
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Isabella’s Curse

By

Rosemary Noble



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ISABELLA'S CURSE

    

    
      First edition. September 20, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Rosemary Noble.

    

    
    
      Written by Rosemary Noble.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To family and friends. We all need those in these troubled times.

      

    


This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

© Rosemary Noble 2025

The right of Rosemary Noble to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing with the author, or in the case of reprographics production, in accordance with the terms of licences by the Copyright Licencing Agency.

Cover art adapted by Kate Sharp from an original photograph by Rosemary Noble.

For family and friendship – 

we need them in these troubled times.
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Croke Family 18th century
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Oswald Croke d.1799 = Marie De La Vine d. 1784

I

Frederick d. 1791  John = Charity Burton  

Margaret d.1800 = Richard Jefferson

Francis = Isabella Garcia de Santiago

I

Charles d. 1833

––––––––
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Garvey-Croke Family 20th century
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Michael d.1916 = Penelope Garvey d.1950

I

Douglas d 1940 = Margaret Lamb d. 1973

I


Hugh d.2018 = Josephine Taylor d 1965



I

Simon d 1987 = Lady Lavinia Paget d. 1987

I

Marcus

.
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Prologue
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Easterton, Norfolk, December - 1799 

––––––––
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Tom Woodman snapped the latch behind him while the brindle hound whined and scratched forlornly at the rough timber planks. Unhappy at his desertion, her whine turned to a yowl. 

‘Hush Bess, I don’t want even you as a witness.’ 

His soothing voice calmed her, but she continued whimpering. No one would hear, no one would care. Tom shivered, the biting easterly wind coursing its way through the layers of his clothing, but it was not just the wind; his stomach churned as he considered the task ahead.

Pitch-black, save for the stub of candlelight behind the waxed paper window, he knew his way blindfold. He was born in the cottage twenty-five years before, if he was lucky, he would die there more than twenty years hence, and with a son to follow in his footsteps. With the coins now tucked in a leather bag deep in a hole scraped into the chimney breast, he could afford to court Alice Carter at last. The one good thing to come out of this. Who was he to say no to the master? Not this master at any rate. A chip off the old block, for sure, maybe worse. Time would tell.

He stiffened his back and strode across the yard to the woodshed where he had hidden the tiny pine coffin made the day before. His hands trembled as he lifted the lid, the body of the newborn failed to distress him so much this time. He understood the dilemma, the master would never have accepted a tainted child. It wasn’t up to such as he to question the whys and wherefores. The family at the big house could depend upon his silence. 

Taking an acorn from his smock pocket, the gravedigger placed it in the babe’s mouth, dislodging the penny the midwife had placed there. She too no doubt had been proffered a bag of coins, one larger than his, before she scurried off back to Cromer. Far enough away from gossip. Poor mite, the babe had even been denied a shroud. Tom took a scrap of muslin from his pocket.

An owl hooted from the branch of a nearby oak. He took it as a sign. 

‘Hear you this, little’un, one day, a great oak will honour you. I’ll keep it watered and tell my son to do the same, should it please God that I am so blessed. Them as live in the big house may forget, but not I. This I vow on my mother’s life.’

He smoothed the thin muslin around the baby’s body, tucking it in gently while reciting a brief prayer. The words came easily. How many times had he heard them as he hung back in the shadows waiting for the vicar and mourners to disappear? Tonight, he was both sole mourner and gravedigger. He took the lid and placed it over the coffin, a hole cut for a sapling to sprout above the babe’s mouth, then hammered in the nails lightly, enough to stop foxes.

Hoisting the tiny coffin in his arms, he walked back into the open where a sliver of sickle moon had resurfaced from behind a rain-laden cloud, picking out the ruins of the old church a few hundred yards in the distance. That afternoon he had hidden a shovel in the nave. The babe would lie in consecrated ground, the least he could do for the lad. In the distant future, he imagined visitors to the church marvelling at an oak tree growing amidst the ruins, a canopy of branches and leaves where the roof should be. Lovers would tryst there, maybe another babe would be made on a bed of its coppery autumn leaves. A child who would be loved and cherished and grow strong, not smothered then cast aside like a drowned kitten. The idea comforted his soul.
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Chapter One
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Easterton, Norfolk, Late January 2019

––––––––
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In two hundred yards, turn left and you will have reached your destination. 

The satnav cut through K T Tunstall’s voice playing through the speakers. As Esther began to slow down for a sharp bend, she caught sight of the stone lions guarding the entrance to the manor house, the message all too clear, ‘Private Property, Keep Out.’ Esther mentally shrugged. She was all too familiar with landowners who desired above all things to discourage trespassers. They paid her wages, after all.

