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PROLOGUE – FEBRUARY 1899

I remember it was very cold and my new leather boots were hurting my feet. The mistress had made me a present of these as her daughter, Miss Susan, did not like the design, but I would have been better on the frozen, rutted track in my old ones, even if the soles were thin and worn. I had a half day holiday from The Plas, where I worked, and could usually manage the three mile walk back to the farm my father rented from the Estate in about an hour. Today, however, the weather was against me. Lying snow had compacted treacherously on parts of the track and it was starting to snow again, flurries coming so quickly now that I began to wonder if I would manage to get home at all.

I was so pleased to find work at The Plas. Sir Reginald had told my father about the opportunity when I was 15 and we were so happy. Our farm was quite remote from other places of work, and to be able to gain a place within walking distance of home was too good to be true. 

I had been working there for three years now as a parlour maid, but I had some news to give my mother and father too. Miss Susan’s personal maid was leaving The Plas to marry a footman who worked at their house in London and would be moving down there. The mistress had said I could have her job when she left, which would be a great opportunity for me. Miss Susan and I were a similar age, and she seemed to enjoy chatting with me. I was excited. We were lucky to have such thoughtful landlords here. The tenants in other local estates were not nearly so well looked after as Sir Reginald’s.

I was looking forward to the new work. It would be much easier than clearing the fireplaces each morning and the other parlour chores. I would have a better position too, as well as a bigger salary. As a lady’s maid I would almost be a lady myself, and I could give more money to my parents to help with the costs of bringing up my brothers and sisters.

The snow was coming faster and thicker now. My parents would be worrying about me in this weather. Suddenly, I heard the slow footfall of horses walking on rough ground, and the creaking of a cart. I peered behind me through the curtain of falling snow until I could make out who was coming down the track. Finally, as it drew almost level with me, I could see that it was William Owens, the Miller, taking deliveries to his customers.

As it reached me, the driver leaned down to talk to me.

“Well, its ‘Lady’ Sarah,” he leered at me. He had insulted me in the past, calling me too big for my boots, and worse. He said I thought I was too good to pass the time of day with him.

“Where are you off to today?” he asked, though he must have known I was on my way home. The track here only led to my father’s farm.

I did not like the miller. I remembered once at the local fair when he had been drunk. He had grabbed at me, and tried to kiss me, his foul breath making me feel sick. I had pushed him away, but I felt he had always had a grudge against me after that encounter.

I did not trust him, but the weather was getting worse and I began to fear for my life in the blizzard. It was so easy to get lost in driving snow, and perhaps never be seen again. It would not hurt to be polite to him, I thought.

“I’m going to my father’s for tea,” I told him.

“Well, why don’t you jump up on the cart. I’m heading that way myself and you will get there much quicker.”

I did not like the expression on his face, although his words sounded polite enough. With the weather turning so bad, I might not make it home at all.

I decided to accept his offer as gracefully as I could, but I knew I had to be careful. As he handed me up into the cart I tried to keep as much distance from him as possible, but I never dreamt what would happen next.
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CHAPTER ONE

It was a good time for new beginnings, Amy told herself, as she pulled up the blinds and opened the office window to let the breeze blow in. The sunlight sparkled on the amethyst ring she wore on her left hand in memory of Matthew.

The winter had been changeable, some very cold weather in January, followed by unseasonably warm weather in February. March had brought heavy rain and dark skies, and Spring had seemed a long way away. 

Amy was tired of the winter lethargy. The bright April day offered rejuvenation and hope. The March floods had abated, the river level returning to normal, and Shrewsbury was beginning to get back to its best now in the Spring sunshine.

Luckily, the flood water had not reached her own property, the lease for which she had taken out in January.  She rented a small two-story terraced former cottage, situated on a rise a short way from the riverbank and between the town and The Quarry. The quiet street was lined with trees and there was a footpath down to the riverbank and through to The Quarry itself. She loved the location as it seemed to offer the best of both worlds, quick access to the town on one side, and the benefits of the natural world - birds, trees, and trim parkland - to the other.

She stepped out on to the pavement to review her handiwork. She had finished the exterior painting two days before but just needed to polish up the door furniture.

