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The only supernatural agents which can in any manner be allowed to us moderns, are ghosts; but of these I would advise an author to be extremely sparing.

Henry Fielding, Tom Jones, 1749
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The Streamside, Hampshire

16 April 1816


Fish say, they have their stream and pond;

But is there anything beyond?

Rupert Brooke, ‘Heaven’, 1915



It was not a day for death. For a start, the weather was all wrong. It was one of those perfect days, the sort that occur only a handful of times each year. Usually in spring. Air as clear as crystal; the sort of day when the whole world seems to sparkle and glisten – freshly laundered by a shower of rain, buffed up by the gentlest of breezes and then polished to perfection by clear sunlight. It is there only for those who are prepared to see it – the sort of people whose senses are heightened by having spent much of their time out of doors rather than having had their finer feelings dulled by decades of desk-bound toil. Those poor mortals whose eyes are forever cast downwards are likely to let the moment pass, and by the time their gaze is raised heavenward, it is to discover the source of the rain that dampens further their mood or the squall that tears at their clothing.

On this April day, at a quarter to nine in the morning, Anne Flint took advantage of her mistress’s absence in the hope of changing her life. Tentatively she lifted the latch on the heavy oak door and slipped from the great house without a backward glance.

The events that had occurred since she had risen at five o’clock had made her more determined than ever . . .

A bucketful of ashes can be quite heavy. If you are small. And slight. And slender of wrist. Anne struggled down the staircase of the Manor House as quietly as she could, slipping out of the back door and down to the vegetable garden where old Mr Moses, who used to be the groom, now tended a few desultory rows of cabbages, swedes and turnips. She emptied the bucket gradually along the path that led to his dilapidated shelter, whose coppery-coloured roof tiles slithered towards the ground in a tumbling pyramid. There would be no danger of encountering him. He did not rise until half past eight at the earliest and it was not yet half past six. The bucket emptied at last, Anne retraced her steps to the house and made to store it in its usual place in the cellar. She ducked between the dried hams that hung from the iron hooks studding the vaulted ceiling and slowly climbed back up the cellar steps. As she did so, she heard the firm footsteps of Mrs Fitzgerald walking down the passage. Anne took the precaution of picking from a stone shelf behind the door a bottle of vinegar and a box of salt.

At first she thought she might escape being seen by hiding behind the open cellar door, but that strategy was invalidated by the housekeeper herself who, thinking that the door had been left open by mistake, closed it and revealed the junior housemaid, salt and vinegar in hand, standing flat against the wall and looking sheepish.

‘What are you doing there?’

‘Just coming out of the cellar, Mrs Fitzgerald.’

‘You are out of the cellar. Why is there any need to stand behind the door like a shadow?’

‘I was just—’

‘Idling. Again.’

‘No, ma’am. I was . . .’ Anne held up the box and the bottle to show the fruits of her mission.

‘They are doing no good at all in your hand. They need to be applied to the brass.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Off you go. Get your bowl and your cloth. There’s plenty to clean before breakfast.’

Anne cast her eyes downwards, partly out of shame, and partly weariness. Her bones ached, her fingers were sore and her spirits low. There seemed no respite from this daily round. The sooner you had completed one chore, there was another in its place. Oh, she knew she was lucky to have work at all, and she was not shy of it. It was just that this was not the sort of work she wanted to do. Not now.

Mrs Fitzgerald, of robust constitution, four feet eight inches of rough black linen and a collar of starched white cotton, read the situation. ‘And there is no earthly point in you dreaming about being a lady’s maid when you cannot even polish the brass or lay a fire.’

‘But I can, ma’am. I do.’

‘To your own satisfaction, perhaps, but not to mine.’

Anne bowed her head. ‘No, ma’am.’

‘Now off you go. Bowl and cloth from the cupboard, the salt and vinegar you have.’

‘Mrs Fitzgerald, do you think I might—?’ She did not have time to complete the question.

‘If you are asking to be let out of the house again, the answer is no. I have never objected to you taking a few minutes off from time to time. You know that. But you were gone for two hours yesterday, and such an abuse of privilege is not to be countenanced. You will work through.’

‘But—’

‘Enough. Bowl. Cloth. Salt. Vinegar. Go!’ And with that the housekeeper turned on her heel and headed off down the passage in the direction of her linen cupboard. Anne leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes. When would it ever end?

For two whole hours she rubbed at the door handles and finger plates, the brass and irons and fenders and anything that looked as though it should have glinted. She rubbed until her fingers ached; the vinegar was merciless at discovering cuts which then stung as though attacked by a wasp.

