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TYRINGHAM PARK
1917


The mother wasn’t seen to lose her composure and the father didn’t return from London when Victoria Blackshaw, the pretty one, went missing at the age of twenty-two months.


The first person to notice that the baby carriage was empty was the mother, Edwina Blackshaw, and the second was Manus, the horse trainer.


Edwina, disbelieving, snatched up the tartan quilt and the feather mattress, shook them, and let them drop from her hand to the ground. She felt around the dark interior of the carriage for Victoria’s redheaded doll or anything that might provide a clue to the child’s absence, but the only things her hands touched were a crumbling biscuit and a teething ring.


Manus noted with relief that all the stalls and the gate leading into the paddock were closed, but was sickened to see that one of the double doors of the stables’ entrance was unsecured and standing slightly open. He wrenched the door fully open and raced to check the avenue in front of the stables and the banks of the flooded river behind it, then the weir and the bridge with its view downstream, before running around the perimeters of the outbuildings, expecting to see a little figure in white every time he turned a corner.


Edwina tested the latches of the seven occupied stalls first, rattling the lower half-doors to see if they were fastened and not merely closed over. The instinct of a horse, no matter how docile, to lash out if grabbed by the back leg without warning was what she feared; a little body smashed up against a wall was what she dreaded to find.


In a state of heightened expectation Manus ran back into the courtyard in the hope that Edwina had found Victoria in his absence, a hope so strong he thought for one second he saw the child’s outline, but the image quickly dissolved. With uncharacteristic roughness he pulled Mandrake out from his stall and, despite the gelding’s sidestepping in reaction to the panic in the atmosphere, had him bridled and saddled in a minute.


“I’ll follow the river in case she went in,” he said, mounting.


“Get help first in the hope that she didn’t.” Edwina was standing in the middle of the yard, swaying slightly. “We need to widen the search immediately.”


By now he presumed the child had fallen into the river and been carried away, but he didn’t want to take away her hope by disobeying her order. Silently cursing the minutes he would lose by riding up to the house, he did as she commanded.


Edwina found herself turning in circles as one moment of indecision followed another. She knew so little about her daughter. Was she two yet? Having falsified the date of birth on official records, she could never remember which was Victoria’s real birth date and which was her registered one. Surely the child must be two by now? Were two-year-olds capable of clambering out of carriages unaided, or would someone have to lift them? Could Victoria climb? Walk a distance? Make her way back to the house?


If Edwina knew the answers to these questions and if she had any idea how long the child had been missing, she might have had some inkling of what to do next.


Later she explained to the policemen that she had positioned the baby carriage on the shady side of the courtyard, confident that Victoria would sleep for an hour (information supplied by the nanny, though she didn’t mention that to them) while she helped Manus change the dressings on the shin of a nervous filly. The wound exposed the bone and a flap of skin and flesh was dangling, she elaborated to add realism to her account. Manus couldn’t have managed on his own without causing distress to the animal. Of course he could have waited until the stable lads returned, but seeing she was there, it would have been foolish not to make use of her expertise. So Victoria was unattended for about twenty minutes (it was actually forty, but Edwina affected vagueness so she wouldn’t have to admit to that), and the child could have disappeared any time during that period.


When they asked her if she had felt the mattress before lifting it out, to see if it was still warm, she had to admit that in her distracted state she hadn’t thought of it, and when they asked if the double doors had been open or closed at the time she went to attend to the filly, she said that they certainly were closed—she would have shut them behind her out of habit after she’d wheeled Victoria into the courtyard.


And what was Victoria’s date of birth? The inspector turned the page of his notebook and, pen poised, waited for the answer.


Edwina’s mind went blank.


“Excuse me a moment,” she said, rising from her chair and leaving the room, feeling no obligation to give any reason for her departure to the two policemen.





The housekeeper, Miss East, never forgot how Manus appeared on horseback like a messenger from the Apocalypse to bring the bad news up the hill to the house.


His shouting brought her flying out through the front door.


“Victoria has gone missing. Round up everyone!” he called across to her, making no attempt to prevent the swerving, stamping Mandrake from damaging the lawn with deep gouges and hoofprints.


Despite her fear of horseflesh, Miss East ran onto the grass right in front of the animal to find out more details. Mandrake high-stepped backwards at her approach, and Manus didn’t check him.


“I’m searching the river; I fear she’s drowned” were his only responses to her outpouring of questions. He turned with a snap of the reins, and Mandrake, reacting, accelerated with such speed that Manus barely had time to shout over his shoulder, “The stables!” before he was gone, leaving Miss East’s person splattered with clods of earth.


Fired by an awful dread, she rushed around the house to the walled garden adjoining the kitchens. With relief she saw quite a number of the servants in the enclosure, all making the most of the sun: some sleeping, some talking or playing cards, and one poking at a line of ants with a stick.


“Listen! Everyone listen!” she thought she shouted, and then clapped her hands when no one moved. She called out in a stronger voice. “Victoria is missing! Come quickly!” This time they heard and stumbled upright, dazed and sluggish from the sun, exclaiming and cursing. “Stables,” she pointed, then flapped her hands as if herding geese. “Immediately. Go quickly. Run!”


They were already moving off.


She followed them through the garden gate and called to the youngest boy, “Ned! Your legs are younger than mine,” and had to pause to catch her breath before adding, “Run as fast as you can. Tell Sid and then the steward. Tell them to go to the stables. There’s a good lad.”


The boy looked pleased to be singled out. He promptly changed direction and headed for the coachman’s little cottage behind the rowan trees, some distance from the house.


Miss East felt her agitation quiet a little. The servants would be able to cover a lot of ground in a short time, and the steward and Sid would take charge and know what to do.


I wouldn’t want to be in Nurse Dixon’s shoes, she thought to herself, not for all the tea in China. With all her faults, and God knows she has plenty of them, she’s never managed to lose a child before now.


As she ran after the others, two maids, mindful of the limitations of middle age, turned back to check that she was all right, but she waved them on, saying she was fine, she would only hold them back, and to keep going. When they rounded the corner of the house, her legs weakened and she sank to the ground on her knees. Dear God, she prayed, let the precious little one already be found. Please, Lord, have pity and don’t let her come to any harm.
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With her back to the window and a hand mirror held to reflect light on her face, Nurse Dixon searched for laughter lines around her eyes and was relieved to see there weren’t any. Look at her friend, Teresa Kelly, run out of options, gone with her wrinkly old face to the other side of the earth at the age of forty to marry a sixty-year-old stranger because she was desperate to have a child and a home of her own before it was too late.


There’s no way I’d let that happen to me, Nurse Dixon told herself with feeling. Not that it ever could, not with my youth and looks, and the divine Manus about to propose at any moment.


Tilting the cheval mirror, she noted her waist and ankles were still slender and, angling the hand mirror, checked her back and side views—good posture, good tilt of the head. She must remember that pose—it was particularly flattering. She would try it out next time she saw Manus.


The clock on the nursery wall chimed three. Teresa Kelly would be leaving Ballybrian about now, Lady Blackshaw would be bringing Victoria back soon, and then the long dreary evening would begin.


