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Chapter One

The Ashcombe Business

The letter arrived on the coldest morning Bristol had managed in years, and Tessa Calloway let it wait, because her hands were inside a dying book.

It was a parish register from Somerset, 1841 to 1867, and somebody in the intervening century and a half had loved it very badly. Damp had got into the spine; a well-meaning churchwarden had mended it with brown parcel tape; and time had done to the parcel tape what time does to everything adhesive, which is to make it permanent in all the wrong places and useless in all the right ones. She had been two hours lifting the residue with a heated spatula, a millimetre at a stroke, and she was not going to stop for the post.

The workroom was cold enough that she could see her breath when she straightened up, which she did at eleven, when the register's spine lay clean and naked on the bench like something anaesthetised. She put the kettle on, flexed the ache out of her fingers, and only then picked up the envelope.

Heavy cream laid paper. A London address embossed on the flap: DRUMMOND & HALE, EST. 1809, FINE BOOKS & MANUSCRIPTS. She knew the name the way one knows the names of banks — an institution rather than an acquaintance — and she read the letter twice standing up and a third time sitting down.

Dear Ms Calloway,

I write on behalf of the executors of the late Sir Lucian Fell, Bt., of Fellgate Hall, Cumbria, in connection with the forthcoming sale of the Fellgate library. The collection, which has not been professionally examined within living memory, comprises some eleven thousand volumes and is believed to include material of exceptional importance, among it the celebrated Fellgate copy of Gerard's Herball of 1633.

Drummond & Hale wish to commission a full condition survey and conservation assessment in advance of cataloguing. Our senior valuer, Mr Miles Weatherby, will be in residence from the second week of January. The terms proposed are set out in the enclosed schedule. Given the scale of the undertaking and the executors' wish to proceed to sale in the spring, an early start would be appreciated.

You were recommended to us in the warmest terms.

The signature was a partner's, illegible in the way that only very expensive signatures are. The schedule of terms was not illegible at all. Tessa read the figure at the bottom of it, looked out of the window at the frost on the roofs of Montpelier, and said, aloud, to the empty workroom: 'Who on earth recommended me?'

The kettle boiled. She made tea and did not drink it, and thought about eleven thousand books that had not been looked at within living memory, the way another woman might think about a locked door with a light under it.

•••

Isabel Marsh was twenty minutes early, which for Isabel meant she was worried about being late, which meant she had news. She was at the corner table of the café on Picton Street with her coat still buttoned and her hands around a cup she hadn't touched, and when she saw Tessa her face did the thing it always did — the smile arriving first and the anxiety hurrying after it, like a woman running for a bus.

'You got a letter,' said Isabel, before Tessa had sat down.

'I got a letter.'

'From Drummond & Hale.'

Tessa hung her scarf on the chair-back with some deliberation. 'Isabel. What did you do?'

'Nothing! Almost nothing. I was at Margaret's in November — you remember Margaret, my cousin Margaret, she does something with trusts in London that nobody understands — and there was a man there from the auction house, one of the partners, very silver, very smooth, and the Fell sale came up because apparently it's all anyone in that world talks about, the old man dying and the son wanting it sold by Easter. And the partner said the whole difficulty was finding someone to go through it who actually knew books as objects — his word, objects — and not just prices. And I said—' Isabel stopped, and had the grace to look guilty.

'You said.'

'I said I knew the best person in England and that she'd sorted out the Ashcombe business when nobody else could see what was in front of them.' Isabel took a defiant sip of her cold coffee. 'Which is only the truth.'

'The Ashcombe business,' said Tessa, 'was a job that went wrong around me. It isn't a qualification.'

'It's the reason a partner at Drummond & Hale knows your name.'

'That,' said Tessa, 'is exactly what I'm afraid of.'

It had been over a year, and she had still not found a comfortable way to carry it — the small fame that had attached itself to her in a small world. Clients wrote to her now with a certain tone. Some of them had books that needed mending; a surprising number, when one read the letters closely, had grievances that needed solving, and imagined the two services came from the same bench. She had learned to read the letters closely.

