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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The first thing that struck him was the intense smell of lavender.  
 
    The taxi halted at the roadside, its engine idling while the driver stretched in his seat and patted his shirt pocket as if checking for his Gitanes. He was balding on top, chin unshaven, his sleeves rolled as far as his biceps.  
 
    Charlie Gilchrist pulled the crumpled printout from his rucksack and re-read the instructions his brother had given him. Somewhere on the outskirts of St Rémy was a vineyard with a farmhouse and gite nearby, but all he could see beyond the scrubby hedges were rows and rows of purple lavender. ‘Ici?’ 
 
    The driver’s face was a picture of disinterest. ‘Oui. Ici.’ He pointed towards a narrow dusty track. ‘Tout droit!’  
 
    A few cars passed in either direction but there was no one else about. Charlie got out and pushed his sunglasses up his nose. The path was dusty and crumbly underfoot. A dog turd lay in a curl on the ground next to his feet. He tried standing on tiptoe but the hedges were too high. 
 
    Nevertheless the driver was insistent and so Charlie paid the fare and the taxi drove off in a cloud burst of dust and grit. It was early evening and the warm air beat down on the back of his neck. Cicadas were pulsating in the grass. A small wooden sign on a pole in the gap in the hedge painted in faded blue and gold read: “Les Fruits de Provence”.  
 
    The path led away from the vineyard and towards a collection of stone buildings. A second sign, battered and faded, with the paint-crumbled letters just about decipherable, told him he was in the right place: Mas Daria.  
 
    Charlie went through a gap in the hedge into a garden filled with lavender bushes, sunflowers and big straggly daisy-shaped plants. Across the way neat, ordered rows of vegetables were being gently watered with a sprinkler system. The farmhouse had pink roof tiles and green-shuttered windows and a dovecote at one end, while at ground level the main front door was decorated on either side by randomly placed terracotta flower pots. In a gravelly area underneath a lone plane tree there was a small circular metal table accompanied by a pair of slightly bent iron-work chairs.   
 
    ‘Très beau,’ he murmured to himself.  
 
    Incorporated somewhere within the low stone buildings was his accommodation for the next week. He knocked at the front door. It was answered promptly, although not without a degree of effort. The wood was warped at the bottom and he was about to give it a helpful push when it shuddered open to reveal a middle-aged woman in a short-sleeved, green cotton dress and a pinafore apron. Her silver blonde hair was pulled into a sleek chignon at the back of her neck and she was wearing a Versace scarf. ‘Oh, ah, bonsoir! Hello hello!’ she said, hastening out towards him. ‘Monsieur Gil… Christ?’ 
 
    The surname sounded exotic when spoken in a French accent. ‘Oui, c’est moi.’ 
 
    ‘Bon! Enchanté! Je suis Valérie!’ she added, pointing to herself and rattling the pearls on her bracelet. She kissed him rapidly on both cheeks, and then leaving the farmhouse door open bustled him across to a wooden staircase at the side of the building, chattering volubly the entire time. 
 
    ‘Pouvez vous parler moins vite, Valérie?’ he asked. Her accent was regional, but if she slowed down a little, he’d be able to follow exactly what she was saying. As it was, not a chance. 
 
    ‘Excusez moi!’ Valérie exclaimed. She could only speak French, she apologised. ‘My English,’ she said, ‘terrible!’ 
 
    From her apron pocket she produced a large metal key tied with a bright red cord and at the top of the staircase she unlocked the door to the gite. Immediately the temperature dropped as the heat from outside gave way to the cool air of the stone-walled interior. He followed her in, not quite sure what to expect.  
 
    The main room itself was picture book perfect, from the ticking clock on the mantelpiece to the dried flowers hanging from the overhead beams and the Biot glassware on the shelves. A leather two-seater sofa, cracked and worn at the seams, was situated near the fireplace, but there was no television, and at first glance, nowhere to plug in any devices. Underfoot the cool floor tiles were broken up by a pair of very thin rugs. 
 
    The kitchen was equipped with the basics – a sink, a cooker, a refrigerator and a single cupboard doubling up as pantry and storage unit. Valérie briefly demonstrated their contents – an assortment of mismatched crockery and pans – while a drawer underneath the sink unit contained a few random utensils. A collection of jars, bottles and tins were set out on the window ledge behind the sink, along with salt and pepper mills and a small bowl of lump sugar.  
 
    He must be tired and hungry, thought Valérie. Pointing him to a kitchen chair she proceeded to set out a suspiciously rustic-looking pudding in the centre of the square dining table and poured two glasses of cloudy lemonade from a large pitcher. She took a giant knife from the knife block and sheared through several layers of choux pastry, littering the wooden table surface with large papery flakes as she did so. Presented with a generous slice and a delicate silver fork to eat it with, Charlie took the first bite.  
 
    It was incredibly sweet – his eyes watered on contact – and incredibly dense. The many layers of pastry compressed together to make a papery soggy clump in the middle of his mouth, but somehow he managed to make the requisite ‘Mmm … mmm  …’ noises as the thick cream filling oozed its way around his cheeks. Meanwhile Valérie rummaged in a drawer in the sideboard and produced a map of the area and some paperwork. She pointed at a stylised picture of a bull on the front of a leaflet. She was trying to describe some sort of event. ‘Le Festival,’ she said. She began to jabber something about him doing a little bit of shopping in Avignon or Nice, n’est ce pas? Food? Or presents – cadeaux – for a pretty girlfriend. Non? 
 
    Finally she pressed the key into Charlie’s hand, wished him ‘bonnes vacances’, and issued instructions to contact her if he needed anything. ‘Là? D’accord?’ She pointed vaguely downstairs towards the main farmhouse, and then left him to it. Abandoning the pudding, he picked up his rucksack and went into the bedroom. It was furnished with a high queen-size bed complete with iron bedstead and bolster, a smaller, much lower, fold-out bed tucked under the window and a battered chest of drawers. On the wall was a van Gogh self portrait – a tormented profusion of swirling blue and red paint strokes from which the artist’s jutting cheekbones, gaunt jaw line, shock of red hair and piercing eyes, disturbed the aura of the otherwise tranquil room. He wasn’t sure if he could live with the intensity of the gaze, but for the moment he left Vincent where he was. 
 
     Apart from a lavender-oil burner on the window ledge, the only other decorative items in the room were a washbowl and jug perched on top of the chest of drawers. Custard yellow and decorated in pale pink indeterminate flowers, the glaze was fissured all over and there was a rime of dirt clinging to the surface. The lip of the jug was chipped and a dark patch of dust had collected at the bottom. 
 
    Through the window he could see clear open countryside, mountains in the distance, vineyards crawling up the hillsides. The sunlight caught the rim of the washbowl and the colours in the sunset melted and merged in front of his eyes. A dislocation occurred whereby the past became the present, the present became the past …  
 
    A young man is getting ready for bed. With braces dangling he rolls up the sleeves of his shirt and undoes his collar button. He fills the bowl with water from the jug and washes hands, arms and face. Hastily drying himself on a blue striped towel, he goes across to the bed. He picks up a book but abandons it almost straight away. He shuffles a pack of cards, lights a cigarette, gets to his feet, paces about, goes as far as the window, returns to the bed. There is a tense hunch to his shoulders; he jumps at the slightest sound. He can’t settle. He is waiting for something, someone, and there is nowhere else he can go … 
 
    Charlie opened his eyes. A discordant vibrating sound was interfering with his concentration. A pink glow suffused the walls of the room – but the noise was coming from the phone in his pocket. He fished it out and saw from the caller ID that it was his brother Andy. ‘Well, I’m here,’ he said as soon as they’d exchanged greetings. ‘Now what?’ 
 
    ‘You wait for the client to get in touch with you,’ Andy replied. ‘She’s in Avignon at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she doing there?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! She’ll send you an email in a day or so.’ 
 
    Then what?’ 
 
    ‘You see if you can help her.’ 
 
    ‘And if I can’t?’  
 
    ‘Failure as a concept is verboten,’ said Andy. ‘You won’t fail, not if you’re embedded; not if you’ve built up a relationship with her.’ 
 
    ‘Embedded? Like a war reporter?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly! I’m thinking Don McCullin in the jungle armed with nothing but three Nikon cameras and twenty rolls of film. Of course, he did go a little bit mad after a while … Anyway, speak soon, mon frère. Au revoir!’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ said Charlie. ‘That’s all I get?’ 
 
    It seemed a very back to front way of doing things, and what Don McCullin had to do with it was anyone’s guess, but those were his instructions.  
 
    Back in the kitchen Charlie noticed that Valérie had left him a petite baguette in the bread bin, but it had been there all day and was no longer at its best. Nevertheless he ripped off a section of bread and dipped it into a saucer of olive oil.  
 
    The young man he’d seen pacing about the bedroom was now sitting next to him at the table, dangling a half-smoked cigarette from his lips and agitatedly dealing out the cards for a game of Patience …  
 
    You and me both, thought Charlie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The bright light of the morning woke Charlie early. In the kitchen a fly was making itself at home on the pudding which he’d forgotten to cover up last night. After coffee and a lukewarm shower he checked his phone for messages. Then he remembered he should have asked Valérie for the wi-fi password.  
 
    It was only nine o’clock and the heat was already intense. He trotted down the wooden staircase and across to Valérie’s front door, shielding his eyes from the glare. Picking a way through the terracotta pots, he knocked smartly against the peeling green paint and waited. Apart from the roar of a motorbike from the main road and the cicadas in the brush, there was no sign of life. Maybe Valérie was in the back, having breakfast. He banged louder. No reply. He tentatively made his way around towards the rear of the house, where he could see corrugated iron shelters and an old dog kennel. 
 
    ‘Allo!’ he called, ‘Valérie?’ 
 
    There was a clatter from beyond, the squeak of a garden gate, and the tramping of boots in the dust. A young woman emerged from the plot of land at the rear, wearing a grubby battered straw hat, a crumpled linen shirt with loosely rolled cuffs and a pair of dusty – and very skimpy – denim shorts. She waved at him and ambled over, boot laces half undone and trailing underfoot. Her eyebrows, he noticed, were very pronounced – two swoops of a gull’s wing in fact – and her irises were a deep chocolatey brown. 
 
    ‘My name’s Charlie,’ he said in French. ‘I’m staying upstairs in the gite. I wonder if you could tell me where Valérie is?’ 
 
    The woman paused and then replied in English. ‘She’s not here, she’s popped into town.’ 
 
    Her accent wasn’t French. ‘Are you staying here, too?’ He’d thought his was the only apartment on site, but perhaps there was more accommodation to the rear.  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m here for the duration.’ There was a strange inflection to her words as if he’d implied he disapproved of her presence. Which he didn’t. Why should he?  
 
    Hang on. Wait a minute. Charlie frowned. ‘Are you – Australian?’ 
 
    One of her gull wing eyebrows arched sharply aloft. ‘Well spotted.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Miss …?’ 
 
     ‘Kennedy,’ she said. ‘Davina Kennedy. Pleased to meet you.’ Her eyeliner was already slightly smudged from the heat.  
 
    ‘Charlie Gilchrist. Likewise. So where would I find Valérie?’ 
 
    ‘She’s the housekeeper,’ said Davina, ‘she doesn’t live in.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my mistake. I assumed this was her property. I thought she owned the place …’  
 
    ‘Nope,’ said Davina. ‘That responsibility lies with me.’ 
 
    He must have looked baffled because she went on with some amusement. ‘Australians can own property overseas surely?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said, recollecting himself. ‘It’s none of my business.’ 
 
    ‘No worries. Valérie takes the bookings, she sorts out the bed linen, she welcomes the guests, she speaks your genuine French; it’s reasonable that you should think she owns the place.’ There was an attractive huskiness to her voice, along with a precise enunciation – as if she thought he was deaf – that made him want to pay attention to everything she said. ‘Anyway what is it I can do for you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m after the wi-fi password,’ he said, ‘that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh sure. It’s written down somewhere. Come on in. I’ve got some coffee on.’  
 
    So saying Davina gave the battered green door a hefty shove and led him inside the farmhouse.  
 
    Unlike the sparse interior of the gite upstairs Davina’s abode was fully kitted out. Through a furniture-cluttered reception room, she took him into a modest kitchen crammed to bursting with an eclectic collection of metal pans, colanders, tea sets and decorated bowls, all displayed on doily-covered shelves or piled high on scrubbed wooden work surfaces. A coffee grinder sat on the sink unit, a jam jar of faded lavender drooped over the kitchen taps while Provençal-patterned curtains were bunched loosely at the windows. The terracotta tiles on the floor were lumpy and uneven and he had to sidle past an old clothes horse to get to the table. ‘How rustically picturesque,’ he said. ‘So, is it the vineyard you own or the lavender farm?’ 
 
    ‘Neither. The vineyard belongs to the chateau down the road and the lavender fields belong to a Monsieur Lagarde. I was visiting the region when I noticed the house was for sale. It’s funny,’ Davina went on, ‘but when I bought the place I had this distinct feeling that I needed to keep its original charm intact. I’ve hardly changed a stick of furniture. It’s like something from one of those home decor magazines.’ 
 
    ‘Or a film set,’ Charlie offered. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said in surprise, ‘that’s right … Have you ever worked in the film industry?’ 
 
    ‘Me, no.’ 
 
    ‘Only you seem very aware of your surroundings.’ 
 
    ‘Do I? I’m a historian,’ he said. ‘Sort of.’ No harm in revealing that. 
 
    ‘Have a seat,’ said Davina. On the sturdy kitchen table was a neat pile of chocolate bars. ‘I’m not that greedy, honest,’ she said. ‘The company gives them to me for free. Help yourself.’ 
 
    He picked up one of the bars and read the label: “Chocolat fourré crème confiseur à l’arôme de fraise.” Oh, you work for a chocolate manufacturer?’ 
 
    ‘Kind of.’ She poured him a cup of coffee and offered him a croissant. ‘So, what are your plans while you’re here?’  
 
    ‘Well I’m waiting for a client to get in touch,’ he said. ‘I don’t know where and when we’re supposed to be meeting. She’s somewhere in Avignon. That’s why I need to get online.’ 
 
    ‘Avignon,’ she quoted grandly, ‘is where the most serious occupation of the land is the search for pleasure.’ How’re you fixed for provisions? If it’s a big shop you want, there’s a supermarket on the edge of town otherwise you can always pick up your bread and cheese in one of the little grocery stores hereabouts. There’s a good one five minutes away, if not the supermarket’s about a twenty-minute walk. I can give you a lift if you like. As for eateries there’s a nice little café down the road – not quite the real Provençal experience of course, bit soulless, but if you’re gasping … You might want to try Les Alpilles bistro,’ she added. ‘Then there’s always the Petit Duc brasserie, but you’ll probably find something good on the Boulevard Mirabeau or even the Avenue de la Libération …’ The French words sounded odd in her Aussie accent. ‘Sorry,’ she grinned. ‘Came over all A Town like Alice, there, didn’t I?’ She regarded him intently. ‘Well listen, if there’s anything you need in the meantime … just give me a shout … This afternoon for instance. What you got planned?’ 
 
    Nothing – unless he could get online. 
 
     ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Be ready outside in half an hour. That’ll give you enough time to put your sturdy walkers on, slap on your sunscreen, find yourself a hat.’  
 
    ‘Why,’ he said, ‘where are you taking me?’  
 
    And then a phone began to ring somewhere in the depths of the building. Davina turned around distractedly, ‘Oh, gimme a sec, would ya. Won’t be a tic. Wait for me under the tree.’ 
 
    Evidently the password wasn’t forthcoming and so Charlie headed outside towards the plane tree and sat down at the rusty iron table. 
 
    Five minutes later she ambled over, pulling her battered straw hat down over her eyes. ‘Sorry about that. Thanks for waiting. Okay. All set? It’s only a couple of kilometres walk.’ 
 
    Her voice sounded altered. Charlie tried to put his finger on what was different about it. She had lost all of her casual Aussie mannerisms. In fact, she sounded quite formal and clipped – British in fact. Was she taking the piss? 
 
    ‘This way!’ She pointed towards the garden. ‘Follow me!’ 
 
    ‘Your voice,’ Charlie said. ‘It’s changed.’ 
 
    ‘Has it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Say something else.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, okay … what do you want? Some tourist info? These stone houses, for example are called ‘mas’; thick stone walls, canal-tiled roof, no windows on the North side to avoid the blast from the Mistral, and small windows everywhere else to keep out the intense heat from the sun …’  
 
    ‘You’re not an Aussie at all,’ he said. ‘You’re a Brit!’ 
 
    She didn’t break stride. ‘What did you think? Was it convincing?’ 
 
    ‘To be honest I thought it sounded a bit peculiar …’  
 
    ‘Did you? Did you?’ She was thoughtful. ‘Hm, that explains a lot …’  
 
    ‘Explains what?’  
 
    ‘That was my agent on the phone. I auditioned for a role in an Australian production a couple of weeks ago. I didn’t get the part.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an actress?’ 
 
    ‘’Fraid so.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve been talking in an Australian accent, non-stop for the last two weeks?’  
 
    She made a little comme ci comme ça gesture. ‘Well, no, not to the locals. What would be the point of that? Only to you … In any case,’ she said, laughing, ‘it was supposed to be New Zealand!’ 
 
    ‘Well no wonder you didn’t get it,’ said Charlie. ‘Your vowel sounds were all wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Were they?’ Her lolloping gait slowed somewhat. 
 
    ‘They weren’t squished enough.’ 
 
    ‘Squished?’ 
 
    ‘Yiss,’ he demonstrated. ‘Like thuss. All squeezed and tight.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying I’m a rubbish actor?’ 
 
    He hung back. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen you in anything.’ 
 
    She laughed raucously and he realised his mistake. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean any offence—’ 
 
    ‘Look!’ she said. ‘A lizard! Don’t scare it!’ 
 
    A tiny lizard, its S-shaped body completely still, lay basking on a bright white rock. ‘Quick, let’s get a picture! Before it goes!’  
 
    Davina had removed the phone from her back pocket and was sidling this way and that to get herself and the lizard in shot. Too late; the animal took fright and skittered through the dust. She straightened up and put the phone away. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘How do I know that this is your real accent? Are you in character now?’ 
 
    She regarded him quizzically. 
 
    ‘I mean, is this you, or are you acting?’ 
 
    ‘It’s me,’ she replied. ‘It’s really me.’ 
 
    ‘This is how you talk normally?’ 
 
    ‘This is how I talk. Normally.’ 
 
    ‘So what was the film part you didn’t get?’ 
 
    ‘Some Antipodean thing, like I said. They chose a genuine Aussie. Although,’ she added as they resumed walking, ‘I would have been cheaper. Much cheaper.’ 
 
    ‘Who did they cast?’ he enquired. ‘Out of interest?’  
 
    She refused to enlighten him. ‘What do you care? You’re obviously no expert.’ 
 
    He didn’t know what he was supposed to say to that. He couldn’t pretend that he knew who she was, if he didn’t have a clue. ‘I’m afraid I don’t keep up with celebrity culture.’  
 
    ‘Thank God for that,’ she retorted. ‘To tell you the truth, it’s a bit of a relief to drop the accent. Although I was getting to quite like her. The character, that is.’ She relented. ‘It was about two people, a man and a woman, both divorced. The woman decides to set up some kind of internet self-help group or recovery point, for people whose marriages are, or were hopeless, and calls it “The Bad Marriage Gang”. But no-one signs up for it because they think it sounds like some criminal concern, except for this one guy – who thinks it’s just what he needs. Basically the Bad Marriage Gang is just the two of them … and guess what?’ 
 
    ‘They fall in love?’ 
 
    ‘Correct. Hence my attempt to immerse myself in the idiom and expressions of a woman from down under …’  
 
     Her actual voice was quite attractive he thought, full of strange pauses and stops, and affectations, like she was trying out various nuances as she spoke. 
 
    ‘How come you live in Provence?’ he asked as she led them along the quiet road towards the town. 
 
    ‘It’s as good a place as any,’ she said. ‘I came here a couple of years ago with my husband and fell in love with the place. As you do.’ 
 
    He would have liked her to go on he realised, but somehow it gave him a perverse pleasure not to ask for further details. After all, she was probably expecting him to. They liked to pretend that they wanted privacy and a normal life, these actors, but in fact they withered like unwatered plants the second the public or the media lost interest in them. She wanted him to ask all about her husband, or husbands – no doubt there’d been several – and her eight children – four natural, four adopted … 
 
    And then he realised she was smiling at him. 
 
    ‘It’s hot, isn’t it?’ he said, changing the subject. ‘I mean, I was expecting it to be hot, but it’s really hot.’ 
 
    ‘This is nothing compared to later on in the year. It’s shady when we get there,’ she said. ‘You won’t burn.’ 
 
    ‘Is it much further?’ 
 
    ‘Through the town and out the other side.’ 
 
    For a while they trudged on in silence, the intense sun beating down on the bright white pavements, the slim dark shadows cast from the telegraph lines overhead, criss-crossing in front of their feet.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘now we’re in the Avenue Van Gogh … so called because the asylum that he checked into – St Paul de Mausole – is situated along this very road. You know, he painted about a hundred and fifty canvases while he lived here. Some of his most famous pictures – Starry Night, The Cypresses, the one of his bedroom …’ 
 
    ‘… with the chair,’ he finished for her, ‘yes, I do know. I’m not totally culturally ignorant.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God for that,’ she said. ‘Here we are, this is it.’ 
 
    They were standing in the shade of a cluster of trees alongside a cenotaph decorated with spear-wielding relief figures and a large triumphal arch with the top missing. 
 
    ‘Les Antiques,’ said Davina. ‘And on the other side of the main road – which we shall cross shortly, are the ancient remains of the Greco-Roman town that predates St Rémy. Thought you’d like the scale, the textures, the scene from the Trojan War—’ she was running her fingers across the carved relief. ‘Not interested?’ she said. ‘Not your period?’ 
 
    ‘No! They’re fascinating …’ She had no idea how much. 
 
    She moved away from the shadows of the monuments and across to the other side of the road where she tucked in through the trees and skittered down the edge of a slope. He checked both ways for traffic and then jogged after her. 
 
    A handful of tourists were picking their way through the excavations of a large settlement. ‘This is Glanum,’ said Davina. ‘Originally a shrine to the Celtic God Glanis, the Romans built a forum, baths and a temple. When the Franks were on the rampage the inhabitants relocated to St Rémy where it was safer and more secure. Silt from the Alpilles washed down the mountains and gradually covered it from view. It wasn’t until the 19th Century that archaeologists rediscovered its ancient mysteries.’  
 
    He listened to her tourist guide spiel while the high white mountains of the Alpilles towered above them, framing the remains of the town. Following her along the dusty, rock-strewn paths, the glare from the harsh sun made him squint, but as he walked amongst the trenches, the terraces, the truncated pillars and half-formed arches, he caught more than an inkling of its former glories.  
 
    Through half closed eyes he watched the visitors milling about like children in a giant playground, negotiating obstacles, climbing steps, exploring winding paths and hidden corners … and as their modern dress and accoutrements became more difficult to make out, just for a few seconds, a dislocation occurred whereby the fallen lumps of masonry were rebuilt, the crumbled pillars were reborn, the long-lost fountain and the base of the temple were restored to full height, and the houses were suddenly whole, the pavements and mosaics complete. Surrounded by noise and bustle, the inhabitants’ skin, hair and clothing were as real as the tourists’ sunhats and rucksacks had been only seconds before.  
 
    A child’s shout from behind interrupted him and almost as quickly as the images had arrived they were gone again and he was back in the present, amongst the vertical broken-off pillars and the low walls where the modern visitors were taking selfies and recording videos on their phones. Only the peak of the white chalkstone mountain and the green foliage along its lower slopes remained unchanged.  
 
    How much more credibility he’d have if he could prove his ‘gift’ existed, if he could click on the camera icon and capture the images on his phone whenever they manifested themselves. But like the basking lizard earlier, the scenes were too fleeting to catch hold of.  
 
    ‘Good choice,’ he told Davina when they were reunited. ‘Thank you for bringing me here.’ 
 
    ‘Thought I’d break you in gently,’ she replied. ‘Take it slow.’ 
 
    I’ll bet you did, he thought to himself.  
 
    The intense heat and bright light could only be tolerated for so long. ‘We’ll amble back to town,’ she said, ‘and get some lunch.’ 
 
    Interesting, how she assumed he was going to spend the rest of the day with her. 
 
    ‘But if you’d rather go home for stale baguette and coffee …’ 
 
    ‘No no, I’ll be guided by you.’ 
 
    ‘Well then,’ she said brightly. ‘Le Bistro des Alpilles it is! It’s in all the guide books. It’s very respectable. Main drag, well frequented.’ 
 
    Quite. Somewhere that you could see and be seen. That would suit a faded actress very well.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three  
 
      
 
    By the time they’d trudged all the way back to St Rémy, Charlie was ravenous.  
 
    Le Bistro had a modestly priced menu and a small terrace where they could eat in the open. Davina settled herself into the seat next to him and barely glanced at the food on offer. The waiter greeted her enthusiastically, chatting away to her for a couple of minutes before retreating inside. ‘Henri recommends today’s special,’ she said. ‘Très délicieux. You’ll love the wine,’ she added. ‘One of the best varieties in the area.’  
 
    ‘I’m more of a beer man,’ he said. ‘But again I’ll accept the recommendation.’  
 
    They were overlooking an open square where a select gathering of men were involved in a traditional game of boules. Listening to the heavy thunk of the silver balls as they landed in the dust and the clink of metal against metal as they made contact with each other, he became aware that these old men with their shambling manner, and their middle-age spread deliberately kept their backs turned. They weren’t there to put on a show for him.  
 
    He wondered how often she came here; how many male dining companions she’d had; how many complimentary bottles of Châteauneuf du Pape she’d quaffed, how many “Henri’s recommendations” she’d consumed? And then he realised what she’d done.  
 
    ‘The mystery woman I’m supposed to be meeting in Avignon,’ he said. ‘It’s you isn’t it? You’re my client.’ 
 
    Her expression was blank. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ 
 
    She winced sheepishly. ‘Yes. Are you angry?’  
 
    He was more baffled than anything. ‘What’s with the subterfuge?’ 
 
    ‘Davina Kennedy is the name of the character in the Aussie film I was telling you about. I thought I’d adopt her for a bit and see what happened.’  
 
    ‘Do you do that a lot? Pretend to be someone else?’ 
 
    ‘All the time. I’m an actress.’ 
 
    He’d asked for that. 
 
    ‘My real name is Anne Marie Devine,’ she said. ‘Or rather it’s my stage name. I borrowed the ‘Devine’ bit from my great grandmother, Minnie Etherege Devine. We’re an acting dynasty. You might have heard of her?’ 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    ‘Etherege was her husband’s name, but she added the Devine to make it sound more sophisticated. Maybe you’ve heard of my father, Victor Etherege? He was a sought-after character actor back in the day, stage work mainly but he’s done a fair bit of TV?’  
 
    Again, no.  
 
    The secrecy had been deliberate she told him; to prevent him from researching the family first and making biased assumptions.  
 
     He was intrigued by her thoughtful … mannered … way … of speaking. He’d never heard … anything … quite … like it … before. It was as though she pondered every syllable, listened to every letter’s sonic aura before she could bear to let it go; as if she was acoustically tuning every sentence that came from her mouth, demonstrating her actorly enunciation.  
 
    ‘You were sussing me out.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Do you blame me?’ She paused. ‘I once got asked to do one of those mini questionnaire things. The ones that go: Town or country? Paris or London? Fry-up or cereal? But I’m never very good at making up my mind. You know how that feels – when you can’t make a decision? When you’re not quite sure? And you’ve never been sure … about anything?’ 
 
    He did. Actors were hardly unique in being unable to compartmentalise and box everything up neatly. All anyone could do was to try and make sense out of disorder. Davina? Devine? ‘Seriously,’ he said, leaning forwards. ‘What would I have seen you in?’  
 
    She screwed up her face. ‘Oh, I don’t know … Anything that went straight to DVD hell!’ 
 
    ‘Costume dramas?’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, ages ago, when I was fresh out of drama school. I had a tiny role in a Dickens adaptation. There were so many characters – blink and you’d miss me.’ She tried to compose her features into a featureless void. ‘See,’ she indicated. ‘Nothing there. Rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘What else?’ 
 
    She sighed, twirling a strand of hair through her fingers. ‘Um, well, recently … not a great deal. I made a couple of films over here, of course … In translation, there’s one called – well, have you heard of Hair in the Gate? It was about a film director. A “hair in the gate” is a technical term. It means you have to re-do the take.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Course you do, you’re not stupid. Anyway,’ she said, ‘I played the director’s unstable wife. Limited release. No one saw it. Made no money. And then there was this art house number called The Return of the Yearn, again, that’s its translated title …’  
 
    He laughed. ‘The return of the what – the yearn?’ 
 
    ‘I know. It’s a silly title. It was a silly film … But I got paid well, so, who gives a shit! I lead a very unstructured life,’ she told him. ‘When I’m not working. Which is most of the time. Resting is what we actor types call it. As you can see, I’ve nothing much on. It would be my pleasure to run you around while you’re here. Anywhere you like. Show you the sights.’ 
 
    She was interesting company, there was no doubt about it, and it would certainly be useful to spend more time with her. If that’s how she preferred it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Charlie breathed in the essence of Mas Daria, its soft hum, committing to memory every shadow on the ground, every rustle of the leaves in the plane tree, every nodding sunflower, clump of weeds, crack in the farmhouse mortar. Was it the St Rémy air, the sun, the breeze, or the distinct aroma of lavender oil that gave him the urge to remove all his clothing and stand there naked?  
 
    ‘Come and have a drink,’ said Anne Marie. ‘Under the tree.’ 
 
    He could feel the dislocation beginning... 
 
    In the garden a woman is busy hoeing a patch of earth. Two young girls are helping her dig up the vegetables. While she turns the soil they willingly toss the exhumed produce into the basket alongside. They are humming a song. Dressed in woollen cardigans, cotton print dresses and knee length socks, the fastenings on their sandals are worn limp with endless buckling and unbuckling. Over by the wall, between two trees there is a garden swing seat, piled high with cushions and blankets. As the woman takes the full basket inside the girls run off to play. ‘Don’t get dirty!’ she calls after them. 
 
    Charlie sat down on the iron-work chair and Anne Marie poured him a glass of wine. 
 
    ‘It’s the only way to drink properly,’ she said, ‘out of doors, in the dappled shade of a plane tree, with the cicadas thrumming away in the undergrowth, the mountains of the Alpilles in the distance. I’m thinking of doing an aromatherapy course. There are plenty of instructors round these parts. The raw material is everywhere.’ 
 
    The girls have filled the swing seat with a collection of sprawl-legged dolls and fur-matted teddy bears and are giving them a push.  
 
    ‘Valérie makes beautiful salad from the vegetables in this garden,’ Anne Marie went on. ‘In the winter she makes a wonderful soup.’ 
 
    The girls are kneeling in the dust, arranging miniature plates and bowls on a metal tray. The older girl pours water from a tiny jug into the cups which, one by one, the younger girl kindly offers to the dolls. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow I have to go to St Marie de la Mer to see my son,’ said Anne Marie. ‘You could come with me if you like. Pack a pique-nique and some drinks. We can get there in a couple of hours …’ 
 
    He forced himself to turn away from the doll’s tea party and refocus his attention. ‘Sorry. What were you saying?’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you about my son. He’s staying with my mother-in law at the moment. She will hand Roman over to me for a few hours and then I’ll have to give him back.’ 
 
    ‘Roman?’ 
 
    ‘I know – pretentious, celebrity moniker. His father chose it.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘It’ll sound great when he’s older.’ 
 
    ‘How old is he?’ 
 
    ‘Five.’ She smiled. ‘Long way to go yet.’ 
 
    ‘Why can’t he stay with you?’  
 
    The iron-work creaked as she fidgeted in her seat. ‘It’s a custody thing.’ She took a generous swallow of the wine and waved airily. ‘I suppose you think I meet all my lovers on film sets?’ 
 
    He humoured her. ‘Don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘The thing is,’ she said, ‘it sounds incredibly glamorous – I meet my lover on the set of a movie, we pose together on the red carpet, we trip along to the premiere in Leicester Square, we arrive together for the awards ceremonies and the announcement of the Palme d’Or. The truth is actors piss and shit like anyone else. I mean I still have to take the rubbish out, I still have to clean the crap out of the drains, I queue up to pay for my shopping at the supermarket—’  
 
    She caught the look on his face. ‘Sorry, sorry. Truth is, I went out with a costume designer, I dated a script writer – the less said about that the better – I had a fling with a director, I married the French actor …’ She hesitated a moment and when she spoke again her voice had fallen. ‘It was during the negotiations for this place that Francois told me it was over. I decided to go ahead and buy it anyway.’ 
 
     Charlie apologised. ‘Don’t rake over any bad memories on my account.’ 
 
    ‘Bank the good memories,’ she replied. ‘Ditch the rest.’ 
 
    If only it were that simple. For a second or two there was silence. 
 
    She scooped up a rock from the ground and idly threw it into the dust a few yards in front. Charlie flinched. The girls are running past him towards the front door …  
 
    ‘Maman! We’re hungry! What’s for lunch?’ The older of the two is clutching a biscuit tin.  
 
    ‘What have you got there?’  
 
    The girl opens the tin. Inside is a collection of curiosities: an old brooch with missing stones, a belt buckle, some loose beads and a small shiny black object, organic in appearance. The girl lays this strange black object in the palm of their mother’s hand. It is a mermaid’s purse. Maman strokes its smooth surface and touches the tips of its tendrilled corners, uncurling the delicate threads. ‘I forgot you had this,’ she says. 
 
    ‘Does it really belong to a mermaid?’ The girls ask. ‘Have you ever seen one?’ 
 
    ‘I have,’ she says. ‘A long time ago. She didn’t realise I was watching.’ 
 
    The children are awestruck. ‘What was she doing?’  
 
    ‘She was singing a mournfully sad song.’ 
 
    ‘Why was she sad? Had she lost her husband?’ 
 
    ‘I think maybe she had.’ Maman wraps her arms around the girls’ shoulders and kisses them both on the tops of their heads. 
 
    She tells them to wait where they are and fetches a wooden chair from the kitchen. She places it in a patch of sunlight. ‘Hélene, you first.’ Standing behind the chair Maman takes a hairbrush from her apron pocket and begins to brush the older girl’s hair. ‘Mermaids comb their hair,’ she says, ‘while sitting on a rock.’ She makes long, sweeping strokes, the static crackling in the air and making the girl squirm. ‘Sit still! Do you think mermaids fidget when they comb their hair?’ When the brushing is finished, Hélene slips from the seat and her sister takes her place. ‘Don’t mermaids braid their hair, Maman?’  
 
    ‘Sometimes they do,’ her mother replies. ‘It depends.’ 
 
    ‘On what?’ 
 
    ‘Whether they are going to school or not.’ 
 
    ‘Silly Maman! Mermaids don’t go to school!’ 
 
    ‘Of course they do,’ says Maman, ‘how else would they learn their mermaid skills?’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite subtle isn’t it?’ said Anne Marie. ‘The way it comes over you. I noticed you went a bit odd when we were in the Roman ruins … Only you might like to tell me who you keep looking at. Over there.’ Anne Marie jerked her head towards the rear of the garden. ‘What’s going on? What can you see?’ 
 
    There were two ways the conversation could go from here: ridicule or wide-eyed interest. It was like the concept of angels: some people were willing to believe in their existence, other people considered the idea mentally defective. Which one was she? 
 
    ‘There are children playing,’ Charlie revealed.  
 
    ‘They are?’ She scanned the grounds. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Between those two trees over there.’ He pointed. 
 
    ‘I can see the trees …’ she agreed, ‘… but not the children. Intriguing. Got any other party tricks?’ 
 
    Ah, now, that was more like it. The casual ridicule he’d been expecting.  
 
    ‘It’s called “retrocognition”,’ he said. ‘It means I can see into the past.’ 
 
    ‘How quaint,’ she replied, lolling against the arm of the chair. ‘Most psychic people claim to be able to see into the future.’ 
 
    ‘You might be able to identify them for me,’ he said. ‘Judging by their hair and clothes I’m guessing it’s the 1940s. Wartime.’ 
 
    ‘Who? The phantom children? I wouldn’t have a clue. Valérie’s mother might be able to tell you. Although her own upbringing is a little bit hazy.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Parents killed during the occupation. Sensitive subject, you know.’ 
 
    There was a silence while he digested this latest information. The top button on her shirt was undone and he caught sight of the slight swell of her breast and a tiny glimmer of lace peeping from beneath the material. The tingle in his loins wasn’t entirely unexpected. If he ignored it, it might go away. 
 
    ‘Your skill,’ she said. ‘How did you first notice you could do it? When did it first happen?’ 
 
    ‘When I was quite young.’ 
 
    ‘Where? School? Home?’ 
 
    ‘Everywhere.’  
 
    ‘Fascinating … But all rather far-fetched. How do you convince someone you’re telling the truth?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ He indicated the trees again. ‘They either believe me or not. Do you believe me?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure,’ she said. ‘I like the idea. It appeals to me greatly, but the cynic in me says its absolute eyewash. Explain more.’ 
 
    ‘I can see what’s gone before, events in the past. Things suggest themselves; I get an image inside my head. Whole scenes, sometimes. It tends to happen when I’m emotionally engaged. Otherwise I’m as normal as the next person.’  
 
    ‘Hm,’ she said. ‘And next you’ll be telling me you bumped into Vincent van Gogh in the avenue Hoche.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not usually that serendipitous. Normally I require something that gives me a direct connection, like an object or personal possession.’ 
 
    Her silence spoke volumes. She tinkered with the stem of her glass. She was edging towards dismissal, he could tell. It had never been his idea to harness the gift; it was everyone else who assumed he could make use of it. As it was this ability to see into the past merely set him apart from everyone else. 
 
     ‘Is it safe for you to wander around on your own?’ She mused. 
 
    ‘My brother checks on me now and again,’ he replied. ‘If that’s what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘The Theo to your Vincent?’ 
 
    He decided to adopt the light-hearted approach. ‘You know that feeling you get when you’re talking to someone and a strange expression comes over their face and you think: What did I do? Did I say something wrong? The person you’re talking to hasn’t connected with you, doesn’t quite understand where you’re coming from? Well,’ he sat back in his seat. ‘I get that a lot.’ 
 
    ‘And what are the girls doing now?’ Anne Marie asked. 
 
    He looked over. The garden seat is gently swinging, and two pairs of turned-in feet, hang limply over the side. The girls lie together, heads touching, arms resting on each other, clutching the dolls to their chests. They have lullabied themselves to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Bouncing over potholes and rubble in the weather-ravaged road, the boiling yellow sun, the shimmering earth, the avenues of writhing cypress trees – all familiar features from van Gogh’s paintings – flashed past the car’s open window as Anne Marie drove towards the Southern coast. He knew that it was unfamiliarity with a right-hand drive that made him think there was less room on the passenger side of the car; but when she changed gear, Anne Marie’s elbow gently brushed his arm and that, he knew, was not his imagination. Her brown skin contrasted sharply with his city white pallor, and her bangles kept sliding up and down her tanned wrists. She looked much healthier than he did. 
 
    She smiled. ‘Not far to go.’ Beneath the canopy of the cypresses, the long straight roads went on forever, but he could already see the flat salty lands of the Camargue emerging in the distance.  
 
    Beyond Arles, the marshland created by the diverging branches of the Rhône became an alien landscape of vast sky and uninterrupted horizon. The occasional glimpse of a black bull or the flocks of pink flamingo paddling through the wetlands broke up the monotony; otherwise the flat blue went on forever. 
 
    It reminded him of the Fens in Lincolnshire; it could drive you mad, this featureless, tree-less countryside. Man needed something on the horizon to anchor him, make him feel protected; this was as wide-open and free as the Wild West. 
 
    Clusters of white horses at the edge of the road turned their disinterested equine faces towards the car, challenging them to stop, daring them to fall under their ghostly spell – magical beasts circling together, nose to tail, their black nostrils stark against the grey white flanks. Now and again he saw the sleek black shape of a bull silhouetted against the rippling blue water, and the low white lozenge of an old gardian’s cabin. Eventually the only thing separating the marshy lagoon from the sky was a narrow strip of land on the horizon, and this was gradually merging with the ocean, until all became one, and he felt like they were driving straight into the sea.  
 
    The actual destination was the town Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, so called, because after Christ’s crucifixion, the three Marys – Mary Magdalene, Mary Salome, and he forgot the third – had apparently been set adrift in an oar-less boat and somehow pitched up in the Camargue where they immediately set up a convent and began to spread the word. 
 
    Anne Marie drove into the car park on the edge of the small town, parked up and then took off through the narrow streets leaving Charlie to carry the beach gear over the sand dunes. The last time Charlie had been in the south of France was in his inter-railing days: 6am ablutions in railway carriages, late-night youth hostel check-ins, or sometimes sheltering in waiting rooms when it wasn’t worth paying for a whole night’s accommodation – it had been his one big adventure before settling down with Melanie and Adam. 
 
    This was more like a real holiday: proper sightseeing, an exploration of Provence and all its wonders. 
 
