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Chapter One

March 1967

 



Sarah and Mrs Beckett spoke in whispers. The entrance hall was dotted with rival pairs of mothers and daughters and it wouldn’t do to be overheard.

At the back of the hall was a graceful staircase of white marble. Every ten minutes or so a woman in a maroon knitted suit came back with a girl who’d been interviewed and swapped her for the next on the list. Mrs Beckett, afraid of being accidentally forgotten, insisted on edging closer to the staircase each time there was a gap. After half an hour she and Sarah were actually on the best seat of all, a wooden bench nearest the bottom step.

Sarah felt the pressure of her mother’s bony elbow in her ribs. ‘Your shoe.’

‘What’s the matter with my shoe?’

‘Ssssh. Wipe it. Here.’

A handkerchief was passed tensely across and Sarah obediently rubbed away at the toe of her tan lace-up. Mrs Beckett smiled blindly out into the hall. ‘Hurry up.’

Afterwards Sarah sat up, flushed. The drama had been followed with intense interest, though everyone pretended not to have noticed. Nerves hummed in the dusty air.

‘Who do you think that is?’ she asked, her voice unexpectedly loud and high. ‘I’ll have a look.’

‘Sarah!’

But Sarah marched boldly across to a portrait hanging in the central panel of the back wall. A youngish woman in a blue gown returned her gaze from prominent grey eyes. Shining brown hair was parted above a stern brow and the jaw did not suggest a kind or tolerant nature.


Elizabeth Hardemon. Headmistress, Priors Heath 1856-1901,  read a little plaque set in the ornate frame:

Presented to the school in 1907 by Revd Martin Hardemon.

 



‘Sarah Beckett.’

The woman in maroon was back.

‘Here. Here,’ called Mrs Beckett leaping up and raising her hand. Sarah stepped forward, feeling herself strong in the spotlight of her own life.

‘Don’t forget to mention the Brownies,’ hissed her mother.

‘Come with me, dear.’

Sarah’s feet were now actually on those beautiful white steps and her hand skimmed the polished rail. Below sat Mrs Beckett in her best green mac, the insistent tug of her ambition dragging at her daughter’s shoulders. Sarah concentrated on the delicious click of the maroon woman’s heels on the bare marble and the way her hair was pinned into a perfect roll at the back. At the first turn of the stairs was a landing on which fell jewelled pools of light from a stained-glass window. Sarah ran her hand through the beams and saw her fingers dappled.

‘I like that,’ she said but the secretary didn’t pause.

Upstairs there was a broad corridor with creaking wooden boards. Sarah had to sit on a chair opposite a white door bearing the words Miss Simon, Headmistress. Her hands were clammy, her woollen gym-slip hot under her thighs. Now at  last she was nervous because for the first time it mattered to her whether she succeeded or not. The portrait of Elizabeth Hardemon, the white staircase and the stained glass had shown her how different Priors Heath School for Girls might be to Becksmith Primary’s tarmacked playground, wire fences and corridors with brown-tiled walls.

The door opened and a golden-haired girl came out, actually shaking the Head’s hand as she left. I couldn’t manage that, thought Sarah, and felt the burden of all the things she had never done.

‘I’ll be with you in a minute, dear,’ said the Head who went mysteriously back into her room and closed the door. Sarah guessed that she was making notes on the last candidate. What possible chance had she against such perfection?

After a very short time Sarah was summoned. Miss Simon’s study was a marvel of chintz, and flowers in vases, not at all resembling the little green-painted room occupied by Mr Turner, Head of Becksmith Primary. Sarah was ushered to a seat by a gas fire and Miss Simon sat opposite looking rather like Aunty Win, although Miss Simon didn’t wear a hat.

There followed a comfortable chat in which Miss Simon asked Sarah lots of easy questions about herself. ‘What are you reading at the moment?’

‘Well, my mother and I have just finished Jane Eyre. I read to her when she’s ironing and sometimes we alternate pages. Next we’ll try The Mill on the Floss.’


‘And what did you like about Jane Eyre?’

‘Oh, the bit when Blanche Ingrams visits, and you know Mr Rochester really loves Jane all along. And of course the beginning when Jane was at school and Helen Burns was ill.’

‘Why do you suppose that part appealed to you?’

‘Because I like reading about schools and Helen is so good. I don’t think anyone would cry over me like that. Not that I would ever want them to,’ she added hurriedly, ‘not that I would ever want to give them the trouble.’

‘I see. Now what about your own school? Do you enjoy school, Sarah?’

‘Oh yes. I’m an only child so I like having all the people around me.’

‘What are your favourite lessons?’

‘History. I love history.’

‘Why’s that, do you think?’

‘Well, you know those books we have, with the pictures of cavemen and women and the fire at the entrance to the cave? I always want to know what’s happening behind, inside the cave.’

‘And how do you occupy your spare time when you’re not reading?’

‘Brownies,’ said Sarah triumphantly. ‘Though I’m getting too old and I can’t say I like knots.’ She remembered belatedly that her mother had warned her never to say what she didn’t like doing, so she changed the subject to elocution classes.

After Sarah had read aloud an extract from Through the Looking Glass, Miss Simon indicated that the interview was over. It was actually quite easy to shake hands and Sarah walked dreamily back along the passage with the memory of the Head’s dry, cool fingers pressing her own hot palm. She could hardly bear to go down the stairs in case she should never come back again. Glancing up at the stained-glass window she saw that it depicted three running, laughing girls in long frocks with white roses round their feet, holding out a scroll which read‘FIAT LUX’.

Please, please, please, she prayed, let me belong to somewhere this old.

As soon as they were out of the double doors and down the steps on to the forecourt Mrs Beckett whispered loudly: ‘How did it go? What did she say?’

‘She liked my reading aloud. I told her about Jane Eyre.’

Mrs Beckett looked pleased and her compressed lips relaxed. ‘What did you say exactly?’

‘I said I read to you while you did the ironing.’

‘Sarah, you didn’t. You didn’t mention my ironing. Miss Simon wouldn’t want to hear about my ironing.’

‘Oh, never mind, it doesn’t matter.’ Sarah quickened her pace. They were passing the wall of a brewery which gave off a sickly aroma of malt. She knew that this interrogation would continue throughout the walk into the town centre and the bus ride back to Hillingdon. ‘I said that my favourite subject was history.’

‘Sarah, you hardly do any history at Becksmith. Whyever didn’t you concentrate on your English?’

‘History was fine.’

‘I hope she didn’t ask any arithmetic questions.’

‘Of course not. Anyway, I must have done all right in the maths test, mustn’t I, or I wouldn’t have got this far?’

‘Sarah, I’m sure lots of girls did very well in the test. There’s no need to boast.’

‘I wasn’t boasting, I was just saying . . .’

