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      About the Book


      Watch for Me by Twilight


      by Kirsty Ferry


      The past is never really the past at Hartsford Hall …


      Aidan Edwards has always been fascinated by the life of his great-great uncle Robert. A trip to Hartsford Hall and an encounter with Cassie Aldrich leads him closer to the truth about Robert Edwards, as he unravels the scandalous story of a bright young poet and a beautiful spirited aristocrat in the carefree twilight of the 1930s before the Second World War.


      But can Aidan find out what happened to Robert after the war – or will he have to accept that certain parts of his uncle’s life will remain forever shrouded in mystery?


      Hartsford Mysteries Series:


      Watch for Me by Moonlight


      Watch for Me by Twilight


      Watch for Me by Candlelight

      

      Perfect for all Choc Lit fans and fans of Diana Galbdon, Barbara Erskine and Kate Morton!
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      Where heroes are like chocolate – irresistible!


      www.choc-lit.com
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      Chapter One


      February, Present Day


      A ‘Country House Party’ themed Living History weekend at Hartsford Hall had seemed like a marvellous idea – last summer, anyway, when Cassie Aldrich had suggested it to her sister-in-law, Elodie.


      ‘Do you really know what you’re doing?’ Cassie’s older brother Alex – Elodie’s husband and the current Earl of Hartsford – looked at her as if she had just crawled out from the primordial soup. ‘You’ve never really been hands on with those weekends, have you?’


      Cassie had the grace to feel ashamed because he was right. She’d always been lucky enough to just come in at the end and ensure she had a really nice dress on the day. But how hard could it be?


      She had found him at the stables, where he always went when he was worried about something, but the thing with Alex was you never really knew what he was worried about. She suspected Elodie, and the fact that she was currently pregnant with twins, was the main cause at the moment, but she would never go so far as to ask him. And anyway, the way Alex was frowning put her off engaging him in conversation for too long.


      ‘I know what I’m doing.’ She couldn’t quite meet her brother’s eyes. Instead, she made a big fuss of Hughie, Alex’s old, black carthorse. Hughie was the only one who had escaped when her father had to sell off the Hartsford race horses to clear some debts. At least he’d had the decency to keep Alex’s favourite.


      ‘This means a lot to Elodie. I don’t want it messed up. She’s got enough to deal with at the minute. Do you really think you’ve seen enough of what she does to have a go?’


      His eyes glinted a challenge at her and she quailed slightly. ‘Yes.’


      Cassie knew he didn’t believe her and determinedly avoided looking at him. Instead, she reached up and fondled the spot between Hughie’s eyes and he snorted appreciatively. ‘Well, at least I think I have. I’m fairly sure it will be easy enough to do. It’s just like writing a shopping list – simply making a few calls and doing a little bit of online shopping.’ She shrugged. ‘Anybody can do that. I don’t know what the fuss is about.’


      ‘You do realise the work that goes into these weekends, don’t you?’


      She nodded. She didn’t, actually, know what it all involved, but it simply couldn’t be that hard.


      ‘You sure?’ Alex fixed her with that steely glare again.


      ‘Yes.’ Her eyes slid away from him towards Hughie.


      Alex sidestepped and bowed slightly, waving his arm in a wide circle as if to indicate that she could go for it if she wished.


      ‘Cassie, Cassie, Cassie.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘I wish you luck in your endeavours.’


      Cassie ignored him. She just needed to make a few lists, until Elodie bounced back to take it all off her again.


      At least, that was Cassie’s hope. She loved Hartsford Hall’s Living History weekends – loved getting dressed up and taking part in it all. Loved the pumpkins at Halloween, and the sleigh-rides at Christmas. The weekends had proved a great attraction to the tourists, but this year, Elodie’s sometimes precarious health had suffered with her pregnancy, and that was when Cassie had made her decision to help out. The decision that Alex was, today, almost mocking her for.


      Well, she wouldn’t let him win. She would prove that she could do it, and this year’s August Bank Holiday weekend would be absolutely splendid. To be truthful, Cassie wasn’t quite sure how much use she’d be, but she knew she had to try. She did feel a certain degree of responsibility anyway, seeing as how this had been her idea.


      ‘Don’t you worry,’ Cassie told Elodie, as they sat in Alex’s office, her father’s old study, later that day. Cassie was still smarting a little over her brother’s comments. ‘I’ve told you. I’ll take over – just until you feel better.’


      ‘I’ll feel better in July. After the twins are here.’ Hormones kicked in at that point and there was a dangerous wobble to Elodie’s voice as she looked at the paperwork scattered in front of her. In the middle of it all was an asthma inhaler.


      Cassie quashed down a rising sense of panic and placed a mug of hot chocolate next to the inhaler. She added a biscuit for good measure.


      ‘Were my suggestions okay, though?’ She wrapped her hands around her own mug.


      Personally, she felt that her suggestions were rather inspired. She’d proposed that the tennis courts could be cleared and resurfaced, and the squash court block could be dusted down. The whole area dated from the 1920s and she had big ideas that she could put it all together again, just as it used to be.


      ‘It’ll be splendid,’ Cassie had promised. ‘I mean, we could have an exhibition of photographs and memorabilia inside the squash court – and we’ll put bunting up and serve Vintage Teas in a tent.’ It all sounded so lovely.


      Today, Elodie huddled over the hot chocolate and just stared at the information, shaking her head and looking terrified. Cassie didn’t know if it was the best time to ask whether she had the catering sorted, so helped herself to another biscuit instead.


      Elodie’s fingers closed over the inhaler and dragged it closer to her, which was never a good sign. ‘I was able to sort out much more complicated things when I lived in London. Why is this suddenly beyond me?’


      ‘Twins?’ Cassie didn’t really know.


      Elodie’s blue eyes were shadowed and her blonde hair lank; too many episodes of all-day sickness had taken it out of her and she had obviously decided today was a day where all she could do was hide away in an oversized sweater and leggings. Cassie patted her hand. She knew Elodie was anxious for the warmer weather when she could at least go boho – all those soft, floaty lines would be perfect with Elodie’s pretty face and usual sense of style. She’d said only last week she wished she looked properly pregnant instead of simply fat. Cassie didn’t think it would be long, really, but Elodie had been in no mood to be coaxed out of it. ‘I just look so huge next to you. I kind of wish it was more – obvious!’ she’d complained.


      Cassie had to acknowledge that yes, she was quite a bit taller and yes, she was certainly much slimmer at the moment, but unlike Elodie’s, her dark brown hair had no curls in it whatsoever, and, according to Alex, her big brown eyes resembled a big, dopey spaniel’s. She studied Elodie, studying the paperwork.


      ‘I’m sure I could do it,’ she said tentatively.


      Elodie shook her head. ‘There’s more to it than you might think. Maybe I should just cancel this one.’ Her mouth turned down at the sides.


      ‘Maybe you shouldn’t!’ Cassie was firm. In her head, she was already wearing her chosen costume. Her favourite part of these events was getting dressed up in suitable attire, be it travelling in a vintage car in an Edwardian tea gown, or waving from a horse-drawn carriage in a crinoline. She could channel any one of her fabulous ancestors. Many of them seemed to have demons of some description, or at least the odd skeleton in the closet, which made them all the more fascinating.


      ‘I don’t see any other way around it. Alex wouldn’t want me pushing it onto you—’


      ‘Stuff Alex. I’ll be fine.’


      And at that point, in February, Cassie truly believed it.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      Late February, Present Day


      The weather wasn’t the best for taking the motorbike out, but it hadn’t had a good run for what seemed like months. Aidan Edwards decided just to go for it. He needed to feel alive again after the winter, so he would follow the road and just see where it took him.


      It took him to a little village called Hartsford, and he stopped at a car park near the Folk Museum and walked up towards something he’d seen on his ride. And there it was – Hartsford Hall, an amazing old stately home. As he rounded the corner, he spotted the entrance, but the gates were locked today. Winter opening hours were in force, apparently, but he could see, at the end of what was originally a carriage drive, the Hall itself. It was a bit of a mish-mash of architecture. Amused, he scanned the walls and the turrets and the sash windows. Nothing really matched, but it looked like a great place. Friendly. The house had caught his attention and he had guessed the building styles would be varied. He was pleased to see he hadn’t been wrong.


      Just walking past the main door was a girl, perhaps in her early twenties. He thought it was a very odd time of year for her to be carrying a squash racquet, then he saw a man come around the corner to meet her. She ran towards the man and they disappeared behind the Hall.


      Aidan grinned and suspected they had their own indoor court – lots of these big old houses still had them – and he retraced his steps, deciding to continue along the road and into Hartsford itself. He was sure a village like this, with a Folk Museum and a stately home, must have at least one tea shop, and really, he could murder a cup of something hot. He flexed his fingers, stiff beneath his leather gloves and thought about the Hall. And he thought about his Great-Great-Uncle Robert – he would have known somewhere just like this place.


      Aidan looked up into the leaden sky and smiled as an aircraft flew through the clouds on its way to sunnier climes. Yes. Robert would have felt at home in a place like this, he imagined. Aidan had read some of his great-great-uncle’s musings on the subject of stately homes – perhaps not this one in particular, but definitely a similar house – and the descriptions of the kind of life enjoyed in such places were etched into his mind. It had sounded heavenly – luxurious, extravagant, a never-ending whirl of pleasurable activities.


      Robert had been brought up in Suffolk, not far from here. His father, the son of an Essex merchant, had been killed in an accident, and his mother, the only child of a wealthy Norfolk landowner, had died a few years later. Robert and his brother, Jack, had inherited the fortunes from each side, and had, by all accounts, enjoyed a fairly carefree life, mixing happily with all the local gentry. They appeared to have moved in exalted circles, despite their somewhat middle-class background.


      Or, at least they had, until World War Two came along and changed their lives forever.


      Aidan couldn’t even imagine how Robert must have felt when war broke out, presumably plunging him into a harsh reality he had no wish to embrace. How did one cope with something like that? Because the people living back then had had no choice but to deal with it. He shivered as he entered the coffee shop, suddenly very grateful to be surrounded by twenty-first century everyday life.


      His own problems were extremely trivial in comparison.


      Cassie thought about the Living History event for a couple of weeks, drawing colourful charts and making lists and daydreaming. She didn’t really want to bother Elodie with the little things she was noting about the weekend, so instead, she decided to mention it all to her friend Kate, who worked at the Hartsford Folk Museum.


      Kate had the audacity to laugh when Cassie told her exactly what she’d sorted out and what she had shelved to ask Elodie about.


      ‘Kate! You’re my best friend. How can you even laugh at me?’


      The girls were in The Green Dragon, Hartsford’s old coaching inn, enjoying a glass of wine and sharing a plate of chips between them.


      ‘I can laugh at you because you’re funny.’ Kate grinned and flicked her red hair over her shoulder. ‘I wonder if you put those two lists side by side, whether you’d have a bigger “done” list or a bigger “to-do” list.’


      Cassie scowled. Kate ran the Folk Museum like a well-oiled machine. Everything would have been sorted and triple-checked by now if Kate was in charge of the weekend. Lucky Kate in her museum – Cassie would have loved a job like that. She had studied history and museum curatorship at university, before moving onto business, but she knew her life was tied up at Hartsford Hall, at least for the foreseeable future. She didn’t think business was her bag, really, but she had swapped courses when her father died, with a view to helping Alex out. Her brother had been angry and bitter about coming back to sort out the old Earl’s ‘messes’ as he called them, and he’d needed Cassie’s help.


      ‘I’ve done loads. The catering is practically sorted. I’ve done the project chart and I’ve almost chosen what outfit to wear.’ Cassie was emphatic.


      ‘All very important. But have you acted on the project chart at all? Done a risk assessment?’ Kate shrugged and dipped the final chip in mayonnaise. ‘Not that I know much. I’m just thinking of what I’d do. And when you say the catering is practically sorted, is it ordered?’


      ‘Not exactly. I’ve just worked out what I think I’ll need.’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘What do you mean, “oh”?’


      ‘I mean “oh, I think you’ve still got quite a bit of work to do”.’ Kate drained her glass of wine and shrugged her coat on. She grinned at Cassie. ‘Sorry I can’t stay for another. I’ve got to Skype with my brother. Shall I tell him you’re asking after him?’


      ‘You can do.’ It was Cassie’s turn to shrug. She’d had a very brief relationship with Tom a while ago. It hadn’t lasted long. Tom’s relationships never did, yet there was never any animosity between him and his numerous ex-girlfriends. It had been fun while it lasted, exactly what Cassie had needed, and they’d parted as friends. ‘Kate, do you think I’ve taken on too much?’


      ‘Only you can decide that. What I would suggest, though, is that you try to pull in some help.’


      ‘I can’t ask Elodie. She can barely make it through the day at the minute.’


      ‘No, not Elodie. But how about Margaret or Delilah? I’m sure they’ll be sensible. I’m almost certain they’ll have been involved with the other events. And you can always ask me if you need anything museum-ish. I’ll see what I can rustle up for you if you think of anything.’


      ‘Thank you, lovely Kate.’ Cassie smiled weakly at her friend. ‘I shall take you up on that offer perhaps.’


      She really thought that she would. And Margaret – one of the estate volunteers – and Delilah, who owned Hartsford village’s only café, were always willing to help. Calling them in seemed like a very excellent idea.


      The two ladies looked surprised to see Cassie greet them with her iPad.


      ‘As you probably know, I’m trying to help Elodie out with the Living History weekend in August,’ Cassie told them. ‘Elodie will most likely deal with everything when she gets back to it all, but I’m standing in for now so I’m going to dash off a few emails and get the ball rolling. It all seems simple enough and I’ve still got ages yet, but I was hoping I could ask you two for some advice.’


      ‘Dash off some emails?’ Delilah looked puzzled.


      ‘Yes.’ Cassie brandished the iPad. ‘But I was hoping you would tell me what I needed to do. You know, what I need to do urgently and what’s not so urgent.’


      She wondered why they both looked at the table top and avoided her eyes.


      ‘What? What’s the problem?’


      ‘Uhm,’ said Margaret, ‘you do realise you only have six months or so to get this done now, don’t you? And you’re not very experienced at it. I think maybe it’s best if you shelve this one? We’ll all do a lovely one at Christmas instead. And you can help out with that one.’


      ‘Christmas?’ Cassie was stunned. ‘But that’s months away.’


      ‘Exactly,’ added Delilah. ‘There’s a lot of work to do, you know. It doesn’t just happen.’


      ‘But as you say, we’ve got six months to get it all sorted. I can’t see any reason why we need to shelve anything.’ Cassie flashed up a document on her iPad. ‘I’ve already made a start.’ She cast a glance over the words and read them out. ‘Bunting. Strawberries. Champagne – possibly.’ She looked up. ‘We have to be a little cautious with the champagne. Some people might not want to drink. Maybe we need to include non-alcoholic beverages.’ She typed some words into the document and nodded. ‘Okay. Ice-cream van – or even an ice-cream bicycle.’ She looked at the others again. ‘They started manufacturing those bikes in the twenties, but during the war they stopped making so much ice-cream and the military requisitioned the bikes. I think it’s quite appropriate. I’ll have a chat with Kate about that. Anyway … And extra scones. Extra cake. Possibly sandwiches in the Gypsy Tea Caravan. I know we don’t sell sandwiches out of it at the moment but it’s something we have to consider. Extra biscuits. Extra tea. Extra—’


      ‘Cassie, darling.’ This time it was Margaret. ‘There’s an awful lot of food-related things there.’


      ‘Going by previous events,’ Cassie swiped another document open on her iPad and consulted it, ‘we can expect to treble the number of daily visitors. Treble it.’ She looked at them, from one to the other and smiled. ‘I’ve done the stats.’


      ‘Well done.’ Margaret’s voice was rather faint.


      ‘I’ve included bunting, remember,’ Cassie reiterated. ‘It’s not all food. I just know that last time we needed more clotted cream as the cream tea demand went through the roof. I’m trying to anticipate all that. Oh, and I’ve already mentioned the squash courts and the tennis courts to Elodie. You know.’ She waved her hand around expansively. ‘Last year when we started planning this.’


      ‘Those old courts are a little on the hazardous side at the moment, don’t you think?’ Delilah commented. ‘And I don’t think anybody ever started planning this properly, because the wedding happened and Elodie was planning that instead. So this is all still quite – unplanned. As I understand.’


      ‘The courts and the Spa area are all in my risk assessment, or it will be, once I’ve organised it.’ Cassie was quietly hoping that Elodie would be back in good time to sort that out. Cakes and bunting she could deal with. The rest seemed a bit scary. ‘Oh! But that’s something I’ve done,’ she said suddenly, tapping the screen. ‘I’ve already arranged the publicity material. I figured that was important to distribute early on. We’ve got leaflets going out to the motorway service stations and the local tourist information offices. They should be there next week. We should get quite a lot of footfall, thanks to them.’


      ‘So you’re advertising the event, but we haven’t really got anything ready to advertise yet?’ Margaret raised her eyebrows.


      ‘I suppose so.’ Cassie smiled widely at Margaret. ‘But like I say, we’ve got months yet.’


      There wasn’t much left of Aidan’s great-great-uncle’s possessions in a physical sense. It was more the idea of what was missing that had always bothered Aidan. It had been bothering him a little more since his visit to Hartsford, and he’d started to think about Robert’s life.


      It was a damn shame that Robert had chosen to join the RAF when he did. He’d been twenty-five when he was listed as Missing in Action, during World War Two. If he’d waited, he might have missed that air battle over France. If he’d waited, though, he might have been killed outright; one month, two months, three years down the line. There had never really been a good time to be in the RAF during the war.


      Aidan looked at the black and white photograph of the young man in an RAF uniform, his hat at a jaunty angle, a gung-ho smile on his young, clean-shaven face. There was, however, a haunted look in his eyes – as if he was simply pasting on that smile and there was something else burning behind it. Then Aidan picked up the other photograph, an informal shot, taken, one assumed, at Cambridge, before the war.


      Robert had been good-looking, that was for sure. Aidan studied the floppy, side-parted hair – much longer and more untidy than it was in the RAF shot – and looked at the crumpled tweedy-looking suit and open-necked shirt. That was definitely a young man who’d had a good time – and recently. Aidan smiled.


      He turned the photograph over and read the inscription on the back for what seemed like the millionth time. Reach for the Star. Dance until we die. And for what also seemed like the millionth time, Aidan frowned and shook his head.


      Robert had been a poet and a playwright and an author, and that only served to make it even more annoying that he had written ‘Star’ singular, instead of the usual ‘Stars’.


      For a man who used each and every word perfectly and correctly, and could make images burst into life with the smallest tweak of a phrase, it had bugged Aidan ridiculously over the years that Robert had never written that quote down properly.


      Why the hell hadn’t he?

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      1936


      ‘Rob? Are you in here?’ Stella hurtled into the squash court. The door was propped open, thanks to the desperate heat outside.


      Rob had run off, zig-zigging away from her as they raced each other through the estate towards the Spa, and she’d pounded after him, her plimsolls slapping on the paving slabs near the pool. She’d slowed down, not wanting to take the chance of slipping and ending up in the water just yet. It was terribly inviting though – it would be perfect for a dip after they’d had their game of squash.


      It was her birthday, and everyone was expected – Stella knew they’d end up in the pool at some point this evening, but now all she was bothered about was finding Rob. He’d turned up in his white shirt and shorts and smiled down at her, his navy-blue eyes twinkling with a challenge as he twirled his racquet in his hands. He’d cut quite a figure on the steps of the Hall with the parkland shimmering behind him. The sun had made it look as if he had a halo. And he was no angel – she knew that as well.


      ‘Happy birthday, Lady Stella. I challenge you to a squash match in celebration of that event.’ He bowed ridiculously low as she rushed out to greet him.


      ‘Oh, Rob! Thank you! And challenge accepted. Come in and wait until I get changed.’


      Rob shook his head. ‘No, thank you. It’s too beautiful a day. I think I’ll wait out here and be inspired by Nature.’ He’d bowed low again and backed away theatrically.


      Stella laughed. ‘Very well. I shan’t be long.’


      She’d dashed upstairs and pulled her own tennis outfit from the wardrobe, a white playsuit that had very, very short shorts; short enough to distract most male opponents, anyway. She giggled, wondering if they’d work their magic on Rob. He was by far the better player anyway, so she doubted it, but they were the best weapon in her arsenal.


      ‘I’m ready!’ Soon, she had hurried out of the Hall and seen Rob sitting on the lawn, watching the house – certainly not watching Nature.


      As she skipped down the steps, his face split into a wide grin and he stood up. ‘Beautiful. You see, I am always inspired by Nature – when it’s your nature, that is. Now – race you!’ And he’d sprinted off, so much faster than her, even though she had been House Captain for sports at school.


      At twenty, however, Rob was in his prime. He was in so many teams at Cambridge she couldn’t quite remember them all. Athletics was one of them though, she recalled now as he sped across the lawns outpacing her easily.


      Eventually, she caught up with him and burst through the doors. ‘Rob! I know you’re hiding in here. I just know it.’ She paused and looked around. There was a movement upstairs in the gallery and she shouted with delight. She raced up the stairs and flung herself at him laughing.


      ‘I win! Caught you!’ Rob called as his arms came around her. He was laughing too. His hair had grown over the last few months and he looked mischievous and devilishly handsome with it flopping down to the side.


      ‘You did indeed. But you’re back and you said you might not even make it. Did you get sent down from Cambridge, or are you here legally?’


      ‘No, I didn’t get sent down. Close call, though.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Remind me not to write satirical nonsense about the masters next time I try it. At least I did not echo Shelley – I denied authorship, unlike that exalted poet who stood by every word in his time at Oxford. I’m here officially. Well, truth be told, I skipped this weekend to see you.’ He swung her around and kissed her nose. ‘I can’t leave the birthday girl alone when she’s supposed to be celebrating. Tell me, where is everybody?’ He made a show of peering down into the main courts and searching in the nooks and crannies of the courts, then turned to smile down at her.


      ‘They’re coming later.’ She made her own show of searching as well, and thought she actually did see someone in the centre of the building – a tall figure with long, dark hair – but it was simply a fleeting glimpse of a shadow or a trick of the light. There was nobody there – of course not. They were coming this afternoon and she could hardly wait. She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. ‘No, nobody is here yet. Except you.’


      … and you’re the most important one anyway.


      She looked up into his dear, dear face and thought there was absolutely nothing better than being twenty years old in 1936 and sharing part of that precious day with her most favourite person in the whole world.


      They’d come later – of course they had. Stella’s whole crowd of friends had landed en masse, the cars coming up the driveway in convoy. Rob leaned on the balustrade and drained his glass as he watched them arrive. Stella and he had already opened a bottle of champagne, and she’d yelped as the cork had shot up into the air. He’d promised her that the next time he’d break the neck of the bottle with one of the Earl’s swords, which at least was something practical he’d learned at university.


      The guests tumbled out of the cars, and Rob thought that the girls, if not the boys, were already lit up, judging by the way they were shrieking and laughing and waving more champagne bottles around, some of which were, joyfully, unopened. He raised his arm in welcome, and Veronica and Rosie squealed in delight, tripping over each other to scramble up the steps to greet him, while the rest of Stella’s crowd slammed car doors and dragged cases around, waving and shouting greetings as if it was years since they’d seen one another, not simply weeks.


      ‘Rob! Oh joy! How wonderful. Did Cambridge finally chase you out?’ Veronica bounded up the steps unsteadily, and Rob caught her before she stumbled.


      ‘Why does everyone think that?’ Rob laughed and shook his head. He kissed Veronica on her delicately scented cheek. ‘No. I’ve come for Stella’s birthday. The simple truth.’


      ‘It’s wonderful to see you, whatever the reason.’ Veronica hugged him and tottered off to greet Stella who was running out of the Hall and waving at her madly. ‘Stella! Happy birthday, darling.’


      ‘Vronnie! Did you bring all our boys along? Oh, you did! You clever thing.’


      Rob put his glass on the ground and headed down the steps to greet the others. Yes, the usual suspects were all there, and he grinned, looking forward to the party and to spending carefree time with the best people in the world. Having said that, there didn’t need to be a party at Hartsford Hall for Rob to see the most beautiful girl he could ever hope to meet. So long as Stella was there, that was all that mattered.


      ‘Did I tell you that I’m writing a play?’ Rob looked at Helen, Stella’s closest friend, and grinned. ‘You’ll do us the honour of starring in it, won’t you?’ She was a sweet little thing who looked like Mary Pickford. ‘Stella has quite beaten any poetry out of my soul. She’s supposed to be my muse, and by Heaven, “Fool” said my Muse to me, “look in thy heart and write.” My heart says I must write a play today. Perhaps a poem may follow my truant pen. But at the moment, dearest Stella has drained my life and my words with her antics. How can a man concentrate on poetry when he is busy defending his honour from someone who looks that adorable?’


      They’d taken a picnic lunch outside onto the lawn and a couple of them had started a game of croquet, which someone seemed to be smashing, loudly and intently.


      ‘I’ll star in it only if Anthony’s my leading man,’ Helen answered, laughing. Helen and Anthony – a quiet chap, the very image of a silver screen heart-throb himself, and a man who was not-so-secretly in love with Helen – were always nominated for the lead in Rob’s plays.


      ‘Oh, Helen, you’ve killed me!’ Rob mourned and threw himself to the ground in an attitude of despair. ‘Stella! Tell your good friend here that I’m dead as dead can be and it was her fault.’


      ‘I most certainly will not!’ Stella cried. ‘I love Helen and she’s entitled to perform with anyone she likes – oh!’ She covered her mouth with her hands and giggled. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, that came out all wrong.’


      Helen shouted with laughter and Rob sat up. ‘Stop it! Stop it now, dear heart. You’re actually making things much, much worse.’


      ‘I wouldn’t dare steal you away from Stella,’ replied Helen. ‘Why, she’d never forgive me and it’s really not worth the risk.’


      ‘It’s still a rejection.’ Rob gave a heartfelt sigh. He pulled a notebook closer to him. ‘Very well. Let’s go through the play as it stands, and I’ll shout for old Anthony to join in. He has to learn his lines before dinner.’


      A photograph fell out of the notebook and Stella pounced on it. ‘Oh, Rob. Is this the one I took—’ She clamped her lips shut and instead flushed a little as she looked at the picture.


      ‘It is,’ he acknowledged.


      ‘Let me see.’ Helen reached over and plucked it out of Stella’s hands. It showed a very tousled-looking Rob, smiling cheekily into the lens. A river and some buildings were in the background and Helen frowned. ‘Where’s that? I don’t recognise it.’


      ‘Cambridge.’ Rob leaned over her shoulder and smiled down at the photograph. ‘It’s a very special photograph.’ He remembered the day very well. Stella had turned up in the town, waiting outside his college, leaning against a bicycle with a little basket on the front of it …


      ‘Stella Aldrich!’ He’d run over to see her and she’d stuffed the book she’d been reading in the basket and met him halfway.


      Rob lifted her up and spun her around. ‘What in God’s name are you doing here?’


      ‘I heard you were in a show tonight.’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘In fact, a little bird told me that you’d written the show. Well, two little birds. Mary and Lois, to be fair. Imagine!’ Mary and Lois were identical twins and Rob grinned, remembering Stella’s last get-together when the twins duetted, drunkenly, on the poolside and announced they quite fancied becoming famous Vaudeville singers. ‘I’m so proud of you,’ Stella rushed on. ‘You’re in Footlights, for God’s sake, but I’ve no idea why you picked a silly name to hide under. The twins told me you’d written the script as “Jack Shelley”! Why not use your own name?’


      ‘I don’t want to get sent down if the masters disagree with my words.’ He grinned, and he knew, that she knew, he didn’t give a fig about the masters disliking his words. ‘Anyway, it’s not silly. My brother Jack will love it, and Shelley – come on, darling girl. Shelley! That’s a very good name to use.’


      ‘It is, it is, but you’re still silly. Gosh, Footlights, though!’ Rob cut her off with a friendly kiss as her voice rose in excitement.


      ‘Well I am in the show, I grant you that. And it’s a sort of comedy, a sort of satire.’ He frowned. ‘Rather silly, but rather fun and should be taken in that spirit – Jack Shelley would agree.’


      ‘I am so very, very proud of you.’


      Rob laughed and caught her hand in his. They walked to the bicycle, him swinging her hand deliberately further and further up, until their hands were clasped above their heads and swooping down in a great arc. ‘And that’s the reason you turned up here today, is it? To congratulate me on that?’


      ‘Oh, no.’ Stella looked up and grinned. ‘I came to watch you. But before that, I thought I’d treat you to afternoon tea. If you grab your cycle, we can go along the river and find a nice spot. Just to set you up for the evening. And—’ They had reached her bicycle, and she plunged her free hand into the basket. ‘I want to play with this. Leo bought it for me as an early birthday present.’


      ‘Your brother has frightfully good taste.’ Rob admired the compact camera Stella held up for him to inspect. ‘A shame it’s wasted on you. Perhaps, though, you could be a photographer?’


      She shoved him good-naturedly, then did a little twirl. ‘I think I would be much more suited to being a model than a photographer. Come on.’ She laid the camera back in the basket. ‘I didn’t lug this all the way down here on the bloody train to stand and chatter. Let’s go. Oh.’ Her face fell. ‘Unless you’re busy? I never thought …’


      Rob grinned and shook his head. ‘It’s nothing that can’t wait.’ He lifted a book up. ‘If I get into trouble for a late return, though, you can explain it to the librarian.’


      There had followed the most delightful afternoon, where they had cycled along the River Cam and found a little place for tea. They’d lain on the grass and talked rubbish, then flirted a little and kissed a little, and it had ended with Stella taking Rob’s photograph against the backdrop of the river and the old buildings.


      ‘I shall ask Leo how we go about getting the photographs out of this thing.’ She held it up and peered at it. ‘I’ve got quite a few of ducks and buildings and grass. Maybe one, I think, of my foot.’ She frowned as she remembered pointing it downwards to look at the buttons and dials. ‘I hope that was a nice one of you. Not too blurry.’


      ‘I look forward to seeing it. May I take one of you, before we head back? I’d quite like to remember the day you dashed down here on a train and forced me into afternoon tea.’


      She agreed and posed for him, laughing up at him as she sat on the grass.


      ‘Hang on – does anyone know you’re actually here?’ He suddenly had visions of her older brother developing the photographs for her and an awful lot of questions coming his way afterwards.


      ‘Oh, don’t worry. Leo does.’ She scowled. ‘I tried to book a hotel room and he caught me on the telephone. We argued. I didn’t manage to book my room at all.’


      ‘So how are you getting back tonight?’ he asked. Part of him hoped she’d say, ‘Oh, I don’t know, can’t I simply stay with you?’, and part of him knew that was a dangerous thing to wish for.


      Instead, she shrugged her shoulders. ‘Leo’s driving over for me. It was the best compromise we could come up with.’


      ‘Does your father know?’


      ‘Not from me. And anyway, he’s away at a race meet.’ Stella’s mother had died a few years ago and horses had consumed the gap in her father’s life for much of that time.


      ‘You’re lucky to have Leo.’ Rob half-smiled as he helped her to her feet and watched as she dusted the grass off her skirt. His own brother was eight years his junior. Rob had often wondered what it would be like to have an older sibling to help you out of scrapes, as he’d helped Jack so many times.


      ‘I suppose I am, but he’s so boring at times.’


      ‘I would say he’s steady. Anyway, let’s head back. I need to get ready for the show. Would you like to come with me to the ADC? Wait in the theatre while we get sorted?’


      ‘I’d like that very much!’ Stella smiled and climbed back onto her bicycle. ‘Can I leave this somewhere off stage to collect afterwards? Leo says he thinks he can squeeze it into the car – or maybe tie it to the roof. I’m not quite certain.’


      ‘Of course. Come on, we’ll cross this bridge and go back the other way.’ And without waiting for her response, he pushed off, ringing his bell soundly to the echoing of her laughter …


      The photograph that had fluttered out of his notebook today, was the one she’d taken of him. She had posted it to him, with a funny little note. She said she was keeping the negative, but he could have the original; then, when he was famous as a Footlights’ alumni, she could make a lot of money by saying ‘I knew him first. Look!’


      He’d used it to mark the page in his notebook, where he had begun working on another play – simply because it was the first thing he had to hand on his messy desk.


      ‘Yes, that was when my greatest fan came to visit me in Cambridge and watched me at the ADC Theatre,’ he told Helen. ‘It’s not the photograph I hoped she’d send me, but she’s a vain little thing and probably framed the other one so she could stare at herself, all day, every day, and tell herself how beautiful she is.’


      ‘Rob!’ It was Stella’s turn to laugh. ‘It’s not framed at all.’


      ‘Why ever not?’ he asked, pretending to be surprised.


      ‘Because,’ she answered smartly, ‘I have a much more beautiful picture of me in my emerald ballgown. That Cambridge one, with me looking an absolute fright and my hair all awry is in my photograph album. Alongside a very spectacular one of my feet.’


      ‘You looked delightful that day, whether your hair was awry or not,’ he teased.


      ‘I’ve looked better.’ Then it was her turn to look him in the eye and blush a little. ‘One day, that set of original pictures will be all we have and we’ll remember every moment of that day.’


      ‘We will.’ His hand crept across the grass and squeezed hers. He hardly dared to believe that she was indicating she thought they had a future together, way beyond these summer weekends and the endless champagne. But it was a nice thought to cling onto.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      April, Present Day


      By April, Elodie seemed much happier. She told Cassie she was delighted because she looked properly pregnant now and nobody could think she was just fat. Cassie thought ‘happy’ was a slightly odd thing to be when, even at this point, you could barely see your toes and had to walk in a very strange fashion to accommodate an enormous bump.


      However, despite her positive outlook, Elodie’s health meant she was still being forced to slow down – but that didn’t matter too much, because as far as Cassie was concerned, she was well on the way with organising the Country House Party weekend herself. She could be in charge for a little longer. The conversation she’d had with Delilah and Margaret hadn’t curbed her enthusiasm and she had made even more lists. It was going to be simple enough to work with Elodie on what was left – no problem. Because there wasn’t going to be much left.


      So Cassie invited Elodie, Margaret and Delilah over to her little cottage on the estate, for another companionable cup of tea and a discussion on how they could progress it all.


      And that was when Elodie threw her a curveball.


      ‘You’re doing so well. I’m going to let you get on with this without my interference. I’m not going to take it away from you. It was your idea. You’re more than capable. And you’ve clearly done so much already. This has to be your glory. You deserve it.’


      ‘Seriously?’ She had to be joking. She just had to be.


      ‘Believe me,’ Elodie told her. ‘If I didn’t think you could pull it off, I wouldn’t let you loose on one of our weekends. They’re far too important to Alex to make a mess of. Yes, I think this one’s over to you. I’ll find some resources for you, though. I’m fairly sure I know where they are.’


      And for once, Cassie was speechless. Elodie was trusting her with one of her precious weekends? Single-handedly? Well, apart from Margaret and Delilah and even Kate’s input. That couldn’t be right. In her mind, happy as she’d been to offer assistance, she’d only been temping. Elodie was going to sweep back in, as efficient as ever, and pick it right up, and then Cassie would be free to concentrate on her costume.


      But it didn’t seem as if Elodie had thought the same way. It was going to be her weekend. Cassie’s weekend. At that point – and she could almost time it to the second – the panic began to set in.


      She basically had four months to organise everything else? Herself?


      Help!


      True to her word, Elodie came back half an hour later with a box full of photographs, by which time Cassie had switched on her iPad and was staring at it again. She had realised if she had to sort all this out for real, by herself, to truly make it her weekend, she would need to start sourcing out marquees and bunting. The marquee they had at the hall dated back a decade or more ago to Alex and Elodie’s prom night, and Alex had told her she should absolutely forget about using it, as it was in an appalling state of disrepair. And she knew she would definitely need a company to come and clear the old tennis courts. She felt a little sick.


      ‘Do tennis court clearers have a proper name?’ she asked Margaret and Delilah. She looked up from the iPad. ‘Do you think that’s why I’m not getting very many hits on the web?’


      They shook their heads in unison.


      ‘Gardeners?’ suggested Margaret.


      ‘Landscapers?’ suggested Delilah.


      ‘Never mind.’ Cassie sighed and pressed a few more buttons aimlessly.


      At the moment, the tennis courts were cordoned off – the general public could look, but they couldn’t explore. The courts were in what they had always called the Spa, the part that would have been bursting with activity between the wars, when the young Aldrichs invited all their friends over for wild parties – at least, Cassie assumed they must have been wild, although she didn’t know that for sure.


      The tennis courts were smothered under weeds and the squash courts were being used for storage, and the old outdoor swimming pool was long disused. But the Art Deco steps leading down to the bottom were still visible, and the old diving board hung over the deep end.


      ‘The whole Spa area is a health hazard.’ Cassie shook her head. Thinking about that, and carried away by the hazy idea of a pool the visitors could paddle or swim in if they wished, she started to look up pool restoration instead of tennis court clearers.


      Elodie entered with her box. Margaret jumped to her feet and relieved her of it all before dumping it on the table.


      ‘Next time, ask one of us to come with you and carry it.’ Margaret began fussing as usual. ‘It’s too much for you.’ Margaret’s heart was in the right place, but Cassie saw Elodie colour and, despite Cassie’s rising panic, she had to stop herself from laughing at Elodie’s expression. Elodie was the sort of person who would try to pretend she was absolutely fine until it was hugely obvious she wasn’t. It drove Alex to despair at times.


      ‘It’s fine,’ Elodie replied in a sort of strangled little voice as she eased herself back into her seat. ‘It wasn’t that heavy, but thank you.’


      Margaret nodded, satisfied, and looked expectantly at the box. ‘So are we allowed to know what treasures you brought for us?’


      ‘Of course!’ Elodie brightened up. She leaned over and grabbed a handful of the box’s contents, spreading them across the table for them to see.


      Black and white photographs and pieces of paper fluttered in the slight breeze, and the women all made a dive for them, grabbing what they could and examining them.


      ‘They’re all from the exact period we’re looking at!’ Cassie exclaimed. ‘God, what awful clothes. So drab and dreary and those nasty fitted suits.’ Her heart sank at the thought of what she’d have to dress in. She really needed to start Googling vintage clothes instead of looking for pool restorers.


      Elodie laughed. ‘There are all sorts of styles here. Remember, we’re spanning two decades. You’ve got the pictures of the 1940’s stuff, I think. Yes. Here are some 1920’s pictures. You’ll prefer those.’ She pushed them across to Cassie. This was more like it.


      ‘Wow. Just wow. Those are incredible. Hey, do you think I could be a flapper? Maybe I should bob my hair?’


      Cassie circled her hands in front of her in a vague copy of the Charleston and then grabbed her long plait and held the braid up behind her head. She moved her head from side to side. ‘What do you think?’


      ‘Very Chicago,’ said Elodie. ‘But cutting it just for the weekend is a bit radical, don’t you think?’ Elodie had cut several inches off her hair when she first moved back to Suffolk and had soon come to hate it. It had now grown to the middle of her shoulder blades and she was much happier with it. And she was right of course – it had taken Cassie ages to grow her own dark hair, and she didn’t want to be that much of a slave to fashion, just for a weekend.


      ‘I guess. But I want to do something appropriate with it.’


      Elodie was studying her with the look that told Cassie she was deep in thought. ‘Hmm. I think what we could do is roll it up at the back, pin it through and put a headband on you. Yes. That would work. Or you could go for the long, sleek, wavy look. It’s up to you. Pinned up is more flapper though. You strike me as more of a flapper, Cass. More Louise Brooks than Maude Fealy.’ Elodie had worked in the London theatres as a costume designer and she knew her stuff.


      ‘I strike me as more of a flapper.’ Cassie pulled the old pictures towards her. ‘But the later evening gowns are actually quite lovely.’ She picked a photograph up which had caught her eye.


      Parts of the picture had been hand-coloured with inks and it showed a girl, possibly a little younger than Cassie, with long, carefully styled hair. The hair, parted on one side and falling in deep waves either side to her shoulders, had been coloured a deep, rich auburn, and she was wearing a long, fitted emerald-green dress and long gloves to match. Cassie recognised that she was standing in the hallway of the Hall, one hand on the banister and one hand on her hip. One knee was slightly bent and she was most definitely posing, her mouth pursed as if she was blowing a kiss to the cameraman.


      ‘I thought you’d go for that one.’ Elodie twisted around so she got a better view of the girl. ‘She’s pretty.’


      ‘I think that’s Stella,’ Cassie said. ‘Although one could be forgiven for thinking it’s Rita Hayworth. Stella was a bit of a beauty in her time. I’ve only ever seen formal pictures of her in black and white in the Library. The family often despaired of her, or so the story goes. There were the usual whispers of an unsuitable man, of course. My grandfather was her nephew. Where did you get this one?’


      ‘The archives.’ Elodie sighed. ‘Why do your family have such a history of finding unsuitable men?’


      ‘Maybe they were all ahead of their times. Us girls have never enjoyed being bullied into anything. And it seems that every time the family tree throws up an overbearing Earl we rebel. I say it’s a good thing.’ Cassie grinned at Elodie. ‘Alex had better watch out if either of those two is a girl. Anyway, we don’t have archives. Do we?’


      ‘I think we’ll both find it interesting when the babies are here, that’s for sure. I’ve a feeling we needn’t worry though.’ Elodie grinned back. They all knew how much Alex had hated the way his father had been with him and Cassie, even though that Earl was never overbearing. He’d just never been a brilliant parent and constantly seemed to be at a loss as to how to respond to any creature that didn’t have four legs and a tail. Their mother had left them all when Cassie was six months old, and Alex and Cassie had grown up on the goodwill of people like Margaret, Delilah and Elodie’s family. Elodie’s father had been the Estate Manager before he retired a few years ago.


      ‘And we do sort of have archives,’ continued Elodie. ‘I found Stella’s picture in the attics. I had a good poke around a little while ago – everything was so disordered up there. There were boxes and boxes of pictures, all mixed up. It’s a huge job. So much to go through.’


      ‘And I bet nobody forced you to do it.’


      ‘Well, no, they didn’t,’ admitted Elodie. ‘But aren’t you glad I did?’


      ‘Very glad.’ Cassie pulled some more pictures towards her and decided she could easily get lost in this time of posed photographs, horses, parties and champagne.


      ‘Oh, look at this one!’ said Delilah. ‘It’s the pool. How wonderful. See those bathing costumes? This must be the early thirties.’


      ‘We’ve got the tennis courts here.’ Margaret fanned out a selection in front of her, the photographs populated by brylcreemed young men and leggy women in sharply pressed tennis whites. ‘It’s like another world.’


      ‘That’s the thirties again,’ Elodie confirmed. ‘I indexed what I could, but obviously I don’t know names and neither does Alex. I did it in time period instead. See, there’s a number on the box and if you go on the computer in Alex’s study, I set up a database. Each box is numbered and the contents listed. It should help with the Living History weekends if nothing else. There’s still quite a bit to do, unfortunately.’ She rubbed her tummy and looked down at it. ‘I don’t know if I’ll get much more done any time soon though. There’s quite a bit of bending involved.’


      ‘You’ve done well to get this far,’ said Margaret. ‘It gives us so much more to work with.’


      ‘Now, do you think we have enough resources here, or do we need to cast the net a little wider?’ Elodie’s voice broke into Cassie’s thoughts. How the hell was she so practical? All Cassie really wanted to do was look at appropriate clothes, but she’d have to do that in her own time.


      But for once, she was ahead of the game: ‘I’ve already put out an advertisement. It’s always good to have a community focus on these things, isn’t it?’


      ‘Most definitely. Focus away.’ Elodie hid her face behind a photograph of a man on horseback, but Cassie was sure she saw her smirk.


      Cassie nodded, and turned back to her iPad resolutely. She’d also decided that she might just have to use her full title to get the results she hoped for.


      “SUFFOLK NOW” MAGAZINE


      A COUNTRY HOUSE PARTY PLEA


      In respect of the successful Hartsford Hall Living History weekends, Lady Cassandra Aldrich is inviting anyone who may have mementoes of the Hall from the Between the War years of the early twentieth century to exhibit them at Hartsford Hall for a Country House Party Weekend. This event will take place over Bank Holiday weekend at the end of August, and Lady Cassandra has expressed an interest in photographs, letters, artwork or any relevant stories, in order to bring the history of the Hall alive.


      “We will be displaying the artefacts in the refurbished Edwardian squash courts,” advises Lady Cassandra. “We are exceptionally proud of our squash courts, as we understand they were designed and built along the lines of the squash court in First Class on the Titanic. We will also be opening the Victorian tennis courts to the public for the first time and serving traditional afternoon teas in our vintage tea tent, along with champagne and strawberries for the more adventurous. It is also anticipated that we will be rebuilding and refilling the Art Deco swimming pool to complete the Spa area of the Hall. I do hope that we will enjoy a gloriously hot weekend and that visitors will be able to wallow in the pool and bask in the ambience as my ancestors and their friends did so many years ago.”


      Aidan smiled at the notice in the magazine. Dear old Lady Cassandra sounded quite enthusiastic about her Country House Weekend. He wondered whether she had been around at the time and was trying to relive her youth. Well, good luck to the old girl. There was a nice photograph of the Hall swimming pool from that era as well and Aidan examined it closely.


      He looked across the room at the old trunk which held Robert’s belongings. He remembered the stories about his great-great-uncle and a big country house in Suffolk and he knew exactly where to look to check it out.


      He made his way over to the trunk and opened the lid. Moving the photographs out of the way, he found the little sketch book Robert had carried around with him when he decided he wanted to be an artist. The problem had been, so the stories went, that he was never very good at drawing. And there was plenty of evidence to show that here.


      Aidan flipped through the yellowing pages carefully, passing pictures of hunting dogs and cartoons of young men and women Robert had been friends with at Cambridge. There were some bad pen and ink sketches of the university and a couple of vignettes on the riverbank; but the picture Aidan wanted was right at the back – hidden away on the very last page.


      It was a charcoal drawing of a girl on the side of a swimming pool. It looked extraordinarily similar to the pool in the magazine. There was even a diving board in the same place and the corner of a building which was possibly the squash courts shown in the photograph. There were some figures playing tennis in the background, dreadfully out of proportion and rather wonky, but the idea was there. Those old courts might still exist, if the couple he’d seen on his previous trip were off to play a match or two.


      Aidan’s heart began to beat a little faster and he fingered the corner of the page. He wondered if it was time to pay another visit to Hartsford Hall and see if they were interested in his mementoes. Or at least, Great-Great-Uncle Robert’s memorabilia.


      Yes, why not?

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      1937


      ‘It’s my birthday! You have to be nice to me. It’s the law!’ Stella shouted and thumped his back with her fists as he ducked under the surface and rose up beneath her, lifting her high out of the water on his shoulder. ‘Oh, God, put me down. I’m laughing so much I’m afraid I’ll be sick.’


      ‘Just because it’s your twenty-first doesn’t give you special privileges.’ Rob manoeuvred her so she was cradled in his arms, then tossed her as high as he dared and she landed in the middle of the pool with more screams. She bobbed to the surface and her hair was covering her face and she was spitting out water, her nose all scrunched up in that way he loved and her emerald eyes squeezed shut.


      ‘It’s exactly because it’s my twenty-first that you have to be nice to me.’


      ‘And now we’re going around in circles,’ he teased. He cupped his hands together, filling them with water and tossed that at her for good measure. ‘Come on. Let’s get something to eat. I see the picnic will soon be ravaged if we don’t join in and they’ve already emptied the punch.’


      The others had fallen upon the picnic basket which had, seemingly, magically appeared while they were playing in the water. Mary and Lois, in cute little matching halter-neck bathing suits, were sharing it out into exact portions, and good old Oscar was trying to hold Rosie back from the cakes. ‘Savoury first, Rose-Petal!’


      She swore at him good-naturedly, throwing herself down by the rug. She’d twirled herself away from him, the full skirt of her light, floral cotton summer dress flying outwards, leaving poor old Louis Armstrong still singing about how he was in the mood for love.


      Rob could have sworn Oscar and Rosie were more than likely just holding each other up, rocking back and forwards in each other’s arms, in a terribly drunken sort of dance to the tinny sound of the gramophone record. They’d already tried and failed at dancing the Carioca, and were a long way from being Fred and Ginger – but they were having fun anyway. Oscar was the best dancer of the lot of them, so Rob wondered exactly how much of this was him playing to the audience and he grinned at the thought.


      ‘Is there any more champagne in there?’ called Stella, clambering out of the pool and running unsteadily over to the others.


      ‘Yes. Six bottles.’ Veronica held one aloft whilst tossing her rubber bathing cap aside. ‘Shall we open this one to start with?’


      ‘Oh, let Rob do it!’ cried Mary – or Lois – one of them, anyway. ‘It’s such fun.’


      ‘D’you think he’ll have a handy sword?’ Stephen was wild-haired and half-cut as usual. He had saved his glass of punch from being diluted rather unfortunately by pool water, and now he drained the remains, ready for a refill. Helen and Anthony sat to one side, their fingers loosely entwined, a gesture that wasn’t lost on Rob. One always had the impression that Helen was just an observer in this world, passing through until she found something more fitting. Anthony was a good match – he was solid and strong and she’d be safe with him.


      Rob smiled and followed Stella. ‘I don’t have a sword with me, sadly.’


      ‘Then we must get one. Come on.’ She held her hand out to Rob, but he shook his head.


      ‘No, you’d have to go all the way back to the Hall. I’ll do it with you later.’


      The innocent comment invited bawdy whoops and Stella buried her face in her hands, shaking her head. ‘Rob! Please! What will my father say? And my brother. The old stick in the mud.’


      ‘Oh, Leo isn’t a stick in the mud,’ piped up Veronica, dismantling a sandwich and taking the salad out of it. She piled it up on Stephen’s plate and he didn’t complain. ‘He’s just – old.’ Almost ten years separated Leo and Stella.


      Stella shook her head. ‘Yes. Old. He’s thirty. My God! Imagine being thirty. How dreadful.’


      ‘Surely it’s better than the alternative?’ Helen spoke up at last. ‘He’s always been very nice to me, anyway.’


      ‘If the alternative is death,’ Stella replied frankly, ‘then yes. I suppose. Anyway. I care nothing for his stickiness, although he has been very good to me in other ways.’


      ‘His what?’ The twins answered as one.


      ‘His stick-in-the-muddiness. You know. Don’t you? Anyway. I’m going to get a sword and that’s that.’


      She ducked down and rammed a huge slice of fruit cake into her mouth, then turned and began to run off to the Hall. Rob stared after her, a smile on his lips.


      This – this was what life was about. Stella and Hartsford and their friends and their happy, uncomplicated lives.


      He thought he might write a poem about it. He was certain he’d be quite a good poet. His poems at Cambridge had been inspired. He could earn decent money from that sort of work if he put his mind to it.


      He lay back on the grass and stared into the sky. Yes. Poetry was a good plan.


      Stella ran towards the Hall, but she had a stitch before she got there, and slowed to a fast walk clutching her side and grimacing. It was her own fault – she’d bolted that cake far too quickly.


      She thought she’d best go in the back entrance, just in case her father was prowling around and complained about the state of her. He might have guests himself and it would never do if they saw her like that, blah blah blah. She rolled her eyes. He’d used that argument several times.


      She skirted around the back of the property and worked her way towards the kitchen gardens – but the Fates weren’t being very kind to her today, because there was Leo sitting in a deckchair reading a paper, one leg folded across the other, his feet bare.


      There were headlines all about the Spanish Civil War on the front, but none of it interested her until she spotted a photograph of Decca Mitford and her husband, Esmond Romilly. They’d eloped to Spain and Decca was currently pregnant. Stella had followed the society scandal carefully. Jessica Mitford – Decca – was only a year younger than herself and although she didn’t know the girl, she was utterly fascinated by her story.


      ‘Leo. What’s that saying about Decca?’ She forgot she was supposed to be creeping past him in secrecy. She stood beside him, blocking out the sun and dripping pool water onto his foot.


      Leo jumped and looked up at her. ‘Ezzy! God what a shock. Where did you spring from?’


      Stella pulled a face. Leo had a weak heart and she always tried her utmost not to startle him or act loudly around him. She didn’t really want to be responsible for the heir’s decline and death. She also objected to the childhood name he kept using for her. Estella was such a big name for such a little thing, he’d been too lazy to use the whole word and just stopped at Ezzy.


      ‘Sorry. We were at the pool.’ She pointed vaguely in that direction. It was unnecessary, as the shrieks were getting louder in proportion to the bottles of champagne consumed. ‘I needed – something – from the Hall.’


      ‘I see.’ Leo folded the paper up and handed it to her, the picture of the young society beauty uppermost.


      ‘Has she had the baby? Oh, I do hope she has.’ Stella grabbed the paper and read the short article. ‘Oh. No, she hasn’t. It seems as if Esmond is getting caught up in his principles though. Damn. I hope he stays safe.’


      ‘Baby? You do know how long it takes to have a baby, don’t you?’ Leo looked amused. ‘They only got married a couple of months ago. I know she was pregnant, but still!’


      ‘Yes, I suppose. But just think what a beautiful baby it will be.’ She thought Esmond was perhaps the second most handsome man she’d ever seen. Rob was the first, of course. Maybe Leo was third, if she was being generous. ‘I can’t wait until she has it. Look.’ She pointed at the photograph. ‘That must be the book he’s worked on. Boadilla. All through his honeymoon. He’s wonderful.’


      ‘You’re drunk, Ezzy.’


      ‘I’m not. Not properly. Not yet anyway.’ She re-read the article and handed the paper back to Leo. ‘He rode to Marseilles on a bicycle, you know, to fight for his beliefs in the Spanish Civil War.’


      ‘And he was invalided out with dysentery after his friends were killed. It’s not glamorous.’


      ‘But he went back and he’s a news correspondent now.’


      ‘Still not glamorous. Father has guests, by the way.’


      ‘Damn.’ She chewed on the edge of her fingernail. ‘I’m utterly stuffed then.’


      ‘Not entirely.’ Leo stood up. ‘What do you want? I’ll nip in and get it.’


      ‘Ah. A sword.’ She frowned. ‘I’m not going to get that now, am I?’


      ‘A bloody sword? What on earth for?’


      Stella thought if she gave it the proper name, her brother might be more impressed and not look as if she’d just stripped naked and danced the polka in the gardens. ‘Sabrage. For Rob.’


      ‘For Rob.’


      ‘Well, yes. He’s going to do the – sabrage,’ she mimed the action, ‘and he’ll impress us all.’


      ‘Who the hell is “all”?’ Leo still looked stunned. ‘It’s so ruddy noisy over there that they could be three hundred of your friends.’


      ‘Not three hundred of us. Just my good chums. You know. Veronica and Rosie. The twins. Stephen and Oscar. Anthony. And Helen.’


      ‘Helen?’ He said her name too quickly.


      ‘Yes.’ Stella thought she might have a chance if she drilled down to Helen-level. ‘Helen says you’ve always been very good to her. She’ll be the most impressed. The absolutely most impressed if you get us a sword. I promise.’


      ‘Oh, for God’s sake. Wait here.’ He turned and stomped off back to the Hall. Stella suddenly did feel rather spifflicated and threw herself into the deckchair for a few moments until she saw him coming back. He was carrying a sword and had the darkest scowl she’d ever seen on his face.


      ‘Leo!’ She jumped up and wobbled slightly as the alcohol hit her. ‘Thank you.’


      He shook his head as she held out her hand to take it. ‘No. I’ll come with you. I don’t trust you to walk safely with it in that state.’ Stella had no choice but to walk alongside him, wondering how she could make sure he didn’t stay to spoil their fun with his scowls and his sensibleness.


      Although he had brought her the sword. That had been very kind of him.


      They approached the Spa and the noisy laughter trailed off as they saw Leo with Stella.


      ‘Leo.’ Stephen nodded stiffly to him. ‘Good to see you, old chap.’


      ‘And you.’ Leo nodded equally stiffly.


      There were mumbled greetings from Stella’s friends, but Rob stood up and shook his hand. ‘Are you joining us?’


      ‘I don’t think so. I just didn’t trust Stella with this.’ He frowned at the sword then handed it over to Rob.


      ‘It would be nice if you stayed,’ said Helen’s quiet voice. ‘There’s plenty of food.’


      ‘And once Rob has opened the bottle, we’ll have plenty of champagne,’ added Anthony. He smiled up at the older man. ‘Please?’


      Leo hesitated for a moment and cast a glance at Stella. ‘I’m sure Stella won’t want me to stay.’ He smiled and nodded. ‘So I’ll decline politely.’


      Stella suddenly felt terribly silly and selfish. Leo never really had many of his own friends to stay – he was awfully shy, really.


      ‘Oh, Leo.’ She jumped up at him and flung her arms around his neck. He brought his arms up to steady her, a look of shock on his handsome face. ‘Please. Do stay. It’s my birthday party and I’d love you to stay. I really would. And thank you for the sword. Thank you very much.’


      Leo blushed, but his arms fastened a little tighter around her. ‘Maybe for just one glass.’ He grinned. ‘I suppose I should stay to supervise this sabrage nonsense, anyway.’


      ‘You most certainly should!’ Rob grabbed a bottle of champagne and raised it to Leo. ‘Your very good health, Sir. But I must serve the birthday girl first.’ He felt for the crease in the glass, then laid the blade of the sword at right angles to the bottle. With one swift movement, he ran the blade up towards the neck and the top sheared off. Champagne fountained out and everyone cheered. He bowed, theatrically and handed the sword to Oscar who was on his feet applauding. Then he found a glass and poured some champagne into it. He held it up to the light and checked for glass particles.


      Apparently satisfied there were none, he bowed again and handed it to Stella. ‘Happy birthday, my love.’


      ‘Thank you.’ She raised the glass to him.


      She thought he had never been more magnificent.


      And my love. He’d called her my love.


      It was almost the perfect birthday.


      Her eyes drifted past him to the changing rooms and she smiled. Later, it would be the perfect birthday. She just had to get him on his own first.


      ‘Do you ever dream of doing something wild?’ Stella breathed the words into Rob’s ear as he lay beside the pool, dozing. The bees were buzzing and the scent of flowers was tickling the air around them. The birthday party was winding down and they were all in that perfect stupor that comes of too much food, too much wine and too much sunshine.


