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Vivien Freeman grew up in North London and graduated in Art History from the University of East Anglia before settling in Ware, Hertfordshire. A published poet as well as a novelist, she taught Creative Writing for many years and has an MA in Scriptwriting from Salford University. She is a professional script reader.

She now lives in rural Wales in the Vale of Glamorgan with her husband, the poet, John Freeman. Between them they have four children and three grandchildren. She likes visiting family and friends as well as frequenting art galleries and historic houses. She also enjoys gardening, walking, reading and listening to classical music.




About the Book

January 1900. When her mother dies late in pregnancy, sixteen-year-old Rose resolves never to marry. She is resigned to a life of mind-numbing domestic work alongside her five siblings at Sawdons Hall.

A chance encounter with the charismatic Mr. Pritchard leads Rose to make a bid for freedom, against family wishes, by accepting a job at his new bookshop in the market town of Widdock.

Rose values her developing relationship with Mr. Pritchard and her strong female friendships, and her feelings for Mr. Pritchard deepen. But, just as she seems to have gained a free, independent life, family duty calls her home.

Will Rose ever find her own happiness?




To the memory of my parents, Betty and Stan,
and of my dear friend, Ruth




Chapter One

I come downstairs in my stockinged feet, avoiding the creaking places. The ashes glow faintly red, taking the chill from the room. I throw in a handful of offcuts from Father’s workshop, which snap as flames catch them. When I hear her moving, I will heft the coal hod and tip in its noisy contents, but for now I am a shadow amongst shadows. Let her sleep. Let her rest.

I move the black saucepan of porridge to warm and set the kettle to boil. I filled it from the pail last night, just over half way so that its weight will be less of a trial when she next comes to use it after I have left her. All this I do by habit, needing no more than firelight. Passing the window, I gather back one curtain enough to see that the dark morning is made bright by a round moon showing a sharp frost which glimmers on the path and hedges.

I light the lamp. Soon, I will hear her slow, gentle tread above me, and when I do, I shall make a pot of tea and place on the fire two fronds of juniper I cut and brought in to dry. The room will greet her with fragrance.

The bed springs creak. Too heavily for her. Father, awake early. A shiver of unease runs through me. She must be feeling poorly to miss being down to share my final breakfast at home. Father’s voice murmurs. I put my own selfish disappointment to one side and feed the branches to the fire that their scent may drift upstairs and lighten her pain.

I hear the sing-song three syllables of her name again, and there is something in that questioning repetition which, despite the blazing flames, turns me to ice. A silence, then swift footsteps. I turn round, and for one extraordinary moment, I do not recognise the wild-eyed figure in a nightshirt, stumbling on the stairs.

‘Run as fast as you can, Rose,’ Father cries. ‘Fetch Dr Jepp – if only for the baby’s sake.’

I am already at the door, feet in my boots, fingers shaking and slipping on their hooks. I run out into the moon’s glare, heart bursting up into my mouth in great sobs.

I reach our lane, which leads to the road into our little town of Markly. The doctor’s house is on the edge, thank goodness, beyond the field next to ours. I run onwards, slipping on stones slick with frost. I burn with exertion, throw back my shawl. Please let him be awake and dressed. Please let all be well.

I am on the road now, its resistance jarring every step, but I have acquired an extra bout of strength as I round the bend. There is Dr Jepp. He stands in the street, leaning on his bicycle, lifting the hasp of his side gate. His whole posture bespeaks exhaustion. In the midst of my anguish, it comes to me that he has probably spent the night attending to another’s emergency. He hears my pounding footsteps, stiffens, looks up and before I even gasp his name, he is turning the bicycle my way, swinging aboard.

‘It’s Mother,’ I begin, but he arrows past me, all weariness put aside. His face is set as if angry. As I start to run back, trying not to give way to a stitch, I find myself recalling a conversation, unintentionally overheard, which took place when my mother first became ill after falling pregnant this latest time.

