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One



Pansy


HIGHGATE, LONDON, 1897


Thursday, the middle of February. It was cold and dark, the wind and rain battering the attic roof. A most begrudging sort of a day. But Thursdays were sacred to Pansy. Even during the cold snap in January, she’d struggled out through deep, crisp snow on her day off, because every Thursday, Pansy went home.


She checked her reflection by candlelight in the small, chipped mirror that Maisie, one of the other maids, had brought upstairs. The glass was dark and stained, the light wavering, but she could just about see that her new blue hat sat well upon the chestnut waves that she usually wore coiled beneath a servant’s cap, and that her green eyes looked hopeful for once. She glanced away from the bitter lines that were starting to pinch at the sides of her mouth and hurried down the stairs: two, three, four flights, then another to the basement. In a moment she would let herself out through the kitchen door into the waiting morning and her heart gave a little skip. Lashing wet and dark it might be, but it would take a force greater than nature to keep Pansy from Elstree on a Thursday. At Garrowgate Hall, however, there was a force greater than nature: the will of her mistress, Maude Blythe.


Mrs Clarendon, the housekeeper who enforced that will, was lurking in the shadows of the flagged and draughty basement corridor. ‘Charlotte’s sick. You’re needed,’ she said when she saw Pansy.


And with those four words, Pansy saw her wonderful Thursday – her mother’s smile, her sister’s hugs, home cooking and all the other joys of a day in Elstree – vanish like a genie.


‘It’s my day off!’ Pansy exclaimed in anguish. ‘Mrs Clarendon, ma’am,’ she added.


‘I’m well aware. But do you suppose the mistress cares about that?’


‘Not for one minute,’ said Pansy with some rancour, briefly forgetting her manners.


‘Enough of that tone. Back upstairs with you and change into your uniform. There’s not a moment to lose, the house won’t run itself.’


Didn’t Pansy know it. The round of daily tasks was endless, their monotony relentless. It was inevitable that she would obey. Still, she couldn’t move for a moment, disappointment rooting her to the floor. ‘But my mother expects me. She’ll be worried. I can’t let her down like that.’


‘You should be concerned not to let Mrs Blythe down, the woman who pays your wage, to whom you owe your loyalty.’


Pansy couldn’t care less about letting Mrs Blythe down but she only said, ‘Yes, Mrs Clarendon. Only, when can I go instead? Will I swap with one of the other girls over the weekend?’


The housekeeper huffed and rolled her eyes. ‘How on earth would that work? You can go next Thursday, for heaven’s sake, girl, it’s only a week.’


‘But it’s in my terms, Mrs Clarendon! Excuse me, but it is. A day off every week! It’s a condition of my employment, ma’am!’ Pansy was aware that she was talking in exclamation marks, but she was boiling with outrage.


‘So is stepping up when needed. I won’t debate this, Tilney. Get changed or find another position.’ Clarendon turned on her heel and the kitchen swallowed her up.


Pansy was still having trouble moving. Only a week. Clarendon said it as though a week was a mere seven-day snippet, when for Pansy it was a desert a thousand miles wide. But it wasn’t just that. Her Thursdays contributed more to her survival than food and water, she firmly believed it. They allowed her to get through the next week. Her days at home were the most treasured part of her existence; the only time she truly felt like herself. The rest of the time, she wasn’t really sure who Pansy Tilney had become.


She’d been working as a maid for the wealthy Blythe family for seven years now and during that time her personality had been dulled, her sense of hope eroded and all her better traits methodically replaced, one at a time, by less admirable ones. She was simply Tilney, a functional being. It was only on a Thursday that she could recapture something of the girl she used to be, before she left home at sixteen on what was to have been her great adventure.


Eventually she turned and dragged herself back upstairs, chancing the main staircase as it was nearer; she’d already loitered long enough and Mrs Clarendon would be champing at the bit. It wasn’t as though any of the family would be up and about at this time. But, as if her day needed to get any worse, she ran smack bang into none other than the mistress on the second-floor landing.


‘Beg pardon, ma’am,’ she muttered, keeping her head down and dodging to one side. Servants were supposed to be silent and invisible, like good fairies who did all the work and made everything run like clockwork, so the family could enjoy its genteel hours under the illusion that life just happened like that.


Nowhere was this the case more than in the Blythe house. Some employers looked for diligence, honesty and a willingness to work hard when they hired their domestic staff. The Blythes looked for all that and more: a pleasing appearance, a genteel voice, considerable height, a graceful build, a light tread, the ability to stay out of sight, to stay spotlessly clean even when cleaning out coal fires or emptying slop buckets and to know intuitively when they were about to cross paths with a Blythe and melt away. Pansy excelled in all of these requirements but she wasn’t supposed to be at work today. Her senses had briefly deserted her. And when was Maude Blythe ever out of bed and fully dressed at seven in the morning?


She crept past, hoping that if she didn’t look at the mistress, the mistress somehow wouldn’t notice her. No such luck.


‘Wait!’


The voice was imperious. It could crack glass. Pansy stopped.


‘Turn!’


Pansy turned round and reluctantly raised her eyes. Maude Blythe wore purple and her pale blue eyes were appalled. ‘Who are you and what are you doing in my house?’


‘It’s Tilney, ma’am, housemaid. It was to be my day off but one of the other girls is sick. Mrs Clarendon caught me on my way out and sent me to change. I’m stepping in.’


There was a little pause, as who knew what thoughts went through Mrs Blythe’s mind. Then she said, ‘Ah,’ and walked away.


Pansy watched her disappear, feeling her face screw itself into a caricature of disbelief. The mistress hadn’t said one word of commiseration or thanks. She couldn’t even recognise her own staff when she saw them out of uniform. Well, of course not; she never looked at them. The last time Mrs Blythe had looked Pansy in the eye was when they were introduced, seven years ago, when Pansy had been given the job. She’d been happy and proud then, if you could believe that.


She climbed the last stairs to the attic and sank onto her bed. She shared her room with two other girls, Lou and Maisie, but they’d been hard at work for two hours already. Removing her coat and bodice felt more difficult than carrying water buckets or firewood. She couldn’t quite believe that her Thursday, her lovely Thursday, had been taken from her.


‘You’ve been an age,’ said Mrs Clarendon when Pansy finally appeared in the kitchen, wearing her morning uniform of pale blue print with white apron and cap. In the afternoons they changed into black dress, white apron and white cap with streamers. It felt odd being her work self and dressed to fit, when twenty minutes ago she’d been in her own hat and coat, ready to be Pansy. ‘Prepare the drawing room. Fresh flowers, lay the fire, oh, and Thursday’s rug day. Take them out and beat them. Miss Blythe’s expecting Miss Crawford – oh, I should call her the young Mrs Blythe now! I keep forgetting. Quick sharp, now.’


‘Bad luck, Pansy, love,’ muttered Lou, hurrying past with a slop bucket.


Pansy did the fire first, then the India rugs, one at a time. There were six in the drawing room, all in shades of turquoise, powder blue and gold. They were huge and heavy. She carried the first into the yard and struggled to hoist it over the line. Then she beat that rug as if her life depended on it.


