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To Mark, Izzy, Maddie and Mary, with all my love.


And to Zoë, who was the bravest person I know


and who believed in always following your dreams.









11 August 1849


Samuel would keep the secrets of their game. He could be allowed to live. Returned carefully to the sanctuary of his crib, so no one would ever know that he had gone. And those who did know would be too afraid to say anything. The future could be stopped and redrawn. All possibilities quivered in equal balance on that August morning. But in the summer, dawn comes early this far north and the household would already be stirring. Each streak of pink and gold across the sky demanded that a decision be made. Soon it would be light and then there would no longer be a choice. They would know his absence.


His soft, chubby fist held up a gift of daisies and grass carelessly wrenched from the damp early-morning ground. His eyes were the blue of distant skies.


He would live.


But the voices spoke again, louder this time. ‘Kill him, kill him!’ It was impossible to stop them – refusal only made them angry and more insistent. They clamoured with memories of injustices and suffering that could not be ignored. Only vengeance would quieten the voices. He must not live. Yet even the cruel knife hesitated as it was pulled from a deep pocket and raised above Samuel. He glanced upwards, a startled half-scream as he finally understood the game they were playing. At the first clumsy cut, crushed daisies and grass fell and scattered around him. Then it became easier as the keen blade hacked away. The precipice had been crossed and time started again.









Chapter One


The dark events I recount on these pages happened many years ago, but such was their sinister nature, they are imprinted on my mind as vividly as if it had been yesterday. My story may seem sensationalist in places, yet I can assure you it is an honest account – as far as the passage of time will allow – of that harrowing period in my life, and I have not sought to embellish it in any way.


And now, as Henry lies dying, I am to be left the only living witness. It is for this reason, and this reason alone, that I have decided to set down a final and true account of the occurrences at Teesbank Hall, thus ending the morbid speculation that has arisen over the years.


I was just twenty-one when I arrived at Eaglescliffe, a small village in the county of Durham, which was quite as remote as I had hoped. It was then 1871 and already more than two decades after the main events of the narrative. Eaglescliffe was in the process of reinventing itself and grey factories had sprouted up in once green fields. This was the heart of George Stephenson country and railway tracks cut across the landscape, linking together even the smallest of hamlets. It was completely unlike the golden-lit meadows of my childhood home in Norfolk, and for that I thanked God. This would be my hiding-place.


The railway station was a frenzy of slamming doors, whistles and the hiss of the steam engine as it strained to depart. A uniformed porter stood to attention at the far end of the platform, but I was neither pretty enough nor rich enough to catch his notice and instead struggled to lift my battered trunk down from the locomotive’s carriage. Still, I had a little stolen money left and intended hiring a cart to take me the last few miles. I felt in my purse once more to reassure myself that the folded and refolded letter from Mrs Jenson was there.


I hadn’t told a soul where I was going, not even Cousin Lucy, my dearest friend. When the outcry had died down, I would try to get word to her but I didn’t know how many months or even years it might be before I would dare to contact her, perhaps never. Uncle Thomas Stepford would watch her like a hawk and use her as a way to get to me. She would think I had betrayed her, but I couldn’t let myself dwell on that.


Over by the booking office, two men were idling and smoking pipes beside a horse and cart. When I approached and asked whether they were available for hire, the bolder of the two stepped forward and replied, ‘Aye, miss. Where is it you wish to go?’


‘Teesbank Hall, if you please, sir. Just off Jackson’s Lane.’ The address was burned onto my memory.


A silence came upon the two men and I was convinced


I saw them glance at each other, but it was so fleeting I couldn’t be sure.


The man gestured with his hand, ‘Teesbank Hall is that way and not far. Close by the river. You’ll easy be able to walk it before nightfall.’


‘I’m prepared to pay you to convey me there. I have this trunk to carry.’


He shook his head. ‘No, miss, it’s not for me. I’m too busy and you must find another to take you.’ He turned on his heel and walked back to his empty cart, much to my bemusement.


His friend lingered a moment longer. ‘’Tis a bad place that, miss, a bad place. You don’t want to go there.’ He paused. ‘Is there anywhere else I can take you?’


In my confusion, I wasn’t as careful with my response as I should have been and answered honestly, ‘There is nowhere else, sir.’ It was the plain, unvarnished truth – there was no other place on earth for me to run to – and my desperation, not my personal inclination, must dictate my destiny.


And then he did the most bizarre thing. With his eyes upon me all the time, he took his forefinger and made a sign of the cross into the thin air and said, ‘God and all his saints have mercy on ye.’ He reached across and tried to grasp my hand, but I instinctively shrank from his touch. His melodramatic behaviour had made me question his sanity. The Wainwrights had seemed a most respectable family in my correspondence with them, rich with mining from the coalfields of north Durham. I was unsettled at the strangeness of the man’s reaction, but as nobody else was in sight, I was forced to ask him, ‘How am I to get to there, sir, if you will not take me?’


‘No one will take ye there, miss, but if you’re set on going, ’tis only two mile or so away. You must follow the road from Stockton to Yarm and then turn down to the river.’


