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Most people believe a little routine is a good 

thing. Babies thrive on a routine of milk, cuddle, sleep; milk, 

cuddle, sleep; milk, cuddle, sleep. Schools tend toward a 

shipshape routine of lining up, lessons, and play. A good 

routine, say certain people, gives you a sense of purpose 

and adds structure and order to the day.

But the routine that Clara had to follow at Braithwaite 

Manor would send those very people half mad. Day in, day 

out, it was always the same.

Get up, wash up (in the freezing bathroom, where icicles 

hung in winter), have breakfast alone in the drafty dining 

room. 
 e dining room, as always, would be deadly quiet 

except for the solemn tick of the grandfather clock and 

Clara’s chewing noises, which seemed extraordinarily loud.
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After breakfast came lessons, taught by a governess. 
 e 

governesses changed almost on a monthly basis. “It’s like 

life ground to a halt in the nineteenth century!” the last one d to a halt in the nineteenth century!” the last one 

had cried, grabbing her bag and click-clacking furiously 

down the hall to the door.

Clara couldn’t agree more.


 e house did, after all, look like something out of a 

Victorian gothic novel, crouching in the middle of the 

moors like an angry crow. A single dark turret rose up to 

stab the gloomy skies, and fl inty little windows glittered 

meanly at anyone with the gumption to approach.


 e governesses had strict orders from Clara’s uncle 

to teach her the most boring lessons known to man or 

woman. Clara knew full well they would have preferred 

to do fun projects, like making collages, putting on shows, 

and writing stories. But Uncle didn’t have a fun bone in 

his body and preferred the traditional approach: endless 

times tables, fi endishly hard spelling tests, and compli-

cated grammatical exercises that made both Clara’s and 

the governesses’ brains hurt.

After lessons came lunch, and after lunch it was time for 

a walk in the scrubby grounds.

Perhaps if the sun ever shone, the garden might have 

held a bit more promise. After all, as certain grown-ups 
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will tell you, there are endless games to be played in the 

great outdoors.

But at Braithwaite Manor, the sun rarely shone. Instead, 

the freezing wind whipped and whirled, and the rain 

spliced the air and grazed your face until it hurt.

So while the governesses swaddled themselves in fur 

coats found in the upstairs wardrobes and huddled on the 

bench reading old copies of Vogue, Clara hung around and 

kicked her heels on the half-frozen ground. She never felt 

like playing with the moldy old dirt and stones on her own.

After the walk came the dreariest part of all, the daily 

visit to Uncle. And here is the truth of it: Uncle was a 

cold man. Not a glimmer of warmth emanated from this 

sternest of beings. It is entirely possible that he had no real 

feelings at all. His eyes never twinkled. He rarely smiled. 

He didn’t hug, or laugh, or cry, or do any of the things that 

warmer-blooded humans do. As far as Clara could see, the 

only things he liked were rules and routine.

“Children should be seen and not heard” was his favorite 

saying. Clara was not to run in the house, but must always 

tiptoe quietly. He detested chatter, so Cook and Clara had to 

wait until he went out, which was rare. 
 ere was no televi-

sion or radio, and he did not get a newspaper. For all intents 

and purposes, they were quite adrift from the outside world.
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Clara had wasted hour upon hour wondering why Uncle 

was so mean-spirited. One likely explanation was that he 

was permanently grief stricken. His parents had died sud-

denly when he was a very young man. His sister, Clara’s 

mother, had died in childbirth, and Uncle had long ago 

made it clear that not one of the deceased was to be spoken 

about or referred to in any way. Clara knew she had a father 

somewhere out there in the great wide world, but she had 

stopped asking about him long ago.

“He doesn’t even know you exist,” Uncle had told her 

meanly. “How many times do I have to tell you before it gets 

into that woolly head of yours?”


 e daily visits to Uncle followed a familiar pattern. 


 ere he would sit, deep in his armchair, in his cozy study 

in front of the one roaring fi re, and gaze at Clara as though 

he wished she weren’t there. Sometimes he would close 

his eyes, breathe deeply, and open them again in a kind of 

despair. It was at times like these that Clara couldn’t help 

wondering if he would just prefer her to disappear.


 en he would ask the questions. 
 e same questions 

he asked every day.

“How were your lessons today? What did you learn? Did 

you say your prayers?”

Clara barely heard the questions now, so familiar was 
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she with the mind-numbing tedium of it all. Anyhow, her 

answers were always the same.

“Good, Uncle,” “Many things, Uncle,” and “Yes.”


 e yes was a lie because Clara couldn’t always be both-

ered to pray, just like she couldn’t always be bothered to 

brush her teeth. Instead, she put her hands together, shut 

her eyes, and counted backward from ten.

Clara knew that if she changed her answers Uncle 

wouldn’t bat an eye. Once she had tried it just to see. She’d 

answered, “Boring,” “Nothing at all,” and “I never do.”


 en she’d squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath, 

waiting for Uncle to explode. Or at least to look at her and 

take notice. He did neither. It gave Clara a weird sinking 

feeling. At least now she was one hundred percent sure he 

didn’t listen to her any more than she cared to listen to him.

After the visit to Uncle, it was supper time.

“What’s for supper?” Clara would ask in the vain hope 

that Cook might say something interesting like coq au vin 

or beef Wellington or shrimp cocktail, some of the recipes 

she had read about in her governesses’ magazines. But 

Uncle was a fi rm believer in plain meals—nothing fancy 

was allowed.

Recently the answer was always “spreadables”: three 

slices of bread and margarine and a variety of jars on the 



7

table. 
 e jars were full of untempting things like fi sh paste, 

strangely crunchy honey, and gloopy jam.

“Sorry,” said Cook when Clara’s face fell again. It wasn’t 

Cook’s fault. Clara knew that Uncle was terribly stingy with 

the housekeeping money. Last month he had halved Cook’s 

budget, and two weeks later he had halved it again. Cook 

whispered to Clara that she was almost at her wits’ end.

