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            PRAISE FOR THORNBY MANOR

            ‘Steeped in the gothic tradition of mystery and grief, this atmospheric and accomplished debut novel explores the secrets of a past that has too long been concealed within the sinister and shadowed walls of Thornby Manor’ Essie Fox

            ‘Applause for Thornby Manor – gothic fiction has a new star in Stephanie Bramwell-Lawes’ Annie Garthwaite

            ‘A gripping gothic tale simmering with menace’ A.J. West

            ‘Bramwell-Lawes’ elegantly written debut fuses the brooding sense of menace of a Brontë novel with the twisty notes of a suspense thriller. A deliciously absorbing gothic mystery’ Vaseem Khan

            ‘I absolutely loved this enthralling gothic debut … beautifully written, brimming with tension and full of intriguing, morally grey characters. A wonderfully dark historical mystery that kept me reading until 1a.m.!’ Caroline Lea

            ‘Gloriously and traditionally gothic, Thornby Manor is rich in mist, rattling windowpanes, hidden missives and feverish dreams. Shame, madness and class conspire to create an addictive and classically Victorian mystery featuring a haunted but spirited heroine. Think Jane Eyre meets Rebecca meets Northanger Abbey with a sprinkling of Wilkie Collins. I absolutely loved it’ Joanna Miller

            ‘Reads like a love letter to gothic novels – it’s dark, deliciously unsettling, beautifully descriptive, and utterly compelling … A spellbinding, emotionally intense, intelligent tale dripping with betrayal and obsession. If you love gothic fiction, this is a must-read!’ Barbara Havelocke

            ‘Like all the best gothic tales, Thornby Manor is full of darkness and twisted secrets. Stephanie’s deep love of the genre burns off the page! I particularly enjoyed the sensitive exploration of mental health in this vivid debut’ Kate Griffin

            ‘An immersive and chilling gothic novel with a mystery that keeps you guessing until the final chapter. With the perfect melancholy setting at the centre of the narrative, I was drawn into this tale of dark family secrets and heartbreaking truths’ Rachel Louise Driscoll

            ‘A chilling gothic mystery with an astonishing twist. The compelling story of a young woman trapped in a large country house weighed down with secrets and grief, Thornby Manor unfolds to reveal a dark Victorian tale as iiiunsettling as the mist that swirls around the manor. Perfect for fans of The Silent Companions and Jane Eyre, the final twist took my breath away’ Emma Cowing

            ‘Darkly dramatic, this is delicious fun. If you love a Gothic novel full of secrets to be unpacked, this is one for you … You’ll never look at fog in the same way again’ Liz Hyder

            ‘A dark, haunting tale of a fog-bound manor house whose mistress has died unexpectedly, a doctor’s daughter seeking sanctuary, and the asylums that imprison women who step out of line in Victorian society. Floorboards creak in the night, shadows flit along corridors, and everywhere there is a sense of being watched. Stephanie Bramwell-Lawes has created a gripping gothic masterpiece’ Gill Paul

            ‘A truly beguiling debut novel that draws on elements of Jane Eyre to create something new and enticing. Beautifully written and eerie, this tale of mystery and madness, of deception and defiance, of scandal and suspicion, will have readers compulsively turning pages deep into the night’ Naomi Kelsey

            ‘A tense, atmospheric and masterful work of gothic fiction. With shades of Jane Eyre and Rebecca, the ever-creeping darkness running through this novel is as chilling as it is intoxicating’ Cathryn Kemp

            ‘A gothic mystery written with beauty and elegance. I read Thornby Manor in 48 hours and adored it. A novel both tender and haunting’ Liv Matthews

            ‘Beautifully written, moody, haunting … a page-turner’ Louise Swanson

            ‘Unsettling, intoxicatingly gothic, highly original and laced with dread … a must-read debut by an author who has a very bright future!’ Dan Bassett

            
                

            

            What readers are saying… 
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            ‘Perfect for dark rainy nights’

            ‘I was totally enraptured – … shocked at every twist and turn’

            ‘Utterly addictive and gloriously atmospheric’

            ‘Rich with intrigue and gothic dread … a book you want to hug’

            ‘Exceptional’

            ‘Definitely a book I’d read again’iv
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            Much Madness is divinest Sense –

            To a discerning Eye –

            Much Sense – the starkest Madness –

            ’Tis the Majority

            In this, as all, prevail –

            Assent – and you are sane –

            Demur – you’re straightaway dangerous –

            And handled with a Chain –

            
                

            

            —Emily Dickinson (1890)
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            PROLOGUE

         

         December 1891 

         The world was white. Snowflakes turned to dust, like chalk beneath my fingertips, while above, the silver sky was torn asunder. I wove blindly between trees, cowed by the merciless wind, stopping only to wipe frost from my eyes. It clung to the fine lashes as stubbornly as the drifts that enveloped my boots. The world was white … Twice I had sighted a figure moving silently through the shadows, and twice I had mounted a desperate pursuit. The road was empty, the figure a sleight of winter’s hand; my cry for help plundered by the storm. Still, I must keep moving, even as I realised I was lost. If I should stop, then I would surely die here. There was no time for fear. I bowed my head into the blizzard and rushed on.
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            CHAPTER 1

         

         November 1891 

         Last night I had the nightmare again. A dark corridor. A closed door wreathed with a halo of gold from the light that flickered within. Long, tapered fingers stretched unsteadily before me, as pale as candlewax. Walls that folded in behind my every step. The beating drum of my heart in my ears. The smooth curve of the brass handle in my palm as I pushed the door back. The piercing sound of my mother’s screams…

         ‘Must you really leave London, Briar?’

         My sister’s voice returned me to the warmth of her drawing room, and for the briefest of moments the vision shattered: splintered into a dozen pieces like wood felled beneath the axe; and like a splinter its shards lodged painfully under my skin.

         Hope bloomed in my sister’s features; the delicate contours of her face illuminated by a late blush of autumn sunshine. Beneath her gentle hands her son, Jacob, stirred from the comfort of her lap and slithered soundlessly to the floor, remains of the afternoon’s fruit cake clutched tightly in his fist. He crawled determinedly from his mother’s reach, his thoughts bent with unknown purpose until he reached his destination. I greeted the insistent pull of my skirt hem with a smile, and with each tug my mind’s shadow receded a little further. Jacob’s small hands left a sticky trail as I lifted him onto my knees and allowed him to bury honeyed fingers in my hair. He pulled a coiled lock towards the tip of his nose and released it like a spring, giggling with delight when it bounced obediently back into place.

         ‘See?’ Lillie’s earnest gaze appeared beyond his shoulder. 2‘Jacob would miss you terribly, and we would miss you too, wouldn’t we, Charles?’

         ‘We will miss her, darling. But you know as well as I that it is impossible to bargain with your sister once her mind is made up.’

         Captain Charles Tanner rose from his chair and touched his lips to his wife’s forehead, her objections engulfed by the bushel of his moustache. ‘We also promised not to burden Briar with guilt during her visit, did we not?’

         He swooped and threw Jacob over his shoulder, spinning him from one end of the room to the other until he could no longer breathe for laughter. I allowed myself to share in their levity; to feel the heat of the fire flowing from the grate, the pleasure of our tea still warm in my stomach, while Jacob whirled between the walls in a blur of limbs. A wayward elbow knocked an ornament from the mantle. A flailing arm swept a picture frame from the sideboard, while an errant foot connected with a vase of chrysanthemums. It teetered precariously on the table’s edge before finally righting itself.

         ‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake!’ Lillie cast her eyes to the ceiling, though her smile was doting. ‘Take him to Bessie, please, Charles. Away with you both.’

         She shooed her husband fondly from our company to deliver Jacob into their nanny’s waiting arms. Once gone, her attentions turned swiftly back to me.

         ‘Briar.’

         Her look was one of entreaty, and on another occasion I might have congratulated her: for being so mild yet able to instil such reproach in a single word. She would bid me stay one last time, and I found my eyes straying towards the door, having immediate cause to miss Jacob’s uncomplicated presence.

         ‘I do not understand why you must leave.’ She repeated the words I had heard a dozen times before. ‘Can you not stay 3here with us? You could help with Jacob, and I’m sure there are lots of gentlemen whom Charles and I could introduce you to. Now you have inherited, you could have your pick of—’

         ‘I do not expect you to understand.’

         I stood quickly and crossed to the window, causing Lillie to sit back in surprise. I did not want her to see my face, nor the sudden swell of fear she would find there, and so my gaze remained fixed on the city streets until the quickening of my pulse had subsided. Beyond the glass, London moved on an axis of its own: the inexorable churn of Ixion’s wheel. Not far from where I stood, amidst the incessant clatter of horses’ hooves and the medley of colourfully plumed hats – through the parks, markets, and music halls; past the hawkers, costermongers, pickpockets, clerics, and clerks – lay the red-brick terraced house on Wimpole Street that I was soon to depart. Our childhood home, in which we had shared so many happy memories, and later so much sorrow. Somewhere on the horizon, the great bastion of St Paul’s stood sentry over its flock. Trains departed King’s Cross Station in a flourish of smoke and a blast of the station guard’s whistle. Young lovers ascended the green slope of Primrose Hill and marvelled at their city’s heartbeat: alive and thrumming with purpose. I would miss none of it. Across the room, my sister waited for my answer.

         ‘I have seen little of the world,’ I explained carefully. ‘I have seen little of my own country for that matter. I simply wish to travel before it is too late. I am unmarried and without ties, and father’s estate is now settled. I shall have Aunt Josephine with me, so I will not be alone.’

         I examined each of these statements for a lie and found none. Still, Lillie made no reply.

         ‘Not all of us are fortunate enough to have honeymooned in France, Spain and Italy!’

         The playful joust did not raise a smile.4

         ‘Did you have to sell the house, Briar?’ she spoke quietly. ‘It all seems so hasty. Surely, mother and father would have wished for you to remain there, in Wimpole Street. Write to Aunt Josephine. Postpone your journey, if just for a little while. Spend Christmas in London with Charles and me.’

         ‘I cannot stay here, Lillie.’

         Her eyes met mine in the fading afternoon light.

         ‘Truly … I cannot.’

         I did not trust myself to say more. Lillie exhaled deeply, her slight frame diminishing in the chair as though her very life source might be expelled with the effort. Then she slowly turned away.

         I felt hollow, the innermost reaches of my chest ravaged until all that remained were strips of raw flesh. Just a year since my father had waved me into his study, a copy of the British Medical Journal flapping eagerly in his hand. There was growing belief that it was possible to operate on the heart itself, he had informed me, his silver whiskers bristling with excitement. Two surgeons in Germany had spoken of their intention to attempt it. Not since the introduction of Lister’s carbolic spray had the profession teemed with such anxious anticipation, and if it was possible to operate on the heart, then what miraculous intervention might soon be performed on the brain? What might we be able to intuit about the human mind? I had listened to his meanderings with fondness, unaware of the coming storm. Now, as I waited for my sister’s response, I wondered what those surgeons would see if they placed me on their table. My heart laid bare on the metal slab. What pain would spill from its chambers? Could I be stitched back together, one suture at a time?

         ‘If mother could see us now!’ Lillie’s laughter was empty. ‘The family home sold to the highest bidder and her eldest daughter leaving London society still a bachelorette. What would she say to us?’5

         A bachelorette; not a spinster. There was a time when the distinction would have caused us both to dissolve into fits of giggles – at the hapless raft of men our mother had presented to me as suitors, exasperated by my indifference to them all; a time when our mother was alive and able to scold us, though our years put us far beyond the reach of maternal discipline. As it was, I stiffened at the mention of our mother, at the inevitable onset of darkness in my sister’s expression. That stare, that faraway gaze; the withdrawal of her natural affection was almost more than I could bear. Clouds gathered slowly across her eyes until her light was all but extinguished, and she spoke no more.

         I crossed the room and dropped to my knees before her, taking her hands in my own, where they lay as cold and rigid as marble.

         ‘I’m afraid my visit has tired you.’ I stretched my smile wide. ‘Rest awhile. You have my word that I will come again before I leave.’

         Lillie’s fingers twitched in mine. I felt her reflexive squeeze of my wrist as I helped her from her seat and guided her to the door, and suddenly we were children again. Lillie drawing quietly in her sketchbook while I watched from the window, her hair a chestnut curtain falling straight across her shoulders, a vision in our mother’s image. How her eyes would flick fretfully from the page, seeking me time after time to make certain she was not alone. How I had tended her knee after she fell playing hopscotch in the courtyard. How I had defended her from the thief who had once wrested her hat in the streets, striking him savagely with my umbrella until father had pulled me away. How our father’s gaze had grown troubled when Lillie had cried herself to sleep for a fortnight thereafter, fearful that she was too good – too pure – for this world. Each time her eyes would find me, desiring solace, the same way they did now.6

         ‘Yes, perhaps I shall go and lie down,’ she conceded. ‘I feel so maddeningly weary these days. Oh Briar, your skirt!’

         I glanced down at Jacob’s web of sugared handprints woven across the fabric like a game of snakes and ladders.

         ‘All of that lovely crêpe,’ Lillie remarked sadly. ‘Agnes will have to wash it.’

         ‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘I’m afraid she shall.’

         I did not tell her that our laundry maid had long since been dismissed, that none of our family’s loyal staff remained; that I had been living alone in an empty house for more than six months with an ever-growing pile of chores awaiting my attention.

         At night, tormented by my dreams, I left my bed and sat in darkness in my father’s study, willing his presence to come to me. To the room which had admitted so many of his patients, my father’s attention entirely absorbed by his subjects as I scratched clinical deductions into a notebook at his side. His sober counsel later supplanted by spirited discussion of all that we had learned, and his private delight that I should share his interest in the machinations of the mind.

         My father was escorting his last patient to the door on the day I had seen the ledger poking from beneath his attaché case. My mother’s protestations had been plentiful that evening. No sooner had my father’s chair been vacated than she had blown into the room to remind me of the unseemliness of my endeavour; that no man would ever be in want of a wife too able to understand him. I had turned my head in amusement, and it was then that I spied the log of debts lying among the detritus of the day. A record of the patients who had not settled their appointment fees, I had assumed. It was credit to my father’s sense of discretion that he had not mentioned these payments to his patients in my presence. I had assumed. I had not thought to look at it twice.

         I pushed the memory away as I watched Lillie slowly ascend 7the stairs, her stockinged feet like lead weights anchored to the carpet, one hand trailing the banister until she reached its end and turned listlessly towards her bed.

