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  PROLOGUE




  Anna rests her head on the cushion and traces her finger along the stems of daisies and the nodding heads of bluebells embroidered onto its calico cover. The silken threads,

  though worn and coming loose in places, still hold their colours and gleam in the sunshine.




  ‘Bluebells and daisies,’ she sings to a familiar nursery rhyme tune. ‘Bluebells and daisies. They all grow here, they all grow here.’




  They are seated together on the old chaise longue in the window of the vicarage sitting room. This is where her mother likes to work at her embroidery, although she has to hold the frame further

  away than normal because her belly is so huge and round these days. She says that it is because she is growing a new brother or sister but Anna cannot believe it possible that there could really be

  a child inside her mother’s body.




  She is bored. Because of this baby bump they cannot go for their usual walks together across the heath or down to the marshes to collect wild flowers for pressing, as her mother says it gives

  her backache. Neither can they do much gardening, which Anna also adores. She loves getting her hands dirty making soft beds in the black earth into which they scatter tiny seeds. She cannot

  believe that these little specks will grow into beautiful flowers next year, but her mother promises they will, just like she’s promised about the baby.




  ‘Wait and see, my little one,’ she says. ‘Have patience and you will find my words are true.’




  Although she is only five, Anna has already learned to name many wild flowers and some garden varieties, too. The ones she finds easiest to remember are those which perfectly describe the

  flowers themselves and seem to roll off the tongue: love-in-a-mist, snapdragon, foxglove, harebell, forget-me-not, wallflower, ox-eye daisy. Others she finds more difficult to pronounce and has to

  say over and over again before they come out right: delphinium, convolvulus, asphodel, hellebore.




  She returns her attention to the cushion. How different these two flowers are: the perky little daisy with its open face of tiny white petals around a yellow nose; the closed heads of the

  bluebells – more purple than blue, she thinks – hanging from a stem that seems barely able to carry their weight.




  ‘What flower would you like to be?’ she asks her mother. ‘A daisy or a bluebell?’




  ‘A bluebell, because it smells so sweet.’




  ‘I’d rather be a happy daisy than a droopy bluebell,’ Anna says. ‘Besides, daisies flower all summer, and bluebells are only here for a few weeks.’ She hums the

  little rhyme to herself a few times and kicks her feet.




  ‘When will you teach me how to sew flowers like you do?’




  ‘Sit up, and I will show you right now,’ her mother says.




  She puts the needle between the thumb and finger of Anna’s right hand, guiding it with her own fingers. Then she helps Anna’s other hand hold the frame flat, just like she does.




  ‘We are doing a simple chain stitch for the stem,’ she says, guiding the hand with the needle so that it pierces the calico just so. The needle disappears, pulling the green silk

  behind it, and then is pushed through from the back, emerging, as if by magic, just beside where they made the previous stitch. They do it again, and a third time, and Anna can see how the stem is

  growing before her very eyes.




  But when she insists on trying without her mother’s guiding hand, everything goes wrong. The stitches go everywhere and the needle loses its thread. She throws it down in a temper.




  ‘I hate sewing,’ she grumbles. ‘Can we do drawing instead?’




  Just then, her mother’s body seems to go rigid, and she gives a sharp gasp. ‘Run to the church and fetch your father,’ she says through clenched teeth. ‘Quick as you can.

  I think the baby is coming.’




  Even years later, Anna cherishes the memory of that day and that inconsequential conversation with her mother. Perhaps it was important because this was the last time that she had her mother to

  herself, before Jane arrived. But what she remembers most, as clear as if it were yesterday, is the cushion with its embroidered flowers, and the silks glimmering in the sunshine.
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      There are many little civilities which a true gentleman will offer to a lady travelling alone, which she may accept with perfect propriety; but, while careful to thank

      him courteously, avoid any advance toward acquaintanceship.




      – The Lady’s Book of Manners, 1760


    


  




  The carriage pulled to a sudden halt, and for a moment Anna dared to imagine that they had arrived.




  But something was wrong. In the distance could be heard a great deal of commotion: deep-voiced male shouts and the screech of women’s voices. They could see nothing from the windows and no

  one came to open the door. The four travelling companions sat without speaking, trying not to catch each other’s eyes. Only the silent sighs of irritation and tiny tics – the tapping of

  toes, the drumming of fingers – suggested that this delay was out of the ordinary.




  After a few minutes the gentleman of the middling sort cleared his throat impatiently, took his cane and knocked briskly on the ceiling of the carriage – rat-a-tat-tat,

  rat-a-tat-tat. There was no response. He leaned out and hollered upwards.




  ‘Coachman, why are we stopped?’




  ‘We’ll be on our way shortly, sir.’ He did not sound convinced.




  They waited a few moments longer, until the gentleman huffed and sighed again, stood up and let himself out of the coach, telling his son to stay with the ladies. Anna heard him exchange words

  with the coachman, and five further minutes passed. When he climbed back inside, his cheeks were so flushed she feared he might be about to suffer a choleric turn.




  ‘Nothing to worry about, ladies.’ His tone was falsely calm. ‘May I suggest, however, that you pull down the blinds.’




  The carriage began to jerk backwards, forwards and sideways with such violent movements that the four of them were thrown about like butter in a churn. It seemed that the coachman was attempting

  the almost impossible task of turning around a coach and four on this narrow highway.




  The shouting outside became louder. It was hard to make out any words, but at times it took on the rhythm of a chant, angry and menacing. What sounded like stones seemed to clatter on the

  cobbles around them and, even more alarmingly, against the carriage itself. One of the horses whinnied sharply as if in pain. The hollering came closer now, and Anna could make out a single

  syllable repeated again and again. It was shocking how such a plain, everyday word could sound so very threatening in the voice of an enraged crowd.




  The coachman was hollering too, urging the horses to push on, pull back, hold hard. Everyone inside the coach remained tensely silent as they tried to brace themselves against the jolts. Both

  gentlemen stared fixedly forwards; the lady turned her face downwards towards her lap, her eyes sealed tightly as if in prayer.




  Although she too was trying to remain outwardly composed, Anna could hear her own heart hammering in her chest and her knuckles, clutching onto the strap above the window, shone white in the

  gloom of the interior. She began to wonder whether this sort of thing was a regular occurrence in the city; she had heard there were demonstrations and mobs that could become violent, but never

  thought for a moment that she might directly encounter one.




  Finally the carriage set off again at a great lick, but with the blinds still drawn it was impossible to see in which direction they were now travelling. ‘My dear sir, please tell us what

  was happening,’ the lady said, looking up at last, her breathing ragged. ‘Do I understand that our coach was the object of the commotion?’




