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THE DOLL’S HOUSE


Elizabeth Macneal


Verity was given the doll’s house just before her Papa left on his expedition. His furs, boots and velvet-lined box of silver instruments were already on board The Virtue; she had pressed the needle of the compass against her finger and watched as a tiny globe of blood formed. When she placed the tool back in the case, it had left a rusty smear on the fabric. If that small trace of her travelled with him, she told herself, he would return home safely.


On his last day at home, Verity had listened at the top of the stairs as her mother’s voice had risen from her father’s study. Her mother had a ghastly feeling about it all: he would not return. You must not go! A wail had broken from her throat. Verity had sucked on a strand of hair. She had not thought her mother had it in her: that she too could spill over, her voice and fear filling the hallways of the house.


Later, her governess had tried to extract Verity from his study. These Latin verbs won’t conjugate themselves, she’d said brightly, but when Verity felt a hand on her shoulder, she had screamed just as her mother had. She gave herself fully to the sound, her lungs emptying with a feeling akin to glory. Nobody moved. Verity had closed her mouth and waited. Would she be punished, reprimanded? But her father had held out his hands helplessly, as if to say it was pointless, it was in nobody’s power to silence her; then he had chuckled. Verity had thrilled at the idea that she existed beyond everyone’s control, and she had smiled at the governess as she left and thought, I wish you would die.


Later, her Papa had led her to her bedroom. ‘Just wait, Vee,’ he said. ‘Just you wait and see what I’ve made you.’


There was a square object in the corner of the room, shrouded in a pair of old curtains.


‘Here,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it together.’


His hands were tanned, rougher than hers. Verity held her breath.


‘Hurry, then,’ he said.


But she did not move. The cloth twitched under her hand. Perhaps she could hold him here for ever, waiting for the moment the curtain lifted. The days would turn and the ship would sail without him, and here they would remain.


Her Papa tutted his impatience and pulled the curtain for her.


‘Well?’ he asked. ‘What do you think?’


It was a neat box of a townhouse exactly like theirs. Immaculate painted bricks, carved stucco, glossy black railings.


Her eyes stung with the effort not to cry.


‘Here, look,’ he said.


He opened the door, and every detail of her life was tucked inside: her own bed with its pink hangings; a little spaniel warming itself by the fire. There were dolls, too. The Verity doll was reading a book under the table in the scullery, her pale hair unravelling from her cap, tiny flecks of mud on her hem. Her mother was in the sitting room with the governess, hand resting on a sampler. And her Papa was in his study, as she knew he would be. A pair of fur gloves dangled from his fingers. His other hand pointed to a map of the Antarctic Peninsula on the wall behind him, each sea and island carefully labelled. Weddell Sea, Elephant Island, South Orkney Island. His would be the first expedition to cross the South Pole on foot, to add new names to the map. Verity’s Peak, he had once suggested with a laugh.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘I even made a little journal, just like the one I will take with me.’ He reached into his tiny study and held up a leatherbound book, the size of a coin. He flicked through it, the pages so white and empty. ‘You can think of me, writing in it each day.’


It was too much. The tears dripped silently from her chin. This house was where she would be contained, confined, just like her mother. While her father traversed mountains, she would cross the hall. He would touch the far edges of the globe; she would lift a teacup to her mouth.


‘You like it, my best girl?’ he asked, but he did not seem to notice her silence. He was already elsewhere, in towering shelves of ice, watching whales breach the surface of the ocean.


For a whole year, the doll’s house sat untouched, the curtain flung over it. When Verity went to bed, her eyes slipped past it, moving from the chest of drawers to the mirror in the corner. Sometimes, she lay awake for hours and became convinced she could hear a low whispering in the room, like wind whistling across the brim of a chimneypot.


Letters arrived from Madeira, Montevideo and Buenos Aires, informing them that relations between the crew were cordial, and they had met whalers with a deep understanding of the Antarctic region, who had much to share. There were no lines to read between; everything was matter of fact, bleached of life.


Whalers, Verity thought. If she had written the letter, she would have described how a dead whale smelled. She would have determined the sound it made as their harpoons caught in its flesh, and whether the whalers heard it in their dreams.


I miss you and Verity terribly, the letter continued. I often imagine that Vee and I are picking plums in the orchard. Might I humbly petition that she turn this year’s crop into jam for me? I bitterly regret that my greed has got the better of me, and I have already eaten the five jars I brought with me.


Another season began. Verity’s Mama busied herself with a revolving door of visitors, whom Verity endured in silence. The scones were dry and churned around Verity’s mouth endlessly, her saliva turning the dough to putty. Nobody asked her anything. Her fingers seemed to twitch no matter how still she held her hands. She challenged herself to see how long she could last without blinking. Sometimes, she caught her reflection in the mirror and began to see a little of the strangeness that she knew lurked within her, that sent the other girls careering away from her, that made her governess afraid to meet her eye.


Late one night, she stole one of her Papa’s letters from her mother’s bureau and took it to her bedroom. The house was quiet. She turned it over in her hands, breathed it in. Perhaps she was imagining it, but she felt sure that she could smell him faintly: peppermint and pipe smoke. Half a year before, the ink would have been wet, his pen scratching out each hope and wish. Do tell me what games my dear Verity has played with her little house. Has Winston been a beastly puss and stolen one of the glass pears? You must tell her I have found a perfect treasure for her in the market here: a little bear stitched from the skin of a seal pup.


She placed the letter under her pillow. The clock chimed eleven, and still she couldn’t sleep. The chasm between her and her Papa seemed unbridgeable. Sometimes, when he was at home, she would tiptoe down to his study and see a line of candlelight under his door. ‘Can’t sleep either, my best girl?’ he’d ask. Rather than rebuking her, he would pat the seat of his armchair and she would sit for hours, watching him write letters and articles, his pen creaking against the page. He would murmur aloud as he wrote. The glaciologist and geologist will study ice formations – magnetic observations will be taken – Sometimes he might fetch her a piece of ham from the kitchen and they would eat it as delightedly as a pair of street children, sucking the fat from their fingers. She would usually wake in her own bed, and faintly recall the pressure of his arms as he’d carried her upstairs.


But now the house seemed shelled of him, an absence none of them dared name. The doll’s house sat sadly in the corner. A shame crept over her. He had made every piece in this house just for her. He must have spent months paring tiny pieces of wood into tables and chairs, sewing dresses from little offcuts of fabric, fashioning a barrel from a bobbin. Ungrateful, she hissed. Ungrateful wretch! Her fingernails shaped half-moons into her wrists. Then she climbed out of bed. The floorboards were cold as she kneeled in front of the little house, lifted off the curtain and unhooked the door.


Everything was exactly as she had first seen it. There was her doll, hiding under the table. Her Papa was in his study, gloves in his hand. It occurred to her that he might have made this house on his most recent voyage. Just as she longed for a widening horizon, he might have longed for a familiar scene, conjuring each tiny detail before him, walking the rooms of the house in his mind. Toast cooking on the stove, the bellows by the drawing-room fireplace with a little chip in the wood. His daughter and his wife, patiently awaiting his return. His Penelope and Telemachus – or Telemacha – he had once called them, until her mother had spat the names back at him in a particularly violent row. Don’t you dare, Alfred, don’t you dare make light of it – do you know what it is to wait and hope? One day you will return home and I will be gone. You will not find me as constant as Penelope.


