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  Chapter One




  York, August 1561




  She had to hide.




  ‘One . . . two . . .’




  Nell didn’t wait to hear more. Dashing across the yard and through the main door, she skidded to a halt in the dim passage while her eyes darted around in search of somewhere Tom

  wouldn’t find her.




  A wooden staircase led up to the first floor, where Mistress Maskewe was lying in, and a door to the right opened into the buttery, the pantry and the kitchen, but otherwise the passage offered

  nothing in the way of a hiding place.




  ‘Three . . . four . . .’




  Instinctively, Nell headed towards the kitchen, only to hesitate with her hand on the latch. There would likely be servants there: Joan, the Maskewes’ rabbit-faced maid, perhaps, and

  certainly Fat Peg, the brawny cook whose temper was unpredictable, to say the least. If she caught a glimpse of Nell, she might laugh her fat laugh and offer a scraping from the sugarloaf. Or she

  might buffet Nell’s ears till they rang and raise a clamour that would bring Tom running straight to her.




  Which would mean that Nell would lose again. She always lost to Tom. Her face darkened at the thought. It wasn’t fair. This time she was determined to show him that she was just

  as good as him.




  ‘Five . . . six . . . seven . . .’




  Dropping her hand to her side, she nibbled at her bottom lip. Perhaps it had been a mistake to come inside? Outside there were stables in the garth at the back, and a hay chamber, a wood store

  and a dairy. Good places to hide, all of them, but the first that Tom would look.




  No, she needed somewhere different. Somewhere small and secret. Somewhere he would never find her.




  She put a foot on the bottom stair. Did she dare go up? If her stepmother saw her, she’d be scolded and made to sit quietly in the stifling chamber where the gossips were cooing over

  Tom’s new brother. Nell had hunched a shoulder uncomprehendingly when called upon to admire it. It was only a baby, she thought. It just lay in its cradle and cried sometimes. No need for

  everyone to sit around and make a fuss about it. She had slipped away as soon as she could to find Tom.




  They weren’t supposed to play upstairs. Nell knew that. But didn’t that make it the perfect place to hide? Tom would never think she would be brave enough to go up there on her

  own.




  Outside in the yard, he was beginning to gabble through the numbers and Nell’s soft mouth set disapprovingly. He was cheating, but she couldn’t tell him so or she would give herself

  away.




  Her shoulders straightened. Enough! This time, this time, she would hide so well he would have to admit that she was cleverer. This time she would win.




  Without allowing herself to think any more on it, Nell grabbed her skirts and ran up the stairs, remembering just in time to jump over the fifth step from the bottom that always creaked and

  groaned horribly if you trod on it. The house was quiet apart from an occasional murmur of desultory conversation from the great chamber, and the slap, slap, slap of her small leather soles rang

  loud in the silence, but it was too late to change her mind now.




  Her heart was beating hard when she reached the top and she paused, the sound of her breathing loud in her ears, waiting for one of the women to look out and demand to know what all the noise

  was about. But no one bothered. Perhaps it was too hot for them to move.




  The summer heat was slumped over the city, as it had been all week, and the air was so thick and soupy it was an effort to drag it in for breath. Everyone except Tom and Nell seemed to be seized

  with a kind of torpor. They moved lethargically, plucking at their collars and wiping the sweat from their foreheads. Even the dogs lying in the dust could barely rouse themselves to bark.




  At the top of the stairs, Nell hesitated, one hand on the intricately carved post, before tiptoeing across the threshold of the great hall. She loved this room, so different from her

  father’s cramped hall where despondence seemed to hang next to the cheap painted cloths. Here the walls were covered with richly coloured tapestries, their edges thronging with flowers and

  birds and insects, the way the hedgerows did in June when the grass grew long and lush and the air was soft and humming with the promise of summer to come. It was Nell’s favourite time of

  year and she couldn’t resist reaching out and touching a butterfly. The tapestry rippled beneath her fingers, and the butterfly’s wings seemed to beat in flight.




  Tom’s father was an important man, an alderman, one of the warmest in the city, they said. You could see it in the pewter that gleamed on the cupboards and the Turkey-work carpets spread

  plush and vibrant on the tables; in the glazed windows and the cushions embroidered with gold thread. You could smell it in the opulent air.




  A burst of laughter from the women’s chamber along the passage made Nell start just as she heard Tom sing out ‘One hundred!’ down in the yard.




  ‘I’m coming to ge-et you, Nell Appleby,’ he called. ‘Ready or not!’




  Nell stiffened. She mustn’t let herself be diverted. What if Tom came running inside after her? He would find her in an instant.




  But then she heard him clatter through the passage below and out into the garth and her shoulders relaxed. So she had read him right. Sidling over to the window, she peered down to see him

  running towards the stables.




  He wouldn’t find her there.




  That meant she had plenty of time to look for a really good hiding place.




  Pleased, Nell turned back to survey the hall, only to still once more at the sound of sharp footsteps in the yard below and a voice calling for ale.




  Ralph Maskewe.




  Nell wrinkled her nose. She didn’t like Ralph, for all his smiles and soft words. Tom’s half-brother was tall, and well favoured of shape and countenance. He had a smooth face with a

  full, red mouth, and a set of strong teeth that were the envy of many. Nell thought they were too big for his mouth. He could barely close his lips over them, and when he smiled, instead of

  admiring how white they were, Nell found herself remembering the stories old Agnes, her father’s servant, would tell about ghoulies and ghosties and bones in the moonlight. She avoided him

  whenever she could.




  She strained to hear what was going on in the yard below. There was a mumble in response to Ralph’s shout – doubtless Joan sliding shyly out of the kitchen. What if Ralph wanted her

  to bring the ale up to the hall?




  Nell bit her knuckle, thinking. She didn’t want Ralph to find her there alone. But if she scuttled back down to the yard, Tom would be bound to find her straight away and he would crow

  like a cock on a dung heap again. She was only a little maid, but just once she would like to beat him.




  Besides, she might meet Ralph on the stairs. Better to stay where she was.




  Behind the turned chair? In the corner beside the cupboard? She could squeeze into the shadowy space, and if she stayed very still, no one would notice her.




  Or there was Mr Maskewe’s closet in the far corner of the hall. The door stood invitingly ajar. It was almost as if it was beckoning her inside.




  Even more than the hall, the closet was a special room. It was for men’s business. It was not a place for small children.




  Tom would never think of looking for her in there.




  The telltale creak of the fifth stair decided her. Ralph was coming up. Scurrying over to the closet door, Nell peered around it. The room was empty, waiting. She could hear the drone of a fly

  and the murmur of women’s voices from the suffocating chamber along the passage where the babe lay, but otherwise there was silence.




  The closet held a table, upon which sat a gilded leather writing box and a heavy ledger in which Mr Maskewe kept his accounts. Next to the table stood a chair and a stool. And a long cypress

  chest, a kist bought at the same time as the new wainscot that covered the walls. Tom had whispered to Nell that the wainscot had been put up to hide a priest hole, but Nell thought he was making

  that up to seem important. She couldn’t see any sign of a door in the walls. Besides, Mr Maskewe was an alderman, and attended divine service for all to see. Mistress Maskewe was less often

  seen in church, it was true, but why would Tom’s father go to such trouble and expense to indulge his wife?




  Of course, if it were true, the priest hole would be an excellent place to hide. Tom would never find her there. A gleam of excitement bloomed on Nell’s face. She had already

  forgotten Ralph. She pushed the door open wider, but just as she went to step inside, horror dropped over her like a net, pinning her to the threshold. For a moment she couldn’t breathe with

  it, but the room looked just as it did before, panelled, still. The casement window was wedged open in the vain hope of allowing in some air to stir the heavy heat, and she could make out the

  sounds of Tom searching for her in the outhouses.