As a child in the Lincolnshire Wolds, she had been regaled with stories from great uncles and aunts delighting as children in finding new ways to bend the rules on what they considered their playground. The earl and his gamekeeper fought a losing battle to save their apples from being scrumped, or their eggs filched.  These days, she was being invited into manors and stately homes up and down the country for work. She smiled at the irony. 

Esther drove down the lane towards the house, banks of budding snowdrops lining the drive. It was not long before high chimneys poked through the trees and Croke Manor came into view. What a hotchpotch, she thought. A small Jacobean house of pale stone, probably sandstone, with a Georgian addition of reddish brick and an ugly Victorian portico melded to form a purist’s architectural disaster. Attempts had been made to soften the ugliness with Virginia Creeper and what looked like an ancient wisteria clinging to the Jacobean walls. But no one could pretend it was an attractive house, especially with obvious signs of decay, peeling paintwork and lesions in the stonework where rainwater had penetrated.

She parked her Fiat alongside a Land Rover, before turning to look out over parkland, a mixture of oaks, beech and ash with a couple of cypresses dotted about and one fallen tree, its enormous roots stark against the green of the waterlogged grass. A door creaked open behind her.

‘Miss Mayhew, is it?’

Esther turned and nodded before stepping forward with her arm outstretched, ‘Miss Smithson?’

‘That’s right, dear. I’ve been looking out for you. Come you this way, please, and do call me Maisie.’ The wide grin welcomed her, even if her slight Norfolk accent swallowed some of her words. This was no Mrs Danvers, more Victoria Wood from Dinner Ladies, complete with pinafore. In her early sixties, Esther guessed Miss Smithson had sported the same hairstyle, a loose perm, for decades.

‘Thank you, Maisie. I’m Esther.’

They shook hands briefly, Esther’s soft fingers against Maisie’s calloused palm, before the housekeeper led Esther through the tall oak door and into an oblong hallway shouting of neglect and decay. A couple of ancient radiators threw out barely any heat and a smell of damp clung to the air. Dark red wallpaper peeled away from the high walls above a waist-height dado. A threadbare patterned runner, maybe Turkish or Indian in origin, led towards a half wall, beyond which lay a corridor. Three large wooden doors stood firmly closed, two to the right and one to the left. Maisie’s pale blue eyes caught the expression on Esther’s face.

‘I’ve got some lunch laid out in my sitting room for you and there’s a nice fire in the hearth. We can have a chat before I show you the library.’

Esther, rubbing her hands against the chill, followed Maisie as she headed towards a plain corridor leading to the servants’ area. Esther wondered how many servants remained before Maisie answered the unspoken question.

‘It’s just me and a gardener, these days. I cook too, though not up to previous standards. We do the best we can but as you can tell, the house is not what it used to be.’ 

Maisie opened a door and ushered Esther into a cosy room where a coffee table sat before a blazing log fire with two well-worn armchairs either side and, surprisingly, a neatly made bed along the far wall. The housekeeper indicated the left-hand chair then whipped a candy-striped tea towel off a plate of sandwiches. ‘Do help yourself. Would you like tea?’ Maisie walked to a heavy dresser where a flask and teapot sat on a tray.’

‘Yes, that would be lovely, white, no sugar.’ Esther settled herself in the chair and picked up a sandwich. ‘You don’t know how welcome this is. The drive took ages. The roads aren’t exactly wide or straight past Lincoln.’

Maisie shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know, my lovely. The beef’s from the estate. You’re not vegetarian, are you?’

Esther had toyed with vegetarianism over the years and aimed to eat meat free several times a week, but the beef looked tempting, red, thickly sliced and lean. 

‘Not today,’ she joked and bit into the sandwich. ‘Delicious, thank you.’

Maisie placed a cup of steaming tea on the table. ‘I’ve scones and cream for afters.’ She tapped her stomach, ‘I shouldn’t but I’m old enough not to care.’

‘How long have you been housekeeper?’ Maisie asked.

‘Too long. I took over from my mother in 1986. I never intended to stay more than a year or two.’

Esther empathised with Maisie’s wistful expression. The thought of giving your life to a house only to witness its descent into a state requiring a fortune for renovations, must be soul destroying.

‘I always fancied travelling. Have you travelled much, Miss Mayhew, sorry, I mean Esther?’

How to say, yes, around the world, several times, and not add to the older woman’s disappointment. ‘A bit.’

‘I’ve never been further than Norwich.’

Was that even possible these days? Never to have travelled more than twenty miles from your birthplace.

‘I booked a trip to London once, but I got coach sick on the way to Norwich, so I came home. It’s not that I didn’t want to go, you understand. Things somehow got in the way.’

Esther nodded sympathetically but not understanding why Maisie didn’t take the train instead.

‘I ought to explain something about this family. I don’t like to gossip but you need to know the background before you sort through all them papers. What is it they call you?’

