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Dedication


For Dad






A Note Before You Begin

In the spring of 1589 a man who had been brought to Bideford from the far side of the Atlantic was buried in the churchyard of St Mary’s. His grave was never marked. The name he was born with was never written down.

He is at the heart of this book, but you will not meet him in it. He does not speak, and I have not described him or tried to imagine his thoughts. So little is known about him that anything I put in his mouth would be my invention, laid over a real life. I would rather leave the space where he should be, and write about the people around him: who stood at his graveside, and who did not.

There is more about the history, and about what is invented, at the back of the book.


S.M.






1. First on the Rank


Bideford, Friday 9 October 2026



The hen party wanted Westward Ho! and there were seven of them, and the Octavia took three in the back if nobody minded knees and one in the front if she didn’t mind the float tin.

“Two cabs, my love,” Tess said through the window. “Or one of you sits on the bride.”

“She can’t be sat on,” said the one with the clipboard. “She’s got a dress fitting Monday.”

The bride was a big soft girl of about twenty-five with a pink sash that said BRIDE in letters you could have read from Appledore, and she was eating chips out of the paper with a wooden fork, slowly, one at a time. She smiled at Tess. She had vinegar on her chin. Tess liked her straight away, which was a nuisance, because liking them made it harder to charge the soiling fee.

“Asif,” Tess called over her shoulder. “Westward Ho! Three for you.”

Asif was second on the rank in the white Prius, reading something on his phone with the face he wore for the cricket scores. He looked up, saw the sashes, and put the phone away with the air of a man going over the top.

“Why is it always me for Westward Ho!?”

“Because you’ve got a nice face and you don’t swear on the Northam road.”

“I swear in my head.”

“That’s allowed.”

She took the bride, the clipboard and two bridesmaids, which was the sensible end of the party, and left Asif the three who’d been on the prosecco since the train. She put the meter on as they pulled off the Quay. The red figures came up on the box on the dash, the flag rate, and then the first tick, and the night had started earning. Eight minutes past eight. Tide out, and the river down to a brown thread in the middle of all that shine, and the smell of it coming in through the gap at the top of the passenger window that had stuck two inches open since August and would not go up for love nor money.

“It’s freezing in here,” said the clipboard.

“Window’s broke, my love. It’s character.”

“Can you put the heater on?”

“Heater’s on. Give it ten minutes. It burns the dust off first.”

It burned the dust off first. For the opening ten minutes of any night the Octavia smelt like a hairdryer left on a carpet, and then it gave up and blew warm, and by the time they were through Northam and onto the long hill down to the sea the girls were singing something from a film and the bride had fallen asleep against the window with the chip paper still in her hand.

“Is she all right?”

“She’s been up since four,” said the clipboard. “She does the milk round.”

“Nobody does a milk round any more.”

“She does. Glass bottles. Oat milk and all.”

“Well,” said Tess, and left it there, because there was no good end to that sentence that would not cost her the tip.

She dropped them outside a bar on the front with the wind coming straight off the sea and the bride waking up with a little cry like a child on a train. The fare was nineteen pounds forty. The clipboard gave her twenty-five and told her to keep it, and the bride, climbing out, pressed the chip paper into Tess’s hand by mistake and then stood on the pavement looking at her empty hand.

“Have a lovely wedding, my love,” Tess said.

“I’m not sure I want to,” said the bride, and then her friends had her by the arms, and the bar took her in, music and light, and that was that. Tess sat with the engine running and the chip paper in her lap. She put it in the rubbish bag in the passenger footwell. Nineteen forty, plus five sixty on top. Probably a bad idea, the wedding, but you didn’t get paid for that bit.

“Home, Octavia,” she said, and pulled out.


*



The rank on the Quay had room for four cabs nose to tail along the kerb, which on a Friday was three too few and on a Tuesday in February was three too many. The order was the order. First on was first off, and you didn’t jump it, and if you jumped it Kev Ching would come and stand by your window and say nothing at all in a way that made you want to move to Exeter. It was the only rule on the Quay that everyone kept.