The doctor was called, and went upstairs to see her. I had been picking peas, and sat down on the bench in front of the cottage, about to shell them. Suddenly, there were footsteps, voices in the room behind me, clearly audible through the open door and window.

‘I advised you, after the last miscarriage, that she should not conceive again.’

The sternness of the doctor’s tone held me entranced with fear. My mother had lost that baby late in term. In her previous confinement, the newborn died within days. These events had been preceded by a troubled decade, in the time of the old doctor. Little Annie and poor, simple Jim had not survived beyond the age of five. There had been a stillbirth and, as I now know them to have been, five miscarriages. These had not been brought to medical attention.

‘But what’s a man to do?’ My father sounded plaintive, less than his usual manly self.

I blushed with shame for him. Are men really so primitive that they can control their urges no better than animals?

‘I gave you guidance – on more than one occasion,’ said the doctor, curtly.

‘I’ve tried, God knows,’ said Father, ‘. . . and my wife . . . but she . . . she couldn’t cope . . .’

‘I understand.’ The doctor spoke more gently, ‘I am thinking of her well-being now, though.’

They began to move towards the door, and I fled around the corner. The exchange hardened my resolve never to marry.

By the time I reach home, Dr Jepp is upstairs. Father leans on the mantelpiece, staring into the red heart of the fire. He does not acknowledge me.

I hear the doctor splashing water in the bowl. Steeling myself, I go up, taking a clean towel from the linen chest on the landing. As I enter the room, he walks towards me, blocking my view. He takes the towel, but simply clutches it. ‘I’m sorry, Rose. She’d already gone.’

The tears flow quietly out of me. I feel faint, drained.

‘There is nothing either of us could have done, for your mother or the baby,’ he says, patting my upper arm. Underneath his well-meant words, I hear true grief.

‘Thank you, Dr Jepp,’ I say, trying to compose myself, ‘for all you have done.’ He sighs and shakes his head. ‘May I stay with her a moment?’ I ask.

‘Of course.’ He picks up his bag and leaves the room.

Now I look across. The doctor has kindly smoothed her sheets. She looks serene. She could be sleeping, but free from pain at last. I say goodbye, leaning over to kiss her forehead. Her skin is cool. All is stiffening. She is my mother, yet no longer my mother. I take the candle from the room and blow it out.

Downstairs, Dr Jepp is sitting at one end of the table, writing Mother’s death certificate. There are three sounds in the room: his fountain pen, the ticking clock and the kettle lid, falling, falling. I make tea. It seems the only thing to do.

‘The patient succumbed to her weakened heart.’ The doctor says this to my father, now slumped at the table’s other end. ‘From my own observations and from what you have told me, I estimate that cardiac arrest took place at about six a.m. this morning. Foetal demise would have followed within minutes. Rose can verify that this is what I have written.’ He hands my father the certificate, puts his pen away and prepares to leave.

A little later, we force ourselves to eat, though the porridge sticks in my throat. Father speaks: ‘You’ll have to go to the Hall, Rose.’

Sawdons Hall. I had completely forgotten my new employment.

‘You must make sure that you inform your brothers and sisters.’

These are Phyllis, Dorothy and Hilda and the boys, Ralph and Jack, already working there. It was through Phyllis that I was accepted at the higher position of tweeny because I had good references from the solicitor’s family in our town. Unfortunately, they moved away. The new people brought their own maid with them.

‘And you’ll have to tell them at Sawdons that you can’t take up the post. I shall need you here to run the house for me.’

Although I have not been relishing my new job, the thought of staying within these four walls fills me with a different apprehension.

‘You’d better go,’ he says. ‘Besides, I have plenty to get on with in your absence.’

He will be thinking of the green oak in his workshop, from the great tree brought down in the autumnal storms. We little knew then how personal its significance would be.

‘And when you come back, you must help me write to Joe and Hubert.’ These are my brothers who work in a town, bigger than ours, not far from here. ‘By then, I shall have spoken to the vicar and seen Will.’ Will Sturgess is Father’s partner, also the undertaker for our town and its neighbourhood.

