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For Emma Read with my love and affection. Fate decided I would have two daughters With the same name. 

I’m very grateful to Fate. 
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PROLOGUE 

It was the season of Advent and the night was blade sharp. Ground-glass white was the frost, and the eyes and noses of London were bright with cold. 

It had become late. The market streets of that great metropo­lis, that city of cities, were emptying as lanterns and lights were staunched without and within the shops and houses. Drays and carts and private carriages rattled away, the harsh crash and grind of iron on stone, and as their noise departed, so too did the wash of human voices. London, heaving with trade and plenty and paucity, would settle soon into the freezing, star-strewn dark and sleep without protest in promise of the Christmas to come. 

In a fashionable part of town a little removed from the rowdy vigour of commerce, a hired carriage waited outside 38 Berkeley Square. A tall and elegant building, number 38 stood among a row of similar mansions. As with its neighbours, stone steps mounted to a black-lacquered door as glossy as pitch or tar. But a brass plate beside the bellpull – so small as to be almost a label – distinguished this establishment from its companions. Engraved upon it were the words: 

CHEZ MISS CONSTANCE 

MADAME ELLEN GOWAN 

MODISTE & MANTUA MAKER 



Number 38, then, was a place of trade and not a family dwell­ing, a singularity in a handsome square such as this. 

The carriage horse snuffled. Her master rubbed the mare’s ears and said, ‘Not so very much longer.’ Theirs had been a cold wait. The driver, a Kentishman, could smell the frost descend­ing; soon the cobbles would wear a silver coat. 

A slant of light splashed gold to the man’s feet. A visitor was departing from a house close by. Voices carried in that unmoving air. 

‘Compliments of the Season. Good night, good night!’ 

The coachman sniffed. He muttered, ‘Indeed it is. For some.’ He would have liked to be as pink and happy and fat as that cheerful gentleman. The cold of this night might be tolerable with so much lard beneath the waistcoat. 

‘To you also!’ This from the host and his lady – he in tartan trews of red and green, she in velvet of a violent, unflattering purple. The first notes of a polka began in the upstairs drawing room as the butler closed the door, restoring the night to its proper place outside his master’s house. Music and laughter were contained within once more, and the square decently returned to dense, cold quiet. 

The horse coughed. She lipped at the coachman’s nose and stamped, breathing a chaff-smelling cloud above her old friend’s head. This exhalation of the beast, at least, was warm. The man laughed at his companion’s attentions.He might not be a fine, portly gentleman but still, there was much to be grateful for – compared to some. His coat was thick and he had a low-crowned hat crammed upon his head and a muffler about his throat. When driving around these winter streets, it was important to have a warm head. His boots were serviceable, too, unlike the shoeless wretches who would sleep on the streets and in the door­ways of the city tonight. Their naked feet would be pinched white in this cruel weather. So many were destitute, even in wealthy London. The children affected him most. But what could he do, one man amongst so many? 

The coachman shivered. But the truth past the philosophizing was this: He and the mare had been waiting for two quarters of an hour past the time he had been instructed to return. 

The bells at the Abbey had just sounded the half. Soon it would be midnight. The horse snuffled her master’s coat. Was there just one more treat hidden in those capacious pockets? The man shook his head. ‘Sorry, lass. Not even a morsel’s left.’ 

The wrenching of frozen hinges announced the door of number 38 had opened. A tall man stood out upon the steps. His face was shadowed but his words, a freight for silver breath, car­ried to the coachman. ‘Madame, it remains only to wish you the very best of good nights.’ The well-dressed gentleman spoke in English but with a bold French accent. ‘After this most delight­ful of evenings, be sure I shall count the moments until I may return. All felicitations of the season. Adieu.’ An elegant bow, a flourish of the hat, and the Frenchman made his departure. He moved with the grace of a dancer. Few men walked as elegantly as he. Perhaps he was conscious of the fact. 

Having pulled down the carriage step, the coachman stared respectfully ahead until his passenger, in a flurry of coat skirts, climbed inside. The equipage rocked and settled upon its straps. Knocking the head of his cane against the roof, the man called out, ‘The business is concluded. For now. Remove me, driver.’ 

‘Certainly, Sir.’ All cabbies are trained to discretion, but privately the coachman wondered about the man’s half laugh as he spoke, his not-quite-pleasant tone. He clambered to his seat and gathered the reins in fingers stiff with cold. 

‘Around we go, lass.’ He turned the carriage gingerly on the glassy roadway. A movement caught his eye. The door of number 38 had been closed and the outside lantern staunched, but a lady’s hand was at the curtain in an upstairs window. A prickle at the nape of his neck told him they were being watched. 

The cabbie touched the mare’s shoulder with his whip’s thong and sharp echoes bounced back from the dwellings on either side as they rolled away. He was convinced that if he were to look back, the lady in the upstairs room would be staring after them still. The man shivered, and it was not because of the cold. 

