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Chapter One — The Ruin of Ashfield House
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The men who came to price her father’s life arrived before the dew had dried.

Charlotte watched them from the half-landing, where the morning light fell in long bars across the stairs she had run down as a child. There were three of them. One carried an inkpot and a leather book, and he wrote in it with the patient indifference of a man who had catalogued a hundred ruined houses and would catalogue a hundred more. The other two did the lifting. They turned her mother’s writing desk on its side to read the maker’s mark beneath, the way one might lift a horse’s lip to judge its age.

She did not go down. She had learned, in the three weeks since the funeral, that there was a particular dignity in stillness, and that it was the only dignity left to her.

“Walnut,” said the man with the book. “Some inlay. Note it.”

Her mother had written every letter of her life at that desk. Charlotte remembered the scratch of the pen, the small frown of concentration, the way Mama had pressed her lips together over a difficult word. She remembered, too, that the desk had been a wedding gift, and that her father had chosen it because the wood was the colour of her mother’s hair.

He had been like that. Always the gift that was too fine, the gesture that was too much, the love that filled a room until there was no air left for sense.

She turned away before they could carry it past her.

* * *
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THE FULL ACCOUNTING had come a fortnight before, in the careful hand of Mr. Pellew, who had been the family’s solicitor for thirty years and looked, when he set the pages before her, like a man laying flowers on a grave.

“I had hoped,” he said, “to find better news in the deeper drawers. I did not.”

Charlotte had read the columns slowly. She was good with figures; it was one of the few accomplishments she possessed that no one had thought to praise, because young ladies were not meant to need it. The numbers told a simple story for anyone willing to read it plainly. There was the house, which was entailed and would pass to a cousin she had met twice. There were the debts, which were not.

“How much,” she had asked, “when everything is sold?”

Mr. Pellew had not insulted her by softening it. “Nothing, my lady. Less than nothing, by a margin I find painful to name.”

So that was the shape of it. Her father, the eighth Earl of Ashfield, beloved of every drawing room between London and the sea, the most charming man three counties had ever produced, had spent his life as he had spent his fortune — generously, joyfully, and without once looking at the bottom of the page. He had loved her mother past all reason and married her without a settlement worth the name. He had lent money to friends who wept their gratitude and forgot to repay. He had backed a canal that was never dug and a mine that held only water. He had died in his sleep at fifty-one with a smile on his face, the household swore, as though he had drifted off in the middle of a pleasant thought.

Everyone had loved him. That was the part Charlotte could not forgive. They had all loved him, and not one of them was here this morning while strangers turned her mother’s desk on its end.

She had decided, somewhere in the cold arithmetic of those weeks, that she would never in her life be loved that way, nor love so. Warmth of that kind was a fire that took the house with it. She would settle for the hearth banked low and the door shut against the wind. It was not a romantic resolution. She was done with romance. Romance was what had brought the men with the leather book.

* * *
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SHE FOUND HER SISTERS in the morning room, which the assessors had not yet reached, and which therefore still held the illusion that the world was as it had been on Tuesday.

Beatrice sat by the window with a book open and unread in her lap. At sixteen she had their father’s colouring and, Charlotte feared, a good measure of his heart — she felt everything at full height, and believed, still, that things came right in the end because in the stories they always did. She looked up when Charlotte entered, and the hope in her face was almost unbearable.

“Have they nearly finished?” Bea asked.

“Not nearly.”

“Will they take the pianoforte? Only Sophie likes to —“

“They will take the pianoforte.”

Bea’s mouth closed. She was old enough to know better than to argue and young enough to want to.

On the hearthrug, where the fire would have been laid had there been coal to spare, Sophie sat very close to where the warmth ought to have been, as though she could remember it there. She was eleven, small for her age, with a chest that had never been strong and a cough that had worsened with the cold of the past weeks. The house had grown cold by degrees as the servants left, one by one, with wages owed and characters written in Charlotte’s own hand because there was no one else to write them. Sophie had stopped asking when the rooms would be warm again. Children learned. It was one of the cruelest things about them.

