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Prologue
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January 1831


Aurelia Vennaway held her breath as she tiptoed from the stuffy parlour and stole along the hallway. Her mother and aunts had paid her no attention for the past hour but that did not mean she would be allowed to leave. Her mother thought that the weather would keep her inside, that for once she would sit quietly and decorously in the corner as a little girl should.


She jammed her fur hat over fat, drawing-room ringlets and stuck her feet into sturdy boots. Shrugging on her blue cloak as swiftly as she would shrug off her destiny if she only could, she heaved open the door.


It was the kind of day that glittered and beckoned like a foretaste of heaven. The snow no longer fell, but lay thick and silver-white on the ground. The sun dazzled and the sky was a rich, celestial blue. On such a day as this, the whole world might change.


Aurelia sank up to her knees, then squared her shoulders and considered her nonsense of skirts. Gathering them up in great bunches, she lurched like a staggering deer through the snow until her lungs flamed with its cut-glass brilliance.


Last week she had not seen her mother for five days. The metallic smell of blood and the screams that came from the bedchamber were only a memory now and her mother was back amongst the family once more – but harder than ever to please. Aurelia was not sure that she cared to try. The house was brittle and tense.


Sunlight could find no way into the woods beyond the house. Snow-laden branches of yew and wasted, straggle-thin fingers of oak reached for Aurelia. She laid her hands on them, greeting them like old and comforting friends. Her ringlets had loosened into snakes. Screeching jays made the only sound. She swung herself onto a low branch to listen and dream of the time when she would leave Hatville Court and never come back.


She nearly tumbled into the drifts when she heard an unfamiliar cry. It came in bursts, feeble yet grating, insisting she jump down and follow. She felt as though some otherworldly force were playing catch-me-if-you-can with her. It came again – goblin song – drawing her through the trees and into the sunlight.


Finally, she stood on the breast of a hill. Before her, something blue and hairless wriggled in the snow. For a moment the enchantment of the old woods clung to her and she feared to touch the creature. But curiosity broke the spell and she stepped closer. It was a human child, a tiny baby. She tore off her cloak and snatched the baby from the snow. Its skin was as chill as strawberry mousse. She wrapped it up and hugged it close.


Something was distinctly wrong, Aurelia decided, when a naked infant lay alone at the edge of a deserted wood.


‘Hello?’ she called, staring all around. ‘Hello? I have your baby!’


Nothing but silence, and a crow lifting into the air on silky wings. The baby was very cold and weighed almost nothing. Aurelia turned and, as fast as her skirts allowed, she ran.









Part One
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January 1848









Chapter One
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I know they are watching me go. The road out of the village is long and straight. It will be miles before it bends, carrying me out of sight of the upper windows of the grand house. I know what they see: a nothing, a nobody. A small, staunch figure, lonely in mourning black, stiff skirts rustling about my boots, cloak fast against the cold. A crisp black bonnet settled grim upon my head and ribbons whipped by the wind. What a desolate January traveller I must represent.


Frost on the fields and upon the road, the village empty and forlorn, my boots leaving a trail of prints that peter into infinity. That is what they hope I will do – vanish like a melted footprint. If I can, I will oblige them. My reason for being here, the only person I have ever loved, now lies beneath six feet of earth and thick, shadow-green boughs of yew in a quiet corner of the churchyard. She was laid there yesterday.


The air is so cold that the tears are flayed from my eyes, eyes I had thought to be finished with crying for all time. After the biblical floods I have shed in the last three days I thought there could be no water left in my depleted form. Yet it seems that life, and grief, and winter go on. My toes are numb as I trudge the miles that lead me away from Aurelia’s grave and from Hatville Court, the only home, grudging as it was, that I have ever known.


*


Soon enough, it threatens dark. The sharpest sickle moon I have ever seen hangs razor-edged in a grey sky and ahead I see the silhouette of Ladywell, the next village. I have walked for hours.


I stop there because I know I must, although my needs are not the sort to be assuaged by food, or ale or fire. The chill in my bones is nothing to the freeze in my heart and no congenial company on earth could compensate me for the lack of Aurelia. But the next village is six miles yet further and the lanes are awash with shadow. It would be the height of folly to go on; a young woman alone has ever been an easy target for villains. And although I have little faith that my life will ever again feel worthwhile, I still do not wish to throw it away. Aurelia may be gone, but she is not done with me yet. I will carry out her wishes in death every scrap as faithfully as I did when she was with me.


I enter the Rose and Crown. With my second, secret legacy from Aurelia I could afford the White Harte Royal, a hotel of some repute. But news flows between Ladywell and Enderby. If it were heard at Hatville Court that Amy Snow was seen taking a room at the Harte, they would be after me tomorrow in their carriage like the hounds of hell. For then they would guess there is more to my legacy than meets the eye.


The Rose and Crown will suffice. The chat in the lounge may not be the most refined for a young lady with a mind to her reputation but then I am no lady; this has been made abundantly clear to me.


I hesitate in the hall. What am I? Respectable young woman or guttersnipe? Servant, sister or friend? My role in the tale of Aurelia Vennaway puzzles no one more than me, especially now that I am called upon to conclude it.


‘May I help you, miss?’ A soft-spoken landlord approaches, clasping his hands as though anxious that his very presence might cause offence. How well I know that feeling.


‘Thank you, sir. A room for the night, if you please, and perhaps a little supper – nothing rich – and a warming drink.’


‘Certainly, miss, certainly. BELLA!’ His welcoming tone leaps to a bellow and a young maid pops into the hall like a jackrabbit from a hole.


‘Bella, light the fire in the Barley Room and take the lady’s bag there,’ he instructs, resuming his normal pitch. ‘Might I recommend, miss, that you take supper in the lounge tonight? I would not suggest it except there is a blazing fire there and it will take a while for your room to reach a comfortable temperature. The lounge is quiet – the cold is keeping many at home – and, if you’ll forgive me, you look frozen to the bone, Miss . . .?’


‘Snow.’


He looks at me then, understanding dawning. Bella stands with my bag stretching her skinny arm almost to the floor, gazing with frank curiosity until he orders her on her way.


‘Begging your pardon, Miss Snow, if the lounge is acceptable I will attend to you myself, ensure you are undisturbed. By the time you are fed, your room will be fit to receive you.’


His kindness brings fresh tears to my eyes and only a supreme effort keeps them there.


I take my supper in the lounge and though I can eat only a little, the warmth and flavour are somewhat fortifying. I do not linger but retire to a small, simple room which is, as promised, tolerably warm. I perform a rudimentary toilette in a daze.


Whilst I walked I conceived the idea to write an account of my time and travels, so as to feel that my life has some substance, some witness. Alone in the silence, Aurelia’s absence presses down upon me but now is not the time to give in, not so very early on in my quest. I must be as strong as I need to be.


I begin to write. Really, there is nothing else I can do.









Chapter Two
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I cannot help but begin with a reflection on beds. An unseemly object of consideration for a young lady, no doubt, yet why should it be so? A bed is a place where so much of life is played out – births and deaths and passions and dreaming – all the most fundamental moments of our fragile human existence.


In this story there are several important beds, not least the sick bed of my mistress, where she lay for the better part of three years. And my own, very first known bed, which was a bank of snow – a pristine white mattress that supported my tiny head, cradled my kicking limbs and chilled my poor infant flesh ’til I was blue to the bone. It also gave me my name. Indeed, it provides not just a convenient name but an apt symbol of my identity. My whole standing in this society we call the world is drawn from that unloving, white blank.


I would not have survived that soft, glittering, beautiful bed – was not intended to, let us not shy from the facts – had it not been for a headstrong child who rarely did as she was told. That child was Aurelia Vennaway, only child of Sir Charles and Lady Celestina Vennaway, the first family of the county.


At a precocious eight years of age, Aurelia was her parents’ treasure and their bane. Unimpressed by her own elevated standing in society, she seemed oblivious to the inherent differences in value that exist between human beings. I, in contrast, have never been ignorant of the fact that some children are infinitely more precious than others.


