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      For Rebecca and Naomi, who made me look at Lucy and Mina with fresh eyes, and for all of the cast of Dracula 2019.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I saw a woman sleeping. In her sleep she dreamt Life stood before her, and held in each hand a gift—in the one Love, in the other Freedom. And she said to the woman, “Choose!”

        And the woman waited long: and she said, “Freedom!”

        And Life said, “Thou hast well chosen. If thou hadst said, ‘Love,’ I would have given thee that thou didst ask for; and I would have gone from thee, and returned to thee no more. Now, the day will come when I shall return. In that day I shall bear both gifts in one hand.”

        I heard the woman laugh in her sleep.

        Life’s Gifts, Olive Schreiner

        

        “How these papers have been placed in sequence will be made manifest in the reading of them. All needless matters have been eliminated, so that a history almost at variance with the possibilities of later-day belief may stand forth as simple fact. There is throughout no statement of past things wherein memory may err, for all the records chosen are exactly contemporary, given from the standpoints and within the range of knowledge of those who made them.”

        Dracula, Bram Stoker
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      LETTER FROM L.W. TO MINA HARKER

      14 SEPTEMBER 1894

      
        
        Hillingham

      

      

      
        
        Dear Mina,

        I am so weak; I think I may not recover. Can you come to me? I know Jonathan needs you, but I am in terror for my life.

        Oh Mina, I have never felt so alone. Mother is weak and frail and can offer me no aid. I pleaded with the Professor, but he scorned me and dismissed my words as the delirious ravings of a child.

        I watch my window every night, waiting for that ominous shadow. I feel certain that he will return soon. Every time I try to sleep, I sense his dark eyes on me, slicing my skin like hot blades. He is relentless and I know that should he gain entry here once more, he will have no mercy.

        I think if you came and came soon, there is a chance we could plan my escape. Although he knows of our friendship, I believe I might be safe if I came to Exeter to be with you. I have considered fleeing to Whitby, but of course he would know to follow me there.

        Please come if you can, but do not write of your intentions. If you do, he will be certain to intercept the letter and try to prevent you.

        With all of my love, as you know,

        L.W.

      

      

      LETTER FROM NONI ROSEN TO JACOB BALCOMBE

      10 FEBRUARY 1982

      
        
        Hillingham Court

        My beloved Jacob,

        I’m writing this sitting up in bed, resting my notepad on the hot water bottle you gave me. Every now and then I have to stop and warm my hand. It’s cold up here under the eaves. It was much cosier when you were lying in this bed beside me.

        I’ve been experimenting with a new work − it’s to do with different qualities of light. The light in the studio at the Slade is sharp and like steel. The light out on the Heath is thick and grey. But right now, the shaft slanting in throgh my dormer window is unexpectedly warm and rich – like melted butter. It feels denser, because of all the dust (I know, my love, I’m no good at housework!).

        I raise my hand and the light rolls over my fingers. I want to squeeze out a tube of yellow cadmium, and then cut it with the smallest dab of cobalt so I can capture its essence. I know I’d have moments before it transmutes and changes again, as light does....

        Oh Jacob. I wish you loved these small rooms as I do. You say that it’s an artist’s garret, but it feels like home – unlike anywhere else I’ve ever lived. I lie here at night and imagine who slept in this room before me – the maids and manservants, maybe young, maybe homesick... and the people who moved through the rooms downstairs. What secrets does this house keep? I imagine you smiling at me, laughing at my fancy. But there are whispers in these walls and I’m learning to listen to them.

        The light has changed again, even as I wrote those few words. It’s filtering through the leaves of the ivy now... an almost indecent emerald green has crept in.  My cold, cold fingers itch to paint it.

        I cannot wait to see you again.

        Your darling

        Noni

        x
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      10 JANUARY 2024 – KATE

      The house loomed out of the darkness, creepers smothering its brick walls. I dragged my cases up the crescent-shaped gravel drive which was crowded with residents’ cars. A few steps led up to polished, double wooden doors. I craned my head back and looked up. Light twinkled from dormer windows, high under the eaves.

      I stopped to pull the keys from my pocket. Once I’d struggled through the door, I found myself in a circular, high-ceilinged hallway with a marble floor. A wide, curved staircase swept upwards and an institutional bank of mailboxes filled the wall beneath the stairs. This must once have been a Georgian family home, with big, elegant rooms, but someone had chopped it up into apartments with scant regard for its symmetrical proportions. These common areas looked dusty and unloved.

      I grabbed a case in each hand and climbed up one flight of the wide, curved stairs, and then another. The third flight was suddenly narrow and straight. I must have passed beyond the main part of the house and into the servant’s quarters. Each step had a noticeable dip in the centre, as if thousands of feet had trodden them down. That seemed right, given the description in Mum’s letter. I turned left at the top of the stairs. A door directly ahead of me bore a brass number eight. I glanced up at the ceiling and saw how the door cruelly bisected the moulding. The partitioning work had been done by Philistines.

      I wrestled my suitcases through the door. The still air smelled of disinfectant and the faint, wet-dog scent of recently shampooed carpet. I flicked on an overhead light. So this was it. The fabled apartment, owned by my family for all of my lifetime, which until now, I had never seen.

      Four small, square rooms branched off a single narrow corridor. A tiny living room contained a tired IKEA sofa and a melamine coffee table. There was a compact galley kitchen and a plain, serviceable bathroom. Everything was clean, but well-used, impersonal and sad.

      The last room on the right was the bedroom, barely wide enough to accommodate the three-quarter bed. The walls were a dingy magnolia and the nylon carpet crackled with static. There was a narrow wardrobe and a chest of drawers. The grimy window was one of the square dormers I’d seen from outside and was overgrown with ivy. Depressing, but I’d stayed in worse over the years, in cities from Lisbon to Adelaide. At least there’d be no snakes.

      I was floored with a sudden weariness. Toeing off my shoes, I sat down on the edge of the bare mattress, tipped sideways and turned my face to the wall. I imagined having to get up, open my bags and find space for my paltry possessions. I imagined morning after morning, waking up alone in this dreary little cell. There was a pressure in my lungs, as if someone were kneeling on my chest – a simultaneous feeling of breathless panic and bone-crushing inertia.

      My phone began to ring in my inside pocket, buzzing against my chest. I wanted to ignore it, but I pulled it out anyway. Rafaella.

      ‘Ciao, Kate... are you in?’ Rafaella didn’t bother with niceties.

      ‘I’ve literally just come through the door.’

      ‘What’s it like?’

      ‘Small. A bit... I don’t know. Depressing.’

      ‘Show me.’

      I swapped to video call and gave her a quick guided tour.

      ‘Not so bad,’ she pronounced. ‘If you paint the walls and tear up the terrible carpet...’

      ‘It still won’t be...’

      ‘Of course not,’ she said.

      I knew she was thinking about the airy, high-ceilinged apartment in Milan with its wrought-iron balconies, the trams rattling past in the street below, the view of the Castello Sforzesco.

      ‘It is yours though,’ she said. ‘Your very own space.’

      ‘Technically, it’s my dad’s. He inherited it when Mum died.’

      ‘It was hers?’

      ‘Mum bought it when she was an art student – money inherited from her grandparents.’ I laughed. ‘Back in the early eighties you could buy a flat on the edge of Hampstead Heath for less than a zillion pounds. She loved living here ... I found a letter from her to my dad when I was home for Christmas. But he persuaded her to rent it out and go and live with him in Hertfordshire. Now I’ve seen it, I understand why. It wouldn’t have been suitable for a family.’

      ‘And after she died?’

      ‘Dad got an agency to keep letting it out. But the last tenants left last week. It seemed a good solution for me... for now.’

      ‘A very good solution. You can make it your own. A new start.’

      I smiled at her lovely face on my screen. She was sitting on the sofa in her mamma’s kitchen. I’d spent many hours curled up beside her right there.

      ‘How was Christmas?’ I asked.

      ‘As you would expect. Too many people. Too much food. Everybody shouting. How about yours?’

