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				Laudanum: tincture of opium. Used in the Victorian period as a painkiller and to cure a wide variety of ailments, including insomnia. Addiction can develop with prolonged use. Accidental overdose common and death may occur as a result.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				Maud

				‘What shall I do, Miss Caseborne? I am penniless. I have nowhere to go.’

				I was dry-eyed but my voice faltered. We were sitting in the drawing room of Miss Caseborne’s Boarding Seminary for Young Ladies, surrounded by a press of empty chairs and heavy mahogany furniture.

				‘Come, come,’ said my headmistress. She patted her neatly coiled hair. ‘We shall find a position for you. I shall write a reference myself.’

				‘A position?’

				‘As a governess. At fifteen you are a trifle young but there are others your age in households doing very well.’

				‘I would rather work in a factory,’ I said, in a low voice.

				She looked appalled. ‘You are a lady and ladies do not work in factories! None of my girls has ever sunk so low. Tomorrow we shall pay a visit to the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution. We shall find you a suitable position and I am sure you will be a credit to the school.’

				My beloved father had died unexpectedly. He had never taken out life insurance and there was no money left to pay my school fees; none, indeed, for my livelihood, apart from a meagre annuity from my father’s bank.

				Poor Miss Caseborne. I think she felt guilty about throwing me out without a roof over my head so soon after his death. It was not her fault, after all, that the next two years as a governess would be the worst of my life:

				Verney Place, that dilapidated mansion set down in the middle of nowhere;

				The Creams of Kensington, with their two feral sons;

				Rookyard in Surrey, where I had suffered my shame.

				Since I had been dismissed from Rookyard, weeks had gone by with no prospect of work. There were too many governesses seeking employment and most of them older and more experienced than me.

				Now I was running out of money to pay my rent, my savings drained. All I could do was traipse daily to the Governess’s Benevolent Institution in Harley Street to search the register, riding there in the fug and cigarette smoke of the omnibus. As it trundled over Hammersmith Bridge, I thought how little courage it would take to jump into the dark oily waters of the Thames and let them close over my head.

				I believe I would have gone mad with bad dreams and despair if I had not been given the letter that morning.

				The Institution was dark on that wet, foggy day, the familiar smell of dust and damp in my nostrils as I opened the heavy front door.

				It was usually crowded, but because of the weather there were only two women in there, both as wet and desperate as I was. They were busy writing down their details in the Register.

				As I came in, the lady resident, who ruled from behind her glass screen, looked up. It was her job to hand out letters to the lucky ones who had been contacted by potential employers. Today, to my astonishment, I heard my name called out.

				‘Miss Maud Greenwood!’

				I thought I must be mistaken. The lady resident repeated it louder. She had a thin, refined voice that pierced the soft turning of pages, the sighs and mutterings of the two other women.

				With my heart beating faster, I went over. She looked me up and down behind the safety of her screen, taking in my dishevelled appearance, my sodden, filthy skirts, stinking from the fog. Ladies did not venture out in the rain.

				She spoke with disdain. There was nothing ‘Benevolent’ about her; not a drop of sympathy warmed her cold veins.

				‘A letter has arrived for you, Miss Greenwood.’

				‘A letter?’ The blood rushed into my face and I clutched the wood of the counter. Behind the glass I saw the envelope held fast in her hand.

				‘You have been looking for a while, have you not?’ she said. ‘You can hardly hope that respectable families will rush to employ you, given your past history, Miss Greenwood. One position abandoned without notice followed by two dismissals!’

				How could I divulge the horrors of the last two years to this powerful, forbidding presence? At night those names still rang like a hideous jingle in my head, haunting my dreams.

				Verney Place.

				The Creams.

				Rookyard.

				‘None of it was my fault,’ I said, in a low voice.

				She continued as if I had not spoken, still holding the letter, ‘In my view it is most generous and forgiving of the Institution to let you display your particulars in the Register again. A kind reference from your old school cannot protect you for ever.’

				I bowed my head. ‘May I have my letter, please?’ I muttered, and at last she passed it through the opening.

				‘Miss Maud Greenwood, c/o The Governesses’ Benevolent Institution.’

				The writing was clear and elegant, with long loops to the capitals. I sat down on a chair and opened the envelope with hands that trembled with cold and anticipation.

				It was dated a mere two days previously. The address meant nothing to me but I saw to my astonishment that the surname on the bottom of the letter was my own.

				Greenwood.

				Windward House
Rending
Suffolk

				10th March 1867

				Dear Miss Greenwood

				You may not know who I am, since there was no communication between your father and my step-father for many years before their deaths. He and my late mother married when I was a child.

				I have been trying to trace you since your father died. Eventually I discovered the name of your old school from Mr Odbury, your father’s solicitor. The headmistress, Miss Caseborne, told me that when your father died you became a governess. She suggested that I might be able to contact you through the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution.

				I shall come to the point. As your only living relation, even if only by marriage, I feel responsible for you, orphaned as you are. I do not care to think of you having to earn your living and at such a young age.

				I should like to offer you a home here at Windward House. I live alone apart from a few servants, and my health is failing. Young company would do much to cheer me in my last years.

				I should be grateful if you would give me your answer by writing to me at the address above. Then at least I shall know my letter has reached you.

				Yours sincerely

				Juliana Greenwood

				Perhaps I should have read between the lines and wondered. Perhaps I should never have gone to Rending at all. Then what happened afterwards would never have happened.

				But I would have ended up on the dark corners of London streets, living a life of degradation and danger, offering my body so I would not starve.

				At the time there was no choice.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				John

				John Shawcross. I sign my name with a flourish on my new painting of Paddington Station. The black paint glistens bravely but I know it will not sell.

				When I take it to the gallery in Albermarle Street, Mr Mountford shakes his head sorrowfully, as I expect.

				‘Another of your “urban” paintings, Mr Shawcross? People don’t want factories or railway stations on their walls!’

				‘They are the wonders of our age, Mr Mountford,’ I say lightly.

