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For Jenny and John


PART ONE


Chapter One

‘Well, you certainly don’t think the matter’s going to end here, do you? Because I can assure you it’s not.’

Lily could hear her stepmother’s words through the open casement, hissing, sharp and staccato on the summer air, but she could not see her from her seat on the lowest bough of the apple tree. Lily had taken a bite from the ripe pear in her hand, and the juice had run down her wrist. Now, though, for the moment, the pear was forgotten as she concentrated on trying to hear the exchange coming from the room. She could not go closer in order to hear better and get a better view; she dared not give her presence away and anger her stepmother still further. She could, however, see her brother’s form through the glass, albeit dim and shadowed in the shade-darkened room. She could not make out his expression, or indeed any feature of his face. All she could hear was the murmur of his voice when he spoke, mumbled and indistinct. Her stepmother’s words, however, were clearly audible.

‘Your father’s going to learn about this the minute he gets in,’ she said. ‘Make no mistake about that. Because if you think we’ve got money to burn, to waste on new clothes for you, when you can’t look after what you have, then you’ve got another think coming. Look at your jacket torn.’

Another murmur from Tom, though once again not loud or distinct enough for Lily to catch the words. She had seen him just a few minutes earlier, sneaking into the house, trying to get by without their stepmother seeing him. He had not been sharp enough, though, and had been caught and brought up halfway across the kitchen.

‘And what about your cap?’ Mrs Clair’s voice again. ‘Where d’you suppose your cap is now?’

Tom’s faint voice came, mumbling, brief, and then the woman’s:

‘Is it, indeed? Well, you won’t get it back now. It’s gone for good, you can bet on that. What are you looking for – to get dismissed from school? Go back next month without a jacket, without a cap and they’ll send you packing. It’ll be the ragged school for you. That old Mr Neville, that miserable so-and-so, isn’t likely to give your cap back. What were you doing in his yard anyway?’

Another mumble from Tom, followed by Mrs Clair’s harsh tone.

‘Well, then, you’ll have lost the ball too, and serves you right. And what were you doing playing and wasting time when you were told to come straight home from the farm?’

Lily shifted slightly on the apple bough, straining to hear, but she still could not catch Tom’s murmured reply.

When Mrs Clair’s voice came again, it sounded closer to the window. ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice ringing out, obviously directed at Lily, ‘and if you out there have had your ears full, perhaps you’d like to get something done. I know you’re there.’ She appeared at the casement then, overlooking the rear yard with its strip of lawn and the apple tree rising up out of it. Quickly, Lily scrambled down from her perch.

‘And don’t run away just because you’ve been caught.’

At the words Lily came to a halt beside the tree, looking at her stepmother.

Going solely by the strength of Mrs Clair’s voice, one might have expected a large person, but she was below average height, and lean to the point of thinness. She looked a little harassed today, but that was nothing new. Her light brown hair, thinning a little, was coming adrift from the pins. At thirty-five, the prettiness that had once been hers was fading.

‘Sitting out there with your ears flapping,’ she said. ‘Just because you’ve finished at the Mellers’ doesn’t mean you’re done for the day. Your father’ll be in soon, and there’s water to be drawn and vegetables to bring in, so I suggest you get busy. Or you’ll find yourself in trouble too. I’ve enough to do with your brother.’

‘Yes, Mother.’ At once Lily turned and started across the yard to the well.

‘And what are you eating?’

Lily turned back to face her. ‘A pear.’

‘Where’d you get it?’

‘Mrs Meller gave it to me.’

‘Oh, I suppose she thinks I don’t feed you enough, is that it? Well, throw it away; otherwise you won’t want any dinner.’

Lily did as she was told. She would have liked to take a final bite, but she knew better, and drawing back her hand, she threw the half-eaten fruit into the straggling bit of shrubbery beside the lawn. As she did so, her stepmother turned her back on the window and moved out of sight.

After Lily had drawn a pail of water she stood for some moments beside the well, leaning against the upright. She was a girl of just above medium height. She had dark brown hair, and dark eyes, but a very fair skin, and in her regular features was the promise of a nascent beauty. Of late, her coltish form had begun to soften. She had turned fifteen just a month before, on July the second.

She sighed, absently wiping her juice-stained hand over her pinafore. On the early August breeze she heard the chimes from the church clock striking the hour of five. Her father would be in before too long. From where she stood beside the well she could look to the right and see almost to the end of the long garden path, and the area at its foot that passed for an orchard. She turned her attention to the house again. It was a small, 25-year-old dwelling that had been built in the second year of Victoria’s reign. It had red brick walls and a tiled roof, and stood four-square on its little plot in Hawthorne Lane, a lane that went nowhere where horse-drawn vehicles were concerned, for the way ended in a stile, beyond which green meadows stretched away towards the next village.

Her eyes and ears focused on the window, Lily could no longer see or hear anything that passed inside the kitchen, though she could well imagine the tongue-lashing that Tom was still receiving. The worst of it was, it would not end with their stepmother’s anger – an anger that often seemed to spring from nowhere, and with the least provocation; the end would come when their father returned from the factory.

‘Lily?’

Mrs Clair had appeared at the window again. Lily straightened. ‘Yes, Mother?’

‘I’d be grateful if you’d finish drawing the water,’ Mrs Clair said, her voice full of irritation, ‘and sometime today would be as well. Dora’s got to have her wash, in case you’d forgotten, and there’s the vegetables to be got ready.’

‘Yes, Mother – coming right away.’

Later, Lily was setting the table for the evening meal – the main meal of the day. She, her brother, stepmother and small half-sister were in the kitchen, the room where the whole family congregated. Mrs Clair was sitting sewing in the light from the window, a little nest of stockings in her lap. Near her feet her daughter, Dora, a placid five-year-old – now washed by Lily, and wearing her nightdress ready for bed – sat cooing over her doll. Tom was sitting on a three-legged stool beneath the long-case clock, nervously shifting and stretching a piece of string between his fingers. Tension was evident in every sinew of his body.