With the once-placid Victoria, the pretty one, beginning to show signs of alarming willfulness, Dixon was glad that someone else would be wasting years of effort trying to straighten her out, only in the end to find her turning out like Charlotte, the plain one. How wonderful to leave the Park and marry Manus at last, escaping the bone-aching tedium of rearing two rich brats. Her own children, when she had them, would be hardworking and sensible and a credit to her. And, of course, bonny. How could they escape being bonny with herself and Manus as parents?


She sat down to rub lemon juice into her hands, and let her mind turn, as it often did, to the injustices in life. If fate had been more kind to her and less kind to Lady Blackshaw, they could be sisters: both light-brown-haired and attractive, both tall and strong, both young. She wouldn’t mind the gulf between them so much if Her Ladyship made the most of her position by indulging in a life of luxury and fashion, but she went around all day with her untidy hair piled on the top of her head with a single comb that couldn’t cope with the straggly bits and, worse, wore men’s riding breeches stained with saddle oil and horse sweat and didn’t even dress for dinner while the master was away, which was most of the time. Dixon remembered the day she saw Lady Blackshaw in the full riding habit—top hat, veil, fitted jacket, silk stock, tailored skirt, and fine leather gloves and boots—and how she had almost swooned at the elegance of it, and how she couldn’t believe it when she heard it was the last time her mistress would dress like that as she intended to switch from the sidesaddle to riding astride, as she had done as a girl, so that she could fulfill her ambition of riding like a man. “If it was good enough for Joan of Arc and Marie Antoinette to ride like that, it’s good enough for me,” she was reported to have told a conservative old neighbor who admonished her for adopting such an immodest and unladylike style. “And look what happened to them,” the old woman responded with relish. “And served them right.”





As the wait for the servants to arrive lengthened, Edwina, after retracing the route around the stables that Manus had already followed, took the steps up to check the second-story quarters where the stable lads lived. If Victoria could climb, the steps up to it might have caught her eye. Only one door was open—it revealed a small kitchen—and it took only a moment to see that there was no one in it. The three men had gone to a pub in the village as they did every Friday afternoon. She already knew of their routine and hadn’t expected to find anyone in their quarters.


Standing on the balcony, looking down on the enclosed courtyard, she sensed that the baby carriage and tartan quilt were accusing her from the opposite wall.


She would not allow herself to think of the child and the river and the open door in a single image.


What Manus had told her earlier came back to puzzle her like a half-forgotten refrain. Teresa Kelly, he’d said, was so devoted to Victoria, he couldn’t believe she would let herself be parted from her, and right up to the last minute he had thought she would change her mind and, for the sake of the child, not leave the Park. But he’d been mistaken. She had left. She was already gone.


It was the word “gone” that resonated with Edwina, and the fact that Manus, a man not given to idle conversation, had thought the woman’s leaving worth mentioning in the first place.


Twenty minutes after he’d told her about Teresa Kelly, Victoria was gone as well.


She wished he hadn’t ridden off so abruptly before she’d had time to question him further. It was a seven-mile stretch of river from the Park to the sea. If he had to ride the full distance, it would be hours before she saw him again.





It was only when the gravel dug into the soles of her feet that Miss East realized she was wearing her indoor shoes, now wet and looking two sizes larger with all the mud clinging to them. Under ordinary circumstances Lady Blackshaw would be cross if she saw her housekeeper inappropriately shod, with soil stuck to her usually spotless clothing, but at a time like this she would surely hardly notice such things. Was that Sid driving off in a pony and trap along the avenue towards the gate lodge? How had he harnessed up so quickly? Had she miscalculated the time she’d spent in that blackout of anguish after the servants had left her?


Ignoring her tears and her status, she ran the rest of the way to the stables.
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Edwina’s absent husband, Lord Waldron Blackshaw, at present working in the War Office in London, was one of the most hated men in Ireland, though he wasn’t aware of it. Nor were most of the inhabitants of Tyringham Park, cocooned as they were in a self-contained kingdom, physically distanced from the local community by the estate’s vast stretches of farms, tillage, parkland, gardens, and woodlands, and socializing only with their peers in similar Big Houses across the country.


Only three people on the estate knew the reason for the particular hatred: Manus, horse breaker and trainer, and Teresa Kelly, seamstress—the only two employees from the locality—and the steward, a Tyrone man, who oversaw all the operations of the estate and collected the rents from the tenant farmers on Lord Waldron’s behalf.


For more than a year, the steward had been expecting some kind of retaliation for what Waldron had done, so when the young boy burst into his office with the news about Victoria, his first thought was that the time for it had come. But when the boy added, “Manus fears that she is drownded and is searching the river,” he allowed himself to hope that the disaster he would be dealing with was domestic rather than political.





When the steward came into the stable yard to find Lady Blackshaw, he thought that, with her hair hanging loose about her face, she looked like the twenty-year-old innocent she had been when she first arrived from England as a bride nine years earlier.


“Good man,” she said. “You take over here. I need to talk to Miss East and Nurse Dixon.”


She turned and strode out the stable’s doors, almost colliding with Miss East, who was hurrying in.


“There you are, Miss East. What kept you?”


She took the housekeeper by the elbow, turned her around to face back towards the house, and walked ahead, now full of purpose, forcing the older, smaller woman to do half-running and skipping steps to keep up.


“You’re just the person I want to see. Tell me which servants weren’t in the walled garden this afternoon and everything you know about Teresa Kelly. And stop that sniveling.”





Sid Cooper, the coachman, had been sent by Lady Blackshaw to look along the avenue in case the child had wandered in that direction. Rounding each tree-obscured bend, he expected to see Victoria, either on her own or in the care of a solicitous servant who had chanced upon her, but there was no one at all in view. Instead of returning to report, he used his initiative and carried on past the empty gate lodge and the stone pillars to the main road, turned left, and continued a quarter mile to the village of Ballybrian. Best ask there. When he arrived in the main square, his urgency and the pace of his overexcited pony prompted some villagers to call out to him, to ask if there was anything the matter. The youngest child from the Park was missing, and had anyone seen her or anything suspicious? They would ask around immediately—and would they be of any help in a search? They would, and it would be much appreciated, he said, taking it upon himself to issue the invitation—now was not the time to be worrying about formalities. Would they have a look around the village first?


Sid’s last place to check was the train station. With the part-time stationmaster not on duty, he looked into all the unlocked rooms himself and found them deserted.


By the time he turned for home, the villagers were already on the move, some spread out along the main road but most already on the mile-long drive up to the house, some of the older youths cycling ahead and the younger boys running alongside, jostling and shoving one another. The somber cathedral-like atmosphere created by the two-hundred-year-old beeches arching over the length of the avenue had the effect of heightening their spirits rather than dampening them.





Nurse Dixon looked down through the front windows of the nursery and saw the beautiful Lady Blackshaw and the old witch Miss East walking quickly along the gravel drive towards the front entrance. No sign of Victoria. Just as she predicted. Fobbed off on one of the maids, no doubt, after waking and needing attention. She knew that Lady Blackshaw, with her lack of interest in anything that happened in the nursery, wouldn’t know what to do with a child that wasn’t asleep.


Crossing to the back windows, she saw that, unusually at this hour, no one was making use of the walled garden. Now that her only friend, Teresa Kelly, was gone, would she ever have the courage to go there to join the others on a free afternoon? Probably not. Hardly worth worrying about, really, seeing she would be leaving soon. No one liked her. Never had. All down to the old witch Lily East, the very one who should have smoothed her path or “let her in” to the established circle, seeing they came from the same parish in Huddersfield in England, but Lily had done the opposite. To be reared on tales of Miss East’s success and arrive in awe of her and then find herself pushed out in the cold was an upset she didn’t intend to forget.