The longcase clock in the hall struck the half-hour. She glanced up at the black hands on the dial far above her head. Half past eight o’clock. Anne could bear it no more. Silently she walked along the passage that led to the linen cupboard and the pantry. There was no sign of Mrs Fitzgerald in either. She walked back and put her head round the doors of the kitchen and the scullery. The housekeeper was nowhere to be seen.

Swiftly Anne opened the cellar door and tripped down the steps, replacing the salt and the vinegar. She rinsed her hands in a bowl of water that stood on the stone sink under the cellar window and dried them on the ragged hank of cloth that hung from the nail to one side.

Wearily she mounted the cellar steps and closed the door behind her. Along the passage she went, listening at the foot of the stairs for voices. They were faint – somewhere upstairs Sir Thomas was talking to Mrs Fitzgerald. She could make out no words but instinctively knew the tone of each voice in the household. Sir Thomas’s was deep and rumbling, Lady Carew’s gentle and soft, Mrs Fitzgerald’s had an Irish lilt and a hard edge to it. The two sons, when they came home, were hard to distinguish from one another, but neither of them was in residence at the moment – Master Edward was away with the militia, and Master Frederick in London at his uncle’s chambers. She liked Master Frederick. He was kind to her. But she had no time to think of them now. In a few minutes Mrs Fitzgerald would come downstairs. If Anne was to leave and make her assignation it must be now or not at all. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest at the prospect and she found it difficult to breathe. How foolish would it be to disobey Mrs Fitzgerald’s orders? Supposing no one came? What then? She looked again at her hands: reddened and cracked, two of her nails were badly torn. Several of her fingers had chilblains. These were not the hands of a lady’s maid; they were the hands of a labourer. And now that she had stopped for a moment it seemed that her whole body ached.

She took a woollen shawl from the hook in the kitchen, threw it around her shoulders and slipped out of the door. Mr Moses saw her go but did nothing more than knock out the contents of his clay pipe on his gaiters and carry on hoeing between his turnips. What a housemaid did was none of his business. He liked a quiet life and would not be drawn into gossip and speculation.

Beyond the wrought-iron gate in the high wall of mellow brick to the side of the house lay a narrow path of bare earth that snaked its way beneath the overhanging branches of hazel and quickthorn. Anne gathered up her skirts and brushed her way between the towering stems of cow parsley and campion, pulling at a stem of grass which she popped into her mouth and chewed. It tasted of spring: fresh, green, full of promise.

Slowly she walked now, listening to the birds that sang from the branches above, their notes carrying for miles around on the still, sharp air. The sound of horses’ hooves and the ring of the wheels on a distant farm cart died away, until she was aware of nothing but the sound of finches and sparrows in early morning reverie and the rustle of her dress through the undergrowth. A long stem of goosegrass caught at her shawl. She pulled at it as it wound its way around her arm, eager for company and unwilling to be cast aside. ‘Get away you! I aint for ’oldin’ back. Not today . . .’

She knew exactly where she would go. Following the path until it forked beneath a sturdy oak that had seen the births and deaths of ten kings and three queens, she took the turning to the left that led down a grassy bank. At the bottom of it ran a stream, bordered by swords of sweet flag and youthful meadowsweet, yet to send up its foaming froth of creamy flowers. The stream was not a river. Not yet. That distinction it could lay claim to just a couple of miles down the narrow valley, when it would join other juveniles that would add to its breadth and depth. Now it was barely six feet across and ankle deep, shimmering as it ran in whispering eddies over the smooth pebble bed. At the girl’s approach, minnows darted into the shadows.

Anne flopped down on the bank and squinted as the sun, slanting through the osiers, caught her in the eye. She threw back her head and felt the warmth on her cheeks and forehead.

For a few minutes she did nothing more than breathe; filling her young lungs with the freshest of air; not that stale, indoor kind, laden with dust and the acrid tang of polish. Then, pulling her feet up close, she undid the long laces and slipped off first one boot, then the other, before reaching up under two layers of calico to find the ribbons that secured her stockings. She slid them from her legs and lowered her slender white feet into the clear water below. They were pretty feet – not the sort to be found on older housemaids.

She gasped at the coldness of the water, then smiled to herself as a pleasing numbness crept through the feet that for most of their days were encased in the black boots and thick stockings that were part of her daily uniform.

How wonderful it was to be free of them. To be free of everything. To be herself, her own person. Maybe it would be half an hour before anyone missed her. Wondered where she had gone. Asked ‘Has anyone seen Anne? Where is that girl?’ Maybe, just maybe, today would be the day that she did not go back. That she would finally make her escape from the drudgery that was her lot, day in, day out.