“You’ve made a good job of the decorating.” Rob, her neighbour from two doors down, was turning the key in his front door, and glanced around to admire both her handiwork and the young woman in front of him. With her red-gold curls and green eyes she could have walked out of a pre-Raphaelite painting, he thought. He was beginning to get to know her quite well now. He had assisted her with carpentry on some of the internal changes she had needed to make. She intrigued him, but he felt she was keeping him at a distance, not letting him in.  

She had altered the layout of the cottage so that there was an office downstairs and a small one-bed flat on the first floor. She had had to restrict the changes she would have liked to make, as the property was only rented, but she had been given the landlord’s permission to move the kitchen up to the upper floor.

 She had just left a small cubbyhole to hold a sink and worktop for a kettle etc. at ground level. One of the two upstairs bedrooms had been made into a small lounge, with a gallery kitchen in a recess on one side, and the other retained as a bedroom which was just big enough for her small double bed. 

Rob had fitted shelves into the office area downstairs and had built in some cupboards in the lounge and bedroom to help with storage, which was something of a problem. Luckily the cottage, although fronting directly on to the road, had a small courtyard back garden which contained a sturdy shed, ideal for keeping those of her belongings which would not fit either into the office or the flat. 

Rob was in his late 20’s and was an actor by profession, with a few TV appearances to his credit and some small theatre roles, but in between ‘proper’ jobs as he thought of them, he would take on carpentry and other handyman jobs to supplement his erratic income. He had enjoyed getting to know Amy as he worked on renovating the building. 

She had grabbed his attention from the day that she took over the lease on the property and he hoped he might have a chance to get to know her even better. She did seem withdrawn though, as if wrapped up in her own little world, and he did not want to ruin the chance of a relationship with her by rushing things and frightening her away.

As for Amy, she assumed that anyone with his tanned good-looks, brilliant blue eyes, and well-toned body, must be already spoken for. For this reason, she had not even considered he might be romantically interested in her, and she was still far too involved with Matthew to consider him as a potential lover. 

She was grateful for the compliment about the decorating and shook the hand he held out to her. She was proud of her achievement and it felt good to have someone else appreciate her efforts. This had been her dream, to set up her own business and make full use of her gift. To be fulfilling that dream before she reached thirty was wonderful.  

She had resigned from her job at the Museum at the end of December. The New Year felt like the right time to start her new venture. She felt excited but anxious. 

In the past, her gift had been her hobby not her livelihood, and now she could not help being apprehensive. She did not doubt her ability to communicate with ‘the other side’, but just how useful paying clients might find that communication was debatable. She might not be able to make a difference for people, and if she were being paid on results that could be a problem.

She had no doubts whatever about her gift. From a young age she had seen figures that had been invisible to other people. It had been confusing at first, and she had learned not to talk too much about these encounters as they made those around her uneasy.  

When she was seven years old, her parents had been killed outright when their car was shunted between two lorries on the motorway. She had been in the classroom at school at the time and knew instantly what had happened as they both appeared beside her in the room.

“Don’t be too upset, Amy. We will both still be here whenever you need us.”

When her Auntie Susan arrived two hours later to collect her, mascara streaked down her cheeks and eyes newly wet at the thought of telling Amy what had happened, she and the teacher were amazed at her calmness.

Several days later Aunt Susan had taken her to the local surgery.  

“We are really worried about her – she hasn’t even cried since she heard the news.”

The doctor had talked to her gently but seemed satisfied with her answers.

“I don’t think she has been damaged by the shock,” he said. “Children can be very resilient. She may just have a very calm nature.”

Young Amy, listening to his comments with interest, thought he could not have been more wrong. There was nothing calm about her inner life. She was always being disturbed by other entities, and voices trying to gain her attention. It was only the cast-iron certainty that her parents were still looking out for her that gave her any peace. Gradually she had learned to screen out as many of the voices as possible, like tuning a radio, and only pay heed to those she wanted to hear.

Rob realised her thoughts were miles away and turned back to his own cottage, murmuring a quick farewell. She nodded goodbye distractedly as he went, intent on polishing the brass plate she had asked him to fix to the wall next to the front door.

