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PART ONE




Chapter 1


High on the northern side of the mining town of Netherwood was a windblown swathe of common land – not vast, certainly not a wilderness, but wide and varied enough for a person who walked there to feel unfettered and alone. It wasn’t much to look at: coarse grass more yellow than green; pockets of unchecked scrub; spiteful, unruly gangs of hawthorn; the occasional craggy outcrop hinting at a wild and different geology before man farmed the earth, or mined it. An ancient bill of rights gave the people of the town licence to graze their livestock here, but in this community of miners it wasn’t much of an advantage. Instead the grass was kept down by a herd of retired pit ponies, stocky little Shetlands that had survived the rigours of their long, underground life and been given the freedom of the common in return. Once in a blue moon someone managed to acquire a pig, but the common was unfenced, and while the wary ponies never strayed, pigs seemed driven by curiosity and wanderlust: even a sturdy pen built by Percy Medlicott a few years ago had failed to contain his Tamworth sow. She had rubbed her snout against the latch until it slipped open, and the liberated sow had met an early end on Turnpike Lane in a collision with a coach-and-four. The driver, unseated from the box by the accident, was compensated in pork; he had travelled home to York the following day with a fractured collarbone and a bag of loin chops.

So Netherwood Common, not being of any great practical benefit to anyone, was simply enjoyed by the townsfolk for what it was: a natural open space – rare enough in this grey industrial landscape – where children could play out of earshot of their mothers and a working man could smoke a Woodbine in peace. The common in its present form had evolved over the past hundred years and it owed its existence to the three collieries that dominated the town, because as coal production replaced agriculture in Netherwood’s economy, the fertile land became less useful than the stuff beneath. The area’s farmland origins could still be seen in the hedgerows and ancient field boundaries that criss-crossed the common, but it was over a century now since the soil there had been tilled or crops planted.

Like everything else in the neighbourhood, the common fell within the vast acreage of the Netherwood estate, and from its highest point, and facing south, an observer could map the principal features of the earl’s Yorkshire dominion. New Mill, Long Martley and Middlecar collieries – positioned respectively north, east and south of the town – dominated the outlook, their muck stacks, headstocks and winding gear stark against the sky. The residential terraces, long rows of doughty stone houses, stood like stocky bulwarks, built to withstand the worst of the four winds. Victoria Street, Market Street and Mill Lane claimed precedence on the south side of town and formed its modestly prosperous commercial centre, where small shops, stalls and barrows plied their trade and vied for custom with the Co-operative Society, whose premises, like its profits, seemed to grow annually. One town hall. One town hall clock tower. Three public houses. Three churches – one high, two low. And then beyond Mill Lane and Middlecar Colliery, but still visible from the common, the road gradually narrowed and dipped, following the contours of a shallow valley and leading to a gate – one of four – to the ancestral home of Edward Hoyland, Sixth Earl of Netherwood, and his wife Clarissa. The great house itself, Netherwood Hall, was tucked away out of sight: a remarkable feat, given its size, and a fortuitous one. Not only was great privacy accorded the aristocratic family within, but also they were spared the unlovely sight of the scarred landscape of the Yorkshire coalfields. But beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Eve Williams and Anna Rabinovich, standing on this clear August day on the highest point of the common, saw nothing to offend the eye as they regarded the familiar vista before them.

‘See?’ Anna said, her arms spread before her in a proprietorial way, as if she was personally responsible for the view. ‘World at your feet.’ Her accent, her hybrid dialect of Russian and Yorkshire, made most of her statements sound comical. She had no end of colloquialisms to hand, but still wasn’t mistress of the definite article.

Eve laughed. ‘Always knew it was only a matter of time,’ she said.

‘But imagine, Eve. All this, ours.’

‘Aye, ours and three thousand other folk’s. It’s a common, y’know, not a back garden.’

Anna shrugged. Mere detail, and detail was the enemy of an adventurous spirit. She had brought her friend up here, dragging her unwillingly from all the things she should be doing, to look at a house. It was the only property on the common, a large, detached villa, deeper than it was wide, double-fronted with generous bay windows and its name and date carved in stone over the door: Ravenscliffe, 1852. Like everything else, it belonged to Lord Netherwood, though it had been designed and built by the same architect who was responsible for most of the dwellings in the town. Abraham Carr had sought and been granted permission from the present earl’s father to erect a house for his own use and at his own expense, and had named it for the Yorkshire village of his birth. Then, just five years after taking up residence, he had passed away: born in one Ravenscliffe, died in another. The house was bought by the Netherwood estate, absorbed into all its other possessions and instantly put to work. Various tenants had taken it in the forty years since Mr Carr’s demise, merchants, mostly, or people from the professional classes whose wages stretched further than those of the miners. Now, though, it was empty. Unfurnished. Unloved. And Anna wanted to live there.
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Something about the house spoke to her, and you should listen to a house, she believed. She wasn’t in any other way a fanciful person, never looked for meanings or omens in everyday happenings, never tried to interpret her dreams or fathom the patterns of the stars, but a house was another matter: there were good ones and bad ones and the two could look identical, but while one would bring happiness, the other would bring only misery. As a child in Kiev, in another life and time, she had lived in an imposing mansion with round towers and six wide steps up to the front door. It was her father’s statement to the world that he was a successful man, but for all its fineness Anna knew, even as a little girl, that it was riddled with misery, from its foundations to its roof tiles. She never understood why: some houses were afflicted, that was all. When her parents disowned her for marrying a Jew, when they spat on the floor at her feet and told her never to return, she had thought, it’s the house speaking: you two have been here too long.

This house on the common, though, this Ravenscliffe, held the promise of happiness. Its hearths were empty and cold, but there was warmth here. Anna had stood before it, looked it in the eye, and recognised this at once. So her mission in persuading Eve that the rent – though more than four times what they currently paid – was of negligible concern compared with the ease and comfort it would bring, came directly from the heart. She felt compelled to win this battle, overcome her friend’s reservations, press her point. In any case, from a purely practical point of view, they were bursting at the seams in Beaumont Lane. And when Eve and Daniel were wed, he would be there too, because Eve and the children couldn’t live in that doll’s house they’d put him in at the Hall. And then babies might come. No. There was simply no other course of action.

They walked back down towards the house, and Anna could tell from the silence and her friend’s unfocused gaze that Eve’s mind had drifted elsewhere.

‘Bedrooms for us all,’ Anna said, to pull her back to the matter in hand. ‘Space for your children and my little Maya. Fresh air.’

‘Mmm, as fresh as it gets round ’ere, anyroad.’

‘And kitchen big enough to dance polka. And bathroom, Eve. No tin tubs and outdoor privy.’

‘Yes, Anna. I know. It’s just …’

‘I know. Beaumont Lane was Arthur’s home,’ she said, with the slightest hint of weariness, as if she’d heard it once too often.

‘Don’t say it like that, as if it’s not rational of me to think of it.’

Eve, provoked, stopped abruptly so that when Anna turned to face her she had to trot back up the slope a little way.

‘That’s not what I meant,’ Anna said, though it was, in part. ‘What I meant was, I understand how you feel, how leaving Arthur’s home would feel.’

‘It’s not just me,’ said Eve, setting off again. ‘I mean, I’m not only worried on my account.’

Anna sighed. ‘Seth?’

‘Aye. ’e’s already ’ad too much to take on.’

No more than Eliza and Ellen, thought Anna, but she held her tongue. Eve’s eldest child made heavy weather of life, in her view, and was as rude and withdrawn with Daniel as he had been with Anna herself when she first moved in to Beaumont Lane eighteen months ago, after Arthur was killed. It was a long road ahead for Daniel, if her own experience was anything to go by. All of this ran through Anna’s mind as the two women walked in silence down the slope, then rounded the bend towards Ravenscliffe. Her heart lifted at the sight of it.

‘Eve,’ she said, quite urgently, so that they both halted again. Her friend turned to her, questioningly.

‘When you and Daniel marry,’ said Anna, ‘wouldn’t it be better for everyone if you made new home, and left one you had shared with Arthur?’

Eve sighed, looked at the ground. This conversation, kindly meant, was nevertheless unsettling. ‘Probably,’ she said.

‘Arthur lives on in your children, you know, not in bricks and mortar.’

‘Aye. I know that.’ And she did. But still, she thought, it was a link with him. She didn’t want her love for Daniel to eclipse her memories of Arthur: that would be wrong and less than he deserved. While she lived in her little terrace in Beaumont Lane, she could still picture him at the table wolfing his dinner, or in the tub sluicing off the coal dust. Where would he be in Ravenscliffe?

They went in, though; like burglars, through an unfastened sash window discovered by Anna on a previous foray. She opened it now and ushered Eve through it, holding up her skirts and giving her a gentle push into a large square entrance hall. They stood for a moment in the profound stillness of the empty house.

