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About the Book


January 1900. When her mother dies late in pregnancy, sixteen-year-old Rose resolves never to marry. She is resigned to a life of mind-numbing domestic work alongside her five siblings at Sawdons Hall.


A chance encounter with the charismatic Mr. Pritchard leads Rose to make a bid for freedom, against family wishes, by accepting a job at his new bookshop in the market town of Widdock.


Rose values her developing relationship with Mr. Pritchard and her strong female friendships, and her feelings for Mr. Pritchard deepen. But, just as she seems to have gained a free, independent life, family duty calls her home.


Will Rose ever find her own happiness?









To the memory of my parents, Betty and Stan,
and of my dear friend, Ruth









Chapter One


I come downstairs in my stockinged feet, avoiding the creaking places. The ashes glow faintly red, taking the chill from the room. I throw in a handful of offcuts from Father’s workshop, which snap as flames catch them. When I hear her moving, I will heft the coal hod and tip in its noisy contents, but for now I am a shadow amongst shadows. Let her sleep. Let her rest.


I move the black saucepan of porridge to warm and set the kettle to boil. I filled it from the pail last night, just over half way so that its weight will be less of a trial when she next comes to use it after I have left her. All this I do by habit, needing no more than firelight. Passing the window, I gather back one curtain enough to see that the dark morning is made bright by a round moon showing a sharp frost which glimmers on the path and hedges.


I light the lamp. Soon, I will hear her slow, gentle tread above me, and when I do, I shall make a pot of tea and place on the fire two fronds of juniper I cut and brought in to dry. The room will greet her with fragrance.


The bed springs creak. Too heavily for her. Father, awake early. A shiver of unease runs through me. She must be feeling poorly to miss being down to share my final breakfast at home. Father’s voice murmurs. I put my own selfish disappointment to one side and feed the branches to the fire that their scent may drift upstairs and lighten her pain.


I hear the sing-song three syllables of her name again, and there is something in that questioning repetition which, despite the blazing flames, turns me to ice. A silence, then swift footsteps. I turn round, and for one extraordinary moment, I do not recognise the wild-eyed figure in a nightshirt, stumbling on the stairs.


‘Run as fast as you can, Rose,’ Father cries. ‘Fetch Dr Jepp – if only for the baby’s sake.’


I am already at the door, feet in my boots, fingers shaking and slipping on their hooks. I run out into the moon’s glare, heart bursting up into my mouth in great sobs.


I reach our lane, which leads to the road into our little town of Markly. The doctor’s house is on the edge, thank goodness, beyond the field next to ours. I run onwards, slipping on stones slick with frost. I burn with exertion, throw back my shawl. Please let him be awake and dressed. Please let all be well.


I am on the road now, its resistance jarring every step, but I have acquired an extra bout of strength as I round the bend. There is Dr Jepp. He stands in the street, leaning on his bicycle, lifting the hasp of his side gate. His whole posture bespeaks exhaustion. In the midst of my anguish, it comes to me that he has probably spent the night attending to another’s emergency. He hears my pounding footsteps, stiffens, looks up and before I even gasp his name, he is turning the bicycle my way, swinging aboard.


‘It’s Mother,’ I begin, but he arrows past me, all weariness put aside. His face is set as if angry. As I start to run back, trying not to give way to a stitch, I find myself recalling a conversation, unintentionally overheard, which took place when my mother first became ill after falling pregnant this latest time.


The doctor was called, and went upstairs to see her. I had been picking peas, and sat down on the bench in front of the cottage, about to shell them. Suddenly, there were footsteps, voices in the room behind me, clearly audible through the open door and window.


‘I advised you, after the last miscarriage, that she should not conceive again.’


The sternness of the doctor’s tone held me entranced with fear. My mother had lost that baby late in term. In her previous confinement, the newborn died within days. These events had been preceded by a troubled decade, in the time of the old doctor. Little Annie and poor, simple Jim had not survived beyond the age of five. There had been a stillbirth and, as I now know them to have been, five miscarriages. These had not been brought to medical attention.


‘But what’s a man to do?’ My father sounded plaintive, less than his usual manly self.


I blushed with shame for him. Are men really so primitive that they can control their urges no better than animals?


‘I gave you guidance – on more than one occasion,’ said the doctor, curtly.


‘I’ve tried, God knows,’ said Father, ‘. . . and my wife . . . but she . . . she couldn’t cope . . .’


‘I understand.’ The doctor spoke more gently, ‘I am thinking of her well-being now, though.’


They began to move towards the door, and I fled around the corner. The exchange hardened my resolve never to marry.


By the time I reach home, Dr Jepp is upstairs. Father leans on the mantelpiece, staring into the red heart of the fire. He does not acknowledge me.


I hear the doctor splashing water in the bowl. Steeling myself, I go up, taking a clean towel from the linen chest on the landing. As I enter the room, he walks towards me, blocking my view. He takes the towel, but simply clutches it. ‘I’m sorry, Rose. She’d already gone.’


The tears flow quietly out of me. I feel faint, drained.


‘There is nothing either of us could have done, for your mother or the baby,’ he says, patting my upper arm. Underneath his well-meant words, I hear true grief.


‘Thank you, Dr Jepp,’ I say, trying to compose myself, ‘for all you have done.’ He sighs and shakes his head. ‘May I stay with her a moment?’ I ask.


