


[image: Cover]









What people are saying about

Temple of Dreams

Carolyn Mathews engages us from the start and we’re with Seb all the way as he doggedly peels away the layers of intrigue that have shrouded his life to reveal the truth about himself. Temple of Dreams is fresh, honest and life-affirming—a feel-good read in the best sense of the term.

Joe Laredo, Writer, Translator of The Outsider (Camus) and The Little Prince (Saint-Exupéry)

A charming tale of intrigue, self discovery and friendship. The reader follows a short but eventful period in the life of Sebastian, a young man alone in the world, or so it first appears. Carolyn Mathews captures the very essence of two worlds—Now and Then—in her latest novel, Temple of Dreams.

Oonagh van Hemuss, Natural Healing Practitioner

A reincarnation from ancient Greece or a mad delusion? Pacy and readable, this imaginative, romantic story of spiritual seeker Sebastian Young carries us along right from the start.”

Charles Gates, Archaeologist and Art Historian. Author of Ancient Cities






Temple of Dreams

A Novel of Now and Then





Temple of Dreams

A Novel of Now and Then

Carolyn Mathews


[image: frn_fig_002]


Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





[image: frn_fig_003.jpg]


First published by Roundfire Books, 2019

Roundfire Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East St., Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK

office@jhpbooks.com

www.johnhuntpublishing.com

www.roundfire-books.com

For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

© Carolyn Mathews 2018

ISBN: 978 1 78904 200 9

978 1 78904 201 6 (ebook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018951485

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

The rights of Carolyn Mathews as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Design: Stuart Davies

UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

US: Printed and bound by Thomson-Shore, 7300 West Joy Road, Dexter, MI 48130


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.








BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Transforming Pandora Pandora Series – Book One

ISBN 978-1-78099-745-2

Squaring Circles Pandora Series – Book Two

ISBN 978-1-78279-705-0

Pandora’s Gift Pandora Series – Book Three

ISBN 978-1-78535-175-4







— o —

Allow me to preface your reading with a plea in mitigation of any chronological surprises you might stumble upon as you roam the byways of ancient Greece within these pages. I have to confess I am no historian. In fact, it came as a complete surprise to me that, after three books set firmly in the late 20th and early 21st centuries—chronicling the exploits of the fair Pandora—this novel would require one of its protagonists to reside in ancient Athens, of all places.

The only evidence I could find of any earlier classical Greek influence lay in a dim corner of my bookcase: a slim volume of plays by Sophocles, yellowed with age, innocent of margin notes. (I could never bring myself to write in books.) These plays took me back to Drama lectures at Wall Hall, a late 18th century country house, where US Ambassador Joseph Kennedy and his family spent the second World War. The impressive house and grounds were subsequently transformed into a teacher-training college, but today it’s a gated enclave of luxury apartments for a privileged few. Plus ça change …

Returning to the subject of a certain character forcing me to embark upon a time trip into the unknown, I apologise in advance to any classicists among you for any inaccuracies you might dig up. I know of only one, which I had to leave in or face having to set the action twelve years later. Which wouldn’t have worked. Honest!

Having made that decision, I envisaged the Muses convening a disciplinary meeting to rule on a suspension of my artistic licence. If you’re listening, girls, I’ll settle for an endorsement. Who in my line of work would refuse one of those?

— o —






The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.

—Albert Einstein








Chapter 1


‘Take him away! I told you I didn’t want to see him.’

But the midwife stood her ground, pulling back the swaddling to expose the newborn’s golden curls. ‘He’s beautiful. Won’t you hold him for a little while? He’s hungry.’

The mother’s eyes darkened. ‘We agreed I wouldn’t have to do that.’

‘Just a cuddle…’

The midwife placed the infant in her arms and his tiny lips began wildly sucking in air.

‘He’ll get wind if he doesn’t feed soon,’ the midwife fretted. ‘I’ll fetch him a bottle.’

She was gone before the mother could protest, deliberately taking her time preparing the formula. On her return, she found the baby drinking greedily from his mother’s breast, while she sang him a lullaby in an unfamiliar language.

The midwife took a seat by the bed, showing her how to support the child’s neck and shoulders so he could swallow more easily, then moving him to the other breast while he was still awake. When the baby had drunk his fill, his lids grew heavy and the mother began to rock him in her arms, still softly crooning the lullaby.

‘The adopters aren’t due until tomorrow,’ the midwife whispered. ‘You could change your mind.’

The mother lifted her eyes from her sleeping child.

‘I can’t keep him. It’s impossible.’ Her tears splashed the baby’s face. ‘Anyway, everything’s signed and sealed,’ she said, tenderly wiping her tears from his cheek. ‘I’ve officially relinquished him.’

The midwife took the mother’s hand.

‘That can be revoked.’

The two women exchanged a long look, broken when the mother snatched her hand away.

‘You shouldn’t be talking to me like this. Please take him now.’

The midwife gathered him up with pursed lips, leaving the mother to pull the sheet over her head and weep her anguish to the pillow.

When an orderly took a cup of mid-morning tea to the room, she found a note on the pillow, secured with a golden brooch in the shape of a snake entwined around a staff.

To whom it may concern: I have decided to discharge myself today. Please give my apologies to Mr and Mrs Young. I wish them well and trust that Sebastian will bring joy to their lives. His father gave me this brooch, which I bequeath to him. A.N.

