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For Mum




O You merry, merry Souls,

Christmas is a coming,

We shall have flowing Bowls,

Dancing, piping, drumming.

Delicate Mince pies,

To feast every Virgin,

Capon and Goose likewise,

Brawn and a Dish of Sturgeon.

Then for your Christmas Box,

Sweet Plumb Cakes and Money,

Delicate Holland Smocks,

Kisses sweet as Honey.

Hey for the Christmas Ball,

Where we shall be jolly,

Jigging short and tall,

Kate, Dick, Ralph and Molly.

Then to the Hop we’ll go.

Where we’ll jig and caper,

Maidens all-a-row,

Will shall pay the Scraper.

Hodge shall dance with Prue,

Keeping Time with Kisses

We’ll have a jovial Crew.

Of sweet smirking Misses.

ANON ‘DICK MERRYMAN’

Round about our Coal Fire: OR, Christmas Entertainments (1730)
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STAVE I.

Of Fruits & Follies

A PARTRIDGE IN A PEAR TREE

It is typically considered that a tale such as this should end with a wedding rather than begin with one, but at this moment the residents of Merrywake were installed within the garlanded pews of Wakely Church, quiet witnesses to the marriage between the darling of the county of ——shire (and, indeed, of her honourable parents), the eldest Pépin daughter, to one Nicolas Toussaint.

Such a marriage had instilled somewhat mixed feelings in the congregation. That the gentleman was rich could not be disputed, nor the fact the couple appeared to be matched rather admirably in disposition, for Juliette was kind and Nicolas more than passing amiable; so too was the lady considered a veritable beauty and her smiling suitor extremely handsome. To many, these facts alone were enough to soothe any niggling doubts that might have lingered. Who, after all, could deny the happiness present on the young couple’s faces as they stood before one another at the candlelit altar? Yet it could also not be denied that Seigneur Nicolas Toussaint was a Frenchman, a matter which roused much mistrust.

Of course, it was widely known the Pépins were of French extraction themselves, but that family had long been settled in Merrywake, where four out of the five daughters were brought into the world, all of them educated in the manner of English customs and so very well too that one scarce remembered to hold their lineage against them. Viscount Pépin himself stated publicly he had no sympathy for ‘Little Boney’ and his now-thwarted ambitions, and if it had not been for an old childhood injury in his left shoulder the viscount would have willingly fought under Wellington’s helm. With no sons to call to military order, the Pépins were far removed from the conflicts which had so long reigned overseas.

Yet not all the residents of Merrywake could boast of such a remove. The twilight days of 1816 saw Wakely Church’s pews possessed of vacant seats once belonging to sons and husbands, cousins and nephews, so too fathers and brothers, and though it was Christmas Day and a wedding at that (which should have occasioned utmost joy in the hearts of everyone in attendance), the sight of Toussaint sliding a gold ring onto his pretty wife’s finger still felt rather raw to some.

For Miss Frances Partridge – sitting as far back in the church as propriety would allow considering her position as lady’s maid – she gave not one fig her mistress had fallen in love with a Frenchman, beyond what such a circumstance would mean for her future. Frances teased the skirts of her finest wool gown between cold-tipped fingers and kept her head assiduously bent, making sure as she always did not to raise her eyes in the event she might catch a certain someone’s gaze. That was a hurt long buried, but as the happy couple proceeded down the aisle and Juliette (who understandably only had eyes for her new husband) did not look her way, Frances felt an overwhelming sense of loss.

How different matters would be if she had married. If fate had not so unhappily turned against her all those years before, then she would never have been forced into the position of abigail at all, and now, for her prospects to be once again in question, and so late in life, too … She pressed the old locket which rested beneath her dress, felt the coolness of silver against the thin skin of her chest. Unbidden, the memory of a stolen kiss impinged upon her mind, and in a moment of uncharacteristic weakness Frances did raise her eyes to look to the man who had only moments ago performed the ceremony, but he had already departed the altar. Frustrated with herself for letting the memory thus affect her, Frances stood and followed the congregation outside just in time to see Juliette throw her bouquet of pink spray roses into the air, which fell into the waiting hands of Miss Prudence Brown, causing gasps of unladylike outrage from three of the four remaining Pépin daughters.

The girls pouted at the now giddy housemaid before sliding their eyes balefully to their eldest sister, who simply shook her head at them with affection. Smiling, happy, kind-hearted Juliette – how like her to treat her sisters’ foibles in such a manner! It was this generous mark of character Frances would greatly miss. The week before, Juliette had asked if she might be prevailed upon to quit Merrywake and continue on with her as a companion, whereupon Frances might accustom herself to a more ‘peaceful’ way of living, but the idea of leaving the village in which she had spent her whole life was a most distressing thought, and Frances had declined the offer. Sixty-eight was far too great an age to be gallivanting across Europe. No, she would be better off staying where she was. To stay meant continuing her service to the other girls, and since none of them were yet in possession of marriage prospects of their own, Frances’ position was secure for at least some years hence. But oh, what a disagreeable fate!

In truth, Juliette and Charlotte were the only daughters with whom Frances had no trouble – Juliette, due to her gentle nature and Charlotte, because she had no interest in being ‘fussed over’, much to the distress of the viscountess who had long bemoaned her third child’s disregard for ladylike behaviour. But Maria, Louisa and Rosalie … Frances disguised her sigh with an over-bright smile as Toussaint helped his bride into the chaise, and raised her hand to wave. Well, those other Pépin girls were most wearisome.

