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PART I

I.1

Tuesday, 1 July 1783, St Herbert’s Island, Derwent Water, Cumberland

‘AN EXTRA BODY? What do you mean, an extra body?’

Mrs Hetty Briggs spoke a little more loudly than she had intended and her voice echoed in the stillness of the ruined chapel. Her steward lowered his head. He could not think of what else to add. They were silent a moment, and the hot wind that had so troubled them this summer shook the trees together. In spite of the warmth, Mrs Briggs shivered. She touched her steward’s sleeve and said more quietly, ‘My apologies, Gribben. You had better show me, I think.’

Turning away from him, she remembered the lady and gentleman who had accompanied her here to this little island, part of her husband’s estate amongst the lakes and hills of Cumberland. They had stood a little apart from her while she spoke to her man, but were now frankly staring at her. The gentleman was the local magistrate, Mr Sturgess, and Mrs Briggs was suddenly very glad indeed that he had decided to come with them. The lady, very beautifully dressed for a trip across the lake and a visit to a ruin, was her house-guest for the summer, the Vizegräfin Margaret von Bolsenheim. Her lips were slightly parted and there was a shimmer in her eye.

‘That is,’ Mrs Briggs added, ‘perhaps you should show us all.’

Mrs Briggs had always considered her ownership of St Herbert’s Island as accidental. It was just another feature of the estate her husband had purchased, like the walled garden behind the main house of Silverside, or the lawns that dropped down in front of it to the lake, and like them she regarded it as purely ornamental. The island was a pleasant spot for a picnic and known for its magnificent views of the surrounding hills. In addition, the ruin of the old chapel added something romantic and picturesque for visitors to the area to discover. It was known that Mrs Briggs had no objection to local people, or travellers from elsewhere, drawing their boats up onto the shingle, therefore many took advantage of her generosity and arrived sketchbooks in hand to sample the scenery. Her one nagging concern about the island had always been that the chapel, disused for a hundred years before Mr Briggs acquired the land, still contained the altar-tomb of Sir Luke de Beaufoy, 1st Earl of Greta, and his wife. There they had lain since the middle of the fifteenth century while the walls decayed around them. On the one hand Mrs Briggs did not think it right that they should be disturbed after resting over three hundred years in one place; on the other she knew the walls of the chapel must give way at some point and when they did, the tomb would be smashed and their bones ground back into the clay. That did not seem fitting either.

She had given the thought voice one evening a few days previously while playing Quadrille at Silverside with the Vizegräfin, the Vizegräfin’s son, and Mr Sturgess. The Vizegräfin declared she had always thought the place absolutely perfect for a summerhouse. ‘So medieval that the local people persist in calling it the Island of Bones,’ she had said, laying down her cards. ‘Let the First Lord Greta and his wife be moved to Crosthwaite Church – far more suitable – then they can call it something nicer. Briggs Island, perhaps,’ she added, and sniggered a little into her cards. Mr Sturgess had supported the Princess wholeheartedly. The Vizegräfin’s son, Felix, had contributed nothing to the conversation but a yawn.

Mrs Briggs had presumed the subject would be forgotten as the cards were laid down, but the following morning Mr Sturgess had called at Silverside to tell them that the vicar of Crosthwaite would be happy to receive the tomb and the bones it contained, and to give Sir Luke and his wife a home on consecrated ground. The Vizegräfin began to draw plans for a summerhouse. Mrs Briggs was still not convinced about the necessity of rebuilding, but at least the nagging guilt about the First Lord Greta’s mortal remains would be removed, and she was hopeful that the Vizegräfin and her son would leave Silverside before she had to commit to constructing any of the gothic wonders that now decorated that noble lady’s sketchpad.

The Vizegräfin moved swiftly towards the tomb, leaving Mrs Briggs to follow her. As she passed, Mrs Briggs noticed spots of colour on her guest’s cheeks. She bore down on the two labourers whose efforts had finally dislodged the cover from the tomb. Thin-faced, mean-looking men, they stood behind the opened tomb like penitents with their heads lowered and their caps in their hands. The Vizegräfin’s dark-blue skirts brushed over the stone flags, stirring last autumn’s dead leaves. She walked with a straight back and a quick even step that had been perfected by a number of expensive dance masters in her youth, so she gave the impression of floating from one place to the next in time to some unseen music. To the men at the tomb, it seemed as if one of the prettier saints had broken free of the stained glass in Crosthwaite Church, but she aged as she approached through the shadows of ruined masonry and overhanging foliage. The young and graceful female became, as she drew closer, a woman something over forty whose dress and deportment were perhaps a little more hopeful than wise.

Mrs Briggs glanced at the effigies of Sir Luke and his wife. Their stone faces had become washed and worn with rain and snow. They looked weary and ready for a warmer bed Their hands were held over their chests in attitudes of prayer. At the lady‘s feet, a greyhound was curled with its alabaster nose tucked into its tail, and its ears flat; at the gentleman’s sat a tiny lion, its mane carved in carefully tumbled locks. It reminded Mrs Briggs of the style Felix von Bolsenheim had of arranging his hair. He had avoided their party, calling his mother morbid, and taken his longbow out to hunt rabbits on the fells instead. The Lady had apple cheeks; the Lord was bearded and had a long nose. Mrs Briggs had recently donated, from the collection at Silverside Hall, a portrait of this gentleman to the new museum in Keswick. She had always felt that the portrait disapproved of her and had been glad to be rid of it, having deserted it in an upper corridor for thirty years. The painted face seemed to her always to be stiff with outrage that his lands were now in the possession of a man who had started life as a clerk.

The Vizegräfin reached the lip of the tomb and looked down into it, then gave a little screech and hastened away. Mrs Briggs approached more carefully and took in the sight with less eagerness and greater calm, Mr Sturgess at her side. There were two wooden coffins within, as had been advertised by the effigies, and though worn and rotten, their structures had held. But across the two coffins lay this extra body, a corpse incongruous even in a tomb. It was curled head to knees, its flesh turned leathery, its clothes faded, its mouth pulled wide open. There was a dry, almost sweet scent to the air. Even Mr Sturgess looked pale and Mrs Briggs so far forgot herself as to bite the side of her thumb. She thought the Vizegräfin noticed and frowned at her.

They were silent a moment. Mrs Briggs could hear the call of the lapwing on the Walla Crag, and the regular beat of the woodsman’s axe in the park on the opposite side of Derwent Water.

‘How very odd,’ she said at last.