The day she found me, Aurelia wore a copper-coloured dress and sturdy brown boots with copper-coloured buttons. She was wrapped in a sky-blue cloak and wore a cream fur hat. I cannot remember this, of course, but she told me. Aurelia told me all the stories of my early life in painstaking detail as if to make up for my unknown identity with a richness of personal history.


That day, the tedium of the overheated, overpopulated parlour had quite engulfed her. Although the deepest snow in living memory lay upon the ground, the sun was shining and Aurelia breathed easiest out of doors. The four walls of any given room could not give her the horizons she longed for – horizons she could measure with her eyes and strive to conquer with her own two legs. She was like a wild animal, Cook always said.


She ran to the woods, where the jays knocked and shrieked with such heartfelt outrage it was a wonder she heard me at all. But she did, and though she lost her hat as she scrambled and slipped in the snow, she found me – skinny and frantic beneath an endless blue sky. I wonder, if I were even able to be conscious of such a thing, whether Aurelia in her sky-blue cloak appeared to me like a divine being condensed from the air.


Unlike the babies of cousins and acquaintances that had hitherto constituted her experience of the infant population, I was not red-faced and hearty but sliver-thin and blue. Nor was I smothered in yards of satin and lace; I was entirely naked. I screamed, she said, as though I would take on the whole world.


So she wrapped me in her cloak and ran for home. Neglecting all rules of decorum and boot removal, she erupted into the parlour, where her mother and aunts still sat talking and stitching and talking. Horrified gasps greeted the snowy tracks on the rug as Aurelia laid her bundle carefully before the fire and loosened the folds.


She could not quite understand why Lady Vennaway’s response to my arrival was to cry ‘Aurelia!’ as if she had done something truly dreadful. She could not understand why she was in disgrace (and it was clear that she was) for helping a living soul. Nor could she understand why her aunt Evangeline made such a fuss about the loss of the hat, as though a hat were more valuable than a baby.


In time they explained to her that not all babies are of equal value, that their worth depends upon many things, particularly the circumstances of their birth and the family into which they make their appearance. Indeed, that the world has room for an entire hierarchy of babies. I was a particularly worthless example, an unsavoury breath of disgrace – albeit not their own – that was simply neither welcome nor appropriate in the elevated Vennaway household.


Within moments of my arrival at Hatville Court I was banished to the kitchen. Not for me the roaring parlour fire and the rich softness of the Indian rug. No, the residual warmth of the stove and a bucket hastily emptied of potatoes had to serve. But Aurelia insisted on following me there and together she and Cook tended me, nursing me back to pinkness, and life.


Lady Vennaway was deeply shocked. Not at the atrocity that had been done to me, for she was well aware that mankind, outside the best families, was a seething pot of iniquity. But that the result of such immorality had presented itself on her property, encroached into her household – this was outrage. All she wanted that day (and her husband was in accord) was to get rid of me. There were orphanages, workhouses that existed to solve problems like me. But their cherished, adored Aurelia would not hear of it.


Hatville Court may be imagined as a sort of latter-day Agincourt, hosting a struggle that ebbed and swelled over two and a half decades. One army was composed of Lord and Lady Vennaway: powerful, respected, moneyed and always, incontrovertibly, right. They had history, authority and convention on their side. The opposing army consisted of Aurelia. As a child, a daughter no less, her chances of prevailing were non-existent, yet she refused to acknowledge the fact and this carried her a long way.


Most of Aurelia’s battles were minor: the choice of a gown, censorship of her reading matter, whether or not she must accompany her mother’s morning calls around the neighbourhood. These she sometimes won, more usually lost. But championing me was the first of several causes over which she would have her way no matter what. On this occasion she achieved her victory with sheer obstinacy, showing an iron will far from palatable in a young lady. I believe she also resorted to a tantrum. However, just as even the most brilliant general can benefit from reinforcements, so was Aurelia’s campaign fortified by unexpected allies.


The first of these was Lady Vennaway’s visiting troupe of sisters. Although all were horrified by me, some also expressed sympathy for my poor infant self – and relief that Fate had brought me to a family with such ample fortune that I surely would be no trouble to anyone. (It may be that mischief towards Lady Vennaway, the proudest and most beautiful of the sisters, lurked behind these philanthropic sentiments.)


The second was the appearance, just two hours later, of the Reverend Mr Chorley. If he was dismayed by the gaggle of ladies into which he stumbled, he was soon distracted by the news that awaited him. Aurelia, stubbornly absent since my arrival, suddenly reappeared and informed him of her discovery. Her florid description of the poor blue baby was further embroidered by Gwendoline, the youngest and least circumspect of the aunts. The good reverend was also of the opinion that God had brought me to the Vennaways in order to preserve my life, as well as to bless Lady Vennaway with a priceless opportunity to do her Christian duty and set an example to the whole village.


For the Vennaways, reputation was everything. Her ladyship was cornered. General Aurelia prevailed.









Chapter Three
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In the waning light of my lantern I take an envelope from the pocket of my black dress. I weigh it in my hands and think back to the reading of Aurelia’s will. It feels like a full lifetime ago. In fact it was just yesterday.


The funeral – vile occasion – took place in the morning, then we all retreated to nurse our grief in private. At four o’clock, we gathered in the study: Lord and Lady Vennaway, Aurelia’s cousin Maude, myself, Cook and Mr Clay, the village school teacher. In short, her beneficiaries. And Wilberforce Ditherington, her lawyer, of course.


It was a room well befitting the sombre occasion. Indeed the whole house, though splendid, is grim and austere. A new visitor to Hatville might be deceived by the grounds, which are vibrant, lavish and vast. The lush fields and rippling woods, the grand lawns and orchards, the walled gardens massed with herbs and roses are all unchanged these hundred years. Yet the beauty, the abundance, is all on the outside.


The façade of the house is impressive, to be sure. Once inside, however, the new arrival would be hard pressed to contain a shiver. Two of the wings are veiled in dustsheets, for three Vennaways are too few to fill them all. The furniture in the grand rooms is splendid in its way, but also old-fashioned and bare. The tables bear food and the chairs provide places to perch, yet any further inspiration is lacking; it would occur to no one at Hatville to consider comfort or ornamentation.


From the moment of Aurelia’s death I felt my own light die inside me. So the Amy Snow who stood yesterday in the corner of the gloomy study, most despised of all present, could no longer feel the excoriating looks shot her way. Mr Ditherington read to us how Aurelia wished to dispose of her personal fortune and the words blew over me like sand. Sums of money, he intoned, had been distributed to the various philanthropic causes Aurelia supported: the Society for the Education of the Lower Classes; the Surrey Anti-Cholera Movement; the Alliance for the Promotion of Humane Housing for the Destitute and so on. Aurelia’s parents gazed out of the window, as ever unenthused and mildly disconcerted by Aurelia’s charities. Then Mr Ditherington came to the more personal bequests and the Vennaways paid attention once more.


Mr Clay trembled when he heard the sum she had bequeathed to his little school. It would mean repairs, supplies, extension, his long-held dream come true.


Cousin Maude was delighted to receive all of Aurelia’s sumptuous dresses, bonnets and cloaks. Even as an invalid Aurelia had remained incongruously passionate about the latest fashions and regularly commissioned bespoke gowns from London. She had always been considerably – justifiably – vain.


Cook wept when she heard that Aurelia had left her several items of jewellery, including her gold and ruby heart-shaped locket. Lord and Lady Vennaway looked pained but Cook was not the dangerous one here. She was a family servant of longstanding; it was inevitable that Aurelia should have some affection for the woman. And, being Aurelia, she was bound to be inappropriately generous.


It was I who was the danger, for I had been closer to her than anyone. Despite my shameful beginnings, and their insistence that I was a lowly, utterly dispensable servant, Aurelia had persisted in elevating me to lady’s maid, then companion and, in the last months, private nurse. They had tried to evict me with multiple cruelties both petty and great. But Aurelia would not be parted from me and I have a powerful capacity for endurance.


