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By Kathryn Hughes

The Letter

The Secret




About the Book

From the author of The Letter,
a story to break your heart …

Mary has been nursing a secret. Forty years ago, she made a choice that would change her world for ever, and alter the path of someone she holds dear.

Beth is searching for answers. She has never known the truth about her parentage, but finding out could be the lifeline her sick child so desperately needs. When Beth finds a faded newspaper cutting amongst her mother’s things, she realises the key to her son’s future lies in her own past. She must go back to where it all began to unlock … The Secret.




If light is in your heart

you will find your way home.

Rumi




1

June 1975

She had first married Thomas Roberts in the school playground when she was five years old. The ceremony had been days in the planning, and when the time came she’d worn one of her mother’s net curtains fashioned into a makeshift veil and topped with a halo of daisies, and everybody agreed that she looked just like a real bride. Thomas presented her with a little clutch of hand-picked wild flowers he had collected on his way to school, and they’d stood hand in hand as little Davy Stewart officiated. Davy’s speech was impaired by a crippling stammer, and his jam-jar glasses magnified his eyes to the size of a bush baby’s, but he was a choirboy and the closest thing they had to a vicar.

Mary smiled at the memory as she turned to one side and admired her profile in the full-length mirror. She ran her hand tenderly over the swell of her belly, admiring the way it jutted out from just beneath her breasts and formed a perfect dome. She placed her hands in the small of her back, leaned forward and studied her complexion for any signs that she might be blooming. The bootees she had bought from Woolworths, a neutral lemon colour, lay on the dressing table. She buried her nose in the wool, but without little feet to warm them, they smelled new and sterile. At the sound of her husband clumping up the stairs, she thrust the bootees back in the drawer and just managed to whip out the pillow from under her dress before he opened the bedroom door.

‘There you are, love. What’re you doing up here?’ 

She bashed the pillow back into shape and laid it on the bed. ‘Nothing, just tidying up a bit.’

‘What, again? Come here.’ He pulled her close, nudged her blond hair to one side and kissed her on the neck.

‘Oh, Thomas, what if I’m not pregnant?’ She tried to keep the whining note out of her voice, but she’d tasted disappointment so many times before that it was becoming difficult to remain positive.

He grabbed her round the waist with both hands and wrestled her on to the bed. ‘Then we’ll just have to keep trying.’ He burrowed his face into her neck, and she detected the familiar lingering smell of coal dust in his hair.

‘Thomas?’

He propped himself up on his elbows and gazed into her face. ‘What?’

‘You will hand your notice in if I am pregnant, won’t you?’

Thomas sighed. ‘If that’s what you want, Mary, yes, I will.’

‘I can’t look after a baby and run the guest house by myself, can I?’ she reasoned.

Thomas gazed at her, a crease of worry lining his forehead. ‘It’ll be tough, though, Mary. I mean, we’ve just had a thirty-five per cent pay increase. It’s a lot to give up, you can’t deny that.’

‘I know, love, but it’s such a dangerous job and you hate the long commute to the pit.’

‘You’re not wrong there,’ he conceded. ‘What time’s your appointment at the doctor’s?’

‘Three.’ She stroked a finger down the side of his cheek. ‘I wish you could come with me.’

He kissed her fingertip. ‘So do I, Mary, but I’ll be thinking of you and we can celebrate when I get home, can’t we?’

‘I hate it when you have to work the night shift.’

‘It’s not exactly a barrel of laughs for me either.’ It was said with a smile that removed any hint of rancour from his words.

As he sat on the bed to pull his boots on, Mary snuggled up beside him. ‘I love you so much, Thomas.’

He reached for her hand and laced his fingers through hers. ‘I love you too, Mary, and I just know you’re going to make a cracking mother.’

Ever since their official wedding night, three years ago, they had been trying for a baby. Mary had not envisaged it being so difficult, and at thirty-one years of age, she was all too aware that time was running out. She was born to be a mother, she knew it, had always known it, and she could not understand why God was punishing her in this way. With each passing month, as the familiar dragging sensation crept into her stomach and the cramps took hold, a little more of her optimism had ebbed away, and her yearning to have a baby had become ever stronger. She was longing to be woken at four in the morning by a screaming infant, would relish having a bucket of terry nappies festering away in the corner of the kitchen. She wanted to look into her baby’s eyes and see the future. Most of all she wanted to see her Thomas with his strong arms tenderly cradling his baby – boy or girl, it didn’t matter – and to hear him being called ‘Daddy’. 

She would stare too long at babies in the street and glare at mothers who shouted at their children. She had once pulled out a tissue and wiped the nose of a little kid when his useless mother seemed oblivious to the long candles of snot the child was trying to reach with his tongue. Needless to say, her interference had not been appreciated. Once, on the beach, she’d come across a young boy sitting by the shoreline all alone, taking in the deep, juddering sobs that all children did when they had been crying too much. It turned out he’d dropped his ice cream on the sand after only one lick and his mother was refusing to buy him another. Mary had led him by the hand to the ice cream van and bought him a 99, his beaming face all the thanks she needed. 