‘I know. Dear old Sarah, you’ve done so well. Come on, let’s go and have tea in a shop. You deserve it after that ordeal. Daddy said we should.’ The moment of tension was over. Mrs Beckett had established that her child had not been showing off, at least not deliberately. Faringford town centre was unknown to them, being some fifteen miles from home, but it  had a proper high street with several cafés. Mother and daughter linked arms in joyous anticipation of the wonderful treat of tea out.

 



Nine months later Sarah was studying history in a classroom on the top floor of the New Building at Priors Heath School for Girls, Faringford, Hertfordshire. She had graduated from cavemen to Saxons and was grappling with a page of questions set by the formidable Miss Stone who wore a sack-shaped pinafore over a checked shirt.

During their first lesson at the beginning of September Miss Stone had terrified Sarah. ‘Girls, I don’t care what anyone else in this school expects from you. I demand one hundred per cent: I cannot stand halfheartedness. I will not tolerate sloppy work or lame excuses for homework not being done. You are bright girls, or so we’ve been told. Your brains give you privilege. Do not abuse or waste them.’

Afterwards groups of girls wearing new navy-blue tunics and knitted cardigans stood about in the quad doubled up with hilarity at the squat fierceness of Miss Stone. But Sarah felt as if she had just emerged from an ice-cold shower. I will please her, she thought, I will make her notice me. She matters.


8. Describe a typical Saxon dwelling. In the picture two girls with immensely long plaits did some weaving outside a neat hut. The next drawing showed their living accommodation with skins tossed over a plank bed. It must have been dark and smoky, Sarah decided, with spiders and rats probably, unless they had cats. I wonder if cats had been tamed by then?

She had just written a neat number 8 in the margin when a scrap of minutely folded paper landed full square on the fresh ink and made a faint smudge. Sarah’s head jolted up but  everyone else seemed to be writing busily. She unfolded the note.

Sarah Beckett. Do you want to come to my birthday outing on Saturday? Imogen.

Speculation about Saxon domesticity went flying from Sarah’s head. An invitation from Imogen Taylor? But they weren’t friends. Surely Imogen was barely conscious that Sarah existed? She dared a glance at Imogen who sat three rows away with her long thin legs splayed in the aisle and her angular shoulder in its grubby shirt turned away. Sarah’s heart beat faster and her cheeks were hot.

After the lesson Imogen dived for the door and stalked off, no doubt bound for some unlawful break-time activity. Sarah scurried in her wake.

‘Sarah,’ called Claire Tomkins, ‘aren’t you coming to the dining room? It’s Tuesday. Chelsea buns.’ But Sarah had no time to explain where she was going.

In the short time that the girls had been at Priors Heath Imogen Taylor had established herself as a wild card. She wore her new uniform with panache, the knot of her tie almost invisible, her skirt hitched to knicker-level. Witty and impudent, she kept to the line of acceptable behaviour by a whisker, accumulating a following of reprobates as surely as a magnet attracts iron filings. Sarah had watched Imogen with wistful, alarmed eyes, absorbing the quality of her fine cheek-bones, white skin and thin, unruly body. Her own friends like Claire tended to be calm and sensible, good workers as the teachers said.

She caught up with Imogen on the stairs and felt dwarfish elbowing along behind her.

‘This birthday. Do you mean it?’

‘Of course.’

‘Will Caroline be there?’

‘No.’

‘Will Fiona?’

‘No.’

‘Will Laura?’

‘No one else. Just you.’

‘It’s very nice of you.’

‘Yep.’ By now they had crossed the crowded quadrangle. Behind them was the red-brick New Building dating from the 1920s when Priors Heath School for Girls had undergone a major expansion. Ahead was the eighteenth-century Old House where Sarah had been interviewed and to the left was a high wall with an arched entrance to the rose garden, a haven for staff and prefects and absolutely out of bounds to anyone in the lower school. ‘I’m meeting Laura in the garden,’ said Imogen. ‘Coming?’

‘Oh no. No.’ Sarah hung back, scared of such insubordination. Imogen tossed her hair from her forehead and was gone, leaving Sarah in the quad which seemed dull because emptied of Imogen.

Sarah’s peace of mind was destroyed. Priors Heath had hitherto been a manageable place, orderly, industrious, cheerful, all qualities she was used to at home. The girls had sifted themselves into little groups and Sarah had a special friend, Claire, who was also on a scholarship and lived in the same north-west London suburb as Sarah, though her family’s semi-detached house was much bigger and had a garage. They travelled by bus together through the farmland of the Green Belt to the town of Faringford where they got off at the stop outside Boots. From there they walked past the brewery to Priors Heath which stood back from the road in a wide forecourt where the senior teachers parked their cars. Junior girls  were never allowed to use the main entrance through the double doors of the Old House. Instead they herded down a narrow passage which came out in the quadrangle. To the left of this alleyway was a wooden fence protecting them from Ryder Street and the mysterious, shouting den of iniquity beyond, which was Ryder Street Secondary Modern.

Throughout the hour-long journey to school Claire gave minute details of her family’s domestic arrangements and in particular the activities of her brilliant older brother, Stephen. On the way home the girls discussed their teachers and classmates. Sarah, though fond of Claire, sometimes felt a little stifled and certainly it was not possible to discuss Imogen’s birthday party with her as she was bound to disapprove and ask too many awkward questions.

For the rest of the week Sarah wallowed in her secret glory, though once the event had been arranged Imogen treated her exactly as before; with a complete disregard for her existence.

 



Sarah’s parents were proud when they heard she’d been invited to Imogen Taylor’s because they could tell from the posh address that their daughter was rubbing shoulders with the rich and noble. There was a considerable argument about what Sarah should wear. Mrs Beckett spent an entire episode of The Archers ironing Sarah’s red corduroy dress though Sarah knew the frock would be totally wrong. ‘Please can we go to Dorothy Perkins in the morning? I need something short. And some stocking tights.’ She was wasting her breath. A birthday treat demanded a best dress.

Straight after lunch on Saturday Sarah and her parents set out in the car for Hampstead. The drive was a terrible ordeal for Mr Beckett who hated traffic and unknown roads. Of course they were nearly an hour early and had to park round  the corner and go for a gritty walk on the Heath. Then they all stood awe-struck on the pavement outside Imogen’s high white house until Sarah plucked up the courage to climb the five steps to the front door.

After lifting the heavy knocker she looked back to her parents. There they stood in their best macs, proud and nervous. Suddenly she wanted to go back with them to 16, Heskwith Close, Hillingdon, where she might make a chocolate cake with her mother or play jacks on the garden path while her father painted the French windows. But it was too late. Light footsteps could be heard from within the house and Imogen, wearing a short black skirt and yellow skinny-rib jumper, flung wide the door.