         I returned to the drawing room. The picture frame that had been displaced from the sideboard now lolled beside the armchair, and I stooped to retrieve it. A familiar photograph looked back at me: the last that had been taken of our parents. My mother had fretted that her jacket was too short, that its sleeves did not flare pleasingly from the elbows; that her lapels had not been pressed just so. Fretting, endless fretting, resonant in the eyes that hesitantly met the camera. My father’s stare travelled elsewhere, free from the confines of tightly buttoned tweed. His thoughts fixated somewhere beyond the lens, reaching always for the comfort of his study: for his journals, and the latest patient transcripts that he longed to return to. Neither parent was present in the likeness that was captured. Neither knew what would follow.

         I replaced the frame on the table and bent next to recover the ornament that had dropped from the mantle, turning the miniature ballerina over in my hands. It should have smashed; I marvelled as I traced my fingers along the familiar markings that pocked its face, scars that Lillie had scratched into the porcelain as a child. The delicate curve of the ballerina’s smile had been bisected, her eyes closed with the swift swipes of a sewing needle.

         ‘There,’ Lillie had presented her to me with satisfaction, sitting on the floor of our shared bedroom. A single drop of blood had smeared the ballerina’s tiny cheek, where the needle had punctured my sister’s skin.

         ‘Now she won’t be able to tell any secrets!’

         We had laughed about that, though it did not seem so funny now. Lillie must have passed the figurine on to Jacob, I supposed as I set it back down on the mantlepiece. The fire that had crackled so peaceably beneath spat suddenly, startling 8me with a shower of sparks that found footholds in the syrupy folds of my skirt. I beat them with my hands and stamped them from the rug as I heard footsteps descending the stairs. I reached out quickly and turned the ballerina to face the wall, hoping Charles had not seen me do it; unable to explain why it unsettled me. He closed the door behind him, mindful that Lillie lay on their bed just one floor away.

         ‘You wonder if we have done the right thing, you and I,’ he observed solemnly. ‘But in my mind there is no doubt. Lillie could not bear what you have – there are few who could. You see for yourself how easily her spirits are shaken. Your departure has not been easy for her to accept after all she has already suffered. It is stability she needs now and we would be unwise to test the limits of her strength with further revelations. The measures we have taken have been for her own protection. No concealment has been made that was not in her best interests.’

         You assume that I bear it… A single ember glowered between the floorboards. I lifted my foot and skewered it with my heel. You assume that I have strength enough to suffer for us both… 

         I nodded, not knowing which was worse: that I had lied to my sister, or that I had confided in her husband that which I did not want her to know – the reason why I had to leave; why I had forsaken our family home. I willed myself to accept Charles’ reassurance. It was enough that our parents were dead. Lillie need not – could not – know the terrible truth of the rest.

         ‘Tell me of your plans once more.’ Charles moved onto firmer ground. ‘You travel to Oxford?’

         ‘Yes, to visit Judith and David Ritchie. I will stay with them for three days before travelling on to Leamington Spa. Aunt Josephine will meet me there. She sails from Cadiz in a week.’

         ‘And from Leamington?’

         ‘Anywhere,’ I replied without hesitation. ‘York, North 9umberland, Scotland, I hope … No doubt Aunt Josephine will have the whole journey mapped down to the last train station, and I will gladly follow her lead.’

         ‘There is nothing so reviving as a change of scene,’ she had written in her last letter, ‘nor the countryside air to lift one’s spirits.’ As though grief was a lock that could be picked by shrubs and trees.

         ‘You will not permit me to accompany you to Oxford, at least?’ Charles pressed. ‘A woman travelling alone—’

         ‘Please!’ My laughter was a comfort to us both. ‘I scarcely need taking care of any more than you do.’

         ‘I know that to be true.’ Charles’ anxious face broke into a smile. ‘You will write often?’

         ‘As often as I can,’ I promised. ‘And the house—’

         ‘Say no more.’ Charles placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. ‘I will see to it that all outstanding affairs are settled on your departure.’

         His kindness scratched at the wound I so desperately wanted to close.

         ‘Thank you, Charles.’

         I looked away and gathered my gloves and reticule from the table.

         ‘I should go.’ I gestured towards my soiled skirt. ‘Seeing as I am no longer fit to grace your hallways. Unless Jacob would like to furnish me with a matching blouse?’

         ‘We will do your laundry here.’ Charles’ tone brokered no argument. ‘I will send two of the maids to collect it and return it to you before you go.’

         I did not protest, for there was no blow – no embarrassment nor irreparable shame – that my pride had not already endured.

         ‘Think on Lillie’s offer.’ Charles walked me to the landing. ‘To return to London for Christmas. She would love nothing more.’10

         Six weeks to put the past behind me; no amount of time would be enough. Once my journey began, I knew I would not look back.

         The ceiling creaked overhead, and I pictured Lillie rising slowly from her bed to stand at the window, where her eyes would follow my footsteps to the corner of the square; London’s streets like clogged arteries bulging with its clotted masses. When I lifted my gaze to the glass, however, I saw only empty sockets where my sister’s eyes had been; her mouth sewn shut, the bloodied needle still hanging from its thread. Lillie raised a finger to her gruesome lips, while I recoiled from my horrified imagining.

         Remember, Briar… she seemed to say …you must tell no secrets… 

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         Days later, I held Aunt Josephine’s letter to my chest as the train rumbled through the countryside and Oxford’s towering spires turned to chequerboard fields. Harbingers of winter had bleached them of their colour, and so the landscape rolled slowly by in barren bursts punctuated only by the trees, which flanked its borders like skeletons shedding skins of scarlet, amber, and gold.

         ‘England’s green and pleasant land,’ I whispered to no one.

         I wondered what my aunt would say, after so many months spent in the sunny climes of southern Spain. How unquestioningly she had forgone walks beside roaring seas and tea beneath porticos of whitewashed stone to come to the aid of a niece she had seen but once in years. She had missed my father’s funeral, a lingering chest complaint preventing her from making the journey. Had she known the depth of my plight, her letter told me, then she would have commandeered 11the ship herself. I felt a familiar tightening in my ribcage as my thoughts strayed to that day. The memory of my sister’s ashen face as raindrops dripped steadily from her veil. The small gathering that watched on in silence as the coffin was lowered into the slippery earth. My father’s end was as gloomy as his life was vibrant. When I lay awake at night, I could still feel the tremble of my mother’s hands as they clutched my sleeve. If only I had known the true frailty hidden beneath her touch.

         I placed my forefinger and thumb between my collar and the skin that had begun to prickle at the base of my neck. The darkness was descending upon me again: the funeral, my mother’s pain; my despair, my unrelenting despair. Fear that throttled me so violently; as merciless now as it had been then. Tentacles of heat spread from my chest and wound their way towards my throat like a vine. My breathing became shallower and more insistent; my ears submerged in waves of static. Not here … not now … I closed my eyes and suddenly I was there. A dark corridor. An illuminated door. The thunderclap of my heartbeat. My mother’s screams…

         Then I was elsewhere. My bedroom not three weeks later, another memory slipping in and out of focus. My mother and Lillie lying prone in my bed, clinging to each other as they wept. Twin bodies contorted by anguish while I kept vigil beneath a moonless sky, silent in my grief: hovering in anticipation of their needs even as my heart bled.

         I gasped at the sound of shrieking brakes. My eyes flew open, and the shifting scenery moved steadily into focus as the train drew to a plodding halt. Leamington Spa: the gateway to what I hoped would be a new beginning. Along the length of the platform, passengers disembarked in a frenzy of activity and a flurry of greetings: hats, gloves, and cases doffed, donned and exchanged in quick succession. What luggage I had was plucked by a porter from my shaking hands and conveyed to 12the nearest waiting cab, while I ambled unsteadily behind. The distance to The White Swan was a short one, with little opportunity to collect my nerves in the time it took to cross the Parade.