				To me there is a haunting poignancy in the sight of hordes of vulnerable humanity disgorged from the monsters they themselves have created. That is why I paint the arrival of trains into stations and the teeming scenes around factory gates at closing time.

				‘They want cottages and roses, Mr Shawcross,’ says Mr Mountford. ‘Hayfields and pretty children playing with dogs.’ He steals a glance at my threadbare coat. Unlike most gallery owners, he is soft-hearted, which is why he never makes much money himself. ‘Still, I’ll take it, just for you, Mr Shawcross. Maybe tastes will change one of these days, eh?’

				I know it will join the stack of my unsold paintings at the back of the gallery but I hand it over gratefully.

				Portraits are an artist’s bread and butter and I have been back in London long enough to fulfil two commissions – the dreary, blousy wife of a local merchant and the small son of another, dressed up in the frills and furbelows of a Cavalier. Neither portrait has brought in much money, for I am a nobody in the art world.

				And now I must return to Rending.

				At least Mother is stronger. She insists she can manage on her own, so when I go home I pack my bag and go straight to Bishopsgate Station. I am not certain when I shall see her again, for I have not made as much progress on the Doom painting as I should like and must apply myself more diligently. If Juliana Greenwood stops my wages, how will I support Mother?

				I don’t know why I am being so slow. The Doom is an extraordinary thing – a painting of the Day of Judgement, four hundred years old. I should feel privileged to be restoring it for future generations.

				But something about it disturbs me, the subject matter, perhaps – the Last Judgement, the end of time, when human souls rise naked from their graves and are destined for heaven or hell, presided over by an aloof Christ and a merciless Devil. The village of Rending’s church, St Mark’s, where it belongs, is claustrophobic and cold, despite the wood burner donated by the vicar’s wife, and my fingers are numb to the bone by the time I finish my day’s work.

				As I board the Great Eastern train bound for Suffolk, I find myself dreading my return.

				The gas lamps are already lit in the carriages, for it is a dull afternoon and dusk will not be long in falling.

				Outside it is damp and windy. As the door of my carriage is slammed shut and the train draws out of the station, the wind comes in at right angles through the partly open window. I pull on the leather strap to shut out the cinders, for steam is billowing past in the gusts.

				The old gentleman opposite, wrapped to his chin in a travelling rug, nods his thanks at me as I sit down again on the hard wooden bench. The train is not crowded this afternoon, even in third class.

				I begin to think about eating the pork pie I have bought from a vendor on the platform. It is then that I become aware of a child sitting in the far corner.

				At least at first glance I think she is a child, for she is so small and finely built. But then I look at the delicate features framed by her bonnet and see that she is not a child at all but a young girl. Although her black mantle is shabby, she sits upright like a lady, her gloved hands resting either side of her hooped skirt. She has lain her battered suitcase on the floor at her feet.

				‘Let me put that in the rack for you, miss,’ I say above the sound of the wheels on the track, and I jump up again.

				Startled, she gazes at me wide-eyed. Her eyes are dark – I cannot tell their colour – and her face very pale and tense. She shakes her head without a smile.

				‘Thank you, sir, but I shall not be able to lift it down again by myself.’

				‘As you wish,’ I say sheepishly.

				Her voice is high, girlish, educated. I sit back, trying not to watch her. Indeed, I pull out my book, a collection of Ruskin’s lectures on art, and endeavour to read it. But I find that I keep glancing up so that I can see her averted profile. It swims, elusive, in the glow of the gaslight. Fine dark strands of her hair have caught on the brim of her bonnet.

				Who is she? Why does she gaze out of the window at the darkening flatlands of Essex with such a haunted air?

				At Ipswich I must change to the branch line and fear I will lose her, but no – I watch her board the same train and leap in after her in triumph.

				But to my disappointment in a moment we are no longer alone. A couple climb in, laden with baggage and much given to chattering loudly at one another. As we leave the station, darkness falls outside and the moon rides fast through turbulent clouds.

				The couple grow silent, defeated by the noise of the cinders knocking on the roof and the wind rattling the pane. I see the glint of water, the Woodbridge estuary. We stop at the station, and the couple with much pother retrieve their bags from the net racks overhead.

				I am alone at last with the girl. But she is staring out with such intensity, her manner so repressive, that I find myself tongue-tied. Any conversation is clearly unwelcome and, indeed, not appropriate when a woman is travelling alone.

				But as the train wheels churn into Marsham, she stands up. She is alighting at my stop!

				‘Let me carry that for you, miss,’ I say eagerly. ‘This is my station, too,’ and I put a hand on her suitcase. In my other I have my own bag.

				I think she is about to refuse but then a hint of a smile crosses her face. ‘Thank you.’

				The suitcase weighs nothing. I wonder what is in it, if anything. I let her go before me and the stationmaster helps her down the steps on to the platform. I follow and set down her case. I think she may say something, but she merely nods and looks about her in distraction.

				There are gas lamps lit along the length of the platform but they give off a feeble glow. An elderly lady is struggling down from her carriage with her case, so I have no alternative than to help her. When I turn back I see the girl’s black skirts disappearing into billowing clouds of smoke and steam as the train begins to pull out. Idiotically, I raise my arm but her dark figure has already dissolved away, as insubstantial as the smoke itself.

				I doubt I shall see her again.

				But since that journey, I believe I am half spellbound in love, as if that fairy creature has laid an enchantment on me.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Maud

				My journey to Marsham was uneventful and we reached the stop in good time. I stepped down on to the platform, my heart beating nervously. A man in the employ of my cousin Juliana was being sent to meet me, a Mr Tiggins.

				I looked around in the gas-lit gloom, wondering if he would be waiting for me, as Cousin Juliana had promised. I made my way to the exit, and there he was, a burly little man sitting in a canvas-covered trap, the sides flapping in the wind. The pony was uneasy, shifting about between the harnesses and munching the bit.

				‘Excuse me, sir, are you Mr Tiggins?’

