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The Letter

The letter arrived on the one morning Posy Tilling had decided to be sensible.

She had made the decision at dawn, lying under the patched quilt and listening to the wind worry at the vicarage window. Today she would stop hoping that something would turn up. Her father had been telling her for years that something always turned up, and for years he had been right, in a small, scrappy sort of way. A bag of potatoes from a grateful parishioner. A cousin’s cast-off winter coat. But last month the bishop’s man had come, and sat in the cold front parlour, and said the word dilapidations four times in one conversation, and nothing had turned up since.

So: sensible. She would go down to the kitchen, write a list of everything the family owned that could be sold, and begin with the silver teapot.

She had got as far as the second stair when Tom came skidding along the hall in his stockinged feet, holding an envelope above his head.

“It’s for you,” he announced. “It’s got a crest on it.”

“Everything’s got a crest on it if you look hard enough. The butcher’s got a crest.”

“The butcher’s got a drawing of a pig. This one’s got a lion and a, a thing with horns.” Tom thrust the envelope at her. He was twelve, all elbows and cowlicks, and he had the look of a boy who had already read the first line over her shoulder and was bursting. “Open it. Open it, Posy, or I’ll do it.”

She opened it. The paper was heavy and cream-coloured and smelled faintly of lavender water and snuff. The hand was large, black and slanting, and it went across the page at a gallop, with no mercy for anybody who might be standing in the way.

6 Gay Street, Bath. 22nd September 1825.

Madam,

It has come to my attention, by means I need not trouble you with, that you are a Miss Tilling of Netherhope; that you have catalogued every book in the diocese; and that you argued with the Bishop about Pliny and won. I do not approve of arguing with bishops, as a rule. I have met this one, and I make an exception.

My nephew, the Duke of Wansbeck, has a library at Harelaw Hall of some forty thousand volumes, which he has let go to wrack and ruin. He will see nobody. You will not need to see him. You will need to see the books.

I propose one hundred and fifty pounds for the work, which I am assured will take three months, together with your board. A carriage will call for you on Thursday the sixth of October at nine o’clock. I have written to the housekeeper. I have not written to my nephew, as he would only answer, and I find his answers tiresome.

The idea is entirely my own, and I am very pleased with it.

Hester Stobart

P.S. I am also told that you sing. Please do not.

Posy went back to the top and began again, slowly, to make sure the numbers hadn’t moved.

“One hundred and fifty pounds,” she said.

“Is that a lot?” said Tom.

“It’s enough to mend the roof, the chimney and the pump,” said Posy. “And to buy you a pair of boots that don’t pinch.” She sat down on the stair, suddenly, with the letter in her lap. “And it was Dr Charlton. It must have been. He was there when I fetched the letter for the bishop.”

“What letter?”

“Pliny’s. The younger one. The bishop said the elder Pliny was a fool to sail towards Vesuvius, and I said he went to take his friends off the shore, and that his nephew wrote it all down afterwards, and I went to the rector’s study and found it and read it out.” She frowned at the slanting black hand. “I didn’t argue. I only read.”

“That’s worse,” said Tom, with deep satisfaction. “Who’s Lady Hester Stobart?”

“I’ve no idea. Tom, who is Wansbeck?”

Tom’s face did something complicated. “Posy. Everyone knows who Wansbeck is.”

“I don’t.”

“That’s because you read books about Roman roads and never listen to anything anyone says.” Tom lowered his voice, though there was no one but the cat to hear. “He’s the Duke. Harelaw Hall. Over the moor. They say he never leaves the house. They say he shouts at the servants and keeps all the curtains shut and he’s got a ghost in the east wing.”

“Who says?”

“Everyone. Billy Garrow says his mum’s cousin worked there and left because the Duke looked at her.”

“Looked at her.”

“Just looked.” Tom widened his eyes. “Like that.”

Posy looked at the letter again. You will not need to see him. You will need to see the books. A stranger in Bath had heard that she could do this, and had liked it enough to spend a hundred and fifty pounds on it. A small, fizzing warmth spread through her, and she was at once ashamed of it, because it was surely vanity and her father had preached on vanity only last month.

“It’s a job,” she said, getting up. “It’s an honest job and it pays well, and it’s nothing to do with ghosts. I’m going to ask Papa.”

❈ ❈ ❈

The Reverend Matthew Tilling was in bed, where he had spent most of the last fortnight, propped on three lumpy pillows with a shawl over his shoulders and a book open face down on his chest. He had always been tall, stooping and gentle, with ink on his cuffs. The illness had made him smaller.

He read the letter in silence. Posy stood at the foot of the bed and tried not to fidget.

“Three months,” he said at last.

“Three months. And board, so I wouldn’t cost you anything. And I’d send the money home every quarter day. Papa, it’s a hundred and fifty pounds.”

