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Chapter 1 – Mabel Comes Back
By ten past nine on the morning Mabel came back to Marling Bay, Kirsteen Whitton had checked the lower gate three times and was trying to invent a reason for checking it again. The latch sat properly in its housing, the chain was secure and the access track beyond it remained empty. Nothing had changed since her last inspection except that a snail had reached the bottom of the gatepost, where it seemed prepared to accept responsibility for itself.
The school had closed for a training day before half-term, a piece of luck Jodi had treated as a personal arrangement with the teachers. The rest of Friday lay ahead of them, and Kevin would arrive on Saturday for the holiday.
“You know Tamsin will check it as well,” Jodi said. She was sitting on the lowest rail of the public-side fence, her trainers hooked beneath it and her yellow tabard bunched in her lap. At Christmas it had reached almost to her knees. Kirsteen had suggested replacing it, but Jodi considered anything that still went over her head to be a satisfactory fit.
“Tamsin has quite enough to think about.” Kirsteen gave the chain a final, unnecessary tug. “I’d like to have my bit ready.”
“So, everything except the elephant.”
“More or less.”
Jodi smiled down at her phone, where she had been checking the time with the same persistence Kirsteen had devoted to the gate. Neither of them mentioned the resemblance.
A breeze lifted the curled corner of the sheet on Kirsteen’s clipboard. She smoothed it beneath the clip and looked across the old circus ground: the clear vehicle route, the shelter, the water supply and the separation between the working area and the field beyond. These were things her training allowed her to check. Whether Mabel ought to travel on a warm day was a decision for somebody qualified, though Kirsteen still occasionally caught herself wishing to be useful on the other side of that boundary.
The grass inside the field had thickened after a week of rain. Cow parsley crowded the track, its white heads trembling whenever the wind found them, and the old stone barn no longer showed daylight through its roof. The repair looked less like a renovation than a building allowed to continue. Farther back, an open-sided shelter stood beneath the trees. Its plain timber and practical roof had nothing to do with the circus that had once occupied the ground.
Beyond it were the substantial barriers around Mabel’s protected enclosure. Kirsteen had walked past them so often during preparations that she had begun to take their scale for granted. She suspected the arrival of the animal they were intended for would correct that.
Downhill, the harbour flashed between roofs. Marling Bay had opened its doors for the season, letting shop music, frying smells and fragments of conversation drift into streets Kirsteen still remembered principally in rain.
Jodi put her phone away. “Do you think she’ll know where she is before they open the transporter? She might smell the sea.”
“She might,” Kirsteen said.
“You could ask Tamsin to open it early so she can see where she is.”
“I could ask Tamsin a great many things.”
“You never do.”
Jodi leaned forward, watching the empty track. They had discussed the visit often enough over the preceding months, including the possibility that it might be shortened or cancelled. There was no need to make her practise losing it before it had begun.
The lower gate rattled behind them. Sheila Stretton waited on the other side with a paper bag tucked beneath one arm and a thermos in her hand. “Are you admitting people,” she asked, “or have you decided we’re all a risk?”
Kirsteen let her through and secured the gate again. Sheila wore a navy cardigan despite the warmth, and her white hair had been cut neatly above her collar. She inspected the latch after Kirsteen finished, which Kirsteen chose to find reassuring.
“Lunch,” Sheila said, handing the bag to Jodi.
Jodi looked inside. “Cheese and pickle. I thought you might have brought sweets.”
“You know where I work. It doesn’t oblige me to make poor decisions elsewhere.”
Jodi folded the bag shut and placed it carefully beside her backpack. Kirsteen noticed that Sheila had brought three sandwiches, although she had handed them over as if feeding Jodi were her only concern.
For a while Sheila stood looking across the field. Her gaze passed over the shelter and the water point before settling on the barn, where a small patch of older, darker stone showed beneath the repaired roof. “The roof’s better,” she said eventually.
“It survived the rain.”
“That is generally what one hopes for in a roof.” She unscrewed her thermos, but her hands rested around it without lifting it. Kirsteen turned a page on the clipboard and gave her time.
People had begun to gather at the public viewing point beyond the outer boundary. Most were local, judging by the way they greeted one another, although a family in bright new walking shoes had arrived carrying enough bottled water for a more demanding expedition. One man held his phone above the fence and lowered it only to inspect the result.
“There wasn’t supposed to be a welcoming event,” Sheila said.
“There isn’t. They’ve been told there may be nothing to see.”
“They don’t seem to have believed you.”
Kirsteen had spent part of the previous afternoon answering questions about the arrival time. A photograph of Mabel had appeared in shop windows, and somebody had described her return online as the beginning of Marling Bay’s most exciting season yet. Kirsteen had asked for the wording to be changed and then wondered whether she was becoming the sort of person who spent her afternoons objecting to adjectives.
At the viewing point, the man with the phone asked a woman to move so he could get the sign and the field in the same picture. Sheila watched him until he noticed, whereupon he lowered the phone.
“Tea?” Kirsteen asked.
“I’ve got mine.”
“Yes. I was remembering.”
The first vehicle came up the track at ten twenty-eight. Dr Imogen Wood climbed out with a case in one hand and sunglasses in the other, greeted them and asked Kirsteen about the overnight rain. She listened to the answer, glanced down the drainage strip and went through the remaining site questions without making the exercise feel like an examination. “Loose edge on the trackway?”
“Repaired yesterday. I checked it this morning.”
“How many times?” Jodi asked.
Kirsteen ignored her. Imogen’s mouth moved slightly, but she took the clipboard and read the contractor’s note before returning it.
“Good. I’ll have a look inside.”
Jodi watched her go. “You could have said once.”
“I could have, if it were true.”
“I meant once properly.”
Sheila offered Kirsteen the lid of her thermos. “You may need this after all.”
By the time the animal-care staff arrived, the sun had warmed the back of Kirsteen’s neck. She moved their bags into the strip of shade beside the cabin and checked her phone for a message from Tamsin. There was nothing yet. An email from a client sat beneath a reminder about an invoice; both belonged to the portion of her day she had optimistically labelled afternoon. Further down, unanswered since January, sat her own follow-up to a Whitby archive about the name on the trunk’s plate. She had stopped expecting a reply and had not quite stopped looking for one.
She had imagined feeling peaceful once the preparations were finished. Instead, with every practical task completed, she could think more clearly about what they were asking of Mabel. At Christmas they had dealt with an emergency. This time people had discussed, assessed and agreed that bringing her here might be worthwhile.
“What happens if she won’t come out?” Jodi said.
“Then she stays in the lorry until she wants to.”
“For how long?”
“For as long as it takes.”
Jodi absorbed this. “So the whole town has come to watch a parked lorry.”
“Possibly.”
“Good,” Sheila said. “It will do them enormous credit.”
Tamsin called at ten forty-six.
“About five minutes away. She’s travelled well, but we’ll take our time when we get there. Is the unloading area clear?”
“All clear. Imogen’s here.”
“Good. Keep everyone where we agreed, please.”
After the call, Jodi slipped off the rail and stood beside Kirsteen without another question. Sheila put the stopper back into her flask.
They heard the transporter before they saw it. The diesel note deepened beyond the hedge, accompanied by a vibration Kirsteen felt faintly through the soles of her shoes. At the public viewing point, conversation thinned as people turned towards the lane.
The vehicle entered slowly, its lower panels streaked with road dirt. A support van followed it through the gate. Kirsteen stood with the clipboard pressed against her stomach while the driver brought the transporter into position, and only when it stopped did she realise how firmly she was holding it.
Tamsin climbed down and raised a hand briefly to Jodi before going to speak to Imogen. There was a quiet exchange with the transport team, followed by the sounds of catches being released and equipment moved. Nobody hurried. Jodi leaned against Kirsteen’s arm, close enough for her mother to feel the effort of her stillness.
When the rear opened, the interior seemed very dark. Mabel’s trunk appeared first, moving beyond the doorway and curling back as she tested the air. Then Kirsteen could see the broad forehead, the sparse hair caught by the light and the deep notch in the right ear.
She had looked at so many photographs since Christmas that the living animal startled her. Mabel’s skin moved as she shifted her weight. Dust lay in the folds above her forelegs, and there was a pale strand of bedding caught against her shoulder. Kirsteen remembered the cold beach and the battered blue trunk beside her, but the memory receded as Mabel reached out again into the warm morning.
“Come on,” Jodi whispered.
Kirsteen rested a hand on her back. They waited together while Mabel stood at the top of the ramp. A gull crossed above the barn, and a child at the viewing point asked why she had stopped. The answer came too quietly for Kirsteen to hear.
At last Mabel brought one foot forward. She paused with it on the ramp before continuing, her weight transferring slowly as the carers watched. Kirsteen found herself following each step, unable to look anywhere else until the elephant stood on the prepared surface. Beside her, Sheila drew a long breath through her nose.
Mabel raised her trunk. The tip moved towards the field, then back towards the vehicle, gathering whatever the new air offered. A low rumble followed, pitched beneath the noise of the lorry. Kirsteen felt it in her chest before she identified it. When Mabel’s head turned towards them, Jodi’s fingers closed around Kirsteen’s wrist. Sheila stood with the thermos held against her waist, her face unguarded for the few seconds before Mabel turned away again.
“She looked at you,” Jodi said.
“She did.” Sheila watched the elephant investigate the edge of the unloading area. “Now let her have a look at everything else.”
The team brought Mabel into the field at her own pace. She stopped near the water point and spent some time examining the ground beneath the shelter before turning towards the prepared browse. Tamsin remained occupied with the carers, occasionally speaking into her radio.
Kirsteen put the clipboard on the bench outside the cabin. Her hand ached slightly when she released it.
Imogen came over after the first checks and answered Jodi’s questions about Mabel’s feet. There had been no new concern before travel, she said, and they would continue watching her movement and comfort now she was here. They would also be watching whether she lay down to rest. The bank of sand beneath the shelter had been built for that; older elephants with sore feet often dozed standing up in a new place, and a few nights of that were a strain Mabel’s feet did not need. Jodi listened, glancing towards the shelter.
“Can she remember this place from before?” she asked.
“She may recognise things about it,” Imogen said. “We can watch what interests her, but we can’t ask what she remembers.”
Jodi considered the barn, the grass and Sheila beside her. “Quite a lot of it has changed. Sheila hasn’t.”
“Careful,” Sheila said, and Jodi laughed.
By midday Mabel had moved towards the shade. The field looked smaller with her in it, but it also looked finished. For weeks Kirsteen had seen places where something needed installing, checking or signing off. Now she watched grass bend beneath Mabel’s feet and saw why they had done it.
Sheila opened the sandwich bag. They ate standing beside the cabin, looking out at the field while the town carried on below them. A boat engine started near the harbour, faltered and started again. Warm pickle had escaped onto Jodi’s thumb. She wiped it on the sandwich wrapper, then caught her mother watching and gave her a look of injured innocence.
Kirsteen’s phone vibrated with a message from Kevin.
Train gets in 16:12 tomorrow. Hotel says I can check in when I get there. Tell Jodi I am NOT bringing the giant foam chips she sent me a picture of.
She turned the screen towards her daughter. “I feel there’s something you haven’t told me.”
“They’re seagull-proof. Well, a gull couldn’t eat them.”
Jodi took the phone and typed Coward before handing it back. Kevin’s answer appeared almost immediately.
I’ve got luggage limits, you know.
Her laugh drew Sheila’s attention.
“Where’s he staying?”
“Harbour View.” Kirsteen said it without having to think about how the answer might sound.
Since his job had moved him three counties away in the new year, a visit now meant a train, a hotel and several days at a time. Kevin would arrive, leave his bag and spend time with Jodi. Knowing where he would sleep no longer meant having to consider the marriage they had stopped trying to repair.
“Could he come here after the train?” Jodi asked. “He hasn’t seen her properly since Christmas.”
“We’ll ask Tamsin what suits the afternoon. Your dad may want something to eat first.”
“He can have the other sandwich.”
Kirsteen looked at the bag. “That’s mine.”
“I meant if you didn’t want it.”
She was about to answer when something moved beside the lower hedge. At first she thought a visitor had come through the outer boundary. Her hand went towards the radio, but the movement disappeared before she could make out a shape. She watched the grass, conscious of how quickly her attention had left the site once Mabel seemed settled.
“What is it?” Jodi asked.
“I’m not sure.”
A small brown dog emerged beneath the hedge and stopped at the edge of the track. He was young, with a rough coat and legs that looked slightly too long for him. Dried mud clung to the hair along his belly. One ear stood higher than the other, and a pale patch showed at his chest when he lifted his head. He looked towards the cabin, then over his shoulder at the hedge.
Kirsteen pressed the radio button. “Tamsin, there’s a loose dog inside the outer working area, by the lower track.”
Tamsin looked across from the enclosure. “Keep everyone back. Don’t call him towards you.”
Jodi had already put down the sandwich bag. Kirsteen rested a hand on her shoulder, although her daughter made no attempt to move.
The dog took a few steps along the track. When a member of staff appeared beside the cabin, he retreated into the grass and stood with his tail low, watching until the person stopped. Kirsteen looked through the hedge for an owner. There was nobody in the lane immediately beyond it, only a passing car whose tyres hissed briefly over the damp patch beneath the trees.
The dog flinched at the sound. Instead of going back towards the road, he turned towards Mabel’s field.
“There’s a collar,” Jodi said quietly.
Kirsteen could make out a dark band beneath the wiry hair at his neck. He must have come from somewhere nearby, or from a car, or from one of the people at the viewing point. She searched their faces, hoping somebody would recognise him and begin an embarrassed explanation.
The man with the phone had noticed. He lifted it again and shifted sideways for a better angle.
Tamsin left another carer with Mabel and came through the staff gate. She stopped well short of the dog and lowered herself slightly, turning her body rather than facing him squarely. “Nobody chase him,” she said. “We’ve got space. Let’s keep it.”
“Is he a puppy?” Jodi whispered. “Can I get some water?”
“Wait until Tamsin’s ready.”
The puppy glanced at Tamsin but made no move towards her. His attention returned to the field, where Mabel stood beneath the edge of the shelter with a branch in her trunk. He moved a short distance along the grass outside the protected barrier and sat down.
Kirsteen had expected barking, or an attempt to escape the strange people and larger animal. His sudden stillness made her look more closely. He was not wholly relaxed; one ear turned towards the cabin, and his head lifted whenever somebody moved. But he stayed where he was.
Mabel stopped feeding. Jodi’s shoulder pressed against Kirsteen’s hand. Across the field, the elephant lowered her trunk and turned towards the outer boundary. She rumbled, low and unhurried; the puppy’s ears moved, but he did not get up. Tamsin watched her, then the puppy, without encouraging either of them.
“Has anyone reported a missing dog?” she asked.
“Not to me.”
“All right. We’ll find out. For now, nobody assumes they can touch him.”
Beyond the fence the phone was still raised, and Kirsteen had a brief, unwelcome vision of the picture appearing online before they had even discovered whose dog he was. Mabel’s welcome-home photographs had acquired a puppy. By teatime somebody would be telling a story about it.
Then Mabel left the shade, and Kirsteen forgot the man. She came only a few paces, stopping well inside her enclosure. She rumbled again, more quietly this time. The puppy followed the movement with his head before easing himself down into the grass. His forepaws stretched in front of him; after a moment he rested his chin between them.
When the puppy’s eyes half-closed, Kirsteen found herself lowering her voice. “He seems tired.”
“Let’s give him some quiet,” Tamsin said.
The dog lifted his head once as Mabel shifted her feet, then settled again. He had stopped looking for a way out.
Kirsteen glanced towards the cabin. There were calls to make, and she would have to examine the lower boundary for a gap that had never mattered to an elephant.
For a few seconds she stayed beside Jodi and watched the small, muddy visitor lying in the grass, his attention fixed on Mabel as though the rest of the day could wait.
Chapter 2 – The Visitor
The puppy had been lying beside the field for eleven minutes when Kirsteen realised she was waiting for somebody to come through the gate and apologise. A loose dog ought to have a breathless person following it, perhaps carrying a lead or calling a name that explained why it had ignored them. She kept looking towards the lane, but the people beyond the hedge were walking downhill with ice creams, shopping bags and the comfortable indifference of those whose afternoon had not changed.
Tamsin remained several paces from the dog, watching him without making a direct approach. On the other side of the protected boundary, Mabel had resumed feeding. Every so often the puppy raised his head to follow her movement, then rested it on his paws again.
“What do we do?” Kirsteen asked quietly.
“Find out whether anyone nearby has lost him. I’ll see if he’ll come away from the field.” Tamsin glanced towards the public viewing point. “And ask people to give us some room.”
Kirsteen passed the request to the steward over her radio. The man with the phone took one last photograph before stepping back, and a woman beside him called that the dog was lovely, as though somebody had chosen him for the occasion.
Jodi watched the steward move the little gathering away. “They might know whose he is.”
“He’s asking.”
“What if the owner doesn’t know he’s missing yet?”
That was possible. Kirsteen pictured a garden with an open gate, or a car being unloaded while a small dog slipped between somebody’s legs. She preferred either explanation to the alternatives beginning to occur to her.
Imogen joined them after finishing with Mabel. She watched the puppy. “Where did he come in? And has anyone seen him with a person?”
Kirsteen showed her the stretch of hedge. From this side, the gap beneath it was scarcely visible; grass had grown across a shallow hollow in the earth.
“He’s moving comfortably,” Imogen said. “But we’ll need a closer look. Once he’s secure, I can check for anything that needs attention before he goes for a proper examination and a chip scan.”
“Does the chip tell you his name?” Jodi asked.
“The chip carries a number,” Imogen said. “That can help us contact his keeper and ask.”
Jodi looked back at the puppy with renewed interest, as if an undiscovered name were something visible if she studied him carefully enough. Kirsteen could almost feel the space opening in her daughter’s life to accommodate him.
“Somebody may be looking for him already,” she said.
“I know.”
Kirsteen wished she had saved the reminder. Jodi had only asked his name.
One of the staff brought water and a little plain chicken from a packed lunch. With Imogen’s agreement, Tamsin placed a few small pieces on the grass, well away from the elephant barrier, and withdrew. The puppy’s nose lifted before the rest of him moved. He watched her, glanced towards Mabel and stood.
His first approach took him only halfway. He stopped with one forepaw raised, apparently caught between hunger and suspicion, while Sheila folded the sandwich bag beside the cabin.
“If he’s waiting for a menu,” she murmured, “he’ll be disappointed.”
Jodi smiled but kept still. The puppy advanced another few feet and swallowed the nearest piece of chicken, then searched the grass around it so thoroughly that his nose came away decorated with a seed head. The food drew him farther from the field, though each time Tamsin moved he backed away again.
Progress was slow enough for Kirsteen to become aware of everything else continuing around them. A carer wheeled equipment towards the barn. Somebody carried mugs from the cabin. Across the field, Mabel stripped leaves from a branch without appearing troubled by the small drama occupying the people beyond her enclosure.
“He’d come quicker if he had a name,” Jodi said, without moving.
“He has a name. We don’t know it.”
“Then he doesn’t know we’re talking to him.”
“We aren’t talking to him. That’s rather the point.”
Jodi considered the distance between the chicken and the puppy. “Someone should be.”
The puppy drank, retreated at the clatter of a bucket and returned when the noise stopped. By then he was close enough for Kirsteen to see the burrs tangled around his legs and a darker strip where the collar lay beneath his coat. There was no dangling lead.
Tamsin fetched one from the vehicle kit and let him see it before trying to bring it near him. He stepped back immediately.
“A lead may just mean the end of a walk to him,” Imogen said, catching Jodi’s expression. “We can’t tell from that whether anybody’s hurt him.”
While Tamsin continued gaining his confidence, Kirsteen called the council’s stray-dog service. She described the puppy, gave the location and explained that he was loose within the outer working area of an elephant visiting site. The person taking the call paused at that.
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “An elephant. The dog is outside her enclosure.”
Someone would come, though there was another collection to complete first. Kirsteen gave her number and was asked to call again if the dog could not be contained safely.
At the gate, the steward reported that nobody in the viewing area recognised him. One visitor thought she had seen a similar dog near the harbour earlier, but could not remember whether it had been brown or black, nor whether it had been on a lead.
Kirsteen wrote down the time, adding unconfirmed beside the sighting.
By the time she returned, the puppy was eating beside Tamsin’s boot. She allowed him to move away and come back several times before touching the side of his neck. He flinched at first. On the next attempt he stayed, and after another patient interval she was able to slip the loop over his head.
He backed sharply, discovered the unfamiliar restriction and twisted sideways. Tamsin moved with him, keeping the pressure light while Imogen asked everyone else to stand clear. Kirsteen felt Jodi catch her hand. For a moment the puppy seemed composed entirely of frightened legs, but the struggle subsided when nobody crowded him and Tamsin gave him time.
Then he noticed the loose end of the lead and tried to bite it.
“There you are,” Sheila said softly. “Something you understand.”
The puppy sneezed, shook himself and made another attempt, this time with a brief wag of his tail. Jodi’s grip loosened. Kirsteen had not realised how solemn the little animal had made them all until he began behaving inconveniently.
Tamsin encouraged him towards the cabin. He followed the chicken readily enough for the first few yards, then looked back at Mabel and stopped. When she waited, he sat down. His ears shifted between the field and the people, and a thin whine escaped him.
“He wants to stay with her,” Jodi said.
“He wants to stay here,” Kirsteen answered, although the distinction felt less certain than she intended.
Tamsin offered another small piece of food. The puppy stood and followed, stopping twice more before they rounded the cabin and lost sight of the field. There he turned so quickly that the lead drew tight again.
Sheila watched him look past Tamsin’s legs. “Perhaps he’s been around elephants before.”
Jodi looked up at once. “Could he have?”
“That’s something we can ask his owner,” Imogen said.
They prepared a temporary holding space beside the cabin, using solid panels from the equipment area. It would serve while they waited for collection, with somebody watching; it was not somewhere to leave a strange dog alone.
An old blanket went into the shaded corner. The puppy examined it, drank some water and immediately began inspecting the joins between the panels. When he found nothing promising, he caught the blanket in his teeth and dragged it halfway across the space.
“He’s moved his bed,” Jodi said, smiling at the blanket.
“He’s also standing in his water,” Kirsteen said.
The puppy looked down at his wet forefoot, lifted it and shook it against the blanket. Jodi’s smile widened.
Imogen was able to give him a brief examination with Tamsin holding the lead. There was nothing immediately alarming, although a shallow scrape on one rear paw needed attention and the burrs would have to be removed. When she parted the hair beneath his neck, a small metal disc swung against the collar.
“Is there a number?” Kirsteen asked.
Imogen turned it as far as the puppy would tolerate. The surface was dark with grime, and he began twisting to mouth her fingers before she could make much of it. There were marks under the dirt, too clogged to read.
“No readable contact details on that side. We’ll have another look when he’s settled.”
The puppy tucked himself against Tamsin’s leg, suddenly less interested in being examined. Jodi leaned forward, but Kirsteen put a hand against her arm and she stopped. The disc slipped back into the rough hair beneath his chin.
Kirsteen telephoned the nearby veterinary practices to leave a description in case an owner called them. Then she sat down with her cooling tea and discovered three messages asking whether they now had a dog.
Marilyn had sent a photograph. It showed Mabel beyond the barrier and the puppy lying in the foreground, his size exaggerated by the angle. The gap between them had almost vanished. Beneath it somebody had written, Marling Bay’s newest double act.
Kirsteen felt an immediate, unreasonable resentment towards the phrase. She had spent the morning keeping everyone calm, and in a single photograph the animals had become performers.
She enlarged the image. It was the view from the public point; she could see part of Sheila’s cardigan at the edge. There was no need to wonder where it had come from.
Marilyn’s next message arrived while she was looking.
Someone in the shop says the dog was brought specially. I said I’d ask you.
Kirsteen began typing Of course he wasn’t, then deleted it.
He’s a stray we’re trying to reunite with his owner. He isn’t part of Mabel’s visit. Please tell people not to come up looking for him.
She sent the reply and showed the photograph to Tamsin.
Tamsin’s expression tightened. “Ask for the wording to be corrected. We don’t want anyone coming here expecting to see them together.”
“Do you think somebody could have left him?”
Tamsin glanced towards the pen. “Possibly. Or a gate’s been left open somewhere. Have the council got the photograph?”
Kirsteen looked at the image again. The timing was unusually neat: the day of Mabel’s return, the first visitors, the little dog arranging himself in front of her as if he understood where the camera would be. Yet she had seen him flinch at a passing car and watched how long it took Tamsin to approach him. Whoever had expected a reliable performance would have chosen an uncertain way to obtain it.
She sent the photograph to the council and passed on her concern about the timing.
Jodi had been listening. “If someone put him here, why haven’t they come to get him?”
“I don’t know.” Kirsteen looked towards the gate again.
The puppy began whining behind them. He had abandoned the blanket and was standing at the side nearest the field, pushing his nose into a join between two panels. When that failed, he scratched at the ground.
Tamsin went over. He stopped to look at her, then resumed in another corner with brisk, determined strokes.
“He’ll hurt his paw,” Jodi said.
“We’re watching.”
A low call came from Mabel’s enclosure. The puppy lifted his head sharply and pressed towards the sound. Kirsteen could not see the elephant from where she sat, but she could hear browse being moved and a carer speaking near the shelter.
Tamsin watched the puppy for another minute before asking for one of the panels to be repositioned. With his lead held securely, the staff opened his view across the working area towards the field, keeping the holding space where it was.
He stood looking through the opening. His breathing slowed, and after a while he went back to the blanket.
“He can see her now,” Jodi said. “That was what he wanted.”
“It seems to have helped,” Tamsin said. She crouched to straighten the water bowl. “He’s had enough changes for one afternoon. We can let him look.”
Jodi sat on the bench beside Kirsteen. They watched the puppy turn on his blanket and lower himself, lifting his head once more before allowing it to rest. “He chose her,” Jodi said. “And she’s here with us.”
“Somebody may have his bed waiting at home. They might be walking round looking for him right now.”
Her daughter looked down at the grass between her trainers. “I’d look for him.”
“I know you would.”
Kirsteen put an arm around her.
Sheila left for the sweetshop and returned later with peppermint creams for the staff. By then the photograph had reached at least two people who had come in to ask questions, one of whom wanted to know when the puppy and elephant could next be seen together.
“I told her we were a sweetshop,” Sheila said, putting the box on the cabin table. “She bought half a pound of pear drops, so some part of the information reached her.”
“Did you tell her he’s a stray?”
“Yes. She said it was still a lovely story.”
Kirsteen looked towards the sleeping dog. “We haven’t even found his owner.”
“That rarely troubles anybody.”
Dennis Widdowson appeared at the public gate shortly after three, carrying a walking stick and wearing the expression of someone who had deliberately avoided the busiest part of an occasion. Jodi went with Kirsteen to meet him while Sheila stayed near the cabin.
“I thought I’d let her get her bearings,” he said, looking past them towards Mabel. “How did the journey go?”
“Well. She’s settled.”
He nodded, satisfied, and only then asked about the dog.
“You’ve seen the photograph,” Kirsteen said.
“I’ve been shown it twice. Once by somebody who thought I was in it.”
From the gate he could see the puppy asleep in the pen, one hind leg stretched awkwardly over the edge of the blanket. Jodi explained where they had found him, leaving out none of his subsequent achievements.
Dennis listened. “And nobody’s claimed him?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, I hope they turn up soon.”
Dennis watched the puppy for a while.
“You miss all the little noises when an animal isn’t where it ought to be,” he said. “Someone opening a cupboard, and nothing arriving to investigate.”
Jodi looked back at the pen. For once she had nothing to add.
Dennis stayed long enough to see Mabel move towards the water, then headed downhill before the breeze sharpened. Kirsteen returned to her site records while Jodi sat nearby, reading messages from Kevin and occasionally lifting her eyes to check the puppy was still asleep.
The afternoon became ordinary by degrees. The dog woke, drank, chewed the blanket and slept again. Mabel moved out of sight behind the shelter, and although he stood to watch her go, he settled after a few minutes.
At six seventeen the council vehicle came through the gate.
The officer spoke to Kirsteen first, checking the circumstances and the contact details she had already given. He had brought a scanner, which he passed over the puppy while Tamsin steadied him. It gave a brief electronic sound.
Jodi rose on her toes.
“There is a chip,” the officer said. He checked the reading and recorded the number. “I’ll follow it up.”
“Will you tell us if you find somebody?”
Kirsteen heard the urgency in her daughter’s voice and added her own number to the collection record, although it was already there.
The old disc was still on the collar. He noted it along with the dog’s markings, then prepared the secure compartment in the vehicle with a blanket.
Jodi stayed beside Kirsteen while Tamsin brought the puppy out. He walked willingly at first, distracted by a smell beside the cabin step, but near the vehicle he turned towards the field and sat down.
Mabel was partly hidden by the shelter. The puppy watched the place where she had disappeared, ignoring the officer’s encouragement until Tamsin crouched beside him. Kirsteen could see Jodi holding herself still, wanting to intervene and knowing there was nothing useful she could do.
It took patience and another small piece of food to bring him forward. Once inside, he turned on the blanket and faced the mesh, his nose lifting towards the open air. The door closed with a sound that made Jodi move closer to her mother.
“He’ll be safe?” she asked.
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “They know he’s worried. And now they’ve got something that may help them find his person.”
Jodi raised her hand as the officer climbed into the cab, although the puppy was looking past them towards the field.
They watched the vehicle leave. Behind them, Mabel came out from the shelter and reached towards a fresh branch, giving no indication that anything required her attention.
Kirsteen collected the water bowl. A little muddy crescent remained where the puppy had stood in it, and the blanket bore several new holes along one edge. She folded it with the damaged part inside while Jodi picked up the empty food container.
“I’d still like to know why he kept looking at her,” Jodi said.
“So would I.”
“Even when there was chicken.”
“Especially then.”
Her daughter smiled faintly. They carried the things back to the cabin. When they finally left, Jodi stopped beside the flattened patch of grass near the lower hedge.
For a moment Kirsteen thought she was going to say the puppy would come back.
“Can we telephone in the morning?”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said, opening the gate. “We can do that.”
Jodi went through ahead of her. Kirsteen checked the latch and glanced once towards the field before following, already wondering what a chip number and a dirty metal disc would tell them about the small animal who had spent the afternoon trying to stay.
Chapter 3 – Number Seven
At seven forty-three, Kirsteen was scraping burnt toast over the kitchen sink when Tamsin called. The window stood open, admitting the cool smell of the garden and the song of a blackbird whose morning appeared to be going considerably better than hers. Jodi’s shoes lay beneath the table beside a charger, a library book and the cardigan she had promised to put away the previous evening.
“The puppy’s got out of the kennels,” Tamsin said.
Kirsteen set down the knife. “How?”
“He slipped out during a transfer into the exercise area. They called straight away. There are people looking, and I’ve asked the site staff to watch the lane.”
“Where are the kennels?”
“On the little industrial estate beyond the lower road. He was last seen by the workshops, heading towards town.”
Kirsteen looked out at the garden as though the dog might already be coming through it. “How long ago?”
“About ten minutes. I’m on my way to the field. There’s no need for you to go searching; they need people to report sightings, not chase him.”
Jodi appeared in the doorway carrying a sock. She saw her mother’s face and stopped.
“Let me know,” Kirsteen said, and ended the call.
“Has somebody claimed him?”
“No. He’s got loose.”
Jodi looked towards the window, then down at the sock in her hand.
“Near a road?”
“Yes, but people are looking for him.”
Kirsteen put the burnt toast in the food bin and began again, this time staying beside the toaster. Jodi stayed in the doorway, still holding her sock.
They were still eating when Tamsin called back. A delivery driver had seen the puppy near the turning for Westward Lane, and a council officer was following at a distance. The dog had kept to the verge so far. Tamsin wanted the outer gate watched while the site team finished closing off the gap beneath the lower hedge.
“We’ll come up,” Kirsteen said.
“All right. Stay at the cabin when you get here.”
Jodi pulled on her shoes without being asked. She left the cardigan on the table, and Kirsteen picked it up as they went out.
The brightness of the previous day had gone. Low cloud flattened the sea beyond the houses, and the air smelled of wet stone, though there had been no proper rain. As they walked uphill, Kirsteen found herself looking beneath parked cars and into gaps between walls. A dropped glove beside a drain made her heart jump before she recognised it.
At the field, the public entrance remained closed. Mabel stood near the shelter while a carer worked beside the feed store.
Tamsin met them near the cabin. “He’s at the lower bend. They’re keeping traffic slow.”
“What happened at the kennels?”
“We’ll get the full account once he’s safe. They’re bringing him this way now.”
Kirsteen nodded, embarrassed by how readily her worry had begun looking for somebody to blame. She put Jodi’s cardigan over the back of the bench and took her daughter’s hand.
A few minutes later the puppy appeared at the bend, trotting along the verge with his nose low. A council officer walked behind him, allowing enough distance that the dog could stop without feeling pursued. He paused beside a crushed paper cup, investigated it thoroughly and moved on.
Jodi’s fingers tightened. “He’s coming here.”
But when the puppy reached the site, he turned towards the lower hedge without hesitation. He pushed his nose into the place where he had entered the day before and found the newly secured mesh. For several seconds he worked along it, searching for the opening, then stepped back.
Tamsin waited outside the outer gate with a lead and a little food. He noticed her, lifted his ears and approached far enough to take what she offered. This time there was no prolonged retreat. While he searched the ground for another piece, she slipped the loop over his head and secured him.
The officer came forward and spoke quietly to Tamsin. The puppy watched him, then turned towards the field. He could see part of the enclosure through the entrance, and he stood facing it while Tamsin checked the lead.
Jodi leaned against Kirsteen. “He remembered where Mabel is.”
“He was fed here yesterday too.”
Jodi looked up at her, hurt by something Kirsteen had intended only as accuracy.
“I’m glad he’s safe,” Kirsteen added. “Very glad.”
Her daughter nodded and kept hold of her hand.
They brought the puppy into the outer working area long enough to check his paws and let him drink. He strained towards the field once, then followed Tamsin to the cabin. Mabel had moved behind the shelter and was not visible from there. After a little searching, he drank and sat down with his wet chin resting against Tamsin’s boot.
The officer apologised. A barrier had not been properly secured during the morning transfer; the puppy had got through before anyone could stop him. He described the search and the two sightings that had brought them uphill, without making excuses.
“We’ll change the handling arrangements before he goes back,” he said.
Kirsteen thanked him for letting them know promptly. She still disliked the thought of the dog near traffic, but he was here, unhurt as far as they could see, and the officer looked as though he had spent the last half-hour imagining every worse outcome himself.
The microchip enquiry was under way, he told them. The first telephone number they had tried was not connecting. There was a veterinary appointment that morning, already arranged before the escape, and he would take the puppy there himself.
“Would you be able to come?” he asked Tamsin. “He’s settled with you, and you know how he was yesterday.”
Tamsin checked with the carer by the shelter before agreeing. Kirsteen offered to drive, since Tamsin would need to get back to Mabel.
Jodi moved closer to the puppy.
“You can come with me,” Kirsteen said. “We’ll stay out of everyone’s way.”
Her daughter’s expression softened with relief, and she turned to go with Kirsteen. They walked down to Westward to collect the car, then returned for Tamsin while the officer secured the puppy for his own journey.
Harbour Veterinary Clinic occupied a converted house a little inland from the marina. Damp coats warmed the waiting-room air, mixing with disinfectant and the faint, unmistakable smell of frightened animals. A Labrador slept beneath a chair while its owner filled in a form. Inside a carrier on the opposite side of the room, a cat made a low sound that discouraged introductions.
The puppy arrived in a secure carrier and looked out through the door at all of them. Jodi sat beside Kirsteen, her hands folded tightly between her knees. “Do you think he followed the road all that way?”
“Some of it. They saw him near the workshops and again at the turning.”
Jodi watched the carrier. “So he could find it. I still think it’s strange that he wanted to.”
Before Kirsteen could answer, a nurse came to take them through.
Hannah introduced herself and explained where Jodi could stand while they handled the puppy. The council officer stayed to confirm the arrangements for his care, and Tamsin gave a short account of the previous day. Mr Patel listened, then examined the dog with a calm thoroughness that gradually persuaded the puppy to stop trying to inspect the examination equipment in return.
He tolerated having his ears checked. His teeth interested him less, and the cleaning of his scraped paw brought an indignant attempt to put the nurse’s sleeve in his mouth. Hannah redirected him while Mr Patel finished.
“Somewhere around seven or eight months,” the vet said when Jodi asked his age. “The scrape is superficial. We’ll need to keep that paw clean.”
There was no sign of a new injury from his morning excursion. He was a little lean and needed grooming, but the examination did not suggest that he had been starving for weeks.
Hannah checked the chip again and confirmed that the number matched the one recorded the previous evening. While the officer made a follow-up call, she looked at the old collar.
“Shall we see what’s under there?”
Tamsin distracted the puppy with a treat while Hannah loosened the collar enough to examine it comfortably. The leather was worn around the buckle, and two newer holes had been punched beyond the original row. Beneath the rough hair at his throat hung the disc Kirsteen had noticed at the site.
It was smaller than she had expected, scarcely wider than a coin. Dirt filled the marks on its face.
Jodi edged forward. “Is there a name?”
“Let’s see.” Hannah wiped it with a damp pad, supporting it between her fingers so that it did not pull against the dog’s neck. Brown came away onto the white surface. Beneath it the metal was brass, dull around the edges and brighter where the pad had passed.
“There’s a picture,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen leaned closer. What had looked like random scratches resolved into a small lantern, its handle curving above a peaked top. A border enclosed it, and beneath the image was a single stamped figure.
“Seven,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen recognised the little roof and handle. The same lantern had been photographed on the mirror after Christmas, beside the pencilled words Room Seven. Beneath the trunk’s damaged label, cleaning had exposed THE LANTERN ROOMS, WHITBY. She had sent both findings to the archive and was still waiting for anyone to connect them with a surviving record.
“Could I take a picture?” she asked.
Hannah glanced at the council officer, who had returned to the room. He agreed, and she held the disc still while Kirsteen photographed it. The puppy took the opportunity to lick Tamsin’s wrist with surprising enthusiasm.
“It isn’t a telephone number,” Jodi said, disappointed.
“No,” Kirsteen replied. She enlarged the photograph. “But it looks like the mark on our mirror.”
“Where?”
“Beside the words you underlined. Room Seven.”
She opened the photographs filed with the archive enquiry. Jodi leaned against her arm while she passed the exposed lettering on the trunk and brought up the back of the mirror.
One photograph showed the lower edge of the mirror’s frame. She stopped. The mark there was incomplete, partly obscured by wear and the angle of the light, but it had the same suggestion of a handle above a little pointed roof.
Jodi bent over the phone. “That’s it. The lantern.”
“The Lantern Rooms mark,” Kirsteen said. “I wish I’d taken a clearer photograph.”
She placed the phone beside the disc, keeping it clear of the puppy’s curious nose. The shapes looked alike, but the worn mark on the mirror was difficult to compare in a photograph she had taken to document damage.
Hannah looked between them. “Is that something of yours?”
“The mirror came with the trunk found beside Mabel at Christmas.”
“I see.” Hannah looked back at the puppy. “Let’s keep you still a bit longer.”
Mr Patel gave the puppy a small rubber toy, which absorbed him immediately.
“That should keep his teeth off your sleeve,” Tamsin said to Hannah.
Kirsteen saved the new photograph. She wanted to go home and turn the mirror over beneath a better light.
“We should look at the trunk as well,” Jodi said. “Today?”
“Yes. After we’ve finished here.”
