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The Visitor    Peter Morford. 
 
 
 

His wife’s last words as she and the children went through the gate to the 
Departure Lounge was – “Don’t you dare forget – we’re picking you up next 
Friday from Malaga Airport at 2.30. 

He would have preferred to have gone with them but there were, as always, 
a few things he had to do before he could get away.  There was his London book 
launch on Monday and his publisher wanted him to meet someone who could 
help him with technical details for his next effort. Then, James Lawrence told 
himself, I can get off for a month, lie in the sun, hike in the hills, eat and drink 
just a little too much and even play with the kids.An hour later he turned off the 
road into his drive, pausing a moment for the gates to open. He didn’t notice the 
uniformed man sitting on the farm gate opposite his entrance. The rhododendrons 
were in full flower, the sun was shining, it was just hot enough for comfort and, 
not for the first time, he wondered why, every summer at this time, the family 
dragged themselves off to a villa in Spain. It was so much nicer in England. 

He stopped the car by his front door. A man, a stranger, stood up from the 
picnic bench and walked over to him. James looked at him.  A tall heavy man, 
leaning with both hands on his stick; rather elegant in blazer and bright blue 
trousers, a cravat. Could have been anything from 60 to 70. 

He walked over to the car as James got out.   
“You must be Mr James Lawrence?” There was a slight American accent. 
“Yes.” 
“Excuse the intrusion but your housekeeper invited me to wait here in the 

garden.” 
“I don’t think we’ve met,” Lawrence said. 
“Oh yes we have – I’m your father.” 
Lawrence stared at the stranger. “I doubt it,” he said. “He’s been dead for 

35 years.” 
“You can’t believe all you read in the papers.” 
“So what are you doing here?” 
“I’m taking a vacation. We’ve been in Scotland for a month. Then I decided 

to look round my old haunts here in the Cotswolds before going on to Rome in 
the morning. Then we found ourselves passing the entrance and here I am. I left 
the car and came through the little gate.” 

“Where’s your car?” 
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“It’s probably parked just up the road.  Anyway, I thought I’d like to see 
the house. I didn’t expect to find you. I told your housekeeper that I’d lived here 
a long time ago. Then she said that Mr and Mrs Lawrence and their lovely 
children lived here, and did I remember them?  I had to stay.” 

“Did you tell Mrs Thomas who you were?” 
“No. I just said I was an old family friend.” 
“Just as well.”  He stared at the stranger.  “Why should I believe your 

unlikely story?” 
“Can we take a walk round the garden?”  
“Very well.” 
They went round to the back of the house. “That tree, the Cedar – you used 

to swing on a tyre hanging from that branch.  You fell off once, cut your head – I 
had to take you to Dr Pearson for 6 stitches. You must have been about four at 
the time. I’m sure you remember that.” 

“I might, Mr Lawrence,” James said. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry – I don’t call myself that name.  I changed to Harry 

Langford when I left England. That’s the name on my American passport. 
“As you will know, I went to the States about 40 years ago. I never really 

liked it here. Your mother had the money, the inheritance, the status.  I was just 
a poor hanger-on according to her family.  An ex garage-hand who’d married for 
money.   I drank and gambled.  I guess I wasn’t much good as a father. But I 
expect your mother told you all about that.”  

“So what did you do in America?” 
“Very little at first.  I had a little money” 
“Yes, so I heard,” James said, remembering his mother telling him that 

Father had cleared the joint bank account. 
“So I bummed around a bit until the cash ran out. Gotta job in a garage. I 

liked the work and I was a pretty good mechanic.  I was promoted a few times 
until I found myself running the show.  I was making good money for myself – 
and for the boss. I decided to get my own business.” 

Lawrence thought he would humour this crackpot. “Let’s go inside. We’ll 
have tea.” 

“Very English,” he laughed. “Do you mind if I use your john?” 
“I’ll show you where it is.” 
“I know where it is.” 
Mrs Thomas had already laid the table in the dining room.  When she had 

gone, the visitor said, “When I was here we had a husband and wife living in, and 
a pair of gardeners to look after the grounds.” 

“Times are harder now,” James said as he poured the tea. 
“I see you’re using a silver teapot. Was this part of your grandfather’s 

prized collection that he kept in glass cases in the next room?” 
James said nothing, waited for the Langford to break the silence. 
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“The old man was a collector all right. He loved his classic cars. I’ve never 
wanted to collect anything except profit.  When I had a hundred cars they were 
stock for sale.” 

“Have another scone and cream or Mary will be offended. But to get back 
to the subject – why should I believe that you’re my father risen from the dead?” 

“I guess it won’t be easy because you can hardly expect to remember me.” 
He paused. “Did your mother re-marry?” 

“Yes. About five years after my father left.  I was about eleven.” 
“So it was handy to assume I was dead,” Langford said. “What was her 

evidence?” 
“A newspaper report of an Englishman called Harry Lawrence washed up 

on Virginia Beach. So carry on – how did your business go?” 
“Pretty good. In a few years I had the biggest Toyota dealership in the state.  

