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For John, who plays a part in all my stories






~ ACT ONE ~


1659


‘O Heavens! How wretched have you made the state of Women... you make us subject to our Parents humours, when Maids; when married, to our Husband’s wills; and yet in either State such your Decrees, you plant in us a will to disobey.’


(Otrante in Flora’s Vagaries, a play by Richard Rhodes, 1664)






Chapter 1


London, March 1659


When someone is in love, they turn inside out. The man you think you know is gone, and a new shining man appears. A man that is the opposite of everything he was before. So it was with Bird’s father. Instead of his sober lawyer’s doublet, he took to wearing lace-tipped cravats, flapping coats in the Indian style, and the worst sin of all, curling his hair with clay curlers. It made him look like a Royalist, and the curls, with his balding pate, made him look ridiculous.


Bird had tried, she really had, for her father’s sake, to like Dorcas.


But Dorcas wanted to own Bird’s father, and was busy fencing him around with her opinions. And Dorcas had plenty of those. Bird shouldn’t wear this colour petticoat, or that height of shoe. She shouldn’t play this sort of music, or read that kind of book. According to Dorcas, nearly everything was ‘unsuitable’.


So now, they had found Bird a suitable match.


She paced the tiled hall, dressed in her Sunday suit of lilac watered silk, her skirts swishing as she twisted at each turn. Behind that door was her future; her freedom. Twenty years old, and she was ready to burst out of this life and into another.


Inside the chamber, the hum of men’s voices was too low for her to hear.


‘Shall I...?’ Sukey, her pale-faced lady’s maid, reached for the door handle.


Bird pulled her back. ‘Wait!’ She held up both her hands with the fingers crossed.


Silently, Sukey shook her head, but made the same gesture back. Neither smiled. Both knew it was far too serious a business for smiling. The dream of what lay beyond the door couldn’t be spoken. The fairy-tale knight was too ridiculous an idea for a grown woman, and yet somehow that hope still clung...


Bird took Sukey’s hands and squeezed them, something Dorcas disapproved of. Her voice echoed in Bird’s head: Never touch the servants.


Sukey squeezed back, her expression grave, and mouthed, ‘good luck,’ turning the handle and swinging the door wide.


A deep breath. Bird sailed through the open door, eyes immediately searching out the stranger standing before the ornate oak fireplace.


‘Mature,’ her father had said.


She stopped, mid-step. He was old. At a guess, a good ten or even fifteen years older than she. Thirty? Thirty-five?


At once, everything within her seemed to be mired in quicksand, sinking. A glance was enough to see his clothes were dark and a little too tight, skimpy even, and the knees of his breeches rubbed thin with wear. A wiry body, and nervous, restless eyes that alighted everywhere but on her, and the wary stance of a dog that had strayed into someone else’s territory.


It was then she realised that love doesn’t just blind. It renders everything irrelevant except the one object of its affections. Her father had lied. There was nothing in the least handsome or well-favoured about Mr Knepp.


Bird paused, balanced on tiptoes, as if she were about to cross a physical line into the room, hoping somehow that time might respool, and she might find herself back outside the parlour door.


‘Mary Elizabeth,’ her father said, using her formal name and beckoning her in.


Bird curtseyed as was polite, and drew herself back to upright. She was robbed of words. That Father could have thought Mr Knepp a suitable match had pole-axed her. She stole a glance behind her, where Sukey, still hovering by the door, was rigid, eyes fixed on the newcomer.


‘Miss Carpenter.’ Mr Knepp made a brief nod of acknowledgement in her direction, as one hand unbuttoned and rebuttoned his coat.


Should she speak? She had no idea what to say. She had the impression that she’d somehow stepped into the wrong room. She cast desperately about the chamber, hoping her father would break the awkward tension.


‘Mr Knepp’s livery business is one of the busiest in London,’ Father said, his hand plucking at the curls of his careful coiffure. As if the business made up for everything. ‘Farringdon and Knepp, Hackney and Horse Hire and Livery.’


‘It’s not a bad little business,’ Mr Knepp replied. ‘Pays its way.’


Bird was still taking this in. Horse hire. Well, at least she could ride. She heard little of her father’s pleasantries until he turned towards her again, ‘And her height suits you very well, you being...’ Her father stopped and waved his hands vaguely.


Short. She’d be taller than him, in pattens.


‘Can she manage a budget; staff, and so forth?’ Mr Knepp barely even looked at her.


Bird stepped forward, ‘I do all my father’s tallies, and I—’


‘Oh yes. And she can do wonders with pastry,’ Father said, cutting her off as usual.


Wonders with pastry. She clamped her mouth shut. What an inane recommendation, as if she had no sensible virtues at all.


Father turned to face her and mouthed, ‘He’s a good prospect.’ Their guest saw it and turned away, as Bird felt her face flame. Aloud, Father said, ‘What do you think, eh?’


As if she could answer! With him standing right there. She quelled her seething emotion.


‘Speak up,’ her father prompted.


No words came. She knew what Father wanted. If she was to accept this man, the unspoken tension that plagued their house, the icy sharpness between Bird and Father’s new wife, Dorcas, would be gone. He would be able to breathe easily again. He was eager for his life of unrestrained passion, and Bird wanted to please him, but... this man? Still, she hesitated, but knew it would be grossly impolite, and beneath her schooling and upbringing, to reject the man openly.


‘Did you have far to come, Mr Knepp?’ she said, finally managing a conversation.


‘Smithfield,’ he replied. ‘Near St Bartholomew’s.’


She nodded. Her head bobbed up and down foolishly as she sought for something else to say. In the ensuing silence Mr Knepp gripped his hat in front of his chest as she grew hotter and more flushed, uncertain where to look without catching his eye. She searched her mind for something positive. He had nice hair, she thought. Good, thick hair. It was the only thing she could see to recommend him. At the same time, the thought came that she didn’t want to be Mrs Knepp. Bird Knepp. The name sounded sharp; ridiculous. But of course he wouldn’t call her by her mother’s over-familiar nickname, he’d call her Mary Elizabeth, as Dorcas did.


A rustle of taffeta. As if summoned by her thoughts, Dorcas stepped forward from the open door. She was a pale, buxom woman, laced tight into her bodice, so her white chest bulged over it, reminding Bird of milk boiling over a pan. Her pale curls were stiff with sugar water, and her prominent, over-innocent eyes made her appear like a small lap-dog. Bird stepped out of her path, glad of the diversion.


‘Is the deal not settled yet?’ A fan tapped impatiently against Dorcas’s thigh. ‘Another five, Joshua dear?’


Bird turned to her Father. The conversation seemed to have jumped ahead without her. Five what? She couldn’t really think Father needed persuading? Surely it was she who needed to be persuaded?


‘I suppose we could.’ Her father beamed and placed his hand on Dorcas’s arm in a gesture of doting affection that instantly shut Bird out. She watched the hand move from the arm and downwards. It lingered over Dorcas’s rump before it dropped away.


‘Thirty-five guineas,’ Dorcas whispered, nudging him.


At the sound of this enormous sum, Sukey let out a little gasp. Dorcas turned, made an impatient shooing gesture, and Sukey scurried out.


‘Very acceptable.’ Mr Knepp’s voice was firm. ‘I’ll take her.’ As if he were buying a joint of beef. He did not even look at Bird, but reached out a hand to her father, who clasped his arm to pump the hand up and down.


‘Best not to wait too long,’ Dorcas said. ‘A June wedding. What do you think, Mary Elizabeth?’


She couldn’t think. Her opinion seemed to be too late. She just kept staring at the man who was to be her husband.


‘June then,’ Dorcas said.


