and a briefcase, into a waiting taxi.  
 
   Sara shut the door firmly as the taxi drove away. An era had ended.  
 
   She rang her housekeeper to ask if she would mind terribly coming in to do a bit of belated spring-cleaning. Always glad to help, the housekeeper agreed to work the extra day.  
 
   Sara stuck a note on the fridge, telling her to begin with Carl's room. Scrub it from top to bottom.  
 
   She went back upstairs and folded the dress she had worn to dinner. It was going straight to the dry cleaners. On her way out, Sara looked through the room where Carl had stayed.  
 
   "What a pity," she thought, "that we don't get what we want. And what we want, we can't have."
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Fourteen.  The house felt no different after Carl had left. Sara sometimes regretted that he had gone too easily; in not putting up a fight, he had made it plain that she was dispensable.   
 
   But she soon grew weary of the very notion of Carl and the space he had occupied in her life. For too long.  
 
   To stretch the days, Sara developed a social life. Anathema to her in the past when it was either the Maestro, work or an ill-fated love affair, Sara now found herself wanting to know people. Talk to them. Be around them. Share an interest in something.  
 
   She joined the Art Society and began attending their monthly lectures, which were followed by cocktails. Through her membership at the Society, she formed a loose network of faces and acquaintances.   
 
   The Society members were an eclectic bunch, mostly professionals and aspiring artists, keen to be recognised by their peers. At every meeting, there were different faces and some of the same. Sara accepted their invitations to tag along on weekend visits to galleries/museums or to meet up after work for drinks.  
 
   She owed her sudden interest in art to Gillane. Being around beautiful works of art made her feel that he was still a part of her life.  
 
   She admired the painting he had given her but confessed it was not a masterpiece. Yet it was beautiful for its meaning and the spirit in which it had been given.  
 
   Sara never stopped thinking of Gillane. Although the memory of him on its own was enough to sustain her, she was dismayed that he had neither called nor written since her return from Glymeer.  
 
   Given the new direction she had chosen in her life, she decided not to dwell on it. There was much to do. She bought more plants for the house and nurtured the surviving ones back to health.   
 
   Next, she thought of rearranging the furniture, to accommodate her new social circle. One of her Art Society friends suggested Feng Shui. A consultant came around and educated her on the potential benefits: remove bad energy and all will flow smoothly in her life.    
 
   Several hundred pounds later in Feng Shui fees, Sara agreed to only a few of the proposed changes. Hang mirrors, yes. Position flowers throughout the house, yes. Always put the toilet seat down, which she already did.  
 
   The good vibes flowing, Sara threw her house open and began entertaining her forgotten and new-found friends. Sunday lunch with her old pals, Jane Fillowbright and Fiona McCartney, who came round with husbands, Tim and Philip, was a great success. Up to the point where all four kept repeating how well Sara had done for herself. Although the comment resonated loudly in her ears, Sara felt genuinely pleased to be reunited with them again. After years of indifference. She even forgave them the indiscretion of suggesting that she must be involved with a married man, to be able to "afford such an extravagant lifestyle".  
 
   Sunday lunch aside, there were the Friday night dinners which she hosted. On these occasions, she would invite six or seven members of the Art Society to dine at her house, each of whom in turn, reciprocated and invited her to theirs.   
 
   In spite of spending her days juggling the Maestro and every other spare minute on the speeding circuit of dinners and cocktails, Sara still found time to wonder. About Gillane.   
 
   Evenings alone were the worst. Late at night, when London is voiceless. She would pull a chair into the hallway and look at the painting. For a sign that Gillane might be thinking of her. An hour or two would pass as she drew herself beyond.  
 
   It had all been a dream. Surreal. Macabre.   Glorious. Sacred. Profane.   
 
   She fantasised about seeing him again. Her desire for him had not changed.  But she chose not to do anything about it.  
 
   The vision of a woman with red hair in a long white dress and Gillane's enduring silence, compelled her to wait.  
 
   He would know by now of her attempts to expose him as a murderer. He would not come to her.  
 
   Sara consoled herself that she would not be the one to forever be haunted by the memory of Sarah Lunn.   
 
   ***************************  
 
   Sara met a young lawyer at the Art Society whose face beamed into a great smile as he shook her hand. She agreed to dine with him. Although she found his incessant chattering and desire to impress her somewhat nauseating, she felt appreciative of his efforts and his bright smile.  
 
   Frequently, they would dine together. Once or twice per week, where Sara would listen to David describe every last detail of the latest case he was working on.   
 
   Sara enjoyed these one-sided conversations even though, they revolved entirely around his work. She accepted David's friendship; it filled up a space and helped her pass the time.  
 
   The Ali Baba Restaurant became a favourite haunt. They often met up at eight or eight thirty, on David's way home from the office.  
 
   David had just finished his cumin-spiked lentil soup and Sara her plate of houmous bi tahini. With twenty minutes to spare before the next course, David resumed the description of his day spent in court. Sara poured herself another glass of wine and listened.   
 
   "So, what I'm trying to prove is that the company is registered on paper but it doesn't exist. I mean, they say that the company has assets and is a trading company. I say that the accounts are fudged, any old accountant, devious enough, could whip up false accounts. They maintain that is not so. It is so difficult to get a conviction for money- laundering. That's what the company is used for, it's a transit point to shift money. Where to? And how much? Both are impossible to prove. Somebody on the inside has to crack and spill the beans, otherwise, I think I'm going to lose this case. I tell you Sara, given half the chance, I'm going into mergers and acquisitions. Big deals, big money. All this hopeless stuff takes up too much time. And what for? Its like trying to prove a man is a murderer, without a body. No evidence. The judge is going to throw this case out......"  
 
   Sara choked on the olive she had just popped in her mouth.  
 
   "What did you say?"  
 
   "The judge is going to throw this case out. I'm cooked....."    
 
   "No, you just said something else. About a murderer..."  
 
   David looked at her, reflecting on his words. There had been so many.  
 
   "Oh the murderer bit! That was an analogy I used to describe the mess I'm in..."  
 
   "David! I know it was an analogy but what is a murderer without a body, all about?"  
 
   "Well there have been a couple of cases that I can think of. One in the last century and one in the 1960s. Ummmm. Let me see. The one in the sixties was two West Indians, can't remember their names, convicted of murder, jailed for life. Never found the body. Apparently, they fed it to the pigs. Very nasty stuff. Let's not talk about it..."  
 
   Sara couldn't believe her ears. Something snapped inside of her. The silvery thread that bound her to Gillane.  
 
   "Of course! Of course! She loved him, damn it!" she exclaimed, pounding the table with her fists.   
 
   "Sara! Goodness gracious me! What are you on about?"  
 
   Her face as white as a sheet, Sara looked blankly at her companion.  
 
   "You wouldn't believe any of it. Let's finish quickly. I must get home."  
 
   From his expression, Sara sensed that she had hurt David's sensitive nature. He assumed that she wanted to get away from him, as quickly as possible. She put it right by explaining, if only partly, the reason for her outburst.  
 
   "Sorry. I just thought of something. It has nothing to do with you. I assure you."  
 
   She smiled reassuringly at him. Content to accept her explanation, David continued the description of his latest courtroom drama.  
 
   *********************  
 
   It was too late of course. There are some things in life that we are desperate to forget and others that we are destined to remember.  
 
   The conversation over dinner brought Gillane back.   Sara spent the night trawling the Internet for information about the case David had spoken of. She found details of the famous case on the website of a Trinidadian newspaper. Trinidad, a country Sara had never heard of. The newspaper had posted its top stories over the last twenty-five years under the listing BACK IN THE OLD DAYS.  
 
   Sara clicked the mouse and travelled back to the good old days.  The case had been big news in Trinidad which, she learned was where the murderers were from.  Lawyers for the State had been jubilant with the verdict. Life imprisonment. The convicted men maintained their innocence.  
 
   Corpus delicti. The substance of the offence proven as an intent to harm.  
 
   The Inspector Jay may have suspected Gillane but could not prove his intent to harm.  
 
   Sara logged off the Internet and switched off her computer. She dialled the French, Spanish and Italian international telephone operators. Something in Gillane's history had led him to commit a crime. She must find out what it was. None of the operators could find a listing to match the strange name. In Italy, the nearest they could find was Giullani. In France, Gitane. In Spain, nothing came close.  
 
   Sara hung up the phone. She knew she was wasting her time. Gillane had lived at Old Henley's farm for over twenty years. Sarah Lunn had spent her entire life within walking distance of that farm.  
 
   But where had Gillane acquired the money to purchase the farm?  
 
   "Leave it alone. Damn it, leave it alone!" Sara repeated going downstairs to find a cigarette.  
 
   She had reneged on the oath she had taken that day in Glymeer. The day she had decided to leave and abandon her holiday. And then Gillane had come down the pathway and everything changed.  
 