      ‘It was… well. Rain for ten solid days. My grandmother. A fake tree. Long, awkward silences. My father almost combusted from all the things he didn’t say about what a disappointment I am.’

      Rafaella laughed with rueful sympathy. She glanced past me.

      ‘Clear the ivy from that window,’ she said, ‘and wash it. You will need more light.’

      ‘I will. Not that I’ll be here much in the daylight hours. I’ve got teaching work booked for all of January.’

      ‘That’s good?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Too late, I sensed a dangerous lull in the conversation.

      ‘She giggles.’ Rafaella said.

      ‘Where did you see them?’

      ‘Gianluca’s New Year’s party. She giggles and twirls her hair between her fingers and she hangs on Alex’s arm. Tiresome.’

      ‘She’s welcome to him.’

      ‘He asked after you. I said you were doing well.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And you are. I will come to see you for proof. In May, maybe? I’ve never been to London.’

      ‘Yeah. That’d be good.’

      ‘Now make your bed, and make some tea. Isn’t that what you English people do to make a house a home? Send me pictures when the terrible carpet is gone.’

      Moving slowly, I unpacked, stowing my clothes in the wardrobe and chest of drawers and arranging the few books I’d brought along the windowsill. I thought of the sagging shelves in the Milan apartment, crammed with volumes I’d lugged from country to country over fifteen years of travelling. I simply hadn’t been able to bear the wrangling with Alex over what was whose. I took the bare minimum and told myself I was escaping with my dignity intact. Now, in this shoebox of a room, I was going to be living like a penniless student and I didn’t even have my books. What use was dignity now?
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      2 MAY 1888

      My name is Lucy Rose Westenra. I was born upon the 28th day of September in the Year of our Lord 1874. I live at Hillingham, North End, in Hampstead.  I am fourteen years and seven months old and this is my Journal.

      Pa and I have been reading the diary of Mr. Samuel Pepys. He died more than One Hundred-And-Eighty years ago and yet people are still interested in what he did every day and even want to know about the Cheese which he buried to save it from the Great Fire of London.

      Pa tells me that I am a person of considerable intellect and that I will be a pioneer of thought. It is never too early to start recording one’s thoughts if they are important, and so I am beginning now. I do not want Mother to see this record because she may not approve of some of the things I will write. And even though Pa is the best person in the world, I do not think I want him to see it either, so I will hide it in my secret place in the library.

      I found the hidey-hole many years ago, when I was eleven. Between each of the library windows, there are square wooden panels. I think they are about twelve inches across. I was playing alone by one window when I noticed a strange mark on the wood. I pressed my finger against it, and the whole panel opened like a door. Inside was a hole like a tiny secret cave. It was empty. I used to hide my dolls in there, and sometimes treasures I found on the Heath – flowers or beautiful leaves. Like the hole where Mr. Pepys put his precious cheese, I will now hide my journal in this secret place.
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      11 JANUARY 2024 – KATE

      I was woken early the next morning by rain drumming on the skylight. I lay gazing up at the dim grey square overhead. I knew I needed to move. Stillness was a mistake. It always was.

      A Sunday morning alone in bed drew inescapable comparisons with the hundreds of Sunday mornings that came before. Alex’s comforting bulk in the bed beside me, his back turned, his hand reaching back to draw me close. I’d press myself against his warmth and the rise and fall of his breathing would soothe me back into a soft doze. Or we’d get up and go for breakfast, enjoying the quiet of the streets. Where was he now? In Fabrizio’s bar on the square? Or still in bed, tangled naked in the sheets, reaching for Stacey…

      I was up, standing in the middle of the room, my breath quickening. In the dismal January light, the bedroom looked even worse than it had the night before – the paintwork chipped and stained with the greasy marks left by old Sellotape.

      I made coffee and showered, and then wandered through the rooms. So many people had lived here in the years since Mum. So many cheap sofas, framed prints and shaded lamps. Somehow, I had thought the space would be full of meaning – be full of her. But it was a dingy, boxy flat with the sad patina of a space long rented.  If I stripped it back to its bare bones, would these rooms speak to me? Would I hear my mum’s voice? I imagined bare white walls, scrubbed floors, everything clean and plain. As soon as the hardware store opened, I’d go down to get paint. But before that, the hideous bedroom carpet had to go.

      It came up surprisingly easily. I worked methodically, moving bits of furniture, rolling as I went. I lugged the roll down and crammed it into the big dumpster down the side of the house. As I climbed the stairs again, the door of Number 4 cracked open, and I saw one narrowed, pale-blue eye peer out. I smiled and waved. The door clicked closed.
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        * * *

      

      Cleaning and preparing the floor was the perfect task – physically strenuous but mindless. It consumed all my attention. I hoovered up ancient dust and examined each floorboard, knocking in the odd protruding nail and filling cracks with wood filler. Here and there, a section was lighter than the rest − a more recent addition. But for the most part, the boards were thick, smooth and golden. Oak probably, and hidden under that awful beige carpet for years. I would scrub and sand them and apply a couple of layers of varnish.

      Was this what the floor was like when Mum lived here? In her letter, she talked about a small bed, and said the flat was cold, but she didn’t mention the floor. She said it was an artist’s garret though, so I imagined bare boards.

      I worked my way over to the wall furthest from the door and felt my way along the last plank. In the middle, a section about two feet long wobbled. I rocked it experimentally with my left hand, preparing to hammer in a few nails and stabilise it. It creaked and flipped loosely under my palm, turning sideways and dropping into the cavity below. I peered into the hole. There was a section carved out of the joist. It looked as if it had been deliberately cut in this way, perhaps to make a hiding place.

      I reached into the gap to draw the board out again. The hole was deep and I had to kneel on the floor and stretch in, my fingernails scrabbling in a thick layer of dust. My fingers grazed on something dry and unexpected. It wasn’t the floorboard, but something lighter and smoother. Paper. I hooked a nail under a corner and flipped it up into my hand, a small, thick wad of pages.

      The bundle was yellowed and brittle. I turned it over cautiously. A page had been wrapped around what felt like several others, and there was faded handwriting on one side of it.

      
        
        B,

        Please post this. I implore you, do not show this to my mother or to any other.

        L.

      

      

      The handwriting was rounded and clear – even though the ink was faded, I had no trouble reading it. It was not my mother’s handwriting though − hers was slanted and angular.

      The outer page had been folded into a rough envelope shape. I carefully lifted the edge, feeling the paper crack. Inside, I found a sealed, stamped letter, addressed in the same curved, neat script:

      

      
        
        Mrs. M. Harker

        Hawkins House

        Magdalen Road

        Exeter

      

      

      The stamp showed a woodcut profile of Queen Victoria. There was no postmark. Whoever B was, he or she never posted the letter as requested. I was desperate to open the letter, but it seemed an invasion of privacy. That said, the letter was so old... surely ‘B’ and ‘L’, as well as Mrs Harker, who never received this letter, must be dead by now? I turned the envelope over. There was a faded seal at the point where the flap joined the envelope. I slid one fingernail along the join, and with the slightest pressure, the flap lifted free. There were three small pages inside, closely covered in writing. I unfolded them with slow patience, terrified they’d disintegrate in my hands.

      But once I spread them out, I couldn’t read a word. Even though the handwriting was the same as that on the envelope, the pages were covered in line after line of unrecognisable symbols. I lifted the pages one by one, hoping to spot a word I recognised. I didn’t think it was a different language − it wasn’t an alphabet I’d ever seen before. Perhaps it was a code? With infinite care, I refolded the pages and slid them back into the envelope.
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      14 JUNE 1889

      I am furious today, but also in disgrace. Yesterday, I was in the parlour, immersed in the intrigues of Mr Dickens’s Bleak House. Mother kept looking at me and frowning. She hates it when I read. She tells me that it will spoil my eyes and my skin. After ten minutes or so, she interrupted me to pass her a skein of embroidery silk, then a few minutes later to fetch her a handkerchief. Then she called me over to remind her of the name of Mrs Hunter’s third daughter, and then she asked me to address an envelope for her. Well, I lost my temper then.

