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For Julie, Steve, Kizzy and Noah, and all the residents of Ponden Hall, past, present and future.




Part One


No coward soul is mine,
No trembler in the world’s storm-troubled sphere:
I see Heaven’s glories shine,
And Faith shines equal arming me from Fear.

Emily Brontë






PROLOGUE

There’s a phone ringing, somewhere very far away.

‘Wake up, Tru. Wake up. Wake up, Trudy, wake up!’

Abe. Hearing his voice I am instantly awake, turning to him at once. Unwilling to open my eyes just yet, I feel the weight of him sitting on the edge of our bed.

‘What is it?’ I murmur, reaching out for his familiar warmth. His long fine fingers that I am so used to being entwined in mine … my love, my husband, mine.

‘I was dreaming about when I was a girl, the day that Dad died,’ I tell him. ‘It seemed so real, just as if I was there again … It must have been the phone ringing that brought me out of it. But who’s ringing at this time of night? It is night, right?’

‘Tru, I’m so sorry.’ Abe’s whisper dissipates as my hand arrives on a cool and empty sheet.

‘Abe?’ My hand travels over an expanse of bed, searching, but he is just out of reach. ‘Abraham?’

‘Wake up, Trudy, wake up.’

‘Tru, I’m so sorry, I love you,’ he says very softly in my ear, close enough that I feel the heat of his breath on my neck. ‘Don’t forget that I love you – and nothing can change that. Not even this.’

‘Abraham?’

‘Mummy!’ Will grabs my arms and shakes me.

‘I’m awake.’ Sleep makes every part of me as heavy as lead. ‘I’m up. Wait, Daddy was just … Abe?’

But there is nothing but the empty space of his side of the bed. With a sharp pang I remember: Abe’s not here. He’s overseas; Peru this time. Using his training as a general surgeon, midway through a six-week-long aid mission.

‘Can’t you stay at home?’ I’d begged him.

‘You know why I can’t,’ he’d said.

‘Mummy.’ Will climbs into bed, skinny legs and freezing feet snaking in between mine. ‘The phone woke me up; it’s been ringing and ringing. And stopping and ringing again. Didn’t you hear it?’

‘I didn’t.’ Reaching out, I switch on a lamp.

The landline telephone is next to the bed. No one ever phones the landline. Will and I flinch as it begins to ring once more.

‘Go on,’ Will urges me, wide eyes and wide awake, like only an eight-year-old can be. ‘It will be Daddy!’

I don’t know why I’m so afraid to pick it up, but I am. I can hear distance on the line.

‘Hello?’

‘Is it Daddy?’ Will reaches at once for the receiver. ‘Let me talk!’

‘In a minute.’ Twisting away from him, waiting for the other voice on the end to speak one moment more before filling the silence with a gush of hopeful words. ‘Abe? Can you hear me? I was just dreaming you were here. We miss you. Will is right here, say something!’

I half laugh and hear the desperation in my own voice echo back at me down the line. In the short, silent space that follows, I somehow know everything all at once.

‘Ms Heaton?’ It’s not Abe that speaks; I knew it wouldn’t be. It’s not my beloved, my heart, my soulmate, my reason.

‘Ms Heaton, I’m so sorry to have to tell you …’

I watch Will’s face as he watches mine. I see his face fall, and watch our whole world implode in the reflection in his eyes.




CHAPTER ONE

Eight months later

‘Here we are,’ I say to Will, reaching for his hand as I climb out of the car, parked just down the road from the house. I inhale the landscape around me. Bathed in the last of the afternoon sun, it glows softly of coppers and golds, and it’s just how I imagine it when I think of it, which is often: always different, always changing, always the same.

Ponden Hall is a house built with light.

It’s a beacon, a lighthouse with no sight of the sea, pulsing in the dark and sending messages far and wide for the special few that can hear them.

‘You can hear them, because you are a Heaton and we have always lived here since the first foundation stone was laid in 1540. Our ancestors made this place for you, and every Heaton there will ever be,’ he would tell me, the reassurance of his hand heavy on my shoulder. ‘They birthed the house out of the hillside.’

‘Yer, Ma,’ he’d say, lowering his voice, ‘isn’t a Heaton, so she can’t see the lights. She only sees the shadows.’

Ma, who I haven’t seen for all these years, is somewhere within those thick, ancient walls, with sixteen years of ‘I told you so’ waiting to greet me. So why am I here? Because Abe was lost without trace, and, although I didn’t want to have to turn to her, at the same time there was only one place that I wanted to be: home. Months passed, hopes faded, money ran out … and eventually I gave in to the call of the beacon. I’d run back to Ponden. It just so happened that Ma would be there, too.

Will scrambles past me, ignoring me, standing in the middle of the flat area of hardstanding, looking around him, trying to understand a landscape that is as unfamiliar to my little urban boy as the surface of Mars might be; more so, in his case.

For me, though, it’s like breathing above water. Taking in a deep breath of clean, quiet air, tipping my face into the welcoming wind, it cools my heated cheeks with every passing whisper. The relief. The joy of arriving somewhere where even the air is a familiar friend. It’s only because my son is standing next to me that I don’t fling my arms open to embrace this place that I have missed, every single moment, for sixteen years.

‘There’s nothing here,’ Will says, his body hunching up against the cold.

‘What do you mean, nothing?’ I look up and down the valley, hills billowing on either side of the flat, cool expanse of the reservoir and the sky reaching ever upwards. ‘There’s everything here.’

