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            I
A Row of Spiked Railings

         
         Did you know that a deathbed promise has a sort of power? Words spoken with a dying breath bind like a spell. They change
            you. As a doctoress, I’ve seen plenty. As a daughter, I made one of my own. It took me to a place called Tall Trees. A place
            that part of me has never left. Let me tell you of what happened there and you can judge for yourself whether the promise
            I made was kept.
         

         
          

         Doctoress to Gervaise Cherville. A rare chance for a woman like me, but as I turned the corner into the square, the misgivings
            I’d suppressed on my way here welled up. I’d been so enamored of my good fortune at landing this job I’d not asked enough
            questions. What did I know about treating swells? My usual patients were the streetwalkers of King’s Cross. If only they could
            afford to pay for my services, I’d be with them now, but there was no use in harping on it. Two hundred yards ahead of me,
            set back from the road behind a row of spiked railings, Tall Trees lay in wait. Half past nine and I wasn’t due to arrive
            until ten. Nothing wrong with being early. It could only speak to my sense of duty, but the closer I got to the house, the
            more my confidence ebbed. Jos had offered to walk me here; perhaps I should have let him, but a final parting when I was already
            worried about being away from home for four weeks would’ve only made me blub and the last thing I wanted was to turn up looking
            weepy. I’d got this job on the strength of the vicar’s recommendation. It was unlikely I’d keep it if I made a poor first
            impression.
         

         
         Tall Trees took up one whole corner of the square, so large I wondered if it had once been three separate houses, the strongest devouring the two on either side of it. Dark curtains, half-drawn, gave it a baleful look as though it watched through narrowed eyes. When I passed through, the gate slipped from my hand, and I flinched as it clanged shut behind me. For two, three seconds the wrought-iron sound reverberated, but there was no one near to be disturbed by it, only a crow that took off with a resentful caw. The meal it left abandoned was small and furry. I averted my eyes and, hurrying along the path and up the front steps, I yanked down hard on the bell pull. A doleful chime tolled through the house and sweat prickled on my palms, forming dark patches on my gloves. Half my life had been spent walking into strange houses, knowing that inside dwelt blood, disease and even death. In all that time, I’d not been daunted. Tall Trees should be no different, but as I waited for an answer I couldn’t shake the sense of dread I’d felt as soon as I’d laid eyes on it. Only time would tell if my past experiences had prepared me for what I might find in a house like this. 

         
         At last, there was a scraping of metal on metal as, one after another, a series of bolts were pulled back. The heavy door
            swung silently inward and I peered uncertainly into the gloom beyond. I’d have given my eyeteeth to be able to walk away,
            but a young maid, around fourteen years old, stepped forward and there was no time for bargaining.
         

         
         I’d expected a stern, hawkish-looking matron, but this girl was more like a dove, with wispy tow-colored hair which she blew
            from her eyes with a huff.
         

         
         “Sorry it took so long. When you rang, I thought Madam would get it. She must’ve popped out and Spinks won’t do anything unless
            she’s here. He’s lazy as anything.”
         

         
         Save for her uniform, she could easily have been one of the working girls I saw every day as I walked along the King’s Cross
            towpath, yet her familiarity wrong-footed me.
         

         
         “I’m Hester Reeves, here to nurse Mr. Cherville,” I said, wanting to be sure she hadn’t mistaken me for someone else.

         
         “Yes, I know all that. The vicar told me to look out for you. Are you coming in or what?”

         
         The entrance hall was dimly lit, a space large but somehow close thanks to the panels of reddish wood that lined the walls. The narrowing effect was heightened by a cloying scent that hung heavy on the air and caught in the back of my throat. I traced it to a thin-legged table—again, that rich dark wood—where a small lamp glowed over a bowl of dried rose petals. The girl held out her arms and I shook my head when I realized she was expecting to take my coat. It was far too threadbare for that. 

         
         “You’re right, it is a bit chilly,” she said, mistaking my hesitancy. “The range is on all day so the kitchen’s much better.
            I’m Jenny, by the way.”
         

         
         She wiped one hand down her apron and held it out for me to shake.

         
         “Mr. Bright said he was trusting me to make you feel welcome, seeing as Madam’s not the friendliest.”

         
         There was no lady of the house, so she must mean the housekeeper. I knew little enough about what working in service was like,
            but surely the housekeeper didn’t merit a title.
         

         
         “Is that what you call her?” I asked.

         
         Jenny giggled at my puzzlement.

         
         “Not to her face, silly. Only behind her back.” I’d known her five minutes, and though she was almost ten years my junior,
            already she was teasing me. Her easy manner reminded me of my sister Willa at that age, and a little of the apprehension I’d
            felt as I waited on the doorstep lifted.
         

         
         “Come on,” she said. “Leave that big bag here, I’ll take you straight upstairs and get it brought up later.”

         
         She moved off to the right, turning when she realized I hadn’t followed.

         
         “Did you not say we were going to go upstairs?” I asked, looking up the thickly carpeted staircase that curved around to the
            floor above.
         