  ‘I know you’re in there,’ he called, snatching open a door.




  The horror lifted from her mind as suddenly as it had gripped her, and she stepped inside the room, shaking the feeling aside as she smirked at the idea that she had got the better of him at

  last.




  The smell of freshly cut wood thickened the hot air. It was a smell Nell associated with the Maskewe house, where there were always new rooms, new furniture, new cladding on the walls. Unlike

  her father’s house, where everything was old and worn.




  The desk drew her towards it. Daringly, she opened the writing box, intrigued by its cunning little cubby holes and by the special places for the inkpot and quill. The ledger was almost as tall

  as Nell herself, and almost as heavy, she guessed. Tentatively, she put her hands on either side of the book and tried to lift it, but her face reddened with the effort and she let it fall back on

  the table with a dull thud. She had to make do with lifting the cover instead, and peering at the columns of figures. She wished that she could read better. Her stepmother was teaching her, but she

  was still not as good as Tom, who went to school to learn his ABC.




  The thought of Tom, who was a year older and better than her at almost everything, reminded Nell of her task. She had to find the perfect hiding place. She tried to imagine where she would put a

  priest hole, but she had little knowledge of such things. Her father and stepmother didn’t hold with the old faith the way some did and had no need to hide a priest.




  She spread her small hands over the wainscot and felt her way around the room, but she could find no sign of a secret door. Absorbed in her task as she was, the stillness of the closet started

  to make her uneasy after a while. It was as if she had stepped into a different world, cut off from the women passing the baby between them in the chamber down the hall and the servants laughing in

  the kitchen below, far from the street outside and the city that was all she had ever known. Distant even from Tom down in the garden, kicking the woodhouse door in frustration.




  Her hands fell from the panelling and she stood very still. Only her eyes moved around the room, from the chest to the window to the desk where the massive ledger sat, and as she looked, there

  was a strange ringing in her ears and a whirling in her head; the light shifted and shivered, and in place of the wainscot were shelves filled with tiny, narrow books. Where the table had stood was

  now a truckle bed of some kind, its coverlet so oddly coloured and patterned that Nell blinked. A black cat was curled up on it, but when she stepped towards it, it lifted its head to stare at her

  with great yellow eyes before its ears flattened in fright and it leapt from the bed.




  A movement behind Nell made her swing round with a gasp, but there was nothing there, and when she looked back, the cat had vanished, along with the shelves and the bed. It was all gone.




  Puzzled, a little giddy, she stared at the desk, the ledger, the new wainscot on the walls. Everything was as it should be. She must have imagined it, Nell decided, but she felt jolted and on

  edge until a crash and a screech from below snapped her firmly back to the present.




  ‘Tom Maskewe! You get out of my kitchen, you rascal! Them were my apples stewing for tonight!’




  Fat Peg. Nell spared Tom a grimace of sympathy. He would be lucky if he escaped with a buffet to his ear. If he had any sense, he would slip out of the kitchen while he could, and that meant he

  would soon be on his way upstairs.




  Reminded of the game, Nell looked around the room. She would have to give up on the idea of the priest hole, she decided reluctantly, and find somewhere else to hide. But where?




  Her eye fell on the kist. It would be too small for him, but she would be able to squeeze inside. I give up. She couldn’t wait to hear Tom say it. How sweet it would be! He would

  grind his teeth and scowl, but he would have to say the words, and then she would spring out of the chest and he would have to admit that she, Nell Appleby, was cleverer than him.




  It was too delightful a prospect to resist. Nell hauled up the lid of the chest. It was heavier than she had imagined, but when she peered inside, there were just a few papers at the bottom.




  There was a moment of foreboding, a darkness flitting across her mind, but she pushed it aside as she climbed into the chest, and let the lid lower over her. It was dark inside the box, and the

  smell of new wood was very strong. It was stoutly made, with hardly any chinks.




  At first she was so pleased with herself for finding such a good hiding place that she didn’t mind the closeness, but it wasn’t long before she began to feel stifled. It was even

  hotter than before. Nell shifted around in the chest, wriggling to ease the laces in her bodice. A pin from her sleeve had come loose and was sticking into her. She wished Tom would hurry up and

  admit that he couldn’t find her.




  Straining to listen, she heard him clatter up the stairs at last, and then the sharp chiding of the women. She smiled. She didn’t get caught. She wondered how long it would take

  Tom to think to look in his father’s closet. He wouldn’t believe she would dare.




  Footsteps nearby made her still, and she felt a flicker of pride in him for finding her so quickly. Perhaps he thought she was braver than she had imagined.




  Brave? Foolish more like! Tom would say, she knew. She could practically hear him saying it, picture his expression exactly. For all he was son to one of the wealthiest merchants in

  York, Tom looked like an urchin, or so his mother was always telling him. He was scrawny and scrappy, but Nell liked his face, homely as it was. He had springy hair that never lay flat and bright

  eyes that looked out on the world with such keen interest that it didn’t matter that he was less handsome than his older brother Ralph.




  The footsteps paused, and for no reason Nell could put her finger on, her smile faded in the darkness. These footsteps were too stealthy. Tom didn’t move like that. Tom was eager and

  noisy. He clattered and ran. He didn’t put his shoes carefully down on the rush matting, one after the other.




  All at once, Nell wished she hadn’t got into the chest. She was hot and uncomfortable and bored of the game. What did it matter if Tom always won, after all? But she couldn’t get out

  now until the owner of the footsteps had gone. If anyone other than Tom found out she had been in the closet, there would be trouble. Tom’s father was quick to beat him. Nell might not want

  Tom to win, but she didn’t want him to suffer for her clever choice either.




  She was still fretting when the whole chest jumped as a heavy weight was dumped on the lid without warning. Nell sucked in a breath of fright at the thump of it against the wood and without

  thinking she pushed at the lid with the flat of her hands. It wouldn’t budge, and panic scuttled through her.




  ‘I’m in here!’ she shouted, careless of being found out now. She wanted to get out. She needed to get out, right now. ‘Let me out!’




  There was no reply.




  The weight on the lid was pressing the darkness around her face, pressing it onto her chest so that she couldn’t breathe. Dread blocked her throat.




  ‘Let me out!’ she tried again. ‘Help me!’ But her voice was thin and when she cried out, the sound was muffled by the box and the wainscot in the room beyond. The women

  along the passage couldn’t hear her. Tom couldn’t hear her.




  But surely whoever had put the weight on the chest could hear her?




  ‘Tom!’ Terror pushed a real scream from her throat now. ‘Tom, help me!’




  Her fists beat frantically at the wooden lid. She had to get out or she would die in this box. If she died, she would never see Tom again. Never lift her face to the sky or run to her father to

  rub her cheek against his whiskery beard. Never wake to the sound of the city or watch the sunlight ripple over the river or juggle a hot pie between her fingers. Nell normally scorned to weep but

  now she was gasping and gulping as the tears came and she thrashed her head from side to side.




  ‘Please,’ she whimpered. ‘Please, please, please.’ But the darkness only tightened inexorably around her and soon she wasn’t thinking about pies or Tom, or anything

  but the need to get out of the chest. Her hands were raw. She was suffocating, gulping for air, drumming her heels on the end of the box. It was a perfect-sized coffin for a seven-year-old girl.

  They could bury her in it and save themselves the trouble of sewing her a shroud.




  Oh, she would be good always if only someone would find her! She would say her prayers every day and sit still and not be pert. But first she had to breathe.




