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“I’ve never laid out a more beautiful corpse,” Mrs. Bootle said dramatically, throwing open the door and waddling into the room, her vast bulk seeming to dominate the delicately polished furniture with its innumerable little knick-knacks.


The girl sitting by the fireplace sewing black braid on to a heavy black serge skirt looked up.


“Can I go upstairs?” she asked.


Mrs. Bootle advanced towards her like a tidal wave.


“I should wait a moment or so, dearie. Give yourself time to think. It’s always a bit of a shock the first time you sees one. Cold as marble, yet beautiful in their own way. And beautiful your mother is, you can take it from me, and after thirty-five years as the best layer-out in this neighbourhood I should know what I’m talking about.”


“I’m sure you do,” Sylvia said gently.


All the same she rose to her feet, slipping the heavy skirt from her knees onto a stool beside her chair.


Mrs. Bootle settled herself in the armchair.


“Now before you goes upstairs to have a good cry,” she said, “I could do with just a little something. Mine’s a hard job, though mind you, it’s a good one as jobs go and well, when it’s over it’s usual for me to take a little refreshment.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Bootle,” Sylvia said quickly, “you must think me most neglectful. I will get you something to eat and drink but I’m afraid there is nothing but tea.”


“That will have to do then,” Mrs. Bootle said graciously. “I could have done with something a little bit stronger, mark you, but there, it’s always the same when there’s no man in the house! A cup of tea and something to eat will do me fine, my dear. What did you say was in the larder?”


“I think there are some eggs,” Sylvia replied, “and the remains of a pie.”


“That’ll do me splendidly,” Mrs. Bootle said. “Very lightly poached, if you please, and I could eat those while you’re heating up the pie, couldn’t I? And don’t forget,” she added as Sylvia moved towards the door, “that I like my tea strong, really strong. I need something to put a little life into me.”


“I will be as quick as I can,” Sylvia promised and hurried from the sitting room across the dark hall and down the uncarpeted stone steps that led to the basement kitchen. There was a smell of must and damp that no amount of cleaning could eradicate, but it was warm from the red glowing coals in the big black range. She put the kettle on to boil and went to the larder for the eggs. There were only two, and she realised that when Mrs. Bootle had finished the remains of the pie there would be nothing at all left for her own supper.


“I don’t want anything,” she told herself, but was conscious nevertheless of something like a pang of hunger within her. She had eaten nothing since her mother died. Somehow the mere idea of food had seemed nauseating, but now she admitted to herself honestly that she was hungry. She made some toast for Mrs. Bootle’s eggs and cutting off the crusts ate them herself with something like relish.


“It is wrong to feel hungry at such a moment,” she thought, then told herself that such a statement was nonsense. If she cried now, if she appeared prostrated with grief, it would, she knew, be for herself rather than for her mother. For six years Mary Wace had been incurably ill and no one knew better than Sylvia what it was to wait on an invalid day in and day out, with no respite and no holidays – an invalid who, despite every resolution, was querulous and miserable because of the particular nature of her illness.


No one could have wanted Mary Wace to go on living. She had suffered agonies. No doctor could help her and the real tragedy was that she took such an unconscionable time in dying. Despite the momentary shock, it was indeed with relief that Sylvia had found her mother dead when she had entered her bedroom that morning. At first she could hardly believe it was true. Then looking at the thin, white face, she had known with a sudden springing of her heart that her mother was at peace. Mary Wace looked immeasurably younger and many of the lines of pain and irritation had vanished under the hand of death. She had died in her sleep with a faint smile on her lips, and Sylvia, looking at her, had known that she could not be hypocritical enough to pretend that she wished her mother back.


Now, while she prepared the eggs for Mrs. Bootle, she faced the fact that if tears were to be shed, she should shed them for herself. What was to become of her? Her mother’s pension died with her – a meagre pittance, but it had kept a roof over their heads, had kept them alive as long as they practised the most frugal economies and considered the spending of every penny.


“I’m twenty-one,” Sylvia reminded herself, “and what do I know of life?” 


She knew the answer to that question, for what chance had she had to learn anything except how to please an exacting invalid, how to fetch and carry and act the part of an unskilled nurse, how to clean and scrub and sew, so that a dress that was really threadbare would give just another few months’ service? And what use were such talents to anyone except, perhaps, a husband? She had little chance of meeting a prospective husband in the life she had lived here. Her mother had been too ill to receive visitors, even if there had been people who wished to visit her, and Sylvia had been unable to leave her mother except for very short intervals when she had to do the shopping or get just a breath of air in the tiny, overcrowded, untended garden.


The house was not theirs – already they were overdue with the rent. The furniture belonged to her mother, but as Sylvia well knew, there was nothing of value left to sell. Everything that the dealers were prepared to purchase had been sold long ago.


At last the poached eggs were ready and the kettle boiling. Sylvia made the tea, popped the pie into the oven and carried the tray upstairs.


Mrs. Bootle was sitting comfortably in the armchair, her legs stretched out before her, her head sunk forward on to her ample bosom. She woke with a start as Sylvia opened the door.


“I just closed my eyes for a moment, dear,” she said. “I’m tired, that’s what I am. It’s this weather – enough to upset anyone if they have to be out in it. As I said to Mr. Bootle this morning, ‘It’s a poor way to bring in the New Year with a bitter wind as goes right into your bones. Peace and good will is what we hoped for in 1903, but we’ll have half the population down with pneumonia before you can say knife.’”


“Oh, I hope not,” Sylvia exclaimed, arranging a small table by Mrs. Bootle’s side, and setting the tray upon it.


“I’ve got my hands full as it is,” Mrs. Bootle said. “We really need someone else in this district with a knowledge of nursing. Not that any of my old clients would have anyone but me. ‘Mrs. Bootle’, they say, ‘I don’t know where we’d be without you’, and I couldn’t argue with them, I couldn’t really.”


“It must be interesting in some ways,” Sylvia suggested.