   Those last days spent with him now seemed totally irrational. A huge folly.   But they had also been the most wonderful days of her life. Half of her wanted to be condemned forever for the sake of those few precious moments. And the other half, to forget.   
 
   The terrible possibility that someone who she had been drawn to, whose hands had touched every inch of her body, that those same hands had taken a life.  
 
   "Each man kills the thing he loves..."  
 
   Gillane was capable of love. And by the same token, of murder.  
 
   **************************  
 
   Christmas was three and a half weeks away. Sara was busy preparing for the Maestro's annual jaunt to Switzerland where he would spend the holidays and be gone for six weeks.   
 
   When the Maestro was away on pleasure, not business, there was very little for Sara to do. The rest of the world had learned from experience not to even bother to try and reach the Maestro between mid December and January 31st. Sara sent everyone that mattered the dates of the Maestro's vacation along with the usual MERRY CHRISTMAS & A HAPPY NEW YEAR.  
 
   With the Maestro soon to be missing in action, Sara decided she would go back to Wales over Christmas. And this time, she would not go alone.  
 
   The man and his shadow are one. Instead of focussing on Gillane, where she had failed, she would turn her attention to another.  
 
   Sarah Lunn's memory had been kept alive by Mag. And by the two people who would not speak her name. Gillane and Sarah's mother.  
 
   "If my name is on someone's lips, I am still alive."  
 
   One day, those words should engrave Sarah's tombstone.  
 
   Sara called one of the Maestro's lawyers. Michael Twickenham had managed the Maestro's property portfolio for years. He was well placed to dig for information without arousing suspicion.   
 
   "Hullo, Sara. How can I help you?"  
 
   "Michael, we've got our eye on the most beautiful property in Wales. Angels Rest. Can you check it out? See if we can buy it? This is an ASAP job. The Maestro leaves in just under two weeks. Plus it’s Christmas. Sorry about the timing. I know I'm pushing hard..."  
 
   The scent of a large fee was too strong an incentive for Michael to refuse. He agreed to get on the phone to his associates in Wales, right away.  
 
   "Give me a week, Sara. Max. I'll be in touch."  
 
   Sara hung up the phone, pleased at having found such a willing accomplice.  A hunch had inspired her to ring Michael. Sarah's parents could not have bought Angels Rest outright. The farms in Glymeer were too small and remote to command a high price. When John had bought theirs, it could not have been worth very much. Perhaps they were caretakers on Angels Rest and it belonged to someone else.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Fifteen.  With one week left before the Maestro beamed himself off to Switzerland, Sara was frantic with worry. There were all sorts of silly things to see to, in order for the Maestro to extract himself albeit, temporarily from London.  
 
   Stressed and irritated, she had just got off the phone with David. She had cancelled their dinner that night, complaining to him that she was in a bad mood and would be rotten company.  
 
   The phone rang again as soon as she put it down. Madame Colvin, the Maestro's housekeeper at the Swiss chalet, was desperate for Sara to come over "ahead of time."  
 
   Sara reassured her that she would fly over in a couple of days. She resumed the series of calls she was forced to make every single year at the same time.  
 
   She rang the traiteur near Gstaad. Don't forget to deliver 250 grams of pâté de campagne, flavoured with armagnac, not cognac, daily. Next, the boulangerie for a daily delivery of pain de campagne, baguette, pain complet and pain de mie. And the croissants, must, must, must arrive warm from the oven. Then onto the flowers. Lots of them, large bouquets to be replaced every two days.  
 
   Two hours later, Sara was still on the phone. This time to Frédéric in Bordeaux who was responsible for shipping a colossal amount of grog over to Gstaad. French reds only, champagne, cognac and every other imaginable alcohol. Gallons of it. Frédéric assured her that as per the usual, the shipment was all on consignment. Sara insisted on this to save a few pounds. Why she bothered, she didn't know. She calculated that the six weeks holiday cost over one hundred thousand pounds. Neither did the Maestro eat 250 grams of pâté de campagne every day. He just wanted it there. Like the bread and the flowers.  
 
   What the Maestro actually did in the chalet no one would dare say. But judging from the desperate phone calls she normally received from Madame Colvin, just having the Maestro around was a hell-raising nightmare.  
 
   Sara understood a thing or two about that. The last couple of days before the Maestro left, were to put it mildly, insufferable. Forced to make numerous trips to purchase a new skiing outfit or thicker socks or whole boxes of chewing gum, Sara began to contemplate murder.   
 
   At last, the moment came when the Maestro could find nothing else for her to do. All that was left to be done was for him to get on the Goddamn plane.  
 
   Sara rushed to the airport to catch a flight for Geneva.   
 
   "Bastard!" she thought, boarding the plane. "I told him I wasn't working late or doing overseas trips."  
 
   Madame Colvin was waiting anxiously for her on the doorstep as the taxi drew up alongside the sprawling chalet. A chauffeur then drove them both on, to visit each of the shopkeepers whom Sara paid in advance. Madame Colvin babbled on incessantly about how she hoped everything would be to the Maestro's liking. She hoped.  
 
   The two women returned to the chalet which Sara looked over. She praised the housekeeper warmly as she completed her tour. The supply of alcohol had been delivered. Sara took a copy of the inventory and left the original with Madame Colvin, instructing her to do a final count of what was left after six weeks.  
 
   Afterwards, the two women dined together quickly in the kitchen before Sara caught a late plane home.  
 
   She arrived back in London at midnight. Exhausted, she climbed into bed and fell asleep straight away.  
 
   She woke up at ten o'clock the next morning, cursing as she opened her eyes at the late hour.  
 
   Within half an hour, she was in the office and cheered by the sight of an A4 envelope addressed to her from Michael Twickenham.  
 
   The Maestro surfaced at noon and promptly threw a temper tantrum. Sara ignored him, reminding him that his flight was in three hours and he should get a move on. She accompanied him to Heathrow Airport and checked his bags in while the bodyguards fought off a swarm of lissom nymphs.  
 
   The bodyguards were accompanying the Maestro to Gstaad and should keep him out of trouble. They hustled the Maestro on to the waiting plane with seconds to spare.  
 
   Relieved to see the back of him, Sara instructed the chauffeur to drive her home.  
 
   ********************  
 
   Michael Twickenham began his letter to Sara, by apologising profusely for the delay in sending her the coveted information about Angels Rest. The letter went on to explain in detail, the history of ownership of the property.   
 
   Angels Rest, as the 2000 hectares were known, had been passed from the Guillani family to the Welsh Council in 1978. Certain conditions were to apply. No part of the 2000 hectares could be subdivided or sold. The cottage, also known as Angels Rest, could not be demolished or removed. The family had provided a trust fund to be administered by their lawyers, for the ongoing maintenance of the building. A caretaker would reside in the cottage and be paid a monthly stipend of one hundred pounds sterling. No other edifice was to be erected on the land. The terms of the bequeathal applied for fifty years until the year 2028. On expiry, complete ownership would revert to the Council whereupon, none of the above terms and conditions would apply. Until then Angels Rest would remain a "place of peace."  
 
   A place of peace. Sara was struck by the wording. It was as if the place were to be preserved, albeit for only fifty years, as a shrine.  
 
   Michael ended his letter by stating the obvious:  "The property cannot be sold."  
 
   Sara examined a copy of the deed attached to the letter. Roberto and Sylvia Guillani of V. Milano, 50047 Prato, Florence, Italy and Les Mireilles, Chemin de Suzon, Pessac, Bordeaux 33000, France.  
 
   "Gee-llany? G-wee-lany?" Sara said aloud, rolling the name over her tongue.  
 
   Gillane had told her vaguely that his name was the anglicised version of the Italian. It could well be that Roberto and Sylvia Guillani were his parents. But that did not explain how Sarah Lunn's family had come to be living at Angels Rest.  
 
   Sara reread the deed several times. The two addresses, one in France and one in Italy, intrigued her. If these were Gillane's parents, then he had told the truth about living in three countries: France, Italy and England.  
 
   Sara telephoned the French and Italian operators. There was no corresponding number under Guillani at either address.  
 
   Without a telephone number, she would be forced to go personally to both places. Instead of going to Wales.   
 
   She now knew that Sarah's parents were living legitimately at Angels Rest as the resident caretakers. If indeed, Roberto and Sylvia Guillani were Gillane's parents, then, she decided, she would go to Wales. Any connection between Gillane and the Guillanis would re-enforce her suspicion. That Gillane and the Lunns had conspired to conceal a secret.  
 
   Sara rang the travel agent who handled the Maestro's itinerant happenings. A flight to Bordeaux was possible. One to Florence was out of the question. It was Christmas, after all. Sara would have to decide quickly, the flight for Bordeaux, left in four hours.   
 