Ellen Gowan turned from the window. The soft net fell to its place with a sigh, a film against the obsidian pane. There was no light in the room, no fire or candle, but Ellen could see her image well enough. It was reflected in the dressing glass on her table. Why was her appearance unchanged? Tonight her carefully con­structed world had been taken apart, remorselessly torn into small and then smaller fragments. And yet she looked as she always did. She found that odd. And suddenly it was too much. 

‘Oriana. Can you hear me? Help me, I beg of you! Oh, please.’ The wail of a lost child. Hearing herself, Ellen almost broke – she who had not cried since . . . ‘No!’ Hand heels ground against bone yet these, her eye-sockets were strong enough. Dams to hold back grief. ‘I will not!’ She would push the tears behind the orbs of her eyes, hold them inside her body. She would not cry. 

Polly knocked softly. ‘You need not be alone.’ Standing in the passage outside Ellen’s room, Polly’s candle outlined the shape of the door. Like water, light, once introduced, will not be denied. 

Ellen did not immediately reply. Her throat constricted even as she said, ‘Go to bed, Polly.’ 

On any other night, Ellen might have opened the door to her friend. There is solace in an orderly life, chatting amiably while plaiting one’s hair for sleep. But not tonight. 

Polly’s silent shuffle was eloquent. Ellen could hear her breath­ing. ‘I know how upset you are. That man . . .’ 

‘No!’ Ellen modified her tone. ‘I cannot talk of –’ she stopped. And then, ‘Sleep well, dearest Polly.’ 

‘We will come through this, Ellen. We always have before.’ 

A pause and the footfalls departed. Distantly, Polly’s door creaked open and closed with its accustomed click. 

In her room, Ellen’s eyes adjusted to the dark. Slowly, as if emerging from water, she made out her reflection in the looking glass again. The white part of her eye glittered briefly as she moved close to the dressing table. She saw her face as a painter might – the shapes and volumes and planes, the suggestion of colour to the mouth and eyes. Was she pretty? He had said she was, tonight. No, he had said, exquisite and beautiful. Such com­pliments were abuse from his mouth. 

‘Enough!’ At last, rage made its appearance and Ellen rejoiced. Scarlet fury brought a rushing tide of energy, one that rode high in her chest and shortened her breath. But this was from strength, not dumb misery. 

Ellen fumbled over to the mantelpiece and found the vestas and the silver candle stick with its honey­smelling, country­smelling,garden­of­her­childhood­smelling candle.This was the first brave luxury she had allowed herself as things improved. Beeswax instead of tallow, even in the bedrooms. The vigorous click­scritch as she struck light to the wick was just as it should be, a normal sound on this most abnormal of nights. She touched the flame to the ready­laid fire, a further act of defiance. 

Ellen Gowan would not cringe and cry in the dark. She would be warm for she had earned the money so to be. Let there be fire! Let there be candles, not one but several! 

And as the coals caught from the wood shavings artfully placed among them, Ellen stood in the very centre of her gra­cious room, a branch of candles in her hand. Slowly she turned and allowed the pliant flame to illuminate all those things that she, and she alone, had placed there.The gilt­framed paintings, the bound books in their presses, the splendour of the carpet beneath her handmade shoes. 

She was the famous, some might say the notorious, Madame Ellen Gowan, creator of gowns and all manner of finery to the ladies of the most prominent families of England, the Great Six Hundred. She had worked for her renown, sacrificed so much, and she would not allow him to destroy her work, or her life. Not again. 

Distantly, the hour began to chime. Ellen stood at her window and stared out at the sky, spangled with stars. One, two, three ... 

‘He shall not take what he wants. Do you hear me, Oriana? I shall not let him take it.’ Four, five, six . . . ‘I shall send him back to the past.’ Seven, eight . . . ‘He belongs there.’ Nine . . . ‘Mine is the future.’ Ten . . . ‘I shall claim the future. As you wanted me to.’ Eleven . . . ‘And I shall not be afraid.’ Twelve. Midnight. 

Ellen pushed up the heavy window sash and leaned out. The moon rode high above Berkeley Square and its light found dia­monds in the flagstones, turning the world to silver. In that transformation was magic. Or sorcery. 

But there was power in this glinting world ruled by the moon, and mystery in its shadows. Ellen was not afraid of the London night, it had proved a friend in the past. 

And yet nothing on that frozen midnight was as it seemed. Least of all Madame Ellen Gowan. 





PART ONE 





CHAPTER 1 

There is a proverb that the salt air of the Fen country breeds folk who are constitutionally hardy. Those that it does not kill. On the first of August 1843, Lammas Day, Ellen Gowan’s thirteenth birthday had at last arrived. And today, though she did not know it, the saying would play out in her own life. 

As light lifted in the village of Wintermast within distant sight of the Norfolk Broads, pink dawn faded to a haze of gold and pearl. The reapers had been busy all the preceding week in the fields, and the sap of fresh-cut meadow grasses sweetened the air. 