‘I don’t like it, I want to go home,’ Will says, his voice very fragile and small. In the silence that comes afterwards there is the resounding absence of London traffic, and of school friends shouting his name, footballs clattering against the neighbour’s fence. What he can’t hear is the hum of our washing machine and the TV always on. Of Daddy laughing and talking too loud on the phone, the last human on earth who actually liked making phone calls. All the noises that Will has always known are silenced here.

‘It is different here,’ I say gently, lightly dropping my arm round his shoulder. ‘It is, I know. But turn around and you’ll see your house. The one that has always been yours, even before you were born.’

Gravel crunches under our feet as, ignoring the way he stiffens at my touch, I turn him around to look up the hillside at the house.

And there she is: my friend; my mother; my haven. I see her for the first time again at the exact same moment as Will. Dearest Ponden Hall, perched in the crook of the hillside, watching out for me, waiting for me to come home, arms outstretched.

The ancient walls are as solid and immovable as the rocky moor they are made from. The diamond-pane windows glint and wink, reflecting the cold bright blue of a cloudless October day. The tall drystone wall that encloses the garden is just about still standing, stones precariously balancing, one atop the other, just as they have for hundreds of years. Oh, the relief to be here, to be safe, to be near somewhere that has always healed me.

Every Heaton knows that Ponden does have dark corners, deep shadows and lost stories caught within its history, fleeting shadows that are gone the moment you look at them. But every Heaton loves it nevertheless, and now it’s Will’s turn.

‘I don’t like it,’ he says, eyes dark. ‘It looks cold, and old, and full of spiders.’

All Will sees right now is a house without his father in it.

‘I think you will love it; do you know why?’

Will looks up at me, his brown eyes full of tears that he is doing his best to contain. Slowly, he shakes his head.

‘Because this house was built for you, five hundred years ago. Everyone who has ever lived in this house has been a Heaton, and nearly every boy that has lived here has been called Robert or William, just like you.’

‘Really?’ Will looks back at the house, and I hold my breath as his cold hand reaches unconsciously for mine, as it always used to before all this. ‘But I’m a Heaton Jones.’

‘You are,’ I say. ‘But you are a Heaton nevertheless, and this house will know you the moment you walk in through the door, I promise you. It will recognise you.’

‘That sounds creepy, actually,’ Wills says. He has a point, this little boy of a world of fitted kitchens and night lights.

‘Not creepy, just different. You’ll see.’

‘But …’ Will stops as we walk up the hill towards the front door. ‘What about Daddy? How will Daddy know that we are here?’

‘He …’ I stop. Every expert I have spoken to since it happened said I had to be clear when talking to Will about the light aircraft crash. That I had to explain that, even though no trace could be found of the plane, or the people in it, we had to understand that Abe was most likely dead. That no one could survive, unaided and injured, in dense rainforest. Tell your son his father is never coming back, they said, that he will never see him again.

That is the only way for an eight-year-old to truly understand grief, they said. To be able to process, and eventually recover from, what’s happened, even if there is no body, and no grave. Don’t tell him his father has passed away, or gone to sleep. It sounds brutal and cruel, they said, the grief counsellors and the social workers, but in the end it’s the right thing for him to be able to face it and recover. So that’s what I did; I did what they told me to do for Will, even though it broke my heart.

And yet Will won’t listen to me. He still believes that his father is alive, no matter what I say, and more than that, he is angry with me for not believing too.

‘I left the address at the flat,’ I tell him, which is true; I left a forwarding address. ‘Besides, I lived here when I first met Daddy – I have lots of stories to tell you about that time. So Daddy knows, he knows where we are. He knows that if we’re not at our flat, we’ll be here.’

‘Then why have I never visited here before?’ Will asks me as we stop at the front door of Ponden Hall. That’s a question I don’t have the courage to answer right now. For a fraction of a second I hesitate by the gate set into the high garden wall, seeing it out of the corner of my eye, unwilling to look right at it, remembering what I saw there once, a long time ago. Lifting the latch on the old front door, I push it open.

‘Hello,’ I say to the house, ‘this is my little boy, William. We’re home.’

Light filters through the stained-glass window at the other end of the hall and dapples on the flags. The air inside is static and thick with dust; it smells like a museum, a long-forgotten, lost civilisation. Which is not like Ma and her fondness for lemon-scented disinfectant at all, constantly cleaning, in perpetual motion. But for someone like me, who has devoted their working life to exactly those sorts of institutions, it only adds to the homecoming.

‘Mummy.’ Will’s voice waivers in the gloom; the only thing he has ever been afraid of is the dark. ‘I want to go home.’

‘It’s OK, I promise. I promise you will like it once you get used to it.’

We follow the ever-so-gentle downward slope of the hall as it bends right, taking us down into the heart of the house. Firelight flickers under the door to the sitting room; there’s the snuffle, snort and scratch of a dog’s paw at the gap under the door.

This is it, then. The reunion. Half of me wonders if, after the archaic exchange of short, curt letters, sent second class, and half-heard messages relayed via Jean from Middle Farm’s landline, if she has any idea that we are coming at all. But it’s too late to turn back now.

‘Ma?’ I call out as I push open the door. ‘Ma, we’re here. We’ve arrived.’

‘I can see that,’ Ma’s disembodied voice says. ‘I’ve got eyes, don’t I?’




CHAPTER TWO

At first the room, lit only by firelight and what’s left of the afternoon sun, looks empty of any life except the elderly retriever, standing legs set, grumbling in a decidedly half-hearted fashion.

