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The Light of Truth in the Darkness

​The Darkwood Mysteries

These are the chronicles of the investigations of Emily Darkwood—my employer, teacher, and friend. A young woman of society who refused to be dictated by it and lived a life of her own making. A student determined to become a physician and surgeon in a man's domain. An innocent inheritor of a guidestone that drew its bearer and darkness together. She courageously shone her light into the mysteries that surrounded her, searching for answers to her parents' fates, becoming a fighter of the wicked and monstrous she discovered lurking within the shadows...

Jack Hobbs, her ever faithful servant-companion and your narrator, humbly presents...

The Conspiracies of Shadow & Fire
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The Gathering Darkness of Lies


[image: ]


Thunder tumbled over the roof like boulders and rolled down the chimney as a throaty growl. The dull tinkle of tradesman bell was barely perceptible beneath, but trained for its call, it lashed me to attention.

"Don't answer it," a voice said.

At least, that is what I thought I had heard. It was more pieced together from what I had heard than perceived clearly.

"What?" I said aloud, confused. That hadn't been the men of the house—they were both out. I crawled out from the fireplace of the parlour from cleaning the hearth and blacking of the iron fire surround.

I was alone.

It must have been a voice carried from the street. Suspicion crawled upon my shoulders. That had been a curiously pertinent coincidence.

I stretched to be free of the cramps in my legs and shoulders from the heavy chore and wiped black lead from my fingers on my apron.

Should I answer the door?

The bell rang again. I couldn't not answer the door. It wasn't down to me to decide whether the door was to be answered, but my job to ensure it was.

I made my way down the hall to the kitchen with a frown heavy on my brow, wondering whether that instruction from the chimney would be proven to be good advice.

Curious at who could call that stormy afternoon, I navigated around the kitchen table and opened the back door to the cold, damp air and the thrash of rain beyond the porch.

A man stood hunkered down against the fall, the lapels of a scruffy greatcoat pulled up about his clean-shaven cheeks. An equally tired peaked hat pulled down close to a neat dark brow and soft blue eyes.

"Is the master of the house in?" he asked curtly.

"No, sir. Can I ask why you are calling?"

"And the mistress, is she home?" the man asked, a little shorter than before. He glanced about him.

A collapsed umbrella sat tucked under his arm. It was in a looked after condition. Conspicuous, considering the poor state of the rest of the man's attire.

"Mrs Darkwood is not home."

"Is Mr Robert Darkwood home?"

I eyed the man with what I hoped he would recognise as keen suspicion. Miss Darkwood's cousin was in town and staying with his family, although he had gone out on one of his customary weather defiant walks. "No, he isn't home either."

"Good," the man released a ragged breath, and his stiff frame relaxed into a slouch.

My stomach crawled at his relief. I didn't like the way this man wanted to know who was present in the house. It was only Miss Darkwood and myself at home, and I had heard of houses more populated to be stormed by thugs on the loot. Had that voice been an explicit warning after all?

"Why ask after the masters and mistress if you don't want any of them?" I challenged.

"I mean to see Miss Darkwood."

"If you wanted Miss Darkwood, why didn't you just ask for her?"

He stood tall, his lips pursed together in impatience. I made sure I filled the doorframe as best as my slight stature would allow, being the one person to stand between my mistress and this man of unknown intentions. Miss Darkwood could fight a most decisive defence, but even the strongest or most adept at fighting can succumb to a surprise attack.

"Miss Darkwood does not give audiences to the trade."

"I wish to call upon her." In that statement, his voice seemed strangely well-modulated and entitled, as though he were someone of the class making the request.

I pulled the door close to me, reducing his chance of being able to push past me.

"If you're after a morning call, then you should've left your calling card yesterday."

"Why, you insolent boy..."

"I'm happy to show you how insolent I can be." I raised a fist and feinted a lurch toward him that sent him shuffling back into the rain in startlement. I grinned. "Now clear off with you."

He had dropped his umbrella, and his lapels had parted to show more of his face; one too delicate for the rough wear the man should have experienced along with his worn coat and boots. His cheeks had become pink, and his eyes uncertain and watery. He seemed utterly defeated and lost for what to do. I thought he might cry.

