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  Prologue




  October 1986




  Urgent hands scooped her out of her bed. She murmured in protest but she wasn’t afraid. Her mother’s smell was familiar, and she slumped over her shoulder, ready to

  slide back into sleep. But then they were running, running down the stairs, the way her mother said she never should in case she fell, and she woke properly, alarmed by the jolting and her

  mother’s harsh, jerky breathing.




  ‘Oh-god-oh-god-oh-god . . .’ Her mother kept saying the same thing over and over, the words running together in a stuttering gasp. She felt like her mother, and her hair smelt the

  same, but she sounded like a stranger, a stranger who was trying not to cry, and Rosalind began to struggle. She didn’t like this. The night was for sleeping, not for running through a

  darkness thick and foul and swirling with a horrible smell that made her choke and stung her eyes.




  ‘Mummy . . .’ she whimpered. ‘Mummy, stop.’




  But her mother didn’t stop. She didn’t cuddle Rosalind on her lap and stroke her hair and say that it was just a bad dream, that she was to go back to sleep and everything would be

  all right in the morning. She just kept on lurching and stumbling through the darkness, still muttering ‘Oh-god-oh-god-oh-god-oh-god’ under her breath as if she didn’t know she

  was saying it at all.




  The horrible smell was stuck in Rosalind’s throat and she coughed and coughed as her mother stumbled into the kitchen. Rosalind barely recognized it in the dark. Before she went to bed she

  had sat at the table eating macaroni cheese and peas with Emily and Amanda and the room had been bright and cheerful. Mikey had squirted tomato ketchup all over the table so there was none left for

  anyone else, and her mother had sent him to his room, but apart from that, everything had been normal.




  Now nothing was. The breath tearing from her mother’s throat was shockingly loud in the silence. The kitchen units were humped black shapes in the darkness. They seemed to be watching

  Rosalind as her mother blundered through the room. It was as if the table and chairs had deliberately put themselves in their way, and were trying to grab at them. Rosalind clutched her arms around

  her mother’s neck and buried her face in her shoulder.




  There was some fumbling at the back door, and then they were outside. It was dark and damp and the wind gusted through the trees, making them heave and sway, their leaves shivering and rustling

  and protesting as they were tossed against each other.




  For a moment her mother sagged against the door frame to draw great rasping breaths of the clean, cool air. She was trembling, her eyes darting around from side to side, and Rosalind wriggled

  against the tightness of her grip, confused and frightened.




  ‘Mummy . . .’ Her voice rose precariously and her mother pressed her back into her shoulder.




  ‘Shh . . . shh, Boo . . . please.’




  A last shuddering gasp and they were running again, across the grass, past the trees and the slide and the plastic chair that lay on its side, past the washing line and Mikey’s bicycle, to

  the shed.




  Rosalind hated the shed. It was mouldy and full of cobwebs. Her father kept the lawnmower in there, and the shed smelt of old grass cuttings. There were tools hanging on the wall and plastic

  boxes full of bottles and cardboard for recycling, and a tottering pile of junk that her father kept saying he would take to the dump and never did. Everything was dirty and old. Mikey had shut her

  in the shed the weekend before and whispered through the door about spiders and earwigs, and then he had run away and left her. She had trodden on a snail by mistake and squashed it, and she had

  had to bang on the door until Amanda heard her and let her out.




  Her father had made Mikey apologize, and he had said he was sorry, but Rosalind knew that he hadn’t meant it.




  So when her mother shifted her onto one hip to wrench at the shed door, Rosalind began to struggle in earnest. ‘No!’




  ‘Boo, please . . . I want you to stay here and be very quiet.’




  ‘Where’s Daddy?’ she whimpered.




  ‘I’m going to get Daddy now. And Emily and Amanda.’




  ‘And Mikey?’ He was mean to her, but he was her brother.




  It was too dark to see her mother’s expression, but she felt her flinch as she lowered Rosalind to the floor and tried to loosen her daughter’s grip on her neck. ‘I’ll

  find Mikey too,’ she said after a moment. ‘But first you have to stay here. You mustn’t follow me back to the house, do you understand?’




  Rosalind didn’t. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she nodded her head miserably because she knew that was what her mother wanted her to do.




  ‘You must promise me.’ Her mother’s voice wavered with desperation and she kept looking over her shoulder through the shed door to the house where a strange orange light was

  flickering in the bedroom windows. ‘Look at me, Boo.’ She took Rosalind’s face between her hands and made her look into her eyes. Even in the darkness, Rosalind could see the

  intensity of her mother’s expression, so fierce and so frightening that she tried to squirm away but her mother wouldn’t let her go. ‘Look at me!’ she commanded again.

  ‘You know what a promise is?’




  This time Rosalind’s nod was more certain. ‘Daddy told me.’




  ‘It means you do what you say you’re going to do, doesn’t it? And you must never, ever break a promise or something terrible will happen. I want you to promise to stay here in

  the shed and be quiet as a mouse, and don’t come out until I come and get you.’




  There’s spiders in there as big as saucers. And beetles. And earwigs. Rosalind could still hear Mikey whispering through the door, the way he had sniggered as if he was glad she

  was frightened.




  Her lower lip trembled. ‘I don’t want to,’ she said, trying to cling to her mother. ‘I want to go with you.’




  ‘Promise!’ her mother shouted, and Rosalind shrank back, appalled by her anger. Her mother never raised her voice. She was gentle and kind. She didn’t shout or scold. Rosalind

  didn’t want her to be cross with her. ‘Promise you’ll stay very quiet and you won’t open the door.’




  ‘I . . . I promise,’ she whispered tearfully.




  ‘Good girl.’ She was rewarded with a hug so tight it hurt. ‘See, I brought a blanket for you.’ She pulled the rug from Rosalind’s bed off her shoulder and shook it

  onto the dirty shed floor, over the dust and the dried snail shells and grass cuttings and dead earwigs and all the things Rosalind didn’t want to see. ‘And here’s

  Pook.’




  Pook was a toy dog that had been Rosalind’s constant companion since she was a baby. Mikey had pulled off his eyes and he had been sucked and crushed and washed until he barely looked like

  a dog any more, but Rosalind couldn’t sleep without him. She clutched at him for comfort and buried her face in his soft fur.




  ‘Be a brave girl for Pook,’ her mother said, her own voice unsteady. ‘You know he doesn’t like you to cry.’ She touched Rosalind’s hair. ‘I’ll

  come back as soon as I can, all right?’




  Unable to speak, Rosalind nodded wordlessly into Pook’s head, and after a moment’s hesitation, her mother drew a ragged breath. ‘Remember your promise,’ she said, and

  turned away, only to slump in exhaustion as she saw the orange light spreading gleefully from window to window upstairs.




  ‘Oh God . . . oh God, Mikey, what have you done?’ she whispered.




  Pushing herself upright with an effort of will so great that even Rosalind could see it, she pushed the door of the shed closed behind her and stumbled back up the garden towards the burning

  house.




  Rosalind was plunged back into darkness. Her heart was thumping painfully and there was a rushing in her ears. She mustn’t cry. She had to be quiet. She had promised. She squeezed Pook

  tightly to her, seeking comfort in his familiar smell, but her throat was tight still with the effort of not crying.




  ‘You’re five now,’ her father had told her on her birthday the week before. ‘You’re a big girl, too old to suck your thumb.’ Rosalind had been trying not to,

  but now her thumb slid into her mouth without her realizing it was going to. She stood very still in case there were spiders on the blanket, and she held onto Pook. She had been given a special

  doll for her birthday that she had called Emma. Emma had big staring blue eyes, golden hair and a rosebud mouth, and she was dressed like a bride in a long white dress with lace and a veil.

  Rosalind thought she was the most beautiful doll she had ever seen, but right then she was glad she had Pook with her instead.




