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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The text was from his brother. Carols in the Courtyard. Addleston House 3pm.  
 
    Was it a hint, an invitation? It was deliberately obtuse. The question was: why? 
 
    What the hell. An hour’s drive away at the most. He needn’t stay long - a walk round the lake, tea and cake in the tearoom, and back in time for dinner.  
 
    The tree-lined, wintry-sparse B-road that took him towards the entrance of Addleston Park that afternoon was freshly tarmacked, the road markings new; otherwise the grounds looked much the same as any other English country estate. 
 
    Bumping over the cattle grid he whizzed past the distinctively twisted branches of a monkey puzzle tree next to the gatekeeper’s cottage and on he went.  
 
     The long drive was exactly that, drawing him away from civilisation, deeper into the estate, deeper into the past, until a red brick Neo-classical mansion emerged from behind the trees; its four towers presiding majestically over what was left of the once generous parkland.  
 
    He parked the car, buttoned his coat and set off for the east front. 
 
    Soaring above his head, the vast pillared portico and classically decorated pediment made a particularly arresting introduction, and the stone griffins either side of the staircase, lent a seductive fairy-tale quality to the house’s welcome. The temptation to scamper up the steps to the raised courtyard was pronounced, and he was about to begin the ascent when he noticed a well-dressed woman approaching hurriedly from the stable block. Wearing a broad brimmed hat pulled low over her auburn fringe and a slim handbag tucked under her arm, she looked as though she’d just stepped off the running board of an old Tin Lizzie.  
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ said the woman.  
 
    His mind was blank.  
 
    ‘There’s mulled wine and mince pies on the lawn,’ she went on, ‘a gift stall near the tea shop, and the choir’s on at three...Have you visited the house before?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘Never.’ 
 
    A sudden and unbidden pang of grief tugged at his innards; an odd experience, after all he’d never met this woman before. A torrent of memories was unleashed in his mind, things he hadn’t thought about for a long time. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said the woman. ‘You’re looking for Astrid!’ 
 
    ‘I am?’  
 
     The woman blinked. ‘I’ll find her for you. My name’s Megs,’ she added. 
 
    ‘Charlie,’ he replied. ‘Charlie Gilchrist.’  
 
    ‘Don’t go away,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back.’ 
 
     In the meantime he resumed the climb up the steps towards the courtyard.  
 
    Passing under the colonnaded portico now twinkling prettily with fairy lights, Charlie caught a pungent whiff of cinnamon and cloves. In the corner was a vast Christmas tree, alive with silver bulbs and shining blue baubles, and he slipped in amongst the crowd as the choir, some ten-fold strong, kicked off with a lively ‘God rest ye merry gentlemen.’  
 
     Taking a song sheet from an obliging bystander he made a half-hearted attempt to sing along, realised his rusty voice wasn’t up to it, and hummed a few bars instead.  
 
    The choir voices rang sweet in the afternoon gloom, lifting the grey heaviness, cutting through the cold. Inexplicably moved by their dedication to the task, he leaned back against the nearest pillar and gazed up at the stone pineapples on the cupolas: a symbol of the owner’s wealth. As if the massive house itself wasn’t enough of a giveaway. The man alongside sang lustily, drowning out pretty much everyone else in the vicinity.  
 
    Almost before the singers had even lowered their song sheets, Charlie made his way back down the steps towards the trestle tables now set up on the gravelled area below. There was some sort of marquee too, like a beer tent, pitched on the picnic area. He couldn’t see Megs anywhere so he helped himself to a plastic cup of mulled wine and went to stand by the iron railings. He harboured a suspicion that mulled wine probably smelt better than it tasted but he rested the cup against his chin and inhaled the steamy fragrance.  
 
     The lake appeared gently ruffled and blue grey in the distance, the picnic area tufted and overgrown, and the copse between the field and the car park concealed a gardener’s tool shed. Three hundred years was nothing to such an inscrutably poised and elegant building, splendidly minding its own business; a blink of an eye, a brief disinterested turn of the head, a momentary distraction.  
 
    A pair of supercilious swans glided past and then Megs reappeared, sidling up beside him. ‘We had a film crew here last year. Dickens thing, it was. Hire the place out, get some income, promote ourselves. One of Astrid’s whatsits, innovations. Anyway, you ready?’ Megs eyed him expectantly.  
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Megs said, cocking her head. ‘This way.’ She took Charlie’s arm and escorted him back up the steps and across the now empty courtyard towards the main entrance. ‘The house isn’t open to visitors today, but I’ve got the key, and we’re not visitors. Don’t worry,’ she said mischievously, ‘you’ll be all right with me.’ 
 
    Megs unlocked the front door and ushered Charlie inside. All the blinds were drawn and the sculptures covered in white shrouds. ‘The house is being put to bed for the winter,’ Megs said. ‘Gives it a whole different whatsit, when it’s asleep. Dimension.’  
 
    Despite the limited light, the grand entrance hall was bright, fresh, well kept. It was the house’s greatest asset, the reason it had been saved for the nation in the first place. The coffered ceilings in the alcoves either end, and the friezes around the walls, were bright white against the clean grey paint.  
 
    Giving him no time to linger, Megs hurried across the inlaid Portland stone floor, her shoes tic tacking on the bare surface. Through the corridor opposite, and beyond the library and the breakfast room, they were headed straight to the areas closed to the public - offices and the store rooms. Charlie followed Megs down a short flight of steps to the lower ground floor, hurrying to keep up. He looked out for paintings, wall hangings, carvings, decorative features, anything that might give him something to think about until they arrived at their destination.  
 
    ‘Now,’ said Megs, stopping outside an office door, ‘let’s see if she’s in.’ 
 
     She knocked twice and paused, her fist hovering in mid-air.  
 
    ‘Come in!’ said a voice from within. 
 
     Megs opened the door and propelled Charlie inside. ‘There you go! Don’t hurry back.’ She scurried away, her heels echoing down the corridor, her laughter reverberating around the Great Stair.  
 
     Charlie took a step forward and then stopped.  
 
    A strange dislocation occurred whereby the present became the past, the past became the present. A blink of an eye, a brief disinterested turn of the head, a momentary distraction. The woman smiled at him. He smiled back. It was only polite.  
 
    ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ she said quite unexpectedly. 
 
    He found his tongue at last. ‘Have you?’ His voice sounded ludicrously high, without depth or tone, or anything approaching gravitas.  
 
    She pitched forwards suddenly in her chair. ‘Mr Gilchrist, I’ve got something to show you, and I think you’re going to like it.’ She rapped out a brisk two-fingered tattoo on the desk edge. ‘Yes,’ she said with quiet satisfaction. ‘I think you’re going to be very interested indeed.’ 
 
    It was hot in the office. His head felt itchy. He unbuttoned his coat collar and unwound his scarf. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘I think I’ll sit down.’ 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    She didn’t look like your average estate manager. Estate managers were supposed to be middle aged and stomp the grounds in mud-caked Hunter wellies, padded gilets and a woolly hat. Astrid Buchanan was in her late twenties, wearing slim jeans and a generous cowl necked sweater.  
 
     By comparison his crumpled Paul Smith suit jacket was worn smooth at the cuffs like he’d had it for years. Which he had. His white open-necked shirt was tucked haphazardly into his black jeans and his watch was scratched and battered like he’d been using it in a war zone. He scuffed his hair out of his eyes. ‘Something to show me?’ he said. ‘And what might that be?’  
 
    ‘The Taffeta Silk bedroom,’ she said, ‘on the first floor.’ 
 
     ‘What about it?’  
 
    ‘Recent renovations in the room uncovered something interesting. When the workmen lifted some damaged floorboards, a small wooden box was found concealed between the joists.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of box?’ 
 
    ‘Exciting, mysterious, locked kind of box.’ She made a shape with her hands. ‘About so big. Judging by the design on the lid and the condition of the inlay, I’d suggest late eighteenth century, possibly early nineteenth.’ 
 
    Stories behind the objects. That’s what it was about. He wasn’t totally convinced by Astrid’s spin, however. It could easily turn out to be a worm ridden trinket box filled with old bills and washing receipts, like Catherine Moreland’s disappointing discovery in Northanger Abbey. ‘And why would that interest me?’ 
 
     She sat back in her seat. ‘I understand you have a special affinity for certain objects, artefacts, documents?’ 
 
    ‘No more than you, I expect.’ 
 
     Evidently it wasn’t the answer she’d anticipated. What exactly did she want from him?  
 
     ‘Well you can see that after lengthy submergence in a three hundred year old house, I’m desperate for lost treasures,’ she said. ‘Mysteries, secrets – they’re the only reason I work here.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ he teased. ‘I thought it was love of the formal planting, cream teas and scented soap in the gift shop.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget the shortbread and the tea towels. Personally,’ she went on, ‘it’s cruelty, tragedy, illness and war that get my juices flowing.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Charlie. ‘And that’s just the staff.’  
 
    A hint of impatience flitted across her brow and Charlie felt extremely foolish. Now she would think he was arrogant and indifferent, and didn’t take her or her job seriously. And that wasn’t true at all.  
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘I am fascinated by characters and tales from the past.’ 
 
    Her attitude warmed slightly. ‘That’s the gist of it. Tales from the past, I mean. Doesn’t always come off, mind you. It’s all about trying to recreate a picture of the people who used to live here, but it’s also about being able to wander around a beautiful garden and sit on a bench in front of the lake.’ She checked her watch. ‘Dark in an hour but that gives us plenty of time. Come on!’ 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘On a tour of the house of course!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Back in the entrance hall Astrid rattled off a brief, potted history of the building to date. ‘Original site medieval, present building dating from late seventeenth century, various alterations over succeeding decades, empty for a period during late nineteenth century, used by the army during the second world war. With me so far?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Charlie, ‘very clear.’ 
 
    ‘Bequeathed to the nation, acquired by our organization, opened to the public ten years ago.’ She crossed the floor and opened the door to an immensely long gallery, bare of carpet, bereft of curtains, with only a handful of paintings hanging on the pea green walls. A pair of narrow sofas covered in emerald watered silk either side of the fireplace were utterly dwarfed by the size of the room. 
 
    ‘The Chinese gallery. Forty feet long and occupying the whole of the garden front. With a great view of the meadow from the windows. But most of the contents were sold to pay for death duties, and the two Chinese pagodas -’ she pointed to a pair of ceramic sculptures either side of a large mirror, ‘are the only original artefacts left.’  
 
     Feet echoing on the bare floorboards they paced the great expanse from one end of the gallery to the other. ‘It’s all in the guidebook: the gradual dispersal of the house’s contents, the stuff that got destroyed in the fire…,’ 
 
    ‘What fire?’  
 
     ‘A disastrous blaze in the nineteen-thirties. This side of the house suffered particularly badly. During the war the important paintings were sent to Jersey for safe keeping and were promptly sunk by a U-boat.’ 
 
    He almost laughed; it was the way she’d said it. ‘How valuable?’ 
 
    ‘A Titian and a Rembrandt, amongst others. The paintings that we do have are on loan.’ 
 
    His eyes alighted on the only other piece of furniture that the room contained - a large oriental cabinet, fussily constructed with hidden doors and drawers. The black lacquered panels were decorated with flowers and rural scenes intricately picked out in gold paint. ‘Beautiful,’ said Charlie. ‘Pure theatre.’ 
 
    She liked the description. ‘Although, I understand you generally prefer castles to houses. Military history is your thing, isn’t it? Sword displays and gun cabinets?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Battles, disputes, skirmishes.’ 
 
    ‘Skirmishes?’ she said. ‘Oh, I get plenty of those.’ 
 
    She took him into the next room, a drawing room in faded silk damask with eight rococo armchairs and precious little else. Despite the remnants of a few Robert Adam designs, it was far from being the most lavish or sumptuous of country house interiors.  
 
     ‘It’s looking tired, I know. Half the rooms are bare; no-one of any historical importance ever stayed here, no one of historical importance was born here, and consequently the lure to visit isn’t strong. I’ve had a mountain to climb to make the house attractive to visitors. Despite my best efforts I’ve failed to unearth any scandals, mysterious deaths, or political intrigues. The U-boat and the destroyed paintings is the sum total of its dramatic history.’ 
 
    ‘Not even a death in childbirth?’ he asked. ‘An outbreak of small pox or influenza? A gambling debt? A duel?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘A few minor domestic incidents, but nothing blood curdling to get the punters in. As dry old places go this one’s the driest I’ve ever known. Apart from when we had the leak in the roof, of course,’ she quipped.  
 
    He understood the regret, but didn’t quite share it. Addleston House might not be the most palatial, baroque, or unique example of English architecture, but it had something else - a sort of dignified modesty - that was just as valuable. There was a hushed, expectant atmosphere, a hesitation, as though the house was holding its breath that already inspired curiosity. As the weak winter sunlight struggled to penetrate the dim corners and hidden alcoves, the shadows held themselves in suspended animation, whispering to each other not to move. Wait a minute, be patient. As soon as their backs are turned…, 
 
     Leaving the Gallery they walked up the Great Stair towards the first floor, a graceful set of shallow, broad stair treads. Beautiful to walk up and down. 
 
     He shivered, although there was no draught. The great chandelier was suspended above their heads as he looked down through the stairwell. These stairs had witnessed countless comings and goings. For decades and centuries, hands had hovered over the rail, the way his were now doing.  
 
    ‘Here we are.’ Astrid opened a door at the far end of the corridor. ‘The Taffeta Silk bedroom.’  
 
    He followed her in.  
 
    The floorboards had been fixed back into place, the hole covered over with rugs and runners. There was no obvious sign of the secret wrested from its grasp. But as Charlie walked forwards he immediately sensed a presence permeating the room. Not a ghost as such, more like the memory of someone. The exquisite pain of an impossible love; suffering that lingered; emotions still present. He turned around. 
 
     The west facing window looked out onto the pasture behind the house. Rare breed cattle clustered together near a trough and there was a view in the distance of the village church. Inside the room a pair of fire dogs ornamented a modest marble fireplace, and a vase of dried honesty seeds filled its otherwise empty grate. Opposite was a squat satinwood armchair with worn cushion covers. But the main feature of the room was an ornate satinwood four poster bed hung with red silk taffeta curtains, its top decorated in gilded putti.  
 
    ‘The bed hangings have been restored,’ Astrid said. ‘And the conservators are about to start on the quilt. Have a look. You’ll notice there’s a small area that was never completed. We’re wondering whether to leave it like that, or fill in with a design copied from another section. It doesn’t go with the bed hangings of course, it’s a separate item.’ 
 
     At a distance, the original fabric of the quilt appeared faded and worn, its overall hue a degraded rose, a washed out pink. On closer inspection, Charlie could see that it was covered in hundreds of stylised embroidered flowers: all done in coloured silks, each one an example of highly skilled needlework. A great deal of concentration had gone into the intricately repeated patterns and designs. Except for that last small unadorned section. Almost as though it had been deliberately overlooked. He put his finger in the empty hole and traced its raised edge with his thumb. 
 
    Already he could sense the surface of the rugs subsiding beneath the tread of a woman’s feet, the fibres and threads being swept by her skirts, her slender fingers pulling back the covers on the bed. He could feel the curtains and drapes gathering within their folds all the secrets, the intrigues, the hidden mysteries that had been lost to time. There were stories this room could tell, if only it had a sympathetic voice, a conduit.  
 
    And now – there she was. Out of the corner of his eye, Charlie could see the bedroom’s onetime occupant. A young, dark haired woman wearing a deep red empire line dress moved towards the window and peered anxiously through the glass, as if looking out for someone below. Meanwhile in the corridor beyond, the servants went back and forth, continuing about their business. Slowly, carefully, Charlie turned for a better look, but as soon as he did so, the woman vanished.  
 
     Goosebumps ran back and forth across his jaw line and neck. He waited, listening out for something else to suggest itself. Charlie didn’t call himself a medium, or a spiritualist. He couldn’t communicate with the ‘other side.’ In any case, whatever psychic ability he had, was so indefinable, so personal, it wasn’t like it was a profession, or a quantifiable occupation. There was no consistency to it, no order, and if he felt uncomfortable for any reason, there’d be no suggestion at all. Often it was preferable that way. 
 
    Astrid was studying his reaction. ‘What is it? Imagination playing tricks?’ 
 
    He answered steadily. ‘Something like that.’ 
 
     ‘We could go on,’ she said, ‘but there’s not much left to see. Rooms on the top floor are used for storage these days - filled with furniture that’s either too far gone or waiting for sympathetic restoration. The day to day business is confined to a few featured rooms. You’ve been in stately homes before, of course, you’re aware that not everywhere is open to the public. But this one is particularly melancholic. Shabby, down at heel, over-looked. I’m trying to make it special,’ she said, regretfully, ‘but it needs a lot more doing to it. And visitor numbers have been falling, not growing. We get bookings for weddings and events, but we’re always on the lookout for new ways to increase revenue. The house has potential to generate a great deal of income, if only we can find the appropriate methods.’ 
 
    ‘Film crews?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not exactly Blickling Hall, is it? But we do the best with what we have.’ 
 
    ‘As long as you’re careful and don’t obliterate the voices.’ 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
     ‘Remember who lived here,’ he asserted, ‘and what they did. Who did live here?’ he added. 
 
    ‘The Tunneys,’ she said, ‘followed by the Vickers and the Oswalds. But you knew that, surely?’ 
 
    Her ulterior motive was becoming clearer by the second and it filled him with a queasy unease. 
 
    Leaving the Taffeta Silk bedroom, they followed the wooden arrows on uprights, back down the Great Stair, and a further descent to a lower ground tour of the kitchens, cellar and the strong room. Here Astrid showed him a very small collection of military hardware – a ceremonial dagger, a replica samurai sword and a Mills bomb from the Second World War. ‘That’s it on the weaponry front, I’m afraid. Hardly the Wallace collection, or the Royal Armaments, is it? There’s an inventory from 1764 in the Library if you can be bothered to check it out.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a shame that beautiful houses have to age and decline,’ he said. ‘But you’re keeping its frayed apparel as neat and mended as you possibly can. You’re obviously doing your best.’ 
 
    She gave him a hint of a smile but didn’t reply. 
 
    They left via the main entrance, strolling back across the courtyard and down the steps. She accompanied him as far as the railings. The Christmas visitor numbers had thinned out as the daylight faded. The mulled wine was finished, the mince pies were over. 
 
     ‘So what did you think of my sales pitch?’ she asked. ‘Bored you, did I?’ 
 
     He buttoned his coat. ‘Far from it.’ 
 
    She rocked on her feet. ‘Okay, I’ve danced round long enough. The box underneath the floorboards… I haven’t been entirely truthful with you. I got a locksmith to open it. There are letters and a diary inside it.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    They’d appealed everywhere for information, she said. No one had come forward with anything. Not yet anyway. ‘I realized I needed a different approach… I was wondering if you’d read them for me.’ 
 
    ‘Me? Isn’t that your curator’s job?’ 
 
    She took a deep breath. ‘Just now - you saw something in the Taffeta silk bedroom, didn’t you? I was watching your face.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said warily, ‘I saw a woman.’ 
 
    ‘What did she look like?’ 
 
    ‘Young, sad… Not sure, I didn’t see her for very long.’ 
 
     She went on, ‘Your brother tells me you have an – aptitude – if that’s the right word, for connecting with the past?’ 
 
    ‘It’s as good a word as any.’ 
 
     ‘Images suggest themselves? People appear?’  
 
    ‘It depends.’ 
 
    She edged forwards. ‘In that case I’d like to offer you some work, if you’re available?’ 
 
    If he was free? If he was available? Despite his best efforts, job interviews weren’t exactly piling up. He was biding his time, waiting for something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on; something that would make perfect sense when it happened. Was this it now? 
 
    ‘I’m between jobs…,’ 
 
     ‘I know,’ she said gently, ‘Your brother told me.’ 
 
    He frowned at her. ‘When did you speak to Andy?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of days ago. He said you’d probably be home for Christmas.’ 
 
     ‘I’m always home for Christmas.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s what Andy said. Come on,’ she said, ‘it’s not far.’ 
 
    ‘What isn’t?’ 
 
    ‘The box.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Astrid’s home, the gatekeeper’s cottage, had come with the job. With its diamond leaded windows, stone window boxes and bright blue front door, the exterior was picture book perfect.  
 
    Inside was a different matter. 
 
     ‘Mind your head,’ she warned as she unlocked the front door and ushered him inside the heavily decorated ‘bijou’ living room. Negotiating the narrow doorways, insidious staircase and low wooden beams was a delicate business. Like an overgrown Alice in the white rabbit’s house. 
 
     She switched on a toadstool shaped lamp, and a dim orange light illuminated the William Morris pattern wall paper and the blue and jade fireplace tiles. Charlie glanced around the book shelves, efficiently identifying a number of framed photos: a picture of some kids astride bikes; a Cornwall beach scene at sunset; and a snap of Addleston in the snow.  
 
    The tiny room seemed oppressive, claustrophobic. The mantelpiece was stuffed with crap, the Christmas cards were falling off the shelves, and a mobile phone charger lay unravelled on the sofa. Charlie was conscious of a slight mustiness in the air, and as if she noticed it too, Astrid lit a scented candle next to the clock. ‘I don’t usually bother with these things, only Megs says they’re relaxing.’  
 
     She swept the newspapers and magazines from the low coffee table. ‘Excuse the clutter. It’s so tight for space in here I can barely pass the TV screen without statically charging my trousers. You haven’t eaten, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Not since lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Um, let’s think. There’s a pizza in the freezer. Or some microwavable tagliatelli. I’m a complete Neanderthal, I can’t cook, or anything. Why don’t we have a beer, look at the box, and then get something to eat in the pub?’ 
 
    ‘Suits me.’ 
 
     ‘Good, good, well, make yourself comfortable, I won’t be a tic.’ 
 
     She retreated to the kitchen. He could hear everything she did, from the ‘fftz’ of the lid from the beer bottle and the tinkle of metal as it fell in the sink, to the heavy bang of the fridge door as it sent shock waves into the roof. 
 
     ‘How do you manage to make the switch from that enormous house to this tiny place, every day?’ he asked when she returned. ‘How do you adapt?’ 
 
     ‘One pill makes you tall, one pill makes you small. Like you said, I adapt. Doesn’t everyone?’ She handed him a beer. ‘Do you want a glass?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks, it’s fine as it is.’  
 
    He swigged from the bottle. His father would have been horrified. He also would have said it was rude to stare, but Charlie was doing just that. As a student Astrid had been employed at Addleston to clear undergrowth, repair paths and transform vistas, along with Charlie’s brother, Andy. Management of habitats it was called. When they weren’t toiling in the meadows and pastures, the volunteers had spent most of the time propping up the bar in the Addleston Arms. After a summer of blistered fingers, sun frazzled hair and peeling noses, the civilians went back to their real jobs, and the students resumed their courses. ‘After Uni I did a course in conservation followed by one in estate management,’ she said, ‘which is how I ended up working here full time. Hence the cottage.’ 
 
    He put his beer on the table.  
 
    ‘I’m not sure how this works,’ she said. ‘You go through material and see if anything suggests itself. Is that it?’ 
 
    He didn’t disagree, but neither did he embark on a detailed explanation. Was there really no-one else who could shed light on the mysterious box and its contents?  
 
    A tentative commitment was all he offered for the time being. ‘I’d be happy to try, if that’s what you want… Where is it?’ 
 
     ‘Hang on while I get it. It’s in the room I laughingly call the study.’ 
 
     She returned clutching a wooden box which she placed on the coffee table in front of her. It looked like a tea caddy. ‘It’s extraordinarily well preserved considering it’s been underneath the floorboards for two hundred years.’ She nudged it towards him. ‘You can do the honours.’ 
 
    He shuffled forwards for a better look. The rosewood container was decorated around the edges with an alternating checkerboard pattern of black and white rectangles. Neat and compact with only negligible surface damage; a few tiny scuffs and scratches here and there, its smooth lacquered lid bore an inlaid illustration of traders and sailing ships.  
 
    With a soft click, followed by a gentle spring as the box lid separated itself from the base, the interior was revealed. The original box had been lined with brown silk, now slightly dulled in colour where small deposits of dust had accumulated in each corner, and it contained two bundles of letters, a worn leather-bound notebook, and a handful of broken pen nibs and an inky rag.  
 
     He drew the box gingerly onto his lap. There was a slight crackle from the varnished inlay as he handled it. Two sets of pale pink ribbons lay on top of the letters, their unravelled ends, twisted and frayed.  
 
    ‘Took me ages to undo those,’ Astrid said. ‘The knots played havoc with my nails.’ 
 
     He removed each item one by one and laid them out on the coffee table. ‘What’s this?’ He held the inky rag between thumb and finger. ‘A pen wipe?’ He stroked the brown silk where it adhered to the base of the box.  
 
    ‘After it was emptied of tea somebody kept it for re-use like I used to do with Mum’s old shoe boxes. I kept my birthday cards in them.’ 
 
    He’d collected snail shells in his. 
 
    Astrid reached across for the notebook. The leather spine creaked as she revealed the yellowed, liver spotted paper within. ‘There’s a name in the end papers.’ She showed it to him.  
 
     He inspected the faded blue signature. ‘Mary Ellen?’  
 
     ‘I think so. At first sight, it appears to be a record of household expenditure or domestic account. But by the time we get to page four, it’s become a journal. Look.’ Neat columns of figures and tallies at the beginning of the book were followed by pages covered in very dense, even handwriting. 
 
    He took it from her, smoothing his fingers across its cover, turning it all ways in his palms. ‘Have you read it?’  
 
     ‘I gave it a go, but to be honest that sort of twiddly handwriting gives me a headache.’ 
 
    ‘And you think I’ll do a better job?’ 
 
    ‘We both appreciate the powerful allure of ancient artefacts, don’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t agree more. They act like a window opening up in your mind.’ 
 
     She moved the bottles away from the letters and placed them on the shelf behind him. ‘Mustn’t spill beer on the letters. Louis would kill me. Our curator. He’s on paternity leave, I think I mentioned it? We ‘share’ him with several other properties. Not enough work for one person. No justification for keeping him all to ourselves. Mrs Toon’s our wise repository when Louis is away. Senior Rooms Guide,’ she added. 
 
     ‘Does Mrs Toon know you’ve brought the box here?’ 
 
     Astrid sighed, betraying her irritation. ‘She has enough to keep her occupied without worrying what I’m doing. She lives for Addleston House. She’d move in if she could. She’d run it single handed if I let her. She thinks she’s descended from some obscure branch of the Tunney family herself. Megs says it’s because she’s read ‘Brideshead Revisited’ one too many times.’ 
 
    He turned back to the diary. ‘Maybe the writer had no choice but to use the same book for two tasks, or maybe those first few pages were dummy pages - decoy pages - to fool the casual inquisitor into thinking it was only a harmless ledger?’ He widened his eyes dramatically. 
 
    ‘Now you’re talking.’ Astrid picked up one of the letter piles and weighed it in her hands. ‘There’s a reason these things have been kept together like this, and I want to know what it is.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why I’m here, is it?’ He smiled wryly. ‘Unpaid work, I take it? On a voluntary basis?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    They were interrupted by a sharp knock at the door. 
 
    ‘Probably Megs,’ she said, ‘checking that we’ll be at the pub later.’ 
 
    It wasn’t Megs. It was the Senior Rooms Guide, Mrs Toon.  
 
    ‘Hello, Miss Buchanan, how are you this evening?’ Without waiting for either answer or invitation, the determined woman crossed the threshold into the lobby. ‘Company, is it?’ Craning her neck around the living room door, her eyes fell upon the open casket on the table. She gasped in reproach. ‘Astrid! What are you doing with those?’  
 
    With her iron grey bob and porridge-coloured skirt-suit, Mrs Toon wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Breughel painting. She was as sturdy and robust as a Toby jug, and ought, Charlie felt, to be placed on a very high shelf.  
 
    ‘I thought they were going on display,’ said Mrs Toon, ‘in the library.’ 
 
    ‘They are. They will. Eventually,’ said Astrid. 
 
    ‘Then why are they here?’ 
 
     ‘I wasn’t aware I was required to inform you of their every movement, Mrs Toon,’ said Astrid. ‘I didn’t realize you required a ringside seat.’ 
 
     ‘Well, of course not.’ She stepped further into the room. ‘But a little courtesy wouldn’t go amiss! After all, I am senior staff. I would have thought you’d be only too eager to capitalize on my knowledge and experience. In the absence of our curator, naturally I assumed I would study the letters with you.’ 
 
     ‘That’s assuming they’re of value,’ said Astrid. ‘The box might not be as vital an object as you seem to think.’ 
 
    ‘Hm,’ she replied, ‘and I’m sure we none of us believe that.’ She squared her shoulders. ‘And who is your friend?’ 
 
     ‘This is Charlie Gilchrist.’  
 
     ‘Oh yes? Putting him at an early advantage over the rest of us, are you? Giving him preferential treatment?’ She looked Charlie up and down quite unselfconsciously. ‘And you’re having a private reconnoitre of the contents of the box, I see? In the company of our own dear manager?’ 
 
     ‘An introduction,’ Charlie clarified. 
 
    ‘Fancy yourself as a bit of a James Lees Milne, do you?’ 
 
    The sarcasm was obvious, the implication clear.  
 
    ‘Well, maybe Charlie doesn’t aspire to those dizzying heights,’ Astrid replied smoothly, ‘but as regards country house preservation, we all do our bit.’ 
 
    Despite Astrid’s well-aimed retaliatory strike, Mrs Toon surrendered no ground. Picking up the diary she reverently held it to her nose. ‘I love the smell of old leather. I think it must be kid, it’s so soft, wouldn’t you agree?’ She untangled her reading glasses which had snagged themselves on her oversized garnet brooch, and opened it up. 
 
    ‘Mrs Toon, if you don’t mind, this is a preliminary examination.’ Astrid held her hand out for the return of the book. ‘And we’d be grateful if you’d let us get on with it.’ 
 
    She ignored the request and began rifling through the pages. ‘It’s a woman’s handwriting, I’m sure. And the date here is 1820. The year George IV became King. Exquisite,’ she breathed. ‘Absolutely exquisite. We shall have to put it in the display cabinets in the library once we have established its provenance!’ She studied the pale blue ink of the frontispiece. ‘No daughters of the house were named Mary Ellen, or wives either. Not in the 1820’s at any rate. In the early Twentieth century, there was a Mary Oswald, but I recall no other individuals of that name.’ She caressed the letter bundles and covetously fondled the leather. Holding the pen nibs between poised finger and thumb she sniffed at the ink like a wine connoisseur.  
 
     Astrid intervened. ‘All right, Mrs Toon, was there something in particular you needed me for? Only, it’s getting late.’ 
 
    ‘It is, isn’t it?’ she said, scrutinizing Charlie. ‘You’ll be staying the night at the B and B, I suppose? Or do you have a bed here, perhaps?’ 
 
    Astrid flashed crimson. ‘Good night, Mrs Toon,’ she said firmly. ‘We can talk again tomorrow.’ 
 
     ‘But this is a task that should be undertaken with care. By an expert.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it will be, Mrs Toon, don’t you worry.’  
 
     She was scarcely mollified. ‘As senior rooms guide, I really ought to be kept apprised of all developments and discoveries. How else am I to do my job? How else can I keep on top of things?’ 
 
     ‘I’ll fill you in, I promise.’ Finally pushing her towards retreat, Astrid escorted Mrs Toon into the lobby and off the premises. She returned to the living room and slid back onto the sofa. ‘Phew! Battle over. We live to fight another day.’  
 
    ‘What an unpleasant woman,’ said Charlie.  
 
    Astrid gave a grim laugh. ‘Ignore her. She’s a thorn in my side. A self- appointed expert on country house restoration. She’d prefer Addleston to preserve its slumber; appear trapped in time. I can’t afford sentiment. I’ve had to make hard decisions for the benefit of everyone. The place can stay as it is and rot, or we can transform it into something vibrant and living. It’s my job to make the venue a success, not pack it in mothballs.’ She rolled her head back against the sofa.  
 
    ‘Modernists versus traditionalists,’ said Charlie. ‘I understand. You have a firm concept of what you want for the place, but can’t guarantee taking the staff with you. Why won’t you let Mrs Toon have the letters?’ 
 
     ‘Eventually, I will,’ she said. ‘But - I don’t think she can do what you can do.’ 
 
     ‘It’s her line of duty,’ Charlie argued. ‘Won’t she be mortally offended?’ 
 
    ‘It’s actually Louis’ line of duty, but as he’s not here…,’ she left the sentence unfinished. ‘I think as it’s a fairly innocuous, private correspondence by someone in a not very famous or important family, we can risk some obfuscation, for the present at least.’ 
 
    ‘Big word,’ he said. ‘Like it.’ 
 
     ‘I’m an educated woman. I have a wide vocabulary.’ She looked at the clock. ‘I’ll try not to keep you late at the pub. You’ve a long drive ahead of you.’ 
 
     ‘I could check in at the B and B for the night.’ 
 
     ‘You can always stay here,’ she offered, before adding swiftly, ‘in the attic room. It’s poky, but it’s quite comfortable. And it’s free.’ 
 
     ‘I might take you up on that,’ he said, ‘but first let’s go and get dinner.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
     The Addleston Arms was the proverbial heart of the community. Unrepentantly un-modernised, its traditional stone walls, thick beams, horse brasses and copper kettles defiantly maintained the spirit of a bygone age. No TV screens or jukeboxes; tonight it was full of villagers and estate workers full of pre-Christmas cheer.  
 
    Astrid was about to guide Charlie towards the empty nook next to the fireplace, when they were spotted by Megs, the auburn haired woman who’d accosted him on the path when he’d first arrived. She was sitting on a red dralon covered settle under the window. ‘Budge up everyone!’ said Megs. ‘Make some space!’  
 
     Arranging themselves around the table opposite they were soon joined by Maureen, a woman blessed with a pronounced bosom and incipient facial hair, Megs’s daughter Victoria and her husband Gareth, and Northern Gordon, who was chewing on a mint and pontificating about the history of vegetables.  
 
    ‘Originally,’ said Gordon, ‘carrots weren’t orange, they were purple.’  
 
     ‘Indeed,’ Maureen rejoined, ‘and potatoes were blue.’  
 
     ‘Maureen here,’ Megs introduced tipsily, ‘has been working with us over a year, and still doesn’t know the east front from the west, whereas Gordon rambles on so long, the house closes before the visitors have finished seeing it! Astrid has to offer them a refund.’  
 
    ‘It’s true,’ she said. ‘I do.’ 
 
     ‘If Astrid were a flower,’ said Megs, ‘she’d be a whatsit, tiger lily. Gorgeous, isn’t she, Mr Gilchrist? All legs and lips.’ 
 
    Astrid caught Charlie’s eye. 
 
    * 
 
     ‘What do you want to eat?’ he asked, handing Astrid a bar menu. ‘My treat.’  
 
     ‘Brilliant girl, our Astrid,’ said Megs, clanking her empty glass on the table. ‘Full of the most wonderful ideas. I’m always saying she should get on to Alan.’ 
 
     ‘Who’s Alan?’ Charlie asked in all innocence.  
 
    ‘Alan Titchmarsh of course! I’m always saying we should get on to Alan’s people, see if he wouldn’t mind making one of those, whatsnames, personal appearances. He could open something for us. It might bring some extra visitors in, take the pressure off. Make things easier for her. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Is she feeling the pressure?’ Charlie wondered. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, not having a fantastic time of it at the moment… broke up with her boyfriend, a few months back. Not really over it. Little bit lonely, if you ask me.’  
 
    ‘I am here you know,’ said Astrid. She followed Charlie up to the bar when he placed the food order. She spotted a photo inside his wallet. ‘Who’s that -?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Adam, my step son.’  
 
    ‘How old is he?’ 
 
    ‘In that picture? Five, no – six.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he now?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t a clue,’ he said. ‘Never see him.’  
 
    Holly sprigs nestled around the fireplace, the alcoves, the tables - in fact any available space the landlord could find. Gleaming red berries reflected in the bubbles in the glass. Very festive, very jolly. When the food arrived - and after some judicious shunting - Astrid managed to move them to a separate table. ‘Come this way, there’s more space.’  
 
    For a while they ate in silence, and then Charlie said, ‘Can I ask you something?’ 
 
     ‘Sure you can. Fire away.’ 
 
     ‘Is Addleston in trouble?’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you want my help?’ 
 
     ‘It’s losing its way a bit…,’ she admitted. ‘Ooh look,’ she said. ‘Pudding!’ 
 
    Victoria was handing out leftover mince pies from earlier. Charlie demurred but Astrid wolfed one down and after licking her sticky fingers, she brushed away the crumbs and slumped back in her seat. ‘It really isn’t healthy to eat mince pie on top of burger, on top of lager.’  
 
    ‘Here, Astrid!’ Megs leaned over towards their table. ‘We’ve come up with another visitor attraction for next season. I keep telling you, don’t I, that we should do some of those whatsits, re-enactments. Me and Victoria could get in character as Victorian chamber maids or Regency ladies - hee hee,’ she could hardly finish the sentence, ‘and Gareth here,’ she patted her son in law’s knee, ‘well - he -’ 
 
     Quick as a flash her daughter joined in, ‘Oh, he’ll dress up in tights! He does it for me all the time!’ 
 
    High pitched squeals of hilarity burst from all sides. The whole of Meg’s upper body shook as she giggled into her gin, and Victoria was positively gasping. 
 
     Charlie ignored the mayhem and quietly studied the froth on the side of his glass as it slowly slid down to the bottom.  
 
     ‘So Charlie,’ said Astrid, ‘we’ve discussed my problems; let’s discuss yours.’ 
 
     At first he didn’t think he’d heard properly over the noise of Victoria’s shrieking, but when he met her eye he realized she was serious. ‘Hmm?’ 
 
    ‘The reason you’re so sad.’ 
 
    ‘Not me,’ he said, rotating the beer mat left and right. ‘I’m renowned for my sunny disposition.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me,’ she said, ‘I know a sad man when I see one. You try and hide it, but your inner grief eats you up. I can see it in your soulful eyes. It’s the break up with your wife, isn’t it? Andy told me all about it. Heartache,’ she said, ‘and recent.’ 
 
    He disagreed. ‘Old news. Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘I was sad when my boyfriend ran off. Very, very sad.’ 
 
     ‘It’s a sad business.’ 
 
    ‘I was flattened,’ Astrid burbled on. ‘Absolutely steamrollered. Lost without him, absolutely lost. And I don’t even know why! I knew it was coming! I’d been expecting it!’ 
 
    He gave a conciliatory nod. ‘It’s still a shock when it happens.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ she said, ‘tell me.’ 
 
     ‘Not much to tell. We rushed into marriage,’ he said at last, ‘probably should have waited, you know how it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I’ve never rushed into anything.’ 
 
     Maybe it was the convivial atmosphere, maybe it was the three pints of lager he’d already drunk, whatever the reason was, he found himself telling her all about it. ‘I met Melanie in the third year at Uni. She told me from the word go she already had a child, but it didn’t bother me. We got married six months after graduation. Fast work, but she had Adam to think about. She couldn’t waste time on any old feckless wastrel, she needed commitment, and I wanted to give her that. But of course, none of our friends were married. They were all out having a good time, blowing their wages on drink, drugs and beach holidays, while we were stuck at home playing grown-ups -’ He stopped. ‘Your eyes are glazing over.’ 
 
     ‘No, no,’ she said, ‘carry on, please.’ 
 
    But self-consciousness overwhelmed him. ‘Sooner or later boredom sets in; boredom with me that is.’  
 
    ‘I had a bit of a wobble,’ she said. ‘I almost gave up on Addleston. I still might. Listen, if you don’t want to do this job, I’ll understand. I’ll find something else to get the punters in.’  
 
    Her speech ended, she leaned against the back of the chair for support. He realized she was pissed.  
 
    ‘You’re a little pale, Astrid. Maybe we should call it a night.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, am I? It’s my natural colouring. I don’t mind staying a bit longer. With all my lovely people.’ She gestured around the pub, ‘it’s absolutely chocka tonight, isn’t it? Actually,’ she suppressed an uncomfortable burp, ‘I think I might need a little lie down…,’ 
 
    ‘Come on then, let’s be having you. Time to go home.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t,’ she said. ‘My legs don’t work. You’ll have to help me.’  
 