— o —

Seb pumped the accelerator in frustration. He was stuck behind a broken-down van on a narrow road with a rising gradient, the pelting rain a steady drumroll on the roof. Heaving himself out of the driving seat, he sprinted ten car-lengths to the vehicle and knocked on the driver’s window.

‘Want a hand, mate?’

The man looked relieved. ‘Sure. The breakdown service said they’d be a good half hour. You a mechanic?’

‘Nah. I can push you out of the way, though.’

Before the driver’s brain could fully grasp the improbability of such a proposal, the van began to rock, prompting him to release the handbrake, upon which his van and its load of plumbing materials shot forward, propelled thirty yards uphill to a muddy lay-by.

As Seb was jogging back to his faithful old hatchback, a young woman in the queue on the other side of the road opened the window of her Mini and shouted as he passed.

‘Well done. You’re a hero.’

Seb felt his face burn. He’d acted purely out of self-interest: he had an interview at the Asklepios Foundation and was already ten minutes late.

‘I’ve got it on my mobile,’ she said, waving her phone at him. ‘I’ll put it on social media.’

He shook his head but she’d already accelerated away, the back of her raised left hand indicating…what? That she was going to post it, or she’d seen him shake his head? He memorised the pink-lettered web address on her rear window. No way was he going to be plastered all over the Internet.

Once behind the wheel again, he drove at full throttle until, half a mile outside the village of Whitwell, he set eyes on Whitwell Hall for the first time. There it stood, at the end of a long straight drive: a three-storeyed, redbrick Georgian mansion with white window frames, topped off by a handsome clock within a domed cupola.

At the top of the drive he turned left, following the sign which took him behind the mansion to the car park. A long wall bordered one side of the car park, beyond which the crests of distant roofs and treetops hinted at extensive grounds and outbuildings.

Once he’d knocked the worst of the mud off his trainers and rough-dried his hair with a chamois leather, he walked round to the front of the building. Finding the door ajar, he pushed it open, its huge hinges creaking as it gave way.

He’d expected to find a receptionist, but the hall and stairway were deserted save for a dark-haired man in a brown cotton coat, perched on a step stool, dusting the frame of a large mirror.

‘Excuse me, I have an interview with Mr Digby. Could you direct me to his office?’

The man turned his head and peered over his glasses.

‘What time?’

‘Ten o’clock.’

‘It’s twenty past.’

Seb swallowed hard. He didn’t appreciate being taken to task by a cleaner so he disregarded the remark and placed a foot on the stairs.

‘Is it on the first floor?’

The man nimbly jumped off the stool and began to walk down the corridor.

‘No. It’s this way. Follow me.’

They arrived at a door signed ‘Director’, which the man unlocked. Seb found himself ushered into a spacious, half-panelled room, its upper walls hung with watercolours of wildflowers and herbs.

Motioning Seb to take a seat, the man removed his dusting coat, revealing a grey pinstriped suit and immaculate white shirt. He filled a jug from a water dispenser, sat down behind a polished oval table in front of a large window, curtained and pelmeted in floral chintz, and began to examine a document which Seb assumed to be his application form.

When he’d finished reading, he observed Seb silently for a few seconds.

‘Much traffic on the way here?’

Seb nodded, wondering why this old codger hadn’t told him who he was from the word go.

‘Yeah. Sorry I’m late. You’re Mr Digby, aren’t you?’

‘I am. Who did you think I was?’

‘The caretaker, I guess.’

Digby gave a wry smile.

‘I have to admire your honesty,’ he said, leaning back in his chair. ‘On the other hand, your CV poses more questions than answers. You have a handful of General Certificates but no Advanced Level qualifications, yet you’re applying for a three-year vocational course equivalent to a degree.’

Seb’s eyes had been darting about the room, taking in the furnishings and the artwork. At that moment he was staring at a framed photograph on an ornate side table.

‘Mr Young, may I have your attention, please?’

Seb dragged his eyes back to Digby, whose tone had become chilly.

‘Why don’t you begin by telling me why you want to learn about natural medicine at the Asklepios Foundation?’

Seb hesitated. He could hardly say that his main reason for applying had been a recent recurring dream of a circular, domed building. An Internet search had generated images of ancient Greek ruins, with one exception: a small picture of a similar structure located in the grounds of Whitwell Hall.

Digby was waiting for him to speak. Seb made an effort to remember the more acceptable answers he’d rehearsed, but his brain had jammed. At last, it stuttered into life.

‘I…I suppose I’ve always been good with animals. I used to treat the livestock on our farm. Calling in the vet was always the last resort.’

‘Treat in what way?’

‘With medicinal plants. One of the stockmen taught me remedies for conditions like bloat, bracken poisoning, milk fever…’ An image of Joe in silent communion with a sick animal floated into Seb’s mind, reminding him how much he missed his former life.

‘This isn’t a veterinary college.’

Seb flushed, beginning to wish he’d never applied.

‘I know. Joe…the stockman…he treated people, too.’

Digby’s tone softened.

‘So you’re already familiar with natural healing methods?’

Seb nodded.

‘Are you working on the farm at present?’

Seb felt an unwelcome stab of grief. But this wasn’t the time or place to mourn.