The hall of Imogen’s house was large and empty with black and white floor tiles and a huge piece of dark furniture on which lay a man’s hat with a brim. Everywhere smelt moth-bally, as if under-used, and so did Imogen’s parents who were very tall. But despite their size the family was lost in high-ceilinged rooms filled with unlovely antiques. There had once been another child, Lawrence, but he had left home to pursue a vague offer of work with a record company in the States. The only signs of him were a closed door on the first floor and a couple of unclaimed football boots in the cloakroom. In the vast, white lounge, called ‘the drawing room’ by Mrs Taylor, was a photograph of a schoolboy with dark curly hair and intense blue eyes.

Mrs Taylor, unlike most mothers, had a career. She was a lawyer and wore a smart tailored suit in a strong green colour. She had big glasses and her hair was cut in a springy, short style which suggested great determination. Imogen’s father was a chemist and had at some stage made a fortune with a pharmaceutical company. Despite his Anglicized name he  retained a Polish accent and his square, close-shaven head and sad eyes bore witness to a haunting past. Music, as alien to Sarah as a grey wind blowing from a distant sea, flowed from beneath the door of his vast study. ‘Mahler,’ drawled Imogen. ‘He’s obsessed by Mahler.’ In every room were books in foreign languages, neatly shelved and obviously well read. Mr Taylor always held a book, his finger between its pages to retain his place. Whenever he spoke to Sarah in his soft, elaborate English, he seemed to her to be dragging his attention from some lofty area of learning which she could never reach.

The adult Taylors didn’t know how to perform the necessary rituals of their daughter’s birthday. Instead of the statutory sausages on sticks and ham sandwiches there was the unheard-of luxury of food from containers. A chicken dinner in foil cases was drawn from the oven and for pudding there was a pink, shop-bought cake. ‘My mother never cooks,’ explained Imogen and Sarah thought of her own mother in her cotton apron, churning out scones, victoria sponges and a flow of nourishing main meals.

After tea Sarah and the Taylors stood awkwardly to attention whilst Imogen lit her twelve candles and blew them out.  Happy Birthday was not sung.

The birthday treat was a visit to the theatre to see Kiss Me Kate. They went into town by car, which was extraordinary. Why not go by Underground? The Taylors’ car was very wide and had soft squashy seats which made Sarah car-sick. She lay back in her corner with clenched teeth rehearsing the horror of asking to stop so she could be sick in a gutter.

Questions were fired at the girls from across the front seats. ‘Who lived in that house with the blue plaque? . . . What does Number 1, London, mean to you? . . . When was the Battle of Waterloo?’ Sarah adopted a knowing smile and kept quiet.  Imogen answered sullenly. Please, please, please could we get there soon, Sarah prayed.

Her pleasure in the musical was marred by residual nausea and the discomfort of being with the Taylors. Imogen sighed and shifted restlessly in her seat. Mr Taylor, who had probably chosen the show because of its instructive Shakespearian connections, could not enjoy it himself but was at pains to ensure that his daughter’s guest did. He peered repeatedly round his wife’s back to see whether or not Sarah was smiling. Mrs Taylor was rigid with irritation. Her shoulders twitched and her foot tapped but not in time to the music.

Afterwards Sarah wrote a careful thank you note to Mr and Mrs Taylor which she handed to Imogen at school on Monday. ‘You needn’t have bothered,’ said Imogen cramming it into her bag. All day Sarah kept peeping at her to see if there would be any recognition of their new intimacy and when none was forthcoming, returned with some relief to the safe orbit of Claire Tomkins. And then in English that afternoon it was announced that Sarah Beckett had been chosen from the whole year to do the reading at the Christmas carol service. She was so thrilled by the honour that any lingering hurt caused by Imogen’s coldness almost disappeared.

 



In the Wyatt Hall, which had a gallery on three sides for the sixth form, were rows of metal and canvas seats the colour of decaying mushrooms. The junior-school children sat on the left nearest the stage, the rest were ranked by age. Readers had to sit apart near the steep wooden steps leading up on to the platform. Because she was the youngest reader, Sarah was first. She and her mother had practised the extract from Isaiah so often that she could have recited the whole thing by heart. Her ears sang with elation and dread.

After ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ the school sank down with a clatter of chair on chair and a crescendo of coughs. Sarah, bolt upright, climbed the steps. In front of her was the table where the Head and deputies sat. To her left was a shimmer of pink faces.

The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined . . .


Her voice was cool, clipped and strong. She felt the yellow lamps above the stage warm on her head and grew courageous enough to glance out occasionally. Was that Imogen’s pale head? Did Imogen think she had done well?

Afterwards there was no applause of course, just a reverent silence. Sarah took her time walking off the stage because this was a precious moment of glory. But she was descending into a big problem. That morning Mrs Beckett had said: ‘You really must invite Imogen Taylor back, Sarah. They gave you that lovely trip to the theatre. She’ll think you’re not grateful. Ask her to tea on Saturday.’

But how terrible, first to have to issue the invitation which would in all probability be bluntly refused, and then perhaps to have Imogen witness Sarah’s home life. But the deed could not be avoided. Sarah knew that her mother would never be happy until the debt of hospitality had been paid.

So that the humiliation of rejection would at least go unwitnessed Sarah tried to pass a note discreetly along the bench in Physics. Unfortunately it had to go via Claire, who disapproved of note-passing, and then Laura Harding, the golden-haired paragon whom Sarah had admired on the day of her interview. Laura had a deceptive coy innocence which allowed her to open the note as if by mistake and read it. She  gave Sarah a knowing smirk and handed it on. Imogen seemed to ignore it completely.

After lunch she brushed past Sarah in the quad. ‘Yeah. OK. What time?’

Sarah blurted out three o’clock and her address.

‘You were the best reader,’ added Imogen.

 



By two forty-five on Saturday afternoon ham sandwiches, scones, celery, orange cake and flapjack were arranged on the best cloth embroidered by Grandma in her youth. ‘I think Imogen might prefer something else, like salad,’ Sarah said, gazing in despair at the seersucker serviettes rolled into their wooden rings. Imogen’s casual sophistication threatened to engulf the entire contents of 16, Heskwith Close.

Sarah was clammy with dread. The whole of Saturday had been spent in agonized speculation. How could she possibly amuse Imogen for four hours or so? What would Imogen think of this tiny house with its green moquette settee in the room her mother called the lounge, and the garden laid to lawn and vegetable patch? Perched on the gold quilted bedspread recently bought from Brentford Nylons Sarah surveyed her bedroom with newly critical eyes. Even the shelves of books were suddenly unsatisfactory. All the favourites beloved by first her mother and then herself were so winsome and irrelevant: Heidi, What Katy Did, Little Women. The Sue Barton, Staff Nurse books now seemed cheaply romantic; the Every-man Classics: Brontë, Dickens, Austen, most of which had not yet been tackled, hopelessly pretentious.

The doorbell rang and there was Imogen, glamorous and easy in a red jumper and black, tight trousers. Mrs Beckett peered past her to the pavement. ‘Have your mum and dad gone already?’

‘Oh, I came by bus.’