  ‘Have no fear, my dear lady,’ the gentleman said smoothly. ‘We were in no danger. There was an obstruction in the road. The coachman has decided to try another route into the

  city.’ The colour of his face had returned to normal, but Anna didn’t believe a word.




  ‘But why would they be shouting about bread?’ she ventured. ‘And why would they choose strangers as the focus of such an attack?’




  ‘It is not for us to presume.’ He pursed his lips and would not be drawn further, so the four lapsed into another heavy silence.




  Now, she began to worry about their delayed arrival. Cousin William was due to meet her at the Red Lyon public house, but how could she get word to him that they were well over an hour late? She

  had eaten nothing but a slice of bread and a small lump of cheese since breakfast and her stomach was rumbling so loudly that she feared that her companions would hear it, even over the clatter of

  wheels on the cobbled street.




  At last the coach pulled to a halt and she heard the shout, ‘Spitalfields Red Lyon, Miss Butterfield.’




  She climbed stiffly from the carriage and waited while her luggage was unloaded from the rear and placed beside her. In just seconds, the coachman shouted a cheery farewell and they were gone.

  The carriage and its passengers had become a haven of safety and protection and as she watched it turn the corner and disappear from view she felt abandoned and a little afraid. She was on her own

  in this great city.
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  Around Anna and her cases flowed a seemingly unending stream of people. Some walked at a leisurely pace in twos and threes, absorbed in conversation, while others, apparently

  engaged on urgent errands, scurried quickly, dodging between the groups.




  She found herself entranced by the cries of the street pedlars. A woman waved a bunch of sweet-smelling herbs in front of people’s noses, shouting, ‘Buy my rosemary! Buy my

  sweetbriar! A farthing a bunch to sweeten your home.’ Some cries even sounded like poetry: ‘Pears for pies! Come feast your eyes! Ripe pears, of every size, who’ll buy?’




  In her village, people would stop to gossip with travelling salesmen – it was one of the best ways of discovering what was going on in neighbouring villages, who had died, who had married,

  who had borne children and how the hay, corn and fruit harvests were faring. But here in the city it appeared that everyone was too busy to chat.




  Every kind of produce seemed to be for sale: boxes and baskets, brushes and brooms, Morocco slippers, matches, saucepans, wooden spoons and nutmeg graters, doormats, chickweed and groundsel for

  bird seed, oysters, herring, ropes of onions, strawberries, rhubarb and all manner of other fruit and vegetables and, most enticing of all, delicious-smelling hot loaves, baked potatoes and meat

  pies that made her stomach rumble all the more.




  Apart from the traders and a few beggars, no one was taking the slightest notice of her. A lone woman waiting on the roadside in the country would have received several offers of help within a

  few moments. Here, it was as if she were invisible, or something inanimate like a statue or an island around which the human river was forced to navigate. Among this mass of people her presence was

  of no consequence at all. I could disappear, she thought, and no one would ever be the wiser. It was a curious feeling, both frightening and freeing all at once.




  And the noise! The clatter of drays and carriages across the cobbles, the shouts of hawkers and women hollering at their children. In the hubbub it took a little while to make sense of any

  words, and now Anna began to realise why: much of it was not in English.




  She looked around. Across the road, although it was not yet dusk, a crowd of drinkers had gathered at the Red Lyon Inn, spilling into the street, tankards in hand, engaged in conversations

  animated with much raucous laughter.




  Behind her, high brick arches fronted the pavement and, through them, she could see a cavernous interior dense with tables and other wooden structures. It looked like a market, but Anna had

  never seen such an expanse of stalls. Just two dozen filled the square at Halesworth, even at Michaelmas, yet there looked to be well over one hundred here. Although trading had ended for the day

  and the stalls were now empty, pungent smells of herbs and vegetables, stale fish and rotting meat wafted across the road.




  Minutes ticked by on the cracked-faced clock above the market. Her stays were tight, her stomach empty, she had a raging thirst and she was beginning to feel light-headed. She shifted her weight

  from toe to heel and from foot to foot as she had learned during long hours at church, and prayed that William would come soon.




  Time passed and she fell into a kind of reverie. The next thing she knew, she seemed to be on the ground, vaguely aware of someone kneeling by her side and cradling her head, with another person

  standing close on the other side, fanning her with his cap. It took her a few moments to understand where she was.




  ‘Oh dear, I am so sorry to be a nuisance,’ she mumbled, starting to push herself up.




  ‘Do not be troubled,’ the young man said. ‘We are keeping you safe.’ He spoke something unintelligible to his companion who disappeared, returning shortly with a cup of

  water which she sipped gratefully.




  ‘Are you having a home?’ the young man asked. ‘A family? Or a friend, perhaps?’




  ‘I am come to stay with my uncle, Joseph Sadler of Spital Square,’ she said, her wits now slowly returning, ‘and my cousin William was to meet me here.’ The young man

  spoke some further incomprehensible words to his friend, who left them again.




  A glorious thought slipped into her confused mind: perhaps they were speaking in tongues, just as the Apostles described? She’d always considered it an unlikely story – just an

  allegory, like so many tales in the Bible – but something rather like it did indeed seem to be happening to her. She smiled to herself. The Lord does indeed move in mysterious

  ways.




  A crowd had gathered now, but with this young man’s arms around her she felt curiously unafraid. She could see that he was clean-shaven and gentle of demeanour. His eyes were the deepest

  brown, like horse chestnuts freshly released from their cases. Although wigless and not, as far as she could see, dressed as a gentleman, his dark hair was neatly tied back, and he spoke to her

  tenderly and smiled often, to reassure her. There was a sweet, musty smell about him; not unpleasant but strange, nothing she could recognise.




  The second boy returned, panting, ‘He come.’ Not wanting her cousin to find her on the ground, and since she was now feeling considerably recovered, Anna tried to stand. The two

  young men gently put their arms around her waist to help her up.




  At that moment a loud shout came from the edge of the crowd. ‘Make way, make way. Let me by.’ As William appeared – for indeed it was he, a tall, thin-faced young man in a

  powdered wig – his face darkened.




  ‘How dare you? Take your hands off the young lady at once,’ he bellowed, and a fist whipped past Anna’s nose into the boy’s face. He grunted and fell away, nearly taking

  her with him but for the strong left hand of William holding her arm painfully tight. He aimed another punch at the second boy, who fell in an untidy heap at their feet. The crowd gasped and drew

  back.