AMY RAE

Psychic Consultant

She had not known quite how to describe her gift but thought this job title would at least attract the attention of the curious if nothing else. 

Her previous experience had been mainly giving tarot readings to friends and acquaintances, and appearances at charity events where she would do readings and split the proceeds 50/50 with the charity concerned. She was always conscious of the need to keep things light on such occasions. No-one wanted to be frightened silly at a charity fundraiser.

For this reason, she used a tarot deck from which she had removed both the Death card and the Devil, as most people found these cards terrifying. It did not make much difference to the readings, she felt, as there were other cards that evoked much the same meaning – change  and a new path which the Death card signified, and opposition and temptation, signalled by the Devil card – but she could take a gentler, less frightening approach with her clients.  

It was mainly women who came to her for readings, concerned with events in their emotional lives. The Full Moon could be interpreted in much the same way as the Death card, except she could use it as a way to suggest the opening up of new beginnings, and there were other cards that could be read in a similar way to the Devil, but would seem less threatening.

She would also give readings based on astrology and star signs. The women who came for tarot readings tended to be interested in, or curious about, all aspects of the paranormal. Many of them were seeking to resolve dilemmas in their lives and needed a push to move things on from a situation that seemed to be stuck in some way.  

Occasionally she would do a reading for someone who made no connection with her whatsoever. Perhaps they were blocked themselves or did not want to share their inner life in any way. When nothing came to her, she would usually start the reading with the stock phrase “You are at a crossroads in your life,”. It was amazing how the barriers would then go down and she could ‘get through’ to her client in a much more open way.

She had placed ads in the local newspapers, giving her office address, landline, and mobile phone numbers, and hoped that word of mouth following her charity appearances would help to get the business off the ground. She was still working on a website which she hoped would eventually lead to more business.

‘I just have to get on with it all now,’ she thought.

The office looked established and professional. She had been sourcing furniture from local antique shops and managed to find a heavy mahogany partner’s desk with green leather top that she felt made a perfect centrepiece for the effect she was trying to create. She had also found a solid oak bookcase on which to keep her box files. She had her multi-purpose laptop which fitted neatly on top of the desk, with a printer stowed on a table in the corner of the room, and the wi-fi box perched on the top of the bookcase with the landline phone, but she still believed, particularly in her line of work, that paper records would be important as points of future reference if required. She also collected cuttings from newspapers on strange or paranormal events as background to her work.  

Two ladder back chairs and two armchairs, rescued from someone’s skip, and recovered in antique brocade by her own efforts, made up the rest of the furniture, and the curtains framing the window were in the same burgundy and silver fabric as the chairs.

Paying six months’ rent in advance, redecorating, and furnishing the office had taken up much of her available budget. The upstairs flat was furnished with items from her previous home, a bedsit above a local newsagent on the outskirts of the town. At least she had the small double bed and some storage for clothes. Decorating and furnishing it as she wanted would have to wait until she had earned some income. Rob had helped her with the trickier tasks, but she had enjoyed doing most of the work herself, as it gave her the opportunity to use her own creativity and self-expression.

Over the years since her parents’ death, she had gradually put a little distance between them. The idea had probably come from them, she thought. They implied that she deserved to live as normal a life as possible. If she were still too close to them it would prevent her enjoying other relationships. She had got on well with Aunt Susan, who had brought her up and formally adopted her. It must have been hard for a woman with no previous experience of children to suddenly have a seven-year-old to deal with, she thought.  

Aunt Susan had certainly tried to be a good guardian, but she was sadly lacking in imagination and could not cope with any of Amy’s ‘nonsense’ as she called Amy’s contacts with the ‘other side’. Amy had grown up learning not to talk too much about her gift, and it was only after meeting Matthew that she felt she could really discuss it with another living person.

Once she had distanced herself from her previously ever-present parents, Amy had begun to form other relationships in the ‘solid’ world, as she called it. Three years previously she had met Matthew, her lecturer at night-school, and he had understood better than anyone else in her life what her gift really meant. 

It had been Matthew who had persuaded her to give tarot readings and one-to-one consultations at charity events, which had broadened her profile and encouraged her to interact with other people in a meaningful way.