‘What are we to do?’ the Vizegräfin questioned, glancing between them. ‘Mr Sturgess, as magistrate here, can you advise us? Who is this man?’

‘I cannot possibly tell you, madam.’ He stepped away, considering. ‘This body may be nearly as ancient as those on whom he lies, or he may have died within five years. Who can say? But perhaps the body might rest at Silverside Hall while some enquiries are made, Mrs Briggs? One of our older residents may remember a man gone missing, though I myself cannot recall any such matter in my time here. If not, then I suppose Crosthwaite Church may give him a Christian burial. I cannot see what else might be done.’

‘Perhaps we should summon my brother Charles,’ the Vizegräfin said quietly, then, as she found the others looking at her: ‘You know he has become quite renowned at ferreting all sorts of information from a body. It might interest him. Will you be so kind as to invite him, Mrs Briggs? And there is a woman, a widow now who seems to involve herself in his interests. You had better invite her too. They might arrive in time for your party if you are willing to go to the expense of an express.’

‘They would be very welcome at Silverside Hall, Vizegräfin.’

‘I understand from the newspapers that my brother lives in Sussex now, and goes by the name of Gabriel Crowther. The woman’s name is Harriet Westerman.’


I.2

Monday, 7 July 1783, Caveley Park, near Hartswood, Sussex

GABRIEL CROWTHER RODE UP to Caveley Park at a furious pace and handed his sweating horse to the stable lad without a word. On being shown into the salon where Mrs Harriet Westerman was at work at her accounts, he took advantage of long friendship by throwing himself down on the sofa at the far end of the room and staring at her carpet with an expression of loathing. If he noticed that Mrs Westerman’s young son and his tutor were in the room and working at their lessons within a few feet of him, he gave no sign of it. Harriet had looked up from her papers long enough to mark him and his manner, but she continued to write as she spoke.

‘Mr Quince. It seems Mr Crowther is not in one of his sociable moods. Perhaps you and Stephen may continue this morning’s work in the library.’

Mr Quince, who resembled nothing so much as an egg that had learned the trick of tying a cravat, stood and gathered his pupil’s books, made his bows and headed for the door at once. Stephen followed him, but reluctantly, looking back at his mother. She noticed and smiled at him. ‘Off you go, young man. And work hard at your sums. I feel the lack of such learning today.’ He sighed noisily, and though his shoulders slumped he followed Mr Quince dutifully enough.

As Harriet turned back to the pages in front of her she noticed she had smudged the ink of her last entry with her sleeve. ‘How did I become so clumsy with my pen?’ she said, as much to herself as her companion, and tried to dab at the mark with her handkerchief. It seemed to spread. ‘At least when I was in full mourning the marks were not so visible. Now Mrs Heathcote finds a new one to scold me over every week.’ Seeing that Crowther was still intent on her carpet she tucked one of her red locks behind her ear. ‘The most current Advertiser is under the cushion to your right, Crowther.’ She looked back down at the accounts in front of her.

Harriet Westerman had been a widow for some twenty months now and was beginning to become accustomed to her grief. She had put off her mourning clothes with regret a year after her husband was murdered. Her dresses had continued muted in their tones another six months, but as the spring of 1783 had shown itself in the bright green fuzz on the silver birches, and the hawthorn had begun to star the hedgerows around Hartswood with white, she had felt she was required once more to adopt the colours she had worn as a hopeful wife and mother. It was necessary. Her husband’s success as a Captain in the Royal Navy had earned him a handsome estate. Now it needed to be managed, and Harriet realised that her steward came to her more readily when he did not fear he would be interrupting her grief. She had two children, Stephen and his sister Anne. She wanted them to grow up cheerful and active, and knew that they therefore needed an example of cheerfulness and activity in their mother. Her mourning ring she kept on her left hand alongside her promissory ring. It was small enough to feel like a purely personal indulgence and she tried to check her habit of twisting it to and fro on her finger when alone or in deep thought. The residents of Hartswood, her family and friends, began to congratulate themselves and each other on her apparent recovery.

In their sympathy and attempts to offer comfort and consolation, her acquaintances had often hurt her. Harriet had never realised quite how dull-witted some people could be. Some had suggested that widowhood would be easier for her to bear as her husband’s duties had often kept him at sea for long periods. It was as if they expected she would forget from time to time that he was dead at all. Others intimated that her husband would be pleased she was still young and handsome enough to attract a man who might take his place. She had managed not to let her temper rise on such occasions, at first because in the desperation of her loss she had hardly heard the words. Later she had found she could bear to keep a resigned smile on her face and her tongue still if she drove her nails into her palm as such people spoke to her. She already had a reputation for unconventional behaviour, and though letting loose her tongue would be a relief, society would begin to distance itself from her if her manners in company were not impeccable, and to some degree her estate, her family and her friends would suffer.

Such social niceties had never troubled Gabriel Crowther. He visited only two houses in the neighbourhood, Caveley and Thornleigh Hall, home of the young Earl of Sussex, his guardian and his family. There Crowther found people whose company he could tolerate, or even enjoy in moderation, but he would trouble himself with the local gentry no further. He ignored them, and when that was insufficient he was rude. It was an effective strategy that gave him the leisure he required to continue his anatomical studies in peace.

Harriet completed another column of figures in her firm neat hand, then frowned when they did not add up as she expected and twisted her mourning ring. Crowther had noticed Harriet’s habit of driving her nails into her palm when the local ladies fluttered about her; he had told her sharply not to be foolish. A week later, a matron of Pulborough was unfortunate enough to quote an improving passage on grief to Mrs Westerman in his presence. It was a passage she had been to the trouble of memorising for the poor widow, and she was rather proud of it. When she was done and blinking damply into Harriet’s face, waiting for her reaction, Crowther had put his fingertips together and in a cold drawl began to speak. For anyone other than the families of Thornleigh Hall and Caveley to hear his voice was a novelty, but from between his thin lips there emerged such a devastating critique of her logic, and of the literary quality of the passage, that the matron wished he might be struck dumb again at once, and her husband thought he might have to issue a challenge.

Mrs Westerman’s sister, Rachel, and the Earl of Sussex’s guardian, Mr Graves, tactfully intervened. Such were their skills, the company could convince itself no insult had been offered and the matron’s husband was allowed to return to his discussion of the current sport. The story of the encounter must have spread, however, for no one was seen pressing improving books and quotations on the widow again, at least not when there was any danger of Mr Crowther overhearing.