When supper was fi nished, it was time for bed. And that 

was it: the exact same thing, over and over, day in, day out, 

forever and ever, amen.

It was true that, occasionally, Uncle did disappear for 

a day or two. 
 en Clara, the governess of the month, and 

James, the butler, would join Cook in the kitchen for hot 

buttered toast and card games. If Clara was lucky, James 

would teach her some DIY skills. Now she knew how to saw 

wood, drill holes, and hammer in nails.

In bed, Clara would read until she couldn’t keep her eyes 

open. Besides a scrap of red ribbon tucked inside her shell 

box, books were the only things she had of her mother’s: a 

battered collection of paperbacks with yellowing pages, the 

fl yleaf of each inscribed in violet ink:

property of Christobel Starling. 

return if found.
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Clara loved to hold the open books to her nose, inhaling 

the musty oldness. Her favorite was � e Secret Garden, 

which she had read again and again. It was a shame there 

was nothing remotely resembling a secret garden at 

Braithwaite Manor. Just a patch of scrub, a tumbling-down 

stone wall, and beyond that, miles and miles of deso-

late moor.

It was hard not to feel hopeless. But Clara tried her best 

to look on the bright side even though the days dragged 

interminably and there was no one to play with, nothing 

new to see.



Despite the deathly dull routine, there was 

one thing at Braithwaite Manor that was changing. And 

that was the state of the house, which was slowly falling 

into terrible disrepair. Doors didn’t close properly; windows 

creaked and gaped. Only last month a crack had appeared 

in a pipe in the governess’s bathroom. Within weeks it 

had turned from a crack to a jagged fi ssure, and water, at 

fi rst just a trickle, was now almost gushing out in a steady 

stream. James said there was nothing to do but put a bucket 

underneath to catch the drips. Soon one bucket became 

two, then three. 
 e buckets needed emptying and replac-

ing at all hours. No wonder James had dark circles under 

his eyes.

At the same time, Clara had started to notice things 



10

disappearing. 
 e fi rst was the portrait of Uncle’s ancestors 

in the hall. Clara wasn’t sorry to see it go. It was a dark, 

gloomy painting, and she hated the way the ancestors 

always looked at her disapprovingly as she came down the 

stairs. It was almost as if they were agreeing with Uncle that 

she wasn’t worth much.

Next to disappear was the huge blue-and-white china 

soup tureen decorated with dancing maidens that sat on 

the sideboard in the dining room. Many times Clara had 

asked Cook why they couldn’t serve actual soup in it. But 

Cook always said the same thing: “It’s an heirloom, ducks, 

and it’s just for show.”

Soon it was one thing after another. 
 e bowl of silver 

eggs from the mantelpiece in the drawing room; an entire 

shelf of leather-bound books from the library; the series 

of small animal paintings placed at equal intervals up 

the stairs.

“Where’s everything going?” Clara asked Cook. She 

missed the pictures of the foxes and farmyard animals. Now 

all that remained were ghostly white rectangles, the wall 

around them almost black from years and years of accumu-

lated dust. But Cook just shook her head mysteriously and 

muttered something about “needs must.”


 en the unheard of happened. 
 e routine faltered. 
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Well, not just faltered—it ground to a halt. A week ago, 

the latest governess had left in a huff , loudly declaring that 

Uncle should be arrested for child cruelty. It wasn’t the 

fi rst time Clara had heard such words. Cook occasionally 

murmured them under her breath while casting sorrowful 

looks in Clara’s direction. Clara wondered if it was true and 

decided not. She wasn’t kept locked in an attic, or starved, 

or anything like that.

For fi ve days, Clara was left on her own.

No governess meant no lessons, no walk in the garden, 

and no one reminding her to visit Uncle in his study before 

supper. Clara didn’t complain or seek out Uncle to ask what 

was going on. Instead, she did the sensible thing: stayed 

quiet and kept out of the way. She invented her own routine, 

which was much nicer. Each morning she would slip into 

the library, silently do ten star jumps to warm up because 

it was like the North Pole in there, and then choose a book. 

On Monday she reread � e Secret Garden; on Tuesday, 

� ursday’s Child; on Wednesday, Oliver Twist; on 
 ursday, 

Anne of Green Gables; and on Friday, Ballet Shoes. Clara 

was especially fond of stories about children who were all 

alone in the world.

After that she followed James about. She liked to watch 

the butler quietly appraise the latest damage to the house, 
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select the correct tools for the job, and tackle the repairs. 

Best of all was when she was allowed to help. Her favorite 

thing was to mix up the plaster until it looked like thick 

white icing and then fi ll the spidery cracks that lined 

the walls.

Later Clara would make her way to Cook’s quarters. 

Uncle didn’t like her in this part of the house in case she 

and Cook got chatting and disturbed the peace. But all 

week the study door stayed fi rmly shut, which meant Cook 

was quite free to regale Clara with tales about her family. 

Her son was married to Celeste, a nurse who had come 

all the way from the Caribbean; her daughter, Babs, was a 

dancer on a cruise ship and had traveled all over the world. 


 ere were heaps of grandchildren, all of whom seemed to 

have special talents. One of them could play “Chopsticks” 

on the piano blindfolded; another could do backfl ips and 

walk on his hands; the littlest one could touch her nose 

with her big toe.


 e stories fi lled Clara with a strange yearning. More 

than anything, she would have liked to belong to such an 

interesting-sounding family as Cook’s.

�

On Saturday, the sixth governess-less morning, Clara woke, 

hardly daring to believe it would be another routine-free 
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day. As usual, and because old habits die hard, she rose 

at seven, washed, shivered, dressed, and descended to the 

drafty dining room. It seemed draftier than ever, if that 

were possible. But what was really odd was the table. It 

hadn’t even been set. How incredibly vast it looked when it 

was not set for one.