      ‘Wild? All of the time.’ He smiled, his eyes still closed. His arms were bent behind his head and an abandoned sketchbook lay next to him. He’d done a terrible picture of Stella lounging beside the pool and she had shrieked with laughter and asked him if their friends really were as disproportionate as he had portrayed them on the tennis courts?


      Good-naturedly, he had wrestled her to the ground, and tickled her into submission until she promised to agree that it was a wonderful picture and depicted their friends exactly.


      ‘Just never let Mary or Rosie know that I think they look like that.’ She wiped tears of laughter from the corners of her eyes.


      ‘But dear God, they do!’ He narrowed his eyes mock-critically at his work. Then he’d grinned. ‘Well at least they do in this picture. And anyway, I thought that was Lois. But you, my dear, are delightful and I don’t think I’ve ever drawn you better.’


      ‘Quite right,’ Stella had agreed. ‘All your sketches of me are quite appalling.’


      Then he’d wrestled with her again and made her promise to kiss him to make up for it.


      They’d been lying companionably after that, chattering about the little intricacies of life until the conversation had tailed off and they were simply lying there. Stella’s head rested on Rob’s chest as she closed her eyes and listened to the thwack of the tennis ball and the shouts of merriment from the courts. There was the odd splash as someone or other leaped into the pool and they were what they were: young, privileged people without a care in the world enjoying life.


      But now, Stella leaned down and blew into his ear again. ‘Do you want to do something wild with me?’


      He opened his eyes and fixed her with his lazy, navy-blue gaze. ‘What a silly question, Estella. Of course I do.’


      ‘Good. Then meet me at twilight, back here.’ She smiled down into his eyes. ‘You don’t need to bring anything except yourself.’


      Rob raised his eyebrows. ‘Not even champagne?’


      ‘Not even champagne.’


      ‘My goodness. This will be something extraordinary indeed then. Are you sure you mean twilight? That’s terribly vague. How about midnight? That’s so much more exciting, don’t you think?’


      Stella giggled and snuggled back down next to him. ‘Midnight then. But I want you to remember exactly how extraordinary this will be, Rob, which is why we shouldn’t spoil it with a poorly head.’


      ‘Excellent.’ He shifted so she could get more comfortable and draped his arm around her.


      She closed her eyes, a smile on her lips. And she stayed safe and warm in his embrace until someone tipped an icy cold glass of pool-water on her stomach and told her it was time to change for dinner.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      Late April, Present Day


      Thanks to her advert, and of course the village grapevine, Cassie began to gather a fine collection of mementoes from the village to help with the weekend. And as such, the end of April saw her sitting in the kitchen at the Hall with a box of goodies beside her and more on the breakfast bar in front of her. She had also begun to realise that the success of this weekend lay with her, which was rather scary.


      They’d just decided to keep all the mementoes at the Hall, as and when they came in – well, Elodie had made a unilateral decision in that respect, probably so she could rummage through anything exciting at her leisure. Cassie, however, had pilfered Stella’s photograph, and the picture of the swimming pool, and they were safely in her cottage.


      Delilah was with Cassie, sorting through the latest batch of treasures she herself had brought along. Delilah’s granny, also a Delilah, had worked in the Hall as a cook and she had lovingly saved some original dinner party menus and place cards.


      The Aldrichs had been keen on their horse racing as well, and there were even some invitations to Hunt Balls and big horse-racing event parties.


      ‘I think I’ve seen some copies of these at the Folk Museum. How lovely!’ Cassie exclaimed, going through the treasures. ‘Your granny must have been a bit of a magpie.’


      ‘Completely. I think every time they had a party she would squirrel away what she could afterwards. I’ve got her old recipe books as well. They’re interesting. I could try some of the creations for your vintage teas, if you want. I know you’re worried about the catering. Do you know something? My granny would have been the star baker if she’d ever been on Bake Off. I wish I was half as good as her.’


      Delilah was an amazing baker and Cassie stared at her in surprise. ‘She was even better than you?’


      Delilah nodded. ‘Much better.’


      Cassie moaned slightly. She loved her food. She looked ruefully at the plate of warm cheese scones she’d managed to polish off in the short time Delilah had been there. Delilah might have had one from the pile. God only knew how many Cassie had eaten.


      ‘I wish I’d met your granny.’


      ‘She would have loved you.’ Delilah hugged her.


      Cassie laughed and started going through the next pile, a collection of beautiful watercolours. Brian in the village had been brought up around the horses at the Hall, and his father had been a bit of an artist as a young stable boy.


      There were lots of photographs and written memories as well. People had churned out the urban legends that inevitably had grown up around the Hall – from people creeping around in the night poaching, to rumours of famous playboys lusting after the girls of the family. Very Great Gatsby.


      ‘Well, I think I’ll take what I have over to the squash courts.’ Cassie gathered up a pile of picture postcards of the village and started sliding them into a big storage box with the other things. ‘If I lay them all out over there, I can see what we have and get a feel for how we should display them. I won’t leave them there, though. It’s far too damp and nasty and I daren’t risk Elodie’s wrath. I’ll bring them all back here afterwards.’


      ‘Good idea. I should get back to the café. I was only meant to be delivering some scones to the kiosk and the caravan and I’ve been away far too long as it is. I thought you’d appreciate me diverting here with some spare scones, though. Oh, how are you getting on with the other things for the weekend? Anything you want us to do?’


      Cassie neatly sidestepped those questions because she still had many, many things she needed to do. She had managed to order a marquee for the vintage teas and that was about it, because she had finally conceded the one they had at the Hall was far too tatty to drag out for public use. She didn’t want anyone accusing her of simply going for food-related topics again, even though it was, to some extent, quite true.


      ‘It’s under control, thanks,’ she lied. ‘Elodie’s not too happy being in charge of the Gypsy Tea Caravan now though,’ she continued, guilelessly. ‘She’s missing the regulars at Coffee Cream Cupcake.’ Elodie had, up until very recently, worked a couple of days a week at Delilah’s café.


      ‘I know!’ Delilah took the bait. Cassie was relieved she didn’t press her further on the “under control” thing. ‘She already offered to come back and help out in case an unmanageable queue had built up during my absence. I told her that was highly unlikely, considering I’ve left two very competent staff in there. She’ll perk up when she’s opened the scone boxes at the caravan. I’ve hidden a couple of slices of chocolate cake in there with a note suggesting she has a tea break with her husband.’


      ‘Well we can’t keep him away from the caravan. She’s too close at hand now. Alex keeps finding excuses to wander over to the Faerie Bridge. There’s really no need.’ Cassie shook her head.


      ‘Young love.’


      ‘Young love? They’re practically thirty.’


      ‘Yes, but they’ve got a few years to make up for.’ Delilah’s eyes softened. ‘You’ll see. Once it hits you, you’ll know it.’


      Cassie pulled a face. Her relationships had never lasted long. Tom and Sam had been the longest two and they’d only been a matter of months each. Weeks, actually, with Tom.


      ‘I think I’ll grow up to be a spinster. Lady Cassandra Aldrich, spinster of this parish, going crazy talking to horses and having conversations with people that nobody else can see.’


      ‘Don’t be silly.’ Delilah winked. ‘Although I’m sure you’ll have some wonderful conversations.’ She stood up to go, chuckling at her own joke. ‘See you later, my lovely.’


      ‘See you.’ Cassie waved at her and watched her go. She really didn’t think her predictions were too far off the mark. In fact, though, even her lonely, mad future was preferable to ending up like her mother; sozzled in a French millionaire’s vineyard and no contact with any of them. That was what her father had told her anyway. She had, she realised, seen and heard more of her long-dead relatives throughout her life than she had even had contact with her own flesh and blood mother.


      Hartsford Hall was like that – the whole place seemed to hold onto the breath of the past; a heart beating quietly amongst them all, drawing them in and surrounding them with sights, sounds and feelings from its long life. Once you’d been loved by the Hall, you were always loved by the Hall and it would forever welcome you back. Elodie knew it – her second chance had worked out very well indeed. She’d known Alex all her life, but it was only when she came back to Hartsford after a messy divorce and a horrible time in London that they got together properly. Elodie saw even more long-dead Hartsfords than Cassie did, but that was nothing unusual to Elodie. Her entire life had been spent being privy to the ghosts and shadows that other people were unaware of.


      But apparently Cassie’s mother, Anne, had never settled at the Hall. Cassie wondered if she preferred her new life and also wondered whether living in a vineyard with a French millionaire made up for the fact her children had been brought up by somebody else and that she’d never seen her daughter since she was six months old? Delilah, Margaret and Elodie’s mum had been more like mothers to Alex and Cassie than Anne had ever been. Those three ladies had always been there for them.


      Yes, the fact Cassie’s mother had abandoned her hurt, and she didn’t think she’d ever forgive her for that. But at least Cassie knew the new little twins would never suffer the same fate.


      Mollified slightly by the thought of the two babies coming, Cassie picked up her box of goodies, pulled the band off her ponytail and slipped the thin, elastic circle onto her wrist. She shook her hair out, dropped a bunch of keys that contained the key to the squash courts in the pocket of her Capri pants and headed out of the Hall to walk around to the Spa.


      It was a lovely sunny day; one of those that makes you glad to be alive, and although Suffolk wasn’t anywhere near summer yet, the spring seemed to be slipping away already, and the warmer days nipping at its heels.


      Cassie looked over towards the Faerie Bridge and saw Alex loping in the direction of the Gypsy Tea Caravan in the distance, his hands in his pockets and she knew he would be whistling. She had never seen him happier than he’d been recently, and her heart filled with love for him. He wasn’t a bad big brother, really, and she did know how much he’d kept from her about the state of the Hartsford finances after their father had died. Even now, Alex was blissfully unaware of how much Cassie knew. But she wasn’t stupid, even though she was admittedly quite lazy at times. She had a Masters Degree in Business Administration, and although she hadn’t done that well on the course, she could easily read a spreadsheet that was open on a computer screen.


      She looked down at the box she was carrying and realised that this was almost as exciting as working in a museum – and Elodie had put a huge amount of trust in her to bring this weekend to life. She could do it and she would do it. And yes, her smile was still in place. She had weeks yet – months even.


      It would be fine.


      Cassie rounded the corner and climbed over the low, sweet-smelling lavender hedge that sectioned off the Spa and headed towards the squash courts, the little bunch of keys heavy in her pocket. Once she reached the courts, she put the box on the ground and unlocked the door, pushing against the heavy spring-loaded hinges to get inside.


      The smell of old sweat, earth and damp made her wrinkle her nose slightly, but in a way it was comforting. There was a huge pile of cleaning equipment in the corner and she knew that, thanks to Delilah asking them, the Women’s Institute had already made a start scrubbing down what they could. A faint odour of bleach wafted from the corner as the outside air wove past, cutting through the squash court smell she had grown up with. Thank the Lord that Delilah had the foresight to call upon the WI’s services. Cassie hadn’t even considered how they would get the place clean and tidy. She just knew it had to be done.


      Then she looked at the staircase warily. Come to think of it, it did look a little dodgy. Maybe she would abandon the idea of letting people up on the viewing gallery after all. The displays would have to stay downstairs – well that would probably be fine.


      Cassie sighed and brought the box inside. She put it on the floor, then stood up and surveyed the space. In her head, she could visualise the display and could practically see the people walking around and looking at the mementoes. She’d have some pictures blown up there and a screen running through some images there, and a triptych of the pool, the squash courts and the tennis courts there and—


      ‘Dammit!’ She looked down as her mobile phone let out a shrill ring which echoed around the room and shattered the silence. ‘Hello?’ she said, sounding quite unfriendly and briefly registering that it was a mobile number she didn’t recognise.


      There was a slight pause, as if she had caught someone unawares. ‘Hello?’ It was a man’s voice, soft and well-spoken, with more than a hint of Suffolk in it.


      ‘Hello.’ She hoped they weren’t going to have one of those conversations where everybody says Hello about a million times.


      ‘Uhm.’ And nope, it wasn’t a ‘Hello’ conversation. It was an ‘Uhm’ conversation. Almost as bad.


      ‘Can I help?’


      ‘Sorry. I think I misdialled. I was hoping to speak to someone from Hartsford Hall. This is the number the magazine said to contact Lady Cassandra on.’ Then his voice brightened. ‘Unless you’re part of her staff. Have I got through to the Hall?’


      ‘You have. This is Lady Cassandra.’


      There was another pause, then he spoke, amusement in his voice this time. ‘Oh. Hello, Lady Cassandra. Sorry about that. You sounded … younger than I thought you’d be.’


      ‘Yes, I’m not that old really.’ She bent over and pulled a few things out of the box. ‘My name is deceiving. Most people just call me Cassie.’


      ‘Right. I’m Aidan Edwards. I’m just calling you because I’m passing the Hall this morning and wondered whether I could bring something over for you, for the Country House Weekend thing? I’m not sure if it’s really to do with the Hall or not, but I think it is. I guess I just wanted an opinion.’


      ‘Ooh.’ Cassie’s attention was immediately arrested. ‘I’d love to see it. When will you be passing?’


      The man laughed, a soft, warm laugh that did something funny to her insides and made her stand up straighter and blink in the middle of the empty squash court.


      ‘I can be there in about five minutes. I’m at the Green Dragon in Hartsford village. Sorry it’s short notice.’


      ‘Oh, the Green Dragon! Have you got transport?’


      ‘I have.’


      ‘Wonderful. Well, to save you going through the entrance booth and being coerced into buying a ticket, I suggest you leave the Dragon and turn left. Then, immediately on your right, there’s a tiny little road. It’s only single track so be careful, but it’s unlikely you’ll get anything coming at you, because it’s the delivery entrance to the back of the Hall. It runs parallel with a little stream, and if you follow that around, all the way, you’ll come to the back gates. I’ll just pop over there and wait. It’s close to the Spa and that’s where I am at the moment.’


      ‘Fantastic.’ Aidan Edwards sounded very cheerful. ‘That’s excellent. I’ll be there shortly. I’ll just finish my coffee.’


      Cassie laughed. ‘It’s the second-best coffee in the village. I suggest you try the tea shop for the best. Okay. I’ll see you soon, Mr Edwards.’


      ‘I’ve been to the tea shop. Yes. It’s lovely. Okay, I’ll see you soon … Lady Cassandra.’


      ‘Cassie’s fine.’


      ‘So’s Aidan.’ There was a smile in his voice. ‘I won’t be long.’


      ‘Super, bye for now!’ And she rang off, quite intrigued and excited to see what Aidan Edwards might have to offer.


      True to her word, Cassie wandered off across the Spa, pulling a few rosebay willow herbs out as she went; her pathetic attempt at weeding the pathways. She made herself a mental note to sort something out for here pretty soon, so they could get cracking on renovating the whole area properly; and she made another mental note to attempt again to get someone in to look at the pool itself. Then she swallowed down a knot of panic as she had no idea about who to call in for that one.


      Cassie had all but given up on proper tennis court clearers. The lovely regular Hartsford gardeners were, fortunately, happy to help take the weeds out at least. Elodie had eventually asked them to do the job, telling Cassie that clearly they’d work out cheaper than getting an external team in and that was something to bear in mind. One of her mottos was something like ‘if you’ve got the resources at hand, use them. Don’t outsource. If you can’t do it though, don’t be afraid to admit it.’ Cassie was trying to remember things Elodie had told her in the past and it was quite difficult. She wished she had paid more attention. Now she wondered if she could persuade the gardeners to keep going and do the pathways as well?


      But it would be fine. She had weeks yet.


      It would be fine, even though Cassie could see the surface of the tennis courts was a disaster where the work had already started. The gardeners had poured weed-killer or something over the area and it was a nasty brown mess of dead vegetation. The largest block of tarmac, or whatever it was that was supposed to form a nice smooth surface, had to be about 6 centimetres square, if that, and every little piece was raised up at a mad angle. The courts were like a giant, uneven mess of weedy crazy paving.


      Cassie turned away from the tennis courts, pulling a face and stared at the pool. Her back was to the gates and she was trying to think what there was on the rest of her list, when she heard the throaty roar of an engine.


      ‘What the …?’ She started, and spun around to see a shiny, black and silver motorbike streaking up the lane, and a shiny black-and-silver-leather clad driver astride it. ‘Good grief!’ She hurried to the gates. This couldn’t be Aidan Edwards, could it? He of the soft voice, morning coffee and interesting artefacts?


      But it was.


      Aidan killed the engine of the Zero Engineering T5 Blackie and stared at the tall, dark-haired woman who was staring back at him. He remained astride his pride and joy and smiled behind his smoked glass visor. Aidan owned a lopsided smile that usually made the recipient feel immediately at ease.


      Of course, this woman, who must indeed be Lady Cassandra, couldn’t see the smile; so she simply remained staring at him, her mouth hanging open and her fingers clutching onto some pathetic looking weed she’d obviously yanked out of the overgrown gardens he could see behind her.


      Aidan pulled the helmet off and his smile widened as the girl’s gaze travelled up and down him, then slid across to the bike.


      ‘Nice machine,’ she said. ‘Didn’t Tony Stark have the T6 in Iron Man?’


      ‘He did indeed. A fusion of Asian and American machinery. In other words, a Harley that’s been Frankensteined. I love it.’


      ‘God, I don’t blame you!’ She came up to the gates and studied the motorbike more closely, then nodded. ‘Yes. I can see they’ve taken the Harley and put taller bars on. Blacked it all out. Nice. Very nice.’


      ‘Thanks.’ Aidan climbed off the bike and stood beside it, all six foot three of him. He tucked the helmet under his arm and pushed his too-long black hair out of his eyes. ‘So are we going to talk through the gates or am I allowed in at all?’


      Lady Cassandra Aldrich tore her gaze away from the bike with, it appeared, some effort and looked at Aidan. He reckoned she was almost six feet tall herself. It was a pleasant change for him to be almost eye to eye and not looking at the top of someone’s head.


      ‘Aidan Edwards, I presume?’


      ‘The very same.’ He inclined his head slightly.


      ‘I’m Cassie. Nice to meet you.’ She leaned over and pressed something on the gatepost. The gates swung open and they stood face to face with no railings between them. ‘Do you want to bring your bike in? You can park it up in the grounds.’

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      1937


      Midnight came, and Stella was waiting by the changing rooms, wrapped up in a huge coat that Rob recognised as his own. There was a storm lantern hanging above the door and she had lit it. The shadows fell across her face, but he saw that she was smiling.


      ‘Maureen O’Sullivan as I live and breathe,’ he teased as he approached her, although in truth she was much more beautiful than the famous actress. She quite took his breath away. ‘Is this as wild as it gets, then? You lurk around doorways looking like a screen siren?’ They’d seen Anna Karenina and had a good-natured argument over who was the most attractive – Garbo or O’Sullivan. Stella said she felt Greta Garbo was far too icy to be attractive and she’d much rather look like O’Sullivan. She had argued that the Irish actress was ‘so very much warmer’.


      ‘It gets wilder.’ She grinned at him. ‘Come with me.’ She held her hand out and he took it willingly. She squeezed it and pulled him towards her. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. ‘You have to follow me though. Promise?’


      ‘I’d follow you anywhere!’ Rob was genuinely surprised that she should think anything else.


      ‘Good. Now come along.’ She unhooked the lantern and held it up so the light swung before them. She took him around the side of the changing rooms onto a little path that wound behind the building.


      Rob didn’t utter a word of complaint. ‘Interesting. I can’t say I’ve been around here before. It’s simply the back of the building.’


      ‘You would think that.’ He could hear the smile in her voice. ‘Look. I’ve brought you all the way round now.’


      She stopped and hung the lamp on a sturdy branch. She waved her hand at the back wall and pulled him closer. He could feel the warmth and the excitement fizzing around her like an aura.


      And suddenly he knew, without a doubt, that this night would end up with them making love. It was all leading inexorably to that. It was just a matter of how it played out until then. He smiled into the darkness. It would be fun to find out.


      ‘Now. In we go.’ She let go of his hand. ‘Come on.’ Amusement coloured her voice. He saw that a door stood open, but it was pitch black beyond it.


      ‘Oh – I say. Right. Yes.’ Rob peered into the gloom. The flickering shadows were playing across the brick wall facing him and there was also a golden light coming in from further afield, to the right.


      ‘Come on.’ Stella suddenly turned and vanished.


      ‘Stella!’ He stopped and reached his hand out to the right-hand side, hardly believing what he had seen. No way could she have disappeared into thin air. She had to have gone somewhere.


      And then he spotted it. ‘How very clever,’ he said, half to himself. ‘A fake wall.’


      ‘Come on!’ Stella’s voice echoed excitedly. ‘There’s nothing to fear. Turn to the right, then sharp left.’


      Rob puffed out a breath. ‘I’m coming.’ He studied the gap in the two walls, trying to make sense of what the creator of this folly had done, then gave up. It was not for him to think. He just had to follow her as he had promised. As well as the golden light, there was a reddish glow from somewhere. He fixed his eyes on that and did as Stella had instructed, and immediately found himself in a little room.


      Rob let out a low whistle. ‘My God,’ was all he could say. ‘Where are we?’


      ‘Behind the fountain. See?’ Stella indicated a wall, which made no real sense to Rob, but he trusted her. She had clearly been here earlier tonight. There were candles in the brass sconces, all lit and warm and welcoming, and a small fireplace was set into the wall. She had lit that too, and it was those dancing flames which threw reddish light along the hidden corridor.


      ‘Stella!’ He was stunned. Absolutely stunned. ‘I’m half under, I have to be. This isn’t real. Is it?’


      ‘You’re not half under. You’re perfectly sober. It’s real. It’s all real.’


      The room must have been about twelve feet wide by twelve feet long. There was a wicker chair and a small table by the fireplace, and a pile of neatly folded blankets stacked up on the polished floorboards. A brass bin held wood for fuel, and there were two coat hooks on the wall and a brass rail at waist height. Several fluffy towels hung on the railing and two warm-looking robes dangled from the coat hooks.


      Rob looked up, and he could see stars through the windows in the cupola.


      ‘There’s more,’ she said. ‘Do you trust me?’


      ‘Always.’ He dragged his gaze away from the room and back to her. ‘But what can top this?’


      ‘Watch and learn.’ She dropped to her knees, and leaned across to a small trapdoor on the floor he hadn’t noticed. She grabbed hold of a brass ring and tugged gently. The trapdoor lifted, and he hurried forward to take it from her as she knelt before a large hole in the floor. Light flickered through there too, accompanied by a small breeze which gently lifted a few curls from Stella’s forehead.


      ‘There’s a staircase! So this is your hidden wine cellar. I often wondered.’


      ‘Indeed it is. And look – some helpful person already stocked it with champagne for later. I don’t bring everyone down here, you know.’ She looked up and smiled at him. ‘In fact, you’re the first person ever to have come in here with me, apart from my brother.’ She swung herself around so her legs were dangling down the hole. ‘It’s very safe. I promise.’


      She began to climb down the steps and Rob shook his head. ‘I suppose I have to follow you down there as well, do I?’


      ‘Not at all. Just wait there and I’ll send a bottle up to you. There you go.’ She smiled up at him. ‘Now,’ Her voice echoed a little. ‘Be a darling and grab the robes, will you?’


      ‘The robes?’ He looked at them hanging on the coat hooks and shrugged. ‘The robes it is then.’ He grabbed them and waited as she clambered out, the robes in his arms, the champagne bottle held carefully in his hand.


      ‘This way,’ she said, relieving him of the bottle. ‘I want to show you something else.’


      ‘Where are we going?’


      ‘Back the way we came. Do you need to hold my hand?’ There was amusement in her voice.


      ‘I don’t know if it’s a case of needing to hold it, but I’d quite like to.’


      She stretched her hand out and beckoned. ‘Come on then.’


      ‘I trust you.’ He took her hand and her fingers entwined with his. Her hand was warm and soft and fitted his perfectly as it always had done.


      ‘Good.’ She laughed, a low throaty sound that was nothing like her normal giggles. It sounded strange and very alluring.


      She began to tug him back through the room, and soon they were in the woods again. ‘Now this way, on this tiny little path around the other side. Can you see it? I’ve made it rather special.’


      Rob looked where she indicated and, threading their way through the darkest part of the wood, was a little trail, lit by candles in jam jars.


      He grinned. ‘I wonder where this will lead to?’


      ‘Why, Heaven, of course.’


      Stella led the way along the candlelit trail in the woods, and they broke out onto the riverbank. The warm evening air wrapped itself around her as the River Hartsford rushed past, and a little further along, the Faerie Bridge was a dark shadow against the sky. She had another collection of candles in a semi-circle and a picnic rug all laid out, with a wicker hamper in the centre of it.


      ‘Ta dah!’ She sang out a little triumphant tune and waved her arm, encompassing the river. ‘What do you think?’ She twirled around and looked eagerly at Rob.


      ‘The riverbank?’ Rob laughed and put his hands on his hips. ‘Very nice. I’ve never come that way before. It looks jolly beautiful as well, with the starlight twinkling in the water, doesn’t it?’


      ‘Will you write a poem about it?’ teased Stella. ‘All about the moon and June and – I don’t know.’ She shrugged and laughed.


      ‘I do. Here.’ He pulled the ever-present notebook out of his pocket and produced a pencil from somewhere. He scribbled down a few words in the gleam of candlelight and handed the page to Stella. ‘My masterpiece, my love.’ He bowed and stepped away so she could read it.


      ‘“Twas in the month of June and she danced naked ‘neath the moon. My love was gone too soon, and led me to my roon”. What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ Stella re-read it laughing.


      ‘You’ve led me to my ruin, of course! Roon, ruin, what’s the difference?’


      Stella gave a shout of delight. ‘There’s a world of difference. But, you’re in trouble. In fact – give me your pencil, please.’ He did so and she bent her head to the task, scrawling some words beneath his, finding it difficult to keep the writing neat with nothing to rest on except her thigh.


      She handed the page back and Rob took it with a smile twitching at his lips. ‘“Rubbish! Not amused. See me. You’re in big trouble. This is simply not worthy of the great “Jack Shelley”.’ And you’ve underlined amused. How splendid. What’s my punishment to be, then?’


      ‘This, Mr Shelley.’ She plucked the paper away from him and tucked it in her pocket, then reached out and started to unbutton his shirt.


      ‘Hey! I say!’ It was Rob’s turn to laugh. He reached up and covered her hand with his. ‘I thought you said it would be a punishment! D’you need some help with that?’


      ‘Perhaps.’


      ‘Your hand’s shaking.’ He disentangled it from the fabric and brought it up to his mouth. He kissed it gently and smiled down at her. His eyes glinted mischief in the starlight.


      ‘It’s because I’ve never actually swum naked with anyone before.’ Her voice was low and husky.


      ‘Oh! And is that what we’re going to do?’


      ‘Yes.’ She giggled and laid her head against his chest, burying her burning cheeks against the cool fabric of his shirt. ‘I’m sorry. It seemed like such a good idea earlier.’


      ‘It is. It’s a very good idea. Do you need some help with your clothes? My overcoat, that is?’


      ‘Maybe a little.’


      ‘All right.’ He slipped off his own shirt and dropped it to the ground. His muscles, toned from so many years of university sports, stood out clearly as he opened the top few buttons of her coat, and his fingers brushed her bare skin, sending tingles of excitement all over her. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ Rob continued. He made a show of leaning forward and peering. ‘Lady Stella, you appear to have forgotten your underclothes. You do intend to swim naked, don’t you?’


      ‘My goodness.’ Her voice was as shaky as her hands. ‘Have I really forgotten them?’


      ‘I think so. I might need to explore further.’ This time, there was a little tremor in his voice. She didn’t stop him as he unbuttoned her coat some more and she positively encouraged his further exploration, turning her face to the sky and closing her eyes, parting her lips as the fireworks shot through her system.


      Finally, she was naked, as the coat eventually dropped to the ground and she helped Rob remove his trousers. Then they stood, facing the moonlit river, and held hands.


      ‘Shall we?’


      ‘Yes. Let’s.’


      They jumped, as one, and Stella shrieked as the cold water engulfed her.


      ‘Oh, my God!’ she cried, half laughing. ‘I didn’t think it would be so cold.’


      ‘Don’t worry, we’ll soon warm up.’ Rob was laughing and treading water. The river wasn’t that deep really; Stella could probably have stood on the bottom and just had six inches or so of water above her head, but it was deep enough that they could swim and dive around one another.


      ‘Was this what you meant about being wild?’ asked Rob.


      ‘Yes. And I haven’t shown anyone else that room at all – believe me!’


      ‘How long’s it been here?’


      ‘Since I was twelve. My mother heard about the design from somewhere and wanted it recreated. She died before she got a chance to use it though.’ Stella screwed her face up. ‘My father wouldn’t let us down here, so we could never play in it. And to be fair, Leo was too old to play anyway.’ She swam around to Rob and he caught her in his arms. ‘None of my other chums have ever been in the secret room – not Helen, not Rosie – none of them. Just you.’


      She bobbed gently next to him and he held her tight. It was a strange sensation; his cold, wet body next to hers. She’d never been naked with another person before, but with Rob it didn’t feel odd. It felt right.


      He drew her closer and the water didn’t seem so cold any more. He nuzzled into her neck. ‘Then thank you for showing it to me. Are you feeling chilly yet?’


      ‘Not right here, not when you hold me like that.’


      He smiled. ‘Are we to stay in here all night then? Stella, you’re shivering.’


      ‘Not with cold. You see, I’ve never – done it – before, either. But I’d rather do it on dry land, I think.’


      ‘It?’ He smiled down at her. ‘So that’s what this is about then? You wanted to seduce me?’


      ‘Yes.’ She wasn’t going to lie. ‘It’s my birthday and you’re the only person I’ll ever want in that way.’


      ‘Stella.’ He held her away from him gently. ‘Is this the champagne talking from earlier?’


      ‘No. This is me, absolutely sure that I want my first time to be with you. My first time and all the other times after that. I’m ready, Rob. I am.’


      ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to—’


      ‘Yes.’ She pressed up against him. ‘I’m certain. Like I said, it’s my birthday and I can do what I want. I’ve waited ages. Shall we go back to the little room? There’s a fire there and we can dry out.’


      ‘Slow down. You do realise once we’ve done this, there’s no going back?’


      ‘I know. I’m not going to play the silly virgin, don’t worry.’ She grinned. ‘It’s you I want. It doesn’t matter if we do it now or tomorrow or next week or next year. You’re it. You’re mine.’


      He drew her close again and kissed her, slowly, his lips warm in the curve of her neck, on her lips, on her collarbone … Meanwhile, his hands traced the outline of her shoulders, her back and the curve of her behind with languorous, delicious movements. The fireworks started up again and her toes curled. This was what she’d craved. His fingers on her skin, their bodies as close as it was humanly possible. She wanted him with every fibre of her being.


      ‘Stella, I want it too, and I want more than anything to make love with you, but I don’t want you carried away by everything and then regretting it tomorrow.’


      ‘I won’t regret it. And if we go back to the room, I’m prepared.’ She felt herself flush furiously. ‘I’ve got – things – in the coat pocket. You know. To stop me having a baby.’


      Rob laughed and pulled her even closer. ‘Oh, God, Stella. Never change. Never change.’


      ‘But I don’t know if I want to wait until we get back. I—’ She ended the words on a little gasp as he kissed a trail from her collarbone to her shoulder and she thought she would explode. ‘Oh, Rob.’ The words were little more than a breath.


      ‘Stella.’ He kissed her again and scooped her up gently in the water, cradling her close. ‘If you’re absolutely certain, and you’re prepared, as you say, I’m very happy to comply.’ His voice was light-hearted, but the way he held her so very, very tightly and buried his face in her neck told her he meant every word. ‘I love you and I’ve always loved you.’


      ‘I love you too,’ she murmured.


      And he carried her to the shore, and held her in his arms, all the way back to the secret room.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      Present Day


      Motorbikes were Cassie’s secret obsession. Her Pinterest board was filled with them.


      She hadn’t ridden a bike for absolutely ages, what with organising the Living History weekend and helping Alex and Elodie out. She had a bright red Yamaha in the garage, but it was tucked at the back behind everyone else’s cars and it hadn’t been out for a decent run since the previous autumn. She had taken it for a nice long drive up to Aldeburgh, on the coast, in September. They’d had an Indian summer, and she wanted to make the most of it.


      This T5 machine made her want to go straight into the garage and get the Yamaha back out. Then the sensible side of her remembered that she had a visitor to the Hall and he was here to show her something that he thought was relevant to the Country House Party Weekend. She watched covetously as he pushed the bike up the drive and parked it.


      ‘I’ve got a Yamaha R6,’ she said. ‘Red and black. Love it.’


      Aidan let out a low whistle through his teeth. ‘Nice. Do you get out on it much?’ He unzipped his leather jacket and revealed a close-fitting black tee-shirt which made Cassie take notice of him again, rather than the bike.


      ‘Not really.’ She put her hands on her hips and forced herself to look back at the T5. ‘Not as much as I’d like. There’s been lots going on here that I need to prioritise.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ll get out on it again soon, I will.’


      Aidan laughed. ‘You sound as if you’re trying to convince yourself.’


      ‘Maybe I am. Anyway. You said you had something to show me from the Hall?’


      ‘Well, I was hoping you could help me with that.’ He went over to the bike, hung his helmet off the handlebars and opened the bike’s storage compartment. ‘This book belonged to one of my relatives, Robert Edwards.’ He handed Cassie a small, brown-coloured book, its pages held together with an elasticated band, not unlike a Moleskine today. The stitching down the spine was a little frayed and the pages yellowed where she could see them, but there were tiny gold-blocked initials in the bottom corner – RE.


      ‘Robert Edwards.’ Cassie looked up at Aidan and frowned. ‘Why do I know that name? Wasn’t there a war poet called Robert Edwards?’ Vague memories of alliteration and enjambment came back to her, relics of English Lit lessons at high school.


      ‘That’s him. He made his name during the second world war.’ Aidan could barely hide the pride in his voice as he continued: ‘He was one of these chaps who finally found a niche, and his niche was words – his war poems were the most brilliant things he did, and they’ve kind of been his legacy. He seemed to try everything before all that, and he wrote some not so good poems as well when he was younger – many of them referring to his “muse”. I’ve never known for sure who she was, but I’m interested to find out. I’ve only got a handful of Robert’s things that he left behind at the family home when he joined up. Came to me through my Great-Great-Grandfather Jack’s side. My own grandfather told me that Jack looked up to Robert. He was his hero. So much so, that he joined up as soon as he could as well. But Jack died right at the end of the War, so we only ever had stories.’


      Cassie smiled. ‘My brother’s a bit like that with a couple of our relatives. Nothing wrong with a bit of hero-worship. What makes you think Robert Edwards had a connection to the Hall, though?’


      ‘The last page in that book. Here, let me show you.’ He leaned across and took the book back. As he came close to her, Cassie was aware of a smell of cedarwood and petrol, combined with leather, and it was rather pleasant.


      Aidan gently eased the elastic binding off the book and opened it to the last page. ‘I think this might be your Spa. I saw the old photograph in the magazine article and it just looked the same.’ He shrugged and stared at the sketch. ‘I came here in February, but you were closed to the public, so I couldn’t look. I just wondered if Hartsford was a house he used to visit. Then I saw your photograph and it made me think about it again. So much gets lost when people tell stories through the generations, doesn’t it?’


      It wasn’t a particularly good sketch, but Cassie could see where he was coming from. There was a pool, and a tennis court and the corner of a building that might have been their very own squash courts.


      ‘It does. But I can understand how you thought it might be here.’ She looked up, towards the tennis courts and pool beyond and nodded towards them. ‘Come on. Let’s go over there and see if we can match the angle he drew it at.’


      ‘Sounds good to me.’ Aidan nodded and closed the book up. ‘Will I be okay to leave my jacket and helmet with the bike?’


      ‘Of course. Nobody’s going to steal it.’


      He looked at her and grinned. ‘Are you sure about that?’


      ‘Pretty sure.’ Cassie laughed. ‘I’ll be with you. It’s safe from me at the moment.’


      ‘If you say so.’ He shrugged the jacket off. Cassie couldn’t fail to see the muscles rippling under that tee-shirt as he did that, and she appreciated them quietly.


      ‘Have you had many people come forward with mementoes?’ He laid the jacket over the seat of the motorbike. ‘It’s a period in time that’s pretty close to living memory – or at least still likely to be talked about within families.’


      ‘We’ve had more verbal reports from the forties.’ Cassie waited as he came back across to her. ‘But that’s only to be expected.’


      She walked off towards the pool and he fell into step with her. It was nice to be able to look up at him, but it made her a little self-conscious too. She was used to metaphorically having the upper hand, as it were. Even Alex was only an inch or so taller than her. If she wore killer heels, she was taller than him. And she dwarfed poor Elodie; even more so now she’d given up high heels herself. Elodie said her centre of balance had shifted and she didn’t feel safe on them.


      ‘Yes, I suppose the twenties and thirties are a bit too far away to be real anymore,’ said Aidan. ‘But not totally. Not if you were a child then and a really old person now.’


      Cassie laughed. ‘We do have one or two of those in the village. I’ve made sure it’s all documented.’


      ‘A sad thought, but sensible.’ Aidan held up the book and shook it. ‘If Robert hadn’t done this, we’d be lost. We don’t know much else about his younger years. He seemed to prefer to let the words do their stuff and there’s always been this aura of mystery about his life. I know he went to Cambridge. He was part of the Footlights crew, but we only found that out because someone noted it in a list of alumni. And then he was only twenty-five when he went MIA. Just a few years younger than me. Tragic.’


      Cassie was intrigued. ‘My brother was about the same age when he had to take over here. He felt cheated because his plans all went out of the window, and it would have been so much worse for the people during the war. It must have been horrific to have been told to put your life on the line and call a halt to your own fun.’ She waved her hands around the estate, taking in the odd visitor dotted around the place and the house itself which looked lovely with the sun glinting on the south-facing windows. ‘I know you can’t really compare it, but Alex was forced into coming back and taking over, and he didn’t want to do it. But he did.’


      ‘I understand Robert joined up before conscription, so it must have been his choice. There were rumours, so my grandfather told me, that it was a matter of honour or something. He had one of these flaring, passionate natures and he argued big-time with a woman before he went. Allegedly. I don’t know how much of it is true though.’


      Cassie nodded and thought about the angry Alex who had taken the estate over after their father’s death. Alex and all his demons had moved in lock, stock and barrel. A different sort of person might have channelled that raft of emotions into something a lot more extreme.


      ‘Alex always says he’s the guardian of this place, the trustee. We’re just, as my sister-in-law would probably put it, transient beings in the Hartsford world. Passing through, making our little marks on it.’ Cassie looked around her again, at the overgrown tennis courts and the dank squash courts and the tatty old pool area. The reality of the situation she was in suddenly hit home. ‘Good grief, what the hell am I trying to do here? There is no way all of this is going to be ready for August.’


      It was late April now. She had barely four months to sort out the Spa area. Four bloody months.


      Oh, hell.


      Practically all she had done was order a marquee and make lists about food. Delilah had made sure they started the work on the squash courts. Elodie herself had asked the gardeners to help out.


      Cassie had a disintegrating pool, a staircase that should, by rights, be condemned, and a set of tennis courts that would, potentially, break a person’s ankle if they caught themselves on one of the raised chunks of tarmac. She couldn’t possibly have people walking around here. Not at all.


      And, as she suspected, she hadn’t managed to get a re-enactment group at all, although she had lived in faint hope. But Cassie hadn’t told Elodie about that yet. She would certainly have to ask Kate about the ice-cream bicycle. Just as soon as she got around to doing it.


      ‘I can’t see why it won’t be ready.’ Aidan startled Cassie with his quiet, country voice. ‘It’s really just a bit of weeding, a bit of cleaning and a bit of maintenance. The squash courts should be okay, shouldn’t they? Last time, I’m sure I saw – never mind.’ He shook his head. ‘No. Let’s just concentrate on now. There’s not too much to do, I expect, when you break it all down.’


      ‘Not too much? All those things you mentioned?’ Her voice rose quite hysterically. ‘Really? What about the exhibition and the swimming and the bunting and the teas—’


      She stopped abruptly. She couldn’t even think straight.


      ‘One thing at a time. And how about that one thing for now is simply seeing whether this picture relates to your Spa at all? Here, I think this is about right for the angle. What do you reckon?’


      Before she could object, he opened the book and flipped to the last page. He held it up, so it was kind of superimposed on the modern-day scene in front of them.


      Almost as if the sketch was drawn on a clear piece of glass, Cassie suddenly saw the angles and the buildings match up to the Hartsford Hall she’d grown up with and blend into it seamlessly. The image startled her enough to cut through her hysteria, which was rather an impressive feat.


      There were the tennis courts, there was the corner of the squash court building, its old bricks merging with the charcoal lines on the sketch. There was the pool, the old book blanking out the real mess of rubble and weeds, and looking – if she squinted – like it would have done years ago, just like the old photograph she had used for the press release. And there was a girl lounging on the side of the pool, a squiggle of lines and shadows but recognisable as a figure all the same. For a moment, as Cassie shifted focus and moved her head to view the modern-day scene, she saw a wavery image of the girl, sitting on the side of the pool. She blinked, and the image was gone, but she was convinced she’d seen a glimpse of the Hartsford that was depicted in this sketchbook.


      Her heart skipped a little, a surprised beat, as it always did when one of these images came to her. ‘Good grief, I think you’re right. I’m certain my relative Stella used to host plenty of parties around about that time. It would be nice if they knew each other, wouldn’t it?’ Cassie looked up at Aidan and saw he was beaming. She wondered if he’d seen the same thing, then thought how unlikely that would be.


      He turned and met her gaze. ‘It would. Amazing. You know, the location of this sketch is something that’s puzzled me ever since I was old enough to understand about this book. Now I finally know where Robert spent at least part of his time. We have so little information about him, anything is a bonus. I can’t quite believe he was here, at Hartsford Hall. Imagine that. He might have stood on this very spot.’ He looked back at the Spa and smiled even more widely. His face lit up the Spa and Cassie thought she had never seen anything quite so perfect. But then reality hit her again and sent her into a tailspin.


      ‘Well, I’m really pleased you’ve solved your mystery.’ Cassie folded her arms and stared around the place again, the bubble of anxiety which had been momentarily quelled bursting through her body again. ‘But it still makes me quake when I think about what I have to do to this place.’ Her voice came out high and squeaky and she raised her hand, beginning to chew on her thumbnail; something she hadn’t done for years. ‘I think I need to go off and panic actually,’ she managed to say through the chewing. ‘Maybe they were right – I should forget it. If only someone would give me a sign. This is ridiculous. Okay.’ She put her hands back on her hips decisively. ‘I’m cancelling it. That’s it. We’ll get it sorted for next year. Thank you for bringing the book. I truly doubt I’ll be needing any mementoes at all for this August, but it was lovely to see yours. I do appreciate it, I do.’


      Aidan lowered his book and opened his mouth to speak, but Cassie’s attention was taken by a figure at the side of the pool, and for a moment she wondered whether the figure from the sketch had suddenly materialised properly and was standing on the poolside ready to give her a good talking to.


      Then the figure waved and began hurrying towards her. She blinked and saw now that it was Margaret, carrying a huge bag stuffed full of something. As she came closer, Cassie saw that not only was the bag full, it was overflowing and trailing behind it was the end of a colourful jumble of fabric on a string.


      ‘Bunting!’ Cassie cried, realising what it was. ‘But I haven’t ordered any yet.’ She hurried across the grass to meet Margaret, whose thin face was flushed prettily with the sunshine and the exercise.


      ‘Look! Eve sent the first lot of our bunting down from the community centre. The ladies’ Knit and Natter group abandoned the woolly vests for those penguins and made this instead. They said hemming triangles was just as easy as knit one, purl one – so they did this for us. Isn’t that kind of them?’


      ‘Yes, but those poor penguins,’ Cassie said stupidly. ‘They’ll get cold.’ She reached out and fingered one of the smooth, cotton triangles. This one was pale green and pink gingham. The one next to it was china blue with white spots on it. They were eclectic, mixed up, beautiful pieces of cloth that proved someone was thinking of the Living History Team. She felt a lump in her throat and blinked back a tear. ‘How did the ladies know?’


      ‘You think you can do anything privately in this village?’ Margaret laughed. ‘Think again. They said they hoped it would save some money for you. I just mentioned we needed bunting a couple of weeks ago, and they’ve offered to do the rest if we want any more.’


      ‘So you’ve sorted the bunting out for us? Margaret, I love you. I’ll take as much as they can make.’ It was Cassie’s turn to laugh, and even that came out slightly hysterical.


      Margaret looked at her affectionately. ’We have to work as a Living History Team, darling. That’s what we’re all here for. There’s no way you could have done all this on your own in this sort of timescale. I think you’re doing super well.’ She patted her arm. ‘I have every faith in you.’ Cassie didn’t dare tell her that she hadn’t organised anything truly practical yet.


      ‘So that’s your sign then,’ came a quiet voice, just above Cassie’s ear. She turned quickly, getting a little shock at seeing Aidan there, up above her. ‘Now tell me you want to quit?’


      She shook her head and took a deep breath. ‘No. I’m not quitting. I just need to rope more people in. I can’t do it alone. I’m not Elodie.’


      ‘Few people are,’ said Margaret, ‘and she doesn’t do it on her own. She calls on all her contacts and sub-contracts when she has to.’ She nodded. ‘She might do it quietly, but she does it. You need to learn to do the same.’


      ‘I do.’ She looked at the pool. ‘Does anyone know any swimming pool sorter-outerers? Or have I just invented a trade?’


      ‘You just invented a trade’, said Aidan. ‘But I do know a pretty good civil engineer with a local company who could help you out with that one. Reasonable rates and all that.’


      ‘Who?’ Cassie asked, probably far too eagerly.


      ‘Me,’ he said simply.


      Aidan grinned, enjoying the look of surprise on Cassie’s face.


      As soon as he’d seen the shambles that had been the pool, he’d had his doubts as to whether Cassie could get the place sorted out before August Bank Holiday. But she seemed to be efficient, confident and to know exactly what she was doing.


      Okay, so maybe she wasn’t that confident, he’d realised, just after she had her mini-meltdown, but he knew that he could help her out and could see no reason not to.


      ‘I run a company just outside Ipswich. It’s no problem for us to do some work for you. I can give you a quote.’


      ‘Really?’ Cassie stared at him. ‘You can clear all this up?’ She indicated the broken concrete and the dangerous-looking diving board and the rusty ladder in the deep end.


      ‘No problem.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘I think, after all that’s done, how about we give the interior of the pool a layer of nice blue tiles as well? Make it look welcoming.’


      ‘Is that what the pools were like then? We have no coloured pictures of this place at all. Or at least none that I’ve seen.’ She frowned, perhaps thinking of some place she could go to see some.


      ‘I’ve seen photographs of outdoor lidos and pools of that era, and they all seem quite colourful. Anyway, even if it was never tiled with blue, this is your project. It’s got to be future-proofed too. Would you like a blue pool?’


      ‘I’d love a blue pool.’ A smile lit up her face. ‘Yes. Can you cost it out for me please? I don’t care what you charge – just do it. Oh. Just so long as my brother agrees.’ She frowned. ‘I really don’t want to bankrupt him.’


      ‘I’ll do my best to keep it low for you. But I take it you understand standard practice is to get several quotes and go with the cheapest?’


      ‘Well, of course. But I don’t think anyone who owns a T5 can be anything but honest with me. Can they?’ There was a steely little challenge in her eyes and he was impressed. ‘Remember, I now know your name, your trade and that you work in Ipswich. I can hunt you and your bike down very easily. And actually,’ she lowered her eyelashes, ‘I don’t really have time to ask anyone else.’


      ‘Fair point. Okay. Is it all right to come back within the next couple of weeks and I’ll be a bit more prepared?’


      Cassie nodded. ‘Of course. Do you want to see anything else here today? I need to get on with something I was doing in the squash courts so I’ll be in there.’


      ‘Great.’ Aidan started to walk towards the pool, feeling his practical non-biker side coming to the fore. ‘I’ll just have a quick look while you do that and get an idea.’


      ‘Thank you.’ The girl smiled at him and he matched the expression. He’d be happy to help her out, he really would. And he told himself it had nothing to do with the attraction he was feeling for her. Not at all.


      The place would need quite a lot doing to it – he could tell that even from here. But – he looked back at Cassie who was stuffing bunting back into the bag and appeared to be having a word with the lady who had brought it over to her – it looked like the sort of thing he would enjoy, and if he pulled his best team in, he was confident they could do it. He loved refurbishing things even more than creating new things. This would be a great project. He would most certainly do it at cost price for her at least, in fact he—


      He started, surprising himself with the train of philanthropic thoughts running through his head.


      He was a businessman at the end of the day. Some people would argue that the best strategy was to trample over people to get what they wanted. He could make a tidy profit from this job. If Lady Cassandra was desperate to get it done and he was the only person she was going to ask – this would be a very nice way of making that tidy profit. Yet already, he was thinking of cost price and what he could do to prioritise this on the company’s schedule.


      Or, he reasoned, he could do it at slightly less than cost price, and hope Cassie Aldrich allowed him to advertise his services to the visitors.


      That seemed a good idea.


      He’d go for that one.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      September 1939


      War came, and it didn’t seem real at first. It was announced in the September, when Stella was still thinking about her birthday party, still having little, secret smiles about the time she had spent with Rob in the concealed room. They’d even mentioned the “M” word: marriage. It made her toes curl pleasurably just thinking about it – but they’d been sensible. They’d agreed they were far too young and had far too much living to do before they settled down and became respectable.


      ‘And anyway,’ Rob had tangled his fingers in her hair and drawn her closer, his breath warm on her skin, ‘being married is quite an outdated concept.’


      ‘We don’t need to be married right now, do we?’ she had agreed. ‘We can just do this and have fun.’


      He’d laughed and kissed her again. ‘I will marry you. But I want to make sure I can support you properly first. And that, my dear, means having oodles of money, actually making money, and not relying on a trust fund that could dry up if we played too hard.’


      ‘You have to leave some of the trust fund for Jack.’ Stella was indignant.


      ‘Of course I don’t. Now don’t look at me like that. Jack has his own which he can access when he’s twenty-one.’


      ‘Oh, ha ha! Poor bugger – that’s a long time to wait.’


      ‘Isn’t it – I’m glad I’m finally past that age now.’


      And they had both laughed and made love again, slowly and carefully, so she could enjoy every sensation. It had been a wonderful birthday.


      Summer was, absolutely, the best time to have a birthday. Why, if her birthday was in the winter like, for instance, Leo’s was, then it would be atrocious. She often thought if she had been that unfortunate, she would have to have a half-way birthday party in the summer; but then again, did she really need an excuse to have a party?


      In fact, she was writing one of her interminable lists, dealing with the idea of a party, when the announcement was made over the radio, and it took Leo to tell her what had happened.


      ‘So what does that mean for us?’ Stella asked.


      ‘Hell on earth,’ he replied, quite seriously. Leo was old enough to remember the Great War, and that had been bad enough apparently.


      ‘They all say it’ll be over by Christmas though.’


      ‘I doubt that.’ Leo was still deadly serious.


      ‘Do you think you’ll fight?’


      ‘No. I can’t.’


      ‘Of course.’ She nodded. ‘I’m pleased about that.’


      ‘Ezzy, if it gets bad, they’ll enlist your friends. Do you understand?’


      ‘I do.’ Stella carefully drew a line under Rob’s name. She was wondering if she could get him a room quite close to hers for their next party. She was planning one for the end of the month, to celebrate Rob’s latest success in the theatre. It was just a small play, in some out of the way theatre near Stratford upon Avon, but as Stella told him, it was almost like being Shakespeare.


      And anyway, it would be nice to have a little get together. She knew for a fact that Stephen had a new car, a very lovely Buick Roadmaster convertible, and he was dying to show it off to everyone.


      ‘Ezzy. Things might change drastically.’


      ‘They might.’ She looked up at him, defiantly. ‘But I doubt it’ll change by the end of the month, so I need to plan my party. If you don’t mind.’


      ‘God, you’re impossible!’ Leo turned on his heel and stomped off.


      Stella turned back to her list. She laid her pen down. She had hidden it well, but she had been shaking when Leo mentioned her friends enlisting.


      Rob. Oh, God. Not Rob. Please, not Rob.


      The war had, of course, been all they talked about when they arrived. After the perfunctory compliments on the convertible Buick, and after they’d all had a turn racing it through the grounds, or standing up, hanging onto the windshield shrieking whilst someone else raced it through the grounds, they congregated at the Spa and talked about the war. Rob’s play should have been the main focus, and Stella felt a little bad for him. Rotten, bloody war, spoiling Rob’s success.


      ‘I should imagine we’d all get Officer commissions,’ said Anthony. ‘That’s the way it goes, isn’t it?’ Unlike Stephen and Oscar, Anthony looked very worried. ‘I never thought we’d have to face this in our generation. I thought we were lucky not to have to do National Service, but we would at least have been a little prepared if we’d suffered that indignity.’


      National Service had been introduced for single men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, back in the spring, and they’d all slapped each other on the back and said that thank God they were too old for that carry on.


      ‘My father always said the Great War had been a sort of cull.’ Oscar frowned. ‘Not the best way to go about eradicating the surplus population. But I guess we have to show willing and all that malarkey. We get to see some of the world this way, I suppose – and we get paid for it too.’


      ‘It’ll be a grand adventure.’ Stephen raised a glass. ‘Something to tell our grandchildren about.’


      ‘If we last long enough to have grandchildren. Seems like we’ll be the poor buggers being culled this time,’ said Rob, wryly. He looked at Stella and grinned. ‘Don’t worry. We won’t go unless we have to.’


      ‘I don’t want you to go at all. Any of you!’ Stella looked around at her group of friends and wondered whether they’d ever do this again. The way the boys were talking, at least three of them would be scurrying off to enlist themselves, just as soon as they could.


      Rob leaned into her and his breath was warm, champagne-scented as he whispered in her ear. ‘I’m not going anywhere just yet, don’t you worry. D’you think I’d leave you here all alone, at the mercy of so many other men? And if I go, I go in an aircraft. Much better.’


      Stella shook her head. ‘No. You’re not going. Ever. You’re staying with me. I insist.’


      Rob leaned closer and nuzzled into her neck. ‘I am putty in your hands. I am yours to command. Just tell me where and when you want me, and I’ll be there.’


      ‘Our secret room? At twilight?’ Her voice trembled, despite the fact she tried to make a joke of it. But she could barely wait.


      ‘I’ll be there.’


      He was there. He made sure he was waiting there, long before the appointed hour. He shifted from foot to foot, watching through the gloaming for her coming.


      ‘Rob!’ Her voice floated through the night as she hurried towards him. ‘You’re early.’


      ‘I couldn’t wait.’


      He held his arms wide and she hurtled into them. ‘God, I know what you mean. I was desperate to see you alone. I love our friends, but, you know.’ She looked up at him and her smile was mischievous and teasing. ‘And I’m bored of war talk.’


      ‘Indeed. And it’s difficult to do this in public, isn’t it?’ He pulled her close and kissed her.


      ‘No, I disagree. We can do that in public quite easily. It’s the rest of it we can’t do. Or maybe we could, if we were absolutely very daring. Come on. It’s too cold for the river tonight, but the room will be quite warm enough.’


      ‘I’m sure it will be.’ And he allowed her to lead him behind the changing rooms and into the secret room.


      ‘Are you all right, Rob?’ Stella asked, as they settled down in front of the fire. ‘Your eyes seem more – intense – than usual.’


      She frowned, delightfully, and he smiled. ‘Intense. I like it. Yes. Perhaps they are a little more intense than usual. I’ve been thinking a lot.’


      ‘Hmm. I can tell. Look, you’ve got a furrow – right here.’ She reached up and pressed her finger to a spot between his eyebrows. ‘The war will be over by Christmas. They’re all saying it. Don’t worry about that.’


      ‘I doubt it will be over by Christmas, my love. I think it might go on a little while longer.’ He reached out and traced his finger down her cheek. ‘Which is why I should perhaps ask you something.’


      ‘Oh? And what might that be?’


      ‘I should perhaps ask you to marry me. I know – it might not be the best of circumstances, and I know your father will rail against it like nothing else, but I have to try.’


      ‘Rob! Why should you “perhaps” feel like that?’ She seemed genuinely surprised and pulled away. ‘We do very well as we are, don’t we? I know we’ve talked about it, but we always said we would wait until we were really, truly ready to settle down, and you had a job you loved that could easily support a family.’ They had talked about it practically every time they met, but they always decided to wait just that little longer. Marriage meant responsibilities and growing up, and Stella didn’t feel as if she was quite there yet. And Rob was determined that he should have a job. The trust fund was enough for him now, as a single young man; but it wouldn’t keep Stella and possibly a young, boisterous family in very much luxury – and that, he told her honestly, was what he wanted for her. Nothing but the best.


      And in truth, Stella had broached it, very gently, with the Earl and he had almost burst a blood vessel. He wouldn’t even contemplate it. His only daughter, he ranted, was destined for a title, not to be the wife of a jumped-up Merchant Adventurer’s son, trust fund or no trust fund.


      ‘You’re right.’ Rob threw himself onto his back and stared at the ceiling. ‘I don’t suppose there’ll be much call for playwrights or poets in the next few months. It was just a thought. Another war will just cause so much disruption in the world that I want to make sure you’re safe. Create a little haven for you. If I married you, it would prove how much I love you, and how these last few years have meant everything to me. It was never a wild interlude, never playing around before I suddenly grew up and had to become responsible. I want to prove it to you, that’s all.’


      He knew that he didn’t want to take her away from Hartsford, and all the privileges she had enjoyed throughout her life, simply on a whim.


      ‘I know that I’m not a “wild interlude” as you put it. I know full well that you and I are meant to be together, and we will be. But there’s no hurry for it, is there? And anyway, I think you might be wrong about not making it as a poet or playwright,’ said Stella, surprising him. ‘Lots of theatres put on all sorts of rousing shows during the Great War. You might get a chance to – rouse – too.’


      ‘To what?’ He turned on his side and faced her, his eyebrows rising.


      ‘To – rouse.’ She coloured. ‘Have I just made that word up?’


