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July 1995

I was eight years old when I saw The Lady in Pink. It was at the start of the school holidays and we were having our first family get together at Moonlight House.

I’d never been there before, but I knew what it was because Gran talked about it all the time. She’d married the younger son of the Beckfords of Wiltshire and Moonlight House was where he’d been born and brought up. It all sounded very grand to me back then.

Great Uncle William and Great Aunt Helen were the only ones still there when we went, but they did have servants, which sounded very exciting. I remembered feeling let down when I realised they were just ordinary people.

Mrs Hickling was the housekeeper. She was lovely. She always had cakes ready for two hungry kids, and on rainy days she let us help with the baking. Mr Barnes was the gardener and handyman so we didn’t see so much of him.

Helen and William were very kind, and let my sister and me go wherever we wanted – except in their rooms of course.

I loved my bedroom. It was huge with a big double bed and oversized furniture. Best of all there was a window seat where I could sit and look down on the garden. 

On my first night I had to go to bed early because ‘I must be tired’ which I thought was really unfair. Just because I was younger than Ashley didn’t mean I couldn’t stay up as late as she could. It was the holidays! But there was no point arguing with Mum so I let her tuck me into bed and kiss me goodnight. As soon as she’d gone, I got out again and sat by the window. 

I watched the sun go down and the moon come up and everything in the garden shone silver. It was like an enchanted world where magical things happened and I wanted so much to go and play in it. 

Then someone walked across the lawn. A lady dressed all in pink. A pink dress that sparkled as she moved, pink shoes, something pink in her hair that also sparkled, and she was carrying a small sparkly bag.  I couldn’t see her face but I knew she must be beautiful. She stopped by one of two big flower pots on the wall by the steps and stared across the meadow.

I tried to open the window to shout ‘hello’ but back then I didn’t know how sash windows worked, so I banged on the glass instead.

Mum came into the room.

‘Jessica! What are you doing out of bed, you should be asleep!’

‘I was looking at the Lady in Pink,’ I told her. 

‘What lady?’

‘The one down there in the garden.’

Mum looked but The Lady had gone.

‘She was there, Mum, honestly, she was.’

‘Don’t worry about it now. Come on, back into bed.’

‘Who is she?’ I asked as she tucked me in again. 

‘We’ll find out tomorrow. Now go to sleep.’

Of course, as soon as the door was closed, I ran back to the window but the moon had gone behind some clouds and everything in the garden was dark.

‘I’ll find out who she is tomorrow,’ I told my toy rabbit as I snuggled under the duvet. ‘Aunt and Uncle will tell me all about her.’

But they didn’t. They said  no one else was staying in the house and, when I asked Mrs Hickling, she didn’t know either. I went on and on about it until Mum got cross and told me to stop being a nuisance.

‘You were dreaming,’ she told me. ‘Now go off and play.’

Mum was using her ‘teacher’ voice so I did what she said, but I kept searching for The Pink Lady. Every night I sat on the window seat and, when  I got the chance, I sneaked into all the bedrooms to see if there was a pink dress hanging in any of the wardrobes.

For ages after that, I wore pink whenever I got the chance and once I got a pair of pink shoes with sparkles on them. I dressed my dolls all in pink and walked them across a piece of cardboard painted green to look like the lawn. I even drew some steps on one side and stood Lego pots of flowers on them.

We had our last holiday at Moonlight when I was eleven and after that William and Helen shut up the house and moved into a much smaller one in the village. I was fourteen when they died and Mum said their son had inherited the estate, but he lived in Australia and she didn’t know if he’d ever come back.

The years passed and Moonlight House was replaced in my mind with school, exams, university and work. I got on with my life, but suddenly, in 2017, it came crashing back.
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May 2017

Ashley wasn’t looking for a new job. She loved the one she had, organising events for a rapidly expanding hotel chain. She got to travel, meet loads of new people, get things done her way and best of all (although she’d never put it on her CV) enjoyed telling men what to do.

Win win.

