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			Quickening is one of the most important signs of pregnancy . . . a lady at this time frequently feels faint or actually faints away; she is often giddy, or sick, or nervous, and in some instances even hysterically. 

			Searchlights on Health: The Science of Eugenics, 1920

			The deaths occurring in almost every family in the land brought a sudden and concentrated interest in the life after death. People not only asked the question, ‘If a man dies shall he live again?’ but they eagerly sought to know if communication was possible with the dear ones they had lost. They sought for ‘the touch of a vanished hand, and the sound of a voice that is still’.

			The History of Spiritualism by Arthur Conan Doyle, 1926

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Kentish Town, 1925

			January mornings are the worst times to greet the living when you’d rather be amongst the departed. My fractured night hadn’t helped. I dreamt I was still pregnant with Hugh and Philip. One of them was kicking my ribs, a reminder that he’d soon be bursting out into the world. I was swollen to massive proportions and Bertie, his hand on my stomach, was teasing me that I was delivering an elephant. How had we not noticed there were two? Afterwards, in the maternity hospital, Bertie, stiff and shy in his unfamiliar uniform, had promised to return unscathed to me and the children. Standing at the ward window I watched him go, though I’d been warned not to leave my bed. My breath frosted the square panes of glass as he crossed the courtyard and disappeared into the world beyond the hush of the hospital.

			I dreamt on, alert to the monstrous deception and the knowledge that, when I awoke, I’d find myself alone in the desolate bed. A second kick brought me to my senses and into the room with its thin, floral curtains barely hiding the winter morning light. The sheets smelt of human warmth, fusty and sour, and I swallowed down the familiar rush of nausea. This new, strange child inhabiting my body kicked once more and settled.

			Edwin was moving around downstairs, preparing his tea. If he was in a good mood, which was rare, he’d bring me up a cup, allowing me a few more minutes in bed before I had to face the cold house. Otherwise, he’d leave without saying goodbye, with the tea cooling and the fire in the living room unlit. I pulled back the covers when I heard the front door shut with a click and, thirsty from my dreams, went downstairs. My feet slapped on the bare stair boards, the air so icy that my soles stuck to the wood, leaving faint, tacky imprints.

			In the kitchen, I threw the damp tea leaves into the sink and put the kettle on the range, listening to the hiss of the water. The day spread out, dull and empty. Edwin’s mother had promised to call and would bring provisions with her. It would save me the trouble of deciding what to cook for the weekend, worrying if the remaining housekeeping money would stretch to the cost of food. Glancing in the mirror hanging on the window above the sink, I barely recognised my grey features and defeated expression in the glass. 

			As the kettle began to whistle, there was a tentative rap on the front door. Not expecting anyone so early, I ignored it until a more insistent knock shook the frame. 

			‘Telegram for Louisa Drew!’

			At the sight of the uniformed messenger boy, his brass buttons glinting in the winter sun, I took a step back. No one who has lived through the war is able to receive a telegram without fearing what tragedy it might contain. My hands trembled as I ripped open the envelope, although, in fact, I had no one left to lose. 

			REQUIRED AT MARSHAM AND CLIVE OFFICES 9AM TODAY LEO

			‘Any reply?’ The boy was impatient to leave, his hands already grasping the handlebars of his bike.

			I shook my head and shut the door, reading again the unexpected message. In the distance, I could hear the clock ticking in the living room, telling me to hurry if I was to make the appointment. Instead of brewing tea, I used the hot water to wash and even the act of passing the steaming flannel up and down my arms lifted my mood. Afterwards, I put on the only decent dress which still fitted. It was the one I’d bought for my wedding to Edwin, its modern lines forgiving to my swollen stomach. I took two pennies from the housekeeping tin which would pay for the bus into town and paused, weighing up whether to leave a note. Edwin occasionally came home for his lunch and might wonder where I’d gone. In the end, I left the telegram in the middle of the table for him to see. I checked my camera case and tripod were still at the back of the broom cupboard. During an argument, Edwin had threatened to pawn the tools of my trade and I’d hidden them, first in the loft and then, noticing my husband relax as my work dried up, behind the brushes and dustpans. 

			The morning was dry enough for me to sit on the open deck of the bus and I had the level to myself. Office workers, keen to keep their clothes pristine, were enjoying the comfort of the lower floor, which was hot and steamy in the cold day. The fresh air kept at bay the nausea still plaguing my mornings. It hadn’t lasted nearly as long with the twins, but the doctor assured me that every confinement was different. I looked at my watch and, realising I was early, got off at Shaftesbury Avenue to walk the rest of the way. London was waking up, although, in the distance, I could hear the sounds of the barrow boys at Covent Garden calling to each other, their own day nearly done. At Seven Dials, I passed a coffee seller and hurried past the aroma, sickly to me, watching the ground for patches of ice at my feet. 

			Patty, Leo Marsham’s secretary, was climbing the stairs in front of me as I arrived at the studio. Leo’s office was high above the bustle of the photography work below, but nothing went on in the business that he didn’t get to hear of. Patty turned and raised a pencilled eyebrow at my presence, her make-up imitating the faces of the celluloid heroines she worshipped every evening at the picture house. I followed her rayon-stockinged legs up the steps into the reception where my former employer, perched on a desk, was waiting for me.

			‘Ah, Louisa, you’re here. Come through into my room.’

			He pulled out a chair, his gallantry immediately putting me on my guard. Leo had made a point of warning me that work would be scarce, probably non-existent for a woman in my condition – and yet, here I was, being made comfortable in a space usually reserved for select clients. He coughed and pulled out a handkerchief from his trouser pocket to blow his nose.