I thanked him for his directions and began the difficult business of half dragging, half carrying my trunk along the orange clay of the freshly made road, which was mercifully dry. Several substantial villas were being built along this main route, so the sound of hammering and sawing hummed through the air. To my left lay the river Tees but it was hidden behind the dense foliage of woodland and not visible from the road. My progress was slow because of the heavy trunk and I felt a line of sweat form along the top of my lip – several passers-by glanced at me curiously. Stopping to catch my breath, I cursed the two reluctant carters and their refusal to take me.


As I moved further away from the station, the setting became more rural and I found a signpost for Jackson’s Lane, which pointed to a dirt path that led to the river. Although I was now less than half a mile from the bustling Yarm Road, I might as well have been in the middle of the deepest countryside for I was surrounded by tall oak and ash trees. It was a clear March day and the deep silence was broken only by the plaintive cry of a curlew. I breathed in the sharp, intoxicating air of freedom and felt invigorated and alive. A wave of optimism swept over me. I had survived.


The walk took longer than I had expected and the shadows of dusk were already starting to lengthen as I approached the house, which stood starkly alone, forming a solid block of darkness against the deepening sky. It was set back behind high, wrought-iron gates that were stiff to the touch but finally opened with a loud metallic clang. The house was imposing, having a kind of austere grace. At the front, it was covered with thick green ivy, and had row upon row of off-white, shuttered windows, a number of which had a curved balcony around them so that the house had something of the appearance of a French château.


I had been on edge these last few days and had struggled to eat even the smallest bowl of soup, so my thoughts might not have been altogether rational, yet I could not shake off the feeling that there was something grim and sinister about this hidden place. I was gripped by the curious sensation that each of the windows was a half-open eye spying upon me, a conviction that grew when I caught sight of someone dressed in red peering down from a window at the very top of the house, seemingly straight at me. I shaded my eyes to see more clearly and raised a hand in acknowledgement but in an instant the figure had disappeared so I dismissed it as a trick of the fast-diminishing light or my over-stimulated imagination. Shrugging, I told myself to think no more of it, that food and a good night’s rest would rid me of the cold sensation in the centre of my stomach.


The gravel drive brought me directly to the great oak door at the front of the house and now I hesitated before it, unsure of what I should do next. Would the Wainwrights expect me to arrive at the front or use the servants’ entrance? There was no sound or sight of human activity to give me a clue. In many ways I might be considered the social equal of the Wainwrights, and my own governess had always been treated as part of the family, but I knew that was unusual and largely due to Father’s peculiarities and notions of fair play. In any case, Teesbank Hall was far grander than our home had been.


There was an ornate knocker, in the shape of a lion’s head, which I carefully raised and allowed to drop heavily so that it echoed loudly through the stillness of the early evening. It was several moments before this brought a response and I had almost given up and resigned myself to finding an entrance at the rear when the door opened and a small, bird-like woman stood before me. She was dressed in the black crêpe of mourning and had a ramrod stiff back, with an air of cold efficiency.


‘You must be Miss Harriet Caldwell. I am the housekeeper, Mrs Jenson,’ she said.


Harriet Caldwell. It was the first time I had been addressed aloud by that other woman’s name and I felt the thrill of deception. ‘Yes, ma’am. I believe we have corresponded.’


Her sharp dark eyes quickly appraised me, making me conscious of the slight smudges on my face, the creases of my dress and my dusty, patched boots. In response to her questioning stare, I said flatly, ‘I had to walk the final two miles from Eaglescliffe station, ma’am. No cart would take me.’


A slight narrowing of her eyes indicated her disapproval of my dishevelled state. She nodded and continued, ‘In future you’ll be expected to use the servants’ entrance at the back of the house. The Wainwrights are most particular.’


Suitably chastised, I responded, ‘Yes, I will—’ but was cut short as Mrs Jenson continued, ‘It will be more amenable for us to speak in my sitting room, which is below stairs. Please follow me. You may leave your luggage in the hallway. I will ask one of the gardeners to take it up.’


She walked away swiftly and I had to hurry to keep up with her hastily departing back. Finally, I found myself in her quarters, where a small fire was lit against the chill of the evening air. It was a fussy room, crammed with ornaments, samplers of Biblical proverbs and pictures of desolate landscapes. A well-fed spaniel eyed me disapprovingly from his prime position on the old-fashioned red damask sofa. One side of the room was given over to shelf upon shelf of leather-bound books, where the novels of Dickens collided with The Collected Sermons of John Wesley and, at the centre of the mantelpiece, an ornate gold clock counted out the minutes. It was the very picture of respectability and each loud tick reassured me as to how foolish and melodramatic the carter’s words had been.


She gestured towards a small table, which was covered with neatly stacked papers and receipts. Once we were seated, she took a number of sheets from one of the piles – these were the letters that related to my employment. ‘You have travelled from Norfolk, I see.’


‘Yes, ma’am. I have been travelling for the last two days.’ I was more nervous than I had realized and my words came out in short breaths and pauses. I tried to compose myself but it was difficult being in this strange place, with no familiar faces or points of reference.


Perhaps she felt some degree of sympathy for me because she asked whether I’d like some tea, which she served from a stout blue and white china teapot. I grasped the warm cup and listened carefully while she outlined the terms of my service at Teesbank Hall.


‘You will, of course, have tonight to eat and rest before your duties commence in the morning.’


