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PART ONE


Chapter One

‘Are you sure?’ he asked. His voice had the burr of the West Country; a voice usually soft but now touched with a note of weary disbelief. The woman raised her eyebrows and answered in a tone of angry impatience.

‘Of course I’m sure.’

He shook his head. ‘Jesus Christ. Why did this have to happen? As if there’s not enough to cope with already with four small mouths to feed.’ In a sudden display of anger he slammed his fist onto the table top, making the cheap shade of the oil lamp rattle on its metal base. ‘Damn it!’ he said bitterly through gritted teeth. ‘Damn and blast it!’

Sarah stood very still, watching him. She knew that with her words she was shattering what little of the dream remained.

‘How d’you feel about it?’ he said at last.

She didn’t answer. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you haven’t got the responsibility of providing, have you? Oh, yes, you bring in a few shillings each week with the washing, but how far does that get us?’

Remaining silent she turned away.

‘Have we got to have it?’ he asked. ‘Have we?’

There was a little silence, during which only the ticking of the clock could be heard, then Sarah said, ‘Yes, Ollie, we have. There’s nothing to be done about it now.’

‘Nothing?’

Briefly she closed her eyes, sighing. ‘What are you asking, Ollie? What do you want me to do?’ She had no need to ask, of course. She knew what was in his mind. The thought had been in her own at the beginning, but then the memory of her mother had come clutching at her and she had thrust the thought aside. She could never risk that happening to her. ‘We’ll manage somehow, Ollie,’ she said, then added a little more forcefully: ‘We must.’

Glancing up, she looked at the reflection of his face in the mirror beside the range. A cheap glass, it distorted his image so that his features became as seen through water, an ugly parody of those she knew so well. After a moment he came around the table, stood behind her and raised his hands to her shoulders. At his touch she shook him off. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘– don’t ask me again. It’s no use.’

‘Well, we’ve got to do something about it.’

Turning back to him she said, ‘We’re not doing anything about it, Ollie. Nothing. So you can forget that. I’m not taking the chance of leaving my children without a mother. It happened with my own mother. It won’t happen here.’

‘That’s foolish talk,’ he said. ‘You’d be all right. For God’s sake, Sarah, we haven’t got enough to live on as it is.’

‘I know, but –’ She shook her head hopelessly. ‘I’m sorry, Ollie.’

‘Look,’ he said, ‘– it’s the only thing to do – with four children already – you must see that. They’re more than enough to cope with. Damn it, we can’t afford another child. We can’t even afford the ones we’ve got.’

‘Well,’ she said quickly, ‘you should give that some thought when you start coming at me like some damned bull, not to be denied.’

He stared at her for a moment then raised his hand and struck her hard across the face. With a little cry she put a hand up to her check then turned and ran from the room.

In the small thatched cottage there was not far she could go before she reached the limits of the interior. Now, with the tears starting in her eyes she ran up the stairs and into the front bedroom, the one she shared with Ollie. There in the dark she closed the door behind her, moved to the bed and sat down, the worn springs giving a whine of protest under the weight of her small frame.

As she sat there she made an effort to choke back the tears. She wouldn’t cry. Anyway, what good would it do? There was no room in this life for indulgences. Besides, she had brought it on herself. For those moments downstairs she had so wanted to hurt him. And she had succeeded. The stinging imprint on her cheek was proof enough of that; he had never struck her before. But she had been hurt too. Not by the blow from his hand – no, not that – but by his reaction to the news of the baby. But she had known what his reaction would be. Which was why she’d put off saying anything until tonight. She’d been sure about the baby for more than a fortnight now, but she had been afraid to tell him. And so she had put it off. She’d kept on putting it off.

After a while she heard the sound of the front door closing. He was going out. Leaning closer to the window she pulled aside the thin curtain and, in the moonlight, saw him move from the front gate and start off along the lane. He would go to the Wheatsheaf – and probably wouldn’t be back till it closed.

She sighed, took up the matches and lit the candle that rested on the chest of drawers next to the bed. With the candleholder in her hand she got up and moved to the door and stepped out onto the narrow strip of thread-bare carpet that covered the tiny landing. There she stood listening outside the children’s room. All was quiet. Softly she opened the door and went in.

Inside the room she stood in the wavering light of the candle flame looking down at the nearest bed, in which slept the boys Ernest and Arthur.

Ernest, her first born, was eight years old. Arthur was four. Both boys had dark chestnut hair – her own colouring – but it was there that any likeness between the two ended. Ernest, the picture of health, slept soundly, his face slightly flushed from the past day’s sun. Arthur lay a little apart, his head further up on the pillow, as if unconsciously reaching for air and space. And while Ernest’s breath came sweet and even, Arthur’s sounded slightly laboured, coming only through his open mouth, evidence of the problems that had plagued him from his earliest days. All his life Sarah had had to give him that extra bit of care.

His lack of physical strength, though, only made her love him the more, she realized; those imperfections – his weak chest and lame right leg. And such a tiny, feeble creature he’d been at birth. She could remember so well when Ollie had first seen him. It had mattered not at all the encouragement in her voice as she’d said, ‘A son, Ollie. You’ve got another son to help you out.’ She had seen the expression of disappointment on his face.

And he had never shown affection for the child; merely toleration. And there were times, of course, when she was sure that Arthur was aware of it. How could he not be? And how could Ollie withhold his love like that? Not that he showed that much affection for the others – apart from Mary. How could it be, she wondered, that a man with so much feeling in some ways could be so lacking in it in others … ? Perhaps, though, she said to herself, there just wasn’t that much love in his heart; perhaps it just wasn’t there to give – the way some people had no sense of smell; or like Arthur with his own lack – his inability to walk or breathe as he should …

And it was partly that, too, Sarah knew – Ollie’s lack of love for Arthur – that turned her own heart even more strongly towards the boy. So many of the tears she had wept had been for Arthur. Those nights when she had held him in her arms as he had lain gasping for breath, or on those bright afternoons when, looking from the steamed-up scullery window, she had seen him hurrying, dot-and-carry, in the wake of his adored, agile, elder brother.