      I exploded and said, ‘I hope reading will make me ugly, so that I might be left quite alone!’

      Now Mother has suffered a collapse and the doctor had to be summoned.

      15 JUNE 1889

      This morning at breakfast, Mother was absent. She is still in bed feeling weak. It is my fault. Mother has always been poorly – she had scarlet fever when she was a child and it damaged her health. Then my birth was, Mrs Staines has whispered to me, “difficult”. So Mother’s weakness is also my fault, and I am supposed to treat her as if she is made of china.

      I should feel bad that she is ill, but it was wonderful to have Pa all to myself today.  He seems to feel the same. I must say, I have never understood how Pa and Mother came to marry. They do not share a single interest. Most of the time Pa ignores Mother, and when they are in the same room, he speaks over her as if she is invisible or he cannot hear her.

      She in turn seems to hate everything about him. She winces at his clothes, his voice and his laugh. Mother comes from an aristocratic family – Yorkshire landowners – and she never misses a chance to remind us of her high birth and his common roots. Still, she does not seem to mind the beautiful house and fine clothes that she receives for being Pa’s wife.

      I cannot believe he was ever allowed close enough to her to touch her, to propose marriage, or to get her with child. To be sure, that part must only have happened once.

      At breakfast. I buttered myself a most impressive stack of toast and began to eat my way through it. Mother is always telling me to curb my appetite, so while she is absent, I must take a full advantage. Pa sat watching me.

      Then he said, ‘Now, my dear. Be honest with me. What did you do that so upset your mother yesterday afternoon?’

      I told him and he listened, turning his gold cigarette case over in his hand. When I had finished, he nodded calmly and did not offer any censure.

      ‘Well, my Clio,’ he said, ‘you wish to read and learn. I wish you to read and learn. Your Mother wishes you not to. It seems we will need to find a way to get around her.’

      I am Clio today, which means he has been reading history. He grants me the nickname of whichever of the Muses is appropriate to his current study. He ruffled my hair. Then he drew a cigarette from the case and lit it.

      ‘I have loved instructing you, but now you outstrip my ability to teach, and you need a more rigorous curriculum. I have considered getting you another governess, a more highly qualified one, but your Mother would plague her as she plagues you. She will insist on controlling the syllabus, so that it only contained “ladylike” topics.’

      ‘I would not stand for that,’ I said.

      Under Pa’s guidance I have read the work of major philosophers, the writings of Mr Darwin and Mrs Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women. There can be no going back to violin lessons and needlepoint.

      ‘We need to remove you from the sphere of your Mother’s influence,’ said Pa, ‘and while I will miss you every moment that you are away from me, I have decided that you will attend a boarding school.’

      This is quite a shock. I am in equal measures excited and afraid. I am delighted at the thought of the teaching I will receive, and the adventure of living elsewhere, but I will miss Pa most fiercely. I wonder what kind of school he will find for me?

      21 JUNE 1889

      Pa has selected The Underhill, a girls’ school in Exeter. It has, he tells me, a long history of rigorous and academic education for young ladies.

      ‘Exeter?’ Mother cried when he told her. ‘Devonshire? Why so far away? I shall not manage without her!’

      ‘You will manage perfectly well and she will return at half terms and holidays. That will be quite enough,’ Pa said and then he turned away from her.

      Mother began to sob. He is not always kind to her.

      Pa has examined the curriculum of the school and he says that that while their teaching in religion, philosophy, art and history is exemplary, the sciences do not receive proper attention. He plans to make a substantial donation to the school, with the provision that they offer classes to the older girls in physics, chemistry and the natural sciences. I cannot wait to go there and begin my studies.

      17 OCTOBER 1889

      I am crouched on a box under the stairs as I write this journal entry. It is fortunate that I am not afraid of spiders, for many of them have chosen this quiet nook as their home.

      There is no privacy here at school. I learned this lesson quickly − in my first week here, I met a girl named Hannah Beaumont. She too is new to the school. Her nose is perpetually pink and damp. Yesterday she received a letter from her mother. She is homesick, and the letter made her cry over breakfast. Last night in our dormitory, one of the other girls, a round-faced, spiteful minx called Elizabeth, snatched the letter from Hannah. She read it out loud in a high whine, affecting tears and fluttering. The other girls laughed as Hannah wept and pleaded, trying to claim her letter back from Elizabeth. Hannah has barely spoken a word since that incident. I suspect she may ask her parents to allow her to return home.

      From Hannah’s misfortune, I learn that it is vital to guard anything that is personal or precious to me. I sleep with my journal beneath my pillow and carry it with me all day.

      I have been very lonely in these first few weeks at school. I have not made friends. While Elizabeth and her ilk are haughty and unkind, most other girls are merely serious and quiet. The majority hail from Exeter, or other nearby towns and have been at the school for several years. There is no room for newcomers − they have formed close knots of friendship, and cling to one another in studied conformity.

      It is not only my newness they object to. It seems my character is also quite the shock to them, and they find me rude and abrasive. I do not know how else to be. I spent my formative years in vocal debate with Pa and his friends. As a result, I see nothing wrong with standing up and raising my voice to contend with my point, or to press home my argument. This is not considered polite, and my classmates shy away from me.

      Now it has emerged that Pa has donated money for the new science laboratories. Crates of new equipment have arrived, and a Mrs Crossley has been appointed as a science mistress. A young woman who had recently completed her studies at The Underhill will be her assistant schoolmistress in this new department.

      The other day, as we passed the new schoolroom, a workman was engaged in mounting a brass plaque on the door. “The Westenra Laboratories”, it proclaimed. I saw glances exchanged, eyes lifted heavenward. Pa intended his gesture to be generous, but I fear these quiet girls see it as brash and ostentatious.

      I hear footsteps on the steps above my head. I fear discovery.

      20 OCTOBER 1889

      I am once more in my under-stairs hiding place. The last few days have seen a dramatic change in my fortunes here at The Underhill. I can now set down the wonderful events of yesterday, being Friday.

      It did not begin well. We girls had been given a half-holiday and a pass to walk down to the high street in town. We were in the cloakroom when I noticed one of my classmates glancing at my hat. It is a straw boater like her own, but mine has been shaped by Mother’s milliner, and the ribbon is silk. She sneered and leaned across to her friend. The other girl’s disgusted glance told me all. It was not the first time I had been mocked, and it took the light out of the day. I unpinned my hat and replaced it on the hook. I decided instead to go to the science room, to complete the notes I had begun on that morning’s experiment.

      The afternoon light was slanting in through the windows, and I saw Miss Murray, the assistant schoolmistress, was in the laboratory. She was standing at the window, looking out across the fields.

      We all know her story. Miss Murray is an orphan, who was cared for in her infancy by an elderly great aunt. She sat the scholarship examination and entered the Underhill aged eleven. Shortly after that, her aunt died, and so the Underhill became her only home. She was a model student, and when she completed her studies, she was offered this post, which guaranteed her lodgings and a modest income. She is tall, with a great cloud of curly chestnut hair and bright brown eyes which seem to snap with understanding as she observes everything around her. I had often seen her in the corridors, but we had never spoken... until yesterday.

      I coughed to let her know I was there. She turned and smiled at me, as if she had been waiting for me.

      ‘You’re Lucy Westenra,’ she said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’m Mina ... er ... Miss Murray.’ I was delighted by the broad openness of her smile. ‘I cannot get used to Miss Murray. It makes me sound a hundred and forty! How may I help you? Are you not supposed to be on the half-holiday trip to town?’

      ‘No, I ... chose to stay and work instead.’

      There was a long moment, and then she said, ‘I see.’

      And I saw that she did see. As a scholarship girl, top of her class, perhaps she too had been snubbed by the other girls.

      ‘What work do you need to complete?’

      I opened my notebook and paged to the exercise we had done that day.

      ‘We were working with copper sulphate. A fascinating experiment. I recorded the results, but did not complete my conclusion.’