This leaves only my two eldest brothers, Bob and Ted, who left for America ten years ago. They live and work in New York City. I imagine, briefly, their shock when they receive my letter.

I clear the dishes. By the time I come back from the scullery, Father has gone. I set the chairs straight and turn out the lamp. A faint light curls around the edges of the curtains. I throw open the door. The sky in the east is suffused with a delicate pinkish gold along the horizon. By the minute, darkness above is giving way to blue. I stand motionless, until I can breathe without sobs threatening to burst out of me. All around, from the shadows of the garden, come the soft chirrups of the birds’ winter waking. It is going to be a beautiful day, the kind Mother would have loved.

I go back indoors and open the curtains wide, as she would have done. It comes to me, as I take this step, that there are, no doubt, countless rules of etiquette for mourning and people who enjoy not only the leisure to put them into practice but the opportunity to wag a finger if they have been neglected. I am thankful that, here, we are simple country folk, untroubled by such conventions.

I am wearing what I would have worn if I had been setting out for my first day’s employment: my best clothes, consisting of a navy skirt and white blouse. I put on my matching barathea jacket, hat and gloves.

As I walk down our path, the moon pales as if transparent and the sun comes up over the horizon, gilding the bare branches of trees and hedges. There is no need to take the long way round by road. The footpath across the fields is dry. We have had two summers of drought and it has yet to turn to mud. I feel my mother’s presence, not walking beside me but a little above. This seems as it should be. I derive some comfort from the notion that she is watching over me.

After I have walked about three miles, I come to the stone wall encircling the deer park. I start down the drive and, after another mile, the Hall comes into view surrounded by its formal gardens. It is an impressive building, rising three storeys at its centre with lower wings on either side.

I enter the stable yard and find Jack, cleaning harness in the sunshine. He straightens up, the smile draining from his face. I realise that there are tears running down my cheeks. Jack is my closest brother. We share a birthday a year apart, he being seventeen. Today, as I hug his shaking body, I could be the elder.

Everyone is very kind. Cook, Mrs Brandon, makes us both a cup of tea and presses upon us a plate of fresh-baked muffins, surplus to the breakfast table upstairs. The housekeeper, Mrs Gilliatt, puts her sitting room at our disposal. Jack and I wait there whilst the rest of the family are located and released, temporarily, from their duties. They will have grasped, from this extraordinary measure, that something grave has happened.

We stand in an unhappy circle in the neat, cold room, whose fire is laid but not yet lit. ‘I’ll come back as soon as I have news of the arrangements,’ I say, after finishing my account. ‘Let’s say a prayer for Mother’s soul.’ Ralph and Jack are visibly relieved to be able to focus their attention on the stumbling words which are all I can manage as a blessing. It serves to conclude our meeting and allow them back to find some solace in routine. We clasp each other, and they leave the room followed by Dot, who says that she is needed in the kitchen.

I move to follow. I begin to tell Phyllis and Hilda that I must explain to Mrs Gilliatt about no longer being available to take up my position. Hilda bars my way, urging me back into the room.

‘Please let me be the one who comes home to tend the house for Father.’

‘What’s happened?’ I look from her frightened face to that of Phyllis, which is set hard.

‘They are short of an upstairs maid,’ Hilda says.

‘We all know why.’ Phyllis’s mouth is a thin line.

‘Master Greville has noticed me already.’ Hilda speaks of the elder son of the house. ‘He takes delight in chasing me. I live in fear.’

Hilda is the prettiest of us, with her auburn curls and blue eyes just like Mother’s.

‘Where is he now?’ I ask, ready to take her home with me this instant.

‘He left for Ireland with his father yesterday to look at horses. He wants a new hunter.’

‘And when do they return?’

‘In ten days’ time.’