She sighed again and, moving silently, stepped around the end of the boys’ bed to the window where she parted the curtains and gazed out.

On the very outskirts of the village of Hallowford, the thatched cottage was the last in a row of three pairs of cottages that flanked the northeast side of Coates Lane, the narrow way that met with Gorse Hill to the south and, to the north, joined up with Elm Road. It comprised a front parlour, kitchen and scullery downstairs, and two bedrooms upstairs. The rear bedroom window at which Sarah stood looked out over the yard with the shed and the privy, and, beyond them, the garden, a narrow little strip of land bearing two small apple trees and the vegetables that Ollie had planted. The view hardly differed at all from that of the neighbours, the Hewitts, on the left. Raising her eyes slightly Sarah saw beyond the garden the dark shape of the Ridge rising up, a high cliff, its sheer, chalk face gleaming faintly in the May night.

She sighed and let the curtain fall back into place. She was tired, and her back ached from all the pails of water she had had to carry from the pump that day, from all the stooping over the washtub. Turning, she looked at the two girls asleep in the second bed, next to the wall. Mary, her elder daughter, was seven. Beside her slept Agnes. She, the youngest of all at not quite two, lay with her dark hair next to Mary’s blonde curls, her arm across her chest.

Sarah’s eyes shifted back to the peaceful face of Mary and lingered there. Mary … Yes, Ollie loved her all right, and had done so right from the moment she had been placed, red and lustily squalling, in his arms. And as the child had grown, so his love for her had grown too, quickly outstripping his lukewarm affection for Ernest, and the other two who came after. She was his if no one else was. His girl. His Mary. Of all the children only she it was who seemed truly able to reach his heart.

As she stood there the thoughts and memories came crowding in and she pictured Ollie as he had been when they had first met. He’d been beautiful – like those sculptures he’d taken her to look at that day before their marriage. That had been in the early spring of 1871. Nine years ago. And he hadn’t changed much, really. His body was still tall and strong, his face still good-looking, his corn-coloured hair still as thick, his eyes still as blue – bluer than any eyes she had seen before or since on anyone, except perhaps Mary. And yet, she thought, Ollie’s eyes were different now. Now they were without that spark that had been there, that reflection of promise. Though he was still young. Thirty-two years old. It was the poverty that was doing it to him, the responsibility of providing for a wife and children on the little he earned from his work on the gardens of Hallowford House and the little she brought in with the washing.

But why wasn’t it bearable for him? she asked herself. And the answer, she knew, lay in his dreams. If you had no dreams, no aspirations, then you could be content; there was no wanting to get in the way.

Turning her head, she gazed around her. On the top of the small chest of drawers she could see the little tin box holding Mary’s cheap paintbrushes and paints. There too were the magpie’s feather and the robin’s nest that Ernest had found, and the boat he had made for Arthur. Above the girls’ bed hung an oil-painting depicting people picking blackberries. A second painting, a still life of apples and flowers, done on an old piece of wood panelling, hung beside the door. Ollie’s pictures were all over the house – oil-paintings of all sizes done on bits of old canvas, boards and panels, paintings on which he lavished so much concentration and quiet passion in the few spare hours his working life allowed and when he could scrape together enough spare money for a paintbrush or the odd tube of paint.

It was that that had first attracted her to him, his passion for artistic things, a sensitivity that had made him different from the rest. And, she was sure, it was that same sensitivity – blunted now by circumstances – that had got in the way of any real happiness he might otherwise have found.

As she had been so often in the past she was touched now by the warmth of pity for his wasted talent. For he had talent, she was quite sure. And it was a great talent, possibly. But his painting could not be anything more than a hobby. Not now. There was no place in their lives for dreams of anything more grand, not now – if indeed there ever had been.

She could understand his resentment, though. And she could well remember how at the very beginning she had encouraged and shared his hopes. Yes, she had said, yes, she would help him in every way she could. She would help him earn the money for his materials, help him find the time to paint, to establish himself so that eventually he could leave his work on the land and make a living from his painting. And together they would build the kind of life they wanted, with a good home, and, eventually, children.

The children, though, had come along first, and with their arrival fame and fortune had had to take a back seat. And so all those plans made in the earlier days had never become anything more than hopes – mere pipe dreams, and as substantial.

Sarah minded much less about their poverty than Ollie did; she’d known that for a long time now. Perhaps it was because she no longer had any real dreams of her own – for herself, anyway. In the face of day-to-day reality she tried to be content with that reality and as a result had come nearer to accepting her lot and resigning herself – perhaps too readily, she sometimes thought – and now sought her only happiness through her children. Not so Ollie. It was different with him. For him reality was something to be avoided.

She had had her own dreams once, though. With a good education from her English mother – once a schoolteacher – and a little grit from her Scots father, Sarah, orphaned at eighteen, had found herself a post as governess to a doctor’s children in Trowbridge. She had thought then that the whole world was open to her. She could marry anybody, she had told herself – shopkeeper, teacher, lawyer … But then in Trowbridge one morning she had met Ollie, a young man rich only in his dreams – and her own dream had changed; he had become a part of it.

Ollie had been a stockman then, caring for the cattle of a local farmer. It wouldn’t be for always, though, he had said; before too much time had passed he would have left the farm to set up on his own, as a painter of pictures. In those days his hopes had been untainted by experience and he had been certain that it would be only a matter of time before they became reality.

