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THE GHOST AND CHRISTOPHER MEADE
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Eastern Long Island, New York

Beth hovered over the sleeping man, his quiet breathing the only sound in the room. Her black skirt floated behind her as she moved closer, studied him. She needed to be sure. She had traveled a long way to obtain the help of a member of her family. He did look like a Meade, she thought as she studied his dark hair. That small white lock on his forehead stood out. All the Meade men had it.

What brought her to the States was an ache to be reunited with her father, Sir Thomas Meade, and with her brother, Henry. When they all still lived, she begged they return to her. Her letters had not persuaded them to leave the American colonies, to cross again the great Atlantic Ocean to her home in Scotland.

They had all died. Centuries had passed—was it four—five? She had lost track. And still, she wandered the halls of Macullen Manor, walked the moors outside their home, always alone, unable to rest. She was so very tired. But she could not stop until she had accomplished what she had set out to do. She would bring her father and brother home to her.

As she lingered over Christopher Meade’s bed, her scent wafted around him. Soft as a kiss it brushed across his face, and then was gone.

Chris waved a hand into the cold air. “What was that?” He pushed aside the warmth of the eiderdown and reached for his robe. He’d have to have that heating system checked, he thought for the hundredth time. And he had to stop having lavender scented dreams. If anyone found out, they would laugh.

In the shower, Chris turned the jet to hot. He sighed as the water streamed over his shoulders, luxuriated in its warmth. Pieces of his last dream flooded back—an old, decrepit castle in northern England—he searched. Searched—but for what? And always that strong scent of lavender to transfer him out of the dream and wake him.

Chris pushed his thoughts aside, glad to be back in the real world. He shut off the water, reached for his towel, and stepped out of the shower, vigorously drying his wet hair. He had a busy morning in court.

Dressed in a dark gray suit, white shirt, and red tie, he made his way to the kitchen. He hoped he looked the brilliant attorney he was. At the front door, he bent and picked up his copy of the New York Times and the Times London from where they’d been tossed on the porch. When Chris moved from England to America fourteen years ago, he made it a habit of reading the two newspapers every morning. He kept abreast of the goings-on in America and in England. “Always know what the media is slamming today.”

Coffee was already brewed when he reached the kitchen, courtesy of Meg Mulligan, his housekeeper. He poured a cup of the rich, dark liquid and set it on the table next to the newspapers. As he sipped, he scanned the first three pages of the New York Times.

Today held nothing of any import, just the same old propaganda. “The world is going to hell,” he quoted one columnist. “It’s already there, thank you,” he muttered, about to turn the page. A small article tucked away in the left corner of page three caught his attention. His hand jumped. Coffee splattered the kitchen counter and splashed the paper.

“Bloody hell!” he yelled into the quiet room. He threw his napkin over the spill in a sorry attempt to mop up while he continued to glare at the dampened article. He’d almost missed the piece.

It referred to a Sir Henry Thomas Tudor-Meade and some ancient artifacts found in a remote castle in northern England. For most readers, it would have warranted no more than a glance. For Chris, that name in print claimed his full attention. He pushed aside the local paper and picked up the Times London. A low chuckle replaced his initial shock. Under a three-inch headline, the article filled half of page one.


VIRGIN QUEEN ELIZABETH REGINA TUDOR A MUm?

MONARCHY FACES GREATEST SCANDAL YET

Are the Windsor’s the rightful heirs to the throne?





“Bloody hell,” he yelled again. He dropped the paper to the table. Picked it up again. Read on:


Nell Gordon, an American, and two Brit friends discovered artifacts in a ruin of a castle in northern England. A diary was discovered hidden in a wall safe in Heatherton Castle, Walingstonport, England. Written by Elizabeth Regina Tudor, daughter of Henry VIII, the findings disclose that in 1549, the then Princess Elizabeth, at age 16, gave birth to a son. It further revealed that the boy, Henry Thomas Tudor, was housed secretly at Heatherton until his ninth birthday. Then, in 1558, using the name Thomas Meade, the lad was spirited away. That same year, at age twenty-five, Elizabeth became England’s first Queen. Further, the diary asserts the boy lived past his secret internment in the castle, which suggests there may be descendants of Queen Bess alive now, four and a half centuries later.

Phillip Poole, curator at the British Museum in London, and Graham Peterman, a historian at the Walingstonport Museum, authenticated the findings. The hidden room and its artifacts will be open to the public as soon as restoration on the castle is completed.