She would not lose Juliette quite yet, at least, Frances reminded herself as the vehicle’s wheels made their first rumbling turn, set in motion by Toussaint’s own prize stallion. The chaise was only to take the couple back to Wakely Hall, for the viscount and viscountess had quite insisted upon their daughter staying with the family until Twelfth Day, whereafter the seigneur and new seigneuresse would finally begin their journey on to Paris.

Paris. A place so very far from dear quiet Merrywake. But the alternative, Frances thought, as Rosalie – crying in a most aggravating fashion for a girl approaching eighteen – was led away by her mother to their waiting carriage, the other Pépins following closely behind … perhaps she could yet change her mind.

‘Miss Partridge?’

‘Oh, Mrs Denby,’ Frances said, turning to look into the red-cheeked face of Wakely’s cook. ‘Such a lovely service, did you not think?’

‘Quite charming,’ Bess Denby agreed, ‘and how like Miss Juliette to think to invite the servants. We were all so happy to be asked.’

The pair looked after the departing chaise, its white ribbons fluttering in the breeze, and Frances forced a smile.

‘Indeed, she has no airs or graces. But then, her parents are much the same – they treat us all with just as much civility and kindness as they do everyone.’

At that moment the Pépin carriage trundled by, led by the Wakely coachman and a pair of handsome dappled greys. Though the windows were shut against the creeping cold, the sound of Rosalie’s crying could be clearly heard through the glass and Frances and Mrs Denby shared a knowing look.

‘Such a singular girl, dear Juliette. So unlike her sisters. You shall miss her dreadfully.’

‘And I will worry for her dreadfully, too. To go to Paris, so soon after …’ Frances shook her head. ‘But Seigneur Toussaint tells me the city has been occupied by our English soldiers. No harm will come to her, he rests assured.’

Not one second after the words left her mouth did Mrs Denby’s eyes fill, and Frances bit her tongue.

‘Forgive me,’ she said, softening her voice. ‘I had not meant to remind you of …’

The cook gave a smile that did not quite hide her pain, but patted her hand.

‘I hoped I might beg a small favour of you,’ said she as two of the servants’ traps departed after the Pépin carriage. Mrs Denby’s gaze drifted to another being boarded by some of the lower servants, all of whom were in fervent high spirits, especially Miss Brown who looked pleased as punch with her new rose bouquet.

‘Of course,’ replied Frances. ‘How might I assist?’

The other woman hesitated. ‘Well, we have so much to do already back up at the hall. I should ask one of them by rights –’ and here she gestured to the lowers on the newly boarded trap – ‘but being of local stock they’ve been allowed the afternoon to spend with their families on Christmas Day, and I did not want—’

‘Mrs Denby,’ Frances interrupted. ‘Pray, take breath and try again.’

The cook glanced away to a point beyond Frances’ shoulder and back once more.

‘’Tis just the viscount wishes for some pears to adorn the garlands for the ball, and it’s no secret that Reverend Soppe’s orchard boasts the best ones this time of year.’

Something much like a sharp sliver of cold pierced her chest as she understood to where the cook’s glance had gone: the small copse of trees behind the church.

‘Oh no,’ Frances found herself whispering. ‘Surely there is somebody else you can ask?’

A look of regret crossed Mrs Denby’s round face. ‘To be sure, there is no one. Mrs Wilson refuses to spare the uppers on such a menial task, and I cannot for I’ve so much to do myself. Venison to prepare, syllabubs to make … It would delay me even further. Since you have been given the whole day,’ Mrs Denby finished, ‘I thought you might be willing to assist.’

The sliver slid from the confines of Frances’ chest right down into her stomach where it stuck like an icicle.

It would be churlish to refuse Mrs Denby. Frances had, after all, no plans. She had intended to return home by way of a pretty walk along the boundary wall of Wakely Hall (for the countryside was most affecting this time of year when the frost was newly settled on the foliage and glittering like tiny white crystals), then thought to spend the rest of the day reading at leisure within the small apartment set out for her use, blessedly some rooms removed from her tiresome charges. The Pépin girls would have no need of her today, she had been promised so by their mother, who fully understood Frances’ preference for solitude this time of year. But of all the days for Mrs Denby to ask of Frances such a deplorable favour!

That woman was waiting patiently for her answer.

‘I …’ Frances took a shuddering breath and quenched her pride. ‘I shall ask the vicar directly.’

A look of relief crossed Mrs Denby’s face.

‘You have my gratitude, Miss Partridge, truly you do,’ and though Frances had never confided in the cook of her past troubles, servant gossip at the time had undoubtedly acquainted her with at least some of the particulars, so it must be assumed her gratitude was genuine. As if to clarify the fact, the cook patted Frances’ hand again and smiling said, ‘’Twill be fine, just you see.’

Frances wanted to counter such a reassuring comment with a doubtful one of her own but the fourth and final servants’ trap had descended upon them, and with Mrs Wilson clearly impatient to be gone Frances chose to hold her tongue. Instead, she watched with an acute feeling of foreboding as the housekeeper made room for Mrs Denby on the bench, the trap sprang forwards on its wheels, and the echoing clop of horses’ hooves transported the small party down Merrywake’s frosted road towards the comforting familiarity of Wakely Hall.