				He nodded. ‘And you be Miss Maud Greenwood.’

				I thanked him as he threw my suitcase, without ceremony, into the back of the trap. He motioned me to climb up behind him, which I did. At first I leaned forward and tried to make conversation.

				‘Have we far to go?’

				‘’Bout four mile.’ His accent was strong.

				‘Have you worked for my cousin long?’

				‘Long enough, and Mr Greenwood before her.’

				The trap was not comfortable, a wooden seat covered with sacking. ‘Does my cousin ride in this?’ I asked, in disbelief.

				He gave an abrupt laugh. ‘Lord, no, miss! There’s the Windward carriage for her. Shaft’s broken and Sly be mending it, if his poor brain can work it out.’

				Sly. A strange name. I fell silent as the pony pulled away and the trap swayed over the cobbles.

				It was a dark night, the moon hidden by clouds. There was little of Marsham to be seen and no light anywhere, save for the lamp on the seat beside Tiggins. I retreated further into the canvas shelter as we left the station behind, for the wind was getting up, gusting coldly across open countryside. We jolted along a sandy track, on which the pony’s hooves made no sound.

				I leaned forward and asked timidly, ‘Shall we reach Rending soon, Mr Tiggins?’

				‘We don’t pass through it,’ he said shortly, and sure enough the track soon branched, one way disappearing over what appeared to be heathland, dotted with the dark shapes of heather and gorse. We took a right hand turn up a long hill between black trees. Birds flew up from their roosts with a hoarse clacking. I recognised the noise of rooks and immediately thought of my time as governess at Rookyard, where the rooks had watched and mocked my degradation.

				The memory made me more apprehensive still.

				At the top of the hill we passed a high fence of wooden boards. On our right the countryside fell away. I could see little, but sensed vast acres of space over which the wind cut sharply.

				We came to some open gates and the wheels crunched over gravel. A short drive led to the dark mass of a house, with tall chimneys and crenelated gables, black against the sky. The ground floor windows had light behind their curtains and as we approached, a pale face appeared at one of the windows between the curtains and stared out directly and unnervingly at me before it vanished.

				I had arrived at Windward House at last.

				The woman who answered the bell introduced herself as Miss Potton, the housekeeper. She was a plain woman in a dark grey dress and starched apron, keys jangling from a belt around her waist, her hair screwed back, her eyes puffy.

				She shut the front door smartly on the gale and on Tiggins, staring inquisitive from his trap. There was something in her superior manner as she looked me up and down that reminded me of the lady resident, that all-powerful, disapproving personage at the Governess’s Benevolent Institution.

				I was dazed by the light and my legs trembled as I fumbled with the ribbons of my bonnet; I had not eaten since a mouthful of bread at seven that morning.

				‘Madam has been waiting for you, miss,’ Miss Potton said. She picked up an oil lamp from the letter table. ‘I will take you to her, then show you to your room. Madam is waiting for the vicar’s visit so we must not linger.’

				I wished I might have had a chance to wash and see to my appearance before meeting my cousin, but Miss Potton opened a door off the hall immediately and motioned me in past her. It was my cousin’s parlour and I was soon to become all too familiar with it.

				‘Miss Maud, Madam,’ Miss Potton said, and I entered uncertainly.

				The parlour had a thick, close atmosphere despite the draught under the floor-length velvet curtains. A fire burned brightly in the grate, guttering now and then as the wind rattled the panes. Pictures hung in rows on the walls and there were little tables everywhere to trip me.

				A woman lay on a day bed reading a book, her face turned away. I had imagined an old woman with grey locks, but the rolled hair that showed over the back was fair. She turned her head as I came in.

				‘Why, Maud! That train is always late. I have been expecting you a while.’

				In the yellow light of the oil lamps Juliana Greenwood was a strikingly pretty woman, not at all the elderly invalid I had been expecting. She was neither old, nor young but somewhere in between.

				‘Come here. Let me look at you.’

				She did not get up herself. She was wearing skirts of dark blue silk that hung down over the edge of the day bed; a plaid rug lay over her feet and a paisley shawl was folded over her shoulders.

				I ventured closer, awkward in my shabby clothes, aware that my hair smelled of cinders and smoke and that my face might be dirty. ‘Come,’ she said, a little impatiently.

				Should I kiss her? I stood beside her, overcome with shyness, and waited for her to embrace me first. She did not, but reached up and took my face between her hands, examining it closely.

				Instinctively I drew back. No one had touched my face since Papa. It was a strange sensation, oddly intimate; her blue eyes, disconcertingly sharp and bright, gazed into mine.

				Her smile died. A look of displeasure crossed her face. What was the matter? Did she hope for some resemblance to her late stepfather, my uncle?

				‘Take off your mantle, Maud. Sit by the fire. You may read to me a little while I wait for my visitor. I find reading to oneself such hard work, don’t you?’ And with that she thrust her book at me.

				Obediently I took the book and tried to pull off my gloves, hoping she wouldn’t notice that my hands bore the red marks of rat bites. Then I struggled to take off my mantle, fumbling with the clasp with one hand while I held her book in the other, feeling most horribly clumsy under her gaze.

				I glanced at the book’s spine and the words blurred. The Rules and Exercises of Holy Dying. I looked at my cousin, startled.

				Miss Potton was still standing by the door. She cleared her throat. ‘The vicar will be here any moment, ma’am, and I have had Dorcas put some supper by upstairs for Miss Maud. It will be getting cold.’

				There was a pause. Juliana looked at me through narrowed eyes. ‘Oh, very well. I dare say you are hungry?’

				I nodded, trying not show my eagerness. ‘Yes, indeed, Cousin Juliana.’

				‘Just Juliana, for heaven’s sake!’ She seized the book from me and lay back on the day bed. ‘Take her away if you must, Potton. We shall keep the reading for tomorrow.’

				‘Good night – Juliana,’ I said humbly, for I thought I should say something. I felt I had offended her.