‘An investigative archivist. I take short contracts, often when someone has died, and the relatives are faced with...’

‘Chaos,’ Maisie finished for her. ‘Chaos is what you’ll find. Two hundred years of it. The young master has no interest but...’ Bitterness clouded her eyes. ‘Someone from the Auction House came to look at the paintings. They all want cleaning, a lot of the signatures are illegible, and they need provenance, I think they call it. The young master wants to sell most of it.’

Esther nodded. ‘He hopes I’ll find bills of sale in the papers. That makes sense. The solicitor who hired me gave me little information beyond saying it was a run of the mill job. Anything you can tell me which will help point me in the right direction will be useful.’

‘Run of the mill!’ Maisie passed Esther another sandwich. ‘You don’t know the half of it. Not sure as I would want the job. Marcus don’t take it kindly if things don’t go his way.’

Esther took a quick slurp of tea, her finger tapping on the cup. ‘I’ve signed a contract, and I need the work. Why are you warning me off?’

Maisie’s eyes softened. ‘Sorry, Miss. It’s been a tough few weeks, and I’m all at sixes and sevens. It’s going to be strange leaving here although I have been longing to do it for so many years. Would it help to give you some background?’
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Chapter Two
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Maisie’s Story – 1987, Croke Manor

––––––––
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‘Are you sure you will be alright, Maisie?’

‘Yes, Ma’am, you go and enjoy yourself.’

‘It’s been months since I had a break.’

Maisie outwardly smiled while grimacing inside. A break, from what? The nanny saw to the child’s every need. All the mistress had to do was kiss Marcus goodnight, agree the menus with cook each week and instruct the gardener when to prune the roses, as if he didn’t know. Maisie wished she could swan off to the continent for a spa break, whatever that was. 

‘The master will be joining you in Berlin, I believe.’

‘Yes, then we’ll have a few days in London. I should be back in two weeks or so. Not long.’

Long enough in a toddler’s life. Maisie could never understand why the upper classes didn’t want to take care of their own children. 

‘Very well, Ma’am.’ 

Maisie itched to get away herself. Unbeknownst to anyone, including her mother, she had applied for a passport and a job advertised in The Lady Magazine, housekeeper/companion to a Contessa in Rome. It sounded so exotic and glamorous. The lady had three homes, one in Rome, one on Lake Garda and one in Capri. Maisie had been offered an interview by the agent a week hence. At thirty-three, if she did not make the break now, she knew it would be too late. As her mother aged there would be more call on her to stay. Her useless sister was unlikely to help unless Maisie was too far away to drop everything and come running.

Nanny held on to Marcus’s hand as he stood on the steps with Maisie to see Lady Lavinia depart. The little lad was instructed to wave as his mama blew him a kiss from the car. He managed one wave before throwing his arms around Maisie’s knees, begging to be picked up.

‘There, there, lad. She’ll soon be back.’ He grasped a strand of Maisie’s hair and smiled as she played peekaboo with him, his mother forgotten, Nanny, rather ancient and smelling of stale talcum powder, ignored. 

On the day, Maisie was due in Norwich for her interview, she answered a phone call for the old master. It sounded urgent. As she was putting her coat on to walk down to the bus stop, a cry followed by a crash had her running into the breakfast room. Sir Hugh lay on the floor, his eyes staring, his mouth open and gasping for breath, the phone beside him. Maisie picked up the phone. It was dead. She pressed for a dialling tone and called 999 for an ambulance, then placed a pillow on the floor for the master’s head. ‘What’s happened, Sir?’

He looked at her, his eyes rimmed with tears. ‘My son,’ he mumbled. ‘The ferry.’

Maisie had heard the news of the cross channel ferry disaster on the radio but had never dreamt the young master was on the boat. His wife too? Could Marcus be an orphan? Surely not, a rescue was underway, they would be found. Her mind refused to believe anything else until she was forced to accept the inevitable.

She missed her interview in Norwich. The shiny new passport lay unused in her handbag.

After seeing the ambulance off with the master, Maisie attended to Nanny who was in a fit of hysterics. ‘My mistress, my mistress,’ was all she could say between shrieks.

‘Think of Marcus, he needs you more than ever.’ Maisie tried consoling her.

The woman was beyond reason. Lady Lavinia had been her charge, her baby, as good as her daughter, not that Lady Lavinia had treated her as more than an aging retainer as far as Maisie could tell. Meanwhile Marcus was bawling his eyes out, hungry, wet and distressed.

Maisie picked him up from the playpen, closed the door on the nursery and took him with her into the warmth of the kitchen. 

‘Please will you boil an egg for the child, Cook. The Master won’t want lunch today. I don’t know about dinner, yet.’

‘So, it’s true then? The young master and mistress went down on that ferry off Belgium.’