   The decision made for her, Sara asked the travel agent to proceed and to get a confirmed reservation at the nearest hotel to Bordeaux Airport. The travel agent hung up, promising to ring her back in half an hour.  
 
   Exactly half an hour later, the phone rang. Sara's bags were packed and ready to go. The Sofitel Hotel had just one room available and the agent had taken the liberty of passing on her credit card details to confirm the booking. Sara cringed at the thought of her unlimited American Express card number falling into the wrong hands.  
 
   As she waited for the minicab, Sara checked her bag for the deed and the notes she had taken in Glymeer. She had not looked at them since her return but thought it might be useful to take them along.  
 
   The doorbell rang. She went to tell the minicab driver to wait for a few minutes. She wanted to call her mother. She was not due to see her mother until New Year’s Day, which was still ten days away. But at least her mother should know where she was going.  
 
   "Hello darling! Will we be seeing you over Christmas?"   
 
   "No, Mother. I'm leaving for Bordeaux. On my way out the door actually. Write this down Mother. Hotel Sofitel, Bordeaux Airport. You can find the number later from the operator...."  
 
   "Yes, dear but what's in Bordeaux?" Henrietta interrupted.  
 
   "Just a last minute decision. Look I must go. Have a nice Christmas."  
 
   "Sara....dear..."  
 
   Sara did not wait for Henrietta to finish. She hung up the phone before a stream of regrets and recriminations sounded in her ear. Henrietta did not approve of her daughter abandoning Christmas dinner, despite the fact that it would not be the first time.  
 
   Sara adjusted her watch one hour ahead as the plane touched down in Bordeaux. Summoning a taxi outside the airport, she felt faintly nostalgic. The last time she had been in Bordeaux was with Carl.  
 
   To celebrate her 21st birthday, they had planned a cycling trip around Aquitaine. Young and idealistic. A long time ago. Experience had taught her otherwise. She had paid her debt to her youth.  
 
   Reminiscing about Carl had cost her fifty francs in a taxi ride that would have taken five minutes to walk. She had forgotten that she was staying in a hotel at the Airport.  
 
   Sara checked in at the reception desk. A perfectly coiffed receptionist greeted her.  
 
   "Bienvenue Meez or Madame Perrins?"  
 
   "Sara Perrins." Sara replied, a tad sarcastically.  
 
   "Thank you. Meez Perrins, how long...may I....you will be staying with us?"  
 
   "Maybe a couple of days. Maybe more. Can I let you know later?"  
 
   The receptionist shook her head disapprovingly.  
 
   "Ah Meez Perreens, Chreezmas, Noël, is a Bordeaux spécialité. Dinde aux marrons, huîtres, vacherin. You should try them. Stay for the veille de Noël..."   
 
   Sara could not stop herself from smiling. In true French fashion, the receptionist was waxing on about food.  
 
   "Please, that's enough," she interrupted, smiling, "I know all about French food. It’s the best in the world. Is my room ready?"  
 
   "Of course. Of course." replied the receptionist, her lips in a Bardot-esque pout as she turned the large leather-bound register for Sara to sign.  
 
   "Perhaps you can help me with something." Sara pulled the deed out of her bag and pointed to the address. "Is it far, Pessac?"  
 
   "Pessac is next to Bordeaux. How do you say...a banlieue?"  
 
   Sara guessed she meant "suburb".  
 
   "Will a taxi be available to take me there tomorrow, say, ten o'clock?"  
 
   "Yes. Yes. There are always taxis outside. There will be one for you," replied the receptionist waving to a porter, whom she instructed to show "Mademoiselle" to her room.   
 
   The following morning, Sara ordered breakfast from room service. She picked her way through the brioche, croissants, jam and hot chocolate, which had been expedited swiftly to her room. Again, she was thinking of Carl and how together, they had made a big joke about the French idea of breakfast.  
 
   At ten sharp, she was in the lobby, handing in her key. A different receptionist from the one the night before greeted her, gushing "Merry Chreezmas" exuberantly.  
 
   Sara climbed into the taxi, announcing to the driver that she was not prepared to be ripped off and could he please give her an estimate of how much the ride to Pessac would cost.  
 
   A hundred francs lighter, Sara was deposited outside "Les Mireilles." She got out of the taxi and ordered the driver to wait while she found out if she was in the right place.  
 
   True enough, the sign said this was "Les Mireilles" but what she saw was not the grand residence she had expected. Sara hesitated before going any further then decided she might as well take her chances. She walked back to the taxi and told the driver to leave.   
 
   Sara pushed open the wrought iron pedestrian gate. From what she could see, "Les Mireilles" was not a single residence but rather a series of apartments built around a main courtyard. Confronted by twenty doors to choose from, Sara began knocking on each one. The only one to answer was number twenty-two.  
 
   A harmless-looking, diminutive elderly woman answered the door.  
 
   "Oui?" she asked, her blue eyes twinkling.  
 
   "Excusez-moi Madame. I'm looking for the Guillani family."  
 
   Sara struggled in her rudimentary French, well aware that she sounded like an idiot. She kicked herself for not having asked the taxi driver to stay.  
 
   Her French and her accent needed no introduction. The woman smiled gaily and banged on the door.  
 
   "Maîté! Maîté! Come and see! An English!"   
 
   She grabbed Sara by the arm, ensuring that she stayed where she was. Another elderly woman emerged from the doorway.  
 
   "An English," said the first one triumphantly, still holding on to Sara's arm tightly. Both women looked Sara up and down, smiling cheerfully.  
 
   Sara repeated her question nervously.  The women appeared surprised, looked at each other, then back at Sara.  
 
   "Come in. Come and have some coffee."  
 
   Four arms instead of two pulled Sara into a tiny room. They led her to a wooden dining table, too grand for such a small space, and made her sit down.  
 
   Dominique, the woman who had opened the door, went off to make the coffee. The other, Maîté, sat next to Sara, the lines on her face, stretched into a wide smile.  
 
   Sara smelled the coffee making its way from the kitchen. Dominique arrived at the table, three cups of the fresh brew and a plate of almond macaroons on a plastic tray.   
 
   Sara opened the conversation by thanking the women for offering her coffee. They were very, very kind to do so.  
 
   Maîté spoke first, asking Sara who she was and how she knew the Guillani family.  
 
   "I'm....an old friend...my parents met them once on holiday..."  
 
   "Ah but they don't live here anymore. They used to live in the house but the house was torn down ten years ago. To build these apartments for old people like us."   
 
   "Can you tell me where they've gone?" Sara asked biting into a crisp macaroon.  
 
   "They died," Dominique replied, somewhat impatiently, "ten years ago. That's why the house was pulled down. It was sold to a private contractor who built these."  
 
   Maîté went on to explain that both husband and wife had died within three months of each other. She had known them for many years; the Guillanis used to own the charcuterie (pork shop) in the village.   
 
   "And children? Did they have any children?" 
 
   Sara looked at both women, an innocent expression on her face.  
 
   Dominique patted her chest loudly and Maîté let out a weak groan.  
 
   "Oooh là là! A son, a terrible son!" Maîté lamented, her coffee quivering in her hands, "Didn't you know that they had a son?"  
 
   "No. I can't remember…" Sara replied weakly, "What was his name again?"  
 
   "Guillaume! Guillaume!" Maîté exclaimed vociferously, her blue eyes flashing at Sara, "What a tragic story. The mother and father died without seeing their son."  
 
   Too stunned by the thought, Maîté looked at Dominique imploringly.   
 
   "No one knows what happened," continued Dominique, "One day they had a son, the next, pouf! they never spoke of him again. After a while, everyone understood, not to mention his name around them. It made them sad to even hear his name."   
 
   "Did he...live here, Guillaume, with his parents?"  
 
   "Not for many years before they died."  
 
   "But he would have sold this house. Surely he inherited it?"  
 
   "He didn't even come to his own mother's funeral! Can you imagine!"  
 
   "Do you know of any family that still lives in Bordeaux?"  
 
   "The Guillanis were from Italy. They had no family in France."  
 
   Sara's cup was empty. She needed to find out more. An hour had passed and she was intruding. Asking too many questions, which neither woman had answers for.  
 
   She thanked them for their time and assured them that they had alleviated a great burden from her mind. Dominique and Maîté kissed her warmly on both cheeks. Sara asked them for directions as they accompanied her into the courtyard.  
 
   "How do I get to the village centre, to find a taxi?"   
 
   Maîté smiled and took Sara's hand in hers.  
 
   "Straight ahead. If you get lost, you would have ignored how simple it is, to follow a straight line."   
 
   

 
   

Chapter Sixteen.  "Bonjour, Madame."  
 
   Sara had returned to the Sofitel and was standing at the reception desk. Unwilling to linger any longer in Bordeaux, she stared at the receptionist blankly.  
 