  She wanted her mother to come back. She wanted her father to lift her up into his arms and carry her back to her bed so that she could wake in the morning with Emma beside her and the sun

  shining through the curtains. She wanted to go next door and clamber into bed between her parents, and then afterwards maybe Amanda and Emily would play with her. Mikey would be hunched obsessively

  over his models. He never joined in any more, but Rosalind wouldn’t mind, as long as they were all there and she wasn’t left alone in the dark shed.




  A sob pushed into her throat and she sucked hard on her thumb, her brows drawn fiercely together to stop herself crying. Pook didn’t like her to cry. She wished her mother would come back.

  She wished she knew what was happening, but she mustn’t open the door. Her mother had told her not to, and she had promised.




  You must never, ever break a promise or something terrible will happen.




  Rosalind didn’t sit down. She didn’t dare, not with the spiders and the earwigs, but she did stay in the shed. She didn’t open the door. She waited for her mother to come and

  get her.




  Her mother never came. Her father didn’t come either. Nor did her sisters. Nor did Mikey. The fire engines came. When Rosalind peeped through the shed window she could see their blue

  lights swooping eerily over the house. The police came and the neighbours gathered in appalled groups, but nobody came for Rosalind. So she stood in the dark and she sucked her thumb and she held

  onto Pook and she stayed very quiet, just as she had promised.




  







  Chapter One




  York, present day




  Her case was heavy. Roz put it down and flexed her fingers as she studied the sign. York. She’d wondered, of course, if coming back would trigger some memory of her early

  life, but there was nothing. It was just a word, barely that, more a collection of lines and curves against a white background, the ‘O’ a fat contrast to the spiky ‘Y’ and

  ‘K’.




  ‘Promise me you won’t go to York,’ her aunt had begged when Roz had been applying to university. Sue had been fragile then, still shocked by her husband’s sudden death.

  There had been other places Roz was considering anyway, and she hadn’t wanted to upset her aunt, who had brought her up since she was five. She’d promised, and applied elsewhere. She

  hadn’t bothered to ask why.




  Now she knew.




  Roz hoisted her laptop bag back onto her shoulder and bent to pick up her case once more. Knowing didn’t make any difference. She wasn’t in York to pick over the past. She was here

  to do a job. This was her big break, and she couldn’t afford to turn it down, even if she had wanted to.




  ‘You’ve got to face it sometime,’ Nick had said the night before. He was lounging on the bed, watching her pack. ‘You can’t pretend that you don’t know what

  happened.’




  ‘I’m not pretending.’ Roz shoved another jumper into her case. Everyone knew it was colder up north. ‘I’m just not obsessing about it, like you.’




  ‘I’m just saying, it’s a big deal to find out that your whole past was a lie,’ Nick said. ‘Somewhere along the line, you’re going to have to deal with

  it.’




  ‘My family weren’t killed in a car crash as I always thought, they were burnt to death. Yes, I’m shocked.’ Roz was grabbing handfuls of underwear from a drawer and

  cramming them into the case that lay open on the bed next to her husband. ‘Yes, it was a bit of a surprise to discover that after years of thinking I had no siblings, it turns out that

  I’ve got a sociopathic brother who is apparently alive and well and living in York under an assumed name. My aunt lied to me for years, presumably because she thought she was doing the right

  thing. I’m not pretending none of that is true. How else am I supposed to deal with it?’




  ‘You could find out what really happened.’




  She slammed the drawer shut. ‘I don’t want to find out! Oh God, I haven’t packed any shoes yet . . .’




  Snatching open the wardrobe doors, she began scrabbling around in the bottom, throwing shoes and boots behind her as she found them. ‘I don’t remember anything before I went to live

  with Aunt Sue and Uncle Keith, and I’m guessing there’s probably a good reason for that. Why bring back memories of something that must have been so traumatic my brain went to a lot of

  effort to blank it out? I can’t change the past, Nick. Nothing I do will bring my parents or my sisters back, so why keep picking away at it?’




  ‘You can’t change the past, but you can understand it.’ Roz straightened, exasperated.




  ‘When did you buy into all this understanding the past crap anyway?’ she demanded as she swooped down on the shoes that scattered the floor, matching pairs and either tossing them

  into the case or back into the wardrobe.




  ‘You know when,’ said Nick evenly. ‘And you know why.’




  With a sigh, Roz threw the last pair of shoes into the case. What else did she need to take? The top of the chest of drawers was littered with necklaces, the bold pieces that she favoured.

  She’d been to a seminar once on power dressing, and a striking necklace was part of her professional uniform now. ‘Fine,’ she said, sorting through for her favourites, meeting

  Nick’s eyes in the mirror. ‘You want to spend your time trying to work out how you suddenly acquired a fourteen-year-old son, that’s up to you, but what’s the point?

  He’s not going to disappear just because you’ve understood why Ruth didn’t tell you she was pregnant.’




  ‘And you wish he would.’ Nick’s voice was flat.




  It was true. Roz wasn’t proud of it, but Nick seemed to have forgotten how stubbornly he had resisted the idea of starting a family. I’m not ready for sleepless nights and

  nappies. We’re too young. We’re having too good a time. We don’t need a kid to keep us together. Roz had heard all the arguments while her body clock clicked and whirred and

  the urgent tugging in her uterus twisted into an ache and then a rawness that flared every time she saw a baby or heard about another friend who was pregnant.




  And then, then, when she was raw with grief and shaken by the discovery of her family’s terrible death, Daniel had turned up, and suddenly Nick was converted to the joys and

  responsibilities of fatherhood. He’d said he was going to tell her, of course, when she was less distracted, but Roz had found out by accident, and his secrecy, coming on top of her

  aunt’s lie, had knocked the foundations of her world askew.




  Roz knew she should have been more understanding about Daniel. She wanted to be, but resentment was lodged like a burning coal in her throat and she couldn’t force the words out.

  For years she had wanted a child, and all Daniel had to do was track Nick down on Facebook and bang, they were supposed to be a happy modern family. Roz couldn’t do it. She couldn’t

  pretend to be okay about the situation. She just couldn’t. She wanted to yell and cry and drum her heels on the carpet but instead she had barricaded herself behind a mask of composure that

  cracked only in the occasional snappy, scratchy skirmish over loading the dishwasher or exactly what kind of rice was best. She found herself taking a stand over issues that didn’t matter,

  and their arguments over the small things took on an increasingly vicious edge.




  They could do with some time apart.




  Nick didn’t want her to go to York. He thought she should stay in London and confront her past, or some such nonsense. Roz didn’t have time for that. She held up two necklaces,

  weighing their advantages, then chose one to add to her case.




  ‘Look, I’m just saying I want to concentrate on my career for now. The York job is a great opportunity for me. I can’t throw it away just because our pasts have turned out to

  be not quite what we thought they were.’




  Nick swung his legs down and sat on the edge of the bed, dangling his hands between his knees. His face, normally so alert and mobile, was set in stern lines.




  ‘What about us?’ he asked.




  ‘Nick, we’ve been through this,’ she said tiredly. ‘It’s only for a year, and I can come home most weekends.’




  ‘You said you wanted to start a family,’ he reminded her.




  ‘And you said you weren’t ready,’ Roz retorted, unable to help the bitter edge to her voice. Their arguments always ended up going round and round like this. ‘I accepted

  that, and started to build a career as a freelancer, and suddenly you want me to drop all of that because, oh yes, you know about being a father now and you’ve realized it’s not as bad

  as you thought it was. Well, I’m sorry, but now it doesn’t suit me.’ Angrily, she yanked on the zips of her suitcase. The zipping noise scraped on her nerves. It sounded too much

  like hopes being ripped apart. ‘Given the circumstances, I don’t think it’s a bad idea for us to have a bit of space, do you?’




