

[image: cover]













JANE HARRIS


The Observations


[image: alt]







[image: alt]


















 


For Tom – without whose opinions, encouragement and love this book might never have been written 
















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication




	PART ONE


	1 I Find a New Place


	2 New Clothes and New People


	3 Friday


	4 What I Did Not Write


	5 The Master Returns


	6 I Make a Discovery




	PART TWO


	7 A Most Particular Case


	8 Depression


	9 An Important Dinner


	10 I Have an Idea


	11 Both Strange and Startling




	PART THREE


	12 I Get Another Shock


	13 A Trip, a Tea Party and a Mysterious Object


	14 Missing Pages




	PART FOUR


	15 An Apparition


	16 I Get a Fright


	17 Ominous News


	18 A Startling Revelation


	19 I Lose Hope




	PART FIVE


	20 I Am Made Captive


	21 Pandemonium


	22 An Unexpected Loss


	23 Desolation




	PART SIX


	24 A New Preoccupation




	Acknowledgements


	Introduction to Gillespie and I


	About the Author


	By the Same Author


	Copyright
























 


My missus she often said to me, ‘Now then Bessy, don’t be calling me missus.’ She said this especially when the minister was coming for his tea. My missus wanted me to call her ‘marm’ but I always forgot. At first I forgot by accident and then I forgot on purpose just to see the look on her face.


My missus was always after me for to write things down in a little book. She give me the book and pen and ink the day I arrived. ‘Now then Bessy,’ says she, ‘I want you to write down your daily doings in this little book and I’ll take a look at it from time to time.’ This was after she found out I could read and write. When she found that out her face lit up like she’d lost a penny and found sixpence. ‘Oh!’ says she, ‘and who taught you?’ And I told her it was my poor dead mother, which was a lie for my mother was alive and most likely blind drunk down the Gallowgate as usual and even if she was sober she could barely have wrote her own name on a magistrates summons. But my mother never was sober if she was awake. And when she was asleep, she was unconscious.


But wait on. I am getting ahead of myself. Let me begin nearer the beginning.
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I Find a New Place





I had reason to leave Glasgow, this would have been about three four years ago, and I had been on the Great Road about five hours when I seen a track to the left and a sign that said ‘Castle Haivers’. Now there’s a coincidence I thought to myself, because here was I on my way across Scratchland to have a look at the Edinburgh castle and perhaps get a job there and who knows marry a young nobleman or prince. I was only 15 with a head full of sugar and I had a notion to work in a grand establishment.


Not only that but this lad from the Highlands had fell into step with me the past hour, he would have been about my age and he had been to get a tooth pulled. He kept dragging his lip down to show me the hole. I was sick of this boy and his grin and his questions, fair are you going? fair do you live? fwot is your name? would you like to lie down with me? – all this. I had told him a whole clatter of lies hoping he would go away but he was stuck to me like horse dung on a road sweepers shoe. If I slowed down he slowed down, if I sped up he sped up, if I stopped to fix my shawl or shift my bundle, what did he do but stand with his hands in his pockets to watch. Once or twice he got a jack on him would have put your eye out, you could see it poking behind the trousers, and the feet on him were filthy. 


I have to admit there was one added factor in my desire to leave the Great Road and that was the pair of polis that was coming towards us on horseback. Big buckers by the look of them. I had spotted them in the distance five minutes back, their top hats and big buttons, and ever since I had been looking for a way off the road, one that didn’t involve me running across a field and getting mucked up to the oxters.


So I stopped walking and turned to the Jocky. ‘This is where I go off,’ I says, pointing at the sign to the castle.


‘I fwhill be coming with you,’ he says. ‘Hand you can be making me dinner. Hand hafterwards fwhee can be making a baby.’


‘What a good idea,’ says I and when he stepped forward as if to kiss me I grabbed his danglers and give them a twist. ‘Make your own babies,’ I says. ‘Now away and flip yourself.’


Off I went up the lane and when he followed me I gave him a shove and a few more flip offs and stamped on his bare foot and that was the last I seen of him, for a while anyway.


The lane to the castle wound up a slope between two beech hedges. It was September but uncommon warm and lucky for me as I had no coat. After I had been walking about a minute there was the faint thud of hoofs on dirt and I turned to look back at the Great Road. The two grunts trotted past on their way towards Glasgow. Did they even turn their heads, did they buckie. Hurrah, says I to myself and good flipping riddance. What I always say is if you can avoid the scrutiny of the law then why not.


With them out the way I thought I would have a quick skelly at the castle then find somewhere to sleep before it got dark. I had only 6 Parma violets and two shillings to my name and Gob only knew when I would get more, so I could ill afford a room. But I was hoping for a barn or a bothy where I could lay my head a few hours then press on to Edinburgh once it got light.


I had gone no more than two steps when what did I see but a red-haired country girl about my age come skittering round the corner. She wore a dark stuff frock and plaid shawl and she was dragging a box along the ground by means of a leather strap. Even though she was in a queer hurry, she was laughing away to herself like a woman possessed. The most notable thing about her was her skin, very rough and red it was like she had had a go at her phiz with a nutmeg grater. I stepped out her road and gave her good afternoon as she passed. But she just cackled in my face and carried on stumbling towards the Great Road, dragging her box behind her, there was not much would surprise me then nor now, but all the same you expect more manners from country folk.


The lane in front of me dipped right then left through fields, climbed again and after about ten minutes walking it passed the gate of a big mansion house in amongst a scutter of trees. I could see no castle but there was a woman running about the gravel drive and lawn. This way and that she went, waggling her hands in the air and every so often clapping. At first I thought she was gobaloon but then I looked over the wall and seen she was only chasing a pig. It looked like tremendous fun.


‘Wait on, missus,’ I says, ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


Did you ever try to catch a pig? It’s not as easy as you think. That bucker had us running in circles. He shot round the back of the house to the yard and we followed. I nearly got him the once but he was a slippery old wretch he squirmed out my grasp like he was buttered. I would have dove after him but I did not want to ruin my good frock. Your woman kept shouting instructions to me, ‘Quickly!’ she goes and ‘Watch out!’ She was English, I realised. I had met English people before but never an English woman. At last the two of us cornered the pig by the hen run. We chased him along a fence then shooed him back into the sty and your woman slammed the gate shut.


I watched her as she stood there panting a moment or two. She would have been about 27 then. Her back was slender though it looked as though she didn’t wear stays. And the colour was high in her cheeks with all the running but you could see by her forehead that her skin was pale as cream, there was not a freckle on her, she was alabaster. The frock she wore was silk, a watery shade, more blue than green, she struck me as being shockingly well dressed for running about after pigs.


In due course she got her breath back. ‘Treacherous trollop,’ she says through her teeth. For a minute I thought she was talking about the pig until she added, ‘If I ever see her again, I’ll take her and I’ll –’ She clenched her fists but did not finish the sentence.


The red-haired girl dragged her box through my minds eye. ‘Did somebody do you wrong, missus?’ I says.


Your woman looked at me startled, I think she had forgot I was there. ‘No,’ she says. ‘The gate of the sty was left open. Probably an accident.’ Then she frowned at me and says, ‘What are you exactly?’


This threw me into confusion. ‘What am I?’ I says. ‘Well, I was a – I suppose you could say I was a housekeeper for a –’


‘No, no,’ she says. ‘What I mean is are you a Highlander?’


‘Indeed not,’ I says most indignant. ‘I’ve never been near the Highlands.’ She was still looking at me so I says, ‘I was born Irish. But I’m more of the Scottish persuasion now.’


She seemed pleased enough about that. ‘Irish,’ she says. While we was chasing the pig two or three strands of her hair had fell down and now she gazed at me very thoughtful as she pinned them back up. You could have floated in her eyes they was that wide, and pale green like the sea over sand. At length she says, ‘A housekeeper?’


‘Yes, missus. For a Mr Levy of Hyndland, near Glasgow.’


‘I don’t think I ever saw a housekeeper in such bright clothes,’ she says. Her mouth gave a twitch, like she might laugh, perhaps the sight of my frock cheered her up. It was a beauty, right enough, bright yellow with little blue buttons and white satin bows at the front, admittedly it was not as clean as when I had set out that morning. There was a smudge at the hem and the lace was ripped this was because the Highland boy had at one stage got me pinned to the ground, I had to near enough wrench his ear off before he let me up.


‘I am between places,’ I says. ‘My Mr Levy he died on me and I am just now on my way to Edinburgh to find another situation.’


‘I see,’ says your woman. She folded her arms and took a turn around me, studying me from a few different angles. When she came back to face me, she looked doubtful. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever done any outdoors work?’ she says.


‘Well, as a matter of fact I have,’ I says, and without a word of a lie too, for a good deal of my work was outdoors before I was taken in by my Mr Levy.


Your woman nodded. ‘What about cows?’ she says.


‘What about them?’


‘Can you milk a cow?’


‘Oh certainly,’ I says without hesitation. ‘A cow, yes, I can milk a cow, that’s no problem at all, I was born milking cows.’


‘Good.’ She indicated some buildings in the distance. ‘We keep a farm over there, the Mains. You can have something to eat and drink and then let’s see you milk a cow.’


‘Ah well,’ says I quick, ‘it’s a while since I done it now.’