“Oh, it is and it isn’t,” Mrs. Bootle replied. “I’m getting on in years now and I get fed up with my life at times, I can tell you. I never sit down to a meal at home but there isn’t a rap-rap on the door. ‘Can you come along, Mrs. Bootle? My wife’s feeling queer.’ Or the doctor says, ‘Mrs. Bootle, I don’t think the gentleman in No. 16 will last the night, you’d better sit up with him.’ He always tries to warn me so that I can readjust my engagements, but then when I think I have got everything straightened out something happens all of a sudden – like your Ma upstairs.”


“I’m sorry,” Sylvia said.


“Oh it can’t be helped, dearie. It’s the hand of the Lord, and when He’s ready to take us there’s no gainsaying Him. All the same, it’s inconvenient and a shock to the relations. You look a bit pale, wouldn’t you like a cup of tea? I see you’ve put an extra cup on the tray.”


“Yes, please, Mrs. Bootle, but not as strong as you are having it. There is some water there, too.”


“I always say there’s nothing after a shock like a cup of tea with a good spoonful of sugar in it, too. Better help yourself, dearie, so you gets it to your liking.”


“Thank you,” Sylvia said. 


She sat down in the chair opposite Mrs. Bootle.


“Well, as I was saying,” the good lady went on, “what I likes is things well ordered and planned in plenty of time. Three days is, to my mind, the right time to take for dying. It gives one an opportunity to call in the mourners. A nice deathbed scene is always to my taste. But you don’t want to keep it up for too long, people get bored, especially men – you know what they’re like.”


Mrs. Bootle spoke with scorn, as one who holds a poor opinion of the opposite sex. Then she added,


“But there, I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable. Perhaps it was the happiest way for your Ma, and anyway, she’s in a better place at this moment.”


“At least she is out of pain,” Sylvia said softly.


Mrs. Bootle nodded. 


“That’s always something to be thankful for – always. Have you made arrangements about the funeral?”


Sylvia nodded. 


“Yes, the doctor sent along the undertaker. But it all seemed dreadfully expensive, I don’t quite know how I am going to pay for it.”


“But surely you’ve notified the relations,” Mrs. Bootle said in tones of shocked horror.


“Yes, yes, of course,” Sylvia replied. “But I would rather have paid for it myself. We haven’t many relatives – only my Uncle Octavius, my father’s brother. He’s the Vicar of St. Mathias, Hastings. I sent him a telegram. I expect I shall have a reply tomorrow.”


“And he’ll be taking you home with him, I suppose,” Mrs. Bootle said.


Sylvia sat very still and then at last the words were forced between her lips,


“I’m . . .  afraid so.”


Mrs. Bootle looked up over her second cup of tea.


“You don’t like him?”


Sylvia shook her head.


“He is a good man, I’m sure of that. But I used to stay there when I was a child and I hated every moment of it. My aunt and cousins never let me forget that I was the poor relation and . . .” Sylvia hesitated. “They didn’t approve of my father and my . . . and some of my other relations.”


“I know the sort,” Mrs. Bootle said. “Keep getting in nasty, back-handed remarks. I’ve met them, and often. They think themselves Christians, but you’d be surprised what I’ve seen – and in parsons’ houses, too.”


“But I suppose he will offer me a home,” Sylvia said, “and I must accept it gratefully. There is nothing else to do.”


She looked into the fire as she spoke, but instead of the glowing coals and the warm flames leaping upwards, she saw the large, pompous vicarage at Hastings, the tight-lipped, sharp-featured face of her aunt and her cousins looking disdainfully at her worn clothes and darned stockings. Then she heard her uncle’s voice saying sharply,


“You quite understand, Sylvia, that name must never be mentioned in this respectable household.”


And she heard her own voice saying tearfully,


“No, Uncle, of course not.”


“You must forget, erase this memory entirely from your mind.”


But she had known by the glint in his cold eyes that he would remember and go on remembering always – whenever he saw her.


Suddenly Sylvia covered her face with her hands at the humiliation of it, at the agony she had suffered. And now she had to go back to them, knowing quite well that her life would be that of an unpaid servant, a servant whom they could treat as they wanted, because she would never have the temerity to give notice. Slaving for her aunt who had never liked her, fetching and carrying for her cousins who despised her, and watched – yes, watched all the time by Uncle Octavius.


On an impulse she turned to Mrs. Bootle.


“Oh Mrs. Bootle, isn’t there anything else I can do? Surely there is some work however hard that I could take up. I would do my best, I would really. Can’t you think of anything?”


Mrs. Bootle scratched her head.


“It’s hard on you, dearie, being a lady. I’ve never thought of it quite like that before. I suppose if I had a daughter of your age we would find her work of some sort, or else she’d get married to some nice, steady chap, then she’d be settled right enough. But with you – well, what is there that you could undertake?”


“I suppose I could be a governess,” Sylvia suggested, “but I know so little. I wasn’t very well educated and these past years, while I have been looking after my mother, I have hardly had any time to read.”


“Besides, you’d need references,” Mrs. Bootle said. “You know what the gentry are like, always asking for slips of paper. As I said to Mr. Bootle the other day, ‘It’s a poor judge who bases his judgment on a piece of paper’, give me human nature every time.”


“I suppose I could be a shop girl.”


Mrs. Bootle laughed. 


“You’d never manage that, you’re not the type. They’re rough, most of those girls in shops, and besides, when you got the work, you’d have to live somewhere. How would you be able to manage on a few shillings a week in the only sort of neighbourhood you’d be able to afford unless you were prepared to accept . . . well, you know what I mean. No, my dear, I’m afraid you’ll have to go to your relations and put up with it.”


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle!” It was a cry of desperation and slowly the tears gathered in Sylvia’s eyes.


Mrs. Bootle picked up the teapot hastily.


“Now don’t you take on, dearie,” she said. “Things will come right one way or another. Here, have another cup of tea. There now, you’ll have to fill up the pot, and while you’re about it, what about that meat pie?”


“Oh, my goodness! I hope it isn’t burnt!”


Sylvia jumped to her feet and picked up the teapot.