‘Thank you.’ It was now several hours since I had eaten and I was very hungry.


‘However, Mr and Mrs Wainwright have asked that I speak to you first. There are some matters you will need to understand about your role. The Wainwrights don’t like to be troubled with household issues.’


I looked at her expectantly.


Mrs Jenson read from the document she held in her hand, ‘Your previous employer’s letter of recommendation says you are able to teach French, globe work, drawing and the piano. Is French the only language you have?’


‘I’m fluent in French – my mother was from Provence and I was brought up speaking the language.’


‘That will be of no use to you in this position as Miss Eleanor has learned German and the classical languages. Do you have knowledge of those?’


I was forced to admit my ignorance of anything apart from English and French. Mrs Jenson crossed out something on the document, before continuing, ‘Your letter of recommendation also says that you are a good, God-fearing young lady. I presume you are of the Anglican faith?’ She paused here and looked at me. ‘I hope you have no views of a radical persuasion.’


Although it was not altogether true, I assured her this was the case.


‘Good. And you were employed by your previous family for four years?’ She glanced at me quizzically.


I had only just turned twenty-one and feared this was the part of my deception that was most likely to lead to my discovery. I didn’t answer directly. ‘Father died and I was forced to seek a position at a young age, ma’am.’ I had decided I would keep my lies as close to the truth as possible so that it was easier to maintain the fiction.


For a split second I suspected she knew the character was forged and I felt my heart freeze within me, but then she continued, ‘As agreed in your terms of service, your salary will be fifty pounds per annum, which you will receive six months in arrears, as well as board and lodgings.’


‘It is as you said in your letter,’ I agreed.


She carried on, ‘You will have one Sunday afternoon a month for yourself, when you may visit family or friends.’


‘I have none,’ I said, and she nodded, as if this was the reply she had expected.


‘You will have use of the schoolroom in the evenings, when Miss Eleanor is otherwise engaged, where you may read or sew, and you may walk in the grounds if you have no other duties. The path by the river is very pleasant. On certain evenings you may be requested to join the family for meals and suchlike. It’s a quiet household and you will not be allowed visitors.’


‘I understand, Mrs Jenson.’


She now looked at me carefully, giving weight to the next words: ‘It is also important that you know something of Miss Eleanor, who is to be your pupil. There are matters I did not think it fitting to include in our written correspondence. It is better that we speak of them now.’ She stopped briefly. ‘She is of a very infirm disposition and as such needs the most careful of watching.’


My first thought was that she suffered from some physical ailment so I asked, ‘Is she an invalid?’


Mrs Jenson waved her hand to dismiss my suggestion. ‘No, no. Physically she’s quite sturdy. Her difficulties are of a different nature altogether. She has a weakness of the mind that makes her a danger to herself and others. Mrs Anderson is her nurse and will be with her during the hours of darkness, from seven in the evening until seven in the morning. At all other times she is to be your sole responsibility. You must not allow her out of your sight and . . .’ she stopped here for emphasis ‘. . . the master and mistress expect to be kept fully informed of all her activities.’


‘But why is that, ma’am?’ I couldn’t help myself from blurting out.


She viewed me critically with her shrewd dark eyes. ‘Miss Eleanor can display some qualities that must be . . .’ she searched for a word ‘. . . suppressed. It’s your responsibility to observe and report upon her so that Mr and Mrs Wainwright are able to act if necessary.’


I felt a deep unease. ‘What are these qualities?’


Mrs Jenson replied, with an air of finality, ‘It is better that I say no more. Should an issue arise, and God willing it does not, you will understand the need for vigilance. However, I must warn you that Miss Eleanor can be a sly and manipulative girl when she wishes. If she attempts to befriend you, you must be on your guard against her.’


I was perturbed and a little afraid – I had come as a governess, not a spy – but I couldn’t afford to lose this position without another point of refuge so could do no more than nod in agreement.


Mrs Jenson now opened a large account book and pushed it across the table towards me. ‘You must also keep a daily record in here.’


I looked at the opened pages in confusion. There were lists of foodstuffs and measured amounts, so that I read, ‘Oatmeal – one ounce and a quarter-pint of milk’, then underneath this, ‘Two slices of beef and two ounces potatoes’, which had been crossed through in a different-coloured ink. In a final column, there appeared a series of letters – for example, on 14 March 1871, a large C had been written, which appeared again on 20 March, accompanied by a D. Bewildered, I asked. ‘What must I write here?’


Mrs Jenson spoke guardedly: ‘When Miss Eleanor is in one of her tempers, she will refuse food to spite us. The doctor has insisted that we keep a record of everything she eats. As you are with her all day, you’ll be able to observe the quantities.’


‘And the letters, what do they mean?’ I asked.


‘They are a memorandum for me and her nurse,’ she replied. ‘The ledger is kept locked in there.’ She pointed to a large mahogany cupboard in the corner of the room. ‘At seven o’clock, you’ll come to my room to complete the entries for that day and make your report to me. The servants will weigh her meals, but it is your responsibility to indicate how much of them she has eaten.’


Concern must have etched itself across my face because she said firmly, ‘It’s for her own good that she is closely supervised.’ Her expression was tightly shuttered and it struck me again that there was something harsh and unyielding about her face and person. She continued, ‘If Miss Eleanor says or does anything untoward, I must be informed immediately. That is all you need to know for the time being.’