‘You’ll get us arrested,’ Eve whispered. She was half-impressed, half-scandalised at her friend’s resourcefulness. Anna, her eyes bright with purpose, grinned at her. She looked more twelve than twenty-two, Eve thought.

‘No need to whisper,’ Anna said. She spoke with bold confidence, and in the empty house her voice rang out like a challenge. ‘Come. This way,’ and she set off through the ground floor with a certainty of direction that suggested she’d been here before. There was no resisting her, so Eve dispatched her disapproval and allowed herself to be led from one large, impressive room to another. Abraham Carr had done a fine job. There was a fair amount of dust, and the spiders had claimed all the corners, but there was no getting away from the fact that this was a glorious house, flooded with natural light, substantially built and sure of itself, adorned with Victorian flourishes – lavishly tiled floors, plaster cornicing, marble fire surrounds, a sweeping, mahogany staircase – and positioned to make the most of the views of Netherwood Common, from the front and from the back. How odd it would be, thought Eve, as she gazed through one of two windows in the large kitchen, to look out every day on grass and trees. Anna joined her and Eve said: ‘Makes a change from looking at Lilly and Maud’s drawers on t’washing line doesn’t it?’

‘At least when their drawers are up you can’t see privvies.’

They laughed, then Anna wandered across to the other window and Eve turned to study the range. It was rather fine, a Leamington Kitchener, twice the size of her range in Beaumont Lane and with no visible faults that a pot of black lead and a rag wouldn’t solve. It was set into a recess, which was bordered on its two long sides by carved columns and across its top by a handsome mantel in the same classical style, as if it were a prize exhibit, carefully positioned by a curator. Eve placed her hands on the top of the stove. She wondered how long it had stood cold.

Anna said: ‘You could watch Seth play knur and spell from here, see?’

Eve turned back to the window and joined her friend, who pointed up the hill outside towards the wide clearing of trampled grass where men gathered most Saturday afternoons with their pummels and knurs. Seth had watched his father play ever since he was old enough to be taken along to matches, and now he used his dad’s pummel, which was too big for him, really, but try telling him that. If the competition wasn’t too fierce or if they were a man short, Seth was asked to join in; along with the allotment, it was the one thing that could make him smile.

Eve moved to Anna’s side: saw the same long, wide slope and the same clearing. But she didn’t see Seth there. She saw Arthur. Jacket discarded on the floor, shirtsleeves rolled above the elbows, facing the spell and its finely balanced knur, his eyes never leaving the ball as the spring launched it up and he swiped it long and true with the pummel his own father had made for him. That’s where Arthur would be at Ravenscliffe, she thought. Not in the house, but up there, on the hill.

She turned and walked out of the kitchen so abruptly that Anna was sure she had taken against the idea of the move once and for all, and as they clambered back out of the window Eve was silent. But then she pulled open the front gate, which hung lopsided, its top hinge having splintered away from the post, and she said: ‘That’ll need fixing for a start.’

Beside her, Anna smiled.



Chapter 2


Clarissa Hoyland, in bed, draped in Flanders lace, propped up on three fat pillows, turned a petulant face towards her husband. It was the same expression her youngest daughter used when early signs indicated she might not get her way: brows puckered, bottom lip jutting, the suggestion of tears in her eyes. But of course, Isabella was only twelve. The child was away from home for a few weeks, staying with cousins in Suffolk, but Teddy Hoyland felt her presence now in the bed before him.

‘I simply can’t see the difficulty,’ said the countess. ‘And I wonder at you, Teddy, presenting me with obstacles at every turn, when already there is so much to be organised.’

‘Obstacles! I hardly think so.’

The earl, standing at the foot of his wife’s bed, was already dressed and replete with breakfast, ready for the day’s business, while Clarissa still lay dishevelled and rosy in a tumble of bedclothes. She was slow to surface in the mornings, unfurling delicately each new day like a fern, while her husband woke like one of his black Labradors, bounding with gusto from sleep into wakefulness. His rude health and sturdiness seemed almost an affront here, in his wife’s room. The countess was tiny, bones like a bird, wrists you could encircle with room to spare between index finger and thumb. Lying there under the satin counterpane she looked fragile and vulnerable, and though he knew that any suggestion of weakness was an illusion – that she was, in fact, armed with a will of iron and nerves of steel – still she made him feel like a cad, a tweed-clad brute, denying his charming wife the smallest happiness. This was how she triumphed, always.

‘Very well,’ she said now, arranging her face into a mask of brave resignation. ‘We shall put him off.’

She picked up her novel and began to read, though it was upside down. For a short while he watched her, more amused than annoyed. Then he said: ‘Now, Clarissa. That won’t be necessary.’

She looked up.

‘Oh, you’re still here! Well, I beg to differ, Teddy. Far better the king doesn’t come to Netherwood at all, than to come and find us lacking.’

The Earl of Netherwood knew well enough what the royal visit meant to his wife. As Prince of Wales he had visited three times: as king, not at all. Now that the monarch was at last expected, Teddy knew how important it was, in Clarissa’s opinion, that Bertie should leave with the impression of having enjoyed limitless hospitality at the finest, most gracious country house in the whole of England. But still. To insist upon a programme of complete and lavish redecoration was one thing: to declare the bathrooms – all of them – as unfit for use was quite another. And this, just four weeks before King Edward and his entourage were due. Lord Netherwood decided to make one last appeal to reason.

‘My dear, the house has never looked so spruce. You’ve done a magnificent job’ – this to appeal to her vanity – ‘and your instincts in matters of style and taste are unsurpassed.’ She looked at him askance now, because even she detected flattery and flannel. ‘But there is neither the time nor the need to tear out perfectly good bathroom furniture for the benefit of Bertie. A lavatory he sat on as Prince of Wales will serve him just as well as king.’

‘Teddy!’ she said.

‘Well it’s true. We entertained him in grand style before, without any real upheaval at all. I’m perfectly confident we shall do the same again.’

She put down her book.

‘I’m sorry, Teddy. New baths, new basins, new lavatories, or I shall declare us indisposed. Something dreadfully infectious, perhaps. A polite letter to the horrid Knollys warning of a risk to the king of scarlet fever.’

Of course he knew, as she knew, that the ultimatum was preposterous. Clarissa would sooner run naked through the streets of Netherwood than write such a letter to the king’s man. In any case, if it suited Bertie to visit Netherwood Hall – and it did, as he was coming from Doncaster and the St Leger – then visit he would. An outbreak of scarlet fever, real or imaginary, would be of no account. He pleased himself, did Bertie, and on this occasion he had done as he always  did by blithely announcing his intention to visit, entirely at his own convenience, leaving the honoured hosts to a tumult of anxious preparation. However, standing before his beautiful, pouting, manipulative wife, Teddy decided – not for the first time, nor for the last – to cave in. It was certainly his quickest route out of the countess’s rooms and into the fresh air and it wasn’t as if they couldn’t afford the work. And if Clarissa was happy, generally speaking, they all were happy. She had, after all, already been forced to concede the vexed point of Dorothea Stirling’s invitation to Netherwood Hall. No small concession either, given her initial opposition to that particular scheme.

‘Very well,’ said the earl. ‘Talk to Motson. If he believes the work can be achieved in the time available, go ahead.’

‘Thank you, Teddy,’ she said, briskly now that her mission was accomplished. She blew him a kiss by way of dismissal so he took his cue, exiting his wife’s room just as a housemaid arrived with lemon tea. The girl stepped back and bobbed a respectful curtsey, and the cup rattled in the saucer in her trembling hand. She should save her awe for a figure of actual authority, thought the earl wryly as he strode off down the long corridor. Underfoot, the pile of the new carpet felt soft and rich – not that the old one had ever seemed unsatisfactory to him. New bathroom furniture indeed. He wasn’t sure who was the bigger fool: his wife, for inventing the project, or himself for sanctioning it.