Did a bit of property, sold the lot two years ago. Caught up on my travelling.” 
“Alone?” 
“Most of the time. I’ve married a bit but they didn’t work. Just cost me 

money.” 
James was curious about this stranger, intruder or imposter. He didn’t 

believe a word of the man’s story. He didn’t know whether he was a con-man or 
the real thing. 

Langford looked round the room at the array of family photos on the piano. 
“Have you got your mom’s wedding album?” 
“No,” James said. “After my father left she went through the house and 

destroyed every picture she had of him.” 
“Exorcism, eh” 
“Could be. It means that I have no clear memories of my father. I don’t 

even know if I look like him.” 
“True. So what happened to my replacement?  What was he like?” 
“My step-father was a retired barrister, unmarried, much older than 

Mother. He was a good father too me.” 
“It’s a wonder that she didn’t change your name,” Langford said.  
“Not really. I’d always been James Lawrence.” 
Langford said, “Since you don’t believe me so far, I’ll tell you a bit 

about our- your - family. Your mother inherited this place from her dad, 
Nicholas Winter. He’d been a widower for years before I knew him. He was 
some guy. He started with nothing but in the fifties and sixties he became the 
typical financial juggler. He’d raise enough cash to buy a company or two, strip 
out the assets at a profit and move on. He played poker with businesses and 
made a few enemies on the way.  

“Then he wanted to look respectable. He bought this house and when 
Christine – your mother - and I married, decided to stay here, taking one wing 
for himself, and letting us live in the other. Right James?” 

“Could be.”  
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“Mr Winter died soon after I left for The States, so you won’t remember 
much about him either. But you’d have been told plenty of stories” 

“What stories?” 
“In business, he was no saint.  But then, who is? He was a tough cookie. 

I learned a lot from him.”  He chuckled. “You’ll have heard some of them. 
Chief Asset Stripper, they called him. He didn’t mind who he hurt if there was a 
dollar or two in the deal. I guess we’d all be a bit embarrassed if too much came 
out. But then, James, you’ve never been in business yourself.” 

“True.  I’m just a struggling author- and all you’ve told me you could 
have read in the papers.” 

“Also true. But you’re pretty well-known. You’re successful but in the 
wrong trade to make real money.  You’re like I was forty years ago – living on 
old money. I don’t want to be rude, but you’d never hold this place on your 
writing income.” 

“Let’s share this cake,” James said, wanting to change the subject. 
They had finished their tea. Langford stood up and said “It’s been a real, 

pleasure to meet you again. I have to go. We’re flying to Rome in the morning. 
A few days there and we’re back to The States.”   He punched a number on his 
cellphone. “Charley –where are you?  Still at Woodstock?  Well come and get 
me. Twenty minutes? Okay.” 

“I’ll walk to the gate with you,” James said.  
Langford said, “Charlie’s been my chauffeur since I had my crash a few 

years ago. I can’t drive any more.” 
They waited for a few minutes until the Lexus arrived. The men shook 

hands and Langford got into the front seat and lowered the window. 
“You’re not convinced are you?” 
“Nothing less than a DNA test will do that.” 
“It doesn’t really matter. I’m rich, you’re comfortable with your nice 

family. I only come to England every twenty years or so. See you when you’re 
65.” 

James smiled. “How old will you be then?” 
“95. You can use this little incident in your next book.” 
“Not my kind of work.  I’m a travel writer.” 
“Bye, son.” 
“Goodbye Harry.” 
James walked back to the house. Langford never mentioned mother’s 

death soon after step-father died. Perhaps he never heard, but he would have 
expected some further questions from Langford – or whatever his name is. 
What does it matter after all this time anyway? 
 

*** 
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In the next few days James launched his new book Lawrence’s Welsh 
Walk, saw his publisher about his next commission and was ready to join the 
family.Two days later Jennie and the children greeted him at the Malaga 
Arrivals gate. “We’re a week ahead of you in the tanning department,” she 
laughed, “You want to drive our funny little Spanish car?”   

He saw no reason to mention his unconvincing encounter. 
On the fourth day of their holiday their phone shrilled. It was his 

housekeeper, Mary Thomas. 
“James – sorry to disturb you – but we’ve been burgled.” 
“When?” 
“Last night.  We never heard a thing but in the morning we found your 

study’d been ransacked. Two pictures are gone from the hall and they’ve had a 
go at Jennie’s jewellery case. And some of your silver’s gone. And I don’t know 
what else. The Police are here now.” 

“Let me talk to them.” 
“Sergeant Potter here, sir.” 
“What’s going on?” Jennie asked 
“Hold on, Jennie.”  
Potter was saying; “There’s no sign of a break-in. All the doors and 

windows are intact. They’ve- “ 
“They? How many?” 
“At least two in a large car or van.” 
“How about the security gates? 
“My guess, Sir, is that they somehow got hold of the remote control 

switch – or they cloned it 
“How?” 
“I think they put a reader on the gate post.   But that doesn’t explain how 

they got into the house. Perhaps someone left a door unlocked.” 
James thanked the officer and rather thoughtfully put the phone down. 
“I have to go home Jenny. Sorry,” I said. 
“Why?  What’s happened?” 
He told her about the stranger and his crazy claim. “I didn’t believe a 

word of his story when he left.  But I do now.” 
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