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Wednesday 1st May 2013


After decades in a shallow grave beneath the croquet lawn, the iron key felt underweight. The corroded shank had lost much of its circumference, but it only had to work one more time. He slid it into the lock: it went in easily, gliding over a lubricating layer of dust and grey webs. The rooms here on the second floor were originally the domain of servants. Many of them now resembled the shadowy interiors of a neglected brocante, smelling of musty leather and horsehair stuffing, but this one was different. It was different because it was locked, and had been in that state since before he was born – four walls, devoid of human contact for seventy-six years.


He thought about how the world had moved on. The room had missed a global war, Kennedy, the Berlin Wall, The Beatles. Science had progressed while society had, from his perspective, regressed. Was he about to enter a cocoon of 1930s England? Would it contain a slice of his ancestors’ life, preserved and forgotten?


He recalled his grandmother’s diary and the stern warnings she had written about this room. It seemed that the burial of the key in 1937 had been quite an occasion. There had been a procession with incense, Latin chants, a rendition of Hark! A Herald Voice is Calling, followed by the Lord’s Prayer. The diary suggested that this little piece of metal had been accorded more pomp and respect at its untimely interment than he recalled seeing at his mother’s sombre memorial service in the family chapel some forty years later. The one question the diary failed to answer was why the room was sealed. What could have been significant enough to justify such eccentric banishment? His mind flitted between various remote possibilities: an autobiographical manuscript exposing a murky family secret; stolen plans for an atomic bomb; a map pointing the way to illicit treasure; the body of a dead celebrity – Amelia Earhart had disappeared in somewhat odd circumstances that year, after all.


The idea that someone would one day find the key had apparently not occurred to those who were present at its burial. A future Earl with a passion for metal detecting was something they had failed to foresee. He hadn’t even been looking for it. The hours he had spent in the grounds dressed in his ludicrous, tasselled leather jacket, with his detecting equipment draped over his shoulders, in search of a hoard of silver coins rumoured to have been buried by his wealthy and forgetful ancestors. No such hoard had yet been identified by the machine, and the key was his consolation.


Lord ‘Ratty’ Ballashiels coiled his freckly fingers around the key, ready to twist it, ready to enter the lost world of his forebears. A cold perspiration loosened his grip. He paused. To unlock this door would be to disobey a direct instruction from his late grandmother. To indulge his curiosity would be to commit the ultimate rebellion and would invite the sinister repercussions his grandmother had mentioned in frustratingly ambiguous terms in her diary.


But it was his house now. There was no one left to whom he had to answer for his actions. His grandmother’s wishes were part of history, and, since the study of history was his greatest passion, he convinced himself that the unlocking of the room was an archaeological procedure. He was Howard Carter, about to step into the tomb of Tutankhamen. He was Hiram Bingham, striding through the clouds towards Machu Picchu.


He closed his eyes and turned the key. His face tightened in anticipation. Resistance gave way to clunks. The bolt eased into its housing. He put his other hand on the white porcelain handle and twisted it. The door swung free with a low groan. He opened his eyes, wiped the sweat from his dyed black hair, and looked into the forbidden room.


It was square, about fifteen feet along each side. The window was almost completely obscured by ill-fitting shutters, which allowed only a vertical slice of light to illuminate the dancing particles of airborne dust. There was a small fireplace to the right, a simple surround of glossed wood with a flat mantelpiece. The grate was piled high with a cocktail of fallen soot and nests. A lone bulb hung from a cloth-covered flex in the ceiling, refusing to be digested by the cobwebs that had engulfed it.


Ratty blinked in disbelief as he entered the stark room. Wide, bare floorboards held his weight in defiance of the labyrinthine perforations made over the centuries by microscopic chomping teeth. Each step he took was marked by a dull echo. He could hear himself breathing. He scratched his long nose in puzzlement that his grandmother could have been sufficiently potty to have locked up an empty chamber and prohibited entry for all eternity.


He folded the shutters into their recesses and the space overflowed with daylight. The walls were covered with a paper that Ratty recognised from other servants’ rooms: an artless floral design that remained valiantly attached to the lath and plaster despite its antiquity. He tapped the architrave around the door and stomped on the floorboards. Nothing gave way. No secret opening appeared.


The beginnings of a smile curled around the corner of his mouth, unveiling several crooked teeth, as he realised that a cheeky sense of humour did not belong exclusively to his generation. Seventy-six years ago, long before he had even been born, his grandmother had set up a wonderful practical joke. The tension and apprehension he had felt moments ago were gone. Now he simply had another space into which the detritus of a once-magnificent stately home could expand.


He forced the reluctant sash window open an inch, inviting a current of air to freshen the space. The draft caused a small rivulet of soot to slide from the fireplace onto the stone hearth. Poking out from near the top of the black pile was a tiny bone, part of a swallow that had once attempted to make its home high up in the chimney. Ratty crouched to look at the skeleton and noticed something else amongst the soot. It was a small, purple piece of paper. He pulled it slowly from the grate and shook the black dust away. ‘Chocolat au lait’ it read in a white, sans serif typeface. Below that it simply said, ‘Lanvin’. There was also a mention of a competition to win a Kodak Instamatic camera. Closing date was 31st October 1975.


This was a sweet wrapper from the Seventies. Four decades after the room had been sealed, someone had eaten a chocolate bar containing a paltry thirty per cent cocoa. He became so deeply bewildered that anyone would want to taste such a vile and sickly culinary concoction that it was some moments before the deeper mystery became apparent to him.


***


‘Hey, Ruby!’ called a voice from the ruins of Château d’Opoul, on a hilltop close to the southern French village of Périllos. The accent was unfamiliar to Ruby: Manhattan crossed with Munich, lacking self-consciousness. ‘Up here!’ the voice crassly continued, tearing coarsely through a gentle Mediterranean soundscape in which it evidently did not belong.