She had slept fitfully the previous night, what with her sadness at Teresa’s departure and the disruptions of Victoria’s restlessness and Charlotte’s talking in her sleep. I need a catnap before Victoria is brought back, she concluded, fetching an eiderdown from her room. If Charlotte comes in, she’ll know better than to wake me—she’s been warned often enough.





The steward’s plan was to search the estate so thoroughly that when Lord Waldron returned from London at the end of the war, there would be no miscalculations or oversights for him to pinpoint and criticize.


Tyringham Park estate, the most impressive in County Cork, consisted of a fifty-two-roomed stone mansion, splendid enough with its single turreted tower to be referred to as a castle, and nineteen thousand acres of land. It wouldn’t be easy to organize a comprehensive search. He would concentrate for the present on everything inside its boundary walls, seeing that was his responsibility, with only a cursory survey of the village and its surroundings.


The only crowd the steward thought he would ever see at the Park in his lifetime would be a hostile one, so he was doubly grateful for the scores of villagers who immediately came to help, and for the hundreds more people who, as the word spread, arrived later in the day from neighboring Big Houses and from outlying villages.


Lady Blackshaw, in a fit of pique years previously, had decided not to employ anyone to live in the lodge to open and close the gates and check the movements of people entering and leaving the estate. “Why bother when no one visits?” she had said, intimating that it was Lord Waldron’s fault, because of his long absences, that there was never any social activity at the Park. Why have someone sitting there doing nothing? she had argued. Let them plant barley on the land instead and make themselves useful.


She must regret that directive now.


Like Manus, the steward had concluded early on that Victoria had drowned, but felt it was his duty to issue instructions to exhaust all other alternatives in the hope the child was still alive.





When Edwina was forced to ask about Teresa Kelly, she left Miss East standing and sat far enough away so she wouldn’t have to tilt her head to look up at her. To hear her husband, Waldron, constantly praise the housekeeper, one would think she was perfection personified, and to hear her speak and observe her attitude, one would think she considered herself the mistress of the house rather than the mere servant that she was, so Edwina didn’t like to lose an opportunity, even in circumstances such as these, to put her in her place.


After a quick check on the servants who had been in the garden, Edwina said, “Tell me all you know about Teresa Kelly.” She didn’t mention Manus’s remark about Teresa’s attachment to Victoria and his belief that she would never leave the Park because of it. “And pull yourself together. Your blubbering is most unseemly.”


Miss East was finding it difficult to concentrate when all she could think of was a lost and frightened Victoria, but she forced herself to speak.


Teresa Kelly was a woman from the village who had run into trouble at home with a difficult sister-in-law. Miss East, who had been friends with her for years, gave her a live-in position after Victoria was born, with instructions to divide her time between sewing and assisting Nurse Dixon in the nursery.


“Two grown women to look after two children?” Edwina interrupted. “Verging on the excessive, one would think.” She couldn’t very well say “Why didn’t you consult me?” seeing she’d made it clear from the beginning that she wanted nothing to do with domestic matters, and Waldron had instructed Miss East accordingly, but she was still peeved that Miss East was able to exercise such authority. She also disliked the fact that Waldron insisted the woman be addressed as Miss East, rather than just East, which, to Edwina’s way of thinking, would have been more in keeping with tradition.


“The local parish priest arranged for Teresa to travel to New South Wales,” Miss East continued, “to marry a farmer and look after his aged mother. She has a friend living out there.”


“Did she have a special attachment to Victoria?”


“She was very fond of both girls. She was an affectionate, bighearted person.”


Lady Blackshaw raised her eyebrows as she said, “How very admirable.”


“Yes, she was admirable,” Miss East agreed, pretending not to notice the sarcasm. “She made such an impression in the time she was here, it was as if she had been here all her life.”


“How charming. Most enlightening. Thank you, Miss East. That will be all. Now find Dixon and send her to me, and make sure you clean yourself up and change your shoes by the time I catch sight of you again.”


Away from the judgmental gaze of Miss East, she would ask Dixon about Teresa Kelly, who had lived in the Park for nearly two years and, for all Edwina knew about her, might as well have been invisible.





On her way to the third floor, Miss East heard a raised voice as she passed in front of an open window on the ground floor of the west wing. She looked out to see eight-year-old Charlotte, in muddied dress and shoes, kneeling on the ground beside a small bridge she had constructed over pooled water that was blocked by moldy leaves from entering the gully.


She held a stone in her right hand, and her face was turned up to Nurse Dixon, who was looming over her, hissing, “Well? Well? Say something. Go on, say something.” When Charlotte didn’t answer, Nurse Dixon drew her own hand back high over her head. Charlotte closed her eyes and scrunched up her face in readiness for a blow which, when it came, made her head swivel.


Nurse Dixon then grabbed Charlotte’s arm and yanked her to her feet.


“It’s a pity the gypsies didn’t steal you instead of sweet little Victoria,” she said. “No one would miss your ugly puss around the place.”


Miss East found herself running in an undignified fashion along the corridor, out a side door, across flower beds and a cobbled courtyard until she appeared, breathless, as if by chance, in front of the entangled pair.


Nurse Dixon turned red, but promptly affected a defiant look. “What do you want?” she demanded, holding Charlotte tightly by the upper arm.


Charlotte’s face was devoid of color. She looked as if she was about to faint.


“Lady Blackshaw wants to see you without delay.”


“You’re the third person to tell me that.” She loosened her grip and Charlotte fell to the ground. “I don’t know what she wants to see me for when it was her who lost Victoria, not me. I bet you thought it was me.”


“I didn’t think. I’ll look after Charlotte while you’re gone.” Miss East held out her hand.


“No, you don’t, Lily.” Dixon made the name sound like a swear word. “Charlotte comes with me. Come on, Charlotte, get up. I haven’t got all day.”


Charlotte didn’t move.


“Get up, I tell you, or I’ll send word to the policeman. You know what that means.”


Charlotte stood up slowly and gave her hand to Nurse Dixon, who looked triumphantly at Miss East.


“Come on, then.” As she passed the older woman, she deliberately bumped into her, causing her to lose her balance for a moment. “Sorry,” Dixon said with a smirk.
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It was young Constable Declan Doyle who had been on duty when the message from Lady Blackshaw arrived at the barracks in Bandon, the nearest sizable town, informing them about the missing child, instructing that officers be dispatched to the Park, and asking for the family history of Teresa Kelly and details of her final days in Ballybrian. As a young “blow-in,” he didn’t realize how important Lady Blackshaw was perceived to be in the district, and had never heard of Teresa Kelly. His older colleague Inspector Christy Barry, who was a native of Ballybrian, had to fill him in on the background of both women.





Charlotte was sketching in a listless fashion. She hadn’t spoken since Dixon told her of Victoria’s disappearance. No one had noticed. At this time of day she would normally be taking Mandrake over the jumps.


“Go outside and play. You’re getting on my nerves with all that scribbling.”


Charlotte didn’t move.


“Go on. Build another one of those bridges you’re so fond of, but stay out of the mud.”