  Nell was crying seriously now, so loudly that she didn’t hear the footsteps coming back, didn’t hear the weight being lifted from the lid. She was beside herself with terror.




  ‘Mamma!’ she cried, forgetting that her mother had been dead these two years.




  ‘Nell!’ Through the harsh labour of her breath, Nell heard Tom calling for her, but he was too far away. He wouldn’t have heard her.




  ‘Eleanor!’ It was her stepmother’s voice now, taut with impatience. ‘Eleanor, where are you?’




  ‘Here, here, I’m here!’ Nell was choking and gasping, too weak to scream.




  Her stepmother was still complaining. ‘Where has that girl gone? God’s bodkin, that child is nothing but trouble.’




  ‘Wait, I heard something!’ That was Tom.




  ‘Tom, Tom!’ Feebly Nell banged against the lid, but she was barely whispering by then.




  The next instant the lid was thrown open, and she arched out of the chest in search of air, an arrow released from a bow, dragging in a desperate, ragged breath, and then another, and another,

  not even aware of the shocked exclamations, needing only the sweetness of air.




  ‘Eleanor!’ Her stepmother bustled forward. ‘You foolish child! What are you doing in that chest?’




  Ungently she hauled Nell out of the kist, but Nell was still frantically gulping in air and didn’t care what happened as long as they let her breathe. She caught a glimpse of Tom’s

  white, shocked face and that brought her back to herself more than her stepmother’s scolding.




  ‘Couldn’t . . . couldn’t get out . . .’ she stammered.




  ‘Why didn’t you just push the lid? It’s not that heavy.’




  ‘Somebody put something on it.’ Nell was bent over, gasping and choking still, but a quality in Tom’s silence made her look up. ‘Didn’t you see?’




  ‘There was nothing on the chest,’ he said at last.




  ‘But I heard him!’ Tears of frustration filled her eyes. She looked around the room and spied the heavy ledger on the desk. ‘That! He put that on the chest! He knew I was in

  there, and he put it on so I couldn’t get out.’




  Tom looked horrified. ‘Who did?’




  ‘I don’t know. I couldn’t see. But I heard him. I did!’




  ‘Nonsense!’ Her stepmother was brushing her down efficiently. ‘Who would do such a thing? You just frightened yourself, you beetle-headed child! I’m not surprised you

  imagined things, stuck in a dark box.’




  Was that all it had been? Nell looked at the ledger and tried to remember where it had been on the desk when she came in, but her mind hurt with the effort of it. It had moved, she was sure it

  had, but how could she remember now when her breath was still coming in hoarse rasps and her heart was galloping in her chest? The more she tried to remember, the more her memory slipped and

  slithered away. The truth was, she couldn’t be certain.




  There was a splinter in her palm and her fingers stung where she had hammered at the lid.




  ‘What in the name of Our Lady were you thinking to get in there in the first place?’ Anne Appleby went on. Having satisfied herself that her stepdaughter was in one piece, her mind

  was running on to how to explain to Henry Maskewe that his papers were crushed by Nell’s panic. Her husband had obligations to Mr Maskewe. They couldn’t afford to alienate him. Why else

  would she be here, attending his wife in childbed on a day like this? She had business enough in her own home.




  Anne’s mouth tightened as she looked at Nell in exasperation. The child was a hoyden and no amount of beating seemed to quench her spirit. Everything about her was unruly: the thick

  coppery hair that curled out irrepressibly from under her cap, the freckles on her snub nose, the wilful gleam in her green eyes. Anne had done her best to teach her husband’s daughter to be

  obedient and demure, but Eleanor seemed possessed by an unchristian energy. Get the child to sit still, but yet she simmered, ready to burst into action the moment she took her eyes off her. It was

  very unrestful.




  She had a good heart, Anne could see that, but this latest escapade would have to be punished. Her husband was inclined to be indulgent of his only daughter, but Anne had their future to think

  of. They needed Mr Maskewe’s good opinion, and Nell’s friendship with Tom Maskewe could not be allowed to undo it.




  ‘We were playing,’ Nell answered hoarsely. Her throat was burning as she heaved in one delicious, agonizing breath after another.




  ‘You were told not to get into trouble.’ Anne clicked her tongue. ‘Why can you not play quietly like good children?’




  Nell and Tom didn’t bother to answer this.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ Nell tried after a moment.




  ‘Sorry is as sorry does,’ Anne snapped back. She looked anxiously at the crushed rolled documents at the bottom of the chest. ‘Now what is to be done?’




  ‘Is there a problem?’




  They all swung round to see Ralph Maskewe in the doorway. He was smiling, but Nell found herself shrinking from the sight of all those teeth. Instinctively, she drew towards Tom and slipped her

  hand into his.




  Her stepmother explained that the children had been playing a game. ‘I fear your father will not be pleased to hear that Eleanor came into his closet. She knows better, but you know what

  children are . . .’




  If she hoped Ralph would let the matter go, she was disappointed. The smile evaporated and he looked grave. ‘I will send for my father,’ he said.




  Recalled from his warehouse, Tom’s father was in a black mood. ‘What’s this?’ he demanded, his gaze darting round the closet and his brows snapping together at the sight

  of the open chest.




  Nell and Tom had scrambled to their feet at his approach and were standing with their heads hung. It was Ralph who explained the situation this time.




  ‘By cock!’ Henry Maskewe roared at Tom when he was done. ‘Is there no end to the trouble you will put me to, boy?’ He pulled a switch from his doublet and tested it

  against his hand. ‘Come here, Thomas.’




  Nell quailed but she couldn’t let Tom take the blame. ‘It was not Tom’s fault,’ she protested, her voice quavering as she stepped forward. ‘You should punish me,

  not him.’




  ‘No, Nell, it was my idea to play hide-and-seek,’ said Tom, stepping ahead of her and holding out his hand.




  ‘Tom, no, you didn’t come in here!’




  ‘Since you’re both so happy to share the punishment, I’m happy to oblige,’ growled Henry Maskewe.




  ‘But sir—’ Tom started to protest.




  ‘Enough!’ His father snarled at him. ‘How many times have you been told not to come into the closet? It is not a place for children, as this brat should know too. And as for

  you, madam,’ he added with a glare at Anne Appleby, ‘I suggest you teach your daughter better manners than to go poking around in other people’s houses!’




  ‘Indeed, I am sorry for her behaviour.’ Anne swallowed her humiliation with a resentful glance at Nell. ‘She will be punished, you can be sure.’




  ‘I will punish her now since she is so ready for it. Step forward, girl.’




  Exchanging a look with Tom, Nell lifted her chin and took a step towards Mr Maskewe, but her legs were not very long and she had to take three more before she stood before him.




  ‘Hold out your hand.’




  She swallowed but did as he told her. Her palms were still torn and red from the chest, but she knew better than to resist.




  Beside Mr Maskewe, Ralph stood alert. He was watching Nell avidly, his pale eyes gleaming, and she knew without being told that he was enjoying this. She looked away, taking her bottom lip

  between her teeth as she braced herself. The pain that already clamoured in her hands was nothing compared to what was to come.




  The switch sliced through the air with a rushing noise and lashed her palm. In spite of herself, her body jerked, but she wouldn’t let herself cry. That would be letting Tom down.




  Swish, sting. Swish, sting. There were great red weals across her palm, and Nell’s face was screwed up with the effort of not whimpering at the pain of it.




  Swish, sting. Swish, sting. Swish, sting.




  Five strikes and it was done. Nell’s knees were unsteady as Mr Maskewe made a noise of disgust and waved her away.