***


As her father prepared to go up to bed that night, she caught him by the arm. ‘Father, I’ve been thinking... Mr Knepp is not... I mean, I don’t think—’


‘It’s a good match,’ her father said firmly. ‘You are very fortunate he picked you out.’ As if he had not offered him an incentive at all.


‘But is he like us? I mean he seems ...’ She struggled to find the words. ‘Father, have you seen where Mr Knepp lives? Tell me about his house. I’m anxious to know more about it. Is it in a fashionable part of town?’


‘Farringdon and Knepp’s is a big place; just off Smithfield. Close to the city walls and the fleshmarket.’ He shook her off; tried to dismiss it, knowing what she meant beneath the words of the question.


‘And who, pray, is Mr Farringdon?’


‘Oh, he’s deceased. Mr Knepp used to be the junior partner, but of course he’s in charge now. And a good thing too; Farringdon was a good tradesman in the old King’s day, but he’d let it all slide; he was eighty you know, when he died.’


‘Have you dined there, Father? How many servants does he have?’


A pause. He twisted the button on his cuff. ‘Of course I have.’ His eyes slid away to the window. ‘Though I didn’t see everywhere, just the parlour. There seemed to be a great many men in the yard.’


‘But what about his other interests; does he like music, or play? Has he many books? He didn’t have much to say to me, and he doesn’t seem the sort of man to—’


‘Tush. What a question! You know I always want what’s best for you. How many books he has doesn’t matter one whit. One can always buy books.’


‘It matters to me,’ she said. She went over to the spinet in the corner, put a finger on a key, and heard its plaintive twang. The note made him turn. ‘Is there nobody else?’ She held his gaze.


Up until now, her father’s authority had been absolute. And to stay in the house, where she had become unwelcome, with the overbearing Dorcas quashing her every move, was plainly unthinkable. As the note died to silence, for an instant the whole dilemma was laid bare before them; her father’s guilt and regret, her own reluctance, and the impossibility of the whole situation.


Her father was the first to brush it all away. ‘Come, Bird, he’s an excellent prospect; the man’s got a thriving business. Up and coming, they say, up and coming.’ He flapped an impatient hand at her, turned to go upstairs. ‘And you are getting no younger. It’s time you were settled. You can make a success of it, I’m sure.’


‘But he seems, I mean... it seems a rough sort of trade, horsehiring.’


‘Nothing wrong with good honest labour. You’ll get used to it,’ he said gruffly. But she heard the regret in the words; that like a sudden shaft of sun coming from behind clouds, he’d seen for a moment what it meant to her.


‘Father, I’m not sure I will be able to find affection for him.’


‘Whoever marries for fancy?’ Silence, before he made a small cough in his throat to cover the irony of this fact.


‘I mean I can’t—’


He opened his mouth, about to say something, and hope flared, but then; ‘Joshua?’ The call was sharp, proprietorial. Dorcas appeared at the top of the stairs in her nightgown, her hair loose and hanging. ‘It’s late. Aren’t you coming up?’


The tender moment was gone. Father shrugged and, like a dog to its master, hurried up the stairs. She watched him stumble on the top step and fall into Dorcas who stifled a laugh and hauled him back to standing, ‘Naughty boy!’ she said.


The bedroom door shut with a click and laughter drifted from behind it. Laughter that squeezed the breath from Bird’s heart.






Chapter 2


June 1659


Bird had expected a simple wedding, and the wedding service was short, the church naked of decoration as was the Puritan way, even though by then Richard Cromwell, the Protector’s son, had resigned his feeble grip on the country. He was still living at the Palace of Whitehall though, and the uncertainty of what was to come next meant the mood in London was austere, with a general feeling of malaise.


In St David’s Church, the exchange of vows was hurried, the congregation a blur. Another wedding party was shivering outside the door when the newly married Mr and Mrs Knepp came out. Who’d have an English summer, thought Bird. June, and the wind was cold enough to cut.


‘Stroke of good fortune, wasn’t it, that the parson could manage to accommodate us at such short notice,’ Dorcas said to Bird’s father, as he helped Bird into the carriage, where her domed trunk of clothing was already stacked next to the driver.


Her new husband had sent an impressive coach and four to fetch them home from church, but the thing was open-topped. She rubbed her goose-pimpled arms, as Father passed Mr Knepp the iron-bound dower box, patting it with a benevolent smile. Mr Knepp gave a curt nod, and stowed it on the floor.


Bird pressed down her blowing skirts and held tight to her hat, her hair whipping around her face. The carriage creaked and tilted as her new husband got in opposite her. She couldn’t believe it had come to this; that she was actually married, and her stomach lurched as she realised it was done. Irrevocable.


Father reached over the door and took her hand, and kneaded it, and opened his mouth ready to speak, but the horses were matched chestnuts that pranced in their traces, and the pock-faced boy who was driving couldn’t hold them back. With a jolt, they lurched into motion. Bird was thrown back against the seat, and could not even wave. The horses were wild with the wind, and everything had to leap out of their way.


Mr Knepp swayed on his seat opposite, the dower box wedged between his feet. He gripped the door easily with one hand as if riding a runaway coach were an everyday occurrence. Finally the horses slowed as the traffic queued for the city walls. He was more smartly dressed than before, she would say that for him. He wore a dark suit with a single row of buttons up the front of the vest, and breeches of serviceable black moleskin, but his dark demeanour made her green summer gown seem frivolous and over-fussy. Bird’s stomach heaved. She was already nervous, and the wind had messed her hair, made her dishevelled before Mr Knepp. Christopher. His name felt strange on her lips. He hadn’t called to see her since they had become betrothed, though he had sent apologies twice, and it had bothered her, his lack of interest. But Father said reassured her, saying summer was the busiest time for the horse-hire business, and the engagement had been short.


‘He sought you out,’ Father said. ‘He asked me about my daughter last time I hired a horse, and I told him how pretty you were. Did you not see him looking last time we hired a carriage from him?’


She didn’t remember. Nothing about Mr Knepp would have drawn her eye. But her father had told her this over and over in the last few weeks, and it had mollified her somewhat, to think Mr Knepp had been so smitten, and she imagined he would tell her how pretty she was, and how much he wanted her. Perhaps it would be pleasant to be worshipped that way, and she would grow fond of him. In any case, she looked forward to escaping Father and Dorcas. She had made a point of always pausing before entering the parlour lest she find them both unlaced. She was shamed seeing her father’s hands roaming over Dorcas’s neck and chest.


Her mother had borne this from her father over and over. The women coming and going like carriages. Father did what he wanted as if it was his right, and Mother could do nothing about it. Her protestations got weaker and weaker over the years. Father was impervious to the wringing of Mother’s pale hands, to her face blotched pink with humiliation. He did what he wanted, no matter the cost to her. No words made a difference; he denied it all, even when the evidence was such that any fool could see he was philandering. In the end Mother wasted to nothing, seeming to die of silence. They said it was the wasting sickness, of the chest, though Bird suspected it was a broken heart. When Mother was gone, there was nobody left to protest about his ever-changing liaisons. Was Dorcas different? Would she change him, and put an end to his dallying ways? She doubted it.


Bird took a deep breath, fanned her face with her hand to cool her feelings, and focussed on the passing view. She must not turn into her mother. She refused to fade away. She had always felt that there was a much bigger person inside her, bursting to get out, if only someone would give her the chance.


‘These are fine horses,’ she said brightly, smiling at her new husband, determined to make the best of it.


‘So you think you know something about horses then?’ he asked. His expression held a slight sneer.


‘No,’ she said, flummoxed, ‘I mean, not a great deal, but—’ He was already looking away out of the carriage.


Chastened, and unaware what she’d done to offend him, she looked down again into her lap, where the nosegay of wild marjoram and purple comfrey was ragged and broken by the wind. Her stomach was even worse now, filled with a hollow sense of disbelief. This wasn’t what she’d imagined.