When my name was read, the whole party stiffened. Aurelia’s parents bristled, waited to hear what insufferable extravagance she would bestow upon me posthumously. In the event, it was surprisingly inoffensive:




To Amy Snow, true friend and devoted companion through these long years of my illness, I leave ten pounds, a sum that I know she will manage wisely to start a new life wherever she may please. Also, my gold and garnet ring, which I entreat her to wear in memory of me. Also, my recent sketchbook capturing my impressions of this past autumn, made brighter through her friendship, which burned like a good fire to dispel the chill of my impending departure.





I was aware of the sighs of relief all around. There was no need for a scene so soon after Aurelia’s death. The ring she had left me was less valuable than Cook’s locket – of sentimental value mostly. The money at least removed the necessity for them to decide what to do with me; I knew they would not supplement it with a single penny. The sketchbook, though vastly personal, was more meaningful to me than to them. They could bear to allow it. Ah, how well she knew us all.


Ten pounds. This was the sum of money that Mr Ditherington gravely counted out and pressed into my palm late yesterday afternoon. A ring and a sketchbook. These were the keepsakes I slid onto my finger, tucked into my carpet bag, knowing I would leave Hatville Court for ever the next day. I would have been packed off the moment Aurelia passed if her feelings for me had not been so well known in the neighbourhood. If I had not been at the funeral, people would have talked and the Vennaways could not abide talk. Then of course I was needed at the reading of the will and they could not be seen to turn me out so late. Such tenuous threads of timing and circumstance made possible what happened the next morning. This morning. Today!


I slept fitfully, riven with loneliness and afraid of a future that I could not imagine. But I trusted Aurelia: if she said I could start a new life with ten pounds, then that is what I would do. This uneasy mix of trust and fear bore me through to morning, when I struggled upright in the dusty winter shadows to stand at the window and stare at the horizon, in the hope that it would yield some inspiration.


And so it did, though not in a way I could have anticipated. Mr Clay was pacing in the kitchen garden.


I was astonished. He had of course gone home yesterday after the reading. Why was he back so soon, and amongst the vegetable plots? Surely he could not have business with the Vennaways, a lowly schoolteacher with no breeding?


Then he looked up and saw me and raised a hand, his mouth opening into an ‘Ah!’, though of course I could not hear it. He made a sequence of gestures expressing an invitation to join him, an imprecation to be secretive and a great, good-mannered deference all at once. I had not known that communication without words could be so fulsome. Hastily I dressed and bundled back my hair, then ran through the silent passages, out into the walled kitchen garden.


‘Is there somewhere to speak in private? Away from the house?’ he asked at once in a low, urgent voice. Whatever his business, it was clearly too important to waste time on niceties.


So I led him through a gate, along a lane and thence into a small copse. Shrouded by trees and January mist, we would not be observed. The wind whispered secrets in its own incomprehensible language. The trees stood in enigmatic silence, bare and black like the truth of Aurelia’s death.


He glanced around and, satisfied that the place would do, whipped off his hat. ‘I beg your pardon, Miss Snow, for disturbing you at such a difficult time. Only, you see, I was charged to come.’


‘Charged by whom, Mr Clay?’


He looked bewildered by his own words. ‘By Miss Vennaway.’


My heart stilled. How could this be?


He reached within his overcoat and drew out a parcel. Clutching it, he hesitated. ‘After I returned home last night I felt . . . uplifted by the generous bequest she had made me. I sat in my study and wrote an extensive letter to Miss Page telling her of Miss Vennaway’s generosity and vision. Miss Page and I are betrothed, you know.’


‘I know, Mr Clay, I know.’


‘And then, well, I partook of some chops.’


‘Chops, Mr Clay?’


‘Yes, chops. Simmered with herbs and onions, delicious. I find that good fortune brings on a hearty appetite. And so it was some time before I returned to my study to open the package that Mr Ditherington had entrusted to me. It was quite large, as you may recall, and I expected it to contain a great many legal papers.’


I could not recall the package, distracted as I had been during the reading of the will. But if there were some final word from her, I would give everything I owned for it.


‘In fact, it contained very little for me. A banker’s draft for the amount stated and a letter containing very kind sentiments for the school’s future and my matrimonial happiness. The letter also contained a request. And . . . there was this.’ He handed the parcel to me at last.


‘Amy Snow’ was written on the outside in Aurelia’s familiar handwriting, in Aurelia’s favourite violet ink. I could hardly believe it. I looked up at Mr Clay’s earnest face.


‘The request was that I should deliver this to you in person before you left Hatville Court, and let no one else know that I had done so. I could not let her down.’


‘She has thought of everything,’ I said in a low voice.


‘You meant everything to her. I wish you luck, Miss Snow. I hope you will count me as one friend, at least, wherever you may go.’


He bowed and I curtseyed, then we took our leave. He wished me Godspeed and I blessed his endeavours for the school, strongly suspecting that I would never see good Mr Clay again.


I would not linger. I was dressed now and half packed. If I could leave before encountering the Vennaways, it would spare us all one last discomfort. But first I was impatient for some word of further explanation. Hastily I opened the parcel and withdrew an envelope. The envelope contained a sheaf of money that I did not count and a letter, which I read at once. I dared not risk lingering to read it in the house; even in my room I could not rely upon privacy. So I stayed in the copse, in the half-light, reading and shivering and quite unable to believe the words before me.


Then I hurried back inside. I finished packing, buckled my carpet bag and brushed my wayward cloud of dark hair, readying myself for the road.


My heart nearly jumped into my mouth when the bedroom door suddenly burst open. I spun round to see Lord Vennaway stalking towards me, face grey, moustache shivering on his lip.


‘You!’ he rasped, running a hand through his hair, plunging it into a pocket, withdrawing it in a fist, pocketing it again. ‘You are here and you should not be, you should never have been. Who are you, anyway? Taking advantage of my girl’s soft heart and innocence. Wheedling your way into her affections. Staying here where you were not welcome. Schemer! Vagabond! Baseborn! You should have died, not her. We treasured her, but she was blighted like a rose. And you were poison in her ear. You were unfit company for her. She might have lived if you had let her be but you wouldn’t. You wouldn’t!’


I had never heard him speak so. In fact I rarely heard him speak at all – we avoided each other as much as possible in the usual run of things. His wife was more often my tormentor; I had heard from her countless times that the wrong child thrived, that Aurelia had been destined for greatness, that I should have been left to die in the snow. Lord Vennaway, by contrast, was merely a disapproving presence – a raincloud over a picnic. The reality of the man, here in my room, angry, tragic and raving, was deeply alarming. I backed away from him.


‘What have you there?’ he demanded, pushing past me and seizing my carpet bag.


I gasped in horror. The precious package! I must not lose it before I had even inspected its contents. I must not let Aurelia down at the very outset!


At least the envelope was safe in my skirt. Instinctively my hand went to it and I felt its papery crackle. Lord Vennaway stared at me and for an awful moment I thought he would grab my hand, find the letter and the money. But instead he started hunting through my bag – oh, humiliating invasion though it was. Clothes, books, undergarments (I closed my eyes in mortification) and old letters were tossed through the air to land on bed and floor as he grunted in the passion of his search. The parcel was discovered in a trice.


‘What’s this?’ he demanded, seeing Aurelia’s handwriting on the wrapping.


I had to speak. ‘A birthday present. From Aurelia.’


‘A birthday present? You don’t have a birthday. You have no birth worth marking.’ His eyes locked onto mine.


I would not be undone. I had heard worse.


‘We used to pretend a birthday for me. In January. The day I was found. It was a few days before she . . . she . . .’ My eyes filled with tears. For the love of God I could not say died. ‘I kept it,’ I struggled on, ‘to have something from her after . . . after . . .’


Aghast I watched him turn it over as though to open it.


‘No!’ I could not help myself. I reached out to seize it and he pushed me hard away from him.


He tore the paper and I watched, wretched with helplessness. Some kind of gauzy green fabric spilled out, soft and feminine, perhaps with embroidery, I could not tell in the shock of it all. He cast it away too. The wrapping landed on the bed, the green gauze slithered to the floor.