				Without looking at me, for answer she put up a pale, delicate hand, its fingers glittering with rings, and waved me away carelessly. The gesture discomforted me; I had hoped for so much more from our first meeting

				‘I have put you in the usual room,’ said Miss Potton. She held her lamp high to light the first-floor landing. Later I was to discover that there was another floor above us, where Miss Potton had her rooms, and above that the attics, where the maids slept.

				She informed me, importantly, that there were the new water-closets on each floor and bathrooms with hot running water, while she looked with some significance at the grimy hem of my skirts. ‘Madam is most particular about cleanliness.’

				I flushed and thought of the time I had spent scrubbing my collars and cuffs in my landlady’s sordid little sink.

				My bedroom was not lavishly furnished but after the last years spent sleeping in cramped, greasy quarters, it was luxurious. Someone had lit a fire in the little grate with its flowered tiling and there were chintz curtains at the window. My suitcase had been placed by the bed and there was a new candle on top of a small table.

				‘We’re not fitted for gas here like you are in London,’ said Miss Potton, with a curl of her lip. ‘Nasty smelly stuff, and dangerous too. We use candles upstairs.’

				‘What a pretty room!’ I murmured to mollify her, for she sounded defensive.

				She looked around, expressionless. ‘Apparently it were madam’s room when she were a little girl.’

				‘Where does she sleep now?’

				‘In her late stepfather’s study downstairs. She’s a bedroom on this floor but she won’t be having any of it, has got to be downstairs in that old room we can never keep clean.’

				‘Why did you call this the “usual” room, Miss Potton?’

				She looked wary for a moment. ‘It was my mistake, miss. I was forgetting that you weren’t here as madam’s paid nurse, not like all them others. Now, if you’d follow me, I’ll show you to your sitting room.’

				It was next door and furnished with an armchair and a fern beneath a glass dome on the mantel. A fire burned in the grate and a tray with several covered plates was set on a round table in the corner.

				‘I hope the food won’t be too cold, miss.’ Miss Potton said, as if challenging me, her voice gruff.

				‘I am sure not. Thank you, Miss Potton.’

				She nodded, her mouth tight, and looked at me sideways. ‘You’ll be staying here permanent, then? As you’re a relation?’

				‘Oh, yes,’ I said.

				Something came into her flinty little eyes. ‘I hope you’re strong,’ she said mysteriously, with that same doubtful look up and down, before she reached to light the candles at either end of the mantelpiece.

				Below, the door bell jangled. ‘That will be the vicar,’ she said. ‘I must see that Dorcas shows him in,’ and she bade me goodnight without grace and turned, with a chinking of the keys at her belt.

				‘What time does Miss Greenwood take breakfast?’ I asked quickly, before she should leave. ‘I would not want to keep her waiting in the morning.’

				‘Madam always has it in bed. Never rises till noon. You’ll find your breakfast laid in the dining room from eight.’ She picked up the lamp and her shadow jerked away behind her.

				I believe I felt sorry for Juliana that first night, that she should have such an ill-tempered housekeeper.

				As I wolfed down the boiled beef, I stared around the candlelit room that was now to be my very own sitting room. The heavy clock on the mantel, louder than the rattle of the window pane, ticked in time with my chewing. There was no sign left of anyone who might have stayed here before me. They had been completely cleaned away.

				Or so I thought.

				When I had finished, I took down one of the candles and went round examining everything minutely, peering into empty cupboards, touching the rather ugly china ornaments.

				I shall add my own touches, I thought. I shall do some sketching in the countryside and cover the bare walls with my drawings; pick bunches of wild spring flowers and arrange them in jars on the mantel.

				Another gust shook the window. I went over, curious about what lay outside, and pushed aside the curtain, my candle flame stretched back by the sudden draught.

				There were bars stretching across the glass.

				At once I felt shaken. They had locked me in at Rookwood.

				I tried to calm myself. The bars stopped at a small child’s head height. This room might have been Juliana’s nursery once, since it was next door to her former bedroom. No one had been imprisoned in here. As for the view, I could only see a few dark trees tossing against the stormy sky.

				But at Rookyard I had also faced a view of trees.

				To distract myself from my darkening thoughts, I went to look at the books in the small bookcase. They were novels, stacked untidily together, perhaps read by Juliana when she was about my age. I pulled out Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, an old favourite, for I was not as brave and independent-minded as her sister’s Jane Eyre. I thought to read it again in bed to quieten myself.

				Something fell out from between the pages. A folded piece of paper, a marker, perhaps. When I opened it out I saw it was a drawing, crudely executed but exuding a disturbing power.

				The head of a giant fish, with teeth lining its vast open mouth, was in the process of swallowing a human whole. The figure was childishly drawn, a stick person, with a circle for a face, dots for eyes and scribbled hair. There was no mistaking, though, the round hole of a mouth, open in terror.

				I refolded the paper, stuck it in Wuthering Heights and put the book back on the shelf.

				I wouldn’t read it after all. Somehow it seemed tainted.

				Under the china knob on my bedroom door there was a brass arm and hook, with a corresponding catch on the door frame. As I hooked the arm into the catch I noticed that the catch had been clumsily fixed and was a little loose in the wood.

				I thought nothing more of it at the time.

				I climbed thankfully into bed, after going through the bedclothes, a piece of damp soap from the bathroom raised and ready in my hand. But I could find no trace of bed bugs or their tell-tale droppings, those minute black dots. The sheets were starched and smelled of lavender, the blankets soft.

				My mind was too tired and busy to sleep. I listened to the wind keening around the house, rising now and then to a shriek and all the while shaking the windowpane, and felt a most painful loneliness that brought tears to my eyes.

				For what? I didn’t know. I had everything I wanted, now.

				But I knew I would not sleep without nightmares unless I had help.

				I reached for my thick brown bottle and squeezed the dropper into a glass of water I had set by ready. I waited until the water turned milky and drank, grimacing at its bitterness. When I ran out of my precious potion, I didn’t know what I would do. I had no money to buy more. My train fare had taken my last penny.