He puffed out shaky breaths which fogged in the December air over hands held out before him to placate me and defend himself. Smooth and perfect hands which trembled with the cold. The most work they had done had been with knife and fork and fountain pen, not brutal tools and the exertion of hard labour as his clothes implied. I glimpsed a stiff white collar with points folded down over a silver silk necktie. This was no streetwalker looking for work or casing a house to target. I reached for the door, intent on closing it on him.

"Please," he said, blinking away runs of rain. "If Emily is there, please ask her to meet with me."

"Who shall I say is calling?" I asked, careful not to lower my offensive.

"Mr Whittaker. Paul Whittaker."

I did not know the face, but I knew the name.

I understood why he had approached the Darkwood house by the trade entrance and his relief the elder Darkwoods were not home.

He was a man from Miss Darkwood's past, before Darkwood and I had come into each other's lives.

The man froze, and then suddenly broke from his stunned statue state to pull off his sodden hat and clutch it before him in deference. I questioned why the man would suddenly bare his head to me and let the rain drag his dark hair down to plaster his forehead, when I guessed the reason for his standing to attention, and I turned in the doorway.

Darkwood stood behind me. Her dark eyes watery. A tear had dropped and come to rest upon her cheek.

The man stared down at his shoes, and his shoulders trembled.

I knew that between the tracks of rain that chased down his face; he had his own tears in response to Darkwood's.

Where there was once shared affection and hope between them, there was now bitterness and regret.

After this encounter passed, I had the benefit of Darkwood sharing with me the history this man stepped from. It was a past I had not shared in and can't relate to you as a witness, as I do in so many of these accounts. Yet, thanks to the diaries of Emily Darkwood—bequeathed to me for these chronicles—I can share those events with you in her own words. I can share with you how a cruel conspiracy revealed in the past was still unfolding to encircle and threaten her in the present.
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Part One: A Conspiracy in the Past


Chapter One
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Extracts from the diaries of Emily Darkwood begin:

9th of June 1874...

... Dear dusty Mr Popple gathered the pertinent papers together, which I can assume belonged within some order only his mind can make from the apparent disorder of his desk. He stood as straight as his hunched back would allow and wavered in the air as his age seemed to cause him to do. He looked so earnest. I could barely imagine a place on his face for the sweet smile he usually reserved for me, a gesture of expression which cast this solicitor into a grandfatherly appearance. Not today, though.

He even looked cleaner and tidier. I believe Mrs Popple must have brushed his shoulders and sleeves clean of the usual snags of cobweb and specks of dust that find their way from the heavy tomes of law that line his offices to spot his frock coat. With his wild white hair tamed into a side-parted style and standing as imperiously as he was, I could well picture this doddery old man's distant past with a proud, unshakable bearing in the courtroom. Very distant.

Uncle Henry sat to my right, fully rested in his chair before Mr Popple's desk, nursing a glass of brandy, while Aunt Edith sat at my left, role-modelling the stiff-backed poise and smile-set face of polite patience. I did my best to mirror her grace, sitting as I was in wait upon a declaration of what inheritance my parents had left me upon my eighteenth birthday.

I know I will inherit all estates and wealth of the Darkwood name when I come of age at twenty-five (a terrible age away), or earlier if I am to marry (though marriage is far from my mind), but there had been a provision for me on my eighteenth birthday that my mother and father had requested. What the provision was had not been shared with anyone but the solicitors when Mother and Father made their will.

I was most impatient to see whether Grandmamma, as chatelaine of Darkwood Manor and guardian of my inheritance through her being the most senior Darkwood, had re-negotiated the terms of succession or the will and testament. Once again.

There had already been two changes to the line of succession, and both had caused a terrible bitterness in those who found themselves out of favour. I had not been born for the first and been young for the second and sheltered from it. Through being ward to Aunt and Uncle living in London in their home instead of Darkwood Manor, I had been removed from the conflicts which followed and rumbled for years onward.

Except now, now, I was of an age where family might approach me directly to challenge any further advantage I might have. And... I am not one to back down from a challenge which would—as Aunt Edith fears—only worsen matters.

Father had found himself heir when Grandpapa had changed the entitlement from the eldest son to youngest, and then I had been favoured after him when Grandmamma had changed it to include from the youngest son to the youngest son or daughter—'snatching' the inheritance straight from my cousin, Uncle Horace's son, and he has never been other than angry since.

Uncle Horace had twice lost the inheritance from within his branch of the family.