  And Nick had said no, he thought she was probably right. It was all very civilized.




  She had done the right thing coming to York, Roz reassured herself, labouring down the steps with her case. This wasn’t about the past; it was about doing a job, and doing it well. And

  that was what she was going to do.




  ‘Micklegate, please,’ she said as she climbed into a taxi. ‘Holmwood House.’




  The taxi driver pursed his lips and regarded her in his rearview mirror. ‘Holmwood House . . . is that a hotel?’




  ‘It’s a restored Elizabethan house,’ said Roz. How many of them could there be in York?




  ‘Oh aye, I know where you are. With all the scaffolding?’




  By the time she had finished with her marketing plan everybody would know where Holmwood House was, Roz vowed.




  The traffic was heavy, even this early in the afternoon, and it took an age just to get out of the station. At last they were on the road, although stuck in another queue, and Roz could see York

  Minster looming over the other buildings in the distance across the river.




  Surely she must have seen the Minster before? Roz stared at it, straining for a glimmer of recognition, but there was nothing. From this distance it was just a building, impressive for its size

  and its age but a cathedral like any other. There was no sense of déjà vu, no flash of familiarity, no sense of coming home.




  It was a strangely colourless day, with a milky light that blurred every outline. Even in mid-September the pavements seemed to be crowded with ambling tourists. Roz rubbed her thighs with the

  heels of her hands, impatient to be up and moving forward, to be doing something instead of sitting in this taxi not being able to remember or recognize anything.




  She was not impressed by her first sight of Micklegate. The street rose up the hill in an elegant curve, lined with an odd mixture of nightclubs and dark old churches, of body piercing clinics,

  tanning parlours and second-hand bookshops. The taxi rumbled over the cobbles and pulled up outside a building hidden behind scaffolding. Green netting festooned the scaffolding and made it

  impossible to get a proper look at the house.




  No sense of foreboding made Roz pause as she paid off the taxi. Adrian had told her that the facade of Holmwood House had been stripped away to reveal the original Elizabethan timbers, but the

  adjoining buildings in the terrace retained their Georgian elegance. A discreet brass plaque was affixed to the door of the house on the left: The Holmwood Foundation. This must be the office

  Adrian had told her about. Anxious to get inside and look around, Roz knocked briskly.




  The woman who opened the door was about Roz’s age but dressed as if she was much older. She had a blouse tucked into a sensible skirt and shoes so dowdy that Roz had to look away.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘Hi. I’m Roz Acclam. The new events director,’ she added when the woman’s brows only rose.




  ‘Oh. Yes. We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.’




  Well, thanks for the warm welcome, thought Roz, but she kept her smile pinned to her face. ‘I know, and I hope I’m not disturbing you, but I’ve just arrived and I

  thought I’d come and say hello to Adrian.’




  ‘I’m afraid he isn’t here at the moment,’ the other woman said stiffly. ‘I’m his PA, Helen Cox.’




  ‘Oh, hello, Helen.’ Clearly she had erred somewhere, but Roz persevered. ‘We’ve been in touch by email.’ Although you would never have guessed it from Helen’s

  closed expression. She had a doughy face and short brown hair with a tight, resentful mouth. Roz had never seen anyone more in need of a makeover, or more determined to revel in her plainness.

  Still, she kept smiling. Perhaps Helen was just having a bad day. ‘It’s nice to meet you at last,’ she said, and held out her hand, leaving Helen no choice but to take it,

  although her handshake was limp with reluctance.




  ‘Adrian said I should pick up a key to my flat here too,’ she said.




  ‘Sir Adrian. That’s how we all refer to him here at the Holmwood Foundation,’ Helen pointed out.




  ‘Really?’ Roz kept her voice pleasant, although Helen’s naked hostility was beginning to irritate her. ‘He insisted that I call him Adrian.’




  Helen’s face darkened. ‘I’ll get you the key.’




  Leaving Roz on the doorstep, she turned and went into her office to find the key, but by the time she came back Roz was in the stone-flagged hall with her case and her laptop and her

  expensive-looking handbag. She was unbuttoning her coat as she glanced around at the portraits of various Holmwood ancestors and she looked as if she was about to make herself right at home.




  He insisted that I call him Adrian, Helen mimicked savagely to herself. Sir Adrian hadn’t stopped going on about Roz Acclam since he had come back from London a few weeks ago. How

  attractive she was. How clever she was. How she was exactly what was needed to put Holmwood House at the top of York’s visitor attractions. Even Roz would have a hard time topping the

  Minster, Helen had thought sourly to herself.




  She had been dreading the arrival of such a paragon. Helen had seen her CV, and she knew all about Roz’s degree, her master’s, her background in swanky London institutions and

  latterly in the museum world. Roz was everything Helen had dreaded, and more. She wasn’t pretty exactly, but she had a lively, interesting face with strikingly pale eyes and thick dark hair

  tied up in one of those artfully messy styles that Helen had always found deeply irritating. Why couldn’t she brush it neatly back from her face? No, it had to look as if she had twisted it

  up and pinned it carelessly.




  Helen’s lips tightened. She was prepared to bet that Roz Acclam never did anything carelessly. She combined the glossy assurance that Helen was only too aware that she lacked with a

  fine-drawn quality that made fools out of men. It wasn’t quite fragility – Roz looked sturdy enough – but there was a hint of strain around her eyes that clearly had Sir Adrian

  aching to be her white knight.




  ‘Here’s the key,’ she said.




  Roz took it. ‘Thank you,’ she replied, but she didn’t put it away. She stood turning it between her fingers.




  ‘The flat’s in St Andrewgate, on the other side of the river,’ said Helen, turning away. ‘I’ll call you a taxi.’




  ‘Actually, I think I’d like to look around the house first, since I’m here.’




  Helen sucked in an irritable breath. ‘It’s not a very good time,’ she began, turning back to Roz with a forced expression of regret, but before she could finish, the door

  opened as Sir Adrian returned from his lunch.




  As always when he appeared, Helen’s heart stumbled. His hair might be silvering at the temples but Sir Adrian was still the most handsome man she had ever seen. He was a true gentleman,

  too: courteous, charming, with an old-fashioned gallantry, too often wasted, in Helen’s opinion, on women who didn’t deserve it.




  Look at him now, fawning over Roz Acclam. ‘You made it!’ he cried, swooping down and kissing her extravagantly on both cheeks, which Roz, of course, took as her due.

  ‘It’s marvellous to see you!’ Anyone would think she had achieved some extraordinary feat just by turning up inconveniently a day early and throwing out everybody else’s

  plans, thought Helen. ‘Have you had a look around?’ Adrian asked Roz.




  ‘Not yet. I gather this isn’t a very good time,’ she said coolly.




  ‘Nonsense, of course it is! Come and I’ll show you the house and you can meet everybody.’ He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. ‘Let me take your coat . .

  .’




  As if Roz couldn’t take off her own coat. Tenderly, he helped her off with the coat, and dumped it in Helen’s arms. ‘Helen will look after your bags, too, won’t you,

  Helen?’




  Helen set her teeth. ‘Of course.’ Her arms were full of soft cashmere and she could smell Roz’s fragrance, something subtle and expensive.




  She watched as Adrian ushered Roz through the door that led into Holmwood House, his hand resting fussily at the small of her back. The door closed behind them with a dragging swish. Helen

  carried the coat back into her office. She spread it over her desk, inspecting it. It was a beautiful coat, soft and supple and light, with striking buttons. Roz had looked good in it. She probably

  liked it a lot.




  Helen picked up a pair of scissors, and very carefully snipped off a button. Brushing the stray threads away, she hid the button at the back of a drawer and hung up the coat, pleased. It was

  enough.