Even more strange, the table hadn’t been polished. In 

fact, it looked like it hadn’t been polished all week. Usually 

Clara could see her refl ection in it. Now she wrote her 

name, with a swirl, in the dust.

Clara sat for a while and listened to the clock. No toast. 

No marmalade. Was the routine, Clara thought, utterly and 

actually dead?

And then, from the direction of the kitchen came the 

sound of sobbing. Was it Cook? Surely not. Quickly, Clara 

rose and hurried out of the dining room to Cook’s quarters. 

Pushing open the green baize door, she breathed in deeply. 

She would eat her toast in here. It was warm and smelled of 

apples. But no. Here was Cook, slumped over the scrubbed 

pine table, her head in her hands. 
 e sobbing noises were 

coming from her.

“Are you all right?” Clara asked anxiously. She had never 

seen an adult crying before.

“No, I’m not, ducks,” said Cook, sniffi  ng and raising a 
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tearstained face. “He’s sacked me. Run out of money, he says, 

none to spare for wages, would you believe. I should have 

seen it coming, what with the measly housekeeping, not to 

mention the funny business with the family heirlooms.”

“Oh,” said Clara. She felt a nervous fl uttering start up in 

her chest. Cook couldn’t leave!

“Right,” said Cook. “Come with me.”

Clara followed Cook into the pantry. She wanted to grip 

her arm and plead with her to stay, but she couldn’t because 

Uncle would accuse her of making a scene. Together they 

surveyed the almost-bare shelves. 
 ere were three dozen 

eggs, half a sack of potatoes, and a handful of vegetables so 

old they were starting to sprout hair and eyes.

“Not much, is there?” said Cook.

“No,” agreed Clara, who knew next to nothing about 

supplies and how long they were supposed to last. All the 

same, she understood that no money meant no more food. 

“Not much at all.”

“When you’re hungry,” said Cook, “take an egg and boil 

it in a pan of water. Five minutes if you want it soft, eight 

for hard.”

“OK,” said Clara, hoping she would be able to remember. 

Five for soft, eight for hard.

“Potatoes,” said Cook, nodding at the sack. “Peel them if 
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you can be bothered, but don’t worry if you can’t. Boil ’em 

for a good twenty minutes. Mash them if you like.”

Clara gulped. She had not expected a cooking lesson 

this morning. Was Uncle expecting her to cook for both of 

them? It was all rather a lot to take in.

Now Cook bustled back into the kitchen. Clara saw she 

was gathering her bags.

“Where’s James?” asked Clara tentatively. Come to think 

of it, she hadn’t seen the butler since yesterday morning.

“Already gone,” said Cook, giving Clara a short, fi erce 

hug. “Too upset to say goodbye.” Clara felt a great big sob 

well up inside her, but she pushed it back down. Years of 

being the niece of a coldhearted uncle had toughened her 

up. She wanted to fl ing herself at Cook and not let go, but ed to fl ing herself at Cook and not let go, but 

she told herself not to. Cook had her own children and 

grandchildren to look after. She could hardly go worrying 

about other people’s children, even if there was a bit of child 

cruelty going on.

“Just you and Mr. S. now, dearie, but you’re a strong ’un. 

You’ll survive.”

Clara drew herself up. If Cook thought she was strong, 

then she would be. Bold and fearless, like a heroine in 

a book.

“I won’t be far,” said Cook, taking a shiny new fi fty-pence 
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coin out of her purse and pressing it into Clara’s hand. Clara 

tried to give it back. It didn’t seem right to accept money 

from someone who had just lost her job. But Cook said 

“Take it” in a funny, gruff  sort of way, and then, “I’ll be in 

the village if you need me.”

Was that a tear in the corner of Cook’s eye? Clara 

couldn’t be sure, but she was inclined to think it was. Now 

Cook was turning to go. “Goodness knows I won’t be able 

to fi nd more work at my age.”



The very same day that cook left, uncle 

called Clara to his study.

“Clara!” he shouted irritably from the foot of the stairs. 

“Get down here now!”

� is is odd, thought Clara, who was curled up on the 

window seat at the end of the third-fl oor corridor. It was 

highly unusual for Uncle to issue a summons outside of 

normal visiting hours. And it was especially unusual for 

him to break his “no shouting across the house” rule. 

But odd things had become a common occurrence in 

recent days.

As she glided into the study (“quiet, not clattering”) 

Clara noticed that Uncle was not, for once, sunk deep in 

his chair. Instead, he was standing, twitching almost, and 
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then he began pacing back and forth in a manner she had 

not observed before. Could he be . . . fl ustered?

Whatever it was, it wasn’t very Uncle-like.

“Clara,” he began, pausing in a way that made Clara feel 

duty-bound to fi ll the silence.

“Yes, Uncle?” His study looked even more like a bomb 

site than usual. 
 ere were papers everywhere: teetering in 

skyscrapers, exploding in piles on the desk, anchored under 

books, tucked behind the pictures on the walls, scattered 

willy-nilly across the fl oor.

“Mind that!” Uncle barked as Clara almost tripped 

over a bundle of letters. If he’d only tidy up it would make 

things a lot easier, Clara thought resentfully. In the past, he ier, Clara thought resentfully. In the past, he ier

had occasionally let Cook in to clean and keep order. But 

recently the study had been out of bounds to her as well.


 e fi re was unlit. He probably didn’t know how to light 

it. 
 at had been James’s job. Clara had often watched the 

butler carefully sweeping the grate so that the ashes didn’t 

turn to dust and billow into the air, layering up kindling and 

coal; sometimes he allowed Clara to strike the fi rst match. 

Clara shivered and curled her toes inside her shoes.

“We are leaving,” said Uncle abruptly, drumming his 

fi ngers on the mantelpiece, “before lunch. Pack a suitcase 

of indispensables and meet me in the hall in an hour.”
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Clara swallowed. Was there to be no explanation? 

“Uncle—” she began.