On the soft summer air footsteps sounded in the yard and after a few moments they heard Mr Clair open the back door and enter the scullery. At the sound of her father’s steps, Lily looked across at her brother. Their stepmother did likewise, in the same moment hissing in a whisper, ‘Yes, my lad, you might well look concerned.’

Seeing the apprehension in Tom’s eyes, it was all Lily could do not to move to him, but she remained standing by the table, waiting.

Tom was five years younger than Lily. Small for his age, he was two or three inches shorter than she. In spite of his small, lean stature, though, he had a particular beauty – Lily had always thought so – with his finely shaped head, well-formed features and thick, dark brown hair. Now, beneath his perplexed brow, his hazel eyes looked wide with anxiety, and he shifted on the stool as if he might rise and run from the room. Reading his discomfiture, Mrs Clair said sharply to him, ‘You stay where you are, my boy. You’re not to move until you’re given permission.’

Next moment the children’s father was opening the kitchen door and stepping into the room, glad to be home at last. There was not yet an opportunity for him to relax, however, for as he took off his hat his wife said plaintively, ‘Before you sit down, Edwin, I want you to deal with that boy. He’s been a wretch today, and has caused me no end of trouble.’

Mr Clair was a tall man, still handsome for his forty-four years, though tending to heaviness about the middle. Usually upright in his carriage, and fairly vital in his mien, there was this evening a look of weariness about him that came from more than having worked a hard day at the tile factory. At his wife’s words his look of weariness increased, and he sighed and put a tired hand to his face. ‘God almighty,’ he said, ‘can’t a man even get in the bloody door before trouble greets him?’ Without looking at Lily he thrust out his hat, and in silence she took it. Then he lifted his hand and pointed at Tom. ‘You – get here in this scullery.’

After a moment’s hesitation, Tom stuffed the piece of string into his pocket, got up from the stool and scampered across the room, past his father and into the scullery beyond. Mr Clair glared out into the kitchen, at nobody in particular, then took off his jacket and undid his belt buckle. As he drew out the belt he followed the boy into the scullery and closed the door.

Silence in the kitchen. Dora looked at her mother as Mrs Clair moved to the table, her lips set in a grim line. Lily stayed where she was, holding her father’s bowler hat, her face turned towards the scullery. Almost immediately there came her father’s voice barking out from the other side of the door, ‘Don’t move! Don’t you move, you little wretch.’ And then a brief silence, a whimpering murmur from Tom, and then the sound of the belt striking. Lily could hear it through the door. As Tom’s half-stifled yelps stabbed into the quiet, Lily pressed her hand to her mouth, and choked back a sob.

‘Yes, and you can stop that fuss,’ her stepmother said, ‘– unless you’d like some of the same. What I have to go through with you two would test the patience of a saint. You don’t see your little sister making such trouble.’

After a while the door to the scullery opened and Mr Clair came through, holding his belt and jacket. In silence he handed the jacket to Lily and she took it into the hall and hung it up along with his hat. As she went back into the kitchen he finished fastening his belt then turned and rapped out over his shoulder, ‘Now, Thomas, you get upstairs, and stay there till you’re sent for – and let me have no more complaints about you. You won’t get off so lightly next time.’

Quickly Tom passed through the room, head lowered so that no one would see his reddened eyes and tear-stained cheeks. After the hall door had closed behind him, Lily heard his footsteps creaking on the treads as he ascended the stairs.

As the boy’s footfalls faded, Mr Clair moved to his chair and sat down. ‘I need a rest and a smoke, and then I’ll go and wash.’ Turning to his wife he added, ‘Unless, of course there’s something else you’d like me to deal with before I do.’

‘I had to tell you about him,’ she said defensively. ‘That boy – he’s the end.’

Mr Clair sighed again, then bent to his boots to undo the laces. ‘Something happened today,’ he said, ‘– and it’s not good news.’

‘Something happened?’ Mrs Clair sat up straighter. ‘What happened?’

‘I’ll tell you later on, when there aren’t so many ears around.’

Mrs Clair nodded and looked at Lily. ‘Are you going to stop there all day, miss?’ Her voice was all impatience and irritation. ‘The table won’t get laid with you just standing there. And when you’ve done that you can take your sister up.’

Lily finished setting the table, and then went to Dora who stood on the hearthrug between her father’s spread knees, showing him her doll. As Lily approached, the child grabbed at her father’s hand and wailed, ‘Oh, have I got to go to bed yet, Papa? Can’t I stay up a while longer?’

The response came from Mrs Clair. ‘No, dear,’ she said kindly. ‘You be a good girl and go with Lily, and I’ll be up later to tuck you in.’ To Lily she said, ‘Take her up now, will you.’

This was a task that Lily undertook almost every evening. It helped her stepmother out, and it was no unpleasant chore for Lily, for she was fond of her half-sister, and had helped care for her since her birth.

Now, as Lily trailed a hand over the child’s golden locks, Dora looked up at her and gave a sigh. ‘Must I, Lily?’

Lily gave a nod. ‘Your mama says so, dear.’

As Dora sighed again, Mr Clair drew her to him and kissed her cheek. ‘Goodnight, my pet,’ he said. ‘You go on up with Lily, there’s my good girl.’

Dora moved from her father’s embrace, saying to her mother, ‘Will you be coming up to see me, Mama, before I go to sleep?’

‘Yes, of course, dear, but you close your eyes in the meantime.’

Lily took Dora by the hand and led her into the hall and up the stairs to the room they shared. There was no need for a candle on these summer evenings. The light of the day was bright enough as it filtered through the curtains.

In the bedroom Lily pulled back the covers. ‘There, now – into bed with you, like a good girl.’

With her doll in her arms, and helped by Lily, the child climbed into bed. ‘I’m not a bit sleepy, Lily,’ she said. ‘Honestly I’m not.’

‘Still, you have to sleep,’ Lily said. She gently touched the child’s doll on her topknot of curls. ‘And I think Millie’s tired too.’

‘Oh, Millie’s always tired.’ Dora pressed the doll’s scratched china head into the pillow.

‘Well, I think you should both close your eyes and go to sleep.’ Lily looked down at the child. Dora was so like her mother: the same bone-structure, visible in the sharp, pointed chin, the small, high-arched nose. ‘I shall be up to bed later on.’