So when a particularly annoying American guy came up to her and asked her to work for him instead, she was tempted to tell him where to go – politely, of course.

‘I have a job,’ she told him. ‘One I enjoy very much.’

‘Okay, so how about I buy you lunch,’ he suggested. ‘Please?’

Because she was hungry and he was good-looking, she said yes.

‘But I don’t have a lot of time,’ she added.

‘No problem. I’m Chris Taylor and this is my friend, Matt Stafford.’

She nodded to them both and led the way into the restaurant.

‘We can talk here,’ she said and sat at a small corner table. If he was trying to headhunt her, she didn’t want any of the staff finding out.

The waiter took their order and brought them drinks.

‘You said something about a job offer,’ said Ashley as she sipped her sparkling water.

‘That’s right,’ Chris replied. ‘I’m opening a hotel.’

‘Just one?’

‘For now. I was at the conference dinner here last night. It was so well organised I had to know who was in charge. They said it was you. You did a really great job.’

‘Thank you very much.’

They stopped talking when their food arrived, then Chris continued.

‘I’ve recently sold my IT company and want to do something completely different. I bought an old manor house to turn into a hotel. Matt here is also my architect. When it’s open, I want to do more than rent rooms. I want to run events, and make the most of its history. I’ve checked out the area. No one else is doing what I have in mind so I think it will be very successful, but I need the right people.’

‘And you think I’m the right person?’

He nodded. ‘You’d be perfect.’

‘You don’t know anything about me.’

‘I don’t need to. I’m a very good judge of character.’

Ashley shrugged. ‘So when will this hotel open?’

‘In a few months.’

Matt laughed. 

‘Make that this time next year,’ he said and pointed his fork at Chris. ‘He’s a genius when it comes to IT but knows nothing about construction.’

‘Okay, okay,’ smiled Chris. ‘It might take a while longer than I’d like, but if you want the job, we don’t have to wait. I’ll pay your salary even if all you’re doing is sitting around in the sun watching Matt slave over a hot slate roof. Did I tell you he was my architect?. I’ll match what you’re getting now and add ten per cent.  Interested?’

Was she? Ashley wondered.

‘It sounds intriguing,’ she said at last. ‘But I’ll need some time to think about  it.’

‘No problem.’

‘Are you taking on anyone else this early?’ she asked, more to break the silence than out of real interest. She’d already decided that she didn’t want the job, but as he was a customer and paying for her lunch ...

‘I’ve got a team of builders standing by to start on the conversion – Matt’s in charge of that – so the only person I need right now is a researcher. The house is hundreds of years old and must have a fascinating history. I want to find out all about it. I need someone to dig into its past. Apparently this place has been owned by the same family since it was built and that’ll be a great USP, especially for American guests. They love that Downton Abbey TV show like you wouldn’t believe. I plan to recreate that experience, make them feel that they’re living that kind of life.’

Ashley was now only half listening. A shiver ran down her spine and when Chris finally stopped enthusing she asked casually, ‘Where is this house?’

‘In the wilds of Wiltshire, a little village called Fordbridge.’

Ashley forced herself to stay calm. ‘And does it have a name?’

‘Sure does. It’s called Moonlight, isn’t that great? I’m going to call my place The Moonlight House Hotel.’

‘And you need a researcher.’

‘Yeah, as soon as possible, before the place gets taken apart and all the contents got rid of. Where are you going?’ he added as Ashley jumped out of her seat, phone in hand.

‘Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’

Before Chris or Matt could say any more, she rushed out of the restaurant.

Once outside, Ashley called her sister.

Jess was in her university office, packing up her belongings, when her phone buzzed. She saw the name on the display and answered.

‘Hi, Ash, Nice to hear from you.’

‘Don’t talk, listen. Have you got a new job yet?’

Jess grinned. She was used to her sister moving at the speed of light.

‘Not yet. Why?’

‘Because I’ve just met someone who wants research done into a family history.’

‘Not really my thing, sis. I’m more of a statistics person.’

‘It’ll be your thing when I tell you where it is.’

‘Go on.’

