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	For every woman who told the whole truth.

	Including the part that cost her.
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	A NOTE ON THE TEXT

	The novel you are about to read moves between two timelines separated by 171 years.

	The chapters narrated by Eira Corwell are set in 1887 and told in close third person. Eira is a manuscript translator by profession. She notices things. She does not always say what she notices. The reader is invited to do the same.

	The chapters narrated by Sybeth Corwell are set between 1714 and 1716 and told in first person present tense. Sybeth is writing her testimony in a locked room in the east wing of Veltharow Manor. She knows she is writing for an unknown future reader. She has committed to telling the whole truth. She delivers on this commitment. Including the part that cost her.

	Chapter Nine belongs to Lyle Creston. He appears once, at the novel's center, and is not heard from again in this way. The reader is asked to hold what they learn in that chapter for the seven chapters that follow.

	The two timelines are not parallel. They are converging.

	C.A.

	

	 


PROLOGUE

	Veltharow Manor, March 1716

	The moors do not sleep in winter. They simply go quiet in the way of things that have decided waiting is preferable to movement, and the house on the hill goes quiet with them, and the woman in the locked room at the end of the east wing writes by a single candle because it is all the light she is given and it will have to be enough.

	She does not say her name. She does not say the year. These things will be apparent to whoever finds this, or they will not matter, and she has decided that the things which will not matter are no longer worth her time.

	She describes instead what she can hear: the particular quality of winter silence on the moors, which is not silence at all but a density of sound too low for easy naming. The wind finding the east wing's rough stone. The way the house contracts in the cold like a living thing pulling its edges in. The chalk smell that rises through the floorboards regardless of season, pale and mineral and permanent, the breath of ancient stone that has been exhaling since before the house was built above it.

	She writes with the controlled urgency of someone who has accepted that no rescue is coming and has chosen, in that acceptance, something harder than hope. Precision. The commitment to say the true thing even when the true thing is not flattering.

	She writes:

	I will tell it all. Even the part that does not flatter me. Especially that part. A partial truth is only a more elegant lie, and I have had enough of elegant lies to last whatever time remains to me.

	The candle gutters. The writing stops.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Eira Corwell, October 1887

	The moors do not welcome you.

	Eira had read enough about Yorkshire to know this before she ever set foot in it, but reading and arriving are different educations entirely, and no amount of preparation had quite accounted for the specific quality of the landscape as the coach crested the last hill north of Harrogate and the world opened up into something vast and gray and entirely indifferent to her presence. The heather had gone over weeks ago, brown now where it had been purple, rolling out in every direction beneath a sky the color of unpolished pewter. The road narrowed. The trees thinned and then disappeared altogether. The wind, which had been a peripheral concern for the last two hours, became the primary fact of existence.

	Across from her, Lyle slept.

	She watched him the way she watched everything she did not fully understand, carefully, with the particular patience she had developed over fifteen years of working with documents that did not yield their meanings readily. He slept with his head against the coach window and one hand loosely open on the seat between them, palm up, fingers slightly curled, the hand of a man who had let go of something and not bothered to close after it. His surveying case was wedged against his boot. His coat had creased across one shoulder. There was a faint line of road dust along his jaw that she found she did not want to mention when he woke, because it made him look less like himself and more like someone who could be caught off guard, and she had grown rather attached, over six months of marriage, to the rare occasions when Lyle Creston could be caught off guard.

	She turned back to the window.

	The leather case on her lap was not strictly necessary for a journey of this length, but she had packed it anyway: cotton gloves, magnifying glass, a soft-bristled brush for loosening paper that had compacted in damp, two sharpened pencils, the small notebook she used for preliminary transcription notes. The tools of her trade. She translated old documents for an antiquarian press in York, medieval charters, Georgian correspondence, the occasional early-modern will disputed by families who had been quarreling about the same field since 1603. She was good at it in the specific way of a person who had found the thing they were constitutionally suited to and had been doing it long enough that it felt less like a skill than a disposition, an orientation toward the world in which the first question was always what does this actually say, and the second was always what it is being careful not to

	She had brought the case to Veltharow Manor because it was her habit to have it near her. She had not examined whether there was another reason.

