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For my mum 

Avid romance reader, encourager and support extraordinaire, fellow cake eater and provider of plot hole plugs.







  
  
A Note from the Author




The Magic Of You was originally published in 2018 under the title The Idea Of You, and quickly unpublished after a book with the same name came out at the same time and was then made into a film. 

I've amended the book, rewritten the ending and felt the need to change the title to The Magic Of You.

If you feel some déjà vu reading this, it might be that you were one of the few readers who got their hands on the original book. In which case, I hope you enjoy this updated version.








  
  
One




‘Oh, I don’t think we need dessert, do we.’ 

Sophie’s eye twitched. She’d known what she would be ordering for dessert the moment she’d sat down, having already pored over the restaurant’s menu earlier that day. As if in slow motion, Catherine turned to look at Sophie. Sophie glared back at her mournful expression. No, there would be no sympathy this time.

‘Well,’ said Catherine, turning jovially back to the men sitting opposite them. ‘No one needs dessert, but it is a nice thing to have.’

‘I wouldn’t say no to a coffee,’ said Mark.

That was all well and good but Mark was Catherine’s date. Sophie stared at her own, willing him to pick up on the waves of rage coming off her. His dark hair was heavily styled, although Sophie would later describe it as ‘floppy’, and his eyes were a stunning blue. He was handsome, she had to give him that, but if being handsome meant saying no to dessert, then Sophie didn’t want handsome. What Sophie wanted was caramelised poached pear with two scoops of honey-flavoured ice cream. He winked at her, completely missing all of the signs she was giving off, and then waved to the waitress.

‘I’d love a coffee,’ said Catherine, giving Mark a warm smile. ‘And I think Sophie, you’ve had a hard day, haven’t you? Maybe something sweet?’

Sophie calmed herself and flashed her friend an appreciative smile.

‘Oh,’ said Steve as the waitress reached them. ‘I thought we could have something sweet when we’ve ditched these two?’ He grinned at Sophie and winked at her again. That was two winks in less than a minute which, by all accounts, was far too much winking. Sophie raised an eyebrow.

‘Actually, you know, it has been a long and difficult day. I think I’d much rather have the poached pear and honey ice cream, please,’ she told the waitress before anyone could interrupt her, ‘and then an early night. Alone,’ she added. ‘Early start tomorrow.’

Steve gave a brief moan of disappointment and then shrugged it off as Mark and Catherine ordered their coffees.

‘Anything for you, sir?’ the waitress asked.

Steve shook his head and took out a pack of cigarettes.

‘Not for me. You didn’t say you’d had a tough day at the library,’ he said to Sophie as the waitress grabbed the empty glasses from the table and made her escape.

‘Museum,’ said Sophie.

Steve frowned.

‘What museum?’

‘I work at a museum, not a library.’

‘I thought you said it was a library.’

‘Nope. I work at the British Museum. I haven’t mentioned a library once this whole evening.’ Sophie glanced down at the cigarette pack he was tapping on the table. ‘Are you leaving us to smoke?’ she asked hopefully.

‘I thought you said you were a researcher?’

Sophie sighed and dug her fingernails into her palms to stop herself from launching across the table, screeching and smacking him around the head with those damn cigarettes.

‘Yes, I am. At the British Museum.’

‘Oh, well, you can see my confusion. They’re both boring, aren’t they.’ Steve laughed, elbowing Mark who gave a loud, fake laugh. Sophie’s smile was genuine. Mark was so utterly inoffensive that he couldn’t fail to cheer her up, whatever the circumstance.

‘They most certainly are not!’ Catherine exclaimed. ‘I love libraries. The British Library is my favourite place to go in London when it’s raining and the British Museum is my second favourite. How can you say they’re boring? They’re both so full of… history!’

Sophie’s smile grew into a grin and she brushed her fingers over Catherine’s leg under the table.

‘Not to mention,’ Catherine added, ‘what Sophie does is really interesting. You weren’t listening when she told us about her day?’

Taken aback, Steve glanced from Catherine to Sophie and weighed up his options. Looking Sophie up and down, he stood up.

‘No, I wasn’t.’ He pulled out his wallet and placed some notes on the table. ‘See you on Sunday, Mark?’

Mark nodded and Steve turned back to Sophie.

‘Do you remember what I do?’

‘You’re an account manager,’ she told him. ‘Something about insurance. To be fair, I never understand that stuff whether I’m paying attention or not.’

Steve gave a nod and slipped on his coat.

‘I guess you don’t want to see me again?’ he asked.

Sophie blinked. She hadn’t been expecting that.

