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Foreword 

Dear Reader, 

Thank you for picking up this Lucinda Riley novel. I’m Lucinda’s son, Harry Whittaker. If you know my name, it will no doubt be from Atlas: The Story of Pa Salt, the conclusion to Mum’s Seven Sisters series, which became my responsibility after her death in 2021. 

I wanted to explain how The Hidden Girl has come to be published in 2024. To do so, I must provide a potted history of Mum’s work, so I hope you’ll indulge me. 

From 1993 to 2000, Mum wrote eight novels under the name Lucinda Edmonds. Her career was seemingly cut short by a book called Seeing Double. The fictional plot suggested that there was an illegitimate member of the British Royal Family. The recent death of Princess Diana and subsequent monarchical turmoil meant bookshops deemed the project too much of a risk. Consequently, Lucinda Edmonds orders were cancelled, and her contract was voided by her publishers. 

Between 2000 and 2008, Mum wrote three novels, all of which went unpublished. Then, in 2010, she had a breakthrough. Her first book as Lucinda Riley – Hothouse Flower – hit the shelves. Under this new name, she went on to become one of the world’s most successful writers of female fiction, having sold sixty million books at the time of writing. Alongside her brand-new novels, Mum rewrote three ‘Edmonds’ books: Aria (which became The Italian Girl), Not Quite an Angel (which became The Angel Tree) and the aforementioned Seeing Double (which became The Love Letter). As for the three unpublished novels, all have now been released with great success.

This brings me on to The Hidden Girl. It was originally published in 1993 under the title Hidden Beauty, and was the second novel Mum penned, aged twenty-six. She often spoke of how proud she was of the story, and it was her intention to reintroduce it to the world. Sadly, she never had the opportunity. 

When I read it for the first time, I was enormously impressed. In these pages, you will discover thwarted ambition, forbidden love, revenge and murder . . . culminating in a fatal, forgotten prophecy from the past. It struck me that the manuscript contained so much of what Lucinda would bring to the fore in her later work – glamorous locales, the meaning of family and the ability of love to transcend generations. But, as ever, she does not shy away from difficult realities such as depression, alcoholism and sexual violence against women. 

There’s no doubt that Lucinda has always been one of the world’s best storytellers, but her authorial voice naturally matured over her thirty-year career. She conducted extensive work on her three previous rewrites, changing plots, adding characters and amending her style. Consequently, I have undertaken the role here, refreshing and updating the text, helping to turn the ‘Edmonds’ into a ‘Riley’. 

The process has been challenging. Naturally, I wanted to keep the original work as intact as possible, but it was my responsibility to modernise perspectives and sensibilities without ripping the heart out of the novel. The world has changed a great deal in thirty years, and internet commentary seems to grow more vicious by the day. I hope I have managed to walk the tightrope successfully, and done Mum justice. I must stress that she was highly familiar with the world you are about to be immersed in. Her early life was spent as an actor and model, and I am certain that parts of this book were based on personal experiences. 

As Lucinda’s readers will be aware, Mum often chose to structure her fiction around real historical events, quite often to tell lesser-known stories from those periods. The Seven Sisters series captures the tensions of the World Wars, the conflict between Britain and Ireland, the American civil rights movement, plus the challenges faced by Aboriginal Australians and the Roma people of Spain. In The Hidden Girl, Lucinda portrays the horrors of the Treblinka extermination camp in occupied Poland during the Second World War. The topic was clearly important to her, as it will no doubt be to all compassionate and engaged citizens. She would be hopeful that the fictional events portrayed in this novel might encourage wider reading around the Holocaust. 

And so, The Hidden Girl is hidden no more. To Lucinda’s returning readers, Mum is waiting for you like an old friend, ready to pull you into the past and waltz you across the globe. As for new readers, welcome! I’m thrilled you have decided to choose to spend some time with Lucinda Riley. 

Harry Whittaker, 2024






Prologue

The old woman stared at Leah, then smiled, her face creasing into a thousand wrinkles. Leah thought that she must be at least a hundred and fifty years old. All the children at her junior school said she was a witch and they howled like banshees as they passed her near-derelict cottage on their way home through the village after school. To the adults, she was old Megan, who took in injured birds and used herbal concoctions to mend their broken wings. Some said she was mad, others that she had the gift of healing and strange psychic powers.

Leah’s mother felt sorry for her.

‘Poor old biddy,’ she’d say, ‘all alone in that damp, dirty cottage.’ Then she’d tell Leah to collect a few eggs from the hen-shed and take them round to Megan.

Leah’s heart always beat with fear when she knocked on the crumbling door. Usually, Megan would open it slowly, peer round and grab the eggs out of Leah’s hand with a nod. The door would close and Leah would run as fast as she could back home.

But today, when she had knocked, the door had opened much wider so that Leah could see behind Megan and into the dark recesses of the cottage.

Megan was still staring at her.

‘I . . . I . . . Mum thought you might like some eggs.’ Leah proffered the box and watched the long, bony fingers close around it.

‘Thank you.’

Leah was surprised at the gentle tone. Megan certainly didn’t sound like a witch.

‘Why don’t you come in?’

‘Well, I . . .’

Already an arm had closed around Leah’s shoulder and was propelling her inside.

‘I can’t stay long. Mum’ll wonder where I’ve got to.’

‘You can tell her you were having tea with Megan the witch,’ she chuckled. ‘Sit yourself down over there. I’m about to brew up.’ Megan pointed to one of the battered armchairs placed on either side of a small, empty fireplace.

Leah sat nervously, her hands clasped under her legs. She looked around the cramped kitchen. On every wall, there were shelves filled with old coffee jars full of strange-coloured potions. Megan pulled a jar down, opened it and put two teaspoons of yellow powder into an ancient stainless-steel teapot. She added water from the kettle, placed it on a tray along with two cups and set the tray down on a table in front of Leah. Slowly, Megan lowered herself into the other armchair.

‘Will you pour, dear?’

Leah nodded, leaned forward and poured the steaming liquid into the two chipped china cups. She sniffed. The liquid had a strange, acrid smell.

‘It’s all right, I’m not trying to poison you. Here, I’ll sip mine first and you can see if I die. It’s only dandelion tea. It’ll do you good.’ She took the cup in both hands and drank. ‘Try some.’

Leah tentatively put the cup to her lips, trying to breathe through her mouth, the pungent aroma too much for her. She sipped, and swallowed without tasting.

‘There now, that wasn’t too bad, was it?’

Leah shook her head and put the cup down on the table. She fidgeted in her chair as Megan drained her cup.

‘Thank you for the tea. It was very nice. I really must be going. Mum’ll start to—’

‘I’ve watched you pass here every day. You’re going to have extraordinary beauty when you’re older. It’s already starting to show itself.’

Leah blushed as Megan’s piercing green eyes scanned her from top to toe.

‘It may not be the blessing the world thinks it is. Take care.’ Megan frowned, then reached across the table. Leah shuddered as the bony fingers locked in a claw-like grip around her hand. Panic rose inside her.

‘Yes, but I . . . I must go home.’

Megan’s eyes were staring far beyond Leah, and her body was taut. ‘There is evil, I can feel it. You must be on your guard.’ Megan’s voice was rising. Leah was paralysed with fear. The grip around her hand tightened.

‘Unnatural things . . . evil things . . . never mess with nature, you upset the pattern. Poor soul . . . he is lost . . . doomed . . . He will come back to find you on the moors . . . and you will return of your own free will. You can’t alter destiny . . . you must beware him.’

Suddenly, the grip around Leah’s hand slackened and Megan crumpled back into her chair, her eyes closed. Leah jumped to her feet and ran to the front door and out into the street. She did not stop running until she reached the hen-shed at the back of the small terraced house where she lived with her parents. She opened the latch and slumped down onto the floor, causing the hens to scatter.

Leah leaned her head back against the wooden wall and allowed her breathing to slow.

The villagers were right. Megan was mad. What had she said about Leah taking care? It was scary. She was eleven years old and she didn’t understand. She wanted her mother, but couldn’t tell her what had happened. Her mum would think she had made it up and say that it wasn’t nice to spread nasty rumours about a poor, helpless old lady.

Leah stood up and slowly made her way to the back door. The secure smell of home calmed her as she stepped into the warm kitchen.

‘Hello, Leah, just in time for tea. Sit yourself down.’ Doreen Thompson turned and smiled, then a frown of concern crossed her brow. ‘Why, Leah, whatever is wrong? You’re as white as a ghost.’

‘Nothing, Mum. I’m fine. I’ve just got a tummy-ache, that’s all.’

‘Growing pains, most likely. Try and put some food inside you and I’m sure you’ll feel better.’

Leah crossed to her mother and hugged her tight.

‘Now, what’s all this about?’

‘I . . . I love you, Mum.’ Leah nestled into the comforting arms and felt much better.

But the following week, when her mother asked her to take the eggs round as usual to Megan, she adamantly refused.

Megan died six months later and Leah was glad.





Part One

June 1976 to October 1977






1

Yorkshire, June 1976

Rose Delancey dropped her fine sable brush into the jar of turpentine. She put down her palette on the paint-spattered workbench and sank into the threadbare armchair, pushing her heavy titian hair away from her face. She picked up the photograph from which she had been working and compared it with the completed painting resting on the easel in front of her.