   "Please call the airport. I wish to return to London on the next available flight."  
 
   "Your ticket Madame?"  
 
   Sara fumbled with the clasp on her bag and searched for the ticket. It had slipped between the pages of her notepad.  
 
   "Er..here it is. I'll wait over there." she said pointing to a sofa in the lobby.  
 
   Sara sat down and lit a cigarette.  
 
   "There is something about Frenchmen," she mused, watching the hotel guests pass through the lobby, "that distracts."  
 
   And she needed the distraction.    
 
   So Gillane had grown up in France, the only child of artisans. He had been estranged from his parents long before they died. And when they died, he did not attend their funerals.  
 
   What could have happened that was so fetid, evil, wrong, to disunite the bonds of blood?  
 
   Son of no one. Deep sorrow and heartache.  
 
   "Madame?"  
 
   The receptionist was looking down at Sara, ticket in hand.  
 
   "Yes?" Sara replied, abstracting herself from her thoughts.  
 
   "You are confirmed, Madame, on the flight at 16.00 hours."  
 
   "Thank you. Please prepare my bill." 
 
   Sara checked her watch. One o'clock. 
 
   "What time is your check out?"  
 
   "13.00 hours except Saturday, when it is 12.00 hours."   
 
   "That works out well, doesn't it? I'll clear my room immediately."  
 
   "Oui, oui Madame." acknowledged the receptionist, scurrying off without further ado.  
 
   Sara went up to her room. She repacked the few items she had removed from her travel bag. Toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup. She returned to the reception and paid her bill. That transaction completed, there was nothing left for her in Bordeaux.  
 
   ********************  
 
   London 5.45pm. Bordeaux 6.45pm. Sara adjusted her watch as the taxi slowed down near her house.  
 
   "There! That one. Number 34."  
 
   The taxi stopped.  
 
   "Thirty seven pounds Madam."  
 
   Sara gave the driver forty.  
 
   "Keep the change. Merry Christmas."   
 
   She piled out of the taxi and looked at her house. A couple came out from the house next door, arm-in-arm and smiled at her. Sara realised that she didn't know any of her neighbours, their names or what they looked like.  Embarrassed, she hurried in to number 34.  
 
   There were three messages on the answer phone. David had called the night before, wondering where she was. Madame Colvin had left two messages, a few minutes apart, earlier that morning.  
 
   The anxiety in Madame Colvin's voice was evident. Sara rang her back immediately.  
 
   Madame Colvin answered her private line in the kitchen of the chalet.  
 
   "Oh, Miss Perrins! Thank goodness you've called!"  
 
   "What is wrong Madame Colvin? What was so urgent?"  
 
   "Two of the maids walked out this morning. There are all sorts of people coming through this house. The Chef cannot keep up. My resources...I cannot cope..." 
 
   Madame Colvin ended this last sentence wailing into the receiver.   
 
   "Come now, Madame Colvin. You'll have to make do. I'm in London. Bring in other maids. The Maestro will not be there forever. He is your employer and mine, sadly: we depend on him for a living. As they say, it goes with the job."  
 
   Madame Colvin breathed a long sigh, resigned to the wisdom of Sara's words.  
 
   "I suppose you are right. Merry Christmas, Miss Perrins."  
 
   Sara hung up the phone feeling guilty at the abrupt manner with which she had spoken to Madame Colvin. However, in all honesty, she had no sympathy for the woman. Six weeks of the Maestro was very little to compare to the other forty-six weeks which were left for Sara to endure. An example of which was the Maestro's insufferable behaviour prior to his leaving on holiday. Sara's antipathy towards him then had been aggravated by his seeming indifference to the mayhem he created.  
 
   Since opening her front door, Sara had not moved from the hallway. She decided to banish all thoughts of the Maestro, bad and good, from her mind. She removed her heavy winter coat and hung it on the coat rack. Bending down to pull off her boots, she noticed a small white envelope lying near the door.   
 
   "Bless his heart," she smiled, thinking of the postman who always managed to deliver the post on Christmas Eve.  
 
   She stacked her boots along the wall and picked up the envelope. The narrow letters, crushed upright, in dead centre, was instantly familiar to her. She scrutinised the franked stamp. Goldarn 23.12. Yesterday. Just yesterday, this envelope had been in his hands.  
 
   The longing, the fright, the knowing, the desire, scuttled her head.  Her chest tightened, she leant against the dark oak cabinet in the hallway, the special delivery burning through her hands.  
 
   "Why after all this time?" she heard herself ask.  
 
   The phone started to ring. Sara looked at it in disbelief. It wouldn't stop. She yanked the receiver.  
 
   "Hello? Hello?"   
 
   "Hello stranger. Merry Christmas!" came the cheerful, happy voice.  
 
   "Hello?" Sara panted, a thousand miles of running behind her. "Hello?"  
 
   "Sara! It’s David! Are you all right?"  
 
   "David, I'm fine. I've been away. Tired and all that..."  
 
   "Been away? Well, why not tell me all about it over dinner? Shall I pick you up at seven?"  
 
   David waited for her to reply. 
 
   Sara smelled the envelope and pressed it against her cheek.  
 
   "Yes, of course." she mumbled but in her head, all she could think of was Gillane. 
 
   Yes I would go to the ends of the earth with you. Yes I love you. But who are you?  
 
   "See you then. Bye!" 
 
   The friendly voice signed off. The receiver fell back into place.  
 
   Sara walked into the living room, clutching the envelope. She poured herself a scotch, lit a cigarette and sat down.   
 
   Why, at last, had he remembered her?  
 
   Curious to see what would emerge and equally terrified that the long, winding road to Gillane was perilous, Sara opened the envelope. It yielded a card, folded in two, a black and white sketch of the single street in Glymeer, on the cover.  
 
   Inside, the words drained into the stark white of the paper. And there were only a few words.  
 
   "My thoughts are with you at this time. Guillaume."  
 
   A single, barren, remorseless sentence. A long awaited message that would have been more appropriate on a condolence card. No Merry Christmas, no wishes for health and prosperity in the New Year. Presumably, Gillane was practising telepathy by sending "thoughts." "At this time." Whenever that was.  
 
   Sara threw the card onto the coffee table in front of her and leaned back in her chair.  
 
   Self-sustaining Gillane. In need of no one. Selfish at worst, spiritual at best.   
 
   Had she been wiser, she could forgive. Had she been younger, she could forget.  
 
   Gillane's usage of the English language was judicious, economical. The man was neither a poet, nor a consummate romantic. The brevity of the message, its unambiguous meaning were loudest of all, like the thundering silence that had followed her back to London.  Nothing left to be interpreted, no flushed, red cheeks.  
 
   Gillane could have written "A rose is a rose because it flowers," signed his name underneath and it would have meant the same thing.  
 
   Why bother to send it at all?  
 
   Sara emptied her glass. 6.30. That left her thirty minutes to shower and put something nice on for David.  
 
   ***************  
 
   The following spring, Sara and David were seated on a plane, on their way to Florence.  
 
   A week earlier, David had treated her to dinner. He had produced the two return tickets just as the waiter popped the cork of their second bottle of champagne.  
 
   "What are those?" Sara asked, her mouth full of chocolate mousse.  
 
   "Florence." grinned David, pleased with himself, "You positively, absolutely cannot refuse Florence in the Spring, Sara. She is calling your name. Can you get away?"  
 
   David had grown on Sara like a cheeky, stray dog that chews its way into the house and refuses to leave. She felt genuinely fond of him and was grateful for his faithful companionship. It was he who arranged all their outings together - visits to museums, restaurants, the Saturday afternoons trawling the flea markets and antique shops. She was not surprised, therefore, to see the tickets on the table. She suspected that David was in love with her but would never say so, unless he could be sure she felt the same way.  
 
   Waiting for her answer, David's dessert had melted into a puddle.  
 
   Sara looked at him and laughed.   
 
   "You'll have to drink that now! I'm sure the Maestro will let me go. I haven't been to Florence before..." she lied.  
 
   David's face lit up again.  
 
   "Brilliant, Sara. Brilliant."  
 
   *************  
 
   Florence was beautiful. Blessed with a mild spring, refined cuisine, fruity wines and ancient history, Sara congratulated David on his choice.  
 
   "David, it’s all so wonderful! Thank you."  
 
   David blushed and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
   "Florence of the Medicis."  
 
   "What did you say, David?"  
 
   "I don't know. I just read that somewhere. Oh look! Here in this brochure..."  
 
   He dragged Sara off on yet another sightseeing tour.    
 
   Like an excited child, David pulled Sara by the hand, stopping every five seconds to gape: 
 
   "Isn't that beautiful! Have you ever seen anything like it!"  
 