It was still raining, though not as hard. With each stroke, she pictured Rowena Blythe’s perfect face and imagined hitting the hell out of it, knocking her pearly teeth down her swan-like throat and bruising her satin skin purple as a grape. Then, for variety, she pictured Rowena’s mother, Maude Blythe. Then her father. When she came to beating the second rug, she imagined she was whacking old Clarendon and then the young Mrs Blythe, Verity Crawford as was, who had married the eldest Blythe son at Christmas. When she was satisfied that she had sufficiently vented her feelings towards Verity Blythe, she imagined Rowena all over again. She hated Rowena most of all.


When did I become this person? she wondered, as she carried the final rug back to the drawing room and spread it in place before the gold damask divan. When did so much hate creep inside and fill me up?


As she left the room to search for flowers to fill the vases and jugs of lustre and crystal, she bumped into John Hobbs, senior footman, and the love of Pansy’s life.


‘Good morning, Pansy!’ he exclaimed, beaming that good-natured smile of his. ‘Whatever are you doing here on a Thursday?’


‘Morning, John. Charlotte only went and got sick. Old Clarendon collared me on the way out. I can’t go.’


‘That’s terrible.’ John more than anyone knew what Thursdays meant to Pansy. They were friends, the two of them; they talked and laughed and confided in each other. They’d been working together for seven years now, living in the same house and, among the large staff, the two of them had formed an immediate rapport. John often said Pansy was like a sister to him – which drove her mad. And that was as far as it went because, as helplessly in love as Pansy was with John, so was John with someone else. It was doomed, and he knew it was doomed, and Pansy waited achingly in the wings for him to decide to allow himself a chance at happiness. She wouldn’t mind being second choice if it meant she could be with John Hobbs, the kindest and best man she had ever met.


But he was steadfast in his love – though the object of his affections, in turn, probably didn’t even know his name. She would never conceive what a good, noble heart he had, simply because he wasn’t a duke or a lord, or a bloody king. And so they were both trapped here; Pansy doomed for ever to follow John around, and John to trail worshipfully in the wake of Rowena Blythe.



   






Two



Rowena


‘I loathe February. Such a misery of a month. One feels that nothing enjoyable will ever happen again.’


So says Verity Crawford, my best friend, or Verity Blythe as I must learn to think of her, for she has recently married my elder brother Felix. I suppose we are sisters now.


‘Rowena! Did you hear me? You’re miles away, dear.’


‘Yes, February. Dire, absolutely.’ I sigh and reach up to ring for a servant to come and poke the fire.


I shift about on the green silk divan, finding it hard to get comfortable. I ate too much at breakfast and then there’s the ennui . . . I don’t know what’s the matter with me lately. I must have heard Verity say something along these lines every February for the past decade and usually I agree. But this year, bored and dissatisfied though I am, I do not think the commencement of a season of spring balls will improve things. In fact, I feel quite weary at the prospect. That is worrying; if the thought of a ball cannot set me right, what will?


‘A plethora of parties over Christmas and New Year, and then . . . nothing,’ Verity persists, stretching her neck to the left and then the right. ‘A social desert.’ She makes a little moue of dissatisfaction. I’m expected to chime in, I know. We’ve been friends since the age of five so our conversations are a script I know by heart. But the truth is, I don’t think I can put my complaints into words. I don’t think they have to do with the listlessness of February or the empty pages in my diary. What then? I cannot put my finger on it. It hovers in the margins like a ghost, flickers across my heart like the shadow of a passing bird.


‘Of course, as a married lady I at least have the comforts of matrimony to entertain me,’ says Verity, her eyes suddenly sparkling. ‘You have no such distraction, dear. I must say that your brother is a most . . . attentive husband. You know, just between us, the physical side of marriage has proved—’


But there is a knock at the door and a maid comes in to poke the fire, so I must wait, thank heavens, to hear Verity’s thoughts about the physical side of marriage; we never speak in front of the servants. I glance idly at the maid. She is quite pretty, with chestnut hair and big green eyes, but she has the most insolent look on her face. She stabs the poker into the subsiding flames as if the fire is the heart of her worst enemy. I wonder who it is she’s thinking of as she thrusts away. I look away, uncomfortable. It feels as though her exaggerated movements are making a point. ‘Can’t you poke your own fire?’ they seem to demand. ‘It’s four feet from where you’re sitting.’


Suddenly I wonder what they think of us – the servants, I mean – and what it is they do all day when they’re not in front of us, serving us soup or curling our hair. There! That is it, the change in me. I never wondered such things before. I don’t know anyone who does. But lately, life has felt full of question marks.


Was it the turning of the year that prompted them? Later this year, in June, there will be a diamond jubilee – celebrations aplenty to delight Verity then! – since the queen will have been on the throne a full sixty years. I suppose that is a cause for reflection. Or was it the surprise – dare I say the shock? – of my best friend marrying my brother, with very little warning? I rather suspect it dates back even further.


Last August, there was a great charity ball, held to launch the Westallen Foundation, a worthy cause intended to help the unfortunate and blah, blah, blah. Olive Westallen, whose brainchild the foundation was, is someone I see rarely, yet when our paths do cross, she has an unsettling effect. Like me, she is fabulously rich. Like me, she is privileged, pampered and pleases herself. Except the way Olive lives makes my life seem . . . small. Colourless. Even . . . pointless? In what world would I ever establish a charitable foundation, for heaven’s sake?


The maid rams the poker back into the holder and stalks from the room. She has a lovely figure, I notice as she goes.


‘Goodness!’ says Verity when she’s gone. ‘What was the matter with her? Have you ever seen such a face? She’s lucky Mother wasn’t here or she’d be out of a job by now.’


Verity has adopted the unsettling habit, since her marriage, of calling my parents Mother and Father. She calls her own Mama and Papa, but still, I get confused sometimes. She’s right that Mother (mine, not hers) has dismissed a servant for less in the past.


‘Rowena!’ she prompts, exasperated. ‘Did you hear me?’


‘Yes, yes. How would I know what was wrong with her? Trouble with a sweetheart most likely.’


‘Or perhaps an especially painful monthly. I hope so. It would serve her right coming in here like that when we’re trying to have a pleasant morning.’


I look at Verity. Sometimes she can be surprisingly vicious. And she can say some quite unladylike things. Talking about monthlies, indeed, and before eleven o’clock! I wonder if servants do have monthlies. I suppose they must. Now she has me at it, for goodness’ sake! I should not like to be on my feet all day at those times, but perhaps the pains are not so bad for that class of person. I’m sure they are far more robust than I. I go to the window to divert my thoughts but the view without is nothing salutary. The weather is an absolute beast.


The door opens again and this time it is Father. He is not the tallest of men, but he has tremendous presence, with his thick moustache, piercing eyes and air of authority. ‘Ah, Rowena, there you are. I need to speak to you. Good morning, Verity. With us again?’


‘Good morning, Father,’ says Verity. ‘Yes, I came for a heart-to-heart with Rowena.’


‘Setting the world to rights?’ Father chuckles. ‘All the important issues, parties and balls.’


‘Precisely!’ cries Verity. ‘And servants’ standards slipping. You know, this morning—’


‘What did you want with me, Father?’ I interrupt. Verity wouldn’t hesitate to get that girl into trouble and it’s true she was shockingly bold, but I’m not convinced that poking a fire too hard is worth all that fuss.


