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About the Book


Francis Kerswell is an unforgiving and embittered man, and when his orphaned, penniless grandchildren, Joanna and Ben Howarth, arrive at Falconwood, his Devonshire home, he cannot bring himself to set aside the grievances he has nursed throughout the long and lonely years.


For the sake of the estate, Kerswell is prepared to take in Ben, seeing in him a resemblance to his only son and heir, drowned years before. Though Ben has been brain-damaged since an accident, Kerswell feels challenged to try to restore his grandson to full health. But he will never provide a home – or money – for Joanna, and he packs her off to Exeter to be companion to the dull and religious spinsters, the Misses Polsham.


But Kerswell has underestimated his granddaughter’s spirit and strength of purpose. Joanna is determined to be reunited with her beloved brother and to overcome the difficulties of her life – even if it means using her growing acquaintance with the son of her grandfather’s old enemy, Nicholas Fox, whose quest for vengeance against his father’s murderers places him in a position of wealth and power.








But that the Sun still in our half Spheare sweates;


Hee flies in winter, but he now stands still,


Yet shadowes turne; Noone point he hath attain’d


His steeds will bee restrain’d


        But gallop lively downe the Westerne hill;


John Donne










Chapter One


It was a winter’s afternoon when I first met Nicholas Fox. Only, of course, I did not then know his name nor that the meeting in so bleak and wild a place and in such dreadful circumstances was to be the first and that the pattern of our lives would be so fatefully interwoven.


My only concern was the cold and misery of our situation. I was fearful of what lay ahead, distressed beyond reasoning by the events of recent weeks and desperate to keep a cheerful face for Ben’s sake.


‘How far is it now, Jo?’ he asked every few moments and I tried not to be sharp with him. I hated to see the look of crumpled distress that came to his face when anyone spoke angrily. Even if the anger were not directed at him, the sound of raised voices set him trembling.


I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. The sunken lane was little more than a rut burrowing between great hedge banks and now rising in its rambling way up yet another slope. Bare rock thrust up through earth that fell away to pits full of ice. I dreaded to think what it would have been like had the weather been milder and the lane awash with clinging red mud. As it was, we made a sorry spectacle, unwashed and travel-stained as we were, faces pinched from exhaustion and the constant battle with the wind that now, ominously, carried a few swirling snowflakes. The sky held that purplish-yellow gloom that betokened worse to come. And it would be dark within the hour.


The bags we carried contained everything we possessed in the world. Little enough, but with every step seeming weightier to tired, aching muscles. A short cut, the farmer had said. Perhaps Devonshire miles were extra long, like Irish miles. We had been trudging for what seemed an age. But the farmer had been kindly and that had been a gift in itself, for to be penniless and homeless I had quickly learned was to earn nothing but suspicion and frowning looks. The rare helping hand was as precious as a nugget of gold in a sack of coal.


‘’Tis a rough sort of path,’ he’d said, ‘but ’tes shortest.’ His weatherworn features had crinkled in concern. ‘You hurry now, maid, and you’ll be to Falconwood afore dark. I must be off home or I’d take ’ee round t’other road. But I daresn’t linger. There’s dirty weather coming.’


I wished I had a shilling to give him, but I could only smile and thank him for his kindness. The ride on his cart, along with a crate of hens and a couple of pigs, had been as good as in a fine carriage to anyone as long on the road as we had been. When he waved his whip and disappeared round a bend in the road that seemed scarcely wider or less pitted than the one we now trudged so wearily, I felt an overwhelming sense of isolation.


No creatures stirred in the deep hedge banks which rose steeply above us, closing us in. There was no friendly smell of wood smoke that might have betokened a cottage nearby, only the salty tang of the sea on the harsh wind that rattled the leafless branches above our heads.


I shuddered. As much at our situation as at the bite of the wind. I had talked myself into believing that we would be made welcome. Grandfather, when he saw for the first time his two remaining grandchildren, would be moved to forgive and forget. That thought had sustained me over the last weeks, but certainty was sliding and slithering away as we stumbled along the lane, leaving only a hollow, nervous apprehension.


‘Is it far now, Jo?’ Ben asked. ‘Will we be having supper soon?’


‘Soon, Ben,’ I said, hoping it was true.


We puffed wearily up the slope. I tried not to notice that my cloak was already speckled with snowflakes. Pray God we reached some habitation before a blizzard started in earnest. Pray God, too, that it was Falconwood, for even Grandfather could not turn us away in such weather.


Increasingly in evidence, I noticed, was a smell. No, not a smell, a stink. It came thickly on the gusts of wind. The stench of rot and corruption. Ben tried to muffle his face in his upturned collar.


‘I trust that is not the aroma of Falconwood’s midden,’ I said to make him smile, ‘for I fear we shall be sorely tried by it.’


But it was not a midden smell. It was the stink of decaying flesh. A sheep, perhaps, fallen into a ditch and decomposing there.


We came to the top of the hill and suddenly we had a view.


The hedgerow on our right turned away to enclose a field. The lane branched here, one arm meandering off towards a copse, the other skirting a stretch of open land studded with furze bushes. This heathland sloped towards cliffs. Beyond was the sea. Grey and sullen and wind-lashed.


But we did not look at the view. Ben stepped close to me and I laid a soothing hand on his arm, though I was feeling far from calm myself. For above us, placed at the junction of the two paths so that no passer-by could miss it, stood a gibbet and the source of the stench. Chains creaked in the wind, tattered remnants of clothing, and worse, fluttered like grim flags under the darkening sky.


I turned my head, sickened. I had never in my life seen a public hanging. Papa had been sternly against such spectacles, though many people found them a source of great entertainment. The barbarous practice of exhibiting the hanged corpse of a criminal as a warning to others, he had said, and I fervently now agreed, was gruesome in the extreme. To come across such a sight in such a place seemed a peculiarly potent omen.


I almost jumped from my skin as something moved at the foot of the gibbet. In the fading light, I had thought a heap of rags lay in the grass. Now I saw the shape of a man spread face downwards, bare hands clawing into the turf, shoulders heaving.


The wind, having no barrier, was strident here. He had not heard our approach, abandoned as he was in an ecstasy of weeping. The thing in chains, swinging slowly to and fro, had one mourner at least.


Then I saw, lashed to the gibbet post, a rough sign.






ISAAC FOX, AN INNOCENT MAN.


FRANCIS KERSWELL DID THIS.








Underneath was a crude wreath fashioned of holly and fir branches. The red berries glistened like drops of blood against the shining green leaves and I stared at them before my eyes again sought the rough sign.


Francis Kerswell. My grandfather’s name. Isaac Fox? Something stirred in my memory. Something Mama had told me. But it fled, shocked, as with one swift movement the man on the grass leapt up to face us with all the menace of an aroused and dangerous animal.


A young man of perhaps five and twenty, a mere handful of years older than Ben, but so very different. His features were distorted and blotched with grief, but the grey eyes under the thatch of wild black hair glinted with fierce intelligence. He was tall. I had to look up at him, for once made to feel of an average, womanly height. That alone was enough to press home our vulnerability, but there was as well such an air of barely controlled violence in his look, in his lean and muscular frame, that I became rooted with shock and fright.


Somehow, though my knees trembled, I found words. Silly, inconsequential words.


‘Such dreadful weather! We have been travelling for so long and we are still not within sight of our destination. Tell me, pray, in which direction is the village of Starcombe?’


He took a step nearer, fists clenched. I tried not to flinch, fixing a polite smile on my frozen lips.


‘I keep telling myself it will be in sight round the next bend, but here we are close to the sea and not a rooftop in sight.’ I heard my voice, over-high, strained. I paused and swallowed. His head was thrust forward, his eyes glaring into mine, yet I had the odd feeling that he looked through me, saw something other than an ill-dressed, grubby girl. ‘Well, sir,’ I rattled on in the same desperate tone, ‘if you cannot help us then we must chance this path across the common there and trust it leads us right.’ Cautiously I took a sideways step. ‘Good day to you, sir.’


His hand lashed out, whip-like in its speed. Fastened itself on my wrist above my worn glove so hard that I almost dropped my carpetbag and could not prevent myself squeaking in fright.


My cry seemed to bring him abruptly to his senses. He blinked, shook his head, almost as though trying to clear himself of a nightmare. Abruptly he let go my wrist.


‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I was not . . . that is, I was distraught.’ All that wild energy was visibly draining from him, taking the blood from his face. ‘Your path lies through the trees. The village is down the combe beyond the wood.’


His voice was a surprise. Deep and without the broad dialect that had made the farmer’s speech almost incomprehensible. Though there was a softness there, a not unpleasing cadence to his speech that contrasted strangely with the flat northern tones I was accustomed to. I realised that he was no ragamuffin either. His coat and breeches were plain and sturdy.


‘I must have frightened you,’ he said in a low voice. He gazed incuriously at Ben, shrinking behind me, then gestured at the gibbet. ‘And this is a foul thing for strangers to come across.’


‘But worse for those who knew the poor soul,’ I said quietly.


‘He was . . . my father.’ The words came slow. Dragged out of pain and despair . . .


Snowflakes whirled between us. The wind caught my cloak and flapped it wildly.


‘I have been away in America.’ The words ground out of him as though he could not hold them back. ‘I return to this. To my father convicted and hanged for a crime he did not commit. To our house occupied by a new blacksmith. He has left nothing, that bastard, Kerswell. And all because of old grudges that have festered in his black soul.’


He was not speaking to me but to himself. If we had not been there I believe he would have cried it to the air.


‘Frank Kerswell shall pay for this. I shall be back and take my vengeance.’


Again I saw the violence, the menace, in his eyes, but I realised that it was not directed at my brother and me, two feeble, defenceless travellers, though his words again stirred apprehension in my heart. What manner of man was my grandfather to rouse such hatred? This man upon whose charity I was about to cast myself?


I said, shakily, ‘Sir, I know nothing of you or your circumstances, but I, too, have known the loss of my parents recently. I comprehend and respect your grief.’


‘Thank you,’ he said, then added bitterly, ‘I trust your people died in their beds and not at the end of a hangman’s rope.’


‘My mother of the smallpox, sir, along with my two sisters. My father of a broken heart. And if you think that makes it easier to bear than your own loss, then allow me to disabuse you.’


He looked at me properly then. Really looked. What he saw brought the first hint of softness to that bleak face. In a way that was worse than his rage, for I knew Ben and I were a sorry-looking pair. He so shambling and dull-eyed. And myself, well, I wished, not for the first time, that I was pretty and dainty like Mama and my sisters and not a gawky, plain beanpole dressed unbecomingly in garments that bore all the bedraggled evidence of our long journey. I wished, too, that I was older than my seventeen years, to command authority and respect instead of pity.


He said, softly, ‘I have given offence. I beg your pardon.’


I bowed my head stiffly in acknowledgement.


He looked around, as though aware for the first time of the snow-laden wind. ‘The snow is settling fast. You had best be on your way. Do you seek friends in Starcombe? Relatives?’


Even now, I do not know why I spoke so openly. I knew nothing of this stranger except that he hated my grandfather. And, human nature being what it is, that hatred might so easily have channelled itself upon us. But, strangely, my fear had evaporated. Perhaps it was that in some way our mutual grief overcame the dark and unnatural manner of our meeting. More likely it was mere physical exhaustion that dulled my senses and caused me to speak without a thought to the consequences.


‘We are headed for a house called Falconwood. The person we seek is Francis Kerswell, the man of whom you just spoke.’


I heard the quick intake of his breath, saw the black brows lift in shock and the shoulders under the broadcloth tense.


‘He is a . . . a relative of my mother, sir,’ I said, recovering my wits in time to prevent myself speaking of a closer kinship. ‘We have no other family in the world. We are come to seek his charity.’


