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  PROLOGUE




  October, 1815




  The storm was at its height when we left the inn that night. The wind was howling around the outer walls, the draughts whistling through the seams of the windows.




  As we opened the door to the moors and the rain, there was not even a glance from those drinking there; not so much as a raised eyebrow. I wondered how much Thomas had paid them to keep silent,

  or whether they did it for the love of him. With the quiet tenacity I expected of him, he did not complain about the weather. He only pulled his collar high, and pushed the old cocked hat he wore,

  the fur on it half-eaten away by moths, low over his forehead. He wore it for luck, I knew. By the time he had climbed up onto the box and gathered the reins, his greatcoat shone like polished jet

  in the sheeting rain.




  It was only then that Emma and I ran from beneath the lintel of the inn doorway through the puddles and the mud to the carriage, the door held open by the stable boy. By the light of the

  carriage lamps I saw that the child’s fair hair was dark with rain, so that he had to blink every moment to keep the water out of his eyes. As Emma climbed up before me, scrambling like a

  milkmaid rather than a lady, I touched the child’s head. It was a kind of blessing; whether for myself, or him, I hardly knew.




  The steps were let up, the door was shut, and as the carriage lurched forwards a piece of silver flew past the window, the boy jumping to catch it, and my lady flinched. I reached over, and

  touched her arm in reassurance. ‘It’s Thomas,’ I said. ‘He’s throwing the boy a coin for his trouble.’




  She turned her face away.




  It was not long before we had left the tavern behind and were journeying through open moorland. The road surged downwards, and the horses’ hooves caught on the worsening road. I felt the

  jagged vibration of it through the springs of the carriage. ‘Too fast,’ murmured Emma. The horses slowed as they began the long climb up to Shawsdrop; as we surmounted the hill, Thomas

  urged them on. He was a hard driver that night.




  ‘I see it,’ I said. Quietly, as though I thought my master might hear me. There were the distant lights – his harbour lights, as he used to call them – shining out across

  the moor. I wondered if Sorsby was watching our approach from his lodge, the blink and roll of our lamps as we jolted along. It was why we had chosen the height of the storm, the kind of night when

  every sane person would wish to be at their fireside. Surely no one of sense would travel on such a night.




  But I was without sense, and without feeling. I had one goal in view. I was a different Annaleigh from the one who had come here a year before, the bitter tension in me so familiar that it was

  part of me, and I could seem serene even under the yoke of it.




  I was all calmness compared to the woman who sat opposite me in her London walking dress, her cloak fur-lined, her hair a fashionable cascade of curls. How often, in recent days, I had looked

  for similarities between us. Like me, Emma feigned serenity, but I could see the slight tremble of the muscles at the corner of one beautiful eye, and the sheen of sweat on her face seemed

  unnatural and marked, like mildew in a grand reception room. I noted the desperate tightness of her clasped hands, still bearing her rings, her wedding ring, even after all that had happened. That

  alone made me want to roll my eyes in exasperation. We are such different creatures, I thought, with surprise, the kind of surprise that made the hairs prickle on the back

  of my neck with misgiving. She had no reason to care for me; and yet we were here together.




  When she spoke, her voice startled me, that sudden gentle voice, amidst the tumult of the storm and the lurch of the carriage.




  ‘If we take his life,’ she said, ‘we had best do it quickly.’




  ‘Madam,’ I said, ‘there is no “if”.’




  





  PART ONE




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  One year earlier




  September, 1814




  ‘Press your face to the glass.’




  The woman’s voice was low and soothing. We had been in the stagecoach for an hour, and it was the first time she had spoken. I would have been grateful if our fellow travellers had

  afforded me the courtesy of silence. In that coach, scented stale by their bodies and breaths, their voices rang strange and disquieting in my aching head. My mind was teeming with memories, so

  that as we left the streets of London far behind, thoughts of my past streamed on and on like a magic lantern show, as though I was living my life again as an observer.




  It hadn’t taken long for me to feel sick. The air I breathed felt thick and heavy, and the constant rocking of the coach threatened to bring up the punch I had drunk at the Bull and Mouth

  Inn with Mr Plaskett. What had they put in it? I thought. And then, what had he asked them to put in it?




  ‘You’re a fine shade of green,’ said one of the other passengers warily, a sallow-cheeked gentleman. ‘Can you hold off until Barnet?’




  ‘Don’t spew on me,’ said another. ‘You should’ve travelled on the outside.’




  I shook my head. Jared had paid for me to travel on the inside, thinking of my comfort, not wishing me to catch a chill. To criticise this arrangement seemed somehow disloyal to him. So I

  pressed my face to the glass as the woman had advised, and somehow survived until the next change of horses, my fellow passengers piling out of the carriage with barely disguised eagerness to be

  away from me.




  On the next stretch of the journey, I felt a little better. The sallow-cheeked man hazarded conversation with me.




  ‘I saw the old man that put you on the coach. Saw the look on his face. You’re not virtuous, for all that you look so innocent.’




  I thought of Plaskett, he who had made my travelling arrangements and ordered the punch. He was one of Jared’s customers; the paint was barely dry on his portrait, though we had known him

  as a visitor in our house for a long time. He had always presented himself as a fatherly figure, but I had begun to notice on my last days in London that he had often licked his lips when he looked

  at me, watching me with a slight smile. On our way to the inn, he had taken every opportunity to steer me, his hand on my elbow when we crossed the street, rushing to touch me under the shade of

  solicitude.