“Enough!” he snapped. “It’s very important we leave on 

the hour.” He nodded his head toward the door, which Clara 

knew very well was his way of saying “Get lost.”

Clara trudged back up the stairs. A suitcase of indis-

pensables! What on earth was that? And now that Cook 

had gone, she couldn’t ask. 

For as long as she could remember, an empty leather 

suitcase had sat on top of her wardrobe. She had never had 

a reason to use it before because she had never traveled 

anywhere. Now she stood on a chair and dragged it down.

What would a normal person pack if they were going 

away? Clara knew she wasn’t normal from her books. She 

had never been to school, or to the sea, or swung on a swing 

in a park, or had pocket money to spend on chips or sweets 

or comics.

Occasionally she had made the half-hour walk across 

the moors with Cook to the village shop. Sometimes the 

shopkeeper gave her a jawbreaker so big it took almost the 

whole journey back to lick it before she could even fi t it into 

her mouth. Twice a year she went with James in the ancient 

silver Mercedes to the shop in Leeds, where he stood twist-

ing his cap while the assistants measured her and fi tted her 
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with new shoes. Clara loved those days and longed to linger, 

but Uncle always insisted they come straight back. Even so, 

on the return journey, James would park up in the village 

and they’d go into the café to shovel down tea and cake. It 

was always utterly marvelous.

Now what was going to happen? Where was Uncle taking 

her? Clara looked at her refl ection in the mirror and saw a 

sharp, pointy face gazing expectantly back at her. Taking a 

length of hair, she combed it backward, the way she had seen 

her governesses do. She combed and combed until the cloud 

of blue-black hair looked like a bird’s nest. 
 en she twisted 

it into a stately pile on top of her head. Turning this way and 

that, she admired her handiwork. 
 e new hairstyle looked 

rather regal. Now she would be ready for anything.ow she would be ready for anything.

Clara thrust a few items of clothing into the suitcase and 

fi lled the remaining space with books. Carefully, she tucked 

her shell box with the red ribbon into the corner. 
 en she 

zipped up the suitcase, negotiating the part where the teeth 

were crooked, buckled it tightly, and staggered downstairs.

�

It wasn’t until they were in the Mercedes, with Braithwaite 

Manor behind them and the bleak moor stretching out 

endlessly ahead, that Uncle spoke.

“I’ll drop you in the village. I’ve got a couple of errands 
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to do. You know where Cook lives if you need anything.”

What did he mean? What errands did he have to do? 

How long would he be? Clara opened her mouth and 

then shut it again. Somehow Uncle’s expression didn’t 

invite interrogation. His brow was furrowed and he stared 

straight ahead, his elegant hands wrapped around the 

wheel. He was dressed in his usual gray suit with the wine-

colored waistcoat, a spotted silk scarf tied loosely at his 

throat. His thick dark hair was swept back from his high 

forehead. He would be quite distinguished-looking, Clara 

thought, if it weren’t for the scowl.

A little glimmer of hope fl ickered at the furthermost 

reaches of Clara’s mind. She was, after all, an eternal opti-

mist. Perhaps Uncle was going to try to be a better uncle.er uncle.

“Uncle,” she blurted out, “where are we going?”

Now Uncle did look at her. Just a quick glance. 
 ey were 

approaching the village. A kind of deafening silence fi lled 

the air. Clara really thought she might burst.

“Never you mind,” he eventually barked, and made a 

swatting movement with his hand, as if batting away a 

particularly annoying fl y.

Clara stared out at the road. Her eyes burned. She hated 

him. Hated him! She wasn’t going to ask him anything else, 

ever. She was never going to speak to him again.



When they reached the village, uncle 

stopped the car.

“Out you get, then,” he said brusquely.

Clara wondered how long he was going to be, but she 

refused to break her silence. She was good at being stub-

born. Uncle was already out of the car anyway, retrieving 

her suitcase from the trunk.

“Here,” he said, thrusting it at her. It banged against her 

knee, sending little darts of pain up her leg. But before she 

even had time to wince, the door slammed shut and the car 

roared away, leaving her all alone.

Well! After years of nothing happening, everything was 

happening at once. She thought about Cook’s cozy little 

cottage full of grandchildren and was rather tempted to go 
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and knock on her door. You can’t, Clara, she told herself 

sternly. She could hardly go and foist herself on Cook, not 

on the very day she’d been sacked.

Clara still had the shiny fi fty-pence coin in her pocket 

that Cook had given her. She would spend it in the café that 

she’d visited with James! Yes, a cup of tea and a cake while 

she waited was by far the best idea.

Inside, the café was warm and steamy. 
 e tables were 

covered in red-and-white checkered cloths, and on each one 

stood a slim vase holding a frilly pink fl ower. Clara went to 

the counter as though she did this sort of thing every day and 

ordered her tea. She pointed to the largest cake she could see, 

a Chelsea bun covered in glossy white icing and topped with a 

cherry so luminous she could imagine it glowing in the dark.

“Is it shoe day already?” asked the lady in a friendly man-

ner. “Where’s Mr. James?”

“He’s not here,” said Clara. “I’m waiting for Uncle. He’s 

gone on some errands, but he’ll be back soon.” She found a 

table and surveyed her surroundings. 
 e café really was a 

very pleasant place: pop music playing on the radio, the hiss 

and spit of steam rising from the teakettle, colorful cakes 

piled high on the fancy cake stand, pictures of kittens and 

puppies decorating the walls.


 e hot tea scalded Clara’s throat, but it was lovely. 
 e 
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icing on the bun turned to sweet powder on her tongue. She 

took her time, savoring every bite and sip while examining 

the pictures of the puppies and kittens, deciding which one 

she would have if she were ever allowed a pet. She thought 

probably the jet-black kitten with the golden eyes. It stared 

out at her pitifully, as if it were saying “Please take me home.”