Verity flinched at the memory. She positioned Papa doll at his desk, his journal in front of him. She made Verity doll tiptoe down the hallway. Her porcelain fingers pattered on the door. Faintly, she could hear the grandfather clock downstairs chiming twelve; the tiny clock in the doll’s house was also set to midnight.


Verity doll and her Papa conversed a little. Come in, my best girl, her Papa doll said. Sit as quiet as a mouse in the corner and you may stay as late as you like. Here, why don’t you draw in my journal? I will find you a pen.


She reached for the tiny journal and opened it, her fingers looking so big and ugly against it. She was about to place the book back on her Papa’s tiny desk when a flash of ink caught her eye. The candlelight shuddered and it was difficult to see. She peered closer.


‘How?’ she whispered.


Each page was filled with tiny handwriting. This was just like her Papa: he did nothing by half measures. But when he’d shown her the journal, hadn’t the pages been blank? It was puzzling, even more so once she’d retrieved her magnifying glass. The writing was impossibly minute. Even a nib made of an eyelash would be too thick.


25th February, 1890. I am glad that our month in South Georgia is at an end. It shall be weeks until I am able to forget the stench of decaying whale carcasses, the greasy mounds of offal cast into the harbour, meat slipping from bones. It put a chill through me to see how the blood of those great beasts turned the sea around Grytviken red.


It might be an ordinary sight for a whaling port, and yet it has charged me with unease. In one of the inns, I drank with a captain who was incredulous that we would venture to the Antarctic Peninsula at this time of year. He said that the ice had come far north that season, and our only chance of making it through the pack was by postponing our arrival until September next year. Half a year lost, I exclaimed. A whole six months more until I see my wife and daughter again! Aye, that or your life, was his retort.


I confess I was unsettled by this, but when I relayed what I had heard to Paulson, he called the man a dunce and a drunkard. It was envy speaking, he said, with a dismissive wave, that we should make such discoveries. A postponement of the expedition was tantamount to relinquishing it for ever. I am ashamed that Paulson and I quarrelled, but naturally his decision was final.


So now we find ourselves at sea once more. Our ship is loaded with more provisions; we even have two live pigs on board. Verity would love to name them, I am sure, but if she did I would be unable to eat them. I write this in my cabin as sleet bashes the sails, and I wonder – will our expedition make heroes of us all? Or will we be known only for our folly, and we are a company of doomed men, sailing in what will become our coffin?


Verity read it again, more slowly this time. Her nostrils flared, her eyes unblinking. The date was that day’s. Her heart began to beat very fast. It was so different from the flat letters he had sent to her Mama, stripped of worry or concern.


She reached into the study and lifted out her own doll. It looked the same as ever, her porcelain face the same insipid white, her eyes a vacant blue. She pinched the doll’s cheek. There was no echoing pain on her own face. Carefully she replaced it. Was anything else out of the ordinary? When she noticed the map on the wall, she felt bilious, her belly churning. There, smaller than a grain of rice, was a tiny little galleon, just like her Papa’s. It had just left the port of South Georgia, its nose pointed at South Sandwich Island.


It was a ruse, she told herself. It had to be. But she knew, the excitement stirring within her, that it was not.


Her mother was breakfasting in the parlour with the governess when Verity hurried through the door, still in her nightgown.


‘What is the meaning of this, Verity?’ her mother asked. ‘Why aren’t you dressed?’


Verity took it all in, panting a little from the effort it had taken her to run down the stairs. Her mother’s startled expression, her governess whose knife clattered to the floor, the vague sense she had of hands slipped away and out of sight.


‘I – I—’


Her voice stuck in her throat. The ludicrousness of what she had seen struck her anew. Where was she to begin?


‘Miss Verity,’ her governess said. ‘I will call for Anna. You can’t be running down the hallways in your nightgown, like a girl straight from the wards of Bedlam—’


‘I – I have heard from Papa,’ Verity burst out. ‘He is uneasy since he left South Georgia, and he and the captain have quarrelled.’


Her mother stood too suddenly, sending a teacup clattering to the floor.


‘But the post has not yet come. Let me see his letter at once.’


‘It is not—’


‘You should not have opened it, Verity.’


‘I – I did not open it. Or at least – it was not a letter.’


Her mother stared at her, brow creasing. ‘I do not understand, child.’


‘It is – oh, Mama, you must believe me.’


‘Believe what? And what is that frightful bruise on your face?’


Only then did Verity notice the pain in her cheek; so too did she register a low, persistent ache at the back of her skull.


‘Please, Mama. Please come with me. I don’t know how, but Papa found a way to write to me.’


‘Where?’


‘Somehow he – he wrote to me in – in the book in my doll’s house. You need only see it, and then you’ll believe me. Please. Please.’


‘In the book in your doll’s house?’ her governess repeated, shaking her head. ‘What nonsense is this?’


‘You must believe me!’


She clenched her fists, tried to master herself. Perhaps it was the desperation in her voice. Perhaps her mother was anxious to hear from her husband and would try anything. Regardless, she allowed Verity to lead her upstairs.


‘This is nonsense,’ the governess repeated, but she followed too.


When they were in her bedroom, Verity ran towards the house. ‘Here,’ she cried, fumbling for the catch, opening the door. She seized the book, opened it.


The pages were blank.


She must have been mistaken. She thumbed through them once more.


‘It was – they were—’


Her mother shook her head. ‘Verity.’


‘It was here! I swear it, Mama, I—’


Nobody could have removed the pages. The binding was pristine, finely stitched.


She scrabbled for the map, almost ripping it. The ship was gone. The sea was a placid blue.


‘It was here. It was all written in his hand. I swear it.’


‘It is a grave sin to lie,’ her governess said.


‘I didn’t!’


‘You might miss your father, but to fabricate a quarrel with the captain! Your father would never be so rash,’ her mother said. Then, seeing Verity’s expression, she added weakly, ‘Perhaps it was a dream.’


‘It was all here! You must believe me!’


But she knew it was hopeless. She flung herself on the bed, hands covering her face.


‘Don’t touch me!’ she cried when her mother reached for her. It was like her blood was boiling within her, rising up her gullet.


‘Verity, please,’ her mother begged. ‘Verity. Don’t do this again. I can’t bear it.’


‘If she wants to have hysterics, let her,’ her governess said. ‘She is like this because we all pander to her.’


The door slammed shut. Verity was alone. She panted on the bed, her pillow damp, her lungs squeezed flat of air, her hair rumpled around her. She raised her hand to her cheek and felt that bruise, blooming like a plum.


27th February, 1890. Only three days after leaving South Georgia, we have already passed numerous bergs and reached the edge of the pack ice. We inch our way between floes carefully, slowly, the ice at the edge of the pack softer and more easily broken.


Well, Paulson, said I; do you see the whalers were right?