The likeness was excellent, although she found it difficult to distinguish between one sleek mare and the next. However, while she was trying to gather a collection of work to show at the London gallery, paintings like this paid the bills.

The work had been commissioned by a wealthy local farmer who owned three racehorses. Ondine, the chestnut mare staring soulfully at Rose from the painting, was number two. The farmer was paying her five hundred pounds for each painting. This would allow her to replace the roof of the rambling stone farmhouse where she and her children lived. It wouldn’t stretch to solving the deteriorating damp problem, or make any headway into the dry rot and woodworm, but it was a start.

Rose was banking on the exhibition. If she could sell just a few of her paintings, it would make all the difference to her mounting debts. The constant promises to the bank manager were wearing thin and Rose knew she was treading a very fine line.

But it was a long time since she had shown – almost twenty years. People may have forgotten her since those heady days when she was adored by critics and public alike. Rose had been young, beautiful and immensely gifted . . . but then it had all gone wrong, and she had left the bright lights of London to live in seclusion here, in Sawood, on the rolling moors of Yorkshire.

Yes, the exhibition in April next year was certainly a gamble, but it had to pay off.

Rose stood up and manoeuvred her large frame expertly through the clutter of her small studio. She stared out of the picture window at the serenity beyond. The view never ceased to fill her with peace and was the main reason she had bought the farmhouse. It was perched on top of a hill, with an uninterrupted view of the valley below. The sliver of silver water known as Leeming Reservoir far beneath contrasted well with the thorough greenness of its surroundings. She’d hate to lose this view, but she knew that if the exhibition failed, the farmhouse would have to be sold.

‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ Rose slammed her fist down on the solid grey stone of the windowsill.

Of course, there was another option. There always had been another option, but it was one she had resisted taking for nigh on twenty years.

Rose thought of her brother, David, with his penthouse in New York, country residence in Gloucestershire, a villa on an exclusive island in the Caribbean and the oceangoing yacht moored somewhere along the Amalfi Coast. Many were the nights, when she had listened to the drip-dripping of water into the metal saucepan placed to the right of her bed, that she had thought of asking him for help. She would far rather face eviction than ask him for money. Things had gone too wrong, too long ago.

Rose had not seen her brother for many years, only keeping track of his meteoric rise in the corridors of power through newspaper articles. Most recently, she had read of the death of his wife eight months before, which had left him widowed with a boy of sixteen.

Then, a week ago, she had received a telegram.

Dear Rose stop I have severe business commitments for the next two months stop my son Brett is out of boarding school on the twentieth of June stop I don’t want to leave him alone stop still mourning the death of his mother stop could he come to you stop country air do him good stop pick him up end August stop David.

The arrival of the telegram had prevented Rose from entering her studio for five days. She had taken long walks over the moors, trying to reason why David was doing this.

Well, there was little to be done. David had presented her with a fait accompli. The boy was coming, probably a spoiled brat with airs and graces who would not take kindly to staying in a crumbling farmhouse with nothing to do save watch the grass grow.

She wondered how her own children would feel about the arrival of a previously unknown cousin. Rose had to work out a way of explaining the sudden appearance of not only Brett, but also an uncle who was probably one of the richest men in the world.

Miles, her tall, handsome twenty-year-old, would nod and accept it without question, whereas fifteen-year-old Miranda . . . Rose felt the usual twinge of guilt as she thought of her difficult adopted daughter.

Rose worried that it was due to her that Miranda was such a handful. She was spoiled, rude and fought with Rose about everything. Rose had always aimed to show her as much love as Miles, but Miranda seemed to feel that she could never compete with the bond between mother and son, flesh and blood.

Rose had tried so hard to love Miranda, to do her best. But instead of Miranda helping to bring a family atmosphere into the house, Rose found that she only created tension. The mixture of guilt and lack of communication between mother and daughter meant that, at best, they tolerated each other.

Rose knew how impressed Miranda would be by Brett’s arrival and his father’s amazing wealth. No doubt she would flirt. She was a very pretty girl with a long line of broken hearts behind her already. Rose wished that she wasn’t so . . . obvious. Her body was already well developed and she made no attempt to conceal it. She made the most of her stunning blonde hair. Rose had given up forbidding the bright red lipstick and the short skirts, as Miranda would sulk for days and the atmosphere in the house lasted as long.

She checked her watch. Miranda would be arriving home from school shortly and Miles was on his way from Leeds, where his university term had just ended. She’d asked Mrs Thompson to lay on a special spread for tea.

Rose would join them and announce the impending arrival of her nephew as though it was the most natural thing in the world for her brother’s child to stay with them during the holidays.

Rose steeled herself. She had a part to play. For none of them must ever know . . .
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‘Leah, how do you fancy coming to help me up at the big house today? Mrs Delancey has a guest coming to stay tomorrow and I have to get one of those upstairs rooms ready and give it a good clean. Thank goodness it’s summer. If we open some of the windows, it should clear the room of that awful damp smell.’ Doreen Thompson wrinkled her nose.

‘Of course I’ll come,’ said Leah, studying her mother. Doreen had thick brown hair worn in a sensible, short style. The recent demi-wave meant that the curls were far too tight on her forehead and at the nape of her neck. Years of hard work and worry had kept her statuesque figure slim, but had added too many lines to the thirty-seven-year-old face.

‘Good. That’s settled then. Go and put on your oldest jeans, Leah. It’ll be filthy dirty in that room. And be quick about it. I want to leave as soon as I’ve prepared your dad’s lunch.’

Leah needed no further bidding. She raced up the stairs, opened the door to her shoebox of a room and scrabbled in the bottom of her wardrobe for a pair of tatty, ancient jeans. She found an old sweatshirt and pulled it on, then sat on the end of her bed so she could see in the mirror to plait her waist-length, mahogany-coloured locks. With the heavy braid hanging down her back, Leah looked younger than her fifteen years, but as she stood up, the mirror reflected the gently developing contours of a much more mature girl. She had always been tall for her age, taking after Doreen, but in the past year she seemed to have shot up, and was a good head and shoulders above the other girls in her class. Her mother was always on about her growing out of her strength, which made Leah feel a bit like a sunflower, and urging her to eat more to fill out her skinny frame.

Leah found her trainers under the bed and quickly tied them, anxious to get up to the big house. She loved it when her mother took her there. The farmhouse had so much space, compared to the confined two-up, two-down that she lived in. And Mrs Delancey fascinated her. She was so different to anyone else Leah knew, and she thought how lucky Miranda was to have her as a mother. Not that she didn’t love her own mother, but with her father to look after and having to work all day, Mum would sometimes get bad-tempered and shout. Leah knew it was only because she got tired, and she tried to help her with the chores as much as she could.

She could only vaguely remember her father when he could walk. He’d been stricken with rheumatoid arthritis when she was four and had spent the past eleven years confined to a wheelchair. He had left his hard, manual job at the woollen mill and her mother had gone to work as housekeeper for Mrs Delancey to bring in some pennies. In all that time, she had never heard her father complain, and knew that he felt only guilt for the way his wife had to care for him and earn them a living.

Leah loved her father dearly and spent as much time as she could keeping him company.

She ran downstairs and knocked on the door of the front room. When her father had become sick, the sitting room had been turned into her parents’ bedroom, and a shower and toilet had been installed by the council in the walk-in pantry just off the kitchen.

‘Come in.’

She opened the door. Mr Thompson was sitting in his usual spot, by the window. The brown eyes that Leah had inherited lit up as he saw his daughter.

‘Hello, pet. Come and give your dad a kiss.’

Leah did so. ‘I’m going to the big house with Mum to help her.’

‘Right, lass. I’ll see you later then. Enjoy yourself.’

‘I will. Mum’s bringing in your sandwiches.’

‘Lovely. Bye, pet.’

Leah closed the door and went into the kitchen, where her mother was covering a plate of Spam sandwiches with greaseproof paper.

‘I’ll pop these in to your dad and we’ll be off, Leah,’ she said.

It was a two-mile walk from Oxenhope up to the tiny hamlet of Sawood where Mrs Delancey’s farmhouse sat on top of the hill. Mrs Thompson usually cycled, but today, as Leah was with her, they walked briskly away from the village and up the hill towards the moors.

The sun was shining in the bright blue sky, and the day was warm and balmy. Nonetheless, Leah had slung her anorak over her shoulder in preparation for the walk back later, knowing that the temperature on the moors could drop suddenly.

‘I think we’re in for a scorcher this year,’ Doreen commented. ‘Mrs Delancey told me it’s her nephew that’s coming to stay. I didn’t know she had one.’

‘How old is he?’

‘In his teens. It’ll mean Mrs Delancey has a houseful, what with Miles home from university and Miranda breaking up from school. And her in the middle of getting this exhibition organised.’

There was a pause. ‘Can I ask a question, Mum?’ Leah asked.

‘Of course,’ her mother replied.

‘What . . . what do you think of Miles?’

Mrs Thompson stopped and stared at Leah. ‘I like him, of course. I’ve helped bring him up, haven’t I? Why do you ask such a silly question?’