But I don’t think she heard me because she didn’t reply, just led me across the yard to the pump and give me a tin cup that was hanging on a nail. ‘Help yourself,’ she says.


I drank two cupfuls. All the while she was watching me with those eyes. I says, ‘I might be a bit out of practice with the cows now. I may have lost the knack, I don’t know.’


‘Are you hungry?’ she says.


Gob was I and I tellt her as much. She pointed to a door in the house. ‘There’s bread in there on the table,’ she says. ‘Take a slice.’


‘That’s very kind of you, missus,’ I says and did as I was bid.


The kitchen was a fair size but Jesus Murphy was it a shambles. A pail of milk had been overturned and there was lines of oats scattered on the floor and a smashed teapot laying against the skirting board. When I stepped in, a black cat was lapping at the spilled milk but as soon as it seen me it ran out another door with a yowl. I peered about me. The fire was out but there was a terrible scorched smell in the air. At first I wondered was it the runaway pig had made the mess. But when I looked more closely I seen that the oats had been scattered deliberately, in actual fact the lines of them formed four letters of the alphabet to spell a vulgar expression for a ladys private parts, I will not write it here but I thought to myself it would have to have been the very clever pig done that.


There was no sign of any cook or maid, so I cut myself a slice of oat bread from the loaf on the table and ate it and then I cut another one and I started to eat that and while I was eating I cut a 3rd slice and tucked it down my frock between my two titties. The bread lacked salt but I would have ate the snibs off the windows I was that hungry. As I threw the bread into me, I was wondering how difficult can it be to milk a cow. You grab the dangler bits and pull, for dear sake I had seen it done manys a time as I swanned about on market day only not close at hand. I was a city girl, milk came in a pail and went in your tea, I did not even like milk and now because of my own stupid pride I would have to squeeze it out a cow.


I cut another slice of bread and stashed that in my frock just in case then I went back outside, your woman was where I left her by the pump.


‘There you are,’ she says. ‘I thought you were lost.’


‘Oh, no missus, only it was such marvellous bread I didn’t want to rush the slice.’





She didn’t say anything about that, she just sniffed and turned on her heel. I hared after her. ‘That’s a tremendous place you have here,’ I called out. ‘By Jove it is.’ But my words fell on deaf ears she did not even turn her head, I had no choice but to follow.


We walked away from the mansion house, up a back lane that led to the farm buildings and from there across a yard and into a big shed. The place was heaving with cows there was about twenty of them which is a lot of cows when you think about it and even when you don’t. The stench in there would have knocked you down. There was two milkmaids stood talking up the far end, sisters by the looks of them, all dressed up in the corn-thrasher duds they were, the boots and striped aprons. I near enough laughed out loud. To my mind they looked a right pair of bogtrotters but then I was only young and thought that anything in the country was to be looked down upon and mocked. Your woman went and spoke to them and then the two maids turned and stared down the length of the byre at me, their caps was comical but you would not have said their expressions was friendly. I gave them a smile and a wave, neither one of them waved back. The sour phiz on the pair of them, it is an unexplained miracle how the milk did not turn on a daily basis.


All this while, one of the cows was shoving her great behind up onto me until she near enough had me pinned against the wall. I had to juke out the way to save myself from being squashed. Your woman came back towards me holding a bucket.


‘What a grand lot of cows you have, missus,’ I says to her. She said nothing to that just handed me the bucket. I looked at it. Then I looked at the cows. Then I looked at your woman.


‘What is your name?’ she says.


‘My name is Bessy,’ I told her. ‘Bessy Buckley.’


‘Well then, Bessy, here you are,’ she says and she give me a stool and pointed to one of the cows, the one had been squashing me. ‘Go ahead.’


To my great relief she did not stay to watch, but went back to talk to the Curdle Twins who had sat themselves down and begun their own work. You could hear the milk firing into their pails like billy-o. I watched them, thinking to myself well gob that looks easy enough and so after a moment I settled on my own stool.


But could I get a drop of milk to appear? Could I flip. I sat there for what felt like an age with a bucket in one hand and a great pink tittie in the other. It wasn’t my own tittie, it was the cows and it was that full it was touching the floor. I swear I squeezed till the fingers was dropping off me and the only thing that emerged from the cow came steaming out its hole and would near enough have ruined my good frock if I hadn’t skipped out the way. At the end of about 20 minutes, the bucket was still empty.


Your woman came back this time with the Curdle Twins in her wake. She took one look in the bucket and says to me, ‘Now then, Bessy, I thought you said you could milk a cow?’


‘I lied,’ I says, wishing I had never stopped to help with her flipping pig. The Curdle Twins was exchanging glances, very superior in the background, shock almighty, oh she said she could milk a cow but she can’t oh she’s a liar did you ever hear the like, and all this. My face felt hot. I shot up from the stool. It was my intention to say ‘I’d better be off,’ and then stride out with my head in the air but I must have got up too quick, and instead I said, ‘Oh flip,’ and keeled over in a dead faint. I would have fell in the cowpat if missus hadn’t leapt forward and caught me.




*





How long I was out I haven’t a notion but when I came to I had been carried out the byre. I was sat on a stool with my head between my legs and your woman had her hand in the back of my frock, she was loosing my corset. I had a good view down my bodice, there was a load of breadcrumbs in the cleft of my bosom, I had to fold my arms to stop them falling out.


‘Keep still now,’ your woman says, but kindly. ‘You fainted. And no wonder with your stays laced so tight.’


After a while she let me sit up and brought me a tin cup of milk that she got from a bucket. She stood with her hands on her hips watching me. I was full of shame, I sipped at the milk just to please her and as soon as my head cleared I got to my feet. ‘I best be going,’ I says. ‘Sorry, missus.’


She just nodded her head and waved her hand, I was dismissed.


I left the farmyard and went down the lane to the back of the big house. My bundle lay where I’d dropped it, near the hen run. I was about to pick it up when I seen your woman returning. A thought struck me and I called out to her. ‘Missus, which way is the castle?’


‘Castle?’ she says. ‘What castle?’


‘Only the sign down the road there said there was a castle up this way and I wanted to have a look at it.’





‘Ah,’ she says and shook her head. ‘There is no castle. Castle Haivers is the name of the estate.’


‘Oh well,’ I says and leaned down to pick up my bundle. ‘Not to worry.’


‘WAIT!’ goes your woman, of a sudden.


Oh sugar, I thought, she’s seen the bread in my bosom and I’m in for it. I straightened up. She was staring at me, her head cocked to one side. ‘You didn’t tell me you could read,’ she says.


‘Well you never asked,’ I says.


‘I just assumed. I thought – because –’


She did not say because why but I knew anyway it was me being only an Irish girl, everyone thought the same. Her eyes was gleaming now. ‘But can you write?’


‘Indeed I can,’ I says. ‘I write very good.’


‘In English?’


I looked at her. ‘What else?’


‘Oh?’ she says. ‘And who taught you?’


I thought a second then I says, ‘My mother, God rest her soul,’ and I blessed myself.


Your woman tilted back a bit offended, I suppose it would have been the sign of the cross bothered her, even the English don’t like it.


‘Wait here,’ she says, and hared away over to the big house.


I stood there looking about me. What next I was asking myself, perhaps she wants me to read something for her or write a letter. After a while she came back with a blotter in one hand and a pen in the other.


‘Here you are,’ she says. ‘Now show me your writing.’ She was not going to take me at my word not after the incident with the cow, who could blame her.





I took the pen, it was already dipped in ink. There was a stone base to the pump, I leaned the blotter on it and quickly wrote a few words I think they was thank you for the bread missus sorry about the duplicity or something like that. I remember I put duplicity because it was a word I had learned off my Mr Levy. I might not be able to milk a cow but I could spell and I was proud of it.


Your woman was watching over my shoulder. I would have wrote more but the ink run out. When I finished I handed her back the pen and blotter. ‘Well, well,’ she says, and laughs very gay. ‘And how old are you, Bessy?’


‘18 missus.’ Which did not really count as a lie because I was always lying about my age. In any case there was some doubt about when I’d been born, my mother had not a very good memory for dates.


‘18?’ Your womans eyebrows shot up. Then she says, ‘Well, no matter. I can pay you 4 shillings a week and you will have bed and all food provided. Would you like to work for me?’


‘Oh dear,’ I says. ‘Oh no. I’m going to look for work in Edinburgh, missus.’


She laughed. ‘But you don’t have to go to Edinburgh now,’ she says. ‘You can stay here and I will look after you and give you 4 and 6 a week.’


‘But – I can’t really milk a cow, missus.’


‘You have other skills,’ she says. ‘5 shillings then, and I will look after you and give you a patch of garden to grow what you will.’


I tellt her she could forget about the patch of garden, the only thing I was interested in growing was rich. Of course there was little chance of that. 5 shillings was a pittance even in them days but I knew my prospects would be the same anywhere else and at least here I was out of the world, all there was in these parts was clodhoppers cows and a few coal pits. And there was something else made her words appealing. I will look after you.


I glanced over at the farmhouse. ‘Do you have any books in there, missus? I mean story books.’


‘Oh yes,’ she says. ‘Quite a number.’