			‘We have a rather unusual commission,’ he said at last, picking up a photograph from his untidy desk and placing it in front of me. ‘I’ve been asked if you’d be willing to go down to a house in Sussex. The family are selling up and moving abroad, to India, I think. The house and its contents will be going to auction and they want someone to photograph the rooms and the items for sale.’

			I glanced down at the image, recognising it as a Victorian print. Not bad, but with a gritty quality which I could easily improve on.

			‘The client is . . .?’

			‘The auction house, naturally.’

			‘And they asked for me?’ I couldn’t keep the incredulity from my voice.

			‘No, not them.’ He took off his jacket, sweating slightly despite the meagre fire in the grate which was failing to heat the room. ‘It was the family who requested you. They were quite insistent, I believe. Do you know a Colonel Felix Clewer? Or perhaps his wife, Helene?’

			I shook my head. ‘I’ve never heard of them. They know of my work?’

			‘They must, as they specifically asked for you. I’m sure you’ll be able to find out more from the family yourself if you accept the commission.’

			I was hardly well known outside the photographic world. My images had made it into newspapers and journals, but I’d had no exhibition to make my mark on society. A mystery, then, why they wanted me, but as I’d been requested, perhaps the fee would be decent. I wondered if it was a little early to bring up the subject of money . . . 

			‘How long do you think it will take me?’

			‘About a week. You should be home by next weekend.’

			I looked out of the window at the gloom of the morning. Even getting up early, I would only have five hours of good daylight to take my photographs. Less, if the days remained overcast. I turned back to Leo, his expression an unfamiliar blend of appeal and embarrassment. 

			‘Can you do it?’ He had his eyes on my stomach. Leo was a Victorian in age and attitude and I remembered the fight I’d had to secure my original position in his business. 

			‘When would you want me to leave?’

			‘Later today would be ideal. Tomorrow at the latest.’

			‘Where’s the house exactly?’

			‘Around ten miles from Brighton. Clewer Hall – perhaps you recognise the name?’ He searched my face, looking for a response. His manner struck me as false, his usual expansive cheerfulness sounding forced. 

			Puzzled, I picked up the photo and looked at it more closely. The house was an austere red-brick building, dominated by a row of tall chimneys. A five-sided wooden turret, topped by a weathervane, was just visible at the back. I could feel my mood dropping as I gazed at the angular, forbidding home. Although the picture had been taken in summer – I could tell by the froths of wisteria hanging from creeping tendrils – part of the house was shrouded in darkness. Perhaps it was the photographer’s ineptitude, but I wasn’t so sure. An underexposed image shouldn’t be dark at a single point. I pulled up the collar of my coat to mask the chill which was creeping over me. 

			‘So, what do you think? The auction house is prepared to pay well. There must be items of value in the collection, given the size of the commission.’

			‘The fee is?’

			Leo placed in front of me a sheet of paper, headed with the name of J.C. Stephens, an auctioneer who’d once commissioned me to photograph a butterfly taxidermy collection. He pointed to a figure quoted in the second paragraph and I peered closer to check I wasn’t mistaken. It was a sizeable amount. Three years ago, I’d have taken the commission in a heartbeat. Now, I had a new husband to consider, a man made short-tempered and needy by his experiences in Kitchener’s Army. Edwin would be furious when he discovered I’d be gone for over a week. I had so little to do at home but my presence in the silent house was taken for granted. 

			Then there was the baby. I had taken photographs while expecting the twins, but these had been small jobs, easily completed in an afternoon. I was twelve years older now and this was likely to be a significant commission, judging by the sum of money on offer. Perhaps I should just accept and be damned. The thought of retrieving my camera equipment from the cupboard and inhaling again the sharp tang of my developing chemicals was intoxicating. I took a deep breath.

			‘I’ll be glad of the assignment.’

			As I looked up, I caught an expression of worry cross Leo’s face. He hid it at once and made another effort at joviality. ‘A bit of a change from Kentish Town, as you can see.’

			‘Have you been there?’

			‘Alas, no. I’ve heard of Clewer Hall, of course. The family were well known at one time but it’s a different era now, as my children keep telling me.’

			‘Well known for what in particular?’

			Leo frowned. ‘Helene Clewer was a renowned hostess at the turn of the century. Her soirées were often featured in the society pages. Before your time, obviously. Her husband, Felix, was a collector of curios and antiques. If I recall correctly, he had a collection of marble hands which caused quite a stir at the time.’

			‘Marble hands? Sounds very Victorian.’

			‘Doesn’t it just?’ Leo was making an effort to relax as he leant back in his chair. ‘They’re presumably part of the sale. I have some papers to give you so you can see what the auction house is keen to have recorded.’

			Leo’s unnatural demeanour had put me on edge and I rubbed the grooved arms of my chair, trying to make sense of his manner. 

			‘There’s nothing untoward with the commission, is there? Something else I should know about the family?’

			He laughed, avoiding my eye, and pulled open a drawer, taking out a sheaf of paper. ‘Nothing to worry about. I shall send a telegram to tell the family to expect your arrival. The house is much changed, I believe.’

			‘Changed?’

			‘And the family, come to that. They lost all three sons in the war. I can rely on you for your tact and understanding in relation to this.’ 

			I nodded, unable to speak. 

			‘There’s a train at two. Is that too early?’

			‘I’ll be on it.’