Chris put down the newspaper. His mind ran a marathon of thoughts at the consequences of this find. He was an attorney, as were all the men in the Meade family. They had always been aware of the secret of their ancestor, Sir Thomas Meade. Dear Queen Liz the First had been a mother. But, unknown to the rest of the world, Elizabeth’s barrister at her Court was her own son. Chris chuckled at the thoughts going through his mind. The Tudor ancestry, exposed at last. Historians reading this would be eager for more.

The secret had been known only to the close family. Chris never spoke of his roots. There was no reason. Everyone had a history. Let the ghosts rest, had been his tenet. But today, seeing the family name tied in with British royalty was enough to bring back the old stories. They awakened memories of his visits to Dad here in the States on summer holiday. Grandfather Meade spun such tales of long ago. He told of Sir Thomas running for his life from the Queen’s enemies, those who wanted the throne for James I. How the Meade men had sailed the great sea, escaping to the colonies. He told of the settlers mixing with the Indians who lived in the sixteen hundreds. Of living near the Powhatan tribe, Chief Powhatan and his daughter, Pocahontas. And always with an eye out for men who might want him dead in the name of King James I. They were magical stories, as exciting to a young boy as King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table.

At first, he’d thought of them as stemming from Gramps’ active imagination. Chris remembered sitting with Dad at dinner and talking about their ancestors. And one night Chris said, “Dad, I like hearing Gramp’s stories, but they can’t be true, right?”

Dad wore a knowing look. “Chris, what your grandfather told you really did happen. We have Thomas Meade’s handwritten report. It is proof-positive. That little piece of history is safely locked away in our attic. Been there since this house was built over two hundred years ago. And before that, it had been on the plantation in Virginia.”

“Tell me about it, Dad,” Chris had asked.

“Find out for yourself,” he’d said. “Visit the attic.”

As Chris moved both newspapers away, another memory came to mind. It was during one of his summer holidays to the States. He was nine—maybe ten. Dad had brought him up the three flights of stairs to the attic, looking for an old baseball glove belonging to Babe Ruth. While up there, Dad pointed to where the Meade chronicle lay, tucked away in a handsome wooden chest. “It’s interesting stuff. Someday you may want to read it. Other papers, letters, in there too. You should check them out sometime.”

That year, when Chris returned to England for the fall term, he questioned Mum about his ancestors and the chest in the attic.

Her reply was a kiss on the forehead and the advice, “Ask your father next time you speak to him.”
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Beth watched this man she’d come half across the world to see. She must persuade him to help her. She had stayed close, prodding him, keeping him thinking of the news story and of Thomas Meade, things he hadn’t thought about for years. Now she floated over and sat on Chris’ shoulder, whispering his mother’s words into his ear. Call your father. Ask him about Sir Thomas and the stories in the dailies.

Chris, still sitting at the kitchen table, mulled over his flash of memory. When he had spoken to his mother about his ancestors, she had advised him to ask his Dad. That was good advice. Perhaps he should call him about the latest revelation in the newspapers.

He reached for the phone on the wall and dialed Florida. He tapped the toe of his tasseled brown Santoni loafer on the floor. It followed each ring like a metronome.

A sleep-laden voice answered. “Yes?”

“Morning, Dad. Have you seen today’s newspaper yet?”

A pause, then, “What time is it, anyway?”

Chris winced as he glanced at his watch. “Just turned seven.” He took a breath. “It’s about the papers from Thomas Meade. The ones in the attic.”

He heard the sound of yawning, followed by a groan. “Why, at daybreak, do they suddenly interest you?”

“Then you haven’t read the latest scandal from the UK?”

A sigh traveled through the line. “Chris. Come to the point.”

Chris’ voice held a villainous overtone as he whispered into the phone, “The family secret has come undone.”

“Christopher!”

“Sorry.” Followed by a low chuckle, then, “I thought you might be interested in knowing this morning’s Times has an article about some people in England finding irrefutable—their word—proof the first Queen Liz had a child. Wasn’t that our Thomas Meade?”

The phone fell silent at the Florida end. Finally, Chris heard a snort, followed by, “So. It’s finally out.” His father’s voice was so low Chris strained to hear him. He heard a chuckle, heard it grow in volume, then a grunt as Dad said, “No use. I have to get up and get my Herald.”