‘Then I pity you.’ His mouth twisted bitterly, then his narrow, unreadable glance went from Ben to me and he said in a gruff voice, ‘But surely not even he could be so iron-hearted as to turn two such waifs, his own kin, from the door in weather like this.’ He seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, then with an exasperated sigh, he whipped the bags from my numb, cramped fingers. ‘I know the shortest route. It will save you a steep descent into the village and a worse climb out of it. Make haste now and follow me.’


He shook off my feeble protests as a dog shakes raindrops from its pelt. ‘By the look of you both, you’d be like to end up dead in a snowdrift as at your destination. I’ll not have that on my conscience.’


He walked fast, Ben and I stumbling after him. The light was going, all landmarks obscured by whirling snow, yet he strode out strongly as though finding his way by instinct.


We zigzagged through a tangle of furze bushes. My boots slithered on the white speckled grass. I fought for balance, choking on a giggle that was almost a sob. He glanced round sharply, and, almost immediately, set down the bags.


I feared I had offended him and he was now about to leave us stranded, but he merely pointed ahead and I saw that we were on a path still visible under its coating of snow.


‘I must leave you here.’ Again that bitter twist of the lips that marked his smile. ‘I fear my face would not be welcome at Falconwood. It is scarce half a mile now.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘You have been more than kind. Especially when your . . .’ I broke off. I could not mention that dreadful gibbet. ‘When it is such fearsome weather,’ I amended weakly.


He seemed to understand and he smiled again. This time the smile touched his eyes and white, slightly crooked teeth showed between his lips, giving his bony face an unexpected charm. He held out his hand.


‘I do not even know your name, but I am Nicholas Fox.’


‘Joanna Howarth,’ I said, putting my hand in his as formally as if we were being introduced in some cosy drawing room instead of being buffeted by a steely wind with snowflakes tangling in our clothes. ‘And this is my brother, Ben.’


He nodded gently to Ben who looked at him with fearful eyes and said, ‘Jo, is it far now? Are we nearly home?’


‘Nearly, Ben,’ I said.


‘I hope that is the truth of it,’ Nicholas Fox said half to himself. Then he bowed over my hand and released it. ‘Perhaps one day we may meet in more pleasant circumstances. Perhaps not. But I wish you well, Miss Howarth.’


‘And I you, Mr Fox,’ I said.


We parted then but I looked back as I walked, watching his tall figure become hazy and insubstantial through the veils of falling snow. I knew in my heart he was returning to the place where we had met. The echoes of his grief, his aloneness, seemed to spiral back at me on the wind and I held them to me in silent recognition.


Then I silently wished him Godspeed and trudged on to Falconwood.


Two stone gateposts loomed up out of the dusk. They flanked ornate iron gates and I hoped desperately that they were unlocked for the walls looked impossibly high to climb. They creaked open at a touch and we hastened up the curving drive. Ben still crying, ‘Is it far, Jo? Is it far?’


‘Here we are, Ben,’ I said, cheerfully, with an inward sinking. ‘Journey’s end at last.’


There was not a welcoming light to be seen in the black bulk of the house. No friendly candlelit windows, no sound of voices. It took all my courage to lift the brass knocker on the heavy oak door. I knocked. And again, louder. Then a third time, a regular hammering that sounded as panicky as the thudding of my heart. After an agonisingly long interval there came the sound of bolts being drawn and the door opened a crack to reveal a candle held high by some person who hid all but one eye and a straggle of unnaturally orange hair behind the door.


‘Well?’ the woman demanded. ‘What is it?’


I said, ‘I wish to speak to Mr Francis Kerswell.’


‘Then you have made a wasted journey. He is away and not like to be back tonight in this weather.’


‘It is a private matter,’ I cried, seeing the door begin to close. ‘A family matter.’


‘Come back another time.’


In desperation I thrust against the closing door. There was surprisingly little resistance. The door swung inwards as the person inside staggered backwards. When I went to help her to her feet I saw why. She was a mere sparrow of a woman, with black eyes that snapped furiously at me. She was arrayed in a motley and garish assortment of old-fashioned garments composed of satin and taffeta and hung about with shawls and gauzy scarves. On her head was the highest and most elaborate cap I had ever clapped eyes on. I righted the candle and handed it to her.


‘I apologise—’


‘Apologise!’ she screeched. ‘Be off with you this instant.’


‘I cannot and will not,’ I said, with a calmness I was far from feeling. ‘If you will allow me to explain—’


‘Explain? What is it that is so urgent? Got into trouble and come to Mr Kerswell’s door in hopes of a purse of shillings? You’ll get nothing here, I tell you.’


As she was talking I had pulled Ben inside and closed the door. With my back to it I said, ‘I am Mr Kerswell’s granddaughter. This is his grandson. We are penniless. If when our grandfather returns he wishes us to go, then we will do so. Until that time, I ask that we are given food and beds for we cannot go a step further.’ As I spoke I knew it was true. The days of travel, the lack of food, the cold now combined to send alarming waves of weakness through my limbs. ‘Pray show us to the parlour, if you please.’


In any other circumstances I would have laughed at the expression on her face. Her mouth hung open. Her eyebrows, plucked and painted in a high arch, rose in a nest of wrinkles almost to meet the lowest frill of her cap. The patches of rouge on her cheeks stood out like fire beacons.


‘Grandchildren? But that cannot be!’


‘Our mother was Ellen Kerswell who married Arnold Howarth.’


‘Ellen. But . . .’ She broke off and mumbled the name over to herself, then gave a great cackling shriek of laughter. ‘Well, ‘tis the best laugh I’ve had in an age.’ She thrust the candle at my face. ‘Aye, I can see it. You’ve a look of him. The nose, for sure. And not to your advantage. Nor the size of you.’ The candle swept towards Ben, who shrank back. ‘And this one. Has he no voice for such a grown fellow? What’s amiss with him, eh? Eh?’


I said, coldly, ‘My brother is tired, as I am. When we are refreshed I will answer any questions you may put to me.’


‘Oh, hoity-toity, aren’t we, miss, for someone claiming to be destitute.’ She cackled again. ‘I shall like to see his face when he sets eyes on you. Indeed I shall! Oh, ‘tis a fine joke and he telling everyone his only daughter dead almost on her marriage bed all those years ago.’ Abruptly she turned away, calling, ‘Make haste then, don’t stand as though you were stuffed,’ and set off at a fast pace on totteringly high-heeled slippers.


We passed no lighted rooms but a fire glowed dully in the kitchen where she led us.


She dug at the embers with a poker and set a pan of milk to warm while I wearily removed my cloak and bonnet and helped Ben out of his damp overcoat. A loaf of bread, a crock of butter and a half cheese were thumped down on the table and I sank to a chair, scarcely having the energy to saw slices from the loaf as she commanded. The coarse bread and cheese tasted like a banquet. I choked over the milk, which she had laced with brandy from a flask that she carefully extracted from a deep fold in her peculiar garments, but felt the glow of it kindle in my veins. In a little while, the feeling returned painfully to my toes and fingers and the trembling in my knees subsided.


Then, having built up the fire, this little scarecrow of a woman drew up a chair and peered closely into my face, her button-black eyes full of malicious glee.


‘Now, tell me how you came here. Speak up! Speak up!’


I said, carefully polite, ‘May I know who you are, ma’am?’


She smiled slyly. ‘My name is Amelia Alice Light-body. Is that enough for you? Is it?’ She did not wait for an answer. ‘But perhaps it is what I am you would like to ask, but you have been raised too civil to put it straightly. Well, it may be in me to tell you and there again it may not.’


Was she some mad old relative, kept out of kindness? A servant grown eccentric with age?


I said, ‘Ma’am, Miss Lightbody, these are family matters. I should not like to speak out of turn.’


‘Ah, but is that not the most amusing way to go about things? To speak out of turn? It has landed me in a mort of trouble in my time, but what fun. What fun!’ She sighed, all the wrinkles in her face running together. Without animation, her face was mournful as a monkey’s. ‘No fun nowadays. ’Tis a county of bumpkins. When I think of the theatres and the masques and the intrigues . . . But that was London.’ Brightening again, she cried, ‘You come from London perhaps, or near?’


‘From the north,’ I said. ‘We lived in Sheffield last. Before that, Leeds and Manchester.’


She dismissed such obscure places with a wave of her clawed hand and said, in her erratic way, holding up her chin in a grotesque parody of some society beauty, ‘Do you think me pretty?’


It was impossible to answer, as she knew very well. She chuckled. ‘I know, I know. I am fit only to be a gargoyle on a church wall. But once, ah, once, I was very different. I was dainty and pert as you please with yellow curls and a wit as sharp as a pin. I cared not a fig for anyone’s opinion. That was how I was when your grandfather saw me and oh, we had such good times together. It was he persuaded me to come here, all those years ago. More than twenty.’ She hoisted a yellow striped shawl round her skinny shoulders. Bits of fraying silk wafted to the flagged floor and stirred there in the draughts. She leered, showing small discoloured teeth. ‘Damme, we scandalised the lot of ’em. All the bumpkins. But now ’tis like a dream. I am his housekeeper, Miss Hoity-toity, his housekeeper. I warm his bed no more, for what lusty man could draw heat from this bag of bones.’ She pointed her finger and tittered. ‘Lor’, ’tis an age since I saw a girl blush! Do I embarrass you?’ Then with a sharp change of tone, ‘Come now, speak up. I am in charge of this establishment in its master’s absence. And, besides, I am all the family that he has acquired in the years since your mama left in a hurry. Does that not give me the right to know? Eh? Eh?’


I meant to give her the merest outline of our circumstances. But somehow with the brandy lulling my senses, the food comforting my stomach and the now roaring fire sending a cosy glow into the kitchen, I found my tongue loosened.


As perhaps she had planned. For she was no fool, this eccentric old woman with the peculiar clothes, and I was but a green girl.


My papa was on a walking tour of Devon when he came across my mama. She was Ellen Kerswell, then a headstrong miss of twenty. She literally fell at his feet when her horse was startled by Papa’s sudden appearance over a churchyard wall. He had been making notes of interesting memorials and, characteristically, had not noticed the approach of horse and rider before he vaulted the wall to continue his walk. Mama, furious, had berated him soundly but Papa had seemed more concerned with his scattered notes than with the plight of a young woman who was obviously unharmed.


It was a new experience for Ellen Kerswell to be ignored. It was a new experience for Papa to meet such an outspoken young woman. Once he had gathered his papers and she stopped cursing him, they took stock of each other. Within minutes they were sitting on a tombstone sharing Papa’s luncheon pasty and exchanging life histories.


Papa’s walking tour came to a premature end in that churchyard. He found lodgings in a nearby hamlet and instead of garnering colourful anecdotes for a slim volume to be entitled Some Curiosities, Ancient and Modern, relating to the County of Devonshire, he spent his days courting Ellen Kerswell. For a courtship it rapidly became. It was the attraction of opposites. An attraction that was to last through many trials until their death.


The only stumbling block to the smooth progress of the courtship was Grandfather. Having been alerted by a cottager who wished to put himself in his master’s good books, Grandfather stalked the unsuspecting pair to their favourite grassy nook. His rage was a sight to behold when he came across his only daughter clasped to the bosom of a stranger.


Mama had related the story to us many times, laughing as she did so, still wearing the look of that beautiful, reckless girl who had captured Papa’s heart.


‘Go on, Mama,’ we would urge. ‘Tell how Grandfather locked you in the house and sent men to drive Papa away and he hid in an oak tree like King Charles.’


So she would tell with great dramatic effect how she had suffered imprisonment in her bedroom because she was already betrothed to Jonathon Lapthorne who had money and property conveniently adjacent to the Bascombe acres.


‘It was an arrangement our fathers had agreed upon when we were children,’ Mama said airily. ‘But when I met my dear Arnold, he made all the horse-smelling young men of my acquaintance seem boorish in the extreme. Why, they had not a thought in their heads beyond setting their hounds on foxes or blowing some innocent bird from the sky with their guns. Merely to talk to your papa was to discover a world I knew nothing of.’


