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When Beryl Seaton accepts a position as governess at the isolated Brooks estate, she expects little more than a lonely winter in the English countryside. But the moment she crosses the threshold, the house begins to whisper.

Her young charge, Stephen, is silent and strange. The nursery is sealed. And no one will speak of the woman who held the position before her.

At night the halls echo with quiet sobbing. Doors open on their own. Something watches from the shadows.

As Beryl delves into the estate’s haunting history, she uncovers a truth more chilling than she ever imagined – a truth soaked in sorrow, sealed by silence, and clawing to be heard. What happened in that house refuses to stay hidden... and refuses to let her go.

Even years later, Beryl will ask herself the same question: did she ever really leave?

Stephen is a gothic horror novel steeped in dread, grief, and the ghosts that bind us. Do you dare to read the infamous chapter 28?
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​Prologue
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Over the past forty years, I have thought not once of Grangehurst. Not of the house, or of its inhabitants, or of what happened to me within those stone walls. Through great effort and diligent strength of character, I have put all such thoughts from my mind and I have not even -

No.

No, that is not true.

I have thought of Grangehurst every day. Every hour, even. And I have thought just as often of the people I left behind when I fled that great house. In every idle daydream, I have allowed memories to flood back into my mind. Doctor Elliot Brooks and his wife Severine, and especially Stephen, have lived on as ghosts in my thoughts. I have never spoken a word of these memories to anyone. I have pretended to be getting on with my life, but in truth Grangehurst has become a part of me. I could not forget what happened, not even if the Lord Himself commanded me.

Yet it has taken all those forty years for me to reach this point, tonight, where I am ready to set down my account of what happened. The paper is ready, the pen is ready. My hand, though trembling in anticipation, is ready to commit these words to paper so that finally others might learn the truth.

I must be strong now.

I must permit myself no lie, no omission.

I must simply set down the narrative as it happened, with no embellishments or flourishes. It is late now, but by the time the sun comes up I must be finished.

Of course, as I sit here now I am a wise and composed woman in her seventh decade of life. I have had the benefit of many years, and those years have allowed me to see my experiences for what they truly were. I anticipate that it will be difficult for me to write about my younger self, about that twenty-year-old version of me who set out for Grangehurst and who went on to experience its many horrors. Thinking of that girl now is like thinking of someone else entirely. Back then I was weak and naive and foolish, so much so that I shudder now to even accept that she was me... and that I am still, in some small way, her.

It will be so difficult to write these words, but write them I must. This will not be an easy tale to tell, nor is it suited to those with weak dispositions or to those who cannot stomach the more awful aspects of life. For to know the truth about what happened at Grangehurst, and about poor Stephen, you have to know the whole story... with nothing left out. With no horror spared. I shall not over-dramatise these events, but nor shall I underplay them. I shall relate them truthfully.

And for that, I am so very sorry. Read on at your own peril, and do not blame me for how you feel by the end.
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​Chapter One
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It was on a bright morning forty years ago that I first encountered the magisterial Doctor Elliot Brooks. I had read his advertisement several times, of course, in an effort to better understand what type of person he required for the governess position, but I did not meet the man until I stepped into the office of his solicitor on that cold morning.

He was precisely the wrong type of man for me to meet, seeing as I was a young girl fresh out of the convent at St. Winifred's. Every gentleman I had ever met until that point had been devoted to the Lord, and most had been stooped and aged. Doctor Brooks, meanwhile, was undeniably handsome in a rough, angry sort of way, with the blackest hair and eyes of ice blue. He was a gentleman who wore his troubles on his brow, and who spoke only when absolutely necessary, and at first he simply sat and watched me as his solicitor welcomed me into the room. As for his gaze, I would say still today that Doctor Brooks had a very peculiar stare. When he looked at me, I felt as if he could hear every thought in my head – and disapproved terribly.

If I could go back now and stop myself, and turn myself away from that door, I would do so. I cannot, of course, so the tragedy is set in stone. It is the tragedy of a terribly foolish young girl who walked willingly into the jaws of a nightmare.

***
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It was clear from the very start that Doctor Elliot Brooks found me deeply unimpressive, and who could blame him? I was unimpressive.

Indeed, as we sat in the office of his London solicitor, I could not help but notice that the ticking grandfather clock by the window seemed to speak more than any of us there present. And so far, every time I attempted to provide an answer for one of Doctor Brooks' questions, I only made things worse. Even now, after all these years, I recall that first conversation almost word for word.