         ‘Josephine Wilkins…’ The hotel concierge slid a crooked finger down the page until he reached my aunt’s name, which was heralded with a triumphant double tap. ‘Yes, here it is. Your guest is already waiting for you in the lounge. If you would like to follow me?’

         I did as I was bid and followed him through carpeted hallways and brightly lit foyers until the passageway opened into a crowded room overflowing with tables, each covered with a starched white cloth. Patrons of all sizes and descriptions seemed to multiply to fill every available space. I lingered by the door, momentarily disarmed by the chorus of voices and laughter. The smell of hot pastries, rose-scented handkerchiefs and tobacco smoke hung in the air as we wove between industrious porters and waiters carrying pots of tea in procession. I searched for my aunt among the throng, for the unruly twists of grey piled high upon her head and the hat several sizes too small that nestled in between. Would she recognise me, I wondered, or had the strain of recent months irrevocably changed me from the young woman she had known?

         A group of men in neatly pressed suits reclined with newspapers on studded chesterfields, while a toffee-eared spaniel stole slices of ham from neglected plates. Beneath a towering palm, a mother soothed her restless child with hushed words and an offering of madeleines dipped in jam. Women gathered in clusters to warm their hands over the fire and lament the recent spell of cold weather. It was a microcosm of human curiosities, of which my father would have heartily approved. I pictured him now, a fresh sheet of paper drawn from his desk ready to dissect the vagaries of human 13behaviour, ever desirous of my opinion in spite of my mother’s censure.

         ‘Here we are.’ The concierge led me to a table set back against the far wall and departed before I could signal that he had made a mistake.

         The gentleman opposite me stood from his chair. ‘Miss Monroe?’

         He had my father’s eyes – grey-stippled blue like a sea breeze – but there the resemblance ended, for they contained none of my father’s brilliance. He might have been my father’s age, but the high dome of his head was as bare as my father’s had been thatched; the grey expanse of his beard as abundant as my father’s had been sparse.

         ‘Forgive the intrusion. My name is Wilson Danville – Lord Wilson Danville – and I am here on your aunt’s instruction. Please, take a seat. You must be tired after your journey.’

         He lowered himself back down to the table, arranging his coat carefully beneath him as he did so.

         I remained standing. ‘My aunt is not here?’

         ‘I am afraid not.’

         His gaze roamed briefly about the room, and I realised our introduction had been observed with interest. A woman travelling alone to meet with an older gentleman. Not so unusual as to warrant suspicion; not usual enough to discourage unwarranted assumptions. Pairs of eyes lowered in unison at the turn of my head, and I flushed in spite of myself.

         ‘Please,’ Lord Danville indicated a chair, ‘allow me the opportunity to explain.’

         This time I did as I was asked.

         ‘My apologies for the company.’ His smile strained at the edges. ‘I would not have chosen a location quite so … lively.’

         The public nature of our interview displeased him, I surmised, quick to assess him as I might a patient; noting the hand that dusted his sleeve in brusque, staccato strokes. An 14unconscious indication of his need to remain in control. He had not removed his coat; nor did he intend to, ill at ease in such spirited surroundings. He was wealthy then, influential; unused to spending time in company he had not chosen. Then I chided myself for my cynicism. I had spent so long in the wasteland, far from civility, that I could not recognise the simple kindness of a stranger.

         ‘My aunt – is she unwell?’ I could scarcely comprehend the possibility that my aunt might forsake me at the threshold of my release.

         Lord Danville reached wordlessly into his waistcoat pocket and removed a letter. ‘She wrote to my wife, Elizabeth, with word of her impending travels.’

         I took the piece of paper from his outstretched hand, inhaling the earthy scent of patchouli emanating from his skin.

         ‘I thought you might like to read it for yourself.’

         He swiftly engaged a passing waiter with instructions to bring a copy of the Telegraph, so that I might have a moment of privacy. I waited until he had spread its sheets across the tablecloth before unfolding the letter and scouring its contents:

         
            Dearest Elizabeth, 

            How long it has been since I set foot on English soil. How long it has been since I had the pleasure of your company! Could it be that years have passed since my last letter? Yet, it feels as though no time has passed at all, and I hope I find myself still warm in your affections, as you remain in mine. 

            While I have no right to prevail upon your good nature, I’m afraid I find myself at your mercy on a matter of some urgency… 

         

         I read with dismay that my aunt’s departure from Spain had been delayed; that a persistent grumbling of the chest had 15rendered her bedbound for at least another week. Knowing I had already left London, she had written to her old friend Lady Danville and asked her to intercept me on her behalf and provide me with a place to stay.

         I looked up. Lord Danville’s head was bent, yet his eyes engaged with nothing and the article in front of him remained unchanged. It was me he studied, frowning at the print as though I was prostrated on the page, his attention poised in readiness for my reaction: some gesture – a curse or a gasp – by which he might form an opinion of the woman seated opposite him.

         I allowed myself a moment to consider him openly. He was handsome still, the broad planes of his chest capped by square shoulders that hinted at former strength, though the muscle had since begun to slacken. His hat was one of exquisite black silk, his coat spun from the finest worsted serge; its tails tucked fastidiously beneath him so that they lay just so. His silence endured, held not through consideration but calculation. He would wait for my response for as long as it took.

         I cleared my throat. ‘I am sorry to have troubled you.’ I spoke with an assuredness I did not feel. ‘It is very kind of you to deliver this message, but I cannot impose myself upon your hospitality. I must find my own way.’

         At once, I heard the absurdity of my words. My aunt was my only hope. Without her, I would have to return to London: to all that I held dear and to all that I desired to forget. Blood throbbed in my veins, the bleakness of my situation renewing itself with each short breath. I could not allow myself to panic. I must manage, as I had managed all else.

         ‘You read for yourself…’ Lord Danville pinched the newspaper’s corners together and flattened them into precise, symmetrical folds. The day’s affairs brought to order as I must be too. ‘Your aunt is delayed only by a matter of days.’ He smoothed the creases with a firm, practised hand until the 16pages were unblemished. ‘It is her wish that you should remain in our care until she is able to travel. You shall stay with us as our guest. My wife would not have it otherwise.’

         I hesitated while my mind summoned and dismissed other options at speed. Fate had played me falsely. The measures I had taken to get here, so painstakingly planned, unravelled in an instant. My only alternative to find refuge with strangers in an unfamiliar town until my aunt was able to meet me.

         ‘Unless…’ Lord Danville’s foot struck a ponderous beat against the chair leg. ‘Unless you would like to remain here at The White Swan. Or at another hotel, perhaps. I would be happy to make enquiries on your behalf about the availability of rooms – and rates.’

         A flicker. A fleeting jolt between us, and our eyes held across the table. His tone was pleasant, his manner hospitable. Yet, his smile was measured, and he awaited my response with cool regard. Did he know? I could not afford to stay here – or anywhere – without the protection of my aunt’s purse: my scant belongings rattling traitorously in my luggage, passing judgement on the few garments that I had not been forced to sell. The enduring silence bore a weight of expectation. Lord Danville’s foot no longer beat to a rhythm.

         ‘If it is my aunt’s wish,’ I said slowly, ‘then I should be grateful for your kindness, and for your generous offer.’