‘Of course.’ He picks up his bag and leaves the room.


Now I look across. The doctor has kindly smoothed her sheets. She looks serene. She could be sleeping, but free from pain at last. I say goodbye, leaning over to kiss her forehead. Her skin is cool. All is stiffening. She is my mother, yet no longer my mother. I take the candle from the room and blow it out.


Downstairs, Dr Jepp is sitting at one end of the table, writing Mother’s death certificate. There are three sounds in the room: his fountain pen, the ticking clock and the kettle lid, falling, falling. I make tea. It seems the only thing to do.


‘The patient succumbed to her weakened heart.’ The doctor says this to my father, now slumped at the table’s other end. ‘From my own observations and from what you have told me, I estimate that cardiac arrest took place at about six a.m. this morning. Foetal demise would have followed within minutes. Rose can verify that this is what I have written.’ He hands my father the certificate, puts his pen away and prepares to leave.


A little later, we force ourselves to eat, though the porridge sticks in my throat. Father speaks: ‘You’ll have to go to the Hall, Rose.’


Sawdons Hall. I had completely forgotten my new employment.


‘You must make sure that you inform your brothers and sisters.’


These are Phyllis, Dorothy and Hilda and the boys, Ralph and Jack, already working there. It was through Phyllis that I was accepted at the higher position of tweeny because I had good references from the solicitor’s family in our town. Unfortunately, they moved away. The new people brought their own maid with them.


‘And you’ll have to tell them at Sawdons that you can’t take up the post. I shall need you here to run the house for me.’


Although I have not been relishing my new job, the thought of staying within these four walls fills me with a different apprehension.


‘You’d better go,’ he says. ‘Besides, I have plenty to get on with in your absence.’


He will be thinking of the green oak in his workshop, from the great tree brought down in the autumnal storms. We little knew then how personal its significance would be.


‘And when you come back, you must help me write to Joe and Hubert.’ These are my brothers who work in a town, bigger than ours, not far from here. ‘By then, I shall have spoken to the vicar and seen Will.’ Will Sturgess is Father’s partner, also the undertaker for our town and its neighbourhood.


This leaves only my two eldest brothers, Bob and Ted, who left for America ten years ago. They live and work in New York City. I imagine, briefly, their shock when they receive my letter.


I clear the dishes. By the time I come back from the scullery, Father has gone. I set the chairs straight and turn out the lamp. A faint light curls around the edges of the curtains. I throw open the door. The sky in the east is suffused with a delicate pinkish gold along the horizon. By the minute, darkness above is giving way to blue. I stand motionless, until I can breathe without sobs threatening to burst out of me. All around, from the shadows of the garden, come the soft chirrups of the birds’ winter waking. It is going to be a beautiful day, the kind Mother would have loved.


I go back indoors and open the curtains wide, as she would have done. It comes to me, as I take this step, that there are, no doubt, countless rules of etiquette for mourning and people who enjoy not only the leisure to put them into practice but the opportunity to wag a finger if they have been neglected. I am thankful that, here, we are simple country folk, untroubled by such conventions.


I am wearing what I would have worn if I had been setting out for my first day’s employment: my best clothes, consisting of a navy skirt and white blouse. I put on my matching barathea jacket, hat and gloves.


As I walk down our path, the moon pales as if transparent and the sun comes up over the horizon, gilding the bare branches of trees and hedges. There is no need to take the long way round by road. The footpath across the fields is dry. We have had two summers of drought and it has yet to turn to mud. I feel my mother’s presence, not walking beside me but a little above. This seems as it should be. I derive some comfort from the notion that she is watching over me.


After I have walked about three miles, I come to the stone wall encircling the deer park. I start down the drive and, after another mile, the Hall comes into view surrounded by its formal gardens. It is an impressive building, rising three storeys at its centre with lower wings on either side.


I enter the stable yard and find Jack, cleaning harness in the sunshine. He straightens up, the smile draining from his face. I realise that there are tears running down my cheeks. Jack is my closest brother. We share a birthday a year apart, he being seventeen. Today, as I hug his shaking body, I could be the elder.


Everyone is very kind. Cook, Mrs Brandon, makes us both a cup of tea and presses upon us a plate of fresh-baked muffins, surplus to the breakfast table upstairs. The housekeeper, Mrs Gilliatt, puts her sitting room at our disposal. Jack and I wait there whilst the rest of the family are located and released, temporarily, from their duties. They will have grasped, from this extraordinary measure, that something grave has happened.


We stand in an unhappy circle in the neat, cold room, whose fire is laid but not yet lit. ‘I’ll come back as soon as I have news of the arrangements,’ I say, after finishing my account. ‘Let’s say a prayer for Mother’s soul.’ Ralph and Jack are visibly relieved to be able to focus their attention on the stumbling words which are all I can manage as a blessing. It serves to conclude our meeting and allow them back to find some solace in routine. We clasp each other, and they leave the room followed by Dot, who says that she is needed in the kitchen.


I move to follow. I begin to tell Phyllis and Hilda that I must explain to Mrs Gilliatt about no longer being available to take up my position. Hilda bars my way, urging me back into the room.


‘Please let me be the one who comes home to tend the house for Father.’


‘What’s happened?’ I look from her frightened face to that of Phyllis, which is set hard.