‘Get out!’ he hissed. ‘Leave my house and never return. We have tolerated your unsavoury presence too long. Now Aurelia is gone and any affection for you is dead with her. Know that if you ever set foot on this property again we will call the constable and make sure you are removed for good.’


Shaking, I gathered my possessions. No careful packing this time; I just bundled them in anyhow. The green fabric and torn wrapping I stuffed in first, then everything else on top, while he watched me fumble and drop things. My only thought was to escape with Aurelia’s bequest undiscovered. I packed so badly the bag scarcely closed; my old grey dress spilled from the top.


There were no farewells. Not even Cook came to see me off, though I imagine she was forbidden to. The door was slammed behind me and I was on that long, straight road while my hair still crackled from the brushing. But the money and letter were undetected and the parcel was still in my possession. That was all that mattered.









Chapter Four
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The Barley Room in the Rose and Crown is a quarter the size of my room at Hatville and contains twice the amount of furniture. It smells of polish and soot. It feels lonely and unfamiliar but it offers blessed privacy; at last I can investigate Aurelia’s gift thoroughly.


The green fabric is silk, embroidered with tiny sprays of Myosotis – forget-me-not. It is a light stole such as fine ladies wear to summer balls to veil ivory shoulders. When I bury my nose in the silky folds, I fancy I can smell jasmine and moonlight. It is not the season for such a pretty thing, nor am I the girl to wear it.


I count the money and discover it is a hundred pounds. I gaze at it in bewilderment, then hide it, for want of a better place, in my wash bag. It is not yet safe for me to have it.


I read the letter again by lamplight, hours after my first reading in the greyish sigh of early morning. Now the page is lit by the lantern’s deep golden glow.




My treasured Amy,







If you are reading this letter, then Mr Clay has carried out my request, as I feel sure he will, and I am gone, as I know I must. Dear heart, I know you must be in great pain now. We have been lucky, haven’t we, in our time together? I do not know many who can boast the depth of affection and great camaraderie that we have shared. I may have been born an only child, but I have a sister nonetheless.


Enough of this, for you know my sentiments well enough and there is much that I must tell you. Close as we were and are, dearest, there are secrets I have kept from you. Not through lack of trust, I hope you know. You will understand when you learn them, as I always meant that you should. But they are not secrets I can simply set out in a letter – at least, not this one. I wish with all my heart that I could tell you in person, our heads bent together in the firelight as we have sat so often. Prepare yourself, dear Amy, for much that you do not know.


Do you remember, dear, when you were little, how I used to delight in creating treasure hunts for you? I would labour away at clues and secret locations after you had gone to bed, creep out to plant them and then enjoy every moment of watching you run about the place to find the treasure! (Usually nothing more than an old doll or a lace hanky, but we both know why that was, don’t we? And once, some handmade chocolates that I brought you from London – at least you could eat that gift before they took it! Oh, very well then, we both ate it.)


What have these old memories to do with here and now, you must wonder. Just this: this is the start of my last treasure hunt for you. Think of my letters (for there will be several) as the clues – each will lead on to the next. I have planned for my story to unfold just a little at a time, with every letter taking you further from Hatville, further from the ignominy of your treatment there: safer and stronger and freer. By the fourth or fifth letter, the trail will long have run out for anyone else. No one knows me as well as you, dear.


So forgive me if there are no answers here. Forgive me, too, if the tone of this letter is all wrong. Perhaps these are not the perfect first words to send to someone from beyond the grave. But you see, as I write this, I am still here, seated at my desk in the room you know so well. I said goodnight to you just five minutes ago and I will see your sweet smile tomorrow. We plan to sit in the rose garden after breakfast. It is hard to write as a dead woman when life is still so sweet.


Yet my death approaches. When it comes, you will be friendless, for we both know the unfortunate – nay, cruel – attitude my parents hold towards you. Our friendship is precious and I hope that you will never regret it, but it kept you a prisoner also, tied to this house and dependent on me. Now you can fly free, little bird! And I will help you, for you have helped me, more than you will ever know.


So. You are grieving, you are alone. But you do not want for means. I enclose a sum of money for you. There will be more, but this will do for now. Ten pounds indeed! As if I would ever leave you such a negligible amount! That they could even believe it of me is enraging, and yet also highly convenient. The green stole is a gift. It will become you, Amy, though I doubt you will believe me.


Your first instruction in this treasure hunt? To journey to London, my dear. That is your first destination. You have money, you can travel in comfort, enjoy the journey if you can. Marvel at seeing a part of our kingdom so different from Enderby! When you get there, find a bookshop called Entwhistle’s. Go to the natural history section. (A lady browsing amongst the works of Mr Beckwith . . . Oh, the scandal! Be sure your fragile brain does not explode, dear!) Cast your thoughts around the book we discussed at length that summer’s evening after Mr Howden came to dine. Consider the variables and you will find a letter from me to you. How have I achieved this? Ah, but I am a magician, my little bird.


To end, dear Amy, take heart. I do not expect you to recover from my loss overnight, nor forget me, nor replace me (for I am one of a kind, am I not?). But I do expect you to live. And live well. For the life you have known hitherto, our friendship notwithstanding, is not life as it can and should be.


Follow my trail, I beg you. Not only because it will take you further than you can ever imagine but because I have unfinished business which only you can now conclude. Our games and adventures are not at an end yet. Ha! It will take much more than death to silence me!







With greatest love,


AV












Chapter Five
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She was always irrepressible. Even when the iron fist of her diagnosis fell, crushing the hopes of Hatville Court beneath its grievous blow, she laughed. She actually laughed! And my life changed for ever.


Until then, I had lived a strange sort of existence, all piecemeal and patchwork, which is hardly surprising considering how I began. The bank of snow was replaced by the potato bucket, and the potato bucket by a crib when Lady Vennaway bowed under the all-seeing eye of Society and decreed that I could stay. Her provisos were that she should never see me, never be troubled on any matter concerning my upbringing and that I should be employed as a servant as soon as I was old enough to be of any use to anyone.


The crib was donated by Marcus, who managed the estate. His wife had borne him seven children in quick succession and then informed him that if he ever came near her again in the amorous way he would lose a limb and be forced to seek new employment. The crib was positioned in the corner of the kitchen and that was where I passed my first year.


Cook was the person to whom the largest part of my care fell. She was big-hearted, capable, and almost always there. But she was busy, and when she needed to, she would pass the responsibility to one of the maids (a revolving cast of characters, due to the horrors of working for Lady Vennaway) or to Robin, the undergardener, then only eight years old but with extensive experience of small sisters. He was a gentle soul, responsible beyond his years, the kind of person who inspired a sense that all would be well.


I was fed in my first months by a wet nurse named Lucy and my sanitary needs, when Cook was up to her elbows in dough, fell to whoever was in the kitchen at the time. Stopping in for a snack, therefore, could be hazardous.


I grew, as babies do, into a person too big to lodge sensibly in a kitchen. When I began to crawl, I was a veritable hazard in a world full of cleavers, flames, glass jars and bottles. So the diaspora of my carers expanded across the Hatville estate.


Robin would plant me in a wheelbarrow when the ground was wet, and take me with him while he tended the lavender, gathered apples and mended walls.


Cook also called upon Benjamin, the lowliest of the grooms. Too insignificant to exercise Lord Vennaway’s famous horses, he was confined to stable duties – mucking out, cleaning leather, mending hay nets and the like. Thus I could stay in one place all day, under a watchful eye, and all out of the sight of Lady Vennaway, which was the most important criterion that any arrangement for my care must meet. They say I could be content in a pile of hay for hours.


Even Jesketh, the butler, silver-haired and stately, was pressed to take his turn when needs must. When he objected, Cook threatened the withholding of cherry pies. And so, by hook or by crook, I was kept alive.