‘We’ve decided to have your portrait painted.’


‘Again?’


‘The last time was nearly five years ago. Your mother wants something really up to date. Standing on the grand staircase in evening gown or some such. She can tell you. I’m just here to let you know that you’ll be needed from Monday. Set the week aside, if you please. I’ve booked Lethbridge.’


My heart sinks. Verity squeals with excitement.


‘Yes,’ continues my father. ‘He’s quite the artist of the moment, second only to Joshua Reynolds, but these days everyone has a Reynolds. We want something more distinctive. Lethbridge painted you, Verity, didn’t he? It’s taken some time to secure a commitment from him, but Maude will have the best.’


‘Yes indeed,’ observes Verity. ‘Splendid, that will pass the time for a week. You know, Father, we were just saying . . .’


But Father is already gone; he has little tolerance for female conversation in the main. I groan.


‘What’s the matter now?’ Verity demands. ‘You’re the most appalling misery today, Ro. You should be delighted; Lethbridge’s reputation grows by the month. He paints royalty, you know. He really is terribly talented. And rather a devil. Did I tell you? When he painted me, he adjusted my hair ornaments and in so doing his hand brushed my bosom. Well, he found it necessary to adjust them several times after that, you may deduce, and each time the same. I didn’t know whether to be scandalised or diverted.’ She bursts into peals of laughter, pink-faced at the memory.


Yes, I did know. Yes, Verity did tell me. And thus the basis of my reluctance. I don’t know how Verity can find something like that funny. I would hate to have some old goat of fifty with long straggly hair stroking my breast in the name of art. I should be sick all over his shoes. But this is not the kind of thing I can talk to Mother or Father about. Once their mind is made up, the thing is carved in stone. I stay quiet and Verity sighs.


‘I’m bored,’ she says, standing and walking to the fireplace. To my astonishment she grasps the poker and flicks a coal onto the rug. It rolls a short way, leaving smuts of black.


‘What did you do that for?’ I ask, aghast.


Verity rings the bell. ‘I’ll tell that maid she did it, and reprimand her for sloppy work. Then I’ll tell her to clean it up. That’ll teach her.’


I don’t know what to say. Verity is my closest companion. There isn’t an occasion I can remember when she wasn’t at my side; the bonds of familiarity and affection run deep. But sometimes, lately, I find myself questioning how much I actually like her.



   






Three



Pansy


On Sunday mornings, the entire Blythe household, family and staff alike, attended St Michael’s Church on Highgate Hill. It was compulsory. The church was a ten-minute walk uphill from Garrowgate Hall. Of course, the family didn’t walk, they rode in the carriage.


The servants left the house at a quarter to ten and walked three abreast up Highgate West Hill. They formed an impressive crocodile since there were twenty-three of them in total: the butler, Mr Benham; the housekeeper, Mrs Clarendon; an under butler and an under housekeeper; the cook; three footmen; four kitchen maids; four housemaids; two upper housemaids; three parlour maids; a scullery maid and an ‘odd man’. They always walked in the same configuration.


Pansy’s position was halfway down the procession on the left-hand side, nearest the walls and railings, with Lou beside her and one of the Sarahs – there were three – on Lou’s other side, next to the street. Pansy could see John’s tall figure a few rows ahead. All the footmen were tall but John stood out anywhere for Pansy, even just the back of his head. Mrs Clarendon led the way and Mr Benham brought up the rear.


‘You look full of the joys of spring,’ observed Lou in a mutter, since they weren’t supposed to talk.


‘Shh,’ said Sarah, who was the self-righteous sort – unlike the other Sarahs who were both fun-loving and flirtatious given half the chance. Lou rolled her eyes.


‘What spring?’ fumed Pansy, glaring at the iron-grey sky. At least it wasn’t raining. There was only one thing worse than sitting for an hour through one of Reverend Astley’s dull-as-ditchwater sermons and that was doing it wet.


‘It ain’t pretty,’ Lou agreed. She was the only servant at Garrowgate Hall who spoke with a cockney accent, though hers had softened in the three years since she’d arrived and she could erase it altogether when she needed to. How she’d persuaded Clarendon to give her the job, Pansy couldn’t imagine, since the Blythes insisted that their staff be pleasing to the eye and ear, but then Lou didn’t take no for an answer. Thick-skinned, she was, in a way that Pansy would never be; the slights and indignities of domestic life at Garrowgate Hall were water off a duck’s back to Lou. When Pansy told Lou how she admired her, Lou just shrugged. ‘Better than what I had before, ain’t it?’


Perhaps that was it, thought Pansy. Perhaps, all told, life working for the Blythes wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but compared with her life before, it was dreadful. Her childhood had been so happy. Did that make her lucky? Or the opposite? Pansy could never work it out. Surrounding themselves with a genteel class of servant might have felt harmonious to the Blythes, but it felt cruel to Pansy; all those people who were only there because they were down on their luck. The Blythes were like carrion crows, swooping in and snatching up the vulnerable. And spitting them out when they no longer served the purpose. Before Lou and Pansy shared their room with Maisie, they’d shared it with Patricia, a curvaceous girl who was let go when she’d put on a little too much weight.


‘You’ve been like a bear with a sore ’ead ever since Thursday,’ continued Lou. ‘It’s a cryin’ shame, I reckon. That lovely ma of yours, that lovely cottage she got. You needed that day at ’ome.’


Pansy nodded. The day had gone from bad to worse, with Rowena and Verity summoning her back to upbraid her for dropping a coal on the rug – which she certainly hadn’t done. Which of them had cooked up that idea? Either of them was capable of it. What on earth had Felix Blythe ever seen in vile Verity? She was pretty enough and her brown ringlets were impressively shiny but that was really all that could be said for her. ‘I don’t mean to be a baby about it, but I need to get away from all this once a week. The boring work and the senseless rules and the horrible people and these stupid bonnets!’ She tugged at hers in frustration. It was the most uncomfortable bloody thing she’d ever worn. If her mother could see her now, would she laugh or cry?


The servants weren’t permitted to wear hats to church, lest anyone might think they were ordinary people. Instead, they were issued flimsy bonnets of no identifiable shape or fashion that looked ridiculous and itched like hell. Oh, and which they had to pay for out of their own wages. The men went bare-headed. For Pansy, who had never been vain but always dressed nicely and appropriately, the bonnets were the final stripping away of dignity.


‘I asked Clarendon if I could send a note to my mother, to explain. I thought I could run down to the shop and Mr Ollander could take it for me. But she wouldn’t give me the ten minutes off to do it. I could’ve been dead in a ditch for all Mum knew, but Clarendon doesn’t care. It’s like the bloody Blythes are the only people in the whole wide world who matter.’


‘What I’ll never understand,’ murmured Lou, ‘is why you don’t find something else. This ain’t exactly anyone’s idea of the high life, but you hate it more than most. You’re a smart girl, got a bit of book learning. There must be somewhere else you could go, surely?’


‘Shhh!’ hissed Sarah loudly.


‘No talking!’ Mr Benham’s authoritative tones floated over their heads.


