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One: The House Swap


Tommy was on holiday with his parents. Tommy was fifteen years old, but he still liked going with his mum and dad, because, basically, they were crazy and you did not know what was going to happen from one moment to the next. And some pretty funny things did happen from time to time. At any rate, Mum and Dad had decided that they would have a lot of holidays, and last year they had been in South America, and were off to China soon, but in between they were going to France.


What had happened was that Great-aunt Jemima had died at the age of ninety-three and had left all this money to Mummy, but the will stated that Mummy had to spend all the money by three years after Great-aunt Jemima died, because Great-aunt Jemima believed, and this was in the will, that the world would end three years after she died, so what was the point in not spending it all? Great-aunt Jemima was only one of the rather curious relatives to be found in Tommy’s family – but that’s another matter!


So Tommy was on holiday in France. What had been arranged was a house swap. The idea was that some people in France wanted to go on holiday in England and some people in England wanted to go to France. So they just swapped houses. This was all arranged by a very clever holiday company in England (Daddy tried it on the Internet, but lost his temper in five minutes, although Tommy could have done it easily enough, or so he thought). This company had the names of all sorts of people in lots of countries who wanted to go on house-swapping holidays. Of course you swapped your house with the same kind of house in the other country.


Anyway, Tommy’s house was just a little house by the sea, quite an ordinary little house. His mum had made it look very neat before they left, and had bought new knives and forks, because they knew that French people were very keen on eating. Dad said that they wouldn’t be very keen on eating English food, but Mum had said that appearances help even English food. Anyway, Dad had gone to France and bought a tiny little Renault, a ‘Twinkle’, he said, or a Twingo, as it turned out to be, because they drive on the wrong side of the road in France and it was very nice to have the steering wheel on the other side. Also, it used up a bit more of Aunt Jemima’s money – more even than all the ice creams that Tommy was going to eat, or so Tommy hoped.


The Twingo was very small indeed and Daddy said he was worried that a large dog might come and do something through the window when they were stopped at traffic lights, it was so near the ground. But it hadn’t happened yet. Tommy sat in the back and they whizzed along the autoroutes, which is what they call motorways in France. They were going to ‘two louse’.


‘To rhyme with mouse,’ said Tommy.


‘No!’ said Mummy, ‘two loos.’


‘Like as if you were saying two toilets,’ said Daddy, ‘like in the painter Toulouse-Lautrec.’


Mummy sighed. Apart from the fact that she had heard the joke twenty times before, it was hardly the thing to tell Tommy. He would be sure to say it at the wrong time – not that there was a right time, anyway. In fact they were going to a little place called Ellie-la-Forêt, just about twenty kilometres outside Toulouse. A kilometre, by the way, is a kind of devalued mile and it is how they measure distance on French roads, something Tommy knew. They still had a very large number of kilometres to go before Toulouse, so Tommy went to sleep in the back seat of the Twingo.


Mummy and Daddy had bought a Michelin map, number three thousand, seven hundred and sixty-six, Tommy had seen, and this showed where Ellie-la-Forêt was, as a little blob. Somewhere in the village they would have to find their house. Funnily enough, it did not seem to have an address, just ‘Ellie-la-Forêt’, but the holiday company had said that there was no problem, they would find it alright.


Wake up, Tommy,’ said Mummy, as they drove through the suburbs of Toulouse, ‘we’ll soon be there.’


‘I need a toilet,’ said Tommy. ‘Now,’ he added.


‘Well, we’re in Two-loos,’ said Daddy.


‘Oh, shut up!’ said Mummy.


‘Now!’ said Tommy again.


‘Can you wait five minutes?’


Tommy made no reply. It was not a question that he found very easy to answer. The next bad bit of road surface settled it, though.


‘No,’ said Tommy, ‘I can’t!’


Daddy managed to pull off the road by some little bushes, just enough to preserve English decency, perhaps.


While they were waiting, Mum and Dad consulted map number three thousand, seven hundred and sixty-six.


‘We’re very nearly there,’ said Daddy, ‘look out for the sign. There’s a little village coming up on the D996372 called Romolue les Bains Romains de Saint Etienne-Just. Do you notice that the longer the name, the smaller the village?’ he asked Mummy.


‘How big is Ellie-la-Forêt?’ asked Tommy returning to the car.


‘Actually,’ said Mummy, ‘we don’t know.’


‘It’s just beyond Romolue les Bains Romains de Saint Etienne-Just,’ chimed in Daddy.


‘Who was St Etienne?’ asked Tommy.


‘He’s the patron saint of circuses,’ said Daddy, ‘he was martyred by being fired from a cannon into the jaws of the circus hippopotamus, which, by the way, was called Humphrey.’


‘Oh, stop it!’ said Mummy. ‘We’ll miss Ellie-la-Forêt, if you go on with all that rubbish. It’s just round the bend here.’


‘Who’s round the bend? Same to you. Anyway, it’s not rubbish,’ said Daddy. ‘Have you no faith? Why, after the smoke had cleared, all they could find was little bits of feathers and a blue . . .’


Tommy never found out what was blue, for as they came around the next bend there was a sign saying Romolue les Bains Romains de Saint Etienne-Just. He saw a couple of houses, and a faded yellow sign on the side of a house saying oily Prat, which was a bit odd. But before Tommy could wonder about that, there was Romolue les Bains Romains de Saint Etienne-Just again, but all crossed out.


Tommy had noticed that before. When you came out of a town, they showed the name crossed out and he thought that it wasn’t really very nice. He wouldn’t like to see the name of their little place all crossed out. Who would, really?


Just after the crossed-out sign, there were some big ornate wrought-iron gates on the right-hand side and a glimpse of a broad gravel path and the top of some high gables in the far distance. Then a little further on, the next village sign appeared: Abbaye des Oursiniers-Seiche-Capucins.


‘There must be an old abbey around here somewhere,’ said Daddy.


‘That’s a bit odd,’ said Mummy. ‘Ellie-la-Forêt should be in between Romolue les Bains Romains de Saint Etienne-Just and Abbaye des Oursiniers-Seiche-Capucins,’ rolling all the French vowel sounds around the Twingo. (Mummy was very proud of her French vowel sounds; she’d been told by a French friend that they were better than Daddy’s.)


‘Between Romolue and Abbaye blah-blah,’ said Daddy. ‘Blast! We missed it somehow.’


Daddy pulled into the side of the road just beside a sign that said ‘BAR 100 m’. ‘Let’s go and ask in the bar,’ he said, ‘we must be close to the road somewhere . . .’ and off he went.


The bar was full, but there wasn’t much conversation. The TV was on: the Tour de France!


I’ve come at a bad time, thought Daddy. A groan went up from the crowd in front of the TV. A very bad time, thought Daddy. Just then the man at the bar noticed the English stranger standing in the doorway.


‘Viens, viens! Come in, come in. What can I do you for, Monsieur? Never mind them,’ the barman said, gesturing towards the crowd glued to the TV. ‘They are all les fanatiques!’


‘Well,’ said Daddy, ‘we are looking for Ellie-la-Forêt. Could you tell me how I can get to it from here, s’il vous plait?’


‘ ’Ow to get to Ellie-la-Forêt . . . ? It iz eazzsy!’


‘Great! Good,’ said Daddy.


‘Which way did you come from? Which direction?’ asked the barman.


‘From Romolue les something.’


‘Ah! Romolue, then you went right past it, right past.’


‘Ah!’ said Daddy, ‘so there’s a turn-off to the right – or to the left . . .’


‘To the left from here,’ replied the barman. ‘You can’t miss it. Great big iron gates. You must be the English Milords who have rented it? Yes?’


‘Well, we swapped it, actually,’ said Daddy, wondering about the iron gates but assuming the ‘Milords’ was something out of an old film, an expression that the barman must have picked up.


‘Will you have a trink – on the ’ouse, as you say in England?’


‘Well, er . . . my family . . . well, okay then, thanks! Just a little one!’


‘A Pernod?’


Dad hated Pernod – it tastes of liquorice – but he said yes anyway, and watched as the barman poured a large Pernod and then added water, making it go all milky and cloudy. Taking a deep breath, Dad took a gulp.


‘This Tour de France,’ said the barman, gesturing towards the TV. ‘I never talk to anyone for a week. They are les fanatiques,’ he repeated. ‘It goes past quite close to here. It is a bedlam, a mad ’ouse!’ He turned to the hissing coffee machine behind him and asked, ‘Where are you from?’


We’re from—’ But the reply remained unfinished as Mummy marched into the bar.


‘You beast, boozing away in here! We’re waiting in the car and—’


‘No, look here, the barman offered . . .’


‘Yes, but what about . . . ?’


‘It seemed a bit rude not to have just a . . .’


‘Gosh, Pernod! I like that. You hate it . . .’