Mrs. Bootle looked after her. 


“A nice girl,” she said to herself ruminatively, in the tone of one who is used to talking out loud. “But too pretty, too pretty by half. No, she’d better go to her vicarage, hard though it is.” Then she gave an exclamation and as soon as Sylvia was within earshot again called out,


“I’ve got an idea, dearie. Just thought of it, it came to me sudden like. I don’t want to raise your hopes and I may be wrong, but I’ve a feeling that it might be just the thing for you.”


“Oh, what is it, Mrs. Bootle? Tell me quickly,” Sylvia exclaimed, putting the teapot down on the table.


“Now I don’t want to say too much,” Mrs. Bootle said, “but one of my patients – a lady, and a real lady if ever there was one – said something to me last week that has just come back to my mind. She said, ‘Bootle, if anything happens to me I want you to find someone reliable like yourself’ – she’s always very complimentary in the things she says – ‘who would take Lucy’ – that’s her little girl – ‘to a certain address. It’s very important, Bootle.’ Well, seeing that nothing was likely to happen to the lady, I never gives it another thought, but just this morning, in fact just after I got the message to come along here to you, I sees the doctor in the street and I stops to speak to him. After he’d said a few words about your Ma, he says, ‘Mrs. Cuningham is bad again. It’s her lung, of course. I can do nothing for her. I shouldn’t be surprised to see her go any day.’”


“Well, I was shocked, you can take my word for it, because I wasn’t expecting to hear anything like that.


“As bad as that, Doctor!” I exclaimed, and he nodded. ‘Pop in and see her as soon as you have a moment, Mrs. Bootle’, he says. ‘That maid of hers is a fool and not to be trusted.’ I’ll go at the first moment I have, I promised him. But there, what with laying out your Ma I never gives it a thought until this moment.”


“And you think she might want me to take her little girl somewhere?” Sylvia said. “It doesn’t sound very permanent.”


“Who knows?” Mrs. Bootle said airily. “Sometimes things turn out quite different from what we expect. And let me give you one word of advice, my dear. If you mean to get on in the world, you’ve got to grasp opportunities as they present themselves. Many’s the time I’ve said to Mr. Bootle, ‘There you are again, Fred! Another opportunity gone!.’ He’s steady enough, as men go, but he can’t see beyond the end of his nose, not a scrap of imagination in him. Now with you, my dear, if Mrs. Cuningham likes you and Lucy takes to you, well, you might find yourself anywhere. She’s a lady born and bred, you can take my word for it.”


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle, it sounds too wonderful to be true! Do see what you can do about it!”


“I’ll do more than that,” Mrs. Bootle said ponderously. “I’ll take you along with me now.”


“Oh, I couldn’t,” Sylvia said. “I couldn’t really. What would she think? And when Mother . . .” She raised her eyes to the ceiling.


“If Mrs. Cuningham’s as ill as Doctor Dawson thought she was this morning, the sooner you see her the better,” Mrs. Bootle said. “And as for your mother, she’s in no position at the moment to object – not that she would, poor soul. She’d want the best for you whatever it might be.”


“Nothing could be worse than Uncle Octavius,” Sylvia said reflectively.


“Well, then, grasp the opportunity,” Mrs. Bootle replied. “You pop upstairs and put on your best clothes. Make yourself look spruce and tidy. It doesn’t matter if they’re not black,” she added as Sylvia made a little movement towards the black skirt lying by her chair. 


“Few people in the town know that your mother’s dead, and it’s nearly dark anyway, who’s going to see you? Mrs. Cuningham’s a stranger to these parts and what’s more, she’s always kept herself to herself. Now hurry up, dear. You do as I tell you and leave me to enjoy this pie.”


Sylvia did as she was told and picking up an oil lamp from the table in the hall turned it up fully and went slowly up the stairs. As she reached the first floor she paused and then with an obvious effort entered the room where her mother lay.


She stood at the end of the bed looking down at the still figure. Mrs. Bootle had been right, Mary Wace looked lovely. She must at one time in her life have been beautiful and for the first time Sylvia saw how closely she resembled her mother. They had the same delicate, perfectly moulded features, the same winged eyebrows under a square forehead on which the hair peaked low. But Mary Wace was prematurely grey and her hair was brittle from her illness and lack of care. In the light of the lamp Sylvia’s was golden as glowing corn.


Sylvia stood there for a few moments, the living looking at the dead. Then she spoke, her voice only a whisper.


“Help me, Mother. Help me, wherever you are. I don’t want to go to Uncle Octavius.”


She turned away from the bed and, closing the door quietly behind her, went across the landing to her own room. It was only a slip of a room, cold in winter, hot in summer and a place she could hardly call her own because of the voice she must always listen to across the passage. And yet here she had found the only happiness she had ever known, the only place where she could relax and be herself, where she could think or stare at her own reflection in the mirror hanging over the mahogany chest of drawers and wonder whether anything would ever happen to her, or whether her life would continue in its unbroken monotony until she was too old to enjoy anything else.


Sometimes she had been haunted and mocked by her own thoughts of what might have been had she been brave enough to kick over the traces as someone else had done, but always she had known that these were just wild imaginings of a starved brain, a brain that had too little to think about. She had tried to pray, but prayer had been no solution because she had always connected religion in her mind with Uncle Octavius.


In this room Sylvia knew that she had known loneliness, a loneliness beyond the expression of human eloquence, a loneliness that had been stronger even than at this moment, when she was really alone in the world. For it had been the loneliness of spirit, without hope.


Now she had a hope, faint it was true, and one in which she kept telling herself she must not place too much reliance. But all the same it was with an eagerness that she took her best dress – if one could call it that – from the wardrobe and slipped it on. It was sadly out of date, she knew, the sleeves not full enough and the skirt too skimpy.


But it became her. The soft hyacinth-blue of the cheap material threw into relief the whiteness of her skin and the glint of her hair, and the white lace ruched at the neck and caught with a blue bow, made her appear very young and unsophisticated. She had always liked this dress – she had been happy when she had made it, happy for no other reason than that it was spring and she had felt a stirring within herself that was unaccountable, but nevertheless made her feel carefree.