When she got back at a quarter to nine Kev was first, in the maroon Galaxy, and she pulled in behind him and turned the engine off and sat. The river had started back. You could hear it if you wound the window down, which she couldn’t, but you could hear it through the two inches, a soft busy sound like somebody filling a sink. The quay wall dropped away a few yards in front of her bonnet. The Long Bridge went off across the water on her right with its arches in the dark and the cars going over it in pairs of lights.

Kev got out and came and leaned on her roof. He was a big man gone soft at the edges, with a grey beard he trimmed with the kitchen scissors and hands that had spent thirty years in nets and still looked lost without one.

“Westward Ho!?”

“Hen party. Bride does a milk round.”

“Nobody does a milk round any more.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Where’s Asif to?”

“Westward Ho! with the other half. He’ll be in a mood.”

“He’s always in a mood.” Kev looked at the river. “Tide’s on the turn.”

“I know, Kev. I live here.”

He went off happy, which was how you could tell it was Friday.

The nurse came at ten past ten, the way she came most Fridays, off the late bus from Barnstaple with her lanyard tucked in her coat and her feet hurting so much you could see it in her shoulders. Her name was Shona and she lived up the top of the town where the hill went silly, and she always got in the front and always took her shoes off before Tess had the meter going.

“Don’t look at my feet.”

“I’m looking at the road, my love.”

“Twelve hours,” said Shona, and leaned her head back on the rest. “Twelve and a half. We had a man come in this morning who’d been sitting in his chair since Wednesday. Daughter in Leeds. Nobody rang her.”

“Is he all right?”

“No,” said Shona. “But he’s not on his own.” She closed her eyes. “You on till four?”

“Till four.”

“Who’s waiting up for you?”

“Nobody, my love.”

“Lucky you,” said Shona, who had three under eight and a husband on lates, and fell asleep for the one minute and forty seconds of the climb, and woke at her gate with a jerk. Six pounds sixty. She gave her seven and said to keep it, and walked up her path with her shoes in her hand.

Ten till half eleven was the drinkers. Two lads to Northam who wanted to know if Tess had a boyfriend and then, when she said she had a son their age, went quiet and polite and called her “madam” all the way. A woman with a black eye and a holdall going over to East-the-Water to her sister’s, who sat very straight in the back and didn’t say a word, and who Tess didn’t charge, though she put the meter on so the woman wouldn’t feel it was charity, and turned it off at the kerb and said, “Card machine’s down, my love, don’t worry about it,” which it wasn’t. She watched the woman into the house. She waited till a light came on upstairs.

“Don’t you look at me like that,” she told the Octavia, pulling away. “I’m not soft. It’s good business. She’ll remember us.”

The Octavia, who had a hundred and ninety-one thousand miles on her and a clicking in the indicator relay that sounded like a clock in a quiet room, said nothing, which Tess took for agreement.


*



At twenty-five to twelve she was first on the rank and alone.

That didn’t happen often on a Friday. Kev had gone to Appledore with a man and his dog. Asif had texted from Westward Ho! to say the prosecco three had wanted to go on to a club in Barnstaple and then changed their minds and then changed them back, and he was sat outside a kebab shop while they decided, waiting time on, and could someone shoot him. The other two who worked the Quay on Fridays were both out on airport runs that would take them half the night. So it was just her and the river and the empty kerb behind her, and the Quay lit up in its way, which was well enough to see the bollards and not well enough to see the faces, and the Kingsley statue up at the far end with his back to her as usual, looking at something more interesting.

She ate a cereal bar. She checked the takings in the notebook on her knee, because she didn’t trust the app. A hundred and eight pounds twenty since eight o’clock. She thought about Jordan, who had rung on Wednesday from Plymouth wanting to know how you got red wine out of a carpet, and had not said whose carpet.

