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“Some houses never forget. Some hearts never stop haunting.”

––––––––
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For those who have loved, lost, and found forgiveness in the quiet after the storm.

––––––––
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Set in the winter of 1890, When the Snow Fell on Winterbourne Manor is a tale of grief, guilt, and grace—where even amid snow and sorrow, the faint glow of Christmas light endures.
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Chapter One
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The Road to Winterbourne

The sleigh bell gave a hollow chime as the horses slowed their climb up the last rise. Snow fell in thick, deliberate flakes that clung to the carriage windows and blurred the landscape into shifting shades of white and gray. Inside, the air smelled faintly of coal smoke from the foot warmer, and lavender sachets tucked among the furs. Lady Eveline Harcourt leaned toward the glass, brushing away condensation with a gloved fingertip.

“There it is,” she murmured.

Alice Tremayne, seated opposite her, followed her gaze. The storm seemed to bring forth a shape, which was not exactly seen, but rather, its existence was something that could be felt. A vast shadow, all chimneys and stone turrets, crouched at the edge of the woods. The windows of Winterbourne Manor glimmered like dying embers through the snow.

“Good heavens,” Alice breathed. “It looks as though it’s been carved from the weather itself.”

Eveline smiled faintly, though her heart clenched. “It hasn’t changed.”

The words held no comfort.

They had left London before dawn three days prior, determined to reach Yorkshire before Christmas Eve. Eveline had insisted on traveling by carriage rather than train — the proper way, she’d said — though the roads had grown treacherous. Now, as the carriage lurched through drifts and the wind keened across the moors, she wondered if the decision had been a kind of penance.

Outside, the snow deepened to a pale shroud, hiding all signs of life. Inside, the silence stretched, thick and uneasy.

“You need not face him unguarded,” Alice said at last. “You may think me forward, my dear, but if you would only allow me to speak plainly—”

Eveline’s gloved hand lifted, a muted plea. “I know what you will say. That it is folly to return. That he will despise me all the more for intruding upon his solitude. But you forget, Alice — society has already despised me once. I have grown immune.”

Alice studied her eyes softening. “I only wish to spare you pain. You have endured too much of it.”

Pain was too gentle a word for what had hollowed her. Two graves in the churchyard, marked by lambs carved in stone. Two winters of silence. A husband who had stopped looking at her as though she existed at all.

The carriage crested the last hill. Winterbourne spread below them, solemn and gray, its lawns a sheet of snow, its lake frozen in delicate whorls of white. Smoke rose from one chimney — only one — as though the house breathed just enough to remind the world it was still alive.

A figure waited at the great doors. Even from a distance, Eveline recognized the tall, broad silhouette.

Nathaniel.

Her pulse fluttered once, painfully, before steadying into dread.

***
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THEY REACHED THE PORTICO. A groom hurried forward, cloaked and shivering, to open the carriage door. Eveline stepped down first, boots sinking into snow. The cold bit through her veils and fur collar like teeth.

Nathaniel descended the stone steps. He moved with the deliberate precision she remembered — the restraint of a man who measured every word and motion. His coat was black, his hair darker still, the snow melting against it in glistening specks.

“My lady,” he said quietly.

The formality of it struck her like a blow.

“Lord Harcourt.” She curtsied, her voice steady though her stomach trembled. “You are kind to receive us in this weather.”

“I had word from the housekeeper that you were expected. I did not imagine you would brave the northern roads in December.”

“Nor did I.”

Their gazes met only for an instant — long enough for her to see that grief had carved sharper lines into his face, and perhaps for him to see that hers had softened into something ghostlike.

Alice’s voice broke the tension. “How do you do, my lord? I am Mrs. Tremayne. Lady Eveline was kind enough to invite me to share the journey.”

He inclined his head politely, offering the briefest murmur of welcome. “You are both chilled through. I’ll see that Mrs. Penrose has fires prepared in your chambers.”

Eveline hesitated. “Our chambers?”

“Correct. You will be in the west suite,” he said. “Yours as before.” A pause. “Mine adjoins.”

Her throat went dry. “Of course.”

He turned then, calling to the groom, and for a moment she allowed herself to watch him — the set of his shoulders, the way his hand tightened briefly on the stair rail, as though even standing here with her required effort.

Inside, warmth pressed against them like breath. The great hall of Winterbourne was as she remembered — high-ceilinged and vast, with portraits of solemn ancestors glaring from their frames. The Christmas greenery that had once filled every corner was absent; only a single wreath of holly hung above the hearth.

Mrs. Penrose, the housekeeper, appeared from a side door, wiping her hands on her apron. “My lady! We’re that glad to have you home.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Penrose,” Eveline said, managing a smile. The older woman’s eyes glistened with sympathy — or was it apprehension?

“And the young mistress,” Penrose added, meaning Beatrice. “She arrived from Bath yester eve, with Miss Whitby in attendance.”

“Miss Whitby?” Alice repeated.

“The governess,” Eveline murmured, keeping her tone neutral. The name tasted bitter, nonetheless.