There are seven years left before I can rightly be installed as head of the family, but Grandmamma as 'regent' is so terribly old and frail now... If she passes before that time has elapsed I dread to think of the conflicts that would come. Uncle Horace would do his very best—which would be the very worst and underhanded—to wrest some control of the wealth and estates in the intervening time between my fully receiving the inheritance.

I hoped I might receive my inheritance early and in full, not out of greed for the money and properties this would furnish me with, but to settle the 'old argument'.

It would acquaint me more with Mother and Father, who I lost at such an early age. My parents' rooms have been locked to me all these years, and their belongings kept from me. I wanted to know Mother and Father for myself, beyond the stories family had passed on to me. I could do so with access to their belongings and diaries, and to move myself into their quarters and live where they had lived—where I should have been brought up had they remained.

Although... It would pain me to leave Aunt Edith and Uncle Henry. And would I, a woman of the city, be content as Mistress of a house in the country?

Once Mr Popple had bumbled through the seemingly nonsensical language that solicitors use to complicate the determination of law, I found that it had not been the full inheritance.

The 'old arguments', it would seem, would rumble on.

However, it had been my parents' wish that on my eighteenth birthday I would be allowed to claim two items from the estate. Two specific possessions my parents had cherished in life: a stone precious to my mother and a fob watch precious to my father.

There was little containing my pleasure at the thought of being able to enter what should have been my family home and claim two items personal which I would have found emblematic of my parents had I grown up with them. An uncharacteristic emotional outburst of tearful delight and girlish laughter came upon me that Aunt Edith seemed both pleased to see but keen to rein in for the sake of dignified composure.

Mr Popple, having completed the formalities of his duty, relaxed into the embrace I threw upon him and which caused him to drop back into his well-upholstered chair. He laughed against my thanks and told me in his way of repeating choice words three times, "Dear, dear, dear Emily, your thanks is not, not, most definitely, not required. It has been my pleasure!"

He is such a dear man.

Mr Popple had been solicitor to the Darkwood family since my Grandmamma Augusta and Grandpapa Morgan had been young, when Grandpapa had inherited the Darkwood estate and wealth—under the old order of the eldest male heir to succeed. Popple had become a family friend. He seemed to want for me the happiness I yearned for in being able to know my parents through the estate and their possessions.

In a more grave tone, and with some awkwardness and embarrassment he stated to my uncle, "Should Miss Emily pass before the age of twenty-five and comes of age for the remainder of the inheritance, which I'm most, most, most certain you won't my dear, these two items will have to be returned to the estate to be passed on to the next in succession."

I assured Mr Popple he did not need to be ashamed of raising the point, as I was quite aware, but had no intention of dying before I became ancient. I am also aware of the unjust law of our oh-so enlightened land, that dictates that if I marry, all I own becomes that of my husband—my man and 'master'. Mr Popple did not concern himself with explaining this widely understood and accepted (and ridiculous!) clause.

He produced a key and told me it would open the central drawer of Father and Mother's desk at Darkwood Manor, where the items awaited me. He then produced a small box.

"I have known you since you were a babe. A babe. A babe! I am quite, quite, quite fond of you."

The dear old Popple had bought me a birthday gift!

He gave me permission to open it there and then. Within the box and beneath the tissue paper inside, I found an oval ring of silver with a pin and several clasps that could be clipped in place to hold the stone I would receive. My mother's stone.

"Your mother always had that stone with her... And now you will too."

It was enough to cause me to weep, for I knew that within the next few days I would receive two precious objects: a watch I could use to track the course of my life and a stone I could wear close to my heart. Being as distant from my parents as I have been with their absence from my life since I was five, I would, in the most token of ways, be reconnected with them...

[Two days later, Miss Darkwood and her aunt and uncle took a train out of London and a coach through the heart of the countryside. I should explain further that Miss Darkwood had been entrusted to the care of Henry and Edith Darkwood at age five after her parents were lost. As Professor Darkwood had been the middle brother of Miss Darkwood's father, Edward, he was least expectant of inheritance and had the least to gain in caring for Miss Darkwood. Although, if pressed to speak from their hearts, both Professor Darkwood and Mrs Darkwood would say that in gaining a niece in their care, where they had always wanted a child of their own, they had gained the most.]

11th of June...