“The convent prepared me for the world,” I said in response to his latest question, “by equipping me with the necessary skills to navigate modern society. Mother Superior was certain that I should be alright. Indeed, it was she herself who arranged for me to come to London in search of work. She suggested that it might be rather good for me.”

I waited for Doctor Brooks to say something, yet by this point he was merely staring at the window as if he found the passing traffic far more interesting.

The grandfather clock, meanwhile, ticked on remorselessly.

Hearing a cough from the desk, I turned to see that Mr Smire, the afore-mentioned solicitor, was watching me with an expression of sympathetic unease.

“Perhaps you could tell us,” the solicitor said duly, “why it is that you chose to leave the confines of the convent at St. Winifred's. It seems to me that one might be comfortable there for the entirety of one's days.”

“It was Mother Superior's idea,” I replied. “I was happy to stay, but... but she insisted that I should leave. I was at the point where I was beginning to think of joining the order, but Mother Superior felt that I could do more good in the world at large. She... she said that the Lord intended me for this purpose and, well, I didn't think it was my place to argue with Mother Superior.”

I waited for somebody else to say something.

“So here I am,” I added. “In the world.”

“Yes you are,” Mr Smire replied. “Yes you are indeed.”

Again I waited, and again Doctor Brooks merely gazed at the window. In all honesty, I saw nothing in his countenance to suggest that he was even listening.

Turning to Mr Smire, I saw that he too was waiting for Doctor Brooks to speak. After a few more seconds, however, the solicitor turned once more to me.

“And have you looked after a child before?” he asked, evidently wanting to move the interview forward. “At the convent, perhaps?”

“I have not.”

“But you have cared for others, have you not? In other capacities?”

“Oh yes!” I said keenly. “Indeed, Mother Superior once remarked that I am especially good at-”

“It is a shame,” Doctor Brooks said, interrupting me as he got to his feet, “that this Mother Superior did not arrange for you to attend more appropriate interviews. Ones for roles that are more suited to your capabilities.” Taking his cane, which had been resting against the side of his chair, he stepped past me and approached the side of the solicitor, to whom he addressed the following comments as if I were absent from the room: “When I came to the city, Mr Smire, I did not expect to have my time wasted in this manner. Not one of these girls has seemed remotely capable.”

“I am truly sorry to hear that you feel that way,” Mr Smire replied, “but -”

“Take this creature, for example,” Doctor Brooks added, pointing at me with his cane yet not turning to look at me himself. “Did you honestly think that I would want to employ a nun?”

“I believe she is not actually a nun,” Mr Smire said, turning to me. “You were merely raised by the sisters, is that right?”

I nodded, not daring to speak.

All I wanted to do was leave, but I had not been given permission.

“Look at her!” Doctor Brooks continued. “There's barely anything to her at all! She looks like she could barely lift a plate without collapsing from exhaustion. You told me she was possessed of a quiet temperament, but I have encountered corpses that present more vitality about their persons. Do you seriously expect me to hire such a specimen and move her to Grangehurst, and all at my own considerable expense? What has got into you, man? I thought the previous girl must surely be the worst on offer, but this specimen is somehow even less suitable. And for another thing, I stated that I would see nobody below the age of nineteen, yet she is clearly younger than that.”

“I believe the young lady is twenty years of age,” Mr Smire replied, before turning to me. “You are, aren't you?”

I nodded.

“Well she doesn't look it!” Doctor Brooks said dourly.

“Perhaps that is a quality to be admired,” Mr Smire suggested, although he sounded unconvinced himself. “Youthfulness begets youthfulness, as they say.”

Looking down at my hands, I felt myself blushing, and I wished only to be told that I might leave the room.

“This is a lamentable turn of events,” Doctor Brooks said with a sigh. “What am I supposed to tell Severine when I get home? I promised her that I would return with help. She will be waiting desperately for me to arrive with somebody who can relieve her burden, and instead I shall have to tell her that in all of London I was not presented with one person, not one suitable creature who could come and assist her at this difficult time.” He sighed. “I don't even blame these pitiful creatures who have applied for the position, Mr Smire. I blame you for failing to adequately advertise my requirements.”

“Perhaps we should talk in private,” Mr Smire said, evidently embarrassed as he got to his feet. Shuffling around the desk, he came over to me, and as I stood I must admit that I shared his embarrassment. “I am so sorry,” he continued, ushering me toward the door at the far end of the room. “I am afraid that Doctor Brooks will be unable to offer you the position at this time, but I'm sure you'll find another very soon. You seem very pleasant, very pleasant indeed.” He opened the door and waited as I stepped out into the hallway. “Thank you, Miss Seaton, for coming today. Please have a safe journey home.”