‘Are you listening carefully?’

‘Yes.’

‘And are you sitting down?’

‘Ashley!’

‘Okay. This guy – an uber rich American - has bought an old manor house in Wiltshire.’

Jess stopped smiling and gripped her phone.

‘Which house?’

Ashley paused for maximum impact.

‘Moonlight.’

Jess sat and stared at nothing for what felt like hours. In real time it was only a couple of minutes before a text came through with a name and telephone number, plus a message in capital letters that said CALL HIM NOW!!!!! Her hand shook as she tapped in the number and she had to force herself to speak normally.

‘Mr Taylor?’ she said when he answered. ‘I understand you’re looking for a researcher.’

After she’d set up the interview, she sat for an even longer time staring into space. Her present job had finished with the academic year which meant she was free to start anytime. This matched perfectly with what Chris Taylor wanted. It wasn’t the kind of work she usually did but the salary was three times what she was on now and she’d have worked for half that for the chance to go back to Moonlight House. But of course she didn’t tell him that.

She picked up her box of stuff and said goodbye to her colleagues. She only had a few hours to prepare so she’d better get on with it. This was one interview she absolutely had to get right.

It turned out to be the craziest Jess had ever taken part in. Instead of a stuffy office, a panel of unsmiling academics and a barrage of obscure questions, she was sitting in a London hotel bar with two gorgeous American guys drinking cosmopolitans.

Jess sipped her cocktail and smiled at them, hoping she looked more relaxed than she felt.

‘So tell me about the job,’ she suggested.

‘Tell us about you first,’ said Chris.

‘Okay,’ she agreed and tailored her reply to what she thought he’d want to hear. ‘I have a lot of experience in sorting contents, photographing, etc., and putting all the details into databases. I love researching family histories and have always wanted to write up my findings in a book, but to date no one has wanted me to do that. I enjoy going through old records, archives, and newspapers, anything that will help me put flesh on the bones -although I don’t dig up actual skeletons - and I’m hoping that’s enough because I really want this job.’

‘Because your sister might be working for me too?’

Jess played it cool. 

‘That would be fun, of course, but it’s a bonus not a reason.’

‘Okay,’ said Chris. ‘The job’s yours.’

Jess stared at him.

‘Just like that? You don’t want references?’

‘Like I told your sister, I’m a great judge of character.’

‘And you don’t want to know anything else?’ she asked, thinking about the carefully selected files in her briefcase that had taken her into the early hours of the morning to put together.

‘Just one thing. Why did your sister freak when I told her the house was called Moonlight?’

‘Did she?’

‘Big time. Ran out of the hotel like she was on fire.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘So what is it about the house name that would make her react like that? I’m guessing it’s the same reason you really want this job.’

Jess gave up playing it cool. She leaned forward and fixed him with a no nonsense stare.

‘I want it because Moonlight House was built by an ancestor of mine back in 1718 and has been in my family ever since.’

Before he could fully digest this, she added, ‘When do I start?’

That evening, Jess sat in Ashley’s allocated staff hotel room and sipped a large glass of celebratory champagne.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ she said for the millionth time. ‘I’ll be living back at Moonlight for at least a year.’

‘I still hate the fact that someone else owns it,’ said Ashley. ‘But at least Chris and Matt intend to renovate rather than pull it down.’

They both shuddered at that thought.

‘I phoned Mum and Dad,’ said Jess. ‘They’re delighted, and Granny Mary most of all.’

Ashley winked at her.

‘And you never know. You might find out who the Lady in Pink is.’

Jess groaned. ‘Please, Ash. Don’t spoil the moment by taking the piss.’

‘I wasn’t going to.’

‘Yes, you were, you’ve been doing it for years.’

‘Okay, I was.’

‘Especially don’t do it in front of my new boss. If that story gets around, he’ll think I’m a nutter.’

‘Okay, I promise.’

The two sisters took a moment to drink more champagne.

‘So, are you going to take the job he offered you?’ Jess asked.