  He had seemed disappointed when the passengers for the Leeds coach were called. My fellow traveller must have seen him hovering around me, his voice low and urgent in my ear. ‘You can

  always call on me, if I am ever needed. You need not trouble Jared. I may visit to see you are doing well, for I am intimate friends with the Twentyman family. You may write to me at my lodgings in

  Arlington Street, Piccadilly, or I can always be found at the White Bear – mark it, Annaleigh, mark it.’




  The man who had questioned my virtue gave a low laugh at the look on my face. The woman who had soothed me interrupted. ‘She’s more virtuous than you are, I’ll

  warrant.’




  The other man looked harder at me in the jolting carriage, even as I turned my face away, feeling sick.




  ‘Eh? Swear it on a Bible then, eh?’




  ‘I’ll not swear anything for you or any other man,’ I snapped.




  ‘Injured in love, then,’ said the woman softly, who had closed the book she was reading.




  ‘No,’ I said, stung into answering. ‘A little.’ As soon as I said it I regretted it. Presenting myself as alone, a young woman, to this group of strangers. It was my plan

  to make my own way, to leave my youth behind. Yet here I was, acting like a child. I thought of my home, the house in St Martin’s Lane. I had lived there since I was a baby, but as I had

  looked back at it after leaving, one last turn on that busy street, it was just a house. Another house with a classical façade, the door and windows like the shut eyes of someone long

  dead.




  ‘It is best you find out that men are faithless now,’ said the woman evenly, though the sallow-faced man said a low pish under his breath. ‘You are

  young. Best you do not spend your finest years chasing what cannot be.’




  She had been meant to travel onwards with us but at the next stop she left the coach, walking out silently into the night, I know not where; her book clasped in one hand, her locking box in the

  other.




  I found some moments of pleasure on the journey. I loved the ancient roads we travelled on, ruts hollowed out of the earth, the branches interlaced above the coach in natural

  shelter, as though the trees either side had met by mutual agreement.




  When we stopped at an inn in Huntingdon, the two children running in and out of the tables in the coffee room reminded me of me and Kit when we were children. A fair boy, and a dark-haired girl,

  she only slightly smaller than him, their games full of energy but no malice.




  In my mind, Jared, Melisende and Kit travelled with me on the first part of that journey, as though they sat next to me. If I closed my eyes, I could catch the scent of them. For Jared, it was

  the turpentine he would dip his brushes in. For Melisende, the smell of almonds, baked in the tart she taught me to make. For my precious Kit, the scent of his sweat and skin, the musky edge of it,

  as he reached for me on that last day I saw him, our hands never quite meeting as the crowds on Snow Hill dragged me away from him, Jared calling my name.




  They seemed so close to me at first, but on the last day of the journey, I could not summon them. Were there too many county borders between us, I wondered? All I could remember was a stupid,

  commonplace memory, something I would rather forget and yet could not shake.




  It was my last evening in London, and Mr Plaskett was taking me to the coach. Weaving through the London streets, he kept his hand beneath my elbow, always that wretched dry touch of his.

  ‘You must be obedient,’ he said. ‘I know Melisende trained you in cookery, but you will not be at home, and must think how to please them. Miss Twentyman – Mrs Hume I should

  say – will take you in hand; you shall be apprenticed to learn housekeeping skills – yes, think of yourself as her apprentice.’




  I had nodded, dully. I hardly saw the faces of the people we passed; I was murmuring the apprentice’s promise Kit had made. The night before Kit went to be bound as an apprentice, he was

  fourteen, I eleven, and we sat on the turn of the stairs in our house, a candle beside us, chanting it.




  ‘During which term the said apprentice his said Master faithfully shall serve, his secrets keep, his lawful commandments everywhere gladly do. He shall do no damage to his said Master. He

  shall not haunt Taverns, or Play-houses, nor absent himself from his said Master’s service Day or Night unlawfully . . .’




  I fancy I smiled as I thought it, remembering our childish voices together, saying the words as lightly as though they were a nursery rhyme, all our solemnity a play only.




  ‘Annaleigh?’ Plaskett’s voice, pettish. ‘Your lips are moving. What is it you are thinking, child?’




  Always the present, dragging me out of the past, where I wanted to live. Always that touch on my arm.




  I left the stagecoach at Leeds, and took a further conveyance which had been paid for by my employer. It was a full coach, with four places on the top. As we travelled through

  the town of Hebden Bridge, the mist clung to the hills, softening the outlines of grey cottages, built from damp grey stone and slate, studding the hillside as the road wound its way upwards, like

  a thread from Melisende’s skein. As we clattered on towards open country the road was bordered by rough stone walls, and high, thick-grown trees. Then the trees fell away to show me the land

  I had come to.




  ‘They live on the moors,’ Mr Plaskett had told me. ‘A most respectable family. The Twentymans of White Windows. Discreet, however.’




  We were travelling through an openness, an exposed hillside – a green-blue vastness which spread out before me, hills and valleys covered with heather, and the occasional dwelling, miles

  away, but clear as an outpost on those hills. I stared as the sun appeared from behind the clouds and made the heather on the hills shine as vivid as a bruise. The moors seemed to reflect the

  constantly changing sky, and were first welcoming under the brief illusion of sunshine, then fiercely barren beneath cloud. In the distance, there was nothing but blue hills. I felt the immensity

  of it deeply, felt I might be swallowed by it, as one feels standing on the edge of a precipice. It was utterly alien to me. In London, with its crowded streets, dense with voices, colours and

  smells, I had been raised to think of the people as the threat; but here the vanquisher was the landscape itself. A painter’s child, I tried to calm myself by naming the colours: russet, acid

  yellow, green, brown, purple.




  But the carriage was slowing, drawing up. I turned from the moors, and saw that we had arrived at a lone tavern: a rectangular, low, grey building set into the raw hillside. Ahead there was a

  handful of grey scattered houses, but that was all for miles.




