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Chapter One

London, 2024



Larh Thomas had walked past the house thousands of times, without taking much in, apart from the rarity of still having a covered entrance which went from the front of the house to the street. This was because the history of the double bay-windowed house next door, and the tiny flat between them, always elbowed its way into her thoughts. Now, standing in front of the imposing door, with her back to the view down to the river, it was clear it represented old money, and something else, something long baked in time behind the black velvet paint. It represented old values or secrets or preoccupations.

She pressed the large brass door bell and waited. Two minutes later the front door opened to reveal a smart middle aged woman, in what was almost a servant’s uniform, black slacks, and a blue jumper over a white blouse, black shoes.

“I am Larh Thomas, I have an appointment with Mrs Newton.”

“Of course. Come in.”

Larh followed the woman along the tiled walkway to the start of the proper house. The inside was immaculately clean, dark wood panels on the walls, elegant artwork and fresh flowers on marble topped side tables. She followed the woman through the hall to a room at the back of the house overlooking the garden.

Mrs Newton looked up from her book. She was elderly, frail with paper thin skin which wrinkled in places around the edges of her narrow skull. Only the determined eyes and the thin smile showed any promise of long life.

“Larh Thomas.”

“Yes. Sit, please. Can we have that coffee now, Janet?”

Larh sat down while a brief examination took place. It was clear her clothes did not meet the old woman’s approval.

“You live in the Star and Garter apartments, I understand?” This was presumably what confused the old woman about her appearance.

“In my mother’s flat. She has a house in East Sheen, bought it as an investment.”

“I see.”

“You wanted to talk to me about a project?”

“Yes. Your name was recommended to me by an old friend of my husband. You see, my daughter wrote a play some years ago, about the poet Christina Rossetti.”

Larh nodded.

“At my suggestion, a friend of mine put it forward for a grant, and the Orange Tree has a slot free next month, and so here we are.”

“Why do you need me?”

“You were recommended to me as a practical sort of person, someone who knew her history, but more importantly, could articulate what a piece of history means today. A fighter.”

“Really?”

“I’m sorry, I am not making myself clear.” The coffee arrived, a large cafetiere and homely white mugs. Larh had expected a silver service.

“Biscuits?” Mrs Newton suggested.

“Remember what the doctor said.” The old woman gave her a look.

“Surely there is a point when you are so old they give up fussing. Now where was I?”

“Who will I need to fight, exactly?”

“A fighter, that is what they said. A force to be reckoned with.”

“Alright. You have a play about a female Victorian poet, and you expect there to be trouble, for some reason.”

“She really was the most extraordinary woman, full of contradictions. You could say she led a very dull life, looking after her ill relatives, her mother. She was comfortable, she had money, servants of course. She lived in Bloomsbury and Charlotte street. But she also knew the Pre-Raphaelite crowd, posed for them, she visited her brother’s house in Cheyne Walk when he was living with Swinburne and other very disreputable characters. She was asked for her hand in marriage three times, and refused. She gave it all up for God, and yet her poetry was both very beautiful and very odd.”

“Why is that controversial?”

“She had specific views about women, she did not support the suffragettes, for example. She stuck by the biblical definition of the purpose of the genders.”

“Right.”

“Obsessed with death of course, but they all were, because the medical profession was still in its infancy in many ways, and the church was in ascendance, or perhaps you might say in recovery. Of course medicine progressed more in the next hundred years than it had in the thousands of years before that. No real progress since the Egyptians.”

Something in the way this was delivered suggested the old woman still had doubts.

“You said it was your daughter’s play.”

“Yes, but you see, she does not know what I am planning, and when she does find out she will be very cross indeed with me.”

“Surely you need her permission?”

“Can I be frank with you?” She started pouring the coffee.

“Of course.”

“I don’t mean frank. What I mean is that I wish to tell you things that are private, that need to stay private.”

“That as well.”

“You must get this a lot, see people at their worst. Family troubles.”

“What do you mean?”

“My daughter’s play is very good. I have shown it to people I know personally in the profession and they say it is very good, I have got a reputable director, half the cast are decided, more than half.”

“Why will she be cross then?”

“Do you have children?”

“No.”

“Everyone will tell you they are a constant worry. But it is more than that. You feel impelled to try and help them, even though you are the very last person they want to help them, and it usually ends in disaster. You can’t help yourself.”

“You think she has wasted her talents?”