‘Probably not. Like you, I’d love to be back at Moonlight but it’s just one hotel. Fun for about a year then I’d get bored. Plus I can’t imagine moving out of London to live in the countryside. It’s not me.’

‘Chris is kind of cute.’

‘True.’

‘And he’s very rich.’

‘Also true.’

‘And if you married him you’d bring Moonlight back into the family.’

Ashley threw a cushion at her. ‘You sound just like Granny Mary.’

Their Gran was well-known in the family for telling the girls that they should ‘marry well’ because she had.

Now it was Ashley’s turn to change the subject.

‘When do you start?’

‘Next week. I have to move out of my uni accommodation anyway and was planning to go home but now I can move into the new wing at Moonlight.’

‘Won’t it bother you being on your own?’

‘I won’t be on my own. Chris will be there and he’s hired a housekeeper from the village to come in and ‘do’ for him. Plus Matt will be spending time there too.’

‘Matt is kind of cute too,’ grinned Ashley.

‘Shut up.’

‘I wonder if the housekeeper is someone we know.’

‘Probably. I should think at some time in the last 300 years every family in Fordbridge has worked on the Moonlight estate.’

That was one of the many things the girls loved about staying there. Everyone in the village knew who they were and made them feel part of the community.

‘I have to get to bed,’ said Ashley after finishing her drink and rinsing the glasses. ‘I’ve got an early start in the morning. I hope this sofa bed is comfortable.’

‘If it isn’t, I’ll complain to the management.’
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A week later, after spending time with her parents in Salisbury, Jess drove her car to the entrance of Moonlight House. She turned into the drive  and stopped at the tall gates. In her memory, they were old, rusty and saggy, and always open. Now they were repaired and repainted, and very definitely locked.

To one side there was a new post with a large button that said ‘For entry, press here’. She pressed and waited. A few seconds later, Chris’s voice said clearly, ‘Hi Ms Beckford. Welcome home.’

Jess looked up and saw the camera. She waved at it as the gates swung open, then drove towards the house.

Her heart thumped faster the closer she got. This would be the first time in eleven years she’d get to see the beautiful Georgian building she loved so much. It had five stories including the attics and cellars, classic Georgian proportions with the central main door and the long multi-paned windows on either side, lawns and flower beds in front bordering a circular drive/parking space.

She remembered crying her eyes out when they drove away for the last time. 

In her mind, Moonlight stood tall and beautiful, but as she rounded the last curve, sadness flooded through her at the sight of windows opaque with dust, the drive full of weeds and the double front door half obscured by wind-driven dirt and leaves.

‘Poor old Moonlight,’ she sighed as she parked out front. She got out of the car and was walking round to the boot when a shout made her look further down the drive. It was Chris and he was waving her to the new wing. 

‘Stupid,’ Jess muttered. ‘You’re not on holiday now.’

She got back into the car, restarted the engine and drove to where Chris was standing.

Although everyone called it the new wing, it had been built in the mid 19th century. Obviously Victorian, it lacked the elegance of the original house, but was smaller so more convenient. An external corridor linked the two. Helen and William lived there during the winter because it was easier to heat, only moving back to the big house when they had summer visitors.

Jess got out as Chris opened the car boot and took out her suitcase. It was a lovely day and he was wearing T shirt and shorts. With his blond hair and suntan, he looked the typical Californian ‘surfer dude’.

‘Great weather,’ he said as he waited for her to pick up her other bags. ‘Reminds me of home. Come on, I’ll show you to your room.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ she said.  ‘Just tell me which one it is.’

‘No way, Ms Beckford. You follow me.’

She did as she was told and, as she stepped into the entrance hall, lovely foodie smells wafted out from the big eat-in kitchen next door.

‘She’s here, Mrs H,’ called Chris.

A woman in her sixties came into the hall. 

‘Jess. How lovely to see you again.’

‘Mrs Hickman!’

Jess dropped her bags and hugged her. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘Me too. I’ve missed the old place.’

‘Are you living in?’