  ‘Becket Bridge, Becket Bridge.’




  No, I thought. Not this desolate place. Obediently, I climbed down, and opened my arms to receive my box as it was thrown to me from the

  rumble tumble. Then the coach drew off, racing towards some other place.




  There was no one to meet me. I was completely alone. I thanked God for the glimpses of September sunshine dealt by the ever-changing sky; it was the only mercy. As the wind snatched at my cloak,

  I felt it begin to tell on me. I worried the string of coral beads around my neck as though they were a rosary; re-checked the hiring letter, which I had carried in my pocket. I wondered if some

  mistake had been made and I would be left there, alone at the roadside, in this foreign land.




  Then I saw it, at first just a distant shape, moving slowly. As the minutes passed it resolved itself into a man, coming across the moors.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  It seemed to take an age for the man to reach me. I sat on my locking box, taking in deep breaths of the cold air, trying to suppress my impatience and depressed spirits. The

  man was dressed in a long brown coat stained with mud, and he wore a hat pulled low over his brow. I was aware even as he approached of a horse, coming quick along the road from the distance with a

  rider on top, the sharp drumming of hooves on the road in contrast with the slow pace of the man.




  ‘Are you from White Windows?’ I called to the man. He looked at me, but my words were either carried away on the wind, or he feigned not to hear. He reached the road where I stood,

  and came purposefully towards my locking box, but I did not rise from it. I repeated my question.




  ‘Aye,’ he said grumpily. His eyes were surprisingly youthful in his weathered face: clear and dark brown, meeting mine directly.




  ‘What’s your name?’ I said.




  He waited for a moment, looking at me, and I felt him assessing me. ‘Sorsby,’ he said at last.




  ‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance,’ I said. ‘My name is Miss Calvert.’




  He nodded. ‘I’ll take your box. We’ll have to walk.’




  ‘How far is it?’ My horror must have shown on my face. I looked down at my boots; relatively strong, but I had seen the terrain, and wondered whether I would make it without soaking

  my feet. His gaze followed mine.




  ‘There are pattens at the house to protect your shoes in the future,’ he said. ‘But I did not think you would come unready. ’Tis not my fault if the cart is not right.

  Would have been easier for me if you’d come by the Shawsdrop road.’ My face clearly showed I had no idea what he was talking about. He sighed. ‘You’ll be all right.

  You’re a strong enough lass.’




  I blinked at him, feeling exhaustion overtake me. He had already turned his attention to the horse and rider approaching us on the road. The large grey horse had plenty of vigour in her; she

  tossed her head when the rider drew her up, as though annoyed that her trot had been interrupted. The man who rode her was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in a dusty hat and a greatcoat that

  seemed to have had several years’ wear.




  ‘Good day to ye, Tom,’ said Sorsby. ‘She’s a fine roadster, in’t she? Mr Twentyman will want her.’




  ‘That’s the idea.’ He looked near enough to me in age, but had the bearing of an older man: authoritative, his back straight, his gaze unflinching. His horse danced on the

  spot, but he was not heavy-handed; relaxed, he took in our tableau, his hands low, his whip tucked neatly in his hand as though carried for ornament rather than use. ‘What’s happening

  here, then? Ma’am?’ he said, acknowledging me with a touch of his hat, and a nod. He spoke in what Melisende would have called a fine voice: low and strong in tone, softened with the

  local accent. I had the feeling he observed everything about me, from my locking box to the exhaustion that bowed my shoulders.




  ‘Come to collect master’s new housekeeper,’ said Sorsby, as though I wasn’t there.




  I saw a frown crease the man’s brow momentarily. ‘Why did you not bring the cart? It’s not fit weather to make the lady walk across the moors, and they’ll be running with

  water in no time.’




  Sorsby looked annoyed. ‘Wheel came off the cart yesterday,’ he said. ‘Needs fixing.’




  ‘I am Miss Calvert,’ I said, somewhat awkwardly.




  The man bowed, and gave his name as Thomas Digby. ‘The rain’s coming across the valley,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you to the house, Miss Calvert – if you will

  permit it. Mr Sorsby will carry your box, and you can ride my mare Quicksilver. She’s sure-footed, and won’t spill you, I promise. It will save you from walking. Unlike you, she is used

  to the terrain.’




  I looked at the horse: the dark cobweb pattern of grey on white, her thick black mane, the enormous hooves. The power of her shoulders, kept reined in by him. ‘I have never ridden a horse

  of this size, and certainly not astride,’ I said.




  Thomas dismounted, and led his horse towards me, with a glance at the horizon. ‘She’s a steady ride, and I’ll lead her,’ he said. ‘Look.’




  I followed his line of sight. The blue hills across the valley were softened by an approaching veil of rain, the outline softening and dissolving as we spoke. I had never seen weather

  approaching from a distance before, and the sight on any normal day would have entranced me. But it was a sight to be watched from behind a window, with a log on the fire and plenty more in the

  store.




  ‘Take up the offer or don’t, but don’t stand there dithering,’ Sorsby half-shouted. ‘If you do catch your death on the wet ground, master won’t thank me for

  bringing damaged goods to his house.’




  ‘Come now, old Chris.’ The young man’s voice cut in, firm and reproving.




  ‘Very well,’ I said.




  Thomas nodded, drawing his mare’s reins up in his hand. ‘There’s no mounting block here,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to hand you up. Do you know how?’




  I nodded, miserably. We were both flushed now, with the embarrassment of it. Sorsby made a show of lighting a pipe, a slight smile playing around his features.