    On the beach next to him, a deeply bronzed woman vigorously rubbed copious amounts of sun cream into her captive children’s arms and legs and wouldn’t let them go until their Beau Geste sun hats were firmly in place. Released at last, the young ones kicked up a spray of white sand and grit, laughing and falling and getting up again, as they raced towards the sea.  
 
    He eyed the rest of the pert-breasted women on the beach – a parade of lean limbs in skimpy thongs and bikini tops. 
 
    Phew! It was glaring, this heat.  
 
    He felt conspicuously over-dressed in a pair of baggy beige boarder shorts and a short-sleeved linen shirt. Encouraged by perspiration, his aviator shades were slipping down his nose. He wouldn’t normally do this sort of thing. He’d rather be sitting in a shady café somewhere, reading the paper.  
 
    Then he saw them. Anne Marie was approaching, holding onto her broad-brimmed sun hat with one hand and a little boy with the other. A loose pony tail kept the hair off her neck. When she reached him she spread another blanket on the ground, undid her sarong, flicked off her sandals and then sat down next to him. 
 
    The boy flumped down in the sand and immediately began to dig a hole. 
 
    Charlie leaned back on one elbow. ‘What’s wrong with Cannes or Nice?’ 
 
    ‘It’s quieter here. It takes slightly longer for people to recognise me. An hour at least!’ 
 
    He scouted around. ‘Any sign of the paparazzi?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said, ‘but get ready to run when I say!’ 
 
    Roman’s hole was well under way, the mound of excavated spoil alongside growing bigger by the second. 
 
    ‘He’s very good, your boy,’ Charlie remarked. ‘Very self-contained.’ 
 
    She took it as a compliment. ‘He is, isn’t he? He could spend hours like this. Just hours. This is all he needs. It’s that simple.’ 
 
    ‘He must be mad, your husband,’ Charlie murmured. ‘You give him a beautiful child, and then he cheats on you.’ 
 
    She shrugged lightly, but said nothing. 
 
    He glanced at her, but her eyes were hidden behind her sunglasses and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. 
 
    ‘Do you have children of your own?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘One. A boy. Lives with his mother.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Adam.’  
 
    ‘Have you seen him recently?’  
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t mine by birth,’ he said. ‘Which complicates things.’ 
 
    She sucked on her teeth. ‘Francois takes fatherhood very seriously. In theory I am allowed to see Roman as much as I want. In practice however …’  
 
    ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    She pulled a bottle of Evian from her beach bag and handed it over. He anticipated further probing questions but instead she said, ‘Charlie, do you go to the gym?’ 
 
    He laughed out loud. ‘Me? Nooo!’ 
 
    ‘Only … your torso … you have the lean physique of an athlete.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking, right?’ His mum had told him his limbs were as angular as the legs and hinges on a compass. ‘I swim,’ he told her. ‘Sometimes. Or I used to.’ 
 
    ‘Swim now, if you want,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Only if you join me.’ 
 
    ‘No. I’ll stay here, watch you both.’  
 
    There was some sort of subtext going on; it took him a moment to work out what it was. ‘You want me to take Roman for a dip?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, why not? He’d like that. His boring mother does not like activity.’ Anne Marie arched her back in an attitude of laziness. ‘She prefers to read when she’s on the beach. Roman!’ Alerted, the boy scampered crabwise across the sand towards them. She spoke to him in French, implying that Charlie was about to do him a great favour by taking him for a swim in the sea. The little boy was eager, waiting, crouched in readiness, shoulders hunched. Obligingly, Charlie got to his feet, spraying sand all over the blanket. She shaded her eyes. ‘Give me your phone, it will get wet. And your shirt. I’ll look after it for you.’  
 
    ‘Why don’t I strip naked while I’m about it,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she smiled, ‘why don’t you?’ 
 
     He glanced at Roman wondering how much of this he understood. The boy’s eyes were on him; he was itching to scamper away. Charlie lobbed the phone, kept the shirt. Roman copied him, swinging the red plastic spade over his head and letting it fly onto the sand next to his mother. Then he turned, scrambled to his feet and ran for the sea.  
 
    Conscious that he was being watched, he jogged lazily after the boy. ‘Hey, wait for me!’ 
 
    Roman paddled in the shallows, jumping and squealing at the water’s edge. He stumbled backwards as the waves tugged at his ankles, instinctively clutching at Charlie’s hand.  
 
    ‘It’s all right! Hold onto me, we’ll wade in.’ 
 
    Together they made a slow, tentative progress into the water, the sun sparkling on the ripples, the gentle tug and lap encouraging them further and deeper until the swell lifted Roman off his feet. The boy gasped, laughing as the water reached his waist and sent him bobbing like a cork. His grip tightened.  
 
    ‘I’ve got you,’ said Charlie, holding on as the boy’s legs floated out behind him. Roman kicked and giggled, spluttering as a surge of water swamped his mouth. ‘Relax,’ said Charlie. ‘I won’t let go.’ And together they did a sort of sea dance, bobbing and bouncing in the warm shallows, circling the waves, enjoying the swell of the sea, letting it take them gently away from the shore. 
 
    Roman babbled happily. His confidence was growing – but not so fast that he was prepared to let go. When a particularly strong swell took him, he squealed and gripped tighter. 
 
    Charlie glanced back up the beach. Anne Marie sat with her elbow resting on her knees, her hand still shading her eyes. Was she checking him out? I’m not the remotest bit buff, he thought, eyeing the muscles in his forearms where they tensed in continuous grip. ‘What’s she up to, Roman, eh? What does she want?’  
 
    The water was choppy. His arms began to tire. He couldn’t keep this up forever. He manoeuvered Roman around until they were facing the beach. ‘Too far,’ he said. ‘We’ll get swept out.’ Roman looked up. ‘Maman!’ he called. His mother waved.  
 
    ‘She can see you,’ said Charlie. And she can see me, he thought, frolicking in the sea with a boy who is not my son. Her aim was precise, he mused, attacking him on the soft underside where he was vulnerable. What did she expect him to do? Collapse in her arms, a sobbing heap of self-pity? I told Melanie to take him. Don’t you see? I told her. In front of him! How could I have done that? 
 
    Sensing that Roman had had enough, he helped the boy reconnect his feet with the seabed, and guided him towards shore. Charlie’s limbs felt heavy as they breached the waves. Roman laughed at his own big ineffective strides. They dallied awhile, savouring the sensation of the currents rushing through their toes, and then padded across the wet sand and onto the dry.  
 
    ‘That was fun,’ Charlie said, flopping down on the blanket. Anne Marie flung a towel around Roman’s shoulders and after a cursory rub-down he retrieved the plastic spade and set off in search of shells. She gave the towel to Charlie. ‘It’s the only one I’ve got; you don’t mind sharing it, do you?’ 
 
    The hairs on his legs stood on end, the sand clinging to his damp skin. He brushed himself down. She watched every move he made, quite unselfconsciously.  
 
    ‘A great many mistakes are made in the name of loneliness,’ he commented.  
 
    She raised her gull wing eyebrows above the rim of her shades. 
 
    ‘William Holden says it on the beach. In Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.’ 
 
    ‘What does he mean?’ 
 
    ‘Recklessness in matters of the heart is dangerous, I suppose.’ He picked up his water bottle and swigged deeply, emptying it in two large gulps. 
 
    She put down her book and rummaged in her bag for another bottle. ‘There’s more water if you want it.’ 
 
    He glanced at the book’s front cover: it was a biography of the photographer Lee Miller. He could see from the bookmark sticking out that she hadn’t got very far. 
 
    ‘Fascinating woman,’ he said, screwing the lid back on the empty bottle, ‘unusual love life … I went to an exhibition of her photography once at the V & A.’ 
 
    Anne Marie waved to her son who was now scrabbling amongst rocks near a jetty. ‘You and I have similar interests,’ she said. ‘I admire this woman, so do you: ballsy, gutsy, an eye for the surreal.’ 
 
    He picked up the book, flicking through the photography plates until he found the picture of Lee Miller sitting in Hitler’s bath. He wondered if Anne Marie was going to continue to flirt with him. He wouldn’t have minded a duelling of wits, a parrying of suggestive comments. But it wasn’t very professional.  
 
    ‘Right,’ he said, settling himself more comfortably on the blanket. ‘Tell me the rest. What do you want from me?’  
 
    She curled her toes in the sand. ‘We are down to business, are we?’ 
 
    ‘I think we’d better.’ 
 
    She assessed his mood, gave a little sigh. ‘How does it work? I don’t understand. You’re what, susceptible? Is that what you say?’ 
 
    He stretched out. ‘I need to connect. Then again, too much sensitivity or emotion will conflict with the process; it won’t be a clear image, or easy to interpret.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think you are, Jeanne d’Arc? It sounds very peculiar.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it is,’ he said, ‘extremely. It might work, it might not. You’ll have to give it a go. It does rather depend.’ 
 
    ‘But it will allow you to see into the past? Make sense of things?’ 
 
    ‘It might fill in some gaps. That’s all I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you look for complexities where there are none,’ she said. 
 
    He shrugged. ‘It’s a moot point.’ 
 
    ‘At this precise moment,’ she said, stretching out her long legs, ‘I am willing to try. But not today. Not in front of Roman.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘No, tomorrow we do Les Baux. We’ll hire mountain bikes. A day at the beach followed by a day in the mountains. What do you say?’ 
 
    Her enthusiasm was infectious. He pondered the offer. It was tempting. ‘And then what?’ 
 
    ‘After that,’ she said. ‘We’ll see.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Charlie hadn’t ridden a bike since university. After one too many early morning punctures he’d banished his unreliable rust machine to the back of the shed, never to gaze on its hateful form again. But the high-tech mountain bike he was currently pedalling was an altogether different proposition. 
 
    Stamina might be an issue. The roads were easy to cycle along at first, the surfaces relatively smooth, but as the slope increased, the muscles in his legs began to sit up and take notice. Heading west out of town towards Les Alpilles – the ‘little Alps’ – with the breeze whistling past his face and his legs pounding the pedals, the steady pace gradually became more serious in intent. 
 
    Anne Marie was already some way ahead. ‘Charlie! Ça va?’ 
 
    ‘Oui, ça va!’ 
 
    He put his head down and pedalled furiously. The road’s incline grew; he could see the route ahead snaking away into the mountains, circling the distinctive white rocks of the limestone massif. His panting breaths were conspicuously audible.  
 
    After half an hour’s steady slog through the vineyards and olive groves, they paused for a rest and a drink. He skidded to a halt, scattering rocks and dirt, propped the bike against his waist and gulped greedily from a water bottle. Away behind them he could see St Rémy, partially obscured now by trees and the stunted-looking foliage. Ahead of them the mountains loomed, and alongside the road flowers grew amongst the rocks – blue trumpet gentian, and yellow Alpine poppies. 
 
    As they set off on the next leg the traffic increased and the road became harder to negotiate. Steeper and steeper was the incline, more and more laboured the task, and yet the scenery became more spectacular round every twist and turn. The short bursts of speed cycling were interspersed with slow lagging dismounts where they were forced to get off and push, but then they were up again cycling the zig-zag route through the mountain crags. He marvelled at the way the landscape had changed so dramatically within a matter of a few kilometres, and how impossibly different it was from the flat swampland of the Camargue, which was yet visible in the distance.  
 
    Perched in the hollow of some jutting rocks, overlooking the plains below, they stopped to eat lunch in the shade. 
 
    ‘Too hot?’ said Anne Marie. ‘Want to go back down?’ 
 
    ‘Jelly legs,’ he said. ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Another kilometre or so to go. You can see the escarpment from here. Ice creams when we get there.’ 
 
    The ruined tenth century citadel stood high on the escarpment above the “village perché”, the quaint, higgledy piggledy, red-roofed buildings clustering together on the hill as if for warmth and security. Les Baux, Anne Marie reminded him as they locked their bikes in the car park, was the second most popular tourist attraction in France. He could see why. The cobbled streets were filled with herboristeries and shops crammed with terracotta figures, lavender bags, scented soap and olive wood spoons, but away from the tourist traps the narrow winding lanes and hidden alcoves hinted at secrets and intrigues from a time long past. 
 
    ‘The Seigneurs at Les Baux,’ he read from the guidebook, ‘maintained an impregnable grip on the area over several centuries, whilst waging war on the rest of Provence. “A race of eaglets, vassals never”, was their motto, several of their number meeting violent ends. The troubadours at the court meanwhile entertained the noble ladies with their poetry and songs.’ 
 
    ‘Romantique, non?’ she said.  
 
    The citadel itself was a skeletal mass of tumbledown walls, fragments of buildings, and tantalising remnants of carved masonry – a dead fortress with its entrails on display in the blazing sun, to be picked at and discarded by the tourist insects swarming over it. 
 
    ‘We won’t stay up here too long,’ said Anne Marie. ‘Just long enough to admire the view.’ 
 
    They studied the reproduction medieval siege engines, the holes left in the walls by Cardinal Richelieu’s explosives, even the apertures left by the pigonniers. 
 
    Climbing the many steps up onto the castle ramparts, or what was left of them, they found themselves teetering over the asymmetrical whimsy of the village’s corrugated red and brown roof tiles where they nestled between the white limestone walls.  
 
    ‘It’s dangerous up here when the Mistral strikes,’ she remarked.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I’ll hold on tight.’ 
 
    The views were truly spectacular – the plains, the vineyards, the mountains – but Anne Marie wasn’t looking at any of it: she was looking at him.  
 
     He leaned across the railings, his elbows propped apart, his eyes slightly squinting. ‘I know. Casual insouciance is a style I carry off particularly well.’  
 
    ‘With that profile,’ said Anne Marie, ‘you should have been an actor. Dark hair, blue grey eyes, quirkily handsome features: you’re a casting agent’s dream.’  
 
    He fluffed his hair away from the back of his neck, and stroked the hint of beard on his chin. His brother always told him he was appallingly badly dressed, but his mother had often praised his slim build and good looks. Obviously she’d been biased.  
 
    But there was something else happening. Somewhere nearby he could feel the presence of a woman, listening to her paramour, her knight, high on the top of the donjon, as he sang songs of courtly love: a combustion of emotion, a raging mass of desire – and later in the inky blue moonlight under a pattern of gold stars, they meet, alone and in secret, to plight their troth …  
 
    How quickly and quietly it had stealthily taken him over. It was this place, the colour, the light, all playing tricks on him. He’d start roaming around in cornfields soon, deranged and out of his wits, like van Gogh.  
 
    ‘It’s an unusual line of work,’ Anne Marie said. ‘Psychic historian. Not your run of the mill, small business.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Your visions are full of drama, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Everything is in motion, in flux, the action filling the frame, as it were.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but does it make any sense?’ 
 
    ‘Eventually, it does. It all comes together, in the end.’ 
 
    ‘Like a jigsaw?’ 
 
    ‘Clichéd analogy, but I don’t know a better way of describing it.’ 
 
    Her eyes roved about his face, as if searching for somewhere to rest while she formulated her next utterance. Her eyebrows contracted very slightly. ‘The other night,’ she said, ‘I left one out.’ 
 
    ‘Left one what out?’ 
 
    ‘Relationship. There’s one more. The dancer.’ 
 
    ‘Actor, director, writer, dancer,’ he said. ‘Who’s next – the producer?’ 
 
    She didn’t reply. Didn’t even smile. Touchy subject. 
 
    ‘Sorry, not funny, obviously … Do you want to tell me about him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I want to tell you.’ 
 
    He hooked his arm round the rail and waited for her to begin. She pushed her sunglasses over her hair. ‘Drugs, alcohol, affairs,’ she warned. ‘It’s got the lot …’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ he said, not sure he should encourage his own prurient curiosity. 
 
    ‘Love of my life,’ she added quietly. ‘Broke my heart … and then he broke his own.’ 
 
    He might have dismissed melodramatic hyperbole from anyone else, but he could tell by the tone of Anne Marie’s voice that she was deadly serious, and utterly sincere.  
 
    ‘I was introduced to him at a party by a mutual friend. I forget now what play I was in. Glengarry Glen Ross I think it was … or was that earlier in the year …? Doesn’t really matter. He’d already been cast in several West End shows. You might even have seen one of them: Aspects of Love, Mamma Mia, Cats—’ 
 
    ‘I always thought Cats was a bit odd,’ he interrupted. ‘No plot. Just songs.’ 
 
    She gave an impatient shrug. 
 
    ‘Sorry. Is this before or after Francois?’ 
 
    ‘Before,’ she said. ‘Definitely before. He was working steadily, had a brilliant reputation in the musical theatre world, but hadn’t quite had a major breakthrough. He wasn’t yet a big name.’ 
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    ‘Thomas Harrington.’ She waited while he trawled his memory banks.  
 
    ‘No … I don’t think I’m familiar …’  
 
    ‘Tragic Tom?’ she prompted. ‘That’s what the tabloids called him. I was very taken with him, right from the word go. As far as I was concerned something had come into my life that needed paying attention to. So much so that I began to think that he might be the one. But I was just beginning to get some attention myself. Professional attention, I mean. I got kind of distracted; I was getting good write-ups in the national press – nothing too flashy – but it was getting me noticed. I was happy, I had a beautiful boyfriend, I had work; everything was going fine. Except this beautiful, vivacious boy was getting mixed up in all kinds of stuff behind my back, and by the time I realised how serious it was, he was too far in. And of course, he didn’t think he needed any help. Or rather he wanted help,’ she backtracked, ‘but I wasn’t able to give him the kind of help he needed. He drank too much,’ she went on, ‘he took drugs, and the more I tried to help, the worse it got. He’d had a tiny bit of press in his own right before we got together, but when I started to get rave notices, and the spotlight was on me, everything changed. All of a sudden the papers turned their attention to him: “Anne Marie’s troubled boyfriend,” “struggling with alcohol”, “coping with depression”, “battling addiction” – you know how it works. A tabloid journo’s dream.’ She broke off. ‘I’m surprised you never read about it.’ 
 
    ‘I told you I don’t take much notice of those celebrity things.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very laudable of you …’  
 
    ‘So, what happened?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘He went for a bath,’ she said. ‘I could hear the hair dryer going and then it went quiet. I thought he must have gone for a lie down.’ She stopped, absently brushing imaginary dust from her arms. She shifted position, faced him more squarely. ‘I found him on the bed.’ 
 
    ‘Unconscious?’  
 
    ‘Dead. Heart failure. At twenty-seven.’  
 
    ‘Oh my God, I had no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ she smiled thinly. ‘Why would you? A brief flurry of interest, and then it becomes old news … Anyway, I moved on, met someone else. Got married to Francois. It wasn’t like it was a rebound, or anything, I mean it happened over a year later …’ She faltered. ‘I came out here thinking it would be peaceful, away from all the mania – but Francois was getting jobs and I wasn’t. Not that I cared. I didn’t care if I never acted again. I was just happy to be out of the limelight.’ 
 
    Not true obviously. ‘You didn’t regret giving up the stage?’ 
 
    She blew through her lips, puffing out her cheeks. She grabbed hold of the railing and leaned backwards. ‘The only things I miss about England are the teabags.’ 
 
    Another lie, but now he understood why she’d been so cagey with him about her identity. 
 
    ‘When you Google me,’ she said, ‘the first thing that comes up is the punch in the face.’  
 
    ‘What punch in the—?’ 
 
    ‘The one time that I react – the one time it gets to me and I hit out, all hell breaks loose. Right in front of the press in the lobby of the Royal Court Theatre! But he asked for it! Spewing forth meaningless, ill-informed babble. Tripe! No other word for it. Except maybe arse and wank.’ 
 
     He genuinely didn’t know what she was talking about. ‘You’ll have to help me out …’  
 
    ‘That bastard critic, Angus Malone! I got slaughtered by him. Not once, not twice, but all the time – the pretentious, self-satisfied, pompous idiot!’ 
 
    He started to laugh. ‘You assaulted a critic?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She was annoyed. ‘You think he should have been allowed to get away with it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what he wrote,’ he said reasonably, ‘I don’t know what he was commenting on. It might have been perfectly legitimate criticism.’ 
 
    ‘Oh I’ll tell you what he wrote. “She sucks up all the oxygen around her, leaving nothing for the gasping actors stumbling in her wake.” How about that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s one of his?’ 
 
    ‘One of the kinder ones. There were more of that ilk, and worse. “She leaves nothing for her co-stars, hammering them into resistance with her overpowering presence. Not one of them has a hope matching her loud, strident, selfish style of acting.”’  
 
    Her sensitive actor’s nerves had been mortally offended, and she’d never got over it. ‘It does sound a bit harsh …’  
 
    ‘He had a vendetta against me.’ 
 
    He wondered if her mannered way of talking was the same on stage as it was in real life. He regretted never having seen her in action. She’d left an entire career behind, perhaps willingly, perhaps she felt she had no other choice, but when the work dried up, so had she. Bored, lonely, and disillusioned, she lived in a beautiful part of the world with no one to share it. No wonder she’d spent two weeks pretending to be Australian: she had nothing better to do.  
 
    ‘And now you think it’s time you went back?’ 
 
    She looked drained. ‘I don’t know if I can. I mean I do want to, but … You hungry?’ she asked. ‘This isn’t a good place to find somewhere to eat. Too touristy, too expensive.’ 
 
    For the time being the confessions were over.  
 
    By the time they’d wandered from the summit to the car park, the tourist numbers were dwindling, and everybody’s thoughts, like theirs, were turned to home.  
 
    ‘I reckon we’ll get a beautiful sunset on the way down,’ she said, undoing the bike lock and swinging her leg across the cycle frame. ‘Should be a sight to behold.’ 
 
    She requested a slight detour via the Cave Vignoble Sainte Berthe to buy a bottle of the local wine. By the time she’d purchased her Coteaux des Baux de Provence, the heat from the sun had died away, and the breeze was growing stronger. He looked skywards; perhaps the weather was on the turn. It had been glorious up till now. Accompanied all the while by the sound of the tyres on the road, the spokes whistling in the air, the occasional squeak from a touch on the brake, he kept his thoughts on dinner in the Duc. He could see Anne Marie’s bright red reflector panel bobbing in front, could see the little bumps it made as it bounced over undulations in the road. In another half an hour they had passed through the largest crags and traversed the windiest part of the route, and were then aiming north again, towards the town. It was dusk now, the sunset spectacular against the cool blue sky, but with the dimming of light came the loss of landmarks. He kept a lookout for lights through the trees. The thickly forested slopes had presented themselves as perfectly benign in the hot sun of the day, but now their dense impenetrable mass seemed to menace the road. 
 
    Anne Marie glanced back once more and raised her hand to wave. In the second it took her to resume her grip on the handlebars she lost vital concentration and her bike veered dramatically to the right. In the process of righting herself, she encountered some sort of obstruction in the road. Charlie heard a loud popping noise, and then in a split second, her tyres had hurtled out of control, the bike swooped sideways, and with gravel and stones flying she careered into a heap at the edge of the tarmac. 
 
    Charlie screeched to a halt, dropped the bike on the ground, hopped over the handlebars and ran towards her. 
 
    She was attempting to ease herself out from underneath the bike frame. ‘Ow! Ow!’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right. You’re all right.’ He tugged the bike away and helped her to her feet. 
 
    Her bare legs were criss-crossed in a pattern of grazes and scrapes. She tried to sweep dust and gravel from her knees but it only aggravated the broken skin. ‘I hit a pebble or something.’ She hobbled to the side of the road. Her elbow was bothering her. 
 
    ‘Show me.’ Charlie peered. 
 
    A slow trickle of blood seeped down her arm towards her wrist. ‘It’s nothing, don’t worry. It’s just a cut, that’s all.’ She pulled a crumpled tissue from her pocket and dabbed at the wound. The blood soaked into the makeshift dressing, turning it crimson, dark. Her knees began to sag. 
 
    He took hold of her arms. ‘Just a little blood, looks worse than it is. Are you all right to cycle back?’ 
 
     ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Freewheel,’ he said, ‘as much as you can.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Back at the farmhouse he fixed up the wound, using antiseptic cream and plasters from a first aid kit she kept in a kitchen drawer. Perched against the kitchen table she succumbed to his ministrations without moving and he sorted her out, the way mum used to do for him when he was a child: silently, no nonsense, no tears or complaints allowed. ‘Coffee?’ she said, when he’d finished. 
 
    ‘No thanks, it keeps me awake.’ 
 
    ‘Just a thought,’ she replied. 
 
    The darkening sky closed in around them. A few twinkling lights from the wine estate were visible in the trees through the window. She moved away from the table edge and stood in front of him. 
 
    ‘You’re my client,’ he said. 
 
    She patted the dressing on her elbow. ‘Not yet I’m not.’  
 
    A tremor ran through him. Like so much else he couldn’t place it, couldn’t identify it, even as it settled around him like a thick heavy cloak of beaded brocade, a cloth of densely coloured indigo, sapphire and gold, smothering him in a drowsy delirium.  
 
    There was too much cluttered furniture in the way and she had already banged her hip bone against a chair back, when he shoved her up against the bookcase and kissed her. She put her hands in his hair and tugged at his roots, a mild restraint that he instantly responded to. He did the same to her, combing his fingers through the loose hair and pulling it taut. 
 
    Somehow they pitched themselves away from the bookcase and tripping and stumbling across the floor they manhandled each other towards the narrow doorway. His hands had already pulled her shirt undone and the bra straps fell away from her shoulders. Reeling, they left the doorway and collided with the stair post. She fell against the bottom steps, pulling him down on top of her. Her legs were entangled in his; her arms were across his back. She gave a small cry as the hard edge of the stair cut into the base of her spine. He tried to ease her into a more comfortable position, but as he was simultaneously in the process of removing the rest of her clothes, they were unable to resolve the issue. She pulled violently at his stupid shirt, and tugged at his annoying belt loops. He shrugged off his shirt, grabbed her quickly, nudged open her thighs when suddenly he stopped.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said, disentangling himself.  
 
    She copied him, leaning her head against the stairs, getting her breath back. ‘Why’ve you stopped?’ She tried to sit up straight, find a roomier position on the stairs.  
 
    He pulled her to her feet. ‘Where’s your bedroom?’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Right.’ 
 
    She led him up to the top of the stairs where the landing was dark and windowless. She clicked open a latch and went through a rustic wooden door. There was a step between room and landing and she advised him not to trip. 
 
    Padding across the room she groped for a bedside lamp, switching it on and illuminating the cast iron bedstead, the quilt and the bolster. A jug of lavender sat on the window ledge, and a Turkish-style rug was spread across the floor and half way under the bed. The white walls were decorated at intervals with Provençal scenes, and a van Gogh Starry Night. The tiny window, small enough to keep out the wind, but large enough to let light in, admitted a low glow from the moon. He pulled her gently towards the bed. 
 
    ‘Lie down,’ he commanded. 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    ‘On the bed,’ he said. 
 
    She lay still and straight, her arms at her side, her legs together. 
 
    ‘On your front,’ he ordered. ‘Roll over.’ 
 
    She obeyed, turning over so that her stomach rested on the smooth quilting, and her elbows were propped on the bolster. She wasn’t sure whether to flex her feet or keep them flat. ‘Like this?’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    She tried to crane her head, to see where he’d gone. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘Don’t move. Stay perfectly still.’ 
 
    The floorboards creaked slightly as he approached the bed. He lightly touched his fingers at the nape of her neck and moved her hair to one side. Next his fingers drifted across her shoulders, gently smoothing her skin as if he was laying out a piece of silk, teasing it flat, removing every tiny crease and ripple. 
 
    The bed springs bounced as he perched himself alongside. And then he made a dozen butterfly kisses down the length of her spine and across her buttocks, lightly whispering across her skin. She couldn’t resist. She rolled over, longing him not to tease her any longer and held out her arms.  
 
    He moved in close and kissed her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Anne Marie stretched and wriggled underneath the sheets. ‘Maybe, Mr Gilchrist,’ she said, ‘that was all the therapy I needed.’ 
 
    He laughed but his next question was serious. ‘Have you had any?’ 
 
    ‘I’m an actor, what do you think? Narcissistic, highly sensitive, possessor of a glass ego; I’ve tried all sorts of New Age religions and therapies.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from retrocognition.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a newie, I grant you … but who cares as long as it solves the issue.’  
 
    ‘You haven’t told me what the issue is yet,’ he pointed out. 
 
    She eased herself up onto her elbow and stroked his arm, kissing his shoulder. ‘I was once voted first place in a “One to Watch” poll of young British talent.’ She gave an amused snort. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny about that?’  
 
    ‘It’s not much good being the one to watch if you can’t actually bear for anyone to watch you.’ She turned over and reached for the laptop on the bedside table. Then she sat up, typed in her own name and navigated onto a biography site. ‘Here you go. Read that.’ He manoeuvred himself upright and scrolled to the top of the article. 
 
    ‘British Actor,’ he read aloud, ‘appeared in films and TV but most famous for clutch of acclaimed theatre roles early on in her career. However, promising theatrical career curtailed by series of personal woes including crippling stage fright, brought on following tragic death of partner Tom Harrington. Subsequently forced to take parts in a series of poorly received films, she nevertheless briefly attained critical plaudits for come-back role of Victoria in the Anglo French production Hair in the Gate, until sidetracked by ongoing personal problems, to wit: divorce from her former co-star Francois Bodell and her career once again stalled. Currently to be heard on voiceovers for French products including strawberry flavoured chocolate, banking, soap and wine. Lives in the South of France.’ 
 
    He scrolled further. The theatre reviews, most of them glowing, were interspersed with consistently scathing comments from the critic Angus Malone, and contemporary news stories about Tragic Tom’s death. He paid especial attention to a news report about her disastrous appearance in The Strawberry Thief: 
 
    The stage actor Anne Marie Devine was forced to cancel her latest performance at The Royal Haymead last night due to illness and exhaustion, although sources speculate that the real reason for her no show was due to the agonising stage fright that has dogged this talented young actress for many years now. The play was written especially for the actress’s acting ancestor Minnie Etherege Devine in the early decades of the 20th Century, and had been revived by Anne Marie’s close friend the playwright and director John Edgerton. Following the actress’s late arrival at the theatre on opening night, curtain up had to be delayed it is believed while colleagues and fellow actors helped her compose herself before going on stage. This follows on from her well publicised ‘choke’ in the RSC’s production of Shakespeare’s Pericles and her absence for three performances of Marlowe’s Edward II, which occurred during the midst of her troubled relationship with the musical theatre actor Tom Harrington who later died of a drugs overdose.  
 
    Ms Devine’s agent insisted last night that the actress was absolutely fine and was looking forward to returning to the role of Jane Morris as soon as she was a hundred per cent fit and well. In the meantime her co-star Will Thorn continues in the role with Ms Devine’s understudy. ‘Mr Thorn is more than capable of carrying the play on his own,’ commented renowned theatre critic Angus Malone. ‘Ms Devine’s indisposition is no great loss to the theatre world,’ he continued.  
 
    Other commentators have been more sympathetic to the actress’s plight, bearing in mind her acclaimed performances in a variety of roles both on TV and on stage. Stage fright is an actor’s worst nightmare, some actors are known to physically vomit before they can go on; others freeze mid-stage and can’t continue – an experience Ms Devine has suffered on several occasions …  
 
    ‘What’s Angus Malone’s problem?’ Charlie asked. ‘Why’s he got it in for you?’ 
 
    Anne Marie tapped her knuckle on the screen. ‘Angus Malone is Tragic Tom’s father.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘As far as Angus Malone is concerned, Anne Marie Devine is the woman who destroyed his son, or at the very least was involved in his murky decline.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    They came across a press photo of Anne Marie attending an awards ceremony. She was in a beautiful evening dress, a vibrant young man on her arm. The caption read: A disappointed Anne Marie takes comfort from her gorgeous new boyfriend, Tom Harrington.  
 
    ‘I was up for an award that night,’ she said, ‘favourite to win, but it went to someone else. Not that it bothered me, despite what the papers wrote.’ 
 
    Tom, the beautiful dancer, had a big happy smile and a thick mane of lustrous hair. Slim, poised and muscular, no wonder he’d caught her eye. Anne Marie was facing the camera, amused and bemused at the attention they were attracting. Charlie’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, clicking onto a gaunt faced image of a hounded woman, head down as she was caught emerging from the door to a town house. The caption read: Anne Marie pictured leaving her home, forty eight hours after the death of the dancer Tom Harrington. 
 
    He clicked again: a short piece about an inquest; a report detailing Anne Marie’s arrest and release after police questioning; a shot of a funeral cortège … 
 
    ‘Arrest?’ he queried. 
 
    ‘Procedure. They didn’t really think I’d done anything, but they had to question me anyway. In the end the verdict was accidental death.’ 
 
    He was beginning to see why she’d been happy to leave that world behind. 
 
    She took the laptop from him and replaced it on the bedside table. ‘Let me fill you in. As I already told you I come from an acting dynasty. My father and his grandmother, Minnie Etherege Devine, were both actors. Minnie was popular during the Edwardian era but nowadays all anyone knows about her is that she was a bit of a diva. I’ve been trying to find out more about her but there’s precious little online and I can’t find any books. My father has some old playbills and photos, but not much else. She went AWOL sometime in the middle of the last century, and no-one in the family knows why.  
 
    ‘The thing is, – and this is going to sound very stupid –I think the problem that I have is something to do with her. I feel like it’s got some connection to her life. Everything came to a head when I performed in The Strawberry Thief at the Haymead – the same play that Minnie had starred in nearly a hundred years earlier. It was cute casting: the great-granddaughter of the original star performing in the same play in the same theatre. But every time I stepped on that stage it felt like there was something physically hindering me; stopping me from performing. I suppose I had what used to be called a nervous breakdown; I was diagnosed as suffering from exhaustion and depression. I left the production midway through the run and I haven’t been able to set foot in a theatre since.’ She sounded embarrassed. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts, or I never used to … but I felt like there was something there …’ 
 
    ‘Some kind of presence?’  
 
    ‘Yes, if you like. I’ve never told anyone this before but it was as if something was holding me back, physically preventing me from doing my job. As if I was being deliberately thwarted. I tried talking to my dad about it but he just thinks I’ve lost the plot. Can it be coincidence that everything went to pieces during that particular play? Do you understand what I’m getting at?’ 
 
    ‘I understand completely.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds ridiculous but if I find out what happened to Minnie it might enable me to move forwards. Can you help me do that?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you want from me? To initiate a comeback. A return to the British stage?’ 
 
    She hesitated. ‘There’s a reason I’m asking. A producer has been in touch who wants to revive The Strawberry Thief.’ 
 
    ‘Right …’  
 
    She made herself more comfortable. ‘He wants me to star in it. He thinks it will make a fortune. If I successfully return to the stage in the exact same place I left it, they’ll be quids in.’ 
 
    ‘How mercenary.’ 
 
    ‘That’s one way of interpreting it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. Not unless I manage to exorcise my demons before rehearsals are due to start. Do you think I can?’ 
 
    Charlie mused. ‘If your career depends on it, who am I to refuse the challenge? But there’s not much point trying to help you here in the south of France. I need to be in the theatre where the breakdown happened. You’ll have to show me where it all started. After that, we’ll see …’ 
 
    ‘I’m still not entirely convinced you’re for real,’ she said with a slight incline of the head. ‘But in any case what harm can it do?’ 
 
    For the time being he reserved judgement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Tucked down a side street off one of central London’s main arteries, the Haymead Theatre was not quite what he’d been expecting. In between a sandwich shop on one side and an Indian restaurant on the other, he might have walked straight past its grimy facade had he not been looking. Separated from the street by the narrowest of pavements, Charlie squeezed his way in via the heavy rotating door. 
 
    In contrast to the shabby exterior the foyer made a brave effort to retain 150-year-old character of the original design, with blue walls painted the same colour as the carpet, and sconces and curlicues picked out in gold. He was struck by the smallness of the space. On a busy night the audience must have to spill out of the lobby and into the gutter, and God knows how a 19th century female theatre-goer got her crinoline in and out, but this morning everywhere was sleepily silent. As yet, no one knew he’d arrived and although the light was on in the box office, the seat behind the window was empty. He was free to absorb the surroundings without interruption, which was all well and good but how did he get backstage? A staircase to the right of the box office led down to the stalls and another on the left was sign-posted “Dress Circle”, but he’d also noticed a varnished wooden door marked “Private” on the far left of the foyer. 
 
    A young woman arrived and unlocked the side door into the box office. ‘Good morning, sir,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Give me a minute; I’ll be right with you.’ She was wearing a black polo shirt bearing the white stitched theatre logo, and she busied herself at the desk, adjusting her chair and straightening out the card payment machine and the telephone. ‘What performance are you after?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, sorry, I’m not buying tickets. I’m waiting for Anne Marie Devine. I’m a friend of hers.’ 
 
    Her attitude changed at once from solicitous to scornful. Of course you are dear, she appeared to be saying, and I’m the Prime Minister’s secret love child, but ‘Sorry,’ was what she actually said, and, ‘we don’t allow members of the public backstage, not without an invitation.’ 
 
    ‘I have got an invitation,’ he said. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ 
 
    She eyed him a moment, not sure whether to humour the request or not. She was saved the trouble by the arrival of another staff member, similarly dressed, clutching a cardboard box of theatre programmes. ‘Mrs Page is the theatre manager. I’ll ask her.’ 
 
    Mrs Page looked him up and down. ‘Name?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie Gilchrist, I’m a friend of—’ 
 
    ‘Who are you with?’ 
 
    ‘Er, myself,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Which publication?’ the woman asked patiently. ‘Because there’s no press, I’m afraid. She’s not doing any interviews. Maybe later during the run, but at the moment, no. Absolutely not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not press. I’m a friend.’ 
 
    The woman appraised him once again. ‘What did you say your name was? Gilchrist? Amy, can you just check – are there any messages for a Mr Gilchrist? Has Miss Devine left any word?’ 
 
    Amy rummaged through a pile of Post-its. ‘Nope, nothing here.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ said Mrs Page, adjusting the box against her hip. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait outside until she arrives …’  
 
    She gave a “please yourself” shrug and strode up the dress circle stairs. Out on the pavement, Charlie watched through the glass door as Amy tidied up the box office desk for a few minutes, before exiting the booth and following the same route as Mrs Page. He slipped back inside and made for the door marked “Private”. 
 
    Allowing his fingers to drift down towards the brass S-shaped handle, it required only a gentle pressure for the mechanism to give way. The unlocked door swung open to reveal a narrow, unlit corridor. For a brief moment the dark interior obscured the route forwards, but slowly the floor and walls came alive beneath the glow of an oil lamp set midway along the wall … 
 
     In front of him is a young girl carrying a large empty bird cage. He closes the door behind him and begins to follow. 
 
    The girl wears a cherry pink gown. The heels of her boots clatter on the uncarpeted floor. A boy dressed in an elaborate costume decorated with green feathers hurries past them in the opposite direction. The sounds of hammering can be heard through the walls: scenery building, construction. The girl with the birdcage keeps going, up a set of stairs, along a passage, all the way to the rear of the building. She knocks on a door, waits for permission to enter and then walks in. A small dressing room, glowing with gaslight and scented with fresh flowers and spirit gum is revealed. The walls are painted a muted dusty pink, the rug on the floor a deep emerald green, and there is a black silk shawl with beaded fringe hanging from a hook behind the door. Sticks of grease paint litter the table, their coloured paper wrappers dark and discoloured with fingerprints and marks. A young woman seated at the mirror rubs something into her face and turns to see who has entered. She makes no sign, but carries on with her toilette. Robed in a silk gown, which falls away from her shoulder, she reveals pale skin and the chain of a necklace where it trickles down her back … She is something of a beauty, this woman – large-eyed, with thick pronounced eyebrows and a bold mouth. Strong features, good for the stage. 
 
    ‘Have you seen William anywhere?’ she says to the girl. ‘He’s late! He won’t have time to change! Fetch him would you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Miss Devine.’ The girl puts down the birdcage and retreats. Charlie follows her deep into the bowels of the theatre, where they sink into a dark corridor and then rise up again, towards an arc light. Dangling ropes nudge at his shoulders and sweep across the top of his head.  
 
    The safety curtain begins to rise. A voice interrupts … 
 
     ‘Indulge me a minute … this is the first time I’ve trodden this stage since … it happened.’  
 
    Charlie stopped where he was. He had just walked through the backstage area of the theatre and into the wings without even realising. Anne Marie was standing in the middle of the stage gazing out at the empty seats. ‘Feels weird,’ she said, ‘very weird.’ 
 
    He moved across to join her. ‘I didn’t know you were here.’ 
 
    ‘I was about to send you a text,’ she said. 
 
    He performed a halting circuit of the stage, trying to imagine what it must feel like to have an entire audience out front, watching.  
 
    She copied his route, her boot heels making a hollow sound on the boards. ‘I suppose you lay yourself open to all sorts, don’t you?’ she said. ‘You don’t know what’s going to happen until it does?’ 
 
    ‘Or how it’s going to make me feel.’ 
 
    ‘Sick? Dizzy? Cold? Trembling?’ She was describing herself.  
 