Over her dress she put on a dark grey braided cloth coat that she had worn for five years. It had originally been good, a present from the vicarage, of course, for which she had been forced to write a fulsomely grateful letter of thanks. But it was an ugly coat and Sylvia fancied that it must have been a mistaken purchase by one of her cousins who had regretted the impulse as soon as it was made. They had parted with it when it was practically new and Sylvia guessed that the extravagance would have been justified in their minds by their action in making it a charitable gift to herself. “Poor Sylvia, she’ll be grateful for it – and she ought to be, too, it cost a pretty penny.”


“Poor Sylvia.” The words stung, but not half as much as would the tones of their voices could she have heard them. Of course they hated her – why shouldn’t they? Plain, gawky girls on whom no amount of money, however carefully spent, gave full value. What did it matter whether they wore silks and satins, bombasine or lace, when their little broad pug noses were always red and their spiteful little eyes were lost in the empurpled flesh of their fat cheeks? Overfed and overpampered!


She had hated them since she was quite small, when they had accused her of dyeing her hair. She could remember her aunt’s voice so well.


“Does your mother put anything in the water with which she rinses your hair, Sylvia?”


“Sometimes a little lemon, Aunt Emily.”


“Um. Perhaps that accounts for the colour of it. I should advise her to do nothing of the sort in future. It makes you look conspicuous, which is most undesirable.”


She had never forgotten the tones and jeers that greeted her when she next entered the nursery.


“Who dyes her hair? Who wants to be conspicuous? Yah! Yah!”


They had reduced her to tears, of course. It was only later that she had understood the bitterness and envy that lay behind so many of her aunt’s remarks about her appearance. It was to her mother’s family she owed her looks. The Waces were dull, stocky and unremarkable. It was all the more galling, therefore, that Arthur, the younger son, the black sheep of the family should have married a beauty. If his children had taken after him, they might perhaps have forgiven them some of the shortcomings of their parent. But from her earliest childhood Sylvia had learnt that she was an offence in the sight of her relations.


She picked up her hat, a plain felt with only a tuft of kingfisher blue feathers to relieve its severity. And yet, as so often happened when she put on anything however cheap and ordinary, Sylvia felt she looked overdressed. She couldn’t help the colour of her hair, the shining radiance of her eyes or the natural brilliance of her lips. Lately she had been unnaturally pale, but at this moment, excited because she was going out on what was for her an amazing adventure, there was colour in her cheeks.


She pulled her hat a little lower on her head as if to dull her own radiance and then with a shrug of her shoulders turned towards the door. It was only as she reached it that the full realisation of what she was doing flooded over her. In the room opposite her mother lay dead and yet – she was thinking of herself. For a moment she thought it was impossible, she must not go out, she must stay at home and mourn. But she put that thought to the back her head and raising the lamp high in her hand as if she carried a torch, she descended the stairs. Only in her heart, humbly and pleadingly, she was saying over and over again, ‘Oh, please understand, please, please understand.’
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Outside in the street it was snowing and very nearly dark. Mrs. Bootle’s huge form, with her black alpaca cape flowing behind her in the wind, revealed intermittently in the flickering light of the streetlamps, looked monstrous and sinister.


Poolbrook was a small town with a long street of prosperous shops and portioned houses behind which lay a labyrinth of small lanes and narrow passages where the poor lived in squalid and airless dwellings. After dark none of the more respectable citizens of Poolbrook ventured to walk about its less frequented thoroughfares, but Mrs. Bootle was well known and no one would have interfered with her progress, let alone have attempted to insult her.


She was the only midwife in the town, and although she had a reputation for enjoying her liquor and for being sharp-tongued and disagreeable if called out in the night, there were few women in Poolbrook who had not had reason to be grateful to her at some time.


There were others, however, notably in the more prosperous part of the town, who implied that Mrs. Bootle was too good-natured and that at times her kindness overstepped her discretion, especially if such kindness was well paid. But although this gossip gathered weight and momentum in the passing years, there had, as yet, been no scandal such as might have involved Mrs. Bootle within the arm of the law, and therefore, though people might have their suspicions, nothing could be proved.


Despite her vast bulk, Mrs. Bootle moved quickly and Sylvia had to hurry to keep up with her.


“It’s cold enough in all conscience,” Mrs. Bootle grumbled.


They turned out of the High Street into the countryside, coming shortly upon a white gate which stood open and led into a laurel-bordered drive. It was very quiet and still now they had left the town and Sylvia suddenly found herself nervous and a little afraid of what new experience might lie ahead.


“Don’t you think,” she asked shyly, speaking a little breathlessly because of the speed at which they had travelled, “don’t you think, Mrs. Bootle, it might be wise if I waited outside until you have seen Mrs. Cuningham? She might not want to interview me after all.”


“Now leave all this to me, dearie,” Mrs. Bootle replied. “When I sets my hand to the plough, I don’t turn back, and I knows what women are. Whether they be born in a high or low degree, you’ve got to tie them down. Don’t be put off with promises or an ‘I’ll see to it later’ reply. Make them see to it now and at once or you’ll never get anything you want in this world. You remember that.”


Sylvia murmured that she would, just as they reached the front door under its gabled archway supported by two white pillars.


Mrs. Bootle pulled the bell and far away in the depths of the house they could hear its imperious clanging. They had not long to wait before they heard footsteps and the door was opened. The maid who answered their summons was young, she looked scared and her frilled cap was awry.


“Oh, it’s Mrs. Bootle!” she exclaimed when she saw who stood outside. “We’ve been expecting you for a long time.”


“Expecting me?” Mrs. Bootle echoed, entering the hall with Sylvia behind her.


It was a largish hall with a staircase running up to a balcony landing off which opened several bedroom doors. Even as they entered one of these was opened and a man looked out. When he saw who stood below he gave an exclamation, and shutting the door quietly behind him came quickly to the top of the stairs.