‘I have a fondness for reading,’ I says. ‘If I could have permission to read the books on occasion –’


‘Hmm.’ She sighed and walked about a bit and then at length seemed to come to some sort of very reluctant decision. ‘Very well,’ she says. ‘Access to books. And 5 shillings a week.’


‘Done,’ I says, and I can honestly say I thought it a bargain.




*





She took me into the kitchen then and without making any comment about the smell of burning or the mess she kicked some of the oats about the place so you could no longer read the word they spelt. Then she sat me at the table to explain the full extent of my duties. Well, if you had wrote it down, the list would have been as long as your arm but it all seemed straight forward enough, there was nothing strange or startling in what she said. Most of the livestock was kept over on the farm and was looked after by farm servants but your woman said she liked to keep a few hens and a pig at the main house, more or less as pets, and I was to feed them. I was to keep the house clean and tidy, wash cook scrub sweep dust shake the mats and make tea. Every day, light all the fires and clean the range and keep it lit. Clean the boots empty the thunder mugs for her and the master. In addition, if they were short-handed, I might have to cart manure and pick stones out a field, then I might have to help put these same stones in holes in another field which, she said, was to make a drain. I’d have to help look after the vegetable garden and if I had any time left over I could always fill it by darning and mending. Generally, I had to do any chore you cared to mention since I was to be what they called the in and out girl, ½ the time I would be in and then the other ½ out. There were farm servants that lived on the farm and in bothies on the other side of the wood but I was the only domestic servant. The one thing she did not mention was the milking. I asked her about that.


‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry about that for now. Jessie and Muriel will see to the cows. You would only have to help them out it in case of an emergency.’


That tickled me. Now what would be the emergency, I wondered. I got a picture in my head of everyone running around in a panic falling over each other to get the cows milked. Wash the pots, Bessy! Make a drain! I can’t missus I have to milk the cows it’s an emergency!


Your woman was looking at me. ‘Don’t tell me you are a day-dreamer,’ she says.


‘Oh no, missus.’


‘But perhaps you are lazy? Or bad-tempered?’


I shook my head. ‘No indeed.’


She says, ‘Are you, let me see – dishonest?’


She had me there, because of the cows. But I wasn’t going to admit to it. ‘No missus I am not,’ I says. ‘Not in the usual course of things.’


Your woman didn’t look convinced. ‘Now then, Bessy,’ she says. ‘Tell the truth and shame the Devil.’





My mother was forever telling me I wouldn’t know the truth if it flew up my skirt and said ‘How do you do.’


I says, ‘Honest to Gob, missus, I’m not a liar.’ And would have spat to swear my word except we was inside, so I just did three small pretend spits over my shoulder. Your woman looked appalled, I don’t know why she was bothered, the place was a shambles.


‘Bessy,’ she says, ‘I don’t know what you have been taught, but don’t ever do that in this house again.’


‘Sorry, missus. But missus I only said that about the cows because I wanted you to think well of me.’


She sighed and then says very patient, ‘Bessy dear, what did you call the lady where you last worked?’


‘Nothing at all,’ I says.


She looked at me.


‘The reason being there was no missus, it was just my Mr Levy. He was an old bachelor gentleman and it was just me and one boy looked after him, missus.’


‘Oh,’ she says and frowned a moment. ‘But I’m sure you called Mr Levy Master or Sir, did you not?’


‘Well yes, I suppose I did.’ I says that because it was what she wanted to hear. ‘Master, that’s what he liked to be called. Master this and Master that.’


‘Bessy,’ she says now very solemn. ‘I would like you to call me marm.’


‘Certainly I will. Whatever you like, marm.’


She smiled at me and nodded. ‘That’s better,’ she says. She took a deep breath. ‘Now Bessy,’ she says. ‘There is one other task that I want you to do for me.’ And the way she made her eyes bulge out when she said it I knew it was the most important thing.


She crossed over to a tallboy and took an accompt book out the cupboard. Jesus Murphy, I thought, she wants me to do the accompts, she’s got the wrong girl there for I might be able to write but I have never had a head for figures. But I was wrong.


‘This book is yours,’ she says and pressed it into my hands. ‘Now Bessy, listen carefully. I will see to it that you are taught everything you need to know about the work about the house. But in return, every night, I want you to take the time to write down what you have done in this book, from the moment you get up until the moment you go to bed, leaving nothing out.’


I just looked at her. ‘But what for missus?’ I says, a bit non-plussed. ‘Marm.’


She didn’t even blink. ‘Because it is what I wish,’ she says. ‘And be aware, it is the main condition of your employment. Don’t think I would take you on if you couldn’t write. It would not be worth my while to train you otherwise since it’s clear you know nothing of this kind of work.’


Ever since I had scribbled those few words on the blotter she had seemed very excited. Even now there was a kind of a gleam in her eye and she was breathing heavy. I shivered, for the light was going and it was getting cold.


She says, ‘I will take a look at what you have written from time to time. And when you have filled this book I will provide you with another. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, miss – I mean marm.’


I stared at the book, it had a brown cover made of board and a lot of pages inside with lines on them where you could add up the totals of your purchases. I don’t know how many pages perhaps a hundred in all. I could never imagine writing enough to fill it not in a million years. She handed me the pen I had used outside and then she says, ‘You will need ink, just a moment,’ and hurried out the room, the hem of her skirt trailing oats into the passage.


While she was gone, I glanced at the grate wondering did she ever in gobs name light the fire. It was then I seen the reason for the charred smell in the air. I don’t know why but it made me shiver again. For laying among the ashes was an accompt book the exact same as the one I had been given. The only difference being that the book in the grate was burnt so bad that only the binding and a few pieces of its scorched cover remained. I took a candle and peered down at the hearth to have a better look. Up close I could see that all the pages had been ripped out and was now just wispy ashes in the grate. The cover was damp, as though someone had poured water on it to douse the flames. I flipped it open. Inside there was an inscription in a childs hand, the words was ½ scorched but you could still read ‘belongs to Morag Sutherland’ and a date in July but no year was given. Who was this child Morag, I wondered and why was her book burnt? I was about to lift it out the grate when I heard your woman coming back down the passage, so I stood up.


‘Here we are!’ she says, as she came back in. ‘Now, hold out your hands, Bessy,’ she says and I did as I was bid. Then she presented me with a bottle of ink and a spare pen, the way she done it with such ceremony for dear sake you would have thought she was giving you a prize.


And then, true to her word she did give me something to read, it was called Bleak House, I hoped it wasn’t an omen. She showed me a label she had pasted inside, a black and white label, it had a picture of two ladies sat under a tree looking at an open book. Around the edge were the words EX~BIBLIOTHEC~CASTEL~HAIVERS. Every one of her books had that same label, she seemed to think it would stop them being stolen.


After that, she showed me where I was to sleep. She give me a candle and took one herself then led me out the kitchen into the hall. It was a drafty old house and the flickering light threw great shadows to dance against the walls, I had a glimpse of a hallstand and grandmother clock and then the banisters loomed as we turned up the stairs.


Up we went, along the main landing where all the doors was shut so you could not see into the rooms. I was a bit sad about that, I would have liked a look around. At the end of another narrower passageway we climbed a short flight of stairs to a little attic room with a sloping roof and skylight window. There was just enough space to fit a bed, a chair and a small cupboard, no more than that and certainly not two people which is why the missus stood outside, her candle held aloft for me to see my new domain. You could have took it in with one eye shut.


‘This will be where you sleep,’ she says.


‘Very nice,’ says I.


The bed was not even made and there was no curtain or cloth at the window. I was trying not to think of my own lovely room at Mr Levys in Crown House with the white marble mantelpiece, velvet drapes and all. That was the past, I would never see it again.


‘For the time being I will eat my meals with you in the kitchen,’ your woman says, like it were to be a great treat for the both of us. ‘But of course,’ she says, ‘when my husband returns home, he and I will dine together and you will wait on us.’


‘Oh of course,’ I says. ‘When will he be coming home, missus?’


But she didn’t answer that, she just smiled at me and says, ‘What time did you start work in your last place?’


I took a guess. ‘8 o’clock?’


‘Ah,’ she says, ‘I’m afraid you will find us early risers here in the country. Tomorrow, you should have the fires lit and breakfast made by 6.’


So there I was with two pens, my two titties, Charles Dickens, two slice of bread and a blank book at the end of my first day in the middle of nowhere. Except as it turned out it wasn’t quite the end.




 *





Before I went to bed I had to clear up the kitchen, all except the hearth which your woman tellt me not to touch. She went up to her room and left me to it. The cleaning took forever because I was not used to such work and I did not get up the stairs until after 11 o’clock. I was too tired to unpack my things so I simply pulled my nightdress out my bundle and left the rest until such times as I had a moment. I wrapped the two piece of bread I had took from the kitchen in a clean shift and hid them in the cupboard, and I ate the 6 Parma violets that were in my pocket. Then I made up the bed and got into it. The mattress was hard but not lumpy and the blankets seemed clean enough. The clouds must have been thick that night for there was not a star in the sky. I lay there very alert for hours the reason being I would have to start my chores at 5 and I was terrified I would not get up in time. At length however I must have dozed off. I had been asleep what seemed only a few minutes when something made me wake with a start. My eyes snapped open. Your woman was standing over me with a candle, dressed in her nightclothes. She was raging, full of fury, her face so tight it looked like it might fly apart at any moment.