But we are all determined and set on our course. What other choice do we have, save for a shame-faced retreat? And truly, my fear is matched only by my awe. These are sights indeed. I wish I might bottle them and bring them back to show to Verity: the radiant, still mirror of the sea, the bergs floating like lily pads on a pond. Blue whales lift from the water, sea leopards sun themselves on bergs. Yesterday, we moored to a floe and exercised the dogs. Mercury slipped her muzzle and fell into a pool, but I was able to haul her out. How contrite she was then, shivering and whining. She has been mated but we do not yet know if she has caught. We joke she is the only one satisfied among us all, a ship of men.


Tonight is Paulson’s birthday and we are promised a veritable feast: turtle soup, jugged hare, with rum and stout. It is difficult to believe we are not dining at White’s, that I might not return home tonight to my wife and Vee, and hold them against my chest.


‘And to think that they will be among the first men to cross Antarctica from sea to sea! They must almost be at Vahsel Bay.’


Verity and her mother were sitting in the drawing room, taking tea with several of the women whose husbands were also aboard The Virtue.


‘They are not,’ Verity said calmly, barely looking up from her sampler. Her satin stitch was a series of knots; her French knots, meanwhile, were unravelling. ‘Their ship makes slow progress and has been hampered by ice floes.’


Verity felt her mother stiffen.


Mrs Paulson laughed. ‘And how, pray, do you know this?’


Without even looking at her mother, Verity could sense that her hackles were rising.


‘Well, Miss Verity? What else might you tell us about our adventurers?’


‘Some of the men have quarrelled with Paulson,’ she said, leaning forward. ‘The whalers warned him about the pack ice in the Weddell Sea, but he dismissed them.’


‘My own husband act in a foolhardy manner!’


‘It is true!’ Verity exclaimed, putting aside her hoop. ‘I have tried to tell Mother. I have tried to warn her, but nobody will listen!’


A ripple spread through the room. It was only then that Verity realised she had been shouting. Suddenly, there was laughter. Her face turned hot, an itchiness spreading across her chest.


‘Have you heard this?’ Mrs Paulson demanded, whacking her friend across the knuckles with her fan. ‘Miss Verity is entertaining us all with wonderfully vivid stories. I warrant she’s as knowledgeable an explorer as Franklin himself!’


More laughter. They looked at her in that familiar way: heads on one side, half fascinated, half repelled by her.


Verity’s needle stabbed in and out of the sampler.


And from the next day onwards, her mother freed her of these interminable afternoons.


Every night, Verity lay awake, listening to the clock ticking in the hallway. The closer it grew to twelve, the more agitated she became, until at last the clock chimed, and she sprang forwards and there were her Papa’s words, for one glorious hour.


Her eyes glittered. Her fingers trembled. The light from her candle cast long, jaundiced shapes onto the rooms of her house. She existed in that single hour between midnight and one.


It did not matter that she barely slept.


If she shut her eyes, she too could feel the shiver of the boat as it collided with the ice, hear the low, rumbling crack as a wedge was formed, as the ship steamed into the small passage. She tasted the oily fishiness of stewed seal that the men had clubbed, chuckled over the tiny puppies whelped by Mercury. But above all, she felt wonder: at the deep indigos of the sea, at the emperor penguins, slipping on and off the ice floes. As the months passed, she watched the slow, cautious creep of her Papa’s ship towards Vahsel Bay. She tried to ignore the alarm in his account, how the crew were anxious and shifting, the weather turning bitter, the bergs multiplying in number and size. Soon it would be July, midwinter. In London, the sun blazed for days, turning Richmond Green to straw. The horses panted up the hill, greasy and shimmering with sweat.


28th June, 1890. I was awoken in the night by raised voices, by shouts. The seas were rough, a gale ripping through the skies, my bedsheets damp from a leak overhead. Some of the men were drunk; one had Paulson by the throat.


‘Ease up, ease up,’ I called, and pulled them apart, the men spitting and snarling.


‘Can’t you see this is madness?’ one said.


I waited to see if Paulson might recognise the truth of it, if a flicker would pass across him. He was like a dog with a bone; he would not give it up.


‘We are only eighty miles from Vahsel Bay,’ he retorted, straightening his cuffs. ‘And if you touch me again, I will shoot you.’ He retreated to his cabin.


The character of the pack has changed, growing thicker and more difficult to break through. Ice pressure against the rudder is a grave concern. Each night, the pack closes tighter around us, threatening to seal us in.


How small our boat is; how unfathomably deep the horizon, the ice, the ocean.


‘Am I imagining it, or has Verity grown … peculiar?’


Verity crouched behind the door, her eye staring through the keyhole. She must not blink.


Her governess frowned. ‘More than usual?’


‘I wish she would stop with these senseless lies. I know it’s all make-believe, but she makes it sound so – so real. So ghastly.’


‘She thinks nothing of you and the pain it must cause you.’ The governess clasped her mother’s hand.


‘She has missed her father before, but this is something different. It is easy for him to be the favourite when he’s never here. I’ve always felt so – so unnecessary. He would die for her, Jane. He would die in an instant. Isn’t that what a parent ought to do? And sometimes I worry that I – I would not do the same for her.’


Verity bit down on her thumbnail, felt that glorious rush of pain.


Her governess spoke quietly, gently. ‘I’ve said it before. Some men are filled with the need to wander. And as for Verity, she can be so sweet when she chooses, so eager to learn. But plenty of children live in circumstances far harder than hers and they do not frighten their guests and tell terrible lies and drift around the house like halfwits.’


Verity knew her mother would not defend her, and so it did not disappoint her when she didn’t.


‘Perhaps, my dear,’ her mother replied. ‘Perhaps.’


18th July, 1890. It is as we feared; we are held up in the ice. The temperature has dropped; the floes are cemented together and show no signs of relenting. What are we to do? The notion of spending the season here is unpleasant to all of us. The cold needles us. Our supplies may not sustain us. We have done what we can: we have travelled over a thousand miles through the ice in the past six weeks. And now we have nothing to do but to wait to see if nature or God will release us.


When Verity’s Papa spent summers at home, he would lift her on his shoulders and they would roam through the orchard, picking fruit from the low branches of the plum trees. Together they would invade Anna’s kitchen and make bubbling cauldrons of jam, the hot liquid shining like amber. It was important, he told Verity, that a gentleman learn the fundamentals of cooking, just as he knew how to sew. If he was stranded on his expeditions, he would have to fend for himself.


The morning after her Papa became trapped in the ice, Verity stared out the window on to the orchard, watching the mounds of fruit rotting on the ground. Her mother was poorly; the governess was tending to her, and Verity paced the walls of her bedroom. She tried not to think of her Papa. The heat of the Surrey summer felt grotesquely decadent. She wished she could punish herself with a cold winter of her own, with no fire and no covers, as though by doing so, her own body might absorb some of his pain.


Verity watched her hand, the way she commanded it to flex. She had to be calm, reasonable. She would not burst into the dining room in a flail of limbs and hair.


‘Verity,’ her mother said, all delight, when Verity sat down in the chair opposite her, her dress newly pressed, two neat plaits weighing heavy on her shoulders. It was a relief to find her mother alone for once.