  Stepping back, she caught Ralph’s eye again and this time he smiled, showing those big, even teeth. Perhaps it was meant to be a smile of sympathy. To anyone watching, it might indeed seem

  so, but that was not sympathy Nell saw in his eyes. She might only be seven but she knew pleasure, and excitement, when she saw it.




  Tom was beaten too. He set his mouth and he didn’t say a word, but Nell could see how it hurt him. Her hands throbbed in sympathy.




  This was her fault. Guilt made it too hard to look any more and she shifted her gaze to Ralph instead. She watched him watching his brother. Something ran over his face whenever Tom flinched,

  something convulsive and unpleasant that she couldn’t put a name to, but which made her shudder, and when he glanced her way and smiled again, she could tell that he knew she had understood

  his expression and he didn’t care. For who would ever believe her? And what could she say anyway? I don’t like the way he looked when Tom was being beaten? She was a girl, and

  he was sixteen, the elder son of the house, and his father’s favourite. Ralph was always being held up as a model for Tom to follow.




  At last it was done, and Tom’s hands were as red and painful as her own. ‘I’ve had enough of trying to tame you,’ Henry Maskewe told his son. ‘You are eight now.

  Old enough to put off childish games like this. It’s time you had other things on your mind. I spoke to William Todd the other day. He is willing to take you as his apprentice. Perhaps when

  you have work to do, you will be less trouble.’




  Nell was taken home in disgrace.




  Their house lay across the street in Stonegate. Nell was desolate. Her hands hurt, but worse was the thought that Tom would be her playmate no more. He was happy at the thought of going to Mr

  Todd’s, she knew. William Todd was a merchant adventurer and did business overseas. If Tom did well, he could go on a ship, just as he had always wanted to do.




  And she would be left alone.




  Nell couldn’t remember a time when Tom wasn’t there. They knew the back ways into each other’s houses, how to slip in and out without being seen and given a job to do.

  Together, they had run out through the bar or over the crumbling city walls to the crofts and the common beyond. They had jumped over gutters and splashed in the river and listened wide-eyed to the

  stories of the mariners down on the staithes. To Nell, they had played and fought together forever, and even though Tom was a stupid boy at times, she could not conceive of life without him.




  But now, it seemed, she must.




  Everything was changing, she thought, scuffing her shoes miserably against the cobbles and earning herself a cuff of reprimand from Anne. After her mother’s death, her father had been too

  stricken with grief to care what she did and Nell had got used to running free. But a year ago, he remarried, and her stepmother made it her business to take both her husband and his daughter in

  hand. Nell had no objection to her stepmother as such, except that Anne was set on curbing her freedoms. She talked endlessly of proper behaviour, and reputation. She wanted Nell to sit still and

  silent, not run and jump as she was wont to do with Tom.




  Now Anne was increasing. Her father hoped for a son, and Nell hoped that it would take her stepmother’s mind off her, but today she had succeeded in capturing her attention once more.




  ‘Your father has been too indulgent with you,’ Anne chided as they crossed the street. Stonegate was divided into blocks of light and shade, with a narrow strip of sunlight laid

  between the gutters. When Nell looked up, she could see a thin slice of fierce blue between the jostling gables, and she screwed up her eyes, blinded by the contrast of dazzling light and the deep

  shade beneath the overhanging jetties. Normally the shade would be cool, but it had been hot for so long that the heat had crept into the darkest corners and there was no relief anywhere.




  Splatters of horse dung had dried to crisp trenchers on the street. Clouds of flies hovered over a dead pigeon and, without rain for so long, the gutters were clogged with weeds and dead leaves,

  with nettles and filthy straw and other ramell that rotted with the rubbish, their combined stench mingling with the stink of the festering cesspits. The inhabitants of Stonegate prided themselves

  on their street, but the heat had been so wearisome for so long that each complained about the state of their neighbours’ doors without rousing themselves to clear their own.




  ‘Something should be done about it.’ Nell had heard her stepmother grumbling to her father. ‘You must speak to the chamberlains again. What if the sickness comes?’




  Nell didn’t care about the pestilence or about the smell. She wished only to be out of her stiff skirts and scratchy cap. If only she could strip down to her shift and paddle in the river

  the way Tom did sometimes.




  The thought of Tom reminded her of that day’s news and her heart sank. Her stepmother was still talking, her hands spread against her hips to support her swollen belly.




  ‘He has let you run wild like a heathen, and what is the result? Mr Maskewe is angered, who must be kept sweet. Your father already owes him too much,’ Anne fretted, pushing Nell

  before her, past the shop with its stall and tattered pentice and down the narrow passage to the yard.




  ‘I will be confined soon, and there will be no one to mind you again. You will have to help with your new brother or sister, and then you will go into service like Tom. Your father will

  find a family where you can learn how to go on when I do not have the time to teach you.’




  Nell brightened. ‘Can I go to Mr Todd’s too and be in service with Tom?’ She wouldn’t mind that.




  Anne sighed. ‘You must learn to live without Tom, Eleanor.’




  ‘But he is my friend!’




  ‘You will have other friends. Maids like yourself. You’ll soon forget Tom when you don’t see him every day.’




  Nell’s face darkened. ‘I won’t!’




  ‘We all have to do things we don’t want to do,’ snapped Anne, impatient with her stepdaughter’s show of temper. ‘Even you, Eleanor.’




  ‘I’ll never forget Tom.’ Nell set her chin and shook her head stubbornly. ‘Never, never, never!’ She looked at her stepmother and her green eyes were bright with

  defiance. ‘Never,’ she said.




  





  Chapter Two




  York, present day




  ‘I can’t believe you’re going to live here!’ Vanessa stood in the doorway of the kitchen and looked around her with distaste. ‘It’s a

  horrible flat. Dark and poky and dingy. Ugh.’




  ‘It’s characterful,’ said Tess, determinedly unpacking pasta and milk and not looking at the stained sink or grubby tiles.




  ‘It’s dirty!’




  ‘Then I’ll clean it.’ Tess kept her voice even, the way she had learnt to do when she was talking to Martin. The thought of him snagged in her mind, caught on the barbed wire

  of memory, and she shook it free. She didn’t need to be careful now. She could say what she thought. The realization still caught her unawares sometimes, making her giddy with a strange

  combination of relief and apprehension. It was so long since she had been able to open her mouth without thinking that she wasn’t quite sure what to do with her newly found freedom.




  No more gauging a mood before she spoke. No more quick readjustment of her opinions in response to a drawing together of Martin’s brows. The slightest tightening of his lips could set her

  mind scrambling for a way out of the conversation without provoking him further.




  ‘I like it,’ she told Vanessa for the thrill of disagreeing, although the truth was that she had been dismayed when she unlocked the door at the top of the narrow stairs and let

  herself in. The flat felt different without Richard’s cheerfully chaotic presence. Before, it had seemed cosy and comfortable, the perfect refuge, but now the air smelt stale, sour, and the

  warm tranquillity she had liked so much when Richard showed her round had evaporated into an uneasy silence.




  It wouldn’t be silent when Oscar was here, she reminded herself. All it needed was a good airing. It would be fine. She would like it.




  Vanessa pulled the scrunchie from her hair, bent over, shook her head and then tied the glossy mass back in a ponytail, all in one practised move. She had the intimidating glow of an exercise

  addict and was as slim and sparklingly pretty as she had been when they were at school. Next to her, Tess always felt drab and limp, and although she was glad to have a friend again, it was

  impossible not to feel suffocated sometimes by Vanessa’s insistence on helping her do everything.




  Tess wanted to manage by herself. Nobody seemed to think that she would be able to, and how could she prove them wrong when Vanessa kept sweeping in and taking over?