A rose-glow world of ideas and idealism, of debate and discussion, of books and poetry. But when Mama knotted her bedsheets and escaped under cover of darkness to Papa’s embrace, she could not foresee that her Arnold was a man doomed to champion unpopular and unprofitable causes. And that the very unworldliness that had drawn her to him would make for an uncomfortable and lifelong acquaintance with penury. But as the lovers fled north they were confident that love would smooth their way and soon bring a recalcitrant parent to heel. A severe case of over-optimism on both counts.


Once they were ensconced in lodgings at Bristol, Mama wrote to inform Grandfather that she was married to a perfect gentleman whom he would welcome as his son-in-law once he knew of his sublime and tender nature. Papa enclosed a note swearing to cherish his bride whose beauty and intelligence had quite overwhelmed him. Both bride and groom begged for understanding and forgiveness.


Grandfather’s answer was brief and addressed solely to Papa: ‘Sir, your letter is incomprehensible. I have no daughter. Any chit claiming a relationship to me is an imposter.’


There were further letters from the young couple. To no avail. Grandfather did not answer them.


‘But though we regretted his decision to ignore us,’ Mama declared, tossing her black curls, ‘what really mattered was our happiness, our future.’


It was at this point that an errant pang of sympathy for my unknown grandfather crept into my thoughts.


‘Do not trouble yourself over him,’ Mama said, when I admitted my feelings. ‘He was ever a proud and arrogant man. He would never heed my wishes. He deserved to be left alone.’


‘But did you not have many pretty dresses, and your very own horse to go riding as you wished and a puppy?’


Mama’s eyes flashed dangerously. ‘And you think these things important?’


‘I think,’ I said, unwisely, ‘that I should very much like to own a puppy, but I did not mean that precisely, Mama.’


‘Then what precisely did you mean, Miss Impertinence?’


Too late I saw that, once again, I had managed to annoy her. ‘It is just that Grandfather seems to have lost all his family,’ I stammered. ‘Grandmama who died young . . . My uncle, your brother, who was drowned, then you, Mama. For he must have loved you to give you the things that he did.’


Phoebe cried, ‘Oh, stop interrupting, Jo. You are spoiling the story.’


‘Joanna will have her say. However hurtful and unfair her words.’ The scorn in Mama’s voice shrivelled me.


‘But I did not—’


‘Be quiet,’ Phoebe hissed, pinching me.


I winced and fell miserably silent. However I tried, I always seemed to draw Mama’s displeasure.


Ben, ever my champion, said cheerfully, ‘Ah, but admit it, Mama, Jo has a point. Grandfather was generous with you.’


Mama’s glance softened as she regarded him. She took his teasing lightly. For her, then, he could do no wrong. It was only later that she could not bear to look at him for the anguish it gave her to remember him as he was.


‘It would appear so, to an outsider,’ she agreed. ‘That was precisely the effect he desired.’ She clasped her hands together in a dramatic gesture. ‘In private he was a ruthless man, determined to have his own way in everything.’


Ben caught my eye and winked. I knew he was thinking, as I did, that perhaps Mama had inherited more of Grandfather’s nature than she realised.


‘Tell us about when Papa had his pocket picked,’ little Rose piped up.


So Mama related once more all the adventures they had encountered. She was a born storyteller. She made all the right pauses so that we held our breath in anticipation of some disaster to come. She made us shout with laughter and choke back tears. Their marriage had held plenty of both.


The loving couple had delayed in Bristol only to await the summons to Devon for a poignant reconciliation. When this was not forthcoming, there was nothing to be gained by remaining. They made first for Shrewsbury where Papa’s parents lived, their welcome making up for Grandfather Kerswell’s recalcitrance.


I have a vague memory of Grandpa and Grandmama Howarth. A recollection of soft voices and warm arms, though by the time I was seven they had both died. Grandpa was a country doctor, so devoted to his duties that he could never turn away poor folk from his door and was half the time impoverished himself. Papa was very like him in manner and looks. Both had the same dreamy blue eyes set upon distant horizons, the same kind smiles and gentle attention when they listened so that you imagined what you were telling was more important than anything else in the world.


Papa and Mama could not impose upon these good people for long, so it was off to Stafford where Papa had the temporary post of tutor to an earl’s son. Our progress through the country, on the tail of Papa’s various modes of employment, was marked by the birth of children. Phoebe was born in Stafford, Ben in Lichfield where Papa had a brief and disastrous dabble in a printing business. I was born in Liverpool (an investment in shipping was to bring us certain riches) and Rose in Chester (a splendid idea for a novel which gave us children an idyllic summer running wild along the banks of the Dee). Mama miscarried twice in Derby (during the setting up, establishment and demise of a school wherein the fees of rich pupils would cover the education of deserving poor children, save that the poor came in quantity and the rich not at all) and again in Manchester (a weekly newspaper for the benefit and improvement of the labouring classes).


It was a gypsyish life that we took quite for granted, the pattern always the same: Papa’s enthusiasm for the new enterprise, the upheaval of house-moving – all too often a moonlight flitting – the exuberance of the first weeks or months, the gradual disillusion, Mama’s sharpness as money became in short supply, the quiet, urgent whisperings behind closed doors as creditors grew pressing . . . then the whole cycle beginning again.


In my eyes Papa could do no wrong. I loved Mama but my feeling for her was always coloured by knowledge of my inadequacy. I was not pretty with curling dark hair like Rose or graceful and accomplished like Phoebe. I was far too tall and thin with ugly frizzy hair the colour of rusty iron. I had some small talent at painting and sketching, but if I attempted to sing in company, diffidence reduced my voice to a squeak. Though I liked music, my fingers were incapable of mastering any instrument. The knowledge of my unnatural height and excessive plainness made me too shy and gauche to be an easy dancing partner. I had all Papa’s enthusiasm for books but Mama was not pleased that I too often chose to evade the household duties by escaping to some quiet place and losing myself in whatever story was currently capturing my imagination. Her disappointment in me whom she loved least of her children made it easier to understand why she blamed me for what happened to Ben. But it made it no easier to bear the burden of guilt her rage and sorrow laid on my young shoulders.


Papa loved me unstintingly and I adored him. From the time I could walk I was his shadow. I was early acquainted with the coffee houses where he met his acquaintances and where I was regarded with tolerant amusement. Wherever we were, Papa seemed to draw to himself the same kind of friends. Sincere men, earnest in their desire to improve the lot of mankind – animal kind on occasion. They spoke movingly and fluently against the slave trade, capital punishment for minor offences, the employment of young children, bull and bear baiting – a hundred and one burning subjects that touched their conscience. They were men who took the time and money that might have been better spent on their wives and children and squandered both on dreams. They had neither the influence nor the strength of purpose of true reformers. Men of words rather than action, and even those words, when printed into pamphlets, found few admiring purchasers. And while they debated so fluently, black men still knew the hell of the middle passage, animals were torn to death on street corners for men’s amusement and hungry people died for stealing a loaf of bread.


But this I see only with hindsight. Then, I thought Papa and his friends most noble gentlemen, our frequent moves when Papa’s private philanthropy became too much for his means more exciting than inconvenient. He could do no wrong in my eyes. Nor in Mama’s.


We left Manchester and crossed the Pennines into Yorkshire, new territory, because none of us could bear the place after what happened to Ben.


It began, so innocently, with one of Ben’s escapades. He was a cheerful boy, bright and eager to please, but with a streak of devilment that would have its way. Phoebe always considered herself too grown up to indulge in apple scrumping or sneaking illicit rides on the back of heavy wagons. Rose was too young to be included, so being closest to Ben in age, I was the one who was his sometimes giggling, sometimes terrified, usually eager co-conspirator. But that day, that awful day, when Ben urged me to go with him to Knott Mill Fair, I was reluctant. It could have been premonition but I think it was more due to the sore throat and aching head that betokened an imminent head cold.


Mama had taken Rose and Phoebe to the dressmaker. Ben was recovering from the cold I was now suffering from and was bored. I had been left to hemming sheets turned side to middle and we were alone in the house, save for our one maid whom we had heard sneaking up the attic stairs and whose snores now reverberated through the thin walls.


‘Joan will tell Mama,’ I said uneasily.


‘How will she know? We shall be there and back before she wakes.’


‘But my head aches and Mama made you promise that you would keep clear of the fair.’


‘Oh, stuff! We shall only look. Just the veriest peep.’ He tossed a penny in the air. ‘Come on, Jo. I’m sick of being cooped up.’


Against my better judgment I went. He made a great game of it, as always. We had to run through the house pretending we were evading Boney’s soldiers, then leap to our imaginary mounts and gallop through the streets to the fair. We could hear the noise of it from the house and, as we drew close, the cries and shouts and screeching music were too tempting for a lively boy who had been confined to the house for several days.


Eyes sparkling, he snatched my hand and plunged into the crowd. There was plenty of free entertainment to be had. We wandered from booth to booth, laughing at the antics of the showmen as they tried to entice people inside, sniffing the heady pungent aroma of hot pies, Bury puddings, toffee apples, trodden earth, strong ale and sweating bodies.


Only when a nearby clock boomed the hour did we realise that the afternoon had fled.


‘Mama will be home,’ I cried, tugging at Ben’s coat. ‘Hurry, Ben. Hurry.’


Oh, God, that we had sauntered. But we did not. We went in a tumbling rush, panting and laughing, taking no heed of the man who stood at the fringe of the fair, in hope of catching passers-by along Deansgate. He had a flaming torch in one hand which he swept about his person, apparently to extol the properties of some elixir that would miraculously prevent burns.


At the moment we reached the road a wretched old horse pulling a laden two-wheeled cart found energy enough to shy and rear as the bright flame startled it, before collapsing dead between the shafts. The cart and its load overturned.


One wheel spun crazily away from the chaos. A crate of screeching fowl missed me by inches. The torch carrier was felled by a basket of cabbages and rose strewn with green leaves to exchange curses with the driver.


I was fascinated by the exchange and turned, giggling, to speak to Ben.


The laugh choked in my throat.


The cartwheel had spun past me and smashed against a wall. On its way it had caught Ben and thrown him to the ground. He lay very still as though sprawled in sleep.


I could not believe that he was badly hurt. I shook his shoulder, turned his head. Then I saw the crushed bone, the sodden hair and the blood that ran in bright streaks to a growing puddle.


I cannot remember the details of the time after that. I know that the torch bearer proved to be a kind man who organised a litter of some sort to carry Ben home. I remember Papa’s white face as he pressed coins into his hand. And Mama’s screams.


The rest has blurred. I have an impression of a darkened house and unnatural silence and a voice sobbing on and on. Mine? Mama’s? Phoebe’s? Perhaps all three. It could have been weeks or months before Mama faced me, her eyes blind with tears, her voice curiously detached and cold.


‘The doctor says it is unlikely that Ben will recover. He will remain as he is for the rest of his life. Do you know what that means, Joanna? He will have to be cared for as if he were a baby. He may never walk or talk or recognise us again.’


I could not speak. I stared at her in sick fascination.


‘My son is as good as dead to me. My dear and only son.’ Her voice broke. I made to go to her, but she drew back and her eyes were cruel. ‘You see what you’ve done, Joanna? You were expressly forbidden to go near the fair and you disobeyed me. Well, perhaps this will curb your headstrong ways, for your punishment will be to look at your poor helpless brother and realise the grief you have brought to this house.’


‘But I—’


‘Excuses, Joanna? Come, let me hear them. You failed to hear my instructions? You were kidnapped by a masked intruder who carried you bodily to the fairground? You fell asleep and, while unconscious, walked there all unaware?’


The acid of her sarcasm could not wound more than my own passionate regret for what had happened. And later, when Papa who judged more fairly tried to console me, I could hear the words but not take in their meaning. He told me I should not blame myself, but who else was there to blame? Not Ben. Not now.