‘Oh, no reason,’ said Leah, seeing the fiercely protective look on her mother’s face.

‘Now, if you were talking about that little madam of a sister, well, some of those things she wears . . . It’s not decent for a girl her age.’

Leah was rather in awe of the daring outfits Miranda wore and she looked on with admiration as the boys flocked round Miranda at Greenhead Grammar School, where the two girls were in the same year. Leah sometimes saw Miranda heading for Cliffe Castle Park after school with a group of the boys from the year above her. She wondered how Miranda managed to look so pretty and grown up in the dull, regulation uniform, when Leah’s own only served to accentuate her lankiness. Although only a month younger than Miranda, Leah felt like a child beside her.

‘I know you say that Mrs Delancey has no money, but Miranda always has new clothes. And they do live in that big house.’

Mrs Thompson nodded knowingly. ‘It’s all on a scale, Leah. Now, take our family, for example. We don’t have two ha’pennies to rub together, same as Mrs Delancey says she doesn’t. But she used to be rich, really rich. So, compared to that, she thinks she’s poor. Do you understand?’

‘I think so.’

‘Miranda complains if she can’t buy a new outfit to go to a party. You complain if there’s no food on the table for tea.’

‘Why isn’t she rich any more?’

Her mother gestured vaguely. ‘Well, I don’t know what she did with all her money, but she only started painting again a couple of years ago, so she probably didn’t sell anything for a long while. Now, enough of this chatter. Hurry your step, lass, or we’ll be late.’

Mrs Thompson opened the back door of the farmhouse, which led directly into the kitchen. The room alone was larger than the entire downstairs of Leah’s house.

Miranda, attired in a bright pink satin dressing gown and furry mules to match, was sitting eating breakfast at the long scrubbed-pine table, her blonde hair catching the sun’s rays.

‘Hello, Doreen, you’ve arrived just in time to make me more toast!’

‘Well, you can sing for it today, young miss. I’ve got my work cut out preparing that room for your mother’s guest.’

‘Then I’m sure Leah wouldn’t mind, would you, darling?’ drawled Miranda.

Leah glanced at her mother, who was preparing to retort, and quickly said, ‘Of course I don’t mind. You go up, Mum, and I’ll join you in a minute.’

Mrs Thompson frowned, then shrugged her shoulders and disappeared out of the kitchen. Leah popped a couple of slices of bread into the toaster.

‘You grow every time I see you.’ Miranda appraised her slowly. ‘Do you diet? You’re very thin.’

‘Oh no, Mum calls me the gannet. I’d lick the plate if she’d let me.’

‘Lucky old you. I just have to look at cream and I put on pounds,’ said Miranda mournfully.

‘But you have a lovely figure. All the boys in our year say so.’ Leah jumped as the toast popped up behind her.

‘Use the low-fat spread, and only a thin layer of marmalade. What else do the boys say about me, then?’ asked Miranda nonchalantly.

Leah blushed. ‘Well, they say they think you’re . . . very pretty.’

‘Do you think I’m pretty, Leah?’

‘Oh, yes, very. I . . . I like your clothes.’ Leah put the plate of toast in front of Miranda. ‘Do you want another cup of tea?’

Miranda nodded. ‘Well, you should tell my dear mama you like my clothes. She goes mad if my hemline’s above my ankles! She’s such a prude. Why don’t you pour yourself some tea and keep me company while I eat this?’

Leah hesitated. ‘I’d better not. I’ve got to go upstairs and help Mum.’

‘Suit yourself. If you have time later, come to my bedroom and I’ll show you the new outfit I bought last Saturday.’

‘I’d love to. See you later, Miranda.’

‘Sure.’

Leah went up two flights of creaking stairs and found her mother vigorously shaking a threadbare rug in the wide corridor.

‘I was just coming to find you. I need help turning the mattress. It’s got mould on one of the corners. I’ve lit the fire in the grate to try and dry the room out a bit.’

Leah followed her into the large bedroom and took one end of the heavy double mattress.

‘Right, lift it onto its side . . . that’s right. I hope you won’t make a habit of letting that madam downstairs treat you like a servant. Give an inch and she’ll take a mile. Next time, you say no, lass. It’s not your job to fetch and carry for her.’

‘I’m sorry, Mum. She’s so grown up, isn’t she?’

Doreen Thompson caught the admiration in her daughter’s eyes.

‘Aye, that she is, and no role model for you, miss.’ Doreen exhaled and placed her hands on her hips. ‘Now, that looks better. We won’t put the sheets on it till the last moment. That’ll give it time to dry out, and with any luck the poor soul will just about avoid pneumonia tonight.’ Her gaze fell to the window. ‘There’s some glass cleaner in that box. Give those filthy panes a good scrub, will you, pet?’

Leah nodded and took the bottle to the leaded window. She ran a finger through the dust on the pane, dislodging a small spider from its web.

‘I’m going downstairs to get the hoover.’

Mrs Thompson went out of the room and Leah set to work on the dirty glass, smearing the liquid and scrubbing until the cloth was black. When she had cleaned four small square panes, she peered out. The sun was still shining and the moors were bathed in light. The view was magnificent, reaching down into the valley, where she could see the chimney-tops of Oxenhope village on the other side of the reservoir.

Leah noticed a figure perched on top of a hillock, perhaps a quarter of a mile away from the house. He was sitting with his arms around his knees, staring down into the valley below him. Leah recognised the thick, black hair. It was Miles.

Miles frightened her. He never smiled, he never said hello; he just . . . stared at her. When he was home, he seemed to spend hours alone on the moors. Only occasionally would she see him, a black silhouette against the sun, trotting across the top of the valley on one of Mr Morris’s horses.

Suddenly, Miles turned around. And, as if he had known that Leah was watching him, he fixed his dark eyes directly upon her. Leah felt his gaze penetrating her. She stood perfectly still, unable to move for a moment, then shuddered and walked quickly away from the window.

Her mum had arrived with the hoover. ‘Come on, Leah, jump to it. You’ve not cleaned more than a quarter of those panes.’

Reluctantly, Leah moved back to the window.

The figure on the hillock had vanished.

‘I wanted to ask you, Doreen, whether Leah would like to earn a bit of pocket money?’

Leah was sitting in the kitchen with her mother, having a cup of tea before the walk back to the village.

Mrs Delancey was standing in the kitchen doorway in a smock covered with a variety of bright, oily colours. She was smiling at Leah.

‘Well now, I’m sure that sounds like a fine idea, doesn’t it, Leah?’ said Mrs Thompson.

‘Yes, Mrs Delancey. What would you want me to do?’

‘You know I have my nephew, Brett, coming to stay tomorrow. The problem is that I’m deep in the middle of painting for my exhibition. I’m going to have little enough time as it is without having to cook every day. I was wondering if you would like to come and help your mother keep the house tidy and make some breakfast and an evening meal for myself and the children. My own are perfectly capable of fending for themselves, but my nephew . . . well, let’s just say he’s used to a far grander lifestyle. Obviously, I’ll pay you more for the extra hours, Doreen, and give Leah something too.’

Mrs Thompson looked at Leah. ‘As long as one of us is around to cook supper for Dad, I’d say it was a fine idea, isn’t it, Leah?’

Leah knew her mother was thinking how the extra pennies would come in handy. She nodded. ‘Yes, Mrs Delancey, I’d like it very much.’

‘Good, that’s settled, then. I’ve got an old bicycle in the barn you can use to get up here. Brett arrives tomorrow afternoon and I’d like you to prepare something special for dinner. We’ll eat in the dining room. Get the Wedgwood service out and make a list of the groceries you’ll need for the week. I’ll ring the farm shop and ask them to deliver. Now, I really must get back to my studio. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Right, Mrs Delancey,’ said Mrs Thompson.

Rose began to walk out of the kitchen, then, in afterthought, turned back.

‘If my nephew seems a little . . . different, take no notice. His mother died not long ago and, as I mentioned, he’s been used to the best.’ Rose seemed to wince. ‘Well, as I said, see you tomorrow.’ She left the kitchen and shut the door.

‘Poor mite, his mother dying when he’s so young.’ Mrs Thompson rinsed the teacups in the sink.

The door opened and in waltzed Miranda, dressed in a tight red miniskirt and a low-cut cheesecloth top.

‘I thought you were coming to see my new outfit, Leah.’

‘Well, I . . .’

‘Never mind. I’ve come to model it for you. What do you think? Isn’t it great?’ Miranda smiled and twirled.

‘I think it’s—’

‘I think it’s high time we were leaving to get your dad’s tea,’ cut in her mother.

Miranda ignored her. ‘I got it from that new boutique in Keighley. I’m going to wear it to dinner tomorrow night for the arrival of my cousin.’ Miranda gave a large grin. ‘You know his father is one of the richest men in the world, don’t you?’

‘Now don’t you go making up stories, young lady,’ reproached Mrs Thompson.

‘It’s true!’ Miranda sat down in a chair and swung her legs onto the table, revealing a large expanse of white thigh. ‘Dear Mama kept that one quiet, didn’t she? Her brother is David Cooper. The David Cooper.’ She stared, waiting for a reaction, and frowned when none came. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of him. He’s world famous. He owns Cooper Industries? One of the largest companies in the world? God only knows why we have to live in this heap, when dear old Rosie has him for a brother.’