Mrs Gilliatt agrees without demur to the proposal that it should be Hilda who remains at home after the funeral, I taking her place here at the Hall. ‘And if the situation should change in the meantime,’ she says to Hilda, nodding towards upstairs, ‘you may leave straightaway.’

We thank her, and the three of us say goodbye. Even in my sad state of mind, I cannot help the wry reflection that my own safety is not considered to be at risk. This comes as no surprise. My father never ceases to remind me that the style of my looks and my direct manner make me unattractive to men. Phyllis is cut from the same mould as me, and poor Dot’s birthmark is, no doubt, her saving grace, keeping her below stairs. ‘His gaze does not dwell on Dot or me,’ Phyllis had remarked with satisfaction.

As I skirt the building, I hear young, animated voices, running footsteps, laughter. Across my line of vision run a young fair boy of about eight followed by two fair girls, a good deal older by their height and dress. These two are enjoying the fresh air and winter sunshine with the probable excuse that they are looking after their younger brother, since all three are engaged in a game of tag around the knot garden. Had this been a normal day, their gaiety would have lifted my own spirits, but today it underlines my grief and somehow sharpens a sense of anxiety about my future, which has been stealing up on me. Suddenly, I feel overcome. As I turn the corner, my eyes well up.

‘Good morning. Lovely day.’

I nearly bump into a tall young man. I take a deep breath and try to regain my equilibrium. ‘Yes, indeed,’ I just manage.

‘Or perhaps it’s not so lovely.’ He speaks in a considerate tone.

Surprised, I look straight at him. He must be about my brother Hubert’s age, in his early twenties. Fine-featured and well-spoken, he could be one of the gentry. Yet his face, framed by black hair, is open and friendly, his dark eyes showing concern for my troubles, which I have clearly failed to conceal.

‘Come and sit down in the sunshine,’ he says, indicating a stone bench recessed in one of the yew hedges. ‘I’m Leonard Pritchard, by the way.’

Now I have placed him: the tutor. Phyllis has mentioned him and said that he was a pleasant fellow.

‘I’m Rose Alleyn,’ I answer him. ‘My brothers and sisters work here.’

‘Ah, yes,’ he claps a hand to his forehead. ‘Of course.’ He offers his condolences. How word has travelled.

‘You are very kind, but I mustn’t detain you from your charges.’ I am regretful, for it’s warm here in the sun, and he seems well-intentioned.

‘Oh, blow them!’

I sit straight down again.

‘You fear we will both be compromised if we’re seen.’

This had been my thought exactly.

‘No window overlooks us here.’

It is true. The wall nearest this corner of the garden offers a blank face to the outside world. I can see that at one time it supported windows, but they have been bricked up.

‘Besides, we’re in the twentieth century now,’ he says, smiling, sensing my lingering unease. ‘You and I may speak to whom we please, how we please, Rose. “The old order changeth –” ’

‘ “Yielding place to new”,’ I respond.

‘ “And God fulfils himself in many ways,” ’ he goes on, and I conclude,

‘ “Lest one good custom should corrupt the world.” ’ By now we are both laughing.

‘If you believe in God, that is,’ he says, almost to himself, still chuckling. Seeing he has startled me, he tactfully changes the subject. ‘You are a devotee of Tennyson?’

‘I prefer Keats and Shelley.’

‘Of course.’

As he talks about the poets and asks me for my views, he looks as if someone had given him a tonic. I think: what a good teacher he must be. Not once does he imply surprise or patronise me, but in case he is wondering, I tell him about Mother’s bookshelf of the classics and the fact that I have read every book in the subscription library, or so it feels, not that most of its stock is really to my taste.

‘No, I can imagine.’ He sounds thoughtful.

‘But I shall have no time for reading once I come to work here.’ The words are out as of their own volition and, because he is sympathetic company and seems to want to know, I tell him the implications of what has happened today, though I merely say that Hilda will take my place at home because she is Father’s favourite, which is true enough.