    “Stage fright,” he had read, “is the anxiety, fear or phobia which occurs when the individual is required to perform in front of an audience or make a public presentation. The possible failure of the task results in fear and embarrassment. An acute awareness of one’s own behaviour hampers the performance. An increase in blood pressure in response to the ‘fight or flight’ instinct will cause the body to overheat and sweat. Other physical manifestations include pounding heart, tremors, nausea, nervous tics and a dry mouth.”  
 
    ‘It must have been awful,’ he said, ‘to be blank. In the middle of the stage. With every eye upon you.’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea … or, perhaps you do?’ 
 
    He halted in front of the backdrop. With the wings to left and right, he directed his view across the auditorium, where the red plush seats were deep in shadow at the rear of the stalls. Underneath the dress circle the exit lights glowed green and a shaft of light from the lobby struck the aisle. He had nothing but admiration for her, for getting up there in the first place. ‘I couldn’t do it: stand here and perform, night after night.’ 
 
    She’d relaxed somewhat. ‘The point is that when you’re in the zone, when you’re in character, it comes naturally. You start at the beginning, and before you know it, a two- to three-hour performance is under way. The approbation of the audience is addictive; it’s what we do it for. There’s nothing like it. A TV studio or a film location can never replicate that adrenalin, that flying by the seat of your pants feeling, that immediacy, that intense vital moment …’ 
 
    He listened as she eulogised, lost in her memories, longing to experience the triumph again. He gazed around the dress circle, the upper circle, the ‘gods’, the boxes – Baroque design, ornate cupid decoration, gold leaf everywhere; an auditorium that managed to combine grandiosity and intimacy, all at the same time.  
 
    She gave a wry smile. ‘I can live on the odd film role, the voiceovers. It’s enough. It gets me through.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to pretend,’ he said. ‘It’s not necessary. Be honest with me.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right,’ she admitted, facing front. ‘There’s nothing like the synergy between actor and audience.’ She warmed to the theme. ‘Once I lost one of my props. It got misplaced somewhere. I hunted everywhere, couldn’t see it.’ She mimed picking up a phone from an invisible table. She held it to her ear, started to stride around with it. ‘The audience could see I didn’t have a real one. But they went with it, they accepted my improvisation. An audible murmur of appreciation went around the auditorium, and I was on a high for the rest of the performance. Got a huge cheer at the end …’ 
 
    She gazed out across the footlights, imagining the audience on their feet: a crescendo of applause, whoops, cheers, the actor on the stage bowing deeply, affected by their good will, their emotion. 
 
    And then Charlie glimpsed someone’s shadow cross the shaft of light at the rear of the stalls, breaking it momentarily. He looked again. The bar of light was once more complete, straight, unwavering. But a man with dark hair and a neatly waxed moustache – Edwardian in style – has entered the auditorium. 
 
    Actor, owner, manager? 
 
    As the man approaches the stage, a table and chairs, with cloths, candelabra and cutlery is being laid for a dinner party, but the stage hands aren’t arranging props; they aren’t even stage hands, they are caterers or waiters placing real food and drink in the middle of the table...  
 
    Sprawling contentedly in one of the curly-backed chairs is a gentleman in evening dress, although his waistcoat is undone, and his collar has been loosened. His hair is slightly dishevelled; a dark curl hangs over his eyebrow. His dark eyes glitter in the lamplight, but his lids are heavy as though he is already heavily intoxicated. His cigar sends a tendril of smoke up into the flies. He is joined at the table by a second man who unstoppers a decanter and pours a glass of whisky. The man with the neat moustache takes his place and then a fourth, much younger than the others, joins them. He has an air of diffidence that suggests his place in the pecking order is lower than the rest of the gathering, but he holds up his glass to be filled and the whisky pourer obliges. Shirt fronts creak and watch chains wink in the candlelight on the table as the four men make small talk together. The scent of cigar smoke, perfume and hair oil mingles with the faint odour of musty cloth and scenery paint as they regard the fifth, empty chair. They are waiting for someone. And then a young woman arrives, resplendent of hair and jewels, lit up by the gas lamps in the auditorium. Her skirts drag the stage as she approaches and she lifts the fabric aloft and kicks the trail to one side making a space for her feet. ‘Come along gentlemen,’ she enjoins. ‘I’ve had the restaurant deliver the food specially. Let’s eat while it’s hot.’ 
 
    The men rise to their feet as she takes her place at the head of the table. ‘Now,’ she says, picking up a fork. ‘What were you all talking about?’  
 
    ‘Oh nothing important,’ says the man with the neat moustache. He indicates the man on his left, the whisky pourer. ‘Geoffrey’s latest play.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you think you could do better?’ Geoffrey responds to the insult with equanimity. ‘You critics have so much to say about a man’s labour, when you’ve never written a creative word in your life! It’s very easy to carp, much more difficult to create.’ He turns to the man with the curl. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, William?’ 
 
    William doesn’t respond verbally but a mild sneer plays around his lips. 
 
    ‘Now now,’ says the woman, ‘play nicely, boys.’ 
 
    ‘I could easily write a play,’ says the man with the neat moustache. 
 
    They all laugh uproariously, Geoffrey especially. ‘What about? A naive, innocent young beauty, taken advantage of by a great fat oaf?’ 
 
    They all laugh again. The woman leans over and pats the critic’s hand. ‘If I were you I’d do it: write one and show them how it’s done!’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ says William, jabbing away at his food. ‘Put your money where your mouth is: write something for Minnie.’ 
 
    ‘Would you let me?’ says the critic, leaning towards the woman. ‘If I wrote a part for you, would you do it?’ 
 
    But the woman is not taking him seriously. ‘Don’t let them bully you, George! Come on, tuck in!’ 
 
    Conversation continues to fill the theatre space as the actress and her friends help themselves to more food and drink …  
 
    And then the image blurs and fades to be replaced with something else … 
 
    Above him is a lighting rig, and out across the footlights and beyond is an audience acting as one: a sea of faces, mouths slightly open, arrested in a state of concern and excitement. Something is happening on the stage, something they haven’t been expecting, and now they wait  to see how this new drama will play itself out. 
 
    As he slowly, carefully turns away from the audience and back to the players onstage, he sees a figure in the spotlight, apparently frozen mid-speech. Her eyes are wide, her brows contorted in pain and embarrassment as she struggles to extricate herself from the mess she is in. Clearly recognisable by now, Anne Marie, entirely exposed by the glow of the lights, fails to make any sense of what’s happening to her. Exposed to the gorgon-eyed stare of the audience, she nervously handles a stage-prop and makes up a bit of stage business; anything to fill the void. And then she shakes her head. ‘I’m so sorry everyone.’ She runs quickly into the wings as a sigh of regret eddies throughout the audience …  
 
    Charlie blinked. She was gone. Except she wasn’t. Anne Marie was standing right now in front of him. ‘What is it?’ she said. ‘What did you see?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just seen you having your breakdown.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God. Really?’  
 
    Charlie’s skin had gone clammy, his throat was dry and his heart was pounding. ‘I could feel it,’ he said, pressing his hand to his chest. ‘The fear.’ 
 
    She shuddered. ‘How odd that you can conjure up a vision using my distress. Every night during that last production, I felt like there was something there, lurking, putting me off. Waiting for me to slip up, no, making me slip up. Next thing you know it’s “Anne Marie fluffs her lines”, “Anne Marie stuffs up”. By the end I thought I was losing my mind.’ 
 
    ‘There was something else,’ he said. ‘Before that. Some kind of Edwardian dinner party, on stage.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes? Bernard Shaw, Pinero?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a scene from a play. It was real. A catered meal with waiters and everything.’ It was the same actress he’d seen at her toilette in the dressing room upstairs. ‘Was that normal? Dinner, on stage after a performance?’ 
 
    ‘I have heard of it,’ she said. ‘Who do you think it was? Was it Minnie?’ 
 
    He repeated the names he’d heard mentioned: Minnie, George, William, Geoffrey. ‘We need to do some research. Who owned the theatre back then? Who belonged to the company? Which plays were being produced, which actors employed, basically anyone who was around at the same time as Minnie Etherege Devine. Has your father told you anything about her, or her life?’ 
 
    ‘A few bits and pieces, but like I said before – he hasn’t got much to go on.’  
 
    ‘Would he mind if I spoke to him?’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t think so. I’ll give him a call. But do you think we could get out of here, now? This place is giving me the creeps …’ 
 
    She took him round the corner to a restaurant called The Blue Lagoon. It was still early and the place was half empty. Anne Marie chose a table at the back of the dining area, away from the window so as not to be observed, he guessed, and where she was almost half hidden by the coat stand. The director was meeting them there, she said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve told him you’re my hypnotherapist.’  
 
    Charlie perused the lunch menu and chose a complicated sounding salad. Anne Marie ordered wine and quickly drained her first glass. Each time the door opened she was like a sentinel on the watch, alert and ready, only to be disappointed when it turned out to be just another customer. Meanwhile she checked her phone every five minutes or consulted the clock on the wall above the waiter’s station. At long last a middle-aged man in faded denims and a purple shirt arrived and she shot up from her seat. ‘He’s here!’ 
 
    They greeted each other with an exuberant hug and kisses on both cheeks.‘Charlie, this is John Edgerton,’ said Anne Marie when she’d let him go. ‘John, this is Charlie Gilchrist.’ 
 
    Edgerton’s hand shake was bone-crunchingly tight – the grip of a man confident in his profession and abilities.  
 
    ‘Anne Marie says you’re the man that’s going to get her back on stage.’ There was a touch of irony in his voice as he rubbed Anne Marie’s back in a paternal fashion. ‘Whatever it is you propose doing, let’s hope it works.’  
 
    ‘A little push,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    Edgerton smiled thinly as he took his seat next to Anne Marie. ‘It’s a small piece,’ he said, ‘a three-hander with a couple of walk ons.’ 
 
    ‘In some ways that’s worse,’ Anne Marie interrupted. ‘All the attention will be on me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be wonderful,’ said Edgerton flapping his napkin onto his lap. ‘You’ve ordered for me?’ 
 
    Anne Marie patted his leg. ‘I have.’ 
 
    She was happy now that he’d arrived, much more relaxed than five minutes before. The two of them exchanged small talk about mutual acquaintances, discussed a bit of theatrical gossip while Charlie rearranged his cutlery and felt superfluous and increasingly out of place. Edgerton ate quickly and aggressively. It was obvious he had somewhere else to be. ‘We need our girl match fit,’ he said at one point, which Charlie thought rather patronising. Anne Marie raised her eyebrows, but Edgerton enclosed her hand beneath his own and moved ever so slightly towards her. He insisted on paying the bill, and although Charlie refused and Anne Marie refused, he did it anyway, because it was his absolute pleasure and although he gushed that he didn’t have time to stay right now he would definitely make time to see Anne Marie later. ‘Bye darling,’ he said. ‘Bye Charlie, nice to meet you.’ And with that he was gone. 
 
    ‘He’s not a fan of hypnotherapists, then?’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry about John,’ said Anne Marie as she gazed out of the window after him. 
 
    There was more to their relationship than she’d let on. ‘You and he?’ Charlie asked. ‘Is he … ?’ 
 
    Anne Marie blushed furiously. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The director, all right? We’re friends now. Very good friends.’ She rubbed her nose and took a last swig of wine. 
 
    ‘Does he know what he’s asking of you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course he does. He also knows I wouldn’t do it for anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Only,’ he continued tentatively, ‘I would have said it was a bit exploitative of him …’  
 
    ‘No,’ she said. ‘I trust him. I have to do it.’  
 
    ‘Yes, but are you doing it for him or for you?’ said Charlie.  
 
    ‘I won’t be doing it for anyone,’ she said, grabbing her bag, ‘unless you can help me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Victor Etherege, Anne Marie’s father, lived in a five-bedroom Victorian villa at the corner of a quiet cul de sac in West London. Answering the front door with an all too obvious theatrical flourish, he welcomed Charlie in with an effusive, ‘Good morning, Mr Gilchrist, lovely to meet you. Do come through. Kettle’s boiled.’ 
 
    Despite the old-fashioned haircut, which Charlie assumed was left over from his professional heyday, the man was handsome and the meticulously ironed shirt and slim-fit trousers revealed a trim build and upright frame.  
 
    The natural light from the fanlight in the door was supplemented by the golden glow of a table lamp at the far end of the entrance hall and as Charlie stepped further in he could see that every bit of wall space was taken up with paintings, playbills, posters and theatrical ephemera, including the staircase. Like the parade of Prime Ministers’ portraits at number 10 Downing Street, every role Victor had ever played was arranged in a timeline of framed film stills and photographs: Volpone, Macbeth, Jack in the Importance of Being Earnest, Archie Rice in The Entertainer, Fool in King Lear.  
 
    Shown through into a riotously decorated living room overflowing with ornamental egg cups and thimbles, pill boxes and candle-holders, it took Charlie some while to take it all in. The fireplace was filled with a variety of pot plants and vases, while heavily brocaded curtains hung across the windows in sumptuous swags and folds. A pair of slightly faded Pre-Raphaelite posters jostled for company with a 1970s wood block print near the door. There was a wealth of history in this one room. 
 
    Victor invited him to sit down on a large sofa swamped in fat silk-embroidered cushions. ‘Apart from a short spell when I was married to my first wife and touring the provinces, I’ve lived here all my life. All my children grew up here.’  
 
    ‘Including Anne Marie?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She’s the youngest – my favourite, although I shouldn’t say it.’ Victor placed a Moroccan occasional table next to the sofa and poured Charlie tea from an elegant pot into a fine bone china teacup. ‘Not very polite of her, is it, sending you here on your lonesome? Chocolate digestive, do you?’ 
 
    ‘She had to go to a read-through,’ said Charlie, ‘but she said you wouldn’t mind if I paid you a call.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I don’t mind! Although I don’t have long; I’m off to the Vineyard, later. It’s a bar where the luvvies hang out.’ Victor grinned, showing a vulpine set of teeth. ‘It’s where we go to have a drink and bitch about each other.’ 
 
    ‘Do you still act?’ 
 
    ‘Now and again. When they want a doddery old codger or stuffy army general. that sort of thing.’ His voice was mellow and deep, full of resonance. 
 
    ‘Voiceovers?’ 
 
    Victor laughed. ‘Oh yes, when I can get them!’ 
 
     Charlie’s attention was caught by a black and white studio portrait on the mantelpiece. 
 
    ‘That’s Melissa,’ said Victor, ‘my late wife. Anne Marie’s mother.’ His eyes misted over. ‘Melissa would have been heartbroken …’ he paused, composed himself, ‘… heartbroken if she’d seen the way our girl was hounded by the press. Awful ordeal. She’d have wrung that bloody Angus Malone’s neck, the way he spread those rumours … You know the story, I suppose. You’ve Googled him?’ He was uncomfortable with the terminology, evidently didn’t use a computer himself. ‘I’m resolutely low-tech, I’m afraid. Can just about use a mobile … It’s all porn anyway.’  
 
    Charlie neither agreed nor disagreed. 
 
    ‘All that guff about stage fright,’ Victor went on. ‘Papers made a right meal of it. It’s not that uncommon. We’ve all dried up at one time or another. It’s not the end of the world. I mean – the adrenalin’s part of it; your heart needs to race a little bit, otherwise you’d never get started. We’ve all been gibbering wrecks cowering in the wings. We’ve all been kicked on stage with a boot up the arse! You get through it. It’s called technique. It’s what actors are meant to do. There are ways to harness the fear; get through to the other side. Of course, Anne Marie’s technique is considered more instinctual, more spontaneous than mine ever was.’ He rolled his eyes, clasped his hand to his ‘fluttering’ chest. ‘They have to make it up on the hoof. They have to experience the trauma; absorb it, so they can respond in kind. Some of them don’t even bother to learn their lines these days … All that talent!’ He was talking about Anne Marie again. ‘Thrown away on that mediocre horseshit she faffs around with nowadays! Who sees it, that’s what I want to know? Where’s the audience for it?’ 
 
    ‘In her defence,’ said Charlie, ‘She does have a career. In France.’ 
 
    Victor wasn’t listening. ‘She could have had a short break, a holiday, or whatever; she didn’t need to take the rest of her life off! She could have come back anytime she liked, proved everyone wrong. I know I can’t fault her for marrying a French man and starting a family out there, but she’s wasting her talent. She should come home. To us. That is,’ he corrected, ‘to me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what she’s trying to do.’ 
 
    ‘And now I don’t suppose I’ll ever get to see my grandson again. The boy’s at school most of the time, anyhow. Some expensive, progressive establishment chosen by his father. No uniform, no exams, no discipline: a recipe for disaster if ever there was one. But what do I know? Out of touch, aren’t I? Not with it.’  
 
    Charlie put his tea down, stood up and went over to the mantelpiece. ‘And who is this?’ he asked, pointing to the photo at the other end. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Victor. ‘That is Minnie.’ 
 
    It was the same woman he’d seen in the theatre dressing room and at the on-stage dinner party. Close up Charlie realised it wasn’t a photograph; it was in fact an autochrome. Recognisable by its grainy pointillist quality, the background was out of focus and it was impossible to identify the location, although the colours and textures implied somewhere Mediterranean. Slightly orientated to the left, with her ankles crossed and her legs drawn underneath, Minnie was sitting on a large fallen rock. Although the light was bright, she was buttoned up against the cold, suggesting the picture was taken in winter. She was wearing a dark olive green coat with black fur-trimmed collar and cuffs, a road-skimming skirt, and a large black hat embellished with a giant pearl-ended hat pin. Her white-gloved hands held lightly onto the chain of a small velvet bag. Was there a hint of Anne Marie in her expression? Her eyes were thrown into shade by the brim of the large hat, but her russet-coloured lips were prominent in her pale face. She was unsmiling; in fact she might even have been bored, waiting for the laborious process to be over. Autochromes took a while to set up; the camera would probably have been on a tripod and exposure times were long. Who was the photographer? Why were they abroad? Were they working, or was it a holiday? One thing was certain – her looks were striking; not delicate, not beautiful, but pronounced, expressive. No wonder she’d been a success on the stage.  
 
    ‘Didn’t actually know her that well,’ Victor said with regret. ‘Can’t give you much description of a personal nature.’ He jerked his thumb skywards. ‘There’s some stuff in the spare bedroom. Not sure it’ll help you get to grips with the real woman, but it’s a start. Anne Marie says your book’s about Victorian and Edwardian actresses in general, yes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Charlie said. They had prepared the ground with a little concoction. The book was a cover story. A man who considered stage fright ‘guff’ was not going to go a bundle on retrocognition as a means of research. 
 
    ‘Who else are you doing? Ellen Terry? Isadora Duncan? All those frightful divas?’ 
 
    ‘The more frightful the better.’ 
 
     ‘Minnie bought this house with her earnings,’ Victor explained, ‘but she didn’t actually live here for very long.’  
 
    He could already smell her unique perfume as though the rooms were infused with a sweet odour of grapefruit and musk … 
 
    The slither of Minnie’s skirt, the rustle of silk as it slides over the carpet on the lower stairs, is clearly audible. Charlie goes back into the hallway just in time to catch a flash of stockinged ankle as Minnie lifts the train of the dress. He catches the glitter of light from the beading on her silk shoes, sees the slant of a bangle as it slides down Minnie’s arm and comes to rest on her wrist.  
 
    Minnie’s gait is purposeful; someone is waiting for her upstairs …  
 
    Charlie all but trotted up after her, past Victor’s theatre stills, and on towards the upper floor. If he was quick enough he might catch sight – but Minnie was gone. The bedrooms were empty, the scent had evaporated, all he could hear was the quiet ticking of the long case clock on the landing. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Charlie said to Victor as he joined him at the top of the stairs. ‘That was very rude of me. I should have waited for an invitation.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. You want to get a feel for the old duck, don’t you? This is her room. Go ahead, take a squiz.’ Victor opened the door to the master bedroom. 
 
    The room was decorated in pale blue relief-patterned wallpaper and contained a sumptuous brass bed, a vast dressing table, a suite of Art Nouveau bedroom furniture, a deep-pile rug, and a grey-maned rocking horse.  
 
    ‘As she left it,’ Victor said. ‘No-one has occupied it since. None of the children were ever allowed to play in it – except to use the rocking horse – and even then we didn’t linger. It’s almost as if we were expecting Minnie to come back one day. She never did of course. I confess I used to tell my girls that her ghost might be haunting the place, just to give them the heebie jeebies, but it was only a bit of fun! These days the cleaner gives it a dust and hoovers the carpet, but that’s about it.’ 
 
    Charlie examined the dressing table still covered with Minnie’s silver-backed hairbrushes and glass bottles. ‘What do you know about her? What are the legends passed down through the generations? Are there any stories?’ 
 
    Victor lounged against the bookcase. ‘I heard a few bits and bobs. My mother didn’t exactly regale me with theatrical anecdotes, mores the pity. She remembered Minnie only vaguely. When Minnie wasn’t working she occasionally took her children out to tea – but only when she could be bothered. She was a mother in ornamental capacity, you understand; not very practical. The nannies and nursery maids took care of them most of the time. And then they were packed off to school. Mother dimly recalled Minnie coming to their father’s funeral. Husband and wife had been divorced for several years by this time, but Minnie came as though dressed for the part – lashings of jet black lace and feathers. Apparently she had a deep, melodious voice; obviously trained to project on stage. She scared the horses, if you know what I mean! Not an especially demure woman by all accounts.’ 
 
    ‘When was this funeral?’ 
 
    ‘In the 1920s? Minnie herself was living in France when she died.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t say for sure. Might have been Paris. A peacock like her would need the bright lights, I imagine. Rumour has it that she was stuck there during the war without a brass farthing to her name. Couldn’t afford the fare home even if she’d wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘An Englishwoman stuck in Paris, during the occupation? Very dangerous, surely?’ 
 
    ‘How did she get away with it? Good question. Either she was exceptionally brave or exceptionally foolhardy. The bare-faced cheek of a woman used to getting her own way, I expect. A glorious naivety about her. I imagine she either made it through in one piece, or died somewhere insalubrious – prison or the flop-house. Alone, as far as I can tell. She should have come home as soon as hostilities broke out, but she was far too eccentric to think sensible, practical thoughts. I suppose she imagined she led some kind of charmed life; the Nazis wouldn’t touch her!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t sound like you care very much.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the impression my mother gave me. Justified, or not, she wasn’t exactly revered in our household. Mother was going to put all Minnie’s stuff on the bonfire. I persuaded her otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God for that,’ said Charlie. ‘Otherwise my book is going to be very slim,’ he added quickly. ‘Did no-one in the family try to find her, in Paris?’ 
 
    Victor chuckled. ‘I think they were just grateful she’d left them the house!’  
 
    ‘So what exactly do you know of her life?’ 
 
    ‘Potted biography really. Married very young to a much older man called Roger Etherege. Mismatched alliance; husband often abroad or away on business, left her alone at home, bored out of her mind. Involved herself in some sort of amateur theatricals and got a taste for it. Auditioned for a part in one of the London theatres, went on a tour; met William Farrar Fay the actor manager. He, canny man, spotted her potential; turned her into a hot property. She was the star, and he reaped the profits. But …’ he gave a pause, ‘… she wasn’t as green as she was cabbage-looking, and she managed to negotiate her own contracts. Got talking to others in the business, I expect, began to demand more rights and freedoms. A rift opened up somewhere along the line. The partnership faltered at some latter point, and off she went.’ 
 
    ‘Were they romantically involved?’ 
 
    ‘I believe so.’ 
 
    ‘Is he your grandfather?’  
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Victor gnomically, ‘that’s a moot point. Who we think it is, doesn’t necessarily correspond with who took on the role, shall we say?’ 
 
    ‘A mystery?’ Charlie prompted. 
 
    Victor relished the intrigue. ‘There are a couple of prime suspects; my mother hinted as much, there were whispers over the years, but no-one knew for certain. The birth certificate went walkabout for a while. It turned up again recently. I say recently, it must have been twenty years ago! Minnie’s husband Roger Etherege is down as the father, but we’re talking a man in his late fifties by then. He continued to see my mother and her brother unenthusiastically after the divorce, but I always suspected he wasn’t their biological father. None of this was discussed openly. Not like it would be today. I like to think that William Farrar Fay is my real grandfather, but it could be some young actor she took a fancy to. Or anyone in her circle.’  
 
    Was Farrar Fay one of the men at the dinner party on the stage? He pointed to a row of sturdy grey box files stored on the bookcase. ‘Is that the family archive?’ 
 
    ‘It is, but it’s no use to you, unless you’re interested in a detailed study of late 20th century acting.’ He chuckled again. ‘If so, I’m your man. Most of the boxes contain press about Anne Marie.’ 
 
    ‘Any correspondence of Minnie’s? Letters, diaries, things like that?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not. Her personal stuff disappeared long since.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a shame. Anne Marie tells me that Minnie was once very popular.’ 
 
    ‘Oh she was at one time, but it’s very easy for an actor to fall into obscurity, believe me!’ said Victor. ‘If I were you I’d try the Theatre Museum. I believe they might have some information. If not on her then on Farrar Fay.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an excellent idea, thank you.’ 
 
     What he really wanted was to be left entirely alone in Minnie’s bedroom. ‘Would you mind,’ Charlie hesitated, ‘if I went through some of the archive anyway?’  
 
    ‘Of course I wouldn’t mind,’ said Victor, ‘although, I do as I say, have an appointment at the Vineyard.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, I won’t keep you. Maybe I’ll come back tomorrow?’ 
 
     ‘No, no,’ Victor said, considering. ‘You stay here. Take as long as you want. Show yourself out when you’ve had enough.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’  
 
    ‘You’ve got something about you – makes me think I could trust you with all my secrets … Funny that. I’m usually a right old misanthrope!’  
 
    ‘I’ll be gone by the time you get back.’ 
 
    ‘Take as long as you want,’ Victor repeated. ‘Come back tomorrow too, if you like. I’m always here. Except when I’m in the Vineyard, of course.’  
 
    * 
 
    Charlie chose one of the boxes at random and crouched down on the rug to leaf through the cuttings and articles, mostly related to Victor’s career. Disappointingly he had spoken the truth about his grandmother; there was very little ephemera from Minnie’s heyday, not much more than a couple of playbills and a small sepia studio portrait on a postcard, showing her wearing a slender gown and a very long string of pearls …  
 
    The rustling of the skirt is so quiet as to be almost imperceptible. He realises that the woman has been in the room for quite some time. Without making too sudden a movement, he abandons the cuttings and looks up. Her bearing is regal, her stance defined – as though she is in fact, still on the stage. This woman knows how to hold her body to advantage, how to stand without slouching; there is nothing craven or submissive about her. And the man – for yes, there is a man in the room too – is trying to hold his own against her. He is impatient, irritable that she should continue to act in his presence, in front of him! There’s no need. 
 
    ‘It’s me, Minnie! Who do you think you’re talking to? It’s not the stage boy, the scenery hand. You can’t order me about like some lackey!’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t dream of it Will! Never think that I’d try and lord it over you. Where would that get me, hm? Never has done before, why should it start now?’ 
 
    ‘You’re impossible! Damnably impossible. I only came here to reason with you, I thought I’d talk some sense into you. I can see it’s a fool’s errand.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the fool,’ she whispers. 
 
    He moves around to her side of the bed. With his dark curling hair, his aquiline profile and well-defined jaw line, he is the embodiment of masculine attractiveness. He is already taking off his jacket, undoing his collar. He drops them on the floor, unloops his braces and lets them dangle. 
 
    She laughs. ‘You know it’s the middle of the day.’ 
 
    He laughs too. ‘What of it? There’s no one here, is there?’ 
 
    ‘Mary is due at three.’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of time then.’ 
 
    He reaches up, pulls a jewelled comb from the curls in her hair, glances at it, and weighs it in his hands for a moment. ‘Who gave you this? Hubbie?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘Ah … then it was Baxter?’ 
 
     She assents, but without embarrassment.  
 
    ‘It’s very beautiful,’ he marvels. ‘He has good taste. In some things.’ 
 
    ‘You know I have admirers,’ she says. ‘Can’t very well do without them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ he agrees good-naturedly. ‘Can’t indeed. Rely on them, in fact. A favour here and there never goes amiss.’ 
 
     Her face hardens. ‘And that’s what you think of me is it? I bestow my favours? Cast them about idly?’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t care where you cast them,’ he says, ‘as long as you continue to cast a few my way now and again.’ 
 
    ‘William, you are disgusting! I wouldn’t cheapen myself!’ 
 
    ‘I’m in jest, my darling, you know I am!’ 
 
    ‘I never know with you,’ she protests, ‘you take so much for granted. You never think of my feelings—’ 
 
    ‘Your fairer feelings,’ he murmurs, stroking the line of her chin, down towards her throat, ‘are all I ever think of …’  
 
     She half turns her head away. ‘I don’t think I am in the mood today …’  
 
    ‘No,’ he says, utterly unconvinced. ‘Say you so? Then I’m afraid I must use a little gentle persuasion…’  
 
    He leans towards her, tilts her face towards his own and then kisses her very gently. She responds quietly at first, then more animatedly as he puts his arms around her. She clings onto him and he leads her towards the bed. He unbuttons the dress where it does up at the side, and she slips out of it. 
 
    The telephone rings, a shrill alarm from downstairs. It makes them both jump. ‘Oh William, you know who that must be.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t answer it, let him sweat.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot,’ she says. ‘I must go.’ 
 
    The bell rings again. She kicks the dress to one side, picks up her silk wrap instead. She hurries out of the room and down the stairs. William groans and sits down on the bed. After a minute he reaches into the pocket of his jacket and removes a small jewel case from inside. He opens the case and removes the object within. It is a delicate enameled brooch in aquamarine and gold bearing the body of a dragonfly and the face of a beautiful woman. He runs the jewel through his fingers. ‘Not the only one who showers you with gifts, is he,’ he murmurs to himself before replacing the ornament in the case and laying it on her pillow … 
 
    Charlie sat back on the floor, jolted into the present. The clock on the wall showed he’d been in the room well over an hour. His legs were stiff; he had pins and needles in his toes, but he waited for Minnie to reappear. Nothing happened. The dislocation was ended. William was gone, the bed was empty. There was nothing on the pillow. He caught sight of his reflection in the mirrored wardrobe front. An Art Nouveau-style daffodil design was overlaid on the wooden doors and around the mirror frame. 
 
    The wardrobe was locked, but the key was in the door. He turned it slowly; the mechanism was stiff, and it required a little force to make it work. The door dropped with a jolt; one of its hinges was damaged, and he clung onto it to avoid it swinging out. Supporting it with one hand, he caressed the garments within. Musty with old perfume, the stiff folds of a gold lace-patterned dress were rigid beneath his fingers. A fur coat hung to one side. Next to it a black coat with large ebony buttons and a salmon pink chiffon evening dress with a pearl embellished neckline. Then he came across something hidden beneath a protective layer of calico. This gown was heavy on the rail, and he had difficulty lifting it out. He carried it over to the bed, where he laid it down flat and divested it of the calico cover. The most beautiful green garment was revealed, slithery and slippery like fish scales and densely embroidered in patterns of shimmering thread. Robustly engineered and structured, it was not an evening gown, or a day dress; it was a costume. Which character, which play? A queen perhaps? Might there be a crown to go along with it, in a box or a drawer. Shoes, a wig? He took a photo … 
 
    ‘Do I not resemble a lizard, my love? Or some scaly creature dragged from the deep?’ Minnie is back. 
 
    ‘My Titania, my beauty!’ exclaims William. ‘You look magnificent! On stage, lit by the spotlight, displaying your twinkling fabulous costume all the way to the back of the theatre, you will be as iridescent as a star!’ 
 
    ‘It is splendid, is it not? Mrs Carr always finds the most sumptuous material and the finest thread. And the stitching, so precise as to be almost invisible! Although with all the weight of the beading and the jewels I feel as heavy as though I were clad in chainmail!’ 
 
    ‘When the audience comes in from the wet street, my angel, their coats and cloaks steaming with rain, their noses running, their eyes sore from the smog, imagine the vision that will befall them! Minnie, beautifully got up in cloak and regalia, her hair a tumbling mass of magenta, flanked by torches, surrounded by fairies and wood folk! Surely you would endure the weight of such finery in order to convey her queenly effect?’ 
 
    ‘Clinking and clanking across the stage, like some tinker? Of course I would.’ 
 
    ‘For me, my angel? For me?’ 
 
     ‘For you, my love, only for you.’ Minnie drapes her arm languidly around his neck and kisses him …. 
 
    There was the sound of a key in the front door. Victor was back. Charlie wrestled the calico back on to the costume and thrust it deep inside the wardrobe behind the fur coat.  
 
     He gathered together the reviews and cuttings and stowed them back inside the box file. He was on the verge of replacing it on the bookshelf when Victor came in. ‘Get everything you want?’ Victor asked. 
 
    ‘I have a confession to make,’ said Charlie. ‘I looked in Minnie’s wardrobe.’ 
 
    Victor raised an amused eyebrow. ‘Oh you did, did you? Full of frightful old frocks as I recall.’ 
 
    ‘The costume is beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, it’s quite something. Haven’t taken it out in ages. God knows how she lugged it about the stage … Anne Marie tried it on once and nearly fell down the stairs!’ He opened the wardrobe door and removed the costume. This time the material seemed limp and shapeless, a flat dead skin, as if the snake had sloughed off its external layer and left it to dehydrate in the sun. ‘By all accounts,’ said Victor, ‘it wowed everyone who saw it. Queen of the Fairies. Midsummer Night’s Dream. 1920, I think it was. Although it was such a perennial, they put it on more than once. Revived Farrar Fay’s fortunes, briefly. Don’t know why Minnie decided to keep this particular outfit at home. Must have been attached to it. Good thing she did, though.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘The rest of the props and costumes went up in smoke!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Warehouse fire,’ Victor said. ‘All his fabled scenery, his genre-changing designs, his groundbreaking effects. Burnt like matchsticks. Under-insured, of course. And no evidence left. All we can do is imagine.’ He lifted the costume by the shoulders and held it in front of him. ‘If you take a moment, can’t you picture her wearing it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ said Charlie. ‘I can certainly do that.’ 
 
    Victor draped it back on the bed. ‘Oh, there’s one more thing I can show you. She did leave some dressing-up jewels behind. Of course they’re mostly paste, glass, silver-plated, but there’s one piece my girls were quite fond of …’ 
 
    He’d opened a drawer in the dressing table and removed a very old yet very sturdy cardboard chocolate box, circular in shape, dusty blue in colour with a picture of pale pink roses on the lid. ‘Pretty isn’t it? You wouldn’t dream of sticking this in the recycling.’ He put it on the bed next to the dress and loosened the lid. 
 
    Amongst the tangle of green and orange beads, watery blue pearls and bent brooch pins lay an exquisite jewel. Victor lifted it out and placed it on Charlie’s palm. ‘It’s not genuine. It’s a fake, based on a Lalique design. You may be familiar with it?’ 
 
    ‘I have seen it,’ said Charlie. Not half an hour earlier, but he kept that to himself. It was the dragonfly ornament he’d seen William leave on Minnie’s pillow. 
 
    He turned it over and around, smoothing his fingertips along the edges, tracing them around the line of the head and shoulders of the human torso, and the lace wings and tapering tail of the insect. This beautiful jewel, once bestowed on a woman by the man who loved her, was now a symbol of a long-lost passion. 
 
    ‘It’s worth buttons,’ Victor said. ‘Just like the rest.’ He ran the beads in his fingers as if weighing their value. ‘Always useful to get a picture of someone when you’ve handled their possessions, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. Nothing like it.’ Charlie was on the alert. Did he know? Had he guessed? 
 
    Victor wrapped the dragonfly ornament in its tissue paper and carefully replaced it in its case. ‘Anne Marie says you’re to take it with you. Says I’m to let you borrow it for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s very kind of her. And you. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Like I say, it’s worth buttons.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless, it will add colour to the story.’ 
 
    Victor put the lid back on the chocolate box, replaced it where he’d found it and shut the drawer so firmly the handle loops tinkled. ‘Not much of a story.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree,’ said Charlie. ‘It’s shaping up quite nicely.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Disinterred from the bowels of the Theatre Museum library, the long-out-of-print biography was dusty, fusty, crinkled with damp and at least fifty years old. ‘The author K M  Fraser died years ago, but she wrote a whole series on Edwardian actors; and this should give you an insight into the woman and her character,’ said Celia, the librarian. ‘And this …’ she handed over a slim volume, ‘… is all I could find on William Farrar Fay. It dates from around the same time, but I don’t think it’s especially promising.’  
 
    He’d come across many clichéd looking librarians in his time, but Celia wasn’t one of them. In her vibrant make-up and large silver hoop earrings she was more like a design student than a bibliophile and he was pretty sure she didn’t return home at night to an empty flat and a cat. ‘This might be a stupid question, seeing as how you work in a theatre museum and library, but is this period of special interest to you, or are you an expert in all eras?’ 
 
    Celia smiled. ‘Obviously I like to give the impression that I’m the fount of all knowledge, but I’m not so much interested in the big, famous, well-documented players, as I am of the minor characters, the ones who’ve fallen off the radar. The more obscure the better.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s what I hoped you’d say.'  
 
    Celia guided him towards a semicircular reading area underneath one of the windows. The grubby padded chairs were going bald at the edges and there was a large unidentifiable stain on the carpet. An empty crisp packet decorated the window ledge along with a couple of dead flies. Against the wall, a set of melancholy oak-framed museum cabinets contained a random selection of theatrical artefacts including a zoetrope, a Harryhausen model dinosaur made of degraded rubber, a pair of slightly soiled gloves that once belonged to Vivien Leigh and a copy of Private Lives signed by Noel Coward. 
 
    ‘No budget,’ said Celia. ‘Otherwise we’d do the place up.’ She handed him a box file. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘Something I think you’ll find very interesting.’ 
 
    Inside was a collection of theatre programmes, playbills and newspaper cuttings all relating to Minnie Devine. They were fragile and smooth to the touch, so he carefully released them from their bulldog clip and spread them across the table. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’ There were dozens to choose from. He hardly knew where to start. 
 
    The Notorious Woman returns to London, ran a headline. The hit stage play is back in the capital after its nationwide tour. Catch it while you can. Tickets selling fast. 
 
     House on Fire, said another, is the critically acclaimed drama from England’s finest playwright Geoffrey D’Urvaine. Starring the celebrated actress Miss Minnie Etherege Devine, the show begins next week at the Haymead theatre.  
 
    He picked up a third: Dolores Daylight is in town! Our favourite actress creates a new character in a light comedy, a style we’re anxious to see her try. Miss Minnie Devine makes a spectacular return to the London stage this week, appearing in the latest play written by her favourite playwright Geoffrey D’Urvaine and produced by her long-time professional partner Mr William Farrar Fay. The show is sure to be a resounding success.’  
 
    So far, so gushing, but it wasn’t long before he uncovered articles of a less flattering nature. A retrospective piece on the same play less than a month later didn’t pull any punches: The play comes off after a disappointing run, playing to many empty seats and unfilled rows. The former renowned vivacity of our leading lady was severely lacking. We shall thank her for having the tenacity and bravery to try new things, but we will rejoice when she returns with a piece more suited to her style and skills. Her shortcomings were woefully on display, and she knows it. 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ said Charlie. ‘Who are you, Mr Unchivalrous Critic?’ 
 
    He made a note of the writer’s byline: George Edwardes Baxter. Was he the critic they’d all been making fun of at the dinner party?  
 
    Working his way steadily through the cuttings, he began to get a picture of Minnie’s repertoire – a career that spanned some twenty years; a continuous procession of productions, provincial tours and trips abroad. Despite the odd scathing review her popularity had evidently been sustained over a lengthy period.  
 
    This Romeo and Juliet, lamented Edwardes Baxter in a later publication, is the most comical I ever did see. The rope ladder refused to unfurl, leaving our hapless suitor swinging from the balcony like a pendulum. Juliet then dropped her lover’s bottle of poison before she had chance to drink from it, whereupon it rolled away from her towards the wings and she was forced to chase after it as though it were some small rodent that had invaded the stage. Having retrieved it, poor angel, she imbibed the fiery potion and fell in a swoon, tripping over the hem of her gown as she did so. The audience was by now tittering amongst themselves and all gravity was lost. 
 
    The newsprint was old and degraded, but the playbills, studio portraits and advertisements illustrated an actress in her late twenties, early thirties – the prime of her life. Photographic studies showed her in elaborate costumes, beaded and bejewelled, with elaborately coiffured hair piled high on her head. But these were publicity stills – characters, roles that she played. For a description of the woman away from the stage he would need to read the biographies. A cursory glance at the Farrar Fay volume told him that if it was a thorough list of William’s technical achievements that he required then this was the ideal place to start, but personal detail was severely lacking and he quickly put it to one side in favour of Minnie’s own biography: The Divine Miss Devine by the anonymous-sounding K M Fraser. 
 
    The introduction was less than flattering: 
 
    Slow to grasp a point, and heavy-handed with her own. She lived in a state of puzzledom that anyone would choose to live in a fashion otherwise or opposite to hers. A sphinx, a contradictory force, she said one thing and did another. Unmanageable, but brilliant. Beautiful, extravagant and outrageous. Promenading through life cultivating hangers on and admirers; when she bade them follow, they unhesitatingly did so.’ 
 