“It is a great deal of money.” He folded the letter along its creases. “And the Duke of Wansbeck is a man I know nothing good or bad about, except that he lost his father and his brother in the space of a year, and then closed his doors. I wrote to him twice, when the old Duke died and when his brother did. He didn’t reply. I understood that. People grieve in different ways.” He tapped the postscript. “Lady Hester I have heard of. She is the old Duke’s sister. She is said to be a great deal of trouble.”

“She sounds as if she’d be good at it.”

“Tom says he has a ghost.”

“Tom says a great many things.” The corner of her father’s mouth twitched. “He also told me last week that the new curate was a spy.”

“He is a bit suspicious-looking.”

“He’s short-sighted. That is not the same thing.” Her father’s smile faded. He studied her for a long, quiet moment, and she had the uncomfortable feeling, familiar from childhood, of being seen straight through. “Posy, my love. You’ve never been away from home.”

“I’ve been to Newcastle.”

“For one afternoon. With a chaperone. To see a lending library.”

“It was a very good lending library.”

“I don’t doubt it.” He held out his hand, and she came round the side of the bed to take it. It was dry and light. “I will not tell you that you can’t go. I think you should go. You have kept this house and this parish and me since you were fifteen, and you’ve forgotten you’re allowed to want things for yourself. But I’d like you to promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“If it’s unhappy there, if it’s not right, if anyone frightens you or makes you feel small, you’ll come home. Whatever the money. Whatever the roof.”

Posy found she could not answer at once. She nodded instead, hard, and he squeezed her fingers.

“Good girl. Now go and find the good trunk, the one with the dent in it. It’s in the attic behind the Christmas boxes. And take the green dress, not the brown one. Brown makes you look like a Methodist.”

❈ ❈ ❈

The house took the news in its own fashion.

Martha, who was twenty and had the Tilling chin and their mother’s patience, was in the kitchen with her sleeves rolled to the elbow and her hands in the bread. She listened to all of it without stopping kneading, and at the end she said, “Good,” and floured the board again.

“Good? Martha, I’ll be gone till January.”

“I’ve kept this house for three weeks while you sat up with Papa. I can keep it for three months.” Martha turned the dough and slapped it down. “You’ll write. Will can come out from Hexham on Sundays. Dr Robson will come on Tuesdays whether we ask him or not. And you’ll stop counting the teapot.”

“I wasn’t counting the teapot.”

“You were looking at it as though it owed you money.”

Lucy, who was seven and sat under the table with the cat, wanted to know whether dukes had feathers in their hats, and whether Posy would bring her one, and whether the ghost was a lady ghost or a gentleman ghost. Will sent a note from Mr Ridley’s office in Hexham by the carrier, which said, in its entirety: A DUKE? Don’t let him make you sort his sermons. W.T. Tom carried the dented trunk down from the attic on his own, to prove that he could, and fell down the last four stairs with it, and said that had been on purpose.

Posy packed on the Wednesday night. She did not own a great deal, so it did not take long: the green wool for every day, the dark blue with her mother’s lace collar for best, three pairs of stockings, a nightgown, her spectacles, a tin of pencils, a hairbrush, and the third volume of Gibbon, which was the best one. She was folding the blue when she became aware that Tom was standing in the doorway with his arms crossed.

“You’re singing,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“You are. You’re singing the miller one.” He raised his voice. “Martha! She’s singing the miller one!”

“Shut the door, then,” called Martha, from below.

“Lady Hester says she’s not to,” said Tom. “It’s in the letter. It’s a condition of employment.”

“It’s a postscript. Postscripts aren’t binding. Ask Papa.” Posy put the blue dress in the trunk and smoothed it flat, and went on with the miller and his daughter, about half a tone flat, which was the only key she had. After a moment Tom came in and sat on the bed, scowling, and handed her a small wooden elephant he had been holding behind his back.

“It’s for luck,” he said. “Don’t make a thing of it.”

She did not make a thing of it. She put it in her pocket and kept her hand round it until he had gone.

❈ ❈ ❈

The carriage came on Thursday, as promised, at nine o’clock in the morning, in a thin silvery rain.

It was dark and handsome and slightly forbidding, with the lion and the thing with horns painted on the door, and it drew up outside the vicarage with such stately slowness that half the lane had come to their windows to watch. Posy saw Mrs Garrow from number four pretending to shake a duster. She saw old Mr Entwhistle from the post office standing in his doorway with his mouth open.

“Don’t wave,” said Tom, who was lugging the dented trunk down the path and was red in the face. “You’ll look like you’re excited.”

“I am excited.”

“You’ll look like you’re country.”

“Tom, I am country.” She tried to lower her hand, and failed, and ended up waving anyway at Mr Entwhistle, who nodded back with the dazed courtesy of a man seeing a ship launch.

The driver was an old man in a wet oilskin who touched his hat to her once and took the trunk as if it weighed nothing. He did not speak. He held the door open for her, and she climbed in, and it shut with a soft, expensive click.