‘Get up!’ she hissed. ‘Get up this instant!’ She dragged back the blankets and hit the mattress a few times with her fist. ‘I want to see you downstairs, girl,’ she says. ‘Two minutes. Don’t get dressed, just come down immediately.’


And then she was gone.


Jesus Murphy my heart was going like the hammers of Hell, when I lit my candle I could see the thump of it behind the bodice of my nightdress. My first reaction was, I had slept in. I glanced out the window, it was still pitch black out there not even a hint of the dawn, it could have been ½ past 5 or 6 or even 8 for all I knew, I was not an early riser. My hands shook as I pulled on my shawl, I was not sure if it was the cold or the fright. In my bare feet I crept downstairs to the hall. Well the grandmother clock said it was 10 past two so I had not slept in. And then it came to me, why your woman was angry. She had examined the oat bread and seen that I had took more than one slice. I was thinking to myself, now you’re in for it and you’ll be back on the road in the morning with no job and not even a character and two boxed ears because you’re a liar and a thief and you never milked a cow in your life.


It was with a heavy heart that I pushed open the kitchen door and stepped in. Your woman was sat at the table in the light of a lamp and two candles. She no longer seemed angry but she had a distant air about her, she didn’t even look at me, just gazed at the wall. ‘Come in please,’ she says her voice kind of flat.


I shuffled forward a few steps. ‘I’m sorry, marm.’


Her head shot round. ‘Whatever for?’


‘For the –’ I hesitated, perhaps she hadn’t noticed the bread after all and it was something else bothered her. So I says, ‘For whatever I done that made you angry with me.’


‘Angry?’ she says. ‘I am not angry.’ She give me a big smile and then she turned her face to the wall and spoke again in the flat voice. ‘There is cocoa on the shelf,’ she says. ‘And milk in that jug. I want you to make a cup of cocoa please.’


‘C-cocoa, marm?’


‘Yes thank you,’ she says. ‘I want you to make a cup of cocoa please.’


This change of mood and the please and thank you business and the flat voice was most perplexing. I wondered to myself was all mistresses like this, for I had nothing to compare her with except perhaps my mother. Right enough my mothers mood was changeable and she would think nothing of dragging you out of bed in the middle of the night but it wouldn’t have been with the aim of getting you to make her a cup of cocoa that’s for flipping sure, more about which I may write later.


‘Very good, marm,’ I says to your woman and I give her a curtsey, I don’t know why for I was not in the habit of curtseying to anyone but it just happened that way, it seemed a maid-like thing to do. Then I took the jug from the table and started to warm the milk. Of course I did not know then what I was to find out in the weeks to come and so thought it strange that although she watched what I did she did not direct me once. Not a comment passed her lips, she only followed every move I made, her eyes gleaming in the lamplight like a cats. There was not much to do while the milk warmed but I got the impression she would not like me to sit down so I took a cloth and pretended to wipe the shelves.


After a bit, she took a breath and says, ‘What did you do just then? A moment ago?’


‘How do you mean miss – marm?’


She pointed to where I had been standing when I came into the room. ‘You did something, while you were standing there.’


‘A curtsey,’ I says. ‘Yes marm.’ Oh flip, I was thinking to myself, perhaps you shouldn’t have done a curtsey for dear sake can you do nothing right.


‘Why did you do that?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know, marm. It just came to me.’


‘I see,’ she says and blinked a few times, I honest to gob thought she was going to cry and then I realised she was looking like she might burst with joy. ‘Carry on please,’ she says eventually and waved her hand in the direction of the cocoa jar.


Well I turned around and took a cup off the shelf and mixed the cocoa with a little cold milk and then I poured the hot milk on top and give it a good stir. When it was done I took it over to the table and set it down in front of her with the sugar. Of a sudden she leaned forward and clasped my hands between the two of hers, for dear sake the smile she had on her it’s a wonder her face didn’t crack.





‘Thank you, Bessy,’ she says. ‘You are an extremely good girl. Well done. Well done.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ I says.


Her skin felt cool against my fingers, I went to pull away but she held onto me giving both me and the cup fond glances.


‘This looks lovely,’ she says. ‘Absolutely lovely. It’s perfect in every way and you made it so quickly and with such efficiency. I’m proud of you, Bessy, very proud of you. What a good girl you are! Thank you thank you thank you.’


Jesus Murphy it was only a cup of cocoa.


‘Very good, marm.’ I didn’t know where to put myself. ‘Will there be anything else?’


‘Yes,’ she says, suddenly grave. ‘There is something.’


What next, I thought, she is mad as a cuckoo. And then she let go my hands which was a relief and surged to her feet.


‘Sit down in my place, dear,’ she told me, and I did as I was bid. Then she slid the cup of cocoa towards me.


‘You have made such a good job of this,’ she says. ‘I want you to drink it.’


I looked at the cup. Then I looked at her.


‘Me, marm?’


‘Yes,’ she says and then a bit concerned, ‘You do like cocoa?’


‘Well,’ I says. ‘I’m not overfond of milk but I don’t mind cocoa.’


‘Good,’ she says. ‘Now drink it up like a good girl and then get to bed, you’ll want to be fresh for the morning.’


She reached out quick towards my face and I flinched, but she only smiled and give my cheek a little stroke with the back of her hand. Then she turned out the lamp, lifted one of the candles and left the room without another word. I was not at all sleepy. If I remember rightly it was a while before I went to bed. I think I sat there all alone for a long time with the cocoa in front of me, watching the steam rise up off it and get sucked towards the candle flame.
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New Clothes and New People





Next morning I woke up and stared stupidly out the window for a few moments then lit out of bed with a yelp for the sun was high in the sky, there could be no doubt even I knew I had slept past 5. I tore into my clothes and skittered downstairs no wash nor nothing, fixing my hair as I went. The clock in the hall said it was after 9. Late by 4 hours Jesus Murphy that must have been some kind of record. I could have kicked myself. The night before as I was sat at the table, I had ½ made up my mind to move on and try my luck elsewhere for I wasn’t sure I was cut out for this kind of work. But now that I might well be dismissed before I even started, I was having 2nd thoughts. And I don’t often have them.


The missus was in the kitchen, putting milk in a saucer for the cat. She was wearing a plain grey dress and an apron. When I ran in she looked up. ‘Ah Bessy,’ she says. ‘I take it you slept well.’


I thought this was her being satirical but I had my excuses lined up. ‘Missus,’ I says. ‘I’m sorry, I –’


She raised a hand to stop me. ‘Yes, yes,’ she says. ‘You had a late night. It’s entirely my fault.’


Was she mocking me, it was impossible to tell. I says, ‘Sorry marm, I wouldn’t have slept so long only –’





‘Hush, child,’ says she. ‘I decided to let you sleep this morning.’


‘Oh.’


‘After all, you have been travelling,’ she says. ‘You must be tired. And also upset what with your master – passing away and so on.’


I just nodded, at a loss.


‘Well, Bessy,’ she says. ‘There are a few things I’d like you to do today but nothing too taxing. We can start properly tomorrow when you’re rested. That is,’ and at this point she gave me a close look, ‘if you do intend to remain here?’


She was smiling fondly like a mother in a story book, her eyes was bright but you could see a trace of anxiety behind them. I hesitated but a second. Then I says, ‘Yes marm, I certainly do.’


‘Good,’ she says, clearly much relieved. ‘Now, you can have breakfast in a moment,’ she says. ‘But first things first. Are you wearing your corset?’


I blinked. ‘No miss – marm,’ I says. ‘I had not time to put it on.’


‘Excellent,’ she says. ‘Then you won’t have to take it off.’ And thereupon she produced a tape from her pocket and proceeded to take measurements of all my proportions, making notes on a scrap of paper as she went. I assumed at first that she was sizing me up for a set of maids clothes. I can remember as if it were yesterday what the dimensions were of my bosom and all the rest, modesty prevents me from writing them here, let’s put it this way in those days I was very well-formed. Up close I could smell the scent she had on her, attar of roses, and underneath was her own fragrance, more earthy and warm. Once she was done with the usual measurements bosom waist and so on she also took the span of my neck and upper arm, I was not sure what to make of that only I thought perhaps she was very particular about collars and sleeves. Next she measured the palm of my hand and the length of all my fingers and thumbs. Gloves as well, I thought, by Jove this is the pigs whiskers. Then she put the tape round my head and wrote down skull 21 and a ½ inches, from which I surmised I was also getting a hat, I hoped it would be a good one and not just an old straw bonnet. After which she measured my mouth and the distance from my forehead to my chin and then between my two eyes and after that she took the length of my nose. Finally she measured the distance from my left nostril to my left earhole and my right nostril to my right earhole. To tell the truth I found it both confusing and disturbing but I was young and vain and when I squinted down at her paper I was only relieved to see that both sides of my face were 5 inch across for if the numbers had been lopsided I reckoned I might as well set off there and then to join Carneys Wonderland as a freak.


‘All done,’ she says, making a final note on her piece of paper.


‘Please marm,’ I says. ‘What is –’


She waved a hand in the direction of a pot of porridge. ‘It’s over there,’ she says. ‘And after breakfast perhaps you would like to collect the hens eggs. There’s a basket in the corner. By the way, where exactly did you say your master lived?’