The officer’s telephone rang again. He stepped outside, returning a few minutes later with an update.
They had a registered keeper’s address in Whitby. The telephone number on the record still failed, but another practice was helping them try to establish current contact details. No one had yet confirmed how the puppy had reached Marling Bay.
“Whitby?” Kirsteen repeated.
Jodi looked from the brass disc to her mother.
“That doesn’t mean he’s come all the way from there on his own,” the officer said. “People travel with dogs. We need to speak to the keeper.”
“Of course.”
Kirsteen had expected the keeper to be in a nearby holiday cottage. Now the chip had supplied the same town as the inscription on the trunk, independently of anything she or Jodi had told the officer.
She looked at the disc again. The archive had given her nobody to speak to; perhaps the dog’s keeper could.
“Can you ask whether he’s been around elephants?” Jodi said.
The officer looked at her, and she explained what Sheila had suggested. He listened without smiling.
“I’ll ask.”
“And the collar,” Kirsteen added. “Whether it’s always been his.”
The puppy had managed to wedge the toy beneath the leg of Tamsin’s chair. He pawed at it, sneezed and appealed to no one in particular. Jodi started forward, remembered Hannah’s instruction and asked if she could retrieve it.
The nurse showed her where to stand while Tamsin held him. Jodi picked up the toy and put it within reach. His tail struck the chair twice as he took it.
Kirsteen was still thinking of the question about elephants, which might help send him home to somebody else.
Before they left, she mentioned the claims that the puppy had been brought for publicity. The officer had seen the photograph. He said they would ask the keeper about the circumstances and compare the account with what had been reported.
Outside, sunlight had begun working through the cloud. Water glinted in the gutter, and a man carrying a bag of cat litter stopped to hold the door while the officer took the carrier to his vehicle. The puppy turned towards Jodi’s voice when she said goodbye, then lowered his nose to the blanket.
He would return to council care, the officer confirmed. The revised arrangements were ready for him.
Jodi watched the carrier being secured. “Will you tell them he likes being able to see what’s happening?”
“I will.”
“And he chews blankets.”
“We noticed.”
That earned a reluctant smile. She stepped back beside Kirsteen and allowed the door to close.
They took Tamsin back to the field. From the outer gate, Kirsteen could see Mabel standing beneath the shelter while a carer moved a barrow along the path. The patch of grass where the puppy had lain was empty. She found herself looking at it before she checked the gate.
“Call me if you hear anything,” she said.
“I will. And let me know what you find on the mirror.”
“I’ll photograph both.”
“Show me when you’ve got them side by side. I couldn’t make much out on your phone.”
On the drive home, Jodi said, “Is the seven the same seven? The one on the mirror?”
Kirsteen slowed for a delivery van before answering.
“That seems likely. We still need to find out what the disc was used for.”
“A hotel key?” Jodi suggested.
“Perhaps. Somebody’s kept it long after the key disappeared.”
Jodi studied the photograph on her mother’s phone.
“And put it on a dog.”
“That’s the part I’d like to ask about.”
Kirsteen parked outside Westward, and Jodi was out of the car almost before she had switched off the engine.
Inside, the kitchen still held the evidence of their hurried breakfast. The toast had gone hard on its plate, and the cardigan Kirsteen had collected from the cabin bench was now hanging from Jodi’s arm. Her daughter put it on a chair and went straight towards the room where the trunk stood.
Kirsteen checked the time. Kevin’s train was due that afternoon; there were sheets to collect from the line, an email waiting for an answer and a lunch to make. She could give the marks half an hour.
She opened the photograph of the brass disc again. The lantern and the seven were clear. If the keeper answered, what would she ask first?
“Mum?” Jodi called.
Kirsteen put the phone down beside the cold toast and went to look.
Chapter 4 – Things Left in the Trunk
The mirror gave Kirsteen an excellent view of the ceiling and almost no help with the mark on its frame. She had laid it on a folded towel beside the dining table, where the blue trunk stood on its low support, and was trying to direct the desk lamp towards a patch of metal smaller than her thumbnail. Each adjustment illuminated something else. Jodi waited beside her with the photograph of the puppy’s disc open on the phone.
“Shall I hold it?”
“The lamp or the mirror?”
“The lamp. You look as if you’re going to argue with it.”
Kirsteen surrendered the base and turned the hand mirror face down on the folded towel. With Jodi holding the light lower, the lantern on the back of the frame emerged more clearly than it had in the winter photograph. The pencilled Room Seven remained legible beside it; the smaller stamped figure beneath the emblem was harder to distinguish.
The trunk and its contents had returned to Westward after the work of conserving, recording and deciding who could properly hold them. They no longer moved around the house according to where somebody needed space. The postcards had their own sleeves and inventory, the cracked hand mirror hung away from direct sunlight in a padded wall cradle, its handle supported beneath the glass, and Kirsteen had a folder describing precautions that Jodi regarded as unnecessarily pessimistic about people’s hands.
For months the objects had become part of the house. The mirror reflected the edge of a bookcase and a patch of garden; the trunk occupied a corner they walked around without thinking. Kirsteen had begun to believe that they had given up most of what they could tell her.
“Can you see the seven?” Jodi asked.
“The pencilled words are clear. It’s the little stamped figure I’m trying to see.”
“But now?”
“Now I know what I’m hoping to find.”
Jodi lowered the lamp another inch. The mark sharpened, and a short diagonal line appeared below the lantern’s base.
They photographed it without touching the surface, then turned their attention to the trunk. Its plate was more worn, with a scratch cutting through part of the design, but the arrangement was similar: a bordered lantern above a separate figure. Kirsteen placed the three images beside one another on the laptop.
“They belong together,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen looked at the three photographs again. “I think so too. Now we need an inventory to tell us what went with what.”
She enlarged the trunk photograph until the lettering beneath the damaged label filled the screen. The place was already named. What they lacked was a record connecting its room to these particular possessions, and an explanation for the same mark turning up on a young dog’s collar.
She wrote Lantern Rooms beneath the three photographs, then added furniture mark and possible key tag.
Jodi read it upside down. “You’ve missed secret society.”
“I haven’t found a reason to include one.”
“People in secret societies have signs.”
“So do people who make saucepans.”
Her daughter considered that and went to make lunch.
Kirsteen had sent Sheila the disc photograph from the clinic, asking whether she recognised the design and whether any of her old photographs might show the trunk. The reply had been brief: At the shop. Later.
Sheila arrived shortly before two with a small cardboard box beneath one arm. Jodi let her in and followed her into the dining room, explaining the comparison before Sheila had put down her bag.
“I can see you’ve been occupied,” Sheila said.
“We stopped for lunch,” Kirsteen replied, glancing at the plates.
The box held the photographs Sheila had agreed to bring. She placed it on a clear part of the table, away from their lunch plates, and looked towards the mirror. Her hand remained on the lid of the box for a moment longer than necessary.
“Did you take that down yourselves?”
“Carefully.”
“That was going to be your answer whatever you’d done.”
Kirsteen moved the laptop so Sheila could see the images. “The puppy’s tag is the one on the left. That’s the mirror, and that’s the trunk.”
Sheila bent towards the screen. A gull called outside, followed by the scrape of somebody moving a bin along the lane. In the pause, Kirsteen became uncomfortably conscious of how much she wanted Sheila to recognise something.
“Did the circus ever reuse that mark?”
“Not one we used.”
“You remembered him buying the trunk before the last tour. Did he say where?”
“No. He told me it was second-hand. I saw him bringing it back, not handing over the money.” Sheila drew out a chair and sat down. “I’ve always called it buying because that was what he called it. I never saw a receipt.”
“So there’s nobody you remember him getting it from?” Kirsteen asked.
Sheila shook her head.
“Sometimes he bought things. Sometimes people gave them to him. Sometimes he took an invitation more generously than it had been intended. With Barrie, you wanted to see the receipt.”
Kirsteen added Barrie said second-hand beside the question.
“That much I can give you,” Sheila said.
Jodi had opened the photograph box but waited before touching the contents. Sheila nodded permission, then reached for the laptop herself and brought the disc closer on the screen.
“Where did the dog come from?”
“We still don’t know how he got here. The chip record gives an address in Whitby.”
Sheila’s fingers stopped on the edge of the computer.
“Whitby?”
“Yes. They’re trying to reach the registered keeper.”
For a moment Sheila looked at the mirror rather than the photograph.
“Barrie worked there,” Sheila said at last.
“With the circus?”
“At times. He did other work too. He could tell a story in any room where people were prepared to sit still.”
“Did you go with him?”
Sheila pushed the laptop gently back towards Kirsteen. “Sometimes.”
Jodi had taken out a photograph of a caravan beside a sloping field. She looked between the adults, then placed it on the table without comment.
Kirsteen waited a moment before asking, “Do you remember anywhere with that emblem?”
“I remember plenty of lamps.”
“This one has a number underneath.”
“I can see that.”
Kirsteen glanced at Jodi, whose hands had become very still above the box.
“We can leave it,” she said.
Sheila looked at her for a few seconds. “You can ask about the photographs. I’m not spending the afternoon accounting for everywhere my father took me.”
“All right.”
Kirsteen moved the notebook away from Sheila’s place and collected the lunch plates.
In the kitchen she filled the kettle and stood watching the first tiny bubbles catch against its metal base. She had thought she was better at this now. Evidently she was better at recognising the moment after she had done it.
When she returned, Sheila and Jodi were examining a photograph of Mabel beside a vehicle Kirsteen did not recognise.
“She looks darker,” Jodi said.
“The photograph’s underexposed. And she’s wet.”
“Was it raining?”
“Usually.”
Jodi smiled and set the picture aside. Sheila’s shoulders had loosened.
They worked through the box with the tea kept on the sideboard. Some photographs showed places Sheila named immediately; others had defeated her long before today. A blurred man beside a theatre entrance might have been someone Barrie knew in Scarborough, or someone else entirely. Sheila refused to improve her memory for their convenience.
There were summer clothes, unfamiliar cars and younger versions of people Kirsteen had known only through stories. Barrie appeared often, sometimes looking directly into the camera and sometimes caught talking to someone beyond it. In one picture he stood with his hand lifted as if the photographer had interrupted an explanation he intended to finish.
Jodi found the first labelled Whitby image. On the back, in blue ink faded towards grey, someone had written Whitby. Summer season. The front showed several people outside a doorway, with a narrow stretch of pavement and part of a wall climbing steeply behind them.
“Can we put this one aside?” Kirsteen asked.
Sheila agreed. She did not volunteer any names.
The next useful photograph had no writing on it. It showed Barrie beneath an old-fashioned lantern fixed beside a door. His coat hung open and one hand rested on the doorframe. The light was too bright on his face, but the doorway behind him was in shadow.
Jodi brought the laptop closer. “The roof’s the same shape.”
Kirsteen compared the real lantern with the stamped image. It was a common enough design, or at least she assumed it was. The photograph showed no circular border and no number directly beneath it.
“The roof does look alike,” she said. “I can’t see a number on this one.”
Sheila looked at the picture. “That one is Whitby.”
“Do you know the building?”
Sheila’s gaze stayed on Barrie. “A place he stayed.”
Kirsteen laid the photograph beside the labelled one and reached for another.
The clearest image came near the bottom of the box. It was larger than the others, with a pale border and a crease through one corner. A narrow gallery ran across the upper part of the picture, looking down into a courtyard. Doors opened from it, each with a lantern beside the frame. Washing hung at one end; beneath the gallery, several chairs had been stacked against a wall.
Jodi leaned close. “There are numbers.”
Kirsteen took out the magnifier she had used during the first months of sorting the postcards. The nearest door carried a six. Farther along, a smaller plate might have been five, although the angle made it difficult to be certain. The doorway beyond six lay partly outside the photograph.
She glanced at Sheila, who was looking at the washing.
“What sort of place was it?” Kirsteen asked.
“Lodgings. People came and went.”
“For performers?”
“Among others.”
That was more useful than Kirsteen had expected. She looked again at the gallery, the close-set doors and the chairs waiting below. A building with numbered rooms and lanterns beside them offered a reason for the little brass disc that did not depend on it having been made for a dog.
“Could the tag have belonged to a key?” she asked.
Sheila took the magnifier but did not lift it to her eye. “It could have. Things get reused.”
“Then this could be where our Room Seven was,” Jodi said.
“Could be,” Sheila said.
Jodi pointed to the cut edge of the photograph.
“If that’s six, the next one could be seven.”
“That’s where I’d look too,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila put down the magnifier.
Kirsteen asked permission to photograph the three pictures.
Sheila agreed, provided nothing was posted online.
“Nothing will be,” Kirsteen said.
“People have already married the dog to the elephant. I don’t need them doing something similar to my father.”
Jodi laughed, and the room became easier.
While Kirsteen copied the pictures, Sheila repacked the others. She put the photograph of the gallery on top, then paused and handed it back.
“You can keep that here for now. In its sleeve.”
“Thank you.”
“I want it back.”
“You’ll have it.”
Kirsteen placed it on the cleared part of the table.
Her phone vibrated beside the laptop. The message concerned the puppy: he had eaten after returning to care and was resting. Contact enquiries were continuing.
Kirsteen read it aloud. Jodi’s attention left the photographs at once.
“Properly resting?” Jodi asked. “Even without Mabel?”
“He’s eaten and settled down,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi looked relieved, though a little disappointed too. Kirsteen knew the feeling. Part of her had wanted the connection to be exceptional; a larger part wanted the dog to manage an ordinary afternoon.
She sent a brief thank-you and checked the time. They had less than an hour before they needed to leave for the station.
“Cards,” Jodi said suddenly.
Kirsteen looked up. “What about them?”
“Didn’t one have Whitby on the front?”
“There may have been several.”
“We could look at the list.”
Kirsteen hesitated, thinking of the cards whose owners they had not found.
Jodi seemed to read the hesitation.
“Just the pictures,” she said. “The bits we’ve already written down.”
Kirsteen retrieved the inventory. They had recorded visible images as well as names and addresses, so there was no need to handle the cards.
A search for Whitby produced an entry showing the abbey. The card was addressed to Mrs Evelyn Marr at Seaview Terrace, Marling Bay, and dated 21 December 1986. The address had not led to a successful contact during the earlier work.
Sheila recognised the name when Kirsteen read it aloud.
“Evelyn worked at the post office.”
“Do you know where she is now?”
“Not offhand. I may know somebody who does.”
“Would you ask whether she’d be willing to hear from us?”
Sheila studied her. “About the card or about Whitby?”
“The card.”
“And if she doesn’t want it?”
“We leave it with the others.”
Jodi ran a finger down the inventory page without touching the actual card. “She might not remember him.”
“Oh, she’ll remember him,” Sheila said. “Whether she’ll thank you for the opportunity is another matter.”
Kirsteen marked the entry for a contact enquiry.
By the time Sheila left, the hand mirror was safely back in its cradle and the trunk’s plate had been photographed in better light. The name in the Christmas enquiry now had a courtyard and gallery to go with it. Kirsteen put the photographs beside the unanswered correspondence; she could at least send the archive something more useful than another request for news.
Jodi put on her shoes and picked up the enormous shopping bag she had decided was necessary for whatever Kevin might bring.
“He said he wasn’t bringing them,” Kirsteen reminded her.
“He said he had luggage limits.”
“That sounded fairly definite.”
“He didn’t say the limits were small.”
They reached the station before the train. Jodi stood far enough back from the platform edge to satisfy Kirsteen and craned her neck each time anyone moved near the entrance. The ordinary anticipation steadied the afternoon. For a little while the puppy and the photographs could wait; her father was arriving, and she wanted to be the first person he saw.
Kevin stepped down carrying a large holdall and a paper carrier from which something yellow protruded. Jodi spotted him before he looked up.
“You did bring them!”
He braced himself as she reached him, managing to put the carrier safely aside before returning her hug.
“I did say no.”
“Nobody believed you,” Kirsteen said.
He smiled at her over Jodi’s head. There were familiar lines of tiredness around his eyes, and he was wearing the coat whose inner pocket he always checked for tickets even after passing through a barrier. Kirsteen waited while he performed the check.
“Good journey?”
“Mostly. Someone ate an egg sandwich beside me for what felt like three counties.”
Jodi had opened the carrier. The foam chips were as large and unreasonable as promised. She held one beneath each arm while Kevin retrieved his bag.
“Hotel first?” Kirsteen asked.
“Please. I told them I’d check in before coming over.”
They walked out together, Jodi explaining the puppy’s arrival before they had left the station forecourt. Kirsteen let her tell it, adding only that the dog was now safely in council care when Kevin’s expression became concerned.
“And he’s got a lantern,” Jodi said.
Kevin glanced at Kirsteen. “An actual lantern?”
“A small brass tag.”
“With a seven,” Jodi added. “And we’ve got the same thing on the mirror.”
“The Lantern Rooms emblem,” Kirsteen said. “The name’s on the trunk too. We’re trying to find out how they ended up here.”
Kevin shifted his bag to the other hand. “You’ve had a busy day.”
Jodi began describing the photographs. He listened, asking questions in the spaces she allowed, and Kirsteen walked beside them with the unused shopping bag folded under her arm.
At Westward later, Kevin stopped beside the dining table while Jodi went to find the other pictures. The borrowed photograph of the gallery lay in its sleeve beneath the lamp.
“Sheila’s?” he asked.
“Yes. She’s lent it to us.”
He bent to look, then straightened. “How did she feel about that?”
Kirsteen thought of Sheila’s hand resting on the box, and the moment she had deliberately passed the photograph back.
“I’m not sure.”
Kevin nodded without offering a theory. From the next room Jodi called that she had found the puppy’s picture, and he went to join her.
Kirsteen remained beside the table for another moment. In the photograph, the numbered doors opened onto a gallery somebody had swept before the picture was taken. Washing waited at the end, and the stacked chairs suggested a meal finished or one still to come. It had been an ordinary place to somebody.
Sheila had lent them the photograph. Whatever they found next, Kirsteen wanted to remember that she had also asked for it back.
Chapter 5 – Kevin Dunne
Kevin arrived at Westward carrying coffee, a paper bag from the bakery and a folded printout of the summer train timetable. Kirsteen welcomed the first two more readily than the third.
“I thought I’d check the connections while I was here,” he said, placing it beside the fruit bowl. “The one we used last time looks different.”
Kirsteen was cutting an apple for Jodi, who had gone upstairs to find the tabard she insisted she had left downstairs. “Different how?”
“Less time between trains. It might be easier if I collected her rather than meeting you at the change.”
“We can look at it.”
“That’s all I meant.”
She had not intended her answer to sound defensive. The knife met the board harder than necessary, and she gathered the slices onto a plate before looking at him.
Kevin took the lid off his coffee. “There’s no urgency.”
From upstairs Jodi called that she had found the tabard, followed by a thump which neither parent liked.
“What was that?” they asked together.
“My knee.”
“Against what?”
There was a pause before she answered Kirsteen. “Something that shouldn’t have been there.”
Kevin looked towards the ceiling. “The floor?”
Kirsteen smiled despite herself. He set the timetable aside, and when Jodi came down he asked about her knee before asking whether she wanted the larger pastry. She did, although she considered the injury insufficiently serious to justify further discussion.
Tamsin had agreed that they could visit after the morning work was finished, provided they remained in the public area. Kirsteen had explained this the previous evening. Kevin remembered, but Jodi explained it again on the walk uphill, together with several details about the shelter and water supply that Kirsteen suspected he would never need. He listened anyway.
Overnight rain had left the lane dark beneath the trees. Water gathered at the tips of the new leaves and fell on them whenever a bird moved overhead. Farther down, the town was beginning its morning trade: a shop awning squeaked open, crates rattled onto the pavement and someone called a greeting to Jodi from across the road. She waved without interrupting her account of Mabel’s arrival.
“Who was that?” Kevin asked when she paused for breath.
“Someone from the shop. The one with the postcards outside.”
Kevin glanced back at the doorway before following her uphill.
At the site, Jodi led him towards the viewing point with the solemn confidence of a guide who had been waiting months for the right audience. She showed him the repaired barn roof, the entrance used by the transporter and the patch beside the hedge where the puppy had first appeared.
“The gap’s closed now,” she said. “He tried it again yesterday.”
Kevin examined the mesh without touching it. “Determined little thing.”
“He knew where he wanted to go.”
Kevin asked her to show him where she had been standing when Tamsin caught the dog, and Jodi began the account again with more precise geography.
Mabel stood beyond the shelter, her trunk moving through a bundle of browse. For a while Kevin watched without speaking. The elephant’s presence had a way of quietening people once they were near enough to appreciate her size; photographs encouraged remarks that the animal herself seemed to make unnecessary.
“She looks well,” he said eventually.
“Tamsin’s pleased with how she’s settling.”
Jodi had both hands on the outer rail. “She went right over there yesterday, and then she came back. She can choose all of it.”
Kevin followed the sweep of her arm. “She’s got a fair bit of room, hasn’t she?”
Kirsteen had been ready to explain the expense of the field and how often she needed to come here. Kevin was still watching Mabel.
Tamsin joined them briefly, carrying a mug from which steam rose into the cool air. She greeted Kevin and told them Mabel had eaten well that morning. She had not yet lain down on the sand bank. Two nights on her feet was not an emergency, Tamsin said, but it was the first thing the night staff reported each morning.
“And our other visitor?” he asked.
“Still in council care. I haven’t had an update today.”
Jodi looked towards the empty space beside the cabin. The blanket and panels had gone, leaving only a flattened rectangle in the grass. “We could take him something. Has he still got the toy from the vet?”
“He has,” Kirsteen said. “They’ll have food and blankets for him too.”
Jodi nodded and turned back to the field.
Kevin waited until Tamsin had gone before asking whether any keeper had been reached.
“Not yet,” Kirsteen said. “The chip record gives Whitby, but the telephone number isn’t working. They’re trying other ways.”
“And you still think the collar matches the mirror?”
“The emblem does. I’d like to know how it got onto a dog’s collar.”
He looked towards the lane. “Was that mark visible in any of the photographs people put online at Christmas?”
Kirsteen turned towards him. “Possibly. Why?”
“Well, if somebody saw it, recognised it and came down here, that would be less of a coincidence.”
She heard an echo of the publicity speculation and felt herself resisting before he had finished.
“We don’t know that anybody brought the dog deliberately.”
“I meant they might have recognised the trunk and wanted to see you. The dog could have just come along.”
Jodi turned from the rail. “Then he could still have chosen Mabel himself.”
Kevin smiled. “You’re very sure about that bit.”
“Because he did.”
Kirsteen looked back at the repaired gap beneath the hedge. Someone who had recognised the trunk might have come here for a perfectly ordinary reason. She wished she had listened to Kevin before defending herself.
They stayed until Mabel moved deeper into the shade. Kevin asked Jodi whether she wanted to walk into town for lunch, and she agreed immediately, then glanced at Kirsteen.
“Are you coming?”
“I’ve got work to finish.”
“We could bring something back,” Kevin offered.
“No, go and sit somewhere. I’ll eat here.”
Jodi took her father’s hand.
They left together, talking about where to buy chips. Kirsteen watched them reach the turn in the lane before going to the cabin to sign out. Some time with the client’s questions and no interruptions would be welcome. She wished she could enjoy the prospect without feeling guilty.
Back at Westward, she answered them and managed forty minutes of work before the doorbell rang.
Sheila stood outside with an envelope. “I’ve spoken to someone who knows Evelyn.”
Kirsteen let her in. “Does she want the card?”
“I haven’t asked her that. I’ve found out whether she’s willing to speak to you.”
Sheila put the envelope on the kitchen table. Inside was a telephone number and a pencilled note giving a suitable time the following morning.
“She said ten minutes,” Sheila added. “She’s allowing for you being long-winded.”
Kirsteen studied the note. “What did you tell her?”
“That you’re looking after the remaining cards from Barrie’s trunk. She remembered the business at Christmas. She said she was surprised nobody had tried to sell tickets.”
“Did you mention Whitby?”
“No. You said you were offering her a postcard.”
Kirsteen met Sheila’s gaze and nodded. “I am.”
“Then begin there.”
Sheila stayed for tea, asking where Jodi was and whether Kevin had travelled comfortably. When Kirsteen said they were having lunch together, she seemed satisfied.
“Good. They’ll have things to tell each other.”
“They talk all the time.”
“On the telephone?”
“And when she stays with him.”
Sheila stirred her tea. “I wasn’t suggesting you kept him in a cupboard.”
Kirsteen laughed, though she had been about to explain their arrangements in precisely the tone Sheila’s answer deserved.
After Sheila left, Kirsteen placed Evelyn’s number inside the inventory folder. Beneath it, on the table, lay Kevin’s timetable. He had circled a connection in blue ink and written a possible collection time beside it. There was nothing unreasonable about either. She could see that perfectly well when he was not standing there asking.
Her phone lit up with a photograph of Jodi holding a paper tray of chips while a gull watched from the harbour wall. Kevin had written, Lunch under supervision.
Kirsteen sent back a smiling face. A second message followed.
Does she still have the maths to finish? We could do some when we get back.
She read it twice before replying.
She’s done part of it. It doesn’t have to be today.
All right. Can you send me the school email when you have a minute?
The request ought to have been easy. Instead she found herself looking around the kitchen at the breakfast plates she had not washed and the work she had stopped halfway through. She had spent months keeping track of what Jodi needed, and now Kevin had arrived with a timetable and a request to see the instructions.
She put the phone down. A minute later she picked it up and forwarded the email.
They returned earlier than expected because Jodi wanted to show Kevin the card game Dennis had taught her. She spread the pack across the table while he put a paper bag of bread beside the fruit bowl.
“You didn’t need to buy that,” Kirsteen said.
“I know. It smelled good.”
He took off his coat and joined Jodi. She explained the rules at speed, changing one when he asked a question she had not anticipated. Kevin listened until she finished, then picked up the pack. “I may need a demonstration.”
“You’ll lose.”
“I gathered that. Deal me in.”
Kirsteen made tea while they played. Jodi’s voice rose whenever Kevin appeared to be winning. “Since when?” he asked after one newly announced rule, and Kirsteen could hear Jodi explaining at length why he should have known about it.
The sounds were familiar enough to ease something in her. Then he asked what time swimming finished on Wednesdays, and she tightened again.
“Why?”
“So I know.”
“It varies if they’re late getting changed.”
“I meant the lesson.”
“Half past five.”
He looked down at his cards. “Thanks.”
Jodi watched them both, then pushed the pack towards him. “Your go.”
Kirsteen regretted the exchange immediately. She took the cups to the table and stayed for the next game, losing badly enough that Jodi accused her of not concentrating.
At four, the council officer called. They had reached the keeper.
Kirsteen stood and went towards the kitchen, but Jodi was already watching her face. Kevin gathered the cards quietly, keeping their daughter beside him while Kirsteen listened.
The woman was staying in Marling Bay. Her name was Celia Ashby, and she had agreed that her contact details could be passed to Kirsteen because she had been hoping to speak to her.
“About the dog?”
“Partly. She says she came down because she’d seen the reports about Mabel and the trunk.”
Kirsteen rested her free hand on the counter.
The officer explained that Celia had contacted a veterinary practice while searching for the puppy. The details of that enquiry had eventually brought them together. The number attached to the chip was out of use, and she had not realised it had remained on the record.
“She’s collecting him?”
“We’re arranging that once we’ve completed the checks. She has photographs and other records. I’ll let you know when he’s been released.”
“Has she said how he got loose?”
“She says he slipped his lead outside her accommodation on the morning you found him. We’re checking the circumstances.”
Kirsteen looked towards the dining room. Jodi had stopped pretending to be interested in the cards.
“And she was already here because of the trunk?”
“That’s what she’s told us. She says she has family papers that might interest you.”
The officer gave her Celia’s number and explained that the puppy’s collection would be arranged through the council. Kirsteen thanked him and wrote down the details.
When she returned to the table, Jodi asked whether he was going home.
“The person who’s been looking after him has been found. They’re sorting out his return to her.”
“Today?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Kevin drew out a chair for Kirsteen without comment. She sat and explained the rest.
“So somebody did bring him because of Mabel,” Jodi said.
“She came to see Mabel and brought her dog along,” Kevin said. “That’s how it sounds to me.”
“It would explain how the collar got from Whitby to here,” Kirsteen said.
“But not why he went to the field.”
“No.”
Jodi looked down at the cards. “Does she like him?”
The question caught Kirsteen more sharply than the excitement had.
“I haven’t spoken to her.”
“People can look after dogs without liking them.”
“She’s been looking for him,” Kevin said. “Let’s hear what she has to say.”
Jodi gathered the cards into an uneven pile, pressing the edges against the table until they lined up.
Kirsteen waited until she went upstairs before telephoning Celia.
The voice that answered was breathless, with street noise behind it. Celia asked her to wait while she moved somewhere quieter, then apologised twice.
“I’ve been going backwards and forwards all day. They’ve said I can come in with the rest of the records. I should have changed the number. I thought I had.”
“You must be relieved.”
“Yes.” The word came out with enough force that Kirsteen stopped preparing her next question. “I kept thinking someone had put him in a car. Then I saw that picture, and I couldn’t tell whether it was from here or somewhere else. People had shared it without the original details.”
Kirsteen looked at the photograph still saved on her phone. All those confident captions, and somewhere nearby a woman trying to establish whether the dog was hers.
“Did you come here intending to speak to me?” she asked.
“I hoped to. I wasn’t sure whether you’d want that. My family kept some things, and when I saw the trunk in the winter reports…” Celia broke off. “I’m sorry. I can’t explain it properly standing outside a chemist.”
“We could meet tomorrow.”
“That would help. I’ve got the papers with me.”
They arranged to begin with a telephone call after Celia had collected the puppy. Kirsteen wanted Tamsin included before any visit near Mabel, and Celia accepted that without hesitation.
“Your dog’s collar has a brass disc,” Kirsteen said before they ended the call. “A lantern and a seven.”
There was a pause, filled by the faint sound of traffic at Celia’s end.
“Yes. That came out of the family things too.”
“Do you know what it belonged to?”
“I can show you what I have. It’ll be easier with it in front of us.”
Kirsteen wrote collar from family possessions beneath Celia’s name.
Kevin was washing the mugs when she returned to the kitchen. He had rolled his sleeves above his wrists and was checking each cup for traces of tea before setting it on the rack, a habit that used to irritate her when she wanted the sink cleared quickly.
“She sounds worried about him,” Kirsteen said.
“Good.” Kevin rinsed the last mug. “Are you seeing her tomorrow?”
“After Evelyn’s call. We’ll arrange a time.”
Kevin dried his hands. “I was going to take Jodi out after breakfast.”
“We can work around that.”
“Will she come? She won’t want to miss the puppy.”
Kirsteen heard the change in his voice and looked towards the doorway. Jodi was still upstairs.
“She may not need to be there for all of it.”
“I’d like to take her out without her worrying about getting back.”
The kitchen was quiet except for water settling in the pipes. Kirsteen folded the note with Celia’s number, then unfolded it.
“I’m trying to make arrangements as things happen.”
“I know. So am I.”
Kirsteen folded the note again, matching the edges carefully.
“We could have lunch together afterwards,” she suggested.
“Jodi and me?”
“Yes.”
“All right. Let me know when there’s a time.”
He went to fetch his coat. Kirsteen remained beside the sink with Celia’s number in her hand.
When Jodi came downstairs, Kevin asked whether she wanted to have breakfast with him at the hotel. Her face brightened until he suggested walking along the front afterwards.
“What if the lady brings the puppy?”
“They’ll tell us what’s happening.”
“Could we have breakfast here instead? Then we won’t miss her.”
Kevin glanced at Kirsteen, then back at Jodi.
“We’ll sort it out in the morning,” he said.
At the door he kissed Jodi’s forehead and reminded her that she still had his card-game score wrong. She insisted it was accurate. “We’re writing it down next time,” he said, and she went upstairs smiling.
Kirsteen walked with him to the gate. “I’ll send you the times when I know.”
“Thanks. And could you send me the rest of the school dates? I’ve only got the ones you put in the calendar.”
“Are you thinking of changing weekends?”
“I just want to know when things are happening.”
She looked down at the latch.
Kevin took a breath. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”
He left before she found an answer that did not sound like another question. From the gate she watched him walk towards town, passing the turning Jodi now took without thinking.
Back inside, two telephone numbers lay on the table beside the photographs. One belonged to a woman who might not want a message from the past. The other belonged to someone who had travelled to Marling Bay carrying pieces of it.
Kirsteen put them in the folder and opened the school calendar. Kevin’s timetable was still beside the fruit bowl. She smoothed it flat before reading the connection he had circled.
Chapter 6 – An Unwanted Message
Kirsteen had put the postcard inventory beside the telephone, although she knew the relevant entry by heart: Evelyn Marr, Seaview Terrace, 21 December 1986, a picture of Whitby Abbey. The card remained in its sleeve with the other undelivered messages.
Jodi stood by the window in her coat, waiting for Kevin. Kevin had telephoned from the hotel the night before to settle it: breakfast there, then a walk along the front. Kirsteen would arrange any meeting with Celia for the afternoon.
“Will you tell me if she takes the card?” Jodi asked.
“Yes. I’ll tell you that.”
Jodi nodded and turned back towards the lane. A few moments later she lifted her hand to someone outside, and Kirsteen went to let Kevin in.
He had come on foot, with his collar turned up against a breeze that had found every gap between the houses. Jodi began explaining how long she had been ready before he could speak. He listened, then asked why one of her shoes was unfastened if she had been ready for quite so long.
While she dealt with it, Kirsteen told him she had sent the remaining school dates.
“Thanks. I’ve got them.”
“And I won’t arrange anything before two.”
He looked at her briefly. “All right. We’ll be back by then.”
Kirsteen watched them leave together before returning to the table.
Evelyn answered on the fourth ring.
“Mrs Whitton?”
“Yes. Thank you for agreeing to speak to me.”
“Sheila said ten minutes. I’ve got someone coming.”
Kirsteen glanced at the clock, resisting the urge to write down the starting time. “I’m looking after the remaining postcards from the trunk found last Christmas. One is addressed to you at Seaview Terrace. I wanted to ask whether you would like it.”
“What date?”
“The twenty-first of December, 1986.”
There was a pause. Behind Evelyn’s breathing, Kirsteen could hear the faint sound of a radio, too low for the words to be clear.
“Who wrote it?”
“We haven’t read the message. It was among the cards connected with Barrie Stretton.”
“That doesn’t surprise me.”
“No,” Evelyn said. “I don’t want it.”
The answer was so definite that Kirsteen felt the conversation end before she had reached the bottom of her carefully prepared introduction.
“All right. I’ll put that against your name so nobody offers it again.”
“And you won’t send it anyway?”
“No.”
“Good. I’ve had enough things arrive because somebody decided I ought to have them.”
Kirsteen moved the inventory away from herself.
“Thank you for letting me know.”
“What happens to it now?”
“It stays with the collection, unread.”
Evelyn was quiet. “I knew your mother,” she said.
Kirsteen’s hand stopped on the edge of the folder. “Did you?”
“Not well enough for an interesting story. We used the same shops and complained about the same buses. She once helped me carry a parcel when the handle broke.”
Kirsteen pictured Kathleen stopping in the street, putting down whatever she was carrying and getting on with the necessary thing. It was a small memory, and she liked it more for being one.
“Thank you for telling me.”
“She wouldn’t have pushed a letter through my door after I’d said no.”
“No,” Kirsteen said. “She wouldn’t.”
There was another pause, and Kirsteen was about to say goodbye when Evelyn asked what picture was on the card.
“Whitby Abbey.”
A chair creaked at the other end of the line. “He was always talking about Whitby that winter.”
Kirsteen looked down at the borrowed photograph lying beside the folder. “Did he know it well?”
“He said he did. Barrie could make a railway waiting room sound like somewhere he’d spent his childhood.”
Kirsteen smiled at the thought of Barrie settling into the waiting room as if he owned it.
“We’ve come across some photographs from there,” she said. “That’s why the picture caught my attention in the inventory.”
“What photographs?”
“A lodging house, we think. Doors opening onto a gallery, with lanterns beside them.”
Evelyn gave a short sound of recognition. “He told a story about a place like that. A woman kept people’s letters in a drawer until they decided what to do with them.”
Kirsteen glanced at the clock. “Was that at the lodgings?”
“People staying there would write things and then lose their nerve. The woman at the desk kept the letters. If they came back and asked for them, she gave them back. If they wanted them sent, she sent them. Barrie made it sound terribly wise.”
“Do you remember whether he gave her a name?”
“No. And I never went there, if that’s what you’re going to ask next.”
“It was.”
“Well, that saves us both a question.”
Kirsteen smiled again, more cautiously this time.
Evelyn continued without prompting. “He was fond of telling it at the post office. As though the rest of us had failed to appreciate that a letter might be better off waiting in a drawer.”
“At your counter?”
“Often enough. I had people waiting to be served. I knew well enough that some of them were waiting for post that hadn’t arrived.”
Kirsteen thought of the cards they had delivered during the winter. She remembered people opening their doors and reading words they had needed years earlier.
“What did you say to him?”
“I said the woman sounded sensible because she let people make up their own minds. That wasn’t the part he wished to discuss.”
Kirsteen looked towards the room where the blue trunk stood. “Did he mention a number?” she asked. “Seven?”
Evelyn took a moment. “Number Seven. Yes, I think so. He used it as though I ought to know what he meant.”
“Did he say it was a room?”
“That was how I took it. Whether he actually said room, I couldn’t tell you now.”
Kirsteen reached for her pen. “May I make a note of that?”
“If you put down that it was a long time ago.”
“I will.”
She wrote only a few words. Evelyn remembered Barrie speaking about Number Seven and a woman holding letters at lodgings in Whitby; she had not visited and could not confirm the details.
At the other end of the line, the radio became louder for a moment, then stopped.
“My visitor will be here shortly.”
“I’ll let you go. Thank you.”
“And I still don’t want the card.”
“I understand.”
They said goodbye. Kirsteen entered Evelyn’s refusal in the inventory and left the postcard in its sleeve. Beside the telephone lay her few lines about Number Seven and a woman keeping letters in a drawer. Evelyn had given her those freely; she had not wanted a message in return.
Celia telephoned shortly before midday. “I’ve got him,” she said, before Kirsteen could ask. The relief in her voice was unmistakable. Behind it came a small metallic clatter and an exasperated, affectionate, “Leave that alone.”
“Is everything all right?”
“He’s trying to eat the zip on my bag. Yes. Everything’s much better.”
The council had completed the checks and returned the puppy to her. She had arranged to stay a couple more nights, because driving back immediately after the search and collection had begun to seem a poor idea.
“I’d still like to show you the papers,” she said. “If you haven’t changed your mind.”
They agreed on half past two at Westward. Kirsteen explained that it would be easier to talk there than at Mabel’s working site. Celia sounded almost relieved.
“I don’t need to see the elephant today. I’ve had enough trouble keeping hold of the small one.”
“He can come with you if you can keep him settled on his lead. We’ll make some space.”
Afterwards, Kirsteen checked the room with a new eye. A low basket held several things a young dog might consider his, and the edge of the tablecloth hung invitingly near the floor. She moved the basket, folded the cloth away and put the borrowed photographs out of reach.
She was placing a water bowl in the kitchen when her phone rang again. The council officer confirmed the handover and thanked her for the help.
With Celia’s agreement, he also passed on the outcome of the original escape enquiry. Her accommodation had confirmed that she had reported the dog missing that morning, before the photograph from Mabel’s field began circulating. The veterinary practice she had contacted had a corresponding record.
Kirsteen asked whether there was anything to support the claim that he had been deliberately placed at the site.
“Nothing we’ve found. The account fits the reports.”