For Witherington Soppe, the Christmas period was a time he considered to be a thoroughly miserable affair. He had not always found it so – as a youth (when he would gallivant about his ancestral home of Heysten Park without a care in the world), he rather enjoyed the pleasantries of the season and looked forward to it with keen optimism – but age and experience had garnered in him a sense of acute melancholy and aggravation that seemed to worsen year upon year, a most inconvenient state of mind for a vicar.

Was it not his duty to always keep his spirits cheerful, especially at this holiest of holy times? Did the Bible not say that a merry heart maketh a cheerful countenance? But alas, Witherington’s heart was not merry, and had not been so these past fifty years.

Christmas Day was especially difficult. It was an unpleasant reminder of all he had lost, and to perform a wedding on that day as well was a particularly heavy blow. Still, Witherington thought, as he removed his vestments, the worst was over, and it relieved him greatly to escape as quickly as his old legs would carry him through the orchard and push the heavy door of the parsonage tightly closed, shutting out the crisp December chill.

His home was everything Witherington purported to be – dignified, neat, tidy – and though a trifle larger than he found entirely comfortable for a widowed gentleman of two-and-seventy, well, there was not much help for it. The parsonage had once belonged to a vicar who had, unlike himself and Eliza, been blessed with a family and made great use of its many rooms, rooms which Witherington decided some years ago to shut off. What need had he for a dining room when he barely received guests? What use for three bedrooms and two sitting rooms, when one of each would serve perfectly well? And with Mrs Jenkins to administer to the kitchen and other chambers necessary to domestic habituality, he had no need to venture forth into any one of them. The library was the only room in the parsonage that he put to good use, and it was there Witherington found himself heading, with every intention of seating himself by the fire with a treatise on how to cultivate winter roses until that lady brought him his supper tray.

It was a sizeable library, each shelf carefully organised by subject – A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections and Olney Hymns were nestled amongst other texts such as The Parables of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, Baskerville’s Book of Common Prayer, and the King James Bible (from which he composed his sermons), where further shelves kept a far wider collection of titles pertaining to horticulture. Of course, one might become thoroughly sick of reading after a while, and when such an occasion occurred Witherington could be found putting his knowledge to the test by tending his garden and orchard, tasks to which he lost many an hour. It was often said that gardening was good for the soul, a perfect remedy for disappointment and loneliness; certainly, the task of pruning rose bushes and eradicating weeds from his turnip patch afforded him a feeling as near to pleasure as it were possible for him to muster. And when that feeling had dissipated, he would take himself off for a long walk with his sketchbook and endeavour to document the local flora and fauna of Merrywake, though always in the opposite direction to Wakely Hall.

Today, however, was not one of those days. Today, he would read. Mrs Jenkins had already lit the fire, setting the library most charmingly in warming shades to make up for the lack of morning sun streaming through the west-facing windows, and the sight of it gave him cause to endeavour a rare smile. Crossing the worn Persian rug, Witherington came to stand before one of the bookshelves; his prized copy of James Clarke’s A Catalogue was pushed aside in favour of a set of papers resting next to it and then, with something like a contented sigh, Witherington donned his spectacles and settled down in the armchair with A Treatise on the Venereal Rose, keen to spend the next few hours absorbed within its fascinating pages. Thus, too, he would have done, were it not for the jangle of the front doorbell which sounded that very instant.

Witherington lowered the treatise. Mrs Jenkins was not a live-in housekeeper – she came twice a day to ensure the typical domestic duties were carried out and that the vicar was well fed. Beyond this, he was very much left to his own devices and therefore required to answer his own front door.

How aggravating! Who would think to call on him on Christmas Day, when it was supposed the people of Merrywake would be happily ensconced in their own residences? Why bother the Reverend Soppe just at the point at which he was to distract himself from his unwanted memories? And it must be said that the last person Witherington expected to find on the other side of the door was the very subject of those memories herself.

‘Good morning, vicar,’ said the lady standing stoutly on the other side of the door, and it took Witherington one breathless moment to respond.

‘Miss Partridge. How do you do.’

Neither spoke further, but each watched the other warily. Frances, who had taken such great pains these past years to never look at the man beyond a fleeting moment when circumstance necessitated it, perceived in him a great change up close – he was still uncommonly tall, but what had once been a lithe figure now appeared over-thin; his cheeks were hollowed, his skin pale, and though Reverend Soppe did not look ill per se, he had lost the gangly puppy-dog look of the young and exuberant man she remembered. In fact, the exuberance which Frances once took such delight in appeared to be all but vanished; the vicar of Merrywake’s expression was as grey as his thinning hair.

Witherington, too, found Miss Partridge vastly changed, but in this he felt no great shock – he had often perceived the lady when she attended church, marked with something akin to regret (though he should never admit to such a thing) that she always chose to sit herself in one of the middle pews rather than in the permitted benches close to the Pépin brood. Still, she had never sat far enough away to prevent his marking that she had, in contrast to himself, developed over the years a fuller figure than the one she possessed at eighteen, and a decided roundness to her face. Only now that she was but an arm’s length away from him could Witherington see her still-pretty curls were peppered silver, and when she addressed him so coldly as ‘vicar’ just then, that Miss Partridge had at some point acquired a tiny chip in one of her front teeth.

