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WILSON SAT UP very straight. This was the first letter she had ever written in her life and she wished it to be correct in every particular. The inkwell, mother’s parting gift and purchased with some difficulty, had travelled with her. It was made of glass, with a hinged lid. The ink itself had travelled separately, tightly stoppered in a small bottle and wrapped for extra security in a piece of green felt. The felt was now spread out with the inkwell resting upon it so that, should there be any spillages, no harm would be done. Taking care to allow the surplus ink to drip off her nib, at last she wrote:

Dear Mother,

Dear Mother, we left from the Unicorn Inn at five in the morning in a Coach. I was well wrapped up and though the air was Raw not in the least chilled and by nine when the sun had broken through I removed my heavy shawl the same which you dear mother knitted for me so you can be assured I did not suffer. At ten we made a stop Mrs Maria Barrett pronouncing she was suffering agony from Backache and so we pulled up at an Inn whereof I have forgot the name —

Wilson paused. It seemed important, so early in her chronicle, to be exact. Mother had begged her to write down every detail, swearing nothing was too trivial for her and Ellen and May and Fanny to want to know. She could see them now in her head, reading this letter, when it arrived, so many times they would almost memorise it. And she could not remember the name of that first inn. But with no difficulty at all she could remember well enough the noise and confusion and her own fear. Mrs Maria Barrett was shown into a private room and her sister with her and both their maids and Wilson did not know what to do. No one directed her, no one troubled about her. Mrs Barrett’s maid ignored her timid request as to where she should go, but then perhaps she had spoken so softly she had not been heard. So she had stood on the threshold of the parlour, not knowing whether to enter with the ladies or not, and then she had been pushed out of the way by a woman bearing a tray of refreshments and the door had closed in her face. She had not had the courage to open it again. And so she turned, heart thumping, seeing nothing for it but to return to the coach and wait. But Mr Barrett had taken pity on her. He found her lurking near the coach and gave a great ‘Hey! What’s this? What’s to do? Not eating, miss?’ She blushed and lowered her head, desperately confused. He held out his hand, which she had been too shy to take, and took her back into the inn and seated her in a quiet corner and ordered the landlord to see to her wants, and chucked her under the chin before he left, saying she would have to learn to speak up for herself if she was going to London.

She did not want to write any of this to her mother. The thought of her own confusion and distress over such a simple thing as entering an inn was painful to her. She had not known what to ask for, even. The landlord, impatient and irritable, had stood over her and she could only think to say water and bread. Water and bread were what she got, the water brackish and the bread hard. But she chewed and swallowed and tried not to think of her mother’s knead cakes, the warmth of them melting the jam made from their own blackcurrants and the fragrance of the baking still in the air:

— but we Rested and Fed and went on our way Refreshed. We stopped again at midday, I know not where, and again Mrs Barrett had the Backache and walked about with a deal of groaning, I am sure, and after she had repaired to a bed and lain upon it until two we once more set off. It was a long weary afternoon Mother and though there was much to see I could not look at all the country we passed through without some tears before my eyes for thinking of Home and you dear Mother —

But it had been her mother who had wanted her to go, to snatch this opportunity and get away from home. Mother said it might never come again and at twenty-three she had to be thinking of this and not find herself slaving and working her fingers to the bone as mother had always done. To go to London and into a lady’s service was a great thing to poor mother who had never done anything but wash and scrub and clean and, most of all, sew and whose ability to read and write had done her little good. Mother, married at seventeen and widowed at twenty-five, for whom nothing had ever gone right. She had kept her cottage only because she was a good worker and the master did not need it, and the mistress valued her as a seamstress, but she had no rights to it, nothing; she was only the widow of an estate worker, she could be turned out at a moment’s notice as she never tired of reminding her daughters. All of them must find work so when the time came there was a chance they could fend for themselves. And to this end mother drove them all on, snatching a place for Wilson as scullery maid when she was thirteen and urging her to work double-hard and be noticed and rise in the world. Which she had done, though it was hard to be noticed when she was so shy and quiet and afraid. First she was under maid then at sixteen took a place as second parlour maid at the Barretts’ house until Mrs Barrett’s lady’s maid fell ill and she was called to step in and take her place for a month. She had no training to it, nothing, she knew only how to scour pans and sweep floors and open doors and, lately, how to dust and set a table under a housekeeper’s direction. But she did not know how to brush clothes or braid hair or any other essential lore for waiting on a lady. Mrs Barrett taught her. She liked to teach her own maids how to do things as she wanted and no other way and preferred them to come to her without knowing any other person’s ways. But after a month her own maid was recovered and had not been ill since and Wilson had been encouraged by Mrs Barrett to look elsewhere for a situation that was worthy of her. She had done better, she had found one for her herself, with old Mrs Graham-Clarke in Pilgrim Street and mother was thrilled. She stayed nearly seven years with Mrs Graham-Clarke, from 1837 to 1844 until April this year, when Mrs Barrett had come to see her and told her of this very special situation to a young unmarried lady who was a distant relative-by-marriage of hers and lived in London. Mother had been ecstatic. The wage was sixteen guineas a year and all found, six more than she was getting in Newcastle.

Wilson could not understand mother’s urgent pleas to take this London situation. Did she want to be rid of her? Did she not want her near? But both these explanations were so patently false that she could only fall back on her mother’s given reason, the same she had always given: she wanted all her daughters to do well for themselves. London was, by her standards, doing supremely well, though Mother had never been to London and knew little of it. She said she did not need any first-hand information. London was where the Queen was, London was where the rich and famous were. And, Mrs Barrett had said, this young lady’s family were one of the first families in London, she believed. She gave a guarantee that Wilson would find no better, no more respectable, no kinder household in all of London. The maid whose situation she would take, Mrs Barrett had said, was leaving in tears and only because she was to be married. Everyone loved the lady for whom Wilson would work. Mrs Barrett had tears in her own eyes as she described her distant cousin, Miss Elizabeth Moulton Barrett. She told Wilson what a sad, wasted figure Miss Barrett was, an invalid, almost a recluse, so sweet and delicate and gentle, and moreover a poet of some acclaim. Mother had started to say it was her duty to go to such a lady and help her but Mrs Barrett had interrupted to say it was a privilege. But it was so far away and she had never been out of Newcastle, except once to Durham and then she was glad to get home. She would not see her family for a year and yet there was mother, pushing her to go, not crying at all.

Except at the parting, when everyone cried, Ellen and May and Fanny as well as mother; but Ellen had cried for jealousy, May because she was frightened and Fanny because everyone else was crying. Ellen knew she would never rise like Wilson. She started out as a scullery maid but did not progress because she was clumsy and had a temper. Both kept her down. Now she was twenty-one and still in the kitchen and never likely to leave it unless she married. May was more likely to follow in Wilson’s footsteps, being neat and docile but then May was twice as timid as Wilson and afraid of any responsibility. She was better as a parlour maid, mother said, under a butler’s eye and guided by a housekeeper. As for Fanny, she was still at home, though fourteen. Mother said she was not strong and should be kept at home longer if it could be managed. Not strong and not bright either. Wilson wondered often if Fanny, born after mother was widowed, was a little more than merely delicate, but the subject could not be mentioned. Fanny was mother’s baby, sent to console her, born in the middle of great sorrow and grief and the mark of this seemed always to be on her.