“Mrs. Bootle,” he said, “at last!”


“Evening, Doctor,” Mrs. Bootle replied in her cheery voice. “You’ve been wanting me?”


Doctor Dawson descended the stairs.


“Wanting you?” he answered. “I have been sending people to look for you all the afternoon. Where on earth have you been hiding yourself? There is practically nowhere in the town that hasn’t been searched, including the better-known public houses.”


Mrs. Bootle, drawing off her black gloves, gave him a resigned look with which a fond mother might contemplate a backward child.


“Had you forgotten that I had to lay out Mrs. Wace this afternoon?”


“God bless my soul!” the doctor exclaimed. “So that is where you were! How extremely remiss of me! I thought of everywhere else, but not Mrs. Wace’s.”


“Well, that’s where I was,” said Mrs. Bootle. “And what was the urgency, if I might ask?”


“You may well ask,” Doctor Dawson replied. “I told you this morning Mrs. Cuningham was bad. Well, she had another relapse about lunchtime. Her maid – that hysterical woman – came running for me in such a state that she hadn’t even bothered to put on her hat and coat.


“But I must say her anxiety was understandable. It was a bad haemorrhage, Mrs. Bootle, a very bad one. I telegraphed this morning for a nurse, but there is little chance of her being here till tomorrow. 


“Between ourselves,” he lowered his voice, “I don’t think she will last as long as that. I wanted to notify the relations, of course, but would you believe it? she will give me no names and asks for only one person – for you, Mrs. Bootle.”


“There, I might have guessed it,” Mrs. Bootle said, obviously much gratified. “I know what’s worrying the poor soul and I think I can set her mind at rest. I’ll go up to her at once. You wait here, dearie,” she said, turning to Sylvia.


She started up the stairs and Sylvia and the doctor were left looking at each other a little uncertainly.


“I came in with Mrs. Bootle because she felt. . .” Sylvia began, but the doctor waved her explanation aside.


“I’m very glad to see you, Miss Wace. Do you good to get out of the house for a breath of air. You have been cooped up for too long. You will be leaving Poolbrook, I suppose, now that your mother . . .” He paused as if lost for words.


“I don’t know yet, “Sylvia replied.


Doctor Dawson said nothing and she realised suddenly how little she did know about herself and her future. She quite liked Doctor Dawson, although at times she had felt irritated by him because he was unable to relieve her mother either of pain, or of the life she had found so burdensome. Now she saw with an unexpected clarity that he was ageing, a tired man, and guessed that his medical knowledge was not very great.


His coat was stained and frayed at the cuffs, his trousers were badly creased and baggy at the knees. His linen was none too clean and he had not shaved particularly well that morning. She felt suddenly an impulsive pity for him, she had the idea that he was conscious of his own inadequacy to cope with the vast problem of disease.


“Death is such a shock,” Sylvia said, realising that she was expressing a platitude, but feeling that she must say something.


Doctor Dawson sighed as if with an effort he forced himself to consider her.


“You have relations who will look after you, Miss Wace?” he questioned.


“My uncle should arrive some time tomorrow,” she replied. “And I feel sure, Doctor, that he will settle the outstanding accounts.”


She spoke shyly. Doctor Dawson smiled at her.


“I wasn’t thinking about remuneration, Miss Wace, for the small services I have been able to render you. I know you and your mother were not in prosperous circumstances and I assure you I shall take that into consideration when presenting you with my very modest account.”


“Thank you,” Sylvia answered, embarrassed by his generosity, but knowing she could not refuse it.


At that moment Mrs. Bootle came out on to the landing.


“Will you come up?” she said, adding, “and you, too, Doctor.”


They climbed the stairs side by side. As they reached the landing Mrs. Bootle said in a whisper,


“Can’t you give her something, Doctor? There’s a lot she wants to say before she goes, poor soul.”


The doctor looked doubtful.


Mrs. Bootle asked him another question in a voice too low for Sylvia to hear what she said. He seemed to hesitate, then replied,


“Can’t do any harm now, I suppose.”


Mrs. Bootle preceded them into the bedroom. It was a large room and to Sylvia almost overpoweringly luxurious.


There was a fire burning in the grate and the be-tasselled curtains of rose-pink damask were drawn over the windows. Lying in the big lace-covered bed and propped up by pillows was Mrs. Cuningham. Sylvia’s first reaction was that she was beautiful, and then as she drew nearer to the bedside she saw how wasted the face was, the skin stretched tight over prominent cheekbones, the neck so thin that it seemed too slender to hold the head with its cloud of wavy hair.


Mrs. Bootle went over to the bed and wiped Mrs. Cuningham’s lips with a lawn handkerchief.


“This is Miss Wace, Ma’am, who I was telling you about,” she said. “You asked me for someone reliable. She’s a lady and sensible. I couldn’t recommend anyone more highly.”


Mrs. Cuningham looked at Sylvia with dark brown eyes that seemed unnaturally large.


“Come nearer, dear,” Mrs. Bootle said to Sylvia. “She doesn’t want to have to raise her voice to speak to you.”


She made Sylvia take her place at the bedside. Sylvia waited nervously, conscious of Mrs. Cuningham’s eyes searching her face. There was a heavy, heady fragrance of perfume such as she had never smelt before – it was not the scent of the hothouse flowers that were arranged on several tables in the room. It was more exotic – a disturbing, haunting sweetness, which seemed to Sylvia to numb her intelligence and make her head swim dizzily. At last, in a voice that was hardly above a whisper, Mrs. Cuningham spoke.


“Would you do something for me?” she asked.


Her voice was curiously defenceless and Sylvia’s response was genuine.


“I will do anything I can.”


Mrs. Cuningham turned her head a little towards Mrs. Bootle.


“My tin box, Bootle. It is by the writing desk.”


Mrs. Bootle moved across the room to fetch it. As she did so, the doctor came to the bedside with a medicine glass in his hand.


“Drink this, Mrs. Cuningham,” he said. “It will make you feel stronger for a little while.”