	The coach struck a rut and lurched. Lyle's hand slid several inches across the seat toward her, and he did not wake. She looked at the hand for a moment. Then she placed her own beside it, near enough that their smallest fingers touched, and watched the moorland unreel past the window.

	She had not expected to marry him.

	This was not, she wished to be clear with herself, because she had not wanted to. She had wanted to with a completeness that had rather startled her, given that she had spent thirty-one years constructing a life that did not require wanting things she could not have. She had simply not expected it to be available, had not expected to be the sort of woman a man like Lyle Creston would look at twice, or three times, or with the particular quality of attention he had turned on her at the antiquarian supper fourteen months ago, which was less like being noticed and more like being read. By someone who understood the language.

	The supper had been at the home of Mr. Percival Dunne, a retired solicitor with a collection of early-modern maps and an inexhaustible appetite for feeding scholars. She had attended alone, as she attended most things, with the quiet self-sufficiency of a woman who had never found solitude especially disagreeable. She had been placed beside a man she did not recognize, tall, unhurried, with the kind of face that took a second look to fully appreciate, the sort of attractiveness that did not announce itself and was therefore more dangerous than the kind that did.

	He had introduced himself. She had introduced herself. He had looked at the table, where the fish course sat largely untouched amid a spirited debate about the provenance of a disputed Norse charter, and said, with an expression of complete gravity that she had taken, incorrectly, for disapproval: "You are the only other person here who has touched their fish."

	She had laughed. Before she could stop it, a real laugh, sudden and unguarded, entirely unlike the measured social variety she had spent years perfecting, it was already out. She had pressed her fingers to her mouth one half-second too late. He had watched this with an expression she could not immediately identify, and which she had subsequently spent a considerable amount of time attempting to categorize, and which she had eventually concluded was satisfaction of a very specific and quiet kind.

	They had talked for three hours. About manuscripts and boundary disputes and the Norse charter and whether the best translation of a particular archaic subjunctive was a matter of fidelity or communication. He had a cartographer's precision with language, exact, economical, choosing words the way he would choose a route: the most direct path that did not sacrifice essential information. She had liked this. She had liked him. She had gone home and lain awake in her lodgings above the press and told herself very firmly that she was a sensible woman of thirty-one who recognized a pleasant evening for what it was, and had believed this for approximately a fortnight before his letter arrived.

	Six months later, they were married.

	She still found it slightly remarkable, in the way of something that had happened so naturally it did not seem quite real until you looked directly at it. He had not dazzled her or overwhelmed her or swept her into anything. He had simply been, with increasing frequency, precisely where she was, at lectures, at press events, at the small dinners that constituted the social life of York's antiquarian community, and had talked to her with the same attention each time, as though their previous conversation had been a text he had been rereading in her absence and was now ready to discuss further. She had surrendered to it the way you surrender to a tide that does not rush you but is, nevertheless, absolutely certain of its direction.

	I surrendered, she thought, watching the moors. It was not a word she had used about herself before. She was not entirely sure how she felt about it.

	Lyle woke as the coach descended into the shallow valley where Veltharow stood. He woke the way he did most things, without announcement, simply present where he had not been a moment before, alert and composed before she had registered the change. He glanced out the window, then at her, and the corner of his mouth moved in the particular way she had cataloged as the expression he produced when he was pleased about something he considered it unnecessary to say aloud.

	"Nearly there," he said.

	"I can see that."

	"You've been watching the moors for an hour."

	She had not realized he had been watching her watch them. She filed this without reaction. "They are worth watching."

	"They are." He looked out at the gray expanse with a quality of ease that told her he had stood in landscapes like this before and been comfortable in them, which she supposed made sense for a man whose profession was the mapping of remote and disputed ground. "They'll look different in spring. The heather comes in early June, the whole of it turns purple in about a fortnight, like someone has laid a cloth over everything."

	"Have you been here in June?"

	He paused. A fraction of a second, barely perceptible, the pause of a man selecting from available answers rather than simply producing the true one. "I know the region," he said. "I've done work in the North Riding before."

	She looked at him for a moment. He met her eyes with the pleasant directness that was his habitual expression and that she had never quite managed to read through. Then the coach rounded the last bend in the road and Veltharow Manor appeared on the slope above them, and the moment passed.