    He hefted her out of the seat, her arms crossing in front of her face like the limbs of an elongated cat. It took an awful lot of effort, bumping past tables and chairs, before they could forge a path to the exit. Megs and Victoria were loudly singing a strangled version of The Impossible Dream. Gareth chatted comfortably with Mrs Gibbs from the tearoom. Northern Gordon was propped up at the bar. Moustache Maureen had her arm round his neck. 
 
    He’d already shoulder-charged the heavy wooden door when he remembered he’d left his mobile on the table. ‘Wait there. Two secs.’ Depositing Astrid against the pub wall he dashed back inside. When he got outside again she’d gone.  
 
     He trotted across the road towards the B and B. Alone in the cold he scanned the street both ways. She must have decided to head home by herself. He followed the road out of the village. There were no street lamps on this stretch, the only light came from the dim glow of the lanterns either side of the entrance gates. What if she fell drunkenly into a ditch? 
 
    He felt his way along the wall until he reached the gate. The branches of the monkey puzzle tree near the cottage appeared ghoulish, silhouetted against the inky sky, like something from an eastern European fairy tale. He felt a tiny flicker of fear. Two pale orbs winked at him from the dark. ‘Fox,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Only a fox.’ The side gate creaked as if someone had bypassed the cattle grid, but he couldn’t see anything in the shadows. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie? Is that you? Are you there?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh shit! Oh, Christ!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t panic, Astrid. It’s me.’ 
 
    He took hold of her elbow and guided her up the path towards the cottage. Her toe ends scuffed against the thick doormat. She fumbled for her keys and opened the front door, almost falling through it. In the dim light he propped her against the wall and donkey kicked the door shut. She slowly and inelegantly slid sideways. He grabbed her arms and hauled her upright. ‘Steady!’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘How about a coffee to sober up?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a ruse!’ Her eyes travelled up towards the ceiling. ‘You want to take me upstairs, is that it? S’ fine by me!’ 
 
     Without further ado she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him on the face, somewhere between his chin and mouth. After the initial shock of first contact, she tried again, a bit more professionally this time, but he disentangled himself and held her rigidly by the elbows. ‘Astrid, you’re pissed. It’s not that I’m not flattered and everything, but it wouldn’t be right, would it?’ 
 
    She was puzzled by his absolutely firm and unequivocal response. She tried harder, shrugging off her jacket, resting her head on his chest. No, it wouldn’t work. She didn’t get it.  
 
     ‘I’m doing it wrong, aren’t I?’ she said glumly. ‘I always do it wrong.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Day light, clearly visible through the tiny dormer window above, woke Charlie early. He focused and looked around. 
 
     The attic room where he’d spent the night was absolutely enchanting, in a Famous Five kind of way. Accessed via a narrow, untreated wooden staircase, the room occupied space under the eaves, with a rolled out camping mattress for a bed. A tiny chest of drawers, and one of those funny spindle-legged bed trays that invalids use, were the only other items of furniture in it. Probably because they were the only things small enough to fit through the hatch.  
 
    He rolled over and caught sight of the diary lying next to him on the floor. He picked it up and re-examined the first page.  
 
    Deciphering calligraphy wasn’t a problem; he had an eye for archaic and elaborate handwriting and could interpret the most complex of scrawls and scribbling. Instinct told him the handwriting was too elegant to belong to a lowly housemaid. ‘Mary Ellen’ was a refined person, an educated woman. He skipped over the first section and went straight to the journal.  
 
      
 
     Thursday 18th March 1819 
 
     Today is my birthday, and I have decided it is time I kept a journal. Although there are precious few activities for me to relate. Nothing of note occurs in my unexceptional life, but it will be a useful tool to keep note of my dreams, my fancies, perhaps make sense of them. I know I am being watched, my every move is followed. Everything I say, everything I do, every morsel that I eat is scrutinized and commented upon. If I so much as say one thing slightly obscure, my words are pounced upon and examined for fault. I do not care so much, after all I have borne this and much worse for a very long time, however, Tunney has other plans to keep me from ‘mischief’. He decrees I must spend all my time with Amelia. It will give me sensible occupation, he says, and there will be no time for my ‘jumbled thoughts’ and my ‘play acting’, as he calls it. Indeed, all my current activity relates to Amelia, and how best to entertain her. ‘I hope you ladies will find much amusement together,’ Tunney says, ‘and that you will lift Amelia’s spirits, as she is very downcast of late.’ 
 
    This week she has been melancholic in the extreme. Her spirits are wont to be low, but I declare it is very trying to be in her company for more than an hour. She fetches a great sigh almost every minute, and complains that the sun is too hot, or the air is too cold, or the food is not nice, such that I must bite my tongue for fear of causing offence. But as soon as her husband is away, she smiles and chatters most winningly. 
 
      
 
    Friday 19th March 
 
    Tunney is home. We had forgotten how peaceful the house is without him. Mary Ellen, says he, please bring me a dish of something warm before you retire, and tell me what has been occurring in my absence. Thus am I instructed to sit down and relate what I know. ‘Amelia has been quite resistant to my endeavours,’ I tell him. ‘You will find your wife quite unaltered.’ I said it in the hope that he would then excuse me from the task, but in fact the opposite has happened. He wishes more of my time to be taken up this way. 
 
     ‘She is very trying, is she not?’ he asks me. ‘We must keep our eyes upon her.’  
 
      
 
    Monday 22nd March 
 
     Tunney has been in a monstrous passion for much of the day after studying the household accounts. Mrs Appleby is such a thrifty housekeeper that he need not worry himself about our domestic finances. His wife’s personal allowance, however, is another matter. He allows her hardly any money of her own, and watches most closely everything that she buys, including her needles and silk. Today he accuses her of neglect. ‘Would you strip me of all my dignity?’ he cries. ‘You spend more time plying your needle than you do on me – your own husband! Do you think I shall continue to allow you to devote yourself to your pointless embroideries?’ And he took the bedcover she was working on from her hands and ripped at it until it was torn in three, the fine detail she had so painstakingly worked upon for many weeks, ruined and spoilt in an instant. ‘That’s for you!’ he cried, throwing it at her feet, and then stormed from the room. Amelia had tried to seize it from him before the worst of the damage was done, but he was too quick and too strong for her. She did take up the cloth from the floor and sit awhile, to see where it could be mended, but I fear her mind was discomposed and she could not settle to it. 
 
    Charlie glanced at his watch. Five thirty. He was thirsty, his eyes itched, and he quite fancied some breakfast. Even so he settled himself more comfortably in the sleeping bag and began to read again. 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 24th March 
 
    We were to have company today, and Amelia was ready to appear before my Lord and Lady Fawley, when Tunney peremptorily announced that she was ill and could not be seen. Lady Fawley, much surprised, saying she had greatly anticipated seeing Amelia, and had much missed her the last time they called. Tunney seemed rather rattled by Lady Fawley’s questioning, and tried to describe Amelia’s symptoms to her. Lady Fawley requested a visit to the invalid, but Tunney was most insistent that she should not be seen. I wonder what physical state she is in, for him to be so reluctant to show her? The Fawleys must make do with Captain Armstrong for company, although Lord Fawley seemed to relish his conversation, Lady Fawley was not quite so forthcoming, and decided to take a walk in the garden instead, with myself as her companion. ‘Sweetheart,’ she says to me, ‘let me tell you about my nephew Samuel. He is just your age. I am longing to introduce you.’ Thinking any such outcome unlikely, I happily let her describe the young man, and indeed he sounds quite the catch. 
 
      
 
    Saturday 27th March 
 
     Tunney has gone to London, and much rejoicing was there at his departure. At last Amelia can come out of her room and be active around the house. She has been kept from view far too long, and her spirits are quite depleted. The spring is upon us, and I entreated her to take a stroll down by the lake. She said she would if I would join her, and so I did, relieved for once to be able to accompany her without the need to report back to T. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 1st June 
 
     Tunney asks me if Amelia has written or received any letters. I know of no correspondence apart from her letters to her sister, Grace Vickers. T says, ‘Well you must read them before she sends them!’ Sir? I queried, how am I to do this? ‘Sit with her’, he says. ‘Find out what she writes’. This I promised him, but am in much of a fluster as to how I should do it or what I should reveal. What if she has written criticisms of him, which she might have done in a private letter to a sister? Such confidence might be held between them, and she would unwittingly reveal herself to her husband. It is not a task I would relish, but he has ordered me to do it, and I would keep the household harmonious if I could. Surely it would be better for a lady not to have any secrets from her husband. It is not right to do so. If I reveal to him her small misdemeanours, I might save her from making a greater one. 
 
      
 
    Friday4th June 
 
    Such a furore! Amelia has thrown herself into a passion. I have never heard such an argument as the one she has had with Tunney this day. She should not goad him, he takes it so ill. There has not been a minute’s peace since he arrived home. Amelia was outside in the garden painting at her easel and was unaware that he sought her company. He ordered her to come indoors and greet him properly and when she did so, he told her it was an insulting, puny manner of greeting and he could not stomach it. She was not under the aegis of her beloved family now. She was not of vaunting high status, she was his wife, she must treat him with respect. He spoke roughly to her and then we were all banished from the room, none of us saw to what ill-usage she might be put, but sure she was in disgrace from then on. 
 
      
 
    Sunday 5th June 
 
    A brief interlude. Tunney was out visiting his friends in the next county when Mr B called upon my lady. Such smiles did she wear, as I have not seen in a very long while. Indeed the gentleman is very popular with everyone. There never was a more personable individual, such a friendly, cool spirited gentleman. The absolute opposite to her fiery husband. Amelia did welcome him in and spent a long while in his company, inviting him to dine. All too soon she mourned his departure, but I overheard him promise to her in whispers that he would call again. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 7th June 
 
    Amelia has spent the day crying, and much irritated her husband the while. Her arm is quite sore after some kind of injury, and we none of us know how it came about, although we can guess - and he has ordered her to bed, and says she must not come out again until her manners have improved. 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 1st September 
 
    Mr B has called again this week. He stays with his family nearby. He takes care to visit only when T is absent. Amelia is quite altered when he is present, her spirits are lifted, her happiness pronounced. We are all quite aware of his effect on her, although she thinks she is being discreet. We know better, her thoughts being much disordered in general. She knows not what she does. It cannot continue of course. I wonder at her delusion.  
 
      
 
    Thursday 21st October 
 
    Great rejoicing. Amelia is with child. Tunney overjoyed. Pleased with all and everyone, no harsh words, no tyrannical rages, quite transformed. He even took his tea with me, and was quite jolly for a time. Long may it continue! 
 
      
 
    Sunday 31st October 
 
    In the breakfast room this morning, Amelia happened to say aloud she wondered at Mr B not visiting so often, when her husband cried out in great anger, ‘never mention that man to me! If you would wound me, then say his name again, otherwise be still!’ Amelia was much alarmed; her husband had not been in such a passion for a long while. We had hoped to have seen the back of his temper, none of us wishing to make its acquaintance again. 
 
      
 
    Saturday 15th January 1820 
 
    Amelia has been unwell recently, she is restless and unhappy. Her husband grows quite impatient one moment, is solicitous for her health the next. We are quite giddy, keeping up with him. 
 
      
 
    Friday 18th February  
 
    Amelia has been in London this past week, and caused much conflict with her husband because of it. He insists she saw Mr B there, she declares it not so. Tunney asks me what I have seen, and I confess I did not see the man in person, but I was not with Amelia every single minute, and cannot be certain that a message did not pass between them. T sufficiently convinced that evil was afoot, has confined her to her room once more, something he had not done in a while. Amelia furious with him. ‘Your child, madam,’ he told her, ‘think of it, and be calm.’ 
 
      
 
    Thursday 30th March 
 
    Great news, Amelia delivered of a baby boy this morning before dawn. Although come too early, and consequently very small, he is a pretty mite. Amelia quite enchanted, her husband quietly joyful. The household at large quite restored to happiness. 
 
      
 
    Sunday 2nd April  
 
    Alas, the poor precious boy succumbed last night. He did not thrive past three days, and it was necessary that the doctor must attend, although there was little he could do. Amelia distraught. Tunney equally so. I find I cannot write more at this time, I am much grieved and sore in my heart. It is too painful to think on today. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 30th May 
 
    This morning, after many weeks of sorrow, Amelia professed herself eager to go into town. Tunney would have none of it. Alas, their fights grow worse. We are in for squally times once more. Her health is not what it was. He entreats her to rest and recover her wits. She accuses him of being the cause of all her woes. 
 
      
 
    Monday 5th June 
 
    Much alarm caused by Tunney’s temper. His wife had been playing on the harpsichord in the drawing room quite some time and with rapt concentration, when T had stormed in from the fields and demanded, ‘what is this horrible noise?’ Before Amelia had chance to speak he violently slammed down the instrument’s lid, and if she hadn’t snatched away her hands in time, he would surely have severed her fingers. Indeed I thought he must have done so, judging by the cry she gave out and the way she sank to the floor once her husband had quit the room. Then the tears came fast, and nothing I could do or say would abate them.  
 
      
 
    Thursday 22nd June 
 
    After much pleading, Tunney has allowed me one week’s freedom, and I travel to the Fawley’s tomorrow. Amelia, however, is forbidden to accompany me. He wishes me a swift return home. Not because he enjoys my company or presence, of course, but because he fears that I might embarrass myself in public with my ‘peculiar ways’. He would rather avoid such opprobrium. 
 
      
 
    Friday 30th June  
 
    Amelia much overjoyed at my homecoming, thankful that I can take my place betwixt her and her husband - assuming that I find it easy to conciliate! My hypocrisy burns me like a naked flame. How I wish I was back with my friends again. Lady Fawley introduced me to her niece, Eleanor, and her nephew, Samuel. Both were absolutely charming, Samuel in particular. I did not disgrace myself, in fact everyone seemed perfectly content in my company; I have proved that I can be trusted in public. Such a happy time I had there. Here we are all on tenterhooks, each and every day.  
 
    I believe Amelia may suspect me of collusion with her husband. Some of her remarks to me have been most pointed. I have had to keep a check on some of my replies.  
 
      
 
    Wednesday 12th July  
 
    Great discord between husband and wife. I understand she has told him she cannot abide his presence. I fear he has insisted upon it. Consequently Tunney has charged me with great responsibility. I am to read all Amelia’s correspondence, all her letters. ‘Before they leave the house,’ he growls, ‘you will know what’s in them.’ Likewise, she must not receive any letters without them being opened and examined first. I cannot hope to be so vigilant, but if I make an objection, Tunney grows fierce with me too. ‘If it please you, you must be my eyes and ears,’ he says. ‘It does not please me,’ I say. ‘Have a care,’ he replies, ‘think what you are saying. Remember your place.’ He decrees that his wife must have no knowledge of this. She must not suspect. 
 
      
 
    Charlie felt queasy. This was no flighty jaunt amidst Regency manners and affectation – fabrics chosen for dresses, the ordering of wigs, the acquisition of bibelots and gewgaws – it was a record of an abusive marriage. He steeled himself to read on.  
 
      
 
    Sunday 30th July  
 
    Amelia is not speaking. All she does is apply herself to her needlework, forever working away at the patchwork quilt. She works quickly; she is an accomplished needlewoman, almost as skilful at the work as she is with her drawing and her music. She does it to spite her husband. I tried my best to amuse him in her stead, but he was not the least bit interested in anything I had to say, taking no more notice of me than he would a fly buzzing around the tea table. 
 
      
 
    Monday 31st July  
 
    Amelia suspects she is with child again, but professes herself miserable. ‘I don’t want it,’ she told me, sounding horribly disturbed, it made me quite fearful for her sanity. I felt it best to impart this wisdom to Tunney, knowing full well that it would provoke him, and yet I still determined to do it. Am I quite wretched to do so? I confess I did not take joy in it, but he has pressed me so often to tell all I know, and on so many occasions I have had naught to speak of. These tiny fragments are all I can offer. He did look grave for a while, and then announced he was going out. I do not think he saw his wife for the rest of the day, but who knows what passed between them in the evening. 
 
      
 
    Friday 11th August  
 
    Mr B visited again this morning. Amelia had tried to keep his presence a secret, but I did spy them walking towards the woods. Some intrigue passes between them. If I were to tell Tunney what I have seen, it will not bode well for both of them. I am torn as to what I should do for the best. If I keep their secret, how will it all end? In truth, I do not know for sure that there is anything sinister in the relationship, but there is undoubtedly great affection between them. What will be the outcome? It is too much responsibility, I would rather it was out of my hands. 
 
      
 
    Saturday 12th August  
 
    Sad, miserable day, the most awful of days. Amelia has been much trammelled by fate these past few months. It seems an awful scene occurred between husband and wife - I know not what - and at close of it all, there was a terrible accident. Amelia had been carried indoors and put to bed, before I was summoned. I fear she has lost this baby too. I have questioned Sally and Thomasina, and neither can tell me what happened, but we can all guess at it. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 5th September  
 
     A strange mood is upon Amelia, one I have not seen before. Rather than quick flashes of anger, she seems unusually calm, as though she had passed some sort of crisis. I can only welcome such a change in her, perhaps we will go on calmly henceforth. She does not know of my pretence. For how long this charade can be kept going, I know not, but Tunney has charged me with upholding it, and so I must promise him that I will do as he asks. 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 20th September  
 
     Tunney away again, Amelia free from her rooms. Alas not free from her wandering mind. I grow fearful of her when she is in her agitated moods. But when she is calm again she is the sweetest, most obliging creature. Although I have never felt a great affection for her, my task is a hard one to perform. I wonder how much longer the semblance can be maintained. At times I wish we could all resolve to be parted from each other.  
 
      
 
    Saturday 18th November  
 
    I have received another invitation from my friends the Fawleys. They are planning many festivities for the end of the year. Unlike our pitiable household which continues gloomy. Lady Fawley wishes to keep me for longer this time, but Tunney will not allow it. Such a blissful merry time I had last time, I so longed for it to continue.  
 
      
 
    Thursday 23rd November 
 
    How I hate this house! How I hate to be bound up in its fortunes! I wish for my own company, my own counsel. Amelia hates her husband, and he knows it. She cannot give him his heir, her babies are dead, and there is no point in torturing her any longer. He should be ashamed of himself, utterly. Where once they had managed a sedate respect for one another, it is all Amelia can endure to be anywhere near him. He has made her that way; he has worn her down with his intractable moods, his peremptory orders, his rages. He thought he could bully her into loving him, but he was wrong. She never loved him. She will always love another.  
 
     As for me, my heart can only hope that the acquaintance I have made with Samuel might be allowed to bear fruit and my awful existence here, end. This is the only bright spot I can see for myself. How I look forward to the New Year and perhaps another visit to my friends in the spring! Tis something to cherish. 
 
      
 
    And there the diary ended. A journal of events, painstakingly kept by the meticulous Mary Ellen, but not of her own life, that of poor ‘tramelled’ Amelia Tunney. Mary Ellen was spying on Amelia, recording everything she’d done, everything she’d said, everyone with whom she came into contact. Reluctantly perhaps, nevertheless it provided her with some purpose to an otherwise uneventful and empty existence. But what happened next? What did poor Amelia do?  
 
    Lying on his back, Charlie gazed up at the morning sky through the skylight. For a brief, intense moment he had the strongest feeling of déjà vu, which was strange, because he was pretty sure he had never lain on a mattress, in someone’s attic, contemplating the clouds in the sky, before. It had to be a bona fide first time experience.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
     Astrid was in the kitchen, pyjama-clad but barefoot, buttering some toast when Charlie joined her. ‘Want some?’ She unscrewed the lid on the jam. 
 
     ‘Thanks.’  
 
    She switched on the kettle. ‘Sleep all right?’  
 
    ‘Not bad,’ he said, as they sat down together at the fold-out table. ‘The sun woke me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God! I forgot to tell you. There’s no blind at the window.’  
 
     In the struggle to get her up the stairs in one piece, there’d been precious little conversation; after depositing her in the bedroom he’d worked out the whereabouts of the attic room for himself. 
 
    ‘Tipsy,’ she said, apologetically. ‘But I wasn’t hammered.’ 
 
    He demurred and reached for the cornflakes.  
 
    She sat down opposite and rested the warm mug of tea against the side of her face, looping her thumb through the handle. ‘What we were talking about yesterday, this ability of yours, do you think you could explain it to me? Tell me how it works?’  
 
    ‘You wouldn’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘Try me.’ 
 
    ‘People from the past,’ he said simply, ‘events from years before. In vivid detail. In front of me. Retrocognition is the technical term.’  
 
    Her face was a picture. ‘Retro - what?’  
 
    ‘Google it,’ he said.  
 
    ‘When did it start? This retro-cognition?’ 
 
    He pondered a moment. ‘I suppose it was the day I read a Times article my grandfather had written in the Sixties. I could clearly hear his voice when I read it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not so unusual.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe not but imagine, if you can, the timbre of his voice – the masculine tenderness of it - and imagine it soft and gentle in your ear, lulling you into a comfortable repose as warm as bedtime. Imagine you’re reclining on a soft furry throw, on a mound of fat satin cushions, with the plumpest, most luxurious of all behind your head. Imagine him as a velvet voiced Radio 4 announcer broadcasting through a pair of walnut framed speakers, and you might begin to understand the effect it had on me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said. 
 
     ‘And it wasn’t just his voice... I could see him writing it at his desk; I could see the things that were on his desk. I could see my grandmother reading a magazine in the conservatory, I could see my Dad lying on the sofa listening to Prog Rock -’  
 
    She was watching him intently. 
 
     ‘I could see my Dad’s brother playing with his Eagle Eye action man; I could see a chip on the lip of a Chinese vase on the window ledge from when it got dropped once.’ 
 
    ‘You could have got all that from a photograph,’ Astrid pointed out. 
 
    ‘I could, but I didn’t. It was a moving, breathing, active piece of action – like watching -’ 
 
    ‘A home movie,’ she interrupted, putting her mug down and shoving a piece of toast in her mouth. 
 
    It was a familiar argument. The evidence for ‘Retrocognition’ was non-existent – impossible to prove one way or the other. Maybe he experienced some extra hard core déjà vu; maybe his brain was wired in reverse; either way it was impossible for anyone to have ‘knowledge’ of a past event if they’d never actually been there. But that didn’t explain the boy with the dog and the large stick at the end of the street, or the girl on the edge of the yellow field with the graze on her knee, crying. Or the car parked at the side of a country road in the middle of nowhere surrounded by acres of yellow plants bobbing and weaving in the breeze. Or the smell of the car’s interior; the sticky seats, the metal door handle red hot to the touch, the trickle of blood. And the woman sitting tight-lipped in the passenger seat, staring through the windscreen. Or the dozens of other experiences he’d had. 
 
    ‘It’s dubious in the extreme, highly implausible,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’m incredibly good at invention, an accomplished, convincing story teller. It might all be happy coincidence. But I imagine you accept that certain people have a psychic susceptibility; otherwise you wouldn’t have asked me here?’ 
 
    ‘The mind can play tricks,’ she said, ‘it doesn’t mean that there are deeper forces at work.’  
 
    ‘You’re right. Many people believe in ghosts, or troubled souls that can’t rest. But Retrocognition is far in excess of that.’ 
 
     ‘I’m prepared to keep an open mind,’ she concluded. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it. I already know you’re a singular case; anyone can see that at a glance, and really it isn’t a case of you proving your worth; it’s more a case of not proving me wrong. Some might call me a gullible sap.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Toon?’ 
 
    ‘I’d prefer to say I’m open to possibility.’  
 
    Charlie pushed away his empty cereal bowl. ‘I’m glad that’s straight. But I know if Andy hadn’t happened to let slip my psychic ability, you might never have contacted me. I’m hardly the obvious person to read the letters. But you’re running out of ideas.’  
 
     She didn’t respond to that. ‘Have you been, you know, examined?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Have I been assessed, counselled, analysed? People have offered to, but my parents always refused.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting. They weren’t concerned?’ 
 
    ‘No, why should they be?’ 
 
    ‘I would, if my son was -’ 
 
    ‘Acting weirdly?’  
 
    ‘So they encouraged it?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly…,’ 
 
    He was beginning to feel uncomfortable but sensed she wouldn’t push it. She noticed he had the diary. ‘You read it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s pretty awful. Spousal abuse, cruelty to women, it’s the drama you’ve been longing for. Visitors will flock.’ 
 
    She took the sarcasm placidly. ‘Of course abuse isn’t something to celebrate, it’s abhorrent. But we must view these things in context. The thing I’ve noticed about diaries is that they tend to be downbeat. Most diarists use them to vent their spleen. I don’t ever remember reading a joyful set of memoirs; it’s always the depressing things that are recorded. The happy times, less so – after all, you’re usually too busy enjoying the good stuff, to waste time recording it.’ 
 
    He agreed she might have a point. 
 
     ‘Bit of background for you,’ she said. ‘Amelia Vickers married Richard Tunney in 1818, three years after the death of his first wife. Without a male heir, the house passed to a distant cousin, George Oswald. The Oswald family lived at Addleston for the next eighty years, before they eventually sold it to pay off their debts. But I’ve no idea who ‘Mr B’ is. And of course, there’s no record of a Mary Ellen anywhere.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I’m needed up at the house this morning, the coving expert is coming in. We’re assessing the need for repairs in the Chinese gallery. You can bring the material up to the office, or you could stay here and make a start, and I’ll join you later.’ 
 
     ‘Your office will be fine.’  
 
    ‘Great. And when you’re done, you can tell me what your theory is.’  
 
    ‘I’ll tell you what my theory is,’ he smiled, ‘when you tell me yours.’ 
 
    * 
 
    They left for the house together, rambling down the Long Drive, the road deserted at that time of day. 
 
    ‘So,’ she said, ‘what are we looking out for? How will this Retrocognition manifest itself?’ 
 
     He didn’t break stride. ‘I have random episodes... Events and happenings from the past are usually triggered by an experience, or a visit somewhere. Or by touching or handling an object. During my teenage years the visions became more frequent. Now I have them all the time.’  
 
    ‘How bizarre.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I didn’t realise until much later that it couldn’t possibly happen. I must have been,’ he made commas in the air, ‘making it up.’  
 
    ‘Are you the only one who can do it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never met anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘You keep it to yourself?’ 
 
     ‘People tend to make fun of me otherwise.’ 
 
     ‘A historian with a USP,’ she said. ‘If you could tap into it at will you could make a killing!’ She wasn’t joking. 
 
    ‘I’m not a show pony.’ 
 
    ‘Did something trigger it off? Something in your childhood?’  
 
    ‘I can’t control it... it’ll happen whenever and wherever. Sometimes it’s only a few seconds, sometimes I’m affected for a prolonged period. I once had an episode in front of Andy. I scared him witless. He thought I was having a seizure. I could see the owner of the house we were standing in front of. Not the present owner. The one from eighty years earlier.’ 
 
     ‘His ghost, you mean?’ 
 
     ‘More than that; it’s like a vivid picture in front of my eyes.’ 
 
     ‘Like a daydream?’ 
 
     ‘Far more intense. Very detailed, very specific. Time and place. Something had happened to him, that’s why I could see him.’ 
 
     ‘Like what? Tripped over his crazy paving?’  
 
    She wasn’t handling this very delicately, he thought, but what kind of person approached such a phenomenon without a healthy degree of scepticism? Astrid would need real proof, a demonstration. Now that she’d primed him with the diary and the bare bones of a story, she was expecting him to leap into action the second he set foot inside the house. As they reached the kissing gate at the end of the Long Drive, he went quiet.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘There’s a man,’ he said, gravely. ‘Behind you. He’s been waiting a long time.’  
 
    Hardly daring to do so, Astrid slowly turned around. ‘Oh ha ha, very funny.’ It was Matthew, the Head Gardener.  
 
    ‘Miss Buchanan,’ said Matthew. ‘Can I have a word?’  
 
     Matthew had the weathered patina of someone who spent all his time outdoors, the type of man who could easily build a weather-proof rustic dwelling furnished with running water and a peat-based heating system, using only found materials foraged from the woods. Protruding veins on Matthew’s wrists snaked visibly up to his elbows; he was all sinews and vine, a living, twisting thing. 
 
    ‘Can’t it wait?’ said Astrid. ‘I’m in the middle of something right now.’  
 
    ‘I’d rather have it out now, if it’s all the same.’  
 
    Charlie waited patiently. ‘Go ahead, don’t mind me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s about Phil, one of my team,’ said Matt. ‘We took him on in the summer; he’s been with us six months. His contract comes to an end soon, and he’s wondering when it’s going to be renewed. As it’s near Christmas and all that.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Astrid, ‘I’ll find out. I’ll get back to you.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are. Thank you. Only,’ Matthew turned back, ‘I couldn’t help noticing that George’s team are continuing into the New Year...,’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. They’re sorting out the debris around the summer house. Rebuilding the path.’ 
 
     ‘That’s my point. As far as I’m aware there have been no cutbacks in his team. And yet I’m about to lose Phil, a valuable member of mine. It seems to me that George’s work takes precedence.’ 
 
     ‘I’m sorry Matt,’ said Astrid, ‘but we’re a bit overstaffed at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’d rather leave me at a disadvantage. I hardly call that a fair fight.’  
 
    Christ, thought Charlie, were things that tense? Would there be a pitched battle on the east front? George’s rabble on one side, Matthew’s on the other? Loppers and rakes poised to attack as soon as the order was received? There’d be a bloodbath. 
 
    ‘George gets as much staff as the budget will allow,’ said Astrid. ‘As do you. Anyway, I’ll find out about Phil. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.’ 
 
    ‘Before Christmas?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Matthew trudged away; a small victory gained. 
 
    Free at last, Charlie and Astrid resumed their walk, but her mood had changed. The disagreement was obviously festering.  
 
    ‘You all right?’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘Perhaps if I’d known that I’d be required to referee staff slanging matches, avoid rows with the chief room guide, arrange weddings, chase up missing caterers, deal with vandalism, tree disease, and flooding, I might never have taken on the job of estate manager in the first place.’ 
 
    She climbed the steps towards the portico, the soles of her feet tip, tap, tapping on the stone treads. The breeze was strong up there; it whipped the hair about her face. He bounded up after her.  
 
    ‘Can you feel any psychic activity?’ she asked. 
 
    He smiled wanly. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’  
 
    ‘You mean I can’t switch you on and off like a Geiger counter?’ 
 
    He gazed out over the picnic area and the lake. Despite what he’d said a subtle presence began to make itself felt. He turned his head slightly. A man and a woman were together in the courtyard somewhere behind him... He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he knew it wasn’t good. He felt his senses straining hard as he tried to make out what was happening. Suddenly, as though the wind had whipped itself into a frenzy, he felt a strong powerful presence at his back, propelling him forwards, forcing him down the steps. He knew that if he gave in to it, it would push him over, he would fall. He couldn’t stop it, he was going over, something was pushing from behind. He didn’t want it to let it happen... Please don’t argue, he begged. But the force was too strong to resist, he was going over... His hand reached out to grasp the arm of the woman, but it was too late, his fingers were clutching at air... 
 
    Suddenly he felt a tight grip on his arm. ‘Careful,’ said Astrid. ‘You almost fell.’ He looked down. His heels were right at the lip of the top step. 
 
     He blinked at her. ‘Two people,’ he said, ‘here on the steps.’ This time she could see he wasn’t joking. 
 
    ‘What were they doing?’ 
 
    ‘Arguing, I think. Not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it? Tunney? Amelia?’ 
 
    He nodded, looking down the steps towards the gravel. ‘I think so. But there’s something else...,’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    He glanced at her hand where it still gripped his arm. ‘That’s what we need to find out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
     ‘Do you need to make preparations?’  
 
     ‘Like what?’ 
 
     ‘I don’t know – tinkling bells, music and chanting in the background? Do you have to send yourself into a state of higher consciousness?’ 
 
    She was filled with curiosity, he got that. Highly sceptical too. But did she have to be so crass about it? He was doing her a favour, after all. 
 
     ‘It would help,’ Charlie said, once he was sitting at Astrid’s desk, ‘if I could familiarise myself with the genealogical background.’ 
 
    Pulling open a drawer, she produced a laminated copy of the Addleston Family tree. ‘We sell these in the gift shop. But you won’t find Mary Ellen mentioned. According to that, she doesn’t exist. Anything else I can get you? Cup of tea? The biscuits are in the filing cabinet. Come and find me if you need me.’  
 
    She retreated at last, leaving him alone with the box and its contents. Quite some responsibility, he realised. He only hoped he could do what was required.  
 
    He studied the family tree. Amelia’s birth date was recorded as 1797 but her death date was denoted by a question mark. According to Astrid, there was no positive record of her subsequent whereabouts. What had happened to her? What fresh misery did Tunney heap upon her, once the diary ended? Was there a second volume hidden in another box, under the floorboards in a separate room? And what became of Mary Ellen? Perhaps the correspondence would shed some light.  
 
    Each bundle contained maybe ten letters, gathered together in haphazard fashion. Seals were broken, but all had been re-folded in their original creases. Letters in the first pile were addressed to a ‘Mr H Bramall’, and a London residence. A few consisted of short, brief notes, others were long, detailed epistles; some were written on one side only, others were covered front and back. The penmanship varied from letter to letter; a few neat sentences might give way to a rushed, frantic scribble. All included the endearment ‘Dear Harry’, or sometimes ‘Darling H’, and were signed ‘Poppy’. Could H Bramall be the ‘Mr B’ mentioned in the diary?  
 
    The letters in the second bundle were much more regular in dimension than the first haphazard collection. All were addressed to ‘Mrs Amelia Tunney’ at Addleston House. All were written on similar notepaper, a consistent, even hand in each and every one. All were headed ‘Dear’ or ‘Darling Poppy’ and were signed, ‘Harry,’ or ‘H.B.’ ‘Poppy’ was evidently Amelia’s nickname. The intimacy appeared long standing. What he had in front of him were both halves of a correspondence. 
 
    The puzzlement was why the letters had been concealed with Mary Ellen’s diary, but hidden in a box in Amelia’s bedroom?  
 
    Charlie checked the family tree for offspring. There were no lines down from either of Richard Tunney’s marriages. No issue recorded, not even the baby who died only a few days old. Perhaps the second pregnancy never went to term, but it seemed odd that the first baby’s short life would go unremarked. Was Mary Ellen’s diary the only mention of him?  
 
    He fingered the soft leather of the deceptively toxic diary before depositing it back in the wooden box. This wasn’t the first time he’d studied historical documents but it was the first time he’d been asked to deliberately use psychic ability to fill in the gaps. Usually his responses were random, sporadic, triggered by whatever he’d stumbled across. He’d never been hired to do it. What if it was too much pressure; what if it killed spontaneity? He didn’t usually share his so-called powers with anyone, or allow others to make use of them. What if his mind refused to co- operate?  
 
     The letters lay on the desk in front of him, tantalising, and yet intimidating. Amelia’s writings might reveal more mistreatment. Harry might turn out to be a desperate rake, breaking women’s hearts all over the place. His trifling with Amelia’s affections might complicate her already volatile marriage.  
 
    Charlie started with something practical – putting the two separate piles in date order. He carefully opened out each paper, smoothing them flat, swapping them around, until their chronology made sense. 
 
    Harry’s first letter began the sequence. His gentleman’s hand was steady and regular, exceptionally neat - perhaps too neat, perhaps he was quite the cold fish. With much speculation, Charlie began to read:  
 
      
 
     ‘Sweetest P, 
 
     How wonderful it was to see you that last visit, although you were pale and tired, my love. Damn Tunney for a --- I will not write it, my love. It is not for your eyes. But he does not cherish and care for you, as I would, as any decent husband would. Be assured I will attempt to visit again. Let me know how and when he is absent in town, and I will attend you. Although I do not know quite how we are to contrive our meetings henceforth. I would avoid making my presence known if it were at all possible. It is of course fantastical to imagine that I might slip in unnoticed. Mary Ellen sees everything. She is quite the fiend, is she not? Be wary to whom you speak, my love. 
 
     Yours 
 
     H’. 
 
      
 
    Charlie let the paper fall to the desk and turned to Amelia’s pile. Her earliest letter was dated one day later, which even allowing for a prompt postal service, suggested that she wrote it before receiving Harry’s. It was safe to assume that the letters had crossed in the post.  
 
     Amelia’s handwriting inconsistencies were more of a challenge than Harry’s neat script, but once he’d gone through the first few sentences with slow precision, the rest came easily. But what a surprise! Amelia Tunney was not the pale, moping, misery guts as portrayed in the diary. Not at all. She expressed herself plainly and dramatically, her meaning explicit. 
 
      
 
     ‘My darling H 
 
    Can you believe how much I am in love with you? Can you doubt it? Have you ever doubted it? It is the most wonderful thing. I know in my heart I have always felt it, and always will, forever and ever. And knowing that you feel it too, seems to me the most blissful coincidence! But it is not coincidence my darling, is it? It is two people in love, who are not afraid to own it. How liberating it makes me feel. Say you feel it too. Make me believe it. I want to hear it from your lips. I want to hear everything from your lips. Every day that I don’t see you is a day wasted. It cannot be fair to live in such a world where I am deprived of you. Make haste and come to me again. For ever and always 
 
     Your loving Poppy’ 
 
      
 
    Wow. No doubts there. ‘Poppy’ was in love with ‘H’. Most emphatically. Checking the dates, Charlie located Harry’s next letter and read it twice.  
 
    ‘Poppy my dearest,  
 
    Today we have been out walking in the sunshine. My mother, my sister and I talked of plans for my eldest sister’s wedding. The groom does not arrive in England for another three months, I wonder that he can bear to do so, knowing what lies in store for him! I think the shooting season must be well under way before he decides to grace us with his presence. I fear this letter must be brief; my work is keeping me busy today. I thought you might like to hear news of Laura. Yours H’ 
 
      
 
    What an odd response. The driest, most indifferent response to a declaration of love ever conceived. Amelia had laid her heart bare to him; surely Harry would have the courtesy to acknowledge her emotions, even if trying to keep them secret from the outside world. What sort of man would wilfully ignore such passionately expressed feelings, and confine himself to wittering on about his work and his sister? What if he didn’t, or couldn’t, share that love? Charlie checked the dates again, wondering if he’d made a mistake. No, they were perfectly in key. Selecting the next letter in the sequence he read quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Harry, my darling, 
 
     How long it is since I have heard from you! Has something occurred? I am not used to missing your letters. Please send me word that you are well, that you are still mine. I long to see you once more. You were expected over a fortnight ago. You did not come. I am uneasy. Pray put my mind at rest. Send me word that you are nearby. I love you so, I cannot bear not to hear from you. Please tell me that you love me, Your Poppy’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was puzzled. He had written to her, he’d told her all about his sister’s wedding, the walk with his mother. Had she missed it? Then why was it here, amongst the others? Charlie’s pulse quickened as the truth dawned.  
 
    * 
 
    Astrid was in one corner of the Chinese Gallery, balanced on top of a scaffolding tower. Tool bags and equipment were strewn across the floor, and a radio was tuned to a raucous commercial station. A supermarket advert blared as Charlie crossed the floorboards towards the tower’s base. 
 
    ‘Where’s your man?’ he asked when he reached her. ‘Your coving expert?’ 
 
    ‘He’s gone for his tea break. Left me with sunshine fm for company.’ 
 
     ‘What are you doing up there?’ 
 
    ‘Seeing what needs to come off. Right now, it looks like all of it.’ She glanced down at the letters in his hand. ‘What’ve you found out?’ 
 
     ‘The correspondence is between Amelia Tunney and Harry Bramall. Or ‘P’ and ‘HB’, as they sometimes refer to themselves.’ 
 
    She scratched at the coving. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’ 
 
    He switched off the radio, but even so, the room was huge, the ambience daunting, the echo loud when he tried to speak. ‘They’re writing love letters to each other, but they don’t make any sense.’  
 
    The scaffolding tower gave a great creak as Astrid perched her buttocks against an aluminium support. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You said you’d made a start? How far did you get?’ 
 