         Once when I was a child, I fell out of a tree in Regent’s Park. I had been picking apples, daring myself to climb higher and higher while Lillie shouted words of caution from below. I had thought myself invincible; hardier than the fruit that tumbled through my fingers and splattered the ground with its innards. When my footing slipped there were no omens or portents, no moment of suspension; no chance to ready myself for the pain that would follow. The first branch hit me squarely across the nose, tanning the skin with a hard, thick lump that would colour in shades of the rainbow in the weeks that followed. 17The second branch slashed my stockings; I cracked my spine against the third, the fourth, the fifth … On and on I fell, until I landed flat-backed on the grass where Lillie had stood, listening to her fleeing footsteps as she screamed for our mother. I lay winded, gasping at the sky for breath that would not come, too stunned to cry. It would change me, I realised even then. I knew now that I could come to harm; that it was not just my body that fell, but my innocence and faith. Though we might tread carefully, the floor beneath us was riddled with cracks, our very foundations turned on us in an instant. There was no air that did not choke me; no single bone that did not hurt. It is the only experience I could recall that came close to describing grief.

         The months that had passed since my parents’ deaths were a black hole. I had not thought it possible to fall any further. Yet, as Lord Danville smiled across the table, I felt as though I had plunged from the tree into an open grave. That in accepting his invitation, far from clawing towards the light, I had somehow pledged myself to the blackness. Something in his gaze I could not fathom … my feet faltered on a crack. No sister to console me; no father to scoop me into his arms. I wanted to cry then; my courage held by the weakest of threads.

         ‘Well, then.’ Lord Danville’s smile broadened, and I felt the muscles harden in my shoulders. ‘It is settled. I will fetch someone to bring my carriage around. If we leave now then we will be back by dusk.’

         He asked for nothing further: no reference, no motive for my visit, no reason for my travelling alone. My aunt’s word appeared to be proof of character enough.

         ‘And where is home?’

         I clasped her letter tightly. I could not escape the feeling that I had made a mistake: that in the absence of choice I had somehow made the worst choice of all.18

         ‘On the outskirts of Warwick.’ A faint pallor passed over Lord Danville’s face, then it was gone as quickly as it came. ‘Thornby Manor. You will see it soon enough.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         

         If I had expected to learn more of my hosts during the ensuing carriage ride, then the journey would have been found wanting. Lord Danville said nothing of our destination nor of his wife, in whom my aunt had placed no small amount of trust. No attempt was made at conversation. Though he was seated just inches from my side, an unspoken barrier had been raised between us that only heightened my sense of unease. Instead, his attention remained fixed beyond his window, and I in turn kept resolutely to mine.

         The sun had long since dipped its head. I felt its absence as Leamington’s busy streets were replaced by wide country roads guarded by rows of looming trees, whose branches whispered of the gathering dusk. Many long minutes had passed since I had seen another carriage. People became fewer, buildings scarcer, until the only sound was the steady patter of hooves; the only light that of the lamps glowing feebly astride the carriage crest: two majestic stags with interlocked antlers.

         The road curved onwards. A lodge emerged from the shadow of the hill, and I was forced to look twice: at its gate, heavily guarded by half a dozen bodies or more. I wondered what lay behind it; turned in my seat as we passed to trace the perimeter wall, the gate at its centre, until the many guards became dots on the skyline. A factory, or a gaol perhaps? Whatever it was, it served as a landmark by which I might navigate my surroundings.

         Still the carriage rolled on, its lights bobbing in the dark. In the interminable passing of time, I fortified my resolve. A 19week’s delay would be more than repaid by the months I would spend travelling with my aunt. I would explore Warwick and visit the castle. I would return to Leamington and take a walk through Jephson Gardens or comb the medieval ruins of Kenilworth. I had almost settled on a course of action when the coachman pulled firmly on the horses’ reigns, causing Lord Danville to look sharply ahead.

         ‘We are here.’

         He did not look at me. He leaned forwards, anxious, alert, his gloved fingers clenched into fists. I had learned that much could be discerned from a person’s hands. The way in which the contraction of muscle and the twitching of nerves could betray someone’s innermost feeling. And so it was that I too sat forwards, sharing in his tense anticipation even before I glimpsed the great iron gates that parted before us, each bar tipped with a pointed spear like Cerberus’s teeth. The horses began their ascent up a gentle incline, and then everything turned grey. I started in shock. What little that could be seen from the windows had vanished as the carriage plunged into a pervading mist that hung upon the air like a shroud for as far as the eye could see. It clung to the wheels and dripped from the spokes. It choked the lanterns and strangled the stirrups and laid claim to all in its path. I drew back from the glass to find Lord Danville watching me in amusement.

         ‘The lake.’ He looked to his left, where I could see nothing beyond a thick bank of willowy reeds. ‘It lies in a shallow valley. The mist … you will get used to it.’

         I nodded mutely as the upward curve of the grounds went on and on, and the air grew thicker and the sky grew darker, and there – suddenly – was Thornby Manor.

         I would never forget the first time I saw it. It emerged from the fog like a monolith carved from a rock face: an imposing edifice of slate-grey brick smothered in a mass of impenetrable vines, whose twisted talons were embedded deep within the 20stone. It was impossible to fathom its depth. Its twin turrets seemed to pierce the clouds as I was guided beneath their summit towards a heavy oak door.

         Lord Danville ushered me inside: ‘Frances will show you to your room.’

         I found myself relieved of my coat while my eyes adjusted: the foyer bathed in swathes of shadow, my surroundings no less dim for the absence of fog.

         ‘Dinner will be served in an hour; no doubt you are in need of refreshment. Now, if you will excuse me there is a business matter that I must attend to, but I will join you in the dining room shortly.’

         He departed without waiting for a reply. I – I will join you, he had said. Lady Danville had not come to greet her husband or her guest. In her place was a girl of no more than sixteen, who anxiously awaited my next move.

         ‘My name is Frances, miss.’ She bobbed a tentative curtsey. ‘If you follow me – your bag has already been taken upstairs.’

         ‘You don’t look old enough to be a lady’s maid,’ I smiled. With her fair features and wide, guileless eyes, she might have been a child.

         ‘I’m plenty old enough to earn,’ Frances replied proudly. ‘Come along, miss. You must be starving after your travels, and there’s game pie tonight. The pheasant was shot on this here land. You won’t want to miss that.’

         My stomach growled at the mention of food; I was hungry. An exploration of the house would have to wait. The entrance was cavernous: at its centre a grand staircase presided over by a sweeping gallery that bordered the first floor. I gazed through the opening from foyer to balcony as my boots clacked across cold tile and realised that all that was grey had now turned brown. Wooden panels lined the walls from floor to ceiling, wooden banisters adorned wooden stairs, and wooden doors stood side by side with flickering gas lamps supported by 21wooden beams. Paintings interspersed at equal distance offered the only traces of colour, the largest a portrait of Lord Danville in sombre repose. At his feet, a small boy sat stiffly in a suit of green twilled cheviot. His blue eyes blazed fiercely beneath a crown of untamed black curls, as though they wished to penetrate the very canvas itself.

         Frances continued along the corridor, where a flash of movement caught my eye. Had that door been open before? I could not be certain. Through its narrow gap I glimpsed a shimmer of gold and the ripple of a taffeta skirt. Then it was gone. Lady Danville … I craned my neck as I passed, but all was now still. Why had she not received us?

         My own room was mercifully devoid of the Danvilles’ wooden livery: its lofty ceiling and wide sash windows were complemented by tasteful wicker furnishings and damask wallpaper in shimmering shades of silver and taupe. A fire burned invitingly in the hearth, and in its warmth I felt my spirits lift.

         ‘’Tis the best room in the house,’ Frances declared with pleasure. ‘Or so I think. You can see the lake on a clear day.’