I was scarcely thirteen years old, but all childhood fled on that fateful day of the fair. I grieved desperately for Ben and flung myself into caring for him, sitting by his bed for hour after hour, talking, reading to him, willing him to look at me with recognition in his eyes. I helped Mama to move him and feed him and bathe him. She was stonily silent during these interludes, doing what she had to with chilly efficiency.


She had always hated sickness, but to employ a permanent nurse would have been more than Papa’s unstable finances could stand. I knew, too, from the way she averted her eyes, that to be constantly reminded of what Ben had become was deeply distressing to her. So more and more I took Ben’s care upon myself.


‘You do too much, child,’ Papa chided gently.


‘Ben needs me. I must do it.’


‘But Ben does not . . .’ he waved a vague hand, ‘that is, he cannot know who is about him. Phoebe should do more.’


‘Phoebe does not care as I do. I shall get Ben better.’


‘Oh, my dear, how can that be? The doctor said—’


‘He will get better,’ I said, fiercely. ‘Already he can move his arms and legs and almost raise himself unaided. Soon he will be able to feed himself and walk again.’


I had to make myself believe it, yet progress was so painfully slow that even I, striving to make every small advance a victory, came perilously close in the early months to despair. But the victories came. The day he sat up unaided, the first time he struggled to feed himself, his attempts to walk and, gloriously, when he turned his head as I read to him and smiled and said, ‘Jo. Kind Jo.’


I was elated then and I swallowed the tears in my throat and hugged him, some of the melancholy that had haunted me since the day of the fair lightened. Ben really would get better now!


But that sort of advance was rare and I learned to live with disappointment. I learned to live, too, with Mama’s indifference. How could this dull-eyed, shambling youth bear any resemblance to her darling, lively son. She withdrew from him – and me – more and more, concentrating her energies on Phoebe and Rose. Life went on, leaving us in a kind of backwater. Ben and I, circling round and round like dead leaves in an eddy, while the main current rushed busily past us.


We had several moves in those last years in the north. Phoebe’s constant complaint was that as soon as she had made friends she must bid them farewell. All the same, she enjoyed the challenge of new faces – especially those of the young men who were drawn to her dark, glowing beauty like candle-witched moths. Our chronic shortage of funds never deterred Mama from making a show. Occasionally Papa was moved to mild protest but with an airy wave of her hand she would insist Phoebe must have a new bonnet, and breadths of muslin for new dresses were a necessity. She had a way with tradespeople that had them falling over their feet to serve her. What they felt when their accounts remained unsettled troubled me greatly. I could never pass the establishments Mama frequented without averting my eyes lest some irate butcher or haberdasher accost me and demand settlement.


But Papa, dear, unworldly Papa, ended it all. Mama’s bold extravagance, Phoebe’s bright beauty, Rose’s quicksilver charm.


He was collecting material for a new book, which excited him greatly. ‘It will be a major work,’ he explained. ‘A complete list and description of all the occupations in the town. Think of the benefit to future historians, for I shall fully relate all the particular detail in the lives of humbler folk. I am sure I shall be able to interest a reputable publisher in the work.’


I feared that like most of Papa’s literary ventures he would end up paying to have it printed privately and the copies would remain gathering dust on the booksellers’ shelves. But I had not the heart to dash the light of enthusiasm from his spirit.


How I wished that I had. If I – someone – had dissuaded him, he might not have visited the home of a shoemaker and spent several days in his workshop, observing and questioning. The man’s wife was a harassed woman, caring for two sick children in an upstairs room. Only when it was discovered that they suffered from the smallpox did Papa hasten away.


Too late. The infection was already upon him. He took it mildly, recovering quickly. Then Phoebe sickened, and Rose. Mama and I fought a long, grim battle doing our best with blisters and emetics and cooling compresses to counter the raging of the fever, the ugly progress of disfiguring postules. By the time Phoebe, unrecognisable, crop-haired, had lapsed to a last coma, Mama was down with the first rigors.


Within a week they were all three dead.


A month later Papa followed them. Though the doctor said it was a lung fever that had taken hold while he was in a weakened state, I knew that he had merely let go of his slack hold on life. From the moment he had heard Mama’s last faltering breaths, he had been a husk, a shell of a man. Without Mama his life was purposeless.


It was ironic that Ben and I should have survived. Two lame ducks. Ben was able to look after himself, to do errands if everything was explained to him carefully. In his own way he was happy. I had my wits, thank God, but little else to commend me. Mama’s acquaintances failed to call again after bestowing their deep sympathy upon us. One or two of Papa’s friends made encouraging noises. A position as governess might be found, they thought, or maybe a companion to some elderly person. For me. For Ben there could be nothing so comfortable. Someone spoke of an asylum and was grievously offended when I rounded on him.


‘Never! I will not let him go somewhere to be kept prisoner and made an object of ridicule.’


‘What else is there?’ the gentleman enquired, huffily. ‘The lad has no intelligence. You must earn your living. Ergo, the prudent course—’


‘I shall find a way. You may take yourself off if that is all the sense you are prepared to speak.’


He was shocked by my anger. I, who had always been so quiet and retiring, was equally amazed. But if I did not champion Ben, who would? I could not bear to think of us being parted. All we had left in the world was each other.


Later, when I was alone, I wept as I went about the sorry task of clearing Papa’s study, all defiance gone in a wash of despair. My tears dripped onto bundles of useless yellowing manuscript that must be burnt and on the covers of books that must be sold. We were deeply in debt. Furniture, carpets, Papa’s library, Mama’s jewellery, all must go to settle the bills. There was nothing left for Ben and me. My mind was too numb with sorrow to contemplate any sort of future except that we must stay together.


It was when I turned over Mama’s few trinkets that the idea came to me of finding Grandfather. Among the ear-bobs and buckles was a delicate necklace. Tiny pairs of scalloped leaves linked by a fine gold chain. Mama had worn it often and it had survived the more penurious times when other more showy items had to be sold. Her father, she said, had given it to her on her sixteenth birthday and perhaps, despite her scorn of him, some sentiment did still linger, for she had kept it when other things – her sable tippet, her enamelled patch box, her silver scissors – had gone.


I looked at its supple length glinting in the lamplight, then closed my fingers over it. Its true owner, my mother, was dead. Phoebe, the eldest daughter, would have inherited it. But Phoebe was gone, too.


I, like the necklace, survived. And perhaps the hand of providence was in that for, had Phoebe been the one to live, she would have had no compunction in shutting Ben away in an asylum. He had become an embarrassment to her, to be shooed away out of sight of her friends.


I unfastened the clasp of the necklace and, slowly and carefully, put it about my neck.


I looked at myself in the speckled mirror above the mantel. Thin face, tight pale mouth, frizz of rusty hair. But I did not see my features, only the thread of fine gold lying on the cheap black of my mourning dress, remembering how it had lain round Mama’s white throat, remembering who had given it to her. Grandfather Kerswell, far away in Devonshire.


I resolved two things at that moment. Not to sell the necklace and to seek out my grandfather. Surely if he still lived he would not cast his daughter’s orphaned children from his door. He was our only hope.


The fire had fallen to red ash and I was aware of having said far too much. A drowning tiredness weighted my limbs and I struggled to keep my eyes open.


‘How long have you been travelling?’ Miss Lightbody asked, then answered her own question, ‘A good long while, from the looks of you.’


I shook my head. I could scarce recollect how many days. I knew that few of the nights had passed in the poor lodgings that were all that we could afford; for the rest, it had been barns and stables and once under a hedge.


‘We are very tired,’ I said wearily. ‘Perhaps you would be good enough to show us where we may sleep . . .’


‘Oh, so you think I shall allow you to stay, do you, having warmed my ears with such a sorrowful tale of misfortune?’ Miss Lightbody thrust her wizened face close up to mine. ‘I’m no soft touch, you know, Miss Beanpole.’


An odour of old woman and lavender water and brandy gusted over me. I wanted nothing more than to spread my arms on the kitchen table, cushion my head on them and sleep, sleep . . . but I held her glance as well as I could.


‘And what would my grandfather say,’ I said, ‘if he found that you had cast his grandchildren out into the snow? Listen to that wind. Even a dog would not be banished out of doors on such a night. My grandfather—’


‘Your grandfather,’ she answered, tartly, ‘would not even have let you into the house, my fine lady. Had he been here, he would have set his men to drive you off his land.’


Disbelief must have shown on my face.


‘You think I spin a tale to frighten you? Well, you shall see. You shall see. Yes, indeed, you may stay. But pray do not think me touched with pity for your predicament. I have learned through my long life to have pity for no one except myself. No, it is for my own amusement. It’s been many a day since such a diversion has come my way. A fine entertainment is in store.’ She rose in a flurry of drooping silks and trembling fringes and reached for a candle. ‘Follow me, the pair of you. You shall enjoy the best the house has to offer. The rooms have not been used in many a long year, but a little damp won’t come amiss, eh? Eh?’


She scuttled out on her tottering heels, Ben and I trailing in her wake. Up a narrow staircase, along a panelled passage. She paused at a cupboard where shelves of linen stood in order.


‘Get what you will,’ she ordered impatiently. ‘You must make your own beds. I gave the sluts the half-day, idle wenches, mother and daughter, and insolent to boot.’


Muttering under her breath she tottered to the end of the corridor, made a great clanking with a bunch of keys and flung open a door.


I saw, in the flickering light, heavy furniture, faded blue hangings looped round the bed and the window where dark flakes slid down glass that was already opaque with frost patterns.


‘Her room,’ Miss Lightbody said. ‘Ellen Kerswell’s bedchamber. Locked up and never used since she left. ’Tis fitting that her daughter should sleep here.’ Her button-black eyes glinted with malice and mischief. ‘As for you, boy,’ she said to Ben who stood gazing blankly around, ‘you shall have the room that belonged to your Uncle Philip, Ellen’s brother that drowned. Come! Come!’


She urged Ben into the adjoining chamber, sending light flaring into dark corners as she lit more candles.


‘What do you think of it, boy? Eh? Speak up? Is it not grand?’


Ben looked helplessly at me. ‘Jo? Do we sleep here this night, Jo?’


‘Yes, Ben,’ I said. ‘We are at journey’s end. We shall be comfortable here.’


‘I should not count on it,’ the old woman hissed.


‘Thank you for your assistance, Miss Lightbody,’ I said as politely as I was able. ‘We shall manage now.’


‘Indeed you will, miss!’ she answered sharply. ‘I’ll not be running at your beck and call.’ Then she made an elaborate, quivering curtsy, smirking up at Ben and fluttering her seamed eyelids in a grotesque parody of flirtation. ‘But this lad now. Well, I’d have seen the time when I should have willingly run at his bidding. Such a fine set-up young man, for sure. Had I been forty years the younger, even twenty, I should have made it my business to teach you a few wicked tricks, as I did your grandfather. Aye, and he was only one of many who sought my favours. I had my pick and I always chose the handsome ones, no matter that they had not a sensible thought in their head. A lack of wits never displeased me. Physical beauty was ever more important. So transient it is. So soon the smooth skin sags and bones grow stiff.’ The candle fluttered as she sighed gustily. ‘And then we are trapped within our bodies. Forced to watch it decay, while inside the youthful spirit bursts to get out and when it cannot, becomes despairing . . .’


Her voice fell to a lament. I did not know which oppressed me more, Miss Lightbody salacious or Miss Lightbody maudlin. What I was sure of was bone-deep weariness and the icy dampness of these upper rooms. I interrupted the flow of now almost tearful utterances with a brisk, ‘Do not let me keep you, Miss Lightbody. The air is very chill here.’


She snapped her jaw shut, glaring at me malevolently.