Her mothering instincts were never far from the surface, and she was becoming more and more desperate to nurture a child of her own – hers and Thomas’s. As she listened to her husband moving round the kitchen downstairs, getting ready for his shift, she prayed that today just might be the day when her dream would start to become a reality.

It was shortly after lunchtime when the train pulled into the station, its screeching brakes causing Mary to cover her ears. Thomas picked up his duffel bag and heaved it on to his back. He hated saying goodbye just as much as she did, but he always tried to remain upbeat. He held her in a bone-crushing embrace and rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘I’m sure it’s going to be good news at the doctor’s, Mary. I’ll have my fingers crossed for you.’ He tilted her chin and kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘And I give you my word that I’ll hand my notice in the minute that little one comes along.’

Mary clapped her hands together, her eyes widening in delight. ‘Really? Do you promise?’

He made the sign of a cross on his chest. ‘I promise, Mary.’

‘Thank you.’ She kissed him on his stubbled cheek. ‘Oh Thomas,’ she sighed. ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow.’

‘Eh?’

‘Romeo and Juliet.’

He shook his head. ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me.’

‘Oh Thomas,’ she laughed, thumping him playfully on his shoulder. ‘You’re such a philistine. Juliet tells Romeo that their sorrowful parting is also sweet because it makes them think about the next time they’ll see each other.’

‘Oh, I see.’ He frowned and wrinkled his nose. ‘Makes sense, I suppose. He knew what he was talking about, our Bill.’

He stepped on to the train, closed the door and pulled the window down so he could lean out. He kissed his fingers and pressed them to her cheek. She held his hand in place, struggling to stop the tears she knew he hated so much. ‘You take care now, Thomas Roberts, you hear me?’ 

She wagged her finger in his face and he responded with an emphatic salute. ‘Yes, boss.’

The guard blew his whistle and the train eased its way along the platform. Mary ran alongside for a few paces, Thomas waving his white handkerchief and dabbing at his eyes. She knew he was teasing her and she couldn’t help but smile. ‘I’ll see you in a couple of days,’ she shouted, as the train gathered speed and retreated into the distance.

The doctor’s waiting room was crowded and stiflingly hot. The woman sitting on her left held a sleeping baby, who, by the smell of things, had recently filled its nappy. The man on her right roared a sneeze into his handkerchief and followed it with a violent coughing fit. Mary turned away and flicked through a well-thumbed magazine. It was fifteen minutes past her appointment time and she had chewed her way through two fingernails. At last the receptionist bobbed her head round the door. ‘Mary Roberts? The doctor’s ready for you now.’

Mary looked up from her magazine. ‘Thank you.’ She rose slowly from her seat and knocked gingerly on the doctor’s door. The minute she entered the room, however, all her apprehension dissipated. The doctor was sitting behind his large mahogany desk, but he had rocked back in his chair, his hands clasped together on his lap, a knowing smile on his lips.

She decided to take the scenic route back to the guest house. A bracing walk along the seafront would put colour in her cheeks, and a lungful of the salty sea air would clear her head. She found she didn’t really walk, though; it was something between floating and skipping, and by the time she arrived home she was light-headed and breathless. She played the doctor’s words over and over in her head. ‘I’m pleased to tell you, Mrs Roberts, that you are indeed pregnant.’ Finally, after three years of heartache, false alarms and crushing disappointment, they were going to be a family. She couldn’t wait to tell Thomas.
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It was the incessant ringing of the telephone in the hall downstairs that wrenched her from her deep, dreamless sleep. She was groggy and disorientated as she glanced across at Thomas’s side of the bed; there was nothing there but an empty space. She ran her hand along the cold sheet, confirming that he had not been sleeping there, and as her mind began to clear, she remembered he was working the night shift. She glanced at her bedside clock as the numbers flipped over to read 3.37. The first lump of dread settled into her stomach; nobody called at this time for a chat. She scrambled out of bed and thundered down the stairs, not caring that she might wake her guests. She snatched up the clunky black receiver, her breath coming in short fitful bursts. ‘Hello, Mary Roberts speaking.’

‘Hello, Mrs Roberts. I’m sorry to wake you.’ The disembodied voice sounded thick and rough, as though the speaker needed to clear his throat.

‘Who is this?’ All her saliva had evaporated and her tongue refused to cooperate. Black dots danced before her eyes in the gloom of the hallway, and she placed a steadying hand on the banister.

‘I’m ringing from the colliery.’ He paused, and Mary heard him struggling to take a deep breath. ‘There’s been an explosion, some miners are trapped and I’m really sorry to tell you that Thomas is one of them.’

Instinctively, one hand went to her stomach and she closed her eyes. ‘I’m on my way.’