Her mother reached for the toast. ‘I thought I might visit Smith’s this morning, to see what heavy winter fabrics he has in stock. You do not mind missing a morning’s study, if I am to prevail upon your governess’s time.’


Verity’s breath was shallow. ‘Mama,’ she said. ‘Mama – there is something of the utmost urgency I must discuss with you—’


‘Do not try me, Verity.’ She raised a finger in warning.


‘Mama, please,’ she said, trying to keep her voice level, trying to swallow the queasiness that turned her mouth acrid. ‘You must listen to me. Papa’s ship is locked fast in the ice. There is no recovering it. They are marooned, their supplies dwindling. I can give the coordinates. Without rescue, they will certainly die.’


Her mother gripped her teacup, tighter and tighter. ‘You must stop this, Verity.’


‘It is true, Mama! You must send a ship. You are his only hope!’


‘That is enough!’ Her mother shook her by the arm. ‘Why do you tell these lies? Do you have any idea how much they frighten me?’


‘Please, Mama. You must send a ship. If you don’t, Papa will die! How can’t you see it? He will die, Mama. He will die! And it will be all your fault.’ She seized hold of her mother in turn, as though she were drowning, as if she might shake the truth into her. She dug her fingernails into her mother’s arm and the flesh felt as soft as fruit.


‘Stop it! Get her off me, Jane, get – her – off—’


Hands were grappling her, pulling her back, and still Verity fought, still she writhed and begged and screamed. Fabric shrieked, her own voice pulsing in her ears, He will die – he will die—


And then she was in the hallway, and it was her governess who was pulling her backwards, who was dragging her up the stairs by the wrist.


‘Let me go! Let me go! Mama – Mama – you must listen—’


On she was pulled, up to her bedroom, where her governess flung her onto the floor.


‘You are a foul little liar,’ she spat. ‘If you had any idea how you torment her, how you sicken her—’


‘He is stuck in the ice!’ Verity cried. Her breath was coming in sharp gasps; she had to master herself. ‘You must believe me. You must help send a ship—’


‘And where is she or I to find this ship? Are we to sail it to Antarctica ourselves, and find ourselves stuck, too?’ Her governess took a step back. ‘I have never seen your mother like this, in all the years she has been my dearest friend—’


‘Friend?’ Verity scoffed, pulling herself to her feet. ‘You are her servant!’


The slap sent her sprawling across the room. Still she did not cry.


Her governess reached for the door. She cast one final look at Verity. ‘It is little wonder that your father always leaves you.’


Verity fell back against the floorboards.


It was a thought that had lurked in the distant corners of her mind, that had eaten at her when the house was quiet and she was half-asleep. If she had been better, more exceptional, or even just more ordinary, her Papa would never have left.


19th July, 1890. The pack ice is shifting, carrying us further from Vahsel Bay, from the sight of land. I think of my wife and my daughter, and it sustains me, like a small lantern in the dark. In a month, the ice may melt and free us from this glacial prison. The men dig trenches around the ship. Mercury nuzzles me, her pups grown now, bearing the rounded bellies of brigadiers. There is hope, is there not? There is always hope, always a chance we will live.


That night, Verity sat in front of her doll’s house, waiting for the strike of twelve. She felt like an ogre, a god, a demon. Here, she could hold sway over her own small world, however imperceptibly.


She thought of her mother’s hand covering the governess’s, how quickly it was withdrawn. My dearest friend. The way it had been spoken. Jane. The intimacy of first-name terms. When had such familiarity begun, when had the governess first sat at her father’s place at breakfast, handling his cutlery, carving the bacon with his knife? You will not find me as constant as Penelope. A thousand small things adding up to this: a dark shape she could neither understand nor name, two figures in a doorway.


When midnight chimed, she gripped the governess doll. Her Papa had glued on her hair so carefully, scraping it into a little bun. Perhaps it was rabbit fur, or another small mammal he had skinned on his travels.


Verity raised her hand and smacked that tiny china head against the chequered hallway tiles. The crack made her flinch. A single shard of porcelain skittered across the floorboards. Verity placed the doll at the bottom of the little staircase and smiled.


At first, the pain in Verity’s head was so sharp that she couldn’t remember what she had done. It was the same stab-stab-stab she’d felt on the day she’d bruised her cheek.


The recollection was slow, glugging, like floating to the surface of the water.


Anna did not come that morning. Nobody came. Verity sat in her window seat and watched the doctor’s coach draw up, him and his assistant taking the steps to the house two at a time. She tiptoed to the top of the stairs.


‘Is she alive? I cannot lose her. I cannot.’ Her mother’s frantic voice.


‘We are doing what we can, Mrs Edgars.’


‘She must have slipped. She must have fallen down the stairs. Anna found her this morning. Oh, it’s too awful.’


Verity felt a coiling in her chest, as though a serpent were slipping towards her heart, sinking its fangs into the meat of her.


18th August, 1890. And so we begin another day with little hope. Great plates of ice grind and explode around us, sounding for all the world like the boom of artillery. We ate the last of the pigs yesterday. Last week, Purcel shot three penguins, and we were so famished we might have eaten them raw. Their skins fuel the galley stoves. Our stores of blubber are nearly at an end. The fact is this: we are marooned on an island made of pack. What the ice has eaten it will not easily disgorge. Soon our ship will be ground apart. It is a strange thing, to realise there is no hope of rescue, to think what a small speck you are in the world. Nobody knows where we are. If only a ship might come, ploughing across the horizon. A distant mast, how we would race across the pack and greet it.


I am without Mercury, a loss I feel as strongly as the grief for any human I have known. We did not think Paulson would command it, but perhaps it takes strength to issue an order like it. This morning, in a break between snow flurries, he instructed four teams of dogs to be shot, twenty-eight in total. We could no longer keep feeding them; their food store would be allotted to the men instead.


I gave Mercury a last meal of blubber and led her outside. I am glad, at least, that the task did not fall to me. There are men I would sooner have shot than those dogs. We all flinched with each crack of the rifle, the whine and howl of the dogs awaiting their turn. When it fell silent, I stared at the ground, my vision blurred.


And then Smithson turned to me. ‘Lucky bastards,’ he said, as the snow beat down on us and the endless, endless ice stretched out. ‘Lucky bastards, all of them.’


For months, the governess lay insensible in Verity’s mother’s bed, her head bandaged. Every day, Verity’s mother spooned soups and stews between her lips. The season passed without a single visitor. Anna ferried away the dirty sheets, the stink of shit filling the hallways.


On the rare occasions her mother left the house, Verity would let herself into the bedroom. There she would sit, watching the spasms of the woman’s eyelids, the drool running from the edge of her lips. The veins on her hands were furrowed, like small blue worms.


Verity could not look at her. The snake in her heart twisted, coiled itself tighter.


5th November, 1890. We must face it with fortitude. The chances are, we will die on this ship. Many men are gravely ill. Our ship is raked by squalls and storms. We are down to our last bricks of lard, oatmeal and sugar, rations which were intended for our trek across the pole. There are men who say we ought to have eaten the dogs.