Wilson applied herself. This day dreaming, this rambling in the head, would never do. She wrote on rapidly, describing the rest of the journey and making a good story of the horse that tried to bolt and losing a wheel at Doncaster and finally arriving in the city itself:

— You would cry out to see it dear mother it is so Fine and there are Such Sights I cannot think to tell you in one letter. Mrs Barrett has a very Fine House here full of all manner of good stuff such as you would exclaim to see though in truth I was not there above a day and did not see all the rooms. She brought me here and next day between two and three in the afternoon since the lady was so desirous to see me but not the lady Miss Elizabeth Barrett, as I will be maid to it is another, Miss Henrietta, that I saw and a very pretty lady too. She asked me if I was Quiet because her sister, Miss Elizabeth, had great need of Quiet and I said I was and I was Known to be Quiet in all I did and Mrs Barrett vouched for me. She asked if I understood her sister, Miss Elizabeth, was not strong and needed great care and many things done for her and above all a Kind and Cheerful person about her. I did not know what to make in reply for, dear mother, I fear I am not naturally Cheerful and what reply was I to make? Miss Henrietta saw my confusion and spared me and said she was sure I was Kind because I looked Kind. Mrs Barrett said I was Kind and had no temper. Miss Henrietta said she would consult with her sister but she thought I could come the next day and begin to know Miss Elizabeth if that suited. And so today I came mother and Mrs Barrett sent me in her carriage with my box which was appreciated as it is heavy with all my winter goods. I make haste to send this dear mother and have stamped it and will post it when I can and hope it will find you as it leaves me.

Your loving daughter,

Lily.

Wilson’s name was not Lily or Lilian but Elizabeth, shortened to Lily from Lilabet, as Ellen had called her when a child. She liked to sign her christian name because she so rarely saw it and now she had left home would rarely hear it either. She was Wilson, without any pre-fix, and had been pleased when she became known as Wilson in Mrs Graham-Clarke’s household. It put her above Mary and Martha and Eve who were only under maids. She was Wilson as the housekeeper in this new place, though unmarried, was ‘Mrs’ Robinson and the distinction was clear.

Mrs Robinson had treated her with some suspicion but with respect. She had looked very searchingly at Wilson when they met that morning. A fine, handsome man had opened the door to her when she plunged down the area steps. She did not dare raise her eyes while she told him who she was. All she had seen as she followed him down a passage were his black clad legs and the stone of the ground. She knew that as lady’s maid she ought not to behave like a scullery hand, that she ought to have presence and speak up and act according to her station but it was not in her to do so. She ought by rights to have gone to the front door but this had not occurred to her. Mrs Robinson did not seem to hold it against her. ‘I like modesty,’ she said and smiled. Wilson stood and blushed until told to take a seat.

Mrs Robinson, Minnie Robinson, was large and fat, but soft and dimpled, rather than solid and heavy. She had thick, wavy blonde hair under her cap, peeping out all round the edges in tiny tendrils, and bright, sharp blue eyes that looked at Wilson shrewdly. This one, she could tell, would be no trouble. No airs and graces here, maybe a deal too soft for many a taste. What would Crow make of her? Minnie pressed Wilson to a cup of tea and wondered if anyone could be more different from the vigorous, lively Crow who was about to depart among so many tears and sighs. They even looked startlingly different, the two of them. Crow was tall and strong with bold colouring and a great energy of movement which she struggled to control in Miss Elizabeth’s company. This new one, Wilson, was small and fragile, nearly as small and fragile as Miss Elizabeth herself. She sat there now with her head bowed and her hands clasped tightly, tight enough to turn the knuckles white. Minnie poured her some tea, urged her to remove her coat if she felt the room was warm enough. Hurriedly, Wilson took off her thick cloak, afraid that by not doing so without being bidden she had caused offence. A neat figure, Minnie noted, a good bust in spite of her small stature and air of fragility. But not a flirt, there was no preening, no sign that this young woman knew she had a good figure: there would be no trouble. Minnie asked her about her other positions and watched her carefully as she recited the dates and names. Only occasionally did Wilson look up, little furtive peeps then down with the eyes again. The master would not like that – ‘Look me in the face,’ he always told his servants and frowned if they could not hold his stare. This one would be afraid of the master, it was certain.

Minnie got up, with some difficulty. She was a little lame in one leg. ‘I’ll take you to your room myself,’ she said, sorting out the keys hanging on the rack. Most of the servants’ rooms did not lock but Crow’s did, as did Minnie’s own. It was a privilege of which she had no need, though Crow had done, of course. She went ahead, telling Wilson to leave her bag for Charles to bring. Slowly, she walked along the passage, Wilson following, and began to climb the stairs, pulling hard on the banister. The first flight, to the hall was steep but after that it became easier until the last flight of all. She did not talk to Wilson – she had not the breath to do so – until the second floor and then she paused on the landing and indicated a door and whispered, ‘Miss Elizabeth’s – sssh’. Another steep flight and then they were there. Minnie opened the door, indicated to Wilson that she should go in. Wilson stepped into the room hesitantly, as though expecting someone to be there. Minnie could smell lemon juice still fresh in the air. Crow, who had only moved out two days ago, used lemon juice on her hands to keep them white. It was pure folly and expensive folly in Minnie’s opinion – there would be no more lemons for Crow to waste on her hands now.

Crow had left the room immaculate. Wilson could see the chest of drawers had been freshly polished and the cover on the bed, a pleasant sprigged pink counterpane, freshly laundered. There were pink and white curtains at the window and a pink cushion in an old basketweave chair beside the bed. If it had not been for a large and ugly mahogany closet, the room would have seemed too pretty to be that of a servant. Minnie opened the closet with some pride, assuring Wilson it would hold a complete wardrobe, winter and summer, with ease. Wilson blushed. Her few things would be lost in that cavernous cupboard. Minnie sat on the bed, said it was a good bed, that the master had good beds throughout the house for servants as well as family. She said she hoped Wilson would be happy here. Wilson said she was sure she would. Still Minnie went on sitting there until Wilson began to feel embarrassed.

‘Miss Henrietta told you about Miss Elizabeth, I expect?’ Minnie finally said, getting up.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘You’ll know, then, about her situation?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘She’s had a sad life, poor Miss Elizabeth, a lot of illness and disappointment.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Crow could tell you the weeks and weeks she’s wept, never sleeping.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Well then, you’ll feel for her.’

‘Oh yes, ma’am.’