Charlotte looked at her sadly.


“You was happy enough doing that with Teresa, Miss Street Angel, House Devil, wasn’t you?”


Charlotte stayed silent.


“You would try the patience of a saint. The world doesn’t revolve around you, you know. How many times do I have to tell you?” Dixon strode over to the table, snatched up the five pages of horse drawings, crumpled them, and threw them into the fire, then grabbed Charlotte by the arm and dragged her, a dead weight, to the open door and pushed her onto the landing, adding through habit, “And stay away from them banisters.”


Dixon needed to think and couldn’t with that sullen face looking at her.


The last twenty months, since Teresa Kelly had come bounding up the stairs on her first day, had been the happiest of her life. The two of them had made a connection right from the start, despite their different backgrounds, religions, accents, and ages. Dixon felt as if she had climbed out of a damp dungeon into a summer garden by allowing herself to believe she had found a real friend for the first time in her life.


Teresa, unwelcome in her family home in the village since the death of her father and the arrival of a hostile sister-in-law, spent her spare hours, even her monthly day off, in the nursery with Dixon. “Where else would I be going?” she used to say. “My brother’s wife would be glad never to see my face again, and him, too, seeing he takes her part—and I love being here.” She didn’t appear to be bitter even though she had wasted, to Dixon’s way of thinking, the fifteen best years of her life caring for her senile father, with nothing to show for it at the end. The brother had inherited everything.


When Teresa left in the evenings to join the other servants for dinner in the downstairs dining hall, leaving Dixon to eat from a tray with only Charlotte and Victoria for company, she thought she might die of jealousy and loneliness. When she saw Teresa and Miss East setting out for the village for their weekly night of cards, she suffered an extra torture. What if Miss East transmitted her dislike of Dixon to Teresa, dripping poison into her ear during the long walk there and back? She watched each week for any sign of a negative change in Teresa’s attitude towards her but found none. In fact, if she didn’t think she was imagining it, she would swear Teresa’s kindness was increasing, if that were possible.


Each morning, Dixon would wait to hear Teresa’s footsteps on the stairs, and when she did the day took on a brighter aspect. Even the doleful Charlotte would give a screech of joy and rush to wrap her arms around Teresa, and Victoria, as she grew older, would wriggle free from Dixon’s arms and follow her sister’s example. Dixon didn’t approve of the excessive show of emotion from the girls but let it go unpunished for her friend’s sake as she seemed to like it, and besides, there were plenty of other excuses she could use for chastising them.


It was clear to anyone who had eyes to see that Teresa tried her best to treat the two girls equally but wasn’t able to disguise the fact that Victoria was her favorite.





If only all interviews could be as pleasurable as this one, Constable Declan Doyle thought when the striking young woman settled herself down to be questioned—back straight, feet together, hands clasped, eyes so downcast they looked closed.


“Tell me in your own words what happened here today, Nurse Dixon,” he said in a gentle voice. “Take as much time as you need.” May she take all evening, he thought.


Nurse Dixon spoke with little hesitation, not once looking at either Declan Doyle or Inspector Christy Barry.


“After the rain stopped, I thought I’d take little Victoria out for some fresh air as we was cooped up for two days with all that rain. She were in no humor for walking, even though she learnt to walk early and is a good little walker. She couldn’t hardly keep her eyes open because she woke early and had missed her morning nap, so I put her in the baby carriage even though she were too big for it. Had to turn her sideways and bend up her legs so she would fit. At least she’ll get the fresh air, even if she don’t get the exercise, I said to myself. Charlotte went off on her own—indoors she draws and paints nonstop and outdoors, when she isn’t riding, she builds things with bricks and stones and wood—she likes to do things that make a mess. I ran into Lady Blackshaw, who stopped to admire Victoria, who were already asleep. After I told her Victoria would sleep for more than an hour, she said she would take her for a walk and bring her back after that. I were that surprised, you could have knocked me over with a feather. Her Ladyship has never done nothing like that before, certainly not with Charlotte in all her eight years, and it made me feel right peculiar handing over the baby carriage, but then I asked myself what could go wrong, with Her Ladyship the child’s mother after all.”


She paused to allow the men time to take in the dramatic implication of those words.


“What time was this?” asked the constable, who was concentrating so much on the movement of Nurse Dixon’s mouth he was neglecting to write in his notebook.


“About two o’clock.”


“What do you personally think of the idea that Teresa Kelly took the little girl with her when she left?”


Dixon blinked three times before answering. “Absolute rubbish. She weren’t even at the Park today. She said her goodbyes yesterday, and besides, she would never do a thing like—”


“My sentiments exactly,” the inspector interrupted with satisfaction. “And who better to know that than you, her best friend? Good girl. Now tell me, what do you say to the idea that the little one drowned?”


“More rubbish. The girls was never allowed near the river. They was warned often enough. I never stopped telling them about them children drowned in the deep Dark Waterhole fifty years ago and the man who went in to save them and was drowned with them. That gave Charlotte a proper fright. Even Victoria had it drummed into her, and she were old enough to understand what I were saying.”


“As the one who knew her best, what do you think happened to her?”


“I think she wandered off and will still be found. She’s a great little walker for her age.”


The constable took his chance to study Dixon while Christy Barry was questioning her. He had been expecting a grim matron with iron hair and a starched nurse’s hat and apron, so when this fine-looking, mysterious young woman the same age as himself came through the door, he’d been nonplussed, and smitten in an instant.


“May I ask for the sake of our official report”—and for my sake, he added in his thoughts—“what is your Christian name?”


“I don’t have one that I know of. Not a real one. I were a foundling. They called me ‘Baby’ ”—it was really “Crybaby,” but she saw no reason to disclose that—“until I were old enough to look after the new babies brought into the orphanage, and then they called me ‘Nursie’ and then ‘Nurse.’ ”


The young man’s face was suffused with sympathy.





Teresa Kelly’s brother, Séamus, even though he didn’t work on the estate, presented himself to the policemen to be questioned by order of Lady Blackshaw. According to him, Teresa asked as a special favor if she could stay in her old room for her last night for old times’ sake. He had no objection, of course. At eight o’clock in the morning his wife—checking to make sure Teresa hadn’t stolen anything, though he didn’t say that—found Teresa’s bed empty and a farewell note left on the pillow. He hadn’t laid eyes on her for the rest of the day and, as far as he knew, neither had their neighbors. He had no idea what mode of transport she was taking. Things hadn’t been good between them, as everyone well knew. The only thing he could tell them was that her bicycle was missing—his wife wasn’t too pleased about that as she’d had her eye on it, though he didn’t mention that either—and that he was upset the way things had turned out so unfriendly seeing he and she used to be so close. He didn’t know anything about her life at the Park or anything about the child that was missing.





The constable’s gift for getting people to spill their life’s secrets in minutes was being wasted, and the inspector’s own method of questioning, which consisted of finishing sentences and cutting long stories short (he’d been in the business longer and had become impatient), had produced no better results, simply because the servants had nothing to say. They hadn’t seen anything because they weren’t in a position to. The Park’s custom of giving everyone the same afternoon off, taken for granted by the staff as they were used to it, seemed unusual to the policemen, who had expected a rota system to be in place. At the time the child went missing, the majority of servants were in the garden, with its enclosing eight-foot-high walls, while others were in the village, the pub, or their own quarters. No wonder no one had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. The estate, to all intents and purposes, was unstaffed.