Maisie pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes and bit her lip. ‘It’s not confirmed as far as I know. But I will need to borrow Suzie to look after Marcus. Nanny is in no state to take care of him.’ 

Maisie handed the child to the kitchen maid who sniffed and said, ‘My heart alive! First thing that boy needs is a change of nappy. I’ll go and find one.’

When the door had shut behind her, Cook whispered none too softly, ‘It sure is a rum do. This family is well and truly cursed, isn’t it?’

Maisie knew what she meant. Her mother had told her of the curse. Generation after generation, not long after the birth of the heir, the father would die.

‘It didn’t happen to Sir Hugh,’ Maisie said.

‘Only because he do never leave the estate. He’s been a recluse ever since his wife died. And she died when her boy was still in nappies.’

‘Poor woman. She most likely had post-natal depression when she topped herself. No one knew much about it then.’

‘I reckon the Spanish Lady couldn’t get him, so she took her instead. Sir Hugh’s father died in the war and his father died in the war before that. It makes you think, dun’t it? I’d take that painting off the wall and burn if it were mine.’

‘Soldiers die in war.’ Maisie shrugged. ‘The most pressing problem is what becomes of the boy now.’ Maisie sniffed back a tear. ‘He’s such a sweet lad.’

‘If it’s up to Sir Hugh, he won’t go off the estate no more. But he’ll send him to that damned school when it’s time.’

And so it was. When Sir Hugh arrived home from hospital, he begged Maisie to stay on, not only as housekeeper but in charge of Marcus. ‘At least until he’s seven. Please do that for me. I’ve seen how the child clings to you. He can’t lose anyone else.’

It was true. Nanny had been sent back to Lady Lavinia’s family to look after her mother who had collapsed on hearing her daughter had drowned. The boy followed Maisie around like a shadow and she had come to love him, the son she would never have. When he left for school, Maisie had been looking in the Lady again for a suitable post, somewhere new, anywhere different until Marcus’s parting words.

‘Promise me you’ll be here when I come home for Christmas. I’ll cry every night for you. I know I will.’
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Chapter Three
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‘This family sucks the life from you, it does.’ Maisie proffered Esther a scone with strawberry jam and cream. ‘I was the only mother that child knew. I watched him leave for school a happy contented child, thoughtful and kind, but over the years, he turned into a cold, entitled, demanding young man. I blame the school and his grandfather. Sir Hugh taught him to shoot and ride and tried to interest him in the farm, but Marcus hated it. He pleaded for a boat to sail on the Broads and to go skiing with his schoolfriends, but his grandfather didn’t like to let him out of his sight.’

‘And yet he sent him away to school.’

‘Tradition. Doesn’t make much sense to you nor me, but all the sons attended that school, going way back. Anyway, the boy hated coming home to a cold, lonely house. The only companion allowed was the son of Sir Hugh’s solicitor. Such arguments the boy and his grandfather had.’ Maisie bit into her scone and sighed with pleasure. ‘Marcus came home less and less, barely once a year after university and lately only to see whether Sir Hugh was on his last legs. By then it was too late for me to leave. Mam needed me too. She passed a year ago.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ 

‘She was ninety-four and lived ten years too long. Crippled with arthritis and her mind in the clouds, God love her.’

Esther hoped she would not have to meet Marcus; he sounded a thoroughly unpleasant young man. ‘And do you believe in this curse?’

‘Who knows? Sir Hugh did, without doubt, although he would swear blind he didn’t. Marcus doesn’t. When you’re young you think you’re immortal, don’t you? And he’s too cocksure by half.’ She sighed. ‘To think, he’s the same age as me, when I took him on, and when he tells me about the places he’s been, I’m green with envy. It’s not like he ever brings me back a souvenir.’ She frowned. ‘I sound like an old grump, don’t I?’

Esther assured her that she did not, seething to think how Maisie had been taken advantage of.

‘Well, when Marcus found out about Sir Hugh’s will, he was livid. You could have heard his cussing a mile away in the village.’

‘The will?’ Despite herself, Esther had to ask. Normally she tried to maintain a strict distance between gossip and work. However, it sounded as though her work would be impacted by what was obviously a cauldron of anger and possible intrigue.

‘In the old days, the land was entailed which meant it couldn’t be sold. The law was changed back in Sir Hugh’s grandfather’s time. However, Sir Hugh was having none of it. He knew once he was gone Marcus wanted to sell which upset him deeply. At the same time, he wanted the curse lifted. I think he must have come up with a plan which seemed rational to him. There was nothing wrong with Sir Hugh’s brain right up until the cancer got him. Then I think, it was more disappointment with Marcus which upset him and made him alter his will.’

Esther detected both nervousness and defiance in Maisie’s words.