For a moment the whole world went quiet.

The inside of the carriage was dark green and smelled of leather and pipe smoke. There was a rug folded on the seat opposite, and a tin of boiled sweets, and, to her astonishment, a hot brick wrapped in flannel under the seat, which she found with her toes and which nearly made her cry. Somebody had thought about her feet. At Harelaw Hall, which she had been told was full of ghosts and shouting, a hot brick had been put in a carriage for a vicar’s daughter nobody there had ever met. Lady Hester, she supposed, by letter, from Bath. She revised her opinion of Lady Hester upwards.

She pushed the window down to wave one last time.

Her father was at the upstairs window. He had got out of bed, which he was not supposed to do, and stood in his nightshirt with the shawl round his shoulders, and raised a hand. Martha was on the step with flour to her elbows. Lucy was on the wall with the cat. Tom was at the gate, scowling hard, which was how Tom cried.

The carriage began to move.

“Be good!” Tom shouted. “Don’t talk to the ghost!”

“I’ll write!” Posy called back. “Every week! Look after Papa!”

The lane slid away behind her, the church and the chestnut tree and the crooked wall of the churchyard, and then the road dipped and curved and Netherhope was gone.

❈ ❈ ❈

It was a long way over the moor. Posy had imagined, in her fevered nights of preparation, that she would spend the journey rehearsing. Calm, helpful, precisely competent. Good morning, Lady Hester’s nephew. I’ve brought my own pencils. Instead she spent it with her nose pressed to the glass.

She had lived all her life in the sheltered green folds of the valley, and she had never seen the high country in October. It rolled away on either side in long brown and purple swells, scattered with sheep and boulders and the occasional tilted wall, and above it the sky was the colour of pewter, torn open here and there to show a bright wet slice of blue. A hawk hung over the heather. A stream flashed down a gully. The carriage went over a bridge so old it was furred with moss, and she saw a heron standing in the water, still as a post, and she said “Oh!” aloud to nobody and put her hand over her mouth.

By noon she had eaten four boiled sweets, composed three letters to Tom in her head, and counted eleven different kinds of lichen. By two the rain had thickened, and the road began to climb.

“Is it much further?” she asked, leaning out of the window to shout up at the driver.

“Nearly there, miss,” said the driver, in a voice like a gate hinge. It was the first thing he had said all day. “That’s it, on the rise.”

Posy leaned further out.

Harelaw Hall stood on a low ridge, with the moor falling away behind it and a ragged line of black firs on either side. It was very much bigger than she had expected: long and stately, built of a stone that the rain had turned the colour of a wet slate, with three storeys of tall windows and a row of chimneys, only two of which were smoking. A curved drive led up to it between beech trees that had dropped their leaves in great copper drifts. A flag hung from a pole on the roof, sodden and colourless.

And every single curtain was drawn.

Posy counted the windows. Forty-one, on the front alone, and not one of them showing a chink of light.

“Oh,” she said, rather quietly. “I see what they mean.”

But as the carriage turned in at the gates, her eye caught a flash of colour, down in the corner of what must once have been a formal garden. A single rose, unclipped and tangled, still blooming against a crumbling wall, a scrap of crimson in all that wet stone. Somebody had planted it once. Somebody had cared. And it had gone on blooming without them, out of sheer stubbornness, in the cold.

Her heart, which had been going too fast since the village, settled.

She liked stubborn things. She had been raised by one.

❈ ❈ ❈

The front door opened before she could knock.

A woman in a black dress and a starched white apron stood in the doorway, broad and upright, with iron hair under a cap and a large bunch of keys at her waist. She looked at Posy. She looked at the trunk. Briefly and with deep suspicion, she looked at the driver, who became busy with the horses.

“You’re the librarian,” she said.

“I’m Posy Tilling. How do you do?” Posy held out her hand, in the brisk, friendly manner her father had taught her, and the woman considered it, a parcel delivered to the wrong address.

After a moment she took it. Her grip was dry and hard and surprisingly gentle.

“Mrs Pattinson. Housekeeper. You’d better come in, Miss Tilling, you’re wet through. And mind the dog.”

“The dog?”

Something large and shaggy unfolded itself from the shadows of the hall.

It was a deerhound, and as far as Posy could tell it stood about as tall as a pony. Its face was long and solemn and whiskery, with soft ears and amber eyes that looked at her wearily. It took four slow steps across the flagstones, planted its nose in the exact centre of her skirt, and inhaled with a long, thoughtful, rattling snuffle.

“That’s Biscuit,” said Mrs Pattinson. “He’s old. He won’t hurt you. He’ll just lean.”

Biscuit leaned. Posy staggered, laughed, and put both hands into the thick wiry fur of his neck, and the dog gave a deep rumbling sigh and shut his eyes.

“Oh, you beauty,” said Posy, to the dog. “Oh, you great big beautiful thing, hello.”