In her room, the countess lay back on the pillows and picked up a writing pad and pencil that she kept at all times on her nightstand. She had many of her best ideas in bed, in those unstructured moments just before sleeping or just after waking, when the mind loosened itself from the shackles of daily routine. In bed, she had imagined any number of wonderful dresses for herself and the girls that had subsequently been realised by her dressmaker in chiffon or satin or cotton lawn. In bed, too, she had visualised garden schemes – the famous wisteria tunnel, the pagoda in the Japanese water garden, the precise combination of blooms in the white border – and last night, just before she succumbed to sleep, she had seen in her mind’s eye the exquisite rope of tightly plaited orchids in magenta and cream that must grace the table for the forthcoming royal party. She had sat up at once and sketched these and would hand them on later today to Mrs Powell-Hughes, the housekeeper. Now, though, she took up the pad and wrote ‘Motson’ to remind herself to send word that he should begin work immediately on the main bathrooms of the east wing. She had every faith in him and his small army of workmen to complete the work swiftly and, in any case, everything they needed was ordered already; stylish pieces with sleek, modern lines in white porcelain with chrome accessories. For while she felt it was only polite to seek her husband’s permission, the process was, in fact, just a formality; she had not had even the smallest doubt that her wish would be granted.
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Henrietta was waiting for the earl at the bottom of the main staircase, where the graceful curve of the banister concluded its journey with a flourish in the form of a fine, intricately carved newel post. She was leaning against it with her back to her father as he began his descent. Unnoticed by her, he paused. His eldest daughter was dressed for riding: habit, gloves and boots on, her thick blond hair caught up in a knot, and he knew at once that the fact she hadn’t yet gone meant she must have something to say – to him, doubtless. Something pressing. Something that would either complicate his morning or reflect badly on his character. The shameful notion crossed his mind that he might yet retreat and take the servants’ stairs instead. He didn’t, though, dismissing the idea even as it was conceived and, as if to make up for the unrealised slight, he called cheerfully to her as he bounded down, two stairs at a time as always.

‘Morning, Henry!’ He almost sang the greeting.

She turned and smiled, but it was tight and brief, with no accompanying twinkle, which meant – as he had feared – that she had something in particular on her mind and, indeed, she wasted no time on pleasantries but launched straight in to the first item on her agenda.

‘I have to say, Daddy, the very least you might have done is read it.’

Merciful heavens, he thought to himself, would his womenfolk give him no peace? He tried a rueful smile but she regarded him sternly without a hint of forgiveness; this young woman – forceful, determined, robustly argumentative – would make a splendid governess, he thought, if ever they fell into penury. She waggled under his nose a wad of papers loosely bound in a buff-coloured folder, which had sat on his desk for three days now, growing ever less visible under the gradual accumulation of newspapers and other matters pending, but which Henry had obviously ferreted out this morning. He did wish she wouldn’t make quite so free with his study: like his club and the outside lavatory, it was no place for a woman.

‘Here,’ she said, handing over the document. ‘Look at it now. It’s fascinating.’

He flipped it open and held it out at arm’s length, which was the only way he seemed to be able to read anything these days. ‘The West Riding Colliery Centre for Training Men in Mines Rescue – bit of a mouthful,’ he said. He looked at his daughter. ‘And who is this chap, did you say?’

‘Mr Garforth. The safety-lamp man. He’s quite local. We could meet him, visit the centre. People do, you see. Mining engineers and whatnot.’

‘Whoa, now,’ said the earl, as if steadying his hunter. ‘Let’s not run ahead.’

‘Daddy, what possible argument could you have against making our mines safer?’

None, of course, when she put it like that. But life was never as simple as Henrietta liked to make out. First of all, the king’s visit was imminent and, while the earl baulked at using that as an excuse to his principled daughter for postponing this particular issue, it was nevertheless a consideration, and a major one at that. Second, he doubted if any of the miners at his collieries would take kindly to going back to school and in their own time, too. Third, he was in any case sceptical about the need for any kind of extra training for his men when all they really needed to know was how to extract coal. In this they were expert practitioners.

‘Thank you, Henry,’ he said, reining her in firmly. ‘Please don’t begin one of your moral monologues. I will read this, but in my own time, if you please, because just at this moment I have other more urgent business to attend to.’

She made as if to speak, then thought better of it. She knew her father well: no progress would be made if he felt harried. But this fellow, this Garforth, he sounded simply splendid. It seemed to Henrietta a foolish, backwards-looking thing to resist innovation in their own field of industry.

Behind her and with a decisive clunk, the oak door of her father’s study swung shut and Henrietta, taking her cue, strode through the hallway, seized her riding crop from the umbrella stand, and left the house for the uncomplicated pleasures of the saddle.
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Downstairs in the kitchens, the hubbub caused by the preparation of breakfast had subsided. All that remained were the mingled smells – grilled meat, poached haddock, fried tomatoes, coddled eggs – and the dirty skillets, crockery and cutlery now piled high on the board by the sink. These, however, were no concern of Mary Adams, who had years ago done with tedious jobs such as dishwashing. As cook, it was now her perfect right to take the weight off her swollen legs and sit down on the carver – her throne, the scullery maids called it, out of range of her hearing – and eke out what little gossip there was with the nearest available body. Unfortunately for Mrs Adams, this morning it was Elizabeth Powell-Hughes, who had a habit of nipping an opening gambit smartly in the bud. The cook’s defensive tone and thwarted expression suggested that this frustrating process was already under way.

‘Well ’islop never made a moment’s trouble, that’s all I can say. Nob’dy easier to please than ’im,’

‘Now, Mary. Hislop could be a cantankerous old devil, and well you know it.’

Mrs Powell-Hughes regarded the cook sternly over the top of her gold-rimmed spectacles; she was a cut above Mrs Adams in breeding and status and was the only person in the household – other than the family, though they rarely used the privilege – who got away with calling her Mary. She herself, however, was Mrs Powell-Hughes to everyone – had no memory, in fact, of the last time anyone called her Elizabeth, as these last thirty years had been spent in service at Netherwood. There was no Mr Powell-Hughes, of course. Never had been. But Miss wouldn’t do for a housekeeper, so Mrs Powell-Hughes she was. Mrs P-H to the family and, very occasionally, to Parkinson the butler, but only when he’d had a sherry at Christmas, and even then he felt he was probably overstepping a line.

‘Aye, but that was out there, on ’is own territory.’ Mrs Adams swung a fat arm towards the garden. ‘In ’ere, ’e was as quiet as a mouse.’

The cook was rewriting history again, thought Mrs Powell-Hughes. She did this when it suited her story. No matter what the evidence was to the contrary, she would concoct her own version of events and present it as gospel. In fact, Hislop, the retired head gardener, had been – and still was, no doubt – a sharp-tongued, ill-mannered gnome of a man, too easily rattled and too ready to curse. His replacement, a tall, good-looking fellow with a Scots burr and an easy manner, was a more than satisfactory exchange. And the newcomer’s crime, in Mary Adams’s book of kitchen law, had been to reject the cup of tea he’d been given because he preferred to drink it without milk.

‘Pushed it away, like it was poison,’ said the cook, working herself up all over again, though it was two weeks, now, since the atrocity took place.

Mrs Powell-Hughes said: ‘Mary, I was there at the time, so think on,’ and Mrs Adams, while determined to cherish and nurture the offence, nevertheless held her tongue. She would save her indignation for a more receptive audience, since it was clearly wasted on the housekeeper. Still, she huffed a little, inwardly. Tea without milk. Who could trust such a man?

Mrs Powell-Hughes reached for her fob, checked the time, let it drop. She wore it like a medal on her chest, with a black grosgrain ribbon to hide the pin.

‘Linens,’ she said, standing up. Always the first to finish a sit-down, thought Mrs Adams, truly out of humour now with her colleague. Always leaping to her feet as if she was the only one with work to do. The kitchen door swung open and a pink-cheeked housemaid entered, carrying the now-empty china cup and saucer she had taken upstairs, full of tea, to the countess ten minutes ago.

‘Slowly, Agnes,’ said the housekeeper. ‘The next cup you chip through carelessness comes out of your wages, remember.’

The girl said: ‘Sorry Mrs Powell-’ughes. Mrs Powell-’ughes?’

‘Yes?’

‘’er ladyship gave me this, for Mr Motson.’

She passed a note to the housekeeper, a sheet of thick vellum paper, folded in half but without an envelope. There was no doubting for whose eyes it was intended, since it had ‘Mr Motson’ written on it quite clearly in Lady Hoyland’s distinctive hand, but who wouldn’t sneak a look, in those circumstances? Certainly Agnes had, in the privacy of the back stairs, and now she and the cook watched as Mrs Powell-Hughes flicked open the writing paper and quickly scanned its contents. Her expression was inscrutable. She folded it back, and placed it in the pocket of her skirt.

‘Well?’ said Mrs Adams. ‘What is it?’

‘More work for my girls, that’s what,’ she said, tight-lipped, and left it at that. Mrs Adams watched in deep umbrage as the housekeeper swept from the room, all dignified restraint and self-importance. The cook turned to the girl.

‘Well?’ she said, again.

‘All t’bathrooms are coming out. Before t’king comes,’ she said.

Mrs Adams smiled. Comeuppance, she thought to herself with immense satisfaction. Comeuppance. That’s what that was.



Chapter 3


‘Runners, peas, lettuce, caulis, onions, plums, raspberries and goosegogs. Where do you want ’em?’