“You should not waste your gift,” he told her, “It could be of real help to people in need if you use it wisely.”

This whole venture was due to Matthew, she realised.  Although she was only renting the property, it was the legacy he had left her that enabled her to give up her day job at the museum and start to take her gift seriously. His money would at least tide her over for the first few months’ expenses, and if all else failed, the museum had said they would be glad to have her back again.

She had met Matthew through a further education class years after leaving school. She had wanted to get her tech skills up to date and had enrolled for an evening class of which Matt was the lecturer. He was twenty years older than her, but they had hit it off straight away. What attracted her to him most of all was his open mind. He was prepared to accept things he might not be able to see, as well as being intelligent and very well-read.

She did fancy him too, she recalled with a smile. His silver-flecked hair hung quite long over his collar in an arty kind of way, and he had the kindest hazel eyes she had ever seen. He had tried to keep their relationship light at first, but she knew he was ‘the one’. Something told her that they had known each other before. In a previous life?  It was possible, although Matt was sceptical. She just knew that whenever she saw Matthew she started to smile, and if by chance they met away from the college, unexpectedly, it would light up her whole day.

For several weeks they went for a drink after the class had finished. They would talk about books they had read, music that they loved. They both shared a passion for the musical Les Miserables, and Puccini arias, and their taste in fiction ranged from crime to classics, with everything from Neil Gaiman to Hilary Mantel in between.  

Amy was anxious to move the relationship forward, but Matthew seemed strangely reluctant. Worried about the age gap, she wondered, although she knew that would not be a problem for her to deal with. Finally, after the last evening class of the term, he suggested they go back to his flat.  

“I have something to tell you,” he said seriously.

She was hoping this was the chance to take their intimacy further, but his expression worried her.  

He poured her a glass of her favourite red burgundy as they sat in the simply furnished living room. Bright and airy with a turquoise Scandinavian-style three piece, a small pine dining table with two chairs and a pretty Monet print on the wall above the log burner, it made her feel at home.

“What was it you wanted to say to me, Matthew?” She took a sip of her drink as she waited for his reply.

“Well, I thought you should know, before we take our friendship any further – I have a long-standing health problem. That is the reason I changed careers and started teaching adult education classes. There is a problem with my heart. I might go on for years, but  I might drop dead in five minutes time with no warning. The doctors are unable to say which is the more likely.”

Amy took his hand in hers reassuringly. Somehow the news did not come as a huge surprise. She had intuitively picked up something from his manner. Perhaps it was her unconscious sensitivity to his condition that had generated her attraction to him in the first place.

“We mustn’t let that bother us,” she murmured. “Part of a satellite could fall out of the sky on top of us at any time as we walk down the street. We cannot put our lives on hold just in case something awful happens. Think of all the joy we would miss if we did.”

She did not tell him of the many times she had had to suppress flashes of prescience, things that might or might not happen in the future.

Matthew laughed. “I suppose you are right. We should just make the best of the time that we do have.”

She pulled him up from his chair, and led him into the bedroom, laughing.

Amy came back to the present with a shock, a sudden shower of rain beating against the fresh green paintwork of her front door. She hurried back into the office, closing the door tightly behind her and shutting the open window. With a smile she remembered his tender lovemaking, so different from her previous, younger lovers. Although athletic, the younger ones had always made her feel as if she had had a work-out in a gym, whereas with Matthew she felt genuinely loved, body and soul.

It had been over a year now since he had passed away but his legacy had made all this possible, and in some ways she felt closer to him now that he had passed over than she did before. She did sometimes long for his physical presence, but at least she could still talk to him and confide in him, even if it were all just in her mind.

She spent the rest of the morning sorting out her office. She filed away the notes of the few cases she had investigated on a semi-amateur basis. At 1 pm the telephone rang, and she jumped in surprise. Her gift had not forewarned her of that, she thought.  

The male voice on the end of the phone sounded quite young, which surprised her a little. Most of her previous clients had been women on the wrong side of middle-age, wanting to contact elderly parents or partners who had passed over to the other side.

“Hi, is that, um, Amy Rae?  I’m Sam Johnson. I wonder if you can help us.”

She listened as he outlined the case. A young girl with ‘an invisible friend’.