She rose from her seat, her every action signalling that the interview was at an end. I, too, stood up but, emboldened by the strangeness of her instructions, I dared to ask, ‘The carter at the station didn’t wish me to continue to the Hall. He said it was a bad place. Why would he warn me?’ As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Uncle Thomas Stepford had always said that curiosity was one of my greatest failings and would lead to my downfall.


Mrs Jenson’s lips set into a thin line. ‘A child was killed here. It was a great tragedy and has brought the family much sadness and created foolish talk in the area. However, it is in the past, more than twenty years ago, and we do not dwell on the matter.’ It was clear there was to be no more discussion as she added, ‘I’ll arrange for a meal to be prepared for you in the servants’ hall. I imagine that you will want an early night after your journey.’


Her sitting room was situated near to the kitchen, meaning that our conversation had been punctuated by the clattering and banging of plates and pans, and the occasional knell of one of the brass bells that summoned staff to the main part of the house. She led me into it now. It was a large room, with white tiles and gleaming copper pans hanging by hooks from the ceiling. Off to the side was a door, and I followed her through this into the servants’ hall.


A belligerent-faced girl was slouched over the large pine table but quickly jumped to attention when she saw us. Mrs Jenson glared at her. ‘Eliza, Miss Caldwell has been travelling for some time and needs food. Tell Mrs Hargreaves to prepare bacon and eggs and a pot of tea.’


Then Mrs Jenson addressed me again: ‘Miss Caldwell, I would advise you to ask fewer questions about things that do not concern you, if you wish to keep your position at Teesbank Hall. You would do well to be more careful.’ She left the room, shutting the door with a sharp click.









Chapter Two


Eliza pulled a face at her departing back. ‘If you really want to be careful, you’d be better off staying away from Mr Wainwright.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, I’m never alone in a room with him, if I can help it. He can’t keep his hands to himself.’ And with that parting shot, she disappeared into the kitchen. I sat wearily on the hard wooden chair, as the irony of her comment struck me.


When the bacon and eggs were finally ready, Eliza slammed the plate down on the table. I had heard her muttering to someone in the kitchen and her tone made clear she resented having to wait on someone she saw as little better than herself. The food was swimming in grease and almost inedible, so after a half-hearted attempt, I gave up and instead ate two thick slices of bread and butter. Anxiety gnawed at me all the while, as I considered Mrs Jenson’s words about Eleanor. What was her infirmity of mind and why couldn’t she be trusted? I wondered, too, about the letters in the ledger – C and D – and what they might mean.


Perhaps this was a bad place, as the carter had said. And if it had been my intention to stay for any long period of time, I might have been frightened but I would remain only until the trail had gone cold and I had saved a little money. Then I would make my next move. I thought of the atlases that had once lined Father’s library and told of exotic faraway places. I intended to find a passage on a ship to one of the new worlds I had glimpsed in their illustrated pages. As long as I maintained a steady gaze on my next destination, I could withstand any deprivations of this stopping-place.


Darkness had fully fallen by the time I’d eaten and a housemaid, Agnes, was given the task of showing me to my bedroom. She was about the same age as me and had large, trusting brown eyes, with mouse-coloured hair scraped back from her face. When she smiled at me, I responded gratefully, glad to have some sign of friendship in this vast, strange house. She took two long white candles and a simple brass holder from a kitchen drawer and said she would walk with me to my room, which was at the very top of the building.


She was responsible for checking all the fires had been dampened down for the night, so her route took us into the main areas of the house. Teesbank Hall was filled with expensive pieces of slightly dated mahogany furniture but even the candles placed around the rooms failed to dispel the gloomy atmosphere. Everything was cleaned and polished, but the house felt uncared for – as if the rooms had been put together haphazardly – so that it seemed not so much a home as a soulless museum. There was a deathly hush and we met no one as Agnes checked each room. When I asked whether I might hold the candle as she carried out her duties, she put her finger to her lips urgently. ‘No noise,’ she hissed. ‘The mistress don’t like to hear voices.’


I was keen to know why this should be, but as soon as I opened my mouth, she merely pulled a face and continued working in silence.


One of the features of Teesbank Hall was an ornate staircase of carved wood, which curved its way right through the centre of the house. However, when Agnes had finished her work, she took me past this and to a plain dark door at the end of the corridor. Behind it was the servants’ enclosed staircase, which ran along the side of the great house and parallel to the main flight, allowing the servants to go about their business invisibly, fetching scuttles of coal and carrying mountains of laundry. The whole house hummed like a well-tuned machine and the owners needed never to be aware of the servants who formed its mechanical parts.


Even on the brightest of days, this staircase was shrouded in gloom, and its narrow, steep steps twisted and turned endlessly. Agnes walked swiftly ahead of me with the confidence of someone following a familiar route, but I was forced to feel my way more cautiously. When we finally reached the attics, I observed that a solid wall ran through the middle of this part of the house and separated it into two quite distinct sections, with four or five rooms facing to the front and a similar number at the back. There was only limited light along the two parallel corridors and Agnes’s candle did little to dispel the darkness around us.