     ‘I only read a couple,’ she confessed, ‘to be honest; I found them a bit dry. And the handwriting -’ 
 
    ‘Gives you a headache, yes. I mean, this one -’ he brandished the first gushing letter from Amelia, ‘is quite unequivocal.’ 
 
    Astrid began a clattering descent from the tower, the metallic noise reverberating around the empty room. Once on the ground, she stood in front of him and gestured to be given it. She read it through, her lips muttering quietly the words. ‘Well, she doesn’t mince words does she? What did he say in reply?’ 
 
    ‘That’s just it.’ Charlie gave her the next one. ‘It’s not what you’d expect.’ 
 
     ‘Puzzling,’ she agreed when she’d finished reading. ‘Makes no mention of the contents of her letter, doesn’t even acknowledge her words. Perhaps they missed each other in the post?’ 
 
     ‘Try the one that comes afterwards.’  
 
     ‘My dear,’ she read aloud in a dry monotone, ‘I dined at the club this evening. Awful dinner. The piecrust was so thick; I could not saw my way through it. I jabbed at it so hard, it slid straight off my plate and onto the floor. Fellow diners much amused. Myself less so.’ Astrid shrugged. ‘Short and to the point. If it’s an illicit affair, then maybe he has to be particularly careful. Maybe it’s code.’ 
 
    ‘What? My piecrust was so thick, translates as ‘meet me in London on the 23rd?’  
 
    She took the next one from him, this time reading with a bored sounding inflection, ‘P. I cannot arrange a meeting I fear until much later in the year, my work here keeps me fully occupied. I am not even sure I will be able to attend Laura’s wedding. My mother is most appalled. Send me word that you can wait. H.’ 
 
    He gave her Mary Ellen’s diary. ‘Read this -’ he pointed to an open page. 
 
    The coving expert, whose tea break was now ended, re-tuned the radio and clambered up the tower. Charlie walked with Astrid towards the far end of the room, coming to rest next to one of the long windows. He looked out over the paddock as she read through to the end of the entry: ‘I am to read all Amelia’s letters, all her correspondence. She must not receive or send any letters without them being opened and examined first. I fear that I cannot be so vigilant, but if I make an objection, Tunney grows fierce with me too. ‘If it please you, you must be my eyes and ears,’ he says.’  
 
    She looked up at him. ‘Censored?’ she frowned. ‘But why -?’ 
 
    ‘Not censored,’ he said, ‘worse.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying Amelia’s letters didn’t reach him?’ 
 
    ‘Never even posted.’ 
 
    ‘But what about his letters to her?’  
 
     ‘They arrived but she never got to read them.’  
 
     She gave him a long searching look, and then with a swift about turn, made off with the diary and headed out of the gallery. Charlie hurried after her.  
 
    Back in the office, they contemplated the array of opened papers strewn across the desk. 
 
    ‘It can’t be,’ she said in disbelief. ‘Something must have got through! When you’ve read everything, you’ll find out.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I will. Mary Ellen intercepted them.’ 
 
    ‘All of them?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘She was told to do it. She deliberately interfered, stopped the letters from reaching their destination.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Amelia. She had no idea?’ 
 
     ‘It seems that way.’ 
 
    ‘But there are so many of them. Something must have got through eventually!’ 
 
    He understood how she felt. She’d anticipated a set of evocative love letters, of no great earth shattering importance perhaps, but of beneficial use to Addleston; enough to pique a casual visitor’s interest. Instead they’d uncovered a deeply unsettling act of cruelty. She mentioned something vague about finishing work in the Chinese gallery, but even as she spoke she picked up another of Harry Bramall’s letters and couldn’t help but begin to read it aloud, her voice capturing accurately the note of disquietude, ‘You have not returned word, my love, did you receive my note? You understood that I was busy, did you not? You did not think me cruel and heartless I trust? Are you ignoring me, as punishment?’ 
 
    She slumped down in her chair. 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. All these letters - these words, questions and messages - never received! She must have thought he’d forgotten all about her. Abandoned her. To Tunney!’ 
 
     ‘And he must have thought she’d stopped caring. Given up on him. But it wasn’t true. She loved him.’ 
 
    ‘It was probably the only highlight in her life, waiting for Harry’s visits.’ She nudged at the papers. ‘I suppose it can only get worse. It’s intrusive isn’t it? These things weren’t meant for our eyes.’ She promptly contradicted herself. ‘But they are important historical documents, social history. They have a value; we must read them, if only to find out what we can about the people who lived here.’ 
 
    Charlie could hear comforting noises from the kitchen garden; the scritch of the hoe, the chock of the spade through turf, the squeak of the wheelbarrow. 
 
     ‘There’s not much to do in the winter,’ Astrid noted. ‘They’re tidying up, before the Christmas break.’ She jumped to her feet. ‘Come on, there’s something I want to show you.’ Without waiting for him she bounded out of the office and headed for the Great Stair. He had no choice but to follow. 
 
    ‘Near the Taffeta Silk bedroom,’ she said, as they hurried along the corridor on the first floor, ‘is a picture of Amelia Tunney.’ 
 
     ‘Really? Is she pale and sickly in appearance?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that -’ 
 
     ‘Washed out, depressed?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ She stopped outside the door and indicated a gilt framed picture hanging on the opposite wall between two windows. ‘That’s Amelia Tunney. According to the post-war inventory, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘That’s her? She wasn’t sunk by U-boat?’ 
 
    She eyed him askance. ‘Evidently not. What do you make of it?’ 
 
    The woman in the picture was very far from being the insipid doormat as described by Mary Ellen. In fact, he reflected, she was much more like the passionate woman who’d written the effusive love letters. Now, it made sense. The background was of a pastoral scene, as if the artist had captured her mid-walk. She wore a hat with a ribbon tied loosely under her chin, a red cape draped casually over one shoulder. The other arm was bare, and she clutched a posy of flowers at her slim waist. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, her eyes large and round, her mouth ever so slightly smiling, as if in shy deference.  
 
     ‘Is it a self-portrait?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know... the diary mentions Amelia painting in the garden. It’s a fine accomplishment for a young lady. What about Richard Tunney, do you have a picture of him?’ 
 
    ‘Fraid not. It’s a bit of a shame, isn’t it? To have something extant for her, but nothing equivalent for him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m imagining him with a gammy leg, a duelling scar, and a mass of yelping hounds teeming around his feet.’ 
 
     ‘A bit of a Squire Weston?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly! Only meaner. As for Mary Ellen, she must be the plainest of the plain, the most depressed in appearance, the most ill-favoured of them all.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Harry?’ Astrid said. 
 
    ‘Oh, he’ll be devastatingly handsome, of course. Well dressed, brimming with confidence.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t tell me? A general in Wellington’s army?’ 
 
    He was struck by Amelia’s bright eyes. ‘This was probably painted before she married horrible Richard Tunney, before she became the abused wife. When she was still in the bloom of youth!’ 
 
     ‘Or - soon after she fell in love with Harry?’ Astrid suggested. ‘When life suddenly got more interesting?’ 
 
    ‘It’s plausible. I wonder what happened to him.’ Something compelled him to open the door to the Taffeta Silk bedroom and step inside. Again he could feel the presence of someone within, and this time he knew who it was. He could see her sitting in the chair at the side of the bed, the embroidered quilt covering her legs and twirling its folds onto the floor, her fingers busy with sewing. Hours and hours she spent in frustrated employment, waiting and pining for a visit from her lover. She was helpless, imprisoned, wondering when would he come? She dropped the embroidery on the bed and moved over towards the window, surveying the meadow and the land beyond. It was then that Charlie noticed Amelia was pregnant. Whose baby? Which child? 
 
    Astrid was hovering in the doorway. ‘Am I interrupting?’ 
 
     He blinked rapidly, refocusing attention. ‘I tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to read the letters together, from beginning to end. You and me.’ 
 
    ‘We are?’ 
 
    ‘As far as we know, Mary Ellen is the only one privy to their innermost. Are we going to allow her the satisfaction of keeping it that way?’ 
 
    She didn’t quite follow his logic, until he said, ‘I’ll read hers, you’ll read his. Our voices will become theirs. We’ll let them listen to each other’s words for the very first time. ’ 
 
    ‘What would be the point of that?’ 
 
    ‘It will make amends.’ 
 
     ‘It’s not our fault. We didn’t keep them apart.’ 
 
    ‘But we can give them their voices back.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see... We’ll find out what happened to them?’ 
 
    ‘Really,’ he said, ‘it’s the only way.’ 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    That afternoon, back in Astrid’s office, they divided the letters between them, Astrid keeping Amelia’s, Charlie taking Harry’s. 
 
     ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘this is the first time they’ve spoken to each other. This is the first time they’ve heard these sentiments uttered; we have to do them justice. Every thought, every desire, deserves due respect.’ 
 
    ‘Duly noted.’  
 
    ‘But bear in mind also, we weren’t meant to see these expressions of love; they were supposed to be for their eyes only. We’re giving them the opportunity now. We’re doing it for them.’ 
 
    Astrid took her seat behind the desk, while Charlie settled himself in the battered armchair.  
 
    Charlie read the first letter through in his head, familiarising himself with its contents, then licked his lips, cleared his throat and began to recite. 
 
      
 
    ‘My darling, how is my Poppy? My head aches so tonight, but I am seized with desire to communicate with you my love, and so I shall, or never sleep a wink. Much trouble in the House today - my lord of G had caused such an uproar and commotion that he had to be forcibly removed from the back benches. Consequently we could hardly settle to business. I find I have little patience these days for such scenes. Once I relished them, often I joined in! Would that I could hear from you, my love, I’m certain your words would calm me at once. I quite fear the worst - that you are ill or bedridden, that you have not strength to write. Send word by some other, if you can. Set my mind at rest my love. I have drunk too much, my brain is addled. I will stop now and send this tomorrow. Sleep well my darling. Good night, god bless 
 
     Your H’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie carefully refolded the letter and left it lying in his lap. ‘I wonder why he calls her Poppy? Do you think she’s tall?’ 
 
    ‘A term of endearment, I suppose. My boyfriend always used to call me Astroid.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said without thinking, ‘that’s because you shine very brightly.’ 
 
     She stared at him.  
 
    ‘Oh... sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you. They used to call me Charlie God’s Gift when I was at school. It wasn’t complimentary,’ he added. 
 
    She said something about the reference to the House possibly being the House of Commons. If Harry was an MP they could look him up using Hansard. Find out what sort of work kept him busy.  
 
    ‘What? Yes, of course. Good start.’ Charlie gestured towards Amelia’s letter on the desk. ‘What does she say next?’ 
 
    Astrid hesitated. ‘I can’t possibly make Amelia sound as alive and real as you’ve made Harry, but I’ll give it a go.’ In the event she read it beautifully. 
 
      
 
    ‘My dearest H, 
 
     I am in the pits of despair my love. Every day that passes is a fresh torture. No news from you, I know you have tired of me. I knew it would be so. Everything that keeps me from you remains insurmountable, we both know it, but I had hoped that we might continue as letter writers at least. It tears at me most violently that I cannot even see the words on the page, cannot know that you have been sitting at your desk and addressed those words to me - It makes me wretched. If you have resolved to have nothing to do with me, or can have nothing further to say to me, then please put it down in writing. Tell me honestly, briefly if you must, but do not leave me to guess it. Say it, and I will believe it, as it comes from your heart. But pray, do not ignore me. Let me know you have done with me, and I will accept it. I will respect it. You know I have only your happiness to consider. Not mine. Never mine. 
 
     For ever yours, Poppy’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Poor girl,’ said Charlie, ‘how she suffers.’ He selected the next letter, and a swift perusal revealed that Harry’s tone had altered; he had become nostalgic, reminiscing about the past. 
 
      
 
     ‘Poppy, my dearest, 
 
     It is no use – no matter how busy I am, no matter how important my work, or how many things I am obliged to attend to – my mind will only let me think of you. Just now I am remembering an afternoon in the Gallery, when we were surrounded by neighbours and friends of your father’s... Do you recall? We stood undiscovered for several sweet minutes, quite by ourselves – eavesdropping on conversations – until your aunt, I believe it was, or some cousin or other, had spied us and hastened you away from me. So rapidly, you almost tripped over your hem! I remember how you reached out towards me. You were particularly beautiful that day, my darling.’ 
 
    Astrid smiled, as though touched by Harry’s fond evocation. When she read the next letter, they found that Amelia had become similarly wistful: 
 
      
 
     ‘Darling H 
 
     I had been so bored today, so low in spirits, when I found myself alone in the Chinese gallery. Abigail had finished dusting the pagodas, tutting and muttering to herself over the delicate intricacies in the design, and the horror of attending to so much extra unnecessary cleaning! I told her they were well enough and she might leave off now. I stayed a great while, once she’d gone, fancying I could see you striding towards me across the meadow! You had perhaps entered the park through some secret avenue unknown to me! You had come on purpose to surprise me. It was a pleasant fantasy, my love. It quite cheered me. And then the dreariness of my reality came all too readily to my mind...’ Astrid broke off. ‘It’s like they’re in synch and the Gallery setting is a link between them. Harry’s miserable, Amelia’s tormented. How can Mary Ellen let them suffer like this? I would have given in by now! I’d have said, to hell with you, Mr Tunney! Your wife is in agonies, I refuse to do your bidding any longer!’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but these were different times. We don’t know what pressures Mary Ellen was under, herself.’ 
 
    Astrid was about to select the next two letters when he stopped her. ‘Actually, I don’t think we should do any more.’  
 
     She winced. ‘It’s my delivery, isn’t it? I’m making her sound like a drippy idiot?’ 
 
    ‘Quite the opposite,’ he stressed, ‘but it’s too formal in here, the atmosphere isn’t right. I can’t get close enough. We ought to be in the rooms where they held their assignations, or in the gardens, along the pathways, anywhere they might have been alone together…,’ 
 
     ‘I understand. Where would you like to go? The Gallery again? They could have met anywhere in secret, while Tunney was out, or away.’ 
 
     ‘Let’s try The Perimeter Walk.’  
 
    ‘Whatever works for you,’ she said, folding the letters they’d finished with and replacing them inside the box. She picked up the rest and locked the office door.  
 
    * 
 
     The Perimeter Walk circled the meadow. A secluded, winding path through the woodland, it had been originally designed for house guests of the incumbent family to take some gentle exercise. These days it was full of joggers and young families out for an afternoon stroll. Following the curve of a narrow stretch of water towards the boathouse, they headed for the trees. 
 
     ‘Presumably there are plenty of times in your life, when nothing happens?’ Astrid asked. ‘When you’re as normal as the rest of us?’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘I guess so, yes, whatever normal is.’ 
 
    ‘Oh quite,’ she said. ‘What’s the expression, the past catching up with you? You’re the opposite; you’re catching up with it.’ 
 
    ‘The past has a bearing on the present; you know that.’ 
 
    She pointed out a fallen tree trunk at the edge of the path where they could sit down and continue reading. Astrid sorted through the letters and handed Charlie the next one in the sequence. While he read it through in silence she watched the grasses waving in the breeze. ‘Ah,’ he said at the end of it, ‘I see,’ and then he began to read it to her.  
 
      
 
     ‘My darling P, 
 
     It came upon me today a thought - how marvellous it was that you remembered so clearly and with such detail, events of our childhood. You have reminded me on more than one occasion, of things we had said to each other, or games that we played together, paths that we walked, flowers that we picked - and my befuddled brain has struggled to recall these events. Then at odd moments, and with a remarkable clarity, I will think to myself, Oh yes, my Poppy is right! I will be sitting at my breakfast, or walking across to Westminster, and a notion will strike me. Yes, we walked alongside the lake and threw breadcrumbs to the swans, yes, we picked bluebells along the path and scattered them from the bridge! All sorts of things we did at Addleston when we were away from adults’ disapproving eyes. How could I have forgotten such sweet memories? But I have a head full of dullness and dry incident - and you, my darling, have leisure to think about such things, to remember our happier times. We spent a great deal of time laughing together, didn’t we, P? How wonderful that we did so, when we had the chance. Silly, foolish things, my love. Remember when we stole sweet, ripe raspberries from the basket in the kitchen? Remember the day when your hair was still wet with rain and we toasted crumpets by the fire? Remember how we burnt them to a crisp, on purpose, and the quantities of smoke we created? How I wish for more of those moments with you again, my darling.’ 
 
    ‘He talks about evocative things, doesn’t he?’ Astrid said. ‘Smells and tastes.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he does,’ he replied. ‘It’s a way of making him feel physically close to her. And if they were childhood playmates, it means they’d known each other all their lives. Their love didn’t happen overnight, it had been growing for years.’ 
 
     ‘Listen to this,’ said Astrid, reading from the next letter: 
 
      
 
     ‘My dearest 
 
    You often remark how funny it is that I remember so clearly events from our childhood. The reason I recall them so vividly is because it is the one time in my life when I was happiest. The time, dear Harry, when I had you all to myself. I like to remember our games of cards in the library when it was too wet to play outdoors, and our galloping like horses across the fields towards the lake, and our time in the bluebells in the woods. Can you picture them, in dense pockets of blue, scruffy and wayward and jostling each other? Can you see them spreading around us? Following us wherever we go, wherever we tread? I love to recall those times, and take comfort from them, now that you are absent from me. Take care my love wherever you are, P’ 
 
      
 
    Astrid swept her arm in an arc. ‘You can’t see them now, but in spring this place is chockfull of bluebells.’  
 
    But she was wrong. Charlie could see them. Quite clearly. They were everywhere. Spilling forth from the long spongy grass at the edge of the meadow, and through the gaps in the iron railing fence, the mass of bright blue flowers spread far and wide.  
 
    Somewhere nearby a small boy was wailing at the top of his voice. He’d dropped his juice carton on the path and a cascade of dark fluid sank into the dust. The adults with him – his grandparents at a guess – tried to draw him away from the scene of the accident. Grandma in particular was amused by the huge amount of fuss he made. ‘It’s only a bit of orange squash. It’s not the end of the world!’  
 
    ‘Let’s get off the path,’ said Charlie. ‘Isn’t there a way through the bushes?’  
 
    ‘There is,’ said Astrid. ‘Follow me.’ They beat a way through the undergrowth, negotiating dense pockets of nettles before breaking through into a clearing where fragments of wood snapped and crackled beneath their feet. It was an artificial covering, she explained, to encourage the growth of vulnerable plants. An uninterrupted view of the west front of the house could be seen beyond the railings and over the meadow. The pedimented door in the distance opened onto a pair of elegantly curving stairs, each of which appeared to sink into the gravelled path below. Perhaps the lovers had scampered down them, one on each side, and run across the meadow. Charlie could feel they were ready to approach. Not long now. 
 
    Astrid opened her next letter. 
 
      
 
    ‘Harry,’ she read, ‘Pray I see you again before the autumn passes and the distance between us grows longer. Forgive me, I am despondent today. I cannot think of good or happy things any more... I will keep writing letters to you, even if you never open them, if you never reply. You are like a confessor, someone I can pour my heart to, and yet you make no comment.’ 
 
      
 
    It was an anguish he could feel; a growing, frantic bewilderment. Charlie took over, reading Harry’s words to Amelia. 
 
      
 
     ‘Poppy, my angel, remember our walks, remember our times together? I have never known such happiness as when we could talk, just talk. Serious matters, frivolous matters. We talked for hours, did we not?’ 
 
      
 
    As the bluebell colour painted the background, he could sense that Amelia and Harry had come to join them. In the trees, in the undergrowth, he could hear their laughter. He could hear them running back and forth along the Perimeter walk, chasing each other, calling out to one another. But the images were confused. He could see them as children; he could see them as adults. A flash of white dress in the leaves, a gold button on the cuff of a navy-blue coat... 
 
    ‘They came here,’ he whispered. ‘They met in secret, on this spot.’ 
 
    Astrid hadn’t spoken for a while. She was simply listening to him, watching what he was doing. 
 
    He stepped around the area of the clearing, the wood chips snapping underneath his feet – and as though the present overwhelmed the past with its immediacy and prior claim - the images dissolved. The blue flowers were gone, and he and Astrid were alone again.  
 
    He needed to concentrate... He started to beat a way back through the undergrowth. The wailing child had disappeared and he followed the rest of the path, as it curved around to the north and brought him within sight of the formal gardens and the summer house. And there they were again, in plain view this time, hand in hand, taking the same route. Amelia’s shoes kicked up the hem of her pale dress. Harry, long limbed, ambled along next to her. They were happy, they were talking, a trill of laughter escaped Amelia’s lips. 
 
    Charlie followed them, watching, listening, all the way around the corner, until quietly, with mutual regret, the lovers loosened their grip; their hands dropped to their sides; the distance between them widening the nearer they got to the house. Amelia’s shoulders drooped, her happy gait lost its energy, she turned her eyes wistfully towards Harry’s averted face.  
 
     Astrid caught up. ‘What did you see?’ 
 
    They’d disappeared. The path was empty, the gardens peaceful. 
 
    He appealed to her for help. ‘This was Richard Tunney’s family home, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Quite right, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And yet Amelia and Harry were here as children. Why was that?’ 
 
    ‘Their parents must have been friends or acquaintances.’  
 
    ‘But if they were childhood sweethearts, why didn’t they marry when they were adults?’ He knew the answer before he spoke.  
 
    ‘Familial duty, I suppose,’ Astrid said. ‘Parental pressure brought to bear. Arrangements made without her say so. Richard Tunney considered more of a suitable match? It wasn’t an unusual state of affairs.’ 
 
    He pondered poor Amelia having her future decided for her, having no power or influence. Advantageous marriages joined land and property together, and as many apparently mismatched couples often found out, love and warmth might grow in the most barren of circumstances. But not this time. Not this woman, not this marriage. Richard and Amelia were a bad combination, a volatile mixture, like combustible elements placed together in a crucible.  
 
    They walked through the formal gardens, passing underneath the boughs of an enormous cedar tree and on towards the walled garden. 
 
     ‘I wonder where everyone is?’ said Astrid. ‘They must have knocked off early, gone down the pub.’ 
 
    They sat on a wooden bench next to a recreated vegetable patch and the restored marrow frames, and opened the next two letters.  
 
    Harry’s tone now changed abruptly. His light hearted reminiscences had given way to acute frustration. Charlie sensed the urgency in his voice. 
 
      
 
    ‘My darling P, I have been the most foolish of all men. To have abandoned the best and most loyal friend a man could ever have. To have allowed these fond memories of our times together - such happy, free times - to languish, is quite unforgivable. I don’t deserve it, but I long for you to absolve me of my guilt. I wish with all my heart that I had taken you with me then, that I had been brave enough to do it. How often do I regret not acting upon my true honest impulses? How often do I regret pretending that they did not really exist? Well, I am paying for it now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wonder what he was going to do?’ Astrid said. ‘Had they been planning to elope? Perhaps when the engagement to Tunney was first announced?’ 
 
     Charlie picked at the flakes of varnish on the wooden seat. ‘It’s a romantic notion.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t buy it?’ 
 
    His emotions were as churned up as Harry’s; blown about like a flurry of dead leaves in the wind. ‘Real life hurts. It gets nasty.’ 
 
    He nodded at her to continue and Astrid read on: 
 
      
 
     ‘Darling H, 
 
     ‘I have been walking in the rose garden today, the beautifully heady perfume supports me like your arm through mine. I close my eyes and think of you, even as the sun beats down upon my face, and the silken petals nudge at my fingers and flutter to the ground.’ Charlie beckoned her to rise, and still reading, she followed him out of the walled garden and into the flower garden. 
 
     ‘I have been sitting in the summer house today, and with the door wide open the breeze wafts the scent of flowers around me like a heavenly cloud...’ 
 
    Opening the summer house door he ushered her inside its warm interior. It smelt of fresh paint and window polish. He sat down next to her on the stone bench as Amelia’s words continued. 
 
     ‘How I love this place. I do not need grand apartments, silver salvers, fine bone china, silk hangings, damask wallpaper; all I need is a tiny room like this one, with you in it, my darling... My roses are the only things I am allowed to nurture. It seems so long ago that I planned this garden, and now the plants are heavy in bloom -’ 
 
    Charlie could see them. ‘Over there,’ he pointed. ‘A great spray of colour radiating out from the building.’ 
 
    ‘How can you possibly know that?’ Astrid murmured. ‘There won’t be any planting visible till the spring.’ 
 
    But right in front of them Amelia was walking the paths, pausing to lower her face to the roses and sniff their perfume. The leaves and thorns snagged at her dress as she brushed past, her hands trailed through the bells of the fox gloves, she crouched down amongst the snap dragons, squeezing their delicate faces until they ‘roared’.  
 
    She went to sit at her easel in the shade of the cedar tree and picked up her paints. And there was Tunney standing behind her, unable to disguise his contempt.  
 
    Physically aching with the constant wish for something better, Charlie could feel Amelia’s torment as if it was his own.  
 
    ‘You should replant it,’ Charlie blurted. ‘Recreate it for her! Talk to Matthew. Tell him how it should be.’ 
 
     ‘I can’t see it,’ Astrid said. ‘There’s nothing there.’ His leg was touching hers, he could feel the heat from her flesh. Aware of her breathing, steady, regular, his own had increased to match it. Positioned at such an angle from the main building as to be obscured from plain sight, the summerhouse was the perfect place for a secret meeting. Amelia and Harry had been here, together, alone. When Harry took Amelia’s hand, caressed her fingers, kissed her neck, placed a kiss on her lips, no one had seen him do it.  
 
    ‘We’ve nearly reached the end,’ said Astrid.  
 
    He was distracted, only half listening. 
 
     ‘We’ll soon be finished,’ she repeated. ‘We’re nearly done.’ 
 
    Finally his eyes met hers. ‘Yes? Oh, yes, not long now.’ 
 
    He felt suddenly despondent. It was always unsettling when the visions were interrupted.  
 
    ‘How do you do it?’ she asked. ‘How do you send yourself back there?’  
 
     ‘I don’t know. It happens. If the circumstances allow...,’  
 
    ‘Is it tiring?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes, it depends how close I get to the subject. Or allow myself to get.’ He was acutely aware he sounded distinctly flaky whenever he tried to explain. 
 
    ‘When Andy first told me...,’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ he said quickly, ‘you thought he was winding you up?’ 
 
    She didn’t disagree. ‘But now that I’ve seen you do it...,’ 
 
    ‘You think I’m mad?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all, I’m intrigued. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know I’m not pretending? How do you know I haven’t read the guidebook, or ‘googled’ Addleston?’ 
 
    ‘Because you and I are the only two people who are aware of Harry’s existence.’ She gave him the next letter in the sequence. ‘Shall we continue? Or have you had enough?’ 
 
    ‘No, let’s keep going. Whatever it is we’re doing, it’s working.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘Darling,’ he read,  
 
     ‘I have been so busy this week, my head is spinning. Picture me now, at my desk in my gloomy chambers, tucking into the first meal I have eaten all day. Excuse me if a crumb from the pastry might fall here and there on the paper. I am ravenously hungry, although food seems to have lost all flavour. My Poppy doesn’t mind, does she, if I eat and write at the same time? If it weren’t for such small pleasures and the view from my window across the park here, I would have been subsumed by the very blackest clouds of gloom. In my desperation I had written to your sister Grace, wondering if she might allay my fears. She has only just replied, my love, telling me that she has not seen you for some time, but believes you to be well. Alas, this news does not comfort me much; I shall only be content when I hear it from your own lips. I cannot get away, all I can do is write. The Queen’s trial is keeping me in London. Even though I am supposed to pursue ambition, and strive for success – without word from you, it means naught. Imagine my kiss, my darling, you shall have it again. One day, I promise. H’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie finished with a rueful downturn of the lips. ‘Food and love, that’s all a man needs, isn’t that right?’  
 
    ‘The Queen’s trial?’ Astrid queried. ‘Does he mean Caroline? George IV’s wife?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine so. The whole of London was abuzz.’ 
 
    Amelia’s next letter was very long, covering both sides of the paper. Something in its shape and form was worrying; somehow they both knew it would not make comfortable reading. Astrid steeled herself for what was in it, 
 
      
 
    ‘Harry, my love, 
 
    Something is not right. It is too long now, far too long. One letter lost or gone astray, I could understand, but there must be another reason why you have not written to me for so long and I think I have guessed it. The idea is too awful to bear, but the creeping idea in my mind, has now become a permanent presence: you have grown weary of me. We used to exchange such long letters, and it seems unlike you to stop, but I am forced to acknowledge that the simplest explanation is often the right one. You have ended our correspondence. I understand why. Nevertheless I am thinking of you, my love, each and every day. It is my only comfort to imagine that you are doing the same thing, perhaps even at this very moment. Remember that I love you. Have faith in me, your silly Tall Poppy. Excuse my untidy hand, my love, I am writing fast.’ 
 
      
 
    It was no use, even as he was gazing into Astrid’s bright eyes, even as he was smiling encouragingly at her, willing her to go on, Charlie knew it was hopeless. The letter she’d written had no hope of reaching him. ‘Don’t forget me,’ he pleaded. ‘I’m still here. Don’t give up on me.’  
 
    ‘Is it you, Charlie, or is it Harry?’ 
 
     He hadn’t realized he’d been submerged so deeply. ‘Oh, what did I say?’ 
 
    ‘You looked like you were channeling, or something.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He was emphatic, ‘I don’t do that.’  
 
     Astrid looked at him more closely. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    Suddenly the airless atmosphere of the summerhouse overwhelmed him, not to mention Astrid’s close proximity, and he stood up quickly and headed outside into the gardens. ‘I’ve never applied myself like this, before. It’s new to me as well.’ 
 
     ‘Harry might be busy in his chambers, and unaware of her ongoing torment,’ Astrid said, catching up, ‘but I’ll bet he’s hatching something. Biding his time. His day is full, her day is empty, but he’s going to find a way to get back to her.’ 
 
    Charlie wasn’t convinced. ‘I wonder. Even if Amelia did work out what was happening and confronted Mary Ellen, the game would still have been up. I believe she eventually relinquished her love, and yes -’ he saw that she was about to interrupt her - ‘she was miserable about it, probably to the end of her days, but she accepted it. Because she had to.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree. Harry had something up his sleeve. I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    The best part of the day was gone, and most of the visitors had gone home. The empty park was quiet save for the distant sound of vehicles from the road.  
 
    ‘How many letters are left?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘A couple,’ she said, ‘but we can read them later. We’ve had a good long crack.’ 
 
     ‘There’s one place we haven’t tried yet,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    Amelia’s room. The Taffeta Silk bedroom. 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
     It was evening when they entered the empty house. The ground floor windows were lit from below by security lights set deep in the flower beds and along the edge of the paths. The upper windows were black as ink against the pink and blue sky. Shadows on the ground were as cold as frozen drink.  
 
    ‘What do you know about Queen Caroline?’ Astrid asked. 
 
    ‘As much as you, I’m guessing. George only agreed to marry her in the first place because his father promised to pay off his debts. He loathed her on sight. He got drunk on their wedding night, and spent the whole of it stretched out on the floor with his head in the grate.’ 
 
    ‘Not the best start to married life.’  
 
    ‘After they separated she took to wandering the continent, getting herself into all sorts of trouble – with unsuitable men – and all because her husband disdained her so completely. After the divorce trial failed she was barred from his Coronation. 
 
    ‘Harry will find it impossible to get away from London,’ he deduced, ‘no matter what’s going on in his personal life. Picture this: he occasionally visits the country, perhaps to see his own family, but his meetings with Amelia Tunney are few and far between. Eventually he loses the infatuation he has with her – a married woman, pregnant with Tunney’s child – and moves his affection elsewhere. He marries someone suitable, someone in his London circle who is able to be with him openly.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your theory?’ 
 
    ‘Her love for Harry is driving her mad. But hope alone isn’t enough to keep her going.’ 
 
    ‘It would be very cowardly of him to walk away like that,’ Astrid said. 
 
    ‘At the time of writing, he can’t stop thinking about her - and Parliament obviously, and hard piecrusts probably - because he adores her. Yet they both realize that he can’t drop everything to be with her. He’s in the thick of it. He can’t abandon his political career, in order to be with a woman who is married to someone else.’  
 
    Leaving the bulk of the letters in the box in the office, Astrid and Charlie took the last two letters up to the first floor. Winter dark filled the rooms, and although in daylight the worn, faded areas of the tapestry-covered walls were depressingly apparent, the shadowy dusk was more forgiving.  
 
    At the top of the Great Stair, the feeble electric bulbs struggled to illuminate the entire length of the landing. Together, they cautiously made their way towards Amelia’s Taffeta bedroom. Charlie went through the door and was immediately swallowed in darkness. Astrid flicked a switch and it wasn’t long before a pair of imitation candelabra wall lights reluctantly glimmered awake. The deep red outline of the embroidered bed hangings on the four-poster came slowly to life.  
 
    The single heavy chair, squatting comfortably at a slight angle to the bed, wasn’t suitable for use, and there was nowhere else to sit. Amelia’s quilted coverlet on the bed was far too old and fragile to lean against.  
 
    They remained standing, facing one another. Astrid’s eyes appeared very dark, the shadow from her nose falling straight across her cheek. 
 
    Had Amelia slept beneath these covers, beneath this canopy? Had Harry undressed her, pulled her clothes from her shoulders? How many times had she found herself in his arms? 
 
    Astrid guessed his thoughts. ‘It would have been too dangerous, surely?’  
 
    ‘They might have done it in the summerhouse at midnight, who knows? But it wasn’t a chaste relationship. It was a proper, physical one. Ok.’ Charlie opened Harry’s last letter. The ink shone in the yellow glow from the wall lights; the paper appeared parchment-like in the gloom. ‘Ready for this? These, as far as we know, are Harry’s last known words to Amelia Tunney.’  
 
      
 
     ‘My darling, I am come to the end of my work at last, the case is judged to have ended in Her Majesty’s favour. Although you can never be fully apprised of the details, the scurrilous nature of the hearsay has overtaken anything approaching veracity. The Queen’s affairs have been commented on far and wide. It has been an interminable business, the calling of witnesses, the interrogation of these people, the nonsense they have spoken – and even those of us who consider ourselves men of the world have heard tales to make our hair stand on end. No one could agree on anything, which is hardly unusual, but very wearing. Some exceedingly unpleasant and disquieting stories have been related in order to make the Queen appear at fault, and to determine her guilt - when we all of us know her husband has been guilty of the same, if not worse! At times like these one has to question one’s own motivations and conscience. My mind has been much exercised of late; perhaps you can understand what I mean. For days now I have heard the relentless sound of windows smashing, as the public vent their fury at the injustice of trying their beloved Queen. Fascinating though it is, my Poppy knows naught of such tittle tattle or scandal, unless she has been reading the London papers? Nor is my Poppy ever likely to hear of it direct from me. It is all quite vile and unpleasant. Be relieved, my dear girl, that it is not for a genteel lady’s eyes and ears in any case. You need not waste your time wondering what I am up to. I have reached the end of my patience. I understand that you wish to put your family’s considerations before mine. How can it be otherwise? Be assured that it is my intention that I shall not write to you in this manner again. Yours Harry’ 
 
      
 
    There was an awful finality about his words. ‘That’s it?’ said Astrid. ‘That’s the last letter he wrote?’  
 
    Charlie read it again as though he might tease out some hidden nuance he had missed first time round. In the meantime, Astrid held Amelia’s letter close to her face. ‘My turn. This is Amelia’s last letter to Harry, the last time she speaks to him.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Charlie said. ‘I have an inkling what’s in it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Dearest one,  
 
     It is as I suspect. You have simply grown tired of me. I bother you, I annoy you. I have written so many letters to you, and you have ignored them all. I must admit it to myself at last. You no longer love me, and when at last you are free of me, you will be happy. For many weeks I have been writing and writing, and waiting for your reply, only to be frustrated time and time again. When I put my faith in you, a long time ago – perhaps at the very beginning of our acquaintance, I did not realize the extent to which I would one day rely on it. Over the years I came to accept that your affection was the only love I would ever feel, or ever need, and although I knew in my head it was impossible, I knew in my heart that it was anything but. I hoped that it would be more than enough to sustain me. When we came to our understanding, I truly thought this was a new beginning for me. Now I know the painful truth. It is not to be. It is not the start of my beginning. It is the end. Farewell my darling. Be happy.’ 
 
      
 
    Neither of them knew how to break the silence that followed. What were they supposed to think? Harry’s last message had been a hurt, pained reproof, while Amelia’s was a weary conclusion, a regretful surrender. She had fallen short, but he had failed her, too. And now it was all ended, finished, gone. There were no more letters, there was no more diary.  
 
    ‘The end of my beginning,’ Astrid said. ‘How tragic that sounds.’ 
 
    They forgot all about the delicate embroidery and the fragile material of the quilted coverlet, and perched themselves against the edge of the mattress, drained and at a loss. Astrid wrapped her arm around the bed post. ‘You were right. It ended badly.’ 
 
    ‘How could it have been otherwise? How can you have a relationship with someone who never speaks to you? How can you maintain an intimacy with someone you never see? Love needs nourishing, it cannot exist unsupported.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe they gave up like that.’  
 
    ‘They had no choice,’ Charlie said very softly, ‘Don’t be sad, we both knew it was going to end this way. Why else would Mary Ellen have hidden away the evidence? There was to be no relationship between them, she made sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘So why didn’t she destroy the evidence? Why keep it? And why didn’t they work out the letters were going astray?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘He was busy, that was all. If only she’d waited, tried another avenue…,’ 
 
    ‘How? She had no one to trust. Amelia’s job was to be a dutiful wife and to provide Tunney with an heir. Harry, up and coming MP, or whatever he was, must have been wary of a domestic scandal. His only course was to put aside his feelings and concentrate on his work. An absence of letters told him that she was getting on with her life, shutting him out, the way he was with her.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. She might have gone to London and lived as his mistress.’  
 
    ‘And how would she have done that? Run into Addleston village one day, knocked on a few doors and gone, ‘Can you help me? I need a lift to London. Anyone going that way in the next half hour? Oh, and don’t tell hubby!’ 
 
    ‘Harry’s in his prime,’ said Astrid, ‘he’ll find a suitable wife in London. He’ll be happy again. But what happens to Amelia? Does she pine away and die?’ 
 
    The embroidered fabric rustled beneath Astrid’s legs. She was in danger of slipping off the side of the high bed. Instinctively, Charlie grasped hold of her arm to pull her upright, but in the confusion of limbs, she slithered backwards, pulling him with her. Her eyes appeared very black in the dim light, small points of light glowing in each one.  
 
     ‘You know none of this is new,’ she said, ‘and they weren’t the first people to -’ 
 
    ‘Fall for each other?’ he finished. 
 
    He was keenly aware of the dark at the window, their isolated situation, the fact that he was nudging against her knees. It wouldn’t be difficult for a lonely, neglected woman to respond to intimacy such as this. A woman with urges, dying to be kissed, touched, held, would feel compelled to allow it.  
 
    ‘You do realize,’ she said, ‘that this quilt is two hundred years old. We really shouldn’t be leaning against it.’  
 
    He reached past her and ran his fingers across the textured surface, the evenly spaced flowers, undulating their way across the bed and underneath his body. He located the smooth unfinished area in the middle of the embroidery, wondering anew at the significance of leaving a part of the decoration undone. Had Amelia been hindered in some way? Or was it intentional? Was she waiting for a propitious time to finish it? Perhaps when Harry came back to her?  
 
     ‘Amelia made this herself. It would have taken months.’ It was the very embroidery she’d been working on when Tunney ripped it from her arms and tore it to bits. Perhaps she’d subtly taken it up again and set to work repairing it, diligently and determinedly, never allowing him to get the better of her. ‘Hours and hours,’ he said, ‘days and days.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ she said. 
 
    He didn’t know. At this point, he honestly didn’t know. 
 
    Astrid took hold of his hand, entwining his long fingers with hers. She was very still, waiting, whispering her reserve until he sensed it had all but ebbed away. He heard the breath catch in her throat and then his arms came right around her waist and in one effortless movement he rolled her over onto her back, and was lying on top of her. He could feel the bones of her pelvis pressed right up against his. This time she wasn’t drunk. As his mouth hovered over hers, he conjectured quite calmly that not only was it the right thing to do, it was the only thing to do.  
 