‘Tchah! Such manners. When I was a girl I should have been whipped for interrupting my elders and betters.’ She held the candle high to light my face and with another swift change of mood let out a cackle of laughter. ‘Well, one must make allowances. For to be sure, there’ll be no string of admirers falling at your feet. I have it in my heart to feel for one so plain.’ But there was no warmth in her voice, only the lacing of malice that characterised all the old creature’s utterances. ‘Very well, then. I shall leave you. I bid you good night. You will need your rest if you are to face Frank Kerswell on the morrow.’


With that final sally she tottered off. As the last papery rustle of her ancient skirts and the uneven click of her heels died away, it seemed that the passage was whispery still with fading echoes.


I suppressed my shivers with action. I saw Ben settled and returned to the chamber that had been my mother’s. The wind howled at the casements and icy draughts sent the candle flame bending and twisting like a tormented creature. I undressed with numbed fingers and crept into my nightgown. The bed welcomed me with soft musty arms. My thoughts whirled mindlessly. Papa, my sisters on their deathbeds, the trials of the journey, Amelia Alice Lightbody. Faces loomed and faded then blackened to the dark release of sleep.


My last conscious memory was of that foul object hanging in chains on the cliff top and of Nicholas Fox crying, ‘Frank Kerswell shall pay for this. I will take my vengeance . . .’




Chapter Two


I stared, bewildered, at the sagging tester above my head, inhaling unfamiliar odours of dust and cold and mildew before the webs of sleep cleared and recollection rushed back. I turned my head to the window, the source of the dazzling light that stung my eyes. The reflected brilliance of sun on snow lit the dingy ceiling and flooded the neglected room with a transient illusion of brightness.


When the sun went in, it would not be such a cheerful place. The looped hangings round the bed were threadbare, the silk cushions on the chairs split, the long mirror on the damp-stained wall tarnished and blurred with dust. Cobwebs stirred softly in every corner and soot was heaped in the rusty grate. Neglect indeed. Years of it.


I got out of bed, the biting air bringing goose bumps to my bed-warmed flesh. I pulled the coverlet from the bed – raising a veritable fog of dust as I did so – and swathed it round my shoulders for warmth while I made a circuit of the bedchamber. Closer inspection revealed signs of hasty abandonment. Slippers kicked aside on the hearth, drawers half open spilling out their contents. I touched yellow lace and frail silk. A large press was crammed with gowns that spoke of the fashions of my mother’s girlhood. A carved box on the dresser stood open and empty. Had this held her jewellery? I touched the necklace at my throat. Easy to carry when she made her flight, when all the clothes she had owned would have been an encumbrance. She had taken but one small valise, she had told us, throwing it down to the shrubbery below before she made her escape.


I went to the window and struggled with the rusty catch. After a moment or two the window jerked open, sending a cascade of snow from the window ledge.


The angled roofs of outbuildings jutted out not two feet below the window. An easy descent for a nimble girl. Beyond was a yard, or a garden – impossible to tell when everything was blanketed with snow – surrounded by a low wall.


Icicles hung from the eaves, stiff and unmelting though the sun was already above the cliffs and the sky as blue as a dunnock’s egg. The air was bitter. The wind had eased but the sea still roared beyond the ragged cliff edge, its sparkling surface fretted with foam.


I wondered if the snow would keep Grandfather from home today. Perhaps, I thought hopefully, we should have a day or two to recover from the journey before we confronted him. With the sun so brilliant and a good night’s sleep behind me, I found it easy to be optimistic about the outcome, despite the warnings we had had about Grandfather’s cold and vengeful character. He would be shocked, of course, to find us here, he might even be enraged, but surely he could not do other than welcome his orphaned grandchildren. I dismissed the shadows cast by that dreadful gibbet. Isaac Fox had probably been a scoundrel who had deserved his fate. His son, naturally bitter and distressed, had needed to find a scapegoat for his father’s death.


I closed the window. I wanted to be out in the icy air, walking, exploring, testing my new surroundings against the stories Mama had told us. The orchard where the pigs ate the windfalls, the cove where she and her brother, my Uncle Philip, had learned to swim, the kitchen gardens where they had stolen the early raspberries, the walled herb garden that my grandmother had planted and which, after her death, Philip and Ellen made their special hiding place, playing among the overgrown clumps of rosemary and sage and fennel and the fast-rooting weeds . . .


I had a sudden sense of closeness to my mother.


It was a strange sensation, something I had rarely experienced when she was alive. I had so desperately wanted her to love me as wholeheartedly as she did my brother and sisters, but she had only ever shown me, at best, a somewhat impatient affection. Yet here, standing in her room, in the house she had grown up in, I felt a deep awareness of her presence, as though I might turn and catch her regarding me with one of her rare conciliatory, affectionate looks. Hear her clear, light voice saying, ‘Bravo, Joanna. You have done well to get this far. I had not thought you capable but you have spirit. Perhaps there is something of me in you after all. I wish you well, my dear.’


Idle fancies. Yet I was heartened as I wrapped myself in my still-damp cloak and went in search of water to wash away the grime of the journey.


Ben lay as one felled when I peeped in at him on my way to the kitchen. This room, that had been my Uncle Philip’s, bore no signs of neglect. The bed hangings were crisp and clean, the furniture polished, the silver inkstand and the silver-backed brushes on the tallboy winked in the sharp light. Ben had slept in more savoury surroundings than I.


I closed the door softly and went downstairs to the kitchen.


At my appearance a puddingy, straggle-haired girl stirring porridge over the fire dropped her ladle and set off screeching. Another woman, older, greyer, but with the same pudding-like features, burst in from the scullery wielding a broom handle like a sword.


It was evident that Miss Lightbody had not bothered to acquaint the servants of our presence.


I embarked upon an explanation, raising my voice against a tide of incomprehensible Devonshire dialect. I finished by requesting that hot water be taken to my room. The pair looked at each other, then at me. The older woman said, ‘But ’tedden natural. ’Er’s bin dead over twenty year. On ’er marriage bed, master said . . .’


I assured her that my mother had been alive until a short time ago but as they continued to gawp and mutter, keeping well back from me as though from a dangerous wild animal, I went to the hob and seized the kettle.


‘Find me a jug, if you would be so kind,’ I said. ‘I shall take the water myself.’


‘Master’s to Kingsbridge,’ the woman said. ‘What’ll he say when he comes home? ’Tes fair mazed I am.’ But she un-mazed herself enough to reach a white pitcher from a cupboard. I poured the hot water into it and escaped, hearing the rising pitch of exclamation and excitement as I went. I heard, too, at the end of the passage, a faint scutter and glanced round in time to see a wisp of skirt disappearing round the corner. Miss Lightbody, I thought wryly, had started her day with a little eavesdropping. The little scene had probably been entirely to her satisfaction.


I washed piecemeal in the rapidly cooling water which I poured into the dusty flowered china basin on the washstand. It was a luxurious feeling to be clean all over. I dried myself on my petticoat and threw it with the rest of my grubby undergarments into a heap in the middle of the carpet to be dealt with later.


I brought out clean clothes from my bag and put on a grey wool dress which was the warmest garment I had. Wrapped once more in my cloak I slipped downstairs and drew the bolts and turned the ancient key in the lock of the massive front door.


The snow was deeper than I thought, but I picked my way round the outside of the house which, by daylight, proved to be built of a warm greyish-pink stone bearing a tracery of leafless creeper. It was a low, rambling house which looked as though it had grown over the centuries from the slope of tree-crowned land on which it stood. A solid house, enduring and sturdy, yet not repressively so. The gabled windows, the clusters of tall chimneys, the unexpected corners and angles of its walls gave it an almost rakish attraction.


It was an attraction that struck me forcibly and quite suddenly, so that I caught my breath. And some deeper, instinctual emotion stirred within me as I stood by the garden wall, heedless of the snow beginning to seep through my worn boots. Recognition. As though the house and I were, on some hidden level, already bound together. That it had been waiting for this moment to welcome me.


I shook myself and laughed. Foolish fancy, borne of all the many stories Mama had told of her childhood at Falconwood. Of course I felt that I knew it. Yet as I slithered on my exploration of the stables and outbuildings, I could not rid myself of the feeling that the house was a warm, physical presence watching over me with benevolence.


Nothing stirred in the stable yard save a flock of small fluffed up birds, made brave by hunger so that as I walked among them they merely hopped or ran a safe distance and began foraging again. Ben would be pleased to see them. He had spent many hours at our last house feeding sparrows and starlings and pigeons that came to our window. But here there were blackbirds and throstles and a fat robin, even a flock of colourful goldfinches. The stables were empty. Two startled cats leaped from a manger and fled for safety into the rafters. They were all that moved.


At the end of the stable yard a gate gave onto an orchard, the old trees crooked under the burden of snow. Beyond would be the track that led to the cove, but my feet now were painfully cold. I would not explore further today. There would be time enough.


I hugged my cloak about me. I leaned on the gate, looking between the trees to the snowy waste that was the headland and the glittering sea beyond.


Then, slowly, I turned as if compelled to look again in wonder and respect at the house. We were home, Ben and I. Home at last. And to such a place. My joy and relief knew no bounds.


It was four days before my grandfather returned.


I spent the time as usefully as I could. I tackled my bedroom with broom and duster, learned the geography of the house, took Ben for brisk walks outdoors and tried, with notable lack of success, to strike up some kind of communication with Mrs Beer and her daughter Bessy. They continued to regard me with suspicious sullenness. My requests for cleaning materials were met with flat refusal.


‘’Tedden allowed,’ Mrs Beer muttered. ‘Master’ll not let’n touch that place.’


‘Miss Lightbody has given me the use of the bedroom, though it is scarcely fit for habitation . . .’


‘’Er ’adden the right. Doors been locked these twenty years,’ Mrs Beer said flatly. ‘’Tedden for me to go against master’s orders.’


‘I shall take full responsibility,’ I said, striving for patience. ‘I merely wish to set the room into some kind of order.’


But she stubbornly refused to give me any assistance. I had to invade the scullery and find what I wanted for myself. She followed me round, muttering all the time of the retribution that would be heaped upon us all when my grandfather returned.


I strove not to take such gloomy prognostications to heart.


Had I been older and wiser, I might have listened more carefully and been better prepared for what was to come.


The inside of the house was as solid and as fetchingly rambling as the outside. The furniture was mostly old and heavy and dark, the furnishings shabby. It was obvious that Mrs Beer and her daughter took good enough care of it, but there was still a lack of small personal touches – a vase of flowers, a pretty ornament pleasingly displayed, a carelessly abandoned embroidery frame or sketchbook – that betokened a chilling lifelessness, the lack of a warm and caring hand. Miss Lightbody dwelt, I learned, in a room on the upper floor and whatever her mysterious occupations, she kept them well hidden. The chairs in the larger parlour sat squarely about the empty fireplace as though no one ever pulled them close to a cheerful blaze. In the adjoining room the long dining table loomed, darkly polished, stark in an uninviting cavern of faded red velvet and antique oak.


The pleasantest room was a small parlour at the back of the house. It looked out onto what, in summer, might be a formal garden backed by a tall stand of trees, the view framed in threadbare rose silk curtains. There were two or three comfortable chairs, a pretty marquetry table, a walnut writing desk and, on one wall, a faded silk hanging showing scenes of oriental characters amid flowers and bright coloured birds.


Although the air was as damply chill as the rest of the house, the aspect of this room was decidedly more feminine. This was the place, I felt, that had belonged to the women of the house. Here was where my grandmother, my great-grandmother, had written their letters, seen to their household accounts, read to their children, gossiped with their friends. I could see myself taking possession. Sitting by the open window in the summer, smelling the scent of roses wafting from the garden. Or toasting muffins over glowing coals on storm-laden winter days. So rosily did I contemplate my future. So mistakenly.


I resolved that when Grandfather returned I should request that the chimney be swept and a fire lit. Had I not already had a disastrous and sooty experience with the fire in my bedroom, I might have ordered the fire to be lit there and then, but some of Falconwood’s unused chimneys must not have been swept for years.