She took it from him and drank with an air of impatience as if she was straining every nerve in her body in the effort to concentrate on what she wished to do and say.


Mrs. Bootle brought her a small black box with a heavy lock.


“The key, the key!” Mrs. Cuningham’s voice was stronger and with her hand she indicated where the key lay.


Mrs. Bootle unlocked the box and raised the lid. Inside was a mass of papers and below them, many little perforated paper bags such as bankers use for money.


Mrs. Cuningham drew out a paper and held it towards Sylvia.


“This is where I want you take my daughter Lucy when I am dead,” Mrs. Cuningham said slowly. “I don’t want you to communicate with anyone beforehand. I want you to take Lucy there and ask to see Sir Robert Sheldon. Do you understand?”


“Yes, I understand.”


“Do not be put off by anyone else. Ask for Sir Robert Sheldon. And when you see him, tell him you have brought him his . . . daughter.”


Mrs. Cuningham said the last words with a gasp, her head fell back against the pillows and she closed her eyes. For a moment Sylvia wondered if the strain had been too much for her, but she opened her eyes again and taking one of the bags out of the tin box held it out to Sylvia.


“Here is money for the journey and for yourself,” she said. “But you quite understand that you are to leave Lucy with her father, whatever else is said or suggested, she is to stay with him. There is no other provision for her – no other arrangement is possible. Will you make that clear?”


“Yes, yes, of course,” Sylvia answered.


“That is what I want you to do. And one more thing. Be careful, very careful of Lady . . .  she is bad, wicked . . . she drove me to . . .”


She spoke vehemently and then the words were choked in her throat. She began to cough, the effort shaking her frail body to and fro. She choked, coughed again and then a bright crimson flow of blood stained the handkerchief she held against her mouth and spilled over on to the lace bedspread. Mrs. Bootle and the doctor rushed forward. Mrs. Cuningham’s breath was coming in frightened gasps.


Sylvia, holding the little bag and the paper in her hand was pushed to one side, but there was nothing she could do. She felt as if she intruded and turned towards the door.


Mrs. Cuningham coughed again and Sylvia slipped outside. She stood on the landing, irresolute, her heart beating quickly. It all seemed unreal, as if she took part in some stage drama, she felt too inexperienced and unprepared for what was happening. It was all like a dream moving swiftly towards a preconceived inevitable climax. At last, after what seemed to her an age, Mrs. Bootle came out.


“She is going, poor soul,” she said to Sylvia, but in the calm tones of one who is well conversant with death. “I wonder where that maid of hers is,” she went on. “I want some warm milk and some hot water, too. Let’s see if we can find her.”


“And the child?” Sylvia asked. “Ought we not to inquire about her?”


Mrs. Bootle did not answer but opened a door on the other side of the landing. She entered without knocking and the maid who was kneeling before a chest of drawers looked up in startled surprise. She was an unprepossessing woman with a shifty look in her eyes and it was obvious that she felt herself to be discovered at a disadvantage. The room was strewn with clothes, dresses, petticoats, stockings and frilly underwear, thrown on the bed and on the chairs. Some were already packed in a shabby black trunk that stood open by the fireplace.


“Getting ready to leave?” Mrs. Bootle asked.


The maid jumped to her feet and smoothed down her apron.


“That’s my business,” she replied tartly.


“Who said it wasn’t?” Mrs. Bootle asked. “But as your mistress isn’t dead yet, perhaps you wouldn’t mind serving her.”


“What’s she want?” The question was surly.


“Hot water and hot milk.”


“It’s not my job to do the cooking.”


“Maybe not, but it is your job to bring it into your mistress’s room so you’d better find someone to get it ready for you and sharp about it,” Mrs. Bootle said.


There was an air of authority about her now, which the girl did not dare to disobey. She flounced to the door, tossing her head as she went and muttering to herself.


“That’s the sort of servant she’d had to put up with, poor soul,” Mrs. Bootle sighed. “Well, we often pays for our sins in small ways.”


“What do you mean?” Sylvia asked, but her curiosity as to what Mrs. Bootle meant was overcome by her interest in the clothes.


Never had she seen anything so exquisite as the petticoats trimmed with Valenciennes lace and the nightgowns, with long sleeves goffered and frilled, their bodices tucked and embroidered until they were as fine as lace. There were dresses, too, dresses such as Sylvia had believed existed only in fairy tales. Ball dresses with velvet ribbon threaded through silk net and backed by shimmering satin, gowns of watered silk, enriched with fold upon fold of gossamer tulle, which was but the background for bunches of rosebuds glistening with dewy diamonds, creations of satin, silk, chiffon, velvet, and lace, all combined to make femininity a picture of loveliness and enticement. Then there were furs – muffs of sable and of marten with stoles and capes to match each, ornamented with dozens of pointed tails. A chest of drawers was piled high with hats – hats clustered with feathers and flowers, hats trimmed with buckles and jewelled hatpins, hats cunningly draped with veils and ribbons. And everything, big or small, showed such a delicacy and refinement of taste and choice that Sylvia could only stare, her head whirling. Could any woman possess so much, so many beautiful things?


Mrs. Bootle looked at her rapt face, and then drily she spoke,


“A lot of good they’ve done her, haven’t they. She’s not more than thirty, if she’s a day and her life is ended.”


“So young?” Sylvia exclaimed. “Oh, Mrs. Bootle, why should she be so ill? What caused it?”


“I haven’t time to tell you that story now, dear. Later on perhaps. In the meantime, we had better see to the child.” 


“Yes, of course,” Sylvia replied meekly.


She turned towards the door, but as she did so Mrs. Bootle bent towards the bed and picked up a dress that was lying on it. It was a black dress trimmed with braid, its sombreness relieved by touches of white chiffon at the neck.


“That’s elegant, isn’t it.”


“Lovely,” Sylvia agreed.


“Just about your size, my dear, I should think.”


Mrs. Bootle looked at Sylvia and again at the dress as if measuring them with her eye.


Sylvia sighed. 


“One day, perhaps, I shall be able to afford one like it.”