	It was older than she had imagined.

	She had known the dates, the original structure built in 1698 by her ancestor Garrett Corwell on the profits of chalk quarrying, additions made in successive generations as the Corwell fortunes fluctuated between sufficiency and embarrassment. She had read the survey documents. She had seen a sketch, faded and inexpert, made sometime in the 1820s by a Corwell cousin with artistic aspirations and limited talent. None of it had quite prepared her for the actual weight of the place, the way it sat into the hillside as though it had grown there rather than been built, the stone so thoroughly weathered that it had taken on the color of the moorland itself, gray-brown and permanent and indifferent to the century.

	The east wing was clearly the oldest section, set slightly apart from the main body of the house, connected by a narrow passage, its stonework darker and more roughly cut than the Georgian additions beside it. Its three upper windows were unlit, the glass holding the sky's reflection in a way that made them look sealed from the inside.

	She was still looking at those windows when the coach drew up before the entrance and Mrs. Pelwick opened the door.

	The housekeeper was a woman of perhaps sixty, broad-shouldered and economical in all things, movement, expression, speech. She had served Veltharow through three different phases of ownership, which Eira knew from the brief correspondence they had exchanged over the summer, and she had the quality of a person whose loyalty was architectural rather than personal, given to the house itself rather than to any specific inhabitant of it. She wore black bombazine and her white hair was pinned with the severe precision of someone who considered any departure from perfect order a form of moral failing.

	She took Eira's hands in both of hers as Eira descended from the coach, an unexpected gesture of warmth from a face that did not readily accommodate warmth, and held them for a moment with a pressure that was somehow more than welcoming.

	"Mrs. Creston," she said. "We are glad you have come at last."

	"Thank you, Mrs. Pelwick. I am very glad to be--"

	"The house has been waiting for you."

	It was said with complete simplicity, the statement of a plain fact, and yet something in the particular choice of words, not we have been expecting you, not welcome home, but waiting, as though the house had been doing it deliberately, snagged at the edge of Eira's attention the way a loose thread snags on a cuff. She noted it. She did not examine it yet.

	Lyle handed down her traveling case and the leather satchel with the ease of a man accustomed to managing his own arrangements, and greeted Mrs. Pelwick with the warmth he gave most people, genuine, unperformed, sufficiently brief that it could not be mistaken for intimacy. He spoke with her about the coal delivery and the state of the kitchen range, and Eira listened without appearing to while she looked at the house.

	The entrance hall was better than she had feared. Stone-flagged, wide, with a ceiling higher than the exterior had suggested. A staircase of dark oak rose along the left-hand wall. A passage ran straight ahead toward the back of the house, and another, narrower, branched to the right. The smell of the place reached her before anything else: beeswax and old wool and, beneath both, something mineral and faint that she could not immediately identify, cool and pale, like the inside of a cave.

	Chalk, she realized. The smell of chalk, rising from the ground itself.

	"Your study has been prepared as you requested," Mrs. Pelwick told her, appearing at her shoulder. "The east-facing room on the upper floor, with the better light."

	"Thank you."

	"The east wing corridor connects to it at the far end of the passage." A pause, brief, precise, chosen. "The east wing itself is not currently in use."

	"Is it habitable?"

	"The rooms are sound." Mrs. Pelwick moved toward the staircase. "Your trunks will be brought up directly, Mrs. Creston. Dinner is at seven."

	She found the door at half past five.

	Lyle was outside, speaking with the coachman about the return journey to Harrogate, their voices carrying faintly up from the yard below. She had unpacked enough to change her traveling dress for a dark blue wool that was warmer and less crushed, had pinned her hair again with the seven pins required to keep it in reasonable order, and had then, with the methodical instinct of a woman who could not be comfortable in a space she had not yet fully mapped, walked the upper corridor.

	It ran the length of the house from east to west, broad enough for two people to pass without touching, its floor-runner faded to a pattern that had once been red and was now the color of dried roses. Bedroom doors on either side, most of them standing open to reveal the particular stillness of rooms that had not been used in some time. Furniture under holland covers. Windows giving onto the moorland, the light going thin and amber in the late afternoon.

	At the corridor's far end, where the passage connected to the east wing: a door.

	She tried the handle. It did not move.