‘You’re not going yet, are you?’

‘No, of course not. I shall stay here with you for a while.’

‘Till Mama comes up?’

‘Yes, till Mama comes up.’ This was a lie, for Lily knew that her stepmother would not come upstairs as she had promised. She rarely did; it was always Lily’s job to stay with the child until she dropped off to sleep, and only then, when the child was sleeping, could she creep away. If Dora remembered the next day that her mother had not come to visit her while she was awake, Mrs Clair would always say, ‘Oh, I did, my dear, but when I came you were fast asleep.’

Sometimes Lily had to wait a good while till Dora fell into her slumber, and on a few occasions she herself had fallen asleep.

Now, looking up at her, Dora said, ‘You’ve got to lie down too. Not just me.’

Kicking off her slippers, Lily hoisted her legs up on the bed and laid her head on the pillow next to Dora’s. After a while the child’s eyes closed, and then the rhythm of her breathing changed as she drifted into sleep. Lily remained there; it would be a mistake to get up too quickly. Best to be sure. Her own eyes closed and she gave herself up to the comfort of lying there. This evening she was tired; she had had a long day at the Mellers’ house. With the harvest due, there was always extra work to be done. Every summer, for the past few years she had worked as a general maid for the Mellers, a farming family in the village. It brought a little much-needed extra money into the house, and also kept her occupied during those weeks when she was away from school. Her brother worked at the farm also, having started there just this summer. A willing boy, he revelled in doing odd jobs about the place and helping with the stock. He loved to be out in the open air too, added to which, it got him away from his stepmother.

While Tom loved his time on the farm, for Lily it was only a stopgap. All summer long she looked forward to September, and the day when she would be back at school.

At fifteen she was no longer an ordinary pupil. Her elementary schooling had ended soon after her thirteenth birthday. However, she had remained on as a pupil teacher, assisting the schoolmistress. She had completed two years of her apprenticeship so far, and had another three years to go, at which time she would herself qualify to seek work as a teacher. She could not wait for that time to come. Then perhaps, if things worked out, she might even gain a scholarship to go to Chelsea in London and study further at Whitelands, the famous school for female teachers. That was in the future, though, for now not even to be dreamt of.

She opened her eyes. For a moment there she had been in danger of dropping off. At her side Dora was sleeping soundly. Lily waited another minute or two, just to be absolutely sure, then carefully drew herself up. Dora slept on, her little pink mouth slightly open. She would not now waken until the morning.

After putting on her slippers, Lily crept across the room, stepped out and closed the door behind her. On the small landing she moved to the door opposite and scratched at the wood panel with a fingernail. There was no sound from within. After waiting a few seconds she eased the door open and crept inside.

Now she could hear his breathing as he lay on his bed. She could see him too. The curtains had not yet been pulled across the window, and the fading light filled the small room with a soft glow. The space was small, and simply furnished. Against the wall opposite the window stood the single bed. The only other furniture in the room was a chest of drawers, a narrow little wardrobe, and a rather rickety chair. She came to a stop on the worn bedside rug, listened for a moment for some acknowledgement of her presence, then whispered, ‘Tom? Tommo, are you all right.’

He replied then, his voice only just there, in a murmuring whisper, half stifled by his hand: ‘Go away, Lil. Please. I don’t want to talk to anybody.’

‘Tom,’ she murmured, and stepped closer. He was lying on his side, his hand up to his face. His frame looked small on the counterpane. She sat on the edge of the bed and whispered his name again. ‘Tom . . . Tommy?’

‘Please, Lil,’ he whispered, ‘I’ll be better if you leave me alone. Besides, you’ll cop it if they find you in ’ere talkin’ to me.’

‘They won’t find out,’ she said. ‘Dora went off like a dream, so they won’t expect me down yet. Anyway, they can’t hear us if we keep our voices low.’ She was silent a moment, then she asked, ‘Was it bad, Tommo?’

He nodded. ‘Like it usually is. She’s never liked me,’ he said, ‘– not from the start. And it’ll never be no different now.’

Lily knew he was right. Where their stepmother was concerned, there was little that he could ever do to please her.

‘I know I shouldn’t have lost my cap,’ Tom said, ‘but it was an accident.’

‘Of course it was. I heard you lost your ball too.’

‘Yeh. It was only an old pig’s bladder, but it was a good un. I hopped up on the fence to climb over and my cap fell off. And there I was, ’alf way over the fence when old Neville comes out. Course, as soon as he appears, the other boys ’ave gone. You can’t see ’em for dust. I tried to get back but as I did so I slipped. That’s ’ow I tore me jacket.’

‘I’ll mend it for you,’ she said. Then she asked, ‘How was work today at the farm?’

‘Oh, fine. I enjoy it so much. Mr Meller – he’s so nice.’

‘Yes, I know he is. Mrs Meller too.’

He turned to lie on his back. ‘I wish I was as old as you,’ he said. ‘I’d be long finished with school and I could really earn a livin’ for meself. And I don’t mean on Mellers’ farm either. I’d like to get right away from ’ere. Well away from Compton.’

‘Where would you go – Corster?’

‘Corster? No fear – I’d go to one of the big cities. One of them up north maybe. They say you can earn lots of money up north in the factories. Or maybe London. They got everything in London. And anything’d be better than this. It’ll be all right for you. You’ll be a teacher one day.’

‘Not for another three years yet, though.’

‘Still, it’ll come, and you’ll be doing what you’ve always wanted.’ He turned to her. ‘One day when you’re a real schoolmarm you’ll have a nice ’ouse, and I can come and stay with you.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that would be nice.’

He fell silent for a second, then said, ‘I know I’m a disappointment to ’im.’

‘To Father? A disappointment? Oh, Tom – that’s a melancholy thing to say.’

‘Well, look at me. I’m not big and tall like ’im. I never shall be. And I can’t do the things he does. He plays the violin, and he paints so well. And ’e’s clever with words and figures and such. The way you are. No wonder ’e hardly ever gets mad at you.’ He gave a deep sigh. ‘I wish our mam was ’ere.’