It was wrong of her, she knew, to be thinking about clothes with her mother dead and poor Mrs. Cuningham dying. And yet despite herself, the faces of her cousins swam before her eyes. The ugly dresses she had had from them all through her life seemed uglier at this moment than ever before. Reproaching herself for the thought she went out on to the landing.


“Where is Lucy?” she asked. “I must see the little girl.”


It was an effort to force her mind from the temptation to linger, to touch what belonged to another woman.


Without saying any more, Mrs. Bootle threw the dress back on to the bed and preceded Sylvia across the landing. There was a passage and at the first door they came to Mrs. Bootle paused and turned the handle gently.


“The child may be asleep,” she said in a whisper.


The room was not in darkness for a night-light was flickering on the washstand. There was a little cry.


“Who is it?”


“It’s Mrs. Bootle, Lucy. Aren’t you asleep?”


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle, do come in.”


Mrs. Bootle and Sylvia entered the room. Sylvia from just inside the door could only see a small figure sitting up in bed, then Mrs. Bootle struck a match and lit the gas.


“There, that’s better,” she exclaimed. “And now, why are you awake, young lady?”


“I can’t sleep,” Lucy answered. “Mamma is ill and Annie is frightened. I can always tell when she is frightened ‘cos she won’t talk to me. She just put me into bed and went away.”


“Well, you ought to go to sleep like a good girl,” Mrs. Bootle said.


“Who is that?” Lucy asked, pointing to Sylvia.


Watching her, Sylvia could see that she was an unusual-looking child. Her face had too much character and too much distinction to be pretty by conventional standards. For one thing, instead of the rounded face of the average child, her chin was square as was her forehead above, clearly marked with almost forceful-looking dark eyebrows. Her eyes were dark, too, as far as one could judge in the artificial light, but the most remarkable thing about her was her hair. Parted in the middle, it framed her cheeks, fell to her shoulders in graceful ringlets and was red, a vivid, tawny red that Sylvia never remembered seeing before. It gave Lucy a strangely unchildlike look, throwing into relief the whiteness of her skin and her unusual square-cut features.


“I am Sylvia Wace.” 


As she answered the child’s question, Sylvia moved towards the bed. 


“Your mother has just asked me if I would look after you for a little while. We may even have to go on a journey together. Would you like that?”


“Shall we go in a train?” Lucy asked.


Sylvia nodded.


“Oh, I would like that,” Lucy replied. “I like trains. Mummy says they make her head ache, but I like them even though they are dreadfully dirty.”


“I like them, too,” Sylvia said. “How old are you, Lucy?”


“I’m six, nearly seven,” Lucy replied. “That is getting old, isn’t it?”


“Yes, very old,” Sylvia said solemnly.


“Old enough to be good and helpful,” Mrs. Bootle put in. “Now you go to sleep, young lady, and in the morning Miss Wace and I will see about this train journey of yours.”


The child obediently cuddled down beneath the bedclothes.


“I’m glad you’ve come, Mrs. Bootle,” she said. “Mummy kept asking for you and Annie went to all sorts of places to look for you. She couldn’t find you anywhere.”


“Well, I’m here now,” Mrs. Bootle replied. “And I’m going to turn out the light, are you ready?”


“Yes, I am ready,” Lucy answered. “Goodnight, Mrs. Bootle. Goodnight, Miss Wace. Don’t forget about the train journey.”


“I won’t,” Sylvia promised.


She went from the room with Mrs. Bootle, leaving the child alone with the flickering night-light.


“Well?” Mrs. Bootle asked as they got outside.


“She looks a sweet child,” Sylvia said, and was conscious as she spoke that she still held the money and the paper that Mrs. Cuningham had given her. She looked at the name written on it in a flowing, well-educated hand. ‘Sir Robert Sheldon, Sheldon Hall, Picton Fell.’ She read the address carefully, then looked up to see Mrs. Bootle watching her.


“Where is it – Picton Fell?” she asked.


“North Country,” Mrs. Bootle replied. “You’ll have a long journey to get there.”


Sylvia was about to ask further questions when suddenly there was a cry from the landing.


“Mrs. Bootle!”


It was the doctor. Mrs. Bootle sped away and the bedroom door closed behind her.


Sylvia went slowly downstairs. She slipped the money she carried into her coat pocket, and after reading once again the address to which she was to take Lucy, she put that away too.


She sat down in a chair and warmed her hands. She looked round the hall and through an open door, into what she guessed was the drawing room. The chairs covered with shiny chintz, the wallpaper elegantly dadoed with a replica of blue and pink ribbons intertwined, the water colours in their gilt frames, the Oriental china that graced the mantelpiece were all impressive to someone who had lived in cheap and shabby surroundings for so long. 


‘Mrs. Cuningham must be rich,’ Sylvia thought and wondered again at the strange instructions she had been given. Was Lucy really Sir Robert Sheldon’s child? Then her name must be Sheldon and not Cuningham. And yet, if Sir Robert was alive, how could Mrs. Cuningham have married again? A divorce, could there have been a divorce? Sylvia felt startled at the idea. Such an impropriety and disgrace seemed impossible where Mrs. Cuningham was concerned. Sylvia remembered the sweet tones of her voice.


She must have been very beautiful. Even now when she was ravished by disease, abnormally thin and strained as if by a long illness, it was possible to see that she had had both beauty and charm. And her clothes! Sylvia’s mind, despite an effort on her part to think of more serious things, turned to the creations she had seen lying in that room upstairs. And yet as Mrs. Bootle said . . . what was it Mrs. Bootle had said? The words came back to Sylvia and for the first time she felt slightly apprehensive of what lay before her. Would Sir Robert Sheldon be pleased to see his daughter? Apparently he was not to expect her if she was to go straight there without warning. Did he know that Mrs. Cuningham was dying? It seemed not. But if he were the father of Lucy, would it not have been right to let him know, to demand his presence at such a moment? Sylvia remembered how Doctor Dawson had wanted to notify Mrs. Cuningham’s relations, but she would give him no names. It was all so confused in her mind that she felt she couldn’t even try to straighten out the story for herself but must wait with what patience she could command, for Mrs. Bootle.