   There were endless rounds of photo taking, practically every time they breathed. The funniest of them all, Sara thought, was David holding a live crab on his head in a fish market. Other opportunities for more photos included eating pots of zabaglione, slurping zuppa di pesce and drinking plain old cappuccino. And then there were the monuments...  
 
   By the fourth day, Sara was well and truly exhausted. She went to bed early, leaving David to dine on his own. The next morning, she feigned a throbbing headache and begged off an all-day coach tour. David left her reluctantly, promising to be back for dinner.  
 
   David gone for at least eight hours would provide some respite for her weary head.  
 
   Sara went down to the lobby to find the concierge. She showed him the address of Gillane's parents on the deed and asked him how far it was.   
 
   "I'm not sure Signora. Let me get the map and check for you."  
 
   Sara had not forgotten Gillane. The silence and the strange Christmas card. It had been exactly one year since she had set foot in Glymeer. Looking back over the past twelve months, it seemed very little had changed. Her life had not really improved in any way. Sure, she was working at a less hectic pace and she had acquired a social circle. The Art Society, David. But to judge honestly, none meant very much to her.  
 
   Sarah Lunn, vanished and forgotten, still represented something in her life that Sara could not come to terms with, lay her hands upon, touch, hold and say: "Yes! This is it!"  
 
   She had accepted the holiday with the lawyer because he was persistently bright-eyed and a necessary diversion from her own state of being. What she did not want to face, he happily steered her away from. He asked no questions, he made no demands. To him, she was the magnificent butterfly whom he would forever behold. In awe and with grace. Afraid to compromise the privilege he had to gaze upon it.   
 
   All this was why she was drawn to the one thing she could never fully comprehend. The lost soul whose life, she believed was joined to hers.  
 
   The concierge returned holding a map.  
 
   "I'm sorry Signora for the long wait. It’s not far, maybe fifteen minutes by car."  
 
   "Is there any way we can get the telephone number for that address?"  
 
   The concierge arched his eyebrows, surprised by the question.  
 
   "Signora, without a name, I cannot find a number."  
 
   "I'm sorry. I don't speak Italian. I didn't want to go there and not be able to understand what they're saying...." Sara replied sheepishly.  
 
   "If you wish Signora, I can accompany you there. In half an hour?"  
 
   "Thank you, thank you. That's very kind of you."  
 
   To pass the time, Sara thumbed through a rack full of brochures and leaflets near the Concierge's  desk. Wine- tasting galore. A tour of the Emilia-Romagna region to see and taste Lambrusco. A visit to Latium, just south of Rome to experience Frascati. Umbria, famous for the dry and abbocato wines of Orcieto. Dozens of tours to choose from.  
 
   Next, it was the famous museums and galleries in Florence. Sara waded through a handful. Until she saw the name Guillani.  
 
   "An abstract colourful theme runs throughout his works. This Italian painter, well known in his hometown, is worth-seeing. A novice collector will do well to visit this exhibition...."  
 
   Sara turned the leaflet over. A photo of a man with dark hair and dark eyes. Gillane.  
 
   She felt a hand on her shoulder.  
 
   "Signora? Shall we go?"   
 
   Sara looked at the concierge in astonishment.  
 
   "Later! Later, perhaps. First, I must go here!" she pointed to the photo and dashed past the concierge out into the Florentine sunshine.   
 
   The Galleria Darias was already open to visitors, a thin line of whom was advancing quickly through the main entrance. Sara waited her turn patiently, facing a photo, too large to ignore, of the exhibiting artist. Today was the second day of the exhibition. She had just missed meeting the artist himself.  She paid for her ticket and passed through to see the fruits of his labour.  
 
   She recognised the paintings that had adorned Gillane's house in Glymeer. The thin sleight of hand as the colours splashed against the canvas. It was him. It was all him. And he was here. Perhaps even observing her.  
 
   One particular tableau, a portrait, caught her eye. A woman, her face hidden, tall, with vibrant red hair. Holding a harness. Wearing a white dress.  
 
   Sara covered her mouth with her hands.  
 
   "Sara. Sara."   
 
   She turned to face the voice. Gillane stood smiling at her, his arm stretched out towards her.   
 
   "Guillaume?" she said choking.  
 
   Each captivated by the sight of the other, neither could speak.   
 
   Gillane spoke first.  
 
   "Yes, it’s me," he said. "You've discovered my secret."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seventeen.  The man standing before her was beautiful.  
 
   A sharp pain pierced Sara’s stomach and rippled throughout every cell, every inch of her body.  
 
   Was he flawed?  
 
   He was dark. His eyes flashed at her, a torchlight to her soul.   
 
   Faith, love, glory, beauty, peace, earth, wind, fire and grace.  
 
   Avenger.  
 
   "Secret? What secret?" Sara babbled, her arms crossed against her chest as if it was an effort to stay standing.  
 
   "Painting. I'm a painter."  
 
   "I...I'm on holiday." Sara babbled on, unable to think, "Getting....some space. Thank you.....for the Christmas card..."  
 
   Gillane's outstretched arm had come to rest on her back.   
 
   "There, there, Sara. You're welcome. Shall we have a coffee? It’s that time of day."  
 
   Sara followed him underground, into the bowels of the museum.   
 
   The words would not come.   
 
   In fluent Italian, Gillane ordered two espressos.  
 
   "Were you....always....a painter?"  Sara saw an expression of surprise pass across Gillane's face.  
 
   He paid for the coffee. The coins rattled on the small table as he counted them for the waitress.  
 
   "Gracia," he smiled at the waitress who gazed at him expectantly.  
 
   "Yes, Sara. I've been painting for many years," he said, matter of factly. "Every now and then I exhibit, here in Florence."  
 
   "I..I didn't know you were a painter." 
 
   Her eyes riveted on the table, Sara sipped her coffee.   
 
   "I always have been."  
 
   Gillane was looking intently at her. Thinking without speaking.  
 
   He got up abruptly.  
 
   "I must leave you now."  
 
   Sara sprang to her feet.  
 
   "Wait! We haven't seen each other for twelve months. Surely we can find something to talk about!"   
 
   Gillane bent down and kissed her on both cheeks. He slid his arm around her waist and held it there, looking down at her. He moved towards the staircase. Sara followed him out into the warm sunshine of a Florentine spring.  
 
   Side by side, they strolled along the timeless, narrow streets. Gillane clasped his hands behind his back, pensive and silent. At a loss for words, Sara wanted desperately to speak. What could she say without sounding like a schoolgirl? Didn't their time together, mean anything to him? Why did he send a card if he didn't care? And, by the way, was he a murderer?   
 
   God! God! There is nothing to say! Leave it alone! Sara! Sara! A lifetime and sadness are waiting for you! It’s what you want. You don't know anything different. You've never known anything else.  
 
   Sara stopped walking. They had reached her hotel.  
 
   She clasped Gillane's hand. In the lobby, the elevator, the corridor leading to her room.  Gillane opened the door.  
 
   In a language that belonged to them, they loved. Gillane did not speak. Sara dared not speak. Inside of him. This was who she was.  
 
   The sheets drenched, they lay there, holding, caressing, touching.   
 
   Sara filled a glass with water. An oasis in a desert. Her thirst quenched, she offered the glass to Gillane. He preferred to do without.  
 
   He pulled her towards him and kissed her. She was his oasis.  
 
   "I should go," he murmured, his lips against hers. "Back to the gallery before they close."   
 
   He pushed the sheet away and sat on the edge of the bed, his back facing her. Sara found his watch and handed it to him.  
 
   "Five o'clock," he said putting it on, "Five o'clock, Sara."  
 
   Sara lay her head on the pillow watching him dress. The shirt, the socks, the jacket, the trousers.  
 
   "I'm leaving for France in the morning. How long will you be in Florence?"  
 
   He was standing at the window, looking out onto the street.  
 
   "Until Sunday," she replied.  
 
   Sara sat up and slipped on her dressing gown. The gods had granted her wish. Now there was nothing left to comprehend, analyse or question.  
 
   Gillane embraced her, his lips lingering on her neck, her eyes, her mouth. He stroked her hair and then he was gone.  
 
   ******************   
 
   David returned from his day trip to find Sara still in her room. His gentle knock on the door had gone unanswered. He opened it anyway to steal a glimpse of the sleeping beauty. Instead he saw her standing at the window. He regretted not having his camera. A ray of sunlight glimmered against her white dressing gown. Her head bowed, her hands resting on the windowsill.   
 
   In the single ray of sunlight, he saw a crystal drop. And another. She was crying.  
 
   "Sara. Sara," he whispered.  
 
   His intrusion went unheard.  
 
   She pressed her face against the glass. She was seeing something down below in the street. She drew her hand up to her hair and down again, punching it violently against the windowsill. Her fist clenched, she screamed. A muffled deathly wail. The sound a mother would make hearing that her child had died. Or a wife, her husband.  
 