Over his head she caught Mrs Pattinson watching her. The housekeeper’s expression hadn’t changed, exactly. But her mouth had softened at one corner.

“He doesn’t generally take to people,” she said.

“I’m sure he’s only tired.”

“He’s not tired. He’s choosy.” The housekeeper sniffed. “Well. It’s a start. Her ladyship wrote that you’d come on the sixth, and here you are on the sixth, which is more than can be said for most of what her ladyship writes. Come along. I’ll show you your room.”

“And His Grace?” said Posy. “Is he expecting me?”

Mrs Pattinson paused with her hand on the newel post.

“His Grace,” she said, “learned of you at six o’clock yesterday evening, miss, when he saw Albert greasing the carriage wheels and asked what for.” She started up the stairs. “He’ll see you in the morning. He doesn’t see anybody after dark.”

She said it flatly, without any inflection at all, and she was a flight ahead before Posy could ask what she meant. Posy followed, with Biscuit at her heels. The hall was high and dim and smelled of beeswax and cold stone. There were portraits on the walls, rows of long-faced Stobarts in dark frames, and as she climbed she had the odd sense that every one of them was watching her with polite, faintly pained surprise.

On the first landing, as the stairs turned, she paused beside a tall narrow window. It was the one window on that whole side of the house where the curtain hung crooked, a few inches pulled aside, as though someone had stood there and then let go in a hurry. Through the gap she could see the long wet sweep of the drive, and the beeches, and far below, small and dark on the dripping gravel, the empty carriage being led away.

Someone had been watching her arrive.

“Miss Tilling?” said Mrs Pattinson, from the next flight.

“Coming,” said Posy.

She went up, but she kept the picture in her mind: the crooked curtain, the small bright gap. A house full of ghosts, Tom had said. Posy thought, with her usual unreasonable cheerfulness, that ghosts probably didn’t leave curtains crooked.

Ghosts didn’t get nervous. People did.
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Chapter Two
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The Blue Room

Her bedroom was the nicest room Posy had ever slept in, and she resented that a little, because it made her feel she ought to be better at belonging in it.

It was at the end of a long corridor on the second floor, and it was blue: the soft, chalky blue of a duck egg, with a high white ceiling and a wide window seat piled with cushions. A fire had been lit. Someone had put a jug of hot water on the washstand and a plate of shortbread by the bed, and on the pillow, folded in a small square, lay a note in a square, practical hand: Supper at six. Kitchen. Bring your appetite. It was signed M. Pattinson, with a line under the M that suggested she had only just been able to resist a postscript about the state of Posy’s boots.

Posy sat on the edge of the bed with her hands in her lap and tried to take it in.

“It’s a lot,” she told Biscuit, who had followed her in and lain down across the hearthrug. “Isn’t it? It’s a lot. I thought it would be, I don’t know. A garret. With a candle.”

Biscuit sighed through his nose and closed his eyes.

“I’m going to unpack,” said Posy. “And then I’m going to wash my face. And then I’m going to be calm and capable. I’m known for it.”

She unpacked. It took eleven minutes. She put the elephant on the windowsill where it could look at the view. The view was mostly rain. But if she pressed her forehead against the cold glass and looked to the left, she could see the end of the walled garden, and the one crooked scrap of crimson that was the rose.

“Hello,” she said to it. “I see you.”

Then she washed her face, tidied her hair, and went down to supper, with Biscuit padding behind her.

❈ ❈ ❈

The kitchen at Harelaw was the warmest place in the house, and she understood within a minute why it was also the only room that seemed to be lived in.

It was long and low and flagged with stone, with a vast black range at one end and a scrubbed pine table down the middle and copper pans hanging in rows from the beams, shining in the firelight. A kettle sang. The air smelled of bread and onions and woodsmoke, and at the table, tucking into bowls of stew, sat a stout young man in shirtsleeves, a girl of about sixteen with a face full of freckles, and an ancient bent person in a cap who might have been a gardener or a small tree.

They all stopped eating and stared at her.

“This,” said Mrs Pattinson, steering her to a chair, “is Miss Tilling. She’s here for the books. Miss Tilling, that’s Albert, he does the horses and anything heavy. That’s Jinny, she does the rooms. That’s Armstrong, he does the garden, and you needn’t talk to him, he won’t answer.”

“I answer when I’ve got something to say,” said Armstrong, in a voice like gravel in a bucket.

“You’ve not had anything to say since the Coronation.”

“Which one?”

Posy burst out laughing before she could stop herself. All three of them looked at her again, but this time Jinny’s face split into a wide, delighted grin, and Albert grunted, and even Armstrong made a small noise that might have been amusement or indigestion.