After pulling on the first thing to hand, Mary hurriedly scribbled a note for Ruth. The young girl had worked for her for a year now and was more than capable of serving breakfast to the guests. As least that was what Mary told herself, because she didn’t have time to think about the amount of china the girl dropped or the number of times she left the bacon under the grill too long. A less patient employer would have sacked her long ago, but Ruth was the sole breadwinner in a family comprised of her asthmatic widowed father and her younger brother who could only walk with the aid of calipers. Mary had never had the heart to add to her problems.

The rain lashed the pavement as she pulled open the car door, silently praying for the engine to start. The stench of oil rose from the sodden carpet in the footwell. Their old Vauxhall Viva had never been the most reliable vehicle. It was more rust than pale blue, and the exhaust chugged out the sort of obnoxious cloud of black smoke more commonly seen belching out of a chimney. Mary managed to coax the engine into life on her fourth attempt, and made it to the colliery in just over an hour. She could barely remember the journey, but knew she’d exceeded all the speed limits and dreaded to think whether she had bothered to stop for any red lights. 

A small crowd had gathered on the pit banks, the men standing with heads bowed, silent in the rain, just watching and waiting. The sky had taken on an apricot hue as dawn broke over the horizon, the only sound coming from the winding shaft as it slowly pulled up its grisly cargo. A collective gasp emerged from the crowd as two bodies were retrieved from their tomb. Mary rushed forward, but then felt herself being pulled back. 

‘Let them do their job.’ A sombre-looking man in a hard hat with a torch on the front gripped her shoulders. His eyeballs and teeth stood out from his coal-blackened face, and a trickle of blood ran from a deep cut just below his left eyebrow. He was evidently one of the lucky ones.

‘What’s taking so long?’ implored Mary.

‘There’ve been a number of explosions down there, love, but you can be sure everybody wants them miners brought up just as much as you do. We’re all pulling together.’ His deep cough sounded as though he was going to bring a lung up, and he snorted the resulting globule of black phlegm on to the ground beside Mary, who could not conceal her disgust. ‘Sorry,’ he apologised. ‘You waiting for your husband?’

Mary nodded. ‘Thomas Roberts. Do you know him?’

‘Aye, I do. He’s a good man, and a strong one at that. He’s not afraid of hard work either. I wouldn’t be surprised if a promotion’s in the offing.’ He placed a reassuring hand on her arm and nodded towards the bank. ‘The chaplain’s over there. If you believe in that sort of thing, it might help you to pray.’

A few members of the colliery band had arrived and began to play hymns, but the mournful tunes only added to the despairing gloom and Mary wandered off to a quiet corner to wait for news. She wasn’t sure praying would do any good. Surely if there was a God, there wouldn’t have been an explosion in the first place? Still, it couldn’t hurt. She clasped her hands together and closed her eyes while she mouthed a silent prayer for the safe return of her husband, making all kinds of promises in return that she knew she would never keep. She tried not to think of Thomas trapped beneath her feet, deep in the bowels of the earth in a place that was surely as terrifying and inhospitable as hell itself. 

The rain had eased off and the sky was beginning to clear, yet deep within her chest she felt it. A loud rumble of thunder exploded in her ears and she looked up at the sky. The crowd on the pit banks surged forward as one, but the firemen coordinating the rescue held their arms wide and prevented them from advancing.

‘Please, can you all stay back. Come on now, everybody, please move back.’ The fireman’s tone was firm but kind.

Mary rushed over and joined the throng, suddenly wanting the comfort of others in the same position. 

An old man in a shabby donkey jacket removed his cap and clutched it to his chest. He turned to her and shook his head. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘The thunder, you mean?’

‘That wasn’t thunder, lass, it was another explosion.’ 

‘Oh God, no.’ She grabbed the stranger’s arm. ‘They will get them out, though, won’t they?’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘They have to.’

He attempted a smile. ‘We can only hope and pray. Who are you waiting for, love?’

‘My husband, Thomas.’ She patted her stomach and added, ‘We’re expecting a baby.’

‘Well that’s right nice for you. My lad’s down there, our Billy.’ He motioned with his head. ‘His mam’s up on the bank, in a right state she is. We lost our Gary in a motorcycle accident last year and she still hasn’t got over that.’ He paused and shook his head. ‘This’ll finish her off, this will.’ He stole a glance towards Mary’s stomach. ‘When’s your babby due, then?’

‘Oh, I’ve only just found out that I’m pregnant. Thomas doesn’t even know yet.’ She felt her chin wobble and the words caught in her throat as she began to shiver. ‘He’s my life. I’m not sure I could bear it if anything’s happened to him. I’ve loved him since I was five years old. I can’t lose him now.’ 

The old man held out his gnarled hand. ‘Name’s Arnold. What d’yer say we get through this together, eh, lass?’ He pulled out a hip flask and offered it to her. ‘A nip of brandy will warm you up, erm … What’s your name?’

She shook her head to the brandy. ‘I’m Mary, Mary Roberts.’