     He leafed quickly through the early chapters: bumpy childhood; early marriage; patchy success followed by professional breakthrough. So far, so showbiz. Later on the same few names kept cropping up: the favoured playwright, Geoffrey D’Urvaine; the professional partner, William Farrar Fay; and the unchivalrous critic, George Edwardes Baxter. He was pretty sure that the briefly glimpsed coterie at the dinner party on stage included both Farrar Fay and Geoffrey d’Urvaine. And the critic ‘George’ must have been Edwardes Baxter. Were they all in thrall to Ms Devine? Was she juggling them in expert coquette fashion? Did they dance attendance to their diva? 
 
    Farrar Fay, the actor manager had been her professional partner; his theatre the Haymead was where most of Minnie’s London productions began. A leading man himself, his performances were as minutely scrutinised as hers. His shortcomings caused as much interest as his triumphs. Baxter’s opinion in 1912, reproduced in the biography, was less than flattering: His good looks and obvious charm are without question; unfortunately he labours under the misapprehension that these attributes alone will suffice. He appears to have overlooked the necessity to act while on stage, preferring rather to stand idly by like an elegant Ming vase, and wait for some obliging personage to turn him about and show off his reverse aspect … 
 
    K M Fraser gave a much more objective assessment of his skills: As a director his grasp of stagecraft was immense. Not for him a basic set, a few props, a painted backdrop; Farrar Fay was responsible for some of the most elaborate stage designs yet seen on the London stage. Taking his influence from the German theatre, his love of pyrotechnics and moving parts urged him to develop more and more elaborate stage effects. Of course, these projects were costly, the outlay huge, and for many productions he accrued only tiny profits. More often than not he failed to make money back, and in some cases, lost a great deal. He hired the best talent he could, the best writers, the best set designers, and they all had a price tag to match. But when he did achieve success, the reviews were phenomenal. Unfortunately, ticket sales did not always match the critical acclaim. The Haymead was operating at a loss for three out of every five seasons, the entire twenty years he was in charge. 
 
    Charlie could positively identify William Farrar Fay as the lover in the bedroom. But what about Geoffrey D’Urvaine, Minnie’s favoured playwright? D’Urvaine’s photo showed a thin, wiry man, charismatic, quirkily dressed with straggly facial hair and a monocle. Charlie was pretty certain this was the man he’d witnessed, pouring drink at the dinner party and goading the critic.  
 
    And what of the critic himself, George Edwardes Baxter, a man who had achieved some degree of notoriety during those pre First World War years? Here was a grainily reproduced photo of him sitting at a large heavy desk, with a watch chain looped in his top pocket and an ink pen poised over a large notebook. Narrow-shouldered with black hair and the neat moustache, his demeanour is serious, his age indeterminate; the facial hair described a man in his forties, although he might have been ten years younger.  
 
     Why would a man who wrote such scathing words about her performances be included in a private dinner party? Why would Minnie invite her harshest critic to such a select gathering? Unless she wanted to butter him up, persuade him to be kinder to her in future?  
 
    He read on:  
 
    The need to make money sent the acting troupe out on the road. Always seeking an income, trying to make ends meet, the Farrar Fay Players embarked on gruelling tours of Britain’s theatres and extended trips to the United States. By the law of diminishing returns, profits decreased each time. Minnie’s first visit to New York had been a resounding success, but with each subsequent visit, and the stresses and strains on a increasingly exhausted leading lady, the returns were few. Box office receipts told their own story: Minnie’s allure was fading, her appeal was in decline. Her leading men were not always ideally chosen. William Farrar Fay cast himself opposite her whenever he could, but with age came increasing stubbornness, vanity and lack of self awareness; he was more often than not the worst actor for the job, but his jealousy would not allow him to choose anyone more suitable. Fear that his lady would stray, kept him continuously opposite her, as young lover, husband or foil. The catcalls grew louder, the criticisms more pronounced. Farrar Fay was becoming a laughing stock and Minnie’s reputation suffered likewise. It was time she put her foot down. 
 
    She needed a new leading man. And in 25-year-old Robert Perry, temporarily at least, she found him. 
 
    In revenge some might say, Farrar Fay did what any man in his position would do: he cast the much younger actress, Jilly Jones in the ingénue roles, and before long it was rumoured he was romantically involved with her. Minnie affected to take no notice, but the only route available was professional separation. In early 1921, the partnership broke up. Minnie was now free to act elsewhere, and with new, younger, more promising actors. Or so she thought. 
 
    Charlie was struggling to keep track. Who was Robert Perry? Another lover? Was he the younger man in the dinner party group? Or simply a walk on part? The ebb and flow of actors in the troupe – young, handsome, or otherwise – swamped the pages of the biography.  
 
    More significantly the author was frustratingly hazy when it came to Minnie’s fate: Her whereabouts during the Second World War were obscure and the place of her death uncertain. Most sources believe she ended her days in Paris, but no concrete evidence has ever been forthcoming. 
 
    The story was becoming more and more complicated. 
 
    * 
 
    He went back to the reception desk. ‘Celia, what can you tell me about Geoffrey d’Urvaine?’ After foraging around in the depths of the library for ten minutes she returned with a photocopied section from one of her reference books. ‘How about this to begin with? A straight forward background piece.’ 
 
    Charlie took the article and read swiftly: 
 
    Geoffrey D’Urvaine, successful playwright in the late 19th, early 20th century, was famed during his early career for writing significant roles for women; unsurprisingly many actresses were fond of him. Going against the grain of established ‘drawing room’ drama, he often introduced satirical and subversive elements into his plays, some of which were not always immediately apparent to the censorship of the Lord Chamberlain’s office. Notorious Woman despite its provocative title was in essence a morality play with a spirited yet kind hearted heroine at its centre – movingly played by the actress Minnie Etherege Devine, and a later play Fits of Fury paired Miss Devine with her actor manager partner William Farrar Fay, both of whom derived positive critical notices for what was arguably an early precursor of a Hollywood rom com. However, one play in particular, The House in the Hills, set in Spain, drew particular censure as the ‘house’ in question was quite obviously a bordello. Minnie Etherege Devine appeared in many of his earlier plays, although even she baulked at playing a brothel madam, nevertheless, she did defend the writer on numerous occasions, both publically and in the press, writing letters to the Times, and even appearing as a witness for the defence in the case brought against d’Urvaine for blasphemy. One of the characters in the play, although not the lead, curses God and calls into question received religious wisdom. Although his plays are largely forgotten in modern times, for a period before the First World War, a d’Urvaine play guaranteed brilliant box office and he was engaged by many actor managers, eager for him to cast a little of his magic in their direction. The Farrar Fay players performed many of his works, and in tandem with William Farrar Fay’s extraordinary set designs and innovative staging, what might have been a very mundane domestic drama was almost invariably transformed into something far more grandiose and thought-provoking. Although D’Urvaine’s popularity waned somewhat, and his latter career never matched the headiness of those early years, he lived out the remainder of his days in some degree of comfort, having made a late marriage in the 1930s, to the dairy heiress, Mary Shawcroft. Some years younger than him, she bore him three children, and the family lived together in California until Geoffrey’s death at the age of eighty-seven in 1960.  
 
    ‘All right,’ said Charlie, again returning to the desk. ‘We know D’Urvaine and Minnie Devine had a successful working relationship, but was there a personal relationship between them, too? And what’s with this blasphemy case? It sounds like the kind of thing that would inspire plenty of press coverage.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you find anything in the file I gave you?’ said Celia. ‘There should be a couple of articles relating to the blasphemy case, along with letters written to the Times newspaper, and an interview with Minnie Devine where she specifically mentions Geoffrey.’ 
 
    She was right. The magazine interview was dated 1922. 
 
    ‘I absolutely adore Geoffrey D’Urvaine,’ Miss Devine gushed as she finished her coffee, sitting in the dining room of the Savoy Hotel. ‘He always knows how a woman behaves, how she thinks and feels!’ Here the grand lady clutched a fluttering hand to her ample bosom, ‘and what she would naturally utter given the chance. Added to which his lines are always so beautifully composed. A few critics may carp that some of his speeches are unrealistic, but I disagree! I always say exactly what I think, to everyone’s face, and they seldom castigate me for it. In fact, they tell me my honesty is refreshing! Geoffrey admires a forthright woman and he writes his characters accordingly.’ 
 
    But Miss Devine, says I, do you not think a forthright manner is sometimes used as an excuse to ride roughshod over your audience? (Using the word ‘audience’ to mean in private as well as on stage). At this her ladyship fixes your hapless reporter with her beady eye, swells up her chest even higher, and says in her famously velvety yet commanding tone, ‘There are people who talk sense and there are others who talk nonsense, it is the duty of those of us who have sensible opinions to correct the mistakes and errors made by others. It is the playwrights’ cause, is it not, to spell out society’s errors and make the audience understand and atone for its past mistakes?’ 
 
    Having wandered afar from our initial friendly interchange, I hasten to assure her ladyship that verily the playwright might challenge the often complacent opinions of his audience, but that surely in everyday life, courtesy is needed for our individual discourse? 
 
    At this, our doughty actress begins to think that I am in fact insulting her, and although I apologise profusely and maintain that it is not my intention, it becomes clear that a fawning hack is what she prefers and not a man with opinions of his own. Our conversation draws to a close, and summoning a minion from who-knows-where – her portmanteau perhaps – Miss Minnie Etherege Devine bids me depart, while she attends to her pet: a very small, angry looking dog, whose face now I come to think of it, closely resembles her own …  
 
    All very entertaining, but where was Geoffrey himself? Was there an interview with him, a piece where he gave his impression of Minnie? 
 
    He shuffled through the photocopied sheets Celia had given him and found a piece from the Times dated 1909: Actors and actresses join forces to defend playwright’s honour. 
 
    The play, The House in the Hills, was refused a license by the Lord Chamberlain’s office, prompting several actors and performers to compose a strongly worded letter to this publication, expressing their deep disappointment and arguing that such an innovative work deserved to be seen by anyone curious enough to want to attend.  
 
    The letter was printed in Tuesday’s edition prompting much debate in our subsequent editions regarding decency and decorum etc as laid down in the Theatre Act. In the case of the play in question, following its suppression by the Lord Chamberlain, the solution was simple: the audience was asked to become a member of the House in the Hills Society, whereupon the performance of the said play technically became a private one and was not therefore bound by the restrictions laid down by the Lord Chamberlain’s office. By no means an unusual arrangement, in this way many so called ‘experimental’ plays can be seen by the club members, usually with no great disaster befalling them. 
 
    So, she wasn’t just a self centred diva, as the young Savoy reporter would have it – she was actually part of a group who were willing to challenge the Establishment, to forward theatre development, to champion perhaps unfashionable issues, new writers, new styles. 
 
    ‘Quite the Granville Barker, isn’t she?’ said Celia. ‘I wonder she didn’t set up her own theatre, become an actor-manager herself.’ 
 
    ‘Too much like hard work,’ Charlie said. ‘I think she’s happy enough to support her men – of which there are many – while they continue to worship and adore her.’ 
 
    He studied Geoffrey D’Urvaine’s blurry photo. ‘Is this all you’ve got? I need more – excuse the pun – prompts.’ 
 
    ‘Would his address do?’ said Celia. 
 
    ‘You,’ he said, ‘are a magician. Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a blue plaque on his house,’ she said dryly. ‘You can’t miss it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven  
 
      
 
    The tall town house was in a street not far from the theatre district. Number 29 was divided into five flats. He tried three buzzers before a suspicious resident from one of the upstairs flats answered: ‘Hello?’  
 
    He pressed his face against the intercom. ‘Er, good morning sir, my name’s Charlie Gilchrist. I am a historian researching the background to your building. Would it be okay if I had a brief wander around?’ 
 
    There was a long silence and then the buzzer sounded and the front door gave way into a dark hallway. The light switch was on a timer and the bulb clicked off before he’d even got around the first bend in the stair. Flat number 4 was opened by a spry old man in grey green slacks and a sloppy beige cardigan. ‘What did you say your name was?’ 
 
     ‘Charlie Gilchrist.’ 
 
    They shook hands. ‘Anthony Blenkinsop,’ said the flat’s owner. ‘I’m ex-army and ex-police so if this is a con trick you won’t get far with me.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s good to know.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you want?’ Anthony Blenkinsop stood aside to let him in. 
 
    ‘I understand from the blue plaque outside that the playwright Geoffrey D’Urvaine once lived in this block,’ said Charlie.  
 
    Blenkinsop rolled his eyes. ‘The estate agent told me thirty years ago that a blue plaque was a unique and desirable feature! It certainly added thousands to the asking price. Patronising young man, as I recall. I suppose he thought I was old enough to remember the Edwardians personally!’ 
 
    It didn’t sound very promising; estate agent waffle wasn’t much to go on – nothing that Charlie didn’t already know. He surveyed the high-ceilinged room, examining the décor, trying to picture the space as it would have been nearly a hundred years earlier. The fireplace and the windows were original, but the décor was modern with fitted carpet and double radiators. There were a few tasteful knickknacks and vases on the shelves in the alcoves either side of the chimney breast and a gold-framed mirror above the mantelpiece. Assuming Geoffrey had occupied the whole building, the kitchen must have been on the ground floor, a dining room or a sitting room on the next level, and Mr Blenkinsop’s apartment the bedrooms or dressing rooms. He felt in his pocket for the dragonfly brooch, safely wrapped in its tissue paper. 
 
    ‘It must have been an impressive house at one time – before it was divided into all these flats,’ Blenkinsop went on. ‘Must have been worth a bomb. I feel sorry for people these days, trying to get on the property ladder. None of you can afford the prices these days. My grandson’s the same.’ 
 
    ‘I still live at home,’ Charlie admitted. ‘With my dad.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the first curious historian I’ve had ring on my door bell truth be told,’ said Blenkinsop, ‘but I don’t get many other visitors; it’s nice to have someone to talk to …’  
 
    ‘Talk away,’ Charlie said. ‘Tell me what you know about D’Urvaine.’ 
 
     ‘Not much,’ he replied. ‘Several leading actresses of the day are rumoured to have caught his roving eye. Would you like tea or coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee if it’s not too much trouble,’ said Charlie.  
 
    Blenkinsop went into the small kitchen at the rear of the flat where Classic FM on the radio was competing with the spin cycle on the washing machine.  
 
     As Charlie removed the dragonfly brooch from his pocket he began to see the environment shifting, subtly changing in front of his eyes …  
 
    Geoffrey leans wearily against the mantelpiece, a cigarette to his lips. He briefly checks his reflection in the mirror above and then turns around to address the person sitting opposite him. ‘My darling,’ he says, ‘I do wish you’d read with a little more expression in your voice.’ 
 
    ‘But Geoffrey,’ coos his companion, ‘I can’t possibly read this character with any kind of vitality when I don’t understand her.’ 
 
    Geoffrey rubs his brow. ‘Try paying more attention to the words and the feeling will come to you directly.’ 
 
    Minnie Devine flings herself back on the sofa in an attitude of despair, and says, ‘she sounds utterly tiresome, moaning and groaning at her husband the entire time; no wonder he grew bored with her.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, Minnie, you are entirely missing the point! It is not moaning and groaning, as you so delicately put it, it is a strong woman standing up for herself against the tyranny of her oppressors. If you take the marriage as metaphor—’ 
 
    At this Minnie jumps up. ‘Oh spare me your metaphors! How bothersome and tiresome it all is. You promised me we wouldn’t spend all afternoon tiring ourselves out by reading; you said it was just a preliminary read through while you outlined the plot.’ 
 
    ‘Which I have done. Twice. And you know you can’t go into rehearsals until you have at least a passing acquaintance with the character you are to play.’ 
 
    ‘And you wrote her for me?’ Minnie approaches him, the heavily beaded fabric of her gown swishing as she moves. ‘This constantly complaining woman …’  
 
    He raises a hand to her dark, disheveled hair and twists a curl of it through his fingers, before stretching it away to the side and gently letting go. ‘I write everything for you, you goddess, as you well know. Who else would read these parts, and yet you, with all the ingratitude of a spoilt princess, will dismiss my work like a kitten patting a ball of knitting across the nursery floor, until it is all tangled and covered in smuts and has to be disposed of as unusable.’ 
 
    ‘Not fair,’ Minnie pouts. ‘Monstrously unfair. I adore your plays, you wretch. I always have.’ 
 
    Geoffrey feigns disbelief and then pulls her towards him. ‘Kiss me,’ he demands. 
 
    ‘We mustn’t …’ she begins. ‘William already suspects us.’ 
 
    Geoffrey tuts. ‘He’d be a fool if he didn’t. Why else does he think I write plays for his theatre? Not for him. For you. And he knows that in order to keep me sweet, his lady love sometimes shows me a little gratitude now and again …’  
 
    Minnie heaves a great sigh and turns her face up to be kissed. Geoffrey clasps her to him and kisses the length of her neck and throat until he has reached the top of her breasts. Then he gently begins to unhook each eye of the dress until the heavy fabric slips away from her shoulders …  
 
    ‘Oh God,’ said Charlie. ‘Not again!’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ said Blenkinsop, handing him a mug of coffee. 
 
    ‘Sorry, miles away! I was thinking about Geoffrey D’Urvaine.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you come up to the roof garden,’ said Blenkinsop. ‘You can see all over the theatre district from there.’ 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. Upstairs, on the roof, drinking his coffee, Charlie leaned against the wall and surveyed Geoffrey’s domain. From the high vantage point there was a clear view of the neighbourhood’s rooftops, skylights, balconies and chimney pots. Across the nearby square he could see the busy road beyond. A white van, a black cab, an Alpha Romeo, a Mercedes, flashed briefly through the trees on their way towards the theatre district. Close enough for the playwright to walk home after an evening at the box office or dinner in a nearby restaurant.  
 
     He wondered if D’Urvaine had come up here for inspiration – and if he’d brought Minnie with him. She certainly didn’t feel the need to compromise her desires. If she wanted a man, she got him, and even if she didn’t keep him for long, she took pleasure from him while she could. 
 
    But how did it end? Did they break off their relationship, or did it fizzle out once Minnie’s fame started to wane? 
 
    It sounded like she had been carrying on with Geoffrey right under William’s nose. She and William had worked together all those years, and yet she’d never quite committed to him, never played the part of quiet consort; never allied herself fully to the partnership. Instead she’d gone on the hunt for prettier, wilder, younger consorts. A quiet domestic life wasn’t for her; she thrived on drama, incident, conflict. The more complicated the better; the more attention she garnered, the more she needed. Like a regular shot in the arm, a dose of feel good opprobrium, she couldn’t function without it. And in the world of the theatre she got it – men wrote parts especially for her, audiences came expressly to see her, young acolytes pandered to her every whim – and the more people she surrounded herself with, the more complicated her life became. And when her beauty faded and her success dwindled she couldn’t let go of her need to be loved and adored. It was hardly front page news – “Needy actress craves attention” – but what happened to her once the parts dried up? Where did she go? Where did she end her days? And who did she end them with? 
 
    With the dragonfly brooch stowed safely in his pocket Charlie took his leave of Anthony Blenkinsop and headed back to the library. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It was only four o’clock but Celia was finishing up for the day.  
 
    ‘Been here since eight,’ she said, the zips on her leather jacket clicking as she bent down under the desk to retrieve handbag and shopping. ‘Time for me to go home.’ 
 
    He waved the theatre guide at her. ‘Is this loan stock, or can I take it out of the building?’ 
 
    ‘Reference only, I’m afraid. You can photocopy the bits you need. Although I think the printer’s out of ink …’ Celia hoisted her bag over her head and shoulder. ‘What have you unearthed?’ 
 
    ‘That Minnie Devine had many admirers.’ 
 
    ‘Actors!’ Celia rolled her eyes. ‘Bunch of narcissists.’ 
 
    ‘It seems to be the consensus,’ he agreed. 
 
    ‘When you’ve read as much theatrical anecdotery as I have,’ said Celia, ‘you won’t doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘Celia, do you know when William Farrar Fay died?’ 
 
    ‘Some time in the late 1920s. Not long after The Farrar Fay Players disbanded.’ 
 
    ‘Victor Etherege suspects that he’s the father of Minnie’s two children. It was the story doing the rounds. He doesn’t have any proof, but I can see the appeal. William Farrar Fay gave her fame, a glamorous lifestyle, a high profile, and yet she cuckolded him and made a fool of him.’ 
 
    ‘The one man who was a match for her,’ said Celia. ‘Who understood her, knew all her fabulous, infuriating ways, and still adored her, no matter what. He offered her security, a shared past, a stable future. But it wasn’t enough.’ 
 
    He was holding her up, but she had such an understanding and appreciation of the era he was reluctant to relinquish her help. ‘So, you’ve a passion for all things thespian, but when it comes to psychic phenomena, where do you stand on that?’  
 
    ‘The Haymead,’ Celia said confidently, ‘hasn’t got a ghost, as far as I’m aware. Which is unusual for a theatre. Is that what you’re hunting?’ 
 
    Charlie was circumspect. ‘I’m not sure that it’s a ghost I’m hunting, but there’s some kind of psychic interference involved.’ 
 
    He’d said too much. Celia was all ears. 
 
    ‘I’m trying to help someone who suffers from stage fright,’ he confessed. ‘Kind of.’  
 
    ‘Who?’  
 
    ‘Can’t tell you,’ he said. ‘Professional confidentiality.’ 
 
    Undeterred, she proceeded to reel off a list of well-known thesps who were all reputed to have dried up at some point in their professional careers. When Anne Marie’s name was mentioned his poker face must have slipped. ‘Oh my God! I saw her play Lady Anne in Richard III, years ago! Long before she was nominated for an Olivier award and way before her personal tragedies. Everyone claims to have been at one of her early performances, but I actually was. I knew she was something special. Such a shame she had to give up the theatre.’ 
 
    ‘You know all about her then,’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘I know about a lot of actors,’ Celia rejoined. ‘It’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘Anne Marie is related to Minnie Devine. She’s her great-granddaughter.’ 
 
    Celia crinkled her nose. ‘And you think Minnie Devine has something to do with Anne Marie’s breakdown? Bit tenuous, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly. But she’s asked me to research Minnie Devine’s disappearance, so that’s what I’m doing. Any reference, however small, might be the lead we need. Minnie Devine’s circle is quite wide, that’s the thing. I’m trying to identify the men she was involved with. See if any of them hold the key.’ 
 
    ‘How exciting,’ said Celia. ‘A theatrical mystery. Who’s next on the list?’ 
 
    ‘An actor called Robert Perry. Ever heard of him?’ 
 
    ‘Minor figure in the Haymead annals. Left acting eventually, served his country during the Second World War. Some kind of colonel, or captain. You’d be better off consulting his army records.’ 
 
    ‘Anything about him would help.’ 
 
    ‘Wait there,’ Celia said, slipping off the bag. ‘I’ll look him up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t let me keep you. I’ll ask your colleague.’ 
 
    ‘Him?’ she said jerking her head towards a young man with artfully gelled hair and skinny jeans. ‘He can’t even push the returns trolley in a straight line.’ 
 
    He followed her around the counter to her desk, where she was soon busy tapping away at the keyboard. ‘It’s transitory, isn’t it, our time here, on this planet?’ she philosophised. ‘One day you’re going about your business, famous or otherwise, the next – you’re dead, extinguished. You only exist in other people’s memories. When there’s no one left to remember you, it’s as though you were never even born. Unless you’ve become a reference in a catalogue or an index somewhere. So can anyone hire you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘If I think it’s a suitable case; if I think I can help.’ 
 
    ‘I feel honoured. The most excitement I get is tackling the occasional pizza-wielding member of the public. “Restaurants are for eating,” I say, “libraries are for studying,” that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Do you get in a lot of fights?’ he asked sympathetically. 
 
    ‘You’d be surprised. Here you go: Robert Perry. Actor with the Farrar Fay Players from 1920. List of roles. Minor characters; no lead parts. Ditto 1930s. Joins army, aged forty. Serves in Africa. Discharged early due to ill-health. Dies in London 1958. Two children, one predeceased, one living. Aren’t databases fantastic?’ 
 
    ‘One living?’ He repeated.  
 
    ‘A daughter.’ Celia typed in the name. ‘I have a reference for her, also. She was an actress too, for a time. Again, nothing major. She scarcely set the world afire.’ 
 
    ‘She might remember Minnie,’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘She’ll be about ninety,’ Celia said. ‘In a home, or something. She’ll be gaga.’ 
 
    ‘They say long-term memory is the last to go.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly are you looking for?’ 
 
    He smiled at her. ‘I honestly won’t know until I find it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Situated on the outskirts of a village in Surrey, the old people’s home was an hour’s drive away. With its sweeping driveway and lush green fields the rural setting implied stately country mansion, but the actual façade was a modern impersonal red brick and white PVC construction. The ambulance parked outside didn’t bode well, but he crossed the pedestrian-unfriendly car park, scrambling onto the grass verge as a car swept past, and made his way through the double doors to reception. An unsavoury combination of mashed potato and carpet freshener hit his nostrils as he signed the visitor register and was welcomed in by ‘Molly’ on the desk. ‘Alison will take you through,’ said Molly, ‘she’ll be along in five.’ 
 
    Alison arrived, wearing a shirt-length overall, flappy boot-cut cotton trousers and crystal-encrusted flip flops. Her hair was beautifully coiffed in choppy layers and her fingers and toenails were painted fuchsia pink, impressively chip free, he noticed. ‘Everyone’s in the day room,’ Alison told him, ‘watching Bargain Hunt. She led him along a lushly carpeted corridor, past icky, softly painted floral prints hung at regularly spaced intervals, past the open doors of the family reception area, and on through a corridor of private suites succinctly advertising the delights of enlistment in the ranks of the old and frail. They passed an empty room, bare but functional, neatly impersonal, ready for immediate occupation. The bed was crisply made with hospital corners, turned down eiderdown, and a cushion balancing on one point. If it weren’t for the handrails everywhere, the building might almost convince as a hotel. 
 
    He checked out the itinerary of weekly events and activities pinned to the wall: film club; chair exercise; coach trip; hairdresser; and a special visit from a youth theatre group, probably trying out an exam piece on a captive audience. How come certain octogenarians were winning Oscars and making witty acceptance speeches, whilst others morphed into crumpled, slow-moving decrepits, living on a banal diet of Bingo and scrabble?  
 
    Alison took him into one of the day rooms, where two old gents and three lumpy-shaped ladies sat together in a group. The mashed potato odour was particularly strong here. Shepherd’s pie for lunch, he guessed: easy on the dentures. 
 
    Every single occupant was leaning at a slight angle despite their high-backed chairs. Alison demonstrated the art of straightening up an old person: easing her arm behind the nearest old woman; gently resting her head against her own shoulder; rearranging the cushion behind and then propping her up against it.  
 
    ‘Shake me up, Judy!’ he said.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ said Alison. ‘But it has to be done.’  
 
    A large fish tank along one side of the wall, bubbled away to itself in the background. Was it supposed to numb the residents’ senses, tranquilise them into repose? Did they really need any more encouragement to nod off? 
 
    ‘Here she is,’ said Alison, taking him around the corner. ‘Our lovely Kaye. Hello, Kaye! Visitor for you.’ 
 
    The elderly lady was sitting at the piano, utterly absorbed in reading a letter. ‘Oh my darling!’ she said, turning carefully on the piano stool. ‘Bless you for coming!’  
 
    Alison leaned down and stroked Kaye’s elegantly long fingers. ‘Your visitor’s name is Charlie. Would you like to talk to him?’ 
 
    Kaye lifted her bent neck, gazing up at him with sleepy eyes. ‘I can’t find a pen.’ Her scent smelled expensive; he wondered why an elderly lady wearing expensive perfume should surprise him. Her nails were as impressively manicured as Alison’s – a soft, iridescent peach colour. ‘We have a lady come in, once a week,’ Alison explained. ‘It’s very popular. Why should old age preclude a beauty regime?’ 
 
    He fumbled in his inside pocket and gave Kaye his biro. She perused it uncomprehendingly, the letter still in her hand. ‘I’m supposed to sign it, am I?’ 
 
    ‘No love, there’s nothing to sign,’ said Alison. 
 
    Kaye gave the pen back, unused. Alison smiled. ‘I’ll make some tea while you get started.’ 
 
    ‘You know, I don’t think I’ve had anything to drink at all today,’ Kaye mused. ‘No wonder I’m gasping.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you have,’ said Alison. ‘With breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my darling! I had scrambled eggs this morning. With salmon! Can you believe it?’ Kaye affected a rather refined upper-middle class register. 
 
    Alison shook her head. ‘She had cornflakes. And toast.’ 
 
    Kaye abandoned the letter and held out her hand. He took it and helped her to her feet, wondering who she’d mixed him up with. ‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked. She nodded at the bronze-coloured sofa opposite. There was an Argos catalogue on the table next to it, and she started to flick slowly through the pages. ‘Oh, a gym ball. They look like fun!’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes,’ he said, sitting down in the chair next to her. He could feel the heat from the radiator: boiling. He took off his coat.  
 
    Alison returned with tea and biscuits. ‘Your hair’s nice, Kaye. I meant to say earlier. The hairdresser did a lovely job.’ Kaye’s hair was snow white and brushed smooth into a Louise Brooks-style bob, neat and easy to care for. 
 
    ‘I had it done yesterday,’ Kaye told him. ‘Half price for OAP’s on a Tuesday! A delightful young woman had a go at it. Ever so sweet, she was. I think she might be a Pole. Has a boy at the grammar school. He’s very bright apparently. Get’s As in everything.’ 
 
    ‘Good for him,’ said Alison. She glanced at Charlie, raised an eyebrow. Righto, he thought, play it by ear. 
 
    ‘Charlie’s come to ask you some questions, my love, remember? He’s writing a book about actresses. I’ll leave you to it. Call me if you need me, all right?’ 
 
    Kaye picked up her teacup. ‘They never make it properly,’ she said to him, ‘always so weak and insipid.’ Spoon for each cup and one more for the pot was the way I was taught. Rationing was over years ago. Here they’ve never stopped!’ 
 
    He might as well make a start. ‘Kaye, I believe you once worked at Ealing Film Studios, is that correct?’ As an opening gambit he’d played a blinder. The direct question sparked off an instantaneous flurry of eager reminiscences, mostly relating to inappropriate goings on. ‘Oh we had such a good time there! They were always up to some mischief or other.’ She’d once been cornered on the stairs by a lascivious James Robertson Justice, she told him. ‘He trapped me with his capacious girth, and even though I managed to squirm past, he still managed to goose me as I ran off, although being a rather naive nineteen-year-old, I couldn’t quite work out what had happened! Stewart Granger once followed me out to the car park and invited me to dinner but he had such a dreadful reputation with the ladies, I turned him down flat. I was a nice girl, you see. David Niven always stood to attention as soon as a lady entered the room, and Googie Withers used to give us her cast-off dresses; a bit of alteration here and there and they were quite transformed!’ 
 
    ‘That was very generous of her.’ 
 
    ‘I had many admirers including one of the screenwriters. He wanted me to elope with him – I nearly did, but common sense prevailed and at the last minute I left him at the station and was home in time for tea! Mother was none the wiser! In the end I married Laurence.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he?’ 
 
    ‘One of the stills photographers – he did beautiful portraits. I kept telling him he should have brought out a book. He said no-one was interested. It wasn’t Kobal …’ 
 
    Charlie listened patiently, waiting for a natural break, and then he said, ‘I don’t suppose you remember much about your father’s career?’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘Daddy’s career?’ She paused. ‘He drove a tank, you know. A Matilda.’ 
 
    ‘North Africa?’  
 
    ‘Yes, the desert.’ 
 
    ‘What about his life before the war? When he was an actor? Do you know much about that?’ 
 
    ‘He was in a play …’she said, ‘but I don’t know what it was called … hang on, didn’t he work in a theatre?’ She glanced furtively to the side as if her neighbour might know. ‘The Haymarket, the Hayden, no, what was it?’ 
 
    ‘Haymead.’ 
 
    ‘Was that its name?’ She sipped at the tea. ‘Haymead? Yes, I think it was. He worked with some ghastly people …’ 
 
    He leaned in. ‘Ghastly?’ 
 
    She gave a shudder. ‘Told me some things, he did. Told me what they got up to, backstage! Ho ho! Not for polite company.’ She bent her head indicating the old dear alongside. ‘She would have a fit if I told you some of the things that went on. Doesn’t believe me. But why should she? She worked in Woollies for fifty years, never went near the West End!’ 
 
    He decided to go for it. ‘Minnie Etherege Devine. Did your father ever mention her, or the Farrar Farr Players?’ 
 
    Her mouth drooped, the light in her eyes extinguished. ‘Her!’ She uttered contemptuously. ‘We never mention her.’ 
 
    He proceeded with caution. ‘And why’s that?’ 
 
    She screwed her mouth up. ‘Couldn’t stand the woman!’ 
 
    ‘You met her?’ 
 
    ‘Not me. No. My mother knew her. Hated her guts. Stole my mother’s part. Not once, but twice!’ 
 
    ‘Your mother was an actress?’ 
 
    ‘Of course she was. How else do you think she met my dad? Drove him to drink, she did.’ 
 
    He wasn’t sure if Kaye meant her mother, or Minnie. ‘He was an alcoholic?’ 
 
    She made a glass holding gesture, raised it to her lips. ‘Liked a tipple if that’s what you mean. Ruined his liver. Died of it. All her fault.’ She subsided into a glowering silence. 
 
    ‘How was it Minnie’s fault?’ he ventured. 
 
    Kaye gave her head a little scratch. ‘Could have helped him out, couldn’t she? Found more work for him. Pulled some strings. She had contacts, mother said so! She could have got him a part. For old time’s sake, if nothing else. More or less stabbed him in the back.’ 
 
    This was more promising. The rift, the bad feeling between Minnie Devine and Robert Perry had obviously festered. ‘I take it Robert wanted to continue acting?’ 
 
    ‘Never got any more work,’ Kaye went on. ‘Ended up scenery painting. Not that he wasn’t good at it mind, he was marvellous. He was always drawing pictures for me and my sister. I kept all mine. I don’t know what Kelly did with hers. She never was much good at holding onto things.’ 
 
    ‘But Minnie?’ he pressed. ‘She fell out with your father?’ 
 
    Kaye wasn’t sure. ‘Fell out?’ she repeated. 
 
    Her mind was beginning to wander. She was getting tired, losing her concentration. He wanted to hurry her, get her back to the point. 
 
    ‘He was a beautiful painter,’ she said smiling. ‘Absolutely beautiful. It was his liver gave out in the end. Only in his fifties. That’s no age, is it?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But what do you know about their disagreement? Minnie and Robert?’ 
 
    ‘Disagreement?’ she said. ‘I don’t think they ever saw each other again, after Paris.’ 
 
    Again, a small snippet of useful information. ‘Paris? They went there together?’ 
 
    ‘I remember him telling me she thought she was going to go to Hollywood and become a movie actress. She never did,’ Kaye snorted. ‘She was no good at it. She was never as good as any of the others. Coffee pot ankles.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘It’s how my mother described Minnie’s legs – “coffee pot ankles”. He left her there in Paris, came back to England. He stayed in the theatre. Not acting, you understand, but he worked on and off, till he got too ill.’ 
 
    ‘His liver.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, his liver. Never saw her again,’ Kaye repeated brightly. ‘He was always happy with my mother. She was a good wife to him. He forgot all about Minnie Devine.’ She stopped with a small satisfied sigh. The story was over. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said, pressing her soft hand. ‘It’s been wonderful talking to you.’ 
 
    ‘Are you coming again, next week?’ 
 
    He considered his words. ‘It would be nice to visit again, if that’s all right with Alison.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ she said, her memory patchy like a crocheted shawl shot through with glittering thread, straggling and unravelling at the corners. 
 
    He took his leave. 
 
    So, according to Kaye, Minnie had severed all contact with Robert; left him to fend for himself. He had married and settled down with his wife and children. Scenery painting, not acting, had been his subsequent, more stable career.  
 
    Minnie’s beauty and sexuality had drawn many admirers, but at some point the fickle public had eventually grown tired of her; she’d failed to hold their interest. In England her star had faded; in America it had never really taken off.  
 
    So who did she turn to next? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Anne Marie was anxious for an update. Arranging to meet her at the V & A, Charlie was half an hour early and killed some time wandering through the jewellery collection. To his untutored eye none of it was as beautiful as the dragonfly brooch, fake or otherwise.  
 
    ‘So many rings,’ said a voice nearby. ‘So few fingers!’ 
 
    In the darkness Anne Marie pressed her nose against the glass, her face lit up, literally and metaphorically by the gold reflected back at her. She took his arm, clinging on like a limpet mine ready to detonate. ‘I’m hungry. What’s for lunch?’ 
 
    They chose the Gamble refreshment room to eat in. Illuminated from above by the orb-shaped light fitting and surrounded by clatter and chatter, he felt strangely inhibited. The ceramic-decorated walls and stained glass windows made him feel like they were trapped inside a giant teapot.  
 
    She’d come straight from a read through and was wearing an oddly cut coat and a clingy patterned dress. Her London clothes were just as dishevelled as her French outfits; as if they’d shrunk in the wash and her iron was broken. And yet people turned to watch. He guessed it had something to do with her body language. Like a dancer, lean and agile, she knew how to hold herself. 
 
    ‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Tell me what you’ve found out so far.’ 
 
    He poured his tea and gave it a stir. ‘Obviously Edwardian stage performers don’t have any recorded evidence of their work; there are no Hollywood movies or helpful DVD’s to consult … but what I’m getting from the biography is a hint of a very colourful personal life. After Minnie’s short-lived marriage she was involved with Farrar Fay for around twenty years, while he was actor-manager at the Haymead. It was a successful partnership for a time but he had a habit of spending more money than he could afford. He went in for spectacular stage design: elaborate sets and stupendous costumes. As a result, he struggled almost continuously with his finances, and the theatre almost closed down on several occasions; he made some desperate commercial decisions, had as many flops as hits, and died relatively young. I’m pretty sure he is one of the men I saw with her at the dinner party on stage.’ He paused. ‘I also saw them together at your father’s house – Minnie’s old house.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘As soon as I arrived I could sense her presence. When she appeared it was in the bedroom. With William. It got a bit steamy,’ he admitted. 
 
    She raised a gull wing eyebrow. ‘This is an aspect of your skill hitherto unappreciated. Salacious interludes, amorous liaisons?’ 
 
    ‘Well don’t shout it from the rooftops.’ 
 
    ‘So why did Farrar Fay leave the Haymead?’ 
 
    ‘New management came in during the Twenties. New era, new styles of acting. As far as I can tell, he faded into obscurity; a bit part here and there, nothing high profile.’ 
 
    ‘Professionally broken, physically ruined, Farrar Fay wouldn’t be the first talented man to die a long way removed from his earlier glories,’ she commented. ‘Why didn’t Minnie look after him?’ 
 
    ‘The book doesn’t say. It talks about her career and her tours, her feted reception in New York, that kind of thing, but it doesn’t dish the dirt.’ 
 
    ‘Boring. And yet you say the critic, Baxter, slags her off something chronic.’ 
 
    ‘Most of the time, yes. Not always.’ 
 
    ‘So, he changes his mind a lot. Keeps her on her toes?’ 
 
    ‘He’s her bête noire.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds familiar.’ 
 
    ‘It does, doesn’t it? Like you and your ghastly critic, Angus Malone.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly did Baxter say about her?’ 
 
    ‘Some of his pieces are immensely flattering but others sound like he hates her. He’s charming when she pleases him, abusive, when she upsets him. It’s almost like emotional blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘You think there’s something dark and Machiavellian going on?’ she said. 
 
    ‘Like he’s got some power over her?’  
 
    He wasn’t sure it was as sinister as that. 
 
    ‘He’s a critic,’ she went on. ‘He can make or break a production. What if he takes it a stage further? What if he makes it personal? What if when she wrongs him he takes his revenge in print?’ 
 
    He could see where she was coming from. Her critic had treated her appallingly. Had Baxter done the same to Minnie? 
 
    ‘I’m still not convinced of your abilities,’ she said. ‘Or the likelihood that any of this will help.’  
 
    Neither was he. There was no guarantee she would be “cured” of anything. He wasn’t a psychoanalyst or a therapist; when it boiled down to it, all he could provide was slightly enhanced research-based speculation. She suspected as much. 
 
    ‘You were expecting fireworks, I understand. I’m not naturally gregarious,’ Charlie reasoned. ‘I told you – I prefer to work quietly.’ 
 
    ‘Taciturn to the point of rudeness some might say. But how long will it take, this process?’ 
 
    ‘A few days, a few weeks, a month? I can’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s not worth it,’ she said. ‘The read-through, the rehearsals … I’ll tell Edgerton to re-cast. Before it goes any further—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do that,’ he said. ‘It’s early days yet, we’ve only just begun. And I know that sounds like a cheesy pop song … but as long as you give me time to work at my own pace, I’m sure I can fill in the blanks.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have time,’ she said. ‘A couple of weeks of rehearsals and then that’s it, we’re on! I could have read through the articles and the biography and reached the same conclusions myself.’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t you?’  
 
    She looked him straight in the eye. ‘Good question.’  
 