“Sit down,” said Mrs Pattinson. “Eat. It’s mutton. It’s good mutton, so don’t go thinking you’re too fine for it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m starving.” A bowl was put in front of her, steaming, with a doorstep of bread. She tasted it and shut her eyes. “Oh, that’s wonderful. That’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

“It’s mutton stew,” said Mrs Pattinson, but she looked pleased.

They ate. They asked her questions, in the cautious, sideways manner of people who did not often have visitors. Where was she from? What was a vicarage like? Did she know all of Latin? (“Only the dull bits,” Posy confessed.) Jinny wanted to know whether they wore powdered wigs in Newcastle. Albert wanted to know whether she could ride, and looked crestfallen when she said she had once fallen off a donkey, at a fair, in front of the archdeacon. Armstrong said nothing at all, but as the meal ended he reached into his pocket and, with great ceremony, placed a small, knobbly, yellow-brown object beside her bowl.

“It’s a quince,” said Mrs Pattinson. “He’s never given anyone a quince.”

“Thank you,” said Posy to Armstrong, with all the solemnity she could muster. “I’ll take very good care of it.”

Armstrong gave a single nod, and went back to his stew.

It was only as the plates were being cleared, and the fire had burned down to a deep orange glow, that Posy asked the question that had been sitting at the back of her mind since the staircase.

“Mrs Pattinson. The Duke. Is he, I mean. Is he well?”

The kitchen went quiet in a manner that told her at once she had said something large.

Jinny looked at Albert. Albert looked at the table. Mrs Pattinson went on wiping a copper pan, her face still, and when she spoke it was carefully, as if she were taking each word down off a high shelf.

“His Grace is as well as can be expected.”

“I only wondered because my brother said, that is, the village says...”

“The village says a lot of things, and most of them are wrong.” Mrs Pattinson set the pan down. “I’ll tell you this, Miss Tilling, since you’ll find it out anyway. His Grace has had a hard few years. He lost his father, and then his brother, and the house has been quiet since. He doesn’t like visitors, and he doesn’t like changes, and he doesn’t like questions. In August he wrote to her ladyship that he’d have no librarian in the house, and her ladyship sent you regardless, and wrote to me, and not to him.” She folded the cloth over the rail of the range. “So you’ll understand he’s not in the best of tempers about it. If you do your work, and keep out of his road, and don’t take it to heart when he’s short with you, you’ll do very well.”

“Short with me?”

“He has a temper.”

“Does he shout?”

Mrs Pattinson considered this. “Not so much shout,” she said at last. “More. He goes quiet. It’s worse.”

Jinny gave a tiny shiver, though whether of fear or of delicious horror it was hard to say.

“I see,” said Posy, who did not. But she thought about the hot brick in the carriage, and the crooked curtain, and how Mrs Pattinson’s mouth had tightened at the words a hard few years, and she was suddenly certain of two things. The first was that whoever the Duke of Wansbeck was, he was a good deal more frightened than he was frightening. The second was that she was going to like him, whatever he did, and that this was going to cause trouble.

❈ ❈ ❈

She slept badly. The bed was soft and the room was warm, but the house made noises. Doors that sighed. Floorboards that ticked as they cooled. At about two in the morning she woke to a faint sound she could not place, and lay in the dark, listening.

It was footsteps. Slow, steady footsteps, up and down, up and down, somewhere overhead. A man pacing. Not a ghost, thought Posy. Ghosts didn’t wear boots.

She listened until they stopped. They went on past three.

In the morning she woke to a thin, grudging light and a cup of tea on the washstand that she had not heard anyone bring. Beside it lay a half-sheet of paper, folded once. The hand was small and square and entirely without flourish, as though the writer had considered a curl and decided it was a waste of ink.

Library. Nine o’clock. W.

It was not a welcome. It was not, strictly, even a sentence. Posy read the four words, and the initial, and found that she had put the paper in her pocket with the elephant without quite deciding to.

She dressed in the green wool, twisted her hair into its usual practical knot, pinned it, unpinned it, pinned it again, and went downstairs with her stomach in a knot of its own.

Mrs Pattinson was waiting in the hall.

“He’s in the library,” she said. “He’s been up since five. Go on. I’ll bring you tea in an hour, and if you’re not out by then, I’ll come and find you.”

“Is that a kindness or a warning?”

“Yes,” said Mrs Pattinson.

Posy took a deep breath, smoothed her skirt, and followed the corridor to a pair of tall double doors, black with age, that stood ajar. A thin gold line of light fell across the flagstones. From inside came the dry scratch of a pen.

She knocked.

The scratching stopped.

“Come in,” said a voice.

Lower than she had expected, and quieter. It was not a voice made for shouting. It was a voice made for being listened to, dry and level, with a roughness in it, as though it had not been used much lately.

Posy pushed the door open, stepped inside, and forgot, for one entire second, to breathe.

It was the biggest room she had ever seen.