‘Will we be having our marriage feast at home?’ she asked, trying again to get his attention.


He turned his head slowly. ‘No feast. Your father didn’t pay for one.’


She took in the accusation in his tone, and her hands tightened on the seat. No feast? Even a proper farewell to her father had been snatched away.


Out through the crenellated archway at Newgate, and at last the horses could find passage through the traffic. Ahead of them a herd of cattle swayed their rumps on their way to the slaughterhouses. The men behind them goaded them on with switches. One of them had a little bull-calf following, and the cut of a switch drew blood from its flank. The sign at the end of the street read, Cowe Lane, and shortly afterwards the horses turned under another arch to a big cobbled yard surrounded by stabling. She turned to look back at the larger building that must be the house, which spanned the passageway into the yard – a house that had probably once been a tavern, built over the arch of the bridge. Above, were a pair of narrow shuttered windows with a round one, like an eye, in the centre.


As they clattered through, the horses’ heads poked from the stables as if to see who was arriving, and several rough-looking stable lads appeared and gawped at her.


‘Say nothing, d’you hear?’ Mr Knepp shouted to them.


They stood back as he got down, the dower box crushed against his chest.


‘Take these horses and get them fed and watered, and the carriage cleaned up. It’s going out for hire again at four.’ He turned to Bird, gestured impatiently with his free arm. ‘Get down, we haven’t got all day.’


But it’s our wedding day.


The thought came and went like smoke as two boys grabbed the reins of the leading horses. She scrambled down.


‘What about my trunk?’ Bird said, anxious she might never see it again.


‘Purler,’ Mr Knepp shouted. An emaciated boy in half-mast breeches who was sweeping the dung from behind them, stopped and stared. ‘Bring my wife’s trunk into the house.’ The lad put a hand across his mouth to stifle a giggle.


‘This way,’ Mr Knepp said, and set off ahead of her towards the house.


It was so unlike what she had imagined that Bird could only follow, dumbstruck.


The entrance to the house was dark and smelled of horseflesh and old leather. A collie dog whined and came to her wagging its tail. She knelt down to pat its silky head, and it licked her hand. At least that was some kind of a welcome. She ruffled its ears and the whole of its backside shook back and forth with pleasure.


A grey-haired man with a pinched-out face and pointed beard appeared at the door. The dog slunk away back into the yard. ‘She’s here, then,’ he said to Mr Knepp. His voice had a nasal quality.


‘This is Mr Grinstead who minds the office. Grinstead, my wife.’


‘A pleasure, Mr Grinstead,’ she said.


Grinstead gave a brief nod, but then held up some papers. ‘I’ve had a look at the bills of sale for Northampton.’ He sniffed and wiped his nose with a grey kerchief before continuing, ‘That matching pair of greys. They sold for fifteen guineas at Derby, but they’re two years older now. We might get them for ten. And Baxendale says Viner’s got his eye on them.’


‘Hell’s teeth.’ Her husband swiped the papers out of his hand and examined them.


Grinstead gave a shrug. ‘Can’t you get someone to nobble them?’


‘Bloody Viner. I didn’t know he was going. He’ll bid me up again, blast him.’ Mr Knepp turned sharply to Bird. ‘I’ve got work to do,’ he said. ‘There’s provisions in the back kitchen. I’ll be in at six bells for something to eat.’ And he was out of the door, with Mr Grinstead gesticulating at his elbow.


Bird watched them stride across the yard. Her husband still had her dower box and Grinstead’s papers clamped to his chest. The house behind her was silent.


She swallowed the urge to cry. She was a grown woman, not a babe, and her husband was busy, that was all. He’d be in later to make a fuss of her. She’d better look lively, and see what she was to be mistress of.


Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the door into the parlour and navigated around the table in the dark, inhaling a smell of soot. Throwing open all the downstairs shutters, she revealed a large but echoing chamber, panelled in dark, grimy wood, its ceiling stained yellow with tobacco smoke. No ornaments graced the walls, but a faded print of a horse race hung unevenly over the fireplace, and a blackened hunting horn dangled from a beam. She shivered as a draught blew through the door – the fire grate was broken and there were no fire irons.


My Lord, but it certainly lacks a woman’s touch, she thought.


No maidservants in the kitchen either. She coughed as the smell of damp caught the back of her nose. A fire would need lighting here if anyone was to cook. A quick glance into the copper in the scullery revealed chipped earthenware bowls and filthy trenchers floating in a scum of grease. On the kitchen table was a packet of barley, some onions and leeks, and a brown paper package leaking blood. Her knees started to shake.


The shock. It must be the shock. Her thoughts tumbled over each other. She wanted to go home, back to this morning to her warm chamber, back to the moment when she had slid on her new silk stockings tied with a blue ribband, back to before she was married, before she wore this wedding band. She pulled at it, but it wouldn’t budge. He had skimped on the gold. Or had thought her smaller. Either way, it was there for good.


It was then that she thought of her father.


He knew, she thought. He knew exactly what she was coming to, and he had said nothing on purpose. How could he do this? To his own daughter?


Angrily, she strode into the gloomy passage. She’d better see the whole house.


Up the narrow creaking stairs to a set of low-doored rooms above the archway. Again bare walls; not a shelf, not a book, not even a news-sheet. Two rooms, each with a heap of tangled, unmade bedding. Hooks on the wall held coats and caps, and a single basin and ewer stood on the window ledge. She would have no privacy, she realised, not with the stable men so nearby.


From up here she could see into the yard, but there was no sign of Mr Knepp. Three solid-looking gentleman were hiring horses, the stable-boys helping them mount. She watched them clatter from the yard with a kind of envy, before going into the next room, the one with the round window.


This must be Mr Knepp’s bedchamber. The sight of the bed made her cover her mouth. It was a wooden bed frame with no drapery at all. No pillows, just a plain sheet and some rough striped blankets. She went a bit closer. They were horse-blankets, she could swear it.


He hadn’t bothered to make any kind of welcome for his new bride. A kind of horror drained her anger.


A rattling noise on the roof made her start and glance at the window where stripes of rain dashed against the greenish glass. Heavy footsteps on the stairs, and two lads blundered through the door with her trunk swinging between them, the corners bumping into the door jamb. They dumped it with a crash in the middle of the floor.


‘Thank you,’ she said, summoning a semblance of control and dignity. ‘I’m Mrs Knepp.’ The name sounded odd to her ears, as if she’d aged overnight. ‘And you are?’


‘We know who you are, Missus.’ The taller one, his pale face pocked like porridge, hair sticking damply to his forehead, wiped a hand over his wet face. ‘That short-arse’s Nipper and I’m Dobbsy. Stable lads,’ he said. ‘Pleased to meetcha.’


‘Pleased to meetcha,’ echoed Nipper. He was stunted, with a head that looked too big for his scrawny body and freckles. ‘Can you cook?’


‘Well enough,’ she said. ‘Though you should wait to speak until you’re spoken to.’


A moment’s pause. ‘Thought you’d need to know,’ Dobbsy said, jutting out his chin in defiance, ‘there’s eight of us live here in the yard and Master said as how we’d get a good dinner once you got here.’


She did not react, though inside her heart sank. ‘Eight?’


‘Eight that live in. Two coachmen, two grooms, two runners and us. And then there’s Mr Grinstead but he don’t live in.’


‘Are there no indoor staff?’


‘We all work in the yard. It’s hungry work, mucking out,’ Nipper said.


‘No cook, or housemaid?’


‘Only Livvy who comes days to do the brewing. There was a cook, but she’s gone, now you’re here. Master gave her the heave-ho.’


‘You may go,’ she said, hoping this was the right way to dismiss them. It seemed to be, as they shuffled off and she heard them go out of the front and the door bang after them. A phrase of her mother’s came to mind: She’s married beneath her.


