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    For my uncle George Rainbow

  




  

    And some win peace who spend

  




  

    The skill of words to sweeten despair

  




  

    Of finding consolation where

  




  

    Life has but one dark end.
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    It is my soul that calls upon my name.

  




  

    Romeo and Juliet, II, ii

  




  

    My lover came to me on the last night in April, with a message and a warning that sent me home to him. Put like that, it sounds strange, though it is exactly what happened. When I try to explain, it will no doubt sound stranger still. Let me put it all down in order.

  




  

    I was working in Funchal, Madeira. Funchal is the main town of that lovely Atlantic island, and, in spite of its having been a port of call for almost every ship that has crossed the ocean since some time in the fourteenth century, the town is still small and charming, its steep alleys tumbling down the lava slopes of the island’s mountain spine, its streets full of flowers and trees, its very pavements made of patterned mosaic which glistens in the sun. I was working as receptionist and tourist guide at one of the new hotels east of the town. This sounds an easy job, but isn’t; in tourist time, which in Madeira is almost the whole year, it is hard indeed; but what had led me to apply for the job was that very few qualifications seemed to be needed by a ‘Young lady of good appearance, willing to work long hours’. Both these qualifications were mine; appearance was just about all I’d got, and I would have worked any hours to make some money. Whether I was the best for the job I don’t know, but it happened that the people who owned the hotel had known my father, so I was hired. The old-boy network they call it. Well, it works, as often as not. You may not get the brightest and the best, but you do get someone who talks your own language, and who is usually someone you can get back at the way it will hurt, if they let you down.

  




  

    It’s barely a year since the things happened that I am writing about, but I find that I am already thinking of my father as if he were long gone, part of the past. As he is now; but on that warm April night in Madeira when my love told me to go and see him, Daddy was alive, just.

  




  

    I didn’t sleep in the hotel. The friends who owned it had a quinta, a country estate a few kilometres out of Funchal, where the pine woods slope down the mountains towards the sea. You reached the place by a lane which led off the Machico road, a steep grey ribbon of lava setts, bordered in summer with blue and white agapanthus standing cool against the pine woods, their stems vibrating in the draught of the running water in the levada at the road’s edge. The house was big and rather ornate in the Portuguese style, standing in wide grounds full of flowers and carefully watered grass and every imaginable exotic shrub and flowering tree, dramatically set against the cool background of mountain pines. The owners lived there all winter, but at the beginning of April, most years, went back to England to their house in Herefordshire which lay just across the Malvern Hills from ours. They were in England now, and the quinta was shuttered, but I lived in what they called the garden house. This was a plain, single-storey building at the foot of the garden. Its walls were pink-washed like those of the big house, and inside it was simple and bare – scrubbed floors and big echoing grey-walled rooms slatted all day against the sun, beautifully quiet and airy, and smelling of sunburned pines and lemon blossom. My bedroom window opened on one of the camellia avenues which led downhill towards the lily pools where frogs croaked and splashed all night. By the end of April the camellias are just about over, the browned blossoms swept away, almost as they drop, by the immaculate Portuguese gardeners; but the Judas trees are in flower, and the Angel’s Trumpets, and the wisteria, all fighting their way up through a dreamer’s mixture of cloudy blossom where every season’s flowers flourish (it seems) all year. And the roses are out. Not roses such as we have at home; roses need their cold winter’s rest, and here, forced as they are into perpetual flower by the climate, they grow pale and slack-petalled, on thin, over-supple stems. There were roses on the wall of the garden house, moonbursts of some white, loose-globed flower which showered half across my bedroom window. The breeze that blew the rainclouds from time to time across the moonlight tossed the shadows of the roses over wall and ceiling again and again, each time the same and yet each time different, as the roses moved and the petals loosened to the breeze.

  




  

    I was still awake when he came. He had not been to me for so long that at first I hardly recognised what was happening. It was just my name, softly, moving and fading through the empty room as the rose shadows moved and faded.

  




  

    Bryony. Bryony. Bryony Ashley.

  




  

    ‘Yes?’ I found I had said it aloud, as if words were needed. Then I came fully awake, and knew where I was and who was talking to me. I turned over on my back, staring up at the high ceiling of that empty room where the moonlit shadows, in a still pause, hung motionless and insubstantial. As insubstantial as the lover who filled the night-time room with his presence, and my mind with his voice.

  




  

    Bryony. At last. Listen . . . Are you listening?

  




  

    This is not how it came through, of course. That is hard to describe, if not downright impossible. It comes through neither in words nor in pictures, but – I can’t put it any better – in sudden blocks of intelligence that are thrust into one’s mind and slotted and locked there, the way a printer locks the lines into place, and there is the page with all its meanings for you to read. With these thought-patterns the whole page comes through at once; I suppose it may be like block-reading, though I have never tried that. They say it comes with practice. Well, he and I had had all our lives to practise; I had known him all my twenty-two years, and he (this much I could tell about him) was not much older.

