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Manchester, England

Winter 1787



   

   ~ Sassafras Tea ~

Take a large spoonful of sassafras root ground to a powder and put into a pint of boiling water, stirring until it is like a fine jelly; then put wine and sugar to it and lemon, if it will agree. A most refreshing drink sold liberally about the streets and said to lift the spirits and ease the mind of suspicion, all for a halfpenny piece.

Mother Eve’s Secrets





   

   

   

   

   Dusk shrouded Manchester’s damp streets, disguising familiar landmarks and giving a lurid cast to buildings lit by oil lamp and candle. Michael Croxon dragged his brother past half-built skeletons of factories and mills, the lofty temples to the new religion of commerce. He marvelled at serried rows of golden windows shining against the mauve sky, announcing the new machines’ inexhaustible industry. The rhythmic hum and clatter of the looms filled the air like music, a striding overture to a prosperous future. He had learned so much of the modern world on this visit; how damp air kept the cotton from breaking, where the wondrous looms might be purchased, and for what small cost the workers could be housed – and how easily replaced should they not prove satisfactory. At last he had found the grand venture that would prove his worth – and make him prodigiously rich, besides. In his excitement, his boot slipped on the frosty stones and he clutched at Peter to maintain his balance. An oil-black chasm opened up before him; the canal stank of drowned vegetation and blocked privies. He was glad of Peter’s arm, but felt a flash of resentment at his gentle, ‘Take it steady.’

They left the clamour of the mills and came to older streets. He recognised the gables of the ancient college at Chetham’s, and took a side street, passing floridly tiled public houses that exuded bursts of hubbub and sudden wafts of beer and fried fish. At one corner a huddle of men smoked, one of their number whistling a slow Irish melody that never faltered as the tunesmith followed them with his eyes. The Manchester mills were luring in multitudes of the poor, as a poultice draws in filth: with every visit he saw greater degradation and lawlessness. The coming of night increased his anxiety. The coach to Greaves would wait for no one. 

Then there it was at last, the pillared frontage of the Cross Keys inn. Passing through the gate, he found the inn yard crowded with a noisy rabble. Hawkers thrust unwanted items in their faces: a tray of knives, stinking fish. They shoved their way towards a group of fellow travellers, all of them smothered in cloaks and greatcoats, warily keeping watch over their boxes and baggage. A space was instantly made for the two gentlemen; both of them so fair and agreeably modish that a few onlookers, most especially women, cast covert glances towards them.

‘Look. For all your harrying, we still have fifteen whole minutes.’ Peter pointed towards the inn clock, his boyish voice reproachful. But if they were on time, it was only because he had spent all day chivvying Peter; cutting short his supper, insisting he broke off his goodbyes to that alderman’s daughter, conscious all the time of the hands on his gold pocket watch, marching steadily forward to the moment at which he would announce his plans to his father. Though at twenty-five he was only two years older than Peter, the contrast between his own ambitions and his brother’s indolence would be triumphant. Next, he must raise capital, find suitable land, and machines. He felt himself unstoppable, on the road to a glorious future.

The bill of charges for their journey confronted them, pasted on the wall. He turned to Peter. ‘Did you keep back the right change for the journey? Look. Nine shillings and sixpence from Manchester to Greaves.’

Peter half-heartedly rummaged in his pockets. ‘Damn it. My last few bob went to the barber. The coachman must change my pound note.’ 

‘Will you never learn? I told you the coachman may choose not to change such a large sum. And if the coach is full and another passenger offers the correct fare, then what will you do? What shall I tell Father when I arrive home without you, all because of your negligence?’

Peter attempted a face of contrition, but Michael fancied his lips twitched in amusement. ‘I am sorry. No, truly I am. But it cannot be helped. Shall I see if the landlord has change?’ He looked vaguely about; but the press of people at the inn’s entrance did not bode well.

‘Well, I cannot lend it you.’

Peter’s flippancy brought out the worst side of Michael’s character; the bombastic older brother who must always be right. 

At that moment a woman standing by them pulled at his sleeve – afterwards, he wondered that he hadn’t noticed her at his elbow. She stepped forward into the lamplight.

‘Sir, perhaps I can help you. I’ve a right lot of coin I can exchange for you.’ Her voice was as clear as a bell, though marred by the accent of Manchester’s lower orders.

Peter glanced at him triumphantly. ‘You see. Providence provides.’ He looked at the girl, a fine strong-looking piece, with a wooden tray hanging from her neck on which a jug and wooden cups were laid out. She looked handsome in a shabby, housemaid’s sort of way. Wide feline eyes smiled at him from a pleasing heart-shaped face. 

‘It is a whole pound he needs change for,’ he said gruffly.

‘It’s just as well I’ve had a good day, sirs.’ She tested the fat leather bag in her hand. ‘Now if you was to take this heavy coin it would be doing me a favour. Save me hauling it all the way to my mother’s at Strangeways.’

She smiled modestly, clearly aware that he was the senior of the two brothers. ‘Go on, help yourself to a cup, won’t you? No, not a penny. I’ll have less to carry.’ She offered each of them the remains of her fare, a sweet and pungent tea. As she passed him the cup, her fingertips brushed his own for a pulsating moment. Drinking the tea, he wondered why he had never discovered this delight before; it was refreshing in the manner of spirits, setting off little thrills in his veins. After replacing the tea things with the money bag on her tray, she said gravely, ‘This is a whole twenty shilling in coin. I should rather one of you counted it with me.’

Peter rushed forwards, of course, forever springing to help a lady. Though this was no lady, in spite of her lace cap trimmed with green ribbon. He hoped his brother could distinguish that much, for he was already murmuring, ‘A pleasure. And most kind of you, dear girl.’

She glanced up at Peter’s fawning expression with that sweet smile. ‘Why, thank ’ee, sir.’ Then she lowered her eyes as if she were quite unused to the civility of gentlemen. Michael pictured her in the very different exchanges of the lower orders: scenes of cursing, scolding, degradation. She had a remarkably well formed body, and her face was as fair as that of a duchess. As for her eyes, they were bright and probing when they met his, seeming to seek entry to some hidden chamber within himself. Then there it was in her bold stare; a stinging jolt; an invisible connection. Discomfited, he rapidly turned away.

The next time he looked, a cascade of copper and silver tumbled across the tray. Quickly, Peter and the girl began counting as he looked on, watching the girl especially. Soon they had made neat piles of shillings: six, seven, eight. Peter passed her the pound note and she folded it reverentially, tucking it into the pocket in her skirts.

‘Seventeen shilling, eighteen shilling,’ she counted, her clean and graceful hands gathering and heaping. ‘Look. A black dog.’ She held it up for them to see the black-leaded forgery of a sixpence. ‘I’ll not count that, you gentlemen needn’t fret.’ She replaced the coin with a shiny one of her own. 