She could remember so well that moment when she had first realized the extent of her feelings for him. They had been walking in Trowbridge one Sunday soon after they had met. It was a winter’s afternoon and they had stopped to look in a shop window. Ollie, standing beside her, had taken his hand from his pocket and written something on the glass with his finger. She asked him what he had written, but, smiling, gently shaking his head, he had said, ‘Oh, no – can’t tell you that.’ When she had looked at the glass she had been unable to see anything, and a moment later he was taking her arm and they were moving away. But then, when they had gone just a few yards she had broken away from him and stepped back to the window. There, putting her face close to the pane she had breathed upon it and had seen appear the words: Love me, love me, Sarah Keane. In that moment any lingering thoughts of teachers, doctors or lawyers had vanished, disappearing in the cold air like the breath vapour from her mouth. She had known in that moment that she loved Oliver Farrar and would marry him.

The candle, burnt very low, sputtered once or twice, its suddenly flaring, wavering flame lighting up the shabby room so that the shadows danced and darted. She was aware of a pin escaping from her hair and falling onto her collar. She retrieved it and moved to stand before the small discoloured glass that hung on the wall beside the fireplace. Bending slightly she peered at the image before her. Her dark chestnut hair was woven into a thick, heavy plait coiled about the crown of her head and which now, following the blow from Ollie’s hand, had come loose. Setting down the candleholder on the mantelpiece, she took two or three more pins from her hair and readjusted the plait. In the feeble light she continued to gaze at her reflection. She looked her thirty-one years, all right, she thought. Her face, once so pretty, was already settling into maturity, while the hand that brushed back the wisps of hair was rough against the softness of her cheek, irretrievably broadened, coarsened by the constant wringing out of wet washing; by endless hours’ immersion in water.

Her hands moved down her body. The growing child within her had not yet begun to change the shape of her belly. Soon, though, she would be all too aware of its presence, and then, come December …

And it was true what Ollie said: they couldn’t afford it; they couldn’t afford another demanding mouth to be fed, another body to be clothed. But they would have to; and somehow they would get by.

The cottages in Coates Lane were owned by John Savill at Hallowford House, a large Georgian house that stood a little less than a mile away to the southeast, on the top of Gorse Hill. Secluded from passers-by on the road, the house was set back behind immaculate green lawns, its wide front door approached by a carriage drive that led from tall wrought-iron gates and curved through and beyond a screen of trees, yew, rowan and flowering cherry. Built by John Savill’s great-grandfather in 1782, it was large and well-proportioned, its tall, elegant windows at the front facing out over the village in the valley, at the back over the yard, the stables, outhouses, formal and kitchen gardens, orchard and meadows.

John Savill was a wool clothier, owning one of the few remaining successful mills in nearby Trowbridge. He had married his wife Catherine, the daughter of a Bath solicitor, a little less than two years before; his first wife having died some five years earlier, the only child of the marriage, a daughter, dying in infancy. As the gentry went, John Savill was quite well regarded in the village. For one thing he kept his servants much longer than did most of the other employers in the larger houses in the area, and also he had the reputation of being more considerate than most where his factory workers were concerned.

It was from the Savills that came all the money that entered the Farrar household. Ollie, on his marriage to Sarah, and with her encouragement, had given up working as stockman for a Hallowford farmer in order to take on the slightly less demanding job of assistant gardener to the Savills, at which time he and Sarah had moved into one of John Savill’s cottages in Coates Lane. As a stockman Ollie had had to work almost every day of the year, whereas the job of gardener allowed him all his Sundays off – days he could put to good use, not only in and around the cottage, but also at his painting. Sarah’s income from the Savills came by means of the laundry she did for them each week. She had been doing it for several years now, the washing being brought to the cottage regularly every Thursday by two of the Savills’ maids, the girls making the return journey with the laundry that Sarah had finished.

Like most of the other villagers, Sarah viewed the Savills with a mixture of awe and respect. Throughout her years of doing the household’s washing she had never had occasion to exchange more than a few words with Mr Savill – at which times he had been distantly polite – but with his young wife she had spoken several times and had taken a liking to her. Whereas Sarah had found the first Mrs Savill almost unapproachable in her imperiousness, the present Mrs Savill had shown that beyond the usual formalities that marked the difference in their stations there was a genuine warmth and understanding.

Now, this July of 1880, when the Savills’ maids had come to the cottage with the week’s washing, Sarah learned from them that Mrs Savill was expecting her first child and that it would be born towards the end of January.

Soon after the maids, Emmie and Dora, had left to return to Hallowford House with the freshly ironed laundry Sarah herself prepared to leave the cottage. Just before the harvest season each summer Ollie would be taken from his work on the gardens to help with the haymaking in Mr Savill’s fields, and on some of the days during this time Sarah would take his dinner to him where he was at work. Now into a basket she placed half a loaf, a small basin of beef dripping, an onion, some cheese and a small flagon of cider. Then she called Mary, Arthur and Agnes to her – Ernest was out somewhere with his friends – and set off along the lane, up the hill and across the fields. It was an errand she undertook with pleasure, enjoying the walk and the chance to relax for a spell with the children and take a brief respite from the endless round of washing and ironing.

The July day was hot and on the hills herds of grazing sheep were dull white masses, hardly moving – reminders of the source of John Savill’s wealth. Most of the land round about his own acres – apart from the few fields with grain crops – were given over to sheep farming. When at last Sarah and the children reached the edge of the wide field where the men were at work, they waited until the foreman gave the call to signal the dinner break and then walked across the stubble, catching up with Ollie as he retreated from the sweltering sun to rest in the shade of an elm.

A few minutes later, sitting beside him, watching as he ate the bread and dripping, Sarah thought of the happiness at Hallowford House at the prospect of a child. That child, the Savills’, would be born into wealth and comfort, cared for by parents who could dedicate their lives to its well-being. Her own child, on the other hand, had very little waiting for it – nothing more, really, than the love that she was so ready to give.