Arnold took a swig from the flask, wincing as the brandy hit the back of his throat. ‘I’ll tell you something, Mary,’ he said. ‘Them miners down there deserve every penny of that pay rise; dirty, dangerous work it is.’ His bitter tone exposed his simmering anger. ‘But what can you do? Mining’s in our family’s blood. Our Billy was born with coal dust in his hair.’

Mary wrapped her arms around herself. ‘I hate it too, but Thomas has promised to resign when the baby comes along. We run a guest house, you see, so I need him to be around.’ She stared down at her freezing feet. In her hurry to get dressed and leave the house, she had slipped on a pair of sandals, and now the mud oozed up between her toes.

The winding shaft creaked into life once more and the crowd fell silent. The two firemen who brought the cage to the surface exchanged a look, and then one of them turned to his commander and shook his head.

‘No!’ Mary screamed. ‘Is it my Thomas?’

She tried to run, but Arnold held her tight. ‘Mary, love, come on now, you’re best off not looking.’

It was mid-afternoon by the time a watery sun finally broke through the clouds, and still Mary shivered. Her back ached and her stomach grumbled, but the thought of food only made her want to retch. 

The chief fireman, his face blackened and expression grave, removed his helmet and ran his hand through his plastered-down hair. He put a loudhailer to his lips. ‘Can you all gather round, please?’

The crowd fell silent and shuffled forward a few steps. Mary clung on to Arnold.

The fireman cleared his throat. ‘As you all know, there have been a number of explosions in the main shaft, about two thousand feet down. It’s estimated that there are still around eighty miners trapped behind a fire in the main section. We’ve made some progress, but it’s clear that the fire has taken hold.’ The crowd drew its breath as one, halting the fireman’s delivery momentarily. He held up his hand for silence, before continuing in his solemn tone. ‘The air in the shaft is carrying carbon monoxide in dangerous quantities.’ He licked his lips and swallowed hard. ‘It is believed highly unlikely that anybody could survive in such conditions.’ The loudhailer gave a long, piercing whistle, and Mary covered her ears.

She suddenly came over all hot and was afraid she might faint. Her hands clutched her stomach as she turned to Arnold. ‘What’s he talking about?’

Arnold wiped his eyes, then stared unblinkingly into the distance. ‘I think he’s trying to tell us our boys are dead.’ 

Mary’s knees buckled and she sank down on to the mud. ‘No,’ she wailed. ‘Not Thomas, not my Thomas.’ 

It was another four hours before the search was officially called off. With fears for their safety, the rescuers were withdrawn from the mine and the foreman advised the waiting families to go home for some rest. As the crowd began to dwindle, Mary sat down stubbornly on the muddy bank and wrapped her arms around her knees. There was no way she was leaving Thomas just when he needed her most. She felt Arnold gently squeeze her shoulder. ‘Come on, lass, up you get. You’ll be no good to anyone sat here, and you’ve got that babby to think of.’

It was late evening by the time she arrived home. Ruth, bless her, had done an admirable job with the breakfast, cleared away all the pots and made up the rooms. She was sitting at the kitchen table reading the paper when Mary walked in. ‘Oh, Mrs Roberts. What can I say? I heard it on the radio. They said there were no survivors.’ She stood up and reached her arms out to her employer. 

Mary ignored the gesture; any sign of kindness was sure to tip her over the edge. ‘I’m just going up to my room, Ruth. Thank you for all you’ve done today. I’ll see you right.’

Alone in their bedroom, she opened the wardrobe and took out one of Thomas’s shirts. She pressed it to her nose, forcing the scent of him into her nostrils. She wanted to drink him in, to be forever ingrained with his familiar smell. She stripped off her clothes and put the shirt on. It was far too big now, but it brought her a degree of comfort to know that in a few months it would fit her perfectly. She would nurture Thomas’s baby and make sure he or she knew what a brave man he was, and how much he’d been looking forward to being their father. 

As exhaustion took hold, Mary lay back on the pillow and closed her eyes, but it was only a few seconds before images of Thomas choking behind a wall of fire had her on her feet and running to the bathroom. She splashed cold water over her face and stared at her reflection in the mottled mirror above the sink. Her cheeks were streaked with lines of muddy tears and her eyes were bloodshot, little pillows of fat underneath. She began to fuss over her flattened hair, momentarily thinking that it would not do for Thomas to see her in this dishevelled state. She stopped and gripped the edge of the sink. She had no idea how she was going to carry on without him, how she was going to bring their baby up all by herself. It was all she had left of Thomas now, but it was the most precious thing. She wondered if it would be enough to see her through the dark times ahead.

She woke up a few hours later, sprawled on top of the bed, still clad in Thomas’s shirt. Her mouth was dry, her head throbbed and the stench of smoke clung to her hair. Her left arm dangled over the edge of the bed and fizzed with pins and needles. It was several seconds before she remembered that her life was never going to be the same again. 