‘No, it’s in new hands. I work in a pub now.’

Digby’s brow wrinkled.

‘If you were accepted, you couldn’t work full-time. The course starts on October third, fees for the first year to be paid in advance. Would this be a problem?’

‘No. I’ve got an inheritance coming.’

The flicker of doubt in Digby’s eyes persuaded Seb to elaborate.

‘My parents died in a car crash six months ago,’ he said, rubbing his eyes with the palm of his hand.

‘Sorry to hear that,’ said Digby, pouring a glass of water and pushing it across the table.

Seb took the glass gratefully and drained it.

‘So where are you living?’

‘I have a room in a house in Penbury.’

‘Do you have any other relatives?’

‘Not that I know of. I was adopted at birth.’

At that moment there was a tap on the door and a young woman with long, wavy, red hair swept into the room, her gaze coming to rest on Seb.

‘Excuse me, Roger,’ she said, in a lilting Welsh accent. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but the trustees are waiting for you.’

‘That’s all right, Sybil. We were late starting the interview. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’

She nodded and backed out of the room, leaving a fresh, crisp scent in the air. After that, Digby began speaking more rapidly.

‘Let me see. Religion. You’ve put a dash.’

‘My people were agnostics. I haven’t got a religion. Does it make a difference?’

‘Not at all,’ said Digby, smiling. ‘The practical component of the course includes an introduction to a healing technique employed by the ancient Greeks. It’s conceivable that a student might object to so-called pagan rites. That’s why we ask.’

Intrigued, Seb opened his mouth to ask what kind of rites, but Digby had already moved on.

‘Education. You’ve put home-schooled.’

‘Yes. By my mother.’

‘Any particular reason?’

‘I remember starting school but after a while she took me away. She’d been a biology teacher and she said she might as well teach me at home.’

‘How did you feel about that?’

‘I didn’t mind too much. I liked being with my dad and the other workers.’

Digby frowned and Seb added quickly, ‘I studied in the mornings and most afternoons I spent outside. School was boring in comparison.’ He stopped, fearing he might have said too much. ‘I mean, that’s not to say I wouldn’t be okay with it now…’

Digby’s raised hand silenced him. ‘Did you mix with other children?’

‘Sometimes my mum would invite the farmhands’ kids over. But none of the boys could run very fast or wrestle.’

Seb could almost hear his dad’s words on those occasions. Go easy, son. These lads aren’t as strong as you.

‘So, you liked sport?’

‘Yeah. I joined my dad’s rugby club. And we went cycling together.’

Digby finished making notes on the application form and looked up.

‘You got good grades for the exams you took. Why did you stop there?’

‘When I turned sixteen my dad put me on the payroll as an agricultural trainee.’

Digby shook his head.

‘We like our applicants to have a good knowledge of the Natural Sciences.’

‘I do.’

‘But what proof do you have?’

‘None.’

Digby stroked his small, pointed beard, then took a document 
out of the filing cabinet.

‘This is an entrance exam for Contextual Admissions.’

Seb looked puzzled.

‘Candidates with low A-level grades due to their difficult home circumstances.’

‘Not sure I fit into that category,’ said Seb, resenting being shunted into the ranks of the underprivileged.

‘Losing your parents and having to move out of your home qualifies you,’ Digby said brusquely, placing the exam, file paper and a pen in front of Seb. ‘See what you make of it. When you’re finished, leave your work on the table and let yourself out. I’ll send someone to collect it in an hour and a half. Have you got a smartphone on you?’

Seb took his phone from his pocket and held it out to Digby, who stared at him for a moment, before saying, ‘Put it away. I’ll trust you not to cheat.’

Exactly fifty-five minutes later, Seb put down the pen, stretched his long limbs and reached for his khaki field jacket. It had seen better days, but he couldn’t throw it away because it had once been his dad’s. From an inner pocket he took the brooch his biological mother had left him, and traced the golden serpent, coiled around a staff, with the tip of his finger. Then he walked over to the framed photograph which had grabbed his attention earlier and examined it closely.

It was of a tall, tanned man with a broad, open face and a thick head of sandy-coloured hair, swept back from his brow. He was grasping a wooden hiking stick with a serpent carved into its surface. The small brass plaque on the frame was inscribed, ‘T. R. Ophis, founder’.

As Seb’s gaze swung from the walking stick in the picture to the brooch, an urgent curiosity prompted him to switch on his smartphone to search for T. R. Ophis.

Considering the reputation of the Asklepios Foundation, he’d expected to find numerous references to the founder. But all that appeared was a single paragraph on the Foundation website, describing how the eminent pharmacognosist had purchased Whitwell Hall, a former school, with the aim of establishing a holistic healing and learning centre. He had returned to his native Greece five years later, leaving the organisation in the hands of a charitable trust.

Seb clicked on the picture gallery and scrolled through views of the art studio and lecture rooms along with shots of the grounds: a large herb garden, polytunnels and a housing block for students. There it was, the last image of all, the one which had drawn him here. In a garden dedicated to the founder stood a domed rotunda described simply as: ‘Tholos Temple’.

The appearance of Sybil’s head round the door put paid to any further investigation.

‘Just checking to see you’re all right.’ Seeing his mobile phone in his hand, she giggled nervously and came fully into the room. ‘Oh dear, hope you’re not using that to cheat. Roger should have confiscated it.’