She had hoped that the passing of time would melt Ollie’s resistance, but it had not. As the baby had grown within her so it seemed had Ollie’s resentment. He made hardly any reference at all to the child she carried, acknowledging it generally only by a surly muteness. He was angry, too, she was aware, over the fact that she discouraged any advances he made to her at night; something else he held against the unborn child.

In truth, though, her reluctance was not only on account of the baby. It was because of Ollie himself. In the past he had been so tender with her, but over more recent times he had seemed to give no thought at all to her own wants or desires. Rather she felt that he had simply used her. What for? As a release? – a means whereby he could somehow gain forgetfulness for a few minutes and blot out the reality of his existence?

She watched as he drank some of the cider, then looked across the fields to where the back of Hallowford House was visible beyond the orchard wall. ‘I hear that Mr Savill’s to become a father too,’ she said. ‘In January, so Emmie told me.’ She waited but he made no reply. After a little silence she added, ‘Emmie says he’s just about over the moon.’

Ollie nodded and said shortly: ‘Ah, well, that’s fine for him. He can have as many children as he likes. He won’t have any trouble feeding ‘em.’ There was a short pause, then he went on, ‘And if he’s as keen as you say he is, perhaps he’d like to take on an extra one. God knows we’ve got no use for it.’

Sarah said nothing. After a few moments she got to her feet, called the children to her and started back over the field. By the gate she stopped and turned and looked back. Ollie still sat in the elm’s shade, eating the bread and drinking the cider. There was no reaching him these days.

She worked right up to the time the baby was born.

During the afternoon of Friday, December 10th, she had just finished washing some of the Savills’ underwear when she felt the first pangs of her labour. She put down the petticoat she had just wrung out, stood quite still and tried, calmly, to analyse the little darts of pain that stabbed dully at her body. Aware that it was no false alarm, she wrung out the few remaining items and placed them in a large bowl. Then, calling Arthur and Agnes to her from the kitchen she took them to the adjoining cottage where she asked her neighbour, Esther Hewitt, to look after them for a few hours and to send her son Davie for Mrs Curfee, the midwife.

When Mrs Curfee arrived a little over half-an-hour later she let herself in and moved her considerable bulk up the narrow stairs; she knew where to go. Entering the bedroom she found Sarah lying on the bed and after satisfying herself that Sarah’s time was close asked if Ollie should be told. Sarah shook her head. ‘No, leave him be. He’s working. He won’t thank you for bothering him.’

Mrs Curfee clicked her tongue disapprovingly and raised her eyes to the ceiling, silently speaking volumes of men in general and husbands in particular, then got to work. The baby was born just after half-past-five.

‘You got a lovely little girl,’ Mrs Curfee said, smiling into Sarah’s sweat-damp face.

‘Is she all right?’ Sarah asked. Into her mind had flashed a sudden image of Artie. Mrs Curfee smiled at her. ‘Yes, don’t you worry. She’s a perfect little mite.’

When the baby had been bathed Mrs Curfee laid her in Sarah’s arms and began to tidy the room. As she worked she said over her shoulder: ‘You timed it just right. If you’d left it much later I wouldn’t ‘ave been ‘ere. I’m off to join my son and ‘is wife in Bath in a few days – to spend Christmas with ‘em.’

Sarah nodded. ‘When’ll you be back in Hallowford?’ she asked.

‘Soon as Christmas is over, I reckons. Or maybe after New Year’s.’

‘In time to look after Mrs Savill’s baby, then.’

Mrs Curfee shook her head. ‘No – I doubt I’ll be needed there. They’ll be ‘aving the doctor and a monthly nurse, that’s for sure.’

When Mrs Curfee had gone, with a promise to look in again the following day, Sarah lay in bed with the baby at her side. She felt surprisingly well, and at peace. The baby was beautiful and perfect. Ollie would be sure to love her in time.

Later, when Ollie came in from work he was greeted by Mary who told him excitedly of the new baby. He went up the stairs and stood at the bedside looking down at Sarah as she lay with the baby in her arms.

‘Look at her, Ollie,’ Sarah said. ‘She’s going to look just like you.’ She watched him, waiting for his reaction.

He nodded noncommittally. ‘How are you feelin’? All right?’

‘Yes, I’m all right.’

‘Good. I’d best go and get on with dinner for the others.’

‘Thank you, Ollie. I’ll be back downstairs soon. Just give me a little time.’ With her words she recalled how once she had read in a copy of Cassell’s Household Guide that no mother should get up before nine days after the birth of her child. Nine days. Where did she have nine days to spend lying in bed? Cassell’s Household Guide hadn’t been written for the likes of her. ‘I’ll be up tomorrow, Ollie,’ she added.

He nodded again and started towards the door. Sarah called after him:

‘– Ollie?’

Stopping in the doorway he turned his tall frame back to her. ‘Yes?’

‘What d’you think we should call her?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. That’s up to you.’

‘Oh, come on, Ollie …’ She wanted to evoke some positive response from him; anything was preferable to this dull indifference. ‘What d’you think? You must have some idea. Isn’t there some name you’d like?’

‘No.’ He refused to be mellowed. ‘I’ll leave that to you.’

After a moment she said, ‘What d’you think of the name – “Blanche”? I mean – she’s so fair. Like you, Ollie.’

‘Blanche? Don’t you reckon it’s a mite grand?’ He paused. ‘Still, why not. It’ll be about the only thing about her that is. Like the rest of us she’ll never have more’n two ha’p’nies to rub together.’

‘Oh, Ollie …’ Sarah’s disappointment showed on her face. Ollie shrugged again. ‘You call her what you like. It’s your decision.’ He turned and went from the room.

As his descending boots sounded from the stairs Sarah lay back on the pillow and looked at the baby. How could Ollie be so sure that the poor little thing would never have anything? And to damn a child’s existence like that from the moment of its birth … All right, perhaps she and Ollie didn’t have anything, but it didn’t have to be that way with the children. It could be different for them. It could, yes – and whatever she could do to make it so, then that she would do.