Then, of course, there was Aurelia. It was she who named me: Snow, for obvious reasons, and Amy, after her favourite doll. This was a very great compliment indeed, for this first Amy came from Paris and wore a midnight-blue satin gown. She had blue eyes, black hair and was altogether the prettiest thing Aurelia had ever seen. She was a hard precedent to follow and I believe no mortal child could live up to such standards of loveliness.


My first proper memory is of Aurelia. I think I was around two years old, so she would have been ten. I was grubbing about in the stables when she came in in a flurry of skirts to ride her pony. The memory doesn’t include the pony’s colour or name (though I’ve been told since that she was Lucky, a dapple grey) and I cannot even remember the colour of Aurelia’s riding habit (deepest green with scarlet trim, according to legend). But I do remember the whisk and the swirl of her: the flounce of her entry into the stables; the stamp of buttoned boots on cobbled floor; the rising of alarmed wisps of straw; and the sweep of her ascent into the saddle. Then the turn and hurtle of Lucky and her disappearance into the light.


As I grew, I developed from a pinched, blue baby to a pinched, pale child, undersized and odd-looking, so I was told, with a great mass of sooty black hair and hazel-yellow eyes too big in my narrow face. Once I was, in Lady Vennaway’s words, ‘old enough to be of any use to anyone’, I was immediately seized upon to be of use to everyone.


Robin taught me to distinguish weeds from plants, and I was taught to hold a currycomb and groom a horse as soon as I could stand upright. Cook showed me how to sort through apples, potatoes and other wholesome produce to check for rot.


My landscape was mostly of legs: kitchen-table legs (and the kingdom of crumbs and onions between); brown-trousered legs hard at work; smart, black-trousered legs standing guard over the Vennaway domain; horses’ legs; legs up ladders; and legs hidden by skirts in a constant whirl of activity.


I have only dim recollections of this period but they are mostly pleasant. I remember it in shifting blocks of smell, sound and colour. The kitchen was onions and syrup, clanging and shouting, black oven and red fire. The gardens were earth and apples, the soft, rhythmic chuff of spade in dirt, rainbow and raindrop. The stables were hay and horse, whinny and wind, gold and brown and dust and gleaming.


From as early as I can remember, Aurelia would appear almost daily and play with me or take me for walks. Although I spent a great deal of time in the gardens anyway, they appeared so different when she held my grubby little hand in her elegantly gloved one and pointed out her favourite flowers and birds. She knew just as much about the plants and creatures as Robin did, but it was a different kind of knowledge. She knew the Latin names for things and where they originated from; Robin knew what they liked and how to make them thrive.


I adored her. She was beautiful, kind and radiant and treated me as her own special pet.


My favourite times were when she would read me to sleep. My bed was by this time in the scullery. No one else slept there; the servants were housed far away, high in the attics. But I was reckoned to be too little to cope with all those stairs, and the working day was such that I was only ever alone for a very few hours each night. Sometimes Aurelia would slip down at bedtime, pull up a chair and lean close. I would lay my head on her arm and listen to her voice: melodious, merry and somehow different from all the other voices I knew. Whether there was drumming rain outside or whether a lilac summer dusk hummed and twittered as a fine day faded, those times felt magical and blessed.









Chapter Six
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On my first night away from Hatville Court, in the narrow bed in the Rose and Crown, I sleep poorly. It does not surprise me. Since Aurelia died my heart is like a wild animal. It sleeps with one eye open, with a new wariness I feel will never go away. I wake early.


A series of realizations crowd in upon me like guests at a ball, so swift and swooping they leave me breathless. Emotions accompany them like chaperones. No Aurelia – grief like the tightest, meanest of corsets. No Hatville Court – an equal blend of fear and relief. Today, apparently, I am to go to London! A lurch of trepidation. And the letter. Letters! Wild hope and joy. There is more of Aurelia to come, to keep me moving forward through these dark days.


I wash and dress. I have no appetite but for the first time in days I am minded to look after myself, so I will eat. I have business to carry out, Aurelia’s business. How clever she was! She knew that if any one thing on earth could compel me onwards, it would be my sense of devotion to her. She could be dead a thousand years and I would still want to please her.


I read her letter once more, then bury it deep in my skirt pocket again. I will carry it with me at all times.


To my relief, the landlord is at large in the hall; I did not want to seek him out. Even without the torrent of emotion that threatens each minute to topple me I would find this hard. I have a retiring disposition, I suppose. My life has ever been Hatville; I have rarely left it. And Aurelia was right: it was a prison. But I never thought of it like that, not while she was in it. We were like two birds, keeping each other company in a very fine cage.


Now she is forcing me to see the wider world, but in this moment I do not feel I can thank her for it. I don’t expect to find a warm welcome outside Hatville. I am accustomed to feeling I am an inconvenience, yet I know that to carry out Aurelia’s wishes I will have to depend on others for help and information though not, thank God, for money. So I am inordinately grateful when Mr Carlton enquires whether he can help me with anything.


‘Thank you, Mr Carlton, you are very kind. I wonder, have you any idea of the times the trains will run today? I shall walk to the station and then . . . I wondered . . .’ I run out of words. I have never taken a journey before. I hardly know how to shape the questions I need to ask. And I don’t want to leave this shabby inn before I have to; it represents my very last link with the life I have always known.


‘Certainly, Miss Snow, certainly. If you’ll be so good as to accompany me to my office, we can find out everything you need to know.’


At the door he stops and twinkles at me. ‘Never fear, Miss Snow, we shall consult Mr Bradshaw.’ I look around for a benevolent gentleman with white whiskers and a wise expression. The room is, however, quite empty aside from a dense crowding of bookshelves and a very large, untidy desk. It is laden with papers and quills, and ornamented with three long spikes on which tufts of bills are speared. Empty stools stand about.


‘Now then,’ he beams, taking down a thick pamphlet with pretensions to being a book. Tracks in the thick dust on the shelf betray that this volume is frequently used. ‘This is the most marvellous publication that ever was, Miss Snow. Do you know Mr Bradshaw?’


‘I fear not.’


‘He is the author of this splendid compendium. A collection of all the timetables of all the trains run by all the train companies across the land. Do you know how many rail journeys that is, Miss Snow?’


‘I’m afraid I cannot guess, Mr Carlton.’


‘No more can I! No more can anyone, excepting I suppose Mr Bradshaw himself. Well now, in a word, the answer is many! Look, Miss Snow, at all these trains!’ He riffles the pages of the book at me in helpless wonder. There do seem to be a very great many trains.


‘Just think,’ he continues, ‘until only a very few years ago stagecoaches still ran in our part of Surrey. Progress, Miss Snow, progress!’ He pores over his oracle, licking his thumbs. On each page I see a dense thicket of black print, all columns and figures and lines. If this represents my future, I am more daunted than ever.


‘Ha!’ he triumphs, when he comes to the right page. ‘Allow me, Miss Snow?’


‘Gladly, sir.’


‘Up or down?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Are you wanting trains going up or trains going down, Miss Snow?’


I hesitate. I had been under the impression that they all run flat along the ground but I think perhaps nothing can surprise me any more.


‘North or south, Miss Snow? Up towards London or down towards Brighton?’


‘Oh, I see! Thank you, Mr Carlton. Well now . . .’ I try to phrase my response in such a way that it sounds as though I am just thinking through my plans, that I am going to London because it is the most obvious place to go and not because I have a predetermined destination. I must remember that to outside eyes I am yet aimless and unfixed, with only ten pounds to my name. How careful I will have to be in all I say and do.


Finally we establish that I will not need to leave the Rose and Crown for almost an hour. Mr Carlton insists on sending a boy to carry my bag and put me on the train. I almost refuse, so loath am I to be any trouble to anyone, but Mr Carlton will not hear of a young lady managing a station alone.


‘Not the thing at all,’ he frets. ‘The railway is a wonderful thing but there is every sort of a person in a station, Miss Snow. And I believe you have never taken a train before? Do you know the protocol?’


I have not and I do not. Mr Carlton describes to me the quirks of buying a ticket from the house adjoining the station and what must be done if the owner is not home, the importance of choosing the right carriage and the optimum seat, how to address fellow passengers and where to stow my ticket for safekeeping.