Minnie nodded, evidently satisfied. She told Wilson that Miss Henrietta would see her presently and meanwhile Charles would bring up her box. She asked Wilson if there was anything she wanted to make her more comfortable and then she left. Wilson flew to the window and pressed her face eagerly to the glass: chimneys. That was all she could see, a field of chimneys of every size and shape and brick colour, sticking up from the roofs below like squat trees. No real trees, no greenery. Carefully, Wilson opened the window and peered first to the right and then to the left. She was not quite sure but fancied she saw a hint of green, far, far to the right as though there might be a tree of some kind on the horizon. She closed the window, stood with her back to it. The room would do very well. Just then there was a knock, making her jump. Her heart thudded a little as she opened the door. A youth was standing there with her box, staring at her boldly. He went on standing there, saying nothing, staring, holding the heavy box, clearly waiting for her to give him an order. Tongue-tied, knowing she was not behaving as she ought, as a lady’s maid ought, a London lady’s maid, she pointed at the floor. He put the box down, slowly. She thanked him. Still he stood there. She had no idea how to get rid of him. She put her hand on the door knob and said thank you again and at last he backed out, never smiling, never speaking.

For the next hour she unpacked her box and arranged her things – three dresses, two petticoats, three nightgowns, two chemises, four pairs of drawers, two nightcaps, four pairs of stockings – and then she moved the jug and basin from the washstand and used it as a desk to write to her mother. When that was done, she could not think what to do next. Should she go down? Should she wait until sent for? She dreaded meeting people she did not yet know on the stairs. Should she change her dress to be ready for the summons from Miss Henrietta? She was full of doubt, weak with the strain of not knowing how to behave. All new places and people and routines were an ordeal to her – mother could not know how she suffered every time she had to face moving. What she loved was the familiar, the well tried and tested. There was no pleasure for her in change.

An hour later, Wilson stood trembling outside Miss Elizabeth’s door, Henrietta beside her. The landing was gloomy on this turn of the stairs. The thick, dark maroon carpet blended into the skirting board and then seemed to continue up the walls in heavily embossed wallpaper of a similar colour. There were pictures on the walls, huge things in gold frames, but Wilson could make none of them out. Miss Henrietta had her finger to her lips. Gently, she turned the knob of the door and pushed it open. Wilson’s heart beat wildly. She did not know what she expected to see, nor why the idea of a poor invalid lady should frighten her so, but she could hardly bear to enter that room. There was the faintest of growls and she saw the eyes of a dog staring from right across the room at her. A voice said, ‘Sssh,’ and the dog lowered its head. Miss Henrietta moved swiftly across the room and was adjusting a blind, saying, ‘Really, Ba, a little light will not hurt, surely. It is such a beautiful day.’ There was no reply. Wilson was afraid to move unless bidden and went on standing just inside the door, her hands clasped in front of her to stop them trembling. She could see very little in the room. It seemed crowded with furniture and belongings and the only clear silhouette in the gloom was that of the chaise longue where the dog sat on a coverlet.

Miss Henrietta, a flash of light in her pretty yellow dress, flitted over to the chaise longue and bent over it. ‘Darling Ba,’ she whispered, ‘I have brought someone to see you. Come, sit up and be introduced, do.’ Wilson saw the coverlet move and a dark head appear over its rim. Miss Henrietta bent over and lifted the reclining figure to a half sitting position. The pillow fell from behind the head and Wilson saw her chance. She crossed the room, eager now there was a task to be done, and lifted the pillow, shook it, and placed it with great care and tenderness behind the head. She saw a pair of great, black eyes set in a face so thin and wasted that they seemed indecently large and heavy. She dropped her gaze instantly and retreated a step, giving a half-curtsey. ‘This is Wilson, Ba,’ Miss Henrietta said. Miss Elizabeth said nothing. Wilson kept her eyes lowered. ‘Wilson,’ Miss Elizabeth said, ‘you have come to look after me?’ ‘Yes, miss.’ Miss Henrietta, who seemed always to move quickly and energetically, was gone in an instant, saying from the door that she would return presently. Wilson half turned, beseechingly, terribly afraid to be left alone but it was too late. A rustle of silk and Miss Henrietta had gone.

Wilson stood in front of the chaise longue like a penitent, head still bowed, hands still clasped, body shivering very slightly. ‘Do sit, do rest,’ Miss Elizabeth said, her voice light and whispery. ‘On a chair, miss?’ Wilson managed to say. ‘Here, on this stool.’ Gratefully, Wilson sank down onto the stool at the side of the chaise longue. She noticed the coverlet was not even and deftly put it right. ‘Thank you. It is Flush, you know, he disarranges everything.’ Encouraged, Wilson dared to look up again and this time noted the weight of the black hair, thickly ringletted and parted into bunches either side of the pale face. She saw the mouth was wide and generous and, like the eyes, appeared too dominant for the size of the face. Miss Elizabeth sighed and closed her eyes. ‘You are tired, miss?’ Wilson managed to ask. ‘I am weary, weary,’ Miss Elizabeth murmured, ‘always weary.’ Wilson kept quiet. She tried desperately hard to communicate her sympathy silently. Every muscle in her body now went still, a great calmness took hold of her. The dog, Flush, sensing it first, lifted his head. He inched across the coverlet cautiously and when at last on the very edge extended his tongue and licked Wilson’s hand. She patted him on the head respectfully. Flush retreated, satisfied.

‘Well, that is a miracle,’ Miss Elizabeth said. ‘What power do you have, Wilson, to entice Mr Flush so? He does not easily give his friendship I assure you.’

‘None, miss. I like all dumb animals.’

‘And dumb humans?’

‘Pardon, miss?’

‘Do you like dumb humans, Wilson?’

‘I don’t know as I’ve known any, miss, not properly dumb. If I did, I expect I would feel the same for them.’

The silence was so complete and lengthy Wilson feared she had given offence and was compelled to look at her new mistress, to search her face for reproof. But Miss Elizabeth was smiling, a strange, almost mocking smile though the eyes were kind. There was no hint of anger. ‘It is time for my tea, I think,’ Miss Elizabeth said and just then there was a knock at the door and Tilly entered bearing a tray. Wilson was on her feet to receive it at once. It seemed to her that Tilly, whom she had not yet met, thrust the tray towards her at an awkward angle, deliberately sloping it down so that the teapot threatened to capsize, and that she knew what she was doing. Wilson saw the jeer in Tilly’s eyes and the turn of her lip but she ignored both and concentrated on bending her elbows in such a way that the tray was levelled. Tilly would learn. She may be new and North Country and insignificant but Wilson knew all about impertinent housemaids and how to deal with them.

She set the tray down, taking care not to bang it on the table. Equally carefully, she poured tea into the tiny cup beside the pot. It was such a small cup it was hard not to overfill it but she managed to stop just short of the rim. There was neither milk nor sugar on the tray so Wilson did not need to inquire how much of each was taken. Keeping her eyes on the cup, she brought it over but immediately there was a problem: Miss Elizabeth was not sitting up sufficiently to take the cup and Flush was in the way. Wilson blushed and faltered. She ought to have helped her mistress up first and moved Flush. She made to turn back with the cup but Miss Elizabeth stopped her, saying, ‘I am an expert at taking refreshment lying down with a dog on my stomach, Wilson. Give it to me.’ The hands that came from under the coverlet to take the cup were delicate, long fingered and startlingly white – Wilson had never seen such white, spirit-like hands before. They looked as if they did not have the strength even to hold such a tiny cup.