‘Vicar,’ said Frances again, hoping her nervousness did not betray itself in the wobble of her voice. ‘Forgive my intrusion on such a day, but I come on an errand.’

‘An errand?’

The reply was sharp, hostile, and in that moment her regret at agreeing to the cook’s request was profound. Still, he had no right, no right whatsoever, to speak to her in such a derogatory tone, not when it was he who had jilted her, and so Frances squared her shoulders and gave the best expression of scorned affront she could muster.

‘On behalf of Mrs Denby. She has asked if you would be willing to spare some of your pears.’

‘My pears.’

It was not a question. As the words left his mouth the reverend had raised a finger to his face, pulled a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles half an inch down the line of his crooked nose and peered at Frances over them. She spared the fleeting and frustratingly maudlin thought that Witherington never used to wear spectacles, before raising her chin in defiance.

‘Of course, vicar, I would not have come myself except that Mrs Denby was required back at the hall and had no one else to spare to call on you.’

Silence. A muscle twitched in his sinewy jaw. Frances drew herself taller.

‘They are for the viscount,’ she said in tones most biting. ‘He has expressed an ardent wish to use the pears in his festive decorations. I am sure you could spare some for his lordship?’

At the mention of that man the reverend’s face softened, and so it should for Viscount Pépin was a gentleman Witherington held in highest esteem. Was it not Viscount Pépin who – being such a kind soul – secured the living at Merrywake for him and, later, offered succour when Witherington’s son came early, without passing breath? Was it not Viscount Pépin who, later still, dealt with the unfortunate particulars of Eliza’s death and engaged the services of Mrs Jenkins so to ensure he would be well taken care of in his old age?

And so it was that Witherington found himself grunting and nodding his head.

‘I suppose I can spare a few.’ He jerked his head in the vague direction of the orchard just beyond the parsonage’s garden gate. ‘Help yourself to them.’

Frances opened her mouth to thank him, when all of a sudden she had a mortifying thought.

‘Oh dear.’

The reverend threw her a look that raised his thinning eyebrows upward on his wrinkled brow.

‘What is it?’

‘Mrs Denby …’ Frances felt herself colour and was thankful she wore a high collar. ‘She did not provide a basket with which to collect them. I don’t suppose …’

The vicar’s lined face shuttered. With another grunt he bade her wait and turned, disappearing back into the dim confines of the parsonage. Frances watched him go with a bite of her lip and wondered if he celebrated Christmas at all for no foliage hung within, no candles warmed that darkened hallway. Was he lonely, without Eliza Granville to keep him company, the woman who so long ago had been her friend, and the means of destroying all her prior hopes?

Presently Witherington returned, a wicker basket in his hand.

‘Here,’ he said, proffering it to her at arm’s length. It held within it snatches of dust and small pieces of worn leather that looked to be flakings from book spines.

He always had liked his books.

‘That should serve.’ The vicar hesitated, moved awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘There’s a ladder near the woodshed.’ He looked her up and down then, and Frances was conscious how dowdy she was, how short and squat. ‘You’ll be needing it, I should think.’

And with that Reverend Witherington Soppe shut the door quite firmly in Miss Frances Partridge’s affronted face.

Insufferable conceit! Unless he had forgotten (and Frances was sure he had not), Witherington knew perfectly well how much her height bothered her, and to say such a thing without allowing any opportunity to offer up a rejoinder was most infuriating. She had not even the satisfaction of thanking him to shew she was better mannered. For, really, at their ripe age, neither one had a right to be so childish, no matter how much hurt had passed between them.

With a huff Frances stomped round the back of the parsonage where the woodshed nestled between the privy and a lopsided gate which opened out onto the fields south of Wakely Hall. Here was where the vicar walked sometimes – Frances had occasioned to see him (mercifully unobserved) striding long-legged across the pastures that made up Old Mr Hodge’s farmland, making, no doubt, for Wakely Forest. How often had they trysted between those towering poplars, so sure of themselves and each other before all had come to ruin? Well, Frances thought as she hefted the icy-runged ladder under one arm and returned the way she had come, clearly the vicar was not tortured by such memories for if he were he would not have spoken to her in so unfeeling a manner.

Frances plodded across the grass, the heels of her leather boots tapping hard upon the hoarfrost. The ladder was bulky; the wicker basket swung against the cold wood with an oddly hollow smack and she was perceivably out of breath by the time she returned to the orchard, whereupon she stared consideringly up at the trees.

It took some minutes for Frances to settle on which to divest of their fruit. Mrs Denby did not state how many pears Viscount Pépin required, but by Frances’ calculations the garlands he wished decorated would be located within the ballroom, dining room and drawing room, the grand staircase too, of course … surely no more than three pears per garland were needed, and no more than two garlands per room. That meant she might deprive six of Reverend Soppe’s trees evenly whilst still leaving some for his own enjoyment.

Not, Frances sniffed, that he deserved it.

Settling the basket beneath the first pear tree, she propped the ladder against the trunk. It did not occur to Frances in that moment that this was foolhardy of her, that the ladder might slip or that the rungs themselves would be slippery beneath the soles of her boots. Up she went, wicker basket hanging from the crook of one arm, and began to pick the pears from their branches.