‘Well… I… No. No, I don’t think so.’ She leaned across the table, looking up at him. ‘Be honest, did I make you laugh at all?’

Steve shrugged.

‘No.’

‘No. You didn’t make me laugh either. I think that’s one of the most important things, don’t you?’

‘Not really,’ said Steve. ‘Have a good night.’ He patted Mark on the shoulder and left the restaurant as the waitress reappeared with the coffees.

Mark scooped up the money Steve had left.

‘I’ll give this back to him on Sunday,’ he said.

‘At least let him buy his own meal,’ Catherine objected.

‘No. This was my fault. I suggested him for this. I’ll buy his food.’

A large bowl of caramelised poached pear with two scoops of honey ice cream appeared in front of Sophie. Eyes wide, she looked up at the waitress and thanked her.

‘Why him, though, Mark?’ she asked, eyeing up the dessert and trying to judge if she should eat it with a fork or a spoon. The ice cream obviously required a spoon but the pear looked like it would need a fork, if not a knife. She picked up both and began to experiment.

‘He’s a nice guy,’ said Mark. ‘When you’re talking about football and drinking a pint,’ he added quietly.

‘No, he is a nice guy. He’s just not… He didn’t want dessert, Mark. What the hell?’ Sophie put a forkful of pear dipped in the melting ice cream into her mouth and closed her eyes. ‘This is really good.’ Opening her eyes, she smacked Catherine’s hand, holding a small spoon from her coffee, away from the bowl. Catherine laughed, retreating.

‘To be fair, I’ve never eaten a meal with dessert with him,’ said Mark. ‘If I had, if I’d known, I’d never have mentioned him. Sorry, Soph.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘He was good looking, though,’ Catherine pointed out.

‘What does that matter if he doesn’t make me laugh and eat dessert?’ Sophie gave her friend an appraising look. ‘You want to try this?’ 

‘Yes, please.’

‘You can have a bite if, and only if, you promise no more blind dates.’

Catherine opened her mouth to object but then her gaze slipped down to the bowl of half-eaten pear and melting ice cream. She glanced at Mark.

‘Sounds fair to me. Sophie can find her own man. You know, like how you found me.’ He beamed at Catherine.

‘The only problem with that is that Sophie here claims that she, and I quote, “doesn’t want a London man”, and yet she lives in London. And works in London. And has friends in London.’ Catherine gestured to herself. ‘So how are you going to find a man in London if you don’t want a London man?’

‘What’s wrong with London men?’ Mark asked. ‘I’m a Londoner.’

‘I don’t mean all London men,’ said Sophie. ‘I mean the suited, booted, rich, no-idea-anything-exists-outside-of-the-M25 men.’

‘Oh, yeah, them. I don’t like them either.’ Mark sipped his coffee.

‘Do you agree? No more dates?’ Sophie asked.

‘Fine. Yes. I promise. No more blind dates.’

‘No more setting me up,’ said Sophie.

‘But— Fine. No more blind dates. No more setting you up. Your love life is now officially in your own hands.’ Catherine held up her hands and then brushed them together. Sophie pushed her bowl to sit between them and Catherine eagerly dug into the gooey remains.

‘You know, I think I’m doing okay on my own,’ Sophie told them. ‘Aren’t I? Good job, nice flat, good friends.’

‘Err, I think you’ll find that we’re great friends,’ Mark pointed out.

‘Great friends,’ Sophie agreed. ‘Nice flat, good job, great friends. What more could I ask for?’

‘Someone keeping your bed warm?’ Catherine offered. ‘Sex? Excitement? Someone who makes your heart flutter?’ Catherine and Mark exchanged a happy look.

Sophie pretended not to notice.

‘Someone who doesn’t listen. Someone who leaves a mess. A broken heart.’

Catherine sighed, placing her spoon down.

‘Not if you find the right someone.’

‘Maybe. And that someone isn’t a Londoner in a suit with a fancy job that I don’t understand.’

‘Maybe he’s an artist,’ said Catherine dreamily, resting her chin in her hand and her elbows on the table. ‘Or a plumber.’

‘What’s wrong with being a software developer?’ asked Mark pointedly. ‘And I called the plumber. He’s coming tomorrow.’

Catherine rolled her eyes.

‘Can we talk about something that isn’t my love life?’ Sophie asked. ‘Like, why you need a plumber?’

‘The tap in the en suite has started leaking. Is that the exciting conversation topic you were hoping for?’ said Catherine.

Sophie scraped the last of the ice cream into her spoon.

‘Yes. Maybe I should ask about Mark’s football team next?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t. We’re not doing very well,’ said Mark, pushing his empty coffee cup away.