      ‘I too have some work to do. Shall I bring my notes and sit beside you?’

      And so Mina (for that is what she asked me to call her) and I sat elbow to elbow as the sun sank lower.

      When we finished our work, we began to talk. When I had seen her in the corridors before, I had thought her a rather ordinary-looking young woman – neither beautiful nor plain. But speaking to her, I saw her features were mobile and lively and her eyes so bright that I found myself captivated. I could look at her face forever.

      I have never met someone with whom I have such communion of mind and spirit. We shared our life stories and laughed. We spoke about our hopes and dreams. Mina wants to make a scientific discovery. I want to write a book. We both want so much − so much more than our age and sex offers. We daydream of travel, freedom and adventure – and money of our own. I pray this will be the first of many happy afternoons that we will spend together.
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      12 JANUARY 2024 – KATE

      ‘My Kate!’

      Gran kissed me on both cheeks, then led me into the dining room. She sat down at the table, straight-backed and expectant. The flat was warm, the air dense with the smell of books and furniture polish. Even though I’d not been here for several years, I knew every inch of it. Nothing had changed.

      I spent every weekday afternoon in this flat between the ages of six and eleven. Gran would meet me after school and walk me back here. She’d give me a sandwich, a glass of squash and a piece of fruit, and then I’d sit at this table and do my homework. When I was finished, we’d sit side by side on the sofa and watch TV, eating biscuits and drinking weak tea, until Dad arrived to collect me.

      I sat opposite her now. I ran my finger across the polished surface of the table and felt the minute indentations in the varnish I’d made by pressing my pencil too hard as I wrote and drew.

      ‘Well?’ Gran held out her hand. ‘Pass it over then.’

      I opened my bag and drew out the letter, which I’d wrapped in a soft silk scarf and placed in a flat cardboard sleeve to protect it. Gran took it and unfolded it gently. She placed her reading glasses on the end of her nose and scrutinised the first page.

      ‘Shorthand,’ she said. You were right.’

      She drew a notepad towards her and picked up a sharpened pencil. Then she opened a slim volume – an old, plastic-covered copy of Pitman’s Shorthand Manual. She waved a distracted hand at me.

      ‘I’ll let you know when I’m finished. Turn on the big light. Now shoo out of here and let me get on.’

      I went into the kitchen and brewed a pot of tea. I opened the old Quality Street tin, which was full of biscuits, as it always had been. I put some on a plate and took a tray into the living room.  Through the open door, I could see Gran’s head, still bent low over the papers. I wandered over to the fireplace. Above the mantle, one of my mother’s paintings hung, illuminated by a down-light. It was a stark, fierce work, abstract in style, all straight lines and slashes in thick oil paint. The shadows were a dense, angry purple gathered at the foot of an imposingly brutal shape, which I assumed was meant to be a building. A shaft of rich yellow light bisected the picture diagonally, catching a wraithlike shape in one corner which seemed to be caught in motion – cowering away from the beam.

      Along the mantelpiece below the painting, Gran had placed a row of photographs, showing Noni, my mum, at every stage of her life. There she was as a serious baby, chewing on one fist, her eyes already wide and dark.  As a skinny five-year-old, peering out from behind her signature mane of black ringlets. As a sulky teenager, bent over a sketch. Here she was, hanging on my father’s arm, wearing a high-necked Victorian wedding gown, her eyes fixed adoringly on his face. Standing on a beach with a chubby toddler – me – sitting on her hip. And the final picture – a close up of her beautiful face, pared back to the bone, her eyes huge and already gazing into the distance, towards a place where none of us would be able to reach her.

      Dad didn’t keep pictures of her on display. Once, I asked Gran why she did.

      ‘Doesn’t it hurt you to look at them?’ I asked. ‘Doesn’t it hurt to remember?’

      ‘I think it would hurt more not to remember,’ Gran had said simply, ‘I think of her every minute of every day. The pictures remind me she was real.’

      ‘Right,’ Gran called out behind me, making me jump. ‘I think I’ve done it.’

      I sat back down at the table and she handed over her notepad with a flourish. I read.

      ‘Are you sure?’ I looked up from the neatly written transcript.

      ‘Completely.’

      ‘So this L.W. was in danger, or believed herself to be in danger from someone − a man − and she wrote to her friend in Exeter asking for help?’

      ‘But the letter never got there. Do you think it’s real?’

      ‘I googled the postage stamp. It’s authentic for the time. And the paper and ink do look old. It seems a lot of work to forge something like this on the off-chance that someone would take up the carpet in that room.’

      ‘Well then – you’ve found a real-life mystery. And it’s lain under those floorboards all this time. Tea?’

      We went to sit on the sofa.

      ‘So how’s the flat?’ she said, passing me a bourbon biscuit.

      ‘It’s... well... a bit depressing right now. Unloved. But I’m fixing it up.’

      ‘I haven’t been there since she moved out when she married your father.’

      ‘You’re welcome anytime. You know that. Come and visit.’

      ‘I will. She loved that flat. That house. She was fascinated by its history.’

      ‘I wish she’d found this letter then. She’d have loved it.’

      ‘She would have.’

      ‘Maybe she knew who L.W. was.’

      ‘Who knows what Noni knew? But you can find out who L.W. was,’ Gran said. ‘There’s the internet, isn’t there?’

      ‘Well...’

      ‘You’re always telling me everything is on the internet. There’ll be a record somewhere. A news article or something. ‘If you want to find out, you can. You just need to work out where to look.’
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      28 DECEMBER 1891

      Now I am in my final year at school, with Mina as my friend, the future looks bright and full of possibility. Pa is delighted to see me flourish – Mother less so.

      The rows this Christmas have been fierce. Mother has grudgingly agreed to Pa’s wish that I attend university. But she will under no circumstances condone my leaving London, nor will she allow me to attend anywhere where there are male students. Cambridge is thus out of the question. After extensive wrangling, we have all finally agreed that I might undertake a Bachelor’s degree at Bedford College for Women, if I can pass the entrance test.

      14 FEBRUARY 1892

      Pa took me to the College today so that I could sit my examination. We stood outside, among the clatter of traffic in Baker Street, and looked up at the imposing facade.

      ‘What wonders you will learn, Lucy, my dear,’ Pa said.

      We pushed open the heavy wooden door and went into the reception area. We almost collided with a young woman walking swiftly, her arms full of books. Her flyaway hair was escaping its pins, and she wore metal sleeve garters over her plain white blouse. I could see her fingers were stained with something. It could have been ink or paint, or perhaps silver nitrate, from printing photographs. She glanced at us abstractedly, and then bounded off up a flight of stairs, intent on her next task. Mother would be horrified at her appearance, but to me she looked beautiful.

      A teacher led us along the halls, and through every door, I glimpsed further wonders − an art class with a life model, the long benches of a proper chemistry laboratory, the ordered shelves of the library. I visualised myself painting in the art class, conducting experiments in the laboratory, gathering books in the library.

      I concentrated fiercely in the exam, and when I put my pen down, I was confident I had done well. I hope I am right.

      20 MARCH 1892

      Such joy! This morning there was a heavy white envelope beside my plate at breakfast.

      
        
        Dear Miss Westenra,

        We are pleased to offer you a place at Bedford College for Women. Classes will begin on the tenth of October 1892.

      

      

      There are also instructions regarding payment, equipment and dress. I gasped with joy and passed the letter to Pa. He read it swiftly and then leapt up from the table. He hugged me, delighted. Mother read the letter too. She frowned, touched her pale brow and sighed.

      ‘Oh, this sounds dreadful. An establishment full of thick-waisted, bespectacled bluestockings. Must she go...?’

      ‘I must!’ I said passionately, ’I absolutely must! If I do not go, I shall die!’

      She looked as if she might object further, but Pa stepped in.

      ‘She will be going, Rose. It is decided.’

      She turned her cold, blue eyes on him. ‘I feared you might say as much. Well then, I insist that she travel there and back by carriage each day. And there is to be no loitering or fraternising with the other girls. I am certain they will not be our sort.’