The tea drunk, Miss Elizabeth sank back onto her pillow, stroked Flush and said, ‘You may go now, Wilson. Until five o’clock. Thank you.’ Wilson curtseyed and left the room as quietly as she could. She stood outside on the landing uncertain what to do. In her hands she had the tea tray which decided her. It was the housemaid’s job to take the tray but at the Graham-Clarkes’ she had always taken the tea tray, there had been no strict rules there, and now she found herself with it, it seemed silly not to take it to the kitchen. So she descended, only hesitating again when she heard laughter and voices down below. Both stopped as she entered the kitchen and put the tray down. Wilson kept her eyes lowered but took in that there were two men there – Charles, who had brought her box, and the imposing man who had opened the door – and Tilly. Tilly, who was very pretty, had taken her cap off and her blonde curls tumbled about her shoulders. Wilson was gone before any of them could say a word, fairly rushing out of the kitchen to escape interrogation. Tilly giggled as she fled.

Miss Henrietta had told her five o’clock was an important time in the house. At five o’clock Mr Barrett returned from the City. He would go straight to his room and change his coat and wash his hands and then he would go to see Miss Elizabeth. She, Wilson, should be there, ready. She should have Miss Elizabeth sitting in her chair, composed and comfortable, and when Mr Barrett entered she should leave, returning precisely half an hour later. Miss Henrietta stressed the importance of good timekeeping over and over. Her papa, she said, was most particular and the sooner Wilson appreciated this the better. Wilson had been surprised to be warned in such a manner when she had not yet had the chance to demonstrate her punctuality or otherwise, but Miss Henrietta had no need to worry, she was never late, she was renowned for her reliability.

She did not look forward to meeting this new Mr Barrett or indeed any of the men of the house, and yet until she had met them there was no knowing if she would be happy in this new situation. At old Mrs Graham-Clarke’s the men in the house had hardly impinged on her life; they had no power at all and made themselves scarce. And at Mrs Barrett’s the men were nicer than the women and she had no fear of them – but here, at 50 Wimpole Street, there were so many men and she sensed they were dominant from the attention paid to the time when they would all return. As five o’clock approached it seemed to her that there was an air of not entirely pleasant expectancy in the house. The laughter and noise below stairs stopped, there was much running up and down and she could hear peremptory orders being issued by Mrs Robinson. Later, writing to her mother yet again before she went to sleep, Wilson tried to describe the change that came over the place:

—and, mother, no one trifles with him, be sure of that. I was half scared out of my wits when he first came into the house though I did not see him, being with Miss Elizabeth. I only heard his voice, very deep and strong since I could hear it two floors up though I could not make out the words. And Miss Elizabeth sat up straight and took hold of Flush (her little dog, mother, that is always with her) and said to him that he was to be good, very good, and not bark or dash about and if he behaved there might be a cake at the end. You would have laughed, mother, to see that animal, how he looked at her and put his paw out and seemed to promise. Then we heard Mr Barrett’s step on the stairs, heavy and slow, and he knocked and came in and I was never so surprised in my life for he is young mother and handsome and not a fierce old gentleman such as I had thought. He is tall, but not over tall, with a fine noble face and a good head of dark hair and such a carriage as you never saw. I curtsied and made to leave but he ordered me to wait and Miss Elizabeth said as how I was her new maid, come to care for her and he asked my name. I tried hard to be Plain and Honest mother and I lifted my eyes and tried to meet his mother when I said Wilson sir, though I fear I faltered. He was not angry or unkind but held my gaze steady and —

Wilson was forced to pause. And what? She could not think how to convey what she had felt, the shiver that had passed through her, yet not a shiver of fear, more of knowing, recognising this man whom she had never known. It was as though he knew it, too, as though he was satisfying himself that she was who he thought. There was complicity in the look he gave her and an instant approval which astonished her:

— and nodded. He said he trusted I would look after his daughter well, that she was most precious to him and her welfare his first concern. I thanked him and left. When I returned, as bidden, he had gone and Miss Elizabeth was right flushed and how her eyes sparkled mother. She said to look and see what her papa had given her and laid in my hand the smallest book, a tiny thing, prettily covered in red silk. Miss Elizabeth said I should take it up and open it and I did and it was a psalm with pictures on one side and the words on the other and all so Delicate and Cunning. She said her papa was always kind and brought gifts often and that he had brought a cake for Flush too. She was so happy, mother, the change in her was great and I could not help marvelling at it. Later, when I had got her ready for sleep, she said her papa would come and pray with her and that it was a great comfort that he did so, no one knew the comfort.

Wilson finished the letter and blew out the candle. She was glad of the lock on her door. She still did not know who was to the right nor who was to the left and it was a long way to the other side of the landing and the safety of Mrs Robinson. She lay for a long time thinking of home but not as miserably as she had expected. She liked Miss Elizabeth and she liked Mrs Robinson – that was double good fortune, to like both mistress and housekeeper. Her head was full of questions to which she badly wanted answers – what had happened to Mrs Barrett, why was Miss Elizabeth ill, what was Crow her predecessor like – and she found herself looking forward to the next day more than she had thought possible. One thing was certain: there would be a great deal to write home about.


Chapter Two

[image: image]

 

THE DAILY ROUTINE was as Miss Henrietta had described. Miss Elizabeth slept late, though in fact she did not actually sleep, only rested. She had her morning coffee brought at eleven and then Wilson helped her to wash and brushed her hair and changed her nightdress for a gown. Until two o’clock Miss Elizabeth wrote and read. Wilson for a long time was not sure exactly what this writing and reading meant, whether it was letters Miss Elizabeth wrote and newspapers she read, because her mistress liked to be alone when she was busy. But gradually, as she became more familiar with the books and papers in the room, she realised this was a more serious occupation than she had thought. Miss Elizabeth did write letters, many letters, but she also worked at her poetry and wrote articles for magazines which made such an impression on Wilson that she could not help rushing to write to mother about how

— she writes and writes, mother, on such small pieces of paper, ever so fine and neat until she has a great collection and then she scores through her writing and writes it out again until it is Right. It is Clever stuff, mother, such as you or I cannot rightly understand but I mean to try presently. All morning up to dinner Miss Elizabeth applies herself and none must interrupt. Then there are the books, mother, so many of them and all so Thick and Heavy she scarce has strength to lift them. There are books in tongues I have never seen but she makes light work of them, never pausing, the pages turning and turning. It is so strange to see a Lady working thus, I cannot believe it. Miss Henrietta scolds her and Miss Arabel, her other sister I told you of, pleads with her not to work so hard but she never heeds them. They say she will injure her health further and never be well. And, mother, I fear they are right for whatever ails Miss Elizabeth it is not helped by the little she eats and the lying up all day you would not like to see how she lives, hardly stirring from her room which is kept close —

Wilson could hardly bear how close. She sat remembering home and the Graham-Clarkes’ where, for different reasons, fires were never lit before noon unless the frost was hard and even in summer the house never felt warm. In Miss Elizabeth’s room it was summer all the time and Wilson found it stifling, found it a relief to step out onto the landing and feel the cooler air. The windows were kept tight shut and in the afternoons, when the sun came through them, the temperature rose even with the blind down. But Miss Elizabeth never felt the heat. She had a fire on all night unless it was very warm and on the days when it had to be cleaned out she lay under a pile of furs, shivering, until it was laid and lit again. She told Wilson she could not bear the cold and feared winter above all else for it meant she was entirely confined to her room.