She glanced up and sighed. This must be the notorious Rocco. Her earlier uncertainty at whether to agree to this unusual meeting was already morphing into regret. The man leaned precariously over a crumbling parapet, looking down at her from a position that Ruby knew would once have provided an unusual and revolting military advantage against marauding Visigoths: the castle’s lavatories were positioned such that human waste would fall directly onto an attacking army. She swallowed hard and looked back the way she had come. Her uncommunicative taxi driver was already stirring up the dust with a hasty exit from the parking area at the base of the hill, swerving to avoid a Spanish-plated car creeping hesitantly along the dirt track. She couldn’t slip away now. A full hour with Rocco was unavoidable.


As she entered the grid of tumbled stonework that was once part of a mighty fortress, she could see Rocco was not alone. A dozen or so people were gathered at this isolated spot, and most of them were staring up at the featureless sky. Others were squinting over laptop screens on picnic tables or taking video footage – seemingly of nothing – from little, handheld camcorders and smartphones.


Rocco Strauss strode purposefully towards some electronic monitoring equipment on a table, scanned the readouts and stared at the sky. He turned to face Ruby, revealing a shirt that was unbuttoned to a flat and hairy stomach beneath his cream linen suit. She grimaced as she approached him. Rocco flashed an enchanting smile and took her hand to a chivalric lip. With his rather ordinary features and centre-parted hairstyle he wasn’t handsome in her opinion, but he had youth on his side. She guessed his age at about thirty and resented him even more for being younger than her.


‘Ruby Towers, a pleasure to meet you at last. My name is Rocco. I’ve heard much about you. Mountebank talks about you all the time.’


‘He certainly talks a lot, that’s for sure,’ she replied, wiping the back of her hand where he had kissed it and fully aware of her reluctance to return his generous welcome. ‘You know me and Matt are not together any more, don’t you?’


‘You would hardly think so from what he says about you.’


The geographical and emotional separation from her former lover Matt Mountebank had lasted four months. Any feelings towards him were buried as deep as the ancient artefacts she routinely excavated in her day job.


‘I heard nothing from him this year until he e-mailed me about you,’ she said. ‘Something about a new kind of archaeology. You were spearheading the research, Matt told me.’


‘Did he say anything else?’ asked Rocco.


‘Only that I’d be mad not to see you while I’m working just the other side of the Pyrenees.’


‘You are extending the site at Empúries, I understand? I read about it. Fascinating to think you could find a mixture of Greek and Roman archaeology on the Costa Brava.’


‘Yes,’ she confirmed. ‘So here I am.’


‘And clearly not mad.’ Rocco smiled again. He appeared to like her.


She brushed back her auburn, shoulder-length hair, revealing a neck that was newly tanned. He was studying her features, but not in an intimidating way. She knew she could benefit from losing a few pounds and ought to take more care of her appearance, but experience had proven that men frequently lusted after her raw, unembellished beauty and she had been around for long enough not to give a damn if they didn’t. Her wardrobe had consisted of little more than jeans and cotton shirts for as long as she could remember, and Rocco showed no inclination to disapprove of her choices.


Ruby’s defences were starting to soften. His charms were undeniable, but they were not yet sufficient to convince her that her efforts in coming here today would not be wasted. New ideas and techniques in her line of business were reported in academic journals. It seemed unlikely that Matt Mountebank, a writer of infamous fiction, would learn something new about archaeology before she did.


‘How do you know Matt?’ she asked.


‘He came to one of my lectures. Actually, I don’t think it was his idea. He was on a date and the young lady dragged him to the bar afterwards to meet me.’


‘A date?’ Ruby tried hard to hide her disgust, but sensed her facial muscles were not on her side.


‘Personally I don’t see how he could have eyes for anyone but yourself,’ grinned Rocco.


‘Hmm,’ she growled softly, wishing Matt was with them so that she could slap his stubbly face for getting over her too quickly. ‘Are all these people with you?’


‘Watch this,’ he whispered, stepping away from her. ‘Hey, look, up there! That’s the message!’ screamed Rocco, thrusting his arm in the direction of a lone cloud.


Every head turned frantically towards where he was pointing. A clamour of whooping and hollering replaced any conversations. Cameras and detector devices recorded the sky across full spectrums of light, temperature and radiation. There were calls for hush, for calm, for control. Rocco waited patiently. Then he hit them with the punchline.


‘Hey, guys, I was just kidding!’ he shouted, scuttling away from the hisses and curses that were spitting in his direction. ‘Come on, Ruby. I want to show you something.’


On a plastic table sat a pile of equipment that pinged and beeped with morose regularity. Ruby looked at the item at the top. It had a label attached which said ‘ESA property. Not to be removed from Wachtberg’. A small screen displayed sine waves. A portable radar unit turned unhurriedly. Power came from a generator that droned softly in the background.


‘How come everyone’s so obsessed with the sky?’ Ruby asked.


‘The sky is a mere palette. A canvas that is currently blank. If it fills with words, we’ll be ready.’


‘Ready for what?’


‘I’m a chrononaut,’ explained Rocco, unhelpfully. ‘Not an official one, of course. We’re a sort of splinter group. The original chrononaut guys from Project Chronodrome are down there in a gazebo in the car park. Besides, it’s not my real job. Just a hobby. I’m at the European Space Agency. ESA.’


‘And what do you do there?’ she asked mechanically, her mind drifting from a conversation that already bored her.


‘Been there ever since I left university. They put me in charge of tracking stuff. Anything that gets close to our planet. Asteroids, comets, rogue satellites, aliens.’


‘Aliens?’ she echoed, plucked from her reverie by the unexpected word.