  ‘Now get out of my sight, cabbage heads,’ William bawled, lashing out with his boots as the crowd tried to drag the boys to safety, ‘and if I ever catch you touching an English

  lady again, I’ll string you up by your webbed feet.’




  ‘Do not be so harsh, Cousin,’ Anna whispered, shocked by his violent response. ‘They were helping me. I had fainted from the heat.’




  ‘Dirty frogs,’ he growled, barking instructions about the baggage to a man with a pushcart. ‘You should never have allowed it. You have much to learn about how a young lady

  should comport herself in the city.’




  ‘Yes, I expect I do,’ Anna said, in what she hoped was a conciliatory tone. He grabbed her arm again and began to drag her along the road with such haste that she had to trot to keep

  up.




  ‘Hurry along, Anna Butterfield. We have been waiting for hours. I cannot imagine why you did not send word of your arrival earlier. Had you done so you would not have caused this trouble.

  You are most terribly late and supper has gone cold.’
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  Fortunately it was but a few minutes – at William’s pace – from the Red Lyon to Spital Square. They stopped outside a house with a wide shop frontage: bow

  windows either side of a grand front door set with bottle-glass, and double pillars that supported a porch to shelter callers from the rain. On a board hanging below the porch was written in

  elegant gold script: Joseph Sadler & Son, Mercers to the Gentry. They were here at last.




  She turned to go up the steps, but William grabbed her arm once more and pulled her onwards, opening a smaller side door that led into the darkness of a long entrance hall. They passed two doors

  on the ground floor – probably leading into the shop area, she assumed – up some stairs to a wide landing, and through yet another door into the dining room.




  Uncle Joseph stepped forward first, welcoming her with a formal handshake and a smile that disappeared as soon as it had arrived, as though it were an infrequent and unexpected visitor. He was a

  daunting figure: tall and portly, whiskered and bewigged even at home, high-collared and tail-coated, with a well-rounded stomach held tight under his embroidered silk waistcoat. He must once have

  been a handsome man but good living had taken its toll. His jowls drooped and wobbled like a turkey’s wattle.




  ‘Welcome, dear Niece,’ he said. ‘We hope you will be happy here.’ He waved his hand proprietorially around the sumptuously furnished room, in the centre of which a deeply

  polished oak table laden with silver glistened in the light of many candles.




  Anna dipped her knee. ‘I am indebted to you, sir, for your generous hospitality,’ she said.




  Aunt Sarah seemed a kindly sort with a smile that, unlike her husband’s, appeared quite accustomed to her face. She kissed Anna on both cheeks. ‘You poor thing, you look

  weary,’ she said, standing back to regard her up and down. ‘And your clothes . . .’ She gave a little sigh and her eyes turned away as if the sight of Anna’s dress was too

  terrible to contemplate, even though it was her Sunday best. ‘Never mind. You shall have supper now and a good rest after your long journey. Tomorrow we can see about your

  wardrobe.’




  She has the same voice as my father, Anna thought, with the slight lisp that seemed to run in the family. She was his younger sister, after all, but it was difficult, without staring, to

  divine precisely which features they shared. The lips, perhaps, or the eyebrows? Certainly not the stature. Sarah was very much shorter and more rounded while her father was angular and long of

  limb, proportions which Anna had inherited and which, she knew, were no advantage for a woman. But the familiarity of her aunt’s features helped Anna feel at home.




  Cousin Elizabeth made an elegant curtsey.




  ‘Please do call me Lizzie, Cousin Anna. I am so looking forward to having an elder sister.’ On her lips the lisp sounded sweet, even endearing. ‘A brother is no use at

  all,’ she added, with a poisonous glance across the table. William returned a scowl which, in truth, did not seem to have left his face since their first encounter.




  Lizzie would be around fourteen years of age, Anna calculated. A pretty little thing, she observed, round-faced like her mother but much slighter, all auburn ringlets and cream lace, six years

  younger than her brother and four years younger than herself. Sarah had borne several other children, she remembered, but these were the only two who had survived. She recalled her father sighing

  over his sister’s letters: ‘Another child gone into the arms of our Lord. Alas, poor Sarah. If only they could live somewhere with healthier air.’ In church, he would name

  Sarah’s lost babies out loud, beseeching God to care for them in heaven.




  Anna understood from this litany of sadness that childbirth was something to be dreaded, perhaps more than anything else in the world. Yet how could it be avoided, she wondered, when one grew

  into a woman and became settled in the proper manner?




  They sat down and Joseph poured goblets of a liquid the colour of ripe plums. ‘Claret’, he called it. As her uncle raised his glass with a toast ‘to the arrival of our dear

  cousin, Anna’, she took a tentative sip; it was sharper than communion wine but tasted delicious. She ventured another and yet another until she found herself becoming quite warm and

  relaxed.




  ‘You poor things, I cannot imagine the trials you have been through these past few months,’ Aunt Sarah said, handing around a plateful of cold meats. ‘I do hope that dear

  Fanny’s last few weeks were not too difficult?’




  The warm glow disappeared as a vision of her mother appeared in Anna’s mind: ghostly pale and skeletal, propped against the pillows and struggling to contain paroxysms of coughing, gasping

  for every breath and unable to speak or eat for the congestion in her chest.




  It had been a long and lingering illness: a slow decline followed by apparent recovery, bringing new hope, only to be dashed by further decline. Throughout it all, Anna and her sister Jane had

  nursed their mother, trying as best they could to shield their father who, as the village vicar, had plenty of problems of his own: difficult parishioners, the demands of his diocesan masters and

  the need to shore up the ruinous fabric of the church.




  The exhaustion of caring for her mother and running the household had kept Anna from dwelling too much on the tragedy ahead. When it finally came, Jane took to her bed and wept, so it seemed,

  for several weeks. Nothing could console her except for the sweetmeats she consumed by day and the warmth of her sister’s embrace in their shared bed by night.




  Their father, Theodore, though hollowed-out and grey in countenance, continued about his daily work, the only difference being that he retired earlier to bed than usual. Once or twice, in the

  dead of night, Anna would hear heartrending sobs through the wall and longed to comfort him. But she resisted the impulse, sensing that he must be allowed to embrace this misery without needing to

  keep face for anyone else.




  As for herself, the anticipated collapse into despair never really happened. She rose each day, washed and dressed and did her chores, made meals for the family, organised the funeral tea and

  tried to smile when people commented on how well she was coping. But inside she felt empty, almost indifferent to her own misery. Grief was like sleepwalking through deep snow, its landscape

  endless and unchanging, every step painful and exhausting. The world seemed to become monochrome, colours lost their hue, sounds were muffled and distorted. It felt as though her own life had been

  taken, along with her mother’s.