There was a pause while they each tried to think of a new topic of conversation.

‘Can we get the bill, please?’ Mark asked the waitress as she passed.

The silence continued as Catherine ran her finger over the melted ice cream at the bottom of the bowl before sucking it clean.

‘So, what we’re all thinking,’ said Sophie carefully, ‘is that my non-existent, poor excuse of a love life is the most exciting thing happening in our lives right now?’

‘To be fair, we’ve already talked work,’ Catherine offered with a shrug.

They paid the bill, following the long-held tradition of Sophie trying to pay more for her share and Mark not letting her. They ordered a taxi together and dropped Sophie home first. Waving goodbye, Sophie watched the car dip back into the London traffic and then made her way to her building’s entrance. She started up the stairs and by the time she reached her flat on the first floor, she regretted the pears and ice cream. Letting herself in, she flicked on the lights, locked the door behind her, threw her bag on the sofa and collapsed next to it. She stayed that way for a moment as the pressures to appear social and together fled and she was left wholly with herself. Covering her face with her hands she performed a frustrated, muted scream and then kicked off her shoes. Padding into the kitchen, she pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and sipped it, trying to calm the sugar filling her belly. Her mind ran through the evening and she cursed under her breath as she remembered every stupid thing she’d said to Steve. The date had been doomed from the start and it sounded like it still could have ended up with sex, but Sophie had too much dignity to sleep with a man she wasn’t attracted to. Still, it would have been nice to have appeared more intelligent or witty in front of him. She didn’t know why. 

Sophie pulled her phone from her pocket to check the time and paused. There was a notification on the screen. She had a voicemail message. Sighing, wondering what sort of scam this could be, she dialled the voicemail number and held the phone to her ear for the message.

‘Hi, Sophie. It’s your Uncle Robert. Blast, I hate these things. Erm… Could you call me back please, dear? I have a favour to ask. You have my number. Do you have my number? Hang on…’

There was the sound of Robert rustling through papers and then the line went dead. Sophie smiled, lowering the phone. It was too late to call him now, he’d likely be in bed or deep into a good book, knowing her uncle. She’d call him in the morning. Yawning, she took the bottle of water and plonked back onto the sofa, finding the remote behind a cushion. 








  
  
Two




Jacob didn’t notice the silence. He never did. Not until there was a noise. The background of London through his Grade I listed windows didn’t bother him, neither did the dog twitching in his sleep by his feet, but his housekeeper dropping something did. He jerked out of his thoughts at the sound of the smash, leaping to his feet and rushing out of the library to find her. She was in the hallway, hand over her mouth as she looked down at the pieces of thick glass. A small, wiry face appeared sleepily behind Jacob’s legs. 

‘I’m so sorry, sir.’ Shirley bent, reaching for the glass.

‘No!’ cried Jacob, rushing forward and tentatively touching her shoulder. ‘No. It’s nothing to worry about. Don’t touch the glass. Don’t we have… Erm…’

‘A dustpan and brush,’ said Shirley, coming to her senses. ‘Of course. Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean—’

‘Quite a shock,’ agreed Jacob. ‘No harm done.’

‘Oh, but your vase.’ Shirley pushed the small dog away from the glass.

Jacob waved her words away.

‘It’s a replaceable one.’

Shirley gave him a smile and then frowned again.

‘I’m sorry to disturb your work.’

Jacob shrugged. He was staring down at the glass, trying to remember where he’d gotten that vase. It hardly mattered. His most prized glass vases, the ones that were worth anything, were safely tucked away out of harm’s reach.

‘I’ve been working for a while.’

‘You were in there when I arrived, sir, and that was two hours ago,’ said Shirley.

Jacob looked up at her in surprise.

‘Well. No wonder I’m hungry.’ He placed a hand over his grumbling stomach.

‘Did you miss breakfast again?’ Shirley tutted.

‘I’m afraid I did.’

‘I do hope you fed Henry, here?’ She rubbed the border terrier’s head affectionately.

‘Of course. He wouldn’t let me work otherwise.’ Jacob gave the dog a pained look. Henry wasn’t his but he’d been coerced into caring for the animal while his neighbour was in hospital. 

‘I’ll make you something, sir. What would you like?’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Jacob protested. This was the same argument they had most mornings and Shirley always won. Still, Jacob put as much effort as he could into arguing his case for making his own breakfast.

‘No, no. That’s why I’m here,’ Shirley told him, leading the way downstairs with Henry at her heels. Jacob followed, stepping carefully over the broken vase.

‘Well, yes, but breakfast isn’t in the job description. I’m supposed to eat breakfast before you arrive.’