There was a pause, the line was quiet, then, “Oh, and Chris, you can be sure there is always some reporter out there going to search for descendants. Once they connect the name they’ll make you wish you’d never heard of Thomas Meade. I want you to keep quiet until I decide how much to get involved.”

“And you?”

“I wouldn’t mind hiding away on a deserted island until this blows over. God, reporters scare the hell out of me. Once they pick up your scent—”

“Dad, have you ever read the account in the chronicle?”

“Years ago. You know the story. Thomas Meade was afraid for his life and his family’s, even in the colonies. He locked his writings away in an old chest. There’s more there. Never went through it all. It can’t hurt us now, except to make the paparazzi bang on our doors if they make the connection. Correction, when they make the connection. Take a look at what else is in the chest. Let me know what you find.”

“Right, Dad. Talk to you on the weekend.” Chris hung up the phone. He glanced at the clock. No time for anything now. Tonight. After work.

Chris heard his housekeeper, Meg Mulligan, tut-tut in the background, and he turned as she entered the kitchen. In her late fifties, Meg was as generous of heart as she was wide of girth. She’d been with the family since he was a boy, a slip of a girl when she first came to them. Now, the dark hair of her youth had gone gray. He suspected those clear blue eyes could look right through him, read his moods. She’d never married. Each summer when he visited Dad, she had babied him like a surrogate mother, only she’d been tougher than his fun-loving Mum. What would he have done without his Meg? He grimaced at the thought.

Meg glanced his way as she picked up his empty cup. “Oh my,” she said, her Irish brogue fresh as the day she got off the plane twenty-five years ago. She took his soiled napkin and dabbed at the spilled coffee.

Chris held up a section of the New York Times and slapped it with the back of his hand. “This story is about the family.”

She hesitated, eyebrows raised. “In the daily?”

“It’s just a mention here, but the tabloids have gone wild across the pond. Anything that touches Her Majesty is meat for the broth.” He grinned.

Tray in hand, Meg started toward the sink. “What is it you’re raving about, Mr. Chris?”

He gestured toward the article. “Says they have unearthed evidence, and I quote, in 1549, Princess Elizabeth gave birth to one Henry Thomas Tudor. Later, changing his name to Thomas Meade, he disappeared.” Chris threw down the newspaper. “Elizabeth was known as The Virgin Queen if memory serves.”

“That lot.” Meg shook her head. “If it’s not one thing it’s another with those Royals.” She looked at him and her voice softened. “Mr. Chris, there must be thousands of Meade’s. Having the same name doesn’t make you a member of the clan.”

“You’ll believe it when the paparazzi dig up our connection to the Tudors. Just a matter of time before the news hounds find us and storm the house. They get their fangs into you. They’re like pit bulls, can’t shake ‘em loose.” He bared his teeth in a wide grin, waving a spoon under her nose as one would a microphone. “How do you feel, Ms. Mulligan, working for an ancestor of Queen Elizabeth... Regina... Tudor?”

Meg folded the damp napkin and placed it over the disturbing article. Resting her hand on the table, she leaned forward. “Maybe you’ll be invited to Buckingham Palace for tea like all the other toffs. You’ll wear a top hat and a frock coat. I hear that’s the costume of the day when presented to your betters.” Her eyes danced as she smiled.

“Lousy timing, Meg. I don’t need a circus right now.”

“Well then, maybe they won’t find ya’. Then you’ll have nothin’ ta worry about. And shouldn’t you be gettin’ ready? You’ll be late for court.” Meg opened the blinds all the way to let a sharp morning sun flood the room.

Hands thrust in his pockets, Chris walked to the window and took in the view from the wide bay window. He watched cars travel along Route 25A, west to east from Queens to Nassau to Suffolk County. Even this early, traffic moved briskly. Flowing in the other direction, the motorists picked up the New York Expressway or continued along the route to wherever their work or inclination took them.

This vintage colonial structure, built on prime land, housed the Meade family for over two hundred and fifty years. Near a half acre fronted the building. Much of the original acres in back had long since sold off. The remaining house and frontage sat on a small rise that looked down on several picturesque, white painted little shops lining the road. He was high enough on the hill to see over the low buildings and scrub oak to a pie-wedge view of the Long Island Sound.

In weather as crispy-clear as this, the view showed a misty shoreline. Longingly, Chris looked at the few sailboats taking advantage of the late autumn weather, white sails full, an easterly breeze propelling them. Wakes pushed wide patches of gray froth atop the brackish water. November was the best time of year for sailing. Might be fun to play hooky from the office today, he thought, knowing how impossible it was. Still, his boat lay docked in a nearby slip. Wouldn’t take ten minutes to jump in his car and escape to the impossible.