She coughed now, a small dry sound, and pressed her sleeve to her mouth in the way Charlotte had taught her, so that no one would fuss.

Charlotte crossed the room and knelt and put the back of her hand to her sister’s cheek. Warm. Too warm, perhaps, or perhaps only the morning. She could no longer tell the difference between true alarm and the ordinary terror that lived in her now from the moment she woke.

“We are going on an adventure,” she said.

Sophie looked at her with the grave, unconvinced eyes of a child who has been lied to kindly before. “Are we?”

“A very dull one. You will hate it. There will be a cousin who smells of camphor, and you will have to be polite to her.”

The ghost of a smile. “How polite?”

“Excruciatingly. The kind that makes your face ache.”

Bea had come to stand behind them. “And you?” she said quietly, over Sophie’s head, in the voice she had begun to use lately — the voice of someone trying on the idea of being grown. “You are not coming to Cousin Hester’s.”

“No.”

“Where, then?”

Charlotte rose. She had not meant to tell them this morning, with the men in the hall and the desk going past the window even now, balanced on a barrow. But Bea deserved the truth, and the truth, she had found, was easier to bear standing than waiting.

“I have taken a position,” she said.

* * *
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THE LETTER HAD COME through Mr. Pellew, who knew everyone, and who had pressed it on her with the air of a man offering a bitter draught that would nonetheless keep the patient alive.

The Dowager Viscountess Hawthorne required a companion. A lady of good birth, gentle manners, and no expectations — that last condition unspoken, but Charlotte had read it as plainly as if it had been inked. The viscountess was elderly, of uncertain temper by repute, and rich. The salary was forty pounds a year, with her keep, which meant that her own small needs would cost the family nothing, and that the whole of it might go to Cousin Hester for the girls’ board, with a little besides for a doctor when Sophie’s chest turned bad in the winter.

Forty pounds a year. It was the price, it seemed, at which a woman bought back her family’s survival. Her father had thought nothing of losing that much across a card table in an evening, laughing the while.

She had written her acceptance the same hour. She had not asked herself whether she wished to go. The question struck her as the indulgence of a different woman, one with the leisure to wish for things, and that woman had been carried out of the house with the walnut desk.

“A companion,” Bea repeated. The word landed badly between them. They both knew what it meant — that the eldest daughter of the Earl of Ashfield would fetch shawls and read aloud and be grateful, that she would eat below the family and above the servants, belonging nowhere, paid to be pleasant. It was the genteel grave into which ruined gentlewomen were lowered, one careful spadeful of politeness at a time.

“Don’t,” Charlotte said, before Bea could find words for any of it. “Don’t look at me like that. It is a roof. It is forty pounds. It is more than this house will leave us, which is nothing, and you will not weep over it, because if you weep then Sophie will, and I have a great deal to do before the coach comes.”

Bea’s chin trembled. She mastered it. There was steel in her after all, under the dreaming, and Charlotte felt a fierce and painful pride that she dared not show, because tenderness, this morning, was a luxury she could not afford to open.

“You’ll write to us,” Bea said.

“Every week. Dull letters. You’ll be sick of them.”

“I won’t.”

“You will. I shall describe the viscountess’s medicines in great detail.”

Sophie tugged at her skirt. “Will it be a grand house?”

“Very grand. Grander than this.” Charlotte smoothed the child’s hair back from her hot forehead. “And one day, when I have saved enough, you shall come and see it, and we shall eat cake in a room with a fire so large you’ll have to sit at the far end.”

It was a lie, or near enough to one — she had no notion whether Blackmere Hall would suffer the viscountess’s paid companion to receive her family, and every reason to suppose it would not. But Sophie’s face eased, and the lie was worth the telling for that alone. Charlotte was learning, by the hour, the difference between honesty and kindness, and learning that they were not always the same creature.

* * *
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THE COACH CAME AT TWO.

By then the house had been emptied of everything but echo. The hall, where her father had stood to greet a hundred guests with his arms thrown wide as though to embrace the whole laughing world, stood bare to the boards. Her footsteps rang in it as they never had when there had been carpets and people and the warmth of a fire that someone else paid for.