Chapter Two

Snow had been falling all day long, blanketing the earth and sealing in the house. Inside, though, beside the glowing fire in the library, it was warm. Glancing over at Catherine, Savill saw that she had just awakened. Now she smiled at him from her chair, one hand on the round swell of her belly. ‘You slept for a while,’ he said.

She sat up and reached down to the knitting basket beside her chair. As she did so Prince, the small King Charles spaniel that lay near her feet, lifted its head and looked at her. As Catherine took up the knitting Savill got up from his chair to turn up the flame of the oil lamp on the wall above her head. At fifty he was nineteen years older than his wife. Of medium height, he was straight-backed, with a lean, fine-featured face, grey eyes and thick grey hair. As the lamp flame burgeoned Catherine raised her head, dark eyes wide in the oval of her face. ‘Oh, John,’ she sighed. ‘I’m so impatient. I want the time to go by.’

He nodded, smiling. ‘I too. But it won’t be long now. Five weeks or so; they’ll pass quickly enough.’

‘Not for me.’

He turned, moved to the window and drew back one of the curtains. Putting his face near to the glass he gazed out.

‘Is it still snowing?’ she asked behind him.

‘Yes, heavily.’

‘I hope Mrs Callow’s all right.’

‘Yes, she’ll be all right.’

Mrs Callow, the housekeeper, had gone into Trowbridge that morning to visit her elderly mother. After her departure the snow had really begun to come down again, quickly adding to that which had already blanketed the area during the past two days. Many of the roads would be unpassable again. ‘She’ll be staying overnight,’ Savill added. ‘She won’t try to come back in this.’

He let the curtain fall, sat down and took up the remaining newspaper; the one he had read lay on the carpet near his slippered feet. After looking at the paper’s front page for a couple of minutes he set it aside again. Folding his hands over his stomach he looked at his wife as she bent her head over her knitting, a slight frown of concentration on her brow as she negotiated a particular stitch. He had a sudden image of her in an earlier time, in the spring, seeing her lying naked beneath him, her brow damp with sweat …

Catherine had brought into his life a happiness and contentment that in earlier years he had never expected, never looked for. And now she had brought to him also so much promise. He looked past the knitting in her moving hands and took in the swell of her body. In five weeks, come the end of January, the child would be here …

Glancing up, Catherine caught his gaze and smiled at him. She lowered the knitting, stretched, then leaned forward and looked up at the clock on the mantelpiece. Almost ten-thirty. ‘I won’t do anymore,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll go on upstairs.’

He nodded. ‘You must be tired. I’ll put out the lights and follow you soon.’

Dropping the knitting into the basket she got up from the chair. The dog arose, stretched, stood there for a moment and then followed her to the door and out into the hall. When the door had closed behind her Savill put his hands behind his head, closed his eyes and, deep in his contentment, leaned back in the warm, snow-wrapped silence.

From the library, Catherine crossed the hall to the stairs and started up. She moved slowly. She was tired and her back ached. As she reached the little landing where the stairs turned she saw that one of the window catches had sprung and that snow was coming in through the crack. She clicked her tongue in annoyance and tried to pull the window closed again. She couldn’t do it, though, and after a moment she turned and moved back to the head of the stairs. There she hovered briefly, wondering whether to go back down and tell John, or trust that he would notice it when he came by in a few minutes. She turned away; he would see it himself. But then the next second she was saying to herself, yes, she would tell him. Turning quickly, she moved to step down, and suddenly, in a split second, she realized that the dog was right before her, beneath her descending foot. The realization came too late. She snatched at the banister rail, missed it, and the next moment she was falling, crashing down the stairs in a flurrying, rolling blur of blue woollen skirts and white petticoats, coming to a halt at the foot of the stairs in the hall below.

She groaned lightly, sighingly, her breath catching as though she was trying to stifle screams welling up inside her. Pressing her hand to her side she moved her pained gaze to her husband as he bent to her, his grey eyes filled with sudden tears of shock and despair. She lay on the carpet, one leg twisted around, the foot raised and resting on the lower step of the stairs.

Savill had roughly pushed the dog away and now knelt beside her, hands moving impotently, wanting to touch her, to hold her, but afraid to do so. ‘Oh, God …’ His head moved from side to side in his distraction. He could see the waves of her growing pain reflected in her eyes, hear it in the sounds that came from her parted, drawn-back lips. ‘Catherine,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘Catherine …’ And then he was straightening again, hurrying towards the rear of the house. He started to call up the back stairs for the housekeeper, Mrs Callow, then broke off, remembering that she hadn’t returned. Then, throwing back his head he shouted for the other servants. ‘Emmie! Dora! Come quickly, for God’s sake!’ A pause and then again: ‘Emmie! Dora! Florence!’ his tone falling as he added, ‘For God’s sake where are you all?’

Hurrying back to Catherine’s side he bent beside her.

‘John … help me up … please …’ Her words came stuttering in his ear and he gave a small cry of anguish. Then, her voice very low, she added: ‘Take me upstairs.’

He nodded, lifting her up, holding her swollen body to him and turned to make the laborious ascent of the main staircase, her head on his shoulder, her dark hair close to the grey of his own. As he got to the landing, panting and out of breath, he saw Emmie come hurrying towards him from the direction of the rear stairs. He could hear the tears of fear in her voice as she cried out to him, ‘Oh, sir – sir –!’ She wore slippers, and a dressing-gown over her nightdress.

‘Quick,’ he gasped out, cutting off her words, ‘open the bedroom door, Emmie. My wife has had an accident.’ And then Emmie was moving past him, towards the door of the master bedroom.