    He was attracted to her, and getting close was part of the process. None of this could be done objectively, logically, unemotionally. But psychic ability was not a get-out-of-jail-free card. Did that mean he had to stay single forever? 
 
    After all there were no rules, nothing was binding, none of it “written in stone. All opinions are valid.” He’d heard that platitude in a motivational talk once, in one of his short-lived office jobs. “Let’s hear what you have to say.”  
 
    ‘I’m lonely,’ she announced. ‘Until you kissed me that night, I’d not been touched, or held, for months.’ She put her hand over his. ‘I’d quite like to do it again.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Was I that bad?’ 
 
    ‘You were great.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t my client – officially. And now you are.’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘You are so serious! So uptight! No wonder your wife left you!’ 
 
    He wondered at her ability to make such a breathtaking insult without feeling the slightest hint of shame. 
 
    ‘I make up my mind about someone like that!’ She clicked her fingers. ‘I act instinctively; I don’t waste time on worry and regret. I get on with it. If it doesn’t succeed, I move on. You’d do well to follow my example.’ 
 
    She was tense about the upcoming performance, he got that, fearful that it wouldn’t work out, but putting him under pressure wouldn’t help. ‘You,’ he said, raising his voice over the general hubbub, ‘are what’s known as high maintenance. You require constant attention and a great deal of “positive stroking” as the phrase is, and you throw a toddler tantrum when you don’t get your own way. There, how did you like that summation? I instantly made up my mind about you, too.’ 
 
    She wasn’t in the least bit offended. In fact she was highly pleased with herself. 
 
    ‘Oh, well done! Your real feelings have come to the surface. But the truth is you need only say the word …’  
 
    ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Is that the word you meant?’ 
 
    ‘Come back to the hotel,’ she cooed, ‘it’s not far on the Tube … we can be discreet. No one knows where I am.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said again, almost laughing. ‘I don’t know how else to convince you.’ 
 
    She gave in – for the time being. She drummed her nails on the table and tutted. ‘Oh, why can’t I ever meet someone ordinary, laid back, straightforward?’ 
 
    Charlie pointed towards an area of floor near the entrance. ‘Allow me to introduce you to Mr Doormat, over there. Just the man you’re searching for – flat, dull, featureless, and you can wipe your boots on him afterwards.’ 
 
    She tutted petulantly. 
 
     ‘Why did Francois change his mind about living in St Remy with you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t Francois that had the affair, was it? It was you.’ 
 
    She was startled. ‘How do you know that? Have you seen it?’ 
 
    ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘I can’t see everything.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said witheringly. ‘There surely aren’t enough hours in the day.’ She sighed. ‘Yes it’s true. It was me that had the affair. My fault, not his. See? Minnie and I are horribly similar.’ 
 
    Was that what she was trying to prove? That history repeats?  
 
    ‘If I find out what happened to Minnie Devine, where she died and how,’ he said, ‘it won’t necessarily change anything. You do know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, yes.’ She glanced down at the table and then up into his eyes. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come back to the hotel with me?’  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Celia was idly wheeling her chair up and down the issues desk, swinging it back and forth as he approached. 
 
    ‘Oh there you are,’ she said. ‘I’ve found a copy of Baxter’s memoirs. It was published in the 1930s, round about the same time as Minnie’s biography; it appears there was a brief swell of interest in him, chiefly down to his close relationships with some of the actors and actresses he professed to comment on. He fancied himself as a bit of a George Bernard Shaw figure or something of that stature. Faded reputation these days. Clever man, though. Your Minnie Etherege Devine gets a mention, and an actress called Agnes Partington. He was close to both of them. Minnie was jealous of Agnes. Quelle surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant. Thank you very much.’ 
 
    The book was a cold, heavy, slab of literature, its pages thin as a bible’s, crinkly like poppy petals. The mustiness was off-putting, the yellow-edged paper faintly repulsive. The book had been reissued a number of times, but then fallen out of print and lost to the public eye. There must be millions of books like this, he considered, rich with lives now forgotten, waiting for someone to stumble across their ghostly protagonists, and be amazed and inspired all over again. Sometimes it was a burden, this gift, this ability to rediscover long-lost characters and their former essence and vitality, but if everyone could do it, there’d be no need for painstaking historical research: sifting through documents, tomes and tracts; analysing artefacts; excavating earthworks; unearthing pots and utensils, jewellery and coins. Nothing would ever be lost or forgotten, buried or hidden if everyone had the facility to see into the past. How was it fair that some lives were recalled and pored over and reinterpreted time and time again, whilst others fell into obscurity? Who made the decision that one life deserved more attention than another? Why was the celebrity lifestyle more venerated than the obscure yet arguably more accomplished one? 
 
    Baxter had been a “celebrity”, of sorts. He’d been well known in certain theatrical circles. And so had Minnie for a time. And Charlie was about to find out how closely entwined the two individuals had become. 
 
    Neither chronological nor biographical, the book was complicated in structure with sections divided into letters, diary extracts and published articles. It wasn’t just the flavour of the era that Baxter’s writings revealed. His behaviour was manipulative, craven and obsessive, but he was also witty, clever and powerful; once in his orbit, it would be difficult for anyone to break free. After a few minutes flicking back and forth Charlie at last came across something useful: excerpts from Baxter’s diary making reference to Minnie. 
 
      
 
    July 1912 
 
    I have called on Minnie several times this week, bearing gifts of bouquets and flattery, immense flattery at all times, she cannot even begin to speak to me unless I have performed the necessary hour or so of obsequies beforehand! I pride myself on my inventiveness, all the new words and phrases I conjure up in order to say the same thing over and over. How beautiful and resplendent she is, how her presence dominates the stage, how her radiance affects everyone, off it. How I long to gaze on her wondrous form day and night, in sulphur light and moonlight, candlelight and sunshine. How her mellifluous voice can traverse the scale from harsh and haughty when she is in defiant character, to soothing, supplicating, womanly, when she plays the noble character; strident and bold when she is playing the wronged woman; tender and gentle when she is the hard done by girl, the suffering innocent. How versatile she is, how talented, how multi-faceted her countenance, how lost am I in each and every character, fully forgetting the woman from whence it originates. You are Miss Daylight, you are Juliet, you become Mrs Holloway! I know of no other way to tell you – you are brilliant! 
 
    Shallow woman that she is, she laps it up like her confounded dog at the water bowl! Fussing and fretting and snuffling at my hands, waiting for a treat, a chocolate, a titbit, forever troubling me for another and another and another … It is wearisome in the extreme; how I long for it to be over, and yet I find myself counting the minutes before I can approach her and do it all over again! Am I a fool? I fear I am, and she has made me so, she has made me doubt my own wits. I am become disordered and irrational under her malign influence! 
 
      
 
    September 1912 
 
    On hearing that I had finished writing a play of my own Minnie showed it to Geoffrey D’Urvaine. Why she would take it upon herself to do this, I don’t know! Who wants a successful playwright to lecture them when they have produced nothing of note? The humiliation was intense. A lesser man fawning over a greater one. Minnie of course was entirely oblivious to my discomfort, whereas Geoffrey I perceived, revelled in it. It makes my blood boil to recall it! ‘It’s not bad,’ he said. ‘But it’s not good, either.’ 
 
      
 
    August 1913 
 
    I am content. The play took me six months to write, and another six to be produced! Not by the Farrar Fay Players, thank God. William wouldn’t read it. She said he had, but I know he tossed it to one side unread and pulled her into his arms instead! I have based my villain on him, anyway. Shall he notice? I think not. Shall she? She will think it, anyway. I might argue the opposite and her vanity will make it so. She begged me for the lead role, begged me. Not in such an overt fashion of course, but she would find out who else was up for the part, who she should poison, stab, run over, first! I jest. She asked me outright. ‘Is Mary Maybelle, for me? Is it the role you have been promising me?’ ‘Of course it is,’ I said, although in truth I feel Agnes Partington, ten years younger, would do it far better. 
 
      
 
    December 1913 
 
     In the past, when I coached her – and yes, she will pretend that it was nothing of the kind – we were able to translate our professional relationship into one of friendly intimacy, and her acting was much the better for it. Alas there is now a hesitant note to her acting which undermines any veracity or verisimilitude. One ceases to believe in the character, and sees only the actress fumbling for the line. It saddens me to see it. And yet, she is the only woman I can countenance now. It must be her part, she will be a sensation, of course she will. And even if she changes my lines, which she does, often, before changing them back, I bite my tongue. I and the director allow her to experiment with the lines, before he – much more daring than I – guides her back to the original. Some half an hour to an hour later, the exasperated cast tut and hang their heads. We are back to square one, are we? Which version are we doing? Hers or yours? 
 
      
 
    January 1914 
 
    The first week was a success, and my name was on everyone’s lips. Minnie, a triumph, of sorts. Her presence is as vast as ever, helped by her steadily increasing waistline. I am being mean; she carries her excess carriage with grace and ease of movement. Only I notice her huffing and puffing in the wings. Again! I jest. She is ill, in fact. The understudy finishes the final scenes for her on Friday! Huge groans from the audience, catcalls, hisses. She couldn’t get to the end of the play? What was wrong with her? No sympathy, I note, only self interest. What if the poor darling was seriously ill? Did none of them pause to consider? Alas and alack, her doctor has told her to rest. Miss Browning steps into the role. Makes a hash of the first night, much better the next. Too late, the damage is done. Whispers around town. Avoid Baxter’s new play. Not worth a farthing now that Miss Devine is laid low and Miss Browning not up to it. The manager is optimistic. A full house every night, he promises. For a week or two, then nothing. The play comes off. The glittering career, anything but. ‘Baxter,’ says D’Urvaine. ‘Bad luck. You win some, you lose some. Unless you’re me, in which case you win every time.’ 
 
      
 
    Summer 1914 
 
    Minnie is gone to the seaside, a place in Bournemouth. She writes that she longs to see me. When I arrive, she will not receive me; she says she is too unwell. Capricious woman! I wait around all morning for some message, some acknowledgement that I mean something to her, that I afford a smidgen of respect, and what happens? I call on her again, only to be told that she has left, she has taken flight! She is on the next stage of her journey! What am I to make of this? She deliberately lures me to her cage, and then flies away when my back is turned. No! Not even when my back is turned. In front of me. She may as well have snubbed me in the hotel lobby in plain view of everyone. The effect is much the same. Confounded humiliation! I know why she treats me this way. She wants her revenge. It is my fault she was ill, my fault the play came off, my fault the part didn’t suit her. Why had I not written something more appropriate to her style?Slighted she was, in front of her London audience, and she wants me to have a taste of my own foul medicine. But I have abandoned my work to make this assignation, I have cancelled meetings, I have curtailed visits, heavens! I have avoided my own wife, in order to rush about the country in pursuit of Her Ladyship. Well, we shall see. The story does not end here. 
 
      
 
    September 1914 
 
    I have a new favourite! Marvellous fate! How one woman exits my life and another one enters. Agnes Partington is the lead in a new production of Her Master Calls. Charming, absolutely delightful woman! She accosts me at the end of the street, bearing a basket of ‘goodies’ and tells me she has been waiting there over an hour in hopes of seeing me that day! ‘Are you some fiend?’ I enquire, ‘do you mean me harm?’ Oh no, she cries in deep mortification, please do not fear me. I only wish to demonstrate my servitude. ‘Forgive me,’ I chuckle. ‘I was in jest. I can see you mean me no harm. On the contrary, a figure as pretty as yours surely does not harbour any miscreant thoughts. Do come inside my dear. Have some tea. We will examine these treats you have been so kind to furnish us with, and we will become acquainted.’ She giggles delightedly and accompanies me back indoors – my errand quite forgot – and we spend an entrancing morning deep in conversation and merriment. She tells me all about her acting career thus far, and her hopes for the future and indeed I assure her that I will do all I can to forward it. As many positive reviews as I can bear. She laughs, such a beautiful laugh, and tells me I must do no such thing. I must be honest and truthful. We both know what a joke that is! She is so very sharp, so very perceptive, I see she has done her homework. She knows all about me, knows my reputation, knows how to handle me as if she had known me all her life, was in fact married to me. I would go so far as to declare she knows me better than anyone, Jess included, and this is after a mere morning’s acquaintance. Tell me the world has been turned upside down, topsy-turvy!  
 
    I am smitten, as deep in smite as I once was, with my first love. The feelings buried deep within have come surging to the fore. She makes me feel alive again. I am positively sprightly. And all thoughts, save for this one now of course, of capricious Miss Minnie, have been unceremoniously driven from my heart and my mind. I am free again. Quite gloriously free! We have arranged to meet again, the same time next week, although I don’t think I can wait that long. I am of a mind to write her a note and request another meeting far sooner. A dinner engagement or something of that nature. A supper perhaps? I am sure her husband will not mind a few meetings with one so much mature in years. He will not suspect me. He will think I am merely offering her the benefit of my wisdom and theatrical experience. At least that is how I will couch it, should he protest. 
 
      
 
    October 1914 
 
    Insufferable woman! How she plagues me. A whiff of scandal, Minnie says, as though she herself was never tainted with such. Everyone’s talking about you, she says. You’ve become a laughing stock with your infatuation with Miss Partington. And what about poor Jess, she says, what about her finer feelings? Since when, I scoff, have you ever been exercised by thoughts of my poor Jess, and what her opinions might be? You dishonour me, she says, to think that I don’t consider other peoples’ feelings. I do! She cries. All the time. I quickly curtail this nasty conversation; I have no time for Miss Devine and her jealousy. She is nothing to me now. I wish her well. I have no need of her. I can do without. In any case no-one is interested in actors any more. All the talk is of the War and how long it will last. They say it will be over by Christmas. Perhaps I will write another play in the New Year.  
 
      
 
    Baxter’s diary entries during the First World War were of little use to Charlie, focusing mainly on his inability to get a new play off the ground, various feuds with actors and playwrights and a long discursive commentary on the state of British culture. Several diary years passed before Baxter mentioned Minnie again. 
 
      
 
    January 1923 
 
    I have had the misfortune to bump into Farrar Fay. He was quite the worse for wear. He had been invited to dine with Freebody and his wife. I think there is some familiarity between William and the wife. He is the most disgusting creature! Sniffing around any female form. No wonder Minnie dropped him. I wonder she could bear him as long as she did. His dalliances are legendary. I strike quite the hypocritical note, I know! But I have never crawled around on my ugly belly the way he does. To her credit Mrs Freebody neither encourages nor snubs him, she is as polite to him as she is the rest of us. I happened to mention Agnes at one point and they looked askance, as well they might, and instead enquired after my wife! My wife? Jess never comes to these soirees, and they know that. I gave up long ago trying to persuade her to join me in any enterprise other than Whist! She says as ever that company is not for her, she would feel out of her depth, under scrutiny, she would show me up, she says. She does indeed have a point, and if she is happy to stay at home, while I undertake my wanderings, who am I to argue! In my mariage blanc I ‘play’ the husband and avoid any kind of sexual intimacy with my wife. This accords well with her, and we go on together admirably. In fact, she might be said to encourage my dalliances, and therefore I go swanking about with impunity! Nevertheless, I might force the issue next time. I might bring Agnes with me in any case, and let Mr and Mrs Freebody deal with that shredding of etiquette, as they see fit! 
 
      
 
    February 1924 
 
    Minnie is gone to Paris they say. I heard it is a professional engagement, but knowing her as I do, I surmise the reason for her flight is personal! How quickly she dispenses with formalities! I fear I know the man in question! It will do neither of them any good. I miss her, futile to deny it. Her beauty haunts me. In character, in make-up, as full-lipped and large-eyed as Rossetti’s women, and off-stage as luminous in her own pale skin as if she was infected with an inner light. I have been drinking today, my words are over ripe, my sentiments perplexed, mixed up. I must admit it to myself; Miss Partington could never replace Minnie, never. I want to feel her near me again; I want those eyes roving around my body, the hands to join them, the fingers to caress me, as once they did. Instead I lie on the sofa, listless, giddy with alcohol, unable to turn my hand to work of any kind. I am useless, worn out, a dry withered seed case left dangling on the branch, the merest puff of breeze will send me spinning to earth where I shall lie neglected, forgotten, forlorn until the dust settles over me and I am obscured from view. 
 
      
 
    Summer 1925 
 
    Paris. A city of great beauty and utter squalor. The same as London, or any major metropolitan city. I had no plans to go, and yet on a whim, I went! A surprise to me, a surprise to everyone. But why shouldn’t I? A man such as myself has many reasons to visit the French capital, theatrical and cultural. I can come and go as I please. And if I happen to bump into a person of my acquaintance, then fortune smiles on us! I spent the morning in the gallery. I had done a section at a time. How strange then, that as soon as I left and sought out a place for my lunch, I completely forgot everything I had looked at! What pictures had I seen, what sculptures had I circled, what artistry had I witnessed? A Caravaggio, a Watteau, a Holbein? Perhaps all of these, I remember not. My head will not absorb what I ask it to. It is full, it says, it cannot take more. 
 
    And each morning I left my card, I left my name, I waited for the reply. And none was forthcoming. But I saw her, oh yes, I saw her. On the arm of Robert Perry. And they saw me. At least SHE saw me. Perry wouldn’t see his own mother if she pinched his cheek and did up his collar and tie. But greet me? No. Pretend that I was phantom, insubstantial, a ghost, not real? Oh yes, she did all of that. She will have it that we are through; she will have it that I am dead to her and that our relationship is well and truly over. But I am not dead. I am living. And she will acknowledge me. She MUST. 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s eyes were smarting by the time he stopped reading. There were no further references to Minnie Devine in the book, but it was clear that by the early 1920s, Farrar Fay was a spent force, while Baxter’s trajectory was still on the way up. Had Minnie caught hold of his fiery tail? Had she blazed up in his wake, a showering spray of sparks illuminating the darkening skies of her faltering career? Had they made up their differences? 
 
    ‘It’s funny isn’t it,’ said Celia, ‘the similarities between Baxter the critic and Malone the critic? It’s like history repeating.’ 
 
    ‘You think so?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    She was right. Baxter was like a buzzard circling, black against the white baleful sky, scattering the deer on the hillside. 
 
     Celia’s eyes were particularly striking today; flicked up at the corner with solid black eyeliner, her eyelashes were coated in thick layers of mascara and her lips were a matt shade of pink. ‘I forgot to ask,’ he said. ‘When did Baxter die?’ 
 
    ‘Newspaper reports are dated early 1946. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Do they say how he died?’ 
 
    She compressed her pink lips into a rosette shape. ‘One newspaper euphemistically refers to “a seedy ending”, and another just says he was found dead in the street – although it doesn’t say what street. The coroner’s report declared it was heart failure. The newspaper makes the point that his wife didn’t attend the inquest. Presumably because of the “seediness”.’ 
 
    ‘Any offspring?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Childless.’ 
 
    ‘What a dramatic demise.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Celia with a cool flourish of her purple fingernails. ‘You couldn’t make it up.’ 
 
    She was humouring the entire enterprise, but with no family members to visit this time, he would have to try the next best thing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Finding Angus Malone was easy, deciding what to ask him much more difficult. The book about the actresses was the obvious plan of action. 
 
    Charlie trotted down the steps towards the meeting point outside the National Theatre. The grey concrete building was silhouetted against a bright blue sky, while the scudding clouds patterned the concrete walkways of the South Bank with intermittent sunlight and shadow. The weaving movement of the crowds mirrored the flux and motion of the river. 
 
    ‘No place like it in the world,’ said Angus Malone, simultaneously thrusting out his hand and his gut. His grip was firm, his hand warm and clammy. 
 
    Having expected a slim, suave old gent in a tailored coat, Charlie was unprepared for the dishevelled Fleet Street aura that Malone exuded in person. His bulging bag was ripped and sagging, his trousers had grubby turn-ups and his grey overgrown hair was swept greasily back over his ears. He requested an outside table where he could smoke. Charlie sipped at his coffee as the blue smoke from Malone’s cigarette wiffed and waffed in the breeze around his head. 
 
    ‘Bit of a broad spectrum,’ said Malone. ‘How are you breaking it down? Eras, styles, genres? Hollywood, European, British? Film, theatre, television?’ 
 
    ‘Theatre,’ said Charlie. ‘Starting with Victorian and Edwardian, moving on to post-war acting and then modern day contemporary performance. Plus the study of professional relationships between writers, directors and – he indicated Malone’s goodly self – critics.’ 
 
    ‘Huh!’ said Malone. ‘If only. So who’s your favourite?’ 
 
    Charlie was thrown. ‘Um, Audrey Hepburn?’ He and his mum had once spent a happy afternoon together watching her favourite Cary Grant film, Charade. He remembered his mum being particularly tickled when the actor got in the shower fully dressed. Malone was puzzled at the choice. ‘I meant stage. Not film.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course.’ 
 
    Malone mentioned several actors Charlie had never heard of. It wasn’t a good start. All of a sudden an eyebrow arched. ‘You want me to dish some dirt about the business? You want to know what I know? What I get access to? The background stories, the smut, the scandal. Is that it?’ 
 
    ‘Actually …’ Charlie met his eye. ‘… that’s exactly what I want.’ 
 
    Malone let out a huge guffaw of laughter, so loud passers-by turned their heads. ‘What’s your background, Mr Gilchrist?’ he asked. ‘What publications have you worked for?’ 
 
    Charlie came clean. ‘I’m not a journalist. And I don’t have a theatrical background, but it’s a world that fascinates me. Do you think a publisher will be interested?’ 
 
    Malone turned down the corners of his mouth. ‘Depends. If you do a real thorough job, unearth some diamond details – things that no-one else has got, genuinely original facts – you might produce something a bit special; it might cross over. Then again, niche publishing might turn out to be better in the long run.’ 
 
    ‘And if I get well-respected, big-name contributors like you, then I could be onto a winner?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ laughed Malone. ‘The calibre of your contributors could well be a deciding factor. Anyway, what’s your line of enquiry? What can I give you?’ 
 
    He had prepared a few areas for discussion. Knowing it would be highly suss to hit Malone with anything personal straight away, he led him gently through a few stage actors’ careers before slipping Minnie Devine’s name subtly into the conversation. ‘The briefly famous Miss Minnie Devine was something of a wayward spirit, I believe. A bit of a diva with a reputation for squiring her co-stars.’ 
 
    ‘Well she wasn’t the first, or the last to do that,’ said Malone. 
 
    ‘Quite,’ said Charlie. ‘Have you heard of George Edwardes Baxter, the Edwardian theatre critic?’ 
 
    ‘Yes I have. Rather fancied himself.’ 
 
    ‘He knew Minnie Devine, very well. They had an affair.’ 
 
    ‘Who says?’ Malone remarked unexpectedly. 
 
    ‘Er, he does.’ 
 
    ‘In a memoir, is it? Claims to have influenced her, does he? Claims to have found his way to the inner sanctum of the dressing room?’ 
 
    ‘More than that.’ 
 
    ‘I’d take that relationship with a large pinch of salt,’ said Malone. ‘Very large. I would say that one or other of them, probably both, exaggerated the importance of that relationship. I would say there must have been some currency to be had by talking up the alliance. Wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    Charlie hadn’t anticipated this line of thought. It was not the interpretation he had formed. He was certain Minnie and Baxter had been lovers, and for some considerable time. 
 
    ‘Sleeping with co-stars and actors is perfectly normal, but sleeping with the critic?’ said Malone. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘He was also a playwright,’ Charlie said, ‘and she definitely slept with those!’ He moved swiftly on. ‘I believe Minnie’s theatrical genes ran through the next couple of generations. Her grandson Victor was an actor—’ 
 
    ‘Ye-e-ss…’Angus growled, ‘and I know where you’re going next …’ He flicked the ash from his current cigarette rather violently onto the ground. 
 
    ‘Her great-granddaughter? Anne Marie Devine?’ 
 
    Angus articulated his words very carefully. ‘And you know that I have some connection with her, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ said Charlie, ‘but we’ll avoid that subject entirely if you like. Let’s go on to someone well established like Maggie Smith or Judy Dench …’  
 
    Malone was taken aback. ‘Hang on – you don’t want to talk about Anne Marie?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you don’t want to,’ Charlie said blithely. ‘I have plenty of other areas we can explore.’ 
 
    ‘But …’ Malone was doubtful, almost crestfallen. Then his brow furrowed. ‘Nah, who wants to talk about Tragic Tom? Who wants to dwell on that unsavoury little episode? Far too awkward a subject, isn’t it? Far too sensitive an area. Best forget all about Tom Harrington, pretend it never happened. Let’s pretend the theatre world is all luvvies and champagne receptions and glittering awards bashes shall we?’ 
 
    Malone was snared. Well and truly. ‘I’ve no desire to upset you,’ said Charlie. ‘But if you want to give me the background to it, then it might be an aspect I can use. It might add some colour, some depth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Malone said. ‘Plenty of colour. Of the blood red variety.’ 
 
    Charlie apologised. 
 
    ‘No, no, I can see you’ve got some sensitivity about you, if you’ll allow the word. Excuse me; I’m an embittered old man, still grieving the loss of my beautifully talented son. You’re about the same age, you’ve got the same kind of charisma, and a whole life ahead of you, whereas he …’ Malone lit up another cigarette. ‘I’m getting maudlin, I’m losing my thread. Put me back on track would you?’ 
 
    ‘When did you first hear that Anne Marie and your son were a couple?’ 
 
    Malone blew a funnel of smoke over his shoulder. ‘Straight away, more or less. He was often squiring some gorgeous young celebrity. He attracted a lot of attention. Which is good when you want to be an actor, isn’t it? Nothing wrong with that. Why not have lots of girls, go on lots of dates, be seen around town with the up-and-coming, the beautiful people? I never mentioned we were related – nepotism, you know – and he wanted to make it under his own steam, so he changed his surname, but it soon got around, how could it not? But anyway I’m a critic, not a director, or a producer. I’m not here to make friends.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t rate Anne Marie as an actress?’ 
 
    Malone regarded him for a moment. ‘I suppose I admired her a little, even though I thought she was just another posh kid with a pretty face. She did a couple of interesting things early on, got everyone talking, did some high-profile telly; all of a sudden people who wouldn’t normally go anywhere near the theatre are flocking to attend, producers are clambering over themselves to hire her. Bums on seats, money in the coffers. Next thing I know she’s dating my son! There was a little bit of mercenariness about it on his part I suppose; he basked in the reflected glory, but there was genuine affection there.’ 
 
    Charlie’s ears pricked up. ‘He used her?’ 
 
    Angus looked stonily at him. ‘I don’t think it was ever that calculating. They used each other, I would say. They gave each other currency. It’s not unusual in the showbiz world now, is it? We’ve already established as much.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not. But his problems pre-dated his relationship with Anne Marie, didn’t they? When did they first begin?’ 
 
    Malone cleared his throat. ‘Yes, I was in denial about that for a long time. My wife was much savvier. She knew it didn’t all begin the second Tom found fame. In fact it began at school. Some friend of a friend, or an older sibling or something, managed to smuggle some contraband in. Quite usual. Even though it was supposed to be – ha! – a “good school”. Things got worse when he left, when he moved onto the harder stuff. And yes,’ he said, ‘I did blame Anne Marie, for not doing more to help.’ 
 
    Charlie felt moved to interrupt. ‘It wasn’t her job to cut a swathe through life for him. He was a grown man. He had a brain of his own, abilities of his own; he was a sentient, capable individual able to take responsibility for his own actions, surely?’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ Angus sucked too hard on his cigarette and spent several seconds coughing and clearing his chest. ‘It’s a point that’s been made many times, but a successful relationship involves mutual support doesn’t it? You look out for each other. Make sure your partner doesn’t get into too much trouble, or if they do, make sure you’re there to pick up the pieces.’ 
 
    ‘And you think Anne Marie wasn’t there for Tom when he needed her?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘I don’t know. I suppose she did what she could … Truth is Tom was out of control. I know that now. It would have taken the patience of a saint to get him back on the straight and narrow. If anything it was my fault. I should have got him out of that school the second I suspected there was something wrong. But I dismissed it. Thought whatever it was would blow over … Didn’t you and your friends get up to bad stuff when you were at school? Try some contraband? At least get hammered at a party, sleep with some random girl, throw up and fall over?’ 
 
    ‘Er, no, I didn’t.’ 
 
    Malone’s eyes narrowed. ‘Lonely kid were you? Only child? Self-reliant, fell back on your own powers?’ 
 
    Charlie hesitated. What was he getting at? What had he guessed? 
 
    ‘Tom was an only child,’ Malone said. ‘Not that uncommon though, is it? Doesn’t automatically mean your life will turn to shit.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it would make him tough. Able to fend for himself.’ 
 
    ‘Like his father,’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘Absolutely. Take no prisoners. That’s me. Hard as flint. Have to be to dish it out, don’t I?’ Then he laughed. ‘In my game.’ 
 
    This was safer, firmer ground. ‘Do you enjoy the power you have? The ability to make or break a production?’ 
 
    ‘Enjoy it? In extreme cases, I suppose we might have some influence. But audiences make up their own minds. And sometimes we do get it wrong … Ah, you see, I do have a little humility, despite what you may have heard.’ 
 
    ‘I might as well tell you,’ said Charlie, ‘I’ve met Anne Marie in person.’ 
 
    Angus Malone peered across the choppy water of the river, squinting slightly in the direction of St Paul’s Cathedral. ‘I knew you had. That’s really why you’re here.’ 
 
    ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘I am writing a book …’  
 
    ‘On Minnie Devine?’ 
 
    ‘Her, and others. Plenty of others.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it might make a good film, if trashy, romantic slushfest is your thing. One of those A Star is Born stories: one trajectory up, the other, down.’ 
 
    ‘Minnie?’ 
 
    ‘Farrar Fay, her partner. Early fame, latter despair. Broken down, tragic figure by the end. You spend all your time playing larger than life, reality gets a bit mundane. Which is exactly when it catches you out and gives you a great big bite on the arse. You know Minnie pitched up in Paris?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that’s what gave Anne Marie the idea to move to France. Nice that she could afford to. Made some money from some dreadful Hollywood action adventure film, in which she made a right hash of the American accent, as I recall, and then bought up an old farm. I’ve never been to that part of France, but it sounds deathly dull to me …’ Malone was joking. ‘You felt sorry for her did you, when you met her?’  
 
    Charlie re-focused. ‘I feel sorry that she’s not on stage, where she belongs. I’m sad that her career is in the doldrums.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’s on her way back. Haven’t you heard? They all come back when the part’s right, when the money’s right. And I’ll be here. Waiting, with my pencil and my claws sharpened.’ 
 
    ‘Can you ever forgive her?’ Charlie asked. 
 
    ‘Why should I? She doesn’t want forgiveness anyway, she’s never asked for it. She’s never expressed any remorse to me. She doesn’t give a shit what I think.’ 
 
    ‘Oh but she does feel remorse. Very much so. It eats away at her. It’s ruining all her relationships—’ 
 
    Angus was staring at him. ‘And that’s my fault, is it? For giving her a hard time, for calling her to account, for expecting a little bit of compassion and humility?’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s not—’ 
 
    ‘She’s a big girl, she can fend for herself. She can make her career work if she wants. It’s got nothing to do with my personal feelings. I can slag her off till kingdom come it won’t make any difference to her “fans”, her followers.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re wrong,’ said Charlie. ‘I think you have more of an influence on her future than you care to admit. She might have a fragile ego, but you needn’t smash it to bits.’ 
 
    ‘And what,’ said Malone, ‘is the point of a critic if not to point out flaws, mistakes, errors of judgment? Fat lot of good we’d be if we just trotted out a piece of banal arse-licking flattery every time we were called on to comment on a play or a performance. What would be the point, if all we did was fawn? Her stage fright,’ he added, ‘had nothing whatsoever to do with me. And if anyone tells you otherwise, they’re talking out their arse.’ 
 
    He’d become rather animated. A woman at the next table wondered if assistance might be required.  
 
    A few drops of rain spat on Charlie’s notebook. Malone glanced skywards. ‘Well, Mr Gilchrist, I’ve really enjoyed our chat, but I’m afraid we’ll have to call it a day. I’m expected somewhere else shortly. But if you need anything else for your book, feel free to email or phone.’  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said Charlie, ‘you’ve been very helpful.’ 
 
    ‘Give my regards to Anne Marie when you next see her, won’t you?’And so saying he threw his sagging bag over his shoulder and ambled off in the direction of Waterloo Station. 
 
    Charlie’s mind was motoring. Why did Anne Marie move to France? Had she gone there on a whim or had her great grandmother exerted more influence on her decision than they realised? Perhaps Minnie had assumed her art could successfully flourish amidst Parisian theatres, cabaret, and cafe concerts rather than back home in London? He’d dithered around long enough. There was only one way to find out what Minnie Devine got up to in Paris, and that was to go there and see for himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Montmartre. The 19th century hang-out of poets, artists, absinthe drinkers, prostitutes and performers. Emerging from his hotel, only a few streets away from the Moulin Rouge and its red windmill, Charlie’s route took him through small squares and cobbled streets, past the Butte vineyard and the Lapin Agile, down the Rue de Clichy, past the opera house and along the Rue de la Paix en route to the Tuileries. 
 
    He could have taken the Métro, or hailed a taxi, but under his own steam he could absorb the colours, noises and smells, and plug straight in. In the Place Vendôme, alongside Napoleon’s green-hued statue, he sized up his quarry: the Hôtel Ritz. As cars drew up outside the elegant building he pondered his next move.  
 
    Perhaps he should have booked in for a night; got Anne Marie to pay for it, claimed it as an expense. But in any case what was to stop him from entering the lobby and having a quick scout around? The front desk was busy and taking a chance he slipped past, knowing that an individual from off the street hovering undecidedly would arouse more suspicion than if he simply pretended he was a guest. And if anyone challenged him he would simply make out he was a tourist, having a nosy at the elegant interior.  
 
    Tucked into a corner near the stairs he pretended he was taking a phone call, and there he lingered, hoping to pick something up, listening out for something to suggest itself. He removed the dragonfly brooch from his pocket and unwrapped it from the tissue paper, caressing the delicate thin edge and the point of the wings. And yes, there was something. He could feel it …  
 
    In fact, isn’t that the sound of Minnie approaching, rustling down the stairs?  
 
    Minnie is wearing a silk gown with the dragonfly jewel pinned to her breast. The light catches on the curved aquamarine surface. She is dressed for an evening out, wearing long gloves and carrying a fur wrap. A night at the opera, a dinner date, or some kind of party perhaps? The kind of event where she will shine. Her escort is standing with his back to the door; arms outstretched to greet her. When he turns again to guide her towards the exit, his pale, youthful features are rather smug. This woman is his superior, she knows it, he knows it, and yet he is thrilled to have her on his arm. 
 
    ‘You look wonderful,’ he says. 
 
    ‘Thank you Robert, so do you. Although, I’m not sure I approve of those cufflinks.’ 
 
    ‘Minnie?’ 
 
    ‘Too small,’ she says, ‘can hardly see them. Why don’t I find you a pair more suitable? A man as dashing as you deserves trinkets to match.’ 
 
    ‘You tease me,’ he says. 
 
    ‘But think how it reflects on me, if my escort appears less than dazzling.’ 
 
    ‘You are the only one who needs to dazzle; I merely flicker alongside you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Robert,’ she trills. ‘Where did you pick up that awful line? One of Geoffrey’s?’ 
 
    ‘All my own, Minnie, I promise.’ 
 
    The young man sweeps his blond fringe out of his eyes and … 
 
     ‘Monsieur?’ 
 
    Charlie was thrust violently back into the present. A man from the front desk was blocking his path. ‘Do you have a room here? Are you a guest of this hotel?’ 
 
    Charlie made no attempt to answer in French, instead adopting the role of ignorant English tourist. ‘I’m meeting someone,’ he dissembled. ‘She’ll be here in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘Then I propose you wait in the reception area. If you tell me her room number I will call and tell her you are waiting.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ he said. ‘I can’t remember it.’ 
 
    ‘In that case …’ The man ushered him gently but firmly towards the revolving door. 
 
    ‘Princess Diana?’ he said in desperation. ‘I only wanted to see where she stayed!’ Seconds later he was stumbling out onto the pavement.  
 
    The brief sighting was better than nothing he supposed. Now what? If Minnie was in Paris, with a lover, where would she go? The Tuileries? The Louvre? Ignoring the tourists and the coach parties, Charlie found a vacant bench near the museum and sat down to wait. His instincts were correct. The early morning sun cast a pink orange glow along the Seine as the dislocation began to take place …  
 
    Minnie is there, waiting. The young man comes striding across the Tuileries, his hat flying off his head. He scoops her into his arms, lifting her off her feet. She laughs and struggles, batting at his arm with ineffectual swipes of her embroidered bag. He puts her down, grasps her hand, pulls her away from the crowds. 
 
    ‘Shall we walk?’ he says. ‘Up to the Place de la Concorde?’ 
 
    ‘If you like.’  
 
    He holds out the crook of his arm, she slips her hand through. She kicks up a little eddy of dust from the soles of her boots as they turn west. He pushes his hat slightly further back on his head, revealing a blond dishevelled fringe. He moves closer to kiss her cheek and raises a hand to steady his hat. She smiles and deliberately avoids the contact, nevertheless her arm stays pressed to his side.  
 
    They promenade through the gardens, now and again looking across the Quai des Tuileries towards the river. Passers-by give them a half-glance, a slight turn of the head. Is she famous? Have I seen her somewhere before?  
 
    The woman smiles serenely in polite acknowledgement and walks on.  
 
    They stand together at the Luxor obelisk and gaze at their surroundings, marvelling at the fountains and the mansions opposite. They steal a kiss.  
 
    ‘Here stood the guillotine,’ the young man murmurs. ‘Difficult to comprehend now, isn’t it? All that bloodshed?’ 
 
    ‘Ghastly,’ Minnie shudders. ‘So many deaths. And the Queen herself?’ 
 
    ‘Right here. On this spot. And the King. And Robespierre. And Danton. All of them—’ He makes a throat slashing gesture, contorts his face, tongue lolling out of his mouth. 
 
    ‘That’s disgusting, Robert. Stop it …’  
 
    The vision faded, swamped by the noise of traffic. A tourist wanted to take a photo of the obelisk; he’d been waiting patiently to get a shot and Charlie was in his way. Charlie apologised and moved to the side. He was a long way from his hotel, but he mustn’t give up now. 
 
    The views were fragmentary; nevertheless he was slowly building up a picture of Minnie’s Paris itinerary. She and her young companion were in the midst of a love affair. But he needed more to go on. He moved to a quieter spot – difficult in the middle of the tourist district – and patiently waited …  
 
    Yes, here they are again. Next to the obelisk the lovers embrace. But there is now someone else in the frame. A man carrying a newspaper is lurking at the edge of the park, watching. They are unaware of his presence. Or are they? Minnie turns her neck slightly as though she has seen him. The happy couple walk arm in arm, ambling, but not meandering. The man follows at a distance, slows down, pretending to glance at his pocket watch. Minnie picks up the pace, her lover trots alongside, placing a kiss on her hand, another on her cheek. The man in pursuit sneers; the public demonstration nauseates him. He continues to follow, lurking out of their eye line.  
 
    Or does he? Minnie peeks, just for a second, over the shoulder of her lover. The man raises his hand as if to tip his brim, thinks better of it, pretends he does not recognise her. Her smile freezes. He is trailing her, she knows it and she wants him to stop. He smiles to himself. There is nothing she can do; he has as much right to visit the sights of Paris as the next man. There is nothing to stop him from hanging around the Place de la Concorde at the exact same time as Minnie Etherege Devine. 
 
    The lovers head away towards the Champs-Élysées, searching for a restaurant to have lunch. He follows them again. He sees them duck under the awning of a fashionable eaterie, but he does not enter it himself. Instead he sits on the pavement at the café next door. He orders food and drink and eats with gusto, unconcerned with external goings on, a man with plenty of patience, a man with nowhere special to be, a man with all the time in the world …  
 
    An elbow in his back, a shove from behind. Charlie lurched forwards. An impatient pedestrian, that was all, hustling to get past on the busy pavement. Hardly surprising, when he was standing motionless on the busiest thoroughfare in the city. He was lucky he hadn’t blundered into the traffic. 
 
    The facia and signage had been updated, but the café in front was the same one the man had been sitting at. Charlie ordered a coffee and sat down to ponder over what he’d seen. 
 
    He was almost certain the man was Baxter. He was trailing the lovers, but it was an altogether odd pursuit: one of them oblivious to his presence; one of them all too aware. Why hadn’t Minnie confronted him? Because she needed to keep his presence a secret from Robert Perry? And why would she want to do that? Obsessive love was one thing, but this came across as vaguely sinister: a jealous man stalking a former lover; a low-level harassment, although he hadn’t threatened her, abused her, or caused a public disturbance. Maybe that was all to come. And anyway, Minnie was apparently complicit. Unless it was a case of keeping her friends close, her enemies closer? She’d ended her relationship with William Farrar Fay and was now hooked up with Perry, but Baxter had followed her with the express intention of keeping tabs on her – why? In order to confront her, surprise her, scandalise the French? 
 