'It's a condition survey,' Isabel said, watching her. 'It's books. It's exactly your work. Eleven thousand of them, in a house on a fell, in January.' She shivered pleasurably. 'It sounds like the beginning of something in a novel.'

'It sounds like chilblains.'

'Are you going to take it?'

Tessa turned her cup a half-turn on its saucer. Through the café window, Bristol went by in gloves and hats, breath hanging in the bright air. She thought about the figure at the bottom of the schedule, which would carry the workshop for a year. She thought, rather harder, about a hand-coloured Gerard that no qualified eye had opened within living memory, sitting in the dark at the top of England.

'The Herball alone,' she said, 'would be worth the train fare. There are perhaps six copies in private hands with the plates coloured, and nobody alive has collated this one. It's been valued by reputation, Isabel. Eleven thousand books and the crown of the whole collection is a rumour with a glass case round it.'

'You're going to take it.'

'I'm going to take it.'

Isabel beamed, and then — the smile's anxious shadow, right on schedule — 'You'll be careful, though. Big houses in winter. And a family selling up is never a happy family.'

'It's a library, not a séance. The worst thing in that house will be the heating.'

She would have occasion, later, to remember saying that; but it is one of the mercies of this world that we cannot hear ourselves as the future hears us, and Tessa drank her tea in peace.

•••

She spent the following week closing the workshop like a ship being made ready for weather. The parish register went back to Somerset, rebacked and sober. Ongoing clients were written to; the good brushes were cleaned; the humidifier was drained and left with its lid ajar, exhaling.

Packing for the work itself took one evening and had the character of a ritual. The loupe. The linen thread, unbleached, three weights. Wheat-starch paste, dry, to be made up fresh. The soft brushes rolled in canvas, the spatulas, the little scales, the cotton gloves in their dozen. The clerk's notebooks — she bought them six at a time from a stationer in Hotwells who believed she was an accountant — feint-ruled, stiff covers, one for each job and one spare. And last, wrapped in a square of chamois, the bone folder her first teacher had given her, its edge worn to the exact temper of twenty years' use, the one tool she would have run back into a burning building for.

The letter of engagement had come by return, together with a note from Mr Miles Weatherby, senior valuer — two crisp paragraphs establishing that the library was extensive, the timetable short, the family 'not of one mind regarding the sale', and that he looked forward to the benefit of her expertise in matters of condition, the italics faint but unmistakable, drawing a small, firm line around her province and his. Tessa, who had met valuers before, filed the note and packed a second spare notebook.

On the last evening she stood in the workroom with the lights off. Frost was making its patient lace at the corners of the window, and the street lamp outside gave the glass squares of the plan chest a faint shine, row on row, like the panes of a distant lit window seen across a dark lawn.

Eleven thousand books, and no one had read their condition in a lifetime. Whatever else was waiting at Fellgate Hall — the quarrelling family, the short days, the cold — the books would tell her the truth. Books always did. It was one of the things she loved best about them: paper could fade and cloth could sicken and leather could rot, but a book could not, in the end, pretend to be anything other than what it was.

She went up to bed. In the morning she took the early train north, into the snow.

•••


Chapter Two

Fellgate

The snow began in earnest somewhere north of Preston, and by Oxenholme it had stopped being weather and become the landscape. Tessa changed to a two-carriage train that smelled of wet wool and diesel, and watched the fells assemble themselves out of the white — great bare shoulders of land, seamed with stone walls that ran straight up gradients no sane man would walk, the tops rubbed out by cloud.

The station she wanted was a platform and a bench and a name-board with snow standing on its upper edge. One other passenger got off, was met, and was driven away. Tessa stood with her two cases and her canvas roll of brushes and had begun to compose the opening sentence of a stern telephone call when a Land Rover of some antiquity came round the corner of the station building, chained on all four wheels, and stopped in front of her with the finality of a full stop.

'Miss Calloway.' The driver was sixty-odd, weathered to the colour of the walls, and did not so much ask as confirm. 'Ted Birkett. I do for the Hall — what wants doing outside, any road.' He took her cases as if they weighed nothing and disapproved of them slightly. 'You'll be the book lady.'