Seb blushed and shook his head. ‘I’m on my way out.’

‘Goodness. Have you finished already? That means you either know a lot or not much at all.’

Seb wasn’t sure how to respond. Was she being serious or flippant? He found it hard to judge.

‘In that case, I’ll lock up.’ she said, gathering up his work. ‘Off you trot.’

As she did so, something fell to the floor, which she retrieved for him.

‘Don’t forget your staff of Asklepios.’

Seb took the brooch, muttering his thanks, before darting out of the room. He didn’t want her asking where he’d got it, having neither the time nor the inclination to go through the adoption rigmarole.

Once he got back to his car, he set about tracking down the girl who’d recorded him pushing the van. He typed the URL he’d memorised into his smartphone and a website for Belinda’s Boutique appeared with the girl’s picture on the home page. Her name was Felicity Logan. The address of the boutique was Penbury High Street, so she’d probably been on her way there this morning.

His shift at the pub started at two. He might just have time to make contact with her before then.






Chapter 2


Seb had been loitering outside the boutique for twenty minutes in the hope that Felicity Logan would emerge in search of lunch. Weak sunlight had replaced the rain, but there was an autumnal chill in the air so he took the bull by the horns and went in.

He was surprised at how much bigger the boutique was inside than it looked from the street. He scanned the store. There was one assistant on the till, dealing with a short queue, and another on the shop floor helping a customer. Neither of them looked like the girl in the car.

Feeling awkward among the rows of dresses and blouses, he made for the further reaches of the boutique and was relieved to find a men’s clothing section. He was pretending to look at parka jackets when he heard a voice behind him.

‘Can I help you?’

He turned to see a figure in a silky grey, mid-length dress with sleek black hair falling to her shoulders and found himself transfixed by eyes the colour of bluebells.

‘Would you like to try one on?’ She held out her hand to take his jacket and he removed it, ashamed at how shabby it looked in comparison with those on display. As they both surveyed his reflection in the full-length mirror, recognition dawned in her eyes. ‘You’re the one who moved that van out of the way this morning, aren’t you?’

Seb relaxed. ‘Yeah. Did you take the video?’

‘Guilty.’

‘Coincidence, or what?’ he said, hoping he sounded convincing.

‘Remarkable.’ She eyed him up and down. ‘I thought you’d be built like a weightlifter.’

He blushed, not sure whether she considered this a good or bad thing.

‘I mean, you’ve got a good physique, not too bulky…’ Her voice trailed off as she began searching the rail for the right size.

‘Adrenaline helps,’ he said, after he’d put on the parka she handed him. ‘I was late for an interview.’

‘Mmm, that really suits you,’ she said, as if she hadn’t heard. ‘Put the hood up.’

In a practised movement, she tightened the drawstring on the fur-lined hood. ‘Just the thing for a day like today.’

He glanced nervously at the price tag, wondering how he could avoid buying a jacket he couldn’t afford.

‘I don’t usually buy fur,’ he said finally.

‘No problem. It’s faux fur.’

‘Even so.’

‘We’ve got some without…’

He made a point of looking at his watch.

‘I start work at two.’

‘Where?’

He straightened his shoulders, getting ready for a change in her manner when she heard the answer.

‘A pub in Fairley. The Dog and Duck.’

But her eyes never wavered.

‘The interview was for another job then, was it?’

So she had heard him.

‘No. For a course.’

‘Did they offer you a place?’

‘Not yet. They said they’d be in touch.’

Her eyes softened as she returned his jacket.

‘Shame you have to dash. I’m just going to lunch. You could have kept me company.’

The idea of sitting in a sandwich bar with this girl—more than that, the fact that she’d suggested it—made Seb’s heart race. Worse, it rendered him speechless.

‘I’m Felicity, by the way,’ she said, seemingly unfazed by his silence. Maybe she was used to having this effect on the opposite sex. ‘But I prefer Fliss.’

‘Sebastian. I prefer Seb.’

She smiled.

‘Do you want me to name you on the video, Seb? I haven’t got round to…’

‘No!’ he said, his voice rising at the thought. ‘I don’t want you to post it.’

Fliss glanced at the cash desk and Seb followed her gaze. Sure enough, the queuing customers were peering in their direction to see what was wrong.

She touched him lightly on the arm and nodded towards a door at the back of the shop. He followed her up some narrow wooden stairs to a room with easy chairs and a small kitchen area.

‘Raised voices make the customers twitchy,’ she said, as she unlocked a high cupboard, found her bag and took out her mobile. ‘Here, take a look.’

She gave him the phone and he watched the vehicle moving towards the lay-by. Then he saw himself appearing from behind it and marching back to his car in the driving rain.

‘Do you still want me to delete it?’

Seb didn’t understand the question. His face was quite recognisable, despite his hair being drenched.

‘Of course. Why would I change my mind?’

Fliss raised her eyebrows.

‘Aren’t you proud of what you did? I certainly appreciated it. I’d have been late for a meeting otherwise.’

He recalled the countless times the Youngs had warned him against ‘showing off’. Like the time the tractor broke down. He’d had to wait till the men had gone home before he rolled the hay bales into the barn. It’d been more of a knack than a feat of strength, just something he’d worked out how to do.