‘Away with you, Mab,’ Ma says, and my head turns towards her voice, lost as she is in the great dark recess of an elderly hooded leather porter’s chair. The claws of her hands cover the ends of the cracked and worn armrests; stockinged legs ending in disintegrating slippers are set on the ground in the same stance as the dog she is talking to. ‘Too late to get your knickers in a twist now, old girl.’

‘Hey, girl.’ Dropping to one knee, Will holds out his hand to Mab and her nose delicately investigates his fingertips, her tail thudding against the same sofa we have had since I was a little girl. Will folds down next to her, eyes lighting up as she pushes the dome of her head under his palm, leaning her unsteady weight into his. Seeing him relax, so do I, just a little.

Ma leans forward so at last I can see her face.

‘You’re older,’ she says.

‘So are you,’ I reply, taking her in. Her once-thick blonde hair is now streaked with silver and, always delicate and as fine-boned as a wren, she is truly thin now: much too thin. In the firelight, every hollow and dip in her face is deepened, revealing the skull beneath her skin, making her look so much older than her fifty years. A sudden longing leaps into my chest and I realise that, despite everything that happened, I have missed her. Or missed having a mother, at least.

‘And this is the boy.’ As she gestures at Will, her eyes meet mine, unreadable. No cue as to how to proceed. ‘This is William.’

‘Will. He loves dogs,’ I say, just to say something as I look round this familiar room where I grew up, longing to lose myself in nostalgia. The great hall, they called it long ago, though it is not so very great. The huge inglenook fireplace stands sentinel at one end, and at the other, the great dresser that has been in the house for almost as long as it has been built, elderly oak blackened by centuries of touch, standing floor to ceiling, so heavy it’s bolted to the wall. When I was a little girl I used to think of it being like Pippi Longstocking’s chest of treasures, always something miraculous to be found in every drawer or cupboard, whether it was meant for the hands of child or not; it was another place to go, another world to me. Ma talks about Mab, something about finding her starving in the back garden. Ma always had so much more kindness to offer animals than she did humans.

I half listen as Wills asks more about Mab, watching brand-new night unfurl against the stone window frame, the diamond-paned glass reflecting fragments of firelight into the room. Just visible, high in the ceiling, are the old metal hooks where pheasants and meat once hung, the ornately moulded Yorkshire plaster roses that decorate the very tops of the walls a sign that, at one time at least, the Heatons had gone up in the world. And beneath Ma’s scattering of rugs, the flagstones that have always been there, only a little worn by so many thousands of pairs of feet crossing them day after day. For a moment I remember how I used to lay my cheek against the cool stone and close my eyes and think of all of those feet that had smoothed it away. I’d always thought of one pair, in particular, which had known my house almost as well as I did. I’d close my eyes and try to imagine Emily Brontë sitting at our table, leaning against our dresser, warming herself by the great smoky fire and walking again and again across the flagstones to the Ponden library that she loved so much. And as I lay there, I’d whisper my secrets to her, because when I was ten years old I couldn’t think of anyone better equipped to keep them than the author of Wuthering Heights.

‘Anyway, it’s been nearly a decade since I took her in, ten years of just her and me. Old Mab here will be glad of new blood.’ Ma draws herself up to standing and I realise that I’m taller than her now. ‘She’s sick and tired of me, for the most part. Old bag of bones, I am; you can’t even chew on me, can you, Mab?’

Mab is too lost in Will’s ministrations to care what Ma says, her large paw braced on Will’s shoulder as he rubs her tummy, setting her hind leg into a frenzy of agitation.

‘So, William …’ Ma peers at him with something like apprehension. ‘I’m your grandmother.’

Will looks up at her, blinking.

‘I’ve already got one,’ he says. ‘Granny Unity. She’s my dad’s mum, and she lives in Putney.’

There had been several long talks about going to live with Unity after I realised I couldn’t keep the flat on alone. I’d thought of it, me and Will in her big, sunny garden flat. She’d cook and nurture us, take care of us, shower us with the love and kindness that she always had, almost from the moment Abe first brought me home to her. So why weren’t we there in her warm embrace, heads on her shoulder? She’d wept as we’d left this morning, and Will had twisted in his seat and pressed his hands against the rear-view window, crying for her.

‘Don’t take what’s left of my boy away,’ Unity had begged me last night. In the end, only the truth reassured her, as crazy as it sounded.

‘I’m going back to the place where I first found him,’ I told her. ‘And I know it will be so much more difficult than if I stayed here with you, and I know it’s hard to understand, but, somehow, I feel like he’s there, waiting for me. It’s not for ever, Unity, it’s just something my heart needs to do.’

And that was the truth: I needed home. I needed Ponden more than I ever had, this one magical place in the whole of the world that healed any hurt, soothed any harm, just like a whispering mother. The absence of it had always been part of my life from the day I left, a background hum of longing, the other joys in my life blotting it out. But in the last few months it has called to me, singing out in the dark. It was the one place in the world where I felt I might know something like peace again, not only for myself, but for my son.

There was something else, too: there was Ma. I’d asked her to let me come home because I wanted to give Will a break from London life and a change of scene, and because I needed Ponden. I’d expected … Honestly, I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t her swift acceptance. And the other reason I’d come back to Ponden was for Ma. Maybe Ponden could heal us, too.

‘Well, now you’ve got two. I’m Granny Mariah,’ Ma said to Will, bending stiffly forward, extending a hand towards him. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, William. Did you know that every generation of Heaton men that have lived in this house has been called either Robert or William? Your grandfather, he was a Robert.’