He was speaking of their own mother, of course. Their own mother who had died a week after Tom’s birth, taken by the Bright’s disease that she had suffered from for months. People had said it was a wonder she had lived for the birth of her son, and indeed a wonder that the boy had survived as well.

‘Was she nice – our mam?’ Tom said. ‘Tell me, Lil.’

Lily smiled. ‘Oh, yes, she was. I may only have been five when she died, but I can remember her very well. Ah, Tom, she was nice, so nice.’

‘These things wouldn’t have happened if she’d still been alive.’

‘No – I doubt they would.’

He winced slightly at a sudden pain that caught at him. Lily said, ‘He hurt you bad this time, didn’t he?’

‘Ah, it ‘urt like billy-o.’ He shook his head. ‘He wouldn’t be like he is if it wasn’t for her. She eggs ’im on and gets ’im riled up. He gets in knackered from work, and all ’e wants is to sit down and catch his breath, but she greets him with complaints about me. No wonder ’e gets mad. No man wants to ’ear that sort of thing the moment ’e sets foot indoors. And tonight he was madder than ever. Not only angry, though. It was like summat was up, summat was different.’

‘He’s had bad news,’ Lily said. ‘He told our mother just before I came up. Though he didn’t say what it was.’ She stirred on the bed. ‘I’d better get downstairs, or they’ll start to wonder what’s keeping me so long.’ She stood up. ‘I wish I could bring you some dinner . . .’

‘It don’t matter.’

‘You’ll be hungry.’

‘It won’t be the first time.’

She smoothed down her skirt, moved quietly to the door, opened it and looked back. The August evening light was fading quickly now. Tom was a dim figure on the bed. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she whispered into the gloom, and then was gone.

As she went back into the kitchen her father and stepmother did not look at her but kept their eyes on one another. She had heard the murmur of their voices as she reached the foot of the stairs, but they stopped talking as she opened the door. If it had not been for the fact that their conversation ceased, she would almost have thought they were not aware of her presence. There was silence in the room but for the ponderous ticking of the clock.

‘Dora went off to sleep all right,’ Lily said. ‘She was tired tonight.’

Her stepmother nodded. ‘Yes – she would be. She’s been so active all day.’ She got up, pressing her hands together. ‘Well, this won’t get dinner, will it?’ And then, turning to Lily: ‘We’d best get busy.’ To her husband she said, ‘There’s water in the kettle, so if you want to wash now . . .’

As Lily moved to follow her stepmother, her father said, ‘When you’ve got a minute you can go upstairs and tell your brother to come down and eat.’

‘Edwin –’ Mrs Clair protested from the scullery door.

‘The boy’s got to eat,’ he said. ‘Working on the farm all day, he’s got to keep his strength up.’

As Lily went upstairs a few minutes later, she wondered why her father had relented so soon where Tom was concerned. It was not like him to be so quickly forgiving.

When the time came, the four sat down to eat the cold lamb and vegetables that Lily and her stepmother had brought to the table. Neither Lily nor Tom spoke as they ate, and there was little conversation between their parents. Their father, in particular, seemed more than usually preoccupied. Soon after the meal was finished Tom said his goodnights and went upstairs.

When he was gone, Lily and her stepmother started to clear the table, while Mr Clair moved to his chair. When all was in order and the dishes had been washed and dried, Lily went back into the kitchen. Her stepmother had taken up her darning, while her father leant back smoking his pipe. Lily took her own sewing basket from the shelf and resumed her work on the bodice she was making for a new dress. For some minutes there was silence, then Mr Clair said:

‘So, Lily, my girl, what kind of a day have you had at the Mellers’? They keep you hopping, no doubt?’

Lily, glad of his interest, said, ‘Oh, it went pretty much as usual, Father. These days the men are out in the fields most of the time. They hardly come to the house. Mostly it’s just me and Mrs Meller and the other maid. It’s a big house and there’s always plenty to do.’

‘I’m sure there is. She’s still lending you her books, is she?’

At this, Mrs Clair gave a breathy little snort, which was enough to make Lily hesitate before replying, but then she said, ‘Yes, she is. She lets me take anything I want. She says I should read everything.’

‘Read,’ Mrs Clair said dismissively without looking up from her mending. ‘Who’s got time for reading? How some women manage to run a house with their heads stuck in a novel half the time, I’ll never know.’

‘Oh, but she doesn’t only read novels,’ Lily said. ‘She reads other things too. Last week she gave me a book about the Chartists.’

At Lily’s words her stepmother gave a contemptuous little sniff and said, ‘Chartists, hmm,’ but Mr Clair said to Lily, ‘And did you find it interesting?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Lily said, eyes wide. ‘They’re trying to make changes. Not only do they want all men to have the vote, but women as well.’

Mrs Clair hooted at this, and shook her head in wonder. ‘Lord almighty,’ she said, ‘if that’s the kind of thing you’re learning at the Mellers’, I should think it’s time you put your mind to something else. I thought you went there to work, not to have your head stuffed with nonsense.’

‘Now, then, Mother,’ Mr Clair said to his wife. ‘It’s nice the woman takes an interest in the girl. She knows she’s got a brain.’

‘Got a brain, is it?’ Mrs Clair said. ‘What does a girl want with politics, I’d like to know.’

‘Oh, but she thinks a girl ought to know about such things,’ Lily said, ‘especially me, seeing as how I’m ‘prenticed to be a teacher. She says there’ll come a time when girls are taught as boys are taught. For girls it won’t be all needlework and drawing and how to bake a pie. The girls should be taught grammar, she says, and physics and chemistry too, and they should –’

Mrs Clair broke in at this. ‘Enough,’ she said, flapping a hand. ‘No more. You’re going to find out, young lady, that a girl needs to learn only as much as’ll fit her for her life. Which, if she’s lucky, will mean marriage to a decent man and having a decent home. And I’d like to know where physics and chemistry and grammar come into that.’ She turned to her husband. ‘I’m tired of sitting here listening to such rubbish. I think you’d better tell her what the situation is. We’ll all be the better for it. You can’t put it off for ever.’

Lily looked across at her father. There was definitely something up.