         
         “I did, but that means back stairs for you. That way’s just for the family. You shouldn’t let Madam catch you at the front
            door neither. We’re supposed to come and go by the kitchen entrance. Not that you’ll be needing it much.”
         

         
         I frowned, not understanding.

         
         “The master likes us to be at his beck and call so it’s best if you keep to the house.”

         
         It wasn’t unexpected considering what Cherville was paying me, but the thought of a whole month bound to this strange place
            was unnerving.
         

         
         “Your face. You didn’t think you’d be free to come and go as you pleased, did you?”

         
         It made me seem foolish when she put it like that, but seeing me crestfallen, Jenny patted me kindly on the arm. “I know it’s
            a lot to get used to. You’ll feel better once you’re settled.”
         

         
         No fine papers had been used to decorate the back stairs, and the walls were the color of unbleached cotton, their only decoration
            a crisscross web of hairline cracks. Just as well Jenny had warned me to leave half my things behind in the entrance hall.
            The way was so narrow I had to hunch my shoulders and hold my bag out in front of me. As we made our way upward, I touched
            my hand to the wall from time to time to keep my balance. I must’ve caught one of the cracks at the wrong angle, for it splintered
            and a chunk of plaster fell to the floor. A black beetle crawled out of the hole it left behind and I gave a yelp that was
            half-surprise, half-disgust.
         

         
         “I’m always doing that,” Jenny said. “Sometimes it feels like the whole house will come crashing down around me.”

         
         “Honestly? I’d expect that from a rookery tenement, not somewhere as grand as this.”

         
         “Looks can be deceiving. My da knows a bit about building and the last thing he said the day he left me here was the way it
            was listing meant the foundations were rotten.”
         

         
         Was it better to think of Tall Trees as crouched down ready to pounce or on the verge of collapse? There was no time to decide
            before we moved on again, talking less as the stairs steepened. Even so, Jenny was out of breath when we reached the top.
            Milk of meadowsweet. That’s what she needed for her lungs, and if I was going to be stuck indoors most days, it sounded as
            though I had plenty of time to brew her some.
         

         
         The fourth floor was one long corridor with six doors off it. It was lighter and less oppressive than the family’s quarters thanks to the whitewashed walls, which felt far more familiar than the rich papers and gas fittings of the entrance hall. The first room was reserved for linens and smelled strongly of starch. A large tablecloth had been laid out to dry and I guessed that two cloth bags leaning against the wall contained the household’s soiled sheets and delicates. The remainder of the rooms were for sleeping in, all identically furnished with a small cot, a chair, and chest of drawers. Jenny stood to one side while I poked my head into each in turn. How lively it would be if there were servants enough to occupy them all, but for now the rooms had the melancholy feel that came with being out of use. 

         
         “It’s only you and me up here,” Jenny confirmed. “Margaret sleeps along the corridor from the master, and has her own room
            down by the kitchen, besides, on account of being housekeeper, and Spinks—he’s the driver I mentioned—lives over the stables
            and does for himself. Mr. Cherville is on the second floor, and when he’s here Mr. Rowland takes the first.”
         

         
         “They each have whole floors to themselves?”

         
         “It’s probably just as well. They’re not as close as a father and son should be.”

         
         I tried to keep the hope from my voice. “You said when he’s here. Does that mean Rowland Cherville’s not home often?”

         
         “Very rarely. About a month ago he moved into his club, but when the master goes to the country I think he’ll come back home.
            I’ll be out of a job if he doesn’t. Look at you, though, your eyes just flashed. Do you know Mr. Rowland?”
         

         
         “Sort of,” I said. What I’d really been thinking of was how well my sister did.

         
         Two months earlier, Willa had started at the Cherville factory, around the same time as Rowland had stepped in to take charge while his father was ill. I’d thought a steady job would help keep her out of trouble, unluckily she’d caught Rowland’s attention. To stop him from ruining her, I had to get my sister well away from King’s Cross, but fresh starts did not come cheap. That’s why I’d put my all into earning the money I needed and why I’d been so grateful when the vicar, Mr. Bright, had recommended me for this role. Now here I was at Tall Trees, in the heart of the lion’s den. 

         
         “You’ll have to fill me in later,” Jenny said, bringing me back to myself. “Will you pick a room now, though? It can be any
            one of these.”
         

         
         The room closest to the stairs followed the shape of the eaves, with the bed tucked into the corner where the roof sloped
            down. There was every chance I’d bump my head if I sat up too quickly on waking, but of all those I’d seen it felt the coziest.
            I went inside and put my bag on the bed to claim it. Handed down from Mama, it clinked with bottled tinctures and vials of
            tonic. The one I’d left downstairs contained my few clothes, grey with washing and much-mended.
         

         
         “I won’t be a moment,” Jenny said and disappeared down the hallway leaving me alone.

         
         The bedroom window overlooked the square and I tugged at the sash. Fresh air, that’s what was needed in here to blow away
            the mustiness. I wanted to feel the wind on my face, but the frame resisted stubbornly despite my efforts.
         

         
         “You won’t get out that way,” Jenny said at my ear and I jumped back, bashing my side on the bed frame. “Sorry, I didn’t mean
            to startle you.”
         