         I looked through the glass, hoping to find my bearings, but what view there was, was lost in the mist. I wondered if there was ever such thing as a clear day at Thornby Manor. The window tremored in its frame, an icy draught stealing through the edges.

         ‘Sorry, miss, there’s always a fair wind on this hill.’ Frances pressed firmly on the latch, though it was already closed. ‘Strips the tiles from the roof, it does.’

         She tutted ruefully at the rattling woodwork, but my attention was already diverted, by a shape that had formed beyond the pane, swirling in the eye of the fog. A human silhouette moving through the darkness, rising slowly as though untethered to the earth, as though it might breach the window itself! I squinted, peering closer into the night, then 22jumped back in alarm when a fresh gust of wind sent shudders through the glass.

         ‘Are you well, miss?’

         I noticed Frances had withdrawn to the nightstand, arms folded across her chest to ward off the chill – or something else. When I looked outside again, there was no trace of what I had seen.

         ‘Quite well.’ I put a hand to my forehead, feeling foolish, my mind playing tricks on me. ‘It has been a long day, that is all.’

         ‘A good dinner is what you need,’ Frances readily agreed. ‘Mind you wait for me to come and fetch you, and I will show you the way. Too many dark corners in this house for a lady to wander alone.’

         I did not like to remark that she too wandered the house alone, a girl of half my years.

         Her instruction thus given, Frances turned her consideration to the fire, adding extra logs and stoking them until they caught. She did not approach the window again.

         
             

         

         I had not intended to disobey her. Yet, the promise of food lured me downstairs before the appointed hour, and before Frances could return to escort me. I turned right at the foot of the staircase towards the tantalising scent of roasted meat, when an unfamiliar voice called out to me:

         ‘Briar Monroe?’

         I turned to find an elegant woman standing beside the balustrade. Her gown was the colour of copper winking beneath a setting sun, its gilded pleats encasing alabaster skin. She bridged the distance between us with quick, purposeful strides and I was surprised to find that she was nearly as tall as I.

         ‘A Briar at Thornby…’ Her tone was one of mild bemusement. Sharp eyes roamed the space between my head 23and my feet. ‘Well, well, well.’ She held out a manicured hand that was free from ornament. ‘My name is Marie Clara. I am governess here at Thornby Manor.’

         I could scarcely disguise my surprise. So, it had not been Lady Danville who had watched me from a darkened room. Though I might have been forgiven for being so mistaken: Marie Clara dressed with no less grandeur than a lady of the house. If she sensed my hesitation then she gave no sign of it.

         I took her hand and returned the vice-like squeeze with a firm grip of my own. ‘Governess? Are there children here?’

         I realised immediately that I had said the wrong thing. Marie Clara withdrew her hand with a polite smile. ‘None apart from Lord Danville’s son, Gabriel, who is fully grown. I trust your room is to your liking?’

         ‘Yes, I—’

         ‘Did Frances not accompany you here?’

         ‘No.’ I paused for breath, dizzied by her swift pivots. ‘I am a little early.’

         Another wrong answer. I only hoped that my haste would not be cause for Frances to be disciplined.

         ‘This is a large house to wander alone…’ Marie Clara remarked lightly, though her eyes did not release me. ‘You might get lost.’

         She was looking for something, some falsehood in my actions, and after the many turns and trials of the day, I felt a sudden pang of resentment.

         Her stare lingered a moment longer, and I did not turn away. Then she smiled once more and beckoned for me to follow. Interest tugged at the corners of her mouth, and I felt the burden of her judgement as she forged a graceful path towards the south wing.

         No gas lamps shone in the dining room. Wooden panels spanned the walls surrounding a long wooden table, encircled 24by a dozen wooden chairs. In the lengthening shadows, the space appeared to shrink. A single candelabra provided resistance, its light so futile that at first I did not see Lord Danville standing silently by the fire, a measure of whisky in hand.

         ‘I’m glad you could join me, Miss Monroe.’ His head was dipped over the flames. They swayed in glowering unison like snakes on a charm, licking at the grate with eager tongues. ‘I hope you are hungry. My cook seems to have prepared food enough to feed a small village.’

         There was something in his stance, a fierce, coiled rigidity, that caused familiar shoots of fear to slither slowly down my spine. The room was too dark, too intimate. Something was wrong. I should not have come here.

         ‘Will Lady Danville be joining us? I should like to thank her for her hospitality…’ I trailed off. The table had been set for two.

         Lord Danville swirled the contents of his tumbler with grim intent, causing the liquid to crest and break like waves against the side.

         ‘Lord Danville, where is your wife?’ I could scarcely trust my mouth to speak.

         ‘My wife,’ he laughed bitterly into his glass. ‘My wife … My wife.’

         He looked at me at last.

         ‘My wife is dead.’

         He raised the whisky to his lips and drank it in one.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

         

         Sleep did not avail me of its presence that night. Lord Danville had offered no explanation over dinner, no conversation that might sever the horrified silence. He had retreated to his glass, 25his lips parting only to receive its liquor. The apple of his throat quivered as he drank, his gaze passing through me with an expression I could not define but which had chilled me nonetheless. Something unconscionable in it; in the eyes that brokered no questions. 

         I had returned to my room in a stupor, his words replaying over and over in my mind. My wife is dead … I sank onto the bed and stared blankly into the darkness. Death had followed me here. It could not be outrun, only delayed, its presence revealed behind a series of masks, each more sinister than the last. On what pretence had I been brought here? Death did not answer. At last, I had slid wearily between the cotton sheets and listened to the windows trembling in their frames, but sleep would not come. 

         The next morning, I dressed hurriedly and drew back the thick velvet curtains. In the emerging dawn, the mist had assumed a new cast. Here, the sun did not shine like polished brass but rose with a sickly pallor as dull as a tarnished coin. Its rays limped through the trees, glazed in a glassy dew that lent the beams an ethereal glow, as though the whole world was viewed through a gauze. I pressed my fingertip to the windowpane and felt the chill of its damp film wend its way from my wrist to my elbow, until my body was wracked with furious shivers. 

         I recalled the view from my bedroom at Wimpole Street: of the narrow, terracotta houses that lined the road like soldiers, and the mosaic of golden plaques gleaming proudly from the doors: doctors, dentists, accountants and scholars all jockeying for position, and my father with his head held high among them. In death he had become a martyr: the pavements awash with stories of the lives he had touched. Condolences had flowed in steady stream, our neighbours’ sympathies pouring like hot wax that cooled to form a hard seal across my skin. As time went on and my mother’s courage failed, I withdrew 26from their pitying faces, and the seal had begun to crack. I no longer looked from that window with hope, but with an unbearable loneliness lodged within my heart. I did not think it possible to look upon two more contrasting views that should evoke the same feeling. Outside, a column of light breached Thornby’s mottled veil, and I glimpsed a sheen of water. 

         ‘Don’t stand there for too long, miss,’ Frances scolded with motherly concern when she entered the room. ‘There’s nothing that mist won’t get at.’ 

         ‘Lord Danville says I will get used to it,’ I replied absently, knowing that I would not, feeling its tentacles on my skin as I spoke. 

         ‘Well, I shan’t.’ Frances prodded the ashes in the hearth with a poker, causing the embers to alight like cat’s eyes. ‘It isn’t natural for a place to linger under such a long night. Anything could be lying in wait out there: it’s as thick as fire smoke – and it gets in your clothes something rotten.’ 