His thoughts returned to Thomas Meade, a man he imagined might have looked somewhat like himself. The same dark hair. The same small white swath of hair at his temple.

“Mr. Chris, won’t you be late?” Meg asked again as she finished cleaning the table.

Eight-thirty. “Damn, I’m due in court in half an hour.” He folded the newspaper. “I’d like to be a fly-on-the-wall at the palace today. I would think Her Majesty would be curious about what happened to the Tudor line.”

“You plannin’ on tellin’ her?” Meg swept by, her stiff white apron rustling as she walked.

He watched as his Irish stand-in mum went toward the sink. He loved the old gal. He grabbed for his briefcase and Burberry raincoat on the run. With a broad grin, he called after Meg, “I could, you know—tell her. I could stroll into Buckingham Palace and say, Madam, you’re sitting on my throne.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

[image: ]


Even as he drove to work, the scent of lavender seemed to be in the car, in the very air he breathed. He first noticed it when he woke up after his dream about the English castle. Since then he spent a lot of time wrestling with the stories in the newspapers. Sir Thomas Meade and his son, Henry, were buried in the family cemetery along with his other ancestors on their Virginia property. Now, after all this time, their names cropped up to haunt him.

Somehow, he managed to get through the business at court. At 1:00 p.m. he drove from the Riverhead courthouse to his office. It was a ten-minute drive down Court Street, across Griffing Avenue, north to Roanoke. As he approached the staid, gray-shingled building with its stately white columns, he chased all other thoughts away. Enough ruminating, he thought. He had important work waiting for him.

He felt his usual satisfaction as he eased into his parking space. He stepped out and stood, arms folded, staring at the building that housed the family law practice. His butt leaned against his prized red Jaguar. He’d brought the car with him when he left England—still drove with the steering wheel on the left side. “Easy, when one gets used to it,” he would say when questioned.

When Chris was a boy, sometimes his dad would bring him to the office. He’d rummage through the gilt-edged law books, the rich leather bindings, and fine paper, attempting to understand the long words in tiny print.

Most of the time, he loved the business of practicing law. This was home to him as much as the house overlooking the Sound, as much as his home in England. As an only child, he had taken it for granted that he would enter the firm directly after graduation from Harvard, as had his father, and his father before him, and before that. The Meade’s go back a long way, he thought, once again touching on the first Meade.

He turned and walked briskly along the tidy brick path, up the steps to the hallowed offices of the patriarchal law firm, and opened the paneled mahogany door leading to the reception room. The thick sapphire-blue carpet and polished wood, the brass fixtures and muted wallpaper smacked of prestige, of old money.

Today the office staff, attorneys and paralegal, aids, and secretaries were clustered together at the receptionist’s desk. At his entrance, all discussion stopped. Seemingly on cue, they turned solemn, almost reverent faces to him. The men made sweeping bows. The women attempted awkward curtseys in their short, tight, suit-skirts.

“Hail to the King,” they cried in unison like practiced puppets.

“You’ve been reading the newspapers.” Chris grimaced, walking on. He called over his shoulder, “What makes you think I’m that Meade?”

The room fell silent once more. Chris glanced back. Faces struggled to remain composed. He opened his office door—stopped. His black leather chair, now draped with a red velvet throw, looked not unlike a throne.

“What the—”

Patty, his secretary, a nervous giggle spilling from her lips, brought her hand from behind her back and reached up, placing a gold paper crown on his head. “Your Majesty,” she said, almost falling sideways in an attempt at a low curtsey.

The troop backed up in the doorway and roared their approval. Someone hummed the British anthem.

“Thank you,” he answered with a sweeping bow, trying to conceal a grin. He took off the crown and placed it at an angle over a silver-framed photograph of his father.

Everyone clapped.

“Okay, you clowns, you’ve had your fun. Let’s get some work done around here.” He couldn’t hold back a wide smile.

After the tomfoolery, he sat at his desk. He picked up and lay down his pen. He read and reread the same deposition, moved papers around. He just wasn’t concentrating. Thoughts of the news in the chronicle continued to compete with work. Restless, he glanced at his gold Rolex—a gift from his father at graduation from Harvard Law School. He’d accomplished little in the past four hours.