         
         “I know you meant no harm, I just wanted to open the window,” I said, giving the sash another jiggle to loosen it.

         
         “It’s hard when you live on your nerves,” Jenny sympathized. I wanted to correct her. I wasn’t naturally nervous—a doctoress
            couldn’t afford to be—but ever since I’d entered this house I’d felt uneasy, and I rubbed the tender spot on my hip.
         

         
         “Look what I went to fetch for you.”

         
         She held out a black dress much like the one she wore, but longer, so it wouldn’t come up too short on me. There was a pale
            blue apron, too, with a tree embroidered on the pocket in gold thread—the Cherville family crest. I measured it against myself.
         

         
         “Where did you rustle up this from?”

         
         “It belonged to Bridget, but she left a few months back.”

         
         “Was she Cherville’s nurse before me?”

         
         “Not her,” Jenny said with a laugh, making me think that the Bridget whose uniform I’d inherited was less than kind. “He hasn’t needed that sort of care until now, so you’ll be the first.” 

         
         “How come she moved on?” I said as I turned to one side so she couldn’t see my whole body while I changed. All I’d wanted
            was to make conversation, but Jenny’s silence told me I’d struck on something, and when I popped my head through the neck
            of the black dress she was wringing her apron in her hands. She might talk a mile a minute but there was a keenness of feeling
            in her, too. That was like my sister also, or rather as she used to be before the grief of Mama’s passing had swamped her.
         

         
         “Will you help me with the buttons?” I said, to break the awkwardness, and Jenny stepped forward swiftly, fastening them with
            nimble fingers.
         

         
         The dress was more fitted than I’d first thought and I pulled at the seams to loosen it.

         
         “I can let it out if it’s too tight?”

         
         “I’m just not used to it, that’s all,” I said, looking down regretfully at my well-worn dress discarded on the bed. I’d have
            little chance of rolling or lifting my patient when I could barely raise my shoulders, but that wasn’t my only concern.
         

         
         “You ready?” Jenny said. “Margaret’s always telling me off for jawing and I don’t want you to get in trouble for being late
            on your first day. If you promise to tell me what you think of him at dinner, I’ll show you to the master’s room.”
         

         
         “You’ve got yourself a bargain. Lead on,” I said, and together we made our way downstairs to the second floor and Cherville’s
            bedroom.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            II
The Smell of the Sickroom

         
         When I was called out to see my regular patients among the bawds of King’s Cross, I knew what to expect. A thick lip or cut
            eye; maybe even a broken rib, depending on how hard they’d been punched or kicked by a punter. Often there were injuries to
            their insides, too, and the pox was more or less a given.
         

         
         Gervaise Cherville was different, not just because he’d insisted I move into Tall Trees in order to tend him, but because
            he was rich and had promised to pay me handsomely: ten pounds in total, the same amount for four weeks’ work that Jos could
            earn in a year.
         

         
         “What’s he like?” I said to Jenny as we walked along the landing.

         
         “Old. I don’t have too many dealings with him, honestly, and lately he often stays abed. There’s been doctors in and out ever
            since I started here, but never someone on call around the clock. Whatever he’s got, it’s worsening.”
         

         
         Mr. Bright had not said exactly what was wrong with Cherville—only that he thought I’d be well placed to treat him. Wishing
            I’d asked him why, I seized on what Jenny had said.
         

         
         “Cherville can’t walk?”

         
         “Oh yes, he walks well enough. Only a few months back, he was going off to his factory every day, but then he started having
            trouble sleeping and after that he lost the stomach for it and asked Mr. Rowland to take over.”
         

         
         There wasn’t time to learn more. We’d reached Cherville’s door and Jenny tapped on it lightly with her knuckles.

         
         “Enter,” came the reply and she stood back to let me pass.

         
         “One last thing: he often complains about too much noise, so make sure you speak softly and remember, straight down to the kitchen once he’s let you go.” 

         
         Gervaise Cherville’s bedroom was as gloomy as the entrance hall, despite the high ceilings. As I stepped inside, the smell
            of the sickroom was strong, and strewn herbs crunched beneath my boots. I let my eyes flicker around, taking in the rich curtains,
            the desk, the otherwise puzzling lack of furniture, before lighting on the canopy bed in the center of the room and the wasted
            figure sitting in it.
         

         
         “So you’re Hester Reeves?”

         
         Gervaise Cherville was about seventy years old—more, perhaps—with a white beard and pale blue eyes that had a glassy look
            to them. In the half-light, I didn’t see his arm reach out and I gave a cry as his hand closed on my wrist and pulled me forward.
         

         
         “Don’t writhe like that. You have to come close so I can see you properly.”

         
         I stopped struggling. In turn, he slackened his grip; now it was his eyes that held me.

         
         “Yes, yes, you will do very well,” he said, and the self-satisfied tone in his voice made me uneasy.

         
         He placed a small wooden ball into my hand. “What do you make of that?”

         
         The strange request nonplussed me. Nevertheless I made a show of weighing the ball, holding it up to my eye while Cherville
            watched me intently. It was dark and smooth, the same mahogany color that lined the walls, and that his bed was carved from.
            The grainlines were akin to veins in skin, surely that wasn’t what he wanted to hear from me?
         