The prospect was too exciting to contemplate. She would take her mind off it. As she dangled her feet in the water and swished them backwards and forwards, the better to wash away the wearying aches of her domestic life, she reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a small book. A piece of purple ribbon marked her place. It had been too short to be of any use for tying hair or stockings, so had been tossed aside. Anne found it in one of the bedroom fire grates early one morning.

There was very little of it, but she liked the feel of it: the smoothness of its texture as she ran it through her fingers, the strength it exhibited when she snapped it taut between the thumb and forefinger of each hand. With a small pair of scissors borrowed from her mistress’s dressing case, she cut the ends into neat chevrons and used it as a bookmark. She had not got very far with the book, but her reading was improving daily and, unless she persisted, admonished Mrs Fitzgerald, she would never make anything of herself. Anne wondered what there was to make.

She had never had what Mrs Fitzgerald referred to as ‘an heducation’. That was for children of families with fathers and mothers who could make sure they were sent to dame schools, or else arrange for instruction at home. Anne had no family. At least, none that she knew of. She had begun to read at the orphanage, encouraged by a kindly beadle. They were rare, by all accounts, but she did find Mr Hawkins kindly. At first.

He would sit beside her and take her through her alphabet, would read with her for a while each day – from the Book of Common Prayer, whose words were mysterious and confusing but which, nevertheless, accustomed her to putting sounds to those often long and strange-sounding words. She did not mind too much that he sat so close to her, even though he smelled rather stale – a mixture of old ale and pipe tobacco. Only when he began to touch her did she suspect he was not the kind man she had at first imagined him to be.

It began innocently enough – an encouraging pat, a hand on her shoulder, then her knee; but soon he began to touch her where she knew he should not have touched. It frightened her.

From then on she tried to avoid meeting him; certainly made sure she was never left alone with him. Then he stopped teaching her. Would not even look at her. It was only a few months later that she was sent into service. Now she would have to manage for herself. And she would. She might be alone, but she was determined that would not always be her situation. One day she would meet a handsome young man and fall in love. Those were the sort of stories she liked to read now. She had found one while cleaning the attic in the big house; took great care to ask if she might borrow it. Mrs Fitzgerald had looked at the faded title on the dusty spine and frowned. ‘Romantic. Well, if you must. At least it might encourage you in your hendeavours. But do remember that it is just a story. Life is seldom quite so hexciting.’

But Anne liked the story. It took her several months to read, and then she was allowed to borrow another and another and her reading became more assured. She could read a book a week now. The one she carried with her on this April day told of a highwayman and a young girl. How he came and swept her off her feet. She was not at all sure that she wanted to be swept away by a highwayman – by all accounts they were rough, unwashed brutes – but it excited her to imagine what it might be like to live a little dangerously. Her heart missed a beat at the prospect.

Reality soon reinstated itself. No one at all looked like sweeping her off her feet. She was fifteen now, not bad looking, with her red-brown hair and fair complexion. At least Sam told her that. Said that she was ‘very presentable’. But what did he know? Sam would never get anybody. Certainly not her. Sam was the yard boy in the stables. He could read and write, it was true, but it would take someone special to win her hand. Not someone like Sam with his warts and his big feet.

She sighed heavily. What hope was there? Who could possibly want to win her hand? She picked up the book and read: ‘The wheels of the coach rattled across the cobbles of the courtyard until the p-o-r-t-c-u-l-l-i-s of the castle was reached.’ She wondered what a portcullis could be. Perhaps it was some sort of doorway.

She made to read on, but it was too fair a day to be engrossed in a book. This was her moment of freedom; her escape from the things she was made to do into a world of her imagination. Carefully she laid the purple ribbon between the pages of the book and slipped it back into her pocket, glancing round to see if she was still alone.

The meadow was quite empty as far as she could see. The person she hoped to meet was nowhere to be seen, but neither was there here anyone to chastise or to scold her. She allowed herself to dream for a while. In spite of Mrs Fitzgerald’s opinion to the contrary, she liked to believe that exciting things could happen, even to her. Especially now. She tied the laces of the two boots together, slipped a stocking into each of them and hung them around her neck. She withdrew her tingling feet from the water and rubbed them on the soft grass to dry them. Already she felt better than she had when she left the house. She had always felt most at ease out of doors, but there were no jobs for girls in the open air; no jobs worth having, anyway. Not for someone who might one day soon be a lady’s maid, and certainly not in winter when the wind whipped at your ears and the rain soaked through to your drawers.

Slowly her dreams began to fade. The sun rose in the sky. It seemed as though this would be a day just like all the others. She had better return and face the music. She would stick at her job for as long as it took, and one day she would be able to leave service and bring up a family of her own. One day. Today she would have to settle for what few moments she had left to let the sun caress her pale skin and the scent of May blossom fill her head with dreams. Perhaps that was all they would ever be, after all. It seemed as though the day that had promised so much would not be quite so special after all.