‘Did you? My goodness. Clever girl.’ Mrs Beckett, cheery but nervous, had set her hair and wore her second-best crimplene two-piece. ‘Harry,’ she called. ‘Harry, Sarah’s friend is here.’

Out came Mr Beckett, rumpled from his Saturday afternoon sit down with a cup of tea. ‘Hello there.’ He was still carrying the Daily Telegraph, which he now folded briskly. ‘I was just off outside to light a bonfire. See you later then.’ In the garage he would pull on his long woollen socks and wellingtons, and out he would go into the grey, cold garden, which was his weekend world. Lucky Dad, thought Sarah.

‘Now then, what are you two girls going to do?’ asked Mrs Beckett. ‘I thought we’d have tea at five.’

‘Would you like to see my room?’ said Sarah and Imogen shrugged, a gesture which she had perfected at school for the benefit of weak teachers. It was a slow lift of one shoulder and then a heavy drop as if even the shrug itself was too much effort. Poor Miss Shaw, who wore brown and taught Latin, had once run out of the classroom in tears because of this shrug. She had tried to tell Imogen off for doing a crossword during the lesson.

Climbing the stairs, however slowly, could hardly be expected to last more than thirty seconds, thought Sarah in desperation. If she had been with Claire they would have galloped up and curled on the bed to play Coppit, or perhaps dressed up in Mrs Beckett’s cast-off dirndls and pointed shoes. Any such mundane and childish activity seemed impossible with Imogen.

‘There’s the bathroom and that’s my parents’ room and this is a tiny boxroom, really small, see, which is the spare room, and this is my room.’ Her father had decorated the walls with  a gold and white floral paper that Sarah had loved only three months previously. The furniture, bought at a local secondhand shop, was painted white and displayed Sarah’s collections of china ornaments and foreign dolls. There was a little sheepskin rug by the bed. Sarah shrank at the memory of Imogen’s vast room with its rich red carpet and muddle of exotic objects and posters, draped with swirly scarves.

‘It’s nice,’ said Imogen.

Her quick eye missed nothing. She wanted to know where everything had come from. When Sarah spoke of aunts, cousins and grandmothers she was interrogated about their jobs, ages and marital status. Imogen was intrigued by the thought of the great-aunts, Win and Victoria, who shared a dark house in Acton and by Uncle Charlie who lived alone in a twelfth-floor flat in Hounslow.

When the rows of knick-knacks had been exhausted she pulled book after book off the shelf and read the fly leaves. ‘Have you read this? Is it good? What’s it about? Would I like it? Could I borrow it?’ She stood in the bay window facing the road and looked out at the nearly identical houses opposite. In the back garden of one was a pair of waving poplar trees, their tops, bared of leaves, visible above the orangey-red roofs. ‘It’s a good view,’ she said.

She wanted to examine every inch of the house. Mrs Beckett was in the living room cutting out a skirt for Sarah. Imogen knelt beside her and picked up the tissue pattern, scrutinizing the little printed directions and signs. ‘I could never do this,’ she said, so Mrs Beckett showed her how easy it was to pin a dart.

‘Do you want to see the garden now?’ asked Sarah, who was bored.

They stood shivering by the bonfire which Mr Beckett had  stacked with his usual care so that it burned cleanly, the crackling flames almost liquid in their clarity. Imogen’s cheeks were thin and angular in the fading afternoon light, her eyes peaceful, her hands like glowing flowers. She smiled at Sarah across the bonfire so that Sarah felt an instant of pure joy.

‘Can I help you?’ Imogen asked Mr Beckett and he let her fork damp cabbage stalks on to the fire. He wore a felt cap low on his forehead and Sarah loved him for his gentle courtesy.

At tea Imogen handled Mrs Beckett’s best pink and gold china tea service as if it were priceless porcelain. She ate more than anyone but was very quiet, responding politely but briefly to Mrs Beckett’s questions.

‘Where do you plan to spend Christmas, Imogen?’

‘At home, as usual.’

‘Sarah tells me you have a brother in the music business. What exactly does he do?’

‘He plays bass guitar. We don’t hear from him often. I wish we did but he’s so in demand.’

‘He must be much older than you.’

‘He is. Ten years. I think I was a bit of a mistake.’

Mrs Beckett looked uncomfortable. ‘You must miss your brother.’

‘Oh, I do. It’s so brilliant when he’s home. He takes me out or plays games with me and doesn’t mind me around at all, unlike some people’s brothers.’

‘Oh well, I expect he’ll be home for Christmas.’

‘I hope so. We haven’t heard from him for ages.’ There was a bleakness about Imogen as she said this which was at odds with Mrs Beckett’s snug little dining room.

‘And how do you find Priors Heath? Sarah’s very happy there.’

‘I could never like school,’ replied Imogen.

‘Oh, what a shame. Why not?’

‘I’m no good at sitting still. And I’m not clever like Sarah.’

‘Oh, Sarah’s hopeless at maths,’ exclaimed Mrs Beckett. ‘She tells me you’re especially good at physics. How wonderful to understand science. Nobody in this family can manage figures.’

‘Let’s hope my clients have a little more faith in me than you,’ said Mr Beckett, smiling and winking at Imogen. ‘My job is to deal with insurance claims. I spend all day working with figures.’

When the washing-up was done, dutifully dried by Imogen and Sarah, they played Scrabble and Mrs Beckett got out the Quality Street. Imogen’s hair swung forward in a fine blonde curtain as she set ponderous Mr Beckett up with a triple word score. She is lovely, thought Sarah. She is.

At seven-thirty the spell was broken by the arrival of Mrs Taylor who stood irritably in the porch wearing a grey coat and high boots. She wouldn’t come in. ‘We’re going out to dinner,’ she explained. ‘Hurry up, Imogen, I did ask you to be ready.’ Imogen was transformed at once into the brittle child Sarah knew at Priors Heath. She scarcely said goodbye but whisked out into the night with a clatter of heavy heels on the paved front path.

‘See you on Monday,’ called Sarah but the only reply was the slamming of a car door.

 



This friendship with Imogen Taylor was both a source of excitement for Sarah and a great trial. She was most comfortable when teamed up with Claire Tomkins who was conscientious, friendly and co-operative. Like Claire, Sarah basked in the warmth of teacher approval and suffered if she was reprimanded. She soon had a reputation for being one of  the brightest in the class and other girls measured themselves against her. She was neat and pretty with glossy hair and dark expressive eyes and could run fast. At the end of the first year her report was glowing. Sarah is an excellent all rounder, concluded her form teacher. It has been a pleasure to see her becoming a popular and diligent member of the school.