         
         “Well?” Cherville pressed, but I wasn’t quick enough to come up with something, for a moment later he snatched the ball back.
            Without knowing how, I’d managed first to please, and now to disappoint him.
         

         
         “You come highly recommended by Mr. Bright. I’ve known him from a curate, thirty years and more. He must have been impressed by your skill, to be so fulsome in his praise,” Cherville added. His tone had a searching quality to it and the last thing I wanted to do was explain that the vicar only knew I was a doctoress because I’d told him so. He’d taken pity on me one day in the churchyard when he’d seen me crying over Mama’s grave and I’d admitted how much I needed a job that would pay enough for me to buy my family a new start away from King’s Cross. I’d be forever grateful for the unexpected kindness he’d shown me. 

         
         “Will you tell me what it is that ails you, sir?”

         
         “It should be you telling me, if you’re half the doctoress he says you are.”

         
         A test of my ability and the perfect chance to settle my nerves and assert my credentials. There was nothing obviously wrong,
            from what I’d seen so far; I would have to take a closer look. I gestured to the candle on his bedside table. “May I?”
         

         
         “By all means.”

         
         The light flickered across his face. Eye whites bloodshot; nose collapsed, the bones softened and wasted like his frame; hair
            yellowed and wispy. Some might say he was suffering from old age, but I knew there was more to it than that. For all his money,
            Gervaise Cherville wasn’t so different from my regular patients after all.
         

         
         “You have syphilis, sir.” No need to beat about the bush. The best way to prove I knew what I was doing was to confirm the
            diagnosis I was sure he’d already been given. “It’s a complaint I see often in the course of my work with the streetwalkers
            of King’s Cross,” I said, trying not to think of Willa’s crush on Rowland and how the disease ran in families. “There’s a
            tonic I can make up for you. Ground rosehip and poppy have been shown to be most efficacious and—”
         

         
         He held up a hand and cut me off, clearly not as interested in my plant lore as I’d thought.

         
         “Give me whatever potions will help. I don’t need to know the ins and outs of it. Tell me, though: you discern nothing else?”

         
         Had I missed something obvious? Not in his looks, that was certain—which left only one possibility, and here I had to be more
            careful. He’d challenged me but did he really want to hear what I would say? There was only one way to find out.
         

         
         “A disorder of the mind, perhaps? I gather you have not been sleeping well. It has made you tired, irritable maybe?”

         
         He nodded, apparently satisfied, and I felt my shoulders relax, sensing I’d passed his initial scrutiny.

         
         “In four weeks’ time I’ll go to my estate in Sussex where I expect to live out what little time remains to me. Until then,
            I’ll be relying on you to keep me well. There are things, important things, I must do before I leave London for good. I’ll
            be needing every ounce of my strength.”
         

         
         “I’ll make a start on that tonic I mentioned.”

         
         I was rummaging in my pockets for my seeds and powders, regretting not having brought my whole bag, when there was a knock
            on the door and a woman dressed in black swept in. Lean and pinch-faced, she was what I’d been expecting when I first arrived—the
            Margaret who Jenny had warned me of.
         

         
         “Sir, I came to . . .” she began and stopped short when she saw me step forward. “Forgive me, sir. I did not realize you had
            a . . .” She hesitated again, not knowing how to refer to me.
         

         
         “This is Reeves. For now, let us call her my nurse.”

         
         Margaret’s lips thinned as her eyes flickered over me. “I’d come back later, sir, but I have your letters here ready for reading
            out to you.”
         

         
         Cherville considered for a moment then said, “You’d better leave us, Reeves. Spend the remainder of the day learning the ways
            of the household and we will speak further tomorrow.”
         

         
         A smirk of triumph tugged at Margaret’s mouth—I’ve seen you off, it said—and, brushing past me, she sat down in the chair by Cherville’s bed and produced a bundle of letters and a silver
            paper knife from beneath the folds of her dress.
         

         
         “This one is from Viscount Wesley, sir. It’ll contain reference to some private matters. Very private.”

         
         Her implication was clear: it wasn’t for the likes of me to hear, and Cherville waved a hand to shoo me away.

         
         “Get along then, Reeves.”

         
         I turned on my heel and bowed my head before withdrawing. He didn’t see, his attention already on Margaret and the news she
            carried. For herself, the housekeeper ignored me, but she had the awareness of a cat because it wasn’t until I’d stepped out
            and closed the door softly behind me that I heard her begin reading.
         

         
         I’d made it two paces down the corridor when she followed me out and called, “Reeves, you forgot to take this with you.”

         
         In her hand she held the twist of paper that contained my poppy seeds, but when I reached for it she let it fall to the floor.
            “Silly me,” she exclaimed as if she hadn’t done it on purpose.
         

         
         I knelt down and dabbed my finger on the carpet to collect the scattered seeds. Margaret crouched beside me and, in a lower
            tone meant for my ears only, said, “We don’t need any nurses here. I can look after the master well enough.”
         

         
         “That’s not what Mr. Cherville thinks. He’s hired me for the next four weeks, until he goes to the country.”