‘Don’t call your mum Rosie, madam.’

‘Sorry, Mrs T,’ Miranda replied. ‘And here was me thinking that nothing exciting ever happened around this dump when, out of the blue, I discover I have an uncle who’s loaded, and his son is arriving here tomorrow. And the best news of all – he’s sixteen. I wonder if he’s got a girlfriend?’ she mused.

‘Now, you treat him nicely, Miranda. Poor thing, he lost his mother not long ago.’

Miranda grinned. ‘Rest assured I will, Mrs T . . . Anyway, I’m going to try out my new face pack. See you later.’ She stood up and skipped out of the kitchen.

Mrs Thompson shook her head. ‘Come on, Leah, we’d best be going. It’ll be a busy day tomorrow.’ She wiped her hands on a tea towel and inclined her head towards the door. ‘And I smell trouble.’
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The long black limousine made its way smoothly through the picturesque Yorkshire villages. People gazed at it curiously and tried to make out the shadowy figure behind the tinted glass.

Brett Cooper stared miserably back at them, making grotesque faces that he knew they couldn’t see. The sky had just clouded over and it had begun to rain. The moorland around him looked as desolate as he felt.

Brett stretched forward and pulled a can of Coke from the minibar. The interior of the car reminded him of a luxury tomb, with its plush leather wall-coverings and blinds to all sides so his father could shut out the world.

Brett pressed a button. ‘How far now, Bill?’

‘Only another half an hour, sir,’ the metallic voice replied.

Brett released the button, stretched out his long jean-clad legs and sipped his Coke.

His father had promised to collect him from school and drive with Brett up to Yorkshire to introduce him personally to this aunt of his. But when he had eagerly climbed into the back of the car, he’d found it empty.

Bill, his father’s chauffeur, had told him that Mr Cooper sent his apologies, but he’d had to fly off to America sooner than expected.

On the five-hour drive from Windsor, Brett had experienced anger towards his father for repeating, once more, the pattern of his childhood, fear at having to face this unknown aunt alone, and overwhelming sorrow that his mother was not here to stop him feeling as though his father didn’t give a damn about him.

Tears filled Brett’s eyes as he thought of this time last year. He had flown directly to Nice airport, where his mother had met him. They had driven to the villa she had rented in Cap Ferrat and spent a glorious summer together, just the two of them. His father had visited a couple of times but had spent the days locked in his office or on the yacht, entertaining important business associates who had flown over to see him.

And then, three months later, his mother was dead. He remembered being shown into his housemaster’s study to be told the news.

Brett had gone to his empty dormitory, sat on the edge of his bed and stared into space. All that money and luxury, and yet it had not stopped his mother dying. He hated her for not telling him there was something wrong. Didn’t she know how he would feel about not being there with her at the end?

And his father – he had known, too, but said nothing.

Brett guessed that his father had made a conscious decision to pour all his efforts into his business. It seemed to be the only thing in the world he cared about – in fact, Brett wondered why he had ever bothered getting married. And yet, his mother had been so loyal. She never complained about the fact she rarely saw her husband, or that she and his son seemed to be at the bottom of his list of priorities. He had only heard them arguing once, when he was a child of four.

‘For God’s sake, Vivien, please think about it. New York is a marvellous place to live. When Brett goes to prep school, he can still fly over for the holidays. The apartment is wonderful. At least come and see it.’

His mother had replied in her quiet even tones, ‘No, David, I’m sorry. I want to stay in England so that I’m here if Brett needs me.’

Brett had started to realise, as he had grown up, that his mother had made a choice that day. And that choice had been him. His father had come home less and less after that, basing himself in New York and rarely pressing his wife to join him there again.

When Brett had first started at Eton, boys had asked him what his famous father was like. He would answer ‘great’, or ‘a really good guy’, but the truth was he really didn’t know.

When he was thirteen, David had taken to pulling Brett aside and showing him plans for a new apartment block he had under construction. Brett would try to look interested in what his father had to say.

‘As soon as you’ve left Cambridge, you’ll be coming into the business to learn how it runs. One day, it’ll be yours, Brett.’

He would nod and smile but inwardly grimace. He didn’t have the least interest in understanding his father’s empire. Brett had no head for figures and found statistics impossible. He had only scraped through the Eton entrance exam by gaining such high marks in his English paper.

During the past two years, Brett had started to wake up in cold sweats as the future that had been mapped out by his father began to dawn on him. Last year, in Cap Ferrat, he had opened his heart to his mother about how he felt. He had also shown her some of his paintings. She had stared at them in surprise.

‘Goodness me, darling! I had no idea you could paint like this. They’re exquisite. You have real talent. I must show them to your father.’

David had glanced cursorily at them and shrugged. ‘Not bad. It’s good for a businessman to have a hobby that relaxes him.’

Brett had put his watercolours and easel away. His mother had tried to comfort him and encouraged her son to continue capturing the splendid views from their villa.

‘It’s pointless, Mother. He’ll never let me go to art college, never. He’s got it all planned. He’s so certain about me getting into Cambridge that he never thinks for a minute I might flunk my exams.’

Vivien had sighed. They both knew that if the worst did happen, a place could easily be arranged through a generous donation to the right college.

‘Look, Brett, I promise I’ll talk to him for you. You’re only fifteen. I’m sure that we can make him understand when the time comes. You must continue painting, darling. You show real promise!’

Brett had shaken his head. A month later he had gone back to school and painted his mother sitting on the swing in the garden of their Gloucestershire home. He had copied it from his favourite photograph of her, which showed her delicate beauty at its best. Brett had planned to give it to her for Christmas. But by then she was dead and the painting was still gift-wrapped under his bed at school. He had refused to step into the art room since.

After eight months, Brett still felt as though she had died yesterday. His mother had been the centre of his world, his rock and his security. He felt so vulnerable now that there was no mediator between him and his father.

He had presumed that he would go home to the house in Gloucestershire for these summer holidays, or maybe Antigua. So when he had received the letter, typed by Pat, David’s personal assistant, telling him that his father was packing him off to Yorkshire to stay with some aunt he’d never heard of, it had only added to his despair. He’d tried in vain to contact his father in New York and protest, but Pat had intercepted his calls.

‘Your father is adamant you should go, Brett, dear, as he has such a busy schedule for the next couple of months. I’m sure you’ll be fine. I’m cabling five hundred pounds over to you as spending money. Let me know if you want more, won’t you?’

Brett knew there was little point in arguing. What David Cooper wanted, he got.

The intercom buzzed. ‘Another five minutes, sir, and we’ll be there. You can see the house from here. If you look to your left, it’s the one perched on top of the hill.’

Brett looked, and through the drizzle, he saw it. A large grey stone building, set alone in the surrounding moorland. It looked desolate and terribly unwelcoming, like something out of a Dickens novel.

‘Bleak house,’ he muttered to himself. His heart started beating faster as the limousine climbed the hill. For the thousandth time, he wished his mother was sitting next to him, telling him that everything was all right.

The car came to a smooth halt in front of the house. Brett took a deep breath. His mother wasn’t here, and he had to face this alone.

Rose heard the car draw up. She peered out of the corner of her studio window and saw the grand limousine, which boasted tinted glass. She watched as the chauffeur got out of the front seat and walked round to open the passenger door. Rose sucked in her breath as a tall young man got out. The chauffeur shut the door behind him, and she realised that Brett had come alone.

‘Thank God,’ Rose breathed out. Then, from her unseen vantage point, she studied her brother’s son.

Rose recognised the titian hair as her own colour. The boy turned round and she saw David’s deep, blue eyes and strong jawline. Brett was an extremely handsome young man. She watched him nervously fiddling with something in the pocket of his jacket as the chauffeur unloaded the suitcases from the boot and walked towards the front door. Something about the boy struck Rose as forlorn. He’s probably far more nervous than I am, she thought. The bell rang, and Rose quickly checked her appearance in the mirror. She heard Mrs Thompson open the front door, just as Rose had asked. She had packed Miles and Miranda off horse-riding for the afternoon, wanting to have some time with Brett alone.

Rose heard a voice uncannily like David’s talking to Mrs Thompson as she led him through to the sitting room. She tentatively opened the door and walked slowly down the hallway. The chauffeur was bringing in the last suitcase.

‘Ms Cooper, I presume.’

‘No, it’s Delancey, actually.’

‘Sorry, Ms Delancey. Mr Cooper sends his thanks. He also asked me to give you this to cover Brett’s keep.’ The chauffeur handed Rose an envelope.

‘Thank you. Would you like a cup of tea and something to eat? It’s a long drive back.’

‘No, Ms Delancey. Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got to push straight off. I’m picking some people up from Leeds Bradford Airport at five.’

‘Sounds as though David works you too hard.’

‘He keeps me busy, but I enjoy it. I’ve been with him for nearly thirteen years and I’ve known Brett most of his life. He’s a good kid and he won’t cause you any trouble. If he seems a bit quiet, well, he’s not had an easy time of it. He adored his mother. It was such a tragedy.’