    Expecting his lips to find hers, he sensed the yearning for the soft contact – but instead he let go of her, pushed himself up off the mattress and stood up again. He regarded her in silence, lying flat on the bed.  
 
    She lifted her head. ‘What’s wrong? What did I do?’ 
 
    He was already halfway across the room.  
 
    The slippery bedspread came away with her as she rolled over and onto her feet. Anxiously she tried to straighten it, smoothing the creases and restoring it to its former neat state. 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Bring the letters,’ he said. ‘We’ll take them back to the office. We’ll lock the box, we’ll stow them away safely until they can be read by an expert, someone who knows what they’re dealing with.’ 
 
    He opened the door and waited for her to exit before he switched off the lights. It was darker than ever, he could hardly see her outline. He groped along the wall for another light switch, but before the top of the staircase became properly visible, she overtook him and barred the way. ‘What did I do? What have I got wrong? Or is it just that I repulse you?’ 
 
    He stood for a moment.  
 
    ‘Oh God!’ she said. ‘It wasn’t you back there, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it was!’ He was flummoxed. ‘I wasn’t channelling anyone, if that’s what you’re thinking. That’s not how it works. I’m not a vessel through which they pass! I wasn’t being Harry!’ 
 
    ‘No?’ she said. 
 
    ‘No!’  
 
    But there was no moment of tenderness, no conclusion to what they’d already started; he pushed roughly past, leaving her rocking at the top of the stairs like a skittle. He galloped down the first flight, his feet pounding out a rapid staccato of noise on the stone treads.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ she panted. ‘You can’t make love to me if it’s not me you’re making love with? Is that it?’ She scampered after him as he reached the bottom and strode across the stone floor of the entrance hall. The stucco panels radiated their white shapes against the grey background. ‘Charlie!’ she said. ‘Explain!’ 
 
    All right, he thought. She wants an explanation. I’ll give her one. ‘You know that feeling,’ he said, ‘when you’re reading a book that’s been recommended to you by half the population - who tell you it’s brilliant and you’ll love it - but you’re thinking, I hate it! Have I missed something? Should I go back to the start and try again? Or a film that everyone raves about, and you watch it and you think to yourself, but it’s woodenly directed, badly acted, and has absolutely no heart, or depth, or meaning? And you start to doubt your own judgment? Am I wrong, and everyone else is right? In fact, is everything I do wrong? Am I living wrong? You know that feeling? That’s how I feel, Astrid. All the bloody time. There! Does that explain?’ 
 
     He was heading for the office. It was even darker down here, but like some nocturnal creature sniffing out his route, he confidently navigated his way through the gloom. Until, that is, they reached the steps to the lower ground floor, and he stopped so abruptly she almost ran into him. ‘There’s a light,’ he said, ‘underneath the door. Can you see it?’ 
 
    A thick strip of yellow glowed against the black of the floor.  
 
    ‘Someone’s in my office,’ Astrid said, appalled. ‘Who the fuck is in my office at this time of night?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Charlie slowly and noiselessly turned the door handle. Astrid really didn’t think it was wise. ‘Shouldn’t you call the police?’ 
 
    ‘No need,’ he said, flinging wide the door. 
 
    And there in Astrid’s chair sat Mrs Toon, the rosewood casket open in front of her, the rest of the letters and Mary Ellen’s diary spread out across the desk, illuminated by the harsh glow from the desk lamp. 
 
    She didn’t seem at all perturbed to see them. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello there Astrid. How are you this evening? Mr Gilchrist,’ she added rather less effusively. ‘What a surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Good evening Mrs Toon,’ said Astrid. ‘You don’t usually avail yourself of my office when you’re on duty, do you?’ 
 
    Mrs Toon responded amiably. ‘No, not usually, but how else was I going to gain access to the letters? I mean, you can’t keep them to yourselves forever.’ She gathered the documents towards her like drowned kittens rescued from a river, but Charlie still had the last two letters in his hand. In the darkness, in the shadow, he held them behind his back, the folded papers discreetly hidden. 
 
    ‘They will be available for public consumption,’ said Astrid. ‘When Charlie and I have finished with them.’ 
 
    Mrs Toon curled her lips outwards in disapproving fashion. ‘You know very well that that is not proper procedure. There are conditions to be observed, precautions to be taken. You shouldn’t have let them leave the premises, for a start.’ 
 
    ‘They went as far as the cottage,’ said Astrid. ‘They didn’t leave the estate.’ 
 
    ‘But that is so typical of your behaviour, Astrid. Act first, explain later.’ 
 
     ‘My behaviour? What about yours? I could sack you on the spot.’ 
 
    Mrs Toon refused to capitulate. ‘And why should this person,’ she jabbed her finger threateningly in Charlie’s direction, ‘be allowed access to this material in any case?’  
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s any of your business, Mrs Toon,’ Astrid said, ‘how I apportion jobs and tasks amongst my staff.’ 
 
    She guffawed loudly. ‘Your staff! You forget we are all working for the good of the organisation; we are not working for you. We are here to promote the preservation of this country’s great houses and its artefacts and property! These letters belong to the nation.’ 
 
    ‘They belong to Harry and Amelia,’ said Charlie. 
 
     ‘It’s all right,’ said Astrid. ‘I know what Mrs Toon is getting at, she disapproves of the way I run the place, but while I’m still Addleston House’s general manager, she has to abide by my decisions.’ 
 
    Mrs Toon gave a high pitched hoot. ‘Give me a break! Who does all the work around here? Me, Gareth, Victoria -’ she rolled her eyes, ‘even Megs up to a point - while all you do is ponce about the place, full of your own importance, chasing every bloke you can get your hands on! Ooh yes, you poor dupe,’ she said to Charlie, ‘you’re not the first.’  
 
    ‘Ignore her,’ Astrid said, ‘she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. 
 
    Please put the letters back in the box, Mrs Toon. We’ll discuss this on Monday. I’ll call a meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Too late,’ she said. ‘It’s been done. I’ve contacted the London office.’ 
 
    Astrid’s face was drawn, hollow cheeked in the harsh glow. ‘You’ve done what?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the woman gloated. ‘I’ve told them what’s been happening. They agree with me. You’ve not handled the situation appropriately. You’ve behaved recklessly.’ 
 
    ‘Recklessly?’ Charlie interrupted. ‘They’re a bunch of letters, they’re not gold bullion. It’s not the proceeds from a heist!’  
 
    Mrs Toon ignored the outburst. ‘You and I both know that you are on very shaky ground, Astrid. Very shaky ground indeed.’ 
 
     Expecting Astrid to switch on the charm and mollify the over excited woman, Charlie waited for her to do what she was good at: show off her people skills. 
 
    But Astrid seemed almost physically hurt, as if she’d looked down to see a knife plunged into her chest and couldn’t account for how it got there. 
 
    What had prompted Mrs Toon’s vindictiveness? Did she really despise Astrid that much? Was this an attempt to oust her from her job, so that she could step into the role herself? What had Astrid meant when she said there were no scandals at Addleston? On the contrary, it was a hotbed of political intrigue and betrayal, all going on about them, in the here and now. Ourselves shall be actors. 
 
     Well, if she wasn’t going to defend herself, Charlie would do it for her. ‘And it’s legitimate for you to break into your manager’s office, is it?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t locked,’ said Mrs Toon, ‘and the lights were on.’ 
 
    ‘They’re love letters,’ Astrid floundered. ‘We were reading them, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s all you’ve been doing, is it?’  
 
    ‘It’s none of your business,’ said Charlie, ‘what we’ve been doing.’ 
 
    Mrs Toon inclined her head and gave them a sickly sweet smile. ‘Let’s see what everyone in Monday’s meeting thinks about it, shall we?’ 
 
     ‘That’s it,’ said Charlie reaching forwards. ‘The letters are going back in the box! Astrid can put them in the safe, or a drawer, and if you don’t want to get locked in the office with them, I suggest you perform a prompt exit.’  
 
    Mrs Toon’s angular lenses winked in the glow of the desk lamp as she attempted to fight him off. 
 
     ‘Be careful!’ Astrid cried, ‘You’ll tear them, they’ll rip!’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Mrs Toon stepped away from the desk and watched as Charlie replaced the letters back inside the box, closed the lid, and handed the whole thing into Astrid’s care. Astrid secured the treasure inside the safe, locked the office door, and all three of them left the house.  
 
    It must be difficult, Charlie thought, working with colleagues who actively made it their business to undermine your authority. How childish it must seem, like being back in the playground. Astrid wasn’t quite the universally adored Great Leader, as he’d first assumed. Not everyone was fond of her, the way Megs was. 
 
    Mrs Toon, the fell demon, marched confidently in front of them down the long drive, quite at ease in the dark. ‘Oh, Astrid, I nearly forgot! Louis’s girlfriend had her baby this morning. A little boy. Six pounds, seven ounces.’  
 
    Charlie could have sworn Astrid’s step faltered. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘Who told you that?’ 
 
     ‘He phoned me himself. How funny that you didn’t know. I thought you would have been the first to hear it. Oh well…,’ Mrs Toon resumed her inexorable march towards the B road and the distant lights of the village.  
 
    ‘Should we go with her?’ Charlie asked. ‘It’s not very well lit out here. She might get her foot trapped in the cattle grid and be stuck there till morning.’ 
 
    ‘Not her,’ Astrid said grimly. ‘She knows exactly what she’s doing.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
     The red light on the answer machine flashed in the darkness as Astrid unlocked the cottage door and led Charlie inside. ‘Probably the Big Boss,’ she said. ‘Following up on Mrs Toon’s complaints.’ 
 
     ‘Why on earth didn’t you tell her where to stick it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She sounded tired. ‘Why didn’t I?’ She turned to face him. ‘This is a disaster, isn’t it? I should treat you to dinner or something. To apologise. We could always go to the pub.’ 
 
     ‘We could,’ he said, making no move to do so.  
 
    ‘Of course. You have to get home. I’ve kept you too long.’  
 
    ‘I can come back for Monday’s meeting if you like. Back you up.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not necessary.’ 
 
    Conversation died. The only noise that could be heard was the immersion heater switching itself off, a tinny echoing noise fading away to nothing in the scullery beyond. It might be possible to try again, he considered, move closer; away from any disturbances, the presence of Amelia or Harry, he might actually let it happen this time, but he left it a split second too long. ‘Why did Mrs Toon mention Louis just then?’ 
 
    She made a face. ‘Because he’s our colleague and his girlfriend’s just had a baby.’ 
 
     ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘With Louis.’  
 
    She became irritable. ‘Why do you keep mentioning him? What’s with the inquisition? Can’t you ‘see’ it all for yourself? In your mind’s eye? Everything I’ve ever done and everyone I’ve done it with?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ he said, insulted. ‘Sorry to disillusion you, but strangely enough, I do appreciate communication, conversation, insight and intimacy, all the usual human behavioural traits.’ 
 
     ‘I’m sorry too,’ she said, sounding anything but. ‘I was being crass. I do that, when I’m being attacked.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s attacking you?’  
 
    ‘You! Mrs Toon! All of them! They all think they know what’s been going on, but they don’t.’ 
 
     ‘What?’ he retorted. ‘That your boyfriend went off and shagged someone else?’  
 
    Astrid’s gaze never wavered. She marshalled her words in readiness, perhaps weighing up the pros and cons of an honest answer. 
 
     ‘Louis and I,’ she said slowly, ‘did have a brief relationship, it’s true. We’d spent some time working together, and when he was seconded to Langston Manor I found that I – missed him – and when he came back, we saw each other a few times, but I don’t know, the long and the short of it is, he decided to go back to his girlfriend. Which he was perfectly entitled to do…,’ 
 
     ‘And the baby?’ 
 
     ‘He didn’t tell me she was pregnant.’ 
 
     ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘They decided to give it another go, simple as that. And why shouldn’t they? It’s their business, their family.’ 
 
    Her indifference was manufactured, of course. ‘And you’ve regretted it ever since,’ Charlie surmised. ‘You gave up on him too soon; you missed out on what might have been… Did you love him very much?’ 
 
    ‘What if I did?’ she challenged. ‘Things can change rapidly. No one knows what’s around the corner. I suppose you’ve never made any mistakes? Never acted with your heart not your head, never allowed yourself to get carried away, indulged your passions, done something you knew wouldn’t be approved of, but you did it anyway?’ 
 
    ‘True. For example, I had no inkling that I’d be summoned here, unprompted, by a woman desperate for distraction.’ 
 
     She stepped away from him, obviously hurt. ‘I had no idea you thought I was so fallible. I can see I’ve failed to live up to your expectations.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have any expectations. This has never happened to me before.’ 
 
    ‘What hasn’t?’ 
 
    ‘This,’ he gestured, ‘you, me…,’ 
 
    She looked at him a good long while before she answered. ‘But it’s not even about you and me, is it? It’s Harry Bramall and Amelia Tunney! You said our voices would become theirs. Is that what’s happened?’ 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. ‘Maybe it has. Of course I feel sympathy for Amelia, who wouldn’t? And if Harry wasn’t such a ditherer I’d have expected him to drop everything and rush to Amelia’s side, but is that really what’s been happening? We’ve been reading their letters and becoming them? I don’t channel,’ he insisted. 
 
    ‘What other explanation could there be?’ 
 
    He ignored the slightly aggressive tone in her voice and fluffed up the front of his hair. ‘If Amelia and Harry’s blighted love is confusing the issue then we’re absolutely right not to give in to it. We should keep things professional.’ 
 
     She was blunt. ‘Well, you can either pretend there’s nothing between us, or carry on fighting it. What’s it to be?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Astrid had told him his presence wasn’t required but he returned to Addleston first thing Monday morning for the ‘extraordinary meeting’, anyway. Half an hour before opening time, the tea room was thrumming with activity. Converted from the old stables, the horse stalls had been turned into individual dining booths, although a dip in the stone flagged floor where a gulley used to run made the trestle tables list on one side. Alongside Megs and Victoria, Gareth and Moustache Maureen, Charlie recognized Northern Gordon, the man who regurgitated the guide book in its entirety, and Matthew, the Head gardener. 
 
    Head bowed, Astrid made her way through the group to the middle of the room. Once there she drew herself up to fullest height, and without preamble thanked everyone for attending. She then invited Mrs Toon centre stage.  
 
    Exuding haughty regality, Mrs Toon pulled her cardigan across her neat bust, tucked a wing of hair behind her ear and dispensed a thin smile around the audience. ‘I’ll cut to the chase everyone.’  
 
     ‘That’ll be a first,’ said Megs, perched on the edge of the trestle table next to Charlie. 
 
     ‘You’re all aware,’ Mrs Toon went on, ‘that a collection of letters was discovered some time ago, in the Taffeta Silk bedroom. A collection that had been secreted there over two hundred years earlier. As you know, Addleston House has been unfortunate in the past, in losing much of its original treasures and artefacts. Old documents relating to former inhabitants and owners are therefore extremely precious and extremely rare. It is beholden upon us in such circumstances, to record, analyse and preserve these documents with the utmost care and professionalism. Unfortunately for us, our manager, Miss Buchanan, took it upon herself to blatantly disregard such expediency, and has not only failed to properly authenticate the documents, but has allowed them to be taken off the premises!’  
 
     A gratifying murmur of disapproval rippled around the gathered throng. Matthew shook his head in a derogatory manner. Northern Gordon chewed on a mint. 
 
    ‘Ooh, I feel quite whatsit,’ said Megs, ‘tense.’  
 
    Mrs Toon’s mistrustful eye fell on Charlie. ‘I have already contacted head office, and although I realize that many of you might think it presumptuous of me to do so, I hope you will allow that I felt that I had no choice in the matter, having already raised the issue with Miss Buchanan on several occasions.’ 
 
    There was a lull as the audience digested this information, and then Astrid stood up again. ‘Well, there we have it. Thank you, Mrs Toon, for being so frank and for keeping us informed of your actions. I understand your misgivings, I really do, and perhaps there is a case to be made that I didn’t act with sufficient speed or alacrity in this matter, but I can assure everyone here, that myself and Mr Gilchrist have been studying the documents solely in order to assess their worth and importance. I had every intention of contacting the relevant authorities in due course.’ 
 
    Northern Gordon raised his hand. ‘Surely the delay occurred because our curator is away? If he’d been on site, Miss Buchanan would have given the letters to him?’ 
 
     ‘Thank you, Gordon!’ said Astrid. ‘You’ve hit the nail squarely on the head. In fact, I phoned him almost immediately. As you know he’s been rather busy recently…,’ 
 
    Gordon nodded appreciatively and swallowed the rest of his mint. He proceeded to dig another mint from the packet and pop it into his mouth. As far as he was concerned the argument carried sufficient weight to be fair and credible. 
 
    Mrs Toon wasn’t so easily fobbed off. ‘Er, Miss Buchanan, that’s as may be, but it does not explain why you were so eager to allow – let’s be blunt – a minor acquaintance of yours to handle these precious documents before anyone else. Let me remind everyone, including you Gordon, that any one of us could have managed the task proficiently well. I, myself, would have been only too pleased, as would Maureen, or even, heaven preserve us, Megs.’ 
 
    ‘Eh!’ said Megs. ‘What do you mean by that?’  
 
    ‘You have to understand, Miss Buchanan, how much I care about this place.’ Mrs Toon pounded her palm with her fist. ‘I have accepted that there will be weddings and marquees and jazz bands and all the rest of it, but I can’t sit idly by when Addleston’s historical reputation is being compromised!’ 
 
    ‘Of course I understand,’ Astrid said, ‘and I appreciate all your consistent effort and loyalty. I really do.’ 
 
    Charlie shifted uncomfortably. There were no two ways about it; his presence didn’t sit well with any of them, save Megs perhaps. It wasn’t his curatorial inexperience that was the problem; it was the fact that he was an interloper, no more no less. It was Gordon’s question about the curator’s absence, however, that prompted his next thought. 
 
    If Louis hadn’t been on paternity leave, he would have been first to read the letters; first to discover their secrets. It would have been him sharing the intimacies of the summer house and the Taffeta Silk bedroom with Astrid, not him.  
 
     ‘It seems that now would be the perfect time for Mr Gilchrist to take to the floor and explain to everyone, why he’s here. Would you mind, Charlie, telling Mrs Toon, Gordon, Megs, Victoria, exactly what we’ve been doing?’ 
 
    Astrid was talking to him. For a moment he remained seated, not sure what it was she wanted him to do. 
 
    ‘Would you, Charlie? Tell everyone?’ 
 
    Charlie disentangled his legs from the bench and stood up straight. Megs moved aside, giving him some space. All eyes were upon him. Could this be right? Astrid wanted him to come clean? He generally struggled with public performances. Explanations didn’t come easily to a misfit frequently singled out for ridicule. It was hard out there on Planet Gilchrist. The phrases that formed themselves in his mind refused to roll their way around his teeth and lips, refused to express themselves audibly to the gathered throng. 
 
    ‘Come on Charlie,’ said Mrs Toon, ‘why don’t you tell us all about it?’ 
 
    His mouth was dry, but there was no backing out; the time had obviously come. He scratched his chin and readied himself for the reveal. 
 
    ‘I can see into the past,’ he said at last. ‘Or rather, scenes from the past appear in front of me. I hear them, I feel them; in short, I’m there.’ 
 
    There was a brief silence.  
 
    Gordon stopped chewing on his mint.  
 
    Megs and Victoria exchanged glances. ‘Did he just say what I think he said?’ asked Megs. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure...,’ said Victoria. 
 
    Mrs Toon cocked her head. ‘And how do you manage that, dear? Are you a Time Lord?’ 
 
    Charlie persevered. ‘I have visions,’ he went on. ‘Psychic daydreams, if you will. There really isn’t a scientific explanation for it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ said Mrs Toon. ‘You amaze me.’ 
 
    Astrid looked across at Charlie. An expression of acute alarm was on her face. 
 
    ‘Er, herr,’ she cleared her throat. ‘I think we’ll leave that where it is for now, shall we? Thank you, Charlie. Any more points of order or are we done? Mrs Gibbs needs to open the tearoom.’ 
 
    Megs raised an uncertain hand in the air. ‘The caterers want access to the kitchens a couple of days before the Anderson wedding - and I told them it wouldn’t be a problem?’ 
 
     ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Speak to me regarding details in the week…,’ 
 
    The meeting broke up. Megs and Victoria jumped down from the table edges, Gordon and Matthew joined the queue for refreshments. Mrs Gibbs resumed her place behind the tea and coffee machines. Amidst a babble of talk, the staff tried to make sense of the jumbled information Charlie had unceremoniously dumped on them. 
 
    Astrid took a deep breath. ‘Come here,’ she said, grabbing his arm and towing him out of the tearoom and away from the stable block.  
 
    She opened the gate to the formal gardens as if aiming for the summerhouse, but thought better of it and headed for the two hundred year old oriental plane tree instead. Bowing under its own weight the twisted branches now reclined along the ground. She let go of his arm. ‘What was all that about?’  
 
    ‘You told me to explain,’ he said. ‘I was only doing what you asked.’ 
 
    ‘I only wanted you to tell them what was in the letters. I didn’t expect you to spill your guts. A sketchy outline would have been enough!’ 
 
    ‘I was just trying to help. Isn’t that what you wanted?’  
 
     ‘For Mrs Toon to humiliate you like that? No, of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Well you’re the only sap that believes this crap, anyway. No-one else does. Or maybe you don’t? Maybe this is all one big joke at my expense?’  
 
    ‘Hey! I might not know how you do it, but I know you can. Maybe one day the curtain will drop and I’ll see the hidden workings, but until then I’ll take it on trust.’ 
 
    That was the problem. She might trust him, but he didn’t entirely trust her. ‘I can’t work like this, it’s too confusing. Your cogs began to whirr the second we uncovered the truth about the letters. Amelia’s story would add some much needed colour to the whole Addleston House experience, was your thinking, wasn’t it? Once you’d commercialised her, made her a paying attraction, along with the flower garden and the summerhouse and the lake, you’d be able to sit back and watch as your income and profits exploded!’ 
 
    She stepped so far back she hit the ‘Keep Off’ notice pinned to the tree. ‘I work for a stately home,’ she said, as it bounced and wobbled beneath the force, ‘not a retail outlet. Or a banking giant.’ 
 
     ‘If you make any more discoveries, let me know. I’ll be fascinated to hear what they are.’ He stuck out his hand. ‘In the meantime, goodbye.’  
 
    It was a while before she responded to the formal gesture. When she did, her fingers were warm, her grip firm. ‘You don’t need to be on your guard, Charlie. Not with me. In fact, I’d rather you weren’t.’ 
 
    ‘That’s funny,’ he said, ‘that’s exactly what I was thinking about you.’ 
 
    He loosened his hold, and let go - like Harry and Amelia on the Long Walk - conscious that their intimacy might be observed. He knew if he met her eyes he’d encounter the wounded, troubled expression, so he left her there, standing in the lea of the twisted, broken-down plane tree. He opened the gate, clanged it shut behind him, whirled in an arc on the gravel, wondering which way to go next – car park or tearoom – when the choice was made for him.  
 
     Harry Bramall was striding down the long drive away from the house. His movements were firm, purposeful; there was no hesitation in his gait. He wasn’t coming back. 
 
    Amelia was standing beneath the columns of the portico watching him go.  
 
    Charlie strode to the top of the steps next to the column and looked down at the path. 
 
    Turn back Harry, you must say goodbye to her. Don’t deny her this one last look at your face… 
 
    Something dreadful had happened on these steps. He could feel it. The force was pushing him forwards off the top step, the pressure so strong, he almost unbalanced. He looked down at the gravel below. It was a long way to fall.  
 
    Astrid reached him as he stumbled. She grabbed hold of his arms, steadying him until the dizziness abated and he was able to face her. ‘What is it?’ 
 
     ‘I need to find out what happened to Harry,’ he said shaken. ‘I need to know where he went.’ 
 
    Astrid maintained a firm grip. ‘We’ll do it together,’ she said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Before they could talk further Megs came running towards them, brandishing a pair of lidded cappuccinos. ‘Astrid! Charlie! Can I say something?’ 
 
     ‘Out with it,’ said Astrid. ‘What’s everyone thinking?’ 
 
     Megs came closer, panting slightly. ‘What your staff object to is the way you plunge in headfirst, so caught up in the excitement that you forget to consult them about your plans. That’s all it is.’ 
 
    ‘I’m taking you with me when I leave; you know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    Megs smiled. ‘There’s many a true word spoken in jest. Personally, I love your impulsive dynamism, but that’s exactly what gets on Mrs Toon’s whatsits, tits.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an image I’d rather not dwell on, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘And I think bringing Charlie in -’ she lowered her voice, even though they were quite alone –‘was a stroke of genius.’  
 
    They were passing the side entrance gate. Head gardener Matthew emerged from the walled garden, and Megs was about to give him the two coffee salute when he sprang forwards and ran across the grass. ‘Miss Buchanan!’ he called. ‘Wait there!’ 
 
     Astrid groaned. ‘Sorry, Megs, won’t be a tic.’ 
 
     ‘Go ahead,’ said Megs. ‘I’ve all the time in the world.’ Matthew, however, was less than impressed with her presence. ‘Isn’t there a display of tea towels you ought to be arranging? Don’t you have some kiddies watering cans to price up?’ 
 
     ‘All right,’ Charlie said, ‘there’s no need to be rude.’ 
 
     Matthew rounded on him. ‘Very cosy,’ he said. ‘How privileged you must feel; how special!’ 
 
     ‘Oh, bog off!’ said Megs. 
 
     Charlie admired her restraint; far worse was on the tip of his tongue. But Matthew had no use for either of them; it was Astrid he wanted to tear a strip off. 
 
    ‘Let’s clear something up, shall we?’ said Matthew. ‘Regarding the state of my team. Or lack of. That crap you gave me about there not being enough work to go around. Everyone knows the upkeep of this place is like painting the Forth Bridge. Neverending.’ 
 
     ‘Actually,’ said Charlie, ‘they use a new kind of paint these days, it doesn’t require half as much maintenance.’  
 
    Astrid hurried to make amends. ‘We’ve been through this, Matt. The money’s not available for another three months; I can’t keep any extra paid workers on. If anyone wants to continue to help out in the meantime as a volunteer, then they’re perfectly welcome to do so. As soon as the money comes through, we’ll talk again.’ 
 
     Over Matthew’s shoulder, Charlie could see the gardeners working in the flower beds in the formal gardens stealthily leaving their tasks. In anticipation that something was about to kick off they were careful to maintain a discreet distance.  
 
    ‘Oh I’m very well aware why there’s no money for me,’ said Matthew. ‘Very aware. You need money to pay him. That’s why I’m getting shafted.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not true,’ said Astrid. ‘Charlie isn’t getting a penny.’ 
 
    ‘Pull the other one,’ said Matthew. ‘You think I believe any of that shit?’ 
 
    ‘Steady on!’ said Charlie. ‘There’s no call to speak to Astrid like that -’ 
 
    Matthew hadn’t finished. ‘People like you make me sick! Why don’t you get a real job you poncy twerp!’ 
 
    ‘We’ll go somewhere quieter, shall we?’ said Astrid, ‘Discuss this sensibly -’ 
 
     Without warning Matthew sprang forwards and grabbed Charlie by the shirt front. The momentum took them both hurtling across the gravel and straight into the wall of the house.  
 
    Charlie’s ribs were compressed beneath the force of Matthew’s exposed forearms and his backbone was jarred up against the brickwork. Despite being a head and shoulders taller than his attacker he was completely immobilised. A second or so later he registered the fact that Matthew was holding the pointed tines of a garden fork alarmingly close to his jugular. This was ridiculous. Charlie could feel his head getting hot. His face, his neck, his scalp - alive with adrenalin. Matthew was poised to react. Charlie twisted his face as far away from the dangerous edge of the weapon as he could get. ‘Try it,’ he hissed. ‘Just try it.’  
 
    Matthew’s muscles flexed just a split second too late. With a bravado he never even knew existed, Charlie threw his elbows out, seized possession of the offensive weapon and in one swift follow-up movement tripped the gardener’s feet from under him. Matthew was laid sprawled on his back in the gravel with Charlie’s knee in his chest. ‘Make another move, and this fork will be six inches deep inside your cranium.’  
 
    ‘Get the fuck off me!’ said Matthew. 
 
     Charlie clambered to his feet, scorching trails in the gravel. Within seconds, the gardener too was on his feet and pacing furiously about in front of the stable block. Thrusting his hand deep in his overall pocket, he retrieved something that resembled a small missile.  
 
    ‘Oh my god, it’s the Mills bomb!’ cried Megs as Matthew slowly drew his arm back over his shoulder, took aim, and hurled it straight for the nearest window.  
 
     Instead of shattering the glass it bounced off the surface and skittered away into the gravel. Charlie dashed across to grab it and was about to lob it somewhere safe when he recognised its rather misshapen outline. He held the ‘device’ aloft. It was a rotting plant bulb. Mills bomb, he thought. If only. 
 
     Matthew, now weapon-less, reeled towards him, right fist raised.  
 
    Still clutching her coffees, Megs spun around, arms spread wide. ‘Don’t you dare!’  
 
    Charlie skimmed the bulb against the wall behind the flowerbed. ‘That’s enough. You’ll apologise to Megs and Astrid, right now.’ 
 
     For a brief moment it looked as though Matthew might comply, but then his lip curled into a slow sneer. ‘Fuck off,’ he growled and ambled belligerently towards the tearoom.  
 
    Megs was trembling in fury. ‘Stupid man! What did he do that for? He looked like he was about to scalp you.’  
 
    Charlie handed the confiscated fork to Astrid. ‘Caught me off guard, that’s all. Crisis over. Calm prevails.’ But the crowd of onlookers were in no hurry to return to their work. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t really going to slice your head off,’ said Astrid. ‘He’s stressed, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘He’s positively whatsit,’ said Megs, ‘psychotic.’ 
 
    Mrs Gibbs emerged from the tearoom and hastened over to see if her services were required. Not long after, Gareth too put in an appearance. ‘What was that noise? I heard something hit my window!’  
 
    ‘It’s fine! It’s fine!’ Astrid said impatiently, shooing them all away. ‘I don’t know what everyone’s getting so worked up about!’ Reluctantly, her staff dispersed, fully intending to mull over the mini-drama for the rest of the morning. Only Megs remained at their side. 
 
     Charlie rested his hands on his hips and looked up at the sky. ‘Phew! I need to… I think I’ll… take a moment, catch my breath-’ 
 
     ‘You sure you’re all right?’ said Megs. 
 
    He ran his tongue over his teeth. ‘I’m fine. Honestly. Thank you,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Come on, let’s go and get a coffee. Fresh ones,’ she said, indicating the ones in her hands. ‘Vicky will be fine on her own for a bit.’ 
 
     ‘Can’t, Megs,’ said Astrid. ‘I’ve got a meeting with the Big Boss. He’ll be here in five.’ 
 
     ‘Oh, I see. Well, I hope it goes all right. Stick up for yourself, won’t you? If you want to know my opinion, I think you’re doing a fantastic job. Not like the previous manager, he was hopeless.’ Megs gave a satisfied wriggle and turned to face him. ‘Of course Astrid didn’t tell me about it in so many words, but you have this definite whatsit about you, other worldly air.’ Megs twirled away from them, still holding aloft her coffees. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘just a normal bloke, no-one special!’ And with that she danced her way back to the gift shop. 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Astrid. ‘Much as I love being praised to the skies, I have to go and explain myself to the Big Boss.’  
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said. ‘I insist.’ 
 
    * 
 
     The meeting with the Big Boss went as well as could be expected.  
 
    At first he appeared quite sympathetic. ‘As you’re aware, Astrid, your colleague, Mary Toon, has been in touch with me.’  
 
    Astrid put him straight. ‘Went behind my back.’ 
 
     ‘Ought not to have done, I know,’ he said, ‘but she was concerned, Astrid.’ He was absently dunking a peppermint tea bag up and down inside a paper cup, all the while keeping his eyes on her. ‘Deemed the circumstances to be a bit beyond the norm, as twere.’ Dunk. ‘What with our curator’, dunk, ‘off on paternity leave,’ dunk, ‘she feels that she ought to have been given the responsibility, and not -’ he glanced at Charlie, ‘Mr Gilchrist, here.’ Dunk.  
 
    ‘Don’t I know it?’ muttered Astrid. 
 
     The Big Boss glanced down at the small puddle of tea sloshed on Astrid’s desk. Having dispensed with the soggy teabag in the waste paper basket he examined the resultant dark infusion before blowing the steam off the top and giving it a quick slurp.  
 
    He had a bit of a gut, the Big Boss. Charlie could imagine him in The Addleston Arms wolfing down steak and ale pie, followed by apple crumble and custard, washed down with a pint of the local beer. A man of large appetites. What’s the betting he’d been privately educated at Eton, had a friend who was a former cabinet minister, a wife who wrote articles for House and Garden magazine, and two blonde floppy-haired kids who he took on holiday to Tuscany?  
 
    Work wise, the Big Boss favoured an idiosyncratic sage green suit, probably because he thought it made him appear more rural, more environmentally friendly; at home amongst the trees. They could have a Hunt the Boss competition. He’s hiding somewhere in the undergrowth, kids. First person to spot him wins a year’s free membership. Mrs Toon could be the beater…, 
 
    Astrid trod cautiously. She made it sound perfectly reasonable, non-threatening, convincing. All heritage properties should avail themselves of an expert in Retrocognition, and why not? ‘It’s a different approach, that’s all. If we’d drawn a blank, then fair enough. But we didn’t. We’re still searching, in fact. It’s an ongoing-’ 
 
    The Big Boss raised his hand. ‘I’ll stop you there, Astrid. Numbers have been crunched, ventures discussed: a re-run of the highly successful poetry competition; a watercolour society event; a new venue for the pottery group, all well and good. And while I don’t particularly rate jazz bands per se, I can see why people flock to the summer evening picnic, so if you want to arrange another one of those it’s okay by me. But as for engaging in psychic mumbo jumbo, it’s not what we’re about. We’re custodians of history, we can’t engage in guess work! We certainly can’t use the organisation’s money to do it!’ 
 
     ‘I haven’t used any money,’ Astrid said calmly. ‘Not a penny.’ 
 
     ‘Not even for expenses?’ 
 
     ‘I asked Charlie here as a friend, that was all.’ 
 
    The Big Boss thought this was worse. ‘I see, you took it upon yourself to engage the services of one of your boyfriends?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my boyfriend.’ 
 
     For the second time that afternoon, Charlie felt his head get hot. ‘Astrid knows my brother,’ he interrupted. ‘That’s how we met.’  
 
     ‘Forgive me, but it’s not good for our image,’ said the Big Boss. ‘We are a well-respected, dignified organization. Ghost hunting tours is one thing - a bit of fun, a bit of a laugh - but this psychic nonsense has got to stop. Stick to real research. You understand?’  
 
    ‘With respect,’ said Astrid, ‘it really hasn’t done any harm. I think when Charlie explains what we’ve done you’ll see that it has produced far more information and detail than we’d have managed by ourselves.’ 
 
     The Big Boss chuckled. ‘You really believe that, Astrid? You couldn’t have got your information using normal procedures? A bit of diligence wouldn’t have thrown up the same results? Wouldn’t have led you to the House of Commons database? I really wish you’d got in touch with Louis first.’ 
 
     ‘I did get in touch with Louis. As I think I explained over the phone, he gave me the go ahead -’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t the dark ages, you know,’ he went on. ‘You can’t hire the local soothsayer.’ 
 
    Block it, Charlie commanded himself, fend him off like you’re in a taekwondo class. The Big Boss was a sceptic, as he had every right to be. No point saying anything and digging the hole any deeper. He briefly closed his eyes. If I could punch you in the face and get away with it..., 
 
    ‘Unimpeachable, Astrid, that’s what we must be. Our reputation is at stake. Like I say, if you want to go down the spooky avenue,’ he waggled his fingers in the air, ‘then stick to events at Halloween, yes? Sometimes, Astrid, your exuberance lets you down.’ 
 
     ‘I thought that’s why you appointed me,’ she replied. ‘Youthful enthusiasm, you said.’ 
 
     The Big Boss didn’t react well to being contradicted. ‘I’ll come and see you again before Easter,’ he said sternly. 
 
    ‘I’ll look forward to it.’ 
 
    The Big Boss took his leave. ‘Serious, reputable,’ he repeated. ‘Nothing dodgy, all right?’  
 
    ‘Exuberance, dodgy history…,’ Astrid muttered once he’d gone. She embarked on some pointless displacement activity, tidying the desk, adjusting the chair height, rearranging pens in the pen pot. Wiping up the tea spills.  
 
    There was a knock at the office door.  
 
    ‘Three guesses,’ said Astrid. ‘Mrs Toon swooping in like a carrion crow ready to tug at the bloodied entrails of my sad, degraded carcass!’ She swung around to face the door. ‘Come in!’  
 
    It wasn’t Mrs Toon, it was Megs. ‘Astrid? How did it go? Did you get a few things off your chest?’ 
 
    Astrid chewed on her bottom lip. ‘It’s unprofessional to whinge.’  
 
     ‘But you’re bored my love,’ Megs said. ‘Bored with this place, bored with the pettiness.’ 
 
    ‘I love working with you, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but you’re young. You’ve other avenues to explore.’ 
 
    Charlie noticed a little crease of worry in her forehead. ‘Megs? Is something bothering you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Matthew,’ she said. ‘I’ve just seen him talking to the Big Boss.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘You. Him. This morning. I think he’s made a complaint.’ 
 
    ‘He attacked me, not the other way around.’ 
 
    ‘Even so...,’ Megs looked dubious. ‘I thought it best to warn you.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Normally a trip into town would be a straightforward journey. He lived in London; he travelled on the underground all the time, ignoring everyone as was the custom. But today his surroundings appeared fragile and glowing around the edges, like he was enclosed inside the shifting optical pattern of a kaleidoscope.  
 
    In the station, the tide of passengers ebbed and flowed. Was it his imagination, or was everyone paired off into a couple? On the escalator two people on the opposite side kissed each other, the disparity in their height accentuated by the moving staircase.  
 
    Weaving in and out, he made his way onto the first train. With no seats free he hung onto the handrail. Squeezed up against the man next to him, elbows and bags digging into his spine, there was nowhere to put his feet. All he could see was the reflection of the tops of heads in the window opposite. The man across the way thought he was eyeing him up.  
 
    He’d never felt vulnerability quite like it. A solitariness that he’d long since grown used to, mocked his stoic acceptance. You’re lonely, it said, you’ve never felt lonelier. Why not admit it? 
 
    Disgorged at Leicester Square, he swam against the tide until the crowd dispersed, and then crossed the road in front of St Martin In The Fields. He swung through the revolving doors of the National Portrait Gallery and started for the steps. 
 
    His very first trip to the gallery years before had been revelatory. It had been a school trip and after making hurried sketches of Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth, the rest of the class headed straight for the gift shop while Charlie undertook a solitary exploration of his own. What did the others care that the man with white hair and whiskers was once a cabinet minister? Or that a frock-coated, stiff-backed toff once saved Britain from a trade crisis? Last to join the group at the entrance, he’d breathlessly exclaimed, ‘I got waylaid by the Bronte’s,’ wondering why everyone, including the teacher, burst out laughing.  
 
    But the portrait was a vital tool, sometimes the only record of a life lived. Captured for posterity, these canvases deserved far more than a cursory glance and a souvenir postcard.  
 
    ‘So, what’s it to be?’ he asked himself. ‘A circuitous route or a direct hit?’ He compromised with a trip via the nineteenth century portraits, that way when he finally got to the painting, he’d be seeing it in context. 
 
    In the middle of the highly polished floor was a bank of computers where a woman sat consulting the interactive gallery guide; otherwise he had the picture to himself. Some argumentative part of him insisted, ‘keep your distance, don’t bother. Leave Harry Bramall to your imagination. Let him stay where he is.’ But this was a unique record of a bygone age, a rare illustration of the political landscape at that time. Search for him he must. 
 