Oh, but it was difficult to proportion her weight correctly whilst the basket hung from the crook of her elbow and she reached for each pear one-handed! More than once the ladder wobbled precariously, and despite the cold Frances soon found herself perspiring. It might, perhaps, have made the task easier if she had left the basket on the ground and thrown the pears down into it, but this would serve only to damage them and what good would they be then? The viscount would not wish for spoilt fruit upon his garlands, and so Frances persevered; terribly slowly and with the greatest of care.

Straight-backed, Witherington watched all this from the sitting room he had not shut off from the rest of the parsonage. It was the only one of the two that faced the orchard, and he often – during the balmy months of summer – sat by the open window and admired the lush canopy of leaves his fruit trees afforded, listened calmly to the rustle of them when a sweet-smelling breeze chanced to pass through their branches. He enjoyed too the way the sunlight dappled between those glossy leaves, like joyful dancing lights … but his pear trees held no foliage in December. The pears Witherington grew were a winter variety of French origin (a gift from the ever-generous Monsieur de Fortgibu) and he liked them for their sweet, melting flavour. He liked too the look of them – their green skin was often touched with a very appetising ruby red, made all the more obvious against the dull leafless branches. And without those leaves, the stark winter sunshine shone unobstructed. Witherington could see from Miss Partridge’s profile that she was squinting as she reached up to pluck another pear from its stem.

He shifted at the window. The woman had succeeded in divesting four trees of his prized pears. Why did she not take from just one and have the matter done with? Why make things so difficult for herself? Well, Witherington thought with a grim expression on his face, Frances had always been stubborn. Once a thought entered her head, there was as much chance of her changing her mind about it as a hound would loose its fatal grip on a fox’s neck. Oh, but whatever was she doing now? At this rate she would lose her footing and fall. Of all the ninny-hammered things to do. Did she not see it was too high?

And so it was in that moment that Frances had committed herself to plucking from a tall and lofty branch one particularly handsome-looking pear. So large, so stout, so lushly green and rosy! Would it not look perfect in the ballroom, crowning a garland on the mantle? But alas, the sun was in her eyes, she was too short, could not quite find purchase, and her foot was beginning to slip …

‘Miss Partridge!’

Too late. The ladder wobbled precariously on the hoarfrost and with a curious skip in her stomach Frances felt herself fall. Crying out, she reached for one of the lower branches of the tree as the ladder clattered to the ground and the wicker basket swung against the trunk, causing her to release it from her grasp. There came below a rather loud oomph accompanied by that oddly hollow smack and Frances – hanging from the branch with both hands, little booted feet kicking nothing but air – found strength enough to twist her head in the direction whence she heard the sounds.

Below, staring up at her with narrowed eyes, was none other than Witherington Soppe himself, the basket of pears in his arms.

‘What a fool you are,’ he exclaimed. ‘Do you have no sense at all?’

‘Well, I declare!’ Frances managed, directing her attention now to the branch from which she desperately dangled. ‘Would you really prefer to scold me instead of offering your assistance?’

‘If you had not acted so foolhardily you would not have need of it.’

Frances gritted her teeth, gripped the tree branch a little harder. Intolerable man.

‘If you please, Mr Soppe! Now is not the moment to be indelicate. I require your help – I fear I cannot hold on much longer.’

To this there came no answer. Instead, Frances heard him place the wicker basket on the ground, the clatter of the ladder being set upright.

‘There,’ said he. ‘To your left. Can you …?’

She twisted to see. The ladder was close – all she need do was swing. But Frances Partridge was not a lithe creature; the very act of it would be most inelegant. Swing she did, however, her limbs all ascrabble, and soon succeeded in bringing the toe of her foot to a frosty rung.

‘Almost there,’ Witherington murmured, and by heaven was that a laugh she heard in his voice? And then – making her quite jump for the shock of it – she felt a hand at her waist, steadying her.

‘Oh!’ she gasped, clutching the ladder tight. ‘Mr Soppe, if you please …’

Frances had no notion what it was she was pleading for, but the hand he had placed on her waist was instantly removed, and the lady felt some small flutter of regret.

Compose yourself, she thought as she at last found her way to the safety of terra firma and turned, blushing, to face her rescuer. He stood now at an appropriate distance, no trace of humour in his countenance at all.

‘Thank you,’ said Frances, for there really was nothing else to say, and in reply the vicar cleared his throat.

‘You are welcome.’

By the tone of his voice, it did not much sound to Frances that he meant it, and feeling most slighted she pointedly wiped her hands on her dirt-scuffed coat and sniffed.

‘A gentleman might have offered to hold the ladder for me in the first place instead of simply telling me where it was and letting me struggle by myself.’

Mr Soppe’s eyes narrowed. He had since removed his spectacles, and now that the glass no longer obscured his eyes Frances was reminded how, once, they shone with pleasure when he looked on her, rather than with annoyance as they did now.

In truth, Witherington was not annoyed. That is not to say he did not feel some semblance of the emotion, having had his day disturbed in such a manner, but no, he felt unaccountably moved. How his heart had jumped when he saw Miss Partridge begin to flounder! How he had run as fast as his old legs could carry him, in fear she would be harmed! And how guilty he felt about all of it, for the lady was quite right. A gentleman – no indeed, a man of God – would have offered his assistance from the start, but the moment he looked upon that beloved face all his wounded pride reared its ugly head, the hurt from long ago as fresh then as it had been fifty years afore. Yet despite all this, and the relief he felt upon seeing Miss Partridge safely aground, Witherington could not bring himself to apologise. Instead, he said in tones most grudging:

‘I will assist you now, if you still require it.’