‘Yes.’ Reluctantly, Will briefly shakes her hand. ‘Mum just told me – and I’m not a Heaton, I’m a Heaton Jones.’

‘You’re a Heaton first,’ Ma says, ‘so you’re a Heaton.’

‘Ma …’ I wanted time, time to talk to her about how to talk to Will, how to handle him, but Ma always has her own agenda.

‘I know who I am.’ Will returns his attention to the dog, and Ma’s expression is one of mild amusement.

‘A Heaton first,’ she mutters.

‘Thank you,’ I say quickly, before Ma can say something else to Will. ‘Thanks for letting us come. I know it must be … disrupting, after having the place to yourself for so long.’

‘What else am I going to do?’ Ma’s eyes roam over my face, as if trying to discern any trace of the girl I once was. ‘You’re blood, after all. I made up your old room for you both; there’s your old bed and a mattress. I don’t sleep up there nowadays – roof’s a wreck – but that room’s OK if it don’t rain. There’s bread, cheese, butter, bacon in the pantry, if you’re hungry.’

‘I’m hungry,’ Will says.

‘You get settled, then. I’ll make you a sandwich.’ Ma pushes herself off from the table towards the door, and for a moment I’m worried she will topple.

‘Ma, I can do it …’

‘You won’t know where anything is.’ Ma waves me away. ‘Do as you’re told and take your stuff up.’

‘Right,’ I say, and it’s like being fifteen again, having to force myself to drag out every awkward word. ‘I spoke to the electric people; they said the power will be back on today or tomorrow. You owed them quite a lot.’

It’s not a subtle dig, to point out that I’m settling her debts for her with what meagre savings we have, but I can’t stop myself saying it anyway.

‘In the meantime …’ Ma gestures at three candle stumps, wicks blackened and broken and a battered box of matches.

Mab lifts her head off the floor in weary protest as Will stands up.

‘Everyone says my dad is dead,’ he says, looking at Ma. ‘But he isn’t, I know he isn’t.’

‘Fair dos,’ Ma says, but Will isn’t done.

‘Granny Unity says you are a racist and that’s why you didn’t want Mum and Dad to get married. And if you are racist that means you hate me too, doesn’t it?’

‘Will …’ My instinct is to step in but it’s the wrong one. I’m so proud of the stalwart line across his shoulders, the refusal to look away, his raised chin. My little boy, eight years old, and already there are ever more minutes of the day I can’t make safe for him, battles that only he can fight – and worst of all, he’s already used to it.

‘Now then,’ Ma says, ‘the boy deserves a direct answer to a direct question.’ She turns to Will, fixing him with her pale china-blue eyes. ‘I never hated your dad. I thought he was a very fine man, just not the man for my daughter. I had my reasons. And your mum, she had hers. We fell out over it. But I can tell you this, Will, it had nothing to do with your dad being black. Nothing at all. I’m many things, but I ain’t one of them, and if you ever meet one round here, I’ll take my stick to them, do you hear me? I won’t have that vile filth near me or you. You are my grandson, and you are welcome here. And there aren’t that many that are. Just know that.’

‘Mum said you weren’t a racist,’ Will says. ‘She said you were just nasty. I wanted to check.’

‘Happen I am nasty,’ Ma replies, with a shrug that says, ‘nothing more to add’. ‘I can’t help who I am, now can I? You can hate me for that if you like.’

This time it was Will’s turn to shrug.

‘You like dogs,’ he says. ‘Anyway, my dad’s not dead. He’s coming home, I know he is.’

‘Happen you’re right, son,’ Ma says mildly. ‘After a life living in this house I’m inclined to think that death isn’t quite the dead end that everybody says it is.’

And for the first time since we left London, Will smiles.

Ponden 1654

Praise Be to His Greatness that delivered me to this Place that has given me shelter and food, and safety when I was lost and lived as one of the damned. Praise be to His Glorious name forever, for His salvation and for my friend and brother, Robert Heaton, who, so that he may not forget his own schooling, now denied to him, took to showing me my words and letters that I might know a little of the books that are kept within this great house.

These words I write are my gift to dear Robert, these words that I will gather here, in the glory and gratitude of my Lord God, that mark down the tales of our lives and how we are Blessed by His mercy to have come to one another over many great and wicked miles.

I was likely no more than nine years of age when I first came to Ponden Hall, though I was small and underfed, so may be older.

The war was two years won, but even so, soldiers still walked abroad the land, taking what they could with force and violence. Many folk starved, even in this great county of Yorkshire where so much is taken in tax and levies. Poor have no respite, no help but what the Parish may afford them, which is precious little. And so it happened that my own mother sold me on the roadside to my master and father, one Henry Casson, may God forgive her.

He who had once been a paid soldier from across the border did not make a kind father, rather he was a man most cruel and evil in his intent.

Long days we travelled, days when he called me sometimes daughter, sometimes dog. From house to house we’d go, and he’d take and steal in word and deed, with not a care for the harm he left after him. Until, after some very bloody trouble on the road, trouble which I dare not speak of, we came to this place, Henry Casson aware that the mistress was presumed a widow, her husband not returned from war. Here he contrived to stay.

On that first day I was much afraid of what he would do, trying to hide myself in the shadows and smoke that had gathered there as I watched him sitting at the great table, in the shadow of a towering dresser, talking with Mistress Anne Heaton. As before, he called himself my father, and me a motherless girl. He told her that she needed the protection of a strong man to care for her and her properties, make sure all is done that is right by her.

His voice could be very kind, when it had a need to be.

It was then that Robert Heaton first found me, cowering against the wall, and told me not to be afraid, that the maid, Betty, would have buttermilk in the kitchen for us.