“My daughter is currently a singer, in a small rock group, on the south coast. I had a Rolling Stone living next door to me, right here, I know about singers. Poets were the rock stars of their day, Byron, Shelley, Keats, maybe not Wordsworth and his stupid flowers. But then he was friends with Coleridge. Well, anyway, the money is gone out of music now. They all need second jobs now to make ends meet. Clara says the theatre is a middle class cancer, it needs cutting out for the patient to recover. Music is a purer form of expression, apparently. I don’t know why.”

“Why did she write plays then?”

“She blames me for that, my friends, living here. Her school. She was young.”

“She does not know what you are planning.”

“No, and it will not work well if I am the one to tell her.”

“You want me to do it?”

“Janet will give you a copy of the script. If you could read it, then at the weekend my daughter’s group is playing in a pub in Hastings. If you could approach her. We really need an answer by Monday. She does not have to be involved in any way, but if you could perhaps persuade her that this is a huge opportunity for her.”

“What happens if she does want to be involved?”

“How do you mean?”

“I don’t know, revisit the play, make it less middle class, whatever that means.”

“Of course she could work with the director. Mary is possibly a bit safe and conventional, but she knows her audience. They can be challenged up to a point, you know. But it is Richmond, after all.”

Janet appeared with a brown envelope and Larh took it and left.

Outside on the pavement, the air seemed clearer and fresher. She looked back at the shiny black door closing behind her. What was the atmosphere in there? Claustrophobic, clinical, more a private sanatorium or hospital than a home. The thing with the biscuits. Was Janet a servant or something more?

Larh spent the afternoon reading the script, which was rather good once she’d got her head around the time shifts, and the colour coding. An early footnote said that the theatre was to be bathed in red light for imaginary scenes and in pale blue light for real memories. Then from time to time the stage directions referred to the colour of the lights on the stage.

 


  Chapter Two



The next morning Larh drove down to Hastings and booked herself into a bed and breakfast. She walked down to see the few remaining fishing boats on the shingle beach, and then along under the cliff, till the high tide cut her off. It was a cold, grey day, threatening rain at any moment, and the sea looked moody and dangerous. Still early March and the tourists and bank holidays were a way off still. The town still seemed to be cowering a little from the winter.

Larh found the pub that Clara’s band were playing in, then went back to her room to wait, listening to the cry of the gulls. When she emerged later it was dark and the streets were empty, although the pubs had a crowd of sorts, more than you might get in London. She bought a drink and found a seat against the wall. The stage was a barely raised area in the corner, crowded with equipment, the bass drum had a dark celtic pattern with a red rose weaving its way through it.

The band that took to the stage later were in their late twenties, uniformly dark jeans and boots, t-shirts and leathers. Most had long straggly hair and an unwashed, travelled look. The singer looked, or at least acted, half drunk.

The noise exploded in the small space, but once her ears got used to it and the band’s nerves settled, a steady, bass heavy groove was evident. Clara sang in a deep melodic voice, occasionally soaring. She sang about disappointment and loss, lost friendship, fading love, drawing out the words, though occasionally a song swept up into a fast, angry chorus.

Some of the songs had a point three quarters of the way through where they descended into a dark, distorted thrash. Others started with delicate arpeggios and then picked up a descending riff. It was a toolkit of purloined musical devices from bands from the goth bands of the 80s and 90s, most of which had disappeared into obscurity. Bauhaus, The Sisters of Mercy, The Mission, All About Eve. It was music Larh quite liked from her teens, although it was already unfashionable by then. Maybe that was why she liked it, it was already a hopeless cause.

The only other female in the band was the drummer, and Clara exchanged rueful glances with her from time to time. She was an angry looking, younger woman, the only member with short hair. She looked ferocious when she hit the drums.

Then it was over, and the band moved to the bar and a small crowd gathered round them. Larh gave them a few moments then went over. Clara was busy trying to cadge a cigarette off one of the others, and when she succeeded she went outside. Larh followed her.

“Can I have a word?”

“Who the fuck are you?” Clara asked. They were about the same height, but even on a dark street it was clear how hypnotically pretty she was close up. Dark eyes, the frame of dark hair around the face, the physicality of the body. Her heavy eye makeup failed to hide this.

“No point beating about the bush. Your mother sent me. She wants to put on your play about Christina Rossetti.”

Clara deadpanned for a second then doubled over laughing.

“Ha. Kit thought you were a journo, or a record company spotter. We know everyone else here, we know our fucking email list by heart, it is so short.”