After Clara had fi nished her refreshments and sat there 

for a little while longer, listening to the hum of the customers 

and the catchy music on the radio, she decided it was prob-

ably time to pay and leave. Uncle was taking forever. Maybe 

she should wait outside. Clara stuck her hand in her pocket 

to retrieve the fi fty-pence coin. But instead of grabbing it, she 

pulled out a piece of paper folded around a package. Carefully 

she unfolded it to reveal a thick wad of ten-pound notes. She 

stared at them in astonishment. Where had they come from? 

Quickly, she counted them. 
 ere were twenty in total, crisp 

and brown, with a picture of the Queen on one side and a lion 

on the other. Two hundred pounds!

She was still wondering how they had found their way 

into her pocket when she noticed the paper they were 

wrapped in had a note scrawled on the underside. It was 

written in familiar black spidery handwriting.

Take care. —Uncle
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Clara drew in a sharp breath. Had he abandoned her? ed her? 


 e thought was swift and unexpected, like a cold blade 

pointing at her throat.

Clara sat at the café table, a maelstrom of thoughts whirl-

ing around and around in her head. He must be late because 

something had happened to him. Maybe he’d had an accident 

in the car or dropped dead. But the rational part of Clara’s 

brain told her that if that were the case there would have 

been a commotion, an ambulance—somehow word would 

have gotten back to the café; she would have known. And if 

he was coming back, why slip her the money and the note?

Clara gazed at the other people in the café. After they 

fi nished here, they had something to do, somewhere else to 

go. A horrible lump wedged itself into the back of her throat. 

She tried to swallow it, but it wouldn’t budge. Should she tell 

someone? Maybe the lady behind the counter? She had been 

friendly. And she remembered her from the shoe visits. Or 

perhaps it was better to choose a parent. A couple was sitting 

at the next table with a baby in a buggy. But they looked upset, 

as if they were having an argument, so that wouldn’t do.

Anyway, what would she say? “Excuse me, I think my 

uncle has abandoned me”? 
 en what would happen? 
 e 

authorities would take over. She’d be sent to a workhouse or 

something. Actually, she was pretty sure workhouses didn’t 
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exist anymore. But it was bound to be something similar, 

a terribly cruel orphanage or a harsh boarding school for 

unwanted children.

Clara stood, the storm of thoughts crowding her head. 

She felt sick. And a bit dizzy. Walking over to the counter, 

she paid her bill.

“Where’s your uncle, then?” the lady inquired, giving 

Clara her change.

“I’m meeting him outside,” said Clara, surprising herself 

when the lie just popped out, fully formed.

Outside, it had started to spit with rain. Clara shivered. 

She didn’t have her gloves or a hat. She took the note out of 

her pocket and read the message again. He really didn’t care, 

not at all. 
 is note was proof of it, right here, in her hands.

Clara stood, gripped by indecision. 
 e rain had started 

in earnest now, icy needles scratching her skin. Clara, she 

said to herself, remember what Cook said: “You’re a strong 

’un. You’ll survive.” She would just have to work this out on e.” She would just have to work this out on 

her own.

And then it came to her, clear as day. No more of the 

deathly dull routine. No more people telling her what to do. 

No more being ordered around. Of course she wasn’t going 

to tell anyone! She was going to take charge, go home, and 

look after herself for a change.



Forever and ever, braithwaite manor had 

just stood there on the moors, dark and inhospitable, 

as though it were saying “Go away, traveler” rather than 

“Come in.” But it was the only home Clara had ever known, 

and after the half-hour tramp through whistling wind and 

lashing rain, when its familiar hulk fi nally loomed into 

view, she felt awash with relief. She was soaking wet, her 

shoes were sodden, and her feet felt like lumps of lead.

It wasn’t until she was almost at the door that she 

noticed the boy. He was trying without much success to 

shelter under one of the straggly bushes that sprouted 

from the rock garden, his arms attempting to shield a bas-

ket at his feet. “At last!” he cried, leaping up and rushing 

toward her as she approached. He was small and wiry, 
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with light-colored hair gone muddy brown in the rain. 

“I’ve been here forever! Where have you been? And where’s 

Mr. Starling?”

Clara stopped dead in her tracks and stared. Behind the 

boy was a for-sale sign, its post jammed into the soil at a 

strange angle as though it were leaning into the wind. 
 is 

was not part of the plan! She’d come back to live on her own 

at home. She couldn’t do that if the house was to be sold! 

She looked back at the boy, who was gazing at her with a 

mixture of impatience and . . . was it hope? She didn’t think 

anyone had looked at her quite like that before.

“Who are you? Did you put this up?” she asked, pointing 

at the sign. She didn’t mean it to sound like an accusation, 

but that’s how it came out.

“Of course I didn’t,” the boy said indignantly. “I’m 

Peter Trimble, Apartment , North Tower, Kennington, 

London, SE. I’ve been sent here to stay with Mr. Edward 

Starling while Granny is recuperating. Just for a few weeks 

until she’s better. Didn’t you know? It’s all been arranged!”

Clara’s head spun. Who on earth was Granny and 

why was he talking about Uncle as if he were a com-

pletely normal human being instead of an irresponsible 

guardian who had abandoned his one and only niece that 

very afternoon?
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She felt angry and confused. She’d been so looking for-

ward to getting home, getting dry, and trying to remember 

Cook’s instructions for boiling eggs and mashing potatoes. 

Now here was a boy out of nowhere, talking nonsense, and 

a for-sale sign outside her house. A small part of her wished 

Peter Trimble would just disappear.

“Uncle didn’t say anything,” Clara said. “And now he’s 

gone, so we can’t ask.”

“What do you mean, he’s gone? I’m expected! Are you his 

niece?” 
 e boy was starting to look distraught.

Clara nodded warily.

“Look,” he said, “your uncle, Mr. Starling, is our neighbor 

Stella’s old friend. She wrote to him and said I was com-

ing. And now I’m here and he’s not! What shall I do?” He 

looked at the house and then back at Clara as if he didn’t 

quite believe what she was saying. “Aren’t there any other 

grown-ups?”