‘OK, not yet. But one day, perhaps? Basically my job is to make sure the world doesn’t end. I became quite high profile last year. I was the first to spot the approach of that thing predicted by those scrolls you found.’


That was a branch of conversation that she was not in the mood to explore. The mere mention of the scrolls she had discovered beneath the Sphinx in Cairo the previous year brought knots to her stomach. The events following their discovery still cast a shadow over her. She had barely escaped with her life.


‘So what’s a “chrononaut”?’ she asked, returning to a subject about which she carried no baggage. ‘You collect watches or something?’


‘Just a minute,’ he replied, adjusting the settings on a radiation detector. ‘You heard of the Keo satellite?’


She shook her head.


Rocco was becoming increasingly agitated, glancing at Ruby, at his watch, at his equipment, at the sky, and back at the machines again.


‘It’s like the Sphinx scrolls you found,’ he said without taking his eyes off one of the screens. He had unknowingly turned on a blender in her gut and failed to notice that she grabbed her belly. ‘They were a message from the past, in a time capsule. The European Space Agency is doing the same thing. We’re sending a capsule into the future. Not using time travel, of course, but by placing it in a high orbit that will take fifty thousand years to decay, at which point it will fall to earth. The capsule contains millions of pages of learning and culture, like a modern library of Alexandria. There is a diamond containing a drop of human blood and the DNA of the human genome. There are samples of air, sea water and soil. Fifty thousand years might seem a long way off, but it has a symbolic aspect. It was five hundred centuries ago that our ancestors began to experiment with cave paintings. So we are mid-way between those first artists and the people who will receive our capsule. And encoded in radiation-resistant glass DVDs – along with instructions on how to build a DVD reader – are personal messages from people all over the world. One of those messages is a simple request that the people of the future acknowledge receipt of the capsule. That’s why we’re here.’


She breathed deeply and calmed her inner turbulence.


‘And when did you launch this time capsule?’ she asked.


‘Oh, not yet. There’s been a few delays.’


She stared at him, looking for a sign that this was the second practical joke he’d pulled since her arrival. Nothing beyond wide-eyed enthusiasm was on display.


‘So let me see if I understand this,’ she sighed. ‘You’re here because you’re looking for an indication that someone who hasn’t yet been born has received something that hasn’t yet been sent?’ Rocco showed no reaction. ‘Can you see one or two potential flaws in that ambition?’


‘No, no, it’s perfectly simple. Backwards time travel isn’t really possible right now,’ explained Rocco, ‘but in fifty thousand years they’ll have all kinds of new technology. Time travel could be feasible. We haven’t asked for a person to be sent back in time. We’re looking for light photons or a radioactive signature in the air. Something that’s a bit easier to work with at a quantum level.’


‘Matt said you were developing a new branch of archaeology, though. Can we talk about that instead?’


‘We are.’


‘Looking for lights in the sky is not archaeology, Rocco.’


‘I like to call it the archaeology of the future, instead of the past.’


‘How is that supposed to make any sense?’ she asked, barely hiding her frustration. ‘This is pseudo-science. Fantasising. Daydreaming.’


To Ruby’s surprise, Rocco nodded in agreement. The dreamy side of his nature often conflicted with the science that defined his usual work at the European Space Agency, but he never regarded it as an obstacle. If men hadn’t dreamed about travelling to the moon, he would tell himself, they wouldn’t have designed the technology and overcome the necessary scientific challenges to get there. Dreams dictate the future, he would say to critics who questioned the dedication with which he would follow peculiar conspiracies and outlandish theories. When accused of having a vivid or overworked imagination he would thank them. There was so much about the world, about humanity and about the universe that was yet to be discovered that he refused to close his mind to anything. All bets were on until proved otherwise. The impossible often turned out to be possible after a few years. He was proud to be a scientist, and equally proud to be a fantasist, and regarded himself as being at the cutting edge of the present, spearheading the way forward into tomorrow.


‘Thank you, Ruby, but there is actually a more pressing question that you have yet to ask.’


If this was the archaeology she had travelled all this way to hear about, she had no desire to ask any more questions. Her instinct had been right. Matt was an idiot, screwing up her life even when he wasn’t in it, sending her on a wild-goose chase to a meeting with a crazy German space scientist. If the taxi driver had waited she would have left that instant, but she knew he wouldn’t be back until her hour was up. She glanced down the hillside at the car park below on the off-chance that he might have changed his mind, but there was only the gazebo containing the official chrononauts and a few cars, plus the driver of the Spanish-registered car she had seen earlier who seemed to be skulking around the other vehicles. Escape was still not an option. She might as well indulge her intellectual curiosity.


‘Why?’ she began, looking at the activity around her and trying to formulate the right question. ‘Why here? Why now?’


‘Correct. It was actually two questions. Well done.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome,’ he replied, turning back to his monitoring gear and adjusting some dials.


Ruby looked in exasperation at the other people around her, but they were mostly staring into the heavens. She tapped Rocco on the shoulder.


‘So, Rocco, are you going to elaborate?’


‘Not yet. Too much to do. Very tight window.’


‘Window?’


‘A one hour slot. Right here. It’s all in the time capsule.’


‘Tell me,’ she ordered.


‘Otherwise we’ll be up here for months,’ said Rocco, still with his back to her. ‘The message in the capsule asks the future people to send a signal to this spot between three and four in the afternoon, on any May first until 2050. So we come here for one afternoon a year.’


‘How long have you been doing this?’


‘Since 2000.’


‘And there’s been no message from the future in all that time?’


‘Not yet. But the message will come,’ stated Rocco.


‘Unless you missed it.’


‘Someone has been here every year. We can’t have missed it.’