She thanked him and sat down beside the notebook. The publicity theory had felt plausible because someone could have benefited from the photograph. Now there was evidence of a search already under way before that photograph existed.
She wrote the new information beneath the question, then sent Marilyn a short correction she could pass on: the puppy had been reunited with his keeper, his escape had been reported before he was found, and the council had found nothing to support the claim that he was an arranged attraction.
When Kevin and Jodi returned, Jodi stopped at the sight of the water bowl.
“Is he coming here?”
“With Celia, at half past two.”
Her daughter looked first towards the kitchen, then at the things Kirsteen had lifted onto the sideboard.
“Should I move my shoes?”
“That would be helpful.”
Jodi gathered both pairs from beneath the table. Kevin watched her carry them upstairs.
“So that’s how you get her to put her shoes away,” Kevin said.
“I should have tried it months ago.”
He put a paper bag of sandwiches on the counter and asked about Evelyn.
“She doesn’t want the card.”
Jodi had returned in time to hear. She stopped beside the table. “Did she say why?”
“No. She didn’t have to.”
“I know.” Jodi considered this, then asked, “Did you tell her about the lantern?”
“About the photographs. She remembered something Barrie used to say.”
Kirsteen told them what Evelyn had remembered while Kevin unwrapped the sandwiches. Jodi sat forward, her lunch briefly forgotten.
“So he learned it from her,” she said.
“Perhaps,” Kirsteen said. “Evelyn only heard him tell the story.”
“But it sounds like the postcards.”
“It does.”
Kevin pushed the sandwich plate towards Jodi. “Except the people in that story decided whether their letters were sent.”
Kirsteen looked at him. “That’s what Evelyn said.”
Jodi took a sandwich and was quiet. “Does that make Barrie’s wrong?”
“Evelyn doesn’t want hers. Other people were glad to have theirs.” Kirsteen looked at her daughter. “He couldn’t know that for them.”
Jodi took another bite of her sandwich.
Celia arrived carrying a canvas document case over one shoulder and the puppy on a lead attached to a harness. He had been groomed enough for the pale patch on his chest to look larger, though his legs still held the wiry disorder of a dog who would soon find more mud. He sniffed the doorstep, examined Kirsteen’s shoe and stepped inside.
Jodi was waiting halfway down the hall.
“Let Stanley come to you,” Celia said. “He’s had a lot of people today.”
“Stanley?” Jodi repeated, trying the name quietly.
“My nephew named him. He knows it, though he sometimes takes a while to admit it.” Celia loosened her grip on the lead as the puppy approached. “We’ve kept it all the time he’s been with me.”
Jodi stayed where she was. Stanley advanced to inspect her trainer, then caught the loose lace in his mouth.
“I did tie it,” she said, looking at Kevin.
“You did. I saw you.”
Celia eased the lace free and apologised, but the small mishap had made the introductions easier. She was a broad-shouldered woman with short grey hair and tiredness around her eyes. Her coat pocket bulged with a packet of treats, and she kept checking the lead even when Stanley stood quietly beside her.
In the kitchen, he drank noisily enough to interrupt Kirsteen’s offer of tea. Celia accepted tea, a chair and the chance to put down the case, in that order.
“I’m sorry this has become such a business.”
“You must have had a horrible few days.”
Celia looked down at Stanley. “I kept going back to the place where he got loose. As though he might think to meet me there.” She rubbed a thumb along the handle of her mug.
Jodi sat down beside Kevin, watching her instead of the puppy.
“How did he get loose?” Kirsteen asked.
“The clip came free when he pulled back from a passing vehicle. I was left holding the lead.” Celia glanced at the old leather collar beneath the harness. “I thought I’d fastened it properly. I’ve replaced the lead as well.”
“He’s good at going backwards,” Jodi said.
Celia smiled at her. “Yes, I wish I’d known that on Friday. I’m taking rather more precautions now.”
Kirsteen hesitated over the next question, but Celia noticed her looking at the collar. “The disc?”
“Yes. You said it came from your family things.”
“It did. The collar was in the same box. I liked it, and it seemed a shame to leave it there.”
“Had he ever been near an elephant before?”
“Not with me. I can ask about before that, but I’ve no reason to think so.”
Jodi looked as if she wanted to describe everything Stanley had done beside Mabel. Kevin touched the edge of the document case instead.
“Is this what brought you down?”
Celia nodded. She rested the lead securely beneath her hand and unfastened the case.
“My mother kept boxes of things from her family. Photographs, papers, bits of furniture nobody could bear to get rid of. I’d been sorting them when I saw the picture of your trunk.”
She took out a folder but kept it closed. “It wasn’t only the blue paint. There was a plate near the bottom. I thought I recognised the mark, so I started looking properly.”
“Last Christmas?” Kirsteen asked.
“Yes. Then life got in the way, and I kept thinking I’d write when I had something definite to say. When I saw Mabel was coming back here, I decided I’d put it off long enough.”
Kirsteen glanced at Kevin. He had suggested much the same explanation at the field.
Celia opened the folder. The first photograph showed the same gallery as Sheila’s, taken from farther back. More of the courtyard was visible, along with the entrance beneath it and the lettering above the door.
Kirsteen brought Sheila’s borrowed image to the table.
Celia looked from one to the other. “Where did you get that?”
“Sheila Stretton lent it to us.”
“Barrie’s daughter?”
“Yes.”
Celia’s hand rested on her folder. “I wondered whether she was still here. I saw her name in one of the articles, but I wasn’t sure.”
Kirsteen placed the two images side by side.
“My grandmother’s family ran this place. The Lantern Rooms.”
Jodi pointed to the lettering beneath the entrance arch. “That’s the name on our trunk.”
“It was theatrical lodgings. Though they took other people too.”
Celia brought out a folded sheet bearing a clearer version of the lantern emblem. Kirsteen opened the photographs sent with the winter enquiry and the newer image of Stanley’s disc, comparing them with the paper. These were the house records she had been waiting for somebody to find.
“And seven?” Jodi asked.
Celia looked towards the dog, who had lowered himself beneath the table with one paw across Kevin’s shoe. “A room number. The disc was a key tag.”
Kirsteen examined the photograph again. The doorway missing from Sheila’s picture was visible in this one, but distance made the little plate above it difficult to read.
“Do you have records for that room?”
“Some,” Celia said, and drew a narrow cloth-covered book from the case.
She put it on the table without opening it. Its corners were worn, and a darker rectangle marked the place where a label had once been.
Under the table, Stanley sighed and settled more heavily against Kevin’s foot. Kirsteen moved the cups to the sideboard, clearing space for the book.
Chapter 7 – The Lantern Mark
The first page of the ledger contained a name, a span of years and a brown stain where someone had once put down a cup. Kirsteen found the stain unexpectedly reassuring. Celia had carried the book into the house wrapped in clean paper, and they had cleared the table for it with such care that it was easy to forget somebody had originally used it while doing several other things.
Lantern Rooms. House Register. 1958 to 1974.
Below the title, a smaller hand had added See separate accounts for payments.
Celia eased the cover back, supporting it with the folded cloth she had brought from her case. The pages had yellowed at the edges, but most of the writing remained clear. Names occupied the left-hand columns, followed by dates, room numbers and remarks squeezed into whatever space remained.
Jodi moved her chair closer without touching the table. “Did one person write all of it?”
“Mostly my grandmother. Other people helped when she was away.” Celia pointed to a change in the handwriting. “My mother wrote some of these later entries. Hers leans backwards.”
“What was your grandmother called?” Kirsteen asked.
“Iris Morland.”
Kirsteen wrote Iris Morland beside Evelyn’s recollection, leaving room to check whether she had been the woman who kept the letters.
Kevin shifted his foot beneath the table. Stanley, who had been using his shoe as a pillow, opened one eye and sighed. “Sorry,” Kevin murmured.
“Move him if he’s in your way,” Celia said, bending to check that the lead had not caught around the chair leg.
Stanley stretched, pressed his back against Kevin’s ankle and resumed sleeping.
Celia turned a page. Kirsteen could make out occupations beside some of the names: singer, dresser, stage carpenter, violinist. Others had only an address or a short description. A few names were theatrical enough to sound invented, but the ordinary details around them discouraged romance. One performer had arrived with three trunks and left with an unpaid breakfast bill. Somebody else required a ground-floor room because of a bad knee.
“It was a boarding house, then,” Kevin said.
“People working nearby, mostly. Gran was used to them coming in late. Just as long as they didn’t wake her.”
Jodi pointed to a note written across the bottom of a page. “What does that say?”
Celia leaned closer. “‘No piano after eleven.’ She’s written that more than once.”
Kirsteen pictured the courtyard at night, light showing beneath the doors while someone downstairs tried to finish a tune. There would have been luggage on the gallery and guests trying to sleep before the next day’s work.
She asked whether the marks on the furniture had been made for the house.
Celia took a thin folder from the case. “I think this answers that better than I can.”
Inside were copies of loose sheets, their edges visible against the pale background of the scans. One carried the lantern emblem above a list headed House property. Another showed a rough drawing of the same design beside instructions about marking stored items.
“The originals are still with the rest of the papers,” Celia said. “These were easier to bring.”
Kirsteen placed the photographs of the trunk and mirror beside them. On the drawing, the lantern’s handle rose high above its roof, and the lower frame ended in the same squared corners they had examined at Westward.
“It is the same design,” she said.
Jodi smiled with the restrained satisfaction of someone who had been waiting for an adult to catch up.
Celia looked towards the blue trunk. “That was what I thought when I saw the clearer newspaper picture. The first one didn’t show enough. Then there was another with the plate near the bottom.”
“Why number the furniture?” Kevin asked.
“Some of it belonged to particular rooms. Some was stored when people went away. A number helped whoever was moving it know where it should go.”
“And the disc?” Kirsteen asked.
“A key tag. We had several in the box, with bits of old fittings and keys that no longer opened anything.”
Celia reached into the inside pocket of her case and brought out a small envelope. Two brass tags lay inside, one marked three and the other eleven. They were similar to Stanley’s, with worn holes near the top where rings had rubbed against the metal.
“The marks on furniture were larger,” she said. “Same emblem, different use.”
Jodi looked beneath the table at Stanley’s collar. “So he was wearing part of a hotel.”
“He was. I never thought of it like that,” Celia said.
Kirsteen photographed the examples with permission and noted where each had come from. Celia had found a use for an old collar and its brass tag; it was the reason anyone had kept them together in the first place that still puzzled her.
“Did you choose seven for a reason?” Jodi asked.
“It was attached to the collar when I found it.”
“Was the collar from the house too?”
“I don’t know when they were put together. My mother kept all sorts of things in the same boxes.”
The inscription had named the house months ago; Celia’s papers were beginning to supply the connections Kirsteen had hoped the archive could find.
Celia returned to the papers. One sheet was headed Articles retained, with room numbers down the left. Most entries described cases, bedding or furniture in brief phrases. Several had been crossed through, and one had a date added in the margin.
Kirsteen found seven before she intended to.
Mirror. Blue case. Small box.
She read the line again. The words were plain enough, but their closeness to the objects beside her made her hesitate.
Jodi leaned forward. “That’s ours.”
“They’re ours,” Kirsteen said, before she could qualify it.
Celia watched her. “That was the other reason I came.”
“Does the sheet have a date?”
“No. It was folded in with some of the later papers, but Mum used to move things between boxes.”
Kevin looked from the list to the trunk. “Could there have been more than one blue case?”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “But with the mirror and the matching marks, it’s a strong connection.”
Kirsteen looked across at the blue trunk. She had spent months sorting the things Barrie had left inside it; now someone else’s list seemed to give the trunk itself a place, beside a mirror and a box.
“What’s the small box?” Jodi asked.
Nobody knew.
Kirsteen added small box to her notes.
They checked the register for entries relating to seven. Celia had marked several pages with narrow slips of paper, which she removed one at a time rather than leaving them to fall between the leaves.
The entries were less helpful than Kirsteen expected. Room numbers appeared beside bookings that covered several people. Some names had been abbreviated; others were followed by professional names in brackets. In one place, a booking had been struck out and replaced with a note that the room was being held.
Jodi read it slowly. “‘Keep seven. B.S.’ That’s Barrie.”
“It looks like it,” Kirsteen said.
Celia turned back two pages. “He’s named in full here.”
Barrie Stretton appeared beside a date and a reference to correspondence. Further down was a note about luggage, written in another hand.
“Was he paying for it?” Kevin asked.
“I haven’t got that far,” Celia said. “There’s a separate set of accounts.”
“Have you got those?”
“Some copies, but not a complete run. There are still boxes in Whitby.”
Kirsteen looked back at the instruction to keep seven. It seemed an odd thing to record without an expected arrival date, although perhaps everybody involved had known the arrangement well enough that no explanation was needed.
Jodi looked back at the initials. “What if B.S. wasn’t his name? What if it meant something?”
“His whole name’s just there,” Kevin said, pointing to the other page.
“People could still use a code.”
Kirsteen compared the initials with the full names and their theatrical alternatives. “People use stage names, Jodi. That doesn’t mean they’re meeting in secret.”
“They could be.”
“They could,” Kirsteen said, and returned to the instruction to keep seven.
Celia rubbed the bridge of her nose. “This is where I stopped getting very far on my own. Every time I thought I understood an entry, the next page seemed to use the columns differently.”
“Did your mother explain any of it?”
“Usually when we were moving boxes and I wanted to know what could go in the loft.” Celia smiled briefly. “I wish I’d listened. I can remember which boxes were heavy. Not what she said about them.”
Kirsteen glanced towards the cupboards where she still kept things she had not finished sorting from Kathleen’s life. “I did that with Mum’s things. Thought about where to put them while she was telling me where they’d come from.”
“I keep wishing I could ask her.”
Stanley woke when Celia moved her chair. He stood, stretched and caught the dangling corner of a tissue from her pocket. Celia retrieved it before he could swallow any, then discovered that the interruption had left her with a wet patch on her sleeve.
Kevin moved his foot experimentally. “Am I free to go?”
“For the moment,” she said.
He took the dog’s water bowl to refill it, and Jodi followed him into the kitchen. Kirsteen closed her notebook briefly.
“Have you spoken to Sheila before?”
“No. I hoped you might introduce us, if she wanted.”
“I’ll ask. She’s lent us the photograph, but there are parts of her childhood she doesn’t want questioned.”
Celia nodded at once. “Then don’t tell her I expect anything.”
“I won’t.”
“I thought she might know what belonged to whom. I haven’t come to ask her for it back.”
Kirsteen realised that the possibility had been present without her naming it. A family emblem on the trunk, an inventory listing a mirror: new provenance could carry new claims.
“Do you know how Barrie acquired them?”
“No. They cleared so much out when the place changed hands. I always thought he must have bought them, or somebody gave them to him. Mum never told me.”
Kirsteen wrote Celia does not know beside Barrie’s name.
Celia watched her pen. “You even write down what I don’t know.”
“I try.”
“My mother would have liked you.”
Kirsteen looked at the folded papers. She had expected a question about ownership; Celia had brought the records and was asking for help understanding them.
Kevin returned with the water and a plate of biscuits. He put the plate well away from the papers.
“Jodi says you’ve found the place where Barrie learned about letters.”
“We may have,” Kirsteen said. “Evelyn remembered him describing a woman who held them until people decided what to do.”
Celia opened another folder. “There are references to post, but I haven’t found a complete explanation.”
The examples were scattered: a letter held for collection, something to be forwarded, a note not to send until instructed. Beside one was a room number rather than a name.
Jodi touched her notebook. “Another number instead of a name.”
“That’s where I’d ask for my post,” Kevin said. “My room.”
Jodi studied the entry, then turned the page.
A boarding house would need to hold and forward guests’ post. The note not to send until instructed came closest to Evelyn’s account, though Kirsteen wanted to see what surrounded it in the original book.
“Can we ask your grandmother?” Jodi said, then saw Celia’s expression and looked down. “Sorry.”
“She died a long time ago. But you weren’t to know.”
“Your mother?”
“She’s gone too.”
Jodi nodded, unhappy with where her questions had led. Celia turned a photograph towards her.
“That’s why I brought the things. I can’t ask them now, but sometimes someone else recognises a face or remembers a detail.”
Jodi examined the picture closely. Kevin offered Celia more tea and took the empty mugs.
By late afternoon Kirsteen had copied the entry for seven and its list of belongings, with Barrie’s register references underneath. The matching emblem was settled; why the room had been kept, and how its contents had reached him, still needed an answer.
Celia gave permission for Kirsteen to retain copies of the relevant pages. The originals would stay with her. She also offered to contact the person helping with the remaining material in Whitby, to find out which records could be examined and whether there was anything fuller than the extracts she had brought.
Jodi looked up at the mention of Whitby.
While Kevin helped gather the cups, Celia unclipped the old brass tag from Stanley’s collar. She had already attached a modern identification tag with her current number. The two had been knocking together whenever he moved.
Jodi watched the old disc come away. “Are you putting it back in the box?”
“With the other ones. It isn’t much use to him.”
Stanley was occupied with a toy near Kevin’s chair. He barely looked up.
Celia set the disc beside the tags marked three and eleven. Away from the collar, it looked smaller and less important, a little piece of surviving hardware that somebody had once expected to find on a hook.
Kirsteen photographed the three together.
She wanted to tell Sheila what they had found before another person in town did it for her. With Celia still present, she asked permission to send a short account of the documents and then wrote carefully: Celia had brought records from the already-identified Lantern Rooms, the emblem matched, and a list linked a mirror and blue case with seven. She included that Celia was happy to meet but expected nothing from her.
The reply came as they were putting the last papers away.
I knew Iris. I’m not discussing it this evening. Don’t let anyone call it Barrie’s room just because his name is in the book.
Kirsteen read the message twice.
“Is she all right?” Kevin asked.
“She wants to leave it for tonight.”
Celia fastened the document case. “Then we leave it.”
Kirsteen thanked her and put the phone face down. She did not read Sheila’s last sentence aloud.
At the door, Celia waited while Stanley inspected the edge of the mat. Jodi crouched a little way away to say goodbye, and he approached willingly, pressing his nose against her hand before deciding her cuff might be worth further investigation.
“He seems better,” she said.
“He’s had a quieter afternoon.” Celia looked at Kirsteen. “So have I, in a way.”
They arranged to speak the next day, once Celia had considered her journey home. She would then know when they could look at the rest of the papers.
After they left, Kevin took Jodi into the garden to retrieve the foam chips she had abandoned on the bench. One had fallen behind it, and Kirsteen could hear their disagreement about whose arms were long enough to reach. They settled it by moving the bench.
She returned to the table and opened Sheila’s message again.
The warning did not tell her who had occupied seven. It did tell her that Sheila knew the difference between the person named in a register and the person to whom a room had belonged.
Kirsteen drew a line beneath her notes and wrote the question she had nearly answered too soon.
Who was the room kept for?
Then she closed the notebook.
Chapter 8 – The Woman Who Lost a Dog
Celia arrived at Westward the following morning with a packet of replacement tissues and Stanley firmly attached to his harness. He entered the kitchen as though he remembered the furniture, checked beneath Kevin’s chair and discovered that the chair was empty.
“Jodi’s out with her dad,” Kirsteen said.
Stanley continued searching. “He may be looking for yesterday’s biscuit,” Celia replied. “I wouldn’t give him too much credit.”
She put the tissues on the counter. Kirsteen told her they were unnecessary, but Celia had already taken off her coat and was looking for somewhere beyond Stanley’s reach to hang it.
“I found half of yours in my pocket when I got back. I think I confiscated them and then forgot.”
Kirsteen filled the kettle while Celia settled him beside her chair with the rubber toy from the clinic. The kitchen window was open, and the smell of warm leaves drifted in from the garden. Somewhere farther down the lane, a van door slammed. Stanley lifted his head, waited and resumed chewing.
Without Jodi beside them, Celia let the puppy chew while she sat back in her chair. A faint red mark showed on one wrist where she had carried the document case.
“How was the night?” Kirsteen asked.
“He slept. I woke up whenever he turned over.” Celia looked down at him. “I wanted to hear that tag rattle for three days. Now I keep checking what he’s doing.”
Kirsteen put the mugs on the table. She had invited Celia back partly to discuss the records and partly because yesterday’s visit had left her with questions about the person carrying them. They had learned more about the Lantern Rooms than about Stanley’s life before Marling Bay.
“How long has he been with you?”
“About three months. He belonged to my nephew first.”
Celia explained that her nephew had taken him from a friend whose dog had produced an unplanned litter. A temporary job overseas had then become a longer arrangement, and Celia had agreed to look after Stanley while he worked out what to do.
“He said six weeks,” she added. “It wasn’t an unreasonable favour when it was six weeks.”
“And now?”
“He’s staying abroad. He’s told me he won’t be taking the dog back.”
Stanley caught the toy beneath a chair leg and began excavating around it with both forepaws. Celia moved her chair, retrieved it and placed it within reach. He accepted this service without looking up.
“Have you decided to keep him?”
“I thought I could. Then I looked at the next week’s work.”
Celia told her about the flat, the stairs and the work that took her away overnight. She had people who helped, but help required arranging, and more of it had become necessary than she had expected. Her knee made some walks difficult. On other days she could give him plenty of exercise and then discover, while answering a telephone call, that he still had energy for dismantling a cushion.
“I’m managing,” she said. “But most weeks I’m relying on nothing else going wrong.”
Kirsteen sat down with her tea. “Were you looking for another home before you came here?”
“Yes. Carefully. I’ve spoken to a rescue about how to do it properly, and my nephew has agreed that I can find him a permanent home. He’s put that in writing. I haven’t promised the dog to anyone.”
“Does your nephew understand that it would be permanent?”
“He does now.”
“I don’t want you to think I came down here hoping somebody would take him off my hands,” Celia said.
“I don’t.”
“The papers were the reason. I brought him because I was responsible for him and could arrange somewhere that allowed dogs. Then I lost him, which makes the whole thing sound rather less considered.”
“You were out looking for him before anybody took that picture.”
Celia’s shoulders eased slightly. She had seen enough online to know what people were saying. Kirsteen thought of her trying to trace the original photograph through all those shared copies while strangers announced that the dog had been brought as an attraction.
“I thought about going home as soon as I had him back,” she said. “But then I’d have taken the papers north again without showing you, and spent another five months thinking I should.”
“I’m glad you stayed.”
“So am I. I think.”
Stanley pushed the toy against Kirsteen’s slipper. She bent to retrieve it, and he immediately tried to follow it into her hand.
“He does that if he thinks you’ve finished whatever else you were doing,” Celia said.
“And if you haven’t?”
“He’s prepared to disagree.”
Kirsteen put the toy down. He carried it a few feet away and lay with his back towards them, apparently dissatisfied with the service.
Celia had spoken to her nephew the previous evening about elephants. Neither his home nor the household where Stanley had been born had any connection with them. He could remember no visit to a zoo, circus or similar place while the dog was with him.
“He thought it was a peculiar question.”
Kirsteen noted her answer beside Sheila’s suggestion that Stanley might have been around elephants before. Neither household could account for his interest in Mabel that way.
“What was he like when you drove into Marling Bay?”
“Restless near the end. He’d been asleep for some of the journey, then started whining.”
“Near the field?”
“I don’t know. I was following directions to the guesthouse. I couldn’t tell you where the field was from the road.”
Kirsteen paused with her pen above the page.
“He could have wanted to get out,” Celia added.
“Yes.”
“I’ve gone over it so often I can’t remember where he started. Just that I wanted to get parked and let him out.”
Kirsteen closed the notebook. “It’s a long drive.”
They drank their tea while Stanley worked at his toy. Through the window Kirsteen could see sunlight reaching the far side of the garden, where the apple leaves threw small moving shadows over the grass.
Celia had arranged to leave the guesthouse the next morning and wanted to see Mabel before she travelled. Tamsin had agreed to a short visit that afternoon in the outer visitor area, with Stanley kept on his harness and lead beside Celia.
“I’d like to see where he was,” Celia said. “I’ve spent a lot of time imagining it.”
Kevin and Jodi returned shortly before lunch. Jodi stopped in the doorway when she saw Stanley, then looked at Celia rather than going straight towards him.
“Can I say hello?”
“Of course. Let him finish stretching first.”
He took his time about it, lowering his forequarters and extending his back legs before approaching. Jodi offered her hand, and he sniffed it thoroughly before allowing her to stroke his shoulder.
“He remembered me.”
“He may have,” Celia said.
Jodi glanced at Kirsteen. “Everybody in this house says may.”
“Occasionally we say possibly.”
Kevin put a bag of rolls on the counter. This time Kirsteen thanked him without mentioning that they already had bread.
Over lunch, Celia told them she was returning to Whitby. Jodi’s hand stopped beside her plate.
“With him?”
“Yes.”
Stanley lay beneath Celia’s chair, with the lead slack between them, and Jodi watched him while the adults went on eating.
“When will he come back?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Because of the papers?”
“That depends on what we find and what needs doing.”
Jodi looked towards the sitting room. “Couldn’t we go there?”
“We’re going to discuss it,” Kirsteen said. “We haven’t arranged anything.”
Celia had made several calls that morning. A relative named Nora was helping sort the remaining family papers in Whitby and could show them the fuller registers, accounts and photographs. Some records connected with the building’s later ownership were held elsewhere, and Nora was checking how those could be accessed.
“What would we find there that isn’t in your copies?” Kevin asked.
“Possibly the pages around the entries I brought. The room numbers appear in different books, but I haven’t followed them through. There are letters too. Nora has been separating family correspondence from the house business.”
“Could she photograph them?”
“Some of them, certainly. She’s sending a few first.”
Kirsteen wanted to stand in the building, but Kevin was right to ask what they needed to go there for.
Celia brought out a sheet on which she had written Nora’s available dates.
“She can set aside a day or so later this week, and she’ll send copies after that. There’s also a possibility of seeing the part of the house with the gallery, if the person arranging access can fit us in.”
“Is it still the same inside?” Jodi asked.
“Some of it. Enough that the old plans might make more sense there.”
Kirsteen looked at Kevin. He was reading the dates, not waiting for her to announce a decision.
“Would it fit with your leave?”
Kevin checked the dates on his phone. He had arranged three weeks away from his usual workplace: leave for half-term and the following week, then agreed remote mornings at the hotel. Harbour View had given him a longer-stay rate, and he had arranged a hire car from midweek to match. Kirsteen had known he was staying; hearing the weeks set out made her realise how much of Jodi’s ordinary life he hoped to see.
“We can be back on Sunday before school starts again on Monday,” he said. “But it would mean staying over. Two nights at least, and three if we want to do anything besides drive and look at papers.”
Jodi sat straighter.
“We also need to decide whether you’d want to spend part of your holiday doing that,” he told her. “There’ll be quite a lot of sitting while adults read things.”
“I can read.”
“Yes. Some of them will be bills.”
She considered this without losing interest. “There’s the harbour too.”
“There is.”
They agreed to wait for Nora’s sample pages and confirmation of what they could see before booking anything.
That afternoon, the four of them walked up to the visiting site, with Celia holding Stanley’s lead. He stopped frequently, interested in places where other dogs had left messages more recent than Barrie’s. His concentration on the verge made Jodi laugh, and by the time they reached the gate she was talking to Kevin about something they had seen that morning.
Tamsin met them outside the working area and showed Celia where they could sit. Stanley had room to move beside her but remained well separated from Mabel’s enclosure.
At first the elephant was behind the shelter. Stanley drank from the bowl Tamsin provided and investigated the bottom of the bench. Celia sat down, keeping the lead loose but secure.
Then Mabel came into view. Stanley stopped sniffing. His head lifted, and he stood with his weight forward, watching as she crossed towards a bundle of browse. He took two steps before the lead checked him. Celia waited without pulling him back, and after a moment he sat.
“He’s quiet,” Celia said, watching him.
Tamsin kept her eyes on the animals. “Let’s give him a few minutes.”
Mabel paused over the branches. Her trunk moved towards them briefly before returning to the browse. Stanley followed each movement with an attention Kirsteen had seen twice before and still could not account for.
Celia rested a hand lightly against his side. “I thought perhaps everyone had exaggerated it.”
“That photograph didn’t help,” Kirsteen said.
“No. But there is something to look at.”
Tamsin watched both animals while the rest of them stayed beside the bench.
After several minutes Stanley lowered himself beside Celia’s shoes. Without the old brass disc, he looked no different except for the brighter tag that caught the sunlight when he moved. The lantern was packed among Celia’s papers at the guesthouse. Its absence had altered nothing Kirsteen could see.
Across the enclosure, Mabel had stopped feeding. She walked slowly to the shelter and stood over the sand bank, moving her trunk across its surface.
Tamsin went very still.
Kirsteen had heard about the sand bank at every handover since Friday. Mabel had spent four nights dozing on her feet. Imogen was not alarmed yet, but it was the thing the night staff watched for and wrote down each morning: whether she had lain down, and for how long.
Mabel shifted her weight from one side to the other. She bent her forelegs and paused, long enough for Jodi to grip the edge of the bench, then lowered herself onto the sand in a long, careful movement that seemed to take far more time than it should. Once she was down, she lay on her side with her trunk curled loosely in front of her and let out a breath Kirsteen could hear from the bench.
Tamsin lifted her radio. “She’s down,” she said quietly. “Sand bank. Fourteen twenty-two.”
Nobody moved. Stanley had raised his head at the sound of the radio. He looked towards the shelter, then put his chin back on his paws.
“Is she all right?” Jodi whispered.
“She’s resting,” Tamsin said. “That’s what we want.”
Mabel lay there for sixteen minutes by Tamsin’s watch. Once, without lifting her head, she gave a low rumble that travelled through the bench, and Stanley’s tail moved and stopped. When she rose, she did it in stages, rocking forward and using the slope of the sand, and walked back to her browse as though nothing had happened.
Tamsin wrote in her notebook for longer than the event seemed to need. Kirsteen saw her record the time and the duration, then pause before adding a separate line.
“You’re putting him down,” Celia said, looking at Stanley.
“I’m putting down that he was here,” Tamsin said. “I’m not going to tell you a puppy put her to bed. It could be the sun on the sand, or a quiet afternoon, or four nights of getting used to the place. But the first time she’s lain down since she arrived, there was a dog asleep twenty yards away, and the vets will want to know that.”
Celia looked down at Stanley, who had gone to sleep.
“He’s never been that useful at home,” she said.
Jodi sat beside her father on the low wall. “Does he always get to visit if he lives with someone else?”
“I can’t promise anything from one afternoon,” Tamsin said. “Mabel won’t always be here, and he’ll need walks and company wherever he lives. But if he ever comes south again, tell me.”
Jodi looked down at the dog. “I know.”
Celia turned towards her. “I am looking for a new home for him, Jodi. I haven’t chosen one yet.”
Kirsteen had hoped to have that conversation with Jodi herself. Now it was here, and interrupting would only make it sound like something shameful.
“Why can’t he stay with you?”
“I’m away overnight for work, and he needs walking when my knee’s bad too. People help, but I keep having to ask them.” Celia looked down at Stanley. “I can manage while I find him a home. I can’t keep doing it for years.”
Jodi’s face tightened. “Even though you love him?”
“Yes. I’ve had to think about that quite hard.”
Stanley shifted in his sleep and pushed one foot against Celia’s shoe. She adjusted her ankle to make him room.
Jodi watched Celia move her foot for him. “We’ve got a garden. And you work at home, Mum.”
“I also have work to do when I’m there.”
“I could help.”
“I know you would. But we haven’t worked out what having a dog would mean for us.”
Kevin leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “There’s a fair bit to work out, Jodi. Walks, holidays, the days your mum’s busy.”
Jodi looked at him, then back at her mother.
“So you’ll think?”
Kirsteen looked at Kevin, then at the dog asleep against Celia’s shoe.
“I’ll think about what would be involved,” she said. “That isn’t a promise that we can have him.”
Her daughter nodded, taking care not to smile too much.
Mabel moved behind the shelter again. Stanley stood, watched the space where she had disappeared and turned towards Celia when she shifted on the bench. After a short hesitation he accepted a treat and settled near her feet.
“That’s good,” Tamsin said. “He’s settled again. He doesn’t need to watch her all the time.”
Kirsteen watched him rest his chin beside Celia’s foot. The new home would need to suit him on days like this too, after Mabel had gone.
They kept the visit short. On the way down, Celia went ahead with Kevin while Kirsteen and Jodi stopped to let a car pass.
“You did say you’d think,” Jodi said as they waited beside the lane.
“I did.”
Jodi nodded and followed Celia downhill.
At Westward, Nora’s email had arrived. Celia had asked her to send it to both of them, and the first attachment showed two facing pages from the house records. A room number had been repeated down a narrow column, with dates and references beside it. The next image showed the edge of a separate account book, where the same references appeared in another hand.
There was enough to justify working through the originals. Celia’s extracts had isolated the facts that caught her eye; the fuller pages might show whether those facts were unusual at all.
Kirsteen telephoned Sheila before making plans.
“We’re thinking of going to Whitby,” she said. “Celia’s relative can show us the remaining records. I wanted you to hear it from me.”
Sheila did not answer immediately. Kirsteen could hear a drawer closing at the shop.
“I’m not coming.”
“You don’t have to.”
“And I’m not promising to explain everything when you get back.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
“Good.”
After a moment Sheila said, “If you copy things, keep the dates with them. And whatever’s written on the back. People are very fond of turning a photograph into a story by losing half of it.”
“Dates and backs. We’ll copy both.”
“I hope so.”
Kirsteen put down the phone and went back to the kitchen.
Kevin had the dates in front of him.
“If Nora confirms the room access, we could leave the day after tomorrow,” he said. “Travel up, look at the records the following day, and leave time to finish anything before coming back.”
“Separate rooms,” Kirsteen said, then wished she had found a less abrupt way of saying it.
“Of course.” He looked at the screen. “I’ll see what’s available. You can check the site arrangements.”
While Kevin looked up accommodation, Kirsteen called Tamsin, who confirmed that the professional care arrangements did not depend on Kirsteen’s presence. Her local coordination tasks could be covered, and she could complete the outstanding notes before leaving. The client work required more rearranging, but it could be done without pretending the journey was a single free afternoon.
By evening, Nora had confirmed the records session and provisional access to the gallery. Accommodation was booked with separate rooms, and the journey had become something more substantial than Jodi asking whether they could go north.
Celia would travel home with Stanley ahead of them. She would meet them in Whitby after they arrived.
At the door, Jodi bent to say goodbye to him. This time she did not ask when he would come back. She told Celia they would see them there.
Kirsteen watched them walk down the lane, Stanley stopping once to investigate the wall before trotting on. Celia looked tired, but she no longer held herself with the sharp, listening stillness of someone waiting for news.
When Kirsteen returned to the table, the copied entry for Room Seven lay beside the travel notes. They knew where they were going now. She left a clear space in the folder for the things they might find, then put Sheila’s photograph safely between its boards.
Chapter 9 – North
They left Marling Bay with two bags, a folder of copies and enough food to make Kirsteen wonder whether anyone expected shops to exist beyond the county boundary. Kevin had collected the hire car the previous afternoon. He stood beside the open boot while Jodi tried to fit the foam chips between her bag and his.
“They can stay at home,” Kirsteen said.
“They hardly weigh anything.”
“It’s their size.”
Kevin moved his coat and made a space. “They fit.”
Jodi gave her mother a look of quiet vindication and climbed into the back seat. Kirsteen left the imitation potatoes where Kevin had fitted them.
The preparation day had disappeared into work, laundry and messages about access. Nora had confirmed the records appointment. Celia, safely back in Whitby with Stanley, had sent a photograph of him asleep beneath a chair, followed by directions to the guesthouse. Tamsin had sent a brief update about Mabel. She had lain down again on the night after the visit, briefly, and not since.
Kirsteen checked that the folder was in her bag before locking Westward’s door. The trunk and mirror remained inside. Sheila’s photograph had been returned, and they carried a copy showing both sides.
The house looked strangely expectant with the curtains open and nobody moving behind them. Kirsteen had left Kathleen’s old kitchen clock ticking over a clean table, as if order might keep the place comfortable until they came back.
Kevin waited until she was seated. “Got everything?”
“I think so.”
He closed the boot and came round to the driver’s door.
The first part of the journey passed through roads Jodi knew well enough to announce what came next. Once those were behind them, she opened her book and began complaining about a character who refused to tell anyone what had happened.
“Would telling them help?” Kevin asked.
“Obviously.”
“Perhaps there wouldn’t be much book left.”
Jodi considered this with disapproval. “Then something else should happen.”
Kirsteen looked back at her. “That’s a perfectly reasonable editorial position.”
Her daughter returned to reading, apparently pleased to have professional support.
For a while Kirsteen worked through the copies from Celia’s papers. The car’s movement made the handwriting harder to follow, and she put them away before her determination became a headache.
They stopped well before anyone wanted to. Kevin bought coffee while Kirsteen and Jodi walked the stiffness out of their legs, and afterwards they exchanged places.
Kevin put the food away while Kirsteen pulled out of the parking space.
Jodi fell asleep during the next stretch. Her book remained open against her thigh, held by one finger long after she had stopped reading. Kevin reached back when they were stationary in traffic and moved it before it fell.
“She was awake early,” he said.
“So was I.”
“I noticed. You sent the access arrangements at six twenty.”
“I thought you might want them.”
“I did.”
The traffic moved, and she concentrated on the lane ahead. Kevin looked through Nora’s email on his phone, then put it away.
“Do you think she’ll enjoy tomorrow?”
“Jodi?”
“Yes. A whole day looking at old papers.”
“I think Jodi will enjoy some of it,” Kirsteen said. “You can take her out when she’s had enough.”
“I can. But I’d like to see the records too.”
The answer surprised her. She had mentally divided the work already: herself with the papers, Kevin keeping Jodi occupied, everyone meeting afterwards.
“Of course,” she said.
He looked out of the window. “We can see how it goes.”
At the next stop, she suggested taking turns if Jodi became restless. “Sorry. I assumed you’d rather be out with her.”
“I’d like to do both,” Kevin said.
By early afternoon the car smelled of coffee, orange peel and the packet of crisps Jodi had opened with excessive force. Jodi had reached the stage at which asking how far remained seemed preferable to believing the previous answer.
Celia sent a message confirming that she would meet them after they had checked in. Stanley had eaten, walked and stolen a clean flannel.
Jodi read the message aloud. “Why a flannel?”
“Why not a flannel?” Kevin said.
“He might just have wanted something to carry,” Kirsteen said.
“Then he could have carried his toy.”
Jodi scrolled back to Celia’s earlier photograph of Stanley asleep beneath a chair.
As they drew nearer to Whitby, the roads demanded more attention and the conversation thinned. Open stretches gave way to houses, then glimpses of roofs below them and a piece of water that disappeared before Kirsteen could be certain where it lay. Jodi sat upright, book forgotten.
“There.”
The abbey ruins stood against a pale opening in the cloud. From the moving car they appeared briefly above the roofs, substantial and broken at the same time. Kirsteen had seen the familiar outline on the postcard, but the scale of the hillside beneath it altered the image.
Kevin followed the directions to their parking place. By the time they found the right guesthouse entrance and carried in their luggage, Jodi had remembered that her cardigan was still in the car.
Their rooms were close together. Kirsteen and Jodi had a twin room, with Kevin across the landing. While Jodi claimed the bed nearest the window, Kirsteen set the document folder flat on the small desk and opened the curtains.
The room overlooked the backs of neighbouring buildings, where a narrow yard held plant pots, a bicycle and washing that lifted abruptly when the wind found it. Beyond the roofs she could see part of a hillside crowded with more houses. Marling Bay had become familiar through repeated routes; here she could not yet tell which visible places were near and which would require climbing several streets to reach.