She padded to the bathroom and stood with her back to the toilet as she hitched up the shirt. She pulled down her panties, stared at the red stain in the crotch and screamed.
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The Gresford Mining Disaster

Although Thomas Roberts worked in a fictional colliery somewhere in the Lancashire Coalfield, my inspiration for what happened to him and his colleagues was based on fact.

On Saturday 22nd September 1934 at around 2.08A.M., one of the worst British mining disasters occurred at the Gresford Colliery, near Wrexham in North Wales. A violent explosion ripped through the Dennis shaft, 2,264 feet below the surface. Working conditions had always been poor in the shaft; the ventilation was inadequate, the air hot and humid and the shaft was prone to firedamp (methane gas). Fires broke out and blocked the main access road and only six miners who were taking a mid-shift break managed to escape. For two days, rescuers battled with the flames but eventually they were forced to withdraw as conditions were deemed too hazardous. In total, 262 miners working in the Dennis section were killed, along with three members of the rescue team. Only eleven bodies were ever recovered and the remains of the other victims were left entombed within the permanently sealed damaged shaft. The disaster claimed its final victim a few days later, when the shaft blew off its seal and a surface worker was killed by flying debris.

The cause of the explosion was never proved but the inquiry found a number of factors which contributed to the disaster, including failure of safety procedures and poor mine management. Over half a million pounds was raised for the disaster fund but, in spite of this, miners suffered untold hardship due to the temporary closure of the mine and their subsequent loss of income.

The mine was reopened for coal production in January 1936, excluding the Dennis section, and finally closed for good on economic grounds on 10th November 1973. 266 miners lost their lives in the Gresford Disaster and they must never be forgotten.

Many thanks to my good friend, Dave Haslam, for telling me about this disaster, which tragically claimed the life of his great-grandfather, Edward Jones.
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A message from the NHS Blood and Transplant Department

Every day three people in the UK die in need of a transplant because we’re not all willing to donate our organs. NHS Blood and Transplant is asking more people to agree to donation. One day it could be someone you love, or even you in need of a transplant. 

Make sure your family know you want to be an organ donor. Register to donate and tell them your decisions. Letting your family know your organ donation decision will make it much easier for them to support what you want.

Joining the NHS Organ Donor Register really is a simple process – it takes two minutes. Visit www.organdonation.nhs.uk or call 0300 123 23 23.
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Prologue

November 1956

I’ve been half walking, half running since I crept out of the house; my chest heaves and my breath escapes in ragged gasps. The streets are deserted and I’m grateful for that small mercy. I won’t be forced to explain myself to our inquisitive neighbours. Behind closed doors, someone is frying onions, and the sweet smell wafts in front of me, the tantalising aroma reminding me that I’ve not eaten. Ahead of me a ginger tom strolls out from behind a hedge and sits down on the pavement, the glow from the gas lamp illuminating his orange fur. As I draw closer, he stands up and moves towards me, his tail erect except for the tip, which curls over. He tilts his chin upwards and mews a greeting to me. Normally I might have bent down and given him a little tickle, but not tonight. There’s nothing normal about tonight.

I round the corner, and as the park gates come into view, I’m momentarily surprised by how quickly I’ve arrived here. With a glance behind me, I push open the rusty iron gate, the ancient hinges squeaking in protest. The sound cuts through the still night air, sabotaging what was supposed to be a stealthy entrance, but I do feel safer now that I’m in the sanctuary of the park and begin to slow my pace a little. Not too much, though; it’s important to keep moving. There’s no room for complacency. The pungent smell of the stagnant, weed-filled water tells me the lake is just around the corner, and I lengthen my stride until it comes into view. The water laps on the shingle beach and a couple of swans doze beside an upturned rowing boat.

The cold almost chokes me as I take my first tentative step into the icy water. The stones beneath my bare feet are sharp, and a piece of slimy pondweed wraps itself around my ankles. I turn around and look at the shoes I kicked off only moments before. They are lying on the shingle about a foot apart, and one is upside down. I inwardly chastise myself for my uncharacteristic sloppiness. They should be placed neatly side by side just as my mother always taught me. She will be disappointed, for in a few moments, those shoes will be all that’s left of me. It’s the only reason I took them off.

My feet ache with the cold, but I take another couple of steps. Now the water is up to my knees. My skirt billows around my legs, the only movement in the dark, tranquil lake. I’ve been here many times before, but never at this time, never like this. The sky is clear and black; very black. There’s only a crescent moon, and the lack of light allows the stars to pepper the night sky. From somewhere in the trees an owl takes flight, screeching as it glides just above the surface of the lake. It startles me, and I stumble backwards but manage to remain upright. I take a few calming breaths. I can still see my feet through the murky water; tiny feet, size three and bone-white.

