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No voice divine the storm allay’d,

No light propitious shone;

When, snatch’d from all effectual aid,

We perish’d, each alone:

But I beneath a rougher sea,

And whelm’d in deeper gulfs than he.

From ‘The Castaway’ by William Cowper, 1799




Cast of Characters

MORVOREN HOUSE

Esther Stevens/Hester Why – A lady’s maid working under an assumed name

Mrs Quinn – Housekeeper

Merryn – Scullery maid

Lowena – Housemaid

Mrs Bawden – Cook

Gerren Tyack – Coachman and groom

Creeda Tyack – Longest serving member of staff

Miss Louise Pinecroft – Mistress of the house

Miss Rosewyn Pinecroft – Her ward

Mr Trengrouse – Curate of the parish church

Dr Bligh – Vicar of the same

MORVOREN HOUSE – FORTY YEARS AGO

Dr Ernest Pinecroft – Physician

Miss Louise Pinecroft – His eldest daughter

Mrs Louisa ‘Mopsy’ Pinecroft – His deceased wife

Miss Kitty Pinecroft – His deceased daughter

Master Francis Pinecroft – His deceased son

Pompey – The family dog

Creeda Nancarrow – Maid and former porcelain worker

Gerren Tyack – Stable boy
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HANOVER SQUARE

Sir Arthur Windrop – Master of the house

Lady Rose Windrop – His wife

Mrs Windrop – His widowed mother

Esther Stevens – Maid to Lady Rose

Mrs Glover – Housekeeper

Burns – Maid to Mrs Windrop

Mrs Friar – Nurse and accouchuer’s assistant




PART ONE

Hester Why




Chapter 1

Love is fragile, my mother once said. It can break.

Maybe that is true, for some people. Not for me. My love is a grasping thing. A vine I cannot extricate myself from, pulling me down, down.

It is dragging me all the way to Cornwall, a county I have never set foot in before. Had I felt this chilling mist, perhaps I would have thought twice about answering the advertisement for a nurse and personal maid. But what choice do I truly have? I can never return to London. I must take the Mail coach somewhere, and it seems appropriate to flee to the end of the country, a place teetering on the edge of the map.

This is the bitterest winter I can recall. Too cold, even for snow. A world washed innocent and white might bring me some comfort, but no – this is the season of sleet and gunmetal skies. Everything is grey and cold. It is like purgatory, like my heart.

Frosted branches scrape their fingers across the roof as we dash along, our wheels skating on the road. Not even the sour breath and body odour of my fellow passengers serve to warm the air inside the coach. An elderly woman who smells of chamber pots squashes in close to me; on the other side, a brute beast of a man is spreading his legs. Officially, the Mail coach boasts room for but four interior passengers; however, this driver has squeezed in six of us. My arms are pinioned to my sides, numb. And we are the fortunate ones, riding inside instead of on the roof.

The windows rattle in their frames without intermission; the sleet persists in its sullen patter. Shadows creep over the faces of the passengers opposite me, spreading like a stain. Only their eyes remain bright, gleaming now and then with a rodent cunning.

It seems an age since we last baited the poor horses. My dry lips begin to twitch. All day I have been travelling with scarcely any relief.

Dressed as I am in her discarded clothes, my appearance is one of respectability. It would not do to produce my hip flask now and draw attention to myself. It would be indecorous. Reckless. And yet …

My lips are very dry.

I might risk it.

I must risk it.

Struggling against my companions, I manoeuvre my reticule from where it hangs on my wrist to the lap of my gown. The pewter flask inside bangs against my thigh. With practised hands I line the neck up with the drawstring opening of my reticule and pull the stopper. The other passengers will see me raise the bag to my mouth, but not what it contains.

Only a sip – swift and fleeting as the touch of a lover’s lips. It is sufficient. Medicinal.

I lower the reticule, refasten the stopper. Not one person marks it.

Even without their scrutiny, I experience a flush of shame. Some inner consciousness that I have come to rely rather too heavily upon spirits of late. But alcohol cleanses a wound, does it not?

Water races across the windows. Drear mist creeps through the cracks in the doors, an uninvited guest. Just now it seems to me that this must be hell: not a fiery pit after all but leaching cold, and a yearning for rest never to be granted. Dead flesh, the marble statues overlooking graves: both of these are cold.

Finally, there is a shout from the roof. ‘New London Inn, Exeter!’

Our destination, yet there is no check to our wild pace. Instead, there is an awful high-pitched shriek.