Ellen woke as the walls of her white bedroom flushed to rose. She pulled back the window lace and sighed with a happiness so profound, her chest ached. Finally, it was here – it had begun! For, as well as her birthday, this was the final day of term for her father’s pupils – the day scholars that the Reverend Edwin Gowan, Curate of Wintermast, taught in the front room of their rectory. In the coming autumn, five of the seven boys would leave for their grown-up schools. And Connie, Ellen’s mother, with the willing assistance of her daughter (and their servant Polly’s bossier interference) had prepared a feast to celebrate both these great events. Downstairs, beneath a covering of muslin, all the treats were laid out in the pantry ready to be dis­played to their guests. Every dish, every bowl and platter they possessed was mounded high with delicacies. 

Ellen had a new dress, too, though she was not supposed to know. Her mama had made it for her. She had seen it as she climbed the stairs to her room one evening. A glimmering shape, it had lain partly finished across her mother’s bed. That glimpse was enough to show that the dress was too small to be Connie’s. 

It now hung in her parents’ armoire among their own few clothes, for there was nowhere else to hide a surprise of such magnitude in their small cottage. Perhaps, when Ellen put it on, her mother’s dressing mirror would help her see if the hue suited her. She was particular about such things. She knew that each person looked good in some colours and not at all in others. 

Thirteen. It seemed a great age. Ellen sighed with the respons­ibility. And then she giggled. Serious thoughts at the beginning of this glorious day? No! 

A soft tap came at her bedroom door. Edwin and Constance Gowan were considerate parents. 

‘Ellen?’ This was her mother’s gentle voice ‘Are you awake? We have something for you.’ 

Ellen lifted the latch to greet her smiling mother and father. ‘Certainly, Mama!’ 

‘Happy birthday, dearest child. Salutations!’ As he entered the room, Edwin Gowan leaned down from his substantial height, careful not to knock his brow against the roof beam of the low room. 

‘How splendid you look, Papa!’ 

Ellen’s handsome, if gaunt, father had dressed for today’s cel­ebrations with particular care. Over his usual suit of black canonicals – well brushed and sponged by Connie – he wore his doctoral gown from Cambridge. The silk had faded from its original scarlet, and yet the wide sleeves and cloaklike fall of the garment lent the Reverend Doctor Gowan a startling glamour. 

Ellen lifted her face to be kissed. Edwin hesitated. His daugh­ter was a child still, yet she was changing. Morning light declared the truth. Something swept his heart. Wistfulness? Regret? 

‘He does look splendid. I do agree.’ With eyes only for her daughter, Connie had not seen Edwin’s expression change. ‘But you, also, must look all you should on your birthday, Ellen.’ Stepping forward, Connie Gowan displayed their gift. Across her arms lay a mass of flower-sprigged silk, jade green and pink on an ivory ground. This was not a dress. It was a gown. The first that their daughter had ever been given. For Ellen, all the prom­ise of that one quick glance so many nights ago was here fulfilled. 

‘Oh, Mama.’ The child was awed. She did not know that the gift had been created from the last dress remaining in her mother’s trousseau. That gown had been packed away in laven­der years ago for just such a time, and Connie’s nimble fingers and many evenings working by lamplight had wrought the trans­formation. 

‘And, a lady must have dancing slippers.’ From behind his back Edwin proffered the shoes with a flourish. Fashioned from scraps of the same silk, he had cut and stitched the soles himself. 

Ellen could not know that these would be her father’s last loving gift. 

A kiss for each of her parents and Ellen ran to the window to inspect her presents. She was oblivious of her nightgown and bare feet. ‘Oh, this is so delightful. How lucky I am. Lucky, lucky, lucky!’ 

Edwin grinned at his daughter’s exuberance, and Connie’s breath caught as she looked at him. The yearning, the intensity of the passion she had felt at their first meeting remained in her still. Feeling her glance, he turned and smiled warmly. ‘Well, wife, we may safely say Ellen delights in your work.’ 

‘And yours, dearest husband.’ 

Edwin slipped an arm around Connie’s waist. They stood close, watching their daughter with pleasure as she twirled and posed, until Connie, with a start, said, ‘Edwin, please ask Polly to bring up a can of water. We must dress.’ 

‘Alas, a gentleman has no place in a lady’s dressing chamber. I shall do your bidding, Madame, with dispatch.’ Edwin bowed and backed away as if in the presence of a queen. Considering the lowness of the door frame and a floor distinguished by its uneven surface and little else other than a rag rug, Edwin man­aged a graceful departure. 

‘Come, Ellen, we must dress your hair. By its current state, you might have slept in a hedge. The tangles!’ 

But Connie Gowan was only pretending severity. Especially when her pretty daughter burrowed into her arms declaring, ‘I do love you, Mama. And Papa, too. This is the best day of my life!’ 

The washing took a little time and dressing the hair rather more. And all because Ellen could not sit still. The girl’s glance contin­ually strayed to the dress laid out across her parents’ bed, and where her eyes went, her body twisted to follow. 