Harriet heard a snort of contempt from the sofa and looked up again. Crowther was reading the page in front of him with arms extended and lip curled.

‘I conclude you are reading the letter from Paris about the causes of this strange weather we are suffering under.’

‘I am, madam.’ He paused. She remained looking at him. ‘Do you wish to explain your fortunate guess?’

Harriet raised her eyebrows. ‘It was no guess, Crowther. News of the war with the French you read without feeling, news of the court or the arts you do not read at all, news of death or crime you read with weary disdain. Only an individual offering conclusions you think faulty in the natural sciences could rouse you to anger.’

Crowther looked back down at the paper in front of him, and said sullenly, ‘I have reason to be angry. This correspondent begins well enough. Listen: “The multitude therefore may be easily supposed to draw strange conclusions when they see the sun of a blood colour shed a melancholy light and cause a most sultry heat”. Very well, and so they may do – but so does this man. To leap from there to “This, however, is nothing more than a very natural effect from a hot sun after a long succession of heavy rain,” is nonsense. Any child knows a damp fog. This summer has nothing of that in it.’

Harriet stood from her desk and moved towards the French windows that gave her a view of the lawns and shrubbery to the west of the house, putting her hand to the base of her spine. The grass looked yellow and feeble. She felt this summer that her home was becoming small and pinched after the pleasant cool of spring. She was breathless, confined, and there was no clean air; the season seemed to pant with its little hot winds and lash out with sudden lightning like a child with a fever.

‘It has been a foul month, with the heat, and this dry wind that seems to parch the leaves and claps the doors, but gives no relief from this mist.’ She turned away from the window and began to walk up and down the length of the salon. ‘I have had three workers collapse in the heat, yet the sun itself is hardly visible. If you scorn this gentleman’s explanation, what is your own?’

Crowther shrugged. ‘Because I cannot give you an alternative does not mean I have to swallow any pap that is offered to me. However, accounts of earthquakes in Italy this year make me suspect that the matter thrown up from the earth on such occasions may be the cause. Think of this sulphurous tang in the air.’

Harriet paused in her walking and sniffed the air above her head a moment before replying, ‘True. Mrs Heathcote believes it to be the smell of the Devil come out from Hell to breathe on the land. She tells me so every morning when she gives me my coffee, and complains that the brass fittings of the house are tarnishing as quickly as she can make the maids polish them. But can foreign earthquakes also produce the storms we have been victim to?’

Crowther buried his chin in his chest. ‘We English must make such a mystery of our weather. There are storms every year, yet we always think them harbingers of the Apocalypse and act as if we saw lightning for the first time. Because two things happen at once does not mean they originate from the same cause.’

Harriet put her hand to her forehead. ‘They have been unusually severe, but very well, sir. I shall not hide under the altar of the church as yet. But if someone gave me a witching cure for this weather, I would try it. It pushes me down so, Crowther. I feel as if I am carrying a body across my shoulders every step I take. Yet I must always seem cheerful.’ She noticed he was looking at her from under his hooded lids with careful attention. She restarted her walk and said in a lighter tone, ‘But tell me what has caused you to come to us in such an unpleasant mood this morning.’

He put the paper down. ‘I had the pleasure of seeing my house pointed out to a party of pleasure-seekers this morning, and found myself, in my own parlour, being identified as a curiosity of the area like a bearded woman at the county fair.’

She turned again on the carpet and her skirts rippled, falling over themselves in an attempt to keep pace with her. ‘You are a curiosity, Crowther,’ she said, folding her arms across her bodice. ‘You should have waved your scalpel at them. They would have drunk all of the best brandy at the Bear and Crown to recover their nerves and you could have charged Michaels a commission on the sales.’

She dropped into a seat opposite him with a rustle of silk and leaned back, trying to pull the warm air of the room into her lungs. Her conscience was still a little troubled by her role in forcing Crowther out of seclusion. Three years previously, she had persuaded him to become involved in her enquiries into the affairs of Thornleigh Hall. There had been deaths, and Crowther’s own history of family scandal had been thrown into the light and picked over in the newspapers. Yet they had managed to protect the current Earl and his sister, and seen them take possession of the Hall in the care of their guardians. It had cost them both, and neither were the people they once had been, but she could not regret those decisions made.

‘Yet we are fortunate. Graves and Mrs Service have to allow parties of ladies and gentlemen through Thornleigh Hall half the days of the week and watch them examining the floorboards for bloodstains.’

‘Let them lock the gates then.’

‘Crowther,’ Harriet said, ‘how could they? It is their duty to be stared at.’

Crowther’s further thoughts on the troubles suffered by the Earl of Sussex’s family were lost as the door to the salon opened and Mrs Heathcote entered with a letter on a tray. She presented it to the gentleman rather abruptly. Mrs Heathcote had been housekeeper of Caveley since its purchase, and regarded both Mrs Westerman and her sister as a good pair of girls who only needed proper managing. It was a sign that he was accepted almost as part of the family that she now regarded Mr Crowther in a similar light.

‘There we have found you, Mr Crowther! An express arrived for you and Hannah thought you would have come here, you having left your own house in such a temper, and so she has brought it along. I would offer you coffee, but it has such a stimulating effect. Perhaps you had better have some of Miss Rachel’s Nerve Drops until you are in a better humour. Now, will you take your dinner here, or must Hannah have something by for your convenience?’

Crowther realised he had probably been brusque with Hannah, his own housekeeper, before he left his home and recognised that he was now being punished for it. He took the letter and unfolded it, trying to ignore both Harriet’s stifled laugh and Mrs Heathcote’s stony gaze.

‘I can forego the drops, Mrs Heathcote,’ he said, with his eyes cast down. ‘My thanks and apologies to Hannah. I shall dine here, if I am welcome.’

Harriet waved her hand with a smile and Mrs Heathcote, encouraged by this display of Crowther’s improved manners, nodded. ‘There now. Very good, sir. You know she has enough to manage at the moment.’ With that she swept out of the room like a 40-gun frigate under full sail.

When the door closed Harriet laughed hard enough to bring tears into her eyes while Crowther read his express. When she had recovered sufficiently she asked: ‘What extra work are you giving poor Hannah, Crowther? Has she finally begun to regret entering your service?’

‘At times, I am sure she has,’ he replied, continuing to read. ‘I have had several samples from London arrive in a despoiled state due to the heat. They had lost all interest scientifically and I am informed the smell of decay was very difficult to remove from the drapery.’