      ‘Not at all. It just sounds peculiar in that context. I’m sure I could do something similar though, right now, if you give me a few moments.’


      She giggled. ‘Rouse away. Please.’


      ‘If only my audiences were all so pliable,’ he groaned.


      ‘I’m not the audience. I’m a very willing participant.’ She produced a silk scarf from somewhere, blue and white, and trailed it down Rob’s body. It made him catch his breath and shudder at the sensations.


      And she proceeded to prove to him she was very willing indeed, over and over again.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      Present Day


      Cassie’s stomach did that little lurchy thing it usually did whenever she was excited and the adrenalin fired up. She could just imagine Elodie laughing and saying something about Fate taking a hand in it – but she didn’t much care about Fate. She cared about getting this place up and running for August. She was enthused all over again.


      ‘So that’s one thing I can tick off my list.’ Cassie shifted the bag of bunting to a more comfortable angle and headed over to the squash courts, Margaret following behind and catching the tails of fabric that refused to stay put in the bag. ‘I’ll pop these in here for now.’


      Aidan was peering at the pool, and had wandered over to the diving board, as if he was assessing it.


      ‘I think that man will do you a good deal.’ Cassie was sure she heard a note of amusement in Margaret’s voice.


      ‘Meaning what exactly?’ She wrestled with the squash court door for the second time that day.


      ‘Just what I say. It won’t be a cheap job, not with everything you threw at him over there, but he’ll do it the best he can for you.’


      ‘He’s got a vested interest in the place.’ Cassie thrust her hip against the door so it swung open. The smell enveloped her again and they walked inside, their footsteps echoing in the building. ‘His great-great-uncle or whatever he was, so many generations ago, used to visit us. Aidan’s got a picture in that book. It was Robert Edwards.’


      ‘The war poet?’ Margaret somehow managed to sound both in awe and star struck at the same time. ‘I’ve read his work. I knew he was local, but that’s a wonderful connection to make. Fancy that.’


      ‘He wasn’t a very good artist. But I recognised the Spa.’


      ‘Well he can’t have been that bad an artist!’ Margaret’s voice was quite snippy. ‘Not if you can recognise the place.’


      Cassie didn’t bother trying to explain how out of proportion the tennis players were, or how they couldn’t see what the girl by the pool looked like. The rest of the picture was okay. At least it transposed nicely onto the Hall scenery.


      ‘Yes, I suppose. We’re getting quite a lot of mementoes, aren’t we?’ She looked around, imagining the displays again. Her heart leapt at the idea there was maybe an end in sight and the weekend could be a success.


      ‘Lots of them,’ agreed Margaret. ‘Will the young man let us keep the book, do you think?’


      ‘I hope so. I’d be careful with it. I’d make sure it was in a case and everything. People have been so kind, haven’t they? We can do this!’ Cassie danced a little jig on the floor.


      ‘It’s going to be perfect. You’ll be getting Elodie’s job properly next.’


      ‘No thank you!’ Cassie stopped prancing around. ‘She can keep it. As soon as she’s had the babies and she’s back, it’s all hers. This is a one off. Honestly, I don’t know how she hasn’t caved in with stress before now.’


      ‘I don’t think she’s as fragile as she looks.’ Margaret smiled. ‘She’s had a rough ride since her divorce, and she’s suffered for it with her health and all, but underneath it I suspect she’s a bit of a tough cookie. She’d have to be, working in London under that sort of pressure.’


      ‘I don’t envy her. Definitely not!’


      ‘I don’t know. I think seeing all those beautiful gowns would be worth it, don’t you? She had special access to the V&A collections you know.’ Margaret sighed. She had always fancied herself in a crinoline, Cassie knew.


      ‘Hmm. You know what she told me a few weeks ago the very first time I mentioned costumes for this weekend? She told me a 1923 advert for maternity wear in Good Housekeeping was aimed at women who wanted to be “entirely free from embarrassment of a noticeable appearance during a trying period.” Imagine that!’


      ‘How does she know all of this?’ asked Margaret in wonderment.


      ‘I don’t know, but I suspect her qualifications are a lot more interesting than mine,’ Cassie said, a little ruefully.


      ‘Can we really dress up then? We usually do.’


      ‘I don’t know why you’re even asking me.’ Cassie laughed. ‘You’re the experts – you and Delilah. You’ve seen all this before – and seen it done properly. I’m just muddling along.’


      ‘You’re muddling along very well.’ Margaret cast a look at the door, where the sunlight came in, stark against the gloom of the squash courts. ‘And I think he is going to be happy to help you.’


      ‘Margaret, stop it! I’m not interested. He’s walked in off the street and that’s it. It’s fortunate, that’s all.’ She could feel her cheeks colouring though, even as she spoke the words. Come on, he was an extraordinarily good-looking biker, after all. He had a bit of the Byron and Shelley thing going on as well – some sort of irresistible pull and a sort of mussed-up, careless look about him that suited him deliciously. Something almost other-worldly.


      ‘It’s a sign.’ Margaret smiled beatifically. ‘It’s about time as well. You’re ready for a nice man. Trust me.’


      Cassie decided to ignore her. She probably was ready for a nice man – more than ready. But why should she think a random stranger that had crossed her path – even one that ticked all the boxes of her imaginary list – would feel the same? This wasn’t a book or a fairy tale. This was real life and that sort of stuff just didn’t happen.


      ‘Oh, I’d best head off.’ Margaret checked her watch. ‘I’m due in the gift shop.’


      ‘Okay. Thanks again for the bunting.’ Cassie smiled with genuine warmth.


      ‘Our pleasure. See you later.’ And with that, Margaret hurried away, back towards the more populated areas of the estate.


      Cassie put the bunting in a corner and walked into the centre of the building. She stared around it one more time, glad that she’d finally managed to achieve something that seemed a lot more important, suddenly, than cream teas and ice-cream. She had bunting. And someone to help with the structural nightmares.


      A movement caught her attention on the balcony and she looked up quickly, just in time to see the hazy figure of a girl running along it. Her red hair was long and wavy, bouncing around her shoulders as she threw herself at another hazy figure; taller than her and, Cassie thought, a man. She blinked and the image had disappeared.


      A little smile curled up the corner of her lips. Had that been Stella? It was more than likely. The Hall was playing its recordings again, just so she didn’t forget what was important. She had a feeling that the man was Robert, but she knew there was no way she could go back outside and tell Aidan that one.


      Aidan bent down and broke a piece of rusted iron from the ladder which was attached to the side of the pool. The place was in desperate need of some work. Even if they didn’t get the pool open for August, it needed to be passed through Health and Safety at the very least. The words ‘Risk Assessment’ hung unpleasantly in the air and he pulled a face. He ought to tell her.


      He looked up and glimpsed a fleeting figure disappear around the corner holding a racquet. For a moment he thought it was Cassie, but then saw Cassie coming out of the building, minus her bag of bunting.


      He hurried over to her and caught her just before she locked up. ‘I’ve had a look at that ladder, and I’ll definitely have to come back with some proper equipment.’


      ‘Of course.’ Cassie smiled. ‘But while we’re here, d’you just want to pop your head inside this ramshackle old place to see if you really think it’s salvageable, before you waste any time on it?’


      ‘I’m sure it’s fine. I—’ He stopped and peered inside. ‘Oh. I thought they were still in use. I was sure I saw someone come out just before with a racquet. And when I was prowling around the gates in February I saw a couple heading that way. I must have been imagining it.’ He stared around at the clutter and the disrepair and scratched his head. ‘Well. Yes. I can do it, but we’ll have to do a separate survey in here.’ He turned to her, feeling a little confused. ‘Is that okay?’


      ‘That’s fine.’ A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. ‘There’s just me here and as you can see, it’s not really a court we can use at the minute. It might have been Margaret you saw? She’s been helping us move bits and bobs around.’


      ‘Maybe. Oh, well.’ He smiled suddenly. ‘Your court issues are not insurmountable.’


      ‘Are they not? That’s good.’ Her shoulders almost sagged with relief. He saw her cast her eyes up to the balcony quickly. ‘Yes – nobody can use this place properly at the moment at all. Just the ghosts, I think. They’re quite weightless, so they’re very safe on that rickety old balcony.’


      ‘Ghosts. I see.’ He grinned, humouring her. ‘Maybe Robert’s here. That would be good.’


      ‘Maybe Robert and my wayward relative Stella are both here. I’m sure she’s in his picture after all. Who’s to say?’


      He laughed. ‘It’s a possibility. Okay. I’m really sorry, but much as I’d love to stay and have a proper look, I have to get back to the office. I’ll be in touch, all right?’


      ‘Definitely.’ Her smile lit up the dim old building, and he couldn’t help but smile back.


      Cassie woke up the next day feeling a lot more positive. It finally seemed possible that she could get this thing off the ground. With a bounce in her step she went over to the Hall. She couldn’t wait to tell Elodie and Alex that she’d found someone to help her. And it was rather splendid that the person she had found just happened to be Aidan Edwards.


      So it was with a sense of crashing disappointment that she flung open the door to the family wing at the side of the Hall and saw two very gloomy faces raised to greet her. Well, to be more precise, one face was more stormy than gloomy, and that was Alex’s. Elodie just looked pale and stunned, but there was a definite sense of gloom over the pair of them as they stood at opposite ends of the kitchen.


      Cassie’s stomach knotted and she stared at them. Her first thought was for the twins; her second was that Alex had found yet another pile of unresolved debt from their father.


      ‘Oh, God, is everything all right?’ She rushed over, took Elodie’s hand in hers and looked at her anxiously.


      Elodie smiled weakly. ‘Not really. You should probably ask Alex.’


      Cassie looked at her brother. ‘Alex?’ Her stomach somersaulted.


      Alex glared at her, his eyes glinting like granite. It was a face she recognised, but she knew that the glare wasn’t really directed at her. It was just his way. Elodie had once confessed, giggling, she found Alex’s stormy face one of his sexiest; it was something about how his eyes darkened, she’d said. But that thought seemed to have evaporated here today.


      ‘I’ve had a letter,’ he said, without preamble. ‘You might want to read it.’


      He shoved a crumpled piece of paper at her. In fact, when Cassie straightened it with shaking hands, she saw it had been ripped neatly into four pieces. Someone – probably Elodie, judging by the roll of Sellotape next to her – had stuck them together again.


      ‘What is it?’ Cassie scanned the letter, then, her face blanching, read it again. She looked up at Alex. ‘Our mother? It’s from her?’


      Alex nodded briefly. Cassie tore her eyes away from her brother – she truly thought he’d implode any minute, he seemed so wound up. She forced herself to read the note again:


      To my dearest Alexander and Cassandra,


      Forgive me for writing to you. Forgive me for waiting so long – I only learned about your father’s death recently, and didn’t dare get in touch with you before that. I’m so sorry I left you behind, when I left your father. It was never my intention for us to be parted for so long, and I have missed you every day of my life since.


      I wanted you so badly. I tried to fight for custody through the courts, but at the time I had no money and he had everything. He had power and influence and friends in so many high places, although even I could see, by the time I left him, that the money was going to run out. He was full of wild schemes and nothing he did ever made sense to me. I stood it as long as I could, then I had to leave before it drove me mad. I was painted as a scarlet woman and God knows what he told you about me. I can promise you, I never stopped loving you. Yes, I admit I had a lover, eventually, and he has remained by my side all this time. He loves me and I know you would love him if you met him.


      I am so sorry I left you both – and Cassandra, you were so young! Far too young for me to walk out of your life. But I had what I now understand as post-natal depression, and I thought my only avenue was to escape from Hartsford. I could see the money slipping through your father’s hands and worried so much about your welfare. I left, with the intention of having you both with me, but it never happened and it is the biggest regret of my life.


      I will be travelling to England this summer, and would be so grateful if you could find it in your hearts to meet me. I know we can never have the relationship I would have wished, but if I could only meet you both, even once, then I would be the happiest woman on earth.


      Your ever-loving and ever-hopeful mother,


      Anne


      ‘Good grief.’ Cassie stared at the letter, then looked up at Alex. ‘What shall we do?’


      ‘Do you believe her?’ His voice was as dark as his expression – cold and deadly. ‘Do you seriously bloody believe her?’


      Cassie shrank back a little. She hadn’t seen Alex like this for years – since, in fact, Elodie had come back. This was dangerous, dangerous territory.


      ‘Alex—’ Elodie’s voice was quiet, and she reached out for his hand, but he shook her off and prowled over to the far corner of the room, where he stood leaning against the wall, his arms and legs crossed. With his face all in shadow and his body all hunched up, he looked quite terrifying.


      ‘She left us to live with another man, and now there’s conveniently nobody left who can give us our father’s side.’ Alex’s voice was too controlled, too cold.


      ‘Do you think she means it? Do you think she did want us?’ Cassie was clutching at straws. Somewhere deep inside, that abandoned little girl had yearned for her mother. Part of Cassie wanted to believe her mother had yearned for her just as much. She flicked a glance at the address on the top of the letter. France. Like her father had told her.


      ‘Do I hell.’ Alex launched himself out of the corner and snatched the letter out of Cassie’s hand. Like a tornado, he whirled past her and slammed the door on his way out. It swung back on itself and he was framed, loping along the path away from the Hall. He got a few strides in, then suddenly started to run.


      Cassie watched as he disappeared across the estate, her heart pounding. ‘I haven’t seen him so angry for ages,’ she almost whispered.


      ‘He’ll come out of it.’ Elodie’s gaze also followed his trajectory. ‘It’s a shock. That’s all. He’ll have some time with Hughie and he’ll be okay.’


      ‘That is what he was like – all the time. All the time, before you came back.’ Cassie pointed to the open door.


      ‘Then it’s a good job I’m not going anywhere.’ Elodie sat down heavily and leaned her elbows on the table, resting her chin in her hands. ‘Do you believe her?’


      Despite it not being her home any more, Cassie automatically reached for the kettle and switched it on. She dragged two mugs towards her and busied herself making tea. ‘I don’t know. I want to believe her. I just think I don’t want to feel abandoned. You need some more teabags. Here, I’ll jot it down for you. Baby brain and all that.’ She scribbled a note down on a shopping list pad on the counter and tore it off, putting it down by the kettle. She jotted something else down and slid another piece of paper into her pocket.


      ‘Post-natal depression.’ Elodie’s voice was carefully even. ‘Worrying.’


      Cassie walked over to the table and put a mug in front of her friend. She pulled a chair up. ‘It doesn’t happen to everyone,’ she said, half-smiling. ‘But it’s good to be aware of it, I think.’


      Elodie nodded and sighed. She sat back and pulled her mug towards her. She wrapped her hands around it and fixed Cassie with her blue gaze. ‘That letter’ll be destroyed by now. You do realise that, don’t you?’


      Cassie grimaced. ‘Yes. With her address on and everything.’ She stared studiously into her mug of tea and watched the liquid swirling gently. ‘Unless you kept the envelope?’ She looked up hopefully at Elodie. ‘She might have put it on there as well?’


      ‘It’s in his pocket.’


      ‘Oh.’ She looked down at the tea again. There was no need to tell Elodie she had tried to memorise the address before Alex snatched it away, and written it down for herself at the same time as the teabag note. It was safely in her very own pocket until she decided what to do with it. ‘I only came to tell you I’ve got some help for the weekend. I wasn’t expecting a scene.’


      ‘Oh, well that’s good news, anyway!’ Elodie smiled, then her face dropped again. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been much use to you.’


      ‘You’ve had other things to think about.’ Cassie grinned. ‘But I’ve got a civil engineer on board now. He’s going to get me a quote.’


      ‘A quote? For what?’


      ‘The Spa area. It needs a bit more work than I anticipated.’


      Elodie’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, does it now?’


      In contrast, Cassie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Maybe just a little.’


      ‘Is he a trustworthy civil engineer though?’


      Cassie thought of his dark eyes and his dark hair and his smile. She didn’t know if he was trustworthy, exactly, but she would be willing to bet that in certain situations she wouldn’t be able to trust herself with him …


      ‘He’s coming back.’ She skirted the issue expertly. ‘I’ll see what he suggests.’


      ‘It’s a good idea to get a couple of quotes, you know.’ Elodie sounded amused. ‘But seeing as how you’ve gone the colour of a tomato, I don’t expect you’ll be looking much further, will you?’


      Cassie tried hard to look insulted. But then she thought of Aidan’s smile again, and couldn’t help but smile herself. ‘No. I probably won’t look much further if I can help it.’


      ‘Then I hope he gives you a jolly good price.’


      ‘Me too.’


      Elodie smiled, a little wanly. ‘I just hope Alex is okay. I hate seeing him like that.’


      Cassie shuddered, remembering the years of anger and frustration Alex had endured when he inherited the Hall. The last thing he needed when his life was coming together so well now, was his mother turning up. They’d all written her off twenty-odd years ago.


      ‘Well. She might not come. For Alex, that might be the best thing.’ Cassie omitted to mention herself in that comment. She suddenly longed to meet her mother and give her the benefit of the doubt.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven


      Early May, Present Day


      Aidan pulled up at the gates, an odd sort of feeling in his stomach that he recognised as excitement. It had been nearly two weeks since the last time he’d been to Hartsford; two weeks that for some reason had felt like two years.


      The time had dragged, and one particular client, a lady called Kim Barrett, hadn’t helped matters. Kim was trying desperately to monopolise his time. And as she wasn’t Cassie, he, equally desperately, didn’t want her to monopolise his time. Kim’s latest trick had been to decide she wanted a water feature behind the barn she was converting into a shabby-chic boutique and tea room.


      ‘Can you come and sort my little problem out please?’ she had asked. ‘It won’t take long.’ Aidan established she’d hired some suspect brothers who owned a small JCB and asked them to dig a deep hole until they found water. They hadn’t found water and had vanished into the sunset, leaving something that resembled a small, badly designed quarry behind.


      ‘While you’re here,’ she told Aidan, as if she had just thought of it, ‘would you draw me some plans so I can make a little interpretation centre by my new lake please? And maybe a country walk plan for the area around it? Just while you’re here, yes?’


      But, at last, Aidan had fended her off, given her the plans, arranged some damage-limitation and was free to concentrate on Hartsford Hall … and Cassie. He rang the mobile number he had called yesterday, when he had arranged his visit, and smiled as she answered it. ‘Hey. Can I interest anyone in a quote for a blue-tiled swimming pool and some squash courts?’


      ‘Only if you throw in some tennis courts. Are you here?’


      ‘I’m here. And I’ve brought the sketch book back as well.’


      ‘Oh, thank you. I’ll come to the gates.’


      ‘I’ll be waiting.’


      It didn’t take her long to appear around the corner and wave a greeting to him.


      He jumped off the bike and walked up to the gates, smiling. ‘Reasonable rates. I promise.’


      ‘Excellent.’ She pressed the buttons and the gates opened. ‘Come on, then. Bring the bike in while I watch jealously.’


      ‘No. You can bring the bike in. If you can ride it, of course,’ he teased.


      Cassie looked at him, then a grin to match his spread across her face. ‘Of course I can ride it. What do you take me for?’


      Aidan laughed and handed the keys over. Cassie took them and walked over to the T5. She ran her fingers delicately across the shiny, black paintwork, then mounted it. She started the bike, her eyes widening at the roooooar the machine greeted her with. Then she lifted her other foot off the ground, kicked the stand away expertly and sped off through the gates, her dark hair flying out behind her like a raven’s wing.


      ‘Nice,’ murmured Aidan. And he wasn’t talking about the T5 either.


      Cassie laughed out loud as she stopped the bike and dismounted. ‘Woah. That was something a bit more intense than I’m used to. Very nice. I’d watch that, if I was you. It might easily go missing if you’re distracted enough.’


      ‘I could easily get distracted.’ Aidan didn’t necessarily mean by his work, but he didn’t tell Cassie that. By the way her cheeks flushed suddenly, he had a feeling she’d read his thoughts anyway. ‘Shall we make a start?’


      But before she could answer, a voice interrupted them. ‘Cassie? Is that you trading the Yamaha up?’ A man appeared from behind the building and grinned cheerfully at Aidan. He had brown eyes and messy, strawberry-blonde hair, teamed with a beard. ‘I never thought I’d see the day.’


      Cassie smiled back. ‘Oh, Tom! You know me too well. No, I’m just borrowing it. Very briefly.’


      ‘Oh, that’s all right then. I can’t imagine you ever not riding the Yamaha. Okay, I shall love you and leave you if you’re entertaining.’ He flashed another smile at Aidan. ‘I’m just popping back to the museum, and then I’ll have to head back to Hever. Anne Boleyn waits for no man, not even me. Although Blickling Hall was rather spectacular. And you were right. Framlingham was worth a visit.’ He came up to Cassie and hugged her, then kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’ll catch you soon, darling.’


      ‘Okay, Tom, see you.’


      The man, Tom, blew another kiss and sauntered off, letting himself out of the gates.


      Cassie laughed and shook her head, then turned her attention back to Aidan. ‘That’s Tom. He’s mad keen on the Tudors and does this endless research on them for his PhD. I haven’t seen him for a few weeks, so he called in on his way to the next destination in case, and I quote, I’d missed him. He offered to help out for the weekend, but to be truthful I don’t think Henry VIII belongs in our Country House Party. Anyway – you said you wanted to make a start.’ She smiled up at him. ‘Come on. This way.’ Cassie began to walk over to the pool.


      It wasn’t exactly how Aidan had envisaged this day panning out. Yes, he would have been here in a professional capacity anyway, but he had harboured a hope that he could maybe make more of their budding relationship. There had, undeniably, been a connection there. He was sure of it.


      But he hadn’t factored Tom in. He frowned as he recalled him hugging and kissing Cassie. Oh, well. That was it, then. Over before it had started. Damn and blast it. Maybe he’d read the signals all wrong this whole time. Shit.


      ‘Here you go.’ Cassie’s voice broke into his thoughts. When they reached the Spa area, it did look pretty bad, now he had a proper professional eye on it. And yes, it was professional. Thanks to bloody Tom.


      Taking a notebook and a tape-measure out of one pocket, and the stub of a pencil out of another, Aidan tried to forget his ideas of what might have happened today, and began jotting measurements and plans down instead. He narrowed his eyes as he tried to imagine the pool fully restored and walked around the perimeter of it. Then he stopped outside something that looked like an old brick shed. The changing rooms, of course.


      The windows were grimy and cracked, the glass plastered with spiderwebs and their residents. And also, he noted distastefully, with the carcasses of their lunch.


      ‘We had a wasps’ nest here a couple of years ago.’ Cassie was standing next to him with her arms folded and almost reading his mind. ‘Nasty little buggers. The nest was a work of art though. Alex insisted we keep it and display it in the cabinets in the Long Gallery with the stuffed monstrosities so beloved of our ancestors.’


      ‘Stuffed monstrosities? What, like animals? Or maiden aunts?’


      ‘Maybe a few of both.’ Cassie laughed. ‘I expect I’ll be a maiden aunt one day. I hope they have a cabinet big enough for me. My brother and his wife are expecting twins.’ She smiled suddenly, her whole face brightening. ‘I’m not at the taxidermy stage yet though. They’ll have me bothering them for a while, I’m sure.’


      ‘I’m sure they will. Look, I’ve been assessing this area and I think I need to tell you that you need to do a—’


      ‘—risk assessment? Yes, thanks. It’s in hand. In fact, it’s done.’


      ‘Great.’ Aidan nodded. ‘Because the state of this place is pretty hazardous if—’


      ‘—if I want visitors here.’ She unfolded her arms and put her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t want them suing us. That would just make things a hundred times worse than they are at the moment.’ Her face shadowed for a second, her mind obviously somewhere else. ‘Anyway. I do have a risk assessment.’


      ‘I’m glad to hear it. You understand I have to advise you from my perspective?’


      ‘Yes, of course. As well as giving me a quote. It makes perfect sense.’


      ‘Yes. Because my staff will have to come onto your land and work. I’ve got a right to ensure their safety, but some clients don’t see it that way unfortunately.’


      ‘Ah, I see.’ Cassie blushed, a pretty pink colour that matched the flowers on the rosebay willow herbs that waved chest deep out of the cracks in the paving stones in front of the changing rooms. ‘I do.’


      ‘And thank you for doing so.’ Aidan made as if he was studying his notebook, but it was more to hide his smile. Despite the fact he was determined to remain professional, she was just beyond charming. ‘Anyway. Is there a chance of me getting inside this building at all? I think it’s worth seeing what the interior is like. You might want to open the changing rooms up at some point, so the visitors can get changed. Or at least smarten the building up a bit. Unless that’s not on your project chart?’


      ‘Oh, it most certainly is! Yes. I’ve got the keys with me. I had a feeling you’d need to be in here.’


      ‘Okay.’ Aidan stepped to one side. He indicated the door with a little bow and a smile, and pointed to the rusted padlock. ‘If you would be so kind as to get us in here that would be wonderful.’


      Cassie fiddled with the padlock for the longest time, aware that Aidan was watching her. She could practically feel the waves of amusement coming off him.


      Of course she’d never thought of opening this bit of the estate up. It wasn’t in her plan at all. But, she conceded as she finally managed to wrench the key around in the padlock and heard it click satisfactorily, it was a jolly good plan. And of course she did have a project chart sorted out, as well as having had a risk assessment done. Thank goodness none of that was a lie.


      The mere fact she hadn’t really done anything else with them was incidental. She still hadn’t read the risk assessment, although she was willing to bet that was where Elodie got that information for the squash court steps from. She obviously knew more than Cassie had given her credit for. Cassie blushed again, then thanked the Lord her sister-in-law was kind of watching out for her quietly.


      ‘That’s it. It’s open. In you go.’ She stood back. Aidan grinned and walked past her. And good grief, this place was even worse than the squash courts. She didn’t think it had been properly opened and aired in the last twenty years, apart from when they had the wasps’ nest.


      Cassie could only remember coming into this building once or twice before that – it was just somewhere they didn’t venture. Plus, her father always had it locked up so they knew it was pointless even trying to get inside. Alex had worked at the window putty at the front for a little while one summer, then given up, and they hadn’t tried again.


      There were piles of broken, wooden furniture stacked up and the floor was pretty dodgy in places. Rotten curtains hung from some of the cubicles and Cassie felt rather sick as they crunched through a layer of dead insects and desiccated leaves that must have blown in under the door.


      ‘It’s got potential.’ Aidan tugged at one of the curtains and the whole thing came down in a cloud of dust.


      He swore loudly. Then: ‘Sorry about that!’ after they had finished coughing and wafting the stuff away from their faces.


      ‘That’s fine. They need to come down anyway. It’s in my project plan.’


      Aidan looked at her quickly and she looked at him, and she must have looked as guilty as she felt – and then for some reason, they both started laughing.


      ‘Really. It’s okay.’ Cassie grabbed hold of another curtain and yanked it down. Then he did one, and so they went on until all the cubicles were exposed and they stood looking at six cupboard-sized spaces, three on one side of a big carved urn that maybe once was a drinking fountain of sorts, and three on the other.


      ‘Ladies and Gents. And a water fountain that probably didn’t deliver much in the way of water. There’s a family story that they filled the bowl with punch and had some very jolly japes here.’


      ‘Really?’ Aidan looked intrigued. He walked over and ran his fingertips over the carved stone. Cassie wondered if he was imagining Robert filling a glass from the punch bowl, knocking the alcohol back and running, semi-clad, into the pool. Robert running out there, straight onto the diving board and then bouncing and dive-bombing into the pool, a cry of triumph on his lips as the water splashed up and swallowed him. Robert being pursued by the girl in the sketch, her long hair flying behind her and a forest-green tinted swimsuit perfectly sculpting her curves …


      Cassie blinked. She knew that she wasn’t imagining the next scene. Just as if someone had switched an old projector on and pointed it at the wall, she saw them, clear as day. It was almost as though they had been hiding in the cubicles, ready to come out and play.


      The silent film ran through its reels – the man, young, good-looking and possibly quite drunk – was darting around, playing tag in the changing rooms with a copper-haired girl. Her legs, long and tanned, covered the distance between them easily as they danced around each other, choreographed perfectly, as if it was a dance they had done a thousand times.


      Cassie didn’t get a close look at the girl’s face. She wouldn’t stay still long enough, but she knew she was laughing and she knew it was Stella. The young man rounded on her and suddenly ducked down beneath her arms. Stella tried to move, but her ankle turned slightly and she stumbled. The man scooped her up into his arms and ran outside, with her flailing and wriggling in his grip.


      Fascinated, Cassie rushed to the window, in time to see the man take a flying leap off the poolside, still clutching the girl. They landed in the pool and the water rose up in a great tidal wave, soaking a group of other people by the poolside. One young man sat placidly and simply raised his glass, trying to protect it from the water. One young woman buried her head in the chest of another young man. There were others there too; hazy shapes that Cassie didn’t concentrate on, but an impression of fun and joy exuded from them all.


      Then the images faded and she found she was staring at a disused swimming pool and a weedy mess and crumbling steps that led down into nothing.


      ‘Can you feel it too?’ Aidan’s soft voice broke into her thoughts and dragged her back to the present. ‘The echoes of the past? It would have been wonderful, wouldn’t it?’ He was still staring around him. He could have no idea of what Cassie had just seen, but his eyes lighted on Cassie and he smiled.


      In the warm, enveloping silence of the musty old changing rooms Cassie simply nodded, her mind somewhere else. The mould and the blueish-green coloured rusty deposits on the drain covers didn’t exist. The place was full of bright young things shouting and laughing; the ladies tipsy, the men roaring drunk.


      They deserved their fun – the Second World War would have stripped all that away from them. How many of them had lost their lives in the conflict? How many of them had lost their lovers? Had any of these people she’d just seen suffered?


      ‘It’s rather sad,’ Cassie said eventually, ‘that we don’t really know if he ever came back here afterwards.’


      ‘I know.’ Aidan looked out of the window, his eyes focussing on something for a moment as his brows drew together. Then he turned away, his attention back on his notebook.


      Although he was here in a professional capacity now – as he had to keep reminding himself every time he glanced at Cassie – and should have moved on from Robert’s lost youth, he still had the feeling that Hartsford hadn’t really let go of Robert Edwards.


      He’d almost certainly heard a shriek of laughter, a cry of ‘Rob!’ from outside just now and there were prickles of unease on the back of his neck. All the hairs on his forearms stood on end and there was an icy draught swirling past him. Then everything settled and went back to normal.


      He’d worked in strange places before – abandoned buildings that people swore were haunted – although he’d never experienced anything first hand. But Hartsford was different, somehow. There definitely seemed to be something of his great-great-uncle left here, even if it was just a memory seared into the old bricks.


      Robert was a little too late to be classed as part of Hemmingway’s so-called “Lost Generation” – the young men who had come of age during World War 1 and the early twenties – but Aidan thought the term was equally applicable to the people who would have partied here in the years in between the wars. The idea that he was standing in perhaps the same building that Robert had stood in all those years ago – with a girl from that very same family, if indeed Robert’s nameless, faceless muse had been a daughter of Hartsford Hall – was a little bit surreal.


      He shook the thoughts away and reminded himself again that he was here on business, in good faith, to assist a client in a renovation project – even though he suspected the actual project chart was probably more mythical than realistic. But still, he owed it to Cassie to be professional, and he owed it to Robert to bring the place back to life. Robert. Or Rob, as he understood he’d been called by his close friends and family. Yes. Rob. He felt a sense of closeness now to this intriguing relative of his, and hoped he wouldn’t mind it if he referred to him by his nickname.


      Aidan cleared his throat and wrote something that meant nothing in his notebook. ‘Right. I need to get some more measurements.’ He was glad to hear the words coming out firmly. ‘Then we can sort out an action plan for here as well.’ He looked up and cast a skilled eye over the interior of the changing rooms and made a few more notes. Then he frowned. ‘Is there anything behind the fountain?’ Aidan walked over towards it, peered at it and pointed out a pile of bricks that had tumbled into what looked like a void behind it.


      There was a strange, brackish, cloudy light coming from the gap, and as Aidan leaned in towards it to move some bricks out of the void, he felt a breath of wind on his face. A smell of damp earth and another small draught wove around him and he stood up. ‘This is odd. Come over here.’ At least that breeze might have explained the weird draught earlier.


      Cassie, who had been staring at the cubicles, apparently in a little world of her own, started and looked at him. ‘Sorry? I was miles away. Or perhaps years away. Just thinking, you know?’


      ‘I know. But look at this!’ He indicated the hole in the wall and Cassie came over to stand next to him.


      She bent down and peered in. ‘It doesn’t smell very nice.’ She wrinkled her nose.


      ‘No, but I’m wondering if we’ve got a window behind there. Do you know? There’s no other explanation for the light coming through.’


      ‘Holes in the brickwork outside?’ Cassie turned to him. ‘I can’t say I’ve ever noticed anything. It’s a place I rarely visit. Shall we pop out the back and see? It’s a bit overgrown – you might get scratched or nettled.’ She glanced at his bare forearms. ‘Are you all right with that?’


      Aidan, in his turn, allowed his gaze to travel down to her cropped trousers and the elegant lower calves that appeared below the fabric. She had, he noticed, a tiny tattoo of a dragonfly on her ankle. ‘I don’t have bare ankles, so I’m willing if you’re willing.’


      ‘I do love a good family mystery.’ A smile suddenly broke across Cassie’s face. ‘Let’s see if we’ve got one here. A mysterious window in an old building. Brilliant!’


      ‘It might be a hole in the brickwork though. I wouldn’t get too excited yet.’


      ‘Oh, you don’t know this family and this house.’ Cassie unhooked an elastic band from her wrist, then reached up and dragged her hair back into a ponytail, twisting it up into a complicated knot system at the nape of her neck. She shook her head as if to make sure the hair wouldn’t come loose, then smiled. ‘Let’s go. I’ll lead the way.’


      1940


      Stella didn’t think she’d ever forget the hysterical phone call from Helen.


      ‘They’ve done it. They’ve bloody done it!’ Helen sounded drunk, which wasn’t at all like her. She could knock champagne back like the best of them, but she was always sensible until at least lunchtime. ‘Oh, God, I feel sick to my stomach, I do, I feel sick.’


      ‘What? Who’s done what?’ Stella thought she knew the answer, but she crossed her fingers and her legs and attempted to cross her toes inside her tennis shoes in the hope that she was wrong. Rob was waiting on the front lawn, all dressed in his tennis whites and looking divine, but a maid had come hurrying to find her before she’d even descended the stairs.


      ‘Anthony. And Stephen. And Oscar. Oh, God, they’ll die. They will. They’ll die! They’ve joined up. The three of them. The army.’ Helen took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘They did it together. Pulled strings. God knows what. They’re going to go through the whole thing in the same battalion or whatever the hell they call it. Officers. They say they’ll be officers soon, like they wanted to be. They’ve gone for a drink to celebrate. I can’t believe it! If I didn’t love Anthony so much, I’d hate him for this. I would. I do. I do hate him. God, Stella!’ Her voice rose to a feverish crescendo, then, almost more frighteningly, it dropped so her next words were no more than a pathetic little whisper. ‘I love him. What am I going to do, Stella? What the hell will I do?’


      Stella’s eyes filled with tears and she clutched the receiver tightly to stop herself from shaking or dropping the phone or collapsing or something. She looked over her shoulder to the window where Rob was practising his swing. He must have sensed her looking at him as he turned and waved confidently at her, then went back to his practising. Her silk scarf was tied around his neck like a cravat and looked incongruous against his white clothes, but she knew what they’d done with that scarf and it made her giggle when he flaunted it at the most embarrassing moments.


      ‘I don’t know Helen. I don’t know.’ Her gaze followed Rob as he lifted the racquet and looked for all the world like a Wimbledon champion. She could see the strength in his arms, sense the muscles in his back contracting as he drew back and followed through the swing. What if it was her? What if Rob joined up?


      Stella shook her head helplessly. ‘I simply don’t know.’


      When Stella eventually came out of the Hall, her face was tear-stained and white.


      Rob took one look and raced over to her. ‘Stella! My love, what’s the matter?’


      ‘Oh, Rob. It’s the boys. Helen just telephoned me. They’ve all decided to join the army.’


      ‘What?’ Rob’s heart flipped. ‘That’s sheer madness. Why the hell did they do that?’


      ‘To be heroes? To be noble and courageous? Because they think they’re bloody immortal?’


      Rob pushed his fingers through his hair and shook his head. ‘We’re none of us immortal. Do they even understand what they’re getting themselves into?’ He had a horrible image of the three of them marching off to an unknown destination, laughing and roistering and looking dashing. However, as hard as he tried, he couldn’t imagine the three of them coming back as a trio. ‘God.’


      ‘Rob, don’t ever join the army.’


      ‘I won’t. I promised you that.’ He tried a laugh but it came out strangled. ‘I told you I’d prefer to fly a plane. Much more exciting and civilised.’


      ‘Oh, don’t even joke about it.’ She squashed herself right up to his body and he could smell the lingering scent of lavender on her clothes. ‘Hold me. Please.’


      ‘Marry me, Stella.’ The words surprised even him, although they did, admittedly, come out quite flippantly. ‘Then when I do go, I’ll go as the happiest pilot in the world.’


      ‘Rob, no!’ She pulled away. Looking up at him, she half-smiled through her tears. ‘Not yet. You certainly shouldn’t ask me under these circumstances. I believe it’s what they call a knee-jerk reaction.’


      ‘Knee-jerk. Yes. Perhaps.’ He smiled down at her. ‘One day you’ll say yes, won’t you?’


      ‘I will. One day.’

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twelve


      Present Day


      Cassie led the way as they headed out of the changing room building and towards the undergrowth that spread out around the back of it. Brambles were tangled with wild roses, and there were some evil looking nettles as well – just as she had warned Aidan.


      ‘I suggest we go very carefully,’ she told him. ‘I’m not sure how dense it might get.’


      ‘Sounds sensible to me.’ He smiled. ‘There was nothing I liked better as a boy than a bit of exploring, especially in the Lake District. Wonderful place. You climb those mountains and you stand on the top and it’s as if you’re touching the sky.’ His smile became rueful and he shrugged. ‘I guess every time I climbed a mountain, I was trying somehow to see what Robert must have felt when he flew those planes. He was always a bit of an adventurer, so my grandfather told me. Robert was his heroic uncle, the one who couldn’t settle to anything. I don’t think anyone was surprised when it was the RAF he chose.’


      ‘Exciting, yet terrifying.’ Cassie shuddered, imagining all that space beneath the pilot and the ground, and the bombs flying around. She chased the thoughts out of her mind quickly. ‘Do you think Robert would have been one of those guys who are into extreme sports nowadays?’ She was happy to take her time tracing out the old footpath, so long as Aidan was talking. She could listen to that voice forever. The thought made her blush and she was pleased she was in front of him, so he couldn’t see her burning cheeks.


      ‘Maybe. He was very athletic, very sporty – but he was a dreamer as well. I guess I’m like him, in some ways. I like to imagine projects finished, like to think of what the buildings might be used for, the history they had before we moved in, you know? But I do love my bike. It’s fast, it’s dangerous, but if you can control it when you’re speeding along, it’s the best feeling in the world. There’s not many things that are legal you can compare that sort of adrenalin rush to.’


      It all sounded a little like falling hopelessly and suddenly in love. Or at least that’s what the books had led Cassie to believe.


      ‘Hmm.’ She had no experience of that sort of love. She had had some very short and very sweet relationships – nothing had ever lasted, and she’d certainly never felt that adrenalin rush with anyone. She’d watched Alex and Elodie get together, but let’s face it, that had been a slow burner since they were children. Did that sort of sudden, heady love really happen? Did it feel like speeding along on an open road with your breath being ripped out of you and all your senses alive?


      ‘Just “hmm”?’ Aidan interrupted her thoughts. ‘Come on – as a fellow biker you must know what I’m saying!’


      ‘Yes. As a biker I do.’ She turned to see where he was and caught her wrist on a devil of a thorn, which kindly decided to rip into her and leave a mark at least five centimetres long.


      Cassie swore, and within milliseconds – after that moment where your body is sort of startled into wondering why the hell it’s been slashed to the vein like that and there’s no evidence of blood at all – the red stuff was at the surface of the cut and gushing warmly down her arm.


      ‘Nasty!’ Aidan closed the gap between them. ‘Raise your arm above your head – that’s it – get it above the heart. Have you got anything to press on it? A handkerchief or anything?’


      Cassie shook her head, biting back more swear words at the fact it was stinging and throbbing pretty badly now.


      ‘Okay, not a problem.’ Aidan dug his hand into his pocket and came out with a neckerchief – one of the types so beloved by bikers to pull up over their chins and keep the wind off their faces.


      ‘You can’t use that!’ She watched as he pulled her arm gently towards him and wrapped the fabric tightly around her wrist. She stared at the beautiful cerulean blue and white fabric as it slowly turned red where the cut was. ‘It’s silk!’


      ‘French hand-printed silk.’ Aidan smiled wryly. ‘Birthday gift from the lovely Petra. She has no idea about what’s best for bike-riding. I only wear it to humour her. Never mind. I’m sure it’ll wash.’


      ‘No. I can’t.’ Cassie tugged her arm away and tried to unfasten the knot. But it was pretty tight and he’d tied it in such a way that it was too awkward to undo. She shook her arm in frustration. ‘Aidan!’


      ‘See, it’s staying there. Now, how does it feel?’


      ‘It’s fine.’ It was only a little lie. It was still stinging and throbbing, and deep down she could feel a tiny piece of her closing up. A girl. It was a gift from a girl. A ‘lovely’ girl. Typical. She deliberately pushed thoughts of listening to his wonderful voice longer-term out of her head and turned back to the woods. ‘Look – I think we’re almost there anyway. Yes. Here we are. And well – what do you know. There’s a window out the back.’


      ‘And …’ Aidan took a step forward into some lethal looking Jurassic ferns and cupped his hands around his face to see through the green-tinted, lichen-covered window, ‘… it looks as if there’s a room behind it. I can see something that looks like a chair in the corner. We just need to work out how we get inside.’


      Aidan moved away from the window and looked around him. It was well hidden out here, that was for sure.


      Cassie slid in front of him and it was her turn to peer through the window. ‘It’s a very secret little room. I didn’t even know it was here. Do you think it was for the pool attendant? Did they have pool attendants in those days?’


      Aidan laughed. ‘Well, I don’t think he would have seen much of the pool from there if it was. But somebody used that room for something.’


      ‘Whatever it was for – wow.’ Her voice was muffled as she copied his stance from moments before, the bright blue and white scarf around her wrist rather nastily stained with red now.


      Aidan studied the back of the building, trying to think with a professional head on his shoulders. If he was going to create a secret entrance to a secret room, where would he hide it? In plain sight, perhaps?


      His gaze travelled downwards and along the wall to a small, square wooden door, about half way down again. ‘Look.’ He pointed at it.


      Cassie followed his finger and her eyes lit up. ‘Shall we? Do you think it’s worth a shot?’


      Aidan grinned. ‘We’ll see when we get into it.’ He pushed at the old wooden boards gently and felt them give under his touch. ‘They seem pretty rotten. One good shove and we would be through them. I could try to find a way to open it in a more traditional manner, of course.’ His expert fingers moved across the wood and travelled down the side opposite the hinges.


      ‘Like most of the Hartsford Hall girls before me, I don’t really care for tradition.’ Cassie moved swiftly in and pushed her weight against the door, seeming to care little as well for the fact she had a nasty gouge down her wrist.


      Aidan stood back and watched her give it two, three more pushes. He saw the hinges give a little, the wooden slats bow slightly – then he launched himself forward and threw his weight against the door as well.


      Cassie let out a shriek as she tumbled forward, and Aidan, managing to balance himself, grabbed her before she ended up face first in the void.


      ‘Are you okay?’ Aidan set her upright, part of him wanting to hold her just a little longer.


      Cassie nursed her wrist. It must have jarred when she fell. ‘Yes, thanks. I’m fine. But look. It’s just facing onto a brick wall here!’ She leaned forward to look inside. ‘See?’ She pointed at it. ‘How annoying. It’s just a storage cupboard or something.’


      ‘I don’t think so. Not really.’ Aidan peered into the gloom. He could see there was a brick wall facing him – that wasn’t to be disputed – but he could also see a weird greenish light coming in from the side. He allowed himself a small smile, then stepped a little further in, reaching his hand out to the right. ‘I say. How very clever. A fake wall. Makes it look like a proper room, but if we go in a bit more and turn to the right … like this, I think we’ll find we can get through it. May I?’


      ‘Please.’ Cassie nodded, her eyes round. ‘Be my guest.’


      He was fully inside now. Ahead of him, he could see the gloom of the little room behind the fountain, and feel a cold draught swirling around. He shivered. There had to be another source of air, another opening somewhere – he had felt the draught when he looked behind the fountain – but no way was that breeze coming in from the doorway they had just located, or the window, which, old as it was, wasn’t broken or loosely fitted.


      ‘Where are you?’ came Cassie’s voice. ‘Where have you gone?’ There was a pause. ‘Come on – I can’t be losing civil engineers on my property. That’s not in the regulations.’


      Aidan grinned and raised his voice. ‘I’m not lost. Come on in. I’ve found the entrance to your secret room.’


      1940


      Stella ripped open the envelope. She recognised the handwriting and was prepared for yet another proposal, another idea he had come up with to make some extra money or win over her father. It had become the pattern of their communication and she normally read his letters with a smile on her lips, but today she was still shaken from the latest angry encounter with her father about her relationship.


      Since Dunkirk and the ongoing Battle of Britain, things had changed. The world had become a little more desperate and a lot more scary. She eyed the unpaid bills on her dressing table and scanned the pots of make-up and dainty little perfume bottles that lay in a jumble there.


      Irrelevant. The whole lot seemed so irrelevant when you looked at what was going on in Europe. She wished Rob had a reserved occupation, then he’d be safe. God knew she didn’t want him out there fighting. Her father had fought for his country, what, twenty-odd years ago? He was angry that her brother couldn’t uphold the family honour, thanks to his weak heart, but had managed to get him a desk job somewhere.


      All her father kept telling her was he had done it to give her a future and she wasn’t going to throw that future away on a louche Bohemian idiot like Rob Edwards. Would Rob Edwards, he asked, stand on a beach, shoulder to shoulder with his fellow Allies and be strafed with gunfire? Or would he spout some pretty words and hope the enemies’ hearts melted?


      The latest argument replayed in Stella’s mind and hot tears pricked the back of her eyes.


      ‘Does he have a title?’


      ‘No. But he’ll be famous one day. His poems—’


      ‘Damn his poems to Hell. Damn and blasted bloody poems. I repeat, does he have a title?’


      ‘No, but—’


      ‘No buts.’


      ‘He has a little money and he has sold some work. And he—’


      ‘I don’t care. The man does not have a title. You do.’


      ‘Papa, no one cares about that these days!’


      But he wasn’t listening. ‘No. It’s out of the question. Don’t ask me again, Estella. You are the daughter of an earl. You are Lady Estella Amelia Aldrich. You are not marrying him.’


      ‘You only call me Estella when you’re cross with me.’


      ‘I’m outraged with you, not just cross. Get out of my sight child. Now!’


      Stella pulled the single sheet of paper out of the envelope. It was folded around another, sturdier rectangle. She shook the rectangle free and a photograph dropped into her palm.


      It was the picture she’d taken of Rob at Cambridge, that day she’d jumped on the train with her bicycle to surprise him. The image she’d captured was imprinted on her heart. She didn’t need to look at it, not really, to know what he looked like that day. Yet her heart gave a funny, jiggly little beat as she gave in and studied his mischievous smile and almond-shaped eyes. She knew the exact navy-blue colour of them, the exact dark blonde of his hair.


      Stella studied his floppy, side-parted hair, much longer and much more untidy than her father approved of. She looked at the crumpled tweedy-looking suit and open-necked shirt. She knew the feel of that scratchy tweed against her cheek, the warmth that she would find if she snuck her fingertips beneath the collar of that shirt and the way Rob would shudder and shiver in such an exaggerated fashion before he grabbed her hand away and raised it to his lips. She knew how that mischievous smile felt against her own unruly copper curls, how his kiss felt against her skin …


      But Rob, her dear, sweet Rob, her constant shadow, had been insistent about this bloody war and she half-dreaded reading his letter.


      ‘If the country wants me, it can have me. I love our three chaps, but not enough to follow them into the army. No. It’ll be the RAF for me.’


      His words still haunted her – spoken as she lay on her back, her head in the crook of his neck, an empty champagne bottle on its side. The tiny room was cosy with the fire and the candlelight and they had laughed.


      ‘Who the hell would want you?’ she had teased, deliberately not mentioning the RAF part of it. She couldn’t bear that thought, she absolutely couldn’t.


      ‘You, for a start!’


      She had shouted with laughter as he wrestled her beneath him and they made love as if the world could never touch them.


      But that was before the argument with her father. Stella shook her head and turned the photograph over. In Rob’s slightly loopy, untidy script, was written eight simple words:


      Reach for the Star. Dance until we die.


      Stella smoothed the letter out and read it. In the same script, as she had suspected, Rob asked her to marry him. Again. But this letter became much, much worse.


      Stella, my darling love. You know that things will have to change now. We won’t always have tomorrow; we won’t always be like this – young and silly and wild. One day, we have to grow up and become sensible and I think that time is now. I’ve been giving it a great deal of thought, and, as I told you, it’s the RAF for me. I can’t sit back and just let things happen around me. I have to do my duty to my country, and shall be joining up as soon as I possibly can, and that is why this letter is so important and so urgent for me to write.


      You, my darling, my one sweet love, you are the one thing that is pure and simple and beautiful in all this dreadful agony, the one thing I can cling on to. You, my darling, are the woman I want to marry. And I want to marry you before I go. I fall at your feet.


      Please say yes.


      Please.


      ‘Oh, Rob!’ Stella grabbed the photograph and flipped it over, face down, so his beautiful face was hidden. She couldn’t think straight if she looked at his face. She couldn’t make any rational decisions if his navy-blue eyes were looking into hers.


      What the hell did he mean about dancing until they died? She hated it — hated that phrase. It implied an end to everything. An end to all the fun and happiness. An end to their carefree youth.


      And she couldn’t marry him. Not yet. Not now. Not under those circumstances. Perhaps if she refused and told him she would, if he reconsidered his silly decision to fly bloody planes into danger right now, right at this moment in time? He could do it later. Much later. But then she still had her father to consider. He was determined Stella should marry someone with a title, someone of his choosing.


      Her father understood money and power and business, and had connections all over. He could make things awfully, awfully difficult for them. He didn’t understand art and poetry and fun. He didn’t understand Stella’s attitude at all. One of the many things he complained about was that the lads nowadays were like pampered kittens and there was nothing noble or courageous about the younger generation, sitting around and not lifting a finger for the country.


      He was mollified slightly when Leo told him some of Stella’s friends had joined up; and then he snidely commented that he had more respect for young men who served their country than others who thought a fancy lifestyle like bloody Byron’s was the only way to live. And if Estella took a good look at Byron’s life, Lord Byron, if she pleased, she would see that, despite an independent income, even he had fought for a noble cause, although it wasn’t a British one, more fool him …


      But dear Lord, she loved Rob so much it hurt. It ripped her heart open like a physical pain. And it was useless, all so useless. So useless for Lady Stella Aldrich to love a man like Rob Edwards.


      Which was why Rob Edwards; sometime-poet, sometime-artist, constant Bright Young Thing, had to wait for her. They couldn’t be together. Not yet. Not if he was going to join the RAF. She knew he would have to go, that he would want to go, but why did he have to go so soon? She wanted, more than anything, to marry him and be with him. But he might never come back, and then what would have been the point in upsetting her father and turning him against them both even more? She would wait until he came back. That was the only thing she could do, even though it was absolute agony being apart from him. She would wait until he was safe.


      It was a worse agony, however, to imagine him flying into danger, and she didn’t know if she could actually bear the reality of any of that.


      She opened up her writing case and pulled a sheet of paper out.


      Rob.


      No ‘Dear’. No ‘Darling’. She bit her lip, hard. She tasted blood, but she had to be blunt. She had to think about things – think about how she could persuade her father that she had a future with Rob, and think about persuading Rob to wait until after the war and marry her then, when they would all be safe and she could be in his arms properly for the rest of her life.


      Rob,


      I shall just have to be honest. I can’t marry you right now. It’s as simple as that. What’s the point? If I married you, then it would tear my family apart. And what do we stand to gain from that at the moment? You will go off to war regardless, and if you die, I’m left with nothing – no family, and only your name. Nothing else – not even you.


      I could bear my father’s temper if I had you. But I can’t bear any of this without you beside me. I have to say no, Rob. If you’re going to join the RAF now, it has to be no, because I can’t see a future for us.


      I know, I do honestly, truly know, that our friends are serving their country. They are facing the enemy every single day to keep us safe and I understand that you will want to do the same. But does it have to be so soon?


      I certainly don’t want to marry you beforehand and become a war widow.


      I’m so very sorry, Rob, but the answer is no.


      She didn’t even sign it.


      She tossed his letter into the fire, wrapped the photograph up in her own letter and sealed the envelope.


      Taking it downstairs, Stella dropped it in the bowl they filled with ready-to-send post. Then she kept walking, through the hallway, out of the door, and continuing until she reached the Faerie Bridge.


      She sat on the bridge and thought of the words she had written, and thought of him flying planes and dropping bombs and being shot at, and thought she might die of a broken heart, and wished it would come soon.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirteen


      Present Day


      Cassie only stood outside for a few minutes, but it seemed like an age. Aidan disappeared into the wall somewhere and left her wondering where he was.


      She stuck her head in, but all she could see was the back wall. ‘Aidan? Where on earth are you?’ she cried.


      ‘Turn right,’ shouted Aidan. He sounded quite near. ‘It seems like a wall, but if you look, you’ll see you can actually get behind it.’


      ‘Ohhh, I see it!’ She felt her way along, and found the gap between the walls. It was a reasonably sized entrance – anybody could get in quite easily. They just needed to turn sharply back on themselves, a bit like going around a corner in a maze. ‘Bloody clever feat of engineering. Hold on.’ She popped out in the hidden room and blinked in astonishment.


      Her clothes must have been as filthy and dusty as Aidan’s were, but that was secondary to her wonderment at standing in this little room, tucked away behind the fountain.


      It must have been about three metres wide by three metres long. There was no furniture in it except the chair – an old wicker thing – and some polished floorboards. On the side wall was a small fireplace, and now she looked at it, Cassie could see that the cupola on the roof outside was directly above the flue. The wall where the fountain was had indeed, as Aidan suspected, a small pile of bricks spilling into the room.


      The fireplace itself held a 1920s style ParkRay stove, which could easily have used wood or coal to burn within it. A brass bin was next to it, which must have been where the fuel had been kept. Apart from that, the room had two coat hooks on the wall and a brass rail at waist height.


      ‘Elodie mustn’t have found anything about this in her archives,’ Cassie said. ‘She would have told me all about it and she would have been in here herself.’


      ‘Well I think it’s been designed this way to be honest, so there are probably plans somewhere. You don’t go to all the bother of putting a stove in if the room is never going to be used.’


      ‘More than likely, but the good thing is we are the first people to discover it in quite a few years.’


      ‘You’re right, Cassie. How exciting.’ He smiled at her, then his expression became curious. ‘Hey, what’s this?’ Aidan knelt down in front of the chair and poked around underneath it. ‘Yes. I knew there was a draught coming from somewhere. It’s here, coming up through the floor.’


      Cassie knelt down beside him. ‘It’s probably a broken floorboard and it’s the draught from the space beneath it.’


      ‘You’re partially right.’ Aidan sat back on his heels and raised his arms to the chair. He grabbed hold of the legs and dragged it to the side. It made a horrible creaky, squeaky, chalk-on-a-blackboard sort of noise, but Cassie was slightly distracted by the muscles that tightened under the skin on his forearms as he moved the chair. She looked away quickly, and focussed her attention back on the chair.


      Cassie cleared her throat. ‘So. What’s there then?’


      ‘There’s definitely a broken floorboard or two – but see? I don’t know any floors that have squares cut out of them and a brass ring attached to the square, unless there’s something underneath that you need easy access to.’


      ‘It’s probably to get to the basement for storage,’ Cassie suggested.


      Aidan turned to her, his eyes twinkling. ‘Shall we move the trapdoor and see?’


      ‘We can do, but it’s going to be a basement. That’s all. Remember, in those days the servants had to be seen and not heard.’


      ‘Wasn’t that the children?’


      ‘Those as well. But if you want to, we’ll give it a go. Unless you need to go, of course. I’ve probably kept you far too long as it is.’


      Aidan shook his head and his dark hair flopped onto his forehead. He pushed it away and shook his head again. ‘No. I’m good.’ He grinned at Cassie and she couldn’t help but grin back.


      ‘Great. Let’s go for it then.’


      ‘Sure. Right. You can help. Take hold of that side of the ring, and I’ll take this side. Great. Now, on the count of three. One, two, three!’


      They heaved at the wooden trapdoor and, although there was some resistance at first, it moved a little bit.


      ‘It feels as if it’s being sucked back down the hole,’ Cassie said. ‘It’s got a good seal on it, whatever it is.’


      ‘We can do it. Come on, let’s give it another go. Ready? I’ll count again. One, two, three!’


      Cassie put all her weight into it, throwing herself backwards and Aidan did the same. The panel moved with a schlloppppp sort of sound, and they ended up on their backsides, sitting on the floor, still holding onto the trapdoor that had landed on top of them.


      ‘Ouch. That’s a few bruises to add to the cut, I guess,’ Cassie said, glaring at the trapdoor.


      ‘I’m not going to ask where the bruises are.’ Aidan grinned and reached over. He took the panel from her, tossing it to the side as if it weighed nothing. Then he got onto his knees again and peered into the hole.


      ‘The draught is definitely coming from here.’ His voice echoed weirdly from inside the hole. ‘And you know what else there is down here?’


      ‘No.’ Half of Cassie wished he would move so she could have a look.


      ‘Steps.’


      ‘Well, obviously if it’s a basement it needs steps into it.’


      ‘Yes, but they’re proper steps. Panelled in wood, it seems.’ Aidan moved away from the hole.


      ‘Wooden panelled steps? Really?’


      ‘Really. Go on – look.’