         
         “What could he possibly want from you when he has me to tend to him?”

         
         I had no answer for her, and Cherville’s voice intruded into the silence between us. “Margaret,” he called fretfully.

         
         “One moment, sir, Reeves dropped something,” she said, but though she stood up she wasn’t quite done with me yet. “I don’t
            know exactly how you’ve managed to inveigle your way in here, but believe me, if there’s anything untoward I’ll find it out,”
            she hissed.
         

         
         Cherville called out to her again, his voice more impatient this time. She couldn’t resist a parting threat.

         
         “I’m watching you,” she said and hurried back through the door into Cherville’s bedroom, leaving me staring after her, troubled.
            All I’d done was accept a job that would help me protect my family, yet here she was acting like a jealous sweetheart. This
            morning my heart had lightened when Jenny had told me Rowland was seldom home. It turned out there was an enemy waiting for
            me at Tall Trees after all.
         

         
         Ten pounds, though, I reminded myself. Enough for me to get my whole family away from King’s Cross. For that sort of money I could endure any
            number of hostile housekeepers, and strange patients—even the unsettling effect that being inside Tall Trees had on me—couldn’t
            I?
         

         
         I got to my feet and returned the seeds to my pocket. Jenny had demanded my immediate thoughts on Gervaise Cherville, but that was before Margaret’s appearance had cut short my first meeting with him. At this time she’d still be busy with her chores and I didn’t want to distract her. Margaret’s voice floated down the corridor from Cherville’s room where she continued to read out his letters. Her country tones were warm, even soothing, no trace of the venom with which she’d addressed me. What on earth could account for it? If I wanted to avoid a further clash, the best thing to do would be to stay out of her way. I’d go to my room, make up my medicines. First, though, I wanted to get my bag. The rocky start to my time at Tall Trees had me rattled, but if I had my things about me I knew I’d feel better. Deliberately, I took the main stairs. A risk for certain if Margaret insisted they were for the family only, but after the way she’d treated me I couldn’t resist the chance to cock a snook at her. 

         
         The stairs were wide enough to accommodate at least five people walking abreast. I went straight down the middle, partly because
            I could and partly so as not to leave fingerprints on the polished wooden banisters. Was everything in this house made from
            mahogany? On the first floor—Rowland’s floor—I paused on the landing and looked down the corridor in the direction of his
            apartments. It was an unexpected piece of luck that he was often away from home. Perhaps he wouldn’t remember me and the run-in
            we’d had a few weeks back, but I’d discerned a cruelty in his eye that suggested he was exactly the type to hold a grudge.
            Handsome or no, I’d have thought Willa would have been sharp enough not to fall for him.
         

         
         I was about to carry on, when a large painting hanging on the wall arrested me. It depicted a white house, surrounded by lush green grasses. Had I been coming up the stairs, it would have been the first thing I saw. A gas lamp had been installed to light it, and because mere daylight was not enough to penetrate the Tall Trees gloom, I turned it up to get a better look. I knew nothing of paintings, had barely seen more than a handful in my life, and definitely none like this in its imposing gold frame. Still, I knew instinctively that the scene before me was not English, and now every detail I spotted confirmed it, from the piercing colors to the series of dark figures at the edges of the picture. Seeing them as nothing more than their labors, the artist had given them tools—spades and hoes and a wheelbarrow—but no faces. I took a step back and saw another, lighter-colored than the others, perched on the house’s porch with a bowl in her hands. For a long time I stared at her, but it didn’t matter how hard I looked: I couldn’t conjure the detail I craved, the eyes and expression that would give me a sense of who she was. 

         
         I reached out and my fingers found the frame and an inbuilt plaque at the center of its long edge. I leaned down to read the
            crabbed title: Our plantation, Honduras. The house depicted belonged to the Chervilles and no doubt they thought the people working in and around it did, too. My
            new employer was a slave owner.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            III
Old Wives’ Tales

         
         I spent the rest of the day mixing up remedies in my room. Again I’d tried the window in the hope of letting in some air,
            again it resisted; so though I’d come prepared with my bag full of ointments and powders, I ground up fresh to shift the stale
            smell that lingered. Mercury was what the apothecaries prescribed for syphilis, but from what I’d seen among the streetwalkers
            I treated it harmed as much as it healed, loosening their teeth and bowels. Tincture of feverfew and marjoram was what Cherville
            needed and I ground up some lavender to help him sleep, too. Using Mama’s tried and tested recipes meant my mind was free
            to roam where it would. Unfortunately, like the rest of me, it was held fast at Tall Trees and the painting on the first floor.
            So Cherville’s money came from slavery. It was no surprise, really. Only the trade in human flesh brought the sorts of riches
            that built houses like this. It also explained why Cherville had felt so comfortable around me. On the way here, I’d wondered
            if Mr. Bright had described me to him, had worried he might turn me away because he thought I wasn’t English. As a slave owner,
            he’d have been accustomed to people who looked like me. Or would he? His plantation was in Honduras, but that didn’t mean
            he’d been there. Plenty of owners had never set foot on their slave holdings. It was how they fooled themselves that keeping
            people in bondage for the sake of their own comfort was justified. And then I wondered: had there ever been slaves here?
         