All at once, the carriage spins. We are hurled against one another. The old woman beside me screams. For the first time, I am glad to be wedged between her and the large man. Their mass holds me in my seat.

Others are not so fortunate.

As we jerk to a halt, I hear a crack, feel it tingle in my back teeth. The silence that follows is deafening.

The man next to me clears his throat. ‘Most likely a sack of mail,’ he says unconvincingly.

I know it is not that.

Shouts outside. The other five passengers stare at one another. I alone lean forward and listen to the guard cursing up on the box.

His words ring like a summons, stirring something I presumed long dead.

The old feeling of purpose.

‘Let me out,’ I cry. ‘Move. For heaven’s sake, move!’

The hulking man barely shifts; I am obliged to climb over his legs and tug the door open. Cold air rushes in, burning my cheeks with its touch. I leap from the coach.

I land heavily on my knees, grazing them, narrowly avoiding a pile of dung. The tight knot of my reticule rubs against my wrist. Although it is only late afternoon, the yard is fearfully dark. Everything is flavoured with smoke and straw.

Our carriage is turned almost completely the wrong way, facing back towards the entrance of the yard. Thick black lines on the frosted cobbles show the pattern the wheels took as they hit the ice too fast. It is the guard’s fault – he did not apply the chains in time. The carriage lamps illuminate wisps of steam rising from the horses and beyond, inky spots of blood on the cobbles.

‘A surgeon!’ someone calls.

As I suspected, a passenger has toppled from the roof.

He retains consciousness; his eyelids flick and his lips splutter their pain. Yet no one approaches. A few ostlers stand in a semicircle, regarding him as if he is contagious.

I should mimic them. Leave it be until a surgeon arrives to assist the injured man. But I have already broken my resolution to stay inconspicuous by jumping out of the coach.

He releases a heartbreaking moan, and I know I cannot delay any longer.

Pushing past the ostlers, I drop to my knees beside the patient. The aspect is not a pretty one. His head is cracked at the hairline and hints of a meaty coral-coloured substance frill the wound. If I do not intervene, he will die for certain. Clamping a gloved hand either side of the break, I push it shut, speaking the words of comfort I have learnt by rote. Coppery blood hums beneath the stench of horses and woodsmoke.

‘Hush, now. I will help you.’

He groans.

Nothing but a break can explain the angle of his right leg. I pray it is not an open one, for then he will lose the limb altogether. If, indeed, he survives the amputation.

Glancing up, I see that the guard and the coachman have dismounted. Three of the interior passengers have also ventured out to gape, but those travelling on the roof sit petrified. I cannot blame them. If I had seen this man tumble, I should be terrified of falling myself and sharing his fate.

I recognise the portly man who took up so much space next to me in the coach.

‘You there!’ My voice booms out full of authority. ‘Come here. Lend me your cane.’

He stumbles forward, drops his amber-headed walking stick and makes to retreat but I – impelled perhaps, by an unworthy sentiment of revenge – bark, ‘Now, the ties from the luggage. String, cord, anything strong. Bring it to me. Make haste!’

The other two passengers hurry to assist him, their shapes moving back and forth against the shadowy hulk of the coach. Despite everything, I experience a thrill of elation. I have not felt this alive for many weeks.

The muscles in my hands are not so sanguine; they begin to complain. The patient’s blood pulses beneath my fingers, in time with my own heartbeat.

I turn to the guard beside me. ‘Sir, please place your hands here, where mine are.’

He stares at me as if I have lost my mind. ‘Put them …?’

‘Either side of the wound and press, hard. You possess the strength, do you not?’ It is a needless question: I have seen dray horses with less muscle about them.

His face puckers. ‘Really, miss, that’s not what I’m paid for.’

‘Good God! What manner of man are you?’ I cry. ‘A pretty tale this will make in the coaching inns: how you bungled the chains and then left a woman screaming for aid, because you hadn’t the stomach for blood!’

This touches home. He obeys, although not without resentment, eyeing me as a dog that has turned on him. I expect that before now he mistook me for a lady. It is an illusion I can no longer support.

Retrieving the hip flask from my reticule, I slosh gin into the patient’s gaping mouth. There is no chance of my companions mistaking it for water this time; the perfume rises like a blush to condemn me. Eyebrows are raised, but I cannot regret my actions. With this poor man’s injuries, I am only sorry that I do not have something stronger to administer.

He stirs. All vestige of colour has fled his face. His eyes stare but they are glassy and I doubt they discern me, or anything except the pain.