‘They are short of an upstairs maid,’ Hilda says.


‘We all know why.’ Phyllis’s mouth is a thin line.


‘Master Greville has noticed me already.’ Hilda speaks of the elder son of the house. ‘He takes delight in chasing me. I live in fear.’


Hilda is the prettiest of us, with her auburn curls and blue eyes just like Mother’s.


‘Where is he now?’ I ask, ready to take her home with me this instant.


‘He left for Ireland with his father yesterday to look at horses. He wants a new hunter.’


‘And when do they return?’


‘In ten days’ time.’


Mrs Gilliatt agrees without demur to the proposal that it should be Hilda who remains at home after the funeral, I taking her place here at the Hall. ‘And if the situation should change in the meantime,’ she says to Hilda, nodding towards upstairs, ‘you may leave straightaway.’


We thank her, and the three of us say goodbye. Even in my sad state of mind, I cannot help the wry reflection that my own safety is not considered to be at risk. This comes as no surprise. My father never ceases to remind me that the style of my looks and my direct manner make me unattractive to men. Phyllis is cut from the same mould as me, and poor Dot’s birthmark is, no doubt, her saving grace, keeping her below stairs. ‘His gaze does not dwell on Dot or me,’ Phyllis had remarked with satisfaction.


As I skirt the building, I hear young, animated voices, running footsteps, laughter. Across my line of vision run a young fair boy of about eight followed by two fair girls, a good deal older by their height and dress. These two are enjoying the fresh air and winter sunshine with the probable excuse that they are looking after their younger brother, since all three are engaged in a game of tag around the knot garden. Had this been a normal day, their gaiety would have lifted my own spirits, but today it underlines my grief and somehow sharpens a sense of anxiety about my future, which has been stealing up on me. Suddenly, I feel overcome. As I turn the corner, my eyes well up.


‘Good morning. Lovely day.’


I nearly bump into a tall young man. I take a deep breath and try to regain my equilibrium. ‘Yes, indeed,’ I just manage.


‘Or perhaps it’s not so lovely.’ He speaks in a considerate tone.


Surprised, I look straight at him. He must be about my brother Hubert’s age, in his early twenties. Fine-featured and well-spoken, he could be one of the gentry. Yet his face, framed by black hair, is open and friendly, his dark eyes showing concern for my troubles, which I have clearly failed to conceal.


‘Come and sit down in the sunshine,’ he says, indicating a stone bench recessed in one of the yew hedges. ‘I’m Leonard Pritchard, by the way.’


Now I have placed him: the tutor. Phyllis has mentioned him and said that he was a pleasant fellow.


‘I’m Rose Alleyn,’ I answer him. ‘My brothers and sisters work here.’


‘Ah, yes,’ he claps a hand to his forehead. ‘Of course.’ He offers his condolences. How word has travelled.


‘You are very kind, but I mustn’t detain you from your charges.’ I am regretful, for it’s warm here in the sun, and he seems well-intentioned.


‘Oh, blow them!’


I sit straight down again.


‘You fear we will both be compromised if we’re seen.’


This had been my thought exactly.


‘No window overlooks us here.’


It is true. The wall nearest this corner of the garden offers a blank face to the outside world. I can see that at one time it supported windows, but they have been bricked up.


‘Besides, we’re in the twentieth century now,’ he says, smiling, sensing my lingering unease. ‘You and I may speak to whom we please, how we please, Rose. “The old order changeth –” ’


‘ “Yielding place to new”,’ I respond.


‘ “And God fulfils himself in many ways,” ’ he goes on, and I conclude,


‘ “Lest one good custom should corrupt the world.” ’ By now we are both laughing.


‘If you believe in God, that is,’ he says, almost to himself, still chuckling. Seeing he has startled me, he tactfully changes the subject. ‘You are a devotee of Tennyson?’


‘I prefer Keats and Shelley.’


‘Of course.’


As he talks about the poets and asks me for my views, he looks as if someone had given him a tonic. I think: what a good teacher he must be. Not once does he imply surprise or patronise me, but in case he is wondering, I tell him about Mother’s bookshelf of the classics and the fact that I have read every book in the subscription library, or so it feels, not that most of its stock is really to my taste.


‘No, I can imagine.’ He sounds thoughtful.


‘But I shall have no time for reading once I come to work here.’ The words are out as of their own volition and, because he is sympathetic company and seems to want to know, I tell him the implications of what has happened today, though I merely say that Hilda will take my place at home because she is Father’s favourite, which is true enough.


‘So, you exchange one kind of servitude for another?’


‘I have to earn a living. It’s what I can do,’ I say, but although I’m slightly irked, Leonard Pritchard’s analysis is the crystallisation of a thought which has been surfacing ever since Hilda made her plea to me.


‘You have no idea,’ Leonard says, ‘how much I have enjoyed talking to a like mind. We must meet before I leave.’


This last sentence cancels all the pleasure I derived from being called a ‘like mind’. ‘When is that?’


‘Next week, Master Hector will go to boarding school to have all his lovely sensitivity beaten out of him. He should have gone last autumn, but he was too sickly. The girls are never in the schoolroom, these days. They can’t wait to be sent to Switzerland for finishing.’


‘And what of you?’ A tiny flame in the looming shadow of my employment is snuffed out.