‘What if it came before 2000?’ asked Ruby. ‘Perhaps this fictitious method of time-travelling e-mails isn’t very accurate?’


‘The earth spins and moves constantly,’ explained Rocco. ‘It never occupies the same patch of space twice. The solar system is drifting. The universe is expanding. If someone is able to send a message through time in any meaningful way, they have to pinpoint the precise spot in the universe where the earth used to be at the time they want the message to arrive. Otherwise it will get delivered into the vacuum of space. Therefore space and time calculations are inextricably linked and must be utterly precise. You can’t have one without the other. When they send the message, it will be to the exact time and place that they intend to send it.’


‘So why this spot?’


‘Lots of reasons. We’re precisely twenty kilometres due north of Perpignan train station. The air is clear and unpolluted. We have a panoramic view of the sky.’


‘This is all crazy,’ said Ruby. ‘There’s nothing in the sky and there isn’t going to be.’ She looked down at the car park instead. ‘What’s happening down there?’


A couple of people from the group of official chrononauts in the gazebo had broken away from their monitoring of the empty sky to chase someone away. They started throwing rocks at him. The man ran towards the Spanish car and jumped in, screeching away with wheels spinning and with his door still open. A plume of dust and grit enveloped the tent and the car park. People were coughing and wiping their eyes.


‘Did you see that?’ Ruby asked.


‘See what?’ asked Rocco.


‘Down in the car park. It looked like those other chrononauts tried to stone someone.’


‘Probably another splinter group,’ said Rocco. ‘We don’t always get on particularly well.’


‘Different groups of people fighting each other over a non-existent message in the sky. Remind you of anything?’


‘This is science, Ruby. If the people of the distant future send us a message, we’ll get it.’




Thursday 2nd May 2013


The Patient was seated in the heart of an ancient oak tree in the grounds of Stiperstones Manor. Secure on a low and wide branch, lit by the opaque light of dawn, he was devouring downloaded prose from his Kindle when Ratty knocked at the gnarled bark.


‘Been searching for you all night, old chum,’ gasped Ratty. ‘Where have you been?’


‘I have hitch-hiked across the Galaxy, and yet I have not moved from the branches of this oak,’ replied the Patient, proudly showing Ratty a screen filled with the prose of Douglas Adams.


The Patient had displayed an obsession with trees in the months following his arrival in England. Ratty assumed it to be a rebound reaction from the unfortunate man’s unnatural upbringing, incarcerated from birth by an abusive and twisted father deep under the volcanic soils of Guatemala City. Having spent his first forty-five years where even roots failed to reach, the Patient now appeared intent upon redressing the balance by passing his days in a woody embrace.


‘Please come down from that branch, Patient chappy,’ Ratty continued. He found it uncomfortable to say his friend’s name in full. The words refused to trip lightly off his aristocratic tongue. Addressing the Guatemalan-born German as ‘the Patient’ to his face felt discourteous. And yet, having been conceived and cocooned as part of an unofficial – and utterly illegal – medical experiment there was only one label to which Ratty’s friend would answer. He had grown up nameless, regarded as a collection of organs, a bank of spare parts for the high-flying twin he had never known. He had been a human being cultivated in laboratory conditions, denied the basic dignity of a name, referred to coldly by his father – a doctor – as ‘it’. Nevertheless, ‘the Patient’ and even ‘it’ were distinct improvements upon the tarnished name he had inherited from his Teutonic family line: Mengele. And so the nickname of ‘the Patient’ had stuck. The Patient had no problem with it. The cruelty that defined his life could not be undone by changing his name, and so he simply accepted his identity. Ratty would have preferred something a touch more conventional, such as George, but if the British viewing public could follow the weekly science fictional exploits of someone called ‘the Doctor’ for five decades, Ratty was convinced he could eventually get used to calling his friend ‘the Patient’. But, for now, he had to morph it into something that felt less impersonal.


The bond between the two men had been formed in an instant the previous year. Ratty, whilst on the trail of an archaeological prize in Guatemala, had encountered the Patient and his father, and had intervened to prevent the doctor assaulting his son. In so doing, he had helped to set the Patient free. Until that point, concepts of friendship and kindness were theoretical constructs that the Patient had merely encountered in books. In Ratty, he had seen those human faculties come alive for the first time.


At Ratty’s invitation, the Patient had come to live in the dilapidated, gamekeeper’s cottage at the periphery of the Stiperstones estate, finally free from the long shadow of his dysfunctional upbringing. The Patient adored this location. He could observe the wildlife and touch the textures of the mosses and ferns and weeds that grew around him, and he had the peace to read modern literature. Thousands of texts had been available to him in the Guatemalan basement in which he grew up. The collection of philosophical works in particular had made a deep impression on him, and it was from these books that his entire perspective of the world had been gleaned. But the private library contained little that was published post-1970, and he therefore had a certain amount of literary catching-up to do.


‘This tree is most comfortable,’ said the Patient. ‘It is as if nature has grown an armchair for me.’


‘Yes, but do tootle on down, old Kindle-worm. An urgent tête-à-tête is required.’


Ratty’s peculiar take on the English language often perplexed the Patient. The aristocrat seemed to enjoy conveying his meaning within a package of beautifully wrapped prose. Sometimes it made no sense. Sometimes it made Ratty appear trite and trivial. But the Patient understood his friend, if not always his words, and he knew that the veneer of joviality hid a soul that was deeply troubled and hurting. A kind and warm soul, but one that struggled to make sense of the world.


‘We are already engaging in discourse,’ replied the Patient.


‘Well yes, I know, but a topic other than trees would be preferable.’


‘There is much to be learned from matters arboreal,’ stated the Patient, climbing down and rubbing the moss stains from his blue jumpsuit. ‘Publilius Syrus said you should go to a pear tree for pears, not to an elm.’