Lou subsided and Pansy was spared from answering her question. If Lou only knew that the reason, all six foot two of him, was walking a little way ahead. Lou was right, of course, and not a week passed when Pansy didn’t think about resigning. Her mother, too, often pressed her to make a change.


‘You’re twenty-three, love,’ she would sigh. ‘You should be enjoying a nice life, meeting nice young men, not slaving away in that house. How will you ever meet anyone when you only have one free day a week and you always spend it visiting me? I want you to get married, Pansy, have a family.’


Pansy would have liked all that too, but only with John. Every time she thought seriously about leaving the Blythes, she would imagine how it would be to wake up each morning with no prospect of seeing John and it caused an ache like a cavern in the depths of her stomach. As much as it infuriated her that he was smitten with Rowena Blythe of all people, if he felt about her half the way that Pansy felt about him, she truly sympathised. And so they were stuck, the two of them, in this theatre of heartache. For now.


Because it would surely all come to an end when Rowena married. It was common knowledge that whilst the Blythes didn’t want their daughter to throw herself away, she had turned down so many proposals now that they were getting impatient. Rowena was nearly twenty-three after all; in a miserable little flourish, fate had arranged for Rowena and Pansy to be the same age, as if to draw attention to the disparity in their lives. The Blythes were putting some pressure on her to make a choice. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have dukes and lords and whatnot paraded under her perfect nose every week. When she married, she would be beyond the reach of John’s hopes in a whole new way. And she would leave Garrowgate Hall.


John would be broken-hearted and Pansy didn’t want that for him. On the other hand . . . then he could start to look for another position with kinder employers. And so could Pansy. They could both move on to sweeter pastures. They would stay in touch and one day, his heart would heal. Then he might turn to his dear friend Pansy . . .


Part of Pansy knew that this was not a sensible way to live. She was conducting her entire life according to a daydream that may very well not come true. Part of her clamoured to make the break now, pursue her own happiness, and let the cards fall where they may with regards to John. But she simply wasn’t strong enough to pull herself away.


They reached St Michael’s and filed in silently. The church was tall as a mountain and thin as a needle, so pinched and bony that Pansy couldn’t help thinking it gave its succour grudgingly. Pansy used to love Sunday service in Elstree. The family church wasn’t as fine as St Michael’s but neither was it as narrow and austere. Now, church was yet another hour of Pansy’s week that was hard to endure, during which the faults and failings of humanity were listed and condemned in exacting detail.


The Garrowgate Hall staff always had to sit in the same places. From Pansy’s seat, in the centre of her pew, she could see John if she looked to her left, and Rowena near the front, slightly to the right. Often, when Pansy looked at John, he would be gazing spellbound at Rowena. Then Pansy would look at Rowena too, and wish more than anything to be in her shoes, not for her wealth or beauty, but because hers was the face that held John in thrall, hers was the heart to which his was bound.


Pansy could only see a little of Rowena’s face beneath her stylish hat and the luxurious coils of her corn-gold hair, but it was enough to discern her peach-satin skin, the tip of her flawless nose. Pansy sighed, earning a poke in the spine from old Clarendon, who sat behind her. Everything Pansy had suffered, everything she hoped for, all depended on this one thing to happen to make it right: Rowena Blythe must choose a husband and do it soon.


‘Tell me, John, what is it?’ asked Pansy later that afternoon. She was polishing silver in the scullery and John, who often had spare time on Sundays, had come to give her a hand. Pansy was grateful; it was an enormous job, since there were three hundred and sixty pieces in each cutlery set and the Blythes had ten different sets. Then there were the candlesticks, the ornaments, the salt and pepper shakers in the shape of hunting dogs and the mustard pots in the shape of bears.


‘What’s what?’ asked John, grinning as he buffed a bear’s behind.


‘What is it about her? You know who I mean. I know she’s beautiful, I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful. But why do you . . .? What makes you . . .?’


He looked so sad that Pansy regretted asking. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,’ she said, getting up to open the scullery window. It was still cold out but the scullery was small and the smell of silver polish was choking her.


‘No, it’s all right,’ he said slowly. ‘Only I don’t know if I have an answer, Pansy. Yes, she’s beautiful, I’d have to be blind not to notice, but it’s more than that.’


‘What, though?’ Pansy persisted. Her superficial personality? Her howling indifference to others? Her extensive knowledge of Paris fashions? Pansy honestly couldn’t see the appeal of Rowena Blythe to a sensible man like John.


‘I think it’s because she’s sad.’


‘Because she’s sad? John! I’m sad! If sad was the reason, you could fall for me! And you wouldn’t do that, would you?’


‘Of course not. You’re like a sister to me. It’s not that sadness is appealing in itself. But she’s sad and she doesn’t even know it. Nobody knows it. They all just dress her up, admire her, dance with her and cover her with diamonds . . .’


‘Poor woman.’ Pansy’s tone was somewhat scathing.


‘. . . And no one ever asks her what she wants. There’s more to Rowena Blythe than meets the eye and it intrigues me.’


‘But what makes you think it?’ Pansy had often been told that she was dogged. But she liked to understand things. It wasn’t every man you could have a conversation like this with, but John was gentle and thoughtful. The staff were all endlessly fascinated by the family, and Rowena in particular, but Pansy was the only one who knew how John felt.


John set aside the newly gleaming bear and reached for a bon-bon basket. Pansy was glad of that; they were fiddly little sods. ‘Just a feeling, I suppose. I see a look on her face sometimes, and I think to myself, This life looks as if it should be right for her. But it’s not.’


Pansy was by no means convinced that Rowena had hidden depths but she wasn’t going to argue the point with a man in love. ‘But, John, suppose you’re right. Suppose she yearns for some other life. What life? With you? Don’t get me wrong, any girl would be lucky to have you. But her? It’s too big a leap. Even if she did stretch herself that far, they wouldn’t let her. You’d be out of this house and your name blackened all over London so fast you wouldn’t be able to breathe! You’d have nothing to offer anyone, let alone her majesty.’


‘I do know that, Pansy. I know it’ll never happen. I’m not fooling myself that there’s something between us and it’s only a matter of time.’


‘Then, John, you should move on, give yourself the chance to forget her. You’ll never get over her when she’s under your nose every day. You deserve a good life, John.’


‘Bless you, Pansy. Hetty says exactly the same.’


‘Your sister’s a smart girl.’


‘But I can’t, Pansy. You know how it is with male domestics these days. And I don’t know how to do anything else.’


Pansy did know. Service as a profession for men was in decline. Fewer and fewer households were employing footmen and parlour maids were taking over the duties traditionally carried out by men. The role of footman, essentially decorative now, was seen as unmanly these days. John had been employed at Garrowgate Hall sixteen years ago, aged twelve, as an errand boy. He’d been promoted to page boy at fifteen, then became footman, then senior footman . . . He was a career servant through and through.


Apart from anything else, Pansy worried about John. Although he was dearest to her heart, he wasn’t the only man to catch her eye in seven years. She had often thought that Felix, the eldest Blythe son, was as fine-looking a man as his sister was beautiful. He was courteous too, in a way that the others weren’t. It wouldn’t be hard to fall for a man like that. But Pansy had never allowed herself to indulge these thoughts for all the reasons she had just said to John; he was too far above her and she had an innate sense of self-preservation. She only hoped John had one too.



