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​Part I: Below Stairs

​Chapter 1: The Dead Mistress’s Room
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Martha Sowerby had been at Misselthwaite Manor eleven months when Mrs. Medlock told her, without looking up from her ledger, that she was to take on the new girl.

“The one from India,” Mrs. Medlock said, as though the word explained everything wrong that might happen next. “Mind you keep her out of the corridors. And out of the east wing. She’s not to know there’s anything to know.”

Martha had nodded the way you nodded at Mrs. Medlock, which was quickly and with your eyes down, and gone back to her work without asking what there was to know. She already knew more than she let on. Everyone below stairs did. You could not scrub floors in a house for eleven months without learning which doors were never opened, which rooms were dusted by no one, and which hours of the night carried sounds that were explained away in the morning as wind.

She had seen Mistress Mary’s room readied — the room that had stood shut up since before Martha’s time, its dust sheets grey with years, its air gone thick and sour. It struck her as a strange cruelty, giving a child that room. But nobody asked servants what struck them.

When Martha finally climbed the stairs to meet her, she found a small, sallow, disagreeable-looking girl standing very straight in the middle of the floor, as if she expected the room itself to insult her.

“Are you to dress me?” the girl said, not as a question so much as a demand.

“I can help thee on with tha’ things,” Martha said, “but tha’ll do a deal of it thysel’, I should think, being a well girl now and not an invalid.”

Something crossed the child’s face — not quite anger, not quite surprise. Martha recognized it, though she could not have named it then. It was the look of someone who had never once been spoken to plainly, and did not know what to do with it.

Martha did not know it yet, but she had just made the first small choice in a chain that would nearly cost her everything.
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​Chapter 2: A Girl Nobody Wants
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The servants’ hall had its opinions about Mistress Mary before the girl had unpacked her trunk.

“Ugly little thing,” said one of the housemaids, “and rude as a jackdaw. Doesn’t so much as say thank you.”

“She’s an orphan,” Mrs. Medlock said, in the tone she used for facts that closed a subject. “Cholera took the whole household in India. Nobody wanted her there and nobody wants her here, if truth be told, but Mr. Craven’s her uncle and there’s nowhere else to send her.”

Martha said nothing, because it was not her place to, but she thought of the girl standing so stiff and alone in that great cold room, and something in her chest did not sit easy.

She had grown up in a cottage with twelve brothers and sisters, all of them underfoot, all of them loved loudly and often. She could not imagine a child arriving in a house of a hundred rooms and finding not one soul glad to see her.

That night, lying in her narrow bed under the eaves, Martha thought about what her mother always said: that unkindness was usually just unhappiness with nowhere to go. She did not know yet how much unhappiness this house was built on, nor how many closed doors it would take to hide it. But she made up her mind, in the plain unfussy way she made up her mind about most things, that she would not add her own unkindness to the pile.

It was a small decision. She did not think of it as brave. But it was the first stone in a wall she would spend the whole year building, without ever quite meaning to.
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​Chapter 3: What the Servants Whisper
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Below stairs, after the dishes were done and Mrs. Medlock had gone to her room, the kitchen became a different country. Voices dropped into the comfortable murmur of people who had worked hard and were allowed, for an hour, to simply talk.

It was there that Martha first heard the whole of it, pieced together from cook’s mutterings and the older footman’s knowing nods.

“There’s a room in the east wing shut up tight as a drum,” cook said, “on account of the mistress dying there, sudden, years back. Fell from a tree seat, they say, and never woke.”

“And the master can’t bear the sight of the child she left,” the footman added, lowering his voice further, though there was no one to hear but the fire. “Shipped him off somewhere in his mind, if not in body. Doctor comes and goes. Nurse comes and goes. Nobody talks of him above a whisper, and them that do are shown the door.”

Martha listened with her hands still moving over a stack of plates, careful to look as though the talk did not interest her more than usual. But it did. She had carried trays to that wing herself, on nights when the regular girl was poorly, and left them outside a door she was told never to knock upon.

She had thought, each time, that the house felt less like a home than like something holding its breath.

Now she understood why. Somewhere behind all that shut and silent stone was a boy nobody spoke of, in a room nobody entered, being raised — if you could call it raising — by absence itself.

Martha finished the plates and said nothing, but she found she could not stop thinking of him.
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​Chapter 4: Letters to the Moor
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Every fortnight, Martha wrote home, and every fortnight her mother wrote back in her round, careful hand, the kind of hand you got from writing letters by firelight after a full day’s work.

Dear Mother, Martha wrote that week, the new little missus is a queer, sour thing, thin as a lath and yellow as a guinea, but I don’t think she’s had much chance to be otherwise. Nobody has so much as smiled at her since she come, that I can tell.

Her mother’s reply came back within the week, smelling faintly of the cottage — woodsmoke and bread and the particular dampness of the moor.

A child that’s never been loved wants it more than one that has, though she’ll likely spit at thee for offering it, her mother wrote. Be patient, our Martha. Kindness is like planting — tha’ doesn’t see owt for a good while, and then all at once tha’ does.

Martha read the letter twice, sitting on the edge of her bed with her boots still on, too tired to take them off just yet. She thought of her mother’s garden, the one crowded thing in their poor, crowded life that always, somehow, gave back more than was put into it.

She did not know yet that there was an actual garden at Misselthwaite, locked and forgotten, waiting for exactly this kind of patience. But she was already, without knowing it, becoming the kind of person who could
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