This confession was enough to send Harriet into a further fit of laughter, so it was some time before she could ask what was the matter of the letter Crowther held in his hand. His reply soon quieted her. His expression was rather wondering, his eyebrows lifted, and he reread the message with his head tilted to one side, as if unsure of what he was seeing on the paper in front of him.

‘I am requested, and the invitation is extended to yourself, to go into the Lake Country near Keswick. My sister, the Vizegräfin Margaret von Bolsenheim, is staying in our former home with her son as guests of the current owner. And they have found a body.’

Harriet left Crowther shortly afterwards to dress for dinner, and to inform her sister that she intended to journey immediately into Cumberland. The invitation had delighted her. She had never seen that part of the country, and in the heat her household duties had become ever more irksome and confining. Yet every pleasure had a price on it. In this case the price was, she was certain, about to be extracted by her sister.

Rachel Trench was the darling of the neighbourhood. A paragon of everything a young woman should be, she was pretty and charming with a lively manner that never went beyond what was proper to her situation in life. She read novels, but did not talk about them too much. She appreciated music and sang rather well, but never gave long displays of her talent. Only her somewhat unusual sister was regarded as a slight blot and some had worried that even Miss Trench’s excellent character might be tainted by sharing a home with her so long. However, in 1780, the year that Harriet had first forced her acquaintance on Crowther, Rachel had met a young and very handsome lawyer from Pulborough by the name of Daniel Clode. He had had some share in the adventures of the family since that time and had been present in Captain Westerman’s last moments. The mutual affection between Rachel and Daniel had been plain throughout, and when Harriet put off her mourning clothes, their engagement was announced. The neighbourhood breathed a sigh of relief. Some thought that perhaps Miss Trench might have found a better match, but all agreed it was best that she be removed from Caveley. Mr Clode came from nowhere, his parents were barely respectable, but now he handled so much business for the estate of the Earl of Sussex, he was more and more noticed in society, and it was hoped marriage to Rachel might put the final polish on him.

Rachel, while modest about her own qualities and proud of her sister’s bravery, was painfully aware of local opinion. Harriet knew she did not worry on her own account, or not greatly, but rather was concerned about her nephew and niece, and wondered what effect their mother’s reputation might have on their prospects. Harriet found the burden of this rather wide-eyed concern intensely irritating. Particularly because, as Crowther had occasionally pointed out to her, her temper was always more likely to fly when she felt herself in the wrong. Harriet knew it hurt Rachel to see her the subject of any number of lurid pamphlets, and it made her tremble to be introduced as ‘the sister of the Mrs Westerman’. It was unlikely, therefore, she would welcome the news that Harriet intended to abandon her household on a moment’s notice and travel hundreds of miles to view a corpse.

Harriet found Rachel in her chamber writing a letter. Harriet suspected it was to her fiancé. She was happy to see that their affection – for it was an acknowledged love match – was so warm that although they met every other day, their letters still flowed back and forth. Fixing on the correspondence as a chance to delay mentioning her trip, Harriet asked what was the subject of her letter.

Rachel smiled at her sister and said briskly, ‘Daniel is eager to set a date for our marriage. I write to ask him to be patient.’

‘Why, for heaven’s sake?’ asked Harriet. ‘The household is out of mourning. Marry him as soon as you may. I have always thought late September a fine time for a wedding. Then you may spend your first winter locked up together before you have had time to tire of each other’s company.’

Rachel put down her pen. ‘I hope I may never tire of his company.’ She crossed to the armchair where her sister was seated and took her place at her feet, reaching up for her hands and taking them between her own. Harriet looked down at her, more golden in her colouring where she was red, and wondered unkindly if her looks would fade as she aged. ‘But Harry, I cannot leave you alone yet. Little Anne is so young and I know you miss James still. And Stephen will be going away to school soon. You are used to having people about you. I shall ask Daniel to wait a year or two longer. He will understand.’

Harriet removed her hands and frowned into the carpet. ‘Rachel, I shall miss my husband every day until my death. If you put off your marriage for that reason, you and Daniel will die of old age before I am done grieving.’ She waited a moment till she could be sure her voice was steady again. ‘You are not even leaving Hartswood, for goodness sake. I know Clode has made enquiries about the Mansel House in the village – Michaels told me. Once you have returned from your wedding trip we shall meet every day. Crowther is often here, and the family from Thornleigh. Do not play the martyr out of pity for me.’

‘But Harry . . .’

‘Set the date, Rachel. But I fear I shall have no time to assist in the arrangements for some time. Crowther and I leave for Cumberland in the morning. His sister has discovered a desiccated corpse there and we mean to go and see it.’

Rachel flushed. ‘This is some joke!’

Harriet smiled tightly. ‘No joke at all. We are invited by Mrs Briggs, the most respectable owner of Silverside Hall. I have never seen the Lake Country and yet I am constantly being told how charming it is. Do you remember when the Rollinsons went there last summer? All the women in the family were driven into verse by its charms. I only wish they had confined themselves to nature poetry rather than composing odes on the anniversary of James’s murder. As for the other matter, I have never seen a desiccated corpse before either. It has all the novelty of the landscape, and there is no danger of it inspiring poetry – a great advantage. Someone took the trouble to place it in a tomb, you know. Someone else’s tomb, I mean. On an island. It’s most intriguing.’

Although Rachel had turned away, Harriet could see the colour on her cheek. She might have a reputation for her sweet nature, but she had courage to match Harriet’s when it was called on, and a stubbornness that was no less powerful for being better concealed. ‘And what is to become of us, while you are gone?’ she demanded now. ‘Stephen, baby Anne and myself? I am grieved we do not provide sufficient novelty, Harry, but you cannot simply throw a dust-sheet over our heads when you wish to be somewhere else.’

Harriet hesitated for a moment, and then said: ‘I shall not leave you and my daughter here alone. You may all decamp to Thornleigh Hall and Mrs Service can chaperone you in my stead. As to Stephen, I intend to take him and his tutor with me. I am sure the visit will be most instructive.’

‘You wish to show him the corpse?’ Rachel said, shocked.

‘No, of course not. I mean the mountains and lakes, and so forth.’ Harriet waved her hand in the air to describe the extent of the educational possibilities available. ‘Though there is no point in being too precious with Stephen. If he continues in his wish to enter the Navy, he will see corpses enough before long.’

‘He has already seen his father’s,’ Rachel murmured, and the air left Harriet’s lungs rather suddenly. ‘I suppose you may dispose of us as you wish, Sister.’