Amos Sykes stood in the open doorway of the kitchen, bearing in his arms with visible effort a large, muddy box of newly harvested produce. His handsome, craggy face, ruddy from the sun, had rivulets of sweat running in lines from under the brim of his cap, and he blinked in an effort to redirect them away from his eyes. It was a long walk from the allotment, and hot enough outside to crack the flagstones. A drink wouldn’t go amiss, he thought, and flashed a bright, winning smile at Nellie Kay. She was chopping onions as if she bore them a personal grudge, and she didn’t look up from the task but said, ‘Somewhere folk won’t fall over ’em.’

She said this grimly, as if it happened all the time, as if Amos carelessly depositing his veg boxes in people’s paths was a regular occurrence. He rolled his eyes at Alice Buckle, who blushed and looked away, afraid of taking anyone’s side against the formidable Nellie. Alice was stationed this morning at the sink, peeling potatoes with the swift efficiency that came from years of practice, and Amos walked over to leave the vegetables on her side of the room.

‘Eve in?’ he said.

‘Aye,’ said Alice. ‘Upstairs.’ She tilted her head upwards, to underline the point, but she didn’t look at him or stop peeling. The big sink was full of potatoes, and there was another sack on the floor. Leek and potato soup on the menu today, though they were calling it by a strange foreign name she couldn’t remember and serving it cold, which seemed like an odd business to Alice. The weather would never be so hot that the Buckles didn’t warm their soup on the stove, but Eve had come back from her spell in London with new ideas, and not just chilled soup, though that was probably the most outlandish. You could still order it warm if you wanted to, though, and Alice was comforted by this nod to normality. There were fishcakes today too, new for the summer menu but reassuringly familiar. The cod was waiting for her in the cold store, wrapped in the fishmonger’s blue and white paper; when the potatoes were done, the fish had to be skinned and pin-boned and Alice’s nimble fingers seemed better suited than anyone else’s to this delicate task. She would work like a blind woman, gazing ahead while her fingertips ran swiftly up and down the fish fillet feeling for the tiny bones, thin and flimsy as eyelashes, and whipping them out with a surgeon’s precision. These jobs – the peeling, the skinning, the boning – were always performed with a single-minded dedication that left no room for chitchat. She knew, for instance, that everything in the dinnertime service would be skewed if the present job wasn’t done by half-past ten and she would rather plunge the paring knife into her heart than fail at the task. Alice, plucked last year from domestic obscurity and placed here, in the working hub of Eve’s Puddings & Pies at Mitchell’s old flour mill, would do anything for Eve Williams, and would rather die than let her down. True, in coming to work for her she had simply swapped one kind of drudgery for another, but here, in this professional kitchen, Alice felt more valued than she ever had at home, where her taciturn husband Jonas was king and her own place in the family hierarchy was some way beneath the children, the dog and the racing pigeons that Jonas kept in the back yard. More than that though, Alice somehow felt that Eve had made her part of a great venture, a new chapter in Netherwood’s history. This wonderful idea – too grandiose and self-regarding ever to be shared with anyone else – was what sustained her as she peeled her way through the potato mountain.

Amos knew he’d get no small talk out of Alice Buckle. In any case, it was Eve he was after, so he climbed the stairs, puffing in the heat. The summer, which everyone had thought was done, had come once again to Netherwood, its fierce, debilitating heat hitting the town with a heavyweight punch, so that people in the street went about their business with stunned expressions and a lead-limbed lethargy, all the time longing for shade. In the upstairs dining room at the mill, all the windows were open, but the muslin curtains, drawn against the glare, were absolutely still and Eve, sitting at one of the tables with Ginger Timpson, fanned herself with a menu as they spoke. She had her back to Amos, so it was Ginger who saw him first.

‘Amos Sykes, as I live and breathe,’ she said. ‘Never too warm to leave your cap at ’ome, is it?’

He winked at her and pulled it off. His hair was damp and flattened, and he ran a hand through it so it stuck up in spikes. ‘Nice bit o’ shade under this brim,’ he said.

Eve turned, and smiled with pleasure. He was a rare sight at the mill these days.

‘You’re a good man, to bring us a delivery in this ’eat,’ she said.

‘Some beautiful produce down there,’ he said. ‘Raspberries like this.’ He made an oval with his thumb and index finger. The fruit cage had been his own idea, and he and Seth had built it themselves out of canes and chicken wire. It sagged here and there, but kept the birds off the berries, and had distracted Seth, for the time being, from building a melon pit. ‘And gooseberries like this.’ He made another shape with the other hand, a circle this time, and implausibly large. Ginger raised an eyebrow, but kept her mouth shut. Fresh produce was fresh produce. No point offending the gardener. She looked at Eve.

‘Crumbles, then? Or pies?’ she said.

‘Meringues, I’d say. For t’raspberries anyroad. Serve ’em with whipped cream. And gooseberry fool. Or set some aside for jam, if there’s plenty.’

Ginger nodded and stood up. ‘I’ll go an’ get cracking,’ she said. ‘Twenty booked in for dinner, and who knows who’ll drop in unannounced.’ She nodded at Amos as she left, and he returned the compliment then turned to Eve. She was a fine-looking woman, he thought: warm smile, dark eyes. But he had taught himself not to care.

‘Busy as ever then?’ he said, casual, neutral.

‘Busier, if anything. We’ve been run off our feet this week and next month that Fortnum’s order starts. I shall need more staff at this rate. ’ow’s things with you?’

‘Champion,’ he said.

‘Work all right?’

‘Aye, grand.’

‘Allotment doin’ well?’

He wagged his head, made a little downturned arc with his mouth. ‘So-so,’ he said. ‘Could do wi’ rain, but Seth manages to keep it all watered.’

‘Seth loves that garden. It’s ’is chief pleasure in life.’

‘Aye, well. Seth’s a grand lad. Grand worker an’ all.’

Their conversation limped a little, still hampered by a lingering awkwardness between them. It wasn’t quite a year since Amos had offered Eve his hand in marriage and been immediately, kindly, emphatically declined. It had taken all his courage to voice his feelings – he was no poet, and was out of practice in matters of the heart – and the wound from her rejection had been slow to heal. Now, of course, she was engaged to another man. This fact, as much as anything else, had closed his mind to any further thoughts of romance with the lovely Eve Williams. He wasn’t fool enough to give chase when she was already caught.

‘It was Seth I wanted a word about, as a matter of fact,’ he said now.

‘Oh?’

‘Nowt to worry about. Not yet, anyroad. Just, ’e’s been on about going down t’pit after ’e turns twelve. I’ve told ’im what I think o’ that plan, but you might want a chat with ’im yourself.’

Amos delivered his news casually, without drama, but Eve’s face fell. Her boy, the eldest of her three children, would be perfectly well aware of the explosive effect this information would have on his mother and undoubtedly this new development was calculated to wound. Seth was angry with her most of the time these days; the arrival in Netherwood of Daniel, the suspicion that they were planning a life together, the shift in the normal order of things that, for him, had anyway only recently settled into an acceptable pattern – all this had sent the boy into a dark mood from which he only really surfaced in the company of Amos. Eve knew, of course she did, that the boy missed his father every day, and she tried to take account of this when his behaviour overstepped the mark. But here was Amos, innocently delivering Seth’s bombshell, quite unaware that only yesterday, over dinner, Eve had talked to the boy about college in Sheffield, about all the different, wonderful directions that an education could take a man and though he had sat there wordless, she had thought he was taking it in, was even, in spite of his sullenness, interested. He was a clever boy, a reader and a thinker, and he knew very well that there was no need for him to scrape a meagre living underground, but now it occurred to her that he would perhaps do it, just to hurt her.

‘Seth doesn’t say a lot to me,’ was all she said, though, to Amos.

‘No, well, like ’is father. A man o’ few words.’

Like Arthur, and not like, thought Eve. Her late husband never made her feel, as Seth did now, that all her decisions were selfish ones. He was a carbon copy in appearance though, and – just like Arthur – a devil for clamming up when something troubled him. Even now, nearly eighteen months after his dad had been killed in a rockfall at New Mill Colliery, Eve was certain that somewhere within Seth, buried like the coal under its protective layers of rock and shale, lay an untapped seam of grief.

‘Do you think ’e wants to do it for Arthur?’ she said, hope suddenly springing forth that Seth might be motivated by love for his father rather than by resentment towards her.

‘Aye, ’appen so.’

Amos replaced his cap as he spoke, a signal to Eve, subtle but unmistakable, that his involvement in the problem was ended now that he had passed it on to her. This, Eve had found, was the price she had paid for turning him down. There was a time he would have done anything for her and her small family. Now, and not unreasonably, there were limits to his generosity and concern. But he still worked the allotment with Seth as often as his new job at the miners’ union allowed, and for that Eve was grateful.

‘Well, thanks, Amos, for lettin’ me know. And for t’fruit an’ veg. It’s what folk keep coming back for, y’know, that home-grown produce.’