         ‘What might be lying in wait?’ I asked, grateful for her spirited company; the vaporous figure I had seen the previous evening already dismissed as a conjuring of my imagination. 

         ‘The lake for one thing,’ Frances replied earnestly. ‘Mind where you go, miss, and take care you don’t fall in. This time of year the cold will take you even if the water doesn’t.’ 

         I wrapped my arms tightly about myself and rubbed at the tingling bumps of raised skin that had formed beneath my sleeves. Just one evening in the house had been enough to make me long for my aunt’s arrival. 

         ‘How long have you worked here, Frances?’ 

         ‘Three months, miss.’ Frances folded to her knees beside the mantelpiece and set down a bucket and brush. ‘The wage is good, and Marie Clara is a fair mistress. There’s no lodgings, but the journey isn’t so bad.’ 

         ‘You do not reside here at Thornby?’ I asked in surprise.27

         ‘No, miss,’ Frances shook her head. ‘The way I understand it, Lord Danville likes to keep himself to himself, without the likes of us servants sleeping in the next room. Except for Marie Clara, of course, but then she is as much an institution at Thornby Manor as the Danvilles themselves. So, we come and go as Lord Danville dictates, no matter the hour. And that suits me well enough. Besides, I shouldn’t want to sleep here anyway.’ 

         A drift of charred ash was swept briskly across the stone. 

         ‘The house is haunted, you see.’ She shrugged her shoulders, as though her statement was a perfectly natural one. ‘You hear things when you’re going about the place – things that aren’t natural. Things that can’t be explained by the creaking of this, and the groaning of that.’ 

         ‘Such as?’ I could not keep the amusement from my voice in spite of myself. 

         Frances paused mid-sweep and sat back on her heels. ‘Begging your pardon, miss, but you’ve spent a night under this roof. What did you hear?’ 

         A response formed on my tongue, but the words remained unspoken. Instead, I found myself frowning. What had I heard – in those forsaken hours before dawn, while my thoughts had veered between reason and fear? Had I not heard footsteps outside of my bedroom door, long after I believed the house to be abed? I had pushed myself upright, eyes fixed upon the threshold: an interruption in the light, sundered by the shadow of two dark feet. I waited breathlessly for the knock that did not follow, not daring to move until the soft tread of shoes had walked silently on. A human presence. Nothing more. 

         ‘I do not believe in ghosts,’ I said at last, for I did not. Though I had begged for my mother and father to show themselves to me, I had not seen their faces again. I could no more believe that Lady Danville’s spirit had awoken from her grave to roam Thornby’s grounds. ‘My father was a man of science, and I am not given to superstition.’28

         ‘It’s not just the ghosts that you have to worry yourself about in these parts.’ Frances wiped dirt from her apron; moved swiftly on before I could enquire what she meant. ‘But the situation suits me, as I say. Though you won’t find many lady’s maids having to scrub the fireplaces, let me tell you.’ 

         I gathered my jacket from its hook and moved towards the door. 

         ‘I will accompany you to breakfast, miss!’ Frances leaped hastily to her feet. ‘It’s a big house to go about in when you’re not used to it.’ 

         Soot-stained hands balled nervously into her apron strings. 

         ‘You might get lost.’ 

         
             

         

         On our descent through the house, I paused before Lord Danville’s portrait. Lady Danville’s absence now seemed starker than ever. In her place, a chasm of black paint: a bridgeless void between father and child. Lord Danville’s waxen hand did not reach for his son’s shoulder, nor did the blunt angles of his gaze acknowledge his presence. All the while, the boy’s eyes burned through the tableau, tracing my footsteps from left to right. 

         ‘Frances, could I trouble you for pen and paper?’ 

         ‘All writing materials are kept in the master’s study, miss.’ Frances hovered closely at my side, her weight moving anxiously from foot to foot. ‘Marie Clara keeps a set of keys. I will find her as soon as I have delivered you downstairs.’ 

         She turned away and took the steps at pace. I would write first to my aunt, then to Charles. I would ask him what was known of Lord Danville in London, of Thornby Manor; of the governess who administered a house with no children, who was mistress to its staff and who held keys to its rooms. When had Lady Danville died? How was it that my aunt had not come to know? Through no fault of her own, circumstances had conspired to place me in the care of a widower, without 29the security of a chaperone. How I despised that word: its implication being that a woman’s solitary presence was enough to endanger her supposed virtue – that being alone was a punishable crime. Could I remain here under such terms? I felt my temper rising as Frances announced my arrival at the breakfast table. 

         Gone were the shadows and secrecy of the preceding evening. Though Lord Danville stood beside the slumbering fire, he did not shy from the heat of my stare but faced me plainly. 

         ‘You want to know why,’ he began once Frances had closed the door. ‘Why I made no mention of my wife’s passing during our first meeting? Why I had not informed your aunt?’ 

         ‘I do.’ 

         His eyes were sunken below their lids: their creases deep ravines that spoke of his own sleepless hours. I took in his black suit, waistcoat and cravat, and acknowledged them now as clothes of mourning. 

         ‘You are right to question my judgement, and I regret concealing this fact from you. The truth of the matter is that my loss is a recent one, and I am as much in shock myself as you are to hear it.’ 

         ‘Then I must not stay—’ 

         ‘Please!’ He raised a hand in supplication and the sudden change in the containment of his bearing was enough to fix me in place. 

         His hand moved to the pocket watch at his breast, where it fingered agitatedly at the chain. When he spoke again, his words unfurled in a torrent: 

         ‘When your aunt wrote to Elizabeth – my wife – of her incapacitation, there was no time to inform her of my situation before you arrived. Indeed, even if there was, I would not have taken the chance that imparting such news might worsen her condition. I did not tell you for I feared you would not stay, and that your aunt would then have cause for even greater 30concern. Your safety was at the heart of my decision. I realise now that it was the wrong one; that you may wish to leave, but Elizabeth…’ I heard the ragged intake of his breath; the stifling of something deeper. ‘Elizabeth cherished your aunt’s friendship dearly. Though they had not seen each other for some time, theirs was a bond that distance could not sever. If I could offer you refuge in her stead … I believe that is what she would have wanted.’ 

         His voice trembled with a passion I could not have foreseen from our first meeting. Reserve was cast aside; pride forsaken. His tone was beseeching – desperate, even – its sentiment as sincere as it was unsettling. I could not forgive his deception, but I could perhaps understand his reasoning. 

         ‘Pardon the assumption, Miss Monroe, but I believe you know something of my pain.’ 

         The remark caught me off guard. We had shared this room just once before, an occasion that had been conducted in horrified silence. Impossible he should have intuited that which I had not shared. 

         ‘My aunt’s letter mentioned nothing of myself besides the hour of my travel.’ 

         ‘No,’ Lord Danville shook his head. ‘It did not, but your dress…’ 

         The black crêpe. The black bonnet and veil. The black gloves and boots. All that custom no longer demanded I wear, but from which I could not bear to part. Lord Danville had recognised in me that which I had failed to see in him. My own hand now stole to the pendant that hung from my neck: the one item of my mother’s jewellery that I had permitted myself to keep, a cameo of her likeness set in a simple oval frame. I rolled its ridges in my palm, hoping for guidance. 

         ‘I have now written to your aunt to inform her of Elizabeth’s passing.’ Lord Danville placed a sealed letter on the table. ‘I hope this letter might be joined by one from yourself. 31Irrespective of your decision, I would be grateful if you could inform her that her wishes have been carried out.’ 

         My answer was checked by a rap at the door, and I stood aside to allow the footman to enter. 