“Yes, I think I can help,” she did not want to sound too eager. “I could come out to you next Wednesday if that will be okay. Although it might take me at least two days to discover what is going on.”

“How much do you charge?” he sounded hesitant. 

“I’ll email you with my terms. You can email back if you agree and I will then put Wednesday in the diary. As I am still building up a reputation, I will not bill you until you think the matter has been resolved, or at least improved.”

As she put the phone down, she hugged herself.  A case on her first day of working professionally. “Let’s hope it all works out,” she thought. She did not doubt her gift but sometimes it could let her down. Happenings ‘on the other side’ were rarely straight forward.

She turned and glanced out of the window. The rain had stopped now, and the freshly washed street was sparkling in the cool sunshine. The pansies in the window box she had placed outside glowed yellow and purple with the hope of Spring and Summer to come, and she hoped that was an omen of success.




CHAPTER TWO


“I’m sorry Maggie. I just could not go on any longer.”

Maggie awoke suddenly, drenched in sweat. Her sister’s face was still sharply before her, as clear as it had been when last she saw her, twenty-five years before.

Her fever was turning to chill now, her skin clammy and her pulse racing. She grabbed the burgundy velour dressing gown from its hook by the pine-framed double bed and wandered into the kitchen to make a warm drink. She knew her mind was far too active to return to sleep just yet. As she filled the kettle and put it on the stove, the clock above the Rayburn showed 1.45: still hours to go before morning, the night had hardly started yet.

A movement outside the window caught her eye – there on the main road across the valley were two fast moving vehicles flashing blue lights that pulsed through the darkness. She could not tell if they were police cars or ambulances, or one of each, but at this time of night they spelled trouble for someone.

She shivered, remembering previous occasions involving police cars and ambulances – always bad news for someone. She remembered the visit from the police when she was seventeen.  Her father was late home that night and she, her mother and sister, had already started to worry, but the news that they had brought was worse than they had anticipated. Their lives had been shattered by his death, and that was the beginning of Ellie’s troubles, Maggie decided.

The whistle of the Rayburn kettle as it boiled jolted her back to the present and she made herself a cup of camomile tea, her usual remedy if she needed help to relax. As she walked back to the lounge, cup in hand, she caught sight of herself in the full-length hallway mirror. Despite all the trauma of the last quarter century she was not looking too bad for a woman with a son of nearly 30, although she realised with something of a shock that so much of her life had passed her by in a haze of grief and guilt. So many years wasted in regret and heartbreak.

Despite her internal turmoil, she had always tried to keep up appearances. The clothes she bought were smart and business-like, and she had her hair cut and coloured at a salon in Shrewsbury to keep the grey at bay. She had tried to keep an eye on her figure too, but during her forties weight had crept on, and she could really do with losing a couple of stone, she thought wryly. Those twice weekly coffee and cake sessions with her friend Laura at the farm next door had caused the trouble, especially as she could not resist Laura’s homemade Battenburg cake. If it were not for her hard work keeping the gardens at the Mill neat and tidy, and regular workouts at the gym in Welshpool, she would probably be a lot bigger still. Her working life these days consisted of keeping the Nant-y-felin holiday complex running efficiently, as well as helping her  son Sam with some of his estate management. She was also involved on voluntary basis with some of the village activities and was currently Treasurer of the local Flower Show.

Sometimes she felt ‘Keep calm and carry on’ should have been her mantra, but very few people were aware of the effort she made to show this calmness to the world, when underneath her emotions and anxiety were constantly churning away.

She sat perched on the edge of the sofa in the lounge and let her mind wander back to her sister. The dream had reinforced all those memories that had never gone away, and the fear that she had not been there enough for Ellie when she was most needed. She had tried to bury the feelings and get on with her life but in reality she realised now that she would never really be able to move on until she had properly faced up to what happened and her own role in the tragedy all those years before.

