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Spunky Spinsters Series

© Dee Vandorn

––––––––

When opposites attract, spirited dialogues arise.
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My stepmother Lida, and I, were busy reorganizing the linen closet, when the knocker banged on the front door.

‘You go,’ Lida said. ‘Madge is making bread and covered in flour, no doubt.’

I hurried down the stairs of our cottage and called out to our maid in the kitchen: ‘Madge, I’m going!’

Behind the front door I stopped and took a deep breath. With my hair loose and still damp from washing, I looked a little too girlish for a twenty-six-year-old, but it was too late to pin it up now. I resolutely shook back my red curls and opened the door of our cottage with as much dignity as I could. 

In front of me stood an unknown person. A somewhat gloomy-looking gentleman of around thirty. From the quality and cut of his clothing I concluded this could well be the new squire of the estate just outside our village. Behind him stood a two-wheeled carriage, with a black horse that sniffed curiously at the buds of my self-sown sunflowers. When I saw that the animal was about to take a bite, I rushed past the stranger without thinking. ‘No, not my sunflowers!’

I jumped over the watering can and shot through the garden gate, but before I reached the horse it was already chewing calmly on a sunflower bud. While I gripped the reins, I cried out, ‘No! Don’t, they are yet to bloom!’

I cast a desperate glance back at our visitor who was watching me with some bewilderment. Upstairs, in front of the window, I saw my stepmother shake her head disapprovingly.

Our visitor walked up to me, took over the reins and tied the horse to a tree a little further on. ‘Is this better, miss?’

I could tell from his look that he found me rather rude, and rightly so. I shook back my curls again and smoothed my dress, suddenly aware of my modest appearance. I had no idea of the background of Morely’s new master, but I was, no doubt, unequal to any other young ladies he had dealt with.

I thanked him with a curtsy and introduced myself. ‘Excuse me for reacting so impolitely, sir. My name is Amy Brooke.’

He bowed back. ‘Alex Moreland.’

Yes, this was the new squire of the village, his name had been buzzing around our small community for weeks. I led him into our cosy salon, where I inquired after the reason for his visit. 

Alex Moreland seemed hesitant for a moment. ‘I would like to speak to your father, Miss Brooke. It’s about a loan. A... substantial loan.’

Blushing deeply, I left the room to disturb my father in his study. A loan! And we already had to live so frugally since Mama passed away. She had been the one who – through sensible policy – made sure my father’s wages covered all costs. Unfortunately, my new stepmother left money matters to my father. He had the best intentions, but because of his absentmindedness we were always confronted with unforeseen debts. 

With an internal sigh I knocked on the door of Father’s study and opened it. He never answers. As usual, my learned father was hidden behind a stack of study books. Books that look very new. Bought with the loan money, perhaps?

‘Father, the new squire of Morely is here, he wants to talk to you about a substantial loan.’ I managed to make my voice sound urgent, and my somewhat startled father popped up from behind his books.

‘Send him in, Amy!’

I quickly cleared a seat for the squire. ‘His name is Alex Moreland, Father. Don’t forget; it’s Moreland!’ Then I went back to the salon. ‘My father will receive you in his study.’ I closed the door of Father’s office behind Mr. Moreland and climbed the stairs with a sigh. What did we have to cut back on to be able to pay off this loan? Hopefully, Alex Moreland would accept payment in instalments...

‘How dare you!’ my stepmother hissed when I entered the bedroom. ‘You pushed the squire of Morely aside to save your sunflowers.’

‘No!’ I said, shocked. ‘Did I touch him?’

‘Yes, you ran out of the door and gave him a push to get past.’

I blushed under my curls. ‘It was not intentional, but I wanted to save my sunflowers so badly, and that cheeky horse sniffed at them with his mouth already open. I was just in time to prevent him from eating them all.’

‘What did the squire want?’ my stepmother asked.

I picked up a pile of sheets. ‘To talk about a substantial loan,’ I answered, with a frown.

She squeezed her lips together and remained silent.

That evening, we dined in a restrained atmosphere, while my father looked lost in thought. 

My stepmother focused on her food. Before her marriage she had been on her own for so long that she was not used to talking during meals. At such moments I longed for the time when my own mother was still alive. Her sweet voice always managed to entice my father into a conversation that made the meal enjoyable again. But my somewhat sharp, practical-minded stepmother was the opposite of my gentle, cultivated mother. 

My own parents had loved each other very much and for a long time I couldn’t understand why my father remarried after only two years of mourning. His chosen one was the middle-aged Miss Lida Moneypenny who had a haberdashery store in Middletown, a small market town several miles from Somersham. 

But gradually I had started to appreciate her unwavering care for us and our house. It was not that easy to be married to an introverted scholar like my father, with an adult daughter still living at home, as well. 

Father taught at the grammar school in Middletown and when he came home, he always disappeared into his study. A wife could not expect much support and company from him. 

I started talking with my stepmother about her current needlework project. This was a subject she always responded to, and the atmosphere changed for the better.