Nathaniel’s voice came from behind them. “You will wish to rest before supper. Beatrice is eager to see you. My mother arrives tomorrow.”

He gave a curt bow and turned away, disappearing down the corridor toward his study — the same one whose door had remained locked to her since the funeral.

***
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EVELINE’S CHAMBER WAS dim and cold despite the fire crackling in the grate. The scent of beeswax and ash lingered, mingling with the faint perfume of rosewater that clung to the draperies — a remembrance of her former life.

Alice wandered to the window. “It is beautiful,” she said softly. “Lonely, but beautiful.”

“Loneliness is the one constant thing here.” Eveline slipped out of her gloves, flexing stiff fingers. The engagement ring on her hand caught the firelight — a reminder, a wound.

“You expected more warmth from him,” Alice said gently.

“I expected nothing.” Eveline’s lips curved faintly. “And so, I am not disappointed.”

They shared a silence, punctuated by the pop of sap in the fire. Then Alice crossed the room, laying a hand on her friend’s arm. “Forgive me, but you still love him.”

Eveline’s eyes met hers. “Love survives longer than reason, Mrs. Tremayne. It endures like frost upon the fields — long after the harvest is dead.”

A knock came at the door. Mrs. Penrose entered, bearing a tray of tea. Her face was pale. “Beg pardon, my lady, but I thought you might want a warm cup before you change.”

“Thank you,” Eveline said. “Has everything been well kept?”

“As well as might be,” the housekeeper replied, eyes darting toward the hearth. “Though... some of the maids refuse to go up to the nursery wing after dark. Nonsense, of course.”

Alice arched a brow. “Superstition?”

Penrose hesitated. “They say they hear things. Crying, some nights. It’s the wind, surely, but—” She stopped herself, glancing apologetically at Eveline. “Forgive me, my lady. Idle chatter. I’ll see that your trunks are brought up.”

When she had gone, Alice said softly, “Do you wish to go up there?”

“No.” Eveline’s voice was sharp, almost frightened. Then, quieter: “Not yet.”

***

[image: ]


SUPPER THAT EVENING was a quiet affair. The dining room, once bright with candles and laughter, felt cavernous under the weight of silence. Nathaniel sat at the head of the table, speaking little. Beatrice, all youth and charm, chattered about her trip from Bath, her lessons, and Miss Whitby’s talent at the pianoforte.

Eveline forced a smile, aware of the governess seated farther down — Miss Penelope Whitby, slim and dark-eyed, with the careful poise of a woman who knows she is being observed.

When Penelope rose to pour wine for the diners, her sleeve brushed Nathaniel’s arm. His expression did not change, but the contact burned in Eveline’s sight like a spark in dry straw.

Afterward, she excused herself early. In the corridor, shadows flickered against the paneling from the wall sconces. Somewhere above, a door creaked — faintly, then again, as though opened and shut by a careful hand.

She paused at the foot of the stairs.

“Are you well, my lady?” Alice’s voice came softly behind her.

Eveline forced a breath. “Yes. I’m only tired. The journey.” She sighed then turned back to the stairs.

They climbed together. The hall clock struck nine — a low, resonant sound that seemed to linger long after it faded.

In her chamber, Eveline dismissed her maid and undressed by the firelight. Beyond the inner door, the small passage connecting her room to Nathaniel’s remained locked. It had been so for two years. She reached out, her fingers brushing the cold brass knob — and for the briefest instant, she thought she felt a pulse of warmth from the other side.

She drew back, heart pounding.

Perhaps it was only her imagination. Or perhaps Winterbourne itself had sighed awake, even aware that its long-divided lord and lady were under one roof once more.

Outside, the snow thickened, and the house settled into silence — except for a faint sound, half wind, half whisper, that seemed to come from somewhere deep within the west wing.
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Chapter Two
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The Thump in the Night

The thump came just after midnight.

It was a low, hollow sound — the sort that might be dismissed as the shifting of timbers or a shutter caught by the wind — except that it carried the distinct rhythm of intention. One heavy strike, a pause, then another.

Eveline’s eyes flew open.

For a moment she lay motionless, heart pounding in the darkness. The fire had burned down to embers, casting a faint, blood-orange glow across the ceiling. Beyond it, the manor was still. No voices, no footsteps. Only the relentless whisper of snow against the glass.

Then — thump.

This time closer.

She sat up, drawing the bed curtains aside. “Alice?” She whispered, though she knew her companion’s chamber was down the hall and not likely that she would prowl the halls at this hour.

The sound came again, followed by a dragging scrape that set her teeth on edge. It seemed to come from behind the adjoining door — the one that led, through the narrow passage, to Nathaniel’s suite.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the candle on her bedside table. She struggled with lighting the wick as her fingers felt stiff and uncooperative. Once lit, the flame flared, revealing her reflection in the tall mirror opposite — pale face, wide eyes, dark hair tumbling loose about her shoulders. The picture of a woman caught between dreams and something far less merciful.