    Using the House of Commons database, he’d checked Hansard for references to a Harry Bramall. If he was indeed an honourable member, he’d be able to pinpoint whereabouts and attendances in the chamber on specific dates. He’d be able to locate his constituency. He might even be able to work out how often he stayed in the city and how often he returned to Kent. But there was no record of a Harry Bramall during that period or, for that matter, any other. As far as the database was concerned, no such individual existed. If he wasn’t an MP, what was he? What sort of business would require him to be involved in the Queen’s trial? Was he a lawyer, perhaps? Or working for one? Again, he could find no reference. 
 
     Harry’s London address no longer existed: the house had been bulldozed fifty years earlier to make way for a shopping centre. The Bramall family’s Kent estate might well have disappeared in sales and boundary restructuring, but Charlie could find no evidence to support this. There were no properties left to visit.  
 
    All he knew was that there was a famous painting of Queen Caroline’s divorce trial in the National Portrait Gallery. Harry might be lurking in the background somewhere, a face in the crowd. It was worth checking out. 
 
     ‘Okay,’ he primed himself. ‘Let’s do it.’ 
 
    The large canvas dominated the entire wall: Queen Caroline in the House of Lords. The woman herself was situated in the foreground, a single female amidst a large gathering of somberly clad male figures. The peers’ morning coats and lawyers’ robes were uniformly black, and aside from the red background, the only other colour came from the gilt pillars and chandeliers above their heads. 
 
     What was Harry Bramall’s involvement? What had this scene got to do with him? If he wasn’t an MP, an earl, or a lawyer, what was he?  
 
    As if compelled by enchantment, Charlie’s feet moved smoothly across the floor. A flicker of an expression was all he needed. He peered at the faces, trying to find his handsome features in amongst the plain, the dull, the ordinary. His eye roved from figure to figure, face to face. The parliamentary gathering included all the key dignitaries of the day. Harry would stand out in a crowd, of course he would. His would be the only face worth looking at. Was that him leaning over the balcony of the public gallery? Was that him on the front benches? Or there, in the doorway?  
 
    The hubbub enveloped him, the anticipation palpable.  
 
    A hush descends as the session begins; lawyers stand up to speak, accusations are about to be leveled at the King’s consort. Queen Caroline, lavishly clad but diminutive amidst the grand scale of her surroundings maintains her regal dignity. ‘I am a Queen, why must I be forced to endure this assault on my reputation? Why must I sit here, day after day, listening to argument and counter argument? I must leave it in the hands of my champions; I must trust that justice will prevail.’ 
 
    And then a glimmer of something in the public gallery. A whisper around the gathered fray. Someone fiddles with his buttons, someone else stifles a yawn. Another figure shares a quip with his companion. Interminable, this process, when will it be over? When can we go for lunch? 
 
    Charlie’s heart bumped. Of course! How stupid of him. Harry Bramall wasn’t an MP or a lawyer; he was a parliamentary reporter. He was following the events. Commenting on the situation, and recording it for posterity. That’s why he was in London during the divorce trial. He worked for a newspaper. 
 
    So why, when business allowed, and after Amelia’s letters ceased to arrive, didn’t he force his way into Addleston House and demand an audience with her? What had stopped him? Fear of scandal, exposure, the irate husband? What disenchantment could cause him to fall out of love with Amelia so easily?  
 
    * 
 
    He’d been diligently examining the canvas for many minutes. Other visitors who’d come to view the painting too, began to eye him strangely.  
 
     ‘A colourful period in history,’ said the man alongside. 
 
     ‘Oh yes, vivid.’ He’d made some headway. Now what? 
 
    He made his way downstairs, wondering if he ought to phone Astrid, sound her out. A group of people near the ticket desk blocked the thoroughfare. Some corporate thing, he guessed. Dressed in suits and talking loudly to each other, they radiated self-importance. A school party of nine to ten year olds was clustering by the ticket desk, the teachers surrounding them were doing a head count. The uniforms were bright green, the sweatshirts oversized and baggy, grey trousers pooling around their ankles. He was about to walk past when one of the teachers turned around to face him. It was Melanie, his ex. 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ Melanie immediately clocked him. ‘He-llo! How are you?’ 
 
    Several years ago Melanie had been all skyscraper heels, ludicrous haircuts and ‘statement jewellery’. Brash and confident, she ‘ate the room’, as his mother once described it. Not like him. He was more likely to fold the room up and put it away in a nice box somewhere. Today her clothes were a little more practical.  
 
    He lunged forwards and kissed her on both cheeks.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘thank you. How’s Adam?’  
 
    She inclined her head a little, as though he’d made a joke and she didn’t understand the punch line. Perhaps she was embarrassed to be put on the spot in front of her colleagues, not to mention the children, who were looking up at them both with great curiosity. 
 
     ‘Adam’s fine,’ she said. ‘As far as I know.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that? Where is he?’ 
 
    She spread her arms wide. ‘As you can see I am currently standing in the lobby of a prestigious London art gallery with my Year Sixes! Adam is currently in his own school, Charlie, probably running around the playground as we speak…,’ 
 
    Charlie’s hackles rose. Don’t take the piss; you always take the piss.  
 
    ‘Nice bumping into you, though. Give my regards to your Dad when you see him.’ 
 
    She was done with him, anxious to return to her kids. She glanced over her shoulder. ‘See you around, maybe. Take care, Charlie. Good bye.’ 
 
    The white walls of the lobby seemed to resonate with his puzzlement. She’d destroyed their marriage; surely she maintained some responsibility for it? But more importantly, why wouldn’t she let him see their son?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Once upon a time, Charlie mused, his mother must have been able to dismiss Stuart Gilchrist’s foibles as the price to be paid for living with such an intelligent, eccentric and cerebral man. 
 
    The unfathomable part was what made his parents get married in the first place. There probably wasn’t another couple on the planet so thoroughly ill suited. Her teenage fantasy to study in England and bag herself a well-educated native, didn’t quite come off. The sort of man who earned enough money to own a decent flat in the centre of town, a cottage in the country (preferably within driving distance of Stonehenge) and a lifelong membership to the All England Tennis Club, never materialised. What Gail ended up with was a man who was allergic to pollen, who lived and worked in the London suburbs, whose friends were all academics, and who’d rather cycle everywhere on a twenty-year-old Raleigh than sit behind the wheel of a Jag. Stuart Buchanan ignored all the usual conventions of marriage and carried on as if he was single: finishing work at six; having dinner at seven; retreating to his study by eight. ‘My husband,’ Gail had once despaired, ‘would have been older than me even if he was younger than me.’ 
 
    His sombre, starry eyed father had been blown away by Gail’s brash, strident American-ness; like stepping onto a fast moving skateboard for the first time, and it wasn’t until they hit a bump in the tarmac and he ended up on the ground with a ‘what just happened’ look on his face that he realised it was too late to turn back. 
 
     ‘Don’t you want to show me the delights of your country?’ she’d asked him. ‘Don’t you want to take me up a mountain in Scotland, or to the lakes where the poets hung out? Don’t you want to take me to one of those seaside places where they eat cream teas with ‘jam’? Or to Kew Gardens and Buckingham Palace?’ 
 
    ‘Not with my hay fever,’ he’d replied. ‘Take the kids.’ 
 
     And so mother and sons did the sights together, in the school holidays and at weekends.  
 
    They’d never been in tune, his parents, never really understood what made the other one tick. Opposites attract didn’t even come into it. At some point during their unlikely courtship they must have thought formalizing the relationship was a good plan.  
 
    It wasn’t ordinary things like being unable to endure his Dad’s habit of staying in of an evening to watch old recordings of ‘Silent Witness’, or his insistence on using an elaborate acquiescence when a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ would do – for example: ‘Do you want a custard cream with your tea?’ Answer: ‘It wouldn’t hurt, would it?’ ‘Would you like chips with your lasagne?’ ‘What a delightful idea.’ ‘It’s raining, do you want a brolly?’ ‘That’s an extremely sensible suggestion.’ No, it was major league things like Dad taking the rotting window frame in the spare bed room apart, on the very day that Mum had invited friends to stay. Never mind that she’d spent the best part of two days cleaning the house from top to bottom, and had reminded Dad several times that he needed to move his car into the garage to make way on the drive. Laden with food for the evening dinner, she’d arrived home from the shops to find all the freshly polished surfaces covered in a thick layer of toxic wood dust, and an arctic gale blowing through the upstairs. 
 
    Stuart Gilchrist was currently engaged in preparing a lecture on The Charge of the Light Brigade, and was busily hunting through a corner cupboard in his study. It would be a struggle to divert him from the task in hand. ‘I’ve just seen Melanie in the National Portrait Gallery.’ 
 
     Stuart’s knees cracked as he eased back on his haunches. ‘How is she? How’s Adam?’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s just it. She didn’t really say.’ 
 
    ‘You know there’s nothing stopping you going over there for a visit. I’m sure Adam would love it.’ 
 
    Charlie stared at the bald patch on the back of his Dad’s head – tonsure he thought it was called. Like a monk. Only, there was nothing monk-like about Stuart Gilchrist. Actually, scrap that – that’s exactly what he was: his entire life devoted to study. 
 
    ‘You know you really should file things properly.’ 
 
    ‘What for? I already know where everything is.’ 
 
     ‘And when you’re dead I’m slinging it. It’ll end up as landfill.’ 
 
    ‘Do whatever you want,’ said Stuart, and then, as if the fancy prompted itself, ‘How’s your job hunting going?’  
 
    ‘I’ll start looking when I’ve finished at Addleston.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, take your time. No rush.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Do you want me out?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. Don’t be so touchy.’ Stuart paused. ‘I know you miss her, but you’re better off now. You’ll always care about Adam – but you and Melanie weren’t suited.’ 
 
     ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ 
 
     Stuart gave up on the papers and went to sit on the sofa. ‘Come here,’ he said, patting the seat next to him. Charlie did so, wondering what he was about to confess to. 
 
    ‘You know as soon as your mother found out you’d got your university place, she phoned me at work to tell me? She was so excited; she couldn’t wait to share the news! But when she rang off, I had to make up an excuse to leave my desk. I had to go off somewhere by myself for a little weep, you see. Partly because I was so incredibly proud of you of course, but mostly because I knew this was it. This was the part where you left us –’ 
 
    Charlie patted his Dad’s fist where it lay clenched on his knee. ‘Little did you know I’d still be living here more than ten years later!’  
 
    ‘I don’t mean that, you know I don’t!’ 
 
    ‘My own fault,’ Charlie said. ‘Not Melanie’s.’  
 
    ‘It takes two and all that,’ said Stuart. ‘I know you found her vibrant personality totally captivating, endlessly entertaining, but your mother and I thought she could be a bit temperamental if I’m honest. Those actressy strops got a bit wearing after a while. We thought it was better to ignore it, let you make your own mistakes. In hindsight it was probably the wrong thing to do, but if this is the point where you’re expecting some sort of Buddhist enlightenment and the bestowal of gifts of worldly wisdom, then I’m afraid you’re going to be sorely disappointed.’ 
 
    It was already an unusually frank conversation, and although Gail had often remarked that father and son were in absolute symmetry, Charlie didn’t normally confide in him. Granted, if there was a cracking good Simon Schama documentary on they might happily watch it together and make approving noises, but they never talked about personal matters. 
 
    Charlie held out Amelia’s last letter, which he’d been keeping safe and flat inside the pages of a book. ‘It’s from Amelia to Harry, but of course he never read it, it was hidden from him by Mary Ellen. Here, take a look.’ 
 
     Reluctantly Stuart reached over and took it. He read it through in silence. ‘What does she mean, ‘not the start,’ but the ‘end of her beginning?’ 
 
    ‘Harry was her lifeline, but her hopes were dashed. He let her down.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t be the first.’ Stuart read it through again. ‘So sad, so final. But why do you have it?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t bear to part with it. And I thought I could use it to find out why Mary Ellen did what she did.’ 
 
    ‘Sentimental crap,’ said Stuart. ‘So what if Mary Ellen hid the love letters? So what if they were kept apart? Did you stop to think she might have had a valid reason for doing it? Do you think she might have done it to help them, to save them from scandal? Did you consider she might have been threatened, given no choice?’ 
 
    ‘Point taken. But don’t you think that if she cared at all, she’d have done something for Amelia?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s it. She didn’t care. You must take the letter back,’ Stuart said. ‘Don’t hang on to it. Forget all about this job. Forget about Astrid.’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not stupid,’ said his Dad. ‘Relationships are difficult enough without having all this to contend with.’ He waved his hands vaguely around his head. ‘Best just to stay friends with Astrid. If you really care about her, that is.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ said Charlie. ‘It’s best that I remain celibate?  
 
    Stuart smiled fondly. ‘I kept all your Mum’s letters, you know. The ones she wrote after she’d visited England for the first time. She was only here for the summer. She went back to Massachusetts as soon as my term started.’ 
 
    ‘What term?’ 
 
    ‘My first teaching job. We both thought it would be too distracting for me to have her around.’ Stuart gave a short, disbelieving laugh. ‘How selfish of me, was that? Basically, I sent her home, assuming that she’d forget all about me. I assumed that I’d forget all about her. But she wrote me these wonderful letters. Smashing, they were.’ 
 
    ‘Mum did? She could barely write a shopping list!’ 
 
    Stuart chuckled. ‘I’m not going to show them to you because they’re personal, but she wrote to me every week for the whole of the autumn term, and by the time January came around I was persuaded that I had to get her back to England, pronto. So I asked her to marry me and unbelievably, she said yes.’ He pondered. ‘I wonder how your nineteenth century lovers would have gone on if they’d had recourse to the internet. It’s so much easier to stay in touch these days, isn’t it? No need to rely on the tardy post coach. A few minutes spent typing or texting and bing! Away goes your message, and ping! Here comes the reply.’ 
 
    He became unnecessarily preoccupied with the current edition of the Radio Times; Charlie knew for a fact that he’d already been through it once with his highlighter pen. 
 
     ‘She gave up a lot,’ Stuart ruminated, ‘when she came here, and I wasn’t as sympathetic as I perhaps should have been. I reasoned that it was her choice, not mine. I’d ventured to ask the question, and she’d acquiesced. I didn’t really want to think about the chances that she might regret that decision – And then of course, there was you to consider… what with your – condition.’ He looked askance. ‘We both loved you very much. We could only go by our personal circumstances, our feelings at the time. That’s all we had, your mother and I, our joint resources. You were our priority. But modern psychology suggests these days that staying together for the sake of the children is emphatically the wrong thing to do.’ He was referring to Melanie again. ‘Some relationships work, others can’t,’ he concluded. ‘No rhyme or reason.’ 
 
     Bollocks to that, thought Charlie. There’s always a reason. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Astrid’s voice was brisk, business like voice over the phone. ‘Good morning. Addleston House. How can I help?’  
 
     ‘It’s me, Charlie.’ 
 
    Her tone brightened at once. ‘Hi! Where’ve you been? I thought you’d given up on me.’  
 
     ‘Oh I never give up. I wait till I’m given up on.’ He cringed inwardly.  
 
    ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I don’t think we’re quite there yet.’ 
 
    A conversational chasm opened up between them. He couldn’t think how to bridge it.  
 
    ‘Did you have something to tell me?’ she asked. ‘Only I’m seeing Mrs Toon in a minute, and I mustn’t keep her waiting…,’ 
 
    He gathered his thoughts. ‘Okay. I’ve been doing some digging around, re our friend Harry…,’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I went to look at the picture of the Queen’s trial in the National Portrait Gallery. He’s a parliamentary reporter.’ 
 
    She exhaled loudly. ‘Of course! It makes perfect sense. Why didn’t we think of that earlier? Actually, I’ve done some digging of my own. I found a reference to a portrait attributed to a ‘Henry Bramall’ currently owned by a family in Derbyshire. It’s at a place called Brooks Grange Farm. They said we’re welcome to come and visit any time we liked. It’s a bit of trek to get there, but we could do it in a day. It might be our man, or a descendant, or a man who shares a similar name. Either way, the likeness needs to be studied. I’m sure your instincts will be confirmed once you’ve seen his face… oh, bugger!’ There was a noise like she’d spilled pens all over the desk. ‘Charlie? Still there? What do you think?’  
 
    ‘Can’t wait,’ he said.  
 
    * 
 
    When he pulled up in the car park she was already waiting for him.  
 
     ‘You’re looking very nice.’ She was wearing tights and a dress, the first time he’d seen her without jeans and Kickers. 
 
     ‘Thanks. Let’s go.’  
 
     The ancient MG Roadster was an undeniably attractive vehicle, with its dark green livery and open top, but she was inclined to kick up a fuss. ‘I could have driven; I do have a car of my own. I know how to change gear, and everything.’ 
 
    He gave a low laugh. ‘I’m being a gentleman, don’t knock it.’  
 
    With no central locking he leaned across the gear lever to undo the passenger side. She climbed in and slammed the door so hard the chassis bounced wildly from side to side.  
 
     ‘Careful,’ he said. ‘Bits of bodywork tend to fall off. I lost the exhaust once on a speed bump.’ 
 
    The chair was too far forward. She hunched it into position and struggled with the tangled seatbelt. ‘When was the last time you had a passenger?’  
 
    ‘Er, a while.’ 
 
     The old engine spluttered into life, and for a while they drove along listening to its every noisy utterance. Eventually Charlie switched on the tape player. ‘Old fashioned technology,’ he apologised, ‘I don’t have a CD player.’ He pressed play. ‘Not sure what’s in there at the moment…,’ 
 
    A piano melody bobbed up and down, accompanied by an acoustic guitar, too indistinct to make out. He adjusted the volume. ‘Oh, it’s Nick Drake. Do you like Nick Drake?’ 
 
    ‘He’s all right.’ 
 
     The lyrics were sweet, wistful, tragic. ‘Oh poor boy, so sorry for himself…,’ 
 
     ‘What’s this,’ she said, ‘your signature tune?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not music for sharing, is it?’ Charlie suggested. ‘I used to listen to this on headphones in my room at home. God, I was a sad fucker!’ 
 
    The swear word, with all its ugly sharp awkward edges, jarred badly. As though he’d taken a loud hailer and bellowed it across at her. Mortified, he said, ‘I didn’t mean to say that! It just came out.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right. You can swear in front of me, it won’t offend my delicate sensibilities.’ 
 
    ‘Northern sky…been a long time…’ 
 
     He leaned forwards and pressed the eject button. Nick Drake stopped abruptly with an awkward squelching noise. 
 
     ‘Pinch wheels,’ he remarked. 
 
     ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Something my Dad says. If you don’t eject the tape properly, it bends the pinch wheels.’ 
 
     Astrid glanced across. 
 
    ‘He says it all the time. Very annoying. I don’t even know what pinch wheels are, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t the foggiest.’ 
 
    He put the radio on and for the next few minutes they concentrated on the news bulletin. He didn’t understand where this inability to speak had come from. Away from Addleston House, they could no longer communicate. Without the letters, they were lost.  
 
     His fingers tapped now and again on the steering wheel. When he finally risked a direct look her face wore a familiar troubled expression. What was bothering her this time?  
 
    ‘Nice Christmas?’ he asked in desperation. 
 
    ‘Fine, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Who did you see? Did you stay with anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Relative-free Christmas this year. Just the way I like it.’ 
 
    He was puzzled. ‘No family, or friends?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. How about you? Did you see Adam? Your step son.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well aware who he is, Astrid, and no, I didn’t see him.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to overstep the mark.’ 
 
    What could they talk about? What would entertain her, while he drove? Erudite conversation, sparkling repartee – his powers failed him. Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak out and remove all doubt. 
 
     ‘Mark Twain,’ she said out loud. 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
     ‘That’s what you were thinking, wasn’t it? So was I.’ 
 
     ‘So now you’re the mind reader?’ 
 
    ‘Not the only one with a special skill, are you?’ She shifted in her seat, her features softening to a smile. 
 
    They arrived at their destination – an ivy clad Georgian residence set in a large garden – and were greeted by Margaret Brownlow, the housekeeper, a shapeless woman in raincoat and boots, brandishing a large bunch of keys.  
 
     The house was a modest building by Addleston’s standards, privately owned and partly converted into guest rooms, but as it was off season they had the place to themselves.  
 
    ‘It’s very good of you to let us in,’ said Astrid. 
 
    ‘Oh no bother,’ said Mrs Brownlow. ‘I live locally, I have to keep an eye on the place, anyway.’ 
 
    Margaret unlocked the front door and took them through the dimly lit entrance hall and into a long gallery filled with floor to ceiling windows. A lushly thick, moss coloured carpet absorbed all extraneous noise; its fibres bisected by strips of light from the semi drawn curtains.  
 
     The paintings in the collection were darkened with age, their muted palettes threatening to melt into the varnished panelling behind. A casual visitor might well dismiss this room as being of insufficient historical interest - irrelevant to today’s society - and walk straight through in search of the toilets. But Charlie was no casual visitor.  
 
    He was inclined to defer the prize as long as possible, but it was too late. He recognized him in an instant.  
 
    He beckoned Astrid from across the room and pointed to a portrait. ‘Here he is. That’s him right there.’ 
 
     Positioned in front of a sweep of red drapery, was a tall figure in a black coat with large lapels. He wore a half-buttoned waistcoat revealing a white shirt and an elaborately tied neck cloth. His hair was dark brown, with natural highlights, and slightly dishevelled, like he’d pushed his fingers through his fringe. Light was reflected on the smooth, neat nails of his slim fingers where he clasped hold of a folded newspaper. His nose was straight; his eyes a greenish brown, very bright, very striking. The closed mouth and slightly jutting chin conveyed the tiniest hint of amusement, as though he was modestly responding to flattery.  
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ breathed Astrid, ‘he’s a handsome bastard.’ 
 
     Charlie regarded her with baffled amusement. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think so? Don’t you think he’s the most attractive man you’ve ever clapped eyes on? No wonder Amelia was in love with him.’ Her eyes roved every inch of the painting, as if she was scanning it into her brain forever. 
 
    ‘I’m with you,’ said Margaret Brownlow. ‘It’s alchemical, isn’t it, the way an artist can produce a likeness using nothing more than a sequence of deftly placed brushstrokes on a piece of canvas.’  
 
    ‘It’s hardly Thomas Lawrence,’ argued Charlie. ‘But then why would Harry Bramall sit for a society portrait? He isn’t an earl or a dignitary, he’s a journalist.’  
 
     The housekeeper was unperturbed. ‘Well, whoever he is, he was bought in a sale. Part of a job lot. Someone in the family in the twentieth century decided they didn’t have enough family portraits, so they set out to acquire a few at auction and pass them off as their own.’  
 
    ‘You mean he has no connection to this house?’ said Charlie. 
 
     ‘None whatsoever. But it was money well spent, I say.’ 
 
     ‘I agree,’ said Astrid. ‘This man is in the maelstrom of early nineteenth century political life. He’s witnessed the setting up of the Regency, Queen Caroline’s divorce trial, George IV’s coronation…,’  
 
    ‘And yet every night he lays his head on the pillow and dreams of his beloved Amelia!’ Charlie had taken one of the empty leather seats in the middle of the room. When Astrid at last tore her eyes away from Harry’s face, she noticed that he was holding a pair of letters in his hand. ‘What are you doing with those?’ 
 
    ‘I thought that if we got the chance, we could…,’ he glanced towards Mrs Brownlow who inclined her head slightly and left the room. 
 
    ‘You want us to read them, here?’ She sat down next to him, facing the portrait and opening Amelia’s letter.  
 
    ‘It might help.’ 
 
     ‘What would Mrs Toon say if she knew?’ 
 
    ‘Who cares? It’s an experiment… do you want me to go first?’ 
 
    He didn’t wait for her say-so, but opened Harry’s missive and began reading it aloud. His voice was muffled and warm in the close confines of the long, low ceilinged space. The mid-day sun cast a bright sheen across Harry’s portrait; small spots of illumination highlighted the features of his face, animating his eyes and mouth.  
 
    ‘Darling, I have been so busy this week, my head is spinning. Picture me now at my desk in my gloomy chambers, tucking into the first meal I have eaten all day... I cannot get away, my love, all I can do is write. Even though I am supposed to care for ambition, progress, success – without word from you, it means naught. Imagine my kiss, my darling, you shall have it again. One day, I promise.’ 
 
      
 
    When he’d finished, Astrid took over with Amelia’s letter to Harry. Directing her speech towards the portrait, she was halfway through when they both realized there was a whole section that was new.  
 
    They’d been distracted during the earlier reading by Amelia’s presence in the rose garden. Astrid hadn’t made it to the end. She read on now: 
 
      
 
     ‘Harry, my love, remember that I love you. Have faith in me, your silly Tall Poppy. I shall never forget that last time I saw you, walking down the steps away from me, when I had told you that I was with child again. Your face revealed the pain of it, the dejection – I know, I felt it. You quickly hid it, my love, you were brave to try, but I saw and understood it. You explained that you did not know when you would be able to visit again. The business with the Queen was going to take up much of your time, and I had said, ‘Try, my love, please try.’ You agreed, of course you did, to allay my fears, but I guessed what was in your mind that day. You did not realize, as I did not at the time, that Tunney had seen you leave. I stood and watched you walk down the steps and away down the long drive. You had no carriage of course, you had come on foot. You did not turn back, not once. And when you’d gone Tunney was in a towering rage, and there followed such a violent incident, adding to my existing torment so grievously – But I will not talk at length about that. Suffice to say, the event that had so disquieted you, will not now take place. It is ended. And although I shed many tears, a part of me is glad it is ended. You can infer what you will from these allusions, I cannot bring myself to write it in plain English. All I want to tell you, my darling, is that I think of that last kiss we shared, each and every day. I will remember it forever.’  
 
      
 
    Astrid finished the letter and looked up at Harry’s portrait.  
 
    What did Amelia mean? What had Tunney done to her? What was the violent incident? 
 
     And then the oddest thing happened. He was on the steps at Addleston House. The sun was high in the sky; the breeze was blowing his fringe into his eyes.  
 
    All he wanted was to kiss her. One kiss, for pity’s sake. Like he always used to.  
 
     The fire in his blood was threatening to combust his insides. He wasn’t sure where these violent thoughts came from, why he was trying to goad her, what he was trying to get her to admit to.  
 
    Harry has paused at the top of the steps and given Amelia the longest, sweetest kiss, the last he will bestow on her, for the time being, at any rate.  
 
    ‘You’ll come back to me, won’t you?’ she says. ‘After the baby is born? And you’ll write to me as soon as you’re able? It’s only a few months after all. The separation is for decency’s sake. Letters will sustain us.’ 
 
    He can feel himself gripping her forearms. She is rigid in front of him, unable to move forwards or backwards. Her eyes are level with his coat front. He has an unbelievable desire to undress her, right here, right now. 
 
    But then he lets go of her arms, and pushes past, leaving her weeping at the top of the steps. No! That was wrong! He wasn’t supposed to do that. He mustn’t leave her… Amelia? 
 
    He doesn’t look back; he walks hurriedly down the steps, too upset to do otherwise.  
 
    A scuffling noise is behind them, the footsteps rapid, purposeful. Richard is approaching. Amelia whirls around, interposing herself between her husband and the view of her lover as he recedes into the distance. Richard mustn’t see him; Harry must have time to leave. Is it too late? Richard’s face is angry; he means to do her harm. She takes a step backwards but her heel misses the edge of the step; she staggers, clutching desperately at air. Her ankles give way and she tumbles, falling hard and heavy against the sharp edges of the unforgiving steps, her knees twisted in the fabric of her skirts.  
 
    * 
 
    Charlie’s arm flapped in mid-air. He tried to locate something solid and secure to hold onto. Astrid seemed unaccountably distant, right at the far end of the gallery, like he was squinting at her down the wrong end of a telescope. 
 
     Sound was swallowed up in a vacuum; he couldn’t hear what she was saying. Blackness crowded at the edges of his vision, she began to recede from view… His knees buckled and everything swooped in on top of him. 
 
     ‘Got you,’ she said, catching hold as he dropped. She guided him towards the leather seats where they sat together for some moments while his dizziness calmed down.  
 
    That hadn’t happened for a while. A boy at school once saw him sink to his knees near the boys’ toilets and wasted no time in spreading the word. Another one of his quirks, it confirmed the overall view: Charlie Gilchrist - Weirdo. Sometimes it came over him, this strange collision of brain cells, as if his synapses were overloading with information. 
 
    Eventually his heart stopped palpitating against his breast bone and he forced himself upright. ‘I know. Horrible, girly thing to do…,’ 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Astrid asked. 
 
    ‘I will be in a minute,’ he said, although he was reluctant to leave the security of her arm and the warmth of her body. ‘It’s probably just low blood sugar. I haven’t eaten all day.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t give me that,’ she said softly. ‘You saw something, didn’t you?’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Mrs Brownlow advised them to drive into the nearest town. ‘Try Millie’s. I go there on a Wednesday after my swim. Plenty of choice and not too pricey.’ After trawling the High Street they located the genteel establishment and installed themselves at a table. His appetite revived with the smell of bacon and coffee.  
 
    ‘We need sustenance,’ Charlie told the teenage waitress clearing the tables. 
 
     She looked at him in panic. 
 
    ‘He means food,’ Astrid enlightened. ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Self-service,’ she said. ‘Pay at the till.’ 
 
     Charlie bought the works, piling his tray high with sandwiches, soup, tea and cakes. Astrid thrust a pile of napkins at him. ‘Better now?’ 
 
    ‘Much. Thank you.’  
 
    ‘Okay, what happened?’ 
 
    ‘A jolting dislocation. Two memories at once. It wasn’t nice.’ 
 
    She passed him a plate. ‘You said you didn’t channel them like that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t, usually. Maybe it’s a first? The memories were confused, as though there were conflicting versions of what happened on the steps. I could feel the presence of more than one person. What if Amelia was pushed?’  
 
    ‘Hang on. What?’ 
 
    Charlie lowered his voice, conscious that they were surrounded by eavesdropping diners. ‘That last meeting, under the portico, Amelia had admitted to Harry that she was pregnant for the second time, and he, bitterly disappointed - betrayed even - left her standing at the top of the steps, distraught. Tunney spots the lovers together; he watches Harry leave, then he rushes up behind Amelia, next thing she’s at the bottom of the steps.’ 
 
    Astrid pulled a face. ‘You think he pushed her deliberately? That’s why she miscarried?’  
 
    ‘It’s a possibility.’ 
 
    ‘But why would he do that? And why are you saying that Harry feels betrayed when it’s Richard who’s the cuckold?’ 
 
     ‘The first baby, the one that died, wasn’t Richard’s child; it was Harry’s. But the second baby was Richard’s.’ 
 
     ‘Let me get this straight: Harry walks off in a snit because he thinks Amelia’s having Richard’s baby; Richard pushes her down the steps because he thinks it’s Harry’s?’ 
 
    ‘She must have been wretched, poor girl - two dead babies, an abusive marriage, a lover she couldn’t be with…,’ 
 
     ‘So what happened to her after Richard Tunney pushed her down the steps?’ She poured them both a cup of tea. ‘What happened to Harry?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we need to find out.’ 
 
    She avoided his eye.  
 
     ‘What is it?’ he said. ‘What’s really going on?’ 
 
    ‘Where? What do you mean?’ She cut her bread roll in half. 
 
    ‘You can’t keep secrets from me. You know I’ll find out.’ 
 
    It was meant to be a joke; he didn’t expect her to take it seriously. She began to scrape and scrape at the tiny margarine container, removing every last smear of spread, working herself up to a response, obsessively buttering the poor, defenceless bread roll. ‘I don’t know where these rumours come from, Mrs Toon’s imagination I suppose. The thing is, you were probably right, before, about needing to keep things professional. God knows I only have to talk to one of the male volunteers and I get branded as some kind of predator. I mean – a bit of mild nonsense leaves me with this reputation of being a raging flirt.’ The bread roll had been buttered into submission, its innards destroyed. She stopped abruptly and put down the knife. ‘But it wouldn’t do my awful reputation any good, would it, if everyone knew that I was -’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Entangled with you.’ 
 
    ‘What am I?’ he said. ‘A spider’s web? A trawler net?’ 
 
    She concentrated on the soup, tearing up the bread and stirring it into the bowl. The spoon scraped repetitively at the base. 
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s the flirting Mrs Toon’s bothered about,’ he said. After all, it wasn’t just Mrs Toon who’d been giving him the funny looks. What about the tea ladies, the volunteers, the gardeners? He’d messed up, and now Astrid was paying for his mistakes. ‘I’m so sorry; I should never have told them what we were doing. You took Retrocognition seriously - and now they think you’ve flipped.’  
 
    ‘It’s not that bad…,’ 
 
    ‘You’re confused by me. I’ve seen it before. It happens.’ He made an exasperated gesture. ‘When I’m finished at Addleston, when this job’s over, you’ll never have to see me again.’ 
 
    ‘Never?’ Her voice was uncertain.  
 
    All he wanted was to kiss her. One kiss,  for pity’s sake. Like he always used to.  
 
    He could easily lose his temper with her, and push her down the stairs himself. It was he who had rushed up behind her that day and made her fall, stumbling and awkward, grazed and broken. 
 
    ‘Charlie, are you all right?’ 
 
     He blinked. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, was I…?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell if you’re here with me, or if you’re seeing something else…Your eyes are open, but I don’t know what’s going on…,’ 
 
    ‘It was Amelia. At the top of the steps. Harry was leaving her. It was mixed up again. Two things happening at once.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit alarming, when it comes over you like that.’ 
 
     ‘It doesn’t come with an early warning signal,’ he said. ‘Here I go everyone. Shield yourselves!’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ she said, lowering her voice, ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. You forget I’m not used to seeing you do it. I’m still trying to understand how it works.’ 
 
    ‘You and me both. You’ll appreciate that I don’t always regard it as a ‘gift’. It’s more like an unwelcome possession that was once foisted on me, and now I don’t know where to keep it, or what I’m supposed to do with it.’  
 
     ‘And you think I want to exploit it. But I’d never make you do anything against your will. Never.’ 
 
     ‘You can’t stop it. When it happens, it happens. Like then.’  
 
    ‘Why? What did you see?’ 
 
     ‘I’m not sure. I need more to go on. I can see Harry and Amelia, but I don’t know where he went afterwards. And I don’t know what she did, once he’d gone. All I know is there’s a lot of pain.’ He pressed his hand against his chest. ‘Right there.’  
 
    ‘Okay,’ she said uncertainly. ‘You need more cues, things that will prompt you, I understand.’ She had news. ‘I’ve got another lead. There’s a Seagrave connection in America. I’ve got the name and address of someone in Peabody.’ 
 
    ‘Someone related to Mary Ellen?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility. Only - we can’t do it in an official capacity. You’d have to do it off your own bat.’ She deliberately concentrated on her food, ‘I can’t come with you, much as I’d love to. I’m really busy with the new season, and I’m due for a meeting with my superiors regarding my so-called lax behaviour. They want me to justify my working methods, amongst other things.’ 
 
    ‘What other things?’ 
 
    She skipped to the end in upbeat fashion. ‘I’ll let you know what the outcome is. I’ll tell you if and when Mrs Toon manages to finish me off.’ 
 
    Her jokey tone didn’t disguise the gravity of the situation. ‘Is it that bad?’  
 
    ‘It’s one of those periodic nuisances I have to deal with. It’ll blow over. But we 
 
    could always exchange notes when you get back. Catch up. Debrief.’ 
 
    No wonder she was being circumspect, it was his fault she was in trouble. And now she was having to cut him loose in order to save herself.  
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    When he arrived home that night he messaged his brother straight away. ‘Been researching Tunneys and Oswalds at Addleston House. Tragic love story unearthed between Amelia Tunney and Harry Bramall, a journalist. Repressed, kept apart, unable to be together. Might be able to follow up some info in the States. Would love to come over and see you at the same time? Dad says he’ll pay my fare. Doesn’t have to be for long, a week or so would do. How are you fixed?’ 
 
    There was a brief delay before Andy texted back: ‘I’ll pay for the trip, don’t worry. Dad still thinks ‘credit’ means high praise. We’ll do the sights. See ya soon bub. A.’ 
 
    * 
 
    A couple of weeks later, he was boarding the plane and bumbling hand luggage down the aisle. As a single passenger, he’d been allocated a random seat, and was now in the middle of the plane, in the centre of a row. Two elderly ladies immaculately dressed in two piece suits and tasteful jewellery took seats nearby, excitedly chattering about the New York delights to come: shopping and a Broadway musical.  
 
    Charlie unzipped his bag, retrieved his paperback and crushed sweets, and with some sharp elbow wriggling, managed to unravel the earphones from the packet and plug them into the correct repository – vainly hoping that in-flight entertainment would take his mind off his solitariness. It was easy for the cabin crew to over look his squished state, partially hidden by the corpulent American on one side and the fidgeting mother and child on the other.  
 
    ‘Come with me,’ he’d said to Astrid in the tearoom. ‘We’ll go together.’ 
 
    ‘Would love to,’ she’d said, ‘but I can’t.’ How much of that was true and how much convenient excuse? Unfair of him even to ask.  
 
    The flight landed safely at JFK and he joined the back of a long queue for security checks. Once the official at the desk had stamped his passport and given it back to him with a bored sounding, ‘that’s yours,’ he was at last standing in Arrivals, where a familiar yet unfamiliar looking man was scouting around the teeming hordes for a glimpse of someone he recognized. ‘Andy!’ The plea was about as well projected as his feeble attempts at shot put had once been on the school field. Clunk, thud. 
 
    In the movies, family reunions were accompanied by tears and massive bear hugs. Charlie slipped his arm through his brother’s in an attempt to stop him from straying. Andy reacted in alarm at being manhandled, registered that it was his brother, knocked Charlie’s bag out of his hands and attempted a clumsy embrace, all in one movement.  
 
     ‘What are you staring at?’ said Andy a few seconds later. ‘You checking I haven’t had a face lift?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Mothers don’t just drop dead in the kitchen.  
 
    It was ten in the morning and he’d only just got up. His mother was lying on the tiled floor wearing her black and white star patterned pyjamas with white piping round the cuffs, and the precise shade of chipped nail varnish on her toes was Black Cherry by Rimmel. The faint bruising on her face and the pale bluish tinge to her lips and fingers soon told him it was no joke. She wasn’t pretending. She wasn’t asleep. 
 
     ‘Why on earth have you done this now?’ he asked her. ‘I’m going to University in a month’s time.’ 
 
    Poor Dad. Could he really leave him on his tod while he gallivanted off to university? Shouldn’t he try and put off going for a year, defer his place? Out of the question, said Dad. You’d only use a gap year as an excuse to mope about and feel miserable; you may as well go straight to university and lose yourself in academia. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one to make plans for the future. The coffin was barely in the ground before his elder brother announced his own departure. It might have been years in the fermenting, but Charlie definitely hadn’t expected his brother to up sticks and travel to the other side of the Atlantic. He’d expected him to move to North London, or possibly the Home Counties, a destination that was at least accessible by public transport. 
 
    ‘Bit extreme isn’t it?’ Charlie had pointed out. 
 
    Andy left the following week, stressing there was no need for anyone to see him off at the airport, thank God, and he and Dad were left home, alone.  
 
    * 
 
    Andy checked his watch. ‘Eight thirty. You were delayed. I’ve been waiting since six.’  
 
    He strode out of the airport and across to the taxi rank where he expertly hailed a cab, and the driver graciously stowed Charlie’s bag in the ‘trunk’.  
 
    They climbed into the back seat of the cab and the low slung vehicle bumped and rocked its way out of the airport and onto the New York roads.  
 
     An alien feeling of being somewhere new, where everything had swelled into marvellous, gigantic form, gave Charlie a thrilling sense of excitement. He was experiencing that wondrously fabled scene: the Manhattan Skyline at Night. Resembling a geological rock formation studded with quartz and crystal, the black tower blocks thrust upwards against a purple sky. River-reflected illuminations hung below the shore line like a chain of sparkling icicles. The suspension cables on the Brooklyn Bridge – a huge repeating motif – shone like skeins of twinkling black thread on a magnificent loom.  
 