He glanced at the clock: it was almost half-past. ‘Hurry, can’t you?’

‘Nearly there, sir. Nineteen, and that is surely twenty.’ She stiffened, and raised her hand to cover her mouth. There was an awkward silence. ‘On my mother’s heart, there’s some mistake,’ she whimpered. ‘Why, it’s all wrong, there must be a half-crown more of coin here, at least.’ She grew flustered, checking each tottering pile so clumsily that she toppled a few, undoing all their careful work.

Just at this juncture a crash at the gates announced the arrival of the Manchester Flyer, scattering bystanders and spraying mud like a racing plough. The horses strained in their harnesses as the coachman drew hard on the reins. 

Peter tried to retrieve the situation. ‘If we quickly recount these twenty?’ he suggested. But the girl was too agitated to reason with. ‘I can’t account for it,’ she wailed. ‘I must have counted wrong. If I give you too much, I’ll be for it all right.’

She stared a moment at the untidy heaps. Suddenly she gathered them all together in a tumble of coins. ‘Oh, I am sorry, sirs; I wish I had never started. It’s more than my skin’s worth to lose a penny.’

Now the Flyer’s coachman had dismounted, and their fellow passengers eagerly pressed towards the carriage doors. The man at the head of the queue proffered the right fare and received a friendly salute from the coachman.

‘Peter, for goodness’ sake come on!’ He picked up his own bags and looked back impatiently over his shoulder.

‘Never mind, dear,’ Peter said. ‘Thank you for trying.’

‘Here, sir. Your pound note.’ She rummaged in the pocket of her skirts and pushed it back into his hand.

In the event, they had to wait to board the coach. A couple of youths clambered up on the roof, and were slow in hauling their bags up beside them. The old fellow in front of them fussed abominably over being parted from his portmanteau. Finally, Michael paid the coachman his nine and sixpence. He lingered to watch Peter pay, torn between wanting to see his younger brother humiliated and a desire to board at once.

‘What’s this for a lark?’ asked the coachman, holding Peter’s pound note aloft as if it were a filthy rag. ‘You think I don’t have no notion what a banknote looks like?’ Michael frowned, looking closely, and then saw it clear before his eyes. Instead of the copperplate inscription, Skipton Bank I promise to pay the bearer on demand One Pound, and the cashier’s freshly inked signature, the note bore all the signs of a forgery; the ink a crude blur, the motif ‘One pound’ a childish blot.

‘The girl!’ he shouted. Then, to Peter, ‘You damned idiot.’

Michael looked to where she had stood with her tray – of course she had gone. A bearded man selling clay pipes now stood in her place. Craning his neck, he saw she was no longer in the yard. 

‘Stay here with the bags until I return,’ he shouted at Peter. Consumed with fury, he shouldered his way to the gates, and from there, by great luck, he saw her running in the distance, a flurry of movement beneath a street lamp. He set off after her, his feet pounding the hard frost, feeling the same savage exhilaration as when he was a boy, hunting with his dog, careering after rats in the stables. 

His father’s money. It must be repaid. He could never admit to his father that Peter had been duped by a Manchester swindler – and a trollop of a woman at that. It was a matter of preserving his reputation. Careless of his boots slithering on the mud, he ran until a stitch jabbed his side, his gaze never leaving his quarry. She was moving fast, darting through pools of darkness but always emerging into murky lamplight. There were few other people abroad; only gaunt creatures shuffling close to the walls. 

Then two gentlemen emerged from a side alley, nearly colliding with him. He cried, ‘I have been robbed!’ and, enjoying the drama of his situation, pointed at the woman’s distant figure. When he set off again he could hear their footsteps behind him. He felt like the leader of a pack, his breath white vapour in the darkness. 

Rapid hoofbeats and a post-horn trumpeting the rapid trills of Clear the Road signalled the approach of the Manchester Flyer. Michael was forced to take refuge in a doorway and protect his eyes from the hail of dirt from the wheels. As it receded, he squinted up at its bulk, but of course Peter had not boarded without him. He looked once more for the woman, peering this way and that. Devil take her, she had vanished.

He had marked the spot of her last appearance with his eye, but when he reached it he stopped, perplexed. Before him stood an old shop: a ramshackle place with a wooden sign swinging over the door. His fellow pursuers arrived at his back, bending double and puffing hard. 

‘She’s gone,’ he said. ‘Disappeared into the air.’

The elder of the two gentlemen, who introduced himself as a magistrate, fetched a lantern and began to inspect the vicinity. The ancient shop sign bore a primitive design of a quill pen and an ape-faced angel with a sword. Squinting, he saw that it read ‘The Pen & Angel’. The tiny pool of light moved over a window displaying only curling, ancient paper behind its dirty pane. Then, he spotted a narrow opening that he had earlier thought to be a drainpipe. Approaching the ginnel, he saw it was barely a few feet wide. Alerting his companions, he slid his body between its walls, and was instantly so cold that he might have fallen underground. Coal black darkness enveloped him; he was forced to reach out with fingers, simultaneously recoiling from the oozing slime. He groped his way forward, fearing each step might betray him into a pit or sewer. With great relief, he emerged into a gloomy yard, from which the only exit was an unobtrusive door in a blank brick wall. When he tried the door, it opened. 

He had expected some sort of wretched warren. Instead, he found himself inside the loveliest of mansions, in a salon lit with coloured lights reflected by gilded mirrors. At the centre of the chequerboard floor rose a fountain. Picking up one from a row of glasses on the stand, he drank thirstily, and was astonished to find that the fountain ran with wine. As if in a marvellous dream, he wandered into a parlour where a half-dozen women lounged beneath crystal girandoles, dressed in flimsy silks. He could see at once, from their hot glances and painted pouts, that they were as wanton as the Devil. He could smell them, too: a fecund dampness beneath their ratafia scent.

He inquired where the girl with the green-ribboned cap had gone, and a plump whore giggled. ‘Mary?’ she said, and pointed up the stairs.

For a long while he explored silent corridors lined with doors: all very fine, but as gloomy as sin from a paucity of candles. He would have given up, only his boot struck what he fancied was a dog crouching on the stair. As he reached out he touched a mop of soft hair. A child in a nightgown, no more than eight years old, cringed back from him against the wall, whimpering like an infant. Just then the ceiling creaked. Footsteps sounded above his head; there was something so furtive about them that he knew they belonged to his quarry. The ceiling creaked again. Forgetting the child, he ran up the narrow stairs and through a door. Outside, he halted to breathe in the clean cold air of the night. 

He was standing on a flat roof, where neglected washing hung as hard as boards across sagging lines. His feet slid unsteadily over twinkling frost as he searched behind ghostly laundry. With a clattering crack, he knocked over a stool. In response, he heard a sharp, female breath. He lifted a bed sheet that glittered and burned his fingers with cold. The girl stood against a high wall, unable to retreat any further. 