      Cassie didn’t need to be told again. She squinted down them. ‘Dammit! We need some light.’ Cassie turned to him. ‘You don’t smoke do you? Do you have matches on you?’


      ‘No, sorry. Tried it once, didn’t like it.’


      ‘Me too. Oh, well.’


      There was a pause while Aidan came close and they both stared into the intriguing pit beneath them.


      ‘I suppose I’ve got a flashlight on my mobile phone, if all else fails,’ Cassie mused.


      Aidan turned his head slowly and looked at her. His dark eyes burned into hers and she found she couldn’t look away. Her jaw slackened and she exhaled a teeny, tiny breath.


      ‘So are you brave enough to go in? Or do you want me to?’ His voice was low and sensuous.


      ‘You. You found it.’


      ‘Are you sure? Ladies before gentlemen. You’re Lady Cassandra after all.’


      She was very aware of their bodies close together and the heat coming off him. She was very aware of his eyes and his nose and his perfectly sculpted mouth. She was staring at his mouth as it began to curve into a smile. And then she thought of the mysterious lady who had bought him the scarf.


      ‘Don’t ever call me Lady Cassandra,’ she managed to say. ‘I only use it when I want something.’


      Aidan shrugged, his shoulders moving ever so slightly under that black tee-shirt.


      ‘Ladies first, then.’ He drew back. ‘After you.’


      ‘Okay.’


      And, turning away from him, keeping her flaming cheeks well hidden, she began to climb down the steps.


      Aidan watched Cassie disappearing into the hole and waited until he could see only the top of her head.


      She had, he noticed, a twig stuck in her hair, and he fought back the urge to tug it out. If he went for her head now, when it was dark and all their senses were on red alert, she had the potential to either scream and bolt into the unknown or turn around and thump him, neither of which he particularly wanted to experience. And there was Tom as well. Of course. He might not appreciate another man touching his girlfriend’s hair.


      Cassie reached the bottom of the stairs and was swallowed by darkness. Aidan climbed in after her, standing on the top few steps, waiting for her to move. The basement or whatever it was couldn’t be that far underground. But what he could tell, was that it was a proper staircase. If they were in a house, it would have been the same sort of arrangement.


      ‘You okay?’ he asked.


      ‘I’m fine. Oh!’ And then: ‘I’m right! It’s a basement – well, a wine cellar. Look. I think someone left something behind. It’s just too dark to see properly though.’


      Aidan jumped down the last couple of steps so they were standing together. He found his phone and switched the flashlight on, scanning it around the room. It was quite small, beautifully decorated in an Art Deco style with bottle racks from floor to ceiling.


      ‘Yes!’ Cassie reached out and took hold of a bottle. It was dusty and grimy, but as she rubbed at the label she grinned. ‘A very fine champagne.’


      ‘Is it still drinkable?’


      She smiled. ‘They beat us to it. It’s empty. This one next to it doesn’t even have a label on, but I bet that was a nice one too. Oh! And it doesn’t have a proper neck. It’s like it’s been sheared off or something. Actually. You know what?’ She shivered and put the bottles back on a shelf. ‘I suddenly feel like I’m intruding. I think I want to get out.’


      The atmosphere had, he realised, shifted, and he and Cassie did seem to be – not exactly unwelcome, as such – but surplus to requirements.


      Aidan nodded. ‘I know what you mean. We’ve reminded someone they left their champagne here.’ He didn’t mean it entirely as a joke.


      ‘They’re welcome to it. Let’s leave them to enjoy it. And quickly!’ And with that, Cassie squeezed past him and clambered out of the wine cellar. He didn’t linger very long himself afterwards. Seconds later, they were in the room, and within a couple of minutes, back outside.


      ‘Nothing beats the sight of the River Hartsford for grounding you again,’ Cassie said, half-nervously, as she hurriedly led Aidan away from the changing rooms, away from the overgrown bit of wood that nobody had seemingly traversed in ages, onto a much more well-maintained, meandering pathway. The atmosphere lifted the further away they went, and soon it didn’t feel as if they were intruding on anyone’s privacy anymore. Which was, he admitted to himself, a good thing.


      Cassie eventually stopped, silhouetted in front of an archway of willows that framed a scene of pastoral idyll. There was the river, skipping along merrily over the stones; a meadow full of wildflowers beyond it, and trees bent and shaped by the winds leaning their limbs together as if they were whispering secrets to each other.


      She took a deep breath, turned around and grinned. ‘That’s better. And also one of the best views ever. It just feels … real after being in there. That was simply surreal. Oh, but I want to know what they did in that room, though. I want to know so, so badly!’


      She danced out into the daylight. And Aidan, once again had no reason not to follow her.


      1940


      He turned the photograph over and read the inscription on the back for what seemed like the millionth time. Reach for the Star. Dance until we die.


      ‘My God, Stella,’ he said, scowling at it; scowling at his own photograph. ‘What the hell do you want me to do? I’m not about to stay here, sitting on my bloody backside!’


      He had seen the news about Dunkirk, and been appalled. His friends might have been amongst that carnage. It was clear that things couldn’t continue as they were in his life. It would be wonderful to dance and love and sing as they always had, to make lazy, sleepy love in their secret room and drink champagne forever, hidden away from the world. But he couldn’t do it. He was a man of integrity, and he couldn’t stand by and watch the world implode. He didn’t want to stand by and watch it implode.


      He had lost both his father and his mother, so he knew all about losing people you loved. But the fact that the world was heading into chaos again was the reason he wanted to marry Stella. In his mind, he would come back after the War, and they could have umpteen little Aldrich-Edwards babies. But he wanted to marry her before he went. Needed to know she was truly his, forever.


      For the first time, he cursed the fact that she was stubborn. And he cursed the fact that he loved her to distraction.


      Rob caught sight of himself in the mirror. His hair was sticking up where he had run anxious, furious fingers through it when he had first read the letter. His face was set and angry, his lips compressed and his eyes were dark with anger or desire – he wasn’t quite sure which it was.


      ‘Stella Aldrich,’ he swore into the mirror as he glared at himself, ‘I’m going to make you damn sorry you said any of that. You can’t see a future for us? Well, there bloody well won’t be one at all now. And you think I’m going to wait around while other people die, just because you want me to? No. You don’t get to blackmail me like that. You need to grow up and realise some things are more important than your opinions.’


      He stalked over to the table and riffled through a magazine. Finding the page he had been studying, just this very morning, before he received the letter, he ripped a great rectangle out of it. He stared at it, his hands shaking with fury and then stormed out of the house, throwing a scarf around his neck and knotting it into a cravat. It was Stella’s scarf. Her silk one. Her blue and white silk one.


      Later – a long while later – he came back. He felt drained, but his hands were steady. His heart was stone.


      Then he sat down and composed a letter.


      Yes. I did it. And I’m sorry if you expected otherwise.


      I’ve always loved you, but I find I cannot like the fact that you are acting so utterly spoiled and silly, and being so very selfish. You’ve always had your own way, and I’ve always done my utmost to give you every damn thing I can to keep you happy. But this time, in this situation – I can’t.


      I’m going, and if that means I lose you in the process, then so be it.


      I thank you, politely, for returning the token of my affection, although it cost me dearly to receive it in such a manner.


      I remain,


      Your Astrophel


      She would understand the reference. She would.


      He slid the crumpled rectangle of paper into the envelope along with the letter and sealed it.


      It was an advertisement for the RAF.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fourteen


      Present Day


      Cassie smiled. She put her arms in the air and pirouetted around; her friend Kate was quite an accomplished ballet dancer and Cassie had begged her to show her some moves. It just seemed a pirouette-sort of moment.


      ‘That room! And knowing the tales about my family, I’ve got a theory about it.’


      Aidan put his hands in his pockets, and leaned forward, smiling. ‘Come on then.’


      ‘Have you ever heard of skinny-dipping?’ Cassie grinned. ‘That’s what I would use it for. The coat hooks in the room? You could put your clothes there and head down here naked. You’d be well-hidden in the woods. Then put your towel on the rail to dry with the warmth of the stove.’ She laughed. ‘Or maybe not. It’s a bit of fun, though, isn’t it?’


      ‘And you really knew nothing about it?’


      ‘I only had my father growing up, and he wasn’t exactly committed to parenting. He thought he did an all right job, but – well – I’d beg to differ, I think. But I don’t even know if my father would have known about the room, and he passed away a few years ago so I can’t exactly ask him. My mother left us when I was a baby, and I doubt she would have known about it anyway, to be honest. The way it looks, it doesn’t seem as if it’s been touched for years. It’s like a time capsule.’


      ‘I’m sorry about your father. And your mother, too, I suppose. It must have been tough.’


      ‘No need for sympathy, I’m fine.’ She smiled at him, unsure of how much to tell him, then she thought there was no reason not to. ‘Well, I was until a couple of weeks ago. Alex showed me a letter. My mother’s wanting to come and see us, apparently. I’m not sure how I feel about that one. But Alex and I turned out okay in the end, I think, anyway. Come on.’ She turned to face the river and looked to her right. ‘If we head that way, we’ll come out at the Faerie Bridge.’ She turned back to Aidan. ‘You can meet Elodie. She’ll love Robert’s sketch book.’


      Aidan patted his pocket. ‘Just as well I brought it with me. And I’ve still got it. It didn’t fall out. That’s a relief.’


      ‘I wouldn’t have minded going back in the secret room to retrieve it.’ She felt quite adventurous and excited about it all.


      ‘It’s not the secret room I was thinking about. It’s the woods. I really didn’t fancy looking in the plants for it.’


      ‘Actually, I’m with you there.’ Cassie fingered the cloth over her wrist. It was stiff with dried blood, but she didn’t want to risk taking it off just yet.


      Or maybe, a little voice in her head said, you don’t want to take it off yet because it’s his.


      She shook the thought away, forced herself to think about the ‘lovely’ Petra and resolutely turned to her right. ‘Come on. This way. We’ll go back along the riverbank. It’s gorgeous at this time of year.’


      Aidan fell into step beside her. ‘Well, for a simple visit to what I originally thought was going to be an old lady a couple of weeks ago, this has all turned out pretty interesting.’


      ‘And for me too. When do you think you’ll be able start work on the pool for us?’ Cassie felt on safer ground, bringing the conversation back to work. ‘Depending on what my brother says about the cost, obviously.’


      ‘I’d have to confirm it with my site manager, but I think we could start pretty soon. We have a project for a hotel coming up, but we haven’t given them any firm timescales.’


      ‘Ooh, a hotel. Is it a nice one?’


      ‘Pretty much more of a B&B, but it is quite nice. It’s up in Aldeburgh.’


      ‘Oh! I love it up there. That’s the last decent place I went to on the bike. Excellent fish and chips.’


      Aidan nodded. ‘Yeah. I found the B&B on one of my trips there. It’s one of the really colourful buildings overlooking the beach.’


      ‘Beautiful place. And look, there’s the Faerie Bridge. You see it?’ She pointed out the almost perfectly circular packhorse bridge that crossed the river. ‘And there, if I’m not mistaken, is Elodie in the Gypsy Tea Caravan.’ Cassie smiled at Aidan. ‘The least I can do is offer you a cup of tea after our expedition.’


      ‘The least I can do is accept it.’


      Aidan saw the brightly painted gypsy caravan on the grass by the river. It was cool and shady inside it, but as they approached, it became clear that there was a blonde-haired, heavily pregnant woman within it dressed in a floaty, turquoise top and a pair of denim leggings.


      ‘Look at that. She always looks gorgeous. Elodie!’ Cassie raised her voice and the woman looked up from a magazine and waved at them.


      Cassie broke into a trot and eventually clambered inside the caravan, Aidan standing in the grass outside, enjoying the breeze and the sunshine that dappled the river. ‘What’s that you’re reading?’ asked Cassie. ‘More interior design magazines from London?’


      ‘I’ve got to remain in touch with current trends,’ said the woman – or rather Elodie, Cassie’s sister-in-law and, by Aidan’s reckoning, a Duchess or a Countess or something. He couldn’t quite get a handle on that – or understand why she was working in a gypsy caravan, boiling up a tea urn for tourists when she owned the place. ‘How’s things?’


      ‘Just fine. This is Aidan Edwards.’


      Elodie’s gaze drifted across to Aidan and she smiled. ‘Hello, Aidan. I don’t believe we’ve met.’


      ‘We haven’t.’ He smiled. ‘My company is going to work on the Spa for Cassie. I’ve been having a look at it. I think I know where we’re going with it.’


      Elodie smiled back. ‘Oh, yes! Cassie did mention she had a civil engineer on her books. That’s fantastic news.’ She stretched her feet out and wiggled her toes, then stood up. ‘Can I get you guys a coffee? Tea? Cold drink?’


      ‘Tea for me, please. Aidan?’


      ‘Tea would be great, thanks.’


      ‘Two teas coming up. On the house, of course.’


      ‘What happened to your toenails? And are you okay? You look a bit pale.’


      Aidan noticed for the first time that Elodie had nine pale green toenails and one black one – the big one on her left foot.


      ‘Alex.’ Elodie made a face. ‘I asked him to do one job. One job! All he had to do was paint my toenails. And that’s what he did.’


      ‘I like it.’ Cassie laughed. ‘It’s unusual.’


      ‘I might have to ask you to take it off. Please? I can’t reach. And in answer to your other question, I’m fine. Just a bit tired and – breathy. You know? It’s been a tough couple of weeks.’ She cast a quick glance at Aidan then back to Cassie.


      ‘It’s okay. I told Aidan about Mother wanting to come and see us. My brother wasn’t very happy about it,’ she added to Aidan, more quietly. ‘I think he took it worse than I did. You see, he can remember her. I can’t.’


      ‘That’s hard.’


      Cassie nodded, then turned back to Elodie. ‘How is he?’


      Elodie shook her head. ‘He’s off with Hughie again. I’m not really getting through to him. Not yet. He’s all closed up.’


      ‘Oh, dear. Well, make sure you don’t overdo it. If you want to pop over later, I’ll take the colour off your nails for you.’


      ‘Thank you.’ Elodie smiled gratefully and pushed the cups of tea over the counter to them.


      ‘Aidan originally came to show me something from his uncle. When you see it, that’ll cheer you up no end.’ Cassie wrapped her fingers around the Styrofoam cup and cast a look at Aidan. ‘It’s your great-great-uncle, I think, isn’t it?’


      Aidan nodded and took a sip of his tea. ‘It is.’ He smiled at the blonde woman. ‘Here you go.’ He pulled the sketch book out of his pocket and handed it over to Elodie. ‘Check out the end pages. See if you recognise anything.’


      Elodie handled the book as if she was a true archivist and understood how precious these things were. She carefully opened the book from the back and whistled softly. ‘This is extraordinary.’ She looked up at Aidan. ‘The Spa, yes? In, I would say, the late thirties, early forties?’


      ‘I think so,’ replied Aidan, and Elodie nodded.


      ‘It’s the clothes of course.’ She pointed to the tennis players and the lady by the pool. ‘The whole style of it – it just fits that era.’ She smiled at Cassie. ‘What a find. Thank you, Aidan. That’s wonderful.’


      ‘Isn’t it incredible?’ asked Cassie. ‘But I’m sure even you won’t know the whole story behind the book. It belonged to Robert Edwards.’


      ‘The war poet?’


      ‘The very same!’


      ‘I studied him for English at school. He didn’t write masses of poetry, but what he did write was so perfectly crafted.’ Elodie shook her head, as if in awe of the young man who had once owned this book.


      Aidan felt his heart swell with pride over this great-great-uncle of his – he really had deserved the recognition. ‘Yes, that’s the man. If you look at the book, you can see he dabbled in many things. I’m afraid art was not his strong point though.’


      ‘He painted worlds with his poems,’ Elodie mused. ‘He didn’t need to draw them for us to see. It’s the imagery he uses and the words he crafts. Amazing.’


      She bent her head over the book and flicked through the pages, pausing every so often at one of the scribbled pictures.


      ‘I’m afraid I didn’t pay much attention to the other pages,’ added Cassie, ‘but I don’t know if there are any particularly brilliant sketches in there.’


      Elodie nodded in agreement, pulling a face at what might have been a dog or perhaps a horse. Aidan had never been sure. ‘So what’s the connection with Robert and the Spa then?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Cassie looked up at Aidan, almost guiltily. ‘Sorry, that was probably a question you should have answered. He’s your relative. You must know more than me.’


      ‘That’s okay. I would have said the same thing. All I know is he must have visited here enough times to be comfortable with lounging around your pool and drawing the other guests. We’ll probably never know. Oh —and I believe they usually called him Rob. Perhaps that will help you to make the links?’


      Cassie sighed. ‘It’s like we’ve got half a story here. Robert’s story. And, to be honest,’ she pointed at the girl by the pool, ‘I think she’s got the rest of it. I think it’s Stella, Elodie. The girl in the photograph we found?’


      ‘Oh! The Rita Hayworth lookalike? Quite possible.’


      ‘You could be right,’ Aidan agreed. ‘We don’t have much belonging to him, so I can’t tell you any more beyond what we know here. Jack just took what he could, I think, after Robert left. But at least I’ve got a couple of photographs.’ He frowned. ‘They’re at home. Maybe I should have brought them today. Oh, well.’ He shrugged. ‘One of them has a bit of a random quote on the back, but I think he was one of these chaps who liked to portray a bit of a persona? You know? A cryptic sort of person. The quote says Reach for the Star. Dance until we die. It’s always annoyed me that he missed the “s” off “stars”.


      Cassie looked at him and it was her turn to frown. ‘Robert was cryptic? So he probably did that on purpose then.’ Her face cleared and she smiled. ‘Good old Robert. He’s got us debating what he meant in his writing even now. Just like a true literary master.’


      ‘I don’t know about that,’ Elodie commented, passing the book back to Aidan who pocketed it again. ‘I often wonder whether people like Emily Brontë really meant the things that people interpret in Wuthering Heights.’ She stretched, arching her back and pressing her hands into the small of it. ‘It’s all contextual reading nowadays. People love the literary debates. Maybe they just wrote a rollicking good tale without any hidden meaning at all.’


      ‘Maybe,’ said Cassie. ‘It’s definitely a literary debate though, isn’t it? One that could rage relentlessly.’


      Elodie nodded. ‘Yes. Oh, you know what you should do, Cass? Look in the archives. See if you can find anything about Robert visiting. Or Rob, perhaps. Or even Stella.’ Her eyes twinkled mischievously. ‘There’s plenty to look at, once you can find it.’


      ‘She means I’m supposed to rummage in the rubbish in the attics,’ Cassie told Aidan with a smile. ‘Speaking of your archives, have you found any plans for the Spa on your travels?’ Cassie sat down on the steps into the caravan.


      Elodie looked at her blankly. ‘Plans? There are some plans around, but I’ve not come across any for the Spa.’


      ‘That’s a shame. We just discovered another one of Hartsford’s secrets over there.’


      ‘Oh! Please – tell me! What did you find?’


      ‘It’s a hidden room.’ Cassie couldn’t stop her smile spreading. ‘It’s built into the changing rooms – you know, that big block next to the pool? It’s behind the fountain in there. I think it was where they prepared to go skinny-dipping. Or where they stashed their champagne and hid away like a speak-easy. Now there’s a thought.’


      Elodie seemed impressed and her bright blue eyes widened in astonishment. ‘I can’t believe I’ve lived here so long and don’t know about that. Crumbs, we used to roam everywhere when we were kids. Is that from the thirties as well, then?’


      ‘I’m really not certain.’ Cassie frowned. ‘We probably passed the door a thousand times and never thought anything of it.’


      ‘I think it might be the thirties,’ said Aidan. ‘Around about that time anyway, give or take a few years. It’s Art Deco, the same as the pool. The décor in the hidden room is a match for it. The stonework in the wine-cellar is Art Deco too. It’s all been done at the same time or later, in that style, but having been inside the room, I think it’s original.’


      ‘You went in the room!’ Elodie’s eyes widened even more. She closed them and groaned. ‘God, I wish I’d been there. Having said that, I’d probably get wedged at the minute.’


      ‘You have to wriggle behind a false wall. It was fun. I’ll take you after T-Day.’ ‘T-Day’ was what they’d started calling the anticipated date of the twins’ birth: Twin-Day.


      ‘Might I make a suggestion?’ Aidan put in. ‘It might be worth your while keeping the information about the room private for now.’ He looked at Cassie. ‘I don’t think you’ll be wanting tourists trying to get in during your weekend.’


      ‘You’re right. I was just thinking that, but I didn’t want to sound selfish.’ She looked into the tea cup and grimaced. ‘Paper cups would end up in the wine cellar, wouldn’t they? With crisp packets and God knows what else.’ She frowned, thinking of the visitors she despised – the litter louts and the ones who thought it was acceptable to hang bags of rubbish on the trees. Alex, Elodie and Cassie still lived on the estate after all; it was their home – and it just wasn’t nice.


      ‘If anyone finds out about it, just tell them your consultant civil engineer advised it was too risky to use it.’


      ‘Thanks.’ Cassie laughed. ‘On one hand, I want to shout about it and show it off, but on the other, I want it kept private.’


      ‘That’s understandable.’ Aidan looked at his watch. ‘I’m afraid, though, that I’m going to have to dash off now.’


      ‘Oh. Okay. Thanks for coming.’ Cassie’s heart sank, just a little bit. He’d be heading off to the lovely Petra, no doubt.


      ‘It was my pleasure.’ Aidan smiled. ‘I want to get this costed up for you while it’s still fresh in my mind.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Would you like me to leave Robert’s book for you?’


      ’Oh, would you? Yes, please.’ Little bubbles of excitement rose in Cassie’s stomach. ‘That would be awesome. Then next time you come we can …’


      She wasn’t exactly sure what they could do next time he came, hence the fact she left the sentence unfinished.


      ‘It’s okay. I’ll get it back after the event.’ He smiled. ‘Hang onto it until then. And let me know if you find anything in your archives. I’ll be in touch with a quote and my staff will be down to sort it all out for you.’


      Did that mean he’d be sending his workmen down to do the job instead of coming back himself? He’d be spending his time with Petra, doing whatever Petra did best? The thought was depressing.


      She had hoped she’d see Aidan Edwards before August, but it now seemed unlikely.


      1940


      Stella couldn’t forget the feeling, deep in her stomach, when she received that letter from Rob. She thought she was going to be sick, she really did.


      ‘I never meant I didn’t want to marry you!’ she cried, re-reading his angry words. ‘I just wanted to wait!’


      He was right, of course. She had come across as silly and selfish and been all those awful things he’d called her. Her most hideous character traits looked terrible written down. Especially in his handwriting. Her cheeks burned and the words blurred and she felt even more hideous that he had thought her just exactly that bad.


      The worst of it was that she couldn’t defend herself. She had no way of telling him what the hell she really meant. She knew he had to join up – but she didn’t want him to do it before he had to. She wanted to marry him eventually, of course she did, but there just hadn’t seemed any point until he was safely home. He hadn’t understood that. Or had she simply not stated it clearly enough? She wracked her brains, trying to remember how she had worded it, but it made her cheeks burn more fiercely and her stomach churn even more, every time she went there.


      So, desperately, Stella wrote to Rob again, but the letter was returned unread.


      After a couple more attempts, she asked Leo to address an envelope to Jack instead – perhaps she could get Rob to accept a letter via his younger brother. Jack was the only person she could think of who was a link to him. But Jack was only sixteen and as he was now living with an aunt, the letter took a little while to find him. Part of Jack seemed to miss his brother deeply, but it sounded as if the greater part was almost bursting with pride and he yearned to join him in battle.


      I don’t exactly know why he joined up so suddenly, the boy wrote in untidy handwriting. He just said he had to do it. He threw out his sketch books before he went, but I managed to rescue one of them, and a photograph too. I now have a picture of him in his RAF uniform and he looks very smart. I think I’d quite like to be in the RAF. I’d love to fly a plane!


      Stella thought she knew the answers to Rob’s reasoning, but she didn’t think she could share any of it with Jack. The worst of it though, was that Rob had quite deliberately attempted to destroy his sketch books and Stella cringed with humiliation. Was that her fault as well? Had he tried to erase his life with her in one of those flares of passion he was so good at? She really did feel utterly wretched.


      So where, she asked Jack desperately, is Rob based? She had some strange notion that she could rush down to the base and see him, rather like she had done when she had pitched up in Cambridge.


      It’s classified, came the answer. I really wish I knew. If he tells you, will you let me know?


      Yes, Stella wrote back, her heart twisting, tears running down her cheeks. I’ll be sure to.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fifteen


      Present Day


      Aidan was surprised at the length of time he’d stayed at Hartsford. The fact he had spent some extra time with Cassie Aldrich was a welcome bonus – and he’d not even dreamt about finding a secret room and being the first person inside it for decades. The only dark cloud had been the idea of Tom. In Aidan’s imagination, he had stayed in close contact with Cassie throughout the project and one thing would have led to another …


      Ah, well. It was that day-dreamer side of him again. He smiled wryly to himself, remembering how he had described Rob as a dreamer to Cassie earlier.


      Cassie was quiet as she walked him back to where he’d left his motorbike, and he wondered if she had started worrying about the event again.


      ‘It’ll work out right in the end, you know.’


      ‘What will?’ She looked up at him.


      ‘This.’ He shrugged. ‘The weekend. It’ll be great. We’ll get your Spa sorted out and there’ll be people flocking over to Hartsford Hall in August.’


      ‘Oh. Yes. The weekend.’ Then eventually, she spoke again. ‘I have no doubt the weekend will be fantastic. It’s partially the fact my mother has surfaced again that’s bothering me. My brother isn’t at all happy, as you might have guessed. I know Elodie extremely well, and I can tell it’s having an impact on her too. It’s just not fair. I wish I could do more for her.’


      They turned the corner and he saw the T5 where they had left it, the helmet slung over it, along with his jacket. There was a man looking at it, leaning over, his face inches from the engine, his tousled dark hair curling around the back of his neck.


      ‘Alex!’ Cassie hurried over to him and tentatively reached out to squeeze his arm. The man stood up and turned to them. This, then, was Cassie’s brother – she definitely shared his looks.


      Alex started when he came face to face with Aidan, but his brooding expression lifted for a moment and he held his hand out to Aidan. ‘Nice bike. I don’t think we’ve met?’


      ‘I’m here on business. My company is going to sort out the pool for Cassie. Aidan Edwards.’


      ‘Ah, nice to meet you. I’m Alex Aldrich.’


      While they shook hands, Cassie slipped away from Aidan’s side and headed towards the gates.


      She pressed the panel on the side and they slid open, then she turned back to Aidan. ‘So you’ll definitely call me with the quote?’ There was a little light of fear in her eyes as if reality had hit again and she thought it was never going to happen.


      ‘Yes. Definitely. I have your number. And here.’ He handed Robert’s book over to her. ‘Take care of it. I hope you can add a little more to Rob’s story – I want to know what he was like when he was younger. I think I would have liked him.’


      As she took the book, their fingers brushed, and they caught each other’s eyes, just for a moment and Aidan knew he hadn’t imagined the little thrill of electricity that zinged up his arm. Cassie was the first to look away, a blush creeping over her cheeks.


      ‘Thanks. It’s been an interesting morning.’


      ‘It has.’ Aidan paused for a moment, feeling he needed to say something – but nothing seemed right. And really, what did he need to say to her? Hey, d’you fancy a drink later? Can I spend a little more time with you?


      It eventually boiled down to five words and a smile. ‘Thanks. I’ll be in touch.’


      He took his jacket and shrugged it on, then pulled the helmet over his head. Fastening the straps, he watched Cassie through the smoked glass visor. There was just something about her that made him feel – different.


      Aidan climbed on the T5 and wheeled it around so it faced the gates. He switched it on and revved the engine. He roared off towards the lane and lifted his hand in a wave.


      He saw Cassie through his rear-view mirror. She was hugging the book to her, and she lifted one hand in a wave.


      And funnily, he didn’t like that feeling of driving away very much at all.


      ‘So are you going to tell me what’s going on, or not?’


      Alex’s voice broke into her thoughts. She had been staring rather stupidly at the cloud of smoke and dust that was settling over the lane in the wake of Aidan’s T5.


      ‘Nothing’s going on.’ She was still staring at the lane. She noticed that the trees had a smattering of dust on them from the road. They’d had a very dry spell and the roads were baked a bit.


      ‘Who is he?’ She could tell Alex was making a great effort to impart that gentle teasing note in his voice; the one she heard more often now that he was settled with Elodie, but hadn’t heard at all over the last couple of weeks.


      She sighed. ‘Just a man. A man who owns a civil engineering company who I’ll be outsourcing work to if you’re happy with the quote. He’s got a girlfriend called Petra, so don’t even try to be funny about it. Oh. And he brought this along as well.’ She raised the book. ‘It’s fascinating.’


      ‘How so?’ Alex held his hand out for the book.


      ‘It’s the last page. His great-great-uncle was Robert Edwards – yes, the war poet – and he drew a picture of our Spa in that book. So he must have visited. I’m allowed to use it for the Country House Weekend.’


      ‘Incredible.’


      ‘Yes.’ She turned her back on the lane Aidan Edwards had just driven away down. Then she tugged the blue scarf off her wrist and stuffed it in her pocket. He’d forgotten it, which was a good thing, as he might want that back long before the end of the Bank Holiday weekend. Surely, Petra would miss it, if nothing else. ‘And we found a secret room behind the changing block. I think it was for skinny-dipping.’


      ‘Really?’ Alex looked at her, his eyes wide, the book half open in his hands. ‘A secret room? In that rotten old building? How come we didn’t know anything about that one?’


      ‘One of the many things Daddy didn’t bother sharing with us,’ she said, slightly sarcastically. ‘A bit like that information from our mother. About the court battles, and the post-natal depression. Have you had a think about it?’


      Alex nodded briefly. ‘I have and I still don’t know if I believe any of it. Why would she leave it twenty-odd years? Wouldn’t you think she would have tried to stay in touch with someone, just to see how we were getting on? Wouldn’t you think that once she was over the PND she’d try to make it up to you, somehow, at least?’


      ‘It makes me feel like it was my fault for being born. If I hadn’t come along, then you would have still had her.’


      ‘I don’t think so. I think the crazy schemes and the way Dad frittered money would have driven her away eventually. You’ve got no idea of the things that kept coming up when I took over.’ Alex stared at the gates, almost as if he wished he could have followed his mother out. ‘It’s just brought it all back. I needed some time-out to get my head straight. I think I’m going to have to make some calls – pull some favours in. There are certain things I need to know and it’s the only way I can do it. Sorry I ran out on you both when we got the letter. I don’t think I’ve apologised to you for it, have I?’


      ‘You haven’t, but it’s fine. You didn’t take a hip flask out with Hughie, did you?’ Cassie was only half-teasing. There’d been more than one occasion, years ago, when Alex had thought the answer to turning a profit on his appalling inheritance was to be found at the bottom of a bottle or two.


      ‘No. Certainly not.’ He flashed a smile at her, very briefly. ‘I’ve got a good reason to stay sober, and she’s sitting in the Tea Caravan as we speak.’


      ‘You need to talk to her about it, Alex. She’s so upset that she can’t help you.’


      Alex looked contrite. ‘Point taken. She deserves more than me being a moody bastard.’


      ‘She definitely does. And I’ve told her about the secret room already. Do you want to have a look?’


      ‘Stupid question. What do you think?’


      ‘Come on then.’


      He grinned and was about to answer, when his mobile phone rang.


      He looked at the caller display and paled as he fumbled to answer it. ‘Elodie? Are you okay?’ This wasn’t good – she didn’t normally call him during work unless it was an emergency and, as Cassie might have suspected, panic crossed his face. ‘Okay, stay where you are. I’m coming straight over. Try to breathe – that’s it. Just steady. I’m coming, okay?’ He disconnected the call and looked at Cassie. He shook his head. ‘I’ve got to go. She’s having an attack. Tell me more later, yeah?’ He ran off in the direction of the Faerie Bridge and Cassie stared after him feeling helpless. She might have guessed what was going to happen though, having seen her earlier. Poor Elodie. Well, at least her brother was communicating with her again and not turning back into that raging, angry beast he’d been before.


      But even so, what with the fallout from their mother’s letter and the doubts it had put into her mind, as well as the fact Aidan had left and he’d stirred up all sorts of feelings in her, but had a very-lovely-Petra in his life already, this was so turning into a shitty day.


      Once Alex had called her and told her it was all under control, but he was taking Elodie to the hospital just to be sure, Cassie decided to cheer herself up by going back to the secret room in the Spa, but it didn’t seem to have the effect she was hoping for. This time, she wriggled half-heartedly through the opening and she had definitely felt more of a buzz when Aidan was with her.


      She stood in the small space and it looked rather dingy and unloved, instead of quietly secretive and exciting. The chair was rotten and she decided she certainly wouldn’t want to sit on it. The trapdoor was still pushed to the side and she remembered the excitement as Aidan moved it carefully out of their way, and the way they had both left as quickly as possible without giving it another thought.


      She reached out her foot and pushed the trapdoor lid back towards the hole. It was heavy, but not massively so and it scraped painfully along the floorboards. Cassie knelt down and moved it more carefully, sealing up the entrance to the steps. Then she leaned across and grasped one of the legs of the chair to pull it back over the trapdoor, just as Aidan had done earlier.


      Unfortunately, as she took hold of it, it broke off in her hand.


      Cassie swore and stood up. She picked the chair up, cursing herself and intending to lift what was left of it over the trapdoor. As she leaned over to get a proper hold of it, she saw the corner of something pale blue sticking up out of the threadbare old cushion.


      Cassie let go of the chair and reached down to take the corner. She pulled it out and realised it was part of a rectangle – the rectangle was, she realised, as she unfolded it, a letter. Or, more to the point, a few lines scribbled angrily on a piece of paper.


      Yes. I did it. And I’m sorry if you expected otherwise.


      I’ve always loved you, but I find I cannot like the fact that you are acting so utterly spoiled and silly, and being so very selfish. You’ve always had your own way, and I’ve always done my utmost to give you every damn thing I can to keep you happy. But this time, in this situation – I can’t.


      I’m going, and if that means I lose you in the process, then so be it.


      I thank you, politely, for returning the token of my affection, although it cost me dearly to receive it in such a manner.


      I remain,


      Your Astrophel.


      ‘Good grief!’ Cassie re-read the lines. Someone was clearly having a bad day when they wrote that. ‘Talk about being dumped,’ she said to the empty room. ‘That’s either a letter dumping someone, or from someone who’s been dumped.’ She turned the paper this way and that, trying to work out a date from it. Nothing. It wasn’t even addressed to anyone. Just signed, bizarrely, by this crazy person called Astrophel. That wasn’t a name. It sounded more like something from a literacy lesson. ‘You might as well have called yourself Hyphenium or Semi-Colonicus,’ Cassie muttered. ‘Go for the whole raft of English grammar, why don’t you?’


      She folded the letter up again along the creases. This was one of those moments when she could have just dashed off to find Elodie super-quickly to ask her opinion, but of course she couldn’t be bothering her or Alex with another Hartsford secret right now.


      Cassie got a horrible sickly feeling in the pit of her stomach as she remembered Alex’s face as he rushed across to the caravan. She was willing to bet they’d never bargained for that sort of excitement when they got pregnant. Not that it was exactly planned – but never mind. Roll on T-Day.


      No. She wouldn’t bother them now. Instead, she decided to head back out of the room the way she’d come in. It was getting chilly in there – what little sun had crept in through the old glass had moved over towards the west and it was all shadowed and a little creepy.


      She really didn’t fancy coming into contact with any more of her ancestors today, particularly any dead ones that may have decided to linger on the earthly plain for a while. She was pretty sure someone had been choosing a nice bottle of champagne from that cellar earlier. She shuddered and hurried as fast as she could, out into the woods behind the changing rooms. She didn’t even like the feeling around the woods or the Spa at the moment, and jogged into full sunlight.


      She kept jogging all the way to the Hall and was so pleased to encounter life and tourists after all that secrecy and weirdness. Cassie waved at Delilah who was carrying a fresh basket of scones over to the kiosk for the afternoon customers and continued up to the wing of the Hall where Alex and Elodie lived.


      The door wasn’t locked, thankfully, and she scurried in through the corridor and the kitchen and dashed up the two flights of stairs until she reached the little stairway to the attics – Elodie’s marvellous ‘archive’. She bypassed the attic she had her old dressing up trunk in and headed to the larger one at the end of the corridor beneath the eaves where the family paperwork was traditionally stored.


      ‘Okay Alphonsus or whatever you’re called. I’m looking for you.’ Cassie surveyed the piles of boxes and cabinets around her. ‘And I’m looking for evidence about Mr Edwards visiting as well.’ She homed in on an area that had been cleared recently. A chair had been put next to an old desk and there were a few boxes lying around.


      This, then, was where Elodie had been working. She could see the whole project would have involved a lot of bending and stretching and couldn’t blame her for leaving it for now. However, this was a very good place to start.


      Aidan Edwards had said the changing rooms were Art Deco. That was around the twenties, thirties and forties. So this area would match date wise, if Elodie had been working here with a view to finding things for the Country House Weekend.


      Aidan.


      She liked him. She really liked him. And it wasn’t just because of the leathers or the dark hair or the lopsided smiled. Or the bike. Although they were all very good reasons to be attracted to him.


      But she felt a sort of connection to him, as if Robert – Rob – was part of Hartsford’s history and Aidan should be part of it all too, and not just by repairing the pool.


      She sighed. She needed to get on with the job in hand. She needed to forget Aidan Edwards – at least for now.


      March 1941


      ‘Have you got a girl at home?’ One of Rob’s new flight companions asked him the question as they prepared for a training flight over the County Durham countryside. County Durham; a nice enough place, but Rob wished he could take a sharp turn south and land somewhere on the Hartsford estate. Now that would be bloody fantastic.


      ‘A girl?’ Rob smiled into the distance, a little sadly. ‘You know, I’m not quite sure. I did have a girl, and then we argued, and I joined up.’


      ‘Didn’t you clear that up before you left?’ The young man, Harry, was surprised. ‘God, I’m always arguing with my girl, but we make up pretty damn well.’


      Rob laughed. ‘Stella and I were the same – only we didn’t really have many big arguments. We just liked the making-up part. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t handle a big fight.’


      ‘Did she scream and yell?’ Harry’s eyes glistened with mischief. ‘Shows a passionate nature that does.’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Rob smiled, wryly, at his companion. ‘We argued by letter.’


      ‘By bloody letter?’ Harry shook his head. ‘Good God, man. That’s not a proper argument.’


      ‘No, it’s not. There were only three letters involved. I may have over-reacted slightly, but I wanted to fight, and she wanted me to wait, so here I jolly well am. But you know, I still want to marry her. Nothing’s changed for me, in the end. God knows if she still wants me, but I doubt it, somehow. She’s probably forgotten all about me.’ His voice became bitter. ‘Her stuck-up father’ll have made sure of that one, if nothing else. Probably married her off to some titled fool by now.’


      ‘Bloody interfering chap, then.’ Harry nodded knowledgeably.


      ‘Bloody Earl of Bollocks,’ said Rob with feeling. ‘I’ve sent a couple of letters – haven’t had an answer, so my guess is either he’s intercepting them, or she’s ignoring me. I called her selfish and spoiled – not my finest hour. And it’s not like I can nip down and see her, is it? But I will – I’ll go down, just as soon as I can and take my flaming pitchfork with me to batter my way into the Hall.’


      Harry gave a shout of good-natured laughter. ‘That’s the upper classes for you. Still, when we’re up there,’ he pointed to the sky, ‘we can look down on the whole damn lot of them.’


      ‘We can.’ Rob allowed himself a grin to think of it – he wasn’t that far removed from the upper classes himself, and he doubted that Harry was either – but the analogy was a good one. He looked across at Harry and his smile grew wider. ‘Stella’s a redhead. She’s got a bit of fire about her.’


      ‘Fee’s a blonde.’ Harry’s smile grew to match Rob’s as he paused before climbing aboard the Hawker Hurricane. ‘A natural one, as well.’


      ‘Fancy that!’


      ‘I bloody well do.’


      And they clapped each other on the back and boarded the aircraft, still laughing as they prepared for take-off.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Sixteen


      Present Day


      The countryside slipped past Aidan in a haze. He drove to the office on autopilot, forgetting the morning had started with a fairly ordinary commission quotation. As he drove, there was something that was nagging at him.


      He almost swerved into the kerb as it suddenly struck him that he honestly did feel a lot more for Cassie Aldrich than he should for a client, Tom or no Tom. When he left Hartsford Hall, he had been determined he wouldn’t go back, as that was simply inviting trouble. But there was something more insistent pulling him back than simply wanting to work on a massively interesting restoration project. It was as if Rob Edwards himself was urging him not to let it go, quite so easily. Not to let her go without a fight.


      It wasn’t something he had experienced before. And he wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.


      ‘What on earth are you doing here in that state?’ Petra watched him as he crashed his way through the doors and stomped past her desk, the buckles on his boots rattling angrily. ‘You are hardly dressed for office work, my darling.’ Her Eastern European accent had dwindled over the years, but traces of it were still there, along with the physical evidence in her fair hair and long, cat-like green eyes. She was sporting a hard hat, Aidan vaguely noted, so she must have just come in from a site visit.


      ‘I’ve got an urgent commission. I need a job doing as soon as possible. Can we put the hotel on hold?’ He spun around and stared at her. ‘Actually, just so you know, that’s not a request.’


      ‘That is a direct order. Yes, Sir!’ Petra mockingly saluted him. She pulled the keyboard towards her and began studying the screen, clicking around to find the calendar. ‘Might I ask what the contract involves?’


      ‘It’s a renovation project. A 1930s leisure area. Tennis courts. Swimming pool. Changing rooms. Squash court. That sort of thing.’


      Petra raised one perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘Very nice.’


      ‘It will be. It’s part of an estate, really. Hartsford Hall. Do you know it?’


      Petra nodded, her eyes scanning the computer screen. ‘I’ve heard of it. Open to the public, yes? On one of Suffolk’s top ten attraction lists, I believe.’


      ‘Yes. And we need to get the job done for August. They’re having an event.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘Something like that anyway.’


      ‘That won’t be easy, but we can try. Okay. What’s her name?’ Petra’s fingers hovered expectantly over the mouse and she looked up at him.


      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


      Petra smiled, a little, knowing, cat-like smile. ‘Aha. I mean nothing. What is your client’s name then?’


      ‘Cassandra. Cassandra Aldrich.’ He slapped his hands on the desk and turned his back on Petra, pushing his hands through his hair. ‘Cost price. Lower than cost price. As soon as we can. Please.’


      ‘Hmm.’ There was a smile in Petra’s voice. Aidan heard the soft click of the mouse. ‘We can start the week after next, I guess, if you can put the orders in for the materials super-quickly. Otherwise it all depends on our suppliers. It’s not a brilliant timescale, but I think it’s possible if we deal with the best people, yes?’


      Aidan spun back towards her. ‘I can make things happen. Trust me. Yes. We’ll start the week after next. I’ll draw up the plans now.’ He strode off into his office.


      ‘Oh, Aidan! Not so fast.’


      He turned and looked at Petra. ‘What?’


      ‘You have a visitor.’


      ‘A visitor?’ He frowned. ‘What, a client?’


      ‘You could say that.’


      ‘Aidan – I’ve been waiting ages for you.’


      Aidan’s head snapped back towards his door, and his heart hit the bottom of his biker boots with a thud that he suspected was almost audible.


      ‘Kim. Good afternoon.’


      All of a sudden, he was very, very reluctant to go into his office. Kim Barrett was not the woman he wanted to see today. Not any day, to be honest.


      ‘Gosh, Aidan. You’re very scruffy. What were you doing with this Cassandra Aldrich, exactly? And, more to the point, who is Cassandra Aldrich?’ Kim’s smile was falsely innocent and bright.


      ‘Oh, I don’t think you’d know her.’ Aidan’s smile was as false and bright as Kim’s was. ‘We’re closing soon, so is there anything I can help with quickly?’


      ‘Closing?’ Kim blinked wide, grey eyes. ‘But it’s barely mid-afternoon.’


      ‘Well, you see it’s like this,’ he improvised. ‘Petra’s little boy has a parents’ day at school, and as she’s my site manager and main office cover, and his father is my second-in-command, I’m afraid I can’t maintain the office without them. So I was going to work from home for the rest of the day. To avoid having to turn people away who come in on spec.’ His smile increased in its falsity. ‘I usually expect them to have appointments, you see.’


      ‘But I’ve got an emergency. And I’m hardly just a client, am I?’


      Aidan decided, right there and then, that he needed to begin sending his brother, Iain, to Kim’s barn. Iain was Petra’s fiancé and the father of their child. He was also a far better actor than Aidan, and could project a much more surly and dour attitude if he had to.


      However, today was too late for that to happen. Kim had obviously decided to come to the office where he would be a captive audience to her outlandish plans. And today, Kim was not to be deflected.


      Aidan sighed. ‘What’s the emergency?’ He didn’t respond to her other comment.


      ‘I’m having a table crisis. Do you think I should extend out the back to fit more tables in? I was hoping we could get together and discuss it. Maybe over a drink?’ She smiled up at him, peeping coyly under her false eyelashes – which did nothing except unaccountably irritate him. Usually he just put up with her flirtatiousness, but today was different.


      ‘I don’t think so, Kim. If you want to send me some plans and measurements over email, I’m happy to take a look at them that way. I work better visually.’ He hurriedly amended that, as he saw a light go on in her eyes which probably translated as, ‘oh, you can come over to the barn then!’ ‘By visually, I mean I work better at the computer screen. When I’ve got access to my design software. Sorry.’ He tried to soften the rejection with a smile, but it felt incredibly forced and judging by the choking sound Petra made, it probably looked that way too.


      Kim pouted. ‘Oh, Aidan. You’re no fun today.’


      ‘I’m not. I’m very busy, as I say, and I’ll soon be short-staffed. So, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get some plans drawn up for my new client. Petra, would you just lock up after Ms Barrett leaves, and then you can get away for Misha?’


      Petra, God love her, showed no sign of being thrown by this turn of events, and had, instead, already put her handbag on the desk and laid her car keys next to it.


      ‘Certainly,’ Petra said smoothly, and stood up. ‘Ms Barrett?’ She indicated the door. ‘Thank you so much for understanding.’


      Kim stared at Aidan for a second. ‘But what about my extension?’


      ‘We’ll discuss that another time. Drop me an email. Bye, Kim.’ He forced another smile onto his lips and melted into his office as Petra ushered the woman out of the building. Aidan shut the office door firmly behind him and leaned on it. My God! If Kim Barrett only knew he was willing to cross that professional boundary for Cassie Aldrich, she would think she, Kim, also stood a chance with him.


      And she didn’t. No way. No way at all.


      May 1941


      Stella made out a list that didn’t mean much. The girls were going to have a little get together – maybe a bottle or two of wine and a cosy chat. It was late spring, early summer and not warm enough for the pool by any stretch of the imagination.


      Her lists had lost their excitement somehow. It seemed wrong for them to be enjoying themselves when the boys – all of them, now, she acknowledged with a pain as sharp as a knife in her heart – were away fighting for their country. She looked out of her bedroom window and saw a plane fly past. It was one of their own, she knew, and she wondered if, at any time, Rob had flown over Hartsford, over Suffolk, and looked down at the estate. She wondered how he’d felt; whether he’d still been angry at her, or whether she had faded into insignificance as he travelled to the continent to attack Germany.


      Perhaps, he could see the pool from up there – a tiny lozenge of aquamarine, with the squat shape of the squash courts beside it and the River Hartsford rushing past in a silver ribbon. It seemed like a lifetime ago, that summer, when she’d taken him down there giggling and they’d swum naked in the moonlight.


      Abandoning her list, she went over to the window and opened it wide. She leaned on the sill, her chin in her hands and just felt … empty. There was no other word for it. And then as she stared outside and thought about it, a different emotion began to creep in and replace the emptiness. Anger. She recognised the red-hot, burning feeling in the pit of her stomach.


      All of sudden, the room was stifling. She wanted to escape and run as far and as fast as she could, scream at the top of her voice in the woods. She was angry at herself, at her father and, most of all at Rob.


      She clutched the sill and leaned out. ‘Why the hell did you do it?’ she shouted out. ‘Why?’ But deep down, she knew the answer. He was an honourable man. A courageous one; a man who couldn’t sit around doing nothing while all his friends defended their country. He was never going to back down. And he was right. She was silly and spoiled and selfish. The words were imprinted on her memory and she hated them, hated the fact that they summed her up so concisely.


      Catching a sob in her throat, she turned and raced out of the bedroom. She ran as quickly as she could along the corridor and dashed down the stairs. She jumped the last few steps and burst out of the front door. She ran blindly, her feet taking her to the Spa, her heart and her mind taking her anywhere but.


      She reached the pool and threw herself onto the ground near it, lying there sobbing, hating herself dreadfully, wishing she could turn back time. She’d never even heard from him. He must hate her so.


      There was the noise of a vehicle from the lane behind the Hall, near the service gates, and Stella stifled her sobs. The last thing she needed was a delivery coming, or one of the staff finding her in such a state. She bit her lip, sitting up and hugging her knees. Staring at the gate, she saw a car pull up, a door open and someone tumble out.


      The passenger wasted no time. He slammed the door shut and turned to face the estate. For a split second, he cast his gaze over the gates, then ran towards them.


      Stella caught her breath. The man was dressed smartly, his slate blue uniform neatly belted, his cap jauntily on his head. But that was all secondary to what she focused on – it was his face; his face, so dear to her and so familiar. So much part of her thoughts and her dreams and so much a memory that she thought she must have forgotten it. But no – it was him. His dark blonde hair and his dark blue eyes. But his hair was shorter now, and his eyes were haunted and they were desperate. And he was running, towards the gates, towards her—


      ‘Rob!’ She was surprised she could even speak, let alone formulate his name. ‘Rob!’ In an instant, she was on her feet and speeding towards the gates, her hair flying out behind her. ‘Rob! Oh, God!’


      ‘Stella!’ He caught sight of her, and shouted her name. ‘Stella!’


      She reached the gates just as he did, and they stood inches apart as she fumbled to free the catch. He grabbed hold of her wrist and pulled it through the wrought-iron work. He pressed his lips to her hand and she thought she would faint. ‘In a minute, just one minute. I can open them. Let me just – let me—’ She managed to release the latch and pulled the gate towards her as he stumbled into the grounds of the estate.


      In another instant she was in his arms and he was kissing her urgently, the lengths of their bodies against each other. His uniform was scratchy against her skin and his hat fell to the ground as he picked her up and she wrapped her arms around his neck.


      ‘Stella, oh, Stella. I wish I hadn’t called you those awful names. I wish I hadn’t. I don’t ever want to be without you again. Ever.’


      ‘Rob, I deserved them, I really did. But – now,’ she gasped between kisses, experiencing such a surge of emotion that she thought she would explode. ‘The changing rooms. Now.’


      Stella clung more tightly, as he ran over to the building and shouldered the door open, then kicked it shut behind him.


      They didn’t even consider the fact that they could have used the secret room. It would have taken too long to get into it, and they didn’t want to waste one precious second.


      Rob had twenty-four hours’ leave before he had to return. All the Squadrons based at the main fighter airfields were going to operate together as integral Fighter Wings. The RAF was testing out different types of short-penetration fighter operations to try and draw the Luftwaffe into a war of attrition and keep fighters tied down in France. Rob didn’t know when he’d get the chance to go to her again.


      The conversation he’d had with Harry niggled away at him until he could think of little else. Stella’s blue and white silk scarf came with him on every mission like a fluttering talisman, but he was no good in the skies if his mind was in Hartsford with a certain redhead and her infectious giggle and her warm arms and her lithe body …


      So he had come straight to Hartsford. As he completed his RAF training and began to fly over Europe, he learned exactly how precious life was and bitterly regretted the way it had seemingly ended between them.


      ‘Why didn’t you contact me?’ Stella was now nestled safely in his arms.


      ‘I did! I sent you letter after letter. Didn’t you receive them?’


      ‘No, I didn’t. Oh, Rob – it must have been my father. Next time, write to Leo and disguise your handwriting. That’s what I did when I wrote to Jack—’


      ‘You wrote to Jack? Bloody kid never said a thing. He’s got the idea that’s it’s all heroic and glamorous and he’s already tried twice to get in — lied about his age, the little idiot. Anything beyond how the hell he can join up will have dribbled out of his head.’


      ‘I had to try, though, you wouldn’t answer my letters. Jack said he didn’t know where you were. It was all classified. It was ages after you’d left anyway.’


      ‘I’m sorry I sent your letters back, the first ones; the ones before Jack. I was so stupid – I was so angry. Dear Lord.’


      Exhausted from their love-making, he held her as if he never wanted to let her go again. They’d ended up in their secret room after all, when reason had come back to them a little, and their clothes were now discarded in the corner. The warmth of their bodies had kept the creeping chill away to some extent, until Rob had insisted on lighting the little ParkRay when Stella started to shiver.


      ‘I’m not cold,’ she told him. ‘I just can’t believe you’re here and you’re real. I never thought I’d see you again. It’s that kind of shiver. It’s a scared kind of shiver.’ A sob caught in her throat and he kissed her tears away. ‘I have to tell you, Rob. I don’t know what you thought I meant. But I wanted to marry you – so, so desperately. I still want to. But I wanted to wait until you were safely home. I didn’t want to do it quickly and cause all those problems with my family, not if I was going to lose you, because I can’t lose you, I just can’t. I want to be with you forever.’


      ‘You’ll never get rid of me again.’ He grinned. ‘I’m far too fast for the enemy. Stella, my love, when I read the letter, I thought you were just saying no and trying to stop me from going away. I was too stubborn to find out for sure, too bloody-minded to ask you.’


      ‘I hated to think that you were so far away from me.’ She turned her face into his chest and sobbed some more.


      ‘I say, on a brighter note,’ he added, kissing her tears away, ‘I’ve found a great deal of inspiration in the skies. I’ve written some poems. Some of them are quite good, if I say so myself.’


      She laughed at that, little jerky laughs. ‘I hope you outlast your war poems, Rob. I don’t want you becoming another Rupert Brooke.’


      ‘Brooke! Good God. He died from a mosquito bite. Hardly heroic, dear heart. He never faced a bloody bullet. If you’re going to generalise, please, link my name to Wilfred Owen. He died in action, you know.’ He said it with a spark of his old self and he was gratified to hear her laugh as she buried her face further into his skin. There was a pause and he felt little thoughtful kisses on his chest that made him groan silently and close his eyes, lost in the sensations; the sensations of her. God, he’d missed her.


      ‘That’s as may be, but do you know Virginia Woolf once swam naked with Rupert? In a moonlit pool, no less. Now who does that remind you of?’ There was a teasing note in her voice that pleased him, and he smiled into the room.


      ‘Me, you and our beautiful River Hartsford?’


      ‘Of course. But I still want you safe. I don’t want to lose you – to a vicious mosquito bite or a bullet. Or a bomb. Or anything.’ She shuddered. ‘Can’t you stay here? We could hide you away somewhere. The estate’s big enough. You could live in the folly, perhaps?’


      ‘So you could bring me out every so often to have your wicked way with me?’ He flipped her over onto her back and she laughed up into his face. ‘We’ll have time enough for all that after the war. We’re like the stars – we’re forever, until we die. Maybe we’ll last even longer. Anyway, the war can’t go on like this. I think—’


      ‘Shhhh.’ She pressed her fingertips to his lips. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. If you’ve only got a few hours, I want to spend them doing this. With you. Right here.’ She lifted her head and removed her fingertips, and kissed him.


      Rob didn’t want to argue with that one, so he didn’t. He did have one more thing to say though.


      ‘Stella. I’m going to ask you again. Will you marry me? Will you?’


      ‘God, Rob. Of course, I will. When you come back next time? Despite what my father might say. He deserves to lose me to an elopement if he’s bloody destroying my letters.’


      Rob laughed and buried his face in her copper curls. ‘Next time,’ he replied confidently. ‘Next time I’m home, most definitely.’

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seventeen


      Present Day


      Cassie sat up in the attics for ages, going through the old papers and letters and documents that were the detritus of Hartsford family life.


      Much of it was deadly dull. There were shopping lists, invoices, menu plans – lists not unlike the ones Delilah’s grandmother had squirreled away.


      She decided she would do a little board about Delilah’s grandmother and was hopeful that she would come across some photographs of her. The owners of Hartsford Hall had a long history of capturing everything on camera. There were, she knew, hundreds of photographs much older than the era she was currently interested in, of servants arranged outside the building and footmen standing to attention whilst her Edwardian and Victorian relatives sat stiffly in the carriages, bundled up against the wind as they took the air around the carriage drive.


      Cassie knew it was only a matter of time before she found Granny Delilah and that thought renewed her vigour in poking around the paperwork. The written papers were starting to run into one another and she was finding it difficult to maintain her concentration. She’d found nothing about Robert Edwards and nothing about Astrophel, which was irritating her as well.


      Cassie sat back in the chair and stretched. She looked at the piles of things around her and she was surprised to see how much she’d actually done. She’d even made notes on the A4 pad Elodie had left on the desk. The next step, she guessed, was putting it all into Elodie’s database. She was a bit nervous about that – she hoped she wouldn’t mess it up.


      Sighing, she leaned down again and dragged a battered old vanity case towards her. This had to have something interesting in it, unless it had just been used as a convenient receptacle for receipts and old birthday cards of course. Who knew where the Hartsford inhabitants would have stashed stuff?


      Vanity Case, she wrote on the pad and underlined it.


      She opened the lid and stared into it. ‘My word!’ It looked, at first, as if the case was full of instruments of torture – then she realised it was a pile of hair curlers from the 1940s. They looked like thumb screws. ‘Bloody hell. And a lot of serious ouch.’ She picked one of the curlers up and turned it around in her fingers. It had a couple of long, reddish-coloured hairs stuck in the metal. ‘Definitely ouch.’ She touched the roots of her own dark hair, imagining that swift stab of pain when you accidentally pull a hair out with a hair grip or a bobble. She sympathised with this red-headed girl – big time. But hold on. Red-headed? Her heart beat a little faster.


      She put the curler down and moved the rest of them around until she found the papers that had been stuffed in the box along with the curlers.