A timid little chambermaid with the odd name of Peachy, third to last on a list of twenty-eight, scuttled in, her eyes wide with apprehension. The inspector thought the constable would have his work cut out to get her to speak at all, but the young man’s spaniel eyes, and the patience he exercised to allow long periods of silence to elapse, finally had her saying that she had seen Teresa Kelly at the Park around the same time as the baby had disappeared.


The inspector jerked upright. “Are you sure of that?”


The chambermaid’s eyes widened. “She won’t get into trouble, will she?”


“Of course not. Why would she?”


A stubborn look came into her face. “Teresa didn’t take little Victoria,” she said. “Lady Blackshaw thinks she did—I know that because someone heard her and Dixon talking about Teresa.”


“I didn’t think for one minute she did,” said Christy Barry. “I know her personally, and I know she would never do a thing like that.”


The maid breathed out with relief. “That’s exactly what I thought.”


“But are you positive it was today you saw her?” Christy continued. “I thought she left the Park yesterday.”


“Yes, I’m sure it were today.” She screwed up her face in concentration, trying to remember exactly. It hadn’t seemed important then. She was dying to join the others in the walled garden but had been delayed, as she had dropped and smashed a jar of Lady Blackshaw’s hand cream and it had taken ages to clean up the mess with all those bits of broken glass. Then, on her way to the walled garden, she had seen Teresa wheeling her bicycle in a great hurry away from the servants’ door at the back of the house. Teresa had called over to her that she couldn’t stop, that she was late.


“I thought she had left something in her room or had a message for Nurse Dixon. She’s a friend of Dixon’s. I called back ‘Good luck!’ and kept going, and that’s all I seen.”


“Do you know what time that was?”


“No, but it were only a little while later Miss East came to tell us the bad news and told us all to run off and start looking straightaway, and we did.”


“Have you told anyone else about seeing Teresa?”


“No.”


“Why didn’t you say anything?”


“I was the only one who seen her here today. I didn’t want to get her into trouble.”


“There’s no fear of that,” said the inspector. “Even if we suspected her of any wrongdoing, which we don’t, we wouldn’t know where to find her. Tell me, do you remember if she had any of her belongings with her?”


“She did. One of those canvas bags with a drawstring that sailors use. You couldn’t miss it, strapped to the back of the bike.”


“So she was on her way.” Christy thought for a minute before standing up and ushering the young woman to the door. “Many thanks. You’ve been a great help. Now off you go and don’t give it another thought, there’s a good girl.”





That evening, the villagers, making their way home exhausted and heartsick, met Manus riding up the avenue. In the dying light they couldn’t see his face clearly and had to ask if he had found the child, and when he answered that he hadn’t, even though he had followed the river all the way to the sea, there were moans of sorrow followed by whispered expressions of hope that she might not have gone anywhere near the river after all and might still be found alive.


At the stables Manus handed Mandrake over to Archie, the eldest stable lad, who, glad of the opportunity to hide his brimming eyes, bent to examine the scratches on Mandrake’s chest and legs and look for stones in his hooves.


Manus couldn’t bring himself to go up to the Big House, let alone cross its threshold, so, citing his wet and muddy clothes as an excuse for not reporting back personally to Lady Blackshaw, sent the second stable lad up instead to relay the message.
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One of Inspector Christy Barry’s fishermen friends reckoned that with a body as small as Victoria’s, and the river as high as it was, she had in all probability been washed out to sea and her body would never be recovered. Despite believing him to be right, Christy elected to go through the usual police procedures for the sake of Lady Blackshaw.


By the time he and his young colleague arrived back at the Park at nine the next morning to continue their questioning, the estate was even more crowded with searchers than it had been the previous day. The steward was gratified. With their help they would be able to do in two days what would take weeks if the Park residents alone were the only personnel available.


Around midmorning, still waiting for a meeting with Lady Blackshaw, the constable suggested they question Charlotte. “Children are so observant,” he said. “They see things an adult would never notice.”


“Imagine a young bachelor like you knowing that.” Christy smiled. “Why don’t we send for Nurse Dixon to escort her here?”


The constable reddened and tried to look indifferent. “Yes, that’s a good idea.”





Fifteen minutes later Nurse Dixon was holding Charlotte’s hand and speaking to her in a soft, coaxing tone of voice. “Come on, Charlotte dear, answer the nice policeman. When did you last see Teresa?”


Charlotte continued to stare at the two men with frightened eyes and didn’t attempt to open her mouth.


“You’ve nothing to be afraid of, Miss Charlotte. We’re not bogeymen, you know. I have four children of my own, a lot older than you, of course, and this young fellow here has a crowd of brothers and sisters.”


Charlotte wouldn’t be drawn.


Nurse Dixon looked straight at the constable for the first time and visibly reacted to his admiring expression. It was as if she had been running at speed at the end of a rope and was snapped up short when she reached the end of it.


“Excuse me a minute,” she said, standing up in a hurry and leading Charlotte out of the room and down to the end of the corridor where no one could hear her.


“Just listen to me, young lady. And look at me while I’m talking to you.” She gripped the child’s chin and tilted up her head. Charlotte’s eyes swiveled, trying to look anywhere except at Nurse Dixon. “Them policemen in there aren’t the ones who punish naughty children. They’re different ones, do you understand? Good, kind ones.” Dixon squeezed Charlotte’s chin with every word she emphasized. “So will you answer their questions when you’re asked and stop making a show of yourself? Do you understand?”


Charlotte’s eyes were smarting from the effort of avoiding Dixon’s stare.


“Do you?”


Charlotte nodded, and Dixon released her grip.


Returning to the room, Dixon placed herself directly opposite the young policeman, rather than at an angle as she had been earlier, with Charlotte on a chair close to her.


“Now, Miss Charlotte, do you mind if we ask you again? Did you see Teresa Kelly yesterday? Or any strangers?”


With pleading eyes Charlotte looked up at the nanny and then at the two men.


“Now, Charlotte dear,” said Nurse Dixon, putting an arm around her and tucking her hair behind her ear and stroking it, “I’m with you, so you don’t have to be afraid of anything. Just tell these nice gentlemen what you seen yesterday and the day before.”


Charlotte slumped, stared straight ahead, and didn’t speak, even when the silence lengthened and the ticking of the clock on the wall became intrusive.


Nurse Dixon let her hand slip from Charlotte’s shoulders, drew the child’s left arm behind her back, held it in a vise-like grip, and dug in her nails. Charlotte’s face registered distress, but she didn’t cry out.


A servant entered without knocking to tell the policemen Her Ladyship would receive them now, this minute.


Dixon dropped Charlotte’s arm, and the child jumped up and ran out of the room. Nurse Dixon made eye contact with Declan Doyle (“Look what I have to put up with”), smiled angelically, and left slowly with a slight sway of her hips.





Lady Blackshaw, all in the space of two minutes, exploded with temper at the policemen for not telling her earlier what Peachy the chambermaid had said. She ordered them to circulate Teresa’s description to all police and army barracks in the country, and personally contacted her nearest neighbors to drive to Queenstown in their new motorcar to see if the seamstress had set off from there.


“We’ve lost over twelve hours,” she raged. “I should have called in the army in the first place.”