It was two storeys high, ringed with a narrow gallery and a spiral staircase of wrought iron, and every wall, from the floorboards to the painted ceiling, was books. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. They climbed in dark ranks into the shadows, calfskin and vellum and cloth, gilt lettering winking in the half-light, and the air was thick with the musty, dusty, lovely smell of old paper. The long windows were hung with heavy dark velvet. One had been left uncovered, and through it fell a single bar of cold sunshine, in which a million tiny motes were turning slowly.

Dust sheets lay over half the furniture. In the middle of the room, under the one bar of light, stood a massive oak desk, and behind the desk, with a pen in his hand, was a man.

He did not stand, or look up at once. He finished the line he was writing, with great deliberation, and blotted it, and laid the pen down in its groove. Only then did he raise his head.

Posy had imagined a great many dukes in the last week. Fat ones, red-faced ones, ones with monocles and gout. In a particularly feverish moment on the moor she had imagined an elderly man in a velvet cap. She had not imagined this.

He could not be much past thirty. He was tall, even sitting, long in the arm and broad in the shoulder, in a plain dark coat and a white shirt open at the throat, as if he had forgotten about a cravat and then declined to be sorry. His hair was black and too long and had been pushed off his forehead by an impatient hand. He had a hard, shut face, unshaven since yesterday, and his eyes were very dark, the brown of peat water, and very tired.

He looked at her for a long moment. It was not a friendly look. It was the look of a man who has opened a door expecting one thing and found another.

“You’re Miss Tilling,” he said.

“Yes. Good morning, Your Grace.” She dropped a curtsy that she hoped looked more graceful than it felt. “Thank you for having me.”

“I didn’t have you. My aunt had you.” He set the blotter square to the edge of the desk. “She didn’t think to mention it.”

“Oh.” Posy considered this. “Then thank you for not sending me straight back. And for the hot brick, in the carriage. That was very thoughtful of Lady Hester.”

A look crossed his face, brief and strange, and was gone. “It wasn’t Lady Hester.”

“Oh. Then thank you to whoever it was.”

“Mrs Pattinson. She does things like that. I’d rather you didn’t encourage her.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“Good.” He pushed back his chair at last and stood, and Posy had to tip her head back to look at him. He was a great deal taller than she was. He came round the side of the desk, slowly, and stopped about a yard away, and she had the strangest impression that he had stopped there on purpose, to give her room. Then he took her in, from the top of her head to the toes of her damp, much-polished boots.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“You look about twelve.”

“I get that a lot,” said Posy pleasantly. “I’m told it’s a gift. People underestimate me. It’s convenient.”

He stared at her.

She stared back, with her best vicarage smile, the one she used on parish committees, and it occurred to her, rather late, that she might be being impertinent to a duke. But he had asked, and she had answered, and it seemed silly to back down now.

“My aunt tells me you are capable,” he said at last. “My aunt has never met you.”

“No. But somebody she trusts must have.”

“My aunt trusts nobody. She writes letters.” He folded his arms. “I wrote to her in August that I would have no one in this house. If she disobeyed me, which she does as a matter of principle, I expected a scholar. A clergyman. A woman of fifty with a lorgnette.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you. I do have spectacles. I could wear them.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I could put my hair up more severely?”

“Miss Tilling.” His voice had dropped, quiet and even, and she remembered what Mrs Pattinson had said. He goes quiet. It’s worse. “I don’t have time to be amused. I have a library of forty thousand volumes that has not been touched in three years, and a steward who thinks cataloguing means counting. My aunt has paid you, and the carriage has gone, and here you are. I need to know whether you can do it.”

Posy looked at him, then, all of him. Past the dark eyes and the shut face and the dreadful stillness. She saw the shadows under his eyes, deep as thumbprints. There was ink on his right hand, on the side of the forefinger, where a pen rubs. She saw a crease in his sleeve where he had worn the coat too long without changing it. She saw, against the far wall, the shape of a chair under a dust sheet, set a little apart from the rest, and above the mantelpiece a pale oblong on the panelling where a picture had once hung and been taken down.

He wasn’t frightening. He was exhausted.

“Yes,” she said. “I can. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be flippant. It’s a habit. I do it when I’m frightened.”

“You’re frightened?”

“A bit. It’s a very big room.”

He went on watching her a moment longer. The corner of his mouth moved, a tiny tightening, so slight that she was not sure she had seen it.

“It’s a big room,” he agreed. “That’s why I’d want someone who wouldn’t be frightened by it. If I wanted anyone.”

“I’m not frightened by the room. I’m frightened of getting it wrong. That’s different.” She turned and looked up at the dark galleries, and could not keep her face still. “It’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen. I can’t believe it’s real. Do you know, my father has about three hundred books, and he thinks he’s rich?”

“I did not know that.”

“He keeps them in the dining room. We’ve never had a dining room, not to eat in. We eat in the kitchen.”

The Duke of Wansbeck said nothing at all. He looked, if anything, slightly stunned: a man who had asked for a map and been handed a bird.

