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To Mark, Izzy, Maddie and Mary, with all my love.

And to Zoë, who was the bravest person I know

and who believed in always following your dreams.




11 August 1849

Samuel would keep the secrets of their game. He could be allowed to live. Returned carefully to the sanctuary of his crib, so no one would ever know that he had gone. And those who did know would be too afraid to say anything. The future could be stopped and redrawn. All possibilities quivered in equal balance on that August morning. But in the summer, dawn comes early this far north and the household would already be stirring. Each streak of pink and gold across the sky demanded that a decision be made. Soon it would be light and then there would no longer be a choice. They would know his absence.

His soft, chubby fist held up a gift of daisies and grass carelessly wrenched from the damp early-morning ground. His eyes were the blue of distant skies.

He would live.

But the voices spoke again, louder this time. ‘Kill him, kill him!’ It was impossible to stop them – refusal only made them angry and more insistent. They clamoured with memories of injustices and suffering that could not be ignored. Only vengeance would quieten the voices. He must not live. Yet even the cruel knife hesitated as it was pulled from a deep pocket and raised above Samuel. He glanced upwards, a startled half-scream as he finally understood the game they were playing. At the first clumsy cut, crushed daisies and grass fell and scattered around him. Then it became easier as the keen blade hacked away. The precipice had been crossed and time started again.




Chapter One

The dark events I recount on these pages happened many years ago, but such was their sinister nature, they are imprinted on my mind as vividly as if it had been yesterday. My story may seem sensationalist in places, yet I can assure you it is an honest account – as far as the passage of time will allow – of that harrowing period in my life, and I have not sought to embellish it in any way.

And now, as Henry lies dying, I am to be left the only living witness. It is for this reason, and this reason alone, that I have decided to set down a final and true account of the occurrences at Teesbank Hall, thus ending the morbid speculation that has arisen over the years.

I was just twenty-one when I arrived at Eaglescliffe, a small village in the county of Durham, which was quite as remote as I had hoped. It was then 1871 and already more than two decades after the main events of the narrative. Eaglescliffe was in the process of reinventing itself and grey factories had sprouted up in once green fields. This was the heart of George Stephenson country and railway tracks cut across the landscape, linking together even the smallest of hamlets. It was completely unlike the golden-lit meadows of my childhood home in Norfolk, and for that I thanked God. This would be my hiding-place.

The railway station was a frenzy of slamming doors, whistles and the hiss of the steam engine as it strained to depart. A uniformed porter stood to attention at the far end of the platform, but I was neither pretty enough nor rich enough to catch his notice and instead struggled to lift my battered trunk down from the locomotive’s carriage. Still, I had a little stolen money left and intended hiring a cart to take me the last few miles. I felt in my purse once more to reassure myself that the folded and refolded letter from Mrs Jenson was there.

I hadn’t told a soul where I was going, not even Cousin Lucy, my dearest friend. When the outcry had died down, I would try to get word to her but I didn’t know how many months or even years it might be before I would dare to contact her, perhaps never. Uncle Thomas Stepford would watch her like a hawk and use her as a way to get to me. She would think I had betrayed her, but I couldn’t let myself dwell on that.

Over by the booking office, two men were idling and smoking pipes beside a horse and cart. When I approached and asked whether they were available for hire, the bolder of the two stepped forward and replied, ‘Aye, miss. Where is it you wish to go?’

‘Teesbank Hall, if you please, sir. Just off Jackson’s Lane.’ The address was burned onto my memory.

A silence came upon the two men and I was convinced

I saw them glance at each other, but it was so fleeting I couldn’t be sure.

The man gestured with his hand, ‘Teesbank Hall is that way and not far. Close by the river. You’ll easy be able to walk it before nightfall.’

‘I’m prepared to pay you to convey me there. I have this trunk to carry.’

He shook his head. ‘No, miss, it’s not for me. I’m too busy and you must find another to take you.’ He turned on his heel and walked back to his empty cart, much to my bemusement.

His friend lingered a moment longer. ‘’Tis a bad place that, miss, a bad place. You don’t want to go there.’ He paused. ‘Is there anywhere else I can take you?’

In my confusion, I wasn’t as careful with my response as I should have been and answered honestly, ‘There is nowhere else, sir.’ It was the plain, unvarnished truth – there was no other place on earth for me to run to – and my desperation, not my personal inclination, must dictate my destiny.