‘For ladies, I always recommend the left glove, Miss Snow. The left glove cannot be bettered for this purpose. Tickets seem to have a great propensity towards escaping, you know, and that is a very great inconvenience indeed, for the inspectors simply will not believe that you have purchased your ticket and lost it. They will insist or imply that you are trying to defraud the railway company and that is an insult not to be borne, Miss Snow . . . hence, the left glove.’


‘The left glove,’ I murmur, head spinning. ‘Thank you so much, Mr Carlton, I don’t know what I would do without your invaluable advice. Who would ever have thought there could be so much to think about?’


‘Indeed, indeed. ’Tis not like the old days. So many of my customers are uncomfortable with the changes that I have taken it upon myself to be as informative as possible to ease the path of progress. I have been pondering the idea of writing a book: Hints and Advice for the Inexperienced Traveller. Do you think such a project would find favour with the public?’


‘I should think it invaluable, Mr Carlton. Do write it!’


‘Thank you, Miss Snow. I think I shall. Disseminating knowledge is the human duty, sharing it about so that all can benefit.’


‘Why, that is exactly what Miss Vennaway used to say!’ I smile, then fall quiet.


Mr Carlton nods. ‘I have heard that she was a remarkable young lady. My very sincerest condolences, Miss Snow.’









Chapter Seven
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When I was six years old, and Aurelia fourteen, a queen came to the throne. I remember Aurelia beaming, her hair flying as she spun me around and around in the kitchen garden, her dress a rainbow. It was summer, and I swear the air was full of butterflies.


‘When you were born, our ruler was a king,’ she told me breathlessly as we tumbled to the ground, ‘but now a woman heads our nation – a young woman, only four years older than I! Oh, Amy, it makes me feel as though anything is possible. They say she stepped into her new responsibility with as much equanimity as if she were stepping into a parlour for crumpets. If she is too young and foolish and feminine to be equal to the task, clearly she is unaware of it!’


I remember the sense of optimism that infected the world but I was too young to understand the implications of a dawning age. To me the queen seemed imaginary, like the princess who kissed a frog or the young woman who cast her hair from a tower in the storybooks. Aurelia, however, fancied a real sense of connection between herself and the monarch. They were both only children. They were both in possession of more ideas than rightly belonged in a pretty bonneted head. They had both sworn they would marry only for love. The imagined Victoria, proprietorially discussed by Aurelia and me, came to seem like a third, absentee member of our happy little club. We often planned what we would ask her if she came for tea.


It was as I grew a little older that my troubles began, or at least that they came to the surface, as they were always bound to do. By seven I was of an age where, had my circumstances been different, I might have been plucked from a workhouse to go into service. I would have been chosen for a particular purpose and trained to meet it.


As it was, no requirement brought me to Hatville; I was simply there. Thus the selection of a line of work for me was somewhat arbitrary. Just as well my preferences were not considered, for girls could not work in the stables or grounds. Given Lady Vennaway’s strictures that I should stay out of sight, the kitchen was the obvious choice, but Cook and Rosy and Dora were already there so unless the family was entertaining I only got under everyone’s feet. The housemaids resented me for having such a light workload. I was happy to do more but Cook would not risk me encountering Lady Vennaway, an event she feared on her own account as much as on mine. I was often puzzled as to what I was about, and a frown became my habitual expression.


So whenever Aurelia appeared, bored and lonely as she so often was, Cook was all too happy to have me taken off her hands. It solved the problem at first. But that I was neither fish nor fowl became increasingly apparent to all.


The difficulty was I was at home at Hatville. Just as Aurelia took for granted her large house with its spare Regency trappings and her role as the first young lady of the neighbourhood, visiting the farm workers once a week, dispensing food and a few coins when a new baby was born, so I took for granted my bed in the scullery, the kitchen’s crowded warmth, my free roaming rights. When I learned that Hatville contained areas as yet unknown to me, bedrooms and a ballroom and a library, I naturally wanted to explore them. Cook and I were making cherry pies together when she tried to explain that they were not mine to explore, that it was not my home.


I was dumbfounded. ‘Of course it is my home. I’ve lived here always, with everyone I know!’


‘But Hatville belongs to other people. It is their home and you are their servant.’


‘But . . . who are they?’ I wanted to know.


‘Lord and Lady Vennaway are master and mistress here. You’ve to work hard for them, Amy, same as me and everyone else.’


I wondered why I’d never seen this master and mistress.


‘Because they’re very grand and very busy. Why, Hatville is so large that your paths need never cross.’


‘But have you seen them, Cookie?’


‘Yes.’


‘And Robin?’


‘Yes, Robin too.’


‘And Marcus and Benjamin and Jesketh?’


‘Why yes, Amy. Now mind what you’re doing.’


Cook was puffing as she kneaded the huge mound of dough. I huffed through my heavy fringe with equal concentration as I removed the stones from the cherries. I was sceptical. Two people whose existence meant my home was not my home . . . and everyone had seen them except me? It hardly seemed likely.


‘Cookie . . . how then has everyone seen them, if the house is so large and they are so busy?’


‘Because Master and Mistress need to meet their servants, to give them instructions and so forth.’


‘Well then, why have they never given instructions to me?’


‘Amy! Stop asking questions and stop eating those cherries!’


Poor Cook. My precarious position would have been difficult to explain to anyone, let alone a curious child.


Later, while the pies turned gold and fragrant and we were clearing up, it arose that Aurelia was the daughter of these Other People. Hatville Court was her home too, where it was not mine!


I laughed in disbelief. Aurelia and I saw each other every day. She told me stories and had me ride in her arms on Lucky. She taught me to play cards and race twigs on the stream and never gave me any instructions at all!


‘How can her parents be my master and mistress when Aurelia is my friend?’ I asked in a small voice.


‘Because,’ explained Cook, perspiring, ‘she’s not your friend. She is the young mistress. You must never forget that.’


‘But . . .’ I began, then seeing Cook’s expression, fell silent.


I understand better now the invidious position Cook was in. Aurelia’s treatment of me set me apart, suggested a status and favour that could not be sustained, and was directly at odds with her ladyship’s wishes. Yet what could Cook do? It wasn’t a servant’s prerogative to lecture the young lady of the house. She did try to explain, but Aurelia would have none of it. She enjoyed playing with me, she had no one else, and besides, she had found me.


At the time it all seemed fantastical nonsense to me. I remember puzzling over it for three or four days that summer, then deciding to worry about it no longer.


*


Then one day, for the first time in living memory, Lady Vennaway appeared in the kitchen. Usually, her bell would summon Cook or Dora. One or the other would jump, untie her apron, dust herself down and run from the room even if a broth was just coming to the boil or a roast was halfway out of the oven. I was sitting under the table, taking the heads off strawberries when she came. I only became aware that something had changed because the chatter suddenly stopped and even the bubbling pots hushed down to a simmer. I saw skirts crumple in curtseys.


A crystal-clear voice, like and yet unlike Aurelia’s, said, ‘Where is the child?’


‘Here, m’lady.’


Cook sounded subdued. Her red hand flapped in front of my face, beckoning me from under the table. I scrambled out, deeply curious to meet this fabled mistress, owner of Hatville, ringer of bells, in whose existence (like God’s and Samuel Pickwick’s) I had hitherto believed only tentatively.


I stood before her and stared. She looked like the ice queen depicted in one of Aurelia’s books, unbearably haughty and painfully beautiful, with a flowing gown and loose auburn hair. She was so fierce and radiant she made me want to hide my face.


It is strange to remember, now, that my very first instinct was that I wanted to please her. This is what hurts the most – for it was immediately clear that I did not. She looked down on me from her great height and I saw from her face that the sight of me made her sick.


I still clutched a knife in one hand and a strawberry in the other so I dropped them, in case it was they that offended. It was not.


‘What is the matter with her?’


‘Sorry, ma’am, I believe she be nervous,’ muttered Cook, pushing me out of the way so that she could pick up the things I’d dropped. She had never handled me so roughly and I felt wounded.