“You’ll need a table,” he said at last. “And a lamp. And someone to carry things. Albert will help. I’ll have the dust sheets taken off whatever you want, except that.” He did not look at the chair. “Mrs Pattinson will give you a key, and you will not, under any circumstances, go into the east wing.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.”

“Is it the ghost?”

His head came up sharply. “I beg your pardon?”

“My brother Tom says there’s a ghost. I’m only checking. So I can tell him I asked.”

For the first time, a muscle moved in his cheek. He looked away, towards the bar of sunlight and the turning dust, and when he spoke again his voice was careful and low and almost without expression.

“There is no ghost, Miss Tilling. There is a closed wing, because there are rooms I don’t wish to open. That’s all. You may have the rest of the house. Leave the east wing alone.”

“I will,” said Posy. “I promise.”

He nodded, once. It seemed to cost him dear. Then he turned, with a short, abrupt movement, and sat back down at the desk and picked up his pen. He did not look at her again. But as she stood there, absurdly unwilling to leave, she saw that he had not started writing. The nib hovered. A single drop of ink gathered, and fell, and made a small dark star on the page.

“You may go,” said the Duke.

Posy went. But at the door, with one hand on the handle, she turned back.

“Your Grace? I think you’ve got a very good house.”

He didn’t reply.

She pulled the door to behind her, softly, and leaned against it with her heart racing. Biscuit was waiting in the corridor, wearing an expression of lugubrious sympathy. She sank down onto the cold flagstones beside him and pressed her face into his shoulder.

“That,” she said, into the thick wiry fur, “was either the best or the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

Biscuit licked her ear.

On the other side of the door there was a long silence, and then, faintly, the scrape of a chair pushed back, and a man’s footsteps crossing the room. They stopped at the uncovered window. They did not move again until Mrs Pattinson came with the tea.
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Chapter Three
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A System

By the end of her third day, Posy had a system.

It was a good one, if she did say so herself. She had begged a roll of brown paper from Mrs Pattinson and cut it into cards, and she had persuaded Albert to carry a long refectory table into the middle of the library and plant it under the one uncovered window. She had a lamp, a pot of ink, three pencils sharpened to needle points, and a stool from a cupboard that wobbled only when she got excited. Every book was taken from its shelf, looked over, dusted, entered on a card by author, title and date, and slid back in its place with a ribbon tucked in at the top. Jinny had found the ribbons in a workbox nobody had opened since the old Duchess died, and Posy had divided them out on the table like a general.

“Red for history,” she said. “Blue for the sciences. Green for poetry and plays. And yellow for anything I can’t decide about yet.”

“Why yellow?” said Albert, hauling down a stack of atlases.

“Because it’s cheerful,” said Posy. “And it means I’ll come back to it.”

By the Monday she had done two hundred and eleven books and found four dead spiders, one live one, a pressed violet, a dried-out crust of toast, and a letter from a Mrs Alderney of Bath to somebody called Humphrey, which began, My dear Humphrey, I do think you might have told me you were married, and which she read, with real regret, to the end of the first paragraph before putting it back in its book and resolving never to look again. She gave the book a yellow ribbon. It seemed only fair to Humphrey.

She was happier than she could remember being in years.

It was a peculiar happiness, because she was also, often, a little lonely. The Duke did not come into the library in the daytime. She heard him sometimes, down the long corridor, a door closing, a step on the stairs, the dry scratch of a pen behind the study wall, and she imagined him sitting in there alone. Nor did she see him at meals. She did not see him at all. Mrs Pattinson said he took a tray in his study at one and again at eight, and that Posy was not to put on a face about it, because he liked it that way.

“But doesn’t he get lonely?” Posy asked, over the third night’s mutton.

“He’s got the dog.”

“The dog is here. The dog is under my table all day.”

“He goes between,” said Mrs Pattinson, with a sniff that closed the subject.

It was true. Biscuit spent the daylight hours sprawled under the refectory table, pressed against her feet, and at about five o’clock every afternoon he would lift his head, look at the door, and go out with the slow, deliberate dignity of a gentleman who has a long-standing appointment at his club. Where he went was not hard to guess. When he came back, after the lamps were lit, he smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and rain.

“You’re a double agent,” Posy told him, scratching behind his ears. “That’s what you are. You’re a spy. What does he say about me?”

Biscuit sighed, and shut his eyes, and said nothing at all.

❈ ❈ ❈

The books were remarkable. That was the other thing.

She had expected the usual run of a country-house library. Rows of sermons in calf that nobody had read. Sets of Gibbon and Hume and the Annual Register, bought by the yard to fill a shelf and match the curtains. There was a good deal of that. But the further she went, the more she understood that the Stobarts had been collectors in earnest, hungry, greedy, joyful collectors, over a long time. There were books on astronomy and botany, on navigation and falconry, on the pickling of walnuts. Poetry in four languages, too. There was a first edition of Johnson’s Dictionary, both great volumes, which she handled with the terrified reverence usually kept for newborn babies. There was a shelf of children’s books, battered and crayoned, the pages loose and the corners chewed, and she had to put the lamp down and wipe her eyes on her sleeve when she found one with a boy’s name pencilled in the front, in wobbly capitals:

RALPH S. HIS BOOK. DO NOT TAKE.