The bitterness in her voice was such Harriet held out her hand again, but Rachel would not take it. She continued instead, ‘You seem very courageous to some, Harry, but you and I both know you are simply running away. When did your home become such a prison to you?’

Harriet found she had no breath to reply, so unwillingly adding weight to her sister’s words, she got to her feet and left the room.


I.3

Tuesday, 15 July 1783, Keswick, Cumberland

STEPHEN WESTERMAN ENJOYED the preparations for the journey from Sussex to Cumberland immensely. At nine years old he was unencumbered by the necessity of taking any part in planning the arrangements, so was at perfect liberty to enjoy all the fuss taking place around him. The trip had been prepared for in a single night. The house at Caveley, so quiet since the death of his father, had been thrown by his mother’s sudden decision into a state of busy confusion. Firstly the family at Thornleigh Hall were consulted, and a warm invitation to Rachel, little Anne and her nurse was immediately extended and gratefully accepted. Her family thus dispensed with, Harriet had set about her arrangements. The rooms became busy with orders and requests, the scratching of pens and the creak of leather bands tightening round chests and boxes. It made a stirring in Stephen’s heart. He ran from room to room, fetching and carrying until his feet were sore.

Years of service with a family used to the demands of the Royal Navy had made the servants quick and efficient packers. However Mr Quince, Stephen’s tutor, was not used to such sudden changes of residence and Stephen could not help noticing his mother’s eyes begin to flash and her foot start to tap as the man tried to slim down his library of leisure reading and instruction manuals to a size suitable for travel.

The candles had burned all night, and in the confusion no one remembered to send Stephen to bed until midnight had passed. This, and watching his shirts packed flat and the lid slammed shut over them confirmed him in the idea that he was about to embark on a great adventure. He had often been told that travel and exploration were in his blood. His parents had circled the globe before his birth and he himself had been born at sea. However, his own experience of travel was confined to the occasional visit to London, and once going to meet his father at Portsmouth on the return of his ship to home waters. Now at last he was going to see the world, or at least some other part of it. The only thing that gave him pause was realising that his favourite possession, an elaborate model of his father’s last command, HMS Splendour, was too large and delicate an object to take on a journey of this sort. He consoled himself by finding it a station on the table in the nursery where its tiny crew could examine the park beyond the window in his absence.

The following days of travel were crowded with novelty. He slept soundly in a number of strange beds and ate with relish whatever was put in front of him at the inns where they stopped to change horses. His mother spent part of each day travelling with him, his tutor and the majority of the luggage in the second carriage, and they competed to point out elements of the landscape to each other as the countryside began to subtly shift its shape. It was a delight to have so much of her time, and she laughed more often than she had been used to of late. The accents of the postilions and servants in the inns began to change, then change again, and under the guidance of his tutor and mother, Stephen began to get some creeping sense of the variety of his country.

The final day of the journey had begun very early, and as his mother was travelling with Mr Crowther, Stephen slept deeply as only the young can in a jolting carriage. So he found himself being gently shaken awake by Mr Quince as the carriage began its approach to the ancient market town of Keswick. His tutor smiled at him and told him to look out of the window.

‘That river you see is called the Greta,’ the young man said. Stephen hauled himself forward and peered out of the window. Mr Quince consulted his guide to the area, a present from Thornleigh Hall. ‘Greta is the name of the family who used to own much of this land in the past. Do you remember our discussions of the Rebellions of 1715 and 1745, Stephen? Can you tell me anything of them?’

Stephen yawned. ‘In 1715 the Old Pretender landed in Scotland but was driven off by the Duke of Argyll. Then in 1745 Bonnie Prince Charlie had a try at it and Cumberland did for him at Culloden in 1746. Why do you ask, sir?’

‘Lord Greta joined the Old Pretender in 1715 and was tried for treason the following year. He escaped into exile. I think it was after that, that Mr Crowther’s family came into possession of this land.’ He looked as if he wished to press Stephen on his history further, but the boy quickly pointed upwards.

‘What is the name of that mountain, Mr Quince?’

Mr Quince checked in his book. ‘That is the mighty Skiddaw.’

It was mighty indeed, Stephen thought. The huge flanks of the mountains rose up around him like fairytale giants, their sides mottled and softened with bracken, becoming more broken as they rose with rocky outcrops. It was as if a massive stone fist were gradually tearing through a green mantle. He gripped the edge of the window and stared for a moment, then turned back to Mr Quince. ‘Do you think there are dragons living there, sir?’

His tutor smiled, deciding that further discussions on the Rebellions would have to wait. He was a young man, modest and sober in his habits and manners, but still able to share something of Stephen’s pleasure at the landscape. He closed his guide.

‘It looks like the country for them, does it not? We shall have to search for them.’

Crowther had not enjoyed the journey so completely as Stephen, but then he did not think to. Any suggestion that he might delight in the variety or be discomforted by the quality of his accommodation would be met with incomprehension. He had what was sufficient to his needs and there his interest in his material comforts ended. He found it perfectly possible to read as the carriage surged or jolted forward according to the state of the roads and so he passed his time reasonably contented. However, on the morning that they began their final approach to Keswick he found his book no longer held him. He closed it to find Mrs Westerman observing him.

‘Crowther, when did you last visit this town?’

He chose to look out of the window as he replied, ‘In 1751, madam. The estate was sold in that year to the current owner, Mr Briggs; I came to sign a number of documents and provide for the staff of the estate in my father’s name, though I never met the gentleman. The sale was made within three months of my brother’s execution. He murdered our father in the late autumn of 1750, and was hanged in the February of the following year.’

The events of Crowther’s past were seldom spoken of between them. Crowther had used the wealth he had inherited to bury his personal history deeply, and turn his youthful interest in anatomy into expertise. He had taken his current name and studied under it in Germany, Italy and London, withdrawing finally into Sussex, his wish to avoid any larger world and dedicate his time to the mysteries of how life exists in the actuality of flesh, bone and brain. His involvement with Mrs Westerman and the corpse she had found on the edges of her estate in the summer of 1780 had pulled him from his candlelit study into the public glare of day, and though his bloody heritage had been discovered and exposed, still he kept the name and manners of Gabriel Crowther, the man he had made himself, a man without connections, a free man. It was an uneasy accommodation, and his former name, his former title and place in society could still itch at him from time to time, or rear up growling. No doubt they would do so even more fiercely here.