			‘Wonderful. I can give you some glass plates to take with you for your camera but you’ll need to stop at a pharmacy to purchase the necessary chemicals.’ He stopped, his gaze sliding away from mine. ‘There are plenty of stories attached to the family. Don’t . . .’

			‘Don’t what?’ I couldn’t fathom what the matter with Leo was. He wasn’t a man to hold back, usually.

			He shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

			As I left the building and stepped out into the crowded street, Leo’s altered manner and cryptic farewell left me uneasy. I pushed my concerns to one side. Leo had his failings but I was sure he wouldn’t send me on an assignment where I might be compromised in any way. On the bus home, I plotted my escape and the best way to avoid Edwin’s fury. In the end, I took the coward’s way out and was waiting in the hall in my travelling coat when his mother came to call, carrying a basket full of pies which Edwin adored. 

			‘I called in at the—’ She stopped dead when she saw me. ‘What’s happened?’

			‘I’m sorry, Dorothy, but I have to go away for a week or so. I’ve been given an assignment and I can’t turn it down.’

			‘You’re working?’ 

			Her incredulity only made me more determined to leave immediately. I picked up my case. 

			‘We need the money, Dorothy. How else am I to pay for the baby things? I’ve bought nothing yet.’

			She opened her mouth and closed it. For a moment, I thought she was going to berate me for not keeping the items from when my boys were babies, but she stayed silent. She tried another tack.

			‘You can’t leave Edwin here on his own for a week. He needs you.’

			He does not, I thought. My husband was the most self-sufficient man I had ever met. 

			‘He’ll have you, Dorothy – and, as I said, we need the money. I’ll write when I get to Clewer Hall. I can’t wait for Edwin to come home, I need to catch the two o’clock tra—.’ I faltered at the sight of her face. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘You’re going to that den of heathens?’ Her voice oozed scorn.

			‘You mean the Hall? I heard there were once a lot of parties.’

			I followed her retreating back into the kitchen where she began to unpack her basket. ‘It’s not parties I’m referring to. I go to parties with the church and suchlike. I’ve nothing against people enjoying themselves. It’s the other stuff.’

			‘What other stuff?’

			But she wouldn’t say. Her round face was red with indignation as she pulled out a chair and opened her copy of the Daily Mirror.

			‘You’ll tell Edwin for me, then? And let him know the fee will keep us going until the baby is weaned.’

			‘I’ll wait here until he gets home.’ Her mouth settled in a line as she made a show of putting on her glasses to read the inside page. 

			A prickle of disquiet began to creep over me as I remembered Leo’s manner. ‘Is there something I need to know before I go to the Hall, Dorothy?’

			She looked up at me, her birdlike brown eyes holding mine. We’d never been close, in spite of our common experience of grief and loss, or perhaps because of it. Tragedy, I found, didn’t necessarily bring people together. 

			‘You’re a good girl, Louisa, but the artistic type, so you’re probably easily led. This is a Christian household. There are some things which went on in the Hall that were the devil’s work. Take your photos and come home again.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			As the train sped through the Sussex countryside, my nausea was replaced by a knot of apprehension as I tried to make sense of both Leo’s and my mother-in-law’s reaction to Clewer Hall. I closed my eyes, surrendering myself to the rocking of the train, and the image of the house I’d seen in the photo appeared for a moment, its stern facade brooding over the lush garden.

			I sat up as the train groaned on its approach to Brighton station, its wheels squealing against the iron rails, and I used my gloved hand to wipe away the dripping condensation from the window. Peering onto the brightly lit platform, I gaped at the flurry of activity visible through the glass. I’d naively assumed I’d be deposited in a parochial backwater with plenty of people on hand to assist me, but the bustle of the station rivalled that of Paddington. Engines hissed and doors slammed, and I felt some of the tightness in my chest loosen at the familiar sounds as I pulled at the window.

			‘Porter. Porter!’ 

			My shouts were swallowed up into the clatter which echoed around the arched roof and a pair of uniformed employees rushed past, hurrying towards the first-class carriage. I dragged my cases, camera and tripod from the compartment and caught the eye of another porter, who made to move on, then, I thought, took pity on my plight. We fought our way to the entrance where, together, we looked for a car which might be for me. It was the chauffeur who spotted us first, tapping me on the shoulder.

			‘This way, miss.’ I followed his limping figure to an ageing Wolseley, where I drew envious glances as I was deposited in the back with a blanket over my legs.

			It was a miserable day near the coast, warmer than London but with a sky full of slate-coloured clouds stretching out as far as the eye could see. The car bumped along through the countryside which became a blur of high hedgerows and tiny lanes. We passed through a village consisting of a cluster of houses, a small garage with a shop attached and a post office, outside which a huddle of women stood talking. I envied their camaraderie, even though they turned to stare at me as we went by, continuing to follow our progress as we slowed and passed through a gap in a row of tall conifers.

			Away from the open road, the day darkened in the overgrown foliage and I was glad of the blanket which I pulled tighter around me. Tentacles of wild dogwood crept underneath the car’s hood, jabbing at my arms and straining for my face, and I suppressed the urge to cry out. The driver appeared not to notice my distress, concentrating on the engine which had begun to sputter as we climbed the lane. The house had not yet come into view, but as we navigated the driveway, pockmarked with puddles and fissures, I felt the same chill I’d first experienced in Leo’s office. The sensation of a cold finger on my heart, and heavy hands pressing on my head as my ears roared at the drop in pressure. The baby responded to my unease, squirming in protest until I shifted my weight so I was leaning on one hip as the car lurched from side to side.

