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Synopsis: In this short novella of about 80 pages, governess Medora Yates arrives at Hawksclaw House to find the parents of her new charge eager to conceal some secret about the child. When tragedy strikes, Medora and the new tutor set out to find the solution to the mystery.
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As soon as Medora stepped off the train she felt the difference. The wind that rushed to meet her was far colder than what she had grown accustomed to in Cornwall, and on the railway platform it struck her with full force, blowing under her crinoline so that she had to press her hands against the metal hoops to keep them from tilting and exposing her drawers. That would have been a fine first impression to make on the porters—or on the gentleman descending from the next railway car, for that matter.

“Good afternoon,” he said when his eyes met hers, and tipped his bowler hat. She replied with a nod, courteous but not inviting conversation. True, he looked like an upright gentleman, with a neatly trimmed blond beard and a clean, if not new, brown suit; but a woman traveling alone was always wise to err on the side of aloofness.

Rain blew in under the inadequate shelter afforded by the roof of the platform, and she retreated until her back was against the outer wall of the station office. Though it was only midafternoon, the scene before her was almost as dark as twilight thanks to the rain clouds, and she felt a stirring of excitement. She had heard that Yorkshire would be bleak, but the keen edge of the wind was invigorating.

When one of the porters brought her trunk, her generous tip made him talkative. “’Tis fair silin’ down today! Ah hope ye’ll not have trouble on t’ road, madam. Where are ye bound?”

“Hawksclaw House,” she said, and although the fair-haired man from the next compartment did not speak, his posture suddenly tautened into awareness. Before she could comment on this, even had she wished to, the porter’s sharp whistle of surprise distracted her.

“Hawksclaw House!” he echoed, rubbing the white whiskers at his chin. “Ah’ve not seen a guest visit t’ place in a good six or seven year’.”

“I’m not a guest. I’m the new governess.”

The porter blinked rheumy eyes at her, and his expression cooled, reflecting his reassessment of her status. “Oh, aye?” he said. “Well, good luck to thee.”

The shift from “ye” to “thee” told her that while a guest at Hawksclaw House might warrant respect, a mere governess deserved no such courtesy. She had experienced before this sudden change of manner when others learned of her situation. It no longer had the power to hurt her, but it did tell her something about the character of the person with whom she was dealing.

Interestingly, though, her fellow passenger became more interested in her as the porter’s friendliness waned. “I beg your pardon,” he said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I’m for Hawksclaw House as well. I am the new tutor. Redfern is my name.”

She surprised him by putting out her hand to shake, but he recovered quickly, and she approved of the firm but not crushing grip of his leather-gloved hand. He seemed undisturbed that she was taller than he, which surprised her in turn, as men often tried to draw themselves up to her height. “I am Miss Yates,” she said. “It seems that young Master Hawksclaw is suddenly gaining quite an entourage.”

The porter had lingered instead of going about his business, and now he broke in. “Tha’rt certain ’tis t’ Hawksclaw family?” he asked doubtfully. “Ah din’t recall that they had young childer at home.”

“I assure you that Miss Yates and I do know the name of our employers,” the tutor said jovially.

“Aye, sir.” The porter’s perplexed expression did not ease. “All t’ same...”

Whatever else he might have said was lost in the noise of a brougham carriage drawing up. The driver, a grave-faced man with a grizzled beard and wearing an oilskin coat, jerked his head at the porter to bring the baggage.

“Are you from Hawksclaw House?” Medora wanted to be certain before she boarded the vehicle.

“Aye. Ah’m Asa.” He wasted no time in pleasantries, and in view of the continuous rain, Medora approved of his priorities. Soon she and Mr. Redfern were situated inside the brougham, being jounced over the uneven road, and she was able to resume their conversation.

“Seven years, the porter said. Do you suppose at his age he’s growing forgetful, or can they really have entertained no one since 1849?”

His shrug did not dismiss the idea so much as resign it to the unknowable. “Impossible to tell until we arrive, I should think. May I ask... or would you find it impertinent...”

“Ask away, Mr. Redfern. As we are to be colleagues, we may as well be frank with each other.” Ordinarily she might not have offered carte blanche to a near stranger, but she had a strong idea of what he wished to ask. He had been surreptitiously eyeing her crimson cashmere dress and sealskin mantle, and now his clear brown eyes dwelled on her bonnet with its red and gold ruching. She was accustomed to surprise when people recognized that the fashionable, well-dressed woman was a servant.

“Are you in disguise?” was how Mr. Redfern put it, bluntly.

The question made her laugh. The man had an imagination, at least. “I am almost sorry to say no,” she replied. “I know that my appearance doesn’t accord with what is expected from a governess. I was fortunate to be placed for many years with the Reginald family, and in addition to paying me generously they graciously indulged my preference for pretty clothing, so you will not find me in black broadcloth and gray linsey. A fashionable wardrobe is my one vice.”

This made her companion smile. He might have been anywhere from ten years her junior to ten years her senior, or roughly thirty to fifty; it was maddening that some men aged so gracefully that it was impossible to pinpoint closer than this. His face was lean but attractive, with a straight nose and a decisive mouth, his beard trimmed short, which she approved of.

She wondered if he was similarly trying to gauge her age. Her dark hair had begun graying when she was still young, and now at forty-two was as much silver as brown. Fortunately she had not grown stout, and her figure was still enviable.

Mr. Redfern, now, was on the thin side. There was also a shadow of something in his eyes that suggested there was another aspect to him beyond this amiable traveling companion. She was curious as to what that might be. Had he been in the war in the Crimea, which had ended just ten months ago, or was it something entirely different? Perhaps it would be revealed to her during their time as colleagues... or perhaps it was a secret so deep that she would never learn it.