‘I,’ he cannot help a wide grin spreading across his face, ‘am opening a bookshop in Widdock.’


I must look surprised. I explain that this is the town where my two brothers, Joe and Hubert live.


‘I like it, though I don’t know it well,’ he says.


I have to admit that I have never left Markly.


He looks thoughtful. ‘I would never have expected to have left my own home town. But then I went to South America.’


‘Goodness! What were you doing there?’


‘Teaching in Buenos Aires. Then, I came back and took this job to be near my father, who died last year.’


I offer sympathy, for which he thanks me.


‘With my inheritance and the money I’d saved, I had enough to start a business. Widdock is expanding. It’s to gain a teacher-training college. It needs a good bookseller.’


‘When do you expect your bookshop to open?’ It seems another world.


‘Before the end of the month, I hope. My stock is ordered. The next task is finding staff and furnishing my –’


‘Mr Pritchard?’ Small running footsteps resound on gravel.


‘Coming, Hector.’ He rises, as the small fair boy appears, rubbing his eyes.


‘They say I’m a sissy because I don’t want to get my feet wet.’


‘You are not a sissy at all, you’re very sensible. Come with me.’ He takes young Hector’s hand. ‘Let’s see whether Cook has made the pies for luncheon yet. There might be a makeweight jam tart or two going begging.’ He turns to me. ‘You expect to return within the next few days, Rose?’


‘As soon as the arrangements are confirmed. I’ll come at this time of day.’ Again, the words speak in spite of me.


‘I’ll look out for you. We must talk again.’


We say goodbye till then.


I am downstairs in the bunk bed, which makes me think of the time when I was very small and we were all at home. The fire is low. I shall fall asleep in its soft light. Mother has been laid out and rests in the temporary shell which Will Sturgess brought this afternoon. Father sleeps in my room, exhausted.


As soon as I returned, I went to see him at his workshop, where he’d gone after carrying out the necessary duties. Already, he had planed the oak. If it is possible for a coffin to be a thing of beauty, Mother’s will be, for he is putting every iota of his craftsmanship and all his love into its lines.


I have been busy, too. The funeral will take place in five days’ time. I found, at the back of Mother’s writing desk, the notepaper and envelopes last used when little Annie died. I wrote to Joe and Hubert with the details and then, seeing that I still had time, comfortably, to catch the last post, I broke the news of Mother’s death to Bob and Ted in America. At least my handwriting on the black-bordered envelope will brace them for the worst.


Father and I ate early, the leftover broth which I made yesterday, in another life. His head was nodding over his dish. As soon as he had finished, he retired to bed. Five minutes later, all was quiet above me in my old room. I went up with my own candle’s light to make sure that his was out. He was sound asleep.


I came down, found plain notepaper and, before I could lose faith in myself, started writing. For I have had an idea. It is a very audacious one, which has been growing inside me this long, tumultuous day. I still cannot believe that I, Rose Alleyn, am about to execute it, but I have debated with myself every consequence and can see no good reason to prevaricate. I can feel my mother willing me to proceed, repeating Leonard Pritchard’s words: We’re in the twentieth century now. The more I consider my idea, the sweeter it becomes.









Chapter Two


I climb out of the bunk bed, which has been like a friendly little boat carrying me through the night. I recall how Phyllis, Jack and I used to play pirates and explorers in it until Mother pointed out that we should have to remake it thoroughly before we could comfortably sleep in it again. I chivvy the fire and put the black saucepan on the hob. There is tepid water in the kettle. I pour it into my bowl, which I thought to bring down from my room last night, and quickly wash and dress.


Outside, the air is softer, sweeter than yesterday morning. There is no frost and no visible moon. I sense, in the darkness, that it may already have rained. Standing quite still, taking the measure of the day for a few moments, I gauge that it would not be sensible to wear one’s best coat and hat for a prolonged outing. I sense, too, that it is later than my normal getting up time so, when I turn round, I am not altogether surprised to see the lamp alight.


Father, fully dressed, is building up the fire with dry twigs and half-burnt coals. He nods but does not look at me until he has encouraged new flame to catch and hold the kindling. He straightens up. ‘You won’t be able to lie in, once you start at Sawdons.’ He could almost be amused.


I have elected not to tell him of my plan. I don’t underestimate his almost certain resistance should anything come of this endeavour which, even I have to admit, is headstrong. If – and I must look this likelihood squarely in the face – it all comes to nothing, Father need never know. So, I let his barb pass, a not unusual state of affairs between us.


He does not wait for me to serve him, but fetches his bowl and spoon from the dresser, and helps himself to porridge. I notice a vigour about his movements and it comes to me that, not only is he channelling his grief into crafting Mother’s coffin to the best of his ability and with all his heart, but he has been given a renewed purpose, albeit a distressing one, in applying the skills of his trade.


Even in my short lifetime the population of our town, not large to start with, has dwindled. My four older brothers are not the only young men – and women, too – who have left Markly. The people who remain do not require new furniture very often. These days, cartwheels, farm implements and gates, along with household utensils and repairs, form the majority of Father’s trade. He gladly leaves the production of coffins to Will Sturgess but not, of course, this time.


‘Don’t make tea for me,’ he says, as I move towards the boiling kettle. ‘I must get on while it’s light, which won’t be for long today, by the look of it.’