“It’s not too late, ma’am,” said Declan with a feigned mildness in his tone. He had taken a dislike to her and resented being treated as her private investigating agent. Her accent grated on his ear, and he found her reaction to the loss of her daughter, whose birth date he suspected she didn’t know, cold and unnatural. If a prize colt had been spirited away, she would have been much more upset than she was now, he believed. Above all that, he couldn’t forget the initial outrage he felt when he saw the magnificent castle with its tower overlooking acres of prime fertile land stretching in all directions as far as the eye could see, and realizing that it all belonged to one man, and that man a colonizer. He had read about such places in his history books, but had never seen one firsthand before now, as they were always surrounded by walls and trees and set too far back from public roads to be viewed by ordinary people.


The inspector made placatory noises. As far as he was concerned, Lady Blackshaw’s role as a bereaved mother excused her from all ordinary rules of good behavior. She could rant and bully as much as she liked—that was her prerogative—and he wouldn’t bat an eye.


“Why do you think she latched on to blaming Teresa Kelly so quickly?” the constable asked the inspector later before proceeding to answer his own question. “Because she can’t bear the thought of being ridiculed for mislaying her own child the only time she gets to take her out, that’s why. Think of the rank stupidity of leaving the little one unattended beside a flooded river with the door wide open—though of course she didn’t admit that she was responsible for that. If she didn’t have Teresa Kelly to point the finger at, she’d come up with some other poor unfortunate to deflect the blame away from herself.”


“Perhaps you’re right,” said Christy.





Nurse Dixon closed the nursery door behind her, and Charlotte backed away.


“Are you happy now? Are you? Making a complete fool of me in front of those nice men?”


Charlotte continued to move backwards until she came up against the end of her iron bedstead and couldn’t move any farther.


“Speak. Say something.” Nurse Dixon raised her arm. “Go on. You know you’re just putting it on. You always had plenty to say to Teresa when she were here, didn’t you, so what’s stopping you now? Eh?”


Charlotte cowered against the bed.


“I’m giving you one last chance. If you don’t speak by the time I count to three, you’re going to cop it.”


Charlotte braced herself.


“One! Two! Three!”


Dixon placed her hands on Charlotte’s shoulders and shoved with such force that Charlotte’s body arched backwards over the bed and the iron rail dug into her back. When Dixon let go, Charlotte slid to the floor.


“Let that be a lesson to you,” she said. “Just because you was born with a silver spoon in your mouth don’t give you the right to treat other people like rubbish. Don’t you ever make a fool of me again in front of other people. Is that clear?”


Breathing heavily, she removed herself to her adjoining room without looking back, slamming the door behind her. From her bedside locker she took out a yellow-haired porcelain doll dressed in sapphire-blue satin. Charlotte’s expensive, beautiful doll. She felt like tearing out its yellow hair and smashing its face against the brass bed knob and watching its marble eyes roll along the floor—serve Charlotte right, refusing to obey her in front of the policemen, making her look incompetent. She would have destroyed the doll, no question about it, if it hadn’t been a gift from the girls’ maternal grandparents. There was the fear that Lady Blackshaw could inquire about it at any time, especially if she wanted to show what Victoria’s matching redheaded one looked like. So far Her Ladyship hadn’t mentioned it—perhaps she had forgotten that Charlotte had ever owned one—but she would need to hold onto it, just in case.


It was over a year since it had been confiscated as a punishment for not handing it over when she had been told. Dixon had been forced to wrestle it out of the incorrigible child’s arms. It hadn’t helped her temper when she saw a shocked housemaid in the distance looking on at the distraught Charlotte screaming “Give it back! It’s mine!” and then at the top of her voice “It’s not fair!” After Dixon had bundled the child indoors to silence her unobserved and to give her a lesson in fairness, she pronounced that Charlotte would never see the doll again after a display like that, and if she made so much as a whimper, the doll would be smashed into a hundred pieces, and if she so much as touched Victoria’s matching one, there would be hell to pay.


Now Dixon stood on a chair and shoved the doll to the back of the top shelf of her wardrobe, where the sly Charlotte wouldn’t be able to reach if she happened to sneak in to search when there was no one about.


Charlotte was never going to get the better of her. All that fuss over a doll when the house was stuffed with antique toys, while poor orphan children never had anything to call their own, not even a clothes-peg doll with wool for hair.
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At the end of the second day, the inspector told the constable to go home and leave the written report to him. The young man was too hotheaded and inexperienced to know what to put in and what to leave out, so it was less complicated to do it himself—the last thing he wanted was a big chief from Dublin being drafted in, on account of Lord Waldron’s importance and notoriety, to take over the investigation, waking up sleeping dogs at the same time.


No mention was made in his report of his friend’s son Manus. Best not bring that name to the attention of Dublin Castle, whose British administration was eager to discredit any suspected member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Like many of his fellow countrymen, Christy worked for the Crown—he wished it were otherwise, but he had to live and feed his family. However, he prided himself on acting as honorably as was possible to his own people under the weight of colonial rule. If he were ever questioned about the omission, he would say, seeing as Manus and Lady Blackshaw were together when the child disappeared, there seemed little point in replicating her evidence.


Much against the grain, he had to include the little chambermaid’s sighting of Teresa Kelly on the day in question seeing as Lady Blackshaw was making no secret of putting a sinister construction on it. He had to keep reminding himself that Her Ladyship was so overcome with grief (though to look at her dry eyes no one would guess, so well did she disguise her feelings—all those centuries of breeding), she needed to clutch at straws. Or save face, the memory of the voice of the unimpressed young constable chimed in. One small consolation: Teresa, on the other side of the world, need never know her name had been blackened. She hadn’t left an address with her brother or anyone else, as far as he knew, so if she chose to stay out of touch, which he suspected she would, there would be no way anyone could get word to her, thank God.


After he had transcribed Lady Blackshaw’s initial account of her daughter’s disappearance, dated it the day before—7th July 1917—and signed and stamped the report, he reread all the interview notes and felt proud, as a fellow villager and neighbor, of the high regard in which Teresa was held.


No one had had a bad word to say about her. Considering the short time she had been employed at the Park, she had left a good impression. What particularly interested him, and what he didn’t include in his report, was how each servant said more or less the same thing: the only person who would really, deeply miss Victoria was Teresa Kelly. Not Lady Blackshaw, who hardly ever saw her daughter; certainly not the absent Lord Waldron, who had seen her briefly only once; and not Nurse Dixon, who, according to quite a few servants, wasn’t very nice to the girls when she thought no one was looking.


This last observation was disbelieved by the young constable, who immediately spoke up in the nanny’s defense. The remarks were inspired by jealousy of the nanny’s good looks, he argued. When Nurse Dixon was being interviewed, she had shown so much patience with the uncooperative Charlotte, and had been so kind to her, that he was sure she was genuine—no one could put on an act as convincing as that if she were pretending—and the inspector wrote a note to that effect on the report.





Edwina’s neighbors reported back from Queenstown. Only one passenger boat had departed from there during the last four days, and none was due to depart for the next week. The number of sailings was reduced because of the war. When they asked about passenger lists, they were told the authorities weren’t at liberty to disclose any information about them. And no, they hadn’t seen a middle-aged lady with a child or a middle-aged lady on her own anywhere near the port on or after the seventh of July.