      Lady Estella Aldrich is invited to a Hunt Ball … she began to read on the first one, a small, stiff card. She was right. Stella! The girl in the awesome photograph. The one with the long red hair – or at least that was the colour it was painted on the picture. Looking at those hairs in the curler, Stella had indeed been a natural redhead.


      ‘Well I never.’ Cassie’s spirits rose. At least she’d made that little discovery. ‘Come on Stella. I’ve got you now. What else were you up to in your social life?’


      She delved deeper and pulled out hairdressers’ bills, scrappy notes about buying tack for horses, invoices from local shops – written very politely and reminding Lady Estella Aldrich she still owed the retailer a couple of pounds for her latest purchases. Cassie giggled. She liked the sound of Stella. She clearly didn’t give a damn. Maybe next week – ask Daddy, if he’s not grumpy, she had scrawled on one receipt from a rather exclusive dress shop with a London address. In Cassie’s head, it was the gown she was wearing in the photograph. Cassie’s own father had never really been around in a grounded, physical sense. He’d been so busy with scholarly works and race horses and losing money to strange investments, that he was usually there in body, but very rarely in spirit. And her mother … well, forget her. That was another issue she had to deal with, but at least sifting through these things was taking her mind off that letter a little.


      In amongst Stella’s treasures, there were also stubs of cinema tickets and London theatre programmes, and, bizarrely, a couple of labels from champagne bottles, clearly saved from special occasions. Cassie shivered. The atmosphere in that wine cellar had been alive – and hadn’t one of the bottles been unlabelled? So far Stella’s life was rather superficial and shallow, but it was quite exciting to visualise it, and imagine that she herself had popped the bottles back on that shelf for some reason.


      ‘Stella, sweetie,’ Cassie addressed the vanity case, ‘you simply have to be the sort of girl who would enjoy a weekend party. I bet you went in that pool at any rate.’ She imagined her jumping off the diving board and maybe doing an elegant swallow dive into the water – quite a contrast to Robert’s dive-bombing. She didn’t know if the pool would have been deep enough to factor in an elegant swallow dive, but she liked the image. She wondered if Stella would have swum with her long red hair streaming out behind her Ophelia-wise, or whether she would have had it tucked into a neat little swimming cap – maybe one with pink rubber flowers all over it.


      Cassie pulled out a small, bound notebook which had blue, splodgy ink on the front. ‘List of my jolly good chums. Happy days!’ it declared. Cassie hoped it would let her into more of Stella’s life, but when she opened it, she was disappointed to find there was nothing of any substance.


      As the cover had promised, there were lists: names and dates, rooms her chums were assigned to, which Cassie recognised as Hartsford Hall rooms, and various streams of consciousness and nonsense where Stella had randomly jotted things down for other reasons, as if they’d just occurred to her at that particular moment in time. On one page, she’d apparently decided to make a list of perfumes and lipstick colours, underlining the ones she possibly felt needed replacing or maybe the ones she was going to wear to a particular party. Tabu. Je Reviens. Blue Grass. Joy. Wild Peach. Rose Pink. Scarlet.


      Cassie thought of her list of foodstuffs for the Country House Party Weekend. Clearly, some things were genetic. Cassie had even made a list of particular dresses she fancied wearing, along with the websites she could obtain them from. More than half a century separated Stella and Cassie Aldrich, but they were dreadfully similar in some respects.


      Clipped onto another page, hidden amongst the careful plans, was a loose sheet of different paper. On it was a terrible rhyming couplet, carefully printed out in block capitals. ‘Twas in the month of June and she danced naked ‘neath the moon. My love was gone too soon, and led me to my roon.


      ‘Yeuch,’ Cassie muttered. ‘I guess that was meant to be “ruin”.’ Stella had evidently felt the same in the “yeuch” stakes. She had scrawled Rubbish! Not amused. See me. You’re in big trouble – this is simply not worthy of the great “Jack Shelley”. Her writing was a little wonky and Cassie wondered if it had been champagne-fuelled.


      Who was in trouble and why was a mystery. But she smiled anyway. She flipped back to the lists of names and scanned them. Some of them were only initials – people who were probably regulars on her party circuit: R, V, A, Rosie J, Oscar, M and L, Helen W, Stephen ran one list. It was entitled My Birthday! Hurrah!


      The next list was shorter. Next to it, she had written Only Vronnie, Rosie, Mary, Lois, Helen and me. Poor boys! I am lost. So very lost.


      The boys had disappeared – perhaps they’d joined up or been called up, but for whatever reason, they weren’t on any subsequent pages.


      This was so frustrating. It had all clearly meant something to Stella, but her shorthand had never been designed to be deciphered by anyone else. Cassie closed the book and sighed. She didn’t think she was going to get much more done, and the light outside the attic window and the rumble in her tummy told her it was dinner time at the very least. There didn’t seem to be any noises from the rest of the wing, so she assumed Alex and Elodie were still out and she hoped everything was okay.


      And she still hadn’t located their resident war poet – or Mr Grammatically Incorrect either – Astrophel. Because surely Robert Edwards couldn’t be the one responsible for that appalling rhyming couplet? The thought made her smile and, unbidden, a young man’s smiling face came into her head, gazing at her as she stood by the river under an archway of trees. But it was moonlight and starlight, and she didn’t know where it had come from. The image faded almost as quickly as it had come.


      Resolutely, Cassie scooped up the vanity case and its associated contents and fastened the catches on it. The case was coming back to her cottage and she was going to reunite Stella with it.


      Aidan, as good as his word, chased Petra and Iain out of the office as soon as Petra had a quote for him. Then he made a few phone calls and rattled off some emails, and called in he didn’t know how many favours. But by the end of that day, he had, in transit, enough supplies to make a start at Hartsford Hall a week on Monday if required.


      He picked up his phone, intending to send Cassie a quick text, just to let her know when they could start work if Alex was happy with the price. But instead of opening the ‘message’ icon, almost unconsciously, he clicked on the ‘call’ icon.


      Before he could register it, the telephone was ringing and it took only a moment before she answered.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘Cassie?’


      There was a beat. ‘Aidan?’ Then there was another, warm little, ‘Hello!’


      Aidan smiled into the receiver, the expression coming out in the tone of his voice. ‘The very same.’


      ‘Did you get a quote for me already?’


      ‘Yes. I came straight back to the office and got it all sorted. Plans and everything.’ He gave her the quote, crossing his fingers and knocking even more off the price Petra had given him. ‘We can start the week after next, on the Tuesday if you’re happy with it. Can we arrange the deliveries for a week on Monday? My site manager will liaise with you for all that.’


      ‘Oh. Yes, of course. It’s less than Alex told me I had in my budget, so I’d say we’re good to go.’


      Aidan smiled again and said something he really hadn’t been intending saying at all. ‘Excellent. I’ll confirm that for a week on Monday, then I can get involved a little further down the line.’


      ‘Okay.’ There was an answering smile in Cassie’s voice and it felt good. Maybe her involvement with that Tom guy wasn’t serious? One could hope.


      ‘So, have you been back into the secret room?’ Aidan was reluctant to end the conversation.


      ‘Yes. I went in and put it all back together, although I think I damaged the floor a bit. And I definitely damaged the chair. Never mind.’


      ‘Never mind,’ Aidan echoed. ‘Can it be fixed?’


      ‘I doubt it. I found a letter in the chair cushion though. So it wasn’t all bad.’


      ‘A letter?’ Aidan leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. This was just the sort of thing he liked to hear about. ‘Who from?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Aidan imagined her shrugging. ‘Someone who’d swallowed a punctuation guide I think.’


      He laughed. ‘How come?’


      ‘His name.’ She sighed. ‘It’s a silly one. Something about apostrophes, the idiot.’


      ‘And what exactly is he called, this idiot man?’


      ‘Apostro … Apostro … Hang on.’ He could hear her rustling papers around. He wondered if she was in an office or at home. He looked at the clock. It was almost seven in the evening. Probably home then. He was the only one daft enough to be in his office at this time.


      ‘Ah. Here we are. Astrophel. Similar to Apostrophe. Not quite.’


      ‘Astrophel? That is a strange one. Why couldn’t he have been an Archie or a Stephen?’


      ‘I found a Stephen. Stella had a notebook with her friends’ names in. I think all her male friends went off to the war, though.’


      ‘Well, let’s hope you’re doing them all justice by bringing the Spa back to life again.’


      ‘Indeed. Is there anything I need to know for Monday week then?’


      ‘Nope. The site manager will come about nine o’clock and she’ll bring the plans with her. Then you can see what we’ve come up with for you.’


      ‘All right. And you? Will I see you too? Soon?’


      ‘You will.’


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘You’re very welcome.’


      ‘Bye then.’


      ‘Bye. I’m looking forward to it.’


      There was another smile. From both of them, it seemed.


      July 1941


      And then it happened.


      It was dark. That was all Rob knew. It was dark and cold and he felt a curious mixture of cold and heat. He was shivering, but his skin was burning.


      He could remember the noise and he could remember the screaming. The fireball that engulfed the plane and the seemingly endless plummet to the ground.


      Then people. People near him, foreign voices everywhere. Then blessed darkness and blessed sleep and unbearable pain swamping him, and Stella’s face imprinted on the back of his eyelids as he slipped away into oblivion …


      Stella read the letter seventeen-year old Jack had sent her. She had to read it three times, just to make sure.


      Missing in Action. Over France.


      The words didn’t change, however many times she read them.


      They didn’t change when Leo read them either.


      And they didn’t change when her brother gathered her up in his arms and she cried into his shoulder until she no longer had any tears left.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eighteen


      Present Day


      Just because Aidan had spent most of a morning discovering secret rooms with Cassie, it didn’t mean, she told herself sternly, that he found her in the least attractive. Why would she be treated any differently from any other potential client? He was being nice, and he had a sort of link to Hartsford.


      He was just getting his company to sort out that part of the estate, before it became a safety hazard.


      She wandered off to the kitchen and poured a huge glass of wine, which she practically guzzled down there and then. She felt a little better, but not much. How awful if it was just professional on his side? And she was being silly by thinking it could all mean more? Yes, of course she was – there was the lovely Petra after all.


      She took her second glass of wine back to the dining table, where she’d been sitting. Stella’s picture was laid out next to the vanity case, and her notebook on the top of the case. Cassie had also put the odd letter from Apostrophe-chap down next to them and, to the side, she’d put the sketch book from Aidan.


      She looked from one book to the other. There was a weird sense of togetherness there. All of these items had been at the Hall at the same time. While Stella had been partying and planning her jolly japes in the notebook, she’d been wearing her curlers and stuffing unpaid bills for pretty dresses into the case. Within this time frame, Robert Edwards had also been lounging around the pool and drawing pictures of people enjoying themselves at the Hall.


      Cassie’s heart began to beat a little faster. She wondered if, for some reason, they were all connected in a different way? It was very tenuous, but who was to say? They couldn’t prove or disprove it. Especially with that awful poem and the fact that it did seem to be Stella on the side of the pool in that sketch – not to mention the shadows and memories she’d glimpsed of days gone by. It was an intriguing thought, and Stella was, maybe, just about wild enough to have a summer fling with a good-looking Cambridge graduate who might have promised her the world with his clever words. What a shame it seemed as if he’d gone to War and they’d lost touch. And of course it didn’t explain who Jack Shelley was, did it?


      She contemplated putting a display up in the squash courts to capitalise on the relationship she was playing out in her head, be it true or totally fictitious. Then she slumped forwards, her forehead touching the table. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t make up what might be a huge, fat lie, no matter how tempting the story might be.


      Cassie stood up to head out and refill her glass for a third time. In fact, she might as well just bring the bottle in.


      As she passed through the tiny hallway, there was knock on the door. It had to be one of the family; nobody would be coming through the grounds to find her cottage in a door-to-door salesman capacity, so she altered her course to open it. She hoped it was good news about Elodie.


      In fact, Elodie herself was standing there. ‘Here.’ She thrust a folder at Cassie. ‘Blueprints for your changing room. My system works.’


      Cassie noticed she had bare feet, her face was pale, but her toenails were still green and black. ‘Elodie!’ She flung her arms around her awkwardly. ‘Come in. Please. I have nail varnish remover and cotton wool.’


      There was the briefest of pauses, then Elodie nodded. ‘Deal. Have you got any colours you can put on my nails? The nurses laughed at me.’ She went straight into the lounge and sank heavily into the sofa. ‘Any colour will do, so long as I have ten matching ones.’ She wiggled her toes as if to make a point. ‘Just for next time. God, I’m pleased to be out of that place.’


      ‘But are you okay? I mean, I’m not going to get into trouble for persuading you to stay am I, if you’re still having problems?’


      Elodie shook her head. ‘I’ve escaped and I’m staying escaped. I just want to feel normal again. I persuaded Alex to take Hughie out, so he’ll be gone for half an hour or so anyway. He’s still brooding over that bloody letter, I think – and then I haven’t helped things much.’ She looked embarrassed. She’d never forgiven herself for coming back from London with such severe asthma – something which had especially, she said, impacted on Alex’s life. Even though he always swore it wasn’t her fault and repeated that he didn’t mind how many times he rescued her from an attack – so long as he rescued her. ‘I said I was popping over here while he was out.’ Elodie frowned. ‘I think he’s taking it worse than me. He hasn’t seen me in such a state for some time. Look. I even brought this, for the little walk over here.’ She produced the inhaler. ‘Damn thing. But I don’t want to see him upset anymore. It’s been a fairly rotten day. And there’s all these undercurrents going on. I’m still not sure what he wants to do about your mum.’


      ‘I’m not sure what I’ll do either. But he’ll enjoy his ride, it’ll do him good. And you’ve come to the right place for normal. I have everything ranging from pink to purple and back again, so you can have ten normally varnished toenails. I’ll even do your fingers if you like. You choose a colour.’


      ‘I like the sound of purple. But I currently have sausage fingers and they’ll look awful whatever you do.’


      Cassie laughed. ‘Purple it is then. We can always take it off the porkers if you hate it. Just give me a minute.’ She dashed upstairs and gathered together the bottles and cotton wool, then returned to the lounge. Elodie already had her feet up on the footstool. She looked just as at home as she had done when she lived there.


      Cassie sat down in front of her and set to work. ‘You’re more than welcome in the secret room, you know. I don’t think you’d get wedged too badly. Or perhaps … no. I take that back.’ Cassie nodded at Elodie’s ever-increasing bump and they both giggled.


      ‘Hmm. Maybe later in the summer. Hopefully around your Bank Holiday weekend. Everything should be over with by then.’ Cassie had hold of her foot, and she felt a shiver going right through Elodie’s body.


      She looked up in surprise. ‘Are you okay? Really okay?’


      Elodie laughed humourlessly. ‘I’m bloody terrified. What if I can’t do it? What if I bloody die?’


      ‘Darling, they’ll make you do it. And you won’t die. If you even dare to die, Alex would probably kill you anyway!’


      ‘I suppose they’ve got to come out somehow, haven’t they? And if I’m dead, he can’t really kill me.’


      ‘Rather a crude way of putting it, but yes, and you may be right about the killing aspect. It’ll be so lovely when they’re here, though, don’t you worry.’


      ‘Let’s talk about blueprints instead.’ Elodie pulled a face. ‘I can deal with blueprints. I can’t deal with babies. And I can’t deal with dying because of my stupid, stupid lungs. I hate London. I wish I’d never lived there! It’s because of that environment—’


      Her voice was beginning to rise hysterically, and Cassie didn’t know much about asthma, but she did know getting agitated probably wouldn’t help. And it certainly wouldn’t help the babies, so she almost shouted, ‘Oh! The plans for the changing rooms! Does the secret room show on them? And for God’s sake calm down and breathe.’


      Elodie gazed down at her, looking shocked for a moment. Then she made a huge effort and calmed herself down. ‘Sort of.’ She leaned to the side and pulled the papers towards her, then opened them up and disappeared behind them as Cassie finished off her little toe with a gorgeous, deep violet colour.


      ‘Done.’ Cassie sat back on her heels and surveyed her handiwork. ‘Looking good as well. I’ll do the porker fingers next.’


      ‘Thank you.’ Elodie peered out from the papers and looked at her toes. ‘I trust you more than Alex, that’s for sure.’


      ‘Sisterhood.’ Cassie raised her hand.


      Elodie high-fived her back and laughed. ‘Sisterhood. Now, you sit up here with me and I’ll show you what I mean.’


      Cassie hopped up on the sofa. Elodie spread out the papers and they studied them.


      ‘I found it in one of the cabinets upstairs. Someone had the foresight to put all the building plans together, and I knew all I needed to do was put my hands on it. You can see this is it all plotted out – the pool and the changing rooms in particular.’


      Cassie looked at the date, which was all written in beautiful fountain pen script, and saw that the plans had indeed been drawn up in 1928. Exactly the time she wanted.


      ‘Fantastic! Aidan could use these to rebuild it all.’ She blushed and dipped her head, hoping her hair would flop down and cover her flaming cheeks.


      ‘Aidan? I knew there was something going on between you.’


      ‘There’s nothing going on,’ Cassie said, too quickly.


      ‘But you wish there was,’ Elodie shot back, just as quickly.


      ‘Maybe I do,’ she muttered, admitting it for the first time aloud, ‘but I’m sure it’s all just very professional, because he seems to have a girlfriend called Petra who buys him French hand-printed silk scarves. It was a strange morning, that’s all.’


      ‘I can get you a hundred French hand-printed silk scarves. They’re nothing special,’ Elodie scoffed. Her parents spent six months of the year in her mother’s family home in France.


      ‘Depends who buys you them, I guess,’ added Cassie miserably.


      ‘But you bonded in a secret room.’ Elodie’s eyes twinkled. ‘That’s rather romantic.’


      ‘It is rather a nice room, I suppose, but it’s better when you’re with someone.’


      ‘You’re probably right. I suppose it might be a bit boring on your own. But look.’ Elodie tapped the blueprint with her fingertip. ‘I think the room was always intended to be there. See?’


      Cassie followed where she was pointing and saw, in red ink, a dotted square at the back of the changing rooms.


      ‘Wow. It’s all been planned like he said.’


      Elodie narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘If we could only go back in time to talk to them. To see what they really used it for.’


      ‘Forget it. I don’t need to talk to anything down there to know it was well-used. And I have my theories about that too. I think that secret room was a nice place to hide away, if you get my meaning. Oh, and they liked to keep their champagne to hand.’ She shivered, remembering again that strange sensation in the basement beneath the secret room.


      Elodie looked at the plans again and nodded. ‘Perhaps I do get it. I guess they rocked up there for some interesting evenings like you say.’


      ‘Very cosy.’ Unbidden, an image of Aidan and his fitted black t-shirt came into Cassie’s head. She tugged at the scarf that was still in her pocket. Petra’s scarf. ‘Aidan needs this back.’


      ‘Then you’ll have to find a way to give it back to him.’ Elodie studied the scarf and wrinkled her nose at the dried blood all over it. ‘But I suggest you give it a wash first.’


      ‘Probably a good idea.’ But bizarrely, Cassie thought that might wash the essence of Aidan off it, so she didn’t want to do that just yet. ‘Come on.’ She needed to take the heat off her and Aidan. ‘Let’s get the rest of those porkers purple.’


      After he had spoken to Cassie, Aidan sat at his desk in the office for a little longer. Astrophel? She was right – it was an odd name.


      He wondered whether she had bothered investigating it or whether it was on her ‘to do’ list. Perhaps it would be added to her project information. Maybe she would look into it, but it was highly unlikely she would come back to him and tell him what she’d discovered. Whatever, he was curious about it himself so there was only one thing to do.


      Aidan pulled his keyboard closer to him and loaded up a search engine on the computer. He didn’t really expect to get any hits but it was worth a shot. As he typed in the name, his eyes widened to see the search results fill up his screen. He ran his eyes down them and clicked on one in particular.


      ‘Interesting,’ he murmured, his heart starting to beat a little faster. He jotted some information down on a notepad and re-read it. Then he smiled to himself. Perhaps it answered one of his long-standing questions as well.


      Eventually, the morning Aidan had promised that the work would start, came around. It had seemed like a year since she’d seen him, even though it had just been a week or so. He had phoned her though, during that week – which had surprised her, in a nice way. He’d been quite professional, so it wasn’t as if he’d made her think any more naughty thoughts than she was already thinking, but it was nice to hear his voice again. He’d told her there was another job that he had to try and sort out, but he was going to pass it onto Iain, just as soon as he could.


      The fact that he had called her, although he didn’t really have a need to, had definitely made her smile.


      Then she wondered if he was just being very professional and keeping her in the loop, because of course he had Petra, didn’t he? And the smile had died on her lips.


      Regardless, Cassie was determined to try and stay positive. She had her breakfast in the garden of the cottage as it was a lovely sunny day, and as she looked out over the estate she hoped, no, she prayed, that the Country House Party weekend would be a success and the work Aidan’s company was doing would go according to plan and be finished on time. She felt she owed it not only to Alex and Elodie, but also to herself.


      Idly, and not without a small stab of jealousy, she wondered if Petra was as exotic and glamorous as her name suggested. She also kept thinking about the letter from her mother and the fact that she had the address all neatly written out and stashed in her kitchen drawer until she decided what to do. And, just as Alex disappeared into Hughie-world when he was anxious or stressed, Cassie had already wheeled her Yamaha out.


      She’d polished it and serviced it over the weekend and she rode it up to the gates slowly. It felt good to be on it again. She was going for a nice long ride after the site manager turned up. If Aidan wasn’t there, then Cassie didn’t really want to be amongst all the muck and the madness either.


      At about 8.50am she was parking the bike by the gates. At 8.55am she opened them and took herself off to the grassy area near the pool to sit and wait. Then she decided she would rather fiddle with her Yamaha, so she got up again and bent over the bike, meddling with things that didn’t need meddling with.


      The conversation Aidan and Cassie had had about adrenalin and extreme sports being akin to love had been haunting her a little bit. Perhaps Aidan had already shared that sort of experience with someone? Maybe Cassie would never get that adrenalin rush. Maybe she’d never have that rom-com movie sort of love.


      Maybe she would always be that old spinster aunt.


      Cassie thought of Aidan again, deliberately. No. No adrenalin rush – just a sort of squidge in her stomach. It was clear that she just fancied the leather pants off him, that was all. Nothing else. You could bet that he didn’t even feel that about her. Didn’t he have Petra anyway, so it was a moot point?


      Cassie heard the roar of an engine before she even saw the cloud of dust. So, the site manager had one too. Maybe it was just easier to get around the little country lanes on a motorbike. She rubbed a speck of grease off her Yamaha. The roar of the engine reached a crescendo, and Cassie didn’t look up, distracted by what she thought was a scratch on the red paintwork. She felt the rush of wind as the bike skirted through the gates and circled, parking in front of her.


      She looked up, ready to smile a polite, professional greeting to the site manager, but instead she saw a T5. And there was a man riding it, dressed from head to toe in black with a smoked glass visor on. The squidge built up in her stomach. The man took the helmet off and smiled at her, his eyes warm, his too-long dark hair messed up, but oh so touchable. A faint dusting of dark stubble covered his chin.


      Talk about an adrenalin rush – her vision wavered and she was certain she went cross-eyed. She couldn’t breathe and the squidge in her stomach turned into a full-blown whirlwind.


      ‘Hey,’ he said.


      ‘Hey.’


      ‘Petra’s on her way too, she wants to see how it’s all going to fit together. I hope you don’t mind me coming earlier than everyone else. I thought I’d walk through the plans with you first?’


      The squidge shrivelled up and died. ‘I don’t mind you coming earlier at all.’ She took a deep breath, calming herself down. He was bringing his girlfriend to the Hall to have a look around? It was a very clear message, then, that she should step away from the seriously hot biker who had raced into her life. And also very embarrassing that he knew she felt that way, and had felt the need to subtly introduce Petra as a little warning to her. ‘I was going to get changed and take the bike out,’ continued Cassie, fighting to stay, yes, professional in the face of Aidan and all that black leather. ‘But I’ll wait until I see your designs. Elodie has found the original blueprints. They might be quite useful as well?’


      ‘Excellent. You know, if you don’t mind, I’ll come with you? On the bike, I mean.’ He grinned. ‘At least I will after I’ve seen Petra. I’ve got something else to show you as well – and you don’t need to be around for the deliveries. Unless you want to be of course?’


      ‘No.’ Cassie shook her head, confused. ‘I’d rather be out of the way.’


      Aidan grinned. ‘Me too.’


      Cassie was standing next to the red Yamaha, her fingers touching the handlebars lightly and her long, dark hair tumbling loose past her shoulders. She was wearing a denim jacket and a flirty, floral short dress. She had baseball boots on and a blue scarf around her neck and the whole picture was just … her.


      ‘It’s a very nice bike.’ Aidan forced his gaze to the Yamaha.


      ‘Thanks. I like it.’


      Aidan’s smile widened even further, and he dismounted the T5. ‘Here you go. My blueprints. The new ones. We can compare them with yours, and see if there are any crossovers.’ He unfolded the paper and laid it out across the seat. Cassie came over to him and he was very aware of her standing so closely, so he held onto the blueprints more firmly to ensure he didn’t reach out and touch her hair or trace his fingers down the curve of her cheek … ‘We can get the pool all sorted for you, no problem, thanks to some favours I pulled in, and it’ll all be done by August. Trust me.’


      ‘Sounds good.’


      He showed her some composite pictures he’d designed, an artist’s impression of what the Spa would look like. ‘So we can rebuild the diving board and have the steps going down here.’


      He pointed to them and she nodded. ‘Fantastic. D’you think the pool was ever deep enough for swallow dives?’


      ‘I wouldn’t like to swear to it. But I wouldn’t be encouraging your visitors to try it out, just in case.’


      ‘Agreed.’ Cassie laughed and looked up at him. She was suddenly serious. ‘Thank you, though, for doing this. I appreciate it’s short notice.’


      ‘I’m looking forward to the end result as much as you are.’


      He wanted to say more. He really did.


      But then they were interrupted by the rumbling of a rather large vehicle.


      ‘That could be the first batch of supplies arriving.’ Aidan looked towards the gates. ‘They’re early. I’ll have to stay here until Petra turns up and that’ll give you time to get changed, won’t it? Where shall we go?’


      ‘Get changed? Oh! For the bike ride. Okay. But won’t Petra mind?’


      ‘Petra?’ Aidan frowned. ‘She’s more than capable of dealing with this, it’s fine. But if Tom might have a problem with it, then we won’t go. I just thought—’ He tailed off and felt himself flush. He was horribly aware of that barrier of professionalism which should, by all rights, hold him back despite every fibre of his being telling him to just go for it. It probably wasn’t a great idea to be so consumed with one client and spend so long on one project – his business head told him that and his experience with Kim Barrett had compounded it – but his heart was daring to defy him.


      Cassie looked a little confused and blinked like a baby owl. ‘Tom? He’s just my friend Kate’s brother. We dated briefly, but that was ages ago and we both moved on. He’s got no reason to complain. But with Petra coming and stuff. I don’t know …’


      ‘Tom’s your friend’s brother? I thought that he was – you know –your boyfriend!’ Aidan felt his face split into a huge grin. Game on. Let’s do this! ‘And honestly, I mean it. Petra won’t have a problem either. Oh. That reminds me – while I’m here. May I?’ His fingers hovered around the knot of the blue and white scarf and swiftly undid it, slipping it from around her neck and holding it up in front of her.


      ‘Oh – gosh. Yes. Sorry.’ She blushed furiously and looked guilty.


      ‘Hmm.’ His lips twitched into a smile. ‘You can keep it if you want.’

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nineteen


      September 1941


      It was a different sort of get together. A different sort of party. It was subdued. It was awful. Thank God it wasn’t going to be a weekend thing. Stella didn’t think she could cope with it beyond a day.


      ‘Do you miss him dreadfully?’ Veronica gazed drunkenly at Stella, a cigarette dangling from her fingertips, an empty glass on the ground next to her. A good number of champagne bottles remained in the Earl’s wine cellar, but Stella had still smuggled the stuff out today, just in case he raged at her. She couldn’t deal with that at the moment either, she really couldn’t.


      They were sitting in the Spa area, but it was no longer summer. It was autumn, and the leaves were turning and the wind was becoming chilly. None of them wanted to so much as dip a toe into the dirty water of the pool. Stanley, the lad who looked after the pool and kept it clean and filtered and free of leaves, had joined up along with most of the young men on the estate. Stella didn’t want to think about how few of them might come back. The war memorial in the village stood like an omen; it seemed as if it was just waiting to have its faces filled with another lost generation of Hartsford men. The female staff were disappearing too – to farms or to the forces themselves, or to do nursing. Some had even moved to the towns to work in the factories.


      It had made Stella realise how privileged she had really been, and how much everybody had done for her. She spent more time in the kitchens now, helping the cook to prepare meals and learning how to spin out a ration book to feed the family. She’d had to take on other domestic chores as well, and she’d done it without question. A place the size of Hartsford Hall didn’t keep itself clean and tidy and the firewood didn’t bring itself in from the log store.


      Stella was conscious of exactly how much her life had already changed and how it would change again – and not, she was certain, for the better. Thoughts kept her awake at night, staring into the darkness, seeing Rob’s face every time she closed her eyes. She was also horribly aware that she would need to become even more independent and that she would have to do it very, very soon. It made her curl into a little protective ball under the bedcovers as she soaked her pillows with silent, hopeless tears.


      The people left behind were making the best of it, but everywhere in the horribly quiet village were sad, haunted faces when the masks dropped and you really looked around you. Clusters of Land Girls could be spotted out and about as well, their distinctive khaki dungarees marking them out, their accents – Cockney, Northern, Black Country, anywhere you could think of – chiming in the tiny streets of Hartsford as they dashed out on errands or bought themselves a rare treat at the little bakery. They came in from the neighbouring villages and the Hartsford Home Farm itself. As the weeks wore on, Stella also fell into the habit of popping down to the Home Farm to help them out. She was tired of feeling so useless, and felt she had lost all control of her future. The hard physical work at least made her think less about Rob and ensured she finally fell into an exhausted sleep, so deep that there was no room for his beautiful eyes to invade her dreams.


      ‘Miss whom?’ Stella asked bitterly. ‘Which one of our friends do you mean?’ She stared at the big gates of the estate, as if Rob would come swaggering through them, smiling and clutching his latest sketch book or notebook. He’d toss his head back, and his hair would flop across his forehead and he’d raise his arm in greeting. Or he’d appear like he had done that last time, in his slate blue uniform and grab her wrists through the gate and they’d never let each other go.


      But never again.


      ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know.’ Helen smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. The tragic telegram they had all dreaded had come about Anthony – ‘killed in action … deepest condolences … commend him for his bravery etc etc’ – and the pain was still raw when the news had filtered through about Rob.


      ‘He had to go one better than us.’ Oscar sat in his wheelchair, his fingers tapping restlessly on the arm rests. ‘I lost my bloody legs. He – got lost.’ He laughed shortly and reached down for his own drink. ‘The bugger’ll reappear, you know. He will.’


      Stella shook her head slowly. She still found it hard to acknowledge Oscar’s disability. If she looked him straight in the eye, it wasn’t so bad. But she simply could not watch him manoeuvre himself around slowly and awkwardly, his face set in pain and concentration. Oscar – the best dancer out of the lot of them. War was simply horrid.


      Stephen sat next to Veronica, their shoulders almost touching. He leaned towards her and lit his cigarette from hers. Stella saw the slight shake of his hands. He never talked about his experiences. It was enough for them to gather that he, Anthony and Oscar had all been together when it happened. He had been medically discharged too, but nobody was quite sure why.


      He reached into his pocket and, his hands shaking even more, pulled out a pillbox. He knocked two of the pills out into his palm, and one bounced off and rolled away. Without a word, Veronica leaned down and retrieved it. She gave it back to him and he popped them into his mouth and washed them down with the dregs of his champagne.


      It wasn’t the same. It certainly wasn’t the same.


      ‘I don’t know if he will come back.’ Stella was numb, unfeeling. He was only supposed to be Missing in Action, but she couldn’t feel that he was alive at all. She couldn’t feel anything. Numb. Just numb.


      ‘Dear Stella.’ Oscar’s face twisted into a grimace of a smile. ‘I hope he does come back for you. Hate for you to be left on the shelf, old thing. Could quite fancy being the better half of a Lady, myself, come to think of it.’ He was trying to make a joke and she loved him for it.


      Stella smiled. ‘Oh, my darling Oscar. You think I could fight Rosie for you? She’d win every time.’


      Rosie was currently staggering over to the changing rooms to find more wine, her blonde, fiercely pin-curled hair now dishevelled. She was stepping very, very carefully into the building in case the doorway suddenly shifted. She hadn’t left Oscar’s side all evening. And her eyes had never left him either.


      Oscar dipped his head and his round face coloured, but Stella could see his smile widen. She leaned across and patted his hand. It was thin and cold.


      ‘I swear,’ she told him. ‘Just ask her, for God’s sake. Just ask her.’


      She moved away from him and huddled up, pulling her legs up towards her and hugging them.


      Oh, Rob.


      We’re like the stars – we’re forever, until we die. Maybe we’ll last even longer.


      She looked over the pool and away across towards the gates. She narrowed her eyes and could almost swear she saw two figures there, holding each other, leaning towards each other and kissing. She blinked and they were gone.


      She took a deep breath. Now was as good a time as any. ‘Oh – I’ve got some other news.’


      ‘What’s that then?’ Lois leaned over to Mary and lit her cigarette from her sister’s, then blew a smoke ring in Stella’s direction.


      Stella pulled a face and waved it away. ‘I’m bloody well knocked up. Hurrah!’ She began counting off questions on her fingers ‘Yes. It’s Rob’s. Yes. I’m sure. Yes. It was last time he was home. No. He doesn’t – didn’t – know. No. I have no clue what I’m going to do about it. Anything I haven’t covered?’ She looked around at the group of friends with raised brows. ‘Anything? Anything at all? No? Good. So we’ll have no silly questions then. That makes it all so much easier.’


      The silence hung heavily and desperately over the little group of friends as they stared, open-mouthed at her. The ash dropped off the end of Lois’ cigarette and a spark burned a tiny hole, unnoticed, in her precious new dress. There was very little money or material to waste on new dresses, and Stella even felt guilty about the fact she’d need a whole new wardrobe somehow to last her over the next few months.


      She thought there could be nothing worse than having to announce that news to a group of stunned friends, in 1941, when she was twenty-five years old and one of her friends was dead and the father of her baby had disappeared somewhere in the midst of a bombing raid.


      Present Day


      As Cassie stood wondering how she should respond to the scarf comment, a lorry came through the gates with a car following it. Aidan smiled as a slim blonde in a hi-vis jacket, jeans and safety boots got out of the car. ‘Here’s my site manager now.’


      The woman was very attractive and Cassie saw an emerald engagement ring glinting on her finger as she paused, pointed towards the tennis courts and said something to a man twice her size. The man nodded and climbed into the lorry. He started the engine and Cassie covered her ears as it thundered past her.


      The blonde turned and noticed Cassie, a smile breaking over her face. ‘Ah, you must be Lady Cassandra Aldrich? I’m Ms Novak. I’m sure Aidan has explained my role in the project?’ Her accent was lovely and Cassie couldn’t help but smile at her.


      She held her hand out. ‘Please, just call me Cassie. Yes, Aidan’s explained it all.’


      ‘Very well. Cassie. Then you can call me Petra. It’s nicer, don’t you think?’


      Cassie suddenly felt faint. The emerald ring glinted again and she couldn’t think of a sensible thing to say.


      ‘Petra. Lovely to meet you.’ It wasn’t. Not really. ‘Do you need Aidan to stay while the deliveries come? That’s a beautiful ring, by the way.’ She could have bitten her own tongue off. Good grief.


      Petra laughed. ‘Thank you. Iain tells me I shouldn’t wear it for site work, but you know, he bought it for me and I like it, so why not? I tell him it’s insured and I’m not likely to be going close enough to a cement mixer for it to fall in. It’s fine.’ She grinned, her eyes sparkling with amusement.


      ‘Iain?’


      ‘Yes.’ Petra nodded towards Aidan and smiled again. ‘But when one is engaged to the boss’s brother, one has to try and behave oneself at work. So we say nothing, yes? Anyway. Aidan is more of a nuisance at this stage. Please. Take him away. Today is about getting the deliveries in. Tomorrow we start the real work. If that’s okay with you?’


      Cassie felt an incredible surge of joy. Petra was engaged to a guy called Iain. And she was Aidan’s mysterious site manager. The world seemed a lot, lot brighter suddenly. She cast a glance at the Spa and it flickered into life as it had been, so many years ago, then faded back to how it really was. She blinked and smiled. She’d had a glimpse of it in its heyday, and she had no doubt that it would look like that again very soon. ‘Wonderful! Thank you.’


      She looked up at Aidan, who was already fastening his helmet on. ‘Come on, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s not waste the day. I told you she wouldn’t mind. Where do you want to go?’


      Cassie could feel the most enormous smile tugging at the corner of her lips. Petra was his brother’s fiancée – there was no need to hold back at all.


      ‘Aldeburgh!’ she said without hesitation. ‘Wait here until I get changed!’


      Aidan laughed, his eyes dancing with mischief. ‘Don’t be too long.’ Then he leaned closer to her and whispered: ‘I might miss you if you take too long.’


      Cassie thought her heart would burst with pleasure, and she ran as fast as she could back to her cottage. She didn’t want to waste one moment more.


      Once they had reached Aldeburgh, Cassie felt her spirits lift immeasurably. The Living History weekend couldn’t be in better hands, she decided, and she was in one of her most favourite places ever. Back at the Hall, when she had returned to Aidan and her bike, clutching her helmet, the blue and white scarf had been tied intricately around the handlebars and she had laughed. ‘Have I got my own bunting, then?’


      ‘I think it adds a rather nice touch, don’t you?’


      It had put her in an even better mood, and she had marvelled that was even possible.


      And now, at Aldeburgh, Cassie stared out at the shingled beach as it sloped down to a hazy blue sea and smiled. ‘I’d like to live nearer the coast,’ she informed Aidan as she took her helmet off and tucked it into the box on the back of the bike. ‘But I’m afraid if I did that, I’d gorge myself so much on fish and chips in the first week I’d hate them for evermore.’


      ‘Impossible. I don’t think that would ever happen to me. I could live on them. In fact, do you want to get some now? We could take them to the Scallop.’ The Scallop was a sculpture on the beach – two massive, interlocking shells, that people could sit on, scramble on or simply view the sea from.


      ‘That sounds great,’ agreed Cassie. ‘Come on. I know just the place to get them.’


      They took the fish and chips to the huge sculpture, as Aidan had suggested. Cassie was licking her fingers clean of salt and vinegar, sitting on the bottom scallop shell and watching the tide ebb and flow.


      ‘I like this sculpture,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘I know some people don’t, but it’s a bit like the Louvre pyramid isn’t it? You either love it or you hate it.’


      ‘I like it too.’ Aidan looked up at the punched-out letters in the top shell and read the phrase out. ‘“I hear those voices that will not be drowned”. It’s from a Benjamin Britten opera, isn’t it?’


      Cassie nodded and twisted so she too could see them. ‘Peter Grimes. It’s the one about the fisherman’s apprentice – a bit of a tragedy, as these things usually are. It was first staged just after VE Day. Britten lived here. I’ve never really liked opera, but I had to study a little of it for my degree. Sorry – for the degree I started. I ended up changing to a Business one instead to help Alex out.’ She pulled a face. ‘I quite like that phrase though. It sort of makes you think that certain people and certain voices live on somehow, no matter what happened to them. A bit like Robert Edwards and his poetry. Or Rob. I think I like him being called Rob better.’


      ‘He suits Rob, doesn’t he? It’s almost like he’s more real to me as “Rob”. It’s weird.’


      Cassie smiled. ‘Perhaps he’s the one that makes you feel like that – he won’t be silenced. Some voices just speak to us mysteriously through the years.’


      Aidan shivered a little. She might well be correct. ‘Oh! That reminds me.’ He pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket. ‘It might be a good time to give you this. Your Apostrophe guy – I’ve been doing some research. I should have been doing the B&B plans, so we have to stay away from that hotel up there …’ He grinned as he pointed with the paper to a pale blue building on the harbour. ‘… but your man’s not so random as you might think.’


      ‘My Apostrophe Guy? I’d almost forgotten about him, with all the excitement of you coming to the Hall. I mean—’ She dipped her head and turned pink. ‘All the excitement of the renovation.’


      Aidan smiled. ‘Yes, it’s been an exciting time. But even so, your Astrophel is not a man who should be forgotten – and not, may I add, someone who has been forgotten. I found this.’ He handed her the paper and Cassie unfolded it.


      Cassie studied the lines Aidan had written down: Astrophel and Stella. A sequence of 108 sonnets and 11 songs relating to love and desire, probably composed in the 1580s by Philip Sidney. The names derive from the Greek words ‘aster’ (star) and ‘phil’ (lover), and the Latin word ‘stella’ meaning star. Astrophil or Astrophel is the star lover, and Stella is his star.


      She looked up at Aidan. ‘This relates to Stella? Really?’


      ‘Looks like it. And just as importantly, it seems to relate to a particular poet who seemed to love her.’


      ‘Robert,’ she whispered. ‘Your Robert. Rob.’


      ‘I’d like to think so. In fact, it’s more than a possibility. Can you remember that I mentioned the quote on the picture? Reach for the star? That seems rather more relevant, does it not?’


      ‘But what was he doing with the picture? Why didn’t she have it?’


      ‘Maybe she did. Maybe she sent it back to him for some reason.’


      ‘The token of affection she returned to him!’ The pieces suddenly started to fit. ’I bet he joined the RAF after they’d had a falling out. He must be the “R” initial – he’s one of the boys she’s so lost without. And I bet he’s the one she’s most lost without.’


      ‘You’re betting an awful lot.’ Aidan smiled. ‘Is that the book you told me about, with her friends in?’


      ‘Yes. During the war, the numbers halved and the boys disappeared. When we get back, you can see it for yourself—’ She stopped. It was one thing getting excited about Stella’s book and wanting Aidan to come and see it. It was another assuming he would even want to do that. He’d be busy, he’d have work to attend to. He maybe wouldn’t want to spend any more time on the mysterious relationship. Perhaps he didn’t feel as strongly about it as Cassie was beginning to?


      But it seemed she was wrong. ‘I’d love that.’ Then he coloured, just slightly. ‘I was wondering what excuse I could come up with to spend a little more time with you today.’


      Cassie stared at him. ‘Well,’ she tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Really, you only had to ask me.’


      ‘And would the answer have been “yes”?’ he teased.


      ‘Of course the answer would have been “yes”. Now I know that Petra isn’t actually your girlfriend!’


      ‘You really thought that?’ He looked astonished, then laughed. ‘No. She’s my site manager and my brother’s fiancée. I’ve worked with her for years and known her even longer. Trust me. There’s never been any of that between us.’ He grinned, but then, suddenly, became serious. ‘And on that basis, I honestly thought Tom was your boyfriend. I stayed away because I didn’t want to cause any problems. I didn’t want to see you and know that you were taken. I couldn’t handle that.’


      ‘Truthfully? Aidan, I would have made up fifteen other projects if I thought I could drag you over to the Hall to work on them. It was the thought of Petra that was stopping me.’


      Aidan laughed and shook his head. ‘What are we like? And what if,’ he continued, his voice suddenly softer and warmer – soft enough and warm enough to make her feel as if she was melting and dispersing into tiny pieces, into the shifting sand beneath her feet – ‘now we know better, I asked you for a kiss?’


      Cassie caught her breath on a little ‘Oh’, and then her heart beating wildly, she smiled. ‘Why that would be a “yes” as well. You only have to ask.’


      ‘Then please may I kiss you?’


      ‘You may.’


      He gave her one of his heart-breakingly gorgeous lop-sided smiles, and, without taking his eyes off hers, he leaned in to her and pulled her towards him and she didn’t resist – couldn’t resist. She put her arms around his neck, and pulled him down, surprising herself by the urgency she felt.


      Their lips met, and she caught her breath as the electricity fizzed up and down her spine. His lips were warm and his kiss warmer, and she reached a hand up, tangling her fingers into the too-long hair that lay against his neck. She felt his arms slacken and then his hands were running up her arms, until he took hold of her face, one palm either side of it, and kissed her even more, and she thought she would absolutely die of pleasure, right there on Aldeburgh beach in full view of anyone who cared to watch.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty


      September 1941


      The dreadful party had lost its spark after her big announcement – not that it had been a very good party anyway. Even the very sight and smell of the champagne she’d once loved made her gag, which just made things one hundred times worse, really. At least nobody had noticed she had substituted the stuff for ginger ale, and thus she had avoided any awkward questions before she was ready to tell them her news.


      They’d peeled away just after dinner, everybody except Helen, who had stayed with her on the terrace to wave everyone off. Helen, beautiful little Mary-Pickford-lookalike Helen, with her dark hair and her kind dark eyes, turned to Stella and said it, said the very thing Stella had been trying not to think about.


      ‘Have you told anyone else?’


      ‘By that you mean …?’ Stella raised her eyebrows quizzically, although she knew the answer.


      ‘Your brother. Your father. Rob’s family.’


      Stella laughed shortly and shook her head. ‘God, no. I think I’m hoping it’ll disappear. I’m just a little bit pregnant, really. Maybe if I don’t think about it, it won’t happen.’


      Helen shook her head. ‘Sweetheart, there’s no such thing as a little bit pregnant. It’ll happen and your tummy will all sort of pop and then you won’t be able to hide it anymore. How far along are you?’


      Stella dipped her head. It was embarrassing, and she didn’t want to talk about it, but if she had to talk about it, who on earth would be better than Helen?


      Rob. Rob would be better than Helen.


      She quelled the thought.


      ‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged, thinking of the silly conversation she’d had with Leo all those years ago about Decca Mitford. Decca’s poor little baby had died and it was all so desperately sad, and Esmond was in the air force too, still flying and still in danger.


      Stella shuddered. She no longer wanted to be like Decca Mitford.


      ‘Rob was here in May.’


      ‘May.’ Helen counted on her fingers. ‘We’re in September now. That’s about four months.’ She cast a glance at Stella’s figure and frowned. ‘Darling, a pencil skirt isn’t very forgiving, really. I can tell.’


      Stella pulled her jersey down as far as it would go and then crossed her arms over her stomach. ‘Please. Helen. Stop it.’


      Helen leaned against the balustrade and folded her own arms. ‘It was nearly me, you know,’ she said quietly. ‘I was pregnant, and it was Anthony’s. And then I lost it.’ She shrugged and stared off over Stella’s shoulder. ‘And then we lost Anthony. I wish I’d had it. I wish I had something left of him. You’re really very lucky.’


      ‘Oh, God, Helen! I’m so sorry. I didn’t know!’


      Helen smiled sadly. ‘Nobody knew except me and Anthony. He told me he’d come back and marry me.’ She dipped her head and picked at a piece of non-existent fluff on her own skirt. ‘But he didn’t. So there you go.’


      ‘He might. He might come back.’ Stella sounded desperate and she knew it. ‘It might have all been a terrible mistake.’


      Helen laughed and shook her head. ‘The boys were with him, darling. He won’t be coming back.’ She pushed herself away from the balustrade and turned, so she was leaning on it, gazing across the estate. Her gaze followed the path of their friends’ cars; they had driven off in a very subdued manner and who could blame them. Stella had really killed that party.


      ‘I thought about becoming a nurse, but now I’m not so sure. I think my talents may lie elsewhere.’ She fixed Stella with her eyes. ‘I can help you. I really think I can help you.’


      ‘How?’ She looked down at her stomach and grimaced. ‘Can you make it all go away?’ She hated it. She hated that burgeoning, unforgiving curve that pushed insidiously out from beneath her waistband.


      ‘No. But I can help you deal with it. I didn’t tell you this, either, but Leo has been writing to me. Ever since Anthony died. His letters were very sweet to start with, asking me how I was managing, expressing how sorry he was. He’s really very lovely.’ She smiled fleetingly. ‘You don’t give him enough credit, you know. He dragged you out of quite a few scrapes, the whole time we were growing up. I can remember a lot of them, actually.’


      ‘Quite possibly more than me,’ replied Stella wryly. ‘I suspect I was fairly lit up for many of them.’


      ‘Fairly lit up? Yes, you could say that. He’s carried you home on more than one occasion.’


      Despite the horror of her situation, Stella couldn’t help but smile quickly at that thought. Dear Leo. Then the tears sprung to her eyes again. She had no right to smile, no right at all.


      ‘Anyway.’ Helen blushed and looked down. ‘The letters changed after a while. He started to tell me how he felt about me – how he’d felt about me for years. It was after you heard about Rob. He said life was too short, and he had to say something. And he felt so guilty for not being able to fight with the rest of them.’


      ‘His weak heart came in handy for something then.’


      ‘I don’t know if he quite sees it like that.’


      ‘Well, I do! I don’t want my brother killed like everyone else.’ And then the tears began to flow properly, and Helen moved over and hugged Stella.


      Eventually, she smoothed Stella’s hair down and pulled away, and smiled. ‘I don’t want that to happen either. I started to love him, in my own way. What I had with Anthony was different and unique and I could never hope to have that again – but Leo makes me feel safe and I know he’ll look after me. And, selfishly, I know he won’t be killed like Anthony, because he won’t be out there in battle. I need something to cling onto, and he’s it. Leo wants to marry me. Do you mind?’


      Her heart lurched with something a little like joy. ‘Mind? Of course I don’t.’ Stella was astonished, wondering how Helen could even think it any of her business to mind or not mind. ‘But I don’t understand. I’m happy for you.’ She hugged her as if to prove a point. ‘But why are you telling me all this? I’m just a complication in it all and really nothing to do with you or Leo.’


      ‘I disagree. We have to tell him about you, and then ask if he can help us. If the absolute worst happens and he won’t, then I’ll tell him I won’t marry him, and I’ll come away with you. We can pretend you’re a widow and get you a ring. We’ll manage. Then we’ll worry about afterwards when you’ve had the baby. My parents are gone, it hardly matters to me. I have no family who would pry.’


      ‘Helen! You simply can’t jeopardise your future for me. God! It just won’t happen. It can’t happen.’ She shook her head, feeling that the tenuous carpet she had been standing on as a way out of this mess had just been pulled out from under her feet. She was back at the beginning with no hope of redemption. ‘No. I absolutely refuse to let you throw your life away on me and my problems. I’ll have to think of something on my own.’


      She looked down at her stomach and saw again the tell-tale curve that Helen had commented on. Her sweater had ruched up, settling above the tiny bump, as if the baby was already starting to demand that everyone knew about it. Tentatively she forced herself to touch it and felt the firmness beneath her fingertips.


      ‘Don’t be silly. It would work.’ Helen was serious. ‘But we have to tell Leo. Gosh – maybe if I marry him, very quietly, and I stay away from the Hall for a while, we can pretend we got married much, much earlier and your baby is ours.’ She was trying to make a joke of it, and Stella loved her for it.


      Stella’s hand was still flat against her stomach, and for the first time, she felt something other than panic or horror. She suddenly felt a tiny surge of excitement and of hope. This was part of Rob. This tiny life they had created was part of him. It was proof of their love, and proof that they had been brought together again, even after that awful letter and everything that had happened afterwards.


      She tried to make a joke back. ‘How do you even think my father would believe that? Or that Leo would fall in with that plan? The baby could have bright red hair and Rob’s attitude and you’d never pass it off as your own.’


      Helen moved towards her and took her hand. ‘Perhaps not. But we need to speak to Leo before we think too far ahead. Can you do that?’


      ‘If you do it with me. But I can’t tell my father.’


      ‘You don’t have to tell him yet,’ said Helen, and Stella was reassured, however briefly.


      ‘Stella! Dear God!’ Leo stared at her in horror and ran his fingers through his hair so it all stood up on end. He shook his head. ‘How? How in God’s name?’


      Stella’s cheeks burned and she swiftly wiped the easy tears from her eyes. ‘How? Well – it’s like this. When a boy and a girl love each other very much, they do something called sex—’


      ‘Stella!’ That was Helen. ‘Being flippant is not going to help.’ Helen’s cheeks were as scarlet as Stella imagined her own were.


      ‘No, it won’t help. Nothing will help. It’s bloody hopeless. I might as well go off and drown myself in the river, or pull the trigger on one of the pistols in the Long Gallery and put a bullet in my brain. I might as well—’


      ‘Estella Aldrich! Shut the hell up!’


      Despite herself, Stella snapped her lips shut and stared at her brother. He hardly ever raised his voice to her. His face was white and pinched, and his lips were pale and compressed. His hand strayed quickly to his jacket pocket, right over his heart. Sitting down, he laid his hands deliberately out on the desk and closed his eyes. Stella flicked an anxious glance to Helen, who was at his side in an instant. She would have made a lovely nurse.


      ‘I’m all right,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s just the shock.’


      Helen turned and looked at Stella. ‘Stella, we’re trying to help you. Leo just needs to take it in. There’s no need to be silly about it. You’re making things worse.’


      Stella didn’t think she’d ever felt so small in her life. Similarly, she didn’t think she’d ever heard Helen use that tone of voice before, and it brought fresh tears.


      ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ She sat down and covered her face with her hands. ‘I – we – couldn’t help it. It was when he had the twenty-four hours leave, and we hadn’t seen each other for ever so long. He wanted to marry me and I was horrid about it. He didn’t think I wanted to marry him, but I did. I do. I wish I’d … I wish—’


      Leo’s voice was steel. ‘He may yet come back. The main problem for now, though, is, of course, what we can do for you.’ He shook his head in despair. ‘I hoped this wouldn’t happen. I really hoped I would never have to deal with something like this. I hoped you would be careful. It was too much to hope that you would be able to control yourself, I suppose.’


      ‘We were careful, every other time. Even the first time.’ She flushed, remembering the River Hartsford by moonlight that long-ago summer night, and wished she could take the words back. Her brother didn’t need to know any of that.


      ‘Oh, God.’ He closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘Please don’t tell me any more.’ He opened his eyes and stared at her. ‘The way I see it, we have only one option – it gets adopted.’ His eyes drilled into hers. ‘That’s bearing in mind the fact that you are one hundred percent certain you’re pregnant and beyond any – danger.’


      ‘If by danger you mean losing it, I think it’s pretty much decided to stay. Despite my hurling myself around the bloody Home Farm and digging for sodding victory.’ She flicked a gaze up at Helen, and her cheeks coloured again as the other girl looked away. ‘Sorry.’ Leo would hopefully think she was apologising for being flippant again, but inside she cringed. ‘Yes. Adopted.’ She looked up at Leo and tried a watery smile. ‘Do you want to adopt it?’ Leo just glared at her. ‘Sorry.’ She lowered her eyes again, then rubbed her face with her palms. ‘I don’t know what I’m saying, I really don’t. I just wish Rob was here.’


      ‘He’s not here, at least not at the moment. So we have to be strong and deal with it until he is.’


      ‘Could we not help Stella to keep the baby?’ Helen asked, tentatively. ‘She does have a point. If we took care of it, then it wouldn’t be so bad for her, would it?’


      Leo looked at Helen and his eyes softened, full of love for this girl whom he had won through the most terrible of circumstances. ‘Now, how would that work?’ he asked, half-teasing. ‘We’d have to have been married, oh, four, five months ago at the very latest? Nobody around here is going to believe that we had a baby five months into our marriage and it was a bouncing six or seven pounds odd!’


      ‘No, that’s true. But we maybe have two ways around it – we all move away, and then we pretend Stella is widowed. Then, we move again, where nobody knows us at all and we could have been married five years, never mind five months.’ She cast a glance at Stella, who was quick enough to realise Helen was assessing her treacherous stomach again. She tried to suck it in, as if the bulge was the result of too many puddings, but of course that didn’t work and her cheeks burned again. ‘We then tell everyone in the new place that it’s ours – because nobody will have seen Stella pregnant. Or, because I know how very much Hartsford means to you, Stella moves away on her own.’ Helen looked at her sympathetically. ‘One of our friends is sure to be able to help find you somewhere if we can’t. Stella pretends she’s widowed again, has the baby, then you and I, Leo, go on a trip somewhere. Maybe to London? And we find a poor little abandoned baby whose parents died in the Blitz, and we bring it home and sort of adopt it.’


      ‘The Blitz ended in May. It wouldn’t even be born yet.’ Leo stared out of the window. ‘But who’s to say somebody didn’t find themselves in the same situation as my sister. The country is full of starry-eyed girls and soldiers taking liberties.’


      ‘Rob didn’t take any liberties.’


      ‘I didn’t say he did.’ Leo returned his glance to her. ‘I think Helen’s suggestions make sense. How much longer do you think you can hide it for?’


      He looked uncomfortable and Stella tugged at her sweater again. ‘Not long.’ Her voice was almost a whisper.


      ‘Very well. Helen – would you consider marrying sooner rather than later? Then we can get Stella away from here before the tongues start to wag.’


      Helen smiled and wrapped her arms around Leo. ‘I’m ready whenever you are. I didn’t really want to wait anyway. Life is too short. We all know that now.’


      ‘Sadly, it’s true. I know I’ll never compare to Anthony, but I’ve always loved you, Helen. I don’t want to wait, either, but I certainly don’t want to rush you into anything you’ll regret.’


      ‘Leo, I love you. Don’t be silly. I’m not going to lie. You know Anthony was – is – will always be my first love, but you are different. I love you in a different way. You’re my rock – you’ve kept me from crumbling in ways I can’t even explain. It’s another sort of love, but it’s no less of a love. You’re the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.’


      Leo reached up and covered her hand with his and Stella felt the tears spring back into her eyes. Was it even possible to fall for someone else; to settle for someone else when the love of your life had been ripped away from you? She couldn’t see how really, but it was obviously working for Helen.


      ‘You don’t need to bring anything forward on my behalf.’ Stella said. ‘I can just go somewhere, and you can meet me whenever you get there.’


      ‘Ezzy, I’m not going to abandon you like that. Not when I can help you.’


      Stella bit her lip. Her brother’s voice was so kind, and she realised, perhaps for the first time, how much she had relied on him without even appreciating him.