Tentatively, I touch his leg. His breeches and woollen stockings are torn, revealing brutal grazes, but my prayer has been answered: there are no punctures, no sickening flashes of bone poking through the skin. The break is clean.

I gulp at the gin myself, gaining courage for what I must do next. It is like drinking splinters of ice. A few sharp mouthfuls give a spur to my senses, and clarity to my vision.

I place my hands on the leg, will strength to my fingers.

Pull.

There is a terrible wet pop.

My patient roars. The horses rear in their harness. Even the guard looks as if he might swoon.

‘You will thank me, in time,’ I shout above the commotion. The injured man does not hear; he has fainted away.

Laying the cane along the length of his shin, I tie it in place with the pilfered string. A poor excuse for a splint, but it is better than nothing. I have seen the result of breaks that reset at the wrong angle: it is a lifetime of malformation and pain.

But this man’s leg looks good – straight.

How long it has been since I felt this gentle triumph, the warm tingle that spreads to the very tips of my fingers. Even gin cannot recreate such a sensation. I have fixed what is broken. Perhaps, perhaps, if I can continue in this path …

A heavy hand falls upon my shoulder.

The shape of a man, dressed all in black, is articulated against the lamplight. He wears a powdered wig and a haughty expression. In his free hand he holds a portmanteau – made of ox leather, unlike the battered one belonging to Father, but it is smaller, and I doubt it contains much of use inside.

I know a quack when I see one.

‘That will do, madam. I shall direct matters from here. Which of you fellows will carry this man to the inn?’

There is a great flurry of movement. Hooves clang; another coach approaches the yard. The onlookers who were so reluctant to follow my instructions bustle to help this stranger.

‘But I – please wait, I have not—’

My words are useless, I am invisible. They snatch up the patient who brought me purpose and bear him away.

‘I am sure you have assisted to the best of your ability,’ the quack sneers. ‘You must allow a genuine physician to attend him now.’

‘Could I not help you?’ I plead.

‘I have no need of it.’ He waves his hand airily, stalking away. As if I am of so little consequence that he need not look at me.

I am left alone.

Breath pants from my mouth, turns to mist.

Good God, what have I done?

They will remember me now. There is no doubt about it. No one taking the Mail from Salisbury to Exeter will be able to forget my face, my manner as I assisted the injured man. They will recall both if they are asked.

How cold it is. Colder than I had realised when about my tasks: a punishing, pinching wind. I wish I’d had time to pack my cloak before I ran away.

I stamp my feet, try to bring feeling to my legs. Dear God, dear God. Why did I help that man? It achieved nothing. Under the care of that supercilious quack, he will probably perish anyhow.

But the memory of my actions will remain.

This is my weakness. I act on impulse, without heed. I have not learnt. After all the terrible consequences of my folly, still I have not learnt.

My frozen hands prick, as though stuck with pins. I rub them together. Gasp.

Blood soaks my kidskin gloves. There are splashes on my travelling dress too, along with wisps of straw and a stain I fear is horse muck. But the worst is the gloves.

Blood, on my hands.

I yearn to rip them from me and trample them underfoot, but I resist, knowing the stain will be there on my skin, ground into the cracks on my palms.

A pair of ostlers leads out fresh horses. The animals skitter and roll their eyes at me as if I am a threat. The windows of the inn are populated with faces. Staring. Wondering who and what I am.

How could I have been such a fool?

My small, battered trunk sits in a puddle of frosted mud, where the large man must have thrown it in for searching for string. I rescue it and hug it to me. When all is said and done, this is the only home I have left. Everything I treasure can be contained within this trunk, and now I worry that it has been handled roughly; something may be broken.

I am tempted to check, but there is no time. The Old Exeter Mail waits for no man, and it has already stopped its appointed ten minutes. Our new horses champ at the bit while the coachman resumes his seat, the many capes of his greatcoat flapping.

Another arduous journey lies ahead and I am already fit to expire. In the small amount of time between stages, I had planned to relieve my bladder, at the very least. But every moment of my leisure was devoted to the injured man. Now I must put my trunk in the basket and climb back inside the coach, next to the smelly old woman.

She does not squash close against me this time.

The passengers all keep their distance.




Chapter 2

I did not expect to start this position without recalling the beginning of my employment in Hanover Square. Much as I try to forget, that day is etched upon my memory. I was bound to make comparisons. But I was not prepared for a contrast this stark.