  Dragging herself away from these painful recollections, she turned back to the dining table, and her waiting aunt. ‘Thank you, madam, she was peaceful at the end.’ As she said it,

  she crossed her fingers in her lap. It was an old habit from childhood, when she believed it might save her from God’s wrath when lying. But then she uncrossed them as she realised that her

  words had a certain truth: the lifeless form laid out on the bed had indeed looked peaceful, now that all pain had gone.




  ‘And my dear brother, Theo? How is he coping with his loss?’




  ‘His faith is a great comfort, as you can imagine,’ Anna ventured, although she knew well that the opposite was true: his faith had been sorely tested these past few months.




  ‘It is a cruel God, indeed, who takes with one hand while purporting to offer solace with the other,’ her uncle said.




  ‘Each to their own, my dear,’ Sarah muttered.




  ‘It is an interesting conjecture, all the same.’ William’s eyes glittered, alert for the challenge, his thin lips in a sardonic twist. ‘Just what is the point of

  God, when all’s said and done?’




  ‘Shush, William,’ Sarah said, sliding a glance towards Lizzie and back again to her son. ‘Save such debates for your club fellows.’




  A silence fell over the table. Anna took a couple of rather larger sips of claret. ‘I do hope you will forgive me for my tardy arrival. The coach was held up by a commotion, and we had to

  find another route into the city,’ she said.




  William looked up sharply. ‘What kind of commotion? Where was this?’




  ‘I do not know exactly where, I am afraid. It was as we entered the city, and we could not see anything from the coach on account of having to draw down the blinds. There was much shouting

  – something about bread, I thought I could hear.’




  ‘Sounds like another food riot,’ William said. ‘Probably those Frenchie weavers again, like last month. They’re always revolting. Have you heard anything, Pa?’




  Joseph shook his head, jaws working on the generous spoonful of meat and potato he had just stuffed into his mouth. ‘If they didn’t waste so much money on Geneva, they would have

  plenty for bread,’ he muttered. ‘And it would help if those Strangers would stop stirring things up.’




  William took out his watch, put down his knife and spoon with a hurried clatter and pushed back his chair. ‘Forgive me, I am late for the club,’ he said, grabbing his jacket and

  bowing slightly in Anna’s direction. ‘We will meet again tomorrow, dear Coz. In the meantime do try to stay away from cabbages. They can cause the most odorous indigestion.’




  Anna puzzled over this until, later, she recalled his ‘cabbage heads’ jibe. Why he should be so vitriolic towards two innocent and indeed most helpful young men was a mystery, but so

  much of this new world was unfathomable that it made her feel quite dizzy to contemplate.
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  After the meal Lizzie was deputed to show her the rest of the house – the upper floors at least, for the ground floor was entirely devoted to Uncle’s business and

  the basement, she presumed, was the domain of the servants. The building stood four storeys tall and, although deep from front to back, it felt less spacious than her own dear vicarage and nothing

  like so homely. She admired the opulent silk hangings, the elegant furniture, the painted wainscoting in each of the main rooms and the shutters on every window, but the overall effect was to make

  the place darker and more formal.




  Next to the dining room, at the front of the house above what she presumed to be the shopfront, was a wide, elegant drawing room with a cast-iron fireplace and marble surround. Out of the

  window, Anna could see the street and the small square of grass with a few young trees which, she thought to herself, no doubt afforded the house its grand address. And yet the building was

  attached on either side to others so that it was difficult to see where one started and the other ended. Land must be very scarce in this cramped city, she thought to herself, that even

  in such prosperous areas they cannot afford to be separated from their neighbours by even a few feet.




  ‘Do you have a garden?’ she asked.




  ‘It’s just a patch of mouldy grass and a tree,’ Lizzie replied quickly. ‘I can show you tomorrow.’




  ‘I love to sketch natural things.’




  ‘There is little to inspire an artist,’ Lizzie said. ‘Although I know where we could see flowers and fruits in great abundance.’




  ‘Where is that?’ Anna asked.




  ‘At the market. All sorts, from farms and Strangers’ gardens and from foreign countries too, piled high in their thousands. It is a wonderful sight.’ Lizzie laughed suddenly.

  ‘I do not suppose that is what you had in mind for a painting?’




  ‘Not really,’ Anna said, pleased to be talking of lighter matters after so many serious hours. ‘Although I should love to see it.’




  ‘Mama will not let us enter the market; she says it is common. “’Twould not be decorous for a young lady.”’ Lizzie mimicked her mother’s tone, crinkling her

  pretty features into a grimace. ‘I think that’s silly, don’t you? But I shall ask if we can visit our new church tomorrow, so we can pass by.’




  Anna demurred. It would be unwise to appear disloyal to her aunt at such an early stage. ‘I could turn my pen to architectural scenes instead, but I do find the perspective of buildings

  such a puzzle, don’t you?’




  Lizzie’s face fell, her smiles gone as quickly as they arrived. ‘I would love to be able to draw, but my tutor is so scornful of my attempts that I scarcely dare to try.’




  ‘Then I shall teach you,’ Anna said.




  ‘Oh yes,’ Lizzie said, instantly recovered. ‘I should like that very much.’
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  After her tour of the house Anna begged leave to retire.




  ‘Of course, you must be exhausted,’ her aunt said. ‘But I must warn you that your chamber is up many stairs, and it is rather plain. We are short of rooms because the ground

  floor is given over to the business. We hope to move shortly, to an address more suited to Sadler and Son’s status, do we not, my dearest?’ She smiled at her husband but his face

  remained impassive. ‘Lizzie, why don’t you show Anna to her room? Her luggage is already there and I shall send the maid at once with water.’




  They climbed a narrow wooden stairway to the very top floor, which Lizzie called the ‘old weaving loft’. It had been converted, she said, now that Uncle Joseph had finished with the

  weaving and turned to selling finished silks for his living. The room, next door to one shared by the cook and Betty the maid, was indeed small and plain, with a wooden chest of drawers, a side

  table with a bowl and ewer, an upright chair and a bed that, although simple, looked marvellously inviting to her weary limbs.




  After Lizzie had clattered back down the stairs, Anna opened the casement, took a long breath of warm night air and sighed deeply, releasing the muscles of her face that had grown painful from

  holding a polite smile.
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  She climbed under the covers, but sleep was slow to come.