    ‘So where are we staying? Are we near the Park?’  
 
    ‘Not quite. West Fifty seventh, it’s handy for Fifth, and Broadway and Times Square. We can do the sights together. If you want.’  
 
    The taxi pulled up outside the Days Inn Manhattan, a large, flat fronted hotel, its windows lit up like a station. A very public, municipal building, business-like and reliable. ‘Is this it?’ 
 
    ‘Yup. This is our home for the next coupla nights.’ 
 
    He liked the way his brother said ‘nights’, as if daytime was less important and they’d be hoovering up the sidewalks, sucking the Manhattan culture like thick milkshake through a straw. 
 
    The honks from the car horns, the wail of the sirens, the orange carpets, the room service phone by the bed, the feeling that he never wanted to go to sleep ever again, sensation after sensation, crowded his mind. Meantime he flaked out on the bed nearest the bathroom. If he’d had bourbon and a cigarette to hand, he’d have reached for them. 
 
    ‘You didn’t have to spend money on a hotel,’ he said. ‘You could have put me on your sofa, or on the floor. I wouldn’t have minded.’ 
 
     ‘I thought as you currently have no income I’d treat you. Right, do you want to unpack first or go get some dinner?’ 
 
    His brother seemed to be struggling with his vowel sounds; flip flopping between American and British, unable to decide whether to accentuate his stateside accent or stick with the native. His mother’s American accent had been watered down after years of conversing with Dad and her English friends and the only hint that she was from overseas would be when a peculiar American phrase or saying crept in. ‘Be with you in a minute – I’m just taking care of business,’ she might say, making it sound as though she was a mafia don, when really she was just intending hanging the washing out – or laundry as she called it.  
 
    ‘Where do you wanna go?’ Andy asked. 
 
     ‘Oh, I don’t know, the Hard Rock Café?’ 
 
    ‘No way. Too many tourists and you’d have to stand in line till four in the morning. There’s a place close by. You wanna walk, or you wanna get a cab?’ 
 
     ‘Let’s walk. Unless it’s not safe at night? Is it safe at night?’ 
 
     ‘Relax, would you? I’m not taking you to a crack den.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The eatery was a self-consciously retro replica of an American Diner, all chrome tables and bright ice cream colours. The walls were covered in black and white prints of Hollywood superstars - James Dean, Marlon Brando, Frank Sinatra.  
 
    ‘How’s Dad?’ said Andy. 
 
    ‘Good, thanks.’  
 
    The last time the two of them had eaten out like this, was for their mother’s fortieth birthday. Tea at the Ritz. All gilt and mirrors, Gail had complained the lighting was unflattering to her skin tone.  
 
     ‘Much as I love junk food,’ Charlie said, attempting to fix his jaw around a massive chilli- burger, ‘you could have taken me to a real restaurant.’ 
 
    ‘Okay!’ Andy brushed off the complaint and stabbed idly at his fries, ‘tell me all about Addleston. How’d you get on?’ 
 
    ‘It was great. I had a nice time, met some nice people.’ 
 
     ‘What happened, then? Tell me the reason you had to come all the way here.’ 
 
     ‘Research. I told you. I have to get to a place called Peabody. There’s a woman called Aggy Seagrave there, she has some connection with Addleston and our letters.’ 
 
    ‘What about Astrid?’ 
 
    ‘What about her?’ 
 
    ‘Why isn’t she with you?’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t get away.’ 
 
    Andy narrowed his eyes. ‘You sure she didn’t flip out?’  
 
     ‘Actually, no. Some people accept me the way I am.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t one. Didn’t take off. Could have. Should have. Phtt.’ Charlie stabbed his knife in the top of his sesame seed bun. 
 
     The neon sign behind Andy’s head was turning his hair red. ‘Basically, what you’re saying is – leaving aside your aberrant condition – she didn’t take you very seriously, and you’ve come all the way across the Atlantic to prove yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’  
 
    ‘And have you given any more thought about what you could do with this commodity?’  
 
    ‘Commodity?’ Charlie repeated. ‘It’s just me, the way I am… commodity?’ 
 
    ‘Unless you’ve got some other burning issue in your life to get fired up about? Do you? Have a cause? Maybe you’ve got an anti-capitalist march to join, or a tent city to erect? Isn’t that what dropouts do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a dropout! I’m unemployed. Well – kind of.’ 
 
    ‘Unemployable more like. I mean,’ Andy went on, ‘once this job is over, you’ll still have that hole in your life. You’ll need to fill it with something.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. You’ve really cheered me up. You could charge for advice like that.’ 
 
    ‘In this city,’ said Andy, ‘I could.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Initial impressions of the city in daytime were easy to summarise: Yellow. High. Wide. The Karman Line where earth’s atmosphere ends and outer space takes over couldn’t have been much higher. Glimpsed views of the Chrysler and Empire State Buildings where they jostled amongst the massed ranks of the endless skyscrapers; the sheer length of the roads; the parade of flashing lights, the preponderance of the American flag; the underground steam heating system, all contributed to a complete sensory overload.  
 
    ‘My neck hurts,’ Charlie said, chin pointing skywards. Everything was on such a massive scale he couldn’t focus properly. Feeble human eyes were inadequate for the job; his peripheral vision gave up in protest. 
 
    ‘You get used to it,’ said Andy. 
 
     ‘What’s that smell? That sweet, sickly odour?’ 
 
     ‘McDonalds? Air pollution? Cinnamon bagels?’ 
 
    Only a few weeks earlier he had been working in a quintessentially English country house, in a quintessentially English village, and now here he was in super-sized New York City, in the heart of Manhattan, queuing for entrance to the Empire State Building.  
 
     ‘A once in a lifetime experience,’ said Andy when they finally reached the viewing stage. ‘It’s one of those occasions when you look back and think: I know I did it, but I can’t quite believe it.’ 
 
    Charlie peered over the edge at the bristling city and the river. The grid system, with every junction mirroring the one before, a regular pattern of tight corners and avenues stretching to infinity, was a marvel of planning, even if the view from on high was slightly hazy. 
 
     ‘Let’s go the whole hog. Do what tourists are meant to do. Take a bus tour of the sights, visit the Metropolitan, look at the Statue of Liberty, pop into Tiffany’s, hang out, drink cawfee, whatever.’ 
 
     ‘Buy an I heart NY mug?’ 
 
    It was an amazing experience, no doubt about that, but when it was all over and they went their separate ways… 
 
    ‘How about showing me your office?’ 
 
    ‘Boring,’ said Andy. ‘You’d hate it.’ 
 
     ‘Ever thought of coming home?’ Charlie asked. ‘To me, to Dad?’ 
 
     ‘This is my home.’  
 
    ‘But we miss you. Both of us.’ 
 
    Andy gestured expansively. ‘We’re here now, aren’t we? Together?’ 
 
    ‘A few days only,’ Charlie protested, ‘in a hotel.’  
 
    ‘Oh, you sound so much like Dad when you say things like that. Boiling everything down to hard facts. The essential kernel of truth!’ 
 
    Andy was right. It was exactly the kind of thing he’d say. But it was no excuse to turn the conversation into a rant. ‘I’ll tell you something for nothing Charlie, I certainly don’t miss the gloomy, morose moods, the horrible impracticalities, the insensitivities! Having to do things his way! So anal. Never allowing anything to get messed up or moved out of place. Tuts, sighs, rolling of eyes, disagreements over what cupboards things belonged in, having to put your shoes in a straight line, your books the right way up on the shelf, your clothes colour coordinated in the wardrobe! And you were the same! ‘Mum, Andy won’t keep the purple sweets and the blue ones separate! Action Man doesn’t go in the same box as the toys, the paper doesn’t live in the drawer with the pens, and beads don’t go with pegs.’  
 
    Charlie didn’t buy it. There had to be more to it than that. Why else would his brother choose to live an ocean apart from his family for over half a decade, with only a few badly worded emails and texts for contact? 
 
    The teetering dread that Charlie remembered from childhood was scooping again at his insides; an awful, watchful feeling ingrained on his psyche. Something bad was about to happen. ‘You could have taken me with you.’ 
 
     ‘Oh Charlie, self-pity is not very attractive, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘But you always were self-absorbed.’ 
 
     The insult wasn’t new, but Charlie hadn’t heard it for a while. He considered whether or not to allow it to burrow deep inside and make its parasitic presence a permanent feature in his life. He was much stronger these days, able to withstand so much more, able to parry attacks before they did too much damage.  
 
    Mr and Mrs Gilchrist, I have a few concerns regarding your son’s behaviour. He keeps saying he’s ‘seeing’ things. He sits apart from the other children, on his own. He won’t play with them, doesn’t seem able to empathise with them or communicate on their level. Doesn’t share. Disinclined to talk much. Dare I say it… is there trouble at home? 
 
    What was the teacher talking about? Charlie had wondered. What did it matter if he was able to see things that had happened before? Didn’t everyone? 
 
     Mum had characteristically blustered the teacher into submission, whereas Dad didn’t seem in the slightest bit bothered. But that, he knew now, was solely down to his complete inability to get worked up about anything. 
 
    It might have been unconscious, but their parents had always paid him far more attention than his brother. Mollycoddled, according to Andy. Watched over with a hawk eye. Whereas Andy had been left to cope with growing up on his own, resentful but self-reliant. What Andy didn’t realize was Charlie felt the same way but for different reasons.  
 
    His parents had done their best to accept the mooncalf son they’d been lumbered with. But life for an oddball was difficult and demanding. He had fallen short of their expectations so overwhelmingly; they’d been left in a state of utter bewilderment. And then to realise that some awful misalliance had triggered off a bizarre chemical reaction; a cocktail of mixed up bio- product furiously coagulating inside his mother’s womb had transmogrified into this peculiar child.  
 
    No wonder Andy fled across the pond at the earliest opportunity.  
 
    ‘If it was in my power to get rid of it,’ said Charlie, ‘I would.’ 
 
    ‘You’re lying,’ said Andy. ‘You’d miss it, if it went.’  
 
    ‘But why does it happen?’ he said. ‘To me?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Why are some people left handed?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not quite the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘You just have to be careful who you show it to.’ 
 
    ‘Bit late for that,’ said Charlie. 
 
    How convenient it would have been for everyone if he could have claimed that his mother’s untimely death triggered his weirdness. Unfortunately the visions had been happening for much longer than that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Respectable and ordinary, albeit with a preponderance of kitschy Halloween stores, Peabody was only two kilometres away from the port town of Salem, infamous for the hysterical witch trials of 1692. If I’d been alive in those bigoted times, Charlie mused as he drove through town in the hired car, I’d most likely have been pressed to death too. 
 
    An unremarkable main street offered restaurants with cut price menus, grocery stores with green awnings, road side red and yellow fire hydrants and signs that said things like ‘H and P Auto Repairs.’  
 
    Aggy Seagrave’s house on the outskirts was a compact angular construction with a pitched roof and shuttered front windows. Judging by the condition of the exterior – peeling maroon paintwork, putty falling out of the windows, neglected, weed-ridden concrete driveway - she didn’t devote much energy to its upkeep. Aggy’s person was equally as shabby. Her un-styled, wire-wool hair frizzed around her head in a grey haze and most of the crystal decoration on her cat’s eye-shaped glasses had dropped out. Palette-wise, her bronze polo neck sweater and silver grey waistcoat blended seamlessly with her beige, un-made up face. 
 
    The real shock, however, was that one of her legs was missing. And not just from the knee down – the entire limb was gone. The spare, unused leg of her baggy loose trousers was knotted like a tied back curtain, swinging in the breeze.  
 
    Aggy’s first sight of Charlie was accompanied by a flicker of something that wasn’t quite disapproval but might have been disdain. She actually ‘harrumphed’, before clumping away on rubber footed crutches, banging at the door to her living room and battering her way through it. She paused only to throw over her shoulder a perfunctory, ‘Welcome to Peabody.’ 
 
     ‘You know who I am?’ said Charlie. ‘Why I’m here?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know,’ said Aggy, ‘but I’m no conversationalist. You’re welcome to look at my stuff, but don’t expect flags and bunting.’ 
 
    A heavy metal contraption, not unlike a steel girder with straps, was propped up against the wall in the hallway. Dense patches of cobwebs clung to its redundant, unused joints. The awkward false leg was as quaint and prosaic as the space race equipment in the Science Museum; comfort and padding ignored in the rush to send it into production. ‘Don’t you use this?’ Charlie asked. 
 
     ‘It’s too heavy. It chafes and drags, it never fitted properly.’ 
 
    ‘You can get much better ones these days. Prosthetic limbs are light weight with proper feet and everything.’ 
 
    ‘I spend enough time in hospitals as it is. I’m not about to go through all that again.’ 
 
    She must have arms like a hammer thrower, pumping her biceps like that, thought Charlie. He daren’t ask how Aggy had lost the leg in the first place. 
 
    Aggy hopped and bumped her good leg from the kitchen to the living room several times back and forth, before slumping with a sigh into a specially built up side of the sofa. ‘Cat!’ she said, wriggling her fingers down the side of the sofa arm, whereupon a silvery grey cat possessed of a black face and pungent fishy aroma, appeared at her side. Aggy barely looked at the animal, but fondled its face and whiskers as she kept her eyes on the TV screen.  
 
    ‘So, shall I make myself at home?’ Charlie asked. ‘Is it ok if I get a feel for the house?’ 
 
    ‘Do what you like. I’m done with small talk. Heard all the gossip, debated the vital issues. What’s left?’ 
 
     I don’t know, thought Charlie, how about, ‘Welcome to my home, how are you? What exactly is your line of work? How can I help?’ 
 
    As if she’d read his mind, the old woman said, ‘That’s the trouble with young people: you’re all so self-obsessed.’ 
 
    Perhaps Aggy Seagrave was too poor to buy any new furnishings, perhaps redecorating required too much upheaval, but surely she could have afforded a can of aerosol polish? The shuttered house was a raggedy 1970’s time capsule. The wooden furniture was thick with layers of encrusted dirt and varnish, the curtains were torn and faded, the skirting boards chipped and scuffed.  
 
    Floorboards were mostly bare apart from a thin runner near the front door and a shaggy brown rug in the living room. This was such a thick, crusty thing; it set Charlie’s teeth on edge. Crammed up against the disintegrating bureau was a bookcase filled with a half century’s worth of American literature. Hollywood biographies with torn dust covers and profiles of TV stars and sportsmen, whose fame hadn’t travelled as far as Blighty, mingled half-heartedly with the Readers Digest Collections.  
 
    Charlie excused himself and went to find the bathroom. He found it at the end of the hall, where the bare floorboards had nothing on them apart from a purple oval shaped bath mat, flopped disconsolately beside the tub.  
 
    Aggy finished watching TV and barged her way towards the blue and yellow kitchen. Charlie picked his way through the detritus and followed her in. If the bathroom décor was ‘tired’, then the kitchen was utterly ‘exhausted’. An unwashed window overlooked the concrete yard, an area decorated with a row of flower tubs made from cut down barrels, and a forlorn looking swing seat. It’s like ‘Grey Gardens’ he thought to himself, only worse.  
 
    Aggy propped her crutches at the door and moved herself around using the backs of the kitchen chairs, all the while wordlessly making food preparations. 
 
     ‘What are you having?’ asked Charlie. 
 
    ‘Tinned veg and fried steak. It’s all we’ve got till I stock up at the store tomorrow. It’s edible, don’t panic.’  
 
    ‘No, no,’ Charlie said hastily. ‘Not for me. I’ll eat later.’ 
 
    Aggy shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ She dished up her own food and sat down to eat. ‘So,’ she said, clattering away with cutlery and condiments, ‘what is it you want to know?’ Her voice sounded rusted through with lack of use, but its oil deprived joints weren’t about to loosen up any time soon; instead she emitted a weird, low, humming noise while concentrating on the plate in front of her.  
 
    ‘I understood you had some letters for me to look at,’ said Charlie. ‘Relating to Addleston House in England? You do still have them?’ 
 
    ‘Oh I got ‘em.’ Aggy said, then fell silent once more.  
 
    Evidently, the woman would only show the letters when she was good and ready, and not before.  
 
    ‘Is there much to do around here?’ Charlie tried conversationally.  
 
     ‘Depends what you mean,’ said Aggy. ‘There’s always the cinema, or you could get a drink? And there’s bowling… I volunteer at the local little league,’ Aggy remarked. ‘I sell kit, and sometimes they get me to officiate at games, show people their seats, that kind of thing. Also, I work part time in a sports store.’ 
 
    ‘You officiate at ball games? You work in a shop?’ 
 
     Aggy scraped a square of food neatly and efficiently off her plate and onto her fork. ‘I do. And I help out at the library once a week, sometimes twice. What can I tell you? I’m an asset to the community!’ She gave an ironic salute as if the President himself was at the table. Then she went back to chomping and humming her way through the rest of her meat and gravy. 
 
    Charlie tried to visualise Aggy in a baseball cap with a whistle round her neck, handing out programmes and souvenirs, but all he could think of was Megs in the Addleston House gift shop, mumbling fondly over Alan Titchmarsh paperbacks and sniffing at the lavender-scented soap.  
 
    His eyes followed the undulations of the fake plastic wood grain on the table. The placemats were illustrated with English hunting scenes, the red coats of the horse riders smeared and sticky with sauce and potato and God knows what else.  
 
    * 
 
    Was there any truth in that witch business? Charlie wondered as Aggy Seagrave propped herself on one crutch and leaned against the old sideboard, tugging at the stuck drawers.  
 
     When I am as old as Aggy there, he told himself, I’ll make full use of medical science. Never mind the spring coiled legs that athletes use; I’ll get bionic legs. I will bounce around regardless of limb loss. I will pay a team of helpers to clean up my shit. I will not crumble to dust in my own squalor.  
 
    ‘Here you go,’ Aggy said, fighting against the edge of the drawer with her hip. ‘I got a bunch of stuff, here. It might take some time to go through it. The letters are somewhere…,’ 
 
    She was holding a fistful of letters and documents, half of which skittered and slipped out of her grip and across the floor. Charlie scooped up the yellowing pile of papers and set them on the dining room table, surreptitiously using his sleeve to wipe it clean of dust while Aggy’s back was turned. 
 
    ‘What about these?’ Aggy pointed to a pile of photo albums in various states of disarray. 
 
    ‘Yes, if you like.’ Helping Aggy remove them from the cupboard, Charlie placed them on the table and flipped the heavy pages. War time service shots; passport photos; school portraits; loose black and white pictures with crinkly edged frames; mottled cream folders from professional studios; blurry Polaroids and holiday snaps. Decades’ worth of family history jumbled together in a mishmash of styles and eras.  
 
    Bride after bride passed through Charlie’s fingers: one in a 1940’s heavy wool suit; one in a New Look design with yards of petticoats; another with a beehive hairdo, a white crocheted dress and black patent stilettos. ‘Silly Susanna,’ Aggy tutted. ‘Who wears black shoes with a white wedding dress?’ 
 
     There was a severe faced boy decked out in a sailor suit; a pale faced girl framed beneath tumbling curls and enormous hair ribbons; a man on horseback. If these were all Seagrave family members, any one of them could be directly descended from Mary Ellen. 
 
     Aggy put the beehive girl to one side. ‘One of my nieces. We lost touch years since.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s this?’ Charlie picked up a sepia toned postcard of a man with white hair and heavily scored frown lines. ‘He looks like Charles Darwin.’ 
 
    Aggy examined it more closely. ‘Grandpa Anderson. Drunk, wife-beating bigamist, sent down for five years for tax evasion.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but what were his bad points?’ 
 
    Aggy chuckled. ‘No one forgot him in a hurry.’ 
 
    ‘And this girl, who is she?’ A faded picture of a young woman in cropped trousers and short sleeved shirt, squinting into the sun.  
 
    ‘That’s Julia, my daughter,’ Aggy sighed. ‘She was in her late teens when that picture was taken. Around about the time she met him.’ Aggy curled her lip. ‘She was wild, then! Fooling around in his car, going to the movies, staying out late, getting’ us all riled up. But she wasn’t a bad girl, not really. She tried to settle down when the baby was born, tried to get straight...,’ 
 
    The regret in her voice was unmistakable. ‘It didn’t work?’ Charlie asked. 
 
    ‘Let’s say there were barriers put in her way.’ 
 
    ‘By who? What happened to her?’ 
 
    Aggy changed the subject. ‘We barely had enough money to keep us in light bulbs when the kids were small. Of course when they became teenagers, they reckoned they didn’t want to stay local. They wanted to study, travel the world.’  
 
    Sounds familiar, thought Charlie, studying the photo, looking for some physical resemblance between Mary Ellen and any of these women in the photos. 
 
    Aggy opened another cupboard in the sideboard and leaned down. ‘This is too heavy for me; you’ll have to get it.’ A large cardboard box stuffed so full of ephemera the lid wouldn’t stay on, Charlie hefted it across to the table and put it next to the albums. Inside, notebook scraps, telegrams, typewritten letters on coloured paper, short stories written in scrappy biro, handmade Christmas cards, an elaborately decorated Anniversary card, and many children’s drawings, all conflicted for his attention. So many memories to disinter: a trailer montage of cinematic scenes and images. All here, safe, and waiting. 
 
    Aggy Seagrave was still ferreting around inside the drawers. ‘I think these are what you want, ain’t they?’ 
 
    She held a brown paper grocery bag in her hands, crinkly and thin with age. She shunted across and tipped its contents onto the table. ‘We called ‘em the English letters. They were written by someone called Eleanor, in the eighteen twenties. They’ve been in the family for years and years, held onto in the hope that one day someone would be able to shed some light on ‘em.’ 
 
    Aggy sat down, arranging the crutches against the chair and her elbows against the table edge. ‘My Daddy gave em to me, years ago. Keep em safe, he said. ‘O’ course he might have pilfered them from somewhere, knowing him… I hung onto em anyway. I don’t know if she’s a sister of someone, an aunt, a cousin, or what.’ She glanced at Charlie, wheezing a little with the effort of using so many words in one go. ‘Maybe you’ll have more success than me, hmm?’ Aggy turned her attention back to the photo of Julia. ‘Poor kid,’ she said giving the tiniest, most imperceptible shake of the head. ‘Some people can handle being different, some can’t. These so called enlightened times are nothing of the sort. She was getting picked on at school; she just wanted to fit in, you know? She wanted to be normal. Instead she got taken advantage of…,’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
     The old woman waved him down. ‘Another time maybe and I’ll fill you in. But not right now.’ She opened the English letters out flat, placing them side by side on the table. ‘You gonna read these, or not? I like the handwriting, don’t you? They mention England and this place called Addleston – like you say – so we know she came from there originally. But she must have moved here for a reason, and I reckon it must have been when she got hitched. What do you think?’  
 
    The letters had been in the paper bag so long, they’d grown brown and spotted with age, but the ink was perfectly legible. Charlie applied himself to the task, his eyes gradually focusing on the written words and the name of the addressee: Mary Ellen Seagrave. ‘Oh my God, it is her!’ 
 
    Aggy gave a wheezing chuckle. ‘Yup, that’s right.’ She pointed to the top of the first letter. ‘Is that what you were hoping for?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes it was!’ Charlie ran his fingers over the crinkled paper, caressing the lines of ink, tracing his fingertips over the loops and curls of the letters. The ensuing nausea was almost a foregone conclusion. ‘I followed her all the way here…,’  
 
    ‘She’s buried in the local cemetery,’ said Aggy. ‘Mary Ellen Seagrave. Take a look later if you want.’ 
 
    Charlie picked up the first letter. ‘Do you mind?’  
 
     ‘Go ahead,’ said Aggy, ‘do what you have to do.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘Dear Mary Ellen,’ he read, 
 
    It is some time since I wrote to you, but I assume that you have had much to attend to. The journey must have taken the wind out of you. It seemed altogether strange to say farewell, and to know that we would possibly never see you again. England must seem like another world. You will have had so much to observe and learn. I confess I am a little anxious for you, but at the same time I hope you will be absolutely delighted with your new life. You are not used to such freedoms, but Samuel will tell you what to do. My love, it is your own household, you must do as you see fit! This is a novelty for you, so used are you to doing everyone else’s bidding. You will get used to the weather, and the money, and the accents. I wonder that anyone could have a sane thought under such circumstances! Fortunately, your new husband is a very patient man, and he will encourage you.  
 
    I am so glad, my dear friend, that you formed an attachment to my brother, for if you had not done so, you perhaps would still be living in Addleston, in that miserable place, slowly fading from view – and now you are out and about with more freedom than you know what to do with. Of course I miss you greatly, but I must not be selfish. Do write to me with all your news. Forgive me, Mary Ellen, I have got myself into quite an emotional state, I must finish this, and run along now. We are dining with neighbours, and I have to get changed. Fondest love. I will write again soon,  
 
     Your affectionate friend, Eleanor.  
 
    * 
 
     So, Mary Ellen had married. She’d left England and moved to America with Samuel Seagrave. Here was the proof. Charlie cast his mind back to the reading of the diary. During the short time she’d been allowed out of Addleston, she’d gone to stay with the Fawleys. Samuel Seagrave was Lady Fawley’s nephew, and Eleanor, the ‘affectionate friend’, her niece. 
 
    He picked up the next letter. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mary Ellen, my dearest, I was so pleased to hear your news. I too, have similar reason to celebrate. My darling boy was born three weeks ago, and I cannot tell you how happy I am when I look at him in his crib. He is healthy and thriving, and belongs wholly to us, his doting parents. We have become quite silly, in our constant absorption. I imagine you and Samuel are the same. 
 
    Such a merry time, you’re having. Thanksgiving does sound like an extravagant feast. You will never want to spend winter in cold, rainy England again. Your children will be happy, and you will make a very fine life for yourselves. I only wish I was able to visit. I am always excited to hear your news. Your only regret you say, since leaving England, is that you missed the Coronation. I shall give you a brief account. Imagine me struggling for a view of the platform, the flags waving in my face, the plumage obscuring my view! The whole situation was comical. I did not see a glimpse of the King! All I heard was the clatter of the coach. I fear such a crowd would have terrified you. The noise, the smells, the crush! I was quite glad to escape the whole cacophony. We heard tell the Queen was turned away at the door. And now she is dead, God rest her. 
 
     Don’t waste time thinking about us at home. There are so many opportunities to be had over there. You made the right decision. Only now do I appreciate how much your father had trapped you and crushed your ambition and your will. I tremble to think he might have kept you at Addleston your whole life, and you never would have known happiness. You are a bird released, a butterfly escaped, a blind animal burrowing up from his dark tunnel, blinking into the light -’ 
 
     Charlie looked across at Aggy’s expectant face. ‘Her father?’ he repeated slowly. ‘Oh God, I should have known! I should have realized the connection. Mary Ellen wasn’t a servant or a companion! She was Richard Tunney’s daughter. Amelia was her stepmother. She was a Tunney who married a Seagrave and moved to America.’ Mary Ellen had concealed herself in another country, hoping that she’d covered her tracks, unaware that two centuries later the misery she’d caused would eventually be discovered. 
 
    ‘Yes, but who was she?’ 
 
    ‘She lived at Addleston House two hundred years ago. Her diary was discovered under the floorboards in one of the bedrooms.’ 
 
    Aggy took the letters from him, re-reading them. ‘I’ve looked over these letters a whole bunch of times. They never made much sense till now.’  
 
    But the more often he went over it, the more culpable Mary Ellen became. ‘Amelia was married to Mary Ellen’s father, Richard Tunney, but she was in love with her childhood sweetheart, Harry Bramall. Mary Ellen deliberately intercepted Harry and Amelia’s love letters and kept them hidden, until each of them believed the other had given up and stopped caring. Once the love affair had fizzled out, Mary Ellen locked the letters away in a tea casket with her diary, where they remained for the next two hundred years!’ 
 
     ‘Oh my,’ said Aggy, ‘that’s awful! What happened to the lovers?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! Nobody does! All we know is that the letters ceased. The diary ends – presumably when Mary Ellen took up her new life.’ He prodded the letters. ‘When she got married and lived happily ever after!’ 
 
    ‘When she came to the States,’ Aggy finished. ‘Phew-ee! This ain’t quite what I was expecting when you said you wanted to turf through my old junk.’ She picked up one of the letters herself and held it close up to her face. ‘No one uses pen and ink no more. No one writes letters like this. Everyone bashes out those electronic things. No soul!’ she said passionately. ‘No heart.’ 
 
     But pretty handwriting would not assuage Mary Ellen’s guilt. How could anyone, in all conscience, pack up like that, and flee? Leaving everything in a mess at home, abandoning loved ones in distress and ignorance? Amelia’s babies were dead, and Mary Ellen, her only companion, had been left to deal with the grief, alone. 
 
    Charlie left the documents and letters on the table and sat for many minutes, immobile. Above him, the cobwebs on the light-fitting danced and wafted in the draught from the hallway. If only he could send himself back in time, and help Amelia.  
 
    He’d go to the cemetery, that’s what he’d do. Find Mary Ellen. See what she’d got to say for herself. 
 
    A shrill blast from the doorbell jolted him back to reality. Aggy was about to haul herself onto her crutches when Charlie stopped her. ‘I’ll get it.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you darlin’. I think it’s for you anyway. Some friend of yours called me earlier…,’ 
 
    What on earth did she mean? She was obviously getting her wires crossed.  
 
    Charlie kicked the curled up rug from under his feet and padded down the wooden floorboards towards the front door. He undid the chain and yanked the juddery door open. Astrid was on the doorstep. ‘Sur-prise!’  
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’  
 
    ‘I’m in a hotel a few streets away.’ She looked hopefully up at him. ‘I thought I might be able to help. If not, I’ll mooch around the neighbourhood or something till you’re done.’ She eyed the peeling paint, the weathered window ledges, Aggy’s battered wheelchair gathering leaves and dust outside the door. She’d come all the way to Peabody on a whim? 
 
    ‘Well… seeing as you’re here,’ he said. ‘See that church spire above the rooftops?’ He pointed over her shoulder. ‘That’s where I’m going.’ 
 
    ‘Wow,’ she said, ‘you really know how to show a girl a good time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve been suspended?’ said Charlie. ‘But that’s outrageous. You weren’t in the wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that now,’ said Astrid. ‘The truth is I found myself at a loose end, and what better way to fill my time than fly out and see you? It’s a leave of absence really, nothing to get worked up about.’ 
 
    ‘What about Matthew?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer. The church was bounded on three sides by the cemetery, the last side, overlooking a small stream, remained strangely clear of graves as though it was an area that somehow wasn’t sacred. The rest of the site was choked with gravestones. ‘If only we had one of Addleston’s battery powered trimmers, we’d make short work of this tangled mess,’ said Astrid as they trampled a pathway through the tough grass. 
 
    None of the graves were recent and the older parts of the cemetery were deep in neglect. Right up against a part of the old church wall where the bricks had exploded beneath the force of an aggressively invasive plant, was a large, slate grey headstone, embellished with ornate lettering. The wording, although delicately applied, was just about legible. Ellen Seagrave, beloved wife of Samuel, adored mother of Edward, Anne and Lucy, buried here this day January 15 1843.’  
 
    ‘She’s changed her name,’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you, if you were trying to escape your past?’  
 
    And even as he contemplated the pathetic, worn, lopsided gravestone, it was hard to feel any sympathy for the elusive woman. Charlie felt strangely detached. This woman was part of the Addleston’s history, but Mary Ellen was a bad apple and he refused to forgive her. He owed it to Amelia and Harry to hold Mary Ellen in abeyance.  
 
    ‘Who is this?’ said Astrid. ‘Julia Seagrave, 1939 – 1965, Sleeping with the angels’.  
 
    She was standing next to a gravestone decorated with fresh flowers in oddments of glazed pottery and glass receptacles.  
 
     ‘Oh, that must be Aggy’s daughter, Julia.’  
 
    Almost immediately a young woman appeared close by, wearing cropped trousers and a red head scarf and balancing a wicker basket on the crook of her arm. He recognized her from the photos. Moving towards the shelter of the far churchyard wall Julia lit up a cigarette. The red scarf on her head fluttered in the breeze as she put her face up to blow away the cigarette smoke. ‘I can see her right now,’ Charlie said, ‘she’s over there.’ 
 
    The layout of the cemetery seemed to shift and change as he experienced the subtle alteration of his surroundings, and the present morphed into the past. 
 
     Julia brushes her fingers across her cheek, removing a stray hair, before wandering along the pathways, cigarette in one hand, basket in the other. She hovers at the gate, waiting.  
 
    A young man arrives; upset, Julia rushes towards him, and words are exchanged. She tries to physically push him away, he remonstrates, holds onto her arm. ‘Julia,’ he says, ‘come on now. I need you to do something for me.’ 
 
    ‘Leave me alone!’ she says, dropping her basket, the contents tumbling to the ground. ‘I’ve done enough for you.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go somewhere else, this place creeps me out.’ 
 
    ‘I like it here. You can go now.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ll come find me afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You promise?’ says the man. 
 
    ‘I promise! Just go!’ 
 
    Eventually the man leaves her, slowly, unwillingly. Julia watches anxiously, shooing him on now and then, until finally he disappears down the street. As soon as he’s gone, she begins crying, stumbling about. She makes no attempt to pick up the shopping strewn on the ground. Instead she clutches at her shirt collar as if the button is done up too tight around her neck, and pulls something from her pocket. She leans her head back, screwing up her eyes as if bracing herself for pain. A flash of something silver whips in the air. What is it? A knife? Julia gives a sudden lurch and slumps against the wall, her knees bent. She switches hands and does it again. Dark spots appear on the pale shirt and then large reddish brown stains begin to spread across the fabric of her trousers. Her face wears an expression of blank indifference, despite the vast quantity of blood now smeared across her arms. 
 
     Julia staggers to her feet; using the wall to support herself she makes her way as far as the gate, pushes through it and disappears into the street beyond. She is looking for someone, calling out to him. ‘Daddy!’  
 
     Like a warning on the news report - some viewers may find these images distressing – Charlie had a prurient urge to expose himself to the full gruesome details. Following Julia out of the gate and beyond the cemetery walls, at first he could see nothing. He was about to turn back when he caught a small movement at the corner of his eye.  
 
    Julia is on hands and feet, edging further and further along the wall’s edge; the red scarf has fallen away from her head and now hangs loosely at her neck. Finally she runs out of energy and drops face down in the long grass. She doesn’t move again. 
 
     As quickly as it arrived, the image disappeared. Charlie stumbled back along the cemetery paths, trying to make sense of the scene. Julia had felt singled out, that’s what Aggy said. There were repercussions, a price to pay. She’d rather take her own life than accept her lot.  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Astrid was touching his arm. He flinched, feeling the hair on his skin stand on end. ‘What did you see?’ 
 
    He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. ‘Not what we’re looking for.’ 
 
    ‘You look terrible,’ she said. ‘Shall we go somewhere else?’ 
 
    Charlie was beginning to lose heart. Mary Ellen was refusing to be seen. Why?  
 
    He struggled to get his thoughts straight. ‘According to Aggy, Mary Ellen’s house was near a local school, but it would be a hundred and fifty years old. There might be some trace of her left. It might be worth a try.’ 
 
    ‘It’s better than nothing,’ said Astrid.  
 
    Following Aggy’s directions, they made their way across town until they reached an insalubrious side street faced on one side with a long row of corrugated iron panels. Beyond the panels lay a small cluster of derelict buildings framing a disused school yard, but the metal boundary was too high to comfortably see over. All that was visible from street level was the upper part of a crumbling bell tower. A wooden hoarding on the edge of the site was painted white and plastered with a large artist’s impression of a new supermarket. ‘Looks like we got here just in time,’ said Charlie. ‘They’re about to bulldoze the whole street.’ 
 
    Nipping across the street to the opposite pavement, he stood on tiptoe in the vain hope of a better view.  
 
    ‘Getting anything?’ Astrid called, squinting into the sky. 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Not even a hint?’  
 
    ‘All I’m getting,’ said Charlie following a route down the school steps and into the rubble strewn yard, ‘is Little House on the Prairie.’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘Laura Ingalls with her lunch pail running out the gate?’  
 
    He crossed again and ran his fingers along the corrugated iron sheets until he found a small rusted hole which gave a compromised view of the school front. Through it he could see yellow tape criss-crossing the front door and windows blocked up with wooden sheets. By nailing shut the building’s eyes and mouth, the developers naively assumed it would fall asleep forever, incapable of being woken again. By the looks of things they’d been waiting some time – perhaps some financial or legal irregularity had postponed the building’s destruction, and a reprieve was imminent. 
 
     ‘Soon there’ll be nothing left,’ said Astrid. 
 
    ‘Not true,’ said Charlie. ‘Not if you look in the right places.’ 
 
     Realistically, it wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that the fate of their nineteenth century lovers bordered on the prosaic. Maybe when Amelia’s passion for Harry blew itself out, she settled down quietly with her lawful husband. Maybe she succumbed to some fatal nineteenth century epidemic, and that was why Richard Tunney died heirless. 
 
    ‘It was worth a try, but there’s no conflict here, nothing to see. Mary Ellen made a new life for herself. That’s all there is to it.’ 
 
     ‘Didn’t she just?’ said Astrid. ‘So, what do we do now?’  
 
     ‘Time to go home, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, but do you think we could eat first? I’m starving.’ 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    Was this what Mary Ellen sailed the ocean for? Charlie mused later, in the Blue Bar and Grill. Is this the new life she was so excited by? Would she have caught the next boat home if she knew what American bounty really meant? 
 
    He contemplated the fifteen oz burger lying on the oval platter where it nuzzled up against a mountain of spicy potato wedges. ‘Back home you could feed a family of four with that. For a week.’  
 
    He grabbed the burger with both hands and bit down, hard. Shards of mayonnaise slimed lettuce and onion slipped from the bread and splatted on the plate and the tablecloth below. It had to be a joke, right; it had to be a challenge? Could one person really demolish a 15 0z burger, all by themselves?  
 
    Astrid picked at her griddled chicken burger and salsa topping and tried to keep his masticating jaws out of her eyeline. Yes, it appeared they could. 
 
    ‘Fancy a game of pool?’ Charlie asked, wiping the sauce from his fingers and discarding the screwed up napkin. 
 
    ‘No thanks, I’m rubbish at it.’  
 
    ‘Come on,’ he wheedled, ‘it’ll be fun.’ 
 
     With music from the sound system dully thumping in the background, she followed him over to an empty pool table. It felt like a date. For Charlie this was unfamiliar territory; this was what normal people did.  
 
    He handed her a cue. ‘Ladies first.’  
 
    As predicted, she lost the first game in less than five minutes. ‘Told you.’  
 
    ‘A bit more practice maybe. Go again?’ He was already setting up. 
 
    Glancing down at the baize, Charlie cracked off a shot that scattered the pool balls to all four corners. After that he began deliberately mis-cuing the easiest of shots in a vain attempt to give her an advantage. It made no difference to the outcome. She was still hopeless.  
 
    Against the backdrop of bleeps and tweets and coloured lights from the jukebox and the one armed bandits, he became aware of an oddly incongruous figure close by. A young woman, her hair and make-up somewhat messed up, her clothes dishevelled, was weaving her way between tables. Followed by a young man in scuzzy jeans; she was hurrying to get away from him; he picked up speed, determined to reach her before she could make good her escape. 
 
    ‘Julia,’ he said, ‘don’t you run away from me. You come back here, you hear me?’ 
 
    She refused to look back. ‘I ain’t coming with you. I told you already.’ 
 
    ‘But we need each other Julia; we’re goin’ places, you and me!’ 
 
    The young woman shook her head dismissively, hurrying on; soon she was opening the door, and the daylight flooded in. 
 
    Charlie fought against it, tried to repress it. How come he failed to see anything when he deliberately wanted to, and yet the minute he relaxed and was at ease, his thoughts were hijacked?  
 
    ‘You’re miles away,’ said Astrid. ‘Am I boring you?’ 
 
     ‘I just saw Julia again. Aggy’s daughter.’ 
 
    ‘What, here? What was she doing?’ 
 