So far as Wilson could tell, she was in any case entirely confined. It was spring, with many sunny, mild days, but Miss Elizabeth did not venture out. Wilson was with her three weeks before she saw her go into the drawing room at all and had almost come to believe this was something of which she was incapable. It had come as a shock to her, the second day she attended Miss Elizabeth, to find she was not a cripple at all – seeing her stand and walk to the work table of her own accord astonished Wilson and Miss Elizabeth had laughed and asked her if she had seen a ghost. So Wilson knew walking was possible, under certain circumstances, and had wondered why it was not practised more. But that day her mistress descended to the drawing room for an hour, she was ill in the night. Miss Arabel, who often slept in Miss Elizabeth’s room, on a sofa, told Wilson her sister blamed the exertion of the stairs. She said she would not risk it again for a while. Wilson found it hard to explain all this as she continued with her letter:

— and cannot be healthy. You would pity her, mother, if you could see how thin she is, she is like a child. Her arms and legs are sticks and she is so small, smaller even than I am, and she has no stomach or chest on her but then she does not eat. She has her coffee, black stuff, evil looking stuff, and sips that all day and otherwise pecks at whatever is sent up. A pudding she will try and fruit if it is soft but meat she detests. I have seen her feed it to Flush when she thinks no one looks. So, mother, she receives little to make her strong and needs medicine to make her sleep. She cannot sleep without it, she says it is her elixir. I measure the drops, it is laudanum, most carefully and collect a new bottle of the tincture each week from the chemist on the corner and he says it is a wonder Miss Barrett is still alive. She has a Cough which troubles her but no worse than our Fanny’s and there is no Blood thanks be to God. But it is a sad life she leads and without her family she would be sadder still.

Wilson blotted the letter carefully. She would describe the family in another letter – there were so many of them, her head had ached with learning their names. Miss Henrietta and Miss Arabel of course were easy but the men were different. She knew Master Septimus and Master Octavius first because they were most in the house and the noisiest and came most often to see Miss Elizabeth. They were the youngest of the six sons, both tall and fair and although twenty and twenty-two years of age seeming very much younger. They smiled a great deal and always had tales to tell and Wilson was not too afraid of them.

Next up from Septimus was Alfred, called Daisy which puzzled Wilson hugely, and he was a lazy young man, always yawning and vowing he was done for. He did not visit his sister so often but, when he did, he sketched her. Wilson saw and admired his sketches and thought him clever even if she never felt entirely at ease. Sette and Occy teased her, if they noticed her at all, but Alfred watched her through his half-closed eyes and she wondered if he was critical of her and if so why. He never addressed a direct word to her and neither did Henry, two years older than Alfred. Henry was the rarest visitor of all in Miss Elizabeth’s room – Wilson was there a month before he came. She did not take to him. He was peremptory, frowned a lot, appeared discontented and bad tempered. And she was afraid of his dog, an enormous hound called Catiline. This animal was supposed to remain in the yard or below stairs but when the master was out Henry allowed him to wander everywhere and all the servants warned Wilson to watch out and keep away if the beast was roaming the stairs. The other two brothers were much older, or seemed so. George was the image of his father though not so tall and sometimes appeared to Wilson even more impressive. He frowned a great deal and always looked worried and serious and she had heard Miss Elizabeth tease him and ask him if he carried all the cares of the world on his strong shoulders. George was a lawyer and came and went as regularly as his father. Charles John, the oldest of the brothers, stayed at home all the time and was often in his sister’s room. He was known as Stormie but was very un-stormlike. Wilson had never seen such a hopelessly tongue-tied and shy young man – he made her feel bold by comparison.

So far, mother knew only the names of all the family. Wilson was waiting until she could differentiate them all more usefully before she would describe them to those at home and make them as vivid as she hoped she had made the servants. Mother was well acquainted by the end of the first month with Minnie Robinson and her ‘Kindness’ and knew, among others, of the flighty Tilly and Simon, the boot boy, and of the alarming Charles, the footman, whose passion in life was pigeons (not that he could keep any in Wimpole Street). Then there was the butler, Mr John, who was respectful and not nearly as powerful as Mrs Robinson, and Molly Mawson, Miss Henrietta and Miss Arabel’s maid, who had been very nice to Wilson from the start and helped her a great deal. Mrs Tappit was the cook and Amy the scullery maid and that was it. With the exception of Tilly and Charles, Wilson liked them all and felt comfortable remarkably quickly, but it was only to Minnie Robinson that she felt drawn. Mrs Robinson ruled the house absolutely and yet no one was afraid of her. She was firm but gentle, always gentle, and inspired in the other servants a desire to please. Even Tilly jumped to put right whatever Mrs Robinson had found wrong and tried not to offend again. Every day, Mrs Robinson had Wilson into her room for a quarter of an hour in the afternoon when Miss Elizabeth rested and they took tea. Wilson assumed at first that this regular meeting must be for Mrs Robinson to keep an eye on her and question her to see that she was doing what she ought – though for a housekeeper to interrogate a lady’s maid would not, as Wilson knew, be proper. But on the contrary, Mrs Robinson, who was soon Minnie to her, never asked a thing beyond enquiring whether she was content.

One afternoon, there was another woman there when Wilson entered Minnie’s room. She made to leave, but Minnie called her back and said she wanted her to meet Mrs Treherne who had been Crow, Miss Elizabeth’s maid. Mrs Treherne excused herself from getting up, saying she was near her time and tired with the walk from Camden Town. Wilson shook her hand and sat down, shy and a little intimidated. As she wrote to her mother:

— it was Crow, mother, as I have heard so much about. Tilly told me Miss Elizabeth loved her dearly and cried her heart out when Crow left and vowed she wanted no other maid and I believe this to be true. She is a fine looking woman even now though big with child and her face Minnie says somewhat swollen as well as her belly and legs. She has fine dark eyes, eyes like Miss Elizabeth, but her face is square and ruddy and her expression Frank. She said she was pleased to meet me, as I was to meet her, and she asked me if I liked my new place and was glad to hear I did because my mistress was Precious to her, she had been with her through Great Sorrow and had feared often for her Life. I asked if I might be so bold as to enquire about the Great Sorrow but Mrs Treherne shook her head and there were tears I am sure in her eyes mother and she said she was not able to speak of it today. I begged her pardon and asked after her health. She said she was to go to Caister shortly to be confined and would be glad to rest up there at her mother’s house. When she said that, mother, my own eyes filled, I could not help it, thinking suddenly of your house and what an age it will be before I see you and my dear sisters. I wish —

But after some thought Wilson had scored that out. It was no good wishing for letters from home as long and regular as those she despatched. Mother did not have the time to write nor did she have so much to write about, though Wilson had told her every detail was of interest to her, every scrap of home life. And Ellen and May were worse. Ellen added a line or two to mother’s letters and that was all and most unsatisfactory. May wrote her own notes but they were poor things and Fanny only signed her name with a row of kisses.