... I had thought returning 'home' to Darkwood Manor would be a heart-warming reunion. As our carriage took to the long, elm-lined, shingle drive, the grand house atop the hill struck me as being my home, even though I had spent the last fourteen months in London. It had been the most protracted gap between visits to Darkwood Manor I had experienced, though sadly one necessitated by the fragile state of dear Grandmamma Augusta.

Dr Wallace Heathcote, the physician for the village of Darkwood, part of the Darkwood estates, insists Grandmamma suffers a brain fever and should have a complete rest from all family and social engagements to settle her and give her time to recover. Uncle Henry and her other sons had been the only family members to pay visits, and they had been separate and short to not unduly stimulate and tire her. When Uncle Henry returned from such visits, I could tell by his troubled quietness over the brandy he would immediately pour for himself that he worried for his ailing mother.

As we drew closer to Darkwood Manor, I allowed myself to feel sentimentality for the building through its place in my memory and heart, and for the family that came before me and I hoped would come after me—through me. Although I will admit that children are the furthest thing from my mind.

The grand central building stood proud, an Elizabethan red brick block of entertaining spaces which had played host to countless parties and meals of celebration through its hundreds of years of service as the Darkwood home. The wings—later extensions—had quadrupled the manor's size. The West Wing is twin to the East, but always draws my attention on approach. These held the suites of rooms my parents had adopted as their living quarters. They should have been where I grew up—between a mother and a father. Despite the pang of sadness that comes with such thoughts, the building nestled comfortably within my affections.

It was upon entry of the house the warm fondness for the place began its slow trickle away and has left me where I am now with the feeling I am a guest in a house that should be a home to me.

The great oak-lined rooms and halls are just as I remember them to be, and it is a matter of fact that many of the ornaments and adornments are in as near the same positions and places as I remember them being throughout my childhood stay and subsequent visits to this place. It is more that something of the nature of this house has changed.

The family life that has sunk into the stone, wood, and soft furnishings of Darkwood Manor over the generations has dissolved.

Perhaps my prolonged absence due to Grandmamma's illness has caused me to have more familiarity and affection for Aunt and Uncle's villa, which is truly my home until I inherit this place—the responsibility of which now troubles me. The manor is so enormous!

I think being confronted by Grandmamma's illness has upset me, for I had pictured her carrying on her life and duties within the house as she always had, but perhaps having to take rest wherever she may have travelled within the house and gardens. Uncle Henry, undoubtedly to protect me, had not shared the extent of her illness. I did not know she had been confined to just one room.

At the onset of her condition, when her weakness and stubborn refusal to give in to it had been fully apparent, Dr Heathcote had compromised with her and encouraged her to take a ground floor room as her bedroom. This was so that a place of rest would be more readily within reach, and stairs would not compromise her stamina and affect her strength further in her defiance of her condition. She had agreed, and curiously, of all the rooms available with their uncompromised views of the grounds and the lands beyond, Dr Heathcote had encouraged her toward a great room between the main body of the manor and the west wing. A large room that can serve as all the rooms she might want in a day—dining room, sitting room, and bedroom. It largely had a view of the wing it connected with, and as a result the extension blocked much of the sun, and it barely received an hour or two of full daylight on the brightest summer day. I conceded that perhaps the lack of stimulation it offered made it a restful place at any hour.

However, she had deteriorated to the point where she required a bath chair and the constant ministrations of an attendant. Dr Heathcote had thought to make her room as restful as possible and had the windows blacked out with heavy drapes, which he had instructed should be kept in place until her health improved. Even with this somewhat desperate measure, I have learnt her health declined more over the last three months and she now spends much of her time in that gloomy room. It's so sad, as I have always known Grandmamma's spirit to defy the advanced age apparent from her face and frame through her lively speech and fervent mind. I always had the impression of her continuing to live a youthful life in her mental attitude, even though her body could not keep up with her.

Dr Heathcote has now set up rooms at the house for him and a housemaid appointed as a nurse. All adjoining Grandmamma's room.

I feel unfairly wary of this doctor.

He is tall and gaunt-faced, which makes his angled cheekbones, hook of a nose, and sharp chin more prominent. He has a daunting look.

He wears spectacles where the lenses are quite the blackest glass I have ever seen.

The dark glass reaches back from the lenses to encase his eyes and sits firmly against his pale face so not even a flutter of eyelid is readable.

How he sees anything is beyond me.