‘I really don’t mind. Poached eggs? French toast? Or perhaps eggs Benedict?’

‘Eggs Benedict would be lovely.’

‘And do you know how to make that, sir?’ asked Shirley.

‘Admittedly, no.’

Shirley beamed at him as she pulled on her apron. 

‘Exactly. You go make yourself comfortable, sir. I’ll bring you eggs Benedict and a fresh pot a coffee in just a moment.’

‘At least let me clear up the glass, then,’ offered Jacob. 

‘Oh.’ Shirley hesitated. ‘I can’t let you do that.’

‘But I need to,’ said Jacob, searching for a reason. ‘For work purposes. Files will need updating.’

‘Oh, well, yes, that makes sense,’ Shirley relented.

Jacob took the dustpan and brush Shirley handed him and left her humming to herself in the kitchen while Henry sat watching her, waiting for something to be dropped. Shirley had been Jacob’s housekeeper for only seven months, after his previous housekeeper had retired. She was turning out to be a wonderful hire. He had been concerned that she would find him strange, but so far she’d barely lifted an eyebrow.

As he finished the last of his eggs Benedict, the ringing doorbell echoed through the house. Henry erupted into a cacophony of yaps. Jacob narrowed his eyes against the noise and placed down his knife and fork.

‘I’ll get it!’ came Shirley’s voice.

‘Very well.’ Jacob made his way into the hall as the front door was opened to reveal Alex carrying a large cardboard box.

‘Morning, Shirley. Look what I got,’ he said, looking past Shirley to Jacob. He waited as Henry jumped up at his legs. ‘Morning, Henry. Back up.’

A wonderful chilled spring breeze swept through the front door, past Alex, bringing the scent of heavy blossom. Henry stopped to sniff the air before yapping happily up at Alex.

‘Excellent. Are they heavy?’ Jacob asked.

‘A bit.’ Alex stepped into the house and Shirley shut the door behind him, sharply telling Henry to shut up and sit down. Alex tried to peer over the box as the housekeeper fussed around his legs. ‘Am I bringing mud in?’

‘No, dear. You’re fine.’

Jacob’s assistant was taller than him, although only just, at six foot three. He was certainly younger but had a wonderfully level head for his twenty-six years. Jacob had found him gazing longingly at a Victorian chair in a dealer’s lot almost a year ago and had been delighted with his apparently self-taught knowledge of antiques. Especially as some of Alex’s expertise was in areas where Jacob’s knowledge was a little sparse. He’d offered him a job a week or so later and his instincts had paid off; they made a perfect team. 

‘What’s in the box?’ Shirley asked Alex.

‘Some books I ordered from the United States,’ said Jacob, carefully taking the box from Alex. ‘Library, I think. Don’t you?’

Alex nodded, shaking out his arms as Jacob started up the stairs.

‘Well, you boys be careful with that box.’

‘Will do, Shirl,’ said Alex, crouching to ruffle Henry’s fur.

‘Can we have some coffee, please, Shirley?’

‘Of course, sir. Right away.’

‘Still got the dog,’ said Alex, moving to follow Jacob up the stairs. Henry watched him go, gave it some thought and then decided to bound after Shirley in the hope of more food appearing.

‘Indeed,’ said Jacob over his shoulder. ‘No news on his master. I’m beginning to wonder if he’ll be coming home, to be honest. I spotted his son at the house yesterday with someone who looked distinctively like an estate agent.’

‘You should probably mention Henry to him.’

‘Oh, believe me, I will as soon as I get the opportunity.’

‘And Shirl’s still calling you “sir”,’ said Alex as they reached the library on the first floor. Jacob took a deep breath, resting the box on the table in the centre of the room. A pleasing and somewhat comforting scent of dust and yellowed paper filled his nose.

‘I’m considering giving up asking her not to,’ he said. ‘Apparently, it was a caveat of her previous employer so I rather think a habit that’s become hard to break. Maybe she’ll ease out of it at some point.’

‘Hmm.’ Alex pulled up a chair and sat by the side of the table, watching Jacob open the lid of the box. 

Jacob produced a pair of white cotton gloves, pulled them over his fingers, reached into the box and lifted out a first edition with a blue fabric cover. Running a hand tentatively over it, he pulled a face. ‘Quite a lot of damage to this one.’ He placed it on the table and reached in for the next book, a rare smile spreading across his lips.

‘Oh, now, look at this one.’ He held it close to his nose and breathed it in. When he opened his eyes, Alex was grinning at him. 

‘Not going to sell that one, then?’

Jacob placed the book on the table and pulled out the next one.