‘Hyndland, marm, Crown House,’ I says and then I could have bit my tongue off since I hadn’t tellt her exactly where he lived at all and only blurted it out because I was still perplexed about her measuring my face.


‘Crown House,’ she says, making a note.


‘But of course,’ I says quick, ‘you can’t write to him for my character because he’s dead and the house is closed up,’ and then I added, ‘Unfortunately.’


She give me a hard look. ‘Is it unfortunate that he is dead? Or that I can’t write to him for a character?’


‘Well – both, marm,’ I says. ‘But please marm. Excuse me but what for do you need all them measurements for?’


She smiled at me. ‘What is your frock made of?’ she says.


‘Silk, marm.’


‘Yes and what colour is it?’


I looked down at it. Then I says, ‘It’s red, marm.’


‘And tell me, do you have any other dresses apart from this garment and the – thing you were wearing yesterday?’


I shook my head.


‘I thought as much,’ she says. ‘Then you will need clothes will you not? Nothing you have is suitable.’


‘Yes marm, of course,’ I says. ‘But what I mean is – the other measurements.’


She looked at me blankly. ‘What other measurements?’ she says, and then she turned her back on me and hurried out the room with her piece of paper.


Perhaps she intended to draw my portrait and wanted to get the proportions right or what have you. As I was stood there thinking, the missus climbed the stairs to her room. I wondered what she would do in there, all alone. There was the faint sound of a door closing and then silence except for in the distance the mournful hooting of a train and closer by my stomach grumbling with hunger.


I turned to pick up the porridge pot and as I did so happened to glance at the grate. I seen at once that the hearth had been swep clean and washed and that the ½ burnt book had disappeared altogether.
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Before I collected the eggs, I had a quick skelly around the place. On one side of the house was the stables, on the other the vegetable gardens. Up the lane was the farm and byre where I’d been yesterday. The mansion itself must have been there donkeys years, the sandstone walls were dirty grey with age. For the most part it was two storeys high, with a few single storey wings built on. The chimneys were tall and from the layout of the roofs it looked as though there was a couple of other attics as well as the one that contained my little room. Here and there, the gables was notched to make them look like battlements. I dare say once upon a time it must have been grand enough but now everything looked run down. The window glass was cracked in several places, the paintwork was peeling and blistered and all the paths choked with weeds. Not that I knew much about it but either there wasn’t enough money to maintain the place or they didn’t keep enough staff.


Part of me was glad of the extra sleep I’d been allowed but funny enough I had an urge to throw myself into something, the dirtier and more difficult the task she give me the better. So I took a basket and went out to the hen run. Jesus Murphy you wouldn’t think a few hens could stink so bad. The only way to do it was to go round with your breath held. Some of the eggs had hen skitters on them too, it near made me boke. But I got nine without breaking any then crawled out the run backwards gasping for breath. When I turned round who was stood in the yard staring at me with a big grin on his phizog and his hands in his pockets but the Highland Jocky from the day before. I near enough jumped out my skin.


‘What the flip are you doing there?’ I shouts at him. ‘Are you flipping following me?’


I must explain that my language was only rough because he had put the heart across in me appearing out of nowhere and besides I was none too pleased to see him, he was a pest, not yet 16 year old but a more lecherous devil never put an arm in a coat.


‘Keech,’ he says, that being a foul word in his own language. ‘Could hi not be hasking you the same?’


‘Flip off and die,’ I says. ‘You great lump.’


‘Hi’ll giff you a lump,’ he says with a grin then he put his hands on his hips so his fingers pointed to where his jack was pushing at his trousers, it was up and angry. Then he says, ‘Fwhy don’t you and me go hover to that barn hand lie down thegether like man and fwhife?’


He took a step forwards so I lobbed an egg, it caught him on the jaw and dripped down a yolky beard onto his scarf and waistcoat. It was so comical I could not help but chuckle. The boy swep his hand across his chin and wiped the mess on his trouser leg. Then he grinned like a madman and stepped towards me again. I was about to throw another egg when I seen the missus come hurrying towards us so instead I says to the boy, ‘Now you are in for it when your woman sees you trespassing on her land.’





He glanced over his shoulder to see who was coming then slipped his hands in his pockets and stood there whistling and looking about him, for dear sake butter wouldn’t melt.


‘Missus,’ I says. ‘I mean marm. This boy is bothering me. He’s followed me here and he’s nought but a pest.’


The missus looked at the boy. ‘Is this true, Hector?’ she says.


Hector?


He give me a sly wink very pleased with himself so he was, the scut. Then he turned to the missus. ‘Ach no, Mrs Reid,’ he says. ‘Not a tall. Hi fwhas chust hasking this brazen creature fwhat she fwas doing stealing your heggs – hand then she threw fwhun at me!’


He adopted a face of such innocence you would have swore he was a saint. Well I was fit to be tied. ‘Liar!’ I says and would have went on but missus interrupted me.


‘Hector, this is Bessy,’ she says. ‘The new maid.’


‘Och is that right now?’ His eyes widened but he was not really surprised, I could tell a faker a mile off. ‘A new maid?’ he says. ‘Fwhell, fwhell.’ And he looks me up and down like I was a cow at auction.


‘This is Hector,’ says the missus to me. ‘He helps us out on the estate. He’s around here all the time for one reason or another.’


Needless to say I was not best pleased at this news. I looked him up and down like he was a big long streak of what you might find in a thunder mug of a morning.


‘How is your tooth, Hector?’ the missus asks him.


‘Fwait till you see the hole,’ he says and he stuck his dirty great finger in his mouth to pull back his lip just as he’d kept doing the day before. Missus hid her eyes behind her hand and who could blame her.


‘I have no desire to see it,’ she says. ‘All I want to know is whether it was a successful operation.’


The boy plucked his finger from his mouth and wiped it on his sleeve.


‘Hit fwas hindeed, marm,’ he says. ‘Hit came hout fwhith a great wrench, the sound hof it fwhas chust like huprooting potatoes.’


‘Oh dear,’ she says and made a face. ‘Well you must get back to work.’


The boy give her a little bow and then give me a deeper satirical one and with another sly wink he was off and running out the yard, I don’t know about uprooting potatoes but you could certainly have grown them between his toes.


The missus turned to me. ‘Was he bothering you?’ she says.


‘Only somewhat, marm,’ I says. ‘Nothing I can’t deal with by myself.’


‘Good for you,’ she says. ‘But do try and do it without throwing eggs.’ She smiled at me. ‘That was a pretty song you were singing earlier. I don’t think I heard it before.’


‘No, marm,’ I says. ‘It’s one I made up in my own head.’


‘Indeed?’ she says. ‘You are clever.’ And then she reached out quickly and stroked my cheek. ‘What are you thinking of, Bessy?’ she says.


‘Marm? Nothing marm. I wasn’t thinking anything.’


In actual fact I was thinking how given ½ a chance I could split that Hectors head like a pea shod. But I didn’t want to say that in case she thought wrong of me.





‘I’m sure that’s not the case,’ says the missus. ‘We are always thinking something, every one of us. Never mind. How many eggs did you get?’


‘9 – well – 8,’ I says.


‘Good girl.’ She smiled at me most kind, then turned and went back into the house. I watched her go.


What are you thinking of? What a thing to say. In my entire life, no-body had ever asked me such a question.




 *





For the rest of the morning she showed me some of the things I had to do about the place then after lunch she sent me down to Snatter to buy scones. Snatter was the nearest village there, which to begin with made me laugh every time I heard it talked about for it sounded like a thing that came shooting out your nose. When it was time to go missus took me down behind the vegetable garden and pointed out the quickest way, down a track in a field called Cowburnhill and then along the lane to where the village lay at the crossroads with the Great Road.


‘Don’t be long,’ she says to me. ‘I need those scones this afternoon. Just get them and come straight back.’


‘Yes yes,’ I says to her. ‘For dear sake woman don’t fuss like a great lilty.’


No I didn’t really. I just says, ‘Certainly marm,’ and took the pennies she give me. Then I made her a nice curtsey and off I went. She had been so lovely to me all morning, I had almost forgot how strange she had acted the night before.


Cowburnhill, I was not happy about Cowburnhill at all, there was cowpats up to your wishbone but luckily that day the cows themselves was all in the next field. The sky was the colour of the stirabout I had ate for breakfast but there was no wind and it wasn’t too cold. As I walked along, I sang out loud the song I was making up, but it wasn’t finished yet, I only had two verse and a chorus.


After a while the lane passed a small field in the middle of which was a man bent over looking at the soil. I stopped singing as soon as I seen him, I had no wish to draw attention to myself. But as I went past he straightened up and stared at me. He was short and slightly built and he spat constantly. I was later to learn that this was Biscuit Meek, one of the farm servants. By the outraged expression on his face and the way his hands clenched up into fists you would have thought I was old Nabs himself taking a dander down the lane. I give him a wave and a good afternoon, seeing as he might be my new neighbour. In response he hawked up a great oyster and gobbed it on the earth but by the looks of him that was only his next spit among what might be thousands that day so it would be unfair to say it was directed at me with malice.