“I’m not sure the record companies have spotters any more. But I have read your play, it’s very good,” Larh persisted.

“What the fuck do you know?”

“They have a director, cast, a grant, a slot at the Orange Tree theatre. You know it?”

“You are fucking joking. Right?”

“Maybe this is not a good time.”

“Always up for a good time, me. All our songs are about the good times we have. Did you like us?”

“Maybe I should have had a few more drinks first.”

“What does that mean?”

Larh gave her a piece of paper with her mobile number.

“I have to go back to London tomorrow. Maybe we can meet in the morning to discuss the play, it is a really good opportunity for you.”

“Fuck off.”

Kit had come out with two bottles of beer and handed one to Clara.

“Who are you?” she asked Larh.

“She was just leaving. Just a fucking poser punter with some bad advice. Didn’t like the drummer.”

Larh nodded and started walking away. She could hear Kit asking Clara about her.

 


  Chapter Three



The next morning, around ten thirty as she was walking to her car to drive back to London, Larh received a text from Clara. She put her bag in the car, then went back into town to meet her in one of the cafes in George Street. She found Clara sitting at a back table with a hood over her head. Larh bought her a coffee.

“Had to sneak out.”

“Why?”

“Kit fucking hates anything to do with my family.”

“The band sounded good, really. I just don’t listen to a lot of that kind of music any more, certainly not at that kind of volume. I used to.”

“We can’t get festival slots, can’t get a record deal, we have lots of songs which are nearly there, but the simple truth is that we are stuck at this point. When the guitarist realises that, he will jump ship, just like the last one did, and we will be back to square one. Pretty much like everyone else in this town under fifty. Over fifty they don’t care.”

“The play is really good. It could make your name.”

Clara looked at her with the fixed expression of someone who did not take praise well. Praise or blame.

“How is she, my mother?”

“She is well. Very frail, of course.”

“Was Janet there?”

“The servant?”

“Servant, companion, ghost, leech, take your pick. Why did she do all this?”

“You are not in contact?”

“She sends money, does that count?”

“Yes, actually. Your mother says you now think the play is too middle class. Theatre is a cancer.”

“I say a lot of things, most of them are stupid.”

“She would like your permission to put on the play, that is all. You don’t have to be involved.”

“The Orange Tree, for how long?”

“A few weeks I guess, unless it bombs. Why were you so interested in Christina Rossetti? The play is very well researched, I am a historical consultant, I can tell.”

“She hired you?”

“Your mother thinks the play will cause some controversy. I am to defend it if necessary.”

Clara shrugged.

“I will tell her you do not object, how about that?”

Clara took out a nearly empty pack of cigarettes and considered smoking one.

“The truth is I am feeling pathetically in need of any kind of validation at the moment.”

“It is really well written, you should be really pleased they are interested.”

“It is embarrassing to rely on my mother’s contacts.”

“Christina herself was encouraged by her famous brother and his friends. It is just how things work. Then and now.”

“Her brother was a moody shit, a drunk, a letch, who pissed away his talent, and did nothing for anyone but himself. The women in that circle never had a chance, except her. People still sing her words, even though they don’t know her.”

“Artists are often difficult people, self obsessed. The gender angle is good.”

Clara got up abruptly. “Kit mustn’t find out.”

“Thank you for meeting me.”

“Tell her I’ve got tattoos all over my face.”

“She follows your band online, she told me where you were playing.”

She stopped and turned.

“Do you know what they are using for music in the play?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you find out? I had some ideas this morning in bed, cellos and shit. Couldn’t sleep.”

“Of course.”

“Not classical. Modern music on cellos and organs. Goth stuff. Riffs. Well known songs played really slow. I know everyone does it, but we could sneak in some of our own songs. Maybe samples of guitar riffs played on keys.”

“I will tell her you are interested in that aspect.”

She nodded fiercely and marched off.

 


  Chapter Four



Larh drove back to Richmond. She emailed Clara’s mother about the permission and within a few minutes started receiving emails from Mary Mullington the director. She was invited to a read through on Monday morning at the theatre.

She spent the rest of the weekend researching her subject, and building up a folder of useful resources, including the various images and photos of the poet which were available. They went from the original innocent young woman, to the elder spinster she turned into after her illness, finally there was an eerie photo in which she was barely distinguishable from her mother. Two sexless Victorian dames, waiting in black for death.