It took all of Frances’ will not to shew her surprise, or her gratitude, for it must be said she had been rather frightened up in that tree.

‘Why thank you, vicar. I’d be much obliged.’

Mr Soppe’s face soured, but he turned to the basket (which rested now beside the tree trunk) willingly enough.

‘How many more do you require?’

‘Just four. Three from that tree over there, and …’

She trailed off, looking at the lovely big pear that had cost her the loss of her dignity. Reverend Soppe followed her gaze.

‘Oh, very well,’ he said. ‘Allow me.’

Frances held the ladder for him as he – with rather more vigour than might be expected for a man of his advancing years – climbed up and plucked down the pear with ease, and when he handed it to her their fingertips brushed together for the barest of moments. Her breath caught, she turned away, and gestured to the sixth and final tree.

‘That one, now, vicar.’

She did not think she said these words in a manner he might construe in a bad light, yet Witherington Soppe turned on her then with such venom that Frances took a step back in shock.

‘Oh, for pity’s sake,’ he snapped, blue eyes ablaze with an emotion she could not name. ‘Stop calling me “vicar”!’

Frances blinked at him rather owlishly.

‘But you are a vicar. How else might I address you?’

Witherington shook his head, that old hurt overpowering his guilt.

‘Come now, do you not think I hear your scorn? It positively drips from you. Good morning, vicar. Of course, vicar. Why thank you, vicar! I know how much you despise addressing me as such, when once you might have called me “my lord”.’

Miss Partridge stared. ‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘Oh, do not pretend with me,’ he returned, quite unable to keep the anger from his voice. ‘I know you, Fan, know you better than you realise. I always have.’

At the sound of her old pet name Miss Partridge drew herself up.

‘Upon my soul I do not pretend, nor do you know me at all if you can speak such nonsense.’

Witherington shook his head. How easily those long years disappeared in the face of wounds which had never truly healed.

‘Do you dare stand in front of me and declare yourself ignorant?’

To this the lady raised herself further, as tall as she might hope to achieve considering her squat stature, and Witherington would have laughed at how sweet she looked if his temper had not been so ripe.

‘Ignorant?’ she was exclaiming, an indignant flush pinking her delightfully round cheeks. He watched her clutch the pear he had just retrieved between her fingers, and the fleeting thought occurred that if she were to grip it any harder it would bruise.

‘Ignorant, yes,’ he exclaimed in return. ‘Perhaps over time your conscience has found a way to justify your betrayal, but I cannot fathom how such cruelty could be dismissed so readily.’

Witherington felt his heart hammering in his chest, the bitter relief of finally expressing the words he could not bring himself to utter all those years ago no real relief at all. In the silence that followed he expected Miss Partridge to turn away from him with a curt dismissal, to abandon him as she had before, but instead she stared with an expression of deep shock on her face; to his disbelief her breath hitched and her soft brown eyes filled with tears.

‘My,’ Miss Partridge whispered, ‘you have a nerve to speak of betrayal and cruelty when you yourself have such mastery of them.’

He did not expect that. His forehead furrowed.

‘Madam?’

Miss Partridge took a step forwards so that they were mere inches apart. Witherington smelt the distracting fragrance of lavender upon her spencer.

‘I should have known,’ she said bitterly. ‘Like father, like son, all Heystens are the same, and I scold myself daily for not having realised it sooner.’

Whatever Witherington had expected her to say, it was not this.

‘What on earth do you mean?’ he exclaimed.

‘Oh,’ she cried, turning her face. ‘You, now, pretend ignorance!’

‘But I do. I cannot—’

‘I saw you,’ Frances declared. ‘You and Eliza, kissing under the poplars fifty Christmases ago, in the very place you asked for my hand!’ She took a shuddering breath at the memory. ‘How could you? How could she? You both betrayed me, and I cannot forgive it.’

Nor could she forget it. Eliza Granville, the girl who she thought to be her friend, had stolen the man she loved. What a fool Frances had been, to confide in her. But she had been young and so very sure of Witherington that she felt no qualms at telling her friend of their plans to marry. It did not occur to Frances that Eliza might have been jealous. She thought her fellow maid would be happy for her. How very wrong Frances had been.

As Frances tortured herself with the memory, Mr Soppe set his jaw.

‘A pretty tale,’ said he, ‘but you had already chosen to end our engagement when you discovered my father had disinherited me.’

Frances stared. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You may beg!’ Mr Soppe cried. ‘Just like I begged my father to understand that your lack of fortune had no bearing on my love. But it seems money meant more to you than I did, given that when you found out he had cut me off you felt it in your heart to do the same.’

Now, Frances could scarce take breath.

‘How can you say such a thing?’

‘Because it is the truth. You never loved me, Frances. It was all a lie.’

‘Was it?’

With a little sob Frances pulled at her neck with her free hand (for the other still clutched the pear), tugged the lace of her collar down to expose the chain there and began to wrench it from the confines of her stays. Mr Soppe watched her in confusion until she brought forth a silver locket engraved with filigree swirls.

‘If I never loved you, why should I keep this, all these years?’

She heard his breath catch. He stepped forwards, took the little oval in his hands and opened it – within one side there nestled a lock of dark blonde hair, within the other a small portrait of a man, the very mirror of the one who looked down upon it, if not for the passing of five decades. All three he had given her, and she had treasured them, always.