‘Well quite. Glad that’s cleared up. Listen, Patient chappy, I opened that room in the manor yesterday. The one granny locked up before she buried the key.’


Ratty looked fervently around him, as if this act of defiance had surrounded him with a fog of guilt through which retribution would come charging at any moment.


‘And did that particular metaphorical tree provide you with the fruit that you expected?’ asked the Patient.


‘I went to a pear tree and found a banana,’ replied Ratty, not really confident that the analogy worked in any meaningful way.


‘A banana?’


‘Well, a curved piece of information. An unexpected twist. Hence “banana”. Look, can we just talk in plain English, old persona grata?’


The Patient looked at him in a way that made clear his opinion that Ratty rarely spoke plain English.


‘So the room was empty?’ asked the Patient, shuffling sideways into a patch of shade, taking care to remain beneath the protection of the generous spread of leaves above him. His skin had lost little of its neoprene transparency and would not fare well in any battle with the rising sun.


‘How could you possibly know that?’


‘It has to be symbolic,’ the Patient replied. ‘The power of ceremony is in its symbolism, not its function. You have read to me your grandmother’s diary and the theatrical energies she employed to celebrate the closure of the room. She was sealing away an idea, a piece of knowledge that frightened her, not an object. It is a reasonable deduction to make.’


‘Golly. Well, yes. It was somewhat Spartan inside. A minimalist paradise. That’s why I wanted to have this little chinwag. I dashed over to West Dean House in Sussex after I opened the room. Frightful place, West Dean. Flint turrets. Not a patch on the flaking limestone bartizans here at Stiperstones. Spoke to a lovely young receptionist filly about the history of the place –not a natural blonde, as far as I could tell, but a kindly face. Didn’t pay much attention to what she was saying once I started imagining myself reading Homer to her on a firelit, winter’s evening – but she did know about Granny Ballashiels. They have records that corroborate Granny’s diary entries when she writes that she used to hang out at West Dean with Salvador Dalí and the Sitwells and wotnot. Sometimes even with the Mitford sisters when they weren’t busy having tea with Adolf or supper with Winston. But Granny’s diaries are peppered with vexatious lacunae. Her account of 1937 is particularly perfunctory.’


‘That being the year she sealed that room?’


‘How veracious you are. I had no record of her thoughts and movements leading up to that moment. But at West Dean House they have a visitor’s book that shows she departed on the same day as Dalí, one month before the room here at Stiperstones was sealed.’


‘Presumably Dalí was at West Dean as a guest of the owner of the house, the poet Edward James?’ asked the Patient.


‘I believe James was sponsoring Dalí to produce some pieces around that time. James was frightfully keen on helping the surrealist types, and he seemed to have a particular fondness for Dalí. There are still some Dalí creations in West Dean House. All locked away, lamentably, after that recent run of thefts of Dalí’s paintings in New York and London.’


‘I wasn’t aware of those thefts. Is your art collection safe?’


‘We have no Dalí doodles here. Unless, of course, the empty room thingummy was a Dalí surrealist wotsit. Now that would be rather splendid. If he left West Dean with Granny Ballashiels on the same day then it’s possible that they came here.’


‘It is entirely possible, as are many other destinations.’


‘Quite, quite. So how are you getting on in the gamekeeper’s cottage?’


‘I found some books under the stairs,’ said the Patient, as they strolled back to the half-derelict building. ‘The previous inhabitant appears to have had a penchant for the works of an author called Timothy Lea. Confessions of a Window Cleaner was most beguiling.’ His elastic face adopted a Mona Lisa smile. No wrinkles were apparent in his pale and supple skin, no matter what expression his features attempted to portray. Ratty often felt he was conversing with a teenager rather than with a man at the threshold of middle age.


‘Ah, the gamekeeper. Huxtable, I think he was called. No one was better versed in bawdy fiction than he. Wonder what became of the fellow? Hey ho, Patient chappy, the reason I was looking for you was that I have formed a theory about Granny. Unlocking her forbidden room has started me off on a little historical quest. I think I know what might have happened in the weeks prior to locking the empty room. I think Granny Ballashiels might have gone to Spain with Salvador Dalí.’


‘No she didn’t,’ the Patient replied.


The confidence with which the remark had been made caused more than a few of Ratty’s hairs to stand to surprised attention.


‘Why make such an impudent pronouncement, old acorn?’ asked Ratty, smoothing down his hair. ‘Have you dipped your nose in the Dalí canon?’


‘Scarcely. Barely a dozen or so books, including his only novel and his autobiographical volumes. But it was enough to know that Dalí did not return to his homeland during the missing period of your grandmother’s story. Probably because his friend, the poet Lorca, had been shot by a firing squad in the early days of the Spanish Civil War.’


‘What rotten luck. Poor fellow. So Dalí had the good sense to keep away from well-armed philistine oiks? A policy I have always striven to endorse.’


They reached the cottage and stepped inside through the gap in the front wall where there should have been a door, carefully avoiding the gap in the floor where the boards should have been, and finally climbing onto rickety stools in the kitchen.


The full wrath of an English country garden had begun to undermine the building soon after the gamekeeper had left the service of the Ballashiels estate in the late Seventies. With no plans – or funds – to replace him, there had been no point in attempting to arrest the sinister encroachment of ivy and assorted delinquent weeds. The clean-up prior to the Patient’s arrival had been superficial. Ratty assumed his chum would have continued the fight back against the allied forces of nature, but the Patient was simply too fascinated by everything to want to change it. Like a toddler, he would find wonder in the simplest mould, the oddest smell, the smallest insect. Within the cottage, these sources of fascination were to be found in abundance.