  I put one foot up in the stirrup; felt Thomas’s hands at my back as he counted; then I half-pulled and was half-pushed by him up into the saddle. It was not smooth, and the horse shifted a

  little.




  ‘Hold the pommel,’ he said. ‘Are you secure?’ I nodded. Just for a moment, he let his hand rest on my wrist. ‘Journey’s almost over,’ he said, his

  careful eyes reading the exhaustion on my face. His kindness was so unexpected that I could have wept; instead, I nodded.




  ‘En avant, then,’ Thomas said, half to himself, half to Sorsby, and we set off, Sorsby leading the way, far enough ahead to show he did not want

  company.




  ‘Forwards,’ I murmured in translation, under my breath. Thomas heard, and looked at me with approval.




  After a few moments, I learned that the terrain was unsteady, and the most sensible thing was to let the horse have her head, riding out the sudden jerks and pulls, as she went down a stage in

  the track. Thomas walked beside her.




  ‘She knows the path well,’ he said. ‘There’s no need to worry – she’s more sure-footed than you or me. Where’ve you come from? You’re not from

  anywhere near here.’ He said it with a wry smile.




  ‘London,’ I said. ‘Have you ever been?’




  He shook his head. ‘No. Nor am I likely to. Father can’t bear the place and I have all I need here.’ He glanced up at me again, negotiated a dip in the path, then spoke.

  ‘If you’ll forgive straight talking, you don’t seem like any housekeeper I’ve ever seen. All the ones I’ve known are near a hundred years older than you, and far

  crosser.’




  I tried not to smile. ‘It’s my first place. I was taught how to cook and sew in my guardian’s house, but now it’s time to make a living.’ I said it briskly. I had

  not meant to reveal so much about myself, but his kindness had unlocked my thoughts. I made a note to check myself.




  ‘I reckon you’ll be homesick,’ he said. ‘I know I would be.’




  I looked down at my hands. My fingernails short, the skin already weathered from the work I had done in the kitchen and the studio of my home. I thought of the twenty-one pounds per annum I

  would receive for my labour here; the first money I had ever earned. ‘All is well as long as I can work,’ I said. ‘Do you know White Windows well?’




  ‘Yes, as much as anyone apart from Sorsby and Jeanne, I expect,’ he said. ‘I live in Becket Bridge with my parents. Father and I are job-masters, hiring and selling horses.

  I’m at White Windows every so often, for the master gets through horses. He’s a hard rider and – as you can see – he does not care so much for Sorsby’s cart, or even

  the stables, so long as there is a fine horse to put in them. He came here with a town coach but I have not seen it these six months. It will be rotting in one of those leaky barns. I told him last

  winter that cart would not last for long, and still they all hope it will hold together by some miracle.’ He glanced at me. ‘Not of any interest to you, I’m sure,’ he said

  without rancour. ‘I shouldn’t speak of such things, neither.’




  ‘I won’t say anything,’ I said, ‘if you don’t tell anyone that I came to be riding your horse astride.’




  His eyes crinkled with amusement. ‘You can hold me to that promise,’ he said. ‘Coming from London, we will be a shock to you, I’m afraid. We are all hill farmers and wool

  combers; we know our own minds and aren’t afraid of giving opinions.’




  I smiled to show I did not mind it. ‘I heard Mr Twentyman is a gentleman,’ I said.




  ‘Aye,’ said Thomas. ‘It was his great uncle who settled here – eccentric old Jack, he was known as. You’ll see the carcasses of all the farmhouses he left to ruin,

  just so he would have moor and clear land, with no folk about him.’




  ‘He came here for the beauty of the open countryside?’ I said.




  ‘Beauty?’ He smiled at me. ‘Do you see any beauty in it today? No, miss. He came here for the bleakness. He came here because he wanted hills and vast horizons and to see a man

  coming ten miles off.’




  I pressed my fingers to my brow, remembering just as I did it that it was a gesture Jared had always teased me for. Something about it caught Thomas’s attention too, for he smiled at me,

  as though he could read the puzzlement and misgivings in my mind.




  ‘As we still have a way to travel,’ he said, ‘tell me a little of London.’




  ‘There’s not so much to say.’




  ‘I can’t imagine that.’




  I considered the question. ‘All of London passed our house in their colour and riot,’ I said eventually. ‘But I had little converse with them. My world was our house. My

  guardian, Jared, is a portrait painter, and it was my delight to be with him. London was just a story, told by his quiet voice as I played with my doll in the corner of his studio. And, later,

  London was formed from the characters who ventured in to have their portraits taken by him, and there were plenty of those.’




  ‘Was your guardian a gentleman?’ he said. ‘This would be a harsh comedown for you, if so? To go into service?’




  ‘Not a gentleman,’ I said. ‘A painter of the middling sort, as he described himself. I do not consider this beneath me. Besides, being in the studio was a great leveller. I met

  all kinds of characters.’




  I did not say that I grew up seeing the faces of men who had lost much on the turn of a card, flushed with dissipation; the watery, pale eyes of a merchant who could not, just could not, bear to see himself painted as he truly was. Was that, then, a gentleman, I thought? If so I would not be afraid of him. I had already looked into the eyes of a hundred

  gentlemen sitters, and Jared had shown me their layers as precisely as a surgeon cutting through flesh.




  ‘What a strange look you have on your face,’ said Thomas, with a playful glance, then he stumbled. ‘Forgive me, I’ll keep my eyes on the path. And I’ll not ask what

  you’re thinking of. Not until I know you better, anyhow.’




  We came over the brow of the hill at that moment, just as his smile was fading, and I caught sight of a house, half a mile away, with moor on one side and fields on the other. I looked at Thomas

  questioningly, and he nodded.