‘Probably not. What’s the point of finding treasures if you don’t keep one for yourself every now and then?’

Alex nodded.

‘That’s why I wish I was more into books. Or ornaments. Or glassware. Or trinkets. My flat isn’t really big enough to contain my passion for furniture. Or so my flatmate tells me. Keeping it in storage isn’t the same.’

‘You’ll have a house one day,’ Jacob told him. 

‘Yup, and kids running around with sticky fingers.’ Alex was still smiling to himself as he stood to look over the books. Jacob hesitated, but only for a second. He’d never had to worry about sticky fingers on his collections or children running through his house knocking into things as they played. He swallowed hard as he placed the next book on the table.

Behind them, on Jacob’s desk, the retro landline phone rang with a sharp chirp. Carefully removing his gloves, Jacob answered before Shirley could get to the phone downstairs.

‘Jacob, it’s Robert.’

Tension that Jacob hadn’t known was there released around his shoulders.

‘Good morning, Robert. To what do I owe this pleasure?’

‘It’s about that report you asked for.’

‘Ah, yes. Will you be sending it through?’

‘I was going to but the more I look at it and think about it, the more I wonder if it needs more explanation. Someone to walk you through it.’

‘It’s quite complex?’ Jacob asked, glancing back to Alex who was watching over the box.

‘Perhaps. It’s hard to tell,’ said Robert.

‘So, a visit to London, then?’ Jacob asked hopefully. It had been a long time since he’d seen Robert. 

‘No, I’m afraid I can’t spare the time right now.’

‘Oh. Then perhaps I can come visit you? It’s been a while since I went to Oxford.’ In truth, it had been a while since he’d been out of London at all.

‘That would have been nice, Jacob, but I’ve already sent the report to London.’

‘So, you’ve posted it to me?’ Jacob frowned. They’d just gone around in a near complete circle. How old was Robert now? Was this something Jacob should be worried about?

‘No, to the British Museum.’

Jacob gripped the phone. 

‘Robert—’

‘My niece works there, I thought she could explain everything to you.’

‘Oh, well, in that case—’

‘She’s something of an expert. I’m very proud of her. Do you remember me telling you about her?’

‘The one who you were adamant would follow you and her mother’s footsteps into academia but she point blank refused?’

‘That’s the one. Broke my heart when she did that but then she got a job at the British Museum and my faith was restored. She really is rather special.’

‘Hmm,’ Jacob murmured, rolling his eyes as Alex gave him a quizzical look. ‘And she’s an expert in the subject at hand?’

‘In folklore, among other things. Mythology and folklore are something of a passion of hers. Although it’s more of a hobby. Her professional field of expertise is in British prehistory. Still, she’s written a couple of interesting papers on folklore. I thought she’d be the perfect person to walk you through it, so I’ve posted the report to her. I rang her last night but got her voicemail. I just need to catch up with her about it, but I’m sure she’ll agree, and then she can walk you through it.’

‘You couldn’t just talk me through it over the phone?’ Jacob asked.

‘It’s easier when you know you’re both looking at the same things,’ Robert explained. ‘Is that all right? I’ll give her another call and let you know if I get through to her. You’ll probably have to go to the museum to meet her.’

‘Of course, that’s no problem.’ Jacob had a few favourite places in London and the British Museum had been on that list for many years. He might even have a wander around while he was there. ‘Let me know.’

The two friends said their goodbyes and hung up. Jacob stared down at the phone in thought.

‘Everything okay, boss?’

‘Alex, I’ve asked you not to call me that.’ 

The younger man grinned.

‘Sorry. Sir?’

Jacob shook his head.

‘Don’t you dare.’

Alex laughed.

‘We’re to visit the British Museum when Robert gives us the go-ahead,’ Jacob told him. ‘He’s sent the report I was after to his niece who works there. She’s going to walk me through it. Apparently.’

‘Oh? He couldn’t do that over the phone?’

‘Apparently not. Apparently it requires the person to be in the room and he doesn’t have the time.’

‘Well, it is a busy life being a semi-retired Oxford professor.’

‘Yes,’ said Jacob distractedly. ‘Do you think he has an ulterior motive?’

‘Like what? Setting you up with his niece?’

Jacob couldn’t help but give a small smile at that.

‘He certainly wouldn’t want that.’

‘No, didn’t think so.’ Alex gave it some more thought. ‘Maybe he wants to set her up with me. Is she pretty?’

‘I have no idea. But she’s older than you. In her thirties, if I remember correctly.’

‘Nothing wrong with an older woman.’