‘Yes,’ her father said after a moment, ‘I need to have a word with you, Lily.’

Lily waited for him to go on, but he tapped out his pipe, repacked it and lit it with a taper lighted from the range. When he had blown out the taper, he laid it on the edge of the hearth. Then he raised his eyes to Lily again. She sat waiting, her needle and thread held still.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘that I’ve always wanted the best for you . . .’

‘Yes, Father . . .’

‘Yes, and I’ve wanted you to have better than I’ve had. Your brother, too. Though I’m afraid he’ll never amount to anything. Anyway – what I have to say is this –’ He came to a stop, searching for the right words, then went on again almost in a rush: ‘Listen – it’s not going to be possible for you to keep on at the school.’

Lily frowned, her mouth opening in surprise. ‘Oh, but, Father –’

Mrs Clair broke in sharply, ‘There’s nothing to say about it. This isn’t a discussion. It’s a fact – and you’ve got to accept it.’

Lily looked at her father. ‘Does that mean – that I’m not to be a teacher after all?’ She could scarcely believe she was uttering such words.

Mr Clair cleared his throat, then said shortly, ‘Yes, it does.’ Then with a slightly softer tone, ‘I’m sorry, but it does.’

Lily frowned. ‘I’m to leave the school, Father?’ she said.

‘I’m sorry to say you are, yes.’ He paused. ‘The thing is – the situation has changed. It’s an expense – keeping you there for five years. Oh, I know there’s the grant, but that’s a pittance. It doesn’t keep you, and you know it doesn’t.’

Mrs Clair chimed in: ‘I’ll say it doesn’t.’ Then to Lily, ‘Other girls your age are in service, and have been out earning for two years or more. They haven’t got these la-dida ideas. They’re content to get to work, and start bringing in a bit of money. I was at your age. It was good enough for me.’

‘But – but I’ve finished two years,’ Lily said. ‘In another three I shall be qualified.’

‘Yes, and a fat lot of good that’ll do us,’ Mrs Clair said. ‘We put all the money into it, and we get nothing back. You qualify, as you say, and then you’ll be off. Whatever you earn we shan’t see a penny of it.’

‘The thing is,’ Mr Clair said, ‘the situation at the factory has changed. I was told today that –’

Mrs Clair said, cutting into his words, ‘You don’t need to go into all that. She doesn’t need to know all the ins and outs of the matter. She’s got to accept what’s what, that’s all there is to it. You’re too soft with ’em, that’s your trouble.’

Mr Clair said, a trace of anger in his voice, ‘I’m not soft with them at all,’ then to Lily: ‘But your mother’s right, you’ve just got to accept the fact.’

There was silence in the room, the only sound that from the clock. Lily said into the quiet:

‘Then – what am I to do, Father?’

He lowered his eyes, one hand going to cup his chin. ‘Well – that’s something that’s got to be worked out,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk again in a day or so.’

That night Lily lay in the bed beside the sleeping Dora, while through her mind ran over and over again the words that her father had spoken.

She could still scarcely believe it. She was to leave the school. For two years she had spent every day helping with the children’s tuition, loving every moment spent in the classroom, and only dreaming of the time when she herself would be the schoolmistress. Not here in Compton Wells, but in some place where she could begin to build a life for herself. And now it had ended. With just a few words every thread of the fabric of her future had been discarded. The future she had foreseen had been cancelled, as if it had never been.

Before her now lay nothing but emptiness. Was it possible? She had been so sure in her dreams, her expectations; so sure that she was left now with nothing to fall back on. What was to become of her? What was she to do?


Chapter Two

Just over a week later, Lily returned home from her work at the Mellers’ and found her father in the kitchen. On Saturdays he worked only half days. He was alone in the house. Mrs Clair had taken Dora into Shearley, a village some little distance away. Tom was at the farm.

‘I’m just going down to get a few apples,’ Mr Clair said to Lily as she came in. He took up a basket, and an earthenware bowl. ‘And maybe a few blackberries too.’ He towered over her; she just came up to his shoulder. ‘You want to come with me?’

She accepted eagerly, and together they left the house, and with Mr Clair leading, went in single file down the narrow garden path. The afternoon was warm, with a fresh and fragrant breeze. Birds cheeped in the trees, and butterflies danced and tumbled over the shrubbery. In the week since her father had given her the news that she would not return to her apprenticeship at the school, he had spoken no further word on the matter. For her part, she had not dared ask more. She would learn everything in due course, she knew, though in the meantime the disappointment, the doubts and the questions had hung upon her like a cloak. All of it, the change in the family’s situation, she felt sure, must have to do with Seedley’s tile factory.

Today, as she followed her father’s broad shoulders down the narrow cinder path a little trace of her disappointment and sorrow was alleviated. It was for the simple reason that she was with him, alone. And today he did not appear quite so stern; she had discerned a warmth in his manner that she did not often see. But there, the atmosphere around the house was always more relaxed when Mrs Clair was not present.

Very soon they came to the orchard, a narrow strip of land at the end of the kitchen garden with a scattering of fruit trees. Hardly worth calling an orchard, her father would say. Together, Lily and Mr Clair gathered a number of wind-fall apples and put them into the basket, then went to the edge of the plot where the brambles grew lushly over the weather-beaten fence. The berries were thick on the stems, and although most of them were still red, a good number were a deep, luscious black. All the ripe ones went into the bowl, except for one particularly large one, which Mr Clair held out on his palm to Lily. ‘There you are, Lily,’ he said. ‘This un’s too good for the pie.’ Lily took the blackberry and put it into her mouth. It had the sweetest taste, and for that moment, if she could have held an instant in her life it would have been this one, this moment of being alone with him, with the taste of the blackberry on her tongue.

‘When we go indoors,’ her father said, ‘we’ll make us a nice cup o’ tea. And we’ll have a slice of your mam’s apple pie.’ His words continued the music in Lily’s ears, not for the promise of the pie, but for the closeness that was there. She wanted it never to end.

She was stretching up to reach one of the bramble stems, when he said to her, ‘Leave that for a minute. I want to talk to you.’