    Jealousy dripped from the pages of Baxter’s journal. And with an actress of Minnie’s flighty tastes, who could blame him? Lovers here, there and everywhere: the co-star, the playwright, the critic. Like a child’s cardboard fishing game, she hooked them one by one with the ease of a magnet on the end of a rod and string. Couldn’t be simpler. Catch the little fish, rack up the points. Chuck em back in the box when you’ve finished …  
 
    Using his walking stick to thump out a pattern of discontent on the ground, Baxter rages and seethes. He is working himself into a frenzy. He has had enough! 
 
    Baxter leaves the café and hurries back the way he came. His route takes him along the Quai Voltaire, and maintaining a fast pace, he crosses the Seine on the Pont Royal, and strides on, all the way along the river until he is back in the Tuileries. 
 
    Breathing with difficulty, mastering his dignity, Baxter straightens his shoulders, heads towards the Rue de Rivoli. Beneath the awnings of the shops, he melts into the crowd, a lone figure. Finally he enters the doorway of a modest but well-appointed hotel. He is about to speak to the receptionist and ask for his key when he hears a rustle behind him and Minnie approaches. ‘At last!’ she says. ‘I have been sitting on that hard sofa for an hour, with only weak tea and a stale croissant to subsist on.’ 
 
    He is pleased to see her, but works hard to conceal it. A grave reply is all she deserves. ‘And you’ve run out of money for anything fancier? Spent it all on our young friend Robert, is that it?’ 
 
    She tuts. ‘Forgive me; I am a little obtuse today. You are telling me you are jealous of my relationship with Robert, when he and I are both free to see whomever we like. And you are also telling me, I believe, what I can and can’t spend my money on.’ 
 
    ‘If the grandeur of the Ritz is the only way to impress him then by all means go ahead. But you see, my love,’ he answers smoothly, ‘I know you are scrabbling for coppers. However, there is a very simple way to supplement your meagre income and fortify your bank account.’ 
 
    She gives a brisk shake of the head. ‘I will not act in another play of yours. I care not for your aggressive style, and I will not be the guinea pig on stage, waiting to be torn to shreds by all of London’s critics. Look what happened the last time. Poacher turned gamekeeper no longer appeals to me. Besides, I have other means of making money.’ 
 
    Baxter raises an eyebrow. ‘Indeed. Hence your need for a bed?’ 
 
    She narrows her eyes. ‘I have been offered five thousand pounds for the sale of our letters.’ 
 
    Taken aback, he steps away from her. ‘Five thousand?’ 
 
    ‘Mm, a tidy sum, wouldn’t you say?’ 
 
    He recovers himself. ‘Enough to keep you and Robert in dinners, I expect, for a good few months. Until you tire of him.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Who would have thought our correspondence could be so financially rewarding?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ he says, a note of warning creeping into his voice. ‘But that is where our minds differ. For you are assuming that publication is a foregone conclusion.’ 
 
    Her coquetry fades. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
    He smiles. ‘No publication can take place if I refuse permission.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t.’ She is desperate, anxious.  
 
    He laughs. ‘You mean you hadn’t considered my opinion on the matter before you discussed it with your publisher. Who is, might I ask?’ 
 
    ‘Freebody.’ 
 
    ‘Ahhh …’ he exhales. ‘I might have known. I can picture his face now, when you tell him. How disappointed he will be.’ 
 
    Her face hardens. ‘You can’t stop me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I can. I just have.’ 
 
    ‘He will publish. It is far too good a correspondence to conceal. And you know it.’ She begins to wheedle. ‘Our letters are endlessly entertaining, so witty, so clever, and dare I say it, dangerous!’ 
 
    ‘And that is precisely why you won’t be publishing. There are other people’s feelings to consider in this matter, Minnie, as you well know.’ 
 
    ‘William won’t care. Why should he?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not talking about William,’ he says coldly. ‘I’m talking about my wife.’ 
 
    Angry with him, she barks, ‘You shall hear from Freebody shortly. An arrangement can be reached to satisfy all of us.’ 
 
    He holds his hands up. ‘I don’t want the money. I don’t need it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but I do!’ She stops herself. She has said too much. 
 
    ‘My dearest,’ says Baxter. ‘It must be hard for you, keeping up appearances. I hope you have enough to settle your bill at the Ritz.’ And with that he turns back to the desk and requests his room key. 
 
    ‘Damn you, Baxter!’ Minnie says, her jet beads swinging across her bosom. She stalks from the hotel lobby and out into the street where it has begun to rain. Her shoes splash little eddies of water into the gutter. She puts her head down against the driving rain, shielding her face with her hat and hurries along the street …  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    It was boredom beyond belief waiting in the queue for the Eiffel Tower, not to mention disquieting. The presence of the circling armed guards could make the most innocent bystander feel shifty. Until it was his turn at the front of the queue Charlie entertained himself playing a game of “guess the language” as he eavesdropped on the tourists’ conversations behind and in front. Finally he squeezed his way into the elevator and was on his way up. 
 
    Exiting on the first floor he weaved his way through the crowded walkway until he could find a quiet space all to himself. The ugly-beautiful metalwork construction arched above and around him, an elevated cage from which to view the city. He focused on the horizon, the clouds, the river, any extraneous thing that would allow him to tune the tourist hubbub out. Easier said than done. Nothing suggested itself and he decided to go on up to the second level. Up here he was more likely to come across romantic couples, arms entwined, as they gazed out at the Paris suburbs before turning to face each other for a kiss … 
 
    And then Minnie appears, in a pale yellow summer dress; using her parasol to jab at the air, emphasising a point, she is berating her companion. 
 
    ‘I shall suffer from vertigo. You will have to catch me if I faint.’  
 
    ‘How delicious that we should come this high in order to escape Robert?’ says Baxter, peering over the side. 
 
    ‘He would have come. I persuaded him otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘And how did you manage that?’ 
 
    ‘I lied about my destination. I told him I had a business matter to attend to; he should take the opportunity to rest, or dine, or sit and smoke!’ 
 
    ‘Minnie!’ Baxter says, ‘you’ve proved you don’t care for him. You and I both know there is something between us, there always will be.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you so determined to thwart me? What are you ashamed of? We were in love once; you poured your heart out to me, you made me believe it. The skill of your writing demonstrates it, proclaims it! You are keen to publish everything else that falls from your pen, why not our love letters?’ 
 
    ‘That is different and you know it. Our words of love are private. No one else has the right or need to share in it.’ 
 
    ‘But you know what a value the publisher has put on them. You know they will make money. And you know that I need money, Baxter. I am in severe financial straits.’ 
 
    ‘And I will help you when I can, I’ve told you!’ 
 
    ‘A jewel and a dress here and there? A dinner once a week? A weekend at the coast? I cannot survive on gestures, Baxter! I need substantial funds. I need to pay for a roof over my head, for clothes, for travel, and the bills, the endless bills! I have precious little work—’ 
 
    ‘You would have plenty of work if you would open your arms to it. Instead you shy away from the new plays, the modern writers—’ 
 
    ‘Vulgar! Absurd! Complicated and unattractive women, complex, unsympathetic—’ 
 
    ‘Hush! Who, if not you, has played her share of unattractive characters? And yet, you have won the audiences over! You have moved them, drawn them close, made them understand your motivations. Who, if not Minnie Etherege Devine, could have the audience eating out of her hands, again? If she would try. Only try!’ 
 
    ‘Oh you are cruel, and ungallant. You would have me work myself into the grave. Endless repetition, night after night, travelling from town to town, theatre to theatre, scraping away at my health, dwindling my energy, all so that your conscience is clear! All so that you can deny me the simple solution to my problems; the publishing of the letters would solve all my financial worries for years to come. And those of my children.’ 
 
    ‘Your children? How disingenuous of you to mention those poor creatures. As if you care for them! Don’t make me laugh.’ 
 
    ‘I do care for them—’ 
 
    ‘You’ve ignored them for years, trailing them about, leaving them languishing under the attentions of a succession of dim-witted tutors and nursemaids.’ 
 
    ‘How dare you! If you were not so selfish, I would provide them with all the comforts in my power!’ 
 
    ‘Selfish! I? You know perfectly well why I cannot sanction publication. My wife, Minnie, my wife. Do you think I would now rub salt into all her wounds, by publishing my indiscretions? Jess has stood by me, all this while. I will not destroy her by pushing her face in the squalid mess. By all means, when I am dead and buried, publish what you like. But not now.’ 
 
    ‘When you are dead and buried? I’ll have been in my grave longer than you! A pauper, starved to death!’ 
 
    ‘Then work, confound you! Work! Audition for Geoffrey.’ 
 
    ‘You know as well as I that Geoffrey is finished.’ 
 
    ‘What nonsense. And anyway it doesn’t stop you auditioning for someone else, for God’s sake.’ 
 
    ‘Oh it comes so easy to you, doesn’t it? Work. Writing. Acclaim. Commissions for this and that article, contracts for this and that play, publishers clamouring for your latest screed? I wrote half that correspondence. It is my right to publish.’ 
 
    ‘Then publish your half! Do it and be content.’ 
 
    ‘Without your replies, they will give me only half the money. Are you so stupid?’ 
 
    ‘Stupid, stupid, yes I am. Ever to have laid eyes on you, ever to have spoken one word to you. How I regret that first call I ever made. How I regret paying my respects to one as craven and selfish as you!’ 
 
    ‘Then we are done! I hate you! I hate you!’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I hate you more!’ 
 
    Minnie throws her arm up, threatens to beat him with the parasol; he reacts quickly, grabbing her wrist, pushing her away from him. She twists and tugs until her arm is free, then rushes to the railing and climbs up onto the metalwork. She turns her head, a wild look on her face. 
 
    ‘You threaten to jump?’ A twisted smile on his face. ‘And you think I will believe your insincere acting? It is as hollow and lifeless as your wooden stage appearances.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it,’ she says, leaning backwards, the ends of her silk scarf fluttering in the breeze. 
 
    ‘You witch,’ he says, ‘you’d plunge to your death to spite me?’ 
 
    But Minnie’s face is ashen, she is making herself queasy. Awkwardly she steps down from the metalwork and into Baxter’s waiting arms. 
 
    ‘Send Robert away,’ he whispers in her ear. ‘Tell him to go. Let it be you and me again, Minnie, like we used to be.’ 
 
    ‘Only,’ she turns to face him, her lips murmuring against his, ‘if you let me publish …’  
 
    His eyelids flicker; he pushes her roughly away. ‘Have him, lapdog that he is. I’m done with you.’ 
 
    ‘Are you really such a cad as to dismiss a lady when she is so obviously in distress?’ says a voice nearby. 
 
    Minnie is panic-stricken. ‘Robert! What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I followed you, what do you think? Come now, Minnie, you’re as white as paint. These heights are not good for your health. You must come down, with me.’ 
 
    But Minnie backs away. ‘Robert, are you quite all right?’ 
 
    ‘He’s drunk, Minnie,’ says Baxter. ‘Can’t you see him swaying?’ 
 
    Robert can barely credit the nerve of the man in front of him. ‘If,’ he says, almost falling against her, ‘I am slightly the worse for wear, anyone but you would think it was justified. I wait, day in day out, week in week out, for my instructions, the tedium of it driving me potty – well, I need a little lubrication, don’t I? To ease my boredom?’ 
 
    ‘But this is how you were before, Robert. In London. Except it was while you were on stage!’ 
 
    ‘I was never drunk on stage!’ 
 
    ‘Robert! Don’t pretend. We both know it will be the drink that ruins your career. Look what happened to William. I can’t watch that happen again. I won’t.’ 
 
    ‘A little tipple now and again,’ he scoffs, ‘never did me, or anyone, any harm whatsoever. And you Baxter, what have you to say? How naïve of you to think that you can scuttle around the city, paying calls on my lady here, and imagine that I know nothing about it? Do you think I am quite the callow youth?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure of it,’ says Baxter. ‘Minnie wouldn’t have anything to do with you, if you possessed a brain. You’d be far too frightening. She prefers her co-stars cretinous. That way she can boss them around.’ 
 
    Robert frowns, moving to the side of the tower so that he can lean against the rail. ‘You insult me, to my face?’ 
 
    Baxter smiles. ‘Where would you rather I insulted you?’  
 
    ‘Pay no attention, Robert,’ Minnie counsels. ‘Baxter is teasing you; don’t rise to the bait.’ 
 
    ‘I am calmness personified,’ Robert declares. ‘I merely wish to ascertain why my companion is sharing intimate moments with another man?’ 
 
    ‘Companion?’ Baxter is scornful. ‘You think she takes you seriously? Oh yes, you’re very attractive in a blue-eyed, blond-haired, boyish kind of way, using fancy phrases and flatteries you thinks she wants to hear – but you’re a nonentity. For all your flamboyance and charm, you’re nothing compared to her other men: you have none of Farrar Fay’s prepossession, none of the wit and style of d’Urvaine and, dare I say it, none of my intellectual stature! You’re a fad, a fancy, a whim!’ 
 
    ‘Take no notice, my darling,’ Minnie says. ‘Baxter and I bumped into each other, in the park below. I told him I was curious to see the view of Paris from the tower, but was fearful of the height. He offered to accompany me.’ 
 
    ‘But I would have taken you, my love,’ says Robert. ‘I offered.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know you did, but I wasn’t in the mood yesterday. And today, I am!’ She laughs at her own capricious ways. ‘You know how changeable my moods are. I’ve told you many times that I hate making plans; I prefer to act on impulse.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we know it?’ Baxter says. 
 
    Robert eyes the pair of them. He pushes his hat further back on his head, a scowl transfiguring his face.  
 
    ‘Now you really do look like a child,’ says Baxter. 
 
    ‘If you don’t shut up, old man,’ Robert says through gritted teeth, ‘I’ve a mind to chuck you off this tower and damn the consequences. Your corpse squashed flat at the foot would be a sight worth swinging for!’ 
 
    Minnie laughs nervously. ‘He jests, Baxter, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he does. Nevertheless, I feel I have spent long enough at the top of this draughty tower, and I’ve a mind to make my way down again. I don’t know about you two lovebirds, but I’m feeling rather peckish. If you’ll excuse me …’ Baxter doffs his hat to Robert and bows towards Minnie. 
 
    When he’s gone, Minnie becomes fierce. ‘What are you doing, making a show of me like that? In front of Baxter, of all people! How could you?’ 
 
    ‘Minnie,’ Robert wheedles, ‘he made me so damn jealous! I can’t bear to think of him mooning about you. He’s like a decrepit old teddy bear, with glazed eyes and grubby fur.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true Min, he should be tucked up at home in his bed, with his cocoa and his old woman reading to him.’ 
 
    The breeze is tugging at Minnie’s scarf as she fights to keep it under control. Her irritation mounts. ‘His old woman is the same age as me.’ 
 
    ‘But nowhere near as great a beauty, hm?’ 
 
    ‘Take me down,’ she commands. ‘I have had enough of your jealous moods.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no doubt,’ says Robert. ‘But if you think you can take me for a fool, you’re much mistaken.’ 
 
    She rounds on him. ‘And you’d be where – without me? Hm? Answer me that!’ 
 
    ‘Oh I don’t know,’ he retorts. ‘Maybe I’d have a job. A career. An acting role that befits my talent. In London. In the West End. Instead of trailing around behind you, scrabbling about for your favours and titbits. When you can be bothered to notice me at all.’ 
 
    ‘And that, young man,’ Minnie says, ‘is getting harder to manage, by the day.’ 
 
    ‘Then it will please you to know, that I will not be sharing any more of my time with you. Or my favours.’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet! People will hear!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care,’ he says. ‘You hired a gigolo; if he deems his pay inadequate he must renegotiate the contract.’  
 
    ‘What contract, what pay?’ 
 
    ‘I want the fare back home, Minnie and I want my expenses paid in full.’ 
 
    ‘How dare you? I’ve already paid for everything!’ 
 
    ‘But I have turned down work to be here, with you.’ 
 
    ‘You had no work, what are you talking about?’ 
 
    The conversation grows ever more heated as they make their way towards the elevator. ‘You promised me that we would find work while we were here. You said your star shone brightly in Paris, you had contacts, you had writers clamouring for your services. Now I see that the only writer clamouring for your attention is Baxter. And he’s not even putting you in a show. You are the show. You duped me, Minnie. You might have drained the lifeblood out of Farrar Fay, but you won’t suck me dry as well. I’m going home. And if you need it spelling any plainer, I won’t be going home empty-handed.’ 
 
    ‘The reason I have been meeting Baxter,’ Minnie hisses, ‘is because I had business with him. It’s true we have not been discussing a play; we have been conferring over our correspondence. I have been offered a significant sum for publication of our letters.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ says Robert. ‘I also know that Baxter is refusing to sell. You, my love, are in something of a bind. And I have no intention of standing by while you debase yourself further.’ 
 
    Inside the elevator they ignore each other in silence, but as soon as they reach the foot of the tower Robert takes hold of her arm. ‘I will escort you to our hotel, Minnie, but after that, our association, pitiful as it is, comes to an end.’ 
 
    ‘You have another woman!’ Minnie gasps. 
 
    Robert doesn’t deny it. ‘I have several. All of whom are prettier than you, kinder than you, lovelier than you.’ 
 
    She shakes him off. ‘You will not accompany me back to the hotel! I forbid you to come anywhere near me!’ 
 
    ‘Easily done. As soon as I’m packed, I’m catching the train north.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ she says. ‘Not a moment too soon …’ 
 
      
 
    Back on the ground the queue for entry was longer than ever. The armed guards paced the tower’s periphery, minutely scanning the crowds as Charlie wandered slowly out into the park. What was he to make of the scene just witnessed? The row over the correspondence had sparked all sorts of conflict. Had Minnie’s subsequent disappearance anything to do with her threat to publish? Had Baxter done something to stop her? If so, what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Next to the glass pyramid outside the Louvre, a model was being prepped for a photo shoot. Standing patiently still as the male stylist touched up her make-up, arranged her hair over the left shoulder, then the right, then back again, she submitted passively while he tugged and pegged her clothes as roughly as if she was a duvet cover that needed changing. A bored assistant held the light-reflecting screen in front of her, but once the camera started clicking she came alive, switching expertly between sultry, seductive and sullen, and all the while demonstrating an instinctual skill in how high to tilt her chin or which direction to angle her shoulder.  
 
    It was all over in a brisk ten minutes and within seconds the model had swapped her heels for trainers, pulled on an over-sized jacket and stomped across to the photographer, who was busy packing away his lenses and equipment. She swiped and typed on her phone until he was ready to go and then she tucked her arm in his as they walked towards a waiting taxi on the periphery.  
 
    Bored and numb with inactivity, Charlie had been hanging about for well over an hour. He’d seen nothing else of interest all afternoon but as the dusk began to fall and the lights in the buildings began to glimmer awake, the dark outline of the pyramid in front of the gallery began to melt and dissolve from view. As though something very far away suddenly got very close, a new scenario imposed itself on his senses until he was all but subsumed within it …. 
 
    Baxter and Minnie walk across the square, deep in intense conversation. Minnie’s clothes are sombre; her jacket and skirt are a matching deep maroon colour. Feathers are pinned to the front of her hat and she wears the dragonfly brooch on her lapel. Her shoes are neatly laced and the heel is a modest, practical one. Her waist is thickened, but her red lips and dark eyes are as striking as ever. She pulls on her gloves as they walk and tugs at the edge of her jacket as though she is cold. 
 
    Baxter, in suit and hat, his beard neatly trimmed, a rolled umbrella in his hand, speaks in a voice of urgent persuasion. 
 
    ‘You cannot stay here, the Germans are getting closer. France is not safe for a woman on her own.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’ve been here ten years already, why should I move?’ says Minnie. ‘I like it here.’ 
 
    ‘For the reasons I’ve just made clear! Occupation will change your life; you cannot expect to go on as though nothing is happening. You are an English woman, you are the enemy.’ 
 
    ‘I am not France’s enemy.’ 
 
    ‘You are Germany’s enemy, and they have invaded! They are in the Ardennes! Are you so obtuse, woman? Don’t you read the newspapers?’ 
 
    Minnie remains unmoved. ‘My French friends will take care of me.’ 
 
    Baxter brandishes the umbrella, jabbing it in the air. ‘You have no French friends, only waiters and servants and they will quickly abandon a penniless old actress, you wait and see.’ 
 
     ‘What do the Germans want to mess with an English actress for, anyway? I shall not be a threat to them, how could I? No, if I keep my head down and go about my business they won’t take any notice of me.’ 
 
    ‘Minnie, how desperately naïve you are. Do you not remember the last war? Did you not read of the atrocities? Did you ignore the wounded young men, the crippled and maimed as they arrived back in England?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, soldiers, Baxter! What have I to do with soldiers? I am not in the army! The Germans won’t do anything to me.’ 
 
    ‘You must come back to England, Minnie. I won’t leave you here, alone. It is not safe!’ 
 
    ‘I am as safe as anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Then you must move to another town, somewhere less conspicuous.’ 
 
    ‘What can be less conspicuous than a large city, where I can blend in and remain anonymous?’ 
 
    Baxter halts in frustration. ‘You, Minnie? Anonymous? Look at you! Striding around the streets like you own them! Yours will be the first arrest to take place! You might as well stand in the middle of the Arc de Triomphe and wait to be picked up as the convoy approaches, save them the bother!’ 
 
    Minnie tuts. ‘That is the trouble with writers – always so melodramatic, so full of fantasy and exaggeration. I say again I will not leave my apartment, I like it here. Paris suits me. What is there at home for me, anyway? No work of any description. You know how I hate to humiliate myself scrabbling around for those tiny parts. That last play was a disaster. No-one spoke to me with any degree of deference; they criticised my voice and my pose; they laughed openly when I mentioned my dressing room was too cold and draughty; they told me the large one was already taken! They gave it to whatshername, Georgie Fairweather!’ 
 
    ‘That’s because Georgie Fairweather was the star of the show.’ 
 
    ‘I was once star of the show, and I demand to be shown a little respect. I was great once!’ 
 
    ‘And you will be again … if you would come home.’ 
 
    ‘And live where? With you and Jess?’ 
 
    ‘You have a home. Can you never spare a thought for your children?’ 
 
    ‘How dare you,’ she trembles. ‘How dare you say such things? I would be with them right now, if it weren’t for you!’ 
 
    ‘You’d be doing no such thing. You’d be hooked up with some stage door Johnny, trying to impress him with your airs and graces, and your faded, jaded, sexual wiles. Which,’ he adds, ‘are long since fled.’ 
 
    ‘I think you are drunk.’ 
 
    ‘It would sound the same sober, my love. My words are my own, they are sincere. God knows, you and I have a long partnership, but as a woman – as a true, caring, loving woman, Minnie my dearest – you fail miserably.’ 
 
    She is not listening. ‘Besides, my daughter and her husband have taken over the house. There’s no room for me. And none of my English friends care about me anymore. When I asked Robert for a loan of a few pounds he wouldn’t give it. Said his wife would skin him if she knew. And Geoffrey doesn’t offer to help, and he’s rolling in the stuff! If only William were still alive …’ She instinctively fondles the dragonfly brooch pinned to her lapel. 
 
    Baxter frowns. ‘Then my love, there is only me left.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my dear Baxter, and don’t think I don’t appreciate your attention, your concern for me. You are a true friend to me, you always have been.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s not get carried away. We have had our moments, have we not, but my hand of friendship will always be extended. You can count on me, always.’ 
 
    ‘Oh so fervent. I adore it when a man is fervent!’ 
 
    ‘Then let me fervently implore you to come home with me.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot. I have an engagement.’ She smiles. ‘Yes, an acting job. I am working in a tiny theatre, the sweetest, most exquisite place; only a handful of people can fit! But the manager is such a kind soul. He deemed it a great favour and a privilege that I agreed to star in his modest production. Not that I cared much for the payment, although he said I could have the wine and the cakes if I did a good job. Which I shall, of course.’ 
 
    ‘He’s paying you in food?’ 
 
    ‘No, silly. The food is a gift. A thank you. He is so grateful to me, you see.’ 
 
    ‘But no contract has been signed? No money forthcoming?’ 
 
    ‘It is all very proper. Why should he withhold payment? I haven’t upset him. We haven’t fallen out!’ 
 
    ‘Yet,’ says Baxter grimly, ‘but I’m sure you will. I’m sure you’ll find some reason to put his back up. I’ve never yet known you to take part in a smooth-running production without falling out with either your co-stars your director, or your manager.’ 
 
    ‘Baxter if you don’t be quiet I shall send you away, you horrid man. You are supposed to be taking me on an outing, not haranguing me at every twist and turn!’ 
 
    ‘I am haranguing you because I must make you see sense.’ 
 
    At this, Minnie affects to weep.  
 
    ‘Weeping?’ he says. ‘Whatever next?’ 
 
    ‘You have driven me to it, you monster. No-one makes me cry the way you do!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know you do it rarely. I am honoured that you would feel so deeply moved by anything that I have to say.’ 
 
    ‘You are cruel, Baxter.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, you have told me many times.’ 
 
    ‘Your selfishness,’ she insists, ‘is what I can’t bear. I never could.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. My selfishness. Not yours.’  
 
    ‘We both made mistakes, Baxter.’ 
 
    ‘You, especially.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, me especially …’ She wipes the pretend tears from her eyes. ‘William is dead and the children don’t want me. But you are a broken man. You know that? And when you are old and ill I will not visit you. Don’t expect me to.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ he says. ‘But if you think you can speak your mind to some German general, and smother him in your actressy charms, then you’d best think again. You won’t land on your feet this time. That larger-than-life persona won’t work in a war zone. You will be all alone in an occupied city. With no work, no money, no friends. At the very least I insist you get out of Paris.’  
 
    ‘You are far too pessimistic for your own good, Baxter. No wonder your last play was a flop – everyone left the theatre sobbing.’ She is pettish. ‘Take me to lunch, or leave me. I cannot listen to another word.’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right. We shall go and dine, although I fear it is the last time we shall be able to.’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ says Minnie. Something in his speech touches her at last. She opens her handbag and removes a silver cigarette case engraved with three initials, W.F.F. ‘Please give this to my son.’ Then she unpins the dragonfly brooch from her lapel. ‘And give this to my daughter.’ 
 
    Baxter lingers reluctantly over the items but eventually takes them from her. ‘You would be better off giving them to the children yourself,’ is all he says … 
 
    Lapping water crystallised into view; Charlie was standing on the edge of the Seine opposite the Left Bank. He turned around. He had wandered far from his original path, but there was no question of returning to his hotel.  
 
    Time had moved on. Baxter had not relented. The letters remained unpublished. And yet they maintained some sort of relationship. But if Baxter hadn’t managed to persuade Minnie to come home, what did she do next?  
 
    * 
 
    Paris by night. Liquid pools of light dancing on cobbles, twinkling bulbs on the lit up tower, the inky black night sky cloaked in stars like a van Gogh street scene. From somewhere within a café Charlie could hear the sound of music playing …  
 
    A woman sits at the table under the café’s awning, the red canopy flip flapping in the night breeze. She shivers, pulls at the fur around her neck, occasionally twisting rearwards at the warm interior, longing to be inside, yet defiantly nursing the remnants of her glass of wine. She is lost, an oddity; her eyes are tired, her skin a little pinched, her jaw maybe even a little bruised, or is that just the shadow cast by the dim lamp and the awning? 
 
    She sighs, empties the glass, opens her purse, jingles the few coins inside. Enough for another? If the waiter attends she will order one more perhaps, or should she call it a night? She keeps her bag on her lap as if readying herself for departure, when a man approaches from along the street, pausing in front of her table. For a second or two she takes no notice, and then as it becomes evident he is lingering deliberately she finally glances up. ‘What do you want? You’ll get nothing from me, I am simply having a quiet drink,’ but her hard, dismissive voice trails away.  
 
     ‘I’ve been watching you,’ he says, putting his hands in his pockets, standing feet apart, a firm, immovable presence. There is a hint of working man’s clothes beneath his smart overcoat, but he has a prepossessing mien. 
 
    She is nonchalant. ‘Have you indeed?’  
 
    He uses her response as an invitation to sit down. ‘Your accent is very good,’ he says. ‘Very convincing. The Germans can’t tell the difference.’  
 
    She affects to ignore him but his flattery is seductive. ‘Why thank you. I am good at accents.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that.’ He leans close. ‘But I would say that you are English.’ 
 
    Minnie admits nothing. ‘You don’t sound like a Parisian, monsieur.’ 
 
    ‘I’m from the south. My friends and I,’ he says, ‘are always interested in anyone who has language skills.’ 
 
    ‘What friends?’ 
 
    He doesn’t answer directly. ‘You might be able to help us.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that.’ 
 
    ‘Besides, if you are struggling for money…’  
 
    ‘How dare you!’ 
 
    ‘No, that is not what I meant!’ He gnaws on his top lip. ‘Forgive me, but I think you are putting yourself at risk. You would be safer with us. Some of my friends are English,’ he whispers. ‘If you come with me now there is somewhere I can take you where you will be protected.’ 
 
    She frowns. ‘You think I will go off with a stranger?’ 
 
    ‘We can help each other,’ he insists. ‘It will be of mutual benefit. How are you managing to avoid detection?’ he adds. 
 
    She is not exactly sure. ‘Luck?’ 
 
    ‘Luck runs out eventually.’ 
 
    There is an undeniable weariness in her voice. ‘You’re not the first person to tell me that. But I am an old woman; no-one bothers with me.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense! You’re a woman in your prime! Your papers are in order?’ 
 
    ‘False, if that’s what you mean?’ She gives a prim shake of the head. ‘But I’m not coming with you.’  
 
    The man holds out his right hand. ‘I’m cold,’ he says, ‘you’re cold, there’s no wine left in your glass, what are you waiting for?’ 
 
    She fiddles with the clasp on her handbag. ‘Well, perhaps for a few minutes, then.’ She rises magisterially from the metal chair. ‘We shall walk.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘all the way to the station.’  
 
    She takes his arm. ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere the Germans haven’t reached yet. There is a place you can hide out for a while, in the south.’ 
 
    ‘Where, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see.’  
 
     ‘At least tell me your name,’ says Minnie. 
 
    ‘Gaston,’ the man says. ‘Call me that.’ 
 
    Later, at the Gare de Lyon, where the clock tower looms over the Boulevard Diderot, there are sandbags stacked around the entrances and along the station façade.  
 
    The Buffet room is full of diners; inside the ornately decorated dining rooms, the tinkling of cutlery and glasses merges with the sound of conversation. 
 
    Gaston buys them coffee, and speaks in low, urgent whispers. ‘It is a mockery of our republic, a mockery of our self-determination, our democracy; the French people are bowing to the will of their oppressors. It is a dark savage violation that menaces and tightens its grip with each passing day.’  
 
    ‘You must be brave,’ says Minnie. ‘Stand up to them. Remember your history.’ She pulls her fur coat more tightly around her shoulders. ‘The proper government will return. The forces of evil will not triumph here.’ 
 
    ‘You think we should simply pray for our souls,’ he replies. ‘Pray for our deliverance?’ 
 
    ‘The British will help. Mr Churchill stands firm. The King too.’  
 
    ‘Some of my countrymen don’t believe in that, Madame; they think England will look to her own interest, not ours.’  
 
    But there isn’t time for more talk. Minnie and Gaston finish their coffee and head towards the exit. The soles of Gaston’s shoes scuffle on the ground as he shifts a single crocodile skin suitcase from one hand to the other, Minnie’s heels are clacking. They are just an anonymous couple hastening to catch their train. Beneath the arched glass roof the train shed is teeming with passengers criss-crossing the concourse, trotting, weaving, zig-zagging onto the platforms … Steam hisses, carriage doors slam, porters hurry past wheeling luggage on trolleys.  
 
    Gaston points towards a platform. ‘Avignon?’ The guard acquiesces. Whistles shriek across the station with a sound like fireworks as they hurry through the barrier and join the stream of passengers rushing to board the waiting train … 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Charlie lost sight of them in Avignon. There had been only one course of action – to follow them south, but he did not see them alight, and the station and the surrounding streets were blank, empty. He spent a night in the town in a state of heightened responsiveness, wandering the streets and bars, listening out for them, but no matter where he went, he could not seem to pick them up. He walked around the perimeter of the Palais des Papes; he followed the edge of the Rhône, he went down to the bridge that led nowhere, the Pont St-Bénézet, catching fragments of tantalising conversation and snatched words as they emerged like distorted sounds on a detuned radio before vanishing again in a storm of static. But nowhere could he see or hear Minnie or Gaston and without the Frenchman’s full name there was no way of checking local records for information. He was on his own. 
 
    There was little point in hanging around the town another night. But where else could he search? Where else could he go? 
 
    **** 
 
    Thrown into turmoil by Charlie’s unexpected arrival in St Rémy, Valérie unleashed a torrent of misgivings and regrets. No preparations were made, there were no clean sheets, the floors weren’t swept, spiders had colonised the bathroom. She left him the key to the empty farmhouse and hurried away with promises to fetch him clean linen and a cake. In Anne Marie’s absence he made himself at home, examining the books on her shelves, rearranging the cluttered surfaces in the kitchen, revisiting the scene of their tryst. The small bedroom was warm with trapped air, and he felt like a trespasser. When Valérie returned he’d tell her to put him back in the gite after all, leave the house to itself. Alone with his thoughts he took a seat at the table underneath the tree and went over his final sighting of Minnie Devine before she vanished: the hissing and shrieking of the trains in the Paris station, the great gusts of smoke and steam, Minnie and her male companion climbing hurriedly aboard … 
 
     And then straight away – there she is. 
 
    Gaston is pouring a glass of wine while Minnie gazes out at the spectacular view of the mountains, savouring the gentle warmth of the afternoon sun.  
 
    She turns to receive the glass, and then holds it aloft in salute. ‘Monsieur,’ she says, ‘your good health.’ 
 
    ‘Madame Devine,’ he replies, ‘I am willing to be your host for however long you like – but I do not think you fully understand our current situation.’ He lowers his voice significantly. ‘We must all be very careful.’ 
 
    ‘I’m always careful,’ says Minnie. ‘But as soon as this is over, I will go back to Paris.’ 
 
    The Frenchman clears his throat. ‘It could be some while yet.’  
 
    ‘I can’t stay here. Maybe I’ll travel. See the Riviera. All the artists stayed in the south, didn’t they?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ says Gaston, nonplussed, ‘for the light.’ 
 
    The girls come running down the path, hats flying off in the breeze, socks around their ankles, shoes dusty from the road. ‘Papa!’ They halt mid-run, seeing the strange woman in their midst, but Minnie is used to meeting new people; she is like a queen, able to put those in awe at their ease. ‘Hello, children. Well now. You are quite the prettiest little things I have ever seen.’ And because she is speaking French with a perfect accent, they are not sure what to make of her. Is she a native? Is she a foreigner? 
 
    ‘Papa?’ they say again coyly approaching him. 
 
    He embraces them both, one arm around each child, but he has dislodged their hair grips and they twist and turn from him complaining that he is too rough and clumsy. ‘Girls, this is Madame Devine. She is going to live with us for a while, and you will all be very good friends in no time.’ 
 
    The girls look uncertainly at their father and then at the woman who is smiling benignly at them. ‘I have children of my own, at home in England,’ she says, ‘although they are much older than you, quite grown up in fact … I miss them very much,’ she adds. ‘Perhaps you would draw something for me, or sing? Do you play the piano? Or any kind of musical instrument?’ Do you read? What authors do you like?’ 
 
    The girls are thrown into confusion by all the questions. 
 
    Gaston laughs. ‘Madame you must be patient with them, give them time to get used to you! Girls, you’re as grubby as a pair of baby birds frolicking in a dust bath. Go inside and wash your hands.’ He has caught sight of a person loitering at the garden gate. ‘Tell your mother to make some coffee, would you? Cut some bread. I’ll be in shortly.’  
 
    ‘Who is that?’ Minnie asks. 
 
    ‘No-one,’ he says. ‘Madame, would you go inside with the girls please?’ He is already walking towards the boundary wall. 
 
    Minnie does as Gaston asks, but uses the opportunity to take charge. ‘Now,’ she says, ‘which one is which? You, my dearest,’ she indicates the eldest, ‘are Hélene. And you, my poppet,’ chucking the youngest under the chin, ‘are Jeanine. Am I right? 
 
    ‘You will have to show me where everything is, while I am here. I’m sure you’ll help me, won’t you? I am likely to make lots of mistakes until I find out how your mama and papa like to do things. You won’t mind if I get things wrong now and again, will you?’ 
 
    ‘Will you teach us to speak English?’ they ask. 
 
    Before Minnie can answer their mother emerges from the kitchen. Scarcely acknowledging her guest she takes satchels and jackets from the children and hangs them on a hook behind the door.  
 
    Minnie gravitates towards the sofa where she removes a blanket from the chair arm and arranges the cushions to her liking, before taking a seat. From this angle she can see through the window, and she watches her host and the stranger huddled together underneath the tree. Gaston claps the man on the shoulder; business concluded, and he slips away again as discreetly as he arrived. Gaston takes a furtive look around the garden as if he suspects he is being watched. Finally, he enters the house and removes his hat. He stands in the doorway and contemplates the domestic scene: his two children awkwardly avoiding the strange woman and his pensive wife busying herself at the kitchen sink.  
 
    ‘So,’ says Minnie happily. ‘What’s for lunch?’ 
 
    Gaston’s wife brings in a large tureen and places it in the middle of the dining table. They sit down and Minnie rearranges her place setting and examines the cutlery for marks or blemishes. Husband and wife exchange glances. 
 
    ‘Madame?’ Gaston’s wife enquires. ‘Can you cook?’ 
 
    ‘Oh good heavens no!’ 
 
    The girls giggle and nudge each other. Maman scolds them, tells them to be quiet. Gaston says a prayer of thanks and then his wife begins to ladle out generous helpings of soup. The girls tear pieces of bread and scatter crumbs all over the tablecloth.  
 
    ‘Who was that man before?’ Jeanine asks. 
 
    ‘An acquaintance of ours,’ says her father. ‘He will not disturb you.’ 
 
    He clasps his hands in gratitude as his wife ladles more soup into his plate. Maman and Papa continue to act as though nothing untoward has happened, but the two girls elbow each other under the table … 
 
      
 
    The images dissolved, melting into the fabric of the building; the present interior restored itself to view, and Charlie sat down on the sofa underneath the window.  
 
    The coincidence was extraordinary, if coincidence it was. Links and connections were growing stronger, firmer in his mind, and yet it would appear that Anne Marie knew nothing of these links.  
 
    It seemed too far-fetched. Even for him. And he believed in all sorts of nonsense. And yet, here he was. 
 
    There had to be a reason. Somewhere in the Etherege family archive St Remy must have been mentioned, and that’s what had prompted Anne Marie to visit the region in the first place. How else could she have picked the same Provençal bolt-hole as her great grandmother? 
 
    He opened a bottle of red, and left it on the table to breathe. He went outside. By now it was dusk and lights in the distance were glowing with an orange and aquamarine incandescence …  
 
    A clink of bottles. A glass is placed on the table. Gaston is pouring another glass, this time for his wife. A half moon is visible in the night sky beyond the farm buildings.  
 
    ‘Things are getting more dangerous,’ says his wife. ‘You must keep your wits about you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not stupid, woman,’ he growls. 
 
    She tuts. ‘The Maquis are attacking the Milice; the Milice are looking for reprisals – I don’t like it. What will happen to the children if you’re captured? You keep telling me the less they know the better, but if anything happens to you, and you don’t come back, what am I supposed to tell them?’ 
 
    ‘You will tell them that I am away on business, what else?’ 
 
    ‘And as for this old woman—’ His wife is still fulminating. ‘I believe you’re half in love with her!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘We have to get rid of her. She is a liability.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree. She is more useful with us.’ 
 
    Minnie emerges from the farm and approaches the couple. ‘Monsieur, I have to ask you how long I am to remain cooped up in this wretched building! I really must go into town.’ 
 
    ‘You will not!’ says Gaston’s wife. ‘You must not set foot outside these walls. You will betray us if you do!’ 
 
    ‘There must be somewhere I can go. What if I take the children with me and pretend that I am their aunt?’ 
 
    ‘Aunt?’ There is panic in the woman’s voice. ‘You’re old enough to be their grandmother! Tell her!’ She turns to her husband, frantic. ‘She must not. Never! They will think she is a spy!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, they know I am not,’ Minnie says airily. 
 
    ‘You would not get away with it,’ Gaston says gently. ‘There’s no question of you going anywhere on your own.’ 
 
    ‘My dear man,’ Minnie replies, ‘I speak French like a native! No-one will ever guess.’ 
 
    Gaston’s wife clenches her fists and swears at Minnie. ‘Your arrogance is beyond all comprehension. I swear that if you deliberately put my children’s lives at risk I will stab you in the heart with one of my kitchen knives!’ 
 
    Minnie is stunned at the outburst, but thinks twice before arguing. She is about to return to the house when Gaston pulls up a chair. ‘Please,’ he says. ‘Take a seat.’  
 
    His wife opens her mouth to protest but Gaston holds up a hand. 
 
    ‘Madame Devine, let me explain something to you. Under the present law all young men who are not miners, farmers or students have to report to the Service du Travail Obligatoire. Do you know what that is?’  
 