He’s right. I have not yet pulled the kitchen curtains. Beyond them, the darkness still presses. I take the kettle off the heat. ‘Then I shall leave shortly, too.’


Father puts on his cap and jacket, and tucks in his muffler. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll see all your brothers and sisters again,’ he says.


‘No, I’ll speak to whoever I can find, and ask them to pass on the message,’ I say. ‘They’re hardly likely to forget.’


‘That’s true enough.’ He pauses a moment, hand on the latch, head bowed. There are tears in his eyes when he looks up, but he manages the shadow of a smile. ‘If you see Hilda, tell her I’m glad she’s coming home to keep house for me.’


I say I will, and we bid each other goodbye. He means no harm. He does not intend to slight me. And who can blame him for preferring Hilda’s instinctive grace about the home? Apart from Dot, who beats all of us girls at making appetising meals from nothing and who excels at every culinary skill, Hilda is peerless. Neither Phyllis nor I have her light touch with pastry or sponge. It is Hilda who inherited Mother’s gift for brightening a home. A table laid by Mother or Hilda would always look inviting, even if the food to be served was plain and scant.


I quickly clear up, chiding myself for sleeping on that extra hour. Our two old hens will again have to scratch around till I get back, poor things. I hurry upstairs.


Mother’s pier-glass stands with its back against the wall next to the window, so that the light falls correctly on the person in front of it, not on the surface of the mirror. The stand which holds the looking-glass was lovingly crafted by Father as a wedding gift to his bride. She told me he had said that he understood how important it was to women, for their peace of mind, to preserve a neat appearance, although she would never look anything other than beautiful to him.


As I face the glass, Mother’s presence in this room is so powerful, I expect to see her figure behind me squeezing my shoulders and telling me that I look perfectly presentable in this worn worsted coat once Phyllis’s, before that Hilda’s, and owned originally by Dot. From the corner of my eye, I can see, reflected, the casket on the bed. If I were to lift the lid, surely, it would be empty, for Mother is everywhere but in that oblong box.


With that thought the heavy weight, which has been lying on my heart ever since I woke and instantly remembered everything, subtly shifts and redistributes itself so that I do not feel quite so constricted, as if I would suffocate with sorrow. I hesitate to say that the pain eases, but I do take the change in me to be a sign, sent to console me and give me strength, which I shall need today.


I set my old hat at an angle, take one last appraising look at myself and go downstairs. The all-important letter is hidden at the back of Mother’s writing desk. I almost imagine it not to be there, but it is, of course. I press the envelope deep into a capacious pocket, making sure I do not crush it.


The morning sky has no blue in it. Reluctantly, I accept the encumbrance of an umbrella and strike out with it grasped in one hand, the other in my pocket, compulsively touching the corner of the letter.


As Sawdons comes into sight, I have to take command of my nerves and remember that my primary purpose is to relay to at least one member of the family the day and time of Mother’s funeral.


I have been walking fast. I can see the leading edge of rain as it swiftly advances. It is visible against a far line of trees. It is crossing the parkland on the other side of the Hall. Soon, it will be sweeping over the building, the gardens and then over me.


Now, I am almost running, but I pause to put up the umbrella. The wind, which has been gusting for most of my journey, snatches at the unfurling folds of cloth. I fumble with the mechanism. A sudden squall of stinging rain hits me in the face. I grab my hat before it lifts from my head and button it inside my coat, against my chest. As I slide the catch and the spokes begin to open, a crosswind surges underneath them and blasts the whole frame inside out. I turn into the wind and somehow nurse all the limbs back into shape, but I’ve gained a drenching in the process. I march forward. It takes two hands to hold the umbrella in place and, now, my mind is playing tricks with me. Since I can no longer hold onto the letter, I imagine it somehow working its way out of my pocket and, caught up by a capricious eddy of wind, whirling away into oblivion. Similarly, I dare not jog-trot any faster, so powerful is the malign fancy that I shall get to the Hall and find my pocket empty. I see no one as I skirt the building, which is hardly surprising. They have all found jobs indoors.


At last I am standing, dripping, in the dark corridor by the back door, shaking out my umbrella. The next thing I do is slip my hand into my pocket. My relief at touching the corner of the envelope makes me feel, for a moment, light-headed. It is followed, however, by renewed anxiety. How on earth am I going to deliver the letter? If I were to follow this uninviting corridor it would, no doubt, lead to the back stairs which, in turn, would take me to the grand rooms where the members of the family who own this large house, more like a village, pass their days. I am not even tempted to try this out. It is unthinkable.


I feel the smallest of nudges, a kindly nudge. Although I flush with guilt, I am not riven. The intention, I am sure, is to guide me back to my primary task. I pass a series of closed doors behind which must be the laundry room, the pantry, the housekeeper’s sitting room, where my family gathered yesterday – was it only yesterday? – to learn from me of Mother’s passing. Behind the furthest door, I hear voices and the clatter of pans. This must be the kitchen. If I find none of the others, Dot will surely be there. I knock and enter.


My heart jumps and I’m temporarily at a loss, for seated at the nearest end of a big table in the centre of the room, with his back to me, is Leonard Pritchard. Master Hector is sitting on a stool beside him. They are both tucking into toasted teacakes, I have time to notice whilst, at the other end of the table Dot looks up from glazing the top of an enormous veal and ham pie, using a little brush dipped in a teacup of beaten egg. ‘Rose.’ I am blessed with her sweet smile.