  White Windows. A house built of grey stone, the same shade as the leaden rainclouds at our back. The only relief its white shutters. It seemed ancient despite its symmetrical, long windows, and

  the portico which had been added at some point in the last fifty years, its measurements somehow wrong, and jarring. I had not imagined the place until that moment; there was no expectation in my

  mind, but I felt disappointed. I had come here to escape from sadness, and yet the house in that moment seemed the opposite of a place where one could be happy. It seemed to crouch in the rugged

  landscape, as though cowering from the rain. The gateway was made of two long upended stones, and I wondered how many horses it had taken to drag them there. A small lodge house sat to the right,

  and I could just see a scattering of outhouses beyond the main house.




  We had all come to a halt, and Sorsby moved to rub the forehead of my horse with surprising tenderness. ‘You’d better let her down here, Tom,’ he said. ‘Master

  wouldn’t like her brought to the door so.’




  ‘Will you ever use my name?’ I said, with a little more firmness than before, drawing a low, not unfriendly, laugh from Sorsby. I glanced at Thomas, thinking he might approve, for

  already a kind of comradeship had grown up between us, but his eyes were on the house, and I could see only misgiving on his face. He managed a brief smile, and a nod at me. ‘Just swing your

  leg over the front,’ he said, ‘and keep hold of my hand until you’re on the ground. Sorsby – that cart should be seen to. My father will see you at the Cross Keys and make

  arrangements.’




  I slid down the side of the horse, my hand knotted in Thomas’s, and he kept it there for a moment before letting it go. ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘I live in the last house of

  Becket Bridge, three miles as the crow flies in that direction. Keep to the path if you are alone, the moors can be treacherous. If you should ever have need of anything – Thomas Digby, at

  your service.’




  I thanked him, smiling, and felt the first sting of a raindrop on my face, raw with cold.




  He smiled tightly, raised his hand to Sorsby, then mounted and wheeled his horse around and drove her on briskly up the path without looking back.




  ‘Best not to get caught out on moors in weather,’ said Sorsby. ‘Come on now, and hurry – or we’ll be soaked through.’




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  From the track where we stood, a steep bank descended to the small and roughly paved yard before White Windows. It only took a few steps to get directly from the moors into the

  yard. Sorsby went first down the slope, my locking box on his shoulder, me slipping and sliding behind him.




  I thought we might enter the house through the back, as servants, but he barged through the front door, shoulder first, and as I followed him I noticed that the paint on the door was peeling;

  once a glossy black, the first layer had come away in patches, revealing the ghost of another. Even beneath the heavy portico, supported by its thick, crude stone columns, the weather had done its

  worst. Only the brass knocker retained its details, unpolished as it was: a gargoyle, of the type seen on churches, its mouth set in a cackle of menace. I wondered why it jarred in my mind, that

  painted door; and then I realized it was a town door, a London door, on a Yorkshire house. A more suitable entrance for this place would be made of thick oak, bound with iron. Clearly old Jack

  really had been eccentric.




  ‘Madam,’ went up Sorsby’s shout, when he had set my box down heavily on the floor. He made a hissing noise, and a black shape darted past me. ‘Emmet, my wife’s

  cat,’ he said. ‘I’m going to give the horses their feed, then to the lodge for my ale. Wife’ll be here directly to show you the kitchen.’ And he was gone, closing the

  door firmly behind him.




  I looked around at my new home. Underfoot were uneven slabs of dark grey stone, which clearly had not been swept for some time, and bore the marks of muddy boots, drying to dust. A broad

  staircase turned out of sight, its bannisters ornately carved with primitive figures, like the figureheads on ships. The walls were panelled with a dark oak, its colour born of centuries of smoking

  fires; the pale ceiling was decorated with elaborate plasterwork to indicate, I suspected, that this was a house of status, but it was darkened by smoke and too little cleaning. There was an

  ancient fireplace, its arch pointed, with no fire. In the corner stood a tall clock, its pendulum seemingly long stilled. For all its symmetrical windows, this, it seemed, was a far older house,

  the shell of which had been refurbished within a generation, but which maintained its dark and smoky core. I guessed that the layout of the house would be irregular and without the logic I was used

  to, like the inns we had stayed at on the journey: winding sequences of rooms, dark furniture, and plastered walls.




  I went to the window, which was letting in precious little light thanks to the heavy clouds. Through the rippled pane I saw Sorsby cross the yard, and pass a woman coming in the opposite

  direction, seemingly without a word. Large drops of rain came at the window then, suddenly: slanting in angrily as it began to pour. I saw the woman break into a run, her skirts gathered up in her

  hands.




  ‘Our new housekeeper, I presume.’




  I turned around. A woman had descended the first flight of the staircase, and was standing at the turn.




  ‘Indeed, I am Miss Calvert, madam,’ I said, and curtseyed low.




  ‘So, you’ve reached us at last,’ she said. ‘I am Miss Hester Twentyman.’




  ‘I thought you were a widow, miss,’ I said, shocking myself. My exhaustion had betrayed me into saying my first thought out loud. Sorely vexed, I lowered my eyes.




  ‘I am, but I prefer to use my family name,’ she said, seemingly without any offence. ‘So you use the title “miss”? How strange. As a housekeeper, I expected you to

  introduce yourself as Mrs Calvert. Still, I suppose you are very young, and not used to the correct way of doing things. It hardly matters here.’




  I curtseyed low again, my face burning. At the same moment the front door was thrown open, and the woman I had seen crossing the yard ran in, brushing off her skirts. She was wearing a brightly

  patterned dress decorated with printed sprigs of coloured flowers, reminding me of the dresses ballad singers and young pretty women in London would wear, her only concession to the weather the

  thick woollen shawl she had wrapped around her shoulders. She seemed to be in her mid-forties; her dark hair was cropped close to her head, giving her a stark appearance, and she glanced between me

  and her mistress with apprehension outweighed by obvious curiosity.