         
         I looked around the little room, with its cot and chest of drawers, and then down at my dress and the blue apron with its gold embroidery. My outfit had been Bridget’s once, but was there a Black woman who had worn it before her? With a determined effort, I put the thought aside. No use dwelling on it, I told myself. However distasteful Cherville’s source of wealth was, I couldn’t afford to walk away from this job.
         

         
         It was a relief when the clock struck six. Here was permission to put down my worries, even if only for the time it took to
            eat my dinner.
         

         
         The kitchen was warm as Jenny had promised, made cheery with a big fire and a hand-knotted hearthrug. Copper pots hung from
            hooks on the wall and there was a tall dresser filled with blue-and-white-patterned china. Jenny was busy at the range when
            I slid into a chair at the large wooden table. A booklet had been left half-open on an illustration of a woman at the gallows
            and I pushed it away.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me you don’t like Lives of the Most Notorious,” Jenny said as she brought over two steaming bowls of soup and placed one of them in front of me.
         

         
         “I see blood enough in the course of my work without wanting to read about it.”

         
         “You’re right, I suppose. This one is good, though,” she said, untying her apron and taking a seat opposite me. “Leek and
            potato,” she added as I took my first sip. Though it was warm, creamy and comforting, Jenny’s poorly disguised impatience
            prevented me from lingering over it. I’d barely eaten half when she burst out, “Tell me what you made of him, then?”
         

         
         Despite my worries, I couldn’t help but smile. “He was very direct,” I said, fishing for the right word and not sure if I’d
            caught it.
         

         
         “Did he ask you lots of questions? The first time he called me in, it was like being back at Sunday school. I was worried
            he’d cane me if I didn’t know the answers.”
         

         
         “He wanted to be sure I knew my business. I suppose it’s fair enough, seeing as he didn’t hire me himself. From what I understand,
            it was mainly Mr. Bright’s doing, but I wish he’d told Margaret. We had a bit of a set-to.”
         

         
         “She came down earlier muttering to herself about charlatans and clattering about. If she’s in a pet, it’s always the crockery
            that feels it. Shame, really,” and Jenny’s eyes flicked sorrowfully to the dresser.
         

         
         “She’s taken against me, that’s for sure.”

         
         “I wouldn’t worry about that, it’s nothing personal. Madam’s down on everyone except the family. You’d think she was one of
            them, the way she carries on—at least that’s the rumor,” Jenny said with a smirk.
         

         
         “Are you saying she’s his . . .” I let my voice trail away, not wanting to say bastard. Such an ugly word. I hadn’t noticed a resemblance when I’d met Margaret this morning, but it would explain why she’d been
            so possessive when Cherville had told her he’d hired me to nurse him.
         

         
         “She’s been with the Chervilles from childhood, at their country house as well as here. Come to think of it, she’d know about . . .”
            Suddenly, Jenny was very interested in her own bowl of soup.
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         She spooned up a mouthful and took her time about swallowing it. “Ignore me, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

         
         “Well, you have now, so out with it.”

         
         “You promise not to laugh?” I nodded and she leaned forward conspiratorially. “They say the Cherville family is cursed.”

         
         Her voice was so solemn and what she’d said so ridiculous that I couldn’t hide my smile.

         
         “See, I knew you wouldn’t take it seriously,” Jenny said indignantly.

         
         “I’m sorry, but you must know these things are nonsense?”

         
         “It was Cook next door that told me. I didn’t believe it myself at first, but when you start to think, it all adds up. How
            else can you explain why no one quite knows what ails the master, and how Mr. Rowland lost his wife and why they can’t keep
            any servants?”
         

         
         “You’re here,” I pointed out, “and Margaret.”

         
         “We don’t count. Madam would work for old man Cherville for free if he asked her to—and me, well, I’ve nowhere else to go.”

         
         “I reckon you could go far if everything you cook is as good as that soup,” I said, but she waved away the compliment and
            I could see she needed more persuading on the curse, too.
         

         
         “I know what’s wrong with Cherville and surely you know why Bridget left?”

         
         “Something to do with a poorly aunt, she said. I always thought it sounded like an excuse. If it was the curse, though, she wouldn’t dare speak of it, would she—and I almost forgot: there was a fire at their plantation in Honduras, too. To hear Mr. Rowland talk, you would have thought he was there to see it. What happened to his wife was the saddest thing. She was called Mae; I’m not sure how long they were married. There was a boy, too, Osbert, and he died as well. There’s pictures of them upstairs in his rooms, and one of the plantation, actually, on the first-floor landing.” 

         
         She didn’t need to tell me that. I’d already seen the painting for myself and worked out what it meant. I pushed away the
            remains of the soup, my appetite gone. Meanwhile, Jenny sat back from the table, arms folded as though she’d proved beyond
            a doubt the curse was real. There was little I could do if she wanted to believe it, but I could see one hundred everyday
            reasons for what she’d described. The disease that ravaged Cherville was common enough. More likely he just didn’t want to
            admit to any suppositions regarding how he’d caught it. What was more surprising was thinking of Rowland as a widower. Willa
            was always gossiping. It was a strange thing for her not to have mentioned.
         