“Thank you,” I replied, but the door was already closing. I caught a brief glimpse of Doctor Brooks with his back to me, and I had no reason to believe that I would ever see the man again.

With that, the door bumped shut.

For a few minutes, I stood in the hallway and listened to muffled voices coming from the office. As pathetic as it might sound, I was not entirely sure whether I had been given permission to leave entirely, or simply to wait outside the room. I could hear Doctor Brooks speaking angrily in the office, and I must confess that there was a part of me that wondered whether I had perhaps been fortunate not to obtain the position. After all, it seemed to me that Doctor Brooks possessed something of a bad temper, and that there might be positions where I would be better able to help those in need. After five minutes or so, I concluded tentatively that I was indeed supposed to leave the building, so that is what I resolved to do.

And then, as I began to make my way toward the front door, I heard the most tremendous crashing sound coming from the street outside, accompanied almost immediately by great cries of horror.

I froze, shocked by the cacophony, and then in short order I heard shouts for a doctor.

Startled, I rushed forward and opened the door, and then I hurried out to the top of the steps, where I stopped and saw the most terrible scene still unfolding. A horse, evidently upset by some fright, had bolted with its carriage still attached. The animal was almost back under control already, with several men trying to calm its fears, but it had pulled the carriage at speed along the street and several people had been knocked off their feet. Another horse had been injured as well.

Making my way down the steps, I saw that most of the victims were already being helped to their feet, but then I spied one man still on the ground with several people already attending to him. He was crying out, and I swiftly spotted blood all over his left side.

I must confess that at this juncture some instinct kicked in, and I rushed out through the gathering crowd and forced my way through until I reached the injured man. There were still calls for a doctor, although evidently nobody had come forward, and I watched in horror as several bystanders tried to lift the injured man. The victim's left side had been utterly smashed, leaving a crown of broken bones protruding in a circular pattern around his waist and navel. The sight was truly shocking, and was made more so by the continued attempts to lift him up. The man was crying out, yet still those attending to the poor fellow seemed to think it requisite to move him.

“Wait!” I called out, stepping forward and gesturing for them to set the man back down. “Lower him so that I can look at the injury. You might make it worse if you raise him. And send someone to Charlton Street. I believe there is a doctor's office about halfway along.”

I had seen the office earlier, on my way to my appointment.

The poor victim cried out yet again as I began to examine his injuries. Blood was gushing from his wounds and it was evident that most of the bones in his left side had been shattered. I saw at once that blood loss alone had the potential to kill him, and I was not sure where to start helping. His left leg had been snapped just above the knee, and I supposed that this at least would have to be fixed. I had seen the same procedure carried out on others, and I knew that – since time was at a premium – I would now have to take charge.

“This will hurt,” I told the man, although I do not know that he heard me.

I took hold of the broken leg in two places. Blood was rushing over my hands now, and I hesitated briefly before forcing the bone back into place. This of course caused the man to scream more loudly than ever, and his jerking leg pushed me in the chest and sent me falling back. Several men tried to comfort him, but I leaned closer and saw that although there was still plenty of blood coming from the wound, at least it had been somewhat closed and he would have more time.

Next, I resolved to stem the flow of blood from the man's chest. Part of his breastbone had collapsed inward and was blocking his airway, and I intended to force the bone out of the way and then use my shawl as a makeshift tourniquet. To that end, I shuffled around the man and reached toward his chest.

“I'll make it so that you can breathe,” I told him as he spluttered and gasped for air. “This will hurt, but it's necessary.”

“A doctor is here!” a voice called out. “Make way for the doctor!”

I began to turn, but I was shoved out of the way as a well-dressed gentleman dropped to his knees and began to attend to the victim.

“His breastbone is shattered,” I explained, “and -”

“Clear the area!” the doctor shouted haughtily. “I shall examine the wretch!”

“His breastbone,” I continued, “is -”

“Get these people away from me!” the doctor said. “Shoo! Get away! They don’t have the faintest idea how to help this man!”

I stood obediently and took a few steps back. After all, the doctor was in charge now and he had told me in no uncertain terms to move away. Still, he was making no attempt to clear the victim's airway, and was instead examining his right arm while the poor soul tried desperately to breathe. I thought to say something, to point out the urgency of the airway, but it seemed to me that I had no right to challenge a doctor. So it was that I sank meekly back into the crowd, allowing others to take over even as I still heard the poor man choking on the ground.