Another few steps and the water is up to my waist. I feel like I’m suffocating already. There’s blackness all around, not just in the sky but in the water, in my heart and in my head. There’s sadness too. There’s always been sadness. I wear it like a cloak. A great big heavy cloak that swamps me, a cloak I am unable to shrug off. I’m in a rush to get it over with now. Just another couple of strides and peace will be mine. I gaze down at the sleeping baby in my arms but I don’t feel anything. I didn’t expect to. The screeching starts again, shrill and desperate, but I don’t need to turn round to know it’s not the owl this time. It’s something else.
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September 2006

She watched him as he stood in front of the hall mirror, brushing imaginary flecks of dandruff from the shoulders of his beige camel coat. His sandalwood cologne floated around on the breeze from the open window. He was still a handsome man. Age had not withered him, and although his hair was now white, it was enviably thick, while his dark eyes held a sparkle that had not been dimmed in spite of his grief.

‘Morning, Dad. You off to the cemetery, then?’

He gave her a thin smile. ‘Yes, Sarah. Where else would I be going?’

She adjusted the knot in his tie and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘It’s been six months, Dad. You don’t need to go every day.’

‘I know I don’t need to, Sarah. I want to.’ He bent down to give his already-polished shoes one last buff with the soft brush he kept on the hall table. He straightened up and looked her directly in the eye, his tone gentle, almost pleading. ‘It would be nice if you came with me once in a while.’

She suppressed an impatient groan. She couldn’t bear having the same conversation over and over again. ‘I don’t need to keep going to Mum’s grave in order to remember her.’ She thumped her chest. ‘I carry her in here every moment of every day.’

He sighed, picked up her hand and kissed it. ‘As you wish, but we need to think about planting some bulbs soon. I want there to be lots of colour during the drab winter months. I’ll get some snowdrops, I think. They come out early, don’t they? And then some crocuses and daffodils. At least the bloody rabbits won’t chew their way through those.’ He gave a small chuckle. ‘Eh? What do you think?’

Sarah unhooked her bag from the newel post and slung the strap over her shoulder. ‘All right then, I’ll pick some up from the garden centre on my way back.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘On your way back from where?’

‘Dad,’ she said, dragging the word out. ‘You know very well where I’m going.’

‘Oh please tell me you’re not still snooping round that place.’

‘I’m not snooping. It’s called research.’ She regretted her sharp tone when she saw the hurt look in his eyes and softened her voice. ‘And you’re a primary source, Dad. Have you any idea how valuable that is to a historian? You want my book to be a success, don’t you?’

‘An historian now, are you? I thought you worked at the local library.’

‘Yes, Dad, that’s my job. We all have bills to pay, but this book’s my passion and your input could mean the difference between it being a good book and an absolutely brilliant one.’

‘I’ve told you before,’ he said, his voice weary, ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ He jabbed his finger towards her. ‘And don’t come running to me when you’re done for trespassing.’

‘It’s not trespassing, it’s urban exploration.’ She noticed his tight jaw and the change in his breathing. She tugged gently on the sleeve of his coat. ‘Please, just tell me what it was like in there,’ she whispered. ‘I promise if it gets too uncomfortable we’ll stop. Just tell me as much as you want to.’

He opened the front door and sighed irritably at the rain bouncing off the driveway. Picking up his umbrella from the hall stand, he brandished it at her like a sword. She took a startled step backwards.

‘I’ve already told you as much as I want to.’

‘Yeah, which amounts to precisely nothing.’

He opened the umbrella and held it over his head. ‘Some things are best just left in the past, Sarah. And that’s my final word on the matter.’

She watched as he strode off down the path, willing him to turn round and give her an apologetic wave. Without her mother around to dilute his moods, he could be unbearably cantankerous. Mum had been good for him. She’d never allowed him to sulk and could lift him out of a black mood with just a well-timed quip, usually at his expense, her infectious laugh making it impossible for him to be down for long. Sarah was certain that he had loved her mother. She’d witnessed his devastation at losing her, his pit of grief so deep that she feared he would never find the strength to crawl out of it. His daily visits to her grave had become an obsession rather than routine. And yet she felt there was something missing. Not enough to negate their marriage or diminish their love for each other; just something that wasn’t quite right. She likened it to completing a thousand-piece jigsaw but then finding that you’ve only got nine hundred and ninety-nine pieces. That one missing piece spoils the whole effect. It’s still clear what the picture is, but your eye will always be drawn to the little space where that missing piece should be. And Sarah didn’t know why, but she had the uneasy feeling that the missing piece had something to do with Ambergate Lunatic Asylum.

She’d been coming to Ambergate for months now, but every time she rounded the corner and the stunning building came into view, the sheer grandeur of it made her gasp. She’d seen stately homes less well-appointed. Constructed from the finest limestone, the facade appeared lavish, pretentious even, the octagonal cupola of the clock tower rising majestically over the arched doorway. No expense had been spared in the construction of the asylum, and although many of its more valuable features had long since been pilfered, some sections of the fine glazed wall tiles remained along with the stained-glass windows that adorned the ballroom. It was derelict now, of course, most of its windows smashed and the stonework crumbling beneath the invasive tendrils of ivy.