‘Marcus wanted to contest the will, of course, and for me to testify the old master was losing his marbles.’

Oh, that explained her nervousness. 

‘But Sir Hugh and his lawyer were too wily. If Marcus attempted to contest it, he was to receive only ten thousand pounds and lose the several hundred thousand pounds Sir Hugh left him.’

‘What does the will say?’

‘Sir Hugh had already transferred ownership of the house and contents to Marcus together with a generous allowance with the proviso Sir Hugh could stay until he died. Marcus was supposed to take on the upkeep and you can see how that turned out.’ Maisie sniffed. ‘The land, however, has been left to some obscure charity with a condition the land is not sold but the income used for charitable purposes.’

Ah, a charity. Good luck with that, thought Esther. Their lawyers would be all too familiar with contested wills. ‘I suppose Sir Hugh’s lawyer was the one who appointed me.’

‘No, He died a few months before Sir Hugh, and his son is now the executer. The son who played with Marcus all those years ago, who thinks it’s in his interest to help Marcus.’

A veiled warning. ‘Thanks for the tip off.’

Maisie changed the subject. ‘I could show you the house now, not the bedrooms. They are unusable. It’s why I live downstairs. The roof needs replacing. Anything we thought valuable has been brought downstairs or already taken by Sotheby’s.’

‘I understood there was accommodation with the job.’

‘There’s a cottage in the grounds we sometimes rent out. It’s small but well equipped.’ Maisie stood and took Esther’s plate with the crumbs from the scone and looked at a small carriage clock on the mantlepiece. ‘It’s getting late. Do you come with me. I’ll take you there now and you can begin work tomorrow.’

Maisie walked Esther out of the house and back to her car. ‘It’s a short drive and an even shorter walk here through the grounds. She stood waiting for Esther to unlock the car, then settled herself into the passenger seat. ‘I never learned to drive. No need really, there’s a regular bus service outside the gates of the Manor. Sir Hugh left me the use of a small cottage in the village, so I’ll be moving from here soon, but not before you finish your work. Drive back to the entrance and turn right onto the estate road.’

A few minutes later, Esther parked the car outside a thatched flint cottage. A sign on the front proclaimed it to be Owl’s Nest. Bijou to say the least. 

‘Was this a one up one down cottage?’

‘Yes, it hadn’t been lived in since the last resident moved out in the fifties. It was used as a storeroom for a while. Sir Hugh added a new kitchen and bathroom extension at the back. It sleeps two as a holiday let. There’s a pretty garden and a shed for storing outside furniture and a barbecue, but you’ll probably have finished your work before the weather gets warm enough.’

‘When do you next have bookings for it?’

Maisie looked uncomfortable and shrugged. ‘I’ve put some basic food stuffs in the kitchen.’ 

As Esther opened the boot to take out a suitcase and her laptop bag, Maisie walked around the back to the kitchen and unlocked the door.

Walking into the kitchen, Esther was impressed. ‘It hasn’t been done long, then.’ Grey and white fittings with dark grey tiles and walls painted duck egg blue, spoke of more sophistication than she had expected.

‘A couple of years ago, maybe three. The heating is on timer as is the hot water. It’s an induction hob. Have you used one before?’ Esther nodded. Maisie opened a fridge and pointed to milk, eggs, butter and bacon. ‘There’s tea, coffee and bread in the cupboards as well as pasta and a few tins. I recommend a good farm shop in the next village but if you want potatoes and eggs just ask. We have plenty. I’ll leave you to settle in.’ Maisie handed Esther the key and walked towards the door. Turning, she smiled and said, ‘I hope you will be comfortable here. See you in the morning.’

Esther grinned her thanks and watched Maisie through the window before exploring the cottage. She unlatched a wooden door into the lounge, shivering at the sudden drop in temperature. A large stone fireplace dominated the room. Gosh, Esther thought, this feels more medieval than Jacobean. The cottage must predate the main house unless there were medieval parts to that too, always a possibility. A small window looked out onto the farm road and another window out to the side where a door had once stood. Oak beams ran along the white painted ceiling, and a steep wooden staircase led straight to the bedroom above. Esther climbed the stairs into a neat bedroom with a double bed, heavy oak wardrobe and dressing table under a tiny window beneath the thatch which looked out onto ploughed fields. A newer side window offered extra light. Next to the stairs was another wooden latched door leading into a modern shower room. Esther touched the heated towel rail; it was on, and the temperature of the room was warm. She decided to have a shower, unpack and explore Winderby, the local village, maybe she would find a pub for an evening meal.
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Chapter Four
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Esther arrived at the house by eight, having shivered through most of the night, despite an extra blanket. At least she had stayed warm and cosy until closing time in the Mariner’s Rest where she had a meal and a game of darts. The locals had been friendly enough and had pumped her for information when they heard she was working at the Manor, not that she had any information to give them. Maisie’s confidences remained safe.