‘No, I have to get home for my cat, but I’ll come in every day. I’ve got your room ready. Sorry it isn’t the one you used to have in the big house.’

‘Me too. Are they unusable now?’

She nodded.

‘Just about. The whole house is in a bad way, but Mr Chris says he’s going to make it beautiful again.’

The way she beamed at him told Jess the new owner had already made a hit with her.

Jess followed ‘Mr Chris’ up one flight of stairs to a bedroom at the front.

‘Thanks,’ she told him as he put her case on the bed. 

‘Come down when you’re ready and I’ll show you your workroom.’

‘Show me now if you like.’

‘Okay. It’s up here.’

He went up the narrower stairs two at a time to what had been attics crammed full of things Helen and William didn’t want in the rooms they used.

‘I’ve had everything cleared out and this is all for you.’

The attic stretched the full length of the new wing and was painted a fresh white. Sunlight flooded in through the small dormers and made a pattern of bright squares on the newly varnished wooden floor.

‘Didn’t know what colour you like, but you can change it if you want.’

‘No, this is perfect. Where did you put everything that was in here? Last time I looked, it was stacked floor to ceiling.’

He chuckled at her obvious anxiety.

‘Relax,’ he said putting up his hands. ‘It was all boxed up and put in a couple of the other bedrooms. I needed it moved so we could clean it up. You can bring it back as it suits. It was mostly junk but what I think of junk you Brits call heirlooms. Okay. This is your computer - top of the line of course - and you’ve got a scanner, photocopier and printer. I’ve got you a camera with wifi so all the photos you take will automatically save to cloud storage which you access from the server. There’s a digital recorder and whatever you say into it will also be saved in the same way. If there’s anything else you want, let me know and I’ll get it for you.’

Jess looked at her desk with its extremely comfortable chair.

‘It’s way better than I’m used to,’ she said. ‘You’ll never get me out of here.’

Chris grinned. ‘That’s the idea.’

He showed her how to work the computer. 

‘Any questions, let me know. It’s second nature to me but people keep reminding me that not everyone’s an IT genius.’

‘I think I’ve got it. Thanks.’

Mrs Hickman called up the stairs, ‘Anyone want lunch?’

After they’d eaten, and while Jess caught up with some of the village gossip, Chris disappeared into his ground floor office. After a long chat and several cups of tea, Jess went to her room to unpack. Her bedroom had a good view of Soggy Meadow and the woods that flanked it on either side. This area had been the sisters’ favourite playground. The broad steps were still there but the urns of flowers had gone. 

She opened her suitcase then closed it again. Unpacking could wait. She wanted to take a good look at where she’d bee spending most of her time.

Back in the attic, she wandered around trailing her fingers over the surfaces of the long white tables. They were empty now, but she could picture them covered in photos and newspaper articles, and the shelves stacked with books. There was room on the long walls between the small windows to hang the portraits she was sure she’d find somewhere.

She pulled the cellotape off the box she’d carried up with her. It contained the goodies Granny Mary had given her the day before.

‘I don’t know if I told you,’ she’d said to Jess. ‘But a couple of years ago I put together some of the Beckford family tree. I only did the easy bit, from one of those ancestor sites on the internet, but it goes back to Thomas Beckford who was born in 1860.’

‘That’s wonderful, Gran. Thanks. It’ll save me hours and give me a starting point.’

Jess sat at her desk and fiddled with the keyboard, but she wasn’t ready to start work yet.

‘Go unpack now,’ she told herself. ‘This can wait until tomorrow.’

By the time she’d got her stuff sorted into drawers and cupboards, Mrs Hickman was calling her down for dinner. Again Chris ate quickly then disappeared, Mrs Hickman went home and Jess went to her bedroom. She stared out of the window at the slowly darkening sky. 

‘No full moon tonight,’ she mused. ‘So no Pink lady.’

She laughed at herself.

‘You’re not eight years old now, Jessica,’ she reminded herself, but deep inside she still thought of her Lady as real, and wished she could see her again. The sensible part of her said that was never going to happen. The eight year old that still lived inside her hoped for a miracle.