Jodi came to stand beside her. “Where’s the harbour?”
“We’ll find it.”
“Without the folder?”
Kirsteen looked towards the desk and laughed. “Without the folder.”
Celia was waiting downstairs with Stanley when they came out. He approached Jodi with enough enthusiasm to pull the lead taut, then stopped to investigate a mark on the carpet before completing the greeting.
“You see,” Celia said. “He hasn’t forgotten you.”
Jodi knelt and stroked his shoulder. He leaned into her hand, his modern tag tapping against the buckle.
They walked down towards the water. The town revealed itself in turns: a crowded pavement, a narrow opening between buildings, roofs below one street and windows above the next. The wind reached them hard in exposed places, then vanished abruptly behind a wall. Kirsteen fastened her coat.
Near the harbour the air carried diesel, salt and the smell of food from open doors. Ropes shifted against boats below them. A gull settled on a roof at eye level while another cried somewhere overhead, its answer lost beneath a passing engine.
Jodi stopped beside a shop window displaying dark jewellery. “Is that all stone?”
“Jet,” Celia said. “Some of it.”
Kevin stopped with her while Kirsteen moved out of the flow of people. She found herself watching the upper windows across the street, imagining how the town might look from inside one of those rooms in winter, when the daylight was short and visitors had gone home.
Celia followed her gaze. “The lodging house is farther up. We can look at the front this evening if you’re not too tired.”
“Is there time?”
“It isn’t an appointment. We’d only be standing outside.”
Kirsteen looked back down the street. They could eat first.
They chose somewhere with an outside table where Stanley could settle beside Celia. Jodi was hungry enough to spend several minutes studying the menu before remembering she had intended to ask about the Lantern Rooms.
Celia answered what she could. The building had been altered and divided since her family’s time. Parts of the old courtyard and gallery survived, but the public entrance shown in the photographs no longer served the same purpose.
“Ms Price, the property manager, is letting us in tomorrow,” she said. “She looks after the part we need to see. There’s work going on elsewhere, so we’ll have to stay where she takes us.”
“Can we see seven?”
“We hope so.”
Jodi accepted the answer more easily with food in front of her.
Nora joined them towards the end of the meal. She greeted Celia with a touch on the shoulder and a complaint about a box that had been labelled miscellaneous by someone who apparently considered that a complete description.
“Usually my mother,” Celia said.
“Mine was just as bad. It may have run in the family.”
Nora wore red-framed glasses and carried a plain document wallet under one arm. She introduced herself as Nora Hesketh and asked how the journey had gone before mentioning the records. She listened while Jodi described the traffic, waiting for her to finish.
“I brought a plan,” she said eventually. “It may help tomorrow. We’ll leave the books until you’ve had a night’s sleep.”
She did not open the wallet beside the plates. Kevin helped clear a dry space at the other end of the table, and Nora took out a copy protected in a transparent sleeve.
The plan showed a building more complicated than Kirsteen had pictured. A passage led from the street into a courtyard, with rooms around it and stairs placed where later alterations made them difficult to interpret. Nora laid a second plan beside the first.
“These are from different dates,” she said. “Some of the walls have moved.”
Jodi leaned over them. “Where’s seven?”
Nora pointed to a room near the end of the upper gallery. “Here on this one. The numbering appears to have been retained on the later plan, but we’ll check against the building.” She looked at Jodi over the red frames. “Why that one?”
“Because it’s the one on the mirror,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen studied the small shape. She had spent days looking at a seven beneath a lantern; now the number occupied a room with walls, an entrance and windows. She could see how someone might approach it from the stairs, where they would turn and which other doors they would pass.
“What was on the floor below?”
“Different things at different times. That’s one reason I brought both plans.”
Kevin moved closer. “Could the register have used the room number for storage as well as someone staying there?”
“It could. We’ll need to distinguish the booking records from the property lists.”
Kirsteen looked between the two plans. The same number could have meant different uses in different years.
“Have you found a name for seven?” she asked.
“There are names against several rooms together. I haven’t separated them out yet.”
Nora tapped the edge of the later plan. There were also notes referring to separate accounts and abbreviations she still needed to follow through.
“One thing I would ask,” she added. “We work through the relevant pages in order. I know it’s tempting to look only for the words you recognise.”
Kirsteen glanced at Celia, who smiled faintly.
“She’s speaking to both of us.”
“I suspected.”
Jodi looked between the plans. “Can I help?”
“Check the page numbers when your mum takes photographs,” Nora said. “Then we can match them to the books afterwards. Can you manage that?”
“Yes,” Jodi said, in the voice she kept for serious appointments.
Kirsteen lifted her eyebrows. “Supervision?”
“A second pair of eyes.”
Jodi looked delighted by the promotion.
They arranged to begin the records session the following day after the building visit. Celia had someone Stanley knew who could stay with him for those hours, so he would have company while they worked.
Nora put the plans back in her wallet and left them to finish the evening.
Afterwards, Celia led them uphill. The busier streets fell behind them gradually. Conversations became individual voices again, and Kirsteen could hear her own footsteps on the pavement. Stanley stopped at a drain, required persuasion to leave it and then walked neatly for several yards, as if good behaviour had been his intention all along.
Jodi stayed beside Kevin. When the slope steepened, she slipped her hand into his without looking, and he shortened his stride. Kirsteen followed them uphill.
The Lantern Rooms occupied a frontage she might have passed without recognising. The lettering in Celia’s photograph was gone. A modern gate closed the passage beneath the entrance arch, and the windows showed curtains, reflections and the signs of people living with the building now.
Celia stopped across the street. “That’s it.”
Jodi looked from the frontage to her mother. “It’s smaller than I thought.”
“We haven’t seen behind it,” Kevin said.
Kirsteen opened the photograph on her phone. Once she aligned the arch and the windows, the old image settled over the present view. Some proportions had changed where openings had been altered, but the building was recognisable.
Above the gate, an old metal bracket projected from the wall. A modern light had been fitted nearby, leaving the bracket empty.
“The lantern was there,” Jodi said.
“It was,” Celia said.
Kirsteen looked up at the fixing points, dark against the stone. The emblem on the trunk had seemed decorative when she first saw it. Here the lantern belonged to the practical business of arriving after dark and finding the entrance.
Stanley sniffed the pavement and tried to investigate a folded food wrapper. Celia drew him away before he could pick it up.
Jodi edged towards the gate. “Can you see through?”
“A little,” Kirsteen said. “We’re going inside tomorrow.”
A strip of courtyard paving caught the remaining light, but the upper rooms were hidden by the angle of the passage. Kirsteen put her phone away. Tomorrow Ms Price would take them through.
Celia looked tired. The walk had begun to trouble her knee, and Kevin suggested returning before they all became too stiff to enjoy the descent. Jodi took one last photograph of the entrance, making sure to include the modern gate.
“So we remember which bits are there now,” she explained.
“That’s a good idea,” Kirsteen said.
Back at the guesthouse, Jodi went into Kevin’s room to continue their card game while Kirsteen checked the messages that had arrived during the journey. Tamsin’s update was brief. Mabel had eaten well and was still dozing on her feet at night. The vets were keeping an eye on it, and there was nothing Kirsteen needed to do.
Kirsteen sent Sheila a photograph of the frontage with a short note saying they had arrived and would see the building in the morning.
The reply came while she was unpacking.
That gate’s new.
Kirsteen stood beside the bed with her cardigan in her hand. She had expected no answer, or perhaps a reminder not to trouble the occupants. Instead Sheila had recognised a change from an image taken across the street.
Kirsteen typed, Celia says there have been several alterations, then deleted it. Sheila did not need her to explain the passage of time.
We’ll keep a record of what has changed, she wrote.
Kirsteen put the phone down beside her cardigan.
Across the landing, Kevin accused Jodi of introducing a rule that had not existed at breakfast. Her daughter’s laughter reached the room, followed by a careful explanation delivered with the confidence of someone who had recently been trusted to check page numbers.
Kirsteen went to the desk and placed Nora’s plan beside the photograph. She traced the route from the entrance to the stairs, then closed the folder.
Then she went across the landing to see whether the new rule applied to everyone.
Chapter 10 – The Lantern Rooms
Ms Price opened the gate with a large ring of keys. She wore work trousers, a faded blue shirt and a streak of white dust along one forearm. Behind her, the passage smelled of fresh paint and toast.
“You’ve got about an hour,” she said. “The cleaners are coming, and I’ve got someone looking at a damp patch after that. We’ll need to be out of his way.”
Celia introduced them while Ms Price secured the gate behind them. Nora had joined them with the copied plans in a flat folder. Jodi stood beside Kevin, trying to see past the adults without appearing impatient.
Stanley was with someone Celia knew, after a walk and breakfast. Jodi had asked twice whether the person knew about tissues.
Inside, the passage narrowed before opening towards the rear. A modern partition divided what the older plan showed as a larger space, and the tiles changed halfway along the floor. From somewhere overhead came the sound of a cupboard closing.
“People live in the front section,” Ms Price said. “We won’t go through there. You can see the courtyard and the rooms I manage, but photographs only where I say.”
Kirsteen put her phone away until they reached the permitted area.
Nora stopped beside the change in the tiles. She held the plan at an angle, aligning the entrance with the wall in front of them. “The old hall extended across here.”
“Before this partition,” Ms Price agreed. “We found the edge of a doorway when the electrician was working.”
Celia looked towards the wall. “There was a desk somewhere near here.”
“In the photograph,” Nora said. “It’s difficult to place exactly because the photographer was standing farther back than we can get now.”
Kirsteen studied the limited space. She had imagined a reception desk large enough for letters, keys and all the importance Barrie appeared to have given it. Here it would have occupied part of an already busy route between the street and the rooms. A person waiting to collect a letter might have had to move aside for someone carrying laundry.
“Was that where the pigeonholes were?” Jodi asked.
“Possibly beyond that partition,” Nora said, checking the plan.
Jodi looked at the blank plaster. Kirsteen had wanted to see the pigeonholes too, but Ms Price was already leading them towards the courtyard.
The courtyard was smaller than it appeared in Celia’s photograph. Light entered from above and caught the wet edge of a drain, leaving the lower walls in shade. A few plant pots stood near one doorway. Higher up, the gallery ran along two sides, its railings and doorways familiar enough to make Kirsteen stop.
“There,” Jodi said quietly.
For the first time, they were inside a place they had previously known only as a flattened image. The distance between the stairs and the far door was shorter than Kirsteen had expected, but the height of the surrounding walls made the yard feel enclosed. Sounds travelled clearly: Ms Price’s keys, Kevin moving aside for Celia, a gull somewhere above the roof.
Kirsteen took out the copy of Sheila’s photograph, and Nora studied it. “From here, I think.”
She shifted a little towards the wall until the angle of the gallery matched. Kirsteen could see where the washing had hung and where the chairs had been stacked. The present-day pots occupied a patch of ground that had been empty in the old picture.
Jodi looked from one to the other. “It’s definitely the same place.”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said, looking from the photograph to the gallery above her.
Celia had gone still beside the stair. Kirsteen asked whether she remembered any of it.
“Bits. Being told not to run up there.” She looked towards the railing. “I remember somebody shaking a mat, though that could have been somewhere else. My mother brought me here when I was small, after the family had stopped running it.”
They climbed in single file. Celia took her time, and Ms Price waited at the top without making anything of it. The gallery boards had been renewed in places. Above the doors, old brackets remained at irregular intervals, some carrying modern lights and some empty.
“That one’s new,” Ms Price said when Kirsteen raised her phone. “I fitted it myself. The others were here before I took over. You can photograph them.”
Kirsteen took a wider picture first, showing where the bracket stood in relation to the door. Jodi watched the screen and reminded her to note which one Ms Price had replaced.
“I’m doing it.”
“I’m checking.”
Kevin smiled at Jodi over Kirsteen’s shoulder.
The numbering had changed after the building was divided. One door carried a modern letter, another had no marking at all. Nora followed the older plan along the gallery while Ms Price identified a later partition and the stair added beyond it.
“This is the end room,” Ms Price said, stopping beside a painted frame. “The one you asked about.”
Jodi looked at Nora.
“Seven on both these plans,” Nora confirmed. “The changes are mainly farther along.”
There was no brass number now. A darker patch on the wood showed where something had once been fixed, but Ms Price could not say whether it had been the old plate or a more recent fitting.
She unlocked the door and stepped inside.
The room held spare bedding, a vacuum cleaner and a stack of boxed lamps. Shelving covered much of one wall. A narrow window beside the entrance looked back towards the gallery, while another admitted light from the far side of the building. Kirsteen could see roofs through it and a strip of sky. The air smelled of clean fabric and the coolness of a room that had not been heated for visitors.
Jodi remained near the doorway. “Was there a bed?”
“Yes,” Nora said. “It’s recorded as a bedroom. I haven’t found a plan showing the furniture.”
“Could you fit much in?”
Ms Price moved a folded duvet onto the shelving to give them room to stand. “More than you’d think. Though I wouldn’t put all of us and all this bedding in it for long.”
Kevin stepped to one side, allowing Celia to enter. Kirsteen stayed near the door and tried to imagine the room without the modern shelves. It was easier to place the trunk than a person. The blue case could have stood against one wall, perhaps beneath the window, while the hand mirror could have hung by its handle from a small hook.
Nora laid the copied plan on a stack of unopened cartons, with Ms Price’s permission. The room’s proportions matched the older drawing closely enough to confirm its identity, but a shallow recess beside the window had been closed.
“There was a cupboard there?” Kirsteen asked.
“On this plan,” Nora said.
“You can still see where the frame was,” Ms Price said. “It had been boarded over before I took it on.”
Jodi studied the painted rectangle. “What was in it?”
“Nothing when the boards came off. We had to get at a pipe.”
Jodi looked once more at the boarded recess, then turned to the rest of the room.
Ms Price pointed out a blocked opening low on the wall, where changes to the heating had left several generations of repairs.
“That’s from the heating work. You’ll find patches like it all over the place.”
Kevin looked at Kirsteen’s phone. “There goes one of our clues.”
Kirsteen lowered it. She had only been zooming in on a crack in the paint beside the repair.
At the far window, Celia looked out without speaking. From this room the harbour was not the dominant feature of Whitby. The view belonged to roofs, backs of buildings and the lives carried on between them.
“Would it have been quieter here?” Kirsteen asked.
“Less passing along the gallery,” Ms Price said. “But the courtyard carries sound. You can hear someone come through the passage quite clearly.”
As if to demonstrate, a door closed below. Jodi turned towards it. “You’d know when somebody arrived.”
“You’d hear them,” Kevin said. “You’d have to look out to see who it was.”
Kirsteen looked at the narrow pane beside the entrance. A person standing there could see along part of the gallery towards the stairs. It was an ordinary arrangement, but after Sheila’s message about the new gate, Kirsteen found herself wondering how much of this view Sheila would recognise.
She took one photograph of the room with Ms Price’s permission, then another from the doorway to preserve the relationship between the windows.
Jodi stayed beside Kirsteen, watching the screen. “Should we send it to Sheila?”
“I’ll ask her first.”
Jodi nodded and returned to the plan.
Kirsteen looked once more at the shelves and stored bedding. Ms Price was moving the duvet back into place, and Kirsteen stepped aside to let her finish.
On the gallery, Nora asked Ms Price about the papers associated with later alterations. Ms Price had a folder of copies downstairs, inherited with other information about the property, but most concerned repairs.
“If you want to know when a gutter failed, I may be able to help.”
“That can still help date a photograph,” Nora said.
Ms Price turned back towards the stairs. “Well, there are plenty of gutters in that folder.”
While she locked the room, Jodi leaned slightly towards the courtyard railing. Kevin put a hand against her back, and she straightened without complaint.
“Could everybody see the door?” she asked.
“From quite a lot of places,” he said.
Anyone using the courtyard or the stairs would have seen people going in and out. Kirsteen followed the length of the gallery with her eyes. It would be an awkward place to hold the secret meetings Jodi had imagined.
Nora came to stand beside them. “It helps to see the room. Let’s compare how long they kept it with the reservations for the others.”
Kirsteen thought of the instruction beside B.S. in the register. Until this morning, seven had been a space on a page that someone could reserve. Now she could imagine it shut while people passed with towels and cups, noticing that a room remained unused.
“See whether this was usual?” Kirsteen asked.
“Exactly.”
Downstairs, Ms Price showed them the folder of property papers in a small workroom, keeping the original sheets away from a tray of screws. There were invoices, typed schedules and copies of plans bearing corrections in different colours. Most were much later than the period they needed.
Kirsteen read dates while Nora checked descriptions. Jodi stood beside Kevin, matching the room numbers where she could.
One sheet referred to furniture left on the premises at a change of ownership. The description was general: beds, wardrobes, dining furniture, miscellaneous effects. There was no blue trunk and no named mirror.
“Does that mean they’d already gone?” Jodi asked.
“Or that this list doesn’t describe every item,” Kirsteen said.
Nora pointed to the heading. “And we need to know which transfer this relates to before we compare it with anything else.”
Ms Price found the covering letter folded behind the sheet. It placed the list later than the Lantern Rooms’ time under Celia’s family. They copied both together.
Another note mentioned earlier contents-sale papers, retained separately when the building changed hands. Kirsteen read that line twice.
“There was a sale.”
“There seems to have been at least one,” Nora said. “We’ll need the earlier material to establish what was included.”
Celia looked towards Kirsteen.
If the earlier sale papers survived, they might be able to check Barrie’s account of buying the trunk.
The cleaners arrived while they were finishing. Ms Price introduced them, then gathered her keys with a glance at the time. Kirsteen thanked her and made sure they had permission for each copy they intended to keep.
Before leaving, Celia looked back through the passage. “My mother would have recognised more of it than I did.”
“There have been a lot of changes,” Ms Price said.
Celia smiled. “She would have had opinions.”
“Most people do. Especially about what ought to have been kept.”
Outside, the wind caught the edge of Nora’s folder, and she secured it beneath her arm. Kirsteen looked up at the empty bracket above the gate. Yesterday it had been the most tangible part of their enquiry. Now there was a room behind it whose dimensions she could carry in her mind.
They walked downhill towards the place where Nora had arranged to work through the records. Jodi was quieter than she had been on the way up.
“Disappointed?” Kevin asked her.
“No. I thought there’d be something left.”
“There is a building.”
“I meant something belonging to whoever lived there.”
Kirsteen thought of the empty recess and the modern shelves. Jodi had wanted a possession, something the person had touched.
“We’ve got the mirror and trunk at Westward,” she said.
“Maybe,” Jodi replied.
Kirsteen glanced at Kevin. He was smiling.
“That’s fair,” she said.
They stopped for something to eat before opening the records. Nora left them briefly to fetch the first boxes, and Celia checked the message from the person looking after Stanley. He was asleep after his walk. Jodi asked to see the photograph and bent over Celia’s phone.
Kirsteen wrote to Sheila.
We’ve seen the room. It’s used for storage now. I’ve taken photographs with permission. Would you like to see them, or would you prefer me to keep them for later?
She put the phone away and ate.
Kevin asked Jodi whether she wanted to help with the first hour of records or take a walk after lunch. She chose the records and reminded Kirsteen that she had been assigned page numbers.
“I remember.”
“Good. You sometimes turn the page before I’ve finished.”
Kirsteen promised to wait.
Sheila’s reply arrived as they were leaving the table.
Keep them. I’ll ask when I want them.
Kirsteen sent a brief acknowledgement and saved the room photographs with the copies of the plans.
Nora had arranged the first register on a clear table when they reached her workroom. Beside it lay an account book and a pad for references. The windows were partly open, admitting traffic noise and the cry of a gull; the place smelled of paper warmed by the afternoon sun.
“We’ll start before the entry Celia copied,” Nora said. “Then follow it through.”
Kirsteen sat down. Kevin took the chair on her other side, and Jodi opened her notebook opposite them. Kirsteen put the plan beside her notes, with the end room clearly marked. The account book lay within reach, ready for the references they found.
Nora turned to the first marked page, and Kirsteen began with the date.
Chapter 11 – Room Seven
For the first twenty minutes, Room Seven behaved much like every other room in the book. People arrived, luggage was noted, dates were amended and payments referred to another volume. Kirsteen worked through the pages while Nora explained the handwriting and Jodi checked the numbers before each photograph.
The workroom had warmed since lunch. Outside, a vehicle reversed with a series of warning beeps, followed by a man calling instructions that seemed to contradict them. Kevin closed the window halfway, and the quieter air made the turning of pages sound unusually loud.
Kirsteen had expected seven to announce itself. Instead, she found herself repeatedly losing it among entries for rooms two, five and eleven. A person booked into one room might be moved to another, while a company reservation covered several occupants whose names appeared on a separate sheet.
“Is this the same man?” Jodi asked, pointing above the page.
Nora followed her finger. “Yes. That’s his professional name in brackets.”
“But he’s got another one here.”
“His real surname.”
Jodi studied the entries for a moment. “He wasn’t very secret about it.”
“No point being secret with the person you owe money to,” Kevin said.
Kirsteen smiled and recorded the connection. The paired names and initials that had seemed suggestive in Celia’s extracts were less mysterious when read alongside ordinary bookings. Someone had needed to know which performer was which, especially when a bill arrived under a name different from the one on a poster.
They continued until Nora placed a narrow strip of paper beside an entry near the bottom of a page. “This is the instruction Celia copied.”
Keep seven. B.S.
Read on its own, it had carried the weight of a message intended to be understood by very few people. Here it followed a cancelled booking and sat above a note about a guest returning late. Kirsteen checked the preceding page, then the next.
“What date does ‘keep’ run to?” Kevin asked.
“There isn’t one here.”
Several pages farther on, seven appeared again. This time the entry read Held as before, with a reference to the accounts.
“Could it have been waiting for somebody?” Jodi asked. “Like Dad booking our rooms before we came.”
“It could,” Kirsteen said. “Let’s see whether an arrival turns up.”
The entries for the neighbouring rooms changed regularly. A room might be held for a few nights, then assigned to someone who arrived. Seven remained under the same brief instruction through several changes elsewhere.
At last Kirsteen sat back. “That’s different.”
“Within this part of the record, yes,” Nora said.
Celia, who had been following in silence, leaned towards the page. “I hadn’t gone far enough back. I kept starting with the initials.”
“They’re easier to notice,” Nora said.
Kirsteen turned back to the plan beside her notes. Room Seven occupied its small rectangle at the end of the gallery. She remembered Ms Price unlocking it and the light falling past the stored bedding.
“What do the accounts show?” she asked.
Nora brought the second volume closer. It opened stiffly, and she supported the cover before finding the page references. Jodi checked each one aloud while Kirsteen matched them to the register.
The first entry recorded money received against seven under the same initials. Farther along, Celia pointed to the full name. “Barrie Stretton.”
Kirsteen checked the date and amount. “He paid for seven here.”
“And the next?” Kevin asked.
They found another entry, then a later one against the same room. The handwriting changed between them, but the connection was clear.
Jodi looked towards the window. She had been sitting very still for longer than Kirsteen had expected, and now one foot had begun tapping the chair leg. “Would you like a break?” Kirsteen asked.
“Have we found who lived there?”
“Not yet.”
“Then not yet.”
Kirsteen asked Nora whether they could finish that sequence and stop for ten minutes.
At the end of the sequence Kirsteen read out her notes: seven had been held longer than an ordinary short reservation, with payments from Barrie, but no occupant named in the entries they had checked.
Kevin looked at the notes. “What about his own stays?”
They had seen his name elsewhere, but had not yet followed it systematically.
Nora turned back to an earlier section. “There’s one here.”
Barrie had arrived for three nights and been assigned room two. On a later visit he appeared against five. Kirsteen compared those dates with the account references for seven: it was still being held.
“He was staying in another room while paying for seven,” Kirsteen said. “On both these visits.”
Nora checked the dates. “Yes.”
Jodi stopped tapping the chair leg and drew the copies closer. “Then he wasn’t sleeping in seven. He already had a room.”
Kirsteen remembered Sheila’s warning, which she had kept to herself. Jodi was looking at the accounts.
“Not on those visits,” Kirsteen said.
Kevin moved his chair closer to see the two pages together. “Could it have been used for his things?”
Celia nodded towards the property list. “There were belongings assigned to it.”
“A whole room would be a lot of storage,” Jodi said. “The trunk isn’t that big.”
Kirsteen pictured the trunk at Westward, with the mirror beside it. Those and a small box would leave most of a room empty, though there might have been other belongings the list did not mention.
She wrote storage? beneath the findings, then another occupant?
Celia read the two possibilities. “Or he paid so somebody could use it without being put in the register.”
“Why would he do that?” Jodi asked.
“I don’t know,” Kirsteen said. “Let’s see whether anyone else turns up in the records.”
Nora closed the account book carefully. “Now we take the break. It isn’t optional.”
They stepped outside while Nora stayed to make a telephone call about another box. The afternoon had brightened, but the breeze carried the coolness of the water. Jodi stretched both arms above her head and asked whether people who worked with old books had better chairs.
“Ask Nora where she keeps the comfortable ones,” Kevin said.
Jodi looked back at the workroom, then followed him towards the harbour. Kirsteen bought drinks, and they stood out of the way of passing visitors while Celia checked on Stanley. He was still settled. The friend minding him had taken him for another short outing and sent a photograph of him investigating a flowerpot.
Jodi smiled at the picture. “He looks busy.”
“He’ll be after the compost,” Celia said. “I hope they’ve moved it out of reach.”
Kirsteen drank her tea and watched Kevin answer Jodi’s questions about a boat below them. He admitted when he did not know something, but he knew enough to keep the conversation going. Her daughter leaned against the wall beside him, listening.
When they returned, Nora had laid out a later housekeeping book. “This may help with the storage question.”
The pages recorded work rather than guests. There were notes about linen, cleaning, damaged fittings and things that needed attention before someone arrived. Kirsteen began with the page heading, letting Jodi confirm it before she photographed anything.
Seven appeared among ordinary instructions.
Light clean. Effects to remain.
A later entry mentioned airing the room. Another recorded linen issued to it.
“Would they put out linen for storage?” Kevin asked.
“Not usually,” Nora said. “Though we should check how this book uses the term.”
They looked at entries for two rooms explicitly described as stores. Neither received linen. Kirsteen drew a line through the idea that seven was merely a storeroom throughout the period, leaving the original words legible beneath it.
“It could still have held things between visits,” she said.
“But someone was expected to use it,” Celia replied.
“Yes.”
Jodi looked pleased. “So there was a person.”
“Someone was expected,” Nora said. “We still need to find out who, for these dates.”
Jodi turned back to her notes.
The next useful note concerned a repair to the window catch. It named the room and referred to the house accounts, but gave no description of the person who had reported it.
Kirsteen thought of the window they had stood beside that morning. Someone had once wanted it to close properly. The need was small and comprehensible in a way the long reservation had not been.
“Do any of the repair papers give names?” she asked.
“Some do. Some will just say who reported the fault.”
They followed the reference and found no name.
Kirsteen read the repair entry again. A room number was all the clerk had needed to get the window fixed; she could hardly blame them for leaving out the name she wanted.
Celia rubbed her forehead. “Gran must have known who it was. She’d be wondering why we were making such a meal of it.”
“I expect she would,” Nora said, closing the repair file.
Jodi had begun making a list on a fresh page. Kirsteen leaned closer and saw two columns, headed Know and Don’t know.
Under the first she had written Someone slept there. Kirsteen read it and let it stand. Someone had been issued the linen.
Under Don’t know Jodi had written Who?, leaving most of the page empty beneath it.
Nora brought them back to the property material. The list Celia had copied referred to a mirror, blue case and small box under seven. A related sheet identified the items as retained effects but still gave no full ownership history.
Kirsteen compared the references with the note about earlier sale records they had seen at the building. The dates did not yet form a complete sequence.
“We can place them in the room’s records,” she said. “We can’t yet show them leaving.”
“Not from these pages,” Nora agreed.
Celia looked towards the folder. “I’m asking about the sale papers. There may be a second set with material that went to the family who took over.”
Sheila remembered Barrie saying he had bought the trunk; they still needed the papers that might confirm it.
Late in the afternoon, Nora took out a small set of envelopes containing photographs. These had been stored separately from the registers, and she had not wanted to introduce them before the room references were clear.
“Some are captioned. Some aren’t. We’ll begin with the backs.”
Jodi sat straighter.
The first pictures showed groups outside the building, with names Kirsteen did not recognise. One had a date and a description of a performance; another was identified only by a month. They copied the inscriptions along with the images.
Barrie appeared in a courtyard photograph beside two men carrying instrument cases. He was looking away from the camera, one hand raised as though he had just called to someone above him.
Celia held the sleeve by its edge. “That looks more like a person than the newspaper pictures.”
Kirsteen understood. The images used in accounts of his life tended to show him facing an audience, or standing beside Mabel, already arranged around what people remembered him for. Here someone else had been the photographer’s subject. Barrie happened to be present.
A second photograph showed the gallery from the opposite side.
Jodi pointed above the sleeve. “That’s where we were.”
“Yes.”
The doorway at the end was partly open. The picture was too small to show its interior clearly, but a pale rectangle caught the light inside.
“The mirror?” Jodi asked.
“It might be.” Kirsteen leaned closer, but the small print showed too little detail.
Nora inspected the reverse. The inscription identified the Lantern Rooms and included a year, but no names. She placed it beside the room plan.
“There are more from this set. I’ve arranged to see the larger prints tomorrow morning. These are the small copies kept with the family material.”
Kirsteen looked at the time. They could continue, but Jodi had become very still again, and Celia was checking when she needed to collect Stanley.
“Let’s stop here,” Kirsteen said.
Kevin reached for his bag.
Before packing away, Kirsteen checked that she had the references linking Barrie’s payments to seven while he stayed elsewhere, the housekeeping entries preparing it for use and the list of retained effects. They still lacked an occupant’s name and a record of the objects leaving.
Sheila’s recognition of the building stayed with her. Kirsteen looked once more at the open doorway in the photograph, then put it with the plan.
Outside, the air felt cooler than it had during their break. Celia went to collect Stanley, and Kevin took Jodi ahead to choose somewhere for dinner. Kirsteen remained with Nora long enough to confirm the next appointment.
“Have we missed something obvious?” she asked.
“We may have. I’ll go over the references again before tomorrow.”
Kirsteen thanked her and went to catch up with Kevin and Jodi.
Back at the guesthouse, Jodi lay across her bed with her shoes off while Kirsteen transferred the day’s photographs into labelled folders. She stopped when her daughter asked whether Barrie could have been keeping the room for somebody who did not want it.
Kirsteen turned from the desk. “What makes you ask that?”
“He might have thought they were coming back, and they weren’t. Or they wanted to and couldn’t.” Jodi rolled onto her side. “There are a lot of reasons.”
“There are.”
Jodi reached for her book and began reading while Kirsteen finished labelling the photographs.
A message from Nora arrived while Kirsteen was closing the folders.
She had checked the envelope list against the larger prints. The second gallery view belonged to a short sequence, and another picture showed more through the window beside seven. They could examine it in the morning.
Kirsteen opened the small photograph once more. At this scale the doorway was a dark shape and the window little more than a pale patch. She could place both precisely now because she had stood beside them.
Tomorrow they would have a better image. She shut the laptop and told Jodi to charge her phone, then lay in the dark for a while, going back over her daughter’s list of reasons.
Chapter 12 – The Girl in the Window
The larger photograph showed a girl where yesterday’s small print had shown only light.
Kirsteen saw her before Nora finished placing the sleeve on the table. She stood just inside the narrow window beside Room Seven, turned partly towards the courtyard, with one hand resting against the frame. Her hair was drawn back from her face. A cardigan hung open over a pale blouse, and the corner of a book showed beneath her other arm. She was looking beyond the photographer.
Jodi leaned forward, then stopped herself before her sleeve touched the print. “Is that Sheila?”
Kirsteen had been about to ask the same question. She looked again at the girl’s face. “I don’t know.”
There was enough of the face to invite comparison, but the years between the girl and the woman they knew were considerable. Kirsteen could see a straight nose, a firm mouth and a slight narrowing of the eyes. She could also imagine finding those things because she expected them.
Kevin drew a chair closer. “Do we know when it was taken?”
“The accompanying list places the sequence in the late fifties,” Nora said. “There’s more detail with the other prints. We’ll keep them together.”
The workroom was cooler than it had been the previous afternoon. Rain ticked against the partly open window, and Celia had hung her damp coat over the back of a chair well away from the photographs. She sat with her hands folded, staring at the girl.
“My mother might have known,” she said.
Nora turned the sleeve carefully so they could examine the reverse. The writing was brief. It named the Lantern Rooms, supplied a month and year, and identified the photograph as one of a small group taken by Albert Crane. There were no names for the people shown.
“Who was he?” Kirsteen asked.
“He worked around the theatres and took photographs. These were kept with other material from the same period.”
Nora placed a second print beside it. The photographer had moved farther along the courtyard, bringing more of the open doorway into view. The girl was no longer at the window.
Jodi studied the two images. “She’s gone. Did he take that one later?”
“We don’t have a time for each exposure,” Nora said. “They’re listed together.”
In the second picture, sunlight reached partway into the room. A box stood below the far window, dark in the black-and-white print, its corners reinforced with metal. Above it, a hand mirror hung from a hook, its short handle uppermost, catching a narrow reflection of the opposite wall.
Kirsteen brought out the close photographs they had taken at Westward.
The trunk in the old image could not be identified by colour. Its proportions were right, though, and a diagonal scrape crossed one metal corner in a place Kirsteen recognised. She enlarged her own photograph on the laptop while Nora set a magnifier beside the print.
Kevin looked between them. “That looks promising.”
“It does.”
Kirsteen followed the edges rather than the whole shape: the corner fitting, the position of the latch, a dent that interrupted an otherwise straight line. Each comparison made the connection stronger.
Jodi was looking at the mirror. “The crack.”
Kirsteen turned towards it. In the old photograph a pale line ran from one corner of the glass, disappearing into the reflected light. The surviving mirror at Westward had a more complicated fracture, but part of its course appeared to follow the same direction.
“We need to be careful with the reflection,” Nora said.
Kirsteen compared the line with the fracture at Westward, then went back to the fittings on the trunk. She saved the comparison beside the property list. The matching fittings and the old fracture gave her more to take to Sheila than a familiar shape in a photograph.
The objects from Westward had stood inside Room Seven. Kirsteen sat back, looking at the box beneath the window and the mirror hung where someone could use it.
Jodi looked again at the first photograph. “If it is Sheila, those were her things.”
“They were in the room with her,” Kirsteen said. “We’ll need her to tell us the rest.”
Celia moved closer. “Could it be Sheila? Shall we ask?”
Kirsteen thought of Sheila’s request to keep the photographs of the present-day room until she wanted them.
“We can tell her what we’ve found and ask whether she wants to see it.”
Nora left the print where it was. “There may be something else that helps before you do.”
She brought out a folder of booking correspondence that accompanied the theatre material. Kirsteen had seen similar lists the previous afternoon: names, roles, dates and accommodation requirements, written by people arranging beds for a group rather than recording individual arrivals.
The booking list covered the same season as the photographs. Barrie appeared among the performers, with his accommodation noted separately. Farther down, beneath the main names, was an additional line.
S. Stretton. Child. Seven.
Kirsteen read it twice. Jodi’s shoulder pressed against her arm as she leaned close enough to see.
“Same season, same room,” Kevin said quietly.
Nora checked the booking dates against the photograph list. “A child, S. Stretton, in seven.” She looked up. “Is that your Sheila?”
Celia looked between the papers. “A Stretton child in seven, with Barrie staying elsewhere.”
Kirsteen turned back to the girl at the window. “I think it’s her,” she said. “But it’s Sheila’s to say.”
Jodi’s smile had gone as she looked from the booking sheet to the photograph. “Will she be cross?”
“She may be upset. Or she may tell us we’ve taken a very long time to notice.”
That earned a small smile, which faded when Jodi looked back at the print.
“She looks lonely,” Jodi said. “She could be waiting for someone.”
Kirsteen followed the girl’s gaze beyond the photographer and did not argue.
Kirsteen stepped into the corridor to telephone Sheila. When the call went unanswered, she sent a message. Through the open workroom door she could hear Nora giving Jodi the booking sheet’s reference.
We’ve found an old photograph showing a girl at Room Seven’s window, and a booking sheet listing S. Stretton, a child, in seven. We think it may be you. Would you like to see the photograph? I haven’t sent it.
Then she went back inside.
They finished recording the sources and requested a copy of the print for their working material. Kirsteen left her phone beside the folder, where she could see it if Sheila replied.
While Nora arranged the copy, Celia checked on Stanley. The friend minding him had taken him out between showers, and he had returned with wet paws and an appetite. Jodi looked at the message, relieved by the ordinary news.
“Is he coming back to Marling Bay?”
Celia hesitated. “I need to finish some things here first. I may come down again with the other papers, but I haven’t arranged it.” She looked at Jodi. “Would that be welcome?”
“Obviously,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen had expected disappointment. Instead Jodi asked whether the toy from the vet was still in one piece.
“Mostly.”
“That’s quite good for him.”
Celia smiled and put her phone away. Jodi returned to her notebook.
Sheila replied while they were packing away.
Send the photograph. Just that.
Kirsteen checked the permission for the copy, then sent the full image without cropping the window or enlarging the girl’s face. She put the phone down.
Kevin began gathering the bags. “Let’s get ready while she has a look.”
They thanked Nora and confirmed that the longer payment sequence and the transfer papers would still need following up. Celia could help with those enquiries after the family returned south.
The reply came while Kirsteen was putting the copied plan into its folder.
Yes. That’s me.
She stood with the folder half open.
Jodi looked up immediately. “Is it?”
“Yes.”
Kirsteen turned the screen so Jodi could read the words, then passed it to Celia.
Celia held the phone in both hands. “I wish I’d known before I came down.”
“You brought what you had,” Kirsteen said.
Another message arrived.
Ring me when you’re somewhere quiet.
Kirsteen went back into the corridor. This time Sheila answered before the second ring had finished.
“I remember him taking those.”
“Albert Crane?”
“He had that camera everywhere. You could hardly carry a cup across the yard without becoming part of his collection.”
Kirsteen could hear the familiar impatience in her voice.
“Nora says there are several from the same visit.”
“I’m sure there are.”
Kirsteen waited. Through the wall came the muffled movement of chairs.
“That was my room,” Sheila said at last. “For part of the time.”
“We found the trunk and mirror in another picture.”
“They were there.”
“Would you like that one too?”
“Not on this little screen. Bring it when you come back.”
“All right.”
Sheila was quiet long enough for Kirsteen to hear someone speaking in the shop. She answered them briefly, away from the telephone, then returned.
“Has Jodi seen it?”
“Yes.”
“What did she say?”
“She thought you looked lonely,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila was quiet for a moment. “She’s observant.”
Kirsteen could hear paper being folded at the other end. She rested her shoulder against the corridor wall and waited.
She had brought Sheila evidence of where she had lived, as though Sheila might need it. The photograph had answered their question, not hers.
“When are you coming back?” Sheila asked.
“We’ll leave tomorrow morning. We’ve finished the work we can do here for now.”
“Then come to the shop the day after. After closing. You and Jodi.”
“Kevin’s with us.”
“I know where Kevin is. He can come if he wants.”
Kirsteen smiled faintly. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. And don’t bring every book they’ve let you photograph.”
“Just the picture?”
“The picture and the booking sheet. We’ll start there.”
When she returned, Jodi was standing beside the table. “What did she say?”
“It was her room for part of the time. She’ll talk to us when we’re home.”
“About why she was there?”