			Finally, Clewer Hall appeared and I drew back into the hood, hiding my face in case anyone was watching for my arrival. I was glad of the privacy as I took in the house. Leo had warned me I would find it changed from the photograph, but the once austerely imposing Hall had become a wreck of itself. The bare bones were still there – the angular design, the tall chimneys and the long, imposing windows reflecting back my gaze. Through the drizzle, though, I could see where mortar had fallen away from around the bricks, encouraging seeping damp which stained the orange-red walls. The roof was missing some of its slates, which had been left to lie shattered where they’d fallen onto the gravelled path. Even the wisteria had failed to survive the march of time. All that remained was a web of veins where the suckers had once clung to the walls. 

			I counted three storeys. The ground floor, with four large bay windows bulging out onto the path; an upper level, where one of the rooms in the east wing was clearly the former nursery, complete with rusted iron bars to protect the family’s young; and a row of mean, small glass panes sunk into the roof indicating the servants’ sleeping quarters. The kitchen and other working rooms must be at the back of the house, hidden from visitors. The gardens had once had money spent on them. I could make out the traces of extensive landscaping and a network of formal planting made indistinct by neglect and the passage of time. I was distracted from my inspection by a rustle in the scrubby, overgrown lawn. A fox, making its way through the long grass, stopped for a moment to watch our progress before disappearing out of sight.

			Although we’d left the overhanging shrubbery behind us, the day was still dark, and I saw, as in the photo, that part of the house was in shadow. I looked up to see what was throwing its shade onto the Hall but saw only the watery sun hanging low in the sky, straining to lighten the day. I could see nothing which would explain the outline darkening the eastern wing which cast such a gloomy pall. Frowning, I leant forward and the image dissipated, leaving me with just the ruin to contemplate. I rubbed a hand over my face, wondering if a migraine was imminent.

			The driver pulled up outside the front door which opened immediately and a tall, elderly man in a black dress coat gestured for the car to continue along the drive. His eyes, coal-black pebbles in a lined face dominated by an oversized nose, met mine. 

			‘I don’t think he wants me to enter through the front door.’ 

			I felt a wave of hysteria rise up in my chest. Once, Bertie and I would have laughed at such old-fashioned sentiments in the life we were making for ourselves. We were proud to be neither gentry nor servant class but working people, beholden to no one. Now, with my nerves stretched, I was afraid to laugh, unsure that if I started, I’d be able to stop.

			I caught the driver looking at me in the side mirror. Mistaking my mood, he winked. ‘Not to worry. You’ll get a better welcome round the back.’

			The wheels of the car slipped along the gravel as we continued round the side of the house. The driver stopped at a door which, judging by the lingering smell of cooking vegetables, led through into the kitchen. I hoped the interior of the house wouldn’t be as unwelcoming as the facade. My feet were frozen and the sleeves of my coat damp. What I needed was a warm fire and to change my clothes.

			The driver didn’t get out but continued to look at me in the mirror. I saw concern in his expression and guessed this was my only opportunity to arm myself against what might await me inside. I leant forward. 

			‘Is this house well known? My mother-in-law knew of it but couldn’t remember why.’ A white lie, and I felt a flush creeping up my face as I spoke.

			‘She probably meant the séance, miss. Years ago now, but it was attended by Mr Conan Doyle. You know, the detective writer? Caused quite a stir at the time – it even made it into the London papers.’ 

			‘Why was it so famous?’

			I saw him hesitate. ‘A gentleman wrote down every word so the details were there, plain to see, in the newspaper. Tales of long-dead friends and relatives come back to communicate with the living. None of us liked it below stairs but some people don’t have any sense.’

			He switched off the engine and turned to me. I saw, for the first time, the scar which ran from the top of his temple, down past his ear and under his collar. It was puckered in places, inexpertly sewn in the trenches, I assumed, like the wounds of so many others. 

			‘If you don’t mind me saying, miss. You’d be best off staying away from all that. There’s some things not to be tampered with.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I sat thinking as the driver padded around the car to open my door. A famous séance. So that was what had so upset Dorothy. Well, I can’t say I was surprised. She and her church friends were hardly likely to approve of communicating with the dead. The devil’s work, she’d called it. It didn’t explain Leo’s reaction, though, nor the warning the driver had been at pains to convey. The Victorian liking for séances was well known and hardly newsworthy. My mother had attended a couple, I remembered, when I was a child. I’d awaited her return with bated breath, watching through the bannisters from my spot on the landing, but she’d come back from the evenings laughing at the absurdity of it all. Séances were not to be feared. There must be something more. 

			I took a deep breath and, accepting the driver’s offer of an arm, avoided looking up at the house looming over me as I stepped out of the car. We’d parked next to a rose garden. The bushes tilting in the beds were lifeless and the heads of the summer flowers had been left to decay and freeze on the stems. There couldn’t be a gardener on the staff any longer as no self-respecting plantsman would have left roses in such a state. Above the garden was a terrace which must once have been impressive. Now, the stucco was peeling and unswept leaves gathered in the corners. Two sparrows rested on the balustrade, their heads to one side as they watched me straighten my coat, and I became aware of the sensation of pressure dropping once more, a consciousness of all the energy being sucked out of the day, leaving only silence. I began to fear I might be falling ill, which would be disastrous for my commission. Whatever happened, I would need to hide any signs of weakness from the family. I shook my head and the noises of the garden returned, the sparrows quarrelling as they flapped away.