  




  

    I suppose that when we were children we must both have stumbled and made mistakes, as normal children do with reading, but I cannot remember a time when we couldn’t confront each other, mind to mind, with ease. To begin with it seemed like sharing dreams, or having (as I believe is common among children) an imaginary companion who shared everything with me, and who was more real even than the cousins who lived near us, or than my friends at school. But, unlike most children, I never spoke about him. I don’t think this was through fear of ridicule or disbelief; the experience was something I took very much for granted; but somehow, imposed over those thought-patterns, was a censor which wouldn’t allow me to share him with anyone else, even my parents. And the same censor must have worked with him. Never by the smallest sign or faltering of the patterns did he let me know who he was, though, from the shared memories that we had, I knew he must be someone close to me, and it was a safe bet that he was one of my Ashley cousins, who had played with me at Ashley Court daily when I was a child, and who had later on shared almost every holiday. It’s a gift that goes in families, and there were records that it ran in ours: ever since the Elizabeth Ashley who was burned at the stake in 1623, there had been a record, necessarily secret, of strange ‘seeings’ and thought-transference between members of the family. By the same token my lover knew me, since I was the only Ashley girl, and for the last year or so had addressed me flatly as ‘Bryony’. There again, I only use the name for convenience; you might almost say he called me ‘You’, but in a manner which identified me fully. In return I called him ‘Ashley’, in an attempt to make him identify himself. He never did, but accepted the name as he had accepted ‘Boy’ and sometimes, in unwary moments, ‘Love’, with the same guarded and gentle amusement with which he parried every attempt I had lately made to force him to identify himself. All I could get from him was the assurance that when the time was right we would know each other openly; but until that time we must be close only in thought.

  




  

    I know I haven’t explained this well, but then it is a thing I have known all my life, and that I gather very few people know at all. When I was old enough to see the gift as something unique and secret, I tried to read about it, but all that could be found under headings like Telepathy or Thought-transference never seemed quite to tally with this easy private line of communication that we owned. In the end I gave up trying to analyse the experience, and went back to accepting it as I had done when a child. Though I gathered from my reading that gifts like this could be uncomfortable, and had been in times past downright dangerous, it had never worried me to possess it. Indeed, I could hardly imagine life without it. I don’t even know when he became a lover as well as a companion; a change in the thought patterns, I suppose, as unmistakable as the changes in one’s body. And if it seems absurd that one should need and offer love without knowing the body one offers it to, I suppose that unconsciously the body dictates a need which the mind supplies. With us the minds translated our need into vivid and holding patterns which were exchanged and accepted without question, and – since bodily responses were not involved – rather comfortably.

  




  

    It was probable that when we met and knew one another physically it would be less simple, but at the moment there seemed to be no prospect of this. You can’t, out of the blue, ask a second cousin who has given no hint of it: ‘Are you the Ashley who talks to me privately?’ I did once try to probe. I asked Francis, the youngest of my three cousins, if he ever had dreams of people so vivid that he confused them with reality. He shook his head, apparently without interest, and changed the subject. So I summoned up my courage to ask the twins, who were my seniors by almost four years. When I spoke to James, the younger of the two, he gave me a strange look, but said no, and he must have told Emory, his twin, because Emory started probing at me in his turn. Full of questions he was, and rather excited, but somehow in the wrong way, the way the psychical research people were when Rob Granger, the farmer’s son at home, said he’d seen a ghostly priest walking through the walls of Ashley church, and everyone thought it might be Cardinal Wolsey who was there as a young man; but it turned out to be the Vicar going down in his dressing-gown to pick up the spectacles he’d left behind in the vestry.

  




  

    My lover says – and he said it in clear only yesterday – that I have got so used to communicating in thought-blocks that I am not good with words any more. I never get to the point, he tells me, and if I did I couldn’t stick there. But I shall have to try, if I am to write down the full story of the strange things that happened at Ashley Court a year ago. Write it I must, for reasons which will be made plain later, and to do that I suppose I ought to start by saying something about the family. What I have written so far makes us sound like something from a dubious old melodrama – which would not be far wrong, because the family is as old as Noah, and I suppose you could say it’s as rotten as a waterlogged Ark. Not a bad simile, because Ashley Court, our home, is a moated manor that was built piecemeal by a series of owners from the Saxons on, none of whom had heard of damp courses; but it is very beautiful, and brings in something over two thousand a year, not counting outgoings, from the twenty-five-penny tourists, God bless them.

  




  

    The family goes back further even than the oldest bits of the house. There was an Ashley – tradition says he was called Almeric of the Spears, which in Anglo-Saxon is pronounced something like ‘Asher’ – who fled in front of the Danes when they came raiding up the Severn in the tenth century, and established his family in the densely forested land near the foot of the Malvern Hills. There had been settlers there before; it was said that when the British, earlier still, had fled in front of the Saxons, they had lived on like ghosts in the fragments of a Roman house built where a curve of the river let the sunlight in. Of this early settlement there was no trace except the remains of some tile kilns half a mile from the house. The Saxons dug a moat and led the river into it, and holed up safely until the Conquest. The Saxon Ashley was killed in the fighting, and the incoming Norman took his widow and the land, built a stone keep on the island and a drawbridge to serve it, then took the name as well, and settled down to rear Ashley children who were all, probably to his fury, fair and pale-skinned and tall, and Saxon to the bone. The Ashleys have always had a talent for retaining just what they wanted to retain, while adapting immediately and without effort to the winning side. The Vicar of Bray must have been a close relation. We were Catholics right up to Henry VIII, then when the Great Whore got him we built a priest’s hole and kept it tenanted until we saw which side the wafer was buttered, and then somehow there we were under Elizabeth, staunch Protestants and bricking up the priest’s hole, and learning the Thirty-nine Articles off by heart, probably aloud. None of us got chopped, right through Bloody Mary, but that’s the Ashleys for you. Opportunists. Rotten turncoats. We bend with the wind of change – and we stay at Ashley. Even in the nineteen-seventies, with no coat left to turn, and with everything loaded against us, we stayed. The only difference was, we lived in the cottage instead of the Court.