  ‘Seriously, Tess, I think you’re making a mistake,’ Vanessa said now as she smoothed the last strands back from her face. ‘Stonegate is no place to live with a child. It

  might be picturesque, but it’s noisy and there are tourists everywhere and you won’t have proper neighbours and there’s nowhere to park.’




  ‘I don’t have a car.’ Frustration feathered Tess’s voice, but Vanessa didn’t notice.




  ‘Yes, and look what a hassle it’s been just bringing some shopping in,’ she said. ‘I’d never live on a pedestrianized street like this. You’ve got to wait

  until cars are allowed in, sit for hours behind delivery vans, park on the pavement . . .’




  A sense of despair, all too familiar, began to wash over Tess but she brushed it aside. She was grateful to her friend, of course she was, but she could have got a taxi from her mother’s

  as planned. It was Vanessa who had insisted on helping her move in, and in the end, it had been easier just to give in than to argue.




  As it had always been with Martin.




  Humiliation bloomed under Tess’s skin, and she felt herself redden as she turned away to put the milk in the fridge.




  How many times do I have to tell you? The milk should be kept in the door of the fridge, Theresa, with the label facing the front. It’s simple enough. Even you should be able to

  remember that.




  Why hadn’t she laughed at Martin when he insisted on something so petty? Surely a new wife should have been able to tease her husband out of a mood? But it hadn’t seemed to matter

  much at first. Tess didn’t care which way round the milk faced, but if it was important to Martin, why not do as he asked?




  Besides, she had adored him. She had wanted to make him happy. He was so attractive, so tender, so loving. He told her she was beautiful. He made her feel beautiful. He made her feel

  safe. For a while it had been lovely to be cossetted. He said he wanted to look after her and that they would be together forever. Overlooking a few foibles about the arrangement of the fridge

  hadn’t seemed too much to ask of her in return.




  But the fridge had been just the beginning.




  Defiantly, Tess put the pints of milk on the shelf and turned them to face in different directions. What a rebel, she thought to herself.




  ‘I don’t need a car,’ she told Vanessa.




  ‘What about Oscar?’




  ‘People managed to get around perfectly well before cars were invented, Vanessa,’ she said, trying not to show her annoyance. ‘Oscar is quite capable of walking to school.

  It’ll be good for him.’




  ‘It’s not just school. It’s after-school clubs and swimming and music lessons and football practice and sleepovers . . . Believe me, I’ve been through all this with Sam.

  You’ve got no idea!’




  Tess pulled a packet of cereal out of the carrier bag and set it on the counter, only just managing to stop herself straightening it. Vanessa had never liked being argued with, she remembered.

  Even at school it had been easier just to let her have her own way. Tess had been grateful for her friendship then, scarcely able to believe that the coolest girl in the class would take a shy,

  gawky girl like Tess under her wing.




  Until Luke. Vanessa hadn’t been pleased when Tess refused to listen to sense and it had taken Tess’s ignominious return to York more than a decade later for all to be forgiven.

  Proved right about Luke as about so much else, it again seemed that there was nothing Vanessa wouldn’t do for her.




  As long as Tess did it Vanessa’s way.




  Tess had only just escaped from doing it Martin’s way. This time, she wanted to do it her own way.




  Vanessa had been a huge help since her return, Tess couldn’t deny that. She had helped sort out a school, a doctor, all the red tape of moving and claiming child support. She looked after

  Oscar whenever Tess needed time on her own and he was always happy to play with her two children, Sam and Rosie. She made Tess feel welcome and wanted, and took her away from the disappointment

  that simmered in the air in Tess’s own mother’s house.




  Tess hated feeling ungrateful, hated the creeping guilt of it and the familiar, awful doubt as to whether she was the one being unreasonable. Martin had been very good at making her

  feel that until the resentment that built up inside her corroded everything. She didn’t want to feel the same about her old friend.




  Frowning a little, not liking the way her thoughts were going, Tess carried on unpacking. Peanut butter, jam, bread. Eggs and cheese. There would be time enough to try and get some fresh

  vegetables down Oscar. For now it would be enough for the two of them to be alone, away from her baffled mother’s resentment.




  Away from Martin.




  Doing it her own way.




  ‘Oscar’s only five,’ she pointed out at last. ‘I don’t need to think about any of that just yet.’




  ‘Well, I think you’re mad!’




  A wry smile touched the corner of Tess’s mouth. ‘Funny, that’s exactly what Mum says.’




  Her mother couldn’t understand it. ‘I don’t know how you can leave Martin,’ she complained at least once a day. ‘A charming husband who adores you . . . plenty of

  money . . . a lovely house in London . . . what more could you possibly want, Theresa?’




  Tess had tried to explain, but Susan Frankland would not be consoled over the humiliating return of the daughter whose wealthy and successful husband she had boasted so much about over the

  years. She took Tess’s new status as a single mother with a failed marriage as a personal affront. It had been a long two weeks before Richard Landrow went off on research leave and handed

  over the key to his flat.




  Now Tess looked down at the empty carrier bags that she was automatically folding into neat squares, and deliberately scrumpled them up into a ball so that she could toss them in the bin.

  Drawing a breath, she turned back to Vanessa.




  ‘This is a fresh start for me, Van,’ she tried to explain. ‘The flat’s perfect as far as I’m concerned. Come on,’ she went on quickly before Vanessa could

  argue further, ‘I’ll show you round.’




  Vanessa, proud owner of a new four-bedroom executive home, was unimpressed by the front room. ‘It’s going to be noisy,’ she said, wandering over to the bay window that jutted

  out over the street and craning her head to look down at the tourists thronging Stonegate. ‘It’s bad enough now, but think what it’ll be like when the pubs close!’




  Tess thought about the immaculate house in Chiswick where silence clung to her face and the long days trembled with tension.




  ‘It’s just people. I don’t mind a bit of noise.’




  Vanessa turned to survey the room. ‘Can you get rid of all these books while you’re here? It’s all a bit dreary, isn’t it?’




  It was dreary, but Tess wasn’t going to admit it.




  Vanessa wanted her to move into a house on the same estate as her. ‘It’d be much handier for babysitting if you live nearby,’ she had tried to persuade Tess. ‘Oscar can

  play with Sam and Rosie and you know Graham and I would always be there for you.’ Richard’s flat wasn’t her idea, so she wasn’t going to like it.




  My decision, my way, Tess reminded herself as she pushed open one of the top windows to let in some air. Some sunshine would have been nice but it had been an unseasonably cold May and

  outside a fine mizzle was dampening the paving stones. Perhaps it was the grey sky that was making the room feel so oppressive.




  It certainly wasn’t the books. ‘I’m keeping the books,’ she told Vanessa, picking up a Latin dictionary and riffling through it. It had been so long since she had worked

  on any documents it was going to take some time to get her eye in again. ‘I’ll be needing them anyway.’




  ‘Oh, yes. Your job.’




  Tess set her teeth. She could hear the virtual inverted commas Vanessa put around the last word. The job hadn’t been Vanessa’s idea either, but for Tess, living with her disappointed

  mother, transcribing and translating the sixteenth-century assize court records that had been recently unearthed in the city’s archives was a dream assignment. The dapper Richard Landrow had

  supervised her MA dissertation at Warwick. After Tess had graduated he’d taken up a professorship at York and she had kept in contact with him until her marriage. Martin hadn’t liked

  her talking about her life before she met him, and Tess had lost touch with Richard, like so many other friends. But he had been easy to find again when she moved back to York and she had emailed

  him for advice about using her old skills. Typically generous, Richard had responded straight away. It had been strange seeing him in York, but when he’d offered her the job, it had been a

  lifeline.