‘Curtsey, child,’ she ordered, and I bobbed, and wondered.


‘I will see her alone. Have her follow me.’ The mistress turned and left the room.


I felt the kitchen sag with relief but Cook grabbed me by both arms and stared into my face. ‘Oh dear,’ she muttered, ‘oh dear, dear, dear.’


She pulled my hands out to examine them and she didn’t seem to like those either. They were stained with pink juice and their usual coating of black grime. She spat into her own palm and started rubbing at them roughly.


‘No time, Cookie, no time,’ whispered Dora.


Sure enough a furious voice came from the passage: ‘Well, is she coming or not?’


‘Go!’ Cook was tugging at my apron ties and shoving me out into the passage all at the same time. ‘Be respectful. Be good!’ And I ran after the lady of the house.


I chased her down a long corridor with a high ceiling. I could not help but marvel as I ran, for I had not been there before. Its wooden-panelled walls bore dark portraits of pale-faced men in high collars and a good deal of lace. Some had horses, some had small children and wives, some had brown and white dogs of all shapes, sizes and arrangements of hair.


Unfortunately as I ran and twisted and stared and ran, my apron ties, half freed by Cook, came loose altogether. The apron slid off my small frame, tangled up my feet and I fell – smack! – on my face.


My cheek and hands stung and my head rang. Lady Vennaway turned and glanced at me contemptuously.


‘Oafish child.’


Then she resumed walking and I resumed scurrying, looking where I was going this time and clutching my apron in both hands.


In a cold study with an empty mantelpiece and a bare desk, she closed the door behind us. She sat on a spindle-legged chair, stood me before her and looked at me.


Set out in words, it might seem that worse fates could befall a child. But when the looker was Lady Vennaway and the looked-at was me, it was a dreadful experience.


Like her daughter, she had the most expressive face, with large eyes and delicate bones that conveyed every thought and feeling. But whereas Aurelia’s feelings were always frank and warm, her ladyship’s were altogether different.


In that gaze my innocence shattered. Her blue eyes bored into mine, and I watched shadows I could not name scudding across them like clouds. Her exquisite upper lip curled, though otherwise the lovely face was still and impassive. You might have thought her impervious to me, but for those eyes and that lip.


Then she spat into my face.


It was so sudden, so shocking, that I stumbled backwards. Her spittle hit me hard in the eye and ran down my face. I wiped it away at once, then dragged my hand down my dress. I did not understand, yet I felt humiliated in a way that was all new to me. I wanted to wash my eye out, not only because it smarted but because I could not bear the thought of this woman’s venom somehow finding its way into my eye socket and seeping down into my soul.


Then she stood, dragged me to the door and slammed it behind me.


I stood shaking in the corridor, fairly sure I’d been dismissed but too confused to know whether I could leave or stay. No one had ever treated me thus. Her ladyship did not emerge, however, and in time I dragged myself off.


I found myself to be quite lost. We had turned a corner or two after I fell and I could not retrace my steps. All the passages here, all the doorways, looked the same. I soon found myself at the foot of a grand staircase we had not passed, a broad and lofty spiral, curved and cream like the shell of a monstrous snail. Above were galleries and soaring walls – all silent, cream expanses. I dared not climb it but feared to retrace my steps and perhaps meet the mistress again.


I had hoped that her inspection of me might mean that I was to become a proper servant who did not have to stay hidden but, little as I knew about it, I did not think staring and spitting could be the usual way these interviews were conducted.


Anger and curiosity propelled me in another direction. Through an open door I glimpsed an enormous chamber and was instantly lost in wonder. The walls were painted icy blue and a chandelier as big as a host of angels swooped and sparkled from the ceiling. Long, sage-green curtains swept from tall windows to the ground and a gleaming wooden floor reflected the light. I had somehow strayed into a strange, wintry world.


‘Amy Snow!’ thundered a voice, and I flinched. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


It was Jesketh, furious but familiar. I had never been so glad to see him.









Chapter Eight
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I spend my last hour at the Rose and Crown neatly repacking my bag, still all a-tumble after my hasty flight from Hatville. My clothes are creasing by the minute. I have nothing of any loveliness, yet I shall try not to look worse than I must.


It is a reflective occupation. It unnerves me to see pieces of my old world here where I am all at sea.


I pull everything out and put them back in neatly. I pack the heaviest things first: my only other footwear, a pair of flat grey pumps for indoors or the summer, and my books. I have brought five. It was a great heartbreak to choose so few but I knew I had a long way to walk and no one to carry them but me. I have brought my Bible, the illustrated book of fairy tales that Aurelia used to read to me when I was small, Ivanhoe by Sir Walter Scott and of course two works by Mr Dickens. The very sight of them evokes memories of Aurelia, so helpless with laughter she was unable to read, clutching my arm.


Next goes in the sketchbook that Aurelia bequeathed me. I cannot look at that either.


Then my small toilette, containing hairbrush, hand-mirror, linen washcloth and a small pot of Cook’s homemade camphorated dentifrice . . . and one hundred pounds.


Next my heavier garments: a heavy wool dress, identical to the one I am wearing, only made up in grey instead of black. A spare woollen shawl. Dark, inoffensive colours. Then my brown summer dress. Aurelia’s green stole, now folded tidily. And finally, a packet of old letters, tied together with gold ribbon and all addressed to Amy Snow.


These are from Aurelia, from the time she went away from Hatville for a while. It is not a time I care to remember and the letters were a mixed blessing when they came, yet I have brought them with me because I could not bear to leave them behind.


It is not much to show for seventeen years on this earth, I consider, as I press the clasp shut. And somewhere in there, I fancy, folded up tight amongst the shoes and dresses shabby from overuse, are my dreams, equally tatty from neglect.


Aurelia always had an abundance of dreams and spoke of them often. They always included me. She longed to come into her fortune and leave Hatville for ever, to travel, to fall in love a great many times – to change the world. My fate was bound up in hers – she had saved my life, after all – so she always assumed I would go wherever she went and for the first years of my life I held the same assumption. But in the deepest corners of my heart tarried other wishes.


I did not want to be always on the road, as Aurelia did, sweeping up and down the kingdom like the queen before her. I wanted a home, but not a home like Hatville with its iron bars of heritage and pride. Sometimes, in quiet, private moments, lying in my scullery bed or dreaming in the stables, I saw a cottage, small and square, in the centre of a green lawn kept from rampancy by a greedy pony. A laughing husband who would keep me safe from insult. Children who would get into scrapes and make me enthusiastic gifts from paper and paste; children to whom I would give love and security – all the things I had never had. But I never told Aurelia, for they would seem very poor dreams indeed compared with changing the world. Besides, who would ever want me? Never given voice, my dreams dwindled.


Those dreams seem very simple to me now, a crude, crayon-drawn picture by a wistful child. But the beauty of impossible dreams is that they are impossible – the hows and whens don’t really matter. I suppose the true longing was not after all the outline of the image but the feelings beneath its surface. I wanted peace, a sense of belonging and love.


I startle when Tom, Mr Carlton’s boy, comes to escort me to the station. I have not thought of that cottage, that husband, those children for many years. And peace and security seem more remote than ever.


*


It is a very small branch at Ladywell, I am told, yet to me it is overwhelming. To see finally the railway tracks of which I have heard so much but only seen illustrated! The black, greedy arms that snake across our country, dividing it up into slices. The newspapermen tell us that they link here with there and A with B until distance is annihilated altogether and anyone can go anywhere, any time they want!


There is no station building but a platform open to the elements; a bitter wind blows straight through. It hums with people already, although we are in good time.


Tom takes the coin I proffer and purchases my ticket for me. Second class. I cannot be seen to travel first class so close to Enderby, yet I cannot find the courage for third. I stow it, naturally, in my left glove.


He leads me onto the platform and positions me in a very particular spot.


‘You’ll be next to a door here, miss. Be able to jump straight on. I’ll wait and help you with your bag, o’course. Now, have you looked around and decided which passengers might be the conversational types?’