‘I do not understand,’ he whispered. ‘Why keep this, when …’

Frances shook her head. ‘I kept it because I loved you. I always loved you, even though you betrayed me so cruelly. I swear, I did not know about your disinheritance until Viscount Pépin announced the living which allowed you and Eliza to marry.’

There was silence as he took this in. A sharp breeze cut around the orchard but neither one of them appeared to feel it, wrapt up as they were in their own confused memories.

‘I did not betray you,’ the reverend said. ‘At least … not in the way that you think.’ He sighed, raised his gaze to hers. ‘Eliza came upon me in the forest. I was waiting for you as I did every week, but you had not come.’

‘I’d been waylaid!’ cried Frances. ‘The previous night the viscountess, she … she had fallen ill, and I was needed. I begged Eliza to tell you, that I would come as fast as I could, but when I arrived there you both were, in each other’s arms. I could not bear it. I ran back to Wakely. I wanted to be as far from you as possible.’

It was Mr Soppe’s turn to stare.

‘I thought you already knew of the disinheritance.’

‘How?’

‘I do not know. I do not know! You had not come, Eliza said you had changed your mind, and I assumed the worst.’ An expression of pain crossed his face. ‘Pity me, Fan. I was distraught at the thought of losing you, and when Eliza offered comfort … It was a foolish kiss, a moment of madness, that was all. But I did not expect her to go to her father, nor for him to demand a marriage between us. She claimed more happened than it actually did, and he threatened to tell the whole village. It was a matter of honour. I had no choice.’ He shook his head. ‘What a shock it was to all of them, when they realised no money would come from the union. How angry was Eliza, what further injury, to find she must take the less fashionable name of my mother. Believe me, Fan, our years together were not happy.’ Witherington shook his head. ‘I have been in misery since the moment we wed, and all the years after.’

With shaking hands Miss Partridge took the locket from his fingers and closed the clasp, tucked it once more down the collar of her dress.

‘How was I to know you had not already intended her as your bride?’ she whispered. ‘You did not even write, did not explain.’

‘I could not,’ Witherington said. ‘I was so hurt, so angry.’ He frowned. ‘You could have written to me too, you know.’

‘I could not,’ Miss Partridge whispered, ‘for the very same reasons. But I never stopped loving you, Withers, never.’

‘Nor I you.’

She sucked in her breath, dared to meet his searching gaze.

‘Really?’

Witherington smiled then, a true smile that brightened his grey features and made him once more look young.

‘You have aged, Frances, but your eyes are as beautiful as I ever found them. Like chestnuts, they are, I always thought it.’

Those eyes filled with tears. Witherington gently took her round face between his hands.

‘Fan, my own darling Fan. You will marry me now, won’t you?’

‘Oh, Withers,’ Frances said on a choke of laughter, finally daring to believe her good fortune. ‘What complete and utter fools we have been. All these wasted years!’

‘Then let us waste no more of them,’ the reverend replied, his usually subdued voice tumultuous, but quite powerless to stop it from being so he gathered her in his arms and held her tight, the stout and rosy pear pressed firmly between them.
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STAVE II.

The Christmas Box

TWO TURTLE DOVES

‘S’not fair.’

‘Fair?’

‘Fair!’ repeated Lowdie Lucas, who hissed the word from between her teeth, but not so quietly that the other servants could not hear her. ‘’Tis not one bit fair at all that we should be working our fingers to the bone when the little misses upstairs have Christmastime off.’

‘Off from what?’ came her companion’s rejoinder in tones proportionate to wry amusement. ‘Sewing? Idle chitter chatter? Playing the pianoforte monstrously ill?’

‘Exactly!’

Katherine Allen lowered the gravy pan she was scouring, and levelled the girl next to her with a look that Lowdie (had she been paying attention), would have studiously ignored.

‘And what would you be doing otherwise?’ said Katherine. ‘You would be bored witless without your chores. It’s not as if there is much to entertain the likes of us around here anyway, not with our families so far distant. We can hardly traipse about the countryside all day in the cold and there’s nothing to do upstairs in our room, is there, beyond darning our linen.’

This perfectly reasonable point did not seem to have an effect on Lowdie. The girl merely sniffed, and applied herself with half-hearted enthusiasm to the soiled breakfast plates in the Belfast sink.

‘I should be happy enough sleeping for the next two weeks,’ Lowdie countered. ‘No getting up at dawn, no fires to light or benches to scrub.’ In a defiant manner she jutted her dimpled chin in the direction of Mrs Denby, who at that precise moment was preparing a goose for that evening’s dinner, its downy white feathers fluttering in the air like errant snowflakes. ‘No listening to her bark out orders. Right bee in her bonnet, that one,’ Lowdie muttered. ‘She’s getting as grumpy as Old Hag Mulligrub.’

Katherine attempted to hide a smile but duly failed. Mrs Wilson – the recipient of such an uncharitable nickname – was not in earshot (upstairs, she supposed, giving one of the uppers an earful on account of some imagined indiscretion). Still, it was not fair to Mrs Denby for her to smile so, and therefore Katherine wiped it clean from her face, transforming it instead to a mildly scolding downward turn of the mouth.

‘Be kind,’ Katherine said, lowering her voice. ‘You know perfectly well why she is in bad spirits.’

Lowdie pulled a face.