   






Four



Rowena


Dreaded Monday has come at last. Because the afternoon is the time for social calls, Mother has persuaded Lethbridge to come in the morning. However, he possesses a reputation for always being late, so Mother has vanished to see to other things, and I am left alone in the drawing room, shivering in a champagne-coloured silk-satin evening gown and diamonds, at the ungodly hour of ten o’clock.


I sit as close to the fire as I dare. The dress leaves my shoulders and décolletage completely bare except for a delicate gauze. I begged Mama to let me wait in a shawl but she insisted that, when the great artist arrives, he be greeted by ‘the full effect’. I think of Verity’s tales of the lecherous genius and feel utterly miserable. Normally at this hour I would be luxuriating in bed, giggling over Punch, thinking about ringing for breakfast.


I hear the front door. Surely he is not prompt? I cannot receive him alone! One of the maids enters, the one Mother hesitated to employ because her hair is quite red, and announces, ‘The gentleman from the artist.’ It seems an odd way to phrase it and a little hope flickers in my goosebumpy breast.


‘You mean Mr Lethbridge?’


‘No, Miss Blythe, not him. A gentleman on his behalf.’


Mother’s not going to be happy about this. Well then, she should not have abandoned me. ‘His name?’ I demand. Honestly, these people!


The maid’s face floods with colour. ‘I . . . I can’t say, Miss Blythe. I did ask, I promise. Only I can’t pronounce it.’


I sigh and roll my eyes. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake! What is the world coming to when a parlour maid can’t pronounce plain English? Very well, show him in, I suppose.’


‘Very good, miss.’ She bobs a curtsey and flees.


I stand to greet this unpronounceable stand-in for Mr Lethbridge. I don’t know much about artists but I assume they’re all pretty much the same. Imagine my astonishment therefore when, instead of a fifty-year-old with long, unkempt hair and a reek of cologne to cover the smell of spirits, I am confronted with a young man so beautiful, so radiant, he could be Adonis. I feel my eyebrows arch sky-high.


He steps into the room, at once confident and deferent, and sweeps me a low and courtly bow. ‘Miss Rowena Blythe, I presume,’ he says, in an accent I cannot identify. Well, of course I can’t. Garrowgate Hall, in fact my entire social world, is a sphere entirely free of accents. Mama doesn’t even allow cockney speech in the house which is why all our domestics are from more or less respectable backgrounds.


He straightens up and gazes at me with an expression of delight. Heavens! I can’t take my eyes off him! I meet men all the time. All the time. My parents have been wanting to marry me off for years now. I have been courted by dukes and earls and wealthy men of every stripe. Verity often asks what on earth I’m waiting for and I’ve never quite been able to tell her, but . . .


‘Miss Blythe?’ he says again and I shake myself.


‘Yes!’ I exclaim, flustered for the first time ever, I think. ‘Indeed. Pardon me, sir. You are not . . . Lethbridge. You are not . . . what I was expecting.’


He inclines his head with a little smile. ‘Allow me please to explain. Miss Blythe, I am . . .’


He says his name, but it sounds like a sneeze. I make a mental apology to the red-haired maid. I wrinkle my brow, then realise I am doing it and stop. Mama hates me to frown in case it ages me. ‘I beg your pardon?’


He grins, showing white, even teeth in a golden-brown face. His skin looks as if the sun, even now in February, still lingers on its surface. ‘I am Bartolej Stanislawski Woźniak, Miss Blythe, but please, call me Bartek. I am not sufficient important for to be formal with me. And many English people, they find Woźniak too difficult for to say.’


I smile, relieved to feel less stupid. ‘Thank you. And where are you from, Mr . . . Bartek?’


‘I am from Poland, Miss Blythe. I should say Russia for officially no Poland now. Poland only to be found here.’ He places his palm over his heart then smiles. ‘Like Bohemia.’ I nod vaguely. I assume that Bohemia is the region from which he hails. ‘Now, I am proud London-dweller,’ he concludes. ‘Here one year, but still with strong accent and still with difficult-to-say name.’


‘Your accent is . . . charming. And you are here instead of Mr Lethbridge because . . .?’


‘Ah, yes, I must explain at once. I am assistant of Mr Lethbridge. He is sick, but he is busy man. He has set aside two weeks for to come to Garrowgate Hall for to paint famous beauty, Rowena Blythe. Likely he is sick most of week but he has not time for to miss so many days, so I come to do preliminary work, sketches, assessments, et cetera. That way, when better, he can . . . dive straight in – is that right?’


‘Yes. I see. Well, thank you, Mr Bartek, for stepping in. Ah, my mother will wish to meet you but she is elsewhere at the moment. I believe she thought Mr Lethbridge might not be so prompt . . .’


‘Lethbridge, yes, he is always late!’ He laughs. ‘Your mother she is very wise.’


He has a knack of diffusing every awkwardness and I am grateful for it, because I’m not accustomed to feeling awkward. The situations of my life are always smooth and predictable. I am the queen of the social dance but I have never encountered a person quite like this. Because he is foreign, I cannot assess him. His speech is imperfect, but English is not his language. His role sounds modest – assistant to an artist – yet he carries himself with great assurance. His golden hair is longer than I would expect in a gentleman, but perhaps the fashion is different where he comes from. For an artist, he is very well dressed and even from our appropriate distance I can smell the clean, wholesome smell that rises from him, not a note of sweat or whisky in the whole bouquet.


Once again, I recover my manners. ‘Mr Bartek, forgive me, it is a little earlier than I am accustomed to being social. Please, take a seat and tell me about yourself while we wait for my mother.’ If I ring for the parlour maid, she will fetch Mother in a trice, but I’d quite like a few minutes alone with the enigmatic Mr . . . whatever it was. I realise that Bartek is a variation on his first name, yet I persist in calling him Mr Bartek because we cannot proceed to first name terms so quickly, especially some sort of . . . nickname!


‘What do you care to know, Miss Blythe?’


Everything! I am tongue-tied for a minute then the questions pour out in a rush. ‘Are you an artist yourself, Mr Bartek? Tell me about . . . your country. What brought you here? Do you have a family of your own?’ Oh, mortifying! Why did I ask that last?


He laughs again. ‘Story of my life, then! My country has long history, Miss Blythe, too complicated for daytime conversation. It takes candlelight and a great deal of red wine.’


‘Oh! I see!’


‘Yes, we hope every day for the restoration of an independent Poland. Then my father’s title will be restored and—’


‘Your father is titled?’


‘He was a count. I wish to be artist. My father not approve but I am twenty-one. So I come here, the land of the masters, Constable, Turner, I apprentice to Lethbridge. Between you and me, Miss Blythe, as a man I not respect him all that much. But he has talent and I can learn and I can make . . . how do you call the people of influence?’


‘Connections,’ I say faintly. I have never had a conversation so interesting.


‘Yes, connections. I work hard and one day I will be summoned to fine homes to paint pillacles of society.’


‘Pinnacles,’ I murmur. ‘Or pillars.’


‘Yes. Thank you. My English not so good.’