Twenty to twelve by the clock on the dash.

The woman came out of the dark by the quay wall.

There was a place there, a few yards past Tess’s bonnet, where the wall dropped down to the mud and the light from the Quay didn’t quite reach, and she came from that, as if she’d walked up off the foreshore. She had a hood up, dark, a wool thing, heavy, and under it a long skirt and a white apron that took what light there was and held on to it. She had her hand up. In the hand was a bit of something green.

Fancy dress, Tess thought. Halloween was three weeks off but you got them all October now. The apron was a nice touch.

The woman came to the back door on the pavement side and opened it and got in. Tess heard the seat take her. She felt the car settle by a half inch on its springs. Then she smelt her.

It wasn’t perfume. It was a herb smell, green and sharp, like a kitchen, and under that the mud. The river at half tide smelt of weed and diesel. This was the bottom of it: low water, the smell that came up off the foreshore on a hot afternoon in August when the tide was right out and the whole bed of the Torridge lay there in the sun steaming. It filled the car. She could taste it at the back of her throat.

“Evening, my love,” Tess said into the mirror. In the mirror there was the hood and the dark under the hood. “Where are we going?”

“To the church.”

It was a low voice, a Devon voice, but older than any Devon she heard on the rank. From further back.

“St Mary’s?” Tess laughed. “You can see it from here, my love. It’s two minutes on your feet. I’ll have to charge you the minimum, I can’t do it for nothing.”

The woman said nothing. In the mirror the hood didn’t move.

“Suit yourself,” said Tess. “Money’s money.”

Twelve years on the meter and she could count on her fingers the people who’d asked her for a run that short. Drunks who’d lost the use of their legs. An old boy on two sticks with a bag of coal. A girl, once, who wouldn’t walk past the bus shelter on her own after what had happened there. You took them and you didn’t ask. The woman in the back sat very straight and didn’t sway, and she’d come along the kerb as steady as anybody.

She pressed the meter. The flag rate came up red. She pulled off the rank and along the Quay, past the end of the bridge where the traffic was, and round and up, and the church was there in about the time it took to say so: the tower black against the orange of the town, the churchyard wall, the gate.

She knew this bit of kerb. Ten Aprils running she’d pulled in here at ten past ten in the morning for an old lady from Northam, and sat.

She pulled in. She put the handbrake on. The meter said the minimum.

“There we are, my love. That’s—”

She turned round.

The back seat was empty.

Grey cloth, a cigarette burn on the near side from before Tess’s time, and nobody on it. There was nobody on the floor in front of it. On the cloth, in the dip where somebody would have sat, lay a sprig of something green, four or five inches long, with needle leaves.

She hadn’t heard the door. She would have heard the door. The back doors on the Octavia didn’t so much shut as land.

She looked at the meter.

It had gone to WAITING. The word sat there in the little window where it came up when she pressed the button for it, and the figures were ticking over on the waiting tariff, slower than the running, steady, the way they did when she sat outside a house while somebody found their purse. She hadn’t pressed it. She knew she hadn’t, because her right hand was still on the handbrake and her left hand was on the back of the passenger seat.

“No,” said Tess, to nobody, reasonably.

She got out and looked up the pavement and down it. She looked over the churchyard wall at the graves and the grass and the dark under the tower. She opened the back door and got her phone out and put the torch on and looked under the seat. There was a two-pence piece and a hair grip and the grit that was always there.

She picked up the sprig. It was rosemary. She knew rosemary; Mum used to stab it into a leg of lamb on a Sunday with a little knife and make the whole house smell like this, before. This wasn’t from a garden centre. It was woody at the bottom, broken off, not cut, and when she pressed a leaf it gave up its smell all over her fingers. Under the rosemary, still, from the seat, from her own hands now, the mud.

The meter ticked.