      ‘Of course, Mother,’ I said. I am too happy to argue. Once I begin my studies, the smaller battles can be fought.
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      14 JANUARY 2024 – KATE

      ‘Census records,’ yelled Suzanne over the chatter and music.

      We were in a sleek wine bar in Canary Wharf. I’d vacillated about coming to this reunion, but for better or worse, here I was. Someone from my uni crowd had reserved a table and our group of ten sat on stools, wedged elbow to elbow.

      When we finished our undergraduate English degrees at Sussex, these friends thought my bold plan to travel was daring and cool. They all stared in admiration when I told them I’d bought an open-ended ticket and was heading off with no set date to return and no fixed plan for the future. But a decade and a half later, they’ve all moved on. I’m the one who’s stuck.

      I’d come to the gathering straight from a day of supply teaching in a rowdy school in Lewisham. I hadn’t had time to change, but even if I had, I didn’t have anything to match the easy chic of my old classmates. I felt like an interloper in my ancient, calf-length denim skirt and roll-neck jumper.

      The noise level was too high to talk to anyone other than the person directly beside you, so I’d been thrown together with sleek, pretty Suzanne for the evening.

      Suzanne was an acquaintance rather than a friend when we were at university, so I needed to cast about for topics of conversation. I lit upon the letter, yelling the basics of the story into Suzanne’s ear. I was taken aback by her instant and certain response.

      ‘I’m really into genealogy,’ she said. ‘I’ve been working on our family tree for years. There are amazing web resources if you know where to look.’

      ‘Like where?’

      Suzanne tried to answer, but a gale of braying laughter from nearby drowned out her reply. Luke, who was sitting opposite her, caught her expression. He stood and leaned over the table.

      ‘We were saying it’s way too loud in here. Shall we go and get a bite to eat?’

      We found a small Thai place close by, mercifully quiet and empty. A few people dropped out, so there were six of us around a round table. Once we’d ordered drinks, I leaned across and asked Suzanne to name the websites she’d mentioned. Suzanne took out her phone.

      ‘Let’s take a quick look,’ she said. ‘We can search census records by address and see who was living in the house at a particular time.’

      ‘Can we? That’s incredible. Well, the letter was dated 1894.’

      ‘There was a census in 1891 and another in 1901,’ said Suzanne, typing into the search bar. ‘Let’s check them both.’

      I told her the address, and Suzanne tapped it into her phone. It took her seconds to bring up the 1891 Census.

      ‘Westenra,’ she said triumphantly and turned her phone around for me to see. ‘The house belonged to a family called Westenra. Your L.W. is probably Lucy, the daughter of the house.’

      I stared at the screen. A table entitled “Household Members” listed the inhabitants of the house on census day in 1891.

      
        
        Charles Westenra; Married; Male; Age 59; Birth Year 1832; Occupation: Landowner.

        Rose Westenra; Married (wife); Female; Age 41; Birth Year 1850; Occupation: –

        Lucy Westenra; Unmarried (daughter); Female; Age 16; Birth Year 1874; Occupation: Scholar.

        Isabella Staines; Widowed (servant); Female; Age 53; Birth Year 1838; Occupation: Housekeeper.

        Eliza Dunne; Single (servant) Female; Age 19; Birth Year 1872; Occupation: Domestic Servant.

        Beatrice Marks; Single (servant) Female; Age 16; Birth Year 1874; Occupation: Domestic Servant.

        Micah Watkins; Single (servant) Male; Age 58; Birth Year 1833; Occupation: Gardener.

      

      

      ‘Lucy,’ I said, ‘Lucy Westenra.’ I looked at the list again. ‘The letter was wrapped in a note, asking someone called “B” to post the letter. Might that have been Beatrice Marks, the maid? Maybe she lived in a room in my flat?’

      Suzanne took her phone back. ‘Let’s check 1901 − see if anything had changed.’

      She began typing and reading. A small frown creased her brow. She clicked back, typed again and then looked up at me.

      ‘It’s gone.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘The house. It doesn’t show up in the 1901 census listings.’

      ‘It can’t have gone. It’s still there today.’

      ‘Let me try something else,’ said Suzanne, and clicked through a few more screens. A look of triumph crossed her face. ’Hillingham?’

      ‘Hillingham Court, yes.’

      ‘I just searched “Hillingham” and it came up. Maybe back then, the house was just called Hillingham. Anyway, here it is on the handwritten census list. It’s not in the typed record because it was uninhabited in 1901.’

      ‘Uninhabited?’

      ‘There could be many reasons for that. They might have had another house, in the country perhaps, and they were there on Census Night. Still, you’d think the servants would have been there...’

      ‘I know the house was converted into flats around 1900. But what happened to the family?’

      ‘Oy! You two!’ Luke bellowed across the table. ‘Stop looking at Instagram! Talk to the rest of us! What do you want to eat?’

      Suzanne smiled and put her phone away. I opened my mouth to ask another question, but she had turned to talk to the man on her other side. The tide of conversation swept on, and I sat becalmed and alone.

      Much later and still fuzzy from wine and noise, I got ready for bed. As I lay in the dark, watching the clouds drift by, I thought about Beatrice, the sixteen-year-old maid who had, in all likelihood, lain in her own narrow bed in this room, her treasures and secrets in the hidey-hole under the floor. Lucy had given her the letter to post and begged her not to show it to anyone – especially not her mother. But Beatrice hadn’t done it. She had hidden the letter like a guilty secret and Lucy Westenra’s impassioned cry for help had never reached her friend. There was a man Lucy feared, who was watching her − someone with terrifying power. But if her heartfelt cry was never heard, what had happened to her?

      Gran had said Mum was interested in the history of the house. I wondered if she had somehow learned about Lucy and her family. What would she have thought about the mysterious letter?  I could hear the wind whispering through the trees outside, and distantly, the roar of traffic on the North Circular. I wished for a purer quiet, a silence so profound that I could hear the voices of the dead. I wished Mum and Lucy’s voices could come to me, through the years, and tell their stories.
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      2 SEPTEMBER 1892

      I have neglected this journal, of late! After I finished my last term at The Underhill, top of my class, Pa took me to Europe, and we saw the wonders of Paris, Rome and Barcelona. I have of course, recorded all the details of that trip in a separate scrapbook.

      Briefly though, I will note that we travelled east and visited some of the magnificent Gothic castles in the Balkans. I was most struck by the extraordinary Bran Castle, on the very edge of a terrible precipice. A stone falling from the window would fall a thousand feet without touching anything. It was both beautiful and terrible, and as we toured its stone halls and corridors, I felt a cold finger of apprehension touch the back of my neck. Pa tells me that at one point, the evil Vlad Tepes, known as Vlad the Impaler, was imprisoned there, so perhaps it was his malevolence I felt around me.

      14 SEPTEMBER 1892

      Writing this entry is the hardest thing I have ever done. Some days ago, I travelled down to Exeter to spend a few days with Mina. We spent happy hours in her little apartment in the deserted school building, toasting bread over the fire and sharing stories of our summer adventures.

      But this morning, we were walking in the grounds arm in arm when Mina glanced up.

      ‘Look, Lucy,’ she said, and pointed. The headmistress’s formidable silhouette stood on the crest of the hill. She beckoned to us. As we drew nearer, I saw her face was set and grim.

      ‘Miss Westenra,’ she said gravely.

      I believe I knew at that moment that my life was about to change forever.
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        * * *

      

      Pa is dead. His heart stopped as he sat at his desk in his office in Chatham Street. His bright light is snuffed out. He was 60 years old.

      Mina and I left immediately to travel to London. We reached Hillingham and discovered a house in mourning, with the mirrors draped in black crepe. Mrs Staines met us at the door, her eyes red and puffy.

      Mother’s bedroom was dim. She sat in a chair by the fire, which blazed, even though it is a warm autumn day. Her mourning dress was both opulent and severe, made of a luxurious, dull silk and edged with jet beads.

      She turned to look at me as I came in. Her face was bone-pale and smooth.