Impulsively, he grabbed his jacket. “I’ll be at home if anyone needs me,” he called to Patty as he passed her desk and made for the parking lot.

He turned the key in the ignition, and his Jaguar leaped to life. Tires squealed as he turned out of the driveway. One thing played on his mind on the ride home. Get up to the attic and find Thomas Meade’s journal. Something was pushing him. He had to have answers to the tormenting questions.
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Once home, Chris mentally thanked the newspaper article that set him on this journey-into-the-past. He felt a persistent prodding that he had to know what was in the journal. There was something he had to do. He would understand when he found the Meade writings.

A faint scent of lavender prevailed as he made his way up the three flights of stairs. He brushed an eerie feeling aside as an overactive imagination. The old grandfather clock on the landing below pealed six times, reverberating through the old house. Canterbury chimes followed, accompanied by the occasional squeak of a tired tread as Chris’ weight settled on the stairs. He took several deep breaths as he climbed. Bloody hell, he could do with some exercise.

He paused for a moment. A rush of memories had climbed with him. He hadn’t tracked up these stairs since he was nine. Lord, that was twenty-three years ago. Chris thought of his grandfather’s accounts of a journey across a great ocean, and of a queen and a brave knight. The stories had filled him, a young boy, with awe. All the time he had lived in this old house, he never thought to take the time to return to the attic. It was because I felt uncomfortable up here. It had always seemed cold, melancholy, different from the rooms downstairs.

As these thoughts tumbled in Chris’ mind, he reached the small door at the top of the stairs. He pushed it open. Hinges wailed, a long, thin cry like he’d stepped on Tabby’s tail, adding to his ominous sense of the bizarre. Chris made a mental note to oil the blame thing if he ever ventured up again.

His lean, six-foot-two-inches ducked, head missing the top of the doorframe by a scant inch. Once inside, the heavy smell of mildew in close quarters made his nostrils twitch. The place could do with an airing, he decided. He sneezed at the dust.

A chill penetrated his cotton shirt, and he shivered. He was correct. It was unnaturally cold up here. Heat rose, right? He’d have to call someone in to check. Years ago, in a younger imagination, he had thought there was something scary about the attic, enough for a kid to give it space.

Dust and grime covered the three small windows, blocking a good bit of the day’s remaining daylight. What light did come in wasn’t enough to see by. He hit the switch. A single bulb hanging from a thin cord sent a weak, yellow cast into the gloom. He nodded grimly. He would manage with the meager forty watts.

His eyes swept the area. It looked to him like every attic in every old house. This one was built over two hundred years ago. Rough, exposed beams spread across the low ceiling and down the walls. The roof had been replaced several times. Old, water-stained insulation was tucked between the rafters. The floor was nothing more than wide pine planks placed side by side with an occasional nail placed here and there to hold it all together.

Chris recognized a few of the odds and ends he hadn’t seen downstairs for a long time—keepsakes, discarded bits of furniture. They were piled one atop the other in no clear order, leaving only a narrow aisle to make his way through the castoffs. Spiders scurried as he pushed aside tangled webs.

On top of a dresser of questionable vintage rested an oak chest, exactly where Dad had pointed it out years ago. It stood about eight inches high by sixteen inches square and was as grimy as everything else. With his handkerchief, he dusted it. Under all the filth, Chris saw mitered edges. It once had a handsome finish, he thought.

His primary interest was in the contents. His father had said it was heady reading. But he was a boy then, not brave enough to venture up here alone. He should have. This was his family’s history. Now, as he stood in front of the chest, Chris’ heart beat fast in anticipation. What marvelous secrets would he find in the old ledger?

Squinting into the dim light, he tried to read the inscription in black stenciled lettering. His shadow blocked the light and he moved to one side, drawing in a deep breath to calm his excitement. “Yes,” he said as he read, “Thomas Meade – A Family Chronicle.”

Cobwebs danced for him as he laughed out loud.

Spreading his hands against two sides of the box, he pushed the lid with his thumbs.

It didn’t budge.

Damn. Was it locked?

He searched for a keyhole, carefully lifting and turning it around. There was no lock. It might just be wedged together from dampness. God knows, the attic had seen little attention the past few years. Even a little humidity could make it stick.

If he could pry it open... Find something? A screwdriver? A knife?

As he turned to look, his toe struck a leg of the old dresser, causing him to twist his ankle. “Bloody hell,” he shouted, reaching to steady himself.