  ‘Jeanne, make us some tea,’ said Miss Twentyman. ‘I have left the caddy unlocked.’




  Miss Twentyman came down the stairs slowly, as though watching her step; everything about her was colourless, like a watercolour executed with too much water. Her hair was a pale mousy brown;

  her delicate skin dusty in pallor; her slight build clothed in pale, delicate silks which looked faintly unwashed. She brought the scent of perspiration and lavender with her, as though her clothes

  had been kept long in their presses. ‘How was your journey?’




  ‘Well enough,’ I said. ‘Though it would have been difficult without the help of a Mr Digby, who assisted—’




  ‘I know,’ said Miss Twentyman. ‘I saw you and Thomas at the top of the hill. An unorthodox way of arriving, riding astride. You should have dismounted sooner, rather than in

  sight of the house. Come through.’




  I had opened my mouth to reply, but she was already walking away.




  I followed her into a large room leading directly from the hall where, at last, a fire burned. There was a long oak table with benches either side, together with some ornately carved chairs

  scattered around. I was comforted to see a little of what I expected: the walls were studded with framed examples of pressed flowers and shellwork, and a large side table held a display of

  porcelain ornaments, their delicacy out of place against the dark, heavy furniture.




  ‘Where should I sit?’ I asked.




  ‘Wherever you like,’ she said impatiently. ‘I presume you have enough about you to choose a chair. If not, then we have engaged the wrong person.’




  Annoyed that my good manners had been rebuked, I sat a little way from the fire, and she took her place opposite me, beside a small table. Jeanne came in, bearing a silver tray with tea things.

  The tray was edged with tarnish, and I made a mental note to ask for it to be polished as soon as possible.




  ‘Leave it,’ said Hester, when the woman fumbled with the cups. ‘Go back to the lodge, and tell Sorsby to put his boots back on. My brother is out on the moor and I need him to

  go and look for him. Tell him to take a lantern; the light is fading.’




  The woman’s gaze flickered briefly to my face and she gave a small smile before she curtseyed and went out.




  ‘That is Jeanne,’ said Hester, handing me a cup of tea. ‘She had just arrived from Paris when I took her on to work in my London household a few years ago. When we came here

  she fell in with Sorsby very well and they were married at Shawsdrop, near here, last winter. He has been here forever; he served my uncle, and knew me as a child. His first wife would take in

  worsted bundles and spin them into yarn; the house always smelled of wool. We have no truck with that now, you know; you are not to take in extra work.’




  ‘I would not think of it, madam.’




  I sat in silence as she poured the tea, noticing that she had not followed the custom of making it at the table, allowing Jeanne access to the tea and to pour the water. Her voice gave the

  impression of strength, and order, but her movements told of languor. I guessed her to be one- or two-and-thirty, certainly more than a decade older than me, and wondered whether she had always

  been so lethargic, or whether some kind of malaise had fallen over her. I noticed, close to, that she was untidy. Her hair was poorly dressed, and her gown could have done with some stitches in a

  sleeve, for all its fine cut and fabric. The high neck of her undershirt was slightly discoloured around the edges. She was a lady; she should have had a lady’s maid to tend to her.




  My eyes darted away. It would not be the thing to be seen observing my new mistress with critical eyes.




  ‘Now, tell me of London,’ she said briskly.




  I hesitated. ‘It was a fine day when I left it,’ I said. I sought for something interesting to tell her. ‘There was a balloon ascent last month, for the Jubilee, over St

  James’s Park. It was an incredible sight.’




  ‘I meant a little of society, but I suppose you would not know about that. Of course not,’ she said. ‘And you are such a young thing. Nineteen, I believe? I do not complain;

  you are exactly what I requested. But what situation do you come from? I took you on Plaskett’s word alone. Not necessarily a wise thing to do.’




  I saw the glint of humour in her eye, and warmed to her.




  ‘This is my first situation,’ I said.




  ‘Oh, I know that,’ she said. ‘But what of your family?’




  I felt a twist of disappointment in my stomach at the question. ‘It is best I am plain with you,’ I said. ‘I have no real family. I was delivered to the Foundling Hospital on

  my sixth day of life; taken from it by Mr Jared Calvert, the painter friend Mr Plaskett mentioned to you, and raised in his family. Taught to cook, and clean, and do other things.’ I could

  have said was raised as one of the family, and thought myself part of it, but was misled.




  ‘And now?’ She waited.




  ‘I wish to make my way in the world,’ I said.




  She did not smile. ‘Nonsense! Plaskett mentioned that there was . . . an entanglement. Concerning you and your guardian’s stepson.’




  I felt the heat gathering in my cheeks; prayed that I had not turned scarlet. I did not know if it was anger or embarrassment. ‘I am, perhaps, at a disadvantage. As I do not know what that

  good gentleman thought it fit to tell you.’




  ‘You are at no disadvantage,’ she said, ‘if you tell the truth.’




  I raised my chin; held her gaze. ‘There was nothing disreputable about it. I have been good friends with the young gentleman you mention since we were children. Now that we – are not

  children – we both thought there might be a chance of something else. A warmer feeling. But he is to marry his master’s daughter. It seemed best that I should go.’




  ‘Say his name.’




  ‘I beg your pardon, madam?’




  ‘You heard me. Say his name.’




  I looked at her, and gathered from the expression on her face that she was in earnest. Something held me back. I did not want to say his name: to admit something of the past into this new place.