‘Dashed peculiar business, don’t you think, Patient chappy?’


The Patient said nothing, quietly waiting for Ratty to elucidate.


‘First the key, then the room, then the chocolate,’ Ratty continued. ‘And so to this cottage. Somewhat unsuitable, I’m sure you’d agree. How would you like to move in to the main house?’


‘Did you say chocolate?’


‘Did I not mention it before? The room was devoid of chattels save for the wrapper of a chocolate bar in the fireplace. From the Seventies. Actually from the same year Mother went missing. And the chocolate was French, to boot. So what do you say? Come over to the manor.’


‘And this is in a room that had been sealed since 1937?’ asked the Patient.


‘Supposedly, yes.’


‘Could someone have eaten the bar upon the roof and dropped the wrapper down the chimney?’


‘I dare say many is the time when my family took tiffin up on the roof for no apparent reason, but no one from my lineage would eat a vulgar, mass-produced bar of chemically enhanced cocoa. So what do you think? About moving out of this tumbledown ruin?’


‘Someone entered the room when you were a child,’ said the Patient. ‘They left that wrapper behind. That is the only conclusion. May I see it?’


Ratty fumbled in the inside pocket of his leather jacket and produced an unimpressive wallet. In the slot that would have sheltered some of Her Majesty’s promissory notes – had Ratty possessed any – sat the carefully folded confectionery wrapper. He passed it to the Patient, who gently opened it out.


‘It is a message,’ the Patient announced.


‘A message? Well, yes, it’s a message that says what kind of servant-grade chocolate is to be found within its inner lining.’


‘The room was sealed immediately after your grandmother’s involvement with Salvador Dalí in 1937. Correct?’


‘Indeed. Shall I bring a trolley for your bags?’


‘Therefore it is not unreasonable to assume a potential connection between your grandmother’s experiences with Dalí and this forbidden room. Correct?’


‘Well, yes. Exactly.’


‘And yet this chocolate bar dates from the same year that your mother vanished? 1975?’


‘Again, yes. But that has nothing to do with it.’


‘On the contrary. I believe it has everything to do with it. It was your mother who entered the room. I cannot say what she found in there, but she left a message for you. She left you this chocolate wrapper.’


‘Whilst one is disinclined to assume an antipodean position, Mother could not have entered that room. The key has remained buried since the Thirties. And she would not have eaten that chocolate bar. She had standards to maintain. This chocolate was French, don’t forget. Now, we could just carry your things over to the manor.’


‘No one is saying that she ate the chocolate, Ratty.’


‘So, what did she do with it?’


‘I mean that the fate of the chocolate itself is of no significance. Your mother chose that wrapper for a reason. And it appears that I was wrong.’


‘Wrong?’


‘When I said that Dalí didn’t journey to Spain with your grandmother. Because now I have seen the chocolate wrapper.’


‘Clear as mud, old boy.’


‘The chocolate not only confirms your theory that your grandmother travelled to Spain with Dalí, but I believe it is also an indication of where your mother intended to go before she disappeared.’


‘I say, I’m not following you at all, old sleuth. Don’t you think you’re reading rather too much into a random chocolate bar?’ asked Ratty, sensing that his friend’s mind lacked its usual guillotine sharpness. ‘Perhaps we should forget about the chocolate. Now, as for your accommodation, there are twenty bedrooms that could be made serviceable with a little effort.’


‘It is not a random chocolate bar. It is a carefully chosen chocolate bar. It is a Lanvin chocolate bar. And I am perfectly happy in this cottage, thank you.’


Ratty gazed at the squalid surroundings in which his friend felt completely at home, noticing only the degradation and the pungent odours and failing entirely to spot the human shadow that moved across the outside of the cracked window. The Patient did not share the same priorities as other people, and Ratty had to respect that. He plucked the wrapper from the Patient’s fingers and folded it back into his wallet.


‘And what is so special about Lanvin chocolate?’ Ratty asked, standing up and preparing to negotiate the perilous exit route from the kitchen.


‘At the time of your mother’s disappearance, Lanvin had been using a well-known artist in its advertising. The brand and the artist became inextricably linked for some years. He was nothing less than the public face of Lanvin chocolate.’


‘To whom are you referring, old croquembouche?’


‘The artist was Salvador Dalí.’


The human shadow fell once more across the outside of the kitchen window.


***


The Graeco-Roman settlement of Empúries on the Catalan coast had awoken from its two thousand year slumber to a chorus of metal trowels and the grunts of perspiring archaeologists as they slowly revealed its forgotten secrets. And situated in a trench beneath a dusty street between the abandoned amphitheatre and the bone-white acropolis, a statue of the goddess Artemis threatened to crush Ruby Towers. One slip of the restraining strap, one unseen fault line in the snowy marble, and Ruby would be pinned beneath half a ton of stone. The health and safety protocols were strict and clear. She had lost count of the number of times she had drummed them into her students here at Empúries, but this morning her judgement was clouded by the exasperating arrival of a rotund young American called Charlie.


She adjusted her position and continued to scrape beneath the horizontal marble statue, patiently and respectfully detaching Artemis from the umbilical grip of roots and dry earth. The shattered arm of the goddess lay in too many pieces to be recognisable, and her head lay several feet away, and though her marble torso was intact it had, so far, refused to co-operate in any attempt to lift it.


‘Artemis was the original female multi-tasker,’ mumbled Ruby from the base of the trench, reluctantly making conversation with Charlie as he stood watching her from above. ‘She was the Greek goddess of hunting, animals, childbirth, fertility and probably a few other things as well.’


‘Shopping? Washing-up?’ asked Charlie.


She ignored his attempt at wit.


‘She’s the best link we have around here to any antediluvian civilisations. As the goddess of fertility she’s been revered for thirty thousand years.’