      ‘God, Leo, I’m so sorry. I’ve never been the best sister to you. I’ve never really thanked you at all. For anything.’


      Leo coloured and looked down. ‘It’s just part of my job, Ezzy. I do the best I can, under the circumstances.’


      Helen moved over to her and knelt down in front of her. She took Stella’s face in her hands and smiled that beautiful, film-star smile at her. ‘I’ll need a maid of honour. We’ll do it quite quietly, neither of us wants a fuss. Is that all right? We’ll get you a nice dress to wear.’


      Stella couldn’t help but laugh, a little bitterly. ‘I think the days when a new dress was the most important thing in my life – as well as a good, dry champagne – have passed. I don’t think they’ll ever come back. But I appreciate the sentiment. Thank you, Helen. Thank you. And Leo, I do love you. I know I don’t show it, but I do.’


      Leo just smiled. ‘We’ll manage somehow.’ He cast a glance over to the closed library door. ‘We just need to make sure Father never finds out, or we’ll both be in trouble then.’

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-One


      Present Day


      Somehow, Cassie managed to drive back to Hartsford, the memory of Aidan’s lips on hers, on that windswept beach with the waves crashing behind them and the faint, metallic smell of the sculpture clinging to his hair. It had seemingly taken them both by surprise, the shock and wonder in his eyes afterwards reflected, she was sure, in hers.


      When they got back to the Hall, they were informed that the last delivery had come in at around lunchtime. Cassie found herself catapulted back into real life and her massive project as she stood on the poolside, late afternoon, surrounded by aggregate, concrete, pipework and tiles. She stared at it all in awe, the kiss not quite forgotten, but something that seemed secret and special and meant only for those few moments on Aldeburgh beach and not to be considered amongst the rubble. ‘I’m so pleased you know what you’re doing with this lot.’


      ‘Think of it like a giant puzzle.’ Aidan was, once again, professional. It was like they’d compartmentalised Aldeburgh and he was her project manager again. ‘It’ll all fit together somehow. I’ll do some initial planning now, then the work will start tomorrow. I don’t mind staying a bit longer tonight. I’ve got nothing I need to get home for. And talking of puzzles …’ He paused whilst he scanned a list he’d appropriated from Petra and ticked a final box. ‘… what did you mean before about Stella’s book?’


      ‘I’ll go and get it now.’ Cassie nodded towards the changing rooms. ‘I suspect you need access. You can go in the back way or the traditional way – it’s up to you.’


      Aidan laughed. ‘Traditional today I think. I am a consummate professional, after all.’


      ‘You’ll need this then.’ She pulled the key out of her jacket pocket. ‘I’ll see you soon. I know where to find you.’


      ‘I’ll be waiting.’ The twinkle in his eye was unmistakeable. The kiss hadn’t been compartmentalised that much then, and Cassie giggled.


      It didn’t take her long to run back to her cottage and gather together Stella’s book and Astrophel’s letter. She also picked up the little book that Robert had drawn the picture in. It seemed to belong to the set and she knew Aidan would like to see it again. She hurried back to the changing rooms and saw the door ajar. Aidan was inside, standing in front of the fountain and writing something down.


      He looked up as she approached, and smiled. ‘We need to rebuild the wall and that’ll make the secret room even more secret. Like it should be.’


      ‘Like it was.’ Cassie remembered her assumptions over why that room was secret and could see now how it would have been a delicious thrill for the party guests – or even for any special guests of the host or hostess. In this case, she thought, the very gorgeous Stella. It was strange to think that Stella and Robert might have had their secret liaisons there. More than likely if Astrophel was indeed Robert.


      ‘Here’s her book.’ Cassie opened it up at the page where Stella expressed the fact she was ‘lost’. ‘It’s all very sad.’


      ‘If you analyse his poems, he always suggested that he was driven to join the RAF for some reason he was never clear about, although there was the implication of a failed romance. Believe me, I’ve studied him in depth.’


      Cassie nodded. ‘I suspect you have. So who was supposed to be his muse?’ She looked at the book sadly. ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful if was our Stella? It’s sad – there were so many people lost in time, though, pitching up wherever under whatever name they chose just to escape. Another lost generation.’


      ‘My granddad said his mother thought she was called Esther, or Ezzy, or something like that. She was never sure. She did say the story was that he loved her beyond everything, and it was so terribly romantic that he used to write poems for her. He also said she mentioned it was sad they’d lost touch with his cousins, so Rob must have had children at some point, presumably just before the war.’


      Cassie smiled and looked at the sketch of the Spa Area again in Robert’s book. The girl by the pool had long hair, and Cassie really wanted to believe she was her erstwhile relative. She wished desperately that was the case because it would mean she and Aidan had something which would bring them closer still to one another.


      October 1941


      At her brother’s wedding, Stella wore a simple, flattering, aquamarine-coloured crossover style dress that, if she held her bouquet quite strategically, meant her pregnancy was well hidden.


      Nobody really gave her a second glance though. Helen shone the whole day through in a beautiful, close-fitting white satin dress with a cathedral-length lace veil and a train that almost filled the aisle of Hartsford church. It had been made over from an old frock they’d found in the attics, and unless the wedding guests went into the library and looked at the family photographs, nobody would know the dress had first appeared about fifty years ago. The veil was one that had been passed down through the generations in Helen’s own family.


      ‘If my dress is very, very tight,’ Helen had told Stella, ‘then nobody will think that little baby is mine when we bring it home.’


      ‘It doesn’t feel so little now,’ Stella had responded, tentatively running her hand over the hard, unyielding crescent of her stomach. ‘I’m looking less fat and more – pregnant. Oh, God.’


      Helen squeezed her hand. ‘One week to go, then we can all disappear.’


      The plan was to go to Bath, where Helen and Leo would rent a house. Stella would turn up with them, wearing a wedding ring. They’d all stay there a month, then the newlyweds would return to Suffolk. There was, of course, an open invitation to any of their friends to visit at any time. Stella had never been very good at being alone and needed a sort of safety net, just for now.


      They’d give it a couple of weeks after the birth, then Leo would come – after telling his father he was off to London – and Helen and Leo would take the baby back to Hartsford with them. It would be, they decided, a baby that had been abandoned by its mother.


      The story was, as far as anyone was concerned, that Stella had become a nurse and wasn’t in a position to return to Hartsford ‘at present’. Stella dared to hope that the plan would work.


      June, Present Day


      As Aidan had promised, the work began on the estate the day after their trip to Aldeburgh.


      His initial planning had included the promise to return, and Cassie was desperate for that day to come.


      But, wouldn’t you know it, he’d got caught up in some shabby-chic barn project. The client had somehow managed to ‘drive’ her Range Rover into the back of the barn and then decided that, with all the carnage, now would be a very good time to consider a tea-room extension she’d been planning.


      ‘I think she does it deliberately,’ Aidan had told Cassie on the phone, clearly exasperated. ‘And I’ve sent Iain to sort it out. She wasn’t happy with that, so she’s hounding the office and I’m screening my calls. It’s meant I’ve had to pull Iain off the Aldeburgh project to go there and deal with her in person, even though the barn is only a couple of miles down the road. So I need to head up to the coast to progress the B&B.’


      ‘Couldn’t you have gone to the barn instead?’ asked Cassie, disappointed. ‘If it was local, that would have been better.’ She stopped herself from adding ‘for me’ at the end of that sentence. She didn’t have a monopoly on Aidan’s time, so she shouldn’t begrudge him time for other clients.


      ‘No.’ She imagined him shaking his head ruefully. ‘It would cause a world of hurt if I did.’


      ‘How come?’


      Aidan laughed. ‘The lady whose barn it is has a bit of a thing for me. That’s kind of embarrassing to admit, and probably a bit egotistical, hearing it out aloud!’


      Cassie smiled into the phone. ‘She sounds like a piece of work.’


      ‘She is. Look, I’ll be back at Hartsford as soon as I can, okay?’


      ‘Okay. I’ll see you then.’


      ‘See you.’


      Cassie was still smiling when she hung up the phone. She very much looked forward to seeing Aidan again.


      Cassie filled the time until Aidan came back with tidying up other aspects of her weekend that didn’t involve Aidan and the Spa, and largely hid from the giant trucks and highly efficient workmen that came and went in a dizzying stream.


      ‘The food products are all sorted – and so is my outfit. Hurrah!’ Cassie was sitting on a shady bench outside the Hall with Elodie, one day at the beginning of July. Elodie was desperately uncomfortable in the hot sun and Cassie felt sorry for her. She’d even given up on the Gypsy Caravan now, as she said she felt too impeded in the tiny area by her ever-increasing tummy.


      ‘What have you decided on?’


      ‘That will be a surprise.’ Cassie grinned. ‘But I’m not cutting my hair, don’t worry.’


      ‘Good.’ Elodie frowned and grabbed a handful of her own hair. ‘Don’t do it. I’ve still got about four inches to go. I’m never being so radical again.’


      ‘You don’t have to be.’ Cassie looked at her sidelong. ‘Unless you’re considering walking out on my brother? I wouldn’t blame you if you were.’


      Elodie smiled. ‘No. I’m not going anywhere. Anyway, it’s not like I could run away very quickly. I think even Hughie could catch me.’


      ‘You could drive off in your Range Rover?’ The Range Rover had been part of Elodie’s divorce settlement from her ex.


      ‘Too difficult to fit behind the wheel.’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘Really. Don’t worry. Alex is all right.’


      ‘He’s still brooding on that letter though.’


      ‘He is, but he’s hiding it better. He’s still making calls. Doing research. Waiting for people to call him back. He’s getting some control over the situation. Mostly, he’s sweet and kind. He’s more concerned about me, which is, equally, horribly embarrassing to admit, and very lovely to admit.’ She dipped her head briefly, trying to hide her blushes. ‘Another letter came, you know. He asked me not to tell you and he’d burned it before I had a chance to get it from him. I don’t even think he opened it. Sorry. Anyway. How are you about it all now? About your mum trying to see you?’


      Cassie shrugged, part of her blindsided by this latest announcement, part of her, truthfully, not very surprised at all. ‘Trying not to think about it. She knows where we are. I can’t believe he did that. Well. Actually, I can. Good grief.’ The feeling settled like a boulder in the pit of her stomach again, as it always did when she thought about it. She’d shoved the address she’d copied into the furthest recess of a drawer in the kitchen, and had busied herself with working on the Country House Party weekend and having wicked thoughts about Aidan.


      But finally the day came when Aidan could come back, and she found herself bouncing around excitedly as Aidan’s bike pulled smoothly through the gates, first thing in the morning. ‘Lady Cassandra.’ He climbed off the bike and bowed. ‘How lovely to see you again.’


      ‘And you.’ Cassie smiled and raised her face for him to kiss. ‘Don’t call me that, by the way.’


      Aidan laughed and obliged, kissing her tenderly on the lips and smiling down at her. ‘I’m looking at the changing rooms today. You’re welcome to stay. But I do have to put my work head on, unfortunately.’


      ‘I’d love to stay. I’ve missed you. I’ve had my work head on too. I’ve sorted out costumes and décor for certain parts of the house. We’ve got some old cine tape of the village celebrating the coronation of George VI in 1936 too. There was an awesome street party. I’m going to project it on a nice whitewashed wall somewhere. Maybe in the squash courts. But I’d like to stay with you for a little while, very much.’


      And so Cassie hung around the changing rooms, possibly a little longer than she maybe should have done. But there was something in the way Aidan frowned while he concentrated that made his eyes darken and his jaw set a little tensely. He looked, as she and Kate always joked about handsome men, divine.


      She wondered how knotted his shoulders would be under his t-shirt and imagined herself touching them, helping to unknot them by rubbing them for him as they relaxed in her cottage …


      Her imagination had more flights of fancy than any war poet had ever done. But there was still a little fizzing thrill as he turned to her, his face full of concentration, and fixed his eyes on hers. ‘I think I’ll need a bit more access to these parts of the building. There could be more work than I anticipated.’


      ‘Oh, no!’ Cassie’s heart plummeted somewhere into her feet. ‘Is that going to affect the schedule?’ The panic rose, overtaking her heart somewhere around her stomach and making it churn unpleasantly.


      ‘No, not if you’re intending to keep this area all private for the time being.’ Aidan’s face cleared and he suddenly smiled. ‘Sorry. Did I panic you there? I didn’t mean to.’


      ‘Oh!’ Cassie’s stomach paused in its churning as if awaiting further instructions. ‘Yes. I want it to be private. Is it a problem?’


      ‘No, no. I just don’t think anyone should have access to it while I’m working on it. I’m going to prioritise the public areas anyway, but I just needed to check.’


      Cassie nodded. ‘No, it’s fine.’


      ‘Good.’ Aidan’s smile widened. ‘I still can’t quite get over the fact that a letter lay in here for so many years. In the future, it simply won’t happen. Nobody’s going to start tracing back an interesting email, are they?’


      ‘I guess not.’ She nodded, considering it.


      ‘People don’t write so many letters nowadays.’


      And then it was out before she could stop it. ‘Well, my mother clearly does. Twice now, by all accounts. Although Alex didn’t even open the second one, and I’m not supposed to know about it.’


      Aidan put his hands on her shoulders and looked down at her, concerned. ‘Wow. I’m not quite sure what to say about that one.’


      Cassie folded her arms and shook her head. ‘I’m not sure either, to be honest. I more or less said the same to Elodie yesterday. It’s like it’s always there, though. Just under the surface.’


      ‘Did you want to hear from her? Were you happy to hear from her?’


      ‘I don’t know and I don’t know. It’s just a bit … weird. The more I think about it, the weirder it gets. I’ve kind of lived my life without her, with a pre-conception of her. And yet to get a letter which makes it almost sound as if she’s missed us? As if everything I’ve ever been told about her might be wrong?’ She shook her head. ‘And she apologised to me as well. For leaving me when I was a baby.’ She looked down. ‘Said something about post-natal depression.’


      Aidan removed his hands and folded his own arms. ‘It happens, I guess.’


      ‘Yes. It does.’ She sighed. ‘But I don’t know if I should believe her. My father told us one story, and she wants us to believe another one. My father isn’t here to defend what he said, is he?’ It was an echo of her brother’s comment. But Alex did have a point. ‘And, like I told you, suddenly she wants to see us. She’s persistent, I’ll give her that.’


      ‘And what do you want to do?’


      ‘Again, I don’t know.’ She laughed, embarrassed. ‘Just call me Miss Indecisive, eh?’


      ‘I don’t blame you. It’s a huge decision to make. If you ever want to chat it through, well …’ He shrugged. ‘I’m happy to listen.’


      ‘Really?’ She looked up at him and attempted a smile. ‘You were just supposed to be here to fix up the Spa.’


      ‘Perhaps.’ He grinned. ‘But I’d like to think we’ve sort of moved on from that? I don’t usually go for fish and chips with my clients. I certainly don’t kiss them. Maybe I sometimes have a polite coffee with them, as we discuss breeze blocks or something.’


      ‘Breeze blocks? How boring!’


      ‘Very boring. That’s why I have to team them with coffee. Look.’ Aidan checked his watch. ‘I usually have a break around ten thirty in the office. Can you give me fifteen minutes, then I’ll be at a point I can stop, and we can have a walk to that nice coffee shop in the village? If you fancy it, that is. It’s okay if you don’t. I’ll just go myself.’


      ‘Fifteen minutes works for me.’ Cassie’s smile, this time, took no effort at all. ‘I’ll just pop into the squash courts and see what’s going on in there, as the men were making all sorts of noises the other day and I didn’t dare check. Then I’ll be ready to come with you.’


      ‘That’s great. I’ll come and find you in fifteen – nope—’ he looked at his watch again, ‘fourteen minutes.’ He hesitated, then dropped a brief kiss on her lips.


      Cassie felt herself colour, but it was a nice feeling, ‘See you then!’ And she hurried off to the squash courts, wondering how the offer of a simple coffee could make her feel one thousand percent happier.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Two


      December 1941


      Just before Christmas, the whole set of Stella’s friends, minus Stephen, descended on her. In the end, Stella had never felt too lonely in the comfortable house that Leo was still renting in his name in Bath, and it was lovely that her friends kept their word and popped in as often as they could.


      Her father had always told her they were a shallow bunch of layabouts, but Stella would emphatically disagree. If they had been like that, her Big Announcement as she now called it, would have sent them hightailing into the sunset, and that had most certainly not happened.


      The neighbours near the rented house had accepted her story that her husband had been killed in action – it wasn’t too far from the truth, really, so Stella didn’t find it a chore to remember to stick to this tale. Ironically, it had been Rob who told her that if she was ever to spin a great big fib, it was best if you stuck as close to the truth as possible.


      Rob’s words came back to her as she fended off well-meaning neighbours who pressed for more information than she was prepared to share: Yes, her poor husband had been in the RAF. Yes, he’d flown quite a few successful missions and it was tragic. No, it hadn’t been a case of crashing his plane in a training mission. No, she had no idea where his grave was – that was a hard one, because it made it too real and caused her eyes to fill up with tears. No, she hadn’t been married very long. Yes, she was lucky she had friends like Helen and Leo to help her out. No, he had no other family either.


      She’d kept herself busy so far with a little job at the post office. Her father had abruptly decided to stop paying her an allowance, telling her that as a nurse she was clearly earning her own money now and didn’t need to live on his charity. Leo had told her not to worry, he would make sure she was provided for, but she shook her head and said they’d done enough for her, then found herself a job.


      Despite her protests, Leo paid her a small allowance anyway, and Stella began to save the money she didn’t need. She had an idea that it would help her out when the baby was born, for who could predict the future? It wouldn’t be so easy to find work as a young mother, but once Leo and Helen took the baby back to Hartsford … Her stomach churned at the thought. The baby was very much part of her now. And she knew it had to happen but the thought of giving it up made her want to curl up in a ball and howl with despair.


      ‘It just feels rather strange to be sort of married and very pregnant, and to just go back to being me afterwards,’ she told Helen one day. Helen hugged her and smiled and said it felt strange for her, too, even though she was married for real.


      ‘You’re doing splendidly,’ Helen assured her.


      Stella tugged at her horrid, serviceable, cotton dress that had been let out and let out again and smiled wryly. ‘I always imagined I’d be a very glamorous mother-to-be and have lots and lots of lovely new clothes to see me through. If I keep getting bigger, I don’t know what I’ll do. These seams don’t have much material left in them. Of course, I also imagined I’d have a husband to see me through it as well. How wrong I was.’


      But at least, this Christmas season, Stella had lots of friends around her, even though she’d lose them all, apart from Vronnie, for the day itself. Stephen was in no fit mental state at the moment, and was, as far as Stella could tell, in some sort of institution whilst he recovered. Stephen and Vronnie had married quietly a few weeks after Leo and Helen. To all intents and purposes, they were still newlyweds, and Stella was sure Vronnie would rather be spending Christmas with her husband than with her, but God love her, she had never once complained. In fact, she had been the one to suggest the get-together and cheerfully offer herself for company as and when she was required.


      Stella had heard that Esmond Romilly had died in November, leaving Decca Mitford a widow with a new, nine-month old baby, and she spared a thought for her one-time heroine and the horrible parallels that had, finally, occurred in their lives. She doubted Decca would be welcomed back into the Mitford household with open arms, and hoped the poor woman had some friends as good as Stella’s little crowd, to spend Christmas with.


      As they all sat around a small fire in the comfortable drawing room and exchanged gifts – much smaller and less extravagant than those they’d exchanged in the past – Stella cast a glance at Vronnie. Her pretty face was strained behind the smile, and every so often she kept going very quiet and her expression clouded. Stella leaned over to her and touched the back of her hand. Vronnie jumped and looked at Stella.


      Her smile switched on almost automatically. ‘Hallo, darling. Do you need anything? Another cushion for your poor aching back?’ She nodded at Stella’s tummy. ‘There’s a lot of it on the front, isn’t there? But I think you’ve expanded everywhere to be honest. Sideways as well. It must be terribly uncomfortable. Don’t worry, though, I don’t think you can entirely tell from the back you’re in an interesting condition.’


      Despite herself, Stella giggled. ‘You can if I walk anywhere. I feel like a penguin. I probably look like one too.’


      ‘Actually, you do.’


      ‘Oh, ha ha!’ Stella smiled at her friend, then her face became serious. ‘No. I’m not concerned about my predicament at the moment. It’s you I’m worried about. Are you missing Stephen?’


      Vronnie dropped her head and stared at her hands. She picked up a piece of ribbon her present had been tied with and began to smooth it out, then wind it through her fingers. It would no doubt be saved for the next birthday gift that someone got from her.


      ‘Yes, I’m missing him. But I feel guilty as well. I’m actually pleased he’s where he is at the moment.’ She raised her head and Stella was astonished to see tears glistening. ‘He tried to kill himself, you know.’ Stella hadn’t known, and was sure her face must have given her feelings away. ‘He feels terrible that he survived, and Anthony didn’t,’ continued Vronnie. ‘He feels terrible that all his limbs are in working order and Oscar’s aren’t. And he feels terrible about Rob disappearing. He says he feels he should be back out there, and not safe and sound here. Oh, Stella, it’s been awful.’


      Stella had no words. She glanced around at the little group and knew that, for every one of them, things had changed irrevocably.


      ‘I miss our summers,’ said Vronnie suddenly. ‘I miss being silly and carefree. I don’t think I like this new world.’


      ‘I wish I’d appreciated it more when we could be silly and carefree.’ Stella rested her hand on her ever-increasing bump. ‘I just hope this little one has a better world to grow up in and it’s not all for nothing.’


      ‘I agree.’ Vronnie sat up straighter and seemed to pull herself together with a little shake. Her smile switched on again. ‘But, we must be grateful for the things we have left, and—’


      ‘Hallo! Can we just have everyone’s attention?’ Oscar knocked a fork against a glass.


      Stella and Vronnie turned and stared. There was a spark of the old Oscar there and Stella’s heart warmed to him. He’d even been joking about having some new legs fitted and the way he’d been trying to relearn how to walk again. It was worse, he said, than trying to keep one’s balance after knocking back three bottles of champagne. They’d all laughed, and Lois had told him that he’d never been able to hold three glasses of the stuff without falling over, never mind three bottles. Oscar had shrugged and agreed and they’d all laughed again.


      But this, it seemed, was a more serious announcement. ‘I’ve finally done it,’ he said. ‘I’ve popped the question to Rosie and she’s said yes.’ His face coloured and he looked around, as if seeking approval from everyone.


      ‘Oh, my God! Oscar! Rosie! That’s wonderful news.’ Stella struggled out of her seat and waddled over to him. She leaned over awkwardly, apologising if her stomach got in the way, but she really had to be the first to hug them both.


      Oscar laughed and hugged her back. Rosie blushed and giggled like a virgin maid, although everybody knew she was nothing of the sort. She was hugged by everyone as well.


      ‘Why ever did it take you so bloody long?’ cried Mary, cracking open a bottle of champagne Leo and Helen had brought with them from the Hartsford cellars.


      ‘Because I wanted to be standing at the end of the aisle waiting for her.’ Oscar flushed ‘And I want to lead her around the dance floor afterwards. And I think I might be able to do that soon.’


      ‘I think so too.’ Rosie nodded, and there was such love in her eyes when she looked at him, that Stella bit hard on her lip, lest the tears started again. She was delighted for them, she really was. It was a bright spot in all the awfulness. But a tiny nub of jealousy sprang up as she wished with all her heart that she had the opportunity to hear Rob propose one more time.


      She knew her answer would be the same as it had been in May – and she didn’t care if her father agreed to it or not.


      July, Present Day


      Cassie was oddly excited – not just because she was going out with Aidan again, but because of where they were going. While having coffee that morning, he’d asked her to come on another bike ride with him in the evening, but he’d been very cagey and just told her the destination was secret. Try as she might, she had been unable to draw any information out of him.


      ‘Trust me,’ he’d said. ‘It’ll be absolutely worth it, I promise.’


      She was trying again now to find out the destination, and failing just as spectacularly.


      ‘Just follow me,’ Aidan said, laughing. And, in the absence of a good enough reason not to, she did so willingly.


      They rode for about fifteen minutes, and then Aidan pulled up at the end of a driveway. He stopped and took his helmet off, then turned to face her. ‘Here it is. Fenwharton House. Rob’s childhood home. You can’t see much of it from here, but we can go up the drive and get right up to it. Have a better look.’


      ‘Rob’s home?’ Cassie was astonished and delighted in equal measures. ‘And we can go right up to it? But won’t the people who live there get upset?’ She peered along the drive and saw a variety of tangled shrubs lining overgrown tarmac.


      ‘No, it’s fine.’ Aidan smiled. ‘It’s more or less derelict. Well, maybe not derelict in the true sense of things. It’s still got a roof and walls and things, but it hasn’t been lived in for years. Jack was sent to live with some relatives after Rob joined up, as their parents were both dead. This was the family home, and it was sold, eventually. Like I said, I started hunting around and it came up on a rather exclusive estate agent’s website. I’ve acquired the keys under the pretext of having a look with a view to buying and doing it up.’ He shrugged, almost embarrassed. ‘I don’t know if I believe in such things as Fate, but you have to admit, catching things at the right time is often quite as spectacular.’


      ‘Oh, my goodness.’ Cassie stared. ‘What are we waiting for then? Come on.’ Her stomach churned with excitement. ‘It’s another part of their lives, isn’t it? Oh, Aidan. Why didn’t you look up all of this earlier? You would have had a lot more information on Rob than you had when you first brought that book to me.’


      ‘I would,’ Aidan agreed, ‘but somehow it wasn’t as much fun looking on my own. It’s much nicer to share the journey with someone who understands. After all, it’s not just my relative that’s involved now, is it?’


      ‘No, that’s true. I wonder if Stella ever visited here?’ Cassie looked up the driveway. ‘Come on. If you’re sure it’s okay to go closer, let’s go right now.’


      They kicked their bikes into gear and drove slowly up the driveway, Cassie enjoying the short, winding journey, skirting the potholes and overgrown shrubs that dipped over the edge of the lawns.


      They pulled up at a reasonably sized manor house, probably dating from the Georgian times, looking at the classical lines of it. It was nowhere near as big as Hartsford Hall, but it was definitely large enough to be a comfortable, happy home to a boisterous family.


      Cassie laughed in delight and looked up at it, her attention drawn to a first-floor window, where, she noticed, the room seemed to occupy the corner of the house as it had a window looking out onto the side as well. She cast her glance to the side and wondered if Hartsford Hall would be visible from it. She was willing to bet it would.


      She turned to ask Aidan if he thought the same, and saw he was already inserting the keys into the lock.


      ‘There you go.’ He stood aside and made a sweeping bow. ‘After you, Lady Cassandra. I think you should have the first peek.’


      ‘No. It’s your uncle’s house – your family home. You should be first.’


      Aidan shook his head and laughed. ‘But you know you want to go first.’


      ‘I do, but I was first in the wine cellar at Hartsford.’ She thought for almost a millisecond, then grabbed his hand. ‘We go in together.’


      And, hand in hand, they stepped through the door.


      Aidan was rather reluctant to let Cassie’s hand go once they had walked inside, so he didn’t. Not immediately, anyway.


      ‘Can you feel it?’ Cassie almost whispered, her voice echoing around the empty, square hallway. ‘It’s like Rob and Stella are waiting, just around the corner.’ Her gaze travelled to a door in the far wall, leading into what might have been a reception room at one point, then she looked at the staircase on the right-hand side of the hallway. ‘D’you mind if I have a look up there? I noticed a room before that I simply have to check out.’ She glanced at Aidan and blushed. ‘I just want to see if you can see Hartsford from the side window. And if you can, I’d like to imagine it was Rob’s room. I’d like to think of him sitting in the window seat with his sketchpad or his notebook and thinking of Stella.’


      ‘Sure.’ Aidan smiled. ‘It sounds like a good place to start. I’ll have a quick look around down here and let you have some space to explore for yourself. I might as well try to get a feel for the place as a developer.’ He shrugged. ‘You never know. It would be kind of nice to do some work here and bring it back up to spec.’ Reluctantly, he disconnected their hands and pulled a notebook out of his pocket. ‘I’ll see you in a few minutes, okay?’


      Cassie nodded. ‘Yes. See you soon. And thank you for bringing me here.’ Then she hurried up the stairs and disappeared from sight.


      Aidan watched her go and headed towards the room at the back. Unlike Cassie, he had felt a pull towards that room, and his heart began to thud as he walked in. There was a draught as something seemed to rush past him, and he looked quickly at the direction it was heading. It was towards the window – more specifically, one of the smaller ones at the side of what he now saw was a room with a big, square bay window looking out onto the gardens. He scanned the area, wondering if he had just been imagining it, but he had the same sort of feeling he’d had in the changing rooms.


      Taking a deep breath, he went over and saw the glass was damaged near the bottom. That then, was where the draught had come from. Unless—


      He leaned down and ran his fingers over what had originally seemed to be an area of multiple scratches and cracks. ‘What on earth?’ He looked more closely and saw there were some words scratched on the glass.


      Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite,


      ‘Fool’ said my Muse to me, ‘look in thy heart and write.’


      Whoever had scratched that in, had taken their time over it. And had, quite possibly, been angry with themselves for some reason.


      ‘Was this you, Rob?’ Aidan whispered into the empty room. The whole building was listed, and this might explain why this quote had been left there, unobtrusively, not bothering any of the tenants, but perhaps just intriguing them a little bit …


      ‘Cassie!’ Aidan suddenly shouted, turning from the windows. ‘Cassie!’ He ran to the door and shouted upstairs. ‘I’ve found something!’


      ‘Me too!’ she called, her voice excited. ‘I can see the Hall from here! Come up. It’s a perfect view.’


      ‘Give me one moment.’ Aidan quickly took out his phone and snapped a picture of the quotation. Then he opened the internet search app and typed a few words in. This time, he thought his heart would burst out of his chest. He had to show Cassie this – he had to. He ran out of the room and took the stairs two at a time.


      Cassie was standing at the entrance of the room, holding the door open, peering excitedly out along the landing. ‘There you are. This place is just full of Rob. I thought I’d be better at sensing Stella being here, but Rob has definitely left his mark and—’ She cut herself off, abruptly. ‘Not that I’m seeing ghosts or anything.’ She went scarlet. ‘That would be weird for you, wouldn’t it? Not weird for me, perhaps, but you don’t need to know that just yet. I mean, not ever. No. Not ever. I mean – oh, God. What do I mean?’ She looked up at him searchingly.


      Aidan looked down at her and suddenly a wave of emotion flooded over him. He knew he was seriously attracted to her, had known that since the very first time he’d met her, but here it was all condensed and distilled. And being in the very room that Rob might have slept in, might have dreamed of Stella in, did something to him that he couldn’t quite describe.


      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said, ‘but I think I understand. They’re all over this place, aren’t they? Not only Rob, but Stella too. The idea of Stella.’


      And if we don’t leave Rob’s bedroom, then I’ll be forced to follow in his footsteps. And it won’t stop at a kiss.


      ‘All over it.’ Cassie nodded. ‘But I haven’t … seen … anyone. Sometimes, I sort of see them at Hartsford.’ She dropped her gaze. ‘Weird. Sorry.’


      ‘Not weird. Understandable, I would say.’ Aidan chose his words carefully, then took her hand in his and squeezed it gently. ‘Come and see something that’s almost as exciting.’


      But not as exciting as spending more time with you …

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Three


      February 1942


      ‘Oh, God, Stella! You should see them!’ Mary was ridiculously excited. She had met her very first US Airmen, in High Wycombe, when she and Lois had been travelling to London to see if there was anything they could get involved with for the war effort. They had decided being Land Girls in the Suffolk countryside wasn’t quite the life for them, and wanted something less physical – and somewhere, Mary admitted with a giggle, where they’d have contact with a few more of those very brave boys who were fighting.


      ‘Is there any real reason why you had to go via Buckinghamshire?’ Stella felt like a huge, beached whale, and even the cheerful presence of Helen and the twins couldn’t take her mind off it. She could no longer see her toes and she was grumpy. She’d eventually had to give up her post office job as well, and, to top it all, she was bored. She grimaced as the baby stretched and her stomach tightened in that awful way it had; the way that shot arrows of pain down her legs and into her pelvis. Every time it happened, she thought the baby was coming, which sent her into fresh waves of panic.


      ‘We truthfully did have some time to kill between trains, but we had heard the chaps were landing,’ admitted Lois. She lit a fresh cigarette and leaned back, crossing her legs elegantly. Stella had forgotten what it felt like to cross her legs any higher than at the ankles and envied her slim friend. The baby kicked at her ribcage and she flinched, gasping at the force of it.


      Mary looked at her curiously. ‘Are you quite all right, darling?’


      Stella gritted her teeth and shifted position again to satisfy this demanding little thing inside her that refused to allow her any comfort at all. It protested at that, and she hauled herself up to her feet, shaking her head. ‘No. No, I’m not. And if I ever see Rob Edwards again, I’ll kill him.’ She arched her back and tried to stretch, but that just hurt her spine. ‘This is awful. It’s just awful.’ She began pacing around the room, pressing her hand into her back. ‘Come on, darling. Take my mind off it. Tell me about your GI’s.’


      Lois cast a glance at Mary and they both giggled. ‘We’ve got a dinner date with two of them on our way back. We told them we were visiting our poor, widowed friend before she had her baby and they were very sympathetic to your condition. One of them said his wife had been just the same when she was knocked up.’ She blew a perfect smoke ring, unconcerned.


      ‘Lois! Is one of them married?’ That was Helen – she’d been pouring out tea for them and had slopped some into the saucer in horror.


      ‘Yes, but it’s fine. I’ll behave myself.’ Lois grinned at Helen and dipped her biscuit into her tea.


      Stella thought it rather ironic that they were chatting around a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits when their weekends had usually been centred on champagne and swimming pools. What had they become?


      Grown-ups, part of her said. She shuddered. She didn’t really like that, as it intimated responsibility and adulthood. She caught sight of herself in the mirror – a pale, puffy-faced woman standing awkwardly, a marked curve in her back, her feet planted far apart as she counter-balanced the weight of the baby. She blushed, furiously, and looked away, back towards her friends. Rob’s words came back to her: You know that things will change. We won’t always have tomorrow; we won’t always be like this – young and silly and wild. One day, we will have to grow up and become sensible.


      The time had come, then. The time had come for her to grow up, and at the grand old age of twenty-six she supposed it was only right. And she wished desperately that Rob was by her side, helping her. She looked at the plain gold ring on her wedding finger. Her finger had swollen up and the ring dug into it, impossible to take off. Yes. She wished Rob was here. She wished, again, that she had agreed to marry him long before she had.


      Mary was twittering about her conquest, a twenty-year-old from Connecticut, and said he was a dear little thing with the most perfect smile.


      ‘Isn’t he a little young for you?’ Stella leaned forward over a small table as one of those horrid pains gripped her again, and the sweat prickled between her shoulder blades.


      ‘Maybe, but if I can cheer him up, then that’s not so much of a problem, is it?’


      Mary’s voice seemed to be coming from a long way away and Stella caught her breath on another agonising pain. This time, her stomach hardened, and she suddenly felt faint.


      ‘Helen?’ There was another sensation, one that made her panic like never before.


      ‘What is it, darling?’ Helen was at her side, rubbing her back, her face full of concern.


      ‘I think … something’s … happened.’ She dipped her face, mortified. ‘I’ve got … something … running down my legs. Help me? Please?’


      ‘Stella! Oh, God – I think your water just broke!’


      ‘Oh, no, oh, no!’


      And everything after that was just a horrible, messy, painful blur.


      Present Day


      Cassie hesitated, and looked out onto the landing. Part of her was reluctant to leave Rob’s room and the view of the Hall, but another part, the greater part of her, wanted to go with Aidan wherever he chose to lead her.


      ‘Okay.’ She turned and took a last look at the Hall, and at the room whose heart seemed to beat in tandem with hers.


      ‘Oh, Rob!’


      The voice was soft and quiet and ended on a giggle. Cassie quickly ducked her head and blushed furiously. Stella had been here, then. And quite possibly still was.


      ‘Yes. Let’s head downstairs.’ She suddenly found it highly amusing as well as quite embarrassing. She didn’t want to hear any echoes of spiritual love-making, thank you very much.


      Aidan led her out of the room and, still holding hands, they went down the stairs. He took her into the room opposite the entrance and steered her towards the edge of the huge bay window. He stood her in front of the side pane and pointed to a collection of scratches on the base of the glass.


      ‘Have a read of that. Go on. Tell me what you think.’


      ‘All right.’ Cassie leaned forwards and read the words, then caught her breath. ‘Aidan! Is that Rob? Really?’


      ‘I think it is. Look. It gets even better.’ He showed her his mobile phone screen.


      Three words jumped out at her. ‘Astrophel and Stella. It’s part of the first sonnet! It has to be Rob. That is amazing.’ She leaned forward and ran her fingers gently over the scratches, feeling the roughness under her fingertips, almost sensing the anger that had urged him to engrave the glass with that couplet. ‘And it’s still here.’


      ‘The window pane obviously never needed to be removed. Lucky for us. There are a few places that still have these wonderful inscriptions on the windows – odes to unrequited love, or names or initials. Fascinating. Even people like the poet Robert Burns did it. I bet our Rob was aspiring to be like him.’


      ‘The more I hear about Rob, the more I love him.’ Cassie laughed. ‘He sounds such a character.’


      ‘He does.’ Aidan looked affectionately at the window. ‘I took a picture of it, so I could remember it.’


      ‘Well, perhaps we could go back and compare it to the handwriting in the book?’ Cassie suggested. ‘Put your book, and Stella’s list book with that moon poem and the note about Jack Shelley in it, and the Astrophel letter together with your photo and see if it all looks alike?’


      ‘I’d put money on the fact that they do all look the same.’ Aidan smiled at the window pane and it was his turn to touch the glass reverently. ‘I’d like to spend a little longer in here, though, if that’s okay. I don’t know when or if I’ll get another chance to explore. Then we can head off.’


      ‘That’s fine by me.’ Cassie nodded. ‘I’ll wait outside. I think I’ve seen everything I needed to see in here.’ And maybe heard more than enough as well, she wanted to add. ‘So I’ll let you have some time alone and see you when you’ve finished.’


      ‘Thanks.’ He transferred his smile, gratefully, to Cassie and her legs went a little weak. She cleared her throat, nodded and headed outside.


      To get some fresh air, if nothing else, and to try and not think of herself in Stella’s position, in Rob’s old bedroom …


      Aidan spent a little longer in Fenwharton and made himself some very comprehensive notes about it. Well, he was allowed to dream, wasn’t he? What if he could get this place, and renovate it, and bring it back to standard? Perhaps even live in it? That would just be the icing on the cake. And if Cassie was nearby? Or – he dared to dream a little deeper and a little more dangerously – if Cassie was with him? Well, that would be the cherry and the whipped cream on top of that icing. Then he shook his head and grinned at his daydreams. It was maybe a little soon to be thinking about such things long-term.


      After they had met up outside again and driven back to Hartsford, Cassie was as good as her word. She unlocked the door of her little cottage and headed inside. ‘Come on. I’ve got the bits and bobs in here. They were too precious to be left in the squash courts.’


      Aidan ducked as he followed her into the cottage and looked around him. The ceilings were far too low for him, but that wasn’t unusual. He had banged his head on too many beams in these sorts of cottages to count.


      ‘The lounge is on the left. Take a seat, I’ll be in soon,’ she called through. Aidan heard the sound of a tap running and the click of a kettle switching on, and he smiled, settling himself into a comfortable sofa. He looked around at the jam-packed bookshelves in the alcoves and the casual disregard for tidiness he kind of expected from Cassie, and his smile grew wider.


      ‘Here you go.’ Cassie came in with the sketchbook Aidan recognised so well, and, balanced on top of it, Stella’s list book, with the page open at the poem and a folded piece of paper which had to be the Astrophel letter. ‘I’ll pop them on the coffee table, and you see what you think next to your photograph.’ As she put them down, the draught she caused by whisking past the sofa made a little piece of paper flutter to the ground.


      Aidan leaned down and picked it up, glancing at the address. ‘The Dordogne.’ He raised his eyebrows appreciatively. ‘Very nice.’


      He put it back on the table and looked up at Cassie, whose face had fallen. ‘The Dordogne. Yes. My mother’s address. I’d hidden it away, but then I got it back out. Silly me. Nothing like poking your tongue into where you’ve got toothache, is there?’


      ‘Oh – I’m sorry.’ Aidan pulled a face. ‘Really, I am. I didn’t mean to bring her up.’


      ‘No, it’s fine.’ Cassie knelt down on the floor opposite the coffee table and laid her little collection out with rather more care than was necessary for three items. She didn’t meet Aidan’s eyes. ‘I tried to memorise it from the letter and wrote it down. I originally had some crazy idea of writing back to her. But then I wondered what I’d actually say.’ She shuffled the books and papers around on the table. ‘And Alex would hate me forevermore, despite how lovely he’s being to Elodie again. So I don’t think I’ll do it.’ She picked up the scrap of paper and sighed. Then she crumpled it up and tossed it into the waste paper bin with a well-aimed shot.


      ‘Netball team?’ Aidan smiled.


      ‘Football. Alex always made me be in goal. I got used to throwing the ball back out. I was a useless goalie. Anyway.’ She looked up and half-smiled back. ‘Have you got that photo handy?’


      ‘Yes, I’ll get it. Oh – was that the kettle switching off?’ Aidan looked towards the door.


      ‘I think it was.’ Cassie jumped up. ‘I won’t be a moment. It’s not as fancy as Delilah’s, but it’s passable. White, yes?’


      Aidan nodded. ‘Yes. No sugar. Thanks.’


      Cassie nodded and headed off to the kitchen.


      She came back in after a couple of minutes, a mug in each hand. ‘What do you think then? Does that engraving scream Rob Edwards?’ She handed Aidan a cup. ‘There are some coasters just there – that’s right. Pop it on the floor, if you want.’


      Aidan had put his phone down beside the sketchbook, the letter and Stella’s list book, the photograph showing on the screen. Together they bent towards the table, inspecting the handwriting.


      ‘I think it’s definitely him.’ Aidan flicked through the sketchbook. ‘See, the “o” is similar here to that one, and that one. And we have a matching “s” there.’ He was silent, looking at a few more words. ‘Yes. I’m quite certain. What a collection. You’ve done awfully well, Lady Cassandra.’


      Cassie laughed and looked up at him. Her face was deliciously close to his, and they must have had the same thought at the very same moment, because Cassie’s face changed slightly. Her eyes widened, and the smile was replaced by a mouth that suddenly looked more than ready to be kissed. He knew that look was reflected in his own expression.


      ‘It wouldn’t be deemed unprofessional, would it?’ he asked.


      ‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’ Her eyes sparked with mischief.


      They leaned closer, the mementoes of Stella and Rob’s wild affair between them on the little coffee table, and Aidan’s lips met hers with that little thrill he was beginning to recognise and love.


      ‘Being unprofessional is quite fun, isn’t it?’ Cassie smiled and leaned into him again. Aidan wondered if her mind was travelling along the same road his was, and again that little thrill caught him unawares …


      Then, from the kitchen, came the shrill ringing of a mobile phone, and Cassie jumped. ‘Dammit. That’s mine. I won’t answer it. If it’s important, they’ll leave a message.’


      Aidan laughed, and placed his hands gently on her shoulders. ‘Great attitude. Come here.’


      No sooner had her arms reached up and were on his shoulders, her lips so close they were almost brushing his again, than the landline rang, the noise startling them both.


      ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ said Cassie. ‘I’m so sorry. This never happens. I—’


      Then the answerphone clicked in.


      ‘Cassie? Cass? Where are you?’ It was Alex. ‘God, never mind. I tried your mobile first. Look, it’s Elodie. She’s gone into labour. I’m taking her straight to hospital. They’ve deemed her high risk or something stupid like that. Call me when you get this, okay?’ There was a fumbling, panicked sort of noise, and the call cut off.


      Cassie fell back on her heels, the moment well and truly lost. ‘Aidan, I’m so sorry.’ She scrambled to her feet. ‘I need to go and see them. Her parents are in France and they’re coming back next week. She thought that would be soon enough …’ She was rushing around the room, pushing her feet into some canvas shoes. ‘I want to see her before she goes in. I need to hug them and wish them luck.’


      ‘Here.’ Aidan stood up. ‘You call your brother back straight away, I’ll get your mobile. Do it.’


      Cassie nodded, her face white and pinched as she grabbed the phone and punched in the numbers. ‘Thanks. I know people have babies every day but – Alex? Alex! Thank God. I got your message. I’m coming over. I’m just at home. I want to wish you luck. Literally leaving right now. See you. Love you.’


      Aidan had covered the distance between the lounge and the kitchen and back again by the time she hung up, her voice getting more frantic by the minute.


      He handed her the mobile and steered her out of the door. ‘Go on, get on the back of the bike. I’ll run you across to the Hall. Don’t worry about me,’ He held up his hands as she started to protest. ‘I’ll catch you whenever. Look, let’s shut the door. That’s right. Okay, let me past. Thanks. Now, hop on.’


      ‘Thank you!’ Cassie climbed on behind Aidan and he kicked the bike into gear and sped off across to the Hall. They were there within moments, and Cassie slithered off the back and ran away towards a car where Aidan could see a man leaning into the back.


      Alex straightened up, and gave Cassie a quick, apparently surprised hug. Then he ran around to the driver’s side, and Cassie popped her head into the back. There seemed to be some sort of discussion, and Cassie stood up.


      ‘Aidan – Elodie wants me there for moral support, just until they get settled in. I’m so sorry.’


      ‘Don’t worry about it.’ He grinned. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Tell her good luck.’


      The door slammed, the engine roared, and Aidan waved a little regretfully as the vehicle shot past him, Cassie’s face peering out of the open window, still apparently apologising.


      Aidan smiled, wondering what sort of discussion that might generate between Cassie and her family once things had calmed down.


      Why did you turn up on the civil engineer’s bike? Were you working on the project?


      Maybe. Well, actually, no. We’d just been kissing, to be honest, and things were getting quite interesting, but we have discovered lots of exciting things about Rob Edwards and Stella Aldrich …


      Seriously, though, he could see how Cassie contacting their mother might not be the ideal thing to do at the moment. But babies changed things, didn’t they? Maybe, once things had calmed down, Cassie would want that address after all.


      He was quite glad he’d rescued it from the bin when she’d made the coffee. You just never knew.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Four


      February 1942


      It was a girl; a little baby girl with fair hair and the deepest blue eyes that Stella had ever seen – well, if you didn’t count Rob’s, of course.


      Quite surprisingly, Mary had been the most competent of the lot of them. ‘Just breathe, darling. Women have been doing this since forever. It’ll hurt like buggery now, but you’ll soon forget.’ The midwife hadn’t been impressed at the fact Mary had organised everyone and everything, but Stella was jolly glad she’d been there.


      Throughout the ordeal, Stella had sworn and cried and screamed, but Mary was right. Once the child was in her arms, the pain was all but forgotten.


      ‘What are you going to call her?’ Helen was almost whispering for fear of disturbing the tiny little thing as she slept next to Stella.


      ‘I think she’s a Catherine.’ Stella’s voice was equally quiet. ‘Don’t you agree?’


      ‘Catherine suits her.’


      ‘Do you think Rob would have loved her?’


      ‘Oh, darling. Of course he would have done.’


      Tears sprang into Stella’s eyes and she wiped them quickly away. ‘She’s all I’ve got left of him. Take care of her, won’t you? And one day, when she’s old enough, I’m going to tell her everything.’


      Helen took one of Stella’s hands and squeezed it. ‘She deserves to know. Her papa was a hero. That’s something to be very proud of.’


      ‘It is.’ Stella ran her finger down the soft little cheek and touched the perfect, rosebud mouth. ‘And I can only pray that one day he comes back and sees her.’


      Helen didn’t reply. She simply squeezed her hand even more. Stella knew it might take a hell of a lot of prayers, but she determined, somewhere deep inside of her, that she would never give up hope of seeing Rob alive again.


      April 1942


      Helen and Leo took Catherine to Hartsford at the beginning of April. Stella watched them leave, staring after the car through her tears as it disappeared down the road.


      ‘It’ll be all right.’ Helen had tried to reassure her. ‘You’ll be back with us in no time, and it’ll be as if she’s never been away from you.’


      ‘When? When can I come home?’ Stella hadn’t taken her eyes off the baby. ‘I don’t want her to forget me.’


      ‘Just give us a few weeks, and then we’ll let you know. We have to be at Hartsford long enough to be established with her, and you have to get your strength back and look like your usual pretty self.’ Helen grinned, clearly hoping that she would make Stella laugh. She’d been, for the last few weeks, a typical, sleep-deprived new mother and it showed.


      Stella gave a watery smile. ‘Yes. We have to perpetuate the myth. Take care of her, darling. I can’t ever thank you enough for what you’re doing for me.’


      ‘We love you, Stella. And we love Rob. We’ll do whatever we can.’


      Stella believed her, but it didn’t make the separation any easier.


      Mary and Lois, their newly blonde hair neatly parted and twisted back in matching rolls, had been there, waiting discreetly in the back garden until she came through to find them after the car left.


      Lois offered Stella a cigarette, but Stella shook her head and sat down on a low wall. ‘No, thank you. I’ve gone right off them.’


      Lois shrugged and offered it to Mary who, in an age-old gesture that reminded Stella of their carefree days, lit it from her sister’s. The girls sat with her, flanking her either side and they put their arms around her at the very same moment.


      Stella was grateful to them for shoring her up, and she snaked one arm around each twin and squeezed them lovingly. ‘Thank you. You are perhaps the best chums a person could ever hope for. All of you.’


      ‘It’s the least we can do,’ said Lois. ‘But do you know something? You’ve inspired us. We’ve decided to definitely become nurses. We’re going into Princess Mary’s RAF Nursing Service. We want to help other people.’


      ‘I loved it when you had Catherine,’ added Mary with a grin. ‘I’m hoping that after the war I can train to be a midwife.’


      ‘We, darling. We can train to be midwives.’


      ‘Of course. We.’


      Stella couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I’m forever grateful to you – to you both – for helping me. It was quite possibly one of the worst experiences of my life.’


      ‘But look at the reward you got at the end,’ added Mary comfortably. ‘Surely that little baby is worth it all?’


      ‘She is. She is.’


      ‘And also, another reason, is that the boys in the USAAF, as well as our boys, are just so brave – we want to give something back. You know?’


      Stella nodded. ‘Yes.’ She stared out at the garden waking up for springtime. ‘So brave.’


      Her heart broke just a little more for Rob – and for their baby – although she knew little Catherine could never be in better hands than Leo and Helen’s.


      She knew, also, that it was time for her to consider her future. She didn’t know if she’d be very good as a nurse, but she wondered if she should give it a damn good go at least? And if she didn’t do that, then there must be something that Lady Stella Aldrich could do when she returned to Hartsford.


      Present Day


      Cassie waited for more hours than she thought it possible to wait, for two new little humans to enter the world.


      Once she was there, she found she didn’t want to leave the hospital. She was quite pleased to suddenly discover she had a practical side that had nothing to do with planning a weekend-long event, but more to do with keeping family and friends informed. She joked that she was Alex’s PA at one point, which only she seemed to find amusing. But never mind. She did the phone calls and haunted the corridors and waiting rooms and waited some more. Aidan had been lovely when she called him to tell him she definitely wouldn’t be home any time soon, and said not to worry, he’d see her when she got back.


      Eventually, she found herself gazing at her tiny niece and nephew. She thought the names Lady Freya and Lord Alfred were far too big and far too grand for such small babies – but couldn’t help wanting to smother them with kisses and cuddles regardless.


      ‘Sorry for all the drama,’ Elodie told her when Alex had gone to find coffee and make more calls to everyone he could. ‘I can’t do anything by halves, can I?’


      ‘No. Most people would just have one baby. You had to have two. And like you say, with such drama! Bloody hell. Only you.’


      Elodie laughed, embarrassed. ‘Well, this is it. No more. It’s not fair on anyone.’ She watched the babies sleeping and shook her head. ‘I think it’s been worth it though. We’re all here, largely unscathed, anyway.’


      ‘But it wouldn’t have been recommended if we’d lost you in the process.’ Cassie took her hand and squeezed it.


      Elodie shuddered. ‘Let’s not go there. I just hope …’ Her voice tailed off.


      ‘You just hope what?’


      ‘That we don’t go down the same route as your mother.’ Elodie looked up at Cassie. ‘I know it’s probably the hormones talking, but despite what we’ve all gone through today, I can’t imagine walking away when these two are six months old and missing everything – missing their entire lives.’


      ‘Hmm.’ Cassie looked down. ‘I’ve been thinking about that – I don’t know either. Part of me wants to see her, but part of me doesn’t. I sort of wish the decision would be taken out of my hands. I’m … dithering.’


      ‘Dithering.’ Elodie smiled. ‘A very good word. All I can say is that I want my mum more than ever right now, and I can’t wait until she walks through those doors. But that’s me. I think it’s different for Alex. He’d rather just push Anne away and forget she ever existed.’ She sighed. ‘Not much I can do about it though. I have to concentrate on these two. God.’ She suddenly blanched, which was quite spectacular, given that she was pretty much chalky-white anyway, but at least, as Alex always said in these situations, her lips weren’t blue any more. ‘Suddenly I’m a mum. Dear Lord.’


      ‘And I’m an Aunt. Officially so. Yay!’ Cassie’s brave little attempt at a joke made them both giggle, but Cassie knew the underlying thing wasn’t going to go away. Anne wanted to be part of her and Alex’s lives again, and by doing so, would pick up an extended little family she probably never dreamed she’d have. And if the thought of suddenly having two adult children was strange to her, the idea of having twin grandchildren must be even stranger – if she ever found out about them, of course.


      The estate felt curious today; there was an excited buzz about it, along with a sense of apprehension. It had apparently been over twenty years since any babies had lived at the Hall, and the idea that two new ones were imminent – and quite possibly born by now – had the village talking excitedly.


      Aidan was working on the changing rooms, and was spending probably too much time in there than was strictly necessary, restoring them to the way he wanted. But he knew the rest of the project was happening all around him and that Petra and Iain had it all under control. Just as well. There were only a few more weeks left, and he was determined that this would happen for Cassie. He wanted to make her happy, and smiled to himself, imagining her face lighting up as she wandered around the Spa, exclaiming in delight.


      He might also have imagined her in a bikini, diving into the pool, but he wasn’t going to admit that to anyone.


      Aidan’s phone buzzed, and he picked it up, expecting it to be the Portakabin hire company, confirming a delivery for the next day. It was almost time for his team to leave for the evening anyway.


      His heart skipped a beat as he saw Cassie’s name on the screen, and he answered it with a smile in his voice. ‘Lady Cassandra. I was just thinking of you.’


      She giggled. ‘I bet you were.’


      ‘I was. I was just thinking, I hope Lady Cassandra calls me and tells me that the heirs to Hartsford have arrived safely, because that’s a whole lot more exciting than waiting for a call from the Portakabin people.’


      ‘They have! They’re here! A girl and a boy.’ There was a smile in her voice. ‘And don’t call me Lady Cassandra. Alex rang everyone he could think of, and I thought I’d quite like to call you. I wasn’t sure if you’d be interested though.’


      ‘Of course, I’m interested! What are they called? The babies – not the people Alex called.’


      She laughed again. ‘Alfie and Freya. Alfie is two minutes older. Poor Freya – she’ll have to deal with an older brother as well.’


      ‘That’s great news. Thanks for telling me.’ He meant it. She didn’t have to, after all. It was nice to think that she’d wanted to call him.


      ‘Anyway, I’m going to head home shortly. It’s getting late. I’m sure Alex and Elodie don’t want me hanging around here, so I might as well come back to the Hall and—’


      ‘And what?’


      There was a brief, warm silence. ‘I was going to say “bother you”, but I won’t. I’ll sleep for a week, then pick things up at the Hall and field the questions. Gosh, I’m exhausted, never mind Elodie.’


      This time it was Aidan’s turn to smile into the receiver. ‘Cassie, you can bother me any time you like. How is Elodie? I’m so sorry I didn’t ask before.’


      ‘Elodie’s fine, I think. As well as can be expected, anyway. Relieved it’s all over. Off her oxygen and stuff. Pumped full of steroids, probably, by now. I don’t really know what they do. But I’ve been talking to her and she’s not too bad.’


      ‘That must be a relief for everyone.’


      ‘Yes. Trust her to have an asthma attack while giving birth. It’s very rare – she had to be different.’


      ‘Poor thing.’ Aidan frowned, imagining being in Alex’s shoes at that point. He didn’t envy him.


      ‘Honestly, before Elodie got pregnant, I just thought the worst thing would be getting fat and uncomfortable. It just goes to show. And she’s worried about afterwards as well, I think.’


      Aidan leaned against the fountain and stared out of the door, watching Petra directing people around, climbing up the new steps, poised on the top of them where the diving board should be, and pointing down to the pool itself.


      ‘What’s she worried about?’


      Cassie sighed. ‘Developing PND, like my mother. I think because of how it affected us, she’s maybe overly-concerned? I told her what you said – that it doesn’t happen to everyone.’


      ‘You can get over it, and get help for it, and people are a lot more aware of it nowadays.’ Aidan closed his eyes briefly and hoped that Petra and Iain wouldn’t mind him saying this. ‘It happened to Petra, you know. And she’s fine. My nephew is four now. And none the worse for it.’


      ‘Wow!’ There was a stunned silence. ‘And she’s so confident and capable.’


      ‘Yes. All I’m saying is that it doesn’t have to define you – if it did happen – which it probably won’t. As a child, Misha hasn’t suffered, and he’s quite a character in his own right. Petra says now she thought she’d lost her identity. She found she was “just” a mother instead of doing so well in what’s traditionally, I suppose, rightly or wrongly, a man’s career. It didn’t help that Misha wasn’t exactly planned. But then, with the right help, she says she came to realise that she was blessed to be able to have both things in her life. And Misha was only a baby for such a small amount of time, she learned to appreciate every moment. And to regret the ones she missed. She still does, I suspect.’


      ‘Do you think Misha will ever, I don’t know, forgive her, for it? For almost resenting him?’ Cassie’s voice was cagey, and Aidan understood the undercurrents.