Away from the restraints of the main part of the house, Agnes became animated once more. ‘Your room is at the front of the building,’ she informed me. ‘It’s been made up for you. It’s a good big room. It’s the one the governesses always have.’ She indicated that I should turn right and follow her.


Something about her tone made me remark, ‘That sounded as if there have been many governesses.’


I had made the comment light-heartedly but she turned to me very earnestly and said, ‘Ladies don’t stay. It’s too out of the way here and the life’s too harsh.’


‘Oh, I’m sure I will survive.’ I smiled at her, but her eyes were still serious and she didn’t answer me.


As I walked behind her, it was impossible not to notice the deserted nature of the place: all of the doors along the front corridor were closed. In order to break the awkward silence that had descended, I asked, ‘Does anyone else live at the top of the house?’


Her eyes widened. ‘All us girls live up here but we sleep at the back of the building. They made up some dormitories for the female servants.’


‘Is mine the only room used at the front of the house?’ I asked.


Agnes had stopped because we were now outside what was to be my room. She looked determinedly at the floor and said, ‘The governess always sleeps at the front of the house. Mrs Jenson says the rooms at the front are better quality and, in any case, most of us girls like to share with each other.’


‘But why not have a room to oneself? It seems such a waste to have all these rooms and not use them.’


She fidgeted with her hands, ‘It’s better to sleep with the others.’


‘But why?’ I asked, increasingly puzzled at what she said.


‘It’s dark up here and people say they hear things – see them, too. Not that I ever have,’ she reassured me hastily, ‘and I think people just like to talk, but still, I’m happier sharing a room.’


‘What kind of things? Surely you don’t believe in such stories.’ I was amazed. Agnes had struck me as being quite sensible and level-headed.


She must have sensed the disbelief in my tone because her next words were defensive: ‘I didn’t say I’d seen anything. But Eliza swears she has. Ghostly things.’


‘Is that why no one at the railway station would bring me here?’


‘Nobody comes to Teesbank Hall if they can help it. The locals call it Murder House. We’re always short of servants because people don’t want to work here. I’d leave tomorrow if I could find somewhere else, and I’ve worked for the Wainwrights for the last three years.’


‘Murder House? Is that because of the child who was killed here?’ I remembered Mrs Jenson’s words.


She nodded. ‘But I’m not to speak of it. If Mrs Jenson knew I’d been gossiping, she’d go into a fair rage. You won’t say anything, will you?’


‘No, of course not,’ I answered. ‘Perhaps it’s because it’s so dark and deserted up here, people imagine they see things.’ I could understand how the gloomy atmosphere of the attics and the tragic events of the past might give rise to supposed sightings of ghosts and other malign presences.


‘Maybe that’s the case.’ She shrugged. ‘Promise you won’t say anything to Mrs Jenson, will you? What I said about Murder House and people being afraid to sleep up here.’


I reassured her again, reflecting that she seemed more scared of the anger of the housekeeper than of any supernatural occurrence. Still, I dared to ask her, ‘What is your opinion of Miss Eleanor, who is to be my pupil? Mrs Jenson spoke of her strange qualities.’


Agnes shook her head. ‘That you must judge for yourself, miss. It’s not my place to say.’


‘But why must she be watched at all times?’


Agnes looked at me directly. ‘I’m closer to Miss Eleanor than most but still I would take care around her. You’ll see what I mean in the morning.’


It was hardly a reassuring answer but I must be satisfied with it. Then, just as she was about to go, she paused, as if she were working up her courage to say something important. She opened her mouth to speak but stopped and began again, saying simply, ‘Sleep well. You’ve the candle for your bedside, just in case. I’d let it burn through the night if I was you.’


‘Is anything the matter?’ I asked, for she looked so frightened.


‘Nothing,’ she replied, and walked back along the corridor, quickly swallowed into its gloom.


I wondered what momentous thing she might have been about to reveal to me. But God knew I had secrets enough of my own and didn’t need anyone else’s. If what she had withheld was significant, I would find it out in time.


My own room. I thought it was pleasing enough, plain but more than sufficient – and certainly not haunted. It was large, and had polished wooden floorboards, partly covered with a clip rug of muted pinks and violets. At the centre was a single bed, with a black iron frame, its covers starched and pristine white. In the right-hand corner stood an oversized wardrobe, which my familiar trunk had been placed alongside, and opposite the window was a small chest of drawers, topped with a mirror and a jug and bowl for washing. The mirror was in the old-fashioned style, with a dark wood surround carved with cherries and swirling leaves; the glass had a slightly green hue and was spotted with age. A strong scent of lavender cleaning wax failed to mask the stale air and I resolved that in the morning I would open the window.


Despite my earlier confidence, I felt very alone after Agnes had left, and hoped I had not offended her with my scepticism about the ghostly nature of the attic. I didn’t wish to lose a potential ally so quickly. I imagined – envied, perhaps – the maids giggling and chatting together in squalid solidarity on the other side of the dividing wall. I placed the candle on top of the chest of drawers so I might chase away the shadows, and sat on the bed, facing the mirror.