      ‘Lucy,’ she said, ‘I am so glad to have you back.’

      She looked stronger and more upright than I have ever seen her. I thought – she is happy he is dead.

      ‘Mr Marquand,’ Mother said, with a little sneer – she has little time for Pa’s solicitor − ‘has charge of the funeral arrangements. The service is to be held Tuesday next. You and your friend will require mourning gowns. Jay’s of Regent Street will do for that. Mrs Staines is insisting that she can manage the preparation of refreshments, although I hardly think she knows how many important people will be attending.’

      She stressed the word ‘important’ and gave a thin smile.

      ‘I must go and rest, Mother. Such a long journey from Exeter.’

      She waved her long hand at me, like a pale silk ribbon. I turned and fled back to my room and wept in Mina’s arms. I realise now that Mother did not mention Pa once.

      After we ate a sparse, sad dinner, Mina came with me to see Pa. His room was lit with many candles, and he was laid out with a square of lawn placed over his face. Missy, his cat, was curled at the bottom of the bed. I have never before beheld a dead body, and I hesitated at the door, but Mina took my hand and led me forward.

      She gently lifted the lawn, and I beheld the waxen, still face. I did not recognise it.

      ‘His spirit has departed,’ she said calmly, ‘but it is still your dear old Pa.’

      ‘My Pa would never have lain so neatly arranged,’ I said. ‘He mangled his pillows and coverlet most dreadfully. He always made a bear’s nest of his bedclothes.’

      To my horror, a laugh escaped me. For I remembered that when I was a little girl, Pa would hide under his covers when I came into the room. I would creep close to the bed, thinking him asleep, and he would leap out and roar, catching me in a big hug.

      ‘Papa Bear!’ I would gasp, and he would pretend to eat me all up.

      The laugh turned instantly to tears. I was horrified at myself for giggling in the death chamber. I felt my knees give way and I slid to the floor, covering my face with my hands. My sobs were raw and loud. I felt Mina’s arms encircling me. But Pa – Pa was silent.

      For the first time I truly understood that he was gone, and he would never roar again.

      20 SEPTEMBER 1892

      Today is the day of Pa’s funeral. The sky is a bright, clear blue. It should be raining, however. The sky should weep. In Pa’s room, down the corridor, the undertakers are making their preparations. I can hear furniture being dragged across the floor and an ominous thump, as if something has been struck with a mallet. It made me flinch and I have begged Mina to take me away from here.

      Later

      By the time we came downstairs, the house was in a state of chaos. It was clear Mina and I would only be in the way. We gathered up our cloaks and bonnets, slipped out of the side gate and went for a walk on the Heath. Even though it was only September, the wind bit fiercely. Clouds scudded across the bright blue sky as we panted our way to the top of the hill.

      ‘You are so lucky to have all this beauty on your doorstep,’ Mina said.

      ‘It has always been my playground. I walked with Pa every day. There is not an inch of these fields and forests I do not know. I do believe I could live here, if I had to.’

      Mina laughed. ‘Like a wild woman? Or a witch?’

      When we returned the house reeked of lilies. Guests began to arrive, and as Mina and I stood in the hall, now dressed in our funeral gowns, Mother descended the stairs. Her pale, beautiful face was partially obscured by a fine black veil. Her posture was as upright and strong as I had ever seen it. She paused halfway down and the assembled company held its breath. She looked like a vengeful fairy queen from the tales of the Brothers Grimm. She was born to be a widow.

      ‘Rose, my dear!’ Mr Marquand said. Mother floated gracefully down the last few stairs, and as Mr Marquand reached her side, she sighed and curved against him, resting her hand on his arm. He guided her into the dining room and I followed behind.

      After the service, we went through to the drawing room. Mother and I sat side by side, and the guests processed through in single file, passing close to the coffin to see Pa, then coming to pay their respects to us. There was a blur of faces, damp hands and scratchy gloves, red eyes and endless exclamations about how proud Pa would have been of my beauty. I wanted to tell them he would not have given two figs for my face or figure. He had been proud of my ability to debate, my quick wit and my knowledge. I felt myself disappearing under their kind gazes and platitudes.

      First in the queue was an elderly woman, stooped and lined, wearing a rusty shawl. She clasped my hand in both of hers and her eyes filled with tears.

      ‘Oh, I see dear Charles in your lovely eyes,’ she said.

      ‘Thank you.’

      She could see from my uncertain expression that I did not know who she was.

      ‘Why, I’m your dear father’s cousin! Matilda Fallon. And this is my much-beloved grandson, Gabriel.’

      She indicated the young man who hovered at her elbow. He was a little older than me, a drooping boy with a moist, red nose. He looked mortified. His eyes slid off my face and his cheek contracted in a momentary rictus of acknowledgement.

      Mrs Fallon continued, undeterred. ‘I’m his sole guardian, poor mite. Since my son died, we have been all on our own, eking a living. We’re not far away, you know, just over in Finchley...’

      ‘Excuse me,’ Mother said, her voice steely, ‘If you wouldn’t mind moving along. The line is beginning to build behind you...’

      Mrs Fallon muttered a platitude and squeezed my fingers before she and Gabriel were swept rapidly past Mother and then out with the tide. Mother gave me a quick, disgusted look.

      ‘Really Lucy, you should know better than to give them the time of day.’

      ‘Who are they?’

      ‘Irish peasants. Distantly related on your father’s side. Forever plucking at his sleeve with a begging bowl. And now here they are, panting to know if there is anything for them in his Will. Vultures.’

      I felt my cheeks flush, and I looked up to greet the next well-wisher.

      I remember eyes of a deep and fathomless brown; so dark they were almost black, all the more remarkable because his hair was so blond. My own hair is light in colour – flaxen, I am told, and I am pale-skinned. While this man’s hair was also fair, it had a metallic sheen, somewhere between gold and copper. His skin had a similarly rich glow. Perhaps he was moulded and cast, rather than merely born? I offered my hand and was irrationally surprised that he was made of warm flesh, rather than cold metal. Most gentlemen barely touch a lady’s fingertips, but this man engulfed my hand in his and held it firmly. I felt he was trying to attract my attention through his handclasp.

      ‘Miss Westenra,’ he said, and his voice was deep and resonant, ‘I am so sorry for your sadness. I was a business associate of your father’s, and I found him a most agreeable man.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘What business did you undertake with him?’

      He seemed surprised by the question. ‘I − er − sold him a parcel of land, near my home in...’

      I sensed Mother stiffen and turn to glare at yet another upstart, slowing down the line. She inhaled as if to reprimand, but when her gaze fell on the man, her eyes widened.

      ‘Arthur Holmwood, Mrs Westenra,’ he said smoothly, bowing and taking her hand in his. ‘My sincere condolences.’

      I sensed the hint of a smile behind Mother’s veil, ‘Mr Holmwood? You are Lord Godalming’s son, are you not? So very kind of you to come today.’

      ‘Not at all, Mrs Westenra. I wished to pay my respects. I was so glad to be able to come – my time in London has been brief. Later this week, I set sail once more.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

      ‘South America,’ he said, ‘Bolivia, Peru ... perhaps other, more uncharted lands.’

      ‘I had heard that you are widely travelled,’ Mother said. ‘I am sure you have many fascinating stories to tell.’

      He nodded. ‘I have been fortunate to see and experience so much.’

      I glanced to my left and saw that, once again, the reception line had concertinaed. Mother seemed less concerned than she had been when I spoke to Mrs Fallon.

      ‘Perhaps when you return from your great adventure and our time of mourning is past,’ she said. ‘you might come and call upon us. Share some of your exciting tales and brighten our sad home.’

      ‘I should be delighted to do so.’ He bowed. ‘Mrs Westenra,’ he said, and then he turned to look at me. ‘And Miss Westenra...’

      He was still bent over Mother’s hand, so our faces were close together. I saw my own face reflected in his dark eyes.
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      19 JANUARY 2024 – KATE

      When I woke up on Saturday morning, the day stretched before me emptily. Of course I could do more decorating, but I felt an odd urge for company.