'I'll be the book lady.'

'Aye.' He said it with the neutrality of a man filing evidence. 'They've been expecting you since dinner. Her ladyship holds tea for nobody, mind, but Miss Helena said to bring you round the front, so it's the front you'll get.'

The road climbed for twenty minutes through a white valley, over a humpbacked bridge with a frozen beck beneath it, past a farm where a dog barked once, conclusively, and then between two gateposts crowned with stone falcons wearing hats of snow. The drive ran up through black leafless beeches, turned — and there was the house.

Tessa had seen the photographs Drummond & Hale had sent, and the photographs had lied, in the way photographs of houses lie: by being taken in summer. Fellgate Hall in January was a grey stone assertion against a white hillside — steep slate roofs, gables pointed like accusations, ranks of tall mullioned windows, and at the north corner a squat tower that looked less built than grown. Behind it the fell went up and up until it stopped being land and became low iron sky. Nothing about it invited. Everything about it endured.

'Victorian,' said Tessa, half to herself.

'Eighteen sixty-two,' said Birkett. 'Old Sir Marcus built it on the bones of summat older. They say he wanted it to look like it had always been here.' He changed gear with a sound like a bone breaking. 'He got half his wish. It looks like it'll always be here.'

The front door opened while the Land Rover was still crunching to a halt, which told Tessa that someone had been watching for her, and the someone was a housemaid — young, small, in grey wool and a white apron, hurrying down the steps with her head bowed against the cold. She reached for the cases before Birkett was out of his seat.

'Nay, lass, leave the big one—'

'I've got it, Mr Birkett.' She hadn't, quite; she took the smaller case and the brush roll, and Tessa, following her up the steps, heard the breath go in and out of her — a tight, catching sound, and then a cough, quickly swallowed, the kind of cough people perform silently when they have been told once already to go to bed.

'That sounds miserable,' Tessa said. 'You ought to be indoors.'

The girl turned at the door. She had a pale, tired little face with too much colour sitting high on the cheekbones, like rouge applied by someone who had never seen rouge. 'I'm indoors all day, ma'am. It's just the winter. Everyone gets it up here.' And then, with the first real animation Tessa had seen: 'Are you truly here for the books?'

'Truly.'

'Milly!' A voice from within — not sharp, but carrying, a voice trained to carry down corridors without ever being raised. 'The door, we are heating the fell.'

The hall inside was high and dark and smelled of beeswax, woodsmoke, and cold stone — the smell of a house heated in strategic islands. Oil paintings went up into the gloom; a single lamp burned on a long table, its light lying warm and small in all that shadow, and Tessa understood at a glance the economy of the place: light where light was needed and darkness left to mind its own business.

Portia Fell came forward out of the darkness with her hand extended, and Tessa's first thought was that she had never seen anyone so perfectly assembled. Silver-blonde hair in a chignon that could have calibrated instruments; cashmere in ivory and dove grey; small sapphires at the ears. Her second thought, arriving on the heels of the first as it always did with Tessa, was in the details: the cashmere pilled very slightly at one cuff, and had been shaved of its pilling, carefully, more than once. Expensive things, kept going. A woman economising invisibly, and succeeding with everyone who did not read objects for a living.

'Ms Calloway. You are kind to come so far in such weather.' The hand was cold and the smile was exact. 'I am Portia Fell. My husband—' the smallest pause, a beat of protocol rather than grief '—would have been so pleased. He always said the library deserved a proper eye, and never let one within a mile of it.'

'It's an extraordinary opportunity. I'm sorry it comes the way it does.'

'Everything in this house comes the way it does,' said Portia Fell, with the ghost of something that was almost humour, and turned. 'Helena. Ms Calloway.'

The younger woman had been standing by the lamp the whole time; she had the gift, Tessa noted, of being present without applying for attention. Slight, dark hair pulled back into a low ponytail, round tortoiseshell glasses, a cardigan over a shirt buttoned to the collar, and a pencil in her hand that she transferred to behind her ear in order to shake hands — a gesture so like Tessa's own that both of them nearly smiled.