  Tess had worked it all out. Together with tax credits and child benefit, the hourly rate Richard could pay for research assistance meant that she could survive financially. Nearing retirement

  now, he had a research grant for a year to work on a new book on Tudor crime and criminality, and was going to base himself in London. Tess, he said, could have his flat for free in return for

  looking after his beloved cat, Ashrafar.




  ‘She’d hate London,’ he said, ‘and I don’t want strangers in here.’




  ‘Are you sure?’ she had asked, hardly able to believe her luck.




  ‘Of course I’m sure. There’s plenty of room for you and your little boy. It suits me very well – and it’s high time you used that brain of yours again.’




  ‘It’s the perfect job for me,’ she told Vanessa as she had before. ‘I can work from photographs and do it all at home. Reading documents is what I’m trained for,

  after all. Besides, it’s fascinating stuff.’




  ‘If you say so.’




  More daunted by her friend’s lack of enthusiasm than she wanted to admit, Tess put down the dictionary and brushed her hands on her jeans. ‘Come and see the rest of the flat,’

  she said, determinedly cheerful.




  She was hoping that the other rooms would be as charmingly quirky as she remembered them, but the sense of disquiet that had prickled in the front room only grew stronger as she led Vanessa

  along the narrow book-lined passage. The flat was on the first floor above a gift shop, and it stretched long and thin back from the street. The other rooms overlooked a dingy yard, and even on the

  brightest of days would get little light. Tess couldn’t imagine how it had all seemed so cheerful before. Richard had left all his furniture, all his books and pictures. Nothing had

  changed.




  ‘You should swap these light bulbs,’ Vanessa said, flicking at the overhead shade in what would be Oscar’s room. ‘You can’t see a thing with so few watts.’

  She shivered. ‘It’s cold too. It’s like winter in here.’




  Tess was finding it hard to keep sounding positive. She looked around the room dubiously. ‘I suppose I could get him an electric radiator. I can hardly put the heating on in May! The

  trouble is, these old houses don’t get much light. The gloominess is part of their charm,’ she said, as she closed the door and showed Vanessa the spartan bathroom.




  ‘Charm?’ said Vanessa, missing Tess’s lame attempt at humour. She cast a disparaging glance at the clawfoot tub with its rusty stains under the taps. ‘Right.’ She

  withdrew her head. ‘How old is this place anyway?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’ Tess reached out to run her fingers down an exposed beam but the touch of the old wood sent a tiny shock darting through her and she jerked her hand back.




  Puzzled, she shook her wrist to relieve the sensation. Since when did wood give you an electric shock? ‘I’m not an architectural historian, but I’d say that most of this is

  sixteenth-century,’ she said, eyeing the lumpy walls but not touching them. Her whole arm was still tingling. ‘The facade is probably later. Seventeenth or eighteenth century, maybe. Of

  course, Stonegate’s been one of the most important streets in York since Roman times, so it’s more than likely there’s been a house here since then.’




  ‘You’re kidding!’




  ‘Not like this – there’s always been renovation and rebuilding – but on this site; yes, I’d say so.’




  Vanessa gave an exaggerated shiver. ‘It would give me the creeps to live somewhere this old.’




  ‘I like it,’ said Tess, forcing a smile to her voice. Trying to make herself sound as if she did. And she had liked it before. ‘History’s my thing, remember, and

  it’s not as if I believe in ghosts.’




  She broke off at the involuntary twitch between her shoulder blades. ‘This is Richard’s study,’ she said quickly, opening the next door to distract Vanessa from the silly

  little shudder that had wriggled down her spine.




  ‘Oh my God!’ Vanessa stared, aghast, at the piles of books covering the floor. ‘What happened?’




  Tess couldn’t help smiling at her expression. ‘The floor’s so uneven that Richard had to wedge all his bookshelves against the wall with paper, but he’s finally given in

  and arranged for a joiner to come in and build him some proper shelves while he’s away. The walls are so wonky that it’s going to be quite a job.’ She tapped her forehead.

  ‘I mustn’t forget that he’s coming in. Richard’s given him a key so he can let himself in and out.’




  ‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’ said Vanessa. ‘He could be anybody!’




  ‘Richard wouldn’t have given his keys to a serial killer, Vanessa!’




  ‘You don’t always know,’ Vanessa said darkly. ‘You can’t tell what people are really like when you first meet them.’




  Tess’s smile faded. She thought about Martin as he had seemed at first. Golden, glowing, dazzling her with his good looks and his charm and his romantic gestures. A fairy-tale hero to

  sweep her off her feet and adore her forever.




  Should she have suspected that there was a dark side behind all that light and lustre?




  ‘I know,’ she said.




  Abruptly she turned and led the way down to the very end of the passage. ‘This is my room.’




  She pushed open the door and a black cat that had been curled up on the bed lifted its head as if affronted by the interruption, only to flatten its ears and shoot off the bed and out past their

  ankles. At the same moment, a cold, clammy wall of despair seemed to heave away from the walls and roll over Tess, making her gag with the horror of it.




  ‘God, that gave me a fright!’ Vanessa patted her chest. ‘Where on earth did that cat come fr –’ She broke off as she caught sight of Tess’s white face.

  ‘Are you okay? Tess?’ she added after a moment when Tess didn’t reply.




  The ghastly feeling receded, sucked away like a tide, leaving Tess trembling. Drawing a shaky breath, she licked her lips. ‘I’m . . . fine,’ she managed, but she kept a hand to

  her throat, where her heart was still pounding.




  ‘I nearly had a fit when that cat bolted too,’ said Vanessa. ‘I just wasn’t expecting it.’




  It hadn’t been the cat. Tess forced herself to look around the room, moving her head very cautiously in case that horrible sensation rolled over her again, but there was nothing there. It

  was just a room. Everything was as it should be. A double bed, covered in a colourful counterpane. A chest of drawers set into what had once been a deep fireplace. More shelves crammed with tatty

  paperbacks. A wardrobe with a wad of newspaper stuck under the legs on one side to counteract the uneven floor. All exactly as Richard had shown her the other day.




  She even looked up, half-expecting to see something slimy and unpleasant looming, but there were only the exposed beams and plaster and an old-fashioned lampshade hanging precariously low and

  badly in need of a dust.




  You’re highly strung, Theresa. Wasn’t that what Martin was always telling her? You imagine things. I sometimes think you live in a fantasy world.




  Carefully, Tess cleared her throat. Let Vanessa think she had been spooked by the cat.




  ‘That was Richard’s cat. Ashrafar.’




  ‘Ashrafar?’ Vanessa echoed disapprovingly. ‘What kind of name is that?’




  ‘I’ve no idea. When I asked Richard why he’d called her that, he just smirked.’ She was beginning to feel a bit steadier. Of course there was nothing there.




  Now that the sensation of dread had gone, Tess could hear a faint sound, somewhere between a scrape and a thud, reverberating around the room. Something about it made her nerves twitch and

  tense. ‘What’s that noise?’ she asked Vanessa, who was fussily brushing cat hairs from the bedcover and tutting at the mess.




  ‘What noise?’




  Tess opened her mouth to describe it but was interrupted by the unmistakable whine of a drill starting up on the other side of the wall and her shoulders slumped with a disproportionate sense of

  relief.




  What did you think it was, Tess?




  ‘Oh, yes. Richard said they were doing up the house next door.’ She had to raise her voice over the sound of the drilling until they could close the door behind them.




  ‘For heaven’s sake, Tess,’ said Vanessa, heading back to the front door. ‘This place is dingy and dirty and a dump! You’ve got to share it with an unknown

  joiner and a filthy cat, and to top it off, you’ve got builders next door so you won’t be able to hear yourself think! Why don’t you get somewhere decent?’