She stopped her action and turned to him.

‘Listen to me,’ he said.

She nodded, waiting. It was like the scene of a week before, when on the hearthrug he had given her the news that had proved so disheartening.

‘I wanted a chance to talk to you,’ he said, ‘when nobody else is about.’ He paused. ‘Now, Lily,’ he went on, ‘I told you last week that it’s just not possible for you to go back to school in September and go on training for a teacher . . .’

She nodded. ‘Yes, Father.’

‘And indeed I’m very sorry to have had to tell you such a thing. But as I said, the fact of the matter is that we just can’t afford it any more. Not,’ he added quickly, ‘that we were able to well afford it in the first place, but we got the little grant from the government, and that helped out a bit. And, as I said, I’ve always wanted the best for you, so we were willing to make sacrifices to see that you got the best. But now – well, it’s not so easy. We’ve got Dora to think of as well, and she’s growing fast. She’ll be starting school next month. And there’s your brother too, of course. He’s not cheap to keep, and he’ll be at school for a while yet. It all adds up.’ He sighed. ‘The truth is, times are hard, and are gunna get harder.’

Lily wanted to say, Is it Seedley’s that’s the trouble? but she did not dare, and kept silent.

Then her father said, answering her unspoken question, ‘There’s been talk, I know, and you might well have heard it. Fact is, there’ve been sackings at the factory. I know your mam wouldn’t agree with my telling you all this, but you’ve got to know. You’re not a little child – you’re old enough and smart enough to understand the situation. And the situation’s not the best. I’ve kept my job, thank the Lord, but at a much reduced wage, and God alone knows whether it’ll ever go back to what it was before. I couldn’t do anything about it. It was either accept it, or leave and try to find something else – which is out of the question. Times are not easy right now – anyone’ll tell you that.’

Lily stood silent before him on the grass. A dragonfly hovered for a moment by her shoulder and then darted away over the brambles. She was astonished that her father would tell her such things, confide in her so.

‘I’m lucky to have a job at all,’ he said. ‘Others haven’t been so fortunate. Ted Carwin was one of those to go, as was Mr Dilke.’ He added quickly, ‘Mind you, what I’m telling you here is not to be broadcast. It’s for your ears alone. Don’t you go telling the Mellers or any of your friends or anybody.’

‘Of course not, Father.’ She felt a little touch of pride that he had confided in her, though his words merely confirmed that her dream was irrevocably shattered.

‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘– so now you know.’

A few moments of silence, then Lily said, ‘So – so what am I to do, then, Father? I don’t know if Mrs Meller’d want me all year long. She might, though. I could ask her.’

‘No, you won’t be staying with the Mellers,’ he said shortly. He looked across towards the garden, avoiding her gaze. ‘We’re making other arrangements for you, your mam and me.’

‘Making other arrangements?’

‘That’s what your mam’s doing now. She’s gone off to meet Mrs Haskin, from Whitton.’

‘Mrs Haskin – who used to live here in the lane?’

‘Ah, that’s right. Before her husband inherited the share in the carriage company and they moved to Whitton.’

‘I remember them. They were old friends of yours.’

‘Well, he was, in particular. Roger Haskin. Oh, I’ll say. We’ve known each other since we were boys.’

‘Yes,’ Lily said, ‘I remember your saying. You were even in the military together.’

‘We were indeed. They were great days, those days in the Fusiliers. He’s a fine chap, is Roger Haskin. The best friend a man ever had.’

Lily had been made aware of the couple from time to time, though they had not lived in Compton Wells for a number of years. Middle-aged and childless, they were frequently referred to, and were established as old friends, and on one occasion a few years back Mrs Haskin had returned to the village and called in for tea. Lily remembered her as tall, with a large, plump frame, and a wide, smiling mouth; she had made a fuss of baby Dora. ‘What about Mrs Haskin, Father?’ Lily said. ‘Why is Mother seeing her about me?’

Before Mr Clair had a chance to reply, there came a distant call from the direction of the house, and he said, ‘Ah, there’s your mother and Dora come back. We’d best get up to the house. Don’t say anything more for the present. We’ll talk again soon.’

Later, in the scullery, Lily was set to washing Dora and getting her into her nightdress for the hour or so remaining before she took her up to bed. As she worked, she could hear her father and stepmother’s low, murmuring voices coming from the kitchen. When she went into the room with Dora, though, their conversation abruptly changed its tone.

Tom came back from the farm a little after six, and when Dora had gone off to sleep upstairs the four of them sat down to eat. Afterwards, Lily carried the dishes out to the scullery and began to wash them. As she stood at the sink, her father came in from the kitchen.

‘It’s settled,’ he said. ‘It’s all settled now. You’ll be going to Mr and Mrs Haskin at Whitton.’

Lily put down the dish she was washing and turned to him. ‘Go to – to Mr and Mrs Haskin . . .?’ She had begun to fear something like this. ‘It’s all arranged?’

‘Yes. You’re to go as general maid. Mrs Haskin needs help around the place. The maid she had has just left and she’s lookin’ for another one.’

Lily stood in silence, letting the news sink in. ‘How long must I go for?’ she asked.

‘How long? Well, that remains to be seen.’ There was a certain brusqueness in his manner, an awkwardness in giving the unwelcome news. ‘At least for three or four years, I should reckon. After that we can think about it.’

‘Three or four years. But – but a girl’s petty place – when she first goes off into service – it’s usually for no more than a year. And if – ’

‘It’s not the same,’ he broke in shortly ‘You’re going to friends. It’s not the same thing at all.’

‘Oh, Father – must I go?’

‘Yes,’ he said sternly, ‘you must. I told you, it’s all settled. And it’s true what your mam says: look at your old school-friends – those girls were going into service at twelve and thirteen. You should be grateful we let you stay on as long as you did. And what else is there for you to do? You’ve got to start bringing something in and paying your share.’

‘Oh, I want to do that,’ Lily said, ‘but – couldn’t I go somewhere local? Oh, let me ask Mrs Meller – see if she’d keep me on full time.’

‘I told you, it’s all settled. Besides, the Mellers don’t pay enough. The bit extra you get from the Haskins will come in very handy – specially in times like these.’