He smiled. ‘I think it might ’ave more to do with what you do wi’ it after I’ve picked it,’ he said.

She stood to go back downstairs with him. ‘Well, take summat ’ome with you. There’s plenty ready.’

They walked together across the dining room. The windows, six of them, elegantly arched and draped in soft muslin, flooded the long room with light and the polished wooden floor gleamed honey-coloured underfoot. There were jugs of sweet peas on the tables, and blue and white cloths made from old linen flour sacks that Anna had found stashed in a chest in a forgotten corner. The effect was charming.

‘You’ve worked wonders up ’ere,’ said Amos. He remembered its beginnings, when the earl first proposed it as the place for Eve to expand her business: an abandoned storeroom in the disused flour mill, the floor thick with bird droppings, the beams chock-full of roosting pigeons.

‘It’s Anna’s work, mostly,’ Eve said. ‘She ’as an eye for this sort of thing. She’s a demon with that sewing machine.’

Ginger, standing at the foot of the stairs, called up: ‘Eve, there’s a wooden crate been delivered. Is it summat we’re expectin’?’

They joined her downstairs, their progress at the bottom impeded by the large crate in question. Its lid was nailed shut and across the top, stamped in black ink, it said MRS A. WILLIAMS, NETHERWOOD, YORKSHIRE. That was all. They stood for a moment, staring. It had the look of a crate that had travelled some distance to be here.

‘Now then,’ Eve said, puzzled. ‘Amos?’

‘Nowt to do wi’ me,’ he said. But he was curious enough to linger while Nellie – this was her kind of job – prised off the lid in short order with a sturdy steel knife. A thick layer of straw hid the contents and Ginger stepped back, as if something alive, or explosive, might be revealed beneath. Alice, still peeling, watched from the safety of the sink.

‘Go on,’ said Eve to Nellie, who didn’t need asking twice and pulled with two hands at the blanket of straw.

They all stared.

‘Well, I’ll be blowed,’ said Nellie.

‘Bananas,’ Ginger said.

And they were. Hand after hand of yellow bananas, each layer protected from the next by more straw. At the sink Alice, overcome with mute astonishment, dropped her knife and it fell with a discordant clatter, disturbing the respectful silence.

‘Can’t grow them in Netherwood soil,’ said Amos.

Eve looked at him, then back at the bananas, then back at Amos again. Her face was unreadable and the colour seemed to drain from it so that he was afraid she might be about to faint away. He put a hand out, rested it on her arm.

‘You’ve gone white,’ he said.

‘Silas,’ she said, and she seemed to be offering this enigmatic pronouncement as an explanation. The others, Amos, Ginger, Nellie and Alice, looked at her uncomprehendingly.

‘My brother Silas,’ she said.

Still they stared.

‘A long time ago, when ’e wasn’t much more’n a bairn, ’e said that one day ’e’d send me bananas,’ Eve said. She was smiling now, her eyes bright with the beginnings of excitement. She looked down at the crate at their feet, at the exotic cargo, incongruous in this Yorkshire kitchen. Looking up again, she laughed at the miracle of it.

‘And now ’e ’as,’ she said.



Chapter 4


Patient observation. This, Daniel knew, was what was required to make a new garden. Wait and watch over the course of a twelvemonth, see what comes up and how well it looks, or how incongruous. Walk the acreage daily, and let it slowly reveal its secrets to you. All very well in theory, he thought, but nigh on impossible in practice, when there was clearly so much to be done. He looked at the majestic gardens of Netherwood Hall, of which the countess was so fond and so proud, and he saw not a fine and finished product, but the greatest challenge of his life. There was no geometry to the plan. Indeed, he thought to himself, coming up once again from the ha-ha that separated the gardens from the park, there was no plan at all. Instead there were great swathes of undulating, tree-dotted lawns, interrupted here and there by the realisation of Lady Netherwood’s various whimsical fads and fancies. The Japanese water garden was monstrous, risible, and its days were numbered. The circular maze of yew could stay, but it needed regular close cropping if it wasn’t to resemble a shaggy, mythical beast. The wisteria tunnel was doubtless attractive for its three weeks of joy in late spring, yet it stood like a folly, without purpose, leading nowhere. Before it and beyond, there would have to be created entirely new garden rooms with paths and beds and stonework, in order that the tunnel might then make sense and lead from one place and into another.

There must be more water. A garden with lawns this size cried out for the shimmering, glassy counterpoint of a Grand Canal. There must be parterres. There must be knot gardens. There would still be flowers, and many of them, but there must also be clipped box and precise gravel paths and flowerbeds with perfect specimens selected for their rare and delicate qualities. He had made a start; the ruler and set-square were, to Daniel, as crucial to gardening as a spade and a hoe and he had already begun his drawings for Netherwood. These loose lines and undulating curves, the hallmark of the landscape movement, would not do. Gardening, to him, was the control and the manipulation of nature, not an attempt to mirror it. Let Capability Brown turn in his grave. This English garden – now his English garden – would, when Daniel had done with it, rival Versailles.

Behind him, a soft footfall became suddenly apparent and, just as he registered the sound, Eve appeared at his side.

‘Found you,’ she said, slipping an arm through his.

He smiled down at her. His Eve, his love, the reason he was here in Netherwood. She smiled back.

‘So,’ she said, looking away from him and at the garden. ‘What’s t’verdict?’

He grimaced. ‘It’s just as I expected,’ he said. ‘Dull as ditch water. No vision, no imagination, no flair.’

She laughed, quite sure he was joking. To her the gardens of Netherwood Hall looked magnificent, even now in the dog days of summer when the sun had leached the colours from the plants and the earth was baked hard like a potter’s clay in the kiln.

‘I’m serious,’ he said. ‘That’s coming out for a start.’

He pointed at the pagoda, centrepiece of the Japanese water garden and just visible from where they stood.

‘Not before t’king’s visit, I ’ope,’ she said. ‘And ’ave you broken it to Lady Netherwood? I mean, I could be mistaken, but I think she might be very partial to that particular corner.’

‘I’ll win her round,’ he said. ‘She had all sorts of ideas for Fulton House, and I managed to ignore those too.’

This was true. The garden of the family’s London residence in Belgravia was a small masterpiece, but it was all of Daniel’s making. In twenty years in her service, he had contrived a way of agreeing with the countess yet all the while pursuing his own obsessions. Curiously, she seemed to detect no discrepancy between what she suggested and what she got; indeed, she happily claimed credit for all improvements, however far they strayed from the original brief. So while he knew he’d have to consult Lady Netherwood before too long, he also knew his vision would be realised. Money wasn’t an issue, because the higher the cost of a scheme, the more Lady Netherwood seemed to regard it. The skill would lie in persuading her, without giving offence, that the garden in its present form did no justice to the house.

They turned and began to walk together, though Eve released his arm. Hardly anyone knew how things stood between them – it was barely three weeks since he’d arrived here. In any case, there were stringent new rules, apparently, now that he had come to Netherwood for her. In London, in May, when Eve was at Fulton House to cook for the countess, she had fallen into Daniel’s arms with an abandon that filled him with delight. But now – and until they were married, she had said – they would behave with absolute propriety. It wasn’t easy when he knew full well exactly how her naked body felt against his; there wasn’t an inch of this woman he didn’t know, and yet here she was, walking along beside him as prim as a Sunday-school teacher.

She folded her arms across her chest, to keep from taking his hand.

‘Anna showed me t’house,’ she said.

‘And?’

‘Big.’

‘We need big, don’t we?’

‘Mmm.’

They walked on in silence for a few moments. He didn’t want to rush her on this, or on anything else, but he hoped he wouldn’t be too long in the gardener’s bothy. Custom-built for Hislop forty years ago, it provided nowhere, other than on the staircase, that Daniel could stand entirely upright. It would be comical, except he kept cracking his head on beams and lintels. As he went about his ablutions in the morning, he felt like Gulliver making his way around a Lilliputian guest-house. If Ravenscliffe was big, it would get his vote.

‘I liked it, actually,’ she said now. ‘It needs some work – y’know, cleaning, decorating – but Anna reckons she can tackle that. Then there’s t’bairns. They know nowt about it.’

‘Then tell them, Eve,’ he said. ‘Really. Give them time to get used to the idea of change, of our marrying, of moving house. They’ve probably guessed, anyway. Seth and Eliza, certainly.’

‘Aye, you’re probably right.’ Her face was very grave, as if the difficulties she faced were numerous and insurmountable.

He smiled down at her. ‘Don’t present it as a dark development,’ he said. ‘Keep it light. Make sure they know you’re happy.’