  




  

    Nothing is left now of the formal gardens, which had once been beautiful, but which I had never known as other than neglected, with the wild, tanglewood charm of a Sleeping Beauty backdrop. The lovely, crumbling old house on its moated island, and the wilderness surrounding, were all that was left of an estate which had once been half a county wide, but which by my father’s time had shrunk to a strip of land along the river, the gardens themselves, the buildings of what had once been a prosperous home farm, and a churchyard. I think the church officially belonged as well, but Jonathan Ashley – my father – didn’t insist on this. The church stood in its green graveyard just beside our main drive gates, and when I was a little girl I used to believe that the bells were ringing right in the tops of our lime trees. To this day the scent of lime blossom brings back to me the church bells ringing, and the sight of the rooks going up into the air like smuts blown from a bonfire.

  




  

    This was all that was left of the grounds laid out by the Cavalier Ashley. He, incidentally, must have been the only Cavalier throughout England who did not melt the family silver down for Charles I. He wouldn’t, of course. I suspect that the only reason his family didn’t officially turn Roundhead was because of the clothes and the haircut. Anyway, they saved the Court twice over, because my father sent most of the silver to Christie’s in 1950, and we lived on it, and kept the place up after a fashion until I was seven or eight years old. Then we moved into one wing of the house, and opened the rest up to the public. A few years later, after my mother died, Daddy and I moved out altogether, to live in the gardener’s cottage, a pretty little place at the edge of the apple orchard, with a tiny garden fronting on the lake that drained the moat. Our wing of the Court was put in the hands of our lawyer to let if he could. We had been lucky in this, and our most recent lessee was an American businessman who, with his family, had been in residence for the past half year. We had not met the Underhills ourselves, because, eight months before the April night when my story starts, my father, who had a rheumatic heart, contracted a bad bronchitis, and after he recovered from this, his doctor urged him to go away for a spell in a drier climate. I was working in an antique shop in Ashbury at the time. We sold a bit more of the silver, shut the cottage up, and went to Bad Tölz, a little spa town in Bavaria, pleasantly situated on the River Isar. My father had often been there as a young man, visiting a friend of his, one Walther Gothard, who now had a considerable reputation as a Kur-Doktor, and had turned his house into a sanatorium. Daddy went there simply to rest, and to be cared for by Herr Gothard who, for old times’ sake, took him cheaply. I stayed for a month, but he mended so rapidly in that air that it was impossible to worry any more, so, when the Madeira job was suggested, I was easily persuaded to go. Even my lover, when I asked him, said there was nothing to go home for. I only half liked this kind of reassurance, but it was true that none of my cousins was at Ashley, and the cottage in winter and the damps of early spring looked lonely and uninviting; so in the end I took the job, and went off happily enough to the sun and flowers of Funchal, with no idea in the world that I would never see my father alive again.

  




  

    Bryony?

  




  

    Yes. I’m awake. What is it? But the trouble was there already, in the room. It settled over me in a formless way, like a fog; no colour, neither dark nor light, no smell, no sound; just a clenching tension of pain and the fear of death. The sweat sprang hot on my skin, and the sheet scraped under my nails. I sat up.

  




  

    I’ve got it, I think. It’s Daddy . . . He must have been taken ill again.

  




  

    Yes. There’s something wrong. I can’t tell more than that, but you ought to go.

  




  

    I didn’t stop then to wonder how he knew. There was only room for just the one thing, the distress and urgency, soon to be transmuted into action; the telephone, the airfield, the ghastly slow journey to be faced . . . It only crossed my mind fleetingly then to wonder if my father himself had the Ashley gift: he had never given me a hint of it, but then neither had I told him about myself. Had he been ‘read’ by my lover, or even been in touch with him . . . ? But there was denial stamped on the dark. With the denial came over a kind of uncertainty, puzzlement with an element of extra doubt running through it, like a thread of the wrong colour through a piece of weaving.

  




  

    But it didn’t matter how, and through whom it had got to him. It had reached him, and now it had reached me.

  




  

    Can you read me, Bryony? You’re a long way off.

  




  

    Yes. I can read you. I’ll go . . . I’ll go straight away, tomorrow – today? There was a flight at eight; they would surely take me . . . Then urgently, projecting it with everything I had: Love?

  




  

    It was fading. Yes?

  




  

    Will you be there?

  




  

    Again denial printed on the dark; denial, regret, fading . . .

  




  

    Oh God, I said soundlessly. When?

  




  

    Something else came through then, strongly through the fading death cloud, shouldering it aside; comfort and love, as old-fashioned as pot-pourri and as sweet and sane and haunting. It was as if the rose shadows on the ceiling were showering their scent down into the empty room. Then there was nothing left but the shadows. I was alone.

  




  

    I threw the sheet off and knotted a robe round me, and ran for the telephone.

  




  

    As I put a hand on it, it began to ring.

  




  

    Ashley, 1835.

  




  

    

      He stood at the window, looking out into the darkness. Would she come tonight? Perhaps, if she had heard the news, she would think he could not be here, waiting for her; and indeed, for very decency, he surely ought not to have come . . .

    




    

      He scowled, chewing his lip. What, after all, was a little more scandal? And this was their last time – the last time it would be like this. Tomorrow was for the world, the angry voices, the laughter, the cold wind. Tonight was still their own.

    




    

      He glanced across in the direction of the Court. The upper storeys showed, above the hedges, as a featureless bulk of shadow against a windy sky. No lights. No lights showing anywhere. His eye lingered on the south wing, where the old man lay behind a darkened window.

    




    

      Something like a shudder shook him. He tugged at his neck-cloth, and found his hand shaking. She must come. Dear God, she had to come. He could not face the night without her. His longing, stronger even than desire, possessed him. He could almost feel the call going out, to bring her to him through the dark.

    


  




  

    2

  




  

    Find them out whose names are written here?