‘At least the face looks nothing like you,’ he yawned.


‘Obviously.’


‘Not so sure about her ass, though.’


‘Are you going to stand there taking the piss all day?’ she groaned.


‘If I don’t take the piss, who will?’


Charlie lowered his indelicate frame to the edge of the trench and squatted to get a closer look at the woman he idolised, triggering a cascade of dirt onto Ruby’s legs.


‘Hey, watch it!’ she shouted. ‘Don’t get close to the statue. If it falls, it falls on my face. I’m already reaching too far underneath this thing. Don’t put me off.’


‘I can climb in and hold it for you,’ offered Charlie.


‘No. Stay.’ Ruby shook her head determinedly and stretched beneath the statue to remove a stubborn root.


Suddenly Artemis moved. A fissure in the stone split wide open. The force of gravity took hold, slicing Artemis’ torso in two across the chest. The safety strap held the lower torso in place, but the upper part and the surviving arm now dropped onto Ruby, pressing against her face and squeezing the back of her head hard against the stones beneath it. She couldn’t speak. Charlie knew it required a considerable cataclysm to silence those English lips; if she couldn’t talk, she was probably asphyxiating. He leapt into the trench and grabbed hold of the section of marble. His dramatic arrival sprayed dirt all around, and he half expected to be scolded for his carelessness, but her predicament made it impossible for her to complain. Grabbing it by the arm, he lifted the stone clear of her face. The limb snapped clean off. He threw it aside and picked up the remaining hunk of marble, thinking it was probably the heaviest thing he had ever lifted. It was more than he could throw out of the trench, so he dropped it at Ruby’s side where it split into two large pieces and several chips, one of which he pocketed discreetly.


Ruby wriggled away from the remains of the goddess, holding her head in her hands.


‘Ever thought of taking up a safer career?’ asked Charlie, helping her to sit up and savouring every second of this unexpected physical contact with her. ‘Like lion taming?’


He pulled away her hands and inspected the damage. Her nose was bleeding and there were sore-looking grazes on the back of her head, but the injuries seemed superficial. He produced a Dunkin’ Donuts napkin from his pocket and offered it to her, steadying himself for the inevitable criticism that she would deliver either about his choice of diet or his rough handling of the statue. Or both. But the verbal abuse did not come.


‘Thank you,’ she whispered.


He looked at the shattered pieces of statue and wondered if the bang on the head had affected her more than he had realised.


‘Coolsville. You’re welcome, babe,’ he replied, still bracing himself for admonishment. He decided to pre-empt it with an apology. ‘Sorry for, you know, the statue stuff.’


She wiped the blood from her face, shook the dust from her hair and spat grit from her mouth. Charlie thought it was the most sensual thing he had ever witnessed. He had been obsessed with Ruby since he had watched a documentary about a dig she’d led in Cairo, broadcast during his recent student days. Ruby liked to think of him as her only fan, although he strayed frequently towards the boundary that divided fan from stalker and hence was not someone with whom she relished spending time. When she sensed a heavy, comforting arm making its way around her shoulders she wriggled out from beneath it and climbed out of the trench.


‘Have you ever considered stalking an archaeologist your own age?’ she asked.


He appeared to ponder the question intently, missing any irony or subtle criticism, before answering, ‘Not really. Quite happy to follow you.’


‘I’m almost old enough to be your mother, Charlie. Your obsession is unhealthy. Like your diet. And how did you find me this time?’


‘Matt said you were here. I’ll tell him you lost a fight with a goddess.’


Bloody Matt. Two days running he’d managed to interfere with her life even from the other side of the planet.


‘You can go now, Charlie. I have work to do.’


‘I want you to meet Van Gogh before I go.’


‘Van Gogh?’


‘The RV. Camper van.’


‘I saw it when you showed up at Ratty’s manor house last December.’


‘Oh, that. No. This is different. Bought a new one.’


‘Already?’ asked Ruby.


‘The old one had a fight with a tree. Tree won.’


Ruby rolled her eyes at the excruciating thought processes that flooded Charlie’s mind where most people simply possessed a personality.


‘So why is your new camper called “Van Gogh”? Because it’s a work of art?’


‘No. Didn’t think of that. It’s because I broke a wing mirror off. Come and see.’


She poured mineral water over her scratches. The pain and shock were receding, and a little walk to clear her head seemed fitting. She and Charlie strolled slowly back to the site exit along the remains of a street that had been constructed almost three thousand years ago, to the parking area where Charlie had left his camper van.


‘Van Gogh’ was easily distinguishable, forlornly lopsided. It was almost identical to the iconic Volkswagen buses of the Seventies, having been cast in South America just a year ago from the same moulds, tools and presses. The sole concession to modernity was a water-cooled engine in place of the old, distinctive air-cooled lump, necessitating a radiator at the front of the van disguised as the familiar front-mounted spare wheel. Other than that, it was old school technology throughout: slow; clunky; and adorable.


‘You’re supposed to park under the trees, Charlie. You’re partially blocking the road here.’


He shrugged. Rules were not his thing.


‘Still stealing historic artefacts on your travels?’ she continued.


‘No, no. God no. Absolutely given that up. Won’t be going there again. No, no. Anything but that. Oh, no.’


‘Pockets?’


He produced from his trousers a slither of marble that once was part of Artemis.


‘Sorry,’ he grunted, handing back the piece of the statue. ‘Not seen many artefacts on this mission.’


‘Mission?’ she echoed.


‘To visit every branch of Dunkin’ Donuts in Europe,’ he replied, crouching down instinctively to pick up a piece of Roman amphora he’d spotted partially exposed in the soil at his feet. The curved clay fragment fell effortlessly into the capacious side pocket of his trousers. ‘I’m on my way to Barcelona where there are two branches. Only they’re not called Dunkin’ Donuts there. It’s Dunkin’ Coffee. Weird, huh?’