As she clambered up the steep bank from the stream, she did not see the figure by the oak tree. It blended into the shadows . . .
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St Jude’s School, Winchester

16 April 2010


Happy is the country which has no history.

Early nineteenth-century proverb



‘It’s boring, sir.’

Harry Flint looked over the top of his glasses, the better to see the youth who was addressing him. ‘What do you mean, boring?’

The boy shrugged. He was not one of the brightest in the class, but then neither was he a total no-hoper, nor one of the tiresome troublemakers who did their best to interrupt every lesson.

‘Just . . . well . . . what has it got to do with us? It’s history.’

Harry took off his glasses, slid from the desk on which he had been sitting and walked across to the window. He looked out across the school yard to the fields and meadows beyond. It was one of those perfect days, the sort that occur only a handful of times each year. Usually in spring. Air as clear as crystal; the sort of day when the whole world seems to sparkle and glisten – freshly laundered by a shower of rain, buffed up by the gentlest of breezes and then polished to perfection by clear sunlight.

‘What’s it got to do with you?’ He asked the question softly, rhetorically. But he nevertheless received a reply.

‘It all happened ages ago. All this stuff about kings and queens. It doesn’t make any difference to us.’

The boy’s words hung in the air. Harry repeated them slowly. ‘It . . . doesn’t . . . make . . . any . . . difference . . . to . . . us.’

He turned to face the boy and the rest of the class. A sea of wary faces gazed at him. They could sense his mood was changing. Better to sit quietly and wait until the moment passed; until things blew over.

The questioning boy glanced at the clock, hopeful of being saved by the bell. No chance. There were still five minutes to go before they would be released from Flinty’s grasp and could hurtle out into the playground to hit one another.

‘Just because something happened a long time ago – in this case around two hundred years ago, Stephens, it does not mean that it does not affect you today, or that it is unimportant. The past . . .’ Harry glanced about the room, searching for a face that might offer him a crumb of encouragement . . . ‘Wilson, what does the past do?’ he asked of a studious lad who might hopefully come to his aid.

‘It informs the present, sir.’

The rest of the class let out a low moan and the boy Wilson looked suitably abashed.

‘It informs the present and enables us to place our lives in context.’

Feet shuffled under desks.

Harry sighed heavily. ‘The reign of George the Third, while from your point of view as far away from your own lives as . . .’ he sought for a suitable analogy . . . ‘as Harry Potter or Spiderman, is nevertheless a part of your history. Not everything that happened all those years ago is dull, or unimportant or irrelevant.’

He scanned the room once more, hopeful of a glimmer of interest or a spark of enthusiasm. None came.

‘Here was a king who lost America, who is remembered as being mad – which is far from the truth; whose grasp of agriculture and encouragement of architecture and the arts was matchless; who was subjected to the most fiendish treatment at the hand of doctors to cure him of ailments they didn’t fully understand, and who died blind and deaf, handing over his kingdom to a self-indulgent son who squandered his own talents and gave us the Brighton Pavilion.’

A hand went up halfway back in the classroom.

‘Yes, Palmer?’

‘Sir, can we go to Brighton?’

Before Harry could answer, the air was riven by a metallic clanging. The boys began to clear their desks of books.

‘Bloody philistines,’ murmured Harry. He raised his voice. ‘We’ll continue this fascinating discussion on the fate of King George the Third on Monday and look at the relationship between the Prince Regent and his subjects in greater detail. ‘Thank you gentlemen.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ The answer emerged through the mixture of chairs scraping against the wooden floor, books being dropped and feet clattering out of the classroom.

Harry sank down into the chair behind his desk, looking across the room towards the window and thinking that they had a point. He wasn’t a bad teacher, he thought. Most of the time. It was just that every now and again he got carried away and assumed that every last one of them was as excited about history as he was. Well, had been. The repetition of facts over the years had wearied him. Maybe they had a point. Maybe it wasn’t relevant any more. Who cared whether George the Third was married to Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz or Caroline of Brunswick? What difference did it make to a bunch of lads who were more interested in their MP3 than George III?

Perhaps he had been doing the job too long. Well, it wouldn’t be much longer now. This would be his last term. When the summer holidays came they could say goodbye to Flinty – and George the Third, too, for that matter. And what then?

If only he knew. That was the thing about the future: it was all so uncertain. So uncomfortable. Not like the past. You knew where you were with the past. Things slotted into place perfectly. Neatly. He liked neatness. Orderliness. That was his problem. That was why he was on his own now . . .