  




  

    Romeo and Juliet, I, ii

  




  

    Madeira to Madrid, Madrid to Munich, from Munich the express out to Bad Tölz in the Isar valley; it was twenty-seven hours after the telephone call came from Walther Gothard before the taxi slid up to the Sanatorium doors and Herr Gothard himself came down the steps to meet me.

  




  

    Twenty-seven hours is a long time for a man to hold on to life when he is rising sixty with a dicky heart and has been knocked clean off the road by a passing car and left there till the next passer-by should find him. Which had not happened for about four hours.

  




  

    Jon Ashley had not held on for twenty-seven hours. He was dead when I got to Bad Tölz. He had come round long enough to speak to Walther, then he had slept; and sleeping, died.

  




  

    I knew, of course. It had happened while I was on the plane between Funchal and Madrid. And then it was over, and I blotted it out and watched the clouds without seeing them, and waited in a curious kind of limbo of relaxation while the Caravelle took me nearer and uselessly nearer his dead body; and waited, too, for my lover to come with what comfort he could offer. But he did not come.

  




  

    Walther and his wife were divinely kind. They had done everything that had to be done. They had arranged for the cremation, and had telephoned the news to the family lawyers in Worcester. Mr Emerson, the partner who dealt with the Ashley affairs, would by now have been in touch with Cousin Howard, the father of the twins and of Francis. And of course Walther and Elsa Gothard had been closeted, hour after hour, with the police.

  




  

    The police were still asking questions, and with most of the questions as yet unanswered. The accident had taken place on the road up from the town, just at dusk. This was the way my taxi had brought me. The Wackersberger Strasse climbs out of the newish quarter of the town beyond the river bridge. Once past the last of the houses the road reverts abruptly to its country status and winds, narrow and in places fairly steep, through the climbing woods. My father, who had been so much better (said Walther) that he had been talking of going home for the summer, had gone down to the town to buy some things he needed, including a bottle of Walther’s favourite brandy as a gift, and had apparently started to walk back. No doubt he would have taken the bus when it caught him up. But when the bus climbed that way there was no sign of him. A car, going fast, and clinging to the edge of a bend, had apparently struck him a hard, glancing blow, which flung him clear off the road and down the slope into the edge of the wood. He hit his head on a tree trunk, and was knocked unconscious, hidden from the road by the bushes into which he had been flung. The car drove off, leaving him lying there, barely visible in the dusk, until some four hours later when a cyclist, pushing his machine uphill at the edge of the road, ran a tyre over a jag of the broken brandy bottle. When he wheeled the crippled cycle to lean it against a tree trunk, he saw my father lying among the bushes. The man took him at first for a drunkard; the brandy still reeked in his clothes. But drunk or no, the wound on his head was black and crusty with blood, so the cyclist wobbled off down the road on his front rim until another car overtook him, and he stopped it.

  




  

    It was Walther Gothard’s. He, growing anxious after two buses had come and gone with no sign of his friend, had telephoned various places where he thought the latter might be, intending to drive down himself and bring him home. Finally, failing to locate him, he set out to look for him. He took the unconscious man straight up to the Sanatorium, and telephoned the police, who, having examined the scene of the accident, confirmed the doctor’s guess at what must have happened. But four hours’ start is four hours’ start, and the guilty driver had not been traced.

  




  

    Herr Gothard told me about it, sitting in his big consulting-room with the picture-window framing the prospect of rolling pastures, smooth as brushed velvet, and looking as if they had been shaved out of the thick forests that hung like thatch-eaves above them. A bowl of blue hyacinths on the desk filled the room with scent. Beside it lay the small pile of objects which had come from Daddy’s pockets: keys, a note-case I had given him with the initials J.A. stamped in gilt; a silver ballpoint pen with the same initials; a penknife, nail-clippers, a handkerchief newly laundered and folded; the letter I had written to him a week ago. I looked away from this at Herr Gothard, who sat quietly, watching me, the gold-rimmed bifocals winking on his broad pale face. No longer Daddy’s friend, with a shoulder I could cry on if I needed it; now he was just a doctor, who had heard and seen it all before, and the room itself had held so much of pain and emotion and courage that it was coloured by none of them. I sat calmly, while he told me what had happened.

  




  

    ‘He came round towards morning and talked a little, a very little. Not about the accident, though; we questioned him as much as we dared, but he seemed to have forgotten about it. He had other things on his mind.’

  




  

    ‘Yes?’

  




  

    ‘You, mainly. I couldn’t get it clear, I’m afraid. He said, “Bryony, tell Bryony”, once or twice, then seemed not to be able to put it into words, whatever it was. I thought at first he was anxious in case you had not been told about the accident, so I reassured him, and said I had talked to you on the telephone, and that you were on your way. But he still worried at it. We got a few snatches, no more, none of which made much sense, then in the end he got something more out. It was, “Bryony – my little Bryony – in danger.” I asked what danger, and he could not answer me. He died at about ten o’clock.’

  




  

    I nodded. Between Funchal and Madrid; I knew the exact moment. Walther talked on, professionally smooth and calm; I think he was telling me about Daddy’s stay in Wackersberg, and what they had done and talked of together. I have no recollection of anything he said, but to this day I can remember every petal on the blue hyacinths in the bowl on the desk between us.

  




  

    ‘And that was all?’

  




  

    ‘All?’ Herr Gothard, interrupted in mid-sentence, changed direction without a tremor. ‘All that Jon said, you mean?’

  




  

    ‘Yes. I’m sorry. I wasn’t really taking in—’

  




  

    ‘Please.’ He showed a hand, pale and smooth with scrubbing. ‘I did not imagine you were. You ask me what else Jon said at the end. I have it here.’

  




  

    He slid the hand into a drawer of the desk, and brought out a paper.

