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Chapter 1
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Pease Pottage. A small, unappealing village nestled between the North and South Downs in the Parish of Slaugham, East Sussex, where its rolling green hills run parallel to the coastline.

Barbara Holland climbed onto the carriage and gathered her flowing skirts into the narrow space. She took in the vast expanse of green fields before her as she was whisked hurriedly towards St Mary’s Church in Handcross. If the horses kept up their pace, she would make it on time for Morning Mass.

Father Brian Dowd kept a strict timetable. Sunday Mass, followed by confession until midday. He wouldn’t open the Church doors for Barbara if she arrived just a minute too late for him to hear her confession, under any circumstances.

The carriage presented Barbara at the doors of St Mary’s at ten a.m. and then she took her time to rearrange her clothing to appear more demure. She smoothed her hair back from her face with a silk-gloved hand, and tightened the ties of her bonnet. 

At the back of the Church where the confessional booths were, Barbara noted there were three men waiting. She chose to light a candle in remembrance of her long departed Papa, and then sat at the front of the Church and read a random verse from the Bible while she waited for an empty confessional booth. 

Every few minutes she turned her torso awkwardly on the pew to check whether the confessional was available. The third time she half-twisted around in her seat, the three men had gone. Now was her chance to see Father Dowd. She dashed towards the back of the Church and grabbed the booth’s door handle.

“Give me a moment, please,” Father Dowd’s stern voice came. Barbara released the handle and did her utmost to stifle the pleasure she felt for arriving on time for confession. Her mind was burdened and she needed to confess before anxiety robbed her of another night’s sleep.

“Come, child. The Lord be with you,” Father Dowd’s Irish brogue beckoned her into the booth.

“And also with you, Father.” Barbara made the sign of the cross over her bosom and then clasped her hands before her and closed her eyes in prayer.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. My last confession was seven days ago.”

“Trust in the mercy of God. Accept the grace of shame that lets us feel God’s forgiveness.” Father Dowd coughed into a closed fist briefly.

“Thank you, Father. I am sorry for these and all of my sins.”

Barbara confessed her sins, and showed genuine remorse for them. Father Dowd gave her penitence, which she accepted gladly, made the sign of the cross over her heaving chest, and then stood up.

“Give thanks to the Lord for He is good,” Father Dowd said.
“His mercy endures forever.” Barbara said. 
“You’ll not tell a single soul of this, you hear?” Father Dowd admonished her. She agreed.

“That would surely guarantee my demise, Father.”
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Barbara left the confessional and felt much lighter, having shed her sinful burden. Two women were sat opposite the confessional when she emerged, but she avoided eye contact with them in her hurry to meet the last carriage back to Slaugham. 

Before she would return to the school where she taught children to play the piano, she stopped to pick up fresh apples and provisions for her supper.

“Barbara!” Myrtle Bartlett almost fell over her skirts in her hurry to catch up with Barbara.

“Myrtle. What a pretty bonnet.”
“I borrowed it from Hilary. She won’t miss it.”
“Are you only now off to Church? You’ll feel Father Dowd’s wrath for missing confession.”
“I went earlier. I’m sorry we couldn’t have gone together. Are you heading back to the Village?”
“I am. Care to join me?”
“I’ve only enough money left to buy some bread for my supper.”
“Nonsense. Come home with me. I’m sure I have both bread and jam somewhere. We could even borrow some from Mrs Hubert. I know she’s got plenty.”
Myrtle’s face wrinkled in disgust at the mention of Mrs Hubert. Her home positively reeked of old cabbage, as if it was the only thing she cooked. 
She was also known to dabble in spiritualism, and offered to read the tea leaves for anyone who dared to cross her threshold. She had little generosity of spirit nor time for anyone, and was dismissed as a harridan but Barbara got chills the moment Mrs Hubert predicted her downfall. Barbara had dreamt of it often, and to have her fears confirmed sealed her fate.

“I’d rather not go to her house just now. All the same.”
“Another time perhaps.”
“Indeed. I’ll be on my way.” Barbara hurried along as the carriage approached. The driver reached out to help her but Barbara refused his hand and climbed on board. 