  The bed was short, the horsehair mattress lumpy and the blanket smelled unaired. But if not as comfortable as her feather bed at home, she was at least warm and safe. What more could she want

  for?




  It was certainly warm in this attic on a hot July evening. Little breeze stirred the air, even up here on the top floor. The noise from the street was astonishing – did people in the city

  never rest? It seemed hardly to have abated since she first stepped from the coach this afternoon: brays of laughter from boisterous gangs of young men, the shrill calls of women and wails of

  children, the howling of dogs and keening of cats, the clanging of coaches and the hammering of handcart wheels on the cobbles. In her village all would be quiet at this time of night except for

  the rhythmical boom of the breakers when the wind was in the east.




  What an adventure it had been. Despite the sorrow of leaving and the heaviness in her heart which had not lifted since her mother’s death, she could not help being a little excited.




  ‘Life has much to offer a talented young woman such as you,’ her father had said as they sat together that last evening. ‘There is so much to see and so much to learn, much in

  the world to savour and enjoy. But you will not find it here in this little community. You must go and seek your fortune in the city.’




  ‘Like Dick Whittington, I suppose?’




  ‘Indeed,’ he laughed. ‘And if you become Mayor of London, then you must invite us to your grand residence. But remember you can come home whenever your black cat leads you

  here.’
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  Even though the first day on the road had been perfectly straightforward and without incident, every small event came as a surprise for a novice traveller. She had been

  instructed to refrain from conversing with the other passengers for fear of encouraging intimacy, but it was so rare to spend time in the company of strangers that she could not prevent herself

  from scrutinising them, as covertly as possible to avoid appearing rude.




  All ages of human life seemed to be represented in the cramped space of the stagecoach. Next to her on the bench was a stout gentleman who studied his newspaper in a self-important kind of way,

  harrumphing with disapproval at what he read and digging her in the ribs whenever he turned the page. After a while he fell asleep, tipping alarmingly sideways onto her shoulder before stirring and

  sharply pulling himself upright, only to repeat the process every few minutes.




  She could not see the faces of the two women on his other side but knew they must be herring girls from Yarmouth, unmistakeable from their odour and redness of hand. On the opposite bench, two

  stout housewives from Bungay occupied sufficient space for three and chattered unceasingly all the way to Ipswich. Each jiggled a small child on one knee and a baby on the other.




  The children whined incessantly before falling asleep with dribbles of snot streaming unchecked from their noses, while the chubby cupids took it in turns to cry: piercing, disturbing sounds in

  such close proximity. In between wails these babes would bestow cherubic smiles upon any who caught their eye, and all would be forgiven until the next bout of yowling. When it went on for too

  long, their mothers would yank down their tops and stuff the wailing infants’ faces into the exposed folds of disconcertingly white flesh.




  A withered elderly gentleman had levered himself into the narrow space next to the two ladies and, when he too fell asleep, Anna feared that he might be silently squeezed to death, with no one

  the wiser until all had disembarked.




  To reserve her stares and pass the time, she took out the pocket Bible her father had pressed into her hand at their parting. Her faith had evaporated during the long nights of her

  mother’s agony, and had never returned, but the familiar phrases of the epistles were comforting. As she opened the scuffed leather cover she saw for the first time that he had inscribed

  inside the frontispiece, in his vicar’s spidery hand: To my dearest Anna, God keep you and hold you. Tears prickled behind her eyelids. When will I see the dear man again? she

  thought. How will he cope, with just Jane to care for him?




  Although she was only five at the time and had witnessed little of her mother’s labour, she understood that her sister’s birth had been long and arduous. When she finally arrived,

  the baby was blue and limp. Defying all expectations, her sister survived and slowly gained strength and weight. It was not until much later they discovered that the difficult birth had left

  long-lasting effects: Jane’s right side was weak and she walked with a limp, dragging her foot painfully behind her. And although sweet-natured, she was slow in her mind, struggling to

  understand those things that others found simple, and never managing to learn reading and writing.




  How will she manage the household without me, strange little creature that she is? Anna thought to herself. Will she understand Father’s needs? Will she stay well? And will she

  find company and friendship with other girls in the village, now that I have gone? How she missed them both, already.
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  When they finally reached the staging inn at Chelmsford, the portly gentleman took her hand to help her disembark.




  ‘May I help with your overnight case?’




  ‘Thank you very much,’ she replied, grateful that someone had taken even a slight notice of her. ‘This is this one. I suppose the portmanteau and hatbox will stay on the coach

  for the onward journey in the morning?’




  ‘That is the usual custom, if you have informed them.’




  He picked up her shabby canvas bag and his smart leather case and walked with her across the yard towards the front door of the inn. ‘Pardon me, madam,’ he said, ‘please do not

  think I am too forward if I offer a nugget of advice?’




  ‘Dear sir, any advice is most welcome, for I am unfamiliar with the customs of the road,’ she said.




  ‘Then may I recommend that you might ask for your meal to be served in your room? The tap can become somewhat rowdy and may not suit your gentle temperament.’ As if to prove his

  words, a roar of voices accosted them as he pushed open the door. She hesitated on the threshold but he took her arm and gently led her between the crowded tables through a fog of tobacco smoke

  towards a serving hatch. He shouted over the hubbub to a surly-looking woman Anna assumed to be the innkeeper’s wife and, shortly afterwards, a scruffy boy appeared and showed them upstairs.

  As they parted on the landing, Anna said, ‘You have been most kind, sir.’




  ‘May you rest well, madam,’ he said, with a slight bow.




  The little exchange had so cheered her that she barely noticed how small and sparsely furnished was the room, how grey the bedsheets from too many launderings. When it arrived, the cold mutton

  was greasy and the potatoes pocked with black eyes, but she was so hungry she cleaned the plate without a thought. The candle stump they supplied quickly burned out and she found herself facing a

  long, disturbed night, trying to ignore the bedbugs as they celebrated the arrival of new flesh, and listening to the tap room below becoming ever more lively.




  When she slept, finally, she dreamed of returning home to find all unchanged, the vicarage full of activity and laughter as it once had been, the fires lit, the family foursome intact. She fell

  into her mother’s embrace, smelling the mingled aromas of laundry soap and garden herbs that, to Anna, spelled love and security.




  When she woke in the early hours and realised where she was the tears came at last, wetting her pillow with long, racking sobs that seemed to shake her whole body. How could she think of leaving

  that beloved place? But how could she return to it, when she would never again feel her mother’s warmth?
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  Yet next morning her mood seemed to rise with the sun. She was sorry to discover that the kindly gentleman was not joining them again, but stepped aboard the coach full of

  optimism at the prospect of another day of travel, even venturing a smile at the only other passenger, a smartly dressed lady. After twenty-four hours of barely speaking to another person she would

  have welcomed a conversation, and was disappointed when the lady immediately took out her spectacles and opened her book.