'Helena Fell. I catalogued what I could, the last two years. You'll find my slips in the front of about a third of the volumes and you'll disagree with half of them.' It came out level, a statement of fact, but her eyes behind the glasses were doing rapid arithmetic on Tessa — friend or asset or threat. 'You trained where?'

'Camberwell, then eight years at the cathedral library at Wells before I set up alone.'

Something in Helena eased a fraction of a degree. 'Bench-trained. Good. The last person Drummond and Hale sent up—' she stopped herself, glanced at Portia, and revised, 'Mr Weatherby is very experienced at valuation.'

'Mr Weatherby,' said Portia, 'arrives Thursday, with, I am told, a colleague of my stepson's choosing, and then we shall be quite the house party.' Each clause was laid down like a card, face up, and the sum of the hand was: this is what my life is now; observe that I am equal to it. 'Rupert takes a great interest in the sale. Helena takes a great interest in there not being one. You will hear a good deal from both of them, Ms Calloway, and I would only ask—' for the first time the exactness flickered, and underneath it Tessa saw something tired and real '—that you write down what is true. Whatever it turns out to be worth.'

'That's the whole of my job,' said Tessa. 'It's the only thing I know how to write.'

'Then you will be a novelty in this house,' said Portia Fell, and rang for tea after all.

•••

Helena took her up. The staircase was oak and endless, the landing window already blue with early dusk, and the corridors were an atlas of the house's economy — runners worn to the weave down the middle, radiators that clanked like men working in a mine, doors shut on rooms that breathed cold through their keyholes. Her own room, when they reached it, was an island of preparation: fire lit, lamp lit, hot water bottle standing against the pillow like a sentry.

'Milly did the fire at four so it would be warm,' Helena said. 'She's been up and down those stairs all day.' A small frown crossed her face and was dismissed as being none of the visitor's business. 'Breakfast is at eight. The library is locked at night — Pring locks it; he'll unlock it for you at nine and I'd advise you not to arrive at five to.' The frown returned as something drier. 'Forty years, and he still watches me take books off my own family's shelves.'

'A librarian who guards the collection against the family,' said Tessa. 'I've met one or two. They're usually the reason there's still a collection.'

Helena looked at her for a moment — a long, level, reassessing look — and at the bottom of it, briefly, was something almost like relief, as if Tessa had passed a test the rest of the world kept failing.

'Tomorrow at nine, then,' she said, at the door. 'You'll want your thickest jumper. The library is the coldest room in the house — Pring keeps it that way on purpose. He says—' her voice did a small, involuntary, affectionate imitation, dry as paper '—warmth is what the books die of.'

The door closed. Tessa unpacked the clerk's notebook, sat by the fire, and wrote the date, and under it, in her small even hand: House cold, proud, short of money. Widow exact. Daughter sound. Maid unwell — flu? Library locked at night. She looked at the last line, and out at the dark, where the snow had begun again, falling past the window in slow, spaced flakes, unhurried, like a thing that knows it has all winter.

Eleven thousand books, she thought, and tomorrow the man who has spent forty years alone with them.

She went to bed early, and slept well, which — as she would have occasion to reflect before the week was out — was a luxury the house was very shortly to withdraw.

•••


Chapter Three

Eleven Thousand Books

At one minute past nine, Tessa presented herself at the library door, having taken Helena's advice about the jumper and disregarded her advice about the five-to.

The door itself was worth a look — oak, double-leaved, and fitted with a lock a century younger than the house, a good seven-lever thing polished with use. She was still looking at it when it was opened from within, without a sound, by a lean, stooped man in a dark old-fashioned suit and a knitted waistcoat, who regarded her over small steel-rimmed spectacles with eyes of the palest possible grey, and said:

'You will be Ms Calloway. You are punctual. That is a beginning.'

'Mr Pring.'