The only other of these rooms to be heated by a fire, apart from the kitchen and, presumably, Miss Lightbody’s lofty abode, was Grandfather’s study. But it spoke so strongly of his presence that I felt I could not presume to warm myself there. There were racks of guns, a large desk scattered with papers, a high-backed leather armchair, a number of glass-fronted cupboards cluttered with all manner of jumbled objects, discarded boots by the fender, jars of tobacco, a crumpled brocade smoking jacket . . . I only once peered round the door and hastily retreated, the smell of stale pipe smoke and Macassar oil seeming to create an alien and forbidding atmosphere.


During these two days I saw little of Miss Lightbody. Having admitted us to the house and prised out our story, she now appeared to have abandoned us. But I was often conscious of being watched. I would turn quickly to see a door closing, a skirt whisking away round a corner or catch the patter of footsteps running ahead of me beyond the angle of the staircase. For one so decrepit she was surprisingly nimble.


With Mrs Beer for ever hovering at my elbow in an aura of disapproval and Miss Lightbody’s somewhat unnerving, not-quite appearances, I could not feel at ease in the house. It was also exceedingly cold. Despite the layers of garments that we wore, Ben and I still shivered in the fireless rooms. So we stayed outdoors as much as possible, tramping and slithering through the crisp blown snow, returning with glowing cheeks and enormous appetites which were well satisfied by Mrs Beer’s truculently produced dishes of bread, potatoes and cold bacon. To anyone with more dainty tastes such fare might have seemed dull and coarse, but it was a long time since Ben and I had fed so sturdily. And it was no penance to eat in the warm kitchen, even if we must shift ourselves from the range of Mrs Beer’s mutterings and grim looks as soon as we had finished.


On the third afternoon the thaw set in. The wind veered south and brought a soft mizzling rain. I awoke the next morning to the sound of gurgling and dripping and the rush and thud of the last snow sliding from the roof.


By noon the snow was shrinking to dirty grey clumps under hedges and walls. Under the lowering sky even the view from the small parlour was dismal. An expanse of tussocky grass and blackened vegetation. If the smooth lawns of my imagination had ever existed, they were long gone wild and neglected.


But at least Mrs Beer did not dog my footsteps today. There was an air of bustle, and a smell of baking and roasting that betokened the return of the master of the house now that the weather had eased.


I settled Ben in his room copying the alphabet onto a slate. A new step forward this. I had hoped that in the coming months we might advance to words and sentences. And, oh, if Ben could be re-taught to read and write I should truly begin to believe I had won the battle that had been so long and slow. I could not sit with him today. I was unbearably restless. I was anxious and excited and apprehensive in equal measure. And, above all, I wanted to face Grandfather before Mrs Beer or the elusive Miss Lightbody met him with exaggerations and complaints.


I dressed myself neatly for the coming interview in the thin mourning gown which, alas, was my newest garment as well as the most appropriate, and scraped back my hair as best I could into a tidy knot. I feared I had grown another unbecoming inch or two in recent months. The sleeves of the dress now ended above my wrists and though I was mostly as skinny as Mrs Beer’s broomhandle, the bodice had become somewhat constricting. I thought, with the ghost of a smile, that Phoebe would have had no grounds now to declare that I should always have to pad my bust.


I wandered restlessly about the downstairs rooms, my ears pricked for the first sounds of Grandfather’s arrival. Now that our meeting was so close I seemed to hear nothing in my head but the unkind words spoken of him. By Mama, by Nicholas Fox. The chill of the rooms seemed to sink into my flesh, my bones.


I was suddenly afraid.


In the event I did not see my grandfather return.


Ben had grown tired of the tasks I had set him, so I needs must sit with him in his room and keep him amused, telling him over and over that it was far too wet to walk out of doors to feed the birds and the stable cats.


Then, all at once, I heard the booming of a man’s voice, the banging of doors.


I leaped to my feet so suddenly that Ben jumped and cried, ‘What is it, Jo?’


I said soothingly, ‘I must leave you for a few moments. Stay here and look through your book until I call you.’


I smoothed my hair and pulled down my cuffs with fingers that trembled as I went softly downstairs. There was no mistaking where Grandfather was. With a sinking heart I heard his booming tones, along with a high thin voice acting as a counterpoint. Miss Lightbody had got to him first and was in his study no doubt regaling him with the tasty scandal of our arrival. Even my knock on the door did not interrupt the excited flow of conversation. The door was ajar. Taking a deep uneven breath, I pushed it open and stepped over the threshold.


The voices cut off as though sliced with a knife.


They stood before a fire that snapped and blazed and drew wisps of steam from the coats of the two great muddy dogs that lay panting across the hearth. Miss Lightbody had dressed grandly for the occasion in a towering wig that threatened to topple, with its many varied ornaments, to the shoulders of a monstrously flounced taffeta gown. But I registered only the briefest impression. My eyes were for the man whose height and authority dominated the room.


A mane of white hair that might have once been the same rusty colour as my own; a curving beak of a nose above a mouth set in a grim, tight line; a pair of pale eyes that raked me over with chilling displeasure.


My grandfather.


The dogs heaved themselves up and came towards me. I put out my hand to the inquisitive damp noses, but Grandfather growled, ‘Jupiter! Rex! Back, damn you!’ The dogs slunk away and sprawled once more on the hearthrug.


Miss Lightbody tittered. ‘I told you, Frank. I told you she has the Kerswell look.’


‘Hold your tongue, you lying chit!’


‘But look at the height of her. And that nose! ’Tis the clearest likeness I ever did see.’


‘Hush your noise, woman!’


‘Your daughter was reckoned a beauty,’ said Miss Lightbody, quite impervious to his commands, ‘but this one is not made in her mould, I’ll be bound. Poor wench, to be so saddled with her grandfather’s looks as to be poor stakes on the marriage market.’


‘What’s that to me, you fool? I have no daughter or granddaughter. This . . . this conniving madam thinks to get money from me by fraudulent means. But I’ll have none of her.’


I tried not to flinch under that quelling stare. My voice shook, sounding girlish and thin, as I said, ‘Sir, you do me great wrong. My mother was Ellen Kerswell, your daughter, who eloped with Arnold Howarth and married him. I am Joanna Howarth.’


‘My daughter is long dead.’


‘If you wish for proof, see, I have the necklace you gave to her on her sixteenth birthday.’ His eyes followed my hand as I touched the gold chain at my neck. Emboldened by his silence I rushed on, ‘We . . . my brother and I . . . have been left orphaned. My father, my mother, my sisters – all gone. I had no one to turn to, no money, and I could not put Ben away so I thought of you and we have travelled from Yorkshire, a long and arduous journey, sir. I thought you might be glad to see us, having been so long estranged from your daughter. I thought you might shelter us—’


‘You thought many things, seemingly.’ His voice was as stony and biting as the east wind that had raged over the countryside these last days. ‘All of them wrong. I repeat, my daughter is dead. She was dead to me the moment she defied me and left this house to make her own path. I wish no truck with you, your brother or your simpering tales of poverty.’ He thrust his head forward like an eagle that has its talons in a rabbit and now would tear it to shreds of flesh. ‘Do you hear me? There is no shelter, no charity for you under my roof. I have had enough deceit about me to last me a lifetime.’ His voice sank to a harsh whisper. ‘I will not let another generation of ingratitude and treachery into my house to torment my old age.’


I was aware of Miss Lightbody’s bright, black gaze, the glee on her monkeyish face. I wished I could share her pleasure in the drama, instead of feeling a sick sense of defeat and hopelessness.


‘But could you not employ us?’ I said desperately. ‘I would do anything . . . labour in your house . . . or perhaps you have friends who could help us . . .’


He had half turned away. Now he swung back, coat-tails flying. ‘Are you deaf, girl? Did you not hear me?’


‘I heard you, sir, but—’


‘Allow me to spell it out for you in clearer terms. I will not tolerate you in my house or on my property. I wish you to leave. So take your bags and your brother and remove yourself.’


‘But where . . .?’


‘That is not my concern. You may cast yourselves off the cliffs, for all I care. Do you understand? Do you?’


For a moment I closed my eyes. And it seemed that in those seconds all the terror, the guilt, the misery of the last years and months consumed my spirit. This final rejection was more than I could bear. I was sick of struggling, weary of the burdens I had carried for so long, tired of the unhappiness that had taken my childhood. Everything welled up in an emotion both unexpected and unfamiliar. It was rage. Hot, tearing rage.


Rage against the death of my family, against Ben’s accident, against my mother who had not loved me enough, against my own inadequacy in the face of the poverty that had driven us here, to this final rejection at the hands of a wicked old man with a heart of flint.


It burst out of me. I stood there and blazed at him, no longer caring what he must think of me. I held nothing back. I told him that he was a vengeful tyrant, a monster! I also believe, I am ashamed to admit, that I cursed him heartily in words that a well-brought-up young lady should not have known. And when I had done I was as breathless as though I had been running and so drained that my knees trembled.


‘Bravo!’ cried Miss Lightbody, clapping her mittened hands. ‘Such temper. Lah, Frank, you must see now that she follows you even in this particular. A veritable chip off the old block, eh? Admit it, man. Admit it!’


Grandfather’s response was to raise his hand, his eyes alight with temper. He would have knocked me to the floor, I am sure, had not the door creaked open behind me. Instead, his hand stayed raised, fixed, as though it belonged to a statue, as he stared beyond me, all the angry colour draining from his face.


I felt a timid touch on my arm and there was Ben.


‘Do not look so troubled, Ben, dear,’ I said shakily. ‘There is nothing to fear.’


‘This is your grandson, Frank,’ Miss Lightbody cried. ‘There now, is he not a well-set-up young man? A little lacking in the top storey but ’tis no disadvantage as any clever woman will tell you.’


Grandfather did not seem to hear her. He seemed transfixed, his face almost as white as his hair, all the deep-etched lines and wrinkles standing clear about his eyes and mouth. In a matter of seconds he seemed to have aged twenty years.


Even Miss Lightbody, prattling on, eventually took note of his silence and said, ‘What ails you, Frank? Do you suffer an attack of the bilious cramp? I’ll wager you caroused last night with the Pascoes and ate too much rich food. You know how it upsets you, so you have but yourself to blame. Come, seat yourself, and I’ll fetch you some peppermint water.’


But he shook off her hand and turned away. He went to the hearth and leaned against the high carved mantel. Staring down into the flames, still with his back to us, he said in a low voice, ‘Leave me, please.’


Miss Lightbody was puzzled. She looked from me to Grandfather and back again.


‘I wish to be alone,’ he said, muffled, tired. Then, like a weary old man, he glanced up at me and said, ‘You – and your brother – may stay until I decide what is to be done.’


He was still contemplating the blazing logs as we slipped from the room.


Within the hour Mrs Beer trudged upstairs with the message that we were to eat our meals from now on in the dining room instead of the kitchen and master had ordered that if there was anything we wanted we were to say so.


I was bewildered, for I was certain that after my stormy outburst I had quite lost any chance of gaining his interest or affection.


‘Why, ’tis the boy, of course!’ said Miss Lightbody, as we seated ourselves for dinner that afternoon. ‘I might have known it. Harry Beer, ignorant as he is about anything but horseflesh, saw it as soon as he clapped eyes on him. Frank keeps the portrait by him, but I’ve seen it a time or two and, damme, he’s right, the likeness is there. And all the time I thought the sight of you might soften him, you running true to the Kerswell looks.’


I looked at her blankly.


‘The boy. Your brother,’ she said with impatience. ‘He is the image of his uncle that drowned.’


‘My Uncle Philip?’


‘Of course, Philip, you addle pate. Have I not just said so?’


‘And this . . . this has been enough to soften Grandfather’s heart?’


‘By all accounts, Frank doted on him. The son and heir.’