      I’d spent years living like a nomad, teaching English on three continents. I owned next to nothing − no home, no furniture, no car. And somehow, I’d also kept very few people. Travelling alone and then with Alex, I made some connections, but left them behind when I moved on. There were people like Rafaella all over the world – dear friends – but no one within a hundred-mile radius that I could ask for a coffee.

      Gran, I knew, was out for the day with friends. I thought about hopping on a train to Hertfordshire to see Dad, but his weekend routine is as set and immovable as his work week. Saturdays are for housework and he wouldn’t welcome the interruption.

      I thought of Rafaella’s parents’ home in Milan where not just the children and grandchildren, but nephews, nieces, friends and hangers-on wandered uninvited into the kitchen and courtyard, eating and drinking, helping with the cooking or clearing up.

      When I left Alex, stepping precipitously out into a chilly November night lugging two hastily packed bags, I hadn’t known what to do. I had walked over to Rafaella’s house. Her mother Alessa opened the door, took one look at me and drew me in. Over the blank, aching days that followed, Alessa occupied my hands with repetitive tasks, like shaping gnocchi or folding laundry. The blanket of noise and chatter and coming and going in the house held me together and stopped me shattering. I would give anything to be back in that warm, fragrant kitchen now.

      Rather than wallow in self-pity in the flat, I walked briskly on the Heath extension for half an hour and then took myself down the hill to a coffee shop.

      I commandeered a sofa and sipped my coffee, trying to warm up. I thought about Lucy and Beatrice and the mystery of the undelivered letter. With scant hope, I googled “Westenra.” A wide range of hits came back – a singer in New Zealand, a hotel in Cornwall called the Westenra Arms. I tried “Lucy Westenra”, but there were no results that related to Hampstead or the late nineteenth century. Then I typed in “Charles Westenra”, Lucy’s father’s name, and struck gold.

      A Wikipedia entry was the first result:

      
        
        Charles Theodore Westenra, born 12 January 1832 (Hendon) died 14 September 1892 (Hampstead), a self-made property magnate and developer. Westenra bought land on the outskirts of London and used it to build improved accommodation for the working poor. His homes ameliorated overcrowding, as well as the moral and sanitary problems resulting from it. Westenra and Co. was successful in developing properties in areas such as Hendon, Cricklewood and Brent. Westenra was a long-term resident of Hampstead, although he never forgot his roots in the village of Hendon. He had a mausoleum constructed at his family parish church in Hendon, where he is buried with his mother, wife and daughter.

      

      

      His daughter. Lucy.

      I had found her, and her final resting place was a bus ride away. I looked further down the search results. There were still Westenra and Co. buildings and housing developments in London, and most of the results concerned these. As I clicked onto the second page, I felt a thrill down my spine. There was a profile on Westenra on a historical blog about property developers in Victorian London, and the writer had located a photograph. I clicked on the image and expanded it.

      Charles Westenra was a short man, broad and jolly. He was standing, feet apart, thumbs hooked into his waistcoat pockets, at the top of a short flight of stone stairs. Behind him were heavy wooden double doors. I recognised Hillingham Court, or Hillingham, as it would have been then. A woman stood to his left, slightly apart. She was slender and pale, but beautiful. His wife, Rose? She had her head angled away, as if she was wishing herself out of the picture. And to Charles’s right, a gangly teenage girl with thick, curling blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders. She was smiling at her father in unmistakable adoration. Lucy.

      I glanced at my watch. It was past midday. Impulsively I stood, threw on my coat and headed to the bus stop.

      I’d never been to Hendon before. It was now an ordinary suburb of London, but in Lucy’s day, it would have been a small village surrounded by farmlands. As the bus trundled past chicken takeaways and betting shops, I imagined rolling fields and picturesque cottages.

      The church was on the summit of a hill, opposite a university campus. The gate to the churchyard was open, and I entered cautiously. Graves were arranged in higgledy-piggledy chaos, pressing in on the path, in flowerbeds and between the great yew and cedar trees. At first glance I saw a few above-ground tombs, but nothing big enough to merit the description of a mausoleum.

      I followed the path deeper into the churchyard and caught a glimpse of something with walls and a roof at the northeast corner of the church. As I walked closer, I saw the name etched into the stone. Westenra. The mausoleum was an imposing Grecian-style structure, built of Portland stone, decorated with stone rosettes and topped with a shallow, pyramid-shaped roof. There must once have been a door, but it had been bricked up, but there was an engraved plaque beside the sealed doorway:

      
        
        Sacred to the memory of:

        Niamh Westenra (nee Fallon)

        Adored mother and grandmother

        14 February 1814 – 28 June 1879

        Also her son

        Charles Theodore Westenra

        12 January 1832 − 14 September 1892

        His wife

        Rose Eleanor Westenra (nee Barraclough)

        9 November 1850 – 17 September 1894

        And their beloved daughter

        Lucy Rose Westenra

        28 September 1874 – 19 September 1894

        Vade retro satana

      

      

      I knew enough Latin to translate these last three words – “Vade retro satana – Get thee back, Satan.” The phrase, so portentous and Catholic, was out of place in this genteel Church of England churchyard.

                  More shocking was the story told by the dates. The letter from Lucy was dated 14 September 1894. Three days later, Lucy’s mother had died, aged forty-three. Two days after that, Lucy was dead – nine days before her twentieth birthday. What had happened in those few, appalling days? If Lucy’s letter was true, the person she feared may well have succeeded in his intention to kill her.

                  As I stepped back to take a picture of the mausoleum, I noticed something in the long grass in front of the sealed doors – a bunch of white roses, bound with a simple ribbon. They were scarcely wilted, as if they’d been placed there within the last few days. I snapped a picture of the flowers with my phone, but then frowned. Surely graves were tended and visited by the living who knew the deceased? There could be no one living who knew Lucy Westenra or her family. Who had laid these flowers here?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was scrubbing down the walls in the bedroom with sugar soap the next day when my phone rang. I wedged it between my shoulder and my ear.

      ‘Hi Gran.’

      ‘Darling girl, are you home?’

      ‘I am, but it’s a bit of a mess...’

      ‘I have something for you. I’ll see you in an hour.’

      I’d managed to run down the road to get milk and biscuits and get the heating on to warm up the living room when the buzzer went. I went downstairs to meet her. She paused in the atrium, resting a hand on my arm. She looked around her, and I could see she was assailed with memories. Then we climbed the stairs. She pushed on, but I could see the three flights were a strain for her. She was always been so strong and elegant, but now she was in her eighties, there were hints of frailty. I guided her through the door and let her catch her breath. She gazed about her, then turned to me.

      ‘Come my dear, give me the grand tour.’

      Holding my arm, she walked through the rooms. I felt a twinge of embarrassment at the dusty chaos of the flat.

      ‘I know it doesn’t look like much yet, but...’

      ‘My dearest, you have to go backwards before you can go forwards, I know that.’

      I settled her in the living room and brought her tea and a digestive. She smiled up at me.

      ‘Besides, it looked like this when Noni was here. She didn’t have much furniture. I tried to offer her carpet and curtains and so on, but she liked it bare and empty.’

      ‘I love that you came here when she lived here. I wish I knew more about what it looked like then. But people didn’t take so many photos in the eighties.’

      ‘Noni didn’t take photographs anyway. She recorded anything that was important by drawing.’

      I thought of the notebooks that filled a shelf in my father’s study – pencil and charcoal sketches of my baby face, my father’s elegant hands, the rowan tree in our back garden. I had the faintest childhood memory of her hand flying across a page making sure lines and strokes. Gran interrupted my thoughts.

      ‘That’s why I’m here.’

      She drew something from her handbag – a pale cardboard folder, tied closed with a ribbon. She passed it over to me. I loosened the ribbon and opened the folder. There was a stack of pages of various sizes – sketches in pencil, charcoal and oil pastels.

      ‘Seeing the name of the house on that letter – Hillingham – well, it reminded me of something. It took me a few days to find this – it was in a suitcase in Noni’s old room. She left some stuff with me before she went to America.’