  My new beginning. But still she looked.




  ‘Kit,’ I said. And was rewarded with a smile.




  ‘You are out of danger,’ she said. ‘I see from your face that your spirit is not quite broken from it. And there is no chance that he will turn up here begging for your

  hand?’




  ‘None at all,’ I said, and was proud to keep any tremor from my voice.




  ‘I can see this is distasteful to you,’ she said, reading my gaze with more sensitivity than I had credited her with. ‘But you need not be missish about it. At nineteen, we all

  fancy ourselves half in love with any handsome man we meet. It is good to be chastened a little. I wish I had been, believe me. I would not be living here now, watching over my brother.’ Her

  voice had quietened. Then she rose, and picked up a small silver bell that was on the mantelpiece, and rang it. No one came.




  ‘You will get used to that sound, Miss Calvert,’ she said. ‘We have no bell pulls, but there are table bells in every room. You will think us old-fashioned.’




  ‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘I will learn the ways of the house soon enough.’




  ‘Your attitude is a good one,’ she said. ‘You must learn to keep Sorsby and Jeanne in check. No simpering please; we have not the leisure for it. You will think, of course,

  that they are rough people, but I trust them. This is the most important thing to me. My brother and I come from one of the best families, and though we choose to live here, it is only because

  White Windows affords us the remoteness my brother longed for. He is like any gentleman – but the kind who goes to his hunting box for winter, and does not re-emerge.’




  ‘Why does he wish for remoteness?’ I asked.




  She looked at me then, and I was aware that the benign briskness she had addressed me with had chilled in a moment. I had said something wrong.




  ‘It is not your place to ask such questions of me,’ she said. ‘Mr Plaskett told me you would be quiet and discreet in your dealings; that you are not a girl who engages in

  gossip. That is the case, is it not, or I have I been misled?’




  I felt the heat rising in my face again. ‘It is the case,’ I said.




  ‘Good. I do not wish for tea. Bring me that decanter.’ I did so, and she produced from beneath the table two glasses which she filled with dark red wine, pushing one over to me. I

  was not used to drinking wine, but did not wish to seem green, so sipped it. The glasses were old rummers that looked to be fifty years old, and I ran my fingers over the unfiled base of mine.




  At length, my mistress began to speak again. ‘You, Sorsby and Jeanne are our only servants. It will be hard work; that is why you seemed ideal, as you are not used to a large house where

  you would be managing rather than working. You are not to bother yourself over provisions; Sorsby and Jeanne go into Hebden to buy our food each week, and will present the

  accounts and bills to you. You may order in girls from Becket Bridge on the washing days, and if you need extra help. But girls are only to be ordered in when you need them; and I must see all the

  names before any are sent for.’ She put the glass heavily down on the table. The harshness in her eyes had not quite softened, but she seemed suddenly vulnerable. ‘You are to manage

  everything, you understand,’ she said. ‘I am tired.’




  ‘I understand,’ I said, taking another mouthful of wine. I wanted to be busy. I knew my thoughts would always return, again and again, to Jared, Melisende and Kit, like a path that

  leads nowhere but back to the same door again. I would work hard, push all my memories to the back of my mind: that alone appealed to me. There was a kind of strength, I thought, in having nothing,

  and loving nobody.




  ‘I would like to see London again one day,’ said Hester. No smile crossed her face, no intimation that the thought gave her any pleasure. She turned her head as though in response to

  a silent question. ‘Where is he?’ she said, in a low voice.




  I sensed her disquiet, so sought to distract her. ‘What is the routine of the house, madam, so that I may best please you? What time will you breakfast, and dine?’ I said.




  ‘I hardly know. And Marcus will not care. You get up early, don’t you? Good. Make sure a fire is lit in my brother’s library, across the hall. He keeps his collection of glass

  there – do not break anything. Jeanne has done for us these last few weeks so she may guide you a little, but we are all half dead from the strain of it. That is why he has gone out.’

  She had slipped into her own world again. ‘If we were in London, it would be easier. But here, there is nowhere for him to go to but those wretched moors, running with water and filled with

  all kinds of traps for the unwary.’




  ‘I am sure he will be home soon,’ I said.




  She ignored my words and handed me a ring of keys, the metal warm from where she had clasped them, and heavy in my hands. ‘This allows you everywhere but the medicine chest,’ she

  said. ‘I have care of that, as you will understand.’ I bowed my head in assent.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  My mistress drank two glasses of wine. I stayed with one, looking around the room where I sat, thinking that I would start the clock in the hall, and put some life into this

  house. It seemed too grey and dark to me, and if they were as rich as she said, they could afford more candles.




  Miss Twentyman watched me looking around the place, sipping my wine as she gulped hers. At length, she drained her glass to its dregs.




  ‘I will show you your room,’ she said, rising, and sweeping out. I put my glass down and tripped after her.




  We followed the winding staircase up. ‘Our rooms, and guest rooms,’ Hester said, with a wave of her hand. Then through a door in the panelling, up a back staircase, to a bare-boarded

  corridor. We passed a landing on the way. ‘The back entrance to an old gallery, which we never use,’ she said. ‘My uncle had it put in so that he could pace up and down it, in the

  winter, but now it is full of rubbish and we keep the door locked. There is no need to trouble yourself over it.’ We continued up a smaller, narrower back staircase, to the highest floor.




  ‘You will sleep up here. The floor itself is yours.’ Her expression was indifferent. ‘Take one or two rooms, if you wish – though, I see from the size of your locking

  box, that you do not have many belongings. You look surprised – were you not expecting to sleep on the upper floors?’