‘I am Robert Heaton, master of this house,’ he told me on that day. ‘I am twelve years of age and you are welcome in my home.’

The milk was warm and sweet, the fire good, and I praised His Glory for bringing me these moments of comfort. For all the days and nights that I had followed Casson, not knowing what else I might do but die, I had never troubled my master with disobedience. But on this day, seeing how this house was good, decent and God-fearing, I sought to go against Casson and warn Robert of the danger that sat up at his table.

‘My name is Agnes; I do not know my age and that man is not my father,’ I told him. ‘I do know that he means to marry your Mother. He means to stay here forever or for as long as it will serve him.’

Even as I write this now, with my words so few and so clumsy, I see the great grief and loss in my Robert’s face.

‘Father went to the war and didn’t return,’ Robert told me, ‘and Mother cannot manage alone.’

‘She should try,’ I told him, with every ounce of strength that a girl of so few years and such little import could muster. ‘Tell her she should try.’

On that day Robert took my hand and promised me that as long as I stayed at Ponden Hall he would protect me from all harm. Dearest Lord, I bless You for the gift of his protection and care, and the words that are now becoming mine, even though I am only poor and low-born, and I vow that I shall only ever use them in the praise of Your Glorious Name.

And that my friendship and loyalty to Robert is such that it will never be broken or ended, but instead, an eternal loving regard that will endure for all time.

Agnes Casson, for I do not know what name was previously mine.




CHAPTER THREE

A creak on the floorboards, a breath against my cheek, the palm of Abe’s hand smooth and warm on my back, the scent of him; for a few seconds I feel calm, and safe and then …

Opening my eyes, I stare hard at the curtainless window, concentrating on screwing back the grief tight inside my ribcage. Every morning it’s the same, the shock and the loss renewed with every rising sun.

The last traces of the night sky, just visible through the laced vines of the ivy that has half overgrown the window, are ebbing away outside, evolving into a perfect royal blue. I’ve slept much later than I meant to, although I don’t know how, on this worn-out carpet, with the loose boards creaking and shifting underneath me all night.

Will’s small bed is empty; he must have gone to the bathroom. Peeling myself off of the floor is a laborious process, stiff muscles and mismatched bones sing out in complaint.

‘Will? You OK?’ I call out. The air seems to flinch around me, as if unused to hearing voices, and I sympathise. When I was a child I lived with silence for hours, sometimes; I relished it. As an adult I spend much of my time alone, with nothing but the sound of whispering books. Silence has been a companion, something that spins outwards from my own closed mouth, protecting me within its confines. Ma has been here alone for a long time, silent for a long time, and her silence has crept into every crevice of the house, muting it.

‘Talk to me,’ I whisper into the chill air. ‘I miss you.’

And the room that was once my kingdom talks back, with a host of memories, each one clamouring to be heard. Once, long before I was born, this room was twice as wide and twice as long, a grand and important library, the finest for miles around, lined with bookcases that are still partially intact. But for all of my childhood this fragment of a lost room was mine and the books that lined the shelves my freedom. It’s strange to see the place where I felt so happy, so warm and content, with fresh adult eyes. And so profoundly moving, feeling the echoes of that child all around me. Even if the sky-blue paint I chose to match the view outside my window is peeling, and a thick layer of sticky dust coats every surface, it’s still just as magical to me – although I’ll admit the gaping great hole in the ceiling almost succeeds in taking the shine off.

At some point, a deluge of water must have brought a large part of the plaster down, leaving a jagged black hole right above my head and, beyond that, a small, ragged gap in the roof tiles.

‘No one’s taken care of you for a long time.’ I speak to Ponden as naturally as I always have, passing conversation with a dear friend. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long, but I am back now. I’ll fix things while I’m here, get you back on your feet again.’

Today, that feels possible.

Last night, as I lay under the hole in the ceiling, so bone-tired I could have slept on stone, I caught a glimpse of something glittering right up in the exposed eaves of the house. As my eyes adjusted to the deep velvet of the night, I realised it was a single star twinkling above my head, its light a traveller through time, making its way from somewhere deep in the galaxy over thousands, maybe millions, of years; the ghost of a star that might not even be burning any more, travelling all this way to be seen and remembered just by me. And I knew that, whatever might be waiting for me in the fathomless days ahead, it didn’t seem so frightening because that light had travelled all this way with no expectation of being seen, and yet, in this small corner of the universe, my eyes were there to see it. And that gives me hope; it gives me hope that there are beautiful things that I cannot yet see, but which will one day reveal themselves to me. So I kept my eyes on it until sleep took me away, knowing that even though it’s no longer visible in daylight, it is still there.

Getting up off of the floor, I wander about, unpacking some of our things, folding Will’s clothes onto the bookshelves. I need a watertight place to keep my kit from the Lister James museum, where I had worked in the archives until … until I had to take a break from preserving, tracking and recording every single item that was held there, old and new. I had an idea, half-baked, to search out all the old family documents, many of them stuffed into that great dresser downstairs, and make a proper Heaton archive out of decade upon decade of discarded admin. But that was before I saw the state of disrepair the house was in; it seemed I’d be spending my savings much quicker than I planned, but at least one day it would all be for Will.

Where was Will?

I call out his name once again, tugging open the stiff door and walking over to the bathroom. He isn’t in there.

‘Dear Ponden,’ I say very politely, ‘please tell me, what have you done with my son?’