      ‘She went to America? I didn’t know that.’

      ‘Between moving out of the flat and moving in with Jacob. She took a solo trip to the States. I thought you knew.’

      I shook my head. There was so much I didn’t know about Noni. I turned back to the drawings.

      The topmost picture showed the facade of Hillingham Court, perfectly captured. But either side of the entranceway, Noni had drawn great tangled hedges of thorns, obscuring the windows. The wicked plants interlocked their branches, barring the door, stopping anyone from entering – or were they preventing someone inside from leaving? The thorns looked as if they might choke or crush the house. A fairy-tale nightmare.

      The next picture showed a girl’s hand – slim and elegant, but with a softness to it that suggested she was very young. Her ring finger was weighed down with a heavy, teardrop-shaped stone. While the sketch was in pencil, Noni had added a smear of thick carmine pastel to the gem so it looked like a drop of blood.

      The next showed a walled garden. She had drawn the view as if seen through high, wrought iron gates, the metal twisted into whorls and tendrils. It took me a moment to see that within the complex ironwork, a word was visible: “Proserpine”.

      When I lifted out the next page, I gasped. I recognised the subject instantly. The wall of a church loomed behind a small building with a pitched roof and Grecian columns. I looked up at Gran, my mouth open in shock.

      ‘The girl who wrote the letter... Lucy. Lucy Westenra. This is a sketch of her tomb! It’s in a churchyard in Hendon. So Mum knew! She knew about her.’

      Gran folded her hands in her lap and grinned.

      ‘Well, I hoped there was a connection. How exciting!’

      With mounting excitement, I leafed through the remaining drawings. There were faces – male and female – but whether they were related to Lucy’s story I couldn’t say. There was a detailed sketch of a building – a wide, neoclassical structure at the top of a hill. She had used a soft wash of watercolour to give the walls a warm, golden glow. There was an image of a table littered with bottles and a tangle of tubes – some kind of archaic medical equipment, I guessed. There was a page filled with a pattern of more plants and flowers – in the centre, glossy black berries nestled among oval leaves. She had rendered a cluster of bell-shaped flowers using a soft purple pencil. The page was bordered with the shiny leaves and the white, star-shaped flowers of wild garlic.

      I put this page aside and revealed the last drawing. Two women were depicted in profile, their faces tipped towards one another, almost touching. They were gazing into one another’s eyes. One was dark-haired and strong-featured. The other had a rope of plaited flaxen hair draped over her shoulder. Who were they? Was the blonde one supposed to be Lucy? She looked too old – I knew from Lucy’s date of death that she had not yet turned twenty when she died, and this woman looked to be some years older than that, though still beautiful and youthful. It was unlikely that Noni would have seen the photo that I had found online, so maybe this was an imagined picture of the house’s mysterious resident. And if so, who was the other woman? Lucy didn’t have a sister. Could it be a cousin? A friend?

      I looked up and caught Gran’s eye.

      ‘I wish I knew what all these drawings meant. I don’t know what Mum knew about Lucy but she knew something. A lot more than I know, that’s for sure.’

      ‘But she didn’t have the resources you have.’ Gran reached over and gripped my hand. ‘Find out. Find out who this girl was. Let Noni’s drawings tell their story again.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LUCY WESTENRA’S JOURNAL

          

        

      

    

    
      2 SEPTEMBER 1892

      My eighteenth birthday. Mother has given me a new silver-backed mirror and hairbrush. We have not marked the day in any other way. Even if we were not in mourning, I would not wish to. The rain never ceases.

      10 OCTOBER 1892

      Today, I should have attended my first classes at Bedford College. There was no way I could ask to go. We have fallen into a twilight, sitting in Mother’s room with the curtains closed. The rain continues to fall. The loss of Pa is monstrous − too catastrophic to contemplate − and it is impossible to imagine a future without him.

      20 OCTOBER 1892

      Mr Marquand came to see us to discuss Pa’s last Will and Testament. He took Mother and me into the library, and began to read in measured tones. Mother soon became impatient with the arcane legal language.

      ‘Come, Mr Marquand,’ she sighed. ‘Give me the meaning, not the obfuscation. I am very tired.’

      Mr Marquand looked up from the pages, discomfited.

      ‘Mrs Westenra, by and large, the Will is as you would expect. In the main, your husband’s estate passes to you. The house, properties and investments. You are, as I am sure you are not surprised to hear, a very rich woman.’

      Mother glared at him, ‘“By and large”? “In the main?”’

      ‘There are a few small bequests to relatives, colleagues and friends. And Mr Westenra has stipulated that the library–’ he looked around him at the high shelves crammed with books, the piles of journals on the floor and the teetering stacks of newspapers on the desk. ‘– and all its contents should belong to Miss Westenra.’

      ‘But it is a room within my house!’

      ‘I have, in fact, never drawn up such a clause in a Will before. Nevertheless, it is so. He has declared the library to be a separate apartment within the property of Hillingham. I have drawn up a deed, and it now belongs to Miss Lucy.’ Mr Marquand turned to me. ‘The Will includes the right to ingress and egress – so you and your heirs will evermore have the right to pass through the house to reach the library.’

      Mother stared at him, then at me. I looked back, my eyes wide with shock. I had had no inkling. She sighed, as if we had done her a great disservice, then rose and glided from the room.

      26 OCTOBER 1892

      Now that the library is my domain, I spend my days in here, Missy the cat by my side. It was a mess when I first took occupancy – the maids had never been allowed to enter and clean it. At first, it was inexpressibly comforting to be surrounded by Pa’s happy chaos, but I know I need to bring order, for my own sanity. So far, I have separated books from journals, and arranged everything by subject and chronology. The work will take weeks and is strenuous and dusty. I have unearthed so many hidden treasures, and by the time I complete my work, I will be proud to say I can put a hand on any volume in minutes.

      I imagine sitting at the leather-topped desk in my library to write my university essays. I am impatient to begin my studies at Bedford College. I feel sure that I can catch up with my classmates if I am able to join them in January. I had been reading and annotating the prescribed texts we had been recommended. Mother develops a ‘headache’ every time I mention it, but I remained determined.

      LETTER FROM MINA MURRAY TO LUCY WESTENRA

      
        
        27 October 1892

        My dear Lucy,

        Today has been rather out of the ordinary. As you know, since you went to London, my Saturdays and Sundays have been lonely and quiet. However, the other day, I received a letter from Mr Peter Hawkins, who was a friend of my late father’s. Mr Hawkins, a solicitor, is a widower. He said that he remembered me with great affection and invited me to visit him for tea at his house in Magdalen Road on Saturday.

        I was delighted to oblige, and arrived at the house promptly at three o’clock. Mr Hawkins had also invited his solicitor’s clerk, Jonathan Harker, a very pleasant young man. He is studying the law and will soon be taking his examinations to enter the legal profession.

        Mr Harker is some inches taller than me − and as you know, I am no little flower! He has quite the kindest face, and cornflower blue eyes, which twinkle behind his spectacles. The young men I have met before often chatter on volubly about themselves, but as soon as you respond with some anecdote of your own, their eyes acquire a faraway aspect and they look over your shoulder. It is as if they must endure the time that you are speaking so they can continue to tell their own, more fascinating story.

        Mr Harker is different. He asked about my work at the school, and listened with such grave attention that I felt that he regarded me as an equal. We spoke without pause for some hours, and our topics ranged from science to history, to advances in technology. He is particularly interested in photography and has his own camera.

        The afternoon flew by, and before I knew it, Mr Hawkins’ housekeeper was lighting the lamps. When I stood to go, Mr Harker stood too, and quietly asked if I might perhaps like to accompany him on a walk beside the river one afternoon. I am a solid and sensible girl, as you know, my darling Lucy, but I do believe I blushed with pleasure at his request. When I looked over at Mr Hawkins, he was sitting forward in his armchair, resting both hands on the top of his walking cane. He smiled quite smugly, as if his plan had unfolded exactly as he intended.
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