Sarah pulled a book from her bag and stared at the black-and-white photograph taken around the turn of the last century. Ambergate County Lunatic Asylum c.1898. She read the paragraph below the photo.

Constructed between 1870 and 1872 to a design by renowned architect Sir Leonard Groves, Ambergate County Lunatic Asylum was originally built to care for 1,000 patients from the Manchester, Liverpool and Chester areas. By the 1950s it housed over 1,500 patients, resulting in severe overcrowding. In line with a national effort to reduce the stigma associated with the words ‘lunatic asylum’, the name was changed to Ambergate Mental Hospital in 1925. A further name change was effected after the passing of the 1959 Mental Health Act, which decreed that the word ‘mental’ be omitted from hospital names. Ambergate Hospital closed its doors in 1997, and the building has been derelict ever since, some of it falling prey to arsonists and vandals.

Spots of rain fell on the pages and she thrust the book back into her bag before picking her way along the sweeping driveway. She arrived at the metal security hoardings and stared at the warning sign advising people not to venture any further. It stated that the site was monitored twenty-four hours a day, and depicted a particularly aggressive-looking Alsatian, its long fangs dripping with saliva. There were no dogs here, though, it was only a deterrent, and the monitoring was carried out sporadically by an old guy, rumoured to be a former patient, who wandered the grounds occasionally shouting profanities and shaking his fist in the direction of anybody who dared to ignore the signs.

Sarah lifted the hoarding out of its concrete base, creating a small gap she could squeeze through. She waited for a second, scanning the grounds, holding her breath to make it easier to hear any unfamiliar noises. The breeze rustled the leaves on the trees and a pigeon cooed softly to its mate, but otherwise there was nothing. The security really was a joke.

She crossed the weed-ridden front lawn, the long wet grass reaching the top of her thighs, and arrived at the foot of the stone steps leading up to the main entrance. She gripped the once-ornate handrail, now merely a rusting eyesore, and climbed to the partially boarded-up front door, on which someone had hilariously daubed a pentagram in bright red paint. She pushed on the rotten wood and it yielded without much force, allowing her to step over the threshold and into the hallway.

The overwhelming atmosphere inside was one of decay. Mildew covered the walls, and pigeon droppings speckled the floor. The stench of urine permeated the air, and Sarah covered her nose with her hand. Broken bottles, cigarette butts and the remains of a disposable barbecue indicated that some sort of gathering had taken place. It might be somewhere for bored teenagers to gather now, but Sarah could only imagine the horrors that had gone on within these walls. Her father, however, had valuable first-hand knowledge and it infuriated Sarah that he was unwilling to share it.

She scratched at the flaky varnish on the banister and surveyed the staircase. The floorboards were rotten, though, and she knew it would be madness to attempt to climb them. Double swing doors lay ahead, the hinges squeaking as she pushed her way through. A seemingly endless corridor stretched out in front of her, plaster hanging off the walls, the floor strewn with splinters of wood. She crouched down and pulled the floor plan out of her bag, smoothing it out on the ground. There was over four miles of corridors, so she’d adopted a methodical approach to exploring the building and had carefully highlighted the areas she had already covered.

Once she’d got her bearings, she replaced the floor plan and retrieved her notebook. Rain trickled in through the gaps in the rafters, accentuating the mouldy stench and general rotting ambience of the derelict building. There was silence, apart from the rhythmical plip-plop of the raindrops. She shuddered and took a furtive three-sixty survey of her surroundings. She would never get used to the eerie walls with their unsettling graffiti, the creepy corridors and the long-buried secrets that her father seemed determined would remain that way.

She froze at the sound of a scuffle coming from a side room. Rats. She’d encountered them before, and no matter how many times she’d told herself that they were more scared of her than she was of them, it made no difference. She still hated the scurrying blighters with their long hairless tails and beady black eyes. She stamped her feet and, feeling slightly stupid, shouted at them to bugger off. Silence descended once more and she laughed quietly to herself. That showed them. But as she stared at the opening to the side room, its door hanging off its hinges, the darkness inside pointing to a lack of windows, she heard it again. A shuffling of feet, far too heavy to be a rat. She swallowed hard. ‘Hello. Is … is there anybody there?’

A hooded figure emerged from the gloom, arms outstretched and moving towards her in a zombie-like fashion. She expelled a breath of relief. ‘Nathan, you bloody idiot. What’re you trying to do to me?’

He pulled down his hood and grinned at her. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t resist.’

‘What are you doing here at this time anyway?’

‘Too wet to be on the streets today. I chose to give it a swerve.’

‘I thought beggars couldn’t be choosers?’

He shrugged. ‘Got any fags?’

She ferreted around in her shoulder bag. ‘No, I haven’t got any bloody fags.’ She thrust a package towards him. ‘Here, have these and be grateful.’