“Quite the independent lady, aren’t you Miss?” a rather rakish looking man aboard it said.

“I’d like that you mind your own business, Sir, and take me to the Village.”
“Right you are. Just trying to be friendly.”
Barbara immediately chastised herself for snapping at the young man after he’d extended her the courtesy of assisting her into the carriage. Her bible was in her purse and she reached inside it for its much needed solace and comfort.
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St Margaret’s school extended out towards the bluff, and on winter mornings was awash with a thick fog, making the journey to the village or Church extremely hazardous. Barbara had watched the sunset from her room, and now struggled to sleep. 

Watching the pan of water bubbling away on the stovetop provided Barbara with some much needed distraction. Having attended confession yesterday, she was certain that the unburdening of her sins would have relieved her of such horrid anxiety; the type that had pulled her out of bed - in her nightgown no less - to make a cup of camomile tea. 

Barbara knew most of the flowers and herbs that sprouted in the garden beyond the school, and stretched towards the cliff tops which sheltered them from the sea. She had gathered a collection of camomile flowers and steeped them in hot water, letting it cool before she climbed back into her bed. She had the same dream that night; the anxiety returning to her afresh as she relived the events.

It was a Monday evening in June. Barbara quickly settled her final pupil of he day, and then got down to writing the lesson plan for the following morning in her ledger. While Giles practised the scales at the piano, his feet swung free of his shoes. Barbara hid her amusement at the holes in both of his socks, as it would appear churlish to laugh at the poor boy’s misfortune. 

Had his parents any sense they would have bought new socks and cut one piano lesson for the week, saving themselves several pounds in fees, which would provide several pairs of socks.

Before Barbara could write the first two lines of her lesson plan, Giles suddenly stopped playing. Barbara’s head whipped around to look at the boy. He was on the ground in a crumpled heap.

“Giles?” Barbara scurried over to his limp body and placed her hand on his brow. The boy was aflame with a fever! She ran to the door.

“Nurse Hegarty! Come quickly!” Barbara said, and then ran back to Giles, now shivering on the cold ground.

“What in heavens has happened here?” Nurse Hegarty took his temperature and felt for his pulse. She looked at Barbara and then at the boy.

“What’s wrong with Giles?” Barbara couldn’t stand the delay any longer. She moved towards his body to scoop him up in her arms.

“Don’t do that!” Nurse Hegarty’s arm rose up to stop Barbara and was most effective. The look of sheer terror on Barbara’s face was worth it.

“He’s dead.” Nurse Hegarty took her sleeve and covered her fingers, and then closed Giles’ eyelids.

“He was perfectly well, and playing the piano just a few short moments ago.” Barbara couldn’t stand to lose a pupil. It was the third one that year. All succumbed to a mystery illness, but whatever had ailed poor Giles had taken him down much faster this time.

“Why does this keep happening?” Barbara collapsed onto her chair and wiped the tears from her freckled cheeks. Nurse Hegarty went to the hallway and knocked for the Doctor to join her in Barbara’s classroom.

“Don’t touch anything. Dr Kinsella will know what’s best for the boy now.”
“His parents will be so distraught. Can I be the one to tell them what’s happened?” Barbara couldn’t help staring at the body on the ground, now covered by discoloured bed linen.
“Happen the Doctor will tell them and will arrange when they have to collect the body for burial.” Nurse Hegarty guided Barbara away from the body.

“I don’t feel too well myself.”
“That’ll be the shock. Have a nip of brandy from the kitchen. It’ll help.”
Barbara glanced over her shoulder and half expected Giles to sit up suddenly and stare at her. His big blue eyes had been red-rimmed with tiredness. The look would haunt her dreams forever.
As she reached the kitchen, the tears came. Shelley had heard Barbara approach and quickly wiped her wet hands on the apron she had tied around her waist, and then beckoned Barbara towards her open arms. Barbara was only too glad of the comfort of Shelley’s generous frame.

“It’s always hard to see a child pass away,” Shelley cooed. Barbara sobbed into Shelley’s soft padding and let her body expel its painful emotions. When Shelley released her, she
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