Today I would take charge, of course, but back then I was far too timid.

I whispered a prayer for the man's survival, and then I made the sign of the cross against my chest, and then I turned to hurry away.

And then I saw Doctor Brooks and Mr Smire standing in the doorway of the building nearby, staring at me. I froze. I did not know it yet, but I was about to be offered the position far outside London for which I had just minutes earlier been deemed unsuitable. And of course I had no option but to accept, which is how I ended up exactly one week later making the journey to Grangehurst, where I would meet Severine and, of course, little Stephen.
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​Chapter Two
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I still recall the moment when I reached the gate and first saw Grangehurst. I recall the sight of that magnificent, dark-stoned building standing tall and proud on the moor, surrounded by a walled garden in which even the trees were stooped and bent. I recall the rustle of dead leaves as I opened the gate and stepped through with my suitcase, as well as the sense of absolute isolation. Even the windows of the house, at that point in the early morning, offered no glimpse into the building and instead reflected the dark clouds that hung over the moor.

As I made my way along the path that ran through the garden, I could not help but note that the ground on either side was deeply uneven. Whereas the road from town had been mostly flat and straight, within the boundary of Grangehurst itself the soil seemed to have been carved open in several places, leaving great trenches that exposed twisting tree roots. I half expected, even, to be able to see all the way down to the foundations of the great house. It was as if all the land within the garden walls had been churned over and over again, although now the scene appeared relatively calm. Whatever had happened to cause such disorder, then, had not been terribly recent.

And yet, as I made my way up the stone steps that led to the front door, I realised that although I had been employed as a governess, I could hear no baby cry.

***
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Having waited another ten minutes, I tried knocking again.

I was shivering slightly in the cold morning air, and I desperately wanted to get into the house so that I might warm myself. Unfortunately, I had been knocking on the front door for some time and so far there had been no indication that anybody was even inside. I did not want to be too forceful, and in my meekness I believed that there was no need to keep knocking. After all, I supposed that Doctor Brooks and his staff must know that I had arrived, and they would simply come and greet me when they had the time.

Until then, I would have to wait.

I saw that my own breath was visible in the cold air. I turned and looked back across the uneven garden, and I saw the long road that I had followed from Bumpsford. The walk had been pleasant enough, if a little bracing, but I had been surprised that I was not met when I arrived in the town. Indeed, I had been forced to ask at the local sorting office, and I had been advised to follow the road all the way here. I had been warned that the journey would take a few hours, but I had resolved that this was no great hardship. Still, the walk had taken a great deal out of me and I was now shivering so much that my teeth had begun to chatter.

After another ten minutes or so had passed, I supposed that perhaps it would not be too rude to knock again. So that is what I did, slightly louder this time, and then to my relief I heard the sound of footsteps on the other side of the door.

Taking a step back, I straightened my posture and waited to meet the house's butler.

A clicking sound indicated that the great door was being unlocked. Sure enough, the door began to swing open, although I was surprised to find that I was being greeted not by the household staff but by Doctor Brooks himself, who peered out at me from the gloomy interior. Indeed, he seemed rather blank-faced and unresponsive at first, as if he had forgotten that I was due to arrive that day.

“Oh,” he said eventually, “yes. It's you.”

He stepped back as I picked up my suitcase, and then I waited to be invited inside.

“Well?” he asked.

“I beg your pardon, sir?” I replied.

He nodded for me to enter.

“Thank you, sir.”

Oh, how servile and weak I was back then. Indeed, as I carried my suitcase inside, I felt grateful to be finally admitted into the house. Now, of course, I admonish the gentleman for being rude, but at twenty years of age I felt as if I was in no position to do anything other than smile politely and take any mistreatment that was dished out to me. And as I carried my suitcase into the entrance hall of Grangehurst, I was struck by the realisation that the interior of the house was – if anything – actually even colder than the garden.

Behind me, the door clanged shut.

“Somebody was supposed to come and meet you,” Doctor Brooks explained, sounding rather distracted, “but...”

I turned to him, and I saw that he was adjusting the top button on his shirt. When he saw that I was watching, he immediately stopped and made his way around me. He said something under his breath, something that I did not quite make out, and then he began to walk toward a door at the far end of the hallway. I was not entirely sure that he meant me to follow, so I waited as he disappeared from view. I could see the orange glow of a fire burning in the far room, and I desperately wanted to warm myself, but instead I simply stood with my suitcase in my right hand, and I waited.