‘I don’t like drawing attention to myself. It’s how I was brought up.’

‘Fine.’ She took back her mobile. ‘There, I’ve deleted it. Happy now?’

Seb should have felt relieved, but he’d detected an edge to her voice which unsettled him.

‘Yeah. Thanks.’

She grabbed a coat and he followed her back down the stairs, through the shop and out into the fresh air.

‘See you, then,’ he said gruffly, doubtful that this would ever come to pass.

‘Bye,’ she called, heading off in the opposite direction, leaving him to trudge his way to the multi-storey car park.

— o —

‘You’re twenty minutes late,’ said Chris, pretending to polish the bar top with a drying-up cloth. ‘You’ll have to make up the time.’

‘Yeah, right,’ said Seb, grinning. ‘Like you do when you knock off early.’

‘So where’ve you been?’

‘Had that interview today. It overran.’

Chris was staring at him blankly. ‘What interview?’

He’d told Chris about it the day before but alcoholic amnesia had probably wiped it from his memory bank.

‘For a course at Whitwell Hall.’

‘You mean the planting and chanting place? Didn’t have you down as a medicine man.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, you’re pretty normal.’

Seb started to hum to himself as he took glasses out of the washer. He’d waited a long time for someone to describe him as normal. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to apply to the Foundation. Maybe life would be easier if he stayed at the pub and became a regular wage slave: a brewery trainee like Chris, going on training courses and getting paid for it.

‘I probably won’t get in, anyhow,’ he said, stacking the glasses on to shelves. ‘I’m late applying and I haven’t got the right qualifications.’

Chris snorted.

‘Qualifications? You mean a man bun and an eyebrow piercing?’

The arrival of a customer sent him to the other end of the bar, leaving Seb to contemplate his next career move.

— o —

That night Seb had an odd experience. He dreamed of a group of people in a courtyard in loose robes, wearing headdresses of green leaves, gathered around an altar. They seemed to be all from the same household, with family members on one side of the altar and servants on the other. There was a strong smell of incense coming from a heap of charcoal burning on the altar. A tall man in a dark purple robe was speaking in a foreign tongue and the others were answering in chorus. An old woman started weeping and it soon became clear that the ceremony was linked to a bereavement.

Her weeping set off some of the other women. One of the servants was nursing a tiny baby, who was soon squalling, too. Another was holding the hand of a small child, whose golden curls made it difficult to tell if it was a boy or a girl. This child was the quietest of them all.

When the tall man stopped speaking, he and an older male family member carried an amphora from the courtyard into the house. Filling small jugs from it, they went from room to room, one upstairs and one down, sprinkling all the floors with what smelled, and looked, like sea water.

Following this, they strewed the floors with soil, then sat in the courtyard with the rest of the family, while the servants tackled the unenviable task of sweeping and cleaning the whole house back to a habitable condition.

When Seb woke up, the dream was still vivid in his memory. He was puzzled about what he’d witnessed, so he kept typing keywords into his laptop until the search engine came up with Purification Rites in Ancient Greece.

The one which fitted what he’d seen was a rite performed the third day after a funeral, when the house of death and the occupants (all of whom were considered to be contaminated by the death) were purified. The procedure had to be performed by a free person, which would explain why the servants, who would have been slaves, didn’t take part in the sprinkling of the water or the soil.

He knew very little about ancient Greece, apart from some of the better-known myths. Up to now, he’d only had fleeting dreams of a tholos building. How odd, he thought, that he should be dreaming of even stranger things.

But not much had felt normal ever since Pete and Josie’s accident. Maybe that’s why he’d dreamed of death.






Chapter 3


Later that morning, Seb was doing his usual lap round the park: avoiding dogs, small children and the occasional duck, when his mobile rang. By the time he’d unzipped his tracksuit pocket, the call had gone to voicemail. The message he heard made his pulse race even faster.

‘This is Sybil Hughes from the Asklepios Foundation. I’ve marked your exam paper and I’d like you to contact me.’ After a pause she added, ‘to discuss your entrance exam.’

Seb’s call back was answered immediately.

‘Hello, Sebastian. Where are you?’

Seb was puzzled at the question, wondering what difference it made.

‘In the park.’

‘Oh, good. I didn’t want to disturb you at work.’

‘I was running.’

‘Right. Well, you got eighty-five percent.’

‘What did I get wrong?’

She giggled.

‘That’s a conversation we can have another time. On the strength of your mark, I’m ringing on behalf of the Foundation to offer you a place.’

Seb savoured a pleasing sensation of triumph, until he remembered Chris’s taunts about his prospective classmates. Suppose Chris was right and they turned out to be a collection of oddballs and weirdos?

‘Can I get back to you?’

‘Certainly. But don’t leave it too long. The course starts next week.’

At home, he spent a futile few minutes searching for his snake brooch, which he hadn’t seen since yesterday. Then he began browsing the online prospectuses of all colleges within a reasonable radius to see if anything ‘normal’ took his fancy. But all the higher courses demanded A-levels so even an application for next year was out of the question.

Later, at work, he asked Chris about the brewery management trainee scheme.

‘Yeah, it’s not bad. I should be managing my own pub in a year or so. Go for it. You’ve got a degree, haven’t you? They accept a 2:2.’