‘But it is Christmas.’

‘Precisely.’

‘But, Kate—’

‘Lowdie, hush. Consider your own words – it is Christmas, and it does you no good to be peevish. This is the natural order of things. We have it far better here than most others in service.’

‘Hmph!’ came the uncharitable reply, but no word further was declared, and so Katherine resumed her scouring.

The pair fell into silence, though it could not be said to be a companionable one. Lowdie had been working for the Pépin household just shy of a twelvemonth, but had struggled in that time to form any meaningful attachments to her fellow servants. It was in Katherine that the younger maid confided (or, rather, complained) for they shared a bedroom, but if truth were to be told Katherine – like the others – found Lowdie Lucas rather trying. She glanced at her; the scullery maid had upon her round face a rather comical look of deep vexation as she attempted to prise a globule of dried scrambled egg off a pretty china plate of periwinkle pattern, becoming increasingly ham-handed as the seconds drew on, and Katherine grimaced. The periwinkle service was a favourite of the viscountess, and she would be very upset if there was yet another casualty. Lowdie had broken one of the bowls from its set not two months before, and been scolded something terrible by Mrs Wilson … but it seemed the girl did not care. Indeed, much of what the housekeeper said to Lowdie (in fact, what most people said to her) went in one ear and out the other.

Lowdie grunted as the egg scrap detached itself from the porcelain. Katherine let out a relieved sigh.

Unfortunately, that was the way of it with Lowdie – always the first to complain, always the first to make trouble, never caring what she did or said to upset a person. In Katherine’s opinion Mrs Wilson had the right view of her: churlish and ungrateful were the words she used in one of her more rigorous scoldings. The only reason Lowdie had not been dismissed was because her work was adequate, and (more notably), Viscountess Pépin would not hear of it, though heaven (and the lady herself, of course) only knew why.

Lowdie placed now the plate on the rack, and sank her arms back into the soap suds to wash another, a grumble upon her chapped lips.

Churlish. Ungrateful. One might not have thought such disobliging things of a girl in possession of such a lovely name – Lowdie (so she proudly told Katherine the first evening she arrived at Wakely Hall) was a pet form of Loveday, and Katherine had thought it so unusual, so singularly pretty. Alas, the moniker did not suit the girl at all; ‘Loveday’ matched her neither in looks nor in character, for Lowdie was a plain little thing with a habit of sulking over the silliest consequence.

Such as not having Christmastime off.

Katherine wiped the gravy pan clean of excess sand and ground oyster shells, and picked up another, wiping her perspiring forehead with the sleeve of her elbow as she did, then set to work once more.

There was something to be said for Lowdie’s chagrin – Christmas at the Pépin household was always so fearfully tiring. Every year the hall became home to guests as early as the Feast of St Nicholas, with many staying on until Twelfth Day, and so with one full month of entertaining to be had the servants at Wakely Hall were hard-pressed to find a moment alone to themselves, for there were almost triple the number of sheets to launder and chamber pots to empty … and, of course, a continuous tower of plates to clean and pots to scour. By rights – as kitchen maid – Katherine should not have been helping Lowdie at all, but with so much to do and not enough time to do it in, there was simply no help for it.

Katherine glanced again at Mrs Denby, absently pressing the hard grit beneath her fingernails. No one, it seemed, worked as tirelessly as she did. So many dishes to prepare, with only Katherine to assist her, nor would the cook hear of Mrs Wilson hiring in more help. Absolutely not! said she vehemently when the notion had been broached earlier that month; no one but she could be trusted to broil a haddock or roast a potato or steam a plum pudding. And to be perfectly fair to the woman, her dishes were never anything less than complete perfection. Mrs Denby was always kind enough to ensure the servants were served a sumptuous feast in keeping with their stations, and there were always leftovers to be had, no matter how many guests there might be in attendance at the hall.

Still. Mrs Denby had been barking out orders in tones decidedly unlike her usually cheerful chatter, and Katherine knew that it could not be accounted for simply by the taxing busyness of the season. The cook was slathering the now featherless waterfowl with butter, its pink-pimpled skin slick and glistening in the candlelight, but she was almost violent in her ministrations, causing Katherine to frown. Did Mrs Denby think particularly of her missing son in that moment? Or was she simply applying more effort to the task as a means to distract herself from thinking about him at all?

It was difficult not to think of Phillip Denby at this time of year. Katherine remembered him to be a shy, quiet boy, always so happy (or so they all thought) playing his tin whistle by the fire. Even Mrs Wilson had doted on him, she who doted on no one. What a shock it had been when, at barely sixteen, Phillip chose to take the king’s shilling. He had already spent five Christmases away from Merrywake, and then, two years ago …

Well, there could be no further thought to be spared on the matter, for next to Katherine there was an almighty clatter, a sharp intake of breath. All of a sudden a rush of soapy water sloshed over the sink, drenching Lowdie’s apron and Katherine’s pattens with suds, turning the flagstone floor into a rather large and filthy puddle.

‘Oh, lawds!’ Lowdie spat, looking down at her soiled garments as if they themselves were at fault.

‘What happened?’ cried Katherine, shaking her feet in an effort to rid herself of drips. ‘Not another periwinkle?’

In answer Lowdie sucked her finger, where blood had bloomed at its tip and was running down to her knuckle in a single crimson thread.

‘There was a chip,’ she
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