As Esther slammed the door of her car, above her, the sound of jet engines screamed in her ears. She looked up, seeing nothing in the grey overcast sky. They passed again and Esther ran into the hallway, cursing at the noise.

‘What on earth is that?’

Maisie, who was dusting a figurine on an oak table, shrugged. ‘They practice around here all the time. Sir Hugh was always complaining about the damage to his cows. He was convinced some of them suffered miscarriages because of the shock.’

‘I’ve lived near other airfields, but I’ve never heard anything like it.’

‘Sometimes I think the roof tiles will come off, even though you can rarely see them, they’re that high. ‘Did you have a good night?’ Seeing Esther’s face, she added,’ Were you cold?’

‘Yes, I don’t understand it. The kitchen and bathroom seem to be a totally different temperature from the rest of the house, yet the radiators were on.’

‘I’ll ask the woodsman to drop you round some logs. There’s an electric blanket in the cupboard. I should have asked the cleaner to put it on the bed.’

‘That’s alright, I’ll do it. Thanks, I’m sure it will be fine once I’ve been in a few days. Sometimes old cottages take time to heat up, don’t they?’

Maisie nodded; her expression made Esther think other people had complained. 

‘The library is off the dining room. I’ll show you. Lunch will be in the kitchen next to my sitting room. Will one o’clock be okay?’

Maisie led the way past her sitting room, through a servant’s corridor into the Georgian part of the house, passing a once magnificent wide wooden staircase and then into a dining room. Esther imagined the mahogany table set with a white linen cloth and silver cutlery, gleaming in candlelight. Right now, it was covered with a dust sheet so only the elegant, tapered Georgian legs showed. 

The dining room walls heaved with paintings. 

‘We had to take them from the staircase after one suffered rain damage in a storm three winters back. Normally Sir Hugh would have been on top of repairs, but his health had deteriorated by then and requests to Marcus about the roof fell on deaf ears.’

Esther thought it odd that someone who owned the manor would allow it to fall into disrepair. Did Marcus want to knock it down? It was none of her business. She turned her attention to Maisie.

‘These portraits go back two hundred years or more. The last one is of Sir Hugh’s father.’ Maisie pointed to a man in military uniform.

Not long after she had graduated with her first degree, Esther had taken an art history course. It had proven useful over the years in helping assess age of costume and identifying major portrait painters of the previous three centuries. Not that she had an expert eye, but she could tell whether something was good, average or poor. Most of the painting on the walls were average and probably by locally engaged artists, especially the small landscapes. 

There were three portraits which stood out. One was a lady leaning forward, almost as though she were about to launch herself from the button back armchair. Her clothes, a dark green skirt, a high-necked white blouse and dark almost black jacket, looked Edwardian. She had an intelligent, animated face, as though she had just stopped speaking and was expecting a reply. It reminded Esther of a John Singer Sargent she had seen in a gallery somewhere. However, there was no signature.

‘That’s Sir Hugh’s grandmother a few years after her marriage. She was a debutante back in the late 1890s. Poor lady, she waited long enough for a son and then her husband died in 1916 when the lad was five or so.’

The next painting which took Esther’s eye was a portrait of a youth in breeches with a dog. With dark, curling hair, he stood feet apart beside what looked like a red setter. 

‘Sir Hugh said it was by somebody called John Russell. I asked him because the boy is like Marcus as a lad, apart from the colouring. Marcus is fair with blue eyes. The boy’s handsome, don’t you think?’

That figured. Russell painted quite a few portraits of children with dogs in the latter half of the eighteenth century, but they were often cute, almost saccharine. This youth was handsome yes, but with a look of disdain or arrogance in his eyes which Esther found disconcerting.

Maisie walked on to the next portrait, the last one to have taken Esther’s eye. There was a label beneath, Francis Croke. ‘These are his parents with him as a baby. Sir Hugh used to spend a lot of time studying this painting in his last year. We call it the Spanish Lady. The wife was an heiress from one of those Caribbean Islands. It was her money that paid for the Georgian extension.’

‘Yet, there is no mention of her name, only Francis.’

‘I think everyone wanted to forget her.’

Set in the grounds and looking towards the house, it was a very strange composition in some ways and in others conventional. The husband, like an older version of the youth in the previous painting, stood with his hand on the wife’s shoulder, fingers bent as though gripping. He was dressed in the latest fashion and flattered by the painter, that he was the main subject was easy to tell. The infant sat in the mother’s lap, pink cheeked, blond ringlets, unbreeched, almost feminine, but lacking character. The mother, dark and brooding, appeared disengaged, not looking at the child, nor at the artist but glancing to one side as though seeking her island home. A lace mantilla covered her black hair, curls at her forehead, dark wounded eyes and skin tending towards olive rather than pink. She wore pale grey as though in half mourning, an unusual choice for a painting and not suited to her colouring. Both mother and child looked slightly unfinished, almost as though the artist had abandoned the painting, or was it deliberate? Esther could not tell.