She got back in the front and pressed the button and the WAITING went off and the figures went back to nothing. She sat with the rosemary on her knee.

“Somebody’s having a laugh,” she said to the Octavia. “Climbed out the other side while I was looking at the meter. Quick as you like.”

The far door was locked. She knew it was locked, because the child lock on that side had stuck on in March and she’d never had it seen to.

She drove back to the rank. It took a minute and a half. On the Quay she got out and put the rosemary in the bin by the bus shelter, among the chip papers and a pizza box, and pushed it down. Then she stood there for a bit wiping her fingers on her jeans.

Kev’s Galaxy came round the end of the Quay with its lights on full and pulled in behind her, and he wound his window down.

“Anything?”

“Quiet,” Tess said.

“Dog was sick,” said Kev. “All over my mat. Bloke gave me a tenner for it. I said, it’s not the mat I mind, it’s the noise.” He sniffed. “You been down on the mud?”

“No.”

“Smells like low water.”

“It’s the river, Kev. It’s right there.”

“Tide’s coming up.”

“Then it’ll go away,” said Tess, and got back in.


*



After midnight the meter went on to the night tariff and the Quay went on to its night faces, and she was busy enough not to think. A boy in a suit with a carnation in his buttonhole and no idea where his hotel was, left behind by a wedding minibus, who she took half an hour into the lanes to the barn because he was twenty and somebody’s son. Forty-two pounds. He paid with his phone and then shook her hand. Asif back at one, saying the prosecco three had gone to Barnstaple in the end and one of them had cried about her dad the whole way and he had had to say “I know, I know,” for twelve miles.

“What was wrong with her dad?”

“I don’t know,” said Asif. “I didn’t ask. I just said I know.”

“That’s the job.”

“Is it?”

“Half of it.”

At four she counted it up in the notebook. Two hundred and seventy-six pounds and a bit, less the woman with the holdall, less the minimum to the church which she had not, in the end, been paid, and which she put down in the notebook as nothing at all and then crossed out because it looked like a mistake.

She drove home over the Long Bridge with the town behind her and the river full now under the arches, high and black and quiet, and the smell of it ordinary again: weed and water and the cold. East-the-Water was asleep. She parked in the street with two wheels on the kerb because that was how you parked in her street, and let herself into the house, and stood in the kitchen with the light off drinking a glass of water at the sink. Out of the window the yard was the size of a bath mat, with the washing line across it and her one plant pot with nothing in it.

She washed her hands at the sink. She washed them again with the washing-up liquid. Then she smelt her fingers in the dark and they smelt of lemon, and under the lemon, faintly, still, green.

Upstairs she undressed with the light off too, because the bulb in the bedroom had gone in July and it was always the next thing. She dropped her jeans on the chair. She hung her fleece over the wardrobe door, which was where her fleece went, and didn’t look at the wardrobe, which was where Dad went, and got into bed on the side by the window.

“Night, then,” she said.

Dad, in the wardrobe, said nothing. Quietest fare she’d had all night.




2. Linen


Bideford, Thursday 27 March 1589



The year was two days old and already it wanted washing.

Honor had the fire going under the copper before the light came grey over the yard wall, and by the time the steward put his head into the wash-house she had the first of the sheets laid down in the bucking tub with the lye poured over them, hot enough to take the skin off a careless hand. Her own hands had stopped being careful years since. They were red to the wrist and split along the knuckles, and the splits opened every wash-day and half closed by Sunday and opened again on the Monday, a tide that came and went and never got anywhere.

“Mistress Ellacott.”

“Master steward.”

He stood on the sill as he always did, as if the steam might reach out and spoil his good black. He had a paper in his hand and he read from it whether she wanted it read or no.

“The napery from the hall. The sheets from the master’s chamber, which are to be done though the master’s away. The bolster cases from the chamber over the yard. Every piece back that went out, mind. Last month there was a towel short.”