At the end of the hallway, the oldest part of the house stands facing outwards, sentinel against the ages. A great stone lintel holds the original door that was made for it five hundred years ago in its gentle grip, and the door swings open, just enough to allow a slice of sunrise to cut through the gloom. Of course, this would be the room that an eight-year-old boy would hide in; it’s the room with the ready-made den in it, after all, and Will would have no idea of the importance of that particular find, other than it invites adventure the moment you look at it.

‘Will, are you hiding in there?’

A whirlwind of dust motes dance in its light like a shower of sparks as I open the door; wood creaks and whispers.

The room is exactly as I last remember seeing it, empty except for the infamous four-hundred-year-old box bed, the closeted bed, no less, that Emily Brontë wrote into Wuthering Heights, and the window she imagined the ghost of Cathrine Earnshaw’s bloody hands smashing through, too. Today it looks more like the room you might find Sleeping Beauty in, the morning light cast into shades of green, filtered through the trees and vines that have grown up far too closely around the house, giving the room the feel of a silent glade in a leafy forest. The door to the bed is drawn shut and there is no sign of Will.

‘Will?’ I call his name. There’s no reply, but I can sense him. Sense his movement and mood, so I tread very carefully. ‘So, this room is pretty cool, right? This is the room that makes Ponden Hall really famous, because once, a long time ago, a very famous writer called Emily Brontë visited Ponden Hall all the time to use the library here. It’s this room, and that bed you’re in, that she describes in her novel, Wuthering Heights. So that’s pretty cool, isn’t it? To live in a famous house that people all over the world have visited, even if it’s only in their imaginations.’

I wait, he waits. The room waits, watchful.

At last the door of the box bed slides open and Will’s tousled head appears, his face creased with deep sleep.

‘What am I doing in here?’ he asks me, blinking. ‘This isn’t where I went to bed, is it?’

‘Hmm,’ I say. ‘I think that means that Ponden likes you.’

‘What do you mean?’ Will shakes his sleepy head, blinking in the light. ‘How did I get here?’

‘Following your dreams, I suppose,’ I tell him, climbing into the box bed alongside him. His breath has misted the deep, stone-set square window that the bed is built around, and I reach out to touch the family Bible that rests open on the windowsill. ‘When we first moved into our London house you’d sleepwalk a little bit, but then you grew out of it. I guess that change of scene brought it back.’

‘I don’t like change,’ Will says forlornly.

‘Not even this bed?’ Smiling, I press my palms against the dark wood. ‘When I was a kid, this would be my ship, my flying saucer, my jet, my playhouse …’

‘It’s just a bed. A stupid bed in a cupboard,’ Will says. ‘Why would anyone want to sleep in a cupboard?’

‘Because, once upon a time, everything used to happen in one room: cooking, working, eating, sleeping … It was a way to be private.’

‘Yuck.’ Will wrinkles his nose at the thought.

‘Do you remember how I told you that Ponden is full of stories?’ I ask him, brushing his long curls from his forehead. In the morning light his eyes are the purest green, deep as moss.

‘Yes,’ he replies. ‘But I don’t see how houses can be stories. Houses are buildings, not words.’

‘Think of it as a bit like the Hubble telescope,’ I say, falling back onto the mattress. After a moment Will stretches out by my side. ‘This house is like a lens, or a perfectly polished mirror in a telescope. It sees very far back in time – and maybe even into the future. There are so many stories to be made up here, and adventures to be had. Some that happened years ago, and some that haven’t happened yet, all of them just waiting for you.’

Will says nothing, his gaze tracking the roll of the clouds.

‘This is a lot for you to deal with,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t think I don’t know that. Thank you for sticking with me.’

‘I feel better, actually,’ Will says, turning to look at me.

‘Do you?’ I ask cautiously. ‘How so?’

‘Because I think Daddy will find us here. It’s a shiny place.’ He seems so certain that I feel it too, just for a moment. The beat of Abe’s heart, the sound of his voice, the broad strength of his presence at my side. Everything sensible about me should disagree, of course, but it’s still there, that tug at my heart that brought me home.

‘Come on,’ I say, kissing his warm skin as he squirms away. ‘Let’s get you wrapped up warm and find some breakfast, shall we?’

‘Mummy …?’ Will rolls into my arms and I hold him close, my son, my heartbeat.

‘Yes, little boy?’ I say.

‘You said you’d tell me the story of you and Daddy; you said you’d tell me about how you met here.’

‘I did,’ I say, releasing him to clamber out of the bed. ‘It’s a long story, Will.’

‘Well,’ he says, as I carry him out of the room and feel the door pushing itself shut under my hands, ‘this seems like a house with more than the usual amount of time.’

Funny how he’s only been here a few hours and he already understands this place exactly. It seems Ma was right: he’s a true Heaton after all.

Tru and Abe

‘I like the way you smile.’

Those were the first words Abe said to me. Not my smile, but the way I smiled.

I’d been watching him out the corner of my eye for the whole evening, me on one side of the bar, where I was only supposed to be collecting glasses, but serving pints anyway, him on the other, drinking them at a steady rate. His wasn’t the loudest laugh, nor was he the funniest or best-looking of his friends. He was the only one who had this stillness, this sense of calm and a kind of unconscious choreography in every moment. I’d made up at least eleven stories about him – who he was, and what he did – before I ever spoke to him, and had settled at last on a mountaineer, a free climber who had once summited Everest. He had those kinds of hands, the kind that look elegant enough, and strong enough, to defy gravity and turn the world underneath them.

‘Students,’ Mick the landlord had murmured, blowing my story with one word that carried enough expression to relay exactly what he thought of such creatures, which wasn’t very much all.