“We’ll start with the picture and the booking sheet. That’s what she’s asked us to bring.”
Jodi glanced at the photograph but did not lean over it again.
They spent the rest of the afternoon away from the records. Celia collected Stanley and met them for a short walk when the rain eased. He greeted Jodi enthusiastically, then became preoccupied with a smell beneath a bench. Kevin held the umbrella while she crouched to stroke him, although the shower had almost stopped.
Kirsteen walked beside Celia, who asked, “Did she sound all right?”
“She told me not to bring every book we’ve photographed.”
“That cuts down the packing,” Celia said, smiling.
She adjusted the lead in her hand. “I thought I was bringing back some history of the house. I didn’t think about it being someone’s room.”
“Neither did I, at first.”
They stopped while Stanley inspected a drain. Across the harbour, windows caught a patch of afternoon light. Kirsteen could pick out the slope they had climbed, but not the Lantern Rooms itself.
She had stood in seven and seen shelving, bedding and a vacuum cleaner. In the photograph there had been a girl, a book, a trunk and a mirror. Neither view could tell her what it felt like to live there.
Jodi caught up with them. “Can I ask Sheila about the book under her arm?”
“Yes. She may remember what she was reading.”
Jodi looked back at the photograph on Kirsteen’s phone, studying the small corner of the book.
At dinner, Kevin asked whether they had enough time for breakfast before the drive. Kirsteen set the travel plan between them.
“What time would you prefer to leave?”
“Early enough to take our time.”
“That suits me.”
Jodi was occupied with drawing Stanley on the back of a spare sheet. She had made his ears unequal and was working carefully on his feet. “You’ll need more room for those,” Kevin said.
“They’re bigger than they look.”
He nodded solemnly, and she moved the plate out of her way.
Later, Kirsteen packed the copied photograph between protective boards. On the accompanying sheet she wrote its source and date, then added Identified by Sheila Stretton.
Across the landing, Kevin reminded Jodi to charge her phone before the journey. She called that she knew, then asked whether he had a spare cable. Their voices continued.
Chapter 13 – Left Behind
Sheila let them into the sweetshop after closing and turned the sign back against the glass. Without the little carousel playing in the window, Kirsteen could hear the refrigerator humming behind the counter and the sound of someone sweeping the pavement outside.
“You’ve brought the photograph?”
“And the booking sheet.”
“Good. Put them in the back.”
They had returned from Whitby the previous evening, tired enough to leave one bag in the hall until morning. The journey had taken most of the day, with a long stop when none of them wanted to sit any more. Mabel had continued eating and being cared for without them, although Tamsin reported that she still seldom lay down for long. Celia and Stanley had remained in Whitby while she helped Nora follow the remaining references.
School had started again that Monday. Jodi had gone through the gate with her bag thumping against her hip, then come home full of a quarrel about a borrowed ruler. Kirsteen was still hearing about it when they set out for the sweetshop after closing.
Sheila had cleared the back table of invoices. Three chairs stood around it, and she brought a fourth from beside the stock shelves, refusing Kevin’s help until the chair caught against a box. “Well, take that end if you’re going to stand there.”
He took it without comment. Jodi waited until Sheila told her where to sit.
Kirsteen placed the photograph of Sheila and the booking sheet on the table, with the room-interior print she had requested in a third sleeve beneath them. She had left her notebook at Westward.
For several seconds Sheila studied the photograph without touching it. Then she drew it closer. “That cardigan had a pocket coming away. Iris kept offering to mend it, and I kept saying I’d do it myself.”
“Did you?” Jodi asked.
“Eventually. Very badly.”
Kirsteen looked for the damaged pocket in the photograph; she had studied that cardigan without wondering whether it needed mending.
Sheila turned the photograph face down and looked at the booking sheet. “Child,” she said. “He objected when they charged me for an adult breakfast. That may be why somebody wrote it so firmly.”
“Were you eating an adult breakfast?” Kevin asked.
“Whenever I could get one.”
The humour remained in her face briefly, then faded as she moved the sheet aside. “I don’t know what you expect me to remember about that particular day.”
“Nothing particular,” Kirsteen said. “You asked us to come.”
“Yes. I did.”
Sheila rested her hands on the table. There was a pale mark along one finger where a ring had pressed for years, and a little sugar caught near the edge of her cuff. “I remember the room. I remember people taking photographs from the courtyard. Whether I was waiting for my father at that exact moment, I couldn’t swear to. I might have been watching someone carry a piano through a door it wouldn’t fit.”
Jodi glanced at the back of the print. “But you did wait there?”
“Often.” Sheila kept her eyes on the print. “He would tell me when he was coming back. Usually quite precisely. Thursday afternoon. After breakfast. Before the last bus. Then something happened, or he found another bit of work, and the time stopped meaning what I thought it meant.”
“Did he send a message?”
“Sometimes. To the house, if he could get through. Sometimes I heard it from someone else. Sometimes he told Iris something and assumed that meant he’d told me.”
Sheila looked towards the closed door to the shop. “I learned to ask who had actually spoken to him. Adults found that irritating.”
“Did Iris look after you?” Kirsteen asked.
“Yes. She made sure I ate, and she noticed when I was pretending I wasn’t tired. But she had a house full of people to manage. I wasn’t the only person whose arrangements had become inconvenient.”
Sheila reached for the photograph again. “The room was better than a lot of places. I had a drawer that stayed mine. There were books I could leave instead of putting them into a case every time somebody said we were moving.”
“What books?” Jodi asked.
“I can’t remember the one I’m holding there.”
“Was it yours?”
“Probably. I was very wary of taking books out of libraries because returning them could become a problem.”
Jodi nodded with immediate understanding.
“There was a shop where I bought damaged ones,” Sheila continued. “Books with loose covers, or someone’s name written inside. They were cheaper. I used to wonder who the people were.”
“Was the trunk for your clothes?” Kevin asked.
“Some clothes. Books. Things I didn’t want left behind. The lid was heavy, and if you packed it too full, it took two people to fasten it.”
Jodi looked towards Kirsteen. They knew that part of the trunk well.
Kirsteen brought out the interior photograph. Sheila studied it, then pointed to the mirror. “The hand mirror hung by its handle where you saw it,” she said. “I used to tuck small things between its frame and the wall. Receipts, a note, once some money. Barrie found that and asked why I hadn’t put it somewhere safe.”
“What did you say?”
“That I thought I had.”
Kevin smiled, but Sheila did not continue the joke.
“He paid it back. I remember that. I also remember deciding on a different hiding place.”
For a while the conversation moved through the room itself. The window catch needed lifting slightly before it would close. A draught found the edge of the door in winter. Sound from the courtyard reached her clearly, particularly when people thought everyone upstairs must be asleep. There had been a place beside the bed where she put her shoes. She disliked anyone moving them.
“I wanted to wake up knowing where things were,” she said. “That doesn’t sound much.”
“It does to me,” Jodi replied.
Sheila looked at her, then nodded.
“Were there times you liked being there?” Kirsteen asked.
“Of course. People were funny. There was always somebody making something or practising something or explaining why the last manager who’d employed them was a fool. I learned a great deal I shouldn’t have known.”
“Such as?” Jodi asked.
“Nothing I’m repeating in front of your parents.”
“I won’t ask, then,” Kevin said.
“Wise.”
The room eased enough for Sheila to stand and fill the kettle. She put out mugs and gave Jodi a glass of lemonade, then returned to her chair before the water boiled.
“I don’t want you going away thinking it was all misery. That would be as wrong as the other version.”
“What other version?” Jodi asked.
“That I had a wonderful childhood because there were performers and a circus in it.”
Kirsteen looked at the photograph lying face down. It would have been easy to build either story around it.
Sheila folded her hands. “There was one time he went to York. I think it was York. The place matters less than the fact that he said two nights. The second evening came and went. Iris said there might have been a change of plan. By the next afternoon she was trying to reach someone who knew the company. I could tell she was doing it even though she didn’t tell me.”
“How could you tell?” Jodi asked.
“She stopped saying it casually. I remember sitting on the stair because I could hear the telephone from there. Every time it rang I got up. Eventually somebody asked me to move because I was in the way.”
Sheila looked down at the photograph. “I can’t tell you how many days it was now. Long enough for me to stop being angry for a while.”
Jodi’s hands tightened around her glass. “Because you thought something had happened?”
“Yes.”
The kettle began to rattle before it switched itself off. Sheila made no move towards it.
“What had happened?” Kevin asked.
“Travel trouble, then work. There was an explanation for each part. A connection missed, someone who hadn’t passed on a message, an engagement that went on longer than expected. By the time he returned, he had a whole account of it.”
“Did it make sense?”
“Most of it probably did.”
Sheila looked at Kirsteen. “He arrived with a book I’d wanted. He’d remembered the title. I’d mentioned it weeks before, and he’d found a copy.”
Jodi lowered her glass.
“I threw it at him,” Sheila said.
Kevin’s eyebrows lifted, and Jodi looked startled enough for Sheila almost to smile.
“I’d spent all those days worrying, and he was standing there waiting to see if I liked it.”
“What did he do?” Kirsteen asked.
“Picked it up. Looked at the cover to see whether he’d bought the wrong one.”
Sheila stopped. A delivery vehicle passed outside, its engine filling the brief silence.
“I told him why I was angry. He was upset. Properly upset, I think. He hadn’t intended any of it to frighten me.”
“Did he apologise?” Jodi asked.
“Yes.”
“Did it happen again?”
Sheila looked at her for a long moment. “Yes. Not exactly the same way. Enough like it.”
Jodi nodded and looked down at her glass.
Sheila got up to pour the tea. Kevin moved the sleeves away from the mugs and took the milk from her when she brought it over.
“He could be very good when he was there,” Sheila said, sitting down again. “That’s part of why I wanted him to come back. He listened to things other adults brushed aside. He’d remember a question and turn up with someone who could answer it. He could make a wet afternoon bearable.”
Sheila took a sip of tea. “Then he’d tell me he was going out for an hour, and I’d spend the rest of the day deciding when I was allowed to worry.”
“Did you stop believing him?” Kevin asked.
“I stopped arranging myself around the time he gave me. As much as I could.”
“What did that mean?”
“If he said Thursday, I tried not to expect Thursday. Sometimes I was still standing at the window, of course. You can decide something sensible and fail to do it.”
Kirsteen glanced at Kevin. He was watching Sheila, his expression intent.
Sheila noticed anyway. “I’m telling you about my father,” she said. “Not giving you a method of assessing every late train.”
“I know,” Kirsteen replied.
“Good. People do that.”
Jodi asked whether Iris ever told Barrie off.
“Yes. I remember her doing it quietly, which was worse for him than shouting. He could make a performance out of an argument if you gave him enough room.”
“Did you like her?”
“Very much.”
“Did you tell her?”
Sheila’s face changed slightly. “I hope so. I don’t remember doing it as clearly as I’d like.”
Jodi looked at her lemonade.
Kirsteen asked whether Celia could be told that Sheila remembered Iris kindly.
“Yes. You can tell her that.”
“Would you like to tell her yourself?”
“Eventually. Don’t arrange it for tomorrow.”
“I won’t.”
Sheila looked at the booking sheet again and drew it towards her. Her finger stopped beside the room number. “What did you find about the money?”
“Payments in Barrie’s name against seven. Some were made during periods when the register put him in a different room. We haven’t worked through the whole history.”
Sheila frowned. “He paid when I wasn’t there?”
“We haven’t matched all your dates to the records. The room was being held, and the housekeeping notes suggest it was prepared for use.”
“I knew it was usually the same room. I thought Iris put me there because my things were there.”
“We don’t know the full arrangement yet,” Kirsteen said.
“No. You don’t.”
Sheila set the sheet down, but she did not look away from it.
“Would you like us to leave that enquiry?” Kirsteen asked.
“No.” Sheila answered quickly, then paused. “If there’s something to know, I’d rather know it. But don’t come back telling me what it ought to mean.”
“We won’t.”
Jodi looked at the photograph. “It wouldn’t change him being late.”
“No,” Sheila said. “It wouldn’t.”
Kirsteen slid the photograph back into its sleeve while Sheila finished her tea. Jodi asked about the cardigan pocket, and Sheila described an attempt at stitching so poor that Iris had eventually repaired it after all. Kevin admitted that his own recent repair to a button had left it at an angle.
“Did it stay on?” Sheila asked.
“So far.”
“Then you’re ahead of me at that age.”
As they prepared to leave, Kirsteen asked whether Sheila wanted to keep the photograph.
“Leave it.”
Sheila put the photograph face up beside the booking sheet, keeping the interior print beneath them.
At the door, Sheila stopped them. “I did love him,” she said.
“I believe you,” Kirsteen said quietly.
Sheila looked relieved and annoyed with herself for needing to say it. Then she opened the door and told Jodi to look properly before crossing the road.
Outside, the evening light had reached the upper windows while the pavement lay in shade. Marling Bay sounded familiar after Whitby: a delivery being finished, voices near the corner, the particular rattle of the sweetshop door as Sheila secured it behind them.
They walked without speaking until Jodi asked whether the book had been damaged.
“The one she threw?” Kevin said.
“That one.”
“She didn’t say.”
“I hope she could still read it.”
Kirsteen put an arm around her shoulders for a few steps. “She may have. You can ask another time.”
At Westward, Kevin helped Jodi find something to eat while Kirsteen put away the empty protective folder. It looked strange without the photograph, but she was glad it remained with Sheila.
A message from Celia had arrived while they were at the shop. Nora had followed one of the account references to a separate notebook among the deposited theatre papers. It appeared to contain Barrie’s own touring expenses. Several entries mentioned Whitby and seven.
Celia offered authorised copies once Nora had checked the dates and handwriting.
Kirsteen looked towards the kitchen, where Jodi was disputing Kevin’s opinion about how much toast counted as supper.
She replied that Sheila wanted the enquiry to continue. They should begin with what the notebook was, when it had been used and how it related to the house accounts.
Kirsteen put the phone down. She could still picture the girl on the stair, getting up each time the telephone rang.
Chapter 14 – The Room Kept Ready
On Tuesday, Kirsteen left Nora’s new folder unopened until the school collection was done. By the time they reached Westward, Kevin had finished his own errands and was on his way with bread.
The first page Nora sent contained a payment for boot repairs, two railway fares and a sum Barrie had crossed out so thoroughly that Kirsteen could not read what had been there before. Beneath them, in smaller writing, was an entry for Whitby.
Kirsteen moved the laptop away from the sunlight. The kitchen window was open, admitting the smell of warm paving and the intermittent scrape of a chair being dragged across a neighbouring yard. After the cool workroom in Whitby, it felt strange to be examining the records beside a bowl containing one bruised pear.
There were fourteen images in the folder, and the last two did not come from the notebook at all. Kirsteen read Nora’s accompanying note before opening anything else.
The notebook had been deposited with papers from a touring company for which Barrie had worked. An inventory made when the collection arrived described it as his expense book, and several enclosed receipts bore his name. Nora had compared the handwriting with signed correspondence already held in the collection. The dates and journeys also agreed with engagements recorded elsewhere.
I’m satisfied that we can use it as his working notebook, she had written. It isn’t a complete account of his finances.
The last two images are a letter from Barrie to Iris, from the family correspondence. I found it by following his account references. Read the notebook first. The letter will make more sense afterwards.
Kevin came in carrying a loaf and the small bag of things Jodi had asked him to collect. He put the loaf on the board, leaving the papers clear.
“Has it arrived?”
“Some of it. Nora’s checked the notebook, and she’s found a letter.”
He looked at the screen without reaching for it. “Do you want another pair of eyes?”
Kirsteen pulled out the chair beside her and angled the screen between them. Kevin had spotted the useful comparison in the house accounts; she was glad of his help with these.
The notebook was narrow enough to have fitted inside a coat. Some entries followed the ruled lines; others occupied the margins or ran sideways into spaces left by earlier calculations. Barrie abbreviated familiar expenses and occasionally wrote a whole sentence about something that had irritated him. A charge for moving scenery had acquired an exclamation mark and the words their man dropped it.
“He wasn’t paying for that willingly,” Kevin said.
“He wanted it on record,” Kirsteen said.
“I don’t blame him.”
Kirsteen smiled and brought up the copies of the Lantern Rooms accounts. They began with an entry whose date and amount were clear, then found the corresponding receipt in the house ledger. Barrie’s notebook called it Whitby, seven. The house account recorded the sum against the room.
The next match took longer. Kirsteen initially looked in the wrong month because a payment had been entered when it arrived, while Barrie had written it down on the day he sent it. Kevin noticed the reference number before she did.
“It’s the same payment,” he said. “Just two different days.”
She drew the records closer and checked. “Yes. You’re right.”
They worked through the notebook images, leaving gaps where the writing was uncertain. It was slower than finding a single name beneath a photograph, but after half an hour Kirsteen could see a pattern. Money for seven appeared among journeys, meals and payments received, even when the engagements placed Barrie far from Whitby.
Some sums covered several weeks. Others were smaller and closer together. One payment reduced an outstanding balance without clearing it; a later one finished the job.
“He didn’t always pay on time,” Kevin said.
“No. But he kept paying.”
The room had remained a charge on his account through the period Nora had copied, including weeks when he was working elsewhere. It was more than an occasional booking made before bringing Sheila north.
Jodi came into the kitchen after changing out of her school clothes. She stopped beside the bread, broke a small piece from the end and looked at the screen. “Is that the book?”
“Part of it,” Kirsteen said. “We’re comparing it with the records from the house.”
Jodi leaned against her chair. “Did he keep paying?”
“He did.”
“Even when Sheila wasn’t there?”
“Even then. He was working a long way off for some of these.”
Jodi studied the handwriting, then pointed to a number beside an untidy word. “What’s that one?”
“Supper, I think.”
“That’s a very bad S.”
“He wasn’t expecting us to mark it,” Kevin said, cutting the loaf before she could remove another piece.
Jodi took the slice he offered and stayed beside Kirsteen’s chair, reading over her shoulder between bites. When she lost interest in the figures, she moved to the far end of the table to look through Kevin’s bag and check that he had found the right replacement pencil.
Kirsteen called Nora at the time they had agreed.
“Yes, those two belong together,” Nora said when Kirsteen asked about the delayed payment. “There’s another reference on the following page. I’ll send that once I’ve checked the scan.”
“How far can we follow the room account?”
“Across several years in the house books. There are changes in how it’s recorded, which is why I didn’t want to send you a list of totals without the pages.”
Kirsteen put the call on speaker with Nora’s agreement. Kevin moved his chair closer again.
“Does it stop anywhere?” he asked.
“The account stays open through the sequence I’ve checked. Late payments leave balances to be carried forward, but those are settled later. It isn’t a payment every week.”
“Was the room ever released?” Kirsteen asked.
“Not in that sequence. It stays held against the account.”
Nora directed them to another image. An engagement payment had been divided on the page, with part recorded as received and the remainder still owed. Below it were several expenses, including the charge for seven.
“Look at the following week,” she said.
Barrie had noted the unpaid remainder again. Against it he had written a name and a reminder to ask. A small loan appeared among the amounts received.
Kevin followed the figures with his finger held just above the screen. “He was waiting to be paid.”
“Yes. And the room payment appears in the house account during that interval.”
A later page showed a cancelled engagement. Beneath the cancellation Barrie had worked through a short calculation, crossed out one total and begun again. Seven remained among the expenses. He had paid it in two parts that time.
“It was something he kept finding money for,” Kirsteen said.
“Throughout these dates, yes,” Nora said.
Before ending the call, Kirsteen asked whether any of it explained why Barrie had made the arrangement.
“The notebook doesn’t,” Nora said. “It tells us he kept it going. The letter tells you why.”
Afterwards, Kevin went to clear the bread board while Kirsteen amended her notes. She removed regular weekly payments, replaced it with a description of the continuing room account, and opened the last two images.
Barrie’s letter began with a complaint about a railway connection and reached Sheila halfway down the second page.
Kirsteen read the first page properly, although she had already glimpsed the name when the images opened. He had arrived late, found that somebody else had been given the room he expected and spent more than he intended on a meal he described with unnecessary bitterness. In the margin he had remembered a man who might owe Iris money. His account was lively enough for Kirsteen to hear the performance in it, but she could also imagine Iris putting the letter aside until she had time to discover what he wanted.
On the second page, the handwriting became less expansive.
About seven: please keep it for Sheila. I will meet the charge whether we are there or not. I know you could sometimes let it twice over, but I would rather she did not come back and find her things put out.
Kirsteen rested her hand beside the laptop. Beyond the open kitchen door, a bedsheet moved on the line, swelling gently before the wind let it fall. She read the passage again, then continued.
Leave the books where she has them if you can, and her things in the drawer. She notices when they have been moved, even when she says nothing. If you must alter anything, please tell me first.
Below the request, Barrie returned to a question about an engagement and whether Iris had heard from someone he had been unable to find.
Nora’s note added that a short acknowledgement in Iris’s papers referred to retaining seven and keeping the charge against Barrie’s name, and that a later letter from him mentioned the balance and asked for the arrangement to continue. The dates fitted the sequence Kirsteen and Kevin had just matched.
Kevin came back from the sink and read over her shoulder. He read without speaking, his eyes returning to the beginning when he reached the end.
“He knew she noticed.”
“Yes.”
“Did you know he’d noticed?”
Kirsteen shook her head. Sheila had told them about keeping her shoes in the same place, and how much it mattered to wake knowing where her things were. Barrie’s letter did not mention the shoes, but it showed that some part of that need had reached him.
“I haven’t spoken to her yet.”
“Let her read it first, perhaps.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
Jodi had drifted back to the table. “Could Sheila go there whenever she wanted?”
“It looks as if the room was hers whenever she came back,” Kirsteen said. “Barrie asked Iris to keep it for her and leave her things where they were.”
Jodi put the pencil down. “So he did want it to be hers.”
“That’s what he says.”
“Does Sheila know?”
“Not yet.”
“Are you going to tell her?”
“I’m going to ask how she wants to see it.”
She sent a short message describing the discovery: the room account had continued across several years, including absences and periods when Barrie was short of money, and there was a letter in which he asked Iris to keep the room for her. She asked whether Sheila would prefer the copies, a visit or some time before either.
The reply arrived while they were clearing the after-school snack.
Bring them after four. Just you. Upstairs. I’ll shut the shop for half an hour.
Kirsteen printed the letter at a size Sheila could read comfortably, then the paired notebook and house-account pages with a separate sheet listing their references. Kevin watched the pile grow.
“I’d put the letter on top,” he said.
She moved it to the top.
Then she walked down through streets that had begun to feel busy without quite becoming crowded. A car stood with its passenger door open while someone rearranged bags on the back seat; outside the bakery, two people were trying to pass one another while each insisted the other should go first.
The sweetshop was closed when she arrived. Sheila let her in through the side entrance and led her upstairs, where the air was warmer and carried a faint smell of toast.
There was a cleared space on the table beside the window. Sheila had put out two glasses of water but no food, as though she had decided against giving herself anything else to attend to.
“Is this all of it?”
“The letter, and the accounts that go with it.”
“Letter first.”
Sheila sat down and began at the first page. Kirsteen took the chair opposite, leaving the rest of the papers closed in her lap. From downstairs came the muffled sound of the shop door being tried, followed by a pause and retreating footsteps. Sheila did not look up. She adjusted the angle of the paper and continued reading.
At the passage about seven, her hand stopped.
Kirsteen watched a gull pass the window rather than watching Sheila’s face. There was washing on a line behind the buildings opposite, and somebody had secured a red towel with so many pegs that it scarcely moved. She counted them before realising what she was doing.
“He says he’ll meet the charge,” Sheila said.
“Yes.”
“And did he?”
“Yes. I’ve brought the accounts. Sometimes late, but the balances were paid.”
Sheila read the next lines silently. Her thumb travelled along the edge of the sheet, bending it slightly, then smoothing it again.
“I don’t remember him asking me.”
“What would you have wanted him to ask?”
“Whether that was what I wanted.”
Sheila looked up. “I would have said yes. Of course I would. I didn’t want my things put into a passage while somebody else used the room.” She glanced down again. “I would still have liked to be asked.”
“He may have thought he already knew.”
“He often did.”
She moved to the end of the letter and read the final paragraph before laying it flat. For a while she studied the first page again, and Kirsteen wondered whether she was looking for something else about herself, or simply recognising the ordinary father around the passage they had brought her.
“His trains were always somebody else’s fault,” Sheila said eventually. “Even when he’d stopped to talk and missed one.”
“Is that what happened here?”
“I’ve no idea. It’s just what I remember.” Sheila held out her hand. “Now the figures.”
Kirsteen laid out the first pair of copies. Sheila read without asking for an explanation. Her finger moved down the house account, stopped at a carried balance and returned to the date above it.
“This isn’t all one payment.”
“No. He cleared that amount in stages. The next sheet shows the balance being settled.”
Kirsteen showed her how Nora had followed the charge for seven through one interval in detail, then another far enough away to show that the arrangement had lasted. Sheila recognised a place in Barrie’s notebook and said she remembered him working there, although she could not have supplied the year.
When they reached the cancelled engagement, she read the whole page. “He hated being owed money.”
“I suppose most people do.”
“He was very bad at owing it himself. He could explain the difference at some length.”
She moved on. “This is a loan?”
“He’s marked it as one. The payment for seven reached the house while he was waiting to be paid.”
Sheila rested her palm beside the notebook copy. “He used to arrive with money and spend as though the next lot was certain. Iris would send his bill quickly when she knew he’d been paid.”
She looked at the beginning and end of Nora’s sequence and read the dates twice.
“I wasn’t there for all of that. I was away for months in that stretch. I know I was.”
“Yes.”
“I thought when I went back and found my things where I’d left them, that was Iris being kind.”
“She was kind, from everything you’ve told us.”
“Yes. She was.” Sheila took off her glasses and set them beside the water. “But somebody was paying.”
She looked at the letter again. “I used to leave a book open.”
Kirsteen waited.
“Not always. Sometimes, when we went away. Face down, which I know you shouldn’t do. Iris told me it would spoil the binding.”
“Why did you leave it like that?”
“To see.” Sheila moved her glass farther from the papers. “If it was where I’d left it when I came back, I knew nobody had tidied everything away. I could go on from the same place.”
Kirsteen glanced at the instruction about leaving the books.
“Did you tell anyone?”
“I don’t think so. Iris may have worked it out. She was usually ahead of me where damaged books were concerned.” Sheila smiled. “One of them was left open for so long it wouldn’t shut properly afterwards. I put it under the trunk.”
“To flatten it?”
“Yes. Then I couldn’t get it out without moving everything. It was not one of my better arrangements.”
Kirsteen laughed, picturing Sheila tugging at the book beneath the loaded trunk.
Sheila put her glasses back on and drew the second page towards her.
She notices when they have been moved, even when she says nothing.
She rested her finger beneath the sentence. “He knew that much.” She stayed looking at it. “I thought he saw a room with a bed in it. Somewhere perfectly suitable, so why was I making a fuss?”
The window was open a little at the top. A change in the wind brought the smell of hot cooking oil from farther down the street, briefly stronger than the sweetness rising through the floorboards.
“He wanted you to come back and find it as you’d left it,” Kirsteen said. “He says it twice, once about the books and once about the drawer, and then he asks her to tell him before she moves anything…”
She stopped.
“I’m sorry. I keep telling you what it says, and you’ve read it.”
Sheila was quiet, then gave a small nod.
“I’m not sorry you brought it.”
Downstairs, the shop door rattled again, this time followed by a firmer attempt. Sheila glanced at the clock.
“They can read the sign.”
Kirsteen was glad not to be sent away yet.
Sheila asked for the related papers. They compared Iris’s short acknowledgement with Barrie’s later letter renewing the arrangement, then checked the account entries once more.
“He kept it going,” Sheila said. She put the later letter beside the first. “Iris did the actual keeping.”
“She did.”
“I’m glad we know both parts.” Sheila looked at the notebook copy again. “I’m glad he paid it. I would have hated losing that room.”
Kirsteen nodded.
“I’d also have liked him to come back when he said he would.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t remember him telling me any of this. Perhaps he thought children weren’t interested in bills.”
“Would you have been?”
“I might have worried about them. I was quite capable of worrying about something once it had been explained.”
Kirsteen remembered Celia wishing somebody had asked her mother about the room while there was time.
“Would you like Celia to know what you remember about the books?”
“I’d rather tell her.”
“She said she’d be pleased to see you. We haven’t arranged when.”
“Then let me know when she’s coming. I can manage a cup of tea without an appointment system.”
“I’ll tell her that too,” Kirsteen said.
“Perhaps leave that bit out. And tell Nora thank you, for taking the trouble to work it out properly.”
When Sheila stood, Kirsteen began gathering the papers into their original order. Sheila stopped her with a hand on the letter.
“I’ll keep these upstairs.”
“Of course.”
“The photograph’s downstairs. I’d like them together eventually, but not behind the counter.”
Sheila fetched an empty folder from a shelf. It was an ordinary brown one with an old label crossed out on the front. She checked that the pages would lie flat before putting them inside.
“I don’t know what I’m going to think about him tomorrow,” she said.
“You don’t have to tell us tomorrow.”
“I may think exactly what I thought yesterday, with this added.”
At the top of the stairs, Sheila paused with one hand on the rail.
“I’d forgotten the book under the trunk. I’m glad I remembered that.”
Kirsteen followed her down. “Would you like to see the trunk again?”
Sheila stopped on the next step. For a moment Kirsteen regretted asking; then Sheila turned her head.
“At Westward?”
“Yes. Whenever you want.”
“Perhaps. I’ll tell you.”
They reached the shop, where sunlight lay across the counter and illuminated a few grains of sugar near the scales. Sheila held the door.
“Do you know how he got it yet?”
“The trunk?”
“And the mirror.”
“No. Nora’s still looking for the sale papers.”
“Then keep looking. This doesn’t tell you that.” Sheila stood with the door held open against her hip. “Does Jodi still like the small fruit drops?”
At Westward, Jodi wanted to know whether Sheila had been pleased. Kirsteen put the bag of fruit drops on the table.
“She was glad the room had been kept. She’s keeping the copies. And she remembered something about her books.”
“What?”
“I’ll let her tell you if she wants to.”
Jodi accepted that. “Is she still sad about it?”
“She still wishes he’d come back when he promised.”
Jodi chose a sweet and inspected its colour before eating it. “Are these from her?”
“Yes. She sent them for you.”
Jodi went to find Kevin and offer him one, calling back that he usually chose the yellow ones.
Celia sent a message that evening. Stanley had pulled the clean cover from his bed and fallen asleep on the folded towel beneath it; the photograph showed one ear turned inside out and a paw laid across the discarded fabric. Jodi asked Kirsteen to save it, then studied the picture for signs that he had grown.
Below it was a second message, this one about the papers.
Nora had encountered a reference to letters held at the Lantern Rooms. Celia had found similar wording on an envelope among Iris’s things and wanted to compare them before drawing any conclusions. She attached a photograph of the reverse.
Kirsteen enlarged it. Across the back, someone had written a brief instruction.
Keep until I ask.
She read the message again, then asked Celia to photograph the front as well and keep the envelope with whatever had been stored beside it.
From the kitchen came Jodi’s protest that Kevin had taken the last yellow sweet. Kirsteen closed the account images and opened a fresh folder for the envelope.
Chapter 15 – For Later
The front of the envelope showed no sign of having been posted: there was no stamp, no cancellation mark and no address beyond a first name. Celia had photographed it clearly enough to show the narrow strip along one edge, where the paper had been folded beneath something heavier and darkened to the colour of weak tea.
Kirsteen opened the photograph of the reverse beside it. Keep until I ask was written above a second instruction in a different hand.
Returned unopened.
There was a date beneath that, but the final figure disappeared into the crease.
Kirsteen had expected a letter inside. Celia’s accompanying message explained that the envelope was empty and already open when she found it, tucked among loose household papers. Whatever it had contained had gone elsewhere. She had photographed the surrounding material before moving anything.
On Wednesday morning, Kevin had helped Jodi look for her other trainer before school. Their search had progressed from the hall to the kitchen without producing a shoe, although Kevin had found a library book and a spoon beneath the small table. “Why is there a spoon here?”
“I don’t know,” Jodi said. “Have you looked behind the bag?”
“I’m looking behind the bag. That’s where the spoon was.”
Kirsteen had glanced away from the screen. The trainer stood beneath the chair Jodi had used the previous evening, partly concealed by its pushed-back cushion. She had pointed, and her daughter had collected it with the air of someone whose belongings had briefly behaved unreasonably.
By half past three the morning’s search had been forgotten, and the promised walk along the front was the first thing Jodi asked about when Kevin brought her home from school. Kirsteen had reopened Celia’s photograph while she waited for them.
“Are we still going down?” Jodi asked.
“Yes. I need to answer Celia first.”
Kevin picked up his jacket. “We can go ahead. Meet us by the railings.”
Kirsteen nearly asked which railings, then remembered their earlier conversation. Kevin had already told her while she was looking at the envelope.
“I’ll be ten minutes.”
He nodded and followed Jodi into the hall. When the door closed, the house became quiet except for the tapping of a loose cord against the open window.
Kirsteen wrote to Celia asking whether the return instruction could be dated from anything filed with it, then closed the laptop and went to join Kevin and Jodi.
By the time she reached the front, Jodi was standing beside Kevin with her elbows on the rail. Below them, the tide had left a broad stretch of sand crossed by runnels of water. A gull was worrying at something too far away to identify, retreating each time a smaller bird came close and advancing indignantly when it left.
Jodi pointed it out, then wanted to know whether the letter had explained anything.
“Not yet. The envelope was given back to whoever left it.”
“So they changed their mind?”
“Possibly.”
“Or they gave it to the person themselves,” Kevin said.
Jodi considered that as they began walking. “Why didn’t they keep it until they were ready?”
Kirsteen had wondered the same thing. The writer had given Iris an instruction, not merely asked her to keep an envelope safe.
“I think that’s what we need to find out.”
They bought drinks from a place with tables outside and sat where the wind could not reach them directly. Kevin asked Jodi about something she had been reading, and she began explaining a disagreement between two characters in sufficient detail for Kirsteen to suspect that the book itself had dealt with it more briefly. Kevin listened, asking a question whenever she assumed he knew someone’s name.
Kirsteen took out her phone when it vibrated, then left it face down on the table. Jodi was approaching the part she cared about. By the time she had finished, her drink was nearly untouched and Kevin had admitted that he might have to read the book to understand why the brother was being blamed.
“You do,” Jodi said. “Because he says it differently from how I said it.”
“I’ll borrow it when you’re finished.”
“You can have it while I’m here. I’ve read that bit.”
Kirsteen stayed with the conversation until Jodi had moved on to whether the gull would still be there when they walked back. She left her phone face down beside her cup.
The papers Nora sent late that afternoon were stained along one edge and cramped with additions in several hands. The relevant notes occupied several pages of a household book otherwise concerned with parcels, belongings left behind and small sums owed for postage.
Celia joined the call from her kitchen. Behind her, Stanley could be heard worrying at a toy which squeaked reluctantly, as though it had begun to resent the arrangement.
“He’s had his walk,” she said when Jodi leaned towards the screen. “I thought he might sleep, but apparently not.”
“Can we see him?”
Celia tilted the phone. Stanley stood with his front paws planted, pulling at one end of a cloth toy trapped beneath the leg of a chair. On seeing Celia move, he abandoned the struggle and approached the camera so closely that the picture became mostly nose.
Jodi laughed. Celia restored the view of her kitchen and settled him with the freed toy before Nora began.
“I’ve found enough to explain the wording on the envelope,” Nora said. “There are several examples. It seems to have been an arrangement Iris offered, although I can’t yet tell you when it began.”
Kirsteen opened the first image. Three entries concerned ordinary post being redirected to people who had moved on. Beneath them was a separate note about an envelope to be held.
“Those are incoming letters above it,” Nora explained. “People travelled without knowing exactly where they would be staying. The house was a useful address. But this one was left by its writer.”
An instruction in the margin recorded that it should be posted only after a further word from that person. A later addition noted that it had been collected instead.
The next page contained two more examples. One had eventually been sent, with the postage entered beside it. The other bore a brief instruction to destroy it, followed by initials and a date.
Jodi had pulled her chair close enough for her knee to press against Kirsteen’s. “Did Iris read them?”
“We haven’t found anything saying that she did,” Nora replied. “The envelope Celia found specifically says it was returned unopened.”
“Why give them to her, then?”
Celia looked away from the camera for a moment, listening to Stanley. “You might trust Iris more than yourself to leave it alone.”
“Especially after you’ve gone to bed and thought of something else you should have said,” Kevin replied.
“There’s something close to that in the papers,” Nora said. “Open the next image.”
It was a short note addressed to Iris. The writer asked her to keep an enclosed letter until the end of the week and promised to tell her then whether to post it. Below the request was an addition squeezed above the signature.
If I ask for it tonight, make me ask again tomorrow.
Kirsteen read it aloud. Jodi frowned.
“So they wanted her to stop them?”
“For one evening, apparently,” Kirsteen said.
“Couldn’t they just put it in a drawer?”
“They could,” Kevin replied. “But they’d know which drawer.”
Jodi smiled, then returned to the page. Kirsteen imagined the writer handing the envelope to Iris and asking her to hold on to it until morning.
Nora showed them a later note withdrawing an instruction to post. It used the same description of the envelope and asked for it to be returned at the writer’s next visit. Taken separately, each request might have been a favour. Together, spread across different dates and written by different people, they suggested a practice the residents understood.
“There was no fixed waiting period that I can see,” Nora said. “The writer decided. These examples end with sending, return or destruction.”
Celia lifted a sheet towards her camera, then put it down when the text blurred. She had already sent a photograph, she explained. It was a scrap in Iris’s handwriting, found with the empty envelope.
Kirsteen opened it.
Ask what is to happen if they do not come back. Do not agree to “you’ll know”.
Kirsteen read the second sentence again, hearing the impatience in it.
“That seems sensible,” Kevin said.
“Especially in that house,” Celia replied. “People were always going somewhere.”
Kirsteen thought of the postcards in the trunk. How many instructions had Barrie been given, and what had he done when they were as vague as you’ll know?
“Do we have Barrie using it?” she asked.
“One entry,” Nora said. “And something in a letter that may help.”
The household note was brief, identifying a packet left by B. Stretton to be held until his return. A later addition recorded collection. There was no list of its contents.
Kirsteen copied the reference to the packet, noting that its contents were unspecified.
The letter was more useful. Barrie had written to Iris about ordinary matters connected with an engagement, including an item he believed he had left in a downstairs room. Near the end, his handwriting became smaller as he ran out of paper.
Kirsteen enlarged the lower half.
I have begun doing your trick with the letters. People will write what they cannot yet bring themselves to say. I tell them we can leave the sending until later.
There was more beneath it.
You would insist upon an instruction. I am inclined to think we sometimes recognise the occasion when it comes.
Nobody spoke immediately. Stanley’s toy squeaked twice, followed by Celia’s quiet instruction to leave her slipper alone.
“He knew about it,” Jodi said.
“Yes,” Kirsteen replied. “And he says he started doing something similar.”
Nora drew their attention to the date and explained where the letter had been found. It belonged to an existing run of correspondence, and its references agreed with the other papers they had been examining. They recorded those details before returning to the wording.
Barrie had named Iris’s practice and described taking it up himself. Kirsteen saved the letter beside the household entries.
“He changed the part she was most particular about,” Kevin said.
Kirsteen looked from the letter to Iris’s pencilled reminder. Iris wanted to know what the writer had authorised. Barrie was prepared to trust his own recognition of the right occasion.
“He seems to have,” she said.