The search continued. Families spent their Sundays after Mass walking along the banks of the river or beside the harbor walls on the south coast, staring into the Atlantic. Bathers sifted the sand along the shore. Fishermen scrutinized their nets. Sid concentrated on the outbuildings on the estate. Manus continued to search the seven miles of river, now returned to its normal depth, in the early morning and late evenings, tending to the horses in between times.


Nothing was found—not a fragment of flesh, bone, hair, or white linen fabric, nor any part of a porcelain doll with red hair or any shred of its emerald-green dress.





Those who knew Teresa Kelly well were outraged by Edwina’s kidnapping theory, though as time passed, many came to entertain it, more from hope than conviction.


Edwina had written to her husband three days after the disappearance. Waldron wrote back from London to say how frightfully sorry he was, but at such a critical time there was no question of his taking leave from the War Office, even for a short period. She must, as a member of a military family with a long and proud history, appreciate the fact that the loss of one small girl, no matter how significant to one personally, was of little consequence compared to the welfare of a million soldiers, all under his jurisdiction.


Edwina had expected exactly that response.


Alone, she continued to puzzle over the anomalies in the Teresa Kelly story.


Every day she contacted the inspector to see if there had been any response to the circulated description, to be told each time with regret there was none.


This brought up another quandary for Edwina. Could she trust the police, port authorities, villagers, or even Manus to relay information about Teresa, one of their own, to her, an interloper? Her friend and neighbor, Lady Beatrice, a woman in her sixties, had laughed at the astonishment on Edwina’s face when she told her that the Blackshaw family might have lived in Tyringham Park for more than four hundred years but they would never be considered the rightful owners. Those who had to labor out of economic necessity as tenants on the Big House estates around the country regarded the land they worked on as their own—it had belonged to their forebears, and one day they would drive out the imperialists and reclaim it.


“It is something you should be aware of, especially with Waldron’s position in these troubled times,” Lady Beatrice had warned.


Edwina presumed she meant his position in the British army.


She came to the conclusion that if she wanted results, she would have to obtain them herself.


The steward accompanied her and a maid to Dublin to question the port officials there, but as in Queenstown, passenger lists for sailings were classified and no amount of argument produced them. The clerks were sympathetic, but they had to be especially vigilant after the Easter Rising of the previous year. A trip to Belfast produced the same negative response, and she returned to Cork frustrated and downhearted.


The search was officially called off.





7


Miss East kept her eye out for Charlotte. Normally you could set your clock by her. Five past two, on the dot, she would pass by the window on the way to the stables, sometimes on her own, often accompanied by Nurse Dixon, who didn’t need to take her but wanted the excuse to make eyes at Manus—eight years on, she didn’t seem to have made any headway in that department and, with her blatant flirting, had turned herself into a bit of a joke amongst the other servants.


There had been no sign of either of them for two weeks now. Miss East became agitated—not only had Charlotte lost a sister, but also an adult she loved and trusted in the person of Teresa Kelly. With a preoccupied mother and only Nurse Dixon for company, there was no one to see how she was faring. Miss East checked with Cook, who told her meals were being delivered as usual to the landing outside the nursery by a maid and taken in personally by Nurse Dixon, who later put the empty trays back on the landing to be collected by the same maid. There was never any leftover food on either tray, Cook said proudly. There never had been in all the years she had been cooking.


Miss East became even more uneasy when she discovered that the chambermaid who was supposed to clean and dust the nursery once a week had been told by Dixon to stay away until further notice as she was doing the cleaning herself.


“Why didn’t you report that to me?” Miss East asked her.


“I didn’t see the need,” answered the maid. “Dixon said Miss Charlotte needed peace and quiet and she would get me back as soon as she was feeling better.”


Miss East took it upon herself to go to the nursery, even though that wing of the house was not under her jurisdiction—a rule made specifically by Lady Blackshaw, she knew, to try to undermine and humble her. There would be no point in approaching Lady Blackshaw to ask permission to visit Charlotte over Nurse Dixon’s head—she would be refused.


“What are you doing here?” Nurse Dixon asked, opening the door a few inches and glaring when she saw who was standing there.


“I’d like to see Charlotte.” Miss East tried to keep her voice confident and steady. Dixon’s aggressive attitude unnerved her. She could only imagine what effect it had on the children in her care.


“What for?”


“Just to see how she is. I haven’t seen her around lately.”


“She’s asleep. You don’t have to check on how she is. That’s what I’m here for, Lily, as if you didn’t know.”


“Under the circumstances . . .” Miss East gave the door a push, and before Nurse Dixon could make a grab for it to pull it closed behind her, Miss East had glimpsed a white, thin face staring at her from the bed.


The two women were now facing each other on the landing. Miss East took a step back.


“What is wrong with her?” she asked.


“Did Lady Blackshaw send you?”


“No, she didn’t.”


“Then you’ve no business snooping around this wing, asking questions. You know I’m in charge here, not you. Why don’t you take yourself off and stop poking your nose in where it isn’t wanted?” She turned as if to dismiss the older woman.


“Charlotte doesn’t look at all well,” Miss East persisted, even though she was beginning to feel weak. “Would you like me to call the doctor?”


“She don’t need a doctor. And I’d be the one calling him if she did. Go on, get off with you. Shoo!”


Miss East descended the first set of stairs.


“Just tell her I was asking for her,” she called up.


“Just tell her I was asking for her,” mimicked Dixon in a taunting manner, and then said loudly as she reentered the room, “The old witch thinks you’re ill. Shows how little she knows. Now get yourself off that bed this instant and tidy up those crayons.” A pause. “Did you hear what I said?”


Miss East covered her ears and hurried on down the stairs.





The next day Lady Blackshaw informed Miss East that she needed to go to London to see her husband on urgent business and was entrusting the running of the house to her. She would be away for a month.


“Don’t contact me unless there’s news of Victoria, in which case send a telegram to Lord Waldron’s office. Otherwise, deal with everything yourself.”


“Everything?”


“Yes, everything. The business of the Park isn’t exactly high on my list of priorities at the moment.”


Minutes after Lady Blackshaw was driven to the train, Miss East rang Dr. John Finn and asked him to come up to the nursery to see Charlotte. She then walked to the steward’s house and told him Nurse Dixon would be leaving the employment of the Park that day and could he sort out any wages due to her, and payment in lieu of notice, if that applied.


“Bad business, that,” he said sympathetically.


Miss East didn’t answer, letting him presume the nanny was leaving because of the heartbreak over Victoria.


“I’ll sort that out for you straightaway, Miss East, and have it sent up to you. Lady Blackshaw get away all right?”


Miss East sent a maid to inform Nurse Dixon that Dr. Finn would be calling shortly. When Dixon began to object, the maid said “Lady Blackshaw’s orders,” as she had been instructed to do.


While Miss East waited for Dr. Finn, she couldn’t settle to any occupation. The day she had looked forward to for eight years had come at last.
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The doctor dreaded seeing Victoria’s crib empty now for seventeen days. He paused on the landing to prepare himself and to catch his breath after running up the three flights of stairs. He considered himself fit for a man of sixty, but the stairs were steeper than he remembered and he should have had the sense to take them at a slower pace.