What does it mean to die? To admit I will never balance my daughter on my shoulders once more, and witness her delight as she selects the ripest plums? Oh, what I would give to see her for one more evening, to embrace my wife for the final time. To never set foot on a wretched ship again. Rather, to pack myself into Verity’s little doll’s house, with the curtains drawn tight, and the fire in the grate. What a gift life is, and how cheaply I have held it.


The doctor had visited. The governess’s condition had worsened; there was no hope for her. He expected that she would die in the night.


Verity did not leave her bedroom all afternoon. Her days had grown grey, as cold as gruel. The whole house seemed stultified, servants drifting from room to room, her mother’s sobs seeping out from under her bedroom door.


The clock ticked. Nine o’clock chimed. Ten. Eleven. Verity had begun to dread midnight, and when the twelfth hour rang in the hall, she lay in bed for a full five minutes. What if she went to the journal and found it blank? But what if, too, she missed the last entry her Papa ever wrote, his last cry to the world?


Slowly, she inched her way across the floor, her candle gripped in her hand. When she opened the doll’s house door, nothing seemed out of place. There was her governess with her cracked china head; there was the journal in her Papa’s study. She bit hard on her lip, opened the book. There were words there, new words!


A small hope bloomed in her heart. For now, the world still contained her Papa; his heart still beat in this life. She snatched the map from the wall, studied it. The Antarctic Peninsula was the size of her finger. If only she could pluck him out of the ice, lift his ship as easily as an ant. Verity rubbed the ship with her finger.


She leaned closer. She could have sworn she saw the mast flickering. Could it have been the candlelight, or her tired eyes playing tricks?


Her eyes narrowed. Her finger pinched the mast, tried to drag it. A pain crackled through her and she almost cried out. But sure enough, the mast flinched again, the ship shifting incrementally. Just a fraction, but wasn’t that something? She pressed and pressed the ship, but she could do no more. It would loosen no further.


He must live. He must.


She was about to shut the house when she saw the broken governess doll. She ground her eyes with her fists.


What a gift life is, and how cheaply I have held it.


Soon the clock would strike. She had to be quick, but her limbs felt so heavy. The honey sandwiches which Anna had brought her for dinner were still untouched by the door. Verity dipped her finger into the sticky honey and dabbed it around the jagged edges of the doll’s skull, pressing the missing shard into place. Tenderly, she smoothed that grey hair over the join.


Little sooner had she placed the doll in the house than sleep dragged her under. She lay in front of her house, her head resting on the cold floorboards, her arms splayed in front of her as though in hopeless prayer.


The word echoed.


Miracle.


Miracle –


‘What did you say?’


Her head throbbed, a dryness in her mouth. She could only catch the vague shapes of things, like peering through grimed glass. Anna, bringing her pottage in bed, smiling.


‘Don’t you sicken just as your governess recovers. It’s a miracle, the doctor’s saying. A miracle.’


The pap was sweet and hurt her teeth.


‘Your Mama found her in the sitting room, picking out a book to read. Walking and talking and entirely herself! Can you give credence to it?’


Verity sat up a little. Her head; she let out a moan. Pain flinched in time with her heart. It grew sharper and sharper, a spiked egg pressing into the back of her skull.


‘What is the time, Anna?’ she whispered.


‘Eleven o’clock, Miss. You were sleeping so deeply there was no waking you.’


She only had to endure the slow ebb of thirteen more hours. What if she had accidentally shattered the ship, ground it against the ice? What if it had been nothing more than an illusion?


Her Mama came and fussed around her; her governess even knocked on her door and thanked her for the solicitude she was told Verity paid her during her convalescence; and still time dragged its heels.


At last, midnight came, and when Verity read the journal, her relief was only fleeting. This was just the beginning.


It was the map that preoccupied her, the map that she gripped in her fingers so tightly she might have torn it. She sat before her house, her limbs convulsing, her eyes bulging. She did not blink. The noise that filled the room was not the grinding of ice, but of teeth, her lips flared in a frightful gurn, her fingers pushing, pushing, pushing.


7th November, 1890. I can hardly explain it. I scarcely dare write it for fear I am delirious. I will tell it only as I understand it; I will strip it clean of hope, of fearful anticipation. In the middle of the night, I was woken by a ferocious thundering, as though the very fabric of the world were being rent in two. In moments I was out of my cabin, fearing the worst. We would be crushed; we would be buried alive. Stay below deck! Paulson raged, holding us all back. And then we saw it. Great chunks of ice cascading around us, taking bites from the deck. Each shard glittered in the moonlight, ground off the great bergs that glowed, blue, around us. Where did this come from? The ice holds many secrets and yet there was no storm, not even a puff of wind. When the sound passed, we dared to climb on deck, to pick our way through the great hillocks and mounds of ice. The ship swayed, tilted.


She is freed!


It was Paulson who said it first, quietly, then with more joy. A great cheer went round, but I know what it is to hope and to have it dashed. A small image crossed my mind then, I could not help it – these hands lifting my daughter to seize a ripe plum, just out of reach.


But that was not all. A small channel of water gleamed beyond us, as though it had been carved from the ice just for us. Without a moment’s pause, we angled our ship down it, heaving on the ropes, the wind filling the sails. We dropped anchor before we reached the channel’s end, to avoid the ice surrounding us once more.


So why, when this is all so good, do I feel myself hounded by fear, with a sense that the universe is a place of such perfect balance, that somehow we must have tipped the scales elsewhere?


Besides, this means nothing, I tell myself. It means nothing. There are hundreds of miles yet to pass through. Have a hold on yourself, Alfred. You are far from saved.


She would not stop until she had freed the ship, until she knew it was safely out of the ice. Weeks passed and Verity did not rise from bed until midnight. Every ounce of strength was reserved for when the clock struck twelve.


There were days when she couldn’t move it far, when a black stillness descended on her, when her skull felt as fractured as the doll’s had been. But it was her Papa’s account that spurred her on. His journal brimmed with optimism, with thanks to God, with avowals of love for his wife and daughter, with incredulity that his life was saved.


On the first day of my return, Verity and I will take a boat on the river and row all the way to Kew Gardens –


She did not care that the doctor was summoned, that pain was such a constant she moaned and thrashed and tore at her hair.


A different doctor was summoned, this time from Mayfair.


All that mattered was the tolling of the clock, those twelve clear chimes.


The doctor’s words sounded distant, unmoored from her.


I fear she will die.


She expected to be afraid, but it was triumph that filled her. Her Papa would soon be freed. Nothing else mattered. Just Verity sitting in front of her house, the clock striking twelve, the tiny map creasing under the strain of her fingers, a bright fire raging in her eyes.


16th June, 1891. Never did I think I should be glad to see the harbour of South Georgia once more! I walk about in a state of airlessness, each ring of my boots on the cobbles a joy so extreme I can find no words to express it. Even the smell of dead whale is as sweet to me as nectar. I read that back and laughed; what do I think I am, a tuppenny Byron? I think my relief has addled my wits. When we docked last night, many of the men grew outrageously, uproariously drunk, and who can blame them? For myself, I wanted only a small booth in the corner of the inn, a mediocre sherry and some writing paper. I hope to beat my missive home; we are like a jostling hive of bees, desperate to be on the seas again, to see the shores of England once more. As I sit here, I feel that hand at my throat, a curious certainty that I was destined to die, but cheated death in some way. I lift my hand against the lamplight to check my shadow still falls against the wall. I dip my finger in wax, and there it is, clear: the dimple of my fingerprints.