         
         “Exactly when did all this happen?”

         
         “Four or five years ago, I think.”

         
         “All right then, I’ll play along,” I said. “Who do you and Cook think cursed the Chervilles?”

         
         “Someone powerful, must be, for it to be passed down the generations like that. Or maybe one of their ancestors stole something.
            There’s gems and trinkets all over this house. Next time Cook pops over from next door, I’ll call you. She’d be happy to tell
            you what she knows.”
         

         
         I was sure she would, although I felt a little impatient with the woman for hoodwinking Jenny with her old wives’ tales.

         
         “It’s bad luck, that’s all,” I said. “You’ll see when Cherville starts getting better. If he’s truly cursed, then my salves
            and tonics won’t help him, will they?”
         

         
         Jenny considered, her head tilted to one side. “Are you going to cure him?”

         
         There was no cure for syphilis. Cherville knew it himself, and that he’d only get worse; I guessed it was why he was taking
            himself off to his country house away from the gaze of London society.
         

         
         Jenny mistook my silence. “You can’t be thinking of leaving already, not when you’ve only just started. It’s what I said about the curse, isn’t it?” 

         
         “There is no curse,” I said, just as there came a sharp rap on the glass.

         
         A rapid look passed between us and Jenny jumped up so quickly her chair clattered to the floor. She put a hand to her heart.
            “What was that?”
         

         
         “Someone at the door.”

         
         The candlelight reflected off the glass, making it almost impossible to see outside into the darkness. I got up to take a
            closer look and as I neared the door the shadow of a man loomed.
         

         
         “Who’s there?” I called out.

         
         “You don’t have to answer it,” Jenny said, feeling on the worktop for a knife. A sweet girl, but she’d been reading far too
            many penny bloods.
         

         
         “Don’t be silly,” I said. “It’s my husband.”

         
          

         I’d become Hester Reeves when I married Jos five years earlier, aged eighteen to his twenty. All the girls canal-side had
            set their cap at him at one time or another. I thought he’d chosen me because it was less obvious that I liked him; in truth
            I was as moony as the worst of them, only better at hiding it. Now Jos stepped into the kitchen, filling it with the familiar
            smells of coal dust and horse. He must’ve come straight from his work loading and unloading the barges that traveled the canal.
         

         
         His head swiveled round to take in the range lined with copper saucepans, the big table and the dresser filled with china,
            clearly expensive but homely for all that. “I didn’t like the look of this place from the outside, but this is very cozy.”
         

         
         “Jos, this is Jenny. She’s been doing her best to make me feel welcome.”

         
         “I’m pleased to hear it.” He turned to her and said, “Jos Reeves, chief docker at the Regent’s Canal. I’ll hold it a personal
            favor if you continue to look after my wife. She spends all her concern on others and if I’m not around I need to know there’s
            someone who’s worrying about her.”
         

         
         Jenny had been smiling shyly since he’d first spoken. It was his accent; all the girls loved it.

         
         “I can make sure she’s well fed at the very least,” she said, and I rolled my eyes to think there wasn’t one woman he didn’t
            have an effect on, though secretly I was gratified by it.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” I asked him.

         
         “You refused to let me walk you over this morning. I wanted to make sure you’d settled in.” He looked about him again. “Do
            you sleep down here?”
         

         
         “I’ve got a room on the fourth floor. I’d show you, but the housekeeper’s a bit of a dragon.”

         
         “She seems fine to me,” Jos said with a wink at Jenny.

         
         “I’m only the kitchen maid,” she laughed, knowing he was teasing her. “Margaret’s the one you need to watch out for. She won’t
            like to hear you’re married and she’s strict on gentleman callers. Don’t let her catch you.”
         

         
         “That’s not a problem, I’m no gentleman,” Jos said, but he took a step back toward the door. “Come outside with me, Essie.
            Across the road, there’s a garden.”
         

         
         Despite the October cold, the thought of getting out of Tall Trees was tempting. Jenny had said we must stay in at all times,
            but surely Cherville was unlikely to call on me now? I gnawed at my thumbnail, jagged from when I’d broken it trying to force
            up the window in my bedroom.
         

         
         “Go on, I’ll cover for you if needs be,” Jenny said and, smiling my thanks, I cast off my apron and went with him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            IV
Beds of Flowers

         
         Tall Trees had exerted such a pull on me when I’d arrived that I’d barely noticed the gardens at the center of the square.
            Jos jimmied the locked gate with a twig and when it sprang open I cast a quick look over my shoulder before following him
            inside. If anyone had seen us break in, we’d be in trouble. Even so, without permission and exposed to whoever happened to
            glance from their window, it was the safest I’d felt all day.
         

         
         “This is better,” Jos said, and I realized that Tall Trees had the same effect on him as it did on me. Something within the
            walls of that house made it hard for us to breathe.
         

         
         The gas lamps from the street beyond gave off just enough light to show a path that wound through beds of shrubs. We walked
            across the grass instead and sat down on a bench out of sight of the house.
         