   David retreated from the room, closing the door quietly behind him.   
 
   An hour later and fresh from a soak in the bath, David knocked on Sara's door. He heard her walk across the bare wooden floor.  
 
   She opened the door, wearing a beautiful cotton dress, her hair swept up, her face cut with a smile.  
 
   "I thought it was you," she said pulling him into the room. "Tell me all about your trip."  
 
   The ray of sunlight had disappeared, as too, had any trace of what he had witnessed.  
 
   "Sara," he stammered. "You're so much better..."  
 
   She seemed taken aback by his observation.  
 
   "I'm fine, it was just a bad headache. Come on, let’s eat. I'm starving!"  
 
   **********************  
 
   On September 23rd, at 4.00 pm at a registrar in Greenwich, Sara and David were married. A sumptuous reception followed at Imeldi's.  
 
   They had chosen the date carefully in order to ensure that everyone could attend. Jane, Fiona, Tim, Philip and the children came. David's colleagues from his Law Chambers arrived, nicely bronzed from their holidays in Barbados, Florida and other far-flung destinations. Sara's parents, David's parents, brothers and sister, the Maestro and the Maestro's flavour of the month, friends from the Art Society.  
 
   The dinner and dancing continued late into the night.  
 
   Before the wedding, Sara and David had reached an agreement. He would move into her five bedroomed house. Sara had sensed that David was disappointed. He accused her of shunning his house because it was not in a smart enough area. In the end, Sara convinced him that because her house was the bigger of the two, it would be foolhardy to downgrade to something smaller.  
 
   They returned from their two-week honeymoon in Australia that had included four days camping in the outback. Sara had hated every minute of the swarming bush flies and the lack of a flushing toilet. David, on the other hand, had revelled in what he called "roughing it." He thoroughly enjoyed eating out of a can and going without a bath for the four days. His bright smile never faded, even when Sara complained loudly of "four days spent in hell."  
 
   Back in London, Sara could not shake her irritability. David decided to rent his house, which annoyed her. She castigated him for expecting their marriage not to work. When he moved in to her house, he brought very few things with him, mostly law books. She complained that there was nowhere to put them. David preferred to eat out every night and showed no interest when she suggested they stay in and cook a meal together.  
 
   Whereas Sara got home at 5.00 pm, David worked late. He would ring around 7.30 to say where they should meet for dinner or to let her know he had already grabbed something to eat and was on his way home. The lull in the cycle of restaurant dinners was achieved by force. Sara stubbornly refused to go anywhere during the weekend which involved eating. David obliged by watching her prepare dinner.  
 
   Sara's loyalty to the Maestro was also beginning to wane. She was disturbed by his talk of moving to Switzerland permanently and becoming a tax exile. She got worried when she found letters from his accountant and lawyer outlining the best way for him to transfer his assets and reduce his tax liability in Britain, in preparation for his "relocation." When she confronted him, he replied that she would probably be too busy soon with babies to want to work anymore.  
 
   Astounded, Sara had learned that she was not indispensable.  
 
   The days were growing short and dark. It was nearing Christmas, she had been married for almost four months and yet, she felt as if she had nothing to celebrate.  
 
   On December 24th, it arrived. A small, white envelope with the familiar writing. She had waited for it patiently. For nine months. Forever. A year ago, she had felt the same paper between her hands...  
 
   "Sara? Anything for me?"  
 
   David was coming down the stairs behind her. She slipped the envelope into her dressing gown pocket.  
 
   "Yes, darling. Here." She handed him the bundle of post.   
 
   David took her into his arms and kissed her tenderly.  
 
   "Happy Christmas, darling."  
 
   "It’s not Christmas yet, silly. Only Christmas Eve."  
 
   She could feel his thigh crushing her envelope and longed to push him away.  
 
   "Every day is Christmas Day with you, Sara."  
 
   David hugged her again and held up the bundle of letters.  
 
   "Shall we read these together over breakfast?"  
 
   Sara followed her husband into the kitchen. She was desperate to see the contents of the envelope but David needed her attention. He had brought home the smoked salmon and organic eggs the night before, for "their first Christmas Eve breakfast."  
 
   She looked at David busy extracting the butter and cream from the fridge, his blond hair all ruffled. Sara liked him best like this, calm and unrushed, preoccupied with something other than work. Sometimes he was perfect.   
 
   David was rummaging noisily under the stove, looking for a saucepan.  
 
   "I'll do that, darling," Sara intervened. "Why don't you make the juice?"  
 
   "Rightee-O," David replied enthusiastically, reaching for a large knife.  
 
   She heard him slice the oranges and pass them through the juicer. Sara dropped a knob of butter into the pot and watched it melt slowly. She was grateful for the "whirrrh" of the juicer which eliminated any chance of talking.  
 
   The newspaper fell through the front door with a thud and she went to retrieve it.  
 
   In the hallway, she examined the envelope once more. She pressed it against her cheek.  
 
   "David should never see this," she whispered, placing the envelope in her handbag for safekeeping and until she could read it in peace.  
 
   The "whirrh" in the kitchen had stopped.  
 
   "Sara! Your butter's burning!"   
 
   For now, Gillane would have to wait.  
 
   ******************  
 
   Later that morning, they caught a bus for Oxford Street. Sara had not thought of buying David a Christmas present until he had handed her a small box exquisitely wrapped in turquoise coloured paper, tied with a silver ribbon.   
 
   "Now, you mustn’t open it until tomorrow morning darling. It’s with all my love."  
 
   Sara was embarrassed that she did not have one to give him in return. It was always going to be like this, him initiating, her reciprocating.  
 
   The double-decker bus ride provided a bird’s eye view of the traffic ahead. Sara thought of the robin at Downswold, his friendly little face.  
 
   "I think we should get off here and walk the rest of the way," David announced. "Sara, did you hear me? This bus is not going anywhere."  
 
   They were stuck in Knightsbridge, opposite Harrods.   
 
   "Tell you what, let’s clean out the food hall!" David shouted as he jumped off the bus.  
 
   An hour and a half later, David decided that they had just about everything they needed. Two bags in either hand, a total of eight carrier bags stuffed with food.  
 
   Arms weighed down by the bulging bags, they groaned in unison as they attempted to walk a few steps forward.  
 
   "I can't see myself getting too far with this lot," said David, his face wrinkled up disparagingly.  
 
   "Nor with all these people," replied Sara. "Is there anything else we need?"  
 
   David shook his head.  
 
   It was the cue Sara was hoping for. On her own, away from the house.  
 
   "Why don't you take a taxi home?" she suggested. "I've still got some shopping to do. I won't be long, a couple of hours."   
 
   "It’s for the best." David concurred, setting the bags down on the pavement. He reached for Sara's handbag. "I need your keys. I've left mine at home."  
 
   "Quick! There's a taxi!" Sara ran off across the street forcing David to cancel his search for the keys.
 
   Overloaded with all eight bags, David struggled to join her at the waiting taxi.  
 
   "Sorry, darling. It was empty. I had to get it for you. Here are the keys."  
 
   Sara handed him the keys before disappearing into the crowd of Christmas shoppers.  
 
   She caught the 107 bus to Oxford Street. Marks & Spencer, Debenhams, Selfridges, garlanded with decorations. Selfridges. She jumped off the bus and made her way inside, down to the cafe where she remembered, they served wine.  
 
   The cafe was full to overflowing. The familiar scent of cigarettes and alcohol. Foreigners, tourists, young and old, wedged between the day's shopping. Sara was lucky to get a minuscule table straddling the emergency exit.  
 
   She lit a cigarette waiting for her wine to arrive. She propped the envelope against the pepper mill and stared at it. Postmarked the 23.12. Goldarn.  
 
   "Can I get you anything else?"  
 
   She waved the waitress away and took a sip of the wine.   
 
   The butter knife slid under the flap. Inside a card and a separate sheet of paper. On the front of the card, a drawing of a stone cottage, covered in snow. Nine months of silence.  
 
   "Dearest Sara, While we live, let us live. Yours, Guillaume."  
 
   Sara unfolded the sheet of paper. It was a programme from the exhibition in Florence. A listing of the paintings, numbered one to twenty two. At the bottom of the page, Gillane had written: "All but one sold. Will exhibit here again 21 - 30 March."  
 
   Sara turned card, envelope, programme over and over, scrutinising each letter, each word.  
 
   "You disappoint me, Gillane." she muttered, "But then, all of the men in my life have disappointed me."   
 
   He had given a sign of life. That she should rejoin him at the same place, at the same time. A subtle invitation or the plea of a man wracked with longing?  
 
   The strange words in the card. Yes, we should live whilst we have life. Surviving is a curse. Living is a blessing. The words and their meaning were profound, yet obvious. To be interpreted a thousand different ways, depending on who was reading them.  
 