  ‘We’ve put in a door here, behind where the buttery and pantry would have been.’ Adrian pulled the door to behind them and Roz took the opportunity to step

  out of his reach as unobtrusively as she could. She couldn’t bear the way men like him seemed to think they could handle you. Adrian was constantly touching her elbow, her arm, the

  small of her back, as if she were a fragile flower that couldn’t make it from one side of the room to the other without male guidance.




  ‘It’s convenient to be able to go between the two houses, and of course we’ve put in a state-of-the-art kitchen next door which means we can use Holmwood House for catered

  events.’ He talked on, leading her through the small dark rooms into a large room so magnificent that Roz stopped and gaped.




  ‘Wow,’ she said inadequately.




  ‘This was the great hall.’ Adrian looked around proudly. ‘The buildings archaeologists were able to tell us how big it would have been, and we’ve used the latest research

  to restore the room to its former glory.’




  ‘I can see,’ said Roz. The walls were panelled with glowing wood, and the ceiling was an elaborate mass of intricate plaster decorations. She craned her neck to one side to look at

  it. ‘The ceiling is amazing!’




  ‘Yes, it’s been well done, hasn’t it?’ Adrian’s voice was plummy with satisfaction. ‘We brought in specialist craftsmen to restore the house using original

  techniques and materials as far as possible. And of course it will look very different once we’ve got the furniture and wall hangings in place.’




  Roz hoped it would look more welcoming. The room definitely had the wow factor at first glance, but after that initial gasp it struck her as cold and the air had a strange dense quality to it,

  closed and unyielding. She put it down to the scaffolding that covered the windows and filtered the meagre light through the green netting. It was chilly, too, and she wished she hadn’t left

  her coat with Helen. Absently, she rubbed her arms.




  ‘Where will the visitors come in? The way we did?’




  ‘No, there’s a passageway at the side of the house which leads into a yard at the back. Visitors will be able to buy entrance tickets in the shop, which will be in what would have

  once been the kitchen range, we think. We haven’t developed the back yet,’ Adrian told her. ‘That’s something to think about for the future.’




  Roz glanced at the massive wooden door. ‘You’re not using the front door then?’




  ‘I don’t want to spoil the hall with computers and credit card machines.’ Adrian’s nostrils flared with distaste. ‘The whole point is that the house is completely

  authentic.’




  ‘With electricity,’ Roz couldn’t resist pointing out, with a nod at the discreet sockets set into the wall, and his lips tightened.




  ‘Sadly, the fire risk means that we can’t rely on candlelight,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t believe the health and safety regulations we’ve had to deal with.

  Bureaucracy run mad! But as far as possible I want everything to be as it would have been in Sir Geoffrey’s day.’ Stubbornness crept into Adrian’s voice. ‘It was Sir

  Geoffrey who established the Holmwood fortune and we’ve been able to establish that this was his house, so I want it to be one he would recognize. A kind of tribute to him, if you like.

  That’s his coat of arms over the fireplace. See the red boar?’ he said, leading Roz over and pointing as if she couldn’t tell a coat of arms by herself. ‘That was his

  personal emblem.’




  Dutifully Roz admired the fireplace, which was magnificent, but the coat of arms gave her the shivers. The boar’s expression was mean, its head lowered aggressively, its tusks vicious.

  Roz’s skin was shrinking against her scalp and she had the oddest sensation that the room was tightening around her. She wriggled her shoulders and rubbed her arms, hoping Adrian would take

  the hint that she was cold. When she felt someone come up behind her, she turned gratefully, hoping that Helen had realized how cold she would be and had brought her coat, but the hall was

  empty.




  Odd. A frown touched Roz’s eyes. She could have sworn there had been someone there.




  She forced her attention back to Adrian, who was determined to tell her all about his illustrious ancestor.




  ‘Holmwood House was Sir Geoffrey’s residence in York,’ he said, with a grand gesture to encompass the room. ‘The family seat, Holme Hall – where I still live, in

  fact – is in the Wolds, but records show that the Holmwoods had a house in Micklegate as far back as the early fifteenth century. When they found the Holmwood crest carved into some of the

  timbers, we were able to identify this as the house.’ Adrian’s patrician features were alight with enthusiasm. ‘Of course, we don’t know exactly how it would have been

  decorated, but it’s inconceivable that Sir Geoffrey wouldn’t have refurbished his town house in the latest style, so Lucy has been sourcing the kind of furniture and hangings that we

  know were used by noble families during that period.’




  ‘Lucy?’ Roz leapt on the chance to interrupt his flow.




  ‘Oh, I should have explained.’ To Roz’s relief, Adrian led the way across the hall to a passageway at the far side. ‘Lucy is our curator, so she’s in charge of the

  displays. She’s out chasing up some tapestries today, but she’ll be back tomorrow.’




  ‘Who else is on the team?’ Roz asked, glad to hear that she would have colleagues.




  As director of the Holmwood Foundation, Sir Adrian Holmwood was a major supporter of museums and art galleries around the country, and his personal wealth was said to be enormous. Even so, Roz

  had dismissed him as a bit of a buffoon when she had met him in London. He had probably been very good-looking when he was younger, and he still had a thick head of hair, greying at the temples,

  but there was a jowly look about him now, and the air of self-importance he radiated didn’t quite disguise the portly stomach or the extra chin. He made a huge effort to be charming, but all

  that olde-worlde gallantry struck Roz as phoney and unnecessary, and it was a relief to know that there would be other professional members of the team.




  She would just have to hope that the others were friendlier than Helen.




  ‘There’s only a small team at the moment working specifically on Holmwood House,’ said Adrian as he led the way up the stairs. ‘Lucy is responsible for the displays, Mark

  is going to head up the front-of-house team, and you’re in charge of the marketing and publicity side. Obviously there’s administrative and IT support at the Foundation next door. Once

  things are up and running, we’ll be bringing in people to help you, but I’m afraid we’re not very organized yet.’




  ‘Well, that’s why I’m here, isn’t it?’ said Roz with a professional smile.




  ‘It’s marvellous to have you.’ Adrian beamed at her from the top of the stairs. ‘I’m so pleased you decided to take the position,’ he said.

  ‘I’ve been telling everyone what a wonderful job you did for the Godincourt Museum, and I know you’re going to be just what Holmwood House needs to put it on the map.’




  ‘I’m glad to have the opportunity.’ She kept her smile neutral. Adrian’s effusive compliments made her uncomfortable, but she mustn’t forget what a good deal she

  had here: she had been lured from London with a hefty salary and free accommodation, and the chance to really establish her reputation in the field as a freelance events manager. Nick might not

  think it was a good idea, but she was committed now, and she would make the best of it.




  







  Chapter Two




  The first floor smelt of new wood and dust. ‘We’re still at the snagging stage,’ Adrian said, pointing out the sawdust and curls of wood shavings. ‘The

  contractors are working through the house again, finishing off and fixing all the inevitable niggles, but they know they have to be finished before the launch on 31 October.’




  Above the hall was a large room Adrian called the great chamber, as well as several smaller rooms. ‘We think one might have been used as a parlour, and there would have been further

  bedrooms, and this one was perhaps a closet or a study.’




  No. The word was so clear in Roz’s head that she jerked in surprise, and Adrian broke off to look at her enquiringly.




  ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing.’ But she was glad when he moved on.




  Her office was on the top floor, under the eaves. ‘We knocked two smaller rooms together for you,’ said Adrian. ‘Lucy has an office next door, and there’s a third room

  along the passage for when your team expands.’




  The ceiling sloped almost to the floor on one side, and a casement window was set into the roof to add a bit more light. The room had been freshly painted and equipped. There was a desk, three

  pale-wood filing cabinets ranged against the wall, and a couple of easy chairs under the window.