  She turned to her own thoughts, excited at the prospect of seeing at first hand all that she had heard about the great metropolis, and of making the acquaintance of her uncle and aunt, and her

  two cousins. After being confined to the house caring for her mother for such long, dutiful months she yearned to spread her wings and see the big city, and they had generously offered her this

  opportunity.




  In the early afternoon, they stopped at a village to pick up two gentlemen who appeared to be father and son, and the coachman invited the ladies to disembark for what he called ‘a fine

  view of the city’.




  At first, Anna could make out only the River Thames, reflecting the sun like a silver snake along the valley beneath a reddish-brown pall of smoke. As her eyes adjusted to the distance, she

  could discern ribbons reaching out towards them and in every other direction. After a few moments she came to realise, with astonishment, that these were streets of houses, in their hundreds, even

  thousands. The numbers of people all these buildings might contain was barely imaginable. In the densest part of the city before them, along the river’s edge, barely a speck of green could be

  seen; not a tree, not a field in sight.




  How will I ever survive in such close proximity to so many others, all breathing that smoke-filled air? she wondered. Her village had but three hundred souls, with fields and woods

  occupying all the land to one side, sand dunes and the great empty sea to the other. What will I find to paint, in a place with no flowers or trees, no butterflies or birds?
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  Turning restlessly in the attic bed, she felt empty and emotionless, as though travelling at such an unaccustomed pace had caused a part of her soul to be left behind. She had

  waited so long for her ‘big adventure’ to start. But now that she was actually here, everything seemed so strange and unfamiliar, even frightening, that she longed to be back in the

  comfortable familiarity of the countryside.
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  2




  

    

      A lady ought to adopt a modest and measured gait; too great a hurry injures the grace which ought to characterise her. She should not turn her head on one side and on the

      other, especially in cities, where this bad habit seems an invitation to the impertinent.




      – The Lady’s Book of Manners


    


  




  Anna woke early with the sun pouring through the windows of the attic room, wondering at first where she was. And then she remembered. All was silent downstairs and even the

  restlessness of the city seemed to have been stilled. It must be very early, she decided, and climbed back into bed to wait until she could hear the family stirring.




  The events of the previous few days ran through her head: her father’s sorrowful face and her sister’s tears as they parted; the yowling babies in the coach; the kind gentleman at

  Chelmsford; the frightening chants of the crowd and the swift evasive action by the coachman. She wished she understood why the townsfolk were so angry about bread. Surely this was something

  everyone, even the poor, could make for themselves?




  And those French boys, at the Red Lyon. Her cousin had treated them harshly but in the new light of the morning she felt more generously disposed towards him: surely he had only been concerned

  for her safety in the heat of the moment and had meant no harm?




  Recalling that strange turn of events, she found it surprising all over again that she had not felt more alarmed on finding herself in the arms of a stranger – and he not even a gentleman.

  She smiled to herself, remembering how tenderly the young man had spoken to her, the warmth in his eyes and the sweet, nutty smell of him, like dried beech leaves in the late autumn sun.




  She must have drifted off again, for the next thing she heard was the maid knocking at the door, with a fresh jug of water. She quickly washed and dressed, and went downstairs to find the family

  already seated at the most sumptuous of fast-breaking meals she had ever encountered: no fewer than three sorts of breads, butter, honey, marmalade and cherry jam, oatmeal with sweet cream, smoked

  herrings, cold veal pies, grilled kidneys and coffee. This last was a most fashionable drink, she had heard, but she found it to be dark and bitter-tasting. She would have preferred tea and just a

  slice of bread and honey, but felt it impolite not to taste at least a small piece of everything they pressed upon her. By the end of the meal she was afraid her stays – already well worn

  – might give out completely.




  Aunt Sarah outlined her plans for the day: ‘First thing after breakfast, we must see about your wardrobe.’




  ‘You are very kind, but I do not wish to put you to any expense,’ Anna said hurriedly, since she had but the few pounds Father had pressed into her hands before she left. ‘I

  have two other dresses, a blue and a brown, and several shawls and bonnets.’




  ‘You are in the city now,’ Aunt Sarah said firmly, ‘and you must be attired accordingly. We cannot have people mistaking you for a maid, can we? You must wear the best of silks

  – what else would the niece of an eminent mercer be wearing? Besides, you are of an age now to be settled –’ Lizzie giggled into her hand ‘– and I am sure I need not

  explain why your appearance is of the greatest possible importance.’




  Sarah helped herself to a further generous slice of pie. ‘This morning, my dressmaker will measure you and show us her patterns, and then we shall go downstairs to the shop to choose the

  silk. I think five dresses might suffice for the moment – two day dresses, two evening gowns, and a further gown and jacket for Sunday – do you think so, Husband? And of course a cape

  for cool evenings.’




  Joseph grunted into his newspaper but Lizzie was listening intently. ‘Which dressmaker are you using?’




  ‘Miss Charlotte, as usual. She is my favourite,’ Aunt Sarah said.




  ‘Do make sure she offers the latest fashion, Mama, and the right kind of design: a small floral pattern, perhaps, or fine stripes. And with lots of lace; it is so pretty close to the

  face.’ Anna wondered how the girl had become such an expert at her young age.




  ‘Have no fear, dearest. By the time we have finished, your cousin will be the talk of the town.’




  ‘Oh, it’s so exciting!’ Lizzie cried. ‘I wish it was me, getting new dresses.’




  Anna felt more alarmed than excited. Fashion had not entered her world before; anyone dressed too modishly in the village was considered to be puffed up, and it was not in her character to enjoy

  being thus noticed. Besides, the wet and windy weather at the coast was never kind to fine fabrics, and any form of headwear needed to be firmly tied around the chin.




  She felt as though she were a doll being discussed and dressed for the pleasure and enjoyment of others, regardless of her own feelings or views. But she had to accept, at least for the moment,

  that this was the fact of the matter: she would have little or no say in what happened from now on because she was both physically and financially dependent on her uncle’s hospitality.

  Obedience had never come naturally – her lack of it had often led her into trouble in the past – but everyone had her best interests at heart, she told herself, so she must follow their

  advice as best she could, so that she could learn the ways of this new world.