				In the dark I waited for oblivion to take over, as I knew it would.

				But before that, the horrors came back.

				Verney Place.

				The Creams.

				Rookyard.

				Verney Place is a big house to clean. It is crumbling, filthy.

				After my first week I protest at last.

				‘You employed me as a governess.’

				‘You will teach in the morning and clean in the afternoon,’ says the mistress. ‘I am short of staff.’

				I don’t dine with the master and mistress but have supper in my room alone.

				Tonight I have been given a potato. Nothing else.

				I am so hungry. I have been so since I arrived.

				The next day at luncheon the mistress catches me in the nursery, eating the leftovers on the little girls’ plates.

				She strikes at my hands with my own ruler.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				John

				The carrier who has collected me from Marsham drops me at the lane to my lodgings. There is scarcely enough light to see my way without a lantern but even if I had one, the wind would blow it out. I am thrust upon a great shelf of air that I lean on as I struggle to walk against it.

				Above me the driven clouds rage. I hear the wind cleave the reeds across the marshes with a sound like tearing paper and the boom of the waves on the shingle shore.

				The wind sucks all the air from my lungs, scours my face, rakes through my hair. Then at last it hurls me, breathless, against the door of Marsh End.

				There is no one in the cottage kitchen. The oil lamp gutters wildly on the table until I force the door shut. Mrs Brundish and her daughter must be in the tiny living room and not wishing to disturb them, I take my bag upstairs.

				I have been lodging with a widow, Mrs Brundish, and Edith, her fourteen-year-old daughter, while working on the Doom. Juliana Greenwood arranged it for me, for Mrs Brundish is cook up at Windward House. Their small holding is some two miles’ distant from Rending and its church.

				At first I thought it tiresomely inconvenient and would have preferred to stay at The Magpie, the public house in the village. However, I have grown comfortable here. I like returning to the expanse of seashore and marshes after a day spent in the confines of the church. Besides, I know the money is useful to Mrs Brundish, and she gives me the fresh eggs I need each day to make my tempera paints. Edie brings me my supper and we have a little conversation.

				During the early days I asked Edie what she wanted to do when she grew up. I thought she might say ‘marry and have children’, for there is little else open to her.

				‘Not go into service!’ she exclaimed. ‘I will never be like my mother and work for a tyrant!’

				I knew she meant Juliana Greenwood and thought it best not to dwell on that.

				‘What do you want, Edie?’ I said, intrigued.

				She looked down. ‘I should like to be a pharmacist but it’s not possible for a woman.’

				‘But I have seen you helping in Quilter’s apothecary, have I not?’

				‘Yes, sir. I write the labels for the prescriptions if Mr Quilter’s busy measuring out the drugs. It’s a dull task.’

				Another evening I said, ‘Remind me how the Doom painting was first discovered, Edie. You were there, I believe.’

				‘Oh, yes, sir! I saw it happen with my own eyes!’

				Apparently Rending had experienced a miracle.

				The rains that spring had been heavy and the roof began to leak, so Edie said. During a service one Sunday the lime-washed boards above the roof beam, that separates the choir from the nave, began to drip. The faint outlines of the Virgin Mary and John the Baptist, like ghosts beneath the limewash, were slowly revealed to the awestruck congregation.

				As the whispering increased, the Reverend Wissett was forced to stop his sermon, something of a minor miracle itself, I thought.

				Shortly after that, while the roof was being repaired, the boards were taken down and examined by art historians and specialists, with much excitement. They found that concealed beneath the coating of limewash, put on during the Reformation when all such paintings were destroyed or painted over to hide them, was an ancient painting of the Day of Judgement.

				Money was raised for its restoration but not enough. That was when Juliana Greenwood, encouraged by the Reverend Wissett, offered to make up the shortfall for the good of her soul, and to find a restorer.

				‘And then you arrived, Mr Shawcross,’ Edie said. She flushed. ‘And we are so glad of your company, my mother and me!’

				‘Are you glad the Doom was discovered?’ I asked. ‘It will make your village famous in time, you know.’

				She hesitated and twisted her hands in her apron. ‘To be honest, sir, we’ve had one miracle already and I’m not sure we need another.’

				‘You mean Quilter’s Restorative Powder?’ I swallowed my smile hastily, for I could see her round, childish face was solemn.

				‘That is what will make Rending famous, sir! As for the Doom, it gives me the creeps, for all that you’re making it look good as new again.’

				Soon after that she stopped calling me ‘sir’ all the time. I have asked her to call me ‘John’, as her mother does, but she will not. I am sure she must think me very old.

				Tonight, as I open my bedroom door, I see Edie standing by my bed holding my nightshirt close to her face, presumably to fold it but seemingly lost in a dream. The candlelight outlines the curve of her cheek and gleams on gold strands in her long chestnut hair; the pale cotton stuff of the shirt she holds is almost translucent.

				It strikes me as a pleasing picture. I arrange my fingers to judge how it will look within a frame, and gaze through at the colours and shapes.

				But she has already heard the floorboards creak and jumps around like a cat, dropping the shirt. Even in the candlelight, I can see she is blushing.

				‘Mr Shawcross, you startled me!’

				I lower my hands. ‘I am sorry, Edie. I was thinking you looked like a painting by one of the pre-Raphaelites.’

				‘Oh,’ she says, flustered but not displeased, though I am sure she doesn’t know whom I am talking about. ‘I was turning your bed down.’

				‘There is no need for that,’ I say gently.

				‘I thought it would be nice for you to come back to – you must be tired after London.’ She comes towards me, eagerness in her face. ‘How are you? It has been a long time. Three months and five days! Is your mother quite recovered?’

				I am touched that she has counted my days away. ‘Yes, indeed, thank you.’