‘Here. Take it.’ Her voice was different, almost refined, a breathless whisper. She threw the pound note at him and it fluttered lazily to the ground. Her eyes were fixed upon him, very wide and bright. ‘Now let me go free.’

He picked up the note and stuck it in his waistcoat. ‘Why should I?’ he asked. ‘You stole it.’ His breath was still hot from the chase; his throat painful. 

At first she didn’t answer. Her cloak had fallen open and her skin looked icy white in the moonlight; she was panting like a hart at bay. Then her eyes met his, with a penetrating recognition that slashed through every layer of his earnest respectability. 

‘Why should you?’ she said slowly. ‘Because that pound is nothing to you. Because I know what you are after.’

Later, he understood she knew him better than he did himself. ‘If you let me go. No one need ever know about you,’ she said very softly and the unspoken words thrilled him. Then, in the light of the frosty stars, he saw her smile. It was not such a sweet smile now. A fierce and wanton smile.

Her pale hand reached for her skirt edge and lifted it to her knees. A white stocking. It was impossible to prevent his manhood from rising at the prospect. Her face was entirely fixed upon his, entirely commanding. He strode to her and grasped her skirt in his fist, and the cloth felt fired up with an unearthly force, like an electric charge that galvanised his whole body. His sigh emerged as a groan.

She had discovered him. However courageously he battled to maintain his high moral manner to the world, this strumpet knew him better. Not for him the simpering misses whose coy glances Peter chased; he liked a bold woman best of all. Why, here in Manchester, if he had only managed to free himself of Peter, he had glimpsed some wild creatures that had thrilled his very being. Next time, he had vowed to himself, he would travel alone.

There followed an interval in which he scarcely believed his senses. Somewhere in the recesses of his mind he had comprehended what she was from the moment he saw her. Desire ignited inside him like gunpowder. 

‘There they are!’ came a cry from the doorway. ‘Catch her quick!’

Damn their eyes! It was the two gentlemen, with a constable. He sprang back and battled to recollect himself, then lifted the pound note, like a trophy. 

‘Proof,’ he said, his voice still thick. ‘I caught her red-handed.’ The men rushed up and congratulated him; he felt himself to be a hero. But it was a poor sort of balm to his recent pitch of excitement, for he still felt queasy and itchy about the loins.

The constable took the girl roughly by the arm. 

‘No, I beg you,’ she wailed.

‘Sir,’ the constable interrupted. ‘Will you bear witness in court that this young woman stole a pound note from you?’

‘From my brother,’ he corrected. 

‘I will hang for it, sir. Look to your conscience,’ she cried. ‘Think of it. All on your word. And I gave it back at once,’ she appealed to them all. ‘He knows it was an honest mistake!’

He couldn’t look at her again without shame inflaming him. He violently wished the other men would disappear. He could have been indulged as he wished, and then he might have returned triumphantly to Peter with the pound note. It scarcely mattered that they had missed the coach. They could have travelled tomorrow and no one been the wiser.

Yet still he could save her from the gallows and agree he had made a mistake. Damn this crowd of onlookers. But the girl, was she not very wicked, would she not continue her tricks on other men? She was shameless. She had discovered him. He had been on the cusp of revealing his lewdest, most sinful self.

‘Please sir, don’t be living with the murdering of me. Don’t have it on your conscience!’ She was struggling in the constable’s grasp, trying to throw herself down on her knees before him. 

He tucked the pound note back in his pocket. ‘I’ll bear witness,’ he said, and he let them congratulate him all the way down to the constable’s office.
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Greaves to Delafosse Hall

September 1792

   

   ~ To Make A Bride Cake ~

Take four pounds of fine flour, four pounds of butter, two pounds of loaf sugar; add a quarter ounce of mace and the same of nutmegs. To every pound add eight eggs. Pick and dry four pounds of currants, blanch a pound of sweet almonds, a pound of citron, a pound of candied orange, the same of candied lemon, half a pint of brandy. Work the butter to a cream with your hand, then beat in your sugar a quarter of an hour. Beat the egg whites to a strong froth and mix in, then your flour and mace and nutmeg, keeping beating it well till your oven is ready, put in your brandy and currants and almonds. Tie three sheets of paper around the bottom of your hoop, rub well with butter and put your cake in. Lay your sweetmeats in three lays with cake betwixt every lay. It will take three hours baking. 

The Experienced English Housekeeper, Mrs Raffald, 1772





   

   

   

   

   My wedding plans took on a vital life of their own: money was laid out, our new home secured, and the ceremony arranged by the Croxons. I knew I should have felt unalloyed joy, but instead a sick apprehension struck me in my moments of leisure. Why are you not happy, you fool, I chided myself, when you are leaving Wood Street at last? You must remember that no one on earth could make you more wretched than Father.

The day arrived, and with it the most irrevocable step of my life. As Michael and I walked arm-in-arm to the carriage, I caught a glimpse of the two of us in a pier glass in the Croxons’ hallway. Michael, absorbed in inward thoughts, appeared as pallid and nervous as any groom of tradition, though infinitely more fashionable in his ivory coat, his hair artfully tousled. I stooped beside him in my over-frilled gown and ridiculous feathers. Instead of wearing my beloved crucifix, I wore a cameo lent to me by Mrs Croxon, who thought my lengthy mourning unhealthy. In secret however, I wore the crucifix sewn into my stays, a comfort against my heart.

The old saying that every lass is a beauty on her wedding day had not come true for me. My nervous rash had cruelly spread, erupting in a scattering of tiny pimples. And my wavy brown hair did not, as Mrs Croxon’s maid had promised, look as lovely as a goddess’s; only rather silly, in a high mass of hot-ironed curls. From the midst of all my fine lace and feathers, I saw the tautness of great strain reflected back at me.

As for the ceremony, I made the responses in a whisper, glad to have my back towards the eyes of the congregation. There had been rumours of objections to my Dissenting creed, so I held my breath as the parson asked if anyone knew of an impediment to our marriage and was met with silence. When he spoke of how a man must cleave unto his wife as one flesh, I blushed at the thought of our wedding night. I will make him love me, I swore to myself, flexing my hand to admire the gold ring that glowed hopefully on my finger.



After the service, we crowded into the vestry and signed our names in the Parish Book: mine for the last time, Miss Grace Moore. Michael signed his name swiftly, almost scribbling it, then lifted his head and cast a sober glance towards his father, who smiled benevolently in return. 

A little awkwardness followed. I went to my new husband’s side and took his hand.

‘I am so happy,’ I whispered.

‘Good,’ he replied gruffly. ‘But this formality, when will it end?’