It is nearly four o’clock in the morning. The Falmouth coaching inn reeks of stale beer and tooth rot. Its grizzled landlady will not allow me the use of a chamber unless I pay for the entire night, so instead I crouch behind the cover of a nearby bush and attempt to change my costume in the poor light.

I have sunk low indeed. It pains me to recall how happy I was when I secured the position of Lady Rose’s maid. My fond hopes that this time I would have some luck. Mother and I sewed a new dress and I donned it carefully, standing stiff to prevent the material from creasing.

‘Don’t ruin it,’ Mother said.

She was not talking just about the dress.

Now I am scrunching a bloodied gown and gloves into a ball and pushing them as far beneath my other belongings as they will go. Most of the gore has dried, even that clinging to the palms of my hands. I spit on them and rub them together before pulling on fresh gloves.

The linen bundle at the top of my trunk is still wrapped tight. Gingerly, I shake it. There is no sickening jangle of broken porcelain. Relief pushes tears into my eyes. I thought I could not grow more desolate, but now I realise that if I were to lose this …

My lips are very dry.

I close the trunk and lock it. Struggling out from the bush, I dust myself down and find a place to stand beside the inn, where I have arranged to meet my new employer. The night remains like pitch and I am thankful for its secrecy. I cannot be altogether sure that I have fastened my gown straight, or that there are not twigs poking from my hair.

What a miserable beginning! The wind salts my lips. Gulls wake and call from the harbour, but it is not the pleasant sound I expected: their voices are shrill, hostile.

I had hoped … But those were the thoughts of a green girl. I keep thinking I can blot out the past.

I do not deserve to be happy here.

Only one thing can aid me. I put the cold rim of the hip flask to my lips and suck.

It is empty.

How can it possibly all be gone?

Of course – the man who fell from the roof. Once again I see his gaping mouth, his face torn with pain. And wicked as it is, I begrudge him every drop. He is like to die, anyhow. My liquor will have done him no good. I should have kept it for myself.

All at once I am aware of the fear, clenched in my chest, and the noxious smells carried on the wind: tar, old rope, dead fish.

Without gin, memories will swim up to the surface.

I must not panic. Am I not at an inn? Whole casks and bottles of spirits wait inside. I must dash to the taproom, ask the landlord to refill my hip flask.

I start forwards but as I do so a harness jingles to my right. A pony-trap edges out of the darkness, driven by an old man.

‘Miss Why?’

Dismay pounds me so flat that I forget to respond to my assumed name.

‘Hester Why?’ he repeats.

‘Yes.’ Too loud, too quick.

‘I’m come to fetch ee to Morvoren House.’

He is bent nearly double over the reins. As for the pony, it is a poor-blooded thing, indifferently bred. It throws up its head and snorts, as if it does not think much of me either.

‘I have a trunk.’

The old man does not dismount to help me. His face is weathered and hard, like the heel of a foot. Two eyes peep out from narrow slits below his forehead. Perhaps he is purblind.

It does not recommend him as a driver, but at least he cannot see the slatternly way in which I am dressed.

My tired arms just manage to hoist up my trunk. I follow it without a modicum of elegance. A change from Hanover Square, indeed. There, a carriage with yellow brocade squabs, matching curtains and liveried footmen ferried me and Lady Rose such short distances. I am fortunate that the wind is so fierce; I need no excuse for the watering of my eyes.

‘And what is your name?’ I enquire.

‘Gerren.’

The pony raises his tail and releases a clump of steaming dung.

Gerren clicks his tongue. He steers the trap away from the yard and my last chance of precious gin, out into the world beyond.

We soon leave the lights and bustle of the Falmouth coaching inn far behind. To my eyes, the darkness seems absolute. Our lamps are woefully feeble, illuminating only the rump of our pony as it jogs along. Each hoof beat resonates through my hips. It is almost enough to make me miss the springs of the Mail coach.

Mile follows mile. Cobbles give way to a rutted dirt track. Our trap is exposed to the four winds, buffeted this way and that. Sleet strikes my cheeks, each drop a cold pinprick. I draw my knees close together, fold my arms and try to imagine myself far away.

Hours seem to pass.

Finally, the wheel bumps on a pothole and jerks me from my doze. Is that the sea I hear, mumbling to itself? Such a strange sound: fretful and louder than I expected. I lean forwards, eager for my first glimpse. But what I see makes me shudder.

A sheer drop yawns to my left, perhaps twenty feet, terminating in a flash of sand and
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