‘Your English is excellent. I could never get by so well in . . . your language. I don’t know a word of anything besides Italian and French. And they are rudimentary, I’m afraid. I wish you luck with your ambitions, Mr Bartek. I’m sure you are a very fine artist.’


‘So kind.’


Just then Mother surges in, shocked to see me alone with a young, handsome man. ‘Ah, Mother, there you are at last. This is Mr Bartek. He has come on behalf of Mr Lethbridge, who is unwell today.’


Mother looks at Bartek with something like horror. ‘Mr . . . Bartek, was it?’ she queries, dripping with disapproval.


He greets her smoothly, again giving that courtly bow, explaining himself. I can see that although Mother is not happy, she is somewhat mollified. She quickly launches into a detailed explanation of her vision for the portrait. She has it all planned out. I am to be painted standing at the foot of the grand staircase, wearing this champagne silk-satin. Hair up, diamonds, hand on banister . . .


Bartek listens respectfully and tells her that her ideas are wonderful, that she is a very clever woman with exquisite taste. But Mr Lethbridge is a law unto himself, he explains regretfully. When it comes to composition, he will insist upon having the final say in such matters. Therefore Bartek must sketch me in different rooms and positions. He will take note of the light, the decor and so on. Including the grand staircase, naturally. He’s so firm, yet so charming, that Mother is quite disarranged.


‘I see!’ she says, feathers ruffling. ‘Mr Lethbridge sounds very . . . exacting! I suppose artists are known to be difficult.’


‘He has strong artistic passion. I apologise in advance for my employer. He is very successful. Sometimes it make him forget a little bit his good manners. Please, my dear lady, never tell him I said such a thing. But he is genius, yes? And he will give you best portrait of your daughter you could ever wish.’


‘And you, Mr . . . you will put in a strong case for the grand staircase?’


‘I will recommend most strongly.’


‘And to the gown, at least, he will agree?’


‘Ah.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ cries Mother. ‘Are we to pay Mr Lethbridge’s considerable fees for something we have no say over? It seems absurd! Rowena, was it like this when Mr Lethbridge painted Verity?’


‘I . . . I think so.’ In fact, I have no idea. All Verity ever told me was about his unpleasant habits and how beautiful she was in the finished portrait. ‘It’s very flattering.’


‘Yes, I’ve seen it.’


‘If you feel more comfortable cancelling Mr Lethbridge, I would understand, Mother.’ Although Bartek is here today, in a few days it will be Lethbridge after all.


She frowns and I resist telling her that it is ageing. ‘No, no. When the thing is finished, I want to be able to tell people it’s a Lethbridge.’ She turns to Bartek. ‘Explain to me about the dress.’


‘Dear lady, the choices that in real life look to perfection, like this you have chosen . . .’ – he sweeps a hand towards me – ‘they not always . . . transfer, with same success, to canvas.’


He goes into great length about oil paint and pigmentation and the drying process. I’m certain Mother understands none of it, and nor do I. ‘Most esteemed lady,’ he concludes, ‘Mr Lethbridge will want consider five or six different gowns. He will consider gowns, consider background, and he will pick the combination that show to perfection your daughter on canvas. Please understand, not only art, but science.’


I absolutely cannot bear the thought of parading before Lethbridge in six different gowns. ‘Can you not make that choice for him?’ I ask abruptly.


‘Rowena!’ Mother exclaims. ‘Whatever next? I apologise for my daughter, Mr . . .’


‘No, Mother, please. I was only thinking that if Mr Lethbridge is ailing for several days, and then, when he does appear, he has to sit through an interminable fashion parade, it will be for ever before he can properly begin.’


Mother tilts her head, conceding the point. ‘Just how sick is Mr Lethbridge, Mr . . .?’


I jump in. ‘Very sick, you said, Mr Bartek, did you not?’


‘Very sick, yes. Very unpleasant.’ Bartek makes a face.


‘Hmm. I certainly don’t want him coming here before he’s fully recovered. I don’t want him bringing a germ into the house.’


‘Germ very bad,’ agrees Bartek.


‘Is this a choice you could make for him? Are you qualified? Do you know enough about the colours drying and so forth?’


‘I know it, yes. He will make final decision but I could bring paints tomorrow, make preliminary colour sketches to take to him. If you like, I wish to help mostly.’


‘Then bring your paints and let us make as much progress as we can in the absence of the maestro.’


Bartek flashes his dazzling smile at Mother. ‘Maestro, yes. I bring paints. Now, which exquisite Blythe lady to show me house and garden so I can make notes for maestro?’


‘Well, I don’t have time,’ says Mother, exasperated. ‘And Rowena, you cannot do so unchaperoned. I shall ring for a maid. And you should change. That’s hardly the gown for wandering about the place.’


I go to change into something warmer and I can’t stop smiling. Unexpected reprieve! Far from being the ordeal I had expected, this promises to be a very pleasant week indeed.



   






Five



Olive


Interesting creatures, men. Across my office I’m surreptitiously watching Mr Harper, a trustee of my charity, the Westallen Foundation, as he confers with Mr Gladstone, its manager. Mr Harper’s intent expression is interrupted by repeated glances in my direction, which amuses me. Men! They do their level best to rule the world, hold cast-iron opinions about the role and qualities of women and are firmly persuaded that the world revolves around them. One of my greatest enjoyments in life is confounding them whenever I am able. I do not catch his eye. I have better things to think about.


The weather is not one of them! The February rain bashes away at the windowpanes as if it holds a personal grudge towards each and every one of us. The sky is dark and lowering at three in the afternoon. The wind is doing that parlour trick where it pours itself through every crack and cranny it may find, just for the fun of emitting startling, eerie moans.


But the weather shan’t defeat me! No, I am feeling most satisfied with my life at present. Of late, I have achieved Great Things; everyone says it. Of course, in terms of all I wish to achieve, I have only reached the foothills of the mountain. Nevertheless, after an arduous climb, I think it fitting to pause and take in the view. A little self-satisfaction can be most enjoyable now and then.


Sixteen months ago I resigned myself to the fact that love and marriage were not to be part of my lot. I am wealthy, clever and the only child of Captain Westallen, a man universally admired. However, I am also headstrong, unconventional and outspoken – no man’s ideal choice for a wife. Having come to terms with this, I decided I would not let it stop me doing anything else I wanted in life, including motherhood. Therefore, I went to a local orphanage and adopted a daughter, Clover, a darling angel now nearly six years old.


Sometime later I took in a small companion for Clover. Angeline is the sister of Mabs, a friend of mine who hails from a desperately poor family. As I told Mabs at the time, I do not consider Angeline another daughter, for she has her own family, a loving father and the memory of a dear mother, now dead – not to mention a host of brothers and sisters! But as her siblings one by one went out into the world, Angeline would have been left alone. Young as she is, she could not have worked or fended for herself. By having her to live with us at Polaris House, I can ensure that she is cared for, educated, protected and loved as if she were my daughter. And we benefit from the arrangement quite as much, for she is a delightful child and provides invaluable companionship for Clover, who is often excluded from neighbourhood gatherings on account of her dubious origins. People can be quite unbelievably stupid and cruel. That is why I like to go my own way, and not be troubled by them.