  Because that’s what you want me to do. This time I’m doing what I want to do.




  Tess bit down on the words. ‘Because I can’t afford it,’ she said evenly instead.




  The door of the flat opened straight onto a steep flight of stairs that led down to the nondescript street door. Vanessa was right: it was dingy. Richard was interested in his records. He

  didn’t care about his surroundings. He’d bought the flat when he moved to York and Tess suspected he hadn’t done anything to improve it.




  But she had made the decision and she was going to stick by it.




  ‘Besides,’ she said as Vanessa gathered up her bag and hunted for her car keys, ‘I promised Richard I would stay and look after Ashrafar. If it hadn’t been for Richard,

  I’d still be looking for a job and living with Mum. As it is, I’ve got a free flat in a great location and I can work at home so I can fit in with picking Oscar up from school.

  He’s thrilled at the idea of having a cat.’




  Which was true, Tess reminded herself, wishing that she didn’t sound as if she was talking herself into it. Oscar loved animals but Martin wouldn’t have them in the house. Once, Tess

  had steeled herself to suggest that a cat wouldn’t be too much trouble.




  A cat? Martin’s lip had curled in disgust. Revolting creatures, covered in spit and hair. It’s out of the question, Theresa.




  ‘I feel really lucky,’ she told Vanessa. And she was lucky. Tess forced herself to shake off the uneasiness she had felt ever since she let herself in. It was nothing a

  bright day wouldn’t cure. ‘It’s going to be great.’




  ‘Sam and Rosie got a trampoline.’




  ‘Mmm.’ Tess wiggled the key into the lock and opened the door so that Oscar could slip under her arm. Since Oscar had met Vanessa’s children she had heard a lot about what Sam

  and Rosie had. ‘Sam and Rosie also have a garden. But you know what they don’t have?’ she added quickly, before he could object to the limitations of his new home.




  ‘What?’




  ‘A cat.’ It didn’t sound much compared to a trampoline, but Tess infused her voice with as much enthusiasm as she could. ‘Remember I told you about how we’re going

  to look after Ashrafar?’




  Oscar’s face lit up. ‘Will she sleep on my bed?’




  ‘That’s up to her.’ There was no point in making promises on behalf of a cat, after all.




  Tess was feeling better about the flat. After Vanessa had left, she had finished putting away the shopping. She had opened all the windows in spite of the drizzle, and cleaned the kitchen and

  the bathroom. She had unpacked the suitcase which held all that she had brought from London. She had made up Oscar’s bed, and set Bink, his stuffed monkey, against his pillow so he would see

  him as soon as he came in. She had set up the two computers she needed to work on the records, and she hadn’t let herself think about the way terror and despair had boiled out of nowhere in

  the back bedroom.




  All day she had heard the builders next door: drilling, banging, shouting to each other over the sound of the radio. The ordinariness of the noise was comforting. Tess told herself that she had

  imagined the atmosphere earlier. It was just part of the strangeness of moving into a new place. The air was not condensed. It was not gathering itself together, bunching as if ready to pounce.

  There was nothing wrong.




  By the time she had left to pick Oscar up from school, she had convinced herself that she had imagined her earlier unease.




  ‘Why don’t you go and see if you can find her?’ she said to Oscar, helping him out of his jacket which was damp with mizzle. ‘Be quiet, though!’ she called after

  him as he turned and charged up the narrow stairs. ‘You don’t want to frighten her.’




  She was smiling, her hands filled with his jacket and his Spiderman lunchbox, as she watched him climb eagerly up to the inner door. One palm was flat against the wall for support, and his

  sweatshirt was bright in the dingy light of the naked bulb hanging in the hallway. It was good to see him growing in confidence, rushing instead of hanging back timidly the way he had done

  before.




  But just as Oscar reached for the door, foreboding whipped in out of nowhere and grabbed Tess by the throat. The certainty that something terrible awaited her son on the other side of the door

  pushed a shout of fear from her mouth. ‘No!’ she cried, and at the top of the stairs, Oscar spun round on the narrow stair in fright and teetered on the edge.




  ‘No! Wait!’ Tess cried again, stumbling up the stairs to catch him before he could fall. ‘I mean . . . I’m sorry, pip,’ she said unsteadily as his mouth trembled.

  The vision of him tumbling into darkness was still crowding her mind, but she could tell that she was frightening him, and she made herself loosen her grip on his hand. She swallowed.

  ‘It’s just . . . you can’t get in without a key. I’ll need to unlock the door.’




  Moving the jacket and lunchbox under her arm, she fumbled in her bag for the key. Her fingers shook as she tried to slot it into the door and ignore the voice in her head that was shouting at

  her to take Oscar and run back down the stairs.




  To go where? Back to her mother? Back to Martin? The key was cold, smooth metal between her clenched fingers. Tess made herself take a breath. She was not going back. She had been

  through this. There was nothing bad waiting inside the flat. She was getting spooked by nothing.




  You’re overimaginative, Martin’s voice whispered in her head and she shook it away.




  Resolutely, she shoved the key into the lock, turned it and pushed open the door before she could change her mind.




  ‘Here we are,’ she said brightly. Too brightly. ‘Let’s get you some juice and then you can look at –’




  She broke off, sucking in a gasp of fright as a figure loomed in the doorway of Richard’s study, and she and Oscar both shrank back instinctively against the door.




  ‘Sorry.’ The figure stepped into the hallway so that she could see him. ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you.’




  She hadn’t seen him for eleven years, but she recognized him straight away.




  Clutching the lunchbox and coat in one arm, Tess grabbed hold of Oscar’s hand with the other and stared. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her heart was still ricocheting off her ribs,

  her mind scrabbling to deal with the lurch from nameless fear to panic to stunned surprise.




  ‘Luke!’ Her voice was thin with shock.




  He was tougher now, bigger than she had remembered somehow and more solid, but the shaggy hair and lean, beaky features were the same. It should have been an ugly face with that big nose and

  those slashing brows but something about the set of his mouth and the sharp intelligence in his eyes made you want to look twice.




  ‘Hello, Tess,’ he said.




  ‘Wh-what are you doing here?’




  She hated the waver in her voice. It had been impossible not to think of Luke when she came back to York, of course. Memories of him were inscribed on every street corner where she had ever

  waited for him; in the dull gleam of the river and the slanting shadows beneath the Minster; in every place where being with him had been enough and life had shimmered with possibilities.




  Luke was long gone, Tess had known that. He hadn’t been able to wait to leave York. Still, she had imagined what it would be like to bump into him again, imagined how cool and composed she

  would be, how he would be the one to stutter and stammer in shock.




  She hadn’t imagined this, the painful jerk of her heart or the swoop of her breath or the jumble in her head. She had wanted to look as if Luke’s rejection had been the best

  thing that had ever happened to her, not drawn and tense and drab, as if every one of her possibilities had long ago disappeared.




  Luke’s eyes had narrowed at her expression. She must look dreadful, Tess realized. And sound pathetic with her tremulous voice. So much for cool and composed.




  ‘Measuring up for shelves,’ he said. ‘Didn’t Richard tell you?’




  ‘You’re the joiner?’




  At least she managed not to stammer that time, but the sound of her middle-class vowels made her flinch inwardly. Did she always sound that la-di-dah? Martin approved of the way she spoke, but

  Luke had always teased her about her prim upbringing and her ‘affected’ voice. He’d always exaggerated his own Yorkshire accent when he talked to her mother, knowing how much it

  irritated her. Susan Frankland had abhorred his scruffy clothes and unshaven face. No wonder she had been so delighted with Martin, who was always immaculately groomed and wore a suit and tie. Tess

  looked at the dark stubble prickling Luke’s jaw, at the ripped jeans and faded T-shirt, and was obscurely glad to see that he hadn’t succumbed to conventionality after all.