Not being able to see his eyes, to make that most human of connections, is unsettling to me.

The spectacles give him the appearance of having a skull for a head.

If the Grim Reaper could take the form of a man, it would be Dr Heathcote.

When I commented as such to Uncle Henry, he leant close and explained, "Poor fellow. The dangers of being an ornithologist. He was out in the country surveying the sky for specimens and glanced upon the sun. Burnt his corneas." (I do so enjoy my medical studies—how many women my age can come across a word such as 'cornea' and know what that is and how it might look within an anatomical drawing and the names of its neighbouring biological components?! I feel quite connected to Uncle Henry through this knowledge). "Daylight or bright light causes him great discomfort and reduced vision. Those darkened glasses protect his eyes from strain and maintain the partial vision, which is all he has left."

It caused me to wonder whether the darkened rooms were as much for his purpose as he claimed them to be for Grandmamma's.

This diary has a lockable clasp upon it, so I should not be judged upon my consideration of the doctor and his poor medical condition, stoking a pride within me for my education (and of course my unkind description of his features).

I believe it a fact that we all think things we might not wish people to hear, but I at least would never dream of airing such thoughts.

Aunt Edith has read my diary in the past and expressed her disappointment in me for the thoughts I have had, describing me as 'quite unlike a young lady of bearing'. Well, Aunt Edith, if you are reading this you have undoubtedly ruined several very good hair pins to breach my diary's defences, and you have broken a confidence between my confessional mind and this silently nurturing paper—it is tantamount to forcing yourself upon a conversation you have no part in, or listening at a door you have no place to be at (things you have criticised me for doing). In my mind, someone should be more ashamed of reading someone's diary without their consent than they should for writing thoughts for the exercising of emotional intelligence. So there, dear Aunt Edith!

That aside, Dr Heathcote was firm in his insistence that Henry, and then Edith, take their turn to see Grandmamma alone, and that my visit to her be withheld until the next morning on the day of my birthday.

Seeing my disappointment, the doctor took my hands in his cold skeletal clasp, and spoke sweetly to me, with a warmth and sensitivity I did not expect from him, "The love your grandmother has for you could be enough to tire her out for a full day, my dear."

It was a reminder of the closeness Grandmamma and I shared within a family that could well have fractured under the arguments around the succession of inheritance. I fear I may lose her, and the simmering resentment within the family for Grandmamma's choice to change the rules of succession, and the hot contesting of my being heir will burn most unpleasantly again between my other uncles...

... After I had been unpacked, aunts and uncles, nieces and nephews arrived for their stay at the house for my birthday celebration. The sound of talking and laughter brought some reminder of life into Darkwood Manor. Yet it has just become a house with more people in it rather than the warm bosom of family it once was.

I took my leave of the family for the second-most looked forward to reunion. I descended into the white-washed basement hallways and weaved my way into the expanse of the kitchen. The heat and smoke assaulted me, and I remembered the admiration I had for the staff who spent their day near the range, working up their own heat from the exertions of preparing meals for a house full of an extended family.

Two of the maids in attendance prepared trays of tea and light refreshments for serving upstairs. When they saw me, they adopted startled expressions at my presence 'below stairs' and stiffened and snapped curtseys at me before scurrying away to attend to the family. Their departure left a handful of women who worked in haste at the dominant central table in cutting bread and cucumbers and cake for the return of empty tea trays. These were mature women of long-standing in the house who knew me from childhood. I asked for silence from the women who faced me with a finger to my lips, and they smirked to themselves as they continued their work. They knew my game.

I approached a woman with her back to me, who I knew even at that vantage point, and tugged the sleeve of her blouse.

She froze, knowing my customary way of getting her attention, which extended back as far as I can remember.

She spun about and turned wide blue eyes on me, and her dark brows rose, wrinkling her glistening forehead up toward her mess of sweat drenched curls—now more threaded with grey than before. Mrs Hardy, the head cook of the house, cried my name and threw her arms about me.

Finally, some familiar warmth that felt as it should!

She gave orders to her companions to take over her duties and took us both over to her rocking chair by the grand fireplace and seated me upon it. This was Mrs Hardy's fiercely defended throne of the kitchen, and she had always surrendered it to me during the visits I had taken upon myself to make as a child. Few other family members paid such social visits during their stay, even as children, so I think we are special to each other in that. She studied me, and I would liken it to the gaze of a mother looking over her child after an absence. She told me I looked 'a right young lady', which I wished Aunt Edith had heard, as she is always urging me to aspire to portray myself as such.