The next day, she started work by unrolling the large printed family tree onto one of the tables, anchoring the corners with a couple of mugs, a holder full of pens and a pack of printer paper. She stared at it for a few minutes but couldn’t concentrate.

‘It’s no good,’ she muttered. ‘I’ve got to go see my old room.’

Jess always talked to herself when she was thinking. It was a left over from childhood when she did it to annoy her sister, more recently because she found it helped her to concentrate.

‘I’m going to the big house for a look round,’ she called to Mrs Hickman when she reached the bottom of the stairs.

‘Take care, love. It’s a bit of a mess over there.’

‘Will do.’

Instead of using the connecting door, Jess decided to go outside and in through the front door – at least she would if she could get it open – and it gave her the perfect excuse for a detour.

Once across the hayfield that had been a lawn, she stood at the top of the wide, shallow steps with the stone walls that had supported two big urns of flowers. Adopting what she called her Pink Lady Pose, one hand on a pretend urn, the other by her side, she stared out across Soggy Meadow. The girls had named it that because it was always wet and muddy, even in the height of summer.

Although The Lady had seemed so real all those years ago, Jess had long ago accepted she must have been dreaming, that she had fallen asleep on the window seat and when she woke up assumed it was all real.

‘But if you were real,’ she muttered. ‘What were you looking at? What’s so fascinating about a bog full of dead grass, scrubby plants and old bulrushes?’

She trod down to the bottom step and pushed her toe into the wet ground. As usual it squelched.

‘No change there,’ she said and shivered as a breeze blew across her bare arms. ‘Time to get into the big house and get on with what I’m being paid for.’

Jess pushed at one of the big entrance doors. Chris had assured her they weren’t locked but it took a lot of shoving and a few kicks before she got them open. 

Inside, the hall was dirty and neglected and the two half circle banisters dusty and dull. She walked up to the half landing and stood in front of the tall niche that she and Ashley used to climb into. They’d pose inside it, pretending to be Greek goddesses or fashion models, depending on the game of the day. From there, the rest of the stairs to the first floor led to two corridors, one going right, the other left. Off these were the main bedrooms.

To get to the second floor and the attics, she had to walk along one or other of them to the servants’ stairs at each end of the building. She took the right hand flight up to her old bedroom.

It was much as she remembered. The big bed, the huge wardrobe where she and Ashley had played ‘Going to Narnia’, a chest of drawers and a dressing table. Like everywhere else, it was dirty and smelled musty, and seemed very sad. The bed she had loved sleeping in was now only a frame and a dirty mattress. She sat on it remembering how she used to pile it with pillows and cushions talking on a pretend telephone and ordering breakfast in bed.

The fireplace was still there but was full of old ashes and dust.

‘Hi, room,’ she said as she looked around. ‘Have you missed me?’

The room didn’t answer.

‘Don’t tell me you’re sulking! It wasn’t my fault I stopped coming, you know. I didn’t have a choice. If you’re going to blame anyone, blame the post war government that imposed all those high property taxes. My family had no choice but to downsize.’

She patted the chest of drawers which left hand prints in the dirt and walked to the window seat. The faded red velvet cushions were still there and, like everything else, coated with dust. She brushed it off before sitting down and stared out of the multi paned window, just as she had that night she saw The Lady.

‘Were you really there?’ she whispered. ‘Or were you always a figment of my imagination?’

She sighed and shook her head.

‘I’d better shut up. If Chris hears me talking to myself, he’ll sack me and hire someone sane. Time to go look round the house and decide exactly how I’m going to record everything.’

Jess went up one more floor to the attics. They were still full of boxes and old bits of furniture, so going through them would be top priority. Chris had told her the roof would be the first thing to be restored and made a mental note to ask him when the work would start. She also made a mental note to always have her recorder with her.

‘No point having it if I don’t carry it around. Good to know talking to myself will be of use.’

All the small bedrooms on the second floor and the larger ones on the first contained furniture and a few ornaments, but nothing more personal.