“Last month there was a towel the dog had,” Honor said. “I gave you the half of it back. You can have the other half when the dog’s done with it.”

The steward did not laugh. As far as she knew he had not laughed since Candlemas, and that had been at a dinner, at something a guest said at the high table, and politely. He folded his paper into four.

“There’s fever in the town,” he said. “Two houses up by the shambles and one in the lane behind the church. The cook says it came in on a Barnstaple boat. The cook says a great many things.”

“It’s the spring,” Honor said. “Every spring somebody’s carried out of that lane.”

“You’ll not have the town’s women in here at the well.”

“I never have.”

“You had Goody Squance in on Monday.”

“Goody Squance came for a bucket of water because the conduit was stopped, and she talked, yes, because she’s Goody Squance and she can’t draw a bucket without telling it something.” Honor lifted a sheet on the end of the bat and let it fall back into the tub with a slap that sent the lye up the steward’s side of the floor. “I’ll keep her out. You keep your fever.”

He stepped back off the sill. She heard his shoes cross the yard and the kitchen take him in, and then she had the place to herself again: the copper muttering to itself and the smell of the lye, which was wood ash and something sour under the ash, and the heavy wet linen that was the whole of her trade.

She liked a wash-day better than she liked most people. There was an order to it that did not change for weather or for news. First the buck: the foul linen laid in the tub, the fine at the top and the coarse below, the lye heated in the copper and poured over and drawn off at the tap and heated and poured again, until what ran out of the bottom was nearly as clear as what went in at the top. Then the beating, on the flat stone by the well, with the bat. Then the rinsing, in water so cold off the well it made her teeth ache to look at it. Then the wringing, which was a job for two women and which she did alone, one end of the sheet over the post and the other in her two fists, twisting until the water came out grey and then white and then not at all. Then the yard, and the lines, and the wind, if God sent wind. God mostly sent wind to Bideford. He was generous that way.

By the middle of the morning the lines were full and cracking and she had her sleeves pushed up past the elbow and her kerchief pushed back off her forehead, and she went across to the kitchen for her dinner.

The kitchen was heat and noise and the smell of a capon taking its time. It was Lent still, and the whole house on fish, but the steward had a weak stomach and a licence from the parson to prove it, and so on a Thursday in Holy Week a single bird went round for one man while the cook stood at the long table with her sleeves up, boning a salt fish for everybody else and swearing at it. In the hearth the boy was at the spit with his face as red as the bird.

“Turn it,” the cook said, without looking round. “Turn it, Pentecost Shapland, or I’ll turn you.”

“I am turning it.”

“You’re turning it like a man ringing for a wedding he’s not glad of. Steady.”

Pentecost was eleven, or said he was. He had been born at Whitsun, which was how he came by the name, and he told people so as if it had been his own idea. He was thin as a lath and quick as a rat, with a mouth on him that would get him whipped at the cart’s tail or made mayor, one or the other, and Honor had liked him from his first week in the house, when he had stolen a pear off the wash-house sill and come back the next day to ask if she had another.

“Mistress Ellacott,” he said now. “You smell like the tanyard.”

“And you smell of capon fat and cheek. Mind your bird.”

The cook ladled pottage into a bowl from the pot at the side of the fire and pushed it down the table, and Honor sat on the end of the bench and ate it hot. It was pease and an onion and more pepper than the cook would admit to buying. When she had eaten all but the last of it she held the bowl out sideways, and the boy, without letting go of the spit handle, leaned and took it in his free hand and drank off the end and gave it her back, empty, in one movement, like a trick at a fair.

“I never saw that,” said the cook.

“There’s crusts in my apron,” Honor said, “if anybody that didn’t see anything wants them.”

Pentecost wanted them. He ate them one-handed, turning with the other, and the capon went round and round above the dripping pan and spat at him.

“Wilmot Kellaway’s dead,” the cook said. She said it to the fish. “In the lane behind the church. Tuesday night. Buried yesterday and nobody at it but the parson and the clerk and this one.” She pointed the knife at Honor without looking up. “With her bit of green.”