			‘Go on through to the kitchen and I’ll let Colonel Clewer know you’ve arrived. You can leave your bags with me.’ The driver began unstrapping my case from the back of the car.

			‘I’d rather take the camera myself. The rest I’ll leave to you, although you will need to be careful with my boxes of glass plates.’

			‘Camera?’

			I pointed at the square leather box on the back seat. ‘I’ll carry this myself.’

			There were footsteps behind me and a female voice, clear and refined, spoke. ‘Miss Drew?’

			I spun round to see a woman in her late forties walking towards the car, her face etched with fine lines. Her faded hair and pale eyes reminded me of the roses in the garden, distressed but with a hint of former beauty. I found my anxieties dissipating at her smile, such a contrast to the dark Hall and unwelcoming elderly servant. 

			‘Why didn’t you drop her at the front of the house?’ she asked the driver. ‘Oh, don’t tell me, Horwick sent you round here. Never mind.’ She came towards me and held out a hand. ‘I’m Lily Clewer. Let me take you into the sitting room for some tea.’

			I lifted my camera from the car and my coat slipped open, revealing my ungainly shape. ‘It’s Mrs Drew.’ 

			Lily’s eyes went from my stomach to my face and she took a step backwards. ‘This way. My father’s looking forward to meeting you.’ 

			She turned, but not before I’d heard the tremor in her voice and seen the flash of concern on her face. The driver was also looking at me in alarm but wouldn’t catch my eye as he disappeared with my case. 

			‘When is your baby due?’ Lily’s words were infused with suppressed emotion as I heaved my camera behind her, struggling to keep up with her brisk pace.

			‘Not for another six weeks.’

			Her shoulders relaxed a little. ‘Your first?’

			‘No, but I have none living.’

			She faltered and looked round, glancing down at my bag.

			‘I prefer to carry my camera.’

			‘I’ll be careful.’ She prised the handle from my fingers and my aching back loosened as I was relieved of the weight.

			‘You’ll be gone by next weekend at the latest,’ she said, her eyes once more on my stomach. I wondered who in the family had insisted on me taking up the commission if my pregnancy was so unnerving for this woman.

			I followed Lily into a hall, the vibrant colours of the interior a surprise after the dreariness of the outside. The walls were painted a deep bottle green and, at the far end, two ornate pillars rose to the ceiling, framing a drawing room full of glass cabinets beyond. My photographs would bring out the rooms in all their splendour, with no hint of the smell of damp which infused the air. We had entered through the porch at the centre of the house, which meant the wing which had appeared in shadow outside was to my right. I could see very little, just a long corridor which was brightly lit. The first door off the passage was ajar, revealing part of a wall covered in a crewelwork design of brown swirls.

			I stepped towards it, pulled by an indefinable sense of sadness I could detect coming from the wing. I could recognise a grieving house – God knows, I knew how that felt – but this was something more. 

			‘Not that way.’ Lily stopped and peered down at me. ‘Is everything all right? Perhaps you need to rest first?’

			I shook my head. ‘No, really. Everything’s fine.’

			She hurried me away to the left and we passed, without introductions, a widow in her mourning weeds ensconced in the drawing room. Fat and squat in her chair, she sat at a mahogany table opposite a wan woman in a loose-fitting dress who pondered over a row of picture cards. The pair were wrapped in a cloak of complicity for, apart from a brief glance in my direction, neither acknowledged my presence as I hurried through the room. Lily, too, appeared keen to avoid introductions, and I felt rather as I had done on the day Edwin took me to church to meet his mother and she had snubbed me to continue a conversation with one of her acquaintances.

			We entered a more homely sitting room, furnished in a style fashionable two decades earlier. A man was sitting in one of the far chairs and, as I followed Lily to meet her father, I marvelled at how, in this frozen house, something inside me was coming to life.

			Curiosity killed the cat, my mother used to say when I’d got into another scrape at home, usually ending with a grazed knee or a cuff from my older brother. But inquisitiveness can help you overcome a lot of things in life, I’ve found. It was curiosity, after all, that first made me accept the offer of a camera to see if I could take a decent portrait of a brother who has long been lost to me. I’d learnt, in my new life, to quash all my inquisitiveness, but in Clewer Hall I felt the stirrings of that suppressed side of my nature. 

			I was curious to discover the identities of the two women Lily had not introduced me to, hastening me past as if I were something shameful. The squat widow’s glance might have been brief as I hurried by but, as our eyes had met, a silent communication passed between us. I had only just arrived in this decaying house, and here was another dismayed at my presence.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			CLEWER HALL

			25 June 1896

			9.07 p.m.

			As the air cleared, Ada Watkins stifled the urge to cough. She slipped a peppermint into her mouth, its sticky sweetness soothing her throat, raw from speaking in several voices. The smoking candle had been a blessing, its choking fumes thickening the air and compensating for the bright gas lamp the journalist had insisted on placing in the middle of the table. Watching the young newspaperman opposite her, she traced with her fingertips the carved pattern of berries and leaves on the Whitby jet mourning brooch pinned to her chest. It was a design chosen so as not to offend any of her clients, although she’d noticed the spoilt madam two places to her left staring at it during the séance. 

			The journalist was struggling to finish his transcription. His shorthand was too slow for the speed of her messages, something that he, if not Ada, had failed to anticipate. If there were problems later, she would claim he hadn’t accurately transcribed her words and had been forced to rely on his memory at the end of the session. Through the table light, she could see a sheen of sweat on his face from the hot room. Henry Storey would go far in his profession, she was sure. He had the ability, unusual in Ada’s experience of men, of being able to do more than one task at any given time. He’d carefully written down her communications from the previous hour while watching for any movement he might be able to report to his London readers as trickery.