Miss Elizabeth knew she wrote many letters home because she had seen her scribbling. Wilson had thought her mistress was asleep and had pulled paper from her work basket and a pencil to finish off a long letter she wished to post that day. ‘Why, Wilson,’ Miss Elizabeth had said, making her jump, ‘is that a letter?’ Wilson had blushed, dropped her pencil in confusion and vowed she had meant no offence and would not do it again only – and then Miss Elizabeth stopped her and laughed and said what nonsense Wilson talked, that she was quite delighted to find her maid had a taste for correspondence. Ever since, she had plied Wilson with paper and envelopes, requesting to know if she preferred small to large sheets, rough to smooth paper, pencil to ink and if ink which ink and what kind of pen. Wilson was embarrassed by her mistress’s interest but it went further. Miss Elizabeth examined her handwriting and said it was good and clear and better than hers.

‘Where did you learn that hand, Wilson?’

‘From my mother, miss.’

‘As I did mine. My dear mother could not abide an untidy hand. She would make me copy out my letters to my grandmother until she was satisfied I could do no better. And Bro had his knuckles rapped many a time … dear Bro.’ To Wilson’s consternation, the tears had coursed down Miss Elizabeth’s face and Miss Henrietta coming in had been alarmed and rushed to comfort her, asking Wilson whatever had happened.

‘Nothing, miss. We were talking of writing and letters and Miss Elizabeth spoke of her mother teaching her and of, I think Bro, or some such name, and how – ’ Miss Henrietta shushed her and indicated she should leave the room.

Later, Minnie consoled her. It was, she said, only the mention of those dead loved ones, of Miss Elizabeth’s mother and brother, that had upset her. Minnie said she never mentioned Bro’s name and hardly ever her mother’s and when she did she was quite overcome. It was a sad story Minnie told her and Wilson felt guilty because it gave her such drama for another letter.

Dearest Mother,

I am well and glad to receive your letter this day which came in the afternoon and was a great comfort and I was happy to know Fanny is better and Ellen has bought a new hat though I cannot fancy she will wear such a Creation as you describe very often. I have hardly been out to need a hat even though the weather is fine and I miss the air. Presently I hope to walk to the Regents Park which I believe is a great sight and there is a Zoo and a Diorama and all manner of delights, would that I could see them.

Miss Elizabeth has a Cough and is not as well as previously and we are anxious the weather being good and it not being the season for a cough. But she had been brought Low and has wept many a day and I cannot account for it nor can anyone. But I have discovered some of the sorrows she has and sorrows indeed they were mother such as will make you weep yourself. Her mother was taken right suddenly, all in three days, when none suspected she was mortally ill and Miss Elizabeth did not speak for two months except the bare necessities. But mother worse was to follow for she had a brother Samuel and he died of the fever in Jamaica when Miss Elizabeth lay ill at Torquay and hardly had that blow struck mother before another brother whom she loved dearest of all was drowned in a storm. Minnie says she was not with her then, being in London here, but Crow, as I met last week, was and thought Miss Elizabeth would go insane with grief. It was four years ago mother, in the summer, but she cannot speak of it, her suffering being too great still. Minnie says Crow swears Miss Elizabeth willed herself to die and when she did not could only think she had been spared to do her work. She has written such poems that they are to appear in two volumes this August mother – only think of it! I have not seen any of the poems but Minnie says Miss Henrietta tells her their father thinks they are very fine and will make a stir. A man comes sometimes and he reads them —

Wilson was aware her mother might misinterpret this piece of information and hastened to add that this man was a relation, a cousin. She thought him an impressive gentleman, this John Kenyon, though he was not as handsome as Mr Barrett whose age he was. He was large, portly, balding, florid-faced but his bearing was dignified and he had a way of peering over his spectacles which Wilson found endearing. She had shown him in each week and could now meet his level, appraising stare on arrival without flinching. He did not engage her in any conversation, for which she was grateful, but he smiled and nodded and told her once, on the way out, that Miss Elizabeth was fortunate to have replaced Crow with someone prepared to look after her so devotedly.

Wilson thought about what Mr Kenyon had said after he left, pondering over the meaning of ‘devotedly’. She was not sure if she was devoted or not. The word implied an intimacy she could not in all honesty say that she yet felt. It was only right to use that word about her mother – then, it was literally true. But with her mistress she was still, after a month, nervous and unsure. She had picked up the routine tasks of the day quickly enough, there had been no difficulty there, but she had not caught Miss Elizabeth’s measure as easily. It seemed to her Miss Elizabeth wanted something she was failing to give and the knowledge troubled her. Miss Elizabeth would say, ‘Give me another draught of laudanum, Wilson, my head aches so, I shall not sleep,’ and when Wilson dutifully measured out drops of the tincture and gave it to her mistress she seemed somehow displeased though her order had been precisely obeyed. ‘You do whatever I ask, Wilson,’ Miss Elizabeth had said more than once but it had sounded like a complaint. Once, her mistress had said fretfully, ‘Crow would not have let me have more,’ and Wilson had felt humiliated. What did Miss Elizabeth want?

Watching her sometimes, when she dozed, Wilson was aware of a growing tenderness. She sat darning a stocking, as near to the window as she could get (though the blind being down not much sun struggled through) and looked round the room and found herself shivering. It was like a tomb, a very well appointed tomb, with everything the dead person could want gathered together for their enjoyment in the next world. The white busts of the poets Miss Elizabeth revered glowed eerily in the half light and the spines of the hundreds of books glittered on the shelves. And there, shrouded in a heavy coverlet, her dark hair spread out on the pillow, her pale hands hanging listless over the side of the chaise longue, lay this tiny creature, smothered and trapped by all the belongings and furniture. It was a sad life, Wilson reflected, for all its ease and security. Weariness lay heavy in the air, lethargy seemed to seep from the walls, and there was a hint of despair over every surface. Wilson darned and thought. Miss Elizabeth’s illness, if illness it was, and the deaths of her loved ones, did not seem sufficient to account for her misery. What more was there to know? She was beginning to feel, as everyone in the whole house did, that she would do anything to bring a smile to her poor mistress’s face.

Hearing a carriage, Wilson paused and listened. It was the wrong time of day for callers but she heard, faintly, the door knocker bang and then voices and afterwards the door closing and the carriage driving off. Sitting as she was at the back of the house, she could not peep out to see what was happening but she would hear later, from Minnie. She completed a fine darn and made the end good. Miss Elizabeth’s clothes were not in good order – in that respect at least Crow had not been perfect, which gave Wilson much inward satisfaction though she would not for the world have remarked on it to a soul. Her mistress had little interest in clothes, wishing daily she could stay in her chemise and wrapper without the trouble of dressing, but she confided in Wilson that if she dared to do so it angered her father who liked to see her properly attired. So she had two black silk dresses for the summer and two black velvet for winter and they were all much the same, distinguished from one another only by a difference in collar. The effort of donning this costume exhausted Miss Elizabeth every morning of her life. Patiently, Wilson had learned to leave this laborious dressing until after her mistress had done some of her writing, finding she was better humoured, less listless, if she had worked. Then she would try to get it over as quickly as possible, provoking the response, ‘You are very deft, Wilson.’ This comment made her blush. She was not sure if it was praise or not and merely said, ‘Yes ma’am,’ and bobbed her head.