Altogether, I found positions for several of Mabs’s siblings last year, for I do love fixing the affairs of others. This meddling, added to my daily observations, convinced me that insufficient is being done to help the poor folk of London. So, six months ago, I founded the Westallen Foundation to do exactly that. I’m immensely proud of it. We serve as emergency supply provider, educational resource, a source of connections and a font of inspiration, all rolled into one. I believe it to be unique among charitable institutions in this last function.


It was launched last August with a glittering ball. As I cast a baleful eye at the weather outside, I sigh, nostalgic for that hot summer night swathed in the scent of jasmine, glittering with jewels and heady with champagne. No matter. Spring will come again.


These are some considerable achievements, I allow. Hence my quiet moment of pride. Even so, I shall not rest on my laurels. People tell me repeatedly that I am remarkable and inspiring. It makes me envision a helmeted knight in a medieval tale: Olive the Remarkable! But really, am I? Surely that is the whole point of being filthy rich? What else should I do in my position? Sit around eating candies and gossiping? People of my background do, I know, but I cannot imagine it. Even now that we are up and running, helping a large number of people to better their situation, I remain painfully aware of all that is not done, the injustices that have yet to be righted.


I look around. My office is situated on the first floor of an old warehouse in Euston. It is large and draughty but I love it, for it is the scene of so many worthy endeavours and, already, so many happy results. On this dark and dreadful day we have lit many lamps to brighten the gloom and long shadows stretch across the wooden floorboards. It would be eerie except that it’s filled with good people and purpose, which makes it feel like home. It belongs to Mr Harper and he has kindly given it to the foundation for use in perpetuity. He was the very first trustee of the charity and I will always be grateful for the aid he has given us. That gratitude, however, is somewhat complicated by a small amount of personal history that exists between us.


He comes towards me now. He is tall and attractive. Society at large considers me the eternal spinster – but this does not stop me from appreciating a handsome face when I see it. From our first meeting I have liked his calm grey eyes, his neat brown beard and his obvious intelligence. He is mannerly and a keen businessman. Our early conversations suggested that he was similarly impressed by me – but then he found out about Clover. Adoption is not generally considered quite respectable and an unwed mother, no matter the circumstances, cuts a marginal figure in society. Women who want children are meant to languish and pray until they find a man to give them one, and if they do not, they are meant to weep for the rest of their days. That is not my style. So I went and got a daughter for myself and Mr Harper was very shocked when he discovered it. He is a clever man, there is no question of that, but his mind is not always as open as I would wish. One can only assume he has overcome those scruples now.


‘Miss Westallen, I’ve spoken to Mr Gladstone and we’ve agreed that I will take on young Will Brown as my apprentice for a month, beginning as soon as he likes. He’s a promising lad, as you said. But of course, you’re always right.’


He twinkles at me and I acknowledge the compliment with a smile. ‘Thank you, Mr Harper, I’m so pleased. Will is the very sort who will seize the opportunity with both hands. Will you tell him yourself? He’s calling in this afternoon to see if there’s any news.’


‘No, I must go. We received a shipment of rubies earlier and I intend to check each and every one of them myself before I go home. You’d be surprised how often suppliers slip in a few paste baubles or garnets to make up the number.’


‘Shocking,’ I murmur, pleasantly diverted by the image of Mr Harper sitting in a pool of lamplight well into the night, surrounded by rubies. How very picturesque. He runs a successful business importing gemstones that he sells on to bespoke jewellers. Recently he has branched out and opened a small jewellery workshop himself. The wish to grow, he claims, was kindled by my own achievements. Mr Harper can be really very charming when he wishes.


I enjoy his praise but neither do I forget that last year, just when he had come to terms with the fact of Clover, he became briefly infatuated by Rowena Blythe, a famous society beauty who lives across the heath in Highgate. It was at the foundation ball, in fact. He and I were midway through a conversation when Rowena walked in and his eyes lit up like a child watching fireworks. I did not see or hear from him for a few months after that.


Now, he shows some interest in me yet again. Either he has decided against Rowena for really, they were not remotely suited, or she has spurned him – more likely since, even though he is a wealthy merchant from an excellent family he is not sufficiently grand for the Blythes to entertain him as a husband for their only daughter. The Blythes are notorious for their pride. All I know is this: Mr Harper has many excellent qualities and, overall, I admire him. However, he is a man of his time and if I were ever to marry – which I still consider doubtful – I should require nothing less than a visionary! And he is fickle in the face of great beauty, which I concede most men are, but still, my vanity was plucked.


In general, I consider myself both rational and compassionate. I’m a great believer that we can never judge another till we have walked a mile in their shoes. I try to remember that there is good in everyone. However, everyone has a weak spot where they simply cannot live up to their own principles; that is simply part of the human condition. Everyone has a chink in their armour; Rowena Blythe is mine. If you ever hear me gossip or pass judgement, it will be about her. If I ever think an unkind thought, it will be about her. I do not like it in myself but there we are. In short, she is my nemesis. I dread the day she marries for the society pages will be full of her and there will be lengthy descriptions of her great beauty that I shall not be able to resist reading. The celebrations will be nauseatingly extravagant and, no doubt, angels will sing.


I could allow Mr Harper to call on me, I could flirt, and I could overlook his faults, continue to get to know him. But I would always remember that, when faced with her dazzling blonde divinity, he forgot I was even present.


He takes his leave with a lingering backward glance. I’m heartily glad about Will, though. He came to us a month ago in such dire circumstances. His father had been thrown in the debtors’ prison, his mother was up to her ears in scrubbing, the only work she could get, and he is the eldest of four. He heard about us through a friend of his, which is good news; it means that word of the foundation is reaching the people for whom it’s intended. Will had left school to labour in a builders’ yard but they pay him a pittance and the family is starving. We gave them some practical assistance. Will started coming to us after work for an hour at a time to continue his study. He talked to a number of our supporters about a range of different employments and decided he wanted to learn about international trade from Mr Harper. The next step will be to buy him a suit. He is only thirteen but so full of promise. He exactly epitomises why I started the foundation.


I hear laughter and jovial voices in the corridor outside. In bursts my friend Mabs, who is now the assistant manager of the charity. She has her arm around none other than Will, whose narrow, white face is aglow. Behind them is Mr Harper, who tips his hat across the room at me. ‘I ran into Master Brown and I couldn’t resist telling him the news,’ he calls.


‘Quite right, too,’ I decree. ‘I’m so pleased you saw each other.’


Will shoots into the room and hovers by my desk, brimming with pride and excitement. ‘I’m to do a ’prenticeship, Miss Westallen! Only a month, see if I like it an’ all, make sure Mr ’Arper ain’t gonna get sick o’ me. But it’s a chance! Oh, but I got to hand me notice in at the builders’. What if I don’t cut it at Mr ’Arper’s, miss? What if I mess it up and then I got no coin comin’ in?’ His face falls with the sudden realisation of the possible real-world consequences of taking a chance. It’s the sword that slices many a poor person from their chance at something better.


‘Will, you should know by now that if the worst comes to the worst, we shan’t let you fall. The foundation is here for you. But it won’t come to that. Believe that this is the start of something good for you, something you deserve.’


Relief works a little colour into his sallow cheeks. ‘Yes, Miss Westallen, thank you, miss. I want this so bad.’