			The mood in the room was subdued. The great detective writer was the first to stand, patting his evening jacket for his cigar case before slipping off into the night. During the séance his expression had been both bored and watchful. She’d heard he was a believer, but he too had kept an eye on Ada’s hands. She watched him extinguish the smoking candle with his fingertips and disappear through the door which gave onto the terrace. 

			From experience, Ada knew it was best to stay at the table while the guests departed. It prolonged the air of intimacy and ensured there were no embarrassing scenes on the way out. She kept her eyes on the wall opposite where the pattern on the embossed leather covering danced in the haze, smelling faintly of the stables. Her eyes focused on an image of a small chimpanzee squatting amongst the branches, its expression mocking. 

			At the sound of a choked sob, she turned her head. Helene Clewer was being helped from the table by her daughter, Lily, who shot Ada a venomous glance as she passed through the door. Their neighbour, Sir Thomas Jensen, hurried after them, his mood dark, leaving her alone with the journalist. Henry had finished his transcription and was gazing at her as he drew a sketch on the back of his notes.

			She frowned. ‘That’s not going in the newspaper, is it?’

			‘It’s just for me. We can use the photograph we printed last year.’

			She watched him for a moment as he filled the paper with thick, violent strokes. ‘Why are you angry?’

			‘That was contemptible, wasn’t it? Mentioning the children.’

			‘I simply pass on what my spirit guide tells me.’

			‘Of course, Mrs Watkins.’ Henry slammed the pencil on the table. ‘If you’ll excuse me.’

			Ada rose, smoothing out the creases in her skirt and extracting the pin she’d hidden in her sleeve earlier that day. She bent it back into its usual shape and slipped it into her hair. Picking up her father’s pocket watch, she saw she had twenty minutes until the trap arrived – time for some night air before the journey back to London. She passed through into the orangery and opened the doors, letting in the warm evening air filled with the scent of tobacco and lush roses in full bloom. Her eyes were alert, darting around to find the source of her earlier unease, but all she could hear was the sound of hushed voices talking on the terrace. She crept along the side of the house, unseen by the speakers and spotted, through the light from the storm lantern, Conan Doyle inhaling deeply on his cigar. 

			‘You didn’t feel inspired to join us, Felix?’

			Felix Clewer leant back against the wall, also smoking, keeping one hand in his pocket and his eyes on the darkening garden. He picked a shard of tobacco from his moustache. ‘I’m happy to indulge my wife, but I draw the line at taking part in an obvious charade.’ He took a final puff of his cigar and placed the stub on the ash stand. ‘Why was Helene crying?’

			Conan Doyle leant forward and his words were lost to Ada. She waited, unconcerned at the consternation she’d caused. Spirits were an unreliable lot. You never knew what they’d communicate to you and sometimes you had to embellish a little.

			Felix jerked back at Conan Doyle’s words. ‘I knew this evening would end in folly.’

			‘You have to keep a clear head about these things, Felix. For every honest medium there’s a fake. Ada Watkins . . . well, let’s just say I didn’t see any obvious forms of trickery, but some are better at hiding it than others.’

			‘Do you think she’s even a widow?’

			‘It’s possible, although anyone can wear a black gown.’ 

			Ada made to leave, infuriated at their tone. 

			‘Odd, though.’ 

			Ada stopped and held her breath in the shadows.

			‘What was?’ asked Felix.

			‘I don’t suppose it’s anything. There was a strange atmosphere this evening. You made the right decision to stay out of there.’

			So he’d felt it too. Brooding, Ada made her way to the front of the house in time to see Sir Thomas snatch his hat from Horwick’s outstretched hand. She could feel the force of the man’s displeasure, as could Horwick, whose nervousness was making him stammer.

			‘L-leaving so soon? I should mention your departure to C-colonel Clewer.’

			‘Don’t bother.’ Sir Thomas moved off down the drive. ‘I’ll call round in the morning to make my apologies. I’ve had quite enough for this evening.’ 

			Ada hesitated, watching the man’s departing back. Sir Thomas was taking the shortcut through the gardens to his neighbouring property. He moved briskly across the lawn and, in the moonlight, she could see the man’s cane lashing up and down. 

			Horwick spotted her and moved back in distaste. ‘You’ll want your payment.’ He left her briefly in the hall and returned with a pile of coins which he slid into her hand. She checked to ensure they were all sovereigns.

			‘I can hear the trap coming up the drive.’ Another who was anxious to be rid of her.

			‘I need to get my things.’

			She hurried through to the darkening room, opened her reticule and placed the coins, along with the small handbell and her father’s watch, into her black beaded bag. The table was bare, with the exception of a piece of paper left behind by the young reporter. Perhaps he had gifted her the portrait he had drawn of her? It was unlikely to be flattering, but no matter. The public would only see the photograph she’d had taken in the Soho studio. 

			Curious, Ada reached out, noticing that, unlike the dark cream notepaper used by Henry, this leaf was pale blue and lightly scented. Not her portrait, then. Ada unfolded the paper and looked at the message.