She stooped to her trunk and opened the lid, but hastily shut it again. She couldn’t unpack. Not here. She’d glimpsed her brand new cotton lawn nightgown embroidered with rosebuds and ribbon, where it lay on the top of the pristine white linens and her best gowns. She knew every item in that trunk, and she could not imagine any of them in this house. In fact she wanted to protect them from it, as if its very air might sully what was within.


With heavy feet she went back downstairs. She could leave now. But then she thought of her father and a tightness drew around her throat. He’d done this on purpose. She simply couldn’t bring herself to go back home to Lombard Street.


Her mother’s voice came back to her: Humour him, Bird dear. It’s always less trouble in the long run.


He’d been so desperate to get rid of her, he’d sent her to this.The thought burned like sulphur. She couldn’t bear to see his face, this night, of all nights. Perhaps Mr Knepp was just unused to women, or unsure how to treat a lady. Perhaps he would be kind, and be glad she was here, and she could clean this place up, if he was willing. She had plenty of energy, and given time, she could make things comfortable and pretty. Hadn’t she always said, she enjoyed a challenge? She’d give it one night.


***


By six o’clock she had mended the fire and made a passable stew with the beef, leeks and barley that had been left out for her. She’d scrubbed the worst of the dirt from wherever she could, and afterwards washed herself, just up to the elbows; there was no time for more.


Humming a tune to herself, she lit candles to dispel the gloom, but paused as the bells of St Bartholomew’s clanged the hour. Her stomach gave a somersault. Eight people, Dobbsy had said, and her new husband too. And she, the only woman. She wiped her hands again and again, licking her dry lips, waiting. It was a torture. The quarter bells went by, and then the half. She kept hurrying over to the stew to sir it, with her palms already sweating. Foolish to have it ready before they came, the bottom would be burned.


Should she fetch them? What should she do?


Finally she hurried out into the yard. The rain flattened her springy hair to her scalp. Not a sign of anyone. A light glowed in the stable door across the yard, and laughter. She steeled herself and made a dash for its cover, hunched against the rain. Over the top of the half-door she made out men round a rough plank table, cards in their hands, a leather-jack jug of ale set on a barrel. The lanterns hung from the rafters reflected glints from the piles of coins next to the upturned decks. There was no sign of Grinstead, which was a relief. He’d set her teeth on edge.


‘Supper’s ready,’ she said, over the slash of the rain.


They turned, startled. She had the impression they’d forgotten she existed.


‘We’ll finish this round first,’ Mr Knepp said, not looking up from his cards.


Damn him. ‘It’ll spoil if you leave it too long, husband,’ she said.


Sniggers from the stable-boys which were silenced by a look from Mr Knepp.


‘I said, we’ll be in when we’re done.’


There was nothing for it but to walk away.


***


They came when she wasn’t ready, and caught her staring at herself in the back window, trying to fix her ruined hair. Your father likes me to look nice when he comes in, her mother used to say.


‘Good evening everyone,’ she said, determined to make a good impression.


Mumbled greetings and stares. The men sat, and fished their eating knives from their pockets, and all eyes were fixed on her hot face as she doled out the stew. Reluctantly they put the knives away and picked up the spoons she’d left out. Their expressions showed their disappointment with the meal.


They were wiping their bread around their bowls before she was even half-way through hers, and had to endure the stares as she lifted the spoon to her lips. She felt her face begin to perspire.


‘Looks like we might have to wait all night,’ Mr Knepp said, gesturing towards her. He waved to the men. ‘You go. Tell the landlord at the Tap and Bucket I’ll see him tomorrow. I’ve one or two things to deal with before we ride to Northampton.’


The men sniggered. ‘Give her one for us,’ Dobbsy said, grinning.


‘Mind your mouth,’ Mr Knepp said. ‘Now get out of here.’ Scraping of stools and clatter of boots. Finally the door banged shut and they were alone. Bird forced herself to spoon down her meal, aiming for dignity but quelling the urge to run after them.


Mr Knepp stood and went to a shelf to take down a box of tobacco. He lit his pipe without speaking and exhaled a thick stream of smoke. She smiled at him, inviting conversation, grappling for normality.


‘Right, Mrs Knepp,’ he said, fixing her with cold eyes, ‘these are the rules. One. No visitors without my say so. Two. Dinner on the table at noon, and supper on the table at six. You don’t need to be here when we eat. You can eat before or after us, I don’t care which.’


He paused to suck on his pipe, and she grabbed the moment to protest, ‘But I thought we’d eat together, as a—’


‘Three.’ He raised his voice over her. ‘I’m not to be interrupted when I’m working with the horses. Women are in the way in the yard. You’ll work in the tack room cleaning the harness, and in the house. And you’ve to keep out of sight of the men; I don’t want them getting ideas.’


She nodded, and the disappointment was curiously numbing. She hardened herself. This was not to be a marriage of affection; that much was obvious. It was to be a marriage of convenience – his. But if that was the case, the further away from him she was, the better, and in one way, it was a relief.


‘Very well,’ she said, feigning calmness. ‘But I’m sure you will agree that if I’m to lodge here, the house needs some refurbishment.’


‘It suits me perfectly well as it is.’


His stubbornness brought out her own. ‘The fire grate needs repair, and at home we had a drape on the door to keep out the draught. You would be more comfortable sitting here in the evenings if we did the same.’


‘Perhaps. But there are more urgent repairs in the yard that need doing first.’


She took a deep breath and got to her feet. ‘You had a larger than average dowry from my father, and I’m sure he’d want you to ensure my comfort.’


He stood and tapped out the plug of tobacco on the trencher before him where it sank into the remains of the stew. ‘You’re an expense. That’s what the dowry’s for. A wife is an expense, like a horse.’


‘Then why did you marry me?’


He thought a moment. ‘Other men my age are wed, and having sons. In time, I’ll need an heir to take over my business.’


He held her gaze, raised his eyebrows, and the thought hung between them, unspeakable.


***


When she woke next morning it was to the stink of horsehair and an empty bed. She listened for any sound, but could only hear the clop of hooves in the yard and the squabbling of sparrows on the midden by the window. She hobbled to the wash-bowl, limbs stiff and cold.


She kicked her trunk viciously as she passed and her bare white toes stung. She was Mrs Knepp now, and no mistake. She should have left. Should have run. Why hadn’t she? Because she’d been too polite, that’s why. Mother had brought her up to be polite and well-mannered, even to servants. Why, she had befriended all the servants at home, no matter how lowly.


She’d thought Knepp would see reason, if she was nice. She’d thought he’d stop, if she was nice, and asked him politely.


‘It has to be done,’ he’d said. ‘We must needs consummate it.’


Even at the last moment, when she had winced with pain, she thought he’d stop. How naive. She’d thought if she pleased him, he’d like her, and she wanted him to like her. Even him. Why must she always want to be liked? She shrank with self-loathing.


At the wash-bowl she scrubbed everywhere, then balled up her stained nightdress and pushed it under the mattress. It couldn’t go back in the trunk with her other clothes and she didn’t want to look at it ever again. The wedding gown she pushed out of sight under the bed. It was contaminated by thoughts of him. She dressed in a hurry in practical clothes and went down to the parlour, in search of food, but found there was no left-over bread in the crock. The fire was lit though. Had he done it? She couldn’t say his name; she didn’t want to think of him.


A clanking noise from the direction of the back scullery made her curious. She went through the scullery and opened another door to the smell of hot ale and a woman’s back leaning over a steaming copper. A brewhouse.


‘Oh!’ The girl turned, eyes wide.


Bird’s eyes flared in the same way. The girl was a blackamoor, with the darkest skin she’d ever seen.