‘There. It is done.’ Connie stepped back to survey her work. Ellen’s hair (storm dark, she thought, magnificent!) was naturally abundant. And wild. But Connie had restrained the curls with pins and pomade, weaving them into a shining plaited corona. Ellen bore the unfamiliar weight well, since the carriage of her shoulders was naturally, gracefully proud. True, Ellen was rather young to put up her hair, but today’s party was as grand as the Gowans could manage. Where would be the harm in permitting the child to feel just a little grown up on such a special day? 

‘Can I put the gown on now, Mama? Oh please. Please!’ 

‘Very well. But the silk is delicate. It will tear if roughly handled.’ 

Ellen coloured. ‘I am careful with all my clothes. You have taught me to be!’ 

Connie hugged her outraged daughter. She raised one of Ellen’s hands to her cheek. ‘Do not be insulted, dear one. The silk is precious to me.’ She did not say why, as she turned her daugh­ter toward the window. ‘Now stand in the light. Let me see if I have judged your form well enough.’ Perhaps the fabric whispered of the past as Connie picked up the gown, for she was smiling. ‘Raise your arms, child.’ Ellen did as instructed though it was hard not to fidget. 

‘Can I see, Mama?’ 

‘In a moment.’ Connie stood with her head to one side. She was pleased. The cut of the gown was simple, and that had been the correct instinct. Youth needs little adornment. Sleeves of puffed, white voile had been attached to a tight bodice descend­ing in a point to the voluminous skirt. The silk was light enough, however, to move pleasingly with its wearer, and a single flounce at the hem, finished with silk cord of deep rose, was decorative without being fussy. 

As Connie laced her impatient daughter, she privately reflected that a girl of thirteen was sometimes a curious object. Soon the child must be supplanted by the woman, and yet the round, high brow, the soft cheeks, and bright colour of childhood lingered still in Ellen’s face. For those who did not wish to acknowledge the passing of time, perhaps that was a comfort – and Connie knew that Edwin was among that number. But for those with eyes to see – for a mother – each day past thirteen the child walked further away, as the woman-to-be stepped a little closer. As Connie tied the sash of ivory ribbon tight, she was both sad and proud to observe the changes in her daughter. 

In this last year, Ellen had begun to grow – the deep hem on the skirt acknowledged that fact. Soon, perhaps, she would be taller than her mother. Ellen’s shoulders, too, were wider than Connie’s had ever been, and extra room had been allowed in the bodice of the gown. As yet, there were only the smallest of swellings upon Ellen’s upper ribs, and if her daughter seemed oblivious to the promise of this changed contour, Connie was not. 

‘No one will ever guess, will they, Mama?’ 

Connie startled from her reverie ‘What, child?’ 

‘That you fashioned this lovely thing? It does not look at all homemade.’ Ellen twirled away and picked up one edge of the skirt, as if to display a train. ‘Only from Paris, my dear, might we expect such excellence of cut. The work is too fine by far to come from English hands.’ The girl caught the glacial superiority of a society lady all too well. 

Lady Greatorex to perfection, thought Connie Gowan. ‘Perhaps they will think you made the gown, Ellen. Your skill with the needle has much improved.’ 

It was true. A fair woman, Connie knew that Ellen’s abilities had begun to approach her own. Sewing was an indispensible art in any household – especially a poor one – but she had been delighted for more than practical reasons to watch Ellen’s talents fulfil their early promise in this last year. 

When Ellen had sewed her first sampler at age five, it had been clear that her skills were precocious. For Connie’s daughter there were none of the badly set stitches, no knotting and twisting of the yarn that distinguishes the work of a novice. The back of that first piece had been as neat as the front. And by her seventh birthday, Ellen had drawn and cut out the pattern of a dress by herself, and sewn the garment together with almost no assistance. Her choice of fabric, too, demonstrated an instinct for colour and an appreciation of style that Connie privately believed to be inborn. Such things could only be encouraged, they could not be taught. Clever and kind was Ellen. What mother could be more blessed? 

Why then, when she gazed at her daughter’s happiness, did Connie feel such dread? She tried to tell herself that these were natural fears, the concerns any fond parent might feel as her child approached womanhood. But in her heart she knew the truth. Each week that passed showed that Ellen would grow into a beauty that she herself had never quite attained. Yet, if not guarded by wealth and position, that same grace could prove a blight for those upon whom fate bestowed its most capricious gift. 

As Ellen turned this way and that, trying, without success, to see how the whole of the dress appeared in the looking glass, she caught her mother’s eye. ‘Is something wrong, Mama? Does the gown not look well?’ 

Connie stood behind her daughter’s shoulder. It was hard to express what she felt. ‘Do not fear, child. Your appearance is delightful.’ She reached for Ellen’s hand, and mother and daugh­ter gazed at each other in the mirror. And smiled. 

‘Mother! The bells!’ On the far side of Wintermast’s green, the clock in Edwin’s church tower was striking the hour. Soon their guests would arrive. 

‘We must see that all is in readiness. Immediately! Where is your father ...?’ 

Connie hurried to the door, and Ellen, with one last glance at her surprisingly elegant appearance, ran after her. She was glad they were so happy today. It was not always so. 