			‘CHARLATAN.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Felix Clewer took my hand, the strength of his grip pulling me slightly towards him. With any other, the gesture would have been alarming but, as I steadied myself, I saw he was smiling, his eyes taking in my appearance with none of his daughter’s discomposure. He was slightly built, standing only a little taller than me, sporting a Hussar moustache which I always associated with the military. This was the man who’d amassed the collection I was to photograph in advance of its disposal to buyers from around the world.

			‘You’ll have some tea? There’s cake, too.’ He pointed towards a delicate porcelain tea set laid out on the table, the cups shimmering with a pale blue glaze.

			‘Thank you. I haven’t eaten all day.’

			Lily frowned and picked up a small handbell, its high-pitched chime echoing around the room. ‘You’ll need more than seed cake if this is your first meal.’ She saw my eyes on the bell. ‘We’ve been unable to use the servants’ system since the main copper wire snapped. In any case, there’s just Horwick, and Janet who comes in from the village every day to help out. They’re never far away during the daytime. You’ll find a bell in each room if you need to get their attention.’

			‘I shouldn’t need to trouble them too much.’

			Felix returned to his armchair with its view over the darkening garden. Lily took one of the sofas, her usual spot, judging by the pile of books and a pair of reading glasses on the side table. I hesitated and eased myself onto the other sofa, the springs creaking at my weight. 

			‘We kept meaning to change the bell system to electric when we had a generator put in but it doesn’t matter now. Perhaps the Hall’s new owners will install it – if they can find the staff, of course.’

			‘Those currently here aren’t staying?’

			Lily set the cups on their saucers. The china was without a single blemish, a set incongruous amongst the faded furnishings. 

			‘Horwick’s retiring to his sister’s boarding house in Bournemouth. Janet may stay but I’m sure she’s had better offers elsewhere. She remains with us because her mother was a maid in the house, thirty or so years ago. I’m not sure her loyalty will stretch to new owners.’

			‘And the driver who brought me here?’

			‘Quinlivan? He might be persuaded to remain. He’s very useful to have around – he helps out in the house, getting involved in everything Horwick is now too old to manage. And there’s cook, of course, but Mrs Wherry is also looking to retire soon.’

			The door opened and the elderly man who’d shooed me to the back of the house appeared. I could see, from his openly curious expression as he stared at my swollen form that they’d been talking about me in the servants’ quarters. 

			‘Horwick, could you ask cook to arrange some sandwiches for our visitor? Bring them in here. I’m sure I could manage one or two as well.’

			He bowed slightly, his eyes still on me, and retreated from the room. Lily, I noticed, was relaxing in the presence of her father. As she busied herself pouring the tea, I took the chance to study her more closely. Her unremarkable but well-cut outfit, a powder-blue bouclé skirt and cardigan set, should have suited her fair hair but instead made her look insipid and, in the garden, she hadn’t struck me as that. My mother would have observed that she needed to make more of herself.

			‘I was told you’d specifically requested me to photograph your home. Are you familiar with my work?’

			Lily paused in her task as she considered my question.

			‘We knew of you as a lady photographer operating in London. I asked Mr Stephens to see if you were available.’ 

			‘But who—?’

			‘Please help yourself to cake.’ Lily handed me a cup. ‘We asked for you at the auction house as Louisa Drew. I hadn’t realised you were married.’

			She was evading my question but I didn’t press the matter as mention of my past, which I so rarely discussed, produced a flash of anguish. Stay in London, I told the grief. Let me forget for a moment in this house. I took a deep breath. 

			‘Drew was the name of my first husband. It’s how I’ve always been known professionally, although I was widowed in the war. J.C. Stephens will simply have contacted my employer to find me.’

			‘You’ve remarried, then? What name do you go by now?’

			I paused. ‘My last name now is Tandy but I see no reason to change my name for my work.’

			I saw Lily glance at her father and I wasn’t surprised. The vote might have been extended to some of us women but keeping the name of your dead husband, even for professional purposes, was hardly conventional. 

			‘I’d prefer it if you called me Louisa.’

			‘Louisa it is, then – that’s settled.’ Felix reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a thin cigar. ‘Do you mind if I smoke while you have tea? It’s too chilly to open a window but I can go outside if you prefer.’

			I looked towards the door which led onto a terrace faintly lit by an ancient storm lamp. From here I could see, despite the cracked casings, that the windows were clean, the opaqueness of the glass due only to the gathering dusk. I caught the smell of beeswax and vinegar and wondered if the family had cleaned the room for my arrival.

			‘Please feel free to enjoy your cigar.’

			I braced myself for a return of the nausea but the curls of smoke which drifted over to me produced a comforting fug. The room had a gentle peace to it, the only noise the clink of coals rolling in the fireplace hidden behind an embroidered screen and Felix’s occasional draw on his cigar. It made a nonsense of my apprehension – but I couldn’t shake the creep of dread on my skin. The fear had retreated for a moment, although I was sure it was only for a moment. In a room far beyond us, I could hear a woman, or child possibly, singing to a tune on the piano, their off-key pitch oddly beautiful.

			Lily watched me take a sip of the tea which was infused with a taste of peaches and damp bark. 

			‘Do you like it? It’s from a plantation in Darjeeling close to where we’re moving to. Father has taken a five-year lease on a house in the region.’

			‘It tastes wonderful.’ This wasn’t strictly true. The infusion had a bitter aftertaste, but this might have been caused by pregnancy, which distorted some flavours.

			Lily leant back, her expression relieved. ‘I’ve never visited India but, in my most anxious moments, I think about the smell of the tea and am reassured everything will be fine with the move.’

			‘Why that part of India?’