‘I’m Mrs Knepp,’ Bird said, ‘The new—’


‘I know.’ The girl bobbed half a curtsey. Black hair frizzed from under her cap. ‘They told me you’d come. I’m Livvy, the daily. Have been, since last July.’ Her voice had a slight accent.


Bird felt a rush of relief. The sensible words of a servant, even this one, made normality possible. ‘Oh, Livvy, I’m so glad to see you!’


Livvy backed away, frowning, holding the wooden paddle in her hands.


She’d been too familiar, Bird realised. She took on a more formal tone, ‘Do you do all the brewing?’


‘Yes, but this copper’s broke.’ She prodded it. ‘It’s leaking, see. Things’ll be different though now you’re here, won’t they? We’ll get sorted, won’t we?’


‘It might take me a while to settle in, get used to things. You can carry on with your duties though, just as usual.’


‘It’d make it more easy-like, with a new copper,’ Livvy insisted. ‘The men get through so much ale. Then I could fix the fires and such quicker.’


‘What else do you do, Livvy?’


‘Must I tell you everything?’


‘Yes, please. If I hear it from you, we’ll all understand each other.’


Livvy held out a pale-palmed hand to tick off on her fingers, ‘Fetch the fat from the slaughterhouse, melt it down to make saddle soap, boot dubbin, tallow for candles, hoof oil. Fetch linseed, boil it, skim it, bottle it. Clean the boots, collect the horsehair from the combs, take it to Jakes the upholsterer—’


‘No maid’s duties in the house?’


‘Fires. I have to do those. For the brewing and the cooking. But Cook’s gone now you’ve come. And I do the wash. Sheets and linens, the men’s shirts. All them straw stuffings, the mattress and bolsters, I have to do, when harvest comes and we’ve new straw. I done that twice, last year. Soon be time again. And before, I used to lay out cold meats for supper, if there were any, but Master said you’d do that now.’ Seeing Bird’s expression, she bridled. ‘It’s a lot. All that, and I only get fourpence a week. Haven’t had no raise since I came. Not no tip, nor nothing. ’Spect it’s cos I’m black. Stable lads get tips all the time and they’re—’


Behind Bird, a voice cut in, ‘Talking won’t brew beer.’


Livvy ducked her head, rolled up her sleeves, and turned back to stirring the barrel.


‘That’s better,’ Mr Knepp said. ‘Mrs Knepp can come with me.’ He strode off, and Bird did her best to appear like the lady of the house as she followed, head ducked against the increasing drizzle.


In the cold light of the day, the yard was a pitifully ramshackle affair. It was in fact two yards, with about thirty stable doors. The cobbles, though, were damp but clean. As she passed, a battered coach and four was just leaving; its occupants looked like tradesmen, in aprons and caps.


Mr Knepp turned into a long, low white-washed building with bridles dangling from pegs, rows of trestles bearing saddles, and a stall housing a gig with a broken wheel.


‘Out of the way!’ He pulled her back.


Dobbsy staggered in past them, under the weight of a wet saddle, the bridle hung over his shoulder. The pungent stink of horse-sweat came with him.


‘She can do this one, first,’ Dobbsy said, dumping it on one of the long trestles. ‘Stable lads are glad to be rid of it, I can tell you. They’d rather be with the horses.’


Mr Knepp pointed to a bucket filled with cloths and brushes. ‘Everything you need’s in there. Wash first, then dubbin, then a polish with that saddle soap. It needs to look like these others when you’re done.’


‘Very well,’ she said, attempting to stay calm. She’d never cleaned anything like this in her life. Servants had done everything at home. But it didn’t look too hard; after all, when she was younger, she’d done her father’s riding boots sometimes to please him.


‘I’m travelling to Northampton today to the horse fair,’ Mr Knepp announced. ‘I’ll be gone overnight.’


She was taken aback. ‘But what—?’


He didn’t let her finish. ‘You’ll need to feed the men, and clean the day’s tackle.’


‘I’ll need money then,’ she said.


‘Grinstead will give you money for the week. The office is above the tack room.’


***


There was no time to think because every time she was about to finish one set of harness, another batch arrived. Sometimes the girths were full of sweat and the stirrups filthy. She had placed an old sack over her knee to protect her skirts, but her white cuffs were soon dark with grime. Half way through the morning she heard Knepp’s voice shouting instructions and then he appeared at the tack-room door. He eyed the row of dirty saddles waiting to be cleaned.


‘You’ll have to work quicker than that in future,’ he said. ‘You can finish now. Keep to the house whilst I’m away. I don’t want you distracting folk in the yard. And don’t go showing yourself in town.’


Covertly, from the window, she watched her new husband fondle a big bay’s nose, then spring astride with a well-practised vault. He grasped the reins and gave them a flick before touching his heels to the horse’s ribs. He’d shown the horse more affection than her. It gave her a kind of despair. Two of the runners rode with him, and as they clattered away under the archway, she felt her shoulders drop in relief. Perhaps if he was away a lot, she’d survive it. Some inbuilt pride or stubbornness inside her made her baulk at the idea of confessing the dreadfulness of her situation to anyone else.


As soon as their hoof beats died away, she headed up to the office, a cupboard-like room up a narrow set of stairs. The room smelt of cough linctus even though it was summer. Grinstead looked up from a chapbook as she came in and thrust it hurriedly under the desk. She’s spotted only a few words before it was whipped out of sight; Secrets in Physick and Chirurgery.


‘My husband says you have my allowance,’ she said pleasantly.


‘Ah yes.’ Grinstead cleared his throat and bent over a coffer between his chair and the wall and unlocked it. Shielding it so she couldn’t see inside, he brought out a small bag onto the table. Prising open the neck, he tipped out a few coins. ‘You’ll need to sign for it,’ he said.


‘Sign? Why?’


‘It all has to go through the books, Mr Knepp says.’


‘That seems ridiculous. The household expenses are nothing to do with the business.’


‘Then you don’t know Mr Knepp. Everything’s to do with the business, as far as he’s concerned. Here.’ Grinstead passed her a quill and waved a hand at the inkwell. ‘Two shilling, he said.’ He turned a ledger to face her and pushed it across the desk.


‘I’m not doing this every day,’ she said, dipping the pen in the ink. ‘Can’t you give me the whole week’s at once?’


‘That is the whole week’s.’ A self-satisfied smile played over his lips.


She paused, the signature half-done. ‘Then there’s been a mistake. I can’t feed everyone for that. There’s barely enough bread for the men’s dinner. You must’ve misunderstood—’


‘He said you’d kick up a fuss. But I’m to let you have that and no more.’


She placed the pen firmly on the desk and with a sudden swoop grabbed for the rest of the purse.


Grinstread’s hand shot out and covered hers, pinning it to the table. ‘Now then, Mrs Knepp. Be reasonable.’


‘Reasonable? Feeding ten of us on two shilling a week? What about the money from my dowry? I saw him bring that over to the office. Surely—’


Grinstead dragged the purse across the table into his lap. ‘That? It’s spoken for. It’ll be well-spent, never fear. Your husband knows horse-flesh and he’ll invest it wisely. He’ll buy well at Northampton and it’ll make you money in the end.’


‘He’s using my dowry to buy horses?’


‘Best thing he could do with it. Count the pennies and the pounds look after themselves, is his motto, and it’s working. This time last year he had only six nags, and now look at him. Twenty, he has now.’


‘But it’s impossible. As soon as he gets back, I’ll speak to him.’


‘You can do that. Even a pretty face won’t get Knepp to spend money. Not unless it’s got four legs and can be hired out.’


***


Bird screwed up her face as she walked across the yard, imitating Grinstead’s pursed lips and nasal voice. ‘Now then, Mrs Knepp, be reasonable.’ She squeezed the coins in her palm until the nails dug in. ‘I’ll give him reasonable.’