				I can see that she has tidied me up in the meantime. My books and sketches are neatly stacked; my pair of thick-soled country shoes, their mud brushed away, arranged under the chair; my bed made with clean sheets turned neatly over the smoothed coverlet. Even my old brushes look docile and orderly in their jars.

				I am amused to see how snug it all looks in the candlelight, like an idealised version of an artist’s garret. ‘It is good to be back,’ I say, and find myself meaning it.

				She smiles. ‘Let me bring you some supper.’

				I begin to protest. ‘I had a pie on the train—’ but she has already darted out and I hear her feet skip down the stairs.

				I ask Edie how her own mother is, when she returns with soup and bread and cheese on a tray. Her face, which shone when I thanked her, clouds over. ‘She’s to bed early tonight.’

				I know Mrs Brundish always looks exhausted on her return from Windward House, though she gallantly tries to hide it.

				‘She’s not well,’ Edie exclaims. ‘I know she’s not! She never used to be like this – not when Father was alive. She was happy then, and strong.’

				‘She must miss your father,’ I say. I think of my own mother, a widow of only two years. ‘It can depress your spirit.’

				‘It’s working for Juliana Greenwood that exhausts her,’ Edie says bitterly. ‘How Mother puts up with all the mortification, I don’t know.’

				I have suffered myself. Juliana Greenwood has exacting standards. She inspects the Doom on Sundays after the service and questions me until my head buzzes. Each time she sounds dissatisfied with my progress. But then she is investing a good deal of her money in it – and me.

				I expect Edie to go, now that I have my supper. But she lingers, and as I look at her a transformation comes over her features.

				Her pretty face twists so that she looks ugly. I am shocked to see such an expression on one so young. She says in a low voice, her eyes averted, ‘There are times when I’d like to murder Juliana Greenwood!’

				A chill comes over me as the words drop heavily into the little candlelit room.

				Then almost immediately she collects herself together. Her face relaxes into its curves, her mouth softens, her voice becomes matter of fact.

				‘I am sorry, Mr Shawcross, for talking so. You must drink your soup before it gets cold.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Five

				Maud

				Someone was knocking at my door.

				My drops always made me drowsy and dull when I first woke, but gradually I became aware of a voice asking anxiously, ‘Miss Maud? It’s past eight o’clock and your breakfast is ready.’

				It was a young voice. One of the maids. She must have been calling for some time. I tried to reassure her, my voice mumbling through thick lips.

				When I drew the curtains at last and peered out, I saw that my window was on the back of the house, looking down on a garden bordered by holly bushes and a dark yew hedge; the tall lime trees behind, with rooks’ nests in their topmost branches, were still bare of leaves. The wind had not yet completely died with the night and it was a blowy morning, the clouds scudding above the garden.

				As I looked out I saw the bulky figure of Tiggins, with a wheelbarrow and rake, clearing the gravel path of fallen twigs and leaves. With him was a tall lean man with his back to me, who dragged one leg behind him – an under-gardener, perhaps.

				I dressed with care. Mindful of what Miss Potton had said, I had sponged away the dirt of the train on my clothes before I went to bed the previous night, and once I had parted my hair and looped it in braids around my head, I hoped I was looking the best I could for my cousin.

				My cousin, I thought. She is not my cousin at all, not related by blood. I should not be surprised that she doesn’t wish to be called ‘Cousin’ Juliana.

				But I recalled the sense of abandonment I had felt when she said so. I wanted her to like me; I wanted her to love me, as a true relation might, for I had no one else.

				The mirror on the dressing table showed me my face, heavy-eyed from sleep and tense with apprehension. I tried to smile but could not; it was a long time since I had smiled.

				My feet made a clatter on the stairs as I went down, echoing through the house as if it were empty of any life other than my own. I remembered where the dining room was, for Miss Potton had pointed it out to me the previous evening. A maid was silently sweeping the passage; as I passed, she made me a nervous bob.

				The dining room was large and gloomy, and though a fire was lit, it was still chill. Dark oil paintings hung on the dusky crimson walls – a few murky landscapes, but mostly portraits, presumably of my ancestors.

				I went along the length of the mahogany sideboard where a row of silver covers sat gleaming, and lifted each in turn. My eyes widened to see the quantity of ham, eggs, bacon and kidneys beneath.

				I helped myself and went to sit at the single place laid for me, spreading the linen napkin on my knee and picking up my knife and fork. The utensils were heavy silver; my plate was the finest bone china, almost transparent, and within a circle of leaves on its gilt-edged rim was painted a ‘G’ for Greenwood, as was the fashion for those who did not have a coat of arms.

				It came to me, suddenly, all unbidden: There is only one true Greenwood in this house and that person is me. Then I banished such a thought quickly; it was most ungenerous when Juliana had offered me her own home.

				But it set me wondering why my uncle had left nothing to his own brother, my father, when he died. There seemed a terrible unfairness in it. Perhaps there had been some quarrel between them that I knew nothing about, for Papa had never mentioned him, nor had he ever come to London to see us. As a young child I was hardly aware of my uncle’s existence.

				Now I looked around at the furniture, at the silver candelabra on the table, at the rich Persian rug on the floor, at the solemn portraits of my ancestors on the walls – genial men with wigs and cravats and stiff-backed, unsmiling women, draped with children.

				Why had all this gone to my uncle’s stepdaughter, Juliana, when it should have been shared with Papa? And after my father’s death that share should have come to me.

				I did not understand.

				I only knew that if I had inherited my rightful share, I need never have suffered as a governess.

				A girl entered, wheeling a trolley. ‘Shall I clear, miss?’

				‘Please do.’

				I watched her, not knowing what else to do with myself. Every now and then her eyes would slide up to stare. They were slightly protuberant, which gave her an astonished look as she moved about the room collecting the dishes. I judged her to be about fourteen, a stolid, lumpish girl with big arms.

				‘What is your name?’

				Her eyes bulged at being addressed. ‘Dorcas Copping, miss.’

				‘Do you live in?’

				She nodded. ‘I didn’t at first, living so close, but then Madam said she needed me more hours.’