	She tried it again, with more deliberateness, not force, simply the specific pressure of someone ensuring the mechanism had been properly engaged. It was locked from the other side. She could hear, in the brief silence of her stillness, the sound of the wind finding the east wing's older stonework, and beneath that, barely, at the edge of what could reasonably be called a sound rather than an imagination, the slow, deep exhalation of a house settling into the cold of an October evening.

	Old timber. Old stone. Houses spoke in contractions and expansions, in the language of materials responding to temperature, and she had lived in enough old buildings to know that the sounds they made were ordinary and explicable and nothing more than that.

	She stood with her hand on the locked handle for a moment longer than was strictly necessary. Then she removed it, smoothed the front of her skirt, and walked back along the rose-colored runner toward the warm end of the house.

	She did not mention the locked door to Lyle over dinner. There was no particular reason to mention it. It was simply a locked door, in a wing that was not currently in use, in a house she had not yet learned.

	She would have time enough to learn all the locked rooms of it.

	She noted the thought as she reached for her wine glass, and paused, and thought: where did that come from? It had arrived with the quality of a phrase already known rather than newly formed, familiar in the way of something read long ago, not quite remembered, not quite lost.

	She let it go. The fire at the dining room hearth was warm, and Lyle was telling her about the rights-of-way that crossed the estate's eastern boundary, some of them dating to before the enclosures, and she listened with genuine interest and made herself attend to the present, and the thought dissolved into the evening like chalk dust into water.

	Later, much later, the house deep in its nocturnal quiet, Lyle's breathing slow and even at her shoulder, she lay awake and looked at the ceiling and thought about the moors.

	They had not welcomed her. But they had not refused her either. They had simply been what they were: large and permanent and entirely honest about the fact that they had existed before her and would exist long after, and that her presence in them was neither remarkable nor intrusive. There was something, she decided, almost restful about that. A landscape that did not require anything of you was, in its way, the most courteous kind.

	Her leather case sat on the writing table across the room. The cotton gloves inside it, folded neatly over the magnifying glass, the brush, the pencils. The tools of a woman who made it her business to read what the dead had left behind.

	She had brought them to a house she had not yet inhabited, she thought again. And then, turning onto her side, fitting her back against the warm curve of her husband's sleeping form in the particular unconscious way that six months of shared rest had already established as inevitable: of course I did. I always bring them. It is simply habit.

	It was simply habit.

	She closed her eyes. The moorland wind moved across the eaves with a sound like breathing, and the house settled once more around her, and Eira Corwell Creston, who read dead people's words for a living, who noticed the gap between what was said and what was meant as a matter of professional disposition, who had found a locked door at the end of a corridor and filed it without examination, slept.

	Above her, at the far end of the upper passage, the east wing held its cold and its silence and, inside a wall that had not been opened in a hundred and seventy-one years, the particular patience of something waiting to be found.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Sybeth Corwell, March 1714

	I arrive at Veltharow in spring mud.

	This is not, I think, how a bride is supposed to arrive at her husband's house. The hem of my traveling dress is dark with it to the knee, my hair half-escaped from its pins by two days of post roads and indifferent inns, my trunk so thoroughly soaked by the crossing at Ryedale that the leather has begun to smell of the river. I have rehearsed this arrival in my imagination on several occasions over the past weeks, and in none of those rehearsals did I arrive looking precisely like something the beck had brought in.

	Aldous is waiting at the door.

	He is standing very straight, which is his habitual posture, the straightness of a man who was corrected for slouching as a boy and has never entirely forgiven his spine for the original inclination. He is wearing his good coat, the dark wool one with the brass buttons that I have seen him wear to church and to his solicitor and on the occasion of his father's funeral, and his expression is the one I have come to think of as his formal face: composed, attentive, and carefully arranged to reveal nothing beyond the arrangement itself.

	He looks at me, at the mud, at my hair, at the general condition of a woman who has been in a post-chaise for forty-eight hours, and something moves through his eyes that his formal face does not quite catch in time. Something that might, in another man, have resolved itself into laughter.

	In Aldous it resolves into offering me his hand.

	"You are here," he says. As though this is the salient fact and everything else is commentary.

	"I am considerably here," I say, and take his hand, and he helps me over the step and into the entrance hall of a house that is, technically, now mine.