Thank flip the lane soon took a curve and sloped down the hill behind a hedge. It was a relief to get out his sight. Before too long, I came into the village. In those days, before the new pits opened, it was a smaller place than now, inhabited mainly by miners and weavers, their dwellings clustered around the Cross and straggling for some distance along either side of the Great Road. I looked about me for a coffee house or other place of entertainment but was to be sore disappointed. Granted, there was a tavern at one end of the village called The Gushet and a small hotel just up the road from the Cross – the Swan Inn. But apart from that the only points of interest were an old smithy and the one shop that served as baker, grocer and post office combined. There was about ½ a dozen dirty children playing in the street, two mangy dogs and a few horses and carts and pony traps sitting here and there. Not even a theatre or a dance hall for a hooley, the only hall had a big sign up that showed it was reserved for the masonics, The Free Gardeners. I was most deflated. I seen in the shop window that there was a Soiree advertised but on closer inspection this proved to have taken place the previous month in another village called Smoller. Even though I could have murdered a few jars, I walked past both the tavern and the hotel without going in. My first day on the job it would be a disaster to roll up in a state of elevation. Besides, I had no wish to displease the missus, she had give me a fair start.


Inside the shop smelled of sweeties and tobacco and milk gone off and it was empty except for a bald-pated man behind the counter this was AP Henderson the grocer. What did he do when I give him good afternoon but fold his arms across his watch chain and stare up at the rafters, yawning. I had met his type before and knew just to ignore any snash, I got straight to the point.


‘Have you any scones there, mister?’ I says and just then I seen them in a glass case on the counter but before I could ask for them Henderson shook his head.


‘No,’ says he. ‘Nae scones.’


I looked at him astounded then pointed at the case. ‘What about those there?’


‘These are reserved,’ he says.


‘Reserved?’ I says. ‘Reserved for who?’


‘For the people of Snatter and this burgh.’





‘Well in that case,’ I says, ‘you can give me 6 because I am bid to buy them for my mistress at Castle Haivers which I assume is in this burgh since it’s only a mile or thereabouts up the road.’


This give him pause for thought. He examined me down the length of his nose. ‘And who might you be?’ he says eventually.


‘I am the new maid at Castle Haivers,’ I says. ‘Engaged yesterday.’


At that he give a little sneering laugh. ‘The new maid,’ he says. ‘Oh aye. And whit happened to the last one?’


I did not want to admit that I didn’t know so I just says, ‘She left.’


‘Oh she did, did she?’ he says then he says (and I thought this most strange), ‘Did she go on the train?’ and he started hooting with laughter. Hooting, so he was. I just stood there while he ruptured himself. It wasn’t even funny, I thought he must be wanting. After several minutes he calmed down and wiped his eyes. ‘Ah dearie me,’ he says. ‘Did she go on the train, Oh boy.’ Then he leans over the counter and says confidentially, ‘And how is the lovely Arabella?’


‘Who?’ I says, very haughty.


‘Mrs Reid, your mistress,’ he says. ‘Or do you not even ken her name?’


‘Oh yes,’ I says. ‘Arabella. I didn’t hear you properly. She is very well thank you.’


‘And what about himself?’


I guessed that by this he meant the master so I says, ‘Himself is not at home just at the present moment.’


‘Aye-aye,’ says Henderson. ‘Drumming up votes no doubt?’





‘No doubt,’ I says, of course not a clue what he was on about.


‘Aye-aye?’ he says again and raised an eyebrow. ‘She’s up there all on her own is she? Rattling aboot in that big hoose. She’s probably in need of a bit company, eh?’


He licked the ends of his moustache hairs, no doubt who he was imagining in the role of companion. The very idea of him going anywhere near the missus filled me with revulsion.


‘Not at all,’ I says. ‘Her house is full of guests.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes, we have several people staying. Relatives of the missus, up from England. That is why we are needing more food, they have ate us out of house and home. Now if you please I’ll just take 6 scones and be on my way. I’m expected.’


Well you could not have asked him for anything more troublesome, the way he sighed and dragged himself off his stool all the time shaking his head as if it was beyond him why anyone would want to buy scones, it was a desperate performance. Eventually he got the 6 scones in a bag and I laid out the money for him. He flicked it off the counter and caught it in his apron before throwing it in the till. The coins barely touched his lily-white mitts, make no mistake he did not wish to catch the germs off an Irish girl.




*





Arabella.


Arabella, Arabella, it was a lovely name. All the way up the road I kept thinking about a placard I had seen once outside the Theatre Royal with a picture of a ballerina on it, she had on a tremendous pale pink frock that stuck out all round and her skin was like milk, I don’t know why, but that is what the sound of Arabella made me think of, something fine and delicate and beautiful.


Unlike Biscuit Meek. I was glad to see that he was no longer in the turnip field, no doubt he had went off to spit on somebody elses land.




*





When I got back to Castle Haivers, my missus was in the kitchen.


‘You came back!’ she says delighted, perhaps she’d expected me to make off with her tuppence. I give her the scones and straight away she showed me a pile of clothes that she had laid out for me on the table, there was aprons, petticoats, caps and two print cotton frocks, one striped, one dark grey both a little faded. I knew at once they was not new for she could not have got new clothes so quick. And being young and very particular about my appearance I was a bit disappointed at the thought of wearing cast-offs. Missus must have seen the look on my face.


‘I think they will be about the right size, don’t you?’ she says and then, ‘They are only temporary until we can get some made up.’


I picked up the striped frock and examined it. At least it seemed clean and it smelled like it had just been pressed.


‘Put it on,’ says the missus.


‘Should I change here, marm?’


‘Why not?’ she says.


I took off my own frock and stepped into the striped one. It fastened up the front from the waist. My fingers was trembling for some reason and so the missus stepped forward and done it for me, every button, one after the other. When she had the frock all fastened, she stroked my hair and smiled and took a step back.


‘Perfect,’ she says.


‘Are they your frocks, missus?’


‘No, no,’ she says. I looked at her and she went on. ‘They belonged to a girl who was here some time ago. She – she left some things when she went. I put them in the attic, in case – in case she came back.’


Well, there was something queer about all this, the way she hesitated and avoided my gaze, you could have sensed it a mile off downwind with your eyes blindfold your nose blocked your ears stopped up and a cork in your hole. But before I could ask any more she clapped her hands together and laughed very gay.


‘Now then, let’s get started,’ she says, as if she was inviting me to join her in a great old game. ‘Put on a cap and one of the aprons. Reverend Pollock is coming to visit and I would very much like you to wait on us in the parlour.’


‘Very good marm,’ I says.


I had never met the Reverend Pollock but would have laid money that he was U.P. that is ‘United Presbyterian’. I have to admit that I felt a little thrill of excitement at the notion of passing myself off as a maid to a Man Of The Cloth even if he was a member of what my mother always called The Opposition. Not that she was religious or Holy in fact to my knowledge the last time she’d went to Mass she was full and fell off the chair laughing and then was sick in her purse, but Blueskins or ‘You Pees’ I was acquainted with one or two of their number and they would have made a saint spit.
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By 3 o’clock the transformation was complete, I was a maid good and proper. I had on me the striped frock, a white apron and a frilled cap, my hair combed flat over my ears and caught in a bun at the back very sober. I even had time for a wash. Whoever the runaway girl was she had no figure for my titties was squashed flat as fadge inside the frock but otherwise it did not pinch. Missus give me an inspection and pronounced me good and it was so.


She got me to lay a fire in the parlour and light it and then sent me back to the kitchen to butter the scones while she sat down with her sewing. At ½ past 3 there was a knock on the front door. I hurried into the hall and opened up there was the Reverend Pollock on the step, a well built man about fifty with side-whiskers and a handsome old phiz. He blinked in surprise when he seen me and give his curls a bewildered shake, I think he was expecting someone else.


‘Well – gracious – hah!’ he says in tones that was meant to be jolly but to my ears sounded awful forced. I made him a curtsey and give him ‘Good afternoon sir,’ then ushered him in all this, very fancy.


‘Yes yes,’ he says. ‘Now then I haven’t seen you before.’ He said it like he was pretending to scold you and then he made this noise, not quite a chuckle and not quite a sigh but a sentimental sound somewhere in between, ‘Aahh-hah!’


‘No sir,’ I says. ‘I’m new.’


‘Aahh-hah!’ he goes again then set to nodding shrewdly and examining me out the corner of his eye while I took his hat and coat. The Reverend Pollock, as I came to realise, liked to think of himself as a wily fox, he hated anything to get past him. I noticed he had a strange smell wafting about his person of paraffin or somesuch and his boots creaked like an old galleon.


I hung up his coat and turned round. He was still nodding away shrewdly.


‘Aahh-hah,’ he goes another time. ‘A new girl, eh.’ He contemplated this notion fondly for several moments. At length he says, ‘I imagine you have a charming name.’


‘My name is Bessy, sir.’


‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Well never mind. Names are not important … it is how a person is guided by God that counts. And also observation of the Sabbath… that goes without saying.’


‘Yes sir.’