Seb turned away so Chris wouldn’t see the exasperation in his eyes. He had more brains in his little finger than Chris in his whole skull but little hope of getting anything approaching a decent job without academic evidence.

‘I’ll think about it.’

At six o’clock Seb was telling himself he’d take his break after serving this customer, when a lone female figure approached the bar and stood in line.

Living up to his reputation as a homing missile for a soft target, Chris glided swiftly along the bar and asked if he could help her.

‘Thanks, but I want to speak to Seb.’

Seb glanced at the girl and blushed to the roots of his flaxen hair. Handing the customer his change, he muttered to Chris that he was going for his break.

‘You lucky sod,’ Chris replied. ‘Just don’t leave the premises, okay?’

Once Seb was at Fliss’s side, he led her to a table at the back of the pub. He offered her coffee and fetched two cups from the machine.

‘What can I do for you?’ he said, trying to keep his voice cool when all the while his heart was thumping.

‘The cleaner found this on the floor. I wondered if it was yours.’

She handed him his mother’s brooch, transmitting what felt like a tiny electrical shock when her hand touched his outstretched palm.

‘Yeah, it’s mine. Thanks.’

It was good to have the snake pin back, but he felt uncomfortable that she knew he’d been carrying a brooch around.

‘It must have fallen out of your jacket when I was holding it. Luckily, I remembered where you worked. It’s gold, isn’t it? Quite an unusual design.’

‘It signifies medicine and healing.’

‘Oh. I thought that emblem had two snakes…and wings.’

‘No, that’s the caduceus—the magic wand of Hermes. This is the symbol of Asklepios, god of healing.’

She blinked, and he wondered whether her interest in the brooch was merely polite, but she kept going.

‘Is it a family heirloom?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Was someone in your family a doctor?’

‘I don’t know. My mother left it for me but I don’t know any more than that.’

Fliss’s eyebrows almost disappeared into her fringe.

‘That statement raises so many questions. Too many for someone on their break to answer. Do you ever get an evening off?’

Seb’s dates with girls were up to now infrequent, the most recent a trip with a farm worker’s daughter to see a film about a woman who’d lost her memory, with plot holes you could drive a truck through.

‘Where would we go?’ he said, hoping she wouldn’t suggest the cinema.

‘My place. My parents are away for the weekend. Are you free on Saturday? I could cook.’

‘If I can find someone to change shifts.’

‘Okay. Let me know.’

She handed him a card for Belinda’s Boutique with her address and mobile number already written on the back.

‘Belinda’s my mother,’ she said, as he contemplated the card. ‘But she’s never there. I run the shop. She’s happy as long as we make a profit.’

He got up, feeling a little lightheaded at the speed at which things were moving.

‘By the way,’ she said, as he walked her to the door, ‘did you get on to that course?’

He’d forgotten he’d mentioned it to her and wished he hadn’t.

‘Uh, yeah, they offered me a place.’

‘Great. Studying what?’

‘Natural Medicine.’

‘So there is a medical connection. Which college?’

‘The Asklepios Foundation.’

He studied her face, trying to work out if she now viewed him as a weirdo hippie.

‘When do you start?’

Seb still hadn’t made up his mind. He was only just coming to terms with life outside the farm: was he really ready to commit to three years in residence at Whitwell Hall? Hadn’t he lived a cloistered life for long enough?

‘Next week, if I do it. But I’m not sure it’s what I want…’

‘What other options have you got?’

‘None at the moment. Apart from pulling pints in this place.’

‘You should go for it,’ she said, gently. ‘You can always leave if you don’t like it. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’

‘I’ll see that cliché and raise you “better safe than sorry” and “look before you leap”,’ he said drily, as he escorted her as far as the door, and she smiled.

She has got a point, though, he admitted to himself, as he rejoined Chris behind the bar.

Seb finished his shift in a bit of a daze, driving back to his bedsit on autopilot. He was beginning to feel excited—about the course and about Fliss. As he entered his room and put on the light, his eye was drawn to a brown envelope on the floor. Someone must have picked it up from the hall and slipped it under his door. He opened it to find a cheque from the Youngs’ solicitor in final settlement of their estate.

At first glance, he read the sum of his inheritance as £200,000 and his heart leapt. That would finance his college fees and still leave a comfortable reserve of capital.

Closer inspection of the balance sheet, however, revealed that in the year before his death, Peter Young had sold all his investments to pay off a bank loan. The final sum, taking into account the proceeds from an auction of the farmhouse contents, amounted to only £2,000 plus a few pence. It was clear that Pete had sunk all his money into the farm so the men could keep their jobs.

Seb placed the cheque in his wallet with a heavy heart. Just as he’d started to get enthusiastic about the offer of a place at the Asklepios Foundation, he’d have to kiss it goodbye. He thought of Fliss: her great looks, her confidence, her family business. What would she see in him now?

He considered his next move. The Foundation would have to be told. He felt a fool now for assuming he’d be able to afford the fees. He wouldn’t mention money…just say he was moving on, which could well turn out to be the case. No way did he want to stay in Penbury in a dead-end job.

He poured himself a tot of whisky and toasted Pete and Josie for their generosity to their workforce, misplaced as it turned out to be, as most of the men were laid off anyway in the end.