Larh walked down to the theatre, and found her way to the rehearsal room, and sat in one of the chairs against a wall. There was a large square table in the middle of the room, and the cast and director were sitting around it, introducing themselves. Then they proceeded with the first readthrough.

A lot of the lines belonged naturally to the actor playing Christina. She was a slim woman with a powerful voice, and a full stare. She was already approved in her role, but the others varied a bit in how committed or decided they were. The director, Mary, made lots of notes.

At the end they had a break, then came back for a discussion. Some had bought sandwiches or salads in their bags. Mary listened to the various points for an hour or so, and then closed the session. Sue, the actor playing the lead, Mary and Larh stayed behind.

“Sorry about that, they all want more attention, more lines. It is always the same. I have already spoken to each one individually about their specific character.”

“Mary says you went to meet Clara?” Sue asked.

“Yes, she is a singer in a band on the south coast.”

“Will she be involved?”

“Not much. She asked about the music you were going to use.”

“I was thinking of authentic period music, classical and a bit of music hall. Scratchy old vinyl.” Mary said

“That came a bit later.”

“I know. Look, do I have to get approval from Clara for small things?” Mary continued. “We were talking about dropping or shortening one or two of the scenes.”

“She has given permission. I am sure that would cover a few practical changes.”

“I also wanted to ask her about her vision of Christina. Why did she write the play? It would help with the marketing materials and the programme if nothing else.”

“She wrote it when she was a lot younger, she is not so obsessed now.”

“Was Clara religious at the time?” Sue asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Can we consider the religious aspects a metaphor?” Mary said.

“What do you mean?”

“It was their rock, their certainty, like science and medicine are now.”

“Not exactly,” Larh replied. “Science and medicine don’t exert a moral judgement on us. And anyway, many of the people around her, like her brother, were much less religious. They could be seen to be deliberately subverting its values, in direct opposition to her. So, it was a big part of her, holding up that end for the family.”

“Why is Goblin Market so sexual then?” Sue asked.

“Her imagination was separate to her reality and her beliefs, that is what the play highlights. Two different lives with a heavy tension between them.”

“Like the conscious and the unconscious.”

“I don’t think you can say that. She knew what was going on in her imagination, it was not hidden from her.”

“She did not know Freud’s ideas?” 

“Freud was a little later.”

“How do I play her then?” Sue asked.

“First of all, I do not think she felt trapped in her role as a woman at all. She felt it was a genuine calling to write poetry. But she also had another specific duty to perform, it was her function under God to live her life helping others, her mother and brother and the various charity work she did. She saw herself as different, perhaps more sensible than her brother. She did not want to be like him.”

“She was not a feminist?”

“She was for women, she worked with fallen women, she wrote poetry for women. She just did not see women should be given the same power as men, because the Bible did not teach that they were equal. It is also quite possible she had no respect for men like her brother and his friends, and did not want to be like them.”

“It is absurd she should think that.”

“It is only absurd through modern eyes. Today we question everything, but for them a lot of things were set in stone in the Bible. A lot of things we would have noticed, they did not. Terrible poverty, child labour, endemic racism, disease, pollution. Inequality was part of life, a huge number of women had to work as servants. As a middle-class woman, the rigid class differences, the inequality of access to education, these may have been much less obvious to her.”

“It sounds like you think Christina was right.”

“Personally, I don’t think you can do every nineteenth century play with a female lead as a female emancipation story, it is too corny. Females were much less well educated and experienced, they had a tremendous burden of child bearing, nursing, it would take generations for that to change. There was slow reform in the twentieth century, accelerated by the two world wars, but going back to the late nineteenth century we can see from their letters and novels that most women were not thinking they had been unfairly given a lesser role. A few women were, obviously.”

“Christina was a visionary.” Sue said crossly.

“Quite possibly. A lot of people think the Victorians were looking the wrong way.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“They were looking backwards to some supposedly golden age in mediaeval times, pre-industrialisation, looking back to Biblical times. Looking for female role models, Mary mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, Guinivere.”

“You are really not helping me understand this.” Sue said.

“I am sorry.”

“Larh is here because the period really is quite complicated, just understanding the type of Christian she was is difficult, very specific.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was intense differentiation between the denominations, and within each denomination. Now, remember this was something they really noticed and cared about. She was a high church Anglican, she practised confession, there was incense in the church, she used to sit right at the front so she was not distracted by the others, and stare at the priest. But she was not Catholic. She believed in a kind of sleep-like state, between death and resurrection. It is possible she believed, or was close to believing, the sacrament actually turned into Christ’s body and blood, certainly the communion ceremony was intensely sacred to her. Prayer was an intense experience. Death was almost a cause for celebration.”