Jodi was still reading. “But sometimes he was right.”
“Some of the cards meant a great deal to people,” Kirsteen said.
“Then it wasn’t bad.”
“Evelyn didn’t want hers. She mattered too.”
Jodi drew back a little. Kirsteen thought of her daughter’s own card, addressed to her before she existed. For her, this was more than a discussion about Barrie’s judgement.
Kevin moved the letter aside on his own screen.
“Your card can still matter to you,” he said. “We’re talking about what he did with other people’s.”
Jodi nodded, though she did not look entirely reassured.
They finished the call after agreeing which images Celia and Nora would send in higher resolution. Kirsteen thanked them, and Jodi asked for another view of Stanley. This time he had settled beneath Celia’s chair, with one hind leg stretched behind him and the rescued slipper just beyond his reach.
“He looks tired now,” Jodi said.
“So do I,” Celia replied, and ended the call laughing.
Sheila remembered the drawer. “Second one down, behind Iris’s desk,” she said when Kirsteen telephoned. “There was a key, though I don’t remember where she kept it. She was always being asked to put something away.”
Kirsteen described the notes and read out the line about refusing you’ll know. Sheila gave a short, unsurprised laugh.
“Yes. She’d have wanted better instructions than that.”
“Did you know people left letters they hadn’t sent?”
“Some,” Sheila said. “I never knew what was in them.”
Kirsteen looked at the empty envelope on the screen.
She read Barrie’s two passages. Sheila remained quiet until she had finished.
“That sounds like an argument they would have had,” she said. “Iris would ask what someone had actually told him. He’d explain what they meant.”
“Did you ever hear them discussing it?”
“Not about the letters. That’s what he was like. I’m not remembering a particular argument.”
“I understand.”
A drawer scraped at Sheila’s end of the line.
“He could make waiting sound very attractive,” Sheila said eventually. “Depending on who was doing it.”
Kirsteen looked again at Barrie’s phrase about recognising the occasion.
“Would you like a copy?”
“Of the letter, yes. Bring the bit in Iris’s handwriting too.”
Kirsteen agreed. Before they ended the call, Sheila asked whether Celia was still planning to come south.
“She hasn’t fixed a day.”
“Tell her she can come and see me when she does. She needn’t bring a ledger.”
“I’ll tell her.”
After the call, Kirsteen sent Celia the invitation, keeping it separate from the questions about the papers.
At the table, Jodi had been drawing an envelope on a spare piece of paper. She folded the corners experimentally, opened them again and watched Kirsteen put away the printed letter. “That doesn’t explain mine.”
“No,” Kirsteen said, sitting beside her. “It doesn’t.”
“If somebody kept it in a drawer, that would make it arrive late. It wouldn’t make my name get there early.”
Kirsteen had no new answer about the 1986 postmark.
“We know more about why Barrie kept messages. We still don’t know how that card could have been addressed to you then.”
“Do you think we ever will?”
“I’d like to understand it. I don’t know whether we’ll be able to.”
Jodi ran her thumbnail along the crease she had made. After a while she asked whether they needed to look through all the remaining cards.
“Not tonight. And this doesn’t mean we should hurry to deliver them.”
“Because someone might have changed their mind?”
“That’s one reason to be careful.”
Jodi looked at her paper, then flattened it beneath her palm.
Kevin came in carrying his phone and asked about the following day. There was something he wanted to collect from his hotel, and he suggested that Jodi come with him after school, before they found something to eat.
She agreed readily. Then he mentioned choosing a weekend when she could come back with him, and she began rubbing at a pencil mark on the paper.
“We’ll need to look at what’s happening here,” Kirsteen said.
Kevin lowered his phone. “Of course. That’s why I’m asking.”
“I meant the dates.”
“So did I.”
His answer was quiet, but Jodi had stopped rubbing. Kirsteen noticed her daughter looking between them and made herself reach for the calendar without another explanation.
They considered two weekends. Neither was ruled out immediately, which should have made the discussion simple. Jodi said she would have to check something, although she could not at first say what.
“Something with a friend,” she said finally. “I’ll have to ask.”
“All right,” Kevin said. “We don’t have to settle it this minute.”
He went to fill the kettle, leaving his phone beside the calendar. Kirsteen watched Jodi draw a line across the envelope shape so firmly that the pencil point broke.
“Use mine,” she said.
Jodi shook her head and fetched the sharpener instead.
Later, when Kevin had gone back to the hotel, Kirsteen found the drawing beside the calendar. Jodi had turned it over and used the other side for a list of things to take out the next day: phone, book, money. Beneath them she had written a question, then rubbed it away until the paper had roughened.
Kirsteen did not try to decipher it. She carried the sheet upstairs, where Jodi was sitting on the bed looking for a bookmark. “You left this.”
“Thanks.” Jodi folded it in half and put it inside the book. “What time’s Dad coming?”
“After school. We’ll check the time.”
Her daughter nodded and continued searching between the pages. Kirsteen was about to leave when Jodi spoke again.
“When you said what was happening here, did you mean Stanley?”
“No. I meant anything we’d already arranged.”
“Oh.” Jodi found the bookmark and held it without putting it anywhere. “Because he isn’t even here yet.”
“I know.”
“And I do want to go with Dad.”
Kirsteen sat on the edge of the bed. “You can.”
Jodi nodded, but her face did not clear in the way Kirsteen had expected. From downstairs came the small click of the cooling kettle, audible through the open doors.
“Do you want to tell me what you were checking?” Kirsteen asked.
Her daughter looked at the folded sheet inside the book, then pushed it farther between the pages. “I think I need to ask him something first.”
“All right.”
Kirsteen stayed long enough to help her find the page she had lost. Downstairs, the calendar remained open beside the copies of Iris’s instructions. She put the papers away and left the two possible weekends unmarked.
Chapter 16 – Two Homes
Jodi came downstairs carrying the book she had promised Kevin and a cardigan Kirsteen had not seen her wear for weeks. It was folded over her arm despite the warmth already gathering in the kitchen, and she put it beside her place while she ate breakfast.
“Are you expecting it to turn cold?” Kirsteen asked.
“It’s Dad’s. I mean, it’s mine, but it came from his house.”
“You can leave it here if you need it.”
Jodi moved her spoon through the milk. “I said I’d bring it back.”
Outside, someone was cutting grass, stopping the mower at intervals to drag it over an uneven patch. The smell came through the window with the softer scent of the washing Kirsteen had hung out before breakfast. She had an editorial job to finish that morning and had cleared a space at the table, although the calendar still lay beside the fruit bowl.
Kevin arrived just after the school run that afternoon. Jodi had changed and was ready, then discovered she had left her money upstairs and went to fetch it, taking the cardigan with her by mistake.
“We’ll get something to eat while we’re out,” he said. “Is there a time you need her back?”
“Nothing fixed. I’ve got work to do.”
Kevin stayed beside the door instead of coming farther into the kitchen. With Jodi moving about overhead, Kirsteen lowered her voice.
“About the weekends…” she began.
“We can look later.”
“I wasn’t trying to make it difficult.”
“I know you’ve got things to arrange.”
Jodi appeared with the cardigan now on, one sleeve pushed higher than the other, and asked whether they could look in the bookshop after collecting Kevin’s things.
“Of course.” He took the book she held out. “Though I’ve got this to finish first.”
“You don’t have to finish it today.”
“That’s generous.”
Kirsteen watched them leave. At the gate Jodi said something Kirsteen could not hear, and Kevin bent his head towards her without stopping. They turned down the road together, her daughter walking close enough for the loose sleeve to brush his hand.
For the next hour Kirsteen worked. She corrected a passage whose author had used three different dates for the same event, queried a quotation and removed a paragraph that repeated the previous page. The small, answerable problems were a relief. By half past four she had almost stopped thinking about the calendar.
Then she came across a sentence describing a family visit as a disruption to normal life. She read it twice before moving on to the next paragraph.
They returned a little after five with a paper bag from the bookshop and enough quiet between them for Kirsteen to notice.
Jodi took off the cardigan in the hall and hung it on a hook. Kevin carried the bag into the kitchen, where Kirsteen was putting her work away.
“Good meal?” she asked.
“Yes,” Jodi said. “Dad had something with beetroot in it.”
“I didn’t realise quite how much beetroot,” Kevin said.
“Everything went pink.”
Kevin smiled, but Jodi was already asking whether she could go upstairs for a minute. She took the paper bag with her, leaving the borrowed book in his hand.
Kirsteen waited until they heard her bedroom door. “Is she all right?”
“I think so.” Kevin put the book on the table. “She asked me something.”
Kirsteen looked towards the hall. “She said last night that she wanted to.”
“She asked whether I minded her calling this home.”
“What did you say?”
“That I didn’t mind.”
Kevin pulled out a chair but stayed standing.
“She’s coming back down,” he said. “She wants us both here. She asked me to tell you that part first.”
Kirsteen nodded and moved her laptop from the table to the sideboard. It was unnecessary; there was plenty of room. She wound the cable carefully before realising that Kevin was watching her.
“I didn’t know she was worrying about that.”
“Neither did I. Not properly.”
He sat then, laying the book in front of him. A slip of paper projected from the top, marking how far he had read.
On her way back, Jodi took the cardigan from the hook in the hall. She held it against her stomach as she came into the kitchen, then draped it over the back of her chair.
“You can leave that here,” Kevin said.
“I know. I forgot.”
Kirsteen sat opposite her. “Dad told me what you asked,” she said.
Jodi glanced at him before answering. “I didn’t think he’d be angry.”
“What did you think?”
“That he might say it was fine because it was already done.”
Kevin leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “It is fine, Jodi. I meant that.”
She rubbed at a small raised thread on the cardigan sleeve. “When I say I’m coming home, I mean here. If I’m talking about the end of a weekend. But then it sounds as though where you are isn’t.”
Kirsteen remembered Jodi correcting herself on the telephone, changing home to back. She had thought her daughter was just making herself clear.
“You can call this home,” Kevin said. “You live here.”
“But you said my room was still my room.”
“It is.”
Jodi looked up. “Even if I like this one?”
“Even then.”
Jodi let go of the thread on her sleeve.
Kirsteen rested a hand on the table near her daughter’s, leaving her space to take it or not. “Have you felt you had to be careful with me too?”
“A bit.”
Kirsteen waited, though she wanted to apologise at once.
“When I say something was better at Dad’s,” Jodi continued. “Not everything. Just a thing. Like when we made the pancakes.”
“Mine were better,” Kevin said. “I’ll stand by the pancakes.”
Jodi smiled at him.
“They probably were,” Kirsteen admitted. “You’re allowed to say so.”
“Yours had burnt bits.”
“You did point them out.”
Jodi shifted her chair closer to the table, her hands flat on it.
“Dad said I don’t have to take everything back.”
“The cardigan?” Kirsteen asked.
Jodi nodded. “And the book. I thought if I left too much here, there wouldn’t be enough of my things there.”
Kevin looked down at the borrowed book. “I told her that her room isn’t being counted up,” he said. “She can move things about.”
Kirsteen looked at the cardigan on Jodi’s chair. Her daughter had brought it to reassure her father, and Kirsteen had asked whether she expected to be cold.
“The cardigan can stay wherever you need it,” she said. “I won’t mind. Nor will Dad.”
Jodi’s expression became doubtful. “But I do have to remember my charger.”
“That would help,” Kevin replied.
They let the conversation rest there while Kirsteen made drinks. Jodi chose water, then changed her mind when Kevin asked for tea, apparently deciding that this was an occasion on which she would have some too. Kirsteen found the mug she liked and put only a little milk in it.
By the time she returned to the table, Jodi was explaining what she had bought in the bookshop. It was a cheap notebook with a cover she wanted to draw on, and she had already begun planning a dog in one corner.
Kevin asked whether it would have room for anything else.
“If I get the feet right.”
“Leave space for a tail,” Kevin said.
Kirsteen sat with them until Jodi had drunk half her tea. Then her daughter asked whether she could go and start the drawing.
At the door, she looked back at Kevin. “You really don’t mind?”
“I really don’t mind you calling Westward home.”
She nodded, accepting the full sentence more readily than she had accepted fine. This time she left the cardigan on the chair.
Kevin waited until the movement upstairs had settled before turning his mug between his hands. “I think I made some of that worse.”
Kirsteen looked at him. “How?”
“Every time she mentions something here, I ask when she’s coming to me. Not every time, perhaps. Enough.”
Kirsteen thought of the questions she had heard him ask: which weekend, how long, whether they had made another plan. She was usually the person expected to answer.
“I thought you were unhappy with the arrangement,” she said.
“I am unhappy with bits of it.”
Her shoulders tightened before he had finished.
“Not her living here,” he added. “I’m not asking to change that. I mean how little I sometimes know until it’s over.”
“You can ring her.”
“I do ring her.”
“I know. I meant…”
“I know what you meant.” He let go of the mug. “On the phone I ask what she’s been doing, and she says nothing much. Then, three days later, something comes out about school or somebody she’s fallen out with, and it’s already sorted. Which is good. I want it sorted. I’d just like to be there for some of it.”
Kirsteen looked at the calendar beside the fruit bowl. Most of what Kevin wanted to hear about would never have an entry in it.
“I didn’t realise that was what you were asking.”
“I wasn’t asking very well.”
“No,” she said, and he gave a tired smile. “But I heard criticism before you’d finished. I thought the questions about school and trains were leading towards you saying this wasn’t working.”
“Some days it isn’t working for me. I miss her. That doesn’t mean I want her moved out of here.”
He paused, looking through the open back door at the washing. “When I’m here, I’m usually staying in a hotel and taking her out. When she’s with me, I try to make it a good weekend because I’ve only got the weekend. Then I hear myself asking whether she enjoyed it, as though I need a favourable review before she’ll book again.”
Kirsteen laughed softly, but he did not quite join her.
“I miss things like this,” he said, touching the edge of the book. “Her telling me I’ve misunderstood something. Having to stop what I’m doing because she can’t find a shoe. I don’t want every bit of time with her to need tickets.”
The spoon he had found beneath the table the previous morning was still beside the sink. Kirsteen remembered him holding it up while Jodi looked for her trainer.
“I can do better at keeping you in the loop,” she said.
“That would help. But I don’t want you to have another job reporting everything to me.”
“We could start with the school messages. Make sure you get them directly, where you can.”
“And if there’s something I can come down for, I could arrange it. A school thing. An ordinary afternoon.”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “Let’s look at your work dates as well as ours.”
They brought the calendar between them. Kevin checked ahead against his work commitments while Kirsteen added the school dates she knew.
They chose one of the two weekends for Jodi to visit him, subject to checking the commitment she had mentioned. For the other, Kevin said he would see whether he could come to Marling Bay.
“Lunch here, for a start,” Kirsteen said. “You don’t have to take her out just because you’ve come.”
He nodded and wrote a small question mark beside the date.
Upstairs, something fell with a thump, followed by Jodi calling that it was only a book. Kevin looked towards the ceiling.
“Only a book?” he called.
“So she says,” Kirsteen replied.
He smiled properly then. Kirsteen pushed the calendar closer so he could check the weekend she had written in.
“I’m sorry I made you feel you had to argue for a place,” she said.
He was quiet. “Thank you. And I’m sorry I kept making it sound like a complaint about here.”
Upstairs, Jodi opened a drawer and called down to ask whether either of them had seen her pencil case. Kevin answered, and Kirsteen found herself smiling before they returned to the calendar.
Jodi came down to show them the drawing before Kevin left. The dog occupied considerably more than one corner, with a second attempt at the front feet extending onto a loose sheet underneath.
“It’s good,” Kevin said.
“The legs aren’t.”
“They’re all attached. That’s a start.”
She sat beside him and began explaining what was wrong with them. Kirsteen let them finish before mentioning the weekend.
“We’ve looked at the dates,” she said. “What did you need to check?”
Jodi’s pencil stopped above the page. “I don’t think there was anything. I just didn’t want to choose then.”
“All right. You can tell us that next time.”
“Will you be cross?”
“No,” Kevin said. “Tell us you need a bit of time. We can still find a weekend.”
Jodi looked between them, checking. Then she asked which weekend they had chosen and went to fetch her phone so she could put it in.
“If Stanley comes, what happens when I go?” she asked as she returned.
“We haven’t decided about Stanley yet,” Kirsteen said. “If he eventually lives here, I’ll be responsible for him while you’re away.”
“Even if he wakes up early?”
“Even then.”
Kevin picked up the book he was borrowing. “If he comes, your mum will have him. You can come and stay with me.”
Jodi considered that, then entered the date. She asked whether she could leave some drawing things in her room at his house, and he suggested she make a list of what she needed.
After he had gone, Kirsteen took the mugs to the sink. Jodi carried hers over and rinsed it without being asked, although she left a puddle on the worktop.
“Dad said I can have a lamp for drawing,” she said.
“That sounds useful.”
“Because the one there makes a shadow if I sit the wrong way. I can choose it when I go home.”
Kirsteen turned off the tap. Jodi was watching her, her wet fingers resting against the edge of the sink.
“Make sure the light falls from the other side of your hand,” Kirsteen said. “Then you won’t keep drawing in your own shadow.”
Her daughter nodded and went back to the notebook.
That evening, a message from Celia arrived while Kirsteen was bringing in the washing. She finished folding the dry things before opening it. Celia had heard back from the family holding the second set of papers from the closing of the Lantern Rooms. They had found Iris’s closing inventory, the last pages of the room accounts and a bundle of sale receipts that had come loose from their attachments. Nora would send the inventory and accounts first, once she had checked them, and the receipts when she had matched them.
Kirsteen replied that they would be glad of whatever Nora could send. Then she set the phone down beside the calendar.
Jodi’s cardigan was still hanging over the kitchen chair. Kirsteen picked it up with the clean washing and carried it upstairs.
Chapter 17 – Gone Before the Sale
The first batch of closing papers arrived on Friday morning, while Kirsteen was still deciding whether the pan on the draining board counted as washed.
Nora had sent six images and a note that was shorter than usual.
These are from the second family set: Iris’s closing inventory and the last pages of the room accounts. The receipts are in a separate bundle and I haven’t matched them yet. Please don’t draw conclusions from the order.
Kirsteen opened the inventory.
It was a long sheet, ruled by hand, with room numbers down the left and Iris’s writing filling most of the rest. Someone had written the closing month across the top and underlined it as though it had personally inconvenienced her. Beside each room, Iris had listed what was to be sold, what was to go with the building and what belonged to guests. Most entries were ticked. A few had been crossed through and annotated.
Seven was near the bottom.
Articles retained: Mirror. Blue case. Small box.
A single pencil line ran through all three. Beside it, in the same pencil, Iris had written:
Gone before sale. B.S.
Kirsteen sat back.
She opened the next image before she could begin building anything out of it. It was the final page of the room account, the part Nora had not been able to follow in Whitby. The entries for seven continued to the closing month. Then the payments stopped. At the foot of the column was a carried balance, larger than any sum they had seen Barrie clear at once, and beneath it two words in Iris’s hand.
Written off.
The initials below were I.M.
Kevin arrived ten minutes later with milk, because she had mentioned running out, and found her still looking at the same page.
“Is that the sale?”
“Not yet. It’s what happened just before it.” She turned the laptop towards him and pointed, first at the inventory line and then at the balance.
He was slower than she was with Iris’s handwriting, and she waited while he worked out the initials.
“Gone before sale,” he said. “Gone where?”
“With Barrie, by the look of it.”
“And the room?”
“He stopped paying at the end, and Iris wrote it off.”
Kevin put the milk in the fridge and came back to the table without saying anything. Over the past fortnight Kirsteen had learned that this usually meant he was thinking, not disapproving.
“Sheila said it was the sort of thing he might do,” he said at last.
“She said she’d wondered.”
“And on Tuesday she found out he’d paid for years.”
“Yes.” Kirsteen rubbed her forehead. “Now I’m going to tell her he walked off with the house’s trunk and left Iris the bill.”
“Is that what it says?”
She made herself look again. The trunk carried the Lantern Rooms mark. Celia’s papers listed it as house property. The inventory was the sheet on which a sale would have been noted, and it recorded no sale, only Barrie’s initials and a line through the room’s belongings.
“It’s what it looks like,” she said. “Nora says not to decide from the order.”
“Are you going to wait for the receipts?”
On Tuesday, Sheila had sat upstairs with Barrie’s letter and said she was glad he had paid. If Kirsteen waited a day, and Sheila heard about the inventory from Nora, or Celia, or Marilyn, who seemed to hear about everything, it would be worse.
“No. She should hear it from me, and she should hear it today.”
Kevin nodded. “Shall I collect Jodi?”
“Would you? I don’t know how long this will take.”
Sheila was serving when Kirsteen arrived. She took one look at Kirsteen’s face, finished weighing a bag of sherbet lemons with complete accuracy and turned the sign to CLOSED behind the customer.
“Upstairs or here?”
“Here is fine.”
“Then show me.”
Kirsteen laid the two printed pages on the counter. On the walk down she had decided not to prepare Sheila with a speech, and not to wrap the pages in cautions before Sheila had seen them. She pointed to the line for seven and waited.
Sheila read it. She read the balance. Then she took off her glasses.
“There he is,” she said.
“Nora hasn’t matched the receipts yet.”
“You’ve seen enough to walk down here in the middle of the day.” Sheila folded the glasses and put them in her cardigan pocket. “Gone before sale. That’s him. That’s the other half of him. He pays for years, then he stops paying, then he takes what he wants and tells me he bought it.”
Her voice was not raised. It was the voice of someone putting a thing down before it could burn her.
“On Tuesday I sat upstairs and said I was glad. I meant it. I still mean it. This doesn’t cancel it. It just sits next to it.”
Kirsteen said nothing. A boy pressed his face against the window, saw the sign and went away.
“That trunk has Iris’s mark on it,” Sheila said.
“Yes.”
“It’s in Celia’s family’s papers as house property.”
“Yes.”
“And I gave it to your daughter at Christmas as if it were mine to give.” Sheila’s hand closed on the edge of the counter. “It goes back. The mirror too.”
“Celia hasn’t asked for anything.”
“I know she hasn’t. She’s a decent woman, and she’d say that whatever she thought. I’m not asking her to be decent. I’m telling you what’s right.” Sheila looked at the page again. “And I’m not sitting across a table from Iris’s granddaughter, drinking tea, while my father owes her family a trunk and a room.”
“She’s been looking forward to meeting you.”
“Then she can look forward a bit longer.”
Kirsteen gathered the pages. There were things she could have said: that the records were incomplete, that Nora had warned them, that it might still come to nothing. All of them were true, and Sheila had heard them in the first minute and set them aside. Saying them again would only be asking her to feel better on Kirsteen’s timetable.
“I’ll tell Celia,” she said. “And I’ll tell Jodi.”
Sheila’s face changed at the name. “Tell her properly. Don’t let her pick it up from the town.”
“I won’t.”
“And tell her it isn’t her fault that I gave her something I didn’t own.”
“I’ll tell her.”
Sheila turned the sign back to OPEN before Kirsteen reached the door. As Kirsteen stepped into the street, she saw it turned to CLOSED again.
Celia answered at the second ring. Kirsteen told her plainly what the inventory said, then what Sheila had said about it.
There was a long pause, with a squeaking toy somewhere behind it.
“I don’t want the trunk,” Celia said. “I never have. I came down with a box of papers because I thought you’d want to know where it had been.”
“I know.”
“It wouldn’t even be mine. It would be the whole family’s, if it’s anybody’s, and half of them would tell you to put it in a skip.” She breathed out. “Is Sheila very upset?”
“She’s upset with her father. She won’t meet you until it’s settled.”
“That’s the part I mind,” Celia said. “Nora’s told me not to guess. I suppose I’d better take her advice.”
“We all had.”
“What is she like?” Celia asked.
“Not somebody I can describe usefully,” Kirsteen said. “You’ll have to wait and see her.”
Celia laughed, not very happily. “Tell Jodi I don’t want her trunk.”
Kevin and Jodi were at the kitchen table when Kirsteen came in. Jodi had a glass of milk and the notebook with the dog on its cover, and she looked up with the sharpened attention of someone who had been told her mother had gone to see Sheila in the middle of the day and had spent the walk home trying to work out why.
Kirsteen sat down opposite her.
“Nora’s sent some papers from when the Lantern Rooms closed,” she said. “They make it look as though Barrie took the trunk and the mirror out of Room Seven before the sale without paying for them, and left a bill for the room that Iris never got paid.”
Jodi went very still. “He stole them?”
“That’s how it looks today. Nora’s still matching the receipts.”
“Is Sheila cross?”
“With Barrie. Not with anyone here. She thinks the trunk and the mirror should go back to Celia’s family, because they belonged to the house.”
Jodi looked towards the dining room, where the blue trunk stood in its corner with the lid down.
“But Sheila gave it to me.”
“She did. She says she shouldn’t have, because it wasn’t hers to give, and she wants you to know that isn’t your fault.”
“So it isn’t mine.”
Kirsteen felt the usual answer assembling itself: that they did not know yet, that the receipts might change things, that there were other people to consult, that it depended.
“We don’t know yet,” she said. “It may depend on what the receipts show, and on what Celia’s family want, and there may be…”
“You always say that.”
Jodi had not raised her voice. That made it worse.
“Say what?”
“We don’t know yet. It may depend. You say it so you don’t have to say what you think.” Jodi pushed the milk away. “I know we don’t know. I’m not asking what we know. I’m asking what you think.”
Beside her, Kevin had gone very quiet. Kirsteen looked at her daughter and saw that she was not being clever. She was frightened, and she had been handed a list of conditions instead of a person.
“What about my card?” Jodi said, more quietly. “The one from 1986. It was in there. And my Christmas one.”
“Your cards are yours, whatever happens to the trunk,” Kirsteen said at once. “Nobody is taking those.”
Jodi nodded, but she did not look up.
“Give me a minute,” Kirsteen said. “Then I’ll answer the other question properly.”
She went out to the garden and stood by the apple tree. After a moment Kevin followed and stopped a little way off, examining the bark as though it were the reason he had come outside.
“She’s right,” Kirsteen said.
“She’s worried,” Kevin said. “But yes.”
“I thought I’d stopped doing it. At Christmas I thought I’d learned.”
“You did learn. You learned it about yourself.” He picked a flake of lichen from the trunk. “When it’s her, you still try to make it safe before you’ll say it. I used to do the opposite. I’d say what I thought and find out afterwards that it wasn’t true. She’s had both of us.”
Kirsteen laughed, which surprised her.
“Tell her what you think,” Kevin said. “She can cope with you being wrong. She can’t cope with you not being there.”
Jodi was drawing when Kirsteen came back, or at least holding a pencil over the dog’s feet without moving it. Kirsteen sat beside her instead of opposite.
“Here’s what I think,” she said. “I think the trunk may have to go back to Celia’s family. If it does, we’ll give it back properly. We’ll photograph it first, and you can be the one who tells Celia how the corner got scraped. I don’t want it to go. I’ve got used to walking round it, and I like that it’s where your card was. That’s what I think. I might be wrong about the first part, and if I am, I’ll tell you that too.”
Jodi put the pencil down.
“You don’t want it to go?”
“No.”
“Nor do I.”
“I know.”
Jodi leaned against her. After a while she said, “Celia doesn’t want it.”
“She asked me to tell you she doesn’t want your trunk.”
“My trunk,” Jodi repeated, and almost smiled.
By teatime Kevin had decided the house needed something to do besides wait. He looked in the cupboard, found flour and announced that the frying pan deserved a second hearing.
“Pancakes,” Jodi told Kirsteen, who had not asked. “We’re testing the pan.”
“I thought the verdict was already in.”
“The pan’s being allowed an appeal,” Kevin said.
The first pancake came out pale in the centre and slightly too brown at the edge. Jodi inspected it with professional seriousness before deciding they should turn the heat down. Kirsteen moved the flour farther from the hob and sat at the table while Kevin took over the pan, and for a few minutes the most urgent matter in the house was whether they had enough lemon.
“Would Sheila like one?” Jodi asked.
“I don’t think a pancake would survive the journey.”
“We could ask her here.”
“When she’s ready.”
Jodi nodded and went back to watching for bubbles.
Nora’s message came as they were clearing up.
I’ve got the receipts bundle. Some of them came loose from their attachments at some point, so I’m matching them by reference, not by position. Celia is photographing the backs tonight. You’ll have everything in the morning. I’d rather you waited for all of it than read half.
Kirsteen read it aloud. Jodi looked towards the dining room.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
“Tomorrow.”
That night, with Jodi upstairs and the kitchen cleared, Kirsteen went into the dining room and lifted the lid of the trunk. The surviving cards lay in their sleeves. On the wall, the mirror hung in its cradle, reflecting a strip of window and nothing of the room it had come from. She closed the lid and did not write anything down.
Chapter 18 – The Closing Sale
The blue trunk was on the sale list after all.
It had been entered between a washstand and a quantity of curtain fittings, on a sheet that had not been among Friday’s images. Kirsteen read the three lines together, then checked the heading. All three entries belonged to the clearance of the Lantern Rooms.
The description was plain: a blue travelling trunk with metal-bound corners, followed by a hand mirror with damaged glass. Both carried the room reference they already knew.
She opened the next image. The receipt named a different buyer.
For several seconds she looked between them, checking that she had not missed Barrie’s name in the cramped writing. Then she enlarged the reference at the top. It was close to the number beside the trunk, but not the same.
Celia’s message arrived while she was comparing the figures.
Those were photographed in the order they were found. Nora says not to assume the receipts belong to the preceding sheet.
Kirsteen sat back. A clothes horse had been sold to someone whose name she had almost attached to the trunk. She crossed the name out of her notes.
She sent a reply thanking Celia, then opened every image before beginning again.
The kitchen had lost the previous day’s warmth. Rain had arrived overnight, leaving the garden chairs dark with water and a scatter of petals stuck to the path. Jodi was at the table drawing, her notebook tilted to keep her hand away from the damp mark left by a glass. Kevin had gone to collect something from his car and was taking longer than expected because he had stopped to speak to someone outside.
“Did he steal it?” Jodi asked.
“The trunk’s on the sale list. So is the mirror. We’re matching the receipts now.”
“Does it say who bought them?”
“Not on this page.”
Jodi came round to look. She read the description slowly, then frowned at the next line.
“They sold the curtains?”
“The fittings. Possibly the curtains somewhere else.”
“What happened to everything nobody wanted?”
Kirsteen looked at the remaining images. There were crossed-out amounts, items grouped together and a few entries with no buyer beside them.
“I don’t know yet.”
Jodi stayed long enough to see whether the next page would answer her, then returned to her drawing. Kirsteen left the unsold entries open beside the list.
Nora called at eleven. She had spoken to the family holding the papers and established that the receipts had been kept with the closing accounts, though some had come loose from their original attachments. The headings and dates agreed with the disposal of the boarding-house contents.
“There are two sets of numbers,” she said. “The room references and the sale references. Seven tells us where those things were listed. It isn’t the number we need for the receipt.”
Kirsteen found the narrow column Nora described. Several entries had been joined by a bracket, with a single sale reference beside them.
“The washstand as well?”
“No. Follow the top of the bracket carefully.”
Kirsteen enlarged the image again. A stain had obscured the point where the line began, making it appear to include the entry above. At the higher resolution she could see that the trunk and mirror had been grouped together.
Kevin came in as she was writing the reference down. He listened for a moment, then put his keys well away from the papers.
“Can I help?”
“Would you find this number among the receipt images?”
She wrote it on a spare sheet and passed it to him. While he looked, Nora directed her to another part of the sale list, where the same method had been used for a bed and mattress. Kirsteen followed that pair through to a receipt whose wording was clear.
Kevin turned the laptop slightly.
“This one?”
The receipt was on thin paper, with a fold running through the purchaser’s name. The sale reference was legible; beneath it were two abbreviated descriptions, blue trunk and mirror. Kirsteen leaned closer. The name began with B, but the surname disappeared into the fold.
“Yes,” Nora said when Kirsteen gave her the image number. “That’s the one. There’s a second photograph with the fold opened more fully. It’s near the end.”
Kevin found it. This time the writing lay flat enough to read.
B. Stretton.
Jodi had stopped drawing. She came round the table as Kirsteen checked the date against the sale heading and the amount against the total beside the bracket.
“Is that him?”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “That’s him.”
The receipt recorded payment. A brief collection note on the reverse referred to the same grouped items, and Barrie’s signature appeared beneath it. Nora had compared it with the signed letters they had already used.
Kirsteen read the receipt once more. The sale list placed the objects in seven; the linked receipt and signed collection record placed them with Barrie. He had bought them.
Across the table, Kevin smiled.
“There’s your receipt,” he said.
“At last,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi looked pleased, then thoughtful. “So he didn’t steal them.”
“No. He paid for them.”
Kirsteen entered the purchase in her notes, with the matching references beside it.
Nora stayed on the call while they recorded the references. Before they finished, Kirsteen asked about the note beside the grouped items, where the writing was smaller than elsewhere on the list.
“Reserved,” Nora said. “There’s an enquiry with the papers. Celia has that image.”
It arrived a few minutes later. Barrie’s note was brief, written after he had heard that the contents were to be sold.
Please put the blue trunk and the mirror from seven aside until you can tell me the price. They were in Sheila’s room. I should like those two.
Kirsteen read it to the others. He had asked for those two objects, received a price and paid it.
“That’s what Iris meant,” Nora said. “Gone before sale. She took them out of seven and set them aside for him before the rest was listed. The note is about where they were, not whether they were paid for.”
Kirsteen went back to the receipt. Below the two abbreviated descriptions was a third line she had read past the first time, because it did not look like furniture: Rm 7 bal. on acct. The amount beside it matched the balance at the foot of Friday’s page.
“He paid the room as well,” Kevin said.
“Late,” Nora said. “After Iris had written it off. There’s a correction in the closing ledger in a lighter pencil, so faint it didn’t show on the first scan. I asked for it to be photographed again this morning.”
The new image arrived while she was speaking. Across Written off, fainter and plainly later, Iris had added three words and her initials.
Paid after all. I.M.
Kirsteen read them aloud. Jodi let out a breath she seemed to have been holding since the previous afternoon.
“So he didn’t take it.”
“No,” Kirsteen said. “He bought it and paid for it, and he paid for the room.”
Sheila answered the telephone herself, sounding occupied.
“I’ve got someone trying to decide whether a quarter is enough for three people.”
“I can ring back.”
“They’ve been deciding for some time. What is it?”
“We’ve found the receipt. Barrie bought the trunk and mirror in the closing sale. There’s a collection record as well.”
The background noise continued, but Sheila said nothing for a moment.
“Both of them?”
“Yes. Listed together. And he paid what he owed on the room. Iris had set the trunk and mirror aside for him. That’s what gone before sale means.”
“And the room was paid?”
“After Iris had given up on it.”
There was a sound that might have been a laugh. “Of course after.” The background noise went on. “Send me the copies. I’ll look when I can.”
“There’s also his enquiry about the price. He names the things from your room.”
“Send that too.”
Kirsteen did, then left the phone alone. They made lunch, and Kevin asked Jodi to tell him where he had reached in the borrowed book because he had lost his place despite the bookmark. She informed him that this was the consequence of using a receipt, which was not a proper bookmark and could easily be mistaken for something unimportant.
Kirsteen glanced at the sale papers.
“Sometimes receipts are useful.”
“That one was for petrol,” Jodi said.
Kevin accepted the distinction and went to find it.
Sheila’s reply came while Kirsteen was clearing the table.
Can I come and look this afternoon? About four.
Kirsteen looked towards the trunk, remembering Sheila’s cautious “Perhaps” on the stairs on Tuesday, and the sign turning to CLOSED on Friday.
She said four would be fine.
She cleared enough space for them to stand comfortably and made sure nothing had been left on the lid.
Sheila arrived with a paper bag containing four iced buns.
“They had them left,” she said, handing the bag to Kirsteen. “Don’t make tea immediately. I’d like to look first.”
Jodi greeted her in the hall, unusually restrained. Kevin took Sheila’s light coat when she offered it and hung it up without asking whether she wanted help.
For a moment Sheila stood in front of the trunk without touching it. The afternoon light was thin after the rain, bringing out the worn places in the blue surface rather than making it shine. Kirsteen could see the corner damage they had compared with the old photograph, familiar now from so much examination.
“It looks lower,” Sheila said.
Jodi glanced at Kirsteen, who kept quiet.
“Things do,” Sheila added. She moved closer and rested her fingers on one of the metal fittings. “This used to catch a thread from anything you brushed against it.”
“There’s still a rough edge,” Kirsteen said.
“I’m not surprised.”
Sheila traced the fitting without pressing hard, then looked towards the mirror. She had seen both objects since their arrival in Marling Bay, but Kirsteen had never watched her give them this kind of attention. There had always been people, questions or something more urgent happening nearby.
“The crack’s worse.”
“It’s spread since the photograph,” Kirsteen said.
“Yes.”
Sheila leaned slightly to change what the glass reflected. For a moment it held part of her face and a pale strip of window. Then she moved again, apparently interested in the frame rather than herself.
“I used to stand on something to see properly. At first.”
“What did you stand on?” Jodi asked.
“Whatever Iris hadn’t told me to get off.”
Kevin smiled, and Sheila’s mouth softened.
“Usually a little stool. I wasn’t climbing a wardrobe.”
Jodi moved closer to the trunk but waited before touching it.
“Would you like it opened?” Kirsteen asked.
Sheila considered, then nodded. Kirsteen raised the lid carefully and made sure it was secure before stepping aside.
Inside were the surviving cards and papers. Kirsteen moved back to give Sheila room to look.
Sheila bent enough to see without reaching in.
“I had paper in the bottom. I don’t expect that’s still there.”
“We haven’t found anything we could identify as yours.”
“No. There’s no reason you should.”
“What was the small box?” Jodi asked. “On Iris’s list.”
“A pencil box with a sliding lid. Mine.” Sheila almost smiled. “It’ll have gone into a bin somewhere between Whitby and Skegness. I don’t need you finding that as well.”
Jodi crouched beside the trunk and looked beneath it. “Mum said you remembered something about your books.”
“There was one under there,” Sheila said. “I’d left it open so long the binding wouldn’t shut. Then I thought I could flatten it.”
“Under that?”
“It worked. Getting it back was the difficulty.” Sheila explained how Iris had made her empty enough of the trunk to shift it safely. “It took ages, and then everything had to go back. I didn’t leave that book open again.”
When Sheila straightened, Kevin moved a chair within reach. She thanked him and sat, still looking at the open trunk.
“Yesterday I was sure he’d helped himself,” she said. “He told me he’d bought it, and I believed him for years. Then Iris’s list said gone before sale, and it sounded so exactly like him that I didn’t look any further.”
Kirsteen sat nearby. “We didn’t have the receipts.”
“I know what we had. I mean before any of this, whenever I wondered about it. It seemed like something he might do.”
Sheila ran a finger along the chair arm.
“Now I know he didn’t,” she continued. “Not these.”
She asked to see the enquiry again. Kirsteen brought the copy, and Sheila read the short passage naming her room.
“He went back for them.”
“He did,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila’s eyes remained on the words for a while.
“I wish he’d told me.”
“Why he chose them?”
“Yes. Though I don’t know when he would have found a good moment. There were periods when I wasn’t making conversation easy either.”
Kirsteen waited while Sheila read the enquiry again.
“Would you have wanted them then?” Kevin asked.
Sheila looked back at the trunk.
“I don’t know. I didn’t have room for a great blue box. I might have said no just because I didn’t want him arriving with it and expecting me to be pleased.”
“And now?” Kirsteen asked gently.
Sheila rested the copy on her knee. “Now I’ve seen it.”