In the foreground lay a basket piled with overripe bananas, a pineapple and oranges which were too pale. Esther thought if she cut one open it would be dry and withered. Propped against the mother’s chair, lay a small richly decorated guitar and beside it a broken fan. Behind the group was the Jacobean manor house, with the roof-high walls of Georgian addition, butting onto one end. 

‘Wow! There’s a lot of symbolism in this painting and a lot of unspoken emotion. She’s obviously homesick but her husband is proud, almost defiant and revelling in new wealth. The pineapple was hugely prized in those times. People used to hire them as decorative centre pieces for dinner parties. It’s an indication of great wealth.

The artist appears to be overly flattering the man, pandering to his pride. Whereas she – she seems...’ It was hard to put her finger on it. It was as though the artist were looking into her soul and seeing both beauty and torment but somehow underplaying her. ‘Is this lady the origin of the curse?’

Maisie nodded with distaste. 

Esther looked for a signature but a smudge of paint in the bottom right-hand corner looked like an overpaint. Maybe it was beneath the wide but unadorned frame, plain for its time.

‘For years, it was in a guest room which was never used. Then, the master moved it here a year or two ago when all the art works were moved for safety. It should have stayed where it was to my mind. I think it haunted him.’

What was it about the painting which raised such animus, Esther wondered. On first look, it was ordinary, if slightly unusual. The subjects were handsome enough, the setting perfectly pleasing, and yet, she felt it too. Something was off. But what? 

‘The library’s this way.’ Maisie walked towards a door in the half-panelled wall.

The library, a square room, facing north and west, had two comfortable armchairs in front of a fire alive with the sounds of logs spitting and a glow of warmth. Maisie must have been up early to set it. A large desk sat towards the north window and a few landscapes darkened by decades of open fires adorned the other walls.  The bookshelves on either side of the fire contained fewer books than she would have expected. Presumably the auction house had taken any they thought worth selling. The remainder filled only two shelves and included some ageing crime thrillers of the Christie, Sayers and Le Carré variety and a large family Bible. It would be a pleasant office for a few weeks.

‘Is there any Wi-Fi?’ Esther waved her mobile around unable to pick up a signal. 

Maisie nodded. ’The password is in the desk drawer. The thing with the lights on is over there.’ She pointed to the router on a small table by the north window. ‘Marcus has left you a letter on the desk.’

‘Thank you, Maisie.’

‘I’ll bring you coffee in an hour.’

Esther took her laptop bag and placed it on the desk then picked up the letter addressed to Miss Mayhew. Opening it, she found a single sheet of typed paper. Business-like to the point of terseness, it instructed her to sort through the boxes in the cupboard underneath the Chinese blue vase, find provenance for any paintings and bronzes. Anything dealing with family matters should be put aside and sealed in a box for the attention of Marcus Garvey-Croke. 

Odd, she thought. Most people employing an archivist wanted their family history examined and documented. ‘Not how I work, buddy,’ she murmured. ‘It still needs documenting and organising before I seal it away for you.’ Was he really expecting her to not read any of the family records? 

Esther looked around the room for the cupboard, discovering it on the far wall by the door. She walked over and knelt on the floor to open it to find around a dozen boxes, neatly labelled. This is going to be an easy job; she thought before opening one called Household Accounts 1950-1970 at random. After looking at the few documents in the box, she sat back puzzled. She picked out three more boxes and found the same. 

Oh well, my contract may have to be extended, Esther thought. There must be other records somewhere. This can’t be it. 

An hour later, Masie entered the room with a tray of coffee and biscuits placing them on a small occasional table by the fire. ‘How are you getting on? I’ve brought coffee for both of us. Sir Hugh often asked me to join him when he was working on the boxes. He showed me interesting snippets he had found.’

‘You’re just the person to ask, then.’ Esther joined Maisie by the fire. ‘When did Sir Hugh begin work on the boxes?’

‘About two years ago when he stopped spending all day on the farm. Then a year later, he gave up suddenly, not long after that he changed his will.’

‘Did he have a computer?’

‘That was a strange thing too. He used to have one on the desk, but it disappeared around the same time. He told me it had broken, and he couldn’t be bothered with a new one.’

‘What’s really odd, Maisie, is the boxes are all clearly labelled but there’s not much in them. If Sir Hugh left the contents of the house to Marcus, why do that? You would think he wanted to make it easy for him?’