    ‘Of course I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Two years forced labour in Germany.’ Gaston shifts in his seat. ‘Naturally, the prospect does not appeal and some of them feel very strongly that they must avoid it at all costs. This, as you can imagine, is quite difficult to achieve. In short, they need somewhere to hide. You understand?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘For as long as the men need to avoid conscription to the STO there is no other course of action open to us.’ He waits for her to fully comprehend his words. 
 
    ‘You?’ she says. ‘You are helping them?’ 
 
    ‘We are getting them out of the towns and villages and sending them into the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ says Minnie. ‘You are a patriotic man. I appreciate that.’ 
 
    ‘That is not all.’ He glances at his wife. ‘You remember the friends in London I told you about? Now and again they make contact with us.’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s very nice for you, Monsieur, but I hardly think I will have come across them if that’s what you’re getting at! I mix in rather exclusive circles when I am at home.’  
 
    ‘No, Madame, not those sorts of friends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ Minnie’s eyes widen in delight. ‘You mean spies?’ 
 
    ‘Please, Madame,’ Gaston says. ‘This is serious.’ 
 
    She suppresses a smile. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘We would be grateful,’ Gaston continues patiently, ‘if you would assist us now and again with our communications with the British … Do you think that is something you would be willing to undertake?’ 
 
    Minnie takes a moment to consider.  
 
    ‘She thinks she is above us!’ Gaston’s wife objects. 
 
    ‘You must blend in with us,’ Gaston says. ‘Can you do that?’ 
 
    Minnie hunches her shoulders in a slumping gait, contracting her limbs in approximation of ancient, weather-beaten crone. ‘I can happily play the peasant if need be.’ 
 
    Gaston’s wife is incensed. ‘It is not play-acting!’ But Gaston has massaged Minnie’s ego sufficiently well that she resumes her usual posture with almost visible preening. ‘If you think that I can be of assistance, I would be only too happy to oblige.’ 
 
    ‘As my wife says, this is not play-acting,’ Gaston repeats. ‘This is serious.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Minnie agrees. 
 
    The man takes a deep breath. ‘Then I have to tell you – Gaston is not my real name …’  
 
    A clap of wings and a shiver of feather rush snatched him out of the scene. A bird was soaring over the roof of the gite. Charlie rubbed his eye sockets with the palms of his hands. He waited, listening out for more, but the cool interior remained quiet and empty, no whispers, no voices, no presence. Neither Minnie nor the family was anywhere to be seen. He poured himself a glass of wine and lay quietly on the sofa while he went over in his mind what he could remember about the French resistance movement in the south. “Réfractaires” – young men desperate to avoid becoming slave workers for the Germans in the Service du Travail Obligatoire, the STO as Gaston had called it – had hidden out in the countryside and in the mountains forming guerilla bands of resistance fighters, the Maquis. The family was somehow facilitating movement of these men into the rural hideouts via their farmhouse. And Minnie Devine, by some strange quirk of fate was being asked to help. It was definitely not what he’d been expecting. As he downed his second glass he realised he was not alone …  
 
    The women are in the house. It is dark; the rooms are lit with oil lamps; their faces are drawn and gaunt in the unforgiving light. The children have come to join them. Maman tries to get them to return to their beds. They refuse. ‘Where is Papa?’ Gaston is nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Their mother is uncharacteristically tongue-tied, unable to come up with a suitable excuse. Minnie tells them he has just popped out to see a friend. ‘Who?’ They ask. 
 
    She makes up a name. The girls declare they don’t know him. ‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘You don’t know all your father’s friends. Now pop off to bed and in the morning he will be sitting at the breakfast table as usual.’ 
 
    Unwillingly they slope from the room and up the stairs. When they have gone Minnie takes a covered dish and a bottle from the kitchen and slips out of the front door before making her way along the wall of the house towards the external staircase. She silently climbs the stairs, puts her ear to the door and taps gently. Without waiting for an answer she puts the key in the lock and enters. A young man is standing in the corner. He clasps his hands in gratitude as Minnie Devine puts the dish on the table, and he sidles into a seat. He is rough and unshaven, and the clothes he is wearing are ill-fitting. But there is barely any conversation between them. He says one word: ‘When?’  
 
    Her answer is equally brief: ‘Soon.’  
 
    He eats quickly. Minnie wrinkles her nose as though he gives off an unsavoury odour then reels off a list of requirements. ‘You will need a change of clothes, a canteen, soap, knife and fork, and a torch.’ She eyes his footwear. ‘Those boots will have to do. We can get you a raincoat.’ 
 
    ‘What about a weapon?’ 
 
    She nods. 
 
    He mutters his thanks, and then Minnie takes the empty dish and locks the door behind her. She goes back down the stairs and re-enters the farmhouse.  
 
    Maman is attempting to distract herself with some mending. It doesn’t work. ‘I can’t concentrate. My nerves are on edge.’ 
 
    ‘Your nerves?’ says Minnie. ‘What about mine?’ 
 
    Maman gives a start. ‘He’s here! Oh thank God, he’s come back.’ 
 
    She goes to the door, lets in her husband. 
 
    ‘Get the boy,’ he says. ‘It’s time.’ 
 
    ‘But he doesn’t have all his equipment,’ Minnie protests. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Gaston. ‘It has to be now. Tonight. Transport is waiting. Vite! Vite …!’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    It was the cold that woke him. He’d fallen asleep on the sofa. He slowly peeled himself off the cushions and stretched his spine. His mouth was sour with stale wine and his head slightly numb. He padded into the kitchen and filled the cafetière. There wasn’t much food in the fridge. He looked at the clock. It was only six. He fetched a jumper and returned to the comfort of the living room to drink his coffee. He listened to the steady beat of the kitchen clock, up down, up down, and the far away rumble of a diesel lorry …  
 
    It is early morning, the air is damp, there is a mist hanging above the bushes. Minnie is stealing about the farmyard, searching for something or someone. She moves away from the gardens and heads for the outbuildings. She moves carefully, distastefully side-stepping piles of dirt and refuse. She shoves at a rickety door, waits for her eyes to adjust to the dim light within and then enters. She avoids the rusty machinery, the petrol cans, the sacks of grain, and swishes through the straw on the ground. She approaches a trailer at the rear of the building. She lifts the blue tarpaulin that stretches the entire width of the vehicle. There is a man hidden underneath; he lifts his head, blinking and pushing the hair from his eyes. He clambers out. ‘Come inside,’ she hisses. ‘Make haste.’ 
 
    The farmhouse is empty. They have the place to themselves. She offers him some breakfast which he falls on greedily. ‘Oh that hits the spot! Any chance of a brew?’ He is British.  
 
    ‘There’s no tea, I’m afraid. It has to be coffee.’ She pulls a face. ‘I declare I haven’t had a decent cup of tea in ten years!’  
 
    ‘I don’t doubt it. Where the hell’s Gaston?’ He is stooped over as if still recovering from the cramped hiding place, but he is a handsome man despite the air of weariness. He pats his pockets for cigarettes and lights one up. ‘You want one?’  
 
    She declines. ‘Gaston comes and goes at all hours,’ she says, consulting the clock. ‘The children have gone to school but their mother should have been back by now.’ 
 
    He takes a turn around the room, sidling up to the windows. ‘It doesn’t feel right.’ 
 
    ‘All I know is you’re to stay here and wait for instructions.’ 
 
    ‘What else do you think I’ll be doing? Writing my memoirs?’ 
 
    She laughs at the joke and he relaxes. ‘Forgive me. I wasn’t expecting someone like you to be my contact.’ 
 
    She flashes him a huge megawatt smile. ‘Oh no one does, dear!’ 
 
    She moves forwards and touches his clothes. ‘Such a shame they have to dress you like a peasant …’  
 
    His figure is slight, he is at least twenty years her junior.  
 
    ‘What have you been living on,’ she sighs, ‘air?’ 
 
    ‘Air and cigarettes.’ She watches him as he smokes in nervy, anxious puffs.  
 
    ‘I’ll let you in on a secret,’ he says, ‘I saw you once, on stage. In London.’ 
 
    She does a little practised fawning. ‘You recognised me?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, I recognised you at once.’ 
 
    ‘What play was I in?’ 
 
    ‘I was only a small child,’ he says apologetically. ‘I can barely remember.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you were. I’m not offended. It must be ten years or more since I did any London acting.’ 
 
    He smiles to himself because he knows it’s more like thirty, but he doesn’t correct her.  
 
    ‘And now here we both are, in France,’ she says, ‘fighting the enemy.’ 
 
    ‘A cock-eyed sort of thing for you to be mixed up in, if you don’t mind my saying?’  
 
    ‘It’s no more cock-eyed than Sarah Bernhardt performing on stage with one leg!’ 
 
    He bursts out laughing. 
 
    Her face falls, the bonhomie fades. ‘You will be careful, won’t you? Where are they sending you afterwards? Marseille? Quite right,’ she says, in response to his stern face. ‘Best that you don’t tell me. I was only making conversation. Entre nous, I’ve never done a weapons drop before. I understand this is to be a one off. It’s getting too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say. Where is Gaston?’ He repeats. ‘He should have been here by now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh he’ll be here, don’t worry. He’s a very fastidious man. I’m very fond of him,’ Minnie adds. ‘Less so the wife. Her I could take or leave.’ 
 
    The British operative is not really listening. ‘I don’t like it. Can’t we close the shutters?’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s less suspicious this way.’ 
 
    ‘Well, is there somewhere else you can put me? We shouldn’t wait around in the open.’ There is an engine noise in the distance. He stands stock still. ‘That’s not a farm vehicle. That sounds military.’ His casual tone has changed to one of brisk, ordered determination. He takes a Webley revolver from his belt. ‘This is no good. I’ll have to go.’ 
 
    ‘I can get you out the back way if you want,’ she says. 
 
    ‘But I can’t leave you here on your own.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you can.’ 
 
    ‘What will you say?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll think of something convincing. Don’t worry. This way,’ she says. ‘Follow me…’ 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ Charlie’s knee hit something hard. He was standing in front of the wooden dresser, confronted with a shelf of bubble-flecked Biot glass ware and a collection of coffee cups. Minnie and the British Operative were gone …  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Charlie walked up the slight incline towards the little church. Just inside the lobby, dozens of fat buttery-coloured candles, guttered in the light breeze. Glitter-encrusted lanterns flickered near the doorway as a bride and groom emerged into the sunlight. The bride wore a light summery dress, with a pearl-encrusted bodice while the groom’s golden tan perfectly complemented his matching white suit. The gentle bump in the front of the bride’s dress indicated that this was a baby-already-on-the-way marriage. She nudged her new husband’s arm. He squeezed her hand. The bride crouched down to speak to two pretty bridesmaids loitering self consciously next to her and then resumed her place by the groom. She half met his eyes; he whispered something; she smiled. A handful of relatives emerged from the church and then the photographer came forward. 
 
    ‘All right. Don’t anyone run off for the next few minutes. If we do the pictures here we can get the mountains in the background. Bride and groom stand closer together, would you? That’s it. Groom, put your arm around the bride’s waist. Lovely. Bride, put your hand in his. Beautiful.’ The photographer paused for a moment. ‘You know,’ she said pleasantly. ‘I really should do this for a living.’ The bride and groom burst out laughing – and she took the shot. 
 
    Hovering nearby, Charlie watched the proceedings from over the church wall. Later when the bridal party and the guests had made their way down the incline towards the waiting cars, he walked slowly around to the rear of the church where it backed onto a field of lavender. The scent was strong; he inhaled deeply, half closing his eyes, feeling the heat from the sun beating down on his bare forehead. Through closed eyelids a pink and orange light began to play over his skin. He became aware of an odd noise that he couldn’t quite identify. Without opening his eyes he concentrated more closely until he’d worked out what it was he was listening to. The tramp of boots and the scuffling of feet on the dusty road grew louder and louder the closer it came. 
 
    A rumbling, chuntering noise began to filter through Charlie’s consciousness: the unmistakable sound of a vehicle engine struggling against the incline …  
 
    When the vehicle stops several figures emerge and an individual wearing a uniform of blue jacket and trousers opens the trailer door at the rear. A man and woman with bound hands are pushed out of the lorry and onto the road. They are led towards the edge of the empty field where a low wall separates the road from the earth. A shallow pit has been dug recently; the shovels are lying not far away on the ground. The woman is whimpering, muttering, quite dishevelled and confused. The man is bare-headed, tight-jawed, his eyes flickering and blinking in a rapid panicky motion. Their captors push them roughly towards an area just behind the pit, and they both stumble over the rough soil. Manhandled to face forwards with their backs against the wall, the woman shakes violently as though she is in a state of near collapse. The man says something to her in a low voice; in response she begins wailing. Someone shouts at her to be quiet. An order is given. A pistol is produced. The man in the blue uniform takes aim while the rest of them line up opposite. The woman begins to recite what sounds like a prayer, babbling, nonsensical. Her husband is about to open his mouth. The marksman fires once. The man’s body jerks forwards and slumps to the ground. The gunman quickly resets his aim and fires again. The gun jams. He fiddles with the barrel, tries again, click click. He waves the useless weapon in the air. His companions laugh. The woman is frozen in shock. Someone says they should have brought a shotgun. Another suggests jokily that they could use the shovel. The marksman gives up, tells his comrade to go ahead. The second man picks up the shovel, weighs it for a moment in both hands and then swings it like a cricket bat. With a sickening crunch it connects with the woman’s head. The clang of steel sings in the air as her body slumps forwards on top of her husband’s. The marksman stows his weapon, casually inspects the shovel for blood, then tosses it against the wall. For a few moments the rest of them stand and contemplate the scene. Eventually one of them moves forwards and checks that both victims are dead. Then they take hold of the corpses and drag them across to the pit … 
 
    Charlie groped for the wall along the edge of the field and threw up all over the grass. It was times like these he hated his skill, his so-called “gift”; it was times like these he craved normality, respite from himself. His mouth was filled with a sharp metallic taste as if his gums were bleeding. His nerves were vibrating to the very tips of his fingers; every hair on his body stretching the skin away from his bones in a wail of protest. He found a spot where he could sit down to recover, and leaning his back against the wall he waited while the blood flow stopped pounding through his chest and the nausea subsided. But that was the straightforward part. It was the rest of it that was a struggle. Forced to bear the weight of everything he’d ever seen and everything he now carried with him, an undercurrent of shame followed him everywhere he went. The resulting unease made him feel permanently at fault, without ever quite knowing what it was he’d done or how he was meant to make up for it.  
 
    He had to get a grip. The very nature of his condition meant that he was forever “channelling”, forever letting his mind spin free; filling up with feelings and experiences that weren’t his own, some more troubling than others. Why should this occasion be any different? But sometimes he wondered at the ease with which he could inflict damage on himself. 
 
    He’d just seen Gaston and his wife murdered in cold blood – not by the enemy but by their own countrymen. 
 
    Charlie left the field and wandered back onto the road. He kept walking, following the avenue of trees, not really knowing how far, or how long it would take; all he knew was that he needed to keep going, towards the town, as far as he could get without stopping. His feet were aching by the time he reached the outskirts, his toes and joints throbbing. He was desperate for a drink or a rest, but his senses were wide open and there was nothing he could do about it … 
 
    And then he sees them – Minnie and the girls.  
 
    She is holding onto them, one on each side. They are skipping and gambolling, but Minnie doesn’t like to be pulled about and she jerks them to heel. ‘Walk properly! Like this.’ Their shoulders droop; they don’t like being chastised, she’s not their mother. They scuff their toes in the dust, drag their heels, but Minnie keeps a steady pace and they are forced to keep up. Minnie turns round once or twice to check they are not being followed. They are walking away from the centre of town, pursuing a course that takes them along quiet streets. Where is she taking them? Minnie distracts them with tales of her home in London. 
 
    ‘London on a winter’s day,’ says Minnie, ‘can be smoky and dank, but when the theatre lights glow they illuminate the rainy pavements like blended watercolour paint. I’ve heard that some parts of the city have been bombed … but let’s not talk about that. When the war is over, you must come to stay with me, in England. I will take you to the Haymead. It is the most splendid building. Have you ever been to the theatre? No? Oh, you will love it.’ 
 
    ‘What did you wear on stage, Madame?’ Hélene asks. ‘When you were an actress?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all sorts: silks, satins, feathers and beads! William always hired the most wonderful costume-makers. I will show you my favourite dress: an elaborate green gown covered with jewels and sequins. And so unbelievably heavy! My dears, you never saw such a thing!’ 
 
    A figure is approaching. She wears a long robe and headdress with a crucifix around her neck. Minnie quickens her pace; the two women exchange greetings, their voices low and in whispers. The meeting has been prearranged and without further ado the children are passed into the nun’s care. ‘Maman?’ says the little one, turning to Minnie. ‘Papa?’ Minnie smiles encouragingly. ‘You must go with the Sister now. She will take care of you.’ 
 
    The little one begins to cry. Reluctantly Hélene understands that they must do what is asked of them and that she must now take responsibility for her sibling. She tries to remain hopeful. ‘When can we come to see you in London, Madame?’ she asks. ‘Will it be soon?’  
 
    ‘Yes, of course. As soon as I can arrange it.’ Minnie turns aside so that the girls cannot see the dismay on her face. The bewildered children accompany the nun away from the road and into a gateway leading towards the undergrowth. A quiet, secluded path leads into the trees. Within seconds they are lost from view. Minnie walks back the way she came, head held high. She moves sedately, now and again listening out for a bird in the tree, otherwise taking no notice of her surroundings. 
 
    A uniformed man slouching against a wall eases himself away from the brickwork and follows her. She doesn’t notice until he calls out, challenging her to stop. She does so, but pretends she only paused to sweep some dust from her skirts. The man looks her up and down, as if amused by the apparition. He makes some remark about her fine clothes, she takes it as a compliment but he is smirking at her. He asks her for her papers. She rummages within a velvet-corded bag but is chary of showing him anything. When she shrugs and replies that she must have left them at home he grows impatient. He is not interested in her excuses. It is clear he wants her to accompany him. She doesn’t want to go. He insists. She tries haughty disdain, but her rapid hand movements betray her. In the street a woman scuttles past, head down. A farm labourer nonchalantly smokes a cigarette and continues on his way. Eventually the man takes Minnie by the elbow and escorts her down the road and into a turning. Minnie’s step falters. They are approaching an office building, some kind of military headquarters. She is bewildered, argumentative, and reluctant to go in. The man’s grip tightens and she is bundled within … 
 
    The doorway and sign vanished. The building was no longer of military character, it was a guest house. Charlie gazed up at the blue shuttered windows, the white walls, the Visa sign stuck on the window, and tried to concentrate. How deep did he need – or want – to go? If the family’s fate had anything to do with Minnie then he must follow the trail to the end. Had she betrayed them somehow? Or did they simply make a mistake? Only one way to find out. He pushed the door open and went in. 
 
    The owner of the guest house had his hands full mopping up a leak in one of the bathrooms, but he knew all about the building’s previous incarnation. Some handcuffs and a baton had once turned up in a trunk in a lumber room at the back, he told Charlie. ‘I can show you where one of the cells used to be, if you like.’  
 
    A windowless room towards the rear of the building was lit by a bare bulb in the middle of the ceiling. An aluminium ladder lay lengthwise on the floor and a collection of used paint pots, brushes and buckets were stacked against the lumpy whitewashed walls. As Charlie descended the three steps onto the red-tiled floor a mist came into his mind as though he’d just blundered into a cloud of noxious gas. Shouts, insults, desperate cries of innocence filled the space and clamoured for his attention. ‘Interrogations?’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘I believe so,’ said the owner. 
 
    Back inside the main building, he was taken into a small rustic sitting room with a wood burning stove, a large flat screen television and a bookcase filled with atlases and wine guides. ‘I’ve seen a photograph of this room during the war,’ said the owner, ‘with a desk over there by the window. The filing cabinets were in the corner opposite, and the keys used to hang on a hook by the door. Would you like to see it?’ 
 
    He meant the photo. 
 
    ‘Great. Thanks,’ said Charlie. 
 
    While the owner went off to find the pictorial evidence, Charlie momentarily had the place to himself. He began to feel a distinct alteration in the room’s layout. Cigarette smoke and the odour of strong coffee hit his nostrils, and rain began to patter lightly against the window. There was a hint of paraffin in the air.  
 
    Apart from a poster advertising the Franc Garde the walls were bare. There was no floor covering to speak of, just a thin oil cloth …  
 
    The milicien is not angry, he is composed, but he remains standing while Minnie sits in a chair in the middle of the floor. He paces up and down behind her, deliberately disconcerting her, forcing her to continually turn her head to see where he has gone. 
 
    ‘The children,’ he says. ‘Where did you take them?’ 
 
    ‘What children? I know of no children.’ 
 
    ‘The children at the farm. Grillet’s children.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know who you mean,’ she says comfortably. ‘I don’t know any farm. I don’t know any Grillets.’ 
 
    ‘The mas,’ he says, ‘where you have been staying.’ 
 
    ‘I never saw any children,’ she says. ‘I don’t take any notice of children in any case. They bore me. Noisy things.’ 
 
    ‘Then you did see them?’ He is dressed in the uniform of the armed milice. He wears a khaki shirt, black tie, blue trousers and a blue jacket. There is a white gamma symbol, the zodiac sign of the ram, on his lapel. 
 
    ‘I am speaking in generalities,’ Minnie says, ‘not specifics.’ 
 
    The milicien breathes in and out through his nose. Loudly. His patience is not endless he reminds her. He has asked her over and over to tell him what’s become of the Grillet children and still she pretends to know nothing about them. Does she know what will happen to her if she continues to refuse to cooperate? 
 
    Minnie reminds him that she is cooperating. She is answering all his questions clearly and to the best of her knowledge. She cannot provide him with answers to things she knows nothing about, now can she? ‘And anyway, you are not a policeman. Why should I talk to you?’ 
 
    The man tries another ploy. ‘Madame, this man Grillet is a communist, as you know.’ 
 
    She doesn’t fall for it. ‘I do not. The man I know is a farmer. He cultivates lavender! His name is Gaston.’ 
 
    ‘His name is Patrice Grillet. His wife is Nadine Grillet. Gaston is a code name.’ 
 
    Minnie falls silent. 
 
    The milicien notices the double-stranded pearl necklace that Minnie has around her throat. ‘That is a very fine object,’ he says reaching out to touch it. Minnie raises a protective hand to her throat and gives him an imperious flash of her eyes.  
 
    He withdraws as though stung and his face turns red. ‘You must have noticed that the family you were staying with had secrets?’ 
 
    No. Why would she? 
 
    ‘I believe that you have been communicating with British agents. I believe that you are a British agent.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ says Minnie. ‘How unbelievably silly!’ 
 
    ‘Then I will ask you again,’ says the milicien, ‘why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you, I came here for my health. For the beautiful countryside, the clean air, the mountains, the scenery, the long walks!’ 
 
     He paces around behind her some more. Minnie is unmoved. She knows a show of empty bravado when she sees one. ‘It is rather cold in here,’ she says. ‘Could you put some coal on the fire?’ 
 
    The man clenches and unclenches his fists. She is a stubborn, foolish woman, he says. She needn’t think she will be allowed to roam around St Rémy freely once they have finished here. He has a mind to have her placed under arrest. 
 
    ‘What for?’ she asks. ‘Admiring the scenery …?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    The route through town took Charlie along the narrow, cobble-stoned streets, where the scent of chocolate, lavender oil and soft cheese wafted from open doorways. Past ancient houses and quaint boutiques, a charcuterie, a boulangerie, a brasserie, and a small courtyard with an old mildewed fountain; it was only as he reached the Place de la Republique that he became aware that the streets were filling with people. Temporary barriers were being erected on the roadside, forcing him onto the increasingly crammed pavements. Around the shop windows and café fronts a buzz of expectation was in the air. The parents in a family of four were walking so fast, the daughter’s pink crocs came off her feet and she shouted angrily at her mother to slow down. Something momentous was about to happen. What were they waiting for? A parade? A rally? 
 
    And then he spotted Valérie, on the other side of the street, craning her neck for a sight of something. As soon as she saw him she came running over.  
 
    ‘Course à la cocarde,’ she said, pointing vaguely in the direction of the town centre, ‘Abrivado à midi!’ 
 
    He hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. 
 
    ‘Allez! Allez! À midi!’ She held her index fingers against the top of her head and made anguished mooing sounds. 
 
    ‘You’re pretending to be a cow? La vache?’ 
 
    She would not let him be until he’d agreed to accompany her. ‘All right. Where to?’ 
 
    When they got as far as the town hall, the mairie, they were confronted by a mass of people congregating around the entrance. An elderly man corralled them up the town hall steps. ‘Stay there,’ he said. ‘It’s safer.’ 
 
    What on earth was going on? 
 
    And then Charlie heard the most unearthly commotion at the end of the street: a stamping, running, thundering was coming their way, increasing in intensity the nearer it came. It sounded like impending disaster. 
 
    The people on the steps rose as if in one movement, sending Valérie tottering against the wall. He reached out to steady her but she just laughed. On the street below pedestrians began to run, following something, he couldn’t see what, it was hidden by the mass of bodies. And then at last he caught a glimpse of something black – a vivid, charging thing, sleek and bony, loud and violent. What the hell was it? A bull?  
 
    ‘Oui,’ Valérie laughed. ‘Les taureaux!’ 
 
    Several bulls, tethered with long ropes, were being raced through the streets by the cowboy gardians. Chanting and roaring with the passion of football fans on the terrace, the onlookers milled and surged forwards as the animals galloped along the road. Buoyed up on bravado and testosterone, a trio of youths in t-shirts and jeans had broken away from the crowd and were running behind and alongside the thundering black creatures. Suddenly one of the bulls wheeled sharply, ducked its head, and skittered at one of the boys. Motoring on a surge of adrenalin he gave a great leap and jumped right over the barrier and into the arms of the crowd, who caught him, braced him with their arms and then pitched him straight back out again. 
 
    Outside the brasserie a second young man in the group surged his way through a scattering pile of plastic chairs, a bull in pursuit. Shrieking with laughter he leapt onto a lamppost and shinned to the top. By then the third boy had run round behind the confused creature and was clinging onto its tail. The bull jumped and kicked and resisted, but the youth clung on, his slim legs tensed and flexed as he fought to gain mastery. 
 
    Poised to run if things took a turn for the worse, the group of people clustered on the narrow traffic island in the road, were nevertheless egging the boy on. Eventually he let go, and the bull wheeled and charged away again, leaving the cowboy handlers to catch up with it and herd it towards the rest of the bulls who were heading down one of the avenues beyond. The gathering on the town hall steps now abandoned their vantage point and swarmed down to street level. But the spectacle was almost over and after a few more minutes the gardians gradually brought the bulls back under control. The onlookers slowed down, the running stopped, and the collective adrenalin began to subside.  
 
    The road barriers were already being cleared away as café owners and waiters rearranged the tables on the pavement, as if bull running was a regular daily occurrence; as if the possibility of being gored to death on the town hall steps was a minor inconvenience. Aside from the pungent aroma of warm cattle droppings, there was no sign of the mayhem that had gripped the town mere minutes earlier.  
 
    ‘Valérie, what the bloody hell was that all about?’ 
 
    Valérie retied the scarf around her neck and eyed him indulgently. ‘Le festival,’ she said, looping her arm in his and steering him away from the centre of town. ‘I did not expect a brave young man like you to panic so much!’ 
 
    He was her captive for the rest of the day, she said. He must do whatever she asked. Being in somewhat of a daze he didn’t argue. They were passing a large building partially obscured from the road by the tall trees of a mature garden. He had never seen these streets before, and yet there was something vaguely familiar about them. As the birds flitted back and forth overhead, he could hear the scrunch of feet on gravel and kitchen noises and a radio coming from an open window. Valérie pointed to the roof where a metal cross was fixed to the gable end. She held her hands in prayer. ‘Religieuse,’ she said. ‘Malade.’ A hospice run by nuns.’ She gazed up at the cross on the roof. ‘My mother and my aunt stayed here after my grandparents’ disappearance.’ 
 
    Charlie halted by the kerb. ‘Disappearance?’ he repeated.  
 
    Valérie was vague. ‘There was lots of speculation as to what happened, but nothing concrete. So many people were involved in Resistance activities; I always assumed that they were too.’  
 
    In the upper section of the front door was a pair of rectangular glass panels. Now and again Charlie caught glimpses of movement behind the glass panels, as though people within were crossing back and forth. Little by little the glass dissolved from sight to be replaced by a small square aperture with a sliding cover. This door was made of solid oak, but the weather had penetrated its surface and there were long dark streaks in the wood grain from where it had split, bulged and bloomed. As he continued to watch he saw three figures walk along the gravel path and approach the entrance … 
 
    The girls from the farmhouse are gloomily climbing the steps of the convent in the company of one of the nuns. Both of them are crying but the younger one is distraught. The older girl reaches for her sister’s hand, mimicking the gestures of a mother, but the nun takes over, enveloping them in her dark embrace the way a giant black crow might hover over hungry youngsters in the nest. The nun pulls the iron bell pull and the heavy door opens. Reluctantly they enter the portal, pausing only for a brief glance back over their shoulders before the door closes behind them …  
 
    ‘Charlie?’ said Valérie. ‘What is it? Are you all right?’ 
 
    Like waking up in a strange bed, for a moment he forgot where he was. It could be alarming for observers when he suddenly went vacant and Valérie had never seen him do it.  
 
    ‘Valérie,’ he said slowly. ‘What was your grandparents’ name?’ 
 
    ‘Grillet,’ she said. ‘Why? Does the name mean something to you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He felt very light-headed. ‘It does.’ 
 
      
 
    He stuck to the basics, but Valérie was most perturbed by the information; it took her a good while to fully understand what he was telling her. 
 
    ‘Anne Marie’s great grandmother was here, in St Rémy? During the Second World War? And Anne Marie doesn’t know anything about it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. She was living with your grandparents, Monsieur and Madame Grillet.’ 
 
    She scratched her fingernails along the crumbling mortar in the ancient wall. ‘There were networks all over France. I don’t know what they were involved in. It could have been anything clandestine – helping people to escape, organising disruption, transporting weapons, passing messages?’ Valérie regarded him quizzically.  
 
    He may as well tell her what he knew. ‘They were harbouring young men and sending them into the mountains to join the Maquis. But it seems they were betrayed.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ she said sadly. ‘And probably by someone they knew. There were so many opposing factions, all wanting different things.’ She pondered a moment. ‘I can see why people found it hard to talk about it later on. So many of them must have known more than they let on. But Charlie,’ she said, reaching up to push a frond of hair from his eye and give him a maternal stroke of the cheek. ‘How do you know all this?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking into it,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘In that case you must come with me,’ she said. ‘There’s someone I think you should meet.’ 
 
    **** 
 
    At the end of a cul de sac bounded with a sparse, poorly maintained hedgerow and a collapsing wire fence was a small urban development comprising four pairs of maisonettes. Climbing a set of concrete steps with an iron railing to the first floor, Valérie knocked at the paint-blistered exterior of maisonette number 3. Without waiting for an answer she used a key to gain entry. The interior was pristine and as he hovered in the hallway Charlie could hear a fan whirring and the faint tinkling of wind chimes coming from a room beyond. ‘Maman!’ Valérie called, ‘we have a visitor! Go in,’ she said to Charlie. 
 
    Inside the lavender-scented room, an elderly woman hauled herself up from the sofa. He recognised her at once. 
 
    ‘This is my mother  Hélene,’ said Valérie following him in. 
 
    Hélene’s soft-skinned hands gently took hold of his as he bent down to kiss her on both cheeks. In her smiling face he could clearly see the elder of the two young girls; it was just as she had been when he watched her playing with the dolls or having her hair brushed, or placing the mermaid’s purse in her own mother’s hand. Hélene’s presence had been with him the whole time, right from the very beginning. 
 
    ‘Maman,’ said Valérie, ‘Charlie and I have been to visit the convent.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ said Hélene. ‘It is now a hospice.’ 
 
    ‘Tell Charlie what you remember about the convent, Maman.’ 
 
    ‘I remember no-one spoke very much. The nuns, very sacred, whispering all the time …’ Hélene put her finger to her lips. ‘Sh!’ 
 
    ‘Tell Charlie the rest,’ said Valérie. ‘Tell him about the English woman.’ 
 
     ‘Oh!’ She chuckled. ‘La femme anglaise! Très formidable! The Milice were hunting us. I suppose they thought that if they could question us we might let something slip. Give them a name or something.’ 
 
    ‘But she helped you, yes? The English lady?’ said Valérie. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ said her mother simply. ‘She saved us.’ 
 
    ‘From the Milice?’ Charlie asked.  
 
    ‘From everyone,’ said Hélene. ‘The Milice, the Germans.’ She sat down on the sofa and motioned for Charlie to sit next to her. ‘Valérie! Get the man a drink! And something to eat.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need—’ 
 
    But Hélene was insistent, shooing her daughter towards the kitchen. ‘You must understand,’ Hélene went on when Valérie returned with coffee and freshly baked madeleines, ‘I was very young when my parents disappeared. My sister and I had to take care of each other. I try not to think about those years. The war was a hard time for everyone. One day we were all together, the next, an aunt we barely knew came to take us away. There was no one else to look after us.’  
 
    ‘Maman,’ said Valérie, ‘speak slower. He can’t keep up.’ 
 
    But the dam had been opened and Hélene’s memories were voluble. ‘She didn’t really want me, she preferred Jeanine. Which was a shame,’ she added without sentiment, ‘but no matter. Our aunt forbade us to ask questions about Papa and Maman, and we stayed with her until we were quite grown up. We never saw our father or mother again.’  
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Charlie.  
 
    ‘It happened to other children; their parents were lost, a relative came to look after them. People moved away, began new lives.’ 
 
    ‘When did you return to St Rémy?’  
 
    ‘After my husband died. I thought one day I might find out what had happened to my parents. I never did. The old family home changed hands several times. I have no idea of the legalities. I imagine it was sold and my aunt pocketed the money. I always felt compelled to watch over it, you understand? Just in case …’  
 
    He reached out to take her hand. ‘And Jeanine?’ 
 
    For the first time her manner became stilted. ‘Jeanine died when she was still a young woman. I miss her very much.’ 
 
    The note of bitterness made him think the illness hadn’t been physical. 
 
    ‘As children we imagined the worst,’ she went on. ‘Times were difficult. We pretended our parents were on secret missions. We made up romantic stories about them. We did not think they would have abandoned us otherwise.’  
 
    ‘Did you check the town hall records? What about the notary?’  
 
    She answered vaguely. ‘I expected to find a grave somewhere, but there’s no record of any burial. We have very few possessions from that time – a few photos of myself and Jeanine, in the garden, and that’s about it.’  
 
    Valérie interrupted. ‘Charlie thinks your parents were running a safe house. Helping young men avoid slavery in the Service du Travail Obligatoire.’ 
 
    Hélene agreed it might be likely. ‘There were several young men staying with us at one time or another. Some were handsome, some weren’t.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Maman,’ Valérie chided. 
 
    ‘What?’ said the old lady. ‘I had eyes in my head, didn’t I? They came for a while and then they were gone.’ She raised her hands in the air. ‘Pouf! I expect some became maquisards and others escaped to the border.’ 
 
    ‘They were also involved with the Special Operatives Executive – the SOE. At some point the operation was compromised,’ said Charlie. 
 
    Hélene was matter-of-fact. ‘Someone once told me they’d seen my parents leaving the town with a group of our neighbours. I think I’d worked out why.’ She gave him a significant look and then sighed. ‘I grieved then, I grieve now, I will go on grieving.’ 
 
    ‘And the formidable English lady?’ Valérie asked. ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘She was an actress, that’s all I know. Once we were in the convent we never saw her again. We never even found out her real name.’ 
 
    ‘Her name was Minnie Etherege Devine,’ said Charlie. ‘And her granddaughter now owns your family home.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Hélene smiled. ‘Is that so?’ For a moment she sat in silent contemplation. 
 
    Valérie was regretful. ‘I’ve never been remotely political. I’m not an agitator, I live a simple life. My grandparents would be ashamed of me! Cleaning for a rich woman! Tidying up after her, washing her linen, sweeping her floors, hoeing her vegetable garden.’ She smiled. ‘And yet I am very fond of Anne Marie. Even if she is a little bit …’ She could not think of the word. 
 
    ‘Flaky?’ Charlie said in English. 
 
    She laughed. ‘Yes. Flaky! That is the best way to describe her. But that is why you came here, Charlie. You are supposed to be helping Anne Marie. Not us. As my mother says the house has changed hands several times since the end of the war, but when Miss Devine bought it and advertised for a housekeeper, I thought, why not?’ She gave a doleful smile. ‘It must be fate, how can you say otherwise?’ 
 
    He regarded them both. Valérie was right. It was Anne Marie he was supposed to be helping, not them. He didn’t want or need to dig any deeper. And yet it was their story too. Before the Germans occupied Provence in November 1942 the south had remained in the hands of the Vichy government who relied on the Milice and the local law enforcement to keep resistance at bay. In a post-war Europe they would need to be on good terms with the German victors.  
 
    ‘You’ll say it’s far-fetched,’ he began. ‘You’ll say I have no proof …’  
 
    Valérie was puzzled. What was he talking about?  
 
    ‘Tell me what you know,’ Hélene demanded. ‘I will decide if it is far-fetched or not.’  
 
    ‘I’m a psychic historian,’ he said. ‘If you want, I can show you what happened to your parents.’ 
 
    **** 
 
    Following Charlie’s directions, Valérie drove them past the church where the wedding had taken place and along a stretch of nondescript road. ‘Here,’ he said, pointing to the spot where the benign, ordinary hedgerow ended and a length of ancient wall began. ‘This is it.’ 
 
    Valérie parked the car and turned off the engine. In the back seat Hélene’s face was decidedly pale as he opened the rear door and helped her out. Leaning on his arm she tottered across to the edge of the lavender field. ‘It’s along here,’ he said. ‘Through the gate. Are we trespassing?’ 
 
    Hélene didn’t care if they were or not. 
 
    The air was dry and the grit blew in his face. ‘Are you sure about this?’ 
 
    Both women nodded. He stood with his back to the wall and gestured, hands wide apart. They looked at his feet. Hélene clutched Valérie’s arm. ‘Ici? Valérie?’ 
 
    ‘Oui, Maman. Ici.’ 
 
    Charlie’s heart sank. They didn’t believe him. They thought he was a sick fool; conning them, tricking them, playing on their desire for answers. How heartless to mock them like this. It was unbearable, disgusting, outrageous. But Valérie and her mother remained motionless, surveying the patch of ploughed, knobbly soil and said nothing. Hélene’s jaw was rigid; it was Valérie who shed tears. 
 
    ‘Maman,’ Hélene whispered. ‘Papa.’ She placed her hand against the brickwork, and bent forwards as if examining it for faint traces of blood. Valérie laid a small bouquet of flowers on the ground and then turned to embrace her mother.  
 
    Charlie turned aside and went to wait by the car. He’d done as much as he could. Now it was up to them. After a while the women came to join him. ‘My father used a cloth sack to gather the plants,’ said Hélene, waving her arm towards the lavender fields. ‘These days it’s all mechanised.’ She took his hand, gazing up into his eyes. ‘I never did get to visit London. I never saw Madame’s theatre. Or her glittering costume.’ 
 
    He took his phone from his pocket and showed her the photo he’d taken of Minnie’s costume, enlarging the image as much as he could. ‘It gives you some idea …’  
 
    ‘Oh,’ she gasped. ‘It’s just as beautiful as I imagined.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four  
 
      
 
    Back at the farmhouse he poured some coffee and took it outside. He sat in the usual place under the tree, listening to the noises in the dry grass and the birdsong in the branches. He ate a forkful of Valérie’s latest cake and mentally planned another trip into the mountains or a second visit to the coast, but this time heading east to Nice or Cannes. The sun sank low in the sky, the night came on and still he sat there, running the dragonfly brooch through his fingers, twirling it round and round like a tiny majorette’s baton … 
 
    The crunch of the military vehicle’s tyres comes first and then the glow of the headlamps, insects floating in the beams, as they sweep the ground. A small group of German soldiers step out of the car, the engine ticking, and scrunch their way along the path towards the farmhouse. 
 
    The front door opens and a frail-looking woman emerges. She carefully negotiates the steps and then takes a few paces forwards into the garden. She is dressed in a long nightgown and has a shawl around her shoulders as if she has just got out of bed. Her long hair is loose and threaded with grey. ‘Good evening, gentlemen,’ she says. ‘This is a late hour to be abroad.’ The SS officer smiles and bears the tedium of the woman’s conversation stoically and with good humour. For the woman is babbling away in English not bothering to conceal her identity, not caring whether they understand her or not. ‘Of course you will try and arrest me! Baxter said it would take all my powers of acting to convince you I’m not a spy.’ She laughs, but it is a false laugh, and her brow furrows. ‘I know what Baxter will say,’ she goes on. ‘Acting, acting always acting. “I told you it was only a matter of time before you were found out …” That’s what he’ll say!’ 
 