It was no time to brood. The rest of the afternoon was clear – free periods. And it was Friday. Thank God for that. He would go out. Leave the classroom behind and shake off the grey mood brought on by an ungrateful bunch of twelve-year-olds who . . . No; he would not run them down. Who could blame them? Truth to tell he could understand their lack of enthusiasm for a life of which they had no comprehension. The life of someone who lived two hundred years ago. He might keep droning on about the past informing the present, but did he really believe that after all these years of repeating it like some religious litany? Well, yes. He did. Let go of that and where are you? The whole world would crumble. Of course the past affects the present. And yet . . . and yet . . .

Harry glanced up at the coat of arms fixed to the wall above his desk. It was of a swan on a blue ground with the school motto beneath it: Nitor donec supero – I strive till I overcome. ‘Some hope,’ he thought.

The boy Palmer was dawdling around the door of the classroom.

‘What is it Palmer? No home to go to?’

‘Yes, sir. It’s just that . . .’

‘Well?’

‘If we could go to Brighton and see the Royal Pavilion it might just come alive.’

‘Palmer, if I take you to Brighton to see the Royal Pavilion, the only thing that would come alive would be the amusement arcades. True?’

The boy shrugged. ‘Suppose so.’

‘Go on. Off you go. It’ll soon be the weekend and then you can make Winchester come alive.’

Palmer brightened. ‘Have a good weekend, sir.’

‘And you Palmer; and you.’

He slid his own books into the leather holdall and walked towards the door. It really was a lovely day. Time to blow away the cobwebs and get a breath of fresh air. Where to go? Down by the river. He loved the river. Being near to it always made him feel better.

As he left the classroom he glanced again at the school coat of arms and smiled ruefully. St Jude. How appropriate. The patron saint of hopeless cases.
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The Fulling Mill, Hampshire

17 April 1816


As Ovid has sweetly in parable told,

We harden like trees, and like rivers grow cold.

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu,

Six Town Eclogues – ‘The Lover’, 1747



The first they knew of it was when the hammers slowed. ‘Another damned branch must have come down,’ shouted William Palfrey, the miller, to his wife Agnes. ‘I’ll go and see to it. Send Jacob along; I’ll need help to clear it like as not.’

The life of a fulling miller was not, he reminded himself, an easy one. Or as straightforward as it might seem. Prices of raw material continued to rise, and of the finished product – the thick and rich felted cloth – well, they continued to haggle over it every hour of every day. And the bloody thumping . . . not that he noticed the pounding of the hammers any more. They were just a part of life. Flour: that’s what he should be milling. Thirty to forty loads of wheat a week old Gaskell was grinding. But all that dust . . . Still, at least he was away from the town, making a living on the banks of a river. No one would prise him away from it. Not until he was taken in a box.

The miller made his way down the three flights of rickety wooden stairs and pushed open the battered door adjacent to the mill stream. The storm two days before had interrupted their work more than he would have liked. It was fine now, but branches that the earlier spell of weather had dislodged often took a day or two to find their way down to this stretch of the river. Sometimes they would arrive while the winds were still blowing; but on many occasions they would be caught up in the overhanging branches of a willow or a sycamore and their progress downstream delayed. It was not unusual for the hammers that pounded the cloth to slow down a week or more after a storm; but that was nature for you. Unpredictable. Always.

The sturdy wooden framework that William and his son Jacob had erected across the river usually caught these wayward branches before they could find their way into the mechanism, but they would gather around them more and more debris and slow down the flow of water that powered the hammers. It was a simple matter to pull them free, but it usually took more strength than William possessed – fighting against the flow of floodwater – and he called upon his son for the requisite muscle power.

William walked around to the mill leat to see what was causing the problem. At first he could see nothing at all – the morning sun shining on the rippling surface of the gin-clear water dazzled him. He put up his hand to shade his eyes. The water seemed to be flowing over the top of the barrier quite evenly; there was no branch sticking up, as there usually was, to show where the blockage had begun. He held on to the corner of the archway under which the water flowed in order to look along the barrier. It was then that he saw, not the broken branch that he expected to see, but instead a pale hand protruding from a waterlogged sleeve.

Once William and his son Jacob had fished the body out of the river and hauled it up onto the bank, they stood silently for a few moments looking at it, their own silence broken by the steady rush of water over the oaken beam. This was not a vagabond or a drunk who had fallen in and drowned – they had seen a few of these over the last twenty years; enough to make them sanguine about the appearance of a dead body. No, this one was different. The person on whom they gazed was no vagabond, and no heavy drinker either. Her clothes were those of a housemaid. Her hands pale and soft. Her damp auburn hair clung to her pallid cheeks and her green eyes stared vacantly at the sky as she lay like a broken china doll on the soft grass of the riverbank.