It was my routine to brush my hair meticulously every night – one hundred strokes with the silver-backed brush. The sepia mist of the mirror reflected my face back at me. My skin was pale and my features were unremarkable. My eyes were dark enough to hide the truth, but my hair was my crowning glory, with its shades of light brown and gold. I usually wore it pinned into a loose chignon, with just a few tendrils escaping their constraints. My figure I knew to be slim and girlish, but my lips were too full and red to be pleasing – Cousin Lucy said it was a sign of my passionate and defiant nature. Perhaps she was right, for I was always unable to accept instruction and behave as Uncle Thomas Stepford demanded.


The obligatory Bible lay by the bed and the sampler on the wall exhorted, ‘Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them.’ (Ecclesiastes 12:1)


I sank to my knees. For me the evil days had come already and what pleasure did I have in the days of my youth? To an observer I might have seemed deep in prayer. However, my prayer was not to God but to myself, my nightly mantra, ‘I will not let circumstances destroy me. I will survive this. Everything will pass,’ which I repeated until I could begin to believe it was the truth.


Exhausted from the day’s travel, I removed my outer dress, splashed cold water from the jug onto my face and clambered half clothed into the narrow bed. In the house in Norfolk, I had savoured these moments before sleep, when I imagined the exotic destinations of my planned escape, the pictures and words of my father’s books made flesh, such thoughts blotting out the horror of my day-to-day existence. But that night I was exhausted from my travels, and even the mysteries surrounding Eleanor could not stop me falling straight into a deep and dreamless sleep.









Chapter Three


I woke the next morning to the dull thuds and muffled exchanges of the housemaids. The walls in the attic were thin and cheaply built so even a noise made several rooms away could be distantly heard. I assumed they were rising early to light the fires and begin the tasks that would set the household in motion. The Wainwright fortune was founded on coal, and fires would blaze brightly on all but the hottest summer’s day. For the first few moments I lay and enjoyed the warmth beneath the covers, savouring the sensation as I celebrated the first true morning of the freedom I had stolen.


The sharp March sunshine streamed through the curtains. I pushed back the coverlet and went to open the window and let in some fresh air. To my surprise, the large, rectangular window was entirely covered with a fine black mesh, which was secured into place by means of nails placed all around its perimeter. When I asked Mrs Jenson about this later, she explained that birds would fly in and become trapped, terrified in the enclosed space of the attic rooms, so all the windows at the top of the house had been fitted with wire covers. It was the mesh that stopped the easy movement of air into the rooms, adding to the lifeless and claustrophobic feeling in that part of the house.


I dressed hurriedly, as I feared being late on my first morning of employment, and used the stale water in the jug to rub some life into my pale face. Now I was less tired, I began to worry about what I was supposed to teach Eleanor. My own governess’s patient lessons would have to be my guide but I suspected it would be easy to see through my lack of experience.


And Eleanor herself. There had been no mention in Mrs Jenson’s letters about the dangerous ‘qualities’ of my pupil or that she must be watched over at all times. I wondered whether I would have taken the position if I’d known that, but the Wainwrights had been the only family to respond to my advertisement in the Morning Post. By then, I would have accepted anything.


At the allotted time, Mrs Jenson took me to the library, which doubled as the schoolroom, to introduce me to Eleanor. As we walked along the corridor, I felt my stomach knot with nerves and I almost dared to ask a little more about my pupil, but the memory of the housekeeper’s stern warning the previous evening meant that the question died on my lips and we walked together in silence.


I’m not quite sure what I had expected Eleanor to be like, but I was still surprised to find that my charge was taller than me and only a few years younger. She was standing defiantly by the window and barely glanced around when we entered the room.


‘Where is Mrs Anderson?’ Mrs Jenson asked. ‘Why isn’t she with you?’


‘I sent her away five or so minutes ago. Surely I can be trusted for such a little while.’


‘Mrs Anderson knows she must be with you at all times.’


‘Then you speak to her for I won’t,’ Eleanor replied sulkily.


She was very thin, with dark hair, and wore a dark green dress, which hung limply about her boyish figure. The sleeves were long and she had pulled them past her wrists, so that everything about her seemed closed off.


Later, when I had the opportunity to observe her carefully, I concluded her face had a classical regularity about it. Her features were too striking for beauty but she should have been handsome at the very least. She was neither, although I couldn’t put my finger on why that might be so – perhaps her chin jutted too far or her blue eyes were too piercing. Certainly there was a scowl permanently stamped across her face. It was clear she had no intention of acknowledging my presence and her whole body was strained towards some point on the distant horizon, as if she were looking out intently for someone or something.


Mrs Jenson changed tactics now and said in a cajoling voice, ‘Miss Eleanor, this is Miss Caldwell. She is to be your new governess. Please can you turn around and greet her nicely.’


‘I am not a child so don’t speak to me as if I were,’ she snapped.


I had judged Mrs Jenson to be quite fearless but she apologized immediately and something in her manner suggested she was wary of this young woman. I remembered her warning that I should be on my guard against my new pupil.


Eleanor turned partially towards me, although she didn’t look me in the eye. ‘I am aware another governess has been appointed but, as must be clear to everybody, I hardly need one.’ Her voice registered an icy disdain. ‘In any case, I can scarcely see what she might be able to teach me.’ I feared her withering look must take in the shabbiness of my dress, the grime of the journey that couldn’t be sponged away, and my plain, earnest face.