    The officer listens patiently, while the rest of the men have fanned out into the grounds. Minnie steals a glance every now and then at their retreating forms, as though curious as to their intent, but her general conduct is impassive. ‘Where is he?’ The German asks. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘We know he’s around here somewhere,’ he says languidly. ‘We’ve been watching.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about! I’m an actress,’ she goes on. ‘I have been staying at the mas for the sake of my health. I’m waiting for a suitable part. Something that will tempt me back on to the stage. Something rather new and modern, perhaps. But not vulgar or obscene. Something where I can show my skill, my experience; a meaty role …’ she clenches her fists, ‘… with plenty of long speeches, lots of emotion, and opportunities to show my range.’ 
 
     ‘Naturally,’ says the German.  
 
    ‘I don’t like long runs, you know. They tire me so. Nothing too taxing; a short run of a few weeks would do me very well. I’ll need to pace myself. I can’t do with anything overly physical and strenuous! No long elongated scenes. I need plenty of gaps where I can rest, places where I can catch my breath.’ She plays with the button on her nightgown. ‘And of course, it would have to be a reasonable early curtain call. A brisk one and a half hours, an hour and three quarters at the most. D’Urvaine used to take forever to write his plays, but Farrar Fay could rattle off five acts in a couple of weeks … In fact I really must start packing. Baxter is expecting me.’ 
 
    ‘Calm yourself, Madame,’ says the officer. ‘You are going nowhere. Not today.’ The black swastika on his uniform is uncompromising in its sharp-edged geometry.  
 
    ‘There is no need for violence,’ she says, but her voice has lost some of its strength. ‘I will come quietly. I am not afraid of going to prison.’ 
 
    ‘You are a conspirator,’ he replies. 
 
    ‘Then I await my trial,’ she says. 
 
    ‘Trial?’ he repeats. ‘What trial?’ 
 
    She has been playing for time, but it’s too late. They’ve picked up the British operative. They bring him before the officer. There are cuts to his face and he can’t walk properly; there is something wrong with his knee. The Englishman’s eyes dart from face to face, as though quickly committing his captors to memory. It gives him some kind of equal status if he faces up to them, direct. But it will not save him. And Minnie knows it. Her eyes are plaintive. He should have gone! He had the chance! 
 
    One of the soldiers gives the Englishman’s Webley revolver to the officer. He turns it over in his hand, checking that it is loaded. Then he shoots him with it.  
 
    The commotion causes a panic in the trees as the roosting birds scatter. The fire crack ricochets all the way to the mountains and back. As the noise of the gunfire dies away an odd stillness falls on the gathering. The German soldiers move closer, encircling Minnie in the beam of their torches, their rifle barrels bristling skywards like macabre fence posts. All her spark and energy is extinguished. The reality is she is nothing more than a shrunken, pale old woman, with colourless hair, white skin and frightened eyes. 
 
    With a quiet finality about her movements Minnie’s knees give way and she sinks to the ground, the shawl falling away from her shoulders … She says one word. The officer leans forwards: he didn’t quite catch it. She says it again, whispering regretfully. ‘William …’ 
 
    Air was trapped in the back of Charlie’s throat. Breathe in, he told himself, breathe out. The coffee cup was on its side on the table, trickling brown liquid through the gaps in the metalwork and spattering the dusty ground. The cake fork was lying in the dirt attracting flies around the crumbs.  
 
    ‘Charlie? Are you all right? What are you doing?’ 
 
    Valérie was leaning over him as he crouched underneath the wrought iron table. She helped him up, roughly brushing the dust from his knees as if he was a small boy expressly forbidden to play in the dirt. ‘What has happened to you?’ To his surprise his cheeks were wet and she reached up and swiped the tears from his cheekbones with her thumbs. ‘Oh my love,’ she said, straightening him out. ‘Don’t look for any more. Go home. You’ve done enough.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘It’s not finished.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell Anne Marie myself,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell her I’ve sent you home.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going, I am, but first would you do me a favour?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Would you come with me to the town hall? There’s something I need to check.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    It was early evening by the time the train pulled into St Pancras and Charlie was already planning a long soak in the bath followed by an early night, when his phone came alive in his pocket.  
 
    ‘Hey there bro, how’s it going?’ It was Andy. 
 
    ‘I’m shattered, thanks for asking.’ He gave his brother a quick précis of the last few days. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ said Andy. ‘That’s some heavy shit.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me.’ 
 
    ‘So is it over now? All done? Ready for the next one?’ 
 
    To Andy it was perfectly straightforward: finish with one client, crack on with the next. 
 
    ‘The trouble is I keep finding things I’m not even looking for.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s wrong,’ Charlie replied as he made his way off the train and down the platform, ‘because once I’ve seen something I can’t un-see it …’ His voice trailed away.  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ said Andy. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call you back,’ said Charlie.  
 
    At some point on the short journey towards the station concourse a sombrely clad figure in a heavy wool coat had overtaken him. The smart hat and the glimmer of a watch chain dangling from a waistcoat singled him out from the rest of the commuters. Against the rumble of the train engines and the footfall of passengers, Charlie became aware of the light tapping of a walking stick, a steady mesmerizing pattern that forced him to keep following the man, all the way out of the station, past the Midland Grand hotel, and along the Euston Road. It was Baxter … 
 
    Baxter turns off Euston Road and continues along a terrace of tall, grey-bricked Georgian buildings. A wind-whipped tree in front of one of the properties is butting up against the black railings as if forcing its way through. Baxter pauses alongside these railings before entering the building.  
 
    Inside the lobby Baxter stands next to the radiator, impatiently rubbing his cold hands together. He takes a handkerchief from his pocket and loudly blows his nose.  
 
    A clerk, or an employee, some kind of minion approaches Baxter and bids him good morning. 
 
    ‘Any news?’ Baxter says impatiently. 
 
    ‘None, sir. Nothing has been heard or seen.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand,’ says Baxter. ‘This is not a normal case of a missing person. This is an actress. An important personage!’ 
 
    ‘I do remember her, sir,’ says the clerk. ‘I saw her years ago in Miss Daylight Delights.’ 
 
    Baxter gives a short laugh. ‘That awful concoction? Hardly representative of her talents, anyway – enough small talk. She’s missing in France, and your superior assured me that everything that could be done to find her, was being done. Which begs the question – why has she not been found? Why no results …?’ 
 
     With a jolt the present reasserted itself. ‘Excuse me, sir, are you waiting for someone?’  
 
    The plain white walls and plush beige carpets of a modern office reception area had replaced the dark panelling and the polished parquet of the interior Charlie had been looking at mere seconds before. A security guard and a receptionist were standing in front of him. Thinking quickly, he emitted a low groan and clutched at his stomach. ‘I’m really sorry. I felt sick in the street; this was the first place I saw. Is there a bathroom I could use?’ 
 
    The receptionist glanced at the security guard. 
 
    ‘All right,’ said the guard. ‘Be quick.’ 
 
    Charlie framed his eyebrows in penitent fashion. ‘So grateful, I really appreciate it …’ Clapping his hand over his mouth he rushed towards the door marked “Gents” and let it swing shut behind him. 
 
    After gauging the appropriate amount of time he risked a peek outside and checking that both men were otherwise occupied and out of his eye line, turned right and proceeded further into the building. It was a risk; it would only be a matter of minutes before the suspicious security guard came prowling. 
 
    What was this place? What had it been? The sign on the large panelled door in front now read “Storeroom”, but this was the room Baxter had been taken into, which probably meant that in former times it had been someone’s office. As Charlie placed his fingers on the door handle, he could already hear the voices within …  
 
    ‘I can’t find her,’ Baxter says to the man behind the heavy desk. ‘I’ve tried everyone we know. I’ve written to friends, I’ve visited her former lovers, her colleagues, her family; no-one’s heard so much as a peep. And this is a woman who writes long, long letters, who likes to keep in touch with everyone.’ 
 
    The man at the desk understands. ‘Of course, Mr Baxter. No-one knows her habits quite as well as you, that’s obvious.’ 
 
    Baxter sighs, unable to resist a thump of the floor with his stick. ‘You must have heard something by now? I called in a few days ago, and a week or two before that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mr Baxter, you have been here many times in recent weeks, and the answer I’m afraid, remains the same: there’s no trace of a Miss Devine. Or rather no contact has been made with anyone of that name.’ 
 
    ‘She is a very conspicuous woman,’ said Baxter. ‘She would not be easy to miss!’ 
 
    ‘No doubt, no doubt,’ says the man, steepling his fingers. His slick hair and centre parting imitates the look of a young matinée idol. 
 
    ‘And yet,’ says Baxter, ‘it is quite evident to me that that is exactly what you are doing: doubting. Doubting that she’s in danger, doubting that she’s even in France. But she is in France, goddammit! I should know – I left her there!’ 
 
    ‘Come now, Mr Baxter, don’t think the worst. Many people are displaced; it will take time for the country to get back on its feet, to return to normal. It is likely your friend has become displaced too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s more likely she’s dead!’ 
 
    The man behind the desk remains upbeat. ‘The French people are dealing with a huge amount of upheaval. Give it a little time, and when she’s able, and when normal life is resumed, I’m sure she will turn up.’ 
 
    Baxter shakes his head. ‘You don’t understand. She is not the type of woman to lie low, to keep her head down. She’s not a shrinking violet! I know that something is wrong!’ 
 
    ‘Mr Baxter, there’s not a great deal more I can do. Remember, she is an actress. might it not be possible for her to have assumed a false identity or adopted a different persona?’ The man is very pleased with this scenario; it appeals to his idea of doughty heroine, fighting against the odds, doing anything she can to ensure survival in a hostile environment. ‘What a pity though,’ he adds, ‘she didn’t come home when she had the chance?’ 
 
    Baxter fixes a glare on him. ‘Don’t I know that? Do you know how much I torture myself; knowing that I could have brought her home, had I tried just that little bit harder? I let her down! It is my fault she’s lost. Mine!’ 
 
    The man behind the desk realises sensitivity is required. ‘Mr Baxter, I’m sure if the worst had happened, then we would have heard something by now. And if you are that worried, why don’t you go and search for her yourself?’ 
 
    Baxter visibly stoops over his stick. ‘My doctor has advised me not to travel otherwise I would make the journey, believe me.’ 
 
    ‘Better then to go home and wait. No news is good news, hm?’ 
 
    Baxter bats away the platitude. ‘Don’t you have an opposite number in Paris? Isn’t there a bureau there?’ 
 
    The man twists his neck from side to side in an exaggerated dumb show. He can’t make it much clearer. ‘These things take time. You’d be better off getting back to work, keeping yourself busy. Didn’t you tell me you were a writer?’ 
 
    Baxter juts out his lower jaw and bites his teeth together two or three times. ‘Oh it’s been made very clear to me that my style of writing is hopelessly outmoded these days. “Things have changed Mr Baxter,” the producers tell me. “No one wants to see stuff like that anymore. It was outdated ten years ago; what hope does it have now?”’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear that, I really am.’ The man behind the desk allows a contemplative pause. ‘You’ve tried the War Office, you’ve tried the Red Cross – but if Miss Devine’s family hasn’t listed her as missing perhaps they know more about her whereabouts than they are willing to let on?’ 
 
    Baxter’s reaction is terse. ‘The family is estranged; they haven’t had any dealings with her for several years.’ 
 
    ‘Check again, Mr Baxter. It’s worth a try.’ 
 
    Defeated, Baxter rises from his seat and stumbles from the office. He swings through the double doors and out onto the pavement. From there he walks to the edge of the kerb and hails a cab. ‘Winchester Street,’ he says to the driver as he clambers in. ‘Number 58 …’ 
 
    **** 
 
    ‘I’m following a lead,’ said Charlie, when Victor opened the front door to Minnie’s old house. ‘Can I come in?’ 
 
    Victor was clutching a wad of paper in his hand. ‘Yes, of course! Come through.’ He led Charlie into the riotous living room once more. The scent of Minnie’s fragrance was still strong; the presence palpable as he moved across the carpet. Baxter was already there; Charlie could sense him on the edge of his vision. All he had to do was to allow him to come forwards. 
 
    ‘Tea?’ said Victor. ‘I’ve just been sent a script for a TV series about Edward VII. They’re offering me the role of crusty old retainer:“Here you are, sir, your waistcoat and cravat”, et cetera.’ 
 
    Charlie was barely listening. ‘What’s the room at the front of the house used for?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the dining room but we only ever go in there at Christmas. I eat all my meals in the kitchen otherwise … Why do you ask?’ 
 
    Charlie had already wandered back into the corridor and opened the other door. 
 
    Inside, a set of eight chairs was arranged around a highly polished rectangular table but it was only as he looked more closely he realised the chairs were not a matching set. Similar in overall style, but subtly different in decorative detail, they had been purchased by someone with a good eye for quality. There was a large heavy clock on the mantelpiece and a pot plant in the window. On the sideboard were a few more photos and tasteful ornaments, but the room was noticeably cooler than the south-facing living room, and wore the regretful mien of non-habitation. He pictured the extended family get-together over Christmas dinner, with Anne Marie and whichever man she was currently dating, sitting down to pull Christmas crackers with Victor and her other relatives, possibly an aunt, an uncle and a cousin or two …  
 
    A young woman is standing with her back to the window. The light haloes around her head and shoulders and for a moment her features are hard to make out but as she steps forwards she is not as young as she first appeared. ‘Mr Baxter,’ she says, ‘you’re here again.’ 
 
    Her hair is ash blonde, turning to grey, and she wears a well-cut dress over her trim body, but although she possesses a trace of her mother’s features, she is not nearly so striking. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ says Baxter. He edges towards the door as if expecting to be invited into the more comfortable living room, but Minnie’s daughter doesn’t move. ‘I was about to go out,’ she says, making her intention clear. He is not welcome; she doesn’t want him to stay. 
 
    ‘I have something for you,’ he says, fumbling in his pocket with one hand while leaning on his stick with the other. ‘I kept it for as long as I dared. But now I must return it. She asked me to give it to you some while ago, but I’m afraid I ignored her.’ He is holding the dragonfly brooch. ‘I believe your father bought it. Excuse me,’ he flusters. ‘I meant – that is – it was given to her by Farrar Fay.’ 
 
    ‘I know who you meant,’ Minnie’s daughter answers.  
 
    ‘Etherege was a fine man,’ Baxter says hurriedly. 
 
    ‘He was dull, Mr Baxter,’ she replies. ‘But never cruel.’ 
 
    Baxter assumes she is making a veiled reference to her mother’s behaviour. ‘Your mother was a fine woman, too.’ 
 
    ‘To look at, perhaps …’  
 
    ‘And you really don’t care what’s become of her?’ 
 
    Minnie’s daughter grips the back of the nearest chair. ‘She’ll come home when she’s ready. After all, she knows where we are.’ 
 
    She takes the brooch from him. ‘My father would never have bought her anything like this in any case.’ She rolls it around in her fingers. ‘Rather out of date,’ she says but pins it to her dress anyway. 
 
    Baxter covets it. He stretches out his fingers as if to repossess it. He is disappointed by her indifference. 
 
    ‘I’ve decided to publish our correspondence,’ he says. ‘It’s the only way I can think of to bring her back.’ 
 
    Minnie’s daughter considers the idea. ‘You think she’ll come crawling out of the woodwork?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think how else to attract her attention. Do you know where her letters are kept?’ 
 
    ‘I have a pretty good idea,’ she replies, but there is no sense of urgency in her manner and Baxter rattles on. 
 
    ‘I am sure they can be cut and edited so as not to offend. I know that Mr Freebody the publisher will be keen to read their contents—’ 
 
    ‘But, Mr Baxter,’ Minnie’s daughter interrupts, ‘will anyone else?’ 
 
    The bite is sharp. She runs her tongue around her mouth as if she can actually taste blood. Baxter is taken aback. ‘I believe there is still some interest in the wider public.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think that these days, people have more important issues on their minds?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, yes, but—’ 
 
    She interrupts again. ‘I’m afraid my brother and I destroyed all her correspondence some years ago. Her letters from you, from Farrar Fay, from any number of playwrights, theatre managers, fans, well-wishers and hangers-on alike. So you see,’ she goes on, ‘my mother has nothing of her past to return to.’ 
 
    Baxter is aghast. ‘Heartless girl!’ 
 
    ‘I am anything but!’ She unpins the dragonfly brooch and places it on the mantelpiece. ‘Apart from a few worthless baubles and a collection of moth-eaten costumes there’s nothing left of her. If you’ll excuse me, Mr Baxter, as I said when you arrived, I’m just about to go out – so if you wouldn’t mind …’ She chivvies him into the hallway. ‘Thank you for the brooch, but please don’t call again …’ 
 
     ‘Charlie,’ said Victor. ‘You look a bit pale. Do you need to sit down?’ 
 
    Victor’s concerned face brought Charlie back to the present. ‘Oh no. I’m fine. Bit light-headed. Nothing serious.’ 
 
    ‘Shall I get you something to eat? It’s no trouble.’ 
 
    ‘No really, Victor. Thank you anyway. Listen, I have to dash. There’s somewhere I need to be.’ 
 
    **** 
 
    Charlie entered the doors of the Haymead a little before lunchtime. The foyer was busy but he by-passed the box office, and ignoring the shouts and objections from front of house, went straight into the auditorium and up onto the stage. Without formally registering her presence, he was nevertheless aware that Anne Marie was gently remonstrating with anyone who tried to stop him. If he concentrated long enough and pushed everything else away from his mind, then the person he was waiting for would surely show himself.  
 
    Charlie craned his neck towards the rear of the stalls …  
 
    There, standing alone at the back of the theatre is Baxter, leaning a little on his walking stick and muttering quietly to himself. Baxter’s gaze is fixed straight ahead at the stage. Is Minnie up there? Is it her, he’s watching? No. The stage is empty. There is no sign of the woman Baxter loves. 
 
    Baxter wipes his eyes, rubs his nose with the back of his hand, fumbles impatiently for a handkerchief. ‘Ridiculous,’ he mutters, swiping at his face with the large white cloth and stuffing it back in his pocket. ‘Cannot get a grip anymore. Cannot think straight, not in this place.’ 
 
    All at once a loud sob breaks forth from his chest, echoing around the seats, reverberating around the walls of the chamber: ‘My heart is broken, you dreadful, awful woman!’ 
 
    Baxter begins to walk slowly down the aisle towards the stage. He has a wry, sorrowful smile on his face. ‘I lost you a long time ago, didn’t I? I let you go. But then, I never had you. William was your great love, everyone knew that. I knew it, and yet I tried to steal you away from him. And I did it too, didn’t I? For a short while. A sweet time in my life, Minnie – the sweetest. But I was an old fool, and you were still young and beautiful with much more life in you than I ever had. If only I had let you publish those damn letters! You would be here now, with me. Serves me right. But I shall never rest Minnie, never, not till I see you again …’  
 
    Placing his stick against the row in front, Baxter sinks into a seat in the stalls and awkwardly thrusts his legs into the aisle. He begins to hum to himself. ‘Remember that tune, Minnie? A song you once sang to me at your piano when we were rehearsing a scene.’ His voice gradually dies, his eyes close, his head lolls forwards onto his chest. 
 
    ‘Tired now, Minnie,’ he says, ‘terribly, terribly tired …’  
 
    The door at the rear of the stalls flies open and several people make a flurried procession down the sloping floor. ‘What’s he doing? Who the hell is he?’ 
 
    For a few seconds they stand and study Baxter’s inanimate form. ‘Is he drunk, Mrs Croft? Is he dead?’ The only woman in the group takes charge. She is dressed in a smart burgundy-coloured two-piece suit, with dark hair rolled in an elaborate arrangement. ‘He’s not bloody well dying in here!’ she says, hand on hip. ‘Get him out! We’ve got less than an hour before the doors open!’ 
 
    They prod and cajole at his lifeless form. ‘Come on, sir. Up you get!’ 
 
    There is no response.  
 
    ‘If I have to cancel opening night because there’s a corpse in the stalls, there’ll be hell to pay!’ says Mrs Croft. 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ They repeat. 
 
    ‘God knows! But there’s no way I’m having the police here, not tonight! Come on. Heave to. Get your arms under him, Mr Berry! You as well, Mr Dawes.’ 
 
    ‘Not bloody likely,’ says Mr Dawes, smoothing a protective hand down the front of his jacket. ‘Get the stage hands to do it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s like that is it? Worried you’ll crush your velvet? Not to mention your dickie! Bleedin’ hell.’ She turns to the others. ‘Right you are, then. Stan! Percy! Off you go.’ 
 
    The two stage hands grab an arm apiece and heft Baxter’s bulky form away from the seat. ‘Strewth! He weighs a fucking ton!’ With great difficulty they manoeuvre him out of the aisle. 
 
    ‘I think I know who he is, Mrs Croft,’ says Mr Berry following the struggling stage hands as they drag their load out of the auditorium, toe ends leaving dark weaving trails in the carpet pile. ‘It’s Mr Baxter, the critic.’ 
 
    ‘Him?’ says Mr Dawes. ‘He’s well past it.’ 
 
    ‘Before my time,’ says Mrs Croft. ‘I don’t remember him. Hold him up. That’s it.’ 
 
    Struggling through the backstage area, Mrs Croft opens the stage door to allow everyone out into the side street. ‘Take him around the corner and leave him outside the pub. They’ll think he’s had one too many.’ 
 
    ‘People will see us!’  
 
    ‘Not if you’re quick.’ 
 
    Opposite the theatre the glass windows of the public house are throbbing and glowing with red and amber lights. ‘Better still,’ says Mrs Croft, ‘take him down the end where the bomb damage is. It’s dark down there, it’ll look like he’s tripped over some rubble or that’s he’s been done over by a prostitute.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ says Percy, his legs buckling under the weight. ‘I really don’t think we should.’ 
 
    ‘Just get him down the end of the street, away from here! If you’re that worried, run into the pub afterwards and get them to call an ambulance.’ She spots a gaggle of pedestrians about to turn from the main road into their path and she hurriedly positions herself with her back to the street, blocking the view. 
 
    With Baxter’s arms around their necks, the two men carry him in a stumbling fashion towards the gloomy far end. ‘Mind his shoes,’ Mrs Croft hisses. ‘Don’t scuff his toe ends! Gently, gently!’ She watches anxiously as they are swallowed in the black emptiness. A couple of minutes later the pair return, empty-handed. ‘Good,’ says Mrs Croft. ‘Well done. I can’t have a dead critic in my stalls on opening night, now can I? What will the press say?’ 
 
    The two men scratch their chins and look behind. ‘Do you think he really is dead?’ 
 
    ‘Not our problem,’ says Mrs Croft, briskly. ‘Stan, you run into the pub and tell them you’ve just seen a man fall over at the end of the street. Say you think you saw him come out of their pub, and tell them to call for help.’ 
 
    ‘Why me?’ says Stan. 
 
    ‘Because you have the face of a cherub and they’ll believe you. The rest of us will be inside carrying on as if nothing’s happened. Go on! Scat!’ 
 
    The hapless Stan trots across the road to the pub allowing Percy, Mr Berry and Mr Dawes to retreat into the safety of the theatre foyer. While Mr Dawes takes up position at the box office, Mrs Croft and Mr Berry go back inside the auditorium to check that there is no trace of Baxter’s presence remaining. ‘He didn’t drop anything did he? There’s no blood or anything?’ Mr Berry leans down to check between the seats. ‘Nothing there, Mrs C.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she says, raising her eyes to heaven. ‘Thank God for that …’ 
 
    A cough in the stalls. A hum like the sound of traffic from beyond; the wail of a police siren in the city. Anne Marie walked towards him and put a reassuring hand on his arm. ‘I’m okay,’ he said, although she hadn’t asked.  
 
    Her large eyes roved around his face. ‘What have you seen, Charlie? What can you tell me?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Charlie followed Anne Marie off the stage and along the corridor to the dressing room. ‘Minnie’s presence,’ he said, ‘is everywhere; it’s permeated its way into the very fabric of the building, the seats, the velvet, the safety curtain!’ 
 
    ‘And what about the hundreds of other actresses who’ve worked here? What about their presence?’ Anne Marie was sceptical. 
 
    ‘Not like her,’ Charlie insisted, ‘not with her power and charisma – she’s unique. And there’ll never be anyone like her again. Somehow or other, you’ve absorbed her spirit too.’ 
 
    ‘So you agree it’s Minnie who’s been disrupting my performances?’  
 
    The dressing room décor was vastly altered since Minnie’s day. Electric light in place of gas, cream walls rather than pink, and where Minnie’s black-fringed shawl had once draped from the peg behind the door, Anne Marie’s denim jacket now hung there instead. A copy of the well-thumbed playscript was lying next to a can of Coke and a half-eaten sandwich. He flicked through the printed pages. The text was littered with notes in biro and long streaks of yellow highlighter pen.  
 
    ‘I did think that, at first,’ he said, ‘but I’ve since come to a different conclusion. I think it’s Baxter who’s been doing the disrupting. It’s his presence you’ve been sensing.’ 
 
    ‘Baxter? The critic?’ Anne Marie removed a towel from the chair so that he could sit down, and then perched herself on the edge of the dressing table in front of him. 
 
    ‘He was heartbroken. Believing she was dead. Thinking that he’d failed to save her.’ He paused. ‘Like you think you failed to save Tom.’ 
 
    She gave him a sharp look. ‘What’s Tom got to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Parallels, I suppose. Your experience mirrors hers. Not exactly, but there are elements that are similar; there are aspects to the story that you’ve absorbed somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘But how could all that have affected me?’ She leaned back against the mirror. ‘It’s warped, fantastical, nonsensical.’ 
 
    ‘I said I’d try and help you; I never said it would make any sense. You asked me to find out what happened to Minnie, and I have. She didn’t die in Paris; she died in Provence. In 1944.’ He explained what he’d found.  
 
    ‘Minnie Devine was part of the Resistance?’ Now she was incredulous. 
 
    ‘She found herself in the middle of a very dangerous situation. A fatal situation. The Vichy government’s counter-insurgency force, the Milice were on the lookout for Resistance activity. She was taken in for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand. She was killed by the French?’ 
 
    The large mirror unnerved him. It was uncomfortable watching his reflection the whole time. He cleared his throat. ‘No, they let her go. Unfortunately the SS found her a short while later …’ He described what he’d seen.  
 
    Anne Marie was stunned. ‘That is just about the last outcome I could have expected.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been imagining her wandering around the garden, regaling the Grillets’ with her theatrical anecdotes; getting on everyone’s nerves.’ 
 
    ‘Oh she did that as well,’ said Charlie. He replaced the playscript on the dressing table and retrieved a photocopied document from his pocket. ‘This is her death certificate. I got it from the archives at the mairie – the town hall. Look at the name.’ 
 
    The deceased’s name was recorded as Mme Minette Fay. 
 
    She sat for a while in silence. ‘How do you know it’s her?’ 
 
    ‘The dates fit,’ he answered. ‘She was calling herself ‘Fay’ in William’s honour. That’s what the locals knew her as, including the Milice.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no cause of death,’ she said. ‘Are you sure that’s how she died?’ 
 
    ‘Positive.’  
 
    ‘And Baxter never saw her again?’ Her brow furrowed. ‘Is that what I’ve been feeling? The weight of his disappointment?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me. The important thing is Minnie Devine did something very brave. She lied to protect the girls. She was afraid there would be reprisals; they would be punished. She saved them, Anne Marie. She wasn’t just a self-centred diva, thinking only of herself. It’s time everyone forgave her.’ 
 
    ‘And I thought she was just bored.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Her children never knew any of this.’  
 
    ‘Neither did Hélene or Jeanine.’ 
 
    ‘Oh poor Hélene! And Valérie! Her grandparents were killed by government supporters!’ She pondered for a moment. ‘I assumed everyone in France was part of the Resistance. I never realised there might be conflicting views. But Charlie – what if none of this makes the slightest bit of difference? What if knowing all about Minnie Devine and her adventures doesn’t change anything? What if I’m still crippled with nerves on opening night? What if the presence is still there? This could turn out to be the biggest cock-up of my career – and that’s saying something! I’m already being pestered for quotes, comments, pictures. It’s all highly stressful.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ he said gravely. ‘The thought of seeing yourself spread all over the weekend culture sections must be very disturbing. I can imagine the headline: Beautiful, gifted, middle-class actress reveals the trauma of living in the picturesque south of France with only the revenue from luxury chocolate bar commercials to support her! 
 
    Anne Marie stared at him. ‘Yes, you’re right of course. I am being self-indulgent, self-centred …’ She paused. ‘I can see you’re exhausted, Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘I am,’ he said, slouching back into the chair and closing his eyes. ‘I really, really am.’ Then he remembered he still had the dragonfly brooch in his pocket. He gave it back to her. ‘For luck on opening night.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said, her husky voice falling almost to a whisper. ‘But I don’t think I’ll need it. Not now.’ She rolled the delicate object around in her fingers. ‘I know what you’re telling me. Instead of letting the disappointment and regret overwhelm me I should emulate my ancestor as she was in her heyday. The Divine Miss Devine!’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The theatre foyer was busy as Charlie headed for the bar. The air was filled with excited babble.  
 
    ‘I know, it’s extraordinary, isn’t it? After all this time. Of course, we saw her in Glengarry Glen Ross and she was absolutely fine!’ 
 
    ‘Did you? Oh, but we were there the night she walked off in the middle of Act One of Pericles. Awful! Felt terrible for the poor girl. Really did. If she walks out of this one, she’ll never work on stage again.’ 
 
    There was no sign of Angus Malone but he spotted John Edgerton the director, clutching a plastic beer glass and looking tense. 
 
    He paid for a programme and tucked the glossy brochure under his arm. The auditorium was already half full as he found his seat – alarmingly near the front of the stage – and removed his coat. Above and around him the gold embellished decoration was picked out in the glow from the house lights. Settling himself into the plush red upholstery, he flicked through the programme until he found the synopsis: The Strawberry Thief by Geoffrey D’Urvaine. It is late Victorian England. William Morris is on the verge of creating a whole new movement in design and textiles. The arts and crafts era will come to fruition under his guidance. But life is not simple for the creative genius and his personal problems are only just beginning. 
 
    There were three main characters: William Morris, the celebrated artist and designer; Jane Morris, his wife; and Jane’s lover, Rossetti, the Pre-Raphaelite painter. I’m so thrilled we’ve been able to revive this play,’ says John Edgerton, the play’s director. Anne Marie was fantastic in it first time round and I’m sure she’ll be even better now. 
 
    No mention was made in the blurb about her personal troubles. The column stuck to a brief description of her theatrical training, and a list of credits.  
 
    Five minutes to curtain up. His nerves were thrumming with tension. There was still time to leave before it started, to get out while he had the chance. He didn’t want to be there if it went wrong. He didn’t want to watch her fail. To see her fall apart. To know that he hadn’t helped her after all. 
 
    But the row had filled up on both sides and he was trapped. No point disturbing everyone now. He tapped his feet on the carpet, slipped the programme under his seat, rolled up his coat. The leg room was cramped, his back was hunched, the arm rests were too hard. 
 
    And then there was hush. The house lights dimmed. The curtain went up. Silence. 
 
    A single light illuminated the backdrop, followed by the gentle swish of a woman’s skirt and the creak of the stage floor, as two characters took their places. It had begun.  
 
    He hardly dared lift his eyes. If she was actually there, then all this was real, and once she’d started, she would have to continue, right through to the end. No one else knew of the deep connection he had with the woman on stage. It was their secret. He glanced at the girl in the seat next to him but she was frozen in the opposite state, unable to tear her eyes away even if she’d wanted to. 
 
    The pull was too strong. When he finally took the risk, his heart skipped several beats. There, centre stage stood Anne Marie in the guise of a Victorian beauty, hair dark and rippling, wearing a sumptuous dress of deep russet velvet and satin; the fabric falling to her feet, highlighting her slim build, her graceful figure, her luminous beauty. Her gull’s wing eyebrows were perhaps a little more groomed than normal. But it was most definitely her.  
 
    Her co-star wore a brown tweed suit with tight trousers and a trim jacket. Despite his full beard and unkempt hair, his features were prominently outlined beneath the lights. What a ridiculous way to earn a living, thought Charlie: prancing around a platform in costume and wigs, projecting and gesticulating. He desperately wanted to laugh. Concentrate, he told himself sharply. Pay attention. Listen to the words. Follow the action, understand the story.  
 
    William Morris was pacing around in front of his wife, taunting her about something or other, and she was maintaining a haughty distance. But he was persistent; he wanted a reaction from this woman, he was determined she would respond. 
 
    Anne Marie began to move across the stage. Her voice sounded unusual, distorted by the acoustics, or maybe it was the unfamiliarity of the setting, Charlie couldn’t decide, but as soon as she spoke she was in charge of the moment. It was a big, important speech and her words carried over the stalls and high up into the roof. The atmosphere in the auditorium was tense. Was she going to make it? As the seconds ticked past Anne Marie’s focus was entirely fixed as though nothing would penetrate the force field, but each time a speech ended, the audience held their breath en masse, fearful that she might not be able to continue, and each time she did the relief was palpable. Her performance continued to grow in stature but when the first half ended and she left the stage he sensed a collective hesitation. The applause was warm and effusive, but it wasn’t over yet. There was still plenty of time for things to go wrong.  
 
    During the interval Charlie remained where he was, afraid of tempting fate if he left the auditorium for even a second. He wondered what she was doing right now. Changing her costume? Re-applying make-up? Gulping down a cup of tea? Texting her son? 
 
    Gradually the seats filled up again. Conversation murmured and died as the stage lights came on. The scene had changed. Several years had passed and Jane’s relationship with Rossetti had picked up. Here was an attractive younger man, more exciting than her plodding husband; a man who beguiled her, seduced her, and wove a pattern of desire around her. She poses for the artist; he dresses her, arranges her. She lies, she sits, she arches her back, tilts her head while he sits at his easel and paints. A magical chemistry exists between them; an attraction so intensely real, the audience can physically feel it within themselves. There was no doubt now that Anne Marie was in the zone. The character was completely hers. She owned the stage, she prowled the stage, she used every square inch of it, sometimes without even moving at all. How did she do that? How did she achieve that quiet stillness whilst enslaving the audience?  
 
    She was on blistering form. In fact she was flying. This was theatrical history in the making. The final action, the final word; the stage fell silent. It was done. Finished. A long stretched-out pause, and then the house erupted. Every person in every row was up on their feet applauding. The stalls, the boxes, the circles, were alive with an extraordinary cacophony of clapping, whooping and cries of praise. 
 
    She bowed. Holding her two co-stars by the hand, she walked towards the front of the stage and bowed again. They let go of her, leaving her standing alone, the sole focus of attention. The applause grew even louder. He noticed she was scanning the stalls searching for someone. Who? Minnie? Baxter? Amidst the uproar she was shading her eyes, seeking to left and right. A flicker of regret passed over her face, a tiny hint of disappointment before her professional smile returned. One more curtain call, then another, and finally a third. 
 
    At last the actors withdrew, the stage emptied, the curtain came down. Humming with enthusiasm the theatre-goers gathered their belongings and made their way out of the auditorium. It was marvellous, they said. Like she’d never been away. 
 
    Charlie turned around. The scene on stage was a familiar one … 
 
     A table and chairs, with cloths, candelabra and cutlery. The dinner party, with caterers again placing food and drink in the middle of the table. A group of men in evening dress, sprawl contentedly in their curly-backed chairs. Slightly dishevelled, slightly the worse for wear. And the young woman who they have all come to see, sweeps the stage with the hem of her skirt.  
 
    The scent of cigar smoke, perfume and hair oil mingles with the faint odour of musty cloth and scenery paint. Baxter, Farrar Fay, Geoffrey d’Urvaine and Robert Perry all turn towards their lady love, Minnie Etherege Devine as she takes her place at the head of the table. The turquoise enamel of the dragonfly brooch pinned to her breast winks in the glow from the footlights …  
 
    * 
 
    Outside the dressing room, he knocked smartly on the door. ‘Miss Devine?’ he shouted. ‘Mr Gilchrist to see you.’ There was a clatter from within and there she was in the doorway, blouse undone, make-up half removed. ‘Charlie! Where were you? I couldn’t see you out front!’ 
 
    ‘I was there,’ he said. ‘I promise you.’ He followed her in and shut the door. Bunches of flowers and cards from well-wishers were littered across the length of the dressing table. Her eyes were bright. ‘Charlie,’ she repeated. ‘Wow! So glad you came.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure. My absolute pleasure.’ They gazed at each other a moment or two. ‘And how are you? How was it?’ Stupid question.  
 
    ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Fine. Yes. Yes. It was. Wow,’ she said again. ‘Come here.’ She hugged him tight – a big, ebullient actorly hug. ‘It’s really good to see you! Sorry. I’m always like this when I come off stage. Hyper. Buzzing. I’ll be all right in a bit. We’ll go and get a drink. You want a drink? Let me get changed first. It’s hot in this costume. Roasting!’ 
 
    ‘You were brilliant out there,’ he remembered to tell her. ‘Remarkable!’ 
 
    ‘That translates as “a bit odd”,’ she said, wrestling with the buttons on her skirt, ‘hard to get to grips with, inaccessible?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all. Remarkable – as in extraordinary, charismatic, mesmerising.’  
 
    She dropped the skirt to the floor and stepped out of it. ‘What do you think Angus Malone will say?’ 
 
    ‘Who cares what he thinks? He can’t stop you acting.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right,’ She retrieved a coathanger from the clothing rack on the wall and hung up the costume. ‘I was fine, wasn’t I? Since I met you, it’s all been fine. We actors love being the centre of attention and all that, but I already told you – we eat, sleep and piss like everyone else. It’s not glamorous, it’s just arsing about!’ She sat down at the dressing table and un-picked the hair piece from the back of her head. ‘I have to pin this monstrosity on every night for the next three months!’ She laughed. ‘I know, I’m just a vain peacock of a woman and you’re this beautifully serene, wonderful man – I mean it!’ she said, noticing his expression. ‘I spent so long pacing around that bloody farmhouse thinking what the hell am I doing with myself? Why aren’t I working? What’s stopping me doing what I love doing? And you’ve helped me get back out there. I owe you my career, Charlie. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ he said, ‘my head.’ 
 
    She put the hair piece in its box and carried on undressing in front of him, right down to her underwear. ‘Oh, there’s something I have to tell you!’ 
 
    He met her eye. ‘Never marry an actor?’ 
 
    At this she threw her head back and laughed. ‘No! Although it’s funny you should say that …’  
 
    ‘What is it then?’ 
 
    She took a deep breath, ‘Francois has called off the divorce.’ 
 
    ‘He has?’  
 
    ‘That’s right. He’s forgiven me.’ She pulled on a pair of jeans, hoisting herself in at the waist. ‘Roman will have his parents together again.’ 
 
    ‘That’s marvellous! Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Baby steps. For the moment. But who knows?’  
 
    He spotted a bag of Tetley teabags on the dressing table, a Mars bar and a small plate covered in toast crumbs. ‘Does this mean you’ll be leaving England to go back to France?’  
 
    ‘Perhaps. But not to St Rémy. I’m giving Mas Daria to Valérie and Hélene.’ She fetched a jumper from the back of the chair and pulled it over her head, static from her messed up hair crackling around her face. 
 
    ‘You are?’ 
 
    ‘It’s their home Charlie. It belongs to them. You knew it as soon as you set foot in it. It was one of the first things you said to me. You said you thought Valérie owned it.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘I did, didn’t I? But that’s an incredibly generous gesture…’  
 
    ‘They can sell it or do what they want with it, it’s up to them. Oh, and I nearly forgot – The Bad Marriage Gang is back on! The original funding fell through and the whole thing got shelved.’ She picked up a hairbrush and gave her hair a few smart strokes before hunting around for her boots. ‘But another studio stepped in – and they want me. It’s with a much smaller budget of course. Six weeks filming in New Zealand. I finish the run here and then I fly out to the other side of the world.’ 
 
    ‘Wow. It’s all happening isn’t it?’  
 
    ‘Thanks to you Charlie. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’  
 
    ‘We did it together,’ he said.  
 
    At last she was dressed and ready. She scanned the items on the dressing table, the flower basket, the good luck cards, the make-up-smeared tissues. ‘To think, this is the same dressing room Minnie Devine used all those years ago … Come on!’ She grabbed her jacket from the hook. ‘Let’s go and get that drink.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The actor, Anne Marie Devine, seen here leaving the Haymead Theatre with an un-named friend, made a triumphant return to the stage this week, in a revival of The Strawberry Thief.  
 
    During her first performances in London for over five years, she has had the audience eating out of her hands. Particularly satisfying for the 34-year-old, as it is the play she previously walked out on when suffering her well-documented bout of crippling stage fright. Critics have been appreciative, although Angus Malone comments: ‘Hated the play first time round, can’t see any reason to change my opinion now.’ See Theatre: page 29.  
 
    Ms Devine has not yet been interviewed about her return to stage acting, but a statement from her agent makes it clear that she is looking forward to several new projects including a role in an Australian movie to begin shooting in the summer, and a projected biography of her acting ancestor Minnie Etherege Devine. It’s widely hoped that this flurry of activity anticipates a promising new phase of her career. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed The Dragonfly Brooch, please share your thoughts by leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads.  
 
    For more discounted reads and a free eBook when you join, sign up to our newsletter. 
 
    And why not follow us on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram for more great book news. 
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Could history be repeating itself?