After his fourth whisky, he fell asleep on the ancient sofabed before he’d even unfolded it. Next morning his mobile rang at eight-thirty, interrupting his fantasy of touring Europe on a Harley-Davidson.

It was Roger Digby.

‘Good morning, Mr Young. Sorry to ring you at this hour, but we were wondering whether to place you on the list of students joining us next week. We need a reply today. There is a waiting list, you know.’

Seb’s head was muzzy and his neck ached from being rammed against the arm of the sofa.

‘Yeah. Uh, thanks for the offer, sir, but…er…unfortunately I don’t think I’ll be able to take it up.’

Digby harrumphed loudly.

‘What’s the problem? Have you had an offer from another institution? Is that it?’

‘No, sir. But I’ve been thinking, maybe I should do a bit of travelling to…to broaden my horizons. I’ve never been outside the UK.’ There was silence from the other end which Seb took as a signal to expand on his excuse. ‘We didn’t go far because my people never wanted to leave the livestock for too…’

Digby cut Seb short, his tone curt.

‘Look, I’m ringing to offer you the Teodor Ophis Scholarship. This means all your fees and accommodation will be paid.’

Seb thought of the sum Pete and Josie had left him. That wouldn’t cover three years’ living expenses. Maybe he could postpone. If he worked on a building site for a year, he could save enough to see him through.

‘Could I defer the place for a year?’

Digby must have put his hand over the phone to vent his irritation because Seb could hear a female voice telling him to keep calm. When at last he spoke, his voice was slow and careful, increasing in volume and speed until the final, exasperated sentence.

‘Allow me to explain. The founder left enough funds to provide a single scholarship for a deserving case who shows outstanding promise. Up to now, no one’s fitted the bill. But after I reported your test results to the trustees and informed them of your circumstances—having to leave your family home, etcetera—they gave the go-ahead. If you don’t jump at the offer, young man, there’s no guarantee the trustees will extend it!’

Seb dug his hand in his pocket and took out the snake brooch.

‘Heads,’ he said, under his breath, and flipped the brooch, which landed with the symbol face up. ‘So be it,’ he breathed.

Meanwhile, Digby’s disembodied voice crackled from the phone.

‘Mr Young. Are you there?’

Seb picked up the brooch and put it back in his pocket.

‘Yes. Sorry, just had to check something. Thanks for offering me the scholarship, sir. I’m happy to accept it.’






Chapter 4


Seb sat in his car, listening to an Indie Hotlist. He’d arrived on the dot of seven, as instructed, but the house was in darkness and nobody answered the doorbell. He rang the number on the back of the card Fliss had given him, but she didn’t pick up so he texted her that he’d wait till seven-thirty.

He was thinking about picking up a burger on the way back to his bedsit, and spending the rest of the evening browsing through his new course books, when he was startled by a knocking on the passenger window. It was Fliss, with a small, white dog under her arm, full of apologies for being late.

He followed them into the house, through a spacious hallway with rooms leading off both sides, and into the kitchen.

‘I would have phoned you earlier but I didn’t have your number,’ she said, spooning dog food into a bowl. ‘The traffic was bad and Delta’s day-carer kept me talking. It’s been hectic today. One of the girls phoned in sick…I didn’t even stop for lunch.’

When she paused to draw breath, Seb introduced the subject of dinner.

‘You must be starving.’

She looked sadly at the glossy white dining table, set for two people.

‘I was going to leave early, buy some steak…’

‘How about a takeaway?’ he said, his stomach growling.

It was only when the food was on the table and they began sharing the dishes, that Fliss started to chill out.

‘So what time did you finish work today?’ she said, propelling the plum sauce his way. She’d set their places at opposite ends of the table so they had to push the foil containers back and forth like curling stones.

‘I didn’t. Yesterday was my last day.’

‘So you decided to do that course?’

‘Yeah. I start next week. Went to a specialist book shop in Bloomsbury this morning to get the set books. Set me back a few quid.’

‘Are the course fees very high?’

‘They gave me a scholarship. No worries about finance,’ he lied.

‘Great. Let’s celebrate!’ she cried, hauling a bottle of champagne from the fridge.

In fact, he had no idea how he was going to afford life as a student after his meagre nest egg ran out, but he didn’t want to kill the vibe.

By the time she was on her third glass, Fliss had told him she’d been a trainee buyer with a high street store until her mother had opened a beauty salon and made her manager of the boutique. She’d also confided she had an older brother at university and her father was a golf-mad accountant.

There followed a long pause—evidently a cue for him to talk about his own background. But instead, he asked her what music she was into and what books she read.

When the containers were cleared and the bottle empty, Fliss took Seb into a large sitting room, put on some music, and lay on one sofa with Delta while Seb sprawled on the other.

‘Do you think you’ll miss working at the Dog and Duck?’

Her tone was casual, but Seb knew it was her way of reminding him why he was here.

‘I doubt it.’

Fliss lowered her voice, even though there was no one else in the house to hear.

‘You started telling me, in the pub, about your mother leaving you the brooch…’

He sighed. He was enjoying the moment and hardly in the mood to talk about a woman who’d abandoned him. But she was the reason this knockout girl had invited him round, so he didn’t have much choice.