As he entered the bedroom Emmie moved from turning up the flame of the oil lamp and stepped forward to turn back the bedclothes. Catherine’s hair had come undone and as Savill laid her down it flowed like jet across the pillow and lay stark against her cheek, emphasizing her pallor. Turning to the maid he said sharply, ‘Quick – get dressed and run to the stables and wake James. Tell him he must take the phaeton and go at once for Dr Kelsey.’ Then, as the girl hovered for a moment in panic he rapped out, ‘Now! Go now! Quickly!’

While the sound of Emmie’s hurrying feet faded along the landing he tucked the covers more closely about Catherine’s trembling body. ‘I’ve sent Emmie to find James,’ he said. ‘He’ll be off to fetch Dr Kelsey any second.’ He tried to force a note of calm into his voice, but the fear overrode it and he suddenly found himself repeating over and over, ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry …’ He was like the parrot in the conservatory. Sitting on the edge of the bed he leaned over her and with shaking fingers brushed the hair from her cheek. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said again, ‘it’s going to be all right.’

It seemed an age before at last Emmie knocked and came back into the room. This time she had the other housemaid, Dora, hurriedly dressed, at her heels. ‘James, sir,’ Emmie said, gesturing out through the door, ‘’e wants to see you. ‘E’s waiting down in the ‘all.’

‘Christ!’ John Savill shook his head in exasperation, then motioned towards his wife. ‘Stay with her,’ he said gruffly, and hurrying past the two girls he went out onto the landing to the top of the stairs. There he looked down to where the groom stood nervously in the hall below, gloved hands clenching his cap.

‘What in God’s name are you standing there for, man?’ Savill said sharply. ‘Get off and fetch Dr Kelsey!’

The younger man helplessly shook his head. ‘Sir, the snow’s so deep. I’ll never even get the carriage out of the yard.’

‘Then go without the carriage! Take the mare alone. But go!’ Then when the groom still hesitated Savill cried out: ‘God damn you, man, can’t you understand me? Go! And tell Kelsey to get here as fast as he can.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The young man turned, thrust his cap back on his head and hurried away.

Returning to the bedroom it was obvious to John Savill that neither the seventeen-year-old Emmie, nor her fifteen-year-old companion Dora would be much help and he sent Dora scurrying away to fetch the cook, Florence, the one remaining servant who was resident in the house that night. She arrived some minutes later, in her dressing-gown, breathless and distressed. By this time the perspiration was beaded on Catherine’s forehead and tendrils of hair clung to her skin. Periodically her back arched and she clutched at herself as the pains struck at her.

‘My wife – I think she’s having the child,’ Savill said as the older woman followed Dora into the room. ‘Dr Kelsey’s been sent for but we can’t depend on him getting here yet. If only Mrs Callow were here …’ His thoughts were spinning. Turning to Florence who stood with her mouth open he said abruptly, ‘We’re going to have to do something till the doctor arrives. We’ve got to.’

It was soon established, however, that none of the three women before him knew much about childbirth. Something had to be done, though; it was clear to anyone just looking at Catherine’s drawn, pain-touched features that things were terribly wrong. In his ears he could still hear the echo of her cry, the sound of her fall; in his mind’s eye still see her as he had found her a moment later, lying at the foot of the stairs. He thrust the picture from him. His hands moved aimlessly for a moment and then he said quickly, ‘The midwife – of course,’ and turning to Emmie he rapped out: ‘Emmie – quickly – put your coat back on and go and fetch the midwife. Mrs Curfee, isn’t it? She’ll know what to do until the doctor gets here.’

Emmie shook her head. ‘Sir, she’ve gone away. Gone to Bath for Christmas.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, sir. Mrs Farrar told me only yesterday when I went to get the washing.’

‘Mrs Farrar …’ He nodded. His mind was racing. Mrs Farrar – she was the wife of Oliver Farrar, one of the gardeners. She did the family laundry. Catherine had spoken of her on one or two occasions.

‘Mrs Farrar – she has several children, I believe, hasn’t she?’ he said.

‘Yes, sir. And they got a new baby, born just a week ago.’

‘Go and fetch her,’ he said, ‘– if she can come out. Bring her back here. Tell her it’s a matter of life and death.’

The hall clock was striking eleven as Emmie, without her gloves but otherwise dressed and muffled against the cold, let herself out of the house. She could have saved seconds by using the front door and going down the drive but habit survived even such a crisis and she took the long way, leaving by the back door and going across the yard. The snow was driven in such a fury that for a moment it blinded her and took her breath away, but pressing forward she made her way to the narrow door next to the side gates where she drew back the bolt and let herself out. Holding high the lantern she started off along the narrow lane that ran beside the house. She could see no sign of any hoofprints of the mare ridden by James; already the snow had obliterated them.

At the end of the lane she came out onto Gorse Hill and set off down towards Coates Lane where the row of cottages stood. Reaching the first cottage she hurried around to the back where she saw to her relief that there was a light in the kitchen window. Moving quickly to the scullery door she rapped upon it, making her bare, cold knuckles sting. When no answer came she knocked harder, and then at last she heard the sound of Sarah’s voice calling softly to her from inside:

‘Yes? – who is it?’

‘It’s me – Emmie – from Mr Savill’s.’

The door was opened a moment later and Sarah stood there holding a lighted candle and wearing an old coat over her nightdress. ‘Emmie –’ She peered at the girl, frowning. ‘I was just on going to bed. What is it? What’s the matter?’ Without waiting for an answer she beckoned to her to enter. ‘Quick, come on inside.’ Hurriedly kicking the snow from her boots Emmie stepped into the scullery while behind her Sarah closed the door against the wild night. ‘Dear God, Emmie,’ Sarah whispered, ‘what brings you out on a night like this? It’s not fit for man nor beast.’

‘Mr Savill’s sent me,’ Emmie cried out, and Sarah raised a hand urging her to speak quietly so as not to wake the children. Bringing her voice down to a whisper, Emmie blurted out the reason for her errand. ‘Oh, you must come, Sarah!’ she finished. ‘Mrs Savill – she looks that bad, I tell you. And none of us knows what to do.’