Before I can speak, Master Hector has twisted round, and says, ‘We were watching you.’


‘Good morning, Rose. Not that it is.’ His tutor has turned, too. ‘Yes,’ he continues, ‘we happened to be looking out of the schoolroom window and saw you wrestling with your umbrella.’


‘Not a day for fresh air,’ I begin, but Dot has wiped her hands and is bustling to me.


‘Don’t just stand there. Come over to the fire and dry off.’


I have no sooner propped my umbrella against the wall next to the huge range and spread my hands to warm in its glow, when another pair of hands closes them around a toasting fork on which a teacake is speared. I turn to thank the kind person. It’s Mrs Brandon, Cook herself, and she smiles and sweeps on to taste the soup which a maid is stirring across from me.


‘Give me that and take off your coat,’ Dot says, ‘the hem’s soaking.’


As I do so, I tell Dot, ‘Mother’s funeral is to be on Tuesday at midday.’


She nods, ‘I thought it would be Market Day.’


Travelling will be easier for Joe and Hubert, who could come in with one of the regular stallholders.


‘I’ll make sure the others know,’ she says, bringing my teacake to the table and buttering it liberally from the pat in front of the two visitors from upstairs.


I follow, spread my coat out on the long bench which I have pulled out slightly, and sit down. Dot pushes my plate towards me, then lifts her masterpiece of a pie and carries it over to the ovens. The teacake is delicious, moist with butter. I taste all my favourite flavours, clove, nutmeg and soft, rich sultanas. It makes me think of Christmas, and I am caught with a sharp grief. I will my eyes to stay dry, as I am being addressed.


‘I had hoped we could continue our open air discussion, Rose.’ Leonard – I must get used to this freedom from formality – is smiling, as if encouraging me to be strong.


‘Indeed.’ I reach for my handkerchief to dab my mouth. It is in the other pocket from the letter, but it comes to me that this might be my only opportunity to deliver it discreetly. ‘Actually, arising from all we spoke of yesterday, I have something to give you, if you don’t mind, that is.’ I can hear how breathy my voice sounds, the words knocking into each other.


‘Not at all,’ says Leonard, calmly.


All the time that I spent on the walk here, worrying that the letter would somehow liberate itself and blow away, and now it seems to have got caught in the narrowest recess of the pocket.


‘Is it a present?’ Young Hector asks.


‘Er . . . no.’ I try to smile, to compensate for this inadequate answer, and now I have freed it. I pull out the envelope whose stark whiteness seems to draw attention to itself.


Just at this moment, two things happen simultaneously: the door opens and in walks Phyllis bearing a redundant tea tray, pale eyes lighting up at the sight of me; Master Hector says, loudly: ‘Oh, it’s a letter. Look, it has your name: Mr Leonard Pritchard. That’s you.’


Phyllis’s gaze freezes like blue ice on the envelope. My cheeks must be scarlet.


In one swift movement, Leonard grasps the letter and tucks it briskly away in his inside pocket. He cannot be aware of Phyllis advancing behind him with a puzzled frown, but he says, quite loudly as if to the room in general, ‘I shall be happy to look over the Bible readings you’ve suggested, Rose.’ The hint of amusement in his eyes is replaced with an earnest intensity. ‘I’ll let you have my response tomorrow, I promise.’ He holds my gaze a moment. It is almost as if he has guessed the letter’s contents.


‘Thank you,’ I manage to say, my wits having deserted me.


Phyllis is level with me now. She turns to include us all. ‘Hello, Rose. Good morning, Leonard, Master Hector.’ Her face is a study of contained curiosity.


‘Good morning, Phyllis,’ Leonard says. ‘I expect you’re wondering how your sister and I became acquainted.’


Another person might look flustered at having such thoughts exposed. Phyllis’s slight frown has gone to be replaced by what, on the face of it, looks like an enquiring smile – one undergirded with steel.


‘We bumped into each other, literally, in the knot garden, yesterday, and somehow started chatting about poetry. I’m afraid I delayed Rose’s return home.’


Now all the tension has melted, and Phyllis’s smile is simply her wry one. ‘You’d better make the most of your discussion,’ she says to me, ‘hadn’t she?’ – turning to Leonard. ‘It’s not encouraged down here – that sort of thing.’


They exchange a keen glance, and it comes to me that they are friends. They have a complete history to which I am not party. I have the feeling that everything is moving too fast.


‘You know my views,’ says Leonard, quietly.


‘I do.’ Again, a look of complicity passes between them. Phyllis straightens. ‘Anyway, I can’t stand here hob-nobbing.’ She turns to me and drops her voice. ‘I expect you’ve got some news.’


‘Tuesday, at noon,’ I tell her.


She nods and takes her tray through to the scullery. I know, from the awkward way she keeps her head down, that she is trying not to cry.


‘We have to get back to the schoolroom,’ says Leonard. ‘Lessons till one o’clock, then Master Hector is free of me until Monday morning.’


‘I am very bored on Saturday afternoons and all of Sunday,’ says his young charge.


Leonard lightly touches the front of his jacket where my letter resides in his inside pocket. ‘You’ll have a reply by tomorrow night, Rose.’


The lad is sharp, and senses some business between his tutor and me, so I hope to distract him. ‘What are your interests, Master Hector?’