It was good advice and it was possible, she had come to realise, to tread too carefully around the children, to muddy the waters with veiled hints and allusions rather than clarifying with cheerful facts. When Daniel had first arrived she had made a proper hash of things, introducing him to them in a vague and foolish way: he was a friend, Mr MacLeod from London, come to Netherwood as head gardener down at the big house, wasn’t that lovely? The older two had looked at her with knowing eyes and it was immediately clear to Eve that only little Ellen had no inkling of the full story. The others correctly interpreted the situation at once and nine-year-old Eliza, in her frank manner and piping voice had said, ‘Mam, are you an’ Mr MacLeod courting?’ so that Eve had been forced to stammer out a yes. Eliza had stared at Daniel with new interest and Seth had turned away blackly, exuding hostile resentment. Even before his father’s untimely death in the colliery, the boy’s happiness had been a fragile thing, easily knocked off course: now he seemed to walk through each day with something akin to dread, as if misery lay in wait in all the most unexpected places.

‘It’s all ’appened so fast for them,’ Eve said now to Daniel. ‘We’re a good few steps ahead of t’bairns, me an’ you.’

‘I think they’ve caught on,’ Daniel said. ‘And they’re going to be just fine. Even Seth.’ Privately Daniel wondered if a more robust approach to Seth’s famous feelings might be in everyone’s interests. However, he wouldn’t say so.

‘I’ll talk to ’em later,’ she said decisively, making an effort. ‘And I’ll take Ravenscliffe. That’s if Mr Blandford lets me ’ave it.’

She said this with a smile, but in fact she wasn’t speaking in jest. It was only three months ago that she’d spurned the unwelcome and wholly unexpected advances of the earl’s bailiff: Absalom Blandford, a fastidious guardian of his own dignity, would hardly be inclined to accommodate the wishes of the woman who had so recently humiliated him. Mercifully, she was rarely in his orbit, but when she did see him, he regarded her coldly and his nostrils seemed to flare and twitch as if the air around her offended him.

‘Send Anna,’ said Daniel. ‘She’ll sort him out. In any case, what kind of bailiff would he be to refuse to let Ravenscliffe? I don’t see a queue of potential tenants forming, do you?’

She didn’t answer, because the great bell in the clock tower chimed a quarter past the hour and she exclaimed at the time, leaving him standing there watching as she walked briskly away up the avenue towards the house to meet Lady Netherwood and Mrs Adams in the morning room to discuss Yorkshire puddings for the king.

[image: image]

Strictly speaking, Eve’s Yorkshires were King Edward’s principal reason for visiting Netherwood Hall. An extraordinary fact, but there it was, and try as she might to suppress that information, the countess found it had travelled far and wide, not least because when the king had fallen for Eve’s cooking – specifically, for the tiny Yorkshire puddings filled with rare roast beef – it had been at a crowded party during the London season, where the guests, hanging on his every word, missed nothing that the monarch had to say. However, this humiliation was a small price to pay for the sheer relief of securing a royal visit; the honour had been long overdue, even to the point that society had been holding its collective breath in delicious anticipation of an out-and-out snub. But the Hoylands had been spared, his visit was imminent, and now Clarissa’s time was spent planning every detail of every day he would be with them. She wasn’t sure, at first, to what extent Yorkshire puddings should feature. Should they appear, wittily, in a different guise at every meal? The earl had tactfully advised against this approach, persuading her that one magnificent offering would have greater meaning than several, and that there was no better occasion to serve it than on the evening of his arrival. So it was agreed: ten courses of old-fashioned, plain fare of the type Bertie – from time to time – delighted in. There would be three subsequent evenings on which to ply him with cream and truffles, but for his first dinner at Netherwood Hall, Mary Adams could produce her near-legendary roast rib of beef, with Vichy carrots, stewed peas and claret gravy, while Eve would be drafted in to do her bit, by royal appointment.

‘Quite an honour for you, my dear,’ said the countess now to Eve, as they faced each other across the lustre of the morning-room table. On Eve’s left sat Mrs Adams, spilling over the edges of the Chippendale chair and listening closely for slights. Clarissa held her pocketbook open in front of her.

‘And a little silly,’ she continued diplomatically, ‘since Mrs Adams makes lovely Yorkshire puddings. But we did promise Bertie he could have yours.’

This was the line she was taking, for the sake of the cook’s dignity and her own: that Eve’s presence in the Netherwood kitchens was indulgent nonsense and, though requested by the king, was still entirely at the say-so of the countess. Eve quite understood. She knew Lady Netherwood well enough now to expect and accept these small rewritings of history. Eve didn’t much mind, either, that there’d been no mention of payment. None of it was of any account, in the wider scheme of things. She let the countess prattle on about details, and allowed her mind to wander, because she had been in this room before, just where she sat now, not much over a year ago. She had come, tongue-tied and mortified, to ask the earl to invest in her business, and – inexplicably, it had seemed to her – he had thrown himself with unbridled zeal into the project. It had been a spectacularly successful partnership, Lord Netherwood’s money helping to convert the former flour mill in town where Eve’s Puddings & Pies now flourished. His faith in Eve’s talents had paid dividends; more than that, though, it had forged a warm regard of each for the other, rooted on one side in profound admiration and on the other, profound gratitude. Also, it had given Lady Netherwood the mistaken idea that Eve Williams was theirs, to be called upon at the drop of a hat.

‘So. Wednesday the fourteenth,’ said the countess now. She was looking down at her list in the confident assumption that Eve’s mind, like her own, would be wholly focused on the king’s Yorkshire puddings. ‘Dinner is to be half-past seven for eight. You may decide when you need to report for duty. We shall be thirty altogether.’

She looked up and Eve, a little caught out and rather woolly on the exact details, was nevertheless ready with a smile.

‘Grand,’ she said. ‘Thank you, your ladyship.’

Mrs Adams harrumphed. She admired Eve Williams; her talent for pork pies and her skill with pastry had already been tested and proven. But batter was a different matter. Batter had always been Mrs Adams’s speciality: that is to say, one of them, for she felt she had plenty. Respect for the countess forced her to hold her tongue, but there was enough she could have said and it showed in her face.

Lady Netherwood, quite aware that the cook’s feelings were running high, took pity and regarded the cook warmly.

‘Dear Mrs Adams,’ she said. ‘You are most obliging to allow Mrs Williams into your kitchen.’ Then she leaned across the table towards both of them and lowered her voice confidingly.

‘Mrs Keppel’s coming, of course. She hasn’t been here  before and some people won’t have her at all, you know. The Norfolks at Arundel, the Cecils at Hatfield.’ The countess paused, and sighed. ‘I do hope we’re not upsetting the queen. One would so detest to be in her position.’

Eve, entirely flummoxed at this unexpected turn in the conversation, had absolutely nothing to say. Mrs Adams, on the other hand, had an opinion for every occasion and she opened her mouth to pass a remark, but was prevented from speaking by the countess who, it seemed, was merely thinking aloud.

‘I suppose one simply suspends one’s judgment,’ she said. Particularly – this thought she kept to herself – as her own record with regard to marital fidelity was hardly unblemished. But still, she had never indulged in corridor-creeping at other people’s country homes. Her liaisons dangereuses had always been conducted in London, in the respectable hours of daylight between three and five o’clock.

‘Anyway, none of this need concern you,’ she said, briskly now and in a tone that rather implied someone other than herself had raised the subject in the first place. Eve bridled a little.

‘No, indeed, your ladyship,’ she said. ‘Yorkshire puddings are where my involvement starts and ends.’

And though Eve was entirely serious, the countess laughed merrily.

‘Poor you,’ she said, then she clapped her slender hands together to conclude the meeting and snapped shut her pocket book, and at this slightest of signals the door was opened by one footman, her chair pulled back by another, and she swept gracefully from the room, leaving behind nothing of herself but an invisible cloud of rose-scented cologne.

Eve and Mrs Adams looked at each other.

‘Rum do,’ said the cook.

Eve stood to leave. ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘You can say that again.’

Mrs Adams collected herself in readiness for the effort of standing up, bracing her hands on the arms of the chair. A large shoehorn might have been useful.

‘If I were you,’ she said. ‘I’d practise them puddings.’

This was said not kindly but ungraciously, though Eve let it pass because she had no wish to lock horns with Mary Adams. Instead she nodded civilly at the cook, though as she crossed the room to leave she rolled her eyes heavenwards. Practise, my eye, she thought indignantly. She had no more need to practise Yorkshire puddings than she had to practise breathing. What’s more, she reckoned Mrs Adams, currently wholly occupied in the task of heaving her bulk out of the chair, knew this to be true.