‘And what became of your sister at that time, Crowther?’ Harriet said. Crowther looked at the woman opposite him for a moment. Widowhood had not altered her as much as he had feared it might. His sister would be some ten years her senior, he supposed, and might have already made that transition from womanhood to matron that had yet to begin with Harriet.

His sister. She was an infant the age of Anne Westerman when he had left Keswick for his schooling. His visits to the family home had been infrequent from that point. They had met as strangers at the funeral of their mother early in 1750, and when, on his father’s murder, a family of Irish cousins had offered to give her a home, he had accepted the proposal at once and with relief. He had thought to write after their brother’s death on the scaffold but had abandoned the attempt. She became part of a past he wished nothing of. When his lawyers told him of her marriage, the birth of her son and her separation from her husband he had instructed them to make the proper financial arrangements, and there he felt his obligations ended. Her son would be something of Rachel’s age now, and was heir to his wealth and rejected title as well as those the young man would inherit through his own father, a man of minor nobility in one of the Prussian Courts. Crowther wondered, if he had known a Harriet Westerman at that early stage in his life, would events have unfolded differently, but at that time there had been no person so ready, like her, to ignore his wealth, his habit of chilled command as to question him. He had done what best suited him, and never thought of doing otherwise.

‘She went to some of my mother’s family in Ireland. I have not seen her since then. I told my lawyers not to inform her as to either the new name I took at that time, or my address, though I do not think she ever enquired.’

Harriet turned her ring. ‘I am interested to meet her, Crowther. Are you?’

He looked out of the window. ‘I do not know, Mrs Westerman.’

She waited for him to continue, but when he did not, said brightly, ‘So, sir. We have known each other three years and waded through a great deal of blood together. Would you think me impertinent to ask you for your given name?’

He smiled. ‘I was born Charles William Gabriel Penhaligon, and at the moment of my brother’s hanging became the Third Baron of Keswick.’

Mrs Westerman considered a moment, then shrugged and said, ‘I think we are reaching the outskirts of the town, my lord.’

The little town of Keswick was becoming accustomed to the elegant coaches of strangers appearing in its midst. Since it was founded it had known times of prosperity and poverty. When the hills were discovered to be rich sources of metals in Henry and Elizabeth’s day, the inhabitants had found their numbers swelled by German prospectors, and forges and mills had crowded round the rivers. When the mines began to weaken, these buildings had been left to rot and the population had dwindled once more, returning to the ancient agricultural practices of the region while Keswick had hunkered down to wait for better times.

Now the fells and hills were proving to be a source of wealth once more, though in a different fashion. Since the poet Gray’s account of his time in the area, the curious had begun to find their way to the town over the improving roads, wishing to see for themselves the landscape of which he had written in such high style. Other descriptions of the area had appeared from time to time, and nowadays few visitors arrived to take rooms at the Royal Oak or Queen’s Head without Mr West’s guide to the area in one hand, and a Claude glass in the other, eager to be awed by the scenery. The natives of the area were pleased to show off their home and take the guineas of these romantic travellers, so had gained a reputation as generous and friendly hosts. Many had become adept at moulding their histories to the inclinations of their individual guests. To some they pointed out the peaks; to others they spoke of the bogles, fairy people, lost treasures and giants; to others they showed druidical stones and sites of ancient castles built to defend against raids from the borders. In this way, what had been earlier in the century a rather poor little town dreaming of former days of glory had begun to thrive again and take the pleasures of its visitors more seriously with a variety of entertainment and new buildings.

As the carriages passed through the main square, Mr Oliver Askew, one of the prime instigators of these improvements, watched them with interest from the front door of his new museum. The occupants had money enough, he could see that by the comfort in which they travelled, but the equipage was rolling past the better inns towards Portinscale and Silverside Hall. More guests for Mrs Briggs, perhaps. He thought of the skeleton recently discovered in the tomb on St Herbert’s Island and rubbed his hands. He had commissioned and received a dramatic, if purely imaginative, sketch of the grisly discovery and was keen to hang it, but he was nervous of the Vizegräfin’s reaction to her portrayal. She had heard of his display of pamphlets, cuttings, sketches and curios related to the death of her father and her brother’s execution within a day of her arrival at Silverside, and had sent a note to ask that they be removed from display for the length of her stay. Mr Askew was a naturally pugnacious man, and liked to boast about his habits of plain speaking with manly pride, yet something in the tone of the note had snapped his will like a reed and the display was now boxed up in his storeroom till the Vizegräfin might take herself abroad again. For the time being, the picture of the discovery of the skeleton lay under baize to be exhibited to the curious on request, and only when he was sure those making that request were unacquainted with the residents of Silverside.

He turned back into the museum and was glad to feel its relative cool. The little space was lined with all manner of things, his own maps of the area, stuffed animals both foreign and domestic, a collection of mineral samples, an arrow head and a stone axe discovered in a field adjacent to the stone circle. His visitors’ book lay open on the counter, ready for the signatures of any person of quality that might wish to see them.

He began to examine the various corners and cabinets for signs of dust. His maid had broken her ankle some weeks ago, and though it looked as if she would mend, he had not been able to find anyone else so neat in her absence. He ran his finger over the frame of an oil painting of The Luck of Gutherscale Hall; his finger came up clean, so he stepped back with a small grunt of satisfaction to admire it. The Luck was a jewelled cross which had seemed to disappear into the air when the last Earl of Greta joined the rebellion in 1715. Legend said it did not wish to leave the lake, so deserted him and slipped from his saddlebag. The picture hung next to the portrait of the 1st Earl with the Luck in his hand, and the artist had used the portrait as his source and added a few more rubies and an extra diamond or two. It was painted against black, and the artist had been of sufficient skill to make the jewels seem gleaming and alive.

Mr Askew’s fairer visitors always sighed over the picture and one in three would buy one of the prettily carved wooden replicas he offered for sale. He wondered how many of them missed the views as they walked by, looking in the streams and under boulders for the thing itself. He had looked himself, especially in the first months of his residence in Keswick. Mr Sturgess had done so too, with some application, but his only find had been the stone axe now on display. What a thing that would be, to have the Luck here in a glass case in the centre of the room where the light from the window would make it shine . . . Askew rubbed his hands together again. His museum would be full every day then, and famous, and no one would then compare it with the pitiful collection of minerals Mr Hale had the nerve to call a museum in Kendal. He would rename his annual regatta on the lake the Regatta of the Luck, and the winner each year would receive a little copy of the Luck itself. It could be processed round the town in the morning, or perhaps during the previous evening by torchlight.