Did he mean that he wished to be alone with me? I would soon learn my husband’s ways, I reassured myself. I wanted to shield him from the smallest irritation.

‘My dear,’ I said, smoothly, ‘it will soon be over.’

Michael shook his head rapidly; it was almost a shudder. ‘Oh, for some fresh air! What time will it all be finished?’ 

‘After the wedding breakfast.’

‘What time, I asked?’ 

I flinched. ‘I shall ask your mother.’

I found that our hour of departure was one o’clock. Obediently, I hurried back to his side and repeated the information. Love and obey, that was what I had sworn. I am a new being, I repeated, a wife to this man, with his commanding moods. 

Back at Huxley House, Michael led me on his arm into the dining room, to a chorus of polite applause. Beside the minister, only my father was not of the Croxon household. The room had been decked with late-blooming roses that cast up a sugary glasshouse scent. Yet amongst the profusion of china and silver, the atmosphere was one of flamboyance, rather than celebration. Mrs Croxon announced that we should eat ‘exactly the Bill of Fare as given by a most genteel Countess at Bath’. I had no appetite for sardines in mustard, creamed oats and kidneys, for I had a stomach full of butterflies, as my mother had called my fits of nerves. Michael too was restless and ate little, emptying his glass and ignoring his plate. The centrepiece was of course the bride cake, now crowned with the tester bed, painted in lurid crimson and gold. I worried how Michael might receive this, but he was too bewitched by the bottom of his glass. Saving us from the usual coarse allusions, the parson raised his glass and made the toast: ‘Here’s to the bride cake. The fruit for fertility, white sugar for purity, all the gay favours, and brandy to bless the bride.’

This prompted my father to propose a toast of Lancashire posset. I quailed at the approach of the egg-thickened liquor in its double-handed pot, and when I raised it to my lips I could not swallow it. It is only wedding nerves, I told myself, all the time fiercely aware of the heat from Michael’s body, only inches away from my own bare arm. I wished very much that he would turn to me, speak confidingly, and ease my mind. But he is suffering too, I told myself. Once we are alone, we will share our confidences as lovers do. Then, to my dismay, my father started up a ribald tale of a notorious rustic wedding. Michael began to fidget and rock his leg in annoyance. Be silent, I prayed, throwing my father fierce looks. By the time his tale reached its rambling conclusion, the bride and groom were blessed by seven children in as many years. My father laughed loudly, but alone. Mrs Croxon looked at her husband and ostentatiously winced.

My new brother-in-law, Peter, who I had by then marked as generally provoking, said light-heartedly, ‘At that rate of production, Michael, you may soon justify such an excessively grand establishment as Delafosse Hall.’

Michael stopped swinging his leg and stiffened. ‘Must you always lower the tone to your own base level? Even on my wedding day?’

Peter gave a shrug and looked to his mother.

‘Michael,’ his mother entreated. ‘It is only harmless teasing.’

I kept my own face blank, only stared at the shards of sugar bedclothes lying broken on my plate.

‘Well, I do not reckon it harmless,’ he snapped. ‘Besides, you have not even seen Delafosse Hall. It is no larger than the owner of any rising business requires. And unlike some, I shall be working damned hard—’

‘Is that an invitation?’ Peter interrupted gaily. ‘There is an assembly at Earlby tonight. I know, I shall ride with you, and stay at the George. Then tomorrow I might call on you and take a look at Delafosse Hall.’

‘You shall not! You are not—’

‘Michael,’ his mother chided. ‘Such squabbling! Just like little boys.’

‘Mother,’ Michael turned to her, his face stricken, ‘even on my wedding day Peter jibes at me. You must be blind not to see it.’

‘Michael!’ Mr Croxon slapped the table, making crockery tremble. ‘Your mother has taken great trouble for you today. And, Peter—’ With a sharp look, he rid Peter of his smirk, ‘show proper respect for your brother.’ Then he considered. ‘Yet surely if Peter rode up, he might call on you and report back your safe arrival. Might he not, Michael?’ 

The air around Michael prickled uncomfortably. Why could I not be left alone with my new husband? 

‘Michael?’ Mr Croxon repeated.

With ill grace Michael nodded at Peter and mumbled his agreement. The remainder of the meal passed in silence, save for the clinking of china, and noisy gulping as my father attacked the ready supply of spirits.



Once the carriage had swung out of the drive I tried to revive the morning’s celebratory mood, and made every effort to ignore Peter, who was trotting on his horse just beside us. I turned to Michael. ‘It was a beautiful ceremony.’

He attempted a thin smile. ‘Was it? I am glad it is over.’

‘As am I.’ I took his hand in mine, but he did not return my caress. 

‘Please don’t,’ he said, with startling candour, laying my hand back on the seat. ‘I am sorry, Grace. I am in extraordinary low spirits today. I cannot bear this – play-acting.’

‘Play-acting?’ 

‘Pretending that the marriage is anything but a business alliance.’ He made a dismissive gesture with his hand.

My lips parted, but no words emerged. He might have struck me a blow with his fists; all the air was suddenly knocked from my lungs.

‘Come now, I have married you. That is what you wanted, is it not? I have done my duty. As you saw today, my parents are satisfied. As for my brother,’ he said scornfully, ‘he is overcome with envy.’ He craned to see where Peter suffered in a flurry of rain. 

‘Michael,’ I began, with a great effort, ‘I – care for you. It is more than a – business alliance to me.’

He dropped his chin into his palm and stared sullenly out of the window like a thwarted child. Then suddenly he spoke, addressing his words to the empty seat opposite.

‘Surely you all have what you want by now? Yet still you place this strain on me. First Peter, and now you?’ His long fingers pressed his brow, as if he bore the burdens of the world. ‘I have met my obligation and I refuse to be complained of.’ Raking his fingers through his hair, he twisted a curl. ‘And we will be rich, which I am assured always makes life more pleasant.’

For a long time I stared from my own window, disappointment enfeebling me. 

‘But Michael,’ I exclaimed in a disconsolate tone I immediately regretted; ‘now we have made our vows before God – surely we have every hope of growing closer? You said you needed me. That you had hope for the future?’

‘Did I?’ he said dully. ‘I cannot remember it today. Tomorrow I may feel differently. Do not look at me like that. You may as well comprehend your situation from the first.’ He turned to me, with a hard expression. ‘Listen. Before we arrive, it will be easier if you rid yourself of any novelettish notions of marriage. I am sorry, but that is how it is. That is my final word.’ Then, turning to the window, he announced abruptly, ‘Here is Stone Edge. The horses must halt at the top.’