      ‘I think,’ he said, carefully, ‘that if he ever found out, he wouldn’t blame her for it.’


      ‘I see. Thank you.’


      ‘You’re welcome.’ There was a pause, which could have been awkward but strangely wasn’t. ‘The changing rooms are coming along well.’ He changed the subject for her. ‘We’re going to finish off the squash courts next. And the pool’s starting to look good. We’ve got the tiles done.’


      ‘I can’t wait to see it all. Thanks again, Aidan.’


      ‘No problem. See you tomorrow, I guess.’


      ‘See you then.’


      Aidan waited until Cassie had hung up, tucked the phone back in his pocket, then headed out of the building to check how the team were getting on at the pool and find out what time they were leaving.


      As he left the block, he cast a glance at the big gates. A woman was standing on the other side, almost hidden in the shadows, looking anxiously through the wrought iron.


      Almost without thinking, Aidan diverted and headed across to her. ‘Hello. If you’re looking for the entrance, it’s around the other side. Follow that lane around and go that way. It’ll take you straight there. I think it’s due to close, though, so you might be better off coming back another day.’


      ‘Oh! Sorry. Yes, of course.’ She half-smiled. ‘Last time I was here, these gates were open access. I see they’re private now, though.’ She looked at Aidan searchingly, almost as if she was trying to place him. Then shook her head. ‘Sorry. I almost thought you were someone else for a moment. But you’re not.’


      He looked at her curiously. Somewhere in her early fifties, she was tall and slim, and had the same colour eyes as Cassie – that dark, horse-chestnut brown; the sort of eyes that could fix on you like steel. Her hair was shoulder-length, straight and immaculately cut, low-lighted with a sort of plum colour, and she was wearing a smart, tailored trouser-suit and court shoes.


      ‘It’s a bit of a shock to see that you – well – you have to pay to get in.’ She forced a smile. ‘I’d heard rumours. But it’s been a while since I was here.’ Her eyes slid past him to the Spa. ‘Lots of work going on, I see.’


      ‘Yes. Cassie – Lady Cassandra, rather – is having some renovations done. There’s an event over the Bank Holiday weekend.’


      ‘Cassandra. Cassie.’ She looked down. ‘I’m glad she’s doing it.’


      ‘Hmm.’ Aidan studied her for a moment. ‘Shall I tell Cassie you came? Or Alex, perhaps?’


      The woman looked up quickly and shook her head. ‘Oh, no. No. Please don’t.’


      ‘All right.’ Aidan nodded. ‘I’m sorry nobody’s around to see you. It’s all been a bit wild with the twins coming. Nobody’s firing on all cylinders at the moment around here.’


      ‘Twins?’ The woman stared at him and paled. She clutched the bars of the gate. ‘Who’s had twins?’


      ‘Alex. And Elodie. Are you sure you don’t want me to pass a message on? Or maybe you’d be best off coming back when they have the event. There’ll be a lot of people around. Crowds of them. It might be a good thing?’


      ‘So I can get lost amongst them? Oh, God.’ She leaned her forehead against the gates and shook her head. ‘Alex and Elodie. I never thought – I hoped, but … Dear Lord. No. Please don’t say anything. It’ll just make things worse. Thanks. Thank you. I really have to go.’ She let go of the bars and hurried away down the lane.


      Aidan watched her go. He had a good idea who that lady was. Yes. He had a very good idea, indeed.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Five


      June 1942


      Rob was aware of a familiar humming sound. There was some turbulence and a sound of voices – mainly female – and his poor old bones felt utterly ropey.


      He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d ended up here. He remembered ejecting from his plane over France, and then there were jumbled memories of blurry faces and strange smells – coffee and herbs, fresh bread and a different sort of air. Then there was cold air, and snow, he thought, but he wasn’t quite sure about that. And sky. Lots of sky. Different voices. Dark places, and more pain. Pain in his chest as he fought to breathe and the strangest dreams he’d ever had.


      His fingers clutched at something soft and smooth, and he painfully brought his hand up to his face. He rubbed the fabric against his cheek and buried his nose in it: Stella. It still smelled of her.


      He opened his eyes, and peered into the gloom. He seemed to be lying in a hammock of sorts and there were people all around him. Men lying in hammocks opposite him and above him. He closed his eyes again and drifted off to a summer’s evening in Hartsford, where Stella was running across the lawn, towards him, and laughing …


      The next thing he was aware of was a firm bed and cool, stiff sheets. He started awake and this time there were different sorts of people around him – women dressed in capes and hats and pale-coloured skirts. More beds to each side of him and across the room. More men. And bright sunlight streaming in from the high windows, a scent of disinfectant and carbolic soap all around him.


      He watched for a moment more, sorting through the memories, then gave up and struggled as he tried to sit. God, his back!


      ‘Not so fast, darling.’ One of the women appeared beside him and a gentle yet firm hand pushed him down. ‘We’ve been waiting for you to come round. Simply hovering by you.’ A face appeared, filling his vision; a face that was vaguely familiar and smiling at him. ‘Wait a second, I’ll just get—’


      ‘—Lois? You’ll just get Lois?’ The words surprised him as they came out. This girl looked a lot like Mary, one of the twins, and he was surprised his mind had, out of the lot of them, dredged her face up. God, he must be in an even worse state than he felt. ‘Sorry. Sorry, you’re not her. Sorry.’


      Mary was from his life before. Her and Lois and their friends and Stella … always Stella, in the centre of it all as they orbited around her…


      ‘No.’ The woman smiled and leaned in towards him. ‘I’m Lois, you silly boy. You always get us mixed up, don’t you? I’ll just get Mary.’


      Rob felt the world recede and come back into focus. He lay back on the bed and stared at her.


      ‘You’re really Lois? Lois from Lois and Mary?’


      ‘I’m really Lois. What d’you think of the uniform, Rob Edwards?’ Lois did a little twirl. ‘We’re part of the Princess Mary’s Royal Air Force Nursing Service. The French Resistance were kind enough to bring you to us – you came in a gooney bird!’ She giggled and beckoned another nurse to come over. The other nurse did so, and Rob found himself looking up into two identical faces; faces that were better suited to champagne parties and sports cars, but two of the dearest faces he could have hoped to see at that moment.


      ‘A gooney bird?’


      ‘A Douglas C-47 transport aircraft,’ Mary – or it might have been Lois – said proudly. ‘We’re at RAF Hospital Wroughton in Wiltshire. We’ve had a whole host of you boys brought to us today. The plane was a little safer and a little faster than a hospital ship. Less chance of being torpedoed, anyway.’


      ‘But what happened to me?’ Rob tried to sit up again and this time the girls didn’t stop him.


      ‘Well you were officially MIA.’ Mary – or Lois – perched on the edge of the bed and it couldn’t have been comfortable. ‘They’ve pieced together the information, and they think what happened was that you ejected and came down near one of the little villages in France. The locals took you in and looked after you as best they could, but they said you were quite out of it for a while, poor thing. Ejector seats can do all sorts of damage – spinal compression and popping your shoulders out – all sorts of awful things.’ She looked at him sympathetically. ‘You got the full whammy. They kept you doped up on some sort of opiate while you healed a little, then the Resistance stepped in. From what the intelligence says, they almost got caught, and you were taken back into hiding for ages. There was more to it, I think.’ She frowned, and lowered her voice. ‘Something about a trek towards Spain over the Pyrenees – they call it the Freedom Trail. Le Chemin de la Liberté. Then I think they said you caught pneumonia. Only you, our darling Rob, could cause such a fuss! But, hurrah, they eventually got you back to us.’ She smiled. ‘It was very painful for you to be moved though, so you were kept under on the opiate in Spain, and then we sedated you when we got you. Poor Rob. Not surprised you’re groggy. You wouldn’t let go of that scarf though.’


      The scarf! ‘Stella!’ He sat up fully, and his spine grated nastily and a spear of pain shot across his shoulder blades, but that was the least of his problems. ‘I want to see her, please. Can I see her?’


      He didn’t miss the look the twins shot each other.


      ‘As soon as we can get you two together,’ said one of them. ‘But we need to work out the logistics first. It’ll take hours for her to get here, absolutely hours.’


      ‘Does she know I’m alive?’ His heart was pounding. Had she thought he was dead, all these weeks or months or whatever the timescale was?


      ‘No.’ One of the twins smiled at him sympathetically. ‘You’re not officially “found” yet. But we know it’s you – we knew from the first moment we saw you. Stella will know soon enough.’


      ‘Soon enough’, Rob knew, wasn’t really soon enough.


      Present Day


      The Portakabin Aidan had been waiting for came the next morning, and by the time Cassie had sorted things out at the Hall, it was lunchtime.


      Disappointingly, she had only seen Aidan briefly, and he had a look about him that made her think he was too busy for idle chatter, so she contented herself with properly working instead, and making a plan of where she was going to display everything. Which involved lots of multi-coloured post-it notes and a huge sheet of paper, spread out all around her in the squash courts so she could get a sense of space.


      Around one o’clock, the door of the squash courts was flung open and Alex strode in.


      ‘Alex!’ Cassie leapt to her feet and threw her arms around him. ‘How are you today?’


      But to her surprise, he didn’t return her embrace. Instead, he disentangled himself and stepped away from her. ‘I’ve had better days.’ He was glowering at her in a way which made her quail.


      ‘Is everything okay with Elodie? And the babies?’ Her heart swooped down into her shoes, as she imagined all sorts of awful things.


      ‘They’re fine. All of them.’ For a brief moment, his face softened, then hardened again. ‘Cass, have you been in touch with our mother?’


      Cassie felt herself burn up with embarrassment. ‘No. I thought about it, but …’ Her voice tailed off as she grew even hotter. ‘I didn’t do anything in the end.’


      ‘But you wrote her address down?’


      ‘Alex!’


      ‘You did, didn’t you?’


      ‘How did you—’ There was no point in denying it. She sighed. ‘Yes. I wrote it down. But that’s as far as it went. How did you know?’


      ‘I went to get a notebook from the kitchen, and you must have pressed really hard with the pen. I saw the words on the notepad, like ghost words, just imprinted on the next page.’


      Cassie defended herself. ‘Yes. I wrote it down, but like I said, I didn’t write to her. I knew how you’d feel, so I threw it away. Anyway, you’re a fine one to talk. I know about the second letter you destroyed, and don’t you dare get cross with Elodie for telling me. I had a right to know.’


      Alex suddenly sat down on the table and looked much younger and much more vulnerable than he really was. ‘I’m sorry, Cass. And I’d never get cross with Elodie, you know that. She was right. My fault. I should have told you myself. I just – I’m finding it hard to deal with it. And do you know the worst thing about it?’


      ‘No. What’s that?’


      ‘That I think I’m … wrong. Ha! Imagine that. Me, admitting I’m wrong about something.’


      Cassie sat down, hardly daring to hope that they might, almost, be starting to think along the same lines. ‘Well, if you still have that imprinted piece of paper from the pad …’


      ‘I don’t. Not any more. It’s a pile of cinders now.’


      ‘Oh, Alex.’ Cassie sighed, her hope evaporating. ‘Like I say, I threw my copy out too. And the recycling came and took it away this morning.’ She felt her mouth turn down unhappily. ‘And you don’t have the original letter?’


      ‘Cinders.’


      ‘Oh.’


      They sat in silence for a moment, then Alex spoke again. ‘It just made me think. Seeing Elodie with Alfie and Freya. I don’t know how a mother could willingly leave their children. I mean, I know our two are just a couple of days old, but that bond is there already.’ He looked at Cassie helplessly. ‘I’m starting to believe that maybe she couldn’t help it after all.’ He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘And as for our father. Well. He had his own agenda, I suppose. Perhaps he found it too difficult to face the truth too. So he blamed her, and told us something which would stop us from trying to find her. He never liked confrontation. That’s why the estate was in such a mess.’


      ‘I suppose we could try and find her somehow?’ Cassie shrugged. ‘I know the address was the Dordogne.’ She remembered Aidan saying that, and it was what her father had said too, but she couldn’t remember any specifics on the note she’d written. ‘La Renaudie? La Roche? La Roque?’ She thought there was a Le or a La and maybe an R. Or a B? Or a P? It wasn’t helpful. ‘But it’s not like saying it’s Paris or Lille or Marseilles. My geography is hopeless. None of those places are probably even near the Dordogne, but what I’m trying to say, is it’s like a whole county. Not just a town.’


      ‘Yep. I think I’ve messed up a bit, Sis.’ Alex looked at her, then, finally, hugged her. ‘Sorry. All my fault. And I have another confession. I rang Dad’s solicitors. Those favours I talked about? Well, there are court records of our parents battling it out for custody. Mum lost, then tried to appeal several times, but she was blocked every time. It’s true – she did want to see us, and couldn’t.’


      Cassie’s lips began to quiver dangerously. But she couldn’t let him see her cry. ‘I don’t quite know how I feel about that. It puts Dad in a really bad light as well.’


      ‘He had bad advice. It wasn’t his fault.’ Alex frowned. ‘I knew I never trusted the so-called investments that Dad got involved with, or the people who he dealt with. And God alone knows what happened before I was old enough to take any notice. Elodie’s dad did what he could to put the brakes on it all, but even he couldn’t stop it. And that crony of Father’s, who wormed his way in after Elodie’s dad retired, hammered the final nails in the Hartsford coffin. That idiot probably knew if Mum was back in our lives, there was a chance Dad would rethink his schemes and there’d be less for him to skim off. Of course, we can’t prove any of it, but Dad more than likely thought he was doing what was best for us. Pointless dredging it up now, though. It’s all ancient history.’


      ‘It’s fine.’ Cassie took hold of Alex’s hand and squeezed it, not knowing what else she could say or do to make him feel better. ‘If Mum wants us, she knows where we are.’


      ‘Yes. I guess.’ Alex squeezed her hand back and stood up. Cassie knew the conversation was at an end as far as her brother was concerned, aware that he was shutting down again. Alex cast a glance around the room. ‘You’re busy in here. Is this how your exhibition is going to look?’ He changed the subject neatly.


      ‘Yes, at some point. There’s still quite a bit to do, but it’s all been planned out now.’


      ‘And this is your project chart?’ He indicated the post-it notes.


      ‘I’ve gone low tech for this one. Oh – I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but Aidan managed to get into Rob Edwards’ old house and I went along. We saw some words scratched on the window pane. We think it was him.’


      ‘You went along?’ This time, Alex’s smile did reach his eyes. ‘That’s definitely above and beyond the call of duty for a civil engineer.’


      ‘It’s all very … professional.’ Cassie flushed and turned back to her post-its. She shuffled them around importantly. ‘We’re just trying to unravel the story, that’s all.’


      ‘Okay. Whatever you say. But I don’t believe you for a minute. Anyway, I’d best be off and let you get on. I’ve got some suppliers to email, and then I’ll go and see Elodie.’ He paused. ‘Again. I’m sorry.’


      ‘That’s fine. Give my love to Elodie.’


      ‘I will.’


      Cassie was just feeling a rush of affection for her brother, when he leaned over and messed her post-its up, quite deliberately and quite roughly.


      ‘Alex!’ she cried.


      ‘What?’ And he ran off laughing before she could stop him.


      Around mid-afternoon, Aidan knocked on the door, and was pleased to hear Cassie calling, ‘Come in!’


      ‘I thought I’d find you in here.’ He smiled and handed Cassie a Styrofoam cup. ‘I treated myself to a Hartsford coffee. I got you one too.’


      ‘Oh! Thank you!’ Cassie took the cup gratefully. ‘You seemed busy today. I didn’t want to disturb you.’


      ‘I have been busy. I also came to tell you that the pool should be watertight and we’re going to let things settle, then wondered if you would fill it up in a day or so to check.’


      ‘The pool?’ Cassie shrieked with excitement. ‘Thank you! That’s almost one thing ticked off my list.’


      ‘You’ll have to colour it in on your project chart,’ Aidan teased with a grin.


      ‘Yes.’ Cassie nodded, mock-seriously. ‘Blue, I think. That would work.’


      ‘Great. Cheers!’


      Aidan raised the coffee cup and Cassie laughed, knocking her cup against his in a toast to the pool. ‘Cheers indeed. In fact, it has cheered me up.’


      ‘Oh? Were you sad?’ He just wanted to protect her and stop her from being sad.


      ‘A little bit.’ She sighed. ‘Alex dropped by earlier. And he wasn’t exactly happy to start with.’


      ‘What’s wrong? You know I’m happy to listen. Really, I am.’


      ‘Thanks.’ She smiled up at him, and he was concerned to see the smile was suddenly a little watery. ‘The address I destroyed? Our mother’s? I should have kept it.’ She laughed shortly, and a little bitterly. ‘Alex and I now think it would be quite a good thing to contact her.’


      ‘Oh?’ Aidan’s heart started thumping a little faster. ‘Why’s that?’


      She shrugged. ‘Stuff he’s found out from the solicitors. And the babies have changed his mind. Bloody hell. How old are they?’


      Aidan didn’t answer – it was very much a rhetorical question.


      He gave her a moment or two to compose herself, but was horrified when a big, fat tear started to roll down her cheek. Followed by more big, fat tears. Oh, dear.


      ‘Hey, hey. Come on. You’ll drip onto your project chart.’


      ‘Sorry.’ She sniffed and wiped her eyes. ‘It’s just a big mess. It’s one thing after another, you know? Getting this sorted, and then the babies coming, and Alex looking so sad because he blames himself. Just … things.’


      Aidan didn’t think it was quite the right moment to tell her that he had salvaged the address, because if he did, and she wrote to Anne, and if that lady who he saw at the gates was who he suspected she was … well. The letter might not even reach her. He debated whether to tell her about the lady, and that he had mentioned the Living History weekend to her, but then thought better of it. Why raise Cassie’s hopes?


      Instead, he reached out and brushed her hair away from the damp cheeks. ‘If it’s meant to be, it’ll be,’ he said softly.


      She looked up at him, and for a wild moment he imagined he saw a look of hope in her eyes that spoke of Fate happening in all sorts of other ways.


      ‘Do you think Rob and Stella thought that?’


      ‘I think they maybe did.’ He crooked his finger and brushed her cheek again. ‘It’s a good policy, don’t you agree?’


      This time the look of hope was definitely there. ‘A very good policy,’ she whispered.


      Something shifted in the room, and Aidan found he couldn’t look away from her. Her lips looked very kissable, and her eyes, damp as they were with tears, were drawing him in. She moved closer, tilting her face towards his and suddenly her arms were around him. ‘Oh Aidan. I don’t know what would have happened here if you hadn’t seen my advert and come to visit. I can’t quite find the words to thank you.’


      ‘You don’t need to tell me in words.’ He smiled and leaned in towards her. Their lips connected and he was pulling her closer. It was by far the most urgent kiss they’d shared and if this was a promise of what else the chemistry between them might spark … dear God. How was he stopping himself from taking it further right there and then?


      ‘Cassie. Don’t think that once this event is over I’m letting you go,’ he whispered against her lips and she smiled against his and pressed up closer to him.


      ‘Don’t think I’m going to let you go.’


      Then a sharp rap on the door had them springing apart, which, on balance, was probably just as well, because his fingers had found her waistband and hers were travelling down his arms and heading towards his trousers, and this wasn’t the time or place at all. What on earth had got into them? The wild spirits of Rob and Stella perhaps? Who knew. But the moment shifted and the intense feelings melted away, leaving a pleasurable sense of anticipation for the future instead.


      ‘Aidan!’ Petra’s cheerful face peered around the door. ‘Aidan, would you please come and look at this? We need your opinion on the access to the squash courts. I saw you pop in here. I hope I’m not interrupting your coffee break.’


      ‘Well, you are, but I suppose it’s important.’ Aidan smiled at Petra, then looked at Cassie. A faint tinge of pink had flooded her face. ‘Not as important as my coffee break though.’


      ‘No, it’s okay.’ Cassie managed a smile. ‘Go on. You’re clearly needed elsewhere.’


      ‘Okay.’ Aidan hesitated for a moment, but was aware of Petra waiting in the doorway. ‘Just remember where we were, yeah? Maybe we should come back to that at some point?’


      Cassie nodded. ‘Yes. At some point.’


      ‘Good. Enjoy your coffee.’ He winked and Cassie flushed a deeper rose-pink.


      ‘I will. And – thanks again.’


      ‘You’re welcome.’ He took one last, lingering look at her, grinned, then walked outside, back into his professional life.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Six


      June 1942


      Stella was back at Hartsford Hall, currently working for the Women’s Voluntary Service. This morning, she had been driving evacuated children around the countryside in a donkey cart, and had taken Catherine along for the ride and a picnic afterwards. The little evacuees loved Catherine and she was always welcome on these excursions.


      Stella had realised she actually loved children and had hated being away from Catherine, so the least she could do for these poor evacuees was to care for them and spoil them a little, whilst her heart broke daily for the mothers who lived apart from them.


      The Earl, her father, had passed away shortly after Leo and Helen brought Catherine home, working himself up into such a frenzy over world events he had no control over, that he had simply dropped dead of a heart attack one day in the middle of a boardroom meeting.


      It was surreal. Helen was now Helen, Lady Hartsford, and Leo had inherited his father’s title. There had been nothing stopping Stella coming back after that.


      Helen had originally told her that when they turned up with the baby, the Earl’s accusations had flown and yes, one of them did involve his wayward daughter.


      ‘She’s no bloody nurse, is she? That child is the image of her – the image of her. What the hell have you done? It’s that bloody poet’s, isn’t it?’ he’d raged. Then he had gone off on a tangent and started accusing them of bringing flea-ridden paupers to the house instead. ‘Cuckoo in the nest! It’s probably diseased if you found it on the streets! It’s not inheriting anything of mine. Not a thing.’


      So Stella had decided to play at being nurses a little longer.


      She had, in reality, gone to stay with Veronica while Stephen was ‘away’, as they all so delicately said, and it had worked out quite well. And, awful though it sounded, they had all been quite relieved when the Earl died. Stephen had been released from the hospital, and it meant that Stella could come home. And even if she couldn’t realistically claim Catherine, she could at least be near her.


      As she waltzed in to the Hall, after her trip in the carriage though, the sight she saw before her made her stop dead. Helen was looking pale, and Leo was rummaging around for something, flicking through paperwork as if he’d lost something important.


      ‘Is everything all right?’ Stella’s stomach clenched, expecting the worst. Like a Pathé News reel, images of other friends or family who might be in danger flickered through her mind. Who on earth had been hurt or killed now, and why was everything suddenly so desperate? She clutched Catherine to her and the baby grumbled a protest. ‘Please? Someone answer me.’


      ‘Stella, darling.’ Helen smiled, although her voice was a little shaky. ‘How do you fancy a little ride in the car? I really think you’d like to go on a nice long trip, don’t you?’


      ‘A nice long trip?’ Stella glanced at Leo. ‘Where the hell are we going to get the resources for a nice long trip?’


      ‘Let me worry about that.’ Leo stood up and looked his sister up and down. Stella blushed, knowing her hair was awry and most likely had straw in it. Her clothes had definitely seen better days and were undoubtedly filthy. One little boy, new to the village, had grabbed her arm excitedly as he saw a cow in a field – his very first cow – but unfortunately, he’d been clutching a honey sandwich at the time. In the same hand. ‘How long will it take you to get clean?’


      ‘Leo!’ Stella was affronted. There was no need for him to infer she was a state, was there? A girl had to at least try to retain her pride where she could.


      ‘And Catherine? I think she could do with a little wash as well. Is that jam on your face, baby girl? Is it?’


      Stella opened her mouth to protest as Helen swooped in and took the baby out of her arms. Catherine roared with laughter as Helen made aeroplane noises and flew her around the room.


      Even now, even after so long, Stella’s heart twisted as she watched Helen play with Catherine, and thought about what Rob had missed and what he would continue to miss.


      She blinked back a tear and folded her arms. ‘There’s absolutely no need to be rude. I shall go and sort myself out now.’


      ‘Splendid.’ Helen stopped and hugged the baby to her. ‘Go now, darling. Let me deal with this little lady.’


      And Stella found she had no choice but to comply.


      Stella stepped out of the car and looked around. She was miles away from home, miles away from Hartsford, and God only knew how Leo had managed to get the petrol to get them here. They were outside a big, sprawling building that looked awfully official. She’d fallen asleep in the back of the car and still felt a little groggy.


      ‘Where are we?’ she asked.


      Helen got out and stood beside her. ‘Wiltshire.’ She leaned back in and took Catherine out. She adjusted the baby’s knitted pixie hood and stole a kiss before she handed her to Stella.


      Stella took Catherine and snuggled her in. ‘What are we in Wiltshire for?’


      ‘You’ll see.’ That was Leo. ‘I just have to confirm something, then we’ll be able to continue.’ He went into a small outbuilding, and Stella looked around her. Ahead of them was a tarmac road, winding towards a sprawling building set in front of a circular lawn. A few cars were parked out front, along with some ambulances.


      ‘Oh!’ Stella stood up straighter and grinned. ‘Of course! Mary and Lois – they’re working at a hospital here. Is it this one? I’m so pleased. I’ve been wanting to ask them how they manage. I don’t know if I’d be cut out to be a proper nurse, but I suppose if I had to, I could hold the patients’ poor hands, or something.’


      Helen smiled and seemed to relax. ‘You guessed our surprise! Oh, boo.’


      Stella laughed. ‘Top notch. Tell me, are we surprising them, or are they surprising us?’


      ‘You’ll have to wait and see, darling. Look! There’s Leo coming back.’


      Leo approached them and looked a little nervous. ‘It’s fine. We can go in. We can take the car right up to the front and they’ll meet us there.’


      ‘No sense in waiting then.’ Helen climbed back in.


      ‘What’s a few more yards? We’ve travelled miles already.’ Stella was still carefully holding Catherine and eased herself into the rear seat.


      Leo took them to the front door, and two women burst out of the building, capes flying, identical smiles on their faces. One pulled Helen’s door open and one pulled Stella’s and then they were both hugging and kissing and cooing over the baby.


      ‘May I? Please?’


      That was Lois, holding her arms out and Stella handed Catherine over with a smile. ‘Down here I can actually claim her – not like at Hartsford.’


      ‘That’s the problem with such a small village. Nothing’s sacred.’


      ‘Nothing at all.’ Then Stella half-turned to Mary and took her hands. ‘But it’s so lovely to see you both.’


      ‘Not as lovely as it is for us to see you.’ Mary tucked Stella’s arm in hers. ‘Come on. Let me take you around here. I’ll show you our beautiful gardens. The boys love it here, they do. Sometimes, we put their beds out on the terrace and let them enjoy the sunshine.’


      ‘The boys? You’ve found plenty of them, then.’


      ‘Yes, our gorgeous pilots. I fall in love practically every other day.’


      Stella laughed, although her heart twisted, just a little. Rob. If only he’d ended up somewhere like here. She was willing to bet that people would have had no difficulty falling in love with him.


      ‘Here we are.’ Mary’s voice took on a strange, excited little note. ‘As if on cue. One of my favourite patients ever. Of course, it’s such a pity he’s given his heart away quite so spectacularly.’


      A man was sitting with his back to them, reading a newspaper. Stella looked at him, ready to agree with her friend that of course he was the most delightful man she’d ever seen, when she stopped in her tracks.


      There was something too familiar about the shade of his hair, the set of his shoulders. Her heart began to pound as she saw the blue and white scarf knotted casually around his neck.


      ‘Go on,’ whispered Mary. ‘Go to him. He doesn’t know you’re coming.’ Stella cast a stunned glance at her friend and saw tears glistening in her eyes. ‘It’s all right. We’ll keep Catherine with us.’ Mary gave her a gentle push towards him, and as if he had sensed her nearby, he suddenly raised his head and looked around him.


      ‘Go on!’ Mary pushed her again.


      ‘Rob—’ Stella’s voice broke on his name. Then it all happened at once. ‘Rob!’ She began to run, to cover the short distance between them as fast as she could. ‘Rob!’


      He threw the paper to the ground, struggled stiffly out of the chair and turned towards her, his dear, dear face as shocked as hers must be.


      ‘Stella!’ He shouted her name, and held his arms out, ready to catch her. ‘My Stella.’


      She ran straight into his arms and fitted into the gap as exactly and as perfectly as she always had done, as she had longed to do again, so very many times. He felt warm and real and solid, and she never wanted to be parted from him, ever again. ‘I thought I’d never see you again.’


      ‘Oh, God, Stella.’ His voice cracked and he buried his face in her hair. ‘Marry me Stella. I said I’d ask you again, I promised I would. Marry me. Please.’


      ‘Yes. Yes. Of course, I will. I love you Rob. I love you so much.’


      ‘I love you too. I never stopped. And I never will.’


      And she believed him, whole-heartedly, because she felt exactly the same.


      Present Day


      It was the Thursday before the Living History event was about to start. The squash courts, were now sparkling clean and no longer smelled of old trainers and sweat. Bunting was hung everywhere in preparation, and there was already a tent next to the building where they were going to offer strawberry teas.


      Inside the courts, Cassie had prepared all the exhibitions she’d dreamed of in all the ways she’d imagined them, with a little help from Margaret. The staircase was safe and they had displays in the viewing gallery as well as downstairs, and there was a special section for Delilah’s granny’s hoard. Alex had managed to get some cookery books printed up with some of Granny Delilah’s recipes in, and the cover incorporated a lovely picture of her, up to her elbows in flour, that Cassie had, eventually, discovered in the archives.


      There was also, of course, a very special section for Rob and Stella. Stella’s photograph and Rob’s Cambridge photograph, as well as his RAF one, were in a display case, with Rob’s notebook open at the drawing of the Spa and Stella’s list book open at the page where she lamented her very own Lost Generation. Cassie had laid the terrible love poem Rob had written alongside them and smiled as she fastened the lid shut.


      ‘Hey, it’s looking good.’ She turned and saw Aidan silhouetted in the doorway. ‘You see, it all worked out in the end.’


      ‘It did. Look – have you seen Rob and Stella’s display?’ She stepped aside, and Aidan walked across, standing very closely next to her and looking at the cabinet. ‘I’d like them to be happy we’ve got their things; we’ve pieced it all together as far as we could. Thank you for bringing Rob’s book to me.’ She smiled up at him, genuinely grateful. Then she laughed, embarrassed. ‘If you hadn’t, then I don’t think I would have had much for this weekend apart from a glut of ice-cream and some bunting.’


      ‘It’s Fate.’ Aidan grinned. ‘Meant to be.’


      ‘Yes. I’d like to think they were meant to be together, and if this is all we can do for them, then so be it.’


      ‘It’s not much to show for them, is it? Here, this might help a little. I did a copy of the photograph for you, the one of the engraving. I thought it might add to the collection.’


      ‘Oh, brilliant!’ Cassie took the photograph he offered to her and turned back to the cabinet and unlocked it again. ‘This gets pride of place I think. What an awesome find.’


      ‘I thought so.’ He smiled. ‘Oh, what’s that? There’s something wedged down the back there.’


      ‘What?’ Cassie leaned in and saw something stuck behind the shelves. ‘Ah! It’s a silk scarf, like the one you’ve got.’


      ‘The one you’ve got now, I think.’ Aidan grinned.


      ‘Details, details.’ Cassie shook her head and stood with the scarf in her hand, searching the other shelves. ‘Where on earth did this come from? I can’t remember bringing a scarf. But Margaret was helping earlier, so you never know.’ She looked at it and frowned. There was a logo printed on one of the corners and she straightened it out gently. ‘Liberty of London. Very nice. Blue and white are so pretty together, aren’t they? Well, it must be from in here. I’ll put it next to Stella’s book; I’m pretty sure there’ll be notes in her clothing lists or outstanding bills for Liberty. We can pretend.’ She smiled and arranged it deftly, then closed the cabinet again.


      ‘You really have done well. Hopefully there’ll be lots of people here this weekend to see them. And I’m quite proud of myself as well.’


      Cassie smiled up at him. ‘And so you should be. You’re the one that’s made this place safe. You utterly saved me. I’d have been totally screwed otherwise.’


      Aidan shrugged and put his hands in his pockets. He stared around the court and looked up to the viewing gallery. Cassie followed his gaze, strongly aware of the impression that someone had just run along the gallery and sped down the stairs. She quickly looked over at the door and saw the flicker of a white tennis dress, a streak of what might be red hair, disappear around the corner. And the oddest thing – there was a blue and white scarf flying from the handle of the tennis racquet the girl carried. Cassie bit her lip and looked away, her eyes drawn to the cabinet and the mysterious scarf. Could it be …? She shook her head, and returned her attention to Aidan.


      ‘It was meant to be, I think, Cassie. I was meant to come here and be with you. And the most important thing is that I managed to keep it all largely professional. However, you’re no longer my client, so I’m not going to hold back any more —’


      In an instant, she was in his arms, being pulled towards him half-roughly. She gasped and his lips came down on hers, silencing her with his kiss. Cassie was unable to do anything but respond. Aidan was tall, and warm and safe-feeling, and, once she was in his embrace, his arms held her so gently that it was most definitely as if they were meant to be as one, sharing that kiss amongst the residue of Rob and Stella’s love affair.


      Eventually, they broke apart and she looked up at him. ‘Gosh. If that’s you being unprofessional, I’m awfully pleased you chose to be – like that – with me. You should have been even more unprofessional before. I like it.’ She felt her cheeks flush and she was shaking, just a little bit, as he ran his hands down her arms and took her hands in his.


      ‘I don’t usually fall for my clients. But with you – I’ve wanted to be unprofessional from the first time I saw you, when I delivered Rob’s sketchbook to you, right at the beginning.’ He looked over her shoulder towards the door. ‘I do hope your brother hasn’t got a telescope trained down here. I can’t be answerable for what I just did and I shall strenuously deny it.’ He smiled down at her, teasing. ‘Will you ban me, now your project’s completed? Now you’ve had the best of me?’


      ‘Absolutely not. I can’t ban you. I just don’t know when I might need that level of service again. You’re going nowhere, Aidan Edwards.’


      ‘Good.’ He leaned down and brushed her lips with his again, sending little fizzing shivers right down her body, right to her toes. He pulled away and lifted his finger, tracing it down the side of her cheek, to her collarbone. It sent fireworks through her, and even more so when he dipped his head and kissed her collarbone.


      Aidan stood upright again, and smiled. ‘I’m pretty good at maintenance contracts, you know. After a job is completed, I do like to be kept on the books to check things out. But if I hope that will happen, I should probably be entirely truthful with you.’


      He felt Cassie stiffen in his arms. ‘What’s to be truthful about? Was your scarf really from a girlfriend then and not Petra? Is there someone else? Because if there is, I don’t want to get involved, I really don’t.’


      She began to wriggle out of his embrace, but he held her tighter and shook his head. ‘No. Nothing like that! Don’t worry. You’ve met the other love in my life, and it’s currently parked near the garages.’


      ‘Oh!’ She relaxed and laughed. ‘That’s good to know.’ She pulled a face. ‘Tom, you know, despite him being such a lovely man and my best friend’s brother, has the morals of an alley cat. He was honest with me before we started seeing each other, and I did appreciate it, but at least he was monogamous for the time we were together.’


      ‘I’m not like Tom.’ Aidan laughed. ‘Not at all. No, I’ve always said once I give my heart away, I’ll do it properly. I’ve never quite done that, until maybe now.’


      Cassie flushed and looked down. ‘Maybe now is a good time to give it away?’


      ‘I hope so. But what I need to tell the person I’ve given it to, is that I stole something from them. And I’m keeping something else from them as well. You know that address from the Dordogne?’ He didn’t quite know how to phrase that – ‘your mother’s address’? ‘Anne’s address’? So ‘the address from the Dordogne’ seemed like the safest option.


      This time Cassie did draw away and looked up at him, stunned. ‘My mother’s address?’


      Okay, ‘your mother’s address’. He could work with that.


      ‘Yes. Your mother’s address. I’m afraid I rescued it from the bin. I thought you might want it in the future. And that’s not all.’ He dropped his head. This was the hardest part. ‘I think she’s been here. I think I’ve actually talked to her.’


      ‘She’s been here? What did she say? What did she look like? God!’ Cassie’s nails dug into his arms and she looked into his eyes pleadingly. ‘Is she coming back?’


      His heart went out to her. ‘I don’t know if she’s coming back. I told her about the weekend. I mentioned the twins, and she wanted to know who had twins. And I think she thought I was Alex.’ He frowned, remembering. ‘She looks a bit like you. She’s tall and she’s got the same colouring, and her eyes are brown, like yours.’


      ‘Alex’s eyes are dark blue.’ Cassie’s voice was small. ‘He says I look like Horace. He says my eyes look like a begging spaniel’s.’


      Aidan couldn’t help but laugh gently. ‘Cassie, you’re so adorable. You don’t look like a begging spaniel at all.’


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘Look, I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you her address. And if she doesn’t appear over the weekend, why not write to her?’


      ‘Yes. Yes, I suppose I could.’


      And she threw her arms around his neck again and said she needed to thank him properly. Aidan didn’t mind in the slightest.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Seven


      June 1942


      She knew, of course, that she had to tell him. It was just a case of when.


      They sat together, her head on his shoulder, as she tried to decide whether she was dreaming or not. But his heart was beating as she laid her hand on his chest, and his breath was warm as he kissed the top of her head.


      ‘I’m just checking you’re real,’ she told him, and he pulled her closer.


      ‘I am. Are you?’


      ‘I am.’


      He laughed and stroked her hair away from her face. ‘I don’t really know what happened, if I’m honest. I’m told I ejected somewhere over France, and the villagers took care of me. Then I took a crazy trip over the mountains and ended up in Spain with pneumonia. But I got here in the end. One day, I’ll go back and thank everyone who helped me.’


      ‘But not as a pilot.’


      ‘No. Not as a pilot. I think my days as a pilot are over.’


      ‘I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t glad.’


      ‘I know. I’ve done my stint in the skies. From now on it will be a desk job for me – I can still help that way.’ He grinned, his smile lighting up her world as always. ‘And if my trade-off is a walking stick for the rest of my life, I’m happy to put up with it.’


      She pulled away and looked up at him in astonishment. ‘Really? That’s what they say?’


      He nodded. ‘Ejecting from an aircraft can cause so much damage, as the twins told me.’ He smiled down at her, his eyes warm. ‘Does all sorts to one’s spine, and even popped my shoulders out, which was, I’m sure, interesting. They said I’m lucky not to be in a wheelchair. Compression fractures of the vertebrae or some such thing. Cuts and bruises from the cabin shattering. Oh! And one chap I’ve heard of swears he’s lost an inch or more from his height.’


      ‘My goodness!’ Stella was horrified and her gaze travelled up and down Rob, trying to pinpoint the injuries. Of course, he looked perfectly well, apart from a few little scars on his cheekbones and forehead that were barely noticeable.


      ‘It’s not so bad. Maybe if I’d been in a proper hospital, it would have been better, but I count myself fortunate that I landed where I did.’ He shrugged, and Stella didn’t miss the wince that flitted across his face as he did so. ‘And then, of course, the Resistance stepped in. And I ended up on a plane, coming home. To you.’ He leaned forward and kissed her, and she almost melted. It took her back so many summers ago to that secret room at Hartsford Hall and the moonlit swim in the river.


      ‘To me.’ She looked down at the ground. ‘Not just to me, though. To everyone.’ Her heart began to pound and she looked back up at him.


      He nodded. ‘To everyone. My brother doesn’t even know yet. How is “everyone” by the way? I feel terrible – I haven’t even asked! And the twins won’t tell me at all.’


      ‘Oh! Of course. Well, Mary and Lois you can see for yourself. They’ll never change. My father died but there’s no need to be sorry about that. And Vronnie and Stephen married. And Rosie and Oscar are next.’ She flushed and looked away. ‘And Leo and Helen married too.’


      ‘Leo and Helen? What about Anthony?’


      ‘He died.’ Her chest tightened and she fought back tears. It was still unbearably sad. ‘The boys were with him. They came home. Stephen is – better, now; sort of, anyway. He doesn’t say much about it, but it affected him deeply. And Oscar. Well.’ She half-smiled. ‘He got the wheelchair, poor thing. But he’s determined to stand at the bottom of that aisle for Rosie and dance the Rumba afterwards, or some such nonsense.’


      ‘God. How awful.’ Rob drew her closer. ‘Not Oscar’s dancing. But Anthony. Poor chap.’


      ‘And you were MIA.’ She tried to laugh. ‘Had to be different, didn’t you?’


      ‘I’m sorry.’


      ‘You’re forgiven.’ She started to chew nervously on the edge of her fingernail. It was now or never. ‘And then there’s Catherine.’


      ‘Catherine?’ Rob looked at her. ‘Another new chum? I don’t know her, do I?’


      ‘No. Not yet.’ Stella felt sick. ‘You will. She’s very small.’


      ‘Small?’


      ‘Yes. Tiny, in fact.’


      ‘Tiny?’


      Her heart was galloping now, and she thought she would be the next one to drop dead. ‘Very tiny. About – so big.’ She spaced her hands out to the approximate size of the baby.


      ‘What?’ He looked perplexed. ‘She’s a baby?’


      She flushed. ‘Yes. She’s four months old. Very sweet.’


      ‘Four months?’


      ‘She was born in February.’ She was going to die, she really was—


      ‘February?’ It was so obvious that he was calculating the date of birth and the date of conception. ‘So who …?’ He suddenly stopped and stared at Stella. ‘February. So we’re talking about … May. Yes?’ His eyes drilled into hers, shocked.


      ‘Yes.’ Her voice was almost a whisper and she dropped her gaze. She started to tremble. ‘May. Someone had twenty-four hours’ leave, as I recall.’ She was going to be sick, she knew it.


      ‘Good God.’ She risked looking up at him. He was still staring at her. ‘May. Oh, Stella.’


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, covering her face with her hands. ‘I’m so sorry.’


      He put his fingertips under her chin and tilted her face up to his, forcing her to look at him. ‘You’re bloody sorry? What on earth for?’


      ‘For … I don’t know … for springing it on you like this. We’ve only just found each other again.’ Her voice caught on a sob and he pulled her towards him.


      ‘No. No, it’s not your fault. You’ve got nothing to apologise for. I’m the one who should be sorry for putting you in that position. I should have known better …’


      ‘Absolutely not! I could never blame you, Rob. I was just as reckless. I never thought further than the fact you were there, and I had missed you so much.’ She buried her face in his chest and the tears flowed freely. The whole story came out, rather muffled and very soggy, but she told him absolutely everything. Right up to the present day, and the fact that his daughter was only a matter of feet away from him, probably around the corner being spoiled rotten by three aunts and one uncle.


      ‘Well then. What’s she doing there?’ His voice was shaking now, and his expression was earnest. He looked so young, just like he’d looked so many years ago when she’d chased him into the squash courts and they’d asked Leo for a sword to open the champagne bottle. ‘Surely she should be here. With us.’


      ‘She should be.’ Stella smiled up at him, a watery smile, but a smile nevertheless. ‘And she will be. Can you walk well enough to find her?’


      ‘I’ll bloody well force myself to.’ He leaned down and kissed her. ‘Come on. Take me to her. Please.’


      He leaned on Stella’s shoulder as they made their way slowly around to the front of the hospital. He wasn’t quite sure what he could expect. And what, for God’s sake, did one do with a baby? He felt the heat rush to his cheeks. He suspected he would learn and learn quickly.


      He looked down at Stella, a new kind of respect and a deeper love than ever breaking through his emotions. ‘Thank you,’ he said, quietly.


      ‘What for?’ They stopped and faced each other.


      ‘For keeping her close. I’m the one that should be sorry. I went off and left you, and I should have – I don’t know – held back or something.’


      Stella giggled. ‘Held back? Good grief, Rob. D’you think either of us could have held anything back that day?’


      He grinned, remembering, and winked at her, which had her giggle turn into a laugh. ‘No. No, I don’t think that would have been possible given the circumstances.’


      ‘Frankly impossible.’ Her smile was mischievous. ‘Look. There they are. Do you see her?’ She clasped his hand tighter and pointed to a cluster of people. He recognised the twins in their uniforms, saw Helen’s dark hair, took in the tall, slim Leo next to her, but his attention wasn’t really on them. It was fixed on a small, pink bundle in one of the twins’ arms.


      ‘I see her.’ He almost whispered. ‘Catherine. It’s a pretty name.’


      ‘It suited her. Are you ready to meet her?’


      ‘Yes. I should have met her so much earlier. I should have been there for you even before you had her—’


      His voice cracked and she drew him closer. ‘No matter. You’re here for her now.’


      ‘And,’ he replied, trying to make a joke, ‘I’ll be here for her brothers and sisters, won’t I?’


      ‘Just try to escape again and you’ll see what happens.’ Stella looked up at him. ‘Come on. Come and see your daughter.’


      His daughter.


      He somehow found the strength to propel himself forwards without Stella’s help, and the group of people broke off their conversation. They turned and there was a shout of joy as Helen ran towards them with her arms outstretched and Leo hurried after her. The twins brought up the rear with the baby, and Helen hugged and kissed him briefly, while Leo moved in to shake his hand – and then they looked at Stella, almost questioningly.


      ‘He knows.’ She blushed.


      Lois – or Mary – handed the pink bundle to Stella, and a tiny hand escaped from the blanket and flailed in the air. Rob couldn’t help it. He caught the little fist and leaned down to kiss it. The baby looked up at him, her eyes wide and curious, a smile breaking across her face.


      ‘She’s got your eyes, darling Rob.’


      Rob nodded, mesmerised by the dark blue gaze that fixed him curiously. ‘My eyes. But everything else is you. Her chin and her nose. The shape of her face.’ He eased the pixie hood off her head carefully and laughed. ‘She’s blonde. I thought she’d be a redhead.’


      ‘No. She’s blonde. Strawberry blonde, maybe.’


      ‘She’s perfect. May I?’ He held his arms out, his heart beating madly.


      Stella nodded; he could see that words escaped her. She handed the baby to him, and Rob knew in that exact moment the meaning of unconditional love.


      ‘I’ll never leave you again,’ he whispered, bringing Catherine close to his face. He kissed her forehead tenderly. ‘You’ve got me back now, and that’s exactly where I intend to stay.’


      The baby smiled again, as if she understood everything he said. Stella’s arm came around his waist and he turned to her and kissed her as well. ‘It’s God’s honest truth,’ he told her.


      ‘I know.’ And she kissed him back.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Eight


      Present Day

      August Bank Holiday Weekend – Monday


      Of course Aidan came to the Hall for the weekend.


      ‘Do you mind hanging around the pool area and discussing the restoration project with interested parties?’ Cassie asked him. ‘And if accommodation is an issue, you could maybe lodge in the gardener’s cottage, just for a couple of nights.’


      ‘And where will you be lodging, Lady Cassandra?’


      ‘In the gardener’s cottage.’


      ‘Then I shall most definitely lodge there too. But I do have a bit of a problem.’


      ’Oh no! What is it?’


      ‘Well, I don’t want to look out of place, and you’re all going to be drifting around dressed up. D’you mind if I join in?’


      Aidan grinned as Cassie yelped in delight. ‘That’s my absolute favourite part of these weekends! I love getting dressed up. Come on. Shall we see what we can do for you?’


      In the end, he wandered around looking like that famous, moody picture of Ivor Novello – the one where he’s wearing a black jacket and a knotted cravat. Aidan had even done something to his hair that had echoed Ivor’s style and he looked pretty damn good. Cassie found quite a lot of her weekend needed to be spent around the Spa area. She had a walkie-talkie, so really, did it matter much where she was?


      Kate, melting in a ridiculous trouser suit that Cassie felt a little guilty about getting for her, looked knowingly at her friend a few times. Kate was stationed selling ice-creams from her revamped bicycle, in a little shady spot by the Spa.


      ‘Having fun?’ There was a wicked twinkle in Kate’s eyes as Cassie came over on the pretext of checking supplies.


      ‘I am.’ Cassie smiled at her friend. ‘Are you?’


      Kate’s eyes drifted shiftily towards a man in shorts who was, Cassie knew, Theo – a farrier Alex had engaged for the weekend. ‘I am.’


      ‘Hmm. I bet you are. Theo’s nice, isn’t he?’


      ‘I hadn’t really noticed.’ Kate sniffed and dolloped some clotted cream on a strawberry cone. ‘Here. Take that and disappear, would you? I’m sure you must be extremely busy.’


      Cassie laughed and took it, then she ate it as she wandered over to the old changing rooms. She lurked around the makeshift fence Aidan had put up on Thursday evening to stop people exploring behind the building and smiled, grateful to him.


      ‘Hey, Cassie! Thought I might find you here.’ Almost on cue, Alex appeared from behind the building.


      ‘Alex! You shouldn’t do that! You’ll give people ideas about it. And you’ll mess up your outfit.’


      Alex had just thrown on some cricket whites and a tank top. The contrast between that and his dark hair and dark eyes had been quite incredible, but he seemed unaware of the figure he cut. He only had eyes for Elodie and the twins. Cassie had opted for a silver and black flapper dress in the end and, as she had promised, she hadn’t bobbed her hair. Elodie had styled it for her in the way she had suggested so many months ago, and Cassie loved it. She had matching, strappy shoes on with square heels and they made her almost the same height as Alex.


      ‘Ah, it’s just an old jumper. It’s no problem.’ Alex grinned. ‘Have you seen Elodie? She was supposed to be heading over this way with the twins.’ He checked his watch and Cassie shook her head.


      ‘Not yet. I love that old pram she found.’


      ‘Hmm. Yes. She says it’s a twin Silver Cross.’ Alex shrugged. ‘I’d hate to try and fold it up to get in the back of the car.’


      Cassie nodded in agreement. She had tied herself up in knots on more than one occasion trying to get the modern-day twin pram sorted, and sympathised. At least she didn’t have to do it all the time.


      ‘Hughie looks good as well, doesn’t he?’ Alex’s placid old horse had been a fantastic attraction pulling the Gypsy Tea Caravan around the estate and looking very important. Cassie thought part of the fun was because Horace, Margaret’s dog, had deemed it his place to sit on Hughie’s back as he trotted along. She wasn’t quite sure how Horace didn’t fall off or Hughie didn’t buck him off – but they had been inseparable all weekend.


      ‘He’s splendid. He’s always been a splendid horse.’ Alex sounded complacent. Hughie could do nothing wrong in his eyes. And with Elodie – never poor Hughie’s biggest fan – out of the Tea Caravan looking after the twins, there was nothing to stop Hughie having a go at pulling it after all. Hughie hadn’t seemed opposed to the idea, and the rest, as they said, was history.


      ‘Alex, that reminds me, I was going to ask — oh! Sorry. Can I help?’ Cassie smiled at the woman who was approaching them, fiddling nervously with her handbag strap. Then her eyes locked onto the woman’s and her heart stuttered, the smile slipping off her face. ‘Oh!’ She was immobilised by staring into eyes that were, she realised, identical to her own.


      ‘Cass?’ It must have been a split second before Alex put his hand reassuringly on her shoulder, but it felt like a year. ‘Can we help?’ he asked the woman, guardedly. Cassie reached her hand up and briefly squeezed her brother’s. She was close to Alex, always had been. But here, staring at this woman who was staring back at them and appeared to be just as shocked, she had never felt more united with him.


      ‘I — I don’t know.’ The woman’s eyes travelled up and down them, and finally came to rest on Alex’s face. ‘I hope so.’ She swallowed and attempted a smile. ‘I’ve come quite a long way, and I was hoping to get a feel for the place. It’s been a while since I was here. Things change, I think. A very nice young man told me there was an event on this weekend. I found I couldn’t stay away any longer.’


      Cassie stared up at Alex. It wasn’t often she was lost for words, but this was unlike anything she had experienced before, and her emotions were suddenly all over the place. She knew, without a doubt, that this was Anne. Her mother.


      The woman was dressed in a pair of neatly pressed, cream linen trousers, a navy blouse and had a cream cardigan slung over her shoulders. Despite the heat of the weekend, she didn’t look rumpled or crumpled at all.


      She pressed her palms together. ‘I’m sorry. Maybe I should go. Maybe I should have waited and got lost in the crowds. If it’s a bad time …?’


      Then Alex spoke. ‘No. It’s all right.’ His voice was more controlled than Cassie thought she could have managed, but it wasn’t quite as warm as it usually was. It was cool and a little restrained. ‘You’re very welcome to be here. It must be quite a while since you saw the place.’


      The woman, Anne, had the grace to blush. ‘If I’d known sooner, I would have come like a shot. There were things that prevented me. I did try. I swear.’


      Alex nodded. ‘We know that now. I made some calls after we got the first letter. I’m sorry, but I didn’t open the second one—’ He flushed.


      Anne briefly nodded and smiled at him. ‘Don’t worry about it now. But thank you so much for making those calls … Alex.’ Then she turned her attention to Cassie. ‘The money disappeared quite quickly. Things weren’t easy. Cassandra …’


      ‘Cassie. Everyone calls me Cassie.’


      ‘Cassie.’ Her smile grew wider. ‘It’s pretty. I used to call you that. I’m glad it stuck.’


      ‘Alex and I did all right, in the end. We’re all right. But I couldn’t have done it without him. And I still miss my father. He wasn’t the most hands-on parent, but he loved us and he was still ours, despite what happened between you two.’


      Anne lowered her eyes. ‘I know. Which is why I’m not going to go into details. Is it enough for you to know that I wish so much that things could have been different? That I could have at least spent some time each year with you both?’


      Cassie looked at her. ‘I wish you had done that too. But you couldn’t. You tried. I’m sort of okay with that, I think. I can’t speak for my brother, though.’


      Alex’s hand squeezed her shoulder a little more tightly and then he let go. ‘It’s enough for now. Like I told Cassie, it’s pointless dragging the past out. For any of us.’ He looked out over the estate and put his hands in his pockets. ‘You should be proud of Cassie though. She’s managed to pull this weekend off. And I couldn’t have coped with the last few years if she hadn’t been here. I might not have been here.’


      ‘Alex, you’ve come a long way from then,’ murmured Cassie, ‘And you’ve got Elodie properly now. You never needed me, not really.’


      ‘But I always knew you were there. And shut up, I know you changed your degree to help out. Sorry you did so badly in Business Admin.’ He smiled suddenly. ‘Yes. I think we’ve done all right. But …’ He nodded over Anne’s shoulder. ‘There are some people you need to meet. You can maybe make up for lost time with them.’ His eyes shifted to Anne and there was a challenge there. Cassie knew that Alex had felt Anne’s desertion keenly, and he still had a few barriers there, bars to his emotions that his demons pounded on now and again. But he’d get there if Anne matched her pace to his.


      Anne. She couldn’t bring herself to call her Mum, or Mother, or anything like that at the moment. But maybe in time she would?


      Cassie followed Alex’s gaze and smiled as she saw Elodie huffing and puffing towards them with the immense Silver Cross pram.


      ‘God, this thing is heavy.’ Elodie’s cheeks were pink, but she was laughing. ‘I’m so much happier with the proper pram. I’m beat just coming along here!’


      ‘Here, let me take it. You should have called me, and I would have come right away for you.’ Alex melted away from Cassie, heading arrow-straight towards his wife, his eyes never leaving her. Then he put his arm around Elodie and bent his head close to her, whispering something that made her eyes go as round as saucers and glance over at Anne.


      Cassie dipped her head and smiled. Rubbish. It was total rubbish. Alex didn’t need her at all – it was always going to be, always had been, Elodie he needed.


      Then Cassie raised her eyes and looked at Anne. ‘That’s Elodie, in case you hadn’t realised. Is she how you remember her?’


      Anne was staring at the young couple and the pram, tears shimmering in her eyes. ‘She was always going to be a beauty. I’m so pleased for them.’ She glanced at Cassie and half-smiled. ‘And the babies? I’m right in thinking they’ve got twins, aren’t I?’


      ‘Yes.’ Cassie nodded. ‘Alfie and Freya. They were born in July. So you haven’t missed too much of their lives, really.’


      Alfie and Freya were absolutely adorable this weekend. Elodie had taken them out for a few walks around the estate, and hadn’t minded being stopped every few steps as people admired the babies. Freya already had Alex wrapped around her tiny finger, and Alfie was a carbon copy of Elodie, all chubby round curves and blonde hair. Freya was more serious and really, it was as if Alex in miniature was staring at you when she fixed her midnight blue eyes on you.


      ‘And God willing, I won’t miss any more of their lives,’ murmured Anne.


      Alex had, by now, pushed the Silver Cross towards them, and stopped so Anne had a clear view inside it. ‘Anne, this is Elodie. And weighing this bloody pram down are our children, Alfie and Freya. Elodie, this is my mother, Anne. D’you remember her at all?’


      Elodie held her hand out and shook her head, but she was smiling. ‘Just a little bit. Alex told me everything – I’m so pleased you’ve managed to get here today for Cassie’s weekend. It’s all come together beautifully. Have you seen the Hall yet?’


      Anne shook her head. ‘Not yet.’


      ‘That’s good. Look – why don’t we pop over there now? It’s almost time to feed the twins and I don’t want them screaming on our way around the estate. I’m always glad of a pair of extra hands to help juggle bottles. And I could murder a cuppa myself.’


      Anne looked at Alex, worried. ‘I don’t know. I mean Alex might be busy. I can always come back another day…’


      ‘No. Today is fine.’ Alex’s face was still a little thunderous, but the clouds were clearing and Cassie was glad. ‘Cass, are you coming with us?’


      Cassie paused for a minute, then nodded. ‘I think so. Just for a little while. But I need to tell Aidan first.’ He was there, she saw now, heading over from the pool towards them. He waved and smiled, and his eyes settled briefly on Anne.


      ‘That’s Aidan? He’s the man who told me about the weekend.’ Anne smiled. ‘He seems lovely.’


      ‘He is.’ Cassie’s eyes were fixed on his approach. ‘And I think he’ll be around for a lot longer than just this weekend.’


      Monday Evening


      Cassie made it her business to sit in the ticket booth at five o’clock. That way, she could watch all the cars driving away, spilling out of the overflow car park Alex had fashioned out of some parkland, and see the sun-tanned faces of the visitors as they looked longingly back at the Hall, just where the road curved around and you got the best view of the south front.


      ‘You did okay in the end, Cassie.’ Alex had come to join her and was leaning on the sun-warmed, green-painted wooden hut, watching the people drive past, just as she was.