It was nice to hear how her family had grown through grandchildren since my last visit, and how her family had escaped any tragedy or misfortune. I told her about how I had overturned the barring of my medical studies at St Thomas' through Uncle Henry's influence and standing with the medical college, and the sizeable payments released from my parents' wealth (a proviso in the will for any education I choose to pursue). Carefully, I told her how changed the place seemed through Grandmamma's lack of presence, and Mrs Hardy was in agreement. She knew she could speak her mind with me.

"Why, yes, Miss Emily, the house has been quiet without the constant visits of family. So much so, some staff were let go. Half, in fact."

"So many?"

Mrs Hardy perched on the footstool of her chair and wrung her hands in her lap in a play of drying them on her apron. I saw through this.

"Yes. Dr Heathcote insisted the house was too busy and having so many staff a burden to the ailing Mistress Darkwood."

"A burden? We have you and Clements [the butler] for that. You and the others would assume the running of the house without having to trouble Grandmamma. Why, it should have always been so; it was only Grandmamma's liking for being busy that had her take on some day-to-day organising."

"Well, Miss, it was thought of differently." Mrs Hardy did not need to state her disagreement with the decision; the pursing of her lips and bolstering of her chest and shoulders said it all.

"June Waters is Grandmamma's nurse, I see."

Mrs Hardy tutted. "And that's a queer business, too. You know how keen June is to please." I knew. She had always taken great care to know the senior family members' routines on their visits to ensure she could anticipate their every whim and have it met through her service. Often going over or under Clements and Hardy's management of the day, just so she could impress herself upon the mistresses and masters she served. It set her at odds with the other maids whose chores she took over, leaving them out of their routine and floundering, making them look inadequate compared to her. Also, she seemed to care little for the others whose noses she disjointed—only for the opinion of those she served.

"She looked tired," I commented idly, for she had a paleness to her, her eyes lined and puffy from lack of sleep, and ringed with darkness.

"Dr Heathcote has them between sleep and duties of serving Mistress Darkwood. June might be on lighter duties and a little more sleep than a regular day working from downstairs, but she spends it all in darkness thanks to the doctor blocking out the sun from the mistress' room. Not natural, if you ask me; like living down a mine. Look what happens to a plant in the dark: it wilts just like our June has. I don't mean no offence, but I can't imagine it helps the mistress much either. I'd say wheeling your grandmother about the house and into some fresh air would do her some good. Dr Heathcote may well be a man of learning, but he has some queer ideas."

A bell tinkled. "Speak of the devil..." Mrs Hardy trotted over to a speaking-tube—which had not been part of the house on my last visit. She pulled the plug out of it and listened. She looked over at me, seeming unsure of herself in my company, then held a finger to her lips for me to keep quiet. She spoke into the speaking-tube, but as she did, she cupped her hand over her mouth and flapped it back and forth to muffle her words.

"I can't hear you," she said, with some puffs of air that I imagined would ring around the tube and come out as a howl at the other end.

"Mrs Hardy?" came a tinny but stern address in reply, and in a voice raised enough to be clear to me at some distance away. Mrs Hardy answered again with her hand flapping about her mouth to make the sentence all but unintelligible.

"Infernal woman!" came Dr Heathcote's final complaint.

"I heard that loud and clear. Rude man!" She bunged the tube, her face pink with frustration.

"What was all that about?"

"Sorry you had to see that, Miss Emily. Most immature of me. We are all more than happy to run to your grandmother whenever she has a request, no matter how frequent, but that thing..." She turned to it with an expression of distaste. "Modern contraption. I don't like it. I can't help but think that thing contributed to some of the staff being let go; don't need one of us to come to your bell call to enquire after your request with that. Just bark it down the tube to us. It might be as efficient as he says without need for us to be waiting on call upstairs, or having to travel to a call and back to attend to the task called for, but it means less work for us, and less need of us. In fact, when there aren't all the family here like now, Dr Heathcote insists staff stay below stairs, and he uses that thing to just tell us his requirements."

I frowned in playful, shared disapproval. Mrs Hardy waved away my toying with her frustrations with good humour. She sent a maid up to enquire after the doctor's needs instead of hearing them down the speaking tube.