Mr Askew turned his round face towards Heaven with a happy sigh, and remained there, building castles till the bell above the door jangled. A lady and gentleman were crossing his threshold. Father and daughter? Foreign? Mr Askew bowed, blessing the sultry weather, since no lady could stand walking for long in such heat. He saw the young woman’s eye caught by the picture and reckoned another wooden cross sold, and no doubt tickets to his lakeside entertainment the next day. Bless the dry fog indeed! Though it stank of the Devil it wafted guineas into his pocket like the breath of angels.


I.4

THEIR APPROACH TO Silverside Hall had been looked for, and when Harriet stepped out of the carriage she was at once greeted by a short, rather square woman of perhaps sixty years, who came very close to her on the gravel and shook her hand so heartily Harriet was afraid for her wrist.

‘Oh, Mrs Westerman! I am so glad you are come in time for our party tomorrow! I know you at once, you see. The papers have been so full of talk of your red hair, I swear I would know you in a crowd – and here you are! “The flame-haired widow”! I am delighted, delighted to welcome you to Silverside. I am Mrs Briggs, you know, and here is my home – yes, the view is pretty, and here is the Baron behind you, though of course we must address him as Mr Crowther, must we not? Welcome, sir, welcome!’

Harriet managed to smile and nod during this speech enough to satisfy her hostess while taking in some small part of her surroundings. The carriages had come to a halt in front of a noble building somewhat of the age and size of Caveley, though its granite frontage seemed to be built on a slightly grander scale and was of a darker stone. Glancing behind her, she could see beyond the backs of the horses to a steep open lawn edged with woodland that swept down to the lakeshore, complete with jetty and rowboat. The view across the water was indeed impressive, the lake like pewter below them, the wooded islands, then on the far shore a pleasing mix of fields and woodland lapping upwards to the sweep of the mountains beyond.

Having exchanged bows with Crowther, Mrs Briggs had moved on to the occupants descending from the other coach.

‘And here is Master Westerman! You will be a hero of the seas like your poor, brave father, I imagine, young sir! And this is your tutor – very good, very good. You have the air of a man who could walk the fells all day and eat a good dinner. Is that not so? I am glad to see it. Now, young Mr Westerman, I hope you will run about and make a great deal of noise while you are here. I insist on it. My children are all grown and gone and I hate to have the place so quiet. Remember, lots of noise! And you may take the rowboat on to the lake whenever you like. I insist on that also. Miriam!’

A young blonde maid bobbed down the steps behind her mistress, smiling broadly. ‘My dear, do show Master Westerman – Stephen, is it, my dear? Very good! Yes, yes, Ham, lead the horses round and have the luggage placed. My, what comfortable-looking carriages they are! Now, Miriam, do show this young man and his tutor – your name, sir? Quince? A fine name. I know several men of that name and nothing but good of them! – and Mr Quince to their rooms, and then I am sure Stephen would like to have a run about the place before we dine. Mrs Westerman, I shall show you to your rooms myself. What a pleasure it is to have the house full!’

And so, without having to trouble themselves to utter a word, the party were ushered into the house.

The lobby was a fine bright place – the walls painted cream and the stone flags broken with large carpets of Turkish design. Harriet thought she caught an expression of slight surprise in Crowther’s face.

‘Yes, my lord. My apologies – Mr Crowther. No doubt much has changed since your day. But when your father built the place, he was not building it for a family like mine. We seem to need a little more light, hence the changes you see. Though the library is still in the same quarter and we have only added to your father’s collection. Lor, how many books that gentleman had. We had to cram in ours any old way. Kittie!’

Another maid appeared. ‘Show Mr Crowther into the library, dear. There are some refreshments there, and your sister is waiting to meet you.’ Harriet discovered by the friendly pressure on her arm that she was not to go to the library with Crowther, but found herself propelled instead towards the elegant sweep of the staircase.

‘Now, Mrs Westerman, let me make you comfortable so you and I may have a dish of tea and something in your sitting room and get acquainted, if you will be my host! I wish to hear all about your journey. Lord, I hate to travel! I have scurried about Europe with my husband in our time, but I would not leave Silverside from one year end to the next if I had my way. But then I would never see my daughter and her children if I did not. Have you met Lady Hill in Town? She is my eldest child, though of course she would have mentioned it in one of her letters if she had made your acquaintance . . .’

Mrs Briggs’s voice died away behind him as Crowther was led into the library. This room was indeed much as he remembered it from his childhood. The last day he had spent here had been the eve of his father’s funeral while his elder brother spent that night in Carlisle Prison before being sent for trial at the House of Lords. He had sat here a little while. When he went back to Keswick to complete the business of selling the house and land he had not returned to the house itself but had taken advantage of his lawyer’s hospitality in Keswick. He had told himself the arrangement was more convenient, but in truth when he had left the room to see his father buried he had sworn never to come back. Yet here he was – and the room, it seemed, had been waiting for him. Heavy drapes across the windows filtered out the sunlight leaving the space a cavern of shadows in tobacco browns and bottle greens. The old spiral staircase still stood in the middle of the far wall, giving access to the narrow runway that ran round the shelves of the upper level. He realised it was the one part of the house he had missed a little.

What light there was still seemed to fall in the same way – unhurried, as if it entered the library to rest. The considerable floorspace was scattered with armchairs and low tables. In the centre of the room were the promised refreshments. The wine decanter gleamed red; a clean glass stood next to it. There was a movement from one of the armchairs that sat with its back to him, and a thin hand extended, its fingers covered with jewels that echoed the wine sleeping in the decanter, and placed another glass, part-filled, on the table next to the first. There was a rustle of fabric and the lady stood. Crowther saw thin shoulders and hair swept up from the neck and powdered. Then, slowly, she turned.

Crowther would not have known the woman before him as his sister if they had passed on the London streets, yet as he looked at her, around her eyes, in the height of her cheekbones and slimness of her form, he saw something he recognised from the mirrors in his own house, or the reflections he caught in the glass of one of his preserving bottles. She could have been a statue, but the lines around her eyes and mouth were too delicate for any sculptor to have made. He felt her eyes travel slowly over him, and he made his bow. She dressed a little young. Suddenly her shoulders relaxed and she came towards him with her hands extended. Crowther fought the impulse to step backwards.