‘So, you exchange one kind of servitude for another?’

‘I have to earn a living. It’s what I can do,’ I say, but although I’m slightly irked, Leonard Pritchard’s analysis is the crystallisation of a thought which has been surfacing ever since Hilda made her plea to me.

‘You have no idea,’ Leonard says, ‘how much I have enjoyed talking to a like mind. We must meet before I leave.’

This last sentence cancels all the pleasure I derived from being called a ‘like mind’. ‘When is that?’

‘Next week, Master Hector will go to boarding school to have all his lovely sensitivity beaten out of him. He should have gone last autumn, but he was too sickly. The girls are never in the schoolroom, these days. They can’t wait to be sent to Switzerland for finishing.’

‘And what of you?’ A tiny flame in the looming shadow of my employment is snuffed out.

‘I,’ he cannot help a wide grin spreading across his face, ‘am opening a bookshop in Widdock.’

I must look surprised. I explain that this is the town where my two brothers, Joe and Hubert live.

‘I like it, though I don’t know it well,’ he says.

I have to admit that I have never left Markly.

He looks thoughtful. ‘I would never have expected to have left my own home town. But then I went to South America.’

‘Goodness! What were you doing there?’

‘Teaching in Buenos Aires. Then, I came back and took this job to be near my father, who died last year.’

I offer sympathy, for which he thanks me.

‘With my inheritance and the money I’d saved, I had enough to start a business. Widdock is expanding. It’s to gain a teacher-training college. It needs a good bookseller.’

‘When do you expect your bookshop to open?’ It seems another world.

‘Before the end of the month, I hope. My stock is ordered. The next task is finding staff and furnishing my –’

‘Mr Pritchard?’ Small running footsteps resound on gravel.

‘Coming, Hector.’ He rises, as the small fair boy appears, rubbing his eyes.

‘They say I’m a sissy because I don’t want to get my feet wet.’

‘You are not a sissy at all, you’re very sensible. Come with me.’ He takes young Hector’s hand. ‘Let’s see whether Cook has made the pies for luncheon yet. There might be a makeweight jam tart or two going begging.’ He turns to me. ‘You expect to return within the next few days, Rose?’

‘As soon as the arrangements are confirmed. I’ll come at this time of day.’ Again, the words speak in spite of me.

‘I’ll look out for you. We must talk again.’

We say goodbye till then.

I am downstairs in the bunk bed, which makes me think of the time when I was very small and we were all at home. The fire is low. I shall fall asleep in its soft light. Mother has been laid out and rests in the temporary shell which Will Sturgess brought this afternoon. Father sleeps in my room, exhausted.

As soon as I returned, I went to see him at his workshop, where he’d gone after carrying out the necessary duties. Already, he had planed the oak. If it is possible for a coffin to be a thing of beauty, Mother’s will be, for he is putting every iota of his craftsmanship and all his love into its lines.

I have been busy, too. The funeral will take place in five days’ time. I found, at the back of Mother’s writing desk, the notepaper and envelopes last used when little Annie died. I wrote to Joe and Hubert with the details and then, seeing that I still had time, comfortably, to catch the last post, I broke the news of Mother’s death to Bob and Ted in America. At least my handwriting on the black-bordered envelope will brace them for the worst.

Father and I ate early, the leftover broth which I made yesterday, in another life. His head was nodding over his dish. As soon as he had finished, he retired to bed. Five minutes later, all was quiet above me in my old room. I went up with my own candle’s light to make sure that his was out. He was sound asleep.

I came down, found plain notepaper and, before I could lose faith in myself, started writing. For I have had an idea. It is a very audacious one, which has been growing inside me this long, tumultuous day. I still cannot believe that I, Rose Alleyn, am about to execute it, but I have debated with myself every consequence and can see no good reason to prevaricate. I can feel my mother willing me to proceed, repeating Leonard Pritchard’s words: We’re in the twentieth century now. The more I consider my idea, the sweeter it becomes.
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