‘Sssh! The barman gave it me,’ whispered Daddy. ‘Do you want a sip?’


‘No, I don’t. We can’t both of us turn up at Ellie-la-Forêt half gone. Who’s going to drive?’


‘Gosh, that’s a point. Can you drive? I’ll tell you where to go.’


‘Do you know where to go?’


All the while, the barman was watching this scene with a trace of a smile on his lips.


‘Madame, enchanté,’ he broke in. ‘Madame, would you like also a trink, on the ’ouse? You must be Milady, who has taken Ellie-la-Forêt? It is a grand plaisir to meet you. A Pernod?’


Mummy had the good sense to say, ‘No, thank you, but a coffee would be lovely, thank you.’


Almost instantly a tiny cup of steaming black gunpowder was placed on the table beside her, and the barman, all beaming smiles, retired behind the bar and began to wash glasses, in the way that barmen always do and must do to be real barmen.


‘Well, do you know the way?’


‘Well, yes, it’s just back the way we came and on the left, or the right, one or the other!’ said Daddy, the Pernod already beginning to take effect. ‘It’s very close. We just turn off by some big iron gates.’


‘I’m not sure that I saw them.’


‘I did!’ said Tommy, who had got fed up waiting in the car and was disgruntled to see his father boozing away and his mother sipping coffee.


‘You beasts, boozing away in here! I’m waiting in the car and . . .’


‘No, look here, the barman offered . . .’


‘Yes, but what about . . . ?’


‘It seemed a bit rude not to have just a . . .’


‘Perhaps the boy would like a trink also?’ said the kind barman. ‘A Coke, an Orangina, a Red Devil?’


‘A what?’ said Tommy. ‘I mean, oh, thank you. I’ll have the Red Devil, please.’


If you’re abroad then you might as well try something new. The barman whisked onto the table a large glass of something that looked like one of the solutions in the chemistry lab at school, cobalt something, but with bubbles.


‘Pétillant,’ said the barman. ‘How do you say it in Engleesh? Ah, yes, farting.’


Dad snorted with laughter.


‘What?’ said Tommy. ‘F-f-f – oh gosh, I asked for it, and I got it!’


Actually it tasted quite nice. ‘Thank you,’ said Tommy, and added in a whisper, ‘for the farting drink.’


‘What’s that about the iron gates, then?’ said Mummy. ‘You saw them on the way here between Romolue les . . .’


‘Yes,’ said Tommy.


‘Well, that’s where we turn off,’ said Daddy.


‘But there wasn’t anywhere to turn . . . I mean, there was just the gates,’ added Tommy.


‘Oh, well, perhaps there was a little road you didn’t notice, or something,’ said Mummy.


‘Yes, let’s go and have a look,’ said Daddy.


They all said goodbye politely, and the barman said, ‘Too soon’ – which seemed a bit odd, but must have meant ‘please come back soon’.


‘We will,’ said Daddy, as he glanced over his shoulder at the crowd huddled around the TV set showing the Tour de France, ‘and perhaps we’ll meet some more of the locals. The barman’s a nice chap, anyway!’


Mummy took the steering wheel, and back they drove towards Romolue.


‘There’re the gates!’ shouted Tommy, and as they slowed Tommy could get a better view of the long and broad gravel path, with beautifully clipped bushes on each side, and behind high trees in the distance, the roof of an enormous house.


‘Ooh, that looks fun,’ said Mummy. ‘A real château! I wonder if we could get a peek inside. Mind you, I’ve heard that these French nobility are a bit reluctant to mix with the plebs.’


‘The hoi polloi, don’t you mean?’ said Tommy.


What the heck, thought Dad, who taught him that? Mummy looked a bit surprised too, but she was concentrating on the château as she slowed down to a walking pace past the gates.


‘Ooh gosh, fancy what it would be like living in a place like that!’ said Tommy.


‘Fat chance,’ said Daddy. ‘Now where is that blooming turning?’


The road stretched straight in both directions. A few plane trees stood in the middle distance, but otherwise there was a ditch, the wall along the side of the grounds of the château, lots of long grass, grass-hoppers buzzing away in the warm afternoon air, and a sense of sleepiness, caused not only by the Pernod, for Tommy felt it too. There was a kind of magic in the air, which Tommy had felt briefly as they passed earlier, but he could not quite describe it. It slipped around his mind like a goldfish in a bowl, glittering in the sunshine . . . a kind of magic in the air.


There was in fact no turning to be seen. However, wobbling along towards them on an ancient bicycle was a postman, with his peaked cap on and his sack full of letters.


‘Bit late for the post,’ said Daddy, ‘but if anyone knows where Ellie-la-Forêt is, it’ll be the postman.’


Mummy stopped the car just beyond the gates, and they watched as the postman trundled slowly, meandering towards them, the peaked cap shading his face. Daddy got out of the car, and waited as the postman pedalled slowly past.


‘Excuse me,’ said Daddy, and the postman wobbled to a stop and lifted his hat, revealing a weather-beaten face and what is more, a dog collar. It wasn’t the postman at all, it was the village priest, out delivering the church news, from door to door. Between the two, Daddy and the priest had consumed a fair proportion of a bottle of Pernod, and as Daddy stuttered, ‘Er, er, umm, umm . . .’ he wondered why the priest was wearing the postman’s hat. The priest glanced at the car number plate and said, ‘English?’


‘Yes,’ said Daddy.


‘Lost?’ said the priest, clearly a man of few words: perhaps he saved them for sermons.


‘Well, not exactly lost . . .’ began Daddy.


‘Well, that is okay, then,’ said the priest, and started to cycle off again.


‘But wait a second,’ said Daddy. We are a bit lost, really. We are trying to find Ellie-la-Forêt. Is it near here, please?’


‘Eh!’ said the priest. ‘No, it’s not near here, it is here!’ and laughed, a strange snorting noise, with a whistle at the end of it.


Tommy got out of the car too, to hear what was going on. Much to his consternation the priest leant over, and Pernod breath all over him, chucked him under the chin, as if he was a little child. At fifteen years old, he hadn’t been chucked under the chin so very much recently.


‘It’s just here,’ repeated the priest or postman or whatever he was, ‘just here.’ He pointed a long bony finger at the big iron gates, which Tommy now noticed had a coat of arms fixed to them, all painted black, but he could make out a sort of lion thing. He walked over to the gates and peered through.


‘That is Ellie-la-Forêt?’ said Daddy incredulously.


‘Of course,’ said the priest. ‘The Comte and the Comtesse are in England for the summer. You must be the English who are coming to stay, no?’


‘Oh my gosh!’ said Daddy, and Mummy rolled the car window down.


‘Where is it then?’ she asked. ‘Ellie-la-Forêt?’


‘Here,’ said Daddy, pointing at the gates, with Tommy peering through them. ‘The Comte and Comtesse are not in residence to receive us, apparently, but the liveried servants will be here any moment.’


‘Oh, do stop it and make sense!’ snapped Mummy. ‘Where the devil is this blooming Ellie-la-Forêt?’


Just then she noticed the dog collar, put her hand over her mouth, and the priest grinned, showing several yellow teeth, but more gaps than fangs.


‘Madame does not believe me? Ah, it is the fate of priests not to be believed!’


Dad wasn’t interested in alcoholic philosophy just at that moment. He was much more taken with the idea of the château.


‘Well, I don’t know,’ he said, interrupting the priest, ‘but it seems like this is really Ellie-la-Forêt, behind these gates. I suppose that there will be a little caretaker’s house where we will be put up. Or something like that. Anyway, it’s pretty exciting to be so close to the château. You may well get a look inside it, hoi polloi or no hoi polloi!’ he added, winking at Tommy.


The priest was listening to the conversation, rubbing the cycle bell with his worn old jacket sleeve and grinning to himself.


‘The Comte and Comtesse have swapped their house with some English people. It is you, is it not? You must have a castle in England. Is it very old too, like the château here, built in 1580?’ asked the priest inquisitively, his long, thin, none-too-straight nose wrinkling like a rat smelling its way to some cheese.


Tommy noticed that the priest had pimples on his nose, and watery eyes.


‘1580?’ said Daddy, ‘no, more like 1950, actually,’ but then thought better of this revelation. ‘Well, refurbished in 1950.’ Try not to let the cat out of the bag just yet. It would be round the village like wildfire, that was for sure.


Mummy got out of the car and joined them.


‘How do you do,’ she said, and extended her hand to the priest; and Daddy, who had quite forgotten his manners, did the same.


‘Enchanté,’ said the priest.


A second person enchanted with her today already, she thought. This looks like being a holiday full of enchantment. And as this came into her mind, a strange air of enchantment did seem to fill the space around the gates where Tommy was standing.


Mummy stepped towards Tommy, with just a shade of protective instinct, and began, ‘The priest says that this is Ellie-la-Forêt and we are going to . . .’ Then she tailed off, because she was not sure what they were going to do.