‘No. Quite,’ Jacob murmured, making Alex raise his eyebrows questioningly. ‘Let’s get back to the books, shall we?’ Jacob suggested before Alex could ask anything further.

‘If you say so,’ Alex murmured, helping Jacob to remove the rest of the books from the box. ‘Are these all going to auction?’

‘Not all. We’ll need to sort through them before cataloguing them.’ Jacob pulled up a chair. ‘And do our diligent duty in giving each one a good look through, of course.’

Alex barked a laugh.

‘I’ll leave that bit to you. I’ll catalogue them, shall I?’

There came a knock at the door and Shirley entered with a tray of two coffees and a plate of biscuits.

‘A rather poor brunch, gentlemen?’

‘Breakfast, for me,’ Alex told her.

‘Thank you, Shirley. And I’d prefer you to look through the books as well, Alex. It’ll be good practice for you.’

Alex sighed, swiping a biscuit off the plate as Shirley passed him.

‘I can make you some breakfast, sir?’

Alex stared at her.

‘How many times, Shirl? Don’t. Call. Me. Sir.’

Shirley placed the tray on Jacob’s desk.

‘Sorry, Mr Bernard.’

‘Alex,’ said Alex.

‘That’s too informal,’ she argued.

Jacob took his cup of coffee from the tray and sipped at it, listening to them bicker.

‘You don’t call Jacob, Mr Wyndham.’

A horrified expression flashed across Shirley’s face.

‘Of course not!’

‘Although,’ said Jacob, placing his coffee down and slipping on his white gloves. ‘I have asked you not to call me “sir”. In fact, I’m happy for you to call me Jacob. Jacob and Alex.’

Shirley shook her head.

‘It’s not befitting your station, sir – Mr Wyndham… Sir.’ Shirley blinked rapidly and sighed. Jacob watched, although his head was bent down to look at the book in his lap.

‘It’s all right, Shirley. Please, call us whatever you feel comfortable with.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Shirley smiled. ‘Will there be anything else?’

‘No, thank you.’

Shirley left the room, closing the door behind her just as the sound of yapping could be heard from downstairs.

‘She broke a vase this morning. I rather think it’s shaken her up,’ said Jacob, staring at the closed door.

Alex looked up with wide eyes.

‘Which vase?’

Jacob shrugged.

‘I bought it from a flea market about ten years ago. It wasn’t worth anything, I just liked the way the glass swirled.’

Alex went back to the books.

‘Lucky.’

‘Rule number one,’ said Jacob. ‘Never keep breakable antiques where anyone can damage them.’

Alex nodded.

‘Too right. So, when are we off to the British Museum? If you really want me to tag along? You don’t want Robert’s niece all to yourself?’ Alex waggled his eyebrows as Jacob gave him an exasperated look.

‘I think it’ll be interesting for you,’ Jacob told him, opening the book on his lap. ‘Something a bit different.’








  
  
Three




Sophie left the museum via a side entrance and headed across the road to Russell Square. Finding an empty bench, she practically leapt onto it and immediately tried to fill up space, taking her sandwich out of her bag. She took a big bite before pulling out her phone. Her thumb hovered over the dial button as she chewed and swallowed. Then she waited as the phone rang, knee bouncing, looking around the green space at the other people sitting on the grass, eating their lunches and enjoying not being surrounded by four walls. 

‘Good afternoon. Professor Robert Burleigh speaking.’

‘Hi, Uncle Robert. It’s Sophie.’

‘Oh, Sophie! I’m so glad you called. I was about to try you again but I didn’t want to appear pushy.’

‘I’m sorry I’m late calling you back. I was out last night and it was late when I got your message. I meant to call you this morning but I got dragged into a work project. You know how it is.’

‘Of course, my dear, of course.’ Sophie could hear Robert beaming. ‘I need you to do something for me.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I’ve been asked by an old friend of mine to undertake some research and compile a report. It’s on a fascinating subject but more your field than mine. It rather falls under the folklore umbrella.’

Sophie looked up from her sandwich.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. I rather think the report needs to be explained in person and unfortunately I can’t make it down to London anytime soon. You know how it is.’

Sophie didn’t know why a semi-retired professor couldn’t find the time to make a trip from Oxford to London, but she shrugged and said, ‘Sure.’

‘So, I’ve posted the report to your address at the museum.’

Sophie sighed.

‘Right.’

‘And I was wondering if you could please talk it through with him?’

Uncle Robert didn’t have the time to travel to London to see a friend on the pretence of work but he thought she would have time despite her full-time job? Sophie closed her eyes and took a deep breath of what constituted fresh air in the centre of London.

‘What’s it about?’