				‘Do you know what she suffers from, Dorcas?’

				The girl shook her head. ‘She’s right poorly sometimes. After the last nurse left, it was too much work for Miss Potton, by herself in the evenings, so I had to live in.’

				‘Is there no other staff living here?’

				She shook her head. ‘The other maids – they’ve come recent to replace the last lot. They’re from the village and they go home at nights.’ She sounded resentful.

				‘What about the cook?’

				‘Mrs Brundish lives out, too. The supper is kept warm in the range and then I serves it to Madam.’

				‘No one else? There must be so much work!’

				She was warming to me; she spoke more confidently.

				‘Well, there’s Mr Tiggins outside, of course. He does the garden and drives Madam’s carriage. And then there’s Sly.’

				‘Sly?’ That name again. I remembered Mr Tiggins the night before saying Sly was mending the carriage shaft.

				Dorcas tapped her head. ‘Sly’s as mad as a fish. He looks after the horses and helps Mr Tiggins in the garden. He helps with the downstairs fires, too.’

				She put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh, miss, I was meant to tell you, you are to go to Madam. She asked me when I took in her breakfast.’

				I jumped to my feet, pleased that Juliana had asked to see me so soon. ‘Thank you, Dorcas.’

				She smiled. ‘Now you are here, miss, I am sure Madam will be in more agreeable spirits.’

				I knocked on Juliana’s bedroom door. Silence. I knocked again, more firmly.

				This time an irritable voice called out, ‘Come in, do.’

				There was a heavy, fusty smell in the room. I took a few steps over a thick rug and stopped.

				At first I couldn’t see Juliana, for a large screen shielded her bed from draughts under the door. My mother had had one, though hers was not as fine. There was a round table covered with a clean white cloth at the foot of the bed, holding medicine bottles and poultices, a kettle for blisters, a jug and several small glasses on a tray. There was also a large jar of boiled sweets and a pile of slim books bound in leather. They looked as if they might be prayer books, for the topmost had a gilt cross tooled on the front.

				My gaze moved back to the medicine bottles and dread seized me.

				I remembered vividly my mother’s sickroom. Those endless days and nights smoothing her pillows, changing her bedding, measuring out her medicine, tempting her to eat, even a mouthful. To keep up her strength, to keep her alive – for a month, a week, a day, longer.

				I had prayed with Papa that she would get better, until he stayed away, unable to see her suffer. I don’t think he realised how much he asked of me. All the nursing left to me, a twelve-year-old girl. I was old for my age, even then. But no twelve year old should go through what I did.

				Mama did not get better, but with my help she was free of pain, at last. Papa was shut away with his grief in his own room. He never asked me about her last hours.

				‘Who is it?’ said Juliana’s voice fretfully.

				‘It is Maud,’ I said, disconcerted that my voice trembled.

				I came round the screen. The room was candlelit still, the heavy curtains at the windows drawn against the daylight. Juliana lay in bed, a brass half-tester with red fabric curtains edged with gold that matched the ones at the window. She was propped on pillows, staring – you might say glowering – at me, though it was difficult to see which in the poor light.

				‘Good morning,’ I said nervously, still uncertain how to address her. ‘Shall I draw the curtains? It is a fine day outside – that is, it is not raining.’

				‘If you must,’ she said, sullen.

				She watched me silently as I went to the windows. Daylight flooded the room as I pulled back the curtains, showing the large wardrobe, the washstand in birchwood with its tiled back, the dressing table with its needlework cloth crowded with jewel boxes and ring trays, the walnut desk.

				Juliana’s bedroom, like her parlour, was cluttered with possessions, the windows tightly closed. The air was clouded with minute dust particles and as the beams of light shimmered through them, every object appeared out of focus. I wondered if she ever found it difficult to breathe.

				‘I see you admire the wallpaper,’ said Juliana, raising herself from her pillows. ‘That design is still very fashionable in London, so I am told. This was my stepfather’s study. He had good taste. He had the walls papered the year before he died.’

				‘I never met my uncle,’ I said. I thought it would do no harm to remind her of my relationship to him but she looked displeased again.

				I lifted my eyes to the walls, thinking to make some complimentary remark to appease her. They were papered with dark green, making the room darker still, and patterned with peacock feathers. Peacocks, I thought. Unlucky.

				‘The room is quite splendid,’ I managed to say.

				A satisfied smile crossed Juliana’s face and she lay back again. ‘I am forced to spend much time in here, of course.’

				‘I am sorry for that,’ I said gently, for a peevish note had entered her voice. ‘Is there no good doctor in Rending?’

				She flapped her hands about dismissively. They were white, thin, elegant; even in bed she wore her rings. ‘Oh, Doctor Biddell comes every now and then to check on me. He finds nothing wrong. Nothing! He thinks he knows everything. And yet I suffer so! I can barely eat!’

				In the daylight, her cheeks were without colour and her lips bloodless. Strands of pale hair escaped from beneath her frilled nightcap. She looked small and vulnerable in the big bed.

				I found I was laying a hand on hers, as if she needed comfort. It felt bony and resisting under mine.

				‘I am here now, Juliana,’ I said softly. ‘I will look after you.’

				She looked up at me, her face relaxing.

				‘Thank you, Maud. I know I was right to write to you when I did. I have suffered a succession of nurses, all hopeless. How difficult it is to find good staff these days!’ She took her hand out from under mine and patted my arm – or, rather, tapped it – in a way that was almost admonitory. ‘You and I will suit each other very well, I do believe!’

				‘After my father died—’ I began and hesitated. ‘Our lawyer tried to contact you. The letter must have been sent to the wrong address.’

				Her blue eyes widened. ‘Indeed, or perhaps lost in the post. So unfortunate. Thank heavens I found you in the end!’ She made a little face. ‘Goodness knows what you must have had to put up with as a governess!’

				I lowered my eyes so she could not glimpse the dark secrets of those years. ‘I am so very glad to be here. Tell me what I must do to help you. For I want to do that more than anything.’