‘But Father –’

‘Enough!’ he said sharply. ‘It’s done. You go Sunday, a week tomorrow.’

When the Sunday came, Lily helped her stepmother get the midday dinner, and afterwards, when the dishes had been washed and put away, got into her second-best dress and put on her bonnet. Near the time of her leaving, her father came up to her room and hoisted up the box she had packed over the previous days, and carried it downstairs. It was not so heavy, for she owned little.

Tom was at the farm and not there to see her off, but they had made their sad goodbyes earlier. He had said little in words, but she could see from the way he pressed his lips together, and feel from the hard grip of his hand that he was deeply moved. Now there was just Dora and her stepmother. Lily bent to her half-sister and kissed her on the cheek, and then turned to her stepmother. ‘Well – goodbye, Mother.’

‘You don’t need to look so long in the face,’ Mrs Clair said. She made no move to embrace her stepdaughter but stood with her arms folded over her flat bosom. ‘You’re only going to Whitton, you’re not going to Timbuktu. You’ll soon have a chance to come back and see us.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘And listen – don’t write home asking us to send things. And don’t forget what we arranged – you remember to send something when you get your first pay.’

‘I won’t forget.’ In addition to her board and lodging, Lily was to receive twelve pounds a year, paid to her in quarterly sums, and it had been agreed that she would send a portion of her wages back home, to help out. The little that was left, she could keep for herself.

When it was time, Lily took her little portmanteau, and with her father carrying her box on his shoulder, they walked to the crossroads where they caught an omnibus to the station and got on the train. When eventually they arrived in Whitton they took one of the station flys, and after a short journey the vehicle turned at a crossroads and slowed in front of an old house.

‘Well, here we are,’ Mr Clair said, and moments later he and Lily were standing outside the carriage and looking at the house which, for the foreseeable future, was to be Lily’s home.

The house, Hollygrove, was situated on the Corster Road, some little distance from the centre of the small town of Whitton. It had a slate roof, and timber and plaster walls that were partly covered by ivy. It stood apart from the dwellings on either side with the space taken up by a small paddock on one side, and a large kitchen garden on the other. In the front garden, shrubbery grew thickly around an area of patchy grass.

‘Well, come on, then.’ As the fly began to turn in the road, Mr Clair pushed open the gate, and together they made their way around the side of the house to a green-painted door. There Mr Clair set the box down at his feet and knocked.

The door was opened by Mrs Haskin, who beamed at them and said expansively, ‘Well, here you are. Do come in.’ She stepped back, and Mr Clair, carrying Lily’s box, stepped into the kitchen. ‘You might as well take your things upstairs at once,’ Mrs Haskin said. ‘Come along.’ Moving ahead of them, she led the way into the main hall and up two flights of stairs to a small attic room at the top of the house. ‘Here we are,’ she said as Lily came up onto the landing. ‘I think you’ll be comfortable here.’

Inside the little room, Lily put down her portmanteau, and her father set down the box. Mrs Haskin watched from just inside the doorway, and nodded her approval. ‘Good. Now come on downstairs and we’ll have some tea.’ She turned to Mr Clair. ‘I’ve got the kettle on, Edwin, and I’m sure you could do with a cup.’ Mr Clair thanked her, but said he wouldn’t stop as he had left the fly waiting outside. ‘I told Annie I’d get the next train back,’ he said.

‘Oh, well, if you can’t stay,’ Mrs Haskin said, stepping out onto the small landing. ‘I’m sure Lily’ll want to see you off, then.’

The three of them made their way downstairs to the hall, where Mrs Haskin opened the front door, saying, ‘Now you have a good journey back, Edwin, and don’t you worry about your girl. She’ll be fine.’ She turned to Lily, raised her hand and gently pinched the girl’s cheek. ‘We’re going to get along just grand, I know we are.’

The open front door revealed the fly standing by the front gates. When Mrs Haskin had made her farewells to Mr Clair, she said she would see Lily in a minute and then turned and headed back towards the kitchen. Lily and her father went out to where the carriage waited at the roadside.

‘Well, Lily,’ Mr Clair said, ‘you look after yourself, won’t you?’

‘I will, Father.’

‘And be a good girl and do as you’re told, all right?’

‘Yes, Father.’

‘And mind you’re a credit to me – you will be, won’t you?’

‘I will.’

‘Good. Don’t you be doing or saying anything that’ll reflect badly. But you wouldn’t do that anyway, would you – smart girl like you?’

‘I’ll do my best, Father, really I will.’

‘Ah, I’m sure you will, and I’m sure your best’ll be good enough – if you want it to be. You’ve got a clever head on your shoulders, you’ve got a willing spirit, and a capable pair of hands. I don’t think as Mrs Haskin can ask for more.’ He glanced back towards the house. ‘You’ll get on all right with her, I’m sure. She’s a nice enough woman, and her husband, Roger, is an absolute champ.’ He nodded endorsement of his words, and touched at the collar of his shirt. ‘I must go or I’ll miss my train.’

He bent and gave Lily a peck on the cheek. ‘Well, g’bye, girl. You be good now.’

‘Goodbye, Father.’

He climbed in and closed the door after him, and a moment later the vehicle was starting away. As the rough little carriage moved off along the road Lily felt a tightness in her throat and the sting of tears in her eyes. She stood watching until the cab had gone out of sight around the bend.

She was still standing there a minute later when from behind her came Mrs Haskin’s voice calling out, ‘Well, are you gunna stay out there all day, young lady? Because there’s things to be done.’

The words shook Lily out of her preoccupation, and she turned and saw Mrs Haskin just closing the front door. Without wasting a moment, Lily moved around the side of the house to the rear door. As she stepped inside, Mrs Haskin said, ‘And if you’re looking for a drink of tea, dear, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait and make do with water. I’d have made some tea for your father, but since he decided not to bother, we shan’t be bothering either. You can have some later with your supper. Now,’ Mrs Haskin stood before her, hands clasping the dish towel over her girth, ‘I suggest you go upstairs and get changed into your working frock and your pinny. Then you come on down and I’ll tell you what your duties are gunna be. Maybe then we can get summat done.’