When the meal was over, my father unexpectedly said, ‘Squire Moreland will visit us more often in the future.’

‘Why?’ my stepmother asked in surprise.

‘He wants to know what kind of a woman Amy is.’

My mouth fell open. ‘Why? Is he looking for a governess for family members or friends?’

Father wiped his kin with a napkin. ‘That seems to be the correct answer. And I trust that you will do your best to make a good impression on him.’

I stared at my plate. Would my father run out of money to support me now that he had to pay back that loan?

I knew it was an annoyance to him and my stepmother, that up till now I had rejected every man who had shown interest in me. I just didn’t want to get married for money or status. I had always claimed I would rather work for my living. 

But suddenly I found that a position far from home was no longer an attractive prospect to me. On the one hand, I wanted to leave my father’s house where almost every day was the same. I had the feeling I was in the waiting room of my life.

But on the other hand, it was a very pleasant and comfortable waiting room. We had to budget carefully but we lacked for nothing and kept a maid to do the housework. Admittedly, now that I had the same full figure as Mama, I was wearing her old dresses. But, at my request, my stepmother lovingly decorated my wardrobe with homemade lace and embroidery. I was not much of a needle artist myself but with Lida’s aid I managed to look like a young woman of class. Middle class, because even though my father was only a teacher, my mother had been the daughter of a squire with a small estate. The question was how long could we maintain our current lifestyle, given my father’s outstanding debts? I wondered what that “substantial loan” from the squire consisted of.

As it happened, I soon got an answer to that...

That evening, just as I was about to enter the salon, I heard my father and stepmother talking to each other in an excited tone.

‘A thousand pounds! That much money? But how could that debt arise if Mr. Moreland was never here?’ asked Lida in an astonished tone.

‘It was a loan between my father and the former owner of Morely Manor, Mr. Moreland’s great-uncle,’ my father explained. ‘Mr. Moreland says he inherited the debt, and he assumes that I, as my father’s heir, did the same.’

The cat chose that moment to meow around my legs and because I knew that my stepmother always opened the door for her, I hastily withdrew into the empty kitchen.

A thousand pounds? That was a fortune! I leaned against the kitchen table, despondent. How was my father ever supposed to pay such a sum back? I realized increasingly that I had to find work. In such dire circumstances I could no longer be a burden to my parents. But I would wait and see if Mr. Moreland came up with a proposition. As long as Father did not insist I look for a position myself, I would not take the initiative.
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Mr. Moreland came to visit later that week to assess me as I went about my normal daily routine. In the meantime, I had been instructed not to inquire into the circumstances of the position he had in mind. The poor man, our first encounter should have warned him.

This time, Madge left him in the salon and, because my parents were out, I had the honour to converse with the squire of Morely. Since Mama had taught me the etiquette of the landed gentry, I wasn’t worried about my manners. But perhaps I should have been...

Mr. Moreland took up the book I was currently reading. It happened to be a penny novelette Madge had lent me, a rather theatrical story. If I had finished my own library books, I sometimes picked up a booklet like that.

Squire Moreland frowned as he looked at me. ‘I understand from your father that you read the classics.’ It was like being back in school with stern Master Rivers.

‘Um... that’s right,’ I answered. ‘To keep up with my Latin I occasionally read a piece of Ovid. But I also read other things simply for pleasure.’

His frown deepened. ‘Am I to understand that you value the narrative in these kinds of novelettes, Miss Brooke?’

I don’t know why but the stern appearance of the squire made me rebellious. ‘You appear to be familiar with the content. Do you read this type of book too, Mr. Moreland?’

‘Of course not!’ he replied. ‘But I do know there are no profound feelings or high morals to be found in them.’ He threw the book onto the table.

I picked up the book and opened it to read a line aloud. ‘Oh, dear Lina, pray for me to repent and resist alcohol.’ I looked up at our squire, raised my eyebrows, and said, with a touch of irony: ‘I find it very uplifting, Mr. Moreland.’

He made a gesture of impatience. ‘Let’s stop this absurd discussion, Miss Brooke. I would like you to read a piece from Ovid to me.’

I remained standing. ‘No, Mr. Moreland.’ Did the man think he could come into our house and give me orders?

Now he raised his eyebrows. ‘No? Your father...’

I suddenly remembered Father’s loan and quickly said: ‘I can read Ovid, but I don’t find the morality preached in it uplifting enough. If you would like me to do so I will read a piece from the New Testament, in Latin.’

He made a hand gesture. ‘Please, Miss Brooke...’

I took the Bible out of the drawer and asked the squire if he wanted to sit down. I then read to him my favourite piece from Ephesians 2, verse 10: For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.’

The gloomy Mr. Moreland seemed to be touched by the text. His eyes softened and he seemed pensive. ‘Why did you choose that particular text, Miss Brooke?’

‘Because I find it encouraging to read that we don’t have to look for good works to please God. He has prepared them for us. That indicates it is something that comes our way naturally.’
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