‘Don’t you worry, I’ll take care of him. I’m sure we’ll get along fine. Drive carefully.’

‘I will.’ Bill tipped his hat. ‘Goodbye, Ms Delancey.’

Rose closed the front door and heard the limousine drive off. She tore the envelope open and found a ‘Cooper Industries’ compliment slip and a thousand pounds in cash.

‘My goodness,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll have to feed him caviar and champagne every night to get through this much.’ Rose tucked the envelope into a pocket of her voluminous skirt, wondering how soon she could get the builder in to quote for the roof, and opened the door to the sitting room.

Whatever Brett had expected his unknown aunt to look like, it was certainly not the woman who walked through the door.

His mother had always wondered from whom Brett had inherited his unusual red-gold hair colour, and now he knew.

His Aunt Rose was a full-figured lady, dressed in a brightly coloured blouse and a peasant skirt. Brett could see that she had once been a very beautiful woman. As he looked through his artist’s eyes, he saw the fine bone structure, marked by prominent high cheekbones. Her huge green eyes dominated her face and she shared her wide, voluptuous lips with his father. Rose smiled at him, showing an even set of white teeth. Her face looked familiar, and Brett was sure he’d seen her somewhere before, but he couldn’t place her.

‘Hello, Brett, I’m Rose.’ She spoke in a rich, deep voice.

Brett stood up. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Aunt Rose.’ He held out his hand, but, instead of taking it, she clasped him in a tight embrace. He smelled strong perfume and something else . . . yes, he was sure that it was the distinctive smell of oil paint. Rose let him go, sat down on the sofa and patted the seat next to her. He sat down and Rose took his hand in hers.

‘It’s lovely to have you with us, Brett. You must feel a little strange at the moment, having to come here and stay with relatives you’ve never met before. I’m sure you’ll soon settle down. You must be hungry after that long drive. Would you like something to eat?’

‘No, thank you. Bill filled a hamper for me to eat on the way up here.’

‘Perhaps a cup of tea, then?’

‘Yes, that would be lovely.’

‘I’ll tell Doreen to bring some through.’

While Rose went to the kitchen, Brett looked around the room. It was untidily crammed with old furniture and bric-a-brac, but what caught his attention were the distinctive paintings on the wall . . .

‘How long did the journey take?’ Rose sat next to him once more.

‘Oh, about five hours. The traffic was good.’

‘You must be tired, though.’

‘I am, a bit.’

‘I’ll show you up to your room after we’ve had some tea. The house is very quiet as my children are out riding. Maybe you’d like to have a lie-down before dinner.’

‘Maybe,’ said Brett.

There was a pause as Rose tried to think of something to say.

‘Ah, here’s Doreen with tea. Do you take sugar?’

‘No thank you, Aunt Rose.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, drop the “aunt” part, will you?’ Rose smiled. ‘You’re almost grown up now and it makes me feel ancient. My children call me Rose too. I so hate “Mother” or “Mum”.’

Rose bit her lip as she watched the anguish on Brett’s face. The confident, arrogant boy whose arrival she’d expected could not be more in contrast to the shy, tense young man who was so obviously still grieving for his mother.

‘You’ll meet Miles and Miranda at dinner tonight. She’s fifteen, only a few months younger than you, so you should be able to keep each other company.’

‘How old is your son?’

‘Miles is twenty and just home from his second year at Leeds University. He doesn’t say much, so don’t worry if it takes time to get to know him. I’m sure you’ll get along fine.’ Rose could hardly believe she was having this conversation. ‘Well, if you’ve finished your tea, I’ll take you upstairs to your room.’

Brett followed Rose up two flights of creaking stairs and along a lino-clad passageway.

‘Here we are. I’m afraid it’s basic, but the view from this window is the best in the house. Well, I’ll leave you to unpack. If you need anything, Doreen is usually in the kitchen. I’ll see you at eight for dinner.’ Rose smiled at him and closed the door.

Brett looked at the room that would be his for the next two months. There was a double bed, with an old patchwork quilt thrown over it. The linoleum covering the floorboards was worn and there were large cracks in the plaster on the ceiling. Brett walked to the window and looked out. The drizzle had turned to rain and grey clouds were covering the tops of the hills in the distance. He shivered. The room was cold and smelled of damp. He heard a faint dripping sound and noticed a small puddle of water near the door. Concerningly, the ceiling above the puddle was sagging heavily.

A lump arrived in Brett’s throat. He felt deserted, miserable and completely alone. How could his father have sent him here, to this terrible, desolate place? He threw himself face-down on the bed and started to cry for the first time since his mother had died.

His tears fell for a long time, then, realising that he was physically shivering, Brett climbed under the quilt, fully clothed, and fell into an exhausted sleep.

That was how Rose found him, three hours later. After shaking him gently and getting no response, she tip-toed out of the room and closed the door.
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Brett opened his eyes and blinked as rays of golden sun streamed in through the window. For a moment, he couldn’t remember where he was. As he came to, he sat up and looked out of the window at the beautiful greenery beyond. He could hardly believe that the sun could turn a desolate landscape into a scene of such tranquillity.

Brett turned over and stretched. Then he saw her.

She was standing by the door, holding a tray in both hands. She was tall and almost waif-like in her thinness, and had a head of glorious dark brown hair, reaching nearly to her waist. Her eyes were also deep brown, with long black lashes framing them. Her face was heart-shaped, with lips of a natural red, and a small retroussé nose.

With the sun shining directly onto her, sending dancing lights through her locks, she looked so perfect that Brett wondered if he was seeing a vision of the Madonna. Then he realised that madonnas didn’t usually carry breakfast trays or wear sweatshirts and jeans, so she had to be real. Quite simply, this was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

‘Hello,’ she said shyly. ‘Mum thought you might be hungry.’

The girl spoke in a soft, Yorkshire accent. So this was Miranda, thought Brett. Wow, two whole months with her for company. Maybe this holiday wasn’t going to be quite as bad as he’d anticipated.

‘That’s very kind of her. Actually, I’m starving. I think I missed out on dinner last night.’

‘You did.’ She smiled, showing her flawless, pearl-white teeth. ‘I’ll put the tray on the end of the bed. There’s bacon and eggs under the dish, and some toast and tea.’

Brett watched as she moved gracefully towards him and set the tray down.

‘Thanks, Miranda. I’m Brett, by the way.’

Her lovely face creased as she frowned and shook her head. ‘Oh no, I’m not—’

‘Was somebody mentioning my name?’ A girl with bright blonde hair, a pair of tight riding jodhpurs and a T-shirt that showed a large amount of cleavage burst through the door. The girl would have been very pretty if her face had not been plastered with unsubtle make-up. She bounced over to him and sat on the edge of the bed, sending the tray skidding onto the floor with a clatter of breaking china.

‘Sod it! Who put that tray there? Clean it up, will you, Leah?’ She smiled at Brett as the other girl knelt on the floor. ‘Miranda Delancey, your cousin, or should I say step-cousin, as dear old Rosie adopted me when I was little.’

Brett’s heart sank. He watched the girl called Leah struggling to pick up the shards of crockery from the mess of bacon and eggs on the floor.

‘Good to meet you,’ he said to Miranda, then jumped out of bed. ‘Let me help you with that.’ He knelt beside Leah.

‘Let her do it, it’s what she’s paid for,’ said Miranda, swinging her legs onto the bed.

Brett watched a glimmer of anger cross the brown eyes as he handed Leah the last piece of china from the floor.

‘It’s done now,’ said Brett, standing upright.

‘I’ll go and get a broom and a cloth from downstairs to clean up the mess. Will you be wanting your breakfast up here still?’

Brett looked into Leah’s clear eyes, thinking that breakfast was the last thing on his mind. ‘No, I’ll come down for it.’

Leah nodded, picked up the tray and left the room.

‘Who is she?’ Brett asked Miranda.

‘Leah Thompson, the housekeeper’s kid. She helps around the house during the holidays,’ said Miranda dismissively. ‘Now, on to more important things, like what you and I are going to do today. Rosie has put me in charge of the Brett Cooper entertainments committee, and I intend to see to it that you are not left alone for a minute.’

Brett was taken aback by the determined gaze in her eyes. He was unused to girls of his own age, being at an all-boys school and spending most of his holidays in the company of adults. Miranda was looking him up and down and Brett felt himself blushing.

‘Well? What do you want to do today?’

‘I . . . well . . . I—’

‘Do you ride?’

Brett gave a swallow. ‘Yes.’

‘That’s settled then. When you’re ready, we’ll go over to old Morris’s place and take a couple of horses out on the moors for a nice long trot. Get to know each other better.’ Miranda swept her hand through her hair and stared at him.

‘Fine. Er, could you tell me where the bathroom is? I think I ought to wash and change out of these clothes.’

‘Down the passage, second door on the left. What happened to you last night? I got all dressed up for dinner especially.’

‘I . . . well . . . I was tired from the journey, I think.’

‘I hope you don’t usually make a habit of sleeping in your clothes.’ Miranda jumped off the bed. ‘I’ll wait for you downstairs. Don’t be too long, will you now?’ She disappeared from the room.