‘Aye well,’ he says. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy here … Yes, you have a wonderful mistress … Aye indeed … She and I are … very good friends …’


He had the air about him of a man that was preparing to launch into a long speech punctuated by great pauses so I butt in. ‘If you would like to come this way, sir,’ I says and hurried over to the parlour. But instead of following, he stayed where he was, smiling in a self-satisfied kind of way with his arms by his sides and his shoulders hunched up around his ears. Obviously he hadn’t finished with me yet and I would lay good money we would still be there today if I hadn’t just ignored him and went ahead and knocked on the parlour door.


‘Come!’ says the missus.


As I went in, she glanced up from where she was sat by the fire at her needlework. She had changed her gown again and dressed her hair lovely by Jove she was pretty as a picture, I could just see it hanging in a gallery, it would have been entitled ‘The Fair Lady of the House’.


I was about to announce the Reverend when he thrust past me with a smug smile but he had a glint in his eye now he knew I would not be indulging him.


‘The Reverend Bollock, marm,’ I says.


Missus shot me a look as she rose to greet him, I think she was not sure if she had heard right or was it my accent but all his attention was on her as he moved across the room with one hand outstretched.


‘Reverend Pollock,’ she says. ‘How good of you to visit.’


‘Ah-hahh!’ he goes.


This was my cue to boil the kettle.
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I returned a while later with the tray and could hear their voices murmuring inside the parlour but when I knocked and went in they fell silent, it was as though they had been discussing something they did not wish me to hear.


They was sat either side of the fire, the Reverend had took possession of the big leather armchair, his feet splayed in the hearth. He looked to be quite at home.


‘Ah, very good,’ says the missus to me. She gestured to the table between them where I was to lay out the tea things. I began the process very slow, hoping they would resume their conversation. I set out one saucer – and then the next. And then I set out one cup – and then the next. One spoon – The Reverend cleared his throat.


‘I don’t know if I tellt you, Arabella,’ he says. ‘But I have had some rather – well, flattering news.’


I was a bit ticked off for this was clearly a change of subject.


‘Oh?’ says the missus. ‘What is it?’





‘Well,’ he says, very pleased with himself. ‘I have been prevailed upon to deliver a Monday Evening discourse in Glasgow.’


‘Really?’ says the missus. ‘That is good news.’


‘Aye indeed,’ he says. ‘At the Corporation Galleries or perhaps the Queens Rooms … it is not yet decided. In any case, it will not be until next year. However these affairs being so – important – it takes quite a long wee while to organise the publicity and what have you. I’m given to understand this lecture series is very well attended.’


‘How wonderful!’ says the missus. Dear knows she sounded impressed. I couldn’t help but wonder how she put up with the old goat.


‘Well I hope the committee have been right to put their faith in me,’ he says. ‘They did say that I had been highly recommended. People do tell me that I am one of the best speakers they have ever heard although I don’t go along with that myself. And of course now I have to give some consideration to what I will have as my theme – perhaps you could contribute to my deliberations, Arabella. Of course, you know my Hobby Horse …’


Here he paused and waited for the missus to fill the gap.


‘William of Orange,’ she says with a nod.


‘Aye,’ says the Reverend. ‘The old king is my strongest suit as it were. But I wonder whether I might not tackle something entirely new.’


Clearly this was going nowhere interesting so I swiftly doled the rest of the tea things off the tray and straightened up ready to leave.


The Reverend sat back and beamed at me with great indulgence. ‘Aahh-hah!’ he goes. ‘I can tell you are going to be a very valuable asset to this house, Betty.’


‘It’s Bessy, sir,’ I says.


‘Oh?’ he says. ‘You told me your name was Betty.’


‘Did I sir? I don’t think so.’


‘Indeed you did. When I arrived I distinctly remember you told me you were called Betty.’ He smiled at missus and shook his head as if to say I was daft.


‘Well, sir,’ I says. ‘In that case I must be mistaken about my own name.’


‘That will be all, Bessy,’ says the missus shortly. ‘We can help ourselves to tea.’


I give her a curtsey and went out, leaving the door open a hair and then lingered a moment in the hall to see if they would pick up their previous conversation or talk about me but they didn’t – at least not at first. The Bollix carried on bragging about his lecture and the missus promised to help him think of a suitable topic. She then made a few suggestions, the Electric Telegraph was one idea but he says ‘Aahh-hah,’ he was no expert on that subject and then she proposed he talk about farm servants, their religious and moral improvement or the like and he agreed that it was an interesting theme but perhaps a bit narrow for his taste.


Then there was a pause and he says, ‘You may be right about her, you know.’


And she says, ‘Well, it remains to be seen.’


At that point, very abruptly, they stopped talking. I froze for a second and listened hard but there was such an edge to the silence that I feared they had sensed my presence behind the door. I did not wait to find out, instead I flew down the hall on tippy toe, thank gob the new dress was of cotton and made not a whisper. I was back in the bowels of the kitchen in a trice and there I seized up a broom and began sweeping the floor even though it hardly needed it. There was no indication that anyone had heard or followed me but my heart did not stop leaping around in my chest for several minutes.


So I had been the subject under discussion when I arrived first of all with the tea tray! Of course in all likelihood their remarks was entirely innocent, referring only to my suitability for serving work or somesuch. But it was clear that the missus had been doing some conjecture and surmise about my person. Oh, I would have give my liver and lights to know what she thought of me or what she imagined to be the truth.
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I sat in the kitchen playing with the cat until the missus rang for me to clear away the tea things and get Old Bollix his stinky coat. But could I get shot of the old scut, devil the bit of it. Even once he was in the blasted coat he stood there in the hall with his hat on smiling fondly, going ‘Aah-haah!’ and asking nosy questions. Right enough he was different to your usual You Pee, most of them was miserable as Sin, but he did not fool me for a second. I give him the old ‘Yes sir no sir 3 bags full sir,’ and at last, after what seemed like an Eternity I got him out the door and closed it firmly behind him.


So great was my relief at his departure that I found myself doing a little jig of victory up and down the hall. Unfortunately this was interrupted when I twirled round only to see the missus stood in the doorway of the parlour, observing me.


‘You seem happy, Bessy,’ she says in very even tones.





‘Yes marm,’ I gasps, a little out of breath and thinking quick I added, ‘I am just so very glad to have this job.’


She studied me a moment, it was hard to tell what she was thinking. Then she says, ‘Come through,’ and turned on her heel.


Here we go, I thought, I am in for it, because of the dancing or because I had spoke sharp to Old Bollix earlier or even because she’d guessed that I had deliberately mucked up his name when I announced him, a whole catalogue of crimes there was and so I went after her with a certain amount of dread, dragging my heels, for all I knew she could dismiss me on the spot.


By the time I got into the parlour, she had settled again in her chair by the fire. I give her a deep curtsey and stared at the Turkey carpet. ‘Marm,’ says I, sick to my stomach.


There was a pause. Then she says, ‘How have you enjoyed your first day at Castle Haivers?’


This question was, to my mind, designed to fill me with shame for cheeking the minister. I looked appropriately humbled.


‘Well, marm,’ I says. ‘I have liked some aspects well enough.’


‘Yes?’ she says.


‘But I do be thinking that in others it should be for the best if I tried harder.’


‘Indeed?’ she says. Something in her voice made me glance up, I thought I seen a twinkle in her eye but then she blinked and it disappeared or perhaps it was only my imagination.


She looked at me gravely. I thought here we go.


‘On the whole,’ she says, choosing her words carefully. ‘I am of the opinion that you have done reasonably well today.’


I said nought to that, I was waiting for the tongue lashing.


‘Just a few things to note,’ she says. ‘I think it might be as well, for example, when you speak to anyone, especially a lady or a gentleman, to make sure that you look at them straight in the face.’


‘Very good, marm,’ I says. ‘In the face.’


‘And perhaps when you are being addressed it would also be advisable to stand erect and perhaps not waggle your leg around too much.’


‘Yes marm,’ I says. ‘Erect.’


‘One other point,’ she says. ‘Just to bear in mind, when you speak to a lady or gentleman it would generally be better if you didn’t have your finger in your mouth.’


‘Oh!’ I says a bit took aback, I was not aware I done that. ‘Very good marm.’


‘Generally speaking however I think it passed off quite well,’ she says. ‘But now – have you written anything in your little book yet?’


‘Gob no, missus,’ I says for she had caught me off guard. ‘I mean no, marm.’


‘In that case,’ she says, ‘you may go to your room for an hour. I suggest you take the opportunity to put some effort into your journal.’


I would rather have put some effort into a good long nap but I was that grateful that she hadn’t tore a strip off me I practically threw myself at her feet.


‘Very good, marm,’ I says and made her another little curtsey. ‘I’ll do that right away, right away now.’





Oh how easy it is to fall into the habit of bowing and scraping. Dear knows if you had took my likeness at that moment you would have said I was a servant girl to my toe nails.


‘I look forward to reading what you have done this evening,’ says the missus. ‘And perhaps later you can sing me your pretty song.’ I thought that was me dismissed and was about to leave when of a sudden she carried on, ‘D’you know, Bessy, that the Reverend Pollock is one of the busiest ministers in the land?’


As if I cared the core of a cabbage what he was. But I says, ‘Oh? Is that right now?’


‘I always think it a shame that he only manages to visit here about once a month.’


‘Oh – dear,’ I says.


‘Sometimes he only manages every two months. Isn’t that a great pity?’