Sarah didn’t hesitate but simply said, ‘Come into the warm,’ and turned and led the way from the scullery into the darkened kitchen where the range was giving out the last of its heat. ‘Wait here.’ Moving to the hall door she opened it and hurried out of the room.

Upstairs in the bedroom she stood above the bed where Ollie lay asleep, then leaning down she put her mouth close to his ear and softly called his name.

‘Ollie … ?’

She waited for a second then called his name again and after a moment he opened his eyes and turned to her.

‘What’s the matter?’ he said sleepily.

She held the candle a little higher. ‘I’ve got to go out,’ she said.

‘Go out?’ He frowned. ‘What’s the time?’

‘Getting on for half-eleven.’

‘In God’s name, girl, what’re you talking about – go out?’

‘I must – now. Mrs Savill’s had an accident and Mr Savill’s sent for me to help till the doctor comes.’ She put the candle-holder on the chair at the bedside and began to take off her nightdress. ‘Just keep an eye on the children till I get back. I’ll try not to be long.’

‘The baby,’ Ollie said, ‘– she’ll wake and want to be fed.’

‘No, I’ve just fed her. She’ll be all right for a while yet. She’ll sleep soundly if she’s not disturbed.’

When Sarah had put on her dress and fastened the buttons she stood for a second looking down at the crib in which the baby slept peacefully, blonde hair gleaming dully in the light of the candle. Then, turning away, she moved out of the room and down to the kitchen where Emmie waited, warming her cold hands at the range. There Sarah put on her coat and pulled on her boots. Minutes later she and Emmie had left the house and started up the hill.

The way was difficult as they struggled through the deepening snow, their heads bent against the biting wind that struck their faces like shards of glass, rocked them in their tracks and seemed to enter through every fibre of their clothing. Like Emmie, Sarah was without gloves, and the hand she held to keep closed the collar of her coat was soon almost numb with cold. Then at last, after what seemed an age, they reached the side door of Hallowford House, entered and made their way across the yard. When they reached the rear of the house Emmie opened the back door, and Sarah, after kicking the snow from her boots, followed her inside. There Emmie took Sarah’s coat, shook it free of snow and hung it up.

The scullery was the only part of the house Sarah had ever seen before and as she followed Emmie into the hall she couldn’t help but be aware of the elegance of her surroundings. The soles of her old, worn boots sank deeply into the soft pile of the carpet and the thought went briefly through her mind that the whole house where Ollie and the children now lay sleeping would have fitted into this hall alone.

Seconds later she had reached the top of the stairs and was following Emmie across the landing to the door of a gaslit bedroom. There on the threshold she stopped as John Savill came towards her. He reached out to her and took her cold hands in his. ‘Thank God you’ve come,’ he whispered. Turning, he led her into the room. ‘Help her,’ he said, his voice breaking on a sob. ‘Please – help her.’

Sarah moved to the bed and looked at the young woman as she lay on her back, wincing and biting her lip as waves of pain racked her body. ‘I’ll do whatever I can, sir,’ she said.

On the landing outside the bedroom John Savill stood motionless as he waited, his face pale in the gaslight and looking older than his fifty years. Inside the room the fire was banked high, and the atmosphere was humid. The sweat shone on Sarah’s face as she bent over the young woman while beside her the elderly Florence leant over and gently dabbed at her mistress’s forehead with a cool, damp cloth. At the same time Emmie and Dora, who had already brought in towels and steaming kettles of water, hovered, ready to help, waiting for instructions. The group of women was like a tableau; they had been like this, their positions hardly changing, for over an hour.

The long, long minutes continued to drag by, and then all at once from the bed the woman’s breath began to come even faster and suddenly she gave a scream and arched her back. Sarah saw then that the top of the baby’s head had begun to appear. ‘It’s here!’ she whispered. Then, slowly, so slowly, the tiny baby made its way out into the world and at last lay limp and seemingly without life in Sarah’s bloodstained hands.

‘It’s a girl …’ Florence breathed while Sarah, after quickly clearing the baby’s nose and mouth of the matter that had lodged there, lifted the deathly still form, holding it by the ankles in her left hand. Then with her right hand she gave it a small sharp slap on the buttocks. There was no reaction and she tried again. Still nothing; the small body just swung there like some lifeless doll. Sarah became suddenly aware of the stillness of the room, a stillness broken only by the sound of breathing and the occasional crackle from the fireplace. She was aware too of the women as they gazed, awed, and of the pale face of the child’s mother as she anxiously looked on.

Raising her hand again Sarah struck the child once more, and this time she felt the tiny body convulse in her grasp as it sucked the room’s warm air into its lungs. Then a moment later it began to squall and she cradled it in her arms and smiled at the woman on the bed. ‘Yes, you’ve got a daughter,’ she said to the young woman. ‘A beautiful daughter. And she’s perfect.’

Turning back to the infant, she tied the cord, cut it, and with warm water washed the little body clean of the signs of its ordeal. It was such a tiny creature, but for all its lack of size it seemed healthy. Quickly, tenderly she wrapped it in a sheet and shawl and placed it in Florence’s waiting arms.

Mrs Savill, watching intently, gave a sigh, a sound full of heartfelt relief and satisfaction and half-turned her head to glance towards the door, beyond which her husband waited for news. Sarah nodded to Emmie. ‘Go and tell Mr Savill he’s got a fine daughter. And tell him not to worry about Mrs Savill. We’ll do all we can to make her comfortable till the doctor gets here.’

As Emmie hurried from the room Sarah turned her attention back to Mrs Savill. She looked so much better now, she thought. For a while there she had been very worried. She had the feeling now, though, that everything would be all right. And anyway, soon the doctor would be here and he would take charge of the situation.