Brett gathered himself and padded along the corridor. He soon found the bathroom and turned on the taps to run a bath. The water coughed and spluttered and when it finally made an appearance, it was a strange yellow colour.

He took off his crumpled clothes and climbed in, trying his best not to notice the brown, gritty sediment lying along the bottom of the ancient iron tub. When he closed his eyes, he was met by a vision of Leah standing in the doorway of his room. He felt overwhelming disappointment that she was not the girl he would be spending the holiday with.

Twenty minutes later, he was sitting in the comfortable kitchen eating a large plate of bacon and eggs. Miranda was chattering ten to the dozen about her plans for the next two months, and Leah was helping her mother with the drying-up.

‘Right, time to be off,’ said Miranda. ‘It’s only a half-mile walk to the farm. We could cycle if you want.’

‘No, a walk would do me good.’

Miranda led him out of the kitchen door and Brett stopped and turned round. ‘Bye, Leah. See you later.’

‘Bye, Brett.’

‘Do you not think I should say good morning to Aunt . . . I mean Rose before we go?’ Brett asked Miranda, who was striding down the hill at a brisk pace.

‘God, no. She’s locked away in her studio and it’s on pain of death that you disturb her. She only comes out to eat.’

‘What kind of studio?’

‘Oh, didn’t you know? Rosie used to be a famous painter back in the dark ages. She hasn’t done anything for yonks, then a couple of years ago she cleared out one of the downstairs rooms and turned it into a studio. She’s having an exhibition in London next year. Her big comeback or something. Personally, I think she’s wasting her time. I mean, who’s going to remember her from twenty years ago?’ Miranda sniffed.

Things were falling rapidly into place as Brett walked down the hill. That smell of oil paint when she had hugged him, the paintings on the wall in her sitting room, and Rose’s face . . . of course!

‘Is Rose’s second name Delancey?’

Miranda nodded. ‘Yes, why?’

‘Miranda, I can tell you now that your mother was the toast of the art world twenty years ago. Arguably, she was the most famous female artist in Europe, then she suddenly disappeared off the scene altogether.’

Miranda wrinkled her nose. ‘Personally, I can’t stand her paintings. They’re so strange. Anyway, you seem to know a lot about her. Interested in art, are you?’

‘Well, yes, I am actually.’ Brett felt terribly excited, but was puzzled. Why on earth had his father never mentioned that Rose Delancey was his sister? It was something to be tremendously proud of, surely?

‘I’m sure Rosie will be able to spare a couple of seconds to discuss her favourite subject with you. Now, how good a horseman are you? The gelding’s a brilliant ride, but unpredictable, and the mare . . . well, if you want an easy trot, I’d go for her.’

They had reached the stables and Miranda was leading him along the loose-boxes.

‘I’ll take the mare, thanks, Miranda.’

The horses were saddled up and the picnic that Mrs Thompson had made them stowed away in the gelding’s saddlebag. The two of them trotted at a relaxed pace in the direction of the moors.

‘I just can’t believe that this is the same place I arrived at last night. I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite so depressed. It was all so black and gloomy.’

‘It’s like that up here. The weather can change in an instant. It’s amazing how different the moors look when the sun’s shining,’ agreed Miranda.

‘Who owns all this land?’ enquired Brett.

‘Farmers mostly. They graze their sheep on it.’

‘It looks like it stretches for miles.’ Brett gazed across the valley as they trotted onto the open grassland and began ascending the hill.

‘It does. That’s Blackmoor over the other side of the reservoir. It goes right to the edge of Haworth, three miles away. It gets pretty desolate in the winter up here, you know. We’ve been snowed in hundreds of times.’

Brett suddenly experienced a sense of well-being. He felt glad he had come. And he couldn’t wait to get back and talk to his aunt.

‘Phew,’ said Miranda, wiping her forehead. ‘It’s a hot one today. When we get to the brow I think we should sit and have a drink.’

‘Fine.’

Fifteen minutes later, the horses were tethered and Brett and Miranda were lying high up the hill in the rough grass, drinking Coke.

‘Oh look!’ Miranda shot up. ‘There’s Miles, down there, on the horse.’

Brett sat up and looked down the valley in the direction Miranda was pointing. He saw a small figure in the distance trotting across the moors on a large black horse.

‘He spends most of his time riding on the moors when he comes back from university,’ Miranda said softly, with a touch of wistfulness in her voice.

‘What’s he studying?’

‘History. I quite miss him when he’s not around.’ Miranda tugged at a lump of grass. ‘We used to spend a lot of time together when he was at home. Miles is different from other people . . . so quiet . . .’ Her voice trailed off, then she turned to Brett and the seriousness left her face as she smiled. ‘Me, I like lively people, lots of noise and action, you know. I’m moving to London as soon as I leave school. It’s so dull here – nothing ever happens!’

‘I think it’s quite beautiful,’ murmured Brett.

‘Yes, but you don’t have to live here, do you? I mean, I’m sure you go to fancy parties and famous restaurants all the time.’

Brett thought about the number of times he had been paraded around at a function of David Cooper’s like a prize poodle, desperate to get home and out of the stiff, formal suit his father liked him to wear.

‘Really, Miranda, those kinds of things aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.’

‘Well, I want to try them for myself. I want to be super-rich one day, then I can buy anything I want. I’d have a whole room full of designer clothes, and shoes to match. I’d have a huge house, and a Rolls-Royce, and . . .’

Brett lay back in the grass and wondered why the entire world thought that money bought happiness. He knew it didn’t.

Later, they took the horses back across the moors to the stable and walked home.

Mrs Thompson was in the kitchen, preparing supper.

‘Have a good ride, both of you?’ She smiled.

‘Great thanks,’ answered Brett.

‘Mrs Delancey wants to have dinner in the dining room again tonight, as you missed out on it yesterday. It’ll be ready for eight. Now, how about a nice cup of tea?’

At eight o’clock that evening, Brett wandered downstairs and into the dining room. It was deserted, so he went and sat down in an old leather chair, placed by the big, mullioned windows.

Leah came in, carrying a tray of soup bowls, which she proceeded to place on the scratched oak dining table.

‘Here, let me help you, Leah.’ Brett stood up.

‘No, I can manage fine. Mrs Delancey’ll be in in a minute.’ She seemed nervous.

‘Do you live here, Leah?’

‘Oh no, I live in the village with my mum and dad.’

‘I see. Miranda was saying today that Haworth isn’t too far away. I’d love to go and see the Parsonage where the Brontës lived.’

Leah’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh yes, you must visit it. I’ve been lots of times. I’ve read all their books, I think they’re wonderful.’

‘So do I. Which novel is your favourite?’

‘Wuthering Heights,’ said Leah without a pause. ‘It’s so romantic.’

Brett watched her blush prettily and move towards the door.

He put a hand on her arm to stop her. ‘Well, as you seem to be the expert, maybe you could take me up there one day and show me round.’

She looked at him, paused, then smiled. ‘Well, yes, if you’d like to, Brett.’

‘I would, very much.’

Rose appeared at the dining-room door and Leah scurried out. She sat down at the top of the table.

‘So, Brett, feeling better after your long sleep?’ Her eyes twinkled.

‘Much. I am truly sorry about last night. I don’t know what hit me.’

‘The Yorkshire air, probably. Miranda tells me you’ve been out riding today. It seems to have done you good. You looked so pale when you arrived. Are you settling in all right?’

‘Yes, fine.’

‘I must apologise for the leak in your room. The builder is coming to take a look at it tomorrow. I’m afraid the whole roof needs replacing.’

‘No problem,’ said Brett politely. ‘Rose, Miranda was telling me today that you have started painting again. I know your work from the fifties and I was wondering if I could come and have a look at your new work sometime.’

Rose’s face lit up. ‘Of course. You’re interested in art, then?’

‘Extremely. I presumed your surname was Cooper, like Dad’s – not Delancey.’

‘I have been in retirement rather a long time. I’m flattered that you know my work. If you’d like to come to the studio after dinner, I’ll show you what I’ve done so far for my exhibition.’

‘Great, I’d love to. But I have to admit that I don’t understand why Dad has never mentioned you before, especially with me being so interested in art.’

Rose opened her mouth to answer, but at that moment, Miranda bounced through the door. ‘Hi, you two.’ She was wearing the tight red miniskirt and cheesecloth top. She sat down along one side of the table and patted the chair next to her. ‘Come and sit next to me, Brett.’

Brett reluctantly did so as Rose clucked. ‘Really, Miranda . . .’

She was interrupted by a deep voice from the doorway. ‘Sorry I’m late, everyone. I hope that the meal hasn’t been held up on my behalf.’

Brett stared at the man who had spoken, and was immediately reminded of his earlier conversation with Leah. His tall stature, black hair and dark eyes reminded Brett instantly of Emily Brontë’s Heathcliff. Brett watched as he kissed his mother and then sat down at the table next to her, before his gaze fell on Miranda. The pair exchanged a look.

Brett recognised, as men could in another male, that Miles was very handsome. As he focussed his eyes on him, Brett momentarily sensed something wild in the young man. The two males held each other’s gaze, before Miles broke into a wide, friendly smile and he extended his arm across the table.