I think I can safely says that this was my first experience of how a lady of the missus breeding has the natural ability to tell you one thing while meaning quite another. She did not like the Old Bollix either! She was looking at me straight and there was not a whisker of an edge to her voice, but somehow I knew she wanted me to understand the exact opposite of what she said. He was terrible company and the less he came to visit the better. I wanted to laugh out loud and embrace her, it was like a happy secret that we had together, her and me the both of us.


But that would not have been right so instead I just says, ‘Yes marm, it is an awful pity,’ and made her another curtsey and went out, smirking.
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As for the little book, that soon wiped the smile off my face. Dear gob the cornuptions I went through with it to start with I do not care to recall (though I look at it now with some fondness as it lies here beside me on the table). The trouble was I knew how to spell words but joining them together to make correct sentences had me all in a pucker. Or perhaps it was not so much correct sentences that eluded me but sentences that I thought worthy for the missus to read. I may well have shed a tear or two over those first entries, for I can see the ink is blurred in places and also the pages are covered in blots since I had the pen constantly hovering over them, willing the words to come out. At the end of an hour, a single paltry line was all I had, however in my opinion that was plenty and I was glad to get back downstairs and throw myself into the simple task of making supper.


That evening missus elected to sit in the kitchen and read her Bathgate Monthly Visitor except she barely glanced at it, she seemed more interested in watching me clear away. I was beginning to think she had forgot about the little book altogether when she put down her Monthly Visitor and tellt me to bring her what I had wrote. I did so with heavy heart and even now am ashamed to copy down my first desperate effort.




thursday


got up done a few light chores for missus nothing else strange or startling





The missus glanced at it then looked up at me. ‘Why did you stop there?’ she says and I says to her I didn’t know for sure but perhaps it was because my hand had got tired. ‘After a single line?’ she says and I told her that it was because I did not have the habit of writing a journal.


‘Well, Bessy,’ she says to me, ‘a journal should be more specific. You must write down what the various chores are and say something else to give colour to the account. For instance, this morning what happened?’


I looked at her. My mind was a blank.


‘The first thing that happened this morning?’ she says.


I shrugged. ‘I got up late?’ I says.


‘Well – yes,’ she says. ‘That is not what I was thinking of but it will do. Why not. Now, try again.’ And she made me sit down at the kitchen table and have another go. What a shambles, I think it must have took about an hour to write.




thursday


got up late porridge for breakfast burnt roof of mouth on it collected eggs emptied poe for missus sheeps head broth for dinner went for scones served tea to missus and reverend other than that nothing strange or startling 





‘Well,’ says the missus when she looked at it. ‘That is better. But it still wants further elaboration and detail.’


So I says in jest Oh should I have elaborated what was in the pisspot, marm? (And then I could have kicked myself, for dear sake it was not the kind of pleasantry fit for a lady.) The missus just gives me a look and says no, but this account doesn’t speak to me. I tellt her that I was truly sorry but I didn’t know what else to write about. And she sighed and tellt me that the next day it would please her greatly if when I wrote in the little book I wasn’t just to write what I did, the chores and all, I was to write down how I felt about what I did and what thoughts went through my head as I did it.


Jesus Murphy I thought to myself what possible interest could that be to any man jack and I may have said as much except not in those exact words and then the missus says if you do it I will give you another shilling so I thought well gob if it made her happy.


But I am being too pert. To tell the truth I did not care a ducks beak for the extra shilling. I just wanted to please my missus.
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Friday 







got up on time i was glad not to be late fire would not take i was happy when it did porridge too salty i was disappointed fed hens with missus fed pig on my own i like the hens but not sure about pig ripped a hole in my apron on the fence i was not at all pleased about that swep and dusted rooms and got dinner potatoes burnt but i was hungry and ate every pick missus showed me how to clean silver i was pleased then she showed me the garden vegetables i was interested and where the sheep got in to eat them last year i was shocked then i carted about a ton of manure across yard i was highly delighted when that was done while working i was thinking about my mother if only she was still alive and doing her good works especially with the poor men down on their luck just a smile from her and a kind word as she passed by on her way to worship brightened their day she was truly an angel sent from heaven
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What I Did Not Write





That was what I wrote in the book. But that wasn’t all what happened on the Friday, not by a long chalk. For instance when I went into the kitchen that morning the missus was already up, it seemed like she had been waiting on me for as I walked in she jumped to her feet.


‘Ah, there you are,’ she says, very excited.


Her face was pale and there was shadows under her eyes, she had the look of someone that had not slept overmuch. I give her good morning and went to light the fire but as I passed her by she reached out and gripped my arm.


‘Let the fire wait,’ she says. ‘There’s something I want to do first.’


She released my arm then stood aside and gestured to a straight-back chair in the middle of the floor, she must have moved it there before I came down.


‘Sit,’ she says.


When I had done as bid she started walking to and fro in front of me her hands clasped behind her. She had on a lovely charcoal coloured silk frock, the skirts whispered to me as she moved back and forth, the cut of the cloth showed off her slender frame. A real Aphrodite she was, only with arms. After a moment or two she stopped pacing and looked at me, straight in the face.





‘Now Bessy,’ she says very stern. ‘Do you trust me?’


‘Marm?’ I says. ‘In what sense?’


She hesitated, then she says, more kindly, ‘I mean – do you think I would do you any harm?’


‘No marm,’ I says and was surprised to realise I meant it.


‘So you do trust me,’ she says.


‘Well yes,’ I says.


‘Good,’ she says. ‘Now – be a good girl and close your eyes.’


‘What – what for, marm?’


‘Do you trust me, Bessy?’


‘Yes, marm.’


‘Then close your eyes.’


I closed them.


She walked about me a bit more like a big whisper and then she stopped nearby, somewhere to my left. I waited, not knowing what to expect. I ½ imagined that I might all of a sudden feel her touch somewhere, a stroke on the cheek maybe, her breath on my face or her fingers in my hair but she kept her distance and after a moment of silence she announced very loud in the flat voice, ‘Stand!’


I got to my feet then waited to be told where to go but all she says, again in the flat voice was, ‘Sit!’ So I sat down and – thinking I had disappointed her in some way, began to open my eyes.


‘Keep them shut!’ she says quickly. And then she says again, ‘Stand!’ in the flat voice. And so I did. And then she says again, ‘Sit!’


What she was up to I hadn’t an inkling. She just kept on in the flat voice, Stand! Sit! Stand! Sit! I was up and down like a drabs drawers until about the 5th time of asking I could not bear any more to be told what to do whereupon I opened my eyes and says a bit sharp, ‘Please missus I’m not going to do this any more so don’t make me please.’


She was gazing at me, her eyes glazed over, she looked for all the world like she was in a Trance but when I spoke she nodded and muttered to herself, it sounded like, ‘Of course. Of course she would.’ Then she blinked and says out loud, ‘Well done, Bessy. You may light the fire.’


Then off she goes, sailing out the room without a backward glance.
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About ½ way through the morning a letter come for her. I had my ears pricked up for the postman partly because it would have been just nice to see another face but also on account of what he might be bringing, if indeed the missus had wrote to Crown House for my character, I was worried about the possibility of a reply.


This particular postman must have been the human equivalent of a badger for you never saw hide nor hair of him, only found his droppings on the mat, and this day was no exception. He was supposed to blow his horn to let you know he was on his way but despite the fact that I had my ears and eyes peeled and could have swore that nobody come up the drive there – like magic! – was the letter on the floor one time as I was passing through the hall. The heart went sideways in me for I thought it might be from Glasgow but on closer examination I seen that it was postmarked London so all was well. I thought it might be from the missus husband.


She had been closeted away in her room all morning and I was glad of an excuse to visit her so I took the letter upstairs immediately. I knocked the door and when I entered she was sat at her desk, she had a pen in her hand but oddly I could see no writing paper anywhere.


‘This came for you, marm,’ I says and give her the envelope.


She glanced at the handwriting on the front.


‘It’s from London,’ I says.


She smiled. ‘Yes, I see that.’


I waited for her to open it but she just put it on the desk and turned back to me expectantly. Up until that moment I didn’t realise I had anything to say to her but then I blurted out, ‘Marm, about this morning,’ I says. ‘I wanted to apologise.’


‘Apologise? What for?’


‘Marm for not doing what you wanted me to do. Stand up and sit down and all this. I don’t know why. I just didn’t want to do it. And I’m sorry.’


She shook her head. ‘No matter, Bessy,’ she says. ‘You did very well.’


‘Did I marm? Did I really?’


‘Yes you did.’


‘Do you want to try it again, missus – marm? That’s to say – I don’t mind, we could do it again now if you want. Downstairs – or here?’


‘Perhaps not just this minute, Bessy,’ she says. ‘Perhaps on some other day.’


‘You sure now, marm?’


‘Yes, I think I’ll read my letter now.’


‘Oh certainly, go right ahead.’ I waited for her to open it but she just sat there and smiled hard at me until I realised that of course she was expecting me to withdraw.





I left her to it, closing the door quietly behind me. I don’t know what made me linger there on the landing. I expected to hear her slicing open the envelope but instead what I heard was a key turning in a lock and a drawer sliding open and shut, then there was a faint ‘clink’ I couldn’t place and finally once again silence, so that I had to walk away on the very tips of my toes, and grab onto the wall for balance.
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