‘She mutters such things.’ Her mother’s voice was a whisper. She must have thought Verity was asleep. Verity kept her eyes shut, her hand limp against her chest.


‘What things?’ the governess asked.


‘About – about his ship. She seems to think –’ Her mother gave a brief, derisive laugh, as though she was already contradicting its possibility. ‘That – that she can rescue Alfred’s ship. That she has – oh it’s too absurd.’


The governess was silent. A blackbird trilled, far away.


‘I came up here a week ago. I heard a sound. It was midnight. And – and she did not hear me at the door. I saw her before the house. The doll’s house, I mean. Her whole body was rigid. She was muttering strange things about – about harbours of blood and pack ice and shot dogs and – oh it’s too ghastly! Even when I came to her to touch her, to hasten her to bed, she did not notice me. There was a blankness to her. A – a possession.’


Verity did not move. She kept her fingers very still, very flat.


‘No matter how ill she has seemed by day, every night since I have heard the creak of the boards at midnight. But I have not dared to come up. I cannot bear to see her like that. It – it frightens me.’ Verity’s mother seemed to recall herself, to quieten her voice. She added, in such a low whisper Verity could scarcely catch it, ‘I ask you, Jane, do you think she is mad?’


Time slipped past; Verity could not say how many weeks or months. The only constant was pain. Her skull was red hot, branded. Some days she was able to open her eyes and see the way the wind puffed up the curtains. In her ears she heard a hissing, and she parsed it, her lips forming the sound. Ice – ice – ice.


A cold metal instrument was often pressed under her tongue, against her heart. Murmurings seemed as faint as the breeze.


Will she live?


Ice – ice – ice –


A woman crying, sharp as glass.


Ice –


Her hand grasped, kissed. A fire lit in the grate each day. Bitter things forced into her mouth.


She might have torched cities with the fire in her head; it was bright enough to set the whole world ablaze. She moaned and wailed, thrashed her head.


Hopeless, a man’s voice said. She grows weaker by the day. Her heart scarcely beats. It is a miracle she is not already dead. See how cold her hands are, her feet.


She almost smiled. Opened her mouth to speak the word.


Ice. As though her whole body were encased in it, slowing to nothing, to the barest human impulses. To twelve, when for an hour, her pain eased, watching the now steady track of the ship across the ocean. He did not need her any more. He was saved.


Muffled words. Her heart is failing.


The night slipped away. New mornings arrived, grey, muted, each as worn as the one before.


He may not arrive in time.


Who? she wanted to ask. In time for what? But her mind drifted away, a slowing within her.


26th February, 1892. Paulson came to me in my cabin. Unease was writ on his face, and at first I feared there was some great ill about to befall us. A mutiny, an approaching storm, a problem with the masts. He settled himself at my escritoire. Alfred, he said. I cannot understand it. It is scarcely possible. Such a phenomenon is not credible, by the bounds of science. The ice broke only for us. A channel opened before us. The floes seemed to melt away.


Like Moses, I said with a laugh. We are blessed.


Well. He drew his hands over his chin. It is not so unlike it. How could it have happened? As a man of science, not religion, I find myself baffled. It feels almost – he paused – malevolent.


Malevolent? I cried. It is the contrary! Question nothing, my good sir, be glad only that within a week we will be holding our wives and children once more. Within a week, sir! I repeated, and his face broke into a smile.


Yes, Alfred, he said. You are right.


But when he left, that word stuck like a thorn. Malevolent. An unease has begun chipping away at me, a feeling of things out of their natural order. It is a feeling I have done my best to deny. What spirit can be working on our behalf, what could possibly force entire bergs to break apart? I cannot square it. I cannot tie these threads together.


All is well, I tell myself. All is well.


Quick footsteps on the stairs, a voice crying out, ‘My best girl!’


A weight was pressing down on her chest, stopping her breath.


Papa – Papa –


She should greet him. She should throw her arms around him, have him waltz her around the room as he always did on his return, until they were both so giddy they toppled to the floor, laughing.


‘What’s wrong with her? What’s happened? Verity? Her skin is so grey – her eyes – they are blank and – what has happened? She is a skeleton—’


Her Papa’s panic, filling the room. She could not breathe.


‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’


Her mother’s voice. ‘Oh, Alfred. You’re just in time.’


He was home; that was all she’d wanted. She felt a slackening within her.


The ice – the little house – I did it – Papa –


The strength it took her to say the words, for her lips to obey her.


‘What’s she saying?’ her mother asked. ‘Did you hear her?’


A cold quiet seemed to descend on the room, like the stillness on a grey day before the heavens opened. And then, all was flurry, movement. There was a splintering of wood, a crash.


‘Alfred! What are you doing? Stop! This is madness!’


Verity tossed her head from side to side.


‘No,’ she cried. ‘No, Papa, not the house, not—’


She opened her eyes, saw her Papa hunched over the fire, feeding in great chunks of wood. Hungry flames licked up the roof, the walls, a small lacquered cabinet. All gone, turned to ash. She half-expected to see her own skin charred to the bone.


‘No,’ she wept, but he did not seem to hear her.


When Verity woke, the pain was gone. Sunshine gleamed through the curtains. Her mother was reading a book in the armchair beside her.


There was a space next to her chest of drawers where her doll’s house had once sat. The fire, her Papa’s fury; it all came back to her.


‘Mama,’ she said, and her mother glanced up. Her eyes were red and swollen. ‘Might you send in Papa, when he wakes? I suppose he is terribly tired after his voyage.’


‘Verity, darling.’ Her mother took her hand.


‘I feel well, Mama. I think I shall rise. Papa and I might hire a boat. He said we would row it all the way to Kew.’


Her mother shook her head.


‘What is it?’ Verity asked brightly. ‘Whatever is the matter? I’m better, aren’t I? I shall live. You needn’t cry any more, Mama.’


‘Oh, Verity.’ Her mother was holding a letter in her hands. Her voice cracked. ‘The expedition was hopeless.’ She dabbed at her eyes, fresh tears running down her cheeks. ‘Everybody perished.’









THE SECOND WITNESS


Laura Shepherd-Robinson


Jonathan Barnard opened his eyes with a start. Shadows pressed in around him, and seemed to constrict his racing heart. For a moment, he fancied he was tucked up in his own bed in Chorleywood. But as the fog of sleep receded, and he made out the heavy black shape of his travelling trunk in a corner of the room, it all came back to him. Hampstead. The draughty old mansion. His thwarted investigation. His failures danced around him like little black sprites.


Then he heard it. Knock, knock, knock. Coming from the room next door. The elusive charlatan was at it again – and in the middle of the damn night! Pretending to be the ghost of Lady Marsham! Rising from his bed, his legs becoming entangled in his nightshirt in his haste, he crossed the room and opened the door as quietly as he could. He took a few swift strides along the hall, and threw open the door to Lady Marsham’s bedroom.