And then he did the most bizarre thing. With his eyes upon me all the time, he took his forefinger and made a sign of the cross into the thin air and said, ‘God and all his saints have mercy on ye.’ He reached across and tried to grasp my hand, but I instinctively shrank from his touch. His melodramatic behaviour had made me question his sanity. The Wainwrights had seemed a most respectable family in my correspondence with them, rich with mining from the coalfields of north Durham. I was unsettled at the strangeness of the man’s reaction, but as nobody else was in sight, I was forced to ask him, ‘How am I to get to there, sir, if you will not take me?’

‘No one will take ye there, miss, but if you’re set on going, ’tis only two mile or so away. You must follow the road from Stockton to Yarm and then turn down to the river.’

I thanked him for his directions and began the difficult business of half dragging, half carrying my trunk along the orange clay of the freshly made road, which was mercifully dry. Several substantial villas were being built along this main route, so the sound of hammering and sawing hummed through the air. To my left lay the river Tees but it was hidden behind the dense foliage of woodland and not visible from the road. My progress was slow because of the heavy trunk and I felt a line of sweat form along the top of my lip – several passers-by glanced at me curiously. Stopping to catch my breath, I cursed the two reluctant carters and their refusal to take me.

As I moved further away from the station, the setting became more rural and I found a signpost for Jackson’s Lane, which pointed to a dirt path that led to the river. Although I was now less than half a mile from the bustling Yarm Road, I might as well have been in the middle of the deepest countryside for I was surrounded by tall oak and ash trees. It was a clear March day and the deep silence was broken only by the plaintive cry of a curlew. I breathed in the sharp, intoxicating air of freedom and felt invigorated and alive. A wave of optimism swept over me. I had survived.

The walk took longer than I had expected and the shadows of dusk were already starting to lengthen as I approached the house, which stood starkly alone, forming a solid block of darkness against the deepening sky. It was set back behind high, wrought-iron gates that were stiff to the touch but finally opened with a loud metallic clang. The house was imposing, having a kind of austere grace. At the front, it was covered with thick green ivy, and had row upon row of off-white, shuttered windows, a number of which had a curved balcony around them so that the house had something of the appearance of a French château.

I had been on edge these last few days and had struggled to eat even the smallest bowl of soup, so my thoughts might not have been altogether rational, yet I could not shake off the feeling that there was something grim and sinister about this hidden place. I was gripped by the curious sensation that each of the windows was a half-open eye spying upon me, a conviction that grew when I caught sight of someone dressed in red peering down from a window at the very top of the house, seemingly straight at me. I shaded my eyes to see more clearly and raised a hand in acknowledgement but in an instant the figure had disappeared so I dismissed it as a trick of the fast-diminishing light or my over-stimulated imagination. Shrugging, I told myself to think no more of it, that food and a good night’s rest would rid me of the cold sensation in the centre of my stomach.

The gravel drive brought me directly to the great oak door at the front of the house and now I hesitated before it, unsure of what I should do next. Would the Wainwrights expect me to arrive at the front or use the servants’ entrance? There was no sound or sight of human activity to give me a clue. In many ways I might be considered the social equal of the Wainwrights, and my own governess had always been treated as part of the family, but I knew that was unusual and largely due to Father’s peculiarities and notions of fair play. In any case, Teesbank Hall was far grander than our home had been.

There was an ornate knocker, in the shape of a lion’s head, which I carefully raised and allowed to drop heavily so that it echoed loudly through the stillness of the early evening. It was several moments before this brought a response and I had almost given up and resigned myself to finding an entrance at the rear when the door opened and a small, bird-like woman stood before me. She was dressed in the black crêpe of mourning and had a ramrod stiff back, with an air of cold efficiency.

‘You must be Miss Harriet Caldwell. I am the housekeeper, Mrs Jenson,’ she said.

Harriet Caldwell. It was the first time I had been addressed aloud by that other woman’s name and I felt the thrill of deception. ‘Yes, ma’am. I believe we have corresponded.’

Her sharp dark eyes quickly appraised me, making me conscious of the slight smudges on my face, the creases of my dress and my dusty, patched boots. In response to her questioning stare, I said flatly, ‘I had to walk the final two miles from Eaglescliffe station, ma’am. No cart would take me.’

A slight narrowing of her eyes indicated her disapproval of my dishevelled state. She nodded and continued, ‘In future you’ll be expected to use the servants’ entrance at the back of the house. The Wainwrights are most particular.’