CHAPTER 2 

During term time, when Edwin tutored his pupils, the largest of the rooms in their cottage became a school. It was furnished with two long tables and backless benches for the boys to sit on. Ellen’s earliest memories were of playing with her peg dolls in the window seat, listening as her father’s scholars chanted declen­sions of Latin verbs. 

As she grew older, Edwin had included his daughter in the les­sons, teaching her Latin, Greek, and Hebrew just as he did the boys. The gentry who sent their sons to Reverend Gowan would have been confounded indeed if they had known that he made his small library – one of the last relics of his time at Cambridge – available to Ellen as soon as she could fluently read. He delighted in her progress – she had his ear for languages and an excellent memory. He gloried, too, in his daughter’s inquisitive mind and quietly, but stubbornly, insisted on his right to teach his child among the other pupils. 

But Ellen’s inclusion gradually became a scandal. Many said it was not right that the sexes should mix in this way. And knowl­edge of such kind – masculine learning – was widely considered unsuitable for the weaker female mind. Concerned parents removed their boys and the number of pupils dwindled. 

But today, on Ellen’s birthday, such concerns were forgotten and the schoolroom was a different place. Scoured with sea-sand by Connie and Polly, the oak floor had been lightened from dark to honey. And, to clear a space for dancing later, the tables had been pushed back against the walls. Damask roses – scarlet and white, yellow and cream – had been brought in from the garden and made into long garlands twined with wild woodbine. Draped along the sills and around the great window, the flowers had begun to wilt, until Ellen sprinkled each one with water from the well. 

The room was drowsily warm, and dust motes jigged in the light. Ellen paused and closed her eyes. Each floral scent was clear, as distinct as the notes Connie played on her old-fashioned spinet. A counterpoint to the melody of fresh-cut meadow grass, the flowers sang a green song that described summer in Ellen’s mind. 

Connie hurried in with a platter of little butter buns and an apron for her daughter. ‘Child, your dress! Put this on. We must set out the food.’ 

For days before this, in preparation for the party and as a way of bringing hope to their straightened lives, the house had been filled with a tempest of washing and ironing, baking and churn­ing, and, least pleasant of all, the reek of calves’ feet boiling up for the jellies. For Ellen, watching that pot was the task she hated the most. But the liquid she had skimmed all of one long, hot day had been coloured and flavoured and left to set in the stillroom. And now the magic would be revealed; the glory that allowed the heat of the fire, the stink, and the labour to be endured without complaint. 

‘When I give the signal, child, and not before.’ This was the critical moment and Connie’s anxiety was merited, for disaster stood close. Ellen, at Connie’s nod, slid the plate beneath the mould with steady hands. It required real skill to turn out the garnet and emerald castles from the copper moulds (Connie’s most valuable kitchen possession), but mother and daughter worked in concert, and Ellen, by her concentration, earned her mother’s proud smile. 

‘There! How nice they look.’ 

Ellen beamed. The jellies glowed in a slant of sun, a worthy centerpiece for the tables of the feast. But then Connie frowned. ‘Polly, where is the marchpane? I do not see it here.’ 

‘On the top shelf in the pantry, mam. Where I said they was.’ Polly Calstock, the Gowan’s maid of all work, called out from the kitchen. Fifteen and sturdy, the previously awkward village girl had lately disappeared into a sullen almost-woman who daily grew more insolent to her mistress, if not her master. And all because she’d been brought a bonnet from London by her brother and with it, inflated tales of his life as an Ostler’s boy at a coaching inn there. 

Mrs. Gowan had never previously worked Polly too hard for fear the girl should give her notice and leave. But now she look­ing forward to that day, since trials of will between mistress and servant had become wearingly familiar. She called out again. ‘Thank you, Polly. When you have finished hulling the straw­berries, Ellen will help carry the bowls to the tables.’ 

A loud put-upon sigh was the only response, but there was too much to do for Connie to begin a confrontation. Mother and daughter hurried to the pantry. 

‘Be careful, Mama!’ Connie had quickly climbed up on a three-legged stool to reach the top shelves. Ellen tried to steady it – one leg was shorter than the others – as her mother handed down two pretty china baskets filled with sweets made from almond paste in the form of apples and peaches. 

For the principal meat dish, being watched as it warmed by their affronted maid, Connie had sacrificed two of their older hens and three cockerels for a mess of chicken fricassée in the French style. This was to be accompanied by a cold pie of eels in aspic (more calves’ feet!). Ellen was not fond of eating eel. To her, the creatures were much better alive and twining together in the marsh. But Edwin had set a trap two nights ago, and yester­day he’d gathered enough for the heroic raised pie that lay on the kitchen table. 

Connie prowled the length of the schoolroom, inspecting each offering. To Ellen’s eyes, all seemed complete. And perfect. 

‘Polly! Where are the fresh cheeses?’ 

‘I have them here, mam. You asked me twice before.’ Polly stood in the doorway. In her hands was the family’s one silver salver and upon that, white porcelain bowls of curds. Her mutin­ous expression declared she would not step forward unless specifically requested. 