I thought of my mother’s tales of her childhood. She, too, had adored her brother and we had laughed many times at their escapades together.


I said, softly, ‘How sad that he drowned so young.’


‘They say Frank was never the same man afterwards.’


‘With his death and Mama running away I suppose it is understandable that Grandfather turned bitter. And there was then no woman to share his grief, my grandmama having died.’


‘Ah, yes, the lovely Harriet,’ she said slyly. ‘Another source of trouble.’


‘Trouble?’


But Mrs Beer and Bessy entered at that moment and placed several dishes before us. No bacon and potatoes now, but roast fowl, boiled parsnips, buttered greens and a golden-brown pie that emitted a herb-scented muttony steam.


‘Will Grandfather not be joining us?’ I enquired, indicating the place presumably set for him at the head of the table.


‘I doubt it,’ Miss Lightbody said. ‘He mostly eats solitary. This table is only set for company once in an age.’ She looked about her in satisfaction, giving a great cackle that caused Mrs Beer’s expression to darken. ‘And even if ’tis a damp and chilly chamber, why, it will find that idle daughter of yours something to do, to set a fire in the hearth. What say you, alewife? Eh? Eh?’


Mrs Beer merely turned her back and went from the room, muttering inaudibly. When she returned later with Bessy to clear the empty dishes and replace them with a fat currant dumpling, an apple pastry and a brown dish filled with thick crusted yellow cream, she announced loudly to no one in particular that she and Bessy was skivvying for no upstart female who was no better than she should be and if fires was to be laid then it was only on master’s ordering of it. Having delivered this speech she marched out again.


Miss Lightbody cast a derogatory ‘Alewife’ at Mrs Beer’s departing back. Then, seeing my expression, cried, ‘These peasants have no notion of polite manners. They must be treated as the donkeys they are. I have always done so or my life would not be in the slightest tolerable.’


From which I gathered that these contentious exchanges were an everyday matter and not to be taken with any seriousness.


We made enormous inroads into the pudding, crowning it with generous dollops of the rich yellow confection that Miss Lightbody explained was clotted cream made commonly in the county by scalding rich milk in shallow pans over a slow flame.


Ben beamed at us as he laid down his spoon. ‘I liked it all, Jo,’ he said.


I laughed. ‘So did I. We have landed lucky after all, though I did not think so earlier.’


‘Ah, luck,’ Miss Lightbody said. ‘An unreliable element, I have always thought. Never to be depended upon.’ She leaned towards me confidentially. ‘Perhaps your grandpa thinks to fatten you up for slaughter, like the cattle he keeps in his fields.’ She gave my arm a sharp pinch. ‘And you need some fattening, mark my words. Should you like that, eh? Eh? To be made into a plump pie with a nice tender crust?’


She rolled her bright black eyes towards Ben and I said, hurriedly, lest he be taken in by her nonsense, ‘You are outrageous, Miss Lightbody. Such a thing to say.’


‘Of course I am outrageous. It is a more interesting thing than to be dull and commonplace. Besides, if I had not decided to be outrageous, I should long have wilted away in poverty.’ Then, abruptly, ‘And I suppose you would wish to know the scandal about your late grandmother?’


‘I am not sure that it is proper—’


‘Fiddlesticks! You want to know about your family and I am the one to tell you, for Frank is close as an oyster. And if you wish to know how I learned it, it is because I have made it my business to find out.’


I strongly suspected that listening at keyholes might be among Miss Lightbody’s methods, but curiosity overcame my scruples.


‘It goes back to Frank’s boyhood,’ she said, ‘and his friendship with a lad that became rivalry. Bitter rivalry. You see, they had both fell in love with the same girl, Harriet Tucker, but Frank was the son of Falconwood and his friend was merely the son of the village blacksmith. Harriet was a prosperous farmer’s only child and Frank’s father saw the future acquisition of lands adjoining his as a valuable asset. The marriage was arranged when they were scarce out of the schoolroom, but not to Harriet’s entire satisfaction for she had a fondness for the blacksmith’s lad. However, she was an obedient girl, and sensible. Life in a humble cot, however romantic, bore no comparison to life as wife of the future squire. She went into marriage with her eyes upon Falconwood, her body promised to Frank, but her heart set upon another. Even as she made her vows, she was doubtless scheming how to contrive assignations with her would-be lover, even though he frustrated her by removing himself into the next county for several years.’


‘But how can you say this?’ I burst out laughing. It was so scurrilous as to be comic. ‘You could not know how or what she felt.’


‘I know because I am a woman and have seen the ways of the world,’ Miss Lightbody snapped. ‘It is the curse of Eve that we are at the mercy of those who would use us to their own advantage, but a woman of sensibility and intelligence may usefully contrive to make the best of any situation in which she is placed. Now, hold your tongue, chit. You know nothing about Harriet Kerswell and I have come to understand her well. She determined to have Matthew Fox—’


‘Fox, did you say?’ I could not help the interruption.


‘You have heard the name? ’Tis a family whose fate is much intertwined with the Kerswells’. Even into the next generation. Your mother’s brother lost his life through the intervention of one Isaac Fox.’


It was a gibbet in the swirling snow I was thinking of, but I nodded, remembering now my mother’s stories. ‘Mama did not speak of it much, for it grieved her, but I recollect that she told us—’


‘Yes, yes,’ Miss Lightbody said impatiently, ‘but that is to run ahead of my tale. I don’t care to be interrupted.’


So I sat meekly while she related with relish, and a great deal of highly coloured detail, the happenings of half a century ago. Of my grandmother who had loved one man and married another. Of Matthew Fox who married a village girl scarcely a week later, some said out of despair, and took himself off to seek his fortune with the herring fleets in Cornwall, returning to the smithy only when his father became too frail to continue his work. Within weeks of his return, Miss Lightbody insisted, he and my grandmother were lovers. ‘She had done her duty by Frank, producing two healthy babies. Matthew’s wife had died giving birth to their son, so a fine-looking woman whom he had lusted after through his youth was temptation enough. The time was ripe. They met on the cliffs and in the woods.’ She cackled. ‘Collecting botanical specimens, they called it, both having a love of nature.’


‘Perhaps it was the truth.’


‘Then you’re greener and younger than I thought,’ she cried. ‘What red-blooded man would take a married woman alone into woodland glades other than for dalliance? Child, you have much to learn. And ’tis certain your grandfather did not believe such weak excuses. He came across them when they thought him safe in Exeter on business. He fell on Matthew Fox and such a fight they had, it is still spoke of with awe, having been witnessed by two villagers keeping themselves hidden because they were about the business of poaching Frank’s rabbits.’ She sighed hugely. ‘But I should like to have seen it all myself. I once was took to see the great Mendoza and such a spectacle it was I have never forgot it. The crowds cheering and cursing, two valiant men pounding each other till blood ran free and bones were broke and both staggering from exhaustion. Such bravery. It made the heart swell and the senses tingle.’


‘But what happened between Matthew Fox and Grandfather?’ I prompted.


‘They were too close matched to make either one the victor. It was Harriet throwing herself between them that ended it. She came back here with your grandfather, swearing her innocence still, and Matthew went back to the forge. Frank and Matthew never spoke to each other again. Some years later a tinker’s horse brought in for shoeing bolted and trampled him. Some said that Frank had bought the horse, knowing its evil temper, and bribed the tinker to take it to the forge. But the tinker disappeared and Frank denied all knowledge of him or the horse.’


‘And Grandmother?’


‘’Tis said she was never the same after the fight and Matthew’s untimely death. From all accounts, she had been a cheerful girl, if fond of her own way, but the spirit went out of her. She became dreary as a frost-blighted summer flower and brought a decline upon herself. Silly wench.’ Miss Lightbody eyed me slyly. ‘I should wager you are not made in her mould. You would have more spirit than to die because you were blighted in love, what say you?’


‘I have never been in love,’ I said, ‘so I am not in any position to judge.’


‘Oh, hoity-toity. Then tell me what you think of my tale, eh? Do you not think it romantical in the extreme?’


‘I think it very sad,’ I said. ‘I am sorry for Grand-mama if she was not married to the man she loved. And I am sorry for Grandfather for it is clear he was deeply hurt and embittered by the experience.’


‘Embittered!’ she cackled. ‘You would not have said so had you known him at the time I first met him. A roistering rake-hell who set the streets of London alight in the weeks he was there and many a society miss agog to be the second Mrs Kerswell. But I reckon he thought nothing to milk-and-water misses. He was a man who needed standing up to. Which was why I took his fancy and he mine.’


‘But he did not marry even you, did he, Miss Lightbody?’


For a moment her face looked crushed, like a wrinkled old walnut, and something other than malice flashed briefly in her eyes.


‘No, he did not,’ she said with a touch of wistfulness. ‘And I do confess I should have wished it.’


‘I – I am sorry,’ I said. ‘I spoke too hastily.’


She waved her hand, taffeta flounces all a-tremble. ‘Do not blush, girl. By Satan’s fire, you spoke the truth.’ She looked mournfully into distances I could not see. ‘We were young when we met, in our prime. I think till his wife’s treachery he had been faithful enough. Content with the managing of his estates for the benefit of future generations of Kerswells. Many’s the lecture I had on his ancestry. He was ever high-nosed because Kerswells had been here long before Norman William.’ She tittered. ‘I confess to being secretly much impressed. After all, what was I but a bastard out of the Westminster stews? Making my fortune in the way I knew best, by virtue of my beauty and wits—’ She broke off, grinning archly. ‘Ah, but ’tis he of whom we speak. My own fortunes are not of interest to Kerswell whelps. Where was I? Ah, yes, Frank cuckolded, then bereaved of his faithless wife, so he ups and makes merry elsewhere whenever he pleased.’


‘And met you?’


‘Indeed so. When he was at home he remained the dutiful country squire, devoted to his children and to the making of money on his estates. Elsewhere, his true nature was let rein. And a hot-headed, lusty rascal he was. Yet there was caution in his soul. His wife’s treachery had cut him deeper than he realised. With his son’s death, his heir, his daughter’s elopement, caution became twisted into something very different. Like separate elements being brought together and tempered to hard, cutting, killing steel. Aye, I saw the difference when he sent for me. And I came posthaste, unthinking, glad only that now we would be together. Perhaps, in my foolishness, I thought we might even marry, and I respectable, respected at last . . .’ Hervoice died. In a shuddering movement she drew her shawl about her in a flurry of moulting fringes. ‘He was past caring what people thought. He set me up in this house, his fine doxy, his pretty trollop, to scandalise his neighbours. He would not marry again, he said, nor breed children, for there was no thanks in any of it; only sorrow and ingratitude. He cared only that he should please himself.’


‘And . . . and Isaac Fox, Matthew’s son?’ The clank of chains in the bitter wind, the tainted air, a grieving figure in the swirling snow, Isaac Fox, an innocent man. Francis Kerswell did this. ‘How did . . . that is, what was his involvement in my Uncle Philip’s death?’


‘Tchah! What proof had Frank? True, the boat that foundered was young Isaac’s and a mere cockleshell that should not have been out on such wild seas. But it is the way of youth to seek excitement and challenge. It was Isaac being saved while Philip was took onto the rocks and dashed to death that festered in Frank’s soul. That and the fact that by his own neglect his son had bred a friendship with the Fox whelp. A bad conscience breeds twisted thoughts, betimes.’


‘But I thought Grandfather doted on Philip.’


‘He did, but he was away much and the tutors that came and went could not oversee a high-spirited lad for every minute of the day. He and Isaac Fox were of an age and for ever up to mischief. Had Frank been here . . . well, the tale might not have had a tragic end. But there ’tis.’


‘And Grandfather was revenged on him in the end,’ I said, without thinking. ‘And so cruelly.’


Her eyes sharpened. ‘What do you know of that, eh?’


‘The . . . the gibbet. We passed it. Someone had put a notice there, telling who it was and that Grandfather was responsible.’