“The audience will not relate to any of this.”

“She is supposed to have turned down three marriages simply because the men were not the right kind of Christian. Death was a prelude to meeting Christ, to meeting all your dead relatives, but no one knew if all the different Christian sects would make it.”

“How do I find out about all this?”

“There are still churches today in London, All Saints in Margaret Street, which give a flavour of it. These are very uncompromising beliefs and prejudices, it is important to understand that, much less forgiving than today. Borderline racist. London was getting flooded with Catholic Irish, evading the famine there. Not everyone was happy about it.”

“I barely know anyone who goes to church, now.” Sue said

“It is alright, like Larh says, we just have to give a flavour of it,” Mary said. “This is why she asks her brother when he last went to church, because she believed that if he still occasionally accepted the sacrament in good faith, it would save him, whatever else he did.”

“But where does she sit politically? Is she a feminist icon, in any way at all?”

“She and Elizabeth Browning are probably the best female poets of the nineteenth century, and poetry really mattered then. Byron, Wordsworth, Keats, Tennyson. The general public was rapidly becoming literate. She was lauded by the press, she wrote these huge epic poems. Goblin Market takes twenty minutes to read. That is another thing we forget in this fast moving age, speeches in parliament could be hours long, sermons could be two hours, books of sermons sold well, they had long hours to fill.”

Mary went quiet.

“Sorry, I was lecturing,” Larh said.

“That’s fine, that is your job. But we do have to bridge this gap, make it work for a modern audience.”

“I like the idea that the past is out of our intellectual reach.” Sue added. “It is a challenge we don’t have to completely resolve.”

“We could have bits of boredom too,” Mary added. “We have a flash of action, then she wakes up and there is literally nothing to do until tea time, so she doses off again. She watches the servants moving around the room, the shadows moving across the wall. The otherworldliness of the sickbed.”

“Time passing.”

“Yes.” Larh said. “The point I was trying to make was that the personal politics of the day for a lot of middle class women was more about religion and duty and the heavy symbolism of clothes, mourning and all that. Respectability. They did not think of politics like we do today. They were preoccupied with a lot of their own domestic things, and that crowded out a lot of the questions we have today.”

The director stood up.

“I think we have covered a lot, we need to process it all. There are read throughs on Thursday and Friday, and I will arrange sessions on specific scenes so we can start blocking them out. Sue, can you have a think about scenes which might be problematic?”

Afterwards, Larh walked back up the hill to her flat. As she walked she wondered if she had gone too far. The young actress had seemed quite confused by the end. As she walked, Larh tried to think of some passages of letters and news which might show what she was trying to say, without being too wordy. What Christina was really obsessed about in day to day life.

 


  Chapter Five


By Wednesday the first storm had broken. The director rang Larh as she was sitting in her kitchen drinking coffee looking out over the grey valley below. She had been finishing off another project and hadn’t looked at today’s email traffic in any detail.

“Have you seen it?” The director asked.

“Seen what?”

“Twitter. Or whatever it is called.”

“No.”

“Well, it is safe to say we have a lot of publicity now. Nearly all bad.”

“Why?”

“Sue put out some provocative tweets. A certain famous author has used quotes from Christina as her titles, and of course that author is at the centre of her own storm from not supporting trans people. So now everyone is on our back for publicising a woman who was not even a proper feminist, let alone whatever you have to be now, to please everybody.”

“Oh.”

“The theatre are not pleased. Sue has received threats.”

“It is hard to control.”

“Damn right, Larh, but we want you to control it. She is coming to see you this morning, try and get her to put out something sensible on social media and to only get support from the right people. Some celebs are toxic, or they become toxic overnight. Same as it always was.”

“Alright.”

Sue arrived twenty minutes later, still so full of angry energy, that she couldn’t sit and paced about the flat.

“I mean, what the fuck? Why is everyone pissed at me? I get some pretty hot names retweeting me, for once, and then a ton of shit comes down. I’m being branded all sorts of things which are completely unfair. I am a feminist.”

“Every woman is. Calm down, let’s take a look.”

“Was it like this in the 70s? With Greenham.”

“I am not actually that old.”

“Sorry. It’s my first lead as a professional and I seem to have screwed it up already.”