‘Miles Delancey, pleased to meet you, Brett.’ For an instant, Brett felt the power of the well-muscled frame as Miles gripped his hand, then released it.

‘And you.’

Leah entered the room with the soup tureen and began serving Rose. Brett watched her, and as he did so, he noticed that someone else was watching her too. Miles was staring intently at Leah as she moved around the table. He didn’t take his eyes off her once, and Brett saw the slight nervousness as Leah moved next to Miles to serve him. He continued staring at her as she poured the soup into his bowl.

‘How are you, Leah? You seem to have done some growing up since last time I saw you.’ As Miles’s eyes bored into her, Brett watched her give an almost invisible shudder.

‘I’m fine, thanks, Miles.’ Leah quickly moved away towards the door with the empty tureen and Miles averted his eyes.

‘Do begin, everyone,’ said Rose, picking up her spoon.

‘Now, I hope you all realise that a big event is going to take place on the twenty-third of July,’ said Miranda. ‘I’ll be sixteen years of age, and we all know what an important birthday that is, don’t we? Rose, darling Rose, could I have the teeniest of parties to celebrate?’

Rose looked doubtful. ‘Miranda, I have so much work on, the last thing I need is a house full of teenagers.’

‘You asked Miles if he wanted a party when he was sixteen.’ Miranda’s eyes glistened with anger.

Rose knew she was cornered.

‘All right, Miranda, you can have a few friends round on the Saturday night.’

‘Thank you, thank you, Rose. You wouldn’t fancy going out to the pictures or something that evening, would you?’

The look in Rose’s eyes made it clear that she would not, and Miranda knew not to push it any further.

She switched tack. ‘Mrs Thompson and Leah can make some food and serve it, can’t they?’

‘Don’t you think that Leah should be a guest? After all, she is in your year at school,’ Miles said quietly.

Miranda looked at Miles as he smiled at her. She nodded immediately. ‘Of course. Now, I shall have to buy a new dress and I think I’ll have my hair cut like Farrah Fawcett Major’s . . .’

Miranda chatted happily away through the rest of the meal. Miles didn’t say another word, and once dessert was finished, he stood up from the table.

‘Do excuse me, everyone, but I have some work to do. Goodnight.’ He left the room.

‘Is Miles going to study?’ Brett asked politely.

‘No, Brett,’ Rose answered. ‘His big passion is photography. He spends most of his time out on the moors taking photos, and he’s turned one of the smaller rooms upstairs into a darkroom. I expect that’s where he’s gone now. Some of his photographs are quite beautiful.’

‘I should like to see them.’

‘Then you must ask Miles to show them to you. Now, how about you coming with me to my studio?’

‘Oh, yes please!’

Miranda immediately cut in. ‘Oh Brett, I was going to take you upstairs and play you the ABBA album I bought on Saturday.’

‘I’m sure Brett can listen another time.’ Rose stood up from the table and walked towards the door. Brett followed her, flashing an annoyed Miranda a false smile.

He walked with Rose along the corridor to her studio. The room was in darkness, and Rose switched on the light. Brett breathed in the familiar, comforting smell of paint and white spirit. The studio was not particularly large and was cluttered with canvases stacked against the walls. There were the usual artists’ brushes, palettes and tubes of paint strewn on a workbench along one wall.

Brett walked towards the large easel and studied the canvas resting upon it. There was only a basic outline, painted in thick, black strokes. Brett could not make out any particular shapes.

‘Don’t waste your time looking at that. I only started it this afternoon. Come and have a look at one of the finished products.’ Rose was removing one of the canvases from against the wall.

Brett knew that it would be recognisable anywhere as a Rose Delancey. The realist style was still strong, but the colours were softer, more muted than in the harsh, sometimes frightening, paintings that Rose had become famous for.

‘What do you think?’ she asked anxiously.

Brett thought how strange it was to have the great Rose Delancey asking him for an opinion on her work. Realism was not his own style – his work reflected the English Impressionists – but he had always admired Rose’s work for its strength and individuality, and he could see that her new painting had all that, and more.

‘I think that it’s wonderful, Rose, really. It is different from your old work, but it has a subtlety to it that makes you want to look closer.’

Rose breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thank you, Brett, dear. I’ve shown these to nobody else, you know. It may sound silly, but I was frightened that I might have lost my gift for painting.’

‘No, certainly not. I can’t say how valid my opinion is. I mean, I’m only a novice, but I think you should have every confidence about showing this to someone whose opinion does matter. Can I see the others?’

For the following hour, Rose and Brett pored over the eight other completed paintings. She explained each one in detail and the pair analysed colour, shape and form. Rose explained how she felt she was moving out of the realism for which she had become so famous.

‘It’s most odd,’ she mused. ‘When I was very young, I painted in a truly representational style. I was almost too romantic about my subject matter. Then, as I matured to adulthood, I could only see the cold, hard seams and faults of everything I painted and I wanted to highlight this in my work. Critics used to comment that my work was almost masculine. I was also surrounded at the Royal College by the Kitchen Sinkers. And I was heavily influenced by Auerbach and Kossoff, and Graham Sutherland’s work. But since I’ve returned to painting, that feeling has left me. I want people to see beauty, too.’

Brett noticed Rose’s eyes had become misty.

‘They will, Rose. I promise.’

She turned to Brett and smiled. ‘I must be boring you. I’m sorry. Come on. Let’s go and get some coffee from the kitchen, shall we?’

Brett helped Rose stack the finished paintings back against the wall.

‘Why did you stop painting, Rose?’ They were sitting at the kitchen table, sipping their coffee.

Rose’s face clouded over. ‘It’s a long story, Brett. Let’s just say I was drained, that I felt as though I had nothing further to put on canvas. I had success so young. It’s very unusual for a painter to do that, you know.’ She sighed. ‘I just woke up one morning and didn’t want to do it any more.’

‘And it took almost twenty years for the urge to come back?’

‘Yes. But I can’t tell you how much more pleasure I’m getting from painting now. In those days I felt like a machine, churning out the work, working to deadlines for galleries and collectors. Now, there are no expectations from others, only my own need to paint.’

‘I bet you had no trouble securing an exhibition at a gallery.’ Brett smiled.

‘Actually, it was all rather a coincidence. I’d started painting again last year, and had just finished my first work, when I got a call from an old friend who was at art school with me. He’s opening a gallery in London in the new year. I told him I was painting again and he immediately suggested that I have an exhibition. First of all I said no, then after I’d finished the second painting I thought, why not?’ Rose looked down at the floor. ‘It also comes down to lack of funds, Brett, dear. This house needs thousands spending on it and my coffers are empty. I have to earn some money, and painting is the only thing I do well.’

‘I’m sure the interest will be enormous.’

‘Thank you for your confidence, Brett, but remember that the public has a short memory. Anyway, enough of me. Have you always been interested in art?’

‘Oh yes. It’s . . . it used to be my hobby.’ Brett checked himself.

‘Well, I really do think that you’re too young to retire just yet.’ Rose laughed.

Brett tried to think of a simple way to explain why he had tried to forget about his ambition, about the painting of his mother, and how he couldn’t face putting brush to canvas because it was all so hopeless.

‘The thing is, Rose, my father isn’t at all keen on the idea of me becoming an artist. He’s got my future all planned. Cambridge, then going into his company to learn the business so I can take over when he retires. My mother knew that I wanted to go to art college and she was going to talk to my father about it when the time came. But now . . .’ Brett shrugged and looked so forlorn that Rose stretched her hand across the table and took his.

‘Brett, whatever your problems – and believe me, no successful artist is without those at the beginning of their career – you must keep painting. You might even find it gives you comfort. It certainly did me.’

‘Yes, but there seems no point. My father, he . . .’

‘He is a very complex man. I understand, more than anyone else, how he can be.’ Rose paused and stared deep into her coffee cup. ‘However, hold on to your dream, Brett.’ She slapped her hands on her thighs. ‘Now, I think it’s time we both went to bed. Tomorrow, come to my studio and I’ll dig you out an easel, some paint and paper. Why don’t you spend some time up on the moors? There are lots of splendid views to draw. I want to see if I’m to have competition in the future!’ Rose stood up. ‘Goodnight, Brett, dear. Sleep well.’

Brett sat for a long time alone in the kitchen, before he slowly made his way upstairs to bed.

There were so many things he had wanted to ask Rose. He wanted to know why his aunt had been kept a secret from him, but the look of sadness in Rose’s eyes as she talked about her brother had prevented him from voicing those questions.

Brett switched out the bedside light.

Rose was right. He must continue painting. Although Rose had not actually told him that she too had faced problems when she was younger, he knew instinctively that she had. He suddenly wondered whether the fact that his father seemed so intent on ignoring his artistic leanings had something to do with Rose.

There was a mystery that he wanted to unravel, but in the meantime, he must paint.

And he knew exactly who he wanted to start with.
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‘You’ll have to amuse yourself today, Brett, darling. I’m off to York to buy something incredible to wear to my sixteenth birthday party and have my hair done. Anyway, I’m fed up with sitting on a pile of sheep-doings while you sketch some mouldy old view.’