On such a day as this, when the birds sang and the sunlight dappled the water through fresh green leaves, how could such a young life be brought to an end? This was a day of beginnings – of eggs being laid and chicks being hatched; of questing shoots from bean seeds and starry white flowers of wild garlic. It was not a time of year associated with death and decay.

‘What shall we do?’ asked Jacob, his face as pale as that of the young girl on whom he gazed, and his voice betraying a fear that was rising in him as rapidly as the water had risen in the river two days previously.

William ran a gnarled hand over the snow-white stubble on his chin, then rubbed both hands dry on the front of his rough worsted breeches. ‘We’d best tell Sir Thomas. He’ll know what to do.’ The miller stared again at the lifeless body. The skin was translucent, dusted with pale freckles and framed by the hair, which now glowed like amber in the morning sun. The girl’s lips were gently parted to reveal white teeth, and her slender feet, glistening with water droplets, were garlanded with bright green weed.

‘Milfoil,’ murmured William. The irony of the name did not escape him. It was the girl who had slowed down the mill on this occasion, not the strands of green waterweed entangled with her feet.

He recognised the fabric of her dress. It was the sort of thing he always noticed – the quality of the material; the way it was cut. Her dress was of a thick gingham, a small check. Pale blue. She must be one of Sir Thomas’s housemaids. This was the uniform of the more lowly members of the squire’s domestic staff. But how had she come to be here? It was at least two miles to the big house. Up there the water was shallow; the river nothing more than a gurgling stream. And where were her boots and her stockings? Had she been paddling and lost her footing?

There was little point in wondering. William Palfrey knew that these were questions to which he was unlikely ever to have an answer. Deaths were deaths and there was seldom any mystery surrounding them when they occurred on your doorstep. They were invariably down to old age, disease or misfortune. One of the three. Only the last of these gave him pause for thought. The misfortune of slipping was tragic but straightforward. But if the girl had not fallen or slipped . . . He shook his head, the better to clear his head of unwelcome thoughts. An accident; a dreadful, sorry accident. Nothing more.

‘Saddle the horse,’ he instructed his son. ‘I’ll go find Sir Thomas.’
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The Riverbank, Hampshire

16 April 2010


We should show life neither as it is nor as it ought to be, but as we see it in our dreams.

Anton Chekhov, The Seagull, 1896



He should not really be here. He should be marking. Or preparing. Or . . . well, something constructive, rather than sitting on the banks of a river on an April afternoon. Oh, to hell with it. No one would find him here. They would assume that he was hard at it, head down in the public library or somewhere else suitably dreary; conscientious Harry Flint, no life except for that which he finds in his books. ‘The History Man’ with none of the sex appeal and street wisdom that such a title – thanks to Malcolm Bradbury – had come to signify.

He could feel one of those Peggy Lee ‘Is That All There Is?’ moments coming. They were occurring more frequently now. The onset of his forties seemed to coincide with pointless self-analysis, mainly as a result of the unexpected solitude that life had thrown his way.

He breathed deeply, in the hope of dispelling negative thoughts and the fog that seemed to fill his head. Chalk dust might be a thing of the past thanks to interactive whiteboards, but these days there were other things to cloud a teacher’s mind. Futility and frustration, for a start. And loneliness.

It was two years now since Serena had left him. Bored, she said. Fed up with taking second place to his books, and tired of a lack of fire in their relationship. Her announcement hit him like a sledgehammer.

They’d met at mutual friends’: she a high-flying lawyer; he the steady schoolmaster. It was she who kept long hours – coming home from work close to midnight when he, after a day’s teaching, had finally given in and gone to bed. She who, when she was at home, sat at a desk in their joint study and pored over pink beribboned bundles while he cooked and cleaned, put a glass of wine at her elbow and tried not to get in the way.

How could he be the one who had caused it all to fall apart? By being too easy-going? Too tolerant? Wasn’t that what marriage was all about – give and take?

He really hadn’t seen it coming. She’d admired his quiet self-containment at first. And his wit. And his memory for quotations. Well, he liked to think so. She had, after all, intimated as much. Hadn’t she? At first, when their love was fresh and exciting? He remembered her telling him that he made her laugh, though for the life of him he could not imagine why.

They married quickly, within two months. He’d rather have waited longer, just to be sure (though he never told her that), but her vitality and enthusiasm had got the better of him. The difference of their worlds – and of their outlook – was what had brought them together. Each fascinated by the other. In the end it was what drove them apart. Stupid that neither of them could see that it was things in common that acted as marital glue. A common sense of values, at least.