Kirsteen waited, then made the offer she had been considering since the visit was arranged.
“Yesterday you said they should go back to Celia’s family,” she said. “If you still want that, we’ll arrange it.”
“They were never Celia’s family’s. They were his, which makes them mine, which means I could give them to whomever I liked.” Sheila looked towards Jodi. “And I already did. I’m not taking a present back because I lost my nerve for a day.”
Jodi looked from Sheila to her mother. “So it’s still mine?”
“It always was. I forgot I was allowed to give it.” Sheila glanced at the mirror. “That one too. It would only give me something else to dust.”
Jodi nodded, then hesitated. “You could come and see them.”
“I seem to have managed it this afternoon.”
“I meant again.”
“I know you did.”
Sheila smiled at her and rested a hand on the copy in her lap.
“Tea now?” Kirsteen asked.
“Yes. Before those buns become an accusation.”
They ate in the kitchen. Sheila objected to the quantity of icing on her bun, ate it anyway and asked Kevin whether he had finished Jodi’s book. When he admitted he had not, she told Jodi that lending someone a book did not entitle her to supervise the reading of it.
“I’m only asking.”
“Frequently, I gather.”
Jodi looked at Kevin, who studied his plate with unconvincing innocence.
Sheila asked about the rest of Kevin’s stay. Kirsteen took the empty plates while he told her when he was going back.
Before leaving, Sheila returned to the trunk. Kirsteen lowered the lid at her request and checked that it sat properly.
“He chose those two,” Sheila said.
“Yes.”
She placed her palm briefly on the blue surface, then took it away.
“I’m glad they weren’t broken up or thrown out. I can be glad about that.”
“So am I,” Kirsteen said.
At the door, Sheila asked for another copy of the receipt because she wanted to keep one with the photograph. She would ring Celia herself that evening, she said, and apologise for Friday before anyone else could do it for her. Kirsteen offered to send a clear digital copy as well.
“That would be easier,” Sheila said. “Though I still want the paper.”
After she had gone, Jodi stood beside the empty bun bag.
“Yesterday I thought she was going to take it.”
“So did I.”
Jodi folded the top of the bag down. “I’d have let her. It was her room.”
Kirsteen put an arm around her shoulders. “I know. She knew that too.”
Jodi leaned against her briefly, then went to clear the plates.
That evening Kirsteen amended the notes she had begun in Whitby. Barrie’s account of buying the trunk and mirror was now supported by records independent of his word. The sale list, receipt, collection record and Barrie’s enquiry belonged together, and Iris’s gone before sale and her faint correction now had their explanation beside them. She recorded what each contributed before putting the copies in order.
The objects’ later travels still had gaps, but their departure from the Lantern Rooms was accounted for. Barrie had bought the trunk and mirror because they came from Sheila’s room.
From the sitting room, Jodi called to ask whether they would look at the remaining postcards again.
“Another day,” Kirsteen said.
“Could we ask someone first? Before taking one round?”
Kirsteen turned in her chair. “Yes. If there’s a card we can properly identify, we can ask whether they want to receive it.”
Jodi appeared in the doorway.
“And if they don’t, we keep it?”
“We listen to what they ask us to do.”
Her daughter considered that, then nodded and went back to her notebook.
Kirsteen sent Nora and Celia their thanks. She included Sheila’s words about being glad the objects had survived, having asked before Sheila left whether she could share them. Then she closed the folder.
The trunk was where it had been that morning, with its scraped corner and heavy lid. Tomorrow it would still contain messages requiring decisions. For the first time since the lantern mark had led them north, Kirsteen could look at the box itself without wondering whether it had been taken from someone who had wanted it back.
Chapter 19 – When It Is Needed
Marc Revill’s name was written above an address he had left years before Kirsteen returned to Marling Bay. The street was familiar, but she had never had reason to connect him with the narrow house shown beside it in the delivery notes. Someone had already checked the address and recorded that he no longer lived there. Beneath that, in Kirsteen’s own handwriting, was a reminder to ask him. She could not remember writing it.
The card had a picture of the harbour on the front, taken on a day when the water was blue enough to suggest either unusual weather or generous printing. Along the lower edge, a small boat had been caught halfway out of the frame. Jodi noticed it while Kirsteen compared the card with the record.
“They should have waited until it was all in.”
“Perhaps they wanted the harbour.”
“Then they could have waited until it was all out.”
Kirsteen smiled and turned the sleeve carefully. The message occupied only a few lines, in writing quite unlike Barrie’s broad, confident hand.
Go somewhere you don’t know the tide times. Stay long enough to stop checking. You said you would.
There was no signature. Beneath the message, a smaller addition read For later, followed by Barrie’s initials.
Jodi leaned against the table. “Do you think he wrote it to himself?”
“He might have.”
“Like Dennis.”
“Let’s ask him.”
Kirsteen checked the remainder of the delivery record before reaching for her phone. Since Christmas, some cards had been placed with their recipients and others remained where they were, waiting on uncertain names or addresses, or simply on a decision nobody had yet made. She had not been clearing them at a steady rate. Freelance work, school arrangements and the ordinary demands of the house had intervened, and then Mabel’s visit had brought Stanley and Whitby into everything.
Marc, at least, was someone they knew how to contact. He answered after several rings.
“If this is about another missing page, I haven’t got it.”
“It isn’t. We have a postcard addressed to you among the remaining cards.”
There was a pause, followed by a small scraping sound.
“Have you only just found it?”
“No. Your old address was checked, and I made a note to speak to you. I’m sorry. I didn’t follow it up.”
“Well, I’ve been here.”
“I know.”
He let her sit with that for a moment, then asked who had written it. Kirsteen explained that it was unsigned and offered to read it to him.
“Yes, go on.”
She read the three sentences. At the other end, Marc let out a breath that was either amusement or the effort of sitting down.
“That’ll be me.”
“Do you remember writing it?”
“I remember the advice. It sounds like the sort I used to give myself.”
“Would you like to see it? I can send a photograph first.”
“No need. Bring it round. I’m here this afternoon.”
Kirsteen asked whether Jodi could come. Marc said she could, provided she did not require a full statement. “We won’t stay long,” Kirsteen promised.
When she ended the call, Jodi was still studying the harbour picture.
“He wants it?”
“He wants to see it.”
“Did he sound pleased?”
“He sounded like Marc.”
Jodi nodded as though that was a sufficiently precise account.
Marc’s front door was open when they arrived, secured against the wind by a heavy wedge. Somewhere inside, a radio was playing quietly beneath the sound of running water.
He came from the kitchen drying his hands. His sleeves were rolled back, and there was a damp patch down the front of his shirt.
“Tap washer,” he said, noticing Kirsteen’s glance. “Simple job, according to the packet.”
“Has it worked?”
“It’s stopped dripping. Whether it will ever run again is a separate question.”
He led them into a room overlooking a small paved garden. Pots stood along the wall, some planted and some waiting, and rainwater had collected in the sagging centre of a folded garden chair. Beyond them, washing moved above the dividing fence.
Kirsteen took the card from her folder but kept it in its sleeve. Marc fetched his glasses from beside the radio and sat near the window. He read the message before examining the picture.
“Yes,” he said. “Mine.”
Jodi sat on the edge of the other chair. “Did you write your own address too?”
“Looks like it. I was fairly reliable on that subject.”
He turned the card again, bringing the smaller inscription closer to his face.
“I’d forgotten he added that.”
“‘For later’?” Kirsteen asked.
“I suppose that was the arrangement,” Marc said.
“Do you remember what he told you?”
“Not word for word. I’m not going to improve it for you.”
“That’s all right,” Kirsteen said.
He lowered the card onto his knee and looked through the window. Outside, a blackbird landed on the rim of a pot, investigated something and departed without committing itself.
“People were writing things,” he said. “Some took a long time. I didn’t. Barrie asked what I kept saying I’d do, and I told him I was going to have a proper holiday.”
“Hadn’t you had one?” Jodi asked.
“Days off. Visiting people. Going somewhere because something needed doing. I meant going away without being useful.”
Kirsteen remembered him stationed by the vehicle access at Christmas, offering advice before anyone had asked for it.
“Where did you want to go?” she asked.
“I hadn’t got that far. That was part of the trouble. I could tell you all the reasons the next month was inconvenient, but not where I wanted to be instead.”
Marc picked up the card and read the last sentence. “You said you would.”
He read it more quietly than he had spoken before.
Jodi looked at the sleeve. “Did Barrie say when he’d send it?”
“He said he’d keep it until I needed reminding.”
“Did you tell him how he’d know?”
Marc glanced at her, then at Kirsteen.
“She’s been looking at the Whitby papers,” Kirsteen explained.
“So I gather.” He considered the question. “No. I don’t remember asking. It seemed a harmless enough thing to leave with him.”
“We’ve found where he got the idea,” Kirsteen said. “At the Lantern Rooms, Iris kept letters for people until they asked her to send them, return them or destroy them.”
Marc rubbed a thumb over the edge of the protective sleeve. “That sounds more manageable.”
“Barrie wrote to her saying he’d started doing it himself. But he thought he could recognise the right occasion.”
“Well, he would.”
Marc smiled at the card.
“I don’t think he meant to keep mine for forty years,” he added.
Kirsteen looked at the small, jaunty For later. Marc had moved house and grown older while it waited in the trunk, still addressed to the place he had left.
“No,” she said. “I don’t think he did.”
Marc offered tea and then remembered the tap.
“I’ve got water in the kettle,” he said. “That much was planned.”
Kirsteen offered to help, but he waved her back into her chair. From the kitchen came the sounds of cupboards opening, followed by a pause and a mildly offended enquiry about where the biscuits had gone. He returned with three mugs and a packet that had been opened from the bottom.
Jodi accepted hers carefully. “Did you ever go?”
Marc set his mug down. “On holiday? Yes.”
“Where?”
“The first proper one was inland. I chose it partly because nobody could ask me to look at a boat.”
He told them about getting lost on the way to his accommodation, about a room above a dining room where the chairs were moved at six every morning, and about rain that had followed him through three separate days.
“It doesn’t sound very good,” Jodi said.
“It was excellent. None of it was my responsibility.”
Kirsteen reached for her tea, relieved that he had gone without waiting for the card.
“Did you stop checking the tides?” she asked.
“For most of it. I bought a local paper and caught myself looking.”
“Were they in it?”
“No. Very poorly organised part of the country.”
Jodi laughed, and Marc seemed pleased. He spoke for a little longer about a walk he had taken without knowing where it would finish, and a meal he had chosen because he could not pronounce its name. He remembered the taste less clearly than the satisfaction of ordering it.
Kirsteen asked what he could remember of the meal. Marc tried to describe the sauce, then admitted he had ordered something entirely different the next night.
Eventually Jodi looked back at the postcard.
“So you didn’t need it.”
Kirsteen nearly intervened, but Marc was already considering the question.
“Not to make me go, no.”
“Are you disappointed?”
“Why would I be?”
“Because it was supposed to come when you needed it.”
He lifted the card a little. “I didn’t know when I needed it either. That’s quite a lot to expect of a man with a box.”
Jodi looked down at her tea. Marc lowered the card. “I’m glad you brought it. I’d forgotten I was so determined about going. It’s pleasant to remember that I actually managed it.”
Jodi’s shoulders loosened. “Then you do want to keep it?”
“Yes. I’d like to keep it.”
Kirsteen completed the delivery record with him, following the arrangements already used for the remaining collection. Marc read what he was acknowledging before signing, then placed the card beside his mug.
“There,” he said. “One fewer thing for you to look after.”
Kirsteen remembered the reminder in her own handwriting. She would look through the other outstanding names when she got home.
“Thank you for letting us bring it.”
“You needn’t thank me for accepting my own bad handwriting.”
As they prepared to leave, Marc asked what they had found about the trunk. Kirsteen gave him the short version: the room had been Sheila’s; Barrie had paid to retain it; the trunk and mirror had been bought at the closing sale.
“So he paid for the blue case after all.”
“Yes.”
“I remembered him fussing about it at the harbour. I couldn’t have told you why.”
“He asked for it because it came from her room.”
Marc nodded slowly and laid the sleeved card flat on the table.
“Has Sheila seen the papers?”
“She has. She came to look at the trunk yesterday.”
“Good.”
He walked them to the door, then returned to the table for the card. “Wait. I’ve got something to put it in.”
From a shelf he took a small photograph album with a faded cloth cover. Several prints had slipped sideways inside their corners. He opened it near the middle and showed Jodi a younger version of himself standing beside a signpost.
“That was the holiday.”
She studied the picture. His hair was darker, his shoulders straighter, but the expression was recognisable.
“You look cross.”
“I was waiting for someone to work out the camera.”
“Who took it?”
“Someone else who was lost.”
Marc moved one loose photograph so the sleeved card could lie beside it without being bent. He did not fix it in place, merely closed the album gently to see whether it fitted.
“There. I’ll deal with that properly later.”
Jodi smiled at the word. Marc noticed. “Before another forty years,” he said.
Outside, the wind had turned enough to bring the harbour smell up the street. Kirsteen pulled her coat closer while Jodi looked back at the open door. Marc had already returned to the kitchen, and a moment later they heard water run.
“That sounds promising,” Kirsteen said.
“Don’t commit yourself,” Marc called from the kitchen.
They took the longer route home. The rain had left shallow puddles in the uneven paving, and Jodi stepped across them while Kirsteen carried the now-empty folder beneath her arm.
“I thought something would happen,” her daughter said eventually.
“With the card?”
“More than tea.”
Kirsteen looked at her. “What sort of thing?”
“I don’t know. He might have been about to go somewhere. Or somebody might have asked him, and he couldn’t decide.”
“I half expected it too.”
“It still could have.”
“Yes.”
Jodi walked a few steps in silence. “But he went anyway.”
“He did.”
“And he’s got it next to the picture now.”
“I liked hearing about the holiday,” Kirsteen said.
“Me too. Except the chairs.”
“The chairs sounded unfortunate.”
Jodi laughed and stepped around a patch of wet gravel. At the next corner she asked whether they should write down what he had told them.
“Only what we need for the delivery record. His holiday doesn’t need to become part of our investigation.”
“Even though he told us?”
“We can remember a conversation without keeping it in a folder.”
Her daughter considered that, then pointed to the empty one under Kirsteen’s arm.
“That’s going to be difficult for you.”
Kirsteen gave her a sideways look. “I am capable of remembering things.”
“You forgot to ask him about the card.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Jodi grinned and took her free hand.
At Westward, Kevin was reading at the kitchen table. He had replaced the petrol receipt with a strip of clean paper and looked mildly defensive when Jodi inspected it.
“It marks the page,” he said. “That is its entire job.”
She approved it with a nod before telling him that Marc had gone on holiday without needing the postcard. Kevin listened while Kirsteen put the folder away.
A message from Celia had arrived while they were out. She was considering dates for coming south and asked when it would suit Sheila to meet. There was a second part about Stanley: before making further arrangements, she wanted to speak to Kirsteen about his longer-term care.
Kirsteen read that part twice.
Celia had asked for a private conversation. Kirsteen replied with a time, then messaged Sheila about the visit.
At the table, Jodi was describing Marc’s photograph.
“He put the card with the holiday picture,” she said. “You could tell it was him, even with all that hair.”
Kevin nodded and closed his book to listen properly.
Kirsteen opened the delivery record, entered Marc’s acceptance and the date, and left the space for further notes empty.
That evening, after Jodi had gone up, Kirsteen took the conservation photographs out of the folder and laid them along the cleared end of the table.
She knew them well enough not to need them. The address in Barrie’s broad hand. The stamp, and across it the black ring of the cancellation.
Kevin set a mug down beside her and sat where he could see.
“That one,” he said.
“That one.”
He waited, which she had come to recognise as deliberate.
“Marc’s card waited forty years in a trunk,” she said. “So did the others. Barrie kept them until he decided the occasion had arrived, and when it didn’t arrive they stayed where they were. Nothing in that trunk was in a hurry.”
“And this one?”
“This one didn’t wait. He posted it.”
Kevin turned the photograph of the stamp towards himself. “He had the shop.”
“In the same village as the house he was writing to.”
“So he could have carried it up.”
“He could have put it through the door himself and saved the stamp.”
She had been going round that for most of the week without arriving anywhere, and saying it aloud did not improve it.
“Then why post it,” Kevin said.
“Because a stamp buys you a date.” She put her finger beside the cancellation without touching the print. “Every other card in the bundles carries a date its sender wrote. Any of those could be argued about. This one carries a date nobody in Marling Bay had a say in.”
Kevin considered the photograph for longer than she expected.
“He thought he’d be doubted.”
“He arranged not to be.”
Which left the address, and the address was worse.
Miss Jodi Whitton, Westward Cottage, Marling Bay. In December 1986 the cottage held Kathleen and a two-year-old in a pram who lost her mittens and was not called Jodi. Barrie had no way of knowing who would be in the house in ten years, let alone forty. He had written a name to a house he could have walked to that afternoon.
“He made it up,” Kevin said.
“He chose it. That’s different, and I can’t tell you how.”
“People name boats before they’ve got them.”
Kirsteen looked at him.
“That’s the least ridiculous thing anyone has said about this,” she admitted.
She carried the photographs back to the folder and stopped at the dresser instead. In the delivery record, the space she had left empty under Marc’s entry was still empty.
She wrote: Posted, not handed over. Date is the Post Office’s, not the sender’s.
Then she looked at the line for a while, and did not add the other thing, because she had no way to check it.
Chapter 20 – What Fathers Leave
Celia began by telling Kirsteen about Stanley’s morning, including the part where he had brought a wet cloth into the sitting room and shaken it over an extension lead.
“Nothing happened,” she added. “I’d unplugged it. But I thought you should hear that before we got to how sweet he is.”
Kirsteen sat at the kitchen table with a clean page in front of her. Kevin had taken Jodi to school and gone back to his hotel to work, leaving the house quiet enough for the conversation she and Celia had agreed to have privately. Through the open door she could see a snail making slow progress along the rim of a flowerpot.
“Tell me the difficult parts too.”
“That was one of them.”
“I mean all of them.”
Celia was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, the lightness had gone from her voice.
“I’m fond of him. I want to be clear about that.”
“I know.”
“I’m managing because people are helping me. The person who had him while we were at the records has been very good, but she can’t keep doing it whenever I’m away. And I haven’t solved what happens when all this is finished and I’m back to my usual commitments.”
Kirsteen put the date at the top of her blank page, then drew a line beneath it.
“Are you asking whether we’d consider giving him a permanent home?”
“Yes. Consider it. I’m not asking you to say yes because Jodi loves him.”
“Thank you for saying that,” Kirsteen said.
“I think you’d be careful. That matters more to me than him having a picturesque life near an elephant.”
Kirsteen smiled and asked about an ordinary day. Celia described when he woke, how quickly he needed to go out, what he ate and what happened when she tried to work while he was awake. He could settle beside her for a while, but he was young and easily interested in whatever she least wanted investigated. If she put something beyond his reach, she had to consider whether he could reach the thing underneath it.
“He’s very good at finding the part of a plan you haven’t made,” Celia said.
Kirsteen asked what he was like alone.
“Still learning. I’ve been building it up carefully. I wouldn’t tell you he could be left for half a day.”
That mattered. Kirsteen worked from home, but working from home was not the same as being available. There were calls she could not abandon and deadlines that did not become less fixed because something small had stolen a sock.
She asked for the veterinary information, his current food and the records needed to make any eventual transfer clear. Celia agreed to send what she held and to go through the rest before either of them signed anything.
“I want us both to know what we’re agreeing to,” Kirsteen said.
“So do I.”
They discussed Celia’s next visit without making it into a handover. She could bring the papers and, once travel and accommodation were arranged, Stanley. Kirsteen could spend time with him in the house while Celia remained responsible for him. If Westward proved unsuitable, they would say so before pretending that affection had settled the question.
When the call ended, Kirsteen had filled most of the page. At the top she had written An ordinary week. Beneath it were more gaps than answers.
She looked towards the garden gate. From the kitchen it seemed closed. When she went out and pressed against it, the catch lifted with scarcely any resistance.
That afternoon Kevin found her checking the gate again when he brought Jodi home from school. They had stopped to buy something for supper.
“Have you lost something?”
“Confidence in this catch.”
Jodi put the shopping bag down and tried it. The gate opened into her hand.
“He could push that.”
“Yes.”
“We could get a new one.”
“We could. That’s the first thing.”
Her daughter looked at her sharply. Kirsteen stood, brushing a little grit from her knee.
“I’ve spoken to Celia. She’s asked whether we would consider giving him a home.”
Jodi’s face changed so quickly that Kirsteen felt the need to put a hand gently on her arm.
“We haven’t agreed. We need to find out whether we can look after him properly.”
“But we’re considering?”
“Yes.”
Jodi looked at Kevin, as though he might confirm the exact meaning of the word. He picked up the shopping bag and nodded towards the house.
“Come and hear the rest before you start furnishing his bedroom.”
“I wasn’t.”
“You looked quite close.”
Inside, Kirsteen showed them the page. She did not ask Jodi to promise a lifetime of early mornings. Instead, she explained what Celia had said about Stanley’s routine and the things that would fall to her as the adult at Westward.
“I could take him out before school,” Jodi said.
“Sometimes, with me. But if you’re ill, or you’ve got something to finish, or you’re staying with Dad, he still needs to go.”
“You’d do it.”
“Yes. Which is why I need to think about it too.”
Jodi read the list more slowly. At Work calls, she stopped.
“Could he be in here with you?”
“He might settle. He might decide that was the best moment to chew the chair.”
“He doesn’t always chew things.”
“No,” Kirsteen agreed. “But I need a plan for the days when he does.”
Kevin sat beside Jodi and read the page.
“I can check what would be possible at my place,” he said eventually. “For later, if visits with him ever make sense. But you shouldn’t count on that when deciding whether he can live here.”
Jodi frowned. “So he wouldn’t come every time?”
“Not automatically. You’d still come. He might stay here with Mum.”
Jodi looked back at the list and nodded.
They looked at costs next. Kirsteen had not gathered enough information to make a full budget, and she said so. Food was only the most visible part. There would be veterinary care, insurance options to compare, training and someone trustworthy who could help when work took her away from the house.
Jodi offered her savings. Kirsteen thanked her but did not enter them on the page.
“You can help choose something for him if this happens. Paying for his care is my responsibility.”
Her daughter leaned back. “There are a lot of things.”
“There are.”
After a while Jodi pulled the page closer and added a line at the bottom.
What happens when Mabel goes?
Kirsteen looked at it, then at her daughter.
“That’s a good question.”
“He might miss her.”
“He might. He’d still need a day that worked without her being here.”
Jodi tapped the pencil against the paper. “He’s doing that with Celia now.”
“Yes. We can ask Celia about his days there.”
Jodi added walks beneath her question, then somewhere quiet to sleep. She paused before writing anything else.
“Could Celia tell us what makes him settle?”
“She’s going to.”
Her daughter nodded and returned the page. For once, she did not ask whether the answer would be yes.
Sheila had asked Kirsteen to call at the shop later. When she arrived, a folder was waiting beside the till, with Sheila’s spectacles laid across it.
“I’ve put the papers together,” Sheila said, moving her spectacles off the folder.
The shop was quiet. A shaft of afternoon light reached the lower shelves, showing a fine dusting of sugar near one jar. Sheila finished folding a bag and placed it beneath the counter.
“Has Celia fixed a day?”
“Not yet. We’re looking at the journey. She wants to come and see you.”
“Good.”
Kirsteen told her about the conversation concerning Stanley. Sheila listened without interruption, then asked whether the garden gate still opened when the wind came from the wrong direction.
“It also opens when I press it.”
“Then you’ve found your first job.”
“Jodi and I have a list.”
“I’m sure you have.”
There was affection in the reply, though Sheila made no effort to disguise the amusement. She moved her spectacles and opened the folder.
“I wanted you to see this.”
Inside were copies of the photograph, the preservation letter and the sale receipt. Sheila had arranged them in that order. The source notes remained with them, but she had added a sheet of her own at the front.
Kirsteen looked up before reading.
“You can,” Sheila said.
The writing was large and firm.
I lived in Room Seven for parts of my childhood. Iris looked after me there. Barrie paid to keep the room and asked that my things remain in place. I did not know the full arrangement until these papers were found.
Below it she had written another paragraph.
I remember waiting for him when he had said he would come back. Finding out about the room has not changed those memories.
Kirsteen read both paragraphs again before putting the page down.
“Would you like this kept with the working record?”
“Yes. That’s why I wrote it.”
“May I send it to Nora?”
“Yes. And Celia can have it. I don’t want it posted somewhere with a photograph of me looking brave.”
“I’ll make that clear,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila drew the folder back and looked at the page.
“I kept thinking somebody would shorten it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Say he was a good father after all. Or that the money didn’t matter because he’d left me. Neither is what I said.”
“No.”
“I wanted it written while I knew what I meant.”
Kirsteen looked back at the two paragraphs. Neither needed shortening.
“It can stay in your words.”
“Good.”
Sheila closed the folder, keeping her hand on it. “I loved the room. I don’t think I’ve said that plainly enough.”
“You’ve told us things you liked about it.”
“That isn’t quite the same.”
From outside came the squeal of a trolley wheel being pulled over the kerb. Sheila waited until it had passed.
“I liked knowing where I would put my case. I liked the window. I even liked hearing people downstairs when I was supposed to be asleep. And I hated some of the time I spent there.”
Kirsteen leaned against the counter, listening.
“He left me there. He also tried to keep it mine. I can believe both now. I don’t have to choose one and spend the rest of my life defending it.”
Sheila rubbed the bridge of her nose.
“Does it make you want anything different?” Kirsteen asked.
“From whom?”
“Anyone. Us.”
Sheila thought about it. “I’d like to talk to Celia about Iris. I’d like to see whether she has an ordinary photograph of her. Not somebody pointing at a building.”
“We can ask.”
“And I’d like you to stop wondering whether I ought to have the trunk.”
Kirsteen smiled ruefully. “Was I doing that?”
“A little. Leave it where it is. I know where to find it.”
A customer came in before Kirsteen could answer. Sheila moved the folder out of sight and asked what they wanted, her voice returning without effort to the business of the shop. Kirsteen stepped aside and waited while a quantity of sweets was discussed, weighed and slightly increased.
When the customer left, Sheila handed her the folder.
“Bring it back when you’ve copied my page.”
“I will.”
“And tell Jodi that choosing a dog bed will not repair a gate.”
“I think she knows.”
“She can know twice.”
At Westward, Kevin was in the garden with Jodi, examining the gate from the outside. He had not begun dismantling it. A piece of paper lay on the wall with measurements written on it, and Jodi was holding the end of a tape measure against the post.
“The wood here is sound,” he told Kirsteen. “But the catch is worn, and the gate’s dropped slightly. We can work out what it needs.”
Kirsteen pulled out a chair beside the garden table. “Thank you.”
“I’ll send you the measurements as well. Then if I can’t get it done before I leave, you won’t be waiting for me.”
“That would help,” Kirsteen said. “Send them to me now, before we lose the paper.”
Jodi released the tape too quickly and jumped when it snapped back.
“Careful,” Kevin said. “It’s more enthusiastic than it looks.”
She handed it over with dignity and went inside to wash her hands.
While she was gone, Kirsteen asked about his next visit. He had checked work and could now confirm the weekend they had pencilled in. They put the date into their phones before either of them became distracted.
“I’ll check the school contact details tomorrow,” Kirsteen said. “I’ve let that sit.”
“Thanks.”
“I don’t want us to have had one good conversation and then go back to doing everything the same way.”
“Nor do I.”
Kirsteen checked that the weekend and the measurements had both reached her phone. Beyond the wall, the late light caught the salt on a parked car’s windscreen.
Inside, Jodi called to ask whether Celia might bring Stanley’s own blanket when she came.
“We can ask her,” Kirsteen called back.
“Because he knows it,” Jodi added. “We don’t have to get everything new.”
Kevin looked at Kirsteen and smiled. “That one can go on the list.”
After supper, Kirsteen copied Sheila’s statement and sent it only to Nora and Celia, with the limits Sheila had given her. She kept the wording untouched. The folder would go back to the shop in the morning.
Celia replied that she would look for a photograph of Iris. She also sent the beginning of Stanley’s routine, including a description of where he slept and the cloth toy he carried from room to room. Kirsteen read it with Jodi, who was disappointed to learn that the toy had already lost most of one ear.
“It still works,” Kevin observed.
“That isn’t what I meant.”
“I know.”
Jodi asked whether they could mend it when Celia came. Kirsteen wrote that down too, though not among the jobs that would decide whether they could adopt him.
The house had been quiet for an hour when a message arrived from Tamsin. It concerned the older enquiry into Mabel’s journey to the coast. A photograph had been passed to the team by someone who had recognised the date after seeing an appeal for information. There was enough in the background to make it worth checking against the known sightings.
I’ll go through it with you tomorrow. It may help with the last part of the route.
Kirsteen opened the folder marked UNRESOLVED. She had not needed it during the Whitby work, and for a moment the old uncertainty returned with surprising force: the storm, the beach, the elephant beside the blue trunk.
She confirmed a time with Tamsin, then closed it again.
On the kitchen table lay Jodi’s additions to Stanley’s list. At the bottom, beneath the walks and the quiet sleeping place, she had written his blanket.
Kirsteen left the page where they would all see it in the morning.
Chapter 21 – The Missing Mile
Mabel was eating when they arrived after school on Tuesday, stripping leaves from a branch with such concentration that Jodi’s greeting received no visible response.
The afternoon had stayed cool beneath a thin covering of cloud. Beyond the outer boundary, the grass was darker where the carers had crossed it, and a few torn leaves lay scattered near the feeding area. Kirsteen could hear the occasional crack of a twig between the softer sounds of chewing. After so many afternoons spent looking at photographs and handwriting, the physical presence of the elephant seemed almost startling.
Jodi rested her hands on the public-side rail. “She’s busy.”
“She usually has something to do,” Tamsin said.
Kevin stood a little farther back, leaving room for a member of staff carrying equipment along the working path. Tamsin waited beside them until the route was clear.
“We can look from here first,” she told Jodi. “There’s no need to interrupt her.”
After a few minutes, Jodi stepped back from the rail. Tamsin led them to the small staff room where she had arranged to show Kirsteen the photograph.
The room smelled faintly of damp coats and tea. A laminated rota occupied part of one wall, while a pair of muddy boots stood beneath a chair with their toes touching. Tamsin had put a laptop on the table and opened the image before they arrived.
Kirsteen recognised the weather before she recognised anything else.
Rain had blurred the lower portion of the picture, catching light from somewhere behind the camera. A pale strip of road crossed the middle, bordered by a hedge and a low wall. Near the edge stood a dark, rounded shape that could have been mistaken for part of the hedge in a quick glance.
Then Kirsteen saw the ear.
Jodi leaned forward. “That’s her.”
“Yes,” Tamsin said. “We’re satisfied it’s Mabel.”
The elephant occupied less of the frame than Kirsteen expected. Most of the photograph showed a blocked drainage channel beside a building, with water spreading across a yard. Mabel had been caught beyond it, on the far side of the road.
“What was the person photographing?” Kevin asked.
“The flooding. They were sending pictures to the person responsible for the premises.”
Kirsteen looked again. Once she knew that, the framing made sense. The foreground was sharp enough to show leaves packed against a grating; the road and hedge were incidental.
“They didn’t see her?”
“Not when they took this. They were photographing the water from an upstairs window. The image was sent at the time, then left among the messages about repairs.”
“And only found now?”
“The appeal made them look again. They remembered taking pictures that night, but not that anything unusual was in them.”
Jodi studied the grey shape. “I think I’d have noticed.”
“Perhaps,” Tamsin said. “You’d have been looking for an elephant. They were worried about water getting into the building.”
Kirsteen looked back at the leaves packed against the grating. Without Tamsin beside her, she might have looked no farther.
“Do we know when it was taken?”
Tamsin brought up the accompanying information.
“The original file has a time recorded. More usefully, the copy was sent in a message that evening. The person receiving it still has the conversation. We’re using the surrounding messages to check the sequence rather than trusting the camera clock on its own.”
The date was the night before Kirsteen and Jodi had found Mabel on the beach. Kirsteen sat down. There had been sightings before the coast, scattered points from which people had assembled a partial route. She had read those reports while trying to understand how an elderly elephant could have reached Marling Bay. None had brought Mabel into the last approach with this degree of confidence.
Tamsin opened a map beside the image and pointed just inland of the town. “The building’s here.”
Kirsteen knew the road. She had driven along it without noticing the low wall, or remembering whether the hedge stood above it or behind it. It was the sort of place that existed between places she meant to reach.
“That’s close.”
“Much closer than our previous confirmed point.”
Jodi followed the road towards the blue edge of the map.
“She could walk from there.”
“There are possible ways through,” Tamsin said. “We still don’t know which she used.”
“But she was almost here.”
“Yes. She was.”
They began with the whole photograph, then looked at a closer view that Tamsin had prepared. It was clearer at that size without revealing anything the original had not contained. Mabel stood partly turned, her body obscuring some of the hedge.
Tamsin pointed out the features that had helped the team confirm her identity, comparing them with their own photographs. Kirsteen could follow the shape of the ear and the marks along its edge once they were shown to her, although she would not have trusted herself to make the identification alone.
“There’s no one with her,” Jodi said.
“Not that we can see,” Tamsin said.
Jodi looked back at the uncropped image. Most of the road lay outside it.
“Someone could be over there.”
“They could,” Tamsin said. “We haven’t found any sign of it, and the picture can’t settle it.”
Kevin studied the foreground.
“Is there another image? If they were photographing the drain, they might have taken several.”
“There are three. This is the only one showing that part of the road clearly.”
Tamsin opened the others. One was tilted down towards the yard, excluding the hedge almost entirely. The last showed water against the base of a door. They helped establish why the photographs had been taken, but they did not turn the brief appearance into a sequence of Mabel moving.
Kirsteen returned to the first image and enlarged the wall.
“Can we locate exactly where she’s standing?”
“Close to it. The wall and the opening beyond are still there. The hedge has been cut since winter, but we’ve had current photographs from the same window.”
The comparison appeared on screen. In daylight, with the rain gone, the scene looked ordinary almost to the point of disbelief. A wheelie bin stood beside the wall. The patch of road occupied by Mabel was empty.
Jodi put a finger near the screen, indicating a missing section of coping along the top of the wall. “That’s the same broken bit.”
“Yes,” Tamsin said. “And the drain cover and doorway give us the camera position.”
Kirsteen compared the views. In the new photograph she could see the narrow opening beyond the hedge, hidden by rain in the original.
“Could we go there?” she asked.
“You can see the wall from the public pavement,” Tamsin said. “I’ll send you the location. There’s no reason to enter the yard.”
They reviewed the previous confirmed sighting and the new one together. The times did not conflict. The additional point narrowed the stretch for which no dependable account existed, bringing the uncertainty into the roads and paths above the coast.
Tamsin added the reference to the route record. Kirsteen watched the new point appear near the town. Mabel had stood there while somebody upstairs worried about a flooded doorway, only hours before they found her on the beach.
“Can we have a copy for our notes?”
“Yes. The person who supplied it has agreed to that use. Keep the source details with it.”
Kirsteen said she would. When Jodi asked whether the photograph could be shown to Sheila, Tamsin agreed to send her a copy directly.
“She’ll want to see it herself,” Tamsin said.
Outside, Mabel had finished most of the leafy part of the branch and was considering what remained. Her daughter stopped at the approved viewing place, and the adults waited with her.
The cloud had begun to lift. Pale light reached the grass in uneven patches, showing where it had grown longer beyond the maintained working area. Mabel shifted her weight, lifted the branch and let it fall. The rumble came after it, and Jodi turned to make sure everyone had heard.
“She doesn’t want that bit,” Jodi said.
“Perhaps she’s finished with it,” Tamsin said.
Kirsteen leaned lightly against the outer rail. On the beach she had not known whom to call, or what Mabel needed. Here the next feed was ready beside the working path, and a carer was checking the supplies.
“Does knowing that bit of the route help you?” Kirsteen asked.
“It helps the record of what happened. We want that to be as accurate as it can be.”
“But it doesn’t tell you why.”
“No. And we shouldn’t use her behaviour today to fill in what we don’t know about that night.”
Kirsteen had been watching Mabel’s face as though it might become more legible with the photograph in mind.
Jodi looked towards the gate through which they had entered.
“If Stanley comes back, do we ask first?”
“Yes,” Tamsin said. “Every time there’s a proposed visit, we look at what’s suitable. He has to be comfortable too.” She glanced towards the shelter. “Imogen wants to see whether that afternoon on the sand bank happens again, if he comes. Mabel’s nights have been patchy since. Nobody is going to call him a cure.”
“We’re making a plan for him at the house.”
“Good. That’s where most of his day would be.”
Jodi watched Mabel move towards the shelter, then stepped back from the rail.
“She’s going in.”
They thanked Tamsin and went back to the car.
Kevin drove them to the road shown in the photograph. They parked farther along where it was safe and walked back on the pavement.
The wall was lower than Kirsteen had expected. Its coping sloped gently towards the road, and tiny plants had rooted in two cracks near the missing section. Above it, the hedge had put out fresh growth.
Jodi recognised the broken edge at once. “There.”
Kirsteen stood where she could see both the wall and the upstairs window. The photograph had flattened the distance between them. In person, the road felt wider, the yard deeper and the house less isolated.
A van passed, making them draw closer to the wall. Once it had gone, birdsong returned from somewhere behind the hedge.
“Which way was she facing?” Jodi asked.
Kevin opened the image on his phone. “Partly this way.”
“That would take her towards the town.”
“Downhill to the bay,” Kirsteen said. “The way we’re going.”
They walked to the next junction. From there, one road descended between houses while another curved out of sight beside a stand of trees. Both could eventually lead towards the coast. Neither gave Kirsteen a sudden recollection or a reason to choose it.
She had expected more from being there.
Jodi looked down the nearer road. “We could try both.”
“We could walk them,” Kevin said. “We wouldn’t know which one she took.”
“But we might see something.”
Kirsteen looked along the road. Months of traffic and rain had passed over whatever marks Mabel might have left.
“What would we be looking for?” she asked.
Jodi frowned. “Something she could get through.”
“Then we’d have a way she could have come. That’s something.”
Her daughter looked between the roads once more. “There are too many.”
“Yes.”
They remained at the junction while someone came out to put a bag in a bin. Farther down the road, a car door slammed.
Kirsteen took one photograph of the wall and noted where she had stood. Then she put her phone away.
“Let’s go down to the shore.”
The beach bore little resemblance to the morning they had found Mabel.
The tide was out, but not as far as it had been then, and the water lay in a dull silver band beneath the clearing sky. Children were collecting stones near the upper shingle. Farther away, someone stood facing the sea with a coat folded over one arm.
They stayed on the accessible path above the beach, clear of the repaired and restricted sections near the retaining structures. Kirsteen could locate the approximate place where the blue trunk had stood, although she could not have marked the exact spot with any confidence.
Jodi leaned against the rail. “She was up there, and then she was here.”
Kirsteen followed her gesture towards the town. “At some point during the night, yes.”
“With the trunk.”
“By morning, with the trunk.”
Her daughter turned towards her. “You’re doing it again. You keep making it smaller.”
Kirsteen heard it this time before she had finished defending it.
“You’re right,” she said. “She walked out of the rain and came down to the beach, and in the morning she was standing next to Barrie’s trunk. That’s what happened. I don’t know how, and I’m not going to pretend that part is small.”
Jodi looked at her for a long moment. “Thank you.”
She watched a thin wash of water spread over the sand and withdraw.