‘History,’ he answers, quickly. ‘Did you know that after The Great Plague there was a Great Fire in London?’


‘I believe I did.’


‘And do you know the date of the Fire?’


He looks so eager. I hope I step the right way. ‘Will you tell me, please?’


‘1666,’ he cries, delighted. ‘It’s easy, but young ladies are no good at facts and figures.’


He gives me a sympathetic smile, which I try to return without showing the weariness engendered by this all-too-familiar remark.


‘You haven’t learnt that opinion from me,’ Leonard says, evenly.


‘No, Father told me,’ says Hector, with pride, ‘so it must be true.’


I send a reassuring almost-smile to Leonard to let him know I am unscathed. I ask Hector, ‘Where did the Fire start?’


But he is tired of this game. ‘Pudding Lane,’ he answers, without interest. Then, the idea provokes another. ‘Cook?’


‘Yes, Master Hector?’ Mrs Brandon pauses to give him her full attention, a great jar of eggs in isinglass held against her broad, white-aproned chest.


‘What’s for pudding, this luncheon?’


‘For you, syrup sponge and custard.’


She includes Leonard in her satisfied smile. He closes his eyes. ‘Mmn . . . delicious.’


‘Thank you, Cook,’ says Hector.


She nods and moves on as Phyllis returns, evidently within earshot. ‘You will stay, Rose . . . ? You can’t walk home. I’ve seen outside and it’s tipping down.’ Since the three walls which do not house the range and ovens are lined with shelves and cupboards, the windows in this room are high, admitting no view, only light and not much of that on a day like this. ‘We’ll be having our dinner soon. You can join us.’


‘I’d feel embarrassed, Phyllis,’ I say, for the thought is daunting.


‘Nonsense, you’re almost one of us – will be next week.’


Something hits me deep down: No, I do not want to be here, an instinctive reaction which shocks me with its vehemence and conviction. I can’t begin to examine it before I am assailed by the most desperate guilt. I have never kept a thing from Phyllis. Her eager anticipation of my forthcoming employment at the Hall reminds me forcibly that I have embarked upon a double life, if only for the time being.


I must look stricken. Perhaps Leonard senses something of my unhappiness and strives to break its spell, which he does by standing up, ‘I will say goodbye, for the moment, Rose.’


‘Goodbye, Leonard.’ I hope my eyes reflect my thanks.


‘Well, it’s up to you.’ Phyllis touches me lightly on the shoulder. ‘I must go back upstairs.’


I catch at her hand, but she has already whisked out of the door, after Leonard and Hector.


I suddenly feel very conspicuous, even though I am ignored. The fact that everyone else has a job to do for either the enormous luncheon which will take place in an hour upstairs or the plain meal which will be eaten beforehand here somehow makes me feel worse. I run my hand across my coat. It is dry enough to wear without too much discomfort. I stand and shake it out, but before I even find a sleeve, Dot comes in.


‘I’m sorry I had to leave you, Rose. Cook required me in the pantry.’


I tell her Phyllis was down and that I spoke to Leonard and Master Hector. Her sweet smile, ‘They’ll have entertained you.’ Knives and forks are being set out. There is a strong smell of greens, but also a savour of some tempting meat dish. ‘You will stay for dinner, won’t you? We’re having Irish stew. I made the dumplings.’


Dot’s suet dumplings are a serious rival to Hilda’s in their lightness. I can almost taste one as it crumbles in the mouth, fat without being fatty, moist enough to absorb gravy without going to mush, a hint of marjoram tempering all that richness. Just the thing on a wet winter day, when everything else in the world is bleak. I am feeling very unsettled and, just at the moment Dot presses me, I can do nothing but give in to the solace of dumplings.


I am seated next to Jack, and am glad of his and Ralph’s benign and protective presence, as I do not care for the appraising looks directed at me by the two footmen, who must be about the same age as my brothers. These young men would not speak to me, of course, especially with Phyllis on my other side. I do not need to see her face to know she is my champion. Hilda is on her other side. She is transformed from the grey, anxious shadow of herself I encountered yesterday. ‘Father is looking forward to you coming home,’ I say. ‘Tell him, I can’t wait,’ she whispers.


After grace, said by the butler, I wonder whether it is my being here and having to convey sad information to the family or simply the imperative to eat quickly in order to return upstairs to serve luncheon, which subdues conversation to the functional minimum. Jack observes that when he crossed the yard, the rain had stopped and it looked as if the sun might be trying to break through. Phyllis says she just has time to walk with me a few paces on the gravel. The little scullery maid, who looks much younger than the twelve years she must be to have finished school, begins to collect the dirty dishes. I notice that her fingers are red and raw, swollen with chilblains.


‘We look forward to your joining us next week, Rose,’ says the housekeeper, Mrs Gilliatt.


Luckily, she does not wait for more than a smile from me, before she leads her retinue upstairs. Other faces smile back at me. I feel dreadful and yet, for all I know, this life will be my fate, so I am pleased to have been accepted. I put on my coat and my poor hat, whose appearance has not improved from being flattened against my chest during the windswept journey here. I remember my umbrella and say a brief goodbye to those remaining in the kitchen, but all is action and no one takes much notice, for which I am glad.