‘I’ll let you keep that pottery fragment, Charlie, on the condition that you go now, and keep out of trouble.’


A spiral of dust announced the arrival of another vehicle at a velocity not normally associated with parking lots. A Renault Espace slid around the corner into view, picking up speed as the track started to fall downhill. But the car did not slow. On seeing Charlie and Ruby standing ahead of him, the driver swerved. The Espace sprayed their faces with dirt. Tyres ploughed sideways furrows in the grit. With a crunch of snapping fibreglass against steel, plastic and glass, the Espace slammed into the front of Van Gogh.


Charlie and Ruby pulled open the driver’s door and extricated the man from the cocoon of airbags that had cushioned his impact, laying him carefully on the ground. Ruby did a double-take. It was impossible. How could her luck turn out to be so bad? This was the exasperating man with whom she had wasted an hour the previous day. This was Rocco Strauss. Charlie peeked inside the Renault. No part of Rocco’s body had struck any solid surfaces within the car. That made it all the harder to explain the presence of so much blood all over his head and down to his unnecessarily exposed chest.


***


By the time the pair of damaged vehicles had been towed away to the nearest crash centre for repairs, the sun had almost fully set behind the distant mountains. Charlie and Rocco jointly expressed the need for a stiff drink to settle their nerves. Grudgingly, Ruby offered to drive them in her Volvo to the nearby marina town of Empuriabrava, where she was staying. Not wanting them to come anywhere close to her hotel, she chose to take them to The Britannia, a traditional English pub in the heart of a Mediterranean harbour, overlooking dozens of tall sailing yachts and imposing motor boats. Streaks of blood were still visible in Rocco’s hair. He tried to rinse it away, but even with the assistance of the mirror in the tiny washroom of The Britannia his efforts achieved results that were inconsistent at best. Yet, despite his war-weary appearance, Rocco earned no sympathy from his companions. The complete absence of wounds on his body served only to confuse those who had attempted to assist him after the accident, and his uncharacteristic silence on the matter served only to irritate them further.


Ruby’s intuition rang a klaxon in her head. Something was very wrong about Rocco’s dramatic arrival. She couldn’t place it, but she wanted nothing to do with it.


It took two glasses of the local cerveza to loosen Rocco’s tongue sufficiently for him to make a confession.


‘Stage blood,’ he whispered.


Ruby almost choked on her rosé. Charlie’s rounded cheeks glowed with fascination.


‘Coolsville,’ said Charlie. ‘So you smashed into Van Gogh as a joke, huh?’


‘There’s a vial in the glove box. Had you fooled, didn’t I?’ Rocco gave a weak smile that was completely obscured by Ruby’s frosty frown. ‘I often use stage blood when I want to make a grand entrance. Life’s too short to be conventional.’


Charlie was as enthralled by Rocco’s attitude to life as Ruby was appalled by it.


‘I want you to go,’ she said. ‘You and Charlie. I don’t want either of you hanging around here. You’re trouble. First thing tomorrow, I want you both to be on your way. Let me get on with my work here.’


‘Is she always like this?’ asked Rocco.


‘Yeah. You kinda get used to it,’ replied Charlie.


‘I am still here,’ Ruby interjected.


‘Anyway, we can’t go tomorrow,’ said Charlie. ‘Van Gogh and Rocco’s Renault are being fixed up.’


Ruby glugged half a glass of wine in one go to numb the frustration, an action that went unnoticed by Rocco.


‘In any case,’ said Rocco, ‘you haven’t asked why I came to see you today.’


‘Does it not occur to you that, perhaps, I don’t care?’ she asked.


‘I think you will care when I tell you why. When we met at Opoul château at Périllos yesterday, you asked why we were scanning for a message from the future at that particular location.’


‘I asked,’ she replied, ‘but that doesn’t mean I really wanted to know.’


‘Well, I have to confess that I only gave you half of an answer. The chrononauts chose that site for a far more interesting reason than its view. In the last entry of the last volume of his published diaries, Salvador Dalí wrote about the orgasm of inspiration he experienced at the train station in Perpignan. There was some kind of energy he sensed there, and his painting The Railway Station at Perpignan shows Dalí at the centre of an expanding universe of symbolism and light. Above him is a train, representing the station, and above that are some shapes in the clouds. These shapes match precisely the outline of the ruins of the château at Opoul. Dalí was hinting that there was something special about Opoul, and perhaps it was even more significant to him than Perpignan.’


‘So you were led to Opoul by a picture of a cloud?’ asked Ruby.


‘It wasn’t me who first discovered the similarity. I have to give that credit to the chrononaut guys. Out of curiosity I overlaid a photo of Opoul with a scan of Dalí’s painting in Photoshop, and it was a perfect match. To them this was just a bit of fun, a way to put a thin layer of meaning onto their chosen location for receiving the sign from the future. I think the first part of the postcode of the village also helped –six, six, six – but it got me thinking. I started looking at other Dalí works and looking for patterns. I’ve found something, Ruby. It’s not far from here. I want to share it with you. You know, in case something happens.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘In case something happens to me,’ he continued. ‘An insurance policy, you could say. A way to ensure that the thing I have found won’t be lost to the world if I get assassinated. Besides, you’re an archaeologist, so you’re going to love it.’


Ruby was used to crazy types who tried to convince her they had found something amazing, and usually it turned out to be wishful thinking or an overactive imagination coupled with the discovery of something in the ground that was of no more significance than litter. Knowing Rocco as she did, her hopes were not high that his claim would be any more valid than those of previous pseudo-archaeologists and historians who had crossed her path.
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