Ellie was four years younger than Maggie – the baby of the family. She had always seemed vulnerable, right from the very beginning. Fae, somehow, and dreamy, almost as though only a part of her were here on earth and the rest of her was somewhere else entirely. She had been terribly spoilt, the darling of her father. When he was killed in the tube train accident when she was 13, Ellie had been inconsolable, and it had made her more sensitive than ever. Maggie, as the older sister, had always felt responsible for her somehow. It was probably a continuation from childhood. Her mother had been ill for a brief period when Ellie was tiny, and her grandmother had come to stay and look after them all. She had told Maggie when she was about five years old that she should look after Ellie, and somehow this seemed to have turned into her life’s work, and was a feeling she had never been able to shake. She had read in a magazine somewhere that it was a feeling common to many elder siblings – ‘the elder child’s burden’ they had called it. Later when she was in the final year of junior school, her father had had a nervous breakdown and her mother had told her she must be a good girl to help out and look after Ellie, reinforcing the earlier message.

Occasionally she did rebel though, and it was when her cousin Sylvie was around that she had had the chance to break out.

Ellie was most put out when Maggie’s time was spent with a cousin of the same age as she was, rather than looking after her younger sister.

It was probably the fact that everyone (except perhaps Sylvie) wanted to protect Ellie when she was growing up that had led to her increased fragility as a teenager.

It was this vulnerability that had first attracted Steve when he returned from working abroad. Ellie was 18 by then, beautiful in an elfin, childlike way. Slim, neat-featured and with white-blonde pixie-cut hair she had appealed to his instincts to protect and nurture.

While her fragility was attractive, at least at first, it also made her insensitive to the pain of others, and self-absorbed in her own problems. She had no idea that she had broken Maggie’s heart.

Maggie had loved Steve since they were both five years old and met in infant school. They lived in adjoining streets in North Chingford and would often walk home from school together. When they were a few years older they would roam in a nearby part of the forest, in the long summer holidays,  playing Robin Hood and Maid Marian while only a few minutes’ walk from home, and within shouting distance of their respective houses. Being four years younger, Ellie was too young to go out to the forest to play with them. She used to cry to be allowed to go as well, but there was no way her mother would allow it, so it was always Steve and Maggie, and even then Maggie had felt he was the one for her. She could not conceive of a future without him in it.

Their friendship cooled when they went to separate secondary schools, but Maggie had always hoped it would be renewed. During her teenage years, she had never looked at another boy when Steve was anywhere near. Steve had been oblivious to Ellie while she was growing up considering her, when he thought of her at all, as something of an irritation, and he had taken Maggie’s obvious devotion completely for granted.

Maggie had left school after taking ‘A’ levels and then trained as a library assistant, working at first in London, commuting to Liverpool Street from the handy mainline station. Chingford was the end of the line and she would get to the station early and wait for an empty train to arrive in the mornings. This made the commute much more bearable as she always had a seat on the train. She loved working in the City, but did not like the tube, her father’s fatal accident never far from her mind, so she would do a fifteen minute walk from Liverpool Street to Cheapside where the commercial library which employed her was based. She adored the feel of the ancient buildings, interspersed with the new modern blocks, and could almost feel the history floating in the motes of the dusty air. Her walk would take her through a lovely green square which she called ‘the oasis’, a calming place before the day’s work began.

Steve had returned to Chingford when he was 22, after touring abroad with a budding rock band for a couple of years.  Maggie was still living at home and commuting every day. She had thought of renting somewhere closer to her work, but the rents were so high in Inner London and the commute from Chingford was painless. Coming home she would sometimes stay on in the library for a while to avoid the main rush hour panics, and catch a later, emptier train from Liverpool Street.

On Steve’s return, Maggie had been expecting to at least renew their friendship as his parents still lived in the next street, but she never dreamt that he would be captivated by her little sister when he saw her fully grown.

His parents had thrown a welcome home party for him to which Maggie and Ellie had both been invited. He was standing in the kitchen pouring himself a drink when the sisters arrived. Maggie was a little ahead and he had seen her first, admiring her ‘all grown up’ in her well-cut but sensible trouser suit, and neat auburn bob, and was quite happily chatting away to her when Ellie walked in. She was wearing a satin and chiffon concoction which upstaged every other woman in the room, while enhancing her ethereal beauty. Once he had caught sight of her Steve was under her spell completely. She could see it in his eyes and even now, all these years later, the thought still gave her pain.
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