“The Reginalds are a family with some reputation for eccentricity,” he said now, “which is of course accepted in a line so distinguished.”

“I was born to eccentricity, one might say,” she allowed. “A parson’s daughter named for a character out of Byron is practically destined to raise eyebrows.”

He raised his own eyebrows inquiringly, but when she did not volunteer further information, he gave a nod of understanding. “I, on the other hand, have no such intriguing credentials. I was a schoolmaster until... until it no longer agreed with me. Tutoring allows me a certain freedom, in that no one position need last very long. It allows me to travel, to pull up stakes when I begin to hanker for a change of scene.”

How different from her own experience. She had been governess to the late Duke of Ellsworth’s younger niece at the Ellsmere estate in Cornwall for twelve years, until the girl turned eighteen, made her society debut, and dispensed with the need for a governess. Felicity’s married elder sister, Lady Montrose, had then summoned Medora to Derbyshire to look after her young son and daughter, but after more than half a year there she still felt out of place. Perhaps she had been with one pupil for too long to easily adjust to new charges. Or perhaps the opposite was true and she needed a greater change than shifting her attention from one generation to the next.

She had been both touched and embarrassed when Lady Montrose approached her just over a fortnight ago with a letter from a long-ago friend in need of a governess. “It has been many years since I spoke with Permelia Blythe,” she had said, “or rather Mrs. Hawksclaw now. But she was a sweet girl and I’m certain will be a kind and generous employer. Her little boy Louis is of an age, she says, where he has outgrown a nurse and is in need of instruction.”

“Lady Montrose, I hope I haven’t shown myself to be ungrateful—”

“Not at all! But I have come to know you fairly well after all these years, and it is clear that you haven’t been contented here.”

“I assure you, I have only the greatest affection for Freddie and India.”

Lady Montrose patted her hand. “That is plain as day. And I would like nothing better than to keep you to myself, if I were not certain that it was making you unhappy.”

And so as soon as the Christmas festivities were over the governess embarked on a new position—and in a sense a new world, for Hawksclaw House was situated in a part of Yorkshire so remote that it was practically a universe unto itself, bounded on one side by the North Sea and on the others by moorland. With part of her mind she worried that she had acted rashly in accepting the position through a letter to Mrs. Hawksclaw. But a little spark of anticipatory excitement warmed her ever more as the carriage drew toward her new home.

She needed that warmth, as well as her mantle and muff, as the wind insinuated itself through the cracks around the brougham window and door. Gusts of wind and rain blew inside whenever Mr. Redfern had to disembark to assist Asa after the carriage became mired in mud. He was soon so wet that he might as well have been riding on the box with Asa, as he acknowledged while trying not to drip on her skirts. She was pleased to observe that physical discomfort did not make him ill-tempered, as it did so many people.

The worst part of their journey was when they crossed the bridge over what must under normal circumstances have been a slender section of the River Wear but now, swollen with rain, sounded as if it were lapping at the top of the bridge. The volume of noise, even over the sound of the rain, was alarming as Asa coaxed the horses across, and the carriage seemed to quake as if the bridge were shuddering. She realized that she was holding her breath until they regained solid ground... if it could be so termed when it seemed to consist mainly of mud.

Gradually their route began to ascend, and even though Medora could not see them through the rain-bleared window, she knew they must be approaching the cliffs along the coast. At last came the reassuring sound of gravel beneath the wheels, and soon the brougham drew to a stop before Hawksclaw House.
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Alighting from the carriage, Medora put up her umbrella and paused to take a look at her new home before ascending the front steps. Hawksclaw House was a massive, severe structure of gray stone with a slate mansard roof. Square and uncompromising, with symmetrical rows of windows marching across its face, it abutted a tower that seemed far older than the body of the house—a remnant of a castle, perhaps, for the windows were mere arrow-slits.

Since Asa had deposited them at the front of the house, Medora deduced that they were not expected to use the back entrance. When she rapped with the ball-and-claw knocker at the massive oak door, it opened on the upright figure of a woman in a severe black dress. Her skirts were limp without a fashionable crinoline to support them, and she gave Medora’s ensemble a visual inspection both lengthy and disapproving. Pince-nez hung from a chain around her neck, and she put them on to make certain she had not missed any details of the new arrivals. She looked far more like the conventional idea of a governess than did Medora.

“How do you do,” this woman said stiffly, standing back to permit them to enter. “I am the housekeeper, Mrs. Cook.”

The infelicity of this name being attached to her position struck Medora so humorously that she almost commented upon it, but a certain frosty lift to the housekeeper’s chin suggested that she was accustomed to such jokes and had little patience with them. Medora held her tongue, but she was almost certain that Mr. Redfern’s lips twitched as he conquered a smile.

The two of them introduced themselves as the housekeeper continued to inspect them. “You are very tall,” she told Medora in a disapproving tone.

“I’m afraid there is very little I can do about that.” Well above the average height for a woman, she was accustomed to remarks of the sort. She had found her height a disadvantage in attracting suitors when she was young enough still to hope to be wedded, but in the years since she had come to appreciate it for the authority it lent her... except on occasions like this one, when acquaintances felt threatened by her greater height. “I assure you that it does not interfere in the performance of my duties,” she said.

The housekeeper eyed her suspiciously as if sensing flippancy, but Medora kept her expression mild. “Very well,” she said. “While I conduct Mr. Redfern to his room, please wait in the drawing room, just through those double doors. It is the only public room in use.”

Since the tutor was dripping copiously on the marble floor of the foyer, Medora did not begrudge him first place in line. Once the two of them had left her, there was no sign of life. The only sounds were the rain rushing down, an occasional thunderclap, and the tick of a clock on the vestibule console where she
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