He unwrapped the silver foil and crammed a cheese and ham sandwich into his mouth. ‘Fanks,’ he mumbled. ‘I am grateful, honest.’ He pulled the sandwich apart and peered inside. ‘Could’ve done with some pickle, though.’

They sat down side by side on the hard floor as Nathan munched his way through her sandwiches. Their paths had crossed a few weeks earlier, when Sarah had stumbled upon him asleep in one of the wards. At first she’d thought it was just a bundle of old clothes, until she had prodded him with her foot. He’d been sleeping rough following a series of blazing rows with his parents, after which he’d stormed out vowing never to return. Since then they had become friends of sorts, although at twenty years his senior, she did have the instinct to mother him, in spite of the fact – or maybe because of it – that she had no children of her own. Her thoughts turned to Dan and the familiar bitterness washed over her. She shook her head to clear away the memories. It didn’t do to dwell; what’s done is done.

She watched Nathan wolf down the last of the sandwiches, crumbs settling along the fine blond hair on his top lip. ‘Nathan?’

‘Mmm?’ He continued to chew noisily.

‘Why won’t you let me help you?’

He pointed to his cheeks, puffed out like a hamster’s. ‘You are helping me,’ he mumbled.

‘No, Nathan, that’s just a sticking plaster. I mean really help you. Get you back on your feet again.’

‘I’m all right.’

‘Winter’s coming. What’re you going to do then?’

‘Dunno, stay here, I suppose?’ He looked up at the ceiling as a large raindrop landed on his head. ‘Maybe go to London.’

‘You’re only eighteen. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.’

He scoffed. ‘That’s what worries me.’

She glared at him. He was a stubborn so-and-so all right. Considering he’d been living rough for a couple of months, he could’ve looked a lot worse, though. His body odour had the distinctive tang of an overripe Stilton, but his blue eyes were bright and his skin was surprisingly smooth for one who did not have regular access to a razor. His blond fringe was too long and he had a habit of shaking his head in order to flick it out of his eyes.

She delved into her bag again and brought out a bottle of water. He looked at the label. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance you’ve filled this with vodka, is there?’

‘Spoken like a true down-and-out.’ She shook her head. ‘What do you think?’

He unscrewed the cap and took a long drink. ‘What’re we exploring today then?’ he said, changing the subject. She knew when she was beaten, but it wouldn’t stop her trying again another day.

She placed the floor plan between them and pointed to a long corridor with numerous rooms off each side. ‘This one is it today.’

He struggled to his feet, unfurling himself to his six-foot height, his jeans barely clinging onto his bony hips, and held out his hand. She took it and he heaved her into a standing position. She brushed herself down, flicking off bits of grit and dust. ‘Thanks.’

They walked side by side along the corridor, passing wards still full of metal-framed beds, complete with stained mattresses, the horsehair stuffing spilling out onto the cracked tiled floors. In one side room stood an old dentist’s chair in its reclined position, rusty instruments still on a tray beside it. They came to a corridor of tiny rooms, each barricaded with a thick steel door. Sarah closed one eye and squinted through a peephole. ‘Looks like a padded cell.’

‘Bloody hell, I wonder what they were used for. ’Ere, I wonder if your old man was ever shoved in one of those. He was a nutter, wasn’t he?’

‘Nathan!’ she admonished. ‘My father was not mentally ill. Why would you jump to such a conclusion? People were sent to asylums for all sorts of spurious reasons back then; not everyone was mad, and in any case my—’

He grabbed hold of her arm. ‘This one’s open. Will you lock me in?’

‘What on earth for?’

‘I just want to see what it’s like. Go on, it’ll be fun.’

‘Fun? You need to get out more, Nathan.’

He heaved the door open and entered the tiny room. The floor was spongy and the walls were lined with canvas and padded with horsehair.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ asked Sarah, closing the door behind him.

His reply was muffled. Sarah looked through the peephole, but the blackness had swallowed him. She counted to ten before opening the door again.

He stepped out, grinning. ‘That was awesome.’

She cringed at the use of the adjective. Clearly Nathan had led a sheltered life if he thought ten seconds standing in the darkness of a padded cell was awesome. Poor bugger.

‘Come on, you.’ She pulled him out but couldn’t help smiling at his beaming face. ‘We’ve got work to do.’

They’d reached the end of the corridor, the atmosphere now cool and clammy. There were only two tiny windows, high up on the wall ahead, which did not let in nearly enough light.

‘What now?’ asked Nathan.

‘I’m sure there should be a door round here somewhere.’ Sarah studied the floor plan again. ‘Yep, there should definitely be a door along this wall.’

She stood, hands on hips, surveying the corridor. Her gaze settled on a large wardrobe, one of its doors completely missing, the other one clinging on by a single hinge. She moved towards it.

‘Hang on a minute. Look at this, Nathan.’

The back of the wardrobe was also missing. They both stared at the door behind, the blue paint peeling off in large curls. ‘There it is,’ declared Sarah. ‘I knew there should be a door here.’

Nathan stuck
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