Tommy simply said, ‘So, how do we get through these gates, eh?’


Then he noticed a little grill at the side and some bells to press. ‘That’s what we should do, press the bell,’ he said, pointing at the metal grill.


‘Shall I help?’ asked the priest, and, before he received a reply, pressed the bell marked Le Château. They waited and the warm air flowed around them and, as they waited, it lulled them almost into a trance. This was interrupted suddenly by a squawking from the little metal grill.


‘No ice cream today,’ wheezed a voice, then, click – the phone was off. The priest said a word that priests shouldn’t say and pressed the bell again.


‘Quoi?’ came the wheezy voice a second time.


‘Your English guests are here!’ said the priest,


‘Oh! It’s you. I thought that the ice cream van was there.’


Oh, good, thought Tommy. An ice cream van. Let’s hope it comes past once a day, at least.


‘No, it’s not the ice cream van, it’s the English Milords.’


Then he added something that Daddy couldn’t hear very well but sounded like something about ‘not a Rolls-Royce’, but Daddy was not sure. Anyway, the conversation ended in another sharp click and the great wrought iron gates swung open, as Tommy retreated rapidly out of the way.


‘Gosh!’ said Mummy and Daddy simultaneously.


‘Gosh!’ said Tommy. ‘This looks posh.’


‘More than posh,’ said Daddy, ‘we’re joining the aristocracy from now on!’


‘Get your aristocratic backside in here, then,’ said Mummy, opening the passenger door, and saying thank you to the priest, who waved and pedalled gently away, grinning again to himself – not a very nice grin, Tommy thought.


Mummy ushered Daddy and Tommy into the car, reversed, swung round and drove through the gates, the tyres crunching on the gravel. The grand entrance way was framed with plane trees, which waved gently in the breeze, as if to greet the English Milords and Lady. The drive wound around a corner and as they turned they saw the full view of the château, face-on. What a superb building it was! Rising high from the ground, grey-white stone, patterned with red brick in oval forms, with wonderful little turrets at each corner, and a forward facing wing on the right, great chimneys dominating the smoothly tiled black slate roof, which curled and rolled over the upper reaches of the building. There were large white windows with shutters, some wide open, some ajar, and two large lanterns hanging outside the front door, with, Tommy saw, chains and pulleys to draw them up and down.


For lighting the noble guests in and out of their carriages, I suppose, thought Tommy.


‘My gosh, what a place!’ exclaimed Mummy.


Daddy just let out his breath in a great sigh.


To the left of the château flowed a fast-moving river, with a broad flight of steps leading down to it. The remains of a bridge, just a few stones, could also be seen peeping through the long grass. The château had a moat! As it basked in the sun, reflecting the bright afternoon rays from the lighter stones and absorbing the red colour, painting the air, Mummy and Daddy and Tommy felt that they had never seen such a wonderful building in their lives before. Anything more different from their little house by the sea could not be imagined.


‘You don’t think that the Comte and Comtesse swapped this for our house, do you?’ whispered Daddy.


‘Surely not . . .’ said Mummy.


‘I bet they did,’ said Tommy.


‘Let’s see – I expect we’ll be in the converted henhouse or something,’ said Daddy.


They drove slowly up to the main front door, parking at a respectful distance. As Mummy turned the engine off, the side door to the kitchen opened and out hobbled a strange old creature, moving with a surprising agility and clearly dressed in his best outfit – which did not fit too well.


‘The wrinkled old retainer,’ muttered Daddy.


‘What?’ said Mummy and Tommy together, but their interest was concentrated rather on the remarkable little figure before them.


‘Bienvenues à Ellie-la-Forêt,’ it was saying, ‘bienvenues. Welcome to Ellie-la-Forêt, Milord, Milady, sir.’


Heavens, they must all have been seeing the same old films, thought Daddy – unless, and a brief notion crossed his mind – it is linked with that business with the priest about a castle in England? Oh well, let’s see what’s going to happen.


‘Welcome to the Château of Ellie-la-Forêt,’ repeated the figure.


Well, that’s it, thought Tommy, we are really going to be staying in the château, not in the converted henhouse.


‘I am Jasper, your ’umble servant,’ said the old man, his wrinkled eyes twinkling a bit.


I think that I am going to like him, said Mummy to herself.


‘Well, we can’t stand here speechless,’ muttered Daddy, and he walked forward and shook the papery old hand of Jasper, a handshake returned with a surprisingly strong grip, and then Mummy and then Tommy shook hands too.


‘Thank you,’ said Mummy. And then she added, ‘How lovely it is. Are you all alone here?’


‘Well, yes, apart from the housekeeper, the housemaid, the first, second and third under-housemaids, the gardener, the first and second under-gardeners, and the odd-job man. All alone, yes, as you say, all alone. The Comte and Comtesse are of course not in residence, but must now be close to your ancestral home, indeed yes! They are so looking forward to a peaceful holiday overlooking the sea. Indeed yes!’


Mummy and Daddy exchanged glances. Well, it certainly would be peaceful for them. The third under-housemaid, and the first or second, would not be causing them any trouble, for sure; nor would the gardeners. Because, of course, there were none. My gosh, what a mess this holiday company had made! Let’s make the best of it till we get turfed out, anyway, thought Daddy, smiling at Monsieur Jasper.


‘Shall we go on a tour of the house, so that you can know your way around immediately?’ asked Monsieur Jasper. ‘I will ask the second under-housemaid to take your luggage to your rooms,’ he added.


He led the way up a few steps to the great wooden panels of the double front doors. These opened directly onto a hall, paved with heavy flagstones in a diamond pattern, some quite worn with centuries of use. A deep-stained wooden staircase rose in front of them, forming a massive axis to the château. Standing in the stairwell, Tommy stared upwards into the dark reaches of the upper part of the house, admiring the strangely carved wooden pillars that curved and twisted like boiled sweet wrappers, holding up the banister rail.


‘This is the drawing room,’ said Jasper, leading the way to the left.


They entered an enormous room, big enough for a basketball game, hung with pictures, and painted a delicate light bluish-green, like Aunt Jemima’s best tea set, but without the pink violets. Somehow, standing in the room was really like being in a giant delicate porcelain tea set. Egg shell was how Tommy thought of it, egg shell like that blackbird’s egg he found broken on the ground, just as they were getting into the Twingo to leave from home.


How can it be so massive and yet so delicate? Tommy asked himself. Mummy moved closer to Daddy, took his hand and looked around in wonder.


Gilt furniture, with curvy carved legs and pale green upholstery, surrounded a fireplace at the far end of the room. A mantelpiece above held a wonderful ormolu clock, with naked ladies draped over it all covered in gold and, strangely enough, a stork, with one wing partly outstretched, and beside that a marble vase, with golden grapes, and above that – ah, this really caught Tommy’s eye! – a portrait, the portrait, the portrait of portraits, of the most beautiful lady that Tommy had ever seen, ever imagined. He fell instantly in love, and just gazed and gazed at the little smile playing on the lady’s lips, whilst the others walked around the room, being shown the family trinkets, priceless objects rather unlike Mummy’s sewing basket or the ashtray, inscribed ‘Minehead’, or the little mermaid from Copenhagen, which is what the Comte and Comtesse were going to find in their home.


One thing that caught Tommy’s eye, when he was able to drag himself away from the painting, was an alabaster inkstand, with quill pen, but beside it a PC, with cordless mouse and flat screen – a big one too, Tommy noted, a top spec job. Fine . . . Are they on the Internet? . . . Must be with that machine. All this was on an ancient leather-covered desk.


On each side of the fireplace, French windows (real French windows, thought Tommy) looked out on the fast-flowing river, glittering in the sunshine. A concealed door to one side, looking just like the panelling, opened into a tiny room, part of the turret tower. Really cool, thought Tommy. And on the shelf in the little tower room, the complete adventures of Tintin. Or they looked complete, anyway, as there were so many of them. But all in French. Now Tommy felt for the first time the full force of his French teacher’s argument about learning French. Ah well, I could try ’em, I suppose. The pictures should help. He gingerly pulled a volume a little way out and glanced at the front cover:


Les Bijoux . . . Castafiore . . . later. All the time, however, Tommy’s eyes strayed back to the portrait of the lovely lady. Who could she be? Would Monsieur Jasper know?


While Mummy and Daddy surveyed the view of the river and Monsieur Jasper strolled, hands behind his back, around the drawing room, Tommy began to explore a bit. A piano – a grand piano, of course – stood in one corner of the room. A Pleyel, it said. It was very long and sitting on the piano stool you looked down the length of it like looking down the bonnet of a vintage Rolls, like the one Dad had shown him in that museum in the harbour in . . . in wherever it was.


‘Tommy, Tommy, come here a moment!’ His mother was pointing out of the window. ‘Look, a black swan.’