He’d said to keep away from the yard, so ignoring the mounting pile of filthy saddlery in the tack-room gave her great pleasure. Instead, defying his orders, she fetched her cloak, took Livvy as chaperone, and went to the market in Cheapside. With the two shilling, to Livvy’s evident discomfort, they bought sheets and bolsters and new blankets for the bed. It was the least she deserved, Bird thought, after enduring last night. The house was her empire, and she would bring civilisation to Farringdon and Knepp. That’s what women did. Men need our gentility, her mother had taught her. Perhaps she could show Mr Knepp a better way to behave, a more gentlemanly way to do things. When she returned, she sent Livvy up to make up the bed because she couldn’t bear to look at it herself.


‘What shall I do with this?’ Livvy came to her in the kitchen with the stained nightdress in her arms.


‘Get rid of it,’ Bird said.


‘But it’s a good one. Got lace at the collar and all.’


‘I never want to see it again.’


Livvy’s broad face broke into a dazzling smile. ‘You mean I can keep—’


‘Just get it out of my sight.’


In the afternoon Bird went back to Mr Grinstead. She planted her hands on the table. ‘I’ve spent the money, so if you want feeding this day, you’d better open that chest.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ He blinked his pale, red-rimmed eyes at her.


‘I’m not prepared to live in a hovel, even if he is. The men ate the rest of the bread at noon. If the men are to have their supper, I need two more shillings to buy herrings.’


‘Mrs Knepp, I’m under strict instructions—’


‘Then I shall tell the men you wouldn’t give me enough to feed them.’


‘Do that.’ His expression had taken on a righteous look. ‘I warned him you’d cost him, but he wouldn’t listen. I’ve always followed my orders to the letter, and I don’t intend to disobey them now. Especially not on the say-so of Joshua Carpenter’s daughter.’


‘My father has nothing to do with this.’


‘He wanted you off his hands. That sly Dorcas Dalton had her claws into him, and he was that hot for her, he was like a dog on heat.’


The sting hit her deep in the chest. ‘You know nothing about it.’


‘Wrong. I was the one who told Mr Knepp your father was offering thirty guineas to anyone who’d take his daughter off his hands. We laughed at him; thought you’d probably be pig-ugly. Mr Knepp wasn’t keen; couldn’t think what use he’d have for a wife. Then he heard Viner’s missus had a baby on the way, and he started to warm to it a bit more. Knepp can’t bear it if Viner’s got one up on him, and of course it helps that you’re the daughter of a lawyer, someone of good standing, with a dowry put by. He thought about it a long while, though.’ He smiled. ‘Guess he should have thought on it a bit longer.’


The humiliation burned inside but she didn’t let it show. How could her father have done that? Virtually held her up for auction to the highest bidder?


‘Are you going to give me the money?’ she asked.


‘No,’ he said.


‘Then so be it.’ She simply turned and walked out. She wasn’t beaten yet.


***


At six o’clock she heard the bells go and the clatter of feet in the yard. She’d laid the table just as the night before, but had taken a better dress from her trunk. Now she laced herself into her stiff corset as if it was armour, and put on a starched white coif and neckerchief. She was ready for them. She thought of the old Queen Elizabeth and how she could command whole armies, and pulled herself up straighter.


The men came in and sat down noisily and expectantly before their empty bowls and trenchers.


‘Gentlemen,’ she said regally, holding up her hand for quiet. ‘I am afraid there’s no supper today.’


The men shuffled and looked to each other. Was she jesting?


‘My sincere apologies, but my husband didn’t leave enough money to buy fish, and Mr Grinstead, in his wisdom, refuses to advance me more coin from the coffers.’


‘But we always have supper,’ Dobbsy said. ‘Livvy does it.’


‘Livvy is busy with other duties. And besides, there was no money to buy food. With my husband away, I cannot buy provisions with fresh air. If you wish to change this state of affairs and get your dinner tomorrow, I suggest you talk to Mr Grinstead.’


An outcry of complaints. Some of the men stood. The atmosphere turned dark.


‘He said it would be better when she came,’ the greasy-haired coachman with a bulbous nose turned to address the table. ‘And it’s worse already. I told him not to do it. We were fine before.’


‘Hindle’s right. I don’t see why we should have to pay for our supper, we never have before,’ a gangling groom in threadbare breeches grumbled.


‘Is there no bread at all?’ Hindle stepped towards her – close enough for her to see the open pores on his nose.


She stood her ground. ‘You ate it at dinner. If you want to eat tonight, you’ll have to go elsewhere, and pay for it yourselves.’


‘Now look here,’ he grabbed her by the arm.


‘I’ll go and look in the pantry,’ Nipper said hurriedly.


‘Be my guest,’ she said, twisting free. ‘There’s nothing there. You finished it at dinner time. And I’ll thank you to keep your hands to yourself, Mr Hindle, or Mr Knepp will hear of it when he returns.’


‘Leave her alone, Mr Hindle,’ Nipper said. ‘Taint her fault.’


‘You should have told us before,’ Hindle said, his face sour.


‘When? I wasn’t to know Grinstead would be so unreasonable. And you were all busy in the yard.’


‘I’m going to talk to Grinstead first thing tomorrow,’ Hindle said.


‘And I’m not working here if we don’t get fed,’ Dobbsy grumbled.


One by one the men shambled out of the door.


Bird wiped her hands down her dress. She was shaking with the effort of keeping calm. The first round of this particular battle had gone to her. But she knew it wasn’t over. Grinstead would have trouble on his hands in the morning, and he’d know exactly who to blame.






Chapter 3


Bird and Livvy spent the morning on tenterhooks, cleaning the house. She heard the sound of shouting outside; raised voices complaining about the lack of a coach for hire. Grinstead’s placatory grovelling made her shoulders tense, but she did her best to ignore it. Bird scrubbed and polished until her arms ached. She’d show Mr Knepp how a gentleman should live. To hide the commotion in the yard, she sang as she wiped the mantel.


‘Oh the cuckoo is a pretty bird, she sings as she flies,


She brings us good tidings and tells us no lies.’


‘Is that you singing, Mistress?’ Livvy appeared at the top of the stairs.


In answer, Bird sang the next few lines,


‘A-walking, a-talking, a-walking was I,


To meet my true lover, he’ll come by and by—’


She stopped abruptly and pulled a face. ‘So I don’t know how I’ve managed to end up here, scared to death for when he comes home.’


‘Don’t stop,’ Livvy said. ‘I can’t sing a note. Never feel like singing, me. But you’ve a lovely voice. I couldn’t believe it was you; it don’t sound like you’re big enough.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s deep and sounds like honey. I mean... it’s so nice to listen to.’


‘I used to sing all the time at home. We had a spinet, and I used to play and sing, and my father used to play the cittern.’ She screwed up the cloth in her hands. ‘That was my favourite when I was a child. The Cuckoo. Mother used to call me ‘Birdy’ because I sang it so often, and then it got shortened to Bird.’


‘Suits you. You’re sort of sprightly, and you’ve got that habit of putting your head on one side, like a bird.’ Livvy clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry, Mistress, didn’t mean nothing. Didn’t meant to be impert’nent.’


‘It’s all right, Livvy. Maybe if I flap hard enough I’ll fly!’ She flapped the cloth up and down.


‘Eh, Mistress, you should sing more.’


‘When I’ve something to sing about.’


Livvy shook her head long and slow. ‘I know what you mean.’ She was just about to sing again when the door burst open. Grinstead’s wild expression made her move to put the table between them.


‘Do you know what you’ve done?’ he asked, jutting his chin towards her.


‘I’d thank you to knock, Mr Grinstead.’


‘You’ve ruined him. Four of our workers have gone and there’s no-one to see to the morning’s hires.’