    ‘Trying to avoid some guy. I think it’s her boyfriend. He wants something from her.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dark-haired, weaselly looking.’ Out of sequence, the image made no sense. Julia was already dead. ‘No. Sorry. I can’t tell what’s going on.’  
 
     ‘It’s okay,’ Astrid said, leaning on her cue, ‘there’s no need to apologise. So… vision over. What shall we do next?’ 
 
    It was a loaded question. 
 
     ‘What do you suggest?’ 
 
    She replaced the cue in the rack. ‘I suggest… going back to the hotel.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The hotel bedroom smelt strongly of cheap fabric softener. ‘It’s to mask the stench of the guests,’ said Charlie, motioning her towards the bed. ‘Here, take a seat.’  
 
    She did so, sinking down into the frilled and flounced white and yellow bed linen. ‘Matching curtains,’ she noticed. ‘Nice touch.’ The last time they’d been together like this, it was on top of Amelia’s beautiful quilt. 
 
    Charlie put his hand on her knee. ‘I missed you, you know. Very much.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently so.’ 
 
    His hand continued to rest on her bare flesh. Her skin felt warm underneath his. The beer that she’d been drinking smelt sickly sweet under his nostrils. With his other hand he stroked the area beneath her earlobe, then tilted her chin up and kissed her on the mouth. She leaned in towards him, kissing him back before he changed his mind. It was good, it felt nice. They fell back into the bed and began kissing more energetically, fumbling with buttons and zips. He pushed her dress up towards her waist. It wasn’t difficult, it was a floaty diaphanous thing, there was no weight to it, no structure. He hooked his fingers under the elastic of her pants and began to wriggle them down towards her knees. His fingers brushed the sensitive skin on the insides of her thighs and she tensed. 
 
    She started to undo his belt buckle, but something wasn’t quite right. She couldn’t quite seem to get her fingers in the right place. Her left arm was trapped immobile beneath the dense weight of his body.  
 
     ‘You’ll have to move,’ she said. ‘I can’t do it like this -’ 
 
    He moved position. 
 
     ‘No really,’ she said, ‘I can’t do it like this. You’re too rough. Pulling me about like a rubber toy in a dog’s mouth!’ 
 
    ‘Keep still then. Stop wriggling.’  
 
     She was being particularly objectionable tonight, he thought, unnecessarily awkward and resistant. Anyone could see she wanted him. It’s what she’d been broadcasting to the world for weeks. And any way if she didn’t want this, there were plenty of others who did. He could hear noisy panting in his ear. Not very seductive, more like grunting. ‘Please don’t,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to! Get off me!’ 
 
    Charlie raised his head. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ said Astrid in surprise.  
 
    ‘You said you didn’t want it?’ 
 
    ‘Who did?’ 
 
    Oh my God! What the hell was happening?  
 
    ‘Charlie, who are you talking about?’  
 
    Her knee was digging sharply into the flesh of his thigh. He was considering what she’d said. ‘Julia! She was here. Just now. With him.’ 
 
    ‘Julia?’ Astrid hastily rearranged her clothing and struggled up onto her elbows. She was understandably confused. He was finding it hard to fathom himself. Finally, he recognized defeat. ‘You know what? I think you’re right… I think I’m channeling.’ 
 
    He sank back onto the bed, his undone belt buckle clanking.  
 
    ‘I knew it! I said you were!’ 
 
     ‘But I wasn’t before at Addleston. Honestly. I wasn’t.’ 
 
    She didn’t believe him. ‘How can we have a physical relationship, if you’re channeling the whole time! I mean, who are you actually kissing?’ 
 
    The yellow light fitting cast a harsh glow on the surfaces, he must have looked dull eyed and pale, but compared to Astrid he was radiant. Rejected, dejected, embarrassed, she left him on the bed and switched on the room’s kettle and the TV, automatically flicking between channels until she came across The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘a proper film. No CGI transforming-robots, aliens, or comic book super-heroes.’ Her bitter tone wasn’t confined to distaste for modern movies. Charlie knew better; it was meant for him. 
 
    His eyes were drawn to the action on screen. A sadistic, cackling Eli Wallach led a stumbling Clint Eastwood across the desert. ‘Hey Blondie!’ Clint’s dehydrated face was all cracked and burnt. Not unlike Astrid’s ego, he imagined. Not half an hour earlier they’d been happily playing pool in the Blue Bar and Grill.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry. It’s been a very confusing day… first Julia in the cemetery and then seeing her just now in the Bar. Things are getting jumbled up.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again. We’re supposed to be looking for traces of Mary Ellen, not Julia.’ 
 
    ‘I told you it was random.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right. I understand. I think.’ 
 
    ‘You’re disappointed.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am.’  
 
    ‘This has honestly never happened to me before.’ 
 
    She mulled it over. ‘I don’t see how, if every time I touch you, you become someone else, a physical relationship between us can work.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t.’ He was suddenly overcome with a heavy slowness. ‘I thought this would be okay. Neutral ground…,’ 
 
    There was a very simple explanation for all this, if only he could pluck up the courage to tell her. This was the first time in a long while his emotions had been fully engaged; the first time he’d opened up to a woman, trusted her with his true self, since Melanie.  
 
    He tried the coffee she’d made, decided it was too awful to persevere with and put it down on the table instead.  
 
    ‘Disgusting? Undrinkable?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘All that and more…,’ 
 
    They lapsed into an uneasy silence. 
 
     ‘So what do we do now?’ Astrid asked. ‘About Mary Ellen? How do we proceed? Do you have any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. She won’t come to me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you don’t want her to. You don’t like her. You’re resisting her. And she’s not the only one,’ she added. ‘I’d better go.’ She gave him a swift peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    Aggy was in hospital. ‘I can’t stand it,’ she said, slipping sideways off her pillow. ‘There’s no need for it. These past years, I’ve been prodded, poked, sliced up and stitched back together and who knows what else, and I tell you frankly I’ve had enough.’ 
 
    He understood her desire to escape but at least she was in a side ward; she had some privacy. He made some idle chit chat about hospital being the safest place, and when she was better, everything would be fine, but she harrumphed and fidgeted and made herself sound as disagreeable as she could. It didn’t work. He was determined to stay. 
 
    ‘You find anything out?’ she asked at last when she’d wearied herself with complaining. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Not much, I’m afraid. Except for one thing…,’ 
 
    She made a weird, teeth-sucking noise. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    He plumped up her pillows a little and offered her a drink of water which she declined. 
 
    ‘You were telling me about your daughter, Julia?’ he began. 
 
    ‘Uh huh?’ 
 
    ‘How she got into some kind of trouble. With drugs…or whatever…,’ 
 
    ‘Whatever,’ she repeated. ‘Uh huh.’ 
 
    ‘Her boyfriend?’ he prodded. 
 
    Aggy briefly closed her eyes. ‘Not much of a friend.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what happened?’ he said gently. ‘If,’ he added, ‘you don’t mind?’ 
 
    Aggy looked past him in the direction of the hospital corridor. ‘God, I’m starving. They feed you at some god-awful early hour in the morning and then they forget about you till sun down!’ 
 
    He waited patiently. She turned her head both ways on the pillow, squishing her wire wool hair until she was comfortable. ‘It was in all the papers at the time,’ she said. 
 
    He knew that. He’d already looked them up in the local library archive. What he wanted was Aggy’s version. 
 
    ‘His name was Dylan Scott.’ Aggy could barely get the words out. ‘Some low life piece of shit, who had all the talk and all the walk. Left her with a baby and a heroin habit. Which was kind of him, wasn’t it? Then one day she comes home and she’s out of her head like we’ve never seen before! The doctor said she was reacting violently. You could say that again!’ She broke off to marshal her words. ‘Of course she’d got it from him.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Charlie. 
 
    ‘They took the baby off her,’ Aggy went on. ‘She couldn’t cope. And neither could we, truth be told. But we promised her we’d get him back. And we did, eventually. But because her daddy had a criminal record -’ She leaned towards him confidingly, ‘which wasn’t nothing let me tell you. Some trumped up idiocy that was his boss’s fault all along…’ She lost her thread. ‘Where was I?’ 
 
    ‘Julia.’ 
 
    Aggy took a deep reviving breath. ‘Dylan Scott died in prison,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘So that’s something to be pleased about.’ 
 
    ‘But what happened?’ 
 
    ‘He killed her,’ Aggy said. ‘Stabbed her with a knife. It was wicked of him,’ she whispered, ‘to do it in the church yard.’ 
 
    Charlie nodded slowly. 
 
    ‘My daughter was murdered in the churchyard,’ Aggy repeated. ‘You saw her gravestone, didn’t you? Some people said it was wrong of us to bury her there, but we kind of felt it was where the Lord took her, so we should let her stay there…,’ Aggy tailed off again. 
 
    ‘This Dylan Scott,’ he said carefully, ‘had a criminal record?’ 
 
    ‘A long criminal record,’ she asserted. 
 
    ‘For drugs and knife assaults?’ 
 
    ‘Amongst other things…,’ 
 
    In the church yard Julia had staggered away, stumbled to the ground, blood seeping into her blouse. It might have been his weapon that she used, in fact it was highly likely, and maybe he had driven her to it, but Dylan Scott did not kill Julia Seagrave. She wasn’t murdered. She killed herself. Slashed her wrists, and then like an animal, crawled away to die. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been hard for the police to pin him for murder, what with him being a bad man and having a police record… but Charlie could undo the story in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Was that why he had felt Julia’s presence so strongly? Was she looking for someone to use as her conduit? Or was she telling him to leave well alone? Leave Dylan rotting in his cell? 
 
    ‘He deserved it,’ Aggy concluded. ‘I’ve never forgiven him and I feel no pity for him.’ 
 
    The man had died in prison. For a crime he did not commit. 
 
    What should he do? Should he tell Aggy the truth? But who would that help? Which was worse, anyway? Murder or suicide? 
 
    He left her alone for just a minute to pop down the corridor to fetch a cup of instant coffee from the vending machine, and find out where Aggy’s lunch had got to. When he got back a nurse was standing by the bed, eyes swimming with tears. Aggy had had a heart attack. All on her own, in the hospital bed, with no one beside her. Charlie stood there for a good five minutes, in complete shock, unable to comprehend that she was gone and he hadn’t even thanked her or said goodbye.  
 
     ‘It was quick,’ said the nurse. ‘She didn’t suffer.’ 
 
     Charlie couldn’t speak. 
 
     ‘I loved this old girl,’ the nurse said to him. ‘I was at school with her grandson.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    Stuart Gilchrist was in his bedroom pulling on a pair of socks. He glanced up at his son’s reflection in the triptych mirror but gave no reaction. The clean bedspread was pulled taut and straight across the mattress, and the pillows were plumped and sharp cornered, just the way Mum had liked it. Some of her old toiletry bottles were still lined up on the glass topped dressing table, and the curtains that she’d chosen were neatly scooped back and secured with their original cord loops. Charlie sat on the bed and messed up its neatness straightaway. 
 
    ‘Did you get what you wanted in Peabody?’ Stuart asked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly. Didn’t quite go according to plan.’ 
 
    ‘Why so?’ 
 
     ‘Let’s just say there was someone in the way.’ 
 
     ‘There always will be Charlie,’ said his Dad, ‘so long as you let it happen that way.’  
 
    Charlie watched his father’s lopsided reflection in the mirror, making his teeth seem oddly placed, his lips the wrong way round. He felt deeply moved, as if one of them was dying and this was their final parting. Except of course it wasn’t. Charlie leaned back on the pillows and sighed. ‘Why do we never discuss my condition? I mean – properly?’ 
 
     ‘Because I don’t want to encourage it more than is absolutely necessary,’ Stuart said. ‘I hate the effect it has on you. Isn’t it enough that I tolerate it, without heaven forbid, promoting it?’ 
 
     ‘If you’d read all of Amelia and Harry’s correspondence, you’d know why I’m so involved with their story. Why I felt I needed to help. Once I started to get to know them I couldn’t turn my back on them. Mary Ellen Seagrave was guilty of a cruel betrayal. Even if she was compelled by her father to follow orders, there’s no reason why she couldn’t have helped Amelia later, when she got out. She could have offered her safe passage, a haven in America.’ 
 
     ‘And how was she supposed to do that? It was the nineteenth century, Charlie. She couldn’t just whip out her credit card and book Amelia a plane ticket!’ 
 
    ‘Mary Ellen wouldn’t come to me,’ Charlie went on. ‘When I was in the cemetery, I saw something else, something I really didn’t want to see, but the scene forced its way in. It was pretty disturbing.’  
 
    Stuart shot him a look. ‘Now you see why I can’t ever celebrate this thing you can do; why I don’t want you to let it take over your life. I know you’re sensible, sane, well-balanced – or as well-balanced as we could make you. But if you could try and pretend it doesn’t exist,’ he pleaded. ‘Try and keep it hidden.’  
 
    ‘I can’t,’ said Charlie. ‘You know I can’t.’  
 
    ‘Well then,’ Stuart said, ‘you’re going to need a really thick skin. Retrocognition is an unnatural state. No one knows what it is, why it’s happening, what it means. You’re a freak, you’re deranged, abnormal. Take your pick.’ 
 
     ‘I’ve managed so far.’ 
 
     ‘This is a difficult world to live when you’re out of the ordinary. Be careful, and mind you don’t get exploited.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ 
 
     ‘There’s no such thing as altruism. There’ll always be someone who wants to use you for their own purposes. ‘Come and pay to see the freaky man do his freaky act! You’ve got to live your own life, make your own decisions.’ 
 
    Charlie had spent his whole life trying to fit in, trying to act like everyone else. Wasn’t it time to celebrate his difference? Shouldn’t he reach out to people who were sympathetic to the concept? ‘Andy thinks that’s exactly what I should do. Exploit it.’ 
 
     Stuart wrinkled his nose. ‘Andy would.’ 
 
    ‘If only I knew where it came from, this gift of mine. Is it inherited? Is there anyone else in the family who can do it? You’ve never said.’ 
 
    ‘I can assure you that it certainly doesn’t come from my side of the family.’ 
 
    ‘What about Mum? Did she ever say anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not to my knowledge.’ His father shrugged. ‘But that means nothing.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    It was cold that February morning. Fog hung in the air like a dripping blanket.  
 
    ‘Military stuff?’ said Melanie stamping her feet. 
 
    ‘Military stuff,’ said Charlie. ‘Old fashioned, archaic, anachronistic…,’ 
 
    Melanie looked across the green expanse of Hyde Park towards Bayswater Road in the distance. ‘What, a bunch of soldiers in dress uniform, riding horses, re-enacting a cavalry charge from two hundred years ago? No, I can absolutely see the relevance.’  
 
     ‘I’m meeting Dad here, later. He’s over the other side somewhere. He loves all this: marching bands, cannon fire.’ 
 
    ‘I would have got in touch sooner,’ said Melanie. ‘But I’ve had a lot on.’ 
 
    It really didn’t bother him. He was happy enough just to see her. Although it would have been great if she’d brought Adam along, too. Maybe today they could start to smooth things over, come to some sort of an agreement. At least that was the idea. In practice it was hard being a grown up.  
 
    Charlie gestured towards the area where the military display was about to take place. ‘This isn’t about war mongering and violence. It’s about nostalgia for the lost spirit of adventure and heroism. I mean, a modern day squaddie doesn’t have quite the glamour, does he?’  
 
     His voice was drowned out by a thundering of hooves and jingling of harnesses, as the horses and soldiers from Kings Troop Royal Horse artillery galloped past from the direction of the barracks on the edge of Hyde Park. Transporting a succession of small cannon, once they’d deposited the guns in neat formation, the horses wheeled about and ferried the limbers away, clods of brown earth flying in their wake. Soldiers in black and red uniform placed boxes of ammunition next to each cannon: six guns in a row, ready to let rip at eleven am. A crowd of middle aged men armed with zoom-lensed cameras, and a little further back, their wives, huddled together in thick coats. 
 
     Charlie braced himself. The deafening report from each cannon – twenty one shots, fired in sequence, a relentless chain of explosions - sent tremors from the soles of his boots right through to his ankle bones, vibrating every nerve. ‘Exhilarating, isn’t it?’  
 
    Melanie removed her hands from her ears. ‘Who needs eardrums anyway?’ 
 
     Afterwards, when the soldiers had limbered up and ridden back to barracks, they found themselves following the grey coats of the accompanying military band as it marched down the path towards Apsley House and a coach that was parked up waiting.  
 
    ‘Doesn’t look very military, does it?’ said Charlie. ‘More like they’re boarding a bus for the seaside.’ They’d become trapped amidst phone wielding tourists, none of who seemed to notice or care that they were impeding the musicians’ progress. ‘Bizarre piece of nonsense when you think about it,’ he said. ‘Can’t resist it, though. Want to buy me a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said, with a theatrical shiver. ‘It’s freezing out here.’  
 
    They bought hot drinks and cakes in the café and sat by the window overlooking the Serpentine. Charlie rubbed his hands and cradled the warm cup. ‘Okay, I’m ready. What’s your news?’  
 
    ‘What news? I have none.’ She blew out her cheeks. ‘Ok, I haven’t got long… I’m meeting up with my boyfriend later.’ 
 
    She said it with such lightness; it took him a second or two to register the significance of the words.  
 
    ‘When did that happen?’ 
 
    She looked slightly embarrassed. ‘Recently. It is allowed.’  
 
     ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘What about Adam, has he met him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s with him now. That’s where I’m going.’  
 
    Charlie started to bend his plastic tea stirrer, forcing it to go as far as it could without actually snapping. Melanie couldn’t fail to notice how quiet he’d gone, but she’d never have been able to unravel his jumbled thoughts. 
 
    ‘I don’t need your permission to leave my son with my boyfriend,’ Melanie said defensively. 
 
    ‘Of course not. It’s got nothing to do with me.’ He couldn’t even bear to ask the man’s name. 
 
    Silence.  
 
    The coffee in the bottom of his cup was cold and bitter.  
 
    ‘Shall we go for a wander?’ Charlie asked. ‘Around the lake?’ 
 
    * 
 
    They sat on a bench, watching the ducks as they circled the floating crumbs. Children, wrapped up so tightly in coats, scarves and dangling gloves they could barely see their own feet, waddled close to the water’s edge. Above them, the planes flying to Heathrow rigidly maintained their strict equidistance; a regular, never ending sequence of flights.  
 
    ‘What could be nicer than sitting in Hyde Park on a crisp, cold February afternoon?’ said Charlie as a cyclist whizzed past in a blur of spokes. He was thinking of Addleston, and how nowhere was ever really at peace. Even in the middle of the countryside. 
 
     ‘Apart from when there’s a bloody twenty one gun salute shattering the peace, you mean?’ 
 
     ‘Your face is positively blue with cold. Allow me.’ He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close until she was bundled up warm inside his coat. He could smell her skin, her hair, her deodorant.  
 
    She pulled away. ‘Don’t.’ 
 
    It felt very much like a goodbye. The end of the line. Hardly a line even; more like a disused siding. He had a strong urge to get away. Maybe that was why they’d deliberately chosen an open air place to meet. 
 
     ‘I would have met you for lunch,’ she said, ‘but I mustn’t be late.’ 
 
    She didn’t need to explain. It was his freakiness that had attracted her in the first place and it was his freakiness that later put her off. She didn’t have the mettle for it; was looking for someone normal. He’d been an experiment that hadn’t worked out. In more ways than one. But friendship wasn’t enough for him. He was an all or nothing kind of guy. 
 
     ‘Shall I call you, later?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’ 
 
    The look on her face crucified him. Oh God, if only the cannons were still there, he could stand in front of them and be blasted to infinity.  
 
    ‘Mel,’ he said, ‘why won’t you let me see Adam again?’ 
 
    ‘You know why,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I know what you think, ’Charlie said, ‘you’ve spent long enough telling me. And if you want to continue to interpret it that way, I can’t stop you. But I’m not going to change. I won’t. I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Melanie, ‘that’s the problem.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Six 
 
      
 
     The end of my beginning.  
 
    Astrid was sitting in her office, at the same desk where he’d picked over the bundles of letters all those weeks before. Nothing had changed. Not the huge desk, not the clutter, not the phone – yes, maybe the phone - not the filing cabinet, not the comfortably battered armchair, not the bookshelves, and not the woman. She hadn’t changed. At all. Which probably meant..., 
 
    ‘Charlie,’ she said. ‘How lovely to see you.’ 
 
    A blink of an eye, a brief disinterested turn of the head, a momentary distraction.  
 
    He’d barely sat down before she was off again. ‘Thank you for coming. Glad you’re here. I’ve got something to show you. Come on. Follow me.’ 
 
    ‘Why, where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Wait and see. Although…,’ she was apprehensive. ‘At least, I hope you won’t mind what I’ve done. It will mean a lot to me if you approve.’ 
 
    ‘Of what?’  
 
    She led him out of the office and along the corridor towards the Library. Opening the door, she motioned him in.  
 
    ‘We’re calling this room the Discovery Centre. It’s where the visitor gets an overview of the House and its history. It’s educational. Not everyone can plug in the way you do. The rest of us need help to relive the past.’  
 
    The glass fronted shelves of the Library were filled with hundreds of fake books, a common device once employed by wealthy gentleman to give off a learned impression. The secret ‘jib’ door leading to the servants’ passage was slightly ajar, but that wasn’t what Astrid wanted to show him. At his last visit the room had contained a single glass museum case marooned in the centre, and a highly polished table and chairs; a home for the visitors’ comments book. This time the room was filled with a set of matching display cabinets. 
 
    Amelia and Harry’s original letters had been allowed out for public consumption. The originals were laid flat beneath the glass while particularly emotive fragments from the correspondence had been reproduced and enlarged and now covered the walls of the adjacent ante-room. 
 
    Mary Ellen’s diary and the decorated tea box in which it was found were housed in their own cabinet in one corner.  
 
    Astrid had done it. She’d produced a commercial display; packaged Amelia and Harry’s futile romance into museum language, palatable and accessible to the casual Addleston House visitor. A pair of art works hanging on the wall opposite the fire place caught his eye: the picture of Amelia from the First floor and the portrait of Harry from the Derbyshire house. They’d been brought together, side by side, in place of a genuine, real reunion.  
 
     ‘When did all this happen?’ 
 
    ‘While we were in the States. It’s kept the staff busy for weeks.’ 
 
    People skills. She’d flattered and cajoled the detractors so effectively they’d caved in and come over to her side. ‘You’ve changed your Toon,’ he said. 
 
     ‘Oh very good. Nice one.’ 
 
    He snapped his fingers at her. ‘What? This is good stuff! Off the top of my head. Totally original material.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Astrid confessed, ‘Megs did most of it. We’re all set for the new season. Everyone’s happy.’ 
 
    Except you, he detected. ‘Does The Big Boss like it?’ 
 
     She was vague. ‘I promised him I’d tone down some of my excesses.’ 
 
     Charlie leant over a cabinet containing Amelia’s letter from the summer house, and dutifully perused it, wondering what it was what she wanted him to say. After all, he’d known that it was always her intention to use the letters like this.  
 
    ‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘Of the display?’ 
 
    ‘Very nice, it’s a good story.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, one of the letters is missing,’ Astrid said, standing close by. ‘We’d recorded and catalogued each one, made copies, sent versions to the local library etc, before I realized the collection was incomplete. Although I kept that to myself…,’ 
 
    ‘I do have it,’ he said, guiltily ferreting around in his pocket. ‘I hid it from Mrs Toon. I couldn’t bear to give it up.’ 
 
    He offered it for restitution but Astrid made no move to take it. ‘I realized that. Never mind. There’s something else I want to show you. Upstairs.’ 
 
    He followed her out of the library, across the entrance hall, and up the Great stair. Wonderful to walk up and down. 
 
    They reached the top of the staircase and made their way towards the scene of their aborted tryst, but the Taffeta bedroom was not as he remembered it. The atmosphere had subtly changed, and not just because the spring sunshine flooded the white walls. Astrid bent down towards the skirting board and flicked a switch. A low, dull hum began to whirr, and a light eddy of dust whirled around his feet. A bright light shone against the bare wall and a ghostly image appeared. A woman dressed in Regency costume shimmered translucently against the paintwork. ‘What is that, a hologram?’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘Listen.’ 
 
     The woman began to speak, her voice coming from an audio speaker located in the corner of the room. ‘My name is Amelia Tunney, I am twenty three years old, it is 1820, and the new King, George IV is not yet crowned. In London, the people are excited at the prospect, but I am unaware of such matters. I live here in Addleston House, quite detached from all society. My husband Richard Tunney does not like me to have friends to visit; he does not like me to socialize with anyone. In truth, I am a very miserable woman. If it weren’t for my oldest, closest friend Harry Bramall, I would be quite lost…’ 
 
    Charlie turned to Astrid in some confusion. ‘You hired an actress?’ 
 
    She crouched down again and switched off the projector. ‘There’s a sensor above the doorframe. It comes on each time someone enters the room. Come next door. We’ve restored the dressing room.’ 
 
    The room’s layout was unfamiliar, it’s modest furniture recently acquired.  
 
     This time a different woman appeared, floating apparition-like against the wall. Part of her arm disappeared in the light from the window.  
 
    ‘We decided to put Mary Ellen in here,’ said Astrid. ‘We’re assuming, like you, that she was Richard Tunney’s illegitimate daughter. Could have been fathered with a servant, or someone from the village - but in any case, he took her in, raised her as a gentlewoman of sorts, and kept her identity concealed. That’s why she doesn’t appear in the family tree.’  
 
    The apparition had begun to speak, ‘I am Mary Ellen Tunney. My father, Richard, owns this house. He is married to Amelia. I am a companion to her, I sit with her, and read with her, and sometimes we sew together. In the absence of any friends, we have come to rely on each other. My father gets me to spy on his young wife, and although I do not like to do it, I have no power to refuse him. I have no status of my own; he would disown me if I refused him or caused trouble. I must do as he asks, or suffer the consequences…’ 
 
    Charlie examined the woman’s face – or rather the actress’s. She was a healthy, personable enough individual, but her hands were clasped rather nervously in front of her, and she kept looking over her shoulder as though someone in authority might be listening. She wasn’t meant to confide her secret to the stranger in her bedroom and she was anxious not to be judged. 
 
    ‘I don’t recognize her,’ he said. 
 
     Astrid bent down to switch the machine off. ‘Mary Ellen’ fell silent. The room became plain and bare once more, an anonymous bedroom in a slumbering, disused house.  
 
    ‘Well no…,’ she said, ‘it’s just an approximation. I promise you it seems more natural when the covers are off the furniture, when the house is awake, when visitors are thronging the rooms.’  
 
     ‘Is there more?’  
 
    ‘Plenty. When you’re ready.’ 
 
     She took him back down the stairs and into the vacuum of the Chinese gallery. Leading him across the large, unused space to the farthest corner, she switched on a third projector. This time a man appeared, floating above the skirting board. Sitting at a desk writing, he was dark haired, wearing a billowing white shirt and open waistcoat, his shirt buttons undone at the neck. 
 
    ‘I am Harry Bramall, a parliamentary reporter. I am a very busy man, I attend the House of Commons and the House of Lords on a regular basis, however, I am never so occupied that I forget my darling Amelia. I write to her incessantly, in the hope that one day she might send me a reply…’ 
 
    A competent enough actor, he supposed, reasonably handsome but nowhere near as attractive as the real man. ‘That’s not right…,’ 
 
    ‘You hate it, don’t you? You think our digitally restored lovers are tacky, insulting, crass? We should have left well enough alone?’ 
 
    Unable to deny it, he nodded. ‘All of the above.’  
 
    ‘Granted, it takes some getting used to, but as far as kids are concerned they think they’re seeing a ghost! We’re bringing history to life as it were. Of course, Mrs Toon thinks it detracts from the stillness of the rooms, but Megs and Vicky gave it the thumbs up. Gordon’s not so keen, but that’s because he’d rather do all the talking himself -’ 
 
    ‘I’m not being a Luddite,’ he said. ‘What I mean is that he doesn’t sound like Harry ought to sound.’ 
 
    Astrid switched off the machine. The Chinese gallery became still. ‘I know what you mean. When I first heard Amelia, upstairs,’ she gestured towards the ceiling, ‘it didn’t seem quite right to me, either.’ 
 
    ‘Her delivery doesn’t match yours,’ he said. ‘Only you could do her justice.’ 
 
    ‘And only you could play Harry.’ 
 
    He didn’t say what they both knew, that they had brought the relationship to life. ‘Is that why you wanted me to see all this? You wanted my approval for it?’ 
 
     ‘I thought you might like to see what the point of it all was.’  
 
    He looked at her, not really understanding, discomposed by her very person – knowing that he was venturing back into the lion’s den to provoke a reaction in himself. Was it still there? She was undeniably the same woman. It was he that was causing the difficulties.  
 
     ‘We have more holographic images below stairs. Servants and housemaids – all actors - describing the household, providing a bit of historical context. Would you like to see them?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not really.’ He was watching the blank wall where ‘Harry’ had recently been sitting.  
 
     ‘Charlie,’ she said suddenly. ‘Do you believe in fate?’ 
 
     ‘What do you mean? Predestiny?’  
 
    ‘Or do you believe in chance and choice?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. What are you getting at?’  
 
    Astrid took him back to the discovery room and opened a drawer in the bottom of one of the cabinets and removed a writing slope.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’  
 
    ‘I’m hoping you can tell me. This was found in an attic in France.’  
 
    Despite its lumpy, business-like construction; there was something intrinsically romantic about this box. Externally, it was in good condition, save for a small amount of wear on two corners. Decorated with a large oval inlay and elaborate gold clasp, he dated it nineteenth century. Inside, the main compartment contained three dried out ink bottles with silver lids screwed stiffly shut, and two empty blue-stained pen holders. The papers and notes folded in its base, however, sent a tingle of excitement right through to his finger ends. He undid each and every document with great care. 
 
    ‘They’ve yet to be shown to the public,’ said Astrid. ‘I wanted you to see them before I add them to the display.’ 
 
    ‘What are they?’ 
 
    She helped spread them across the surface of the polished table like sheet music on top of a piano and then picked one out. ‘Read this one.’ 
 
    He did as she asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘My dearest one, 
 
     You cannot begin to comprehend my feelings. So much has been on my mind since I heard the extraordinary news. To think I could be such a fool! I had been waiting and waiting for word, expecting some message or letter every day, and had no idea that my hopes were in vain. Now, nothing will stop me from being with you, and releasing you from your cares. Forgive my stupidity, my love. I ought to have known you would not forsake me. And I should not have let you think that I could ever give you up. What could be more important to me, than you? It was always enough, and it was never enough - but now we will be together for always. Why, when I confronted you about your husband’s mistreatment, did you pretend otherwise? Why did I not comprehend the true picture? No matter. Now, I act! You need never fear Richard Tunney again. I am with you forever, 
 
     Harry’ 
 
      
 
    What did he mean? Where was he? Where had he been? 
 
    ‘Just before I came out to the States,’ Astrid said, ‘I received an email from a woman who owned a small hotel in Provence. She said she’d come across this box during a clear out, and the documents inside mentioned Addleston House. She was coming to England to visit relatives, and she said she’d drop it in to me at the same time. She was hoping we could shed some light…,’ 
 
    Astrid picked up the next piece of fragile correspondence. And there she was again – Mary Ellen, her bold hand anxiously rampaging across the page. She read it to him:  
 
      
 
    My dearest Amelia,  
 
     My crimes against you have been great, my dear, I would not blame you if you tossed this letter into the fire and swore some oath against me. You were dealt harshly with by Tunney, and no court in the land would think otherwise, or castigate you for your actions. I do not seek forgiveness for all the wicked sorrow I caused you, but hope that my latter actions have gone some way to repairing the grave injuries you have suffered. I hope you understand why I needed to do what I did. I will probably never see Tunney again, and thankfully neither will you. Take care, my dear, adieu! 
 
    Yours affectionately, 
 
     Mary Ellen’ 
 
      
 
    It was dated 1821 – the same year she’d arrived in Peabody. Mary Ellen hadn’t fled her old life and forgotten Amelia after all. They’d been wrong to think she was selfish and unfeeling, that she had no conscience. Amelia was in fact, very much in the young woman’s mind. 
 
    Another letter written by Mary Ellen from a couple of years later, described the birth of her second son, and a further letter congratulated Amelia on the birth of her own child. Whose child? Richard’s?  
 
    But that wasn’t all the material the folder contained. A ‘Notice’ had been clipped from a newspaper: 
 
    Addleston House 
 
    To be sold at auction: 
 
    Part of the household furniture, card table, wardrobe and chamber furniture; harpsichord, a number of excellent prints, portraits, ladies articles including items of clothing and personal effects. 
 
    * 
 
    Whose belongings were these? Were they Amelia’s? Why would Tunney want to sell his wife’s furniture and clothing? 
 
    Also in the box were a number of small pencil sketches. Astrid laid them out on the table. ‘Wonderful, aren’t they? Who do you think the pictures are by? Who do you think they are?’ 
 
    Charlie examined the fine, detailed work, the brisk, sharp lines – one, a picture of a handsome man, face on, and another of a respectable, older-looking man in a high collar – and he knew instinctively who the artist was.  
 
     ‘This one,’ he said, pointing to the first, ‘is Harry. And this one,’ he indicated the gentleman in the collar, ‘is Richard Tunney.’ 
 
    ‘And the artist?’ 
 
    ‘Amelia of course.’ 
 
    He looked again at Harry’s pose, his mouth tilted in the slightly amused expression he recognized. ‘Planning something,’ said Charlie, ‘thinking clever thoughts. Look at him!’ 
 
    He was remembering Mrs Brownlow’s comments. ‘A sequence of deftly placed brushstrokes on a piece of canvas…’ 
 
    He walked over to Harry’s picture where it hung opposite the fireplace, next to Amelia’s self portrait. ‘Amelia painted this. Can’t you see how similar it is in style? He probably didn’t even sit for it; she could easily have done it from this sketch, or from memory. Remember Mrs Brownlow told us it had no connection to Brooks Grange? It had been picked up in an anonymous sale over a hundred and fifty years later? Perhaps it’s one of the portraits and personal effects that are mentioned in this ‘Notice.’ Tunney got rid of it along with the rest of her things. But why would he do that? Has he sent her away? Where’s she gone?’  
 
    He looked again at Amelia’s self-portrait. And a strange dislocation occurred whereby the present became the past, the past became the present...,  
 
    * 
 
    Amelia lies amongst the covers in the Taffeta Silk bedroom, her face averted, her brow furrowed as if in pain. Richard stands at the foot of her bed, cool and distant. So very disapproving, so very disappointed in her. Without a word, he leaves the room and a young woman takes his place. Softly, she approaches the bed. 
 
    ‘Hello, my dear, how are you feeling today?’ 
 
    Amelia attempts to sit up. The young woman plumps the pillows for her, eases her into a comfortable position. 
 
     ‘You have been ill for a long time, my dear. I fear you are in a deep slough of despond. Your physical ailments are all better.’ 
 
    Amelia’s reply is fierce, urgent. ‘Only one thing will pull me free – a word from my beloved. It is many weeks now since I have heard from him; he is not usually so tardy in his letter writing. I do not understand what has happened. Is this God’s retribution? For losing my child?’ 
 
    ‘It is no such thing.’  
 
    ‘But weeks have gone by, and not a single word. What if something has happened to him? How will I ever find out? Or worse, what if he has forsaken me, abandoned me, forever?’ 
 
    ‘Shh…be calm…,’ 
 
    ‘I can feel my husband’s eyes upon me constantly, he watches for some thaw in my mood. He hopes for some kind of rapprochement between us. He is mistaken - never again will I allow him near me! He will never share my bed, never lay a finger on me. I’d rather take up the fire irons and crush his skull than submit to his physical touch!’ 
 
    ‘You mustn’t say such things.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my dear,’ sighs Amelia, ‘you are weary of my company. I see where your thoughts lie. Pray God, Samuel is a kinder husband to you than Tunney is to me. Do you have the newspaper?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you shouldn’t, today. It will tire you… Finish your quilt instead.’ 
 
    ‘No, I must read it. When the Queen’s affair is over I might hear from Harry. What do you think? He will find time to write to me. Is it only work that keeps him from his letter writing? I forgive him if so, he is a busy man. But I must see him again. Without him I will die. Better that, than be miserable, alone with Richard!’ 
 
    ‘Hush Amelia,’ instructs the young woman, ‘I have news. A stranger has come to the house, a French gentleman, purporting to seek advice from all the high born and well to do families in the south east of England regarding the purchase of an English property.’ 
 
    ‘What of it?’ says Amelia. 
 
    ‘Rouse yourself. Your husband wishes you to have dinner with him tonight. You must attend your guest.’ 
 
    ‘Who is this man?’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure. A battle casualty, I think. He walks with a stick.’ 
 
    ‘I am not interested. He will bore me.’ 
 
    ‘I do not think he will, Amelia. Besides, your husband has requested your presence, so attend him you must.’ 
 
    Amelia does as she is told and with her companion’s help she dresses and combs her hair, and with a spot of rouge on her pale cheeks is at last deemed presentable. She makes her way to the dining room where her husband converses with the foreign gentleman. Tunney does not introduce them, however, and Amelia takes her place at the table and waits for the men to join her. 
 
    The stranger averts his face from hers and limps to the table; his posture is awkward, his manner unfriendly. During the course of dinner he chats in a low mumble with her husband. She is not interested, she doesn’t listen; she cares nothing for her husband’s business. But afterwards, when Richard’s attention is diverted, the strange gentleman somehow contrives to take her to one side and speaks to her alone.  
 
    ‘Don’t look at me,’ he says. ‘Stay still, make no acknowledgement.’ 
 
    Startled, she does as he says. With her husband temporarily out of earshot, he boldly asks her in French, ‘Are you in love with a gentleman who resides in London?’ 
 
    ‘Sir, I am not fluent. I find conversation in a foreign language difficult.’ 
 
    ‘In English then.’  
 
     Something in his manner arrests her attention. There is a tenor to his voice she thinks is familiar.  
 
    ‘Speak again,’ she says.  
 
     ‘Madam?’ he queries, ‘pour quoi?’ 
 
    She recognizes the voice, she knows who it is! ‘Harry! Is that you?’ 
 
     ‘Harry? I know of no such individual. I am Monsieur Feraud, your husband’s guest.’ But there is mirth in his voice, and he cannot suppress a laugh. 
 
    ‘Oh, my darling! I thought you had forgotten me.’  
 
    ‘Never,’ he says. ‘Not for a moment.’  
 
     ‘Reckless man! What are you doing? Richard will surely recognise you; he will have you beaten and thrown out.’ She is terrified of giving him away. She wants to see his face properly, but this briefest of conversations is interrupted when Richard approaches. She glances at her husband in fear.  
 
    ‘Till later,’ Harry says, ‘stay calm.’ He passes her a note. 
 
    She squirrels the paper away, takes herself off to the far end of the room. 
 
    She reads the words he has written, she had not realized, oh, she did not know! ‘Poppy, if you are brave enough to accompany me first thing in the morning, I will carry you away to London.’ She crushes the note in her hand. Harry is on the opposite side of the room and does not come near her again. It takes all her powers of concentration not to look around and watch him; it takes all her play acting skills to manufacture indifference. The excitement in her breast grows and grows.  
 
     With great trepidation, she rises early and dresses herself, and picks up a bag containing a few belongings. She is about to creep down the stairs to meet with her deliverer when she is accosted at the top of the Great Stair by her female companion, dressed in a nightgown and shawl. 
 
    ‘Please Mary Ellen,’ she begs, ‘do not betray me. I am risking a great deal, I know…,’ 
 
    ‘As am I,’ replies the young woman. ‘I am in the middle of preparations for my wedding. What will Tunney say when he finds out I aided and abetted you? He will forbid me from marrying Samuel, you know he will.’  
 
    ‘You are lucky,’ Amelia tells her, ‘that you are free to be with the man you love. Why can’t I be with the man I love?’  
 
    ‘Because you are married! What are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Please, Mary Ellen, let me do this. Please!’ 
 
    ‘Oh Amelia,’ Mary Ellen cries, almost falling to her knees. ‘If I can help you I will! I never intended for you to be so miserable! He is downstairs now, waiting. I sent for him. I arranged it.’ Amelia does not understand.  
 