  It should have been a charming room, but it had an oppressive atmosphere that Roz couldn’t put her finger on. There was a heaviness in the air, as if something was mouldering and festering

  behind the clean paint, and her nose twitched at the acrid smell of smoke, of burnt wood.




  ‘Has there been a fire in here?’




  Adrian looked puzzled. ‘Not as far as I’m aware.’ He looked at her, sensing her reluctance to step further into the room. ‘Is this okay as an office for you, Roz? We

  could rearrange, perhaps, and put Mark up here if you’d rather be next door in the Foundation.’




  What could she say? She wasn’t going to be the prima donna who insisted on moving rooms the moment she arrived. Roz prided herself on her ability to fit into a team.




  ‘It looks lovely,’ she said firmly.




  ‘Excellent.’ Adrian rubbed his hands together. ‘Now, let’s go down and get some tea, and we can talk about your plans.’




  Roz was more relieved than she wanted to admit to leave the office. She could feel herself hurrying towards the narrow stairs that led down to the floor below, and made herself slow down. For

  once she was glad of Adrian’s old-fashioned gallantry as he gestured to her to go ahead of him, and the sound of her heels on the wooden steps exploded into the silence like gunfire. All at

  once her heart was beating hard, and when she collided with a large body as she turned out of the stairwell, it was all she could do not to scream.




  As it was, she gasped and fell back, a hand clapped to her throat. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said breathlessly. ‘You startled me.’




  ‘Ah, Jeff,’ said Adrian, coming up behind her, as she took in a man dressed in green overalls, looking almost as startled as she felt. ‘Roz, this is Jeff Jones,’ he said,

  introducing her, and Roz cringed slightly at his condescending tone. ‘Jeff does a marvellous job as the caretaker here, and he can turn his hand to almost anything, can’t you,

  Jeff?’




  ‘Hi.’ Roz stuck out her hand before Jeff had to frame an answer to that. ‘I’m Roz Acclam.’




  After a moment’s hesitation, Jeff took her hand and then shook it briefly, muttering what might have been a greeting in return. He seemed to have recovered from his surprise at their

  collision, and his expression was shuttered. His eyes slid away from Roz’s and she had the feeling that he was working to keep his face deliberately blank.




  ‘Once the events are up and running you may need to liaise quite closely with Jeff,’ Adrian went on, ‘but until then, if you need a light bulb changing or anything lifting,

  just give Jeff a call, right, Jeff?’




  ‘Right,’ said Jeff in a flat voice.




  ‘Roz, we’d better get on.’ Adrian nodded dismissal to Jeff, who stood aside with what Roz was sure was mock deference.




  ‘Nice to meet you, Jeff,’ she said.




  ‘He’s awfully competent,’ Adrian confided in an undertone as they went downstairs. ‘And really rather intelligent, considering.’




  ‘Considering?’ Roz echoed coolly.




  Adrian lowered his voice further. ‘One of the things the Foundation does is offer opportunities to ex-prisoners, who often find it hard to find employment. Jeff came to us several years

  ago after his release. I must say, I thought he would have wanted to move on by now, but he seems to like it here, and he looks after the house extremely well.’




  He held open the door into the Foundation. ‘Now, let’s get Helen to make that tea.’




  His chest was hurting. The pale eyes, the mouth with its slight overbite, the way she had smiled, all had come at him like a fist driven hard under his ribs. He’d

  known she was coming – he’d heard Sir Adrian talking about her, drawling her name in that affected way of his, and he’d whitened with shock the first time he heard it. Rosalind

  Acclam, coming to York. He remembered his knuckles tight around the mop handle, a roaring in his head. He’d wanted to lift the mop and strike Sir Adrian with it . . . But he hadn’t. He

  was proud of that, proud of his control.




  He’d learnt that here, when the hall had been a model shop. He’d crept in one day, a shy, snivelling child, to buy a kit with his birthday money, and he’d left fearless and

  strong. A coldness and a power had fallen over him as he watched the trains rattle round the track, and when he lifted his head and saw the kits he wanted just sitting there on the shelf, he was

  filled with the certainty that he could take whatever he wanted. Why should he have to pay? He hadn’t even hurried as he picked up the kit and slipped it under his jacket. He was entitled to

  it.




  He took a model car the next time, some paints the time after that. Nobody ever stopped him. It was as if he was invisible. Invincible.




  Sometimes, at home, when his mother was cooking and his baby sister was making everyone laugh, he would think of the stolen boxes in his room, and feel sick. He hated those times, when he

  could almost stand outside himself and see how cruel and deceitful he had become. But then he’d look at himself and see that pathetic little boy who’d let himself be bullied, who

  actually cared what other people thought of him, and he’d be filled with contempt. He wasn’t that boy any more. He’d learnt that it was easier not to care, not to feel.




  It was a lesson that had stood him in good stead in prison, too.




  Nice to meet you, she had said. She had a nice face, lively, with quizzical eyes. Quizzical was his favourite word; he thought it meant she was intelligent and humorous, ready to laugh at

  herself as well as at others.




  She hadn’t recognized him.




  There was no reason she should, he started to tell himself, before the coldness that lived in this place dropped over him once more, so familiar now that he didn’t question the

  bitterness that rose in his throat and choked him, or the fury that boiled out of nowhere and insisted that she should remember.




  She would remember. She would. He had not forgotten, and neither should she.




  ‘Meet Sir Geoffrey.’ Adrian drew Roz’s gaze to the portrait over the mantelpiece in his office. It showed a man in a ruff with red lips and cold, cruel eyes,

  and looking into them, something unpleasant travelled down Roz’s spine.




  ‘You’re cold,’ cried Adrian as she shivered. ‘Helen, a pot of tea, please!’




  Roz chose a chair in which she didn’t have to look at the portrait, but even so she could feel that mean, boar-like gaze pricking between her shoulders. Adrian’s study was

  predictably old-fashioned, with a vast, leather-topped desk and bookshelves lined with weighty tomes that looked as if they had never been opened. There was a lot of leather, a lot of gilt

  lettering, and the room smelt opulent and faintly oppressive. She wished she hadn’t agreed to tea.




  Helen brought in a tray and set it down on the coffee table between the chairs. She didn’t look at Roz. ‘Will there be anything else, Sir Adrian?’




  ‘I think Roz would like to see our latest find,’ he said, steepling his fingers and looking pleased with himself.




  Roz saw Helen stiffen. ‘The necklace? But it’s in the safe.’




  ‘So I should hope.’ Adrian’s smile held a hint of steel. ‘We’ll put it back, of course, but I’d like Roz to see it. She needs to know just what a treasure we

  have here.’




  ‘Of course, Sir Adrian,’ said Helen after a tiny moment’s hesitation.




  She came back a couple of minutes later with a flat box which she handed to Adrian. ‘Ahhh . . .’ he said on a long breath as he pulled off the lid and set it aside. Then there was a

  ripple of gleaming black as he lifted something out of the box. Roz’s first thought was snake, and she shrank back in her chair as horror streaked through her without warning.




  ‘We found it wedged under the floorboards when we were refurbishing the top floor,’ Adrian said, oblivious to her instinctive recoil. ‘In your office, in fact. It was blackened

  and charred when we recovered it, but we had it cleaned and look how beautifully it’s come up!’




  Roz made herself look again, surprised to see that the necklace wasn’t black as she had first thought but a gleaming gold, and hung with tiny exquisite flowers made of rubies and pearls

  which trembled in the electric light.




  ‘It’s . . . very pretty,’ she said, but her mouth was dry.




  ‘Here.’ Before she could protest, Adrian had leant forward and was dropping the necklace into her lap. Roz had to open her hand quickly to catch it, and it slithered into her palm

  like a living creature. Involuntarily, she closed her fingers around it and the feel of it sent a shock up her arm. Sucking in a startled breath, she looked up to find Helen watching her with a

  hard, intent gaze.