Lily spent the next hour in chores around the house, and then, shortly after six o’clock, Mr Haskin came in. His shadow darkened the open scullery doorway for a moment as he stepped into the room, his glance at once falling on Lily. ‘I reckon there’s gunna be some rain,’ he said, looking curiously at her. Then with a nod and a smile he said, ‘Hello, young miss.’

Lily gave a little bob, and said, ‘Mr Haskin, sir.’

He was a broad shouldered man of medium height, thick dark hair turning grey. Looking to be in his mid-forties, he was quite clearly some ten or so years younger than his wife. He was quite good-looking, with a strong nose, heavy dark brows, and a wide, generous mouth. He stood there with his hat in his hand looking Lily up and down.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘so we’ve got our new little maid. Though not so little really. How old are you, young lady?’

‘Fifteen, sir.’

‘Fifteen, eh. And you’re Edwin’s girl.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He nodded again. ‘You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t remember you from when we lived at Compton. I reckon you must have been knee-high to a grasshopper when I saw you last.’ He smiled warmly at her. ‘Anyway, it’s nice to have you here. We can do with some decent help after that useless little minx Kitty went off. Have you heard about her?’

‘No, sir.’

‘No, and indeed why should you? And it’s just as well she went of her own accord afore she was pushed.’

Mrs Haskin looked up from the food she was preparing and said, ‘The girl don’t need to know all our business, Father. She’ll have enough to do looking after her own affairs without bothering with ours.’

‘And right you are,’ Mr Haskin said. ‘Right you are.’

Later on Lily sat down to eat with the couple, and was relieved to find that the simple supper of cheese, pickles and cold ham was good. After they had eaten, she set about washing and drying the dishes, and then it was time for her to go to bed.


PART TWO


Chapter Three

As Lily made her way through Whitton’s small park, she hitched the basket more securely over her arm and looked up at the heavens. The July sun had made an attempt to shine earlier on, and had succeeded for a while, but now clouds had come drifting over and the sky was turning grey and threatening. She just hoped that the rain would keep off, for she had brought no umbrella.

In her basket she carried a package containing a pork pie, two pickled eggs and some bread and cheese – Mr Haskin’s midday dinner which he had forgotten to take along with him earlier that morning. It was not the first time it had happened during Lily’s employment with the family.

The year now was 1866, and it would soon be three years since she had come to Whitton to begin her work with Mr and Mrs Haskin. Thinking of it sometimes lately, she could scarcely believe that so much time had gone by – how, almost unnoticed, the days had slipped into weeks, the weeks into months, and the months into years. It had, generally, thankfully, been a painless process.

Following her arrival she had settled fairly swiftly into a routine and was very soon going about her duties as a matter of course. She had been relieved to find also, that after initial misgivings about Mrs Haskin’s rather sharp manner, for the most part she got on well with her. As the weeks passed, Mrs Haskin had seemed to relax and soften in her manner towards the girl, and, evidently, to judge her worthy of her bed and board and £12 a year. Even so, Lily had to watch her step, for there were occasions when her mistress would be prone to outbursts and passions, and a slip in Lily’s work might result in a sharp rebuke, or on very rare occasions, a quick dig with a hard hand.

As for Mr Haskin, Lily had come to know him little better as the time had passed. He was altogether different from his wife. He appeared an easy-going man and, though not much of a one for conversation, was invariably pleasant to Lily. He seemed to regard her with a rather tolerant amusement, for which attitude she could find no reason. A wheelwright by trade, he owned a third of a partnership in a small carriage-construction company, by name of Silver and Son, on the eastern side of Whitton, making – and also repairing – smart broughams and phaetons for those who could afford such things. He loved his work and was closely involved in all aspects of the manufacture of the carriages, from the setting of the springs to the sewing of the upholstery. He worked long hours, leaving home in the mornings just after seven, and not returning until seven in the evening. Even at weekends he would frequently end up at the factory. Usually he rode on his chestnut cob for the mile-and-a-half journey, though on occasions he would hitch up the trap.

Lily had often visited the factory during her time in Whitton, usually to take Mr Haskin some message, or to deliver some food or item that he had perhaps forgotten or which was not ready at the time of his leaving the house. On her first visit, soon after her coming to Whitton, he had taken pride in showing her around the workshops, and with fascination she had watched the men at their various tasks, observing them at different stages of the carriages’ construction, as they built everything, starting with the first basic part, right to the final polish on the woodwork. She had been impressed, and the thought came to her that perhaps one day she too might go and work there. At present there was only one female in Mr Haskin’s employ, but Lily reckoned it was only a matter of time before there were more.

Lily’s continuing employment with the Haskins was now a matter for some consideration for her. She had turned eighteen earlier that July and had already stayed on longer than was usual in such a domestic position, particularly when it offered no chance of betterment. It was time, she had begun to tell herself more and more, to move on somewhere else. But where was she to go, and to do what? What she had most set her heart upon – becoming a schoolteacher – had been put beyond her reach, and she could think of nothing else that she was fitted for or that she wanted to do.

Going by way of the little borough park saved Lily a tedious walk through the hard-paved streets. The park also offered a more attractive outlook with its wide, smooth sward and trees of poplar, beech and elder. It offered, too, the occasional bench beside the meandering pathways, and as Lily approached one of them she decided to sit for a few minutes and take in the view. She would cool down too; for all that the day was overcast, it was humid and rather uncomfortably warm.

She stepped towards the bench, and as she did so she saw a book lying on the seat. She sat down and in the same moment took it up.

There were not many books in the Haskin household, and the few that there were Lily had read, some more than once. Sometimes she got books from the Munie circulating library, but she wasn’t always in the house when the library van came by. She greatly missed the Mellers’ crowded shelves at the farm in Compton Wells.

The book was a copy of M. E. Braddon’s novel Aurora Floyd, and seeing the title on the cloth-bound cover she felt a touch of disappointment, for she had read it only the year previously.

She flicked through the pages of close-set type and read the odd paragraph, immediately remembering the story and the characters as they appeared again. As the minutes passed
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