    ‘It was a subterfuge! Tunney would never suspect me of having anything to do with it. He’ll assume no doubt, that I haven’t the wit to embroil myself in such an outlandish scheme. Never mind that, make haste.’ Mary Ellen ushers Amelia down the stairs.  
 
    Harry emerges from the shadows in the entrance hall, catching Amelia in his arms. They cannot resist a kiss, but then he takes her hand and hastens her away towards the side entrance of the house where there is less likelihood of being observed.  
 
    Harry says not a word to Amelia as they progress safely beyond the gates of Addleston and onto the road, but he keeps tight hold of her hand and doesn’t once loosen his grip. Not until they arrive at the coach house does her determined lover finally speak. ‘Catch your breath, my love. We will rest for a short while.’ 
 
    ‘Listen how my heart pounds! Surely we are being pursued, this very minute? The dogs will be on our heels!’ 
 
     ‘Nothing follows us,’ he says. ‘You are free.’ 
 
    ‘Why, the disguise?’ she asks, ‘How did no one guess it was you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m as amazed as you. Clever of me, hey? What bravery it is to sweep a man’s wife out from underneath his very nose!’ He kisses her. ‘And a dozen more times besides! As many and as often as I wish! But we can’t tarry here. We must leave by the coach and travel without delay to London.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do? Will we live in the city?’ 
 
    ‘For a brief while. Much as I relish being in the midst of political cut and thrust; I am willing to turn my back on it.’ 
 
    ‘But it is your career, your life.’ 
 
    ‘Puffery and foolery! With you by my side I can turn my hand to anything. We will stay in London for the Coronation, and then we will make a new life together, abroad, if needs be. I will write, you will paint. Anywhere, as long as we are far away from Addleston.’  
 
    ‘But I wrote to you, over and over again, you did not reply.’ 
 
    ‘I replied, so many times,’ he says, ‘but our letters were kept hidden by Mary Ellen.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she exclaims, ‘I will never forgive her! Never! I have been in despair for weeks past.’  
 
    ‘We must thank Mary Ellen. It was she who wrote to me, telling me of your unhappiness. It was she who begged me to free you from your miserable life.’ 
 
    Amelia does not believe him. ‘She caused our misery in the first place!’ 
 
    ‘She has reunited us,’ he insists. ‘It was Mary Ellen who prompted me to action.’  
 
    ‘I will not waste any more time thinking about her - but what will Richard do when he finds out we have absconded? Shall we be arrested? What if he forces me to come back? I vow that I shall bear the imprisonment, now that I know my Harry was true and the doubts were not of my own making.’ 
 
    ‘Silly Poppy,’ he says, ‘you will never go back. That, I can promise you.’  
 
    * 
 
    Charlie found himself standing half way down the long drive, clutching the sketch of Harry in his hands. He wasn’t sure how he got there. He must have been following the lovers towards the road. It had begun to spot with rain; visitors had unfurled their umbrellas and were hurrying past him towards the stable block and the tearoom. Astrid had kept to a distance, at pains not to spoil his concentration. Now she approached and took the picture from his hands. ‘Are you done?’ 
 
     ‘What a ridiculous man,’ he said. 
 
     ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Harry Bramall! Ridiculous, ridiculous man!’ He laughed. 
 
     ‘Come inside,’ said Astrid, ‘tell me everything.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
    Back in the Library, Charlie sat down at the table. ‘I’ve just seen Mary Ellen for the first time. She was with Amelia.’ 
 
    ‘What does she look like?’ 
 
    He took the final sketch from the folder. ‘Like this.’  
 
    The head and shoulders pencil portrait was of a young, fair woman with a long neck and soft features. Her gently curling hair was tied around with a plain ribbon. The delicately realized shape of the woman’s eyes and the curve of her lips where they formed a half smile, suggested a loving nature, a generous heart, a compassionate character. Not the kind of woman perhaps, who would scheme and plot to destroy someone else’s relationship.  
 
    Astrid replaced the sketches in the folder, and exchanged them for the yellowing newspaper cuttings. Among them was an article championing George IV’s wife, Queen Caroline. ‘I think these are articles Harry wrote himself, a collection of his own work.’ 
 
    Charlie took it from her and read the piece aloud:  
 
      
 
     ‘A mother denied access to her child, a Princess denied the care and protection of the Regent; barred in fact, from his court, the poor woman had fled to Europe in search of friend and companion. The tragic death of her own daughter in childbirth was news she heard from afar, and only the death of her father in law, the King, prompted her to return home and seek the title that was rightfully hers – that of Queen of England. Her dignity and poise during the ordeal that was her divorce trial, marked her out as a woman of strength and character. No wonder the public rallied to her cause...’  
 
      
 
    ‘Do you think Harry’s opinion was influenced by his own predicament?’ Astrid asked.  
 
    ‘Everyone’s running away,’ said Charlie, ‘even the Queen of England.’ 
 
     ‘She came back.’ 
 
     ‘Much good it did her. She wasn’t invited to the Coronation and weeks later she was dead.’ He looked through the rest of the cuttings. ‘What a clever and resourceful man he is: the sort of man who could easily adopt the airs and dress of a fictional French earl, in order to conduct an audacious rescue and elopement. Is there any mention of a Tunney divorce?’  
 
    ‘Divorce was hard to come by. It required an Act of parliament. But there’s no mention of it here,’ said Astrid.  
 
    ‘Amelia Tunney was Harry’s weak spot,’ said Charlie. ‘He’d have done anything to help her, once he realized she needed him.’ 
 
     ‘Weak spot? She was the love of his life, not a flaw in his character.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m saying. He had thought he’d be able to forget her in time. The longer they spent apart the easier it would be. When he stopped writing to her, he assumed she felt the same way. But no matter how busy he was, the ache was always there. Once he realized his folly, he embarked on this mad scheme to get back to her. Their impossible love, made possible.’ 
 
     ‘I told you he had something up his sleeve! I said he wouldn’t abandon her.’ 
 
    ‘You did,’ he conceded. ‘It was me that doubted him. What I don’t understand is how come Richard Tunney didn’t recognize him? Didn’t catch them out? Was he that stupid?’  
 
    Together they studied the likeness of Amelia’s husband, expecting to find their assumptions borne out in Amelia’s rendering. But it was not a depiction of a mean, cruel man. He was in fact, benevolent in appearance, respectable and amenable, with not a trace of tyranny or bad temperedness about him. An artist might well obscure the sitter’s true personality with fake physiognomy, but Amelia had produced a portrait of her husband that showed him in a flattering light. It was the work of an affectionate hand, not a reproachful, vengeful one, and had a truthful essence about it. What had Tunney done after Amelia left? Had he kept Amelia’s elopement a secret? Told everyone she was dead? Did he move to London and pretend he’d left her at home in the country?  
 
     ‘Are you sure Amelia drew this?’ Astrid asked. ‘He looks the perfect gentleman.’ 
 
     ‘Absolutely positive. I can see it in the pencil lines.’  
 
    ‘But why would Amelia make a picture of a man she hates? Does that mean she forgave him in the end?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she did.’ 
 
     Richard’s eyes, Charlie noticed, betrayed a slight tinge of worry, an optimistic eagerness to please. He was nervous about something.  
 
    A dislocation occurred, a brief interval, where a tender maiden, unaccustomed to wearing expensive finery, was curtseying before a well-dressed young man. The setting was grand, the manners refined, musicians were playing a sprightly tune. Were they at a ball, or a party? The uncomfortable young woman avoided fixing her eyes on her new acquaintance. Nevertheless, he took her hand and kissed it, then led her away to the dance.  
 
     ‘This wasn’t drawn afterwards,’ said Charlie. ‘This was drawn when she first met him, when she was trying to love him, trying to make the best of the situation.’ 
 
     A mild sensation of pins and needles was returning. He found himself heading up the Great Stair towards the Taffeta Silk bedroom as the images imposed themselves in his mind.  
 
    * 
 
    Richard is looking for someone. 
 
    ‘Mary Ellen, I need you! If you would only come to me when I call you! You’re as much use to me as a bent fork! Where are you hiding?’  
 
    Mary Ellen appears in the corridor but doesn’t approach.  
 
    Irritated, he beckons her over. ‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘what are the servants saying?’ 
 
     Reluctantly she answers. ‘That your wife is glad the babies are dead. That she flung herself down the steps deliberately.’ 
 
     He gasps, ‘That she’s wicked and selfish?’ 
 
     ‘Of course not! She would have loved her children! She would have been a fine mother.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ he muses. ‘You think so? You think that a man who provides a comfortable home and a reasonable income would have nothing to fear from his ungrateful wife?’ His voice rises. ‘Is it such an outrageous request – that a wife and daughter pay fealty to their master? And is it such a preposterous notion that a wife should bear her husband’s child, rather than her lover’s?’  
 
     The girl flinches and steps backwards once more. 
 
    ‘Why should I be defied in this way? What have I done to deserve such treatment? As for you Mary Ellen, I stand up for you, do I not? ‘There’s something odd about that child,’ people say to me, ‘something not right in her eyes… you would do well to send her away.’ 
 
    Mary Ellen pleads for sympathy. ‘I have always tried my hardest to please you. You know I have always done as you wished –’ 
 
    ‘And yet look at what has happened!’ 
 
    * 
 
     ‘What is it?’ Astrid was standing in the doorway. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    Charlie was next to the four poster bed. A swathe of the taffeta silk material was crumpled up in his fingers. He had reached a crucial moment in the scene, and like an interrupted dream, Astrid had snatched him away from it before it was finished. He rounded on her in frustration. ‘You keep stopping me! Why do you keep doing that? What is it that you don’t want me to see?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? It’s not deliberate.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something I can’t get to, a part I can’t quite reach. It’s to do with the relationship between father and daughter.’ He looked at her. ‘He’s hiding her, or protecting her, I’m not sure which.’ 
 
    Astrid came forward. ‘All right, we know enough. Our lovers have escaped, Mary Ellen sails for America, and Richard eventually sells the house. Let’s end it here.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I can do this on my own…,’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said, ‘it’s tiring, it’s upsetting-’ 
 
     But Charlie’s thoughts came quick. ‘Amelia didn’t have time to complete the quilt. It shows how quickly, how precipitately she left.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re running away, you seize whatever opportunity you can get – you don’t worry about finishing your sewing,’ said Astrid.  
 
    ‘We got it wrong,’ he said. ‘Mary Ellen didn’t hide the letters from Amelia and Harry because of Tunney’s instructions, or because it was the morally correct thing to do. She did it to protect the lovers from harm. She knew that if Tunney ever read a single word sent between them, violence would ensue. If it meant ending the affair, then so be it, at least Amelia would be kept safe from Tunney’s rage. She assumed that if Amelia’s love for Harry was allowed to wither and die, the young wife would come to her senses.’ 
 
    ‘Which, as we know, was very naïve of her,’ said Astrid. 
 
     ‘But that’s not all that was going on in her life…,’ 
 
     ‘Meaning?’ 
 
    He looked again at the sketch of Mary Ellen, laid it on top of the embroidered quilt. This time the vision was instantaneous. 
 
     A young girl not much more than a child is being dragged from the Library. Richard is pulling her roughly by the arms, she is tripping up the Great Stair, she can’t find her feet. Richard doesn’t care, his face is set. Upstairs she must go. He takes her right up to the top floor of the building. He drags her along the corridor towards a room at the far end. He bundles the weeping child within. ‘Stay there!’ he shouts, wiping sweat from his face. ‘Be still!’ He takes a key from his pocket and locks it from the outside. 
 
    There are thumps and bangs from behind the door, the young girl kicks at it wildly. ‘Please Papa, let me out! I’ll be good. I promise I’ll be good.’  
 
    Richard waits outside the door until the girl falls silent. He listens, his ears straining. No sound, no movement. Until – harsh, agonized sobs burst forth from her chest. Satisfied that she can come to no harm, Richard then retraces his steps down the Great Stair. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ said Charlie, ‘I feel sick.’ 
 
     ‘What is it?’ Astrid was by his side. ‘You’re not going to keel over again are you?’ 
 
    Charlie moved across the floor towards the window. ‘Richard doesn’t want her, but he feels duty bound.’ 
 
    ‘He could have sent her away somewhere. Got rid of her.’ 
 
    ‘But he didn’t,’ said Charlie. ‘She’s here in the house. The whole time. To ensure his somewhat warped protection, she knows she must obey him. Was that why she followed his instructions, submitted to being made practical use of? But when she could bear Amelia’s misery no more, she rebelled. At great risk to herself…,’  
 
     Astrid took a more pragmatic view. ‘His daughter’s a bastard; his wife’s carrying on with another man; it’s a wonder Tunney didn’t fling himself down the steps!’  
 
    He began to pace about. ‘Why would Mary Ellen hide the letters in Amelia’s own room? If they’d been discovered in situ, both women would have been finished. All Richard’s worst suspicions confirmed. And why, at the very end, when she knew that Amelia was ready to escape, didn’t Mary Ellen give them back to her?’  
 
    ‘Not enough time?’ said Astrid. ‘In too much of a hurry? You’ve already said she left in a rush.’ 
 
    Despite Astrid’s presence he was expectant, waiting for the images to form as easily as they’d done only minutes earlier. The light was fading; the grey shadows were beginning to fill the corners of the room. If he stayed here long enough he was sure Mary Ellen would arrive to finish the story.  
 
     The room remained empty. She wouldn’t come. ‘It’s no good. I can’t see her properly; I still can’t understand her motives… I can’t describe it… I need to be moved.’  
 
     ‘Moved? How?’ 
 
    ‘I need something emotional – to set me off.’ 
 
     ‘All right.’ Astrid hesitated. ‘Tell me about Adam.’ 
 
     He was perplexed. 
 
     Astrid picked up the pencil portrait again. ‘I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think it would help.’ 
 
     ‘You want to find out my secrets,’ he accused. ‘You want me to reveal my woes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I want you to wallow. Tell me about the last time you saw him. Tell me why you keep his photo in your wallet?’ 
 
     ‘Because I want to remember what he looks like, why do you think?’ 
 
    ‘But it’s Adam that makes you sad…,’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sad. Why do you keep saying that?’  
 
     ‘When you split up, what happened? Why didn’t you stop them from leaving? Why didn’t you make them stay?’ 
 
     ‘I did try.’ He faltered. ‘No, that’s not true. There was a massive fight; I didn’t want to prolong the upset…,’ 
 
    What was she trying to get him to admit to? She was prying into his personal life, for the sake of it. All this eye wash about being ‘sad.’ It was rubbish. Making him think that unburdening his soul was part of the process. Making him yield himself up to her.  
 
    ‘Give me everything you can,’ she said. ‘Tell me. Let me make sense of it. Trust me with it.’ 
 
    Trust her? He had an awful vertiginous feeling that there was nowhere left to go, all other routes were blocked. ‘If I tell you, you can’t use it against me.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t, you know I wouldn’t. I just want you to get it out.’ 
 
     ‘It’s no big deal. It’s happened to a million men before me, and it’ll happen again to a million more.’ 
 
     ‘Apologies Sisterhood,’ Astrid murmured, ‘you’re in for a rough ride for the next ten minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Ten?’ he said. ‘It’ll take two.’ 
 
     ‘As long as you need, then.’ 
 
     ‘All right. I’ll tell you. But don’t blame me if it doesn’t do the trick.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Tug at my heartstrings.’ 
 
    Adam. It wasn’t difficult to think about him. It wasn’t like he had to force himself to do it. If anything, he had to force himself not to. Memories that once existed in hard concrete form, melted, slipped, slithered and oozed out of the cracks in his brain, never to be seen again. Recollections that had once seemed solid and indestructible floated away from his mental grasp, like cigarette smoke being chased by the wind. But Adam remained a clear and fixed presence inside his head. A tenant for life.  
 
    How long had he been in the boy’s life? Five years, six at the most? Enough time to form the closest of attachments; for his stomach to plummet whenever Adam fell off his bike or banged his head; for his heart to pound if he lost sight of him in the supermarket. Enough time to crack up with helpless mirth at Adam’s Wallace and Gromit impersonations, or to join in the endless games of Pokémon which he invariably lost but happily indulged in anyway.  
 
     He’d loved being favoured with the boy’s attention, the sheer physicality of his squirming limbs, the little hand holding tightly to his.  
 
    ‘That’s some bed head you’ve got there, kiddo, you’re like Shock Headed Peter,’ he’d said to Adam one morning.  
 
    ‘Who?’ said Melanie. ‘What are you talking about?’ She said that to him, a lot. What are you talking about? I don’t understand you. In fact, I’m sick of you. 
 
    Melanie was prone to saying that she’d been landed – like a fish – and that he didn’t appreciate what she’d ‘given up’ to be with him. He took it as a joke, of course when she said she’d taken him on when no one else would. She didn’t mean it, and he knew she didn’t. But when she started to stay out late on a regular basis and was cagey about where she’d been, he began to feel the first real twinges of worry. Classic signs of an affair, although she swore not. He began to do the same – a childish tit for tat – an ‘if you’re staying out, then so will I.’ But, he reasoned, it was done on an equal basis, and there was nothing that couldn’t be mended with a little tinkering, a little fine tuning. Until one evening she told him quite casually she’d had enough.  
 
    ‘It’s over,’ she’d said, ‘run its course, time to call it a day.’ 
 
    Sitting in front of Corrie with a plate of fish and chips on his knees, the sauce dribbling over the edge of the plate rim, staining his trousers, he’d pleaded with her not to go.  
 
    ‘I can put it right,’ he’d said, knowing full well he couldn’t.  
 
    ‘It’s not like that,’ she’d said. 
 
    ‘What is it like then? Tell me.’ 
 
     But she couldn’t. She didn’t know herself.  
 
     In the end, separation wasn’t as daunting as he’d persuaded himself it would be. That awful, nauseous feeling of finality was bad, but it was bearable. Once they’d started, they almost free wheeled to the finish. Even so, when it came, it was nothing like the scene he’d anticipated – a regretful parting of the ways; a promise to maintain civil relations for Adam’s sake, an ordered timetable of days out and sleepovers and holiday arrangements. He’d seen others do it; he knew they could manage it themselves.  
 
    So what went wrong? 
 
    ‘Melanie,’ he said, ‘Adam doesn’t have a clue what’s going on. Don’t do this to him.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell him when I’m good and ready. He is my son. I think I know him better than you.’ 
 
    A petrified Adam began wailing in fear. His desperate, instinctive reaction – something bad is happening, something really, really bad – was like nothing Charlie had ever experienced before. The pain of non-anaesthetized disembowelment couldn’t have sounded worse. He didn’t remember ever screaming like that as a child himself. Couldn’t recall anything to match it. And he, Charlie, the man Adam called ‘Daddy’, had somehow caused this fear and pain. How had he done that? Where had it come from? 
 
     The only way to make it stop was to give in, and let Melanie do what she wanted. 
 
    ‘Go on then!’ he’d said furiously. ‘Do it!’ 
 
     So she did. She left. Took the boy, and went.  
 
     A short cooling off period, that’s what he’d assumed. The best thing for all concerned. When the dust settled, they’d rebuild their relationship. They’d be friends again, good friends. She’d let him know when he could come and visit; she’d let him know when he could have Adam for weekends. 
 
    But she never did. He made endless calls, sent message after message. He heard nothing back.  
 
    A clean break it was called. Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
    And he was so angry with her for doing that to him. He’d never felt anger to match it. As though she’d never intended their partnership to be a permanent arrangement in the first place, and he was the mug for taking it all so seriously.  
 
    He’d loved Adam as his own, and now he’d become something he never knew existed: an ex Dad. A former parent. It was a status he could barely comprehend: that of anonymous bloke who once had a brief hand in the boy’s upbringing. Things like that didn’t happen to conscientious, caring men like him.  
 
     And like an illness, a terminal disease, he never recovered from it, never felt properly well again, couldn’t function as he’d once been able to. Even now, all these years later, it could stop him in his tracks – 
 
    * 
 
     His eyes had misted over. Astrid approached him, took hold of his hand and stroked the ridge of his knuckles. It was an odd gesture, like she’d picked the most awkward part of him to caress. She hadn’t expected him to be so easily moved.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t pretending to love him,’ he said. ‘I really did.’ 
 
    ‘No half measures with you, are there? It’s a brave thing to do, take on another man’s child. Why didn’t you adopt him, officially?’ 
 
    ‘We were married, that’s why. As far as I was concerned, the boy was ours, hers and mine. How was I to know that she was going to claim prior possession?’ 
 
    ‘But you’re in touch now.’ 
 
    ‘Barely. Melanie doesn’t find it necessary to update me on Adam’s progress in the world. She sent me their address, eventually. For birthday cards, she said, and Christmas. She was in the habit of sending school photos for a while – ’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘The one in your wallet.’ 
 
    ‘You can get all sorts these days,’ he brooded, ‘key rings, book marks, you can have your child’s image captured in a block of Perspex if you want. Adam’s picture is on somebody else’s mantelpiece now, dangling from someone else’s key ring…,’ 
 
    ‘You mean -?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a new man in his life. That’s what Melanie wanted to tell me; that’s why she didn’t bring Adam with her. Too confusing for him. There. Now you know. Pathetic, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not used to offering well-chosen words of comfort,’ Astrid said, ‘I’ve never felt very qualified to pass judgment on other people’s trials and tribulations, but don’t you feel better for telling me?’ 
 
     ‘A means to an end,’ he said shortly, ‘there’s no need to feel sorry for me.’ 
 
    ‘The one I pity, is Adam. For not having you in his life. Any boy would feel proud to have you as their Dad.’  
 
     It had worked exceptionally well, this process of picking him undone. The tears in his eyes were tears that she’d put there. A trickle was moving down his face. He flicked a finger across his cheek.  
 
    ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave you alone. If you need me, you know where to find me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Eight 
 
      
 
    Charlie walked to the library and sat alone in the quiet. The portraits of Harry and Amelia gazed down upon him, their handwriting fragments surrounding him from every angle. His mind was as buzzed up as a snow shaker. He mustn’t think too closely; he must allow it to wash over him, this tide of grief; encourage it to subsume his consciousness. Otherwise he’d start to recover, and that’s not what he needed. He needed to feel bad, wretched. 
 
    Still only mid morning, and yet everywhere appeared to be growing dusk. There was someone in the room with him. A female figure. Charlie didn’t alter position, he remained motionless; the figure would approach when she was good and ready. 
 
    Mary Ellen understands very well why a man would choose to keep the woman he loves at arm’s length, would rather put her out of his mind. It will do him no good, otherwise. And Harry’s pride is injured. If his work keeps him fully occupied, so much the better. But circumstances change. Harry doesn’t know that Amelia has lost another child. He doesn’t know that Amelia is likely to do away with herself before long.  
 
    And so Mary Ellen decides to make their impossible love, possible. She appeals to Harry’s impetuous nature, knowing that he will rise to the challenge, his clever mind will come up with something bold and extravagant.  
 
    * 
 
    Through the window on the first floor, Mary Ellen keeps watch as the reunited lovers leave the house and make their way through the park, until finally she can see them no more, and they have disappeared safely into the dark.  
 
    She makes sure to lock the doors and remove any evidence of their flight, and then goes back to her room, but she cannot sleep. She lies on her bed, rolls over on to her side, intermittently peers out through the curtains as the dawn rises and reveals the mist settled over the park.  
 
    She rises later that day to make the final arrangements for her own departure. She is tardy in entering the breakfast room, trepidation apparent in her face. Her father is not there. But she hears whispers. Amelia is gone, nowhere to be found. She hurries up the Great Stair, just in time to see Richard enter the Taffeta Silk bedroom.  
 
    Mary Ellen stands behind him, observing through the tiniest gap in the door as he crouches down on the floor. What is he doing? He lifts the floorboards and places a box in between the gaps. 
 
     Without turning around, Richard says, ‘The box is not to be disturbed. Amelia is gone, and you Mary Ellen, too, will flee and no one will see the letters and the diary again for a very long time.’ 
 
     She gasps. Her father has known all along.  
 
    Mary Ellen has kept the lovers apart to protect them from Richard’s wrath; she has told him over and over that there are no letters between Amelia and Harry. And now here he is placing the material in a box, under the floor of a room his wife will no longer use or occupy.  
 
     And when Mary Ellen approaches her father and questions his actions, he obscures his face so that she will not see the tears in his eyes. ‘Such histrionic foolery! Why go to such extreme lengths to outsmart me? It wasn’t in the least bit necessary, but if it amused you to play such games with me, well, so be it. I must allow you to enjoy your triumph.’ 
 
     ‘You’ve read them all? And my diary?’ 
 
     ‘I know everything,’ he says, ‘all your secrets, your fears, your desires, the life you thought I took no interest in.’ 
 
     ‘Forgive me,’ she says. ‘I wanted Amelia to be a good wife; I wanted her to love you and make you happy - where I could not…,’ 
 
     Then he looks at her as if for the first time in his life. ‘Forgive you? It is I who begs your forgiveness!’ 
 
     ‘What for?’ she replies in muted voice. 
 
    ‘Everything,’ he says. ‘I have been lacking in all ways. I have been a poor husband to my wives, and a useless, neglectful father. No matter how hard I’ve tried to keep it in check, my behaviour has grown worse. I tormented Amelia incessantly, and that is why the poor innocent babies have died. God’s judgment upon me!’  
 
    Mary Ellen’s eyes are blue grey, tears are brimming. The tiny flowers on her dress are embroidered; it is not patterned fabric, it is decorated material. Expensive Indian silk. She is wearing her best dress to go away in. 
 
    Richard’s hair is grey at the temples and above his ears. The ring on his finger winks in the light as he passes his hand across his forehead. ‘I have been ashamed of you all my life,’ he says, ‘when I should have been ashamed of myself.’ Mary Ellen does not answer. ‘I solemnly promised your mother that I would take you in and raise you. She had not the wherewithal to provide you with a decent upbringing or an education; she knew it would be better for you to be taken from her and placed in my care. Some fathers would turn their backs on a child such as you, but not I. I performed my duty. And my first wife cared for you as though you were her own, notwithstanding her fragile health. If only she hadn’t died! It affected you in a most singular fashion. You were not yourself. You behaved in an extraordinary manner. Angry, tempestuous. But when I remarried, what could be better occupation for you, than to become a companion to Amelia? It kept your mind free from that troubling idleness and fancy that you were wont to indulge in. 
 
    ‘I have never cherished you, as I should,’ he continues. ‘I hid you away. Why did I do that to you? It’s not as though you were any better off for my doing so…,’ 
 
    ‘You are letting me go,’ she says, ‘and that is all I want.’ 
 
     ‘Yes. I will not stop you. This young man, Samuel, sees something in your character that appeals to him. You have impressed him. I confess it puzzles me that he should be willing to overlook such faults as would put off many an otherwise reasonable man.’  
 
    If Mary Ellen feels the slight, she forgives him for it. ‘Samuel is very kind to me. He is a thoughtful, steady, intelligent individual.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ says Richard, almost smiling, ‘well I wish him luck in his thoughtfulness.’ 
 
    Mary Ellen blushes and looks down. 
 
     ‘I chose badly, there will be no more marriages for me. I should never have picked a woman who regarded me with such ill favour. A woman controlled by a self-serving father, like Amelia’s papa, could never have been happy; I should have allowed her to make up her own mind. She was never a flighty girl, or a woman who had the pick of all the young bucks, but a gentle individual who could, I thought, give me the family I craved. It was all I ever wanted. Bramall’s character vastly exceeds mine, no doubt he seeks her opinions, impresses her with his excellent manners. She will be happy, will she not? Whatever her wants and needs, he will fulfil them. It will not be in law, but they will live as husband and wife, and all will be calm, and settled. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ she says, ‘it is a bold plan.’ 
 
    And when he holds out his arms to her, she goes to him. Neither of them is used to intimacy of this kind, but Mary Ellen clings onto him, listening as his breath comes in tight, difficult gasps.  
 
    He clumsily kisses her forehead, and before he can see the tears dropping from her cheeks, she gathers up her shawl and hurries down the Great Stair, where her new husband is waiting to escort her to the coach, and to their new life in America. 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
    Charlie walked down the Great Stair and through the corridors of Addleston House. He tic tacked his way across the Portland stone floor of the entrance hall, the early spring sunshine illuminating the contours of the stuccowork panels, and pushed open the heavy front door. He splashed straight through the pool of water in the middle of the courtyard, and on towards the double row of columns. Underneath the portico he stopped and surveyed the field, the lake, the cedars. The wind blew a strand of hair across his face; he moved it aside. His eyes travelled the length of the long drive where it curved around towards the entrance gates and the B road in the distance. His skin was prickling all over. His head was filled with images… 
 
    * 
 
    Amelia whirls around, interposing herself between her husband and the view of her lover as he recedes into the distance. But she spins too fast.  
 
    ‘Amelia…,’ 
 
    ‘Stay there. Stay away! Don’t come near!’ 
 
    An intense dizziness comes over her, so overwhelming she staggers backwards. 
 
    ‘Amelia! Take care!’ Richard is almost upon her, but not close enough to catch hold. Her foot misses the edge of the step, her ankle goes over. Richard starts forwards, an expression of fear and panic on his face, but he cannot reach her in time. She clutches at air and then she tumbles, hard and heavy against the sharp edges of the unforgiving steps, rolling over and over towards the bottom. Richard rushes down after her. He cradles her limp form in his arms and begins to shout: ‘Mary Ellen! Someone! Anyone! Help us!’ He lifts his wife in his arms and carries her gently back up the steps and inside the house. 
 
    * 
 
    Astrid had followed him again, through the entrance hall and out into the courtyard, and hovered now a few feet away. ‘Did it work? Did I help you fill in the gaps?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Absolute disclosure. Now I know everything.’ 
 
     ‘What did you see?’ 
 
     ‘He let them go.’ 
 
     Astrid came forward. ‘What do you mean? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Mary Ellen wasn’t the only one who knew what was going on in Amelia and Harry’s minds. She wasn’t the only one who watched as Amelia sank into a decline, pining away in misery, or who knew all about Harry’s mental turmoil, his preoccupation with the Queen’s trial. Richard saw it too. He’d followed his wife’s affair from the very beginning.’ 
 
    ‘He had?’ 
 
    He leaned back against a pillar. ‘All three of them believed they had outwitted Richard with their elaborate charade, but he wanted them to think that. The phony Frenchman, the ruse to pass a message to his wife, the elopement in the early hours of the morning. The truth was - he set Amelia free himself. He set them all free. Remorse, in the end, is what did it.’  
 
     Astrid copied his pose, lolling against the next pillar. ‘You mean - he knew they were leaving and he didn’t try and stop them?’ 
 
     He spoke carefully, measuring his words. ‘As you know the whole thing is very melodramatic. Mary Ellen’s outpourings paint Richard as a monster, but that’s because she was angry with him for his repressive ways. She called it neglect, he called it protection. A maelstrom of conflict had been brewing for years. Who would blame her if she really had kept the lovers apart to please her father? But it wasn’t as straightforward as that. There was far more going on in that family than an arrogant man lording it over his womenfolk.’ 
 
    ‘Let me get this clear – was it an abusive marriage, or not?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty dreadful. But I was wrong about one thing.’ He motioned towards the steps. ‘Richard didn’t push Amelia that day. She stumbled. If anything, he tried to save her. Harry had just walked away from her; in anger, she assumed. It was Harry’s wounded pride that kept them apart until Mary Ellen intervened. They might have fled, any time. Tunney wouldn’t have stood in their way.’ 
 
    ‘So, our lovers found their happy ending. They ran away together to France. They prospered. They thrived.’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Satisfied?’  
 
     ‘That’s remarkable,’ she said. ‘You are remarkable.’ 
 
     ‘You believe me?’ 
 
     ‘Of course I believe you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not normal,’ he said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘But it’s what you are.’ 
 
     At first he couldn’t place what was different about her. All he knew was that something significant had changed - and then he realized what it was. Astrid’s eyes were dancing with happiness, and it was one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen.  
 
    ‘Charlie, you’re like nothing on earth. There’s plenty about you I don’t understand at all. Like a becalmed lake, it’s all going on beneath the surface.’ 
 
    A blink of an eye, a brief disinterested turn of the head, a momentary distraction. 
 
    She led him across the courtyard, through the front door, and back to the library, where everything she’d amassed; everything they’d discovered together was displayed for maximum effect. An exhibition that might at last pull in the requisite amount of visitors. A venture that would keep the Big Boss happy. 
 
    ‘That’s it now, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘That’s everything. You’ve worked it all out?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, oh yes. All done.’ He felt very calm, clear headed. ‘But you didn’t really need my input at all. The clues were already there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I needed you.’ She indicated the room’s layout. ‘I should have known you’d hate it presented this way.’ 
 
    He leaned against the table edge. ‘I wouldn’t go that far…,’ 
 
     ‘That’s good,’ she said, ‘because I’ve had an idea. If you’re up for it.’ 
 
    ‘Another one?’  
 
    ‘I’ve been offered a job in the North of England,’ she explained. ‘There’s a wreck of a building that needs some TLC. The Big Boss wants to know if I’ll start again. Do what I did here, up there. Mrs Toon, for one, will be glad to see the back of me, and so will everyone else probably.’ 
 
    ‘Not Megs, she adores you.’ 
 
    ‘Bless her, yes,’ she acknowledged. ‘Even so, it’s time for a change. Only… I might not take the job. It depends on you.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to come with you?’ He was startled, slightly panicked, although he couldn’t work out why. 
 
    ‘No, I was thinking of something else. A new line of work. You and me, in partnership. Tell me if I’m overstepping the mark, but this ‘gift’ you have, this second sight that you can tap into – don’t you think it’s high time you made it work for you?’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve done it here, why not do the same thing in another house, another home? Why not advertise your skills? I don’t mean like some freaky soothsayer, wearing crimson robes and armfuls of jewels - I mean a discreet, sympathetic service, employed by people who’ve exhausted every other research avenue. Where the paper trail has ended, where the primary sources no longer exist, where important documents are lost, or gone up in smoke?’ 
 
    ‘Sunk by U-boat?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly!’ 
 
    But he didn’t take her seriously. It was crass, stupid, nonsensical. ‘I couldn’t do that. No one would believe it.’ 
 
    ‘I believed it would work. And it did, didn’t it? Up until now you’ve been embarrassed by your ability; playing it down rather than celebrating it. But what if you used it to your advantage? On your own terms. A regular income, hours to suit.’ 
 
    Obviously there was more to it than that. ‘You said ‘partnership.’ What’s in it for you? You’d be my agent, broker my services?’  
 
    ‘I’d protect you, look after you. Managerially speaking.’ 
 
    He thought of his father’s warning. ‘You’d rent me out?’ 
 
     ‘Definitely not,’ she said, horrified. ‘Nothing could be further from my mind. We’d do it together. Equal status. Joint enterprise, a team.’ 
 
    It wasn’t hard to see how the concept would manifest itself: Gilchrist and Buchanan: Historians for Hire! 
 
    ‘But only one of us is a specialist in Retrocognitive psychic ability. Or had you forgotten?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I hadn’t. You’re bringing more to the party than me, I accept that, but think where it could take us? Half remembered stories, shady ancestors, long forgotten secrets. Finding out what really went on in the dim and distant past. Romantic mysteries solved, happy endings unearthed. People will love us.’ 
 
    He still wasn’t convinced. ‘What if they’re unhappy endings? What if all we uncover is tragedy and disaster?’ 
 
     ‘Rough with the smooth. Clients won’t care. It’s answers people want.’ 
 
    ‘There’d be fierce opposition,’ he argued. ‘We’d be branded charlatans. Look at Mrs Toon. And what about financial practicalities?’ 
 
     ‘You let me worry about that.’ 
 
    ‘And the house up north?’ 
 
    ‘It’s somewhere safe to shunt me. I’d be starting from scratch. They’ve asked me to restore it, redecorate; nurture it back to life. But that’s not what I want. I want more, Charlie. I’m tired of having to justify everything I do. You understand that, don’t you?’ 
 
    He understood only too well. ‘But I’ve never considered it in those commercial terms. I don’t always like what I see; often it’s disturbing, why would I want to put myself through that on a regular basis – and call it a job?’ 
 
    ‘If it gets too dark and murky, we’ll stop. I’ll look after you,’ she repeated. ‘I’ll take care of you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s you that needs taking care of,’ he said. ‘You’re all over the place.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s what we both need. Come on, what do you say?’ 
 
     He needed more time to think this through, consider what it meant, where it might lead. ‘Strictly professional?’ he queried. 
 
    ‘If that’s the only way,’ she said cautiously. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t like the sound of that.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ The pained expression was discernible once more; definitely on the verge of a comeback. 
 
    ‘The strictly professional part,’ he clarified. ‘I don’t like the sound of that at all.’ 
 
    ‘No, neither do I. But while you’re considering, there is something that might help you make up your mind. One more thing we can do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’  
 
    It was a big room, there was plenty of available space, and yet she moved even closer, taking his hands and pulling him away from the table edge. She trailed a finger lightly down his face from eyebrow to cheekbone. He bent his head until their foreheads were touching. ‘What do you think?’ she said. ‘Shall we give it another go?’ 
 
    He smiled, his lips hovering over hers, and when the longed-for kiss finally came it was notably more successful and sustained than any of the ones they’d tried so far. So accomplished, in fact, it made them both smile.  
 
    ‘That was you,’ she said.  
 
    ‘See? I don’t always channel.’ 
 
    He kissed her again, cradling the back of her neck with his hand. Like a high water tide their bodies bumped and yearned towards one another. But after a minute or more of urgent kisses she began to exhibit some resistance. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Something else to show you. I’ve been saving the best till last.’ She rocked on the balls of her feet; that familiar signal, action was imminent. 
 
    ‘What, now?’ he laughed.  
 
    ‘Come on.’ She grasped hold of his hand and hurried him along the corridor and down the steps into the office.  
 
    ‘What is it? What’s in here?’ 
 
    Pulling open one of the desk drawers, she carefully removed a pair of unfolded letters. Charlie recognized the handwriting, the shape, the form, the words, even before he’d been given them. 
 
    ‘We’ll read them together, shall we?’ she said. ‘I’ll be Amelia, you’ll be Harry?’ She slid one of the letters across the desk and kept the other for herself. 
 
    Astrid Buchanan, he deduced, had no fear. Her mind was open to anything and everything. 
 
    ‘Shall I go first?’ he asked. 
 
     ‘Yes,’ she said, making herself comfortable in the battered old armchair, ‘I think you should.’ 
 
    He rested his chin on his hand, and for a second squinted out of the window and across the park, smiling to himself. ‘Give me a minute, would you?’ 
 
    It was funny but he really couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather be, or anyone he’d rather be with. He was doing the right thing for once in his life. Someone believed in him, and that was all he needed to know. 
 
    He picked up the letter in front of him and began to read. 
 
      
 
     ‘My darling Amelia,  
 
    The piecrusts are very thin and light here, don’t you agree? Completely unlike the fare we are used to back in England. And the wines are the finest I’ve ever drunk. The air is light, the breeze is comfortable, the noise of the insects is gently soothing. Sometimes I am reminded of our walks in the woods at Addleston – cold, rainy, miserable days, my love – and I think to myself how lucky I am to be here with you, and to have the pleasure of your company. I shall see you this evening, my darling, and every evening, from now on. 
 
    Harry’ 
 
      
 
     And Amelia replied: 
 
     ‘My dearest Harry – 
 
    The piecrusts are indeed, as you say, notable for their lightness, but I do not agree that the wines are the finest. And I certainly decry the lack of a decent cup of tea. However, these small niggles I can overcome; for I am far too busy congratulating myself on my good fortune. To be able to look up of an evening, and see you sitting in the chair opposite me, where you belong, is really all I have ever wished for. And to look down at our beautiful child in the crook of my arm, where he lies sleeping, and to know that his father will be joining me ere long is more wonderful than I had ever thought possible. Till tonight my love, adieu, 
 
    Your ever loving Poppy’ 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Secrets of the Past, please share your thoughts on Amazon by leaving a review.  
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