Brett breathed a sigh of relief. Having Miranda with him while he was trying to paint was proving to be an irritating distraction. But apart from that, during the past ten days he had felt happier than he had since his mother died. He had completed four paintings. Doing what he loved most, combined with the fresh northern air, had provided a healing tonic.

Miranda got up from the table in the kitchen. ‘I’ll be back for tea. See you later.’

When Miranda had gone, Brett surreptitiously turned around and watched Leah, who was quietly drying the dishes with her mother.

With the presence of Miranda, who was proving an able bodyguard, he had had little opportunity to speak to Leah. He knew he must seize his chance.

‘I was thinking I might go up to Haworth to see the Parsonage today. Trouble is, I don’t know how to get there.’

‘Oh, it’s easy. You just get on the Worth Valley railway from the station in the village. It’s only ten minutes to Haworth and the ride is lovely. If you hurry, you might get the ten o’clock,’ said Mrs Thompson.

‘Great. I was wondering if I could borrow Leah to show me round. She seems to be the expert on the Brontës and I don’t want to miss anything.’

Mrs Thompson frowned. ‘Well, Mr Brett, I don’t know about that. We’ve got all the upstairs sheets to change and—’

‘Oh, please, Mum. You know how I love Haworth.’ Leah’s eyes pleaded with her mother.

Mrs Thompson thought about how hard her daughter had worked for the past two weeks. She was a good girl and deserved a treat.

‘All right, lass. As long as you’re back by four to make your dad’s tea. Have you got the train fare?’

‘Don’t worry about that, Mrs Thompson. I’ll pay, as I’ve asked Leah to come with me.’

‘I’ve got enough, Mum. Thank you.’ Leah’s eyes were sparkling.

‘You’d better make it sharpish if you’re to get the ten o’clock, mind.’

A few minutes later, they were hurrying down the hill towards the village. Now that Brett was actually alone with Leah, he felt completely tongue-tied.

They had just had enough time to purchase their tickets from the quaint station office when the train pulled in. Brett opened the door to a carriage full of visiting German tourists, but managed to locate two seats.

He could not help but stare at the beautiful girl sitting next to him. Leah was looking out of the window and he admired her faultless profile. The rest of the journey was conducted in total silence, and Brett realised that Leah was as shy as he was.

On arrival in Haworth, they followed the crowds of people off the train and walked along the road towards the centre of the village.

‘This way,’ said Leah, and Brett followed her as she moved gracefully up the steep, cobbled contours of the High Street. It was packed with people bustling in and out of the many gift and souvenir shops.

‘We’ll probably have to queue. They only allow so many people in at a time,’ Leah remarked.

Brett nodded, knowing that he was making a complete ass of himself, unable to think of anything to say. Leah led him up some steps at the top of the High Street and along a narrow path, flanked by a graveyard on the left-hand side.

‘There it is. Isn’t it beautiful?’

The Parsonage stood tall and proud, washed by rich golden sunshine. Brett found it hard to believe that so much tragedy had taken place inside.

The queue was not as bad as Leah had anticipated, and within ten minutes they were in the sitting room, staring at the chaise-longue where Emily Brontë had taken her last breath.

Leah immediately came to life, leading him from room to room and chattering incessantly. Brett relaxed too, asking Leah questions and receiving knowledgeable and interesting answers.

‘I find it so difficult to believe that Charlotte Brontë was so tiny. That dress looks as if it would only fit a doll! I feel like a giraffe compared to her.’

The two of them were standing in front of a glass cabinet containing items reported to belong to the famous Charlotte.

‘I can assure you that you don’t look like a giraffe, Leah.’

Brett smiled and Leah blushed heavily.

An hour later, they were in the gift shop, where Brett insisted he buy a stack of postcards to send to his chums from school.

‘Now, I would like to treat my tour guide and fount of knowledge to lunch. Can you recommend anywhere?’

Leah was nonplussed. Whenever she came up here, she brought sandwiches and had never been out to eat in a restaurant in her life.

‘Er, well, not really.’

‘Not to worry. Let’s walk down the High Street and see what we can find.’

What they found was the Stirrup Café, which provided lunches of traditional Yorkshire fare. They found a table at the back of the crowded room and placed their orders. Leah felt awfully grand.

‘So, what does your father do?’ asked Brett.

‘Nothing. He has very bad arthritis and can’t walk.’

‘I’m sorry, Leah.’

Leah waved away his embarrassment. ‘That’s okay. He’s the most positive man I know.’

Two Cokes arrived with the waitress and they both took a sip.

‘Do you always spend your holidays working for Rose?’

‘No. It’s because of the exhibition and you being here.’

‘Gosh, I’m sorry I ruined your holidays, Leah.’ Brett smiled.

‘Oh, no, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant, we need the money and . . .’ Leah stopped herself. She’d heard Miranda talk about how rich Brett’s father was. He wouldn’t understand. ‘Are you enjoying staying up here?’ she asked.

‘Very much. Especially today. Thank you for coming with me. I’ve been trying to get a chance to talk to you, but Miranda . . .’ Brett’s voice trailed off.

‘She’s very pretty, isn’t she?’

Brett looked at the completely natural beauty sitting opposite him and smiled. ‘Yes, if you like that sort of thing.’ He steeled himself. ‘I think you’re much prettier.’

Leah looked down and blushed once more. The arrival of two shepherd’s pies spared her from having to think of a reply.

‘God, this is good.’ Brett tucked in hungrily. ‘They really know how to cook up here. When my father told me to come here for the summer, I didn’t want to, but I’m so glad I’m here. It’s a beautiful part of the world.’

‘Yes.’ Leah felt young and unworldly next to this boy who spoke so eloquently in his clipped English. It was hard to believe that he was only a few months older than she was.

‘When we’ve finished this, is there anywhere else we could go? I fancy a walk.’

‘We could go up onto the moors at the back of the Parsonage. Or there’s the ruins of Top Withens, which is the farmhouse they think Emily based Wuthering Heights on, but we won’t get there. It’s too far.’

‘Well, we could just see how far we get.’ Brett shrugged, desperate for the day not to be over yet and for them to have further time alone together.

The two of them retraced their footsteps to the Parsonage and set out across Haworth Moor, once more lapsing into silence as they walked side by side.

After a while, Brett threw himself into the grass.

‘I must be getting old,’ he quipped. ‘I’m exhausted.’

Leah sat down, a fair distance away from him. Brett shielded his eyes against the glaring sun and stared at the imposing house they had left behind in the distance.

‘The Parsonage looks quite beautiful today, but I can imagine how bleak it must be up here in the winter. You can almost hear Heathcliff knocking on the window.’

Leah nodded. Brett looked at her, staring out across the moors, hands gracefully wrapped around her knees.

‘You remind me of Cathy, sitting there. Apart from the T-shirt and jeans.’ He laughed. She smiled at him and all he wanted to do was to pull her into his arms and kiss her. But he couldn’t pluck up the courage.

Leah was thinking how romantic it would be if he were to take her hand. She’d never had the least interest in boys before, but Brett . . . No, she was just a poor Yorkshire girl from a small village. Surely the sophisticated Miranda was much more his type.

They sat like that for a while, Brett willing himself at least to move closer to her. Eventually, he did so, and sat there, tearing at the grass with his hands.

‘I . . . I’ve really enjoyed today, Leah. I hope that we’ll be able to spend some more time together. Actually, I’ve got something to ask you.’

‘What is it?’

‘You can say no if you want, but I’d really like to sketch you.’

‘Sketch me?’ The astonishment in Leah’s voice was plain.

‘Yes. I think you’re . . . very beautiful.’

No one had ever suggested to Leah before that this might be the case. Apart from Megan the witch, all those years ago . . . Leah did her best not to shudder.

‘Would you let me, please?’

‘Well, if you really want to. I don’t have much time, mind. Can’t you paint Miranda instead?’

Brett was firm in his response. ‘No.’ It was now or never. Brett reached towards her and put his hand on top of Leah’s. ‘It’s you.’

Leah thought she might die of pleasure as she let Brett take her hand in his.

Spurred on by this, Brett moved closer and put his free arm around Leah’s shoulder.

‘I’d prefer it if Miranda didn’t know, or she’ll want to come too. I’d like it to be just you and me while I paint. Why don’t we arrange a place on the moors near the house? We could meet there every day for an hour or so. When is best for you?’

Leah hardly knew what she was saying as she felt the warmth of his body next to hers. ‘The afternoon. About three o’clock.’

‘That’s settled, then. We’ll find a good place on the way back.’

Leah looked at her watch. It was gone half past two. Although she wanted to stay here for ever, she knew they must be getting home.

‘We have to go.’

‘Okay. But first . . .’ He kissed her chastely on her closed lips. He wanted to be more passionate, but understood he must go slowly. So he drew his mouth away, put both arms around her and held her in a tight embrace.

Leah wondered if she was in the middle of a lovely dream as she sat with her head on his shoulder, eyes tightly closed. Her first kiss, in a place she loved, with a boy so different from any of the brash, uncouth lads in her class. It felt so wonderful that she wanted to cry.

Eventually, Brett released her and they walked hand in hand down the hill. Silence, so uncomfortable at the beginning of the day, was now completely natural for the two of them experiencing their first taste of love.
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