Suitably chastised, I responded, ‘Yes, I will—’ but was cut short as Mrs Jenson continued, ‘It will be more amenable for us to speak in my sitting room, which is below stairs. Please follow me. You may leave your luggage in the hallway. I will ask one of the gardeners to take it up.’

She walked away swiftly and I had to hurry to keep up with her hastily departing back. Finally, I found myself in her quarters, where a small fire was lit against the chill of the evening air. It was a fussy room, crammed with ornaments, samplers of Biblical proverbs and pictures of desolate landscapes. A well-fed spaniel eyed me disapprovingly from his prime position on the old-fashioned red damask sofa. One side of the room was given over to shelf upon shelf of leather-bound books, where the novels of Dickens collided with The Collected Sermons of John Wesley and, at the centre of the mantelpiece, an ornate gold clock counted out the minutes. It was the very picture of respectability and each loud tick reassured me as to how foolish and melodramatic the carter’s words had been.

She gestured towards a small table, which was covered with neatly stacked papers and receipts. Once we were seated, she took a number of sheets from one of the piles – these were the letters that related to my employment. ‘You have travelled from Norfolk, I see.’

‘Yes, ma’am. I have been travelling for the last two days.’ I was more nervous than I had realized and my words came out in short breaths and pauses. I tried to compose myself but it was difficult being in this strange place, with no familiar faces or points of reference.

Perhaps she felt some degree of sympathy for me because she asked whether I’d like some tea, which she served from a stout blue and white china teapot. I grasped the warm cup and listened carefully while she outlined the terms of my service at Teesbank Hall.

‘You will, of course, have tonight to eat and rest before your duties commence in the morning.’

‘Thank you.’ It was now several hours since I had eaten and I was very hungry.

‘However, Mr and Mrs Wainwright have asked that I speak to you first. There are some matters you will need to understand about your role. The Wainwrights don’t like to be troubled with household issues.’

I looked at her expectantly.

Mrs Jenson read from the document she held in her hand, ‘Your previous employer’s letter of recommendation says you are able to teach French, globe work, drawing and the piano. Is French the only language you have?’

‘I’m fluent in French – my mother was from Provence and I was brought up speaking the language.’

‘That will be of no use to you in this position as Miss Eleanor has learned German and the classical languages. Do you have knowledge of those?’

I was forced to admit my ignorance of anything apart from English and French. Mrs Jenson crossed out something on the document, before continuing, ‘Your letter of recommendation also says that you are a good, God-fearing young lady. I presume you are of the Anglican faith?’ She paused here and looked at me. ‘I hope you have no views of a radical persuasion.’

Although it was not altogether true, I assured her this was the case.

‘Good. And you were employed by your previous family for four years?’ She glanced at me quizzically.

I had only just turned twenty-one and feared this was the part of my deception that was most likely to lead to my discovery. I didn’t answer directly. ‘Father died and I was forced to seek a position at a young age, ma’am.’ I had decided I would keep my lies as close to the truth as possible so that it was easier to maintain the fiction.

For a split second I suspected she knew the character was forged and I felt my heart freeze within me, but then she continued, ‘As agreed in your terms of service, your salary will be fifty pounds per annum, which you will receive six months in arrears, as well as board and lodgings.’

‘It is as you said in your letter,’ I agreed.

She carried on, ‘You will have one Sunday afternoon a month for yourself, when you may visit family or friends.’

‘I have none,’ I said, and she nodded, as if this was the reply she had expected.

‘You will have use of the schoolroom in the evenings, when Miss Eleanor is otherwise engaged, where you may read or sew, and you may walk in the grounds if you have no other duties. The path by the river is very pleasant. On certain evenings you may be requested to join the family for meals and suchlike. It’s a quiet household and you will not be allowed visitors.’

‘I understand, Mrs Jenson.’

She now looked at me carefully, giving weight to the next words: ‘It is also important that you know something of Miss Eleanor, who is to be your pupil. There are matters I did not think it fitting to include in our written correspondence. It is better that we speak of them now.’ She stopped briefly. ‘She is of a very infirm disposition and as such needs the most careful of watching.’

My first thought was that she suffered from some physical ailment so I asked, ‘Is she an invalid?’