The reception rooms were on the ground floor. At the front, they were large and overlooked the drive. At the back they were smaller and cosier. Gran said they were where the family got together when they weren’t trying to impress anyone, and they all had French doors that opened onto the wide terrace overlooking the formal gardens and the remains of the orangery.

‘Another note to self. Find out when the orangery lost all its glass? Was it damaged during one of the wars or did it get too expensive to maintain after the second one?’

She took the servants’ stairs down to the cellars. Like the attics they were stuffed with – well – stuff. Her hands itched to find out what it all was. It was pushed against walls and into the irregularly placed storage areas and looked like it had been there for decades.

Jess finished her tour with a slow walk back to the big entrance hall with its double staircase.

She sat on the third stair up and thought about the times she and Ashley had banister races. They’d start at the top of the curve and see who could slide to the bottom the fastest. The winner was the first one to crash onto the wooden floor. 

‘If you weren’t so dirty,’ she told them. ‘I’d take a ride for old time’s sake.’

Back outside in the sunshine, she walked all the way round the outside of the building and into the orangery. The foundations were still there and Jess hoped Chris intended to have it rebuilt. It would make a wonderful event space.

The gardens were overgrown and tangled although there was still a faint smell of roses in the air.

‘Some of the bushes must have survived,’ she said as she looked around. ‘Not that I can see any.’

Great Aunt Helen had loved her roses and spent time showing the girls how to make the petals into potpourri. All she could find now were some straggly lavender bushes struggling through the brambles, so she picked some of it and inhaled its scent.

‘One day you’ll be beautiful again,’ she promised the garden and was on her way back to the new wing when a voice shouted, ‘Jess!’

She looked round and saw Mrs Hickling waving to her.

‘Lunch is ready.’

‘Thanks.’

She hurried inside thinking what a luxury it was to have all her meals provided. Chris was already sitting at the table, looking at his phone.

‘Hi,’ he said without looking up.

‘Hi,’ she replied and poured water into a glass for the lavender she’d picked. 

‘They’re pretty,’ said Mrs Hickling as she put a huge casserole dish beside it. ‘Help yourselves. I’m off now.’

‘You’re not eating with us?’ asked Jess who’d been hoping to hear more goss.

‘Sorry, I can’t stay this afternoon, but I’ve made enough for two meals. See you both in the morning.’

Chris ate and stared at his phone for a bit longer then seemed to realise he was being rude.

‘Sorry,’ he said as he put it aside. ‘Habit. Must get out of it. How was your first look at the house since - when was it?’

‘2006,’ Jess replied, grateful he was ready to talk. ‘It’s good to see it’s still intact with all the furniture, etc. I can’t wait to get to work.’

‘Glad to hear it. I’m expecting great things of you, Ms Beckford.’

She squinted at him. ‘Are you going to keep calling me that?’

‘You don’t like it?’

‘Sounds pretentious.’

‘But appropriate for a descendant of the man who built this place.’

‘Please - call me Jess.’

‘Okay,’ he grinned. After they’d finished eating, Chris poured coffee for them both but didn’t sit down again.

‘Got to talk to people stateside,’ he explained. ‘Time difference can be a bitch. They’re just getting out of bed.’

Jess nodded. ‘No problem. See you.’

She leaned back and sighed. It was obvious Chris was a workaholic and hoped she’d be able to impress him.

She spent the afternoon in her workroom listing what had to be done, and after dinner went early to her bedroom. She had a bath then lay in bed, too excited to sleep. She was back at Moonlight!

‘I feel like I did the first night I was here. If there was a full moon I’d get out there and check the steps. Oh, what the hell.’

She padded to the window and stared into the darkness, but all she could see was the waving of tall trees against the slightly lighter sky.

‘Sleep, Jessica,’ she told herself and went back to bed. ‘And now I sound like my mother!’

She thought she’d be awake for hours but suddenly it was morning and her phone alarm was ringing.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




After breakfast, Jess took her new camera and recorder into the big house. She stood in the centre of the entrance hall, took 360 degree photos and moved on, resisting the strong temptation to slide down the banister.