‘And why is that my fault?’


‘You didn’t feed them. They’ve gone to work for Viner.’


‘No, Mr Grinstead. You didn’t feed them. You are the one responsible because you were the one holding the purse strings, and you denied me.’


‘I gave you two shillings and you wasted it. That money was for the men’s food.’


‘That money was my allowance from Mr Knepp. I’m in charge of the household expenses. It is up to me to decide how it is spent.’


‘You foolish woman. He’ll kill me.’


‘It is a problem of your own making.’


‘What am I to do? There are men waiting who booked a coach and no men to drive it.’


‘Drive it yourself then.’


He shot her a look of such venom it could have peeled the paint from the walls. Moments later the door slammed and shuddered in its frame.


Livvy crept out from the scullery. ‘Oh, Mistress,’ she said in horrified delight. ‘You’ll be for it now. You don’t know what Master’s like. He’s a temper fit to skin a cat.’ She clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Beg pardon, Mistress, I didn’t mean nothing by it.’


Half an hour later the door flew open to startle them again.


This time, Grinstead threw a purse onto the table where it landed with a thud. ‘There. Go and buy provisions. It’s a shameful wife who would let her husband and his men go without supper.’


‘I told you to knock, Mr Grinstead. I won’t have you walking in here anytime you feel like it.’


‘Damn you.’


Twenty minutes later she had persuaded a reluctant Livvy to accompany her to the market again. They weather had cleared and blue skies were visible under the scudding clouds as they hurried out under the arch, down Cowe Lane and over towards the fleshmarket. Bird had never seen a sight like it, herds of cattle and sheep and pigs, and the stench! She put her hands over her nose, but it did little to help.


‘Stand back, Mrs Knepp,’ Livvy said, pulling her out of the way of a flock of geese being whipped up the street by two be-smocked farmers, ‘That’s unless you want to be someone’s supper.’ Her laugh was a deep chortle.


They passed the slaughterhouses close to the Thames, which were oddly silent after the noise of the market, but the tang of blood in their noses was unmistakeable and made Bird shudder.


Livvy showed her where the bakery was on Gifford Street, and a butcher where they could buy a brace of rabbit. ‘I can’t face beef after seeing all those cows,’ Bird said.


Livvy carried the basket, and Bird began to feel more like her old self.


‘What’ll Master say when he finds out I’ve done none of his work?’ Livvy paused in the middle of the road.


‘I don’t know. Let me deal with him.’


‘You’re not what I was expecting.’


‘What were you expecting?’


Livvy’s eyes were troubled. ‘Best not to say, Mistress.’


‘Go on, you’ve started now.’


‘Well, I thought you’d be... well, you’re a lady. Not ordinary folk like Grinstead’s wife.’


‘How can you tell?’


‘It’s how you are. Your voice. Everything.’


‘Good. Because it’s the only weapon I have.’


‘Why?’


‘People are intimidated if they think someone is higher class than they are. It makes them nervous.’


‘Is that what gives you the courage to argue with Mr Grinstead?’


‘No. Something about him just rubs me the wrong way.’


Livvy grinned at her. ‘You and most everyone else in the yard.’


***


Christopher Knepp slid out of the saddle, and rubbed his aching thighs. Behind him, the groom followed with the new horses on leading reins. They weren’t worth what he’d paid for them, and he knew it. Viner had bid him up, as he knew he would. Self-satisfied jerk of a man. Now he was stuck with the two grey geldings, and they’d hardly have earned out before they were too old and had to be put down. He watched them trot into the yard. Fine animals, too, but expensive. Even now, he found it hard to divorce his love of horses from the whole economic difficulty of making them pay.


He supposed he’d better go inside and see that new wife of his, though he didn’t know what he could say to her; she was so much younger than him. He’d imagined a meek, compliant sort of girl, not this self-sufficient, self-contained creature with flashing eyes, who looked down her nose at him. But he’d needed her dowry to dig himself out of the hole he was in. He handed his saddle to Dobbsy and braved the house. The kitchen was empty; the fire cold in the grate.


‘Mary Elizabeth?’ he shouted.


No answer. He called again, louder.


Nothing. His back ached, and he longed for someone to draw him a hot bath. Long rides in the summer heat tired him out. Not that he’d let anybody see. He made his way into the yard and up the stairs to the office.


‘Have you seen Mrs Knepp?’ he asked casually.


Grinstead sat back in his chair. ‘You married a wrong ’un, there,’ Grinstead said, sucking in his breath. ‘There was no supper for the men last night. The yard’s been in chaos. Some of the men have gone to Viner.’


‘What?’


He could barely take in what Grinstead was saying. He’d only been away one day, and things were already out of control. He suppressed his anger; mustn’t let Grinstead see him rattled.


He crossed the yard and strode up the stairs into the bedchamber, seething all the while. Money was so tight, and he had creditors breathing down his neck. Marriage was supposed to ease his troubles, not compound them.


He ripped off his sweaty stock and cast it down on the bed. Mary Elizabeth’s trunk caught his eye. He flicked it open with a boot.


What met his eyes was a pool of lace and silk. Coloured taffeta, dainty gloves. The sort of thing Arabella used to wear. The thought of her made him almost double over. Her face swam into his mind; her slightly crooked smile, her arched eyebrows over questioning eyes. He’d thought that pain had gone, but it still incapacitated him, like a tourniquet tightening in his heart. Why was it still so painful? Why wouldn’t it let him go?


He groaned and picked out one of the gloves, lay it on his palm. So small, the hand that would fit this. He remembered the touch of Arabella’s hand, how he had raised it to his lips—


He threw it down on the floor. Mary Elizabeth was not Arabella. On the day he married Mary Elizabeth Carpenter, he realised she could never be Arabella. How had he thought she could? He was saddled with her now, and she would never love him. He was vile and unloveable. And something in him made him want to be more so.


He couldn’t bear it, the sight of the clean linen, all the little lady’s things that made him feel so inadequate. He dragged the trunk to the fireplace and pulled out a flimsy lace-edged shift and stuffed it into the sooty fireplace. Striking a flint, he lit the tinder and blew on it. A moment later he thrust the flaming ball into the heart of the white linen.


***


At the market, Bird and Livvy bought a spray of roses for the table, as well as vegetables and a supply of millet for thickening soup.


The sundial on the side wall showed just after two when they arrived back, cheerful and dusty, with their baskets of provisions. Two new horses’ heads poked out of the stable doors opposite the house; greys with white muzzles.


‘Look.’ Livvy pointed to them. ‘Two more. Master must be back already,’ she said, her expression suddenly wary.


But Bird barely heard. Her attention was caught by the house. Smoke billowed from one of the house chimneys. And the door to the house was ajar.


Livvy shook her head. ‘Master’s not got that fire going right.’


Bird speeded her step. ‘It’s not the kitchen. It’s the bedroom. Look.’


Livvy gazed up at the smoking chimneystack. ‘In the daytime?’


The two of them set off at a run. Through the hall, up the stairs.


A blaze roared in the fireplace, and a bundle of something was stuffed in there so tight it was blocking the chimney. Coughing, Bird rushed over to try to unblock it.


It was a big bundle of clothing. She prodded the poker into the flaming mass to dislodge it, and something fell out. It was a pair of stays, smouldering at the edges, like the embroidered ones she wore in her best... Oh no. Not that.


Frantically she tried to drag them out with the fire tongs, but the more she pulled them out the faster they burned.


‘What’s to do, Mrs Knepp?’ Livvy shouted, trying to pull her away.


Bird dragged out a skirt of silvered silk, the one she’d worn for a recital of music only last year, and threw it down on the flagstones, stamping at it. But it was no use, the cloth was scorched and ragged, the edges aflame.