‘Gosh, I thought they were only in Australia,’ said Tommy, and as he said ‘Australia’, so a beautiful white swan came sailing out of the moat and joined the black swan on the river.


‘This place really is enchanted,’ said Mummy, and Tommy felt a shimmer in the air as she said this. Mummy put her arm around him as if she too was aware of something unknown lingering in the room.


After the drawing room, they saw the dining room, with a great, beamed ceiling, and an enormous fireplace; then the cavernous kitchen, with brass pots and pans hanging twenty feet up in the air . . . I wonder how they get them down, thought Tommy; the pantry, the back staircase (for the servants, Monsieur Jasper explained); the library, full of bookcases with glass doors and ancient encyclopaedias; and upstairs they found a bathroom – their bathroom – with enormous brass taps, and lions’ feet on the bath with bronze claws.


‘The hot water can show temperament,’ said Monsieur Jasper, ‘and not always temperature,’ he said, giggling at his little joke.


Just then the telephone rang. Monsieur Jasper left the bathroom, walked twenty metres down the corridor outside, and began, ‘Ellie-la-Forêt, the residence of Monsieur le Comte de . . . Oh! Yes, of course, Monsieur le Comte, yes, they’re here. You would like to speak to them? Yes, of course. Er . . . Monsieur,’ he called out, ‘Er . . . Monsieur le Comte would like to speak to you!’


‘Oh, gosh! Now we’re for it,’ said Daddy to Mummy. ‘It was nice while it lasted,’ he added walking towards the outstretched phone.


‘Monsieur le Comte? Ah! yes, you have just arrived at . . . Yes, so have we. What a beautiful house, and the sun is . . . What’s that? Ours too? No, I mean, yes. What? Oh! Crikey,’ said Dad, putting his hand over the phone, ‘They’ve just . . . Er, what was that? Sorry the phone reception was a bit . . . What? You think the lake is beautiful. And how do we keep the lawn so perfect? The, the . . . What, and such, eh! What’s that? The chocolates in the bedroom, such a nice touch and the . . . the four-poster bed, from Queen Anne. Yes, of course, I mean, be our guest – or somebody’s! . . . No, nothing, sorry, nothing.’ There was a short pause, and Tommy and his mother waited expectantly.


‘The summerhouse will be wonderful for picnics, you think!’ resumed Daddy. ‘Ha, ha! Yes, of course it will. Well, well, I hope you like it as much as we like your wonderful home, I mean, we have never been in a real French . . . castle? You think our castle is simply marvellous. Yes, of course . . . Well, have a good holiday. If there is anything . . . The staff know best, of course. Eh? The chauffeur wants to know if the Jaguar or the Rolls would be best for . . . Oh! The Rolls, I should say. Yes, definitely. Er . . . Yes . . . Madeleine . . . Ah! Yes, your wife, la Comtesse, of course. My Countess too, I mean . . . Au revoir, au revoir.’


Daddy replaced the receiver as if he were handling a poisonous snake. ‘Phew, gosh! I dunno, I mean, there’s some sort of merry-go-round . . .’


Mummy frowned and put her finger to her lips, with her back to where Monsieur Jasper stood at a respectful distance, and Daddy shook his head briefly, as if to clear his thoughts.


‘Greetings from Monsieur le Comte,’ he said suddenly, and Jasper looked up, a little surprised, but nodded in thanks with his little smile.


Tommy had listened in fascination to the telephone call and it did not take much to realise that the merry-go-round Dad had incautiously mentioned was simply this: all the house swaps had got muddled up. The Comte and Comtesse were at a lovely castle in England somewhere, and the people who were normally at that castle were no doubt in France (or Germany, or goodness knows which country), maybe at another nice castle, or maybe not; maybe in a converted henhouse somewhere. On the other hand, when you thought about it, it was possible that each swap just went downhill a little bit, so that people did not really notice much. Then at the end of the chain were Tommy and his mum and dad, and that was where the thing went a bit haywire . . . Anyway here they were, and they were going to enjoy it until the business came crashing down around them – if it was going to at all. As long as they never actually have to meet the Comte and Comtesse, things should be okay. I wonder, though, thought Tommy, who is staying in our house?


No time for wondering now, however: next stop was the bedrooms, enormous bulky beds, heaped with eiderdowns and flounces and pillows, and their luggage waiting, unpacked. Unpacked! Gosh, no! Tommy was certain that there must have been something to be very embarrassed about in his suitcase, though he couldn’t think just at that moment what it was. His mother had gone a bit pale too. Had she packed those underpants that Dad got last Christmas, the ones that were just a kind of sumo wrestling outfit, but with Mickey Mouse on them, or had she decided to leave them out?


Up another flight of stairs, and a few steps off to the left, then a small door to the right, and into – how strange – a small chapel. Why, the château had its own chapel!


‘This is where all the family have been married for centuries,’ said Monsieur Jasper. ‘That lady, whose portrait is downstairs,’ – Tommy felt his heart give a great lurch – ‘that lady was married here, you know. She married an Englishman, but nobody seems to know much about him. A love marriage. Unusual in her class.’


An Englishman. I wish that it had been me, thought Tommy and he went a little bit red, and he saw his mother steal a glance at him. She too had sensed again that same little waft of magic that had come into the air before the château gates. It was a little stronger this time, beckoning Tommy, beckoning him on to some strange adventure which he could not name.


Down the main staircase they came.


‘Mind, the steps are a bit worn in places,’ said Monsieur Jasper. We have been thinking about replacing them, but somehow it is part of the patine – ’ow do you say, “patina”?’ he looked inquiringly at Tommy’s father.


‘Yes,’ mumbled Dad. He had not really recovered from the telephone conversation with Monsieur le Comte quite yet. ‘Yes, we do.’


‘The patina of age,’ continued Monsieur Jasper, ‘the patina of age,’ he repeated.


Monsieur Jasper seemed to like the phrase, and Tommy repeated it to himself. It was a good phrase, the patina of . . . but just then he passed a painting hanging on the wall of the stairway. Well, not really a painting, it was black and white and a little bit smudgy.


‘A picture of the château as it was in 1599,’ said Monsieur Jasper, and as he said this the feeling of magic became so strong that Tommy had to suppress a cry of fright. No, perhaps not fright, but of shock, surprise at meeting the unknown.


Tommy stood before the etching, for that was what it was, and saw that it showed not a view of the château at all, but rather a view from the château, over the river into a magnificent garden, all in geometrical shapes, with figures here and there, and a stone bench, inscribed in Arcadia, he could see – or ‘something in Arcadia ego’ . . . or something.


The magic grew as he looked deeper into the view and then Tommy felt his mother’s arm around him, pulling, tugging him away from the picture, breathlessly pulling almost in panic, as the ancient view from the château beckoned him further inwards, pulling away from the twenty-first century into the end of the sixteenth. As Mummy tugged on his arm, Tommy felt the tentacles of the past slowly relax from around him and he moved a step down the staircase, then another, and his head began to clear.


Dad looked back. ‘Are you okay, Tommy?’


‘I thought that he was going to faint,’ said Mummy.


She looked pretty white too, or grey, Tommy thought. She feels it too. It’s not just me. But she’s stronger than me. She fought it off alone. Gosh, I’m going crazy: fought what off? With each step Tommy took down the staircase the pull weakened, and the sunshine brightened. Monsieur Jasper did not notice, or pretended not to notice. Tommy tried to take the next two steps quickly, and then ran helter-skelter down the rest, and as he did so, he saw just the flash of a glance from Monsieur Jasper, a flash fast, but not so fast. It was enough to show that Monsieur Jasper knew exactly what had happened on the staircase.


Dinner in style; the family silver was out, emblazoned with the crest of Monsieur le Comte and la Comtesse.


‘Gosh,’ said Daddy, when briefly they were alone, ‘I feel like My Fair Lady, but with no Professor Higgins to put me right!’


‘Some fair lady you are!’ retorted Mummy.


‘Mummy’s the fair lady,’ broke in Tommy, dutifully, though he had no idea what they were talking about.


‘At least I know that white wine goes with fish,’ said Daddy.


‘Why’s it called white when it’s just nearly colourless?’ asked Tommy.


‘That, I don’t know,’ said Daddy.


Tommy had been feeling a bit odd after the encounter with the etching on the staircase. Somehow, however, it did not seem that a bad thing had happened to him. The magic was not there to hurt him. It was almost as if it were reminding him of some duty that he had and that he had forgotten, and it was a painful reminder. Some duty he had. That was it; some duty, something that he had to do.