After the darkness of the stairwell, the bright light in the room blinded him when he entered. He reached sideways automatically, and it was the crib that steadied him until his eyes adjusted to the glare. He kept his head facing to the front while he regained his vision, but then found his eyes drawn to the contents of the crib: a rumpled red blanket and a white linen sheet that was smooth at the outer edges and wrinkled towards the center.


From the opposite side of the vast room the young child in the bed stared at him.


“I was told to leave it exactly as it was. Not to touch a thing, I was told,” said the nanny, standing beside the child’s bed.


“You did well, Nurse Dixon.” Dr. Finn smiled in the direction of the young woman he’d always thought of as “nervy” even though she stood straight and still with her hands clasped in front of her—a picture of calm. Maybe it was the hurried way she spoke or the constant blinking that hinted at an uneasiness beneath the surface.


He wondered if it was the police or the mother who had given the order to leave the crib exactly as it was. Whoever it was had neglected to ensure young Charlotte was moved to another room where she wouldn’t have to look, on a daily basis, at the emptiness behind the bars of the crib.


The girl in the bed kept her dull eyes on the doctor and didn’t smile or speak as he crossed the room. He hoped that the concern he felt on seeing her looking so ill didn’t show on his face.


“Well, how is my favorite girl?” he asked her, before shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with the nanny, who immediately reverted to standing straight with her eyes cast down and her hands clasped in front of her. “Now let me have a look at you, Miss Charlotte, and we’ll see what the problem is.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Tell your old friend what the trouble is.”


“She isn’t talking, Doctor,” said the nanny. “Not one word since the baby disappeared. And not eating neither. I keep saying if you don’t eat you’ll lose your strength. I keep telling her that.” Her eyes closed as if for emphasis.


“Thank you, Nurse,” he said. “How long has she been in bed?”


“Four days, but she were poorly before that. Ever since . . . well, you know. Gets out to use the commode, then crawls right back in again. Won’t let me help her neither.”


He checked Charlotte’s pulse, temperature, throat, eyes, heartbeat, and abdomen, all the while calling her his pet and his brave girl. “Now your lungs,” he said as he helped her into a sitting position, noting how much weight she had lost since he last saw her.


“Take a deep breath and hold it, there’s a good girl.” He lifted her nightdress and saw the large fading bruises in a line across her back.


“Oh, dear, that looks nasty. I thought that you’d given up falling off horses.”


The nanny’s head bobbed down. “It weren’t the horses—it were horseplay on the bed, more like. Gets overexcited and don’t know when to stop.”


“Will you ever forget your broken arm last year when you couldn’t ride for ten weeks? Now that wasn’t much fun, was it?”


Charlotte looked at the doctor, then the nanny, and then finally, as she slid back onto the pillows, the ceiling.


The doctor noticed that the nanny cast her eyes down when he spoke to her, but watched him when she thought he wasn’t looking. With his peripheral vision, the doctor noted the bobbing head and the blinking eyes.


“Will I ask Manus to find you a quieter pony?” asked the doctor, and he was pleased to see Charlotte smile as she shook her head. “I saw him on the way up riding your Mandrake. What a big horse for a little girl of eight. He’d frighten the life out of me.” The smile grew wider. “Manus told me months ago you’re well able to handle Mandrake. He says you’ve got a special talent and you’re nothing short of a champion. Actually, if I told you all the good things he said about you, you’d get a big swelled head.”


Charlotte continued to look pleased, but as the doctor began to pack his black bag, a look of disquiet replaced the smile on her face.


“And what’s this I’m told? That you’re not eating? Would I be right in saying that?” The doctor noticed out of the corner of his eye the nanny lifting her head. Charlotte glanced at her before looking back at the doctor and nodding.


“We’ll have to do something about that or Cook won’t be too happy, will she? And what about sleeping? Are you getting plenty of sleep?”


Charlotte shook her head.


“She’s awake half of the night, and when she is asleep, she’s tossing and turning around and opening her mouth all weird like,” said the nanny.


“We can’t have that,” said the doctor. “Exhausting for both of you. Is it nightmares you’re having, Miss Charlotte? Is that the trouble?”


Nod.


The doctor sat for a long period before asking softly, “Are you dreaming about little Victoria?”


He noticed her lip trembling as she nodded.


“I think we’re all having bad dreams about her,” he said, taking her hand. “It’s only natural. It’s hard to think of anything else. Of course your dreams are disturbed. How could they not be?” His other hand patted her arm. “Who knows, she might still be found. We can only hope and pray.” He turned to Nurse Dixon. “It’s important that Charlotte isn’t left alone at night even for a minute.”


“There’s no need to tell me that, Doctor.”


“Of course, Nurse. I wasn’t suggesting you needed telling. I was thinking of your isolation up here—no one even in earshot. So high up and so far away from the rest of the house. Perhaps you should ask another member of the staff to stay.”


“I wouldn’t trust no one else, especially not now. I can manage, Doctor.”


“I’m sure you can, but I’d hate to see you wearing yourself out with all that broken sleep and no time off. It must be lonely for you at all events. And you must be missing Teresa Kelly.” He looked over his half-glasses. “Have you heard from her yet?”


“No, she’s only been gone three weeks. She won’t have arrived yet.”


“Well, I hope when she gets there she’ll do well in her new life. She’s a great girl and deserves to.”


The doctor stood and crossed the room to look out one of the windows, which was fitted with iron bars high enough to prevent a child falling out accidentally. “Spectacular view,” he said, admiring the green fields disappearing into the oak and beech forest in the distance. “Pity to see you missing this sunshine, ladies. God knows we get little enough of it.” He turned. “We’ll have to see how soon we can get you out of this bed, Charlotte, and then back into the fresh air with the both of you. I’ll have a chat with Miss East, and we’ll see what we can do.” He smiled down at Charlotte. “It’s a pity that I can’t take you home with me. Mrs. Finn would love a little girl like you to fuss over. But we couldn’t take you away from Nurse Dixon, could we?” He looked up at the nanny. “You’d be lost without her, wouldn’t you, Nurse?”


Charlotte grabbed his hand before he heard a reply, and he saw she was weeping and mouthing, but there was no sound.


“What is it, my dear?” he said as he sat down again. He tried to lip-read, but she ceased her efforts before he had time to make out a single word.


“Can you write it down?” asked the doctor, taking his pen and a notebook out of his pocket.


“She can’t write,” said the nanny. “She’s had no governess yet.”


“Try to slow down, pet,” he said, “and I’ll see if I can understand.”


Charlotte looked over his shoulder at the nanny, then shook her head, sighed, closed her eyes, and lay still.


The doctor stayed and talked of Manus, Mandrake, Lady Blackshaw in London visiting Lord Waldron and surely planning to bring her back a wonderful gift, the cook’s sponge cakes, his new grandchild, until he thought he was annoying rather than comforting her and that it might be time to leave.


“Now try not to fret,” he said. “I’ll report to Miss East on the way out, and I’ll be back to see you first thing tomorrow. You are not to upset yourself. We’ll have you back on your feet in no time.” He bent over her. “You do trust your old doctor friend, don’t you?”


Charlotte kept her eyes closed and turned her face to the wall. Her expression was so desolate the doctor wished he could say the one thing that would bring life back into her face—that Victoria had been found safe and well and would soon be reunited with her family—but he couldn’t say it, and wondered if it would ever be said.
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