  ‘We puzzled over what such a valuable piece was doing on the top floor,’ Adrian said as, unaccountably shaken, Roz dropped her eyes back to the necklace. She opened her fingers

  cautiously, half afraid it would skitter off her palm, but it lay there, lustrous and heavy, warm against her skin. She could see every pearl in the dainty flowers, the voluptuous glow of the

  rubies. ‘Those rooms would have been used by servants and no servant would have owned a necklace like this.’




  ‘It was probably stolen,’ said Helen flatly.




  ‘No!’ Roz’s protest was out before she knew she was going to say anything. It was only when Adrian and Helen looked at her in surprise that she realized she had spoken at all.

  It felt as if the shout of denial had come from the necklace itself . . .




  Which was obviously a ridiculous idea. ‘I mean . . . perhaps we could use the mystery somehow,’ she improvised weakly. ‘We could let visitors decide or propose alternative

  theories about how the necklace could have got into the attic room.’




  It was the best she could think of, but Adrian nodded sagely. ‘Nice idea,’ he said. ‘I’ve already arranged to have a copy made, as this is far too valuable to have on

  display, but it would take an expert to know the difference.’




  I would know, Roz thought involuntarily, and she could have sworn the necklace throbbed an agreement in her hand.




  ‘Has it been dated?’ she said instead.




  ‘It’s late sixteenth or early seventeenth century, so it fits into Sir Geoffrey’s period very well.’ Adrian nodded at the portrait. ‘He may even have bought it

  himself.’




  Roz flinched as the necklace seemed to stir in her hand.




  ‘It’s very beautiful,’ she said, meaning it this time.




  ‘Would you like to try it on?’




  ‘Oh no, I couldn’t,’ Roz started to protest, but Adrian was insistent. He plucked it from her palm and unfastened the catch.




  ‘A necklace like this was made to be worn by a beautiful woman,’ he declared, getting to his feet.




  In spite of herself, Roz caught Helen’s eye. The other woman was watching her with something so reptilian in her gaze that Roz felt a chill go through her.




  ‘It’s too valuable,’ she said to Adrian.




  ‘I insist,’ he said, urging her to her feet. ‘I’ve been longing to see this as it was meant to be, not as an exhibit.’




  She could hardly refuse without making an even bigger fuss. Uncomfortable, avoiding Helen’s gaze, Roz got up and let Adrian turn her to face a mirror on the wall.




  Biting her lip, she lifted the stray hairs at the nape of her neck and bent her head so that Adrian could drape the necklace round her throat.




  ‘There,’ he said when he had fastened it carefully.




  Roz lifted her head and stepped away from him, spreading her hand over the necklace to adjust where it lay against her skin. The gold felt warm to the touch.




  ‘I’ve never worn anything so valuable before,’ she confessed.




  ‘It looks wonderful on you, doesn’t it, Helen?’




  Unwillingly, Roz found herself meeting Helen’s eyes in the mirror again, and she saw such malevolence there that her breath caught in her throat and the necklace itself seemed to pulse

  against her skin.




  ‘I wonder if we should get a photo of you modelling it?’ said Adrian, but Roz had stopped listening. She was sure the necklace was growing warmer. How was that possible?




  ‘What was the name of that photographer we used?’ he asked Helen while Roz touched the necklace, puzzled.




  ‘Oh,’ she said. It was definitely hotter. She twisted her fingers around the gold chain. Yes, the metal was glowing. ‘Oh,’ she said again, confused, and then,

  ‘Ow!’




  ‘Roz?’ Adrian broke off his discussion with Helen to look at her in concern.




  ‘The necklace . . . it’s burning me!’ The gold was searing into her skin, the pain doubling and redoubling, while Adrian just looked blank.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘It’s burning me!’ Frantically Roz tried to lift the necklace away from her skin. ‘Please . . . take it off!’




  ‘A necklace can’t burn you,’ he said soothingly, but that only increased her panic. She knew that a necklace couldn’t heat itself, but with a collar of vicious

  pain around her throat she was in no mood to discuss what was and wasn’t possible.




  ‘Please . . .’ she begged, almost in tears as she struggled to protect her neck and the gold burned into her fingers instead. One hand fumbled for the catch while the other attempted

  to protect the delicate skin on her neck. ‘Please help me! Please!’




  ‘Roz, my dear, calm down,’ said Adrian as her voice rose, but it was Helen who stepped forward in the end.




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ she said, briskly unfastening the clasp. ‘What a fuss!’




  ‘Thank you . . . thank you, Helen,’ said Roz gratefully. As soon as Helen pulled the necklace away, her panic subsided into short, jerky breaths. Her hand was at her throat still,

  and her eyes were wide and dark with horror as she stared at the necklace gleaming and glittering in Helen’s hand.




  ‘There’s absolutely nothing wrong with it,’ said Helen with a disgusted look. She handed the necklace back to Adrian, who turned it over between his fingers.




  ‘I have to say, it feels perfectly normal to me,’ he said.




  ‘It was hot,’ Roz insisted shakily. ‘It’s burnt me.’




  But when she looked in the mirror, expecting to see the flesh around her neck red and blistered, her skin was smooth and unmarked and there was no sign that the necklace had been there at

  all.




  A dull throb had started behind Roz’s eyes and she was glad in the end to let Helen call her a taxi. Adrian had wanted to take her to the flat, but before Roz could

  demur, Helen had reminded him about a meeting, and Roz sent her a grateful look, which she met with a stony glare. It was a shame Helen seemed so hostile. They were of a similar age and Helen was

  from York too. They might have been at a toddler group together. If things had been different, they might have gone to the same school. They might have been friends.




  As Adrian had explained at length, the Holmwood Foundation was all about preserving the past, and Roz had somehow expected to be given a little flat in one of the historic houses they owned

  around the city. Instead she found herself in a modern apartment on the second floor of a purpose-built block, surrounded by similar blocks with the kind of faux Georgian facades that Nick so

  loathed.




  Inside, the proportions were meagre and the décor bland: beige carpets, beige furniture, blank cream walls. Roz left her case by the door and unbuttoned her coat as she went to explore.

  It was only then that she realized one of the buttons was missing. She’d been in too much of a state when she’d left to notice that she’d lost a button somewhere along the line.

  It was a shame as the coat was one of her favourites and the buttons were particularly striking. She inspected the gap more closely. How had the button come off without leaving so much as a thread

  behind?




  Roz frowned. Just one more odd thing on this odd day. With a sigh, she threw the coat over a mean-looking armchair and touched her fingers to her neck. It wasn’t painful exactly, but her

  flesh shrank just thinking about that searing agony. Clearly Adrian and Helen thought she had made it all up, but why would she want to make a fool of herself? Roz wriggled her shoulders

  uncomfortably at the memory of her panic, the way her voice had risen to a shriek. So much for impressing them with her professionalism.




  It didn’t take long to investigate the flat: it had a living room with an open-plan kitchen at one end, a windowless bathroom and a bedroom, all decorated in the same bland colours. Roz

  tried to talk herself into a more positive mood. So it wasn’t the most characterful flat in the world, but it was dry, clean, central; that was all she needed. She’d be going home to

  London at weekends, and for a moment the thought of the flat she and Nick had bought and decorated together stabbed her in the belly with such intensity that she covered her stomach with her

  hands.




  Enough. Roz scowled at her own weakness. She could make this boring flat more homely. It would be fine.




  Wandering over to the window, she pulled down the slats of the venetian blind – a pale grey plastic – and peered out to see if the view was any more inspiring.




  It wasn’t. No charming higgledy-piggledy medieval houses met her gaze, just a courtyard paved in brick with some neatly parked cars and more pseudo-traditional apartment buildings.