There was a footstep and a tinkle of china, and she saw the maid going along the landing, carrying a tray in one hand and a polished brass can of hot water in the other. She still looked sulky and ill-tempered, and as she reached her mistress’s door she seemed to rattle the tray unnecessarily loudly. She had put down the tray preparatory to knocking, when the door opened. Doctor Dawson stood there. He looked at the maid for a moment and then Sylvia heard his voice.


“You are too late,” he said sharply. “Your mistress is dead.”
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They had been travelling for nearly nine hours and Lucy, who had been bright and gay at the beginning of the journey, darting from side to side of the railway carriage and exclaiming at everything she saw, was now dozing in the shelter of Sylvia’s arms, her dark lashes falling over her sleepy eyes and her tousled red head warm against Sylvia’s breast.


It was hard to anticipate when they would reach their journey’s end. The snow was falling fast and the country through which they were travelling was already shrouded in white. Passengers spoke of missed connections and snowbound trains further north and contemplated philosophically the possibility of arriving a day late at their destinations.


Sylvia closed her eyes, but she was not sleepy. She was thinking, wondering with an ever-deepening anxiety what awaited them at their journey’s end. She was physically tired, but she knew she would be unable to rest with anything approaching peace of mind, until she knew the answer to all the questions that were harassing her.


It had been very late when she returned to her own home last night. She had waited for Mrs. Bootle and when at last they had started their journey back through the snow, the streets of Poolbrook had been quiet and still, its inhabitants having long retired for the night. They had walked in silence, saving their breath for the swiftness of their pace, for the effort of keeping their feet from slipping in the snow which, slushy in the centre of the roadway, had drifted deep into the gutters. At last home was reached and Sylvia had turned on the doorsteps to say in a voice that was more pleading than she knew,


“You will come in, Mrs. Bootle, won’t you?”


“Yes, I will come in, dearie,” was the answer. “I don’t want to stay long, but there are things that I must say to you, and to which you must listen, before we are either of us much older.”


Sylvia shut the door and hurried to light the oil lamp on the hall table. It took her a few moments to get the sitting room fire going again, but when at last the flames licked the splintered wood, she looked up inquiringly at Mrs. Bootle standing there vast and impressive, her snow-sprinkled black cape enveloping her like a tent.


“That’s better,” Mrs. Bootle said. “And now, dearie, we’ll get down to brass tacks.”


She threw back her cape as she spoke and produced a large bundle from under her arm. Sylvia had thought that she was carrying something as they left Mrs. Cuningham’s house, now as Mrs. Bootle undid the bundle she opened her eyes wide in astonishment and was speechless. A black dress was revealed first – the black dress that she had seen in the maid’s room and which Mrs. Bootle had held up to show her. Next came a black coat, which obviously matched it, a white petticoat trimmed with lace, and an evening dress of mauve silk niched round the neck and having sleeves with folds of chiffon caught by big bunches of imitation Parma violets.


“Mrs. Bootle!” Sylvia’s exclamation was hardly above a whisper.


“Wait a minute, that’s not all,” Mrs. Bootle said.


From the voluminous folds of the mauve dress she produced a hat, black and trimmed with feathers and flowers and edged with a diaphanous black veil. It was a beautiful hat – a hat such as Sylvia had never seen except in the advertisements of the fashion papers.


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle!” she exclaimed again.


“Now unless I’m a bad judge they’ll fit you.” Mrs. Bootle said. “They may need a pinch here and there, but unless I’m very much mistaken you and Mrs. Cuningham were much the same size.”


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle, how could I . . . I mean to say, they are. . .”


“Yes, I know what you’re going to say,” Mrs. Bootle interrupted. “But if you call that stealing, I don’t! The poor lady – God rest her wherever she may be – would just as soon that you should have her things, seeing that you are to look after her daughter, as that thieving hussy of a maid. Why, she’d have given them to you herself if she’d had time to think of it, poor soul. And what I didn’t like was that woman packing them before she was even dead! There’s gratitude for you! But there, one can’t expect it these days. The old-fashioned type of maid doesn’t exist now – anyway, not for the Mrs. Cuninghams of this world.”


“Oh, Mrs. Bootle, I couldn’t . . . I mean, do you really think it is all right?”


Sylvia had jumped to her feet and stood looking at the clothes, reaching out one hand to touch the softness of the mauve dress.


“Now look here, my dear,” Mrs. Bootle said. “There’s degrees of what’s right, just as there’s degrees of what’s wrong in the world, and to my mind there’s nothing wrong in your making yourself look your best to do the job that’s been allotted to you. And besides, where you’re going, as far as I can make out, you’ll need all your wits about you and there’s nothing gives a woman more assurance and confidence than to know she’s well dressed. They’re lovely clothes, straight from the best shops as you can see from the labels inside them. Now you wear them and think no more about it. I’d have taken more if I’d had the time, but I didn’t want that young hussy saying things about me behind my back – not that anyone would listen to her! All the same, one never knows!”


“Will she take all the other things?” Sylvia asked.


“Not if I knows it she won’t,” Mrs. Bootle said grimly. “Mrs. Cuningham’s solicitor will be arriving tomorrow. The doctor found his address in that very box from which she gave you the money. Once the lawyers are in the place it’s not so easy to make off with any bits and pieces, as that young woman will find, or my name’s not Bootle.”


“But suppose,” Sylvia said anxiously, “suppose she said something about these?”


“Now will you stop worrying,” Mrs. Bootle said. “You leave it to me, dear. And when you goes to see Sir Robert Sheldon you’ll go dressed decent and respectable-like, as a lady should be. You’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, so you haven’t got time for any shopping.”


“Yes, I must be up at the house early before Lucy wakes up. She might be frightened to find herself alone with. . .” Sylvia hesitated to say the words.


“Poor child,” Mrs. Bootle spoke softly. “But you’ll do your best for her?”
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