	I liked it before I was certain I liked him.

	I wish this were not true. It seems the wrong order of priorities for a woman who has just made a permanent arrangement with a person. But I am committed to honesty in this account, having resolved that a partial truth is only a more elegant lie, and the truth is that I fall in love with Veltharow in the first hour and with Aldous Creston in considerably more time than that.

	The house earns it, I think. There is a quality to it that I have not encountered before and have no precise word for, a kind of settled gravity, as though the stone has absorbed three-quarters of a century of habitation and is now too thoroughly itself to be changed by anything so temporary as new occupants. The entrance hall is high-ceilinged and cold in the way of stone rooms in March, but the cold is clean, mineral, not the damp cold of neglect. Someone has laid a fire in the parlor grate. The smell of it reaches me from the corridor, woodsmoke and the particular warmth of a room that has been lived in for a long time by people who knew how to live.

	And beneath all of it, fainter and more fundamental: chalk. A dry, pale smell, cool as a well, rising from the floors themselves as though the ground beneath the house has been breathing it upward since before the foundations were laid.

	Corwell chalk, I think, and then correct myself. Creston chalk now. The mine that produced my family's modest fortune for three generations and then, when my father's luck turned and the northern seam narrowed to nothing, produced nothing at all. Aldous Creston had purchased the mine along with the house and the land when my father was forced to sell, seven years ago. He had been twenty-six and I had been sixteen and I had not thought much of him one way or another, only that he seemed very tall and very quiet and had paid a fair price when he might have paid less.

	I think considerably more of him now.

	Not because I have decided to. I am not the sort of woman who decides to think well of a man for practical reasons and then arranges her sentiments accordingly. I am rather more ungovernable than that, which has been an inconvenience throughout my life and may, I suspect, continue to be one. I think more of him because over the two years since our acquaintance properly began, his call upon my father at Christmas of 1711, the subsequent dinners, the long conversation about medieval land tenure that began as a polite exchange and ended, three hours later, with both of us still at the table while my father snored gently in his chair, I have found him to be a man who is exactly what he appears to be on the surface, which is rarer than it sounds, and a good deal more than it sounds.

	He is precise. He is fair-minded. He has read more than most men I have encountered and retains it rather than displaying it, which is the right way to read. He asks questions he does not know the answers to and sits with the answers when they arrive, rather than comparing them to his own opinions before they have finished being delivered.

	And he has the most particular quality of stillness in a room. As though he is always, quietly, deciding something.

	I do not yet know what he is deciding. I expect I will have time to find out.

	Mrs. Sefton Dayne, who has kept this house since before Aldous inherited it and will, I suspect, outlast every human arrangement that passes through it, shows me to the rooms that are now mine with the manner of a woman transferring custody of something she has held in trust and is not entirely certain the recipient has earned.

	She is perhaps fifty-five, spare and severe, with the economical movements of someone who has never in her life made an unnecessary gesture. She answers my questions about the house with a particular method I identify within the first quarter-hour: she speaks about the past rather than the present. Ask her where the linen is kept and she will tell you where it has always been kept, which is a different kind of answer and often a more useful one.

	The rooms themselves are good. The bedchamber is large and receives the morning light from the east, pale and watery at this time of year, but light nonetheless. There is a writing table by the window and a comfortable chair by the fireplace and bookshelves that are not empty. Someone has left books here. A small collection, travel writing, a volume of poetry, a natural history of the Yorkshire moors with a broken spine from being opened too many times at the same page. I take it down and find the page: a description of the chalk formations along the eastern escarpment, the ancient seams of it laid down in a sea that no longer exists.

	I put it back carefully. Already it feels like something I should not disturb.

	"Mr. Creston's study is in the east wing," Mrs. Dayne says, appearing at the doorway as I am settling the book. "At the end of that corridor." She indicates with a slight movement of her chin the direction of the connecting passage. "He generally keeps it locked when he is at the mine."

	"Of course," I say

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
%;i;[}}{\JE:

A house with secrets.

A truth that refuses to stay buried.
A Historical Romance of Dark Secrets,
- Deadly Lies, and a Marriage
<

Built on Beautiful Truths

CECILY JRPPCROFT