  Unimpressed, Roz was turning away when a drift of smoke below caught at the edge of her vision. Weird. Who would be having a bonfire here? She craned her neck anxiously to see where the

  smoke was coming from in case she needed to make a run for the stairs. Even before she’d understood why, she’d had a phobia of fire, and the idea of being trapped in a burning building

  was the worst fate she could imagine. Just thinking about it made her palms sweat.




  But all was as it should be. She relaxed when she saw that the smoke was puffing out of the kitchen chimney. The narrow yard beneath her window ran past the kitchen, past the wood-store and the

  henhouse, past the apple trees and the scrubby patch of herbs to the thatched stable and the back gate that opened into –




  Kitchen? Stables? Roz blinked as her mind caught up with what she was seeing, and the scene vanished. There was no smoking chimney. There were no trees, or outbuildings, just the cars parked in

  their slots and the bland block of flats behind.




  Roz jerked back from the blind, and the snap of the slats rattling into place sent her heart lurching into her throat. ‘What . . . ?’ Puzzled, uneasy, she stared at the blind.

  Through the slats she could see the top of the building opposite and some bruised-looking sky. There couldn’t be a yard below, but she could picture it so clearly: the way the smoke had

  drifted in the damp air, the grey-green lichen clinging to the tree trunks, the trampled path to the woodstore, the hens pecking in the mud. The stable door had stood ajar.




  ‘What stable?’ Roz said out loud, her voice echoing queerly in the empty room. ‘How did I know that was a woodstore?’




  Her head was aching, a dull steady pounding inside her skull, and she dropped onto the sofa, pressing her fingers to her eyelids. She must have imagined that scene. She was tired as she

  hadn’t been sleeping well, and it had been a strange day. Perhaps it had been a hangover from a long-forgotten dream? It hadn’t been real.




  Lowering her hands, Roz lay back against the cushions and opened her eyes. She looked up at the plain white ceiling. Of course it hadn’t been real. How could it be real? There was nothing

  there. She should get up and unpack, make a cup of tea. Do anything other than sit here and wonder about what she had seen through the window.




  Still, her eyes kept sliding sideways to the blind. From the sofa the slats looked secretive and enticing at the same time. Come and look, they seemed to whisper into the air. Come

  closer. You won’t be able to see unless you come really close. What do you think you’ll see if you do?




  Roz knew what she would see. A car park. She didn’t need to look. She was going to put the kettle on instead. But when she got to her feet, the blind shifted at the edge of her vision.




  ‘Oh, this is ridiculous!’ she said at last. Now she was going to have to check.




  She stomped over to the window, ignoring the wild warning cry of instinct at the back of her mind, ignoring the throb of her neck where the necklace had lain. There was nothing there. She was

  going to pull up the blind and look out of the window, and when she found herself staring down at the car park, she was going to feel an idiot. There was no reason for the heavy thud of her heart,

  or the fear squirming through her belly. Good God, she wasn’t going to be able to hold down a job in York if she didn’t dare look out of a window!




  Even so, she paused with her fingers on the cord. She’d meant to jerk the blind up, but instead she found herself sidestepping to the edge of the window so that she could ease the slats

  cautiously away from the glass and look outside once more.




  







  Chapter Three




  November 1570




  The hens pecked unconcernedly out of Jane’s way as she hurried down to the herb garden. A petulant drizzle cast a sheen of damp over everything and Jane rubbed her

  fingers together, wishing that she had stopped to put on a gown. There was little enough growing at this time of year, but she might be able to find some thyme, some rosemary, a leaf of bay, enough

  to make a faggot of sweet herbs. Ellen was going to show her how to stew a fillet of beef for dinner and Jane had consulted her mother’s cookery book, running her finger carefully along each

  line to make sure they had all the ingredients.




  Her father had been in a black mood all morning, thumping his meaty fist on the table and shouting until the wainscot rang with his booming voice, and it had been a relief when he stumped out of

  the house to attend a council meeting. The stewed fillet was his favourite and Jane was hoping it would sweeten his temper. If he was pleased with his dinner, Juliana would be able to wheedle a new

  gown out of him, and then she would be happy for a while.




  ‘You must look after your sister,’ Jane’s mother had said. Her voice had been rasping with effort and she had stopped after every few words to lick her cracked lips. ‘Her

  passions are so violent, I fear for her. She is not strong in spirit like you, dear Jane. Promise me that you will care for her. Keep her safe.’




  ‘I promise.’ Jane took her mother’s hand. She could hear Juliana weeping hysterically in the other chamber. Jane wanted to weep too. She wanted to throw back her head and howl

  like a dog, but her mother had taught her to be modest and quiet, so she sat very still, lips pressed firmly together, and she held her mother’s hand until she died.




  Afterwards, her father told her that it would be for her to run the household now.




  ‘Ellen will help you,’ he said roughly. ‘She’s been servant here long enough to know how to go on. You are twelve, old enough to take your mother’s place and care

  for your sister.’




  Jane was doing her best, but she missed her mother. Juliana was their father’s pet. Her hair was a glorious gold, tumbling in curls to her waist, and her eyes were as blue as a summer sky.

  Small wonder Henry Birkby was besotted by his beautiful daughter, and irritated by Jane, who was thin and plain and whose eyes were the murky green of a hedge ditch, and who had not had the decency

  to be born a boy. Juliana knew to a nicety how to cajole her father into a new gown. The merest hint of tears sparkling on the end of her lashes was enough to have him reaching for his purse. Once

  or twice Jane had ventured that it might not be good for Juliana to be quite so spoilt, and was accused of being jealous and a killjoy for her pains. Her mother had known how to manage both her

  husband and her daughter, but it was harder for Jane without the authority of a wife or a mother.




  It wasn’t that Jane didn’t love her sister. How could she not when Juliana was so very beautiful? When Juliana was in a sunny mood, she was as enchanting as a kitten and impossible

  to resist, but her moods were so changeable that Jane never knew how she would react. One minute she would be laughing delightedly, the next cast into despair and weeping herself into a state of

  misery that could take days to lift. She had feverish enthusiasms that died overnight, and was so ruthlessly self-absorbed that sometimes Jane could only gape at her lack of concern for others.




  She had promised to look after Juliana, but it was no easy task, and there were times, faced with hysterical weeping, when Jane felt overwhelmed by the charge her mother had laid on her. She

  took refuge in keeping house, in the practicalities of making sure that her father was fed and Juliana comfortable. Jane knew that she was dull and plain, and she would rather be in the kitchen

  with its comforting smells of bacon and spices than sitting in the parlour. She took more satisfaction in casting the accounts than in tales of knightly quests, and she tied on her apron with as

  much pleasure as Juliana did in smoothing down the skirts of a new gown. Away from her father’s vicious rages and Juliana’s extremes of emotion, Jane was glad to beat the carpets and

  dress the meat and polish the silver goblets her father flaunted until they reflected her homely face back at her.




  Henry Birkby was a butcher whose wealth eclipsed many a gentleman’s, or so he liked to boast. Jane was hopeful that one day she would be married, if only for her dowry, and while she would

  never be a beauty, she would have practical skills to offer in place of a fair face. Sometimes Jane dreamed of it, when she was on her own, and absently plumping up cushions or folding linen; she

  would have a kind husband, children, and she would be able to lavish on them the same care she gave her father and her sister, but with greater reward. Her husband would appreciate her and commend

  her, and her babies would clutch at her hair with fat little hands, and nestle trustingly into her bosom the way she had seen her neighbours’ babes do. Jane sighed a little mistily whenever

  she thought of it. It did not seem so much to ask, to be loved, just a little. She didn’t need extravagant declarations of passion the way Juliana doubtless would. She didn’t need a

  knight to slay a giant for her. She only wanted to be needed and appreciated. Just a little.