“No,” said Clara.

Peter started gathering his bags.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“Going back to London!” he said. “If your uncle’s gone, 

and the house is for sale, I can’t stay, can I? Besides, Granny 

needs me.”

Clara didn’t like the sound of that. If he left and went 
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back to his granny, could she trust him not to go blab-

bering to the authorities? All the way home, she had been 

thinking about everything she was going to do to the 

house, rearranging the rooms, tackling the repairs. She 

wouldn’t even be able to start if Peter went and told on her.

“But you just said she needs to recuperate!” objected Clara.

Peter fl ushed scarlet so that the cinnamon-colored 

freckles sprinkling his nose almost disappeared. “It’s 

what Stella suggested. She’s worried social services will 

think Granny can’t look after me properly and split us up. 

And I’ve gone and made it worse by getting into trouble d I’ve gone and made it worse by getting into trouble 

at school.”

“Oh,” said Clara. It all sounded very serious. No wonder 

he seemed upset.

Now Peter Trimble was bending down and muttering 

to the basket thing at his feet. He looked up at Clara, his 

features still clouded with worry.

“Can you hurry up and let us in, then?” he said, 

“Stockwell isn’t used to the rain.”

“Who?”

“My cat. She’s been stuck in this thing all day,” the boy 

was saying. “She’s probably starving. I’ll come in and feed 

her, and then I’d better go back.”

Clara turned away from the boy so that he couldn’t see 
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her face while she worked out what to do next. She didn’t 

have a key; that was the problem. Without a key, and with at was the problem. Without a key, and with 

no one inside to answer the door, how could they get in? 

She didn’t know why, but she felt it was important for him 

to think that everything was under control.

“Hurry up!” said Peter.

It was pouring rain, and water streamed like a thousand 

tears down her face, dripping off  her nose and trickling 

down her cheeks to her chin. Clara kicked the rock garden, 

dislodging a stone, and then without even thinking, picked 

it up and quickly ran toward the house, hurling it at the 

pane of glass to the right of the door. 
 e rock smashed 

through the window like a cannonball, splintering the glass 

into tiny pieces. Clara’s chest swelled.

“What did you do that for?” Peter was on his feet, mouth 

open. “You can’t just go around breaking windows! Hang 

on, is this really your house?”

Clara walked up the steps to examine the jagged hole. 

She heard him follow her. She tried to imagine what James 

would do next.

“Can I have your scarf?” she asked Peter. She watched 

him unfurl it from his neck. It was sopping wet, but it would 

do the trick. Carefully she wound it like a bandage around 

and around her hand and up her arm. 
 en she stuck her 
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scarf-wrapped arm through the hole in the windowpane. 


 e glass crunched under her feet as she shifted position.

“Careful!” said Peter.

She felt around for the lock. Found it. 
 ere was a click, 

and the heavy door swung open.

“We’re in!” said Peter. He was impressed, she could tell. 

Even better, he was grinning, and the grin reached all the 

way to his eyes.



After they had swept up all the glass so the 

cat wouldn’t get any in her paws, Clara fl ew all over the 

house switching on every single light. Now that the house 

was hers, she wanted it to glitter like a star on the moor, 

every window twinkling so it could be seen far and wide.

When she came back down, Peter had let Stockwell out. 


 e cat was jet-black, just like the picture of the kitten in 

the café. Her soft coat gleamed like licorice, begging to 

be stroked.

Tentatively, Clara slid her hand over the smooth fur. 

Uncle had hated pets. Once, one of the governesses had had 

a pair of pet mice. 
 eir cage had been like a fairground, 

with wheels and slides and ladders. 
 e mice had been so 

sweet, tiny and white, and Clara had loved to hold them in 
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her hands and feel their quivering whiskers. But then Uncle 

had caught her and the governess sharing their supper with 

them one day, and he’d fl own into a rage and ordered them 

to be destroyed. 
 e governess had shouted, “Over my dead 

body!” and left with the mice the next day.

“Where is your uncle?” asked Peter, showing Clara how 

to tickle Stockwell under the chin.

“I don’t know,” answered Clara truthfully. “He dropped 

me off  in the village and never came back. He’s been selling 

all this stuff , and he sacked Cook and our butler, James. I 

think he might have run away.”

“You had a cook and a butler?” Peter stared at her in d a butler?” Peter stared at her in 

disbelief. He furrowed his brow, which Clara thought made 

him look like a little pug dog. “Why would he say I could 

come if he wasn’t planning on being here? Where’s the 

phone? I’d better call and tell Stella.”

“Please don’t!” said Clara, her heart lurching. “I’ll be all 

right on my own!”

“But the house is for sale,” said Peter doubtfully. “If your 

uncle’s got money problems, he’s going to have to sell it to 

get himself out of them. Besides, children aren’t allowed to 

live on their own. Adults don’t let them.”

“Oh, it’ll be fi ne!” said Clara. She wished he wouldn’t 

look so worried. “I’ve got money to buy supplies. And I just 
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won’t answer the door! Honestly, I’ve had enough of being 

ordered around and told what to do. I’m going to be in 

charge for a change.” Peter still looked unconvinced. “Has 

Stockwell been your cat for long?” she asked to change the 

subject. It sounded like one of the “what to do in polite 

society” questions a governess had taught her when she was 

learning etiquette, but it did the trick and Peter brightened.

Stockwell was a rescue cat, he explained, found at the 

Stockwell subway station in London by someone named 

Stanley. “I mean,” he said, “what sort of owner abandons 

a tiny helpless kitten in an underground station? Stanley 

wanted to call the cat-protection people, but I begged him 

not to.” Peter talked and talked. His voice rose and fell, 

smooth, then staccato, speeding up and slowing down. 