That night in his enormous bed, enclosed by billowing duvets, and pillows like cumulonimbus clouds, which Tommy had learnt about in his geography lessons, he lay half awake, half asleep, perhaps dreaming, and in his dream believing himself awake, Tommy saw the etching on the staircase in brilliant detail. Each outline was clear, and the tones seemed to hover between black and white and colour, flickering in and out, as though the scenes were coming to life and then dying again many times. He could see the stone bench again, the figures, some women, some men, and among them a girl, about his age, about fourteen or fifteen, but it was hard to tell in those funny clothes they wore in 1599. Again there came the feeling of a beckoning past, seeking to envelop him in its soft arms; no harm would come, though there was the smell of danger there too. And so he slept.


Tommy woke to sunlight filtering through the shutters. He was in France, in an ancient château, he was on holiday and he leapt out of bed, threw on his clothes, rushed out of the room, thundered down the great staircase, out of the main door, down the steps, across the gravel, whipped off his clothes again, and sprang into the river. Well, as he lay in bed, he thought that this might be fun, and then he turned over and began to wonder what they had for breakfast in France.


‘Tommy, Tommy, come and have a swim!’ It was his mother, in her single-piece swimsuit, not to offend Monsieur Jasper or whoever with a display of too much flesh.


She was standing at the door, waving his trunks at him. The steps to the river ended way above the waterline and the water, when they managed to haul themselves down into it – it is always much more difficult to get into a river than it looks at first – it had a tremendous current. But it was a good way to start the day, even if later on he found that eggs and bacon were not on the menu, but rather, some flaky kind of pastry things, that you might like for tea, but were a bit odd for breakfast; though Tommy actually quite liked them really. Anyway, four of them filled him up pretty well, and he went dashing off into the woods nearby to explore.


‘Be back at one o’clock for lunch, not later!’ called Mummy after him.


Tommy had his mobile with him so he set the alarm for a quarter to one, to make sure that he would not be too late. Tommy was too old to pretend to be a Red Indian – at least when anyone else was around. But he could pretend to be a hunter. What he did not realise was that there was quite a lot to hunt around here – deer, and best of all, wild boar. In fact they had eaten some last night, just like in Asterix, though they did not get one each, of course. Tommy found tracks of boar; they weren’t difficult to see, since they root around and make a terrific mess often enough. And in the distance he even caught sight of a small one trotting off along a forest path. That was something to tell his friends. He was tempted to ring Harry, his best friend, and tell him about seeing the wild boar. But then the cost of the call would bankrupt him, and he wouldn’t be able to buy that three-foot-high Eiffel Tower with the thermometer on the side that he had seen on the ferry.


Lunch was over. It was pretty scrumptious, mind you, with a luscious creamy sweet encrusted with brown sugar to end it all, and the afternoon turned sleepier and sleepier. The warm sunlight lulled everything into a stupor, and Tommy decided to go on his own private exploration of the château. There were lots of rooms on the top floor that they hadn’t seen at all. No one was around and he was sure that all the people in the house were having an afternoon nap, a siesta. Tommy wanted to go into the rooms at the very top of the towers. So up he went, up and up the back staircase, till he came to the very top. It seemed as though it was not much used up here and the sunlight coming through little dormer windows shimmered through the dust that he stirred up. He dared not open any doors that he found shut, in case the second under-housemaid was sleeping in there, or putting on her make-up or whatever second under-housemaids do at the top of châteaux in the south-west of France. In fact, Tommy came to a sort of dead end, and found a couple of rooms filled with old furniture, which would have set an antique dealer drooling, and old magazines stacked on shelves. Tommy turned up the corner of one. Marie-Claire, 1955, it was called, and had a picture of a cheerful fresh-faced girl advertising deodorant, it looked like. Boring. Tommy decided to go back down the main staircase, and it was half in his mind to see what would happen as he passed the etching on the stairs.





Two: The Château, Now and Then


The stairs were dark after the bright sunlight along the top floor. Tommy had to look carefully to avoid slipping on the old stone steps, and he held on to the banister as he went down. Concentrating on not tripping over, Tommy arrived at the etching almost without knowing it, dark as it was. But he could feel it rather suddenly, gripping him, calling him, beckoning him inwards towards the wonderful geometrical garden, whispering his name, Thomas, Thomas . . . Someone was gently shaking his shoulder. He woke with a start, feeling the hard surface of a stone bench on which he was half lying, half sitting.


‘What – where am I, what’s this?’ he exclaimed, and he held out his hands and looked at his wrists encased in frilly lace cuffs, and then at deep red velvet sleeves, shiny pointed shoes, brass buckles and black satin trousers. Then he looked up at the face above him. It was Monsieur Jasper.


‘I thought that I should follow you through to make sure that you had a safe landing, Monsieur,’ he said; then he grinned, his little old eyes twinkled and he began to fade.


‘No, no! Wait!’ cried Tommy. ‘Where am I? Where did you come from? Where are you going?’ he shouted confusedly. ‘How do I find my way home?’


‘It will happen when it will happen,’ said the quiet voice of Monsieur Jasper, who faded completely from view as the last words were spoken.


So there was Tommy all alone, on the stone bench. Why! The stone bench – it was the bench in the etching. He bent down: Et in Arcadia ego was carved on it. He had entered the world shown in the etching and the world of the château as it was in 1599. He was in a world four hundred years in the past! People were the same then, Tommy reminded himself. Yes, but they hadn’t had our history. He knew millions of things they did not, but they knew millions of things and believed millions more that he had no idea of. He had to think. He wished that he knew more French history. Who was King of France in 1599? Louis the somethingth, for sure. What was he to do? He felt like an actor thrust onto a stage with a great audience before him – but an actor who had never been told his lines, for whom no lines had even been written. He did not even know his name, his age, his parents, his friends. But Tommy felt knowledge flowing into him. He knew that when he saw his . . . sister, yes, he had a sister – he would recognise her: Madeleine. That was his sister’s name, and he was Thomas. Gently now, let it slowly flow in. His father, no his adopted father, was the Count and his adopted mother was the Countess of . . . of . . . the name was . . . Romolue. And there was Eloise. Who was she? he wondered, and putting his hand to his face, he felt himself blushing. He allowed his thoughts to flow on. His old nurse, Marie. Ah, yes, Eloise was his cousin, adopted cousin. He was fifteen and so was she. His little sister was only eleven. He had gone to sleep on the bench after eating too much at lunchtime.


He could remember what they had eaten. Yes: lark’s tongue pâté, cold pie made of minced and roasted boar, with cranberries, marzipan sweets . . . what else? Oh yes, pastries filled with nuts and honey, and cloves. Yes, cloves, that was rather odd, but of course, it keeps all illness away. He could remember, someone – Dad, no! Monsieur le Comte de Romolue – saying so. Yes, cloves keep away illness. So that was something that everyone knew, here, or rather now, or then, or whatever. I had better decide to be part of ‘now’, thought Tommy to himself. If I can just be allowed to sit here a little longer I may be ready to face this world, as more facts flowed in. Like where his room was in the château, his mother’s face, his dagger, the kitchen, that rather pretty housemaid, who used to giggle when she delivered his hot water in the morning; and again he blushed at this memory. His horse, of course he had a horse, and his groom, the name of his horse, just on the outskirts of his mind: Penelope, a mare; and more and more, the floodgates opened and all his life formed as a clear landscape in front of him. Tommy, or rather Monsieur Thomas, felt almost ready to face the world of 1599!


Tommy began to examine his clothes more carefully, running his hands down his velvet jacket, over his trousers, and as he did so, he felt a small hard object in his pocket. No, never! It was his mobile. He pulled it out and gazed at it in wonder. Could he ring up the twenty-first century with it? My gosh, the battery! They didn’t have electricity four hundred years ago. Electricity was Faraday’s idea, he had learnt, in the nineteenth century. Tommy remembered that he had charged the battery fully just the day before, so he had a couple of hours, maybe, if it would work. He could ring his mum and dad and tell them where he was. They would think that he had gone cuckoo. Never mind. He was about to try, when just round the corner came skipping along a little girl, all done up in the most wonderful frilly things. My little sister, Madeleine.


‘Hello, Maddy,’ he said using her pet name without thinking, hurriedly pushing the mobile phone back in his trouser pocket.


‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ asked Maddy.


Blast, she had seen it!


‘Oh! Nothing . . .’


‘Yes, it was. Why were you hiding it, if it was nothing, then?’


Little sisters had not changed in four hundred years, that was clear. Why not just show it to her? No, that was too risky. He felt as if he knew her well, but yet, did not know her at all. So he just ignored her question and looked sleepily around as if he had just woken up that moment.


‘Hadn’t you better go and get your proper clothes on?’ said Maddy. ‘We’ve got to be in church soon, sleepyhead,’ she giggled.


Of course, it was Sunday. It was absolutely essential that the Comte, the Comtesse, all the children, cousins, uncles, aunts, all the household servants and everyone else should appear in church. Eloise would be there. Why did this interest him so much? He could not picture Eloise – Ellie, as he called her, or used to call her when they were much smaller – anyway. He just could not put a face to her name. That would come, he hoped.