  So she dreamt of a future home of her own, and she listened to Ellen and she learnt how to go on. ‘We’ll make a housewife of you yet,’ Ellen sometimes said approvingly.




  Jane liked Ellen. She was not so old, nineteen or twenty, but Jane’s mother had trained her from a girl, and she knew the kind of things Jane wanted to know: how to make a remedy for a

  rheum or how to make a tart of an ear of veal. Ellen could be brusque, and her temper had been shorter than usual lately, but she was a good cook, and it showed in her round figure.




  Where was Ellen, anyway? It was not like her to be away from the kitchen for so long. Jane frowned a little as she bent over a straggle of thyme. She had been looking tired and

  puffy-eyed earlier, and Jane had seen her rest her hand on her ample stomach and wince. Jane glanced down at the privy at the end of the garden. Perhaps Ellen was in there? She would leave her be

  and start stewing the fillet herself. She would read the recipe and it could not be so hard. Already she had set out her ingredients: raw beef from her father’s shop, oozing blood, some

  claret, some mace, a precious lemon. The lemon was somewhat wizened, but it would serve.




  A restless gust of wind blew the branches of the apple trees about, splattering dampness and drizzle in Jane’s face. She wiped it off with her knuckle. Just a few leaves more and she could

  go back to the warmth of the kitchen. Shivering, she crouched to pick over more twigs in search of some green, and that was when she heard it.




  A groan, as if ripped out of a belly, a whimpering gasp. Jane jerked upright and spun round. Had it come from the jakes? What if Ellen was ill in there? She took a step towards the wooden privy,

  only to stop when another cry came from the stable.




  Her father was out on his horse, and his servant, John, had gone with him. Tom, the apprentice, was minding the shop in the Shambles. The stable should be empty.




  Jane hesitated, her hands full of thyme leaves. A stable would be a fine hideout for the vagabonds and rogues her father said were thronging the city. She tiptoed down to the privy.

  ‘Ellen,’ she whispered, but there was no reply, and when she tentatively pushed at the door, it swung open to release the familiar stench.




  Should she go back to the house and find her? Or she could pretend that she hadn’t heard anything. Half of Jane wanted to do just that, to run back to the kitchen and warm her hands by the

  fire, to slice the beef half as broad as her hand, as the recipe said, and set sweet butter sizzling in the frying pan. But there had been real distress in that muffled scream. Someone was hurt,

  and Jane couldn’t walk away.




  The stable door stood ajar. Hesitantly, Jane laid down the thyme and pulled the door wider so that she could step into the opening. ‘Who’s there?’ she called, trying to sound

  like the mistress of the house and not a scared twelve-year-old maid.




  The only answer was another wrenching cry.




  ‘Who is it? Who’s there?’ One cautious step after another, Jane advanced into the stable. It smelt of straw and horse and wet leather, and of the apples wrinkling in the loft

  above. The meagre November light through the open door barely penetrated the shadows, and Jane paused, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the dimness. A pitchfork was leaning against the wall,

  doubtless where John had left it, and Jane picked it up. She was but a poor squab of a girl, as Henry Birkby was always pointing out in disgust, and the pitchfork was taller than she was, so Jane

  was not at all sure how she would be able to use it to defend herself. But it would make her look as if she was not to be trifled with, surely?




  ‘Who’s there?’ she said again, comforted by the weight of the pitchfork in her hand.




  A stifled gasp came from the stall. She could see more clearly now, and she picked her way around a splatter of dung towards it. Taking a firmer grip of the handle, she stepped around the end of

  the stall to confront the intruder inside. Only then did she see who was crouched in the straw, clutching onto the manger, her face contorted with pain.




  ‘Ellen!’ Jane dropped the pitchfork. It clattered to the stable floor unnoticed as she fell to her knees beside the servant. ‘Ellen, what has happened?’




  The tendons in Ellen’s neck stood out and her eyes were rolling wildly. ‘You shouldn’t be here, Jane,’ she managed between gasps. ‘Get back to the house!’




  ‘I can’t leave you! You’re sick!’




  Ellen gritted her teeth against a grunt of pain. ‘I’m not sick, you simpleton! Arghh!’ Hoisting up her skirts, she slumped back into the corner of the stall while Jane watched

  in horror. ‘Go on, get out of here,’ she snarled at Jane when she had the breath.




  Jane scrambled uncertainly to her feet. ‘I’ll get help.’




  ‘No,’ gasped Ellen. ‘No, there’s nowt anyone can do now. It’s too late for the midwife.’




  ‘Midwife?’ Jane gaped at her and Ellen barked a laugh between the mighty twists of pain.




  ‘God’s bones, what did you think was happening? Did you think I’d just grown fat these last few months?’




  She had thought that. Jane flushed. ‘I am sorry,’ she said in a small voice. ‘I did not know.’




  Unable to bear the innocence in the huge eyes, Ellen looked away. ‘Well, now you do.’




  ‘What . . . what of the baby’s father? Does he know?’




  Ellen stared at the knots in the wooden stall, exhausted by the pain that had her in a savage grip. ‘Oh aye, he’ll know.’




  ‘My father will speak to him. Put him in mind of his obligations.’




  Ellen’s laugh was bitter. ‘You reckon?’ She broke off with a scream as another contraction, more powerful than the others, shook her. ‘You shouldn’t be here,’

  she panted when she could. ‘You’re just a lass, Jane. Go on, begone with you.’




  ‘No.’ The soft mouth set in a stubborn line. ‘If I cannot get help, then I cannot go. Tell me what to do.’




  ‘Sweet Jesus, do you think I know?’ Ellen buckled under another onslaught of pain, and Jane crept up to take her hand.




  ‘Does it hurt very much?’




  Tears oozed down Ellen’s face. The cap had slid off her head and her wiry hair was damp and dark with sweat. ‘What do you think?’ she managed with a twisted smile before her

  eyes rolled back once more and she bellowed as if her body was being ripped apart.




  Jane looked around frantically. There had to be something she could do. Spying the cloth John used to rub down the horses, she snatched it up and dipped it into the water trough, so

  that she could wipe Ellen’s face. ‘It will be all right,’ she said in her firmest voice, and a faint smile twisted across Ellen’s face.




  ‘What would you know?’ she managed, but she groped for Jane’s hand once more. ‘I’m frightened,’ she confessed in a hoarse whisper. ‘I’m right glad

  you’re here, lass.’




  Jane was frightened too. She wished she knew how to help, but childbirth was women’s work, and she was just a maid. Her mother had died giving birth to a brother who had never lived at

  all, but she had had her midwife and her sister and her gossips around her, all of whom had babes of their own and knew what she was enduring. She had not been alone with a poor, scared dab of a

  girl for company.




  ‘You’re strong,’ she told Ellen, trying to sound confident. Trying not to wince at Ellen’s painful grip on her hand. ‘All will be well.’




  At first it seemed that it would be. The pain was terrible and Ellen screamed and panted and cursed, but all at once a bulge appeared between her legs and then a baby slithered out onto the

  straw.




  One moment there had been just Ellen and Jane in the stable; the next there was a child too. Jane’s throat closed at the wonder of it. Awed, she reached to pick up the babe, careless of

  the blood and the slime.




  ‘Oh Ellen,’ she said, and her eyes filled with tears. ‘You have a fine boy!’ Entranced, she stared down at the baby’s red, wrinkled face. His eyes were screwed

  tight, his tiny fingers curled into fists. From his belly ran a dark, pulsing cord, and as Jane watched, his mouth opened and he let out a thin wail, barely more than a bleat, and flailed his arms

  and legs. ‘He is beautiful,’ she said, belatedly turning to place him tenderly in his mother’s arms. ‘I will go and find a cloth to swaddle him in.’
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