Connie swallowed a sharp retort at the tone of injured pride. ‘Yes, girl, arrange the bowls there, beside the bread. That will look nice.’ The mounds of buns were still faintly warm. Ellen’s mouth watered at the thought of salt cheese curd slathered over fresh bread. 

‘Edwin! There you are. Do you have the cooling tub?’ 

Edwin nodded patiently at his wife. He took no offence at her sharp tone, it was the result of nerves – and the natural anxiety of any hostess. 

‘I shall pump some water to fill it presently.’ He presented Connie with ten stone-bottles of elderberry champagne. It was the Reverend Gowan’s job each autumn to brew the wine from the bushes in the garden. He stored it in his potting shed, where the liquid fermented in the bottles. Such humble nectar must have darkness and silence, he declared, to attain its proper flavour and sparkle. 

‘The angelica!’ It was a moment of emergency but the candied green angelica, lavishly sticky, was located in its dish on the kitchen dresser. And now, all was finally ready for their guests. 

‘Polly, please wash your hands and put on a clean apron.’ The girl departed with a sniff. She thought such things fussy. 

Connie turned to her daughter. ‘And, Ellen, you may remove yours. Let me help you.’ 

‘Wife?’ 

‘Edwin, please to fill the tub?’ Connie was distracted as she re-tied Ellen’s sash in a more becoming bow. 

‘I shall. But first come here, Mrs Gowan. Your daughter looks very well. And so do you – a pair of most elegant ladies and a credit to our family. Cease to fret. All is prepared, or it never will be now.’ Edwin opened his arms, smiling. First his daughter, and then his wife hurried to shelter within that loving circle. 

‘Never forget this day. Our daughter is nearly grown and we have each other. Sometimes our lives are hard but we three remain.’ Lovingly Edwin Gowan bent down to kiss Connie first, and then Ellen. ‘There! Let the festivities begin. Our Lord always loved a party – he will not grudge us this small celebration!’ 

‘William, you will be sick!’ Ellen watched with awe as the Honorable William Greatorex’s jaws closed around another piece of strawberry shortcake. His cheeks, stretched tight, shone as he chewed with remorseless vigour. The boy laughed. Ellen drew back sharply to protect her gown as little flecks of cream flew about. 

William did not understand the importance of Ellen’s birthday dress. In his world, girls had more than one pretty thing to wear. 

‘I shall not you know.’ Or that is what Ellen thought he said. It was hard to understand actual words through the wall of cake that stopped up William’s mouth. 

Since this boy was the most important of Edwin’s pupils, he had been seated beside Ellen at the head of one of the tables. The celebratory feast was now well advanced, and William, who existed in a state of near permanent hunger, had emptied the con­tents of all the dishes within reach of his hands. His companions, some of whom had better manners, watched in astonishment at the bold way he appropriated so much without apology. 

‘Polly, perhaps you might serve the other table?’ Connie plucked the fricassée from William’s grasp. For once the maid did not demur. William was the rudest of Edwin’s pupils. He treated Polly as if she were a thing rather than a living person. Besides, he had called her fat once and she had not forgiven him. 

‘Certainly, mam.’ 

Removing the dish from Connie’s hands, Polly swung so sharply, her skirts swayed, exposing her ankles. ‘Polly, you are bold! I saw your stockings!’ William’s guffaw caught the attention of the boys and soon all were laughing and pointing at the Gowans’ blushing servant. 

Edwin clapped his hands sharply. ‘Scholars! Since this birth­day feast and celebration of term’s ending is almost concluded’ – he directed an embracing smile at his wife and the discomforted Polly – ‘and since, too, the ladies of this house have toiled cease­lessly for your pleasure, I think it fit we thank God, and them, for this bounty.’ 

William, a clumsy boy, chose just that moment to drop his glass of watered elderberry wine. It shattered upon the floor in shards and stars. Connie paled. William had been given one of the four precious glasses that remained in the Gowan household. And now there were three. There would never be four again. Glass was too expensive to replace. 

The room was silent after the crash. Into that breathing pause Edwin quickly intoned the familiar words, ‘Let us pray.’ 

The boys stood in their places and, though restless, closed their eyes. But William stared boldly about. He was impatient with prayers. And yet some part of Ellen’s distress on Connie’s behalf worked past his self-absorption. As if for the first time, he saw, really saw, Ellen. A girl, not a child. And a very pretty one. Her coloured face and trembling lip touched him, which he did not expect. 

William Greatorex flushed also as an unwelcome clarity showed him that the unhappiness of his friend – he was surprised that he should think of Ellen as his friend – was his fault. He had broken the glass, and such a thing must be important to the Gowans. 