   And what if she went to Florence? To spend one afternoon together? Nine months and then another meaningless card.  
 
   "I am drawn to him. He is in every part of my being. Inside me is only him. Will always be of him." she heard herself say.  
 
   "Can I get you another?" inquired the waitress.   
 
   "No. Thank you. Just the bill please."  
 
   Sara looked at her watch. 2.15. She had left David an hour ago. She slid the card back into the envelope and glanced at the programme.  
 
   Number 14 stood out from the rest. La Veuve toute en blanc. The Widow in white. Even more bewildering was the description underneath:   
 
   "The artist’s wife on her wedding day." 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eighteen.  "If you're ready to leave Madam, I'd like to offer this table to another customer who is waiting."  
 
   Sara looked at the waitress in disbelief. She acquiesced nonetheless and paid for the wine including a generous tip.  
 
   "Good grief!" was all she could think of as she strolled into Marks & Spencer, "Gillane and Sarah were married!"  
 
   "Surely not," she rambled on, choosing a leather briefcase for David. "That odd phrasing, The Widow in white. How could Sarah be a widow if Gillane were alive and she was not?"  
 
   "Merry Christmas, Madam."  
 
   Sara extracted her American Express card for the cashier.  
 
   "Put it on this. Er.. Merry Christmas to you too."  
 
   "Would you like it gift-wrapped, Madam?"  
 
   "A widow? He must mean that figuratively she died."   
 
   "I beg your pardon?"  
 
   "Yes, yes, wrap it please...."  
 
   "We don't wrap it at the cashier. Over there. I have to give you a chit..."  
 
   "Well then, give me the chit."  
 
   Sara retrieved her card and went in search of the gift-wrapping counter. Number Four was free in the Shoe Department.  
 
   "Your chit, Madam." 
 
   Sara handed her the briefcase and chit together.  
 
   "Any particular colour?"  
 
   "Red. No blue. That silver paper would be fine."  
 
   "And a bow or ribbon?"  
 
   "Jesus! You decide, will you?"  
 
   Sara had returned to the business of living and it was wearing her down.  
 
   ****************   
 
   David was sound asleep by the time Sara got home. Sprawled across the living room sofa, newspapers fanned out over the carpet at his feet.  
 
   Sara placed his present under the Christmas tree then woke him up.  
 
   "Sara. What time is it?"  
 
   "Almost five. I took the tube back. It took forever. Have you had anything to eat?"  
 
   "Just a cheese sandwich," David replied, rubbing his eyes sleepily.  
 
   "Why don't we have an early dinner? I didn't have any lunch."  
 
   All of their purchases from the food hall were still sitting on the kitchen counter.  
 
   "Dear me." Sara grinned at David. "I think we may have gone overboard."  
 
   "I'll fatten you up yet, my little goose!" David replied, hugging her.  
 
   Sara hugged him back.   
 
   "Oh, no! Don't you dare say that!"  
 
   They looked at each other laughing.  
 
   "How about, we gorge ourselves and watch a video?"  
 
   "Deal!" 
 
   Sara extracted herself from David's arms and smiled at him. "Why," said a voice in her head, "can't it always be like this?"  
 
   Together, they loaded the tray. Pâté, bread, cheeses, cold roast chicken, grapes, potato salad, chocolate log, walnuts and butter.  
 
   David popped open a bottle of champagne which exploded noisily, apparently not yet recovered from its recent taxi ride.  
 
   Sara hadn't recovered either but for now, she was experiencing something close to happiness.  
 
   ***************  
 
   In the middle of January, Sara discovered she was pregnant. Although David was overjoyed, Sara felt perplexed at the prospect of becoming a mother. The baby was due to arrive in September, around the date of their first wedding anniversary.   
 
   Sara observed that ever since the news of her pregnancy had been broken, David had become keener to take on bigger assignments and had started travelling abroad more frequently.   
 
   Admittedly, she was painful to be around. The mornings were spent retching and vomiting. She usually couldn't even think until midday. Nor could she stomach the sight of anything except peanut butter, bread or mashed potatoes. Dinners at their favourite restaurants were therefore out of the question.  
 
   When David was around, it was only for a couple of days at a time. He would return home from work, rarely before 10.00pm, preferring to eat out with his colleagues, rather than face a grumpy wife. Sara did her best not to notice. In any event, she was normally in bed by 9.00pm, her energy sapped by the foetus inside her.  
 
   David began singing a tune that Sara did not want to hear. His excuses for his long absences centred around the same refrain. Mergers and acquisitions were big projects which made him more visible. The more he got noticed, the better the chance of becoming a partner.   
 
   Listening to David, Sara could only shrug her shoulders in despair. She could not help feeling that her "super achiever" days were far behind her. She was also fearful that once the baby arrived, she would be left to bring it up alone as David jettisoned from one big project to the next.  
 
   By the first week of March, the eighth of March to be precise, she would remember the date forever, the nausea and vomiting had stopped. She managed to venture out of the house and meet David for dinner.  
 
   David had suggested Imeldi's where they had held the reception for their wedding, to celebrate "her coming out," as he put it. He was already waiting for her as she arrived.  
 
   "Hello, darling," he said, kissing her on the cheek, "How do you feel?"  
 
   "Fine. Thankfully, I might add. How was your day?"  
 
   "The usual. Can you have a glass of wine?"  
 
   "Just the one."  
 
   To be safe, Sara chose the blandest thing she could find on the menu: poached salmon without the hollandaise sauce. David tucked into lobster ravioli, followed by Osso Buco.  
 
   "Strange," Sara thought watching David, "how Carl ate the same thing, the last time we were together. The day I ended it."  
 
   "Sara, I've got something to tell you."  
 
   David proceeded to ruin the evening by getting straight to the point.  
 
   "I've agreed to a posting in New York," David began, not bothering to look at her, "on secondment. It should run for six to nine months. I want you to come with me. That way, the baby will be born with Dad around. You know, I'll be able to attend the birth..."  
 
   "Is there any way, you can get out of it?" Sara interrupted.  
 
   She missed her cigarettes and Scotch which she would usually rely on when her exasperation with David became acute.  
 
   "Sara, why don't you understand? If I want to make it to partner, I have to stretch myself. Besides, a posting means double my salary..."  
 
   "I don't know if you hadn't noticed but money is not a problem in our household," Sara asserted through clenched teeth. "And if you insist on going, you can commute. It's only five hours flying from New York..."  
 
   "Ah, yes! Yes! Commute! As it is, I'll be working well into the night and on top of that, I'll have to find the energy to commute..."  
 
   "Why should I move to New York to wait for you to come home in the middle of the night? Answer me that, will you?"  
 
   David did not reply.  They sat there in a Mexican Standoff, neither attempting to justify their position any further, nor to compromise.  
 
   "When do you have to go David?"  
 
   "Any day now. Discussions have been going on for quite some time."  
 
   That was the last straw.   
 
   "I'm not prepared to go. I'm sorry. The baby will be born in London and I intend to keep working until the last minute. As for the birth, I'm sure Messieurs Bruges and Goldman will understand where your priorities are."  
 
   David's face turned white as a sheet.  
 
   Sara reached across the table and squeezed his hand.  
 
   "It'll be fine. I just can't compromise my life away, that's all. And neither should you."  
 
   ********************  
 
   The following week, David flew to New York.   
 
   Sara had stayed behind at the house helping him to pack six months worth of clothes and books. Up until the last minute, as David waited for the taxi to the airport, neither had broached the subject of him leaving and whether their marriage would survive.  
 
   Now as the doorbell rang, Sara and David looked at each other.   
 
   "See you in a month. Sooner if I can..." David said, giving her a light kiss on the cheek.  
 
   Sara nodded.  
 
   "Safe journey David."  
 
   ****************  
 
   Sara arrived to find the Maestro eating a tub of ice cream for lunch.  
 
   "Has hubby gone?" he enquired, licking a spoonful of rum and raisin.  
 
   "Probably for nine months, although he hopes for six. Listen, can I disappear for a week? There's something I've got to do. It’s quiet around here...."  
 
   "Go! Will ya? You don't need to ask me, babe."  
 
   Sara was genuinely surprised by the Maestro's largesse.  
 
   "You don't give usually give in that easily. What's the story?"   
 
   "Motherhood. Something about you, babe. Must be fucking motherhood."  
 
   "How'd you know?"  
 
   "Dunno. But you sure were in no hurry to tell me what was going on. I can't figure you out, man."  
 
   "That makes two of us. And by the way, don't get any ideas. I'm keeping my job."  
 
   "Whatever you say, babe. Whatever you say."  
 
   Sara spent the rest of the week organising her trip. She chose a different hotel to the one she had stayed in with David. One that was closer to the Galleria Darias.  
 
   She longed for the days to pass. March 18, 19, ...  
 