  ‘Yeah, I’m a joiner.’ His lip still curled in the same defensive way too. ‘Is that a problem?’




  Oh, God, now she had offended him . . . Ever-present guilt clutched at Tess’s gut, which was still swooping with the shock of seeing him so unexpectedly on top of that strangeness on the

  stairs. He thought she was sneering, and when she remembered that last bitter exchange, when she had accused him of not wanting to make anything of his life, Tess couldn’t quite blame him.

  Luke wasn’t to know just what a mess she had made of her own.




  What did he see when he looked at her? Was he remembering the awkward girl who had plunged so desperately in love with him, or the one who had slimmed down and smartened up at

  university, who had opted for convention after all?




  Or was he shocked by the way she looked now: brittle thin, with a bruised look under her eyes and the long, dark hair he had loved so much now cut short and choppy?




  And why should she care?




  ‘Of course it’s not a problem.’ Tess let go of Oscar’s hand and pressed her fingers against her temple while she struggled to contain her swirling thoughts.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said after a moment. ‘I just moved in this morning. I don’t know if I’m coming or going, and I wasn’t expecting to see you.’




  To her relief the grim expression relaxed very slightly. ‘I thought Richard would have warned you.’




  ‘He didn’t give me a name. He just said that someone would be here.’




  An awkward silence fell. At least, it felt awkward to Tess. Luke seemed unbothered by it, but then it had always been hard to tell exactly what he was thinking.




  They appeared to have dealt with the initial misunderstanding, but there were so many more questions swirling in Tess’s head that she didn’t know where to start. Why had Luke come

  back to York? What had happened to his determination to be a photojournalist? Had he settled down with a wife and family or was he still restless and impatient? Did he remember her as well as she

  remembered him? Had he thought about her over the years? What was he thinking now?




  If only they could have both laughed at the coincidence and relaxed straight away into do-you-remember? Once she had found him easy to talk to; now she stood stiffly, clutching the lunchbox

  under one arm and Oscar with the other. Silent and owl-eyed, Oscar had shrunk into her side at the sight of Luke. When Luke looked at him, he hid his face against Tess’s stomach and tugged at

  her jeans.




  She bent down to hear what he was saying. ‘Speak up, Oscar,’ she said. ‘And say hello to Luke. He’s . . . an old friend of mine.’




  Oscar only shook his head and clung tighter, whispering something about finding the cat.




  Forcing a smile, Tess straightened to look at Luke again. ‘Look, Oscar hasn’t been here before and it’s all new to him.’ She sounded brittle, she knew, but at least it

  was better than quavery. ‘I need to get him settled in first. Would you excuse me a minute?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘Would you like some tea?’




  Amusement flashed in his face at her formal tone and Tess fought the blush that mottled her throat. She might be coming across as an uptight executive’s wife, but Luke wouldn’t have

  forgotten a time when there had been no need for politeness.




  Anyone would think they had never tugged at each other’s clothes, or tumbled frantically onto his bed, never rolled together in the dunes with the North Sea wind brushing sand along the

  beach. In spite of herself, Tess’s blood heated at the memory of how it had been between them. They’d been so different, Luke a biker, playing his bad boy image to the hilt, she the shy

  solicitor’s daughter who’d broken training for a brief, glorious period of rebellion.




  Convention had won out in the end, of course, the way Luke had always said it would. He wouldn’t be at all surprised to see her now, offering tea with frigid formality, Tess knew. She

  half-expected him to roll his eyes and tell her to take the stick out of her arse, but he was turning back to work already.




  ‘Sure,’ he said again. ‘When you’re ready. No hurry.’




  ‘Sorry about that.’ It was some time before Tess elbowed open the study door, holding two mugs of tea. Luke was leaning over, measuring a skirting board. His

  T-shirt had ridden up to give her a glimpse of bare back. She could see the bumps in his spine. Martin didn’t like to be seen less than immaculately dressed, even by his own wife, and for

  Tess the sight of Luke’s exposed skin felt shockingly intimate now. Hastily, she averted her eyes.




  ‘I had to find the cat. Oscar’s been desperate to meet her, and of course she chose now to go out. But fortunately she comes when you shake her biscuit box, and she let him stroke

  her, so he’s thrilled and . . .’ She was babbling. Tess made herself stop and take a breath. This was Luke. There was no reason to be nervous. ‘Anyway, here’s your

  tea.’




  Luke straightened at her words, scribbled a measurement down with the stump of a pencil, then took the mug she held out with a nod of thanks. He always had been a man of few words.




  She had left Oscar watching television with Bink tucked under his arm. He had climbed up onto the sofa and sat with his legs stuck straight out in front of him. He hadn’t liked Luke. He

  was wary of all men, Tess had noticed, but it wasn’t hard to see why he found Luke particularly unapproachable, with those scowling brows and the surly expression she remembered so well. It

  was a shame Oscar couldn’t see him smile. Luke looked quite different then.




  He wasn’t smiling now as he took a sip from the mug. ‘You remembered how I take my tea,’ he said.




  Her face warmed. ‘My head’s full of useless information like that.’




  It had seemed easy in the kitchen. Take Luke tea. Have a chat about ground rules. Be adult. But now she was there, facing him, the room was jangling with memories of the things they’d done

  together, the things they’d said to each other.




  The things they’d felt for each other.




  She studied him surreptitiously over the rim of her own mug. He had filled out over the past ten years and grown into that beaky nose. Where once he had been thin and wiry, now he was lean and

  hard. But that shuttered, self-contained air was exactly the same. He was leaning back against an empty bookcase, drinking his tea, and something about the way he filled the space set a burn

  spreading from her chest to her throat.




  She swallowed, made a big thing of drinking her own tea. ‘So . . .’ She cleared her throat. ‘How are you, Luke?’




  ‘I’m good. You?’




  ‘Fine.’ She smiled a brittle smile and knew he didn’t believe her. She had looked in the mirror. There were shadows under her eyes and she looked gaunt and older than her

  thirty years. Funny how she had used to long to be thin. Now she would happily trade her hollow cheeks and jutting shoulder blades for the bloom a few extra pounds would give her.




  She kept the smile. Just because they’d once been lovers didn’t mean they couldn’t be polite. ‘How long have you been a joiner?’ She hated the way her voice came

  out with that undercurrent of unconscious condescension. A joiner? How marvellous. She hadn’t actually said it, but that was the way it would sound to Luke, she knew. He had always

  had a massive chip on his shoulder about her solidly middle-class background. He would have had her down as a yummy mummy the moment he saw Oscar.




  It hadn’t mattered before, not to her. But now she was so attuned to gauging how Martin was going to react that she existed in a state of constant fretfulness, wondering if she had said

  the right thing or the wrong thing. Look at her now, Tess thought, exasperated with herself, tying herself into knots wondering what Luke thought of her. What did it matter what he

  thought? Chances were he wasn’t thinking of her at all.




  His expression hadn’t even flickered. ‘Just since I came back to York,’ he said. ‘My mum died last year, and Dad’s not managing very well on his own. He had a

  stroke a couple of years ago, and refused to have any help, so one of us had to be around. I flipped a coin with my brother, and I lost.’ He shrugged. ‘I was freelance so it was easier

  for me.’




  ‘I’m sorry about your mum,’ said Tess honestly. She remembered Betty Hutton, a sparrow of a woman with shrewd eyes and a disconcerting cackle of laughter. ‘I always liked

  her.’
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