The carriage was climbing slowly upwards, into a dreary brown moorland naked of vegetation. Above us stood a cliff of limestone rising almost to the lowering clouds. Outside, the coachman cracked his whip as the carriage swayed, then slowly climbed up the road that snaked to the top of the Edge. As we made the vertiginous climb I felt my own hopes were left abandoned far below on the plain. With much groaning of axles we reached the top, where I peered over the fearful precipice rather than at my husband’s face. Michael had broken his word. I was not mistaken; he had told me he wanted me, that I gave him hope. A business alliance? It was too cruel.

In time I was roused from dejection by our arrival at an inn, a tumbledown heap of grey stone with a low slate roof. As I dismounted, I read the swinging inn sign: The Long Drop, blazoned with a crude flagon and a pair of hanging legs. Inside, I allowed myself to be fussed over by the landlady, and led to an ancient settle, where I huddled over the fire, miserably sipping tea. The landlady halted beside me, a clutch of empty tankards in her hand.

‘Delafosse Hall, mistress? I never heard that old place had been refashioned.’

‘Refashioned?’ I was too upset to converse.

‘I always heard it was fallen to ruin after the last folk went and died. But I reckon that must be another place I’m thinking on.’

I smiled tightly, and, for the first time, asked myself what I knew about my future home. What was it my father-in-law had said? It had been empty a while and would need work to bring it back to its best condition. I glanced up at Michael, who stood at the counter, while Peter sat apart, drinking in a corner. Though Michael had visited the place, I recollected no intelligence of the Hall’s condition. 

Observing Michael talking loudly with the coachman, I discovered that there is a loneliness far greater than that of a solitary spinster; that of the unheeded half of a newly wedded couple. Now he began to address a band of rough-clothed men who supped their ale in a silent huddle. 

‘I shall be setting up a cotton-spinning mill at Whitelow,’ he announced, surveying the ragtag company. ‘Soon there will be plenty of yarn for all of you, and work for your children. Good, paying work.’ 

When his words met only silence, he shuffled uncomfortably and added, ‘What say you to that?’

A grey-headed man rose uncertainly and pulled off his cap. ‘Thank’ee kindly, master. We be much obliged to you.’ Then he sat down and raised his tankard.

Michael grinned and called for the landlord to pour the man a drink. But as this was being performed, another voice cried out from a gloomy corner: ‘We look after us own trade here. Doff our caps to no one. An’ dinna’ share us profits neither.’ A chorus of supporting jeers rose from the shadows.

‘Who is that? Stand up and be known,’ Michael demanded, sounding suddenly a boy amongst men. I craned my neck to see who had spoken, but the men by the chimney made no reply save for snorts of laughter. 

‘Speak up,’ Michael demanded. ‘What objection can you hold to the new mill?’

‘All that yarn’ll bring prices down,’ called an unseen voice.

‘And increase trade overall, to Britain’s benefit,’ Michael insisted.

‘To the benefit of your pockets, more like. While us children lose life and limb in them infernal machines.’

Another chorus of approval rose from the chimney corner.

‘Don’t take no notice of them, sir,’ the landlord remonstrated. 

‘Damned insolence. Thinking to challenge me on questions of trade. They will work for me soon enough. Especially when we sell our yarn over their heads.’

Peter glanced up from his tankard; I saw a smirk on his face and detested him for it.

When the ostler announced that the horses were ready, I rose to join Michael. As I crossed the room, I felt the occupants of the inn subject us all to scrutiny; and when I looked up, I saw a gaggle of men whose eyes looked very white against their dirty faces, watching us like a negro servant I had once seen, attending his mistress with ill-disguised contempt.



It was dusk when we arrived at Earlby village. For the last hour Michael had been asleep. In my sketchbook I drew Michael’s portrait, capturing his boyish repose. Then the light failed, and in a kind of anguish I recalled my anxious but hopeful state only that morning. In a single afternoon I felt myself grown old and weary. As Michael finally stirred, I stifled a wish that he might sleep on for ever, like a bewitched captive, then scolded myself for my disloyalty. I tidied my appearance, pulling my bonnet over my flattened curls. The day had been a great strain to both of us, I was sure that was the cause. With luck all would be well on the morrow. 

I could see little of Earlby save a paltry few rows of stone dwellings. At the George Inn Peter came to the window and took his leave, disappearing beneath the hostelry arch. From its broad windows, lamplight cast golden pools onto the cobbles, and the sound of revelry reached our ears. Then we two were alone, nearing our journey’s end.

There was no view of the house as we plunged into a gap between high stone walls. Instead, a great mass of trees surrounded us, scratching the roof and tapping at the windows with scraping fingers. I heard the coachman curse as he coaxed the horses forward, the carriage lamp throwing light onto a tangle of twisted branches. In time the wheels left the leaf-muffled drive and bumped across noisy cobbles. A looming darkness rose above the carriage: a cliff of blackness, as startling as the plateau of Stone Edge. 

Only as I alighted did I finally get a view of the Hall. In the small glow of the carriage lamp, I was startled to see that its walls were moving; rippling as if alive, like a membrane steadily breathing in and out. Slowly I connected the movement with the sound of sighing exhalation that surrounded us, and taking a few unsteady steps towards the house, I reached out and felt a mass of dry, spiky leaves. When the breeze again lifted, the mass of creeper hissed mournfully again. It will be like living in the heart of a great wood, I told myself. Then a servant with a lamp came forward, and the walls moved again, as if in whispered greeting. 

Carefully, I stepped inside a narrow wicket cut into the massive entrance doorway. It had been chilly in the carriage, but inside the building the cold of ancient stones rose up from uneven paving flags. 

‘Come along inside, mistress, master. I’ve a fire lit in the Great Hall.’ Michael followed the woman’s bent shape, yawning. What little I could comprehend of the entrance recalled an ancient chapel suddenly opened after centuries of neglect; being both airless and sourly damp. The servant’s candle led to what I later knew as Delafosse’s famed Jacobean staircase, a glory of carved oak peacocks, angels, and other strange devices. Naturally I saw nothing of that on my arrival, only heard beams groan like a galleon’s timbers at sea, and felt the stair treads dangerously warped beneath my feet. The vast space of the stairwell above me was invisible then, but I had a sensation of dust and cobwebs and tiny unseen beings. To my dismay we emerged from a first-floor landing into a second hall as vast as a church and also acrid with decay. At the far end, a fireplace taller than a man held a blazing fire that sent shadows chasing around walls hung with indistinct paintings and tapestries. The firelight hinted at the hammer-beam roof far above us, as black-ribbed as a decayed leviathan.

‘Fetch Mrs Harper at once,’ Michael demanded. 

The servant halted, her back bent, in the red glow of the fire.

‘She’s gone, master. Up and gone last week with never a word.’

‘Gone? Damn the woman. Have any other servants been recruited?’

The servant turned a frail face towards us, her eyes shining like beads in the firelight.

‘No one else never come to work here, master. There be only me.’ 