“Well?” Doctor Brooks called out. “Are you coming?”

“Of course,” I stammered, hurrying forward gratefully but then slowing as I reached the doorway. Looking into what turned out to be the handsome study, I immediately felt a glow of warmth as I saw Doctor Brooks taking a seat behind his desk. But only a faint glow.

Again I waited, uncertain as to whether I was actually allowed into the room.

Honestly, when I remember my timidity, I despair.

“Come in,” Doctor Brooks said, almost as if I had been correct to wait.

I stepped forward again, and it was all I could do to keep from rushing over to warm my shivering body closer to the fire in the hearth.

“I trust that your journey here was without incident,” Doctor Brooks said as he opened a ledger on his desk.

“Yes, my journey was absolutely fine, thank you,” I replied. “Everybody I met along the way was most helpful. Most helpful indeed.”

As I spoke, I noticed a large riding crop hanging on the wall.

“I instructed Mr Smire to advance you a small sum for sustenance,” Doctor Brooks continued, although he seemed more interested in his ledger than in speaking to me. “I trust that this was adequate for your needs?”

I turned to him. “It was.”

“And did you use it all?”

“I did not.”

I took the remaining money from my pocket and set it on the edge of the desk. I was not told to do so, of course, but neither was I told to refrain. I suppose I simply wanted to please my employer, and to prove to him that I could be trusted.

“Put your suitcase down,” Doctor Brooks said sternly. “It irritates me to see you still holding it like that.”

I did as I was told.

“I am sorry,” I said, and I must confess that I was beginning to once again feel a little cold. The fire in the hearth was of only moderate size, and was certainly not strong enough to heat the entire room.

“This is your first time out in the world, I believe,” he continued. “Your first time away from the convent, I mean. Am I correct in thinking that even when you attended our interview at Mr Smire's office, you were still lodging with a friend of your Mother Superior?”

“I was, yes.”

“So you were still dependent upon the convent?”

“I was.”

“And you had been living at the convent since childhood?”

“I had.”

“So this, then, truly is your first time out in the world.”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

He muttered something, but I did not make out any of the words and I supposed that the comment was not intended for me. Indeed, Doctor Brooks still seemed preoccupied by the contents of his ledger, before he glanced at me and then looked me up and down. I recall forcing a rather unconvincing smile, while feeling once more as if I was desperately disappointing him. Doctor Brooks merely looked back down at his ledger; he muttered something else, and yet again I did not hear the words.

I waited, but now the only sound in the room was the crackle of the fire. Although I wanted to speak, I was not sure that this was permitted, although after a few minutes I began to wonder whether I should be more forthcoming. I gave a great deal of thought to what I might say, and eventually I settled on what I felt would be a reasonably straightforward question.

“Should I go to the lady of the house?” I asked. “Or is she out at present?”

“Out?” he replied, peering at me as if the idea was utterly preposterous. “Why would she be out?”

“I am sorry,” I continued. “I just thought that since... I suppose I thought that maybe she was out with the...”

Again, I could not finish the sentence.

“My wife is in her room, I imagine,” Doctor Brooks said curtly. “Or in the library, perhaps, or... the nursery.” He looked at the clock on the wall. “Actually, I believe she will most certainly be in the nursery at this time. She usually is at this point in the morning.”

“And you have a son, I believe?” I asked, hoping to turn the conversation to happier matters. “I believe Mr Smire said that the child is three months old?”

“Have you ever looked after a baby, Miss Seaton?”

“I assisted with five births at the convent,” I explained. “Young ladies would come for help, and Mother Superior never turned them away. Not once. She was a very charitable woman, and she believed that the Lord sent those poor girls to her for a reason. I learned a great deal from the nuns, including many medical techniques.”

“Which is how you were able to assist that wretch in the street?”

“The man who was hit by the overturned carriage? Yes, I helped as best I could.”

“So I saw. You rushed to action while the others around you simply froze. It was the first time I saw you move with any real vim or vigour.”

“I feel that perhaps the Lord chose to have me there,” I told him, “so that I could help.”

“The Lord?”

“He places us where we are needed,” I explained. “Where we might do some good. It is not for us to know why He directs us as He does. Perhaps He wanted that gentleman to survive his accident, so that he could perform some good in his life. I am simply pleased that I could be of some use.”

“You are aware, I assume, that the man subsequently died in the hospital?”

I felt a shudder pass through my shoulders, and I immediately made the sign of the cross on my chest. “I did not know that, no.”