  




  

    I don’t know why I was so surprised. I just stared, without moving to take the paper. ‘You wrote it down?’

  




  

    ‘The police left a man to sit by his bed,’ explained Walther gently, ‘in case he managed to say anything about the accident which might help them to trace the culprit. It always happens, you know.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, of course. I knew that. One never quite thinks of oneself in those contexts, I suppose.’

  




  

    ‘The officer spoke very good English, and he took down everything Jon said, whether it seemed to him to make sense or not. Do you read shorthand?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘It’s all here, every word that was intelligible. I was with Jon myself most of the time. There was another emergency that morning, so I had to leave him for a while, but as soon as he showed signs of coming round they sent for me, and I stayed with him after that until he died. This is all that he said. I am sorry it does not make more sense, but perhaps it does, for you.’

  




  

    He handed me the paper. The pothooks straggled a little wildly across the page, as if written too hurriedly, on a pad balanced on someone’s knee. Walther slid another sheet of paper across the desk towards me. ‘I made a transcript of it, just in case. You can compare them later, if you like.’

  




  

    The transcript was typed, with no attempt at making sense; just a string of words and phrases, punctuated seemingly at random.

  




  

    

      ‘Bryony. Tell Bryony. Tell her. Howard. James. Would have told. The paper, it’s in William’s brook. In the library. Emerson, the keys. The cat, it’s the cat on the pavement. The map. The letter. In the brook.’

    


  




  

    It broke off there, and started again on a fresh line:

  




  

    

      ‘Tell Bryony. My little Bryony be careful. Danger. This thing I can feel. Should have told you, but one must be sure. I did tell Bryony’s [word indistinguishable]. Perhaps the boy knows. Tell the boy. Trust. Depend. Do what’s right. Blessing.’

    


  




  

    I read it aloud slowly, then looked up at Walther. My face must have been blank. He nodded, answering the unspoken question.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry. That really is all, exactly as we heard him. You see where he found it too much for him, and stopped for a while. He was still conscious, and worrying at it, so we let him speak. The last word, I’m not sure about that. I thought it might have been “bless him”, but the officer was sure it was “blessing”. Does it make any sense to you at all?’

  




  

    ‘No. Scraps here and there, but no. Nothing important enough to be so much on his mind then. I’d have thought – I mean, if he knew how ill he was, I’d have thought . . . you know, just messages.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, well, it may mean more later, when you have had time to study it.’

  




  

    ‘There’s this about a letter. It might all be there. Did he leave a letter?’ I knew the answer already. If there had been a letter for me. Walther would have given it to me straight away.

  




  

    ‘I’m afraid not,’ he said, ‘and there was nothing mailed from here within the last day or so. I checked. But it is possible that he took something down with him to mail from Bad Tölz yesterday. In which case it will be on its way to Madeira. No doubt they will forward it straight away to your home.’

  




  

    The last sentence came with perceptible hesitation. There is something strange, I suppose, in the idea of a letter arriving from the dead. I didn’t find it so. It was a break in the clouds of that dark day. Something of the sort must have shown in my face, because Walther added, gently: ‘It’s only a guess, Bryony. The word itself was a guess. If there is anything, it may not even be for you.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll find out once I get home.’

  




  

    I would of course have to go home to England now, and it had already been arranged that I would take my father’s ashes back to the Court, as he had wished.

  




  

    Walther nodded. ‘And after that? Do you intend to stay there?’

  




  

    ‘I’ll have to, I think, until things are settled.’

  




  

    ‘It may take a long time.’

  




  

    ‘It’s sure to. It’ll be beastly complicated, I gather, but Mr Emerson will do all the fixing. I suppose Daddy told you that the estate doesn’t go to me, but is entailed to the nearest male heir? That’s my father’s cousin, Howard Ashley, who lives in Spain.’

  




  

    Walther nodded. ‘Your lawyer said something about it when we spoke over the telephone. He had not been able to get in touch directly with Mr Howard Ashley, he said. It seems that he is ill.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. Daddy told me so last time he wrote. It’s a virus pneumonia, and I gather that Cousin Howard’s been pretty bad. I don’t suppose he’ll be able to attend to any business for a long time. Emory and James will have to see to things.’

  




  

    ‘So I imagine. It seems that this was one of the things your father had on his mind. Emory – a strange name, surely?’

  




  

    ‘I suppose it is. It’s an old Saxon name that crops up in the family from time to time. I think it’s the same as Almeric.’

  




  

    ‘Ah, then I have also heard it in Germany. They are twins, are they not, this James and Emory?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, identical twins. When they were boys, no one could tell them apart, except the family – and sometimes, when they were trying it on deliberately, not even the family. It’s not so hard now, but I still wouldn’t bet on it if they really tried to fool you. They’re twenty-seven. Emory’s the elder, half an hour’s difference, something like that.’

  




  

    ‘A big difference when it comes to inheriting an estate,’ said Walther drily.

  




  

    I said, just as drily: ‘A crumbling old house that never quite got over the flood ten years back, and a few acres of garden gone wild, and a ruined farm? Some legacy.’

  




  

    ‘As bad as that? Jon loved it.’

  




  

    ‘So do I.’

  




  

    ‘And your cousins?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. I don’t see why they should. They were brought up there, the same as me; Cousin Howard had a house less than a mile away. But whether they want a beautiful old millstone round their necks I’ve no idea. Beautiful old millstones take money.’

  




  

    ‘I understood they had plenty of that.’