         
         “Anytime you feel low while you’re here, I want you to come to this garden and think of this moment,” Jos said.

         
         I was about to ask what made it so special when he leaned forward, put his cold lips on mine and kissed me dizzy.

         
         “I’ll remember,” I said as he put an arm around me and I cuddled into his shoulder.

         
         “You should have let me come with you this morning,” he chided.

         
         “It would have made you late for work and the barges won’t unload themselves. Besides, I’m a doctoress to the upper classes
            now. I can’t be seen with a lowly dockworker.”
         

         
         “Nothing to do with the fact you were coming to the house of the man you believe wants to ruin your sister?”

         
         I thought I’d managed to hide Willa’s flirtation with Rowland, but I should have realized Jos would find out. Did he know the whole story? I wondered.
         

         
         Back in August, I’d gone to the Cherville factory one evening to meet Willa once her shift had finished. It irritated her
            when I fussed, but I didn’t feel truly calm unless I could lay eyes on her. It wasn’t long since she’d returned to us from
            wherever she had fled when Jenkins the landlord had evicted her for falling behind on the rent at the house she’d shared with
            Mama. She’d never said exactly how she lived in the fortnight she’d been missing and I was so relieved to have her back I
            didn’t want to push her. I’d not paid enough attention after Mama died, and when Willa told me everything was fine, I’d believed
            her. It was a mistake I wouldn’t make again.
         

         
         I’d found a spot on the wall just opposite the factory entrance so I could see her as soon as she came out. Over the next
            twenty minutes, girls had streamed past in twos and threes, but my sister was not among them. I’d expected her to be one of
            the first—she wasn’t the type to linger late at her work—and so I approached the thickset man who stood sentry by the door
            to ask if maybe she’d finished early and I’d missed her.
         

         
         “I’m looking for Willa Martin, has she left yet?”

         
         He spat in the dirt and shrugged. “Never heard of her.”

         
         “Well, she’s been working here for the last two weeks and she’s hard to miss. My height, wears her hair in plaits?”

         
         He knew exactly who she was, I could tell.

         
         “Please, she’s my sister,” I said, and he leered in a way that made my gorge rise.

         
         “You could try the side entrance that comes out on the road. Sometimes she leaves that way.”

         
         I rounded the building just in time to see the side door open and a gentleman walk out into the circle of light that shone from a nearby lamp. Tall and nattily dressed, he had the sort of showy handsomeness that made men think too much of themselves and I knew him for Rowland Cherville, lately given charge of the family factory while his father was indisposed. He looked up and down the road and a moment later a carriage pulled up alongside him, its driver decked out in pale blue livery. I expected him to climb straight in, but instead he leaned back against the carriage and lit a cigar, his eyes on the door he’d just exited. I watched it, too, my heart in my mouth, willing it to be anyone but my sister who came out. After a minute, the girl he’d been waiting for appeared, hard to miss, with hair in plaits, just as I’d described. Rowland Cherville pulled her toward him by the waist, said something that made her giggle. My stomach roiled to see his hands on her. Jos held me like that, but he was my husband, and I moved forward and called out her name. 

         
         “Hester, what are you doing here?” Willa cried, as she stepped back from him smartly.

         
         I cleared my throat and thankfully my voice sounded steady when I said, “I was close by and knew you were due to finish. I
            thought we could walk home together.”
         

         
         Willa turned from me to Cherville. “This is my elder sister,” she muttered to him. “I’ve been living with her and her husband
            since my ma died.” Judging by the smirk on Rowland Cherville’s face, he was not in the least abashed, nor did he attempt to
            hide the carnal glint in his eye.
         

         
         “We seem to have had the same aim in mind, madam. I, too, was hoping to escort your sister home.”

         
         Down by her side, Willa’s fingers fluttered, shooing me away. She should’ve known better than to think I’d leave her in the
            clutches of such a man when she’d not long since returned to me.
         

         
         “There’ll be no need for that, sir. I’m here now, and even if I were not, she’s quite able to make her own way.”

         
         “It’s no trouble, I assure you,” he said before turning his back on me to address Willa directly. “We enjoy our little drives,
            don’t we?”
         

         
         I reached for my sister’s wrist and held it tight when she would have shaken me off.

         
         “We’d best let you get on, sir,” I’d said and marched away, pulling Willa along after me.

         
         “Do you know how far it’s gone between them?” Jos said, breaking through my memory.

         
         “Nothing’s happened yet,” I snapped, hoping it were true. There was a recklessness about my sister borne of grief, but it wasn’t too late, not yet. If I could get her away from Rowland, there was still time to divert her from the path I feared she was taking. 

         
         Jos stroked my hair, knowing it was worry that had made me sharp with him, and I sat up so I could look him in the eye.

         
         “I’m sorry, I should have told you, but I thought you’d assume I was here for revenge and it’s not the case. Rowland’s hardly
            around, anyway.”
         

         
         “I don’t like the thought of you in the company of people like him, and in his house as well. If you’re going to run

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780358627890_tpimage.jpg
A NOVEL

Lianne Dillsworth

RRRRRR
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





9780358627890_coverimage.jpg
LIANNE
LSxogr)