‘I was adopted at birth by a childless couple called Pete and Josie Young. They never made any secret of the fact. They told me my biological parents couldn’t keep me, and that was it. I never felt the need to find out any more.’ Seb swallowed hard and increased the tempo. ‘I worked on their farm until they were killed in a motorway pile-up. I had to move out to a bedsit a couple of months ago.’ He raised his head to see Fliss sitting bolt upright, a stricken expression on her face. ‘That’s about it, really.’

‘You lost your family and your home all at once!’ she exclaimed. ‘How tragic.’

She seemed unable to say more. He’d grown familiar with the stunned silence which often followed the telling of his ‘story’, so he adlibbed to keep the conversation flowing.

‘The brooch appeared after the funeral. Josie’s cousin offered to dispose of her clothes and stuff, and she sent it to me…said she found it at the bottom of a jewellery box. There was a note pinned to it.’

‘What did it say?’

‘That she’d decided to make a getaway from the hospital. And she was leaving me the brooch my father had given her.’

‘Is that all?’

Seb recalled the line about hoping Sebastian would bring joy to their lives, and decided to keep it to himself, taking a scintilla of comfort from the fact that at least his birth mother had chosen his name.

‘More or less.’

‘She didn’t say who your father was?’

‘No.’

Her eyes, dark with sympathy, looked almost purple in the dim light.

Seb was used to the effect this news had on women. In the weeks following the tragedy, there’d been a steady flow of pies and casseroles to his door, baked by the farmhands’ wives, delivered by their daughters.

He closed his eyes and concentrated hard on the music to keep the wretchedness of the past few months at bay. Then he became aware of Fliss next to him. When he felt her stroke his cheek, he opened his eyes, took her hand, and kissed it. He didn’t usually do that. It was probably the champagne. She snuggled in closer to him, lifted her face to his, and they kissed.

‘You’d better stay the night,’ she murmured. ‘You must be over the limit.’

She got up and led him upstairs.

‘I haven’t brought anything with me,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered, ‘I’ve got that covered.’

Making love to Fliss wasn’t his first sexual experience, but it far outshone his drunken fumblings with the farm daughters. When Seb told her it was the best sex he’d ever had, she giggled.

‘I had a good time, too.’

Next morning Fliss made toast which they ate in bed. After that, they took Delta for a walk in a wood, nearby. Once the dog was off the lead, Fliss took Seb’s hand.

‘Did your birth mother sign that note she left?’

‘Only her initials.’

‘What are they?’

Seb hesitated. He didn’t see what difference it made, but he could hardly deny remembering them.

‘A. N.’

‘Have you ever thought of trying to trace her?’

‘No. She didn’t want me then, why should she want me now?’

‘Because her circumstances might have changed. And now you’re, you know, on your own, you wouldn’t be hurting anybody’s feelings.’

He let go of her hand to stroke the dog, who was pleading for the ball to be thrown.

‘Can’t you get in touch with social services?’ Fliss persisted. ‘There must be some record.’

But Seb had already thrown the ball and taken off in pursuit, racing Delta for it. On the way back to the house, Fliss returned to the subject.

‘Your adoptive parents must have been given some information about your mother, Seb.’

‘I’d rather not talk about it.’

‘But wouldn’t you like to meet her? She could tell you who your father is.’

Seb shook his head.

‘Pete and Josie brought me up. Fed me, clothed me. It’s too late to play happy families with strangers.’

As they approached the front door, he hung back. ‘Look, I’d better get going. Got some sorting out to do. I’m moving to Whitwell Hall tomorrow.’

Fliss didn’t turn to look at him. Instead, she called, ‘Okay, see you,’ over her shoulder and crashed the door shut.

Seb was back in his bedsit by twelve-thirty. On the drive back, he’d been trying to work out why Fliss had slammed the door. He remembered being bewildered by Josie’s moods at times. On those occasions Pete would raise his eyes to Seb when she left the room and say, ‘Women. We’ll never understand them, will we?’

The first thing he did was dig out the paperwork for the Foundation scholarship. Sybil Hughes had mailed the forms to him so he could give them to her at the Induction session. As he reached the end, he saw he had to provide a birth certificate. He knew there was one somewhere because he’d needed it to apply for a driving licence. The solicitor had returned Peter Young’s papers a few days ago, with the caution that he should read them first before throwing them out. It was probably among them.

He fetched the box of documents from the corner of the room and placed it on the table. The contents had come from a filing cabinet in Pete’s office and the majority of the papers turned out to be old financial statements and invoices. By the time he reached the middle of the pile, he’d put everything he’d so far seen into a bin bag.

The next item looked to be just what Seb was seeking: a brown envelope inscribed with the word ‘Certificates’. He opened it to find Pete and Josie’s birth and marriage documents and his Amended Birth Certificate, naming the Youngs as adoptive parents. He put it to one side, thinking he might as well finish sorting through the rest of Pete’s papers. As he reached the bottom of the pile, he found a sealed envelope with his name on it in Pete’s handwriting.

Intrigued, he tore it open to discover another birth certificate. With hungry eyes, he read that his mother’s name was Anna Norland. She’d been born in Oslo and was a student at the time of his birth.

When he read on, Seb’s chest tightened. The original birth certificate declared his father’s identity to be Teodor Ophis, born in Athens, founder of the Asklepios Foundation.
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