			Felix studied the glowing tip of his cigar. ‘I spent time in the region when Lily was very young and we were at war with the Afghans. Our garrison was stationed in Jalapahar, a town of green hills and wide skies. In the afternoon, the cloud would come down and it was like heaven on earth. It was made all the more memorable in contrast to the horror which came after it.’

			‘Horror?’

			‘Sorry, I’m being fanciful. It must be the time of day. I meant war. I was sent to Afghanistan.’

			I remembered the driver’s mention of Conan Doyle. ‘Like Dr Watson.’

			I caught Lily glance across at her father but he didn’t look up from his cigar. ‘Yes, exactly. Although unlike the fictional Watson, I returned uninjured.’ He winced, the gesture of a survivor. ‘Later, on my return trip to England, I passed through the region again and stayed with some friends who’ll be our new neighbours. They wrote to me about the house coming available.’

			‘You’re looking forward to it?’ I asked Lily, half my attention still on the singing. It was a child, I was sure. I tried to make out the tune but it remained just out of reach, an old-fashioned melody I recalled from my nursery days.

			‘Once we’ve persuaded Mother it’s not such a bad thing, I’ll find leaving everything easier. This house is too big for us. We all need a fresh start.’

			The room fell silent again, the easy comfort between father and daughter gone. Lily passed me a piece of cake, I’d been too polite to help myself, and I took a mouthful of the dry, seedy slice. 

			‘After tea, I’ll take you to your room. I think we can wait until tomorrow for you to start work. Janet has agreed to give you a tour of the house, but it’s best Father shows you the items from his collection. You have a list from the auctioneers, I think.’

			‘I have.’

			‘And you think your photographs will take around a week?’

			‘At most. It depends on the light and how much I can get done each day. I’ll develop the images as I go along. I just need somewhere dark to process the plates, a cellar, for example.’

			Lily made a face. ‘The cellars are very damp. Perhaps one of the outbuildings will be better. Quinlivan can help you cover up any windows.’ 

			‘Then I’ll speak to him in the morning.’

			‘I’m pleased your husband could spare you at short notice.’ She hesitated. ‘He was happy for you to come?’ 

			Edwin. Well, I’d hardly given him the chance to object, leaving so suddenly. My sneaky departure wasn’t anything to be proud of but I could never explain myself properly to Edwin. Words froze in my throat once I received one of his withering glances. I looked at the ormolu clock on the mantelpiece. He would be home from work soon and Dorothy would have the job of explaining to him the reasons for my sudden flight. 

			‘I’ll try to telephone him at his place of work tomorrow. He’ll be relieved to hear I’ve arrived safely.’

			‘I’m sorry we left it so late – everything is rather rushed at the moment. We’ll have a houseful of guests next week. It’ll be like old times.’

			‘I can keep out of your way, if it’s inconvenient.’

			‘Not inconvenient, no. I just hope we don’t get in your way.’

			Horwick came in carrying a plate of sandwiches which he placed in front of me on the table. I took two triangles and bit into one of them, my teeth sinking into the soft bread until they reached the crunch of the cucumber. I put the other aside, trying not to look greedy.

			‘Is it a celebration? The gathering, I mean.’

			Lily frowned but, before she could answer, the singing abruptly stopped and I heard a shout of distress from the adjoining room. After a moment the door opened and the elderly widow I’d passed earlier stood on the threshold, her bulk filling the frame.

			‘Mrs Clewer’s had an upset.’

			Lily hurried out of the room while Felix, nodding apologies in my direction, opened the door onto the garden and stepped out into the blackened afternoon. I was left alone with the widow in her bombazine mourning dress which showed signs of extensive mending. We stared at each other without speaking, the dismay I’d caught as I hurried past her in the central drawing room still showing in her expression. She was about the age my mother would have been, had cancer not robbed me of her comforting presence. Like my mother, she wore her hair in a pompadour style, hopelessly out of date, of course, but with a reassuring Edwardian elegance.

			I found myself unable to stop staring at her as the silence stretched thin, with just the sound of our breathing and the crackling of the fire. Finally, determined to take the initiative, I stood, making more of a fuss of getting to my feet than I’d have liked.

			‘I’m Louisa.’

			Instead of taking my outstretched hand, she leant forward and put a powdered cheek to mine. I could smell the camphor of mothballs mixed with the woman’s cheap perfume, a sickly combination which caused acid to rise in my throat. 

			She kept her face close to mine. ‘You’ve been here before, I think.’ She clutched my arm. ‘Haven’t you?’ 

			I shook my head, modulating my voice to show that she had nothing to fear from me. ‘This is my first visit to the Hall. Why do you ask?’

			‘Are you sure?’ I felt her fingers tighten. Her face was still next to mine, her peppermint breath brushing my cheek. 

			‘The house is very distinctive. I’d know if I’d visited in the past.’

			She relaxed and released me from her grip, her brow still furrowed. I saw that the fringe of her shawl was frayed, a single thread trailing to the floor. Without asking, she reached down for my stomach and let her hand slide over the swelling.

			‘How far gone?’

			‘Seven, nearly eight months.’

			I could hear the alarm in her voice as she stepped away. ‘I thought it all made sense but now I’m not so sure. It never occurred to me you might be expecting. I wish I’d known about the baby first.’

		

OEBPS/OEBPS/font/DanteMTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/cover.jpeg
SEEN

A SEANCE RECREATED.
A SECRET REVEALED.






OEBPS/OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/DanteMTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/DanteMTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/trapeze_logo_katie.png