But beneath the surface Sarah was leading a secret life, emotional and dangerous, bound to Imogen Taylor. Most of the time they barely spoke at school where Imogen scraped her way from one crisis to the next, her days punctuated by reproaches about forgotten homework, lost books and poor conduct. Everyone knew she was very bright but that she simply couldn’t be bothered to put any effort into schoolwork. She spent most of her time with lazy, moneyed girls who smoked in the loos at lunch-time and whose conversation was punctuated by audacious swear words and sexual innuendo. After school they mooched off to buy cans of drink, paint their nails and listen to rock music.

Once, hurt by weeks of neglect, Sarah approached Imogen. ‘You never speak to me any more,’ she said, trying to laugh.

‘You mean you never speak to me,’ said Imogen sharply.

Then suddenly, after days of not bothering, Imogen would take up with Sarah again and Sarah would follow, mesmerized. How could she refuse Imogen anything when to do so might earn that dismissive shrug? In any case, to hurt Imogen, to be disliked by her would be unbearable. At weekends they alternated visits to each other’s homes, adapting their behaviour without prior discussion, slipping from one role to another depending on where they were.

At Imogen’s they roamed the great, unloved house, trying on make-up, reading magazines and cooking themselves terrifyingly grown-up suppers of steak and chips. Once  Imogen played a record sent by Lawrence of a band called The Masters in which his name was mentioned as ‘bass’. The sound the group made was a noisy blur to Sarah but she liked the accompanying photograph of a thin man in tight red loons and a striped tank top. His face was white and angular, like Imogen’s, his hair a cloud of dark curls. ‘He might be coming home soon,’ said Imogen.

She showed Sarah Lawrence’s bedroom. Sarah realized that Imogen must have copied her brother’s style because his dark grey walls were covered with posters of rock stars: Lennon, Mick Jagger and Dylan. There were mountains of books stacked in piles; text books, novels and magazines with sophisticated, dull covers. On the bed was some kind of African striped blanket.

‘He could have done anything,’ said Imogen. ‘He was brilliant at school. My mother’s furious he didn’t do law. She really wanted him to. But Lawrence is his own person, you see. You can’t force him.’ She closed his bedroom door carefully and they tiptoed away, as if from a shrine.

Afternoons with Sarah’s family were a great contrast to the wide-open hours the girls spent in Hampstead. They went shopping with Mrs Beckett or helped with chores such as clearing out the shed. Imogen invested these mundane activities with glamour. She was energetic, enthusiastic and humorous. Once she asked Mr Beckett if she could try on his wellingtons and work clothes and the family watched, helpless with laughter, as she lumbered down the path in his size ten and a half boots, cap over one eye, long overcoat to the ground. Then she hung the coat back on the hook in the garage with touching respect.

In the evenings the girls sometimes read poetry into Sarah’s reel-to-reel tape recorder, a gift on her thirteenth birthday.

Sarah loved these poetry sessions. Each would choose a poem, practise it aloud and then recite it into the microphone. While Imogen was reading her face was thoughtful and serene with the sharp, sardonic glare gone from her eyes. She had a deep, sonorous voice and the knack of choosing poems that lingered for days in Sarah’s head.


Do you remember an Inn,  
Miranda,  
Do you remember an Inn?



Her head wagged a little on the fast, dancing section: Snapping of a clapper to the spin, Out and in . . . , but when she reached: And the Ting, Tong, Tang of the Guitar, Imogen’s voice slowed and Sarah knew she was remembering Lawrence.

The poem Sarah best liked Imogen to read was by Robert Frost and ended:... But I have promises to keep,  
And miles to go before I sleep,  
And miles to go before I sleep.





Then Sarah knew that the brash, rushing Imogen of Priors Heath was not the true girl, but one who understood the emotions of longing and love. Promises to keep, was, Sarah thought, some kind of profound covenant to herself.

Sarah always chose complicated poetry that was difficult to read well because she never got over the desire to impress Imogen or to convey a secret, yearning message that might betray the true depth of her soul.


I wonder by my troth, what thou, and I  
Did, till we loved ? . . .



With love poems Sarah always ran into difficulties because  when she said them aloud in front of Imogen they sounded soppy, even though before she had thought them beautiful.


Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me,  
Saying that now you are not as you were  
When you had changed from the one who was all to me . . .



After the readings they rewound the tape, listened to their recorded voices and shrieked with embarrassment. Then the game was over and they lay on Sarah’s bed talking about Priors Heath. Imogen was critical and astute about people at school but quick to acknowledge talent. And they’d discuss long-term plans. Imogen was going to America the minute she could to join Lawrence. Then she would study sociology, an ambition Sarah didn’t mention to her parents who put many of the world’s ills down to the money spent by the state on social workers. Sarah said she would teach history though Imogen always rocked with laughter when she heard this. ‘I can’t imagine anyone, ever, wanting to teach. Let alone history.’




Chapter Two

January 1849

 



Bess Hardemon arrived at Priors Heath School for the Daughters of Clergy on a damp and blustery evening in late January. As she climbed out of the carriage a gust of wind thrust her skirts against her knees and flung back a door at the top of a shallow flight of steps to reveal a wavering light. A maid appeared carrying a lamp and a bulging carpet bag. Behind her came a much larger woman, her arm pushed firmly through the elbow of a tiny female whom she forced into the empty carriage. Bess glimpsed bewildered eyes under a crooked bonnet before the door was slammed and the carriage waved away. The muscular crunch of the horses’ hooves made a poignant contrast to the frailty of the lone passenger.

‘Bring her to my parlour,’ ordered the fat woman and scurried inside. Bess was left to haul her own belongings up to the porch where the servant waited with the lamp, tapping her foot. The door was slammed and two heavy bolts drawn.

‘Follow me if you like,’ said the girl, setting off across a cavernous hall and beneath a staircase into the tunnel of a low corridor.

Bess put down her bags and stood in the extreme darkness. There was no sound but the maid’s distant footfall and the  beat of the wind against shuttered windows. Somewhere above dozens of girls lay sleeping but down here there was no hint of their presence. With a deep sigh Bess closed her eyes and folded her gloved hands, drawing herself up for a new struggle.

After a few minutes the door under the stairs was flung open and the maid reappeared. ‘I said follow me.’

Bess spoke very low. ‘What is your name?’

‘Annie Laidlaw.’ The girl’s lower lip was tight with defiance.

‘Will you take my bags now, Annie, or come back for them later?’

Annie’s eyelids drooped as she considered her options. After a moment she cleared her throat. ‘I’ll bring them later.’

‘Thank you.’ At last Bess stepped forward. ‘Now, perhaps you’ll take me to see the Headmistress.’

Not another word was said as they walked rapidly along the passage and up a steep, narrow flight of stairs, emerging at last on to an uncarpeted corridor where their shadows rose and fell in the candle-light like mournful ghosts. Annie knocked on one of a series of closed doors, opened it and departed, the set of her shoulders proclaiming that she was highly affronted.