When he got excited, he talked louder. It was a lovely 

change from Uncle’s dull monotone.

“Stanley sounds nice,” said Clara.

“He is. He’s the stationmaster,” Peter explained, scratch-

ing the cat gently between her ears. “He said I could keep 

her as long as Granny didn’t mind. ’Course, Granny would 

have minded if she was well. She always said cats shouldn’t 

live in apartments, especially as our apartment is on the 

nineteenth fl oor, but she’s sick, so . . . ” Peter’s voice trailed 

off , and he turned away from Clara. 
 en he said fi ercely, 
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“She’s been in bed forever. 
 e doctors don’t even know 

what’s wrong. 
 ey just keep saying she needs rest!”

“So what did your granny say?” asked Clara. If she’d  did your granny say?” asked Clara. If she’d 

brought a cat home out of the blue, Uncle would have hit 

the roof.

“Nothing, really,” said Peter. “She feels guilty ’cause I 

have to do everything, like make breakfast and supper—

and tidy the apartment. Luckily, when I’m at school, Stella 

comes to make her lunch. Soup, usually.”


 e cat stretched luxuriously, her paws straight out 

in front of her and her head down low. It reminded Clara 

of the yoga one of her governesses had liked to do. When 

Stockwell had fi nished stretching, she rolled on her side 

for Peter to scratch her tummy, then sprang up and trotted 

after them into the kitchen, brushing against their legs 

while they searched fi rst for a can opener and then a saucer.

“Why don’t you know where anything’s kept?” asked 

Peter. “I thought you lived here.”

“Why should I know?” retorted Clara, and then before ld I know?” retorted Clara, and then before 

she could help it, she said in an Uncle-ish sort of way, “
 e 

kitchen was Cook’s domain.”

Peter gave her a look, and she didn’t blame him; she 

sounded rude and awful. 
 ey both watched Stockwell 

tuck into her supper. She ate neatly, from the edge of the 
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saucer inward. When everything was gone, she licked the 

plate until it shone.

After that, Peter wanted to explore. He ran all over 

the house, along the second fl oor and the third fl oor, 

exclaiming at the vastness of the rooms, poking his head 

into every corner, opening cupboards and peering out  

windows, even though it was quite dark. When he discov-

ered the turret, his eyes gleamed. Clara had never been 

very fond of the winding stairway leading up to the room 

at the top where there was one narrow window that let in 

only a sliver of light. Nevertheless, it had occasionally been 

a place to fl ee, to get as far away from Uncle as possible, 

and to quietly fume.

“
 is is brilliant!” Peter said, shoving his head into the 

narrow recess of the window and peering out at the inky 

blackness beyond. “Your house is massive,” he said, pulling 

back into the room, his hair glittering with droplets of rain. 

“Like something out of a fi lm.”


 ey were both starving now. Back in the kitchen, Clara 

showed Peter the contents of the pantry.

“I know!” he said, surveying the eggs and the potatoes. 

“We can play � e Galloping Gourmet.”

� e Galloping Gourmet was a television program that et was a television program that 

Peter watched with his granny. As you prepared the food, 
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you talked about what you were doing. When the dish was 

ready, you invited a member of the audience to try it with 

you and made ecstatic faces when you tasted the fi rst bite. 

Peter loved cooking programs. “One day I’m going to have 

a whole cupboard full of herbs and spices, and I’ll make 

things like beef Wellington—”

“And coq au vin,” said Clara.

“And shrimp cocktail!” said Peter.


 e fi rst part of the game was to run into the kitchen, 

jump over a chair, and skid to a halt.

“Welcome to � e Galloping Gourmet!” announced Peter.


 en it was on to the cooking. 
 ey fi lled two pans 

with water and set them to boil. It took a while to work 

out how to turn on the electric burners, but eventually 

they did it and managed to keep up a running commen-d managed to keep up a running commen-

tary throughout.

Next, Peter peeled the potatoes, around and around 

so that the peel dropped to the counter in perfect spirals. 

“Poh-TATE-oh, po-TOT-oh,“Poh-TATE-oh, po-TOT-oh,” he sang. “Let’s call the whole . “Let’s call the whole . “

thing off !” When Clara had picked up the tune and some of 

the words, she joined in. It was easy to get carried along by 

Peter’s enthusiasm.

While the pans bubbled and spat, and clouds of steam 

fi lled the kitchen, Peter and Clara raised imaginary glasses 
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of wine and shared cooking tips with the “audience.” When 

the potatoes were done, they drained them and mashed 

them, and then Peter rapped the eggs theatrically on his 

forehead to crack the shells before peeling them.

“Never tasted anything so delicious in my whole life,” 

exclaimed Clara. And it was true. It was even better than 

the salt-and-vinegar chip sandwich a governess had once 

let her try when Uncle was out.

At last, after they had demolished everything and their 

plates were squeaky clean, Peter leaned back in his chair 

and propped his feet on the table. “You and Stockwell aren’t 

the only ones to be abandoned,” he confi ded. “I once was, 

too, and if it weren’t for Granny, I don’t know what would 

have happened.”



“Granny’s not my real granny,” began peter. 

“I was left on a train when I was a baby, in a basket on the 

: into Charing Cross. 
 e guard took me to lost and 

found, and luckily it was Granny’s day for cleaning.” He 

paused dramatically, as if waiting to see what eff ect his 

revelation had on Clara. “She’s a cleaner,” he continued. 

“
 ank goodness she knew Mr. Framlingham.”

“Who’s he?” asked Clara. She could just picture the 

squealing baby in the basket, shocked faces peering down 

at the poor abandoned little thing.

“Lawyer. Granny cleaned his offi  ces. He arranged it so 

she could adopt me. She said it was love at fi rst sight.”

Clara sighed. Peter was a real live orphan. It was just like 

some of the stories in her favorite books.
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“
 e trouble is,” he said, and the little pug frown 

appeared again, “I meant what I said about social services. 


 at’s why Stella thinks it’s safer for me to be here. Plus”—

the pug frown deepened—“I don’t even know if Granny’s 

paying the rent because she hasn’t been able to work for a 

long time. What if they kick us out?”