Michael swiftly established that Mrs Harper had left since his last visit, and had taken her guinea advance of salary with her.

‘What is your name?’ I asked. 

‘Nan Homefray, mistress. I was took on by her ladyship a long age past.’

Michael drew a chair up to the fire and rubbed his eyes. I dragged my own chair into the circle of light to join him. ‘Nan, I am sure we can arrange matters in the morning. Meanwhile, is there any supper to be had?’

‘Only what I ’as,’ the woman said. ‘Nowt good enough for you, mistress.’

‘I am sure it is. Please fetch hot food and drink at once.’

Supper, when it arrived, did indeed look paltry: a pottage of nettles, potatoes and onions. 

‘I cannot eat this beggarly stuff.’ Michael slammed his dish down and drew closer to the fire, applying a poker to a jug of ale. But I ate my supper gratefully, for it was good plain food, deliciously fragrant with herbs.

‘A man just come with these for you, master,’ Nan announced, shuffling back in for our dishes. She passed Michael two letters that he impatiently held up to a candle. ‘This one is for you,’ he said.

I took the letter and saw it bore Anne’s handwriting. Opening the seal, I found the usual good wishes one might send a newly married woman. ‘I trust you are enjoying every measure of the nuptial bliss you so keenly anticipated . . .’ It was impossible to contemplate a suitable reply. Perhaps tomorrow I could make an answer, omitting all but the bare fact of the wedding?

Puzzling over my letter, I failed at first to notice Michael’s curious behaviour. He had carried a candle over to the far wall, and was peering fixedly at the second letter. 

‘Good news, I hope?’ 

He looked at me. ‘It is of no consequence,’ he said, pushing it into his pocket. 

I continued to watch him as he stood beside the candle in a sort of dream. Even in the poor light, I noticed a blank rigidity to his manner. 

‘Come here, and drink your ale while it is hot. I suppose we must explore by candlelight. I wonder if Nan has lit a fire upstairs?’

He started back towards me; then halted, pacing back to the candle he had left by the wall. Opening the letter, he read it once again.

‘It’s from Peter. A matter requires my urgent attention.’

‘Now? Surely not. Will tomorrow not do?’

Sweeping back to the fireside, he picked up his boots and began to dress for a journey. ‘I may not be back tonight. Do not wait up for me.’

‘Michael!’ If I had been disappointed earlier in the day, it was nothing to the plunging sensation I now felt in my chest. ‘No. Please don’t leave me here alone.’ I was upset, yes, not only at the strangeness of the place but also at the unthinkable insult to me, his bride. 

He continued to dress with exaggerated precision, then turned to me, his jaw tight. ‘I must make one thing very clear. I will do as I will.’ His manner was so remote towards me that he seemed quite another person. 

I found myself standing up, my breath shallow. The stone flags beneath my wedding shoes felt unsteady, but I stood firm. 

‘Don’t leave me here. Take me with you.’ Before I could see the effect of this remark, my husband turned and marched out of the chamber. A few moments later the great door slammed, and I crouched on a stool before the fire, hating the letter that had arrived with such ill-timing, hating Peter for summoning him – but most of all hating the sickening sensation I was left with, of bitter disenchantment and curdled love.







11

Delafosse Hall

September 1792

   

    ~ Wild Rosehip Preserve ~

Take your rosehips from your wild dog rose or eglantine when as big as cherries, and boil in fair water till they be soft, first pulling out the seeds, then strain them and weigh the same of sugar. Boil your sugar with a little water till it candies. Meanwhile heat your rosehips over the fire with sour barberry juice; stir them both together and let it boil up to a pink jelly. Put in your pots to keep and eat as you will.

As told by Nan Homefray, her best way



   

   
   
   
   I listened for Michael all through that wretched night, but he did not come home. In my fancy, such a vast and antique residence as Delafosse Hall sprang to life at night, its timbers creaking like old bones as they bent and twisted in restless dreams. In my darkest hours I was convinced I heard Michael’s step on the stair, but each time I roused myself and coaxed the fire back to life, I found I was mistaken. The wind rose, whistling through the canopy of dry leaves; shaking and tormenting them so that a hundred leaf-points tapped insistently against the window panes. Only in the lull before dawn did I at last fall into deep sleep, curled on a lumpy sofa.

I woke with my neck cricked and my limbs as cold as marble. The great fire had died down to ashes, and the dirty windows leaked pallid grey into the room. I paced about, trying to warm myself, eyeing blackened portraits of dead strangers. I was an interloper, a misfit in that dreary place. 

Then a sudden sense of opportunity struck me; that while Michael was away, I might act as I wished. Pulling my shawl tightly about me, I set off to look around my new home.

There was a breathless hush inside Delafosse Hall, a quality of silence that cautioned me to tiptoe from room to room. I winced as my shoes pattered on bare flags, and lifted groaning latches. How many years had the Hall lain empty, I wondered, the stones settling ever deeper into the earth and the shadows gathering undisturbed? Retracing my way to the top of the flamboyant staircase I found a suite of grand rooms fronting the Hall, scattered with ponderous furniture draped in sheets furred with dust. Tapestries sagged on the walls, riddled by ragged moth holes. I was dismayed by the gloom, but soon noticed its source was the mass of foliage obscuring a good part of the sunlight. With the windows cleared and cleaned, and a great deal of soap and hot water, I believed these rooms might one day be made comfortable again. I pictured them with new furnishings and a gathering of happy company around the fire. Then weariness struck me, to think of all these great tasks I must undertake alone.

Turning a corner I found myself in a jewel of a room, a long gallery of beautiful proportions. It was perhaps one hundred feet in length, lined in carved pale oak now warped and swollen. The light fell inside through a series of cracked and undulating diamond panes, quite lovely to behold. I half-closed my eyes, feeling I ought to see the ghosts of another age, promenading in ruffs and doublets. No one appeared, but I did feel a disturbance in the motes of dust that glittered in the pearly light. 

I wandered to the pink marble fireplace; listening to tiny feet scurrying behind the oak wainscot. In the hearth lay a dead young rook with a beady yellow eye and broken wings. I caught sight of myself in a tarnished mirror; frowning and pale, my gown creased from sleep, my curls an unpinned mess. Again I felt myself an intruder, a harbinger of change in a realm that did not want me. 

A door led on from the gallery, carved with creatures of myth, the largest being the Blair head of an angel. I passed inside and groped at the curtains to raise some light. It was a room of curiosities, dominated by glass cabinets displaying armour, peculiar stones, and relics. The pre-eminent display was an ornamented sword laid on faded crimson silk. Studying the medals and citations hung about the walls I understood it was a sort of shrine to a young man whose portrait hung above the fireplace in oils. He was an assured character, his arm draped over the back of his chair, his dark eyes challenging the spectator from beneath heavy brows. Although he was a fine figure in his red military coat, he was not to my taste as a gentleman. Lieutenant Ashe Moncrieff had won honours against the French near Quebec. His name meant nothing to me, but when I calculated the date of his death at only twenty-eight years old, I sympathised with this forgotten tribute. 