  I was worried that my face had showed my discomposure. ‘I will sleep where you wish me to,’ I said. ‘I simply thought that the housekeeper would sleep downstairs, near the

  kitchen and the silver store.’




  Her mouth curled in a sardonic smile as she gestured towards the room she had clearly meant for me. ‘We are far from London now, Miss Calvert. There is no need to sleep in the kitchen.

  Sorsby and Jeanne, and my brother’s dogs, are good enough security, I assure you. Besides, if we put you on the kitchen floor, what would happen if the brook floods in winter? Submerging you

  in cold water would hardly be good for your health or your work.’




  She directed me to walk past her, into one of the rooms. It was a good size, with a slightly smaller version of one of the large shuttered windows on the lower floor. There was a chest at the

  end of the bed; when I opened it I saw, with a start, that it already contained a brown woollen dress and a tippet. My eyes darted over it, and the room, and I saw evidence of occupation: a small

  comb on the table near the bed with a few hairs left in its teeth, and a half-burned candle, the pooled wax left to dry on an uncleaned candlestick.




  ‘Miss Twentyman, whose possessions are these?’ I asked.




  She was standing at the window, staring out, and turned with a certain impatience, as though I had interrupted some important activity.




  ‘Oh,’ she said, and hesitated. ‘Those. They belonged to the last servant. She left here in a hurry and in quite a temper. You may have them, if you wish.’




  ‘But they must be of value to her,’ I said. ‘I’ll put them aside. She may come back for them.’




  ‘I don’t think there’s any danger of that,’ said Hester. ‘And if she did, my brother would drive her out of here with a horsewhip. But I am worrying you – it

  is my attempt at humour. You do have courage, don’t you?’ This she said with a hint of exasperation. She picked up the comb and looked at it, as though it was an exhibit in a cabinet of

  curiosities.




  ‘She was a strange girl, although when she applied here several people testified as to her good character. But she fled the house, and took one of our best silver candlesticks with her.

  She is lucky we did not send for the magistrate. But then – we would have to find out where she is.’ She sighed, and pressed her hand to her brow, briefly. ‘I would not usually

  speak so informally to a servant, I forget myself sometimes. And I can feel one of my headaches beginning. I suffer dreadfully.’




  ‘I do, too,’ I said.




  She looked at me with surprise. ‘Really? I never think of servants suffering such ailments.’




  ‘It will not affect my work.’




  She smiled, softening suddenly. ‘Shift for yourself this evening, and rest if you wish. I will not be at ease until my brother is home, so will not bore you with tiresome household

  lectures. We shall start to have proper dinners tomorrow – you can cook, can’t you? Thank goodness, I look forward to eating something other than Jeanne’s botched

  preparations.’




  She went, leaving me to dispose of my predecessor’s cast-offs. I was surprised that anyone would choose to leave such valuable and personal things, even if she left hurriedly. A girl who

  had stolen a candlestick would hardly leave a dress, one of her most valuable possessions, behind.




  I could not stay in that room; it seemed to belong to another person, and I reasoned that, as I was now the housekeeper, I could move myself into any that I wished. So I went to the next room

  along the passage, which had a similar bed, and brought the bedding. Then I dragged the table and chair along the passage and put them there. The room was the same size, and perfectly

  reasonable.




  At that moment I heard something; the slightest noise in the country silence, the whisper of a footstep outside my door.




  ‘Hello?’ I went out, and looked down the corridor, then down the stairs. There was no one there.




  I went to fetch my locking box. As I was bending over to pick it up, the front door opened, and Jeanne came in, bringing some of the cold air and rain with her. I stood up, and caught her eye,

  and she must have sensed my nervousness, for she grinned at me. Unlike her mistress, there was no hint of fatigue or defeat about her.




  ‘Best not to be tiptoeing around here,’ she said, and I heard the slight tinge of a French accent in her voice, ‘else, as Sorsby says, they will plough right over you. You look

  strong enough in the body, but to stay in such a place as this, the will must be strong too.’




  ‘Thank you for the advice,’ I said, a little coldly. ‘You startled me, that is all.’




  ‘That’s what I say,’ she persisted, ‘best not to startle or jump around.’




  I stayed in my room for the rest of the day. The house was silent; the rain beat against the windows. When the light went completely, I closed the shutters.




  Alone, the wearing nature of the journey still fresh in my mind, I could not help my thoughts from returning to my family. I remembered how, at nine, I had been rocked to nausea by a hackney

  cab, as I travelled with Jared to deliver a portrait to one of his grand clients. Sitting in the cab, he had held the painting against him, carefully wrapped in layers of white cloth by Richard,

  his assistant.




  He and Richard had argued that morning. I had witnessed it from my habitual spot in the corner of the studio, forgotten for a brief moment as they embarked on a circular dispute. It was Richard

  who always provoked these occasional arguments, seeming to stir up the conflict and add fuel to it, so that it was never resolved. One phrase had cut Jared deeply. I had looked up from playing with

  my doll to see his face.




  ‘Leave be with your plans for my advancement,’ said Richard. ‘I know you. You collect lost causes. Melisende. Her.’ He glanced at me, his eyes hazy with temper. Then he

  turned back to Jared, defiantly. ‘I will not be another.’




  In the cab, I observed my guardian’s preoccupied expression in the light from the carriage window. ‘Why am I a lost cause, Pa?’ I said.




  He looked at me, a little crease between his brows. ‘Did you really hear that?’ he said, and sighed. ‘You are no lost cause, sweet. He was playing. Remember how we say you were

  born on St Jude’s day? The patron saint of lost causes, for the Catholics? That is all he was referring to. But he said many foolish things which you should not heed. Do not worry. Richard

  will still be there when we get back.’
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