‘It’s a report on an artefact that he’s found.’

Sophie’s eyes opened.

‘Oh, so, erm, which friend of yours is this for?’ She tried to keep her voice level but it went up at the end and she had to cough to hide it.

‘Jacob Wyndham. You remember me telling you about him, don’t you? The antiques dealer. Fascinating man.’

Sophie remembered, perhaps a little too well.

‘Oh, yes, I think I remember you mentioning him.’

Robert had first told her a story about Jacob Wyndham when she’d been in her early twenties. It hadn’t taken much for Robert’s words to conjure up an image in Sophie’s head, an image that had gone to bed with her that night.

‘Excellent. So, would you mind going through the report with him?’

Sophie swallowed on her dry throat. Fumbling in her bag, she pulled out her water bottle and took a sip.

‘Sure. No. That’s… no problem. I’d love to help.’ She closed her eyes and steadied herself. ‘When?’

‘Oh, well, if you let me know when the report has arrived, give me a ring and I’ll tell you what you need to know. You might even be able to add to it. Then I’ll let Jacob know a good time to come visit you at the museum. Hopefully, that way, it won’t interfere too much with your work. How does that sound?’

‘Great,’ said Sophie, her heart pounding. Was she being too obvious? Did Robert know?

‘Fantastic. So, just let me know when the report has arrived.’

‘I’ll check the post when I get back from lunch.’

‘Marvellous. And how are you keeping, my dear?’

‘Good. Good.’ She didn’t tell him about the failed date, or the failed date before that. Her conversations with Uncle Robert tended to be strictly work focused. ‘I’m working on the results of a dig from the Orkneys. Neolithic.’

‘Fascinating! And in your spare time?’

‘Erm, nothing at the moment. I’m between projects.’

‘Of course. Perhaps this report will inspire you.’

‘Maybe,’ said Sophie, the image of Jacob she’d had in her head for over a decade playing on her mind.

‘I’ll let you get back to lunch.’

‘Thanks. Speak to you soon.’

Once the conversation was finished, Sophie stared down at her sandwich with a bite taken out of it and considered the issue of Jacob Wyndham. She’d allowed herself to fantasise about him all those years ago because she never for a moment thought she’d actually meet him. She’d never met any of Uncle Robert’s friends before and what would she want with antiques? London was a big city, it was perfectly reasonable for both of them to live there and never meet. She exhaled slowly. She’d never seen a photo of him, and Robert had never described him to her, so her mental image of Jacob was wholly unrealistic. He wouldn’t be that attractive. He wouldn’t be that tall or have those kind eyes or a charming smile or long fingers. He would look down his nose at her taste in cheap furniture and despise the way she’d dyed a stripe of her hair bright green. He’d be too old for her, too stuffy, too posh.

Sophie crammed the rest of the sandwich into her mouth, immediately regretted it and let what wouldn’t fit in fall back out. She ate fast, standing and rushing back to the museum while pushing more sandwich in as soon as she’d swallowed the last mouthful. No, no woman of Jacob Wyndham’s would eat a sandwich like that. 

She threw her security pass against the pad and the door clicked as it unlocked. Sophie didn’t run, or even jog, to the post room but she did walk faster than she thought it possible for a dignified adult to walk.

‘Hi. Hi, there. Anything for me? Today?’ Sophie cleared her throat before she choked on the last of her sandwich, swinging around the door into the post room. A man looked up in surprise and then blankly at the envelopes and parcels he was sorting. ‘Sophie Martin. British, Europe and Prehistory.’

The man squinted, trying to recall the name.

‘Yes. Hang on.’ He started rifling through a pile and came out with a brown padded envelope. Sophie’s chest tightened and she swallowed again to keep her sandwich down.

‘Thanks.’ She took it from him and immediately tore open the top.

‘Do you want the rest for your department?’ he asked. 

She glanced at the huge pile and shook her head before stopping and heaving a sigh. 

‘Sure.’ 

He handed her the pile and she thanked him again, making her way to the stairs, back to her office.

She was about to hand out the post but caught herself mid-thought and reminded herself of her job description. Handing the pile of post to the department’s office manager with a smile, and hopefully no sandwich in her teeth, she ducked down to her desk to read through Robert’s report. He was right, it was interesting. Interesting and perhaps a little odd.

The item in question was something she’d heard of and it seemed as though Robert had had a lot of fun researching it. If he’d just asked Sophie, she could have talked for hours on the subject.