“Do you think she found it by accident?”
“She might have.”
“Do you think she knew it?”
“I think she did,” Kirsteen said. “I can’t prove it. But that’s what I think.”
Kevin stood quietly on Jodi’s other side. He had been at the edge of this story when it began, receiving calls and pictures from a place where his daughter had found an elephant. Kirsteen wondered what the beach looked like to him without that first sight to lay over it.
“What do you think?” Jodi asked him.
Kevin took a moment. “I think you and Mum were fortunate to find her when people could help.”
Jodi considered that. “That isn’t really an answer.”
“It’s the part I’m most sure about.”
She leaned her shoulder against him.
Kirsteen looked towards the old retaining wall. The records had explained how the trunk could have remained in storage, how alterations had concealed it and how storm damage could expose it again. The photograph placed Mabel closer to the coast before dawn. Those accounts approached the same morning from different directions, and there was still a gap between them. She no longer felt obliged to cross it before taking Jodi home.
They stopped at the sweetshop on the way back. Sheila had already received Tamsin’s message and was looking at the photograph on her phone.
“That wall’s still there,” she said.
“We’ve just been.”
“Of course you have.”
“It didn’t tell us which road she took,” Jodi said.
“No. Walls can be disappointing.”
Sheila enlarged the image, then reduced it again when the detail began to dissolve.
“She was close.”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said.
For a moment Sheila held the phone without looking at it. Kirsteen wondered whether she was imagining Mabel in the rain, or remembering the younger animal in the winter of 1986. She did not ask.
“I’m glad there’s a little more,” Sheila said eventually.
Jodi looked up. “So am I.”
They left Sheila looking at the photograph and walked home through the lengthening afternoon.
At Westward, Kirsteen added the new sighting to the route notes, including the limits of its timing and the checks on the location. She saved her photograph of the wall beside the original.
The remaining distance varied according to the route Mabel might have taken. Kirsteen did not give it a false precision. There was approximately a mile of approach still to account for, with possible turns, pauses and passages through the town that nobody could confirm.
She saved the document without changing the folder’s name.
From the sitting room came the sound of Jodi moving something on the table. Kirsteen went to see whether she needed help and found her looking towards the blue trunk.
“Can we look at the card I put in there at Christmas?”
Kirsteen stopped in the doorway.
“Your card?”
“The one I didn’t show you,” Jodi said.
“You said it was private.”
“It was.”
Kirsteen waited while her daughter ran a finger along the edge of the table.
“I think I’d like to show you now.”
“All right.”
Jodi looked relieved, then slightly apprehensive.
“You’ll probably say it’s a coincidence.”
Kirsteen came into the room and sat beside her. “Let me read it first.”
Jodi nodded and reached for the place where her card had been kept.
Chapter 22 – Someone Who Isn’t Here Yet
Jodi took out the card slowly, keeping the written side towards her until she had sat down again. Kirsteen recognised the picture as one of the reproductions Sheila had brought at Christmas, a view of Marling Bay before the cars and shopfronts had changed. One corner had softened a little, but the card was otherwise clean, unmistakably newer than the messages they had been delivering.
For a moment her daughter held it against her knees. “I didn’t know about him.”
“I know.”
“I mean when I wrote it.”
Kirsteen waited. From the kitchen came the sound of Kevin putting a mug beside the sink. He had stayed out of the room, giving Jodi the space to show what she had kept to herself.
At last she turned the card over.
The address filled more of the available space than an address normally would. Jodi had written it in capitals, making the first line smaller towards the end as she realised how many letters remained.
WHOEVER NEEDS A HOME NEXT
WESTWARD COTTAGE
MARLING BAY
Kirsteen read it twice.
There was something almost painfully familiar in the handwriting: the broad W, the uneven spacing, the determined effort to fit Cottage neatly beneath the longer line. She could remember Jodi on the utility-room floor beside the trunk on Christmas Day, bent over the card with her new pencils and shielding it with one arm. Kirsteen had been occupied with everything they had just decided about the house, school and the coming weeks. She had known that her daughter was writing to someone who had not yet arrived.
“Was that what you meant?” she asked. “When you said it was for someone who wasn’t here yet?”
Jodi nodded. “I didn’t know who. I thought there might be someone.”
Kirsteen looked again at the address. It named no one. Stanley’s care notes lay on the kitchen table, beside the measurements for the gate.
Before Kirsteen could speak, Jodi said, “It could be him.”
“Yes,” Kirsteen said. “It could be for him.”
Her daughter’s shoulders lowered slightly, although her hands remained tight around the card.
“That doesn’t mean I knew.”
“No. I don’t think you knew.”
“Or made him come.”
Kirsteen looked up. “Have you been worrying about that?”
“Not exactly.” Jodi picked at a minute roughness on the corner, then stopped when she noticed what she was doing. “I thought about it when Celia took him back. Because I’d put our address.”
Kirsteen moved closer on the sofa. “Writing that address didn’t make you responsible for everything that happened to him.”
“But if he needed a home—”
“Then the adults looking after him needed to work out what would be right. That’s what we’re doing.”
Jodi looked towards the trunk, then back at the card.
“I nearly showed you before. I thought you’d think I was trying to make you say yes.”
Kirsteen remembered Jodi watching her read Celia’s messages, then returning to her own notebook without asking what they said.
“Thank you for showing me now.”
“Are you cross?”
“No.”
“Even though I wrote our house?”
Kirsteen smiled a little. “It was quite a large invitation.”
Jodi’s mouth moved towards a smile too. “I didn’t mean everyone.”
“That’s reassuring. We haven’t enough mugs.”
Jodi laid the card between them. Kirsteen rested a finger beside the address. “What were you thinking about at Christmas?”
“The house.”
“What about it?”
“That we were staying. And Mabel had somewhere to go when she left.” Jodi drew one foot beneath her. “It seemed bad to have somewhere if somebody else didn’t.”
Kirsteen remembered the weeks before Christmas, when every decision about Westward had seemed to involve something they could not afford to lose. Jodi had watched her mother count costs, consider jobs and talk about selling. Then, having heard that they could remain, she had written an address for a person she had not met.
“You wanted someone else to have that too.”
“I wasn’t trying to do a magic thing,” Jodi said.
“I believe you.”
“But it’s still strange.”
Kirsteen looked at the uneven first line. “Yes,” she said. “It is.”
Kevin came to the doorway when Jodi called him. She gave him the card and watched his face while he read.
“You wrote this at Christmas?”
“With the pencils you gave me.”
Kevin looked again at the lettering.
“Your mum said you wouldn’t let anyone look.”
“I hadn’t finished.”
“And after you’d finished?”
“I still didn’t want anyone to look.”
He smiled and returned it carefully.
Jodi put it on the table this time. “Mum says it could be for him.”
“It could,” Kirsteen said. “We still need to decide whether we can give him the care he needs.”
“I know. I’m not saying the gate doesn’t matter.”
Kevin glanced towards the kitchen, where the measurements lay beside the care notes. “I’ve still got to fix it,” he said.
Jodi smiled, then grew serious again.
“What if we decide we can’t?”
Kirsteen drew her daughter closer.
“Then we help Celia find somewhere suitable. We haven’t promised to take him.”
Her daughter considered that. “He can’t read it.”
“No.”
“He’d just know whether we fed him and took him out.”
“And whether he felt safe, and had somewhere to rest,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi ran her finger along the edge of the card.
“Can I still hope?”
Kirsteen put an arm around her. “Yes. You can hope.”
Kevin stayed with them until Jodi began talking about where Stanley might sleep during a visit. She suggested three places, rejecting the first because of the draught and the second because someone would step over him to reach a cupboard. Kirsteen listened without agreeing to the third. They would see how the room worked when Celia brought him, using his familiar things and allowing him to settle.
After a while Jodi asked whether the card ought to go back in the trunk.
“Where would you like it?” Kirsteen asked.
“In my room for now.”
“Then keep it there.”
Jodi picked it up, but paused before leaving.
“You won’t tell everyone?”
“No. Would you like Sheila to know?”
“Maybe. I’ll tell her.”
Kirsteen nodded, and her daughter carried the card upstairs with the written side visible.
The following morning, Kirsteen spread Stanley’s information across the kitchen table and began with her own week.
She marked the hours when she was usually working, then the times that varied. The page looked manageable until she added calls, appointments and the occasional day when a job required her to be elsewhere. She had been treating those exceptions as though they might politely avoid one another. On paper they began to accumulate.
Kevin called from the hotel during a break from work.
“How’s the plan?”
“I was hoping working from home would solve more of this.”
“You still have to get the work done.”
Kirsteen wrote backup care beside the gaps in her week. They agreed he would come over after his calls to finish the gate.
She could change some of her routine. A walk before she opened the laptop might do her good as well as the dog, and she could divide parts of the day differently. But she would need help she could actually arrange and pay for, not a collection of people who had once said they liked puppies.
She made enquiries, asked about availability and wrote down the answers. Where someone could not help, she crossed out the possibility rather than leaving it as a comforting name. By lunchtime she had identified an option worth meeting and a second person who could offer occasional support, subject to meeting the dog and agreeing the details.
She added up the costs.
Kirsteen compared them with the household figures, adding the regular expenses Celia had provided and leaving room for those she still needed to verify. There were things she would have to postpone if they took him. She did not mind that as much as she had expected, but she wanted to know what she was choosing.
When Jodi came home from school and asked whether she could help, Kirsteen gave her Celia’s routine to read.
“See if there are any questions we haven’t asked.”
Her daughter sat with a pencil and worked through it. After a while she wrote something in the margin.
“What happens if he doesn’t like the place we put his bed?”
“We try somewhere else suitable.”
“And if he wants to sleep on mine?”
“We start with his own bed and a routine we can keep.”
Jodi sighed, but wrote the answer down.
Outside, Kevin had begun the gate repair. He had checked what was needed before taking the old catch off, and Kirsteen joined him when he asked her to hold the gate steady. The wood was rough beneath her palms. Somewhere down the road, a delivery driver was trying to identify a house number hidden by a climbing plant.
When the new catch was fitted and the alignment adjusted, Kevin opened and closed the gate several times. Kirsteen tried it herself, then pushed against it as she had done two days before.
It stayed shut.
Jodi came out to test it too.
“That’s better.”
“It is,” Kevin said. “Still needs people to close it.”
She gave him a patient look. “I know.”
Kirsteen watched her open it, come through and check the catch behind her before returning to the house.
Celia called that afternoon. They had reached the point where a journey could be arranged, and Kirsteen confirmed that the house would be ready for an assessment visit. Celia would remain responsible for Stanley while they saw how he managed at Westward.
“I don’t want you sending him back because he’s noisy on the first night,” Celia said.
“I’m not expecting him to arrive knowing the house.”
“Good. He may be very good for ten minutes and give you entirely the wrong impression.”
“You’ve been thorough about correcting that,” Kirsteen said.
They agreed that Celia would bring his food, bed, familiar blanket and the care records. She would stay locally, and the pace of the visit would depend on the journey and how he settled. The meeting with Sheila could be arranged once they knew when Celia would arrive.
After the call, Kirsteen found Jodi in the sitting room, looking at the drawing in her notebook.
“She’s bringing him,” Kirsteen said.
Her daughter looked up so quickly that the pencil rolled into the fold of the book.
“For a visit?”
“Yes. So we can spend some ordinary time with him and see how things work.”
“Here?”
“Here.”
Jodi stood, then stopped before reaching her.
“Is this because of the card?”
Kirsteen showed her the page of confirmed availability and costs.
“It’s because Celia needs a plan for him, we want to consider giving him a home, and I’ve found ways we may be able to manage it. There are still things to check.”
Jodi nodded slowly.
“Could the card come downstairs when he does?”
“Of course.”
“He won’t know it’s his.”
“You can show it to him if you like. Keep it out of chewing reach.”
That finally brought the delighted laugh Kirsteen had been waiting for. Jodi came forward and put her arms around her, pressing her face briefly into the side of her mother’s neck.
“I’ll move my shoes,” she said.
“An excellent beginning.”
By evening, the sitting room had acquired a cleared patch of floor that everyone was pretending not to look at too often.
Kirsteen had moved a trailing cable, checked the low shelf and put the remaining postcard material somewhere secure. The space for Stanley’s bed would wait for Celia to bring his familiar things.
Jodi brought her Christmas card downstairs and set it on the mantelpiece, leaning against a small frame. From the doorway Kirsteen could see only the picture. Anyone else entering would have thought it an ordinary card kept because somebody liked the view.
Kevin stood beside her, putting on his coat.
“Are you feeling all right about it?”
“Yes. More than I was this morning.”
“You don’t sound entirely convinced.”
“I’m not entirely convinced. That’s what the visit is for.”
They confirmed the arrangements for the following day, and Jodi came to say goodnight before he returned to the hotel. She reminded him to bring the book back if he finished it.
“I’m beginning to feel I’ve borrowed it from an institution.”
“You can renew it.”
“That’s a relief.”
After he had gone, Kirsteen checked the gate from the kitchen door. Jodi saw her and smiled.
“It’s shut.”
“I can see.”
“You looked anyway.”
“Yes.”
Her daughter went to fetch a glass of water. Kirsteen remained in the doorway, looking past the repaired catch towards the lane.
At Christmas, Jodi had learned they could stay at Westward and written an invitation for someone else. Until this evening, Kirsteen had not known how far that invitation reached.
Behind her, her daughter set the glass down and turned the card so the address faced the room.
“Just until he comes,” she said.
Kirsteen looked at the three uneven lines.
“Leave it whichever way you like.”
Jodi adjusted it until it stood securely, then came to help her close the house for the night.
Chapter 23 – Going Home
By the time Celia arrived, Kirsteen had cleared a place for Stanley’s bed and Jodi had checked it twice for draughts.
Since getting home from school, Jodi had moved her shoes upstairs, brought them down because she needed them and put them away again after Kirsteen pointed out that the hall was still the hall. Kevin had carried a bag of things back to his hotel in preparation for leaving the following day. Kirsteen had finished a piece of paid work, checked the gate and tried to stop looking at the road.
Celia had set out early, allowing for stops and for the possibility that the journey would take longer than she hoped. Her messages had been brief: safely away, stopping, moving again. When the final one arrived, Kirsteen put her phone down and asked Jodi to give them room at the gate.
“He’ll have been in the car a long time. Let Celia get him out properly.”
“I know.” Her daughter was already on her feet.
The car stopped outside with a faint ticking from the engine. Celia sat for a moment before opening the door, and Kirsteen could see the effort it took to change from driving to arriving. Kevin went to help with the bags while Celia secured Stanley’s lead before releasing him from his travel restraint.
He emerged in a tangle of movement, stretched his hind legs and immediately became interested in the base of the gatepost.
Jodi waited until he had finished sniffing. Then he noticed her.
His whole body shifted towards her, tail moving, feet trying to go faster than the lead allowed. Celia shortened her hold without pulling him back sharply, and Jodi crouched where he could reach her. He sniffed her hands, pressed his nose against her sleeve and attempted to put both front feet on her knees.
Kirsteen watched her daughter laugh into his wiry fur.
“He remembers.”
“He certainly seems pleased to see you,” Celia said.
She sounded tired enough for Kirsteen to offer tea before asking anything else. Celia accepted with gratitude, then took Stanley into the garden for a quiet few minutes while Kevin brought in his bed and the bags.
The familiar blanket had been washed, but it still carried a warm, doggish smell when Kirsteen unfolded it. She placed it in the bed and stepped back.
Once Celia brought him inside, Stanley ignored it.
He examined the skirting board, the lower edge of the sofa and the leg of the kitchen table. He drank noisily, went back to inspect the sofa and sneezed at something beneath it. Jodi followed at a distance until Kirsteen suggested she sit down and let him investigate without an escort.
“He doesn’t know where things are.”
“That’s what he’s finding out.”
Celia lowered herself into a chair. “He may keep finding out for some time.”
The first difficulty was the bed.
Placed in the quiet corner Kirsteen had chosen, it gave Stanley a good view of a cupboard and very little view of anyone else. He approached it twice, lifted one foot onto the blanket and withdrew. When Celia sat near the kitchen doorway, he lay across her shoes.
“He likes knowing where I am,” she said.
Kirsteen looked at the room from his height, crouching beside the bed. The spot she had thought sheltered now seemed remote from the movement of the house.
“We could put it nearer the doorway. Out of the way of the door itself.”
They moved it without ceremony. This time he sniffed the blanket, turned twice and sat down with his front feet just beyond the edge.
Jodi looked pleased, but nobody congratulated him so enthusiastically that he had to get up to investigate. After a few minutes he lowered his head.
Celia finished half her tea before speaking again. “That’s more like it.”
Kirsteen sat at the table, allowing herself to notice how tired she had become through anticipating a visit that had only just begun. Stanley closed his eyes. Outside, a car passed slowly over an uneven patch of road, and one ear lifted before settling again. They let him sleep.
Celia’s papers remained in their bag while she ate something and described the journey. Kevin asked about the stops and brought her another glass of water. Jodi drew at the table, glancing towards the bed often enough to make progress difficult.
For nearly half an hour, the house was unexpectedly peaceful.
Then Kirsteen stood to take a work call in the next room, and Stanley stood too.
He followed until the doorway narrowed between her legs and the chair. Kirsteen stepped aside to avoid him, caught the edge of the rug with her heel and steadied herself against the wall while her phone continued ringing.
“I’ve got him,” Celia said.
Kirsteen answered with more brightness than she felt and closed the door gently. On the other side came a brief whine, then the scrape of a chair as Celia moved.
The call lasted fourteen minutes. When Kirsteen returned, Stanley was awake, the blanket was halfway out of the bed and Jodi was holding a pencil with its rubber bitten off.
“I put it down,” she said before Kirsteen could ask.
Celia had already removed the piece from his reach and checked what had happened.
“Nothing swallowed,” she said. “But we’ll have to watch the table edge. He’s taller when he wants something.”
Kirsteen took the pencil and moved Jodi’s notebook farther from the table edge. Before she sat down, she folded back the corner of the rug.
They kept the first evening quiet. After a short walk with Celia, Stanley ate his usual food and became lively enough to make Jodi question whether he had been asleep at all.
Celia showed her how to offer the familiar toy and pause when he grew too excited. Jodi wanted to continue each time he came back, but after a while she noticed that his attention was becoming less settled.
“He keeps dropping it.”
“He may need a break,” Kirsteen said.
Her daughter put the toy down and sat on the sofa. Stanley nosed it, looked up at her and eventually went to find Celia.
At the agreed time, Celia took him back to her nearby accommodation with his bed and blanket. He had travelled most of the day; they would begin again in the morning.
Jodi stood at the gate while Celia settled him safely in the car.
“He can leave the bed,” she said.
“I’ll bring it back in the morning.”
“Right.”
Kirsteen stayed beside her until the car had gone. The sitting room looked oddly empty without the blanket, although they had managed for months without it.
“It went quite well,” Jodi said.
“I think so.”
“Except the pencil.”
“And me nearly falling over him.”
“That was partly the rug.”
“We’ll consider both suspects,” Kirsteen said.
The following day, Celia brought Stanley back after breakfast. This time he paused at the gatepost, greeted Kirsteen and went into the house without inspecting every inch of the hall.
They had agreed to give Kirsteen a more ordinary morning. Celia would remain nearby at first while Kirsteen worked and Kevin took Jodi to school before returning to the hotel for his work calls and to pack for his evening train. Later, if Stanley was settled, Celia could visit Sheila.
Jodi found that arrangement more difficult than she had expected.
“But I could help.”
“You can help later,” Kirsteen said. “I need to know how it works when you’re doing other things.”
Her daughter looked at Kevin, then at the dog’s bed.
“We’re still going to the bookshop after school, before your train?”
“If you want to,” he said.
Jodi nodded, still looking at Stanley.
“Go,” Kirsteen said gently. “I’ll tell you how he gets on.”
Jodi crouched for a brief goodbye, then stood before Stanley could turn it into a game. She closed the gate behind herself and checked the catch. Kevin lifted a hand through the window, and they left together.
For the next hour, Kirsteen edited with Celia reading nearby. Stanley settled, woke, needed to go out and returned with damp feet. Kirsteen cleaned them, washed her hands and found her place in the document again. The interruption had cost her more concentration than time.
On the second occasion, she was halfway through checking a quotation when he began moving restlessly beside the door. She saw the signal, saved her work and took him out before he had to make it more obvious.
Celia watched from the kitchen. “That’s the bit I wanted you to try.”
“He won’t know I was nearly finished,” Kirsteen said.
“No.”
When he settled again, she changed her plan for the remaining work. One demanding task in the quiet period, smaller ones afterwards. She could not guarantee that every day would divide so neatly, but she could see a way to begin.
Sheila arrived shortly before lunch carrying a small envelope.
“I thought I’d come here first,” she said. “Then Celia needn’t rush straight out again.”
Celia stood, and for a moment both women seemed uncertain whether they were meant to shake hands. Sheila solved it by putting the envelope on the table.
“Did you find the photograph?” Sheila asked.
“Yes.” Celia took out the copy she had brought from Whitby. “I found it in an album. There’s a caption on the back.”
Iris stood outside the Lantern Rooms holding a broom. She was not sweeping. Someone had apparently called to her, and she had turned with one hand still on the handle, her expression caught between attention and impatience.
Sheila looked at it for a long time. “That’s her.”
Sheila brought it closer, studying Iris’s face. “She hated that broom,” she said at last. “The handle came loose.”
Celia smiled. “Did nobody mend it?”
“Several people mended it. That was part of the problem.”
Stanley approached Sheila’s shoe, sniffed it and moved away when she made no invitation. She glanced down at him, then returned to the photograph.
“I remember her sleeves like that. Always pushed up.”
Celia sat beside her. The conversation began with details neither had expected to need: how Iris folded a cloth, where she put things she did not want borrowed, the noise she made when somebody claimed not to have seen a notice placed directly in front of them.
Kirsteen made tea and left them space. She could hear occasional laughter from the table while she washed Stanley’s bowl. Then the voices grew quieter, and she stayed at the sink longer than the task required.
When Celia called her back, Sheila had put the photograph into the envelope she had brought.
“I’m keeping this copy.”
“It’s for you,” Celia said.
“I know. I’m telling you it’s been successful.”
Celia laughed, then blinked and reached for her tea. Sheila looked towards the window until she had recovered.
Stanley slept through most of it.
Over the next two days, the visit became less like a visit.
Celia remained responsible while they extended the time he spent with Kirsteen, using absences he could manage rather than leaving him to become distressed. The person Kirsteen had approached for backup care came to meet him. They walked together, discussed availability and agreed a gradual introduction before Kirsteen relied on any longer arrangement.
There were records to check as well. Celia brought the existing care and ownership papers, including the authority under which she could arrange a permanent home. Kirsteen compared them with the information already established and asked about anything that was unclear. They prepared the transfer details, but left them unsigned.
Kirsteen finished the budget. It required choices, including postponing a piece of work on the house that could safely wait. She made those choices herself.
Stanley pulled a tea towel from its hook, objected to a delivery through the letterbox and fell asleep just when Kirsteen had cleared time for a short walk. The next day he needed to go out as she sat down to lunch. She ate it lukewarm, then moved the tea towels to a higher hook.
Kevin had left on Friday evening as arranged, with his next visit confirmed. Jodi was sad when he went, though she did not offer to cancel her weekend with him because Stanley might stay. She put the dates where she could see them and telephoned him that evening to discuss the end of the book.
Kirsteen completed the enquiry about school communications too and checked that Kevin had been included.
By the fourth evening, on Sunday, Stanley knew where his water was. He had not learned that every closed door would eventually open without his assistance, and Kirsteen had not learned to rise from her chair without first checking beneath it. They were both making progress.
Celia came to collect him after supper and found Kirsteen sitting beside the open kitchen door.
Stanley lay in his bed, one paw folded beneath him. Jodi was upstairs getting ready for the following day. Her shoes were on the rack, beyond his reach.
“How was it?”
“He barked at the delivery van, wanted to go out in the middle of a call and slept through the time I thought he’d need entertaining.”
“That sounds familiar,” Celia said, smiling.
“I got my work done. Not in the order I meant to.”
Celia pulled out the chair opposite Kirsteen and sat down. Stanley lifted his head at the sound of her voice, watched them and lowered it again.
“I think we can do this,” Kirsteen said.
Celia’s face changed. She did not immediately answer.
“I want him to stay,” Kirsteen continued. “I’ve looked at the money and the help, and I know there’ll be days I get it wrong. But I want the ordinary days with him too.”
Celia looked towards the bed.
“I thought you might.”
“I wanted to tell you before telling Jodi.”
“Thank you.”
Celia sat with her hands in her lap. “I’ll miss having him under my feet,” she said.
“He’ll still be glad to see you.”
“I hope so. But he needn’t spend his life proving it.”
Celia reached down when Stanley got up and approached her, letting him press his nose into her palm.
They agreed to finish the transfer early the next morning, before school. That night’s arrangement would remain as planned, giving Celia a last quiet evening with him before she brought his bed and belongings to Westward.
When Celia had gone, Kirsteen found her daughter at the top of the stairs.
“Has he gone back?”
“For tonight.”
Jodi came down two steps. “Did it go all right?”
“It did. Celia and I have agreed that, once we finish the paperwork tomorrow, he can stay.”
Her daughter stayed on the step. “Here?”
“Yes.”
“With us?”
“Yes, Jodi.”
Then she was down the remaining steps, and Kirsteen had to brace herself against the banister as her daughter put both arms around her.
There were questions afterwards, some practical and some asked only to hear the answer again. Kirsteen answered what she could. They would keep his familiar bed. Celia could visit. He would stay at Westward when Jodi went to Kevin’s. No, he would not sleep on her pillow tomorrow night simply because it was an important occasion.
Eventually Jodi became quiet. “Does Celia feel sad?”
“A bit. She’s glad we’ve found a plan, and she’ll miss him.”
“Can I thank her tomorrow?”
“I think she’d like that.”
They sat together on the stairs until Jodi remembered she still had something to put in her bag.
Kirsteen went back to the kitchen. A message from Tamsin had arrived about the final arrangements for Mabel’s return to the sanctuary. The journey remained subject to the usual welfare and travel checks, but the visiting period was drawing to its planned close. Tamsin also asked whether Stanley could come to the field on Monday afternoon, once he was settled, before the journey was confirmed.
She confirmed that they would wait for Tamsin’s advice about the journey, then put the sanctuary’s contact details with the visit information.
Kirsteen put the phone beside the completed care plan. Jodi was still looking for whatever she had meant to pack.
Chapter 24 – The Puppy and the Elephant
Stanley arrived to stay before the Monday school run, with Celia carrying his bed.
Kirsteen saw them through the kitchen window and went to open the door. He was already investigating the gatepost, pulling his nose reluctantly away when Celia encouraged him through. Behind her, the street was bright after a cool night, with small patches of moisture lingering in the shade.
“Everything’s in the car,” Celia said. “I’ll bring the rest in once he’s settled.”
Kirsteen took the bed and stood aside. Stanley came into the hall, paused to sniff her trouser leg and continued towards the kitchen.
Jodi was waiting beside the table in her school clothes, her bag ready by the door. She crouched to greet him, then made herself stand back while he checked his bowl.
“He’s been fed,” Celia said.
“He’s checking anyway.”
“He likes a second opinion.”
They put the bed in the place that had worked during the visits. Celia shook out the blanket and tucked one edge beneath the cushion before Stanley could pull it free. Kirsteen watched how far it needed to go under.
Celia rested her hand on Stanley’s shoulder, then stood. “Shall we?”
The documents were already checked. They read the completed transfer together, confirmed the date and signed. Kirsteen made sure Celia had her copy, then placed the veterinary information and care notes with the records she had prepared. They completed the keeper-change request using Stanley’s existing microchip details and checked what confirmation would follow.
Jodi traced the name on the care notes without touching the signatures. “We’re keeping Stanley, aren’t we? His name as well.”
“Of course,” Kirsteen said. Beneath the table, he had found something to sniff and showed no interest in the matter being settled.
Jodi watched from the other side of the table, holding the pen Celia had just used. “Is that it?”
“That’s the transfer agreed,” Kirsteen said. “The registration confirmation will follow.”
“So he lives here.”
“Yes.”
Her daughter looked towards the bed. Stanley had stepped out of it to examine a crumb near the table leg. “He doesn’t know.”
“He’ll learn where breakfast happens,” Celia said.
Jodi smiled, although her eyes were wet. She put the pen down carefully. “Thank you for letting him stay.”
Celia looked at her before answering.
“Thank you for wanting to look after all of him.”
“I do.”
“I know. Even the parts that eat pencils.”
Jodi laughed and wiped her face with the heel of her hand. Kirsteen passed her a tissue without drawing attention to it.
Celia brought in the remaining food and the bag of toys. There were fewer things than Kirsteen expected, though each arrived with a piece of information. The cloth toy could go through the wash. One ball had been put aside because Stanley was starting to damage it. The spare lead belonged with the travel bag.
When everything was indoors, Celia checked the car once more. She came back empty-handed.
“You could stay for a cup of tea,” Kirsteen said.
“I’d better go. I’ve got the journey.”
They had agreed there would be no long, repeated goodbye. Celia crouched, let Stanley approach and stroked him quietly. He pressed his face into her hand, then turned to investigate the strap of her bag.
“Be good,” she said, before smiling at herself. “Within reason.”
Kirsteen walked her to the gate while Jodi stayed inside with him. Celia checked the catch as they passed through, a habit they now shared.
“Let me know how tonight goes.”
“I will.”
“And tell me if it’s difficult. You don’t have to send only the successful bits.”
“You’ll get an honest report,” Kirsteen said.
Celia glanced towards the kitchen window. Jodi was putting the toys away, leaving Stanley’s familiar cloth toy beside the bed.
“I’m glad it’s here,” Celia said.
“So am I.”
They hugged briefly. Then Celia put her bag in the car and left before either of them could invent another thing that needed checking.
Inside, Stanley stood near the hall, listening. When the engine faded, he went to the door and sniffed beneath it.
Kirsteen sat on the floor nearby without calling him away. Jodi joined her, leaning against the wall.
“Is he sad?”
“He may be wondering where she’s gone.”
They waited. After a while he came over, touched his nose to Kirsteen’s hand and moved towards the kitchen. He returned to the door twice more before settling.
The school run could wait no longer. The person Kirsteen had arranged as backup came over for the short interval, sitting quietly in the kitchen while Kirsteen took Jodi down the hill. When she returned, Stanley was sniffing the visitor’s shoes.
Kirsteen put the food away, checked the veterinary appointment she had arranged and added the transfer copies to the household folder. She took Stanley into the garden, waited while he inspected the wet grass and discovered that a short trip outside could take considerably longer than she had planned.
At the back door, he shook himself before she could reach the towel.
“You aren’t very wet,” Kirsteen told him, looking at the marks on her trousers.
He wagged his tail and stood on the towel while she reached for a dry corner.
She cleaned his paws and let him in. The bed received a little mud anyway.
Kevin called after Jodi came home from school, while Kirsteen was making her a sandwich. Jodi told him about the signatures and Celia’s departure, then held the phone where he could see Stanley asleep with his nose beside the cushion.
“He’s been adopted,” she said.
“So I hear.”
“He hasn’t done much about it.”
“Perhaps he’s waiting for supper.”
Jodi carried the phone back to the table and asked whether Kevin had received the school information. He had, and they spent the next few minutes discussing something she had assumed he would not know about yet.
Kirsteen listened while cutting bread. She had not had to remember to pass that message on.
Before ending the call, Kevin reminded Jodi of her next stay.
“I know. It’s in my phone.”
“And mine.”
She glanced towards the bed. “Mum’s looking after him.”
“She is.”
There was no apology in her answer this time. She asked whether she could bring the drawing she wanted to finish, and Kevin said the lamp would be ready.
Then she stayed where she was, holding the phone with both hands, which meant there was something else.
“Dad. Who picked my name?”
Kirsteen went on cutting bread.
“Your mother and I did,” Kevin said.
“Yes, but who said it first?”
There was a pause at the other end that Kirsteen heard across the kitchen.
“Your grandmother,” he said. “We had a list and none of it was any good. She said yours once, while she was clearing the plates, and then she didn’t mention it again. I remember thinking that was unlike her.”
Kirsteen put the knife down.
“Did she say why she liked it?”
“I asked her. She said she’d heard it somewhere and couldn’t tell me where.”
Jodi accepted this as she accepted most information about adults, which was completely and without interest in its consequences. She said goodnight, put the phone on the table and went to see whether Stanley had moved.
Kirsteen stood with one hand flat on the board.
Kathleen had been in the cottage on the day a card came through the door addressed to a girl who was not there. She had lived another forty years without saying so, and she had given the name away over a stack of plates in 2016 as though it were nothing of hers. None of which Kirsteen could show anyone. There was no record of the post that Christmas, no witness to a woman reading an address in her own hall, and there never would be.
She picked the knife up again and finished the bread.
After the call, Kirsteen sent Celia the promised message: he had looked for her, eaten, been out and slept. She attached a photograph of him in the bed, leaving the damp towel at the edge of the picture.
The reply came from one of Celia’s stops.
That looks about right.
Tamsin had arranged a short visit for that afternoon, after Stanley had rested and provided the day had gone well. Mabel had spent most nights that week on her feet, and Imogen wanted to see her with the dog there before she travelled.
Mabel’s return to the sanctuary was being prepared. The transport arrangements would be confirmed after the final checks, and nobody had promised Jodi another extension. She had asked what would happen if the weather changed, listened to the answer and then asked when they might visit the sanctuary.
They walked slowly to the site, allowing Stanley to stop and sniff rather than hurrying him towards a meeting he had not requested. Kirsteen held the lead. Jodi carried the small bag they needed and resisted the temptation to tell everyone they passed that the dog now lived with them.
She managed until they met Marilyn Seagrove.
“Well,” Marilyn said, looking from Stanley to Jodi’s face. “I take it something’s been settled.”
“He’s staying.”
“I thought it might have been.”
Marilyn bent a little without reaching for him. He sniffed near her shoe and then found something more interesting at the edge of the pavement.
“Very sensible,” she told him. “Don’t let people interrupt important work.”
Jodi laughed. Marilyn asked how Celia was, and Kirsteen told her about the morning’s goodbye.
They continued towards the field. On the approach, the breeze carried the smell of grass and hay, stronger than the faint salt from the harbour. Jodi grew quieter as the secured area came into view.
Sheila was already there, speaking to Tamsin outside the working boundary. She had brought no bag and nothing for Mabel to eat.
“Celia’s away?” she asked.
“She left this morning.”
“She sent me a message at her first stop.”
“Good.”
Kirsteen had expected to pass news between the two women. Sheila was already taking out her phone to show her something Celia had sent.
Tamsin checked Stanley before they went farther. He was attentive but not pulling, his nose lifting towards unfamiliar scents. The agreed place was outside Mabel’s protected enclosure, with a secure barrier and a clear separation beyond the dog’s reach. There was room to move away along the path without passing through a crowd.
“If either of them wants to leave, we let them,” Tamsin said.
“We know,” Jodi said.
“I know you do. I still say it.”
They followed her to the viewing place. No one called Mabel over.
At first there was very little to see.
Mabel stood farther inside the enclosure, working at a small pile of browse. Stanley investigated the ground beside Kirsteen’s shoe, then lifted his head towards her. His ears shifted, but he did not pull forward.
Jodi knelt only when Tamsin indicated where she could do so safely. She kept her hands in her lap.
Across the enclosure, Mabel raised her trunk briefly and turned. A low rumble reached them across the grass. Kirsteen watched the change in her attention without trying to name it. The elephant stood for a while, then moved at an unhurried pace towards the nearer part of her space.
“She’s coming,” Jodi said softly.
Kirsteen touched her daughter’s shoulder but did not answer.
Stanley became still, watching Mabel. Kirsteen remembered him lying quiet near Mabel on his first afternoon, before she had known how quickly he could empty a cupboard.
Mabel stopped well inside her boundary. Her trunk moved over the ground, then curled back as she shifted her stance. Tamsin watched her and glanced at Stanley. Nobody shortened the distance for them.
Sheila stood beside Kirsteen, one hand tucked into her coat pocket. The wind lifted a strand of white hair against her cheek, and she brushed it away without taking her eyes from Mabel.
“I’ll go up when she’s settled back,” she said.
“To the sanctuary?”
“Yes. If they’re happy for me to come.”
“We’ll arrange it,” Tamsin replied.
Sheila nodded and returned her hand to her pocket.
Jodi looked up. “We can go too?”
“When it’s arranged,” Kirsteen said.
Her daughter accepted the answer and turned back to the animals.
Stanley sat. After a moment he leaned against Kirsteen’s ankle, then shifted away to find a more comfortable patch of ground. She allowed the lead to remain loose while keeping him within the approved space.
Kirsteen watched him settle and wondered whether he would sleep through supper if she let him. There was still work waiting at home, and the towel lay where she had left it by the back door. She could give him a few minutes.
After a while Jodi stood and moved closer to her mother. “Do you think it was for him?”
Kirsteen knew which card she meant. On the mantelpiece at Westward, the address faced the room. It had been written before any of them knew Celia, before Stanley found Mabel, before a brass tag brought a room in Whitby back into Sheila’s life.
“I think it was,” she said.
Jodi considered that. “I didn’t put a name because I didn’t know one.”
“I remember.”
“We don’t have to put him in the trunk.”
Kirsteen looked down at her. The smile on her daughter’s face was small but unmistakable.
“I should hope not.”
“He’d eat the postcards.”
“That would complicate the delivery records.”
Sheila heard enough to give them a suspicious glance, and Jodi laughed quietly into Kirsteen’s sleeve.
At Westward, the remaining cards were safely put away. Kirsteen still had names to follow up, although Marc’s was no longer among them. Sheila’s own account lay with the copies of the sale records.
The 1986 postcard had been posted on the twenty-third of December, in a village where its sender could have delivered it by hand, to a person who did not exist. Kirsteen could prove all three. What Kathleen had done with it when it arrived, and what she had thought in the years she said nothing about it, was not in any record and would not be. The name had reached Jodi anyway, by a route with one person missing from the middle of it. Kirsteen wrote down the parts that could be checked and left the rest.
Tamsin checked the time. Both animals were settled, and she let the visit continue.
Stanley lowered his chest onto the grass, keeping his head raised. A little later he let his chin rest across his front paws. Kirsteen loosened her grip enough for the lead to lie comfortably, its length still well short of the protected gap.
Mabel shifted her feet and stood quietly. Then, farther back within her own space, she began to lower herself, settling onto the prepared resting ground and taking her time about it. She rumbled as she went down.
Tamsin said the time quietly into her radio. Then she looked at Kirsteen. “Write down that he was here,” she said. “And where.”
Kirsteen took out the site notebook and did.
Jodi drew a breath but did not speak.
Sheila’s hand came out of her pocket and rested briefly against the rail on their side. Kirsteen could hear a vehicle somewhere beyond the trees and the faint movement of the lead against the grass.
Stanley lifted his head when Mabel moved, watched her settle and put it down again.
There would be a bed waiting for him at Westward that evening, and tomorrow someone would get up when he needed to go out. Mabel would go back to the sanctuary once her carers were satisfied, and her notes would record that on two afternoons in Marling Bay she had lain down with a young dog lying across the grass. If she came back, Tamsin had said, they would plan for him too. Celia would reach home and find the space beside her chair empty, and Kirsteen would send her news that included the difficult parts.
The breeze moved through the grass between the two protected spaces. Neither animal tried to close the distance. There was room for Mabel to rise and turn towards her shelter, and a clear path along which Stanley could lead them away.
For a while, they rested where they were.
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