'Pring will do. It has done for forty years.' He stepped back, holding the door — and Tessa walked into the Long Library at Fellgate Hall, and for a moment forgot to be a professional altogether.

The room ran the whole length of the west wing, and it went up through two storeys of the house as if the architect had decided that here, and here alone, Fellgate would be generous. Oak shelving rose floor to ceiling on both levels; a brass-railed gallery ran round the upper storey, reached by a spiral stair in the far corner; a wheeled ladder stood against its rail, waiting. Long oak tables marched down the middle of the room, each with a brass lamp shaded in green glass, and at the far end — thirty yards away, forty — the west window rose tall and leaded, full of white morning, frost feathering its lower panes, so that the whole room lay in a light like the inside of a pearl. It was profoundly cold. Her breath moved in front of her. And it smelled — leather and old paper and beeswax and stone — like the only cathedral she had ever wanted to be locked into overnight.

'Eleven thousand and forty volumes,' said Pring, behind her, in the voice of a man reciting not a number but a creed. 'Sir Marcus's foundation, four generations' accretion. You are the first outside eye upon the whole of it in my time.' A pause, measured to the millimetre. 'I did not recommend the exercise.'

'I'd have been astonished if you had.' Tessa turned. 'For what it's worth, I'm not here to price them. I'm here to find out how they are.'

Something moved behind the small spectacles — the first thing that had moved in his face at all. 'How they are,' he repeated. 'Yes. Well. We shall see what you mean by it.' He drew on a pair of white cotton gloves, plain and immaculate, with the automatic economy of a man who had performed the gesture a hundred thousand times, and the tour began.

He walked her down the room the way a head gardener walks a visitor down a border — this bay, theology, the damp got into the north corner in '87 and was defeated; this bay, voyages, mind the Hakluyts, the family will paw them; the county histories; the sermons nobody has opened since the men who bought them died. His movements were exact and noiseless and he touched the books the way Tessa touched them, which is to say, the way one touches a patient. Within ten minutes she had stopped assessing him as an obstacle and begun, quietly, to enjoy him — and to note, in the ledger she kept behind her eyes, that of all the rooms in that cold-starved house, this one was cared for like a ward. The shelves dusted to the backs. The blinds on the south clerestory drawn to a calculated inch. The lamps angled away from the spines.

And the spines themselves. Brown calf in regiments, buckram, vellum gone the colour of honey — and threaded through them, bay after bay, ranks of Victorian cloth in a green that made her pause the first time and look twice the third. A vivid, saturated, springing emerald, gilt-stamped, improbably fresh for its age; in that pale pearl light the green shelves seemed lit from somewhere of their own. It was, she thought, the single handsomest run of colour she had ever seen in a private library, and she said so.

'Sir Marcus's taste,' said Pring. 'He bought by the yard in the sixties and seventies — the eighteen-sixties and seventies — and he liked his cloth bright. The dealers of the day obliged him.' He looked along the green for a moment with an expression she could not read; in so still a face, the absence of expression came in more than one variety, and this was a different absence. 'They have kept their colour,' he said, 'remarkably,' and moved on. Tessa gave the green a last admiring glance, wrote M's emerald cloth — superb, check lightfastness in her notebook, and thought no more about it. It is a true and terrible thing about the trained eye that it can look directly at the answer, approve of it aesthetically, and file it under décor.

The tour ended where she had known it must, at the heart of the room, where a glass case stood alone on a plinth with a single lamp burning above it — burning, she realised, on its own circuit; it had been on when the room was dark. Inside, closed, lay a folio the size of a paving slab: dark calf over boards, raised bands, the leather blind-tooled and blackened with age.

'The Herball,' said Tessa softly.

'Gerard. Sixteen thirty-three, the Johnson edition, the plates coloured by a contemporary hand.' Pring's voice had changed. He did not speak louder or warmer; he spoke the way certain men read the lesson, as though the words did not belong to them and must be handed on undamaged. 'Sir Marcus paid a scandal for it and never regretted a shilling. Four generations, and it has been the reason the rest of them matter. A library, Ms Calloway, is a
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