She had dressed in her plainest grey, the gown she had chosen precisely because it announced nothing — not mourning, which would invite pity, and not pretension, which would invite worse. She wanted to arrive at Blackmere as a blank page, a woman with no history that anyone need trouble to read. The past three weeks had taught her that a name like Ashfield was now a kind of wound she carried, and that the kindest thing strangers could do was to look away from it.

The girls went first, into the hired chaise that would carry them to Cousin Hester’s. Sophie cried, as Charlotte had known she would, and Bea held her, and Charlotte stood in the cold hall and did not go to them, because if she put her arms around her sisters now she did not think she would have the strength to take them away again. So she stood apart, which looked, she supposed, like coldness, and was in truth the opposite — the held breath of a woman keeping herself from breaking in front of the people who needed her not to break.

“Mind Sophie’s chest in the evenings,” she told Bea through the chaise window. “Mustard plaster if it rattles. Don’t let Cousin Hester economise on the doctor; the money is there, I have arranged it. And Bea —“ She stopped. There was a great deal she might have said. She chose the smallest of it. “Read your dull letters twice. There may be things in them I cannot write plainly.”

Bea nodded, not understanding, filing it away to understand later, as the young did.

Then the chaise pulled off down the drive, and Sophie’s small hand stayed pressed to the glass until the trees took them, and Charlotte stood alone in front of the house that was no longer hers.

The post-chaise for Blackmere waited behind her, the horses stamping, the driver too well-bred to hurry a lady and too cold to wait much longer. She had one small trunk. It held two grey gowns, her mother’s prayer book, a miniature of her father she had not been able to make herself sell, and the whole of her fortune in this world, which came to nine pounds and some shillings, sewn into the lining where no footpad and no future would easily find it.

She climbed in. The seat was hard. The door shut with the particular finality of a door that will not open again on anything one has known.

As the chaise came round the sweep of the drive, the house showed itself one last time through the window — the long grey front, the windows blind without their curtains, the door her father had flung wide for everyone but his own children’s future. A lifetime stood in the frame of that glass. She had only to turn her head to see all of it.

She looked instead at her own gloved hands, folded in her lap, and counted slowly to one hundred, and did not look back at Ashfield House at all.

By the time she reached the end of the count, the house was gone, and the road ahead lay open and unknown, carrying her toward a grand cold name she had never seen, and a position she had never wanted, and a stranger’s grandson whose existence she did not yet so much as suspect.
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Chapter Two — Arrival at Blackmere
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Charlotte had told Sophie that Blackmere would be grand, and she had told it as a kindness, the way one assures a frightened child that the medicine will taste of nothing at all. She had not expected to be made a liar by the truth.

The chaise turned through a pair of iron gates twice the height of a man, and the drive ran on so long that she began to think the house a rumour. Then the trees fell away, and there it was.

Blackmere Hall stood on a rise above its own lake, a long pale front of honeyed stone with windows enough to light a town. Late spring had laid the parkland in green so deep it looked wet, and the lake threw the whole house back at itself, doubled, so that the building seemed to float on its own reflection. Charlotte had grown up in a great house. She had thought she understood what a great house was. She saw now that Ashfield had been a comfortable manor playing at grandeur, and that this was the thing itself, the genuine article, built by men who had never once in their lives wondered whether they could afford it.

She thought of Sophie’s face when she had promised her cake before a fire so large one must sit at the far end. There would be such a fire here. There would be a dozen of them. The child would have wept to see it.

The thought steadied her rather than otherwise. She had not come to be awed. She had come to be useful, and to be paid, and to send the most of it home. A house was only a house. She smoothed her grey gloves over her knuckles and watched the great door grow larger in the window and reminded herself, dryly, that the grandest rooms in England were still only rooms, and that someone in every one of them had to dust the corners.

* * *
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SHE WAS NOT RECEIVED at the great door.