         ‘What is it, Jenkins?’ 

         ‘Your carriage is waiting, sir.’ 

         The young man bowed and retreated, and with his withdrawal Lord Danville’s demeanour soured. He patted his pockets once – twice – and proceeded to the entrance hall with a grunt of irritation. I accompanied him at a distance, still fitting together the pieces of our exchange. 

         ‘I shall be gone for much of the day.’ 

         The swift tread of his shoes echoed around the vast, empty space. Might they be the same shoes that had lingered outside my bedroom door? Was it customary for the master of the house to roam its corridors in the dead of night? 

         ‘Marie Clara will provide you with anything you need.’ 

         He stepped outside onto the gravel drive and beat his hat ineffectually against the cloak of moisture that adhered to his coat in an instant. 

         ‘This damned mist!’ 

         Clouds ruptured over the fields, and the first spots of rain blotted the carriage doors. Lord Danville’s umbrella remained holstered at his heels. He lingered restlessly under the eaves, reckoning with his thoughts before turning back to where I stood in the doorway. 

         ‘Think on your decision,’ he urged, his voice low, sensible to passing servants. ‘But heed me when I say that now is not a favourable time for a stranger, no less a woman, to be travelling here alone.’ 

         Then he was absorbed into the grey and the grinding of wheels, and the creaking of the horses’ bridles. I heard the rattle of the closing gates through the fog, and all was still, the only sight that of my breath pluming steadily in the breeze. A 32slanting drizzle kindled in the current, and in the squalid light the mist briefly parted like shifting sands. The lake emerged through a screen of finely milled droplets that dashed the water like tiny gemstones, its surface a dappled mirror beneath the foaming sky. Beyond swaying fronds of long grass, its outermost edge spanned the width of the grounds, tilting away towards a dense coppice of shaded woodland that bordered the land to the south. I recalled Frances’ warning and imagined a clutch of lifeless hands reaching for me from the depths, pulling me down into the icy darkness. What torment could it offer equal to that which I had already withstood? A gust of wind rippled the folds of my collar, and no sooner had the fog scattered than its drapes were gently closed. I returned inside. 

         
             

         

         ‘Writing materials have been arranged for you in the morning room.’ 

         After breakfast Marie Clara had appeared at my bedroom door. She pushed her hands into her skirt pockets, producing a jangle as of loose keys. Today, her dress was one of intricately embroidered peacock feathers set in a bed of blue satin; the tawny corkscrews of her hair arranged in a chignon, wisps of grey tucked judiciously out of sight. No mourning clothes to speak of. I stared unabashedly, unaccustomed to a governess in such attire, wondering if the same finery was afforded to governesses of all aristocratic households. Lillie and I had had no governess, our mother educating us in the ways of domesticity as best she could. 

         ‘I will take you there now and post your letter in Warwick tomorrow.’ Marie Clara absorbed my stare and seemed taller for it. ‘Is there anything more I can arrange for you?’ 

         A pause. 

         ‘The packing of your bag perhaps?’ 

         How much did she know? How much of my exchange with Lord Danville had she heard?33

         ‘There will be no need,’ I replied. ‘I intend to stay, and I will post the letter in Warwick tomorrow myself.’ 

         ‘Very well.’ Marie Clara inclined her head graciously. ‘Lord Danville has taken the carriage today, but I can accompany you to Warwick tomorrow. In the meantime, I will arrange for Frances to give you a tour of the house. I’m afraid there is little to see outside in such dreary weather; the mist consumes all things.’ 

         It was too much to hope that I might venture into Warwick alone, despite Lord Danville’s caution. 

         ‘Will that be all, Miss Monroe?’ 

         The question was a formality. In her mind, I was a task that had now been ticked off. 

         What would my father have done to decipher the woman standing before me? Duty without a charge; care without warmth. My observations of Lord Danville had been immediate, his character calendared through the press with ease. Not so for Marie Clara, whose intentions remained obscure. 

         It is a question of control, I heard my father say, leaning back in his chair. Misle her. Ask her something she has not planned for, then you may learn more about her. 

         ‘How long have you been under Lord Danville’s employ?’ I asked. 

         The enquiry surprised her, as I had hoped it might. Over her shoulder, hanging on the landing, a pair of blazing blue eyes shadowed me from within their wooden frame. 

         ‘I have been governess at Thornby Manor for nearly thirty years.’ Marie Clara seemed to relish my own surprise. ‘Under the late Lady Elizabeth’s employ.’ 

         The subtle change in emphasis did not escape my notice. 

         ‘And Gabriel?’ 

         As soon as the words left my lips, I wondered why I had spoken them, only that I had felt compelled to speak for the 34boy in the portrait. Marie Clara drew herself up to her full height, the breadth of the doorway momentarily diminished by the swell of her pride. 

         ‘I cared for Master Gabriel since he was a young boy. You have never seen a finer child, nor a man so eloquent and fair. One day, all of this will be his.’ 

         Everything and nothing, I thought. Wealth, influence and property in lieu of his mother. I pitied him for it. Nonetheless, by my enquiry Marie Clara had revealed something of herself after all: her devotion to Lord Danville’s son. 

         ‘And where is Gabriel now?’ 

         A languid smile spread across Marie Clara’s face, her eyes like two dark wells glittering with untold secrets. The supple surface of her skin defied the markings of age. Inconceivable that she had raised a child into adulthood; that her years were akin to my mother’s. Her lips pressed firmly together, as though to suppress an onset of laughter. As though my question had betrayed me in some way. 

         ‘I will show you to the morning room, Miss Monroe. Ask Frances to call me when you are done.’ 

         
             

         

         The morning room faced north, with a single sash window opening onto the adjacent stables. The mist was thinner here, and through a gap in the stalls a groomsman could be seen strapping a chestnut mare with a damp wisp. It occurred to me that Lady Danville would have spent much of her time seated at the same table, writing letters of her own. My gaze roamed the modest space for signs of her presence, but the shelves were empty, their identity swept clean. The desk drawers were unlocked. I opened each in turn, surprised by the object that clattered forth from the last. The metal soldier was cool to the touch as I lifted it from its quarters, wondering how a children’s toy had come to be in a room devoid of all sentiment. Its red coat had been painted with gleaming brass 35buttons; a rifle holstered in its miniature arms. Then I felt my brow puzzle, for the rounds of its eyes had been scored through with thick black crosses, a morbid companion to Lillie’s disfigured ballerina. As young women, we had rediscovered her stowed in a box in the attic, causing Lillie to whoop with laughter. 

         ‘Why did you do it?’ I had asked as my sister caressed the figure fondly, running a finger across her mutilated mouth. 

         ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Lillie had made a helpless gesture. ‘I suppose I thought she smiled too much; that even as a child I felt women should not be expected to smile all of the time – happiness fixed to our faces whether we feel it or not. For once, I thought I might grant someone permission to be sad.’ 

         She had replaced the ballerina reluctantly in the box as I watched, considering whether my sister was as delicate as I had believed. 

         Strangely unsettled, I replaced the toy soldier carefully in its drawer and returned to the task at hand. 

         In the yard, a stableboy shovelled oats into a cast-iron pail. Beneath his cap and ruddy cheeks he piped a merry song, and my thoughts strayed to Gabriel entombed in his painting, frozen in time. I thought of Lord Danville and the malignant cord of death that linked us all. I would adhere to my aunt’s wishes and wait for her. No one would know me in Warwick, another stranger in a sea of faces. I would keep to my own counsel, and then I would be gone. 
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