  




  

    ‘I suppose they have.’ Whether they would want to spend it on Ashley was another matter which I didn’t pursue. I did not know a great deal about the wine shipper’s business which Howard Ashley had started some years back, except that it had always seemed to prosper. In the early days, when it was relatively small, it had been based in Bristol, and the family had lived near us in Worcestershire. Then when the twins were about thirteen, and Francis eleven, the boys’ mother died, and after that the three of them seemed more or less to live with us at the Court. Certainly they spent their school holidays with us: their father was in Bristol during the week, and his housekeeping arrangements were so erratic that my mother finally intervened and took my three cousins in. There would have been ample room, in those days, for Howard as well, but, though there had never been anything approaching coolness between him and my parents, they could not have happily settled to share a house. The three boys were despatched home to their father most weekends, until, some five years after his wife’s death, Cousin Howard went off to Mexico City to negotiate a deal of some kind, and met a Spanish-Mexican girl and married her. Her family was wealthy, and also connected with the wine trade. Howard’s deal had been with the girl’s father, Miguel Pereira, who owned a share of a prosperous business in Jerez. Howard took his new wife off to Europe, and they eventually settled in Spain. Emory took over the Bristol offices, and James more or less commuted between the two.

  




  

    ‘Would your Cousin Howard want to come back to live at Ashley?’ asked Walther.

  




  

    ‘I’ve no idea. I don’t honestly know him so very well. I was only fourteen when he left, and I was away at school most of the time. I doubt if his wife would want to live there, though. She’s years younger than Cousin Howard, and she’d hardly want to settle in a remote little place like Ashley. But I suppose one of the boys might.’

  




  

    ‘The boys . . .’ Walther said it half to himself, and I realised that he was thinking of the paper I still held in my hand. But he only said: ‘I understand the two elder ones are in their father’s business. What about the youngest?’

  




  

    ‘Francis? Oh, he is, too. Rather reluctantly, I think. He doesn’t have his family’s head for business – he’s more like our side. But he’s with his father now in Jerez. I think he went into it almost absent-mindedly, while he marked time and thought out what he really wanted to do. He has to earn a living some way, and I suppose Spain is as pleasant a place as any. He’s a poet.’

  




  

    ‘Oh,’ Walther smiled. ‘A good one?’

  




  

    ‘How would I know? I never got much beyond Yeats and Walter de la Mare. Didn’t want to, considering the sort of thing that gets printed now. I can’t understand a word Francis writes, but I like Francis, so let’s say he is a good one.’

  




  

    The sun twinkled on the gold-rimmed glasses. ‘He’s not married, is he?’

  




  

    ‘No.’ I met his eyes. ‘And nor are the twins, Dr Gothard. At least, they weren’t when I last saw them. We’re not wildly good correspondents, my cousins and I.’ (Except for you, Ashley my lover. Emory? James? Francis?) I raised my brows at Walther. ‘You’ve been listening to Daddy, haven’t you? That was his plan, too. Get me back to Ashley somehow . . . But Francis would be no good, obviously. It would have to be the eldest, and that’s Emory.’

  




  

    He smiled. ‘Something of the sort was in my mind, I confess. It is such an obvious solution. You stay at Ashley, and so do your children. I am sure your father had some sort of hope that it might happen. I think he saw you staying on there.’

  




  

    ‘He didn’t say who with?’ I was looking down at the paper in my hand. ‘This thing I can feel. Perhaps the boy knows.’ And then, later. ‘I told Bryony’s’ – Bryony’s what? Bryony’s lover? I wondered sharply, but with a kind of certainty about it, whether my father had known, or guessed, enough about my secret love to bank, entail or no, on my lifelong connection with Ashely Court.

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Walther. ‘He didn’t.’ My thoughts had gone on from my own question with such speed that for a moment I couldn’t make out what he was referring to. He saw this; he was very quick, was Herr Doktor Gothard. He nodded to the paper in my hands. ‘You were studying that. Have you worked some of it out?’

  




  

    ‘Not really. It sounds as if there’s some paper, perhaps the letter he speaks of, where he’s written something important to me, and perhaps to Cousin Howard.’

  




  

    ‘And James.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, I suppose so. But why James? I mean if Daddy had told Howard, then Howard could have told the boys, whatever it was. It sounds as if it was a family matter. So why just James?’ (Like a treasure-hunt, I was thinking, the mystification of papers and letters and maps. It wasn’t like him. Jon Ashley was sane and direct. So what did it mean? And why James?) I added, aloud: ‘This paper or map or whatever, he says it’s “in William’s brook”. Well, that simply does not make sense.’

  




  

    ‘I know. A brook’s another word for a stream, is it not? I thought it was, and I looked it up to make sure. It cannot mean anything else. I thought you might know what he meant.’

  




  

    ‘No idea. You said you were sure the words were right.’

  




  

    ‘Those, yes. To begin with he was pretty clear. I thought there might be a stream at Ashley, something with a local name, perhaps.’

  




  

    ‘Not that I know of. There was a William Ashley, certainly, early last century. “Scholar Ashley” they called him; he was a bit of a Shakespeare scholar, in a strictly private and amateur way. He was a poet, too. But the only brook in the place, apart from the river, is the overflow channel that helps to control the level of the moat. It’s never been called anything but the Overflow.’ I stopped, struck by an idea. ‘It might have been made by William, I suppose. There’s a maze at Ashley, and he built a pavilion in the middle, where he used to retire to write. The stream runs past the maze.’

  




  

    ‘“The map”?’ suggested Walther. ‘A map of the maze?’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps. I don’t see why it should matter. I’ve known the way in all my life, and so have my cousins.’ I shrugged. ‘In any case, it’s nonsense. How could a paper – a map, whatever you like – how could it be in a stream?’

  




  

    ‘I agree. But the next bit is surely more sensible. This paper could be in the library, of which perhaps Mr Emerson has the keys? Does he keep keys to the Court?’