In a bowl of warm water on the table at her side she wrung out a flannel cloth and then moved to Mrs Savill. ‘How are you feeling, ma’am?’ she asked.

The young woman gave a faint nod. ‘I shall be all right now,’ she murmured. Her face and body were bathed in sweat and she looked exhausted. Gently Sarah began to clean her, wiping away the blood, and as she did so Mrs Savill reached out a hand and laid it on her arm. ‘Thank you for what you’ve done,’ she said. There were tears in her eyes.

Sarah shook her head. ‘You’ve no need to thank me, ma’am. I’ve done very little.’

For brief moments the two women faced one another, sisters in their shared relief, and then Sarah turned back to the bowl to rinse and wring out the flannel again. As she did so she was aware of Emmie slipping quietly back into the room. The baby had stopped crying now and lay sleeping in Florence’s arms. Glancing at the servants Sarah saw their faces reflecting her own feeling of growing calm. The worst was over now; they all felt it. Turning back to Mrs Savill a moment later she saw the same look of peace on the woman’s face as she looked fondly towards the sleeping babe.

No one was prepared for what happened next. One moment Mrs Savill was smiling her happiness and the next moment her face had become suddenly distorted in agony while her mouth opened in an ear-piercing scream. At the same moment a great spurt of blood shot out from between her spread thighs, spraying Sarah’s breast and shoulder crimson and spattering the chest of drawers behind her. Momentarily shocked into immobility by the sudden horror, Sarah watched open-mouthed as the woman screamed and clutched her hands to her lower belly, her eyes wide in fear. At the same time the blood kept coming, pumping out in a steady pulsing action that threatened in no time at all to drain the woman’s body of every drop within it – already it was saturating the sheets. Mrs Savill, seeming to grow paler before Sarah’s eyes, continued to cry out, while Dora and Emmie moaned and Florence turned away, the child, squalling again, clutched in her arms.

‘Oh, God, help us.’ The muttered words came from Sarah’s drawn lips as she hovered, and then a moment later she was quickly stepping forward, and while the pulsing blood drenched her arm she made her left hand into a fist and thrust it up into the woman’s body. There up inside she could feel the ruptured artery as it pumped hot against her knuckles. Then, quickly bringing her other hand to the outside of the woman’s belly, over the same spot, she pressed down.

The bleeding, or most of it, was at once stemmed. Sarah felt she could have wept with relief. Raising her head she said sharply to Dora, ‘Go and see if Dr Kelsey’s coming.’ Then, her voice breaking, she added, ‘He’s got to get here soon. He’s got to.’

Dora, her face ashen, turned and dashed out of the room, and as Sarah remained bent awkwardly over the bed she was suddenly aware that Mrs Savill’s cries had stopped and that she was lying still. ‘Emmie!’ she whispered, her heart lurching, ‘is she all right? Listen to her heart,’ and Emmie stepped to the bedside and leaned down, laying her head on the woman’s chest. ‘Yes,’ she gasped. ‘She’s all right, Sarah. I can feel ‘er ‘eart beatin’. She’ve fainted.’

Her knees suddenly weak, Sarah supported herself momentarily against the side of the bed, and as she did so she became aware that John Savill had entered the room and was standing gazing in horror at the scene. In the middle of the blood-soaked bed his wife lay with her face chalk-white and her mouth loosely open. ‘She’s fainted, sir,’ Sarah whispered. The next moment there came the sound of feet on the landing outside and then the doctor was in the room.

Robert Kelsey was a tall, lean man in his mid-thirties. He had shed his topcoat and hat in the hall below, but traces of snow still clung to his boots. Without saying a word he put down his bag and moved to the bed, as he did so taking in the position of Sarah’s hands. Watching his face as he quickly assessed the situation Sarah didn’t miss the little flash of fear that darkened his eyes. Coming to a stop he stood still for a brief moment then turned and looked into the stricken eyes of the other man. ‘Please – Mr Savill,’ he said, his voice brisk but gentle, ‘– I think it would be better if you waited outside.’

Savill nodded dully, stared down at his wife for a second then made his way from the room. Kelsey turned to Florence who was holding the crying child. ‘Is the baby all right?’

‘Oh, yes, she’s fine, sir.’

‘Good.’ He nodded. ‘Take her outside, will you? Give me some breathing space.’ As Florence moved out of the room he turned to Dora and Emmie. ‘You girls – stand aside – but be ready in case I need your help.’

While Dora and Emmie stepped back in the room he leaned over and laid a hand on Mrs Savill’s forehead and then lifted one of her eyelids. After that he took her wrist and felt for her pulse, at the same time bending low and putting his head to her chest. ‘She fainted,’ Sarah said, ‘but at least I managed to stop the bleeding. Will she – be all right?’

Kelsey raised his head. ‘No,’ he said wearily, and then gruffly added:

‘She’s dead.’


Chapter Three

When Kelsey had broken the news to John Savill he turned his attention to the baby. After making sure she was all right he left her in Dora’s care and instructed Emmie to get the nursery ready. Emmie was up there now, making up the bed and the baby’s crib and lighting the fire. Florence was busy in the kitchen, making tea and sandwiches. James, so soon after his return from fetching the doctor, had been sent off again – this time to the village to bring back Mrs Coolidge, the under-taker’s wife.

Sarah had cleaned her dress as well as she was able for the present and now sat in the hall, waiting in case the doctor or Mr Savill should need her. At the moment they were in the bedroom. She had been sitting there for what seemed a long time, and then at last she heard the bedroom door open and a moment later the sound of Kelsey’s voice.

‘Mr Savill, there’s nothing you can do. Why don’t you get some rest.’

There was silence again, but then after a few seconds there came the sound of footsteps on the stairs and John Savill appeared, slowly making his way down. The doctor followed a few steps behind him. When Savill reached the hall he stood for a moment as if lost in a dream then moved off towards the drawing room. Sarah looked at him as he passed her by. His face
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