Serena’s world was light years away from his own. The parties they went to at her friends’ were riotous affairs – men with loud voices and women with low-cut dresses and high-pitched laughs. It was not that Harry was a prude – far from it – or that he didn’t like laughing. He did. But they were just not his sort of people. When he answered their questions about teaching, and history, he was aware of their gradually diminishing attention. Of their eyes drifting over his shoulder to see if there was anybody more interesting in the room. How often he reflected on this now; convinced himself that it was his dullness that had led to the demise of his marriage. ‘Who could blame her?’ was the echo that now reverberated in his loneliness.

Serena was true to her word. It was over from the moment she delivered her verdict. Six months after they married, she moved out, and he had neither heard nor seen anything of her since. He tried contacting her, but texts and phone messages went unanswered. And so, eventually, he gave up trying.

It wasn’t meant to have happened. The reason he had waited until he was nearly forty before he got married was because he wanted to be sure. Didn’t want to make a mistake he would later regret. The same mistake as his parents. They had seemed to be so happy when he was a boy. It later became apparent that they had stuck together solely for his sake, their only child. He imagined that all parents had periods of separation. After all, his father travelled; had to spend weeks away in order to earn a living. His best friend’s dad was in the army. Same sort of thing. It was bound to put a bit of a strain on any marriage, but if you loved one another you stuck together. And they did. For a long while. Only when he went off to university did they tell him they were going their separate ways – his father to New Zealand and his mother to marry a Scotsman.

Now they were both dead – his father from an early coronary and his mother in a car accident. At least they had both been civil about their split. Had kept in touch with him and with one another. But it made him wary. Careful. Determined not to commit himself until he was absolutely sure that ‘this was the one’. It had been Serena who’d convinced him that they were made for each other. Told him not to be such a stick-in-the-mud. That what they had was fun – worth pursuing. Why worry about tomorrow?

They spent a weekend away in Paris just a month after they had met: walking along the banks of the Seine, looking at the bookstalls and the flower kiosks, lunching in small cafés, dining in cosy restaurants and lying in in the morning until almost noon, to be woken by the bells chiming out over the silvery rooftops of Paris. What a dream it all was . . .

God, what a fool! A complete illustration of ‘marry in haste, repent at leisure’. It irritated her eventually: his ability to find a phrase or an aphorism for every occasion. It had amused her at first. She found it quaint. In the end it just rankled.

There were times when he saw things clearly. Understood perfectly why it had happened. Blamed himself entirely. And yet there were other moments – increasingly frequent as the months went by and another page was torn off the calendar – when it all seemed so unfair.

He reached down and picked up a pebble. It was round and smooth in his grasp, a comforting sort of thing to hold. He raised his arm and tossed it into the swiftly flowing water where it landed with a deep-toned ‘plop’. A few seconds more and the ripples that it set up had disappeared. A pebble dropped in the water of life – a few ripples to signify its existence and then . . . life goes on as if nothing had happened. Except that in his case it didn’t seem to.

Handing in his notice had taken courage. That’s what he liked to think. His capacity for stupidity might have been borne out by an unwise marriage, but this decision was, in a way, a rebellion. Proof that he was not boring. Or predictable. Or unadventurous.

He had no idea what he would do, but he was not without funds – he had enough to survive on. The only kind thing that Serena had done was to say she would not ask him for any money. She earned more than him, she had conceded; and, being a lawyer, had no appetite for litigation on her own part. ‘A waste of time. The only people who win are the lawyers. I’m not that sort. And I don’t want to hurt you.’

As if she hadn’t already. But he was grateful for that one crumb of generosity of spirit. At least he had not misjudged her capacity for fairness – of a sort.

So what now? He had already made the decision to move. Within the month the new owners would take over his flat. Time he got a move on. Literally. But where to? Not far. He liked it here in this part of Hampshire; it was pleasantly rural but accessible. London, when he needed it – which was rarely – was not far away, and the south coast could be reached in under an hour.

But leaving the flat they had shared was the first step, and an inevitable one. There was too much of her there. The decorations had been her taste: heavy and rich, with dark-coloured walls and a predilection for French furniture. Not his style at all, but he had gone along with it. More fool him . . . recrimination followed hard on the heels of recrimination. He must snap out of it. It was eating him away. Soon there would be no more than a bitter, hollow shell of Harry Flint remaining.

He would begin today. On this bright April afternoon. Spring: a good time to start a new life. A good time to move on.

He got up from the grassy bank and walked towards the car. He would go into town and look in the estate agents’ windows. ‘Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of your life.’ Now if he had trotted out that tired old saw when he was married, he could have understood why she had pushed off.