  




  

    ‘I suppose he must have a set. One complete set was handed over to the tenants. They live in the south wing, and normally all the rest of the house is locked up, except for cleaning, and when the place is open to the public, but the Underhills have to have the keys to the locked rooms, because of fire regulations.’

  




  

    He merely nodded, and I didn’t elaborate. I assumed that Daddy had told him about our latest tenants. The Underhills were wealthy Americans with permanent homes in Los Angeles and New York, and temporary ones, one gathered, here and there all over the world. Jeffrey Underhill was President of Sacco International, a heavy construction firm which carried out government contracts in every part of the globe. The family had been living in Los Angeles while the daughter, Cathy, was at school there, but now they had come to England for a year’s stay, to be near Mrs Underhill’s sister, whose husband was stationed at the USAF base near Bristol. As far as Mr Underhill was concerned, it didn’t seem to matter where he was based; I gathered he managed to struggle home most weekends, but spent his weeks shuttling between Paris, London, Mexico, and Teheran, where the company’s current major operations were. He had told Mr Emerson that it didn’t make a bit of difference where he was actually domiciled as long as he got ‘back home’ to Houston, Texas, for board meetings, and that his wife was keen to live for a while in a ‘real old English home’, and that it would do Cathy a world of good to have a taste of country peace and quiet. Myself, I wondered about that; I had never been to Los Angeles, but one could imagine that Ashley, in contrast, might possibly not have much to offer to an eighteen-year-old girl with all the money in the world to burn. But they had stayed, and liked it, and I gathered that Cathy was still there with them.

  




  

    ‘The bit about the cat,’ I said. ‘Do you think the car might have swerved to avoid a cat, or something, and was going too fast at the bend, and mounted the pavement and hit him?’

  




  

    ‘It is possible. That’s the way the police see it. There actually is no pavement on that section of the road, but there is a kind of footway worn in the verge of the wood, and, heaven knows, Jon might have been speaking loosely when he talks of a “pavement”. That was where he had to stop talking and rest for a while.’

  




  

    ‘But this last bit, Dr Gothard. He wasn’t speaking loosely there. He says I have to be careful, and there’s some danger.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed.’ His eyes were troubled. ‘When he speaks of this “thing I can feel”, he seems to mean danger of some kind. It could hardly be pain; he was under sedation.’

  




  

    ‘He wouldn’t mean that.’ I took a breath and met the kind pale eyes above the glinting half-moons of glass. ‘You’re a doctor, so I don’t expect you to believe me, but some of us – the Ashleys, I mean – have a sort of . . . I can only call it a kind of telepathy. Empathy, perhaps? Er, do you have that word?’

  




  

    ‘Certainly. We say “mit fühlen”. The power of entering imaginatively into someone else’s feelings or experience.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, except that in our case it’s not just imaginative, it’s real. I’ve only known it work between members of the family, and it’s kind of spasmodic, but if someone you love is hurt, you know.’

  




  

    ‘Why should I not believe you?’ he asked calmly. ‘It’s reasonably common.’

  




  

    ‘I know, but you’d be surprised – or perhaps you wouldn’t – what people don’t believe, or don’t want to believe. The Ashleys have had this thing in one degree or another as far back as about the sixteen-hundreds when the Jacobean Ashley married a gorgeous girl called Bess Smith, who was half gipsy. She was burned for witchcraft in the end. After that it seems to have cropped up every so often, but we kept quiet about it. Anyway, it isn’t the kind of thing you tell people. Nobody likes being laughed at.’

  




  

    ‘You really think this is what your father meant?’

  




  

    ‘It might be. I’ve sometimes wondered. We never spoke about it, but I’m pretty sure he had it to some extent. I know once when I was at school and fell out of a tree and broke my leg, he telephoned about ten minutes later to ask if I was all right. And last night in Madeira . . . Well, I felt something, and I think some of it came from him. And on the way here in the plane this morning, at ten o’clock, I knew.’

  




  

    He said nothing for a while. An early bee zoomed in through the open window, circled droning in the sunlight, then homed in on the hyacinths and crawled up them, its wings quiet. Walther stirred. ‘I see. But at the end, as you see, he states that he “told” someone, presumably meaning that he told him about this important paper, and about this danger to you. If it is so very important, no doubt “he” will tell you. And if “the boy” knows, then perhaps “the boy” may tell you, too?’

  




  

    I watched the bee. I wasn’t prepared to meet those kind, clever eyes. I still had this one to think about, myself. ‘I did tell Bryony’s . . . Perhaps the boy knows.’ ‘Bryony’s lover?’ It would take a bit of adjustment to come to terms with the fact that my father had known. And if he had told my lover something that mattered urgently to me, then my lover could tell me, and the mystery was no mystery.

  




  

    The bee, abandoning the hyacinths, shot straight for the window like a bullet, achieved the open pane by a beewing’s breadth, and was gone.

  




  

    Walther straightened in the big chair. ‘Well, we shall leave it, I think. Yes? You must try to forget it for the moment. When you have rested, and when the next few days are over, then you may find your mind fresher, and you will see. It is very possible that Mr Emerson may have the answers already, or whoever of your family comes over on Friday. One of them surely will, and will take you home? It may be “Bryony’s cousin”, the one who knows it all.’

  




  

    ‘So it may. Dr Gothard, will you tell me something truly?’

  




  

    ‘If I can.’

  




  

    I knew from his eyes that from a doctor that meant ‘If I may’, but that was fair enough. I said: ‘If the driver of that car had brought Daddy straight up to you here, could, you have saved him?’