‘Was that a carriage, Wilson?’ Miss Elizabeth asked, voice drowsy and eyes still closed.

‘Yes, miss.’

‘I wonder who it could be?’

‘Shall I find out, miss?’

‘No. It is of no consequence. It will be a caller for Henrietta. I do not know how she can abide to visit and be visited so.’

Wilson said nothing. She picked up another stocking and began threading a needle. Minnie had made dark hints about Miss Henrietta and a certain soldier who should be nameless. She said the master was no fool and would see through any pretence. Miss Henrietta, Minnie said, was running it very close and should not count on luck forever. Next week the master was to travel out of London for a week and already Miss Henrietta had been to her, wheedling and sweet-hearting her into a few jellies and biscuits for a squeeze she planned. Minnie swore to Wilson she would not countenance any defiance of the master’s orders and that if he were to leave orders that there was to be no company allowed into the house while he was away then that would be that: no jellies, no biscuits, no sharing in Miss Henrietta’s defiance. But if no such order was issued then, why, it would be a pleasure to oblige.

Some evenings, up in her room after Miss Elizabeth had been put to bed, Wilson heard muffled laughter and faint strains of a violin and knew Miss Henrietta had persuaded her father to let them have an entertainment. Minnie had told her Mr Barrett could be as sociable as any of them, given the right mood, but Wilson, lying in the dark, could not envisage it. There seemed no strain of fun in the master at all. Whenever she saw him in Miss Elizabeth’s room he appeared grave and anxious. She was half tempted to creep down and hang over the banisters to see if she could catch a glimpse of the master enjoying himself through the open drawing room door but so far she had not had the courage. Her curiosity was never greater than her concern to be at all times beyond reproach. Sometimes, Mr Barrett would detain her a moment as she made to leave Miss Elizabeth’s room on his arrival – he put up a finger and paused himself and she curtseyed hastily then stood her ground, looking up at him as he liked his servants to do. Occasionally, he spoke to her, never more than the most brief enquiry as to either her own health or Miss Elizabeth’s, but mostly he simply held her gaze a moment or two before nodding and with his nod dismissing her. Wilson had heard Tilly swear her stomach turned to jelly and even Charles confessing to a tremor or two when he did this to them but Wilson felt no fear. Mr Barrett’s eyes seemed to her not so much frightening as appraising and since she did her work well and conducted herself in a seemly manner she did not flinch as others did. She tried very hard in one letter to explain this to her mother, emphasising that

— he is not an angry man, mother, as Mrs Graham-Clarke’s brother who came to visit, do you remember, and made me tremble with his why do you do this and why do you not do that and his rapping on the chair backs with that stick of his. No, mother, Mr Barrett has Dignity and does not interfere and I am not afraid of him as others here are. And he loves Miss Elizabeth, mother, it is a sight to see him with her, him so straight and tall and her so small and weak and he holds her hand and reads to her and in the evening they pray together for he is very religious mother being a chapel goer and pleased that I am too. I did not know where to go to chapel when first I came and asking Minnie she said why there is a fine chapel in Regent Street which is but a step away and the master goes there. It is a new chapel and many Fashionable folks go there so I feared at first to go myself and be Noticed and looked for somewhere else to go but not finding another Chapel directly I was obliged to go to Regent Street or not go at all and indeed it is a splendid place mother, all white and clean and the pews of shining wood and the floor too and the folk are not all Fashionable there are modest folk too. I walk there in ten minutes and I have never seen Mr Barrett yet but he said to Miss Elizabeth he had seen me though I know not how and that he was pleased. The sermons are very powerful mother such as make me shake sometimes with their promise of Hellfire I do not like to think of it and always remember it. But the singing is stirring and a happy thing and a good deal of comfort.

Coming back to Wimpole Street on Sundays after Chapel was the worst time of the week for Wilson. The time when she wondered what she was doing here in this big house in this big city when at home mother would be cooking the Sunday meal and all of them would be gathering round the table and enjoying the baked apples and the other Sunday treats and most of all the talk, the going over of the week and what they had all done. In Wimpole Street she was lonely on Sundays, would even have welcomed spending the extra spare hours she had with Miss Elizabeth, but she was not needed, her sisters did everything for her on Sundays. Minnie Robinson kindly invited her to eat dinner in her room but Wilson knew Minnie’s sister and her niece joined her then and did not want to intrude so she said she was determined to spend Sundays taking walks. She found Regent’s Park quickly enough and it delighted her. She sat beside the pond and fed the ducks and watched the families go by and felt lonely still but not so sad. She tried hard to persuade Miss Elizabeth to think of an outing to the park with Flush but her mistress sighed and said she had not the energy, she could not think of it; but Wilson might make enquiries about a chair and she would see, one day. Minnie Robinson said the chair was in the boot room and was in good readiness and that, should Wilson succeed in tempting Miss Elizabeth, then Charles could take it to the front door any time and he and Simon would carry the mistress into it at her command.

The day came towards the beginning of June, when it had been so hot and sunny for two weeks that Miss Elizabeth was gasping for air and had her window thrown open as far as it would go. Wilson watered the nasturtiums in the window box twice a day and even then pronounced the soil bone dry. ‘As dry as my poor throat,’ Miss Elizabeth said, ‘there is no air here at all.’ ‘There is in the park,’ Wilson said cunningly. ‘Under the trees it is very cool, miss, and the grass being so fresh and green and the water so blue it seems even more so.’ ‘You overdo it, Wilson,’ said Miss Elizabeth, but smiled. ‘Yet Flush tells me the same, he talks constantly of that grass and the glinting water. Well, if I had the strength I might go, just to see which of you exaggerates most.’

And so she did, at three in the afternoon. Occy and Sette carried her down with so much silliness about the Queen of Sheba that they had to be admonished and told to be sober and careful and then they made such a case of sobriety and carefulness that Miss Elizabeth laughed and threatened to cough and they had to be warned again. But at last Miss Elizabeth was in the chair and a rug, even on that hot day, placed over her knees and Flush placed on top of it, as proud as Punch. It was such a great event that Minnie came to wave them off as though they were to go round the world for a year. But as Wilson wrote that night:

— it was a great Adventure, mother, you can be sure and for me too since I was not certain I could manage the chair being so small. Charles was directed by Mrs Robinson to keep me company until I saw how I went on and only turned back when I was accustomed to the gait of the chair. It is a little stiff but with practice I became proficient and Miss Elizabeth said I pushed it very well and a good deal smoother than any of her brothers. I made as much haste as I could till we reached the Park and then I found a pretty path near the pond that lay under the trees and we stayed there a good while Miss Elizabeth being delighted with the shade and it did her good to be cool and have so much to see that was different. She bade me sit on a park bench and she sat beside me in her chair and it was companionable mother. Then at last she said she thought she might walk a little with my assistance which was a very daring thing mother and my own heart beat a little faster with anxiety for if she had fallen what would I have done? But she did not fall and we walked up and down a short distance and she was pleased with her progress and only when she was back in the chair said she was very tired. Now was that not encouraging, mother? If it goes on we will make a well woman of poor Miss Elizabeth yet.