‘Charles!’ she said with apparent delight. ‘Or rather I shall call you Gabriel. I have so rarely heard either name in my mouth. I can swap them with ease.’

He set down his cane to take her hands. ‘Margaret. You look well.’

She gave a shrug. ‘Oh, I look old. You missed me at my bloom.’

‘I am sorry for that.’

‘Are you?’ She returned to her seat and perched on it, slightly pouting, and watched him settle himself opposite her. ‘I rather doubt it, but I give you credit for saying so.’

Crowther did not reply but poured wine for himself and drank it. It was very good and he remembered vaguely that Mr Briggs had had an interest in the import of liquors.

‘So, my lord, what do you think of our childhood home? This room excepted, it is all much changed.’ Her tone suggested she did not entirely approve. ‘Do you remember how Addie used this space to put on his little plays? When he came up from London I would beg to have a part. Did he ever recruit you?’

‘From time to time,’ Crowther said, studying her, ‘but I fear I was never much of a performer. I found the whole business humiliating.’ She gave a knowing smile at that which Crowther found irritating.

‘Have you reached that stage of life where one becomes terribly interested in one’s own past? Is that why you are here?’ she said.

‘I came because I was asked,’ Crowther replied.

‘Is it so simple to conjure you? I had no idea. You mean to say that if I had requested you come to me as a girl in Ireland, or as a young wife in Vienna, I would have had the pleasure of knowing my brother before now?’

Her voice was still light, the babble of the drawing room, but there was a brittleness there too. Crowther regarded her carefully.

‘I have never observed that my acquaintanceship gives much pleasure,’ he told her. ‘I cannot say, Margaret, if I would have come; the occasion did not arise. But it is possible I would not have done so unless the circumstances were extraordinary. We have never known each other; perhaps I would have thought it better to leave it so.’

The Vizegräfin lifted her hand to cover her lips as she drank, blinking rapidly. ‘And of course, I have never been able to offer the additional attraction of a mysterious corpse before now. You are honest, at least. I am not surprised. I knew when I was established in Ireland that you wanted nothing to do with any of us.’

‘Any of us?’

‘I mean my mother, my father, our brother or myself.’

Crowther leaned back in his chair. ‘Three of the persons you have mentioned were dead. It would have required some great spiritual intervention for me to have any commerce with them.’

She set the glass back a little sharply on the table. The coquette disappeared; her features seemed to sharpen and age. ‘They were somehow a great deal more dead to you than they were to me, Gabriel. You would not even do the duty of thinking about them. I did. I felt my losses. You cut them off from you like rotten wood, and myself with them.’

Crowther paused, looking into the air above them as if considering the question for the first time, then replied, ‘Yes. That is true.’

He heard his sister take a sharp breath and wondered how this scene had played in her imagination before he had opened the door. Had she expected him to be ashamed? Had she thought he would approach her on his knees, weeping in self-reproach the moment she put out her hands? If so, he felt a sudden burst of pleasure to have disappointed her. She continued: ‘I note you do not come to me in a penitent or sentimental mood. Good. I would not think better of you for it.’

Crowther realised he did not care very much what his sister thought of him. Part of his mind told him he should feel guilt, but he would not. He had made his decisions and would not now revel in feigned regret. ‘Do you feel I have wronged you so greatly, Margaret? You have always been well provided for, and as I said, you have never made the attempt to establish any communication with me.’

‘I was a child. It was your duty to write. And later in life . . . Your pride is in our blood. You were born with it forming the spine of your character, as was I. How could I turn to someone who had so conclusively turned away from me?’

Crowther did not reply directly to this.

‘I hope your time with the O’Brien family was not unhappy.’

‘They were kind to me.’

‘I am glad of it.’ They were silent for a while until Crowther asked, ‘And your son is well?’

She watched him from under lowered lids. ‘You shall meet Felix at dinner. He is young and more idle than is good for him. I wish I had had more children, but I had already remained longer with my husband than I should have. My pride again. I did not wish to admit it to myself, let alone to the world at large, but the marriage was a mistake.’

Crowther dropped his hands to his lap, feeling tired and somewhat trapped. It was an emotion he knew well and associated strongly with rich women speaking of their disappointments. Why had he come here? If he had not seen his house being pointed out as a curiosity in Hartswood the day the express arrived, perhaps he would have resisted. If his sister had left the room now with a promise never to see him again, he would have been quite happy to let her go. When she spoke again, her voice had resumed the dancing cadence of the drawing room.

‘Who is this Mrs Westerman who has dragged you back out into the light again, Gabriel? Who has succeeded where so many before have failed? A Naval wife, is she not? Is she of good family?’

Crowther stood and retrieved his cane.

‘Her father had a parish in Norfolk, I believe.’ The Vizegräfin snorted into her glass, her eyes a little brighter. He thought women of her age should not wear so many rings. They made their fingers appear more clawlike and scrabbling. ‘And her husband was an extremely successful Commander until his murder in eighty-one. She has not your taste for fine jewellery, but if what I understand is correct, his prize money could purchase your husband’s estates twice over.’ His sister continued to sip her wine without looking at him, smiling. She knew she had needled him, and Crowther felt a surge of irritation that he had showed it.

‘I find the journey has wearied me more than I had thought,’ he said now. ‘We shall meet again at dinner.’

He had thought the conversation concluded and already moved towards the door when the Vizegräfin spoke again. ‘You still carry our father’s cane with you, Gabriel. Family must mean something to you.’

Crowther’s fingers twitched on the latch and he left the room.

‘Do you like it, my dear?’ Mrs Briggs asked.

Harriet’s private sitting room on the first floor in fact delighted her. It was a pretty chamber that managed to be tasteful without unnecessary fuss. The walls were papered and the Chinoiserie designs of peacock, peony and branch made the room light. The furniture was honey-coloured and on the little round table set in the window was a bowl of foxgloves. Mrs Briggs stepped into the room to adjust the fall of the stems. She seemed a little nervous now, for all her volubility on their arrival.

‘Quite lovely,’ Harriet replied, and Mrs Briggs flushed a little.

‘Fairy flowers, my mother always called these. She used to make tea for my father with them when his chest hurt him. All the marigolds in the garden have withered in this strange weather, but these flourish.’ She smiled at her guest and took her seat on one of the armchairs by the table. ‘But come, Mrs Westerman, take off your gloves and let us be comfortable.’

Harriet was happy to exchange the swaying carriage for the chair indicated, and within ten minutes of taking her place she found that she and her hostess were in the way of coming to a
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