Still, he must go and change into church clothes, more sombre, less colourful than these, and very uncomfortable, he remembered, if ‘remembered’ were the right word to describe something that he had never experienced really, but only remembered that he had. But was that right? All the people, Maddy at first, but then lots more, seemed to know him, as he walked hand in hand with her out of the garden across the bridge, the one which was just a trace of a few stones four hundred years later, across the bridge and towards the French windows of the drawing room – the ‘salon’ as he knew it was called. A nod here, a curtsey there. Yes, they knew who he was, so he must have been here last Sunday in his Sunday clothes, and that was why he knew they were uncomfortable. Tommy felt his head begin to swim. I can’t figure it all out in one go, he thought. Let’s just live from one moment to the next . . .


As he walked towards the château, he could feel the mobile phone bulging in his pocket. He hoped no one had noticed it. Did people have things bulging out of their pockets in 1599? He was a young nobleman, or adopted at least as a young nobleman. Perhaps he should not have a bulge in his pockets. Perhaps servants carried everything around that you wanted handy? It was lucky he knew his way around the château and up to his room on the first floor. He had sort of hoped that he might have had one of the tower rooms, but now as he glanced up, just before entering the salon, he saw that there were no little towers on the château.


Without thinking he began, ‘Where’s the . . . ?’ and then he quickly hid his surprise.


‘You’re a bit funny this afternoon,’ said Maddy, as Tommy tripped over the entrance to the French windows.


‘Only a bit sleepy still,’ he said.


‘Then you had better wake up for the sermon,’ replied Maddy, ‘Daddy said you’d be horsewhipped if you fell asleep and snored again like last week, in the middle of it all.’ Then she ran off laughing.


Was that serious? thought Tommy. Would I be horsewhipped? Or was that just a sort of exaggerated threat, just like you would say in the twenty-first century, ‘We’ll beat you to death if you don’t drink up your milk’ – or something?


Musing in this manner, Tommy made his way up to his room, a large room overlooking the moat. He went over to the window and looked out. No black swans, of course. Australia had not been discovered yet . . . or had it? He wasn’t quite sure. Anyway, he had to think, he needed peace and quiet. First of all, since they all knew him there had to be a second Thomas. Was he locked up somewhere in the château? Tommy leaned out of the window, his elbows on the window ledge, his hands on his cheeks.


What about his Mum and Dad back in Ellie-la-Forêt? They would miss him and get really worried . . . call the police . . . drain the moat, in case he had fallen in and drowned. ‘Oh, gosh! I’d better ring them,’ he muttered to himself.


He pulled out the mobile. No, first, there was a catch on the door. He went over and locked it. No matter if he didn’t normally do that. He mustn’t get caught trying to use the phone. He had a suspicion that magic – and they would be bound to think that it was magic – was dangerous in this society. The Church did not approve. He knew this, somehow. Something that he had learned from this life of 1599. Sitting on his bed, (gosh, it was hard!) he selected the phonebook and his mother’s number, pressed and waited. It was ringing! There was an answer!


‘Hello, Tommy,’ said his mother’s voice. He could have cried, but there was no time for that.


‘Mum, this is Tommy. I’m . . .’ But just then to his horror, a panel in the bedroom wall opened – a hidden door – and in walked his . . . mother, the Comtesse de Romolue!


Tommy stuffed the phone in his pocket.


‘What’s that, Thomas?’ she asked, in a low sweet voice, ‘that thing you had up by your ear?’


‘Nothing, Mother.’


Fancy having to tell a fib, the very first time you ever speak to your mother!


‘Well, that’s funny . . . it was a sort of purple thing.’ For Tommy had bought one of those extra covers you can put on top – an absolutely essential extra. ‘You seemed to be listening to it!’


‘Well, it’s a secret,’ Tommy risked this reply, hoping that he had a nice mother.


And indeed he did. She just smiled. Thomas liked secrets, and she always found out in the end with a bit of patience. So all was well, at least for the moment.


‘Church is soon,’ said his new mother.


‘What time?’ said Tommy without thinking, and the Countess gave him a startled look.


‘Well, just an hour before sunset, of course. I’ll go and change now myself.’


But as she walked over to the secret door, Tommy’s mobile started to ring. This was such an alien sound in the château of 1599, that the Comtesse de Romolue simply froze in her step, with a look of panic on her face.


‘What,’ she whispered, ‘is that?’


Tommy was furiously groping in his pocket trying to find the off button. Instead, he pressed connect and the tiny voice of his mother could be heard, saying, ‘Tommy, Tommy, are you—’


Click! At last he’d found it. The Comtesse de Romolue stood stock-still, eyes wide in astonishment.


‘What – what . . . ?’ she gasped.


‘No, nothing really, Mother, really. Just a little toy I got down the village from Monsieur Rabelais. He’s clever with things, you know,’ Tommy gabbled, furiously improvising still more lies.


‘But I heard a strange voice – crying “Tommy, Tommy”, it sounded like. Do you have a homunculus in your trousers?’


‘Oh! No, that was probably me muttering to myself. I don’t know.’


His mother took a step towards him, then changed her mind, gave him a very peculiar look, and left the room without another word.


What on earth is a ‘homunculus’? wondered Tommy. ‘Gosh,’ he said to himself, ‘I must get back to Mum double quick and warn her not to ring me up, whatever she does.’ He pulled the phone out of his pocket, put in the pincode – thank heavens he could remember it, 3142, easy as pie, heh, heh! – and instantly his mother picked it up.


‘Bit of a problem with the connection?’ she asked.


‘Yes, well, I’m . . .’


‘It’s okay, I can see where you are. I’m on the second floor of the château and I can see you down the drive from here. Why, you are looking straight at me, though I can’t see the phone in your hand. It’s a bit far, though, to see.’


‘What?’ said Tommy. ‘You can see me? I’m where?’


‘What do you mean, where are you? Don’t be daft! You’re standing in the drive. I can see you. Stop playing silly games and come in and have some tea. The second under-housemaid has just brought all sorts of little cakes in. It’s laid out in the salon, the drawing room, you know. See you in a mo.’ And she rang off.


‘Blast and blast and blast it!’ said Tommy rather loudly, and then to himself, ‘This is super-frustrating. I’m going bonkers. What on earth is Tommy, I mean me, doing there then, when I am here, now, or then, or, blast it!’


Tommy sat miserably on the bed and sighed deeply. What was going on? Suddenly a thought struck him.


Gosh, I’ve got it. Of course that’s why they know me here. The Tommy from here and now has gone to where I come from, and I’ve replaced him. Of course, Mum thinks that that Tommy is me, and they think, here and then and now, that I am their Tommy! We must be identical twins. Or at least, so close that if you are not looking for a difference, you don’t see one. That’s why the Countess didn’t say anything, of course! Oh my gosh! Also, I didn’t get a chance to tell Mum not to ring me. I’d better turn the phone off. She can SMS me – I’ll turn the sound off. Imagine that going off peep, peep in the middle of the church service!


Just then the phone rang again. ‘Blast!’ said Tommy loudly, and then, ‘Ssshhhh!’ to himself. Then he grabbed the phone, which was lying on the bed.


‘Why haven’t you come to tea?’ said Mum, rather annoyed.


Tommy did not know how to begin, so he just said, ‘Mum, look, the most important thing is that you don’t ring me. Don’t ask me why. Just don’t ring me. Send an SMS – and I’ll send SMSs to you too, and explain the whole situation. I’ve got to go now. Bye!’


Click. Quick as that. No time for arguing. Heavens knows what his mother was thinking. He turned the phone off completely: no point in risking anything more.


Just then there was a sharp knock at the door, and the handle was rattled.


‘Thomas, have you locked the door?’


Blimey, it must be my dad, the Count! What’s he going to be like? Tommy raced over and released the catch. A tall grey-haired man of about fifty surged into the room, brimming with authority, and demanded, in a deep bass voice, ‘Why was your door locked, Thomas?’


Tommy thought rapidly. Tell the same fib as you did to your mother. They are bound to exchange stories.


‘I’ve got a new thing that old Rabelais made. I was trying to keep it a secret, so while I was looking at it, I locked my door.’


Now what Tommy had not bargained for was that Monsieur le Comte de Romolue was, inside his quite considerable self, a little boy too, who loved new toys and gadgets. He and Tommy often looked at them together. In fact Tommy remembered this just as he replied to his father – or adopted father, or whatever he was. Gosh, what a blunder he’d made! His father was bound to ask to see it. He could hardly refuse to let him. What sort of half-baked story could he invent? Lost it down the bed, it was broken, half-finished only. Actually, why not just let him look at it? It was turned off, no lights were flashing, anyway. Yes, that was the best thing.