It was time that he found out who he really was. What his destiny might be. He almost laughed out loud at the ludicrousness of such a thought. But he would make a start. He would grab a fistful of suitable particulars from every estate agent down Winchester High Street and then go home and sift through them. With any luck there would be something suitable and then he could get down to work. Not school work, but the tracing of the ancestry that had occupied him since a few weeks after Serena had left.

That, and studying the lives of the saints, managed to fill most of his otherwise idle hours. He could not remember how he had first become interested. It was not as if he was particularly religious. Respectful, yes. Hopeful, even, of finding some kind of solace within the Anglican liturgy. The interest in saints had been a spin-off – he was curious to discover how ordinary people had managed to lead such extraordinary, even fantastical lives. But as interests go, martyrdom and genealogy were not likely to set the world, or another woman, on fire.

A part of him thought that it was rather a pathetic way of getting over a failed marriage. A touch too introspective. But then, as he regularly told those unwilling boys who sat in front of him every day with glazed expressions: ‘The past informs the present and enables us to place our lives in context.’

He was beginning to wonder if he really believed that any more.
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The Manor House, Withercombe

17 April 1816


So quick bright things come to confusion.

William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1595–96



Sir Thomas Carew, baronet, the local magistrate, met the miller in the hall of the Manor House at Withercombe. His face was grave and his voice raised to little more than a whisper. The body, he instructed, should be taken there immediately. He would inspect it, and only then could it be transferred to the back room of the Bluebell, the local inn, where the coroner’s court could convene and give its verdict. He also gave his opinion that the miller’s cart would be the most suitable form of transport. That would create a minimum of fuss, and it was as well to be circumspect at this stage, lest any cause for alarm be given. There would be no need to inform anyone else just yet. Best keep it to themselves. Sir Thomas himself would instruct the local coroner without delay. The chances were that the young girl had lost her footing and fallen in the water, hitting her head and then drowning. It would likely be as simple as that.

William Palfrey had returned to the mill and the same grey cob that he had ridden to the Manor House was hitched up to his cart.

Jacob sat up front with his father, glancing back every now and then to check the security of the sad load as they rattled along the lane towards the Manor House. She was covered in a sheet of coarse felt – a poor, uneven bolt that his father had rejected as unfit to be sold on. And yet it was judged fit to be her shroud, this pretty young woman whose life had been cut woefully short. Jacob noticed that the cloth had slipped a little to one side and revealed one of the girl’s pale, delicate feet.

‘Pa, stop!’ he called, still looking backwards. The miller pulled on the reins and halted the cob in its tracks. Jacob jumped down from the box and adjusted the cloth, tucking it under the girl but taking care not to touch the cold, still body with his fingers. He could feel her weight against his hand. His heart beat more loudly in his chest and he felt even more queasy. When he had adjusted the fabric to his satisfaction, he climbed up beside his father and nodded to him. No further words were exchanged between them, as William Palfrey flicked at the reins and bid the horse walk steadily on.

And still the sun shone. Still the birds sang from the treetops and copses as they passed, and the river flowed gently by, unconcerned by the events of the morning; events that had filled poor Jacob with fear and given him a reminder of the first bitter taste of mortality.

He was fifteen and, like most boys of that time, was no stranger to death. He knew that babies died, hours or days or weeks after being born, quite often in these parts. And old folk in their fifties and sixties, too. He had seen their bodies laid out when he called with his father to pay their last respects. There were epidemics, too, when no one was safe, not even the strongest youth. But on a warm spring day, when there was nothing evil going around and no reason for a young maid to fall foul of miscreants and footpads by his stream, in his valley, it all seemed so wrong. The one thing that struck him most forcibly was that he had never seen such a beautiful corpse. And she really was quite beautiful. The sort of girl he would have been proud to have courted. Maybe even married. The thought distressed him even more.

His father noticed his expression – the tightness of his lips and the tears that were forming in the corners of his eyes.

‘No reason to upset yourself,’ he murmured as softly as he could while still being heard over the gentle clatter of the horse’s hooves on the rough and stony lane.

‘Beautiful,’ whispered Jacob. ‘So beautiful.’

‘Aye. ’Tis a sad day when girls of her age are taken from us.’

William tried to lighten his son’s mood, though he knew it would be to no avail. ‘We can leave her with Sir Thomas. She will be in good hands there. At home. Where she belongs.’

‘How did it happen, do you think?’

‘Lost her footing, I shouldn’t wonder. As simple as that. The river stones are slippery at this time of year – the weed has begun to grow on them. It is easy to lose your footing, and there are larger rocks on the riverbank. She probably hit her head on one of them and then—’

‘So her boots and stockings would be by the river? Where she fell in?’
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The past is closer than you think ...