Now, expectations of a very high order had been placed upon the increasingly meaty shoulders of the Honourable William Greatorex. As such, his days swung between haunted guilt – in the presence of his parents – and the enthusiasm of relief when freed from, in particular, his mother’s disapproving eye. Attending Edwin Gowan’s day school had been an irksome dis­traction from all the things that William liked best to do: riding, shooting rabbits and rooks and hawks, eating, sleeping, and gos­siping with the grooms in his parents’ stables. But today the boy finally understood. An important time in his life was ending. A time during which he had been fairly and kindly treated. The uncertainties of his great school lay ahead and he was frightened of the change. In all these years past, Doctor Gowan had been patient with him, and encouraging. And Ellen had made him laugh, which had lessened the shame when book learning defeated such scattered powers of concentration as he had. William flushed a deeper scarlet, the skin of his neck all aprickle, when he remembered Ellen’s kind eyes and cheerful good humour even when he had been rude to her. 

No, he had not understood the gifts he had been given in this place. And now it was all nearly gone. He might never see Ellen Gowan again. Certainly so, if his mother had her wish. 

Lady Greatorex did not like Ellen, though William had never questioned why that might be so. Now it was Master Greatorex’s turn to feel the sting of tears. He blinked them away and wiped his nose on his shirtsleeve. 

‘. . . and, Heavenly Father, for those of our company who will leave this place today, we thank you for all we have shared together in this room. All the laughter, the joy of learning given and received, the companionship of our friends. For this, and for the feast of celebration in which we have participated, we are truly grateful. Your bounty, Lord God, is without end. Amen.’ 

Ellen whispered the final word with great intensity and opened her eyes to find William staring at her. His own were red and watering and even smaller than usual. At first she was alarmed, but then he smiled. Something had changed. She would never have described his expression as soft before, but that was the closest word she could come up with for the compassion and, yes, sweetness in his glance. Strange words to associate with William Greatorex. 

The boy’s voice was oddly strangled when he said, ‘Will you come outside to play, Ellen? My parents will be here soon, and I should like to remember . . .’ Remember what? 

In later years, when the succeeding scenes of this day played out in William’s mind, as they often did, he could never put a meaning to that illusive little word. In any case, it was not what but who. It was a person he did not wish to forget. Ellen. Yet this, for a time, was easy to deny to himself. And that was because of his mother. 

Lord Greatorex, a short but massively fat man with a high voice was, though a little remote, always pleasant to Connie Gowan when he brought his boy to Edwin at the beginning of each term. He ignored Ellen, though not unkindly, since she was only the curate’s daughter. 

Lady Evelyn, William’s mother, however – as bony as her hus­band was fat, with a sharp nose and a similar manner – was frigid rather than distant. Though necessarily civil to the Reverend Gowan as her son’s teacher – since he was a gentleman and a university man – she would only rarely acknowledge Connie with anything more than a nod. Or if she spoke at all, it was most usually to complain. 

This disdain caused much distress to Ellen’s parents. They rightly assessed such treatment as a marker of how far in the world they had fallen. They felt the helplessness of their situation keenly, for they needed each one of their pupils and could not afford to offend the children’s parents. The penury of a declin­ing stipend was eased by the fees brought to the household each Quarter day by the boys. Without them, utter poverty would result, since each year there were fewer villagers to support the parson, and those who remained were poor. 

Yet there were worse things than Connie’s continual humili­ation. For if Lady Greatorex rarely acknowledged Mrs Gowan, she reserved positive contempt for Ellen. From the time the child was about ten years old, and on every occasion that she visited the curate’s house, Lady Greatorex would make loud announce­ments within Ellen’s hearing such as, ‘Can it be that Miss Gowan is taller still? I am quite astonished.’ And, ‘Large eyes? I find them vulgar. They call attention to the face. That may be construed as common.’ 

But here, on this sun-dazzled afternoon when the feast was done, William Greatorex, flown a little with Edwin’s elderberry wine, hurried after Ellen as she ran toward the garden and there caught and kissed her. And this was just as his mother’s carriage drew up at the end of the path. 

The scandal was instant. Hurrying from her carriage even before the steps were properly down, Evelyn Greatorex arrived beside William in a cloud of agitated green poplin (a poor colour for skin as sallow as hers). Snatching at the boy, she caused Ellen to stumble. And in saving herself from falling, the frail silk of Ellen’s pretty gown tore, exposing an arm to the shoulder. 

‘Wretched girl!’ Lady Greatorex’s indignation was very great, and her voice loud. Edwin and Connie arrived at a run, followed by Polly and the rest of the boys, big eyed. In frigid tones Lady Greatorex declaimed, ‘Reverend Gowan, how do you explain this, Sir?’ 

Edwin paled at the venom but he was confused. Why was Ellen’s gown torn? ‘Explain?’ He hurried to his daughter and placed an arm around her shoulders. He felt her tremble. 

Evelyn Greatorex stared with narrowed eyes at the pair. ‘Yes, Sir. I said explain. Your daughter. My son. Oh, I knew this day would come. I warned of it – and now you see the result of your so-called education of both sexes.’ She pointed at the pair. ‘Loss of innocence!’ 