In the Headmistress’s parlour Bess was greeted by the whiff of candle-wax and unwashed female flesh. The fat woman was seated by the fire, a closely inscribed account ledger open on her knee. ‘We expected you earlier,’ she said in a voice muffled by many chins. ‘Miss Porter was getting very agitated.’ Scraps of dull hair emerged from an unstarched cap and her mouth was heavy-lipped and bitter. ‘I am Miss Simms, Headmistress of Priors Heath. There is a list of your duties.’ She pointed triumphantly to a grubby page on the table beside her.

When Bess didn’t move Miss Simms jerked the sheet of  paper with a mittened hand. ‘We’re up at six in the morning,’ she added, flustered by Bess’s silence, ‘so I expect you’ll want to study this and then get to bed.’

Bess removed her bonnet and gloves, stepped forward and extended one small hand. ‘We haven’t been introduced. I am Elizabeth Hardemon. No doubt Mr Carnegie has given you details of my experience in other schools.’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘I believe there are seventy-two pupils on roll at present.’

‘Sixty-nine. Three left suddenly.’

‘You and I are the only teaching staff?’

‘Of course, and I hope you’ll pull your weight. Miss Porter has been in a very bad way for months. I’ve been doing the work of two women. Fortunately Mr Carnegie knows he can lean on me. Entirely.’

‘Miss Porter was the woman who left in the carriage just now?’

‘The board had kept her on out of charity. Mr Carnegie is all kindness.’

Bess, having met Carnegie, had her doubts about this last statement. ‘Is the Reverend often in school?’

‘Oh, very often.’ Miss Simms smiled with wolfish affection. ‘His dedication is a model, as I frequently tell the girls. He takes an interest in every aspect of the life of the pupils. And the staff.’

‘I see. Miss Simms, I have been on the road since dawn. Where might I find supper?’

‘No supper. The kitchens are locked at seven.’ But after a nervous glance at Bess, Miss Simms added, ‘Unless Annie can find you something. If she’s still up.’ Her podgy hand dragged on the bell-pull, then she returned to her figures, her expression blurring into confusion. Miss Simms was obviously someone  for whom numbers had a mystical life of their own.

In another few minutes Bess was alone in a little room beside the girls’ dormitories on the second floor. The cold was intense. She unpacked with quick, precise movements, quelling violent fits of shivering. Two matted blankets covered the bed and she wrapped herself in these to eat an unappetizing supper of bread and jam, listening to the wind and frequent coughs from the next room.

Afterwards she pulled the blankets tight round her shoulders and stood at the window, her forehead pressed to the freezing glass. Bare branches swayed in a garden below and further away, in the town perhaps, three tiny lights shone. There was not a hill to be seen, only a flat, comfortless landscape of buildings and trees. ‘Heaven help me,’ she murmured and flung herself on the bed in a tight ball with the blankets over her head to form a stifling tent.

 



The interview, such as it was, for the position of assistant mistress at the Priors Heath School for the Daughters of Clergy in the town of Faringford, Hertfordshire, had taken place in the tasteful London drawing room of Mrs Penhaligon, a keen member of the board. Bess had been offered tea in a wafer-thin cup and watched from gimlet eyes as she drank it. I presume that if I handle my teacup well I shall be appointed, she thought.

The Chairman of the board and founder of Priors Heath, the Reverend Thomas Carnegie, was also present, though he at first said little, choosing to remain at the window, hands folded behind him, face obscured.

Tired of the limitations of a dame school near her home in Derbyshire Bess had travelled to London to stay with her older brother Gerald and his new wife Laetitia to look for a  better position. Gerald, a clergyman acquaintance of Carnegie, had told her about the post at Priors Heath. ‘Carnegie is well intentioned but grim. His school is said to be repressive and archaic in its practices. Yet he has influence and is not without resources. Think of what you might achieve, Bess, in the position of assistant mistress.’

Already, in Mrs Penhaligon’s hushed drawing room, Bess had misgivings.

‘You are very young, Miss Hardemon,’ said Mrs Penhaligon whose vowels were polished to reflect her noble birth, ‘but, I judge, not inexperienced. You come with a glowing testimonial from your previous school and the list of subjects you offer is extensive. Arithmetic, Mathematics, Ancient, Modern and Church History - of course we won’t require you to teach that, Reverend Carnegie covers all aspects of theology at Priors Heath - Geography, English grammar and composition, French, Latin. Most impressive.’

‘Do you know German or Greek?’ demanded Carnegie.

‘A little. But most schools have no space in the curriculum for those subjects.’

Mrs Penhaligon waited with a deferential smile in case the Reverend chose to speak again, then said: ‘It further states in your testimonial that your discipline is exceptional. Punctuality, excellent. Health, robust. Well, all seems to be in order.’

Carnegie again intervened. ‘Miss Hardemon. I aim to provide the pupils of Priors Heath with an education which will enable them to lead diligent, meek and respectable lives. The philosophy of the school is applied with rigour, its rules strictly enforced. The staff are expected to follow without question the strictures of the board. I presume you agree to this?’

Bess returned his flinty gaze fearlessly. Carnegie was perhaps thirty-five years old, tall and slender with regular features and thick, golden hair. His toneless voice was at odds with his rare physical beauty but not with the impersonal chill of his eye. ‘Mr Carnegie, I believe that I have a vocation to teach. When my brother told me about your school I knew it was my duty to apply. I will bring to the position all the dedication and energy I have always given my work.’

‘Excellent,’ murmured Mrs Penhaligon, glancing anxiously at Carnegie for approval.

‘You are twenty-one years old,’ continued Carnegie, perhaps aware that Bess had not given him the undertaking he required. ‘This is your third position in as many years. Do you lack tenacity?’

‘No, I lack funds,’ replied Bess smoothly and saw Mrs Penhaligon wince. ‘I have two younger brothers whose education must be paid for. My father, as you know, is rector of a remote, rural parish. The school in Buxton paid me barely twenty pounds a year.’

Carnegie didn’t know how to respond to such bluntness and turned away so that Bess was confronted by his perfect, black-clad shoulders. Mrs Penhaligon drew the interview to a hasty close.

 



Emerging at last from the nest of blankets and the self-indulgence of homesickness, Bess knelt on the hard floorboards and straightened her back. ‘You have brought me very far from home, dear Lord. It seems certain that I am needed here but it’s worse than I expected. Nevertheless I shall try to do your will.’ Very grudging, she told herself sternly, you can do better. ‘I shall do your will with a courageous and joyful  heart. After all, if I am dismayed by my reception here, think of how it must be for the girls.’

But climbing between distinctly musty sheets she added mutinously: Does it have to be quite so cold everywhere I go? I could be so much more cheerful if I had warm feet.

 



At six-thirty the next morning Bess stood beside Miss Simms in the schoolroom where the stove had been lit perhaps five minutes earlier. Once this must have been the chief reception room of the eighteenth-century house but its gracious proportions were spoilt by a crowd of low benches and layers of distemper. A high ceiling and a row of long, unshuttered windows overlooking a garden still sunk in darkness contributed to the wicked chill in the atmosphere.