It was hopeless. The fire was well-alight. In the flames she saw the charred remains of her velvet reticule with the ivory clasp, the black skeleton of her fringed Chinese sunshade. Everything was ruined.


She turned away from the fire to see Knepp leaning against the door. Livvy immediately darted away down the stairs.


‘Leave it,’ Knepp said in a tone that brooked no argument.


‘What... what have you done?’ Bird could barely get the words out. One hand still clenched the tongs.


‘Grinstead says you spent money that wasn’t yours. So you will pay for it.’


She took a step forward, waving the tongs aloft. ‘But my things. You’ve ruined them. They were mine, do you hear?’


He wrenched the tongs away in a single motion, and cast them down with a clatter. ‘You are my wife. Your things are mine now. To dispose of as I see fit.’


‘But what will I wear?’


‘You should have thought of that before you spent my money on extravagances. And you won’t need them. We don’t need fancy sheets here, or fancy gowns. We work for a living. I thought I made that clear.’


‘You had no right.’


He approached her slowly. ‘The rules are very simple. And yet it seems you are unable to understand them. My yard has lost a day’s business. My coachmen have left me with a queue of angry clients. Ted Viner is laughing at us. And according to Grinstead, you are the cause of it with your airs and graces. So, there’ll be no more airs and graces in this yard.’


‘What’s left in my trunk?’


‘Nothing.’


‘You burnt it all?’


His eyes slid guiltily away from her. ‘I left you the trunk. You should be grateful.’


***


Two hours later she stood outside her father’s house in Lombard Street. She had walked all the way, as she would not ask that man for a carriage, and besides, she had no luggage. Only the clothes she stood in. She’d flung open the lid of the trunk, not believing for one moment it would be completely empty, thinking she’d find her shifts, or her calf-skin prayer book remaining. But no. He’d burned everything. All except the green summer wedding dress which he hadn’t seen because it was still stuffed under the bed out of sight. This she had put on.


She rapped hard at her father’s door to give herself confidence. She would tell Father she was coming home. It felt odd to wait at his door, when so often she had just barged through without even seeing it. Now, on the doorstep, she couldn’t help but notice the pristine paintwork, the strange gargoyle-like face of the knocker glaring at her over its mouthful of ring. The key to her father’s house had been in her purse which was now somewhere in the embers of Knepp’s fire. It gave her a weird sense of dislocation to be locked on the outside of this door; a door she’d never once given a thought to before.


After what seemed an age, Sukey opened up, with a broom in her hand. ‘Oh! Sorry, Miss Bird, we weren’t expecting you. How lovely.’


‘I’m so glad to be home, Sukey,’ Bird said, embracing her. She would never go back to Knepp’s Yard.


It was good to be called Bird again. Knepp hadn’t used her name at all. Mary Elizabeth was a mouthful, and her father sometimes used to call her Betty, but she couldn’t imagine Knepp calling her that, or Bird. She pushed her way past Sukey and into the front parlour, but stopped dead.


The furniture was covered in dust-sheets and two men were hanging new leather panels on the walls, whilst a pot of stinking glue was boiling on the fire. She took a few more steps forward and her heels echoed on bare boards. The rushes had all been removed. And where was the Turkey carpet that used to grace the big wall? She swivelled on the spot. There it was; rolled up under the window.


‘Where’s Father?’ she asked.


Sukey shifted uncomfortably back and forth. ‘Upstairs somewhere, with Mistress.’


Bird hurtled up the stairs, not waiting to be announced, and into her old bed-chamber. It was empty. The bed had gone, and her clothes chest, and the curtains removed from the windows.


A panic assailed her.


She shot through to her father’s chamber. He used to see his clients there sometimes, but today he was sitting on the cushioned chair by the window, with Dorcas on his knee. His face was flushed and rosy and he looked happier than she had seen him in years.


‘What are you doing to my chamber?’ she blurted.


‘Daughter!’ His face burned red. ‘Why didn’t you let us know you were coming? But that’s delightful. You can be the first to hear our news.’


Dorcas slid down, frowning. She assumed an air of superiority before throwing Bird a sidelong glance of triumph.


‘Where’ve you put my bed?’ Bird said. ‘And what are those men doing in the parlour?’


‘Alterations. You’ll join us for refreshments, won’t you? Where’s Christopher? Downstairs?’


‘He’s not here. Father; it was quite impossible. I can’t stay with—’


‘Dorcas is with child. Isn’t that marvellous?’ He clapped his hands together.


‘But you’ve only been married a month, how can she possibly—?’


‘Never mind that now, I’m so proud of her. Give us both a kiss now, won’t you, my daughter?’ Bird couldn’t take it in. In a daze, she embraced her father and gave a dry kiss to Dorcas’s cheek.


‘But you’re too old to be...’ she started, before realising how rude that sounded.


‘I’m fit as a flea,’ her father said, ‘thanks to Dorcas here. And I’m not old at all! I’ll beg you to mind your manners, Mrs Knepp.’ He laughed, emphasising her new name. ‘When my son arrives, your chamber will be the nursery, and a place for the wet nurse to sleep. We’re re-styling it.’


A son. It was as if she’d been kicked. All men wanted was to make small versions of themselves. Women were simply the means to do it.


‘It could be a girl,’ she said.


Dorcas pressed her lips together in an angry line. ‘My family always bear boys.’


‘What happened to that beautiful old panelling in the parlour?’ Bird asked, remembering how proud her mother was of its sheen.


‘It had to go,’ Dorcas said, ‘and Joshua agreed, didn’t you dear? It was so dark and old-fashioned.’


‘I liked it,’ Bird said.


‘You would,’ Dorcas said acidly.


‘Father, where did you put my things? The clothes that were left, my books and music?’


‘Those old things? The rag and bone man took them,’ Dorcas said. ‘I think there are still a few bits and pieces by the back door. We didn’t think you wanted them any more. Ask Sukey if they’ve gone yet.’


She wanted to run and look, but her father laid a soothing hand on her arm. ‘After all, you had no more use for them, did you? Not now you’re married, and living in that fine big house. They were filling the chamber, weren’t they, Dorcie dear?’


‘But it’s not a fine house, Father. You know perfectly well it’s not. Did you think I would not notice? It’s dark and empty and—’


‘Needs a woman’s touch, that’s all.’ He never let her finish; must always speak over her. Bird swallowed her words. It was hopeless. Her father was determined not to let anything spoil his joy. A drowning sensation made her breath shallow. Dorcas was putting her ‘woman’s touch’ on her family home, eliminating her father’s former life, and by doing it, claiming it for her own. It was clear enough to Bird she would never be able to come back here.


She turned to go downstairs, and her father hurried after her. ‘Now you’re here, Dorcas will bring refreshment.’ It was an order. He pulled out a shrouded chair, and bade her sit. ‘You look well, my dear,’ her father said. ‘That gown suits you.’


‘It’s just as well, as it’s my only one. He burnt the rest.’ She wanted to shock him.


Her father stood and moved away from her; he seemed unsure whether it was a jest, or whether to believe her. He stared at the fireplace as if he could see the answer.


At that moment, Dorcas arrived with spiced ale, and in the resulting bustle her father neatly brushed the problem aside and resumed his talk about the alterations.


Bird could barely breathe. Why was she being so polite? Why couldn’t she stand up for herself? She didn’t want Dorcas to know how much she’d been hurt, that’s why. For what seemed like eternity she sipped scalding spiced ale, as Dorcas told her how much better it would be when the wallpaper was finished, and how she planned to remove the spinet and replace it with a bigger table for her friends to play cards. The thought made Bird want to weep.


As soon as she’d drained the ale she went to the back door to search out her belongings. The maidservant, Sukey, appeared behind her carrying a pail full of coal for the kitchen fire.
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