I can’t say that I have, but Tom points out an energetic-looking family as examples of the sort of traveller to whom I might confidently address any enquiries, and two men in caps and dark jackets, as being ‘ones for avoidin’’.


I am too scared not to take every last piece of advice that comes my way, yet I find it hard to concentrate. I am leaving Ladywell. I am leaving Ladywell. I am leaving Ladywell. I have only ever been here two or three times before yet it feels familiar compared with whatever lies ahead.


The train, when it comes, is a great, black, blowing monster and I am in equal parts thrilled and terrified to see it. The doors are flung open with a racket as though devils are shaking the iron gates of Hell; great towers of steam fill the air.


I am a traveller in the Railway Age. I am a young woman of the world. I have important business to conduct. But why, oh, why is Aurelia not here to share this adventure with me?









Chapter Nine


[image: image]


Before my arrival, Aurelia was exceptionally lonely. As she told me when we were yet very young, her mother kept losing all her babies so there was no one for her to play with. And that was why, she believed, God had sent her to find me, knowing she would not be so careless as her mother. I was exceedingly glad that He had.


Although Aurelia had cousins aplenty she found no kindred spirit amongst them. To start with, I was her pet, like the broken birds and trapped animals she kept rescuing and housing in unlikely constructions – a field mouse in a dolls’ house, a snake in a bath tub. Robin always abetted these missions of mercy. He showed her how to set a bird’s wing, how to make a simple salve of dock leaves. But he was a quiet boy, and the animals had still less to say, and Aurelia had a great many thoughts tumbling inside her.


She had always wanted someone with whom she could share her ideas, someone to help her understand the things that made her laugh and the things that made her want to scream. At six, seven, eight years of age, I was still no equal for her but I was the next best thing: a willing pupil.


I was not stupid myself, it transpired, nor lacking in curiosity. She taught me to read and write and count, to draw and ride. I was not the only servant at Hatville who could do any of these things, but it did not make me popular.


Aurelia did have a grown-up friend, of whom I sometimes felt jealous. Mrs Bolton was a slender woman of around thirty, with a world-weary air, a selection of rakish bonnets and a jaw squarer than Robin’s. She always dressed in peacock colours: navy or dark green, with flashes of gold and amber. She did not suffer fools, Aurelia always said admiringly, which made me worry that she thought me a fool – Mrs Bolton was certainly scant in the attention she offered me. She and Aurelia held intense discussions about The State of the World, and The Lot of Women, which made me feel every bit as young and small as I really was. But I never seriously doubted Aurelia’s affection for me and I was comforted that Lord and Lady Vennaway didn’t approve of bold Mrs Bolton either.


*


A long while had passed (it seemed to me) since my first encounter with Lady Vennaway. The memory of that day did not come back to me often, but it was there, like an invisible fence. Aurelia and I had the run of the grounds, so long as we avoided the croquet lawn, the terrace, the rose garden – anywhere we might encounter civilized folk. Robin always warned us if we strayed too close and we would dash away like elves to the farthest reaches of the grounds. Nor would Cook allow me to accompany Aurelia when she walked into Enderby to do what she called her ‘Lady Bountifuls’. From her stories of the cramped homes of many of the villagers I knew I had much to be thankful for, yet it is the nature of bright, curious children to forget the fact.


It was inevitable that the time would come when Aurelia would want to share her indoor kingdom with me. And inevitable too that when she did we would be caught. Once, learning to play the piano, I was hauled from the stool midscale by Mrs Last, the then housekeeper. I was dragged back to the kitchen and pushed through the door with a wallop.


On another occasion, Aurelia had me trying on one of her gowns. We had always been dressed differently: Aurelia in lustrous fabrics with sashes and ribbons, and frilly white bloomers peeping out beneath full skirts, I in the plainest of work garments, flat shoes and a simple white cap. How she envied me.


It was one of the maids, Peggy, who spotted us this time.


My grey serge was in a puddle around my feet, the blue satin was halfway over my head. I was shivering in my white cotton shift in between when the door banged open.


Peggy had been most eager to share intelligence of my whereabouts: Lady Vennaway had come. Her shriek rings in my ears to this day. You would have thought me a rat upon her dinner table.


I was blinded by petticoats and the dress was snatched from me with such force that I heard the satin rip. This time Lady Vennaway herself manhandled me to the kitchen before I could properly fasten my dress, her fingers digging into my flesh.


She threw me, actually threw me, inside. I staggered against the stove and burned my arm, though glancingly. I had two far greater concerns, however.


Amidst all the confusion, I had heard one thing clearly; Lady Vennaway had absolutely, in the clearest possible language and with a host of accompanying threats, forbidden Aurelia to see me again. And now I watched Cook’s ever-ruddy face drain of colour as Lady Vennaway gave her such a castigation as I had never heard.


That night I cried myself to sleep for only the third time in my life. The first time I had eaten too many strawberry tarts and my stomach pains were fierce. The second had been over the travails of Oliver Twist.


This was of an altogether different order. My only friendship had been threatened – ended, I believed. And because of me, however unwitting, Cook was in a deal of trouble.


She had always done her best for me and now she had been humiliated in front of the kitchen maids, who stood gawping at the drama. Her place was in jeopardy, Lady Vennaway raged. I did not know exactly where Jeopardy was but I knew it to be highly undesirable, like Bedlam or Prison. I did not want Cook to be sent away to Jeopardy because of me.


I thought for a long time that night. I had never thought so much before. I had merely taken the days as they came and accepted the circumstances of my life as they appeared before me. I had seen the strictures regarding where I could and could not go as arbitrary rules from the adult world. Adults liked rules, I knew, and I would not begrudge them their foolish pleasures. My first meeting with the mistress had been deeply shocking and horrible to think about – so I had ceased thinking about it and the problem had been solved.


But now I understood that what Cook had been telling me all along was true: the world was such that Aurelia and I could not be friends, and if we did not take care, people would suffer.


Long after I had gone to bed, Cook came in to see me. She sat on the foot of my little bed and it tipped a little southwards.


‘Is everything cleared away now?’ I asked, for there had been a dinner, with eight courses and many wines.


‘Yes, everything’s done.’


‘Did you finish the batter?’ I asked, for fresh cakes were required tomorrow.


‘All ready to bake in the morning. The reverend’s coming so I’m doing a lemon pudding as well as the fig and raisin.’


I knew how nicely the kitchen would smell next morning.


‘Do you understand, now?’ she asked me and I knew she was not referring to the cake.


‘I do,’ I sniffed. ‘I’m sorry, Cookie. I did not mean for you to be turned upon. You kept telling us and we would not listen.’


She nodded and passed a rough hand over my hair.


Encouraged, I continued. ‘Lady Vennaway is a horrible, horrible woman, is she not, Cookie?’


Cook hesitated. ‘Everyone has their own story, even those we find the hardest. Best to accept things the way they are and count your blessings. After all, Amy, you’re luckier than many and shorter than most.’ It was a jest often voiced amongst my companions, on account of my small size.


I nodded and smiled but as I did so I knew it would be hard. That afternoon, buried beneath the shock, I had felt anger, like a little hard seed waiting to sprout.


‘I don’t want you go to that horrible place,’ I told Cook as she got to her feet and my bed rocked back to the horizontal.


She paused, puzzled. ‘What place?’


‘Jeopardy. Mistress said your place was there but it isn’t, it’s here with us!’


Cook was too weary to correct my misapprehension but she told me what I needed to hear. ‘A fine cook is a hard thing to find. One who can cope with a house like Hatville rarer still. As for one who can tolerate her ladyship, well, there’s probably only one such in all of England. So don’t you worry now, I’m going nowhere, except up four flights of stairs to my bed. Mistress knows which side her bread is buttered.’


I was unsure why the mistress should concern herself with buttering bread at all when she could have cakes baked fresh to her command, but I promised myself that I would mind Cook better henceforth. She was all I had now. After the dreadful things that Lady Vennaway had said to her daughter, I knew that I would never see Aurelia again. The thought was almost too terrible to bear.
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