Miss Simms looked as if she had tumbled out of bed only moments earlier. Her cap was crooked, her face disfigured by sleep and her gown bunchy. A rank odour was exuded by every crease in her petticoats, every fold of her flesh.

From overhead came a shaking of floorboards and the tread of many feet. The pupils marched in and rows of girls stood before Bess, at first glance identical in grey frocks and aprons, hair neatly plaited. They were packed so close that the backs of their knees were pressed to the long wooden benches.

Bess ran her eye from face to face and was not encouraged. The children were thin and pale, with blemished complexions and skimpy clothes. Having encountered similar signs of physical deprivation in other establishments she could tell they were underfed.

Miss Simms began an interminable reading from the Bible, her emphasis falling unerringly on all the wrong words. Having already spent half an hour in prayer that morning, Bess excused herself from listening to Exodus and watched her pupils  instead. Some returned her stare with insolent curiosity, others never raised their eyes. All were unnaturally still. Miss Simms, who next began on a misguided attempt at a homily, did not deserve such a passive response.

But despite the girls’ outward resignation, Bess sensed that her own arrival had caused quite a flutter. How could it not, in a world as enclosed as this?

Her gaze fell on the senior pupil who had come into the room last. The girl’s eyes were averted and her hands folded like everybody else’s but she managed to be quite separate from the rest. It was as if she drew all the meagre light of the room to herself. Upright and graceful, she had a long neck and light, thick hair. Her features were pale, the curve of her cheek serene. Bess could tell at once that the girl was very conscious of her own difference.

At the end of prayers, Miss Simms made a grudging introduction. ‘Girls, this is the new assistant mistress, Miss Hardemon. I know you will make her welcome.’

In silence the girls filed towards the dining room, pausing to shake the hand of first Miss Simms, then her assistant. One cold hand after another was placed into Bess’s, with varying degrees of reluctance. Few were willing to meet her gaze at this close range. The last girl paused a moment and with deliberate significance extended her slim, smooth fingers. She gazed directly at Bess who had rarely seen such misery in a young person’s eyes.

 



After breakfast Bess taught the older girls arithmetic. Seated at her desk on the dais, she folded her hands and looked calmly at the forty-five assembled faces. Not by a flicker of an eyelid did she betray her loneliness.

‘Girls, I want to find out what you know.’

In five minutes she had plumbed the depth of their ignorance. The girls lacked even basic number skills and their powers of concentration were limited. Little Miss Porter with her fluttering eyelids had obviously been a hopeless teacher.

‘Then we will begin at the beginning. The addition of pounds, shillings and pence. Let us hope, girls, that you will all have a little money some day and will use it carefully.’

A girl in the back row sniggered. Bess, who had already marked her as a troublemaker, looked into her brash, brown eyes. ‘Your name? Well, Mary Worth, you find arithmetic amusing?’

‘No, I don’t. I find nothing amusing about sums. Why should I bother? My father deals with the accounts in our house. Or his steward.’

Bess was surprised to learn that any pupil at Priors Heath came from a background wealthy enough to employ a steward. Perhaps Mary’s behaviour was so dreadful she’d been sent to school as a punishment. ‘But I assume you have come to school to learn. One day you will be a wife and mother, responsible for a household. You will need to measure, to weigh and to estimate. All this is arithmetic.’

Mary responded pertly: ‘I intend to marry well so I shall employ a housekeeper, not be one.’

The girls shifted nervously. One or two suppressed giggles but most were frightened. From the junior schoolroom above there was an unnatural hush. Miss Simms, it seemed, had ways of imposing discipline on little girls.

Bess smiled and a few of her more sensitive observers shifted uncomfortably, for this was not a genial smile. Miss Hardemon’s eyebrows rose, her forehead ruffled and sharp creases appeared at the corner of her lips. Nevertheless on this occasion  she allowed herself to show a hint of sorrow as well as derision. ‘Well, Miss Worth, if your aim is a life of complete idleness I hope you won’t be disappointed. But I also hope you intend to make a good wife who will help her husband by understanding his concerns, even if she doesn’t participate in them.’

‘My mother says it’s not genteel even to think about money,’ put in someone else boldly.

‘Your mother must always be your first guide,’ replied Bess, ‘but I’m sure she knows that a little sympathetic understanding can be of greater value than a wealth of ignorance.’

She knew that she had caught their interest. Her brief acquaintance with Miss Simms and her glimpse of Miss Porter had convinced her that these girls would hardly be used to reason. Their critical powers when it came to the cut of a dress or the size of a portion of bread and butter might be finely honed, but they would not have the words to argue with a teacher who taught with wit and imagination. She felt a pulse of elation. She would have influence, even here. She would fling open the doors of these girls’ minds and show them what they might know and understand.

 



After lunch the girls had to walk in the garden, the one place where they could exercise, though they were forbidden to run. Everywhere else in the precincts of Priors Heath was overcrowded. The schoolroom was hardly large enough to hold them and the dining room across the hall was so cramped that the girls ate elbow to elbow. Pupils were not allowed to sully the gracious proportions of the entrance hall except to cross it in strict silence at meal-times and the main white marble staircase with its low, broad steps and wrought-iron balustrade was absolutely forbidden. Most of the girls’ movements about the house were within its nether regions, along narrow passages and twisting back staircases.

But in the garden, which covered nearly an acre, there was plenty of light and space. On the other side of the far wall was the beat and clang of a brewery and sometimes the cloying smell of malt hung in the air but otherwise the garden was completely cloistered. A hundred years ago someone had dug an enticing pattern of paths between borders of trees and shrubs. Where there had once perhaps been flowerbeds were now lawns, naturally out of bounds to the girls, but overall there was still an air of retreat and variety. Not even the Board of Priors Heath could banish winter sunshine or the brilliance of a pale, clear sky. Unfortunately the girls were too cold and subdued to do more than huddle together in whispering groups.

Bess took a book from her pocket and tried to read as she strode briskly from one path to the next. The book was her shield. By sheer force of will she had drawn her reluctant pupils through one lesson after another all morning, fixing them with her large, fierce eyes if their attention wandered, questioning and encouraging in an attempt to discover their strengths. Now her brain was clamouring for real stimulation. Her father had given her a copy of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria and for a few moments her mind sank gratefully among its measured phrases.


In 1794, when I had barely passed the verge of manhood, I published a small volume of juvenile poems. They were received with a degree of favour which, young as I was, I well knew was bestowed on them not so much for any positive merit as because they were considered buds of hope and promises of better works to come . . .




Buds of hope . . . thought Bess, and for a moment looked up in confusion at the grey garden with its high, brick walls and the dark clusters of girls.

‘Miss Hardemon.’ The senior girl she had noticed earlier had come up.