				‘Do you truly, Maud?’ she asked, smiling. ‘Then read to me a little and then I shall tell you what you must do.’

				I feared she might produce another religious tome but she reached under her pillow and with a great flourish whisked out a novel as if from its hiding place, a gleam in her eyes. Vanity Fair by William Thackeray. I wondered briefly if the prayer books might be only for show.

				I drew a chair to the edge of the bed and began to read. As my voice echoed in the quiet room against the background of her soft, expectant breathing, I felt we were drawing closer together.

				There was a clock on the mantel and after a while it chimed the hour, startling us both. Juliana pouted like a child.

				‘Eleven o’clock. Dorcas will be bringing in my beef tea before Doctor Biddell comes. You had best stop.’ She eyed me approvingly. ‘You are quite the little actress, my dear. You may continue later.’

				A glow of pleasure went through me. I closed the book and made to get up from the chair but found my wrist suddenly gripped by Juliana, her rings digging into me painfully. She lowered her voice and hissed, ‘Wait, I have not told you what you must do!’

				She went on whispering, hurried and frantic, while I gazed at her, startled.

				‘I want you to get me some more Restorative Powders from Quilter’s apothecary in Rending. Tiggins will take you. I have an account there. You must not mention this to Doctor Biddell, do you understand? He does not approve of the miracle cure.’ She loosened her grip and lay back, as if exhausted.

				‘The miracle cure?’ I repeated, shaken, not understanding.

				She said in a low, rapid voice, ‘Quilter’s Restorative Powder. It has cured several villagers of their ailments and if it has worked on others, it may work on me. I have taken the powder for a while now and I do believe I feel a little better.’

				‘It may not be wise to mix it with whatever Doctor Biddell prescribes for you,’ I said, alarmed. ‘Should you not tell him?’

				Juliana frowned. Her voice went cold. ‘Are you thwarting me already? It is such a small thing to ask of you.’

				‘I am sorry,’ I stammered, taken aback. ‘Of course I will get them.’

				‘Good girl. I knew I could trust you.’ She gazed up at me, her eyes wide and pitiful. ‘If you suffered as I do, you would resort to anything to be well again, even to a quack’s dubious recipe for a miracle.’

				Overcome with sympathy, I nodded.

				‘Potton tells me that there is no meat left in the larder. She never checks in time, that woman! While you are in the village, go to the butcher’s for Mrs Brundish and see if they have any chops. Put them on my account there, too.’

				I hurried up to my room and quickly put on my mantle, bonnet and boots. I didn’t know how to find the back door to the garden, so I let myself out of the front and stepped on to the drive.

				Windward House was substantial and imposing from the outside, built of the local dark red brick, with tall chimney stacks that I thought must be Elizabethan and later found out had been added by my uncle. He had also added a top floor and a new roof with castellated turrets and gables to the original Jacobean building. I was to discover it was the grandest house for some miles around. Certainly it looked grand to me that first morning, and daunting, rearing up behind me with its many windows.

				I followed the drive round to a cobbled courtyard at the back of the house, bordered by stables. The pony that had drawn the trap watched me as I crossed the yard. In the same block the black heads of two horses looked out over the half gates. I peered into a barn, looking for Tiggins, and saw rows of withered apples sitting beneath frames; bales of hay were stacked against the walls.

				I found my way through a kitchen garden and stopped. A gravel path led up from some mossy steps to the formal garden I had seen Tiggins in earlier that morning, but he was not among the dark holly and clipped box hedges. At my feet were daffodils, broken by the wind, and there were still a few dying snowdrops left, their white bells tinged with brown, lying limply over the bare flowerbeds. My approach had disturbed the rooks, which began an agitated clacking from the tall lime trees on the slope beyond the garden.

				I passed a rockery and came to a shrubbery. A shed was hidden behind the bushes near a compost heap. The door was half open and I hesitated. Perhaps Tiggins was in there.

				I went closer and stared through the doorway into the dark interior. The shed was empty, but I was transfixed in horrified disgust and for a moment could not move.

				It smelled rank, animal. A straw mattress lay along one side, covered with a tangle of filthy cloths. Above it numerous pelts hung from the wooden beams – mole, rabbit, stoat, squirrel – shuddering noiselessly in the draught from the door. Traps were piled on a shelf, metal teeth glinting. I thought I glimpsed a rotting head in one, oozing darkly. Even on a cold, blustery day it was attracting flies.

				A sickness rose in my throat. I stepped back, almost tripping over my skirts, my hand to my mouth.

				Then someone tapped me on the shoulder. My heart lurched and almost stopped. I whirled about and gasped.

				I was looking into the face of a gargoyle.

			



OEBPS/images/DEV_PartTTPs_fmt.jpeg
5

'THE PorsoN

CUPBOARD






OEBPS/images/Devil_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Devil_inner_fmt.jpeg
ACCLAIM FOR
Patrlcla Elhott

‘Excxtmg and unpredlctuble ou won’t be able to
put it down.’ - Blzss muguzme O T he Pale Assassin
» /\ kR,
‘Fruught w1th fenlund r:ns and muglc,‘tlus
supemutuml thrlller“ ] compussmnute and

( o\ngm The Tlmﬁs on Murkmverye' (\ )
ALl
‘Th‘}ls abeu@ : }\ngnm‘g

). T he | Glzl{'dzan on. Ambe>gate

v
) 1L ey o) V] [
‘Elllott’s muglcul use of lg{l\guuge and attention to
detail creutre a thrxllmghvexfﬁre beuunfu]ly told.’
\J TES on Ambergate ® (o 4
) 5\ \\V/fa o
‘Patricia E]]mtt’s wrmng is extranrdmurlly atmospheric.’
= The School Librarian on The Night Walker

~ Visit
patriciaelliott.co.uk






OEBPS/images/DEV_TTPs_fmt.jpeg
P(ltI’lClCl Elliott

@km(
@WV