“Just show me the threats.”

“Here you are, they have my mobile number, my email, how do they do that?”

Larh read through a few of the tweets and emails. Then she went to make more coffee.

“Nice view by the way. You must get paid a lot for what you do.”

“It’s my mother’s flat.”

“None of my business of course. What should I do?”

“You can say nothing, or you can put out some rather dull facts about Christina and her times which will bore them to death.”

“Do you think that will work?”

“And you need to distance yourself from anyone toxic, however famous they are.”

“I don’t even know who is toxic anymore.”

“Controversial then. Do not comment on issues that you cannot win. The trans stuff.”

“I was just saying she was really a feminist, a strong woman.”

“She wasn’t in the way some of these people see it. Quite the opposite in fact.”

“So what do we do?”

“We drink coffee and we write some personal stuff. We write why you are doing the play. What it means to you. We kill them with kindness.”

Two hours later they broke for some food.

The director rang.

“Can you come down here? The theatre manager has called the police in. Someone has smeared fruit over the theatre door.”

“Wow, that’s quite an educated protest. It’s a reference from Goblin Market.”

“Is it? Everything is on the web now. Anyway, the theatre management are in high dudgeon, however clever it is.”

“Sue is here with me. We’ll come down.”

Larh and Sue walked down the hill and through town.

“Should I tell twitter I am meeting with the police.”

“Best not. Maybe give it a break for a few days.”

“My friends think it is brilliant, all this fuss. Most of them. Getting your name known.”

Inside the theatre, they found the director and the theatre manager sitting with Detective Inspector Fletcher, Larh’s one time boyfriend, and Sergeant Green.

“Do you think this is a credible threat, Ms Thomas?” DI Fletcher asked her, passing her a sheet of paper. She had not seen him for many months, but he looked well. He was wearing his wedding ring again.

She read the email which was signed ‘The Goblin Men’, which the police obviously found amusing.

“They are making a play about a poet called Christina Rossetti.” Larh explained. “She wrote the carol ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’, by the way. Brother of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the painter and Pre-Raphaelite. You are going to get a lot of this shit, so you may as well know your stuff. There has been a bit of fuss because a well known author used one of her quotes for the title of one of her books, that author herself being at the centre of an enormous controversy over some comments she made about trans women. Goblin Market was a well known poem and involved fruit as a metaphor for sexual female pleasure. Possibly, we don’t know.”

“I understand you have received specific threats?” DI Fletcher asked Sue, she nodded.

“Why do they care so much?” He asked Larh.

“The poet was very religious, her views on gender, marriage were very conventional for the time.”

“What the hell is all this about the fruit then?”

“She was a contradiction, a very straight-laced person with a vivid imagination. The fruit appears in one of her poems as I explained.”

“Right, not an answer. What do you want us to do?”

“To protect us. We are informing you now, so you will understand and be ready if the threat escalates. Sue will pass to the police some of the more serious threats she has received, so they can chase them up, if they can. That is the normal procedure, isn’t it?”

“Yes. If they can chase them up. These people know all the tricks.”

“Any CCTV on the fruit protestors?”

“They were wearing rubber masks. It is on You Tube. Lots of people have watched it.”

“The play was going to be called ‘Goblin Market’. It is on the publicity, we can’t change it now.”

“And you haven’t done all this as a stunt?” DI Fletcher asked.

“No.” Larh replied.

“OK. Consider us informed. The patrols will keep an eye out on the premises.” He gave Sue an email to send the threats to.

Larh went outside with the inspector.

“How are things?” she asked.

“Quiet, I assumed you were away.”

“Greece, Bristol. Yes, away.”

“Back to the fun and games now.”

“It will pass.” She touched him briefly on the shoulder.

“I hope so.”

He nodded and walked to his car where the sergeant was waiting. She went back into the theatre.

“Couldn’t make it up.” The director was saying. An assistant was sticking pictures up on a brick wall.

“We’ve started a mood board. For the costumes and set design.”

Larh watched for a moment.

“Some people say the Victorians always looked dark and serious because of the way black and white photos were taken then. They had to keep their heads still for a minute. In reality they had colour, and a sense of humour.”

“Of course they had a sense of humour, but she dressed like a puritan, ‘old before my time.’”

“What is that?”

“The key to it all is in the poems, you just have to read them.”

“I have read them.”

“And the letters, Gabriel chiding her. Her steady brother William, the
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