Chapter 5


When the Global Steamship Company employed Silas Whittam as not much more than a dogsbody fourteen years earlier, he alone had known himself to be on the cusp of greatness, a latter-day adventurer, fearless explorer of dark and dangerous lands, albeit in the guise of a malnourished boy of sixteen with only his wits to live on. He had set out from Grangely the very day that Eve married Arthur: he stayed for the wedding, but only just, sitting at the back of the chapel and slipping out during the ‘Ode to Joy’. His haste to leave was misinterpreted by many, but not by his sister: she understood perfectly. Like Silas, Eve felt that their real life was just beginning, as if a long and undeserved prison sentence had been suddenly revoked and the door of their cell flung open. Silas had fidgeted on his bony backside on the chapel pew until he could stand it no longer. He had to get to Liverpool and he couldn’t waste another minute. He didn’t even manage to catch Eve’s eye before he fled, so his empty seat was her first indication that Silas was gone. But she knew where he was off to: he had told her often enough.

His journey to the Liverpool docks had been frustratingly slow for a boy with his sights set on the West Indies. He looked a complete ruffian; not the sort of boy you’d want to offer a lift to, skulking along the edges of the county’s main highways, sticking out his thumb for a ride. He had walked for days and days – he had no idea how many – before he remembered the railway, after which he began to make better progress. Freight trains were the easiest – there were no passengers on board to blow his cover – but even then there were setbacks, as freight-train drivers had an awkward habit of unexpectedly retracing their journey, having no obligation to announce their intention to a series of empty wagons. More than once Silas found he’d fallen asleep in a hidden corner of a cargo train, only to find himself travelling east again after the load had been shed. By this erratic, snakes-and-ladders method he made his way west, finally arriving in Liverpool in some style, courtesy of the Lancashire Railway Company, having crept unnoticed into an empty Pullman car and slept deeply, gratefully, dreamlessly, all the way from Crewe.

From the station he followed the seagulls to Albert Dock then wandered for a while enjoying the stink and bustle and purpose of the place. There was a towering unbroken run of red-brick warehouses and shipping offices, and he thought about trying for a position at one of these, but changed his mind when he saw how people were looking at him; even in this insalubrious ragbag of humanity, he seemed to stand out as undesirable and people gave him a wide berth, skirting around him, checking the contents of their pockets as they passed. In any case, thought Silas, it was more in the spirit of his big adventure to stow away in one of the great vessels anchored at the harbour side.

He watched for an hour or so as cases were disgorged from the ships’ holds and opened for inspection at the foot of the gangplanks by port officers bloated with self-importance. Brandy, cotton, tea, ivory, sugar, silk: Silas was looking for bananas, but found none.

‘Is that your ship?’ he asked a seaman, who stood among a pile of crates close to the water’s edge, sucking hard on a grubby, hand-rolled fag. The sailor regarded him coolly and nodded.

‘Where’s tha bin?’ said Silas, and the seaman took another long drag, weighing up whether or not to trouble himself, then he said, ‘Jah-maay-caah,’ in an accent he clearly intended as parody, though it was lost on the boy, who only knew pure Grangely. Silas absorbed this interesting fact – that the ship docked just beside him had sailed from the very island he had once read about at school, the very island where he happened to know that bananas grew on trees. Someone barrelled down the gangplank and shoved Silas roughly out of the way, so that he stumbled backwards over a crate, perilously close to the harbour’s edge. Below him, black water slapped the wall and behind him, the seaman laughed.

‘Mister?’ Silas said, when he was standing again.

The seaman dropped the stubby damp end of his cigarette and ground it out with the toe of his boot. He didn’t answer.

‘Are there bananas in any o’ these cases?’ asked Silas, undeterred.

The seaman gave a brief, dismissive laugh. ‘No, soft lad,’ he said, in his real accent now, his Scouse one.

‘Why?’

‘Because there’s not.’ He pulled a tin from his pocket and, opening it, pinched a nub of tobacco and popped it in his mouth.

‘Where I come from,’ said Silas, ‘miners chew baccy an’ all. Can’t light a fag down a mine.’

‘Is that right? So where you from?’

‘Grangely,’ said Silas. The seaman laughed.

‘Grangely,’ he said, imitating the boy’s Yorkshire brogue. ‘An’ where the fuck’s tha’?’

‘I reckon you can’t carry bananas cos they’d rot, comin’ over,’ said Silas, who knew that the seaman had no real interest in exactly where in England Grangely might be. ‘But they grow ’em, in Jamaica. I’ve seen it in a book.’

The seaman, losing what little interest he’d had, shrugged and strolled away into the throng. Silas stayed put, gazing at the vessel with calculating eyes, watching the rhythm of the activity on the gangplank, waiting for his moment. The steamship had one great, fat chimney at its centre, white with a band of blue around its top. There were two masts festooned with a complex cat’s cradle of rigging, and the broad hull looked newly painted, glossily blue to match the trim on the flue. In white lettering along the bow was painted Adventurer, which Silas took as final proof that this ship was where his life would begin.

By nightfall he was on board, squeezed into the top third of a barrel of apples, munching contentedly on the fruit. And by the time he was discovered forty-eight hours later, the ship was steaming at full tilt for the Indies, already too far out of Liverpool, too far from land, to bother doing anything but put the little blighter to work.
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He was thirty now. A success in the world, you could see that. His suits were Henry Poole and his hats were Locke & Co. He had a small townhouse in Mayfair, a plantation house in Kingston – Jamaica, that is, not Surrey: he always had to explain this, laughingly, because no one ever thought he could possibly mean the West Indies – and the end property in a Georgian terrace in Clifton, because much of his time was spent in Bristol where his small shipping company was based. He wasn’t tall but neither was he short: he was lean still, but not painfully so, as he’d been as a lad. His clothes hung well on him: he was, said his tailor, a pleasure to dress and these past eight years his measurements had stayed the same, for all his love of good wine and food. He was handsome, no doubt about that. Eyes that undressed you and a smile – crooked, engaging – that got him what he wanted. There was no Mrs Whittam, and wouldn’t be any time soon. He liked to be free, unshackled, at liberty to jump on one of his own ships whenever he pleased.

His accent, his flat, broad Yorkshire vowels, had long gone, eradicated by years of travelling the globe, of trading with foreigners, of mixing with successful merchants and men of business. He had found it easy to reinvent himself, because he hadn’t really known what he was in the first place. But he knew what he was now all right: Silas Whittam, a gentleman of means, with his own name on a brand new warehouse full of half-ripe bananas at Bristol docks, and a fleet of steamships – the Dominion, the Trinity, the Emperor and the Antonia – cutting through the oceans between England and Jamaica on his behalf. They were fine vessels, models of their kind, all of them fitted out with the latest innovations in refrigeration: when the bananas were lifted out of their packing crates to hang in the warehouse, they were cold to the touch, no further on in the ripening process than when they were picked. It was a marvel, really, as if time stopped for the duration of the voyage, starting again only when the cases were unpacked. There were vertical iron poles in the warehouse, hundreds of them, their surfaces studded with hooks, and on to these hooks the cold, green bananas went, losing their chill in the mild Bristol climate, clinging to their man-made trees and slowly, obligingly, turning yellow, even though they were so very far from home.

They had made Silas a fortune, these bananas, and they continued to do so. Extraordinary that it had all started with a picture in a schoolbook. He was fond of saying this, elaborating and embellishing as people do a small, insignificant detail of childhood and making it into something portentous. The story went that he had seen, aged seven, a picture of a banana palm, and it had ignited a spark of ambition in his youthful self that, burning ever stronger, took him across the world in pursuit of his dream. The full account of the past fourteen years was, of course, rather less romantic: a man couldn’t get as far as Silas in so short a time without recourse to ruthlessness. But, still, there was much to admire about the man, and all of it was on the surface, the better to appreciate it.
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His train arrived at Netherwood Station one week to the day after his crate of bananas had been delivered to Eve at the mill. He’d sent them on an impulse from Bristol, hoping she’d remember what he said to her in those last few days before they both left Grangely. When I get to t’West Indies, I’ll send you a bunch of bananas. Well it wasn’t a bunch in the end, it was a crate, because he was a wealthy man and fond of a flamboyant gesture. He wished he could have been there to see her face.

He stepped off the train in the clothes of a gentleman so that people turned to look and the stationmaster asked if he needed a carriage.

‘Thank you, no. I shall walk,’ he said. Then he remembered that, of course, he had no idea where in Netherwood Eve and Arthur lived, so he added, ‘But could you tell me where I might find Mr and Mrs Williams?’

The stationmaster’s face reddened a little and turned grave.

‘Mr Williams passed away some time ago, sir, sorry sir. An accident like, down at New Mill. But Mrs Williams, now,’ he said, his expression brightening with the relief of imparting good news, ‘she’s at Beaumont Lane. Number five. Anyone’ll show you, once you’re in town.’