We didn’t often see students out here on the edges of the moors, though there were two university towns just a few miles away. However, we got more than our fair share of travellers from all over the globe. Any typical evening we might have a Japanese group just come down from Top Withens, the most likely location for Wuthering Heights, or twin-anoraked couples, or any number of local people who treated the pub like an extension of their living rooms. Some might think a small country pub in the middle of nowhere would fall silent when a group of medical students entered, but not us. All human life passed through those doors at one time or another.

Although Mick never turned down money, he wasn’t so fond of students, especially their shouts of laughter, for reasons that weren’t exactly clear. Still, they kept spending, so he kept serving, and so did I.

‘I like the way you smile,’ Abe’d said, a little unsteady on his feet. High cheekbones, tall and a little thin, his smile had listed to one side, just like him.

‘The way I smile?’ I’d questioned him, leaning in close because his mates were singing at the top of their voices and he was slurring his words a bit.

‘Yeah, sort of wonky and lots of teeth.’

I’d laughed, and he’d laughed – and then swayed, before finally tottering onto a barstool and settling like a leggy puppy.

‘My head is spinning; I don’t usually drink,’ Abe had told me. ‘We’re supposed to be hiking for a charity thing. No one said anything about drinking. But suddenly, it’s like “if you don’t drink you aren’t one of the lads”.’

‘Aren’t you a bit old for peer pressure?’ I’d laughed, pouring him a glass of water from the tap. ‘Here, get this down you and I’ll make you a coffee.’

‘I’m studying medicine, you see,’ he’d said, swaying perilously backwards on the stool and collapsing forward again, just in time. ‘My name is Abraham. Abe, most people call me. I’m going to be a doctor.’

‘Congratulations,’ I’d said. ‘I’m Trudy, Tru for short.’

‘Doesn’t that make you fancy me? The doctor thing?’ he’d asked, gesturing at his mates who were whispering and giggling like kids. ‘They said it would.’

‘Takes a bit more than potential earning power,’ I’d told him.

‘Like what?’ he’d asked.

‘Like who’s your favourite poet? Which work of art makes you cry, have you ever stood on the top of the moors and screamed at the sky, what do you think of Wuthering Heights, can you write music, do you believe in ghosts, do you dream about travelling to Mars, do you think you might have lived on this earth before?’

Abe had blinked at me and rested his forehead on the bar for a moment before focusing on me once again.

‘You’re one of those girls,’ he’d said, after a moment. ‘One of those thinking girls.’

‘I’m not sure I know of any other kind,’ I’d replied, which would have been more meaningful if I’d had a lot of friends at school, except I never did, because I’d made books and long-dead writers my friends.

‘Why are you only working in a pub?’ he’d asked, belligerent. ‘You seem clever.’

‘We can’t all be doctors,’ I’d said. ‘And anyway, I’m still doing my A levels.’

‘Oh.’ He’d closed one eye. ‘Want to come outside with me?’

‘No,’ I’d said. ‘It’s bloody freezing out there and I’m pretty sure you are going to throw up.’

‘But still good-looking, right?’ Abe had grinned at me then fallen off the stool.

‘I think it’s time you lot went home,’ Mick had said then, easing his considerable girth out from behind the bar. ‘Come on, lads, you don’t want sore heads in the morning. I’m closing up now, anyway.’

There’d been protests and swearing and many more songs, but all in good cheer. I’d watched Abe as he’d stumbled out of the door, turning to look at me just as he was about to leave. ‘I’m coming back tomorrow,’ he’d promised. ‘Not drunk … To tell you I’ve fallen in love with you at first sight.’

‘You do that,’ I’d said, rolling my eyes at Mick.

Later, I’d walked home, even though Mick had offered me a lift, because I liked the quiet, the cold and the smell in the air after rain, earthy and rich, flavoured with red-tasting iron. That night as I’d walked by the reservoir, the moon was so bright it left a halo of light in its trail as it set behind the hills. The dark had been full of magic and promise, the kind of night where love at first sight could happen to someone, even if it wasn’t me. I’d listened to the din of the insects singing in the dark and heard the hidden creatures moving in the undergrowth. Barn owls and bats had swooped and called overhead, and I was part of it, another wild creature under the stars.

And when I’d thought about what the student doctor had said to me in the pub, I’d felt like maybe life didn’t have to be so lonely after all.

Then the next day there was a knock on the door. It was Mick.

‘I’m not working, am I?’ I said, reaching for my coat.

‘No, but you don’t have a bloody phone either,’ he puffed, even though he’d driven his Land Rover right up to the door. ‘There’s a bloody idiot in the car who won’t leave until he sees you, and I wasn’t just about to tell him where you live so …’

He gestured at the car, and Abe was sitting inside, looking distinctly sheepish. He offered me a half-hearted wave.

I looked at Mick. ‘So you drove him round to murder me instead?’

‘Oh, bollocks.’ Mick took his cap off, and ruffled what was left of his hair. ‘Anyway, talk to him, will you? I’ll hang about here, knock him on head if he seems like he might be a wrong ’un.’

‘Who’s there?’ Ma called out from the kitchen.

‘No one, Ma,’ I call back. ‘Just Mick about extra shifts. He says get a phone!’

‘Don’t set her on me,’ Mick said, and he wasn’t joking. Ma’s tongue had been a local legend even then.

‘I reckon you can go.’ I looked at Abe. ‘He looks harmless.’