‘You’re not a kid now,’ she muttered and switched on her recorder.

‘The entrance hall looks much as it’s always done although the central chandelier has gone.’

She worked her way through all the ground floor talking non stop. Having a recorder suited her. She could do what came naturally without people thinking she was strange. 

‘I was going to work through the house methodically,’ she dictated. ‘From the ground floor up, but you know what, I’ve decided to start in my bedroom instead. From there I can work my way down.’

When she got there, she listed the contents and took photos, but instead of moving to the next room she took a time out, sat on the window seat and gazed at the view. The tall urns of flowers might be gone but in the bright sunshine even scruffy old Soggy Meadow looked inviting with a few wild flowers and bright green leaves.

She felt a breath of wind blow across her bare arms and turned to the door, expecting to see Chris standing there, but it was still closed. Chills fluttered down her spine as she stared into all the corners and shadows.

She slapped herself on the head when she looked at the fireplace.

‘Get a grip. It’s just the wind blowing down the chimney.’

The fireplace was on the opposite side of the room to her bed and as a child she’d pleaded with her dad to light a fire. It would have been lovely to curl up on the rug in front of it and read a book, but her parents insisted it was too dangerous. Plus who needed a fire in the summer time? they’d said, and now Jess was an adult, she realised it could have been disastrous.

‘No more day dreaming,’ she told herself as she stood up. ‘You’ve got a lot of work to get through and your boss isn’t the type to employ slackers.’

She took more photos of the room then some of the view out of the window. Again, she thought about The Pink Lady.

‘Aren’t there stories about ghost photos? Everything looks normal to the naked eye but when the photos are developed there are mysterious shapes on them? I’ll take a few more just in case.’

Before she left, she took a quick look inside the wardrobe and drawers in case there was a pink dress lurking, but all she found was sawdust left by feasting woodworm.

‘Go,’ she ordered and went into the room opposite.

It took hours to go into every room, take photos and dictate notes before going to the attic rooms where the maids used to sleep. They were also stacked with what looked like rubbish but she’d have to check everything to be sure.

‘That’s a job for another day,’ she said and switched off the recorder. She smiled as she said, ‘Hey, house. Remember when I asked Helen if the boys had slept in the attics as well as the maids? She was so shocked. Of course not, she told me, only the girls are allowed up there. Boys slept in the stables!’

Jess stared at the piles of rubbish strewn everywhere.

‘Oh, man. It’ll take weeks to clear this. I’ll have to move it all to my workroom before going through it.  And I still haven’t asked Chris how long before they take the old roof off.’

She took the side stairs all the way down to the cellars. They were also full of junk. She raised her recorder to her mouth.

‘Make sure nothing is thrown away until I’ve checked it all. Don’t risk losing any of the history. Plus some things could be used in the finished hotel. Chris won’t want a museum but a few pieces will help link the old with the new.’

She went to find her boss who was in his office eating a sandwich. Jess suddenly realised how hungry she was.

‘Hi, Jess, come in,’ he said. ‘You missed lunch.’

He held out the loaded plate.

‘Thanks,’ she said as she took one. ‘I’ve been through the house doing a preliminary search. How much time do I have before the builders arrive?’

‘A few weeks. What’s wrong?’ he added when she groaned.

‘It’s all the stuff. I can’t throw anything away until I’ve checked it and it’ll probably take months to go through it all.’

He nodded. ‘I’ve talked to Matt about the schedule. The first thing he has to do is the roof, it’s in a bad way, we got here just in time. He’s checked over the old stables. You know them?’ She nodded. ‘Course you do, stupid question. Anyway, the roofs over there are fine, everything’s watertight. I’m getting some help from the village and we’ll start with clearing what was left in there. When that’s done, we can move what’s in the main house to the emptied spaces. Matt will check the house, do his architect thing. Once the roof’s been replaced, we can start on the restoration.’

By this time Jess had sat down and Chris was leaning back in his chair, staring at the ceiling as he talked.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