“Somebody ought,” Honor said.

“You didn’t know her.”

“I knew her to look at. She sold eggs. She gave short weight on a Saturday and full weight on a Wednesday, and I never found out why.” Honor wiped the bowl round with her finger. “She had nobody. That’s no reason to go into the ground like a sack of meal.”

“It was the fever?” said Pentecost.

“It was being seventy,” said Honor, “and living in that lane.”

“But was she hot?” He had stopped chewing. “When she died. Was she hot like a fire, and couldn’t get her breath, and cried out for water and they had none?”

The spit had stopped too. Honor watched his hand on the handle, the knuckles standing up on it, and she knew what he was seeing, because the whole quay had known it four years since: his mother in the back room by the ropewalk, and the boy sent out to sit on the step from dark to dark again, and Will Shapland drunk by the Sunday and drunk ever since.

“Your bird’s burning,” she said.

He looked. It was not burning. He turned it anyway, fast, and the fat flew.

“You don’t catch your death off an old woman’s burying,” Honor said. “You catch your death standing about in wet shoes and not eating your dinner. And you’ve eaten mine, so you’ll do.”

“The Heard boys say the Virginia man brought it,” Pentecost said. “Over the sea, in his breath. They say you’ll catch his death and give it the whole town.”

The cook said, “Pentecost,” and nothing more.

“The Heard boys,” Honor said, “would tell you the moon was a cheese if they thought they could sell you the rind. That man has been in this house a year and a half and brought nothing into it but himself. Who’s in that lane behind the church that’s ever been nearer Virginia than Appledore?”

Pentecost considered this, turning.

“Nobody,” he said.

“Then turn your spit and think about it.”

She went back out into the yard with the taste of pepper in her mouth.


*



The afternoon was the bolster cases and the hall napery, which was fine work and wanted the best of the lye and the lightest of the bat, and she did it at the stone by the well with the sun come out thin over the roofs and the steam going up off her hands. From where she knelt she could see the chamber over the yard. Its shutter was propped open a hand’s width. There was nothing to see in the gap but the dark of a room. Once, while she worked, a cough came out of it, a long dry one, and stopped. Half the town was coughing. It was March.

She did not look at it long. She had linen in her hands.

But she thought of Sunday, as she generally did when she had the bolster cases from that chamber, because Sunday was the only place she had ever seen him.

The servants of the household sat in a row and a half on the bench at the back, by the font, the grooms and the maids and the cook in her good kerchief and the boy kicking his heels until somebody kicked them for him. Honor did not sit with them. She was not of the house, only in it three days in the week, and she sat further up with the women of her own lane, where she had sat with John beside her and Robert at the end, fidgeting, before they went. But at the Creed, when the church stood and turned its face to the east, she always turned her head the other way first, without meaning to, and found him. The back of a head, among the household, a little apart from the rest of it even on a crowded bench. Week on week, that was all she had of him: the back of a head at the back of the church, standing when the rest stood and kneeling when they knelt.

She had been in church the spring before, when they christened him at the font. The parson had poured the water and made the cross and said the name, and the whole of the church had heard it, and the household had taken it home with them like a new pewter dish and used it from that day: Raleigh. Raleigh will want his supper. Raleigh’s chamber wants airing. Send the bolster cases down from Raleigh’s. They said it easily, as they said the capon or the well.

Honor had never liked the name on him. It had been put on him as a gentleman puts a mark on his plate, so that anyone picking it up would know whose it was, and it sat on him, from the back of the church, like a borrowed apron tied too high.

She slapped a bolster case on the stone, and folded it, and slapped it again.