  




  

    I saw the wariness relax into relief. That meant he would tell me the truth. ‘No. If he had been brought straight in he might have lived a little longer, but I could not have saved him.’

  




  

    ‘Not even till I got here?’

  




  

    ‘I think not. It was a matter of hours only.’

  




  

    I drew a breath. He looked at me curiously. I shook my head. ‘No, I wasn’t thinking of anything as dramatic and useless as revenge. That’s a kind of self-defeat, I always feel. But if you had said “Yes” I’d never have slept until the police found the driver who did it. As it is, he ran away out of fear and stupidity, and maybe he’s being punished enough already. If the police ever do find him—’ I paused.

  




  

    ‘Yes?’ he prompted.

  




  

    I said flatly: ‘I don’t want to know. I mean, I don’t want to be told who it is. I won’t burden myself with a useless hate. Daddy’s gone, and I’m here, with a life to live. Those are the facts.’

  




  

    I didn’t add what I was thinking; that he might not be quite gone, not from me, not from such as me. I would go back to Ashley, and there, perhaps . . . But I wasn’t sure where that path would lead, and anyway that was another secret that was not for daylight. Walther said something about its being a sensible attitude, and something more about my being very like my father, and then we talked about the arrangements for the cremation on Friday, and for the day after that, when nothing would remain for me but to take my father’s ashes home.

  




  

    Ashley, 1835.

  




  

    

      The wind moved in the boughs outside. Creepers shifted and tapped against the walls of the pavilion. Since the old man had been ill, the place had been neglected – mercifully, he thought, with a wryness that made the young mouth look soured and wary.

    




    

      He strained his eyes against the darkness. Still no movement, no sign. He pushed the casement open a fraction, and listened. Nothing, except the rush of the overflow conduit past the maze, and the wind in the beeches. Sudden gusts combed the crests of the yew hedges towards him, as if something were flying past, invisible. A soul on its way home, he thought, and the shudder took him again.

    




    

      At least let us have some light. He shut the window, and the night sounds died. He pulled the shutters close, and fastened them, then drew the heavy curtains across.

    




    

      A candle stood on the writing-table. He found a lucifer and lit it. At once the room flowered with light; golden curtains, rose-wreathed carpet, the bed’s rich covering, the glittering sconces on the walls.

    




    

      If he ever came here again, he would light those, too.

    


  




  

    3

  




  

    Good king of cats, nothing but one of your nine lives.

  




  

    Romeo and Juliet, III, i

  




  

    I didn’t go straight home when I got to England. The first priority was a visit to Mr Emerson, our solicitor, to find out if he had had a letter from my father, and if he could throw any light on the jumble of words on Walther’s paper.

  




  

    No one had come to the cremation. Emory had telephoned from England, not to me but to Walther, to say that Cousin Howard was still very ill, and that since Francis was away on leave, James was tied to the Jerez office. Emory himself could not be free on Friday, but would come to Ashley as soon as possible. He had no idea where Francis was; walking somewhere, he thought, in the Peak District. Presumably the news had not got to him yet. No doubt he would call me as soon as he came back. Meanwhile, said Emory, love to Bryony . . .

  




  

    So much for Bryony’s cousin who would tell me what Daddy had meant, and take me home. And so much for Bryony’s lover, who said nothing, either by day or night.

  




  

    When I arrived in London I took the train straight to Worcester and booked in at a small hotel where no one knew me. Next morning I telephoned Mr Emerson, and went to see him.

  




  

    He was a youngish man, somewhere (I guessed) in his upper thirties, of medium height and running a bit to flesh, with a round, good-tempered face and hair cut fashionably long. He had a small shrewd mouth, and small shrewd brown eyes camouflaged behind modishly huge, tinted spectacles, like a television spy. Otherwise he was correctly dressed and almost over-conventionally mannered; but I had seen him fishing the Wye in stained old tweeds and a snagged sweater, up to the crotch in the river and swearing in the far-from-legal sense of the word as he slipped and splashed over the boulders, trying to land a big salmon single-handed. I liked him, and Daddy, I knew, had trusted him completely.

  




  

    It was almost a week now since my father’s death, but Mr Emerson did not make the mistake of being too kind. We got the first civilities over, then he cleared his throat, shifted a paper or two, and said: ‘Well now, Miss Ashley, you do know that you may call on me to help you in any way . . . It will take a fair amount of time to sort out your father’s affairs, as you know. None of that need trouble you, as long as you find yourself quite clear about the way the house and property are left.’

  




  

    I nodded. I had practically been brought up with the terms of the Ashley Trust, as it was called, which had been designed by an ancestor of mine, one James Christian Ashley, who had inherited the property in 1850. He was a far-sighted man, who had seen, even in the spacious days of Victoria, that there might come a time when the incumbent of a place like Ashley might find it hard to protect what he, James Christian, thought of as a national treasure, and might even seek to disperse it. This, James Christian was determined to prevent. He created a trust whereby, though the Court itself must go outright to the nearest male heir, no part of the ‘said messuages’, might be sold or disposed of unless with the consent in writing of all adult Ashley descendants existing at the time of the proposed disposal. My grandfather James Emory had managed, with the connivance of his brothers and one distant cousin, to sell a couple of outlying farms which edged the main road, and to make a tidy sum out of some meadow-land earnestly desired by the Midland Railway, and the proceeds had kept the place in good heart until the cold winds finally sharpened to the killing frosts of the Second World War. Since then, apart from the family silver, which had been sold with his cousin’s consent, all the articles my father had sold had been things bought since 1850 or brought in by marriage, and consequently uncontrolled by the trust. If my cousins had been in need of funds they would, I knew, have found themselves fairly well down to the scrapings.
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