He stared, mesmerized, as the chest slipped off the dresser and into the air. It fell in what seemed to Chris slow motion. When it struck the floor, it opened. Into the rising attic dust, a continuing scent of lavender rose, stronger now, seeming to come from inside the chest.

The single light bulb swung wildly back and forth on its slender cord, creating shadows to cavort about the room like playful ghosts.

He frowned and reached to steady the fixture. He must have hit it with his shoulder.

Bending, Chris closed the oak box and placed it back where it had sat undisturbed for so many years. Then, handkerchief in hand, he dusted it again and examined the wood minutely. It had suffered only slight injury. One corner had a tiny piece chipped off. It was fixable. He carefully lifted the lid and looked inside.

A small book sat on top.

He took it out and opened the cover. The pages were stiff. A phrase here, a line there caught his attention, but the tiny, old-fashioned script was difficult to read in the murky light. He would have to take it downstairs.

Carrying the box under one arm, he made his way back through the narrow passageway of discards. He’d leave the ghostly inhabitants to their own pursuits, he thought, relieved to tap the light switch off and swing the wailing door shut.

The lavender scent stayed with him as he made his way down the stairs. The wind whistled outside. This old house lets in the cold no matter how much I push up the heat.

On the second-floor landing, he stopped. Instead of continuing directly down to the library, he went to his room to change into sweats and heavy socks before settling in for the read.

Dressed, he continued to the first floor and the reading room, his favorite place in the house. He loved the thick red carpet, the high, wingback chairs, the cherry wood paneling and filled bookshelves, many of the tomes old, cherished collectibles. But tonight, even with a fire blazing in the hearth, he felt a chill.

He settled the antique box on the floor. On a small, square, thin-legged Queen Ann table beside his chair, he placed a tray holding a bottle of Courvoisier brandy and a Waterford cut-glass goblet. This should fix whatever ails me, he thought.

He placed fresh wood on the fire, sending sparks up the chimney. The blaze snapped, shattering the unusual quiet hanging over the room. It’s those ghosts again, ganging up on him, he thought, chuckling.

“Right,” he said aloud, “I thought we had agreed all monsters and things-that-go-bump-in-the-night would remain in the attic.”

Once seated, and after a few sips of brandy, Chris removed the old ledger. He placed his hands on the cover. With a deep breath, he opened it to the first page.

Hand-printed, the writing was a talent of swirls and odd-shaped letters. It had weathered time well enough, but the script by its very nature was difficult to read. He could only guess how tricky it must have been to write the bloody stuff. Today’s renditions of old English letters were less complicated.

As an attorney, Chris was used to reading legal papers dredged up from ancient family wills and deeds. His knowledge of the different squiggles and lines, never a simple exercise, helped him with this faded but still legible Elizabethan style English. He began to read.

THOMAS MEADE - A FAMILY CHRONICLE

1603 - Scotland

My true and rightful name is Henry Thomas Tudor, son of Elizabeth Regina Tudor, by the Grace of God, Queen of England, Scotland, France, and Ireland.

My father, Thomas, Lord Seymour of Sudeley, Lord High Admiral of England, was beheaded in 1549 for crimes against the Court in intentions toward the Crown.

The name, Sir Thomas Meade, Barrister to the Court of Elizabeth, is the name my mother favored I use, for the safety of her crown and for my and my family’s very lives.

I trust this disclosure of my birthright will not come to light until such time as it no longer holds danger to myself or to my heirs. My declaration of birth is registered in the Church of the Abby, in the Towne of Walingstonport, England.

Chris stopped reading. There it was, spelled out, papers written by the original Meade, Elizabeth’s son. No disputing the impact this could make once—no, if he showed it. Chris shook the ledger, hoping for a birth certificate. Nothing there. It wasn’t with Thom’s papers.

The clock chimed twelve, shocking Chris back to the moment with a start. Time had slipped by. A breath of cold air drifted over the room. Shrugging his shoulders up and down, Chris flexed his muscles and rubbed his arms to warm them, suddenly realizing how tired he felt. He reached for his brandy, swallowed what was left in the glass, and stood.

Torn between the wish to continue reading, but exhausted, Chris marked where he’d left off and placed the diary back inside the box. The room still held an unnatural chill. He shivered, rubbed his eyes, heavy and burning from his struggle to decipher the words. He stretched, banked the fire, and shut the light. He had an early morning
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