  Although it had never been articulated openly, she knew full well why she had to submit to her aunt’s attentions; why she must do her duty. Jane would never marry and would need to

  be looked after for the rest of her life. Their father had spent most of his savings on doctors’ fees trying to restore his wife to health, and little was left in the coffers to rent a home

  when he became too old to preach and they had to leave the vicarage.




  The family was dependent on Anna making an advantageous marriage, but she wondered whether that notion would ever coincide with her own longing to spend the rest of her life with someone she

  truly loved. She’d recently attended the wedding of a former schoolmate, a lavish affair paid for by the groom, an older man with large estates in North Suffolk, receding hair and an already

  expanding waistline. The girl had smiled bravely throughout the day and appeared to be entranced by her new husband, but the thought of sharing affectionate moments with such a man had made Anna

  shudder inside.
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  Lizzie was banished to her lessons with a tutor while upstairs in Aunt Sarah’s bedroom Anna was stripped to her stays and every part of her body, even the circumference of

  her head and the length and breadth of her feet, was measured and recorded by the seamstress, Miss Charlotte.




  I will never make an elegant society lady no matter how beautiful the new dresses, she thought, regarding herself with dismay in the full-length glass. Her limbs were too long, her feet

  and hands too large, her fingernails short and roughened by housework, her wide-set eyes too bold and an inconstant shade of blue. ‘The colour of the changing seas,’ her father would

  tease her. ‘I can always tell when stormy weather is approaching.’




  Despite daily applications of lemon juice, the freckles that splattered her nose and cheeks were as bold and abundant as ever and her hair, although an acceptable shade of blonde, curled in

  unruly corkscrews that were almost impossible to restrain beneath a bonnet.




  I really do look like a servant girl. Or at the very best the hard-working daughter of a country vicar, which of course I am.




  ‘She’ll need two sets of stays as well, don’t you think?’ said Aunt Sarah, frowning at the well-worn undergarments. Anna could not remember how many years they had served

  – probably since the first time she’d been persuaded that a young lady should wear stays. She’d objected at the time but eventually obeyed because she knew it would please her

  mother, in whose life there seemed to be so little pleasure and so much pain. How long ago that girlhood seemed, and yet she was still only eighteen years old.




  Miss Charlotte continued her measurements without comment. A petite woman of indeterminate age, with small, intelligent eyes, she herself was modestly attired without even a bonnet, her dark

  hair tied into a neat bun that allowed just a few curls to escape, softening her plain face. After Anna dressed again, she was invited to sit at the dressing table where Miss Charlotte had set out

  pages of coloured drawings of skirts, bodices, gowns, coats, bonnets, hats and shoes in a confusing range of styles. ‘These are the latest designs for young women. Is there anything here that

  takes your eye, Miss Butterfield?’




  They all looked the same to Anna: the bodices over-puffed and over-ruffled, the skirts so wide and so gathered around the waist that she’d never be able to move without tripping over. And

  how would she get dressed each day without the help of a lady’s maid?




  The hats were so large that the wearer would have to take care passing through doorways, and they could certainly never be worn outdoors except on an entirely windless day. The shoes were so

  high of heel she felt sure she would trip with every step, and they would bring her head in line with that of the tallest man.




  Miss Charlotte and Aunt Sarah were engaged in a complicated discussion involving words like cornet, à l’anglaise, pelerine, stomacher, rabat and

  stole, that Anna had never even heard before. I must take lessons in fashion, she thought, if I am ever to take control of my own appearance. Perhaps Miss Charlotte would agree

  to be her guide; she seemed a sensible sort.




  Following much debate they chose four designs and Anna nodded assent, although in truth she could never imagine herself wearing any of them. Aunt Sarah pronounced herself to be well satisfied.

  ‘And now we will go downstairs to choose the silks,’ she announced.
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  The first room they entered, at the rear of the house on the ground floor, was a very untidy office panelled with shelves sagging under the weight of leather-bound ledgers. At

  the window, overlooking the courtyard garden, was a table with a disarray of fabric samples, books and papers heaped upon it. In the centre of the room were three high wooden desks at which sat

  William and two other young men, at their accounts. As the ladies entered they put down their quills and leapt to their feet.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ said her aunt. ‘This is my niece Anna Butterfield, who has come to live with us. And you already know Miss Charlotte, my dressmaker.’




  ‘Pa, it’s Ma and the girls to see you,’ William shouted in a vulgar manner, and after a short pause Joseph appeared from a panelled cubicle, with that passing smile that

  disappeared like a mirage.




  ‘Welcome to the beating heart of Sadler and Son, Mercers to the Gentry, of Number Four Spital Square,’ he boomed. ‘This is where we make the money to keep our ladies in the

  manner to which they are accustomed, isn’t it, lads? Now, back to work with the lot of you while we go next door to look at dress silks for my pretty young niece.’




  It was the almost overwhelming aroma that first accosted Anna’s senses: a concentrated essence of that same dry, sweet, nutty smell, she realised with a jolt, of the young man who had

  helped her yesterday. Now she understood: this was the smell of silk, the heady bouquet of confidence and prosperity. But the young man had not appeared to be wealthy and was not clothed in silk,

  as far as she could remember.




  She forced her mind to concentrate on what her uncle was saying: ‘This is where we keep samples from all the best master weavers in the area, so that we can show them to designers and

  dressmakers who supply the most superior people in the land. We had a commission from the Duke of Cumberland’s agent last month, did we not, my dear?’ he said to his wife. ‘And

  each week brings further rumours of a royal engagement. A royal wedding would certainly perk up trade.’




  Everything in the room was designed to impress. At the wide bow window was set an elegant oak table and damask-covered chairs clearly intended for the top people’s backsides, or at least

  the backsides of the top people’s agents. Wide oak floorboards gleamed with polish where they were not covered with a brilliantly patterned deep-red Persian carpet. On shelves around the room

  was arrayed a visual feast: a dazzling display of samples and rolls of silk in a rainbow of vivid, luminous colours, glittering golds and silvers, in all manner of designs and patterns.




  ‘Well, what do you think, young Anna?’ her uncle prompted. ‘We pride ourselves on dealing with the very best.’




  ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘But where does the silk originally come from? I mean, before it is woven?’




  ‘Well now, there’s a question!’ He pointed to a large square frame hung above the main doorway. A brass plaque announced it to be: The Life Cycle of the Silkworm.