“Well, you can’t go back, then,” Clara blurted out. “Not yet 

anyway. Look . . . ” She pushed her chair back and clattered 

away down the hall, enjoying the sound of her feet on the 

polished wood fl oor, imagining Uncle’s pained expression 

at the noise. She delved in her coat pocket for the rolled-up 

ten-pound notes and then skidded back to Peter. “I told 

you I’ve got all this money. We can be orphans together—I 

think I count as an orphan if my dad doesn’t even know I 

exist—and survive on our own. I’ll have to lie low so that 

the villagers don’t know Uncle’s gone, but you can go to the 

shop and get supplies! And when your granny’s better, you 

can go home. And”—a helpful thought struck her—“if you 

do get kicked out of your apartment, you can come here.”

Peter’s eyes were like saucers as he looked at the roll of 

notes in Clara’s hand.

“
 at is a lot of money,” he said.

“Two hundred pounds! Uncle gave it to me,” said Clara. 

“It must be guilt money.”
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 ere was a little silence while Peter gently stroked the 

velvety space between Stockwell’s ears. “You could buy a 

cruise with that,” he said at last, “or twelve bicycles, or tril-

lions of chocolate bars . . . but what about when the money 

runs out?”

Clara was about to explain that, if it did, she would start 

selling some of the house’s belongings, just like Uncle had, 

when a shrill sound made her jump.

“
 at’ll be Stella,” said Peter, and Clara realized it was 

the telephone, which didn’t ring very often. “She’ll be call-

ing to check if I got here safely.”

Quickly, Clara led the way to Uncle’s study, standing 

back to let Peter in. 
 e phone, almost buried under a 

mountain of papers, continued to ring.

“Well, answer it, then,” said Peter.

“No, you answer it,” said Clara, who didn’t want to admit 

that she had never answered a phone before.

Peter gave her a look and picked up the receiver, and 

Clara held her breath, every muscle in her body clenched 

tight. “Don’t say anything about Uncle,”. “Don’t say anything about Uncle,”. “  she mouthed e,” she mouthed 

to Peter. If Peter gave the game away, her plan would 

be fi nished.

“Yes, it’s me,” Peter was saying. “Yes, everything’s fi ne. Is 

Granny OK? No, no delays . . . Got a taxi straightaway . . . 
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He can’t talk now, he’s cooking dinner . . . Yep, bangers and 

mash .  .  . but he says to give you his regards and see you 

soon. OK, bye.”

Clara’s eyes widened. Bangers and mash! Give you 

his regards! Maybe having Peter here would be all right, 

after all.

“I’ll stay tonight,” Peter said before Clara could get a 

word in. “And I’ll decide tomorrow what to do.”

Clara wasn’t going to plead. After all, her plan had been 

to make her own way in the world; she hadn’t bargained 

on Peter being here, and maybe it would be simpler on 

her own. And yet there was something about Peter that 

she liked. His chatter for one thing, fi lling the house like 

musical notes running up and down a piano; and then the 

cooking, which wouldn’t have been half so fun without his 

game. And Stockwell.

“Ugh! What’s that?” Peter was wiping his head. 

“Something dripped on me!”

Clara looked up as another drip splashed down, just 

missing Peter, who had ducked out of the way, and landed 

instead with a plop by her feet. How could she not have 

noticed it? A bicycle-wheel-size bulge was sagging from the 

ceiling, while fat, grayish drips of water fell down to a little 

puddle on the fl oor.
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“Oh no.” Clara breathed out, feeling a stab of panic. 

“
 e leak in the governess’s bathroom!” She thought of 

James the butler and the dark circles beneath his eyes; 

the buckets that he emptied on the hour, every hour. A 

terrible realization struck her. 
 ey hadn’t been emptied 

for two whole days!

Clara tore out of the study, raced up the stairs, thun-

dered down the second-fl oor corridor, and ran into the 

governess’s bathroom. Sure enough, the steel buckets were 

full to overfl owing, and water sloshed across the fl oor, lap-

ping at the baseboards.

Visions of water gushing through the house like a tidal 

wave fl ashed before Clara’s eyes. She couldn’t swim. 
 ey’d 

all drown.

“Get another bucket,” she shouted at Peter, who had fol-

lowed her up. “We have to empty them on the hour, every 

hour.” She splashed across the fl oor and tried to lift one of 

the buckets, but it was too heavy.

“Where’s it coming from?” asked Peter, splashing to 

meet her and grasping the other side of the bucket so that, 

together, they were able to heave it up and whoosh the con-

tents into the bathtub.

“From there!” said Clara, pointing at the crack in 

the pipe.



46

“Yes,” said Peter, “but where is it coming from before it 

actually appears? 
 e source of the leak, I mean.”

“I don’t know,” said Clara. She had asked James that very 

same question, but he had merely replied that leaks can be 

mysterious things, which as far as she was concerned meant 

he didn’t know either.

“We need to direct the water into the bath,” said Peter. 

“Where’s the hose?”

“I don’t know,” said Clara again. Was there a hose? 


 e water was dripping at such a rate that the bucket was 

already a quarter fi lled.

“We need to stick something over the crack, then,” said 

Peter. “Tape won’t work. . . . I know! What about porridge? 


 at dries like glue!”

“No porridge,” said Clara. 
 e water was up to her 

ankles. It was cold.

“It’s got to be something that sticks fast.” Peter stared 

worriedly at the bucket. 
 e water had risen to the half-

way mark.

Clara thought frantically. 
 ere was the plaster, but 

James had already tried that and it hadn’t worked. What 

else stuck? A vision of the little night table in the governess’s 

room came in a rush. One of the governesses had liked to 

chew gum before lights out, and underneath the table it was 