Arthur dead, thought Silas. The fact aroused no emotion in him: he hadn’t really known Arthur, and it was so long ago. But he was sorry for Eve; he wondered how she’d fared without her husband’s wage. He wondered, too, whether he might have helped, in this regard. It was so very long since he’d seen her and he could, in truth, have come sooner. And yet, and yet, life had a habit of swallowing time, and in any case, thought Silas, there had never been a good, sound business reason to come to Netherwood until now. He was not a man governed by emotion; he would not have come for Eve alone. Neither was he a man given to regret, so his spirits remained buoyant and he smiled as he strolled up Victoria Street, cutting a dash in his linen suit, white and tan spectators and a panama hat at a rakish tilt: people stared. Lilly Pickering, Eve’s neighbour in Beaumont Lane, was buying scrag ends at the butcher’s and she said: ‘That’ll be one o’ t’king’s men,’ with such authority that Mavis Moxon, behind her in the queue, believed her, even though King Edward’s visit was still three weeks away.

He found Beaumont Lane without asking: the town wasn’t so large that an hour’s exploration wouldn’t reveal its basic geography. There was a small posse of children at a spigot in the street, larking about, turning it on and ducking their heads under. He had half a mind to join them. The day was devilishly hot, even for a man familiar with the Jamaican climate.

‘Any of you belong to Eve Williams?’ he said. They hadn’t noticed his approach, being too busy squealing and splashing, so they were astonished at his voice, which cut through their play with cultured tones. They stopped, abruptly, and took a step away from him. For a moment none of them spoke, then: ‘Me, I do,’ said a young girl, prettier than her friends, with chestnut plaits and wide eyes that stared at him audaciously.

‘Shurrup,’ said a boy, scowling first at her, then at the new arrival.

‘Well, I do,’ she said without taking her eyes off the stranger. ‘You do an’all.’

‘Right,’ said Silas. ‘Well, I don’t know who you two are, but I’m your Uncle Silas.’

It was the first time he’d uttered that – the first time he’d thought it, even – and he liked the way it sounded. It had an amusing, cosy ring to it, a sound of belonging. It had little visible effect on the children, however; they seemed quite unmoved. The girl looked at the scowling boy now, as if for guidance, though he offered none.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you both,’ Silas said, unfazed. ‘Could you take me to your mother—’ He hesitated, thought again, corrected himself. ‘I mean, to your mam?’

‘She’s up at t’mill,’ said the girl. ‘Anna’s in, though.’

‘’e dun’t know Anna, does ’e?’ said the boy contemptuously.

‘Come on,’ said the girl, ignoring him. ‘It’s over ’ere.’ And she set off with an encouraging smile at Silas, crossing the street and disappearing up a wide, covered entry. He followed, closely tailed not by the boy – who held his ground and his scowl – but by another little girl, much smaller than the first: this one sucked on her thumb and met his smile with neutral solemnity. The entry opened on to a cobbled yard and a series of back doors, all of which stood open on this summer afternoon.

The girl, the older one, called out, ‘Anna!’ and almost immediately a woman appeared at one of the doors, her fine blond hair plaited in the same style as the child’s. She looked as if she’d been interrupted in some effortful domestic task, her sleeves rolled up to the elbows, her face flushed with exertion. Silas wondered if his sister had a maid of all work until she spoke, in a confident, authoritative voice that dispelled any thought that she might be a servant.

‘Silas, I suppose?’ she said, smiling crisply like a society hostess and extending a hand still damp with suds from the sink. ‘Mystery banana man. You’d better step inside.’

[image: image]

Two hours later and unforewarned, Eve came home. Anna had been all for sending Eliza up to the mill with the news, but Silas had argued persuasively in favour of surprising his sister; it would be diverting, he said, to witness her reaction. In the event, though, both he and Anna thought Eve might die of shock when she walked in and saw him sitting at her kitchen table. She froze and stared at him as at a ghost: a ghost from her past, her lost brother, clad in finery yet looking at her with the same face, the same features, that she had held clearly in her mind through all the years of his absence. Silas stood up abruptly, feeling some alarm. The sight of her – her lovely face, their mother’s face – had ambushed him, and a rush of emotion threatened to undo his composure. He stepped towards her and wrapped her in an embrace, and this seemed to break the tension because she began to laugh and to cry at the same time, quite swamped by her mix of emotions.

‘Evie,’ he said. ‘The bananas were meant to be a visiting card. I thought you’d be expecting me.’

‘And I was,’ she managed to say, though she was weeping properly now because no one had called her Evie for fourteen years and the shock and the joy of it were greater than she could have imagined. She stepped backwards out of his arms to look at him properly.

‘You look so grand,’ she said wonderingly. She sniffed, fumbled for a handkerchief, blew her nose. ‘You were such a ragamuffin in Grangely.’

He smiled at her. ‘Evie,’ he said. ‘It’s so good to see you.’



Chapter 6


There was a very strong case for moving to Barnsley. A very strong case indeed. Amos leaned on the handle of his spade for a breather and silently ran through the familiar argument yet again. One: the Yorkshire Miners’ Association employed him, and he now had a desk at the regional office in Barnsley. Two: Netherwood marked the furthest boundary of Amos’s remit, so most of the collieries he now found himself responsible for were closer to Barnsley than not. Three: the time he spent on the train travelling to wherever he needed to be was beginning to amount to several hours each week.

Plus, he liked Barnsley. Not quite three months with the YMA as against three decades down New Mill Colliery, but already he felt comfortable in his new environment. He had taken to walking through the town when he’d been too long at his desk and he needed to move his limbs and fill his lungs. He had favourite places: the noble bulk of the Methodist Church in Pitt Street, the cobbled expanse of Cheapside, the grand frontage and laudable purpose of the Harvey Institute, with its exhibitions of art and recitals of music for the working classes. And his office, his place of work, was in itself a joy to behold, built with towers and turrets, as if it was the Barnsley residence of a Bavarian prince. There were plenty of rooms to let on Huddersfield Road: he could take one of those, and step across to the YMA without even bothering with a coat.

‘But there’s no seeds, so I can’t see ’ow we could grow ’em.’

Seth’s voice cut into Amos’s thoughts and reminded him that, be there ever so many reasons for leaving Netherwood, here was one very good reason to stay. Arthur’s lad.

‘What’s that, son?’ Amos returned to his digging. The ground was hard and dry, the soil baked solid into red-brown clumps. He chopped at them savagely with the edge of the spade, making a noise that jangled the nerves, as if he was digging on a shingle beach. He had winter cabbages to plant out, but he might as well scatter them on Victoria Street as in this bed. They’d fare no worse.

‘Bananas,’ said Seth, patiently. ‘There’s no seeds that I can find.’

‘Tropical fruit, them. They need warmth.’

‘Oh aye, an’ it’s freezin’ ’ere,’ said Seth.

Amos looked at him, at his young face attempting a mature, sardonic smile.

‘Yes, smart Alec, it’s ’ot now, we all know that. But come December, tha’ll ’ave forgotten what sunshine feels like. Bananas need to be warm all year round, see?’

In fact, Amos had no idea what bananas needed; he just knew he didn’t want to try and grow them. Seth’s mind was like a fertile vegetable plot itself, with new ideas shooting up on an almost daily basis. As it was, the produce in the allotment was so abundant there was barely room to squeeze in another beanpole. Bananas indeed. Why not try for sugar cane, and perhaps a tea plantation at the back of the potting shed?

‘I’m not sayin’ we should grow ’em,’ Seth said, still in a voice of exaggerated patience.

‘Good,’ Amos said, still digging.

‘I’m just sayin’ it’s odd. No seeds, like.’

‘Ask your Uncle Silas. ’e grows ’em, doesn’t ’e?’

Seth nodded, but fell silent. There was nothing he’d like to do more than quiz his fascinating, newly acquired uncle about the banana plantation, but he hadn’t yet recovered the lost ground from their first encounter. Eliza, on the other hand, had galloped on as she’d begun and was already and predictably firm friends with Silas. Last night she’d sat on his knee while he told a story about a sea voyage in an apple barrel. It sounded far-fetched to Seth, but Eliza had hung on to his every word, Ellen too, though she couldn’t really have understood much. Even Seth’s mother and Anna had listened, leaning either side of the fireplace with their arms folded, giving Silas their precious time. Seth had been there as well, but on the fringes, lurking between the front room and the kitchen, pretending to be busy with his penknife and a stick, wishing he could just sit down with the others instead. He hated this about himself: these helpless, headlong plunges into bad moods and ill manners from which he could never find a dignified exit. He knew what they all thought – that he was difficult and troublesome – just as he knew everyone loved Eliza for her willing smile and sunny nature. Sometimes he even thought they’d all made him the way he was, just by expecting nothing different from him. He wasn’t including Amos in this, not at all. Amos was the only person in the world who seemed to understand that he, Seth, was actually a very nice lad.
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