‘Now, Miss Eleanor, you’ve promised you will be good. Miss Caldwell has come a long way so that she might be your governess. I know Mr Henry has written from Durham to request that you be kind and that there should be no more tricks,’ pleaded the housekeeper.


This last comment seemed to have its intended effect and Eleanor forced her face into the semblance of a greeting and offered her hand to me. ‘I am Eleanor Wainwright,’ she announced gravely.


‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance,’ I replied, and took her hand, surprised at the formality of her gesture.


‘There now, that’s a good girl,’ Mrs Jenson exclaimed. ‘I’m sure you will get along well together. Now, I must go back to my duties but I shall return to check that you have been true to your word, Miss Eleanor. You know it is what Mr Henry would want.’ With that, Mrs Jenson left the room as hastily as she felt decent, pretending to herself that some kind of truce had been agreed.


In truth, we all knew this wasn’t the case, and as soon as she had gone, Eleanor looked at me critically. ‘I do not want a governess and I will ensure you do not last long here. That much I can promise you.’


I was determined not to be intimidated and experience had taught me it is always best to face difficulties head on, so I replied, ‘I am sure there is much I can teach you. I’m educated in drawing, piano and globe work. My mother was French, from Provence, and I’m able to speak and write the language fluently.’


Eleanor laughed and spoke slowly: ‘French is not allowed in this house and, in any case, I have been adept in German, Latin and Ancient Greek since the age of twelve. As for drawing, piano or globe work, I prefer not to waste my time on such trivialities.’ Her tone conveyed her total contempt for my suggestions. She gestured around the room at the books that lined its shelves. ‘As you can see, I hardly lack education and learning. I have read most of the books in this room, even those that Father and Grandmother consider harmful to the delicate female brain.’


Hot with embarrassment, I replied, ‘It’s a most well-stocked library, Miss Eleanor.’


She ignored my comment. ‘Two or so years ago, I had a tutor, Miss Lilian Howard, who was capable of educating me, but that was clearly far too dangerous for my parents’ taste. She was sent away and replaced by a succession of half-witted governesses. Now my brother Henry teaches me what he learns at university so that I am not suffocated by ignorance, unlike so many of my sex.’ She glared pointedly at me. ‘I intend to sit the General Examination for Women at the University of London. I cannot suppose you have the knowledge to help me prepare for that.’


I feared much the same. ‘Perhaps your parents intended me as your companion.’


At that suggestion, she looked at me with derision. ‘Surely things are not so desperate that my parents must pay for companionship with someone such as you. I will choose my own friends. Quite frankly, I’ve no idea why my parents have chosen to appoint yet another governess. I presume they mean you to spy upon me.’


I felt my cheeks burn.


‘Ah, yes, I see now. It didn’t take me long to find you out. That is what you are, a spy. A horrid little spy. I have been betrayed in the past, but I will not allow myself to be tricked again. And you may tell my parents so yourself.’ She turned bitterly towards the window.


I was silent.


‘It’s obvious you’re not used to our ways. You are not from this area and don’t know my family’s reputation. If you did, I doubt that you would be here.’ With that, she resumed her vigil of watching, making it clear that she was tired of speaking to me.


My heart sank at the impossibility of the task ahead of me. ‘I suppose we must begin our lessons,’ I offered, looking around the room for some form of inspiration as to what I might teach.


Eleanor laughed blankly and mirthlessly. ‘I am waiting for my brother to return. I think it will benefit me more to spend my time by the window. You may do as you please.’


Awkwardly, I began to gather together paper and ink. I found an atlas on the library shelves and pretended to myself this would be a good starting point for our lessons.


My thoughts were broken by the sound of the door being opened, and Eleanor exclaimed with joy, ‘You are here, Henry, finally you are here! I have been waiting by the window since daybreak and there was no sign of you. How did you get here?’


A deep male voice replied, ‘I took the back route across the fields.’ Then a pause. ‘Oh, Ellie, I’d forgotten I promised to ride in front of the library window.’


‘How could you forget? It’s what you always used to do when we were younger. I’ve been watching for you. But it doesn’t matter. It has just been so deadly dull while you’ve been away. There has been no company except for that of our dear parents and grandmother, and I would rather eat bleaching powder than spend more than five minutes with them.’


‘Ellie, don’t say that!’ Her brother laughed.


When I turned, I saw them embracing. Henry pulled his sister away from him and held her at arm’s length. ‘I really do think you’re growing up. You’ll be a young lady in no time at all and out in society.’


She frowned. ‘You know that I don’t care to be a lady. Frankly, I find more enjoyment in my books. Oh . . .’ she saw her brother had caught sight of me ‘. . . this is Miss Caldwell. There is nothing she can teach me after all. She is just the latest of Father’s spies. But she is not a very good one and I have caught her out already.’


The brother turned around to face me full on and gave me a cold, disapproving stare. Like his sister, Henry Wainwright was tall and dark but the same features that sat strangely upon her gave him character so he was undeniably handsome, with dark blue eyes and high cheekbones. His presence dominated the room and I felt myself blush at his natural masculinity. The sum of my knowledge about men was confined to my father and my uncle. Although they were very different from each other, they had been familiar, and there was something unsettling about Henry Wainwright. He turned to his sister with a faintly mocking smile playing about his lips. ‘She doesn’t look very much of a spy, does she?’