‘Here, have a look,’ he said and took the mobile from his pocket and handed it to his father.


The Comte de Romolue took the mobile in his hand and ran his fingers over it.


‘What strange stuff,’ he said, ‘smooth and cool. Is it wood?’


‘I think so,’ lied Tommy.


‘And what are these little things with numbers on, 1, 2, 3 all the way to 9 – and zero also?’ asked the Count.


Oh! gosh, he wasn’t going to press the buttons. He just could start the blooming thing going . . .


‘Let me see,’ said Tommy, and his father handed the mobile back. ‘I’m not sure. I think if you push on them there’s maybe a little bellows inside that makes noises,’ he went on, seizing inspiration from thin air, lying madly and thinking that if it did make a noise, then he had explained why beforehand.


‘Little bellows?’ said his father. ‘Well, Monsieur Rabelais is getting very clever. I shall ask him to make me one too.’ Suddenly, the light on the screen blinked on: <SMS for you> it said. Thank heavens he had switched the sound off – no little bellows would explain the first few bars of ‘Für Elise’! Anyway it was two hundred years before it was written! Tommy quickly covered the screen over with his hand and held it away from his father. Fortunately it was daylight. If it had been dark, the green glow from the screen would have been easily visible. I must remember that, thought Tommy.


‘We can have a closer look later,’ said his father. ‘You’d better get your clothes on for church. I’ll get Jacques to send your maid up. Put the darker waistcoat on today. You’re reading the lesson, you remember, I’m sure. I hope that you’ve been practising it well.’


With that bombshell, the Count left the room. Tommy collapsed on the bed. Reading the lesson, reading the lesson. Oh, no! The other bloomin’ Tommy had no doubt been practising it but this Tommy had not! I wonder how he’s getting on though, thought Tommy. But Tommy had no time to reflect on how it would be to be catapulted from 1599 into the twenty-first century, except to realise that it would be terrifying. The first plane that went overhead would probably require a clean pair of trousers to be issued immediately. Gosh!


There was a tap at the door. A pretty young girl came in carrying a bundle of clothes. Well, at least that hasn’t changed, thought Tommy. Pretty girls are still, and were still, pretty girls – even in 1599. However this pretty girl plonked the clothes on the bed and said, ‘Please remove your trousers, Monsieur Thomas.’


What, what? Not likely! For one thing, he was not sure what he had on underneath. Maybe not much. That would be embarrassing, to say the least. What was he to do? Take off his pants – what else? So very shyly, looking at the floor, he started to undo the buckle.


‘Not there,’ said the young girl (she was called Flore, he remembered suddenly). ‘Undo the buckle at the back. Look, I’ll help you.’


He felt her fingers crawling around his waist and he blushed furiously. Flore did not seem to notice, and his pants were round his knees in no time. It seemed that he had something like ballet dancer’s tights on underneath. No wonder he had felt a bit hot out in the garden when he first woke up. Flore handed him his church trousers and in no time he was properly dressed for his ordeal of reading the lesson. Flore departed with a little grin (perhaps she had noticed his confusion!) and then he remembered that not only had he to read the lesson but he had to read the lesson in Greek. Greek! He couldn’t read Greek, not even the letters. Panic. It was the Gospel thing, er . . . Luke, according to Luke: ‘In the time of the Emperor Augustus, blah, blah,’ so he did know it a bit. He would just have to trust to luck, fate or whatever came his way.


‘Thomas, are you ready?’ It was the voice of the Comtesse de Romolue.


Tommy remembered the SMS that had flashed on before. No time to look at it now. How were they going to get to the church? Just relax your mind, and the information will come. That’s it. Tommy was learning how to tap into the mind of the real Thomas, now stranded in the twenty-first century. By coach? By coach it was then.


The family was assembled by the main entrance. Suddenly Tommy was thrust among people whom he had known, but not known, all his life. The experience was a strange blur, a brain overload. Aunts, uncles, cousins, a very much younger brother (gosh, I did not know about him. What’s his name. Ah yes, Jasper. Jasper? That’s odd). There were three coaches. Thomas went in the first one, the son of the household. It was tiny inside, a kind of Twingo-coach, thought Tommy. No one to share that idea with – unless that old servant holding the door, Jasper, gosh, it was Monsieur Jasper, gosh! But too late, with a great jolt they were off. All he got was a flicker of an eyelid from Monsieur Jasper and he was gone. Best not to leap from the coach and rush back. Anyway, he was wedged between his mother and father.


‘I hope the boy will make a good shot at the lesson,’ said the Comte de Romolue over his head to the Countess.


Tommy kept his eyes on the floor, trying to remember the Greek he had been practising, or the real Thomas had been practising, at any rate. At first, keeping his eyes down was okay, but then the motion of the coach made him feel a bit queasy. He raised his head a little and glanced towards the three occupants opposite. His sister, Maddy, on one side; his little brother, Jasper, on the other; and in the middle, in the middle, the most beautiful girl he had ever seen in his life. This was Eloise, of course, Eloise. He fell violently in love on the spot. That little smile playing on her lips, it reminded him so much of something that he knew from his own time. It would come to him. But he must not stare like that. Eloise would blush and turn away any second now.


His father and mother were talking about some boring matter about pigs running wild in the village. Maddy was fiddling with her lace cuffs, Jasper was staring out of the window, and it seemed that it was just the two of them in the carriage. Eloise raised and lowered her lovely long eyelashes, smiled and seemed about to say something. Tommy shook his head ever so slightly and Eloise opened her eyes just a little wider. This was not her normal Thomas. He never looked at her with such adoration. He usually sulked and bit his lip if she so much as glanced at him, though she was sure that he was secretly in love with her. Here was a Thomas who boldly stared at her, would not take his eyes off her. Ah! What bliss! Love returned at last. What had changed? How was it that the sulky, shy boy of this morning had become the strong and bold lover of the afternoon – well, the late afternoon? How could it be the same person? Though he looked identical. Identical? Just about identical, anyway.


Now Eloise was the only person who had really studied Thomas’s face in detail, really in detail. Just above his left eyebrow there was the trace of a scar, just a very small trace, where an arrow had grazed his forehead when he was five years old, a careless shot in a boar hunt as he sat on horseback, held in front of his father. Eloise studied his face, for she had a sudden feeling that there was something not quite familiar about the Thomas opposite her. That was it! The scar. It was missing! That faint trace of white skin was missing. Eloise felt a moment of panic, of fear. Was this an assassin sent by Robert de Toulouse, the leader of the rival family? What was the meaning of this substitution? Had Thomas somehow erased the scar? Had it unaccountably faded, and she had not noticed? Who was this person, whom everyone took for Thomas, sitting opposite her, squeezed between parents who surely would see a difference – if difference there was!


Tommy noticed the many emotions flitting across Eloise’s face. Love, panic, a look of thought, fear, doubt, suspicion and then love again. Beware this girl, an inner voice told him, beware this girl, for she alone suspects! I love her and I will tell her all, swore Tommy to himself. She will think you mad, replied the inner voice, and you will lose her love. Never, said Tommy, never will that happen, and just went on gazing at her, and Eloise, despite herself and her doubts, gazed back. The other four people in the carriage seemed totally unaware of the unfolding of this great drama, of the emotional turmoil roiling around them. Jasper picked his nose and the Countess gave him a black look; the Count waffled on about the intelligence of pigs, comparing them favourably to his footmen; Maddy scratched herself – flea bites probably – whilst Tommy and Eloise continued to gaze and gaze.


The short journey came to an end. The noble party emerged from their carriages, entered the church and took their special places at the very front, in the pew reserved for the family. The Count sat in the place of honour, his Countess beside him, then Tommy, Maddy, Jasper and Eloise in the front row, and the aunts, uncles and other cousins dispersed about behind. All was silent, the church was full and the last rays of sunlight shone through the west door. Just then, a flickering shadow disturbed the peace of the building and darkened into a massive and threatening form, which stretched and lengthened over the central aisle, as the stooping figure of a black-robed priest entered and moved slowly towards the altar.


From the corner of his eye, Tommy glimpsed a lined and wrinkled face, a thin nose, with pink and hairy pimples and watery eyes. Disgust welled up inside him, half-hidden memories came unasked of the rough flagstones of the chapel in the château, on his knees, raw and cold. Tommy cringed and so did the entire congregation. Fear was this priest’s weapon, fear of stepping out of the orthodox line, fear of some heresy, of mixing with witchcraft, of using your mobile phone, thought Tommy – not as a joke, either. Keep your distance, said the voice inside him, this man has power to make and break, to judge and condemn, to condemn and kill.


‘In nomine Patris, et Filii . . .’ The church service droned on in Latin. Tommy understood very little and the villagers not a word of it. All that kept Tommy wakeful was that at any moment he might be called up to recite the passage in Greek from St Luke. Tap in to Thomas, hidden away four hundred years in the future; let it flow in . . .