Half-blinded by the light of a candelabrum, he drew up short at the sight of a dark-haired woman in a blue silk dress knocking on the wall. She had her back to him, but he could see that she was not slender enough to be Miss Marsham, and the lady’s-maid, Frances, had blonde hair. Yet being a rational man, Barnard did not for one moment contemplate the possibility that this woman lacked corporeal form – that she was the ghost of Lady Marsham, who had passed from this earthly realm three weeks ago, and was commonly believed to be haunting this room.


‘What is the meaning of this?’ he demanded. ‘Explain yourself, madam.’


The candles flickered in the draught as she turned. ‘You must be Mr Barnard.’ The lady studied him rather intently. ‘My name is Miss Amelia Hayes. Like you, I am a guest in this house. I arrived yesterday afternoon from Stoke Newington.’


Barnard frowned. He didn’t remember a carriage arriving. And yet sometimes he got lost in his work, and he’d tried very hard to shut out the sounds of all the unwanted visitors who called daily at the house. Yet this one, it seemed, was invited. Barnard wondered why no one had seen fit to introduce them.


‘What were you doing?’ he said, rather tersely. ‘I saw you knocking upon that wall.’ She couldn’t possibly be the one responsible for the past three weeks of chicanery, given she’d only been in the house half a day – but her behaviour was suspicious, decidedly so.


‘I was trying to summon the ghost,’ she said brightly. ‘This is the best time to do it. The witching hour.’ She rapped again on the panelling. Knock, knock, knock.


‘Balderdash.’ Barnard couldn’t help himself. They made his blood boil, all these credulous fools, eager to encounter the ghost of Lady Marsham. Men and women in the grip of superstition, who refused to embrace the new ways of thinking. They might as well be living in the Dark Ages, rather than the 1780s.


‘You dispute the significance of the witching hour?’ Miss Hayes said. ‘I assure you that my studies confirm that ghosts most commonly manifest at this time.’


Her studies? Barnard restrained a sigh of frustration. ‘It is the existence of ghosts that I dispute. My own studies—’ He broke off. ‘Hayes? Amelia?’


She smiled broadly. ‘It has all been rather a tilt, has it not? A broken lance here and there, but no mortal wounds inflicted. I have rather enjoyed our correspondence, sir.’


Barnard stared at her. For over three years now, he had been locked in spirited combat on the letters pages of the Public Advertiser with one A. A. Hayes of Stoke Newington, whom he’d imagined to be a middle-aged gentleman much like himself. Hayes had not only cited the usual tripe about unhappy souls wrenched from the body, he had claimed that ghosts could be summoned at will, and might even be induced to improve the sum of human knowledge. Their correspondence had attracted supporters on both sides, culminating in Barnard publishing his views in a pamphlet entitled An Historical Essay Concerning Ghosts, to which Hayes had responded with A Vindication of the Possibility and Reality of Spirits. It seemed inconceivable to him that his adversary could be this slip of a girl – surely not more than twenty-five – with her pale, rather plain face, and large green eyes that sparkled with amusement.


Trying to muster a little dignity, despite his nightshirt and hairy legs, he bowed stiffly. ‘Can I ask why you are here in Hampstead, Miss Hayes?’ Though he feared he already knew.


‘To investigate this ghost,’ she said. ‘To investigate this murder. If indeed that is what it is.’


Why on earth would Sir Robert have invited her here? It made no sense. ‘An investigation is already in hand,’ he told her, rather coldly. ‘I have been asked by Sir Robert to prove this ghost a fraud.’


‘So I hear,’ she said. ‘Only you don’t seem to have made very much progress. It has been suggested that I might lend a new perspective.’


The worst part was that it was true. Barnard was no nearer to solving the mystery than he had been ten days earlier when he’d arrived in Hampstead, full of confidence that it would all be done and dusted by the end of the week. He had come by carriage, in a hired vehicle sent by the master of the house, Sir Robert Marsham, a newly widowed baronet of the fourth generation. As Barnard had alighted from the carriage on Holly Bush Hill, the small crowd gathered around the gates of the old red-brick mansion had peered at him feverishly.


‘Are you here to see the ghost of Lady Marsham, sir?’ one fellow called out to him, as he struggled with the latch of the gate. ‘They say her husband poisoned her. Better watch your step.’


A gravel path led through a frost-rimed garden to the front door. Rooks protested his approach from the skeletal branches of specimen trees. As Barnard neared the pillared portico, the door opened, and a young gentleman in a black frockcoat emerged. The pale winter sun on his head of golden curls made him shine with an otherworldly aura. Barnard gazed at the man transfixed, his sleek profile and ease of movement recalling a time in his life before the grey and the aches and the torpor of spirit that had since settled upon his soul. His dearest friend, David, had once possessed such beauty – and towards the end of his life, the same coldness of gaze.


‘You are Barnard, I suppose,’ the young man said, as they drew level, and the crisp air filled with his musky scent. ‘The man my stepfather hopes will make all this go away.’


Barnard bowed. ‘You have the advantage of me, sir.’


‘Sebastian Coke,’ the young man said, not troubling to return the bow. ‘Lady Marsham was my mother.’


‘My condolences,’ Barnard said sincerely. ‘You don’t want it to? All go away, I mean.’


‘I want the truth,’ Coke said. ‘If there was more to my mother’s death than meets the eye, then I want to know it. I won’t stand by and watch you collude in hushing it up.’


He brushed past Barnard rather roughly, forcing him to step aside onto the grass. A woman was watching them from the door. About twenty years of age, her fair hair was pinned without adornment, no stones or frills or lace embellishing her black dress. The lady’s-maid, Barnard guessed. Sir Robert had said in his letters that all of the other servants had fled the house when the knocking began.


‘My name is Barnard,’ he told her, as he reached the portico.


She dipped a curtsey. ‘If you’ll come this way, sir.’


The oak-panelled hall was deathly quiet, each creak of his step upon the floorboards a statement of intrusion. The maid watched him surreptitiously, as he divested himself of his overcoat, hat and gloves. They waited a minute for the coachman and guard to carry his trunk up from the carriage, and then he followed the maid along a corridor hung with Dutch oils. A door opened a crack as they passed, and Barnard caught a glimpse of another young woman peering out at them. Gaunt cheeks, unpinned dark hair, one rather wild, dark eye meeting his gaze, before the door closed again, just as abruptly.


They continued along the corridor, past a dining room and a parlour, until the maid halted and knocked at another door. ‘Enter,’ a commanding baritone said.


Barnard walked into a room lined with books. The maid announced his name, and Sir Robert rose from behind his desk, extending a hand in greeting. ‘I am glad to see you, sir. Very glad.’


About fifty years of age, Sir Robert still possessed a broad, athletic build. A Roman nose, thick dark brows, and a purple house-robe combined to put Barnard in mind of a painting of Mark Antony that he’d once viewed at the Royal Academy. Marsham had been an army officer, he recalled, and had served under Wolfe at Quebec. Vigorous, martial men normally made him painfully aware of his own physical inadequacies, but Marsham’s bloodshot eyes and the dampness of his palm were a testament to the baronet’s desperation.