A weak sun is shining now and the whole garden glistens. Mist rises from the stunted winter plants. A horse neighs in the stables, and I think of Jack and his calming way with all creatures, even the boldest stallion. The only other sound is our two pairs of footsteps on the gravel path through the knot garden.


‘You’ll fit in well,’ says Phyllis.


My insides freeze.


‘Don’t look so worried, Rose. I won’t let them eat you.’


We hug goodbye, but briefly. Displays of affection would not be tolerated and, in any case, Phyllis has to go. I watch her straight-backed stride which is almost a run. She turns at the door and I wave. Then she disappears inside the dark corridor and the door shuts on her.


When Phyllis and I were little, long before school age, we had a make-believe family. In summer, when we played outside, Father and Mother would be a larger and smaller stone, their children named pebbles. In winter, playing under the table in the warmth of the range, our family would be assorted buttons. In just the way that, occasionally, one of the others, such as Jack or Hilda, would join us and play a part, we sometimes brought in other characters to augment our little family’s adventures.


I must have been about eight when our church acquired a curate for a year. At probably no more than thirty, he still seemed old to us, with a florid face and portly profile, as if he had enjoyed too many roast dinners. Young children though we were, we could not fail to notice his pomposity. On top of this, he had a manner of speaking in which his small, round mouth barely moved, contorting the words which issued. One Sunday, walking home after Matins, Phyllis and I were giggling about him. Suddenly, feeling wicked, I turned to her and said: ‘May the Dervane late shane upern you.’ In her shout of laughter, shushed by Father, a new character was added to the stone and button family. Whole episodes were created so that Uncle Bottomley, as we called him, could appear and dispense his wisdom. This was usually through me, because Phyllis loved to hear me do his voice. We would hold back his entrance the more to enjoy the anticipation of his eventual performance.


Years have passed, and though we no longer play our childhood game, of course, if we should be together on one of Phyllis’s rare half-days or holidays and a situation calls for it, perhaps a local elder holding forth, we only have to catch each other’s eye to know that Uncle Bottomley lives on in our imagination and our stifled giggles.


All this and much more comes to mind as I walk back across the Park, avoiding the places where the rain has turned the path to mud. We were best friends. I fear, in all the internal debate about my big idea, I have managed to underestimate the extent to which Phyllis, assuming my imminent residence at Sawdons, has been counting on a resumption of that friendship. This makes me feel bad, not only selfish but foolish, as if I thought I could follow my whims with no repercussions.


Then I recall my sense of desolation, when Phyllis left to take up a position at the Hall. I was ten. That final year at school, walking there and back on my own, I was miserable and lonely. Poor Jim’s winter cough turned to pneumonia, which took him quickly and little Annie was beginning to ail, but we did not know it at the time, nor the reason why, and simply thought her tendency to tire easily was because she had a delicate constitution. Mother’s health was, of course, not good, and these two little deaths, each at under five years old, made her very low. I began to take on as many of the household tasks as I could manage before and after school and when I started as a maid at the solicitor’s house. I would sit and read to her from one of her own books kept upon her shelf, Jane Austen, or a poem from her anthology of English poets. She had always been easy to talk to, even though she was our mother. Gradually, without my knowing it, she took Phyllis’s place and became my closest friend.


All of which does not mean that I feel any the less for Phyllis now. On the contrary, our time together today, albeit brief, has rekindled a good deal of our old feeling for each other. Have I set in train something I might regret? As I have told myself before, the likelihood of gaining the position is not high. Leonard, for all his welcoming ways, has to be business-like about this venture. He will probably be looking for someone considerably older, with experience in the world of retail and, although he might not admit it to himself, a man. I imagine the ideal candidate for the job: a sober-sided gentleman with spectacles who can speak Latin, knows his Shakespearean quotations and is well-equipped to advise on the merits of one encyclopaedia in preference to another. He will be a gentleman of authority, someone whom the public will respect. Yes, he’s the man for the position. I’m almost glad. I come out of these reflections to realise home is in sight. This has turned into a lovely afternoon, the winter sun dipping now, the sky suffused with apricot. Beyond the silhouette of winter trees and hedges, a further expanse of faded blue has a hint of green about it. I feel as if it is a gift. I cannot be downhearted.


I wake unrested, aware of having experienced active dreams full of presences. I remember that this is the Second Sunday after the Epiphany. It would be unthinkable, on every count, to attend church before the funeral on Tuesday. At least we will be spared the added pang of seeing the church cold and bare, all its decorations having been taken down by Twelfth Night. Besides, we need the intervening days to summon our courage for the emotional ordeal.


In our raw state, we would not want to meet anyone. I feel strongly, however, that after the turbulent night which I have suffered – and, judging by Father’s face, so has he – we cannot remain cooped up in these four walls all day. Expecting him to reject the idea of a walk down our field path to the river and back for a breath of air, I am surprised when he agrees.


We set out when I have cleared up after breakfast, soon reaching the river. It is not yet in its winter spate but looks black under the bare branches of the willows and alders, which line its banks. Instead of turning for home, Father walks on along the towpath. In a while, we pass the end of Dr Jepp’s garden, with its little gate under the arching boughs of two tall horse chestnut trees which, in springtime, are a glory of white candles. Several smaller gardens follow and, now, we are coming to the yards of the shops and workshops in the town. Here is the back of the blacksmith’s forge, with Father’s workshop next door.
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