She gave it a green ribbon, though it was arithmetic, because it seemed to her that anybody who wrote DO NOT TAKE in his arithmetic book at the age of seven was a poet whether he liked it or not.

And there were the notes.

She found the first one on the Wednesday afternoon, in a battered copy of Cook’s Voyages, halfway up the east wall. It was a pencil note in the margin, tiny, scribbled in a quick, bold, careless hand that belonged to a person who had never once worried what the neighbours might think. Beside a passage about a storm off New Zealand, someone had written: Surely this is exaggeration. Nobody could stand up in that. Ask R. if he’s ever tried. And underneath, in a different pencil, in a small square hand without a single flourish:

I haven’t. J., you are impossible.

Posy stared at it. Then she put her hand in her pocket and took out the half-sheet that had come up with her tea on the first morning, and laid it on the page beside the pencilled line.

Library. Nine o’clock. W.

It was the same hand. Younger, and less tired, but the same.

She turned the page.

There were more. All through the book, dozens of them, a running conversation between two hands. One quick and sprawling, with underlinings and exclamation marks and the occasional hasty drawing of a whale. One neat and dry, the answers coming back in short, patient, exasperated bursts. J.: What if we sailed there? R.: We’d be seasick. J.: You’d be seasick. R.: I’d be seasick in a bath. They ran through the whole of the first volume and into the second. And at the very end, on the inside of the back board, in the quick sprawling hand, the last line of all:

When you’ve finished reading this I’m going to make you do it. Both of us. Pack a bag. No arguments. Yours, J.

And below, in the small square hand, much fainter, added at some later date, as if someone had sat with the book alone:

I would have.

Posy closed the cover gently.

She sat with her hand flat on the cracked calfskin for some time. Posy was not given to snooping. She had a horror of it, in fact, and Mrs Alderney’s letter had cost her a good deal of conscience. But this was not a letter. This was a book put back on a shelf, where anybody might find it, and surely, if you left a thing like this where it could be seen, some part of you must want it to be.

She slid it back into its place, and on the card, under Cook, Voyages, she wrote: Yellow. Do not lend. Handle with love.

❈ ❈ ❈

It was the Friday when she made her mistake.

It was a small one. The light was already failing at half past three, and the first fine flakes of something that might be snow were drifting past the one uncovered window. Posy had been working in the north corner, at the far shadowy end of the room, where the shelves ran right up into the gallery and nobody seemed to have dusted in a decade. She was on the stool, with Biscuit at her heels, wrestling the elder Pliny’s Natural History out of a gap that seemed to have been designed by someone with a grudge, when the stool wobbled, and she grabbed at the nearest thing for balance.

The nearest thing was a dust sheet.

It came away with her in a great billowing cloud. Posy coughed, flailed, dropped Pliny on her own foot, and ended up sitting very suddenly on whatever was underneath, with a decade of dust round her ears.

“Ow,” she said. “Ow, ow. Ow. Pliny, honestly. After everything I’ve done for you.”

When the dust cleared, she found she was sitting in an armchair.

It was big and battered and comfortable, covered in worn dark green leather, with the nap rubbed bald on the arms and a sag in the seat that fitted her exactly. It stood a little apart from the rest of the furniture, drawn up beside a small round table, and on the table lay an open book, face down, with a pair of spectacles on top and a half-burned candle in a brass stick beside it, the wick still black from the last time it had been lit.

Someone had been reading here, and had got up from this chair one evening meaning to come back.

Posy sat still.

With a cold sinking certainty, she knew whose chair it was. She thought of the quick hand in the Cook’s Voyages. And the pale oblong on the panelling. She thought of the closed wing and the house that had been quiet since, and then, with a lurch of the stomach, she heard a step in the doorway.

It was not a loud step. It was, if anything, very quiet. But the sound of it went through the library.

“What,” said the Duke of Wansbeck, “are you doing?”

Posy scrambled up. The dust sheet slid off her shoulder. She stood in a cloud of dust, holding Pliny in front of her for a shield, and tried to find a sentence that might explain it.

“I fell,” she said.

“You fell.”

“Off the stool. It wobbles. I grabbed the sheet. I didn’t know there was a chair under it. I’m so sorry, I’ll put it back at once.”

He didn’t answer. He stood in the open door with one hand flat against the frame, and in the thin snow-light his face had lost all its colour. His eyes were on the chair. Not on her. Not at the dust or the fallen sheet or the stool. At the chair, with the spectacles and the candle and the
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