But it did not go on. The weather broke the next day and it rained and was wild and Miss Elizabeth’s disappointment was visible. Wilson was surprised to see how low her mistress became, not even picking up a book all that day and leaving her writing untouched. She stared at the busts of her poets and wondered if any of them would have written a word if they led the life she was doomed to lead. Wilson did not know what to say – she thought of all the many spring days her mistress had refused to go out and was confused. She stayed silent, trying with gestures to soothe Miss Elizabeth, aware she did not understand the true cause of her depression. When Miss Arabel came to take Flush for a walk he would not leave his mistress. ‘Go Flushie,’ she commanded, ‘the rain will not harm you,’ but the dog was obstinate, stayed resolutely by her side. Wilson sewed quietly, only occasionally rising to fetch the scissors or tuck the coverlet more securely round Miss Elizabeth’s feet. She was troubled to see tears running freely down her cheeks – she sobbed as though some tragedy had only just occurred and Wilson was moved to overcome her shyness and put her arms round her mistress’s shoulders. ‘Hush,’ she whispered, ‘hush, hush,’ and stroked the thin back and held her tight. Flush, agitated, stretched up and licked the tears, making little whimpering noises of concern. ‘Oh, this is a nonsense,’ Miss Elizabeth murmured eventually and the tears stopped though her eyes were still full. Wilson let her arms fall to her sides, afraid that she had been too fulsome in her response, too embarrassing, and that her gesture would in turn have embarrassed her mistress but Miss Elizabeth smiled a little and took her hand and said, “Thank you, Wilson, you are very kind.’

That night, she did not see her father, pleading a headache and general indisposition. Mr Barrett sent for Wilson – Tilly, delivering the message, was breathless with awe but Wilson went quite calmly to the master’s study. She had never been in the room before. It was Mr Barrett’s sanctum, as Miss Elizabeth’s was hers, and intensely private. He was standing with his back to the fire looking even graver than usual:

— and mother for a moment I was a little nervous for he looked so Stern. But he bade me sit, though in truth I had rather not done, and then he asked me how Miss Elizabeth was and what had caused the headache. I told him I was at a loss and could only think disappointment.

Disappointment the master says and why would that be? I said I did not know but that Miss Elizabeth had looked forward to another outing to the park and her spirits seemed to fall as soon as she saw the rain. Mr Barrett’s face cleared somewhat and he asked if that was all and I said I believed it was. I thought he would bid me to go then but he walked about a bit and returned to the fire and said abruptly that his daughter’s happiness was the most important thing in the world and that he believed her to be the purest woman that ever lived and I must remember that. I said that I would and he said I might go.

Attending her mistress that night, Wilson found her exhausted, barely able to lift her arms so that her dress could be pulled off and her chemise slipped on. She said again and again that she was tired, oh so tired, and that she wished she could sleep a hundred years. Wilson, seeking to cheer her up, was bold enough to ask if she would like Prince Charming to wake her up at the end of her century of sleep but Miss Elizabeth shook her head and said she had no thoughts of Princes.

‘Do you, Wilson?’

‘Miss?’

‘Do you have thoughts of Prince Charming?’

‘Oh, Princes are not for the likes of me, miss.’

‘But you can dream, Wilson, anyone can dream, he does not have to be a Prince, exactly. Now come, do you not dream?’

Seeing her mistress more animated, Wilson knew she must humour her and respond and so she said, ‘Oh yes, miss, I dream, but not of Princes. I dream more of children, ma’am, to be serious, and a home.’

Miss Elizabeth was quiet and Wilson worried that she had gone too far but in a moment her mistress, much calmer and more serene now, said, ‘That is a better dream, Wilson. But there ought to be a father for those babies you dream of, ought there not?’

‘Yes, miss, but I don’t seem to see him.’

‘Have you tried, tried hard?’

‘Sometimes, miss. On Hallowe’en. Where I come from, in the North, ma’am, we have games, they are just silly games, we peel an apple and throw the peel over our shoulder and it is said to fall in the shape of a letter, the first letter of your future husband’s name. And if it is done in front of a mirror and there is only a candle in a far corner of the room then it is said he will come and look over your shoulder at you if you call his name right.’ Wilson was startled to have her wrist gripped firmly.

‘Does it work, Wilson? Have you done this? Did you see anything?’

Wilson hesitated. Was it wise to continue? But Miss Elizabeth’s eyes shone and she sat up straight with excitement.

‘Not exactly, miss, but once I saw a shadow and felt a presence but when I turned there was no one there.’

‘Do you believe in ghosts, Wilson?’

Again, Wilson hesitated. She had not meant to start this kind of conversation. But before she could reply Miss Elizabeth had said, ‘For I do, Wilson, I believe in a spirit world, I feel it, often, there is something there, some actual life beyond the grave. Of that I have no doubt.’

Wilson saw her eyes were bright now and her pale cheeks flushed and feared that though this animation had rescued her mistress from such misery it was now almost dangerous and would result in a fever. She insisted on bathing Miss Elizabeth’s forehead and hands and stayed with her, watching anxiously, long after she had taken the laudanum. She is suffering, Wilson thought, this is suffering I see, and when she was at last in her room, when Miss Arabel had come to prepare for sleep in her sister’s room, Wilson found she could not settle to rest. She paced up and down, troubled at Miss Elizabeth’s distress, disturbed by her insistence that there was a spirit world. Mother believed there was. Late at night, sitting crouched over the fire, mother had seen and heard spirits but they had not frightened her. Wilson, sitting with her, straining to see and hear what mother did had been disappointed. She saw shadows thrown by the flames but they were not spirits and she heard rustlings and cracklings from the wood that burned but they were not voices, not the voices mother could hear so distinctly. Mother had a smile on her face and her head was tilted back as though raised to greet someone. When the trance – for it seemed to Wilson a trance – when it was over, mother’s smile faded and her head drooped and sometimes there was a tear or two. Spirits to mother, were a comfort and Wilson would have liked that comfort for herself.

Far into the night Wilson lay awake, her curtains open so that she could see the stars. She thought about home, as she always did, and about Mrs Graham-Clarke’s and her life there and how different it was. Here, she was needed in a way she had never expected. Her duties were not so very different but Miss Elizabeth and the household were both dramatically so. Miss Elizabeth seemed to want something from her which she could not yet define – she felt all the time a sense of inadequacy though she knew she gave satisfaction and was meticulous about her tasks. Each morning, when she went in to her mistress and began to help her wake up she would find, looking into the great dark eyes, an awareness of some strange panic there, a panic she passionately wanted to soothe. Nothing was said. Miss Elizabeth said nothing, and she herself said nothing but for a moment or two she found she was overwhelmed with pity, moved very near to tears and yet she did not know precisely why. There was so much she did not know, so much she did not understand and before she finally drifted off into sleep she vowed that she would try to cast off her crippling reticence and go towards whatever it was about her mistress which stirred her.
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