‘And you shall have it, Will.’ I feel like Cinderella’s fairy godmother. I love this. I love making things possible. I look up, beaming, but Mr Harper has gone. Mabs waves at me as she takes off her navy winter coat and settles in at her desk. Will hurries home, light of step, and I think again about Mr Harper.


I suppose to indulge him a little would not hurt. Not every businessman would take a chance on a boy like Will. And, for all their shortcomings, men can be diverting. There is no reason I shouldn’t enjoy a little male company, providing I do not take it too seriously. Oh yes, I am feeling most satisfied with my life at present. And I am determined that things shall only get better.



   






Six



Pansy


Just when you think things can’t get any worse, thought Pansy, they do. And then they keep getting worse after that.


It was bad enough that she’d missed her day off. She missed her mother and Elstree so much it scalded. Then, because Charlotte was still unwell, the other girls had to cover her duties. Charlotte was an upper housemaid, with duties to Miss Blythe, and today Pansy was to carry them out, just when she was sicker than ever of the very thought of Rowena Blythe.


In the cruellest of ironies, today was no ordinary day. The whole household knew that Rowena was having her portrait painted. Today, apparently, the artist fellow was coming to see her in different dresses, and guess who had to get her in and out of them? Not only did Pansy have to be in the same room as Rowena all morning, but she had to dress her hair and fasten her necklaces and see her in a succession of stunning gowns at close quarters, growing seemingly lovelier as the day progressed. As if that wasn’t torture enough, Rowena hardly submitted to the attention with good grace. She scowled and flounced and sighed. She grew restless when Pansy was dressing her hair and walked away halfway through so that all the carefully arranged coils tumbled down and Pansy had to begin again. She called Pansy ‘girl’, and pinched her when she was feeling too smothered. Once she even slapped her.


Pansy stepped back then, shocked. Tears sprang to her eyes. Not through pain – it hadn’t been a hard slap – but through humiliation and fury. She couldn’t afford to be angry in her position.


‘Carry on, Tilney,’ said Mrs Blythe. ‘Hurry up!’


The artist was some young foreign chap, not the great man they’d all been expecting. Apparently he was ill too. Always something going around in February. The assistant was set up in the drawing room with a sketchbook on his lap and a tray of little paint blocks at his side and when Rowena appeared in each new outfit, he spent half an hour or so mixing colours with water and making little paintings of her with a great many notes beside.


Maude Blythe was with them, which made the whole ordeal worse. She wasn’t easy at the best of times and her nose was out of joint because she wasn’t automatically getting her own way about the dress for the portrait. She made up for the disappointment by managing every little detail to the nth degree.


‘Tilney, not on that link! The sapphires must sit on the collarbone!’


‘No, Tilney, leave some tendrils about the face.’


‘Tilney, what are you thinking? That pin is far too low.’


Why don’t you just do it yourself, you daft old cow? thought Pansy, but she gritted her teeth and followed every instruction, completely dispirited by the sight of Rowena in her undies, as slender and curved and silky as any man could dream. Pansy couldn’t help thinking of John. Rowena’s skin, her figure, were perfect, all clad in wisps of lace and silk, nothing like the cotton chemise Pansy wore every day under her dull uniforms.


‘Tilney, pull the stays another notch!’ commanded Maude and Rowena’s waist grew even tinier, her breasts just about to pop out of the top. Pansy closed her eyes and felt a dull headache blooming; this was just too much Rowena Blythe.


First, the blond artist painted her in the champagne silk-satin that was her mother’s choice. Then Rowena, Maude and Pansy ran upstairs and got her into her apricot chiffon. Then the sky blue, then the eau-de-nil, then the silver lace and finally the ivy green.


At last the artist packed up and left. Pansy followed the Blythe ladies up the stairs one last time and helped Rowena out of the ivy dress and into a lemon-yellow day dress. ‘Thank the Lord!’ gasped Rowena when her stays were loosened. ‘I couldn’t have tolerated it a moment longer. I’ve the most fearful headache, Mother. I’m going to lie in the snug with a glass of water and a magazine. Bring me a cool flannel for my forehead, girl. Then clear all this.’ She waved her hand at the mound of silk and stockings and jewels flung on her bed.


‘I’m going to my room,’ said Maude. ‘Rowena thinks she’s tired but no one knows the strain of making the decisions. Bring me a pot of Assam, Tilney, and then I’m not to be disturbed.’


With both of them gone, Pansy took a deep breath. No word of thanks and, of course, no recognition that the donkey work had, in fact, been carried out by her. But at least the worst was over. In many ways it hadn’t been the hardest of mornings, not physically at least. It was the mental torture that had made it so hard on Pansy. She saw to the cold cloth, then to the Assam, then returned to Rowena’s room to get it all straight. She placed the jewels back in velvet boxes and shook out and hung the dresses. The shoes went back into their boxes and the corset into its drawer. She straightened the bedspread and opened the window a crack to let in a little fresh air, though she would have to remember to close it soon as there would be hell to pay if Rowena found her room too chilly.


Pansy would be haunted for months to come by the sight of Rowena’s satin shoulders, her slender legs in pearly stockings, her pink lips parting for each new application of lip stain. Would she tell John about this? she wondered. Never in a million years. Perhaps she would tell him that Rowena was covered in boils and scaly patches of skin! No, even that wouldn’t put him off, devoted as he was. Sighing, she knew she would keep this morning’s ordeal to herself and wait for the memory to fade with time.


There was one other thing that Pansy had noticed about Rowena, though. It was the way she had looked at the artist, with more than the usual number of stars in her pretty blue eyes. Pansy paused in the middle of dusting Rowena’s room. Rowena was a coquette, everyone knew it. And the artist was a handsome fellow with an air about him, a sort of a dash and a flourish. Pansy could see why Rowena would enjoy his company. But there had been a breathless, glittering air about her in his presence, now Pansy came to think of it. She frowned. Rowena couldn’t have feelings for him, could she? She was aiming so high, the staff made jokes about mountain views. It would surprise no one if Rowena married a prince.


Pansy closed the bedroom window with a bang. She felt all churned up. On the one hand, wouldn’t it set the cat among the pigeons if Rowena fell for such a lowly fellow? Wouldn’t the Blythes just love that? Pansy could relish the prospect of Rowena taking a mighty topple. On the other hand, any foolish fancy on Rowena’s part could get in the way of her choosing a husband. Pansy couldn’t bear any further delays; she’d already been waiting quite long enough! Don’t be stupid, Rowena, she thought as she walked past the snug. He’s not for you. Marry a lord and have done with it.



   






Seven



Rowena


I never thought it would be possible to see more of Verity than I always have, but now that she is family, she is here all the time. The moment she heard that not Lethbridge, but an exotic and beautiful assistant was beginning the work on my portrait, she swept through our front door with the speed of a prize-winning racehorse and the tact of a baboon. She stayed all morning, chattering to Bartek and me while he drew me, and she is here still, hours after he departed. We are ensconced in the cosy corner in the snug, with our shoes kicked off and our feet next to each other’s bottoms, the way you can only sit with the oldest of friends. It is a dark grey afternoon once more and the oil lamps are burning. We have scones.
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