Though Bess didn’t usually pay much attention to her own appearance this girl’s cool perfection made her aware that her nose was reddened with cold and her bonnet shabby and unbecoming. Furthermore, she was at least a head shorter than her pupil.

‘My name is Christina Riddell.’ The girl was very shy, her voice so low as to be almost indistinct. Or perhaps her hesitancy was due to lack of practice; free expression of any kind was not encouraged by Miss Simms. ‘I liked what you said. Something about sympathetic understanding. I feel . . . shut in. Do you understand?’

‘I see.’ For a moment Bess struggled with the longing to be left alone for a few more minutes, but then she tucked her hand through Christina’s arm. ‘We’ll walk on, shall we? It’s very cold.’

The sunlight cast precise foreshortened shadows. At the end of every path was an angled turn. Bare trees extended thin fingers. On and on they marched in diagonals and parallel lines so that soon Bess knew the complete topography of the garden. Meanwhile she questioned Christina.

‘How long have you been at Priors Heath?’

‘Three years.’

‘Why were you sent here?’

‘I have several younger sisters. An uncle pays my fees. My family hopes that when I leave I’ll be sufficiently accomplished to marry well or at least teach.’

Bess, dwarfed by the willowy Christina, reflected ruefully  that there was little chance that this particular girl would have to resort to teaching.

‘What kind of teacher was Miss Porter?’

‘We thought she was mad. She couldn’t remember our names or the day of the week.’

‘Where was she sent last night?’

‘We weren’t told. I suppose the workhouse in Faringford.’

‘Tell me about your life at Priors Heath.’

Though Bess would allow Christina no direct criticism of the school or of Miss Simms the picture she painted was not promising. Furthermore, when Bess tried to broaden the conversation by speaking of wider, topical issues, Christina showed total ignorance and a disheartening lack of interest. At the end of ten minutes Bess was more dismayed than ever by the magnitude of the task ahead.

Christina, however, seemed much happier. Her lips had softened and her cheeks were rosy with pleasure because she’d been allowed to speak freely. Behind them trailed a gaggle of little girls, some as young as five, and on all sides they were watched with jealous or curious eyes.

Bess was wary of provoking the kind of petty rivalry that flared suddenly among girls. She moved quickly away and joined Mary Worth’s group who rewarded her courtesy with contempt.

 



Even after supper that night Bess was not free. There were classes from six until eight and then she had to supervise the freezing dormitories until every pupil lay primly in a narrow bed.

As she had expected the board was much more rigorous about the cleanliness of the girls’ souls than of their bodies. There was one grimy sliver of soap for each dormitory and a  mildewed towel. The privies outside were filthy. Bess had seen and smelt rooms full of dirty girls before and was used to the mentality of authorities who saw nothing wrong with sore, greasy skin and unwashed clothes. Their reasoning was that the needs of the flesh should be ignored as far as possible. Female bodies were weak and disgusting and should be covered up. Immodesty was a cardinal sin. Bess thought of Mrs Penhaligon with her smooth fingernails and elaborate gown and wondered how she could hold up her head during her visits to Priors Heath.

She went from bed to bed, calling each girl by name and wishing her a good night’s sleep. They were amazed that she bothered and some pressed their faces into the pillow to stifle laughter. Poor things, she thought, what a loveless world this is for them.

When she at last returned to her own room the surly maid, Annie Laidlaw, was waiting with a message from Miss Simms.

The headmistress, wearing a scurfy dressing gown, was busy cutting her ridged fingernails.

‘Miss Hardemon, one or two matters.’ She flicked the clippings into the fire where they spat and hissed. Her voice was slow and ponderous. Why should she hurry when nobody in the building had the power to interrupt her? ‘First, over-familiarity. You seem to think it necessary to curry popularity with the pupils. It is, I believe, a fault of many inexperienced teachers. But be warned. They will exploit you mercilessly, Miss Hardemon. Worse, you will undermine the absolute authority upon which Reverend Carnegie and I, his officer, insist.’

She daren’t look at Bess to see her reaction but continued: ‘Second. Discipline. I am aware that you were spoken to with  some insolence. We use the birch here, Miss Hardemon, in such instances. The school has a code of behaviour which I expect you to enforce.’

So, thought Bess, there is a spy among the senior girls. She concentrated on Miss Simms’s puffy left cheek which gleamed yellow in the firelight. The headmistress now took a slice of bread and speared it with a toasting fork. ‘Finally, the content of your lessons. Reverend Carnegie has devised a programme of study which you should not vary without his express permission. There are copy books and there are Mangnall’s excellent Questions. I presume, Miss Hardemon, you are acquainted with Mangnall? Any other knowledge is superfluous to the girls, and misleading. These are the daughters of clergy, Miss Hardemon. Their delicate minds mustn’t be exposed to any radical influence.’ She eyed Bess with intense dislike. There was no doubt that she had recognized in the new mistress someone who would probably make a thorough nuisance of herself.

Bess nodded. ‘Will that be all?’

‘I trust you have learnt much from your first day here, and that you will do better tomorrow.’

 



Mr Carnegie made frequent visits to Priors Heath, some regular, others unannounced. On Wednesday afternoons he taught scripture to the junior children while Miss Simms gave a sewing lesson in the big schoolroom and Miss Hardemon was supposed to engage in French conversation with the small number of girls whose parents had paid a few shillings extra for the privilege. After the first of these sessions Bess asked permission to take her little group of students into the entrance hall to be free of interruption. She was refused.

Wednesday afternoons were extraordinarily oppressive to  Bess, not only because Carnegie was in school but because she sensed that Miss Simms was actually putting on a performance for her and that the girls were, as usual, the victims. By the third week Bess’s nerves were jangling at the very thought of what lay ahead.

Plain sewing was a euphemism for the girls making their own dresses and aprons. The fabrics were of uniform grey and of such poor quality that they creased quickly and in the hands of inexperienced needlewomen were soon reduced to a pulpy consistency, like blotting paper. The pupils were grouped around six lamps while Miss Simms crammed herself behind the desk on the dais and worked on a piece of elaborate embroidery, calling the girls up one by one to have their stitching inspected.

‘Alors, Mademoiselle Riddell, où habitez-vous?’ asked Bess.

‘A Abbey Wood prês de Coventry.’

‘Susan Potter, bring your work to me,’ commanded Miss Simms. Out marched Susan Potter, a favourite of Miss Simms as she had neat, straight hair and deft little fingers.

‘Avez-vous des frères ou des soeurs?’


‘Very good, Susan. Excellent. Now I’ll show you satin stitch and you can work on the tablecloth for the boardroom. Sit by me.’ Smug Susan sat shoulder to shoulder with Miss Simms who loved to press close to her favourites. The tension in the room momentarily relaxed.

‘Oui, j’ai cinq soeurs plus jeunes que moi . . .’


But Susan knew just when to lift her blue eyes and draw Miss Simms’s attention to clumsy Caroline Wentworth who had dropped the scissors with a clatter.
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