   ****************  
 
   It was as if he knew she would come.  Standing dead centre of the viewing room, he turned around at the precise moment that she walked in.   
 
   She had barely been in Florence an hour and had stopped only to register at the hotel.  
 
   "Sara. Sara."  
 
   They embraced. He pulled her into a secluded corner of the room and kissed her longingly.  
 
   She held on to his hand tightly as they wended their way along the narrow, timeless streets.  
 
   The cafe, IL MONDO, was empty. Not a sign of the quality of the service but the early hour.  
 
   First a coffee.  
 
   For several moments, neither said a word. Gillane caressed her hands with his long, piano player fingers.   
 
   Sara had left her wedding rings in London, in a white envelope folded away amongst her clothes. She looked down at the bare third finger on her left hand.  
 
   "Did you know I would come?"  
 
   He shook his head and clasped her hand in his.   He pulled his wallet out from his jacket, placed 1000 liras under his cup and without speaking, bade her to come with him. And be his love.  
 
   *******************  
 
   On their second to last day together, they surfaced from Gillane's colourfully cluttered apartment.  
 
   They strolled hand in hand stopping at the crowded street market stalls to pick out a memento for Sara to take home. Nothing caught her eye. Finally, she decided she was too distracted to choose anything and suggested they find somewhere to eat.  
 
   The time had come. She needed to tell Gillane about David and the baby. He should know. She knew that her marriage was over, not because of what she had just done but because of her. David had saved her only temporarily from herself. In the end, she concluded, she did not need saving.  
 
   In this moment of her life, she understood forgiveness and compassion that is love. She must ask Gillane for his forgiveness.   
 
   They found a bistro and ordered calzone, roasted vegetables and a carafe of wine.  
 
   Sara drank only half a glass of the strong red wine, which Gillane remarked upon. She drew her breath in and held it there before telling him why.  
 
   "It would harm my unborn child."  
 
   He could not look at her. He closed his eyes, reaching blindly for her hand which he lifted against his cheek.  
 
   "I married last autumn." she continued, the tears streaming down her face.  
 
   He kissed her hand, pressing his lips deep into the skin. He searched her face, a sad, faraway look in his eyes.  
 
   "Do you love him?" he whispered.  
 
   "I know now I never can."  
 
   Gillane drew her to him and wiped the tears from her face.   
 
   "Why....why did you wait so long when you knew I wanted only you?" she sobbed.  
 
   "Did I?" he pushed her away. "I am a fool Sara. One that does not see anymore what is in front of him. I have trained myself not to think too much, not to feel. Here and now, that's all I have. Until I set eyes upon you. You stirred something inside of me that I had buried away. Forgotten. That was dead. Because of you, I began to paint. Again. Each stroke, each brush of paint is a tribute to you. For helping me to live."  
 
   They did not speak again until they had reached the apartment.  
 
   "I'm going to shower and go to the gallery." said Gillane, his voice toneless.  
 
   He would not touch her. He had not consoled her in her melancholy. She had listened to him in the bistro and there was nothing more to say.  
 
   Sara lay down on the bed and fell asleep. When she awoke, it was already dark. She was alone in the apartment. She checked the time. 7.30 pm. She remembered that the gallery closed at 5.30. Gillane was in no rush to return to her. She collected her things from around the apartment and packed them away.  
 
   At her hotel, she asked the concierge to confirm her flight the next evening and to arrange for a taxi to take her to the airport.  
 
   In her room, she ordered two spinach crepes and a glass of wine. She should eat. To stop the pain in her stomach.  
 
   At midnight, a knock sounded at the door.  Gillane. Standing there, a painting under his arm.  
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed, the painting resting against his leg. Sara knelt beside him and lay her head in his lap. Gillane stroked her cheek.  
 
   "Forgive me, Sara."  
 
   Sara buried her face in his hands, kissing them.  "Forgive me," she whispered.  
 
   She looked up to see him crying.  
 
   "This is for you," he said, pulling the painting towards her.   
 
   "Is it Sarah in her wedding dress?"  
 
   Gillane lifted the painting onto the bed and tore away the paper covering it.  
 
   Sarah Lunn resplendent in her cotton lace dress.  
 
   "It’s a beautiful painting. Thank you for giving it to me."  
 
   Gillane knelt down besides her and took her in his arms.  
 
   "Come," Sara murmured, "let's go to sleep. It’s getting late."
 
    
 
   

 
   

EPILOGUE.  Chloe Alexandra Jones entered this world on September 17th. Everything about her, her eyes, her hands, the shape of her face, were a miniature version of Sara. Except for her hair, which was blond like her father's.  
 
   David made it in time for the birth, screeching into the delivery room with a minute to spare. He stayed in London until Sara was released from the hospital, sleeping on a makeshift bed in her room.  
 
   Sara watched him sleeping. He had lost weight since she had last seen him in July. There were dark circles under his eyes. He was overworked and unhappy. She was aware that she was the major cause of his unhappiness. But it had been good of him to come now and meet his baby daughter.  
 
   When David had left for New York in March, he did not return within four weeks as he had promised to do. It was four months before he came back. The subtle knowledge that his marriage was in ruins, had prevented him from coming sooner.  
 
   In July, on his first visit back, Sara had seemed withdrawn and they had hardly spoken. He was hoping that Chloe's arrival would be enough reason to reconcile with his wife. He wanted desperately to convince Sara that her place was with him in New York. But just as Sara had watched him sleeping, he had watched her.  
 
   There was a calmness about her. Something that he could only attribute to motherhood. A peacefulness, despite having little sleep and the demands of a crying baby.  
 
   David waited until they had brought Chloe home before he told Sara the news.  
 
   "Sara, I've agreed to stay on in New York for another year."  
 
   He had decided to broach the subject while Chloe was fast asleep in her cot upstairs, safely out of the way.  
 
   Sara was resting on the couch expecting Chloe to start crying at any moment for yet another feeding. She looked at David, smiling.  
 
   "Is that what you want?"  
 
   "Yes." 
 
   David had expected an argument and was already pouring himself a drink.   
 
   "The truth is, David, you have to do what's best for you. I don't begrudge your ambition. I admire you for it."  
 
   "But you don't love me enough to want to be part of it."  
 
   "It is about love, David. And life. And the choices we make."  
 
   *********************  
 
   Sara returned to work when Chloe was two months old, just in time to prepare for the Maestro's annual holiday. A nanny looked after Chloe at home, while she worked during the day. When Chloe needed to be fed, the nanny would ring Sara and she would shuttle between the office and her house every couple of hours. On the nanny's days off, Sara worked from home. Twentieth century technology meant that she didn't have to physically be in the same office as the Maestro, nor did she want to.  
 
   The Maestro was in tantrum and pouting mode in anticipation of his Swiss vacation. Sara no longer had any desire to accommodate the yelling, screaming and raging as she had in the past.   
 
   A few days before Christmas, David surprised her and the baby by arriving unexpectedly, laden with gifts.  
 
   Mother, father and baby Chloe, frequently dined together at the Italian Restaurant around the corner. Anyone seeing them would have thought they were the perfect family. The reality was different: in between mouthfuls of lasagna, Sara and David were discussing the quickest way to end their marriage.  
 
   David was adamant that Chloe should know her father. It was unlikely that he would return to London permanently and as soon as she was old enough to attend school, should spend her all her holidays with him in New York. He repeated over and over again how Chloe should have the best of both worlds.  
 
   They also agreed that Sara would have sole custody of Chloe although both parents would pay for her education. Since it was more practical to open an account in London, they decided to start a savings plan into which both Sara and David would deposit £100 per month until Chloe’s eighteenth birthday. Whatever happened in the future, for example, if they were to remarry, they must always provide for Chloe.   
 
   ***************  
 
   On Christmas Eve morning, Sara sat at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for the post to arrive.  
 
   The familiar white envelope slid through the door. A safe landing at the end of its long journey.  
 
   Sara looked at the two paintings he had given her. Flowers in a Field and Sarah Lunn. Sometimes she mistook Sarah, in her shimmering white dress, to be a ghost. Majestic as she stood in the hallway. Welcome.  
 
   Sara opened the envelope. No card this year but a letter.  
 
   "My dearest Sara, I am filled with thoughts of you. I hope you are well and wait with much anticipation to see you again.  
 
   "Painting has been continuous. I stop only to attend to mundane tasks as we all must and to sleep.   
 
   "Next year's exhibition will be much bigger. Sixty paintings in all and I'm still working on one or two.  
 
   "I feel as if I am free.  Yours, Guillaume.  March 21-31, Florence"  
 
   Sara could tell there was a fire burning inside Gillane. That he was consumed with creating a legacy, something by which he would not be condemned, but admired.  
 
   Yes, she would go to him as she had always done.  
 
   Two survivors with a chance to live.    
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