‘No, she is quite plain and unassuming. At least my last governess Miss Richardson brought the benefit of wit and beauty – much good those did her once Mother found out how Father appreciated her finer qualities! And it didn’t matter that she had done everything she could to discourage him.’


‘I feel that Miss Caldwell will be safe from such unwanted attentions,’ the brother murmured to his sister. She smirked at me.


I felt myself pale with humiliation and it was obvious to them I had caught his words. He had the decency to half bow his head in apology and colour slightly – he had not intended that I should hear the whispered comment. Eleanor, though, smiled vindictively at my discomfort.


I nodded stiffly in return and, attempting to reclaim my dignity, stated, ‘Miss Eleanor, we must begin your lessons. I have been instructed—’


‘I do not have to take notice of her, Henry, do I? She is just a spy, after all. Tell me all about Durham,’ she begged her brother. ‘And tell her she can leave the room.’


‘I’ve been instructed that I must be with Miss Eleanor at all times,’ I said evenly.


‘I will not listen to her,’ Eleanor snapped. ‘She must understand that I don’t need to listen to her.’


‘Ellie, we’d agreed that you would be kinder. This must be better than being alone.’


Her response was a hunching of her shoulders and I feared that I ranked alongside her parents and grandmother as her least desired companions.


With a calm air of superiority, he assumed the role of reasonable intermediary, which I found more insufferable than his sister’s petulant demands. ‘Miss Caldwell, surely you can’t object if Eleanor and I sit together by the fire and talk quietly. We’ve not seen each other for several weeks. You may continue your valuable work sorting the paper and pens.’


This comment brought another snigger from Eleanor. How I hated them both! But, having little choice in the matter, I busied myself by the table and was forced to swallow the torrent of sharp retorts that flooded into my heart. I couldn’t risk my position, certainly not for six months, and must learn to assume a calmness of manner that didn’t come naturally to me. Brother and sister leaned close together, exchanging confidences and laughing quietly. Every so often, they would glance across at me and I felt myself curl with embarrassment at the thought I might be the source of their amusement.


The day passed with agonizing slowness and I was only relieved of my post by the arrival of Mrs Jenson, who announced, ‘As Mr Henry is here, Mrs Wainwright has said you might be excused from teaching Miss Eleanor in order to unpack.’


‘Very well. I shall go to my room now.’ I nodded stiffly at the brother and sister. ‘If you would excuse me.’


‘Yes, of course, Miss Caldwell,’ Henry replied, with exaggerated courtesy.


‘And you have been asked to dine with the family tonight. You must be in the dining room for seven o’clock sharp,’ the housekeeper added.


I was quite taken aback at this request so soon after my arrival. It seemed that Eleanor was, too, for she gasped and put a hand to her mouth to stifle a guffaw of disbelieving laughter. She glanced at her brother with a look of annoyance. She clearly had as little desire for me to be at their table as I did. Why had it been requested that I should dine with the family? I would a thousand times rather have spent the evening alone with only my plans and daydreams for company.


I trudged wearily up to the attic, remembering to take the servants’ stairs. It was soothing to unpack my small store of possessions and deposit undergarments and stockings neatly in the drawers, place two well-thumbed books on the shelf and hang my dresses in the wardrobe. The simple, rhythmical action brought a kind of relief to my overcharged mind, and when the gong sounded to warn the house that dinner would be ready shortly, I was calm and composed. I had changed out of the worn grey travelling gown and put on a cream muslin dress, which was covered with small sprigs of green and yellow flowers. It had been a favourite of mine and I had managed to hide it during Uncle’s searches. My delight at saving it was all the greater because I had managed to thwart him in this, the smallest of ways. I washed, then slowly brushed out my hair. I felt myself to be at least halfway presentable and ready to face whatever this enforced engagement might bring.


I decided to put on my mother’s pearl necklace, the only piece of jewellery I owned. Father had given it to Maman on the day they were married at the Église du Saint-Esprit in Aix-en-Provence. A week later, Estelle Artique had left her home and family for ever, giving up everything for the love of my father, a reticent English medical student, whom she had met when he spent the summer learning French at the local university.


Sometimes, at the height of summer, when she smelt the sweetness of lavender and mimosa, she was reminded of Provence and would fall silent or speak longingly of her childhood home. But seeing how unhappy this made Father, she would force herself to smile and assure him she would make the same choice all over again. And, normally, she was happy, shimmering with life and adventure. She had desperately wanted a son, believing this was what Father desired most, although I believe he was content as we were.


That was why he blamed himself so much when she died in childbirth just two days after my seventh birthday. It was the only time I saw him cry, as their shared coffin was lowered into the frozen ground on a bleak February day. I forced myself to stop remembering. It was not good to dwell too much on the past.


Usually I hid the necklace in a plain white handkerchief, but tonight I wanted to wear something from home. Perhaps I was more agitated than I realized, because I found it difficult to fasten the heavy clasp and, aware of time disappearing, tried to force it into place. My fingers were clumsy and the string snapped, sending dozens of iridescent pearls scattering under the bed. I fell to my knees and tried desperately to gather them together, feeling a sob rise in my throat. A second gong sounded, informing me that I must go downstairs – there was no choice, I would have to find the pearls later.
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