She crossed the room, the hem of her nightgown whispering across the ornate rug. The brass knob of the connecting door was cold under her palm.

“Is someone there?”

No answer.

Eveline pressed her ear to the panel. For a moment, there was only silence. Then — faintly — she heard the distinct sound of sobs.

Children’s sobs.

Her breath caught. She jerked back; the candle wavering. The sound faded as though it was swallowed by the house itself.

She could not help it; she whispered the name she had not spoken aloud in years. “Annabelle...Allistair?”

Their names hung in the air like frost before she remembered — Annabelle was gone. Allistair was gone. Both of them were gone. Buried beneath stone and snow.

And yet she could have sworn she’d heard the small, heart-piercing sound of children crying on the other side of the door.

She stood still until the warm wax dripped onto her hand. Then she retreated to bed, drew the curtains, and did not sleep again.

***
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BY MORNING, THE SNOW had stopped, leaving a thin blue light over the frozen landscape. Alice Tremayne entered bearing a tray of chocolate and toast, humming softly until she saw Eveline’s face.

“My dear, you look as though you’ve been up all night.”

“I was.” Eveline wrapped her dressing gown tighter. “Did you hear anything in the night?”

Alice frowned. “Only the wind. Why, what happened?”

Eveline hesitated. To admit what she thought she’d heard felt foolish, like handing the house its first victory. “It was nothing, perhaps. The timbers settling. This old place has a voice of its own.”

Alice studied her. “Or someone wished to be heard.”

Before Eveline could answer, there came a brisk knock. Mrs. Penrose entered, breathless from the morning’s rounds. “Beg pardon, my lady, but Miss Whitby asks if you might join her in the nursery after breakfast. She’s sorting the toys for Miss Beatrice’s charitable parcels.”

“The nursery?” Eveline’s stomach turned. “She might have chosen any other room.”

Alice caught her glance. “Perhaps you should go,” she said gently. “It will show good faith.”

Eveline sipped her chocolate, though it suddenly tasted bitter. “Good faith,” she murmured. “Yes. Even ghosts require it.”

***

[image: ]


THE NURSERY DOOR STOOD half-open when she approached later that morning. Sunlight streamed weakly through the frosted windows, casting the dust motes in motion.

Penelope Whitby knelt by the hearth, arranging dolls and wooden animals into neat rows. Her dark hair was pinned simply, her gown plain — yet there was something in the ease of her movements, the unconscious grace, that spoke of confidence not entirely proper for her station.

“My lady,” she said, rising smoothly. “I had hoped you might visit. Miss Beatrice has gone riding, but the servants were reluctant to come up here. Superstition, no doubt.”

Eveline stepped inside, her pulse quickening. The air smelled faintly of lavender and old wood smoke — and beneath it, something sweeter, like decaying flowers.

“Indeed,” she said. “Mrs. Penrose mentioned as much. The staff believe the rooms to be haunted.”

Penelope smiled. “Do you?”

Eveline met her gaze. “I have learned not to speak lightly of what I do not understand.”

A small silence followed. Then Penelope gestured to the mantel. “The children’s things remain as they were. His lordship could not bear to have them removed.”

Eveline looked. Two small rocking horses stood side by side, their paint faded, their eyes dulled. On the shelf above lay a rattle carved from ivory — one she herself had ordered from a London shop years ago.

Without thinking, she reached for it.

Penelope’s voice came soft but edged. “Be careful, my lady. Some things should be left where they rest.”

Eveline turned, studying her. “Is that advice or a warning?”

“Merely concern.” Penelope inclined her head. “This house holds many memories. Not all of them are gentle.”

Their eyes locked in civility. Eveline broke it first, setting down the rattle.

“Thank you for your concern, Miss Whitby. You are most diligent. It appears you have this handled, I will leave you to it.”

When she left the nursery, her hands were trembling and her nerves unraveling.

***
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THE AFTERNOON PASSED in uneasy quiet. Snow melted from the eaves, dripping like the ticking of a clock. Nathaniel remained in his study, the door closed, though once she glimpsed him crossing the hall — head bowed, a letter in hand.

At supper, he seemed weary, distracted. Penelope served the wine with practiced composure, though her glances toward him were too frequent, too knowing.

Eveline felt the air between them all tightening like a drawn cord.

Afterward, she excused herself early again. In her chamber, the fire burned high, but the warmth did little to ease her mind. She undressed slowly, her thoughts circling the sound of the night before, the governess’s poised insolence, the rattle on the mantel.

She sat at her dressing table, brushing her hair. Outside, the wind had risen again. The candlelight flickered.

Then — a whisper.

So faint, she thought at first it was the wind’s song in the chimney. But it came again, unmistakably human: a single, drawn-out breath.

She turned; brush poised in mid-air.

The connecting door — the one she’d found locked the night before — now stood slightly ajar.

Her heart lurched. Slowly, she rose and crossed the room, taking a small oil lamp with her. The gap was only an inch wide, but through it came a draft of cold air and something else — the faintest scent of tobacco and cedarwood. Nathaniel’s scent.
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