“I inquired after the fact,” he told me. “The man had lost far too much blood by the time the real doctors were able to get to him. They also told me that he would have died sooner, had you not acted to set his leg. They told me that while you did not manage to save him, you at least gave him a chance. And his carriage to the hospital was delayed by blockages on the road, without which he most likely would have survived. So his death was not your fault, and in ordinary circumstances you might even have saved his life.”

“I did what I could,” I replied, but I must confess that I felt utterly sorrowful at the thought that the gentleman had not lived.

“Alternatively,” he added, “one might argue that you merely prolonged his agony.”

“That was not my intention,” I explained.

“You do not inspire much confidence, Miss Seaton,” Doctor Brooks continued. “Outwardly you appear drab and common and meek, and almost as grey in character as your dress. Yet when you rushed to help that man, I spied some degree of competence. You were not afraid to get blood on your hands, nor to do whatever you deemed necessary. That, I felt, was an encouraging sign. It's the only reason that I chose to give you this chance.”

“And I am grateful,” I told him, still shaken by the news of the man's death.

“Your duties will primarily be with my wife and...” He paused again. “Well, my wife will explain. In truth, it is she who needs you here, not I. As you will no doubt have noticed, Grangehurst is somewhat cut off from the rest of the world. My wife and I live here alone, and we do without staff. We have our own world here, and to be honest I disagreed with my wife when she first suggested that we required additional help. She then... changed my mind.”

“I look forward to meeting her,” I replied. “And to meeting your son.”

“I am not sure that...”

For the first time he seemed rather uncertain, as if he was concerned about what he had to say next. Then he looked back down at his papers, and it seemed to me that he was trying to give the impression that he was busy. Finally he looked at me again.

“Well?” he said. “What are you doing standing there? My wife will be in the nursery. Go to her, and she will tell you everything that you need to know. I'm far too busy.”

“And my room?”

“She'll show you all that.”

“And -”

“Go, woman!” he snapped, gesturing for me to leave. His mood seemed to have changed abruptly, becoming darker and less patient than ever. “I have work to do! Find my wife, she has more than enough time to show you around.”

So it was that I took my suitcase and left the room. And I remember wondering, as I ascended the main staircase in search of the nursery, why it was that I still heard no baby cry.
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​Chapter Three
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“And when the little boy noticed what was happening, he put down his toys and went to the window. What do you think he saw there, Stephen? What do you think he saw when he looked out the window?”

Silhouetted against the curtains, the woman leaned closer to the crib.

“He saw the whole wide world,” she purred happily, her voice just an inflection away from becoming a laugh. Holding the book in one hand, she reached into the crib with the other. “He saw everything that's out there, all the wonder and fun and -”

Suddenly she stopped and looked at me. I still couldn't see her face properly, since the curtains behind were rather bright, so I simply waited for her to say something. Instead, however, she stared and stared at me, until even I – even meek, shy young Beryl Seaton – felt compelled to speak.

“Mrs Brooks?” I said. “My name is... My name is Beryl Seaton. Your husband told me to come and find you.”

I had been standing in the doorway for several minutes, ever since I had located the nursery. Too timid to interrupt, I had chosen to wait while Mrs Brooks continued reading to her son Stephen, but it had taken some time before she seemed to notice that she was being observed. And even then, she made no effort to speak or to really acknowledge my presence, and I felt rather awkward as I stood holding my suitcase.

I think fully half a minute elapsed before she said a word.

“Miss Seaton,” she murmured, still sounding as if she had been stirred from some deep reverie. “Of course... of course, we've been looking forward to your arrival a great deal. Won't you come in?”

I took a step forward.

“Oh,” she added, stopping me in my tracks, “but why ever are you carrying your suitcase with you?”

“I thought I should keep hold of it until I'm shown to my room,” I told her. “I did not know where else to put it.”

“Shown to your room?” She set the book on a small table and then got to her feet, causing her great dress to rustle dryly in the process. Still silhouetted against the curtain, her features were not yet visible. “Please, tell me that my husband did not send you up here without even letting you go to your room first.”

“I am sure he's simply very busy,” I told her.

“Oh, that's dreadful,” she said, coming over to me and finally emerging from the haze of the curtain. It was now that I saw her smiling face, although I confess that the first thing I really noticed was a deep and very prominent harelip. “Elliot can be so incredibly rude sometimes,” she explained, touching my arms. Her hands were so cold, I could feel the chill through the fabric of my dress. “We receive visitors so infrequently, I think he's quite forgotten how to act. Please, I shall show you
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