Marsham dismissed the maid and offered Barnard brandy from his decanter. ‘This is a bad business, sir. A very bad business,’ he said, once they were settled in a pair of wing chairs before his fire. ‘When I walk into the village, my neighbours cross the street to avoid me. Rotten eggs have been thrown at my carriage. They say I am a murderer. That I killed Eliza. Even the magistrate has started to look at me askance.’


Barnard’s gaze drifted to a large oil over the fireplace. Sir Robert and Lady Marsham, hands joined, in a portrait clearly painted to celebrate their marriage. That happy event, only two months earlier, had been swiftly superseded by tragedy, when Lady Marsham had succumbed to a violent griping of the guts, said to have been caused by an adulterated pickle. Artists were known to flatter their subjects, and this one had chosen to omit what the newspapers referred to as Lady Marsham’s ‘great tragedy’: the smallpox scars that had turned a celebrated beauty into an object of pity. Her wide blue eyes gazed up at her husband adoringly, one finger resting upon a tortoiseshell box embellished with silverwork, presumably meant to symbolise her wealth. That fortune, left to Lady Marsham by her first husband, an East India man, had figured large in all the newspaper accounts of the ghost. The journalists had also made veiled allusions to the tavern rumours that Sir Robert had a mistress he loved – that he’d married Eliza Coke for her money and then done away with her.


‘The knocking began only three days after Eliza died,’ Sir Robert said. ‘It is heard only in her room, at all hours of the day, and I have been unable to ascertain any natural cause of it. I am a rational man, sir, but I find myself wondering if it might indeed be Eliza’s ghost. Yet the physician who examined her had no suspicions about the cause of her death – and so I cannot understand why she would be haunting us.’


‘Whoever is responsible for the knocking,’ Barnard said emphatically, ‘I am quite certain that it is not your dead wife.’


His conviction seemed to buoy Marsham’s spirits. ‘Then who?’ he cried. ‘Frances was my wife’s maid for over five years. I cannot think she would make a mockery of her memory like this. Sebastian, my stepson, was close to his mother and mourns her deeply. The idea of him playing such a cruel trick is simply unthinkable. As for my daughter, Becky, she is just fifteen years old.’


In Barnard’s experience, youth did not preclude a malevolent mind. ‘There is nobody else it could be?’


Marsham shook his head. ‘Many have witnessed the knocking. The magistrate, the rector, several friends and neighbours too. But since the rumours of murder began, I have admitted few visitors. Most of the time when the knocking is heard, we are alone in the house.’


Three suspects then. At least that would keep things simple. ‘I will need to interview them all,’ he said, ‘and I will also need to examine the room in question. Do not look so distraught, sir. I will soon find the person responsible and prove your innocence in this matter.’


Such misplaced complacency! Over the course of the past ten days, Barnard had interviewed and he had examined. He had consulted his books, and written letters to his fellows in the business of disproving ghosts. He had witnessed the knocking himself, on half a dozen occasions, and yet he’d been left just as baffled as Sir Robert. As the days had passed without progress, the baronet’s expression had grown darker – until Barnard’s humiliation, three days ago, in an incident he could hardly bear to think about without wincing. And now here was Miss Hayes, with her sparkling eyes and her foolish opinions, come to make hay out of Sir Robert’s misery and his own failure. Well, he wouldn’t stand for it!


‘I cannot think Sir Robert will want you in this house – not once he knows what you are about,’ he addressed her sternly.


‘Sir Robert understands entirely what I am about,’ Miss Hayes replied crisply. ‘I cannot say he is happy to have me here, but I was invited by the Hampstead magistrate, Mr Fry. He was rather surprised by my appearance too, but my credentials are impeccable, and he soon reconciled himself to my sex. Ghost or no ghost, he wants to get to the bottom of this matter. In short, sir, he would like us to work together.’


Which was just about the worst idea that Barnard had ever heard.


Having taken himself back to bed in a temper, Barnard slept fitfully that night. The following morning, when he emerged, bleary-eyed, from his room, he heard voices in the hall below. Sir Robert and his strange, wild-eyed daughter, dressed in fur-lined cloaks, presumably heading into the village. Barnard thought about going down and having words with the baronet about Miss Hayes, but if it was true that she had been invited here at the magistrate’s behest, then Sir Robert was just as powerless in this matter as he was himself.


More voices carried to him from Lady Marsham’s bedroom. The door stood ajar and Barnard pushed it open with a creak. Miss Hayes greeted him with a smile, but Frances, the lady’s-maid, who was sitting opposite her at the tea table, flinched and looked away. The last time he had spoken to the girl, Barnard had stepped up his interrogation, convinced that her nerves betrayed some secret she wasn’t telling. But Frances had stuck to her story resolutely, insisting that she knew nothing of any fraud, and he had only succeeded in making her cry. She had avoided him ever since, scurrying away whenever he encountered her in the hall.


There being no other chair available, Barnard took up a position next to the window, his arms folded, determined not to let Miss Hayes use this fraud to promote her foolish theories.


‘You were the first to hear the knocking, I believe?’ she addressed the maid.


Frances nodded, biting her lip. ‘Three days after Lady Marsham died. I was stripping the bed when I heard it.’ She rose and went over to the four-poster. The blue-and-white toile de Jouy curtains had been tied back, and she pointed to a spot on the oak panelling just above the headboard. ‘It was coming from here. At first, I assumed it must be someone in the guest room next door. Only when I went to see, there was nobody there.’ She gave a little shiver and returned to her seat.


‘What happened then?’


‘The knocking had unnerved me, and so I fetched Sir Robert. Soon it started up again.’ Frances tapped an irregular rhythm with her nails on the tabletop. ‘It is a tune from an opera. Lady Marsham used to hum it sometimes when she was embroidering – and sometimes she’d tap along with her thimble. “Lady Marsham,” I cried out. “Is that you?” Well, Sir Robert turned on me then. Very red in the face, he was – and he ordered me out. He said it must have been a bird stuck up in the chimney, though it plainly wasn’t that. Then the following day, Bess, our housemaid, she heard the knocking when she was dusting. She summoned Master Sebastian, who heard it too. The other servants all left not long after that, but I stayed on account of the family.’


Miss Hayes inclined her head. ‘Your loyalty is commendable.’


Barnard had heard this tale three times now, and his attention had wandered to a scene outside the window. An alleyway ran behind the garden wall and Sebastian Coke, Sir Robert’s fair-haired stepson, was walking along it in the company of two shabbily dressed men. Coke halted to say a few words, his face contorted with what looked like rage. Remembering his humiliation at the hands of the younger man a few nights earlier, Barnard’s fists clenched. Despite the evidence pointing to Coke’s innocence, he’d been unable to entirely shed his suspicions of the man, and he wondered if this interaction might pertain to motive. The trio moved off again, heading around the corner of the house, where he lost sight of them. Yet Barnard’s own room had an aspect on that side, and so he headed for the door. In his haste, as he passed, he dislodged a sheaf of Miss Hayes’s papers from a side table, which made the maid jump and elicited a slight frown of enquiry from Miss Hayes.
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