Closing the door gently, I climbed a further flight of stairs. There I found smaller, more intimate quarters. I claimed a parlour for myself containing an ornate white fireplace that needed only the clearing of birds’ nests and chimney plaster. A dry chamber with good oak shelves was perfect for Michael’s study, and beyond that lay a turret room with a few ancient leather-bound books to begin a library. I wandered on, up and down odd sets of steps and into corridors that sometimes ended in heaps of plaster. As the house unfolded, possibilities presented themselves; images of new life flickered unsteadily in my mind. Great strength of will would be needed, I knew that, but when I interrogated my doubts, the answer came back again and again – I will do it. I will rouse this house and return it to life. 

Auspiciously, I next found a charming bedchamber, dominated by a carved four-poster bed on which fresh linen had recently been laid. Why, I wondered, had Nan not told us about these preparations for our arrival? I fingered the crewel-work coverlet, a garden of chain-stitched tulips; though faded by time, it felt warm. Framed seascapes hung on the walls, sun-bleached curtains cascaded from grand pelmets, a brass clock ticked on the mantelpiece. It was the perfect backdrop to the married love I was still hopeful of kindling. 

I stood very still, puzzling over the room’s quality of recent occupation: the bedclothes were not quite straight, and the layer of dust on the dresser bore signs of objects having been moved upon it. 

I resolved to ask Nan about it, and moved on, up the final flight of stairs to the attics. Above my head glimmered a vast dome draped with years of matted cobwebs. Here was a warren of dormitories and storerooms, some running with water from breaches in the roof. Yet at the front of the house I found a room that completely entranced me, high in the eaves, so the windows were clear of smothering leaves. Sparse and square, there were signs it had once been a sewing room, and if cleaned, the windows would be flooded with light. At its centre was a stained table and decayed chairs. My own studio, I murmured, picturing my paints and brushes laid out neatly, and myself undisturbed at my work. Here was hope, I thought. Here was the promise of pleasure and painting. Somehow, within this half-ruined edifice, I would make a new life.


*


I found Nan down on the ground floor, in a kitchen bristling with spits and roasting irons. She had made her own tiny quarters there: a few modest feet around a time-polished armchair. I stretched my hands before the flames, and then looked quickly away from the still-surprising band of gold on my finger. 

‘You hear her, then?’ Nan asked, setting out a breakfast of oatcakes and potted hare. ‘Old Dorcas? Some say she paces the house in her bare feet.’

‘You mean Lady Blair? I thought she was dead.’ I helped myself to spoonfuls of velvety red rosehip jelly.

‘Aye, she may be dead, but she cannot settle, that one.’

‘Have you heard her, Nan?’

‘Not me mistress. But then me lugholes in’t the best. It’s the young ’uns as allus say they hear her, pacing back and for’ard on them creaking boards.’

I had an unpleasant memory of what I had thought were Michael’s footsteps in the night, but dismissed it as nonsense. 

‘I think they must be teasing you, Nan.’

‘P’raps so. Owt to take a rest from their labours.’

She took my plate but I felt disinclined to leave the cheery fire.

‘So was she an unhappy woman?’

‘She was that. Toward the end she’d wander in her shift, her white hair hanging to her waist, searching high and low for Mr Ashe.’

‘The lieutenant in the painting? I saw that extraordinary room.’

‘Aye, well. She sent him packing, and next thing she hears, he’s gone and got himself killed in some foreign battle.’

‘A tragedy.’

‘It were that, mistress. She never rightly recovered her senses.’

‘And what about you, Nan? Why were you left alone here?’ 

‘Well, when her ladyship went and died and they all gone away, I got no place to go to but here, see. So I shifted for meself, took what Mother Nature provides: mushrooms and berries and simples, and what eggs the chickens lay. Come Christmas and Harvest some church folk brings me a bag of oats or sugar, and I stumbles on the odd creature what goes in the pot. Only been me and the spiders here, all these years. Watching and waiting and shifting for ourselves.’

‘But surely someone else has been living here? One of the back bedchambers has signs of occupation.’

‘Oh, that were Mrs Harper.’

‘In a family room? Are there not housekeeper’s quarters?’

An indignant expression twisted the old woman’s mouth. ‘I’m not telling tales if I tell you she were always complaining, that one. Said the housekeeper’s room didn’t suit, so she just up and shifted herself to the best chamber. Then that were no good neither: said she heard noises in the night. And I’ll tell you now, I smelled spirits on her. Then she took her guinea piece and off she scarpered.’

‘Well, I’m glad she has gone. But now I need to replace her. I’ll find help for you, Nan, be assured of it.’

‘Thank ’ee, mistress.’ She did not look entirely persuaded as she nodded her grubby cap, the twin lappets dangling past her chin. ‘And the master, will he be wanting his breakfast?’

I brushed the crumbs from my gown into the fire. ‘There is no need to concern yourself about the master,’ I said shortly. ‘He wants nothing yet. Now does this door lead outside?’

I continued my explorations in a cobbled yard overlooked by broken doors and cracked windows. Pushing open a swollen door into a storeroom, I found a stream running across paving stones and a carpet of slippery green moss. My explorations took me beneath a gateway surmounted by a clock face, standing with hands fixed permanently at eleven o’clock. Beyond stood derelict stables; then the park opened up in an undulating vista, reaching all the way to a swathe of deep forest on the horizon. In the distance was the twinkle of the river that I realised must border my own land at Whitelow. The grass was knee-high and speckled with late buttercups, but I was transported by that first sight of the Delafosse estate. In its situation alone, the Croxons had chosen our new home well. I dreamed for a moment of myself and Michael making a great fortune, and no longer renting Delafosse Hall but owning every inch of it, my inheritance spinning gold from cotton. Turning back to view the Hall I took a sharp breath; it was as massive and ancient as a child’s dream of a castle, the bulk of its walls carpeted in greenery, the diamond-leaded windows sparkling in picturesque stone mullions. True, the barley-twist chimneys leaned askew, and the roofs sagged beneath the weight of years, but the shell of it was magnificent. It cast a strange possessive mood upon me. I remembered Michael’s irritation at the house the previous night, and his eagerness to leave. Somehow I had to entice Michael into this shared dream of a happy life here, beside me. 