"To be honest, there is another reason I don't like the thing." Mrs Hardy glanced over at the other women and closed the distance between us before she continued, looking uncomfortable. "I spend time here at night on my own, baking and such. And..." She shook her head at herself. "Oh, it's nothing. Just me being a mad old girl," she said, changing her mind.

Something nearly said would be high on a list of my top frustrations!

"Mrs Hardy! Tell me—it's me!" I implored. I swear I feel a physical ache inside when someone withholds a continuation like that.

"Sometimes... I thinks I hears talking coming from it."

"I believe that's the purpose of it," I teased.

"I knows that! Cheeky girl. I mean, I hear Dr Heathcote or June, even your grandmother as I should..."

"Yes," I prompted in response, seeing she was losing her nerve at being open again.

"Sometimes I hear other voices."

"Other voices?"

"A whispering in the background. Sometimes, in the dead of night with only the mouser cat as company, curled up as he likes on my lap, his head will pop up sudden-like and his ears will angle to the pipe, and we can both hear whispering coming out of the dark of that tube."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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12th of June...

I am eighteen today! I have been quite spoilt by gifts from family and friends as they have arrived over the course of the day. I shall be busy on our return to London writing thank-you letters.

Cousin Robert, my partner in maturing, had not arrived until mid-afternoon, separate from his father and later than him through wanting to minimise their time in one another's company. They are not talking again because of the 'old argument' between them with Uncle Horace's continued and vocal disappointment in Robert's Catholicism.

When I last saw Robert, over a year ago, he was just seeing the end of his teenage years and beginning his twenties. Seeing him after such a time, I can see that a change in him has taken place. His jaw seems harder, and his eyes more firmly set and confident. He is still slim and has the fast fluidity of his youth in his movement, yet there is a manliness to his body and a calmness and stillness about him not present in the exuberance of his teenage years. Adulthood restrains us; I have noticed it in myself. Though he is still fresh-faced, I can see from the faint grey of his cheeks that he has to shave regularly now. I had been apprehensive about seeing him again; unsure whether he would have the 'white leash collar of Catholicism at his neck' as Uncle Horace puts it in a cruelly careless volume.

Robert did not come collared, but wore a simple grey wool suit with a black tie. He still looked smart... but clerical. I care not what religious beliefs someone has as long as I am not subjected to a lecture upon them, expected to believe in them myself, or restrained by them, but I had been concerned at how much his dedication of his life to the 'Mother of God' would change him... and would change things between us.

When he arrived, though, and we saw one another alone, we had the same unbridled grins and wild eyes for one another. I thought to run to him and throw myself at him as I had always done on the first day of any reunion at Darkwood Manor, but I felt insecure in myself. I could see the awkwardness in his approach also, and we ended up with a half-embrace, both clutching at each other's forearms and gushing enthusiastic greetings.

Standing there with that unfamiliar distance in time and space between us, I was unsure of the kiss I would normally plant on his face wherever it would land from my leaping at him. To kiss him on the lips seemed overly familiar, yet a cheek seemed like a declaration: there were now rules between us. I waited too long, and he opted for kissing me—on my hand! Thankfully, he seemed to decide for himself that it had been too formal, judging by the great pink blush that blossomed upon his face as he then kissed my cheek.

He presented me with his gift: a rectangular present in lavender wrapping paper. "I'm afraid a book isn't much of a gift. Father keeps me on a small allowance—although I am grateful for even that support."

"As mean as Horace can be, I doubt he would see his own son destitute..."

I didn't need Robert to raise his eyebrows and shift uncomfortably to know I had offered a meaningless platitude from my need to comfort my cousin. Horace's restraint against disowning Robert came only from wanting to preserve his standing in society. He already had a reputation for mistreating the staff and animals of his horse racing endeavours, and exorcised a ruthless business mind against competition and acquisitions, jockey and steed alike.

I took to opening my gift from Robert and found it to be a journal. Even within his limited means, he had found a gift special to me, knowing my love for diary writing.

"It is a dated journal, and I have added entries at various points within it, around dates special to us and to the family, which should bring a smile to your face. I have also taken the liberty to set dates where we could meet in London if you would like and are available. To avoid another fourteen-month absence from each other's lives. I have missed your company and the way we have shared our lives since we were little."

When Robert arrived that afternoon, I had already been waiting
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