‘Don’t tell me he’s actually found one of these,’ she murmured, flicking through the whole report, wondering if there was any correspondence between Robert and Jacob inside. Any clue as to the true nature of Jacob Wyndham. There wasn’t. It was made up of blocks of text, research that Robert had discovered and rewritten or simply included. There were a couple of diagrams but not many. There should be more, in Sophie’s opinion.

Robert’s report contained the history of the object followed by instructions on how to use it. The instructions were perhaps a little too comprehensive for Sophie’s liking. It wasn’t that she necessarily believed in objects having magical powers but she did think you shouldn’t tempt fate. Unable to find any clues as to why Jacob Wyndham needed so much detail in the instructions, Sophie pulled out her phone and called her uncle.

‘It’s Sophie,’ she said, distractedly. ‘I’ve got the report. Why did he ask for this, Uncle?’

‘Oh, that is a relief. I was a tad concerned it would get lost in the postal system. It isn’t damaged at all? I know, I know, I could have emailed it, but there’s a newspaper clipping. Did you see that? And I wasn’t sure how to get that into the computer.’

Sophie flipped through the report again and found the newsletter clipping fastened securely near the end. She scanned it quickly, a story about the object being found and handed into a museum.

‘I see it,’ she told him. ‘And why does he need this information? You’re not going to tell me he has one of these, are you?’ She was hissing down the phone, glancing around to see who might be listening. Her gaze caught the cork pinboard on one wall, full of photographs of half-buried skeletons, grave goods and pieces of pottery, and Sophie sat up straight. What on earth was she so scared of? Had she forgotten where she was? ‘Uncle? Does Jacob have a Sigillum Dei?’

‘Yes. Or so he tells me. He found it inside a book. Did I tell you he collects books? Mostly first editions, of course.’

‘A paper version?’

‘Well, of course. It was inside a book. What else would it be?’

‘They’ve been found on all sorts of materials. They don’t really survive long, except for the few cast in metal. Copper, usually.’

‘Hmm. I wasn’t sure how much you’d know about the topic.’

‘Well, it’s not really British folklore, is it.’

‘Well, no. Although that’s how he sold it to me. I didn’t realise until I did the research. More European, I suppose, but your department covers that, doesn’t it?’

Sophie closed her eyes, pursing her lips.

‘Why does he need the instructions, Uncle? Is he planning on using it?’

‘I have no idea,’ said Robert. ‘I merely included them because I found them interesting.’ He chuckled down the phone. ‘You don’t seriously think these things work, do you? Sophie, one cannot talk to angels because angels do not exist.’

As far as you’re aware, Sophie thought, although she didn’t say that.

‘Better not to find out, though, right?’ she suggested. Robert chuckled some more but before he could speak, Sophie asked, ‘What do you need to tell me? To pass on to him? This report seems pretty complete to me. You could have just posted it to him. What’s going on, Uncle?’

There was a pause and then Robert sighed.

‘I don’t believe in angels, Sophie. And you shouldn’t either. But I rather think that Jacob might and that he might try to use this. I need you to explain everything to him but also to dissuade his attempts to make the thing work.’

‘So, you don’t believe in angels but you’re worried he might actually get the thing to work?’

‘No, Sophie. I’m worried he’ll be giving himself false hope.’

Sophie hesitated as this sunk in. What had happened to Jacob Wyndham?

‘Why would he want to speak to angels?’

‘I can’t say.’

‘What could angels do?’ she asked, more to herself than to Robert. She didn’t want to know the answer and yet she was compelled to know whether there was a woman involved, or any romantic relationship of any sort, or perhaps a child. ‘Has he lost someone close to him?’ she tried.

‘No. No, nothing like that.’

‘Then what?’ Sophie asked, relaxing.

‘Maybe you should ask him. When’s good for him to visit, hmm?’

Sophie bit her lip, her stomach twisting.

‘Er, erm, I don’t know.’ Her mind raced. How could she get out of this?

‘How about tomorrow? In the morning? Is that too soon? Are you free?’

Sophie checked her diary despite knowing it was clear.

‘Yeah,’ she said before she had time to think. ‘Sure. Although…’ she whispered, hunting for an excuse. Robert either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore it.

‘Ten o’clock. Where should he go?’

‘The information desk,’ said Sophie, a hand over her eyes.

‘Very good. And you’ll meet him there?’

‘Sure. How will I know him?’

‘Oh, you’ll know him. Jacob Wyndham is hard to miss.’

The hand fell from Sophie’s eyes.

‘Oh?’

‘Thank you so much, darling Sophie. I’ll go call him now.’

With a trembling hand, Sophie hung up the phone and stared at the report. Slowly, she leaned down until her forehead rested on her desk and she let out a low, rumbling groan.
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