A footman directed the chaise round to a side entrance, civil and incurious, and Charlotte understood the whole of her new station in the small economy of that gesture. She was not a guest. She was not quite staff. She was a lady, which meant she would not use the servants’ stair, and she was paid, which meant she would not use the family’s, and so she existed in the awkward seam between, to be handled with a politeness that took care to remind her of its own limits.

A housekeeper met her — a spare, upright woman of perhaps fifty, with a ring of keys at her waist and a face schooled to give nothing away. “Lady Charlotte. I am Mrs. Whitlock. Her ladyship is expecting you.” She said it without warmth and without unkindness, the way one might announce the time.

“Thank you.”

“You’ll want to set yourself to rights after the road. Her ladyship does not care to be kept, however.”

“Then she shall not be.”

Something flickered behind Mrs. Whitlock’s careful face, gone before Charlotte could name it. Approval, perhaps, or only surprise that the new companion did not require coaxing. She turned and led the way, and Charlotte followed her into Blackmere with her chin level and her one small trunk left behind her on the gravel like a thing she had already outgrown.

The house unfolded as they walked it. Corridors hung with portraits of men who had all, evidently, possessed the same long Hawthorne nose. A staircase that turned and turned again beneath a painted ceiling where pink-limbed gods reclined among clouds, indifferent to the small grey woman passing below. Through a half-open door, a glimpse of a music room, the pianoforte gleaming, and Charlotte looked away from it before the looking could cost her anything.

She catalogued it all the way she had been taught to catalogue a ballroom as a girl — quickly, completely, missing nothing. The difference was only that she had once done it to know where she stood, and now she did it to know where she was permitted to stand. It was, she found, a smaller change than she had feared. A clever woman learned the rooms either way.

* * *
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THE DOWAGER VISCOUNTESS Hawthorne received her in a sitting room hung in faded gold, in a high-backed chair angled to catch the afternoon light, with a small ill-tempered spaniel asleep across her feet and a stick of ebony and silver propped against the arm.

She was very old and had clearly been very handsome, and had decided, somewhere along the way, that she was finished pretending to be anything but exactly what she was. She watched Charlotte cross the long room toward her with two pale eyes that had buried a husband and two sons and a great many people who had thought her easily managed.

“Stop there,” she said, when Charlotte was perhaps six feet off. “Let me look at you. Mrs. Whitlock, you may go. No, leave the door. I like to hear who is listening.”

Charlotte stood and was looked at. She did not fidget. She had been inspected by sharper eyes than these, in years gone, by mothers deciding whether she was a rival for their sons and matrons deciding whether her gown was last season’s. She let the old woman take her time.

“You’re thinner than your letter,” the Dowager pronounced at last. “And graver. I had a companion last year who smiled at everything, including the news that her own aunt had died. I had her sent home. A woman who smiles at everything is a woman thinking of something other than what is in front of her, and I will not be in a room with such a person. You do not appear to suffer the complaint.”

“I have had little lately to smile at, my lady.”

“No. I should think not.” The pale eyes moved over her once more, unhurried. “Ashfield. They told me Ashfield. Your father, was he?”

“Yes.”

“I knew him. A little. Everyone knew him a little; he made certain of it.” A dry sound that was not quite a laugh. “He could charm the birds from the trees and the rings from a dowager’s fingers, and did, on both counts, at a card table in Bath in the year three. I lost a ruby I was fond of and forgave him before he’d finished dealing. That was the trouble with the man. One forgave him while he was robbing one. Whole counties did it. I see they did it to the end.”

It was bluntly said, and it ought to have wounded. Charlotte waited to feel the wound. What she felt instead was a strange small loosening, the relief of hearing the truth said aloud by someone who had no stake in being kind about it.

“They did, my lady,” she said. “To the very end. It is why I am standing in your sitting room.”

The Dowager’s eyes sharpened with something like interest. “You don’t defend him.”

“He needs no defending. He was loved by everyone who ever met him. That was never his difficulty. His difficulty was that being loved cost nothing, and he had a horror of anything that cost nothing, so he spent on everything else instead.” Charlotte heard herself and stopped, surprised at how much had come out, and at the steadiness of her own voice
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