Determined to explore the park, I followed the nearest path. After walking through a deep wood for a good while I emerged into the sunlight by a round hill surmounted by a two-storey tower. A hunting lodge, Mrs Croxon had called it, but I thought it more a folly. It had a fantastical quality, with four miniature turrets, each topped with a verdigris-tarnished dome. Above the doorway stood a sundial drawn upon a disc representing a blazing sun. It was embellished with a script I thought might be Latin: FERREA VIRGA EST, UMBRATILIS MOTUS. I wondered whether Michael might know the meaning, or Anne’s husband perhaps. As for the sundial’s accuracy, the morning light was too weak to cast a line of shadow. 

The tower door swung open at my touch. Inside, it was as neglected as the other outbuildings, the cobwebs studded with flies like beaded veils. There was little to inspect on the ground floor, so I climbed the narrow corkscrew stair. It was an unsettling experience, like entering the spiral chamber of a shell, and it took longer than I anticipated to reach the light above. The upper storey was better lit by four broad oriel windows. A grotesque chandelier, made of branching deer antlers, hung from the ceiling, and a few scabrous fox and deer heads decorated the walls. Here was some decayed furniture: a few chairs, a couch, a broken card table. Disliking hunting and its celebration of slaughter, I determined to look at the rooftop and then leave. A second spiral plunged me into darkness as I groped my way upward with hands outstretched. Finally, I emerged outdoors. The wind had started to bluster, and when I peered over the low balustrade I was surprised at how high I stood above the ground, and how low the balustrade lay at my feet.

A metallic jingling alerted me to movement below. Crossing silently to the far side of the roof, I spied a horse tethered to a tree, but no rider. I listened hard, and heard someone moving noisily below me. I cannot say why, but I felt a powerful instinct to keep myself hidden. Standing at the low doorway where the stairs emerged, I listened. 

Suddenly the top of a head with bronze curls appeared in the doorway and the strain of my long night’s waiting overcame me. 

‘Michael! How could you leave me like that?’ I ran towards him and buried my face in his shirtfront. I cannot recollect what else I mumbled, some of it furious, but no doubt some of it weak and shameful. Firm hands reached out, pushing me gently away.

‘Grace, it is I – Peter.’

Peter’s boyish features were flushed with embarrassment. Instantly I jerked away and turned my back to him. My face was hot with shame. ‘What in heaven’s name are you doing here? Is it any surprise I thought you were Michael?’ I was so mortified I wished I could run away. 

‘I am sorry—’ he began.

‘Sorry?’ Fury overwhelmed my disappointment. ‘Did you call Michael away? It was you, wasn’t it? Have you seen him?’

He took a step backwards, lost for a reply. Then reluctantly, he nodded. ‘I did see him.’

‘Is he home yet?’ 

Looking at the ground, he said in a low tone, ‘I left him at the inn.’

‘Why? Why is he still at the inn?’

‘He was rather foxed.’ He met my eye, then slid his gaze back to the ground. ‘But I’m sure he will be home soon. I can understand your being alarmed.’ An attempt at sympathy was written on his boyish features. ‘Listen, Grace. Michael does not make it easy—’

I shook my head. ‘I will not listen to excuses. What are you doing here in any case?’ 

‘I called at the house, but there was no one in to receive me. I decided to look about before riding home. Truly, I did not intend to alarm you.’

I could not look at him, but said to the floor, ‘I must go back now.’ I was suddenly desperate to be at home when Michael returned. ‘And you should leave,’ I added unpleasantly.

Peter returned obediently to his horse, but picked up the reins to lead it, insisting on walking beside me. All the way back I didn’t speak. Slowly the house came into view, and I looked for signs of Michael’s return.

‘What on earth were my parents thinking, sending you to this tumbledown pile?’ Peter said, with annoying amiability.

‘I find it enchanting.’

‘Grace, it is ridiculous. It is too big, too far, too—’ He stopped and touched my arm. ‘Listen to me,’ he said with sudden seriousness. ‘You should find another place. Don’t settle here. You must overrule Michael and move away.’ 

I looked up at him sharply. ‘But I don’t wish to.’

Again he was lost for words, then sighed. ‘If I can be of service, in any way, Grace, I will. I’ll walk back with you. You have had an unpleasant surprise.’

I stared at him, a sickening reflux of anger rising within me again. ‘An unpleasant surprise?’ Was that what he called keeping Michael away from me on our wedding night? 

He bit his lower lip – a gesture of uncertainty I recognised from Michael. ‘I see we have not begun on the best of terms, Grace, but I would like very much to be your friend.’

I stopped stone still; feeling as if I might burst. I narrowed my eyes, and said with a deal of directness, ‘That is a peculiar thing to say.’

We were interrupted by the sound of footsteps on the gravel.

‘There you both are.’ It was Michael, his hair rumpled, his angel’s face even more bruised about the eyes. ‘Grace, would you kindly step inside. Peter, a word before you leave.’ 

I opened my mouth to protest, but at a gesture from Michael, Peter turned away smartly and they both disappeared down a path into the woods. 

Inside the Great Hall the fire had been rebuilt. Tea was set out on a table, and I drank it greedily. Gradually, my fury abated, replaced by pathetic relief. All I could think was, at least Michael is back so we might still mend our future.

It was a long time before Michael came indoors, and by then I felt too weak to remonstrate, as if I had already lived ten lives that day. Cowardly though it was, I did not reproach him. Nevertheless, when he sat down beside me, my spirits quailed.

‘I have not behaved well,’ he said gruffly. ‘As I told you beforehand – I suffer from a breed of melancholia. Yesterday, being an object to be stared at, quite undid me.’

I nodded, looking away. 

‘I can only account for it by blaming the insupportable strain of the day.’

That was true. With hindsight the day had been an ordeal for both of us. 

‘Peter has gone now, and we must start again. It was a bad beginning, but we will proceed from this hour onward. Are you agreeable?’

I gave a slight nod. Compared to my fears of complete abandonment in the night, these were welcome words indeed.

‘And we must live more comfortably. Look at this place, it is almost a ruin. You are sensible, Grace. Tell me, what do you need?’

Here, at last was a straw to grasp. ‘We must employ servants, Michael. I must have staff to bring this house back to life. I believe Mrs Harper was not suitable, so at least we are saved the trouble of dismissing her.’

‘Good.’ He reached out to my hand and squeezed it. I nodded, overjoyed that at last we were in harmony. He mused a moment, then pressed his lips tightly together. ‘I did see something in the village – a bill stuck on a wall.’ 

‘Tell me.’

‘A hiring fair in the town square tomorrow. It will no doubt be a rough sort of proceedings. But, if you can bear it, you may find a new housekeeper.’

I was aware of his fingers caressing me, moving his thumb along the top of my hand, provoking an unfamiliar excitement. ‘I will go. I will make our home comfortable.’

His smile was celestial. Then it wavered, and a frown creased his brow. His thumb ceased its delicious reassurance.

‘There is a small difficulty, Grace. A business matter I have overlooked. Forgive me
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