Somewhere over the water, a long way past Appledore, a woman had had another name for him. She had said it over him when he was small enough to wash in a bowl. She had said it crossly when he was under her feet, and fondly when he wasn’t, and she had very likely said it at the edge of whatever shore they had there, when he was grown and gone out and not yet back. Honor would have given a good deal, a shilling, a week of wash-days, to know what it was. Nobody in the house knew. Nobody in the house had thought to ask. They had a name for him now, and it would do.

She knew about that edge of the shore. She had stood at it two autumns since.

John had gone out to the Newfoundland fishing in the spring of ’eighty-seven, as he had gone out every spring for twenty years, and that year he had taken Robert, who was sixteen and had been begging since he was twelve. Honor had washed and mended every shirt the boy owned and two of his father’s, and sewn a sprig of rosemary into the hem of each for luck, which John laughed at and Robert pretended not to know about. They went down the river on the ebb with the rest of the ships, and she stood on the quay with her hand up until she couldn’t tell which was theirs. That was April. They were to come back in the autumn with the fish, as they always had.

The ships came back up the river one by one through September and October, low in the water with the salt cod, and she went down to the quay for every tide. She knew the hulls before she could see the men. She asked every master who came ashore, and they told her what they could, which was nothing much: weather off the Banks, a ship last seen the far side of a fog, nobody could say. By Martinmas she stopped going down. By Christmas she went again, for a week, because she couldn’t not. Then the year turned and the spring came and the ships went out again, and she stood on the quay and watched them go, and that was the end of the waiting, or the end of the part she could see.

There was no grave. There was nothing to put in one. She had been to more burials than she could name, for men of the lane and women of the lane, for children carried in a sheet, for Wilmot Kellaway yesterday with her egg money; she had stood at the side of every one and heard the parson say the words, and she had them by heart, every line, from “I am the resurrection” down to the last of it, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. She could have said them over anyone. But earth was what the words were for. There was nothing in the book for water. Nobody had said a word over John or Robert, because there had been no ground to stand on to say it.

She had stopped telling people that. It made them uncomfortable, and they told her God knew where the sea kept them, and she said she was sure He did, and that she would be obliged if He’d say.

The light went off the stone. She gathered the bolster cases and the napery into the basket and stood, with the ache in her back that a day’s kneeling gave her, and looked up once more at the gap of the propped shutter.

Eighteen months, the stranger had been in this house. Eighteen months of the master away and the master back and the master away again, and talk of ships going out to Virginia and ships not going, and the household saying his name like the name of a dish. She had no notion what he was waiting for. Nobody had asked him that either.

She took the basket in to the kitchen table and left it for the steward with every piece in it that had gone out, and a towel besides, which she had brought from home, so that he would have nothing to say.


*



It was near dusk when she came up the lane to her own house. The two rooms were cold and the hearth was out, and she did not trouble to light it yet. She went straight through to the yard behind.

The rosemary stood against the wall where it had stood for twenty-two years. She had put it in the spring she married, a slip off her mother’s bush in a pot, because a bride carried rosemary and it seemed a waste to throw it on the midden after. John had said it would never take in that corner; the wall kept the sun off it half the day. It had taken. It had grown woody at the root and wide at the top and leaned out over the yard like a woman over a gate, listening, and every spring it put out its little blue flowers whether anybody came to see them or not. She had cut from it for Robert’s christening and for her mother’s burying and for every wedding and every coffin in the lane, and for Wilmot Kellaway yesterday. Rosemary for a wedding and rosemary for a grave, off the same bush, in the same week sometimes. The bush did not mind which.

She broke off a handful of the green tips and held them to her face. Her hands stank of lye, and the rosemary went straight through the stink and out the other side, sharp as a cold morning.

There was fever in the lane behind the church and fever up by the shambles. By the end of the week, if the cook’s Barnstaple boat was any judge, there would be fever somewhere she would be sent for, or would go to without being sent. She would want green for it.

She went in and put the sprigs in the jug on the table, ready, and filled the jug from the bucket, and stood a while in the near dark with her cracked hands round the cold of it.