William and Ellen stared at that accusing finger. Time ceased. All that existed, all that could exist, was the agony of that moment. They had been playing. That was all. And though Ellen could feel the impression of William’s lips – dry and rather hard – on her own, still there was no feeling in that contact for her. Her emotions for him came closest to what she felt for her two broth­ers, dead as infants, nothing more. That is why she tried to help him when he struggled in class. As if in helping him, she reached out to them. 

Yet the heat of Evelyn Greatorex’s words was scalding. Each disdainful syllable burned Ellen as surely as lemon juice or salt on a wound. And the world – the sky, the trees – reeled and blurred as the girl’s eyes filled up and overran, the tears spotting the stuff of her bodice irrevocably. She was mortified by the laughter of her father’s other pupils. Why were they suddenly so cruel? Did they hate her, too? 

William sprang back. Wiping his mouth, he hurried to stand beside Lady Greatorex and would not look at Ellen. 

Her daughter’s shame and distress were too much for Connie. She ran to her child. With freezing dignity, she said, ‘Lady Greatorex, I must ask that you remove your son from this house. He has most grievously offended our daughter.’ 

Evelyn Greatorex had never before been spoken to in this manner and gasped into a pink-faced silence. Connie caught her breath and continued. ‘But we are Christians here, Lady Greatorex, and my husband and I will always wish William suc­cess with his future studies and his life. We have a great fondness for him from the time he has spent beneath this roof. We shall strive to remember only what is good in your son and will not detain you further. Good day to you both. Come, Ellen.’ 

Ellen raised her head and managed a curtsy without even the hint of a wobble. Her expression was polite but distant as she retreated, straight backed, into the house behind her mother. Her deportment could not be faulted even if, once indoors, tears dropped upon cheeks that burned as if slapped. The Gowans, mother and daughter, collapsed into each other’s arms. Connie held Ellen up as she bravely conquered her sobs. 

‘Why, Mama? Why was William’s mother so hateful?’ Connie’s eyes darkened. ‘She thinks you too pretty, Ellen. And worries for her son. He is fond of you.’ ‘We have always been friends. But why should that concern his mother?’ 

Poor Connie. How could she tell her daughter that Lady Greatorex had been right to fear Ellen’s influence over her dullard son? Childhood partialities are long lasting. 

‘I have asked them all to leave.’ Edwin Gowan entered the schoolroom quietly from the bright day outside. 

All around, as if to mock their distress, lay the scraps and remnants of the birthday feast. Wearily, he removed his scholar’s gown and threw it carelessly down. It trailed to the floor over one of the benches. This upset Connie almost most of all, for Edwin was very particular about his few formal gar­ments. She hurried to pick it up, but he stopped her with a look. 

‘Leave it where it lies, wife. It is no more use to me. Or to this family. Today’s disaster will see no more boys being taught here – at least not while Ellen is part of the lessons. Lady Greatorex will get her way.’ 

Ellen shivered at her father’s despairing tone. She had not understood the considerable cost in him continuing her educa­tion among the boys. 

Connie’s voice trembled ‘You cannot mean that, Edwin. Allow me at least to . . .’ She bent down again but Edwin snatched her hand away. 

In a low voice he said, ‘I forbid you to touch it. Remember your vows to me, Mrs Gowan. Obey.’ 

Connie’s face drained white and the cords in her neck sprang tight as hawsers. 

Fearfully, Ellen gazed from face to face. She had caused this. The day that had begun with such hope had ended in misery – and now her father had spoken harshly to her mother. She had never before heard such words between her parents. 

Staring at Edwin with huge, wounded eyes, Connie said, ‘I would never willingly disobey you, husband. This I think you know.’ 

But she dropped her gaze. ‘I shall rest for an hour and then Ellen and Polly and I will clear away.’ 

Connie left the room without one backward glance. Ellen heard her mother’s footfall as she climbed the stair to their room – it was slow and heavy and the old treads groaned. A noise so familiar and yet, today, so poignant. 

‘Father?’ 

Edwin turned. He had been blindly staring through the case­ments. ‘Yes, child?’ 

‘I am truly sorry. For everything.’ 

His expression softened from the severe mask of a moment before, and Ellen saw something she had never seen before. Hopelessness. ‘No fault of yours, Ellen, has caused the events of today.’ 

‘What will happen now?’ 

Edwin Gowan looked at the doorway and toward the stair beyond. He half-started toward it, then stopped. ‘What will happen now?’ He shook his head. ‘I do not know. I must pray. For guidance. When your mother wakes, tell her that I . . .’ 

Edwin ceased to speak, his face working as if he would say more. But he held the words back. In his heart. 

‘What shall I say to Mama?’ 

Edwin kissed his child’s raised face. Gently he stroked a way­ward curl, twisted it about his finger – glossy, so alive that when he let it go, it sprung away as if glad to be free. ‘Let her know that I have gone to the church.’ 

Edwin paused and then, with a sigh, bent to pick up his gown from where it lay half-sprawled on the dusty floor. He shook it carefully, and brushed the nap of the material with one hand. But he did not put it on. Instead, he placed it on a hook behind the door. With one last glance at his pretty daughter, he left the schoolroom and walked out of the house. 
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