I hope to heaven that the real Thomas did know it, said Tommy to himself, or I will stand no chance. His father glanced at him and gave an encouraging smile. It was now! The priest motioned him with a glittering eye and a slight tilt of the head on his scrawny neck, and Thomas got to his feet. He tottered towards the lectern. He was thankful for this lectern, since only by gripping it firmly could he stand straight on his wobbling legs. The words of the Gospel were spread out in front of him, in the great Bible which rested on the lectern. Why did it have to be Greek? The text swam before his eyes, the little letters crawling over the page like demented beetles. What sense could he make of them? He could only recognise alpha, beta and omega anyway, and only omega because Aunt Jemima had given him an Omega watch for Christmas last year.


But the little letters seemed all at once to arrange themselves into a pattern, and then, without warning, he was off. Have you ever imagined the steering wheel coming off in the driver’s hand? That was what it was like, reciting this Greek text. Out of any control, his tongue wound around his mouth as he made strange sounds, perhaps Greek, perhaps not, vowel sounds flying, consonants cracking until just as abruptly as he had started, he stopped. There was silence in the church, until suddenly the Comte de Romolue let out an audible breath which he appeared to have been holding throughout the entire performance, and then the entire congregation moved as one body to relax. For almost none of the people in the church knew if it was Greek or gabble, or either, or both.


‘Good,’ whispered the Count, as Tommy returned to his place.


‘Good,’ whispered his mother, and smiled sweetly.


A glance, which said much, fell from Eloise, a glance of happiness, but also of doubt.


Did I do it too well? thought Tommy. Was it out of character? Why that strange look on the lovely face of Eloise?


Outside the church, the Count was being congratulated on his son’s successful debut at reading the lesson.


Ah! thought Tommy. So it was the first time that I have done that – yes, of course, so it was. Tommy had to ask the question, before the answer came. He’d noticed this and it was clearly going to make things a bit difficult for him, even more difficult than they already were.


The priest approached him, like a crow with a broken wing, in his black cassock.


‘Well done, young sir. Well done! I could not have got through it better myself. The old traditions must be kept up, of course, of course.’ Here he laughed, a kind of strangled snort, ending in a whistling sound from between his teeth. That sound brought back a sharp memory of the priest outside the gates of Ellie-la-Forêt.


Yes, thought Tommy, it’s the priest from Romolue. All he’s missing is his bicycle and the bag of church notices. It’s him. Has he ‘come through’ as well, like Monsieur Jasper? Or is he the original version from 1599? Is he another copy, or nearly a copy, of someone living in the twenty-first century? Because neither the priest, nor Jasper for that matter, could be absent from their time without it being noticed; at least they could not be absent for long.


Tommy’s heart sank at this last thought. He was dying to get back to the château and find Monsieur Jasper, whom he was sure had been the little old man holding the carriage door as they set off for church. Now he realised that probably Monsieur Jasper just nipped in and out of 1599, just to – just to what? Also, how did he do it? Tommy would dearly love to know. Tommy was sure that in some way Monsieur Jasper was a friend – perhaps a dangerous friend, but a friend.


He was even more sure that the priest was not. Maybe he was a dangerous enemy. Fleeting thoughts belonging to the other Thomas passed through his mind. He had always been wary of . . . Drogo – the name came to him suddenly. Drogo had treated him cruelly as a child; he’d always feared him. And Drogo was certainly powerful in this community. His brother was, after all, the Bishop; this came to Tommy as a vivid image of a taller version of the priest, all got up in gorgeous robes, holding a mitre and wearing a cleft hat, like the bit at the top of the bishop in the chess set at home. A wave of homesickness overcame him at this thought, and he put his hand in his pocket for the reassuring feel of the mobile. Oh no – it was gone! His heart leapt. Ah! Of course, he had put it under the pillow on his bed at the château. Tommy was suddenly terribly anxious about it. For all he knew the third, or fourteenth, under-housemaid might come in and make the bed three times a day. But surely no one would have dared to touch it. But when would they return to the château, so that he could write a great long SMS to his mum and dad, explaining everything?


Suddenly he felt a papery hand grasp his and heard a whisper in his ear. ‘In your pocket – and never let it out of your sight again!’


And he felt the mobile in his hand, and slipping it as fast as he could into his pocket, he turned to see the back of Monsieur Jasper disappearing into the crowd.


‘Monsieur Jasper!’ he called but dropped his voice as he realised the foolishness of his action.


He could not plough through the crowd. Who was Monsieur Jasper anyway? Obviously an ally after this, but an ally in what battle, in what struggle, against whom, for what purpose?


Monsieur Jasper had chosen his moment well, for the priest had turned his attention once more to Tommy and was asking him if any mention had been made of a betrothal.


What’s that? thought Tommy. What is a betrothal?


Seeing the puzzled look on Tommy’s face, the priest repeated the question. ‘Has Monsieur le Comte raised the subject of the marriage of Thomas?’


Good gosh, the old crow, he’s asking me if my marriage has been organised! At my age . . .’ But then Tommy realised, drawing on the memory of the true Thomas, that arranged marriages, betrothals, promises of marriage, were often made at a very early age among noble families. Why, his father had been betrothed when he was only twelve years old; not to his mother, mind you, but to some other, now forgotten, young noblewoman. It fell through for political reasons, he – or rather, Thomas – had been told. Well, anyway, it was only done in the first place for political reasons.


The priest was talking again. ‘Would it not be a wonderful match for you to be joined to the family of Toulouse? This would end the terrible quarrel between the families of Romolue and Toulouse, which has caused so much death and destruction,’ said the priest. ‘Death and destruction,’ he repeated, drawing out the words as if he relished them, which Tommy had no doubt at all that he did. ‘I will talk to your father and my brother the Bishop about this.’ Then he smiled a sickly smile at Tommy, who smelt a trace of foul breath and gained a view of yellow fangs, with more gaps than fangs.


He’s got the same teeth, too, as the priest of Romolue, thought Tommy. Somehow, in reply to the priest’s last remark, Tommy knew how to blurt out, ‘That is very gracious of you, Father Drogo, but am I not too young for such things?’


‘Oh no,’ said Father Drogo, ‘tradition is that when the eldest son of the house of Romolue successfully gives his first lesson in the church – in Greek, of course – the tradition is that then we must start thinking of your betrothal. Have you not been told this?’


‘Yes, Father,’ answered Tommy. Talking with Father Drogo was like circling around a dangerous animal, waiting for it to strike, to grip you in its horrid jaws. ‘Yes, Father,’ repeated Tommy, ‘but I have not had time to reflect on it.’


‘Do not reflect, my boy,’ said Father Drogo, putting his arm around him, and then he struck. ‘For you will do as you are told, with no question of course, my boy, won’t you?’ Tommy noticed how Father Drogo clenched his fist as he said this, making the boniest knuckles that Tommy had ever seen.


And if I do not, if I do not do what I am told, what then? Tommy asked himself, as Father Drogo withdrew his arm. Even in 1599 you couldn’t be burnt at the stake for turning down a bride, could you? I suppose I might end up in a monastery, he reflected. But Tommy looked the priest straight in his watery eye.


‘I will do what is best for my family and my title,’ he said proudly, ‘of that you can be certain.’


Drogo gave a grunt of assent, but Tommy could see that he had not been as servile as the priest expected. Tommy was beginning to get the impression that the real Thomas was a bit of a wet fish, or at least, well, anyway, not so extrovert and outgoing as he was. He felt really like saying straight out, ‘Look, I am going to marry Eloise, and no one else,’ but he knew, from the part of his mind that belonged to the real Thomas de Romolue, he knew that this would be a great error in front of the priest. Father Drogo, he was sure, would be violently opposed to a match between Tommy and Eloise. But why was he so sure? There was something that neither he nor Thomas de Romolue knew, but something that he needed very badly to know, something between Eloise and Father Drogo. There was some secret buried in the breast of Father Drogo, that, once out, would destroy him, remove him from his position as the priest of Romolue, cause him to be shunned by his rich and powerful brother, and bring great shame to his family throughout the province. This idea of some secret shame was hidden in the dark corners of the memories of the real Thomas de Romolue – but what this shame was he had no clear idea at all.


Tommy felt that he must find this secret and use it to protect himself from the dangerous clutches of Drogo. This priest wanted to make Tommy a pawn in his game of power, to hold the balance between Toulouse and Romolue. That was the priest’s goal, something that Thomas de Romolue knew and Tommy could understand with sudden clarity. That was it! Marry off Tommy to Clarice, the daughter of Robert de Toulouse, control them both, build a wall around them, grasp them and squeeze them in his bony fingers, until their very pips squeaked. Between this ambition and the priest came the figure of Eloise. Father Drogo would try to dispose of her somehow, to destroy her.
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