Maisie shook her head. ‘Sir Hugh did want to leave everything straight. Something upset him, I know it did. One day, I found him piling up all the papers, ones he’d previously sorted. He said he was going to burn them. He didn’t, something stopped him.’ Maisie turned her head towards Esther. ‘He was a good man, none better. He believed in family honour, tradition and service to the community above everything. Some may have thought he was a little stiff, but he cared for everyone and everything on the estate. I never saw him do an unkind thing, nor a dishonest one. I think something in the papers made him doubt everything he believed in. He wasn’t the same man afterwards, that’s for sure.’

‘Where are the rest of the papers?’

‘I think they’re all there, stuffed into the boxes at the back which are labelled farm accounts. All the farm papers are in the Estate Office. He was meticulous about those. As for the family papers, I think a long line of young widows who did not care and often escaped into a second marriage, couldn’t be bothered with them and Sir Hugh never had the time until his final years.’

Maisie stared at the fire. Esther could almost see the cogs whirring. ‘You know, Sir Hugh didn’t hate Marcus. He always loved him; despite the harsh words and the way Marcus ignored him. Whatever Sir Hugh did, I think he was trying to...’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know. Protect him possibly or save him.’

‘From the curse?’

‘Not only that. Sir Hugh did not approve of his way of life or his friends. Marcus brought some here once for a shooting party. An odd lot they were too. Russians, I believe. Mafia, Sir Hugh called them. Marcus wanted them to invest in a scheme of his and asked his grandfather for a loan. Sir Hugh refused and sent Marcus away with a flee in his ear.’ Maisie paused and looked at Esther. ‘I’ve said too much. Marcus isn’t bad. He wants to make his own way in the world, forge a different path. Things are different these days, aren’t they? It’s all about investments, The City, hedge funds, Marcus calls them. Sir Hugh and I couldn’t understand, too complicated, too modern.’ Maisie stood up and said, ‘I’ll leave the coffee and biscuits with you. It should stay hot in the flask for another hour or so.’

It was Esther’s turn to sit looking into the fire. Maisie had left in a hurry, troubled maybe by saying too much. It was obvious she knew more than she was telling but was used to keeping her own counsel. She had cared both for Sir Hugh and Marcus and was torn in her loyalties. Esther shifted her eyes away from the flames. None of it was her business and she had a job to do. Best crack on. She walked over to the cupboard and extracted all the boxes to take to the desk. Opening one, she found it crammed with papers, some crumpled and torn and certainly not in any order. She sighed, not such an easy job after all.

Esther worked until dusk was beginning to fall, stretched her neck and shoulders, feeling the tension in them. Time to pack up for the day. She hoped the cottage had warmed up, but a soaking hot bath sounded just the ticket, that and a glass of merlot.

As she made her way through the dining room, she stopped at the picture of the Spanish Lady. Esther had no truck with curses and the supernatural, but the painting intrigued her. She wondered if the records she had begun working on would yield any answers.
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​​Chapter Five
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Jamaica, October 1798.

Isabella

––––––––
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I remember the day Janet arrived in our lives. It was three months after we arrived in Jamaica having fled Hispaniola. She stood wilting from the heat on the veranda. Small and neat, she was dressed in a drab cotton dress and brown bonnet, more suitable to the Scottish Manse from whence she had come. She reminded me of a sparrow. I found that comforting. Since Papa had told me he had appointed a governess, I had imagined someone tall, imposing and sharp tongued. But here she was, her nose pressed into a bright flower she had plucked from one of the many bushes surrounding the house, a smile that unfroze mine, blue twinkling eyes which promised laughter and a hug which brought a tear to my father’s eye as he walked up from the carriage with her small trunk.

‘Well, aren’t you the bonny one?’ She stood with her hands on my shoulders, examining my face. ‘What soulful eyes you have. We need to put a smile back into them.’

My English was uncertain, but I dropped a curtsey and bade her welcome. She worked hard at gaining my trust. She did not need to. I fell in love with her a little that day, as did my father. It takes bravery to travel across the ocean to an unknown land. I know because I was terrified even making the short journey from Hispaniola to Jamaica.

Papa and I found Janet hard to pronounce, it mostly came out as Juanette, so she changed it to Nanette to make it easier for us. Her new name felt like a soft blanket, and the burr of her lowland accent like warm molasses. 

Nanette understood my fears and my heartache. One day, when my English was improved, I remember her saying, Imagine breaking an egg on a tiled floor and seeing all the yolky mess and eggshell splattered everywhere. It looks like a disaster, doesn’t it?  I remember nodding, unsure where she was going but trusting her. That’s what your life seems like at the moment, dear child. You have lost so much and are grieving. But see, the maids will clean up the mess and make the kitchen spotless again, then we can take a fresh egg and bake a new cake, and I promise you will forget about the broken egg as soon as you feel the delicious sweetness on your tongue. 
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