      He looked more relaxed now, but rather hot and bothered, and she reached out of the window and ruffled his hair. ‘Thanks, Bro. That means a lot.’


      He laughed and ducked out of her reach. ‘You know I don’t dish out praise lightly, but I really mean it this time. I’ll admit that I had my concerns, but when I saw those advertising leaflets appear back in, oh, March, was it? Well, then I knew you had it all in hand.’


      Cassie narrowed her eyes and glared at him, but he remained obstinately staring out after the cars and didn’t catch her eye. She could see the little smirk on his face though, so she leaned further out of the window and hit him.


      ‘Ouch,’ he said mildly, but he still never looked at her.


      Cassie jumped down from her perch and left the hut, coming outside to stand next to him. She folded her arms and watched as the last few cars began to drive away.


      ‘I think the civil engineering company I engaged – in plenty of time, I hasten to add – did a wonderful job on the pool.’


      ‘And on the squash courts and on the tennis courts.’ Alex nodded. ‘I’ve heard all this before, remember. The managing director was clearly extremely dedicated to your project.’


      Cassie blushed slightly. ‘There was a lot of work to do.’


      ‘Clearly.’


      ‘I had a risk assessment and everything,’ Cassie was defensive. ‘He read it and he agreed we needed to work on the squash courts if I wanted people to go upstairs. And then we couldn’t leave the tennis courts as they were a health hazard and looked very out of place.’


      ‘A risk assessment. Yes, Elodie mentioned that to me. She read it a while ago I think. Probably before you did.’


      ‘And I had a project chart. A big one.’


      ‘Yes. Before your post-its. I heard about that too. I think you just enjoyed colouring it in.’ This time, he was too quick for her and managed to duck, laughing, out of the way of her playful slap. ‘Well, little Sis, whatever you did, it worked out pretty well in the end.’


      ‘I think it all worked out perfectly. I think the pool access went down a treat, didn’t it?’


      Alex nodded. He couldn’t help but agree with that one. They’d had no major incidents, except the odd scraped knee or belly-flopping tourist, and the water remained clear and fresh. The weather had been boiling hot all weekend and they’d ended up issuing timed tickets for the pool, so it never got overcrowded. People had been happy to splash around in it and jump off the diving board – carefully supervised by a couple of lifeguards they had appointed, of course – and Kate’s ice-cream bicycle added massively to the atmosphere. Theo the farrier also had something like a sparkle in his eye whenever he passed Kate, so Cassie was very hopeful that something else good would come out of this venture.


      Margaret had, in Elodie’s absence, done a sterling job of dishing out tea and cakes, and sandwiches, and had a smile on her face the whole time. They didn’t run out of food at all. They sold Granny Delilah’s cookbooks at the kiosk, in the tea room and in the gift shop, and Alex was already planning a second printing of them, just for general sale throughout the year.


      And at one point, before she headed down to the ticket booth, Cassie had glimpsed a group of people sitting beside the pool in the bold rays of sunlight, just to one side – indistinct outlines, some with arms around one another, some lying on their fronts, some raising glasses. She closed her eyes briefly and heard the hum of conversation, the bright bursts of laughter, and she smiled to herself. When she opened her eyes and looked across, there was, of course, nobody there. Cassie hoped that Stella and her friends had enjoyed the party. She thought they were simply elusive memories, shades of happier days, living their lives to the full before the world changed forever. It was right that they should remember, and, of course, be remembered.


      She hadn’t made the secret room public knowledge. Its time would come, but that time was not this weekend.


      Cassie picked at a loose thread on her dress as she stood next to Alex and waved the last car off.


      ‘You look great, by the way,’ Alex told Cassie. ‘Everyone looked great.’


      ‘D’you think our relatives would have liked it? Seeing the Hall brought back to life, just as they knew it, even if it was just for a little while?’


      ‘I think they would.’ Alex nodded. ‘And Stella would have loved it as well.’


      ‘Stella. It’s a pretty name, isn’t it? All sort of – starry.’


      ‘Yes. Elodie thought about it for Freya, but Stella’s real name was a bit of a mouthful and it was a lot of pressure to put on a baby girl.’ Alex smiled looking over the estate. ‘That and the reputation! Estella Amelia Aldrich. It’s a big name.’ He pushed himself away from the wall. ‘If you ever want to have a look at Dad’s genealogy stuff, it’s all in there, you know. Even little notes about how her brother Leo couldn’t be bothered to pronounce her name properly. Dad did some family stories which are quite nice. I was looking at them last week, to see if there was anything that I could give you to add to your display, then something twin-ish happened and distracted me. Then there was Anne. It never stops, does it? I meant to tell you earlier.’ He grinned, but it was a good-natured grin and Cassie knew he wasn’t complaining.


      Cassie laughed. ‘What did Leo call her then?’


      Alex smiled. ‘Ezzy. He said it was all he could cope with. I think it stuck. There’s a letter from Leo’s son – our grandfather – sent when he was a boy to Helen and Leo. He was staying with, and I quote “Aunt Ezzy, whilst Uncle is working at the theatre. My Devonshire cousins are terribly annoying because two of them are very small indeed and squabble all the time. And I do not know why Uncle uses the name Jack Shelley for his work because that is not his name; his heroic brother was Jack, and it is all very complicated, but Uncle says he first used it at Cambridge and I shall understand when I am older.” I’ve left it on my desk for you to see next time you’re over, anyway. It might help your puzzle a little bit, if you want to find out what happened to her. I love Grandfather’s attitude. He sounds so indignant.’ He moved away from the ticket booth. ‘Oh, look, there’s Aidan. I’ll get off and let you thank him for his time. Alex leant over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘I just want to tell you how proud I am of you. We all appreciate it. Thanks, Cass.’


      There was absolutely no mistaking the cloud of dust and the roar of the T5 that burst into sight on the horizon at the far side of the makeshift car park, but Cassie grabbed Alex’s hand before he disappeared. ‘Ezzy? That was her nickname? And his uncle was known as Jack Shelley? After his heroic brother, and after Cambridge?’ Her heart was pounding, her mind shooting off in a million different directions.


      ‘Yes. Like I said, Dad had some notes. I wish I’d spent a bit more time looking at them when he was alive, but, well.’ He shrugged and looked over at the Hall. ‘I suspect I’ve got a bit of time to make up with Anne as well. She’s coming back tomorrow when it’s calmer and staying for dinner. I’ll give you a call when we know when to expect her. Nobody gets it right all the time, do they? And thanks for being there when she turned up. I would have been a mess without you.’


      ‘No, you wouldn’t. I would have been worse if I’d been on my own. I love you, Alex. I do.’


      ‘I love you too, Cass. Now you go and have fun with Aidan.’


      Cassie squeezed his hand, unable to formulate an answer that didn’t involve blubbing uncontrollably and he squeezed hers back. Then he loped off back to the Hall, to the rest of his family, whistling.


      Cassie raised her hand to shade her eyes as the T5 came closer and she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Ezzy!


      Aidan pulled up next to her, just stopping far enough away so her dress didn’t get covered with dust and flying grass and she saw he wasn’t wearing his helmet.


      ‘You rebel,’ she said.


      ‘I know. Can I give you a lift at all?’


      ‘You can, but there’s one thing I need to tell you.’


      ‘Oh? What’s that?’


      ‘Stella. Estella. Her nickname was Ezzy!’ She stared at him, willing him to understand. ‘Ezzy! And she married someone who had something to do with the theatre – and he wrote under the name Jack Shelley, which was a name he first used at Cambridge! And his heroic brother was called Jack. Aidan, I really think that means Rob survived the War and went into playwriting afterwards, under a different name. You said your family thought Rob’s muse was called Ezzy, right? And we’ve got that scribbled note in the book about Jack Shelley, haven’t we?’


      ‘Yes! But seriously? She was nicknamed Ezzy?’ His face split into a grin. ‘Wow! So she was the one for him, all along. His muse, and the one he loved beyond everything. And he’s bloody Jack Shelley? God, that’s made my day! You know what we have to do now, don’t you? Dredge up a Jack Shelley play and try to get it performed somewhere. It has to be Rob, it just has to be.’


      ‘It’s made my day too! And what a wonderful idea!’ She thought her own face would split. It was absolutely a perfect end to the weekend. ‘I don’t think I could be any happier right now. It’s like a dream. Like the most perfect dream ever that’s come true!’


      ‘I can maybe try to improve on perfection – if you’ll let me?’ Aidan’s eyes were dark and hypnotic, and she thought she’d never seen anyone more gorgeous in her entire life. Her heart somersaulted and she flushed.


      ‘How? How can you improve on this? On this very moment? On Ezzy and Rob?’


      ‘I can give you that lift. And then you can decide.’


      ‘Where are we going?’


      ‘Hop on and see.’


      So she did.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Nine


      August 1942


      This was it – the day of Rosie and Oscar’s wedding. Oscar had been as good as his word and stood nervously at the end of the aisle, waiting for his bride.


      Stella, sitting at the front of the church with Catherine on her knee hid a smile as she heard Rosie say, quite incredulously, ‘I’d forgotten quite how tall you were, darling boy!’ when she arrived next to him.


      They were married in Hartsford church, and it was a bittersweet homecoming for Stella. Shortly after Rob had been discharged from hospital – and the RAF – they had decided to make a new start and move to Devon. Down there, they could be new parents with a new baby, and not have any fingers pointing at them or tongues wagging in the village. She could continue with her voluntary work, as there were heaps of little evacuees down there too and she quite fancied becoming a teacher eventually. There were lots of things to look forward to.


      Stella knew that the odd, curious looks she and Rob had started to receive in Hartsford were the result of people doing a little bit of maths, and a little bit of gossip-mongering and coming up with something not too far from the truth. Catherine’s hair was no longer as blonde as it had been, and, you could definitely see a hint of strawberry now. It would darken, Stella knew, and she’d be a redhead by the time her first birthday rolled around. Stella had also started to recognise more of her own features in the baby and, delicious as that was, she knew they’d soon have a miniature Stella on their hands.


      There was no need for the village to make up tales to fit the evidence. And although she didn’t really care what they said about her, she cared what they might say about Catherine. So it seemed sensible to remove themselves from the gossips. Rob had started writing again, as well as doing his own work for the war effort, and someone was quite interested in the outline of a play he had come up with, so they were going to pursue that when they were so close to London. After the wedding, and after the celebrations were over, though, because Leo and Helen were putting on a bit of a reception for the newlyweds at the Hall.


      And so it was that, after most of the guests had left, they were all sitting by the Spa area. Rosie, her beautiful dress, (Helen’s dress, made over once again), all ruched up, was dangling her toes in the water, and Oscar was sitting on the ground beside her. A half-empty bottle of champagne was between them and they were laughing at something, their heads close together. Someone had dragged the old gramophone out and they had cranked it up, and the notes of Glenn Miller’s Moonlight Serenade were filling the evening.


      ‘You see,’ Rob whispered to Stella, lazily playing with her hair as she lay with her head in his lap, ‘he doesn’t have a problem with rhyming “moonlight” and “June light”.’


      Stella giggled. ‘Yes, but he does it so much better than you did, darling.’


      Vronnie and Stephen were sharing a slice of wedding cake, Vronnie groaning that she was already so full from the feast that she was struggling somewhat. Stephen was laughing and waving a forkful of cake in front of her as she shook her head determinedly. Even though they’d begged milk and eggs from the local farmers and everyone had pooled all their own rations to make the cake, Vronnie swore she couldn’t quite do it justice, just yet. It was nice to see them tease one another again. Stephen had cried when Rob met him again, and the three boys had disappeared together and talked for quite some time. Stella hadn’t asked what passed between them, but Stephen seemed a lot happier nowadays, and Vronnie was much more relaxed as well.


      Mary and Lois would never change, as they all told one another. They had new beaux, new USAAF boys, and were still enthusiastically working as nurses.


      Leo had joined the little group at the Spa, of course, no longer looking so stiff and awkward amongst Stella’s friends. He was part of their circle now.


      Her heart went out to him at one point: ‘I’d like to raise a glass,’ he said, quite seriously. ‘And I would like to raise it to our dear friend Anthony. He was part of this family for a long time, and I know that none of us will ever forget him. He was, and is, a true gentleman of honour. To Anthony.’


      ‘To Anthony,’ they all repeated.


      Stella glanced at Helen, but she remained as composed as ever and nodded in agreement. ‘He would have appreciated having his friends with him,’ she said quietly, looking at Stephen and Oscar. ‘I’d like to thank you on his behalf.’


      ‘I wish we could have done more,’ said Oscar.


      ‘You were there. That was enough,’ replied Helen. ‘Thank you.’ She looked at Leo and reached across to him, taking his hand and squeezing it. ‘And thank you, Leo, for taking something so very broken and making it whole again.’


      Stella bit her lip to stop the tears coming as she watched her best friend and her brother embrace.


      ‘Anyway.’ Helen suddenly sat up straighter and smiled around at them. ‘I’ve got some more news, if anyone’s interested.’


      ‘Oh?’ Rosie’s eyes were half-hooded, drunk on love and champagne. ‘Please. Do share.’


      ‘Willingly.’ She smiled up at Leo. ‘I can’t do it any better than Stella did, so here goes. I’m knocked up. Yes. Really and truly. Catherine will have a little cousin in about five months’ time. So there you go.’


      Stella shrieked and launched herself at Helen. ‘Oh, my God! Congratulations! Oh, Helen!’


      ‘Hey, I had something to do with it too!’ Leo laughed.


      Stella shouted with joy and turned her attention to him. ‘Of course you did, darling brother. Of course you did. Congratulations to you as well.’


      She gave him a huge, smacking kiss on the forehead and he laughed again, waving her away. ‘Thank you. Thank you, Ezzy.’


      Rob leaned over and shook his hand. Catherine was asleep on his shoulder, so it was quite an awkward movement, but they managed nevertheless. ‘Congratulations. And to you, Helen, of course.’


      He looked at Stella and she caught his glance. It still gave her pleasurable shivers, and she knew it would for as long as they lived.


      ‘Come on,’ she said, holding her hand out to him. ‘Shall we go for a little walk? Show Catherine some of the sights of the estate before we go home?’


      Home. Devon was home now.


      ‘Yes.’ Rob smiled and got to his feet. ‘Let’s go.’


      Rob balanced Catherine with one hand as he reached for his stick with the other, and they made their way across the Spa. He knew where she was taking him, and they went along the little path by the changing rooms, around the back of the building.


      The path was overgrown now, and would, he suspected remain that way for a while until the estate was fully staffed again. They pushed their way through the overhanging branches, and came to a halt at the back, near the doorway.


      Stella turned and looked up at him. ‘I’d like to go inside, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.’


      ‘Not today.’ He grinned. ‘We’ll have to take Catherine in one day, though.’


      ‘Yes. But when you walk a little better – I don’t want you squeezing through there and suffering.’


      He laughed. ‘Very true.’ Stella held her arms out for Catherine, and Rob passed the baby across, loving how Stella nuzzled into the fuzzy hair that was starting to curl into little ringlets.


      ‘It was good of you not to rain on their parade.’ There was a teasing note in his voice.


      Stella coloured. ‘I’ve no idea what you mean!’


      ‘You know jolly well.’ He moved closer to her and touched her still-flat stomach. ‘You could have easily told them.’


      ‘I could have done.’ She smiled up at him. ‘But I’d already made an announcement like that last year, and everything seemed very dark and dismal that day. Let Oscar and Rosie have their day, and my brother and Helen have their big announcement. Ours will keep.’


      ‘It won’t keep too long.’ He grinned. ‘But I’ll be here to share it all with you this time.’


      ‘What, to watch me grow fat and grumpy again, and waddle like a penguin?’


      ‘Maybe. But also to rub your poor back and bring you cups of tea when you want to put your feet up.’


      Stella laughed. ‘Well, thank you in advance for those offers. I shall look forward to taking you up on them. I’m really not looking forward to being fat again though.’


      She screwed up her face and he kissed her scrunched-up nose. ‘It’ll all be worth it. And we still need to factor in our own wedding, don’t forget.’


      ‘Hmmm,’ said Stella. ‘We do have one and a half children already. And I got quite used to being Mrs Edwards in Bath. Or I could be very daring and call myself Mrs Jack Shelley. Maybe even Ezzy Shelley. What do you think?’


      ‘Darling Stella – or Ezzy, or whatever you want to be known as. I shall leave it up to you to decide when we do it. I insist, however, that we do do it, and I eventually get to make an honest woman of you.’


      ‘I think it’s too late for that, don’t you?’ She looked up at him and grinned. ‘Part of me thinks we should get this little one out of the way first, but the bigger part of me wants to do it right now, and not waste any more time. What do you think?’


      ‘I like the second idea best,’ he said, amused by this funny, loveable girl he had fallen for so many years ago. ‘We’ll go for that one.’


      And, with a smile on his lips, he leaned down to kiss her, and knew nothing would ever drive them apart again.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirty


      Present Day


      They sped off across the estate, her arms clinging to Aidan’s waist, her dress wrapping itself around her legs and her beautiful hairdo coming loose about her ears. The world whipped past her, hurtling along faster than she’d ever experienced before and she shouted with joy. This was it – this was that adrenalin rush, the speeding bike, the falling in love, all over again.


      She was still smiling when they pulled up outside the Art Deco changing rooms and Aidan switched the engine off.


      He twisted around and smiled at her. ‘Enjoy that?’


      ‘I did!’ She could feel how flushed her cheeks were. ‘That was amazing!’


      ‘Come on. I’ve got something to show you.’ He dismounted and stood beside her, then gave her his hand, helping her climb off the T5. He kept hold of her hand and led her around the back of the building, over the fence and through the bit of woodland they had wandered through so many weeks ago. Their track was still there, only it was a little overgrown now and Cassie knew it had to stay hidden like that a while longer. Only Alex and Elodie had seen the secret room, but just the once.


      Aidan opened the door and stepped inside, and Cassie followed, giggling – and like a couple of children they slipped through the wall and came out into the secret room.


      It was bathed with a golden light. There were some bulbs in the burner of the ParkRay that emulated a warm fire, and two 1930s style dressing gowns were hanging up on the hooks. There were two fluffy towels draped over the brass rail and in the middle of the room was the coal bucket filled with ice. A magnum of champagne was in the bucket and two crystal glasses stood next to it. Candles flickered in brass sconces around the room and threw shimmers into the darkest corners.


      ‘Aidan! This is all your doing?’


      ‘It is indeed.’ His eyes sparkled. ‘I thought you deserved a little treat after the weekend. Well done to you. And here’s to many more.’


      ‘Oh, no.’ Cassie laughed and shook her head. ‘One is quite enough, thanks. I’ll be passing the baton back to Elodie for the Christmas one. I think it was a team effort anyway – I couldn’t have done it alone.’


      ‘Well I think you did your bit marvellously.’ Aidan put his arms around her waist and pulled her towards him. ‘Wait a moment.’ He pulled his phone out of the jacket pocket and fiddled with something, and all of a sudden the room was filled with music from the very era they’d been living in this weekend.


      ‘Very good!’ Cassie was impressed, and fitted back into his arms as he took hold of her again. They’d made love before, but this time she knew it would be extra-special. Extra-special in this secret room, a room that had meant so much to two young people in a dreadfully uncertain time. A place where, she imagined, Rob and Stella had found solace and hope in one another and, eventually, found their forever love.


      She rested her head on his shoulder and they danced a few dreamy circuits around the little room to Novello’s I Can Give You the Starlight. She was imagining Stella and Robert here, doing the same sort of thing, and she closed her eyes. It was so real, it was as if they were in the room with them. Pictures played across the back of her eyelids, like an old film reel; snatches of conversation and images flitted in her memory:


      ‘Do you trust me?’


      ‘Always. But what can top this?’


      ‘Watch and learn.’


      ‘There’s a staircase!’


      ‘I don’t bring everyone down here, you know. You’re the first person ever to have come in here with me, apart from my brother …’


      Cassie opened her eyes and dragged herself back to the present. Whatever Rob and Stella – Ezzy – had done there, was not for her to spy on.


      ‘It was definitely another lost generation, wasn’t it?’ she whispered. She felt Aidan nod his head, then he kissed her on the top of her hair and she nuzzled closer into his neck.


      ‘I’m glad we’ve got Rob’s poems and his plays and all the things he did to remember him by.’ She was quiet for a moment, thinking of Rob and Stella again. ‘Maybe we could bring their books and their pictures here for a little while – let them be together in this room again. Maybe we could even track down some of their relatives, now we know they did end up together. We’re bound to be able to find something out, and then we can have a little party for them at Hartsford. Get one of his plays put on, like you say. Do you think?’


      ‘I think,’ said Aidan, so mock-seriously she giggled. ‘I love the way you laugh, Cassie.’


      ‘I love the way you make me laugh,’ she told him and felt him smile against her hair.


      ‘I actually think I love you.’


      ‘Do you? Because I actually know I love you.’


      ‘Excellent.’ She felt him smile again and he pulled her closer still. ‘I’ve bought his house as well, you know. I couldn’t resist. You’ll have to come with me when I start working on it. The solicitors are already on the case. I need someone who can draw a rather splendid project chart to keep me on track.’


      ‘Aidan!’ Cassie pulled away and smiled up at him. ‘How wonderful! It’s like it’s come full circle, back to you.’


      ‘And to you, as well, I’d like to think.’


      Cassie looked around her, delighted. ‘I couldn’t agree more!’ The old chair had also been repaired, she noticed, and the scratch marks polished out of the floor. Aidan had been very busy; probably on all those days he’d looked furtive and bustled around, and she hadn’t dared bother him, despite the fact she was desperate to be near him.


      ‘I wanted to make the whole room look loved again. Every inch of it.’ His voice was warm.


      ‘It’s magical.’ Cassie knelt down next to him and stroked her fingertips along the wood. She looked up at Aidan and smiled. ‘Thank you.’


      ‘You’re welcome. I’ve got a picnic basket as well. I thought we could take it down to the River and enjoy the peace and quiet later on. Much later on.’


      ‘We could go for a swim, but I don’t have my costume.’


      ‘Me neither.’ Then he grinned. ‘Do you think it matters?’


      She cast a glance up to the dressing gowns hanging on the coat hooks and grinned back. ‘No. I don’t think it matters at all. We have dressing gowns and towels, don’t we? What do you think Rob and Stella would have done in this situation?’


      ‘This.’ He took her head in his hands. He ran his thumbs down the side of her face and looked into her eyes. Her stomach shifted and that little squidge came very pleasurably back.


      ‘Or maybe this.’ His face moved so close, she could feel his eyelashes on her skin.


      She raised her face to his and smiled. ‘I think definitely they would have done this.’


      ‘And maybe they would have done more. We’ll have to see how it goes. But we’ll start with this for now, shall we?’


      And then, as they knelt on the floor close together with the light of what seemed like a million candles pooling around them, he kissed her.


      * The End *
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      In the glad revels, in the happy fêtes,


      When cheeks are flushed, and glasses gilt and pearled


      With the sweet wine of France that concentrates


      The sunshine and the beauty of the world


      Drink sometimes, you whose footsteps yet may tread


      The undisturbed, delightful paths of Earth,


      To those whose blood, in pious duty shed,


      Hallows the soil where that same wine had birth.


      …


      Drink to them – amorous of dear Earth as well,


      They asked no tribute lovelier than this –


      And in the wine that ripened where they fell


      Oh, frame your lips as though it were a kiss.


      Extract from ‘Champagne’, 1914–15, by Alan Seeger

    

  


  
    
      Thank You


      from Kirsty Ferry


      Thank you so much for reading, and hopefully enjoying, this novel – the next instalment in the Hartsford Mysteries Series. I hope you enjoyed Cassie’s Living History weekend as much as she did, although I suspect the divine Aidan had something to do with Cassie’s joy! I also hope you were pleased with the way things worked out for Stella and Rob. I was, even though I wrote it — because I’ve learned that characters do their own thing and you never can tell.


      Authors need to know they are doing the right thing as well, and keeping our readers happy is a huge part of the job. So it would be wonderful if you could find a moment just to write a quick review on the retail site where you purchased this ebook, Goodreads or any of the other websites to let me know that you enjoyed the book. Thank you once again, and do feel free to contact me at any time on Facebook, Twitter, through my website or through my lovely publishers Choc Lit.


      Thanks again, and much love to you all,


      Kirsty


      xx
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      Watch for Me by Moonlight


      Hartsford Mysteries series


      “It was the first full moon since that night. She waited and watched by moonlight, as she had promised …”


      When her life in London falls apart, Elodie Bright returns to Sussex and to Hartsford Hall; the home of her childhood friend, Alexander Aldrich. Once upon a time, Alex and Elodie were on the brink of something more than just friendship, but a misunderstanding left their hopes of a future together in tatters.


      After a freak storm damages the church roof at Hartsford and the tomb of Georgiana Kerridge, one of Alex’s eighteenth-century relatives, Elodie and Alex find a strange reconnection in a shocking discovery – and in the series of uncanny events that follow.


      Slowly they begin to piece together Georgiana’s secret past involving a highwayman with a heart of gold, a sister’s betrayal and a forbidden love so strong that it echoes through the ages …


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.


      [image: Front cover of Watch for Me by Candlelight]


      Watch for Me by Candlelight


      Hartsford Mysteries series


      “The stars are aligning and it’s time again …”


      Working at the Folk Museum in Hartsford village means that Kate Howard is surrounded by all sorts of unusual vintage items. Of course she has her favourites; particularly the Victorian ice skates with a name – ‘CAT’ – mysteriously painted on the sides.


      But what Kate doesn’t realise is how much she has in common with Catriona Aphrodite Tredegar, the original owner of the skates, or how their lives will become strangely entwined. All Kate knows is that as soon as she bumps into farrier Theo Kent, things start getting weird: there’s the vivid, disconcerting visions and then of course the overwhelming sense that she’s met Theo before …

      Read a preview here ...


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      Some Veil Did Fall


      Book 1 in the Rossetti Mysteries series


      What if you recalled memories from a life that wasn’t yours, from a life before …?


      When Becky steps into Jonathon Nelson’s atmospheric photography studio in Whitby, she is simply a freelance journalist in search of a story. But as soon as she puts on the beautiful Victorian dress and poses for a photograph, she becomes somebody quite different …


      From that moment on, Becky is overcome with visions and flashbacks from a life that isn’t her own – some disturbing and filled with fear.


      As she and Jon begin to unravel the tragic mystery behind her strange experiences, the natural affinity they have for each other continues to grow and leads them to question … have they met somewhere before? Perhaps not in this life but in another?


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      The Girl in the Painting


      Book 2 in the Rossetti Mysteries series


      What if you thought you knew a secret that could change history?


      Whilst standing engrossed in her favourite Pre-Raphaelite painting – Millais’s Ophelia – Cori catches the eye of Tate gallery worker, Simon, who is immediately struck by her resemblance to the red-haired beauty in the famous artwork.


      The attraction is mutual, but Cori has other things on her mind. She has recently acquired the diary of Daisy, a Victorian woman with a shocking secret. As Cori reads, it soon becomes apparent that Daisy will stop at nothing to be heard, even outside of the pages of her diary …


      Will Simon stick around when life becomes increasingly spooky for Cori, as she moves ever closer to uncovering the truth about Daisy’s connection to the girl in her favourite painting?


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      The Girl in the Photograph


      Book 3 in the Rossetti Mysteries series


      What if the past was trying to teach you a lesson?


      Staying alone in the shadow of an abandoned manor house in Yorkshire would be madness to some, but art enthusiast Lissy de Luca can’t wait. Lissy has her reasons for seeking isolation, and she wants to study the Staithes Group – an artists’ commune active at the turn of the twentieth century.


      Lissy is fascinated by the imposing Sea Scarr Hall – but the deeper she delves, the stranger things get. A lonely figure patrols the cove at night, whilst a hidden painting leads to a chilling realisation. And then there’s the photograph of the girl; so beautiful she could be a mermaid … and so familiar.


      As Lissy further immerses herself, she comes to an eerie conclusion. The occupants of Sea Scarr Hall are long gone, but they have a message for her – and they’re going to make sure she gets it.


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      A Little Bit of Christmas Magic


      Book 4 in the Rossetti Mysteries series


      Any wish can be granted with a little bit of Christmas magic …


      As a wedding planner at Carrick Park Hotel Ailsa McCormack has devoted herself to making sure couples get their perfect day, but just occasionally that comes at a price – in this case, organising a Christmas Day wedding at the expense of her own Christmas.


      Not that Ailsa minds. There’s something very special about Carrick Park during the festive season and she’s always been fascinated by the past occupants of the place; particularly the beautiful and tragic Ella Carrick, whose striking portrait still hangs at the top of the stairs.


      And then an encounter with a tall, handsome and strangely familiar man in the drawing room on Christmas Eve sets off a chain of events that transforms Ailsa’s lonely Christmas into a far more magical occasion than she could have ever imagined …


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      Every Witch Way


      Time for a Halloween road trip …


      Nessa hates her full name – Agnes – which she inherited from her great-great grandmother – but is that all she inherited? Because rumour had it that Great-Great Granny Agnes was a witch, and a few unusual things have been happening to Nessa recently …


      First, there’s the strange book she finds in her local coffee shop, and then the invite from her next-door neighbour Ewan Grainger to accompany him on a rather supernatural research trip. What ensues is a Halloween journey through Scotland in a yellow camper van (accompanied by a big black cat called Schubert), a mystical encounter in an ancient forest and maybe just a touch of magic!


      Purchase from your eBook provider or visit www.choc-lit.com for more details.
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      Summer at Carrick Park


      A summer wedding, fifty cupcakes and a man she thought she would never see again …


      When Joel Leicester walks into the hotel where Rosa Tempest works, she can’t believe her bad luck. Out of all the hotels in all of North Yorkshire, the man who broke her heart would have to walk into Carrick Park!
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      Preview

      Watch for Me by Candlelight

      

      by Kirsty Ferry


      PROLOGUE


      Her foot was twisted at an unnatural angle and she had a deep cut on her forehead. He prayed it wouldn’t scar – she was too beautiful to be scarred like that. She was too wild and adventurous, too perfect for this world she lived in, but she couldn’t leave it like this – she couldn’t.


      ‘I’ll get you to the cottage,’ he told her, ‘I’ll look after you. Only please wake up, please wake up. I can’t bear it if—’


      A bark from behind him, his dog running in mad circles in the snow.


      ‘I know, I know. We’ll get her warmed up. She’ll be well in no time. No time at all.’


      His heart pounded and his breath came in little puffs of air as he hurried back to the cottages.


      He had to believe that all would be well or else …


      CHAPTER ONE


      The streets of Hartsford village were always at their best this early in the morning. Kate Howard stepped out of her front door and headed away from the Folk Museum, a long, low building made up of a row of old stone cottages. She was the museum manager and also lived upstairs, in a flat made up of a couple of attics knocked together.


      If she headed towards the bakery, she’d just be in time to get a batch of fresh rolls, still warm from the oven. Then she could fill one with hot, sizzling bacon for her breakfast.


      She walked along the old streets, with Hartsford Hall a backdrop to the Suffolk village which took its name from the stately home. As she turned a corner, lost in her thoughts and anticipating the smell of bread that always greeted her when she entered the bakery, she walked straight into someone. A man clutching a paper bag printed with the name of the bakery. He’d obviously had the same idea as her, and quickly put his hand out to steady her as she barged into him.


      ‘Oh! I’m so sorry!’ Kate blushed and side-stepped him.


      He smiled down at her, his dark eyes flashing with mischief. ‘That’s okay. My breakfast is safe, that’s the main thing.’


      Kate laughed. ‘Definitely. There’s not usually many people around at this time in the morning. Again, I’m so sorry. I must still be half asleep.’


      ‘I know that feeling well. Have a good day, anyway!’ His smile widened for a moment, and he paused, looking as if he was about to say something else; then he nodded and walked away.


      Kate stared after him – he wasn’t local; his accent told her that, and she would have known him had he lived in the village. Still, there was something oddly familiar about the way he strode along the main street and disappeared around a corner. Something about the set of his shoulders, and the way his light-brown, sun-streaked hair was tousled and a little too long, that had her wanting to call after him and ask where they’d met before.


      She definitely seemed to know him – her body told her that with a little fizz of excitement or recognition, as if she’d seen him quite recently, or maybe not – perhaps it was a long time ago? She waited another moment, then shook her head. How strange.


      Then she turned back towards the bakery, and continued on her way, still feeling the gentle touch of his hand on her arm.


      Later that morning, the front door of the museum slammed open. Kate, her fingers poised over the keyboard of her computer in the reception area, found herself staring at her best friend, Cassie Aldrich. The museum wasn’t due to open for about half an hour, but unfortunately, Cassie knew Kate kept the door unlocked from the moment she set foot in the place. And obviously, Kate was never late.


      ‘I’ve got to get something vintage for the weekend!’ Cassie was bright red in the face and clearly panicking.


      ‘Vintage as in …?’ Kate asked, amused. ‘Clothing? Wine? Motor vehicle? And which weekend are we talking about? It’s Friday already. Or is it the very special weekend you’ve been working towards for Elodie?’ Cassie’s brother Alex – the current Earl of Hartsford – and sister-in-law Elodie owned the Hall. Cassie was organising a Living History weekend for them, to take place in August. It was currently the very beginning of June.


      ‘Yes. That weekend. And a vehicle. Yes. I think a vehicle might describe it.’ Cassie threw herself onto one of the old church pews in the entrance and sighed dramatically. ‘Goodness knows why I took this on.’


      Kate smiled at her friend. They’d had this conversation before. ‘You had a moment of weakness and volunteered to help Elodie. You’re just too nice. Cuppa?’ She swung her legs around and jumped off the stool.


      ‘You’re such a doll. Thank you. Tea would be marvellous.’


      ‘A doll? In what respect?’


      Cassie shrugged. ‘Well, you know. As in kind. Nice. Sweet. Sorry.’ She leaned forward and tucked her chin in her hands. ‘I’m living and breathing this flipping Country House Party Weekend and some of it is rubbing off on me.’


      ‘Oh, you’re getting there.’ Kate dipped her head so Cassie didn’t see her smiling. The whole village had heard about Cassie’s trials and tribulations. By all accounts she hadn’t done very much actual organising yet. It was usually Elodie’s task, but as Elodie was heavily pregnant with twins it hadn’t quite panned out the way it normally would. So Cassie had decided she would help out.


      From what Kate understood, Cassie was beginning to realise organising an event on that scale wasn’t quite as simple as she’d thought it would be.


      ‘I’ve been doing some research,’ Cassie told her, ‘and I believe that men on ice-cream bicycles were rather popular in those days. My grandfather always used to talk about one that he chased when he was a boy. There was one that used to go around the village and I think it was old even then.’ She accepted the steaming cup of tea with a grateful smile. ‘So basically, I want a man on an ice-cream bicycle.’


      ‘A bicycle actually made out of ice-cream? Or one that sells ice-cream?’ Kate sat down at the other end of the pew and Cassie gave her an accusatory glare.


      ‘Stop mocking me, Kate. You know exactly what I mean.’


      Kate laughed. ‘I’m just teasing. Sorry. Anyway, it just so happens I’ve got the very thing in the museum for you to borrow. Come on, I’ll take you through. You can bring your mug, it’s fine.’


      ‘Seriously?’ Cassie’s face split into a huge grin. ‘I knew I could count on you.’ She stood up. ‘Which house are we going to?’


      ‘It’s not in one of the houses, it’s in one of the barns. But we’ll take a short cut through the cottages. I know how much you love them. Just don’t spill the tea. I’m trusting you with my exhibits, okay?’


      Cassie nodded, clasping both hands around her cup. ‘Ready when you are.’


      ‘Fine follow me.’


      Kate led the way through the terrace, Cassie chattering about the fabulous weekend she envisaged and the inordinate amounts of cream scones and strawberries she thought might be required.


      ‘They are so popular,’ she said, but Kate wasn’t absolutely certain whether ‘they’ referred to the snacks or the weekends. From Cassie’s perspective, it might have been either; she loved her cakes and loved dressing up to fit the theme of the Living History weekends too.


      ‘Oh,’ Cassie continued, ‘and if there’s anything else you think I can borrow, I’m hoping to revamp the pool area as well. And the tennis courts. Our things are dropping to pieces.’ Kate sensed her friend had slowed down and she turned around to see where she was. She was correct. Cassie was ogling one of the museum displays – a pair of Edwardian tennis racquets in a press. ‘They are so much nicer than the ones we’ve got,’ she said covetously.


      ‘I’ll consider it,’ Kate said.


      ‘And those! Can I have those? Please?’ She was hovering by Kate’s favourite things in the entire museum; a pair of Victorian ice-skates, made out of soft white leather which laced up around tiny pearl buttons. Inked on the smooth leather interior of each boot was the word CAT.


      Kate had no idea what the word meant, although she suspected it was a name. Perhaps they’d belonged to someone who had to write their name in so they didn’t get confused with anyone else’s skates. That was the beauty of living so close to the museum collection – if the real story wasn’t available, Kate liked to make up one that suited, just for herself. In this case, she quite liked the idea of perhaps a “Catherine” owning those skates; which was possibly another reason why she was so possessive over them.


      ‘No, you absolutely cannot have those!’ Kate was adamant. ‘For a start, the weekend celebrates the 1920s and 30s, doesn’t it? And the skates are Victorian. As well as that, it’s going to be August Bank Holiday, so the very last thing you want is enough ice and snow to be able to use the skates.’


      ‘The very last thing I want is a health and safety incident around the pool area,’ said Cassie wryly. She sighed, gazing at the skates. ‘But they are beautiful, aren’t they?’


      ‘They are, but your bicycle is out here. Ta da!’


      Kate threw the front door of the last cottage open and gestured for Cassie to take a walk to the other side of the pond and head over towards the barns, which faced the terrace.


      ‘The big barn?’ she asked.


      ‘No, the little one. The one we keep all the odd bits in. I’m afraid the bike’s not in the best condition, but we’ve got time to sort it out.’


      ‘What, so it’s got a couple of flat tyres? Needs a coat of paint? No problem.’ Cassie was practically bouncing along beside her. The tea, Kate noticed, slopped over the top of the mug and down the side but they were outside so it didn’t matter that much. The resident ducks and geese ran over to them, curious to see if they had any bread, but Kate shooed them away.


      Cassie wasn’t far wrong when she suggested the bicycle needed a coat of paint and a tyre pump, but as Kate climbed over the rope and eased it out of the corner, she knew that it really wouldn’t take much to sort it out.


      ‘Oh, that’s perfect!’ Cassie unhooked the rope and pulled it to one side so Kate could wheel the bicycle out – well okay, bump it fairly roughly out – and soon they had it in the courtyard, in daylight, and could study it properly.


      ‘I think it’s probably the original bicycle your grandfather talked about.’ Kate ran her hand lovingly across the old wooden box on the front. A splinter came away and embedded itself in her finger. She frowned and sucked at her fingertip, trying to remove the thing but it wouldn’t budge. ‘But I didn’t realise the wicker basket was so rotten.’


      ‘It’ll be fine.’ Cassie balanced her cup on the wooden box, then swiftly removed it as she saw Kate glare at it. ‘Whoops. Sorry, just imagining what it’ll be like with ice-cream in it.’


      ‘Always the food products.’


      ‘With clotted cream on the cones, I think,’ continued Cassie. She was practically drooling.


      ‘With clotted cream.’ Kate had to admit that it did sound rather appealing. ‘I’ll need to see how we can refrigerate the ice-cream.’ She lifted the lid of the box up and inspected it. A money spider scurried across her hand and she shook the tiny arachnid off. ‘I guess we can use one of those little plastic cool boxes or something. I’ll have a think about it. Technology has moved on a bit now and as long as it’s hidden, we shouldn’t have anyone complaining that it’s not authentic enough.’


      ‘You know, Kate, you’re far too practical,’ sighed Cassie. ‘All I’m thinking about is what colour we can paint it.’


      ‘I disagree. You’re thinking about how many flavours we can squeeze in.’ Kate grinned.


      ‘Maybe.’ Cassie laughed. ‘Are we going traditional with the colour scheme then? I mean the colour of the bike; not the ice-cream.’


      ‘Of course, you do,’ Kate replied insincerely. ‘I suspect it would be white, with swirly bits in blue and pink.’ She stood away from the bicycle and surveyed it.


      ‘Yes. It’s a bit grubby at the moment, isn’t it?’ Cassie also surveyed it. The paintwork was in a sorry state, now they had it in the sunshine. The white was flaking off and there were scratches everywhere.


      But: ‘It’ll be fine!’ they said together.


      ‘Fantastic.’ Cassie patted the bike affectionately. ‘Who can we sub-contract to do it up then?’


      Kate gave her a funny look. ‘Well, me of course. It’s not going to take much to up-cycle the thing, is it?’


      ‘If you think you can do it,’ said Cassie in awe.


      ‘What do you mean, think?’ Kate said. ‘I can.’


      Kate wheeled the bicycle back to the reception area as best she could. She didn’t go through the cottages, obviously, but Cassie did.


      ‘Don’t pilfer my ice-skates!’ Kate yelled after her as she disappeared through the end cottage.


      ‘Tra la la!’ Cassie called back. But when they met again in the reception area, she didn’t have them with her, so Kate was grateful for small mercies.


      ‘You can borrow the racquets,’ Kate told Cassie as her friend put her cup in the tiny sink and, she noticed, pinched a Kit-Kat from Kate’s biscuit stash, ‘but I have to insist you keep them out of the public’s way. Nobody can be touching the exhibits, okay?’


      ‘Okay,’ Cassie agreed. ‘Let me know how you get on with the up-cycling. Oh, no!’ She slapped her hand across her mouth in horror. ‘I need to organise the ice-cream, don’t I? And the actual man. Who’s going to drive it? Who’s going to be my ice-cream bicycle man?’


      Kate looked at Cassie and slapped her hand across her mouth, copying her. ‘Oh, no! What on earth happened to equal rights and women’s suffrage and feminism? Who says a man has to drive the bicycle?’


      ‘Please! Don’t rip off your bra and burn it!’ cried Cassie. ‘Nobody. Nobody says a man has to drive it. But it’s traditional!’


      ‘Yes, well. Sometimes we have to stuff tradition. I’ll get the ice-cream and the clotted cream and I’ll drive the thing. Don’t you worry about it.’


      ‘Thanks,’ said Cassie. Suddenly she looked very young and very terrified. ‘Really. I mean it. Thanks. I think,’ she admitted, ‘I may be in over my head.’ A wobbly sigh and a shrug of the shoulders. ‘If it all falls through the floor, I shall let you know so you don’t waste your time or your paints.’


      ‘Ah, it’ll be fine.’ Kate gave her a quick hug. ‘You just get on with organising everything else. If it doesn’t come off, then at least I get a nice bicycle out of it. It might come in useful for here anyway. We could do with some refreshments.’


      ‘Don’t let Delilah hear you say that.’ Delilah owned the tea shop in Hartsford village and her cakes were splendid.


      ‘I’d never even contemplate taking that crown off her. My refreshments would go no further than ice cream. And as far as I know, she doesn’t sell that, does she?’


      ‘No. Only as an accompaniment to puddings and crumble and things.’ Cassie would know that fact, if anyone would. ‘Okay. I must go. I have tons to do.’ She sighed and trailed off towards the door. ‘See you later. Hope you have a busy day.’


      ‘Likewise,’ Kate told her. It was always good to see tourists in the village – and the day promised to be warm and sunny, so she hoped their predictions would come true.


      And maybe, just maybe, that man she’d bumped into earlier would decide to visit the museum. The thought sent a delicious shiver of anticipation through her.


      Yes, anything could happen on a lovely day like this.


      CHAPTER TWO


      Kate’s day was indeed busy. She had quite a few people through the door all morning, and by the time Jenna, her part-time assistant, came in at eleven, she was just finishing off dealing with the latest queue.


      ‘Oh, my,’ Jenna said, blinking big brown eyes and sliding in beside Kate at the reception desk. ‘What’s going on here?’ She had one of those throaty voices that some men find really attractive. Kate suspected it was more the result of her social smoking, and the fact that she spent most nights shouting over music in bars, than anything natural.


      ‘It’s the end of the half-term holiday. People making the most of it before school and work on Monday, I guess.’


      ‘I suppose,’ Jenna said, switching a smile on as she relieved the final couple of the entrance fee. They had two small children with them and, by the looks of it, another one on the way. ‘You’ll want a guidebook as well, won’t you?’


      She directed her question to the man; knowing, Kate suspected, that the woman’s mind was already on herding her children up and that she would have more to do than read a guide book when she was on her way around the museum. The man, however, had no such qualms and eagerly handed the money over.


      Kate shook her head after them as they made their way into the first cottage. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ she told Jenna. ‘Like they’ll have time to read it?’ The man had already scooped his little girl up and the guide book was now sticking out of his back pocket like a baton.


      Jenna shrugged and swept her glossy dark curls over her shoulder. ‘Not my problem.’


      ‘Yes, but you’re not on commission.’ In fact, she was only working with Kate because her usual assistant, Maeve, was doing some sort of research project in Scotland. Apparently, they’d found a stone crannog – an ancient man-made island which people used to live on – in the Outer Hebrides, and she was up there helping to excavate it.


      Jenna’s father was the museum board’s Chair and had pulled strings in order to secure this temporary assignment for his twenty-year old daughter. She hated the job with a passion – ‘old stuff is, like, so boring!’ – but was doing some sort of penance there for defrauding her father’s credit card. The girl was, in Kate’s opinion, a silly, spoiled brat; extremely pretty and used to snapping her fingers and getting whatever she wanted. But this time, Daddy had been pushed too far – and as Kate was desperate for some help in Maeve’s absence, Jenna was sent to fill the gap.


      Jenna had no compassion for people. Kate would never try to hard-sell a guide book to anyone. They were on the table and if visitors wanted one, fine. There were plenty of information boards up if not. What she often found was that customers came back to get a book afterwards as a souvenir because they’d enjoyed the museum so much. Jenna didn’t see it that way, sadly. Kate thought she was doing business or marketing and was, she supposed, very good at the mechanics of turning a profit. But she had no people skills, unless the people in question were men.


      ‘No. I’m not on commission and I think I should be,’ Jenna said, looking dead serious.


      Kate frowned at her. ‘I think not.’


      They barely tolerated one another until about one o’clock, when Kate simply had to get out of there before she said something she regretted. Jenna had sold seven guide-books and flirted with twice that many men. Kate didn’t quite know how she did it.


      ‘I’m off to find some lunch. Would you like anything from Delilah’s?’ It was Friday, after all. Kate reckoned she deserved something from Delilah’s.


      Jenna pulled a face. ‘No. I’ll just have a coffee and a ciggie later. I’m not hungry.’


      ‘Okay.’ Kate didn’t bother to try and persuade her. ‘Catch you later.’


      Kate squeezed out behind Jenna and headed out of the cosy little reception area. The cottages were stone-built and the entrance to this first one was all nice and white-washed, and Kate liked to keep it as welcoming as possible, even though it could be a little dark and crowded at times. There was a lovely collection of clocks around the walls, from wall-clocks to a big grandfather clock which had come from the Hall. Most of them told the right time. Two didn’t. One was stuck at 11.15 and the grandfather clock was stuck at 3.27, holding memories of long-forgotten hours on long-forgotten days. A beautiful phrase was written in gold on the bottom of the grandfather clock’s face, under the Hartsford coat of arms; Hodie est tempus nostrum. Today is our time.


      But, as Kate told herself, at least those clocks were right twice a day. And she loved the co-ordinated ticking of them all. It was such a comforting sound; but thank goodness she’d disabled all the chimes, bar that of the cuckoo clock. She adored that cuckoo. He reminded her of her Great-Aunt’s house when she was small; Kate and her older brother Tom sitting in the less formal ‘back room’ and Kate hoping she’d be there long enough to see the cuckoo peek his head out and say hello.


      She wandered through the village to Delilah’s tea-shop and saw that it was pretty busy too. Hartsford was doing well today. For such a small place, they were certainly on the tourist trail. It helped, she knew, that the Hall was on the list as one of the ‘Top Ten Tourist Attractions of Suffolk.’


      Once inside Delilah’s, Kate spotted a box full of scones and cakes labelled up with the word ‘Hall’ and suspected that they had put a call in for extra treats up there. Delilah supplied the Hall with food for the Garden Kiosk and the Gypsy Tea Caravan and it all worked perfectly. Cassie had been right – she could maybe get away with ice-creams at the museum, a vending machine serving coffee and tea at the very most, but no way could she or would she even try to compete with Delilah.


      Kate shuffled her way to the front of the queue, trying to decide on a jacket potato or a toasted Panini.


      ‘Hello Kate!’ said Delilah as she approached the counter. ‘It’s nice to see you.’


      ‘Well it’s Friday.’ Kate smiled. ‘Can’t resist a treat on a Friday. I’ll have a ham and cheese Panini, please, if that’s okay.’


      ‘Takeaway?’ asked Delilah, making a note.


      ‘Yes – I’ll have to dash back with it. I can’t leave the place for too long.’ Kate pulled a face.


      Delilah mirrored her expression. ‘Is she still up to her tricks?’


      Kate nodded. ‘Yep. Seems like she’s here for the duration. I’m hoping Maeve’s Scottish project doesn’t take too long’


      ‘I completely understand. Look. I’ll toss in a fairy cake for you as well. Make you feel better, eh?’


      Kate laughed. ‘Oh, Delilah. This is why I love Hartsford so much! You lot are just awesome.’


      ‘“You lot”?’ repeated Delilah, her eyes twinkling with mischief. ‘And by that you mean …?’


      ‘The locals.’ Kate leaned forward and spoke in a stage whisper. ‘You know. Because I’m not one.’


      Delilah laughed and shook her head. ‘I know!’ It was a standing joke between them that one rather unpleasant tourist on a bus trip had asked Kate, quite snippily, how she could even run a Suffolk folk museum, when she wasn’t a Suffolk girl – because she didn’t even sound like she was a local. Kate had lived in Cambridge most of her life and didn’t think she sounded that odd, or that alien to the area, but to some people she must, clearly, sound un-local.


      ‘Thanks for this, anyway.’ Kate held up the little paper bag. ‘I’ll just wait along here for my sandwich.’ She paid and sidled to the edge of the counter. But yeah, she couldn’t help it. She opened the paper bag and scoffed the cake while she was waiting.


      It had been her hair that caught his attention at first – and one of the main things that had struck him about her this morning, when they’d collided on the main street. The other thing that had struck him was that he knew her from somewhere. But perhaps that was just wishful thinking; he’d always had a thing for red-heads and this particular red-head was also very nicely packaged up in a pair of skin-tight jeans.


      There didn’t look as if there was a lot of room inside those jeans for the cake she was demolishing, but apparently there was enough. She finished the little pink thing in a couple of bites and it was quite impressive to witness.


      She looked around as if checking to see if anyone had seen her; and that’s when she spotted him, looking at her. She blushed and Theo Kent couldn’t help but laugh.


      The girl hesitated a moment, then smiled and shrugged. ‘I recommend the fairy cakes.’


      ‘I’m glad to hear it! How did you get on at the bakery?’ She was standing next to the bureau where the spoons and the sugar were. Theo moved towards her with his takeaway coffee and she made room for him.


      ‘Oh! Fine thank you. Again – I’m so sorry for almost mowing you down.’


      ‘As you can see, there was no lasting damage.’ He ripped the corner off a packet of sugar and tipped it in the drink. ‘Enjoy your day.’ He nodded at her. Then he grinned suddenly. ‘I hope we bump into each other again.’


      She crumpled the bag up and laughed. ‘It’s a small village. We’re bound to. You have a good day too!’


      ‘Your Panini’s ready my love,’ called the lady behind the counter. She held up a polystyrene container and the girl hurried over and relieved her of it.


      Theo stirred his coffee and watched until the red-head dashed out of the coffee shop and across the road. He wondered where she was heading and also, idly, whether she was single.


      Not that it really mattered; he had other things to worry about.


      He adjusted his backpack. He needed to finish his lunch, head back to the campsite and get sorted. Then he was hoping to make it to the Folk Museum before it closed. Maeve had said he’d find it interesting. He only had a few days in Suffolk, but he was hoping to squeeze a lot in. And he wouldn’t get much squeezing done if he loitered here instead of re-reading his map to find out where the hell he was supposed to be going.


      Kate had her lunch at one of the picnic tables next to the duck pond. Her feathered friends squawked over to her, gabbling incessantly about how starving they were, and she tossed some crumbs down for them, lobbing the scraps as far away as she could. Those ducks had been known to clamber up onto the tables before now and terrorise the visitors.


      It really was a beautiful day. Not too hot, but just right. Kate stretched her legs out in front of her and wiggled her toes in her sandals. It wasn’t hot enough for her to shed her jeans yet, but at least she had lost her trainers. It was progress.


      Kate looked up at the first cottage where the reception was and again cursed Jenna. It was just as well Jenna wasn’t that interested in the rest of the museum, as Kate would have been particularly offended to have her anywhere near the ice-skates – or, even worse, the last house. The one that was done out as an estate cottage. It had been the blacksmith’s home once upon a time; there was a horseshoe on the front door and a pile of crumbled stones not very far along the road. Within the ruin, they had located evidence of a possible furnace and it all made sense. It was, according to some old maps of the area, his forge. Kate liked horses and she thought that being a blacksmith would have been quite a nice job. It would have been a fairly steady one as well, seeing as the Hartsford family had always loved their racehorses.


      Anyway, it was two o’clock and Kate’s lunch break was over. She couldn’t dwell on how lovely it must have been to work with horses; it was time to get back to the museum. She weaved her way between the rabid ducks and wondered if she could get rid of Jenna a little bit early. She couldn’t be bothered with her for the next few hours anyway and she was pretty sure Jenna wouldn’t object. Maybe if she just covered until the lunchtime rush had abated? Which – Kate checked her watch – would be about now.


      In fact: ‘Jenna, do you want an early finish?’ she asked as she walked back in. ‘I’m sure it’ll die down now and I’ve got nothing else planned. You might as well take advantage.’


      The girl was twirling her hair around her fingers and posturing somewhat. ‘Oh. Kate. Hi.’ She had the courtesy to look away from the man leaning on the nearest wall. ‘He was just waiting for you.’


      ‘Oh. Hi, Chris,’ Kate said, thrown a little.


      ‘Hey, Kate,’ her boyfriend said.


      Chris leaned over and kissed her. ‘Surprise!’


      ‘Indeed, it is a surprise. I thought you were busy this weekend.’ Kate kissed him back. Chris lived and worked in London as a management consultant and they didn’t get to spend a lot of time together. Kate had lived down there with him, and worked at the British Museum for a while, but she’d never really settled into the City life at all. Then the job at Hartsford came up, and they’d made the decision that she should go for it, and see how it went. It had been successful so far – she enjoyed Suffolk, and Chris, apparently, enjoyed devoting more of his time to work. He’d never complained too much about her not being there. The long-distance thing seemed to be working, and they had more or less settled into a routine – of sorts, anyway.


      Occasionally, he made noises about a virtual world and how you could work anywhere and how it might be interesting to branch out into Suffolk – but the noises never seemed to come to anything more. There was always a new contract to work on, or a different customer to please. Kate had begun to doubt it would ever happen.


      ‘I put my bags upstairs. That’s fine, right?’ He smiled at her, knowing she’d never normally object to that. He had a key after all and it made sense.


      ‘Yes, no problem all.’ Kate smiled back. ‘It’s good to see you.’


      ‘And you. Dinner tonight at the Green Dragon?’


      ‘Don’t see why not.’


      ‘The Green Dragon’s for old people,’ interjected Jenna. ‘I think you’d be better off at the wine bar, to be honest.’ She was, Kate noticed, addressing Chris, not Kate.


      ‘Ah, Kate likes the Dragon.’ Chris shrugged apologetically. ‘Says the meals are nicer.’


      ‘Yes. Yes, I do,’ Kate said. ‘And it’s not a meat market, which is why I happen to like it.’ She couldn’t quite believe she’d said that – but she was right. People like Jenna went to the wine bar. People like Kate went to the Green Dragon. Did that make her old? She was twenty-eight, which was hardly ancient.


      ‘Have it your way,’ said Jenna with a shrug. She stood up and stretched. ‘Well, that’s me done for the day then. My lunchtime cover has covered. I’ll be off now. And,’ she turned to Chris again, ‘I’ll be at the wine bar later. Guaranteed.’


      ‘We’ll be at the Dragon,’ Kate confirmed. ‘Because we’re old. I’ll see you tomorrow, Jenna.’


      ‘Yeah. Tomorrow. TTFN.’ She wandered out and Kate felt the atmosphere lift.


      ‘Thank God for that,’ she muttered and slid into her place behind the desk. ‘She’s too much at times.’


      ‘Ah, she’s fun,’ said Chris with a smile at her retreating back. ‘Not to worry. Anyway, I hope I’m not interrupting anything this weekend by coming up?’


      ‘No, I have nothing planned but work. Did you see the bicycle outside? I was going to do something with that. Cassie wants it for an event she’s doing up at the Hall, but it needs some TLC first.’


      ‘A bicycle? No, I didn’t notice. Sorry.’ Chris smiled his half-lazy, half-arrogant smile, and leaned against the edge of the reception desk, his hands in his pockets, his legs crossed at the ankles. ‘God, I need a break after this week. I have to tell you about this client …’


      Chris clearly had a gem that he wanted to share with her, but as his professional life was a world away from Kate’s and Kate was anxious to get to the bicycle, her attention started to wander a little. Her eyes drifted towards the door and she wasn’t proud of that fact; but she really, really wanted to start on that bike.


      ‘… so like I said to him, it was never going to happen.’ Chris was still talking. ‘In fact, I just need to check the emails to see what they said about it. I’m pretty certain the figures they quoted were wrong. Forgive me, Kate?’


      He pulled his mobile out and started messing with it.


      ‘No worries; take your time. Give me a shout when you’re sorted. I just need to look at that bike, okay?’


      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Chris’s attention was taken by something on the screen, his brows knitted together over his sharp, grey eyes. ‘You sort the bike out. I just need to …’ He was lost to her.


      Kate sloped out, sneakily happy that she could check the old bike. It really was in a sorry state.
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