‘Had they indeed? Well, Isaac Fox had friends . . . and a son, though I had not heard he was returned from his travels.’ She was suddenly bored, pushing aside her empty plate, gathering her skirts.


‘But why was he hanged?’ I said quickly, for it seemed important that I should know.


She shrugged. ‘An exciseman was battered to death and Isaac caught close by with blood on him. Hanged for murder, he was, though he swore he’d only stopped to try to aid the man.’ She forestalled my next question with an impatient look as she rose from her seat. ‘There are many about here who make a comfortable living from the business of fetching French brandy and tobacco across the Channel.’


‘A smuggler!’


‘There’d be few houses that don’t benefit along this coast, if ’tis only a cask to keep their mouths shut. The good villagers of Starcombe are no exception.’


‘But why should Grandfather be implicated in his death?’


‘Mercy me, why should I know or care?’ She began to totter from the room, her heels clicking unsteadily on the boards. ‘Perhaps he planted the evidence or told the militia where to look . . . Then there is James Pascoe, Frank’s friend, who is the magistrate who sent the villain to the assizes. Perhaps there was some friendly collusion. Whatever the means of it, Isaac Fox is getting his just deserts in heaven or hell. And if Frank it was who was the means of despatching him there, the book is closed. ’Tis all at an end and the final debt paid. The Foxes will trouble the Kerswells no more, and vicee versee. And a pox on all scheming men, I say.’


The clicking of her heels died away, but I sat staring down at my plate. Within the faded flower-patterned rim I seemed to see the dark, grieving face of Nicholas Fox.


‘Frank Kerswell shall pay for this. I shall be back and take my vengeance.’


If Miss Lightbody supposed it was all at an end, I did not. I felt in my heart that my grandfather had still to reckon with Isaac Fox’s son.


I saw Grandfather once in the following days. I was summoned to his study where he questioned me closely about the circumstances of Ben’s accident and his progress since. The interview was conducted coldly and at the finish Ben must be fetched to be scrutinised closely before we were dismissed.


Beyond that, we were left to our own devices as if he were not in the house. No more messages came via Mrs Beer and when we met Miss Lightbody at mealtimes, all she could tell us was that Grandfather was up to something.


‘Oh, come,’ I said, ever hopeful, ‘it is surely that he is unaccustomed to having us here. When he settles to the notion he will be sociable with us, I am sure.’


‘I should not bank on it,’ she said darkly. ‘There’s been too much tooing and froing. Harry Beer sent off with messages hither and yon. And Frank himself disappearing for hours on end. Aye, he’s planning something, I’d wager on it.’


Her look made me uneasy, but I tried to believe that whatever it was would be for our benefit. Our fortunes were improved for the better already. If he needed time to adjust to the idea of grandchildren, that was understandable. Meanwhile we would accept the shelter we had found at Falconwood with gratitude and relief. In due time Grandfather would reconcile himself to our presence.


The days slipped by. When it was fine we went for rambles along the cliffs, sometimes accompanied by one or other of the dogs who seemed to have taken to Ben, bounding to greet him, feathery tails swishing. Ben was delighted. He saved titbits for them and spent hours grooming them with an old brush while they rewarded him with blissful looks and great wet licks. The two horses, now that they were back in the stable, must also be visited daily and petted and the stable cats coaxed twining and yowling from their secret corners. Mrs Beer’s husband, Harry, who seemed to act as groom, handyman and valet to Grandfather and had returned with him from Kingsbridge, regarded us dourly from whatever task he was about. He was, though, more communicative than his wife. It was from him I discovered the names of the headlands we could glimpse on our walks. The bold ridged dragon’s back of Start Point to the east, Prawle Point and Bolt Head to the west, and that the pair of grey hawks that we glimpsed swooping and gliding at the cliff’s edge above the cove were peregrine falcons. The falcons of Falconwood. I looked out for them with particular pleasure after that, in the romantic belief that perhaps the ancestors of these same birds had once spurred some distant forebear of mine to name his house for them.


It was from Harry Beer, too, that I learned that Grandfather owned all the land and the farms hereabouts and had an interest in shipping, in partnership with a Mr Aggett of Kingsbridge. On the rare occasions when he had to visit Kingsbridge on necessary business with his lawyer or Mr Aggett, he would dine, before returning home, with an old friend, Mr James Pascoe, who lived on the outskirts of the little market town.


‘But master, ’ee don’t like stayin’ away from ’ome, no more do I,’ Harry said tetchily. ‘An’ now, miss, I must get on – and young master, go careful round Sultan there. ’Ee’s not to be trusted.’


But Sultan was docile as a lamb with Ben; it was only if I ventured to stroke the velvety nose that his eye rolled menacingly.


It was strange, this instinct that Ben had developed for animals. Before his accident he had merely had a boy’s admiration in a showy horse to be seen on the streets or a passing desire to own a dog. Now he displayed a fearless trust that dogs, cats and horses alike seemed to sense and return. They were gentle and affectionate with him as though they recognised and understood that here was someone who had no conception of malice or cruelty.


Once we went down to the village, past the tiny church on the hilltop, where the bones of the Kerswells lay in neglected tombs in the overgrown churchyard, to the huddle of cottages clinging to the fringes of the sea at the foot of the deep grassy cleft that was Starcombe. The few people that were about answered courteously enough when I smiled and bade them good morning, but I felt how they watched and whispered as we went on. A few young children followed us to the stone quay but they were too shy to speak. The fishermen mending their nets, who had’been laughing and chaffing, fell silent at our approach. I felt that the villagers knew all about us and what they knew was not to our advantage. I was glad when we retraced our steps up the steep hillside.


I was content to let time drift. As the days passed I began to feel lighthearted, almost a child again. Once, in an excess of high spirits, I flung wide my arms and danced on the high and lonely hilltop, much to Ben’s astonishment. Then he laughed and joined in clumsily. We pirouetted and bowed and made up steps with only the wheeling gulls to watch. We danced to the rush of the wind and the pounding of the sea and no orchestra ever provided sweeter music.


After we collapsed, exhausted, on a boulder that thrust from the rabbit-cropped turf, I cried, ‘We shall be so happy here, Ben. How could we be otherwise in this beautiful place? Grandfather will grow to love us and you will become quite well again!’


‘I like it here, Jo,’ Ben said happily. ‘I like Jupiter and Rex and Sultan – and shall we give the cats names, too?’


‘Of course we shall,’ I said.


We walked back to Falconwood in solemn discussion as to the merits of Mouser or Tiger, Tabby or Punch, names I privately thought none of the vagrants in the stable yard would ever acknowledge. But I was delighted that Ben was able to take such interest. I had not seen him so animated since the runaway cartwheel had ended his youth and mine.


It was a symbol, I felt, of the direction our life would take here, and who could blame me for feeling so? We had been prisoners of an unhappy fate for too long. I needed hope now and the prospect of release from the guilt that had been my constant companion.


So when I saw the stranger riding towards the house, I had no foreboding. Merely a curiosity as to Grandfather’s visitor. We arrived in the stable yard as he was dismounting. He glanced at us and put a question to Harry Beer, who mumbled something before leading the horse away. The man removed his high hat and bowed.


I smiled and Ben stopped, nervous as always in the presence of strangers.


The man – he was, I guessed, something over thirty and dressed in neat but shabby black – bid us a pleasant ‘Good afternoon’ and regarded Ben with some interest. ‘So this is Benjamin.’ When I nodded, surprised, he went on, ‘Mr Kerswell’s description was most accurate. A fine-looking young fellow. I am Clive Chadwick, d’you see.’


‘I am sorry, but—’


‘The tutor Mr Kerswell has engaged for his grandson.’


‘Tutor?’ I was taken aback.


‘Do you look after the lad? A governess, perhaps? A nurse? Mr Kerswell did not mention any such person, but naturally in the unfortunate circumstances there must be someone of that sort . . .’


‘I am Mr Kerswell’s granddaughter,’ I said. ‘Ben is my brother.’


Astonishment warred with embarrassment on his undistinguished features. ‘I pray your forgiveness. I have spoken out of turn. Mr Kerswell did not mention—’


‘Do not distress yourself, Mr Chadwick,’ I said. ‘It was a natural enough mistake. I must look sorely muddied and windswept after our walk.’


The flush on his cheeks deepened as he took in with a quick sweeping glance, hurriedly removed to some safe spot above my head, my cracked boots, darned gloves and antiquated bonnet. But he swept off his hat once more and said, gallantly, ‘Indeed the wind is blustery today, Miss Kerswell.’


‘Howarth,’ I corrected gently. ‘My name is Joanna Howarth. We are the surviving children of Mr Kerswell’s daughter.’


Confusion again overtook him. ‘I was sure Mr Kerswell . . . that is, I think the name he mentioned . . . dear, dear, such a dreadful mistake.’


‘Let us begin again, Mr Chadwick.’ I held out my hand. ‘How do you do. I am most interested to learn that my grandfather has engaged a tutor for my brother.’


He took my hand gratefully. ‘I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Howarth.’


As we walked to the house he informed me that this was merely a preliminary visit and he was expecting to take up his appointment the following week. ‘I am indeed pleased to see how solid and gracious the house is and how agreeably situated,’ he said. ‘Where I have been these last two years – at Sir Henry Mallingham’s – the hall is set in a hollow that gathers a great deal of mist and damp. And though the parkland is very fine, I have a taste for wider, more natural scenery. I feel I shall be most at home here. Most at home.’


‘I trust so,’ I said politely. ‘Was your previous engagement with young children?’


‘Quite young. I have become known, you see, for my work with, er, more difficult pupils. I expect that is how I came to Mr Kerswell’s notice.’


‘By difficult do you mean backward?’ I asked, frankly.


He glanced at me and then at Ben ambling at my side.


‘Sir Henry’s Oliver was not exactly backward,’ he said carefully. ‘But then he was not the brightest of boys. Still, I brought him on favourably. He is able to go away to school now and if he applies himself he will not disgrace himself. Not at all.’


‘As you see, my brother is no longer a child. He is almost nineteen. But before his accident he was bright and intelligent. I should like to think that someday he will be as he was.’


‘Of course you do,’ he said. ‘Though I could not make promises upon that point, you may trust me, Miss Howarth, to do my very best to encourage every aspect of his higher nature. I find the prospect a challenge. I do indeed.’


‘He has a gentle disposition,’ I said. ‘He will never respond to a heavy hand.’


‘My touch will be of the lightest. I have never believed that even the cleverest intellect could prosper to its fullest under a harsh regime.’ His smile was warm. ‘Those of lesser brilliance must be allowed to proceed at a rate which suits them best and with constant stimulation of their often wayward attention. This is not a mere theory, let me assure you. I have put it to the test and proved its worth.’


I felt reassured. The idea of some strict authoritarian figure bearing down on Ben was repellent. But a person such as Mr Chadwick professed to be – and his kind and courteous manner confirmed his words – might be just the one to restore Ben fully. He had knowledge and experience whereas my own efforts, though well meant and loving, were necessarily amateurish. If I had brought Ben so far, what might not Mr Chadwick achieve?


I was elated as I showed Mr Chadwick into the house. Grandfather had been making plans as Miss Lightbody suspected, but they were purely to our advantage. I was touched by the evidence that behind Grandfather’s stern and remote manner he did care for us after all.


Mr Chadwick’s visit lasted over two hours. For most of that time he was closeted with Grandfather in his study, but before he left Mrs Beer, surly as ever, brought him to where Ben and I sat in the small parlour. I had discovered that the afternoon sun made the room pleasant, even though Mrs Beer was still refusing to speak to Grandfather about having the chimney swept and a fire laid.


I was patching a shirt of Ben’s. Ben was looking at a book of fables which he much loved. He was chuckling over the pictures of the animals but when Mr Chadwick came in, he put the book down and moved to sit by my side on the sofa.
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