Mrs Jenson waved her hand to dismiss my suggestion. ‘No, no. Physically she’s quite sturdy. Her difficulties are of a different nature altogether. She has a weakness of the mind that makes her a danger to herself and others. Mrs Anderson is her nurse and will be with her during the hours of darkness, from seven in the evening until seven in the morning. At all other times she is to be your sole responsibility. You must not allow her out of your sight and . . .’ she stopped here for emphasis ‘. . . the master and mistress expect to be kept fully informed of all her activities.’

‘But why is that, ma’am?’ I couldn’t help myself from blurting out.

She viewed me critically with her shrewd dark eyes. ‘Miss Eleanor can display some qualities that must be . . .’ she searched for a word ‘. . . suppressed. It’s your responsibility to observe and report upon her so that Mr and Mrs Wainwright are able to act if necessary.’

I felt a deep unease. ‘What are these qualities?’

Mrs Jenson replied, with an air of finality, ‘It is better that I say no more. Should an issue arise, and God willing it does not, you will understand the need for vigilance. However, I must warn you that Miss Eleanor can be a sly and manipulative girl when she wishes. If she attempts to befriend you, you must be on your guard against her.’

I was perturbed and a little afraid – I had come as a governess, not a spy – but I couldn’t afford to lose this position without another point of refuge so could do no more than nod in agreement.

Mrs Jenson now opened a large account book and pushed it across the table towards me. ‘You must also keep a daily record in here.’

I looked at the opened pages in confusion. There were lists of foodstuffs and measured amounts, so that I read, ‘Oatmeal – one ounce and a quarter-pint of milk’, then underneath this, ‘Two slices of beef and two ounces potatoes’, which had been crossed through in a different-coloured ink. In a final column, there appeared a series of letters – for example, on 14 March 1871, a large C had been written, which appeared again on 20 March, accompanied by a D. Bewildered, I asked. ‘What must I write here?’

Mrs Jenson spoke guardedly: ‘When Miss Eleanor is in one of her tempers, she will refuse food to spite us. The doctor has insisted that we keep a record of everything she eats. As you are with her all day, you’ll be able to observe the quantities.’

‘And the letters, what do they mean?’ I asked.

‘They are a memorandum for me and her nurse,’ she replied. ‘The ledger is kept locked in there.’ She pointed to a large mahogany cupboard in the corner of the room. ‘At seven o’clock, you’ll come to my room to complete the entries for that day and make your report to me. The servants will weigh her meals, but it is your responsibility to indicate how much of them she has eaten.’

Concern must have etched itself across my face because she said firmly, ‘It’s for her own good that she is closely supervised.’ Her expression was tightly shuttered and it struck me again that there was something harsh and unyielding about her face and person. She continued, ‘If Miss Eleanor says or does anything untoward, I must be informed immediately. That is all you need to know for the time being.’

She rose from her seat, her every action signalling that the interview was at an end. I, too, stood up but, emboldened by the strangeness of her instructions, I dared to ask, ‘The carter at the station didn’t wish me to continue to the Hall. He said it was a bad place. Why would he warn me?’ As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Uncle Thomas Stepford had always said that curiosity was one of my greatest failings and would lead to my downfall.

Mrs Jenson’s lips set into a thin line. ‘A child was killed here. It was a great tragedy and has brought the family much sadness and created foolish talk in the area. However, it is in the past, more than twenty years ago, and we do not dwell on the matter.’ It was clear there was to be no more discussion as she added, ‘I’ll arrange for a meal to be prepared for you in the servants’ hall. I imagine that you will want an early night after your journey.’

Her sitting room was situated near to the kitchen, meaning that our conversation had been punctuated by the clattering and banging of plates and pans, and the occasional knell of one of the brass bells that summoned staff to the main part of the house. She led me into it now. It was a large room, with white tiles and gleaming copper pans hanging by hooks from the ceiling. Off to the side was a door, and I followed her through this into the servants’ hall.

A belligerent-faced girl was slouched over the large pine table but quickly jumped to attention when she saw us. Mrs Jenson glared at her. ‘Eliza, Miss Caldwell has been travelling for some time and needs food. Tell Mrs Hargreaves to prepare bacon and eggs and a pot of tea.’

Then Mrs Jenson addressed me again: ‘Miss Caldwell, I would advise you to ask fewer questions about things that do not concern you, if you wish to keep your position at Teesbank Hall. You would do well to be more careful.’ She left the room, shutting the door with a sharp click.
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