‘Murderers always do,’ Mick said. ‘Plus he told me he’s training to be a surgeon and they’re the worst kind for chopping up bodies and such.’

‘If he tries anything, I’ll shout for Ma.’

‘But how will he get back?’ Mick asked me.

‘He’s on a hiking trip, Mick. Reckon he’ll find the way.’

‘If you don’t make your shift tonight because you’re dead in a ditch, I’m going to be right peeved,’ Mick told me very seriously. ‘Pub’s downwind: if you scream loud enough in the right direction we might hear you.’

Abe got out of the car and smiled, but before he could say a word I dragged him a few hundred yards up the hill, out of sight of the house, and kept walking. It soon became apparent that the hiking trip must have had a lot more to do with drinking than walking.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked, out of breath, struggling to keep up with me.

‘My ma’s nosey,’ I said. ‘Trust me, you aren’t ready to meet her.’

‘That is true.’ Abe followed me up the track, like a great lolloping nerd.

‘So, what do you want?’ I stopped dead in the path, as soon as I thought we were as far enough away from the house to be out of the reach of Ma’s radar.

He collected himself, and took a deep breath. ‘I said I’d come back …’

‘You did,’ I said.

‘To tell you I’m in love with you.’

‘That’s bollocks,’ I said.

‘Maybe.’ He grinned and shrugged. ‘But I do like the way you smile, all lopsided and toothy, and your hair is all wild and tangled up and I like your blue eyes. Look, I’m sober now and I really fancy you and I’d like to see you again. A lot. I’m studying in Leeds, but it’s easy to get over here, or you could get over to the city and …’

I must have looked sceptical, because he hesitated, looking up at the storm that was gathering in the sky, ripples of grey spreading outwards with the slow menace of sudden heavy rain.

‘OK, I know you’re still at school, and I’m twenty-one. But that’s cool, I’m not going to, you know, be weird.’

‘You kind of already are,’ I said.

‘OK.’ Abe immediately put his hands in his pockets, and studied the toes of his barely worn hiking boots. ‘But would you write me a letter, then?’ Abe asked me. ‘You could just write to me.’

‘Write to you? Like letters?’ I thought of Charlotte Brontë’s letters, of the hope, and joy and pain she’d poured into each one, and thought how wonderful it would be to have a living human being to write letters to. ‘Really?’

‘I was thinking emails, but sure, letters, why not? We can get to know each other and, if you like me, then maybe you’ll let me come and see you again.’

‘I’m strange,’ I told him. ‘I’m the loner at school. I like Victorian novels and being by myself.’

‘Cool,’ Abe said. ‘I dissect dead people.’

‘I like you more already.’

I was standing slightly higher than him on the incline, looking down at him, and every last bit of what was left of the sun lit up his face. I saw amber and gold in his brown eyes, copper and oak in his skin, and such sweetness and hope in the angle of his head and the fall of his hands that I found I wanted to hold him and kiss him right then.

‘I can’t write to you if I don’t know your address, can I?’ I said, because it didn’t seem sensible to declare my feelings right then and there, not when I’d been doing such a good job of playing it cool.

‘Oh shit, yeah.’ He tapped his pockets. ‘I don’t …’

‘You write to me first. It’s easy to remember: Trudy Heaton, Ponden Hall.’

‘Really? OK, then. Yes, I will. I definitely will, Trudy Heaton of Ponden Hall.’

Then I kissed him, hard. Flung my arms around his neck, sending him staggering back a few steps and inhaled him, like he was the wind and the sky and all the sustenance I’d ever need, and he kissed me back in exactly the same way. Sunbeams refracted behind my eyelids, red and green, lights going off, and I tasted the scent of his skin on the tip of my tongue, soap and salt. Before that moment my entire kissing history had been teeth, saliva and tongues. This was something so much greater than that: it felt like the curve of the earth to me. When I let him go, he blinked and shook his head as he looked at me.

‘Sod it,’ he said. ‘I meant it when I said I was in love with you. I don’t know why or how, but I am, and I don’t even care if that freaks you out, I just have to say it.’

We’d stood there a moment longer, just looking. Just knowing that this was the beginning of something that would last forever, and even though I was just seventeen years old I wasn’t afraid, or daunted. I was just sure.

‘Don’t go the way you came,’ I told him, setting him on the footpath across the moor to Haworth. ‘This way is longer but it doesn’t go past the house. I don’t want my ma knowing my business.’

‘I’ll write,’ he said, walking past me backwards, up the path.

‘I know,’ I said.

The first letter came two days later.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘So why were you so sure that new Granny Mariah wouldn’t like Daddy?’ Will asks as I finish telling him that story, while he spoons porridge into his mouth. As I’d talked, I’d filtered my words through my own memory in real time, crafting them into something fit for an eight-year-old.

The sight of him sitting at the kitchen table, bundled up in his duvet against the biting morning cold, his bobble hat pulled down so the brim sits just above his eyes, makes my heart smile. There is still no power, despite the promises of the electricity company, which means a walk up the hill to where there might be some signal to phone them later. And yet I still don’t regret my decision to come home, despite the cold and discomfort. Sitting at this table that is as familiar as my own palm – with my son and bright morning sun flowing in through the two large kitchen windows, fighting its way through the vines of ivy that make rather picturesque picture frames – is enough of a salve to make it all worthwhile.

‘Granny …’ I try to come up a reason that would make sense to Will. ‘Granny has always been the sort of person to tell everyone to mind their own business, while at exactly the same time sticking her nose in yours. At the beginning, I suppose, I just wanted to keep your daddy to myself for a while, because I’d never
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