  Inside the case, set out in a circle, were preserved specimens of the insect in its twelve stages, starting at the top with the moth. The moth lives but one day and never flies, read the

  label. In its short life, its sole purpose is to mate and lay eggs. From these hatch tiny, thread-like caterpillars that do nothing but eat mulberry leaves and multiply many times in size,

  before spinning hundreds of yards of the finest thread into a cocoon. Most cocoons end up as raw silk – a small hank of which, twisted and tied with a pink ribbon, was displayed inside

  the case – while others are allowed to hatch into new moths so that the cycle can start all over again.




  She read all of this with growing astonishment. ‘How extraordinary,’ she said. ‘Where do all these moths and caterpillars live?’




  His great booming laugh continued for several embarrassing seconds. ‘Dearest Anna, you have much to learn. Do you hear, Wife –’ he turned to Aunt Sarah ‘– our niece

  thinks we have silkworms munching away in the garden!’ This was not at all what she had suggested – the notion was clearly ludicrous – but she bit her lip.




  ‘We do not keep the worms, nor do we spin the thread or weave it, my dear. The raw silk comes by ship from the East, places like Constantinople and China; it is spun and woven here in

  London.’ Anna knew all about wool, which, of course, was shorn from English sheep, and linen, which was produced from the flax that grew in the fields. But she’d never stopped to

  imagine where silk came from, and was astonished to learn that it originated in such exotic lands.




  ‘My father and his father before him were master weavers, as was I, before I became a mercer,’ he went on. ‘We have silk in the blood.’




  ‘But where are your looms now?’




  ‘Long gone, my dear. Haven’t been near a loom or held a shuttle for years. I tired of dealing with journeymen and apprentices – the trade is now so dominated by the French and

  they can be such a treacherous lot. No, there is more to be made from buying and selling, so when William joined me in the business, we sold the looms and turned to mercery, as you see before

  you.’




  Behind the door were shelves on which were stacked dozens of leather-bound ledgers. He pulled one of them down, laid it on the table and opened it. ‘See here, Niece. These are just some of

  the designs we have supplied to the top people in society.’




  As he turned the pages, she could see that each contained coloured drawings on squared paper with, on the opposite side, a list of complex instructions and abbreviations. On some of the pages

  were pinned clippings of fabric: the silk, she assumed, that had been woven to the painted design.




  Meanwhile, Aunt Sarah and Miss Charlotte had been choosing samples of fabric, laying them out on the other end of the table. ‘Look, Anna, tell us what you think,’ said her aunt. In

  the light from the window the silks shimmered before her eyes like a thousand butterfly wings. Anna was so dazzled that she found herself almost unable to distinguish between the various

  patterns.




  ‘Come now, you must have a preference,’ her aunt prompted. ‘Or we will have to choose for you.’ Anna pointed vaguely in the direction of the colours that she liked to use

  when painting landscapes: leaf green, sea blue, burnt umber, red ochre. By sheer luck it appeared that she had made the right choice. ‘Most suitable for a young lady,’ Miss Charlotte

  said approvingly, ‘and perfectly à la mode.’




  [image: ]




  Next morning at breakfast Lizzie announced that she wanted to show Anna their church.




  ‘Do you not think it would be sensible to wait until your cousin can wear one of her new gowns?’ said her mother gently. ‘They should be ready in a day or two.’




  ‘But it is so hot,’ Lizzie whined. ‘I was indoors at my studies all day yesterday, and I would so love a little distraction.’




  ‘Then go into the garden,’ Aunt Sarah said. ‘It is shady there.’




  ‘There’s nothing to see or do in the garden, you know that.’ The girl turned to her father with a pretty, pleading smile, her head on one side, ringlets bobbing. ‘Please,

  Papa. We wouldn’t go far. Just to the church and back again. We won’t say hello to anyone, I promise.’




  Joseph muttered, ‘Can’t see that any harm could come from it.’




  ‘Just for a couple of hours, then,’ her mother conceded. ‘And don’t be late for luncheon.’




  Anna was grateful to Lizzie for pleading the case. For two days now she hadn’t taken a single breath of fresh air. At home, she would be out and about every day, collecting eggs and

  vegetables, walking down the street to the village store for milk and tea, and back along the beach. Besides, the little exchange had been most instructive. Joseph was clearly prey to his

  daughter’s charms and out of loyalty Sarah would not contradict him, in front of the family at least. Anna could see now that her cousin could become an important ally.




  She was certainly pleased to have Lizzie at her side as they stepped out. The streets were just as noisy, bustling and chaotic as the day she’d arrived.




  ‘Watch the ground to make sure you don’t step in anything. And don’t catch anyone’s eye – especially the beggars – they’ll only target you,’

  Lizzie said, leading her briskly between the crowds, crossing the carriageways fearlessly and deftly avoiding the carriages and wagons that appeared with great speed from each direction. At last

  they came to a junction, and Lizzie pointed down the street ahead. ‘There it is. Christ Church. It was completed but ten years ago, or twenty, I am not entirely sure. Is it not

  beautiful?’




  The building was truly awe-inspiring. The spire reached so high that Anna’s neck soon ached from peering upwards to the pinnacle; the white stone gleamed almost dazzling white in the

  sunshine against the blue of the sky above and the dreary grey streets below. As they climbed the wide steps up to its massive pillared portico she felt very small and humble, as though she were

  about to enter a palace, or somewhere she did not deserve to be.




  They eased open the heavy wooden doors and stepped inside. It was blessedly cool and quiet, with that dusty smell of ages that seems to pervade all churches, even new ones.




  Their village church, a wooden-roofed flint-work building with a single nave, much reduced amid the ruins of its medieval origins, could seat just one hundred souls. This one must surely seat a

  thousand, perhaps more. Rows of box pews were ranged down the centre and side aisles, above which were wooden galleries almost certainly containing yet more benches.




  They appeared to be entirely alone and their footsteps echoed in the soaring, sunlit space. What a splendid reverberation there must be when all these people recite the Lord’s Prayer or

  intone the psalms, she thought, recalling the timid quaverings of her father’s congregation.




  Lizzie sat at a bench and invited Anna to join her. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I think it is magnificent,’ Anna whispered. ‘More like a cathedral than a church. Do you come every Sunday?’




  The reply was shocking in its honesty: ‘Oh no, only occasionally,’ she said. ‘Mother comes when she wants to pray for something good to happen, Father comes because it beholds

  him to be seen here from time to time, he says, and I like to meet my friends here.’




  ‘And William?’




  ‘Refuses to come, ever. Says science is his God, whatever that means.’




  ‘Is that what he meant when he said that God was an interesting conjecture?’




  ‘He talks all kinds of nonsense. I don’t listen to him. He has so many theories; each time he comes back from his club he has a new one. All learned from his cronies, no

  doubt.’
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